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Shaoxing City

Volume 1 - Chapter 1

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 1: Shaoxing City

May 6, 1905. Early summer. With the plum rain season still a month away, the skies over Shaoxing were clear and the temperature pleasant. On this fine morning, Xu Xilin was entertaining a guest at his home.

A gentle breeze drifted into the small parlor, carrying the scent of flowers from the courtyard. It was a typical Shaoxing parlor: against the north wall stood a table flanked by two carved official's hat chairs, while four other chairs were arranged in two rows in the center of the room. Landscape paintings and calligraphy hung on the walls. The environment was quiet and comfortable, perfect for conversation. The carved window lattices were screened with gauze, and the sunlight filtering through cast beautiful, intricate shadows into the room. It was a scene rich with classical flavor.

Xu Xilin, wearing a long gown and sporting a queue, sat in the host’s seat, while a short-haired man in a Western suit sat in the guest’s position. Xu Xilin was thirty-two years old; he had a lean figure, soft facial contours, and a pair of thick, pitch-black eyebrows that were particularly striking. The guest’s age was hard to pin down. He had the distinctively chiseled square face of a northerner, with a high forehead, prominent cheekbones, and a high bridge to his nose. Deep in his eye sockets, large, beautiful eyes shone with intelligence.

Having only recently joined the Restoration Society—a revolutionary who would gain considerable fame in history—Xu Xilin studied the guest across from him with a smile. It wasn't that Xu Xilin hadn't seen Western suits before, but Chen Ke's suit was simply too unconventional. Chen Ke seemed unbothered by Xu Xilin’s curiosity. He wore a dark yellow casual suit made of a blended fabric, with reinforced leather patches at the elbows. Underneath was a dark green shirt with faint vertical stripes, a dark blue tie held by a gold tie clip, and a pair of crystal cufflinks at his wrists. A casual suit from the 21st century would not be considered fashionable in this era by any standard; it wouldn't even qualify as niche. Yet, Xu Xilin’s gaze held only mild curiosity, not shock. This alone was enough to prove the famous revolutionary's personal cultivation.

The meeting between Xu Xilin and Chen Ke had come about rather abruptly. Even for Xu Xilin, who loved making friends, looking back on it now felt amusing.

Yesterday at noon, Qiu Jin had suddenly sent someone to notify Xu Xilin that a short-haired man in a Western suit was holding a piece of paper with Xu Xilin’s name on it. He spoke a strange Mandarin and was asking anyone who looked like a scholar how to find Xu Xilin. Qiu Jin wanted to know what relationship Xu Xilin had with this odd character. After listening to the report from Qiu Jin’s servant, Xu Xilin was quite surprised. He had a wide circle of acquaintances, including students in Shaoxing who had cut their queues. But Qiu Jin’s letter stated that she had never seen this person before. Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin were cousins as well as revolutionary comrades; if even the widely-connected Qiu Jin hadn't met this man, Xu Xilin likely didn't know him either.

Xu Xilin asked where the man was now. Qiu Jin’s servant replied that he wasn't far away. Xu Xilin then asked what the man looked like. The servant thought for a moment before answering—"He looks to be a person of considerable status." Driven by curiosity, Xu Xilin went to see for himself.

He could see Chen Ke from afar at the street corner. Southerners were generally not tall, and in this era of widespread malnutrition, Chen Ke’s height of 1.82 meters made him stand head and shoulders above the common folk, like a crane among chickens. At that moment, several Shaoxing hooligans were surrounding Chen Ke, provoking him in the local dialect. Chen Ke appeared to be listening intently, a trace of confusion floating on his characteristically northern face. His demeanor was unmistakably that of a scholar.

Realizing the stranger didn't understand the Shaoxing dialect, the hooligans moved in, preparing to shove him around. Chen Ke immediately understood the intent of this clear action. He raised his left hand, his movement not fast but perfectly timed. His smooth, slender fingers clamped onto the lead hooligan’s neck like steel pincers. With just a slight exertion of force, the hooligan’s face instantly turned a dark, purplish red. The hooligan instinctively grabbed the wrist that was choking him with both hands, trying to pry it open. Chen Ke took a step forward and lightly swung his left arm. The hooligan, eyes already rolling back, was thrown straight into his cohorts. Like a collapsing trellis, the group fell to the ground together. A burst of hearty laughter erupted from the onlookers.

Xu Xilin was quite appreciative of Chen Ke’s performance. In an era where scholars were generally physically frail, such skill was extremely rare. When Chen Ke disciplined the hooligans, his face lacked the fierce, perverse expression common to those who enjoyed violence. Furthermore, Chen Ke’s attire was distinct from that of the returned students; the fabric of his clothes was fine, not the bright sheen of silk, but possessing a somewhat worn look, yet clean and neat. It was pleasing to the eye no matter how one looked at it.

Xu Xilin nudged his dumbfounded servant, instructing him to give Chen Ke a visiting card and invite him to visit the next day. From a distance, Xu Xilin watched Chen Ke struggle to communicate with the servant for a while. Then the servant ran back in a flash. Chen Ke glanced in Xu Xilin’s direction and smiled.

The news brought back by the servant satisfied Xu Xilin. Chen Ke said the inn he was staying at was very crude and asked if he could visit the Xu residence personally the next day. Xu Xilin, by nature fond of making friends, immediately had the servant send word that he would await Chen Ke at home the following day.

In the China of 1905, revolutionary aspirants everywhere were establishing connections. Xu Xilin had already joined the Restoration Society and met Tao Chengzhang. Tao Chengzhang had harbored ambitions from a young age, taking the expulsion of the Manchus and opposition to the Qing as his personal duty. He had twice traveled to Beijing in failed attempts to assassinate Empress Dowager Cixi, and later went alone to Japan to study military science. After returning the following year, he actively participated in revolutionary activities, traveling in ragged clothes and worn shoes between Zhejiang, Fujian, and Anhui to contact fellow revolutionaries. He often tied a hemp rope around his waist and wore straw sandals, walking across Zhejiang, "covering over a hundred li a day, sparing no effort." Hangzhou was separated from his home by only a strip of water, yet he "passed Hangzhou four times without returning home."

Xu Xilin had decided to meet Chen Ke the moment he saw his short hair. In the late Qing Dynasty, that short hair already explained a lot. As a revolutionary, it would have been a huge joke if Xu Xilin turned away a short-haired young man who came to visit.

"Mr. Xu, I have been presumptuous in coming to visit, which is already quite rude. I am deeply grateful that you could take time out of your busy schedule to receive me," Chen Ke said in standard 21st-century Putonghua.

Xu Xilin smiled and was about to speak when a servant brought in tea, placing two tea bowls in front of each person, then stood aside.

"Mr. Chen, please have some tea." Xu Xilin also spoke Mandarin, though his accent was thick with Shaoxing tones.

Chen Ke nodded in acknowledgement. Of the two cups, one was plain water and the other was clear tea. Having rushed over early in the morning without drinking anything, Chen Ke felt truly thirsty seeing the water. He picked up the plain water and drained it in one gulp. The servant standing behind Chen Ke immediately showed a look of mockery. Xu Xilin glared at the servant, then picked up his own plain water and drained it as well, before waving his hand. The servant removed the bowls meant for rinsing the mouth. Only then did Xu Xilin pick up the tea bowl. "Mr. Chen, please drink tea."

Both men took a sip of tea before Xu Xilin asked, "Where is Mr. Chen from?"

"Zhengzhou, Henan," Chen Ke replied.

Chen Ke was clean-shaven with short hair that seemed intentionally cut unevenly. He looked very spirited. Xu Xilin had been guessing Chen Ke's age and had only concluded it was somewhere between twenty and thirty-five. Judging by appearance alone, Chen Ke looked at most twenty; his occasional smiles made him look very young. But when Chen Ke put away his smile, that solemn demeanor, especially his calm, unwavering gaze, made him appear much more mature than his looks suggested.

"From Henan to here is a long journey of a thousand li. I wonder what advice Mr. Chen has for me?" Xu Xilin asked.

Chen Ke did not rush to answer this question. Since returning to this era, Chen Ke had thought long and hard about his future. He absolutely had no intention of being buried alongside the Manchu Qing. As a modern person, revolution was practically the only path Chen Ke could choose. However, he didn't like the Tongmenghui (Alliance Society). After much thought, the only organization he could join was the Restoration Society. The only leaders of the Restoration Society Chen Ke could remember were Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. That was why he had traveled all the way to Shaoxing to "find the organization." But the Restoration Society was a local revolutionary party of Zhejiang; for an outsider like him to join smoothly would be incredibly difficult. How to gain Xu Xilin's trust was the main issue Chen Ke had considered along the way.

Chen Ke spoke, and although he had weighed his words many times, he still sounded somewhat unconfident. Apart from the "glorious deeds" recorded in textbooks, Chen Ke knew nothing else about Xu Xilin. Since he dared to rebel and could become an important figure in the Anhui officialdom, he certainly couldn't be an idiot. So Chen Ke spoke slowly, sounding a bit hesitant. "Mr. Xu, I have come from afar, so naturally I have a favor to ask of you. The world today has decayed to such a state that revolution is unavoidable. It has been five or six years since the Gengzi Incident. The Manchu Qing seems to be experiencing a momentary recovery before death, but in reality, it is fundamentally beyond saving. Yet now the Constitutionalists are making a clamor, and I look down on them greatly. The so-called New Policies of the Qing are merely to appease the world and deceive the scholars. In their bones, they are only for the benefit of the Manchus. Not to mention that everything the Qing does completely misses the point. To be honest, Mr. Xu, I have been studying abroad and only returned to my hometown this year. Overseas, foreigners look down on Chinese people. Upon returning, I see confusion high and low, with no one knowing where China’s path lies. It is truly heartbreaking. There are no revolutionary parties in Henan. I heard that you, Mr. Xu, and Mr. Cai Yuanpei are the leaders in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Therefore, I have heartfelt words I wish to express to you. I hope you will listen."

Xu Xilin assessed Chen Ke as he listened. Chen Ke's attire and appearance indeed suggested someone who had returned from overseas. Perhaps this was how Tao Chengzhang made connections with heroes from various places? Xu Xilin thought to himself, surprised that a revolutionary comrade as far away as Henan had heard his name. Thinking of this, Xu Xilin couldn't help but smile.

But Chen Ke was an outsider after all, and he bluntly stated his relationship with Cai Yuanpei. The Qing court was appeasing the gentry on one hand while sending spies everywhere to hunt down revolutionaries on the other. The Restoration Society had not been established for long, and people in Henan really shouldn't know about it, yet this Henan man knew. This made Xu Xilin feel it was quite incredible.

"I wonder what insights Mr. Chen has," Xu Xilin asked.

Chen Ke said frankly, "Mr. Xu, I have written something. Please take a look." With that, he took a stack of papers from the satchel he carried.

Xu Xilin took the manuscript. The cover was a plain white sheet. Upon opening it, he saw very high-quality paper with neatly arranged vertical indentations pressed into it; the paper alone was extraordinarily precious. Glancing at it casually, a look of surprise appeared on Xu Xilin's face, followed by an effort to suppress a mocking expression as he continued to read. It wasn't written with a brush; the strokes were thin, looking like they were written with a fountain pen, yet even finer. And the handwriting was truly ugly. In Xu Xilin's eyes, Chen Ke's writing was worse than a child's tracing. Furthermore, the manuscript used simplified characters entirely; some characters were simplified to the point of being unrecognizable.

The title on the right side of the first page was "Who is China's Enemy". Xu Xilin felt this was still within his tolerance. Judging by the handwriting alone, Xu Xilin felt a sense of disdain for Chen Ke, but on second thought, the fact that Chen Ke was literate meant his background was by no means ordinary. He looked at the manuscript again; there were over thirty pages, densely packed with characters. There must be at least ten thousand words. In this day and age, being able to write so much text eloquently was no easy feat. He should at least be lenient.

"It seems Mr. Chen spent a lot of effort writing these things. I will read through it slowly first. Please wait a moment, Mr. Chen," Xu Xilin said.

"It is my honor that Mr. Xu is willing to offer his advice. Please take your time," Chen Ke responded quickly.

The article began with an outline. The full text was divided into five parts. The first part discussed the differences in industrialization between China and Europe. This was the reason for the massive gap in national power between the two sides. The second part narrated a prediction of the Manchu Qing's future development. The third part explained what European and American capitalism actually was. The fourth part covered China's national power. The fifth part was on how to build a New China.

The language was a mix of classical and vernacular, making it very uncomfortable to read. Xu Xilin realized why the manuscript was so long. For simple narratives, Chen Ke could use classical Chinese, but for explaining new things where he couldn't find the appropriate classical expression, he switched directly to the vernacular. Although the reading experience was quite uncomfortable, Xu Xilin was soon attracted by the content of the article.

The content explained was merely common viewpoints from the 21st century: the industrialized West was not necessarily richer than China, but the amount of material the nations could commit to war was immense. The Qing system and China's status as an agricultural nation meant the materials China could commit to war were completely disproportionate. From the perspective of a 21st-century internet article, the data wasn't detailed enough, not enough "hard facts." But for Xu Xilin in 1905, this was information he had never seen before. Honestly speaking, even the Qing government couldn't produce such detailed data as a basis for national policy. Let alone Xu Xilin, who was merely a member of the ordinary gentry in the Jiangsu and Zhejiang region.

Just finishing this part moved Xu Xilin greatly. From the Opium War to the Eight-Nation Alliance, China had lost every battle against foreigners, which Xu Xilin viewed as a profound humiliation. Chen Ke’s article analyzed these wars clearly: why they were fought, how the armies on both sides operated. The organizational models of the armies, the methods of war and the process of battle, the results of the battles and the outcomes of the wars—many sections used tables to list and compare specific data for both sides. The introduction and summary were organized and logical.

After reading this, Xu Xilin put down the manuscript and stood up. "Mr. Chen is a great talent. I have been blind to your greatness. I have been disrespectful." With that, Xu Xilin clasped his hands and bowed deeply.

Seeing Xu Xilin stand, Chen Ke quickly stood up as well. Seeing Xu Xilin bow, Chen Ke hurriedly returned the gesture. "Mr. Xu praises me too highly. If not for a hero like you, who could understand my writing? In writing this, my thoughts were actually quite incomplete. I hope Mr. Xu can point out the flaws."

Suppressing his excitement, Xu Xilin asked Chen Ke to sit. "Mr. Chen, I must finish reading your manuscript now. Please wait a moment."

"It doesn't matter. I came today specifically to ask you to read my work. If you couldn't stand reading it, wouldn't my trip have been in vain?" Chen Ke said with a smile.

"Serve tea, serve snacks," Xu Xilin called out. After hearing the servant respond, Xu Xilin hurriedly picked up the manuscript and continued reading. After the analysis of the gap between China and Europe, the manuscript moved to the prediction of the Qing Dynasty's future development. For this part, Chen Ke had simply summarized and copied from history books: from the preparatory constitutionalism to the establishment of advisory councils everywhere, to some improvements in the New Policies, then the Qing's final launch of the "Royal Cabinet," the disappointment of the advisory councils, all the way to sitting by and watching the Qing's destruction.

Xu Xilin was shocked by this section. He usually liked to comment on state affairs, and birds of a feather flock together—his friends were the same. But when they talked about revolution, it was nothing more than overthrowing the Manchus. As for how to overthrow them, most advocated violent revolution. Either assassinations or staging uprisings. When talking about it, everyone’s blood boiled with high spirits. But when it came to actually doing it, it felt incredibly difficult. No one had ever looked at national affairs from the height of the state itself.

Chen Ke's manuscript described the Qing Dynasty clearly and concisely. When describing the Qing, the wording was filled with a sense of indifference. To Xu Xilin, the Qing was a living, breathing, powerful existence. In Chen Ke's writing, the Qing was like dry bones in a grave, a walking corpse. After reading these words, a feeling rose in Xu Xilin’s chest: defeating the Qing could be such an easy thing.

Unknowingly, he had turned to the last page. Xu Xilin discovered that the final character was just the middle of a sentence; the entire article simply cut off there.

"Mr. Chen, this manuscript seems unfinished." Xu Xilin stared at Chen Ke with burning eyes, as if to squeeze the remaining text out of his face.

"In my haste, the article hasn't been finished yet." Xu Xilin's intense gaze made Chen Ke uncomfortable. He picked up his teacup, wanting to ease the atmosphere by drinking tea, only to find the cup was dry. Xu Xilin saw through Chen Ke's unnatural movement at a glance. He got up, went out, called a servant over, and whispered a few instructions. The servant looked up at Xu Xilin in surprise. Xu Xilin gave a few more instructions, and the servant turned and left.

After returning to the parlor, Xu Xilin personally refilled Chen Ke's tea. After they sat down again, Xu Xilin said with glowing spirits, "I have prepared a meager meal for lunch and would like to have a few drinks with you, Mr. Chen." As he spoke, he looked at the manuscript on the tea table again. "I have just read your masterpiece. I am untalented and shallow in learning, and there are some things in it I cannot grasp. I hope you will not withhold your instruction."

"I took the liberty to visit because I wanted to make your acquaintance, Mr. Xu. My writing is crude and careless, and some things are just my own wild guesses. There is much I would like to ask you to point out. I will impose upon you for this meal then." Chen Ke was polite, but inwardly he breathed a sigh of relief. It seemed this first step had been taken correctly.

"Mr. Chen, may I ask your age?"

"Born in the Western calendar year 1880, so 25 this year." Chen Ke advanced his birth date by one hundred years. "And you, Mr. Xu?"

"I am 32, a few years your senior. You are so young, Mr. Chen. But in the world today, there are many young people revealing their talent, like Chen Tianhua and Zou Rong, who were only in their twenties when they became famous," Xu Xilin praised. "Where did you study overseas?"

"I studied abroad for a few years, but as to where, I really cannot say. I hope you will forgive me."

"Why?" Xu Xilin asked in astonishment.

"I have decided to dedicate myself to the revolution, and from now on I have absolutely no relationship with my family. Therefore, I cannot disclose these matters," Chen Ke replied solemnly.

Xu Xilin pondered for a moment, then suddenly asked, "Could it be that you are a Manchu, Mr. Chen?"

Hearing this sudden question, Chen Ke’s eyes widened in shock. "How did I become a Manchu? My family have been northern Han people for generations. Perhaps my ancestors were descendants of Xiongnu who submitted, but definitely not Manchus. Besides, the Grand Historian’s Records of the Grand Historian records that the Xiongnu were also descendants of the Yan and Yellow Emperors, so I am a genuine descendant of the Yan and Yellow Emperors. How did I turn into a Manchu?"

"Looking at your article, you seem quite knowledgeable about political affairs. I was somewhat worried you might be a Manchu. If you were, well, I absolutely would not associate with you," Xu Xilin replied seriously.

"If I were a Manchu, may heaven and earth destroy me," Chen Ke said, also with great seriousness. "I am a descendant of the Yan and Yellow Emperors. The Manchus are merely barbarians who stole China; I would never willingly be a barbarian. I still have that much sense of shame."

Xu Xilin looked at Chen Ke’s serious expression and heard the oath, so he believed him. "Looking at your attire and your knowledge, could it be that your family are high officials in the court?"

Hearing this, Chen Ke stood up and spoke clearly, "After dedicating myself to the revolution, I have nothing to do with my family. I grew up overseas from a young age and will never be loyal to the Manchu Qing. Although I have never worn a queue, I too have ancestors, and I cannot say my ancestors never wore queues. So I am me, and my family is my family. Since I walked out the door, we are unrelated. Regarding my origins, I refuse to make up lies to deceive you, Brother Xu, but I also cannot tell you. I hope you will understand." After speaking, Chen Ke bowed deeply.

Before Xu Xilin could speak, a bright female voice came from outside the parlor. "These words are just like Chen Tianhua's in The Revolutionary Army. If it is truly because of dedicating oneself to the revolution that one severs ties with family, then each person has their own aspirations. Boxun, you need not force him." Boxun was Xu Xilin’s courtesy name. Xu Xilin was very familiar with this voice; he had just sent a servant to invite Qiu Jin, but he hadn't expected her to arrive so quickly.

Chen Ke looked out the door and saw a woman in her thirties striding into the parlor. She had a long oval face, delicate features, and a heroic air. Xu Xilin stood up and said a few sentences in Shaoxing dialect. Chen Ke wasn't completely unable to understand Shaoxing dialect; he could understand about seventy or eighty percent of Shaoxing Mandarin. Xu Xilin essentially said, "Xuanqing, I just sent someone to find you, I didn't expect you to come so fast."

Although not entirely certain, Chen Ke guessed the arrival was indeed Qiu Jin. The three stood in the hall. Before Xu Xilin could introduce them, Chen Ke couldn't help but ask, "Is this Mr. Qiu Jin?"

Both Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin were startled. Qiu Jin looked Chen Ke up and down. "I wonder how to address this gentleman?" Qiu Jin used very unpolished Henan dialect; the accent was more Southern, sounding like Hakka, but that flavor of Henan speech suddenly gave Chen Ke a feeling of local nostalgia.

"I am Chen Ke. It is a great honor to meet Mr. Qiu," Chen Ke quickly replied in Henan dialect.

Hearing Chen Ke's Henan dialect, Qiu Jin paused, then laughed heartily. "So Mr. Chen Ke is from Henan. In the capital, Henan dialect counts as official speech. No wonder you refused to speak of your family background."

In the late Qing officialdom, most people used Henan dialect rather than the ruffian-like Beijing accent. In the early years of the Republic, when discussing the national language, if not for the fall of the Henan-born Yuan Shikai and the lack of Henan people in power, Henan dialect might well have been elected as the national official language.

After the three sat down, Xu Xilin handed Chen Ke's manuscript to Qiu Jin. She read ten lines at a glance, and after reading only a few pages, she slapped the table and stood up. "Today, even if just to see this masterpiece, the trip has not been in vain. Who wrote this?" As soon as the words fell, Qiu Jin answered herself, "It seems it was written by Mr. Chen Ke."

"Exactly," Xu Xilin replied.

Qiu Jin looked Chen Ke up and down a few times, but said to Xu Xilin, "If one hears the Way in the morning, one can die content in the evening. Boxun, I'm treating everyone to wine today."

Xu Xilin laughed. "I have already had someone prepare a meager meal. If Xuanqing wishes to treat us to wine, I will accompany Mr. Chen Ke to impose on you next time."

Hearing this, everyone laughed together. Qiu Jin persisted, "Boxun, let me take this manuscript. I'll return it to you next time I treat you to wine."

"This manuscript is incomplete. Next time Xuanqing treats us, Mr. Chen Ke must bring the complete manuscript," Xu Xilin joked.

"Written so much and it's still incomplete?" Qiu Jin was genuinely surprised now.

"Xuanqing will know after finishing it," Xu Xilin said.

Just then, the Xu family servant entered to announce that the banquet was ready.

"If you are hungry, go drink first. I want to finish reading this manuscript before anything else," Qiu Jin said, sitting back in her chair and continuing to read from where she left off.

Xu Xilin waved his hand to the servant, who tactfully retreated. The two men in the parlor sat back in their chairs. In the quiet room, there was only the sound of pages turning from time to time.
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Chapter 2: At the Banquet

Xu Xilin’s home was expansive. His residence, located in Sunjialou, Dongpu Town, Shaoxing, was a classic Qing Dynasty compound. It had been purchased from a family named Zhu by his grandfather, the venerable Lord Tongxuan, and subsequently renovated and expanded. Facing south, the compound spanned 1,100 square meters with a building area of 575 square meters. The layout followed the typical three-bay, three-courtyard style of Jiangsu-Zhejiang dwellings, consisting of an entrance house, a main hall, residential quarters, a library, and the Tongying Study. With its brick-and-wood structure, white-plastered walls, and black-tiled roofs, its enclosed exterior epitomized the traditional residential architecture of the region.

In the rear hall, a banquet featuring authentic Jiangsu and Zhejiang flavors had been laid out. The dishes were simple yet refined: ham, West Lake vinegar fish, bean curd skin, sweet osmanthus taro, and a few seasonal greens. Xu Xilin enthusiastically served Chen Ke, filling his cup with wine. The Shaoxing yellow wine, kept warm in a heated decanter, had a potent kick; after only two cups, Chen Ke felt the alcohol beginning to take effect.

Among the three, two were illustrious figures of the revolution. Chen Ke dared not underestimate them. He remained as respectful as possible in his speech, answering their questions in detail. Chen Ke’s square face gave him an air of honest sincerity, which, combined with his polite demeanor, made Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin feel increasingly close to him. Before long, Chen Ke had unconsciously shifted from addressing his host as "Mr. Xu" to "Brother Xu."

Having read Chen Ke’s "great work," the two revolutionary elders focused their conversation on how to build a powerful army. As Chen Ke responded, he felt a flicker of strangeness. If China built a powerful army now, it would undoubtedly be controlled by the Qing. Faced with such a formidable force, revolutionaries would only be slaughtered. What would be the point of the revolution then?

On second thought, while Chen Ke was familiar with Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin, they knew nothing of him. To them, he was merely a "student returned from overseas." Their understanding of the European powers likely didn't go much deeper than the concept of "strong ships and sharp cannons." It was only natural that the conversation revolved around the military.

Unwilling to let the talk remain superficial, Chen Ke shifted the topic. "Brother Xu, regarding the armies you ask about—Europe does not just have armies; more importantly, it has the capitalist system. The operation of this system is vastly different from China today. The current Qing system exists for the interests of the Manchu elite and the survival of the regime itself. During the Hundred Days' Reform, the Manchus said that reform was to save China, not the Great Qing. Since that is their stance, if I wish to save China, I must destroy the Qing. That is why I left home and joined the revolution." At this point, Chen Ke smiled with a touch of bashfulness. "Perhaps my words are a bit arrogant. I hope you can forgive me, Brother Xu."

"Mr. Chen Ke, with such aspirations, how can you be called arrogant?" Qiu Jin said with a smile. She lightly tapped the table and recited with fervor: "I will sacrifice a hundred thousand heads to turn back the heavens and the earth! If there were no men of insight like Mr. Chen Ke willing to sacrifice themselves for the country, China's future would remain as dark as it is now."

"Sister Qiu, I heard you once stayed in the capital, but you were forced to leave when the Eight-Nation Alliance invaded. Such matters..." Chen Ke sighed.

At his words, Qiu Jin’s expression darkened. She said nothing, only raised her cup and drained it in one gulp. As they talked, Chen Ke felt himself growing more familiar with them—not just because of the wine, but because their thoughts and speech were remarkably similar to the "patriotic hotheads" of his original era. History’s humiliations had left them with a deep-seated hatred for the Qing court and foreign powers.

Chen Ke came from the twenty-first century, an era of China’s rejuvenation and its return to global power. Setbacks then were far from the national humiliations of the past, yet the youth were still filled with dissatisfaction and anger. In 1905, the anger of patriotic hotheads was fueled by the literal invasion, plunder, and insult of the "Celestial Empire." Such fury was purer and more unbearable. Chen Ke could somewhat empathize with this humiliation; whenever he read modern Chinese history, he felt a reluctance to even open the books. That pain affected even a young man from a century later; for those living through it, the agony must have been a hundred times worse.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke lowered his gaze. Silence hung over the table for a moment before Qiu Jin suddenly asked, "Does Mr. Chen have a courtesy name? Addressing each other as 'Mister' feels too formal."

"I grew up overseas and only have a given name, no courtesy name. This..." Chen Ke said awkwardly. "Well, if you don't mind, perhaps you two could think of one for me?"

"Oh, Mr. Chen is too modest," Xu Xilin laughed.

Qiu Jin did not decline. "That sounds fine. Is there a phrase or verse you particularly like?"

Chen Ke thought for a moment and replied, "How elegant and refined is their culture! I follow the Zhou."

"Words from the Analects. Hmm..." Qiu Jin pondered. "How about 'Wenqing'?"

Hearing the word, Chen Ke almost burst out laughing. He suppressed the urge and nodded. "I think that works."

"If you don't like it later, you can always change it," Qiu Jin added.

"I think it’s very good. Thank you," Chen Ke said quickly.

He thought the conversation would move toward lighter topics, but Qiu Jin’s next words took him by surprise.

"Wenqing, after reading your article and talking with you here, I get the feeling you’re being a bit vague. You came to visit Boxun personally, and you seem to have heard of me. I don’t believe that what you know and have learned came solely from school." Qiu Jin smiled, but there was something else beneath the smile. "I believe now that you aren't a man of the Qing. If you were, this article alone would be enough to earn you a high position. However, you don't look like a revolutionary, either."

At her words, Xu Xilin’s eyes brightened, and he nodded slightly. It seemed he felt the same way but hadn't been able to articulate it as clearly as Qiu Jin.

Since they had been so blunt about their suspicion, Chen Ke felt a sense of relief. If the conversation had remained purely pleasant, he would have felt he’d gained little. Pleasantries were often just a surface for long-term acquaintance. Chen Ke didn't have the time for a gradual approach. This tense, confrontational situation would lead to one of two outcomes: cooperation or a falling out. Either way, a result would come quickly.

Chen Ke picked up his cup and drained it. Setting it down, he said, "In my view, the goal of today’s revolutionaries is nothing more than overthrowing the Qing. The better ones have some vague plan, speaking broadly about what kind of country they want to build. From the books I’ve read and the little I know, their plans for a 'new nation' are a pile of dog shit. What is a revolution? It is changing the Mandate of Heaven. No matter how much you say the Manchus stole China, or that they are beasts in human skin, the Qing has lasted 260 years—and not just by 'leading beasts to devour men.' There is a whole system supporting its existence. My revolution is to revolt against that system itself. If you topple the Qing but China remains under the same system, do you think you can defeat the Great Powers?"

Since meeting Xu Xilin, Chen Ke had tried to appear refined and gentle. Now, without a mirror, he couldn't see his own expression. But Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin saw it clearly: Chen Ke’s eyes were wide, and his face carried a murderous intent. As his emotions flared, a sharp, piercing aura seemed to pour out of him. The kind, smiling youth from before was nowhere to be seen.

"I think you two want nothing more than to eat Cixi's flesh and sleep on her skin. To me, that only shows you still have hope for her. If the Eight-Nation Alliance hadn't marched into Beijing to burn and pillage, but had instead been wiped out by the Qing army—if those foreign devils had been paraded through the streets and forced to pay reparations—you two would probably be shouting 'Long live the Old Buddha,' wouldn't you?" Chen Ke’s words were biting. Xu Xilin’s face immediately turned sour.

"But for me, it’s completely different. Since the Qing system is absolutely no match for the European nations, it doesn't matter who is in power—China cannot win. You reap what you sow. If you plant beans but expect to harvest watermelons, is that possible? Seeing Europe harvest watermelons and then blaming the bean-planting Qing for not producing them—isn't that ridiculous?" Chen Ke couldn't help but let out a cold laugh.

"I don't hate the Qing at all—at least, I don't hate them anymore. The Qing and the system it represents are already hopeless. In today’s world, it’s impossible for China to keep its doors closed. We must look at the world and at China from a global perspective. Why is China being beaten down by those tiny European countries? Because China is not strong. Why is China looked down upon by the people of those nations? Because China contributes nothing to the world. China has failed to lead the global trend forward. My revolution is to abolish China’s old system, make China strong, and lead the whole world toward a better future." Chen Ke’s voice grew sharp, bordering on a roar.

Perhaps realizing he was losing his composure, Chen Ke took a long breath to steady himself, lowering his voice. "Every man is responsible for the rise and fall of the nation. But there is a saying abroad: 'When a country is in such a state of ruin, we are all base and inferior people.' China sat at the head of the world for over two thousand years. Today we complain and blame the Qing. Before we were born, whether China was strong or weak had nothing to do with us. But today, while we are in this world, if we do not strive for progress and only hate our predecessors for failing China, then we are truly insulting the word 'revolution.' Since we claim to be revolutionaries, we must search high and low and exhaust our hearts and minds. And if we are to search, we must first cast aside our prejudices. How exactly did China become so weak? Where did it go wrong? Is it a problem with the Qing? Or is it a problem with China’s system?"

He picked up the decanter and poured himself a cup. "We are here today, enjoying wine and conversation. Outside this room, China has not yet reached the point where the land is filled with the cries of the hungry. We must admit that. But in my eyes, it won't be long before this old system can no longer sustain itself. An era of widespread misery is about to descend. I ask you two: who is our true enemy?" Chen Ke stared intently at Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin.

The two were speechless. Their impression of Chen Ke had undergone a total transformation. Qiu Jin looked at Chen Ke, then at Xu Xilin, and suddenly slammed the table and began to laugh. At first, it was a cold chuckle, but it turned into a fit of laughter she couldn't stop. After a long while, she finally managed to catch her breath. Wiping the tears from her eyes with a handkerchief, she said in the short-winded voice following such laughter, "Mr. Chen... no, Wenqing, Wenqing. I truly didn't understand before. You clearly come from a noble family, yet you came to this Shaoxing countryside to seek out a minor local squire like Boxun. I thought there must be some great hidden motive. After hearing this, I finally understand. You are indeed a revolutionary. And a revolutionary like you probably wouldn't last a day in the capital. I suspected you were a fraud before; I apologize."

Xu Xilin also nodded. "After reading Wenqing's work, I still felt a bit unclear. Now I know the mindset Wenqing had when writing it. My understanding is far inferior to yours." He sighed deeply. "The revolutionary youth of today are truly a talented generation. I was amazed by the works of Chen Tianhua and Zou Rong, seeing what young men in their twenties could achieve. What a pity that Zou Rong passed away in a Shanghai prison a month ago. If I could have heard Wenqing and Zou Rong discuss the revolution together, I would truly die without regrets."

He straightened his posture. "Wenqing, when you visited earlier, you said you had a request. My talent and virtue are shallow, and I have no right to command you. I only wish to ask: how would you have me serve you?"

"Brother Boxun, you overstate things," Chen Ke replied quickly. "I know you have some connections in Shanghai. A revolution cannot succeed without funds. I want to do something in Shanghai, so I have an impertinent request: I would like you to take me there. As an outsider, if I rush into Shanghai, I’ll surely be lost. Without the guidance of a comrade like you, everything I’ve said and thought is just a pipe dream."

"I see," Xu Xilin said. "And what do you plan to do in Shanghai?"

"Dye cloth," Chen Ke replied.

"Dye cloth?" Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin looked at each other in surprise. "Can you make a fortune dyeing cloth?"

"Not a fortune, but enough for a start. I won't hide it from you—when I left home, I only took a few personal belongings. I don't have a single cent. Haha, actually, I was kicked out." Chen Ke chuckled. "So if I want to start a revolution, I have to start from scratch. That's why I came to Shaoxing to ask for your help. Every word I said just now came from the bottom of my heart. But my outburst in your home was quite rude. I hope you can forgive me." He stood up and gave them a deep bow.

"There's no need for that, Wenqing. If I can help a man like you, who is dedicated to the revolution, it is my greatest pleasure." Xu Xilin stood up and walked over to pull Chen Ke back up.

Chen Ke straightened and continued, "I'm penniless right now. If I can't get your help within a few days, I'll have to try other, more desperate methods. So please, tell me your honest decision so I can plan my next move."

Xu Xilin was taken aback; Chen Ke was demanding a stance. Although he admired Chen Ke, they had met less than half a day ago, and he found it difficult to give an immediate 'yes.'

At this, Qiu Jin spoke up. "Wenqing, tell me what kind of help you need and what your plan is. See if your sister can be of assistance."

Having come from the twenty-first century and grown up under the red flag, Chen Ke would never treat Mao the Great Ancestor's dictum of "seeking truth from facts" as mere idle talk. In 1905, revolution was a game for the wealthy. Rich revolutionaries sought to make connections with heroes and outlaws from all over, and even those outlaws weren't the destitute poor. To be accepted by these people, Chen Ke had aimed for a "look of prestige" in his attire. He might have no money, but his clothes served as proof of his status, and he had something he could sell.

He took off a wristwatch from his wrist and handed it to Qiu Jin. "Sister Qiu, I ask you to help me pawn this watch."

Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin had noticed the watch earlier, but since they weren't close, they hadn't mentioned it. When Chen Ke took it off, they were both startled. In this era, those who wore wristwatches were either very wealthy or held high status. Most people carried pocket watches. Qiu Jin, having traveled widely, had seen them before, but this was Xu Xilin’s first time.

Chen Ke couldn't help but feel lucky. His time travel had happened right after a shopping spree at a small commodities market. He found it especially strange that he’d decided to buy watches on a whim. To put it simply, he’d won a few thousand yuan in the lottery and, with a "easy come, easy go" attitude, he’d bought some clothes, office supplies, and had a bit of money left.

He had recently debated with a friend whether it was better to check the time on a watch or a phone. Chen Ke had been convinced that on formal occasions, a watch represented a formal attitude and politeness.

The watches from the flea market were decent. Besides buying one for himself, he’d bought a few others to give to friends as unique gifts. While gifting a watch in this era was somewhat absurd, it was certainly an original gesture. After some bargaining, he’d bought four. He hadn't expected them to be so useful for raising money in 1905.

The watch was a mechanical knock-off, bought for 230 yuan. It had all the characteristics of a knock-off: shiny, with complex decorations. To Chen Ke, it looked vulgarly ornate. But to Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin in 1905, it looked like a piece of immense wealth.

After examining it for a while, Qiu Jin asked, "How much do you expect for this?"

"Thirty or fifty taels should be enough," Chen Ke said casually.

"Haha, ha!" Qiu Jin burst into laughter again. "Wenqing, do you know my family owns pawnshops?"

"Oh?" Chen Ke truly hadn't known. "Sister Qiu, did I find the right person then?"

"At that price, you're clearly doing me a favor," Qiu Jin laughed. "This watch is brand new, not a single scratch on it. And with these rhinestones on the dial... thirty or fifty taels? Ha. Three or five hundred taels would be easy."

"Sister Qiu, that’s because you are generous. If I hadn't met you, do you think an outsider like me could walk in with a watch and ask for five hundred taels?" Chen Ke spoke the truth.

Qiu Jin nodded, played with the watch for a bit, then strapped it onto her own wrist. "I’ll take this job. I'll give you the money tomorrow, how about that?"

"No problem," Chen Ke said brightly. Normally, Qiu Jin’s request would be seen as overstepping. But Chen Ke trusted her, and he didn't really care about the watch. Being able to show his generosity and trust in others was worth more than a single watch.

"Sit, let’s keep drinking," Qiu Jin replied with a smile.

Having reached this point, deep conversation was no longer possible. They finished a few more cups before the table was cleared. They talked a while longer in the living room and agreed to meet at Xu Xilin’s the next morning. Knowing Xu and Qiu would have things to discuss in private, Chen Ke took his leave. They didn't try to keep him, but as they saw him to the door, Qiu Jin repeatedly urged him to bring as many of his writings as possible when he returned.

Chen Ke smiled. "Of course."

The three walked out the main gate. As they were saying their goodbyes, Xu Xilin glanced into the distance, and his face immediately darkened. Curious, Chen Ke turned and saw several people walking from the end of the street. The leader was a robust, powerful-looking man, though his features were quite delicate. The men behind him looked familiar. After a moment, Chen Ke recognized them—they were the thugs he had encountered the day before.
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Chapter 3: Hua Xiongmao

"Where did a fake foreign devil like you come from, daring to act so bold in Shaoxing?"

Since returning to this era, this was the first time someone had cursed at Chen Ke in such a manner. He wasn't the least bit angry. In fact, since arriving in this time and space, Chen Ke had found that his capacity for fury had been dampened to the extreme. For over a month, everything he saw felt fresh and novel; even as he gradually identified with the period, he found it impossible to summon genuine rage. How many people in this age truly understood him? Since they didn't know him, their prejudices, misunderstandings, and hostilities were meaningless.

Hearing his new title of "fake foreign devil," Chen Ke did his best to suppress a laugh. It wasn't just the name that was amusing; the man was actually speaking in official speech—or rather, the Henan-inflected dialect popular in the late Qing bureaucracy. His pronunciation was off, making it sound quite comical.

Xu Xilin had already stepped forward, exchanging a few words in the Shaoxing dialect with the leader of the group. The man clearly wasn't listening; he walked straight toward Chen Ke. Chen Ke didn't know who he was, but given that the man had arrived with the thugs Chen Ke had thrashed the day before, coupled with that roar of anger, he certainly wasn't here to deliver flowers. Chen Ke shifted his weight into a defensive stance; even if he could fight, a beating would still hurt.

Seeing Chen Ke’s movement, the man gave a vicious smile. "Oh, so you're a practitioner. Your grandfather here is Hua Xiongmao, a Martial Arts Graduate. You think you can lay a hand on me?"

Xu Xilin rushed up to block Hua Xiongmao, who continued to shout filth and curses. Amidst the chaos, Chen Ke asked loudly, "Are we doing this through the public way or the private way? State your path."

"What public or private? Speak clearly!" Hua Xiongmao shoved Xu Xilin aside and demanded.

Chen Ke replied in a low voice, "The men behind you tried to rob me. If we go the public way, we’ll settle this with reason. If we go the private way, we’ll settle it with our fists. I can see you have some skill, brother; surely you aren't the type to pester people like a common thief?"

"Haha! You fake foreign devil sure have a way with words," Hua Xiongmao laughed loudly. "Public or private, your grandfather here is the law and the logic!"

The words had barely left his mouth when he felt a gust of wind against his face. He looked up to find Chen Ke’s fist stopped dead right in front of his nose.

Hua Xiongmao was startled and scrambled backward. Chen Ke had already retracted his fist and stood calmly. The thugs behind Hua began to jeer and curse. A dangerous smile flickered across Chen Ke’s face. "So, it's the private way then?"

"Screw your mother!" Hua cursed. "Your grandfather isn't afraid of your private way!"

Again, as soon as the words fell, Chen Ke lunged. Hua Xiongmao dodged, but Chen Ke didn't even stop for him. He bolted straight for the thugs. His movements were like lightning; his fists struck out with unerring precision, hitting each thug square in the xiphoid process. He then executed two quick backward leaps, putting distance between himself and the group.

The thugs didn't realize what had happened at first. Though the blows had sent them stumbling back, there wasn't much immediate pain. They opened their mouths to shout, but suddenly their entire bodies went rigid as if struck by lightning. A searing pain erupted in their chests; it felt as if their ribcages were being crushed by an invisible vice, draining every ounce of their strength. Their bodies slumped lower and lower until they were curled on the ground, unable to even make a sound.

Chen Ke turned back, his eyes fixed on Hua Xiongmao. Hua felt as though he were being stared down by a predatory beast and found himself unable to move.

Before his "travel," one of Chen Ke’s hobbies had been combat sports, frequently sparring with friends who were ex-military or plainclothes detectives. Since arriving in this era, he noticed he had changed—at the very least, his body was significantly stronger than before. It was this physique that had allowed him to survive the thousand-mile journey from Henan to Anhui as a stranger. The dangers he had faced on the road were not easily summarized. These thugs were nothing to him. He had been hit in the xiphoid process more than a few times during sparring; he knew exactly what it did. The shock to their internal organs would keep them down for quite a while.

Now, only Hua Xiongmao remained. As the saying goes, many ants can kill an elephant, but as long as Hua had no other help, Chen Ke was confident he could handle him alone.

Xu Xilin hurriedly stepped between them, speaking rapidly in the Shaoxing dialect. Hua responded in kind. Though his tone remained fierce, Chen Ke could sense that his momentum had weakened considerably.

Finally, after some unknown persuasion from Xu Xilin, Hua Xiongmao turned to check on the fallen thugs. Xu Xilin turned back. "Wenqing, you must come to my place early tomorrow."

"Brother Boxun, I shall certainly pay you a visit." The two men bowed and parted ways.

Hua Xiongmao shouted something after them, but Qiu Jin scolded him, and he fell silent. Though he wanted to look back and see what was happening, Chen Ke resisted the urge. There was no need to invite unnecessary trouble.

Before he knew it, he had spent half the day chatting with Xu Xilin and the others. It was already afternoon. Having established a connection with Xu Xilin, Chen Ke was in high spirits. Since he had nothing to do back at his lodgings, he decided to wander the streets of Shaoxing. The sun was bright, and as he walked westward, the glare hit his eyes. Knowing it would look odd, he nonetheless pulled out the polarized resin sunglasses he had bought for thirty-six yuan and put them on. He was already a spectacle; now, he was the absolute center of attention.

Chen Ke had read many of Lu Xun’s stories. Shaoxing in 1905 was exactly as described: a small city with no industry to speak of, save for a few handicraft workshops. People walked slowly, looking leisurely. It was the exact opposite of the "unflappable" attitude pursued by people in the 21st century. The commoners he saw would laugh at the smallest trifles and fly into a rage over the tiniest slights. Perhaps because their daily lives lacked change, they were hyper-sensitive to any variation.

Children looked timidly at Chen Ke’s "bizarre clothing," while idlers pointed from a distance. Nearly everyone’s gaze was drawn to him. By now, Chen Ke could take it in stride. From Zhengzhou to Shaoxing, being stared at was common, and he had dealt with more than a few provocateurs. With the sunglasses on, he looked somewhat like a "Terminator," and the crowd’s gaze held more "fear" than curiosity, which actually saved him some trouble.

Since he was in Shaoxing, it would be foolish not to visit the "Xianheng Wine Shop." However, he had no idea where it was. He wandered for a long time without seeing the sign. When he asked passersby, either the language barrier got in the way, or they simply shook their heads.

After an hour of fruitless searching, he saw a shop up ahead with a sign that read "Laiheng Wine Shop." It was a modest three-bay tiled building with a counter for warming wine by the door. Chen Ke stepped inside. The young shop assistant looked barely ten years old. He moved to welcome Chen Ke, but upon seeing the sunglasses, he froze in fear, awkwardly blocking the doorway. The shopkeeper behind the counter shouted a couple of scoldings; the boy scrambled back to the wine heater, and the shopkeeper came out to greet him.

"Does this gentleman wish for wine?" The shopkeeper was in his fifties, wearing a long robe. His face was weathered with age spots and wrinkles. He wore a skullcap, with a thinning grey braid trailing down his back. He looked neat and tidy.

"I’d like some wine," Chen Ke replied with a smile.

"This way, sir." The shopkeeper led Chen Ke into a side room. Chen Ke stopped in his tracks as soon as he crossed the threshold. Shaoxing really was a small place; there sat Hua Xiongmao, the man he had nearly come to blows with earlier, occupying a table alone and nursing a bowl of wine. Just as Chen Ke was about to turn and leave, Hua looked up. Seeing the sunglass-clad Chen Ke, Hua’s delicate brows furrowed. Chen Ke felt it was a bit awkward; they hadn't fought earlier, so they couldn't exactly start now. But leaving in such a cowardly fashion would ruin his mood for a drink.

After a moment of silence, Chen Ke took off his sunglasses. "Brother, I’m the one from before. My name is Chen Ke. I came for a drink and happened upon you. It must be fate. Truly, fate."

It was a terribly awkward opening, and it caught Hua Xiongmao completely off guard. The shopkeeper, unaware of their previous confrontation, smiled and said, "Ah, so the gentleman knows Graduate Hua." He quickly led Chen Ke to the table next to Hua’s. "What would you like to eat and drink, sir?"

Chen Ke noticed Hua’s spread was simple, with only two bowls of wine. "The same as this Mr. Hua will do."

The shopkeeper checked. "Forty-two copper coins." Once seated, Chen Ke pulled out a coin purse modified from an eyeglass case and counted out the money. The shopkeeper turned to Hua. "Graduate Hua, would you like anything else?"

Hua waved him off, and the shopkeeper departed.

There were few people in the room. Hua stared at Chen Ke for a few moments before returning to his meal. Chen Ke’s seat was well-positioned; he could see both Hua and the doorway. If anyone rushed in, he would have plenty of time to grab a stool and defend himself. As he pulled out a cloth to wipe his lenses, the boy brought in a bowl of rice, two side dishes, and two bowls of wine. Chen Ke began to eat.

The food was excellent. The preserved vegetable with braised pork was far superior to the mass-produced pork he had eaten in the 21st century. As he was enjoying his meal, Hua Xiongmao suddenly brought his wine bowl over and sat next to him.

"You said your name was Chen Ke, right?" Hua asked.

"Indeed," Chen Ke replied.

"You don't mind if I join you, Brother Chen?" Hua suddenly asked with a grin. Hua had the face of a Jiangnan beauty—sharp features, a straight nose, narrow eyes, and skin that was tanned but fine-grained. It was a face hard to dislike.

"Not at all," Chen Ke answered.

"Brother Chen, Mr. Xu said you’d be visiting tomorrow and invited me as well to settle our conflict. I see you’re a martial artist; we can talk things out between us. No need to make things difficult for Mr. Xu, right?"

"I think that’s for the best," Chen Ke replied, noting the underlying tension in Hua’s voice despite his pleasant demeanor.

Hua moved his dishes to Chen Ke’s table and continued, "It seems Brother Chen studied overseas."

"I did."

"You must feel quite superior then?" Hua’s smile remained.

"I don't see it that way. I simply studied abroad; why should that make me different from anyone else?"

This answer caught Hua by surprise, as did Chen Ke’s calm, natural attitude. Before Hua could respond, Chen Ke raised his wine bowl. "Brother Hua, a toast."

Hua didn't touch his bowl. Chen Ke didn't mind; he took a sip and continued eating.

"I hate fake foreign devils more than anything," Hua blurted out after a long silence.

"Oh, I see." Chen Ke’s voice was devoid of emotion. "I don't like them much either."

"In Shaoxing, when we catch an adulterer, we cut off their braid. That way, everyone knows they’ve done something shameful as soon as they see them," Hua continued to provoke.

This was a curious bit of information for Chen Ke. After thinking it over, he actually burst out laughing. "Is that so? Most of those 'fake foreign devils' part their hair down the middle; they really do look like they’ve had their braids cut."

Hua suddenly felt that Chen Ke was an incomprehensible being. Chen Ke’s short hair made him look more like a monk than someone who had lost a braid. He felt his own provocation had fallen flat. He had expected Chen Ke to fly into a rage; instead, Chen Ke treated his words as a joke. This, in turn, began to irritate Hua.

"Does Brother Chen even have ancestors?" Hua gritted his teeth and finally asked.

Chen Ke took another sip of wine before answering. "Of course. Without ancestors, how could I be here?"

"And can the dress and hairstyles of those ancestors be so easily discarded?" Hua pressed. He was certain Chen Ke could not joke his way out of such a sharp question.

Chen Ke smiled—or rather, his face took the shape of a smile, but his eyes remained cold. His voice dropped to a low, localized murmur that only Hua could hear. "Which dynasty’s ancestors are you referring to? The Song? The Ming? To my Ming ancestors, anyone wearing a braid would be a traitor, or at the very least, a slave of a fallen nation."

Chen Ke’s bright gaze locked onto Hua’s.

Hua’s expression shifted from confusion to a sudden, stunned realization. He stared at Chen Ke in shock. Chen Ke did not look away, his sharp eyes pinning Hua in place.

"So that’s how it is," Hua exhaled. It seemed he understood Chen Ke’s meaning; his provocative air vanished instantly. He tried to say something more but couldn't find the words. He simply repeated, "So that’s how it is."

"Brother Hua, drink." Chen Ke raised his bowl. This time, Hua did not refuse. He clinked his bowl against Chen Ke’s. "Brother Chen, cheers."

The two spoke no more of Chen Ke’s personal history, turning the conversation to the local cuisine. When Chen Ke asked about the Xianheng Wine Shop, Hua told him it had already closed its doors.

In the late Qing, "Revolutionaries" weren't exactly a rarity in Shaoxing. Among radical intellectuals, "Revolution" was almost a fashion. The Qing court lost every war it fought, bringing humiliation upon the nation. Dissatisfaction was public; the vast majority of intellectuals believed the world needed to change, differing only on whether that meant "revolution" or "reform." Chen Ke’s boldness in hinting at his revolutionary stance was largely based on his knowledge of this historical reality. In this late Qing agrarian society, the government’s power at the grassroots level was practically non-existent. Even if Hua reported him, without hard evidence, no one would come to arrest him.

Seeing the change in Hua’s attitude, Chen Ke grew curious about this Martial Arts Graduate. "Brother Hua, why do you dislike overseas students so much? Just because they look like fake foreign devils?"

"A lot of those 'Religious Cases' are stirred up by people like them," Hua replied.

"Ah, I see." Chen Ke realized the issue. "You’re right, Brother Hua. That is indeed the case."

In those years, foreign powers were eager to plant their influence in China and were very active in missionary work. When conflicts arose between Chinese converts and the general populace, the foreigners would back the converts to the hilt, leading to a constant stream of "Religious Cases." As a Martial Arts Graduate, Hua was part of the social elite; he naturally resented the "privileged convert class" that rose up on the back of foreign power.

"I am Chinese; naturally, I won't believe in some foreign religion. You can rest assured on that point, Brother Hua. In fact, I loathe foreign religions most of all," Chen Ke said.

Hua smiled slightly. "Brother Chen, you’re clearly not from around here. What brings you to Shaoxing?"

"I’m visiting Mr. Xu tomorrow morning. Since you’ll be there as well, why don't we wait until then to talk? I’m happy to be drinking with you today; let’s not spoil the mood with troublesome affairs." Chen Ke brushed the question aside. Hua was tactful enough not to press further.

***

Chen Ke rose early the next morning. In this era, without electricity, his habits had naturally reverted to the traditional cycle of rising with the sun and sleeping at dusk. He checked his watch; it was only five in the morning, but the sky was already lightening. He wasn't one to lounge in bed; once awake, he got up.

After washing, shaving, and checking his gear, he headed out. Shaoxing had breakfast stalls, but instead of the fried dough sticks common in the north, the food was rice-based. In his memory, meat zongzi were delicious. He found a street vendor, bought a meat zongzi, and ate it standing there. Because he was meeting Xu Xilin, he pulled out a paper tissue to carefully wipe his mouth and hands, then crumpled the tissue and tossed it on the ground. The locals, already staring at him, began to whisper at this strange display.

I can't stay in Shaoxing for long, Chen Ke thought. His appearance and behavior were too far removed from the locals. How was he going to convince Xu Xilin to head to Shanghai immediately?

He strolled to the Xu residence, a walk that took less than fifteen minutes. His slow pace only drew more stares. He checked his wrist: 8:00 AM. He wasn't sure if Xu Xilin was even awake. Just then, he heard footsteps behind him. He turned to see Qiu Jin.

"Wenqing, good morning," she greeted him.

"Good morning, Sister Qiu," Chen Ke replied, bowing.

"Wenqing, you really have a lot of watches. Do you want to pawn the one on your wrist too?" she asked playfully.

"Sister Qiu, please don't tease me," Chen Ke said, his face flushing slightly.

"Haha!" Seeing his embarrassment, Qiu Jin laughed. "Come in." She led him through the main gates. Qiu Jin was a cousin to Xu Xilin, so the servants merely nodded in greeting. They sat in the back hall. Qiu Jin pulled a piece of paper and handed it to Chen Ke. From her sleeve, he caught a glimpse of the watch he had given her. It wasn't a rugged model, and on her slender, strong wrist, it sparkled with a crystalline light that didn't look out of place at all.

Chen Ke looked back at the paper. It was a promissory note. It stated that Chen Ke was using a watch as collateral to borrow fifty taels of silver from Qiu Jin for a period of two years, interest-free. After reading the elegant calligraphy, Chen Ke took out his very 21st-century disposable pen and signed his name. Qiu Jin squinted at the ugly handwriting and then at the strange pen before handing a small bundle to Chen Ke. He unwrapped it to find forty taels of silver and ten strings of copper coins. He had no idea what the exchange rate was and didn't want to look foolish, so he simply tucked the bundle into his satchel.

As they finished the transaction, Xu Xilin entered the room. After exchanging greetings, Xu urgently asked if Chen Ke had brought more of his writings. Chen Ke pulled out the rest of his drafts—everything he had written since arriving in this era. A month of contemplation had yielded over thirty thousand words, and he wasn't finished yet.

Xu Xilin sat down and began to leaf through them immediately. Qiu Jin picked up yesterday's pages. "Wenqing, I read these carefully last night. I don't know much about European affairs, but I wonder, how much do you know about Japan?"

"Japan? Which aspect did you have in mind, Sister Qiu?"

At this, Qiu Jin looked surprised. Such a confident attitude was rare. She asked eagerly, "Wenqing, what do you think of this Russo-Japanese War?" At her words, Xu Xilin looked up sharply, waiting for Chen Ke to speak.

"War requires money. Japan is out of money. What do they do? They borrow," Chen Ke said with a smile. Qiu Jin was very fond of the Japanese; in those days, most revolutionaries were. Chen Ke knew this, which was why he had to smile. But even as he smiled, he decided he had to make her understand that Japan was no friend to China.

"Who are they borrowing from?" Xu Xilin asked before Qiu Jin could speak.

Chen Ke looked at him and replied, "The United States provided war loans to Japan. Japan used that money as military funding to fight Russia. Therefore, in this war, Russia can afford to lose—at most, they won't cede land or pay reparations. But Japan cannot afford to lose; if they do, they’ll never recover. What Japan wants is control over Northeast China. Once they crush Russia’s Far East military power, they can use the victory as leverage to plunder China’s interests in the Northeast. That way, the war yields a dividend. Russia loses, and as long as they allow Japan special privileges in Northeast China, they won't have to cede their own territory."

As he finished, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin fell silent. After a long while, Qiu Jin asked, "Wenqing, where did you get this information? Why would America lend money to Japan?"

Chen Ke’s smile turned cold. "This isn't secret information. Sister Qiu, if you go to the financial markets in Europe or America, you’ll find that Japan has issued bonds four times since 1904. Anyone with eyes can see those are war bonds. Now that the war is going in Japan’s favor, those bonds have soared in value. Europeans didn't buy many, but Wall Street in America was the biggest buyer. As for why? It’s simple: the Americans want a piece of the Northeast. Currently, Britain is very powerful in the Yangtze River basin and the Beijing-Tianjin area. America wants a seat at the table, and the Northeast is where they’ve chosen to strike. But since Russia holds the Northeast, the Americans have to break Russia’s position. There is no way to do that except through war."

Xu Xilin’s eyes bulged with rage, his teeth gritted. "Loss of sovereignty and national disgrace! Loss of sovereignty and national disgrace!"

"Brother Boxun, what does the Qing have to fight with? Right now, Japan and Russia are fighting on Chinese soil, and the Qing has actually designated Chinese land as a 'combat zone' for the powers and declared neutrality! Haha! Japan and Russia are brawling in China to see who gets the privilege of exploiting us, and the Qing treats our own land as a foreign battlefield and has the face to declare neutrality? Is there anything more ridiculous in this world?" Chen Ke’s words were hissed through clenched teeth.

Thwack! Xu Xilin slammed his fist onto the arm of his chair, crumpling the manuscript in his hand. Realizing he had nearly torn the paper, he hurriedly smoothed it out, looking contrite. "Wenqing, I lost my composure. Does this manuscript of yours contain a way to make China strong?"

"I haven't written that yet," Chen Ke replied.

"Why? Do you not trust me, Wenqing?" Xu’s eyes searched Chen Ke’s.

"No, it’s just that revolution must be taken step by step. Even if I wrote it, it wouldn't be of much use yet. Put it this way, Brother Boxun: if you and I wanted to go to the Northeast right now to drive out the Japanese and Russians, could we do it? And how would we even get there? I know you are dedicated to saving the country, but saving the country requires a method..."

Xu Xilin interrupted him. "As long as it saves China, I, Xu, will not hesitate even if I am ground to dust!"

Qiu Jin’s expression was one of grief and indignation. "Hearing Wenqing talk about the war is entirely different from hearing others. Wenqing, if you truly have a method to save the nation, please, do not hesitate to teach us."

Chen Ke looked at these two revolutionary predecessors, so pained by the state of their country, and was deeply moved. As a time traveler, he could usually maintain a detached perspective, but as he spoke of the Russo-Japanese War, he truly felt it: the war was happening now in the Northeast, and Chinese civilians were being brutally slaughtered by both sides. A sudden surge of rage, one he hadn't expected, rose in his chest. This wasn't the rage one feels reading a history book—that was more like shame. This was the rage of living in the moment. Unconsciously, Chen Ke’s fists clenched.

In his mounting fervor, he almost blurted out his entire strategy for national salvation to Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. But at that moment, a doubt flickered in his mind. Throughout Chinese history, the one who finally saved China was the Communist Party. And the revolutionary program that organization followed would, quite literally, eventually eliminate the very class to which Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin belonged. If he spoke everything now just for his own satisfaction, what would be the result?

Could Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin become committed Communist warriors? Chen Ke wasn't optimistic about that outcome. Thinking of this, he cleared his head, and his excitement cooled. He suddenly remembered that in history, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin were, at best, part of a "United Front." If he could lead a successful revolution, would they remain part of that front as the process deepened?

As Chen Ke was weighing his words, a servant entered. "Young Master, Graduate Hua is here to see you." Chen Ke clicked his tongue, putting on the look of someone who had much more to say but was frustrated by the interruption.

Xu Xilin stood up. "I’ll go greet him."

Watching Xu Xilin’s retreating back, Chen Ke couldn't help but wonder when he had become so hypocritical. But he knew his approach was correct. A revolution requires secrecy. A revolution is not a dinner party; it is not a series of grand speeches and "frank talk" over wine. A revolution is a revolution. For the ultimate goal, one must use strategy. One must be able to endure.

Suddenly, Chen Ke felt as though he had truly "grown up."
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It took quite a while for Xu Xilin to return with Hua Xiongmao. Chen Ke found this slightly odd; although the Xu residence was large, even a normal turtle exerting itself would have crawled from the entrance hall by now. Just as he was speculating, Xu Xilin led Hua Xiongmao into the living room. Although Xu still looked somewhat depressed, he had at least regained his composure. Upon seeing Qiu Jin in the room, Hua Xiongmao called out respectfully, "Hello, Aunt Qiu." He then turned to Chen Ke and said, "Hello, Brother Chen. The drinking yesterday was very enjoyable; today we can continue to drink to our hearts' content."

These two forms of address struck Chen Ke as very wrong. After a moment of thought, he realized he had actually been taken advantage of by Qiu Jin in terms of seniority. Chen Ke stood up and said, "Graduate Hua, the drinking yesterday was indeed good." Then Chen Ke turned his head, "Sister Qiu, so this Graduate Hua is actually your relative."

Qiu Jin had far more social experience than Chen Ke. Hearing this, she knew immediately that Chen Ke was unwilling to suffer a loss in hierarchy. Amused by this childish behavior, Qiu Jin couldn't help but laugh out loud. "Wenqing, no need to stand on ceremony. Xiongmao is my cousin's son. You calling him Brother Hua and me Sister Qiu is fine. I won't take advantage of you, and I won't let you take advantage of Xiongmao. Let's just be casual."

"Sister Qiu, I grew up overseas and know basically nothing of domestic etiquette. How should we address each other in these situations here?" Chen Ke hastily asked.

"You can address him as *Shixiong* Hua. Don't call him Brother Hua directly. Or how about this, you address each other by your courtesy names. Xiongmao, Chen Ke's courtesy name is Wenqing. Wenqing, Xiongmao's courtesy name is Zhenglan."

"Many thanks for the instruction, Sister Qiu." Chen Ke quickly expressed his thanks.

Hearing this, Hua Xiongmao just chuckled. "Brother Chen's courtesy name is Wenqing?" Chen Ke nodded, "Brother Hua, my surname is Chen, given name Ke, courtesy name Wenqing."

Everyone took their seats again. Xu Xilin said, "Xiongmao, there was some misunderstanding between you and Wenqing. I originally called you here to mediate. But listening to you, it seems you met again yesterday? And it seems you've buried the hatchet. This is good."

Only hearing this did Chen Ke understand why Xu Xilin had delayed so long at the door. It turned out he was mediating for him. Although Chen Ke wasn't afraid of Hua Xiongmao, provoking a Martial Arts Graduate for no reason was not a good thing.

Hua Xiongmao smiled and said, "Uncle, you know I hate fake foreign devils and those who believe in foreign religions the most. Yesterday we drank and chatted, and since Brother Chen is neither a fake foreign devil nor a believer in foreign religions, what misunderstanding could there be?"

"That is good, that is good," Xu Xilin said, forcing a cheerful tone.

Hua Xiongmao felt the atmosphere was a bit off, so he asked, "Uncle, do you and Brother Chen have matters to discuss? In that case, I'll come visit another day."

"No need for another day. In the next couple of days, I, your Aunt Qiu, and Wenqing are going to Shanghai. If you have other business, speak now," Xu Xilin replied.

Hearing Xu Xilin's words, Chen Ke felt a burst of joy. Hua Xiongmao showed delight on his face, "How about I go to Shanghai with everyone?"

The team traveling from Shaoxing to Shanghai was quickly assembled. The leader was naturally Xu Xilin, with three official members: Qiu Jin, Chen Ke, and Hua Xiongmao. A temporary member was Qiu Jin's maid, named Lin Jian. There was no train from Shaoxing to Shanghai yet, let alone long-distance buses. On the way to the pier, Xu Xilin told everyone he had hired a large boat yesterday and expected to reach Shanghai in three or four days. Hearing "three or four days," Chen Ke merely nodded. Taking a train from Shaoxing to Shanghai would only take a few hours. The gap in efficiency was ridiculously large.

Qiu Jin was quite happy, "Wenqing, now we have time to talk."

The early summer of 1905 was nowhere near as hot as the summers of the 21st century; it was quite cool inside the boat cabin. Looking out the window, both banks of the river were lined with crops. Occasionally, waterwheels could be seen turning slowly, and farmers in the fields were burying their heads in their work. It really had the flavor of a landscape painting. The river channel wasn't wide, and there were quite a few boats on the water, though most were small. Chen Ke had seen many such scenes in movies and TV, but having grown up by the Yellow River, traveling by boat in the water-networked region of Jiangsu-Zhejiang was a truly novel experience for him.

Seeing Chen Ke staring intently out the window, Qiu Jin asked, "Wenqing, how is the scenery?"

"I haven't seen such good scenery before. I haven't really taken boats much," Chen Ke replied casually.

"The scenery is so good, yet the country is so dilapidated. Does Wenqing have no thoughts on this?" Xu Xilin joined the conversation. From his tone, he still intended to pry the revolutionary plan out of Chen Ke.

Chen Ke turned back. Since he had decided to cooperate with Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin, he felt there had to be at least a certain basis for cooperation. Yesterday he had pondered for a long time and roughly determined a baseline of what could be said and what couldn't. "Brother Boxun, the price of cotton has risen quite a bit in the last two years, right?"

"Uh?" Xu Xilin didn't understand what this non-sequitur was about for a moment.

"In recent years, more and more textile mills have opened, and there are more and more ports open to foreigners in China. Domestic cotton is either exported or used locally. The demand for cotton is increasing, but the total production of cotton hasn't increased. So the price of cotton is getting higher and higher."

Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin looked at each other. Chen Ke's words made sense, but neither of them had investigated the price of cotton.

"That is indeed the case," Hua Xiongmao interjected.

"Xiongmao, how do you know the price of cotton?" Qiu Jin asked.

"A while ago, I transported a shipment of cotton with some friends. On the way, that friend kept complaining about the sharp rise in cotton prices. That's how I know," Hua Xiongmao replied calmly.

Hearing Hua Xiongmao's words, Chen Ke felt it was a bit strange. Hua Xiongmao was a Martial Arts Graduate after all, yet he actually participated in transporting cotton. But on second thought, the atmosphere of commerce was strong in the Jiangsu-Zhejiang region; it wasn't strange for Hua Xiongmao to do a little business. At this point, Xu Xilin asked, "Then what is it that Wenqing wants to say?"

"Cotton production hasn't increased, usage has increased, so the price of cotton has risen."

"What does this have to do with revolution?" Xu Xilin was completely confused.

"I believe the government established by the revolution must be a government that can manage these things. For example, if you open a cotton mill, the workers need to eat—do you provide grain? To open a cotton mill, you need cotton. If the price of cotton is high, the cost of the cloth will naturally be high. Foreign cloth prices are lower than Chinese cloth; naturally, you can't compete with foreign cloth in the market. If these problems aren't solved, and you invest a large sum of money in a textile mill, but can't compete on price and can't sell the cloth you produce, you won't make money—you'll lose money. There is no need to do business that loses money." Chen Ke felt his explanation was sufficient.

Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin listened to this explanation and began to ponder the content of what Chen Ke said.

A moment later, Hua Xiongmao suddenly asked, "Is Wenqing saying the state should open textile mills?"

Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin felt a sudden realization. They had been confused by Chen Ke's talk about cost accounting and hadn't noticed the premise Chen Ke was proposing. Chen Ke actually wanted the state to take over grain planting, cotton planting, opening textile mills, and organizing workers all together.

"This, this... Wenqing, this revolution of yours..." Xu Xilin found it hard to accept what Chen Ke was saying. "We revolt for the sake of China. After the revolution succeeds, we should retire and let the people rule themselves. Wenqing, your revolution isn't about retiring after success at all. It's about taking a step further up."

Hearing Xu Xilin speak of "people ruling themselves," Chen Ke couldn't help but sigh in his heart. Many, many people in Chinese history had said similar things, like "pleading for the people" or opposing "competing with the people for profit." But which of these people didn't represent the interests of the property owners? When was this "people" not the landlords and merchants of the propertied class?

And these property owners always put their economic interests first. These days, Chen Ke constantly recalled the political knowledge he had learned, and there was a sentence he found quite sensible: "The petty bourgeoisie is the most reactionary." The big bourgeoisie, because they have permeated every aspect of society, at least have a broader overall view when considering problems. The interests of the petty bourgeoisie are limited to their own patch of land; their considerations are both narrow and stubborn. If the mainstream of the country were the petty bourgeoisie, that would truly be a disaster.

However, at least Xu Xilin didn't hear the implication in Chen Ke's words that the state would strip landlords of their land ownership rights, Chen Ke thought to himself. If Xu Xilin understood this layer of meaning, who knows what he would think? To put it bluntly, Chen Ke needed to rely on Xu Xilin. If there was a conflict over revolutionary theory that angered Xu Xilin, the subsequent matters would be hard to predict. For now, he had to make Xu Xilin believe Chen Ke was a true revolutionary on one hand, and on the other hand, give Xu Xilin expectations of him without causing a full-blown conflict. Only in this way could the cooperation be guaranteed.

Thinking of these things, Chen Ke replied, "Brother Boxun, I also said that the revolution in my ideal isn't just about overthrowing the Manchu Qing and being done with it. It is to revolutionize China's old system. Before achieving this, the revolution cannot be considered a success. In my view, the state managing these things is the right path. The old saying 'Imperial power does not extend to the county level' is completely unsuitable for this era."

These words were already beyond Xu Xilin's imagination. As a patriotic, hot-blooded youth, Xu Xilin's feeling was that once the Manchu government, which was bringing calamity to the country and people, was exterminated, China could enter a beautiful new era. Xu Xilin had never even thought about the system construction of the new era Chen Ke proposed. Now listening to Chen Ke, Xu Xilin felt it made sense, but he couldn't explain exactly what was wrong; he felt an inexplicable resistance to what Chen Ke was saying.

Qiu Jin listened to their conversation in silence. Emotionally, she naturally leaned more towards Xu Xilin, but Chen Ke's words felt more reasonable to her. Hua Xiongmao, on the other hand, was keenly interested. He interrupted again to ask, "The new system Wenqing speaks of, what will the official system be like? Still the imperial examination?"

Hua Xiongmao's words surprised Chen Ke greatly. He couldn't help but stare at Hua Xiongmao for a moment. Perhaps because Hua Xiongmao was a Martial Arts Graduate, and in a sense still an insider of the system, his sensitivity to the system was even higher than that of Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. Chen Ke replied, "Ultimately, we still have to walk the path of examinations, but the new examinations will not select 'officials' (*Guan*), but 'functionaries' (*Li*)."

"Ah? Then how do we test?" Hua Xiongmao cut to the key point every time he asked.

"The content of the exam is not the Four Books and Five Classics, but mathematics, physics, chemistry, natural sciences, and other courses. Most importantly, the state establishes schools, and all children must receive education. Everyone has the opportunity to participate in the examinations."

"Then how are officials selected? Are they selected from the functionaries?" Hua Xiongmao became even more interested.

Chen Ke was no longer just admiring Hua Xiongmao; he was a bit wary. But meeting such a clear-headed person was truly surprising. Chen Ke replied, "Brother Hua is correct. In the future, officials will be those who have done well in administration and gradually risen up."

"So administration means what Wenqing said about managing farming, managing cotton, managing factories and such?" Hua Xiongmao's face was full of joy as he said this.

"Is Brother Hua a revolutionary?" Chen Ke didn't know what to say anymore.

"I am not a revolutionary. I am just completely disappointed with the government. Although I passed the exam for Martial Arts Graduate, there is absolutely no place to serve the country." Hua Xiongmao said with a smile, "Wenqing, the reason I hate fake foreign devils is because the ones I see open their mouths only to say how backward China is and how powerful foreign countries are. Those who believe in foreign religions use the power of the foreign devils to commit crimes. That group in the court set up civil and military exams, but it's not like that at all. Even if you pass the Graduate exam, you can't serve the country. The military exams have been rotten for so many years, I won't mention them. The civil exams used to at least look at the essay in the Eight-Legged Essay, but now the Eight-Legged Essay only looks at whether your handwriting is good. How the essay is written is not the point at all. Listening to Wenqing, I feel this is the right path for the country."

Hua Xiongmao's words were so clear and plain that Chen Ke was puzzled. "Then why doesn't Brother Hua apply for a new-style school?" he asked.

"Even if you graduate from a new school, you just become a private disciple of the people who opened the school. I can't do that kind of thing. My family doesn't lack money; doing a little business with friends keeps me well-fed and clothed. Being a slave to others is something I really can't do," Hua Xiongmao replied.

There really are all kinds of people in this world, Chen Ke sighed in his heart. He thought Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin, as revolutionaries, would understand his revolutionary ideas, but he never expected that Hua Xiongmao, a Martial Arts Graduate, would be more accepting of the bureaucratic system Chen Ke constructed. If he could pull someone like Hua Xiongmao under his banner, the revolutionary cause could actually be pushed forward.

Having discussed this far, Chen Ke felt there was no need to talk about revolution anymore. He turned the topic to modern scientific and technical knowledge. Both Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin were interested in assassinating high-ranking Manchu officials, so Chen Ke explained the chemical principles and production methods of bombs, as well as various precautions for storage, transport, and use. To prevent the two revolutionaries from blowing themselves up with their own bombs, Chen Ke gave them preliminary chemistry training. Chen Ke fluently wrote various equations, which looked like ghostly talismans to Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. Facing the two frustrated people, Chen Ke said, "When we make money, we'll open a school. At that time, you two can learn these things completely in the school."

The closer they got to Shanghai, the livelier the water surface became. On the morning of the third day, they actually saw a familiar yet strange structure: a towering chimney belching thick smoke. Chen Ke had seen many chimneys and used to climb these tall structures when he was little, but he hadn't seen them in a city for many years. As one of the very few industrial centers in China, Shanghai concentrated a significant proportion of industrial enterprises. The closer to Shanghai, the more of these factory chimneys there were.

Not only that, the number of ships also increased. Bustling Shanghai not only concentrated factories but also a large number of workers. As an important city for foreign trade in China, commerce was equally prosperous. Of course, there were negative effects too; the closer to Shanghai, the worse the water quality became. A foul smell wafted over the river surface, forcing Chen Ke, who wanted to see the scenery, back into the cabin.

On the dock, heads were bobbing, and solicitation calls in various local accents rose and fell. People offering accommodation, transport, and laborers in short coats were all working hard to solicit business for a day's rations. Apart from the different means of transportation, there was no essential difference from a modern station. After getting off the boat, Chen Ke felt his legs go soft, and the whole ground seemed to be swaying. Hua Xiongmao smiled and took Chen Ke's huge travel bag, "It seems Wenqing doesn't take boats often."

"I made a fool of myself," Chen Ke said as he tried to take back his bag.

"Tch. What's with the blind politeness," Hua Xiongmao said. Then he turned his head and shouted loudly, "We need a few cars." Rickshaw pullers with empty carts were already heading this way, but hearing Hua Xiongmao's powerful shout, even more rickshaw pullers scrambled over.

Xu Xilin didn't want to waste money, so he eventually hired a large cart to take everyone into the city area.

Chen Ke was still wearing the same clothes he wore in Shaoxing, but no one paid him any attention here. Western suits were not a rare sight in Shanghai. Shops lined the road one after another, there were many pedestrians, and beggars could be seen everywhere on the streets. This bustling and noisy Chinese metropolis was exactly the same as recorded in history.

Chen Ke wasn't good at remembering directions. After winding through streets and alleys, Xu Xilin led everyone to the Restoration Society's foothold in Shanghai. As soon as they entered, they heard someone shout, "Boxun, when did you come to Shanghai?" Xu Xilin hurriedly went up to talk to that person. Apart from lecturing everyone these past few days, Chen Ke had also learned some southern dialect. He vaguely understood that Xu Xilin addressed the man as Tao Gong. Looking closely, this Mr. Tao in a long gown gave him the impression of the word "Round". Round body, round face, but with deep features, looking quite heroic.

The two spoke for a moment, and Xu Xilin introduced the parties. This Mr. Tao was named Tao Chengzhang. Chen Ke had some impression of this name but couldn't recall many details; he should be a well-known figure in the Restoration Society. When Xu Xilin introduced Chen Ke, he was a bit vague, only saying Chen Ke had returned from studying in the United States. Tao Chengzhang bowed with hands clasped to everyone one by one, his attitude very sincere. He looked like someone who frequently traveled and made connections.

"Tao Gong, we want to see Cai Gong. I wonder if Cai Gong is free now?" Xu Xilin asked.

Hearing this, a look of difficulty appeared on Tao Chengzhang's face. "Mr. Cai is currently in contact with those people from the Tongmenghui; I'm afraid it won't be possible these few days."

"Then we can wait," Xu Xilin replied. "Tao Gong, do you have any friends who know foreigners in the concessions in Shanghai?"

Tao Chengzhang was stunned. Everyone knew Xu Xilin didn't like foreigners, and few members of the Restoration Society liked dealing with foreigners. Unexpectedly, Xu Xilin wanted to have some dealings with foreign firms in the concessions this time, which was greatly outside Tao Chengzhang's expectations. After thinking for a while, Tao Chengzhang said, "I know someone named You Gou; you could look for this person."

"Where can we find this Mr. You?"

"Guangyuan Tavern."

"..."

Guangyuan Tavern was on Baochang Road, which is the middle section of Avenue Joffre. The sign on the door was neither new nor old; it looked like it hadn't been wiped for a long time. The frontage wasn't large either. It was afternoon, and customers were scarce. When Chen Ke, Xu Xilin, and Hua Xiongmao entered the tavern, there were only three or four people inside. Specifically, a Chinese person and two foreigners were sitting at a table, and the boss was standing behind the counter—just those few people.

According to Tao Chengzhang, this Mr. You Gou had been frequently drowning his sorrows at Guangyuan Tavern recently. When speaking of this person, Tao Chengzhang's expression held an indescribable flavor. Half sympathy, half disdain. Chen Ke looked carefully at the people in the tavern. He couldn't help blinking, then looked again carefully. The Chinese person with the foreign devils was actually a woman in a long satin skirt with a long braid. The three were conversing in English. This woman appeared to have drunk quite a lot; her left arm was resting on the table, a small fist supporting her cheek, and her tone of voice had changed somewhat. The three weren't speaking fast. Chen Ke listened and gathered that the foreigners wanted to invite the Chinese lady to go somewhere to have fun, and the lady was expressing her disagreement.

Chen Ke didn't want to delay matters. He walked quickly to the shopkeeper and asked, "Shopkeeper, may I ask if there is a Mr. You Gou who comes here often to drink?" Chen Ke's newly learned Jiangzhe dialect wasn't very good. The shopkeeper was stunned. Before he could say anything, Chen Ke heard the lady behind him say in English, "what?"

"We are looking for a gentleman named You Gou," Xu Xilin interjected.

"Mr. You Gou, there is no such person. Miss You Gou, there is one," the lady said in English.

"Oh." Chen Ke blinked again. "You are Ms. You Gou?"

The two foreigners were obviously very dissatisfied with the interruption of their conversation. One of them stood up and said in English, "We are talking. You get out first." At least Chen Ke interpreted "get out" as a not-very-friendly expression. Just as he was thinking about how to respond, he saw the lady turn around. Chen Ke expected to see a drunken face, but what met his eyes was a pair of clear and calm phoenix eyes. However, this was only a momentary impression; the gaze within those phoenix eyes was gloomy and obsessive. Under normal circumstances, one should definitely not have such a look.

"You are Mr. You Gou?" Chen Ke wanted to confirm. Before the lady could reply, the foreign devil was already impatient. Of course, perhaps they had been impatient for a long time. Now finding an excuse, they started to intimidate Chen Ke.

"Shut up!" the lady shouted, and at the same time took out a cylinder from her pocket and slapped it on the table. Chen Ke glanced at it; that thing looked like a paper tube. *Don't tell me it's a blasting cap,* Chen Ke thought.

The foreign devil reached out to grab the paper tube. The lady grabbed a chopstick and stabbed it fiercely at the back of the foreign devil's hand. The foreign devil pulled his hand back quickly. The bamboo chopstick made a crisp sound on the table surface, then snapped. The atmosphere, already tense, was now completely detonated. The two foreign devils stood up simultaneously. The one closer to the Chinese lady reached out to push her. Chen Ke rushed forward a step and slapped the foreign devil's palm away with a backhand.

"Who are you?" the foreign devil asked angrily.

Chen Ke stared at them and said word by word:

"I"

"am"

"your"

"father!"

The shop fell silent, whether people understood or not. Several people looked at each other in dismay. "Ahahaha!" The lady suddenly burst into laughter. After laughing a few times, feeling it wasn't enough, she simply started pounding the table with her small fist. At this moment, the anger of the two foreign devils exploded completely. One of them roared some curse word and lunged forward. Chen Ke was already prepared. Seeing the foreign devil start to move, he punched fiercely at the foreign devil's nose.

Xu Xilin stood frozen in surprise for a moment. Hua Xiongmao gave a loud laugh, then a loud shout, and also pounced.

Three minutes later, Hua Xiongmao lifted his right leg and kicked the foreign devil collapsed on the ground. "What do we do next?" he asked.

Chen Ke lifted his left foot from the chest of the other foreign devil, thought for a moment, then stepped back down. "May I ask if the person over there is Ms. You Gou?"

The Chinese lady had just stopped laughing. Seeing Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao's actions, she couldn't help but laugh loudly again, nodding as she laughed.

"I heard you know foreigners from the foreign firms. It wouldn't be these two, would it?" Chen Ke asked with a smile.

"Very unfortunately, it is not these two," Ms. You Gou replied in English.

"Why use English?" Chen Ke asked curiously.

"Because I speak Jiangzhe dialect, I'm afraid you won't understand," Ms. You Gou replied, still in English with a slightly drunken tone.

"Then you can understand what I say?" Chen Ke was even more curious.

"Your accent, I can understand." Still English.

"Let's go somewhere else to talk," Chen Ke said grinning.

"OK!" The lady said, then stood up gracefully. "Where to?" Still English.
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You Gou led the way slowly, her hands clasped behind her back, with Chen Ke walking alongside her. Xu Xilin and Hua Xiongmao followed behind as the group strolled leisurely down Baochang Road. You Gou remained silent, and the others found it awkward to speak. Unlike men who clasped their hands behind their backs, You Gou’s slender, interlaced fingers were lightly gripped together. Xu Xilin, already displeased with You Gou for drinking with "foreign devils," found her walking posture—which appeared to Chen Ke as full of youthful feminine charm—to be "rather frivolous" by his standards. He quickened his pace to catch up with Chen Ke and said, "Wenqing, I have matters to attend to elsewhere. Since we've found Miss You, I will take my leave." Without waiting for a reply, he ignored You Gou completely and walked straight off.

Hearing Xu Xilin’s words, You Gou stayed silent, though her pace slowed even further. Chen Ke watched as her gait increasingly resembled the strolling dawdle of a young girl in a sulk, and he almost burst out laughing.

"If you want to laugh, just laugh. What’s the point of holding it in?" You Gou’s Southern accent was soft, but her enunciation was clear and brisk.

Chen Ke didn't reply, but Hua Xiongmao stepped up to walk shoulder-to-shoulder with him. He answered, "Lass, we just beat up some foreign devils, so you’d better walk a bit faster. Those two foreigners don't look like they’ll let this go easily. If they bring people back to fight, Brother Chen here and I can protect ourselves, but I’m afraid we can’t protect you while fighting them off at the same time."

"If you're scared, you can run away first," You Gou replied, pretending not to care.

"Naturally, I can run, but I reckon Brother Chen wouldn't be willing to. I can't do something as disloyal as leaving the two of you to be besieged. Let’s find a place quickly to discuss business, then we’ll walk you home, and we’ll go home too. It’s convenient for everyone."

Though the words sounded blunt, they made sense. You Gou let out a cold snort but turned into a nearby teahouse. There weren't many customers in the afternoon. Seeing the three enter, the waiter quickly led them to a prime empty table. You Gou ordered a pot of Biluochun tea, and the waiter hurried off to brew it. The three sat around the table. Only then did Chen Ke take a good look at You Gou. Her skin was fair and fine, her face long, and beneath a pair of slender brows, her phoenix eyes radiated a sharp intelligence. The earlier thrashing of the foreigners seemed to have put her in high spirits; the hostility in her eyes had completely vanished.

"I wonder what business you gentlemen have with a little woman like me?" You Gou had stopped speaking English and sat properly at the table. Her manner was dignified, resembling a lady from a noble family. The drunken woman who had propped her head up with one hand while holding a wine glass was nowhere to be seen.

"I am Chen Ke. I heard from a friend that you are familiar with people from foreign trading firms, Miss You. I would like to buy some foreign cloth and dyes. If possible, I’d also like to purchase some mechanical equipment," Chen Ke said.

"I only know people involved in the chemical trade. I can get dyes, but I don't know anyone in the cloth business."

"Then could I trouble you to make some inquiries and give me a price, Miss You?"

You Gou looked Chen Ke up and down before replying, "The deposit is one tael. I can't guarantee I'll be able to contact the right people for you."

Chen Ke had intended to simply pay the money, treating it as the cost of making a friend. But when he looked at You Gou, he caught her glancing at him out of the corner of her eye before turning her head to drink tea as if nothing had happened. Chen Ke immediately swallowed his words of agreement. No matter how he looked at it, this Ms. You did not seem like someone who would be interested in a single tael of silver. Whatever she actually wanted to say, she hadn't said it.

*I absolutely cannot say the wrong thing now,* Chen Ke told himself silently. If he spoke wrongly, there would be no future cooperation. "Is this one tael of silver really what you want?" Chen Ke suddenly asked in English.

You Gou’s body trembled slightly at these words, and the teacup in her hand nearly fell onto the table.

"Miss You, you seem so free-spirited. I once had days like that too. But it was just frustration, feeling that I had abilities with no way to use them. If it is really just for this one tael of silver, I feel it is an insult to you." Chen Ke’s English proficiency was limited, so he chose his words slowly, afraid of causing any misunderstanding. "I feel that I have the capability to move heaven and earth, but without meeting like-minded friends, without building a team, and without running that team well, I am nothing more than a failure. Therefore, I want to try working together with you, Miss You. Since you have the money to buy drinks every day, you wouldn't care about a single tael of silver. If I can make money, it will be far more than one tael. I hope you can give me this chance to try and realize my ambitions."

You Gou slowly put down her teacup and turned to look closely at Chen Ke. Chen Ke’s square face wore a solemn expression, but being scrutinized by her made him grin like a child, baring his teeth. "Please believe in me, Miss You."

"Are you sure you can succeed?" You Gou asked.

Chen Ke looked straight into her eyes. "I will certainly do my absolute best."

You Gou nodded slowly. "Noon, two days from now. Wait for me here."

Two days was neither long nor short. Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin spent their days with the members of the Restoration Society, leaving Hua Xiongmao and Chen Ke to spend a lot of time together. After fighting the foreigners together, Hua Xiongmao and Chen Ke seemed to get along even better. Whenever there was free time, Hua Xiongmao would ask Chen Ke to talk about revolution. Chen Ke selected topics that Hua Xiongmao could relate to. Hua listened very seriously, asking Chen Ke whenever he didn't understand something.

The two strolled through the streets of Shanghai, spending half their time discussing revolution. Hua Xiongmao was fairly cautious and didn't speak carelessly in crowded places. Now, Chen Ke had stopped in a busy area to look at posters. There were so many posters in this era. Apart from the lack of the ubiquitous adhesive stickers of the 21st century, judging by the current economic scale, the density of advertising was not low.

In the 21st century, Chen Ke was essentially no different from an ordinary otaku and not a particularly patient person. However, after returning to this world, the immense change in environment had brought about a huge change in him. At the very least, he had the patience to look at things he had never liked watching before. The content of the posters was truly a feast for the eyes. Chen Ke was most interested in a poster printed on yellow paper.

"Foreign Affairs English Cram School opening in Hongkou District, taught by a returned professor. Excellent teaching environment, affordable fees. To register, please go to Hongkou District..."

The text below was obscured by a large red paper with a handwritten advertisement for a brothel pasted over the address: "Huichun Hall welcomes Japanese ladies today, dignified in appearance and gentle in temperament. We hope gentlemen of refined taste will come and enjoy themselves. Address..."

The address had been torn off. Beneath this poster, on a large sheet of white paper, a text was written in flamboyant calligraphy: "Suona players and drummers for weddings and funerals, filial sons available. This shop undertakes funeral services." This address was complete, but Chen Ke had no interest in reading further.

Most of the posters were promotions for various goods, ranging from daily necessities to service industries; everything was there. Chen Ke really wanted to open a cram school, or even a proper school. This wasn't just because he had promised Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. More importantly, a cram school was a crucial venue for the Communist Party to discover and develop comrades.

Hua Xiongmao had no interest in these things. Watching Chen Ke examine them one by one, he finally couldn't hold back. "Wenqing, what exactly do you want to buy? I don't think these advertisements are very reliable."

"Zhenglan, what do you think about us opening a cram school?" Chen Ke asked. Hua Xiongmao’s courtesy name was Zhenglan, and they were already addressing each other by their courtesy names.

"A cram school?" Hua Xiongmao found the suggestion strange.

"A new-style school, like the foreign affairs academies. If we can earn money, we might as well open a proper school."

"Opening a school is a good thing. But where will the money come from?"

"Mainly the school building. The school has to be in the city; being too far away isn't good. As for teachers, I’ll teach personally. Or maybe you can come and teach too, Zhenglan," Chen Ke laughed.

Hua Xiongmao laughed loudly upon hearing this. "Are we opening a martial arts school? If you want me to teach students fist fighting, that wouldn't be bad."

After finishing with the posters, Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao walked back to their lodgings together. "Zhenglan, do you really want to engage in revolution?" Chen Ke asked as they walked.

"Why not? The key is that you need to come up with a charter, Wenqing. If you ask me to go carry out assassinations, that won't do," Hua Xiongmao said openly and honestly.

"Naturally, there won't be assassinations. I do have some ideas for a charter. But, Zhenglan, why do you want to revolt?"

"Actually, anyone with eyes can see that if the world doesn't revolt today, it will revolt tomorrow." It wasn't clear if Hua Xiongmao had always liked walking with his hands behind his back or if he had picked up the habit after meeting You Gou, but he walked leisurely with his hands clasped behind him as he spoke. "As for me, I just can't stand the faces of those officials. They all look human enough, but in reality, they are filthy."

"Is that all?" Chen Ke felt this wasn't very convincing.

Hua Xiongmao glanced at Chen Ke, looking like he wanted to say something but stopped. Finally, he made up his mind and spoke. "Wenqing, I have some reputation on the streets of Shaoxing. In recent years, there have been more and more of those rascals and hooligans. Although the newcomers aren't exactly decent, they aren't bad people either. But this world is just declining bit by bit. There's no sign of improvement anywhere. Not just in Shaoxing; I travel to do some business, and it's the same everywhere I see. The foundation of this world has been shaken. To patch it up, I'm afraid nothing short of a revolution will work."

"The foundation of the world?" Hua Xiongmao seemed impulsive and reckless, yet he could see this point. Chen Ke really didn't know how to evaluate him.

"The Imperial Court can't save the world anymore, but the new system you mentioned last time, Wenqing, has its merits. It’s not that I haven't met revolutionaries before; quite a few wanted me to join them, but I turned them all down. Becoming friends with a revolutionary like you is truly a happy occasion. You seem to know how to go about it. This world won't work without a revolution, but I really can't listen to the bullshit manifestos of those other revolutionaries. When you talk about revolution, Wenqing, it sounds feasible. If you ask me to join, I don't think I would refuse," Hua Xiongmao finally spoke his mind.

"Brother Hua, you are a Martial Arts Graduate, after all," Chen Ke asked in disbelief.

"Can't a Martial Arts Graduate rebel? When we come to power, we'll do a better job than the Court no matter what," Hua Xiongmao said carelessly. "The key is that you need to produce a more detailed charter. The good thing about me is that I have some self-knowledge; I can't handle big matters. I can only do small things."

This statement left Chen Ke speechless. He didn't know whether to call Hua Xiongmao a natural-born revolutionary or a natural-born pragmatist. In such an era, let's just consider him a comrade for now, Chen Ke thought to himself.

The day of the appointment with You Gou arrived. Chen Ke was woken up early by the light. Jet lag wasn't much to speak of, but actually experiencing it was quite killer. Shanghai was over a thousand kilometers east of Zhengzhou, which meant it greeted the dawn much earlier every morning. Chen Ke looked at the watch by his pillow; it was exactly four o'clock in the morning.

The morning weather was cool and refreshing. Chen Ke didn't want to waste time, so after a quick wash, he stood in a horse stance in the room to practice his form. The sky grew brighter, and the others got up one after another. After breakfast, Xu Xilin went out. Qiu Jin didn't go with him; she claimed she wanted to meet this bold woman, You Gou.

The three of them strolled through the streets in the morning. As noon approached, they were already waiting at the teahouse from last time. Chen Ke checked his watch: 11:45. Opposite him, Qiu Jin couldn't resist lifting her wrist to check her watch as well. Just as she lowered her wrist, she heard someone say from behind, "So shiny and golden, it’s blinding, truly blinding."

Turning around, they saw You Gou standing not far behind Chen Ke with two men. Last time, You Gou had worn ordinary Chinese women's clothing with her hair tied up. This time, she wore a Western suit, her hair tied in a ponytail draped over her back. The two men behind her looked to be in their twenties or thirties. The tall one wore the Western suit common to foreign firm employees and had short hair. The shorter one wore a long gown and mandarin jacket, looking like a merchant.

The three at the table stood up. You Gou brought the two men over. "An older sister has come too; I'll sit with her." With that, You Gou stood generously next to Qiu Jin. The two men who came with her seemed used to this. After exchanging greetings with Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao, Hua Xiongmao gave up his seat on that side. The six of them sat around the table.

"Mr. Chen Ke, this is my friend from the foreign firm, Wang Bin. This is a friend of mine who dyes cloth, Zhou Yuanxiao. And, sister, my name is You Gou. I am currently a person of leisure," You Gou introduced them openly.

"I am Chen Ke. This is Ms. Qiu Jin. This is Hua Xiongmao. Mr. Wang, Mr. Zhou, greetings to you both."

After a few pleasantries, You Gou said, "I've brought the people to you. I wonder what requirements you have, Mr. Chen Ke. Wang Bin is from the foreign firm; you can ask him anything."

"Many thanks, Miss You." Chen Ke smiled and nodded. "Mr. Wang, as far as I know, there should be foreign merchants with white cloth stuck on their hands that they need to offload. Please inform me about this matter." Chen Ke was actually bluffing; it was absolutely impossible for him to know such news. He said this partly to bully Wang Bin a little. When he met Wang Bin just now, Chen Ke noticed a small detail: Wang Bin subconsciously waited for You Gou to move before acting, which looked like respect for a lady. But in this era, such "gentlemanly conduct" didn't exist. Most of the people Chen Ke had seen like this lacked their own assertiveness. And since Miss You Gou was clearly a dominant woman, Chen Ke chose a dominant approach.

As expected, Wang Bin was slightly stunned. He spoke somewhat haltingly, confirming his lack of assertiveness. "There are a few. But they deal in Indian white cloth. And these batches have been shipped here for over a year. The quality of the cloth isn't very good."

"Is the cloth rotten?" Chen Ke asked in a relaxed tone.

"Not that far gone, but due to improper storage, the color has started to yellow. It won't sell for a good price."

"How much is there?"

"Over one thousand two hundred bolts."

"Can we inspect the goods this afternoon?"

"Of course."

"Can Brother Wang provide the dyes?"

"Yes."

"Then there's no rush for this moment. Let's eat first. It's high noon; we can't go look on empty stomachs," Chen Ke said with a smile.

With the general direction settled, everyone began to chat about other things. You Gou was very interested in Qiu Jin's watch. Since wearing the watch, Qiu Jin had stopped wearing bracelets. You Gou held Qiu Jin's wrist to look at it for a while, then asked her to take it off for a closer look. Qiu Jin liked this cute girl very much, so she took off the watch and handed it to her. You Gou examined it carefully for a while, then put it to her ear to listen. Her brow furrowed. She handed the watch back to Qiu Jin and said to Chen Ke, "Mr. Chen Ke, may I see your watch?" Chen Ke took off his watch and handed it to her. You Gou examined it closely for a while before handing it back.

"Mr. Chen, this watch isn't cheap," You Gou said.

"It's just a watch; cheap or not, as long as it works, that's fine," Chen Ke replied.

"Haha, Mr. Chen really has money. I studied in Germany, and from what I can see, this watch must be worth several thousand taels. You say 'as long as it works'—tsk tsk. Impressive." You Gou’s tone was full of sarcasm.

"Why is this watch expensive?" Chen Ke became interested. He had bought the watch purely for etiquette; wearing a watch made him look more formal when discussing business. Personally, he relied on his mobile phone for the time. As for the quality of watches, Chen Ke knew absolutely nothing.

"Tourbillon. Your watch uses a tourbillon. The way the hands move is different. Listening to the movement inside, it's even more distinct."

"It seems Miss You is the one truly from a wealthy background. I just bought it to use; I never understood what was inside. Miss You is the expert on watches. My apologies, my apologies."

He had intended the remark to liven up the atmosphere, but unexpectedly, You Gou’s expression darkened upon hearing it. A faint shadow seemed to cast over her young face, and You Gou, who had been chatting and laughing freely, suddenly fell silent.

Qiu Jin didn't want the meal to turn cold, so she patted You Gou’s arm. "Sister, let's not talk about that with these men. I heard you can hold your liquor. I like to have a couple of drinks myself. Come, drink with me."

Since Qiu Jin had spoken, You Gou didn't seem to want to spoil everyone's fun. She shouted, "Shopkeeper, bring wine and food." With that shout, the meal quickly began.

In the afternoon, Wang Bin took Chen Ke and the others to see the cloth. Chen Ke didn't know much about cloth, but based on his limited experience, the fabric didn't feel rotten. It was just that after being exposed to dampness, large yellow stains were distributed unevenly across it. After viewing the cloth, You Gou leaned in. "Mr. Chen Ke, how do you plan to deal with these colored patches?" she asked in a low voice.

During the chat at lunch, Chen Ke had learned that You Gou had actually studied chemistry in Germany. He also whispered, "What would you use to remove the color?"

"Probably sulfur dioxide," You Gou said.

Chen Ke felt both satisfied and a little nervous upon hearing this. You Gou was definitely not from a poor background. Since she could think of this, why didn't she do this business herself? Chen Ke was quite puzzled. And the fact that she brought a dyer implied she wasn't incapable of doing it.

As if hearing Chen Ke's thoughts, You Gou looked up at him with an unfathomable expression. "Don't worry, Mr. Chen Ke. I don't want to compete with you for this business. You said last time you had the ability to move heaven and earth. I'd actually like to see just how you move heaven and earth, Mr. Chen."

Any explanation now would only make You Gou look down on him, so Chen Ke didn't say a word.

After seeing the cloth, they went to see the dyes. Chen Ke suggested visiting Zhou Yuanxiao's workshop. Zhou Yuanxiao hadn't spoken much, but hearing this request, he simply nodded and led everyone toward his workshop.

It was a very large courtyard, but although it was big, there was nothing inside. Several racks that looked like they were for dyeing cloth stood empty. The whole courtyard was cold and deserted, forming a sharp contrast with the bustling flow of people on the street outside. Seeing the confusion in everyone's eyes, Zhou Yuanxiao smiled. "My workshop went under last year. Apart from these few stoves and some bamboo poles, nothing is left. Miss You dragged me here by force this time. If you want to use this courtyard of mine, pay thirty taels of silver and use it as you please. If you need manpower, give me some wages, and I'll work for you."

"Brother Zhou, you spent all those years abroad. How can you abandon yourself like this?" You Gou said, a bit angry.

"I only went to high school. What does it matter if I went to high school? Can't I still lose everything?" Zhou Yuanxiao laughed loudly. "You Gou, you finished university in Germany, but didn't you also hit a wall when you came back? I’ve figured it out now; doing honest work is enough. Some things, if you can do them, you can; if you can't, you can't."

You Gou looked like she wanted to speak but stopped.

*So these people have all spent time overseas. It seems I've really met a group of extraordinary fellows,* Chen Ke thought.

The next day, May 14th. Everything went according to Chen Ke's plan. The deal with the foreign merchant was settled. Both parties agreed that Chen Ke would buy all the cloth within thirty days. Chen Ke first spent sixteen taels to buy forty bolts of cloth, then another four taels to buy blue-black dye. However, the process of collecting the cloth surprised everyone else. Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao wore rushed-made masks and personally opened every bolt of cloth, checking them from end to end.

The cloth had been stored for quite some time, and upon opening them one by one, the smell inside was truly uncomfortable. Even with a mask on, Hua Xiongmao’s brow was tightly furrowed. As for Chen Ke, he remained calm and composed from beginning to end. He inspected the cloth unhurriedly, yet his movements were efficient. In the time it took Hua Xiongmao to check one bolt, Chen Ke had already gone through three. Chen Ke immediately stopped inspecting and exchanged a few words in a low voice with Hua Xiongmao. Hua Xiongmao paused, then as Chen Ke gestured and spoke, they exchanged a few more sentences. Hua Xiongmao stopped inspecting the cloth and instead took charge of unrolling it. This sped things up considerably. After viewing each bolt, Chen Ke would make a record.

"He really is an expert," You Gou whispered to Qiu Jin.

"It certainly looks that way," Qiu Jin replied. The object of their praise was definitely not Hua Xiongmao. After saying this, Qiu Jin suddenly asked You Gou, "Sister, how is your friend Zhou Yuanxiao's dyeing skill?"

"Impeccable," You Gou answered decisively.

"But his dyehouse..." Qiu Jin hesitated.

"Some things aren't about the quality of the skill," You Gou’s voice remained firm.

The cart for transporting the cloth was hired by Tao Chengzhang at Chen Ke's specific request. When the cart arrived in front of Zhou Yuanxiao's dyehouse, Zhou was already waiting there. When everyone moved the cloth inside, the stoves were already lit, and the hot water was already boiled.

Qiu Jin and Hua Xiongmao had known each other for a long time. Hua Xiongmao was from a wealthy family, and this kind of labor was usually done by ordinary servants. After Hua Xiongmao finished moving things with Chen Ke and gulped down a bowl of water, Qiu Jin found a moment to ask, "Zhenglan, seeing you work so hard is an eye-opener."

Hua Xiongmao finished the large bowl of water in a few gulps and exhaled comfortably, his handsome face full of the satisfaction of work. "Aunt, although I have a quick temper, I'm not the kind of person who refuses to work. Wenqing does things in an orderly manner, and he always explains clearly what I need to do. There is interest in the labor."

As they spoke, they saw Chen Ke and You Gou carrying out a large steamer. Qiu Jin and Hua Xiongmao looked at each other; the thing looked like a steamer for food, sitting atop a large wok, and it was a two-layered one. In the bottom compartment, Chen Ke and You Gou muttered as they placed some things, while the top layer contained the loosened cloth. Both Chen Ke and You Gou had put on coarse cloth clothes over their outfits, and coincidentally, they both wore them backward. That is, the back faced forward, and the buttons were on their backs. The two of them arranged and rearranged the cloth, arguing endlessly. Their words were about "sufficient contact," "degree of oxidation," and the like. Neither Qiu Jin nor Hua Xiongmao could understand. After discussing for a good while, Chen Ke and You Gou finally reached an agreement, fiddled with the cloth a bit more, and then put the lid on the steamer.

The fire under the large wok was stoked, and the water inside gradually heated up. The steam starting to rise from the steamer mixed the stale smell of old cloth with other odors. While the others couldn't help but avoid the strange smell, Chen Ke and You Gou both put on masks and lifted the steamer lid together to check the cloth. They argued again about pH levels before finally extinguishing the fire. After waiting a while longer, the two took the still-hot cloth out of the steamer and threw it into a large vat containing lime water. Chen Ke even kneaded the cloth. As the choking smell gradually dissipated, the others gathered around to look. Upon looking, almost everyone's eyes lit up. The cloth, originally covered in deep and shallow yellow stains, now looked white. Although a careful look revealed some clues, even these few people who knew nothing about dyeing knew that after applying dark dye, these slight discolorations would absolutely not be a problem.

"Wenqing, I wondered at first how you were going to wash this cloth. I didn't expect steaming it like this would work," Qiu Jin praised. She turned to look at You Gou, who was pulling at the cloth. "Sister, you look like someone who enjoys a comfortable life; I didn't expect you to have such hidden talents."

You Gou only responded to such praise with a bitter smile. "Sister Qiu, don't praise me. I spent so much studying in Germany; if I couldn't even handle these things, wouldn't all that money have been wasted?" After speaking, You Gou turned her head. "Brother Zhou, as an expert, what do you think of this cloth?"

Zhou Yuanxiao put down the cloth in his hand, his face expressionless. "We'll only know after dyeing. Looking at it now, the color won't be too even after dyeing. It won't fetch a high price."

These words sounded rather harsh, and Hua Xiongmao couldn't help but furrow his brows. He and Qiu Jin looked at Chen Ke simultaneously. Chen Ke not only didn't get angry but nodded in agreement. "The dyeing matter is in your hands, Mr. Zhou. I have great confidence in you."

Zhou Yuanxiao gave a noncommittal grunt, then beckoned Chen Ke to continue placing cloth onto the steamer.
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Chapter 6: Dyeing Cloth (II)

Like many of his peers born in the late 20th century, Chen Ke had participated in numerous startup ventures. Faced with one failure after another, he had been forced to analyze the underlying causes. One of his key conclusions was that the proportion of people within an organization directly engaged in production must be kept as close to 100% as possible. This cloth-dyeing enterprise was essentially a new commercial experiment. As both the investor and a core laborer, Chen Ke not only participated personally in all the work but also closely observed his current companions.

Hua Xiongmao, holding the rank of Martial Arts Graduate in the Qing dynasty, truly possessed the physical qualities befitting such a title. Whether it was moving bolts of cloth, tending the fire, or hanging fabrics to dry, as long as Chen Ke gave the orders and led by example, Hua Xiongmao worked tirelessly and without complaint. You Gou, a university graduate in chemistry, fully demonstrated the traits of her discipline. Her thinking was agile, her creativity robust, yet she strictly adhered to the discipline required for "chemical experiments." In controlling the temperature and duration of the dyeing process, and in recording experimental data, her performance was exemplary.

Chen Ke had originally positioned this business to focus on low cost and high volume. The color-changing fabric and cheap imported dyes drove their costs down to a level that ordinary dyeing workshops could not hope to match. Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao, You Gou, and Zhou Yuanxiao—these four individuals were all working without wages, keeping labor costs so low that other dyers wouldn't even dare to dream of it. Through casual conversation, Chen Ke determined that the education level of the four workers, himself included, was at a height that ordinary Chinese people in 1905 could not reach in a lifetime.

Perhaps I really do possess that legendary "Protagonist’s Aura"? Chen Ke mused. For the past few days, acting as the project manager and assigning tasks according to each person's strengths, he had encountered no resistance from his three "colleagues," despite their high social status and education. Everyone worked side by side, scouring the cloth of impurities and dyeing it. You Gou was a girl, arriving at eight in the morning and leaving at five in the evening. The other three worked in shifts, keeping the workshop running twenty-four hours a day. In less than three days, they had finished dyeing the forty bolts of cloth.

After dyeing, the cloth had to be washed. Zhou Yuanxiao’s skills were truly superb; the washed fabric showed very little color fading. Zhou Yuanxiao was a man of few words; unless it was absolutely necessary, he remained silent except for work-related matters. Chen Ke found it puzzling how such a master craftsman could have fallen into such dire straits.

At noon on the third day, Chen Ke sent Hua Xiongmao back to their lodgings to arrange a meeting with Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. At noon on the fourth day, when Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao returned, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin were already waiting for them in Xu’s room. Hua Xiongmao placed a bolt of cloth on the table in front of Xu Xilin, giving him a start.

"This is the cloth you spoke of?" Xu Xilin patted the bolt; the texture was decent. He pulled out a few feet of the fabric and examined it against the light. The dark blue material felt smoother than ordinary coarse cloth, though it was significantly thinner. However, the color was something homespun cloth could never compare with. The dark blue was perfectly even, quite suitable for summer clothing.

Qiu Jin, being a woman, had a keener eye for fabrics. After inspecting it, she smiled and said, "Boxun, this cloth Wenqing has produced is truly impressive."

"Brother Boxun, I mentioned last time that I wanted friends in the Restoration Society who do business in Shanghai to help sell this cloth. I brought this freshly dyed bolt for you to look at, so you can see the real thing." Finally having a product of his own, Chen Ke’s voice rang with newfound confidence.

"I will naturally help with this," Xu Xilin replied. Chen Ke could tell that Xu Xilin had no real interest in the cloth trade.

"I’ve been busy with the dyeing recently. How are things going for you in Shanghai, Brother Boxun?"

"It’s a long story." Xu Xilin sighed after speaking, his face full of depression, looking far less spirited than Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao.

Lunch was a somber affair. Qiu Jin remained silent, and Xu Xilin buried his head in his meal. Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao didn't dare say much either. Since starting the dyeing business, Chen Ke hadn't thought about the revolution at all. The revolution wasn't about starving to death; a revolutionary who starved himself was definitely unqualified. After the meal, Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao took their leave.

Once outside, Chen Ke wanted to visit the streets where the textile merchants were concentrated. He had specifically scouted the area a few days ago, solely to find buyers once the cloth was dyed.

After walking for a while, Hua Xiongmao spoke up. "Wenqing, I actually have a friend in Shanghai who deals in cloth. If you don't mind, we could see if he’s interested in buying this batch."

Chen Ke looked at Hua Xiongmao in surprise. "Zhenglan, why didn't you say so earlier?"

Hua Xiongmao smiled confidently. "You hadn't dyed the cloth yet back then, how could I bring it up? I didn't know what you discussed with my aunt and uncle either. Now that the cloth is finished... I can see that relying on my uncle to handle this is likely useless. Besides, Wenqing, you never asked me, so how could I volunteer myself?"

"Can that person absorb this much stock? I need to sell each bolt for at least one tael and five mace of silver," Chen Ke said.

"Why don't we go see him and find out?" Hua Xiongmao said, sounding like he had a card up his sleeve.

Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao went together to meet the friend in the textile business. He turned out to be from Wenzhou, and his business was quite substantial. After examining Chen Ke's cloth, they settled on a purchase price of one tael and six mace per bolt, and the man bought the entire batch. Upon learning that Chen Ke would have more stock, the Wenzhou merchant indicated he would buy it all. His only request was a specific order for 100 bolts of red cloth.

Zhou Yuanxiao’s dyeing workshop had been completely cleared of cloth. Sixty-two taels of silver sat on the table. Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao, You Gou, and Zhou Yuanxiao each occupied one side of the table. Chen Ke had always believed that even brothers must keep clear accounts. Now that the first payment was in hand, they really needed to have a proper discussion.

"Brother Zhou, you've worked hard these past few days. We agreed last time that we would dye one thousand two hundred bolts of cloth using your workshop, and pay a usage fee of 30 taels. I haven't remembered that incorrectly, have I?" Chen Ke said with a smile.

The work had been grueling, and Zhou Yuanxiao was half exhausted and half indifferent. He replied listlessly, "That's correct."

You Gou, however, frowned upon hearing Chen Ke’s words, her phoenix eyes flashing, though she remained silent.

"Previously, I didn't know the extent of your skills, Brother Zhou. Now that I’ve seen your craftsmanship, I want to ask: how much do you intend to charge for each bolt of cloth?" Chen Ke continued.

"Just give whatever you see fit." Zhou Yuanxiao maintained his listless expression.

"That's not right. Giving one mace is giving, giving five mace is also giving. You must have a stance, Brother Zhou." Chen Ke’s expression turned serious. They were about to dye a massive amount of fabric; if Zhou Yuanxiao wasn't satisfied and decided to play some tricks, Chen Ke wouldn't be able to bear the loss.

Zhou Yuanxiao lifted his gaze to look at Chen Ke and gave a bitter smile. "Brother Chen is worried I might sabotage things. When I first returned to Shanghai, I wanted to open a dyeing factory. I must have wasted at least seven or eight thousand taels of silver in the end. Now, only this ancestral workshop remains. I see that Brother Chen and Brother Hua come from wealthy families, yet you never feel that doing manual labor is beneath you. I am very moved by this. Also, You Gou helped me greatly when I was in dire straits. Since she introduced you, I naturally will do my utmost. It doesn't matter how much money I get. But you cannot shortchange You Gou."

Hearing this, You Gou grabbed Zhou Yuanxiao’s wrist and said loudly, "Brother Zhou, I introduced this business to you because I wanted you to pull yourself together. With skills as good as yours, you’ll restore your family’s fortune one day. Don't worry about how I make money; I certainly won't shortchange myself. You’re wrong to act like this."

Zhou Yuanxiao shook his head but said no more.

Faced with this situation, Hua Xiongmao seemed quite moved by the loyalty between friends, but Chen Ke showed no sign of being touched. It wasn't that Chen Ke hadn't acted this way in his younger years, but the results of his failures had long since cooled his hot blood. He said seriously and earnestly, "Clear accounts make for long friendships. Miss You, since Brother Zhou has spoken, please give him some face. Why don't you decide?"

You Gou listened to Chen Ke, looked at the dejected Zhou Yuanxiao, and finally spoke. "If you ask me, you should give Brother Zhou six mace of silver for every bolt."

Hearing You Gou open her mouth so wide, Hua Xiongmao frowned. Chen Ke shook his head. "That won't do. Leaving aside the six mace, Miss You, how much do you plan to take, apart from the money for Brother Zhou?"

Hearing Chen Ke reject her proposal, You Gou said huffily, "I won't take a single cent, is that alright?"

"That won't do. Absolutely not." Chen Ke immediately rejected You Gou’s piqued remark.

"Why?"

Chen Ke said sternly, "I don't care how Brother Zhou failed in the past. In what we are doing now, we must follow the rules of the present. We are doing business together, so the accounts must be split fairly. Brother Zhou provides the workshop and leads the dyeing, so naturally, we cannot shortchange him. You, me, and Brother Hua are putting in the physical labor, so we must also receive our share of the profits. Accounting means those who work more get more, and those who don't work get nothing. Furthermore, your calculation is fundamentally wrong. We are calculating the dyeing fee, not the total sales price. Although this might sound harsh, if we don't calculate this way, the business is bound to lose money."

You Gou pouted and fell silent. Zhou Yuanxiao, on the other hand, who had been listless at first, suddenly raised his head upon hearing Chen Ke’s last sentence. He stared at Chen Ke with sharp eyes. "Then let's hear Mr. Chen's plan for dividing the money," Zhou Yuanxiao asked.

"This is our first collaboration. Let's cut the nonsense about how much we might earn in the future—if we can't make money now, there is no future. It's just us four. For every bolt of cloth, I will set aside six mace of silver. Brother Zhou gets three mace and five candareens. You Gou and I get one mace each. Brother Hua gets five candareens." Chen Ke laid out his plan.

"Oh, so you're taking the lion's share," You Gou mocked.

"I'm the one paying for the cloth and the dyes. Miss You, you wrong me with those words."

You Gou looked at Zhou Yuanxiao, and Chen Ke looked at him as well. Zhou Yuanxiao pondered for a moment and nodded. "I think that works. Mr. Chen's division makes sense."

With that settled, Chen Ke declared that the 62 taels on the table would not be divided yet but would be used entirely to buy more cloth and dyes. Since none of them were lacking money for food, everyone found this acceptable.

Leaving Zhou Yuanxiao’s place, Hua Xiongmao laughed. "I never expected I could earn 50 cash from a single bolt of cloth. That’s enough to cover my meals for a day."

"Does Zhenglan feel shortchanged? I was just about to tell you, for every bolt sold earning five mace of profit, I'll give you a share of one mace. Please rest assured on that point."

"Wenqing, that's not what I meant. I just wonder why you need to rope those two in."

"Those two are of great use. If we cooperate well, it will be worth far more than this little bit of money."

Receiving such a definitive answer, Hua Xiongmao could only shake his head and stay silent.

With funds in hand, Chen Ke bought another hundred bolts of cloth. The workshop resumed its bustling activity. With the experience from the last time, they finished dyeing the hundred bolts in just four days. Of the hundred, 80 were blue and 20 were red.

After selling the cloth, they distributed the money owed from the previous batch of forty bolts. Chen Ke announced a day off. The work had been exhausting, and everyone needed rest. You Gou was a girl after all, and physically couldn't compare to the three men. She suggested hiring two workers.

Chen Ke firmly opposed this suggestion. The reason was simple: if they hired workers, the wages would be high, and everyone’s profit would shrink. If the wages were low, the workers wouldn't do a good job. Addressing the most physically demanding tasks—moving and hanging the cloth—Chen Ke’s suggestion was simple: use small machinery to solve the problem.

Hearing this, You Gou mocked Chen Ke, saying his plan would cost even more money. Zhou Yuanxiao remained silent as usual. Hua Xiongmao knew nothing about mechanics; he wanted to support Chen Ke but didn't know what to say. Chen Ke then forcefully announced the meeting adjourned. Everyone was exhausted and too lazy to argue with him. Since no one wanted to press the issue, they all scattered.

Back at their lodgings, Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao slept like dead dogs for a whole day.

The next day, Chen Ke brought a carpenter to Zhou Yuanxiao’s workshop, where Zhou Yuanxiao and You Gou were already waiting. Chen Ke had long observed the ten square wooden beams in Zhou Yuanxiao’s courtyard. He had the carpenter nail several rows of tracks onto the relatively smooth beams and then installed pulleys that could be pulled. After the carpenter left, Chen Ke and the others assembled over a dozen pulley blocks. This set of small mechanical equipment could easily hoist the bolts of cloth and the bamboo poles used for drying. It also allowed them to freely move the position of the bamboo poles.

It had to be said that the effect of this contraption was that the hanging position of the cloth was lower than with the previous manual method, so the drying efficiency was slightly worse. But the upside was that the labor intensity was drastically reduced, and efficiency increased several times over. Most importantly, the total cost was less than two taels of silver. Hiring two workers would have cost much more than this outlay. Seeing the rig Chen Ke had built, Zhou Yuanxiao was quite interested. You Gou didn't say anything, but she didn't object either. Hua Xiongmao, who had been doing the heaviest lifting with Chen Ke, found this equipment most helpful and praised it repeatedly.

Although Zhou Yuanxiao’s workshop wasn't small, they had nearly 400 bolts of cloth this time, so the drying space was limited. With just 50 bolts dyed, the space in the workshop was already filled with hanging fabric.

"Hey, move that cloth a bit closer to the inside!" You Gou shouted at Hua Xiongmao.

"If I move it any closer, they'll touch. Didn't Wenqing say we have to pay attention to the volatilization speed?" Hua Xiongmao said, looking up as he pulled the rope.

"What volatilization? It's called evaporation!" You Gou didn't even have the energy to mock him; she just explained seriously.

The use of small machinery brought a problem Chen Ke hadn't anticipated: the arrangement of the workflow. Previously, Zhou Yuanxiao decided how to hang the cloth. This time, with the large quantity and the use of pulley blocks, labor intensity was down and efficiency was up. You Gou showed great interest in how to utilize the space more effectively. Chen Ke was a layman in this regard, and Zhou Yuanxiao didn't have a better solution. So, You Gou and Hua Xiongmao, who had learned a lot of new knowledge through the labor, began a new discussion.

Chen Ke turned a deaf ear to the new discussion. He pulled the rope, hoisting a bolt of cloth out of the large vat. This was the last bolt that needed drying. Zhou Yuanxiao pulled the transverse rope, dragging the cloth over the washing trough. Chen Ke loosened the rope slightly, and Zhou Yuanxiao untied the knot. Work that originally required three people and a lot of effort was now finished by two people in a few minutes.

Enduring the soreness in his arms, Chen Ke scrubbed the cloth diligently. *If only I had a washing machine*, he thought. Although he knew it was a stupid thought, he couldn't help but hope.

Improvements in production technology meant increased labor efficiency. With the same physical expenditure, more work could now be completed. But this required a more effective workforce. Previously, dyeing forty bolts took three days. When it averaged about ten bolts a day, Chen Ke felt it was manageable. Later, at twenty-five bolts a day, he felt he was working at full capacity. Now, having churned out 50 bolts in 36 hours, Chen Ke was numb.

Fortunately, he was exploiting himself; Chen Ke finally understood the term "sweatshop." If he were working in someone else's factory, working day and night for the capitalist's profit while having to ensure product quality, Chen Ke estimated he would have already gone off to join the labor movement.

Zhou Yuanxiao washed the cloth alongside him without a word. Like Chen Ke, his face was pale and he had dark circles under his eyes. Thanks to You Gou’s help, they had analyzed the data from the large batches to determine the optimal force for washing. Chen Ke and Zhou Yuanxiao’s "professionalism" exerted enough power that, despite being near exhaustion, both still did their utmost to ensure the quality of their work. If this had been ordinary workers, Chen Ke wouldn't have dared to trust the quality of their product at all.

As a self-proclaimed materialist communist, Chen Ke never thought there was anything wrong with capitalists using machines for production, even if it led to mass unemployment. Compared to machines, workers were indeed unreliable. This grueling dyeing job had thoroughly proven this point. Let alone workers, Chen Ke didn't even trust the average work quality of himself, the investor. The four people in the dyeing workshop all possessed high-quality character and sufficient passion for the work. Even with these four cooperating fully, the work wasn't guaranteed; if they used hired laborers, Chen Ke was definitely not optimistic about the efficiency and quality.

While letting his thoughts wander, Chen Ke’s hands and feet remained agile, cleaning the cloth quickly. You Gou and Hua Xiongmao adjusted the space left for the last bolt and came over to help. Finally finishing, they hung the cloth up to dry. The four of them sat around the table, rubbing their sore necks and arms.

Everyone was exhausted. No one spoke; they just rested in silence. You Gou had brought a pillow from home. A few days ago, she had complained that it smelled of dye, but now she couldn't care less about such discomfort. She placed the pillow on the table, slumped onto it, and fell asleep immediately.

Chen Ke also slumped on the table to rest. In his semi-conscious state, thoughts of revolution and saving the country had long flown to parts unknown. Only one thought remained in Chen Ke’s mind: *This batch of cloth needs a day to dry, and my colleagues, myself included, need a day of rest.*

He didn't know if he had fallen asleep or how much time had passed, but Chen Ke heard someone shouting outside the door, "Is anyone inside?" They were speaking the local Shanghai dialect.

No one in the courtyard made a sound. The person outside shouted again, then started banging on the door. This kind of disturbance during sleep was the most annoying. Chen Ke sat up and saw Hua Xiongmao, who was sleeping groggily, looking up with bleary eyes. Opposite Chen Ke, Zhou Yuanxiao had also sat up; hearing the voice, his face darkened. You Gou had heard it too, but she simply turned her head gently like a cat, buried her face into the pillow, covered her ears with her upper arms, and continued sleeping.

Chen Ke hauled Hua Xiongmao up. The three men went to the gate together. Chen Ke rubbed his face to wake himself up before opening the main door.

Outside stood two men, one tall and one short. The short one was obviously a local Shanghainese, in his forties, not tall, with a wiry frame. The eyes of Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao, and Zhou Yuanxiao moved from the short man and then simultaneously traveled upward. The tall man looked to be under thirty. Standing on the bluestone steps of the entrance, his head almost touched the lintel. Aside from his iron-tower height, he was exceptionally sturdy, his broad shoulders almost blocking the gateway. Looking up at him, Chen Ke estimated he must be at least 1.95 meters tall and weigh at least 190 *jin*. The man had a round, fleshy face characteristic of stout people. He wore a faint, ambiguous smile on this round face, looking down at everyone with a rather imposing air.

"Which one is the boss?" the short man asked.

Hearing the voice, everyone shifted their gaze back to the short man. Chen Ke suddenly had an inexplicable association: if there were a rope tied around the short man's neck, with the other end in the tall man's hand, it would be the standard image of a massive brown bear leading a monkey.

Chen Ke and Zhou Yuanxiao stepped forward at the same time. "I am the boss," Chen Ke said first.

"Boss, I'd like to discuss some business with you," the short man said.

"We have no business to discuss here. Please leave," Chen Ke refused flatly. You absolutely could not give hooligans an opening. Once you let them in the door, they would inevitably become entangled with you. Thinking of this, Chen Ke took another step forward, blocking the doorway. "Really, there is no business to discuss with you."

Seeing Chen Ke physically block the door, the short man became anxious. He shouted a few sentences in the local dialect, but his speech was fast and his accent heavy; Chen Ke had no idea what he was saying.

"I don't understand what you're saying. Hurry up and leave," Chen Ke said.

"You'll definitely understand what I'm saying," the tall man suddenly said in a Hebei accent.

Chen Ke paused. He had just used Putonghua, so pretending not to understand the tall man's Hebei dialect wasn't appropriate. Chen Ke had to brace himself and reply, "What advice does this brother have?"

"I just want to get rich together with you, brother. Seeing your dyeing business booming, and with the world in such chaos, haven't you thought about finding a few people to help guard the place? In case of a fire, or if bad people come to cause trouble. It’s definitely better to have help, isn't it?" The tall man spoke without the ruffian air he had displayed earlier. Although his words were threatening, his demeanor seemed sincere. Listening only to his tone, it sounded like the genuine concern of a good friend.

*So I've run into a protection racket,* Chen Ke thought helplessly. Struggle was something one could absolutely not retreat from. Chen Ke replied, "We can handle things ourselves, so we won't trouble you two."

Before the two could speak, Hua Xiongmao behind Chen Ke suddenly uttered a few phrases of slang. The two men opposite froze. Hua Xiongmao walked up to them and exchanged some triad jargon with them for a while. The two men cupped their hands in salute to Hua Xiongmao, turned, and left.

"They're from the Heaven and Earth Society," Hua Xiongmao said.

"What do they want?" Chen Ke was more concerned about this.

"They invited us to drink tea tomorrow. I think a gift of money will settle it." All traces of sleep had vanished from Hua Xiongmao's face. He said, "We don't need to give anything else. Just give them a bolt of this cloth and a few taels of silver to appease them. But we need to hurry up with this dyeing business."
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Chapter Seven: Wu Xingchen

Facing the first instance of extortion in his life, Chen Ke was, truth be told, quite apprehensive. He glanced at Hua Xiongmao, only to find him wearing an expression of utter nonchalance, looking every bit the experienced hand who had everything under control. He couldn't tell if this fellow was a frequent extorter of others or a frequent victim himself.

Noticing the peculiar way Chen Ke was looking at him, Hua Xiongmao laughed. "Wenqing, you’ve been overseas for so long that you don't understand the situation back home." He began to explain the general rules of the underworld. These days, no matter who you were or what business you ran, you had to know people. The "brothers of the path" would at least get things done once they took your money. Without their protection, you’d simply become a target for every ruthless thug out there.

Seeing that Chen Ke remained skeptical, Hua Xiongmao assured him that based on their earlier exchange of "cant"—the secret slang of the underworld—he was certain these two were formal members of the Heaven and Earth Society. The Society was effectively a "unit with guaranteed credit," and their fees were usually reasonable.

Since Hua Xiongmao had put it that way, Chen Ke naturally had to respect the "expert." He nodded in agreement, then turned to Zhou Yuanxiao. "Brother Zhou, don't worry. I'll cover the cost of the 'gift.' We’ll keep the dyeing going just as we have been. If we rush it, we won't do a good job."

Upon hearing this, Zhou Yuanxiao remained as silent as ever, merely nodding. The three returned to the table; Zhou and Hua promptly slumped over and went back to sleep. Stimulated by the night's events, Chen Ke found his drowsiness completely gone. Watching the other three sleep soundly, he truly envied their broad-mindedness. Since he couldn't sleep, he didn't want to waste time. He stood up and began to work quietly—cleaning the furnace, treating the wastewater; there was plenty to do. The Zhou family workshop was well-designed; the courtyard even had a hidden drain leading directly to the outer ditch. As he lifted the wooden cover and poured the wastewater in, Chen Ke couldn't help but think that in his own era, those two from the Heaven and Earth Society would have been arrested, imprisoned, or even executed long ago.

Zhengzhou, as a railway hub, had once been incredibly chaotic. Before the "Strike Hard" campaign of the 1980s, "thief kings" from all over had even held a "national conference" there. Under the iron fist of that campaign, stealing a watch could get you shot, let alone those pretentious bandits and "heroes of the greenwood," who were wiped out entirely. The social environment had been palpably refreshed.

Chen Ke had never been extorted growing up. The only extortion he’d ever seen was a handful of minor incidents in school. Even then, it was never something done in the light of day. If a student was caught extorting others, the school’s punishment was swift and severe.

Later, from the late nineties to the first few years of the twenty-first century, crime had seen a resurgence, but it remained within a tolerable limit for the public. After 2003, following several major robbery cases, criminals—organized or otherwise—were once again met with the crushing blow of the state’s iron fist. And since that crackdown began, it had never let up.

Specifically targeting "organized crime" involved in extortion, several precision strikes were carried out. Dozens were executed, and hundreds were arrested. Those caught, even if they escaped the firing squad, received a minimum of seven years. Such severe measures made extortion a thing of the past once again. The surviving "heroes" of Zhengzhou either washed their hands of the life or "left their ancestral homes to seek development elsewhere."

Chen Ke was never a "humanitarian" who advocated for the rights of criminals; he fully supported the crackdown on crime. Being extorted today made him miss that "iron fist" intensely. But that fist didn't exist in 1905. The only way to see it again was for Chen Ke himself to build that power through revolution.

He tidied up while lost in thought. Looking at the cloth hanging all over the yard, he felt uneasy. If someone really came to cause trouble tonight... He had originally intended for everyone to go back and rest, but that wouldn't do now. Starting today, they would have to take turns keeping watch at night.

It wasn't until nearly dinnertime that everyone woke up. You Gou stood to take her leave. After she left, Chen Ke announced the night watch rotation. Zhou Yuanxiao gave his usual silent nod. Seeing that Chen Ke was still worried, Hua Xiongmao suggested talking to Xu Xilin to see if they could use the Restoration Society's local influence in Shanghai.

Chen Ke didn't think it was necessary yet. Using connections cost money. If the cost of the favors exceeded what the two thugs wanted—on top of owing a debt of gratitude—it would be a losing bargain. "Let's talk to them first and see," Chen Ke said.

The following day at noon, the two parties officially began negotiations in a restaurant near the workshop. They exchanged names; the tall one was Wu Xingchen, a "Lodge Master" of the Heaven and Earth Society.

"Brother Chen, it's not that I just want some gift money—that's pittance. Let’s speak plainly. I see your dyeing business is doing well, and I’d like to cooperate with you."

"If you want goods on credit, then there's nothing more to discuss," Chen Ke cut him off instantly. "If you’re buying cloth with cash, then we can talk."

Wu Xingchen hadn't expected Chen Ke's attitude to be so firm. He tried to persuade him. "Which house doesn't offer credit these-days? Surely Brother Chen doesn't distrust the Heaven and Earth Society?"

"My cloth is cheap; naturally, I can't offer credit," Chen Ke replied.

"How cheap?" Wu Xingchen asked.

"For you, one tael and seven mace of silver per bolt," Chen Ke stated.

Before Wu Xingchen could speak, his lackey's face lit up with joy. He muttered a few words to Wu Xingchen in the Shanghai dialect. A trace of anger flickered across Wu Xingchen’s face, which he suppressed a moment later.

Chen Ke saw this clearly. He was reminded of the famous mob movie *The Godfather*, specifically the scene where the Don's eldest son expressed a differing opinion during a negotiation. This revealed internal discord. Consequently, the rival immediately organized an assassination attempt on the Don. Once the old man was out of the way, they could negotiate with the family member who shared their view. This lackey of Wu Xingchen’s was a local Shanghainese; before Wu had even spoken, the man had taken the initiative to advise him. It seemed their relationship wasn't a simple hierarchy of the secret society. He decided he had to gamble on this point.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke suddenly asked, "Brother Wu, which Hall did you originally belong to? A Northern one, I presume?"

At these words, Wu Xingchen’s expression changed sharply. Chen Ke breathed a sigh of relief; it seemed his guess was correct. Wu Xingchen’s status as a Lodge Master within the Shanghai branch of the Society was delicate.

The rest of the negotiation became quite dull. The subordinate, however, was eager and took it upon himself to discuss business with them. By this point, Hua Xiongmao had also seen through the situation. Since he spoke the same dialect as the local man, he took the lead, playing along with Chen Ke. They ordered food and wine; after a few cups of yellow wine, the fellow’s mouth became even looser. His name was He Yifa, a generation junior to Wu Xingchen in the Society's hierarchy, but he was a local member. In his drunken excitement, He Yifa accidentally revealed that Wu Xingchen was actually the Lodge Master of the Beijing branch and was only in Shanghai temporarily.

It seemed He Yifa had been dissatisfied with being subordinate to this "outsider" for a long time. In a secret society, your income was heavily tied to who you followed. As a stranger in town, Wu Xingchen had likely hit many walls in Shanghai.

Wu Xingchen looked angry at first, but by the time He Yifa started talking nonsense, he knew this venture had failed. He was a man who could let things go; he simply focused on eating and drinking. When He Yifa began to lose himself in his own arrogance, Wu Xingchen even offered subtle "praise," calling him "vibrant" and "full of grand ambition." He Yifa felt immensely proud, his grin nearly reaching his ears. Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao listened to Wu Xingchen’s double-edged words and shared a secret smile, though they didn't expose him. Instead, they followed suit with some flattery of their own. When Chen Ke toasted Wu Xingchen, Wu drained his cup every time, appearing quite gallant.

To be able to endure and adapt, and to decisively accept the outcome when things didn't go his way instead of making a scene with He Yifa on the spot—Chen Ke found himself quite impressed with Wu Xingchen. He actually felt a desire to befriend him.

Just as He Yifa stepped out to relieve himself, Chen Ke spoke seriously to Wu Xingchen. "Brother Wu, it seems you are someone who has seen great things. Could you come here alone tomorrow at noon? I am also a Northerner, and it is rare to hear a Northern accent in Shanghai. I would like to host you and share a drink. I hope you will do me the honor."

Wu Xingchen smiled. "Brother Chen has quite the moves. Having secured that one, you now want to appease me? I’m afraid I haven't the face to trouble you for that drink."

Chen Ke smiled. "I secured that one for the sake of business. I am inviting you because I admire your temperament. Remaining calm in the face of change, knowing when to yield and when to stand—I have seen that spirit. To me, befriending a hero like you is more joyful than a bit of money. Brother Wu, I won't eat anything all day tomorrow; I will wait for you to come and drink with me."

Wu Xingchen only smiled and didn't speak. A moment later, He Yifa returned, and the table became lively once more.

After seeing the two off, Chen Ke said to Hua Xiongmao, "Zhenglan, can you find someone to look into Wu Xingchen’s background? I don't think this man is simple."

"Wasn't his background made clear already?" Hua Xiongmao asked, somewhat puzzled.

"We must never underestimate this man. If I don't clear up his origins, I won't feel at ease. Zhenglan, please make sure to give me a definitive answer tonight on whether you can find anything. If your friends can't, I'll ask Mr. Xu to have Tao Chengzhang help." Chen Ke spoke with great gravity.

Looking at Chen Ke’s serious expression, Hua Xiongmao nodded. "I’ll see to it now. I’ll come to the workshop to find you tonight."

Returning to the workshop, Chen Ke tried to sit still for a while, but he couldn't find peace of mind. Facing Wu Xingchen, he had appeared effortless, but he couldn't be certain his judgment of the man was correct. If Wu Xingchen was indeed a man of character as Chen Ke suspected, and since things weren't going his way, he would gracefully accept the failure. But if Chen Ke was wrong, what followed would be Wu Xingchen’s retaliation.

Best to be prepared. Chen Ke made up his mind. He asked Zhou Yuanxiao nearby, "Brother Zhou, are there any vulnerable spots here where someone could easily break in?"

Zhou Yuanxiao glanced at him. "This is an old workshop; those vulnerabilities were mostly accounted for. If someone wants to barge in, they’d have to use the main gate. As for climbing the walls, they’re high enough that an ordinary person wouldn't find it easy."

Chen Ke wanted to ask what would happen if someone broke in to set a fire, but he thought the phrasing might be too alarming. "That's good, then," he said.

You Gou didn't quite know what had happened. Overhearing their conversation, she came over and asked, "Is someone looking for trouble with us?"

Chen Ke didn't want to drag her into this mess easily. He gave a few evasive answers, but she was persistent. Seeing that Chen Ke wouldn't talk, she pulled Zhou Yuanxiao aside and began badgering him in the Jiangsu-Zhejiang dialect. Zhou Yuanxiao refused to say anything as well. Seeing this, You Gou simply announced, "I’ll stay here too, then."

"Will your family really let a girl like you stay out all night?" Chen Ke was quite surprised.

"They can't control me." At the mention of her family, her expression turned cold.

"Ask Brother Zhou. If he agrees, I have nothing to say." Leaving it at that, Chen Ke went outside to survey the surroundings.

Zhou Yuanxiao’s workshop was at the entrance of an alley, covering nearly 400 square meters. It was a typical old-style Shanghai *lilong*, with high courtyard walls. Chen Ke picked up a brick and threw it with all his might; only then did it clear the height of the wall. He considered that given the density of the cloth in the yard, if he were the one causing trouble, he’d just hurl torches over the wall. Or even Molotov cocktails. Then he reconsidered: everyone was here for profit, not a life-and-death struggle. What good would that do Wu Xingchen? Even a temporary defeat wasn't worth escalating to such a bridge-burning degree.

With that thought, Chen Ke looked at those towering walls again. A normal person would find them extremely difficult to climb, even with a rope. It seemed that guarding the gate and doing regular patrols would suffice.

Still, Chen Ke wasn't entirely at ease. He went back to tell Zhou Yuanxiao he was stepping out for a bit and headed toward his lodgings. As he entered, he saw Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin in the courtyard talking to Hua Xiongmao. Noticing Chen Ke, Xu Xilin called out with a smile, "Wenqing, tomorrow I’d like to introduce you to Mr. Cai Yuanpei."

Chen Ke remembered his appointment with Wu Xingchen. If he went to see Cai Yuanpei, that meeting would surely fall through. Which was more important: Cai Yuanpei or Wu Xingchen? It was a difficult call. After a moment's thought, Chen Ke said apologetically, "Brother Boxun, I’ve already made plans to meet someone tomorrow. Could the meeting with Mr. Cai be pushed back a few days?"

Xu Xilin was quite taken aback. Seeing the troubled look on Chen Ke’s face, his suspicion grew. When Chen Ke had first sought him out, he had specifically asked for an introduction to Cai Yuanpei. Now he wanted to delay it? Had he run into some old friend or relative? At this thought, Xu Xilin spoke more firmly. "Wenqing, this is a rare opportunity. You should think it over."

"Brother Boxun, please wait a moment." Having said that, Chen Ke turned to ask Hua Xiongmao, "Zhenglan, what news do you have?"

Hua Xiongmao said, "I have word; I was planning to tell you tonight." Before he could continue, Chen Ke interrupted, "Zhenglan, do you know where Wu Xingchen lives?"

"I don't know the exact spot, but I should be able to find it," Hua replied.

Chen Ke turned back and said, "Brother Boxun, I met a man named Wu Xingchen today and asked him to meet me tomorrow. I’m going with Zhenglan now to find him and let him know I have something tomorrow. I’ll be back early tomorrow morning to go with you to pay our respects to Mr. Cai." After saying this, seeing Xu Xilin’s astonished look, Chen Ke felt he needed to say more. He added quickly, "Brother Boxun, I didn't think it through just now. You’ve gone to such trouble to arrange this, and yet I was so ungrateful. I hope you can forgive me. I offer you my sincere apologies." As he spoke, Chen Ke bowed deeply.

Chen Ke kept his head down for quite a while before he heard Xu Xilin sigh. "There's no need for that, Wenqing. All things have their priorities. I admire that you don't want to break your word. But sometimes, you must consider things more clearly."

With his head still lowered, Chen Ke replied, "I will certainly keep that in heart."

After another silence, Xu Xilin finally spoke. "Don't stand on ceremony, Wenqing. Just come back early tomorrow morning. And..." Hearing the first half, Chen Ke was about to straighten up, but at the word "And," he lowered his head again. A moment later, he felt someone helping him up; it was Xu Xilin. Xu said with a smile, "And, let Xiongmao go with you tomorrow. You both come back early."

"Uncle, I understand," Hua Xiongmao answered.

With the matter settled, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin returned to their rooms. Chen Ke went to his own room and grabbed two flashlights, loading them with batteries. Watching Chen Ke test them, Hua Xiongmao whispered in delight, "Wenqing, you really do have many treasures."

Chen Ke waved him off, and the two headed out together to find Wu Xingchen.

They first went to Hua Xiongmao's friend to ask for Wu Xingchen's address, then followed the directions through the winding streets and alleys until they finally found the courtyard where he was staying.

"Brother Wu, I apologize for the sudden intrusion," Chen Ke said earnestly.

Wu Xingchen was very surprised by Chen Ke's sudden appearance. His tall, sturdy frame stood in the doorway, looking down at the two uninvited guests. His burly body almost blocked the entire entrance, clearly indicating he had no intention of letting them in.

Chen Ke naturally had no plans to enter the house. "Brother Wu, I invited you to my place for a drink tomorrow. But something has come up suddenly, and I won't be able to wait for you. I will definitely be waiting for you at the workshop the day after tomorrow. I spoke too boldly before; I hope you can forgive me."

Wu Xingchen looked Chen Ke up and down, trying to figure out his angle. After a while, he couldn't see any malice or ulterior motives. But he still wasn't at ease and couldn't help asking, "Brother Chen, you came all this way just for this?"

"I truly wish to befriend you, so when my plans changed, I had to come in person. I hope you understand." Chen Ke said. Seeing Wu Xingchen remain noncommittal, he added, "Brother Wu, I still have things to do today. I will wait for you at the workshop the day after tomorrow. I’ll take my leave now."

Watching the retreating backs of Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao, Wu Xingchen felt both surprised and annoyed. He hadn't actually planned on going to see Chen Ke tomorrow anyway, but Chen Ke’s formal visit made him very dissatisfied. Was Chen Ke’s visit a show of respect, or was it a threat? Wu Xingchen couldn't quite tell. He decided he’d go in person the day after tomorrow to see exactly what Chen Ke was up to.

Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao had dinner out and bought some late-night snacks. By then, it was completely dark. There weren't many people on the streets, though red lanterns were hanging outside a few doors. They could be seen from a distance, with people occasionally going in and out.

"Brother Chen, take out the flashlight, let’s try it," Hua Xiongmao said excitedly.

"The batteries are limited; use them sparingly," Chen Ke warned. He pulled out a flashlight and handed it to Hua. It was a common two-AA-battery model. Hua pushed the switch, and a bright circle of light suddenly illuminated the dark ground in front of him. He shone it here and there, as happy as a child. The surrounding pedestrians were clearly startled by the two of them. Chen Ke had heard a rhyme: "The poor play with rings, the rich play with watches, but those who play with flashlights are something else." He wondered if it had started appearing in this era.

Regardless, Hua Xiongmao was having a great time. Seeing him like that, Chen Ke remembered playing with flashlights when he was a kid. He felt a sudden surge of playfulness himself. "Zhenglan, give me the flashlight for a second," Chen Ke said.

Once he had it, he turned it off. Then he placed it under his chin. "Zhenglan, look at me." In the darkness, once he was fairly sure Hua was looking, he suddenly switched it on. "Whoa!" Hua shouted. Not far away, there were other gasps of surprise, and even a child’s scream.

It was a common little trick from the future; shining a light upward from the chin made a face look hideous and terrifying. "Is it scary?" Chen Ke asked with a laugh.

"When you talk, your chin moves, and it's even scarier. Give it back to me," Hua said. Just as Chen Ke expected, once Hua took the flashlight back, he did the same thing. Looking at Hua’s "ghost face," Chen Ke laughed loudly. "You can't scare me, and you can't even see what you look like. Go find a mirror."

Hua suddenly turned the flashlight off. The glow-in-the-dark casing emitted a faint greenish light. Hua looked at it from every angle, baffled. "Wenqing, why make the flashlight like this?"

"It's pitch black at night; how would you find it after you turn it off? Like this, it's easy to spot."

"So that’s it. Truly thoughtful," Hua praised. He tossed the flashlight into the air; the slender, greenish-glowing object spun, creating a wheel of light. There were more sounds of surprise from the surroundings.

The two of them were like children, using the flashlight to light their way all the way back to the workshop, laughing and talking. When Zhou Yuanxiao opened the door, Hua didn't care that there was an oil lamp inside; he shone the flashlight directly in. It gave Zhou a start, but then they heard You Gou’s voice from within. "So you’ve got a flashlight, big deal? What are you showing off for?" Before she’d even finished, she’d rushed to the door, snatched the flashlight from Hua’s hand, and started shining it all over the courtyard.

"Miss You, let me show you a trick," Hua said. Chen Ke sighed helplessly; Hua was definitely going to do *that* again. Just as he turned to close the door, he heard You Gou scream, followed by Hua’s eerie, trembling voice: "I—am—a—ghost!" By the time Chen Ke turned around, You Gou had already started punching and kicking Hua.

As the night grew deeper, the four of them sat around the table without lighting the oil lamps. In the center of the table lay the greenish-glowing flashlight. "Brother Chen," You Gou said, leaning on the table with her nose buried in the crook of her arm, her voice muffled. "When will we be able to make flashlights like this ourselves?"

"At least twenty years," Chen Ke answered.

"That long?" You Gou asked. "I’ll be an old woman by then."

"And that’s only if we start working hard right now. If we don't, it’ll be eighty years." Chen Ke finished and took a sip of tea.

"This world is so decadent. I thought that by studying chemistry overseas, I’d be able to do something when I came home. But I can't do anything at all." You Gou’s tone became melancholic. "It’s the same for me, for Brother Zhou, and for many people I know. Dyeing cloth here, even though I’m exhausted every day, I’m happy. If I could one day stand in front of a giant chemical plant like they have in Germany and say, 'This is my life’s work,' that would be enough."

"Then have a revolution," Chen Ke suddenly blurted out.

Hearing this, the other three didn't show much surprise. "How do we have a revolution?" You Gou asked, still in that same melancholic tone.

"Revolution is work—building a new world according to the blueprint designed for it," Chen Ke replied.

You Gou gave a dry laugh. "You say it like you’ve seen that new world. I’ve seen what Germany looks like, and when I came back, I tried to do things the way I’d seen them there. It was an utter failure. Can it really be done just by having a revolution?"

Listening to her, Chen Ke felt a sense of helplessness.

"Isn't revolution just about overthrowing the imperial court and then doing it ourselves? That’s all I know about revolution." You Gou buried her nose in her arm again, her voice muffled. "But it’s strange. I just can't accept it. Why is it that things that work perfectly fine abroad are impossible here? Good things turn into a complete mess the moment they reach China."

Chen Ke felt he couldn't explain it all in a short time, and he was even more uncertain about whether he should talk about revolution with these colleagues he’d worked with for half a month. After some thought, he said, "I’m going to do a patrol. Do you remember our signal for the door?"

You Gou tapped out three long and two short knocks on the table. After a moment, she did it again.

"Good, that’s it." With that, Chen Ke stood up and went out. The gate closed behind him, and he heard the sound of the bolt sliding home.

The night was deep, and there were almost no pedestrians on the road. Chen Ke circled the workshop once and then hid in a dark corner. These past ten or so days felt both like a long time and a blink of an eye. He’d met Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin, and become friends with Hua Xiongmao and You Gou. He’d met so many people. In this dark corner, it all felt like a dream. Perhaps if he just leaned against the wall and fell asleep, he’d wake up in his bed in the twenty-first century. It was all just an illusion.

When he first returned to this era, Chen Ke had found it inconceivable, yet he was also very excited. Back then, after much thought, he’d felt that his only path was to join a grand, sweeping revolution. But after all this time, let alone a revolution, he could barely take care of himself. He had to survive and prepare for the future revolution simultaneously. He had to work hard every moment; only when he was asleep could he rest. In the twenty-first century, sleep was just because you were tired; when you woke up, a bustling, prosperous world unfolded before you. Now? He woke up to this dead, stagnant China. Chen Ke truly wished he could just keep sleeping, sleep for a hundred years, and then go back to his own world.

As he thought, his eyelids grew heavy. He nearly fell asleep leaning in the corner, until he was startled awake by a rustling sound. Across from him, a person was sneakily doing something on the wall. The sound was coming from their hands.

"Who’s there?" Chen Ke asked. The person hadn't expected a voice from behind them; they froze on the spot, trembling all over. Chen Ke walked up in a few strides, the beam of his flashlight shining directly on the person's face. In the harsh light, he saw a head of short hair. They say you shouldn't judge color under a lamp; Chen Ke saw a pale face, but he couldn't be sure of its actual complexion. Caught suddenly by the light, the person instinctively raised an arm to shield their eyes.

Chen Ke asked again, "What are you doing?"

The person said nothing and suddenly turned to run. The items tucked under their arm clattered to the ground. The person hesitated, wanting to pick them up, but at that moment, Chen Ke shouted again. "Stop!" He closed in on the fellow as he shouted.

The flashlight beam seemed to have dazzled the man's eyes; he didn't care about the things on the ground anymore and ran blindly into the alley. It was a dead end. Chen Ke thought he was about to catch a rat in a trap. Just then, the workshop door burst open, followed by the sound of something whistling through the air, then the sound of an impact. A moment later, the fleeing man was on the ground. A flashlight beam shone from the workshop entrance, vaguely illuminating You Gou’s face.

Seeing the man captured, Chen Ke went to see what he had dropped. A pile of paper was scattered on the ground. Upon closer inspection, it was nothing but leaflets, one after another.
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Chapter Eight: Qi Huishen

"My name is Qi Huishen. Ow!" the young man grimaced under the glow of the oil lamp. Chen Ke observed him; he appeared to be about twenty-two or twenty-three, with unremarkable features and a center-parted hairstyle typical of a student. As Qi Huishen unbuttoned his jacket to reveal a slender frame, his fair, smooth skin suggested he was the child of a wealthy family.

Hua Xiongmao, having trained in martial arts, knew some basic treatments for bruises and strains. He was currently probing Qi Huishen’s torso. Earlier, You Gou had struck the man under the ribs with a staff. Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao had carried the incapacitated Qi Huishen back to the workshop. Seeing him in too much pain to speak, Hua Xiongmao had volunteered to check for fatal injuries.

You Gou suddenly clicked on a flashlight, its beam hitting Qi Huishen directly in the face. He instinctively raised an arm to shield his eyes, which tugged at his injury, causing another cry of pain. You Gou showed no signs of pity. "Then why were you running?" she asked crossly. "We shouted for you to stop even before we reached the courtyard. You kept running—if we didn't take you for a criminal, who would we?"

"Ow!" Qi Huishen cried again. Hua Xiongmao finally let go of him. "Lucky for you, no broken ribs. You’ll be fine after some rest." Having finished his examination, Hua Xiongmao picked up a leaflet from the table. After reading just a few lines, he chuckled. "Wenqing, this fellow is like you. He’s a revolutionary too."

"Eh? Brother Chen is a revolutionary?" You Gou asked in surprise.

"In this day and age, those claiming to be revolutionaries are as numerous as ox hairs. I'm just one of many," Chen Ke replied. He looked at Qi Huishen curiously. "But Mr. Qi, do you really expect anyone to read these leaflets in a place like this?"

Qi Huishen sullenly buttoned his jacket. "Of course people read them. Not only do they read them, they beat people over them."

At these resentful words, Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao shared a grin, while a look of slight embarrassment crossed You Gou's face. Zhou Yuanxiao, however, remained expressionless.

After carrying Qi Huishen back, Chen Ke had made a point of going back to retrieve all the fallen leaflets. He picked one up now to examine it. It was handwritten, its content attacking the imperialist powers and the Manchu Qing government. Chen Ke brushed the dirt off the paper and looked at several others. Though handwritten, the content and the calligraphy were identical across all of them, almost as if they had been printed. It was clear the owner had invested a great deal of thought and effort.

Chen Ke tidied the leaflets, doing his best to clean the soiled ones. He stacked them neatly on the table. "Mr. Qi, this was a misunderstanding. I offer you my apologies." He then added intentionally, "Mr. Qi, you truly put a great deal of heart into writing these. Admirable, truly."

From the moment he was knocked down, Qi Huishen had feared the worst. This area was inhabited by ordinary local Shanghai residents; he had never posted revolutionary leaflets here before. He hadn't expected several figures with flashlights to suddenly jump out as soon as he entered the alley. It had terrified him. Anyone who could afford such convenient lighting tools had to be someone of significant background. Qi Huishen had been caught by the police several times before while posting posters or gathering comrades, but being caught in a place where the police never ventured felt like a dead end.

He hadn't expected to be carried into a courtyard that turned out to be a dye workshop. The four people inside wore strange, dark blue, button-front cotton robes. Upon closer inspection, these oversized robes were worn directly over their outer clothes. The girl who had struck him down clearly had mistaken him for a thug.

Then, the others had done their best to treat him. Furthermore, he learned from their conversation that the tall Northern youth was also a revolutionary. This sudden turn of events left Qi Huishen at a loss. However, seeing that these people, though physically imposing, harbored no ill will, he began to relax.

When the Northern youth carefully organized the leaflets he had spent so much effort writing and offered an apology, Qi Huishen’s resentment halved. But the youth’s final strange remark piqued his curiosity.

"I heard the other gentleman call you Mr. Wenqing. May I ask, Mr. Wenqing, what did you mean by those last few words?"

"Mr. Qi, the people living in this area are ordinary folk. Who exactly are you intending to reach by posting these leaflets here?"

"The people, naturally."

"How many of the people in this neighborhood are literate? I’m not saying there's anything wrong with your leaflets, but would those who can actually read them go around spreading the word? The people here are just commoners. Does spreading your message help them earn an extra copper or put another mouthful of food on the table?"

To Chen Ke’s surprise, Qi Huishen did not fly into a rage. Instead, he lowered his head and sighed after a moment. "Mr. Wenqing speaks the truth."

While they spoke, Zhou Yuanxiao, You Gou, and Hua Xiongmao had already stood up to resume their work. None of them called for Chen Ke to join. Chen Ke knew this was his colleagues' way of being considerate; they didn't want to interrupt his talk of revolution. What excellent colleagues, he thought. He calculated that if he tried to recruit Qi Huishen now, having met under such awkward circumstances, they wouldn't be able to discuss anything of substance. It might even annoy his current partners. Weighing this, Chen Ke said, "Mr. Qi, rest here for a while. Once your body feels better, you should head home. Posting leaflets here yields half the result for twice the effort; it would be better to put them where people are used to seeing posters."

With that, Chen Ke stood up and went into the courtyard to work. Qi Huishen, seeing the four of them working so late, felt quite curious. He wondered if they were printing something as well, but the scent permeating the courtyard was clearly not printing ink. Standing at the doorway, he watched the four of them busy around several cauldrons under the light of lanterns and flashlights. It truly looked like a dye works. Qi Huishen found it strange; even with modern lighting, there was no need for such waste. Why not work during the day?

He watched the two tall, strong youths pull various ropes to lower bolts of cloth into vats. The girl who had hit him hurried between the steamers and large vats with a flashlight, frequently dipping a thermometer into them to check the temperature. The one who remained silent performed tasks Qi Huishen didn't understand between the vats and troughs. There was little talk among the four, yet their coordination was incredibly skilled. This was indeed a dye workshop, yet it seemed fundamentally different from other factories.

The pain in Qi Huishen’s side gradually faded. Watching the busy quartet, he intended to say his goodbyes but found himself unwilling to leave. This scene of hard labor possessed an inexplicable attraction, and he desperately wanted to understand what it was. As a major metropolis, Shanghai was full of workers. Qi Huishen had seen many scenes of labor, but compared to what he saw now, there was a subtle, marvelous difference.

After watching a while longer, he finally realized what set them apart. Compared to those who labored out of necessity, these four shared the same exhaustion but lacked any trace of indolence. The laborers Qi Huishen usually saw left an impression of mere endurance; they used their strength simply to last until the end of the shift, their heavy toil grinding them into numbness. In a way, that numbness protected them, preventing them from even feeling the hardship. Laborers broken by life appeared lifeless, lending a sense of gloom and oppression to the scene.

Though Qi Huishen was watching from the sidelines, the four of them acted as if he didn't exist. Their eyes were only on the work at hand; everything they did was for the sole purpose of completing their tasks with precision. Their focus was absolute, their movements full of vitality. They exerted themselves to finish the job and to do it to the highest standard. This initiative made them fundamentally different from any workers Qi Huishen had ever seen. Realizing this, a sudden sense of solemn respect for their attitude rose within him. He hadn't realized that labor could be so admirable. He found himself staring in a daze.

While Qi Huishen observed Chen Ke and the others, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin were discussing Chen Ke. These two revolutionary seniors could not see how hard Chen Ke was working. Aside from Qiu Jin’s single visit to the workshop, neither knew much about his current situation.

"Xuanqing, do you think we should take Wenqing to see Mr. Cai tomorrow?" Xu Xilin asked Qiu Jin, who sat across from him. He had mentioned it to Chen Ke during the day, but since Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao had not yet returned to their lodgings, Xu Xilin felt Chen Ke had little interest in meeting Cai Yuanpei.

Qiu Jin smiled. "Bosun, it’s not a bad thing for Wenqing to be busy making money. It’s better than those who do nothing but borrow. I suspect Wenqing comes from a wealthy family. According to Miss You Gou, the watch he pawned to me is worth thousands of taels of silver. If he still had money on him, why would he work so hard?"

At the mention of You Gou, Xu Xilin merely snorted. He did not have a good impression of her. Most female students returning from abroad these days tried to start some kind of career. But You Gou was a woman, and in this era, women rarely showed their faces in public. As a female returnee, she neither started a career nor married, instead spending her days drinking away her sorrows—she was truly an outlier. According to Qiu Jin, Chen Ke and You Gou had felt like old friends from their first meeting. Xu Xilin had already been somewhat dissatisfied with both of them; the thought of them forming their own little clique only fueled his irritation.

"I don't know what grand business they’re up to, staying out all night. Even Xiongmao is running wild with them. What kind of decorum is this?"

As a man from Jiangsu and Zhejiang, Xu Xilin was not particularly adept at making money. He felt an unspeakable distaste for commerce. As a revolutionary, he craved the feeling of being entirely consumed by a cause. To destroy this hopeless old world, Xu Xilin firmly believed that a beautiful new world would rise the moment the Manchu Qing collapsed.

Perhaps because Xu Xilin was that kind of man, he felt Chen Ke had not chosen the same path. Upon their first meeting, Xu Xilin had been impressed by Chen Ke’s insights. He had wanted to help Chen Ke, and more importantly, Cai Yuanpei had invited Xu Xilin to Shanghai for a meeting. Thus, he had brought Chen Ke along. Yet Chen Ke had not joined the revolutionary movement as Xu Xilin expected, but had instead thrown himself into business. This made Xu Xilin feel that perhaps his previous assessment of Chen Ke was wrong. This self-serving attitude—to put it bluntly, this "following whoever feeds you" style—irked him deeply.

Seeing Xu Xilin’s displeasure, Qiu Jin consoled him. "Bosun, I know you blame Wenqing and Xiongmao for acting on their own. But Wenqing managed to start a dye works using just a few contacts you provided. I think that's a good thing. From what I see, Wenqing is not an ungrateful man. If he makes money, he won't forget you. You aren't the type who can settle down to do such things anyway, so why trouble yourself?"

"Hmph, of course I blame them. I had hoped Wenqing could help me persuade Mr. Cai. I didn't expect him to be so focused on his own affairs. At first, when he said he needed my help, I thought he was just being polite. I didn't realize he was such a 'sincere' and honest man. They aren't back yet; will they even be back by morning? Who knows where they've gone to fool around." Xu Xilin became angrier as he spoke.

"Haha!" Qiu Jin couldn't help but laugh at his complaints. "Bosun, I didn't realize you held Wenqing in such high regard. Rest assured, Wenqing knows what’s important. They’re likely at the workshop. If you’re worried, I’ll go call them back."

Since Qiu Jin had said as much, Xu Xilin had to give her some face. "No need. I’m sure they’ll be back tomorrow. It’s late, Xuanqing, you should get some rest." After a few more words, Xu Xilin rose and returned to his own room.

Chen Ke knew nothing of the conversation between Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. Even if he had, he wouldn't have changed his ways. An hour of frantic effort had completed the planned workload, and everyone took their scheduled break. Zhou Yuanxiao and Hua Xiongmao lay down on the bunks in the room and quickly fell asleep. The physical labor for the night was done. According to the plan, Zhou Yuanxiao needed to wake at two in the morning to check the dye, while Chen Ke would remain on watch until then.

Seeing that Qi Huishen had not left, Chen Ke invited him to sit at the table. He said softly, "Mr. Qi, everyone is resting. Let’s keep our voices down so as not to disturb them."

You Gou had grabbed her pillow and was resting her head on the table. Chen Ke had tried to persuade her to lie down on a bunk before, even setting up a new one specifically for her. You Gou would politely thank him but never used it. When tired, she always slept hunched over the table. Chen Ke didn't want to pry and let her be.

"Mr. Wenqing, you seem very dissatisfied with my leaflets. Might I ask for your guidance?" Qi Huishen asked directly and quietly, seeing that the others were settled.

"Mr. Qi, I see your leaflets call for the people to rise up. The idea is good. But why should the people rise up and follow you into revolution? Just looking at your drafts, I feel the people won't understand them." Chen Ke spoke as he poured a cup of tea for Qi Huishen.

"What do you mean by that? Are you saying I’m not revolutionary?"

"Lower your voice. Don't shout in the middle of the night," Chen Ke said.

Qi Huishen snorted but fell silent.

"The people want revolution because they want a better life through it. Revolution means overthrowing the Qing and defeating the imperialists. That involves people dying. Why should the commoners risk their lives to follow you?"

Chen Ke’s voice was very low, almost like a sleep-talker's, which contrasted sharply with the weight of his words.

"With the country in such a state, not having a revolution is what will truly lead to death."

"Exactly. You’re right. But what use are those words? If the people believe you, will it get them an extra steamed bun? Or another piece of clothing? Revolution is about letting everyone live a good life. Establishing a new world isn't just about material comfort; it’s about ensuring no one is bullied and everyone can live with dignity. So, I think your leaflets are useless." After finishing, Chen Ke pushed the teacup toward Qi Huishen. "Drink some tea first."

To Chen Ke’s surprise, Qi Huishen did not get angry. He took a sip of tea and then asked, "What are your views on revolution, Brother Chen?"

"The principles of the world are all connected. We are cloth sellers, so we must know who will buy our cloth and why. You want revolution, so you must know if the people need it. Even if they do, everyone's needs are different. For you, why do you want revolution? According to your leaflets, it’s to overthrow the Qing and drive out the foreigners. For me, why do you want revolution? To build a powerful New China. And to build that New China, we must overthrow the Qing and drive out the foreigners. Don't ask people to do things that are all effort and no reward." Feeling this wasn't quite enough, Chen Ke suddenly quoted a famous phrase: "From the masses, to the masses."

Qi Huishen nodded repeatedly as he listened. He glanced at the sleeping figures around them and whispered, "That makes sense. But what should that China look like? Could you tell me about it, Mr. Wenqing?"

The two of them conversed in low voices. Outside, the night was clear and the stars were bright. The streets grew quieter and quieter; it was truly a fine time for a conversation.

The next morning, Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao returned to their lodgings. They opened the gate quietly and entered the courtyard. Chen Ke pulled Hua Xiongmao along to bathe first. Having worked in the workshop for days, they smelled not only of sweat but also of pungent dyes. Cai Yuanpei was no ordinary man, and Chen Ke didn't have the nerve to meet such a figure smelling like a chemical vat. For this reason, he had specifically brought out his shampoo and soap.

By the time they finished bathing, it was exactly six-thirty. Both changed into clean clothes to meet Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. No matter how careful they were, the sound of the water was loud, and Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin were usually awake by this time anyway.

After they sat down inside, Qiu Jin smiled. "The two of you are quite fragrant, even more so than girls."

"Auntie, we can't go to see Mr. Cai smelling like old rags," Hua Xiongmao replied, quite pleased with the refreshing scent and effect of the shampoo.

Seeing that Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao had returned early and looked refreshed after their bath, Xu Xilin was reasonably satisfied. Once everyone was ready, Xu Xilin led the group out.

They eventually stopped in front of a certain courtyard. As a modern man, one of Chen Ke’s defining traits was a poor sense of direction. After winding through Shanghai’s labyrinthine alleys for so long, he had no idea where he was. He simply couldn't remember the maze-like paths. The group stopped before a house with its gates tightly shut. Xu Xilin, who was leading the way, struck the door knocker. Soon, a small peephole opened, and someone peered out from within. Chen Ke suddenly had a thought: if this were a movie, and he fired a shot through that hole and burst in, how would the people inside react?

The gate opened, and the person at the door was none other than Tao Chengzhang, which surprised Chen Ke considerably. Without wasting time on pleasantries, the group entered the courtyard. Tao Chengzhang closed the gate and led the four of them into the parlor.

Facing these famous historical figures, Chen Ke didn't feel particularly excited, not even upon seeing Cai Yuanpei. Since Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin had met Cai before, Cai’s gaze quickly fell upon Chen Ke. Chen Ke, who was considered tall in Shaoxing, was tall in Shanghai as well. With his square Northern face, he was easily picked out among a group of Southerners. Cai Yuanpei asked Xu Xilin, "This must be Mr. Chen Ke?"

Xu Xilin quickly replied, "This is indeed Chen Ke." He then glanced at Chen Ke. Chen Ke stepped forward and instinctively extended his right hand. Everyone else froze for a moment. Cai Yuanpei quickly caught on and reached out to shake Chen Ke’s hand. "I hear Mr. Chen Ke has returned from abroad?" Cai Yuanpei asked.

"Yes, I returned just this year, not long ago."

"You certainly have a dignified bearing," Cai praised.

"Mr. Cai, there's no need for 'Mr. Chen Ke' this and that. Chen Ke’s courtesy name is Wenqing; I helped him choose it. You should just call him by his courtesy name," Qiu Jin laughed.

"Wenqing?" Cai Yuanpei repeated. The name contained the character 'Qing' (the same as the dynasty), and Cai Yuanpei seemed not to care for it.

Xu Xilin then introduced Hua Xiongmao to Cai Yuanpei, and Hua Xiongmao quickly paid his respects as a student. This was the first time Chen Ke had seen the formal etiquette of the Qing era in a formal setting. He suddenly recalled his own manners when meeting people. With Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin, he had used a simple cupped-hand salute; with Hua Xiongmao, there were no manners at all—they had fought first. When meeting You Gou and the others, there hadn't been much etiquette either. Thinking of this, Chen Ke decided he needed to ask Qiu Jin for a lesson in social graces.

After everyone was seated, Xu Xilin said, "Mr. Cai, Wenqing heard of your great name while abroad and admires you greatly. I believe Wenqing is a man of talent, which is why I dared to recommend him."

Chen Ke stared intently at Cai Yuanpei. This future president of Peking University, this man of peerless reputation, looked much like his photographs in history books. Chen Ke had always wondered why the famous figures in Republic-era photos had such an indescribable air of authority. Observing someone like Cai Yuanpei at such close range was a rare opportunity for study.

Cai Yuanpei was thirty-eight this year, but he looked much older than a thirty-eight-year-old in the twenty-first century. This was normal; almost everyone Chen Ke met in this era looked "younger" than their actual age suggested. In the twenty-first century, due to better nutrition and easier lives, everyone looked more youthful.

While Xu Xilin spoke, Cai Yuanpei’s face remained calm. From a biological perspective, his facial muscles were extremely relaxed—a sign of deep concentration. After observing Cai, Chen Ke couldn't help but look at Qiu Jin. She also sat composed in her chair, looking around at everyone with an expression identical to Cai’s. Chen Ke tried to mimic them, relaxing his facial muscles as much as possible and focusing his full attention on Cai Yuanpei.

Cai Yuanpei looked at Chen Ke kindly. "I hear from Bosun that you are a man of overflowing talent, a true statesman. He also said you come from a prominent family but left for the sake of the revolution. I admire that. I wonder what insights you might have to share with me?"

Someone as renowned among literati as Cai Yuanpei certainly possessed genuine substance. Chen Ke didn't dare talk nonsense before such a giant. He quickly replied, "Mr. Cai is too kind. I merely have some humble thoughts on how to serve the country."

"No need for excessive modesty, Wenqing. I’ve read your drafts. They truly show the style of a master. I only have one thing to ask: you say that the Manchu Qing and the Self-Strengthening Movement missed the point. Why is that?"

"To build a factory, one must know what the factory is for. Whether it was the Manchu Qing or the Self-Strengthening Movement, they only cared about building the factory. As for how to actually use it, they had no idea even after it was finished. They simply wasted vast sums of silver to support a bunch of people, all for nothing. It was true for the Qing, and it was true for the Self-Strengthening Movement. That’s why I say they missed the point." Chen Ke watched Cai Yuanpei’s reaction as he spoke. Cai Yuanpei merely nodded slightly. The "future" president of Peking University did not understand industry. "Mr. Cai, when the Great Powers are mentioned, what is the first thing that comes to your mind?"

Cai Yuanpei thought for a moment before answering, "Strong ships and sharp cannons."

Chen Ke nodded in agreement. "Exactly. Everything the Manchu Qing did was merely to produce those ships and cannons. But the ships and cannons of foreign nations are products of an entire industrial system. To seek the fruit while ignoring the root—that is where the Qing missed the point. Furthermore, in European countries, those in power are the financial magnates of industrial production. Whatever their motives, they must push for national industrialization. If China does not change its system, there is absolutely no future."

"But looking at your articles, you don't seem to entirely approve of foreign systems either," Cai Yuanpei followed up.

Chen Ke said solemnly, "If we were to follow the path of foreign nations, setting aside the fact that the opportunity has already passed, I will give Mr. Cai one specific example. Over a hundred years ago, both Sweden and Britain were developing their textile industries. In Swedish textile mills, the child labor mortality rate exceeded thirty percent. In British textile mills, they guaranteed that whoever you were, you would be worked to death within three years of entering the factory. Ultimately, the Swedish mills couldn't compete with the British on cost and were crushed. If the Manchu Qing were overthrown, would you be willing to let China walk that same path?"
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Chapter 9 Cai Yuanpei

Cai Yuanpei was a scholar, not an economist. The others in the room—Tao Chengzhang, Xu Xilin, Qiu Jin, and the rest—could hardly even be called scholars. When Chen Ke spoke of the cruelty of the capital accumulation phase, they didn't feel much at first. But once they understood, everyone looked somewhat shocked.

"Britain began plundering the world 300 years ago, and finally made its move on China in 1840. At that time, Britain had a population of only twenty or thirty million. China now has four hundred million people; copying Britain's example definitely won't work. The world is only so big. If China tries to learn from Britain in that way, are we to kill off the people of every other country in the world? China must have a completely new political system. Revolution isn't just about overthrowing the Manchu Qing dynasty. Overthrowing the Manchus is not the problem; overthrowing them merely marks the beginning of an even more arduous era."

Chen Ke spoke with fervor and assurance, indifferent to the fact that he was just a young man who had recently met everyone. He had already thought it through: since Xu Xilin had recommended him to Cai Yuanpei and the senior cadres of the Restoration Society as a revolutionary, he might as well expound on his own revolutionary concepts. What was the use of overthinking it? Chen Ke already had his preliminary social connections—Hua Xiongmao, You Gou, Zhou Yuanxiao, and even Qi Huishen, whom he had met not long ago. These were the partners Chen Ke would truly work with. They were the social relations Chen Ke would rely on in the future.

History had already proven that the revolutionary parties of this era would not achieve greatness. After the Xinhai Revolution, the Restoration Society vanished before long. The Alliance Society, after reorganization, became something completely different. So, what was the point of exhausting oneself to cater to these political parties with no future?

Chen Ke knew he wasn't a genius and certainly couldn't convince people he had just met with mere words. So, "do one's best and leave the rest to Heaven" would have to suffice.

After briefly outlining the rise of European and American nations, Chen Ke earnestly pointed out that their strength lay in the implementation of "industrialization." As an agricultural country, China must industrialize. Industrialization was a comprehensive "revolution" against China's existing agricultural system. Any system unsuitable for an industrial nation must be overthrown. Therefore, the Manchu Qing must be brought down.

Watching Chen Ke speak with such confidence before these prestigious Restoration Society cadres, Xu Xilin saw the Chen Ke who had discussed revolution with him back then. Xu Xilin had once thought Chen Ke wasn't actually a revolutionary, but an opportunist—a guy who just wanted to use his connections to find opportunities in Shanghai. Seeing Chen Ke perform like this again, Xu Xilin suddenly felt that the young man before him was truly incredible. Chen Ke never talked about *how* to overthrow the Qing, only about what kind of China to build afterward. It sounded reasonable, yet it didn't solve the immediate main problem. Just as he was about to ask, he heard Tao Chengzhang ask first, "Mr. Wenqing, I do not know how you intend to overthrow the Manchu Qing."

Everyone at the meeting’s eyes lit up at this question. This was what they cared about most. Chen Ke paused; he had considered how to answer this. Or rather, whether to tell the truth to these revolutionary seniors of the Restoration Society. Chen Ke had been indecisive, but seeing everyone staring at him, he actually felt a bit nervous. For some reason, he suddenly remembered a sentence his mother had once told him: "Dying first is easy; dying later is hard."

At that time, Chen Ke was still young, lacked confidence, yet desperately wanted to do everything well. The result was always a mess. Chen Ke couldn't forget the look of care mixed with anger on his mother's face as she said those words, one by one.

"Dying first is easy; dying later is hard. Do you think those traitors have a good life after defecting? They live in fear every day. If the Communist Party wins the world, will they spare them? Ordinarily, keep your posture soft. Don't bite off more than you can chew, agreeing to everything and promising anything. But once you've chosen a path, follow it to the end. Don't think about anything else, just work towards success. You must have your own position first, a position you can control and grasp. That is your foundation. If, in the end, Heaven wills you to die, then die calmly. To be a person, you must first be upright; don't engage in crooked ways. You must also be smart; don't seek your own death. And you must have backbone, daring to face the consequences. Once you've chosen something, absolutely never become a deserter or a traitor."

Back then, Chen Ke felt he always chose the wrong projects. Later, he had to painfully realize that he was always eager for quick success and instant benefits, choosing high-risk, uncontrollable paths. Projects that seemed to offer huge returns also meant terrifyingly high probabilities of failure.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke had to admit that close cooperation with the Restoration Society was a high-risk project. If he wanted to join them, he would inevitably face many "tests." The Restoration Society's radical program, the uprisings everywhere, the assassinations—one after another. Xu Xilin would go on to assassinate En Ming, the Governor of Anhui. Since Chen Ke didn't agree with this mode of revolution at all, he might as well speak his mind about his own revolutionary philosophy. It would be good for him, and good for the Restoration Society.

Having made up his mind, Chen Ke looked at Tao Chengzhang and said very seriously, "My revolution is to lead the poor people who can no longer survive to rise up and overthrow the local government, establish the new system I mentioned, and fight region by region until all of China is liberated."

Seeing Chen Ke ponder for a while before uttering these words, the others looked at him with surprise. Listening to Chen Ke speak earlier about building China's industrialization, he had seemed like a "Reformist." They hadn't expected Chen Ke to not only advocate violent revolution but to be "extremely violent."

"Mr. Wenqing, why do you want to lead the poor? What do those people know about revolution?" a middle-aged man Chen Ke didn't know asked.

"I think they are the ones who truly need revolution. Most of the gentry today support a constitutional monarchy, thinking that if they share power with the Qing and run the country, things will improve. At the very least, their lives will be much better. If the Qing really establishes a constitution now and satisfies these people, they won't want a revolution. Even among the radical revolutionaries, as long as there is a constitution and queues are cut, I'm afraid many of them would accept it. As for the common people, they don't know how to write the word 'revolution,' and most are illiterate. But if this system in China doesn't change, their lives are destined to be incredibly hard. When they rise in revolution, they will inevitably overthrow this world completely and start anew. There are four hundred million common people in this world. The people currently in power, along with their subordinates, number at most five million. When four hundred million people stand up for revolution, can those five million stop this great tide?"

Chen Ke's voice wasn't loud, and he spoke slowly, word by word. Hearing his words, the expressions of everyone in the room became grave. Chen Ke swept his gaze over the crowd; apart from Hua Xiongmao, who couldn't help but show a hint of joy, the others didn't look very happy.

The room fell silent for a moment. Seeing the awkward pause, Cai Yuanpei smiled kindly. "Does Wenqing feel he knows how to establish this new system you speak of?"

"I lack much in the details, but I understand the basic principles," Chen Ke said without hesitation.

"Then what are Wenqing's plans for the near future?"

"I plan to open a cultural remedial class."

"Oh? Have the schoolhouse and teachers been settled?"

"I have the teachers, but not the schoolhouse."

Hearing this, Cai Yuanpei looked around at everyone. "Wenqing, I happen to have an opportunity here. The local community in Shanghai is preparing to start a school. They originally wanted me to lead it. According to them, the schoolhouse is settled. Since Wenqing says he can run a school, I wonder if you would be willing to take it over?" Cai Yuanpei gently dropped a heavy bombshell.

"Mr. Cai knows so many worthy gentlemen; how could it be my turn? Mr. Cai thinks too highly of me."

"This school isn't a Restoration Society school. And I heard from Bosun that Wenqing wishes to join the Restoration Society. Wenqing, take care of this matter first; consider it a favor to me," Cai Yuanpei said. Chen Ke looked around; everyone appeared composed, revealing nothing. *I'll just see what the trick is,* Chen Ke thought. "I will write a charter for Mr. Cai to review. If Mr. Cai gives me this opportunity, I can absolutely run it well," Chen Ke replied earnestly.

"That is good," Cai Yuanpei said with a smile. "I also think Wenqing should be able to run it well."

They exchanged a few more words before Qiu Jin signaled Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao with a glance. The two quickly stood up to take their leave. Cai Yuanpei nodded in approval.

Once outside, Chen Ke let out a long breath, as if to expel all the gloom from his chest.

"Wenqing, are you really going to open a school?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

"Why not?" Chen Ke countered.

"Have you ever run a school?" Hua Xiongmao was an interesting person; he always got to the point.

Being with a pragmatist like Hua Xiongmao made Chen Ke feel quite relaxed. He grinned and said, "Provincial Graduate Hua, I actually have run a school." This wasn't a joke; Chen Ke had run a cram school with friends in the 21st century. He was no stranger to these things. "What I'm worried about is the lack of a schoolhouse. As for running a school, that's nothing."

Hua Xiongmao had some faith in Chen Ke's words. He thought for a moment and suddenly laughed, "If Wenqing runs a school, I must go and be a student. Listening to Wenqing's lectures should be a joy."

"A joy?" Chen Ke laughed heartily at this. "Zhenglan, how many students have you seen who love going to school? Which one isn't driven to agony by their studies?"

Hearing this, Hua Xiongmao laughed too. "Although I took the military exam, I also attended a private school. I was beaten by the teacher every day back then. Being beaten by the teacher wasn't enough; if my parents found out, I'd get another beating at home. Truly agony."

"If Mr. Cai lets me run the school, I'll go and run it. We'll cross that bridge when we come to it; overthinking is useless. But we absolutely cannot drop our own cloth dyeing business." Chen Ke's words sounded more like he was persuading himself.

By the time the two returned to the workshop, it was almost noon. Entering the gate, they saw three people working in the courtyard. Looking closely, the person helping hang the cloth under You Gou's command was Qi Huishen, whom they had just met yesterday. Qi Huishen was also wearing deep blue work clothes, pulling a rope with his head tilted back. "Aren't you tired looking up like that?" You Gou ordered. "Pull the rope down first. There's a loop at this end; put the loop over the corresponding hook. Then go adjust the position."

Ten square wooden beams corresponding to the ones above were placed on the ground, with iron hooks nailed to them. To prevent snagging people, the iron hooks looked almost like iron rings with a small gap cut out. This was Hua Xiongmao's suggestion.

Qi Huishen did as You Gou said. He looked up at the cloth above; it was hung very unevenly. You Gou pulled a rope on one of the walls. The bamboo poles for drying the cloth had their spacing adjusted by this rope. Once the rope was tightened, the distance between the bamboo poles became uniform. Qi Huishen found this design magical. Just as he looked up to examine it carefully, he heard You Gou shout, "Look after you finish working; continue hanging the cloth now." Roared at by You Gou, Qi Huishen immediately lowered his head and prepared to drape cloth over the lowered bamboo poles. Then he saw Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao standing at the door, looking at him in surprise.

"Wenqing, this Mr. Qi came to ask you for advice. I figured you wouldn't charge him tuition, so I let him use labor to replace the fees," You Gou shouted while deftly draping cloth over the bamboo poles.

"Mr. Qi, is that really so?" Chen Ke asked with a smile.

"It wasn't Miss You forcing me to work. I asked to help myself. Last time I saw Mr. Wenqing working with everyone, I wanted to see how tiring your work is."

"Then continue. I'll come over and join you right away."

The number of people working in the courtyard went from four to five. Everyone let Qi Huishen do the lightest tasks, yet with just one extra person, the efficiency improved significantly.

By evening, when fifty bolts of cloth filled the courtyard, the five people gathered around the table, rubbing their sore necks and shoulders. Qi Huishen looked back at the dense rows of cloth, unable to believe he had participated in so much work.

"Mr. Wenqing..." Qi Huishen said.

"No need for 'Mr.', just call me Wenqing."

"Brother Wenqing, yesterday you spoke of revolution, specifically saying that revolution requires the people to revolt. Can you explain that in detail today?"

"Brother Huishen, given your work efficiency, I think... if you work here, I'll give you 15 *wen* per bolt of cloth, plus free lectures. How about that?" Chen Ke threw out his requirement.

"..." Qi Huishen hadn't expected Chen Ke to propose such a bizarre requirement. After thinking it over, he said, "I have a friend. I'd like to ask him to come work and listen to the lectures together. Is that okay?"

"Yes. Today counts as volunteer work. Starting tomorrow, come to work with your friend. Also, I have things to do today, so I can't lecture. If there's nothing else, I'll be going first." As he spoke, Chen Ke stood up.

Qi Huishen didn't look angry at all. He also stood up. "Then I'll take my leave first."

Once Qi Huishen left the courtyard, Hua Xiongmao asked curiously, "Wenqing, why torment the guy like that?"

"Revolution relies on doing. People unwilling to do a bit of work aren't qualified to participate in my revolution," Chen Ke said with a smile. After meeting Cai Yuanpei and the others during the day, Chen Ke no longer wanted to be hesitant about revolution. The Communist Party started with just a few people back then, yet they liberated China in '28. Since he was willing to make a revolution, he should gather comrades willing to revolt and willing to work, just like those predecessors. Hard struggle was all it took. "Dying first is easy; dying later is hard." If the day truly came to sacrifice himself for the revolution, he would just die without regret. Why think so much?

When he returned to his residence, it was already dark. It was Qiu Jin's maid, Lin Jian, who opened the door. Entering the courtyard, he saw lights on in both Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin's rooms. The sound of an argument came from Xu Xilin's room. Hearing the noise at the gate, the people inside paused, and a moment later Xu Xilin walked out. "You two, come in." Judging by his voice, Xu Xilin's tone was quite stern.

As soon as they entered the room, Xu Xilin said to Chen Ke, "Wenqing, what did you say to Mr. Cai today?"

"I spoke frankly about revolutionary matters."

"I'm not talking about the earlier parts. Mr. Cai said he wants to build a school, and you dared to accept?" Xu Xilin's voice sounded stern, but Chen Ke sensed no malice.

"Mr. Cai gave the order, and I also felt this matter was doable. I will produce a charter for Mr. Cai within five days. If Mr. Cai thinks it's okay, I'll do it. If he thinks it's not, I'll obey his instructions. Did I offend some gentleman of the Restoration Society?"

Hearing this, Xu Xilin hesitated. The person offended was actually Xu Xilin himself. He had already discussed with Tao Chengzhang the plan to run a school in Shaoxing. If Chen Ke ran a school in Shanghai, he certainly couldn't help with their efforts. Xu Xilin was somewhat dissatisfied with this.

Qiu Jin knew Xu Xilin's thoughts. Knowing it wasn't good to speak directly, she smoothed things over. "Wenqing, Mr. Cai thinks quite highly of you. He said a pragmatic man like you is rare. Mr. Cai also feels you have spirit and a sense of responsibility. I'm very optimistic about you building the school."

Chen Ke didn't know the twists and turns involved. For him, getting the current task done was all that mattered. "I will come up with a charter within seven days," Chen Ke said.

Hearing Qiu Jin and Chen Ke say this, Xu Xilin couldn't say much more. He continued, "Xuanqing and I will be away for a while. I wonder if Wenqing will be used to staying in Shanghai?"

Chen Ke asked curiously, "Where are you two going?"

"Xuanqing is going to Japan. I have to return to Shaoxing."

It turned out that when Cai Yuanpei sought out Xu Xilin this time, they had been discussing Sun Yat-sen's invitation for revolutionary parties everywhere to gather in Japan to discuss cooperation. Several key cadres of the Restoration Society would be going. Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin were also invitees. Xu Xilin was already dissatisfied with Japan, and even less fond of the group of "overseas revolutionaries" hiding there. He simply declined the matter.

"Brother Bosun, could you wait for me for a few days?"

"What is the matter, Wenqing?"

"In a few more days, I'll finish dyeing and selling the cloth on hand. I'll make a little bit of money. Brother Bosun has treated me so kindly, I'd like to give you a small token of appreciation."

Xu Xilin recalled his conversation with Qiu Jin yesterday. Qiu Jin believed Chen Ke was not a heartless person. Hearing Chen Ke say this today, Xu Xilin's dissatisfaction with him dissipated considerably. He made a few polite remarks but did not refuse.

What Chen Ke didn't know was that Xu Xilin was very short of money. Historically, the Restoration Society planned to found a school to provide military training to backbone members of secret societies across Zhejiang under the guise of education, preparing to launch an armed uprising to overthrow feudal autocratic rule. Tao Chengzhang, along with Xu Xilin and others, began preparing for the Datong School. Founding a school first faced the difficulty of funding. Cai Yuanpei's younger brother, Cai Yuankang, suggested to Xu Xilin that they rob a bank to raise funds. Xu Xilin agreed and acted immediately, borrowing 5,000 silver dollars from Xu Zhongqing, a wealthy merchant in Shaoxing and a Restoration Society member. Under the pretext of gymnastic exercises for students of the Shaoxing Prefectural School, he asked Shaoxing Prefect Xiong Qipan for approval and purchased 50 breech-loading nine-shot rifles and 20,000 rounds of ammunition from Shanghai. Xu Xilin also instructed Zhu Shaokang to return to Sheng County and select over 20 strong young secret society members to come to Shaoxing. Issuing each person 20 dollars for expenses, Xu Xilin personally led and trained them at East Lake, preparing to execute the robbery plan once the time was right. Tao Chengzhang strenuously opposed this, believing that funding through improper means would damage the overall situation. Because once the plan was implemented, it would inevitably cause a huge social backlash, not only exposing them but also smearing the Restoration Society, ultimately doing more harm than good.

This was why Xu Xilin was quite surprised that Chen Ke actually accepted the task of running a school in Shanghai. But since Chen Ke voluntarily mentioned providing him with a sum of money, Xu Xilin naturally wouldn't refuse.

Qiu Jin then offered Chen Ke a few words of encouragement, and the meeting adjourned.

The next day, Qi Huishen indeed brought his companion. Qi Huishen was already a relatively thin and weak Jiangnan youth, but this classmate named He Zudao was a slender Jiangnan lad. He Zudao even wore a queue and seemed very shy and polite.

Fortunately, there were plenty of work clothes. Everyone put them on and started working. Qi Huishen and He Zudao worked very hard. You Gou had always been in charge of low-intensity labor, and now with two subordinates, she worked even more happily.

At noon, Wu Xingchen appeared at the door. Looking at the dense rows of cloth hanging in the courtyard, Wu Xingchen felt quite regretful. When he saw Chen Ke last time, if not for He Yifa messing around in the middle, Chen Ke would probably have signed an agreement with him already. With a courtyard full of cloth, he could have made quite a bit. After He Yifa went back, he started looking for buyers, but that guy, in local Shanghai dialect, was a "Little Biesan" (rascal). Otherwise, at his age, he wouldn't have only reached the status of an ordinary gang member. When he went to find people, no one paid him any attention. To be honest, although he was angry at the time and very wary of Chen Ke's special visit last time, Wu Xingchen didn't dislike Chen Ke. So he simply found an excuse to send He Yifa out on an errand, which spared Chen Ke from any harassment.

Arriving today at the time agreed with Chen Ke, Wu Xingchen wanted to see exactly what Chen Ke was up to. That way, he could act according to the situation.
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Chapter 10: The Lecture

Seeing the towering figure completely blocking the doorway, Chen Ke stood up with a beaming smile and went to welcome him. "Brother Wu, you've finally come."

"Since Brother Chen is showing me such face, how could I dare not come?" Wu Xingchen said with a smile that didn't reach his eyes.

Chen Ke ignored Wu Xingchen's mocking tone. "Let's eat, let's eat. Everyone let's go eat together," Chen Ke said cheerfully.

Zhou Yuanxiao and You Gou declined the invitation on the grounds of looking after the workshop. Qi Huishen and He Zudao also politely refused. Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao accompanied Wu Xingchen to the same restaurant as last time. Unlike the previous occasion, Wu Xingchen didn't say a word this time; he simply ordered whatever he felt like eating. The burly Wu Xingchen had an appetite to match his physique. He drank large gulps of wine and ate large mouthfuls of meat. If he liked a dish, he would order a second portion. Looking at his behavior, one might think Wu Xingchen was the host.

For Wu Xingchen, since Chen Ke was treating, there was no reason to save him money. If Chen Ke was specifically inviting him to dinner, he definitely wanted something. Behaving timidly would only make Chen Ke look down on him. As the saying goes, a strong dragon does not suppress a local snake. No matter how capable Chen Ke was, he wouldn't dare move against a Hall Master of the Tiandihui. Furthermore, this rude style of eating cost a lot; if Chen Ke really needed his help, Wu could jack up the price later. If just a meal cost this much, then asking Wu Xingchen to put in effort would surely cost even more.

Watching Wu Xingchen devour the food like a whirlwind, Chen Ke did feel a bit of a pinch. The cloth dyeing business had been decent so far, but Wu Xingchen had eaten up a significant chunk of Chen Ke's money in this one sitting. Chen Ke could afford the meal, but the thought of spending so much made him realize Wu Xingchen's future asking price wouldn't be low.

Just as Chen Ke showed a hint of hesitation, Hua Xiongmao beside him suddenly laughed. "Brother Wu, eat to your heart's content. Although money is tight for us brothers, this meal is still a small matter."

This remark woke Chen Ke up. Since he wanted to befriend Wu Xingchen, the etiquette had to be perfect. Treating Wu Xingchen to a meal and then begrudging him the amount he ate—if others heard about this, they would laugh their heads off. Thinking of this, Chen Ke felt quite ashamed. He had just decided to firmly execute his ideas, yet he was making such a joke of himself. He felt rather clumsy.

While eating and drinking heartily, Wu Xingchen observed Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao's behavior clearly. He chuckled inwardly, thinking Chen Ke was truly too green; a slight test revealed his true colors. He was also curious—when he first met Chen Ke, the man seemed shrewd and capable, completely different from this stingy fellow now. What had happened in the last few days? Or was everything Chen Ke did before just an act, and the real mastermind behind the scenes was Hua Xiongmao?

Recalling how Chen Ke had provoked He Yifa, effectively humiliating him, Wu Xingchen began to toast Hua Xiongmao and serve him food, completely leaving Chen Ke out in the cold. Hua Xiongmao understood these *Jianghu* ways well. He drank a cup with Wu Xingchen, ate a mouthful of food, and then smiled. "Brother Wu, my original intention was that since you are a Hall Master of the Tiandihui, us folks should just pay our respects according to custom. But Wenqing thinks very highly of you. Wenqing says Brother Wu is a person of substance and insists on befriending you. Wenqing is in charge here; since he said so, I can only listen. Hehe."

Hua Xiongmao's blunt statement stirred some emotion in Wu Xingchen. While Hua Xiongmao was certainly not being polite, everything he said proved he was a good brother. When a friend made a mistake, Hua Xiongmao immediately patched it up. Thinking about the shoddy things He Yifa did, a wave of anger rose in Wu Xingchen again. He let out a cold laugh. "Since Brother Hua puts it that way, what advice does Mr. Chen have for me this time?"

Hua Xiongmao had smoothed things over for Chen Ke, and Chen Ke finally found his pre-planned track. He asked, "Brother Wu, last time you sought me out, apart from wanting to get something for nothing, did you have other ideas?"

"I failed to get anything for nothing last time. If I still had ideas this time, wouldn't that be asking for a snub?" Wu Xingchen sneered.

"I want to do business with Brother Wu in the future, business that Brother Wu can definitely handle. If there is any movement in Shanghai, it won't escape Brother Wu's eyes and ears. I want to buy information from you." After saying this, Chen Ke added, "If Brother Wu has other ways to cooperate, I am of course willing."

"You aren't looking for He Yifa?" Wu Xingchen asked mockingly.

"How can He Yifa compare to Brother Wu? He is far inferior."

"I am a Hall Master after all. If Brother Chen wants me to do things, I'm not so easily dismissed. Seeing as Brother Chen felt the pinch just treating me to a meal, I fear I may be beyond my depth to serve Brother Chen in the future." Wu Xingchen's tone was full of ridicule.

Chen Ke blushed slightly. "Brother Wu, I don't have much money right now. This reception was indeed shabby. But this doesn't mean I won't have money in the future. I've always believed that one more friend means one more path. With a friend like Brother Wu, my path will be wider. Don't you agree?"

Wu Xingchen glanced at Chen Ke. Seeing that he had recovered his composure, his estimation of Chen Ke rose a bit. Moreover, since Chen Ke could make a friend like Hua Xiongmao, he might not be without a future. Thinking of this, Wu Xingchen nodded. "If Brother Chen has any instructions, just come find me. I await your command." Though the words were polite, the air of authority was strong.

The conversation ended there. What surprised Chen Ke was that although Wu Xingchen ordered many dishes, he ate them completely clean. As the saying goes, "know how many bowls of dry rice you can eat." This point alone made Chen Ke admire him.

After the gathering dispersed, Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao walked back together.

"Zhenglan, thank you for this time," Chen Ke expressed his gratitude.

"Wenqing, you've been overseas for many years. I presume you haven't associated with *Jianghu* heroes or seen such things. *Jianghu* heroes talk about loyalty, but it's all dog farts. What they care about is 'face'. Whether a hero or a coward, they first put on an air to intimidate you. If you aren't scared by them, you'll be fine."

"Thank you, Zhenglan, for explaining this."

"Mn, no need to thank me. I actually want to hear Wenqing talk about revolution. Last time at Mr. Cai's place, when Wenqing spoke of revolution, it made my blood boil. Four hundred million people in the world wanting revolution—who can stop such a trend? If I can really see such a world, and lead so many people to revolution, my life will have been worth it."

"..."

Chen Ke was speechless in the face of Hua Xiongmao's longing. Historically, the Communist Party only had a base of one hundred million people, yet the Kuomintang, with paper statistics over ten times stronger, was annihilated. The new China, with weak national power, still drove the Americans from the Yalu River back to the 38th Parallel in Korea. If four hundred million Chinese really participated in the revolution in the early 20th century, China would be enough to shake the entire world. But the hardship and sacrifice required in between was something Chen Ke did not want to detail to Hua Xiongmao.

For the liberation of China, the Communist Party sacrificed 3.5 million members. In human history, no organization has ever paid such a huge price for national independence. Faced with the predicament of a generational gap in weaponry and industrial strength compared to the enemy, it was this unprecedented sacrifice that exchanged for China's liberation. Chen Ke had never been a person brave enough to sacrifice, or daring to sacrifice. When he had to draw blood for biological experiments, he needed to prick his hand with a needle. Chen Ke had summoned his courage back then, pricking three times before breaking the skin and squeezing out a drop of blood. Facing a revolutionary road where one could die anytime and anywhere back then, Chen Ke had zero confidence in himself. Empathy suggested that Chen Ke did not believe Hua Xiongmao was the type of simple-minded person who would "roar at the sky and then charge to his death."

"Hehe. Zhenglan, let's not talk big for now. Getting the cloth dyeing business running well is the current priority." Chen Ke didn't think that as a time traveler he could pacify the world alone. The strange environment of 1905 gave Chen Ke a sense of unease. To avoid showing this unease, Chen Ke had already spent a tremendous amount of energy. Regardless of whether the revolution would ultimately succeed, at least he should do the task at hand well. Without current accumulation, there would be no future to speak of.

Back at the workshop, work continued. Around four in the afternoon, Hua Xiongmao's friend brought money to pick up the cloth. Seeing the hundred bolts of dyed cloth and the yard full of hanging fabric, the merchant named Wu Qixian was full of praise.

Once the money was in hand, the accounts were divided, and Qi Huishen and He Zudao's wages were cleared as well. Qi Huishen patted his pocket, which was jingling with copper coins, and laughed. "Brother Wenqing, the money is in hand. The lecture should start now, right?"

The work plan was complete, so Chen Ke did not decline. The six of them gathered around the table. Chen Ke began to explain *Das Kapital*. The key content of the first volume of *Capital* is surplus value. Based on what his politics teacher had taught back in the day, Chen Ke began a simple explanation. Students back then found politics class miserable, but Chen Ke's lecture this time was different. Everyone was a colleague. Using the dye workshop as an example, Chen Ke explained commodities, means of production, labor power, socially necessary labor time, and how this current batch of dyed cloth earned profit higher than others by lowering costs and increasing production efficiency.

The definitions at the beginning were fine, but when he got to business operations, He Zudao was shy and Zhou Yuanxiao was cold, showing no special reaction. However, You Gou, Hua Xiongmao, and Qi Huishen were thoroughly excited. Hua Xiongmao, in particular, was practically scratching his ears and cheeks, standing up one moment and sitting down the next.

As soon as Chen Ke indicated the lesson was over for the day, Hua Xiongmao couldn't help but shout, "To think there is such learning in doing business. I've never heard of this!"

When the lecture started, You Gou had intended to lie on her pillow and doze off, but not long into it, she became energized. Just now, hearing some key points, she couldn't help but pound the pillow with her fist. Now she slapped the pillow hard, making a dull thud. Thinking it wasn't loud enough, she slammed her palms on the table. "Wenqing, say more, say more!"

Chen Ke knew there were no business majors in China in these times, and certainly no one teaching *Capital*. These youths came from decent backgrounds; hearing these "common" principles from the future, they naturally couldn't help but get carried away.

Qi Huishen sighed, "The things Brother Wenqing talks about are based on the nation. This vision is truly far-reaching." Saying this, Qi Huishen patted his pocket, the copper coins making a low clatter. "I'm earning money on one hand and listening to such exquisite explanations on the other. I've profited!"

Although Qi Huishen hadn't been there long, theirs was a friendship "forged in fight." He got along well with everyone. He Zudao was a rookie who arrived today and didn't dare say much. Yet he wanted to say something, his face turning a bit red from holding it in. It was Zhou Yuanxiao who, though still silent, swept away his usual coldness, his gaze becoming frighteningly sharp.

"Wenqing, I have some matters I wish to ask about," Zhou Yuanxiao's voice held a hidden fervor.

"Brother Zhou, please speak."

Zhou Yuanxiao steadied himself and expounded on several business management issues to Chen Ke. After listening, Chen Ke smiled slightly. "Brother Zhou's idea is to improve product quality and expect to sell at a high price. This depends on market research. Returning to the very first point, if dyed cloth cannot be sold, it is not a commodity. Commodities refer to goods that complete a sale. We dye cloth to sell it, not just to produce some good things and be done with it."

Hearing this, Zhou Yuanxiao's body shook violently.

"The path we are taking this time is cheap and large volume. If the cloth is cheap, people will buy it. If the volume is large, the cost of a single item can be reduced."

"How does large volume make it cheaper?" You Gou asked.

Chen Ke pointed to the new small machines installed. "All these things cost money. Suppose we spent 50 taels to set these things up. If we only dye one bolt of cloth, the cost of that bolt is 50 taels plus the price of one bolt of cloth. If we dye 100 bolts, the cost of each bolt is five candareens of silver plus the price of the cloth. By this calculation, the more cloth produced, the lower the cost of each bolt."

Everyone nodded in agreement. Zhou Yuanxiao remained silent, but his face turned pale. After a moment, he returned to his usual appearance.

Before dinner, Qi Huishen and He Zudao got up and left for home.

Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao went out to eat. When they returned, it was already dark. You Gou was playing with a flashlight, while Zhou Yuanxiao held another flashlight high beside the large dyeing vat to inspect the situation. Seeing the two return, You Gou shone the flashlight from her chin upwards. "Who~ are~ you?" she asked in a spooky voice. This little trick she just learned wasn't much, but it suddenly reminded Chen Ke of a past event, and he felt an urge to burst out laughing. Feeling embarrassed, he covered his mouth with his hand, his shoulders shaking violently.

You Gou asked curiously, "What's wrong with Brother Wenqing?"

Chen Ke let go of his hand, suppressing his laughter. "Before~ Before when I was in middle school, there were no lights in the toilet~"

"Lighting a lamp in the toilet? Extravagant waste," Hua Xiongmao remarked.

Chen Ke ignored Hua Xiongmao's interruption and continued, holding back his laughter. "We finished evening self-study, and a classmate was squatting in the pit. At this time, outside~ outside came another classmate fumbling in the dark to take a leak. Then the classmate squatting in the pit called out like You Gou just did, 'Wang~ Tong~ Le'. Wang Tongle was scared to death. He asked, 'Who are you?' Then the classmate squatting in the pit~ that classmate~ that classmate said—'I am your father.'" After finishing, Chen Ke could no longer hold it in and laughed aloud. Hua Xiongmao laughed too after hearing it, and You Gou laughed while hopping over to punch Chen Ke.

Beside them, Zhou Yuanxiao suddenly let out a weird, loud laugh, then another after a moment. Finally, his voice turned into normal loud laughter. Zhou Yuanxiao, who had been depressed all along, laughed until he bent over. He slowly slid to the ground, leaning his back against the dyeing vat, laughing uproariously. Eventually, Zhou Yuanxiao actually began to wail aloud.

The playful youths looked at each other in dismay. No one expected this rather rude joke to agitate Zhou Yuanxiao so much. They all gathered around him. "Brother Zhou, what's wrong?" Hua Xiongmao asked worriedly.

Zhou Yuanxiao just cried loudly, ignoring Hua Xiongmao. You Gou grabbed Zhou Yuanxiao's shoulder, shaking him while asking, "Brother Zhou, are you okay? Don't scare me." Zhou Yuanxiao let You Gou shake his shoulder, continuing to cry.

Chen Ke tentatively said, "Brother Zhou, there is no hurdle in this world that cannot be crossed. If you feel we get along well and can cooperate, then pull yourself together. Regarding past events, whether you like them or not, they are over. We have to look forward. Isn't that right?"

"Right, right. We have to look forward," Hua Xiongmao hurriedly added.

Chen Ke continued to persuade Zhou Yuanxiao. "Brother Zhou, whether you are willing or not, when you sleep tonight, you will wake up to a new day. We'll go out first; come out and have a cup of tea when you're done crying. We absolutely won't laugh at you. We are all friends."

After saying this, Chen Ke started to walk out, but felt Zhou Yuanxiao's clammy hand grab his wrist. Chen Ke pulled firmly, and Zhou Yuanxiao stood up. He had stopped crying by now and wiped his eyes with his sleeve. Zhou Yuanxiao said, "Let's go drink tea together."

Although Chen Ke's joke was rude, it had made everyone happy. But with Zhou Yuanxiao's outburst, everyone felt uneasy again. The youths sat around the table. Zhou Yuanxiao took a sip of tea before speaking softly. "Wenqing, I did some wrong things before and ruined the family fortune. I even angered my father to death. Before he died, my father told me that if you do things wrong, you have to admit it. If the method of calculation is wrong, the matter will definitely be botched. Afterwards, I lived every day as if in a dream. Every time I wanted to pull myself together, I would remember my father's dying words, and then it would be like dreaming again. Later, I met you, Wenqing. I actually felt a connection with you, as if seeing my former self. Working with you, Wenqing, I was really happy. Whatever I wanted to do or thought of doing, you saw it. I didn't need to speak, and you could do exactly what I was thinking. I felt very happy. Listening to what Wenqing taught today, I unexpectedly understood where I went wrong before. And hearing your joke, Wenqing, I suddenly felt like I woke up."

At this point, Zhou Yuanxiao covered his chest and gasped for breath for a while before continuing. "Wenqing, these years I have felt endless regret. I wished I were dead. But I didn't want to die; I wanted to revive the family business. But whenever I thought of these things, my heart felt like it was being twisted by a knife. Wenqing, do you have anything to enlighten me with?"

"Regret is very normal. Brother Zhou, regret is normal. When we were young and in middle school, we studied 'The Story of Yueyang Tower', which says, 'Do not be pleased by external gains, do not be saddened by personal losses.' As long as it involves the gain or loss of one's own wealth and status, anyone will feel joy or sorrow. Whoever feels no joy or sorrow, whoever thinks one shouldn't feel joy or sorrow for their own gains and losses, that person... that person is anti-human," Chen Ke said slowly, weighing his words. Zhou Yuanxiao lowered his head, his rapid and unstable breathing gradually calming down.

"I didn't go to any middle school when I was young, nor did I study 'The Story of Yueyang Tower'." You Gou looked at Chen Ke with some suspicion. "Brother Chen, where did you go to middle school?"

"'Do not be pleased by external gains, do not be saddened by personal losses. Be the first to worry about the world's troubles and the last to enjoy its pleasures.'" Hua Xiongmao started showing off his book learning.

Chen Ke knew he had accidentally slipped up. At this moment, he was extremely glad he hadn't fabricated a background for himself. "A single lie requires a thousand lies to cover it up." He never mentioned his background, so even if he slipped up occasionally like today, it was the truth. Even if someone collected these truths, they couldn't derive any contradictory facts. As long as he didn't state his origins, these slips wouldn't reveal any flaws.

Steading himself and seeing his words had some effect on Zhou Yuanxiao, Chen Ke continued, "When it rains, rainwater falls downwards. If the wind blows, the rain won't fall straight down. If you don't carry an umbrella, or if you don't tilt the umbrella, you will definitely get wet. Brother Zhou, it's not just you who would get wet; anyone who did that would get wet. What is there to regret? What use is regret?"

Zhou Yuanxiao's breathing had returned completely to normal. He sighed. "I just didn't understand these things before. I still don't understand now. Wenqing, you are right. Every time I think of the thousands of taels of silver I squandered, and remember my old father whom I angered to death, my heart aches like it's being cut. I can't do anything." Zhou Yuanxiao raised his head, tears flashing in his eyes. "Wenqing, why can you understand these things? Perhaps you have never regretted anything in your life?"

Hearing this, Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh loudly. Completely ignoring You Gou's indignant look, he continued to laugh. When he had laughed enough, Chen Ke said, "Brother Zhou, I've only been able to smile genuinely in the last year or two. In earlier years, I was either endlessly regretful, heartbroken, and wishing for death, or like you, listless. I didn't dare to think anything, didn't dare to do anything. Once I figured these things out, thinking back on those things I did, I could only laugh aloud. How pitiful I was back then, how laughable. Doing it that way was destined to botch things, but I was possessed and did it anyway. And I was unrepentant even unto death."

Hearing this, You Gou nodded slightly, Hua Xiongmao made no comment, and Qi Huishen bowed his head in thought. After a while, Zhou Yuanxiao spoke again, "Then, Wenqing, do you think I have a chance to change?"

Chen Ke leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table, and said solemnly, "Brother Zhou, follow me to revolution." This sudden shift in topic startled everyone around. The magnitude of the leap in Chen Ke's thinking exceeded everyone's imagination.
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Chapter 11: He Zudao

"Revolution allows one to turn over a new leaf?" Zhou Yuanxiao asked in confusion.

"Of course not," Chen Ke said seriously. At these words, You Gou glared at Chen Ke, while Hua Xiongmao was almost amused.

"Then why should I join the revolution?" Zhou Yuanxiao was even more puzzled.

"Brother Zhou, according to your previous way of doing things, your whole life is just a repetition of regret. When you are incapable, you regret; when you are capable, you still regret. This isn't just your problem; the world itself has problems. You can't expect a white rabbit to jump out of a coal pile. Follow me in revolution. When you become a revolutionary, you become a brand new person."

Chen Ke paused. It wasn't that he felt he had misspoken, but that he felt it was insufficient. These words were actually the "grand principles" he usually hated the most. A sense of heartfelt disgust filled Chen Ke.

*All the hustle and bustle of the world is for profit.* Human society is nothing more than the pursuit of "fame and profit." Even Chen Ke himself, who considered himself a communist fighter, was merely pursuing the "great profit" of the world. This was the cruel and simple truth. Asking himself honestly, Chen Ke worried about only one thing: if the history he knew and the knowledge he possessed fell into the hands of capable people, those people might not necessarily agree with Chen Ke's "ideals" or "faith." And that capability would become resistance against the "new world" Chen Ke hoped to build.

Just as Chen Ke would absolutely never believe in the existence of "God," those capable people were unlikely to believe in Chen Ke's "faith." In the 21st century, Chen Ke had encountered plenty of guys wanting to "evangelize" him. Chen Ke was not some naturally tolerant "moralist." He knew he couldn't do it, but if he could, he wouldn't hesitate to send all those who "believed in God" to Xinjiang to plant trees.

The cruelest wars in the world were all fought between "believers." "Faith" is cruel because it is an emotional thing. Socialist faith at least adheres to the "materialist conception of history," meaning it acknowledges human progress and social development. Other faiths invariably want to make a certain system last for "thousands of generations." Christian faith, Islamic faith, faith in the feudal system, faith in capitalism. All want to make a certain system "eternal and unified." As a Chinese person, Chen Ke understood this obsession with "eternal unity" very well.

Chen Ke knew that historical materialism and political economy possessed powerful strength; this was something history had already proven. Putting aside the example of the Soviet Union's collapse, China had become a pivotal global power in just 60 years. The term "G2" was a bit exaggerated in 2011, but by 2020, it would inevitably become a veritable "fact." Chen Ke came from the 21st century. In that era, China was already a pivotal great power. The predicament China faced was merely the "predicament" of how a powerful "new empire" expands its sphere of influence, not the predicament of "unable to protect itself" faced in 1905.

Chen Ke suddenly shuddered. These thoughts clarified something for him. His goal, if speaking from the lowest standard, was the thing in the marrow of Chinese people: "to revive China's glory." For Chinese people who had led the world for twenty centuries, what precipitated in everyone's marrow was the firm "faith" in the "Central Empire."

"If the knowledge I disseminate doesn't achieve my ideals, but still promotes China's revolution and liberation, then is everything I do meaningless? Or perhaps, what I truly hope for is merely a China led by 'me' as I personally expect, rather than the liberation of China itself." This thought flashed through Chen Ke's mind, and he suddenly felt a layer of cold sweat seep out on his back.

*Am I really such a narrow-minded person?*

Chen Ke felt his face burning like charcoal. Recognizing his own "arrogance" gave birth to a shame that made him want to crawl into a hole.

Everyone watched as Chen Ke suddenly fell silent and his face turned bright red. "Wenqing, are you sick?" You Gou asked with concern. Hua Xiongmao and Zhou Yuanxiao looked at Chen Ke with equal worry.

"I'm fine," Chen Ke forced a smile. Then he continued, "Brother Zhou, you've done business before. We are doing business now too. How big is our current workshop? The business is this small, yet people have already come to extort us. If our business gets bigger, more people will pounce on us, wanting a share. In the new era, those guys who knock on doors to extort will all be sentenced and jailed. Those to be beheaded will be beheaded, those to serve hard labor will serve hard labor. And the government will not only refrain from extorting us but will strive to support the establishment and development of various enterprises. Brother Zhou, the future printing and dyeing factory will be dozens of times larger than it is now. A factory will have thousands, tens of thousands of workers. With your ability, Brother Zhou, you could be the factory director. Isn't that more glorious than restoring your family business?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, everyone felt a sense of longing. Zhou Yuanxiao's eyes shone with intensity; it seemed Chen Ke's words had truly moved him. "If we revolt, will we have such a future?" Zhou Yuanxiao asked.

"Revolution is for the sake of having such a future!" Chen Ke said firmly.

"Then what does Wenqing want me, Zhou Yuanxiao, to do?" Zhou Yuanxiao's tone was filled with the resolve found only in those who have found hope.

"Work honestly." Chen Ke's answer was very simple.

Everyone was extremely surprised.

"Haha!" You Gou laughed first. "Wenqing, why are you always so funny when you speak?"

"I'm just telling the truth."

"Can I also join the revolution?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

"Of course."

"I want to participate too," You Gou shouted. "I'm not afraid of work."

"Miss You Gou is welcome to join the revolution." Chen Ke's tone was as calm as if he were inviting You Gou to dinner.

Hearing this, You Gou couldn't help but laugh again. "Brother Zhou, are you joining?" You Gou asked after she had laughed enough.

"If it's just working, I'll join." Although Zhou Yuanxiao still harbored doubts, he expressed his agreement.

"Then, we form a revolutionary party." Chen Ke made the final concluding statement.

The next day, Qi Huishen and He Zudao rushed to the workshop early in the morning.

"Mr. Wenqing, I have a favor to ask," Qi Huishen said.

"What is it?"

"I have a few friends who also want to come to work and attend lectures here. Would you agree, Mr. Wenqing?" Qi Huishen looked a bit apprehensive.

"Of course," Chen Ke smiled.

"Then please wait a moment, Mr. Wenqing. I'll go bring them over right now." With that, Qi Huishen turned and left in a hurry.

Watching Qi Huishen's retreating back, Chen Ke suddenly felt a sense of gratification. Turning his head, he saw He Zudao had already changed into dark blue work clothes and ran to You Gou's side to await orders.

"What a bunch of obedient children," Chen Ke felt even more gratified.

Qi Huishen brought five young men to join. Including himself and He Zudao, a total of seven young men joined the workshop. This was the first time Chen Ke had truly come into contact with the youth of this era. These young men were either Qi Huishen's juniors, graduates of church schools, or friends Qi Huishen had met during revolutionary propaganda work who had attended private schools. In Chen Ke's impression, such a group of people should have preferred to become teachers rather than working in this workshop, sweating profusely.

Chen Ke knew that the classes he taught were indeed unique in this era, but he also believed that unless they were very special people, most in this era still considered pure brain workers to have higher status. How to arrange these young men troubled Chen Ke greatly. After thinking it over, he could only seek answers from past history.

The answer was found quickly, and it was so simple that Chen Ke suddenly had an impulse to slap himself. Even in the era of vigorous development, the 1940s, the number of Communist Party members was only around a million. Compared to the one hundred million people in the liberated areas, it was only one percent. This one percent of party members was a very small proportion in the liberated areas. Why did the people around him have to be party members? Could party members only interact with party members?

Having figured this out, Chen Ke cursed his own stupidity in his heart. Based on this, he thought briefly and determined the current method: build a new-style enterprise based on what he had learned. If there was spare capacity, build a modern school as well.

Including Chen Ke and the others who had gathered earlier, there were now eleven people available. The manpower Chen Ke originally thought he had to guard against instantly became hands he could fully utilize thanks to his new train of thought. These people were educated and would be valuable labor in the new enterprise and school.

In these times, for literate people, especially graduates of church schools, doing physical labor was considered relatively "shameful." In his lectures these past few days, describing the new country to be established after the success of the revolution, Chen Ke always emphasized that it would be a new world where "labor is most glorious." Of course, when talking about the future of the workshop, Chen Ke presented his idea of forming a new-style company to everyone. In particular, Chen Ke seriously explained his plan to establish a new-style school.

The young men had originally come to listen to the lectures at Qi Huishen's invitation. They weren't all rich, so the small wage was better than nothing for them. However, if Chen Ke had just invited them to "do manual labor," the young men would certainly not have agreed. But after Chen Ke "painted a beautiful pie" for them, and given that Chen Ke's classes had indeed opened their eyes, the young men were won over. The youth were lovely, and they were also impulsive. All the young men expressed that they would absolutely follow Chen Ke.

Looking at the excited youth, Chen Ke smiled bitterly in his heart. He had been like this too, daring to go all out and crash forward for an ethereal future. The result? Apart from a bloody head, there was no other result.

"I hope I won't let them down," Chen Ke could only use this hope to calm the guilt in his heart.

On June 26th, Chen Ke finally sold all 1,200 bolts of cloth. The other young men politely took their leave after receiving their due money. Just then, a stranger came knocking. Generally, opening the door was the responsibility of Hua Xiongmao and Chen Ke. Today, You Gou behaved very strangely; as soon as someone knocked, she rushed to open it. The third time she opened the door, You Gou giggled and brought a servant-like man in. The man carried You Gou's silver and left the workshop. You Gou giggled and, together with Zhou Yuanxiao, moved Zhou Yuanxiao's silver and rose to take her leave.

Only Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao were left in the workshop. Facing the pile of silver dollars and silver ingots, Chen Ke suddenly grumbled meaninglessly to Hua Xiongmao, "It would be great if we opened a bank."

"Wenqing wants to open a bank?" Hua Xiongmao was surprised.

"That was a joke." Chen Ke was just venting. Looking at the pile of money, Chen Ke felt it wasn't wealth, but a pile of chains. Carrying this pile of money on one's body could exhaust a person to death; hiding it at home made one fear thieves. If there were modern banks, it would be much easier; just deposit it directly. But in this era, where would one find such a good thing?

"Let's split the money first, then go back."

Fortunately, it was silver dollars and silver ingots. Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao each carried a bundle, which was manageable. If it were copper coins, it would really have exhausted them to death.

Upon returning to the residence, Chen Ke took the IOU and money to find Qiu Jin. "Sister Qiu, thank you for your help. I'm returning the money."

Qiu Jin looked at the IOU and the silver but didn't take them. She smiled, "Does Wenqing want to take the watch back that badly?"

Chen Ke hurriedly explained, "No, no. Sister Qiu is overthinking it. You can wear the watch as long as you like. I have this pile of silver and don't know where to put it. Repaying Sister Qiu's money first will at least save me some worry."

"That won't do. If I accept your silver, I have to return your watch. I know Wenqing is generous, but I can't take advantage of you like that." Qiu Jin still insisted on not accepting the silver.

Chen Ke understood the reason behind this; it wasn't that Qiu Jin intentionally wanted to take advantage of him. Historically, Qiu Jin would soon go to Japan to participate in the founding of the Tongmenghui. In this era, the meaning represented by such a watch was not just the watch itself, but implied Qiu Jin's financial power. In the late 20th century, Chen Ke had seen some bosses who were basically penniless but insisted on driving a Mercedes. This was to prove their financial power and gain others' trust. Especially for a revolutionary like Qiu Jin, a "luxury" watch could better reflect "noble" origins and garner praise from others.

Truthfully, after staying in 1905 for a long time, Chen Ke's aesthetic standards were sliding all the way down, or rather, his own aesthetic standards were becoming closer to this era. The watch, which didn't look like anything special in the 21st century, looked better and better in this era. Although Qiu Jin had money, if asked to actually spend money to buy such a watch, she definitely couldn't shell out such a large sum.

Hua Xiongmao didn't care about worldly possessions like money, and Zhou Yuanxiao hadn't untied the knot in his heart yet. The two of them were outliers. You Gou and Qi Huishen had unusual backgrounds, and they were quite stunned by Chen Ke's watch. The young men Qi Huishen brought along, seeing Chen Ke actually using such a watch to keep time, immediately became respectful towards him.

This era made Chen Ke somewhat uncomfortable, but these were the characteristics of the time, and there was no helping it. Since he couldn't repay Qiu Jin, Chen Ke had no choice but to invite everyone to a meal. Qiu Jin was quite thoughtful; she ordered food from a restaurant outside to be delivered. After arriving in Shanghai, the group had been busy, and now they finally gathered to eat. Talking about their respective affairs, the atmosphere was quite harmonious.

"Wenqing, I heard from Mr. Cai that he thinks highly of your school charter," Xu Xilin said.

A few days ago, Chen Ke wrote a school establishment charter and handed it to Cai Yuanpei. This was merely a description of a middle school from back in the day. A 21st-century middle school earning the admiration of the early 20th-century Cai Yuanpei was only natural.

"Does Brother Bosun also intend to build a school?" Chen Ke asked, pretending to be ignorant, even though he knew historically Xu Xilin built several schools in Anhui as bases for gathering Restoration Society comrades.

"Building a school requires money. I'm not poor myself, but it's far from enough for building a school," Xu Xilin said openly.

Chen Ke knew Xu Xilin was interested in the money in his hand, and Chen Ke had already promised to fund Xu Xilin's school. "If Brother Bosun wants to run a school, then how about this. I'll give Brother Bosun three hundred taels of silver first. You can go back to find a site and negotiate the rent. I also want to do some business; it won't do to have no money on hand now. Once Brother Bosun confirms the school site, I will continue to invest. How about that?"

Xu Xilin didn't stand on ceremony either. "That is excellent."

Chen Ke immediately went back to his room, brought out the pile of silver, and measured out three hundred taels for Xu Xilin. The remaining five hundred taels didn't seem like that much anymore. Chen Ke thought resignedly that carrying this money every day was basically physical exercise. What a great opportunity. Much better than sandbags!

Xu Xilin hadn't returned to Shaoxing yet essentially because he was waiting for this money from Chen Ke. Although he still didn't quite trust Chen Ke in his heart, Xu Xilin temporarily had no other channels to raise money. Plus, Qiu Jin firmly believed Chen Ke wouldn't shortchange him. Xu Xilin waited with some hope. Chen Ke indeed gave him a share. This made Xu Xilin sigh in relief, feeling that helping Chen Ke come to Shanghai back then was the right move. He hadn't misjudged the man.

Drinking and talking, since Chen Ke supported the revolution so readily, Xu Xilin gradually began to talk about the military school he and Tao Chengzhang were establishing, which was the later Datong School. The Restoration Society, after so much preparation, had entered the period of gathering personnel to launch an uprising. Tao Chengzhang had originally gone to Hangzhou and applied for legal status to run a school. But unexpectedly, Chen Ke's appearance interested Cai Yuanpei in running a school in Shanghai. Cai Yuanpei was renowned in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. After he arrived in Shanghai, the locals very much hoped he would come forward to run a school. In these years, the call to abolish the imperial examination was very high, but after abolishing it, how to replace it with a new educational system was a problem. Students of new schools naturally couldn't become officials upon graduation like before. So the new educational system in the country was in chaos.

The reason Chen Ke's charter was favored by Cai Yuanpei was precisely because of Chen Ke's combination of education and social production. On this point, Chen Ke deliberately wrote vaguely, and this lack of clarity happened to suit Cai Yuanpei's taste. Because in officialdom, you cannot write things too clearly. Thus, Cai Yuanpei made no major changes to the charter.

Now there were two views within the Restoration Society: whether to run a school in Shanghai first, or to run schools in both Shanghai and Hangzhou simultaneously. Financially, if they could get government support in Shanghai, given the wealth of the Shanghai Customs, the money for running a school would be more than enough. The Restoration Society could not only run a school but also get financial support. But there were quite a few people in the Restoration Society anxious to start an uprising. Running schools in Hangzhou and Shanghai simultaneously would allow for an earlier uprising.

Regarding these points, the Restoration Society argued endlessly. Chen Ke's school charter was evaluated as having "suspicion of being loyal to the Manchu Qing government."

After listening to Xu Xilin's introduction, Chen Ke finally understood his position in this matter.

When the Restoration Society would rise up was not a problem for Chen Ke. He had an impatient nature and always felt that as long as China could seize the opportunity of the First World War, it would be enough. So Chen Ke hoped to be ready before then. Moreover, Chen Ke hoped to earn money as soon as possible and go to Anhui. The rural areas of Jiangsu and Zhejiang could still maintain themselves for now, but looking at history books, the peasant resistance movements in Anhui from 1906 to 1910 were truly surging. If he couldn't seize this period to establish a new regime, the opportunity would be missed. Chen Ke knew that Xu Xilin first ran a school in Shaoxing and then went to Anhui. This was why Chen Ke had sought out Xu Xilin first.

Deep in thought, Chen Ke suddenly heard Xu Xilin ask, "Does Wenqing have something on his mind?"

"Yes, I feel the preparations before the revolution are complicated and myriad. I got distracted for a moment," Chen Ke replied.

Xu Xilin was puzzled by this answer. Chen Ke's business was going well; in Xu Xilin's view, Chen Ke would strive to earn more money. He didn't expect Chen Ke to be thinking about the revolution.

Hua Xiongmao didn't say much; he ate and drank slowly as if it were none of his business. Qiu Jin was somewhat surprised by this. "Xiongmao, you've been with Wenqing for so long, has your temper changed? You used to be impatient, but now you can sit still," Qiu Jin said with a smile.

"Aunt, my nature hasn't changed. I've just decided to join the revolution. Being with Wenqing, I feel revolution isn't a bad thing. If Wenqing is willing to lead, I will certainly follow him through life and death." Hua Xiongmao's tone was flat. Hearing this, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin's faces didn't change, but they felt a bit uncomfortable inside.

As the saying goes, keep strangers away from family matters. Hua Xiongmao was their relative after all. They hadn't failed to discuss revolution with Hua Xiongmao before, but Hua Xiongmao thought revolution wasn't a good choice. Unexpectedly, after following Chen Ke for only a month, doing business with him, he had turned business into becoming a revolutionary. What exactly was Chen Ke up to?

Chen Ke couldn't speak easily at this moment, so he pretended not to hear anything. After eating and drinking for a while longer, the feast broke up.

In the evening, Hua Xiongmao dragged Chen Ke out for a walk. There weren't many people on the street. Hua Xiongmao suddenly remembered something and asked, "Wenqing, do you think Qi Huishen won't go to the workshop tonight?"

Chen Ke thought for a moment. "I told him no need to go today."

"But not necessarily. Let's go and see," Hua Xiongmao laughed.

Chen Ke didn't refuse. Walking along, Chen Ke asked Hua Xiongmao, "Why do you think Qi Huishen would run to the workshop at night?"

Hua Xiongmao smiled and said, "I've been listening to Wenqing's lectures these days. After drinking wine, I feel like listening to Wenqing lecture again. If I am like this, let alone Qi Huishen. The things Wenqing talks about, that *Das Kapital*, the more I think about it, the more sense it makes. It's just that I have little talent and less learning, so I can't articulate it. But as soon as I hear Wenqing lecture, I feel like I see a new world. It's truly addictive."

Hearing this, Chen Ke tentatively asked, "Zhenglan. Do you really want to join the revolution?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Hua Xiongmao turned his head to look at Chen Ke. In the night, he couldn't see Chen Ke's expression clearly. Hua Xiongmao then replied, "I said before, if Wenqing leads the revolution, I will naturally participate. If others lead the revolution, my little life is still worth something; I can't throw it away because of them."

Speaking to this point, Hua Xiongmao suddenly asked back, "Wenqing, how about this. I want to ask you something. You tell me, why should I follow you to revolt? If you say it right, I, Hua Xiongmao, will work with you. If you don't say it right, we'll just be partners making money like now. Saves you from always thinking I'm talking big."

"Haha. Zhenglan, are you asking me to revolt, or asking you to revolt? That's a tricky question." Chen Ke laughed loudly. After laughing, Chen Ke thought for a moment. "My revolution, to speak of it, is both trendy and not trendy. Pursuing 'Great Unity under Heaven' (Tianxia Datong), ancestors have talked about it for thousands of years. Since everyone thinks this principle isn't wrong, the revolution naturally must achieve it."

Although in the darkness, Chen Ke could faintly see Hua Xiongmao nodding.

"If speaking of trendy, it means China must industrialize. China is now an agricultural country, like a person originally having two hands." Speaking to here, Chen Ke felt his analogy was flawed, so he changed his phrasing. "Like originally China only had one arm, and now it has become two arms. Then everything naturally has to be torn down and started over. Two arms and one arm are completely different things. The new system established by the revolution must conform to the system of industrialization. This is the new system."

Hua Xiongmao continued to nod but didn't speak.

Chen Ke knew he hadn't touched Hua Xiongmao's heart yet. Pondering for a moment, Chen Ke made up his mind and continued, "And this comrade in revolution, it's not to let you be a lord. It's not to let you be high and mighty, but to let you lead the people to live a good life. A dignified man should do good deeds, do great deeds. Be a good person, be a sage."

Hearing this, Hua Xiongmao laughed loudly. While laughing, he slapped Chen Ke's shoulder vigorously. "Wenqing, well said. I just like this about you."

Chen Ke blocked Hua Xiongmao's arm. Being someone trained in martial arts, Hua Xiongmao was very strong, and the slap on the shoulder hurt. Hua Xiongmao stopped laughing and said confidently, "If those moralist scholars said this, I wouldn't believe it. But hearing these words from your mouth, Wenqing, I feel it's reliable. Actually, it's not these words, but that you, Wenqing, never shy away from hard work. The principles you speak don't fool people. I understand them as soon as I hear them. Understanding them solves many matters. Wenqing, if others had your insight, they would have run off to swindle and cheat long ago. But Wenqing, you are not that kind of person. I've roamed the world these years and seen plenty of people. All mouth benevolence and morality, but filthy and nasty behind the back. Being with you, Wenqing, is happy."

"The world is bad; those people can't help it," Chen Ke responded.

Hua Xiongmao spoke with excitement, "That's right, this world has indeed rotted beyond cure. If we don't revolt, sooner or later the world will completely rot to death. I also feel we must revolt. But who to follow in revolution, that is my question. To let me revolt on my own, that won't do. Before meeting you, Wenqing, I'd heard enough of those revolutionaries' nonsense. It's really doing a religious rite inside a snail shell—too cramped. The world Wenqing describes, that is the true world. What to do, why do it like this, I feel it can work as soon as I hear it. If I don't follow you, who do I follow?"

"Being a party member isn't that easy. If revolting, that's really tying your head to your belt. And once a party member, you have to work for the party and serve the people for your whole life." Chen Ke hurriedly poured cold water on Hua Xiongmao to cool him down.

Unexpectedly, Hua Xiongmao laughed again. "I just like Wenqing's willingness to tell the truth. Revolutionaries talk about revolution as if the world will be peaceful and prosperous as soon as the revolution happens. Maybe that tricks others, but it won't trick me. Wenqing doesn't deceive people."

Hearing Hua Xiongmao's words, Chen Ke also laughed. "I'm a person with no ability. I can't even tell the truth well, let alone tell lies."

While the two were talking, a person suddenly popped out from the shadows by the roadside and headed straight for them. Looking closely, it turned out to be Qi Huishen. Qi Huishen smiled, "Wenqing said he was going out tonight, but I just felt like talking to Wenqing, so I came to check. No one was at the workshop, but I met Wenqing halfway. This is truly telepathy." As he spoke, three more people followed up from behind. Chen Ke looked and saw they were the young men who had been coming with Qi Huishen to listen to lectures. Everyone gathered together and went to the workshop lively and noisily.

Everyone sat down in the workshop. Chen Ke suddenly asked Qi Huishen, "Why didn't He Zudao come?"

In the past few days, He Zudao had suddenly disappeared. Chen Ke hadn't asked much; if he didn't want to come, then let him be. Today he was in a good mood, so he asked casually.

Qi Huishen's face immediately looked awkward. He looked around and whispered, "He Zudao, sigh, that guy somehow contracted a flower and willow disease." Saying this, Qi Huishen sighed again.

Flower and willow disease is an infectious disease, and it's not necessarily caused by male-female relationships. In Chen Ke's impression, He Zudao was a thin and frail person, and didn't look like a lecherous fellow.

"Heaven is unfair. He Zudao lives with his brother. His brother spends his time drinking and visiting brothels, yet it was He Zudao who contracted the disease. Sigh..." Qi Huishen sighed again.

Then it must be an infectious disease. Chen Ke asked everyone to sit down and drew a spiral on the blackboard. Then he asked, "Do you know what germ looks like this?"

Chen Ke had taught some basics of biology, at least they had heard about bacteria causing disease. Everyone looked at each other. Hua Xiongmao suddenly asked, "It wouldn't be flower and willow disease, right?"

The few people chuckled upon hearing this, then felt it was inappropriate and sat up straight with serious expressions.

Chen Ke nodded. "Correct, it's a spirochete."

Qi Huishen looked pleased. "Wenqing, is there a cure? Is there good medicine?"

"What I want to talk about is the preparation of this medicine." After Chen Ke finished speaking, he wrote a string of equations and the Chinese name of the equation on the blackboard. "Arsphenamine. If it's syphi... this first stage, second stage, can still be treated. If it's the third stage, this medicine is useless. Of course, everyone sees this arsenic." Speaking to here, Chen Ke remembered that the people below hadn't learned the periodic table of elements yet. He spoke in words everyone could understand, "Arsenic is the main ingredient in arsenic trioxide (pishuang)."

"Fighting poison with poison? I heard some people use mercury." The one answering was Du Zhenghui. He came from a family of doctors, but this person had no interest in medicine and had a special fondness for building houses.

"Look at He Zudao's physique. If he uses mercury, I can't guarantee whether the germ will die first or he will." Chen Ke said to Du Zhenghui.
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Chapter 12: Arsphenamine (I)

A person's future path is greatly influenced by their childhood. As an ordinary only child, Chen Ke had few companions to play with. His parents were busy with work, so if Chen Ke could stay at home quietly reading books and not cause trouble outside, it was a huge convenience for them. And indeed, Chen Ke spent his childhood just as they had hoped.

Among many popular science books, *The Chemical History of a Candle* and *The Road to Conquering Germs* had a profound impact on Chen Ke at that time. These were already accessible works, explaining the history of chemistry and medicine in language that children could understand. Later, Chen Ke chose to major in chemistry; it cannot be denied that these two books played a huge role.

*The Road to Conquering Germs* introduced the story of the visionary doctor Ehrlich researching the magic bullet "606". Chen Ke later specifically studied the preparation methods of 606 and 914. He had even produced them personally. He could still remember the inner joy he felt after completing that experiment. Therefore, on June 27, 1905, Chen Ke felt that joy doubled.

606 and 914 pioneered chemotherapy. In 1908, Ehrlich received countless honors. Chen Ke was very envious of the glory this great predecessor received back then. Now, although he didn't expect to gain the predecessor's "face" (fame), he could at least get the "lining" (practical benefits). Ehrlich was German, and the British couldn't replicate this drug until the outbreak of World War I. During the war, the British couldn't get supplies of the drug and had to spend huge sums researching alternatives. It wasn't until Germany was defeated and the war ended that the British, as victors, mastered this magic drug.

"We must save He Zudao. He is our colleague, our comrade; we cannot abandon him," Chen Ke said to the young men. "Huishen, take me to see He Zudao. Tell him this news."

Qi Huishen looked at Chen Ke with emotion. "Mr. Wenqing, you'd better write a letter for me to take over. He Zudao said he respects you very much, and having contracted this disease, he has no face to see you."

"What is there to be embarrassed about with this kind of thing?"

"Mr. Wenqing, I will go tell He Zudao right now about your intention to make medicine for him. Having caught this disease, He Zudao has the heart to die. If you go see him now, I'm afraid he might really do something rash. Write a letter, and I'll take it to him."

Hearing Qi Huishen speak so earnestly, Chen Ke had to take a notebook and a disposable pen. Under the envious and surprised gazes of the youths, he wrote a letter in his terrible handwriting. The content of the letter was simple: Chen Ke wanted He Zudao to believe that he could definitely produce a specific medicine to save him. This new group would never abandon any companion.

Watching Qi Huishen run out the gate with the letter, Chen Ke looked at the other youths gazing at him eagerly, and he didn't feel very assured about confidentiality. So far, the only person Chen Ke could cooperate with was You Gou. It would do no good, only harm, for these young people to know too much.

Chen Ke was not in Germany right now, nor was he the renowned Dr. Ehrlich. This specific medicine was a double-edged sword for Chen Ke; he had to have collaborators.

Chen Ke called the youths to the blackboard and began to explain the causes of the transmission of syphilis. Upon learning that skin contact was enough to contract the disease, none of the listeners kept their color. As for how to ensure disinfection, it was changing clothes, bathing, and exposing clothes to the sun. Although he didn't know if the sterilization methods he mentioned were correct, this was the only way Chen Ke could scare these people into going home.

Seeing the youths all anxious and uneasy, Chen Ke told them to go back first. Hearing this, the youths felt as if they had been granted amnesty and all ran away in a flash.

Hua Xiongmao also looked unwell. "Wenqing, is it really that serious?"

"Definitely not. But when we are doing experiments, you shouldn't go back either. How about this, we go back first, I have some things to discuss with Sister Qiu. We'll go back to get a change of clothes and won't return to the residence for these few days."

"Alright. I'll listen to you, Wenqing."

Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin were not at the residence. Chen Ke asked the maid, Lin Jian, but she wasn't very clear either. Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao simply went towards the location of their last meeting. Since it had been a long time, the two of them couldn't remember exactly where it was. They circled around like headless flies, not daring to knock on doors randomly to ask. Finally, they simply returned to pack their things and wait.

While packing, Chen Ke asked, "Zhenglan, do you think those people are credible?"

"Wenqing is worried that once this medicine comes out, someone will loot a burning house, right?" Hua Xiongmao laughed.

"Indeed."

"We really do need to find a backer. The people from the government are absolutely unreliable. People in the underworld... are also unreliable. If it really doesn't work..." Hua Xiongmao muttered, "If it really doesn't work, Wenqing, you'll have to play the *guanggun* (act tough). Don't let them scare you. They need you. As long as the prescription isn't leaked, they won't dare do anything to you. This medicine is a life-saving thing."

Hearing Hua Xiongmao's words, Chen Ke felt this was the only way. After packing their things, the two instructed Lin Jian that if Qiu Jin returned, she must be asked to wait for Chen Ke at the residence. Only then did they go out.

Returning to the workshop, You Gou hadn't come back yet. Zhou Yuanxiao had said he would return to the workshop in three days. Since there was no one in the workshop, Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao thoroughly cleaned the entire place. While they were working enthusiastically, they heard You Gou shout excitedly, "Thank you for your hard work, you two."

Finally waiting for the person, Chen Ke's mood relaxed immediately.

"You Gou, I have important matters to discuss!" Chen Ke shouted.

You Gou was dressed very beautifully. The cloth dyeing was finished, and she deliberately changed into a brand-new sapphire blue silk dress. You Gou, who usually didn't wear jewelry, even had a silver hairpin in her hair today.

After listening to Chen Ke for not very long, You Gou, who was originally smiling, suddenly stood up. Her face was as gloomy as water, looking at the stool with disgust. "I won't be infected, right?" Her tone sounded frighteningly cold.

"Definitely not."

"Hmph!" You Gou kicked the stool aside in a rage. "A person sits on a stool, and disaster falls from the sky! Brother Wenqing, if I catch this disease..." At this point, You Gou's small mouth flattened, her eyes turned red, and she began to shed tears in grievance.

"Calm down! Calm down! Aren't I making this medicine?" Chen Ke knew that for a young lady like You Gou, if she caught this disease, it would be impossible to explain her innocence.

"I don't want to hear this nonsense. I... I'm going back right now to burn all the clothes I've worn." At this point, the panic-stricken You Gou grabbed Chen Ke's collar. She choked out, "Wenqing, Wenqing, my family won't be infected, right?" Speaking of this, You Gou had been scared to tears by her own imagination.

"Damn it! What kind of mess is this!" Chen Ke had mixed feelings in his heart. He had thought about researching the new medicine with You Gou, but he hadn't expected You Gou to pull a stunt like this. It completely disrupted Chen Ke's plan. Usually, You Gou was quite a confident girl, but encountering this matter, she completely lost her footing. "Women are unreliable!" Even Chen Ke, who always advocated gender equality and respect for women, couldn't help but complain in his heart.

But seeing You Gou trembling all over like a frightened little rabbit, her face stained with tears, Chen Ke had to have the patience to comfort her first. Exhausting all the medical and biological knowledge of infectious diseases he knew, Chen Ke talked eloquently about how You Gou was safe, even explaining the human immune system to her, but it didn't give You Gou any sense of security. The knowledge Chen Ke just explained was instead used by You Gou to question Chen Ke indiscriminately.

In the end, Chen Ke simply roared, "I said, you are fine, and your family will be fine too. So it's definitely fine!" This angry shout with clear meaning scared You Gou into stopping. But this angry shout actually stabilized You Gou's spirit.

"This matter has nothing to do with you. We are going to save He Zudao now! That guy is almost dying," Chen Ke continued to roar.

"Ah... Oh, it's good that my family is fine." You Gou finally squeezed out such a sentence. It almost amused Chen Ke again.

Chen Ke asked You Gou to sit down. You Gou looked at the stool timidly and refused to sit. Chen Ke ignored her and pulled up a stool to sit upright himself. "First, we go to Wang Bin to buy materials. You absolutely cannot reveal what you are doing."

You Gou nodded desperately after hearing this.

"Second, we are starting to make the medicine now. You cannot leak our medicine."

You Gou nodded again.

"Third, this is money. How much money is this? If even ten thousand patients in the whole world buy this medicine, and one person gives you twenty pounds. How much money is this?"

"Two million," You Gou calculated the result somewhat neurotically, but she obviously didn't realize the concept of this sum of money.

"So, young one, come with me to find Wang Bin now," Chen Ke said, pretending to be relaxed.

"Huh? Two million? Two million pounds?" You Gou finally understood Chen Ke's meaning. "Wenqing, two million pounds!"

"It's definitely impossible to give it all to you!" Chen Ke looked at You Gou's eyes, which were almost radiating golden light, and gave her a blow to the head.

"I want ten percent! No, half of ten percent! No, fifty thousand! No, thirty thousand! Thirty thousand pounds is enough." You Gou started to get confused again.

"If you take thirty thousand pounds, aren't you afraid others will take your life?" Chen Ke was amused and annoyed.

After the emotional roller coaster, You Gou rested for a while before returning to normal. She calmed herself, "Let's go find Wang Bin now."

The scientific name of 606 is Arsphenamine, also known as "Salvarsan", an arsenic-containing anti-syphilis drug. It was researched by Ehrlich and his colleagues after long-term experiments. Discovered by Paul Ehrlich's laboratory in 1908, they screened hundreds of newly synthesized organic arsenic compounds and finally determined that the 606th compound had anti-syphilis activity. This was the first organized and purposeful attempt to achieve optimal biological activity through chemical modification of lead compounds. It was specific and relatively safe for syphilis and other spirochete diseases.

Paul Ehrlich pioneered chemotherapy. 606 went on the market in 1910 under the trade name Salvarsan. It was the first organic substance to treat syphilis, a major step forward compared to the inorganic mercury compounds used at the time. In 1912, Neosalvarsan (also an arsenic compound, 914), which had better solubility and was easier to operate but slightly less effective, went on the market. The invention of 606 was a major achievement in medicine at that time, later improved into "914" (Neosalvarsan) and Sulfarsphenamine, which were more convenient to use. The latter could be used for intramuscular injection.

Arsphenamine, the predecessor of 606 and 914, was actually a very common thing. This compound was widely used as a corpse preservative in seventeenth-century England. Arsphenamine seeping from ancient cemeteries is one of the known pollutants of underground water sources in England in the 21st century.

Wang Bin frowned slightly when he saw this drug. It wasn't because Wang Bin possessed any foresight into the future and had concerns about China's environmental protection. He just couldn't understand why there was such a thing used for soaking corpses on the long procurement list.

On the way, Chen Ke had strictly ordered You Gou not to talk nonsense. So You Gou remained silent.

"Are these things hard to get?" Chen Ke asked.

"Not hard to get. I'll give you the things the day after tomorrow. Come tomorrow first, I'll give you whatever I get first," Wang Bin replied.

"I'll trouble Brother Wang with this matter. I'll bring the money tomorrow."

Returning to the workshop, Chen Ke stopped You Gou from asking questions. He and Hua Xiongmao carried a bolt of white cloth that had undergone fading treatment. Cloth had a market these days. Chen Ke kept dozens of bolts of various colors in the workshop for his own use. The dark blue work clothes last time were sewn by Chen Ke and You Gou together.

"Make ten white lab coats." Chen Ke dropped this sentence and left with Hua Xiongmao.

Returning to the residence in the evening, as soon as they entered the door, they heard Qiu Jin talking to Lin Jian inside. Chen Ke breathed a sigh of relief. Finally found the person.

"Sister Qiu, I have a favor to ask."

"What is it?"

Chen Ke took out a small packet and pushed it to Qiu Jin across the table. Qiu Jin opened it and saw it was a pile of silver. She sighed and prepared to take off the watch on her wrist.

"Am I such a stingy person in Sister Qiu's eyes?" Chen Ke laughed.

"Then what is this for, Wenqing?"

"I heard Sister Qiu is going to Japan. I want to ask Sister Qiu a favor. Mr. Chen Tianhua is currently in Japan. Sister Qiu will definitely be able to see him when you go. I want Sister Qiu to invite Mr. Chen Tianhua to return to China to meet me. These fifty taels of silver are for Mr. Chen Tianhua's travel expenses."

"Oh." Qiu Jin then understood Chen Ke's meaning.

"I have never met Mr. Chen Tianhua. Sister Qiu, you have a distinguished reputation. It couldn't be more appropriate for you to contact Mr. Chen Tianhua for me. I should have gone to Japan with Sister Qiu to visit Mr. Chen Tianhua, but I have things here and can't get away. I definitely can't go."

"Ha, Wenqing is always busy," Qiu Jin laughed. Knowing Chen Ke's intention, Qiu Jin was quite curious. After these days of contact, Qiu Jin knew that Chen Ke was a person who wouldn't release the hawk until he saw the rabbit. It was so with Xu Xilin, and so with Tao Chengzhang and Cai Yuanpei. Relying merely on the little silver she provided, Chen Ke had made money in Shanghai empty-handed. Indeed, Chen Ke relied on his own ability, but without the helping hands of so many people, Chen Ke definitely couldn't have achieved what he had today.

Chen Tianhua's *A Sudden Look Back* and *Warning Bell* were famous among revolutionaries. Like Zou Rong, who had unfortunately passed away, he was a very prestigious figure among the younger generation. That Chen Ke had such great interest in Chen Tianhua surely had some special reason.

"Does Wenqing know this Mr. Chen Tianhua?"

"I don't know him, I've just read his books. I very much want to make friends with this Mr. Chen."

"Then why not go to Japan with me? Wouldn't it be more sincere for you to visit this Mr. Chen personally? Is Wenqing really that busy?"

"For the next month, I don't know how many hours I'll be able to sleep," Chen Ke smiled helplessly. There was an article in Chen Ke's English textbook about Dr. Ehrlich, who researched 606, having to write a letter to himself to avoid forgetting his family's birthdays so he could attend the birthday party on time. Although he had made this medicine, that was in a laboratory in the 21st century. In 1905, exactly what kind of "Chen Ke Laboratory" would be whipped up was still beyond imagination.

Qiu Jin knew that Chen Ke didn't like to tell lies. Although she hadn't seen Chen Ke's specific dyeing operations, the strong smell on Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao every time they came back proved what the two of them were doing. Since Chen Ke said so, he must truly be too busy to get away.

"Then I will help Wenqing with this favor." After speaking, Qiu Jin put away the silver.

Rushing back to the workshop, You Gou was no longer there. A letter was left on the table. Before Chen Ke opened it, he first armed his spirit. Even if the letter contained something like You Gou demanding to break off relations with Chen Ke, Chen Ke could accept it.

The content of the letter really surprised Chen Ke. You Gou didn't complain or anything in the letter. On the contrary, she clearly informed Chen Ke that during the period of medicine production, she prepared to live in the workshop. To avoid trouble, You Gou would bring a maid to live here together. She went home this time to persuade her family about this matter. So she wouldn't come over too early tomorrow, or might not be able to come at all.

Chen Ke put down the letter. As expected of someone from a chemistry background, everyone really had the same awareness. There was no one in the workshop, so Chen Ke prepared to go back. But he heard the sound of the door being pushed open. The dyeing was finished, so the curfew was naturally broken. Who was running over here at night?

The door opened, and Qi Huishen appeared in the doorway.

"Mr. Wenqing, I have seen He Zudao. I came a few times today, but no one was here. No matter what, I had to deliver He Zudao's reply to you."

"Huishen, sit down quickly," Chen Ke said hurriedly. Qi Huishen's earnest spirit really made Chen Ke like him. "There is nothing difficult in the world for those who are conscientious. We Communists value conscientiousness the most." This clear standard was proposed by that great man. Chen Ke already liked Qi Huishen, this revolutionary, and now he listed Qi Huishen as the number one person to recruit.

He Zudao's letter moved Chen Ke deeply. The child's painful mood was completely revealed between the lines. Contracting this disease was a shameful thing in itself. He Zudao repeatedly swore in the letter that he had not done any "bad things". Moreover, he begged Chen Ke to save him. He Zudao stated that after the disease was cured, he would follow Chen Ke with dead-set loyalty; he would be willing to go through mountains of knives and seas of fire for Chen Ke.

"Huishen, did you tell He Zudao what I said? I will never abandon our colleagues."

"Mr. Wenqing, I went to find He Zudao, but he locked the door and wouldn't let me in. I specifically told him your words. Although He Zudao didn't open the door, I heard him crying his heart out inside the room. Mr. Wenqing, I trust you, please, you must save He Zudao!" Qi Huishen hadn't sat down to begin with; speaking of this, he bowed deeply.

Chen Ke quickly helped Qi Huishen up. "Huishen, we are all colleagues, all friends. How can there be a reason not to save the dying? He Zudao has been with us all these days, he definitely didn't go to any places of ill repute. I trust him."

"Mr. Wenqing, during the time you are making the medicine, as long as you have any instructions, I will definitely listen to you. I'll do whatever you ask."

"Whatever I ask?"

"Exactly."

"Hmm, can you come and stay here during this period? We have to start work day and night. The sooner we get this medicine out, the sooner we save He Zudao."

"I obey Mr. Wenqing's instructions," Qi Huishen answered without hesitation.

"That's good. I studied chemistry, and since I was young, I have admired those predecessors who could work through the night without rest or sleep. I'm going to do it this time too, to save He Zudao. To experience the hard work of the predecessors. Haha," Chen Ke said with full confidence.

"You shouldn't work too hard either," Qi Huishen advised.

"Labor is the most glorious. Huishen. Labor is the most glorious. Sitting there doing nothing, will a pie fall from the sky for you? Why do the Great Powers look down on China? Because China has made no contribution to the world. Only if our generation goes to labor, to create, and fight out a New China, will the world respect you. Millions of people like you and me, laboring together, working, risking our lives. Only then can a New China emerge. Huishen, do you want to join the revolution with me?"

"Mr. Wenqing, this is revolution?" Qi Huishen didn't want to dampen Chen Ke's enthusiasm, but the doubtful tone couldn't be concealed.

"Huishen, revolution is not for killing people. Revolution is to save people. Revolution is a kind of humanitarianism!" Chen Ke's voice was deep and powerful.

Hearing this, Qi Huishen was stunned.

Chen Ke patted Qi Huishen's shoulder. "Huishen, I am not some cruel and bloodthirsty person. With my skills, I won't say I could be as rich as the country, but having no worries about food and clothing, having three wives and four concubines, and in the future having groups of children and grandchildren around my knees to enjoy family happiness—that is not a difficult thing. But I love our China, I love the common people of China. China shouldn't have fallen to this state today. Looking at today's China, I feel worse than death. But what can I do alone? Without many comrades, I can do nothing. Revolution with me, Huishen. Let us gather comrades willing to rejuvenate China. We won't abandon anyone. We will save the people of China, save China from its current plight."

Listening to Chen Ke's words, Qi Huishen remained silent in a daze. Gradually, Qi Huishen's eyes turned red. "Mr. Wenqing, you are a true revolutionary."

"Don't flatter me here. Speak frankly, do you want to join?"

Qi Huishen wiped away his tears. "I will definitely follow Mr. Wenqing through thick and thin."

"What Mr. Wenqing? You and I are not many years apart. Since we are comrades, just call me Wenqing. You hurry back and rest, come over tomorrow at noon. The days ahead will be very hard. Let's save He Zudao first."

"Wenqing, am I also a revolutionary comrade?" Hua Xiongmao interrupted. Seeing Chen Ke formally recruiting Qi Huishen, Hua Xiongmao felt uncomfortable all over.

"Zhenglan, naturally you are a revolutionary comrade. You joined earlier than Huishen, you're a senior. So I ask you not to show off your seniority here," Chen Ke laughed. Turning back to look at the tearful Qi Huishen, Chen Ke slapped Qi Huishen hard on the shoulder. "Huishen, revolution is not a dinner party. Why are you so excited? Starting tomorrow, prepare yourself to work to death. Go, let's go back now. If we don't nurture our spirit well, where will we get the strength to work?"

Chen Ke dragged Qi Huishen, and together with Hua Xiongmao, extinguished the lights, inspected everywhere in the courtyard, and then left the workshop together.
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Chapter 13: Salvarsan (II)

The boiling liquid in the test tubes and flasks gave Chen Ke a sense of reassurance. Apart from a set of "modern" glass experimental equipment, everything else was "Chinese style"—that is, cobbled together from cheap furniture. Fortunately, Chen Ke was particularly good at making do, and You Gou didn't mind either. This was the situation on the fourth day of the experiment. For the four days prior, work had proceeded day and night, though the alcohol lamps hadn't even been lit.

Chemical experimentation is an arduous task. Even though both Chen Ke and You Gou were chemistry undergraduates, their knowledge was still insufficient. In this era, the quality of foreign goods wasn't necessarily high. Salvarsan wasn't anything special, so there was no need for counterfeits, but the purity of the ingredients was a massive headache for Chen Ke. This wasn't the 21st century where chemicals came labeled with a series of purity grades that were highly trustworthy. The first hurdle You Gou and Chen Ke faced was purification, to reach the grade required for the experiment.

Chen Ke had the molecular formula for Salvarsan, and *only* the molecular formula. He hadn't memorized all the various parameters. Although You Gou had brought her maid and simple luggage to move into the workshop on the afternoon of the second day, and although Hua Xiongmao, Qi Huishen, and Zhou Yuanxiao had led three other "bold" young men to serve as assistants, the first two days were still spent amidst discussions and arguments between Chen Ke and You Gou.

Originally, Chen Ke had worried that the secrets of his experiment might be stolen, but he soon stopped bothering with that concern. What Chen Ke needed to do was complete the "paperwork" for the experiment. To those in the know, chemical experimentation is an extremely complex and grueling endeavor. The other young men originally had their own little calculations, all wanting to learn something from the experiment. Chen Ke and You Gou made a list, and Qi Huishen and Hua Xiongmao led people to purchase the items. They went fast and came back fast, afraid of missing anything.

But every time these young men returned, they saw Chen Ke and You Gou in front of the blackboard, using "clay chalk" made by Chen Ke to write things that looked like "ghostly talismans." Chen Ke was alright; although his wording was like reading from a heavenly book, it was at least Chinese. You Gou often started shouting in a foreign language (German) that they couldn't understand. Some youths tried to secretly copy down the things on the blackboard, but as soon as those strange shapes and characters were written, Chen Ke or You Gou would point at them, discussing and rapidly modifying them, or simply wiping them out to rewrite them.

It only took a day and a half for the young men to grow weary. They abandoned the opportunity to learn, merely listening numbly as Chen Ke and You Gou excitedly continued discussions only the two of them understood, writing things that only they comprehended while the others remained completely in the dark.

On the afternoon of the third day, the manual labor officially began. The assembly of complex experimental equipment: warm water baths, distillers, filters. Large vats, furnace fires, alcohol lamps, flasks, test tubes. This series of equipment was assembled. Various raw chemical materials underwent purification processing. Chen Ke and You Gou were busy with the experiment with their hands while discussing it with their mouths, all the while recording various data on paper. It was like Taoist priests refining pills of immortality or sprinkling talisman water—still stuff the others couldn't make heads or tails of.

When human beings are directed to do things they completely don't understand, their resistance is immense. To suppress this emotion consumes a great deal of mental energy. Although the youths respected Chen Ke and desperately wanted to save He Zudao, after working for just over a day, they all felt utterly exhausted. Much more exhausted than the days of hard labor dyeing cloth.

Chen Ke and You Gou's faces were as pale as the white lab coats they wore. In these four days, the two of them had slept less than twenty hours combined. The crystal of their toil was the clear, transparent liquid in the test tube. There were no cheers, no legendary tears. Chen Ke and You Gou collapsed onto reclining chairs, staring at the test tube like dead dogs.

"Miss, the Young Master has sent food," You Gou's maid, Xiao Lan, called from outside the door. You Gou's family sent people to deliver food every day. Chen Ke could understand this; during university graduation experiments, when his male classmates worked all night in the lab, their families would also visit occasionally to bring food. Let alone in 1905, with You Gou, a girl, moving into a laboratory to live. After delivering the food, You Gou's family would call the maid out to talk, keeping track of You Gou's situation. Two girls surrounded by a group of guys—no family would be at ease.

You Gou's family was sensible enough that the food sent each time was enough for the entire "laboratory" staff. At the work meal, the people tortured to exhaustion by fatigue and those dispirited by boredom remained silent. After Chen Ke finished eating, he said to Qi Huishen, "Huishen, go buy some rabbits this afternoon."

"Rabbits?"

"Yes, rabbits. Buy 30 first. 50 is fine too, but at least 10. You guys handle it."

Chen Ke knew everyone would ask for the reason, so he just said it all at once. "The rabbits are for experiments. To test if our drug is effective."

"It's already made?" Qi Huishen asked in pleasant surprise.

"It's made, but I don't know if the thing we made will save people or kill them," Chen Ke said wearily. He then turned to Hua Xiongmao. "Zhenglan, help me find Wu Xingchen. I have a favor to ask him."

"Alright," Hua Xiongmao responded.

"I need to get some sleep. Unless it's something important, don't wake me. Put the rabbits in the yard when you buy them. Oh, buy more cages. One rabbit per cage. Meeting adjourned." After speaking, Chen Ke stood up unsteadily and walked towards the temporary "men's dormitory."

You Gou covered her mouth and let out a big yawn. "Xiao Lan, I'm going to sleep too." She stood up, taking steps as heavy and weary as Chen Ke's, and walked slightly steadily towards the "women's dormitory." Xiao Lan hurriedly got up to support You Gou into the room. Although she wanted to help her mistress to bed, You Gou lay down, pulled the quilt over herself, and was asleep instantly. Xiao Lan tucked her in and quickly withdrew.

The people in the courtyard stared at each other. "Is it done just like that?" Du Zhenghui asked in disbelief. Du Zhenghui came from a family of doctors but was personally keen on building houses. However, being from a "medical family," he was full of interest in this drug manufacturing.

Before his voice had faded, Du Zhenghui was already standing up and walking quickly towards the laboratory. The others paused, then, except for Zhou Yuanxiao who sat still on his stool, everyone else rose in unison and rushed to the lab. There wasn't much change inside; the pile of equipment they didn't understand looked the same as usual, with no eye-catching changes. Various liquids and powders sat in test tubes and bottles. The distiller was slowly dripping distilled water. They had at least figured out the operation and principle of this massive distiller.

"Where is the stuff?" Du Zhenghui asked.

Hua Xiongmao and Qi Huishen observed the expressions of those around them almost simultaneously. Du Zhenghui was eager, the other two youths were curious, and Xiao Lan looked submissive with lowered brows, but her eyes were darting around, hoping to spot the final drug. Qi Huishen and Hua Xiongmao exchanged a glance. Hua Xiongmao said, "Huishen, how do you plan to buy these rabbits?"

"Hmm, going together is a waste of time. Let's split up. Since Brother Wenqing said at least 10, and 50 is fine too, everyone buy ten. If you can't buy them, go to other places. Don't buy too many. This way we'll definitely get rabbits without overbuying. I think this is better."

The others thought this was a good suggestion and agreed. Everyone went out, heading in different directions. Before leaving, Hua Xiongmao gave Zhou Yuanxiao a signal. Zhou Yuanxiao acted as if he hadn't seen it, maintaining his cold demeanor as he called out, "Miss Xiao Lan, let's clear the table."

Xiao Lan hurriedly came out of the room and began clearing the dishes methodically with Zhou Yuanxiao. Hua Xiongmao acted as if he saw nothing and walked quickly out of the courtyard. After crossing two streets, Hua Xiongmao slowed down. Not long after, Qi Huishen turned the corner from the street ahead, and the two walked forward together at a leisurely pace.

"Huishen, that You family has quite a few schemes," Hua Xiongmao said.

"Zhenglan, the You family has some influence."

"Your family is the same. As far as I know, your family is even more powerful than the You family."

"My father has no interest in industry. Apart from selling foreign goods and buying land, I haven't seen him do anything else." Saying this, Qi Huishen glanced sideways at Hua Xiongmao. "I didn't expect Zhenglan to have investigated my family's background."

"With the Qi family being so famous, do I even need to investigate?" Hua Xiongmao laughed heartily. "If Wenqing won't say it, I can't help but prepare. I originally thought making medicine was just one of those things, nothing more than internal potions or external poultices. Now seeing Wenqing expend so much effort, and I can't even understand it... In this world today, there are plenty of people who rob and plunder. Once this medicine is made, it will be a target for all. No matter what, I don't want Wenqing's blood, sweat, and tears to go to waste."

These words didn't sit well with Qi Huishen. "Brother Zhenglan, speak your mind. Hiding and tucking your meaning away like this isn't appropriate."

"It's because I trust you that I'm telling you this. According to Wenqing, we brothers are comrades now."

Although the logic was sound, it sounded even more piercing. Qi Huishen frowned. "Brother Zhenglan, what exactly do you mean?"

"These days, it's all about plucking feathers from a passing goose. Huishen, right now you're full of saving He Zudao, but in your father's eyes, even if you just watched this medicine being made, you should get a share. And not a small share," Hua Xiongmao said seriously.

"Zhenglan, you don't know, my father never..."

Before Qi Huishen could finish, Hua Xiongmao interrupted him. "Regardless of what issues you have with your father, he is still your father."

Hearing this, Qi Huishen fell silent.

"Wenqing isn't a confused man. Right now he just can't spare the energy to manage this. We are all revolutionary comrades. I can't help Wenqing with making the medicine, but I must think thoroughly for him on other matters. Once this drug is out, not just in Shanghai, but across the whole country, there are plenty of people infected with the flower and willow disease [syphilis], and quite a few are wealthy and powerful. We haven't been listening to Wenqing's lectures for just a day or two; we have to come up with a charter or regulations. Otherwise, Wenqing will offend too many people. Those who catch this disease aren't benevolent types. We can't watch Wenqing suffer a loss."

Qi Huishen had been somewhat dissatisfied, but after hearing this, he slowly nodded. "What is your intention, Zhenglan?"

Hua Xiongmao took a deep breath. It seemed he really didn't want to say this: "I actually hate foreign devils the most. Wenqing didn't tell you, but on our first day in Shanghai, the two of us beat up two foreigners together. But Wenqing is right, business is business. That sentence Wenqing said... even if we have to do business with demons and monsters, we must do it. I think you should contact the foreigners." By the end, Hua Xiongmao's tone was very unpleasant, but he had managed to say it.

"Zhenglan, you really make me look at you with new eyes." Qi Huishen never expected that Hua Xiongmao would propose borrowing the power of foreigners.

"If we don't do it, there's no guarantee Miss You Gou won't. If Miss You Gou doesn't, there's no guarantee her family won't. Even if her family doesn't, once this medicine makes a name for itself, your father might not refrain from doing it. Since we can't bypass it, we might as well find someone who can cover this matter. *Sigh!*" Hua Xiongmao finished with a long sigh.

Qi Huishen agreed deeply with Hua Xiongmao's words. He thought for a moment. "Zhenglan, although what you say isn't wrong, since we've decided to follow Wenqing, wait until he's a bit more free, and we'll talk to him about this together. We must let Wenqing make the decision."

Hua Xiongmao nodded. At the next intersection, the two went their separate ways.

Wu Xingchen hadn't expected Hua Xiongmao to come directly to the Tiandihui clubhouse to find him. When he heard the announcement, Wu Xingchen almost thought they had the wrong person. Upon seeing Hua Xiongmao, Wu Xingchen confirmed there was no mistake.

"Brother Wu, I wonder when it would be convenient for you? Brother Chen would like to invite you over. There is an important matter to discuss."

"Heh, what important matter?" Wu Xingchen didn't really want to see Chen Ke. The speed at which Chen Ke dyed cloth had greatly exceeded Wu Xingchen's expectations. He Yifa had returned from errands and rushed to find Chen Ke, only to be sent away with a few taels of silver and a bolt of cloth. When he went again a few days later, Chen Ke had already sold out the cloth. He Yifa was again sent away with silver and cloth. Chen Ke could fool He Yifa, but he couldn't fool Wu Xingchen. Through private investigation, Wu Xingchen knew Chen Ke had produced over a thousand bolts of cloth this time.

"I'm not clear on the details either. Brother Chen invites Brother Wu over; you'll know when you get there. It should be a big piece of business."

Wu Xingchen had heard this kind of nonsense too many times. Whenever someone said there was big business, it was definitely not a good thing. Big business meant big expenses. There was no such thing as a free lunch in this world. But thinking of Chen Ke, Wu Xingchen didn't want to refuse. Chen Ke had left a rather interesting impression on him. Clearly, Chen Ke wasn't a figure from the underworld, but he wasn't stupid either. Since Chen Ke was willing to seek him out, perhaps there really was money to be made. Thinking of this, Wu Xingchen said, "Then I should head out now. Is it convenient on Brother Chen's side?"

Chen Ke hadn't expected Wu Xingchen to arrive so quickly. Being shaken awake by Hua Xiongmao, Chen Ke lifted his head with sleepy eyes and saw Wu Xingchen standing by the door. He checked his watch; it had only been two hours.

"Brother Wu, you're here." Chen Ke struggled to stand up.

"Brother Chen, are you preparing to play the funeral pipes?" Wu Xingchen said with a smile.

Chen Ke thought for a moment before realizing. He was wearing a white lab coat, which did look somewhat like a "filial son or grandson" in mourning. It had been a long time since anyone spoke Northern dialect to him. Seeing Hua Xiongmao's confused look, Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh happily. "Brother Wu puts it interestingly."

After the three sat down, Chen Ke roughly explained that he was making a medicine to cure the willow disease and needed to collect pus from patients' sores for experiments. As soon as he finished, Wu Xingchen was almost ready to fly into a rage. Before he could explode, Chen Ke invited him next door to take a look. Wu Xingchen suppressed his anger and went to the laboratory. Seeing the room full of strange equipment, his anger immediately extinguished.

Chen Ke pulled up stools, and the three sat down again. "The others went to buy rabbits," Chen Ke said as he picked up a syringe. The experimental method involved injecting a bit of pus from a syphilis patient into a rabbit's testicles. Soon, the rabbit's testicles would grow sores, and then they would use the rabbit to test the medicine. Yawning as he finished explaining the process, Chen Ke said, "Brother Wu, you call the wind and summon the rain in Shanghai. If I can get a result from this, I definitely can't do without cooperating with you. Regarding collecting the pus, once you find the place, I'll do it personally. When the medicine is made, we'll use those people to test it. Brother Wu, you'll naturally know if my medicine works."

Wu Xingchen had never dealt with someone like Chen Ke. Chen Ke was pale, yawning one after another, but his spirit wasn't bad; he didn't look like an opium addict. In this situation, Wu Xingchen wanted to seize the initiative. He asked casually, "Brother Chen, how long have you gone without sleep?"

For Wu Xingchen, avoiding a direct answer to Chen Ke's question was his way of taking control. As long as he could change the subject, he believed Chen Ke would come begging to his door later.

"Less than twelve hours in three days. I've risked my life for this medicine. I'm thinking, since we had the fate to meet, and we'll have to meet again for this medicine anyway... Brother Wu, discussing this medicine now counts as friendship between brothers. If we meet later and you come to my door then... talking about friendship would be no different than telling lies, right?"

Wu Xingchen couldn't tell if Chen Ke was speaking the truth or nonsense. Looking at Chen Ke's sleepy appearance, Wu Xingchen inwardly believed these were Chen Ke's sincere words.

"Brother Wu, I'm going to cooperate with the foreign devils on this medicine. Dammit, the current government doesn't dare provoke the foreigners anyway. But no matter what, this matter relies on your brothers in the jianghu. The money I make isn't much. For the Tiandihui hall, this money isn't much. The Tiandihui could either swallow me whole, or send someone like He Yifa to work with me. Finding a useless person like He Yifa is definitely not as good as finding a figure like you, Brother Wu. This isn't a lot of money; we do this on brotherhood and loyalty. The money we should earn, we brothers won't miss a single copper. Why let a fool like He Yifa earn it?"

Chen Ke looked dazed, but every sentence he spoke pierced straight to Wu Xingchen's heart. Wu Xingchen looked closely at Chen Ke. Chen Ke's eyes were red and his face pale, clearly the look of staying up all night. But every word Chen Ke said was hinting that Wu Xingchen should fight for his own interests.

"This kind of crappy job, if I asked anyone else, they'd definitely feel it was shameful. Looking for prostitutes with the willow disease—damn it, that's deliberately shaming a brother. But I'm looking for you, Brother Wu, to let you see the drug's efficacy with your own eyes. This thing can't be faked; it either works or it doesn't. You'll know at a glance. Brother, I just think you're a talent. If we do this, it's good for you and good for me. Curing sickness and saving lives, this is accumulating hidden merit. Brother Wu, even after we die and see the King of Hell, you've saved so many lives, those people will remember your kindness. Brother Wu, let's do this together. This is a deed of merit."

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen couldn't help but want to grasp the string of prayer beads on his wrist. Those were beads consecrated by the abbot of the Shaolin Temple. Wu Xingchen's mother had personally begged for them when he was ten. Wu Xingchen felt an indescribable sensation. It was supposed to be two thugs discussing the division of spoils, but coming from Chen Ke, it sounded like an act of boundless merit.

Hua Xiongmao listened to Chen Ke's words, feeling a mix of loss and admiration. His deep conversation with Qi Huishen earlier had been about the profits of this miracle drug, ensuring they didn't fall into others' pockets. But Chen Ke, who never spoke of this, had long since thought through the future clearly.

Ever since meeting Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao felt he was no ordinary person. Today, hearing Chen Ke speak like this made Hua Xiongmao even more firm in his belief. At the same time, a sense of resentment towards Chen Ke arose. Why didn't he tell him these things earlier? He had thought so much for Chen Ke; was it all just wishful thinking?

Just then, Hua Xiongmao saw Chen Ke turn to him and smile faintly. Hua Xiongmao saw a slight apology and encouragement in Chen Ke's bloodshot eyes. In an instant, Hua Xiongmao felt he understood Chen Ke. Chen Ke wasn't acting arbitrarily; he simply hadn't predicted that Hua Xiongmao would bring Wu Xingchen over so quickly.

Regardless, Chen Ke would definitely have explained things to him clearly. Hua Xiongmao was convinced he hadn't misjudged the man. Although Chen Ke was pragmatic, he wasn't someone who only considered himself.
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"Brother Wu, do you want to cooperate or not?" Chen Ke asked casually, then couldn't help but stifle another yawn.

Wu Xingchen replayed what Chen Ke had just said in his mind and surprisingly found nothing amiss. Manufacturing and selling drugs did indeed require the assistance of brothers on the path. Wu Xingchen wasn't worried about Chen Ke playing any tricks. Moreover, Chen Ke was right; if Wu Xingchen got involved from the very beginning, the future profits would be substantial. If things felt wrong later, he could simply withdraw decisively.

However, the fact that everything seemed so reasonable was, in this world, unreasonable in itself. This wasn't a rational judgment by Wu Xingchen, but a completely emotional one. Wu Xingchen knew exactly how dark the current world was. Chen Ke must have some hidden scheme. Thinking of this, Wu Xingchen asked, "What exactly do you want me to do, Brother Chen?"

"First, I need you to find a few prostitutes infected with syphilis. I will personally go and collect pus from their sores. You won't need to handle this part," Chen Ke said earnestly.

Wu Xingchen nodded. Indeed, this was not something a young gentleman like Chen Ke could easily arrange.

"Second, after my medicine is made, I will treat these women for free. The efficacy will be obvious. This medicine is highly toxic; it will either cure them or kill them. We will need them to sign a life-and-death waiver. I definitely need your help with this."

So that was it! Wu Xingchen understood. Without the backing of the underworld, there was no way Chen Ke could pull this off. A few prostitutes dying of syphilis wasn't a huge deal in the grand scheme of things, but if one lacked connections, it could become a troublesome legal matter. "I wonder how likely it is that Brother Chen's medicine will poison them to death?"

"Out of a hundred people, at most five or six."

"Eh?!" Wu Xingchen had expected three or four out of ten. These days, syphilis was treated with mercurials—essentially deadly poisons like mercury. The mortality rate was about thirty percent. Even if the syphilis was cured, many would end up demented from mercury poisoning. Compared to that, Chen Ke's medicine sounded formidable.

"And the third thing?" Wu Xingchen felt Chen Ke's previous requests weren't too troublesome, so he continued asking.

"Third, I certainly can't go hawking this stuff on the streets. Once the medicine is produced, finding patients in Shanghai and handling sales—I want you to take personal charge of that. Once the disease is cured, you collect the money, and then just give me my share according to our agreement."

"Is there anything else?" Wu Xingchen pressed.

"That's all."

Wu Xingchen looked at Chen Ke and couldn't detect any malice. Although he didn't know what medicine Chen Ke was selling in his gourd, up to this point, he seemed credible. Wu Xingchen didn't think there were any issues with what Chen Ke had said, and he was ready to cooperate. Not just for future money, but in a practical sense—Wu Xingchen knew high-ranking members of the Tiandihui who had syphilis. Even more among the middle and lower ranks. If he could cure them, his status within the Tiandihui would naturally rise with the tide.

Chen Ke had left a bad impression on Wu Xingchen initially. The failure of their first conflict was still fresh in Wu Xingchen's memory. Yet Chen Ke seemed completely unbothered by it, even wanting to befriend him. this pragmatic attitude was terrifying. But reality was reality; driven by both future and current interests, Wu Xingchen made up his mind.

"Then I will help you with this, Brother Chen."

The street was crowded. Chen Ke wore ivory-colored trousers and a white shirt of the same fabric as his lab coat. Over that, he wore the white lab coat itself. This strange all-white outfit was paired with black cloth shoes. It looked particularly conspicuous. Shanghai was, after all, a great metropolis of the East, and the citizens knew that Western doctors wore these white coats. Coupled with Chen Ke's short hair, it wasn't too bizarre.

Wu Xingchen glanced occasionally at Chen Ke beside him. He just couldn't get used to this "funeral" attire. Chen Ke, however, didn't have the slightest complaint; he even seemed to walk with a bit of swagger. Wu Xingchen couldn't help asking, "Does Brother Chen like white clothes that much?"

"In our line of work, this white coat is the uniform. Wearing it makes me feel at ease. You saw when I was dyeing cloth, I wore that blue work suit."

Wu Xingchen grunted in acknowledgement but said no more. The two walked in silence. Chen Ke was tall, but Wu Xingchen was even taller. Two tall men walking side by side naturally attracted attention. Chen Ke's white coat added another element of intrigue. Walking down the street, they were truly bathed in the bombardments of gazes from men, women, old, and young.

Fortunately, both were guys who didn't care about others' opinions. However, Chen Ke noticed that the way people looked at him was off. It wasn't curiosity, but something indescribable. Just as he was wondering about it, Wu Xingchen stopped. "Let's go in."

They were standing in front of a courtyard with a strange entrance. People dressed neither well nor poorly were coming in and out. These were the guys looking at Chen Ke with that confusing expression. Chen Ke looked himself over again: light-colored clothes all over, a slightly wrinkled white coat, a shining watch on his wrist, clean cloth shoes. Simple and clean. It shouldn't be repulsive.

Following Wu Xingchen into the yard, it looked like a cheap hotel. Men and women entered and exited the small rooms. The men wore lecherous looks; the women, loose smiles. This must be a brothel. There were two fierce-looking guys at the entrance. Seeing Wu Xingchen enter, they immediately stepped forward with ingratiating smiles, speaking in local Shanghai dialect. Wu Xingchen replied in a low voice using Shanghai dialect with a Northern accent, "Don't you have some here with syphilis, the ones currently breaking out in sores?"

"Oh, Boss Wu, you're making fun of us. Where would we have that kind of thing here? Don't joke." The leader of the two hurriedly said.

"This is a doctor who is making medicine for syphilis. He needs to find a few people to test the medicine." Wu Xingchen continued in a low voice.

The leader looked Chen Ke up and down. "Couldn't tell. A foreign-style doctor, eh? But, Boss Wu, we don't have money to buy medicine. And if you're looking for that kind of person, the streets are full of them. Why come here to mock me, brother?"

Wu Xingchen was tired of the brothel owner's chatter. "Take us to see them now. I can make the call—the treatment won't cost you money."

Seeing Wu Xingchen was serious, the brothel owner finally sighed helplessly. "Boss Wu, you really know how to joke with people." As he spoke, he led Wu Xingchen and Chen Ke out the back gate and further back.

It was approaching evening, the sun slanting west. Shanghai's architecture wasn't known for being spacious, and the empty alleyways felt chilly before sunset. Wu Xingchen, the brothel owner, the thugs. None of them were kind souls. Walking with them in this desolate alley made Chen Ke feel quite uncomfortable.

The destination was a secluded small courtyard far from the market streets. "This is it," the owner said.

Before them was a room in the corner of the yard, locked from the outside. It was dead silent nearby. Chen Ke, having just come from the main street, suddenly felt as if he had time-traveled again. Just moments ago, it was a sunny, bustling market; now, it was a deserted courtyard. He couldn't help looking back at Wu Xingchen and the others, only to see their eyes full of disgust as they looked at the door.

"Listen up, there's a doctor here to treat you. Get up and listen to the doctor's instructions," the owner shouted viciously. Although his voice was loud, he stood far away, not wanting to even look at the room.

A faint sound came from inside, but no one answered. "Did you hear me?" the owner shouted again.

"We heard," a woman's voice replied.

"The doctor is going in to see you now. Stay inside and behave, don't come out," the owner yelled again, then signaled the thug to open the door. He stepped back two paces, refusing to look at the scene inside.

Chen Ke took out a mask and put it on, waiting for the thug to unlock the door. The thug only unlocked it but didn't push it open. After waiting a moment, Chen Ke had to push the door open himself and walk in. As soon as he entered, the door was pulled shut by the thug, and the sound of the lock clicking came from the hasp. This really gave Chen Ke a start. Although he knew these people wouldn't lock him in, encountering such a thing was extremely unpleasant.

Despite wearing a mask that he had sprayed with floral water beforehand, Chen Ke was still overwhelmed by the stench. Sweat, urine, the moldy smell of stagnant air, and body odor made him frown slightly. The light in the room was very dim. It took a moment for Chen Ke's eyes to adjust. He saw several women with large pus-filled sores on their faces, sitting or lying listlessly on beds covered with straw mats. The women were disheveled. The weather was already warm, and most of them just wore an outer garment; through the open fronts, he could see naked chests covered in sores.

Chen Ke had never imagined that a female naked body could be so repulsive. It was a disgust that came from the depths of his soul. The sores on their faces, their bodies, and the ones on their lower parts that he couldn't see but shuddered to imagine—Chen Ke almost wanted to flee.

He steadied himself. The mission now was to get the pus samples, not to get emotional. He spoke in very broken Shanghai dialect, "Don't move, just sit on the beds." He said this because he was terrified these women might lose their reason and grab him; if that happened, he wouldn't be able to protect himself.

But Chen Ke's outfit was indeed unusual. The white coat and light clothes were one thing, but the white mask really scared the women. Looking at the door, they couldn't help but shrink back. Two women who hadn't gotten up at first slowly turned around, saw Chen Ke's appearance, and sat up in fright.

Even though they were frightened by Chen Ke's attire, their eyes remained dull. It seemed the torture of the disease and this dungeon-like "ward" had caused immense psychological damage. Their reaction to Chen Ke entering the room was very sluggish. Seeing that the imagined scene of "desperate women throwing themselves at his legs, crying and begging" didn't happen, Chen Ke felt somewhat relieved.

"Who among you is infected with this disease for the first time?" Chen Ke asked.

No one answered. The women looked at him with confusion. Chen Ke asked again; still no answer.

"Do you not understand what I'm saying?" Chen Ke asked first in his broken Shanghai dialect. No response. He switched to Mandarin and Henan dialect and repeated it a few times.

Finally, one woman asked in a JiangZhe dialect Chen Ke could barely understand, "Are you really a doctor here to treat us?"

Establishing communication didn't make Chen Ke feel much happier. On the contrary, he fought the urge to step back. He forced a smile. "I am a doctor, that's right. Everyone sit there, don't move, we can talk slowly."

"Doctor, we know this disease is dirty. You coming to treat us... how could we dare touch you." A woman who looked relatively clean slowly sat up, pulling her open clothes shut. Adjusting her garment, she said, "Sisters, sit properly, let the doctor examine us."

Hearing this, Chen Ke immediately felt respect for this woman. Her attitude gave Chen Ke, the makeshift doctor, a sense of security. The other women obediently sat up straight.

"Big sister, please ask for me, who is having their first outbreak? Ask those who are having their first outbreak to raise their hands," Chen Ke asked.

The woman spoke a few sentences in the southern dialect. Of the seven women in the room, five raised their hands. The woman speaking to Chen Ke did not. Chen Ke took out five test tubes and cotton swabs, collecting a sufficient amount of pus from each.

With a glimmer of hope, Chen Ke asked the woman who had been speaking to him, "Big sister, is this your first time getting sick?"

The woman gently shook her head. Chen Ke's heart tightened. His medicine could only cure primary and secondary syphilis. For those who weren't in the first outbreak, 606 or 914 wouldn't cure them. Only antibiotics like penicillin would work. He hadn't interacted much with this woman, but in this terrifying dungeon of a place, she seemed reasonable and sensible. He really wanted to save her. But reality dashed Chen Ke's hopes.

Just then, a woman couldn't help but ask, "Doctor, do you charge for the treatment?"

Looking at the fearful sores, Chen Ke forced a smile. "I won't charge, you can rest assured." Hearing Chen Ke's words, the women still didn't quite dare to believe it. "Doctor, we've never heard of this disease being curable..." Just as she said this, the first woman interrupted, "Since a doctor is here to treat us, how can you say such things?"

After speaking, the woman slowly knelt on the straw mat. "Doctor, I beg you. Please cure us. I will work like an ox or a horse in this life to repay you." Seeing this, the other women also knelt on the mats one after another. These weren't proper beds; just some broken wooden boards on two benches, covered with a tattered mat. As the women knelt on the "beds," the boards creaked and groaned. Chen Ke looked around the room. In the far corner was a chamber pot; although covered, the smell of urine wafted over. Beside each bed was a broken bowl; some empty, some with a bit of water. The window was tiny and high up, letting in very poor light.

Putting away the test tubes, Chen Ke said, "I will come back next week... in seven days. Take care, everyone. It will definitely get better then." After speaking, he walked to the door and knocked on the panel. "Open the door, I'm coming out."

It felt like a long wait; Chen Ke even worried that no one would ever open the door for him again. He felt the urge to roar at the people outside to let him leave this hellish place immediately. Finally, there were footsteps, the sound of the lock, and the door opened. Light poured in through the crack. Chen Ke rushed out of the room in three steps, charging into the brightness. Compared to the dark room behind him that was just inches away, the small courtyard that had seemed desolate moments ago now looked like a bright and tranquil paradise. A moment later, the sound of the door closing and the lock clicking came from behind him. Hearing these sounds, Chen Ke felt only a wave of relief. That hell was finally sealed away.

At that moment, a sharp cry came from inside the room, "Doctor, I'll wait for you to cure me. I beg you." Chen Ke could distinguish that it was the voice of the woman who had been speaking to him. As soon as her voice fell, the sound of banging on the door panel came from the room, followed by the weeping and begging of the other women.

The brothel owner started cursing angrily. His voice was fast and shrill, and Chen Ke couldn't understand a word. The women ignored the owner and continued begging for something. It was all in southern dialects Chen Ke didn't understand, but he knew what they meant.

"Let's go out first," Wu Xingchen said to Chen Ke. Ignoring Chen Ke's response, Wu Xingchen frowned and walked quickly out of the yard. clearly, the women's voices were upsetting him, and he wanted to spend as little time in this place as possible.

Chen Ke followed Wu Xingchen quickly out of the courtyard. Amidst the owner's angry curses, the women fell silent. Chen Ke's medicine couldn't save that sensible woman. He knew very well he wouldn't even let the owner administer his drug to the two tertiary patients. Even if they used the drug, it wouldn't have any effect. To increase the success rate of his drug and let Wu Xingchen witness the miraculous effect with his own eyes, Chen Ke would explain to Wu Xingchen beforehand that those two couldn't be saved.

Looking at the owner's attitude, he wouldn't let the primary and secondary patients live separately. Chen Ke had even decided that to avoid trouble, he would inject the tertiary patients, including that sensible woman, with saline solution. If he didn't inject those two women in a room full of patients, they would fight him desperately. And there was no need to waste precious medicine on people it couldn't help.

In this period, it was absolutely impossible for Chen Ke to develop drugs like penicillin. Only when he had a base area would he set up a pharmaceutical factory to produce penicillin. Even in the best-case scenario, that would be three years from now. That sensible woman wouldn't last that long. This era wouldn't give her the chance to live until the medicine that could save her life appeared.

That woman was doomed.

Reflecting on his cold calculations and the result derived from seeking truth from facts, Chen Ke found he had no emotions about it. This was the reality of this era; the lives of the weak were so fragile. If getting a "flower and willow disease" made it hard to generate sympathy, there were countless more innocent people also taking their last breaths in this cruel era, dying unnatural deaths.

Wu Xingchen and Chen Ke didn't stop. Walking out of the alley, the closer they got to the busy market, the louder the human voices became. Stepping out of the alley, the bustling main street suddenly unfolded before their eyes. It was evening, everyone was rushing home, and the cries of hawkers by the roadside were much louder. The whole street displayed a kind of vitality. Seeing this, Wu Xingchen let out a long breath, and the oppressive feeling from the small room was greatly relieved. He turned his head and saw Chen Ke staring blankly at the street, two lines of tears streaming down his cheeks. Seeing this, Wu Xingchen frowned. Crying over treating patients? Could it be that Chen Ke hadn't told the truth at all? Wu Xingchen couldn't help but become suspicious, and his gaze toward Chen Ke became much more cautious.

Wu Xingchen didn't follow Chen Ke back to the workshop but took his leave halfway. When Chen Ke returned to the workshop, there was a pile of cages in the yard containing a bunch of fluffy, cute rabbits.

Having retrieved the pus, the next step was to inject a little into the rabbits' testicles. Soon, an unhealing sore appeared at the injection site. These rabbits were the first batch of test subjects. Chen Ke didn't make 606; instead, he chose 914 first. 914 was slightly less effective than 606, but much safer.

Unfortunately, the first batch of rabbits receiving treatment were all poisoned to death. Looking at the pile of stiff corpses, no one dared to make a sound. Chen Ke waved his hand at the pile of rabbit bodies. The "cremator" had been built long ago. The rabbit corpses were burned to charcoal, rendering them inedible, before the crushed remains were thrown into the garbage heap. The bamboo cages the sick rabbits had lived in were burned as well. These two things were either toxic or full of bacteria and had to be completely destroyed. Especially the rabbit corpses—if someone picked them up and ate them, it could likely cost human lives.

The second batch of medicine had no effect. Chen Ke reused the waste, injecting this batch of rabbits with the third batch of medicine. Half of the furry little things began to recover, while half died. Chen Ke paid for another batch of rabbits and retested the third batch of medicine. Still, 10% of the rabbits died.

"This medicine should be good enough, right?" Chen Ke heard Du Zhenghui whisper outside the room.

"One out of ten people dying? You call that good enough? I wouldn't let He Zudao use this medicine," Qi Huishen scolded in a low voice.

"But it's been so long. I thought it would be done in a day or two," Du Zhenghui said with some dissatisfaction. The young men had been helping these days and were already familiar with the tasks they could handle. Under Chen Ke's simple instruction, their chemistry knowledge had advanced by leaps and bounds. An amateur like Du Zhenghui inevitably felt slack. Chen Ke could understand this feeling; in history, many new drugs in Europe and America were rushed out like this and then sold in China, poisoning quite a few Chinese people to death.

What puzzled Chen Ke was that Du Zhenghui thought these drugs were usable. Didn't he consider that if one-tenth of the rabbits died, how many people would die if used on humans? What was human life to Du Zhenghui? Just hearing these words, he shouldn't think about entering the core of the new political party anymore.

The fourth batch of drugs was quite good; the rabbits not only survived but recovered quickly. This was the first time this had happened. Chen Ke found a reason to send the other young men out to work, then called the few core members into the room and told them the good news.

You Gou said nothing, just gratifiedly wrote the word "Success" heavily in her notebook. Seeing You Gou's reaction, Qi Huishen rubbed his bloodshot eyes and asked joyfully, "Wenqing, is it a success?"

"Next, inject five times the dose," Chen Ke said calmly.

"Five times? You want to poison them to death!" Qi Huishen interjected.

"If five times the dose doesn't kill the rabbits, then the medicine can be considered barely successful. The medicine itself is toxic; we can't be irresponsible to the patients," Chen Ke replied.

"The rabbits are already cured and didn't die. As long as we control the dosage, I think..." Qi Huishen couldn't help but want to argue.

Chen Ke's deep and powerful voice interrupted Qi Huishen, "Uphold the spirit of revolutionary humanitarianism."

At this moment, no other words could so powerfully express Chen Ke's feelings. Recalling everything he saw at the syphilis-infected prostitutes' place a few days ago, Chen Ke continued, "Revolutionary humanitarianism means you have to be responsible to the people."

After Chen Ke finished, Qi Huishen's face became grave. He pressed his lips together, reflecting on this sentence. A moment later, Qi Huishen repeated in a low voice, "Revolutionary humanitarianism."

"Wenqing, last time you said revolution is not a dinner party..." Qi Huishen asked.

"Towards the enemy, revolution is naturally not a dinner party. But the revolution itself must stress humanitarianism. If not to save the country and the people, why make a revolution?" There was a hidden anger in Chen Ke's voice. This wasn't directed at Qi Huishen, but after hearing everyone's discussions countless times these past days, Chen Ke clearly felt that what the young people were passionate about was the revolution, just like this medicine that could cure syphilis. As long as it worked, they could accept it. Even if side effects flared up and killed someone, it was someone else dying. This mindset made Chen Ke quite dissatisfied. Everyone is human; what gives you the right to joke with others' lives?

Thinking of those women tortured by syphilis until they were better off dead, and their begging pleas, Chen Ke felt a palpitation in his heart. Constrained by the revolutionary situation, Chen Ke couldn't develop penicillin, so some people couldn't be saved—there was no helping that. But within the scope his medicine could control, Chen Ke didn't want any irresponsible things to happen.

"China is already sick. We want revolution, which is very much like being a doctor. You bring out the medicine, only caring if it has an effect, and whether the patient lives or dies afterwards is up to fate? Revolution is about killing germs, yes. But the revolution is to save people, not to destroy." By this point, Chen Ke's voice had become very stern. Suddenly, two hands simultaneously pressed on Chen Ke's shoulders. Chen Ke turned to look; Hua Xiongmao and You Gou each had a hand on his shoulder. Chen Ke understood their meaning. Sighing, he returned to the lab bench and picked up the syringe. Everyone in the room who had heard Chen Ke's venting speech looked at him. For a moment, no one spoke.

With five times the dose, half the rabbits didn't survive. Under this blow, no one dared to make a sound.

Chen Ke rubbed his temples, closing his eyes to think. Back then, Ehrlich selected from hundreds of samples. Chen Ke's goal was clear: to produce that specific product. It was impossible to synthesize the wrong drug. The reasons for the previous failures were all control issues in the reaction. As those problems were solved one by one, the efficacy had reached this level. Chen Ke thought it over repeatedly but couldn't figure out where the problem lay.

"Could it be that the purity isn't high enough?" You Gou suddenly asked.

Chen Ke wasn't sure about this, or rather, this was the hardest thing for him to handle. Without an advanced chemical industry, it was very difficult to raise the purity of chemical products. The chemistry industry looks like countless equations, but in reality, equations aren't the most important thing. In the chemical industry, "empirical parameters" are paramount. Many things don't have a reasonable explanation even in the 21st century, but empirical parameters play a huge role in them.

After a silence, Chen Ke finally said, "Let's purify the reagent one more time."

This was arduous work, but also very effective work. After just one round of purification, the final product could effectively cure syphilis and wasn't fatal to rabbits even at five times the dosage. When the second round of purification and synthesis was completed, Chen Ke hadn't slept for a full 40 hours. Although the rabbits that received the large dose injection were sickly, they had at least survived. Chen Ke sat down on the reclining chair and knew nothing more.
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"Brother Wenqing, Brother Wenqing." Someone was shouting for Chen Ke. The voice echoed from the distant edges of his consciousness.

"If I sleep now, I'll be out for a long time. Now is not the time to sleep. I must set an example; I must get up and work." This self-reinforcing mantra, repeated like brainwashing over the past few days, forced Chen Ke to struggle and open his eyes.

He saw Qi Huishen and Hua Xiongmao standing on either side of him, whispering, "Let's carry him to the dormitory."

"No need to carry me. Zhenglan, go find Brother Wu. Ask him to come," Chen Ke said as soon as he could speak. He looked up at the sky outside; it was already starting to darken. He checked his watch; he had slept for less than two hours.

"Did I sleep for a *shichen*, or did I sleep for a whole day?" Chen Ke asked hurriedly.

"You slept for a *shichen*. The sky is getting dark, and we were afraid you'd catch a cold, so we were about to move you to the dorm."

Hearing this, Chen Ke felt a wave of relief. "At least I didn't delay He Zudao's treatment," he muttered. Wiping his face with his hand, Chen Ke remembered something important and hurriedly asked Hua Xiongmao, "Zhenglan, how are the rabbits? Are they alive?"

"The rabbits are all hale and hearty. I was just telling Huishen to feed them more water. It looks like they can last until tomorrow."

"Uh, spread new sand on the ground. There's poison in the rabbits' urine," Chen Ke quickly added.

Seeing Chen Ke's slightly delirious and rambling state, Hua Xiongmao urged, "Brother Wenqing, you should go rest for a while. You're exhausted."

"Everyone is tired. You two aren't doing much better. By the way, where is You Gou?"

Hua Xiongmao pointed to another lounge chair. "As soon as you lay down, Miss You just said not to disturb you, then sat down and fell asleep immediately."

Chen Ke looked over and saw You Gou sprawled face up on the chair. Her face was snow-white, and her breathing was rapid; she looked like a critically ill patient. This gave Chen Ke a start. "Quickly, call Xiao Lan in. Cook some hot porridge. Let You Gou drink the porridge and then go rest. Don't let her work herself into sickness."

Xiao Lan entered the room upon being called. She was just about to wake You Gou up when Chen Ke hurriedly stopped her. "Cook the porridge first, let it cool a bit, and boil some hot water too. If You Gou gets up now, she won't have the energy to eat or wash her face. Xiao Lan, feed You Gou half a bowl of porridge, then serve her while she washes her face and soaks her feet. Then send her to sleep."

Chen Ke spoke like a master commanding a servant, and Xiao Lan's face immediately turned sour. She froze for a moment but did not listen to Chen Ke. One of her hands was already on You Gou's shoulder, ready to gently shake her awake. Chen Ke grabbed Xiao Lan's shoulder and pulled her away from You Gou.

"Do you understand how to take care of people?" Chen Ke's voice was low, but his tone was extremely severe.

Xiao Lan knew enough to retreat; she simply shook her shoulder to break free from Chen Ke's grip. Perhaps because she was surrounded by a group of men, she didn't dare to act rashly. Xiao Lan retreated a few steps, then turned and trotted out of the room, heading back to the women's dormitory.

Chen Ke ignored her and said to Hua Xiongmao, "Zhenglan, go find Brother Wu. Tell him the medicine is made. Ask him to find people to test the medicine as soon as possible. The sooner the better; starting right now would be best."

"Alright." Hua Xiongmao looked at Chen Ke with concern, then glanced in the direction of the women's dormitory. Finally, he went out.

"Huishen, let's boil water and cook porridge together."

"Wenqing, you..." Qi Huishen stopped halfway. It wasn't that he was hesitant to speak, but rather that he didn't know what to say.

"Huishen, I know you think I'm meddling. But this is just my temper. Since You Gou is working here with me, I have to be responsible."

"How about this? I'll call my family's maid to come and serve You Gou?"

"What serve? This is Xiao Lan's job, isn't it?" Chen Ke whispered indignantly as he pulled Qi Huishen into the courtyard. "Everyone thinks serving others is menial labor; this is a societal problem. In the new era, there will definitely no longer be distinctions of high or low birth, noble or base. There will only be different jobs, not different statuses. However, doing a job isn't done like that. You Gou is exhausted; if she just shakes her awake, what if she catches a cold?"

"Brother Wenqing, she is the You family's maid after all. It's not our place to say much. I should still call my family's maid..."

"No need. You Gou is only this tired today. Since the medicine is made, she can just work normal daytime hours from now on."

The courtyard was very quiet. Zhou Yuanxiao had heard the argument. Adhering to his usual style, he had silently started lighting the stove to boil water. Watching Zhou Yuanxiao busy at work, a thought struck Chen Ke. He had wanted to make honeycomb briquettes for a long time, but was limited by a lack of funds and couldn't start. If the profits from the pharmaceutical manufacturing really reached the expected level, the honeycomb briquette project could actually begin.

Chen Ke didn't speak, but Qi Huishen suddenly said, "Brother Wenqing, I've heard of friends who are completely devoted to each other. You saving He Zudao, taking care of us like this... You are truly a hero."

"Eh?" Chen Ke was quite surprised to hear this from Qi Huishen. "Huishen, we are all revolutionary comrades, right?"

"Yes."

"Revolution isn't about killing one's father and mother to go make trouble, is it? Who would dare associate with that kind of person? After knowing such a person, they would just tell you to go die, go die. Is that revolution? That's a death sentence!"

"What Brother Wenqing says is true." Qi Huishen had gradually gotten used to Chen Ke's way of thinking. Qi Huishen quite agreed with Chen Ke's view on revolution.

Zhou Yuanxiao, who hadn't made a sound until now, suddenly interjected, "Wenqing, didn't you say last time that revolution means overthrowing the Manchu Qing? Doesn't that still require selling one's life? People still have to die."

As soon as Zhou Yuanxiao said this, Qi Huishen looked at Chen Ke with shining eyes. Zhou Yuanxiao wasn't wrong.

Chen Ke hadn't expected Zhou Yuanxiao to ask such a question, and for a moment, he really didn't know how to answer. But this question couldn't be avoided; if he dodged it, everything Chen Ke had said would be called into question. His drowsiness vanished instantly; Chen Ke was wide awake. Quickly cycling through his philosophy, Chen Ke replied, "Those engaged in military struggle—the comrades and comrades-in-arms who fight—naturally know they will encounter death. Those comrades and comrades-in-arms will certainly fear death; a person who isn't afraid of death has never been born. But since we have taken up this work, our task is to protect the new regime, to protect the comrades engaged in other work. If the enemy wants to shoot at you, they have to cross over our dead bodies first."

These decisive words caused a throb of emotion in Qi Huishen. He stared at Chen Ke. Chen Ke seemed to have recovered from his fatigue. Although his face was still pale, the bloodshot redness in his eyes had receded rapidly. Chen Ke didn't have a triumphant air; he looked as if he had merely stated a common fact. He walked to the well in the courtyard and drew water.

Although he had thought that revolution would involve death, Qi Huishen hadn't truly felt it until he faced it personally. The absolute trust between revolutionary comrades in Chen Ke's words gave Qi Huishen a sense of upliftment. And Chen Ke's ordinary actions, rather than diminishing Qi Huishen's trust, made this man—who always stood on the front lines of work—seem all the more convincing.

Chen Ke washed his face. While he was observing the current state of the rabbits, the water heated up quickly. There was leftover cold porridge. Zhou Yuanxiao had used a steamer to boil the water, so the porridge was warmed up along the way. Chen Ke went in and shook You Gou awake. Groggily, You Gou got up, finished the porridge in a few gulps in the courtyard, and washed her face with hot water. Chen Ke felt it would be inappropriate to ask You Gou to wash her feet in front of everyone. Watching You Gou sway as she walked into the women's dormitory, Chen Ke said, "Let's eat too."

Usually at this time, You Gou's family would send food over. The You family was punctual as expected; as usual, the steward carried a food box, entering with polite thoroughness but lacking warmth to greet everyone. Today, You Gou's second brother came along as well. The only resemblance between the siblings was their face shape and nose.

"Mr. You, thank you very much," Chen Ke said with a smile, going over to welcome him.

The Second Master You scanned the workshop and laboratory but didn't see You Gou. Seeing Chen Ke's pale face, his expression of dissatisfaction softened slightly.

"Mr. Chen, my sister hasn't been home for a long time. If it's not too busy here, I'd like to take my sister home for a visit. Our parents at home miss her very much." The Second Master You spoke quite politely.

"Certainly. We aren't that busy here anymore. And Miss You has been busy for a long time; I think she should go home and have a good rest," Chen Ke replied.

"Then I'll go call my sister to get up now."

Chen Ke wanted to stop him slightly, but worried that if Second Master You ran into Wu Xingchen, it might cause unnecessary trouble. He nodded.

Second Master You entered the women's dormitory. After a while, he came out looking furious. Without explaining anything, Second Master You simply cupped his hands at Chen Ke, turned, and left.

Less than fifteen minutes after Second Master You left, Wu Xingchen walked into the courtyard with Hua Xiongmao. Chen Ke felt glad that the two hadn't bumped into each other.

"Is the medicine ready to use?" Wu Xingchen asked in a low voice as soon as he entered the laboratory.

"It's ready." Chen Ke had already checked the lab bench; no one had touched the things on it. This batch of medicine was produced using the raw materials from the second purification, and the total amount was not small. Treating thirty to fifty people would be no problem.

"Then let's move," said Wu Xingchen.

Chen Ke put the syringes, seven needles, the prepared saline, alcohol cotton balls, and other items into the medical kit. After checking everything once, Chen Ke said, "Huishen, come with me."

Hearing this, Hua Xiongmao, who had looked eager to try, immediately looked a bit dejected. When Wu Xingchen and Qi Huishen were almost at the door, Chen Ke called Hua Xiongmao over. "From today on, except for the few of us, no one is allowed into the laboratory. Especially that Xiao Lan. Watch closely."

"Don't worry. I've been keeping an eye on it," Hua Xiongmao said seriously, a determined smile pulling at the corner of his mouth.

"Of course I trust Zhenglan."

After speaking, Chen Ke picked up a lantern, checked the flashlight in his pocket, and then left with Wu Xingchen and the others.

The door opened again, and Chen Ke and Qi Huishen entered the room together, wearing masks. The sky was already dark, and under the light of the lantern, the room seemed filled with flickering ghostly shadows.

The smell in the room was still nauseating, and the women looked even weaker. The abscesses on their faces had worsened significantly over the past few days; their pale faces and red sores looked even more terrifying. The women still remembered Chen Ke. Chen Ke didn't listen to what they were saying; he had Qi Huishen hold the lantern while he injected the medicine into the women's veins one by one.

Maybe it was because his last "visit" here had accustomed Chen Ke to it slightly, or perhaps Chen Ke's gaze was focused only on the women's arms. Or maybe having Qi Huishen by his side made Chen Ke feel somewhat at ease. This time, Chen Ke's feeling was clearly not as horrified as the last, but beside him, Qi Huishen's arm holding the lantern was trembling slightly the whole time. In the end, Qi Huishen had to place the lantern on the edge of the women's "bed."

The injection speed couldn't be fast. Chen Ke watched his watch, slowly pushing the plunger. Before coming in, he had asked the brothel owner again, and the owner confirmed that five of them had indeed fallen ill here first. But whether it was their first outbreak, he couldn't guarantee. Chen Ke barely remembered the appearance of the reasonable woman and one other woman. It had to be said that even if he couldn't remember, Chen Ke was absolutely unwilling to ask them again.

Having injected the drug into the other five women, Chen Ke suppressed the urge to inject the specific drug into those two women, giving them only two shots of saline. This drug was toxic; from any angle, injecting them was dangerous and unreasonable. Apart from Chen Ke's compassion objecting to it, there was no other reason not to do so.

After finishing the injections, Chen Ke hardened his heart and didn't listen to what the women said. He took Qi Huishen and left.

Seeing Wu Xingchen mumbling something with the brothel owner in a corner, Chen Ke didn't bother with them and left the courtyard straight away with Qi Huishen.

Qi Huishen didn't say a word until they reached the street. As they neared the workshop, Qi Huishen finally whispered, "It's truly miserable."

"Mn." Apart from this acknowledgment, Chen Ke didn't want to say anything.

"Wenqing, I've never seen such things."

"Mn."

Qi Huishen wanted to say something, but seeing that Chen Ke wasn't explaining things to him like before, and remembering Chen Ke's sleepless actions over these years, Qi Huishen fell silent too.

After dinner, Chen Ke called everyone together. Du Zhenghui and a few others couldn't stand staying up late like this, nor could they stand the boredom. Plus, the boys' dormitory wasn't big, so they had started only coming during the day and going back at night. Now that You Gou was still in a deep sleep, Chen Ke only said two sentences to the comrades: "No one is to reveal this news. I'm going to sleep." With that, Chen Ke walked back to the dorm, fell headfirst onto his bunk, pulled the quilt over himself, and entered dreamland.

Chen Ke woke up once in the middle, turned over, and fell asleep again. Later, around twelve o'clock, Chen Ke was woken by hunger. He walked out of the dorm with his stomach rumbling and saw food and dishes set on the table in the courtyard, covered by a gauze cage. Wu Xingchen and the others were sitting at the table talking.

This was the first time Wu Xingchen had given Chen Ke a pleasant look, and it was clear his smile was genuine. "Brother Chen, you're up. I figured you should be up by now. This table of wine and food has been ready for a while."

Chen Ke greeted Wu Xingchen but headed straight for the toilet. After relieving himself, Chen Ke sighed comfortably, came out, and washed his face. As soon as he sat down, Chen Ke asked, "How are the people?"

"The abscesses have started to shrink."

"And the people?"

"All alive."

Chen Ke let out a long sigh of relief. However, hearing Wu Xingchen say this, Chen Ke couldn't help but notice that apart from a few of their own, no one else was there.

"Wenqing, this was my own initiative. You're so tired, you need more rest. I let the others go back to rest first." Qi Huishen knew what Chen Ke was worried about. He said, "This morning, after Miss You got up, she said she was also very tired and went home first."

In the moments Qi Huishen was speaking, Chen Ke had already downed a bowl of porridge.

"And the rabbits?" Chen Ke asked.

"Also all alive."

"Wenqing, you don't need to say so much. I've seen your capabilities. What do you plan to say about this medicine?" Wu Xingchen was in a very good mood. Around noon today, he had forced the owner to open the door and forced the madam to go in and take a look. When the madam went in, she had a face full of anger, but when she came out, her face was full of joy. Seeing the disease cured so quickly, she estimated those prostitutes could take customers again soon. Plus, the treatment was free—a pie falling from the sky—so the madam was naturally happy.

The brothel owner was even shrewder. He knew what a huge business this miraculous medicine represented. He flattered Wu Xingchen in every way possible. He even enthusiastically invited Wu Xingchen back to his place to find the prettiest one for him to have some fun. This disgusted Wu Xingchen so much his nose almost crooked; he jerked his chin towards the small dark room. The brothel owner immediately felt he had missoken, gave an embarrassed dry laugh, and hurriedly apologized to Wu Xingchen.

"Brother Wu surely isn't just talking about splitting the money, right?" Chen Ke asked while burying his head in the food.

"Wenqing, how you talk to the foreigners, I don't care. But the brothers on the streets, you have to give an explanation. Today, that brothel owner dared to track me. if you treat more people, they will definitely track you to your door. Those hooligans and ruffians aren't so easily dismissed. As the saying goes, a good shoe doesn't step in stinking dog shit. Why should you tangle with those people? Those wretched scoundrels are crazy for money; they'll do anything."

"Mn, so what arrangements does Brother Wu have?"

"Let me hear what Wenqing thinks first."

Chen Ke said, "Brother Wu, you said you don't care how I deal with foreigners. You are familiar with matters on the streets. I shouldn't be the one speaking about these things; Brother Wu should be teaching me."

Seeing Chen Ke's firm attitude, Wu Xingchen finally said, "Two paths. One is that I introduce you to join the Tiandihui. In the future, no one on the streets will dare to touch you."

"And the other?"

"Wenqing helps me treat thirty people these few days. In the future, I'll come to you to get the medicine. I want thirty percent. Seventy percent goes to you. Then the little trouble today will be nothing."

"Brother Wu, you are honest." Hearing these two conditions, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing. "I said before, this medicine is highly toxic; a few out of a hundred people will die. I won't say anything else, but if I join the Tiandihui, I'm afraid there are Tiandihui brothers among the thirty people you want me to treat for free first. If my medicine kills someone, isn't that deceiving the master and destroying the ancestors? Would you want me to endure 'three knives and six holes' to atone for my crimes?"

Wu Xingchen just smiled upon hearing this. Chen Ke had already refused to join the Tiandihui. In fact, Wu Xingchen hadn't really hoped Chen Ke would do so.

"Brother Wu, as for the second path: if I cooperate with foreigners, naturally, the brand of the new medicine will be displayed. When this brand becomes popular, if you sell this medicine privately, aren't you afraid the foreigners will look for trouble with you? I want to cooperate with you because I want you to make money. We have many things to do in the future, and many places where we'll need your help. Just buying and selling this stuff... the vision is a bit short-sighted."

"Then what exactly does Wenqing mean?"

"With your capabilities, Brother Wu, you shouldn't only have the likes of He Yifa under your command. Although I don't know how the brothers on the streets operate, money is indispensable. If you buy medicine from me and take thirty percent of the money, how much can you earn? My idea is, why don't you just join us? We give you money, and you gather brothers and manage the friends on the streets. Isn't that better?"

Wu Xingchen hadn't expected Chen Ke to make such a request. In these times, which figure who could call the wind and summon the rain in Shanghai didn't have men in their hands? It wasn't that Wu Xingchen didn't want to do this, but he suffered from having no money in hand. And he was an outsider after all; holding the title of a Hall Master, he was constrained by others everywhere. If what Chen Ke said wasn't nonsense, Wu Xingchen could really spread his wings.

"Why treat me like this, Wenqing? We didn't know each other before. Now that you are putting up the money, naturally, I will help where I can. But aren't you afraid that after I become powerful, I might turn against you?" Wu Xingchen wanted to know what Chen Ke was thinking no matter what.

"In this Shanghai Bund, the only brother I know on the streets is you. This is fate. I believe in fate the most. Moreover, your seniority is high, you understand propriety, and you can endure. This makes you no ordinary person. If I don't cooperate with you, who should I cooperate with? Life is nothing more than the word 'profit.' You and I making money together is all for profit. It's fine as long as things are made clear. And I have always believed that everyone has righteousness in their hearts. In my dealings with you, Brother Wu, you are a person who speaks with great propriety and righteousness. If I end up with you stabbing me in the back, that only shows I did something too excessive. That would definitely be my mistake; what does it have to do with you?"

Although not entirely satisfied, this answer was at least within the range of what Wu Xingchen could accept.

"Since you say so, Wenqing, I might as well trust you this once. I'll say this upfront: I can't eat such a big business alone. Greasing various joints and managing friends on the streets—this money won't be small."

"I don't have much money right now. Treating those thirty people for you is something I can naturally do. But, Brother Wu, for every person treated after that, I will charge money. Let's agree first: for this month, we collect 50 taels per person."

"Is 50 taels too expensive?" Wu Xingchen was surprised at the price.

"This month counts as establishing the brand; the price is considered low. In the future, when I sell the medicine to the British, the price will be even more expensive. We can talk about adjusting the price then."

Having settled this matter, Chen Ke wanted to continue treating the few prostitutes. Wu Xingchen suggested not going again. Chen Ke simply said, "The medicine testing isn't finished. We must finish testing the medicine."

When the three went again, the brothel owner enthusiastically asked this and that. Wu Xingchen was in charge of dealing with the owner, while Chen Ke and Qi Huishen didn't say a word. They just injected the drugs and left. The prostitutes' conditions had improved greatly, so they were naturally joyful. Even the two prostitutes who hadn't improved looked somewhat radiant.

At night, Chen Ke injected them with the drug again. No one died. Chen Ke finally relaxed. Wu Xingchen led Chen Ke on a winding route through Shanghai, shaking off the people tailing them. Qi Huishen then led Chen Ke to He Zudao's home.

Just as Qi Huishen had said, He Zudao's illness had flared up quite severely. Upon seeing Chen Ke and Qi Huishen arrive, He Zudao cried until his voice was hoarse. And as Chen Ke had thought, He Zudao's brother had also started to show symptoms. After injecting both of them with the medicine and seeing no toxic reaction, Chen Ke finally returned with Qi Huishen.

"Wenqing, why cooperate with this Brother Wu like this?" Qi Huishen couldn't figure it out.

Chen Ke pointed to the white coats on both of them. "I wore this outfit to treat people last time, so I knew this matter couldn't be kept secret. If someone really wants to inquire about us, they can definitely find us."

"Then what are your thoughts, Wenqing?"

"This thing... except for the Manchu officials, we can cooperate with anyone. Whether it's foreign devils, brothers on the streets, or some comprador merchants. Everyone seeks wealth. Although everyone wants to be greedy, deals can be made. But the greed of the Manchus has reached the point where they won't leave you any benefit at all, so we absolutely cannot cooperate with them. If it really doesn't work out, I'll just leave. I only made this medicine to save He Zudao in the first place. I knew that making this medicine would mean endless trouble."

"Wenqing, if you want to leave, He Zudao and I will go with you," Qi Huishen said very seriously.

"Originally I said I wanted to leave, but back then, no one said they wanted to follow me in revolution. Now we have so many trustworthy comrades and have met so many people; why should we leave? Trust me, Huishen. As a Party member, having mastered the knowledge that Party members should master, nothing can stump us," Chen Ke said with full confidence.
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Chapter 16 Arsphenamine (5)

One of the Communist Party's summary statements about itself was, "As long as there are problems within the Party organization, the Party's development will inevitably encounter setbacks." Chen Ke felt that this was truly a "high-level" trouble. After exerting tremendous effort and seizing every opportunity, he had finally gathered some popularity. Qi Huishen and Hua Xiongmao had become core members. Although Zhou Yuanxiao's stance was unclear, he wouldn't betray the current party organization. As for You Gou's attitude, Chen Ke was quite uncertain.

You Gou was not a girl with deep shrewdness. Although she didn't wear her heart on her sleeve, one could always read something from her face when it came to things she cared about. Since returning from home, You Gou's condition had been a bit off.

In the morning, Chen Ke went with Qi Huishen to He Zudao's house. Both He brothers were still alive, which relieved Chen Ke considerably. Both were recovering quite fast; after one night, at least the open sores showed signs of scabbing. He Zudao felt very ashamed and didn't dare to speak much to Chen Ke. He Zudao's older brother was truly a scoundrel; he had already shamelessly asked Chen Ke for the specific medicine with his face covered in sores. Qi Huishen had warned Chen Ke about these things on the way, so the two ignored them, picked up the medical kit, and turned to leave.

When returning to the workshop, Chen Ke was surprised to find that, with Zhou Yuanxiao's help, You Gou had actually started the comprehensive purification process of the agent. The purification process was a very arduous task; without a complete set of equipment, it required two people working together very seriously. Zhou Yuanxiao understood chemistry, so assisting You Gou was no problem. But seeing these two working so openly—You Gou holding a stack of papers clipped to a thin wooden board with a large plastic clip extorted from Chen Ke, filled with data—it looked for all the world like a frantic theft of experimental parameters before parting ways.

When doing her own work, You Gou was even more diligent than usual. When encountering work that wasn't hers, You Gou would now rush to do it. Seeing You Gou's abnormal behavior, the other comrades, including Chen Ke, just silently took over the tasks that should have been theirs from You Gou's hands, without saying much. Although You Gou was embarrassed, she offered no explanation or sophistry. In less than a day, the atmosphere in the workshop became very strange.

Chen Ke knew the reason for this atmosphere; he actually missed it quite a bit. He had done this kind of thing many times in the past. It was young people hoping to get a large sum of money, yet not wanting their demand for money to damage the organization's confidence in them. This contradictory emotion naturally led to distorted behavior.

It wasn't just one person who was distorted; Hua Xiongmao was another type of distortion. Since following Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao rarely acted alone. Yesterday, Chen Ke reached an agreement with Wu Xingchen. Hua Xiongmao came back very late that night. Early the next morning, he ran out again. If Chen Ke guessed correctly, Hua Xiongmao was desperately looking for other partners. Wu Xingchen was no small figure in Shanghai, and Hua Xiongmao was not without connections in Shanghai. Chen Ke could fully understand Hua Xiongmao's desire not to lose out to Wu Xingchen. Surrounding the specific medicine, the comrades behaved differently according to their own standpoints.

There is a saying, "Subordinates opposing each other is beneficial to the stability of the leader's position." When Chen Ke was young, he seemingly understood and somewhat agreed with this view. Now that he was personally the "leader," he realized that what he thought made sense before was now seemingly pure nonsense. If things were allowed to develop like this, Chen Ke was convinced that the conflicts would soon intensify. And Chen Ke's position would not be stable at all.

Everything Chen Ke had painstakingly built up to now was based on selfless labor and fair, just, and open distribution. To start playing "divide and conquer" now would be personally dismantling his own foundation; it would be "hanging oneself." When an organization or polity tends towards rigidity, various conspiracies are produced in large quantities. When an organization is vibrant, what should be pursued is "progress," not intrigue and deception.

Hua Xiongmao returned to the workshop at dusk. Today he wore a silk magua jacket. After a day of running around, Hua Xiongmao was tired and thirsty, wishing only to sit immediately on the deck chair in the courtyard and gulp down tea from the pot. The courtyard gate was tightly closed, and the door nail wrapped in red string was inserted into the left door bar. This was the signal Chen Ke had set to restore the "curfew." Had something happened again? Hua Xiongmao began to worry. He knocked on the door according to the signal, and it was quickly opened by Qi Huishen. Contrary to what Hua Xiongmao thought, everyone was sitting around in the courtyard, and Chen Ke was making a joke, "The poem says, 'Light silk fan swats flowing fireflies.' We are 'Big banana leaf fan swats flies.'"

You Gou had something on her mind, and Zhou Yuanxiao was habitually silent. It was Qi Huishen, who opened the door from afar, who burst out laughing. Seeing that everyone had gathered, Chen Ke stopped teasing. As usual, Chen Ke's words went straight to the point. "How do you prepare to divide the money from selling the medicine?"

No one made a sound.

"You Gou, I know you want to ask me for a large sum of money. Why don't you speak first?"

You Gou didn't expect Chen Ke, who looked the same as usual, to say what she wanted to say first. You Gou's face turned red immediately, and she hurriedly explained: "Wenqing, I don't want money for myself."

"You just want to repay the money your parents spent on you all these years. I know very well, and I fully understand your feelings," Chen Ke said in a gentle voice.

"Mmm..." You Gou lowered her head and hummed. A moment later, You Gou looked up again, "Brother Wenqing, you worked so hard to make this medicine. No matter what, I will not privately sell your formula. I also very, very much want to work with Brother Wenqing in the future and start a career together. But..."

"But if you don't pay off the money you owe your parents, every time you hear them talk about money, you feel ashamed," Chen Ke continued.

"...Brother Wenqing, how did you know?" You Gou's phoenix eyes almost widened into apricot eyes.

Chen Ke smiled bitterly and said, "I did the same things you are doing back in the day. I know the road well."

Seeing You Gou stop speaking, Chen Ke turned to ask Hua Xiongmao, "Zhenglan, I'm just guessing, are you contacting business in Fujian?"

With You Gou's precedent just now, Hua Xiongmao didn't find it too strange. He nodded, "Exactly so. How did Brother Wenqing guess?"

"This syphilis was contracted by foreign devils from South America and later brought to China. So many ports have opened these years; there must be more infected people in Fujian than in Shaoxing."

"Wenqing is truly clever..."

"Don't say useless things, Zhenglan, what do you plan?"

"Shanghai can be left to Wu Xingchen, but outside of Shanghai, I will do it elsewhere."

Looking at Hua Xiongmao's appearance of a grand regional manager, Chen Ke was amused. "You can't handle that much. Moreover, Zhenglan, do you... do you know the characteristics of this medicine? Shelf life? Efficacy? Usage method? Do you know?"

Hua Xiongmao wasn't a fool either. Although he acted a bit on impulse this time, he had understood these things on the way. Hearing Chen Ke ask this: "Then what does Wenqing mean?"

"Have you contacted the brothers in Fujian?" Chen Ke remembered clearly that the Wenzhou merchant last time sold cloth to Fujian.

"I've contacted them. The brothers there asked me to treat two people for them," Hua Xiongmao said, trying to suppress his smugness. "I haven't settled the money matters with them; it depends on what Wenqing says."

Chen Ke originally wanted Hua Xiongmao and Wu Xingchen to build the team together. The difference between having one of your own people and not having one was heaven and earth. Now it seemed Hua Xiongmao was determined to compete with Wu Xingchen, so this plan definitely couldn't be implemented.

"Then how much money does Zhenglan want?"

"Like You Gou, I want a sum of money to give to my parents. I have decided to make revolution with Wenqing, so I won't go home if I can help it. If I don't leave a sum of money for my parents, I feel guilty." Speaking of this, it was unclear if Hua Xiongmao's acting was good or something else. Although he looked carefree, by the end, his tone revealed a sense of apology.

Chen Ke looked at Qi Huishen. Before Chen Ke spoke, Qi Huishen spoke up himself. "Wenqing, I don't need to give my parents any money, it's just that my father opposes my participation in the revolutionary cause, so my pockets are very tight. I only need 50 taels of silver a month."

This was honest. At least after hearing it, You Gou's face showed some regret. Chen Ke saw it clearly and laughed secretly in his heart. Back when Chen Ke paid back his parents the first sum of money, he had twenty yuan left in his pocket. He was high-spirited when paying back the money, and then for a month, living on five yuan a week for food, Chen Ke managed to persist. Thinking back to that era, it was truly an era so simple it was cute.

Zhou Yuanxiao saw Chen Ke looking at him and also took the initiative to speak, "First, I want a sum of money. Second, I can work with everyone to open factories and such, but I won't engage in fighting or killing. If Wenqing thinks this is okay, I will follow you."

"I know everyone's conditions. I can accept them. You all go back first and think clearly about what you want, and then we'll have another meeting tomorrow morning. Everyone will openly discuss what they need. Once everyone feels there are no problems, we will discuss how to cash it in. How about that?"

"Why tomorrow?" You Gou was a bit puzzled.

"Today everyone has expressed their willingness to join the Party, so now our Party is established. As the person currently in charge, I tell everyone the first rule of our Party: obey discipline and listen to command. So I asked you to go back and think clearly, you just go home and think clearly about this matter for me. The second rule, our Party values democracy. It's not just me having the final say, or you alone having the final say. For all matters, if everyone doesn't agree, then no one's say counts."

After Chen Ke said these logically contradictory words, he looked at the comrades. The first to figure it out, or more accurately, the first to speak out after figuring it out, was still Hua Xiongmao, "Wenqing, does this mean listening to you, or listening to the comrades?"

"All actions obey command; we must listen to the Party." Chen Ke gave Hua Xiongmao an ambiguous answer. "Meeting adjourned now. Huishen and I are going to treat He Zudao."

The so-called plans cannot keep up with changes. The morning meeting the next day was forced to end within five minutes. All comrades present reached the Party's first resolution: "Convene the next Party meeting when time permits."

Wu Xingchen arrived at the workshop at five minutes to ten in the morning. At this time, the workshop was already surging with people. After He Zudao's condition improved, not only did the revolutionary youths who had worked there admire Chen Ke and You Gou prostrate on the ground, but youths hoping to come and apprentice, as well as youths "seeking medicine for relatives and friends," seemed to pop up from the ground.

Seeing so many people in the workshop, Wu Xingchen was truly startled. Of course, Wu Xingchen's height and bulk also startled the youths in the workshop. You Gou wore a western suit today, her long hair tied in a ponytail behind her head, draping straight down. Seeing Wu Xingchen arrive, You Gou greeted him openly. "Hello, Brother Wu."

"Hello, Miss You Gou," Wu Xingchen replied. "Is Brother Chen here?"

You Gou took a pocket watch from her pocket and looked at it. "Brother Wenqing went to He Zudao's house; he will be back very soon."

The two walked out while talking. Outside the courtyard gate, Wu Xingchen asked with a smile, "Where did all these people come from?"

You Gou shrugged helplessly. "I don't know either. Anyway, they just came."

The two chatted and laughed as they walked, stopping at the intersection after a while. Seeing no idlers around, You Gou then said: "Brother Wenqing told me before going out to have Brother Wu wait for him here. He won't return to the workshop today."

Wu Xingchen thought of the crowd in the courtyard and naturally understood Chen Ke's difficulties. He was about to say a few more words to You Gou when he saw You Gou smile, "Brother Wenqing has returned; Brother Wu can just go over yourself." Wu Xingchen looked up and saw Chen Ke and Qi Huishen standing on the opposite street corner. Turning to look at You Gou, she had already gone straight back to the workshop. If You Gou pointed in Chen Ke's direction, it might be seen by someone and cause unnecessary trouble. That was why You Gou went back silently on her own. For a woman to handle things so efficiently, Chen Ke really had gathered quite a few talents around him.

While secretly admiring, Wu Xingchen smiled at Chen Ke. Chen Ke and Qi Huishen also looked at Wu Xingchen with smiles. In the next half minute, Wu Xingchen watched Qi Huishen's expression change from a smile to embarrassment. Three rickshaws stopped in front of Qi Huishen. Wu Xingchen's view was blocked, so he couldn't see exactly what happened. Anyway, Chen Ke and Qi Huishen were not forced, but got on the rickshaws. The three cars disappeared around the street corner in a flash. This sudden change made Wu Xingchen feel it was quite bizarre.

The person who got off the rickshaw was the butler of Qi Huishen's father. The butler was very polite. After Qi Huishen introduced him briefly, he said: "My master invites Mr. Chen Ke to my house for a chat. This matter arose hastily; I hope Mr. Chen will forgive us."

"What about me?" Qi Huishen couldn't help asking.

"Young Master, the Master said that today he is inviting Mr. Chen Ke. If Young Master is willing to accompany Mr. Chen home, we have three cars, enough to sit. If you are not willing to see the Master, you may suit yourself."

These words left Qi Huishen hanging there directly. Chen Ke had heard Qi Huishen and Hua Xiongmao talk about the power of Qi Huishen's family. Moreover, Qi Huishen told him today that he went home last night and told his father he wanted to open a hospital. Although coming to the door at this time was too impatient, Chen Ke couldn't just refuse them. Seeing Chen Ke get in the car, Qi Huishen naturally couldn't really let Chen Ke go see his father alone.

The three cars stopped in front of a very imposing residence. The butler led the two inside; the old man was waiting for Chen Ke in the living room. Qi Huishen's father was named Qi Si'e, with an appearance common in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Apart from his rather sharp eyes, there wasn't anything particularly special about him.

After Chen Ke paid respects to the old man, everyone took their seats as guest and host. "You," Qi Si'e pointed at his son, "go see your mother right now." Qi Huishen didn't dare to talk back and obediently went to the back.

Hearing this, Chen Ke remembered that Qi Huishen had been living at his place for ten days. While You Gou's family had people visiting every day, Qi Huishen had been living freely alone.

"Mr. Chen Ke's courtesy name is Wenqing, right?" Qi Si'e asked seemingly casually.

"Uncle, that is correct."

"Wenqing, this silly son of mine has finally made friends with someone willing to make money after all these years. Wenqing, your cloth dyeing and medicine making are very good. Much better than this silly son of mine."

Chen Ke felt there was no way to respond to the old man's words, so he just listened without saying a word.

The old man didn't intend for Chen Ke to respond. He took out a bank note. "My son has never done any proper business. He came back saying he prepared to open a hospital and set up some medical school. I happen to have some connections. The British want me to put up money to open a hospital. Their asking price is harsh. It just so happens you all want to open one. So I wanted to invite Wenqing over to explain this matter. This is a bank note for five thousand Eagle dollars. I can only take out this much. It doesn't matter if you do well or badly; at least I paid the money, so I can give an account."

When saying this, Qi Si'e seemed casual, but his gaze swept sharply across Chen Ke's face several times. After he finished, Chen Ke smiled, "Uncle Qi, do you think I am a swindler?"

Hearing this, Qi Si'e laughed loudly, "Although my son is disappointing and always neglects his proper duties, the person he highly recommends will definitely not be a swindler. If I really met a swindler, I'd just tie them up and throw them into the Huangpu River; why would I worry about meeting them personally? Wenqing, I know a few people in Shanghai after all. Wenqing doesn't need to fear anyone making things difficult for your hospital. It's just that Wenqing has to go personally to meet the British." Speaking of this, Qi Si'e handed the bank note to Chen Ke. "I don't understand this hospital business either. I still have to trouble Wenqing to find the British. As long as the British agree and sign on this bank note, the rest of the matters can be handled."

Chen Ke understood after hearing this. Qi Si'e gave him a bank note because he wanted him to deal with the British. What kind of play was this? The Qi family's style was really quite alternative. Chen Ke was uneasy and asked Qi Si'e again. Qi Si'e indicated that Chen Ke's understanding was correct. He had already agreed with the British on this matter, just needing to start the official paperwork these few days. Last night Qi Huishen suddenly mentioned this, so Qi Si'e called Chen Ke over to let Chen Ke handle it.

The rickshaw puller was quite fit and ran at a good speed. Qi Huishen and Chen Ke shared a car. Chen Ke recalled the events just now and found them very interesting.

Qi Si'e proposed such an opportunity, giving money and connections. Apart from feeling this was a huge trap, Chen Ke didn't think there were other reasons to refuse. Qi Si'e ignored Chen Ke and had the butler call Qi Huishen over. As soon as Qi Huishen arrived in the living room, Qi Si'e had the butler take the two to see the British immediately to settle the matter. Next, without even inviting Chen Ke for lunch, Qi Si'e kicked the two young men out the door.

"Huishen, your respected father is truly vigorous and speedy in his actions." Chen Ke really couldn't find other adjectives.

"That's because as long as I don't go make revolution, my dad supports whatever I do." Qi Huishen gave the correct answer.
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To put it subtly, Qi Huishen’s attitude toward foreigners was that he didn’t like them in the slightest. To put it bluntly, he found them absolutely repulsive. If it were the past, Qi Huishen would never have obeyed his father's order to interact with the British. This occasion was very special because he was going with Chen Ke. Otherwise, Qi Huishen likely would have given up.

However, as the rickshaw got closer to the British Consulate, Qi Huishen appeared increasingly uneasy.

"Wenqing, how does one usually deal with foreigners?" Qi Huishen finally asked.

"This matter, I..." Chen Ke almost slipped up. In truth, he didn't have much experience dealing with foreign devils either. Chen Ke congratulated himself on not misspeaking while he pondered.

"Let's hear what the butler has to say first. Since your father sent him, it wouldn't be a casual decision."

Qi Huishen didn't have a better idea, so he changed the subject. "Wenqing is never afraid of foreigners, are you?" This remark inadvertently revealed Qi Huishen’s inner thoughts.

"I’m not afraid of individual foreigners, but when encountering organized foreigners, I always believe one must be cautious. No matter how rotten the British organization is, it’s not something I can deal with alone," Chen Ke gave a vague answer.

Seeing Qi Huishen’s worried look, Chen Ke laughed, "But foreign devils are people too. If they are people, then the way they do things isn't actually that different. Treat them with courtesy, seek truth from facts in understanding their procedures, and you won’t encounter anything too excessive."

The three of them got off the rickshaw in front of the British Consulate. Before the two young men could speak, the butler had already started "lecturing on the rules." As Qi Huishen’s father, Qi Si'e, had said, both parties had already determined the general direction of the project. Chen Ke felt that if he hadn't misunderstood the butler, his and Qi Huishen’s job was simply to get stamps. A certain Counselor at the consulate was the British person in charge of this affair, and the first document needed to be issued from this Counselor’s hands.

Chen Ke didn't dare guess blindly; he straightforwardly told the butler his understanding. The butler nodded with satisfaction. Then the group began their work.

"Bureaucratic style" has always been a target of criticism in the industrial age: slow, rigid, endless documents, forms, and stamps. Anyone who doesn't understand the bureaucratic system will absolutely have no good impression after dealing with it. Chen Ke used to feel this way too, but ever since he personally went through bureaucratic procedures to accomplish a few not-so-small things, his view of the bureaucratic system changed. Compared to banditry or rule by man, the progressive significance of a modern bureaucratic system is quite large. Everyone’s criticism of bureaucracy lies in "not being able to find the person who calls the shots." Actually, if you are willing to listen seriously to the bureaucrats' explanations, you can actually find the person responsible. Chen Ke always felt that, compared to the bureaucratic system itself, those who believe the bureaucratic system can solve *all* problems perhaps make the greater error.

This affair verified Chen Ke's view. A Counselor named Humphrey issued the first document. Next, they had to find the official in the British Concession's education department responsible for this matter to sign it. Chen Ke didn't simply entertain that official, sign the document, and run away in a hurry. Instead, he spent some effort communicating with him.

Compared to Indians, the British were much more diligent. But compared to the Chinese, the British were relatively lazy. Because he practiced spoken English by watching American dramas, Chen Ke spoke standard American English, with a bit of a New York accent. When choosing words and phrasing, Chen Ke tried his best to use "May" instead of "Can" to sound a bit more London. The education official hadn't actually stayed in London for long; he was from Coventry.

That this short-haired Chinese man could speak English that was clearly not from mainland China made him less annoying. Chen Ke neither held obvious hostility toward the British like ordinary Chinese, nor did he curry favor like a comprador. So, this official answered a few of Chen Ke's key questions. Who exactly has jurisdiction over the school mentioned in this document? Which departments are responsible for leading the work for this school?

In the following days, Chen Ke did exactly this at every unit where a signature and stamp were required. Not every official was as amiable as the one responsible for education; there was more than one or two who treated Chen Ke with a terrible attitude. At these times, Chen Ke had to adopt another method, which was to say, "As long as you don't kick me out, I will get the steps you are responsible for done, strictly on a business basis."

Qi Huishen accompanied Chen Ke throughout these few days. In Qi Huishen’s imagination, handling affairs meant finding the person in charge, conducting open or private negotiations, and then reaching a result. This was his first time struggling against a modern bureaucratic system. Seeing the British with gloomy faces and unkind tones, yet seeing Chen Ke exchange opinions with them without fear and follow their directions... Many demands that seemed unreasonable to Qi Huishen, Chen Ke was able to run back and forth repeatedly to complete.

Stamping official documents, filling out forms, stamping again, changing forms. Going to a department today, and having to go again tomorrow—the purpose of seeking out the same person was entirely different. On the afternoon of the fourth day, Chen Ke finally brought a final document back before Counselor Humphrey.

Counselor Humphrey looked at the two Chinese youths, Chen Ke and Qi Huishen, with a somewhat surprised gaze. As a Briton who knew the power of the bureaucratic system well, he rather appreciated the steadfast persistence of these two young men. Actually, the British bureaucratic system in Shanghai wasn't that large; he had long known of Chen Ke's actions within it. Chen Ke didn't strictly follow the steps to sign documents; without touching the "stance" held by Counselor Humphrey, Chen Ke figured out who to find, and then went to find that person for the stamp himself.

As one of the characteristics of the bureaucratic system, subordinates had long since come to Humphrey, hoping to know if there was anything fishy about this matter. Humphrey had just one sentence: "Follow the procedure." The subordinates naturally wouldn't misunderstand; this meant "just don't deliberately look for trouble."

This school matter wasn't a critically important affair. Ever since the Americans used the Boxer Indemnity to open schools in China, the British had similar intentions. But the British, relying on their "international status," were unwilling to be as blunt as the Americans. This school project fell into this category. If not for this background, Counselor Humphrey might not have let Chen Ke pass so readily.

Following the butler's specific instructions, Chen Ke placed the bank draft together with the final document. Counselor Humphrey signed a receipt for Chen Ke and sent the two away.

"You mean, the British are using China's Boxer Indemnity to build schools to buy off the Chinese?" Outside the consulate, Qi Huishen asked Chen Ke. "And for this school, the British Consulate in Shanghai is making my father pay for it while they don't lift a finger. They created that whatever... Wenqing, what was that term you used just now?"

"Political achievement project."

"Right, political achievement project. You mean the British Consulate has created a political achievement project."

"If not for this reason, the two of us definitely couldn't have finished this task."

After saying this, a relaxed and happy look appeared on Chen Ke's face. Qi Huishen didn't share Chen Ke's good mood; he only felt that the busy work of these past days was merely to set up an empty shell of a school, and for the service of the British at that. This made him very unhappy.

"Huishen, this is revolution. Our revolutionary cause has achieved a major breakthrough. Haven't you always wanted to recruit revolutionary comrades? Through this school, the process of recruiting comrades will yield twice the result with half the effort," Chen Ke persuaded.

"Although we can gather comrades, we are mostly finding a bunch of people to serve the British. I still feel it's not right." Qi Huishen still couldn't figure it out.

"Huishen, what exactly do you think revolution is? A bunch of comrades holding guns and knives, wiping out all the enemies? I think you shouldn't be that childish anymore."

"But it shouldn't be this result either. Brother Wenqing, you say we need revolution, but the more I look, the further what you do seems from revolution. In the past, at least you explained revolutionary principles to us. These days, you don't even talk about revolutionary principles."

Chen Ke did not agree with Qi Huishen’s view. "Ha, when I talked about revolutionary principles, you weren't revolutionary comrades yet. Now that we've even established a Party cell, I actually feel my revolutionary work is remarkably effective."

"Then what do you plan to do next, Wenqing?" Qi Huishen knew he couldn't out-debate Chen Ke, so he asked directly.

"The Party relies on Party members. To distinguish whether a person is a Party member, we don't look at what he says. Instead, we look at what he does. I said I am a revolutionary; why did you believe me? I presume it wasn't because I spoke endlessly to you about revolutionary principles. But because I led the comrades to do work earnestly together. And we were able to get things done. Why can the comrades get along well? Because everyone is working earnestly. Not just for themselves, but for our common cause."

Hearing this, Qi Huishen fell silent and nodded slightly. Chen Ke could dye cloth, make medicine. Now he could also get this approval document. If there were no special circumstances, Chen Ke should be able to do many things. Qi Huishen complained that Chen Ke wasn't revolting now only because he believed Chen Ke should also be able to get a revolution going. Just as Chen Ke said, through the experience of working together these past days, even though Qi Huishen had joined accidentally because of an accidental injury, he still liked these guys. He hoped to make revolution together with these guys. Rather than with those who were at a loss when facing hard work, or who simply ran away.

Seeing that Qi Huishen was persuaded, Chen Ke felt very gratified. And to be able to say such words to Qi Huishen today, Chen Ke felt very happy in his heart.

The success of the Communist Party, especially the myth-like success before 1949, had an important external manifestation: what the Communist Party told the people, she achieved. She even achieved far more than she said. Chen Ke didn't think that when the country was founded in 1949, the comrades in the Party really all understood the theory of communism. Chen Ke believed that it would be pretty good if no more than 4% of the Party members back then truly understood communist theory. As for the Chinese people of that time, those who understood communism were definitely less than 1%.

But why could this political party crush all reactionaries like dry weeds and rotten wood? Because this political party relied on "seeking truth from facts" to do practical things beneficial to the people. It was the result of millions of Party members implementing the Party's program and organizational discipline from top to bottom.

Chen Ke felt regretful that he couldn't mention these things to Qi Huishen. Even if he did, Qi Huishen wouldn't believe it. For Chen Ke, he could only lead by example, letting the comrades realize the power of the new political party through actual actions. This political concept and organizational model could liberate China, and even liberate the whole world.

Chen Ke strongly agreed with that widely circulated fable: in a country composed of madmen, the normal person is the madman.

If one cannot speak with facts, then everything is a lie that can never be clarified.

But a journey of ten thousand miles begins with a single step. Now that the initial outline was there, there were many things Chen Ke could do. "What does Huishen think of this bureaucratic system of the British?" Chen Ke asked.

"Too tedious. I really can't understand it. It's thanks to you, Wenqing, that you could figure out what they were doing."

"Then for the New China we want to build in the future—oh, let's not talk that far ahead. For the new school we are about to establish immediately, and the new factories and enterprises, how do you prepare to set up the management system, Huishen?"

Qi Huishen really hadn't thought about these things. Since he joined Chen Ke's team, he didn't need to consider these things; there was always endless work in front of him, and the team ran very well. Qi Huishen subconsciously thought that this was the best model.

"Huishen, I said before, our Party speaks of democracy. For the future organizational structure, decisions made after everyone meets and discusses must be obeyed unconditionally by all Party members. When we have meetings, you can't act like this with me. You must speak your own views."

When Chen Ke said this, Qi Huishen remembered that such a thing had indeed been said. Since Chen Ke said a Party meeting was needed to determine how future development would proceed, that meant revolutionary work would continue to be pushed forward. Thinking of this, Qi Huishen became happy again.

These past few days, Chen Ke and Qi Huishen ran errands for stamps during the day and treated patients at night. Seeing the sun already slanting west, it was almost time for treating patients. According to their usual schedule, they should rush back to the workshop now, change into white coats, carry their medical kits, and rush to the patients' homes. But holding that receipt in his hand, Chen Ke absolutely dared not let Qi Huishen take it to Old Master Qi Si'e. This wasn't because he didn't trust Qi Huishen, but if Chen Ke let Qi Huishen take the receipt back, a person like Qi Si'e would only think Chen Ke didn't know how to handle affairs. Facing this figure he absolutely could not afford to offend, Chen Ke couldn't make any mistakes.

Qi Si'e called Chen Ke and Qi Huishen into the living room. Chen Ke first handed the receipt to the old master. Qi Si'e looked at it and passed the receipt to the butler beside him.

"Wenqing, I've seen the receipt, no problem. This matter is done."

Chen Ke breathed a sigh of relief. "I can finally give you an account."

"Haha, Wenqing handles affairs very cautiously." The old master laughed, then he turned his head and immediately scolded Qi Huishen, "Do you know now that things are not easy to do?"

Although Qi Huishen was somewhat unconvinced, he didn't dare contradict his father. He responded obediently.

"This is because Wenqing is sensible that it could be done so quickly. If you went to do it, I'm afraid you wouldn't be able to get this done in a month," Qi Si'e said.

"Uncle Qi, this relied on you having paved the road for us long ago. They didn't make things difficult for us at all. If we had to do it ourselves, it wouldn't be a matter of running errands, but that it simply couldn't be done," Chen Ke hurriedly said.

Seeing that Qi Huishen didn't talk back, and since the matter was accomplished anyway, Old Master Qi didn't want to say much more about his son. He looked at Chen Ke again. "Wenqing, I haven't run a school. Nor do I understand how to run a school. How do you plan to help me, Wenqing?"

"I really want to do this school project. But for this matter, I can only do the work; as for how to do it, Uncle Qi, you still have to make the decisions." As Chen Ke spoke, he took out a manuscript. "Uncle Qi, I studied abroad. I copied and guessed based on what schools look like abroad and wrote an outline. I'd like to ask Uncle Qi for your guidance."

This was the material for Cai Yuanpei; Chen Ke changed the name slightly and brought it over to use.

"Wenqing, regarding this matter, I originally thought that since the British asked me to do this, I would just treat it as spending five thousand dollars in vain. Spending money to avoid disaster. I didn't expect that you, Wenqing, could actually do this, and this son of mine rarely wants to do some proper business. I won't worry about the school matters. If you two feel that my five thousand dollars shouldn't be spent in vain, then run it for me. If you need me to do anything, say the word, and I'll handle it for you. If you can't run this school, I originally thought this money was thrown into the water anyway. It doesn't matter."

"Uncle Qi, I originally wanted to open a hospital. I didn't expect to encounter such an opportunity. This school is a medical school, and every medical school has its own affiliated hospital. It’s truly my luck that my hospital can lean on this big tree. Please rest assured, I will definitely assist Huishen in running this school well."

Qi Si'e nodded with satisfaction. "This school, although said to be established by the British, is paid for with my money. So I told the British that they can send people to be school directors, but the Chairman cannot be British. How about this: Huishen will be the Chairman. Wenqing, you be the Principal. You two run the school well for me."

"I will definitely assist Huishen with all my strength."

"By the way, Wenqing, are you a revolutionary?" Qi Si'e suddenly asked.

Hearing this, Chen Ke was startled. Seeing no malice in Qi Si'e’s words, although he was speaking to Chen Ke, his gaze fell on Qi Huishen.

Chen Ke said, "I used to clamor about revolution, but now I don't dare to talk nonsense like before."

Qi Si'e hummed. He said to his son, "Revolution, revolution. Apart from making trouble everywhere, what else can that bunch of revolutionaries do? Isn't it good to honestly do business and run a school? Isn't it better than wandering around outside all day?"

Chen Ke recalled Qi Huishen’s words: as long as he didn't go make revolution, his old man would support whatever he did. It seemed these words were no joke.

Although the times are different, the mood of parents loving their children has no distinction. Qi Si'e criticized and educated Qi Huishen for half an hour, until Qi Huishen, annoyed to no end, guaranteed that he would concentrate on the school in the future. Only then did the old master let his son off.

After the family education ended, Old Master Qi Si'e invited Chen Ke to have dinner together. Chen Ke was very relieved; if not for the grand reason of "treating patients," he really couldn't have refused.

After Chen Ke took his leave, Qi Si'e said, "Wenqing is busy today, so I won't delay his proper business. Regarding that medicine business Huishen said he's doing with Wenqing, we'll talk when we have time."
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Chapter 18: The First Party Meeting

As the saying goes, plans can never keep up with changes. The first Party meeting was scheduled to convene on July 14, 1905. It officially convened on July 17, three days later than expected.

Chen Ke and Qi Huishen had been busy with the school and treating patients, while Zhou Yuanxiao was in charge of watching the workshop. During this period, Hua Xiongmao and You Gou also became elusive. You Gou claimed she was recruiting some friends she had worked with before, swearing solemnly that there were some excellent talents among them.

Because the paperwork for the school needed to be finalized, Qi Huishen had to frequently contact the British with his father, so he couldn't follow Chen Ke around to treat patients. It wasn't impossible for Chen Ke to treat patients alone, but since Hua Xiongmao was willing to take charge of drug sales in Fujian, Chen Ke felt Hua Xiongmao had to go on business trips eventually. Chen Ke couldn't go to Fujian with Hua Xiongmao, so it was very necessary for Hua Xiongmao to fully understand the use of the specific drugs and their therapeutic effects now.

After going on medical rounds with Chen Ke twice, Hua Xiongmao earnestly apologized. "Wenqing, looking at those patients makes me feel uncomfortable all over. I have nightmares at night. Wenqing, I beg you, let me go sell the medicine. I can't do this doctoring business."

No matter how Chen Ke explained the necessity of understanding the drug's characteristics, Hua Xiongmao insisted that he needed some time before he could come into contact with patients again. Now, the sight of a patient made him nauseous.

After Hua Xiongmao fled in defeat, You Gou volunteered to find a reliable Chinese doctor trained in Western medicine. Two days later, she brought over a doctor named Wang Qinian. Wang Qinian was Cantonese, and his family had many overseas Chinese members in Nanyang. This Dr. Wang's uncle was a seaman, and relying on his uncle, Wang Qinian had graduated from some medical school in Marseille, France. Seeing Wang Qinian's vagueness, Chen Ke strongly suspected that the teacher of this "medical school" was likely the ship's doctor.

However, when talking about intravenous injection, dosage, saline solution, and compounding drugs, Wang Qinian answered fluently and his practical operation was quite skilled. He was competent for the position of a doctor. Chen Ke was worried about this Dr. Wang's background; since there were overseas Chinese in his family, his background wouldn't be that simple. Wang Qinian was recommended by You Gou's friend, and she said she would ask around.

After experiencing so many things, on the morning of July 17, the first Party meeting was officially held. There were five attendees in total: Chen Ke, Qi Huishen, Hua Xiongmao, You Gou, and Zhou Yuanxiao. Although everyone had been joking around when mentioning the Party meeting, when they really sat around the table and met in the name of the Party, the familiar friends looked at each other and felt a bit embarrassed.

Chen Ke patted the table. "I announce that the first Party meeting has officially begun."

No one applauded, no one spoke. Everyone waited calmly for Chen Ke to continue.

"Item one, let's first elect a secretary for this session."

"What is a secretary?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

"The secretary is responsible for recording every topic, everyone's speech, and the final resolutions reached. In addition, after the meeting, the secretary must compile a meeting summary..." Chen Ke thought these things were easy to understand, but to his great surprise, after explaining the secretary's responsibilities, the comrades' views were widely divergent.

"My handwriting is no good, I can't do it," Hua Xiongmao spoke first. If Hua Xiongmao had stopped there, it would have been understandable. But Hua Xiongmao continued asking, "This kind of thing is for miscellaneous staff. Shall we find someone specifically to do this next time?"

Chen Ke tried his best to understand Hua Xiongmao and interpret his words in a positive light. As Chen Ke thought, Hua Xiongmao's intention was probably—if one focuses on recording everyone's words, one cannot participate in the discussion. So, it's better to find someone uninvolved to do this work. Moreover, Chen Ke suspected that Hua Xiongmao considered the secretary a low-level position, and as "core cadres," this group shouldn't be doing it.

Qi Huishen had engaged in revolution before, after all, so his thinking was more reliable. "We discuss many things that need to be kept secret. How can we use an outsider?"

"My handwriting isn't good either, I can't do it," You Gou followed up.

Zhou Yuanxiao remained silent until he saw Chen Ke looking at him. Only then did Zhou Yuanxiao reluctantly say, "I can't do it."

Chen Ke felt helpless regarding everyone's viewpoints. A small secretary might seem insignificant, but among the positions within the Communist Party, the highest rank of secretary—the General Secretary—was the number one person in the Party. There was only one true Party Chairman. If Chen Ke was the Party Chairman now, then the second in command would be the General Secretary. Often, status is not something to be fought for; whoever is suitable for the position doesn't need to fight.

Seeing no one vying for the secretary role, Qi Huishen said, "I'll do it." No one objected.

Chen Ke said, "Meeting item two, we elect the moderator for this meeting. I elect myself."

No one objected to this topic. Seeing Qi Huishen hadn't started writing, Chen Ke urged, "Huishen, write it down."

"This needs to be recorded too?" Qi Huishen was a bit puzzled.

"This is our rule for meetings from now on. In the meeting, everything must be recorded." Chen Ke said very seriously.

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Qi Huishen began to record.

"Item three, every future topic must ultimately be voted on by a show of hands. Everyone must speak. If you agree, raise your hand to indicate it; if you disagree, you must explicitly object..."

These rules, which Chen Ke had learned in elementary school, were proposed as topics one by one, and passed by a show of hands one by one. Everyone thought Chen Ke was going to talk about something important, but it turned out to be relearning rules. It was fine at first, but after a while, everyone felt it was very boring. Hua Xiongmao even started yawning.

Finally, the meeting rules were fully explained. Chen Ke watched Qi Huishen finish writing these down before saying to everyone, "After this meeting ends, what does the secretary need to do?"

No one understood what he meant, so Chen Ke had to ask again. No one could recall, and Qi Huishen couldn't remember either. He hurriedly looked through the meeting minutes and quickly found the answer. "The secretary must write a meeting summary after the meeting."

"This is the reason for having a secretary. This is also why, on the basis of preserving the original records of the meeting, a meeting summary must also be written." Chen Ke said with a smile. More specifically, the corners of Chen Ke's mouth pulled into a smile.

As a transmigrator, Chen Ke had never felt where his advantage lay. In this strange era, in this strange world, Chen Ke always had to rely on himself to solve all problems. Since starting from scratch and facing strangers, it was actually easier to make contact with revolutionaries and find a common language. In 1905, it was easier for Chen Ke to be a revolutionary.

The Party meeting had only been going on for a short while, but Chen Ke suddenly felt his advantage. His true advantage did not lie in the knowledge of later generations, but in knowing how to build an organization to solve problems. The power of an organization is greater than the individual; three cobblers equal a Zhuge Liang. If there is a good organization, any genius is unable to contend against it with individual strength alone.

As a transmigrator, Chen Ke didn't know what those great men of the past thought, but he knew what those great men did, and what kind of organizations they built to operate and achieve their goals. Those organizations Chen Ke had once loathed were holders of power; to Chen Ke, they were even "oppressors." But Chen Ke could now understand that it was precisely because they were organized and had strict discipline that they had such power.

"Yo, Huishen, when you write the summary report, I'll have to read it with respect," Hua Xiongmao teased.

Chen Ke glared at Hua Xiongmao. "Huishen, record this statement Zhenglan made in the meeting."

The implication of ridicule was so clear that Hua Xiongmao hurriedly said, "Don't, don't."

Qi Huishen just smiled and didn't move his pen.

The subsequent topics became much more serious. Chen Ke asked everyone, what is the purpose of the revolution?

"To establish a new system and save China." Hua Xiongmao, having just been criticized by Chen Ke, hurriedly quoted Chen Ke's words upon hearing this serious matter.

"Then does everyone think what I said is correct?"

This question triggered everyone's contemplation.

Hua Xiongmao laughed, "What Wenqing says sounds reliable. Besides, the world is definitely going to be in chaos. Naturally, I listen to Wenqing. Furthermore, we were so busy before, where was the time to explain this in detail?"

"Then, we must organize study classes. To explain the theory of revolution clearly."

"I've been waiting to hear Wenqing lecture." Qi Huishen agreed with this suggestion very much. As he spoke, Qi Huishen hurriedly recorded on the paper.

"This brings up a problem: when do we give lectures? Everyone is so busy, treating patients or selling medicine. We are about to start a school soon; how do we squeeze out this time?"

This was indeed a big problem. Everyone was busy during the day and only free at night. Everyone's eyes involuntarily fell on You Gou. Among them, You Gou couldn't really come out at night.

"Don't worry about me, I can't delay everyone's business. I appreciate your kindness, but I will definitely come to attend the lectures at night," You Gou said hurriedly.

So the time for the Party class was set for six o'clock in the evening.

"This is not enough. We already have so many things on hand, we must recruit people. I will now report to everyone on the things I think need to be done within the next year." Chen Ke took out the notebook he carried with him and said to the group.

According to Chen Ke's plan, in the coming year, they would establish a medical college together with the British. With this medical college as the main body, they would set up an affiliated school and a nursing school attached to the medical college. They also needed to open a hospital affiliated with the medical college.

The hospital needed a large amount of equipment. Leaving aside other equipment, if all the glass equipment had to be purchased, it would be too wasteful. Chen Ke believed they needed to open a glass factory. If they were to open a glass factory, they would need a large amount of coal, and purchasing on a small scale was too inefficient. Chen Ke told everyone that he prepared to build a honeycomb briquette factory.

Such a plan was essentially an extremely incomplete complex of related industries. The group could still understand it. Next, Chen Ke told everyone his overall design for the schools and factories.

From the construction of schools to the hiring of teachers; from the construction of the hospital to the hiring of doctors and nurses. As for the honeycomb briquette factory, that was even more complex. From equipment design and purchase to the procurement of anthracite, clay, and straw, as well as the selection and construction of the factory site. Product sales, and smoothing out various social relations. He spoke for over half an hour like this. Qi Huishen had already interrupted Chen Ke's statement six times, asking him to pause so he could finish writing the current record.

While Qi Huishen was writing desperately, You Gou said, "Wenqing, we don't have enough people. We have to recruit."

"That's right, how do we recruit?"

"I can find some people from the countryside. Anyway, there are so many people with nothing to do right now," Hua Xiongmao said.

"How is their work? Can they do the work we need them to do?" Chen Ke asked.

"If they don't listen, I'll deal with them," Hua Xiongmao said.

You Gou looked at Hua Xiongmao with disdain. "That's not as good as recruiting in Shanghai."

"Can people here in Shanghai do a good job? Do you know their background inside out?" Hua Xiongmao asked back.

"If they don't do well, we don't pay them wages. Besides, can Zhenglan also find those teachers, doctors, and nurses from the countryside?" You Gou retorted.

"At least those people are obedient, right?"

"Hmph! Obedient! I've opened factories with people before, and I haven't seen how obedient those relatives from the countryside are. They are clumsy and can't do anything right. If you say a couple of words to them, they make a fuss with you first. Even if they know they did wrong, those country folk don't say it, but there are plenty who sabotage you behind your back while working. Compared to these 'obedient' people, I'd rather find those disobedient workers. At least with hired workers, they work for wages; they know if they don't do well, they won't get money."

It seemed You Gou had failed quite a few times before; the resentment in these words was unusually strong.

"According to you, there are no good people among country relatives."

"There should be good people, but if they were good, would they be unable to survive in the countryside and run to the city? I haven't seen many such good people."

"Nonsense! City workers are sly and slippery, how are they any good?"

...

...

You Gou and Hua Xiongmao started arguing. Neither could convince the other, and their emotions became increasingly intense. Chen Ke watched them argue without saying a word, just snickering. Qi Huishen couldn't stand it anymore. He put down his pen. "Do you want me to record your words too?"

This really worked; the argument ended immediately.

You Gou glared aggressively at Hua Xiongmao, while Hua Xiongmao snorted coldly and turned his head away to ignore You Gou.

Seeing that both of them were silent, Chen Ke said, "Revolution requires revolutionary principles. The revolutionary principles I know happen to contain something that addresses what you were just arguing about."

"Wenqing, say it quickly. Is what I said right, or is what Zhenglan said right?" You Gou asked immediately.

"That's right! Wenqing must explain this clearly." Hua Xiongmao also wouldn't let it go.

"First of all, what you said is all truth, things you've seen with your own eyes. I can confirm this."

"Hmph!" You Gou and Hua Xiongmao huffed at the same time.

"Why such a situation occurs... several aspects of revolutionary theory discuss this matter. However, this is not a Party class right now; the Party class will start in the evening. So we will continue with the current agenda: the work plan for the next year."

Seeing that You Gou and Hua Xiongmao both looked a bit reluctant to let it drop, Chen Ke said to Zhou Yuanxiao, who had only simply stated his position and remained silent: "Brother Zhou, you have also opened a factory. We really need an example of opening a factory for this topic. Brother Zhou will be responsible for preparing this example, how about that?"

Zhou Yuanxiao's face twitched. Failing at running a factory was something he refused to mention. Chen Ke actually brought up this example, leaving Zhou Yuanxiao feeling very bitter. "Let's forget it, Wenqing. I don't want to bring that up."

Chen Ke did not agree with Zhou Yuanxiao. "Brother Zhou, this kind of thing must be figured out. If something succeeds, there might be a bit of providence involved. But if something fails, it's definitely because we didn't do it well. Since we spent so much money and put in so much effort, we have to understand clearly how we failed, right?"

"I've accepted that matter. If we don't have to mention it, let's not," Zhou Yuanxiao said despondently.

You Gou also disagreed. "No, Brother Zhou, you should talk about it. Let's see how those people actually ruined your factory." After saying this, she ignored Hua Xiongmao's dissatisfied look. "You should explain clearly how those country relatives ruined your factory. Past experience, if not forgotten, is a guide for the future. Since we are going to continue opening factories, these mistakes cannot be repeated."

"That's right, Brother Zhou, you must speak," Hua Xiongmao said in a tone that showed he was clashing with You Gou.

"We are all comrades, don't hurt the harmony," Qi Huishen persuaded. "Wenqing, you say something to them too. Speaking like this isn't right."

Chen Ke laughed. "The reason I want to pull everyone into the revolution is that a true Party member can see the entire world clearly. Right now, the reason You Gou and Zhenglan are arguing is that they are looking at the world through their own eyes, rather than looking at what this world actually is. I feel they are just like children quarreling right now, completely missing the point."

"Children quarreling also hurts harmony," Qi Huishen understood Chen Ke's meaning and laughed.

"What harmony do children hurt? One day they say, 'I won't play with you anymore,' and a few days later they are playing together happily again. You can't persuade them out of this."

Hearing this, You Gou said angrily, "I am the child. I am reasoning."

"Oh, reasoning. Then let's continue the meeting. We are here to hold a meeting today, not to quarrel. Right?"

Faced with Chen Ke's tolerant and mature words, You Gou had to stay silent.

"I talked about *Capital* last time. It discusses the development of enterprises. I also mentioned that in Sweden, 30% of child laborers die in factories before reaching adulthood. In Britain, after entering the factory, it is guaranteed that workers will be worked to death within three years. These are all truths. The operation of capital has always been this bloody. But in our Chinese textile factories, workers go to work at fixed times, rest during holidays, and frequently eat some meat. They even have money to buy the cloth they spun themselves. So, the foreigners' goods are cheaper than ours. Therefore, when foreign goods rush in, our national goods cannot compete. I am telling you all this now to emphasize that I do not want such things to repeat. At least I, myself, will not do such things. How can we avoid such things happening?"
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Chapter 19: Lecture Notes

Looking at the lecture notes before him, Chen Ke was extremely dissatisfied. This draft had already been revised several times, yet Chen Ke still wanted to scrap it and start over. Chen Ke knew why he was so discontent; it was because in this manuscript, he still hadn't told the "truth."

When he went to see Xu Xilin, Chen Ke had written a lengthy, eloquent piece. In that document, Chen Ke didn't need to speak any "truth"; he only needed to write what Xu Xilin could understand. "Seeking truth from facts" did not demand that one "tell the truth." Instead, it demanded that one understand the other party's needs and know their desires. To put it bluntly, Xu Xilin was a wealthy revolutionary whose property stemmed from the old system. Xu Xilin wished to overthrow the Manchu Qing, but that didn't mean Xu Xilin would agree to destroy the old system.

Chen Ke's goal was to obtain Xu Xilin's support, not to guide Xu Xilin onto the true path of revolution. Therefore, to achieve this goal, Chen Ke had to speak in accordance with the ideals Xu Xilin expected, making Xu Xilin believe he was a "like-minded" comrade. Of course, "moralists" might call Chen Ke a "liar," but such an evaluation was meaningless to Chen Ke himself. He was simply acting in accordance with the theory of "seeking truth from facts." Judging by the results, Chen Ke had achieved his goal.

In his association with Qiu Jin, with Cai Yuanpei and Tao Chengzhang, and including his associations with Hua Xiongmao, You Gou, Zhou Yuanxiao, and Qi Huishen, Chen Ke had to be like a chameleon, showing each person exactly what they expected to see. This, too, was the attitude of seeking truth from facts.

The lecture notes before him left Chen Ke feeling very conflicted. Knowledge is power, but power is not equivalent to justice. A kitchen knife is a necessity for cooking exquisite food, but it is also a lethal weapon for killing. From the perspective of seeking truth from facts, Chen Ke firmly believed that among those who learned the knowledge he imparted, some would inevitably choose a path different from his own.

As a communist and an inheritor of Chinese culture, Chen Ke knew the story of Shang Yang's reforms. Shang Yang first used the "Way of Emperors" to move Duke Xiao of Qin, who dismissed him saying, "How is he such a nonsense-spouting fellow?" Shang Yang then used the "Way of Kings" to move Duke Xiao, whose opinion was, "This man is alright; we can talk." Finally, Shang Yang used the "Way of Hegemons" to move Duke Xiao, and the Duke was so excited he spoke with Shang Yang for days and nights on end.

Chen Ke believed his own knowledge encompassed the "Way of Emperors," the "Way of Kings," and the "Way of Hegemons." He was not the least bit optimistic, believing these comrades would inevitably prefer the "Way of Hegemons." Chen Ke had little contact with contemporary intellectuals, but even in such a short time, the vast majority believed that as long as China had a revolution, it would instantly become a first-rate power. They did not understand the world, so they did not know the true gap between China and the Great Powers. If Chen Ke explained this immense gap clearly, how many of them would dedicate themselves to a "People's Revolution" that destroyed all old systems, rather than a "Bourgeois Revolution"?

Chen Ke had no certainty about this.

"Is this Wenqing's lecture draft for today?" Qi Huishen walked in from outside. He picked up a page and looked at it, seeing only a title. He looked at a few other pages; they were also just titles.

Qi Huishen frowned slightly. Since meeting Chen Ke, Qi Huishen had always felt Chen Ke was different from the rest. It was a fundamental difference. As far as the overseas students Qi Huishen had met were concerned, they always complained about everything under the sun, cursing the Manchu Qing and then the British Empire. They either complained about having no money and being unable to start factories, or they complained that equipment was too expensive, insufficient, or that workers were lazy. These were the ones who actually tried to do something. The frustrated ones would curse the heavens for being blind, lamenting that talented individuals like themselves were hitting walls everywhere with no opportunities. What followed was inevitably a torrent of grievances against the imperial court and the foreign powers. Finally, it would end with gnashing teeth and swearing oaths to revolt, to overthrow the Manchu Qing, and drive out the foreigners.

Yet, once this same batch of "revolutionaries" had the chance to infiltrate the government or join foreign firms, they immediately became arrogant and majestic. Although they would still curse while drinking in private, what they cursed then was how their superiors were bastards, or how the foreigners were bastards, to the extent that they couldn't get any benefits. This was exactly why Qi Huishen's father detested Qi Huishen involved in revolution.

Qi Huishen initially thought the court and the foreigners were indeed bastards, and while he felt this conclusion was correct, the reasoning process was wildly wrong. Those two were certainly bastards, but not the kind of bastards those former "revolutionary comrades" described. Qi Huishen had always hoped to figure out exactly where the error lay. No matter how many "revolutionary comrades" he befriended or how many "learned" people he asked, he never received a satisfactory answer. Until he met Chen Ke.

That night he was beaten down by You Gou and dragged into the strange courtyard really gave Qi Huishen a fright. But after realizing it was a misunderstanding and learning that Chen Ke was actually a "revolutionary," Qi Huishen truly didn't believe it at first. People busily working in a workshop were "revolutionaries"? In Qi Huishen's experience with revolution, revolutionaries were all idle. Only people with nothing to do went to revolt; who would go revolt if they had serious business to attend to?

Qi Huishen had followed the revolution for too long, and for too long he had failed to find the path of revolution. He had even asked his father multiple times for money to study in Japan. No one knows a son like his father; Old Master Qi Si'e knew very well his son's purpose wasn't to study, but to go to Japan to find "revolutionary comrades." So he completely cut off Qi Huishen's financial sources.

The accidentally encountered Chen Ke appeared as a huge question mark in Qi Huishen's eyes. For Qi Huishen, who had no other roads left to walk, he could only gamble that perhaps this unique "revolutionary" could explain the many doubts he had held for so long.

Qi Huishen felt he had gambled correctly. Chen Ke's lectures were always able to reveal issues Qi Huishen couldn't figure out, leaving him in admiration. Chen Ke's style made Qi Huishen admire him even more. It wasn't just that Chen Ke held meetings for others; while Chen Ke was exhausted and resting, others would hold private meetings too. Chen Ke, who could start from scratch with just a few dozen taels of silver, was someone Qi Huishen had never seen before. Chen Ke, who could go days without sleep working desperately to make medicine for a colleague, was also someone Qi Huishen had never seen before. In this workshop, there were never sighs or blaming of fate, only work and laughter. This was what "revolution" should be; this was what "revolutionary comrades" should be.

Qi Huishen was very happy about Chen Ke resuming lectures. To be honest, Qi Huishen was very dissatisfied with Chen Ke's classes over the first few days. Compared to Chen Ke's previous courses, which were spoken from the heart, in these recent classes, Chen Ke had lost his former ease. The content was often contradictory and vague. Although no one said anything directly in class, whether it was Qi Huishen, You Gou, Hua Xiongmao, or even Zhou Yuanxiao, they had actually been unhappy in their private conversations for a long time.

After hesitating for a while, Qi Huishen finally spoke. "Wenqing, I have something I don't know if I should say."

"We are all comrades, what is there that should or shouldn't be said?"

"The things Wenqing has been saying always give me the feeling that you wish to speak but stop. I wonder if Wenqing has some hidden difficulties."

Chen Ke was slightly stunned. For Qi Huishen to say such words was definitely not accidental. It seemed he had felt this way for a while and only spoke out now because he couldn't hold it back. And the other comrades around couldn't possibly not have similar thoughts. Since that was the case, Chen Ke decided to tell the truth.

"I am afraid of leading everyone astray."

"Astray?" Qi Huishen was quite puzzled by the subtle choice of words. He probed, "Is it that Wenqing is leading us astray, or that our knowledge is insufficient and we are going astray?"

"I would like to compare myself to Xunzi, but Xunzi's two famous students were Han Fei and Li Si."

"What happened to them?" Qi Huishen's knowledge of ancient Chinese history wasn't high; he couldn't understand the analogy.

"Xunzi was a master of the Confucian school during the Warring States period. Han Fei and Li Si were representatives of the Legalist school. Han Fei's Legalist theories won the deep approval of Qin Shihuang and were implemented. Li Si was Qin Shihuang's Prime Minister and also promoted Legalist techniques."

"And then? The teacher and disciples had a dispute?" Qi Huishen still didn't understand Chen Ke's meaning.

"Not that. Although those two studied under Xunzi, they only learned a part of their teacher's knowledge and used it in a completely different direction. The Qin Dynasty united the world, abolished feudalism, established commanderies and counties, standardized writing, and standardized wheel gauges. Ten thousand generations bathed in the Ancestral Dragon's grace. But Xunzi had long said that there were major structural contradictions within the Qin system, and once the world was unified, these contradictions would thoroughly erupt. Sure enough, the Qin Dynasty perished in its second generation. The things I have learned include the Way of Kings and the Way of Hegemons. What I worry about is that everyone will not want to walk the arduous path of the Way of Kings, but will instead choose the quick success of the Way of Hegemons."

"So that is what Wenqing is worried about." Qi Huishen laughed.

Chen Ke used a line from the Huarong Path scene in *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*, "Facing this Huarong Path, why does the Prime Minister laugh?"

"I laugh at Zhuge Wenqing for not knowing strategy." Qi Huishen also matched the line. "Justice lies in the hearts of the people. Did Xunzi only have two disciples?"

"Many disciples."

"Were only Han Fei and Li Si famous?"

"Indeed so."

"Then are Xunzi's propositions known to people?"

"After Qin, Chinese politics actually utilized Xunzi's propositions quite a lot."

"Since Xunzi's propositions ultimately prevailed, why doesn't Brother Wenqing teach everything you know to everyone? We don't even know what Wenqing wants to teach, so how can we know who is right or wrong between the Way of Kings and the Way of Hegemons that Wenqing speaks of? You being so hesitant makes us itch with impatience. Is this what Wenqing calls—treating comrades with frankness?"

Qi Huishen's words were already quite frank. In fact, Chen Ke had originally prepared to teach everyone everything he knew as well.

"If you want me to lecture, that is fine. However, since Huishen mentioned the matter of Xunzi having many disciples, this matter of running a school needs Huishen to push it forward," Chen Ke laughed.

"Wenqing is really prepared to give everything?" Qi Huishen immediately became excited.

"If you want to hear my lectures, it is not that easy."

"What instructions does Brother Wenqing have?" Qi Huishen hurriedly sat down and picked up a pen.

"Gather the friends you think can listen to the lectures, and have You Gou gather the friends she thinks can listen as well. In addition, we need to post posters saying our school is about to open and the teacher will give trial lectures. Welcome parents who want their children to attend our school to come and listen. Also, say in the advertisement that we are also opening a workers' night school, welcoming worker brothers who are willing to listen to come."

"Wenqing wants to teach them revolution?" Qi Huishen felt Chen Ke was acting very strangely.

"Teaching them revolution, that's publicly inciting rebellion. I'm not that stupid. I will teach some basic courses, courses on how to recognize this world."

"Then what does this have to do with revolution?" Qi Huishen couldn't understand.

"How did I become a revolutionary? If I cannot have a correct view of the world, I cannot become a revolutionary. A revolutionary must inevitably have some understanding of the basic common sense of the world. I'll say this upfront, you all must attend this class. It is the foundation of everything."

Although Qi Huishen didn't understand very well, he still nodded.

"By the way, Huishen, how is my Shanghai dialect now? Can people understand it?" Chen Ke asked.

"I think it should be fine. Actually, Wenqing's Mandarin is also not bad."

"Since we are posting posters, many who come to listen will be locals. If I speak Mandarin, they may not necessarily understand. When in Rome, do as the Romans do."

These words sounded like the Chen Ke that Qi Huishen was familiar with—meticulous in thinking, considering problems as thoroughly as possible.

"Huishen, I'll list a class schedule now. Different classes will have different times. We'll discuss it together in a moment."

"Good, I'll go finalize the flyer matters first."

Having connections at the top really made a difference. A few days ago, after taking the British documents, Qi Huishen had moved unimpeded through the local Shanghai government. Although the documents requested the Shanghai government to allocate land and give money, Qi Huishen had the self-knowledge not to mention this. The paperwork for the school and the hospital was processed very quickly. The Shanghai Renxin Medical College formally opened on paper.

The affiliated hospital was the earliest to open. These days, Wu Xingchen had sold the medicine very well. In ten days, over sixty people had been treated. Doctor Wang Qinian, whom You Gou had found, had treated one person to death. Fortunately, a contract was signed before treatment, and the patient was a single member of the Tiandihui (Heaven and Earth Society), so the matter didn't blow up.

Chen Ke was quite grateful to Wu Xingchen at this moment. Wu Xingchen had already put the word out that this medicine was overly potent, and it was estimated that one in ten would die. Every patient was repeatedly informed of this fact before accepting treatment. So, it was managed peacefully.

In these times, venereal disease was an incurable illness. Having medicine to treat it was already something to thank Heaven and Earth for. Not to mention that at least nine out of ten could live. This probability, compared to traditional treatment methods of the past, could be said to be an epoch-making progress.

Qi Huishen had never printed advertisements so openly and honestly, only the content had changed from revolutionary propaganda to commercials. The manual silk-screen printing machine was newly bought and very handy to use. Qi Huishen was working the handle tirelessly when suddenly there was a commotion outside. Sticking his head out to look, he saw several foreign devils shouting something at the gate.

The hospital was just an ordinary courtyard with a two-story building. A curtain with a red cross painted on it hung over the door. Disinfectant had been sprinkled in the yard. Wang Qinian had been out practicing medicine these days, so there was no one in the hospital at all. Besides the foreign devils, there was a translator beside them. Seeing Qi Huishen come out, he asked arrogantly, "Are you the doctor?"

"The doctor is not here," Qi Huishen answered coldly. Looking closely at the few foreign devils, they were all infected with venereal disease. Each one had pus-filled sores on their faces and around their mouths; it looked quite disgusting.

"Come back the day after tomorrow. There is no doctor sitting for consultations today or tomorrow," Qi Huishen said rudely.

The translator saw that Qi Huishen showed no sign of weakness and his words already implied chasing them away. He hurriedly turned and spoke a few sentences to the foreign devils. To Qi Huishen's surprise, the foreign devils shouted a few sentences at the translator, then smiled kindly at Qi Huishen. Although the smiles were very polite, combined with those large sores, they were even more disgusting. Qi Huishen had graduated from a missionary school after all, and he hadn't lost his English. Those foreign devils were very dissatisfied with the translator's attitude. However, Qi Huishen couldn't be bothered to pay attention to the foreign devils, so he pretended not to understand their language.

After being shouted at, the translator's arrogance immediately disappeared. He put on a fake smile and said, "May I ask how to address this gentleman?"

Qi Huishen was still not polite enough. "My name is Qi Huishen, the Dean of the Medical College. I am not a doctor; I do not know how to cure diseases."

"Then, Mr. Qi, when will the doctor be able to return?" the translator asked, still with a fake smile.

At any rate, this hospital hung a British title, so Qi Huishen was embarrassed to shut the foreign devils out. He took out his pocket watch and checked: 11:40. Wang Qinian had said he would come to pick up medicine at noon. He should be back around now. Qi Huishen replied, "Wait a while, the doctor should be back soon."

The hospital didn't have an outpatient room at all. Although Chen Ke had this item in the construction clauses, Chen Ke was too busy making medicine with You Gou right now to have the energy to attend to this. Qi Huishen found a random patient room and let the few people in. Qi Huishen had heard Chen Ke describe the transmission routes of venereal diseases; he felt disgusted in his heart, so he left the patient room himself. Just then, Wang Qinian returned. Qi Huishen explained the situation to Wang Qinian with a sense of relief, then hurriedly hid back in the mimeograph room to continue printing his flyers.

The printing didn't go on for too long before a quarrel came from the patient room. It couldn't really be called a quarrel; the translator was almost screaming inside the room. The few foreign devils were also speaking, but their voices weren't loud. Qi Huishen sighed; how come these lousy matters never ended? He had to go over to resolve it. As Qi Huishen had expected, Wang Qinian told the foreign devils they must sign a liability waiver contract. This medicine could potentially cause the patient's death. While the foreign devils hadn't said anything, the translator had started howling first.

Wang Qinian had made people sign this kind of contract quite a few times these days, and he told the translator without yielding that they either sign the contract and get treated, or get out. Playing deaf and dumb wouldn't work anymore. Qi Huishen asked in English, "Gentlemen, our rule is either sign the contract or leave. There is no other choice. Especially with you foreigners, if something happens, we can't afford the trouble."

Neither the foreign devils nor the translator expected that this Qi Huishen before them—wearing a dark blue short coat with sleeves rolled high and hands stained with quite a bit of ink—could speak fluent English.

After the foreign devils inquired about the drug's efficacy, Qi Huishen told them the medicine was very strong, with a death rate close to one in ten. The foreign devils thought it over and discussed it for a while. Finally, they agreed. Qi Huishen had Wang Qinian follow him to the mimeograph room, took out a printed receipt, and set a medicine price of ten pounds per person.

"This price..." Wang Qinian stopped halfway.

"Doctor Wang thinks the price is high?" Qi Huishen asked.

"I think it's low," Wang Qinian answered honestly.

"It's just two shots, not the full course of treatment. I think it's very reasonable," Qi Huishen said lightly.

"Then it's reasonable," Wang Qinian replied.

Qi Huishen stared at Wang Qinian for a few moments, seeing that Wang Qinian didn't seem to care much when talking about money. He was quite curious. But right now, attention had to be paid to the foreign devils outside; the investigation could only be left for later.

This price was really expensive. Qi Huishen didn't quite believe the foreign devils could afford this price. The reason for setting this price was, firstly, because it was the price Chen Ke had argued for in the meeting. Secondly, Qi Huishen didn't really want to treat the foreign devils. If they were scared off by this price, it would truly be the most wonderful thing.

Just as Qi Huishen thought, after reading the medicine bill written in English, the five foreign devils showed looks of difficulty on their faces. They gathered together and muttered for a while.

*Hurry up and get out*, Qi Huishen thought.

The discussion finally reached a result. The foreign devil who was sickest stood forward. "I'll sign first."

Although disappointed in his heart, Qi Huishen had no reason to kick the patient out. Watching the foreign devil sign the liability waiver and hand over ten pounds, Qi Huishen signaled Wang Qinian to start treating the foreign devil.
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Chapter 20: The First Test

The medication was slowly injected into the foreign devil's vein. Qi Huishen and Chen Ke had made many house calls, so he had witnessed injections many times. Wang Qinian's technique was far more skilled than Chen Ke's. Watching the injection finish, Qi Huishen subconsciously looked at the foreign devil's face. Chen Ke always "observed" them this way. What met his eyes was a face with rough skin, covered in spots and hair. This face already violated Qi Huishen's aesthetic standards, and the pustules covering it made his stomach clench. Suppressing his discomfort, Qi Huishen quickly walked out of the sickroom.

Operating the screen-printing machine, watching the leaflets come out one by one, Qi Huishen felt nothing but pure satisfaction. In the past, printing leaflets always brought a sense of inescapable panic that led to exhaustion and anxiety, but now that problem was completely gone. Public lectures, opening schools and hospitals, and the factories Chen Ke spoke of for the future... The future wasn't entirely clear, only an outline, but for Qi Huishen, this was a joy he had never experienced before. Plus, Chen Ke seemed to have shaken off his temporary confusion and was ready to do big things. Qi Huishen believed they would certainly see tremendous changes.

Just as he was printing, he heard faint arguing. The voices grew louder; they were coming from the sickroom.

Qi Huishen rushed to the room and saw several foreign devils surrounding the bed. The patient who had received treatment had a sallow, waxen face and was groaning incessantly. The translator was shouting at Wang Qinian. Qi Huishen was already quite dissatisfied with this translator, and seeing him so arrogant now made Qi Huishen furious. Before Qi Huishen could even ask what was happening, the translator yelled at him, "You quacks! You're trying to kill people!"

After saying this, the translator spoke to the foreigners in English: "Sir, they made you sign that agreement because they knew their medicine was bad."

Suppressing his boiling anger, Qi Huishen asked Wang Qinian, "Dr. Wang, is the patient having an adverse reaction?"

Wang Qinian's face was grim. "According to the reactions Mr. Chen described, the patient's liver likely can't handle it."

Chen Ke had explained the usage precautions for '914' to both of them in detail. The drug had significant toxicity, and patients might experience facial flushing, burning in the mouth, nausea, vomiting, sweating, difficulty breathing, dermatitis or rashes, and even exfoliative dermatitis, toxic hepatitis, jaundice, anemia, acute purpura, and reduction in granulocytes and platelets.

Qi Huishen had treated dozens of patients with Chen Ke and had seen toxic reactions with his own eyes. This foreign devil appeared to have jaundice symptoms. Lacking other means, Chen Ke generally used the most primitive method: injecting saline solution to dilute the drug concentration in the body and promote urination. Qi Huishen didn't know how Dr. Wang Qinian would handle it, and since Wang was a professional physician, Qi Huishen felt he shouldn't speak out of turn; he should at least show respect to the doctor.

"Mr. Qi, what are the main ingredients of this medicine?" Wang Qinian asked, his face still grim.

Perhaps Wang Qinian hoped to understand the drug's composition himself so he could solve the problem using his own medical knowledge. But to Qi Huishen's ears, this sounded a bit like prying into secrets.

"The medicine is toxic. Mr. Chen always uses saline injections to alleviate the symptoms," Qi Huishen provided the answer.

"You use it on people knowing it's toxic? And you didn't tell us first?" The translator shouted immediately upon hearing Qi Huishen's words. Qi Huishen suddenly felt he understood this translator. His "master" had encountered a problem, and instead of trying to find a way to help, the translator's first instinct was to clear himself of responsibility, and secondly, to push all blame onto the hospital. Qi Huishen had long ago informed them that the drug was toxic, and the medical contract had been signed. Such meaningless slander was extremely damaging in Qi Huishen's eyes.

In the past, Qi Huishen rarely got angry, because he had never truly felt rage. The family business belonged to his father; things outside belonged to others. Qi Huishen wouldn't get angry over other people's property. But this hospital and these medicines were things he and his comrades had poured their hearts and souls into creating. The translator's attack made Qi Huishen feel a anger rising from the bottom of his heart. It was a strange sensation; all thoughts flew to the nine heavens in that moment, leaving only a pure and intense emotion filling his chest and spreading through his body—an impulse that could not be suppressed.

The translator took another step forward, preparing to shout something else. Qi Huishen slapped him viciously across the face. This was one of the gains from participating in the revolution these past few days; learning that Hua Xiongmao was actually a military graduate in martial arts, Qi Huishen had asked him for pointers. Based on Qi Huishen's physical aptitude, Hua Xiongmao taught him a few moves specifically for brawling. Nothing more than a slap, a heart-digging punch, and a heart-nest kick. After Qi Huishen executed the first move, the next two followed naturally. The translator was stunned by the slap; he hadn't expected this gentle-looking youth to resort to violence directly. Fights are like that; once the initiative is seized, it's hard to recover the situation. The translator was knocked to the ground by Qi Huishen's punch and kick.

The direct physical reaction to rage was tunnel vision; right now, Qi Huishen could see nothing but the translator. Seeing the man fall, Qi Huishen felt a burst of immense pleasure, which only fueled his anger further. Catching sight of a stool in his peripheral vision, he grabbed it, ready to smash it down on the translator.

Qi Huishen felt a pair of strong arms grab him tightly from behind, and he heard some muffled sounds. It wasn't until his anger suddenly dissipated that he felt a wave of weakness wash over him, and the world returned to its normal appearance.

Everyone in the room was staring at Qi Huishen in shock. The translator, seeing Qi Huishen raise the stool, had curled into a ball, instinctively raising his hands to block the blow that seemed imminent.

"Mr. Qi, is this necessary? Hitting him a bit is enough; you'll kill him if you go on like that," Wang Qinian hurriedly urged.

Qi Huishen panted heavily and put down the stool. The foreign devils were likely used to the translator's usual behavior, but judging by their expressions, they had never seen anyone dare to beat a translator like this. Not only the foreigners by the bed, but even the patient groaning on the bed stared straight at Qi Huishen.

Qi Huishen slumped into a chair and began to calculate. The best thing now would be to call Chen Ke; after all, Chen Ke developed the drug and knew it best. Qi Huishen should have gone to get Chen Ke himself, but Wang Qinian wasn't entirely reliable, and more importantly, Wang Qinian hadn't been with them long, so there was no reason for him to shoulder this burden personally.

"Dr. Wang, could you please go and invite Mr. Chen here?" Qi Huishen asked.

"Will you be alright here alone?" Wang Qinian asked in a low voice.

"Don't worry, I'm fine. Just come back quickly."

Wang Qinian patted Qi Huishen gently on the shoulder, turned, and went out.

"You came here because you believed we could cure the disease, right?" Qi Huishen asked the foreigners in English.

The foreign devils looked at each other, and the one who seemed to be the leader answered, "Correct."

"Since you have come to our hospital, you are our patients. We have no ill will towards you, and we will do our utmost to treat you. I think you should have confidence in that."

The foreigners nodded slightly.

Qi Huishen pointed at the translator scrambling up from the floor. "This person is talking nonsense. Apart from interfering with the doctor's treatment, he does nothing. that is why I had to hit him. I hope you can understand."

The leading foreigner smiled. "Sir, we can understand your anger. Let's let this pass. Please, hurry and treat our friend."

Hearing the conversation while clutching his face, the translator lowered his head and shot a furious glance toward the foreigners, not daring to let them see. Then, he glared at Qi Huishen with a look of bone-deep venom. Qi Huishen didn't care in the slightest. At this moment, he didn't regret a thing. For someone who dared to insult his hospital, a beating was getting off light. Qi Huishen now wanted to ask Wu Xingchen to find someone to finish this translator off. He had seen it with his father; guys who tried to harm his father were tied up and dragged away, never to be seen again. Thinking of this, Qi Huishen decided that this business had to be done in cooperation with his old man. Any scoundrels like this translator had to be dealt with mercilessly.

Before long, urgent footsteps were heard outside, and Chen Ke and Wang Qinian rushed back. Wang Qinian immediately began examining the patient upon entering, then started a saline drip. After a round of emergency treatment, the patient's condition gradually stabilized. The waxen yellow of his face faded somewhat.

Chen Ke explained the situation to the foreigners. This patient had a severe physiological reaction, so the dosage would be reduced in the future, or it might be best to temporarily stop treatment. If the patient was unwilling to continue, they could receive a full refund and leave.

Watching the professional handling by Chen Ke and Wang Qinian, the foreign devils, though uneasy, did not choose to terminate the treatment. Chen Ke looked at their skeptical eyes and the crosses around their necks, and an idea struck him. He said with a solemn expression, "If you wish to continue treatment, then whatever this patient encounters is the will of God." Chen Ke crossed himself. "God will not give man a trial he cannot bear. Amen."

At least three of the foreigners crossed themselves simultaneously and said, "Amen."

Chen Ke's performance unexpectedly won the foreigners' trust, and two of them actually requested to receive treatment as well. Such daring behavior was truly baffling. Chen Ke didn't refuse. Not discussing fees this time, he had Wang Qinian inject them with the drug.

After that, neither Chen Ke nor Qi Huishen felt it was right to leave. They waited at the hospital with Wang Qinian. Beds were arranged for the foreigners, and the three of them took turns making rounds. The two new patients showed no toxic reaction; their bodies remained normal after the injection.

"I didn't expect Mr. Qi to have such a fiery temper," Wang Qinian said with a smile when the three gathered together.

"I heard you beat that translator pretty badly," Chen Ke laughed as well.

Bringing up the incident, Qi Huishen's anger had not yet subsided. "Anyone who opposes our cause, a beating is letting them off easy." He spoke the words through gritted teeth.

"Well, what's done is done. He's just trying to make a living, too. Although his methods were despicable, we should try to understand. The most important thing is to have a sense of propriety and not cause trouble for yourself," Chen Ke couldn't help but advise.

"I know, Brother Wenqing."

"I'm not criticizing you; I'm worried about you. Those foreigners don't have any deep friendship with that translator. But if they had started a fight with you and you got hurt, I would be heartbroken."

Qi Huishen genuinely smiled. "Thinking back, I am a bit scared. Luckily it didn't blow up."

"Exactly, no need to suffer for the sake of a scoundrel like that." After saying this, Chen Ke turned to Wang Qinian. "Dr. Wang, Huishen has no experience in fighting and can't control his strength. Go take a look at that translator and check him over. Don't let Huishen actually break him. If he's really injured, I'll give him some money for medical expenses."

Wang Qinian hadn't expected Chen Ke to do this and said with some surprise, "Mr. Chen, is that really necessary?"

"We've already made money; we don't care about that little bit. Although he asked for it, Huishen was too impulsive. Paying him some money to smooth things over is best. Of course, if he doesn't know what's good for him, we won't let him off so easily next time."

"Since you put it that way, Mr. Chen, I'll go," Wang Qinian said, standing up.

"I'm counting on you, Dr. Wang."

The next day, the drugs took effect, and the foreigners' conditions improved. They paid their medical fees one after another. Chen Ke privately stuffed two Mexican silver dollars into the translator's hand. The translator still glared at Chen Ke with hostility, making Qi Huishen, who was standing behind Chen Ke, want to strike him again. But Chen Ke simply offered a few words that were half-coaxing, half-threatening, and then led Qi Huishen back to the workshop.

"Huishen, what do you think of Dr. Wang?" Chen Ke asked on the road.

"Last time he specifically asked about our formula. I feel like there might be something off about him," Qi Huishen voiced his suspicions.

"I see. Let's observe him for a while. The formula must absolutely not be leaked."

"Brother Wenqing, there is something I want to discuss with you. After encountering this incident, I want to involve my father in the pharmaceutical business. I don't know what your thoughts are."

"Let's discuss this at the Party meeting. We shouldn't decide privately."

"True."

Chen Ke patted Qi Huishen on the shoulder. "Huishen, you got angry for the sake of the Party's cause. Anger isn't right, but I am very happy about your emotions. This cause is our revolutionary cause, and I feel very happy."

"Aren't we comrades? I didn't think that much, I just couldn't hold it back at the time."

"I know, I know," Chen Ke said repeatedly.

After walking a bit further, Chen Ke asked.

"Huishen, you come from a comprador family, after all. If this business of mine makes a huge amount of money, what kind of outcome do you think awaits me?"

"Do the British dare to rob you openly?" Qi Huishen asked indignantly. After saying it, he fell silent himself.

Chen Ke smiled. "It's not like there aren't other ways. For now, let's see if we can find a big tree to lean on. 'Under a big tree, it's good to enjoy the shade.' But to use this medicine as an aid to the revolution, we must have a very reliable comrade in charge of it. Apart from you, Huishen, we don't have such a comrade right now." Chen Ke smiled bitterly.

"Will the British definitely come to snatch this medicine?" Qi Huishen still held some illusions.

"Why wouldn't they? Give me a reason. I recall teaching you *Das Kapital*. What did Marx say? 'Once there is adequate profit, capital is very bold. A certain 10 per cent will ensure its employment anywhere; 20 per cent certain will produce eagerness; 50 per cent, positive audacity; 100 per cent will make it ready to trample on all human laws; 300 per cent, and there is not a crime at which it will scruple, nor a risk it will not run, even to the chance of its owner being hanged.' The initial profit of this medicine is fully 600%. Forcing out the formula and then eliminating me is no big deal for the British. They could earn hundreds of thousands, millions of pounds. I really can't find a reason for the British to let me off." Chen Ke said with a wry smile.

"Then we won't treat the British anymore," Qi Huishen said angrily.

"No, we must do it. If we don't treat them, how will we make money? I want to make as much money as possible before things deteriorate, then convert the money into US dollars and gold. To gather funds for our revolutionary cause," Chen Ke said calmly. "Huishen, what do you think of Wu Xingchen?"

"I still can't see through him, but I feel he isn't a revolutionary," Qi Huishen replied.

"Revolution doesn't require everyone to become a revolutionary, and the Revolutionary Party isn't about making the people serve the revolution. The Revolutionary Party is about the revolution serving the people," Chen Ke said, slightly helpless.

"Where do we find these 'people'?" Qi Huishen asked gloomily.

Chen Ke's heart leaped; these were the words he most wanted to hear. "Huishen, let's hold a Party meeting today. We'll split up to notify everyone. Let's invite Wu Xingchen as well."

That evening, besides the five members of the Party cell, Wu Xingchen attended the meeting as a partner in the special medicine venture. Chen Ke and Qi Huishen reported on the recent situation separately. You Gou sighed helplessly, Hua Xiongmao sighed with regret, and Wu Xingchen sat with a grim face, eyes closed and silent.

"Comrades," Chen Ke said. "If anyone wants to withdraw now, I won't stop you. This is the first test we are facing. I will absolutely not stop anyone who wants to leave."

No one moved, and no one spoke. The other four, excluding Chen Ke, all looked at Wu Xingchen. Wu Xingchen remained silent for a while before speaking. "Does Brother Chen have a plan?" Hearing Wu Xingchen's words, the eyes of the other four became even more wary. Wu Xingchen was unaffected. "If there is anything I can help with, please give your orders, Brother Chen."

Before Chen Ke could speak, Hua Xiongmao spoke up. "I say, Brother Wu, you're Chinese too. Don't secret societies value loyalty and righteousness the most?"

"Zhenglan, don't say such useless things," Chen Ke interrupted Hua Xiongmao. "If the revolution can't even save itself, don't talk about anything else. We have no reason to ask Brother Wu to risk his life for us. I've always said, the revolution is to save everyone, not to drag everyone in to die."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Hua Xiongmao fell silent. He looked at Chen Ke with burning eyes; that spirit and energy made Chen Ke very gratified.

"By my estimation, the time left for us is three months. If the British are going to make a move, it should be in November," Chen Ke said. "Right now, what we need to do is seize the time to make money. As for the British, we will try to stall them. Let the British feel that we still have illusions about them."

"What if the British play hardball right now?" You Gou asked.

"That's impossible. The British look down on Chinese people, and they aren't very confident in this medicine yet. I'm afraid the British still wishfully think that we are desperate for their approval. So, gaining three months is still possible," Chen Ke replied.

Hearing this, everyone felt it made sense.

"We cannot give up this opportunity to run a school. Huishen, no matter what, the British won't dare to touch you, so I require that you absolutely do not get involved in the pharmaceutical manufacturing process," Chen Ke continued.

"Why? Brother Wenqing, do you not trust me?" Qi Huishen got a bit angry.

"Huishen, it's not that I don't trust you," Chen Ke explained. "When You Gou and I talk about chemistry, we can't help but use chemical terms. If the other side knows the trade, they'll know exactly what we are doing as soon as they hear it. I'm not trying to scare you, but you would definitely be taken by the British and interrogated. Your complete lack of understanding is actually a good thing."

Qi Huishen could understand this explanation. "Don't worry, Brother Wenqing, I will never leak the news."

"The British only make up half the possibility of those who might move against us. The other half is other comprador families. If I fall into British hands, I might save my life if I truly surrender. But if I fall into the hands of Chinese compradors, I am dead for sure." Chen Ke said this, then turned to Wu Xingchen. "Brother Wu, if other comprador families move against me, it might be hard for me to defend myself. I wonder if you can help me?"

"I can call some people over from Hebei. Their kung fu is excellent," Wu Xingchen replied.

"Then I'm counting on you, Brother Wu," Chen Ke replied.
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Wu Xingchen settled his affairs and departed first. Once he was gone, Hua Xiongmao asked, "Wenqing, now that the foreign patients are coming to our door, can they imitate our medicine?"

"I can make it, so naturally others can too. But under the current circumstances, if foreigners want to imitate it, they'll have to rely on luck."

"Even with your medicine in hand, they can't copy it?"

"Without our formula, they can only guess."

After Chen Ke said this, Hua Xiongmao and Qi Huishen couldn't help but glance at You Gou. Although she knew they meant no harm, You Gou couldn't help but look stern and say, "What are you looking at me for? I will absolutely never betray everyone. Um, I will absolutely never betray the Party."

Everyone had seen how hard You Gou had been working these days. Spending day and night together, working towards a common goal, basic trust between comrades had been established. Since You Gou spoke up, Qi Huishen said, "You Gou, we all trust you. If you encounter any problems you can't solve, you must tell us. We will definitely support you."

"That goes without saying. This isn't just my hard work; it's the fruit of everyone's labor. If anyone tries to pry into this medicine, you all must help me."

Chen Ke didn't want to dwell on this matter. The next topic became the content of the public lectures. Chen Ke's intention was clear: this time, the public classes would be divided into two types. One type was for the opening of the school, aimed at attracting students to enroll. Everyone agreed on this. The group just had doubts about how to run the school.

In those days, missionary schools opened by foreigners didn't charge tuition. However, fees for uniforms and books still had to be paid. The new school Chen Ke planned to open naturally couldn't charge fees either.

Qi Huishen had attended a missionary school, so he had experience. According to his explanation, students who "performed outstandingly" in missionary schools—that is, those who got close to the foreigners—would generally get recommendations and job opportunities after graduation. In those years, to expand their influence in China, schools were an important channel for foreigners to recruit talent and cultivate cronies. Since studying made it easier to find work, the enrollment rate at missionary schools was decent.

Chen Ke smiled after hearing this. His own ancestors had attended missionary schools but hadn't thrown in their lot with the foreigners. After graduating from high school, his ancestor attended a domestic engineering "University Hall." In those days, there was no distinction between junior college and undergraduate studies; attending a "University Hall" meant graduating from university. Especially for engineering students, becoming a "technician" in a domestic auto repair shop after graduation could easily earn a few hundred silver dollars a month. Back then, attending a missionary school was a very common path to changing one's destiny.

"We will also advertise that upon graduation, we will prioritize job placement," Chen Ke said.

"Will there be that many jobs to arrange then?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

"How do you know there won't be that many job opportunities then?" Chen Ke was using sophistry now. But Hua Xiongmao indeed couldn't come up with a reason to refute him.

"We are opening hospitals and factories, so we can definitely provide opportunities. Nowadays, as long as you have a skill, it's easy to find a job. The key is whether you go to school or not," Chen Ke continued.

The group could only agree with this.

The other part of the lectures was aimed at progressive youth, especially friends of Qi Huishen and You Gou. Chen Ke stated frankly that he would first explain the fundamental knowledge of his revolutionary philosophy to everyone. If one only talked about revolution empty-handedly, it would be "Utopian Socialism." Marx's communist theory was called "scientific" because these theories were the product of combining modern scientific knowledge with materialist dialectics.

Since he wanted to promote his political philosophy, simply bringing out revolutionary concepts would be useless. If revolutionary theory lacked reality as a foundation, it would appear illusory. Besides *Das Kapital*, Chen Ke prepared to let those revolutionary youths learn basic scientific knowledge, *The Theory of Evolution*, and *Materialist Dialectics*—these three most basic courses.

"Huishen, You Gou, you need to prepare for setting up cultural seminar classes and night schools. When radishes are in high demand, you don't wash off the mud. As long as young comrades are interested in our revolutionary concepts, we'll pull them all into the seminars and night schools. Let's just get it started first."

Chen Ke didn't want to be picky anymore. Without a base number, nothing could be discussed. Moreover, the recent establishment of the hospital and school provided enough positions to arrange for outstanding youths.

"Wenqing, although I also claim to be a revolutionary, up to now, I don't know what the revolution Wenqing advocates actually is. Since Wenqing has decided to recruit people on a large scale, can you talk about your revolutionary principles?"

This was the first time You Gou formally asked about Chen Ke's revolutionary program, and the first time someone formally raised the issue of Chen Ke's revolutionary theory at a Party meeting. If it were before, Chen Ke would have thought thrice before speaking, but this time he answered straightforwardly. "My revolutionary path is the People's Revolution. The object of the revolution is the ownership of capital."

Chen Ke had explained some of *Das Kapital* to the other comrades, so they had some understanding of capital.

"Current capital is controlled in the hands of a few people and serves only a few people. My core revolutionary view is to redistribute capital and have it managed by the state."

"Who manages the state?"

"Our Party."

"Does that mean our Party rules the world?"

"The people supervise our Party."

"How exactly does this supervision work?"

You Gou was thoroughly confused. She hadn't been exposed to any revolutionary theories and couldn't make heads or tails of Chen Ke's words.

"Let's talk about the basics. For example, suppose there are 100 people and 1000 *mu* of land. If cultivated properly, everyone should have food to eat. But the reality is, out of 100 people, 20 people possess 850 *mu* of land, and 80 people possess 150 *mu* of land. Then those 80 people are very likely to starve to death. You Gou, are those 20 people afraid that the 80 people will rise up in rebellion?"

"They should be afraid, right?" You Gou said.

"So, those 20 people come up with a set of rhetoric, saying that their possession of 850 *mu* of land is perfectly justified by the laws of heaven and earth. Do you think there's a problem with this rhetoric?"

You Gou thought for a moment and suddenly laughed, "If I were one of those 20 people, I would naturally say there's nothing wrong with it. If I were one of those 80 people, I would naturally think that rhetoric is completely wrong."

Chen Ke nodded in agreement. He greatly appreciated You Gou's insight, or rather, her realistic attitude. "My revolution is to break this rhetoric. Because my revolution is to stand on the side of those 80 people."

"Isn't that just robbing the rich to help the poor?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

"If it were just a matter of dividing land, it wouldn't be much of a revolution. Revolution is something that involves a wide range of things, which is why we need to give lectures. But ultimately, my revolution isn't about those 80 people killing off those 20 people. That's meaningless. If the 80 people kill the 20 people, but that rhetoric isn't broken or abandoned, what difference is there from before? The object of our revolution is that set of rhetoric. Not only that, we also want everyone to be able to produce more grain, more products, open factories, and let everyone live better lives."

This passage plunged everyone into confusion again.

Chen Ke stood up and wrote a passage on the blackboard. This was a famous quote from Chairman Mao: "Who are our enemies? Who are our friends? This is a question of the first importance for the revolution. The basic reason why all previous revolutionary struggles in China achieved so little was their failure to unite with real friends in order to attack real enemies. A revolutionary party is the guide of the masses, and no revolution ever succeeds when the revolutionary party leads them astray. To ensure that we will definitely not lead the revolution astray but will achieve certain success, we must pay attention to uniting with our real friends in order to attack our real enemies. To distinguish real friends from real enemies, we must make a general analysis of the economic status of the various classes in Chinese society and of their respective attitudes toward the revolution."

Chen Ke had never been able to articulate his thoughts well. After writing this passage, he felt much more refreshed.

"Allow me to blow my own horn: I *am* the Revolutionary Party. Comrades, let's tentatively call you the masses. I want to make friends with you comrades. I can't lead everyone into a pit either. So under previous circumstances, I couldn't shout about overthrowing the Qing court, or organizing armed riots, or assassinating officials. I could only accumulate funds and wealth for the revolution. Continuously expanding social relations, making friends with you comrades—my true friends—and constantly pushing the revolution forward. And preventing us from becoming running dogs of the Qing court and imperialism. Maintaining the purity and independence of the revolution. The Qing court, the underworld, and imperialism are our enemies, and we are constantly struggling against them right now. Someone like He Zudao is our friend, so we must save He Zudao."

"Then how exactly does Wenqing judge who is a comrade?" Although You Gou felt these words made sense, she still didn't understand.

"Whoever stands on the side of the revolutionary people is a revolutionary. Whoever stands on the side of imperialism, feudalism, and bureaucratic capitalism is a counter-revolutionary. Whoever stands on the side of the revolutionary people only in words but acts otherwise is a verbal revolutionary. If one stands on the side of the revolutionary people not only in words but also in deeds, then he is a complete revolutionary." The Chairman's words were catchy and easy to recite. Chen Ke directly quoted the Chairman to answer You Gou's question.

"You mean, standing on the side of those 80 people... no, standing on the side of the revolution, breaking the rules set by those 20 people, and promoting the revolutionary system Wenqing talked about—those are comrades?" You Gou said slowly. "But I still don't understand Wenqing's revolutionary rules."

Hearing You Gou's words, Chen Ke's face reddened slightly. He seriously made a self-criticism, "This is my fault. In future Party meetings and lectures, I will explain my revolutionary system, or rather everything I have learned, clearly to everyone. Seeing that I haven't been able to do so, I apologize to everyone."

Hearing Chen Ke apologize, You Gou laughed, "Wenqing doesn't need to apologize. Although I don't know what Wenqing's revolutionary principles are, I trust Wenqing. I've truly never met a good person like you. No matter what, I will be Wenqing's comrade."

"That's right, I haven't met anyone like Wenqing either. I just want to follow Wenqing. Since we have to revolt sooner or later, following someone like Wenqing, at least I don't worry about being cheated. I won't do stupid things like helping count money after being sold," Hua Xiongmao laughed.

Qi Huishen had long since agreed with Chen Ke, so he wasn't in a hurry to express his views. He glanced at Zhou Yuanxiao, who had been silent beside him. He saw Zhou Yuanxiao looking at everyone thoughtfully.

For some reason, Qi Huishen didn't want to force Zhou Yuanxiao to take a stand. He always had an inexplicable intuition that if Chen Ke's theory could finally make Zhou Yuanxiao speak up in agreement, that would be true success. At that time, Qi Huishen would throw himself into the revolutionary path pointed out by Chen Ke without hesitation. And he would never regret it.

After Wu Xingchen left, drug sales didn't decline. Instead, they maintained a relatively stable upward trend. In particular, the number of foreign patients increased significantly. After discussion within the Party group, the comrades simply stopped rushing to expand sales and instead invested the money in the construction of the affiliated hospital. This way, the overall workload was much smaller.

Lectures required lecture notes. Chen Ke prepared the drafts intensely. Every time a draft was completed, he would explain it to the comrades first. The audience wasn't just the five Party members, but also the original youths and some new ones. Chen Ke didn't do anything special; his first lecture was Faraday's famous popular science model, "The Chemical History of a Candle." This text was an important popular science model that led countless youths to dedicate themselves to the chemistry profession. It was also a reading material Chen Ke liked very much in his childhood.

In those years, entertainment was scarce. Faraday's weekend popular science lecture series at the Royal Institution in the UK was always packed. In 1905 China, it also sparked everyone's enthusiasm.

You Gou was a chemistry major and liked the manuscript Chen Ke wrote very much. With Chen Ke's encouragement, You Gou volunteered to take on this lecture. Just as Chen Ke expected, although You Gou was usually cheerful, standing in front of everyone for the first time, her face suddenly turned bright red, her mouth went dry, and she stammered. Fortunately, everyone present was an acquaintance. Although they laughed, they didn't heckle. Watching You Gou's flustered appearance, Chen Ke just smiled. He hadn't been much better the first time he gave a lecture. But this was the first step after all. Chen Ke didn't know when the first female teacher appeared in China, but he believed that in the history he was currently in, You Gou was definitely the first woman to give a public popular science lecture. And she would certainly be recorded in the ranks of glory in his history.

The lecture was open to the public, and the doors weren't closed. A young man with shoulder-length hair entered the door, then stared in astonishment at You Gou, a woman wearing a suit with her long hair in a ponytail, standing in front of the blackboard. Various experimental instruments were placed on the table in front of her, and she was explaining chemistry knowledge in slightly flustered Shanghainese. In front of You Gou, rows of stools were filled with many men. After listening for a while, the young man also became interested and simply stood at the very back of the crowd to listen to You Gou's lecture. Standing in the crowd as well, Chen Ke noticed this heroic-looking young man. He smiled at the young man. The young man returned the smile, stared at Chen Ke's short hair in thought for a moment, and asked in a low voice, "Excuse me, do you know a Mr. Chen Ke?"

It was a Hunan accent. Chen Ke didn't know when he had made a Hunanese friend. He replied, "I am he. May I ask who you are?"

"I was introduced by Qiu Jin. My name is Chen Tianhua."

Among all the revolutionaries of the old era, Chen Tianhua was the only one Chen Ke thought should be recruited. In December 1905, Chen Tianhua committed suicide by drowning himself in the ocean in Japan. There were various theories about his death. Chen Ke didn't have the notion to delve into the reasons. Among revolutionary martyrs, those who dared to commit suicide were truly few. A person who didn't even fear death would be a great help if used well.

But thinking was one thing; looking at the living young man before him, Chen Ke almost couldn't help but ask Chen Tianhua why he wanted to commit suicide.

Then Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh. If he blurted that out without thinking, Chen Tianhua would surely think he was a lunatic. Next, Chen Ke felt infinite gratitude towards Qiu Jin. Although he trusted Qiu Jin's character, she was so busy participating in the preparatory work for the Restoration Society in Japan; would she remember Chen Ke's request in her busy schedule? Chen Ke hadn't been very confident. But Chen Tianhua's appearance here was proof enough of how much effort Qiu Jin had put in.

Chen Ke knew that Chen Tianhua came from a poor background and was particularly good at propaganda. Chen Ke wasn't worried about his own theoretical abilities; he was worried about his propaganda abilities. Among the great revolutionary propagandists of the late Qing Dynasty, Chen Tianhua and Zou Rong were the best. Zou Rong had already passed away in prison; even as a time traveler, Chen Ke had no power to bring the dead back to life and could do nothing. But Chen Tianhua was still alive, and Chen Ke wanted to try to pull Chen Tianhua into the revolutionary team no matter what.

Seeing Chen Ke smile, Chen Tianhua also smiled and said, "I respect Qiu Jin very much. Qiu Jin said that Brother Chen is an unparalleled talent in the Revolutionary Party. She told me Brother Chen wanted to see me and urged me to meet with Brother Chen no matter what. And thanks to Brother Chen's gift, I came right away." Chen Tianhua spoke with a Hunan accent.

"I have waited for this day for a long time. It is a great joy to finally meet Brother Tianhua. It's noisy in the courtyard; let's go inside to talk."

It turned out that Qiu Jin had already arrived in Japan. After arriving in Japan, the first thing she did was look for Chen Tianhua and politely urge him to meet with Chen Ke. Chen Tianhua had heard of Qiu Jin and had also received the travel expenses Chen Ke entrusted Qiu Jin to bring. He was also somewhat moved by Chen Ke's hospitality. Under Qiu Jin's persuasion, Chen Tianhua simply came directly to meet Chen Ke.

Everyone chatted for a few sentences, then heard a burst of good-natured laughter from outside. You Gou must have made some joke.

"I didn't expect Brother Chen to have a female teacher lecturing on chemistry here," Chen Tianhua laughed.

"Our Revolutionary Party advocates gender equality. It's not rare to have female teachers. She is just doing a trial lecture now. In a while, she will give formal lectures. There might be hundreds of people listening then."

"Oh? Advocating gender equality. Brother Chen, your Revolutionary Party is quite extraordinary."

After the trial lecture ended, Chen Ke dismissed everyone. A few key members stayed behind to hold a welcome party for Chen Tianhua. Chen Ke went out to buy food and wine, letting the other comrades entertain Chen Tianhua first. Carrying food and wine back to the workshop entrance, he heard someone singing *tanci* ballads in a Hunan accent. The core members of the Party group were sitting around Chen Tianhua, listening to him sing: "It's coming! It's coming! What is coming? The foreigners are coming! It's bad! It's bad! Everyone is in trouble!... From now on, we are all cattle and sheep in the foreigners' pens, fish and meat in their pots. They can kill us if they want, boil us if they want, and we can't move an inch. Alas! The day of our death has arrived!" "Woe! Woe! Woe! The money and property our compatriots accumulated through hard work will all be snatched away by the foreigners; our compatriots' beloved wives and children will be torn apart alive by the foreigners..."
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Chapter Twenty-Two: Chen Tianhua (II)

As a man of the 21st century, Chen Ke had no love for Beijing Opera or local theater. He had heard Southern *tanci* storytelling occasionally, but he had never studied it. Looking at the young people surrounding Chen Tianhua, he saw them listening with rapt attention, their expressions solemn. Even during Chen Ke’s "political lectures," though they were diligent, they never looked quite so deeply moved. Chen Ke felt that bringing Chen Tianhua here had been a truly wise move, yet he couldn't help but feel a flicker of jealousy. This small surge of emotion made him feel a wave of shame. Feeling jealous of his own comrades was hardly a thought a communist should harbor. Tapping his temple, Chen Ke carried the wine and food to the table and set them down gently.

"Brother Chen is back." Chen Tianhua stopped his performance immediately, and the others helped set the table.

"Mr. Tianhua, please, continue singing," Chen Ke urged.

Chen Tianhua smiled. "The food is ready; I’ll sing more later. I must admit, I am quite famished."

Knowing Chen Tianhua was a man of propriety, the group shared a laugh and began pouring the wine.

"I assume everyone has introduced themselves, but let me say a few more words. This is Mr. Chen Tianhua, a revolutionary comrade invited from Japan by Sister Qiu Jin. Come, let us toast to Mr. Chen." Chen Ke raised his glass.

The others introduced themselves one by one and clinked glasses with Chen Tianhua. Once the first round was finished, Chen Ke refilled the glasses. "Comrades, the reason I invited Mr. Chen Tianhua here is because I want him to join us in our common revolution. So, comrades, we must ensure Mr. Chen stays with us."

The room erupted in laughter. Chen Tianhua hadn't expected Chen Ke to be so direct, but as a seasoned figure himself, he didn't lose his composure. "I appreciate Brother Wenqing’s kind intentions. Allow me to toast everyone in return."

The second glass went down, and a third was poured.

Hua Xiongmao laughed. "Mr. Chen, you can’t just appreciate the intention. I’m not well-read, but even I’ve heard of your great name. Since you’ve come here, you must stay for at least a few years. Come, Mr. Chen, I toast you."

After the group finished the round, Chen Ke set his glass down. "I’m not one for forcing people to drink. These three rounds are for the occasion; after this, drink as you please."

"Mr. Chen," Chen Tianhua began, "I came mainly because Mr. Qiu Jin conveyed your kindness. I haven’t earned such rewards, so I had to visit you regardless. I wonder what you might have to teach me?"

"My surname is Chen, and yours is Chen as well. To bridge the gap, let’s consider ourselves kin. There’s no need for 'Mr. Chen'; call me by my courtesy name, Wenqing. And how should I address you, Mr. Tianhua?"

"My courtesy name is Xingtai."

"Brother Xingtai, we are all young men here; let's skip the empty pleasantries. I didn't invite you here to merely 'discuss grand affairs.' I invited you to join us in revolution."

A look of confusion crossed Chen Tianhua’s face. He looked at Chen Ke with a slight frown. Revolution in this era meant nothing other than overthrowing the Manchu Qing. Hearing Chen Ke say it so casually, and seeing the others acting as if it were the most natural thing in the world, Chen Tianhua couldn't quite figure them out. These men and women were dressed like the wealthy or the nobility—were they truly revolutionaries, or just a band of eccentric scholars?

"I wonder, Brother Wenqing, what kind of revolution do you mean to lead?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"Revolution isn't for the sake of killing; it is for the sake of saving. And since it is about saving, the first priority is ensuring everyone is fed. Xingtai, look." Chen Ke pointed to the others who had already picked up their chopsticks. "To be fed, we must move our chopsticks with everyone else. So, let’s begin." Chen Ke paused, then added in Japanese, "*Itadakimasu.*"

Chen Tianhua was slightly startled that Chen Ke knew Japanese, but he saw that Chen Ke had already started eating. He was indeed hungry, so his chopsticks moved toward the fried tofu nearest to him. Everyone at the table came from a distinguished background, yet no one spoke while eating. Being young, they weren't bound by stiff formalities. They didn't even pass the dishes; they ate like a whirlwind, and within minutes, the plates were empty.

Once the meal was over, they served mung bean soup. Each person drank one or two bowls according to their appetite. Then, they cleared the table together and washed the dishes before sitting back down.

The group was already accustomed to this collective lifestyle, and Chen Tianhua joined in smoothly. They looked at one another and suddenly burst into laughter.

Hua Xiongmao slapped Chen Tianhua on the shoulder. "Brother Xingtai, seeing the way you eat, you’re clearly no ordinary man. It would be a waste if you didn't join the revolution."

Chen Tianhua cupped his hands toward the group. "Gentlemen, we have met by chance. I am honored by your regard, but I have seen many revolutions. To this day, I am still wanted by the Qing government. I appreciate your sentiment, but if you want me to join, you must listen to what I have to say first."

"We are all ears," Qi Huishen said with interest.

Chen Tianhua spoke with conviction: "I have ten principles of revolution. First, one must know that the peril of partition is not just the loss of the nation; it will surely mean the extinction of our race. Second, one must know that even after the powers partition China, they will surely keep the Manchu government to suppress the Han people. Third, one must know that as things stand today, we can no longer talk of 'preparing' to save the nation; only a desperate, bitter struggle can save China. Fourth, one must know that by having more people die now, more can be saved later. Fifth, one must know that the word 'race' must be understood clearly and distinguished sharply. Sixth, one must know that the nation belongs to everyone; one must never ignore it or leave it to its fate. Seventh, one must know that to resist foreigners, one must first learn their strengths. Eighth, one must know that to seek strength, one must first remove one's own weaknesses. Ninth, one must know that we must use 'civilized exclusion' rather than 'barbaric exclusion.' Tenth, one must know that the task of resisting foreign influence has no end."

Hearing these ten principles, Chen Ke thought to himself: *No wonder Chen Tianhua committed suicide in history. With these views, it would be a miracle if he found like-minded people in 1905.*

When Chen Tianhua finished, Chen Ke remained smiling, Zhou Yuanxiao showed no reaction, Qi Huishen nodded slightly, Hua Xiongmao had a mischievous grin, and You Gou was stifling an urge to laugh. Not a single person expressed either support or opposition.

"Brother Xingtai speaks well," Chen Ke praised. But Chen Tianhua could hear that Chen Ke’s tone was merely polite, devoid of excitement or any other emotion. Chen Tianhua felt a chill. Usually, when revolutionaries heard these words, they either agreed or had questions. The fact that these people seemed so accustomed to such rhetoric suggested they truly were a revolutionary party.

"When I speak of revolution, the first thing is action. If it’s just about principles, anyone can talk. Xingtai, you know revolutionary theory well, but I want to ask: regarding your point about 'civilized exclusion' rather than 'barbaric exclusion'—how exactly do you plan to do that?"

Chen Tianhua spoke fervently, "By establishing schools and popularizing education. The education of other nations has been explained before; if China does not widely establish schools now, there is truly no way to save her. By giving speeches to spread thought! Speeches are the primary way to change the social atmosphere—even if there are only three or four people, one must give a speech if one hopes to save the nation. By promoting female education to nurture our foundations. Friends! The fallacy that 'a woman's lack of talent is her virtue' has truly harmed people. Foreign women are as educated as men, which is why they can assist their husbands and teach their children. Chinese women have no knowledge at all; not only can husbands and sons not benefit from them, but they are often hindered by them. Men with great ambitions are often worn down by loving wives and kind mothers. A man spends half his life in the hands of women; if women have no learning, the roots are rotten. How can there be good leaves and branches?"

Chen Ke truly didn't know much about Chen Tianhua, but hearing him speak so eloquently, his expression finally changed. It wasn't just Chen Ke; everyone else’s expression shifted significantly.

Seeing that they were finally taking his thoughts seriously, Chen Tianhua smiled. "To be honest, before I returned this time, Mr. Qiu Jin said that Brother Wenqing is a man of great affairs, with profound knowledge and sharp thinking. In less than two months in Shanghai, he has built a grand enterprise from nothing. Mr. Qiu Jin urged me to assist Brother Wenqing well. Though I am wanted by the Qing, I returned because of his persistent persuasion. As soon as I entered, I saw Miss You lecturing in public, and on chemistry no less. She is truly a role model among women. Moreover, I hear that Brother Wenqing plans to build schools, hold lectures, and start seminars and night classes. I knew then that Brother Wenqing has grand designs. That being the case, why don't you tell me your plans and how you intend for me to serve? I am listening."

Chen Tianhua spoke with great poise, hitting every key point. You Gou couldn't help but smile when she heard him praise her lecturing as a woman. Although Chen Ke was respected by everyone, he rarely moved people in such a way. Facing a revolutionary propagandist like Chen Tianhua, Chen Ke was truly impressed. There are specialties in every field, and in this regard, Chen Tianhua was far superior to him.

"Xingtai has been honest with me, so I must be candid in return. I invited you here to serve as the Propaganda Minister of our party. When I talk about revolution, I know the principles, but I don't quite know how to explain them to the masses. I have absolute faith in your ability in propaganda. I didn't expect you to join us so soon; this must be destiny. I am currently organizing lectures and need a vast amount of written material. I need your full support, Brother Xingtai. Are you willing?"

The others had always held Chen Ke in high regard. This respect came from his vast knowledge and, more importantly, his sheer ruthlessness in getting things done. Chen Ke stood on the front lines, doing the most work and getting the least rest. He could find a solution to any problem and lead his comrades to solve it. This was why they followed him.

Chen Tianhua was a different type. He was quick-witted and highly provocative. He explained revolutionary principles in simple terms, and in just this brief encounter, he had made everyone feel a sense of elation. After hearing the exchange between the two, they realized Chen Ke had long intended to pull Chen Tianhua into their ranks as the head of propaganda. They all felt the idea was a match made in heaven.

Qi Huishen had always felt that Chen Ke’s abilities were far from fully utilized, and now he was even more convinced. Chen Ke usually didn't say much, but his recruitment of Chen Tianhua showed he had a deep understanding of the talents of the age. It was a move of profound foresight. He quickly added, "Brother Xingtai, we are thirsting for talent like yours. Regardless of anything else, please join us in our common revolution."

"Brother Wenqing, I wonder if your revolution involves the armed overthrow of the Qing?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"Of course, it must be an armed overthrow."

"How do you plan to overthrow them?"

"First, build a base area. Then, expand it step by step. We will follow the path of revolutionary regionalism, then expand the liberated zones, and finally unify China."

"Where will this base area begin?"

"Anhui."

"Anhui?" Chen Tianhua frowned. "If you plan to rise in Anhui, why are you developing in Shanghai now?"

"I need to recruit party members and train cadres."

Chen Tianhua still didn't quite grasp Chen Ke’s logic. "Will it work to gather comrades in Shanghai and then take them to Anhui for a revolution? Isn't that a long detour?"

"I don't plan to rely on the gentry or the merchants. You cannot have a revolution by relying on them," Chen Ke replied. "In the world today, why must we have a revolution? To save China. Xingtai, when we save China, whom are we saving?"

Chen Tianhua thought for a moment. "In the struggle for survival, do we still need to distinguish between 'us' and 'them'?"

"Why has China fallen to such a state? In my view, it isn't just that the imperial court is the problem; the system itself is the problem. If a revolution doesn't overthrow this system and replace it with a new revolutionary one, China cannot be saved. And in today's world, who suffers most under the current system?"

"That... the common people suffer most," Chen Tianhua answered.

Hearing this, Chen Ke felt a slight sense of relief. Since Chen Tianhua began explaining his principles, Chen Ke hadn't quite held the upper hand—he had even been on the defensive at times. But the revolution had to be the people's revolution he envisioned; that was his bottom line. If Chen Tianhua couldn't align with this stance, then no matter how brilliant he was, Chen Ke would only use him rather than truly treating him as a comrade.

"Then let us look at the world today. The Manchu Qing only want to maintain their rule; they absolutely do not want revolution. The gentry want power. No matter how much they talk about revolution, where does their interest come from? They still rely on the old system to gain their benefits. It's only because the old system cannot resist foreigners that the gentry want a revolution for their own sake. Their revolution is merely to overthrow the Qing so they can take power themselves. Thus, the gentry's revolution is merely for self-preservation. The merchants' revolution is purely for profit. Look at the compradors—as long as there is profit, they have no problem making money alongside foreigners. But what about the people? As long as the old system remains, no matter who takes power at the top, the people will surely suffer, living in constant peril. If the people rise in revolution, it is to smash this entire old system to pieces. Until a new system is built where no citizen is poor or bullied, and a new world is established where everyone can live and work in peace, the revolutionary people will never stop."

Having said all this in one breath, Chen Ke pointed to the large vats used for dyeing cloth in the courtyard. "The China of today is like those vats—thick and heavy. The people are like the saplings of great trees pinned beneath them, crushed until they cannot breathe. These vats are filled with all sorts of misery: land rents exceeding sixty percent, usury over a hundred percent. Corrupt officials, wicked clerks, sorcerers, foreign religions—every piece of trash is in there. But to survive, the people must drink the water from these vats. Thus, the saplings that should have become towering trees are suppressed and poisoned, either dying young or growing into twisted monsters. But once this vat is smashed, a new era begins. The saplings can grow freely. Sunlight, air, water—everything the people need will be theirs. Then, these saplings will grow into great trees. We couldn't see the trees before because the vats were in the way. Our revolution is to destroy this old system and open a glorious future for the people's revolution."

This was the first time Chen Ke had analyzed the revolutionary situation so deeply, because the partners he was currently working with were all from gentry, landlord, or comprador backgrounds. Among them was even Hua Xiongmao, a military graduate. If he couldn't first make everyone understand the world and its economy, and instead blindly preached the core interests of the revolution, his small group might well fall apart.

Everyone has their class nature. If comrades cannot gain interests through revolution or find a place for themselves through it, and if Chen Ke as the "revolutionary leader" only demanded they sacrifice and give everything, he didn't believe anyone would truly do it. If such a person existed, Chen Ke would unhesitatingly consider them a madman.

So Chen Ke was always very careful in his actions, guiding his comrades slowly. But Chen Tianhua’s arrival forced him to speak these words. Or rather, Chen Tianhua had already piqued the comrades' interest in revolution and laid the groundwork, allowing Chen Ke to follow that thread into the core issues.

Chen Ke’s knowledge of history was not extensive; he didn't know that Chen Tianhua had participated in the Huaxinghui uprising. He thought Chen Tianhua was merely a brilliant propagandist who studied and went abroad. Thus, Chen Ke thought Chen Tianhua might not accept his words. To his surprise, Chen Tianhua didn't object; instead, he nodded solemnly. "What Brother Wenqing says is exactly right. Hearing this... Mr. Qiu Jin’s high praise for you was truly no exaggeration."

The other comrades had heard Chen Ke speak of revolutionary principles before, but the gap in their understanding had always been too large, like looking at flowers through a fog. Hearing Chen Tianhua made them feel emboldened and excited; he made tangible things clear, the actual situations they had to face. And his solutions seemed very feasible. It seemed as though if they just did it, they could change and save China.

In this mood, after hearing Chen Ke’s words, things that were previously difficult to understand suddenly became clear. But everything Chen Ke said had stripped away the surface of the world to show them the truth. The more clearly they saw the world, the more they felt its simplicity and cruelty, the depth and sharpness of its contradictions. The group's mood shifted from excitement to somberness. For a moment, no one spoke.

"Xingtai, are you willing to serve as our party's Propaganda Minister for now? I am in dire need of talent like yours," Chen Ke asked seriously, ignoring the silence of the others.

"Brother Wenqing, I am willing to join," Chen Tianhua answered without a second thought.
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Chapter 23: The People's Revolution (I)

Starting from late July 1905, with the addition of Chen Tianhua, the Party organization expanded significantly.

The very next day after Chen Tianhua joined, He Zudao appeared, looking ashamed. He had fully recovered and had come to thank Chen Ke for saving his life. Chen Ke understood the significance of "saving a life" in this era, especially being saved from syphilis. It wasn't just a life that was salvaged. During the course of syphilis, patients suffered terrible afflictions like "rotting organs," a pain perhaps more terrifying than death itself.

He Zudao was half grateful, half guilty. Seeing Chen Ke, the benefactor who had personally treated him, he couldn't even speak smoothly. Stammering his words of gratitude, He Zudao's face flushed red and then turned white.

Chen Ke listened with a smile. Waiting until He Zudao had finished his stammering, he asked, "Zudao, when can you come back to work?"

"Mr. Wenqing, you... you're letting me come back to work?" He Zudao hadn't expected Chen Ke's first sentence to be this.

"Didn't you say a while ago that you'd come back to work once you recovered? What's wrong? Is your body not fully healed yet?"

Hearing Chen Ke say this, He Zudao was so moved he wanted to cry. Since he was born, aside from his parents, no one had ever treated him this well. Treating him when he was sick, and letting him work again once he was cured. In these times, once someone contracted syphilis, no respectable place would hire them again. Listening to Chen Ke, it was as if He Zudao had merely suffered from a cold.

"Mr. Wenqing, I'm already well. I can come back to work immediately," He Zudao said, choking back sobs.

"It's good that you can come back. Here's the thing, Zudao. To be frank, that disease is contagious, and you caught it from your brother. Now that you're well, if you decide to come back, you can't live with your brother anymore. You'll have to suffer a bit of indignity and treat it as if you're becoming a long-term laborer for me—move in here to live. As long as I'm in Shanghai, you'll have a place to live, food to eat, and wages to earn."

The comrades all looked at He Zudao. There is a saying, "outsiders should not come between family." Chen Ke's words were exactly coming between family, yet no one felt it was abnormal. Chen Ke had made it clear: if He Zudao wanted to return, he absolutely could not implicate the comrades. This was out of concern for everyone's interests. No one felt Chen Ke's handling was improper; if Chen Ke hadn't handled it this way and just let He Zudao return, everyone would have felt very uncomfortable inside, even if they didn't voice their objection publicly.

"Mr. Wenqing, I'll move over today," He Zudao said while wiping away tears.

Chen Ke walked up and patted He Zudao on the shoulder. "After you got sick, Huishen was worried to death, insisting we find a way. Your sister You Gou didn't close her eyes for days in the laboratory to make the medicine to save you. Which of the other friends didn't do their utmost? Just buying rabbits for experiments, they bought hundreds, running all over Shanghai several times. Since you've decided to return, move over quickly."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, He Zudao was no longer just choking up, but weeping aloud. He fell to his knees. "Mr. Wenqing, Brother Huishen, even if my body is crushed to powder, I cannot repay your great kindness."

Chen Ke and Qi Huishen hurriedly pulled He Zudao up. Qi Huishen handed He Zudao a handkerchief. "Zudao, we are all friends, don't say such things. When encountering danger, if we can help, could we just stand by and watch? So move over quickly, don't make things difficult for Mr. Wenqing."

"Yes, I'll go right now." Wiping his tears, He Zudao was dragged away by Qi Huishen.

Chen Tianhua watched all this silently, then glanced at Chen Ke. Chen Tianhua already knew about Chen Ke's specific medicine. Chen Ke seemed magnanimous in letting He Zudao return to work and providing food and lodging, but this approach was obviously recruiting "death warriors." Having been saved by Chen Ke, He Zudao's loyalty would be incomparable to ordinary people. Chen Tianhua did not object to this. Revolutionaries needed loyalty. Compared to that lip-service loyalty to the revolution, He Zudao's loyalty was far more precious.

He Zudao moved in that very afternoon, and he was allowed to attend the party meeting that evening. Not only was it He Zudao's first time attending a party meeting, but it was also Chen Tianhua's first time. Surprisingly, He Zudao acted as the recording secretary. Qi Huishen strongly recommended him because He Zudao wrote with a fountain pen extremely fast. Chen Ke provided a disposable ballpoint pen, and true to Qi Huishen's words, He Zudao wrote swiftly. Coupled with the shorthand method Qi Huishen had discussed with Chen Ke and taught to He Zudao, his recording speed was astonishingly fast. Interruptions to the meeting for recording purposes became much rarer.

"We must now pay attention to the distinction between inside the Party and outside the Party. My suggestion is, since the discussion on the Party's revolutionary line has reached this point, whether to take the path of the People's Revolution or the path of the Capitalist Owners' Revolution is a serious question. Although revolutionaries of both lines currently advocate overthrowing the Qing court and driving out imperialist invaders, there is actually a fundamental difference between the two. Is it to build a New China where the people live and work in peace, or to build a New World where capital owners do whatever they want? In the future, perhaps when the revolution reaches a certain stage, contradictions will arise between these two lines, leading to confrontation, and even war. Therefore, we are going to launch a revolution, to lead a revolution. But we cannot fail to be fully prepared for this."

The comrades remained silent. For Chen Ke, such understanding was merely knowledge inevitably possessed by a communist, a believer in Chairman Mao. But for the revolutionary youths, this vision of a future filled with blood and storms was vastly different from their views.

The current youths were loyal to Chen Ke more than they were loyal to the revolution. Or perhaps they were simply loyal to the "industrial and educational development" that the revolution was currently pioneering. The only new comrade, Chen Tianhua, watching the other comrades listening quietly to Chen Ke, and watching Chen Ke speak with fervor and assurance about the cruelty of the future, was filled with a myriad of feelings.

On November 4, 1903, under the guise of celebrating his thirtieth birthday, Huang Xing invited Liu Kuiyi (a native of Xiangtan, Changsha Prefecture, who studied at Yuelu Academy in Changsha in his early years), Chen Tianhua, Zhang Shizhao, and others, totaling 12 people, to gather at Peng Yuanxun's home in Baojiaju Lane, Changsha, to discuss establishing a revolutionary organization. The meeting decided to establish the Huaxinghui (China Revival Society), externally called the "Huaxing Company," ostensibly for "developing mining." Entrants were called shareholders, "stock certificates" were membership cards, and the slogan was "Tongxin Puman, Dangmian Suanqing" (Same Heart to Fill the Manchus, Settle Accounts Face to Face), implying "Extinguish the Manchu Qing."

On February 15, 1904 (New Year's Eve of the Gui-Mao year), the Huaxinghui took advantage of the New Year's Eve gathering to formally hold its inaugural meeting at Long Zhang's Xiyuan residence. In addition to the 12 initiators, there were over a hundred people from inside and outside the province. At the meeting, Huang Xing was elected president, with Song Jiaoren and Liu Kuiyi as vice-presidents. They determined the strategic policy of "occupying one province firmly, then rising up in all provinces" and used "Expel the Tartars, Revive China" as their call.

On September 24, 1904, the Mid-Autumn Festival, the cattle and horse fair in Puji Market, Liuyang, was bustling. Commissioned by Huang Xing, Liu Kuiyi presided over a solemn general-conferring ceremony there, formally appointing Ma Fuyi as a Major General and granting Ma Fuyi's unit 20 rifles, 40 pistols, and 40 horses. At that time, spectators crowded around, and everyone's spirits were extremely high. It was agreed that they would rise up ahead of schedule as soon as the large batch of munitions from Shanghai arrived.

However, the rumors of the Huaxinghui's uprising had long been detected by officials. When the scum of the secret society, Liu Zuoji (who had served as Ma Fuyi's secretary), secretly reported the meeting at Puji Market to Wang Xianqian, the authorities began detecting and arresting Huaxinghui members. Immediately, mounted police swarmed Changsha city, creating an atmosphere of terror. On October 24, the Governor of Hunan ordered the arrest of Huang Xing, and military police immediately surrounded Huang Xing's residence. At that time, Huang Xing was out and hadn't returned, so the police rushed to the East Language Training Institute. But Huang Xing had already received the news and hurriedly escaped through the back door, hiding in the secret room of the enlightened gentry Long Weirui's home in Xiyuan. Two days later, under the cover of Huang Jiting, a pastor of the Anglican Church in Changsha, Huang Xing transferred to the rear building of the Anglican Church, hiding for nearly a week. After taking a series of measures to protect revolutionary comrades, he disguised himself in early November and sneaked to Shanghai, soon crossing east to Japan with a large number of Huaxinghui members. Ma Fuyi fled to Xiangxi and plotted to rise again the following year, but the matter failed and he was arrested. On April 20, 1905, he heroically sacrificed his life outside Liuyang Gate in Changsha at the age of 40. With this, the Huaxinghui's activities within the country basically ceased.

In Japan, Chen Tianhua actively promoted the establishment of the Tongmenghui (Revolutionary Alliance). After meeting Qiu Jin, she showed him a manuscript written by Chen Ke. The writing style of this manuscript was very cold, vastly different from the impassioned works of other revolutionaries of this era. But once Chen Tianhua read it, he couldn't put it down. No revolutionary had ever looked at problems from such a height and pointed out practical operational methods for numerous national salvation routes. Moreover, the author was deliberately secretive, obviously not revealing his true train of thought in many places.

Chen Tianhua asked who the author was, and Qiu Jin introduced Chen Ke to him. She also introduced Chen Ke's ideal of a "Revolution for the 400 Million Chinese People." Although Chen Tianhua had done a lot of work before the establishment of the Tongmenghui, he couldn't resist returning to China to meet Chen Ke. This man named Chen Ke, and those unstated revolutionary principles, had seized Chen Tianhua's heart. Although Chen Tianhua was busy, Qiu Jin still suggested he rush back to Shanghai to meet Chen Ke. Qiu Jin said that this man was a heaven-sent genius and thought highly of himself. It would be a pity if Chen Ke was not allowed to join the Tongmenghui. However, forcing him to come would inevitably lead to Chen Ke's refusal. So Qiu Jin suggested that Chen Tianhua spend some time with Chen Ke first. Chen Ke would inevitably attach great importance to Chen Tianhua. Chen Ke was not a heartless person; if Chen Tianhua persuaded him then, Chen Ke would inevitably come to participate in the Tongmenghui.

Talking with Chen Ke all night yesterday, and reading Chen Ke's manuscripts and the entire meeting records of this small political party during the day today, Chen Tianhua was quite shaken. The "People's Revolution" was a revolution never proposed by any other revolutionary party. Other revolutionary parties either incited property owners to revolt or shouted slogans of "People's Uprising." Chen Tianhua had participated in both types. The result was miserable failure. Not only that, as soon as interest disputes were involved, the revolutionary parties immediately fought internally, and no one could convince anyone else. As a result, traitors within the party emerged one after another. Precautions against comrades within the party were far higher than those against the enemy.

As a senior revolutionary, Chen Tianhua had no understanding of the "People's Revolution." In his view, the people actually did not want revolution. After such a brief contact with the "People's Revolution" proposed by Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua understood that it wasn't that the people didn't want revolution, but that the people had no reason to sell their lives for the "current revolutionaries." If the People's Revolution started, the people would first "revolutionize the lives of this current batch of revolutionaries."

This was Chen Ke's revolutionary philosophy. Chen Tianhua knew this was not the "People's Uprising" shouted by previous revolutionaries. Chen Tianhua regretted a little; perhaps he shouldn't have come back. Every time he heard Chen Ke describe the revolution, it was like tearing away the mask painted on the world and showing the bloody truth inside to Chen Tianhua.

Chen Ke spoke of interests and class struggle in every sentence, but never mentioned righteousness. Chen Tianhua came from a poor background, which was where he differed greatly from other revolutionaries. So Chen Tianhua really couldn't go against his conscience to oppose what Chen Ke said. The current revolutionaries were indeed as Chen Ke said, fighting for their own interests. Before they gained power, they hadn't thought about the people; if they could succeed, they would think about the people even less.

Now, the only thing Chen Tianhua wanted to figure out was whether the revolution of the "capital owners" Chen Ke spoke of could succeed. Chen Tianhua hadn't been able to determine which side he wanted to join. Or rather, he still hoped that the currently raging "capital owners'" revolution could succeed. This wasn't because Chen Tianhua couldn't understand the revolution Chen Ke described; precisely because of his poor background, Chen Tianhua could understand the suffering of the bottom-layer people, knew the hardships they encountered, and knew the anger, unwillingness, and hatred they accumulated. Chen Tianhua could imagine what kind of storm would be set off if such people stood up to revolutionize.

Chen Tianhua felt a kind of fear towards that storm.

Listening to Chen Ke's narrative, Chen Tianhua knew Chen Ke was very clear about the meanings of different revolutions. From just a day of contact, one could see that Chen Ke must have come from a famous family, with generations of high officials and great wealth. So Chen Ke knew very well the meaning of these words he spoke, and was able to say what he wanted to say. It was just that Chen Ke, from a wealthy and noble family, temporarily couldn't make these comrades around him, who came from decent backgrounds, fully understand his meaning. Because Chen Ke was looking at problems from the height of the entire country. There were obvious concerns about many things. These concerns stemmed from Chen Ke's uncertainty about whether some things would develop completely according to his predictions. This was also why those comrades couldn't understand what Chen Ke was explaining.

But Chen Tianhua could understand. For Chen Ke to have such a profound view of the world at his age was already shocking. Moreover, although Chen Ke had some deficiencies himself, he knew where the deficiencies lay and knew how to solve them. This was why Chen Ke chose him to be the propaganda minister of this political party.

Originally, according to Qiu Jin and Chen Tianhua's plan, Chen Tianhua was supposed to lobby Chen Ke to join the Tongmenghui. Now it seemed Chen Ke would not join. Chen Tianhua suddenly wanted to leave this political party.

"Wenqing, are you so certain that those property owners won't join the People's Revolution?" Qi Huishen asked.

"Let's take a simple example: promoting education. 'All the hustle and bustle in the world is for profit.' Why run education? To get educated students. Who wants these students? Factories, banks—or money houses as they should be called now—government departments, and the army also need educated students. But how many people do these departments need? What percentage of the citizenry? It's definitely impossible for everyone to receive an education. And currently, the children of those rich people who have studied are basically enough. It's fine if those poor people don't study. The country runs just the same. So investing in education is for future profit. Since the future profit can already be ring-fenced, what's the use of investing more money? In the eyes of those investing in education, isn't this just waste? So universal education is impossible to realize."

"That's not necessarily true, is it?" Hua Xiongmao said with a frown.

"First, China is so big, with a population of 400 million. Even if we just count primary school which should be compulsory, there must be 60 million children who should be in school in China. With fifty students per class—let's calculate with the minimum—and assuming every teacher can teach all subjects from first to fifth grade. Then this requires 1.2 million teachers. How much is the annual salary for these 1.2 million teachers? At 100 taels of silver per teacher per year, how much is this? 120 million taels of silver. How much was the indemnity for the Boxer Protocol? The principal was 450 million taels of silver. This silver isn't even enough for four years of wages for so many primary school teachers."

"Hiss!" All the young men couldn't help but suck in a breath of cold air. Everyone was daunted by this figure. Chen Ke saw everyone calculating, so he simply listed these calculations on the blackboard. Everyone looked carefully, and indeed it was correct.

Putting down the lime chalk, Chen Ke asked, "Who is willing to put up this money? Who among those running education can afford this money? How many rich people would have to go bankrupt, pooling their money together to afford this?"

The comrades fell silent.

Chen Ke relentlessly continued, "Let me imitate a bad guy. If I were a bad guy and I were in charge of this, what would I do?"

Chen Ke had always spoken of revolution from a positive angle. Suddenly saying he wanted to be a "bad guy" piqued everyone's interest immediately. Everyone's gaze focused on Chen Ke's face at the same time.

"I would require all government officials and the children of those rich people to go to school. Of course, these people would naturally be willing. In running schools, I would also specifically set up two types of schools: private schools and public schools. That is, schools funded by rich people and schools funded by the state. The difference between these two types of schools is that private schools rely on recommendations for admission. If you are rich and have connections, I'll let you attend. If you have no money and no connections, don't even think about getting in. Private schools offer excellent education, cultivating students with rich knowledge and comprehensive skills. Public schools have no money; everyone can just attend casually, learning a few characters is enough. If a student studies very hard, that's not bad either. When taking university entrance exams, private universities will prioritize satisfying qualified private school graduates before considering public school graduates. Most importantly, when the departments managing the country recruit manpower, they must be from private schools and have guarantees from officials or tycoons. This achieves multiple goals. First, the class of rich people can get the best education. Second, those from poor backgrounds also have something to look forward to. Third, I have also popularized education. If you don't study hard yourself, you can't blame me." After saying this, Chen Ke spread his hands.

Hearing this, everyone couldn't help but shake their heads and smile bitterly. Chen Ke's impersonation of a bad guy was truly skillful.

"In this way, those poor people will have neither culture nor knowledge. They will definitely remain poor for thousands of generations. Even if someone jumps the Dragon Gate, that's great; they change their status and can serve as a role model. But these people are the minority. Just the unwritten rule of recruiting only private school graduates for key departments is enough to plug the loopholes. Even if the people are dissatisfied, they can do nothing. Even if the people rise up in rebellion, as I said before, they have neither culture nor knowledge and cannot be organized. Although I have few people, against those sporadic uprisings of the people, I have the advantage of numbers and power; suppressing them is a breeze. While I provide opportunities to a minority of the poor, I ruthlessly suppress those who dare to rebel, without mercy. Moreover, I have money, people, and organization. Why should I fear them? Even if it comes to reasoning, the people on my side have all received higher education. Deceiving some uneducated commoners is a piece of cake."

Hearing this, everyone's expression changed. Reflecting on Chen Ke's words, although they were insidious and domineering enough, they happened to be well-founded and constituted a completely feasible method.

"Therefore, my revolution must be a People's Revolution." Chen Ke made a summary of his own words.
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Chapter Twenty-Four: The People's Revolution (Part II)

"Wenqing, does a People's Revolution necessitate the slaughter of every landlord and member of the gentry?" Chen Tianhua asked. It was the question he had harbored for a long time, never quite daring to voice it. Initially, he had intended only to listen, but at this point, he found himself compelled to ask. This was Xu Xilin’s bottom line.

Chen Ke extended his left hand, making a gesture of recommendation toward You Gou. "We shall let Comrade You Gou answer this question."

Chen Tianhua had a very favorable impression of You Gou, but he had never heard her speak on the topic of revolution. To him, she seemed more like an engineer, an adequate lecturer, and a remarkable woman—but not necessarily a staunch revolutionary. Seeing Chen Ke defer to her, Chen Tianhua looked at her with a hint of astonishment.

"Me?" You Gou hadn't expected Chen Ke to put her on the spot regarding a revolutionary matter. These were topics Chen Ke and the others usually debated fiercely; she had never been particularly interested or clear on the finer points.

"I don't know how to put it into words," she said, quickly declining.

"Just tell us your thoughts on Xingtai's question," Chen Ke encouraged with a smile. "We are all comrades here. Speak freely; there’s no right or wrong way to say it."

"Miss You, must a People's Revolution kill every landlord and gentryman?" Since Chen Ke had insisted, Chen Tianhua was curious to see the attitude of the other comrades within this revolutionary party. He asked the question with great gravity.

"Well, if the landlords and gentry use force to oppose the People's Revolution, then we have to... well, if they strike first, we can't just sit there and wait to die, can we?"

*Never fire the first shot!* You Gou’s response made Chen Ke’s heart bloom with joy. This sense of measured struggle was exactly what he wanted to see. He had never explicitly taught You Gou these tactics, nor had he even discussed them with the other comrades. He watched the exchange, eager to see if her personal qualities would meet the demands of the struggle.

"And how do you intend to coexist with the gentry, Miss You?"

"Industry is very profitable. Everyone can make money together."

"And what about the conflict between the People's Revolution and the owners of capital that Wenqing mentioned? What is your take on that?"

"We won't bully them, and they shouldn't bully us. Under this... this new system, no one bullies anyone, and no one is bullied. Wouldn't that be wonderful?"

At this, not only Chen Ke but the others couldn't help but nod slightly. You Gou’s answer seemed like a middle-ground compromise, but she had latched onto a key point: the "new system." No one in the room misunderstood; she was referring to the system established by the People's Revolution, not a capitalist one.

Indeed, You Gou continued, "Wenqing told us about the textile mills in Europe, about 'sheep eating men' in England, and about the slave trade. I studied in Germany and heard about those things. China cannot do that. It’s too tragic. It’s wrong."

Chen Tianhua was well-educated and not ignorant of the world; he knew something of what she described. He found no reason to refute her perspective. After a moment of silence, he asked, "So, if the gentry follow the People's Revolution that Wenqing speaks of, they can still live well? The revolution won't target them?"

You Gou had heard Chen Ke’s revolutionary theories and had given them some thought, though perhaps not deeply. If her previous words were merely a reflection of the theories she could personally identify with, Chen Tianhua’s question suddenly made things click for her.

"Wenqing once said that the new system is an industrial one. In an industrialized China, everyone can produce goods far beyond their own needs. Through equal exchange, everyone’s life can be improved. This is a system where everyone can live well. Anyone dissatisfied with such a system is simply too greedy—they want to hoard all the benefits for themselves. Those are the people who must be overthrown."

Chen Tianhua had expected You Gou to launch into a radical revolutionary polemic like Chen Ke, but her explanation was surprisingly different. Her feminine perspective arrived at the same conclusion as Chen Ke’s, yet it framed the People's Revolution as the party being "bullied," making it sound almost pitiable.

*An educated person—especially an educated woman—is truly different!* Chen Tianhua marveled internally. He recalled Chen Ke’s earlier boast: "Even if it’s just about reasoning, my people are highly educated. Deceiving the uneducated masses would be child's play." At the time, Chen Ke’s words had struck him as arrogant and cold, but hearing You Gou’s response, Chen Tianhua found himself in full agreement.

Seeing Chen Tianhua fall into a thoughtful silence, Hua Xiongmao laughed. "Well, Xingtai? Our comrades here are quite extraordinary, wouldn't you say?"

Chen Tianhua took no offense at this self-congratulation; he nodded in agreement.

"Actually, I asked Wenqing the same thing a long time ago, and he always gave the same answer. Xingtai, you are a scholar and have traveled widely. You surely know how wicked those with money and power can be. Unless you teach them a lesson, they won't listen. Wenqing says revolution isn't about killing people; it's about saving them. If you don't discipline those wicked people, they will act without restraint, and in the end, they’ll meet a worse fate anyway." Hua Xiongmao was usually a man of few words; in party meetings, he was often the second most silent after Zhou Yuanxiao.

"Zhenglan is right," Chen Tianhua sighed. "But Wenqing’s theory... it carries far too much murderous intent."

Hearing this, Chen Ke barely suppressed a laugh. To hear a revolutionary like Chen Tianhua complain about "murderous intent"—what a world they lived in.

Qi Huishen did not share Chen Ke’s restraint. He immediately countered, "If Xingtai says that, I must defend Wenqing. We have been with him since he arrived in Shanghai. He is a generous and kind man. This revolutionary theory is simply a matter of logic; it’s not about bloodlust."

When Chen Tianhua first arrived, he felt that Chen Ke’s ability to articulate revolutionary doctrine was far inferior to his own. He had noticed that the party members seemed very impressed by his own speeches. He had initially thought he might be able to win them over to his side. Yet, at this critical juncture, he realized that these people were aligned with Chen Ke both theoretically and emotionally. Not a single person supported him. His earlier condescension toward Chen Ke vanished. It seemed impossible to persuade Chen Ke, and equally hopeless to sway his party members. If he wanted to make progress, he would have to stay here and work for a while. With that in mind, he asked the question he should have asked long ago: "Wenqing, what is the name of our party?"

"We haven't decided on a name yet."

Chen Tianhua nearly laughed out loud. He knew they had been together for two months, yet they didn't even have a name. Any other political group would have settled on a name before anything else.

"Do you all have any suggestions for the name?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"Xingtai, even though you are the Minister of Propaganda, this isn't a task for you." To Chen Tianhua’s surprise, the one who spoke up wasn't Qi Huishen or Hua Xiongmao, who usually followed Chen Ke’s lead, but You Gou.

Without pausing, she slapped her hand on the table. "Since Wenqing is always talking about the People's Revolution, let's just call it the People's Party."

"Excellent, excellent," Hua Xiongmao laughed.

Qi Huishen had no objections. Following the party meeting protocol, they held a vote. Though Chen Tianhua had his own ideas, he knew objecting would be futile, so the motion passed unanimously. The name "People's Party" was finalized.

Chen Ke’s subsequent actions further amazed Chen Tianhua. He didn't start handing out grand titles or empty positions, nor did he establish a massive list of regulations. Instead, Chen Ke first revised the "Three Principles of Member Conduct":

1. Link theory with practice. 2. Maintain close ties with the masses. 3. Practice criticism and self-criticism.

Chen Ke’s explanation of these three points was intriguing. "Our theory isn't clear enough yet, and since we're all party members, we don't really have a 'masses' yet. So, for now, let’s focus on criticism and self-criticism. Emperor Taizong of Tang said that using a person as a mirror allows one to see their own gains and losses. As Chinese people, we carry the heritage of our culture. Using others as a mirror, simply put, means accepting the criticism of our comrades. Only then can we know if there are issues with our work or our personal conduct."

The others might not have taken it to heart yet, but the logic was sound. They nodded in agreement.

Chen Ke continued, "You’ve all read the *Analects*, haven't you? It says: 'I daily examine myself on three points: whether, in transacting business for others, I may have been not faithful; whether, in intercourse with friends, I may have been not sincere; whether I may have not mastered and practiced the instructions of my teacher.' This is self-criticism. While it’s not exactly the same as what we’re talking about, the wisdom of our ancestors was quite high. What they spoke of is essentially the three principles I’ve proposed."

Chen Tianhua was stunned. Most modern revolutionaries were openly anti-Confucian, yet Chen Ke’s approach of embracing tradition was baffling. However, what followed moved beyond confusion and made Chen Tianhua laugh out loud.

Chen Ke required that every party meeting conclude with a session of criticism and self-criticism. "If there isn't anything specific to criticize at first, that's fine. Are you polite when you speak to people? Is your speech appropriate? These are all valid subjects for criticism—in fact, they are the priorities."

*This isn't a political party; it’s a school,* Chen Tianhua thought. *Can people trained like this actually carry out a revolution?* Chen Ke spoke of revolution with such ferocity, yet his actions were so meticulous and fussy. Chen Tianhua felt he couldn't see through the man at all.

As Chen Tianhua laughed, he realized no one else was joining him. This made his own laughter feel strangely ridiculous.

Qi Huishen said solemnly, "Xingtai, you must know that the wealthiest and most powerful families are the most obsessed with etiquette. Conduct must be taught. If a word or action is out of place, one is either forced to kneel or beaten with a rod—or both. Wenqing’s rules are born of the utmost sincerity."

Chen Tianhua felt a bit sheepish.

By a show of hands, the "Three Principles of Member Conduct" passed unanimously.

Only then did Chen Ke begin to introduce the immediate plans and assign tasks.

According to the plan, a lecture series under the banner of the "Shanghai Renxin Medical College" would begin in two days. The public-facing portion would primarily be chemistry lectures centered on *The Chemical History of a Candle*. The chemistry classes for progressive youth would begin the next day, a task Chen Ke assigned to You Gou. Following that, Chen Ke would personally lecture on Yan Fu’s translation of *Evolution and Ethics*. Once that course concluded, he would teach "The Materialist Conception of History."

Hua Xiongmao was responsible for the ongoing sale of medicine and for scouting engineering teams. Qi Huishen would handle the overall operation of the lecture series, including external relations and logistics. Zhou Yuanxiao was tasked with guarding their headquarters—the dyeing workshop—where the youth lectures would take place.

Chen Tianhua was to work with Chen Ke on editing the lecture manuscripts, which would eventually be compiled into a collection. Chen Ke had already chosen a title: *The Heritage of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism*. Furthermore, Chen Ke planned to launch a newspaper called the *Huangpu Review*, which would be distributed for free to lecture attendees to promote their new school.

Finally, Chen Ke stated that if the lectures were successful, he would work toward establishing a reading organization called the "Huangpu Society."

The other comrades agreed the plan was highly feasible, noting that aside from the cost, there were no major issues. Chen Tianhua thought back to the Huaxing Society he had organized with Huang Xing; the process was remarkably similar to Chen Ke’s. However, their group had failed due to a betrayal before they could even launch an uprising. From his probing, it seemed Chen Ke knew nothing of that event, nor did he seem to be lying. If so, it was simply a case of "great minds thinking alike." Yet Chen Tianhua remained uneasy. He asked tentatively, "Wenqing, since you want to overthrow the Qing, an armed uprising is inevitable. Do you plan to launch one in Shanghai?"

"I will not launch an uprising in Shanghai. The enemy's strength here is too great; an uprising would only send our comrades to their deaths. If we are to rise, it must be where the enemy is at their weakest."

"Do you still intend to rise in Anhui, as you said before?"

Chen Ke did not answer directly. He said gravely, "Xingtai, I must emphasize the difference between a People's Revolution and a bourgeois revolution. In a People's Revolution, we do not simply 'launch' an uprising and trick the people into dying for us. A People's uprising happens when the people themselves can no longer endure and rise up against the old system. Our job is to connect with the masses, then lead them against tyranny to establish a bright new world. This means we must be the first to die. Therefore, unless we are fully prepared, we should not speak lightly of uprisings. To do otherwise is irresponsible—not only to yourself but to the many who would follow you to their deaths. It is wrong."

Seeing that Chen Tianhua didn't quite grasp his meaning, Chen Ke added, "As for the uprising, let’s discuss it after we finish this lecture series and everyone has accumulated enough theoretical knowledge. If we spend the entire lecture series thinking only of inciting an uprising, we will betray the original purpose of the event."

"Is the purpose of these lectures not revolution?" Chen Tianhua was even more puzzled.

"Revolution is about saving people. By holding these lectures and spreading knowledge, those who attend will gain something. This is itself a part of social revolution. The goal of revolution is to push the country forward; that is the ultimate objective. Gathering comrades is the goal of this specific activity. An uprising is not even under consideration right now."

Seeing no objections, Chen Ke adjourned the meeting.

The following week was perhaps the most interesting one Chen Tianhua had ever experienced. Though he still had many doubts, his days were full. No one around him spoke in grand platitudes or voiced constant complaints. There was only work, followed by more work.

Chen Tianhua finally understood why the comrades followed Chen Ke so loyally. Besides assigning work, Chen Ke was constantly working himself, always choosing the most difficult tasks. When setting up the venue, Chen Ke was always the first to lift tables and chairs. When the lectures ended and the peripheral comrades like Du Zhenghui were still excitedly discussing the content, Chen Ke was the first to roll up his sleeves and clear the hall. He patrolled the venue, spotting and solving small problems as they arose. It seemed that wherever Chen Ke went, there was work to be done, and he handled it all with casual efficiency. The entire lecture series proceeded smoothly.

After the busy days, Chen Ke spent his nights writing manuscripts. Every morning when Chen Tianhua woke up, a neat stack of papers would be waiting on the table, while Chen Ke slept fully clothed on a nearby lounge chair. Chen Tianhua’s job was to read through them, discuss any points he didn't understand, and then polish the text into language that ordinary people could easily grasp. There were debates, but never arguments. Everything was discussed openly, with nothing hidden.

Day after day, throughout the week of You Gou’s lectures, Chen Ke never once undressed to sleep, except for his twice-daily baths.

What surprised Chen Tianhua even more was that the other comrades weren't surprised by this at all. They were just as busy as he was. You Gou had offered to help, but Chen Ke insisted she focus on practicing her lectures. Whenever they had a spare moment, Chen Ke, He Zudao, and Zhou Yuanxiao would watch her rehearse. He Zudao would ask questions about parts he found confusing, while Chen Ke critiqued her delivery and gestures. Even the silent Zhou Yuanxiao would occasionally offer a suggestion.

Hua Xiongmao and Qi Huishen were rarely seen, constantly on the move. Every time they returned, they brought either money or thick stacks of the *Huangpu Review*. Qi Huishen had learned a new phrase: "leading by example." These members of the People's Party lived by it. The young volunteers who had initially been lazy soon felt ashamed of themselves. Within a few days, the work ethic of the entire team had shifted dramatically. As the lectures continued, the team didn't grow weary; instead, they seemed to gain more energy.

Many young people noticed this, and some began to ask if they could join.

This was something Chen Tianhua had truly never seen before—a team and an organization so full of life and infectious spirit.

He might have believed the entire lecture series would continue in this orderly fashion, had someone not arrived to disrupt it on the seventh day.
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Chapter 25: Public Lecture

Public lectures were originally a very curious thing in 1905 China. For the common folk, scholarship was the business of scholars. The ordinary people of Shanghai now knew that foreigners also engaged in scholarship, and perhaps even did it better than the Chinese. Regardless, scholarship had nothing to do with the common people. Therefore, the posters and propaganda everywhere, as well as the advertisements published in the Shanghai newspapers, did not incite any special affection for learning among the populace.

The rise of Shanghai, aside from bringing more employment opportunities as a trading port, saw urban construction lagging far behind social development. Chen Ke never liked wandering around Shanghai; the Shanghai of 1905 was a city filled with slums and shantytowns. Apart from the concessions and a few areas in the old Chinese city that looked somewhat decent, Chen Ke’s evaluation of the city was that it was "not even up to the level of a Chinese county town in the 80s." A massive influx of population entering Shanghai to make a living directly created the cramped and chaotic housing pattern of Shanghai for decades to come.

The old workshop of Zhou Yuanxiao’s family was the building that best fit Chen Ke’s aesthetic: large and spacious. The drying yard of several hundred square meters was very satisfying. As soon as one stepped out the door, the crowded alleys, dilapidated buildings, and vast shantytowns made it impossible for Chen Ke to feel any urge to go window shopping.

With such terrible urban planning, one could well imagine the poverty of the common people's entertainment life. So, although the people did not love scholarship, they were willing to go and watch the spectacle.

The location of this lecture was not far from the teahouse where Chen Ke and You Gou first met; it was a patch of ground coordinated with the help of the British. When Qi Huishen announced the address at the Party meeting, the three who had participated in beating up the foreigners together—whether they were the ones hitting or the ones watching—couldn't help but burst into laughter. This made Qi Huishen feel baffled. You Gou, amidst laughter, explained the matter clearly, and the comrades at the meeting also roared with laughter. Leaving Hua Xiongmao aside, the fact that Chen Ke was also a guy who would throw punches at the slightest disagreement greatly deviated from everyone’s impression of him. As for Miss You Gou being able to stab someone with chopsticks, that was even more unimaginable.

Qi Huishen teased You Gou, calling her a heroine. You Gou smiled and pulled a Swiss Army knife out of her pocket. She had extorted this from Chen Ke. "Next time I stab someone, I’ll use this. I absolutely won't use things like chopsticks."

Hearing this, Qi Huishen grinned and didn't dare say anything more.

The venue was at a street corner, a space of over 100 square meters roped off. It was airy and bright, very open. The speaker for the first part was You Gou. In those days, there were no microphones; teaching relied entirely on shouting, so making the venue too large would have been meaningless.

On the first day of the lecture, unexpectedly, more than 300 people showed up. About half were there to watch the excitement, while the other half were parents truly coming to see the capabilities of the teachers at the new school.

The advertisements and flyers stated clearly that this lecture was a professional lecture by a teacher from the newly opened Shanghai Renxin Medical College. This new school had a strong faculty, and Teacher You Gou was a student who had studied in Germany. In that era, a student returned from Germany was, in the eyes of ordinary parents, someone with scholarship as high as the heavens.

When You Gou walked onto the platform wearing a light grey suit, an embroidered shirt, and low-cut leather boots, the audience below didn't know what to make of it for a moment. You Gou’s outfit could only be described as "avant-garde" in this era. A low hum of whispers rose from the crowd. No one knew what this lady, who looked completely at odds with propriety, intended to do. You Gou raised her left hand and checked the wristwatch that Chen Ke had insisted she wear; many of the wealthier parents had seen or heard of that glittering object. There was another stir in the crowd.

"Hello everyone, I am a teacher at Shanghai Renxin Hospital, my name is You Gou. I will be giving today's public lesson." You Gou’s clear voice carried far, audible to people both in front and back. The audience exploded; a young woman going to Germany to study was shocking enough, even in Shanghai. Let alone this woman giving a lecture to everyone. Some were very disappointed and began to leave, cursing, but more people surged forward, wanting to see this woman’s face more clearly. A woman who could go to Germany to study was naturally from a wealthy family. On the Bund of Shanghai, although many women came out to work, wealthy women willing to show their faces and teach were truly as rare as phoenix feathers.

Qi Huishen, He Zudao, Qin Wuan, and others in the front row hurriedly stood up, and it took a good while to maintain order.

When You Gou took out a white candle and lit it, a ripple of laughter came from the crowd. You Gou’s face turned bright red; actually, from the moment she stepped onto the platform and saw hundreds of eyes focused on her face, she felt slightly dizzy. The skin on her face tightened, the hairs on her back stood up, and her legs felt a bit weak.

This wasn't like teaching Chen Ke and the others, where everyone was an acquaintance and You Gou felt fine. Nor was it like teaching progressive youths in the workshop, where everyone had some knowledge and could at least remain polite.

The attire of the crowd varied; many wore short coats, but there were also those in long robes and mandarin jackets. The vast majority were men, with women and children at the edge of the venue. You Gou now finally understood the meaning of "To see a thousand miles, go up another floor." The platform wasn't very high, a bit over half a meter. But this was enough for You Gou’s line of sight to cover the entire audience, and especially for her gaze to pass over the audience and see directly to the street. There, many pedestrians seeing You Gou take the stage looked over, and even the windows on the second floor across the street opened, with men and women poking their heads out.

Steading herself, You Gou turned around and wrote the topic of the lecture on the blackboard: *The Story of a Candle*.

To be honest, in 1905, although the masses loved a spectacle and everyone was curious having never seen a woman lecture, wanting to get closer to get a look at this female teacher, the scene at least maintained some basic etiquette. Although You Gou taking the stage to teach as a woman was too shocking to the world, the newspaper groundwork laid beforehand, and You Gou’s public act of checking her watch, made everyone feel some awe towards this "female teacher." Moreover, this course was originally a popular science material prepared by Faraday for children, with content mostly consisting of experiments, lively and vivid. It wasn't intended for profound scientific education, but merely a course for the purpose of science popularization. Therefore, You Gou’s lesson was very simple and easy to understand.

Everyone off stage, whether rich or poor, had used candles. They also knew people had to breathe. So, from the composition of air to the burning of a candle, after a few simple little experiments, everyone could understand that air was actually divided into two types: one breathable, one not. They understood why covering firewood with a basin or covering it with soil could extinguish a fire. The masses were that simple; simple truths and simple experiments immediately made everyone feel they had gained a lot. Respect arose in their hearts for this delicate and beautiful female teacher on stage.

When You Gou announced the end of that day's lesson, someone below shouted "Good!", and shouts of applause followed one after another. You Gou bowed slightly with a flushed face, then fled the stage as if flying. This normal reaction for a girl actually incited a burst of even louder applause.

You Gou loosened her tie. Qi Huishen walked up clapping, "Well spoken." If it were before, You Gou would have exchanged a few words with Qi Huishen, but at this moment, hundreds of pairs of eyes were looking in her direction. She nodded slightly, "I'm leaving right now." Qi Huishen hurriedly hailed a waiting rickshaw puller to send You Gou back to the workshop.

Just as You Gou left, parents flocked over to ask Qi Huishen about the situation of this new school, where it was located, when classes started, where the female teacher just now came from, and what she taught at the school. Surrounded by so many enthusiastic parents, Qi Huishen fully appreciated what You Gou had just felt. He simply stood on the platform and loudly announced the details of Shanghai Renxin Medical College. He Zudao and Qin Wuan were responsible for distributing the *Whampoa Review*. In addition to today's lecture content, this issue of the *Whampoa Review* also contained a brief introduction to the school.

He thought the parents would disperse after this, but unexpectedly, not only did they not leave, but more questions were raised. Is this school really tuition-free? How do medical students find jobs after graduation? What about the affiliated middle school and the affiliated nursing school? What about that affiliated hospital? Will there be a lecture tomorrow?

"Wenqing, you guessed completely wrong!" Qi Huishen complained in his heart. The day before the class started, Chen Ke thought that the number of people coming to listen wouldn't be too few, but not too many either. And there shouldn't be too many parents inquiring and signing up. Qi Huishen thought so too. He didn't expect there to be so many inquirers; it really exceeded original expectations.

This wasn't even the most exaggerated part. After finally answering the parents' questions, there were still people running over to peek and peer, obviously there to watch the excitement. After looking for a while, they tentatively asked, hearing there was a beautiful female teacher lecturing here. Seeing the longing and lecherous looks of those people, He Zudao and Qin Wuan’s expressions changed drastically. They uniformly answered that there would be no lecture tomorrow, and then drove these people away.

The grandeur of the second day was astonishing. The night before, after Qi Huishen reported the situation, Chen Ke had Qi Huishen go out overnight to contact people. Through Qi Huishen's father, Qi Si'e, they borrowed two foreign devils from the British. These two were Russian paupers, but they were tall and big. They were there to pad the scene for the British school, and the British were willing to help. These two "grey cattle" of the Tsar, with an agreed wage of fifty pence a day each, stood at the two corners of the stage and immediately suppressed the venue. The number of people attending the lecture on the second day was several times that of yesterday. Yesterday there was at least some spare space, but today it was packed full, and even the street was full of standing people.

You Gou’s class was even more attention-grabbing. A voltaic pile performing water electrolysis and other experiments. Seeing the combustible gas decomposed from water greatly overturned the audience's worldview. The look in everyone's eyes watching You Gou was no longer just awe, but fear. In the eyes of many, this female teacher was perhaps an enlightened Daoist. Water that could extinguish fire was actually composed of a gas that aids combustion and a gas that burns. If this wasn't magic, what was it?

When You Gou finished the class and was preparing to leave, female parents had already blocked You Gou’s way a step ahead. While looking at the female teacher with awe, the mothers praised You Gou’s knowledge and asked countless questions. You Gou was also moved; this was the first time she had been so esteemed since returning to China. To be honest, after returning to China, You Gou hadn't really been taken seriously. Before meeting Chen Ke, even partners were men who were either insanely jealous of You Gou or held a deep-seated attitude of contempt, deliberately keeping a distance from her.

After meeting Chen Ke, everyone respected each other and got along very amicably. But Chen Ke’s knowledge was far above You Gou’s, so she didn't feel she was anything special at all. Only now, although the crowd might not understand her knowledge, that heartfelt respect and esteem made You Gou truly realize the power of science. Those women asking this and that were full of hope that their children could be as learned and knowledgeable as You Gou. Facing these people, You Gou was even somewhat moved.

Qi Huishen managed to keep his cool. He separated the crowd and quickly got You Gou onto a rickshaw, while he, He Zudao, Qin Wuan, and the others began to continue answering questions. It took nearly two hours to barely clear the venue.

In the evening, the Party meeting discussed this matter. The comrades attending were no longer just the original few; Qin Wuan and others had also joined the meeting.

"I really didn't expect the common people to be so thirsty for science," Qin Wuan praised. Chen Ke had a high opinion of Qin Wuan. Qin Wuan came from a family of small workshop owners in Songjiang, was the third son, and had studied in a church school. Later, he worked in a cloth shop. When the cloth shop went under, Qin Wuan was temporarily out of work, and that was when he met Qi Huishen. Later, Qi Huishen dragged him to listen to lectures. This young man had a steady personality, was neither hasty nor impetuous, and was very hardworking and enduring. Chen Ke intended to groom Qin Wuan into a core member.

"We need to find a construction team to start building our school immediately," Qi Huishen said excitedly.

"I've found the people, just waiting for Wenqing to meet them," Hua Xiongmao said.

"Then as soon as possible."

The next day, Chen Ke met with Yuwen Badu. Before meeting, hearing the name, Chen Ke thought Yuwen Badu might be a tall, powerfully built fellow. After meeting, Chen Ke was truly surprised. Yuwen Badu was not short, but his whole person was round and rolling. Thirty-something years old, the top of his head already sporting a Mediterranean hairstyle. On a face as round as his body, his complexion was ruddy, a pair of large and black eyes rolled very nimbly, and his thick lips actually presented a pink color, looking like an infant who had had its fill of milk. With this appearance, in most people's imagination, Yuwen Badu's voice should be high and thin like an infant's, but as soon as Yuwen Badu opened his mouth, it was a deep voice like a religious preacher, with a kind of oppressive force that pointed directly at the human heart. Such a huge contrast left Chen Ke somewhat shocked.

"I heard Brother Chen is looking for us, that there is work for us to do." Yuwen Badu's attitude was very sincere, at least his voice was sincere.

Chen Ke strongly suspected he had been fooled by this obvious contrast of Yuwen Badu's, rendering him unable to see through Yuwen Badu's thoughts. He steadied himself and discussed business with a cold, clear gaze and emotion. Sure enough, seeing Chen Ke quickly recover his calm, a trace of panic appeared in Yuwen Badu's expression.

Yuwen Badu's asking price was very high, and Chen Ke argued on the basis of reason. Whenever Badu started using that thick, reliable voice to try and prove his grievances and raise the price, Chen Ke's cool and firm voice would thwart Badu's attempt.

"Brother Yuwen, that's not how the accounts are calculated." Chen Ke smiled gently, then began to calculate for Yuwen Badu. From food costs, wages, including clothing wear and tear, to potential work injuries. After deducing this string of numbers, the total was more than half less than the price Yuwen Badu had asked.

"That's not the calculation, Mr. Chen. With your calculation, we'd starve to death." Yuwen Badu shook his head repeatedly.

"Brother Yuwen, then how do you say it should be calculated?" Chen Ke looked at the somewhat flustered and exasperated Yuwen Badu and asked in a relaxed tone.

After a round of bargaining, the price finally entered the final "decisive moment." Yuwen Badu almost used a pleading, crying tone to try and persuade Chen Ke. Chen Ke unceremoniously cut the daily wage by another five *wen*.

Yuwen Badu reluctantly submitted. Making money in this era wasn't that easy. Chen Ke proposed a one-month project, and the money to be made was quite a lot. But Chen Ke's next move almost drove Yuwen Badu crazy. A detailed project plan was handed to Yuwen Badu. It contained detailed regulations regarding various quantities of work. How to reward, how to punish, all written clearly. After reading this plan, Yuwen Badu knew he had met an old hand. He pointed out several obviously unreasonable places to Chen Ke, saying that hoisting such roof beams could absolutely not be completed in such a short time.

Chen Ke was completely unmoved. He pointed to the explanations next to those points; Yuwen Badu only needed to provide the manpower in the plan. The erection of scaffolding and lifting equipment would be the responsibility of Chen Ke's side. In these years, building houses relied on the construction team to do everything themselves; for the client to produce such a detailed design document was simply contrary to common sense. Yuwen Badu questioned Chen Ke: if the work couldn't be completed on schedule, whose account would the wages go to? Chen Ke again pointed to the relevant contract clauses, which had detailed explanations.

Faced with such a flawless contract, Yuwen Badu finally completely submitted.

After sending away Yuwen Badu, Wu Xingchen came to visit. He fulfilled his promise and brought five people; one look and you could tell they were martial arts practitioners. These people could not be slighted, so Chen Ke took everyone to the restaurant where they had drunk together the previous few times.

At the banquet, Wu Xingchen introduced these people to Chen Ke one by one. Chen Ke sized them up; they were all in their twenties, and two of them had scars on their faces. They all had Shandong accents. Perhaps having experienced much hardship, their expressions were quite steady.

After a few cups of wine, everyone talked about their situations. A thought suddenly moved in Chen Ke, and he slowly guided the topic towards the Boxers. Hearing this topic, the expressions of the Shandong heroes darkened. The leader, named Xu Youli, said, "Originally, we were beating foreigners in the capital. Later, the government suddenly turned on us. If Big Brother Wu hadn't led a hundred of us to run first, we would have died in the capital."

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen's face changed drastically. But given his earlier intimate behavior with Chen Ke and his statement "We are all on the same side," it seemed these brothers really felt there was no problem. However, Chen Ke gently patted Wu Xingchen's arm, his expression revealing that he understood very well. Wu Xingchen couldn't flare up at the table no matter what. He had to force a smile and listen to everyone talk.

After Xu Youli finished, everyone nodded in agreement. "When we got home, that bastard Yuan Shikai was killing our brothers in Shandong. We could only run back to Hebei and stayed in Cangzhou for a few years. A few days ago, Big Brother Wu suddenly sent someone to find us, asking us to come to Shanghai to help. So we came."

"You came by boat? Did you get seasick?" Chen Ke hurriedly spoke of some lighter topics.

"Yeah, took a boat all the way here. In Cangzhou, we also fished, didn't get too dizzy. Just that the smell on the boat was too strong. Wasn't very comfortable," Xu Youli said. After finishing, Xu Youli looked Chen Ke up and down carefully. "Mr. Chen, Big Brother Wu said you want us to be bodyguards for you. What exactly is going on?"

"There are bad people in Shanghai who want to make trouble for me. So I'm asking everyone to help out for two months. After these two months, I'll go somewhere else." Chen Ke introduced his situation.

"How many people do they have?" Xu Youli asked.

"They don't have many people either; having one of our brothers by my side is enough," Chen Ke replied.

"Do they have guns?" Xu Youli asked next.

"It's mostly during the day; at night there's actually not much. They wouldn't dare use guns in broad daylight either." Chen Ke knew very well he wasn't telling the truth, but he couldn't exactly say there would be a gunfight in broad daylight.

"Then we brothers can definitely handle it," Xu Youli replied.

"I trust everyone." Chen Ke laughed.

After the banquet broke up, Wu Xingchen arranged accommodation for the Shandong heroes, then rushed to the workshop. As soon as he entered, Wu Xingchen saw no one was around and sat down opposite Chen Ke. "Wenqing, what did you mean?"

"I just remembered the matter and asked casually," Chen Ke laughed. "Brother Wu, you are a Boxer, I am a Revolutionary. That's quite good."
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Chapter 26: The Boxers

Wu Xingchen was a giant of a man. Standing at 1.95 meters, he looked strong and ferocious. Usually, his expression carried that slightly dull look peculiar to such large men, but now his face wore a look of mockery, devoid of any fear.

Chen Ke felt absolutely no complacency about seeing through Wu Xingchen’s background. Right now, Chen Ke had absolutely no intention of coercing anyone. The Party’s history had never held that coercion could serve any useful purpose. For the Party, any member who had not undergone testing could not be trusted—let alone expanding the Party’s power through intimidation or bribery. This was not propaganda, but fact. Precisely because that great political party understood the human heart and human nature, it chose the path of ultimate light: internally, it accepted no one who did not join sincerely; externally, it engaged in no assassinations, intimidation, or bribery.

For Chen Ke, what benefit was there in threatening Wu Xingchen? Apart from forcing Wu Xingchen to eliminate him at all costs, he saw no other potential outcome.

Neither man spoke for a long time. Chen Ke poured a cup of tea for Wu Xingchen, then one for himself. Chen Ke took a sip before speaking. “Brother Wu, what I want to say is, I am a revolutionary. As you know, the Qing court’s slaughter of revolutionaries is severe. It’s not that I don’t trust you, Brother Wu, but that I am afraid of being targeted by the Manchus.”

Wu Xingchen was not moved by Chen Ke’s words. He looked at Chen Ke with wary eyes and asked in an unrelenting tone, “Revealing my background—what is your meaning, Wenqing?”

Chen Ke knew what Wu Xingchen meant. In fact, he was now regretting why he had been so impulsive earlier. “I know Brother Wu is unwilling to forgive me. And from my perspective, what Brother Wu worries about most is that I am using you as a weapon, deceiving you into selling your life for me. These days, revolutionaries all have that virtue. I know.”

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen’s hostility dissipated slightly. “Then you shouldn’t have pointed out my origins, Wenqing,” Wu Xingchen added.

“Brother Wu, since I have been rash, I want to say two things. First, I absolutely do not want you to sell your life for me. However, since we are cooperating, you would surely have found out eventually that I am a revolutionary. I wanted to ask you, Brother Wu, would you betray me? The reason I wanted to confirm if you were a Boxer is that, ultimately, I felt that at worst we just wouldn't cooperate. But as a Boxer, you would absolutely never sell me out to the Manchu court, nor to the foreigners.”

Wu Xingchen did not answer directly. It was clear that Chen Ke’s words still left him apprehensive.

“Second, I sincerely want to cooperate with you. Is Brother Wu willing to continue cooperating with a revolutionary like me? I must say upfront, I definitely will not ask you to overthrow the court with me now, nor will I in the future. My revolutionary party only recruits voluntary members. Of course, we will cooperate with many people. Brother Wu, I am telling you this now just to give you a heads-up. Before we rise up, we will notify you. We won’t let you take the blame for nothing.”

Wu Xingchen remained silent, waiting for Chen Ke to continue.

“That is all.” Since Chen Ke had already brought the topic into the open, he could only accept the result. He actually regretted it somewhat; a situation that could have been a good cooperation might now be ruined by a single sentence.

“Wenqing is a revolutionary, correct?” Wu Xingchen finally spoke.

“Correct.”

“Then what does Wenqing want me to do?”

“Whatever we agreed on before, stands now.”

“Selling medicine? Protection?” Wu Xingchen looked at Chen Ke coldly and asked.

“Correct. Whatever share Brother Wu is due, I won’t short you a single copper.”

“Is Wenqing going to stage an uprising in Shanghai?” Wu Xingchen tilted his head slightly and asked.

“I absolutely will not rise up in Shanghai. The power of the foreigners and the government is so great here; wouldn’t rising up be seeking death? I value my little life quite heavily.”

“Then you shouldn’t have probed into my background, Wenqing,” Wu Xingchen said again.

“Yes, I was rash today. I shouldn’t have done that.”

Wu Xingchen stared at Chen Ke for a while, then suddenly laughed. It was hard to tell if he was happy or not, but he seemed somewhat relaxed. “Wenqing, I felt long ago that you were not an ordinary person. Looking at your actions, I always felt you had grand ambitions, but I didn’t think you were actually a revolutionary. Sigh, actually, I should have thought of it earlier.” Saying this, Wu Xingchen looked Chen Ke up and down, as if to re-evaluate him. “I wonder which revolutionary party Wenqing belongs to?”

“I formed the party myself. I don’t regard those other revolutionaries who can’t get anything done.”

“Oh? Wenqing is not a disciple of Mr. Kang?” Wu Xingchen asked, his tone still unyielding.

Chen Ke thought for a moment before answering, “Mr. Kang? Kang Youwei?”

Wu Xingchen nodded, his expression implying, *Just confess honestly.*

“What kind of thing is Kang Youwei? Above, he couldn’t assist the Emperor, leaving Guangxu imprisoned in Yingtai. Below, he couldn’t save his friends; the Six Gentlemen were killed while Kang Youwei escaped with his life. What face does he have to meet his friends in the underworld? And in the end, he incited Big Sword Wang Wu to attempt assassination. If he had the ability, he should have raised a banner to ‘clear the court.’ Engaging in assassination—what kind of hero is that? It was only because Brother Wang Wu was highly skilled that he didn’t lose his life in that. That was letting down friends again.”

Hearing these blunt words, Wu Xingchen just laughed “Haha,” but said nothing more.

“Brother Wu, the Manchu warrant for your arrest is just a passing wind. After these few years, it hardly counts for anything anymore. But the Manchus have never shown mercy to revolutionaries. Being timid as a mouse, I spoke a few extra rubbish words. Brother Wu, you have a big heart; please understand my difficulties.”

“I know,” Wu Xingchen smiled. “But Wenqing won’t do things that let down friends, right?”

“Absolutely not. Brother Wu is such a clever person; if I wanted to cheat you, what benefit would it bring me?”

“That is true,” Wu Xingchen laughed.

“Then, let me say one last thing. Brother Wu, I won’t ask you to sell your life, but you must join my revolutionary party,” Chen Ke said with a smile.

“What?” Wu Xingchen looked at Chen Ke in astonishment. He hadn’t expected this request. “This is different from what Wenqing just said.”

“The revolutionary party is divided into party members and peripheral organizations. Party members make the revolution; peripheral organizations make money to support the revolution. These are separated inside and out. But for a figure like Brother Wu, if we don’t have a formal arrangement, I don’t believe we can truly cooperate. This kind of outwardly united but inwardly divided way benefits no one. Either you break with me completely, or you cooperate with us. Hiding and tucking things away will eventually lead to trouble.”

Seeing Wu Xingchen tilting his head and looking at him, Chen Ke laughed, “I still say the same thing: I won’t let you go to your death. You will still do what we agreed upon. But, Brother Wu, so many Boxer brothers were pitted by the Manchus. What is wrong with causing the Manchus some trouble?”

Wu Xingchen remained silent. Hearing Chen Ke’s instigation, he was not without thoughts. Wu Xingchen was originally a hall master of the Heaven and Earth Society’s Hebei branch and had participated in the Boxer Rebellion of 1900. But he had a deep-rooted distrust of the Manchus. So, he was always on guard, and upon learning that the Manchus were going to move against the Boxers, Wu Xingchen immediately fled with his brothers. That was how he escaped with his life. So, Chen Ke’s invitation was not something Wu Xingchen couldn’t accept. What he couldn’t accept was Chen Ke’s method of invitation.

“Brother Wu, since we’ve opened it up, let’s be straightforward. Either we do this together, or we go our separate ways,” Chen Ke said. Originally, Chen Ke wasn’t planning to mention joining the party, but thinking about it, since everything was exposed, it would be ridiculous not to talk about cooperation, right? So he simply spoke his mind to the end to prevent future trouble.

Seeing Wu Xingchen silent, Chen Ke thought the matter would end there, but unexpectedly Wu Xingchen said, “Since Wenqing is willing to tell the truth, I actually have some matters where I need your help.”

“Brother Wu, please speak frankly.”

“Wenqing said before that for the business in Shanghai, no matter how many people are treated, I have a share, right?”

“Correct.”

“Then give me two thousand taels of silver first. I have something to handle.”

Hearing this amount, Chen Ke couldn’t help but look up at Wu Xingchen. He saw Wu Xingchen looking perfectly composed. Chen Ke calculated briefly, then nodded. “No problem.”

“These few brothers will follow Wenqing for the time being and listen to your arrangements. I’ll take the money and come back in a few days,” Wu Xingchen said.

After having Qi Huishen, who acted as the cashier, give Wu Xingchen two thousand taels of silver and sending him away, Chen Ke sighed with regret. “I did something wrong,” he muttered to himself.

There are many times when leaving things unsaid is the best state. laying out one's identity so clearly when there is no common enemy only intensifies contradictions. This is the consequence of trying to be too clever. But since a mistake was made, one had to own it. Although Chen Ke was a time traveler, he wasn't a guy who could rewind time at will. Aside from accepting his fate, Chen Ke had no other choice.

At the evening Party meeting, Chen Ke reported the matter and made a self-criticism. The comrades didn't care much. The actions of the People's Party right now were still absolutely those of "obedient subjects." Even if Wu Xingchen went to inform on them, the Manchus would only laugh it off.

“I’ve been caught many times posting revolutionary posters. Caught by the police patrol, too. So what?” Qi Huishen said nonchalantly.

“These days, of those returning from studies abroad, who hasn’t shouted about revolution? Who hasn’t shouted about rebellion? If they arrested people for even that, the Manchus would probably have to arrest a large batch of their own officials.” You Gou also didn't care in the slightest.

Chen Tianhua had experience being wanted; even so, he could easily travel between China and Japan. With the Manchus' level of execution, this was nothing at all.

“I’m saying I handled this incorrectly, not that I’m afraid of the Manchus. I’m worried this will affect the cooperation with Wu Xingchen,” Chen Ke said.

“Tch, Wenqing, you know about Big Sword Wang Wu. These days, brothers on the chaotic path and revolutionaries cooperate all the time. Brother Wu is of Boxer origin; if he doesn’t cooperate with revolutionaries, would he cooperate with the Manchus instead? You worry too much,” Hua Xiongmao comforted Chen Ke.

With his comrades persuading him like this, Chen Ke couldn't say much more.

While they were speaking, the main gate was banged on violently. The person outside knocked hard while shouting loudly, “You Gou, open the door.”

Hearing this voice, You Gou’s face changed color. “It’s my brother.”

“Oh? Then let’s welcome them in,” Chen Ke said.

“Drive them away.” You Gou immediately rejected Chen Ke’s suggestion and instead made this demand.

“What’s wrong?” Everyone looked at You Gou in surprise.

“Listen to me, I’m right,” You Gou said fiercely. She had never used such a tone before, which startled everyone.

Chen Ke nodded. “We’ll do as You Gou says. Everyone, get your gear ready. But after opening the door, act according to the situation,” Chen Ke said.

Everyone responded and began to prepare. Chen Ke walked into the courtyard and shouted, “Wait a moment.” Just as he was about to open the door, he remembered something. He went back into the room and brought out flashlights. Testing them, they worked, and the batteries were full. Chen Ke gave a flashlight to Hua Xiongmao, and the two walked to the gate and opened it.

As soon as the door opened, several people rushed in violently. Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao stepped back simultaneously, yielding to the momentum of the rush. Then, two beams of snow-white flashlight beams shone wildly on the faces of these people. Their eyes, suddenly meeting the intense light, instinctively closed, or they raised their hands to block the glare.

Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao saw clearly: of the four men who rushed in at the front, two were holding wooden clubs. The two defenders didn't speak; Hua Xiongmao’s sturdy arm wrapped around one fellow’s neck, and with a exertion of force, the guy was choked into unconsciousness. Chen Ke chopped a palm onto the carotid artery of another fellow; struck by this sudden blow, the guy’s eyes rolled back, and he collapsed limply to the ground.

With a whistle from Hua Xiongmao, the two heroes charged out side by side. Sounds of punching and kicking came from outside, mixed with a few screams. Soon, the two heroes dragged two people inside. Both were bruised and swollen; it seemed they had suffered quite a bit during their resistance. Since they were You Gou’s brothers, the group didn’t want to be too excessive. After letting them into the room, they even gave them stools to sit on. The two men’s eyes lit up when they saw the various glass instruments in the laboratory. You Gou found the highest stool in the lab to sit on. This stool was as high as a bar stool, allowing You Gou to look down on her two brothers from above. She asked, “What is your business here?”

Chen Ke looked at the two men. They were about thirty years old, and their features really did resemble You Gou’s, quite handsome and delicate.

Seeing their sister’s arrogant manner, the two immediately became angry. One of them shouted, “Is this how you let people beat your brothers?”

Chen Ke immediately interrupted him. “You know what this place is, right?”

That man was the one Chen Ke had choked. He turned his head to glance at Chen Ke. He saw that Chen Ke’s face was not fiendish, appearing to have a faint smile yet not quite a smile, but his towering posture held an irresistible imposing manner. Looking at the gloomy faces of the others around him, his arrogance was instantly frightened back down.

Chen Ke continued, “Since you are You Gou’s brothers, you must know what we do here. You barged in like this; how were we to know you weren’t here to rob us?”

“That was our presumption,” the other man spoke up. “We startled everyone; I apologize first.”

Also being You Gou’s brother, such a contrast surprised everyone, and all eyes fell on him.

The man looked around the circle before continuing, “Fourth Sister, since you don’t trust your family, words that should be said amongst ourselves, I’ll say in front of everyone. You think that because you’ve finally earned money, the family is starting to control you. When you went to Germany to study, spending so much money, did the family say anything?”

Hearing this, You Gou immediately retorted, “I said I don’t want a dowry anymore.” Her voice was still stiff, but she had begun to show some diffidence.

“You say you don’t want a dowry, so Mom and Dad won’t prepare a dowry for you?” You Gou’s brother continued. “After you came back, you opened a dyeing factory with Zhou Yuanxiao, then wanted to open a chemical plant yourself, then clamored to do business with Wang Bin. How much money did the family lose? You aren’t unaware, are you?”

Hearing this, You Gou’s face turned bright red, but she did not refute it.

“You took the money and went home excitedly, putting it on the table so triumphantly. Yes, you did earn big money, a few hundred taels more than what you spent. But, shouldn't you at least thank Mom and Dad first?” Speaking to this point, You Gou’s brother paused and looked at her with blaming eyes.

You Gou turned her face away and remained silent.

“We scolded you a bit, but we are very happy. You came back from your studies and learned skills. People have times of good luck and times of bad luck. You are lucky now, so naturally, we hope you can continue to make money. That’s why everyone wants to help arrange things for you. Fourth Sister, you aren’t young anymore, showing your face in public all day, wandering around everywhere. Do you think Mom and Dad aren’t worried about you? It’s just that the people you associate with are fairly decent. Mom and Dad love you and trust you, so they didn’t say anything. But as your brother, I couldn’t stand it long ago. How many people have said unpleasant things about you in front of Mom and Dad? Mom and Dad just didn’t tell you. You wander around outside all day; I’ve heard plenty at home.” At this point, You Gou’s brother was starting to get angry.

“Fourth Sister, you have to think about our family,” the other man chimed in.

“Second Brother, shut your mouth. I, the eldest brother, am not afraid of losing face, but don’t you join in losing face,” the brother who had been speaking scolded.

So this person was the eldest brother; he really had the air of one. Chen Ke thought to himself. While he was thinking, You Gou’s eldest brother looked over at him. “This must be Mr. Chen Ke, correct?”

Chen Ke paused, thinking, *Why bring me up?* But basic politeness was required, so he answered, “I am Chen Ke.”

You Gou’s eldest brother smiled slightly. “Mr. Chen, I have to be direct. I let my Fourth Sister make medicine and earn money on her own, which is indeed unfair to you. But as the eldest brother, I feel I must first do right by my sister. Moreover, before seeing this laboratory, I actually suspected that my sister came up with the prescription and you were just plucking the peaches. My sister is a silly child; if someone says something, she is easily deceived. Seeing this laboratory, I am now convinced that my sister couldn't have come up with these things.”

Chen Ke smiled amiably. “You Gou also put in a lot of effort. We experimented through the night; for a girl to persist through that is not easy.”

You Gou’s eldest brother asked, “Mr. Chen, I know you are cooperating with Qi Si’e, and he introduced you to open a medical school. The matter of this medicine is making a loud noise in Shanghai now. I wonder what advice Qi Si’e gave Mr. Chen?”

“Did Uncle Qi not contact the You family?” Chen Ke asked in return.

You Gou’s eldest brother smiled. “Contact, he certainly contacted. Does Brother Chen know what he said?”

“Is it convenient for Mr. You to tell me?” Chen Ke feigned a surprised expression.

“Qi Si’e said that if my sister brought out the formula and cooperated with him, our two families would split the dividends half and half,” You Gou’s eldest brother said.

“I actually haven’t heard of this,” Chen Ke said truthfully.

Seeing Chen Ke had no reaction, You Gou’s eldest brother continued, “Mr. Chen, I’m afraid Qi Si’e also told you that I intended to do you harm, right?”

“I haven’t heard that either,” Chen Ke said with the same expression as before.

You Gou’s eldest brother sized Chen Ke up carefully before speaking again. “Mr. Chen, the Qi family mixes so successfully in Shanghai; he says others want to move against people, but if he were honest and well-behaved, how would the Qi family be where it is today? You Gou is my sister. No matter what is said about making money, I still don’t want anything to happen to my sister. Therefore, Mr. Chen, I think my sister shouldn’t come here anymore in the future.”

Hearing this, Chen Ke felt a burst of clarity in his heart. This was what the You family wanted to say most.

“Our laboratory needs You Gou very much; she absolutely cannot leave. You Gou is an adult, and doing her own business seems reasonable and fair to me,” Chen Ke pushed the words right back. “If Mr. You feels it is unsafe here,” Chen Ke pointed to Qi Huishen, “Young Master Qi works in our laboratory. If it were unsafe here, I imagine Uncle Qi would certainly not sit by and ignore it.”

You Gou’s eldest brother looked at Qi Huishen in surprise. “This is the Qi family’s young master?”

“Guaranteed to be the real thing,” Chen Ke laughed.

With the conversation at this stage, there was really no need to continue. Chen Ke had someone untie the four men who had been bound in the courtyard for a long time, and then saw the group out the door.
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Chapter 27: Party Dues

After the scene You Gou's brother had caused, and after they had been "escorted out," the comrades watched You Gou sitting helplessly on her stool, head hanging low. For a moment, no one knew how to comfort her. Now that the incident had occurred, it wasn't just a matter of comforting You Gou. You Gou herself owed the party members an explanation. But this matter involved both the Party and You Gou's family. It was hard to say which aspect weighed heavier. Even an upright official finds it hard to settle domestic troubles; it was an inherently messy situation.

It wasn't just You Gou; Qi Huishen also noticed that the other comrades' gazes occasionally fell upon him. While You Gou's family was certainly involved, Qi Huishen's family was, without exception, also implicated. Qi Huishen had been very busy lately and hadn't discussed his father Qi Si'e's views on the miracle drug in depth. On the few occasions he had asked, his father would only give an inscrutable smile and ask with the attitude of a teacher testing a student, "How do you intend to resolve this matter?" Qi Huishen was very familiar with this attitude; Qi Si'e would speak this way every time he wanted to teach Qi Huishen some business tactics. In the past, Qi Huishen would always evade him, and this time was no different. Every day he could delay a showdown with his father was another day gained. As a son, he felt his father was truly not someone easily dealt with.

But the words of the You brothers had clearly dragged Qi Si'e into the mix. While Qi Huishen was busy with his own affairs, Qi Si'e must have taken some action. Qi Huishen desperately searched his memories of his father's business dealings, hoping to find a line of thought that would help solve the current situation.

"Let's start the meeting," Chen Ke proposed.

Hearing this, the comrades moved their stools to sit around the large table in the laboratory.

"We will continue discussing the previous agenda. I will proceed with the briefing on the lectures." Contrary to everyone's expectations, Chen Ke's order of business did not address the emergency that had just occurred.

"No!" You Gou said with her head down. "Let's clear up this matter about my brother first."

"Everyone was here, and everyone heard it. Didn't your brother already make it very clear?" Chen Ke replied.

"What did he make clear?" You Gou's voice was low, sounding somewhat like the low growl of an angry feline.

"He wants you to go back, and he told me very plainly that he wants you to open a shop and sell the medicine yourself."

"And then? He finished talking, and everyone just listened like that?"

"We can discuss this issue later, alright? Meetings have rules. You Gou, as a Party member, you must observe Party discipline. The meeting has its agenda, and we all must abide by it." Chen Ke calmly pointed out the facts. This was a case of Chen Ke playing hard to get, but it wasn't just a petty trick. Historically, the Party had relied on iron discipline to overwhelm all enemies. As the founder of this Chinese People's Party, Chen Ke absolutely could not undermine Party discipline himself. Moreover, the incident You Gou encountered was not just her personal problem, but a problem involving the Party. If he couldn't constrain everyone's emotions back onto the track of discipline now, the subsequent discussion would very likely spiral out of control. This was something Chen Ke was very concerned about.

You Gou looked up at Chen Ke. There was no fluctuation of emotion on Chen Ke's face; he looked completely business-like. Such composure suddenly gave rise to a feeling of resentment in You Gou towards Chen Ke. If Chen Ke had shown comfort, or even dissatisfaction, at this moment, it would have allowed You Gou's emotions to ease somewhat. But it was precisely this calmness of Chen Ke's that made You Gou feel incredibly uncomfortable.

She looked at the others again. Everyone was either concerned or just lowering their heads and sighing. Yet no one showed any intention of supporting You Gou. You Gou turned and asked Qi Huishen, "If I want to add my own topic, what do the bylaws say?"

Qi Huishen thought for a moment, then asked He Zudao with an apologetic smile, "Zudao. My mind is a bit messy right now. What are the regulations regarding agenda items? Look it up for me."

He Zudao quickly flipped to the previous records and read, "Temporary agenda items require advance notice to the party meeting members. If two-thirds of the attending members agree, it can be started ahead of schedule."

"Then let's vote," You Gou said immediately after hearing this.

Chen Ke nodded. There were currently eight members attending the meeting: Chen Ke, Qi Huishen, Chen Tianhua, Hua Xiongmao, You Gou, Zhou Yuanxiao, He Zudao, and Qin Wuan. That meant You Gou needed the agreement of six members to discuss what she hoped to discuss.

Only You Gou and He Zudao voted in favor.

You Gou's eyes were glistening. She scanned the other comrades seriously, then pursed her lips tightly and said nothing more.

"The lecture progress is good. Especially the classes You Gou is currently conducting; the response has been excellent. Let us pay our respects to Comrade You Gou for her hard work." After Chen Ke finished speaking, he began to applaud. All the comrades, excluding You Gou but including Zhou Yuanxiao, expressed their sincere respect. This was not perfunctory; there were already more than 340 parents signed up. And there were even more parents who hoped to contact the school specifically. Since the school campus hadn't been built yet, Qi Huishen had to announce that the school location would be published in the next few days. Before the grand lecture series, no one, including Chen Ke, had expected such a result.

You Gou had kept a straight face initially, but with the applause, her expression softened more and more. Finally, You Gou covered her mouth, and tears rolled down her cheeks.

Chen Tianhua watched all of this, feeling quite moved. Chen Ke's revolution was so unconventional, which made Chen Tianhua personally quite curious about it. The revolutions Chen Tianhua had participated in were either revolutions of the gentry, a bunch of rich people planning armed revolutionary paths—killing this person, killing that person. Or they were revolutions pushed by students studying in Japan, filled with resentment and the passion of participating in a movement, which was indeed very high-spirited. However, within the boiling emotions, there was a kind of fanaticism and an indescribable decadence. Anyway, anyone who refused to adhere to their attitude was a bad person. This was especially true among the overseas students, who were sharply divided into factions.

Chen Tianhua had a passionate personality, and he indeed felt a great sense of uplift in such movements. But as time went on, he became somewhat doubtful. Why could the revolution never convince the people Chen Tianhua liked? And why were there so many bad habits among revolutionaries that Chen Tianhua couldn't accept? This point confused Chen Tianhua greatly, and even pained him somewhat.

He hadn't been here long, but what Chen Tianhua saw was an organization full of vitality and vigor, an organization full of human touch. There was no resentment, no anger, and none of that perverse surliness characteristic of the revolutionaries around Chen Tianhua. Every time he thought of the revolutionary program firmly proposed by Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua felt a shock, yet when interacting with these people, there was a harmonious warmth found only when getting along with true friends. Everything here had substance, was open and sincere, and was orderly. Chen Ke maintained order, and the comrades observed it; this was the revolution Chen Tianhua looked forward to.

While he was sighing to himself, he heard Chen Ke continue, "Next, I have a few requests. First, does anyone know people who are relatively familiar with the *Twenty-Four Histories*? At the very least, if I ask them to look up some materials, they should be able to find the corresponding content. I need three assistants."

This request was a bit high, and also somewhat baffling. Chen Ke didn't intend to keep them guessing. "The manuscript Xingtai and I are writing is progressing slower than I thought. Especially regarding data collection. I need a few people to help me search for materials now. Xingtai is incredibly knowledgeable and has a strong memory; I've really learned that this time. Xingtai remembers all the materials I want to find. Precisely because of this, I originally thought I'd just write it briefly. Now I've changed my mind."

"Eh?" Hearing this, Chen Tianhua was even more surprised. Chen Tianhua was responsible for revising Chen Ke's manuscript; its content was so detailed and its scope so broad that it was unlike anything Chen Tianhua had ever seen. Even the great Confucian scholars Chen Tianhua had met were only proficient in parts of it. Chen Tianhua was already immersed in the work of compiling this masterpiece. He hadn't expected Chen Ke to refer to this as "writing it briefly," and wondered how Chen Ke intended to "write it seriously."

"To be honest with everyone, my own definition was to treat this piece as our initial propaganda document for the future; it would be fine if ordinary people could understand it. But looking at it now, once this manuscript is released, the scope of its influence will probably be larger than I thought. Differing concepts, contending with us—that is certain. But if there are low-level errors in it, we'll become a laughingstock. I must avoid such things. Is there anyone for this?"

"I do know a few young *Xiucai* (scholars), but they are incredibly pedantic. If it's just finding text in history books, I don't know if they'll do," Hua Xiongmao said.

"Since they are pedantic, then no need. The people we use must definitely be people like our own comrades. What does everyone think?" Chen Ke said with a smile.

"Like our comrades? To be honest, they're hard to find," Hua Xiongmao also laughed.

"The greatest virtue of our comrades is that they are willing to work. Just find people willing to work."

"Then how about finding a few *Tongsheng* (entry-level scholars)?"

"As long as they are willing to work. By the way, let's also post some posters. In this day and age, there shouldn't be too few people who can check materials. The Qing court is about to abolish the imperial examination; these *Xiucai* will have a hard time finding a livelihood."

"Okay, Huishen and I will print some posters." Hua Xiongmao thought this method was feasible.

"Then let us proceed to the next agenda item, regarding the miracle drug," Chen Ke said naturally.

Everyone felt that the matter of the miracle drug was a big issue, involving two comrades with deep seniority in the Party. Once the discussion started, it certainly wouldn't be very peaceful. That was why everyone hadn't voted in favor just now. The kid He Zudao felt that You Gou was being bullied by her brother, and since he had suffered a similar fate, he felt You Gou should be allowed to vent her grievances, so he supported her. One could understand from the empathetic look on his face. Although everyone didn't mean to blame He Zudao, ever since He Zudao saw that only he supported You Gou and no one else did, he felt he had made some terrible mistake and kept his head down taking notes, not daring to lift it.

As a result, everyone was quite surprised when Chen Ke announced the discussion of this matter so calmly.

"This matter is not a dispute of loyalties. For the comrades within our Party, this is a separate issue," Chen Ke said with a smile. "So let's not start by thinking this is a huge deal. Actually, it's not that big of a deal. I will report a little bit about the situation regarding the miracle drug to everyone."

Chen Ke took out a small notebook he carried with him, found a page, and began a simple narration. To date, over 670 patients had been treated. The income in various currencies, converted to silver, amounted to a net profit of over twenty-one thousand taels. After stating this, Chen Ke put the notebook back in his pocket and looked at the comrades with a smile.

Everyone knew this miracle drug must have a decent return, but they hadn't expected the return to be this huge. More than twenty thousand taels of silver was by no means a small sum in China at this time. Hua Xiongmao, who joined earliest, knew Chen Ke started with fifty taels of silver. Those who joined slightly later, like You Gou, knew very well that when Chen Ke first started making medicine, the capital was less than eight hundred taels. Now he had actually earned so much.

"Now everyone knows why You Gou's brother was so rude, right?" Chen Ke laughed.

Everyone nodded. No one could remain calm in the face of such profits.

"Regarding this matter, my thinking is this: the ownership of this money is currently unclear. I'm not talking about between us and You Gou's brothers, or Qi Huishen's father. I'm talking about two things. First, how this money should be accounted for within the Party. Let's clear this up first."

Now no one made a sound, not even You Gou who had insisted on speaking earlier.

Chen Ke looked around the circle. You Gou and Qi Huishen looked hesitant, wanting to speak but stopping. Hua Xiongmao was the same. Zhou Yuanxiao's lips were pressed tight, as if making some determination. Chen Tianhua and He Zudao looked somewhat lost. Qin Wuan, on the other hand, looked composed, simply ready to listen to what everyone had to say.

Chen Ke bent his left arm upward, stroking his chin with his left thumb and forefinger, his right arm bent horizontally with his right hand resting in the crook of his left arm. He waited a while longer, then laughed, "The money is in hand, but now everyone is too embarrassed to talk about distributing the money?"

Still, no one spoke. Chen Tianhua looked at everyone, feeling an inexplicable sense of incongruity. A revolution that actually made money to distribute—this was truly something he had never seen before.

Chen Ke waited for the comrades to speak with a mix of anticipation and unease, although he looked very relaxed on the surface. But truth be told, the torment in Chen Ke's heart was far more intense than he had imagined. The money from selling the medicine—at least this sum—the comrades had every reason to divide. Not just because it wasn't clarified at the beginning, but more importantly, everyone's hard work deserved a return.

But if this door was opened, would there be a next time? Revolution required money, and revolution also required sacrifice. But Chen Ke couldn't refuse the comrades; this time he absolutely could not refuse.

*Perhaps I'm just overthinking it.* In revolutionary history, the Party never made this much money; Party funds were donated by comrades. Later, after the Party's operations were on track, Party members only paid dues; there was no such thing as members dividing money. Chen Ke knew this, but he personally didn't think he should refuse the comrades. Conflicting thoughts turned over in his mind like this, and Chen Ke used a smile to cover them up. But one thought couldn't be covered up no matter what. *Am I making a mistake?*

Chen Ke himself had "revolutionary consciousness"; his life was not luxurious at all. To this day, apart from a few sets of work clothes, Chen Ke hadn't bought anything for himself. But the current political party perhaps still had the nature of a commercial enterprise. Since it was a commercial enterprise, there was no reason to refuse profit-sharing.

After what felt like a long time, Qi Huishen finally spoke up. "How about this? Let's set a wage. But this money should be Party funds. We can't divide it ourselves. If we divide this now, then later other comrades will be entitled to divide the projects they participate in. This precedent cannot be set."

Although Chen Ke pretended to be calm, at this moment he couldn't help but let out a long breath.

All the comrades expressed their agreement. Hua Xiongmao laughed, "Wenqing, you put in the most effort here, and we all know you wouldn't take the money. If you won't take a cent, naturally we can't take the money either."

"For the revolution, let's work hard together," Chen Ke said.

The result of the vote was a wage of 10 taels of silver per person per month. Chen Ke introduced the concept of Party dues, and all comrades expressed agreement without exception. Finally, it was set at 10%, to be deducted directly when wages were paid.

Subsequently, the Party organization established a rule: except for arrangements made by the Party organization, no Party member was allowed to privately operate their own business. They must obey Party arrangements. All extra income must be reported.

The passage of these regulations was smoother than Chen Ke had anticipated. But Chen Ke didn't want to nitpick. Since the comrades had this awareness, it wasn't yet time for political background checks.

"Then, the second issue, regarding the miracle drug. My suggestion is that at the end of this grand lecture series, we will publicly disclose the final formula. But we will not publish the synthesis process. What we will disclose is the formula for 606. Let me explain first, what we produce is 914. As for the detailed differences, I won't go into them. Roughly, the difference is that 606 is more toxic. The death rate is higher. But the efficacy is stronger than 914."

This suggestion truly shocked everyone. No one had expected Chen Ke's solution to be this.

"Why do this?" You Gou was very puzzled.

"First, we don't have the armed forces to protect our own interests. Second, relying on the Manchu Qing is unreliable. Relying on the British is also unreliable. Relying on compradors is also unreliable."

"Forceful seizure and plunder. This indeed cannot be avoided." Qi Huishen sighed.

"So many compradors have signed contracts with the British, and we haven't seen it be like this," You Gou asked.

"That's because they let the British make money. We are currently earning the British people's money. They won't let us off," Qi Huishen said helplessly.

"Then isn't it fine to do it according to the current situation? Aren't we making money just the same?" You Gou was still unconvinced.

"That's because you don't know how many people are plotting against us. It's just that those people can't figure out our background right now, so they don't dare to make a move. Some friends of mine have already warned me that people in the Jiangsu and Zhejiang areas are constantly asking for news about us. You think your brother is making a scene with you, but actually, they are already being very polite."

You Gou knew Hua Xiongmao wasn't lying, but she was very unhappy that her painstaking efforts would be cast to the wind just like that. "Foreign joint-stock companies work just fine, so why does it not work when it comes to China?"

"Then revolution! As Wenqing said, build a new world. When that time comes, You Gou, you can have as much fairness as you want," Hua Xiongmao laughed.

Only then did Chen Ke somewhat understand why Hua Xiongmao was so supportive of the Party assets issue. It seemed the situation outside had already reached a rather unfavorable degree.

"Human nature is just like this. They can't stand to see you make money, can't stand to see you get rich. There is nothing that can be done about this," Chen Ke advised.

"But, but..." You Gou puffed up her cheeks, unable to speak.

"But, we must believe in the goodness of human nature. As long as the formula is made public, then at any rate we have saved their lives, and they at least won't take ours. We hold other people's lives in our hands; they will fight us desperately no matter what. And since we have abandoned the pursuit of profit, we might as well make a big splash and pursue a reputation. Rather than waiting for those people to come and seize it by force or trickery, we might as well just honestly teach it to everyone."

You Gou thought about it but was still unconvinced.

Chen Ke laughed, "Look at it from another angle. Once it's public, everyone will know we invented the medicine. As long as the price is reasonable, they will definitely come to us to buy it. And with more people buying, we may not necessarily earn that much less money, right?"

"Then if the foreign devils copy it, won't we have nothing to eat?" You Gou was still dissatisfied.

"You participated in the pharmaceutical manufacturing, after all. If we don't publish the process, will they finish it that easily? They need time to complete the intermediate steps. During this time, the foreign devils won't make a move against us either. By the time they finish, we'll have earned enough money. And by then, we'll have gone to build the base area. They couldn't find us even if they wanted to."

Hearing this, You Gou had to temporarily abandon her doubts.

Seeing that everyone had nothing else to say, Chen Ke said, "Then wages will be issued tomorrow. Meeting adjourned." A cheer immediately erupted in the venue.
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**Chapter 28: Chinese Cultural Heritage and the Rise of Materialism**

In the following days, Chen Ke once again entered a period of near-sleeplessness. First, there was the incessant stream of visitors. Many were educated men or small workshop owners who had seen the posters, encountered the group by chance, or heard of them through word of mouth. After attending You Gou’s lectures, they were eager to enroll their children in the school.

Privately, Chen Ke considered these people "nuisances," yet they were vital to his cause. Lacking established social connections, he could not afford to offend the parents. This continued until Qi Huishen excitedly informed him that an elderly gentleman named Ma Xiangbo wished to meet him. Chen Ke marveled at the prestige required to make the usually composed Qi Huishen act as a personal herald.

"Wenqing, you must go!" Qi Huishen was so agitated he had lost his usual poise.

"What is this about?" Chen Ke asked, perplexed.

After Qi Huishen’s explanation, Chen Ke stood dazed. This Mr. Ma Xiangbo was none other than the founder of Fudan University.

Chen Ke had never studied the history of Chinese education and was unaware of the details. Ma Xiangbo had founded Aurora University, but in the spring of the thirty-first year of Guangxu, the Jesuits attempted to turn it into a purely ecclesiastical school. On the pretext of Ma Xiangbo "recuperating from illness," they appointed a French priest, Father Perrin, as the head instructor. They changed the teaching philosophy and established new regulations, sparking an uproar among the students. The students tore down the school sign and withdrew en masse. When Ma Xiangbo saw the register of withdrawing students, he was moved to tears and resolved to stand with them. With the support of luminaries like Zhang Jian, Yan Fu, and Yuan Xitao, he began preparations for Fudan Public School (now Fudan University) in Jiangwan. It officially opened on the Mid-Autumn Festival of 1905. Ma Xiangbo served as president and professor of French, appointing Li Denghui—not the later politician from Taiwan—as the dean.

Furthermore, Ma Xiangbo had begun preparations for the Aurora Women’s College of Arts and Sciences in 1902.

While Chen Ke might not have known Aurora University, even he wasn't so dense as to miss the connection when Fudan was mentioned. It turned out the massive lecture series Chen Ke had organized had become the talk of Shanghai. The "Brilliant Appearance" of the female instructor, Miss You Gou, was a particular highlight. Even Mr. Ma Xiangbo had been stirred. After hearing reports from his students and reading several free copies of the *Whampoa Review*, he was extremely pleased with the scientific nature of the lectures. Some of the students who had withdrawn from Aurora had attended the Whampoa Society lectures, and through them, the old gentleman heard that the organizer was an overseas student he had never heard of. There were rumors about You Gou as well. Intrigued, the old man sent word to find Qi Huishen, a local, to invite Chen Ke for a meeting.

When an elder of such high virtue and prestige spoke, Chen Ke naturally could not refuse. The gentleman also expressed a desire to meet the now-famous Miss You Gou. Chen Ke immediately had Qi Huishen notify her and dispatched He Zudao to draft a formal reply. Beyond his skill with a fountain pen, He Zudao’s brush calligraphy was quite impressive. The letter was a respectful request for an audience, which He Zudao delivered in person.

Chen Ke then organized You Gou’s lecture notes and, after a moment’s thought, pulled out a portion of his own upcoming lecture on *Evolution and Ethics*. In truth, it was more than just a translation of Huxley; Chen Ke had incorporated details about the solar system, the Earth, and natural ecology. These were materials intended for all Party members, as he sought to broaden their intellectual horizons.

Shortly after Qi Huishen brought You Gou back to the workshop, He Zudao returned with a handwritten reply from Ma Xiangbo. Chen Ke’s letter had been very polite, stating that he and You Gou would visit whenever it was convenient for the elder.

Mr. Ma’s reply was equally courteous. He noted that he had heard of Chen Ke’s busy daytime teaching schedule and suggested they meet that very evening. Chen Ke made brief arrangements, grabbed some body wash and shampoo, and dashed to the bathhouse. When he reappeared before the group, he was meticulously clean and fragrant.

"Dandy!" You Gou remarked, her voice tinged with jealousy.

The party of four set out.

The streetscapes of Shanghai in 1905 were a chaotic mess that Chen Ke found hard to look at. With so much on his mind, he watched the various passersby and a thought suddenly struck him. "Huishen, once the Whampoa Society is established, I plan to conduct several social investigations."

Qi Huishen was squeezed into a rickshaw with him. "Social investigations? Investigating what?"

"If we are to gather revolutionary comrades, we cannot start a revolution without understanding the state of society. Therefore, we must conduct investigations and analyze social dynamics. We want the comrades involved to reach the inevitable conclusion that revolution is necessary."

"And what should be investigated?"

"Look at all these people in Shanghai. Where did they come from? Why can the rural areas no longer sustain them? My proposed goal is to investigate the dissolution of the traditional small-scale peasant economy under the impact of the industrial system."

"The dissolution of the peasant economy?" Qi Huishen had heard Chen Ke use the term before and had a general grasp of it. "How is it dissolving?"

"To put it simply, because wealthy men—like your father, for instance—are buying up land on a massive scale. Haha, and so, the peasant economy dissolves."

Qi Huishen pondered for a moment. "So, you mean the industrial system is rapidly creating a class of wealthy men like my father, right?"

"You've hit the nail on the head. Today, either a foreign industrial system will utterly crush China’s peasant economy, or China’s own industrial system will do it. Either way, the small-scale peasant economy is doomed to bankruptcy."

"In the end, it must be a people's revolution," Qi Huishen nodded in agreement. In the past, he might have felt a surge of excitement at uncovering the essence of society. Now, he felt no emotional fluctuation. Chen Ke had already lifted the fog that once blinded him; he could now seek out the clues and the path himself. "I will arrange it."

The distance was short, and they arrived before they could finish discussing the details. The four of them stood before Ma Xiangbo’s residence, straightening their clothes. You Gou lifted her sleeve, sniffed it, and glared at Chen Ke. Without a word, Chen Ke pulled a small bottle of Florida Water from his pocket and gave her two spritzes. You Gou might not have loved the scent, but a girl always prefers to smell nice. She snatched the bottle from his hand and stuffed it into her own pocket. Everyone knew Chen Ke had many "treasures," and whenever possible, they did their best to make off with a small item or two. Seeing her quick wit, Qi Huishen stamped his foot in regret at his own slow hands.

After one last check of their attire, You Gou suddenly asked, "Wenqing, just how many watches do you have?" Because of the lectures, Chen Ke had lent her his watch. For this outing, he had simply put on another.

"We’ll talk about that later," Chen Ke said, not wanting to get bogged down. If they kept at it, he’d probably lose the second watch, too.

Mr. Ma Xiangbo was lean and handsome, with a vigorous spirit. He wore the flowing beard common among Republic-era literati, now nearly pure white. After brief pleasantries, the old man went straight to the point: Fudan Public School was about to open, and he hoped Chen Ke could deliver a lecture series there before classes began. The content would be the same as the one he was currently conducting.

Chen Ke quickly presented the two sets of manuscripts. Mr. Ma didn't care much for the chemistry portion, glancing over it briefly before setting it aside. However, on the cover of the second manuscript, He Zudao’s elegant script displayed five large characters: *An Overview of Evolution*.

The crushing defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War had pushed the Chinese nation to the brink of extinction. At that time, the famous Yan Fu translated *Evolution and Ethics* by the British biologist Thomas Huxley, which was published in Tianjin in 1897. The book’s appearance generated a massive social response that Yan Fu had never anticipated. When the reformist leader Kang Youwei saw the manuscript, he praised Yan Fu as a man "the likes of whom I have never seen," calling the translation the "foremost work of Western learning in China." From then on, the book became a sensation, recommended by all scholars of the day.

Ma Xiangbo was on excellent terms with Yan Fu, who had provided great support for the founding of Fudan. He knew the author of the original work called himself "Darwin's Bulldog," and that Darwin's masterpiece was *The Origin of Species*. Seeing the title, the old man was instantly intrigued. He flipped to the first page, but instead of Yan Fu’s famous "Natural selection, survival of the fittest," he found the words of Xunzi: *"Heaven's ways are constant; they do not exist for Yao, nor do they perish for Jie. Instead of magnifying Heaven and meditating upon it, why not regulate Heaven's mandate and make use of it?"*

Yan Fu’s *Evolution and Ethics* used classical Chinese, but Chen Ke’s *Overview of Evolution* was written in the vernacular. The lectures were divided into seven parts: the first on the universe and the solar system; the second on the oceans; and the third through seventh on the biological characteristics and evolutionary processes of Asia, Europe, Africa, the Americas, and Australia—the interactions and development of various organisms. Yan Fu’s work was essentially a political treatise; Chen Ke’s was a scientific textbook.

Chen Ke had read both *Evolution and Ethics* and *The Origin of Species*. Despite the popularity of Yan Fu’s version, Chen Ke had no desire to teach it. His lectures were intended as Party lessons to stir progressive youth, and he found the content of Yan Fu’s translation somewhat hollow and dry for that purpose. The real substance lay in the third part of his curriculum, titled *Chinese Cultural Heritage and the Rise of Materialism*. However, that manuscript was not yet finished, and Chen Ke did not dare present it just yet.

After flipping through a few more pages and seeing it was indeed a scientific text, Mr. Ma set it down.

You Gou’s course only had one day left, so Mr. Ma suggested the Fudan lectures begin the day after next. Chen Ke immediately took the opportunity to ask if he could use the school’s auditorium. He requested to move the lectures he had planned for Zhou Yuanxiao’s workshop to the Fudan campus. He offered to pay a venue fee, noting that his lectures were public and free of charge. Mr. Ma, naturally, refused to take the money. With the matter settled, the group rose to take their leave.

They had been in a rush coming over and took rickshaws, but they didn't need such luxury for the return trip and decided to walk.

"Wenqing, you really know how to take a mile when given an inch," Qi Huishen laughed.

"A gentleman can be deceived by his own principles," Chen Ke joked, though his smile quickly turned wry. "It's a pity time is short. Otherwise, I’d like to linger at this school and play at being a professor."

"Why is time short?" Qi Huishen asked, curious.

"Young students have ideals and passion; it’s the perfect place to cultivate revolutionaries. But Anhui has seen many civil uprisings these past two years. If we dally in Shanghai for a year or two, the opportunity will be lost." Chen Ke sighed.

Qi Huishen didn't respond. Chen Ke had discussed the details of going to Anhui with him and listed several necessary conditions. None of those conditions had been met yet, and Chen Ke had to focus all his efforts on preparation. Qi Huishen had already resolved to follow Chen Ke to Anhui, so he could not volunteer to lead the student propaganda work at Fudan himself.

When they returned to the workshop, the day's classes had long since ended. However, in the courtyard, Hua Xiongmao was sitting and chatting with two men. When he saw Chen Ke return, Hua introduced them: "Wenqing, people have started coming because of the posters. These two gentlemen are here for us."

Hearing Hua’s words, the two men stood up. The one on the left, in his forties, looked like a typical destitute scholar, full of affected mannerisms. The one on the right was about twenty, wearing a deep blue cotton robe. The fabric looked incredibly familiar—it looked exactly like the cloth they had dyed themselves. Hua Xiongmao noticed Chen Ke’s gaze and gave him a wink. Hua had clearly already checked them out.

Chen Ke invited them to sit. The older man began to boast of his thorough knowledge of the *Twenty-Four Histories*, insisting he could be of great help. As he blustered, Chen Tianhua came over to listen. Chen Ke casually tested him: "Sir, what cases did Zhang Shizhi, the Minister of Justice under Emperor Wu of Han, preside over?"

Zhang Shizhi was not a figure from the reign of Emperor Wu. Chen Tianhua, realizing Chen Ke was up to no good, nearly laughed out loud. The scholar was clearly stumped. He hummed and hawed, wanting to answer but not daring to guess, his face turning red with the effort. Still, he could say nothing. Chen Ke politely sent him on his way.

After he left, before Chen Ke could speak, the young man said frankly, "The poster said you need someone to find corresponding content in books, right?"

"Correct."

"And someone will tell me where to look, right?"

"Correct."

"Sir, then please stop testing me. I haven't even read the *Twenty-Four Histories* in their entirety. If you ask me to do what the poster says, I can do it. But if you test me, I won't be able to answer anything."

Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao’s eyes lit up. Chen Ke asked, "What have you read then?"

"The *Records of the Grand Historian*."

"Can you answer the question from just now?"

"One involved a startled horse, the other a stolen jade ring, wasn't it?"

"Then where was my mistake?"

"It was Emperor Wen of Han, not Emperor Wu."

Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua both smiled. Chen Ke followed up, "Can you start today?"

"I saw on the poster that room and board are provided?"

"Yes."

"Can I eat first?"

At this, Hua Xiongmao could no longer contain himself and burst into laughter.

"May I ask your name?"

"My name is Xie, given name Mingxuan."

"Your age?"

"Twenty-four."

"Any academic degrees?"

"I am a *Xiucai*."

"Then let us eat."

Even one extra person, if useful, can drastically improve overall efficiency. Setting aside Xie Mingxuan’s foundation in history, his ability to communicate clearly made him an instant favorite. There were no barriers to interaction, and the pace of work was no longer a problem. With Xie’s help, nearly half of Chen Tianhua’s time was freed up, and the writing of the manuscripts accelerated significantly.

This work, *Chinese Cultural Heritage and the Rise of Materialism*, was Chen Ke’s historical materialist worldview. Chairman Mao once said, "No investigation, no right to speak." Marx knew almost nothing about China, so his writings on the country were somewhat absurd and laughable. The progression of slavery, feudalism, and capitalism in Europe did not fit China. During the Xia, Shang, and Zhou periods, slavery existed on a large scale, and the feudal model of enfeoffment was the primary political structure. But after 221 BC, when the First Emperor of Qin unified the six kingdoms, he "established commanderies and abolished fiefs." The era of centralisation began. Feudalism appeared only sporadically thereafter and was no longer the mainstream of the Chinese political system.

If one used this change in political systems as a dividing line, China had emerged from the feudal era over two thousand years ago.

By 605 AD, with the implementation of the imperial examination system in the first year of the Sui Dynasty's Daye era, the existence of the hereditary aristocratic class was continuously weakened. The first true head of state from a commoner background in Europe didn't appear until a certain man with a small mustache took power in 1933. In Europe, if a commoner wanted to become a general or a minister, he might as well go back to sleep and dream. But in China, it was no fantasy. No matter how unfair the imperial examination system was, a public, unified examination was the most fair among all unfair things. It held the line on basic meritocracy.

Both the Song and Ming dynasties saw active elements of capitalism; the only difference from Europe was that the bourgeoisie never seized political power. Furthermore, European capitalism only achieved dominance after it combined with the Industrial Revolution.

Therefore, Chen Ke believed Marx’s comments on China were not based on facts. And the people in China back then who blindly followed those trends were simply trying to force a square peg into a round hole. Chen Ke considered himself a believer in communism, so from a historical materialist perspective, he felt those people were limited by their era and were simply talking nonsense.

If having an emperor defined feudalism, then many European countries with kings were no different. Even after two world wars, only three European crowns fell: Russia, Austria, and Germany. Chen Ke never understood one thing: how a country that still had a king—a country where a royal family's reproductive system was considered more noble than the people's votes—could have the gall to call itself a democracy. It was the height of absurdity.

*Chinese Cultural Heritage and the Rise of Materialism* was a synthesis of the historical materialism Chen Ke had learned throughout his life, but it needed to be integrated with Chinese history. Chen Ke was also a lover of Chinese culture; from the age of three, he had studied Tang poetry, Song lyrics, the *Analects*, and *Stories of Idioms*. He was familiar with classical Chinese long before he mastered modern Mandarin. Before he ever learned to use the phrase "utterly stupid" to criticize others, he already knew how Confucius had used that very term to praise a particularly shrewd politician.

Combined with the countless debates he had engaged in online and the vast amount of articles and data he had consumed, Chen Ke was optimistic about this "magnum opus." This wasn't the 21st century; it was 1905. In a China that was a cultural desert, once this book was released, Chen Ke was confident in its influence.

You Gou didn't pay much attention to Chen Ke’s work. These days, all her focus was consumed by the public lectures. Speaking before hundreds of people was an immense challenge and a thrill. You Gou had never known that a bird's-eye view could feel so different. Physiologically, it was impossible for one person to track hundreds of individuals at once—Chen Ke had told her this, and she believed him. But standing on the podium, she felt she could see the reactions of the entire crowd clearly. The shifts in their emotions followed the rhythm of her words.

When she spoke of things they didn't understand, some became more attentive, others confused, and some simply gave up. But once the experiments began, everyone’s attention was riveted, whether they understood or not. These lectures gave You Gou a sense of control over others, providing her with immense satisfaction.

Furthermore, news about her had already appeared in the newspapers. She didn't dare let others see, so she secretly brought the papers home and read them behind closed doors. Every word about her brought a rush of excitement. She beamed at the praise and scoffed at the criticism, fighting the urge to write letters to the editors of those papers before tucking the critiques away in a corner of her study.

On the final day of the lectures, You Gou made sure her clothes were spotless. she applied a light touch of powder and sprayed herself with the Florida Water she had swiped from Chen Ke. Feeling refreshed, she headed out. Just outside her door, she ran into her second brother. The siblings hadn't spoken for days, and today was no different—they kept their noses in the air and walked past each other. In the main hall, however, she found her mother sitting there. You Gou hurried over to pay her respects. "Good morning, Mother."

"Going out again," her mother said with a hint of helplessness. Several newspapers lay by her side, and You Gou saw that two of them were copies of the *Whampoa Review*.

"Yes. Does Mother have any instructions?"

"When will that school of yours be finished?"

"Not until early next year, I'm afraid."

"Ai..." Her mother sighed. "Two days ago, a friend of your father's mentioned a girls' school in Shanghai looking for teachers. The pay is quite high. They heard you've become famous and wanted to know if you'd be interested."

"Mother, our school is in the middle of preparations. There's so much to do, I certainly can't go."

"The principal of that school has a son. From what I hear, the boy will inherit the school, but he’s not fit to run it. They were wondering if your father would be open to a marriage alliance. If you married him, the school would be yours to manage."

You Gou felt a headache coming on. "It's almost time for the lecture. We’ll talk about this when I get back."

Seeing her daughter about to slip away again, her mother waved a hand in resignation. "Your father attended a Western school for a few years and talks about 'new ideas' all the time. He's spoiled you rotten. Go on, then. You're twenty-three already; I truly can't control you anymore."

It was the seventh day, the final lecture, and the crowd was massive. Unlike previous days, those in the front had arrived early to secure their spots, many bringing their own stools. When You Gou stepped onto the stage, every eye was on her. This intense bombardment of gazes no longer rattled her. With a composed demeanor, she began the lesson. Halfway through, a sudden commotion broke out at the edge of the crowd. People there began to scramble away like a school of startled fish. Shouts of alarm and curses followed.

With the large number of attendees, the crowd quickly descended into chaos. From her vantage point on the stage, You Gou could see clearly. Not only were people pushing inward, but some were also pushing outward, trying to see what was happening. Then, those who saw the source of the disturbance let out cries of terror.

The figures at the center of the chaos were not tall. You Gou could only see the messy, dirty hair of some women. This center of disturbance was moving toward her. After a moment, You Gou could finally see their faces. Their features didn't matter; all she saw were the festering sores on their skin. Several women afflicted with syphilis were rushing toward her.

"Miss You Gou! Help us!" the lead woman suddenly shrieked.

"Miss You Gou, please save us!" the other women cried out.

Calling her by name made their purpose clear. Qi Huishen and He Zudao were both present. The foreigners they had originally hired for security had been let go, replaced by the men Wu Xingcen had brought. But faced with those ulcerous faces, even these tough men felt their hearts skip a beat. As revolutionary comrades, Qi Huishen and He Zudao were worried for You Gou. Each grabbed a woman by the arm and shouted, "Don't go up there!"

But as soon as they were caught, the two women simply lunged forward and clung to Qi Huishen and He Zudao. "Masters! Save us!" they cried, burying their sore-covered faces into the men's chests. Neither man had ever visited a brothel, but Qi Huishen had spent enough time posting flyers in the streets to recognize their practiced movements. They acted exactly like streetwalkers.

Instead of stopping them, Qi Huishen and He Zudao found themselves ensnared. The two Shandong bruisers helping with security were certainly skilled in combat, but they had no experience beating women in public, and the sight of those syphilitic sores truly terrified them. The lead woman even rolled up her sleeves to reveal large ulcers on her arms. The Shandong heroes couldn't figure out where they could grab her without touching the sores. In that moment of hesitation, the women broke through the final line of defense.

You Gou was paralyzed with fear. After the three women scrambled onto the stage, two of them clung to her legs while the leader grabbed her arm.

"Miss You! Help us!"

You Gou’s head spun. Through the haze, she heard the woman shout, "Miss You! Everyone on the Bund knows you've made a medicine to cure the Pox! You can't be so heartless as to keep it for yourself while we suffer!" The woman spoke with a clear, melodic voice, almost as if she were performing an opera. The audience, watching this drama unfold and hearing that You Gou had a cure for the Pox—and hearing her called "heartless"—was instantly enthralled. Though they didn't dare get too close, no one left. They watched the stage with rapt attention, as if the lecture podium had been transformed into a theater.
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Chapter 29 Chaos

After being grabbed, to be honest, You Gou didn't feel much at first. Or more accurately, panic, anger, disgust, helplessness—too many emotions erupted at once, leaving You Gou in a state of chaos.

Should she call for help? Should she push away the woman grabbing her? You Gou tried, but the three women were incredibly strong. Tightly embraced, she couldn't push them away at all. What to do? Listening to the women's wails, You Gou blurted out, "Let go of me!"

The women holding her certainly didn't let go, but after shouting, You Gou sobered up a bit. Strangely, while her vision remained chaotic, the most stimulated sense was smell. The faint scent of floral water she usually wore couldn't be smelled during the lecture, but now, held tightly by these three women, You Gou could smell it clearly. It was a warm fragrance with a hint of spice. Mixed with this scent were the odors of the women: straw, urine, and the nauseating smell of a living human body beginning to rot. There was also a very distinct smell, seemingly fresh, like the scent of tears.

Her vision began to normalize. The woman's face, covered in large sores, was very close to hers. Her breath carried a faint stench. On that hideous face, twisted by disease, were two lines of glistening tears. Although terrifying, at such close range, one could see the woman once had a lovely melon-seed face. Even the eyebrows, now crusted with yellow and white scabs, showed traces of once being willow-leaf brows full of charm.

You Gou's anger suddenly vanished. Perhaps it was because they were too close, so close she didn't even feel disgusted. When making the medicine, You Gou didn't actually know what syphilis looked like. She didn't have to worry about such things. The cute, furry rabbits used for experiments were either cured or died from treatment before the disease became unmanageable. This was truly the first time You Gou had seen the miserable state to which disease could torture a human being. A compassion unique to women arose spontaneously.

Next, the party meeting's resolution leaped into You Gou's train of thought. She said to the woman, "We have already decided to publish the prescription for the medicine. You can get the medicine."

The woman opposite her never expected such an answer. She asked in astonishment, "What did you say?"

You Gou had recovered her composure by now. She said loudly, "We will make our pharmaceutical secret public. And if you want to be treated, please come to our hospital."

After speaking, You Gou lowered her voice and said, "If you cause trouble here again, see if I'll let you get treated."

Hearing this, the woman immediately let go of You Gou's arm. You Gou pushed the woman aside, ignoring the two still hugging her legs, and shouted loudly, "I am a student from Germany. I studied at the best university in Germany, Humboldt University of Berlin. My classmates were all children of officials and nobility. I came back this time to make medicine with friends, and we have produced a drug that can cure syphilis. We are not heartless rich people. Originally, we intended to announce this medicine today. And our school's affiliated hospital has always been accepting syphilis patients! As long as the syphilis is still in a curable stage, we will treat everyone."

There was a sudden commotion below the stage. When the woman went up to cause a scene earlier, people didn't really know what was happening. Now that You Gou was shouting like this, everyone heard it clearly. Whether they understood the details or not, everyone was stunned by You Gou's speech.

You Gou pushed away the women hugging her legs, grabbed a spare white lab coat from the side that she hadn't worn, put it on, and simply introduced the principles of syphilis. The crowd didn't believe that syphilis was caused by invisible bacteria, but You Gou's firm attitude forced them to believe her words. Moreover, You Gou explained that the transmission route of syphilis was through contact, especially blood contact. Then she explained the differences between the first, second, and third stages of syphilis, and asked the three women standing blankly nearby, "Is this your first time contracting the disease?"

The two women who had hugged You Gou's legs shouted excitedly, "It's our first time."

The woman at the very front looked lost and didn't make a sound. You Gou didn't want to ask further. She inadvertently took a step away, sighed, and continued loudly, "I have already spoken about the medicine today. Tomorrow, our *Whampoa Review* will have a more detailed explanation. We will also pay to publish explanations in other newspapers. Everyone, please tell those who know. And our hospital can not only cure syphilis but many other diseases. We hope everyone will come to our hospital for treatment."

As she spoke, You Gou slowly walked towards the edge of the stage.

"Are you saying my disease can't be cured?" the woman shouted.

"I'm sorry, we are powerless. Our medicine is useless for third-stage syphilis."

The woman lowered her head, her shoulders shaking, then emitted a sound that was half-crying, half-laughing. Then she suddenly raised her head, her eyes filled with a dull yet obsessed look. Her long fingernails began to slowly scratch at her own pus-covered forearms, harder and harder, faster and faster. Pus and blood gurgled down from where she scratched. Seeing this, You Gou didn't try to stop her at all. She nimbly jumped off the stage, "Huishen, Zudao, and those two brothers, run quickly."

As You Gou expected, the woman had gone mad. She screamed shrilly, "If I die, we die together!" With fingers stained red and white spread wide, she pounced towards You Gou.

Although the two Shandong brothers didn't speak the language well, they were physically agile. They ran with You Gou, Qi Huishen, and the others. The woman chased for a couple of steps, saw she couldn't catch up, and simply jumped off the stage, clawing at the people in the front row. The audience was mostly men, especially those in the front row watching the excitement. Some quick-witted ones saw the situation was bad and left immediately. Those who didn't understand realized only after their faces or arms were scratched what You Gou had just said: syphilis is transmitted through blood, through wounds on the body. Now they understood why this woman was so crazy; she wanted to drag others down with her.

The timid ones ran in panic after being scratched. But with so many people, how could they escape in time? Some fierce ones, seeing themselves scratched, were provoked into malice and simply started beating the woman. The people in the front row had stools when they took their seats. Someone picked up a stool and smashed it at the woman. Mob action is infectious; after the first person led, naturally there was a second, and a third. You Gou looked back as she ran. She saw the woman struggling to scratch the surrounding men at first, then gradually succumbing to pain, using her arms to block the men's fists and feet. When the stools were raised, the woman was quickly beaten down. Then, she disappeared into the circle of men; only the stools rising and falling could be seen.

Some of the men weren't satisfied. They gave up beating the woman who was already on the ground and turned to attack the other few women who were frozen in place by the sudden change. You Gou suddenly stopped running and stood there, laughing subconsciously. Then she abruptly stopped laughing and stood frozen.

"Don't hit them!" You Gou suddenly screamed, then ran back. Qi Huishen was quick and grabbed You Gou. You Gou struggled hard to break free from Qi Huishen's hold, and it took Qi Huishen a great deal of effort to hold her back.

"Don't hit them! Don't hit them!!" You Gou screamed with all her might. But the group of men had also gone crazy. Perhaps they didn't hear, or perhaps they simply turned a deaf ear. While cursing angrily, they chased and beat the women fleeing in all directions.

Seeing she couldn't stop the men and couldn't break free from Qi Huishen's grip, You Gou kicked Qi Huishen several times. Qi Huishen endured the kicks from her leather boots without crying out in pain.

"Zudao, take your Sister You Gou back first. Tell Wenqing everything."

He Zudao had never seen such a scene. His face was pale as he stammered, "Un... understood."

Qi Huishen's eyebrows almost stood upright as he roared, "Don't just say you understand. Grab your Sister You!"

He Zudao hurriedly came up and timidly grabbed You Gou's wrist lightly.

Qi Huishen really wanted to kick He Zudao. At least Qi Huishen could speak Mandarin. He saw the two Shandong brave men nearby were shocked but still relatively calm. "Brother, take Miss You back first."

"Ah? Right." The two Shandong men were very competent as guards. Hearing Qi Huishen's order, their powerful large hands grabbed You Gou's wrists, dragging and pulling her to the rickshaw. They stuffed You Gou and He Zudao into the carriage like little chickens and urged the rickshaw puller to leave quickly.

You Gou resisted the whole way, trying to break free. "Don't let them beat them. Don't beat them." Her screams vibrated against Qi Huishen's eardrums one after another.

After being stuffed into the rickshaw, Qi Huishen heard You Gou stop shouting and start wailing. Amidst the crying, there seemed to be a sentence mixed in, "Huishen, don't let them beat them anymore. Huishen, save them." Then, the rickshaw puller started running, and the two guards ran along with the cart.

Qi Huishen watched everyone "escape danger" with an indescribable look on his face, then ran back. As soon as he started running, the place You Gou had kicked throbbed with pain. Qi Huishen couldn't care about that. "Stop hitting!" Qi Huishen shouted loudly. Seeing the men showed no sign of stopping, Qi Huishen stopped, looked left and right, grabbed a broom, and charged at them.

Under Qi Huishen's shouting, cursing, and hitting, the beating finally ended. Two of the five women were quick-witted and had already run away. The remaining two were not seriously injured. Qi Huishen was full of reluctance, but he still dragged his heavy steps toward the woman lying on the ground. The woman's face was pale, and blood gurgled from her forehead, corner of her mouth, and arms. Chen Ke had said that for third-stage syphilis patients, blood was hard to clot. Once bleeding, it was very easy to die. The woman's eyes were tightly closed, her breathing weak. Dyed in blood, the woman on the ground looked less terrifying than before, and more pitiful.

Qi Huishen stood up and tore two white lab coats from the toppled coat rack. The cloth was thin, only hemmed. Qi Huishen forcefully tore the lab coats into strips and applied temporary bandages to the wounds on the woman's head and arms.

"Wake up! Wake up!" Qi Huishen shouted. The woman heard the voice, her eyes opened a crack, and her damaged lips moved slightly.

Qi Huishen didn't care anymore either; he grabbed the woman's arm wrapped in white cloth and pulled her up with force.

The people who were originally in the venue had either run away without a trace or were standing far away. The windows on the second floor along the street, however, were packed with people. The adults didn't make a sound, but the screams of children could be heard. Everyone watched Qi Huishen saving these women.

Qi Huishen felt that the woman was like a piece of cloth fished out of a dye vat, soft and limp. It was impossible to walk with her like this. Just as he was anxious, the woman exerted some strength herself and actually stood up straight with Qi Huishen's help.

"I'll take you to the hospital," Qi Huishen shouted. At this moment, he couldn't think of much else; his only simple thought was to save this woman's life. Late-stage syphilis would definitely claim the woman's life, but the only thing Qi Huishen could recall was You Gou's sob, "Huishen, save them."

The woman must have heard Qi Huishen's shout. She tried hard to stand up, leaning her head against Qi Huishen's shoulder. "Maybe she will bite me?" Qi Huishen thought. Although he knew that being bitten would absolutely lead to no good result, Qi Huishen simply didn't want to dodge.

"Stand still, let's go to the hospital." Qi Huishen grabbed the woman's left arm with his left hand and wrapped his right arm under her armpit, hoping to let the woman use less strength so they could walk to the rickshaw in front as quickly as possible. With this exertion, the woman's head leaned even closer to Qi Huishen.

There was no biting as imagined; instead, the woman pushed Qi Huishen hard, trying to break free from him. But her strength was very weak, and Qi Huishen still firmly held onto the woman. The woman tried again, but it still didn't work. Qi Huishen had already started walking. The woman didn't move; her weak panting entered Qi Huishen's ears, and then the panting disappeared. When Qi Huishen turned his head to look, the woman spat a mouthful of saliva right onto his face. "Get out!" The woman wanted to shout loudly, but her voice was like a mosquito's.

The onlookers around certainly couldn't hear the woman's voice, but everyone saw that mouthful of saliva clearly. A burst of gasps immediately erupted from the crowd. The woman seemed to have used up her last bit of strength, and her body collapsed softly.

Qi Huishen didn't get angry. He even numbly put the woman down, then took another white lab coat from the fallen coat rack. He casually wiped the saliva off his face with the coat. The white coat was immediately smeared with a streak of dark red. Qi Huishen walked back with heavy steps, wrapped the woman's body in the white coat, and lifted her up with force. The woman was already very thin and weak; Qi Huishen couldn't imagine where that strength like a mad tiger had come from just moments ago.

"You two," Qi Huishen shouted to the other two women shrinking on the ground, "I'm taking you to the hospital." Hearing Qi Huishen's shout, the women didn't get up; instead, they huddled even tighter.

"Get up, come with me. I won't harm you. Hurry up and come with me; if you're too slow, IChapter 29: Confusion

After being embraced, truth be told, You Gou felt almost nothing. More accurately, panic, anger, disgust, helplessness—too many emotions erupted simultaneously, leaving You Gou in a state of confusion.

Should she call for help? Should she push away the woman clinging to her? You Gou tried, but the three women possessed immense strength. Held tightly, she couldn't push them away at all. What should she do? Listening to the women's wailing, You Gou blurted out, "Let go!"

The women holding You Gou naturally didn't let go, but after shouting, You Gou regained some clarity. Strangely, her vision remained chaotic; the sense most stimulated was her smell. She couldn't smell the faint floral water scent she usually wore while lecturing. Instead, held tight by these three women, she could clearly smell them. It was a warm aroma with a hint of spice. Mixed within this scent were the body odors of several women: the smell of straw, the stench of urine, and the nauseating odor of a living human body beginning to rot. There was also a very distinct scent—something fresh, like the smell of tears.

Her vision began to return to normal. The woman's face, covered in large sores, was very close to You Gou's. Her breath carried a faint foul odor. Yet, on that hideous face, twisted and terrified by the torture of disease, were two lines of crystal-clear tears. Although she looked frightening, at such close range, one could see the woman had once possessed a lovely oval face. Even with eyebrows crusted with yellow and white pus, there were traces of once-charming willow-leaf brows.

You Gou's anger suddenly vanished. Perhaps it was because they were too close, so close that she didn't even feel disgusted. When making the medicine, You Gou didn't actually know what syphilis looked like. She didn't need to worry about such things. The cute, furry rabbits used for experiments were either cured or died from the treatment before the disease could flare up uncontrollably. This was truly the first time You Gou had seen the miserable state to which the disease could reduce a human being. A compassion unique to women welled up spontaneously.

Next, the resolution from the Party meeting leaped into You Gou's neural circuits. She said to the woman, "We have already decided to publish the formula for the medicine. You can get the drug."

The woman opposite her never expected such an answer. She asked in astonishment, "What did you say?"

You Gou had recovered her composure by now. She said loudly, "We will make our pharmaceutical secret public. And if you want to be treated, please go to our hospital."

After speaking, You Gou lowered her voice and added, "If you cause trouble here again, see if I'll let you get treated."

Hearing this, the woman immediately let go of You Gou's arms. You Gou pushed the woman aside, ignoring the two still hugging her legs, and shouted loudly, "I am a student who studied in Germany! I studied at the best university in Germany, the Humboldt University of Berlin. My classmates were children of officials and nobility. I came back this time to make medicine with my friends, and we have created a drug that cures syphilis. We are not heartless rich people. We intended to publish this medicine today regardless. And our school's affiliated hospital has always been accepting syphilis patients! As long as the syphilis is in a curable stage, we will treat everyone."

There was a sudden commotion below the stage. When the woman had come up to cause a scene earlier, the crowd wasn't really sure what was happening. Now, with You Gou shouting like this, everyone heard it clearly. Whether they understood the details or not, everyone was stunned by You Gou's statement.

You Gou pushed away the women hugging her legs, grabbed a spare white lab coat from the side that she had never worn, put it on, and then simply explained the principles of syphilis. The crowd didn't believe that syphilis was caused by invisible bacteria, but You Gou's firm attitude forced them to believe her words. You Gou explained that the transmission route of syphilis was through contact, especially blood contact. Then she explained the differences between the first, second, and third stages of syphilis. Finally, she asked the three women standing blankly nearby, "Which time is this for you getting the disease?"

The two women who had been hugging You Gou's legs shouted excitedly, "It's our first time."

The woman at the very front stood dazed and silent. You Gou didn't want to ask further. She took a step away inadvertently and sighed. Then she continued loudly, "I have already spoken about the medicine today. Tomorrow, our *Whampoa Review* will have a more detailed explanation. We will also pay to publish explanations in other newspapers. Everyone, please tell those you know. And our hospital doesn't just treat syphilis; it can treat many diseases. We hope everyone comes to our hospital for diagnosis and treatment."

As she spoke, You Gou slowly walked toward the edge of the stage.

"Are you saying my disease can't be cured?" the woman shouted.

"I'm sorry, we are powerless. Our medicine is of no use against stage three syphilis."

The woman lowered her head. First her shoulders shook, then she let out a sound that was half-laugh, half-cry. Then she suddenly raised her head. Her eyes held a dull yet obsessed look. Her long fingernails began to slowly scratch at her own pus-covered forearms, harder and harder, faster and faster, until pus and blood gushed from the torn skin. Seeing this, You Gou didn't try to persuade her. She nimbly jumped off the lecture platform. "Huishen, Zudao, and you two brothers, run quickly!"

Just as You Gou expected, the woman had gone mad. She screamed shrilly, "If I die, we die together!" With fingernails stained red and white spread wide, she lunged toward You Gou.

The two Shandong brothers, though they didn't speak the language, were definitely agile. They ran with You Gou, Qi Huishen, and the others. The woman chased for a couple of steps, saw she couldn't catch up, and simply jumped off the stage, clawing at the people in the front row. The audience was mostly men, especially the front row watching the excitement. Some quick-witted ones saw the situation was bad and immediately pulled back to leave. Those who didn't understand realized only after their faces or arms were scratched what You Gou had just said: syphilis is transmitted through blood, meaning through wounds on the body. Now they understood why this woman was acting so crazy; she wanted to drag others down with her in death.

The timid ones, panic-stricken after being scratched, turned and fled. But with so many people, how could they make it in time? Some of a fiercer nature, seeing themselves scratched, were provoked into malice. They simply started beating the woman. The people in the front row had stools when they took their seats. Unknown who started it, someone picked up a stool and smashed it at the woman. Mob action is infectious; once the first person led, naturally there was a second, then a third. You Gou looked back as she ran. She saw the woman initially struggling to claw at the surrounding men, then gradually succumbing to pain, using her arms to block the punches and kicks. When the stools were raised, the woman was quickly beaten down. Shortly after, she disappeared into the encirclement of men; the only thing visible was the stools swinging up and down.

Some of the men weren't satisfied. They gave up beating the woman who was already on the ground and turned to attack the other few women who were frozen in place by the sudden, drastic change. You Gou suddenly stopped running and stood still, laughing subconsciously. Then she abruptly stopped laughing and stood there frozen.

"Don't hit them!" You Gou suddenly screamed, then ran back. Qi Huishen was quick and grabbed You Gou. You Gou struggled hard to break free from Qi Huishen's restraint. It took Qi Huishen a lot of effort to hold onto her.

"Don't hit them! Don't hit them!!" You Gou screamed with all her might. But that group of men had gone crazy too. Perhaps they didn't hear, or perhaps they simply turned a deaf ear. Cursing angrily, they chased and beat the women scattering in all directions.

Seeing she couldn't stop the men and couldn't break free from Qi Huishen's arms, You Gou kicked Qi Huishen several times in succession. Qi Huishen endured the fierce kicks from her leather boots, not crying out in pain despite the blows.

"Zudao, take your Sister You Gou back first. Tell Wenqing everything."

He Zudao had never seen such a scene. His face was pale as he stammered, "Un... understood."

Qi Huishen's eyebrows practically stood on end. He roared, "Don't just say understood! Grab your Sister You!"

He Zudao hurriedly came up and, trembling with fear, gently grabbed You Gou's wrist.

Qi Huishen really wanted to kick He Zudao. At least Qi Huishen could speak Mandarin. He looked at the two Shandong heroes nearby; although shocked, they were still relatively calm. "Brother, take Miss You back first."

"Ah? Okay." The two Shandong heroes nearby were very competent as guards. Hearing Qi Huishen's order, their powerful hands grabbed You Gou's wrists. Half-dragging and half-pulling, they hauled You Gou to the front of a rickshaw, stuffed her and He Zudao inside like chickens, and urged the puller to hurry.

You Gou resisted the whole way, trying to break free. "Don't let them beat them. Don't hit them." Her screams vibrated against Qi Huishen's eardrums one after another.

After being stuffed into the rickshaw, Qi Huishen heard You Gou stop shouting and start wailing. Amidst the crying, there seemed to be a sentence interjected, "Huishen, don't let them beat them anymore. Huishen, save them." Then, the puller started running, and the two guards ran along with the rickshaw.

Qi Huishen watched everyone "escape danger" with an indescribable look on his face. Only then did he run back. As soon as he started running, a sharp pain shot through the spot where You Gou had just kicked him. Qi Huishen couldn't care about that. "Stop hitting!" Qi Huishen shouted. Seeing the men showed no sign of stopping, Qi Huishen stopped, looked left and right, grabbed a broom, and charged at them.

Under Qi Huishen's shouting, cursing, and fighting, the beating finally ended. Of the five women, two were clever and had already run away. The remaining two were not too seriously injured. Though his heart was full of reluctance, Qi Huishen dragged his heavy steps toward the woman lying on the ground. The woman's face was pale, and blood gushed from her forehead, corners of her mouth, and arms. Chen Ke had said that for stage three syphilis patients, blood was hard to clot on its own. Once blood loss occurred, it was extremely easy to die. The woman's eyes were tight shut, her breathing weak. Dyed all over in blood, the woman on the ground looked less terrifying than before, and more pitiable.

Qi Huishen stood up and tore two white lab coats from the fallen coat rack. The fabric was thin, only hemmed at the edges. Qi Huishen forcefully tore the coats into strips and applied temporary bandages to the wounds on the woman's head and arms.

"Wake up! Wake up!" Qi Huishen shouted. The woman heard the voice; her eyes opened a crack, and her broken lips moved slightly.

Qi Huishen didn't care about anything else; he grabbed the woman's wrapped arm and forcefully pulled her up.

The people originally in the hall had either run away without a trace or were standing far away, but the windows on the second floor of the street were packed with people. The adults were silent, but screams of children could be heard. Everyone watched as Qi Huishen treated these women.

Qi Huishen felt the woman was like a piece of cloth fished out of a dyeing vat, completely limp. He couldn't walk with her like this. Just as he was getting anxious, the woman exerted some strength herself and, with Qi Huishen's help, actually stood straight.

"I'll take you to the hospital," Qi Huishen shouted. At this moment, he couldn't think of much else. He had only one simple thought: to save this woman's life. Late-stage syphilis would definitely claim her life, but the only thing Qi Huishen could recall was You Gou's whimper, "Huishen, save them."

The woman must have heard Qi Huishen's shout. She tried to stand up, her head leaning toward Qi Huishen's shoulder. "Maybe she'll bite me?" Qi Huishen thought. Although he knew that being bitten would definitely not lead to a good outcome, Qi Huishen simply didn't want to make any move to avoid it.

"Stand still, let's go to the hospital." Qi Huishen grabbed the woman's left arm with his left hand and wrapped his right arm under her armpit, hoping to let the woman use less effort so they could reach the rickshaw ahead as quickly as possible. With this exertion, the woman's head leaned even closer to Qi Huishen.

There was no biting as imagined. Instead, the woman pushed Qi Huishen hard, trying to break free from him. But her strength was very weak, and Qi Huishen still held onto her firmly. The woman tried again, but it still had no effect. Qi Huishen had already started walking. The woman stopped moving; her faint gasps entered Qi Huishen's ears. Then the gasping sound disappeared, and when Qi Huishen turned his head to look, the woman spat right in his face. "Get lost!" The woman wanted to shout loudly, but her voice was like a mosquito's.

The onlookers around definitely couldn't hear the woman's voice, but everyone saw that spit clearly. A burst of gasps immediately erupted from the crowd. The woman seemed to have used up her last bit of strength; her body went limp and fell.

Qi Huishen didn't get angry. He even somewhat numbly set the woman down, then took another white lab coat from the fallen rack. He casually wiped the spit off his face with the coat. A streak of crimson immediately smeared across the white fabric. Qi Huishen walked back with heavy steps, wrapped the woman's body in the lab coat, and picked her up with force. The woman was already very thin and weak; Qi Huishen couldn't imagine where that strength like a mad tiger had come from just moments ago.

"You two," Qi Huishen shouted to the other two women huddled on the ground, "I'm taking you to the hospital." Hearing Qi Huishen's shout, the women didn't get up; instead, they shrank back even tighter.

"Get up, follow me. I won't hurt you. Hurry up and follow me; if you're too slow, I won't take you to see a doctor," Qi Huishen shouted.

The two women continued to weep softly, still not moving.

Qi Huishen didn't bother with them anymore. Holding the woman in his arms, he walked to the rickshaw. The puller was in his thirties, looking like a local. He was hiding in the crowd watching the excitement when he saw Qi Huishen coming over with the woman. Someone laughed, "Yo, Old Zhao, business is coming!"

The puller saw Qi Huishen was clearly heading for his cart. The woman was wrapped in a white lab coat, lying quietly in Qi Huishen's arms, her head tilting back weakly, her long hair hanging down. The puller stepped forward fearfully, blocking Qi Huishen, and said with a trembling voice, "Sir, Sir, I won't pull. Find someone else."

"How much for this cart? I'll buy it," Qi Huishen said coldly.

"Sir, don't joke." The puller thought Qi Huishen was joking. Who would buy a rickshaw because of a woman infected with syphilis?

"Saving a life is important! How much, say it. I'll buy it." Qi Huishen roared.

"Ah, twenty taels..." The puller was frightened by the roar and said fearfully.

Qi Huishen grunted. He stepped around the puller and placed the woman on the seat. The cart was tilted because no one was holding up the shafts, so the woman couldn't stay seated no matter what. Qi Huishen turned and shouted to the two women behind him, "You two, come here and hold her."

"Sir, you, you really want to save her?" The puller asked tremblingly as he lifted the shafts.

After straightening the woman, Qi Huishen said, "That's right." Having said that, Qi Huishen took money from his pocket. He didn't have much on him, so he handed over a dozen silver dollars to the puller. "Follow me. Whatever isn't enough, I'll make up to you when we get to the hospital."

"You're going to pull the cart yourself?" the puller asked in surprise.

"Will you pull it?" A glimmer of hope rose in Qi Huishen's heart.

"I won't pull, I won't pull." The puller shook his head like a rattle drum.

While they were talking, the two women from behind had come over. "Sir, you really want to take us to the hospital?"

"Cut the crap, get in the cart quickly," Qi Huishen shouted.

The two women got into the cart, sandwiching the sick woman in the middle to support her. Qi Huishen took the shafts from the puller's hands and pulled the rickshaw with force.

It was really heavy! Qi Huishen never felt this when sitting in the cart. Especially when starting, Qi Huishen almost couldn't get it moving. After running a few steps, he finally adapted. He turned around and saw everyone on both sides of the street looking at him, as if looking at some monster. Curiosity, surprise, schadenfreude, disdain, and the uncomfortable feeling of sympathy for one's own kind—all sorts of expressions were there. Not only that, as Qi Huishen ran forward, some people simply started walking along. Yet not a single person came up to help. The puller, however, followed closely beside Qi Huishen.

"Sir, with me following like this, I won't get infected by that thing you talked about, right? My whole family depends on me pulling this cart to live," the puller asked urgently.

"Don't worry. Even if you get sick, I'll treat you. I won't take your money."

As they spoke, a clod of dirt flew from somewhere and landed in front of Qi Huishen. It came from behind the cart; Qi Huishen couldn't see who threw it at all. Instead, someone started laughing and cursing.

Pulling a cart was really tiring. Qi Huishen, who had never done this work, was already panting heavily after running only a short distance. The puller naturally followed Qi Huishen closely, and behind them, some idlers and children ran along too. This noisy commotion quickly attracted others' attention. Qi Huishen was wearing a dark blue suit, and for the lecture, his leather shoes were polished to a shine. Such a person pulling a rickshaw, with a fellow looking like a puller beside him and a group of loafers and urchins following behind—everyone couldn't help but notice this strange combination. More people pointed fingers at Qi Huishen.

Qi Huishen minded at first, but soon his attention had to focus on the act of pulling the cart itself. The balance of the shafts was hard to master, and the road wasn't flat. Whenever Qi Huishen sat in a cart, he hated bumps, so he tried his best to choose flat surfaces, which required more effort. The hospital wasn't far from there; it was only a half-hour walk, but pulling this cart, the road felt very, very long.

He ran for a long time, yet had only covered half the distance. But Qi Huishen was already gasping for air. The leather shoes that usually fit perfectly now rubbed his feet raw with pain. His shirt was soaked with sweat, sticking to his back uncomfortably. This was really not as comfortable as when he worked in the workshop, changing into a vest and wearing a smock. If not for that period of hard labor, Qi Huishen felt he probably wouldn't be able to hold on now.

He just gritted his teeth and persisted. Qi Huishen had become accustomed to the surprised gazes coming his way. It was just that a feeling of grievance in his heart was growing stronger. Why? A perfectly good lecture had turned into this. Panting, Qi Huishen thought. Who did he and You Gou provoke? Did it have to come to this? Even if those guys behind the scenes wanted to play tricks, there was no need to take it to the point of costing human lives, right?

But physical exhaustion limited Qi Huishen's train of thought. The only thing he could think of now was one thing: he must get to the hospital quickly, he must try his best to save that woman. Even if only for that whimper from You Gou, he had to save this woman. And, since the comrades of the People's Party were there, this matter would definitely be resolved. The person behind this must be punished; they would absolutely not let him off.

He didn't know how much time had passed, but finally, they arrived at the hospital. Quite a few people had followed behind the cart. Qi Huishen couldn't care about that anymore; he put down the heavy shafts, took a few long breaths, and with the help of the two women, picked up the sick woman again. For some reason, the woman's body felt lighter. Qi Huishen rushed into the hospital with quick steps. "Dr. Wang, Dr. Wang!" he shouted, out of breath.

Wang Qinian came out very quickly. Seeing Qi Huishen's appearance, his eyes instantly went round.

"She suffered external trauma, save her quickly," Qi Huishen shouted.

Wang Qinian hurriedly helped Qi Huishen take the person into the infirmary.

When Chen Ke arrived at the hospital, Wang Qinian was bandaging the patient's wounds. Qi Huishen sat numbly on a stool nearby. The rickshaw puller didn't dare make a sound, standing in the corner. In the other corner stood the other two injured women. Chen Ke noticed that the tear stains on Qi Huishen's face had not yet dried.
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Chapter 30: The Whampoa Review

The atmosphere at the party meeting was extremely oppressive. You Gou remained silent; Qi Huishen remained silent. The other comrades, upon hearing the news, also felt very uncomfortable. A perfectly good lecture had nearly resulted in a loss of life.

Chen Ke was questioning He Zudao, who had rushed back from the hospital.

"How is the situation at the hospital?"

"Those who were scratched have all been painted with gentian violet. They were also given a small injection," He Zudao replied.

Chen Ke nodded slightly. Syphilis wasn't something that had a vaccine; at least, Chen Ke had never heard of one. 914 was an arsenic-based drug; it couldn't be applied to wounds, so everyone was just given a low-dosage shot first.

People coming to demand injections were arriving in an endless stream. The previously failed chemical agents were still there, as were the rabbits. Chen Ke personally gathered those demanding shots together and administered a small injection to a rabbit in front of them, ending its life. Seeing this effect, those looking for a thrill scattered like birds and beasts. Even those who really needed the injection were terrified.

"Did you find out who instigated it?" Chen Ke asked next.

"We did. Big Brother Wu has already taken people to catch him."

As soon as this incident happened, Chen Ke had immediately sent someone to invite Wu Xingchen. Wu Xingchen was straightforward; he took his brothers and went to the hospital. To save their own lives, those two women would definitely give up the instigator. Wu Xingchen had asked with a grin at the time, "After we catch the person, what does Wenqing plan to do?"

"Does Brother Wu have any good suggestions?"

"For this kind of person, just tie them up and throw them into the Whampoa River."

"And then? We carry the blame for a murder?"

"If you report it to the officials, you'll have to pay another sum of money. Anyway, you can't let this kid come out alive. If you spare him today, more people will come at you tomorrow."

Chen Ke understood Wu Xingchen's meaning, and there was nothing wrong with what Wu Xingchen said. This era was just that cruel. If you couldn't severely punish your enemies, it meant the cost of being your enemy was too low. Then anyone would try to mess with you or blackmail you. But Chen Ke hadn't made up his mind yet. He decided to catch the person first, then vote on his fate at the party meeting.

"How is that crazy woman?"

"Doctor Wang said the injuries aren't serious."

Hearing that no one had died in public, Chen Ke let out a sigh of relief. For some reason, he suddenly remembered an event from 2008, the Beijing Olympics, 103 years after 1905. A foolish foreigner had made a banner about Tibet, planted it there, and sat down beneath it. He was spotted by some young people who knew English, who immediately pinned the foolish foreigner down and gave him a sound beating. But after this person was pulled out of the pile by "Uncle Police," aside from a bruised face, an examination revealed no internal injuries. According to "Uncle Police's" private remarks, "Those hitting him definitely didn't include our own people, otherwise the skin wouldn't be broken, but that kid would have suffered internally."

"But the people who were scratched are blocking the door, insisting on teaching that woman a lesson," He Zudao said, looking troubled.

"It's all my fault. If only I hadn't said she was beyond saving back then. If I had said she could also be cured, then none of this would have happened," You Gou suddenly said.

"We do chemistry, so we're just that literal," Chen Ke consoled her. "Don't say it's you; even I might not have been able to say it so smoothly."

"It's all my fault." You Gou seemed not to hear Chen Ke's words, her small fists clenched tight, still muttering.

Chen Ke shook his head helplessly. "Xingtai, is the press release written?"

Chen Tianhua raised his hand and passed a manuscript to Chen Ke. Chen Ke had provided the basic gist. Chen Tianhua's brilliant penmanship made the words truly earnest.

The original intention of holding the grand lecture, the effect of the lecture. The hardships Chen Ke and the others faced in developing new drugs to cure the sick and save lives. The intention to prepare to publish the formula for this drug to benefit the world. As a result, someone maliciously instigated a diseased prostitute to come and cause trouble. The prostitute attacked others after going mad and was immediately beaten down by the common people. Based on the conscience of a healer, Qi Huishen organized free treatment for the masses and even saved the prostitute's life.

At the end of the press release, the Whampoa Society formally announced that this was the whole truth of the matter. If anyone continued to spread rumors and smear the Whampoa Society, they would certainly be reported to the officials.

"Very good. Thank you for your hard work."

Putting down the manuscript, Chen Ke clapped his hands. "Comrades, let's hold a meeting."

"Everyone did very well in this incident. You Gou didn't forget the organization's decision and made the public announcement at the optimal time. Moreover, Comrade You Gou risked infection to stick to her work. Here, we express our respect to Comrade You Gou."

After speaking, Chen Ke led the applause. The comrades had all heard about You Gou's experience and applauded as well; the sincere emotion in the applause was by no means fake.

"Huishen also did very well. At least this heart of compassion and mercy is something one should have. That carriage looked nice to me; we also need to buy a dedicated carriage."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, someone couldn't help but laugh out loud.

"The only shortcoming is that Huishen, you should have called the injured people around you together and taken them to our hospital. Just this one shortcoming. But I understand you. Our medicine doesn't cure stage three syphilis. You often go with me to treat patients; sometimes when I treat people, I also feel some guilt. Everyone has compassion. This feeling is normal."

Seeing the comrades nodding one after another, Chen Ke said, "I've finished speaking. Who's next?"

No one wanted to speak. Chen Ke's words could represent everyone's attitude, and this matter was a sudden incident. Just thinking about the scene back then made many people feel uncomfortable all over. If one had to say You Gou and Qi Huishen did something wrong, it wouldn't be reasonable.

"I'll say a few words," He Zudao said somewhat timidly. Seeing that no one refused, He Zudao summoned his courage. "At that time, those people were smashing people with benches; it looked terrifying. That's why Sister You Gou let Huishen save those women. You Gou is a good person. Everyone shouldn't blame her."

"What are you talking about? Who is blaming You Gou?" Hua Xiongmao said. "Never mind You Gou, even I would have been at a loss."

"You're talking nonsense. How was You Gou at a loss? She just didn't want to watch those women get beaten to death," Chen Ke scolded laughingly.

"True. You Gou really has the heart of a Bodhisattva," Hua Xiongmao sighed.

"Our public class ended up causing a loss of life. What is this? We are a school, not a gang. Making it all flesh and blood flying everywhere... if word gets out, what will our reputation become? You Gou thought about it much more carefully than you."

Hearing this, Hua Xiongmao stopped talking.

"If no one else wants to speak, I want to say something. Brother Wu has gone to catch that person. If he's caught, how do we deal with him? Does anyone have any ideas?"

"Ask who instigated him first. See what background he has," Hua Xiongmao spoke up. This was definitely the rule of the underworld. Chen Ke felt it was very appropriate.

"We don't know when Brother Wu will return. Let's send You Gou back first. Everyone should disperse as well. After that person is brought back, we'll leave him aside first and wait until tomorrow to discuss it."

Seeing that You Gou had no intention of getting up, Chen Ke knew her knot of the heart hadn't been untied.

"Huishen, what was the fundamental purpose of us holding this lecture?"

Hearing Chen Ke call his name, Qi Huishen thought for a while before answering, "To popularize cultural knowledge."

"Incorrect. Keep going."

Qi Huishen thought carefully again and said, "To promote our school. To increase our school's prestige."

"Huishen is right. You Gou, what is your job?"

You Gou didn't make a sound. After waiting a while, Chen Ke continued to ask, "What is your job? Answer me."

"Lecturing."

"That's right. Then why are you so dejected?"

You Gou remained silent.

"No one died during the lecture. What needed to be promoted was promoted. You did the work assigned to you by the Party very well. Furthermore, You Gou, that woman was simply bringing about her own destruction. I can understand your sympathy. But aren't those scratched by that woman pitiable? As a Party member, you must be responsible for the Party's cause. Obey the Party's command. Therefore, Comrade You Gou, as the chairman of this party meeting, I now require you to go home immediately and rest well. Tomorrow morning at 8 o'clock, be prepared to report here to me. There is new work assigned to you."

After sternly chasing You Gou away, Zhou Yuanxiao also went back. Qi Huishen refused to leave, and the others were permanently stationed in the workshop. Everyone felt that today's events were too outrageous and speculated one after another about who was behind this ghostly scheme.

"What's the use of guessing blindly? Won't everything be clear when Brother Wu brings the person back?" Chen Ke said.

"Wenqing, you really can keep your cool," Hua Xiongmao praised.

"It's useless for me to be anxious. By the way, Zhenglan, take Zudao and Wuan to the hospital together. Don't let anything happen at the hospital."

After the three went out, Chen Ke let the others go to sleep first. If Wu Xingchen came back, Chen Ke would wake them up.

In the latter half of the night, Wu Xingchen and two other brothers dragged back a sack.

"Finally caught him," Wu Xingchen said as he kicked the sack.

Qi Huishen hadn't been asleep anyway, so he came out when he heard the commotion. The crowd dragged the person out of the sack. Qi Huishen shone a flashlight on the person's face. After identifying him carefully, Qi Huishen couldn't help but frown and ask, "Wenqing, this person..."

"That's right. We met him together at the hospital last time. It seems you even beat him."

This guy was the interpreter who had been soundly beaten by Qi Huishen at the hospital last time. At this moment, his face was full of terror, his mouth was bound with a strip of cloth, and his face was somewhat twisted. If not for this, Qi Huishen and Chen Ke would have recognized him sooner.

"Huishen, want to hit him?" Chen Ke laughed and pointed at the guy on the ground. Qi Huishen kicked the guy in the shoulder. But it was just one kick; he didn't continue the beating.

Everyone went back into the room. Wu Xingchen asked, "I brought the person to you. What do you plan to do?"

"I don't want to kill anyone," Chen Ke said straightforwardly.

Although Qi Huishen had a face full of anger, he also nodded. "Seeing people beaten like that today, I really don't want to kill anyone either."

Wu Xingchen sat down comfortably. "What are you thinking?"

"Brother Wu, this person didn't cause any earth-shattering trouble originally. It was that prostitute who went crazy herself. We can't kill someone over this. How about this, I already said today that we will discuss this matter publicly at the party meeting tomorrow. Brother Wu, you participate tomorrow too."

"Does Wenqing still remember the matter from a few days ago?" Wu Xingchen laughed mockingly.

"Of course. What does Brother Wu mean?"

"I can come and listen, but don't expect me to sell my life for you."

"That's no problem."

The next day, You Gou arrived very early. Her eyes were red; it was unclear whether from crying or lack of sleep. Zhou Yuanxiao also rushed over early.

Upon hearing that the person in the corner of the courtyard was the culprit, You Gou didn't say a word. She picked up a broom and went up to give him a whack. That guy had been tied up for most of the night, and one broom strike didn't cause much of a reaction. You Gou wanted to hit him again, but seeing the guy lying on the ground like a dead fish, You Gou couldn't bring herself to do it. Finally, she threw down the broom and ran back into the room.

After waiting a while longer, Hua Xiongmao, He Zudao, Qin Wuan, and Wu Xingchen all arrived. Seeing that everyone was present, Chen Ke shouted in that indifferent tone, "Meeting, meeting."

"Wenqing, aren't you angry?" You Gou had been holding it in for a long time, and she questioned him.

Chen Ke found You Gou's questioning very cute. He himself had once had exactly the same feelings of pity, so Chen Ke definitely wouldn't think You Gou was childish. But children eventually have to grow up. Chen Ke considered himself to have grown up quite a bit. "I said long ago, in these times, if something like this didn't happen, it would be like a white rabbit jumping out of a coal pile. If we establish a New China, with no prostitutes, enough hospitals, plenty of medicine, and everyone having enough to eat, where would there be so many crappy matters? Of course, such things will still happen, but they won't manifest so extremely."

"Revolution! Revolution! We must build that kind of country," You Gou roared.

The others were quite in agreement with You Gou's thoughts, so no one interrupted. Wu Xingchen, however, just grinned but didn't make a sound.

"Here's the thing. Yesterday I talked about how to deal with this person. I have three suggestions. First, kill him. Second, we beat him up violently and then release him. Third, we hand him over to the officials to clear our name. What does everyone think?"

"Why did that guy think of looking for trouble with us?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

Qi Huishen sighed and recounted the conflict with this foreign interpreter.

"So that's how it is. Then hand him over to the officials," Hua Xiongmao said upon hearing that the matter wasn't major.

"Can we beat him up again before sending him to the officials?" You Gou's anger hadn't subsided.

"Let's vote."

"Forget it then. Waste of time," You Gou said disdainfully.

"I have something to say. The brothers who worked on this need a hardship fee," Wu Xingchen spoke up.

"We only cover a monthly salary of ten taels of silver, plus room and board. Anything else, you give, Brother Wu," Chen Ke said.

"That works too."

After the talk, the comrades were either listless or in a state of emotional agitation. If it were before, Chen Ke would certainly have discussed the matter on its own merits and explained it in detail. But today, contrary to his usual persuasive manner, Chen Ke adopted a tough attitude and assigned work in the name of the "Party Organization." Everyone sort of resigned themselves to the situation, and each took their tasks and left. Chen Ke waved to Qi Huishen, who could stay till the last. "Go work." Qi Huishen knew he couldn't twist Chen Ke's arm, so he simply dragged that bound bastard out the door with Hua Xiongmao.

After handing that guy over to the officials, Chen Ke published the news in major newspapers. Then he proposed to publicly display the medicine at the hospital on August 8th. The next day, Chen Ke wrote a special issue on the pathology, causes, and transmission routes of syphilis, even publishing the molecular formula of 606. Because he had to write manuscripts, Chen Ke simply didn't go. He Zudao told Chen Ke about the grand occasion of the announcement meeting.

When Qi Huishen appeared at the hospital entrance with over a thousand copies of *The Whampoa Review*, the cart couldn't get in at all. Outside, it was packed three layers deep with Chinese and foreigners. As soon as distribution of *The Whampoa Review* started, it was a mad grab. Many people, including foreigners, pulled Qi Huishen to ask this and that. Later, the British Consulate specially sent a car to pick up Qi Huishen and took him away.

Listening to the report, Chen Ke simply said three words, "Understood," and continued to bury his head in writing. Chen Ke had experienced the growth period of comrades, and what was most needed now was the manuscript in his hand. The materialist view of history would be the basic textbook of the People's Party. During the period of rapid ideological growth of young people, they must be led onto the path of revolution through this textbook. This textbook wasn't omnipotent, but without this textbook, it was absolutely impossible. For this reason, Chen Ke had assigned all the work to the comrades. His only task was to complete this textbook as early as possible.

Early on the morning of August 15th, Chen Ke finished reading the last word and put down the manuscript. He stood up and shook hands warmly with Chen Tianhua. "Many thanks, Xingtai."

The book *Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism* was finally compiled.

"Actually, I should be the one thanking Wenqing. If not for Wenqing, I wouldn't have known the principle of 'productive forces' existed in the world. Guan Zhong said, 'When the granaries are full, people know etiquette; when food and clothing are sufficient, people know honor and disgrace.' Explaining this in terms of productive forces, I am truly enlightened," Chen Tianhua said very seriously.

"Just a foolish opinion," Chen Ke laughed.

After speaking, Chen Ke turned around. "Mingxian, thank you very much this time. If you hadn't come to help, Xingtai and I would have been worked to death."

Since Xie Mingxian came to help Chen Ke, he had never made a sound. When everyone held meetings, he would go back to the dormitory to continue looking for materials. Chen Ke felt that Xie Mingxian had always had some inexplicable hostility towards him. In recent days, Xie Mingxian didn't have much to do, and he could even spare time to read the compiled manuscript; only then did his attitude towards Chen Ke improve.

Hearing Chen Ke's words and seeing Chen Ke's smiling extended hand, Xie Mingxian extended his hand unaccustomedly. The two shook hands, but then he heard Xie Mingxian ask, "Mr. Wenqing, you don't need me here anymore, right?"

"Does Mingxian have a place to go?"

"Temporarily, no."

"How about working here with me for now? We started *The Whampoa Review* and need many editors. If Mingxian doesn't mind, we can formally hire you."

"I don't know how to write articles," Xie Mingxian said with his usual directness.

"Whether you can write articles isn't a big deal. Mingxian has excellent talent. If it were an ordinary person, they would always complain when doing things. Mingxian is always meticulous and never blames others. I won't easily let go of such talent," Chen Ke said, laughing loudly.

"How much is the salary?"

"8 taels a month."

"Too little."

"How much does Mingxian want?"

"20 taels."

"I can only pay 8 taels. However, I can let Mingxian teach at the new medical school while studying. The salary for that will be calculated separately. Is that okay?"

"Okay."

Having established a new labor relationship with Xie Mingxian, Chen Ke was in an excellent mood. As the saying goes, one doesn't fear a lack of good things, but a lack of good people. Since returning to this era, Chen Ke had been considering how to cooperate with people. After some consideration, Chen Ke felt it was best to demand of himself the standards of a Party member. Endure hardship and hard work, work first, enjoy later. Since Chen Ke demanded this of himself, the comrades gathered naturally sought out those who "bear the burden of office willingly and are firm and hardworking." Looking at it now, this was not wrong.

The current world was bad; those who bore burdens willingly never failed to suffer losses, and never failed to be full of resentment. Within the Party organization, it was easier for everyone to unite. The Party's combat effectiveness was guaranteed. Upright gentlemen also needed an environment to maintain themselves.

"Wenqing, I have a matter to discuss." Seeing that Chen Ke had finally brought Xie Mingxian under his banner, Chen Tianhua spoke.

"What matter?"

"Can Wenqing go to Japan with me?"

"I can't go recently."

Before inviting him, Chen Tianhua felt there wasn't much hope. But he still wanted to try. Seeing Chen Ke disagree, Chen Tianhua said, "Since Wenqing isn't willing to go, then forget it. Also, I want to bid farewell to Wenqing?"

This farewell was not unexpected to Chen Ke. The founding ceremony of the Tongmenghui was held in Japan, and Chen Ke had no thought of stopping Chen Tianhua from participating.

"When will you return?" Chen Ke asked.

This question stumped Chen Tianhua; he hadn't thought about returning.

"Mr. Tianhua, I hope you can stay here," Xie Mingxian interrupted unexpectedly.

"I have some friends in Japan waiting for me. I should have set off some days ago. But I really couldn't abandon Wenqing's masterpiece. That's why I persisted until today. Now that the manuscript is done, I can't delay anymore." Chen Tianhua didn't say whether he would return until the end.

Chen Ke saw that his determination to go was fixed. He immediately expressed his agreement.

The Qi family was indeed magically powerful; they acted in the morning and by noon had brought a boat ticket for that very night to Japan. The comrades also tried to persuade him to stay for a while, but Chen Tianhua was determined to leave. Seeing that even Chen Ke couldn't keep Chen Tianhua, everyone had to bid him a reluctant farewell.

In the evening, Chen Ke and Qi Huishen saw Chen Tianhua onto the ship. Chen Tianhua patted the satchel he was carrying; it was Chen Ke's shoulder bag, containing the silver and pounds Chen Ke gave him, as well as a copy of the manuscript. "Wenqing, I also pride myself on being well-read. But once this manuscript is released, Wenqing will inevitably become famous throughout the world. When I read *Evolution and Ethics* back then, I was already shocked. But reading Wenqing's manuscript, I know that there is a sky beyond the sky..."

Chen Ke smiled and interrupted Chen Tianhua, "Xingtai, let's not make it like Liu Bei seeing off Xu Shu. You're just going to Japan for a trip. You are still the Minister of Propaganda for our People's Party. Comrades are waiting for your early return. Don't make everyone wait too long."

Having said this much, there wasn't really anything else to say. Both sides shook hands and bid farewell.

Chen Ke watched the steamship get further and further away after leaving the port. He said to Qi Huishen, "Starting today, the revolution has entered the fast lane." Ignoring Qi Huishen's puzzled look, Chen Ke turned and left the port first.
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Chapter 1 Lecture

September 1, 1905. When Mr. Ma Xiangbo woke up on his sickbed, it was already afternoon. Aside from occasional sounds drifting in from the central hall, the residence was quiet. Mr. Ma had caught a cold a few days ago, but after a nap at noon, he felt his spirits had improved significantly.

Hearing movement inside the room, a middle-aged man walked in briskly. This man had a handsome appearance, with thick eyebrows and large eyes, a high and straight nose bridge, and wore a pair of round glasses. His lips were slightly pursed, giving him an air of fortitude. His back was straight; although he wore a long gown and mandarin jacket, his posture was upright, and he walked with a vigorous wind, looking rather like a soldier.

"Mr. Xiangbo, you're awake," the man asked with concern. Since Mr. Ma was still on the sickbed, the man deliberately lowered his voice, but his voice was full of vitality, and his deep baritone had a penetrating quality. As he spoke, he helped Ma Xiangbo lean against the pillows.

Mr. Ma Xiangbo looked at the thread-bound manuscript the man was holding and asked, "Jidao. You've already seen the book?"

"Mr. Xiangbo summoned me here specifically for this book, didn't he?" the middle-aged man asked.

"The younger generation is to be feared, truly to be feared," Mr. Ma Xiangbo said. "If I hadn't seen it with my own eyes, I would absolutely not believe this book was written by a youth in his twenties."

The middle-aged man nodded. "Mr. Xiangbo, let me pour you a cup of tea." After speaking, he placed the book by the pillow and rose to pour the tea himself.

On the cover was a line of beautiful running script: *The Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism*, Volume One.

"You, Yan Jidao, wrote *Tianyanlun* some years ago, and no one failed to praise it. Even this old man felt enlightened by it. But once this book is completed, the repercussions will surely surpass yours," Mr. Ma said with a faint smile.

The man who brought the tea was none other than the famous Yan Fu. He and Ma Xiangbo were close friends. Yan Fu had put forth great effort in Ma Xiangbo's founding of Fudan Public School. Currently, Yan Fu was serving as the principal of Wanjiang Middle School in Anhui. Ma Xiangbo had originally agreed with Yan Fu that next year, in 1906, Yan Fu would take over as the principal of Fudan Public School. But a few days ago, he suddenly received a letter from Ma Xiangbo asking him to come to Shanghai as soon as possible, saying that Ma Xiangbo had obtained a supreme treasure. Seeing the firm intention in the letter, Yan Fu rushed over without stopping.

Only after arriving at Mr. Ma's house did he learn that, aside from busy preparations for the school opening, Mr. Ma had spent almost all his time reading a book day and night. He caught a cold and fell ill. Even so, Mr. Ma had specifically instructed his family that if he couldn't receive Yan Fu, they should let Yan Fu read a book first. After conveying Mr. Ma's wishes, the family members handed the manuscript to Yan Fu with resentful expressions.

Mr. Ma was a doctorate holder, well-versed in both Chinese and Western studies, with profound scholarship. What kind of book could make him recommend it so highly? Yan Fu liked it as soon as he saw the title. As a recognized master of Western learning in China, Yan Fu was praised by Kang Youwei as "Such a man has never been seen before in my eyes!" But like other famous scholars of his time, Yan Fu's purpose in mastering Western learning was to revive China and Chinese culture. The words "Inheritance of Chinese Culture" in the title suited his taste very well. However, Yan Fu himself was also deeply versed in national studies, and he felt the author was being rather boastful.

The content of the opening chapter, however, was not national studies. The title was "The Material Unity of the World," a debate between materialism and idealism. The person wrote the book using vernacular Chinese, but one could see they had some foundation in national studies. Yan Fu's *Tianyanlun* used classical Chinese; Yan Fu had pondered bitterly on how to translate, eventually proposing the translation standards of "faithfulness, expressiveness, and elegance" (*xin, da, ya*) that would be publicly acclaimed by later generations. After this person used the vernacular, the reasoning was laid out in a way that could be narrated plainly; even people who hadn't read many books could understand it. Yan Fu felt uncomfortable with this approach, yet also felt it was very good.

The author made no secret of the book's materialist stance in the text. Yan Fu himself had some concepts of naive materialism, but when he saw the passage, "The world exists independently of human subjective consciousness, but without human subjective consciousness, the world would not be perceived," he couldn't help but secretly say "good."

Soon, Yan Fu saw two terms he had never seen before: "productive forces" and "relations of production." Centering on productive forces and relations of production, the author recounted that the production of material goods is the decisive force in the development of human society. He further proposed the concept that "Labor created man himself." Then, quoting extensively from Chinese documents, the article proposed that the ancient sage kings—"Youchao," "Suiren," "Shennong"—were all outstanding talents who made tremendous advancements in productive forces, which was why they were honored as masters of the world.

Yan Fu had never looked at the world from such an angle. At first contact, he felt very unaccustomed to it, but upon careful thought, he felt this argument could justify itself, and finding objections was actually quite difficult. Although people didn't like to talk about profit with their mouths, no one opposed the saying, "All the hustle and bustle in the world is for profit." This book discussed profit so bluntly that it made Yan Fu very uncomfortable. The writing style was not mercenary at all, yet reading it felt uncomfortable no matter what.

Although the text was in the vernacular, the reasoning was incredibly deep. The further he read, the more puzzled he became. Reading it again, he found himself suddenly enlightened. Yan Fu was not a person who read books rigidly; he put down the book and closed his eyes in silent contemplation, understanding the principles within after a moment. The reasoning of this book was interlocked layer by layer; if one didn't think according to his preceding concepts, the latter parts naturally wouldn't make sense. This was completely different from the traditional Chinese "subtle words with profound meaning," but rather the mode of European philosophy. Yan Fu had not only translated *Tianyanlun* but also read many European philosophical books.

This author definitely mastered Western learning, and his attainments in national studies wouldn't be too low either. Yan Fu developed a great curiosity, wondering who had written this text. While he was pondering, Mr. Ma Xiangbo had already woken up, and Yan Fu hurriedly went in to greet him.

After serving Mr. Ma tea, Yan Fu finally asked, "This author is only in his twenties?"

"Twenty-five years old."

"To be only this age. I just read the first section. I only felt this person's discussion of affairs is rather domineering. It seems to have the intention of one school of thought speaking all the truths of the world. The sharp edge is fully revealed."

"Not 'seems to,' it simply *is*."

Hearing this, Yan Fu said in astonishment, "Is this person a mad scholar?" But in the blink of an eye, he remembered that Mr. Ma's evaluation of this book just now was not low.

"If he were a mad scholar, I wouldn't have needed to specially invite you over, Jidao. This person's reasoning has substance. I read it carefully several times; in a book of several hundred thousand words, I actually couldn't find a flaw."

"Several hundred thousand words?" Yan Fu was truly surprised.

Mr. Ma Xiangbo pointed to the bookshelf in the room, where a thick stack of books was placed, numbering over a dozen. The binding was exactly the same as the one Yan Fu had read. Yan Fu was very clear about Mr. Ma's scholarship; if Mr. Ma said he couldn't find a flaw after careful reading, then there certainly were none. If a youth in his twenties could write an argumentative essay of a few thousand words with logic linking front to back without flaws, he would already be a rare talent. Several hundred thousand words with logic never becoming chaotic... could China actually have such a talent? Yan Fu immediately made up his mind that he must read this book carefully.

"Who wrote this book?" Yan Fu felt extremely curious.

"This person's name is Chen Ke."

"Chen Ke? Is it that Chen Ke who made medicine and published the molecular formula?"

"You knew about this news in Anhui too, Jidao?"

Yan Fu indeed knew this news; others told it as a joke. As a returned student, Chen Ke actually made medicine for syphilis. In the eyes of scholars, it was truly disgraceful. But Yan Fu came from the Nanyang Navy, had studied at the Royal Naval College in the UK, and served as the principal of the Beiyang Naval Academy. Once sailors got off the ship, they would inevitably visit brothels. Those who contracted syphilis were definitely not just one or two. If they had this medicine back then, the combat power of the Beiyang Navy might have been even higher. For professional reasons, Yan Fu didn't feel the slightest bit of revulsion toward Chen Ke making this medicine. It was just that Chen Ke publishing the molecular formula clearly benefited the foreigners; Yan Fu was quite dissatisfied with this.

"Since Mr. Xiangbo has read this book, into which category do you classify it?"

"Not Confucianism, not Daoism, not Buddhism, not Legalism, and not the School of Diplomacy. Yet it happens to contain the words of all schools, but all return under the theory he advocates."

"It's not Western learning either?" Yan Fu grew more amazed as he listened.

"If you want my opinion, it has a bit of the flavor of Catholicism. The meaning of this book is: what I say is the supreme principle of the Heavenly Way. Yet this book happens to be atheist. It's really... sigh."

Reflecting on Mr. Ma Xiangbo's words, Yan Fu asked, "Mr. Ma summoned me here; do you have any instructions?"

"First, Fudan Public School is about to open. You have to come eventually. Second, I wanted you to look at this book. This book will inevitably prevail in the world. The principles stated by the author, even if not the supreme principles of the Heavenly Way, are absolutely not heretical fallacies. If the youth read it, the followers will surely be many. Jidao, the person who wrote the book is a heaven-sent genius. If you are willing, I actually want you to take him as a disciple. If no one disciplines him, this person will likely bring chaos to the world."

"It could be so?" Yan Fu frowned tightly.

"Let's not talk about this person's scholarship; his vision is terribly sharp. In other articles in the appendix, he says that China's current difficulties lie in not having undergone a foreign industrial revolution. And the purpose of this book is to point out the chasm between Chinese culture and industrialization. As long as we can cross this chasm, my China will inevitably return to being the Central Kingdom. Looking at his meaning, he actually faintly considers himself to be the orthodox of Chinese culture."

The weight of these words left Yan Fu speechless. Yan Fu stared at the book by Ma Xiangbo's pillow for a good while. Only then did he ask, "Mr. Xiangbo, listening to your words, I want to ask: compared to Confucianism, how is this person's theory?"

"If this book existed in the time of Han Fei, Confucianism would certainly not have been the sole revered school."

***

Chen Ke didn't know someone was currently "calculating" him. Facing a large group of young people whose scholarship was far less profound and broad than those two seniors, he was talking endlessly about materialist dialectics. This class had been going on for several days, and he was just speaking on the part about "historical laws and the replacement of social forms." After finishing the discussion on slavery and the feudal system, the students below were already whispering to each other, discussing it.

Chen Ke also felt tired, so he announced a break. He sat on the stool, picked up his tea cup, and drank a draft heroically. After drinking, Chen Ke wiped the water stains from the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand in a completely undignified manner and sighed comfortably.

Ever since reaching an agreement with Mr. Ma Xiangbo to use the Fudan Public School grounds, Chen Ke used them unceremoniously every day. Because of the "smashing the venue" incident, Chen Ke had specifically held a medical lecture. At any rate, Chen Ke's current title was the Principal of Shanghai Renxin Medical College. If a medical college didn't hold medical lectures, it would be unjustifiable.

But the time for starting classes wasn't quite right; Jiangnan had already entered the plum rain season. Chen Ke had to move the lectures inside the classrooms. At this time, the opening of Fudan Public School was approaching, and students whose homes were out of town had already arrived at the school one after another. The students had nothing else to do; since someone was giving lectures, everyone naturally came to listen. As a result, more and more people gathered. By the time Chen Ke lectured on *The Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism*, the audience had increased from a hundred or so to over four hundred. They had to move the lecture venue to the largest auditorium in Fudan Public School.

At this moment outside the auditorium, dark clouds manufacturing autumn rain hung low; although it was afternoon, it looked as if it were about to get dark immediately. The rain was heavy at times and light at others, but it poured down without stopping. Most of these four hundred-plus people were students; with the rain falling, they couldn't go out freely, so the auditorium, which had already slowly filled up, was surging with heads. Since Chen Ke announced the end of class, the students began to act freely. The vast majority discussed the lecture content extensively, and the auditorium was truly a cauldron of voices.

No students asked Chen Ke questions, not because they didn't want to or had any dissatisfaction with Chen Ke, but because Chen Ke had set a rule. At the end of the lecture, he would specifically set aside time to answer students' questions one by one. Chen Ke lectured for nearly six hours every day, and the time for answering questions was also over an hour. Most importantly, the free Q&A time was coming up soon. The students saw that Chen Ke's voice had been a bit hoarse recently, so they were considerate of him. During the break, they tried their best not to disturb Chen Ke.

"Huangpu Study Society Science and Education Faction recruiting!" someone shouted.

"Huangpu Study Society Industrial Faction recruiting!" someone shouted.

"Huangpu Study Society Constitutional Faction recruiting!" someone shouted.

...

These people were small groups spontaneously formed by intellectual youth who had joined the Huangpu students during the recent lectures. The distinctions between their factions were actually far from being that clear-cut. It was just young people finding it fun and insisting on raising a big banner. Young people who participated in multiple, or even all so-called factions simultaneously, could be said to occupy the vast majority of "Huangpu Study Society" members.

You Gou came to listen to the lectures every single day these days. The hospital had already gotten on the right track, and the demand for toxic drugs from all sides was increasing. But You Gou used the excuse that one person couldn't make medicine and insisted on coming to listen to the class. After Chen Ke went back, they would make medicine together. In fact, not only You Gou, but all comrades except Qi Huishen and Wu Xingchen used various reasons to insist on coming to listen to the class every day. The only one who didn't actively request to listen was Xie Mingxian. Xie Mingxian's reason was simple: he came to work, not to listen to classes. To listen to classes and take money for nothing, he felt embarrassed. But Chen Ke insisted that Xie Mingxian come to listen.

Qi Huishen was truly busy, but as long as he had time, he would definitely run over. The one who exceeded Chen Ke's expectations the most was Wu Xingchen. Originally, Chen Ke didn't expect Wu Xingchen to really have an interest in these subjects, but as it turned out, Wu Xingchen would also come whenever he had time. His towering 195cm figure sitting in the crowd was truly hard to miss.

This book had already entered the printing stage. Qi Huishen found a printing plant and ordered five thousand sets in one go. The book was divided by volume, with each volume being a chapter. Twelve sections plus the appendix made thirteen books in total. Qi Huishen was very smart; he had them start printing from Volume Seven, and the books were delivered just yesterday. Chen Ke was helpless regarding the comrades' ostentatiousness. Today, amidst the envious gazes of the students, the People's Party members each held a copy of the book. Students were already asking how this book was sold.

Chen Ke had no intention of making any money, but he told everyone a story: if you give a horse to someone, they naturally won't cherish it. But if you sell it to others at a relatively low price, then the person who bought the horse will cherish it. Money isn't the problem; this subtle psychological change is the problem. So Chen Ke set the price of this book at 40% of the cost price; a thick book only sold for 150 *wen*. The youth who could come to study weren't poor; they could absolutely afford it. One must know that for *Tianyanlun*, which was much thinner than this book, Lu Xun had spent 500 to buy it back in the day. Moreover, the members of the Huangpu Study Society also told the students the total number of books. Everyone suggested the students buy different volumes separately and exchange them to read, which would save even more money.

"Student days are just good, huh," You Gou sighed, sitting beside Chen Ke. You Gou had long since walked out of her depression. Three days after that disturbance, You Gou began lecturing at Fudan Public School. Everyone respected this female teacher very much, so as the only female in the auditorium, she got the position in the very center of the first row. No one dared to grab it from her. Also as a teacher, during breaks, she sat on the podium beside Chen Ke. Since that open class experience, You Gou wore a white lab coat whether lecturing or listening. This alternative style actually made the students afraid to approach her.

"The Study Society is also set up. The things I really want to talk to everyone about have also started. Hehe! I'm very happy," Chen Ke laughed.

"Wenqing, to be honest, if you had talked to me about these principles as soon as I met you, I would have absolutely thought you were a big swindler." You Gou didn't know why, but she suddenly had such a sentiment. Sighing comfortably, You Gou knocked her left hand with the book held in her right hand. "But now, I feel what Wenqing says are supreme maxims."

"Revolution is not that easy," Chen Ke answered this question.

You Gou raised her left hand. The gaze of every student who saw this action focused entirely on the wristwatch on You Gou's wrist. "Wenqing, time's up, it's time to lecture." Deliberately delaying for a bit, You Gou finally retracted her wrist. Amidst the envious gazes of the students, You Gou jumped off the podium and sat back in her seat.

This was a signal. Students began to return to their seats one after another. Amidst a rumbling sound, order in the auditorium began to be restored. Many notes began to be passed around and then piled up on the table in front of Chen Ke. Chen Ke looked through them for a while, then suddenly laughed. "Everyone's questions today are very concentrated. Everyone asks about this change in European social systems. There are also quite a few classmates asking about European history. I recall that in the appendix, I wrote an article with a very vulgar name." After speaking, Chen Ke stood up and, under the illumination of the gas lamp, brushed a few characters onto the blackboard.

The students read along word by word, "European Ancient History Derived from Bullshitting." As soon as these words were read, the whole room roared with laughter.

Chen Ke smiled and turned around. "In Europe, history only started to be somewhat reliable by the end of the 18th century. When I say reliable, I mean compared to Chinese history. Chinese history is divided into faithful history (*xinshi*) and wild history (*yeshi*). Why they are called this, there are definitely classmates who know. Please stand up boldly and answer!"

The students looked at each other in blank dismay. At this moment, a person stood up and said loudly, "Faithful history is history recorded by specialized historians. Wild history is the records of literati themselves." Chen Ke recognized this person; his name was Cui Guoxi, the initiator of the Huangpu Study Society Industrial Faction.

Chen Ke nodded and motioned for Cui Guoxi to sit down. "To be honest, although I read some history books, my understanding of the distinction between faithful history and wild history is the same as what this classmate said. I am not a professional historian, nor have I asked others about this question. I feel this answer is a 90; it passes."

The classmates laughed again. Chen Ke never pretended to know what he didn't. His level of national studies definitely couldn't compare with the masters of this era. For Chen Ke to propagate his own thoughts, he had to play to his strengths and avoid his weaknesses.

"This history book that foreigners consider relatively early is called the *Homeric Epics*. This book, well, has a history of 2,500 years. It writes about the affairs of the Greeks 3,000 years ago, known as the birthplace of European history. In the eyes of Europeans, it is a history book. Placed in China, which book can be mentioned in the same breath as this one?" Chen Ke kept them in suspense.

The students saw Chen Ke's gaze patrolling back and forth, but he didn't reveal the riddle.

"*Records of the Grand Historian* (*Shiji*)?" someone shouted. Chen Ke shook his head.

"*Strategies of the Warring States*?" someone else shouted. Chen Ke continued to shake his head.

The students shouted several names in succession; in the end, even *Romance of the Three Kingdoms* was shouted out.

Chen Ke still shook his head. No one dared to make a sound anymore; everyone waited for Chen Ke's explosive statement.

"This *Homeric Epics*, which is recognized by Europeans as equivalent to a history book, is equivalent to China's *Classic of Mountains and Seas* (*Shan Hai Jing*)," Chen Ke said, enunciating every word.

The students were stunned for a moment, then immediately erupted into a long burst of explosive laughter.

According to that famous "face-slapping article" on the internet, Chen Ke explained European historical records once over. This wasn't Chen Ke deliberately wanting to belittle Europe. Today, when China's youth increasingly felt that Chinese culture was backward, Chen Ke had to point out where the true gap between China and Europe lay. He had to establish the self-confidence of the Chinese people. After introducing Europe's pitiful history, Chen Ke said in a very calm tone, "Classmates, China itself is civilization. China itself is culture. Among everyone, there are those who believe in gods and those who don't, but everyone believes in ancestors, right? Today's Chinese people inevitably all have their own ancestors existing. And the deeds of our ancestors are in those history books. The greatness of our ancestors is also all in those history books. Now China has fallen behind and is being beaten. This is the business of our generation; it relies on our generation to save China and restore China. But, this does not equate to our ancestors being more backward than those Europeans."

Speaking to this point, Chen Ke looked around the stage. Suddenly, he discovered that at some point, a middle-aged man he had never seen before was standing by the door. Although he was far away, and with the dim sky and the man standing against the light, his features couldn't be seen clearly. But just standing there, the middle-aged man's bearing and temperament were out of the ordinary. After pausing slightly, Chen Ke ignored the man and continued speaking.

"Our current decline cannot erase the glory of our ancestors. We are backward; we can only say that our generation are all base and inferior people. But it is not that our ancestors were base or inferior. Now there are already quite a few people wantonly criticizing how backward Chinese culture is, wishing they could immediately change into a foreign breed, only then feeling they have become noble. I have only one evaluation for this kind of person, borrowing Zhang Fei's words from *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*: slave of three surnames, I spit on you. I wrote this *The Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism*, and I lecture on this book here, precisely to point out exactly where the gap between us and Europe lies. Just to tell everyone what this world is actually like. How can we catch up to Europe, and how can we surpass Europe! Classmates, you are all in the prime of youth, and it is also a good time for studying. I have only one sentence I want to give to everyone."

Speaking to this point, Chen Ke turned and wrote a line of characters heavily on the blackboard, then turned back and shouted loudly, "Read for the rise of China."

A moment later, the students began to applaud. Everyone stood up one after another, cheering while applauding. The entire auditorium thundered with joy.

Looking at the enthusiastic faces of the students, faces flushed red from excitement, and some even having tears in their eyes, Chen Ke couldn't suppress his own emotions and shouted again, almost exhausting his voice, "Read for the rise of China."

Outside, the rain was falling harder and harder.
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Chapter 2 Tongmenghui

On the afternoon of September 1, 1905, during a lecture, Chen Ke shouted a slogan for the first time in a public speech. Before this, Chen Ke had always tried to explain revolution with a calm attitude. Chen Ke didn't like slogans; no matter how many slogans were shouted, it didn't equate to solving practical problems. In the era Chen Ke grew up in, China had entered a stage where engineers governed the country. It was more about doing than saying.

Moreover, even looking at the Party's history, Chen Ke always firmly believed that the Party absolutely did not achieve victory by relying on talk, but by relying on countless arduous tasks. Chen Ke was able to raise the banner of the People's Party, and the reason comrades were willing to gather around Chen Ke was precisely because Chen Ke could solve problems.

After Chen Ke shouted the slogan "Read for the rise of China," the students, who were already brimming with enthusiasm, suddenly boiled over. With so much groundwork laid by Chen Ke beforehand, this slogan was so logical and natural.

Looking at the spirited and high-spirited audience below, looking at the young students applauding and cheering for him, Chen Ke wore a resolute expression on his face and raised his left hand to everyone. This action subconsciously imitated a certain little mustache. But it triggered even greater enthusiasm from the students.

However, beneath Chen Ke's seemingly resolute exterior, his inner STEM nature had already overwhelmed the momentary excitement. Chen Ke calmly concluded in his heart: "As a public lecture, as a revolutionary propaganda activity, shouting slogans is necessary. Just like an experiment, certain reagents are necessary."

The students, whose enthusiasm had been ignited to the extreme, surrounded the stage, blocking Chen Ke so he couldn't leave. You Gou, who was below the stage, saw everyone demanding that Chen Ke must speak some more. Chen Ke had to shout, "That's all for today; the lecture continues tomorrow." But he still couldn't calm the students' demands.

You Gou naturally supported Chen Ke's lectures immensely, but she still had to make medicine at night; the Party's work couldn't be delayed. You Gou looked at her wristwatch again. It was already 5:30 PM.

Almost at the same moment, on a similar dial with an identical movement, Qiu Jin also looked at the wristwatch on her wrist. Japan entered the earth's largest shadow earlier than China, and the sky had already turned completely dark.

Unlike Shanghai, today was a sunny day in Japan. Before walking into the tavern, Qiu Jin could see the bright Venus in the sky. Qiu Jin came to the hotel this time to have dinner with Chen Tianhua, and then Qiu Jin prepared to return to China.

The founding assembly of the Tongmenghui had entered its final stage. The situation could be said to be very good, or it could be said to be very bad. On this matter, Qiu Jin felt rather confused.

At 2 PM on August 13, Chinese students in Japan held a meeting at the Fujimi-ro in Kōjimachi Ward, Tokyo, to welcome Sun Yat-sen. Although it was during the summer vacation, over 1,800 people attended. Latecomers couldn't get in, and there were as many as six or seven hundred people standing on the street looking up at the upper floor. Sun Yat-sen, wearing a pure white Western suit, walked calmly into the venue, and the whole house applauded. Since the Tokyo students began holding gatherings, there had never been such a grand occasion. After Song Jiaoren delivered a welcome speech, Sun Yat-sen gave a two-hour speech.

He said: "Now China must be revived by us four hundred million citizens. Today is the day we first rise up. From now on, we must use all our strength to lift up this matter of reform. If we set our minds to say that China must prosper, there is absolutely no reason for China not to prosper." He called for abandoning the monarchy and "choosing the most civilized political laws on earth to save our China," building China into a first-class republic of the 20th century. Applause lasted for a long time.

Qiu Jin didn't know that in history, Chen Tianhua, who was beside Sun Yat-sen, cheered that Sun Yat-sen "is the representative of our four hundred million people, the hero among Chinese heroes!" What Qiu Jin knew was that after Chen Tianhua went to Shanghai, there was no news. On August 5, Song Jiaoren in Japan received a letter from Chen Tianhua, saying that he would rush back to Japan in a few days and had important things to tell everyone. Then there was no news at all.

As the founding assembly of the Tongmenghui got closer and closer, Chen Tianhua never appeared, which greatly exceeded everyone's expectations. Everyone was very worried that Chen Tianhua had been caught by the Manchu government; after all, he was still wanted. Huang Xing had staged an uprising with Chen Tianhua, so he was especially anxious. It was Qiu Jin who persuaded Chen Tianhua to meet with Chen Ke. Although she didn't dare to tell everyone directly, Qiu Jin herself was even more worried. It wasn't until August 16, four days before the founding of the Tongmenghui, that Chen Tianhua arrived, travel-worn. Although everyone complained verbally, they all breathed a sigh of relief.

Chen Tianhua came back in high spirits. Qiu Jin treated Chen Tianhua to a meal the day after he returned. During the meal, they talked about Chen Tianhua's trip to Shanghai and his time with Chen Ke. Chen Tianhua greatly praised Chen Ke's talent and told Qiu Jin about Chen Ke's founding of the People's Party and Chen Ke's recent situation. Learning that Chen Ke was doing quite well in Shanghai, Qiu Jin was rather happy for Chen Ke. In the end, Chen Tianhua paid the bill for this meal. That Chen Tianhua, who had always been tight on money, could also treat a guest was enough for Qiu Jin to see that Chen Tianhua was treated as a guest of honor by Chen Ke.

But the happy reunion didn't last too long.

Chen Tianhua was an important figure in the formation of the Tongmenghui. As a main cadre of the Hunan Huaxinghui, Chen Tianhua was a capable subordinate of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. Two days later, Qiu Jin heard that many quarrels had occurred between Chen Tianhua and Song Jiaoren. The Tongmenghui was mainly convened jointly by the Hunan Huaxinghui and the Guangdong Xingzhonghui.

But there was no subordinate relationship between the various political parties to begin with, so Qiu Jin learned about the conflict between Chen Tianhua and Song Jiaoren from the foreign students who lived with Chen Tianhua. Not long after, Qiu Jin knew why such a conflict had occurred.

On August 20, at the first meeting after the establishment of the Tongmenghui, Chen Tianhua put forward his own opinion. He hoped to establish a political party with a clear political platform. This political platform was not just a general outline, but a complete set of political theories and a political system program based on this set of theories. As a famous propagandist, Chen Tianhua was the main propagandist of the *Min Pao*. Since he said so, everyone hoped to hear what kind of political theory Chen Tianhua was prepared to present.

Chen Tianhua "lived up to expectations" and put forward the opinion of "reducing rent and interest, uniting workers and peasants." He discussed the defects of private land ownership and proposed the concept of building a new industrialized China.

When Chen Tianhua passionately expounded his concepts, none of the attendees spoke. When Chen Tianhua finished speaking, there was silence in the venue. Qiu Jin still remembered that in the face of this situation, Chen Tianhua's expression changed from high-spirited to confused.

The first to speak was Sun Yat-sen. He very politely expressed his opposition. Sun Yat-sen believed that the urgent task now was to overthrow the Qing dynasty. Only after seizing national power would there be conditions to discuss Chen Tianhua's policies.

Guangdong Xingzhonghui stalwart Hu Hanmin immediately spoke up, supporting Sun Yat-sen's opinion. Hu Hanmin spoke even more bluntly: building a new country, or at least building a new provincial regime as the Huaxinghui had hoped back then, was the urgent task. Moreover, Hu Hanmin stated bluntly that the people were unreliable. The Xingzhonghui had also done a lot of propaganda in Guangdong, but very few responded to the revolution. Instead of relying on the people, it was better to rely on fellow villagers and party members.

Facing such opposition, Chen Tianhua was not discouraged. He emphasized that establishing a political party with a clear platform and strict organization was what was most needed at present. Without such an organization, facing the current Manchu Qing, the revolutionary forces were too weak. And everyone's revolutionary attitudes diverged greatly. If they couldn't unify politically now and form a consensus, the unity problem of the Tongmenghui would be very serious in the future.

Chen Tianhua's speech still received support from some people; at least it could be seen that Huang Xing was relatively supportive. Sun Yat-sen's small round face wore a kind smile as he asked, "Xingtai, which nation-saving concept is this political concept based on?"

"At least I don't think equalization of land rights is necessary," said Jiang Yue, who came from the Guangfu Society. This remark was directed at the sixteen-character platform proposed by Sun Yat-sen: "Expel the Tartars, Restore China, Establish a Republic, Equalize Land Rights."

The Guangfu Society didn't have very good relations with other political parties. As a representative of the Guangfu Society, Qiu Jin was very clear about this. The contradictions were multifaceted.

In terms of political concepts, the Guangfu Society demanded the overthrow of the Qing dynasty, but they were not opposed to the imperial system. Not only that, many Guangfu Society members publicly stated that the imperial system was superior to constitutional monarchy. In the Guangfu Society's ideal, they hoped for the appearance of a new Han dynasty.

In terms of official business, Guangfu Society members were relatively wealthy, and it was easy for them to find financial backers. Therefore, they did not support the practice of the group headed by Sun Yat-sen making wild promises and grabbing money with both hands.

In terms of personal matters, Guangfu Society members also attached great importance to their own integrity. Tao Chengzhang had publicly criticized the decadent style of whoring and gambling among those in the Guangdong Xingzhonghui.

The reason the Guangfu Society joined the Tongmenghui was that the Guangfu Society had launched multiple uprisings, but all had failed. Under such circumstances, the Guangfu Society hoped to contact more connections by joining the Tongmenghui, hoping to support each other in uprisings. Even so, opinions within the Guangfu Society on this were seriously divided. Some Guangfu Society comrades had already declared that they would absolutely not join the Tongmenghui. If the Guangfu Society joined the Tongmenghui, they would launch the revolution on their own. "The Guangfu Society will absolutely not cooperate with those fake foreign devils from America."

This so-called "fake foreign devil from America" referred to Sun Yat-sen. Many people in the Guangfu Society had a very strong aversion to Sun Yat-sen. Qiu Jin wasn't even clear how it had come to this.

Hearing this, Hu Hanmin immediately retorted sarcastically, and the atmosphere of the meeting immediately became tense. Chen Tianhua was left hanging to the side, looking very awkwardly at the comrades' quarrel.

In the following days, everyone argued endlessly about the political platform of the Tongmenghui. And Chen Tianhua tried to expound his reasoning again. This time, the various factions finally gave Chen Tianhua time. Qiu Jin didn't expect that Chen Tianhua would actually have moments where he suddenly couldn't go on. Usually, Chen Tianhua talked about revolution with fervor and assurance, discussing various injustices in China with emotion and logic, provoking deep thought. But this time, Chen Tianhua's statement of political concepts was actually somewhat hesitant and self-contradictory. Speaking to the end, Chen Tianhua barely wrapped it up and sat down.

This kind of explanation could not convince the comrades. Not only other factions, but even Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, who were also from the Huaxinghui, did not support Chen Tianhua. The matter didn't end there. Chen Tianhua was usually always brave in speaking up, but now he began to listen more than speak. The Tongmenghui asked Chen Tianhua to preside over the secretarial work. Chen Tianhua actually showed some intention of declining.

These matters were just small things. By August 25, Qiu Jin heard that Chen Tianhua had actually parted on bad terms with Song Jiaoren again because of an argument. These two had always cooperated very happily. Now that this had happened, Qiu Jin, who was originally suspicious, now had to believe that the meeting with Chen Ke absolutely had a huge influence on Chen Tianhua.

Today Qiu Jin asked Chen Tianhua to dinner just to clarify this matter. Out of female sensitivity, Qiu Jin didn't come out directly with Chen Tianhua. They agreed on 7 o'clock, and Qiu Jin arrived very early. As an important cadre of the Tongmenghui, she was also very busy. It was impossible to always think about this matter. The reason she came earlier was that she also hoped to sort out her thoughts. She hadn't seen Chen Ke for a long time, and Qiu Jin wanted to think carefully about Chen Ke's affairs.

Even now, Qiu Jin could still recall the appearance of meeting Chen Ke for the first time. That youth in strange clothes, and that look slightly carrying a kind of unease and confusion. Qiu Jin could remember it all. But it was hard to say whether Chen Ke had changed, or if Qiu Jin had never been able to understand Chen Ke originally.

Chen Ke understood this era very well, or rather, he knew very well who to cooperate with. Chen Ke also always discarded those who had no utilization value like worn-out shoes. Befriending herself was like this, and befriending Xu Xilin was also like this. Of course, blaming Chen Ke for this would be a bit excessive. The wristwatch Chen Ke practically gave her was of extremely high value. Not only did You Gou say so, but friends in Japan who knew their goods also praised this watch endlessly. Xu Xilin only brought Chen Ke to Shanghai, but Chen Ke still gave Xu Xilin 300 taels of silver. Engaging in revolution these years meant spending money, and Chen Ke indeed didn't have much money on hand at the time.

However, Chen Ke dared to contact You Gou and others. By now, even Hua Xiongmao, who had had conflicts with Chen Ke back then, was so close to Chen Ke. On the contrary, Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin were like strangers to him. After seeing Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua was also quite different from before. What exactly was this Chen Ke up to?

Qiu Jin decided to ask Chen Tianhua carefully, and she would return to Shanghai soon. This time Qiu Jin wouldn't let Chen Ke off easily; she must figure out what this guy was doing.

Chen Tianhua entered the tavern at 6:45. Seeing that Qiu Jin had already arrived, Chen Tianhua hurriedly came over to apologize. The proprietress of the hotel came over with that half-bowing posture unique to Japan. Qiu Jin ordered a few dishes casually and asked, "Xingtai, how come I heard you had some small spats with Mr. Song?"

"It's nothing, just some trivial matters," Chen Tianhua said. Qiu Jin didn't believe Chen Tianhua's words; from Chen Tianhua's face, it could be seen that this was by no means a trivial matter. The two probably argued quite fiercely.

"Xingtai, I introduced Wenqing to you. If there's anything wrong, Tianhua, you can speak frankly."

Chen Tianhua picked up the small wine cup and drained the sake inside in one gulp. Only then did he say with a slight bitter smile, "Mr. Qiu, I am very grateful to you for introducing such a talent as Wenqing to me. Among the revolutionary comrades I have seen, there are few who can surpass Wenqing."

"Who are the few who can surpass Wenqing? Can Xingtai tell me?" Qiu Jin smiled teasingly while pouring wine for Chen Tianhua.

It could be seen that Chen Tianhua took this joke seriously. He thought carefully. Unexpectedly, he didn't speak again. This really startled Qiu Jin a bit. Chen Tianhua didn't like to lie, nor did he like to gossip about others' shortcomings. Since he remained silent, it could only mean that Chen Tianhua really hadn't found a revolutionary who could be mentioned in the same breath as Chen Ke.

Who did Chen Tianhua come into contact with? They were all famous revolutionaries like Song Jiaoren, Huang Xing, and even Sun Yat-sen. Just as Qiu Jin was hesitating whether to continue asking Chen Tianhua, Chen Tianhua spoke first. "Mr. Qiu, the revolution Wenqing advocates seems similar to the revolution we advocate, yet it is completely different. What Wenqing advocates is a revolution of the common people, not a revolution of us property owners."

Qiu Jin still remembered Chen Ke's speech at Cai Yuanpei's home. She wasn't surprised by what Chen Tianhua stated. "Wenqing has always advocated this."

Chen Tianhua shook his head. "Different, it's different."

"How is it different?"

"In Wenqing's view, the Manchu Qing is just blocking his way, so he wants to destroy the Manchu Qing. Wenqing's revolution is to completely crush China and start over. This world has to be done over again."

"Wenqing has always said so," Qiu Jin laughed.

Chen Tianhua frowned slightly and looked at Qiu Jin with a gaze that held indescribable emotions. "Mr. Qiu, in Wenqing's revolution, even revolutionaries like you and me are to be crushed and started over again."

Whether it was the credit of this explanation or the credit of Chen Tianhua's gaze, that sentence just now seemed to open a window in front of Qiu Jin. Qiu Jin suddenly felt enlightened; things about Chen Ke she didn't understand before seemed much clearer at this moment.

"Does Xingtai mean that in Wenqing's revolution, eventually even the revolutionaries must be revolutionized once?"

"Exactly." Chen Tianhua drained the wine in his cup again. "I originally didn't approve of Wenqing's line of thought. But having spent so much time with Wenqing and written articles with Wenqing, I now feel that Wenqing's ideas actually make a lot of sense."

"Oh? What great work, can I have a look?" Qiu Jin asked in wonder.

"Mr. Qiu, the original manuscript is still with Wenqing. I only brought a copy. You can read it now, but you have to return the manuscript to me before I leave." As Chen Tianhua spoke, he took out a copy from his satchel.

"*The Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism*, what a strange name."

"The content is even more extraordinary."

"Then I must study it carefully," Qiu Jin laughed.

Having said this much, there was no need to continue drinking. "Mr. Qiu, I'll be leaving first," Chen Tianhua said to Qiu Jin with a smile.

This smile carried some fatigue, but conversely, it had a feeling of being full of vitality. Qiu Jin could see that what was tired was only Chen Tianhua's body. The disputes over the past few days hadn't defeated Chen Tianhua; on the contrary, Chen Tianhua seemed to have broken free from that initial helplessness. It was as if he had found a new direction. Qiu Jin felt very curious about Chen Tianhua's change.

Young people can immerse themselves in their own ideals for a long time, burning their enthusiasm almost infinitely. For them, the future is something to look forward to. As a revolutionary propagandist, Qiu Jin understood that feeling very well. But Chen Tianhua and Qiu Jin were both born in 1875; they were both 30 years old this year, no longer young.

After the outburst of revolutionary passion, Qiu Jin would always have a feeling of powerlessness. No matter how beautiful the world in ideals was, one eventually had to face the ruthless reality. With the increase in age, Qiu Jin felt this helplessness more and more. The more one knew, the more one would fear. Chen Tianhua had suffered continuous setbacks, but instead had a feeling of letting go, which made Qiu Jin somewhat worried.

"Where is Xingtai preparing to go?" Qiu Jin asked with concern.

"I have an appointment to give a lecture to some people," Chen Tianhua replied. Seeing the worry in Qiu Jin's expression, he couldn't help but laugh. "Mr. Qiu, I've been explaining Wenqing's book to a few students recently. The students like this book very much. Every time after I lecture, I discover that many places I originally thought I understood, I actually hadn't figured out brilliantly at all. And after every lecture, there's a feeling of sudden enlightenment."

"Oh, then can I also go and listen?" Qiu Jin became interested.

"If Mr. Qiu doesn't mind, I hope Mr. Qiu will give much advice."

The class was held in a fairly decent residence. Quite a few young people had already gathered in the tatami room. Before entering the door, their heated discussion could be heard. Sliding open the door, twenty or so young people were sitting in several piles, discussing enthusiastically. Qiu Jin glanced around and saw that there were people wearing kimonos and people wearing ordinary international student clothes.

Seeing Chen Tianhua enter, the young people rose one after another. But they stood in two rows. The row on the south side should all be Japanese, about seven or eight of them. They bowed almost simultaneously using the Japanese bowing etiquette and greeted Chen Tianhua in unfluent Japanese. "Hello, Teacher Chen."

The Chinese youth on the right saw the Japanese doing this and also said at the same time, "Hello, Mr. Chen."

When everyone straightened up, Chen Tianhua introduced, "This is Mr. Qiu Jin, a revolutionary and also my comrade. It was Mr. Qiu who introduced me to Mr. Chen Ke."

Hearing this, the Japanese students immediately paid their respects to Qiu Jin using Japanese etiquette again, and the Chinese students also greeted Qiu Jin one after another. Qiu Jin didn't quite understand why, when mentioning her, he had to specifically mention the relationship between Chen Ke and herself. And the eyes with which those students looked at her were so enthusiastic.

The leading Japanese student asked happily, "Teacher Chen, since this Mr. Qiu is acquainted with Mr. Chen Ke, will she be giving us the lecture today?"

"That's not it. Mr. Qiu is just coming over to sit today. I'll try to give this lesson."

Qiu Jin didn't understand what exactly Chen Tianhua meant by these words. While returning the greeting to everyone, she sized them up. Given Chen Tianhua's usual appearance, Qiu Jin found it hard to imagine that he could actually have so many supporters. More importantly, although these young people were high-spirited, they didn't have the impetuous air found on those international students. There were no looks of great joy or anger or dancing eyebrows on everyone's faces; instead, there was that serious attitude of truly pursuing knowledge.

Seeing everyone sit down cross-legged one after another, Chen Tianhua didn't stand on ceremony either. He stood in front of the blackboard and wrote down a topic—" The Connection and Development of the World."

"I have no way to explain today's lesson to everyone anymore. I can only try to read the text. I said before that when Mr. Chen Ke led me to write this book, for the places I didn't understand, Mr. Chen Ke was there to guide me personally. At the time, I thought I understood. But now asking me to explain it to everyone, I can't."

After speaking, Chen Tianhua also sat down cross-legged, took out a copy, and began to read. The atmosphere of the lecture was very good. After reading a part, Chen Tianhua would explain it according to his own thoughts and would also discuss it with the students. The Japanese students participating in this class could all speak Chinese. But presumably, there were many from Nagasaki; their Mandarin accents were baffling, mixing various flavors from Shandong to Fujian.

Compared to the course content, the accent problem appeared insignificant. This lesson discussed the fundamental opposition between dialectics and metaphysics, connections, and the meaning of the objectivity and universality of connections.

This kind of logical problem made Qiu Jin dizzy just by the names. Qiu Jin could still understand every concrete example, but once these examples were subjected to logical argumentation, it was no longer something Qiu Jin could understand now. Not only was Qiu Jin confused, but the students also heard it inexplicably. After Chen Tianhua lectured for half an hour, he gave up.

"I'm really sorry, everyone. I really can't teach this lesson. I now announce that our course ends here," Chen Tianhua said.

Qiu Jin saw Chen Tianhua mess up the lesson and was slightly worried for him. Next, the students indeed made things difficult.

"When does Teacher Chen plan to leave for Shanghai?" asked the leader among the Japanese students.

Qiu Jin looked at Chen Tianhua. For the Japanese to use such a direct way of speaking, it meant they were driving him away.

"Departing in three days."

"Then I'll go buy the boat ticket first," the Japanese student said with a slight look of joy, and then he turned and communicated with other students in Japanese.

"We'll also go back and prepare." A Chinese student who looked like a leader said. After speaking, he took out a money bag. "This is our money for buying boat tickets."

Chen Tianhua shook his head and pushed the money bag back in front of that student. "I will pay for the boat tickets for everyone. For you gentlemen to give up your studies like this and return to China with me, I really feel quite guilty."

"Student Tianhua is taking us to meet that Mr. Chen Ke together. To be able to listen to lectures under his tutelage, everyone is already overjoyed. We study and study for the sake of saving the country; as long as we can save China, this study will not have been in vain."

Other students nodded in agreement one after another.

Qiu Jin looked at Chen Tianhua in astonishment. She originally thought Chen Tianhua had messed up the lecture, but she didn't expect it wasn't that case at all. Listening to everyone's meaning, they were actually going to return to Shanghai together to find Chen Ke. Chen Tianhua had never mentioned this matter; he had kept his mouth shut about such an important decision.

"Mr. Qiu, I don't blame the gentlemen of the Tongmenghui for having opinions about me. What Wenqing has learned is indeed far superior to me. I originally thought I had learned and understood, but only now do I realize that I only understood a little fur. Therefore, I am determined to go back to Wenqing's place to finish learning these courses first. These friends are all extremely interested in Wenqing's book, and I also boasted that Wenqing is running schools and opening factories there. When you gentlemen arrive in Shanghai, you will absolutely not lack ways to support yourselves. Everyone is going over with me."

Qiu Jin really didn't expect that things would actually turn out this way in the end. She looked at the students, especially those Japanese students. What exactly did Chen Tianhua learn from Chen Ke that could make these people so interested? Listening to Chen Tianhua, Chen Ke's place could actually accept so many people, and could support so many people.

What exactly did Chen Ke do in Shanghai? Qiu Jin wanted to know very much.

When Chen Tianhua left, it was September 5, a day earlier than Qiu Jin's return journey.
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It was 9:00 AM on September 8 when Qiu Jin appeared at the entrance of Zhou Yuanxiao's workshop. The last time she was here was over three months ago. This street didn't seem to have changed much; there weren't many rickshaws passing by, and they looked quite old. Pedestrians still mostly wore short clothes. However, the few old ladies sitting idly by the street were somewhat different. Qiu Jin still remembered that when she came here with Chen Ke and the others last time, the old ladies had stared at her for a long time. Now, those few old ladies merely glanced at her and continued their leisurely chat.

Turning into the small alley, Qiu Jin saw the gate that she still had an impression of. A few months ago, Zhou Yuanxiao's workshop was still a place where visitors were few and far between. Although it was a bright summer day in early May, that cold and desolate feeling was like the countryside in autumn. After pushing open the gate, the desolation that rushed toward her from the quiet and empty courtyard made Qiu Jin feel a little sentimental.

Now, it was a cloudy day, and the dark clouds at the tail end of the continuous autumn rain had not completely dispersed. But the workshop Qiu Jin was facing now seemed like a lively, large beehive. Before she even reached the doorway, various noisy sounds drifted out from inside. An unpainted sign hung at the doorway; on the light yellow raw wood board were written four large characters: "Huangpu Book Society." This was definitely not Chen Ke's handwriting, but it was Chen Ke's style: simple and brisk. Qiu Jin almost laughed looking at it; if this wooden board weren't wide enough and the characters weren't beautiful, it would look like the kind of tombstone stuck on a hastily filled grave. The gate was wide open, and Qiu Jin stood at the doorway and looked in; the courtyard was full of people.

Just as she wanted to go in, she heard the rumble of wheels behind her. Turning her head, she saw a large cart coming in from the street corner and stopping at the courtyard entrance. Several young men in white lab coats jumped off the cart. They were full of vitality and began to move things down from it with brisk steps.

Qiu Jin sighed secretly to herself; it had only been three months, but this place was completely different.

"Mr. Qiu?!" someone shouted.

Qiu Jin looked intently and found the young man opposite her somewhat familiar. Looking more carefully, it turned out to be the leader among those Japanese youths who had come back with Chen Tianhua. He wasn't wearing the Japanese kimono from when they last met, but a white shirt, greenish-grey trousers, black cloth shoes, and a doctor's white lab coat over them.

"Ah! Hello," Qiu Jin said with a smile.

"Mr. Qiu, I didn't introduce myself last time. My name is Kuroshima Jinichirō. Please give me much advice." Although he spoke strange Chinese and wore Sinicized Western clothes, Kuroshima still bowed to Qiu Jin according to Japanese etiquette in a well-behaved manner.

"Mr. Kuroshima, hello." Qiu Jin bowed slightly in return.

"Is Mr. Qiu here to look for Mr. Tianhua?" Kuroshima asked.

"Uh..." Qiu Jin pondered slightly. She was actually here to look for Chen Ke.

"Then you're here to find Mr. Wenqing, right?" Kuroshima was very clever. "When I went out to transport things this morning, Mr. Wenqing was still here."

"Kuroshima, come give a hand," shouted the young men who were struggling to lift a large box down.

"Okay," Kuroshima Jinichirō responded. He said to Qiu Jin with a slight apology, "Mr. Qiu, I'll go get busy first. Please go in yourself."

Since she had been recognized, Qiu Jin didn't stand foolishly at the doorway anymore. Stepping through the gate, she saw that several new straw sheds had been built in the originally empty courtyard. That is to say, thatched roofs were built on strange-looking wooden frames; they were very simple but looked quite nice.

Quite a few people sat in every straw shed. The outermost straw shed seemed to serve as a classroom. Quite a few people sat neatly in front of the blackboard inside. You Gou, whom she hadn't seen for a long time, stood in front of everyone, using a pointer to tap on strange symbols above a row of Chinese characters. "*ba*, *ba* (handle)!"

You Gou's gentle and soft Jiangnan accent speaking Northern Mandarin had a unique flavor. However, the accents of the students in front of You Gou were even more interesting; from Shaanxi to Huguang, everything was there. The same pronunciation sounded truly myriad and bizarre in Qiu Jin's ears. You Gou was teaching very seriously and didn't notice anyone else coming in at all. Qiu Jin didn't want to disturb her either. The few tiled houses on the north side of the courtyard still retained their old appearance; presumably, Chen Ke was still working inside. Qiu Jin walked toward there.

There were more people going in and out of the tiled houses. Everyone looked at Qiu Jin with slightly curious eyes, but no one asked. Before she reached the door, Chen Ke's peculiar Beijing accent drifted out. "No additional printing. Haven't you heard that things are precious when they are rare? The sales volume of the *Huangpu Review* isn't stable yet; just print 1,500 copies a day for now. Also, hmm, Huishen, you've decided on the location for that outward bound training I mentioned last time, right?"

"It's already decided," a voice Qiu Jin was unfamiliar with replied.

"Notify everyone first; the day after tomorrow, everyone must go participate in the training for me. Unless knives are raining from the sky, I'll lead everyone there personally."

Compared to a few months ago, Chen Ke's voice hadn't changed. Although he was issuing orders, there wasn't much change in his tone either.

Qiu Jin stepped into the room and saw that half of the room was filled with tables and strange glass instruments, while the other half had a few tables. Chen Ke and a young man were sitting at a table talking.

"Sister Qiu?" seeing Qiu Jin, Chen Ke immediately stood up and shouted in surprise. Chen Ke hadn't changed much; even his smile was exactly the same as a few months ago.

"I trust you have been well since we parted, Wenqing," Qiu Jin also laughed.

Chen Ke moved a stool for Qiu Jin. "Sister Qiu, wait a moment; I'll talk to you after I finish this matter."

After Chen Ke and that young man finished handling a few matters that needed attention, the young man buried his head and began writing some documents. Only then did Chen Ke turn around. "Xingtai said Sister Qiu was also returning to China after he came back. You really made me wait." After speaking, Chen Ke looked Qiu Jin up and down. "Sister has become thinner from the running around during this period."

"Wenqing is in high spirits, on the contrary."

"Eating my fill then sleeping, eating after sleeping; I estimate I've gained quite a bit of weight."

After saying this, the two laughed heartily.

"Why didn't I see Zhenglan and Xingtai?" Qiu Jin had just looked around; some young men were busy around those experimental instruments, but she didn't recognize any of them.

"Zhenglan has been out selling medicine recently. Xingtai is lecturing next door."

"It seems everyone is very busy."

"Does Sister Qiu have any plans recently?"

"Does Wenqing have any instructions?"

"That depends on whether Sister Qiu is willing to condescend."

"How so?"

"If Sister Qiu wants to return to Shaoxing, I happen to have a sum of money to send to Brother Bosun. If Sister Qiu plans to stay in Shanghai, my nursing school here lacks a principal."

Qiu Jin had originally wanted to run a school in Shanghai. Hearing Chen Ke say this, she became interested.

"It seems Wenqing has earned quite a bit of money."

"This money is earned in large amounts, but it's spent even faster," Chen Ke laughed.

While the two were talking, He Zudao walked in quickly. "Wenqing, two gentlemen from Fudan Public School want to see you."

"Sister Qiu, wait a moment; I'll go welcome them in." After Chen Ke finished speaking, he stood up.

A moment later, Chen Ke led two people in. Qiu Jin didn't know the leader, but the one behind was an acquaintance of Qiu Jin. The two noticed each other almost simultaneously. "Xuanqing is also here?" that person shouted happily.

"Youren. Why did you come?"

The one speaking to Qiu Jin was Yu Youren. Both were members of the Guangfu Society and had met last year. Everyone hadn't seen each other for a long time, but meeting at Chen Ke's place brought both unexpected joy and considerable surprise. Seeing Chen Ke smiling foolishly, somewhat unable to make heads or tails of it, Qiu Jin hurriedly introduced Yu Youren to Chen Ke.

"I've long looked forward to meeting you." Chen Ke had heard this name but didn't remember this person's deeds. But someone who could make it into history books was definitely no ordinary person.

Yu Youren didn't stand on ceremony, however. He hurriedly introduced the other person to Chen Ke. "This is Mr. Yan Fu."

Chen Ke and Qiu Jin were instantly stunned. Qi Huishen was burying his head in writing a report. Hearing this name, he put down his pen and stood up abruptly. Before Chen Ke could speak, Qi Huishen asked somewhat stammeringly, "Is this the Mr. Yan Fu who wrote *Tianyanlun*?" Chen Ke felt that Qi Huishen's voice was trembling a bit.

"Exactly," Yu Youren replied.

Ever since seeing *Tianyanlun*, Qi Huishen had been a super fan of Yan Fu. He once had the thought of applying to the Beiyang Naval Academy. Today, learning that this "handsome uncle" standing before him was the Mr. Yan Fu he had always admired incomparably, he couldn't care about anything else. While excitedly saying, "Yan... Mr. Yan, hello. I've read your book; it's the utmost honor to meet you today," he walked up and extended his right hand. Having spent a long time with Chen Ke and the others, Qi Huishen was already very accustomed to shaking hands. Plus, having dealt with British people a lot recently, he was also accustomed to shaking hands when facing wealthy and powerful people. In his excitement, he had forgotten that meeting people like Yan Fu required bowing and saluting.

Although Qiu Jin was also excited, she wouldn't be like Qi Huishen after all. She watched with interest as Qi Huishen stole Chen Ke's limelight. According to Chen Tianhua, Chen Ke was the leader of this small group. Qiu Jin looked at Chen Ke, wondering what reaction Chen Ke would have to this. Chen Ke also looked overjoyed; he didn't care at all that Qi Huishen rushed ahead to shake hands. Seeing Yan Fu extend his hand slightly awkwardly, only to be held tightly by Qi Huishen, and then Qi Huishen dragging Yan Fu and stammering words of admiration, Chen Ke just grinned foolishly. He didn't have the slightest look of displeasure.

Qiu Jin had originally been somewhat suspicious of Chen Ke, wondering if Chen Ke might be a guy who appeared loyal but was actually treacherous. But looking at Chen Ke's performance, he really didn't seem like that kind of deeply hidden, crafty old fox. Instead, it was quite consistent with the behavior appropriate for his age of twenty-five. This actually made Qiu Jin somewhat confused.

Yan Fu had seen many fans like Qi Huishen. Seeing Qi Huishen dragging him and chattering, he was also a bit impatient. He withdrew his arm slightly. Qi Huishen wasn't completely muddled; he hurriedly let go and apologized. Then he turned and went out the door.

"Mr. Yan, my name is Chen Ke. I've long looked forward to meeting you. Mr. Yan honoring us with your presence is truly my utmost honor." After speaking, Chen Ke also extended his right hand. With Qi Huishen preceding him, Yan Fu was somewhat more accustomed to it. After shaking hands with Chen Ke, Yan Fu looked left and right. Chen Ke guessed that Yan Fu wanted to speak in a relatively quiet place. Over there, the testers doing experiments looked over with burning eyes one by one. Chen Ke shouted, "Comrades, this is Mr. Yan Fu. Everyone hurry up and say hello."

Hearing this, the experimenters said hello to Mr. Yan Fu together.

"You continue doing experiments. If it's convenient for Mr. Yan Fu later, everyone can come up and talk again." After speaking, Chen Ke pulled the cloth curtain in the middle of the room shut, then laughed, "We only have this kind of environment here. If Mr. Yan feels it's inconvenient, shall we go out and find a place to talk?"

"Here is fine too," Yan Fu replied.

Chen Ke hurriedly pulled over stools, wiped them one by one with the sleeve of his white lab coat, and let everyone sit.

"Mr. Yan came here; do you have any advice?"

Qiu Jin looked at the two with interest. Yan Fu was fifty-one this year, extremely handsome, came from a naval officer background, and had served as the principal of the Beiyang Naval Academy. That calm bearing honed over time was naturally extraordinary. Even in this ordinary, or rather somewhat crude environment, he commanded respect.

Chen Ke was only half Yan Fu's age and wore a very casual white lab coat. Of the stools in this room, Chen Ke chose the lowest one for himself to sit on. But that natural and considerate action just now, along with the sincere smile on his face, in Qiu Jin's view, meant his imposing manner was not at all inferior to Yan Fu's.

Both sides were silent for a moment. It was Yu Youren who spoke first. "Mr. Chen, our school is about to start, and this venue is about to be put into use. I wonder how much longer your remaining lectures will take."

"May I ask what position Mr. Yu holds at the school?"

"I am temporarily in charge of academic affairs; I am responsible for these venue matters."

"Ah, Mr. Yu, this was my oversight. The day before yesterday, at the end of the lecture, I told the students that the lecture series had ended. Yesterday I wrote a letter informing Mr. Ma of this matter. But I forgot to notify the school. I formally inform you now that the class has finished, and the school's venue will no longer be used. Please forgive the inconvenience caused to you and the school due to my oversight."

"Mr. Chen has misunderstood; I didn't come to condemn you for this matter. The school already knows about you stopping the lectures. The students are roused with indignation and insist that you finish this course. For this, the students sent representatives specifically to find Mr. Ma. Mr. Ma sent me here to ask how many class hours remain. If you don't mind, could you go to our school and finish this course?"

Hearing Yu Youren's words, Chen Ke didn't answer directly. Instead, he glanced at Yan Fu, seeing that Yan Fu was just looking at him with a serious expression. Chen Ke really couldn't understand; if it were just for this matter, it would absolutely be impossible to have Yan Fu personally take the field. But since Yan Fu had already come, how should he handle it?

Qiu Jin watched Chen Ke's actions and found it quite interesting. She also couldn't guess why Yan Fu had come. But Yan Fu definitely came prepared. Chen Ke drawing Yan Fu in as his own support was the best strategy. Seeing Chen Ke glance at Yan Fu, Qiu Jin knew Chen Ke was scheming about Yan Fu. While she was pondering, she heard Chen Ke speak. "Mr. Ma and the others care so much for the students; I admire it very much. I don't know what the students said, but this course has indeed been finished. I also said the same to Mr. Ma in the letter."

"Already finished?" Yu Youren actually had a look of surprise.

"Indeed, it has already finished." Chen Ke nodded with a smile.

Hearing Chen Ke say this, Yan Fu spoke up. "Mr. Chen. I read your great work. I also listened to your last few classes. Obviously, it wasn't finished."

"Mr. Yan, if you don't mind, just call me Wenqing." As Chen Ke spoke, he wrote these two characters on paper and handed it to Yan Fu.

Yan Fu glanced at it and put it down.

"Mr. Yan, I originally only prepared to finish lecturing on objective dialectics and subjective dialectics at Fudan Public School. I already completed my original plan the day before yesterday. The class is over." Chen Ke said with that candid face Qiu Jin was familiar with.

"Wenqing didn't plan to lecture on all the content?"

"Indeed, I didn't have this plan."

Listening to this dialogue, Qiu Jin really didn't know if Chen Ke was too serious or too arrogant. Hearing this, Qiu Jin somewhat understood what was going on. Chen Ke held a lecture series at Mr. Ma Xiangbo's school and also gave all the manuscripts to Mr. Ma Xiangbo. But he withdrew without lecturing on all the manuscripts. The students were reluctant to let him go. Ma Xiangbo was famous for cherishing students. Naturally, he wanted to ask Chen Ke to finish this course.

Who was Mr. Ma Xiangbo? He was Cai Yuanpei's teacher. It was definitely inappropriate for Mr. Ma to come forward personally. He sent Yu Youren to lobby, but feared Chen Ke wouldn't give face. As a result, he let Yan Fu come along.

If it were anyone else, they would probably have gone to lecture happily. In the literati circle of Jiangnan, Mr. Ma Xiangbo was a grandmaster. Gaining Mr. Ma's approval was equivalent to the entire Jiangnan literati world opening its doors to Chen Ke. But Chen Ke, not knowing what medicine he had taken wrongly, rejected it so seriously.

If playing hard to get with a boorish fellow, perhaps it would work. But playing this trick in front of Ma Xiangbo's disciple Yu Youren, and especially in front of a figure like Yan Fu... Chen Ke was probably still too green.

"Could it be that Wenqing has some difficulties?" Yan Fu asked.

"Difficulties are absolutely out of the question. In the plan I arranged, I really only prepared to lecture that much. Further on, my affairs have already been arranged. I cannot comply with Mr. Ma's kindness; I am very uneasy. But since I set a plan, I must abide by it. Mr. Yan, and Mr. Yu, I will specifically write a letter to explain this matter to Mr. Ma."

Chen Ke's meaning of rejection was so clear that he didn't even leave room for turning back. Not only Yan Fu and Yu Youren, but even Qiu Jin's expression changed. According to this meaning, Chen Ke would absolutely not go to lecture before completing his own plan. If Chen Ke changed his mind halfway, it could only prove that Chen Ke was a capricious villain.

But if Chen Ke didn't go to lecture, this air of importance was a bit frighteningly big. An ordinary scholar encountering such a situation would definitely climb up the pole. Hitching a ride on the big ship of Mr. Ma Xiangbo and Fudan Public School would be of unimaginable help to the future. If Qiu Jin had this opportunity, she would absolutely not let it go. But Chen Ke didn't take this to heart at all. From what he said now, he fundamentally only put his own affairs at the very front. Other things were not considered at all.

"Wenqing, are you really a scholar?" Qiu Jin thought to herself. Suddenly, Qiu Jin understood. Chen Ke might be a returned student; looking at Chen Tianhua's recommendation and Ma Xiangbo's attention, he should also be a literati. But Chen Ke had always claimed to be a revolutionary. Between his own career and prestige in the Jiangnan literati world, Chen Ke chose his own career.

"Wenqing, can't you choose a method that satisfies both sides?" Qiu Jin was really anxious for Chen Ke.
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Chapter 4 Yan Fu (2)

Qiu Jin was worried that Chen Ke's blunt rejection of Mr. Ma Xiangbo's invitation would trigger Yan Fu's displeasure. She placed her right arm on the table beside her, seemingly relaxed, but her body sat perfectly straight, and a hint of anxiety involuntarily surfaced on her face. Yu Youren also looked somewhat irritable. Mr. Ma Xiangbo had asked him to invite Chen Ke to lecture, and even Yan Fu had come forward. He had thought it should be a very easy matter, but it was rejected clearly and plainly by Chen Ke. The reason for refusal was actually that Chen Ke couldn't get away because of his own affairs. So he couldn't go to lecture.

It wasn't that Yu Youren couldn't accept this reason; what he couldn't accept was Chen Ke's attitude. Generally speaking, one should always decline tactfully, not reject bluntly.

In comparison, Yan Fu remained calm and composed, and Chen Ke still wore that sincere smile on his face. The two looked at each other for a moment. Only then did Yan Fu ask, "Wenqing, do you really not have any time at all?"

"Indeed, I don't right now. I won't be free until four months later."

"For something like lecturing, it would be fine if Wenqing just went and spoke. It would also let Mr. Ma have an explanation for the students."

"Mr. Yan, for someone of your great learning, as long as you speak, your words become the law, and you won't overstep the rules. I haven't finished my studies yet; it's merely the opinion of one school. Zengzi said, 'In planning for others, have I been unfaithful? In intercourse with friends, have I been untrustworthy?' Last time it was me lecturing myself; even if there were problems, it was my own lack of scholarship. Now I have my own plan; doing my best is already walking on thin ice. If I force myself to go lecture again, it would be nothing but unfaithful and untrustworthy."

Hearing Chen Ke actually use words from the *Analects*, Yan Fu smiled slightly. But he heard Chen Ke continue, "I respect Mr. Ma very much, so I will absolutely not be perfunctory about matters Mr. Ma instructs. It is truly beyond my ability."

Hearing this, Yan Fu couldn't help but laugh. "Since Wenqing says so, I cannot force someone to do what is difficult for them. I will reply to Mr. Ma about this matter."

Since Yan Fu said this, although Qiu Jin and Yu Youren felt it was a pity, they finally breathed a sigh of relief.

But they heard Yan Fu ask, "Looking at the equipment on Wenqing's side, presumably that specific medicine is produced here?"

"Exactly."

"There is one thing I don't understand; could Wenqing enlighten me?"

"Please speak frankly, Mr. Yan."

"Wenqing published the molecular formula of the specific medicine. As far as the domestic situation is concerned, I'm afraid only Wenqing's family can produce it. But abroad, there are probably thousands or tens of thousands who can produce it. Why did Wenqing let the foreigners gain an advantage for nothing? Could it be that the Great Qing shouldn't even produce a single medicine itself?"

Yan Fu's tone was still amiable, but the content of his words was already very dissatisfied. Chen Ke truly didn't expect Yan Fu to care so much about this matter. Qiu Jin and Yu Youren finally somewhat understood Yan Fu's purpose in coming here. Yan Fu himself naturally had no good feelings toward foreigners, and Chen Ke's actions had triggered Yan Fu's dissatisfaction.

"Mr. Yan, when I made this medicine, I didn't know you yet. As a commoner holding this medicine, I would naturally be spied on by those with intentions both inside and outside China. With just me earning money here, I don't know how many people would want my life. I couldn't handle it. If I had had someone with your distinguished reputation and noble character to back me up at that time, I naturally wouldn't have been afraid. Even if I gave this medicine to the country, it would be fine if I just had a little income. But I didn't know people of your kind, and although this medicine can save lives, its reputation is very bad. Ordinary people are jealous of my profit on one hand, and disdainful of me on the other. As everyone inclines, I also have to survive."

Yan Fu stared at Chen Ke, as if wanting to see Chen Ke's true thoughts from his straightforward gaze.

"I published this prescription, so those with intentions can naturally go make the medicine themselves. Moreover, those buying the medicine feel that I at least have the hardship of practicing medicine, so they won't go so far as to take my life. I saved my little life and have a slight income. I don't feel I had any other choice. As for the opinion of an upright gentleman like you about me, even if dissatisfied, you wouldn't go so far as to take my life. So I couldn't care about so much."

This was said cutely; Qiu Jin couldn't help covering her mouth and chuckling softly. Even Yan Fu sighed gently in resignation to suppress his smile. "Wenqing makes it sound pitiful."

Chen Ke replied with a smile, "The Sage teaches that one cannot cherish one's body when doing things. When I made this medicine, I didn't sleep for days and never took off my clothes except for bathing; these were all easy. But Mr. Yan, I can't want money over my life."

Yan Fu had already accepted Chen Ke's explanation. After hearing Chen Ke's last words, he couldn't help laughing out loud. Not only Yan Fu, but Qiu Jin and Yu Youren also nodded in agreement.

"Wenqing is well-versed in the ways of the world and answers fluently. I wonder which family you come from?" Yan Fu asked.

"This... when I left home, my parents said I was not allowed to report my family background. I cannot answer this matter."

"So that's how it is; there are difficulties." Hearing this, Yan Fu just nodded and didn't continue to ask about this matter. "Wenqing flattered me quite highly just now. I actually have a suggestion; would Wenqing care to listen?"

"Please speak frankly, Mr. Yan."

"I have old ties with the Shanghai Daotai Yan Shuxun. I could actually go lobby him to open a joint government-merchant pharmaceutical factory. Wenqing can make medicine boldly; presumably, no one will dare to make things difficult for Wenqing again."

Hearing this, everyone was quite surprised. Yan Fu's suggestion made it clear he wanted to help Chen Ke. Given Yan Fu's status, showing such care for a stranger probably implied some hidden meaning.

"Mr. Yan, I actually have a request."

"Please speak."

"There is no problem with opening a pharmaceutical factory, but for the civil side, Mr. Yan must be asked to come forward. All shares belong to Mr. Yan, and the matter of making medicine will be done by me. If dividends are distributed, I will take however much Mr. Yan gives me. If Mr. Yan cannot agree to do it this way, I cannot agree to the matter of jointly running a pharmaceutical factory."

Chen Ke's answer greatly exceeded Qiu Jin and Yu Youren's expectations again. Yan Fu, however, had long experience in officialdom and knew Chen Ke's meaning. He pondered for a moment before sighing, "Wenqing is truly clever."

"I'm just trying to save my little life. If not for the presence of someone like you, Mr. Yan, even if you gave me several guts, I wouldn't dare to participate in such a thing."

"Then I will notify Wenqing when I have news. I'll take my leave for today." After Yan Fu finished speaking, he stood up.

"Please wait a moment, Mr. Yan." Chen Ke took a book out of the drawer and wrote a few words on a piece of paper. "This is *Tianyanlun* written by you. Please sign your great name on it." After speaking, Chen Ke handed both the book and the paper to Yan Fu.

Yan Fu glanced at the book and immediately felt good will. This book had obviously been flipped through many times; the cover and the edges of the pages were a bit blackened from touching. The corners of the book were also somewhat worn round. But it happened to be very neat, without any creases or damage, showing that the reader cherished it extremely. He saw three characters written on the paper: "Qi Huishen."

"Who is Qi Huishen?" Yan Fu asked.

"It's that friend of mine just now. You also saw him; he admires you very much. He has read this book countless times."

Yan Fu smiled, walked to the table, picked up the writing brush Qi Huishen had just used, and waved the brush to write "Kept by Mr. Qi Huishen, presented by Yan Fu" on the title page. Then he got up and left. When passing through the courtyard, the young people already knew the famous Yan Fu had come. Seeing him come out, everyone lined up left and right, sandwiching the group in the middle, and greeted Yan Fu one after another. Yan Fu nodded to everyone with a composed expression; this demeanor was indeed not something Chen Ke could compare with.

Chen Ke and Qiu Jin saw the two to the street corner. Before parting, Yu Youren said, "Xuanqing, I'm currently living at Fudan Public School. Please come for a chat when you have time, Xuanqing."

Qiu Jin nodded in agreement, and the two sides parted. The students watched Yan Fu's figure disappear around the street corner, and seeing Chen Ke walk back, they ran back into the courtyard one after another.

Returning to the room, they saw Qi Huishen holding the book and blowing gently on the undried ink. He looked overjoyed. Seeing Chen Ke come in, he carefully put the book down and said repeatedly, "Many thanks, many thanks!"

Chen Ke laughed, "Get to work!"

Qiu Jin and Chen Ke sat down again. Only then did she ask, "Wenqing, why didn't you agree to Mr. Ma's invitation?"

"Sister Qiu, Tianhua said you knew he brought twenty-some people back."

"Mm."

"Look, there are dozens more people in the courtyard. Just lecturing these comrades, I'm already busy to death. Moreover, our Huangpu Book Society is about to organize a social investigation. I simply don't have time to go to Fudan's side."

"Social investigation? Investigating what?"

"The first social investigation is about the population situation in Shanghai. Where do they all come from, what do they rely on to live, and what plans do they have?"

"Uh?" Qiu Jin didn't understand this very well.

"Revolution requires knowing why we revolt. Without knowing what China really looks like now, how can we know how to revolt? We must understand the situation of the people. Oh, let me introduce you; this Comrade Qi Huishen is the leader of the research group for this social investigation."

Qi Huishen and Qiu Jin exchanged greetings. After a few casual polite remarks, he continued writing things.

Seeing Chen Ke looking slightly tired, Qiu Jin laughed, "Just now Wenqing answered Mr. Yan Fu fluently and was in high spirits. Why are you wilted now?"

"People like Mr. Yan Fu aren't easy to talk to. Talking to him, you have to gather your spirits." Chen Ke wiped his face and sighed. "The Master said: 'The superior man is easy to serve and difficult to please. If you try to please him in any way which is not accordant with right, he will not be pleased. But in his employment of men, he uses them according to their capacity.'"

Qiu Jin knew Chen Ke's national studies weren't too rotten, but hearing such bookishness dropped, she was rather unaccustomed to it. Fortunately, Chen Ke provided an explanation immediately.

"Mr. Yan came this time to see my capability. Whether to go lecture or not, and that matter of making medicine, were not the main purpose of his trip at all. I'm actually not a person who pays much attention to etiquette. having to cooperate with Mr. Yan's pace just now tired me to death."

Hearing this, Qiu Jin just smiled. Qi Huishen looked up slightly and glanced at Chen Ke. Chen Ke grinned at Qi Huishen. Qi Huishen buried his head and continued writing the draft. Although he suspected why Chen Ke wanted to say these relatively confidential words to Qiu Jin, Qi Huishen believed in Chen Ke. He knew Chen Ke wouldn't do things recklessly. Whatever doubts he had could be raised at today's Party meeting. He wasn't in a hurry for the moment.

After Chen Ke finished analyzing Yan Fu's purpose, Chen Tianhua happened to finish lecturing. The reunion of the three was naturally a joyous occasion. While everyone went out to eat together, Yan Fu had already arrived at Ma Xiangbo's home. On the way, Yu Youren had tried to talk to Yan Fu about today's matters, but Yan Fu replied with a few faint sentences and didn't have the attitude to continue talking. Yu Youren didn't dare to say much either. The two arrived at Mr. Ma's place in silence. After reporting the result of this trip, Yu Youren left tactfully.

"Jidao, having seen Chen Ke, how do you feel?"

"He was currying favor with me." Yan Fu put aside the demeanor that made Yu Youren dare not speak just now and replied relaxedly.

"Oh, for a big shot like you, he naturally has to curry favor." Mr. Ma made tea himself and poured it for both of them.

"When I saw this person, I remembered *Romance of the Three Kingdoms* on the way. Cao Cao evaluated Yuan Shao: 'He cherishes his life while doing great things, and forgets his life when seeing small profits.' This Chen Ke is only twenty-five, but he has the look of a hero." After the evaluation, Yan Fu told Mr. Ma Xiangbo about today's events in detail. Mr. Ma had never had any interest in such intriguing matters, so he didn't care much listening to it.

When Yan Fu finished speaking, he asked faintly, "Then how does Jidao plan to treat this Chen Wenqing?"

"Mr. Xiangbo, when you saw me last time, you said you felt this Chen Ke would inevitably bring chaos to the world. Why is this?"

Mr. Ma Xiangbo thought for a moment before saying, "There is a volume in his book that talks about the change of social systems, pointing directly to current malpractices, and speaking obscurely, absolutely never mentioning the word 'revolution.' But as long as one believes his book, one is bound to want to overthrow the imperial court. I have heard the arguments of many revolutionaries; although they are also patriotic, if you think further according to what they say, you can always see their extreme selfishness. Although Chen Ke's book is the opinion of one school, when used to interpret ancient and modern Chinese affairs, it holds water and has no flaws. Most importantly, it is unexpectedly without selfishness. Let alone the future, just now, the students are already discussing it heatedly. Many people have already begun to discuss how to overthrow the court. What kind of industrial country should be built after overthrowing the court? Sigh..."

Yan Fu nodded. "That Chen Ke knows when to advance and retreat, doesn't covet small profits, has excellent scholarship, and his bearing is also quite unusual. However, if it were a peaceful era, even if he wrote this book, he might not be able to do much. But now that the chaos of the world is already established, Chen Ke's heart in writing this book is clear for all to see; even his parents didn't dare to let Chen Ke report his family background. Moreover, I see that quite a few young people have gathered at his place now. Once these people learn Chen Ke's book, they will absolutely not let the matter rest with the court. Heh heh, there's no need to say more about what that Chen Ke wants to do."

Hearing Yan Fu's unkind tone, Mr. Ma Xiangbo asked somewhat worriedly, "Jidao, you wouldn't be thinking of going to..."

"The Boxer Calamity, and the court executing those six people, was already acting against the tide. I will absolutely not go to inform on him. This person Chen Ke writes books and establishes theories, gathering a crowd; as long as he is allowed to occupy land, it will be great chaos immediately. However, Mr. Xiangbo, I have already decided to take Chen Ke as a disciple. I take him as a disciple not for myself. First, I actually want to lend him a hand and see what exactly he can achieve. Moreover, Chen Ke needs something from me now, so he has to listen to some of my restraint. Second, if he really becomes a force, there will bound to be some critical moments in the world in the future. When that time comes, I will have to say something no matter what. With the status of his teacher, presumably, Chen Ke will listen to a thing or two."

The idea of taking Chen Ke as a disciple was first proposed by Mr. Ma Xiangbo. But he didn't expect Yan Fu to make up his mind so quickly. Mr. Ma Xiangbo was somewhat puzzled. "The matter of taking him as a disciple can be planned slowly; Jidao doesn't need to be anxious."

Yan Fu shook his head slightly. "This person Chen Ke is rather like Liu Bei; looking benevolent and righteous, he is actually a formidable ambitionist of the world and will absolutely not be willing to stay under others. If it were someone else, with Mr. Xiangbo's invitation, they would come up themselves no matter what. But that Chen Ke disdains this. Although his words were polite, he refused to borrow Mr. Xiangbo's name in the slightest. If I plan slowly, Chen Ke will definitely not be willing to cast himself under my gate. If I use other methods, that Chen Ke is very shrewd and may not fall into someone else's trap. Moreover, I actually don't know how to play these little tricks either. I might as well ask him to be a disciple openly and aboveboard. Chen Ke needs something from me now and will certainly not refuse."

Seeing Yan Fu speak decisively, Mr. Ma knew he had already made up his mind and began to worry about Yan Fu instead. He sighed deeply, "This is me implicating Jidao."

"Mr. Xiangbo speaks too heavily. Based on Chen Ke's words and deeds today, he is not yet enough to be my disciple. In the days to come, I will go to his place often to have a look. Only if he is truly 'straightforward and loves righteousness, examines people's words and observes their countenances, and is humble to others' will I take him as a disciple. If he is merely a person who 'assumes the appearance of virtue but acts in opposition to it,' then the matter of taking him as a disciple need not be mentioned again."

Mr. Ma Xiangbo was well-versed in national studies. He knew that the conditions Yan Fu put forward were actually Confucius's standards for a distinguished gentleman. Yan Fu started as the chief instructor, or dean, at the Beiyang Naval Academy and worked his way up to the principal of the Beiyang Naval Academy. He was very strict with students. Since he decided this today, he would absolutely not be lax in examining Chen Ke. The Sage's requirements for a distinguished gentleman were no more than this. Ma Xiangbo actually felt that Chen Ke might not be able to pass Yan Fu's inspection, and he felt somewhat relieved.

The two chatted about Fudan Public School for a while longer before Yan Fu rose to take his leave.

Walking on the road, Yan Fu felt somewhat guilty. There were some words he didn't dare say too much for fear of worrying Mr. Ma Xiangbo. Starting from the Nanyang Navy, Yan Fu had experienced hardships on the road of serving the country and had many failures and painfully etched memories.

Especially with the destruction of the Beiyang Navy in the First Sino-Japanese War, Yan Fu almost had thoughts of suicide. Only later did he write the book *Tianyanlun*. In the Gengzi year (1900), the Eight-Nation Alliance invaded Tianjin. In the early morning of June 17, the invading army captured the Dagu Forts, and then large numbers of troops marched into Tianjin. On the morning of the 27th, a force mainly composed of Russian troops poured countless shells. The Tianjin Machinery Bureau, founded in 1868, subsequently became a battlefield. The Naval Academy within the walls of the Machinery Bureau, along with the Machinery Bureau it was located in, was destroyed by the flames of war. Thus, a Machinery Bureau with huge investment and painstaking management for over 30 years and a Naval Academy managed for 20 years were all destroyed by the hands of foreign powers.

When the Beiyang Naval Academy was destroyed, Yan Fu was the principal. When forced to leave the school amidst the rumble of cannon fire, Yan Fu's face was covered in tears. At this time, the Old Buddha (Empress Dowager Cixi) had already taken the Guangxu Emperor and court ministers on a "Westward Hunt" (flight). Yan Fu had to flee to Shanghai and live in Changkangli, Zhabei. From then on, he began a life of running north and south, eating wherever he could.

However, Yan Fu later heard that the expectant Chiliarch Zong Yongde "knew he could not defend it, and fearing the gunpowder would aid the enemy, he dismissed the guards, ignited the gunpowder himself to burn the storehouse, and died with the enemy." He still had some vague impression of that officer; it seemed he had a big beard and a burly figure. He was introduced once by someone unknown at some time but hadn't spoken. This low-ranking officer could sacrifice his life for righteousness, yet he himself and the "Empress Dowager" and "Emperor" residing at the top of the Qing dynasty ran fast, escaping with their lives.

Afterward, Yan Fu's official career never recovered. Not only did the Westernization faction lose power, but he himself also had some intention of self-exile. In these few years, Yan Fu repeatedly pondered the path to save the country but always felt he couldn't grasp the main point. Even if schools were run, so what? Even if the Self-Strengthening Movement was launched, so what? The court was defeated again and again. China could never find the road to the future.

But reading Chen Ke's *The Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism*, Yan Fu finally saw a clear road being pointed out. Yan Fu was a master of national studies; he saw very clearly that there was much sophistry in Chen Ke's book, and even places where he clearly knew it was wrong but glossed over it. Regarding these places, he actually felt that for a twenty-five-year-old youth like Chen Ke, having such attainments was already very extraordinary. Lack of scholarship would inevitably lead to sophistry. But after listening to Chen Ke's lectures a few times, he thoroughly understood that Chen Ke's discussion of China was merely raising a banner for his own theory; Chen Ke focused on the future, not the past. In Chen Ke's class, this young man depicted the blueprint of a future industrial China clearly.

Mr. Ma Xiangbo hadn't gone to listen to Chen Ke's lectures, so he didn't know. Moreover, Mr. Ma Xiangbo had never been an official after all; he was merely a scholar running schools. Presumably, he wouldn't understand even if he listened. The students below the stage were the same.

Yan Fu had been an official all the way, from south to north, from factories to schools, and had also stayed in the court. He understood. Chen Ke had spoken so clearly and plainly about the blueprint of a new country, a new government, and even many specific operations. Among the people in the full house, Yan Fu believed that probably only he could truly understand.

That Chen Ke must be a descendant of some high official or noble family in the court. Yan Fu understood very well why Chen Ke mentioned today that "parents didn't allow me to report my family background." When Chen Ke rebelled, it would definitely not be a small skirmish. It would definitely shock the world. If his background were known, his family would inevitably face execution of the entire clan.

But Yan Fu didn't care about these anymore. In his youth, he went to the Royal Naval College in the UK with Liu Buchan, Lin Taizeng, Jiang Chaoying, Fang Boqian, He Xinchuan, Ye Zujue, Sa Zhenbing, Huang Jianxun, Jiang Yezhi, Lin Yingqi, and others. His classmates had already died in battle in the Yellow Sea. As the principal of the Beiyang Naval Academy, how many of his students had died for the country? He didn't even know the names of these people or where they died in battle. "Jiawu (1894)! Gengzi (1900)!" He, Yan Fu, perhaps should have died long ago; the reason he dragged out his ignoble existence until now was only because Yan Fu still hoped to see China's revival.

Whether Chen Ke rebelled wasn't important to Yan Fu. What Yan Fu worried about was whether this young man Chen Ke could build a new industrial China as he said. As long as this goal could be achieved, Yan Fu felt he would die without regrets.

Recalling today's meeting, Yan Fu saw very clearly that facing Mr. Ma Xiangbo's invitation, Chen Ke wavered for just an instant. Although it was only an instant, Chen Ke recovered himself and withstood the temptation.

"Chen Wenqing, can you really persist on that road you wrote yourself? Can you turn what you wrote into reality? I'd like to see if you are worthy of being my disciple," Yan Fu thought to himself. But he knew that the sentence he really wanted to say to himself was another simple one: "Don't let me be disappointed again."
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The day after Yan Fu visited Chen Ke's place, Qin Wu'an, the accountant of the People's Party, and Chen Ke distributed the day's wages to the workers of the school construction engineering team together. After Chen Ke and Yuwen Badu agreed on the price, he "took it upon himself" to pay the workers daily. This was a loophole in the contract because it didn't specify who the salary should be given to. Qin Wu'an and Du Zhenghui, as supervisors, were responsible for the daily salary distribution.

Yuwen Badu looked as if he had eaten a sour persimmon; his face was almost twisted together. He had never seen such a "master."

As a labor contractor in 1905, Yuwen Badu was considered quite capable. Of course, Yuwen Badu was very familiar with various little tricks for squeezing money. Among them, the most important was none other than firmly grasping the power to distribute money.

In Yuwen Badu's impression, Chen Ke was a very shrewd rich man, and judging by his attire, he was also educated. Yuwen Badu had seen such people before; most were mean, harsh, and nitpicking types. They rarely went to the construction site, and even if they did, they looked at the workers with a gaze mixed with disdain and a sense of superiority. Then they would make a show of patrolling around and pick some faults out of nothing. Of course, some more lenient ones might pretend to be generous and claim to add a meal for the workers. Those who were good for nothing would clamor to deduct money.

No matter how they fussed, Yuwen Badu could handle it. Moreover, their fussing was actually not bad; those fellow villagers below sometimes needed a beating. They would slack off whenever they had nothing to do. Since the power to distribute money was in Yuwen Badu's hands anyway, he just used these opportunities to deduct some wages for himself.

So when Yuwen Badu lost control over the distribution of money, his pain and panic even exceeded his own imagination. This was the first time Yuwen Badu had encountered such a situation in so many years. If it were before, Yuwen Badu still had the last resort of "the fish dies and the net breaks"—that is, simply pulling the engineering team away and then spreading many bad words about this master. If the project stopped halfway, the master over there definitely wouldn't be able to bear it and would eventually have to ask Yuwen Badu back.

Now, it wasn't just Yuwen Badu's engineering team that was busy on the construction site; there was also an engineering team organized by Chen Ke himself, and the number of people was even greater than Yuwen Badu's. Quitting work simply wouldn't have the effect of strangling them. Watching his fellow villagers line up neatly and collect their wages with beaming smiles, Yuwen Badu felt waves of panic.

At the Party meeting in the evening, after Qin Wu'an reported the project progress to the comrades, Chen Ke said to the Party cell personnel: "To win over the masses, we must first know where the interests of the masses lie. We must not only consider long-term interests but especially consider short-term interests. Let's first try to see how to win over Yuwen Badu's team of Anhui people."

This was a formal Party meeting. As the chairman of this Party meeting, Chen Ke was assigning tasks to the comrades.

"To what extent do we need to win them over?" Qi Huishen asked. Within the People's Party, Qi Huishen clearly occupied the second seat. No one tried to challenge Qi Huishen's position, but Chen Ke knew that quite a few comrades were already dissatisfied with Qi Huishen handling almost all the work. For example, Hua Xiongmao.

"Who will specifically do this work?" Hua Xiongmao asked in a frivolous tone. It was Hua Xiongmao who introduced Yuwen Badu to Chen Ke, and when Chen Ke first proposed winning over Yuwen Badu, he also said it to Hua Xiongmao. He naturally hoped to preside over this work himself.

Qi Huishen already had a lot of work on hand. If he took this on as well, he really couldn't handle it. However, Hua Xiongmao's words made Qi Huishen feel very uncomfortable. With Chen Ke as an example, Qi Huishen also worked tirelessly, going to bed late and getting up early every day. To Qi Huishen's ears, the meaning behind Hua Xiongmao's words was clearly mockery, not volunteering to undertake the work.

Before Qi Huishen could speak, Chen Ke had already taken over the conversation. "It won't work to try to grasp everything at once. I have a proposal now."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Hua Xiongmao looked at Chen Ke with a face full of expectation. Other comrades estimated that this work wouldn't fall on their heads anyway, so they didn't care much.

"Comrades, the first part of the Party lessons has been finished. I think everyone already knows the platform and purpose of the People's Party, right?" Chen Ke's words somewhat surprised the comrades. But everyone gathered their spirits.

"I already know," Hua Xiongmao said, beating Qi Huishen to it. Since Hua Xiongmao had already spoken, everyone didn't want to say anything more.

"The platform of the People's Party is to launch a people's revolution and build a socialist New China. I wonder if comrades have any opinions on this?" Chen Ke asked.

You Gou frowned slightly. Out of a woman's keen intuition, You Gou felt there were quite a few other meanings in these words. "I have no opinion on this. What exactly does Wenqing want to do? Hmm, I should say, what does Wenqing plan to do with the People's Party?"

"I plan to reorganize the People's Party." Chen Ke answered this question straightforwardly.

Most comrades showed surprised expressions. Zhou Yuanxiao still looked cold. Chen Tianhua and He Zudao seemed slightly nervous. Wu Xingchen looked carefree, as if whatever Chen Ke did was fine. Qin Wu'an looked as usual, just listening seriously to Chen Ke's speech.

"I must explain today that future work will enter the first stage. The goal is to build base areas and launch armed uprisings. This is already planning to rebel. No, this is already rebelling. So I ask everyone to think seriously about whether you really want to participate in the revolution."

After speaking, Chen Ke scanned the circle of comrades. After Chen Ke finished lecturing on the materialist view of history, the comrades all knew that Chen Ke intended to rebel, but after these words were spoken clearly by Chen Ke, everyone still felt somewhat shocked.

"Can I withdraw?" Zhou Yuanxiao broke the silence.

Chen Ke nodded. "Yes, I won't force anyone to stay. Brother Zhou, I will talk to you about the workshop later. As a friend, I hope Brother Zhou keeps some things secret for us."

Everyone's gaze focused on Zhou Yuanxiao. Amidst such doubtful and dissatisfied gazes, Zhou Yuanxiao stood up. He looked somewhat relieved. Regarding Chen Ke's reminder, Zhou Yuanxiao replied, "Wenqing, don't worry; I will absolutely not betray everyone."

You Gou wanted to say something, probably to persuade Zhou Yuanxiao to stay. But she tried to speak several times but couldn't get the words out. In the end, she simply turned her head, probably not wanting to watch Zhou Yuanxiao leave the venue. Chen Ke noticed this and gave You Gou a gentle smile. You Gou saw Chen Ke's smile but lowered her head.

Zhou Yuanxiao walked out of the crowd quickly as if relieved of a heavy burden. Near the door, his steps slowed down. Zhou Yuanxiao didn't want to participate in rebellion; rebelling meant opposing the imperial court. If caught by the court, one would be beheaded. He wasn't stupid; halfway through the lectures, Zhou Yuanxiao was very clear that Chen Ke definitely intended to rebel. Although Chen Ke had guaranteed Zhou Yuanxiao that he wouldn't let him participate in armed struggle, once the rebellion really started, could Chen Ke's words be realized?

Zhou Yuanxiao had joined Chen Ke's political party only when he was desperate back then. If Chen Ke had really risen up in rebellion at that time, perhaps Zhou Yuanxiao would have followed Chen Ke. Zhou Yuanxiao still remembered Chen Ke saying confidently at that time: "Brother Zhou, once you become a Party member, you will become a new person."

Yes, after becoming a Party member and listening to Party lessons, Zhou Yuanxiao had indeed changed. The lessons Chen Ke gave the students were just the surface. After the open classes ended, Chen Ke lectured deeper. Not only the materialist view of history but also *Das Kapital*. Zhou Yuanxiao really didn't know before that there were such principles in the world. Uncovering the complex surface of this world, there were actually such invisible laws governing the operation of the world. Zhou Yuanxiao didn't have much work and had plenty of time to reflect. Comparing his past experiences, Zhou Yuanxiao could finally see where he had gone wrong back then. Why he had lost everything in such a mess.

"If I could start over, I would absolutely not fail," Zhou Yuanxiao couldn't help saying to himself. Precisely because of this confidence, Zhou Yuanxiao didn't want to revolt anymore. For him, rather than expecting revolutionary results that might be realized at some unknown time in the future, it was better to grasp the present to restore his family business.

Zhou Yuanxiao could see that this group of people really intended to rebel. Since he made this determination, he actually dared not say it out loud. Chen Ke looked gentle, but based on that life-risking ruthlessness when he worked, Zhou Yuanxiao knew Chen Ke was definitely not such an easy-going person. Neither Qi Huishen nor Hua Xiongmao were pushovers. And that Wu Xingchen who always liked to smile sinisterly—having seen the translator who offended You Gou and Chen Ke beaten to a pulp, Zhou Yuanxiao knew he absolutely couldn't afford to provoke Wu Xingchen. If these few people felt he was unreliable, he probably wouldn't escape the clutches of the People's Party.

Originally, Zhou Yuanxiao was still worried about when he could propose to Chen Ke that he wanted to leave the People's Party. He didn't expect the opportunity to come so quickly. Even less did he expect Chen Ke to be so reasonable. Warning him not to leak this group's secrets—Zhou Yuanxiao would absolutely not leak them. These people had no action at all right now; even if he reported to the officials, so what? Moreover, that Qi Huishen was so keen on revolution, yet happened to be the young master of the Qi family. Presumably, even if the People's Party were caught, nothing would really happen.

Even if the government really killed Qi Huishen, once Master Qi knew the person who betrayed his only beloved son was him, his own end wouldn't bear thinking about.

With a feeling of "hurriedly fleeing Jinshan Temple," Zhou Yuanxiao walked quickly to the main gate but couldn't help stopping. A strong sense of discomfort suddenly surged up. Among those people behind him was You Gou; she had helped him when he was in the most difficulty, which was kindness like sending charcoal in snowy weather. Not to mention Chen Ke; his ability to pull himself together again relied entirely on Chen Ke. More importantly, getting along day and night for these few months made Zhou Yuanxiao feel so accustomed to it. Leaving here now actually gave him a feeling of being exiled from a warm family. Zhou Yuanxiao stood at the doorway; just one more step forward would allow him to escape the dangerous future, but he felt his legs were filled with lead, unable to take this step no matter what.

Zhou Yuanxiao turned his head back. Everyone was still sitting there as before. The distance was relatively far, and those blaming looks he could distinguish clearly before were no longer very clear. Zhou Yuanxiao did see You Gou look up; the expression on her face should be one of expectation, right? And Chen Ke looked at him with a smile on his face. That was a smile of understanding. Zhou Yuanxiao made up his mind again. He said loudly, "I will absolutely not betray everyone. Everyone rest assured." Then he turned and walked out the door without looking back.

Seeing Zhou Yuanxiao really leave, Chen Ke breathed a sigh of relief. Based on observations so far, Zhou Yuanxiao was not a true revolutionary. Even if Zhou Yuanxiao didn't leave, Chen Ke wouldn't entrust him with heavy responsibilities. It was actually a good thing that Zhou Yuanxiao had the courage to leave voluntarily. With him taking the lead, presumably, if other comrades wanted to leave, they would also have more courage. An organization must retain voluntary Party members; otherwise, those disloyal ones would inevitably become hidden dangers.

"Are there any other comrades who want to leave? If you feel you are unwilling to rebel, then leave now."

No one spoke. After waiting for a while, no one left.

"Then, comrades. The People's Party not only wants to overthrow the Manchu Qing government; first of all, as a political party, the People's Party is an organization, and this organization has its own discipline. I have already drafted this organizational discipline. Comrades, please take a look." After speaking, Chen Ke took out a stack of documents and distributed them to everyone.

Chen Tianhua received this document and saw that on it was Chen Ke's fountain pen writing, which was already somewhat presentable, not some printed document. Chen Tianhua wondered secretly, could it be that when this platform was drafted, Chen Ke didn't even discuss it with Qi Huishen? He glanced at Qi Huishen and saw him reading the document with rapt attention. Chen Tianhua buried his doubts in his heart and began reading the document.

1. This Party is named the "Chinese People's Party." 2. The Party's platform is as follows:     (1) The revolutionary army must overthrow the Manchu Qing regime composed of the landlord and noble classes together with the proletariat, and must support the working and peasant classes until social class distinctions are eliminated;     (2) Acknowledge the dictatorship of the proletariat until the end of class struggle, that is, until the elimination of social class distinctions;     (3) Eliminate private land ownership and establish a modern industrial state led by public ownership;     (4) Unite with the Second International. 3. This Party acknowledges the system of management by representative conferences, organizes workers, peasants, laborers, and soldiers, and acknowledges that the Party's fundamental political purpose is to implement social revolution; members of the Chinese People's Party must completely sever all connections with parties and groups attempting to oppose this Party's platform. Party members must strictly observe the principles of: the individual obeys the organization, the minority obeys the majority, the lower level obeys the higher level, and the whole Party obeys the Central Committee. This applies to both ordinary Party members and cadre Party members. 4. Anyone who acknowledges this Party's platform and policies and is willing to become a loyal Party member, upon introduction by one Party member, regardless of gender or nationality, may be accepted as a Party member and become our comrade. But before joining our ranks, they must sever all connections with parties and groups attempting to oppose this Party's platform. 5. The procedures for accepting new Party members are as follows: probationary Party members must undergo observation by the committee in their locality, with an observation period of at least two months. After the observation period expires, upon the agreement of the majority of Party members, they may be accepted into the Party. If an executive committee is established in that region, it should be approved by the executive committee. 6. When the Party is in a secret state, the Party's important propositions and Party member identities should be kept secret. 7. Wherever there are more than five Party members, a committee should be established. 8. Members of a committee may transfer to a committee in another place upon introduction by the local committee secretary. 9. Any local committee with no more than ten Party members should have one secretary; those with more than ten should have one finance commissioner, one organization commissioner, and one propaganda commissioner each; those with more than thirty should elect an executive committee from the members of the committee. The constitution of the executive committee shall be formulated separately. 10. When the number of Party members in local organizations of workers, peasants, soldiers, and students is large, they may be sent to work in other areas, but they must be under the strict supervision of the local executive committee. 12. The finances, activities, and policies of local committees should be under the supervision of the Central Executive Committee. 13. When the number of Party members in a committee exceeds five hundred, or five committees are established in the same place, an executive committee composed of ten people should be appointed by the National Representative Conference. If the above requirements cannot be realized, a provisional Central Executive Committee should be established. Detailed rules regarding the work and organization of the executive committee shall be formulated separately. 14. Unless compelled by law, Party members may not serve as government officials or members of parliament without the Party's special permission. Soldiers, police, and staff are not subject to this limitation. 15. This platform may only be amended with the agreement of two-thirds of the representatives at the National Congress.

The document wasn't long, and Chen Ke's handwriting wasn't large; it was finished in less than a page. While writing the book on the materialist view of history with Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua had discussed a lot with him. After returning to the People's Party, he had also discussed deeply with Chen Ke many times. Other comrades had undergone comprehensive Party lesson education, or at least comprehensive theoretical education. Everyone could understand this Party organization platform.

Chen Tianhua's gaze fell on the third article: "Members of the Chinese People's Party must sever all connections with parties and groups attempting to oppose this Party's platform." Chen Ke had explained the difference between people's revolution and property owners' revolution very clearly. For Chen Tianhua, if he joined the People's Party, he would have to sever all relations with the Tongmenghui and the Huaxinghui. Picking at the words one by one, Chen Tianhua's heart was very unsettled. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were Chen Tianhua's close comrades-in-arms. Severing relations, and *all* relations at that—this was very severe.

At this moment, he heard Hua Xiongmao laugh: "Wenqing, you prepared this platform before meeting me, didn't you?" Hearing this, Chen Tianhua looked up at Hua Xiongmao. Not only Chen Tianhua, but everyone's eyes fell on Hua Xiongmao's face. Having gotten along for these few months, everyone knew Hua Xiongmao was the earliest in the Party to follow Chen Ke. Although Qi Huishen's status rose quickly, the time he knew Chen Ke wasn't considered very early. You Gou, Wu Xingchen, and even Zhou Yuanxiao who just left knew Chen Ke earlier than Qi Huishen. Was Hua Xiongmao saying this to faintly show off his seniority? To demonstrate to Qi Huishen?

He only heard Hua Xiongmao continue reading: "'When the Party is in a secret state, the Party's important propositions and Party member identities should be kept secret.' Wenqing, you have been observing this discipline all along. Everyone has known you for so long, yet you hemmed and hawed for a long time without telling the Party's important propositions. Haha. Sure enough, a good Party member."

Qi Huishen rolled his eyes at Hua Xiongmao but didn't comment on Hua Xiongmao's words. He asked with slight hesitation, "Wenqing, what does the Party plan to do about compradors in the future?" Hearing this, You Gou's eyes lit up, and she stared intently at Chen Ke. Others also waited for Chen Ke's answer with their own different worries.

"This manuscript is our organizational platform. What I want to discuss today is also the organizational model of the People's Party. Huishen's question was actually discussed in the Party lessons before." Chen Ke answered this question calmly.

Chen Tianhua attended the big lecture held by the People's Party, but he went to Japan afterward. He didn't attend the People's Party's Party lessons. He scanned the others and saw everyone frowning in thought; even Wu Xingchen looked like this.

Seeing everyone silent, Chen Ke assumed the crowd wouldn't say anything more, so he simply spoke up. "I came out to revolt, and my parents wouldn't let me report my family background. Huishen and You Gou's families are compradors, landlords. Zhenglan's family, gentry, landlords. Brother Wu is a hall master of the Tiandihui. Zudao and Wu'an's families, workshop owners, petty bourgeoisie. Tianhua has close relations with the Huaxinghui and the Tongmenghui. We eight people all came out of the old system. If you insist on talking about family background, none of us are poor common people. However, on what basis is organizational discipline established? It is established on our stance. Are we standing on the stance of the people's revolution, or on the stance of other classes? Just this one point determines everyone's choice."

Chen Ke finished speaking and looked at everyone. The comrades still had no intention of speaking; each was listening and pondering.

"Let's vote now. Who exactly stands on the stance of the people's revolution?" After speaking, Chen Ke raised his own hand. One by one, everyone raised their arms high. The first to raise his arm was actually Wu Xingchen; Chen Ke didn't quite understand why he was so active.

"Put your hands down," Chen Ke said, lowering his own arm first.

"I said before, revolution is not for killing people, and I won't ask everyone to kill their fathers and mothers to prove their revolutionary consciousness. If people like us, including future new Party members, have parents, relatives, and friends at home who stand on a different political stance from us, or even become reactionaries... As long as they don't raise a butcher's knife against the people, we won't touch a hair on their heads. Even if they committed crimes against the people, as long as they can repent thoroughly, we will also give them a way out and give policies."

Hearing this, You Gou breathed a sigh of relief lightly. Just then, Chen Ke said heavily: "But!" Hearing this heavy and loud "but," You Gou shivered slightly.

"But, our Party's organization requires that everyone's stance must absolutely not be wrong. You cannot stand on the stance of those parties and groups attempting to oppose this Party's platform just because of parents, relatives, and friends. Party members are not allowed to betray the Party and defect to those parties and groups attempting to oppose this Party's platform. If everyone cannot do this, then you can leave now. If everyone feels they will be 'in Cao's camp but with their heart in Han,' or have a foot in two boats, then please leave now. Because, after this constitution is passed, I will lead everyone to swear an oath to join the Party. Leaving now, we just have different political stances, and everyone is still friends. Once you swear, if you leave again because you cannot observe the Party's discipline, that is a traitor. I guarantee to everyone, in the process of overthrowing the Manchu Qing regime that is about to begin, we will absolutely not let off any traitor."

"I was a Party member to begin with; I join," Hua Xiongmao said carelessly. "Let's vote right now."

"Please wait a moment." Chen Tianhua interrupted the voting process. "Wenqing, then what views does Wenqing have regarding other political parties?"

"That is a technical matter. What we need to vote on is everyone's stance." Chen Ke finished speaking and smiled. Unlike his previous smiles, Chen Ke's face was indeed smiling, but his eyes were not. Those elite pupils were so bright they seemed able to see through people's minds.

Chen Tianhua understood instantly. If according to organizational discipline, his behavior was actually standard behavior of being unable to sever relations with "parties and groups attempting to oppose this Party's platform."

Chen Tianhua participated in the establishment of the Tongmenghui and also participated in the fierce internal debates and factional struggles. He was very clear about the purposes of the various factions of the Tongmenghui. The political stances between the People's Party and the Tongmenghui, and between the People's Party and Song Jiaoren, were destined to erupt in fierce conflict. More accurately, the two sides would inevitably be in a hostile state in the future.

Unknowingly, Chen Tianhua had closed his eyes, and his jaw was clenched tightly, so much so that the muscles on both cheeks bulged. The voices and smiles of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren floated in his mind. The friendship of comrades-in-arms was definitely not that easy to cut off. But Chen Tianhua knew that after so much thinking and exploring, so many failures and setbacks, only after meeting Chen Ke did he find a road where the future could truly be seen. Thinking of these, the fear and hesitation he once had back then floated into his heart again. That deep despair was like falling into a bottomless abyss, and he simply didn't know where the end was.

Just then, Chen Ke's gentle voice entered Chen Tianhua's ears. "Xingtai, if you can't decide, talk about it later."

Chen Tianhua opened his eyes and saw that Chen Ke had recovered that usual gentle expression. Chen Ke was even looking at him with a smile, his eyes full of understanding and tolerance. Although some of the surrounding comrades had disdain on their faces, the expectant looks of Qi Huishen and You Gou warmed Chen Tianhua's heart. That was not the look of coercion and pressure most common among Chen Tianhua's other revolutionary comrades. Instead, it was the encouraging gaze of comrades walking ahead expecting him, who had fallen behind, to catch up quickly.

In this time at the People's Party, there was no intrigue, no perverse and tyrannical atmosphere born of disappointment. This was an organization that moved forward constantly through learning knowledge, through hard work and serious effort. Although there were also quarrels, they never slandered anyone. Everyone always had laughter, like a warm fire in a cold night, not only pointing out the direction for people marching in the cruel cold darkness but also making the hearts of people marching in the cruel dark night feel warm.

"No need. I join the Party. I will strictly observe all organizational disciplines of the People's Party," Chen Tianhua said firmly.
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Chapter 6 The Chinese People's Party (2)

A very simple red cloth hung on the wall; even the edges hadn't been hemmed, and it looked rather rough and hasty. "We Chinese like the color red, and seeing red also brings revolution to mind. Let's tentatively set the Party flag as a red flag. As for the emblem on it, it's too late to decide today. When we have time later, we'll hold a meeting to discuss it," Chen Ke said in a serious tone.

No one raised any objections. There was so much work now; there was indeed no need to spend too much time on this.

Chen Tianhua was rather emotional after hearing this. Whether it was the Huaxinghui or the Tongmenghui, the time spent on the emblem, flag, and various details was very significant. Especially the Tongmenghui; Chen Tianhua was still in Shanghai at the time. Later, hearing people talk about the situation then, it was truly a farce.

When discussing the Tongmenghui flag and the future national flag of the Republic of China, fierce arguments occurred among all parties. Sun Yat-sen strongly advocated using the Blue Sky with a White Sun flag but faced many objections. Some proposed the 18-Star flag, some the Golden Melon and Battle-Axe flag, Liao Zhongkai advocated the Well-Field character flag, and others advocated the Five-Colored flag. Huang Xing thought the Blue Sky with a White Sun flag was not beautiful in form, so Sun Yat-sen added a red ground to it, forming the Blue Sky with a White Sun and a Wholly Red Earth flag, which still wasn't passed. After Liu Kuiyi's mediation, various proposals were kept as pending cases. Although the national flag had no set form, later the revolutionary army all used the Blue Sky with a White Sun and a Wholly Red Earth flag as a standard, and Huang Xing repeatedly served as commander-in-chief, expressing no objection for the sake of the overall situation.

Just to discuss a Tongmenghui flag, the draft was changed several times, actually spending more than three days. And the so-called "future Republic of China" was far away on the horizon. The comrades of the Tongmenghui were overseas, and many were even wanted criminals, unable even to show their faces legally and publicly. But for the national flag of this illusory future country, they actually spent so much energy discussing and arguing, and the result? The national flag plan was still "kept as a pending case."

Chen Tianhua knew very well that it wasn't that this flag was really so hard to draw. Rather, all parties wanted to use the flag and emblem to strive for the exposition of their own political concepts and strive to establish their own political concepts as the mainstream.

Compared with the People's Party, the Tongmenghui was a fragmented alliance of disparate groups, with absolutely no completely consistent political platform. Even on the most basic concept of the political system, the Tongmenghui couldn't reach a consensus. Sun Yat-sen advocated completely copying the American model. In this regard, the Huaxinghui only reached an alliance relationship with Sun Yat-sen after accepting his concept of nation-building. Before this, the Huaxinghui didn't even have a political system concept for a New China; they merely hoped to establish their own armed force and eliminate the Manchu Qing forces in Hunan. As for the Guangfu Society, they hoped to establish a new dynasty. The Guangfu Society had no interest in the republican system.

The People's Party was completely different; it had already established its own political concepts before the party was founded. Chen Tianhua himself admitted that this political concept was several streets ahead of those concepts of the Tongmenghui.

Looking again at the surrounding People's Party comrades, counting himself, there were only eight people. Compared with the people attending the founding assembly of the Tongmenghui, this number simply couldn't compare. But in terms of the complexity of their origins, it was not inferior at all. This political party, which should have generated fierce quarrels, actually didn't have such a situation appear at all. Chen Tianhua still remembered how, at the Tongmenghui meetings, the crowd argued endlessly around some small matters that now seemed simply trivial. If Chen Tianhua hadn't met Chen Ke and hadn't discussed and written the book on materialist dialectics with Chen Ke, he estimated he would also have fallen into such a chaotic vortex.

When Chen Tianhua tried to explain his own political concepts at the Tongmenghui meeting, he suddenly discovered a very laughable thing. Why did Tongmenghui comrades from all sides engage in that seemingly boring quarreling? Chen Tianhua suddenly figured it out. Overseas figures like Sun Yat-sen didn't treat China as their own country at all. So their propositions were merely to seize the leadership of China. Standing on a so-called moral high ground was a necessity for Sun Yat-sen. Since China was not currently under Sun Yat-sen's leadership, making any compromise or saying any "advanced concept" wouldn't cause any loss to the overseas faction represented by Sun Yat-sen. As long as someone responded to him, it was pure gain.

The Guangfu Society was a political party rooted in the local area of Jiangnan. What they wanted to do was to ensure the interests of the Jiangnan gentry class, who were threatened by foreigners. For the basic economic foundation of the existing regime—landlords were the true core force of China—they absolutely wanted to protect it. The new dynasty they hoped to build was a dynasty that could protect the economic interests of landlords and resist foreign invasion.

Regarding the attitudes of these political parties, Chen Ke had told Chen Tianhua very clearly long ago. But Chen Tianhua felt at the time that Chen Ke was "gauging the heart of a gentleman with the measure of a small man." Only after he personally met these "gentlemen" did he understand that Chen Ke hadn't used any deception or slander.

Standing in the venue, Chen Tianhua had already understood that the concept of people's revolution he proposed would undoubtedly meet with opposition from the Jiangnan Guangfu Society. And Sun Yat-sen might not necessarily be able to accept this more advanced concept either. Because Chen Tianhua was undoubtedly "stealing his business." So Chen Tianhua, who was usually eloquent and talked endlessly, behaved timidly and spoke vaguely. Because he was also observing what effect his words were actually having. Whenever the concept of people's revolution was touched upon, the representatives of landlord origin frowned unconsciously, and disapprobation also appeared on the faces of Sun Yat-sen and other overseas faction members. Once Chen Tianhua changed his tack and his statement conformed to a certain party's concept, a satisfied look would appear on the faces of people from that faction. While the opposing faction began to show expressions of dissatisfaction.

When Chen Tianhua finished speaking himself, he found that his entire speech was just a completely self-contradictory, very twisted set of stuff. Compared with the systematic political concepts proposed by Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua was so ashamed at the time that he wished he could burrow into the ground. This was the reason why Chen Tianhua gave up his cadre position within the Tongmenghui. This was also the reason why Chen Tianhua brought a group of young people who could accept the materialist view of history back to the People's Party together.

He was completely disappointed with the Tongmenghui.

Before deciding to leave, Chen Tianhua had a deep talk with Song Jiaoren. Song Jiaoren had absolutely no concept of people's revolution, and instinctively had no interest. Song Jiaoren had turned into a constitutional republican. No matter how Chen Tianhua tried to persuade Song Jiaoren, Song Jiaoren "refused to come to his senses." Instead, he expressed strong dissatisfaction with Chen Tianhua proposing such an "unrealistic" idea as "people's revolution."

So Chen Tianhua made the final determination to leave Japan and leave the Tongmenghui.

What is the people, what is society, what is the country, what is class? The political concepts of the People's Party absolutely did not avoid these fundamental questions. The political concepts of the People's Party strove to expound views on these fundamental questions and strove to let everyone see through the true face of the world. Comrades all had an appearance of very much wishing to learn and thoroughly understand this kind of political concept that didn't fool people at all. At least Chen Tianhua himself was like this. This Party's political platform was like a magnet, forcing Chen Tianhua to gaze at it and approach it.

In the theoretical parts that the Tongmenghui simply dared not or was unwilling to touch and deepen, the People's Party poured almost all its strength. So when this red cloth hung on the wall and Chen Ke asked everyone to face this red cloth and swear an oath to join the Party, no one raised any objections. This was unimaginable in the Tongmenghui, but in the People's Party, this was logical and natural.

Chen Ke faced everyone, back to the Party flag, standing at attention, raising his right hand and making a fist at shoulder height. The other seven comrades stood in a row facing the red flag, raising their right hands in the same posture.

"I swear," Chen Ke said.

"I swear," the comrades said together.

"I volunteer to join the Chinese People's Party."

"I volunteer to join the Chinese People's Party."

"Uphold the Party's platform."

"Uphold the Party's platform."

"Observe the Party's constitution."

"Observe the Party's constitution."

...

At first, everyone's voices were a bit uneven, and some comrades, like He Zudao, even had some timidity and unease in their voices. Following Chen Ke sentence by sentence in reciting the oath, the comrades' voices became more and more uniform, and even their emotions gradually stabilized and soared. Being with like-minded comrades, everyone felt a greater strength.

"Keep Party secrets."

"Keep Party secrets."

"Be loyal to the Party."

"Be loyal to the Party."

"Work actively."

"Work actively."

...

When Chen Ke swore oaths before, he felt these oaths were merely some ordinary requirements, just going through the motions. Accompanying his painstaking founding of the People's Party, he increasingly understood the importance of these oaths. The Party members back then were also just ordinary people; they didn't have three heads and six arms, nor could they ride clouds and drive mist. But the Party's course was solidly engraved in Chinese history. All Party members fulfilled their promises, and then completed unprecedented feats. When leading the comrades to read the oath, Chen Ke didn't observe the comrades as he had thought; on the contrary, he himself was somewhat worried. As the founder of this political party, could he practice this oath by setting an example? Could his every word and deed reach the standard of a Party member? Chen Ke wasn't very confident.

"Be ready at all times to sacrifice everything for the Party and the people."

"Be ready at all times to sacrifice everything for the Party and the people."

"Never betray the Party!"

"Never betray the Party!"

The oath wasn't long and ended quickly. Before swearing, Chen Ke had already shown the oath to everyone. After reading the last sentence, all comrades were somewhat excited, and quite a few looked at Chen Ke somewhat at a loss. An oath is merely an oath, not some magic spell. Naturally, nothing earth-shattering would happen after finishing it. High spirits would make people excited, and that was all.

"Put your hands down," Chen Ke ordered.

All comrades followed Chen Ke in putting down their arms. Under Chen Ke's command, they sat back in their seats.

"Our urgent work now is, on the one hand, to develop comrades, and on the other hand, to complete existing work. Everyone take out the document on the discipline platform."

The documents hadn't been put away yet; everyone picked up their own copy in front of them.

Chen Ke continued, "For the Party to accept new comrades, they must be comrades who agree with our political platform. At this stage, the Party's important propositions must be kept secret. Regarding this issue, I think the Party organization needs to be divided into two departments. One department is responsible for propagating the Party's platform. The other department is responsible for organizing production."

"The current propaganda is just targeted at these young people of the Huangpu Book Society, right?" Qi Huishen asked.

Before Chen Ke could answer, Hua Xiongmao followed up immediately asking, "The production department should be in charge of selling medicine and making money, right?"

Chen Tianhua didn't make a sound. These two "old comrades," especially Hua Xiongmao, already showed signs of competing with each other. In terms of lecturing alone, Chen Tianhua thought he should be able to become the person in charge, or at least one of the persons in charge. As far as he knew, Wu Xingchen was also engaging in medicine sales. As a Party member with deeper seniority, if Hua Xiongmao was responsible for the production department, he would at least be considered to have a certain status. Moreover, Wu Xingchen's history of formally attending Party meetings was even later than Chen Tianhua's; Hua Xiongmao leading the production department was almost a certainty.

Chen Tianhua looked up at Wu Xingchen and saw that Wu Xingchen still had that usual slightly cold expression. Regarding this secret contest, he had a look of it being none of his business and hanging high above it. Looking again at Chen Ke sitting at the head of the meeting, he saw that Chen Ke's face didn't look very good; he didn't seem very satisfied with the comrades volunteering themselves.

In the Huaxinghui and the Tongmenghui, this kind of personnel arrangement was most damaging to harmony. Comrades who were originally equal in status suddenly were divided into high and low; without exception, this would trigger dissatisfaction. So every department of the Huaxinghui was simply directly led by Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, while Chen Tianhua and others completed tasks independently after receiving them. In the Tongmenghui, factions were numerous, and those so-called executive ministers were mostly appointed temporarily; execution power had absolutely no guarantee. How exactly did Chen Ke plan to deal with this problem? Chen Tianhua waited and saw.

Chen Ke was very clear about the comrades' enthusiasm and "ambition." It was funny to say; previously Chen Ke never cared about this kind of "ambition" and had no interest. Accompanying his own party formation and party building, even if he never thought about these things, when he really encountered these matters, he could see them clearly.

These disputes must be resolved. Chen Ke was quite dissatisfied with Hua Xiongmao's mentality; revolution shouldn't be like this. Doing this was wrong. Chen Ke prepared to talk to Hua Xiongmao privately after the meeting ended. The primary task now was to resolve the current work arrangements.

"Comrades, no matter how revolutionary the talk is, revolution must be completed by solid work. So for the comrades responsible for propagating our concepts and developing new Party members, on the one hand, it is lecturing; on the other hand, you must observe which people are very interested in our courses and very active, who can be listed as targets for development. The department responsible for production isn't just about selling medicine and making money. Our school construction site has already started work. We let the young people of the Huangpu Book Society go to work on the construction site just to observe which people bear burdens and complaints without complaint, work hard and diligently, and can complete work actively and proactively. Rather than muddling through their days like a monk tolling the bell for a day."

After saying this, Chen Ke's gaze swept over everyone. Seeing that everyone was listening to him seriously, Chen Ke continued, "We hold Party meetings to communicate, to summarize work. Comrades from various departments must report on work and also listen to the progress of other work. regarding this work of developing new Party members, the department responsible for propaganda and the department responsible for production must both propose lists of activists they have discovered, and then pick out young people who are active politically and equally active in work from these two lists as our key targets for development."

Hearing Chen Ke's requirements, Chen Tianhua nodded in agreement. Not only Chen Tianhua, but other comrades also nodded one after another. Even Wu Xingchen nodded slightly.

"Wenqing, how is this standard of being active determined?" You Gou asked.

"We dyed cloth and made medicine together; what is called diligent and hard-working, what is called active and proactive—can you still not know?" Chen Ke asked in return.

"But Wenqing led us to work personally at that time. To be honest, compared with you, I always have a feeling of being ashamed of my inferiority. I didn't feel how active and proactive I was."

"If anyone were like Wenqing, then everyone could form a party," Hua Xiongmao said. "Wenqing, you mean to let Party members lead the work personally, just like with us before. You are a Party member; we followed you, saw you doing things so seriously, and naturally were willing to do things with you. Is that right?"

"Correct," Chen Ke replied.

"I can do the work of this production department. The construction site over there started work, and Wenqing, you let the young people who came to listen to the lecture go to work; it seems you planned this long ago." Apart from praise, Hua Xiongmao's voice also had a flavor of triumph.

"Are you sure you can work like Wenqing?" You Gou asked.

"Uh?"

"Wenqing's work is not only hard, but he can also arrange the content we are each responsible for well. Can you do that?" Speaking to this point, You Gou's tone had a somewhat unkind flavor. "Wenqing's work is not only bearing burdens without complaint, active and proactive. More importantly, his attitude is modest and prudent. I have never seen Wenqing look triumphant."

Chen Ke originally didn't want to bring this up so early. Although he had to admit You Gou wasn't wrong, Hua Xiongmao was indeed triumphant. This was indeed incorrect. But it was best to discuss this matter privately. Bringing it up in public like this would very easily intensify conflicts and turn it into a struggle of personal loyalty. The people present probably all saw Hua Xiongmao's mistake, but everyone didn't say it. Chen Ke could criticize Hua Xiongmao privately first, then persuade Hua Xiongmao to make a self-criticism publicly. Everyone has self-esteem, especially in China; Chinese people care most about face. Persuading Hua Xiongmao to make a self-criticism would already be a very remarkable project. This could be said to be truly setting a precedent for "criticism and self-criticism" within the Party. Chen Ke had originally considered this.

Chen Ke had spent the longest time with Hua Xiongmao and understood that Hua Xiongmao had a straightforward character and was definitely not a bad person. But no matter how good a person Hua Xiongmao was, and how advanced a youth he was in this era, he was still a person of the late Qing era. In this era that universally pursued hierarchy and privilege, in this era that considered hierarchy and privilege to exist as a matter of course, no matter how advanced Hua Xiongmao was, it was impossible for him to achieve the ideological realm that many Party members 40 years later also failed to truly achieve. What's more, the one firing the cannon was You Gou, and You Gou was a woman. The idea that men are superior to women was a deep-rooted tradition in this era. No matter how much people said they wanted to promote equality between men and women, everyone still disapproved of it in their hearts.

As Chen Ke expected, as soon as You Gou finished speaking, Hua Xiongmao's face changed. Hua Xiongmao had a rather straight temper and couldn't hide his emotions; only a small part of the expression on his face was shame, and more was anger.

Seeing this, Chen Ke's brain began to spin rapidly. How to solve this problem by both talking politics and considering methods? The People's Party was newly created and simply had no political commissar; now Chen Ke was the political commissar in the Party. Chen Ke knew that facing the conflict that erupted today, he must solve this contradiction and problem; this was a responsibility he couldn't evade. If Chen Ke couldn't do it, it could only show that Chen Ke was an unqualified leader. With just these few Party members now, Chen Ke couldn't do political work well. Let alone the complex situation after the revolution developed in the future.

Looking at the emotional Hua Xiongmao, Chen Ke suppressed his anxious emotions and said to himself three times repeatedly: "I must be calm. I must be calm, I must be calm." As he spoke, Chen Ke closed his eyes.
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Chapter 7 The Chinese People's Party (3)

Hua Xiongmao was angry, or more accurately, he flew into a rage out of humiliation. You Gou's words weren't wrong; Hua Xiongmao knew some of his actions were inappropriate. Being pointed out his mistakes directly by a girl like this was indeed a loss of face. If it were usual, Hua Xiongmao might not have been so annoyed. He had known You Gou for a few months, and their relationship wasn't bad. In Shaoxing, there were no opportunities for young men and women to work together. Only in Shanghai, at Chen Ke's place, could everyone really work together without causing any special problems. Hua Xiongmao still cared very much about this collegial friendship.

If You Gou hadn't called him out publicly, Hua Xiongmao would absolutely not have been so angry; he might even have listened to You Gou's advice. But You Gou saying this at the Party meeting was absolutely unacceptable to Hua Xiongmao.

Among these few comrades, Hua Xiongmao was the earliest to follow Chen Ke. The two almost fought when they first met. Chen Ke's fierce style indeed overwhelmed Hua Xiongmao in momentum. Hua Xiongmao initiating a provocative conversation with Chen Ke in the tavern was, in a sense, just Hua Xiongmao trying to find a face-saving exit for himself. Although Hua Xiongmao was a military examination graduate, his family very much wanted him to study, pass the *xiucai* and *juren* exams, and step onto the official career path step by step. But Hua Xiongmao's character really wasn't the material for studying; he loved reading various legendary novels and also loved reading *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*. Hua Xiongmao also had some self-knowledge; Cao Cao, Liu Bei, Sun Quan—he dared not compare himself to them. Every time he read *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*, Hua Xiongmao couldn't help but think he should be that Zhao Zilong in chaotic times, following a wise lord to pacify the world.

Chen Ke reporting his identity as a revolutionary shook Hua Xiongmao's already restless heart. Since he was going out to venture anyway, perhaps following Chen Ke, this guy who seemed adept with both pen and sword, was also a good choice. In the later course, Hua Xiongmao felt Chen Ke was really a benevolent and virtuous Liu Bei. Regarding work, comrades, and friends, Chen Ke's approach could be called wholehearted. Chen Ke had knowledge himself, which already made Hua Xiongmao admire him. Chen Ke never kept secrets to himself and taught all his knowledge to everyone. Unknowingly, Hua Xiongmao had been deeply attracted by Chen Ke's demeanor and followed Chen Ke with dead-set devotion.

In these few months of working with Chen Ke, some of Chen Ke's weaknesses were also exposed. But Hua Xiongmao didn't think there was any problem. If Liu Bei could conquer the world alone, what use would the Five Tiger Generals and Zhuge Liang be? One hero needs three helpers, one fence needs three stakes; Hua Xiongmao understood this bit of logic. Moreover, it was precisely because of these weaknesses that Hua Xiongmao had a place to display his abilities. Although Hua Xiongmao didn't say it, he still hoped he could become Chen Ke's main pillar. At least a very important pillar.

Regarding Qi Huishen's rise within the team, if one insisted that Hua Xiongmao was jealous, it wouldn't be accurate. What Hua Xiongmao found unacceptable was the relationship between Qi Huishen and Chen Ke. These two might not be that intimate in personal friendship, but in the revolutionary cause Chen Ke poured his all into, their pace was very consistent. Hua Xiongmao felt he was gradually excluded from Chen Ke's circle by Qi Huishen.

These days, Chen Ke poured all his energy into the revolutionary cause. Hua Xiongmao naturally hoped he could bear more responsibilities, but Qi Huishen happened to step into the position of the "second person" step by step. This filled Hua Xiongmao with confrontational consciousness unknowingly. Precisely because he wanted to regain the position of Chen Ke's "most capable comrade" too much, unknowingly, Hua Xiongmao's performance became more and more out of line.

Now, You Gou spoke the truth and implicitly pointed out something Hua Xiongmao cared about very much in his heart—he also realized that doing this might be wrong. After Chen Ke's Party lesson education, Hua Xiongmao also understood the significance of the people's revolution. But Hua Xiongmao participated in the people's revolution solely out of personal loyalty to Chen Ke. From the political perspective of the People's Party, Hua Xiongmao faintly felt he had gone a bit too far, but out of personal loyalty to Chen Ke, out of that "friendship between ruler and subject, affection between flesh and blood" in *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*, Hua Xiongmao felt he wasn't wrong again.

Under the intersection of such opposing thoughts of the self, You Gou's words were particularly unacceptable. But Hua Xiongmao didn't know what to say either. Amidst such embarrassment and anger, Hua Xiongmao couldn't help but glance at Chen Ke.

Looking at Chen Ke's helpless expression and slightly frowned eyebrows, it seemed he wanted to say something. This actually gave Hua Xiongmao a step down; he forcibly suppressed his anger and looked at Chen Ke. His heart felt somewhat relaxed instead.

You Gou didn't really want to do anything to Hua Xiongmao originally, nor did she know Hua Xiongmao's true inner thoughts. The reason she said that sentence just now was merely some very simple dissatisfaction with Hua Xiongmao's loss of composure at the Party meeting. Seeing Hua Xiongmao's anger just now, You Gou also felt somewhat regretful. Since Hua Xiongmao didn't make a sound, she simply turned her head to look at Chen Ke too.

As a result, Chen Ke closed his eyes, like a charlatan about to perform magic. This actually made everyone somewhat confused. Everyone looked at Chen Ke, waiting for him to continue performing.

Political work requires listening first. This isn't just political work; dealing with people is also like this. If only one person speaks, that is absolutely not communication. So Chen Ke decided to wait for the conflict to erupt first. In all honesty, Chen Ke absolutely didn't hope for a conflict to erupt, but the eruption of conflict was an inevitability, absolutely not accidental.

The reason Chen Ke closed his eyes was escape in a sense; anyway, if everyone quarreled, it was enough for him to have ears. Opening or closing eyes didn't affect hearing. As a result, Chen Ke waited for a while, but there was no sound. He hurriedly opened his eyes and saw everyone staring at each other in silence, looking at him. Hua Xiongmao was concerned, and You Gou was curious. The quarrel actually ended so miraculously. It surprised Chen Ke somewhat.

Although it wasn't very clear what exactly happened, work came first. Chen Ke naturally wouldn't intensify the conflict again. "Today we established the organizational principles of the People's Party. Previously we also determined the Three Great Styles of People's Party members. Zhenglan, tell us about those Three Great Styles."

"Ah?" Hua Xiongmao found this question rather unexpected. But Chen Ke emphasized it repeatedly in Party lessons, forcing everyone to recite it every class. Hua Xiongmao really hadn't forgotten the specific content. "The Three Great Styles of People's Party members: First, integrating theory with practice. Second, forging close links with the masses. Third, practicing criticism and self-criticism."

After finishing the Three Great Styles, Hua Xiongmao was already clear about Chen Ke's meaning of blame. Among these Three Great Styles, what Chen Ke wanted to emphasize now was the third one, "criticism and self-criticism." Although he was still unconvinced in his heart, Hua Xiongmao's anger had calmed down.

"Regarding the matter of developing new Party members, we have Party members, we have theory, and we have the masses. In this work, I hope, I demand that comrades carry forward the Three Great Styles of the People's Party," Chen Ke said.

Everyone either lowered their heads in thought or was baffled. After a good while, You Gou suddenly laughed, causing everyone to look over.

"Three Great Styles, huh. It sounds a bit like an old pedant talking about cultivating oneself, regulating the family, governing the state, and bringing peace to the world."

"People's Party members are supposed to be sages. This is absolutely correct."

"Sages? Now everyone in the world is desperately trying to make money, to get promoted and get rich. On the contrary, our People's Party actually wants to be sages and engage in this benevolence, righteousness, and morality! We, we are genuine revolutionaries; we are going to rebel. Haha, haha, hahahaha." The more You Gou spoke, the more ridiculous she found it; finally, she simply lay on the table and laughed loudly. Other comrades showed bitter smiles, but Wu Xingchen couldn't help laughing a few times along with You Gou.

You Gou had mocked Hua Xiongmao just now. Hua Xiongmao actually wanted to criticize a few sentences about such a speech from You Gou. But for some reason, he felt You Gou was very right. He couldn't say words criticizing You Gou against his conscience no matter what. In this strange atmosphere, Chen Ke first gave a helpless bitter smile, then suddenly, even he couldn't help laughing loudly. Since Chen Ke laughed, other comrades naturally didn't suppress their laughter anymore. They all laughed loudly in their own individual ways.

Wu Xingchen switched between a sneer and a loud laugh. You Gou and Hua Xiongmao laughed like children. Chen Tianhua laughed until tears flowed. Chen Ke and Qi Huishen's laughter was full of helplessness and an uncontrollable mirth. He Zudao and Qin Wu'an were purely infected by the mass action; after laughing for a while, they looked somewhat at a loss at the comrades a few years older than them laughing loudly.

Chen Ke wasn't angry. He had also posed this question to himself. In the chaotic era of the 21st century, as a communist, the first thing to establish was a firm moral outlook, and a true moral outlook at that. When he truly understood rationally that this was a necessity, Chen Ke's sensibility erupted immediately. He fell on the bed in his room alone and laughed loudly. In the following days, no matter the occasion—on the bus, riding a bicycle, or at work—whenever he thought of this question, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing loudly. Countless curious, surprised, disgusted, and even contemptuous eyes couldn't dampen Chen Ke's mirth in the slightest.

1905 and 2005, two years standing at two ends of 100 years, were a wonderful cycle in some rigid contrast. In 1905, old cultural traditions were already crumbling under the impact of foreign industrialization. Things like benevolence, righteousness, and morality that had been dogmatized completely collapsed, and justice became merely something on paper. This was wonderfully similar to 2005. Chen Ke remembered that he only determined communist and socialist concepts in 2005. In that era, China's own industrial development was extremely rapid, and old dogmas were no longer respected at all. And "morality," as the high ground of dogma, was even questioned.

Chen Ke had to be convinced of one thing afterward: materialism and communism themselves are a system of thought, a moral system. Adherence to this system of thought itself will inevitably lead to the reconstruction of morality. Several years later, a guy suddenly criticized Chen Ke: "For you true *wumaos* (50-cent army), you have faith."

This sentence was truly like an enlightenment; only then did Chen Ke suddenly realize his own change.

Faith is a kind of firm belief. How long it took Chen Ke from being forced to view problems with materialist dialectics to actively viewing problems with materialist dialectics, he himself didn't remember clearly. But Chen Ke had a fresh memory of the indescribable sense of absurdity triggered by determining the significance of morality back then, as well as the loud laughter triggered.

Chen Ke was not surprised at all that the comrades had such a reaction. Chen Ke desperately instilled the materialist view of history into them, and these comrades indeed accepted it truly. So they, like Chen Ke back then, felt the importance and inevitability of morality, and then they could only laugh loudly. Chen Ke's work was still very fruitful.

Chen Ke's mirth disappeared, and his gaze inadvertently became resolute. The comrades gradually stopped laughing. Their gazes didn't scatter; they were equally full of vitality.

"Does everyone think we can't be the moral benchmark of this era? Should we not be the moral benchmark of this era? Or is it that benevolence, righteousness, and morality are wrong to begin with?" Chen Ke's voice was full of power.

"No, it's not wrong. But as soon as I think, as soon as I think that I, a person who is said to be good for nothing behind my back, am actually a model of benevolence, righteousness, and morality, and also a sage... I just can't help wanting to laugh." You Gou's face showed a look of wanting to laugh. Or rather, the lower half of her face wanted to laugh, but You Gou's eyebrows were frowned tightly, her eyes were red, and tears couldn't help rolling down. Wiping her tears forcefully, You Gou sat up straight with high spirits. "Wenqing, tell us what to do in the future."

Except for Wu Xingchen, other comrades also sat up straight, looking at Chen Ke with firm eyes. Waiting for Chen Ke's orders.

"We represent China's new benevolence, righteousness, and morality. We are also destined to establish the benevolence, righteousness, and morality of China for the next hundred years." Chen Ke's voice was powerful but not arrogant. "What we need to do now is to promote our concepts to the people. Now, we face a Huangpu Book Society. In the future, we will promote our concepts to all of China. Therefore, I want to emphasize again here that all People's Party members must unswervingly implement the Three Great Styles of the People's Party: integrating theory with practice, forging close links with the masses, and practicing criticism and self-criticism. Everyone still has a lot to learn in the future."

The comrades had returned to calm, and everyone's attention was more focused than at the beginning. The unhappiness between You Gou and Hua Xiongmao just now had long flown to the nine heavens.

"Now let's proceed with the specific division of labor. Arrange the work of developing new Party members well. Let's start the discussion," Chen Ke said.

This Party meeting lasted from 6 PM until 12 AM. After analysis, discussion, and adjustment by the comrades, the new personnel arrangement finally reached was vastly different from everyone's initial intuitive imagination.

The work of the department responsible for production was actually handed over to Qi Huishen. Qi Huishen was fully responsible for school construction and hospital operation. After all, this line was brought in by Qi Huishen. You Gou was responsible for drug production and chemistry lectures, and also concurrently held the job of academic affairs arrangement at the headquarters. Wu Xingchen was responsible for drug sales. Those customers originally brought in by Hua Xiongmao were handed over to He Zudao. Hua Xiongmao and Qin Wu'an were responsible for labor on the construction site and personnel observation work. Qin Wu'an himself also had to undertake accounting work. Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua fully controlled propaganda work.

After the work was subdivided, everyone immediately felt huge pressure. Everyone urgently developed the idea of recruiting new Party members. Even if Hua Xiongmao still didn't want to be under Qi Huishen, he didn't have the energy to care about this problem now. It was Hua Xiongmao himself who originally urgently hoped to undertake the assessment work on the construction site. Now that the work was entirely handed over to him, he began to worry about whether he could do it well.

You Gou was right; asking Hua Xiongmao to command everyone's work calmly, methodically, modestly, and prudently like Chen Ke—he didn't think he could achieve Chen Ke's level. But he requested this work himself; rejecting it capriciously was obviously inappropriate.

Chen Ke looked at his wristwatch. "It's twelve o'clock; let's adjourn. Zhenglan, you and Zudao send You Gou home."

Hua Xiongmao felt happy inside. You Gou had considerable organizational ability anyway; while sending You Gou back, he could just ask for advice. Moreover, He Zudao was a good kid and wouldn't speak ill of people behind their backs. Even apologizing to You Gou in front of He Zudao wouldn't be considered shameful. He Zudao was equally happy. Since Hua Xiongmao's customers were to be handed over to him in the future, being with Hua Xiongmao gave him an opportunity to ask Hua Xiongmao for advice.

The three got up and went out. Everyone also went to rest one after another. Only Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua were left in the venue.

"Wenqing, how should this propaganda be conducted? Wenqing should have a constitution, right?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"I need to write something. Xingtai, tell me your ideas first. Can I listen while writing?"

Watching Chen Ke prepare paper and pen, Chen Tianhua couldn't help laughing. "Another sleepless night, huh."

"It's not the first day or two we've stayed up late together. Comrade, let's start work."

"Is the article long?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"It will take over an hour."

"Then you write and I'll watch. We'll talk after you finish writing."

"Also good."

Chen Ke started writing after speaking. This wasn't some creation, just the Chairman's famous *Oppose Book Worship (Dogmatism)*. Chen Ke scribbled down the outline.

1. No investigation, no right to speak. 2. To investigate a problem is, indeed, to solve it. 3. Oppose book worship. 4. Departing from actual investigation will produce an idealist class estimation and idealist guidance in work, resulting in either opportunism or putschism. 5. The aim of social and economic investigation is to arrive at a correct appraisal of class forces and then to formulate correct tactics for the struggle. 6. Victory in China's revolutionary struggle depends on the Chinese comrades understanding the Chinese situation. 7. The technique of investigation.

After writing the outline, Chen Ke handed this page to Chen Tianhua. "What does Xingtai think?"

Chen Tianhua looked at it for a while. "Wenqing wants to conduct a social investigation? What exactly is this about?"

"Know the enemy and know yourself, and you can fight a hundred battles with no danger of defeat. To revolt, one must know what China really looks like. It's very easy for people like us to eat and drink and sit here blowing about revolution."

"China has reached such a state now; what else is there not to know?" Chen Tianhua was very puzzled.

"Then Xingtai tell me, what state is China in now? You speak, I'll listen."

Chen Tianhua naturally spoke about the general things: forfeiting sovereignty and humiliating the country, the people having no means of livelihood, ceding territory and paying indemnities. Generally speaking, it was still that set of stuff Chen Ke had heard many times. Chen Ke wrote swiftly. When Chen Tianhua spoke excitedly, Chen Ke also nodded and hummed twice to express agreement.

There wasn't much content, plus having said it many times, Chen Tianhua knew Chen Ke was very clear about this. He couldn't go on after less than ten minutes. Chen Ke raised his head and asked, "Then let me ask a question. Ceding territory and paying indemnities, the people having no means of livelihood. What is the specific connection between these two problems? How does ceding territory and paying indemnities lead to the people having no means of livelihood step by step? Can Xingtai explain?"

"Uh?" Chen Tianhua was stunned. He originally thought Chen Ke was focusing on writing and only let him speak out of consideration for his emotions. He didn't expect Chen Ke to question his words directly. He was somewhat unaccustomed to it instead.

"Our propaganda is to promote revolution, to let more people join our organization, join our ranks. Now, treat me as an object to be persuaded. I am a youth; I am a peasant. I want to ask, I know there are problems with ceding territory and paying indemnities, but how exactly did it make my life destitute? How exactly does this bad thing operate, making my life worse and worse? In this bad thing, who are the bad guys, and where exactly are they bad? Xingtai, you tell me."

After Chen Ke finished speaking, he continued to bury his head in writing the draft. Chen Tianhua opened his mouth several times wanting to speak, but found he couldn't say anything. He really knew nothing about this himself.

After a long silence, Chen Ke placed the part he had already written in front of Chen Tianhua and continued to bury his head in writing. Chen Tianhua hurriedly picked up the paper and began to read.
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Chapter 8 Outward Bound Training (1)

On the morning of September 12, when Yan Fu sent someone to the workshop, Chen Ke was just about to go out. The purpose of Yan Fu sending someone was to ask when Chen Ke would be available; he was prepared to talk to Chen Ke about the joint government-merchant pharmaceutical factory. Chen Ke politely told the messenger that he wasn't free today. He was going to the hospital construction site and would be there all day. If they were to discuss matters, Chen Ke would visit Mr. Yan Fu in three days. The messenger looked somewhat surprised by this reply but didn't say much and took his leave directly.

Honestly, Chen Ke didn't really think Yan Fu could negotiate the pharmaceutical factory matter in the short term. Given the efficiency of the Manchu Qing bureaucratic system, Chen Ke thought it would be remarkable if this matter had any prospects within two months.

On September 11, while making the drug production plan, You Gou had asked Chen Ke: what should be done if this pharmaceutical factory really got set up? Chen Ke's answer was concise and to the point: "We must be prepared for this pharmaceutical factory not to have started production by 1917." You Gou failed to understand Chen Ke's joke, so Chen Ke had to explain, "In 1917, I'm afraid the headquarters will have already moved to Anhui. By then, you don't even know if you'll be moving to Anhui with the headquarters. Don't worry about such things for now."

In the plan, all members of the Huangpu Book Society would undergo outward bound training on September 12. So on the 11th, Chen Ke conducted a simple physical fitness test. At least, it appeared so on the surface. The fitness test consisted of three items: a 30-meter shuttle run, standing long jump, and medicine ball throw.

Young people all like liveliness, especially this kind of sports activity. Whether wearing long gowns or Western suits, they all participated. Shouts of "Bravo!", encouragement, and noisy discussions truly made the place boil with voices. Everyone participated in the sports test; those with poor results even surrounded the referees demanding to start over. It was truly a scene of laughter and joy.

Chen Ke was very satisfied with such a scene but very pessimistic about the results. The members of the Huangpu Book Society didn't particularly like sports. According to 21st-century standards, only half met the standard. Chen Ke believed these people were completely unsuitable for the originally planned outward bound program. So the location of the outward bound training was changed to the construction site.

The roster was already done. An important purpose of conducting the physical fitness test lay in improving the collection of personal data. This also counted as part of the social investigation. Conducting a social investigation without even completing the data of one's own people would be not just a joke, but a disgrace.

After sending off Yan Fu's messenger, Chen Ke led a group of young people to move out. Zhou Yuanxiao's workshop was at the end of Nanjing Road. It belonged to "old architecture." Zhou Yuanxiao had never spoken about the history of this rather large workshop. Shanghai Renxin Hospital, where Chen Ke held the nominal title of principal, was at the end of Sichuan Road.

The city where Chen Ke was born had no wooden buildings. As a child, he lived in the factory family quarters. Those were single-story house areas with red or blue brick walls, cement floors, and red tile roofs. When he grew up a bit, he lived in red brick buildings. Later, it was reinforced concrete, walls coated with blue gravel on the outside, and new buildings with floor tiles laid inside the home. By the time he set up his own household, it was an apartment in a residential compound. It was even less possible to have any wooden components. Even the stair handrails were electroplated metal.

From childhood to adulthood, apart from wooden beams, he hadn't even seen many wooden pillars. 1905 Shanghai gave Chen Ke the feeling that, apart from having more people, it wasn't much different from a county town in the 80s. The wooden buildings on both sides, however, still had some flavor.

The streets were mostly gravel roads, with many people. There were no green belts. The roadside of the commercial district was lined with identical two-story buildings: brick walls, wooden door planks, wooden windows. What Chen Ke found most special was that these buildings all had a narrow balcony enclosed by wooden fences on the side facing the street. Most wooden parts of these buildings were painted red, looking quite lively.

Parked on both sides of the street were mostly carts and rickshaws. There were many vehicles; apart from those that had already picked up work, rickshaw pullers rarely ran around. They just parked casually where they felt they could pick up customers, resulting in blocking quite a part of the street surface. Shanghai was the largest commercial city in the Far East, so the transportation industry was naturally quite developed.

The rickshaw pullers wore coarse cloth short jackets and coarse cloth trousers, with a thick belt bound around their waists. This belt also doubled as a money bag. Their skin was tanned dark yellow; although the arms exposed outside had solid muscles and thick joints, compared with modern people, the fat layer was obviously thinner, and the skin color was dull and lacked luster. Due to excessive extraction of physical strength and insufficient meat food, veins popped out on their arms, and the skin felt very dry.

Chen Ke had specifically instructed on clothing requirements. The group of young people he led was obviously much whiter, and their skin color was more lustrous. Especially Chen Ke, who took the lead; in modern cities, fewer and fewer people went shirtless wearing big shorts. Chen Ke had even become accustomed to wearing long sleeves and long trousers all year round. It was the same after returning to this era. Plus, after he returned, he dyed cloth, made medicine, and lectured all day, always in a long-sleeved top and long trousers. Today he wore short sleeves, finally revealing his muscular arms. But compared with these working people, his skin appeared white and tender. This gave birth to a sense of inferiority in Chen Ke's heart. He also claimed to want to launch a socialist revolution, but could the people believe in revolution carried out by such a fair-skinned person?

Moving together as such a group, everyone talking and laughing on the road, the rickshaw pullers naturally wouldn't misunderstand, and no one came up to solicit business. Although Chen Ke wanted to look more at the surrounding environment, Mao Ping, the Chinese student who returned with Chen Tianhua, kept chatting with Chen Ke. Chen Ke thought highly of this young man and was willing to answer more of his questions, so his attention to observing social customs had to be distracted a lot.

Mao Ping's ancestral home was Fujian, but he himself was a Fujianese immigrant to Taiwan. After Japan occupied Taiwan, Mao Ping returned to the mainland with his family. Mao Ping's family was reasonably wealthy and not considered conservative. Since Japan could defeat the Manchu Qing, there were naturally things to learn; Mao Ping simply went to Japan to study, majoring in medicine.

In Japan, seeing Japan's more enlightened technological and cultural atmosphere, Mao Ping, who was originally full of hatred for Japan, gradually turned his hatred toward the corrupt and backward Manchu Qing. Mao Ping's family education was very good; after reading *Tianyanlun*, Mao Ping established the concept of "natural selection, survival of the fittest." In the Sino-Japanese War, Japan was also fighting for its own country's interests. If the Manchu Qing could defeat Japan, Taiwan naturally wouldn't have been lost. Nor would the *Treaty of Shimonoseki* have been signed. What decided everything was strength. Instead of hating Japan's invasion, it was better to hate the cowardly and incompetent Manchu Qing. Mao Ping couldn't change Japan, but he felt he should be able to change the Manchu Qing.

Unknowingly, Mao Ping changed from a youth who simply hated Japan because of hatred for Japan into a quite radical anti-Qing element. Whenever there was a revolutionary activity among international students, Mao Ping would attend as long as he had time. And his relatively idealistic attitude also received the support of many international students. He even made quite a few Japanese friends.

Mao Ping had read Chen Tianhua's book and agreed very much with the fierce anti-Qing attitude in it. Later, when Chen Tianhua arrived in Japan, Mao Ping went to pay a visit immediately upon learning of it. The two had a very happy meeting. Mao Ping and his small group became a "small revolutionary party" that firmly supported Chen Tianhua personally.

When Chen Tianhua returned to Japan from Shanghai again, bringing back the book written together with Chen Ke, Mao Ping read it and truly regarded it as a masterpiece. The book *The Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism* thoroughly pointed out the relationship between the development of productive forces and social development, and clearly explained the connection between the industrial revolution and national development. Mao Ping felt that the doubts plaguing him for years had all been resolved. "If a man hears the Way in the morning, he may die in the evening without regret!" Mao Ping uttered such a sigh. Mao Ping, who had always been serious in his studies, began to skip classes for the first time; he poured all his energy into organizing the "Reading Society."

Under Mao Ping's efforts, the Reading Society expanded again and again, reaching a scale of over a hundred people. Learning that Chen Tianhua was going back to Shanghai to join that "Mr. Chen Ke," Mao Ping firmly requested to go along. In the end, more than twenty Chinese and Japanese youths from the Reading Society followed Chen Tianhua back to Shanghai.

Chen Ke didn't disappoint Mao Ping; his level of explaining the courses was much higher than Chen Tianhua's. Mao Ping felt Chen Ke was simply some kind of incredible existence; no matter the question, he could give a reasonable answer based on the theories in the book. When revolutionaries encountered problems, they would only shout, "The Manchu Qing is the source of all evil." But what exactly the evils of the Manchu Qing were, they couldn't explain clearly. Chen Ke never said who was evil; he only analyzed how participants acted in social phenomena, and out of what class characteristics they did so. Or even were forced to do so.

This gentle and rational attitude was even more effective than the fiercest opposition. Mao Ping was already very dissatisfied with the Manchu Qing, but before meeting Chen Ke, Mao Ping was also a constitutionalist in a sense. After listening to Chen Ke's explanation, Mao Ping thoroughly changed from a constitutionalist to a revolutionary.

Chen Ke thought highly of Mao Ping, not only because his thinking was quite progressive. Moreover, Mao Ping's performance on the construction site was also very outstanding. When the number of people in the Huangpu Book Society expanded rapidly, Chen Ke set a rule requiring members of the Huangpu Book Society to help on the construction site. Half the time used for listening to lectures, half the time for work. Chen Ke also paid wages based on everyone's workload.

According to Chen Ke's statement, this rule was "strongly recommended, but not forced." These words were very polite, but everyone was somewhat educated and could naturally hear the overtones. At first, everyone participated in labor with a mentality of "helping out." Less than a week later, one-third of the students refused to go to the construction site no matter what. The other two-thirds were still persisting. Mao Ping and the students who returned with him were in the ranks of that two-thirds. And they worked well.

Passing through the commercial district, they entered the residential area. Shanghai was currently in a stage of emerging expansion; residential areas were all inside *lilong* (lanes) and couldn't be seen very clearly from the outside. Except for a few carts transporting firewood seen occasionally, basically no one could be seen; presumably, everyone had gone to work.

Chen Ke didn't have the idea of going in to look either; when conducting social investigations later, it would be soon enough to visit these places then.

The location of the school was relatively far. For Englishmen running schools, the local Shanghai government neither supported nor opposed it. The core area of Shanghai was over by the Bund. The British Consulate in Shanghai was earliest located in a large mansion belonging to a family named Gu within the Shanghai county seat. After Shanghai opened as a treaty port, Britain used the excuse that "mixed living of Chinese and foreigners is inconvenient," and citing the clause in the *Treaty of the Bogue* permitting British people to rent land and houses at treaty ports, forced the Qing government to sign the *Land Regulations of Shanghai*. On November 29, 1845, two years after Shanghai opened as a port, the Shanghai Daotai of the Qing government issued a proclamation: "Having observed the sentiments of the people and considered the local circumstances of Shanghai, the land north of Yangjingbang and south of Lijiazhuang is designated for rent to British merchants for the purpose of building houses and residence." This settlement area was 830 *mu*, which was the later British Concession.

In 1846, Balfour took a fancy to the land of Lijiazhuang and planned to build a new British Consulate. Lijiazhuang was located on the southwest side of the confluence of the Huangpu River and Suzhou Creek. The Qing army had once set up forts here to guard the river defense. During the Opium War, after British gunboats captured the first line of defense at Wusongkou, they attacked and destroyed the second line of defense at Donggou. The confluence of Suzhou Creek and the Huangpu River was the third line of defense. In June 1842, the British gunboat *Nemesis* bombarded the Lijiazhuang fort fiercely. Although the defenders resisted tenaciously, the intense artillery fire still destroyed the fort. This land not only had a superior geographical location but also this historical story. Balfour inspected this abandoned fort multiple times and, disregarding the British law at the time forbidding the construction of embassies abroad, negotiated with the land owner Shi Bingrong and others to purchase the real estate. After Balfour advanced the deposit, he had to delay because there were no special funds for this, until the second consul Alcock took over and applied continuously, finally obtaining approval from the British government.

After hastily building the consulate houses, on July 21, 1849, the British Consulate moved from the old city to the new office at Lijiazhuang on the Bund. After only two years, problems appeared in the building, and it was forced to be demolished. In 1852, the consulate rebuilt the houses. Eighteen years later, at midnight on December 24, 1870, the British Consulate caught fire. Because the path for fetching water was winding and the fire hoses were insufficient, time was delayed, and the fire was fierce, burning the houses and documents/archives to ashes. Therefore, it is difficult to see documents and photos of the early British Consulate today.

But now the concession centered on the Bund had long been overcrowded; it was absolutely impossible to get any land. Chen Ke wasn't that concerned about this medical college originally. He would go to the countryside within a year anyway; this school inevitably wouldn't produce any results. If the revolution didn't succeed, the investment in this school would be in vain anyway; if the revolution succeeded, he could build schools however he wanted then. So Chen Ke simply chose a location close to the residential areas of ordinary people. This was the suburbs; land was cheap, and residents were few. Moreover, Wu Xingchen took those few tall and robust Shandong heroes to visit personally with money to "persuade and educate," and finally bought this piece of land.

After walking for more than half an hour, the school was already visible in the distance. After a month of construction, the main six buildings—two teaching buildings, one laboratory building, one library, and two dormitory buildings—already had some shape. Tall scaffolding and hoisting equipment constructed from various pulley blocks were attached to each building, and quite a few people were working on them.

Seeing that the destination was near, the young people all showed joy. Walking a bit further, they saw quite a few people waving in front of the crude gate of the school; these were the youths who had arrived early. Everyone quickened their pace to join these students. Chen Ke and Mao Ping soon fell behind. Chen Ke looked back and saw a few students following behind him and Mao Ping in a well-behaved manner. These were all Japanese students.

"Let's also hurry up; don't let everyone wait too long," Chen Ke laughed.

"Hai!" the Japanese students responded in unison.

The crowd gathered on the sports field, which was built according to the standards of later generations' sports fields. It could be seen that this place had been cleared; the track was piled with various construction materials, and half of the field had traces of hasty moving. In the center of the sports field, four wooden obstacles more than three meters high, like door planks, were erected. There were also some baffling things; the young people didn't understand these simple gadgets very well. Everyone had heard Chen Ke explain the significance of "outward bound training," probably something about cultivating team spirit and exerting imagination. Regarding such mysterious wording, everyone felt there should be very different places, but this simple venue didn't have anything that could be associated with Chen Ke's explanation.

Hua Xiongmao came up to welcome them. "Wenqing, it's ready." Looking at the surrounding young people curiously eyeing the simple equipment around them, he asked somewhat worriedly, "Wenqing, will this work?"

"We'll see as we go. It has to work whether it does or not," Chen Ke laughed. After speaking, he stood on a stool and shouted loudly, "Classmates, our outward bound training today is just the first step. I now require that ten people form a row and start lining up."

Such a simple request could probably be easily completed by fourth-grade students in the 21st century. But this group of young people in 1905 stood there blankly after hearing it, actually not knowing what to do.

Chen Ke pointed at Mao Ping. "You walk forward five steps. Then stand there."

Mao Ping obeyed Chen Ke's order.

Pointing at Mao Ping's position, Chen Ke shouted to everyone again, "Using him as the origin, everyone stand to the north and back of Mao Ping."

This order was executed. Everyone began to stand randomly with Mao Ping as the center. Some stood to the south of Mao Ping, some stood in front of Mao Ping. Others watched everyone running in a swarm and were at a loss instead, standing still on the spot.

Chen Ke called the students' names one by one and ordered them to adjust their positions. It took ten minutes for the students to finally divide into five rows standing to the north and back of Mao Ping.

"How many people did I say stand in a row?" Chen Ke shouted.

"Ten," responses came scatteredly from the ranks.

"First row, count off!" Chen Ke ordered. This time he not only let everyone count off but also taught them how to count off personally.

Hua Xiongmao watched the chaotic appearance of everyone and Chen Ke skillfully teaching the crowd. His original worry immediately flew to the nine heavens. Just organizing such a large pile of people and teaching them basic things was so laborious. It seemed there absolutely wouldn't be nothing to do. After confirming such a fact, Hua Xiongmao turned and left. There was still a pile of things to do on the construction site.
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Chapter 9 Outward Bound Training (2)

Chen Ke had counted the members of the Huangpu Book Society; there were 127 in total. Participation in this outward bound training was not mandatory. After spending 10 minutes teaching and training, everyone could finally count off according to Chen Ke's orders.

"1" "2" "3" ... ... "15"

The first row finally finished counting off.

"Have you eaten? Why are your voices like mosquitoes humming? Count again." Chen Ke's voice wasn't harsh. The young people in the front rows were a bit better, but quite a few in the back rows were still talking and laughing.

After a burst of laughter, the counting off didn't start. Chen Ke let out a loud roar with a resonant voice, "Start counting off." All the young people were shaken, and the smiles looking at Chen Ke faded significantly. The students in the first row began to count off again.

Discipline and obedience start from standardization; queue training is merely the first step. And this first step took an hour before these students lined up into a ten-by-eleven square formation.

Teaching everyone to step with the left foot first when walking in step took another half an hour.

"Eyes left," "Eyes right"—this took another half an hour.

The square formation advanced together, but after walking less than ten meters, the formation that could barely be called orderly began to fall apart.

Chen Ke was not discouraged. According to those memoirs, back then, to train the Red Army of peasant origin to turn left or right took a very long time. In today's military training, the students' performance was already very good. Military training is never a short-term process; even the most basic training lasts for several days. What's more, there was only one day today.

When the herd-like formation reached the designated position, Chen Ke ran over with a normal expression, directed everyone to line up again, and started training again.

More than three hours passed quickly. Everyone was obviously very tired. Chen Ke shouted, "Dismissed." The students felt as if they had been granted a general amnesty and scattered one after another.

Military training is definitely not an easy task; just giving these commands made Chen Ke's throat feel uncomfortable. Watching the young people hiding in shady places to rest, Chen Ke wiped the sweat from his forehead.

But before long, everyone's gaze fell on an unnoticed place. Chen Ke turned his head and saw Yan Fu, still wearing the clothes from the last time they met, standing there watching everyone. Chen Ke had been focusing on military training and didn't even know when Yan Fu had arrived. This appearance was really somewhat unexpected. Chen Ke reflected on his answer this morning and couldn't think of any problems. Since that was the case, Chen Ke didn't play any clichés either. He just went up and greeted him simply.

"Is Wenqing training soldiers?" Yan Fu asked. His attention wasn't on Chen Ke but on that group of young people.

"How could that be? Just a little military training to give everyone some organization and discipline." Chen Ke couldn't read any emotions from Yan Fu's face. But seeing Yan Fu looking at the young people with a very special gaze, it seemed like he was observing the effect of the military training. Chen Ke suddenly remembered that Yan Fu himself was not a simple literatus. Although in later generations, Yan Fu's most famous title was the translator of *Tianyanlun*, an intellectual who introduced Western learning into China, Yan Fu himself had solidly engaged in work at the Beiyang Naval Academy for many years and finally became the principal. Yan Fu was by no means a layman regarding training soldiers. Thinking of this, Chen Ke dared not make a sound and stood beside Yan Fu waiting for him to speak.

Yan Fu withdrew his gaze and asked, "Has Wenqing served in the army?"

"No."

"Is today the first day of training soldiers?"

"This is military training, not training soldiers," Chen Ke corrected again.

Yan Fu nodded slightly. "To be able to train to this state on the first day is also considered commendable."

Chen Ke didn't want this senior to criticize his hard-earned results anymore. Although Yan Fu didn't seem malicious, if such evaluation continued, heaven knew where the conversation would drift.

"Mr. Yan, are you passing by here today?"

"No, since Wenqing refused to see me, I had to come over to visit personally," Yan Fu laughed.

"I really have things to do today," Chen Ke said frankly.

"Regarding the pharmaceutical factory mentioned last time, I have already found the Shanghai Daotai and talked about it. He wants Wenqing to go to Hankou to treat a few patients."

"My medicine can only treat patients in the first and second stages; I wonder if Mr. Yan knows this," Chen Ke hurriedly said.

"I read the printed material Wenqing has; I know a thing or two. I also brought a copy when I went. After seeing it, the Shanghai Daotai said it should be curable."

"This medicine is toxic; I'm afraid it might kill people," Chen Ke hurriedly added.

"Haha, Wenqing is indeed cautious. Your *Huangpu Review* has stated it repeatedly several times. The Daotai definitely saw it. My original intention was to push this medicine to the Nanyang and Beiyang Navies. As a result, a certain Yuan wants us to help him first. This matter must trouble Wenqing to come forward."

"I can't get away. How about sending a capable person to do this?"

"That is also acceptable."

"Do I need to go see that Lord Yuan first?"

"No need. The Daotai has already instructed someone to handle this matter; Wenqing just needs to send someone to find this person."

"I'll go arrange it now. Please wait a moment, Mr. Yan." After speaking, Chen Ke walked quickly toward the construction site.

This was actually a good opportunity. These years, places needing specific medicine were mainly port cities. Wherever foreigners arrived, this malignant disease spread. Chen Ke originally wanted to find Hua Xiongmao to discuss sending Dr. Wang Qinian. If Wang Qinian was sent, who would take over Wang Qinian's position? A name suddenly popped out. Chen Ke's steps couldn't help but slow down; finally, Chen Ke simply turned his head and walked toward Mao Ping.

"Come with me for a moment," Chen Ke said to Mao Ping.

Hearing Chen Ke's idea of wanting Mao Ping to go to Hankou to treat patients, Mao Ping was quite excited. First, he could serve Mr. Chen whom he respected very much; second, he could display his professional skills. Both reasons made Mao Ping feel high-spirited. "Mr. Wenqing, I will definitely do this job well."

"I believe in you," Chen Ke said resolutely.

The two talked about Mao Ping's medical skills on the way and soon found Hua Xiongmao. Chen Ke explained the matter. Hua Xiongmao sized up Mao Ping and, seeing Mao Ping looking back at him with firm eyes, appearing quite confident in handling this matter, nodded. "Wenqing, so you want me to take Mao Ping to see Dr. Wang?"

"We can't completely decide this matter. Tell Dr. Wang that all patient injections today will be done by Mao Ping. Dr. Wang will guide from the side. Once there is time, let Mao Ping read the medical records thoroughly," Chen Ke said to Hua Xiongmao.

After speaking, Chen Ke turned to Mao Ping again. "Read the medical records thoroughly to see what reactions patients have during the use of this medicine. How to respond. I only give you today and tomorrow, two days; do it well."

"I will absolutely not let Mr. Chen down."

Watching Mao Ping and Hua Xiongmao leave together, Chen Ke explained the work to Qin Wu'an again before running back to reply to Yan Fu. The two confirmed that tomorrow afternoon, the person responsible for this matter would go find Yan Fu, and Yan Fu would introduce this person to meet Yuan Shufan.

After explaining the matters, Chen Ke looked at Yan Fu and said somewhat embarrassedly, "Mr. Yan, there are no places to eat nearby. I'm taking everyone to cook together today. Mr. Yan, will you join us, or what are your plans?"

"Wenqing wants to lead everyone to cook personally?" Yan Fu was somewhat surprised. In Yan Fu's view, Chen Ke was the president of the Study Society; naturally, others would cook and bring food over. He didn't expect Chen Ke to labor personally.

"Top and bottom are one body. As the president of the Study Society, if I flee at the sight of work, how can everyone look up to me?" Chen Ke said casually. For Chen Ke, this was just the most basic work attitude. Even in the 21st century, Chen Ke had seen many provincial-level cadres who, for a national reception conference, not only commanded the venue arrangement personally but also moved tables and chairs themselves. A deputy general manager of a mobile company, after receiving a batch of printed materials, would still squat on the ground at the door checking leaflets one by one. Although this deputy general manager drove off impatiently to eat and drink with everyone immediately after checking these tasks, this quality of doing things was absolutely not comparable to those below who were careless and slack when encountering work.

Doing things personally in work—this is the Party's tradition. Before the founding of the PRC, facing a harsh environment, the Party absolutely implemented the leading role of Party members. Even after the Reform and Opening Up, encountering moments of peril, Party members still stepped forward. Before a great disaster, you could definitely see those figures usually rarely seen in the most dangerous places. This is the power of organization.

Chen Ke could gain everyone's approval by relying on never evading responsibility and never engaging in any special treatment. Cooking and eating with everyone—Chen Ke felt it was truly the most ordinary thing.

Yan Fu didn't see it this way. As an intellectual educated in a hierarchical society of privilege, Yan Fu felt receiving various privileges was perfectly justified. As a principal, eating with students was obviously something that didn't fit his status. But he could already determine that Chen Ke had the intention to rebel. As a rebel, if he couldn't gain universal support from the people below, there was only a dead end. Chen Ke doing this was not without precedent; Chinese history books recorded too many rebels who recruited followers like this. Yan Fu actually felt it was not bad for Chen Ke to do this. He laughed, "I didn't know Wenqing could cook; then I'll have to disturb you for a meal."

"I will do my best." Chen Ke didn't stand on ceremony either.

"Comrades, start cooking," Chen Ke shouted loudly. People who heard this turned their faces to look at Chen Ke.

Woks, rice, vegetables, salt, soy sauce, and other materials had long been prepared. Shovels, firewood, and other equipment were also ready. Chen Ke let the students form groups based on the unit of ten people in a row in the formation. He began to assign tasks to each group. Young people liked liveliness when together, let alone this sudden picnic. Plus, having drilled all morning, the young people were all hungry; for a time, there was truly laughter and joy.

Some were responsible for fetching water, some for washing rice and vegetables. Chen Ke personally led people to dig stoves and bury woks, while Yan Fu stood by watching. Everyone was assigned a task; everyone was busy. Although the students' eyes looking at him held admiration, in such an environment, no one actually ran over to talk to him disregarding the crowd. This was truly rare. Yan Fu was very satisfied with Chen Ke's organizational ability.

Many hands make light work. It didn't take too long for the dishes to be stir-fried, and the big wok steaming rice was emitting billowing white steam. Chen Ke didn't let the students move freely but asked everyone to line up again and sit down neatly.

"I want to ask everyone a question. Dinner is about to start. How can we divide today's rice evenly? How can we make everyone believe that the rice is divided evenly?"

This question was really interesting. The crowd had never thought about how to achieve this degree.

"Anyone who has a suggestion, raise your hand to speak."

The crowd looked at each other in blank dismay. Don't look down on this small matter of dividing rice; if it really had to be divided evenly and everyone had to believe it, this wasn't easy. After a while, a student raised his hand. Chen Ke knew this student was named An Rushan, a student of Fudan Public School. "Elect a person everyone can approve of."

Chen Ke let An Rushan sit down before saying, "With so many of us, we may not even know each other; how can we elect a person everyone can approve of? Moreover, with over a hundred of us, waiting for you to elect someone will take six hours, right? We can eat dinner by then."

The students below roared with laughter, and An Rushan blushed deeply.

Seeing no one dared to continue speaking, Chen Ke laughed, "The rice will be ready soon. If you can't come up with a way, I can't let everyone eat. Coming for outward bound training once, resulting in accumulated grudges later—I won't do such a thing."

Another student raised his hand; his name was Lu Huitian, also from Fudan Public School. "We find a few people to specifically supervise the serving of rice. Set very strict rules. For example, exactly how much to serve per bowl must have a rule." Speaking to this point, Lu Huitian suddenly had a new idea. "We get a steelyard scale and weigh every bowl." Other students heard this suggestion; some felt it was acceptable, while others felt it was nonsense. Someone already shouted: "I'll starve to death by the time you finish weighing." Immediately, there was another burst of laughter.

When Lu Huitian sat down blushing, Chen Ke asked, "Do you think this rice can be divided absolutely fairly? Without the slightest difference?"

Most students had expressions of disbelief on their faces.

"Everyone isn't a god; we can't achieve absolute equality. The reason we cannot accept uneven division is that we cannot accept subjectively and deliberately giving more to oneself or people one likes. As long as it's not subjective deliberation, objectively dividing rice will inevitably result in this one being slightly more and that one slightly less. This tiny difference, I think everyone can accept, right?"

After listening to Chen Ke's lessons, everyone understood the two words "subjective" and "objective." The students nodded one after another after hearing this.

"If we find a person responsible for dividing rice, soon everyone will find that this person divides the most for themselves; this is human nature. So we change to another person, and everyone will still find that the rice in the bowl of the person presiding over the division is the most and best. Everyone thinks this method won't work, so we take turns presiding over the rice division, one day per person. This equates to admitting that individuals have the power to divide more rice for themselves, while giving everyone the opportunity to divide more for themselves. Although it looks equal, what then? Today we only have one chance; there will be conflict immediately. Or, everyone elects a trustworthy person to preside over the rice division. Leaving aside how long it takes to elect this person, even if this person of superior moral character can still be basically fair, he won't give himself more, but because of face, he will give more to people he has good relations with. Still unfair."

After saying this, Chen Ke looked at the steaming steam on the big rice-steaming wok and glanced at his wristwatch. "This rice will be cooked soon, and we are still discussing this issue endlessly here. Hmm, if we can't come up with a constitution quickly, we'll have to go hungry."

The students roared with laughter again.

"Mr. Chen, do you actually have a method?"

"Yeah, according to what you said, no matter how it's divided, it won't be fair. How can everyone feel it's fair?"

Everyone shouted one after another. The crowd's interest was really aroused. Seeing Chen Ke's appearance of having a well-thought-out plan, it seemed he must have an excellent method. Chen Ke had already negated other lines of thought, so what method could Chen Ke come up with? Everyone, including Yan Fu, was full of curiosity.

"Very simple. We don't need to choose any highly respected person, nor do we need any supervision. First, find three people to divide the rice in the wok into eleven big portions. Then these three people go to the side and wait first. Every team randomly finds a person to draw lots, pick a big portion in order, and then divide this big portion into ten small portions. Then they can go to the side and wait. Then, everyone goes up to take rice themselves; finally, let these rice dividers take what's left."

The cleverer ones already understood Chen Ke's meaning; they had already started to cheer. Those who didn't understand pulled those who understood and asked for an explanation. "Anyway, the rice dividers simply don't know who will benefit from dividing more or less in the end. If it's divided unevenly, they themselves will definitely eat the least. The rice dividers will naturally divide the rice very seriously. Moreover, we also know this is the case; we will definitely leave the least for the rice dividers. Naturally, we will also feel the division is reasonable." The person asked explained excitedly.

This logic was very simple; everyone understood it as soon as they heard it. Everyone was sighing about why they hadn't thought of such a simple principle themselves. Unknown who started clapping first, in a moment, more than a hundred students began to clap and cheer. Everyone already admired Chen Ke's scholarship very much; this matter made everyone feel a sincere admiration. Everyone hoped for fairness, and everyone felt they had been wronged. The greatest advantage of Chen Ke's method was that it guaranteed fairness to the greatest extent. For such wit, everyone truly admired it immensely. The dissatisfaction with Chen Ke accumulated from three hours of drilling had completely vanished at this time.

Even Yan Fu couldn't help clapping gently. After Chen Ke raised this question, Yan Fu was pondering how to divide it well. Yan Fu had long thought of the few methods Chen Ke summarized later. Although it couldn't be said they weren't fair enough, making everyone admit they were treated fairly was truly difficult. With Chen Ke's method, everyone could accept objective unfairness, but the subjective sense of unfairness disappeared completely. Yan Fu had been an official for many years; he had experienced too many struggles with unfathomable human hearts. An army can be deprived of its commander, but a common man cannot be deprived of his will. Persuading a person is too difficult, yet Chen Ke used such a simple method to sort out clues in a matter like dividing rice that had always been entangled and unclear; this couldn't help but make Yan Fu admire him.

"Classmates, don't shout anymore. Whoever is willing to volunteer to serve everyone, step forward." Chen Ke wasn't willing to let everyone make noise like this; he was also hungry.
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Chapter 10 Outward Bound Training (3)

Yan Fu naturally couldn't have seen outward bound training in the early 21st century, and the core purpose of outward bound training in the 21st century was completely different from military training in the early 20th century. The core of 21st-century outward bound training was "reasoning." It was very different from the forced indoctrination of discipline in early 20th-century military training.

After lunch, Chen Ke directed everyone to pack up the picnic items. Chen Ke's explanation for this was "One needs to see things through from beginning to end." You can choose not to eat, but after eating, you must clean up the dishes and chopsticks. In 1905, when compulsory education was not yet universal, those who could study, or more specifically, the members of the Huangpu Book Society, were not from poor families. Many even came from wealthy families; they had servants at home to clean up tableware after meals and had never washed dishes themselves. So Chen Ke brought out reasoning that everyone could understand, which finally stimulated everyone's enthusiasm for labor.

Watching Chen Ke direct more than a hundred young people to act according to his wishes—although it was just these simple trivial matters, Yan Fu felt it was remarkable. Back in the Beiyang Naval Academy, students knew they had to obey rules in the military academy after enrollment, but even so, instructors had to check again and again, correct again and again, and even resort to corporal punishment to establish discipline and norms. As far as Yan Fu knew, the Huangpu Book Society was not a formal organization, had not been established for long, and its members were diverse. Chen Ke could command these people at any rate. And from what Yan Fu saw, the young people had no intention of resisting Chen Ke. This leadership ability surprised Yan Fu very much.

Observing Chen Ke carefully, Yan Fu could determine that Chen Ke was not from a military academy background. Yan Fu had studied at the Royal Naval College in the UK and had been a military academy principal himself. Chen Ke's movements and bearing clearly showed he wasn't from a military academy. But Chen Ke was obviously not unfamiliar with rules and grasping everyone's emotions. Yan Fu knew that letting a person lead everyone wasn't a simple matter; let alone anything else, just standing in front of more than a hundred people talking with fervor and assurance, and enabling these more than a hundred listeners to follow the speaker's line of thought—this in itself was already a qualified instructor. Such instructors were rarely seen even in the Beiyang Naval Academy back then.

Originally, Yan Fu just wanted to come here to see if Chen Ke was really busy with things. He hadn't prepared to stay long, but looking at Chen Ke's performance, Yan Fu wasn't in a hurry to leave anymore. A twenty-five-year-old youth, even in 1905, belonged to the age range of "unreliable because of youth." The strength Chen Ke displayed made Yan Fu truly feel "the younger generation is to be feared." Yan Fu had a lot of practical experience and had seen countless capable people; he didn't believe in the "geniuses" in storytelling who knew everything about astronomy and geography, could revitalize the country with literature and stabilize the country with martial arts. He knew that people who could write books and establish theories often performed poorly in practical work. Those who performed outstandingly in practical work often couldn't write things.

Chen Ke's performance overturned Yan Fu's previous experience in judging people. Able to write books, able to do things. This really had the style of those true "famous masters" in history books. Sun Wu could write books and could also lead troops to attack Chu. Even the King of Wu's concubines could be drilled under Sun Wu's command. The quality of this pile of people in front of Chen Ke was definitely better than those women more than 2,000 years ago. However, based on Yan Fu's observation, they were just a rabble. Sun Wu had the power to kill back then; Chen Ke could only rely on his personal ability to persuade and lead everyone. Precisely because Yan Fu was not an ordinary person, he could better understand how outstanding Chen Ke's ability was. Sun Wu's fame shook the world, becoming a prominent god of war worshipped by later generations for thousands of years. What would become of the Chen Ke in front of him in the future?

"If there had been such a figure in the Beiyang Naval Academy back then..." Seeing Chen Ke directing everyone in an orderly manner, even Yan Fu couldn't help but imagine.

Chen Ke didn't know what Yan Fu was thinking; he managed to direct everyone to finish packing up with difficulty. Then he led everyone to start the afternoon's outward bound training.

The first item was a game. This game was very simple: ten people held hands with each other; as long as there wasn't a situation where two people held both hands with each other, and without letting go, people constantly moved their positions, then these people could inevitably untangle themselves into one or several circles.

Chen Ke, demonstrating, and nine others held hands tightly together, looking like a dead knot. The onlookers felt what Chen Ke said was unreliable. But Chen Ke had played this game many times; the key to untying this kind of thing lay in starting from the topmost clasped hands. Soon, with everyone's efforts—either squatting simultaneously to let those holding hands step over the dense arms, or turning around with great difficulty so the connection of arms wouldn't twist, or raising arms high to form an arch—the pile of people slowly disbanded and became looser and looser. Finally, just as Chen Ke said, they indeed formed a circle of ten people holding hands.

Letting everyone let go, Chen Ke shouted, "According to the order of lining up, groups of ten, complete this game."

Young people in these years didn't have many recreational activities; sports like basketball, volleyball, table tennis, and football weren't popularized in China at all. Even glass marbles weren't popularized. The game immediately attracted everyone's enthusiasm. Chen Ke watched everyone gather to play and slowly retreated backward himself. Everyone's enthusiasm far exceeded Chen Ke's imagination. In the outward bound training Chen Ke had participated in, there were quite a few people not enthusiastic about the game itself. Chen Ke originally wanted to see how many people in this outward bound training were also like this, but he didn't expect everyone to invest themselves very enthusiastically; even naturally shy people, although somewhat bashful, participated quite actively. This really surprised Chen Ke.

"What is the significance of Wenqing's game?" Yan Fu had walked to Chen Ke's side at some point and asked.

"Mr. Yan, this game is to draw everyone's feelings closer."

"Oh? So, there are more to follow?" Yan Fu was very interested in this.

"The next game is to increase everyone's trust. The last one is to let everyone accept a challenge together." Chen Ke didn't hide his secrets; telling lies in front of a smart person was a very meaningless thing.

Just as Chen Ke expected, Yan Fu pondered for a while and said, "First showing fairness, then drawing feelings closer, then cultivating trust, and finally meeting a challenge. I've learned something."

Chen Ke didn't want to boast or be polite blindly either. He just smiled but didn't speak.

Unexpectedly, Yan Fu said, "Wenqing, I actually have a suggestion. After the last game ends, could Wenqing lead these students to drill for a while?"

Chen Ke was slightly startled after hearing this; he indeed had this plan himself, just hadn't said it. He didn't expect Yan Fu to have this idea too. Chen Ke turned his head and asked, "Why is this?"

Yan Fu looked at the students and said indifferently, "Wenqing will know when the time comes."

Chen Ke didn't ask further and turned his head with Yan Fu to continue watching everyone's actions.

In the process of modern outward bound training, someone always has to act as a coach. This role isn't easy to play; one must discover problems at any time and mete out punishment. But Chen Ke didn't plan to play this role in this training. It wasn't the time yet. However, watching the students' serious attitude, Chen Ke felt everyone's seriousness truly exceeded his imagination. No one deliberately broke the rules to end the activity early. If it were in the 21st century, let alone others, Chen Ke himself as an *otaku*—games were good, but going home early was better. Turning on the computer, watching movies, listening to music, chatting—all were very comfortable things. Compared to this comfort, outward bound training was merely a kind of adjustment.

Chen Ke liked going to the cinema to watch movies when he was a child, but after having a computer, he basically never went. The difference between home and the cinema was nothing more than screen size, and at home, one could watch whatever one wanted. Why spend so much effort when one could get entertainment easily? In 1905, no matter how comfortable life was, it couldn't reach the level of 2005. What was lacking wasn't just living materials; spiritual life was equally lacking. This was an era of comprehensive lack of knowledge, culture, and entertainment. These students being so enthusiastic about the game Chen Ke taught—what difference was there from Chen Ke being enthusiastic about playing glass marbles and picture cards when he was a child, and later indulging in video games?

Thinking of this, some doubt in Chen Ke's heart was suddenly somewhat resolved. Why did seven comrades join the Party in just a few months? This society was such a pool of stagnant water, so oppressive, full of injustice. That was why comrades would work with Chen Ke, who could still be considered relatively fair, and even revolt.

Revolution was originally bred among the people; just as Yan Fu summarized just now, even on small matters like dividing rice, everyone still pursued fairness. It wasn't that these games increased feelings, but that the students themselves needed to increase feelings; these healthy and uplifting games merely provided everyone with an opportunity. Otherwise, this couldn't explain those people who weren't enthusiastic in 21st-century outward bound training, as well as Chen Ke himself who felt the activity was okay but wanted to go home more.

Chen Ke had always been telling comrades that it wasn't the People's Party launching the masses to revolt, but the masses needing revolution and following the People's Party. He understood this theoretically, but only after really launching this outward bound training did Chen Ke verify that his words were indeed correct.

"The Chinese people are a great people because even an illiterate knows they should maintain a just order." Chen Ke forgot which book this sentence came from, but Chen Ke agreed with it very much. Although it was also a theoretical agreement. Today, Chen Ke finally believed it; as long as the things provided were healthy and uplifting, conforming to the Chinese people's nature of pursuing truth, kindness, and beauty, everyone would follow you. Just like Chen Ke saw with his own eyes, a team had already failed twice, and now they were challenging this game for the third time.

Revolution still had a very bright future. Chen Ke couldn't help showing a smile. With such a social foundation needing revolution, how could it not succeed? Chen Ke said to himself. Although the objective nature of STEM later made Chen Ke have some doubts about his own optimism.

Spending less than forty minutes, all eleven teams completed this game. Everyone was laughing; some with lively personalities were still performing how their arms were twisted just now, or the embarrassing state of others when stepping over the dense arms.

"Classmates, now, we proceed to the next item. Trust Fall." Chen Ke clapped his hands while shouting loudly.

This item wasn't simple. Hua Xiongmao had built six sets of platforms according to Chen Ke's instructions. All were over three meters high. Chen Ke let twenty people divide into two teams and stand under the platform, facing each other. Arms with backs of hands downward, palms upward resting on the other person's shoulders. Chen Ke explained the rules; he himself would fall straight back from the platform and land on everyone's arms. Chen Ke guaranteed that this impact wouldn't hurt Chen Ke or the people below.

After explaining, Chen Ke asked loudly, "Do you trust me?" Everyone was very worried about this posture. If palms were downward and backs of hands upward resting on the opposite classmate's shoulders, when Chen Ke fell, everyone could hold Chen Ke at any rate. With palms upward, there was no place to leverage strength at all. When Chen Ke, this big tall guy, fell from above and smashed onto the arms, he would definitely smash everyone's arms down, and then Chen Ke would fall straight to the ground.

The students standing ready looked at each other in blank dismay.

"I said no problem, so there is absolutely no problem. Does everyone trust me?" Chen Ke asked with firm eyes.

After the previous training, the students had already established confidence in Chen Ke. Everyone said to Chen Ke one after another, "We trust Mr. Chen."

"No need to add 'Mr.' Answer me together." After speaking, Chen Ke said loudly again, "Do you trust me?"

"We trust," came the almost simultaneous reply.

Chen Ke asked loudly again, "Do you trust us?"

"We trust." This time the voices were uniform.

Hearing this momentum, Chen Ke smiled, explained the rules and precautions, and climbed up the rack nimbly. As he said himself, he stood on the platform only with the balls of his feet, back to everyone. "My name is Chen Ke; I am ready," he shouted.

"We, the first team, are also ready; please trust us," the students below responded excitedly.

Upon hearing this reply, Chen Ke immediately straightened his body. Under the gaze of more than a hundred pairs of eyes, like a turning second hand, with his feet as the axis, his body fell straight back. Everyone didn't expect Chen Ke to fall as soon as he said so. Amidst a sound of sharp intakes of breath, Chen Ke's body fell straight in a horizontal state, landing on the "net" formed by the students' arms. The feeling on his back was a slight sinking, but it stopped immediately.

Everyone had palms upward; another benefit of this was that they didn't need to turn their arms to put Chen Ke down following the momentum. The students surrounding him were already asking all at once, "Does it hurt?" They were frightened by Chen Ke's clean fall. The platform was over three meters high; when Chen Ke stood on it, the top of his head was more than five meters from the ground. Falling straight down with back downwards from such a high place—just looking at it caused a kind of shock.

"It doesn't hurt at all."

"That's right, Mr. Chen was right; distributing one person's weight onto these forty arms, there isn't much feeling at all."

The students who were below just now said proudly. When such a big guy as Chen Ke fell, everyone was somewhat worried; they didn't expect it to be truly as Chen Ke said—there wasn't much feeling at all.

Someone couldn't help preparing to climb up the platform to test it himself.

What this training feared most was people naturally sticking their buttocks down. Forty arms bearing the weight of one person was naturally no problem, but three or four arms wouldn't work. Chen Ke had made five binding bags. The purpose was to avoid this problem.

After training for so long, everyone had long begun to get used to obeying. Two people stood on the platform helping the student who was going to perform the "Trust Fall" put on the bag. Inside the large cloth bag like a body bag were a few carrying poles. After putting the person in, it was tied tight with ropes on the outside; the person inside couldn't bend even if they wanted to. These two people were also responsible for controlling the direction to prevent deviation. Chen Ke could do it well himself, but he dared not really let the students complete it themselves.

More than a hundred people divided into five teams and started this item. Some hardened their hearts and started falling back immediately after the Q&A. Some weren't so straightforward; they always hesitated for a while and plucked up courage several times before falling back. In the air, although their bodies were forcibly straightened by the carrying poles, one could still see their buttocks protruding relatively obviously. These people didn't achieve the rule's requirement of keeping the body straight.

There were also some who stood there and shouted a few times; the people below also responded, but they just couldn't fall back no matter what. As a last resort, the classmates on the platform had to help them a bit. According to Chen Ke's secret instructions, they pushed the foreheads of the students unwilling to fall forcefully so that they could fall relatively straight.

Questions one after another, and the simultaneous answers from below: "Please trust us." Then the "flying men" fell one by one. With the people in front demonstrating, the people behind became more and more skilled. This game actually ended in less than an hour and a half.

Yan Fu watched the students' expressions mixed with excitement and lingering fear, watching them conduct the "thrilling" training more and more skillfully. His face also became more and more solemn. Chen Ke's training looked thrilling but was very safe. As everyone experienced such training, the atmosphere among everyone became increasingly harmonious. If the students below didn't catch him, falling back from such a height would cost him half his life if not kill him. But being able to land safely on the classmates' arms and then being put down by seven hands and eight feet—this feeling was very different. In a sense, this could be considered a "friendship of life and death."

Having undergone such training, Yan Fu believed the relationship among these people would inevitably be very different in the future. The Beiyang Navy's training had always been harsh; before the Battle of the Yalu River, incidents of soldiers dying due to overly harsh training had occurred multiple times. But such training couldn't train such a sense of trust. How exactly did Chen Ke come up with such a method? Watching Chen Ke patrolling the training seriously, although he was the leader of the crowd, he integrated into the environment so naturally. Yan Fu didn't worry that anyone would oppose Chen Ke at this time, but no one would refuse to acknowledge Chen Ke's command authority either. Given time, if these students became an army, they would inevitably be united from top to bottom, working as one.

Yan Fu was very satisfied with this.

"Mr. Yan, you come participate too." While Yan Fu was thinking, a student ran over excitedly to invite him. After this stimulation, the students' faces were all red. Many original rules had been cast aside under the young people's excitement.

"Uh?" Yan Fu didn't expect to be invited actually.

It wasn't known who started the jeering first, but the students shouted in unison anyway: "Mr. Yan, come one! Mr. Yan, come one!" More and more people joined the shouting. Under this scene already dominated by group consciousness, everyone couldn't help joining in. Hearing the enthusiastic and friendly invitation becoming louder and louder, even Yan Fu felt somewhat involuntarily moved. He was a soldier and didn't like empty politeness. Yan Fu simply took off his glasses. The proficient ladder-climbing skills trained earlier at the Royal Naval College in the UK and in the Nanyang and Beiyang Fleets were still there. Watching Yan Fu climb up the platform nimbly, the students clapped and cheered together. Yan Fu stood properly like Chen Ke; in the sudden silence where not a crow could be heard, Yan Fu said clearly, "My name is Yan Fu; I am ready."

"Please trust us." The voices below were resonant and powerful. Yan Fu could hear that it wasn't just the people prepared to catch him; everyone responded in unison.

Yan Fu straightened his body and fell straight back. In any case, that innate human reaction wouldn't disappear; that faint sense of fear still occupied the main feeling. But Yan Fu was not a person to admit defeat. Not only did he not tighten his body subconsciously, but on the contrary, he made his body straight. Just like leaping into the sea during the navy's swimming training. That falling feeling seemed very long, yet not long lasting. Before Yan Fu began to question whether those below could catch him, Yan Fu's body had already fallen into the barrier formed by solid arms. The strength of the crowd stopped Yan Fu in the air. No one was hurt. Cheers rang out again.

The last item was climbing over obstacles. In groups of ten, the whole team had to pass an obstacle over three meters high. This thing was a solid wooden frame deeply buried underground on the outside, and inside, thick wooden planks were pieced together without gaps. Everyone had to climb up by forming a human pyramid first, then climb down. The last person remaining had to grab the leg of the second to last person and be pulled over by everyone. Although the theory was simple, implementing it took quite some effort.

Yan Fu paced to Chen Ke's side and asked, "Wenqing, regarding the final formation drill, can I command it?" Watching the students full of vigor and working together to surmount obstacles, Yan Fu felt he suddenly regained some of the feeling of being the principal of the Beiyang Naval Academy back then. That was a long-lost feeling.

"I launched this outward bound training; I must command it personally. I cannot follow Mr. Yan's wish; I am truly sorry." Chen Ke rejected Yan Fu's request gently but firmly.

Yan Fu hadn't thought that much originally, just slightly simply excited. Hearing Chen Ke's refusal, Yan Fu suddenly understood that he was no longer a principal; those days belonging to him had been shattered in the Gengzi year. Looking at Chen Ke's young and vibrant face, looking at those equally young students encouraging each other, carrying, and pulling companions over the high obstacle, Yan Fu nodded slightly but didn't say anything more.

At 5 PM, everyone had surmounted the obstacle. Quite a few people even had blood marks rubbed onto their arms. But no one cared about this; everyone talked and chatted happily. A day of training would make even young people feel some fatigue, but everyone felt very comfortable. Originally in the Huangpu Book Society, everyone also met, but they would never be this intimate no matter what. Having passed so many passes, everyone suddenly discovered that those surrounding classmates, even some who didn't look very pleasing to the eye, all had their reliable or lovely sides. This new discovery made the students, who already liked making friends, even closer.

"All assemble, line up," Chen Ke shouted. His arm pointed straight at a position in front of him. No need for special explanation anymore. Someone already ran over to stand at that position; like a magnet attracting iron filings, other students formed a ten-by-eleven square formation with this person as the origin one after another.

"Whole unit, forward march," Chen Ke shouted.

Although the formation was still somewhat messy, although some people still couldn't help stepping with the right foot first, under Chen Ke's command of "one, two, one," everyone consciously adjusted their steps without Chen Ke's order. Not long after, the crowd's steps could finally tread on the same beat. The neater the footsteps, the more powerful they were; the more powerful, the neater. The students marched fifty meters stepping on the same beat. The wall got closer and closer. Although everyone felt perhaps they should stop, no one stopped their steps. This was a wonderful feeling; everyone felt they had a seemingly brand-new strength. As long as Chen Ke gave an order, everyone would work together to surmount the wall in front of them according to the training they had just received, advancing toward the vast space outside the wall.

"Halt!" Chen Ke finally shouted.

"Classmates," Chen Ke shouted in front of the formation, "Today, everyone underwent outward bound training. Everyone did very well participating in the training for the first time. What we want to tell everyone first in this training is that fairness is possible to achieve. Secondly, as long as you can trust comrades and obey discipline, there are no obstacles that cannot be crossed. Even if you fall, you can be caught. In the future, everyone's life and study will definitely encounter many difficulties and obstacles, but as long as you can work hard like today, there are no passes that cannot be crossed."

Looking at the excited and satisfied faces of the students, as well as the expressions of understanding and agreement, Chen Ke continued, "Today, I thank everyone for participating. Tomorrow, everyone still has to attend class and study. Now, I announce, dismissed."

The students stood on the spot and didn't scatter. Chen Ke's concise and to-the-point style was what everyone usually liked. No one liked chattering long speeches, but now, no one wanted to leave. Everyone felt as if something was missing. After such a day, Chen Ke's simple summary made everyone feel a kind of insufficiency. It seemed a summary was needed.

Chen Ke was very satisfied with this. He slowly raised his left arm, and everyone's gaze focused on this left arm with a clenched fist. "Struggle for the rise of China!" Chen Ke shouted.

Everyone's emotions seemed to find the final eruption point in this sentence. "Struggle for the rise of China!" someone already shouted. "Struggle for the rise of China!" Everyone joined such shouting unknowingly. The wave of sound rushed straight in all directions. Whether it was Yan Fu in the distance or the workers on the construction site, they all looked over.
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Chapter 11 Mid-Autumn Festival (1)

Autumn is a beautiful season. Chen Ke liked the sky of 1905; the sky not polluted by industry was a mess of azure blue—that was the true "deep and blue." Raising one's head, one could see the azure sky, dotted with a few wisps of misty white clouds, making it appear even more profound and clear. September 13, 1905, was the Mid-Autumn Festival.

After yesterday's outward bound training, the Huangpu Study Society announced a one-day holiday. The People's Party branch paid for it, and Wu Xingchen, who was also a hall master of the Tiandihui, made the contacts and easily bought more than a dozen baskets of crabs. Several baskets were sent to the construction site, and the few comrades whose homes were in Shanghai, as well as the students of the Huangpu Book Society, each received a few catties. The rest were steamed in steamers in the workshop, and with some other dishes, a lively Mid-Autumn banquet was held.

Someone had picked a few sprigs of osmanthus and placed them in various corners. The refreshing fragrance mixed with the aroma of crabs actually gave a feeling of appealing to both refined and popular tastes. Quite a few members of the Huangpu Study Society had homes out of town, and during this traditional festival, everyone had nowhere to go. There weren't many patients in the affiliated hospital either, so Chen Ke invited Wang Qinian and a few other doctors over as well. It was a festival after all; everyone might as well liven things up here. Just as everyone was arranging tables, chairs, bowls, and chopsticks to start the banquet, someone came to the door. It was the steward of Qi Huishen's family.

"Mr. Chen, my young master asked me to send this over." After the steward finished speaking, Chen Ke looked intently and saw an object placed on the large cart at the door; it actually looked like a piano. He walked up in pleasant surprise and examined it carefully; sure enough, it was an upright piano.

For the Mid-Autumn Festival, Qi Huishen actually wanted to stay at the workshop, but Chen Ke forcibly drove him home. "Going home to reunite with your parents is the proper thing to do. We haven't started the uprising yet; after the uprising, if you want to go home for a visit, it will be extremely difficult."

"Then does Wenqing need anything else?"

"It would be nice to have a piano." Looking at the lively students in the courtyard, Chen Ke sighed.

"What?" Qi Huishen asked.

"Nothing. Hurry home."

"Mm... alright," Qi Huishen responded. Chen Ke originally thought Qi Huishen hadn't heard clearly; he didn't expect him to really find a piano.

"This really took some effort..." Chen Ke felt extremely embarrassed. Even in the 21st century, not every household had a piano, let alone in 1905.

"Mr. Chen, my master sometimes hosts drinking parties at home to entertain the British, so there is a piano at home. Today the young master said Mr. Chen wanted to use it, and my master immediately had us send this over. The master said he didn't know Mr. Chen was so proficient in musical instruments; if he had known earlier, he would have sent Mr. Chen a new one. There wasn't enough time today, so in the haste, Mr. Chen please make do with this old one."

"This is really too kind." Chen Ke truly didn't know what to say.

"No one at home knows how to play this piano anyway. Foreigners don't come a few times a year. Mr. Chen just use it for now." After the steward finished speaking, he had the people who came with him move the piano into the courtyard and place it in the position designated by Chen Ke.

After sending off the steward and returning to the courtyard, he saw quite a few students gathering around the piano and looking at it incessantly. The vast majority of people had never seen a piano. Chen Ke didn't stand on ceremony either; he lifted the piano cover, pulled over a stool of suitable height, and played a tune of "Two Tigers." This lively music immediately attracted everyone. In the 21st century, only beginners would play this as introductory music; companions of Chen Ke's age would only occasionally recall this tune when joking around. But facing these companions, Chen Ke really couldn't think of any better introductory music.

The brisk music quickly lifted the spirits of the big guys, but this tune was very simple and could only count as an accompaniment. Seeing that the students' emotions were mobilized by the piano sound but they weren't addicted, Chen Ke was very satisfied. If it were before, Chen Ke would never have thought so much when doing things. At that time, when Chen Ke performed in public, he never looked at the occasion; he always picked the piece he felt could show off his technique the most to play, resulting in many unpleasant memories. Doing anything requires conforming to the environment at the time; this principle is easy to say, and Chen Ke himself also thought he understood it, but every time he had a chance to go on stage, Chen Ke always couldn't help showing off himself, throwing the principle to the horizon. At that time, he was really childish. Chen Ke thought.

After playing a little tune, the atmosphere also surged. Just as dinner was about to start, new guests arrived. This time it was Yan Fu leading the way; several students from Fudan Public School entered the door together. Although he didn't know what Yan Fu came to do, today was a feast, and those who came were guests. He invited everyone to take their seats, put the pastries brought by Yan Fu on plates, and placed them on the table.

There was wine, meat, mooncakes, and crabs. Having also undergone outward bound training, the distance between the young people was drawn closer. Yan Fu and Chen Ke sat at the same table; the two drank slowly and modestly. Most of the young people came from wealthy families; although lively, they were still polite. However, after starting to drink, this emotion was not easy to control. Some with shallow alcohol tolerance began to speak loudly after two cups. Chen Ke stood up hurriedly. "Classmates, today is Mid-Autumn; as the saying goes, one misses one's family more on festive occasions. Let's gather together. But I have a request: don't drink too much, and absolutely don't get dead drunk with me. Okay?"

"Okay!" Someone was already responding loudly; judging by the voice, this person had already had a bit too much. Chen Ke sat down helplessly; he didn't like drinking too much wine; the feeling of being slightly tipsy was the most comfortable. But this didn't mean other students would be the same. In his university days, what Chen Ke disliked most was going to dinner parties to drink; every time, people like him who hadn't drunk too much had to clean up the mess for those who had. That feeling was really terrible.

"Wenqing doesn't seem to like drinking," Yan Fu laughed.

Chen Ke nodded. "A cup or two is okay. Too much won't do."

"Me too."

While they were talking, the crabs were served, and the atmosphere of the crowd became even livelier. Quite a few students from Fudan Public School came from the Shaanxi side and hadn't eaten crabs. The Jiangnan students taught them how to eat. Some who ate fast carefully cut down the cone-shaped membrane inside the female crab shell along the bottom of the cone, took it out, turned it over so the inside faced out, and it became the "Crab Monk" mentioned by Lu Xun. The students from the north took it and looked carefully, clicking their tongues in wonder. Watching everyone enjoying themselves harmoniously, Chen Ke also felt happy.

After eating a pair of crabs, Chen Ke didn't eat any more.

At this time, the full moon had risen into the sky; the moon on the fifteenth of the eighth month wasn't the roundest, but it was very bright. Several gas lamps were hung in the courtyard, and coupled with the bright moonlight, the courtyard felt brightly lit. The atmosphere had become completely lively; Chen Ke felt it had a very street food stall flavor. equally noisy and lively, this atmosphere was quite comfortable.

Just as he was chatting idly with Yan Fu, he saw two students coming over with flushed faces. Looking closely, it was actually Kuroshima Jinichirō and another Japanese international student.

"Mr. Chen, I've come to toast you," Kuroshima said somewhat drunkenly.

Chen Ke had long heard that Japanese people had poor alcohol tolerance; seeing that Kuroshima hadn't drunk much just now but was already in this state, it seemed what everyone said was not false.

"Only allowed to take a sip. Don't get drunk." Chen Ke raised his wine cup and drank a small mouthful with Kuroshima and the Japanese student beside him. Kuroshima put down the wine cup and sat down respectfully beside Chen Ke. Speaking in stiff Chinese with quite a Shandong flavor, he said, "I have learned many principles of revolution here at Mr. Chen's place; I am very grateful. But there are some things I want to ask Mr. Chen for advice on."

Chen Ke looked at Yan Fu beside him, but saw that he was just listening and didn't have any adverse reaction because of hearing the word "revolution." Before Chen Ke could pay more attention, Kuroshima continued, "Mr. Chen, I followed Mr. Chen Tianhua to China. After the Meiji Restoration, the Shogunate was overthrown. Japan just has more rich people. And the lives of the common people have worsened. Listening to Mr. Chen's lectures, I feel I understand many things. But I want to ask Mr. Chen to talk about how Japan's future revolution will develop."

This topic shouldn't be sensitive, but with Yan Fu beside him, it was hard to say. Before Chen Ke could speak, Yan Fu laughed, "Wenqing also knows the affairs of the world; could you tell us about this matter for us to hear?"

Since Yan Fu urged him so, Chen Ke was also ready to speak. Kuroshima hurriedly called the other few Japanese students over. They sat around Chen Ke. Seeing this, others also gathered around one after another; the lively wine banquet actually turned into a new classroom. Chen Ke simply had someone close the door and bolt it. Only then did he start lecturing.

Hearing that Chen Ke was talking about Japanese affairs, the surrounding students' interest became even stronger. With Japan's miraculous rise plus winning the First Sino-Japanese War against China, many Chinese youths were very interested in Japanese affairs.

Chen Ke talked generally about Japan's history and economic development characteristics. The traditional feudal system, the rise of modern Chōshū and Satsuma domains, the development of the Meiji Restoration. From the causes of the First Sino-Japanese War, where exactly the money for Japan to fight the First Sino-Japanese War came from, to the effect of overseas loans on Japan. Item by item, clear and distinct.

Hearing such a clear explanation, the students admired "Mr. Chen Ke's" profound knowledge and deep understanding of the world even more.

Chen Ke said that if China could have persisted for a few months without admitting defeat, Japan would have caused its own economic collapse due to the maturity of loans. Many people were hearing this for the first time. Connecting it with the previous matter of Japanese loans, quite a few people were already wringing their wrists and pounding their chests, cursing that the court was full of bastards.

As a participant and party involved in the First Sino-Japanese War, to Yan Fu's ears, Chen Ke's explanation was so clear; many deployments and battles of both sides were exactly the same as the situation at that time. It was simply as if he had seen it with his own eyes. Yan Fu knew as soon as he heard it that this was absolutely right about the situation at the time. Moreover, the analysis was objective and true, absolutely not nonsense from hearsay. Yan Fu was extremely astonished; how exactly did Chen Ke know so clearly?

Regarding the source of Japan's war funds, this was also the first time Yan Fu heard about this matter. He knew a lot about the First Sino-Japanese War and had always felt it very strange that Japan suddenly had such strong naval strength. And Japan's eager hope to force China to submit after the war—Yan Fu's feeling at the time was that Japan was desperately trying to emulate the European and American powers. Hearing Chen Ke's narration about the economy, Yan Fu suddenly felt many things suddenly became clear, and the context of the entire war became extremely clear. Japan was also gambling on national destiny. As long as the Manchu Qing could persist slightly, wait for Japan's repayment date to arrive while the end of the war was still far away, then Japan only had the road of bankruptcy.

Just by persisting for those few more months, a completely different outcome would definitely have appeared. And his own classmates wouldn't have had to sacrifice in vain. Thinking of this, Yan Fu only felt heartache like being twisted.

Just then, Yan Fu discovered in astonishment that the courtyard was already silent. Everyone was looking at him; it turned out Yan Fu was immersed in his own thoughts, his face alternating between green and white, and his expression also became gloomy, even could be called ferocious. It was already autumn now, plus everyone was sitting in the courtyard; when the night wind blew, it was already quite cool, but Yan Fu's forehead was covered with sweat. Matching his demeanor, it looked even more frightening.

"It's nothing; Wenqing continue speaking," Yan Fu said barely. But he saw Chen Ke hand over a handkerchief. Only then did Yan Fu feel his sweat; he took the handkerchief and wiped his sweat. Yan Fu felt the entire handkerchief was already wet through.

Yan Fu was a soldier; he knew the importance of temple calculations very well. If Chen Ke had been in power in the court back then, the First Sino-Japanese War would absolutely not have been fought to such a result. Such a thought leaped out of Yan Fu's almost boiling train of thought. After the First Sino-Japanese War, the court from top to bottom attacked each other, all shifting responsibility. Either saying how superior Japan's system was after the Restoration, or that Japan's cannons and rapid-fire guns were powerful. Every argument seemed reasonable, but compared with Chen Ke's analysis, these arguments all became extremely superficial. If there could have been someone like Chen Ke presiding when the war started back then... Even if Yan Fu's self-cultivation was high, his mind was already occupied by reflection on the First Sino-Japanese War at this time.

But Yan Fu was Yan Fu after all; after a moment of confusion, he calmed his mind. He must discuss this matter in detail with Chen Ke, but what was more important today was to listen to what Chen Ke would say next. Squeezing out a smile with difficulty, "Wenqing, you continue speaking."

Chen Ke nodded. He led people to carry the blackboard out and hung a lamp beside it.

"I have already roughly narrated the basic situation of Japan. Now what I want to talk about is Japan's revolution. Have these few classmates from Japan heard of the *Sekihōtai* (Red Bear Corps)?"

Kuroshima and the others shook their heads.

Chen Ke narrated the history of the Japanese "*Sekihōtai*." Sagara Sōzō, the leader of the "*Sekihōtai*," whose name was Kojima Shirōazaemon Masamitsu, was the son of Kojima Hyōma, a rustic samurai of Sōma District, Shimōsa Province. After the outbreak of the Boshin War, he led the comrades of the "*Rōshitai*" to regroup in Kyoto, and serving Ayanokōji Toshizane and Shigenoi Kinhisa as lords, formed the "*Sekihōtai*." Shirō changed his name to Sagara Sōzō and served as the captain of the First Unit of the "*Sekihōtai*." What was the main task the "*Sekihōtai*" received from the new government? It was to act as the vanguard of the Tōsandō Army, enter provinces like Shinano and Kōzuke first, propagate the benevolent government of the new government all the way, call on nearby feudal lords to submit, and join forces to overthrow the Shogunate. The so-called "benevolent government" of the new government mainly referred to "halving the annual tribute"; this was a political slogan proposed by Sagara Sōzō and agreed to by Saigō Takamori and others. Sōzō believed that peasants everywhere were already suffering unspeakably under the Shogunate's years of exorbitant taxation; if the new government promised to reduce the annual tribute by half, they would definitely rise in response, and the Shogunate's rule would inevitably collapse instantly.

However, by late January of the fourth year of Keiō (1868), rumors began to spread in Kyoto that the "*Sekihōtai*" was "intimidating the populace and plundering property." Hearing such rumors, the Second and Third Units of the "*Sekihōtai*," which had already entered Shinshū, immediately turned around and ran back to Kyoto under the leadership of the two noble leaders. Sagara Sōzō was at a loss, so he went alone to the Tōsandō Governor-General's Office to clarify the rumors.

Taking advantage of the opportunity of Sagara Sōzō's departure, the various domains in Shinshū launched surprise attacks on the "*Sekihōtai*" one after another, killing half and arresting half. When Sōzō successfully appealed at the Tōsandō Governor-General's Office and returned to Shinshū happily, he couldn't help being stunned by the scene before him. After his repeated lobbying and urging, the various domains finally agreed to release all the arrested members of the First Unit of the "*Sekihōtai*"—but this was just a delaying tactic; the complete destruction of the "*Sekihōtai*" was right before their eyes.

It turned out that the rumors about the "*Sekihōtai*" "intimidating the populace and plundering property" were simply released by people sent by the new government. The reason lay in the new government's financial straits; unable to bear the huge military expenses, they were forced to borrow from big *zaibatsu* like Mitsui. And these big *zaibatsu*, in order to amass wealth, fundamentally opposed the "halving the annual tribute" policy. Based on this factor, the new government didn't hesitate to break its promise and lose faith with the people of the world; the "*Sekihōtai*" thus became a pathetic political sacrifice.

In March of the fourth year of Keiō (1868), the Tōsandō Governor-General's Office suddenly arrested Sagara Sōzō, who came to appeal again, and the remaining members of the "*Sekihōtai*." Immediately, on the charge of being a "false government army," Sōzō and his eight trusted followers were executed by beheading at Shimosuwa in Shinshū—Sagara Sōzō was only thirty years old. The Meiji government used this to show the peasants: the government never issued a promise of "halving the annual tribute" at all; these were all rumors by the "*Sekihōtai*," these false government troops, to confuse the public. We fight the war as usual, overthrow the Shogunate as usual, and collect the annual tribute as usual. Thinking that peasants can live a good life under the rule of the new government is just an unrealistic delusion!

"Now everyone knows why the lives of the common people remained the same as before after the Japanese revolution, right? Even plundering land, plundering China's money after the First Sino-Japanese War—this money merely fell into the pockets of European and American capitalists and Japanese *zaibatsu*. The Japanese common people didn't get any benefits."

"So that's how it is. Many thanks for Mr. Chen's advice." Kuroshima stood up and bowed respectfully to Chen Ke. Other Japanese students also stood up and bowed.

"Sit down. I'll talk about Japan's future." Chen Ke waved his hand.

In Chen Ke's view, Japan's idea of becoming an independent industrial country by relying on its own strength was destined to become a bubble, limited by raw materials and markets. This was proven by the history Chen Ke had seen. Chen Ke also stated his view bluntly: as long as China could become strong, Japan was destined to be a tragedy.

Japan now relied mainly on textiles and the sex industry. Japan might be the only miraculous country in the world that organized and promoted the flesh trade. After the Meiji Restoration, countless villages without young girls appeared in Japan; the girls either entered textile factories to work until death or went to foreign brothels to die. A big buyer of Chen Ke's medicine now was Japanese brothels. Once China rose, Japan's textile industry would suffer a heavy blow. Losing this pillar, and losing China's market, Japan couldn't sustain itself by relying on itself.

However, as a Japanese, Kuroshima was not repulsed by these comments of Chen Ke. Kuroshima said excitedly, "In Japan, there are also many young people dissatisfied with Japan's status quo, hoping that China can lead the revolution. Then the revolution will enter Japan again, promoting Japan's comprehensive revolution."

Hearing this, Chen Ke was really a bit confused; how did he encounter Japan's "guide party" (traitors)? Was this guy Kuroshima fooling him? But honestly, in the 1920s, Japan ran "indentured labor" textile factories in China. After being reported by Xia Yan, at least the government of that time immediately sealed them up. This article triggered a strong response at the time. If they did this in China, the degree of cruel exploitation within Japan back then would only be fiercer than this. Facing such social reality, Japanese youths would absolutely not refuse revolution.

"Japan's revolution is not a people's revolution. But that doesn't mean Japan won't have a revolution in the future. The main force of the Japanese revolution is the petty bourgeoisie." As Chen Ke spoke, he wrote the names of several classes on the left side of the blackboard: Big Bourgeoisie, Petty Bourgeoisie, Proletariat.

"Japan's domestic resources are scarce, so a large number of middle-class people will not appear domestically. In this country with fierce class contradictions, the main contradiction occurs between the big bourgeoisie and the petty bourgeoisie. Now, in order to expand, Japan has strengthened its military power. Japan's land area is small; this military power is absolutely enough to suppress domestic people's uprisings in Japan. So if the people cannot rise in revolution comprehensively, relying on their own uprisings, there is absolutely no chance of liberation. Therefore, Japan's future trend is built on this group." After speaking, Chen Ke wrote two big characters on the blackboard with chalk: "Army." And he drew a box around these two characters with chalk to emphasize.

"Small and medium-sized enterprises simply cannot compete with large enterprises. I talked about this in class, right? No matter comparing manpower or efficiency, they can't compete. We can believe that small and medium-sized enterprises will inevitably go bankrupt gradually, and these petty bourgeoisie will be reduced to the proletariat. Then let's look at the composition of the Japanese army. Middle and high-ranking officers have close relations with the big bourgeoisie; they are basically people of the big bourgeoisie. Moreover, after multiple civil wars, all middle and high-ranking officers standing on the stance of the petty bourgeoisie have also been killed off. Most low and middle-ranking officers come from the petty bourgeoisie because their parents don't have that much money to distribute to the children, but have a little money to let the children go to school and military academy. So NCOs, lieutenants, and some field-grade officers are all of petty-bourgeois origin. Oh, field-grade officers are called *Sakan* in Japan."

While speaking, Chen Ke wrote down various Japanese military ranks on the blackboard.

"These low-ranking officers, after fighting hard for the war launched by the Japanese *zaibatsu*, return home to find that their families have gone bankrupt. The originally passable life is now completely finished. Then they have no other thoughts except wanting revolution. This group of people is the main force promoting Japan's future political direction."

Speaking to this point, Chen Ke's understanding of a series of mutinies in Japanese history also became suddenly enlightened. In the February 26 Incident, what the young officers demanded was "Heaven's punishment for national traitors." In the view of these young people, those high officials in power all represented the interests of the zaibatsu clans. Of course, these young people were used, used by those guys who were more eager to promote their own policies of aggression and expansion. After sweeping away the high officials who were still somewhat "rational," the group advocating aggression quickly controlled Japan's politics. Pushing Japan onto the road of aggression and expansion. The biggest victim of this policy was undoubtedly China.

"No matter how the Japanese petty bourgeoisie fuss, they cannot change the fact that Japan lacks resources. Therefore, the road these people finally choose is aggression and expansion. The current Russo-Japanese War is a war aimed at seizing privileges in China. Japan wants to expand the raw material market in China and expand the sales market in China. In the future, it will even launch military aggression against China, attempting to destroy China." Chen Ke narrated an indisputable prophecy.

The people below were silent; quite a few were looking at Kuroshima and the other few foreign students with unkind eyes.

"The Japanese classmates here with us are not the vanguard of Japan's aggression policy, but comrades who hope to stop Japan from sliding into that situation. Therefore, I hope everyone doesn't look at them with such eyes." Chen Ke waved his hand and laughed.

"Mr. Chen, China has reached this stage; can you still smile?" A student in the front row with a face full of grief and indignation couldn't help questioning in Sichuan dialect. This person was called Xiong Mingyang. Born in a bureaucratic family in Sichuan, he first went to Nanyang Public School in Xi'an to study in 1902. As a result, the "Ink Bottle" incident broke out that year, and he dropped out with his classmates. Then he transferred to Aurora University in Shanghai, but encountered the school being ordered by the British to change school rules. As a result, he dropped out again and transferred to Fudan Public School to study. After listening to Chen Ke's lecture, he joined the Huangpu Book Society that day, becoming a backbone element in the Book Society. This person hated extremely the fate of China being unable to escape repeated defeats and battles, being carved up and invaded. He was a very radical youth.

Seeing Chen Ke silent, Xiong Mingyang stood up. "Mr. Chen, you only teach us how to view the world and view China. But what does seeing this fact clearly help? As long as you, Mr. Chen, point out a road that can save the country... if you want to rebel, I will follow you to rebel. If you want me to fight, I will definitely rush to the very front. This cheap life of mine counts for nothing. As long as we can save China, wherever you say, Mr. Chen, I will work there!"

"Right! Isn't it just rebellion? This world should have rebelled long ago."

"That's right! If I die for China, I die; twenty years later, I'll be a good man again!"

The students shouted all at once.

Chen Ke's face became colder and colder; suddenly he laughed loudly. "I told you not to drink too much, but you insisted on drinking more. Look, look, drunk, aren't you? That's all for today. Dismissed."

After speaking, Chen Ke returned to the dormitory without looking back. Closing the door, Chen Ke fell onto his bunk, a slight smile appearing at the corner of his mouth. Soon, he fell into deep thought, and that trace of a smile also disappeared without a trace.
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Chapter 12 Mid-Autumn Festival (2)

Hua Xiongmao shouted and chased people outside, and with the help of those living in the dormitory, he finally sent everyone else away. Chen Ke could imagine that the students were naturally very angry seeing his attitude. But Chen Ke wasn't angry; if anyone really left in anger, it could only be said that these people's self-cultivation was too poor. The current People's Party couldn't afford to serve these characters who were like the fierce Zhang Fei.

Hearing that they had started packing up outside, Chen Ke quickly got up to join the labor. As soon as the door opened, others were fine, but Yan Fu sitting upright at the table surprised Chen Ke. No wonder Hua Xiongmao hadn't come to knock on his door.

Since he had come out, it wasn't good to go back in. Chen Ke began to pack up with everyone. There were now six people living in the permanent workshop: Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao, Chen Tianhua, Xie Mingxian, He Zudao, and Qin Wu'an. Zhou Yuanxiao had already moved out. There were twenty temporary residents who had come back with Chen Tianhua. Since it wasn't cold anyway, Chen Ke had built temporary dormitories, which, along with the existing ones, were enough. What Chen Ke was urging to rush work on in the new school was the dormitory building. It was about to be topped out soon. Once the dormitory building was initially completed, Chen Ke would immediately transfer personnel to the school.

Many hands make light work; the cleanup was completed quickly. Chen Ke just cleaned up the kitchen, washed all the empty pots, bowls, ladles, and basins, and packed up the empty tables and chairs properly. After all the fuss just now, everyone might not be full. The remaining food was piled on four tables, and everyone sat down again. "Come, I propose a toast to everyone. Happy Mid-Autumn Festival," Chen Ke laughed.

This time there was no liveliness like before; everyone was truly tasting wine and appreciating the moon.

"Mr. Chen, can you play the piano?" Wang Qinian was at the same table as Chen Ke and asked.

"A little."

"Can we listen to a piece or two?"

"I was just feeling an itch to show off." After Chen Ke finished speaking, he ate a bite of the pastry Yan Fu brought, drained the yellow wine in his cup, and walked to the piano again with great interest.

On an early autumn night, in the deep blue night sky, the moon was bright and stars were sparse. The courtyard had been fumigated with mugwort, mixed with the aroma of wine and the fragrance of osmanthus. Chen Ke felt in a rather good mood. His fingers slid smoothly over the keyboard, making Chen Ke unable to help recalling past times.

Thanks to his music-loving father, Chen Ke often went to the Railway Bureau's music room since childhood. There was also an upright piano there. Learning to play the piano with his father in the spacious music room was a fond memory of Chen Ke's childhood. At that time, Chen Ke might not have really liked playing the piano; he preferred listening to his father play. But his father also knew how to grasp Chen Ke's mind; if Chen Ke practiced continuously for twenty minutes, his father would play a piece for him. At that time, Chen Ke admired his father very much.

Later, the family also bought a piano, and Chen Ke fell into his mother's palm from then on. His mother's requirements were much stricter; he had to practice for two hours every day, and according to the practice time, 90% of the time was spent playing etudes, and only 10% of the time could be used to play pieces Chen Ke liked himself. Chen Ke never understood why he encountered a strict mother and a kind father, instead of the strict father and kind mother said in tradition.

These days, Chen Ke often thought of his parents. As time in this era grew longer, Chen Ke's hope of returning to his own era became smaller and smaller. The frequency of missing his parents also became lower and lower.

Fingers touching the icy piano keys again, Chen Ke couldn't help thinking of those two people dearest to him in the world again. He had been in this era for several months. If the time on both sides proceeded equally, then his parents should also have discovered their son missing by now, right? He didn't know how anxious his parents would be about his sudden disappearance. Although Chen Ke had already moved out to live on his own, no matter what, if his parents didn't see him for too long, his disappearance would eventually be discovered. Although what his parents had always hoped for most was that Chen Ke could grasp his own life and become a person who could live freely relying on his own strength. But they still missed him very much.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke felt sadness coming from within. But this weak emotion made Chen Ke unable to help remembering his mother's teaching again: "No one knows what will happen in the future. It's not certain whether one can live tomorrow. So, don't be tempted by fame and fortune. It's not that these are bad. The problem is that if you pursue fame and fortune, you simply can't get them. Fame and fortune are things given to you by others. Only when others need you will they give you fame and fortune. So, if you don't ask for help from others, you won't be controlled by others. Rather than pursuing things you can't grasp, it's better to do things you can grasp yourself."

Today, Chen Ke truly understood what "the impermanence of worldly affairs" meant. Heaven knew how he had traveled through time.

In this completely strange world, the only principle Chen Ke could follow was "do things I can grasp myself." In 1905, his historical knowledge just told him the course of the revolution. As for other means of livelihood, Chen Ke's knowledge simply couldn't be displayed in this era. Whether it was chemical engineering or computers, only if Chen Ke created these modern industries himself could he engage in them, right?

If his parents knew their foolish son had returned to the past and chosen the road of revolution, what would they say to him? The vivid faces of his parents that he would absolutely never forget floated in Chen Ke's mind. His father would definitely ask with a worried look: "Can you do it well? Don't do things you can't do." And his mother? The corners of her beautiful mouth would pull slightly into a beautiful and resolute smile that no one else could imitate. "No matter what you choose to do. You must remember for me, what you pursue is the matter itself, absolutely never do things for the fame and fortune that can be brought after these things are completed. You must become an expert in this matter, be steadfast and unswerving, never betray, never be a deserter."

Looking up at the moon of the fifteenth of the eighth month in the sky, Chen Ke sat on the stool and said silently: Mom and Dad, I won't pursue fame and fortune anymore; I will act according to my own thoughts and complete the career belonging to myself.

With a slight smile on his face, Chen Ke pressed the keys. This was "Lullaby." The hungry composer Schubert once exchanged the manuscript of this piece for a plate of beef stew with potatoes. Later, this manuscript once set a record auction price of 4 million francs. Chen Ke liked this piece very much; the warm melody was also quite suitable for this Mid-Autumn night with moonlight like water.

The absolute majority of the audience on site had never heard a piano performance; most listeners had never seen a piano, or even knew of the existence of such an instrument as the piano. But music itself has its charm, not to mention the piano known as the king of instruments. Beautiful piano music flowed in the courtyard; even the moonlight seemed a bit more tranquil.

When Chen Ke finished playing this piece, the people around had absolutely no reaction. Everyone felt the music was good but didn't know how to evaluate it. The exotic style completely different from Chinese music couldn't fully trigger resonance in the listeners.

Chen Ke didn't mind either. After playing a jazz piano piece casually, Chen Ke switched to Chinese music. "What a Beautiful Jasmine Flower," "Celebrating Harvest," "Sesame Flowers Bloom Higher and Higher," "Xintianyou." When these authentic Chinese music pieces were played on the piano, the listeners could completely accept them. Quite a few young people who had heard this music hummed along in low voices.

But Chen Ke's purpose in wanting a piano wasn't merely for entertainment. He played and sang "My Motherland."

"A big river with wide waves, the wind blows the fragrance of rice flowers across both banks. My home is right on the bank, used to hearing the boatman's chant, used to seeing the white sails on the boats. Girls seem like flowers, lads have such broad chests. To open up a new world, awakening the sleeping high mountains, changing the appearance of the river. Good mountains, good water, good places; every road is wide and smooth. Friends coming have good wine; if that jackal comes, greeting it is a hunting gun. This is the heroic motherland, the place where I grew up. On this ancient land, there is bright and beautiful scenery everywhere."

Chen Ke knew he definitely didn't sing as well as an artist like Guo Lanying. More importantly, this song was originally sung by a female; Chen Ke absolutely couldn't sing that feeling. He just sang following his own understanding of this song. This tune was good to begin with, and the lyrics were even more straightforward. Every time he sang it, Chen Ke felt the scene depicted in the song was as if right before his eyes. Big river, rice paddies, boatmen, boat sails. Chen Ke's main activity area had always been north of the Yangtze River, and his feelings for these had never been profound. But since arriving in Shaoxing and then Shanghai, what he saw along the way fit the lyrics very well. Moreover, this song was very healthy and uplifting; being open and expressing one's feelings directly was enough, no need to be coy like singing love songs.

After one song was finished, hearing the crowd silent, Chen Ke closed the piano cover and stood up. He saw Hua Xiongmao applauding first with tears in his eyes. In these years, although *Ci* and *Fu* were still talked about, the *Cipai* that could be chanted had long declined. Singing songs had long been one of the mainstream businesses of prostitutes. Even if men sang, the vast majority sang local operas. Suddenly hearing such a heavenly song, everyone unknowingly became somewhat entranced. Only when Hua Xiongmao led the applause did everyone follow suit as if waking from a dream.

Walking back to the table and just sitting down, Yan Fu asked, "Wenqing, who wrote this song?"

"I wrote it." Chen Ke claimed the credit of later generations for himself without caring.

"Expressing feelings directly, the artistic conception is excellent. Good song," Yan Fu praised. This wasn't Yan Fu's polite talk. Although Yan Fu himself didn't engage in eating, drinking, whoring, and gambling, he was a figure in officialdom after all; accompanying colleagues to listen to operas and songs happened. He had never had any interest in those decadent sounds. Hearing Chen Ke's song, Yan Fu only felt his spirit lifted. Not only was the tune simple and unadorned, but the lyrics were even better. Compared with those ancient lyrics that were either impassioned and bold or tactful and lingering, although Chen Ke's lyrics were in the vernacular of the marketplace, whether in conception or sentiment, they were not inferior at all.

"Wenqing, teach me to sing this song," Hua Xiongmao said eagerly.

"Such a good song cannot be enjoyed by Mr. Wenqing alone; you must teach me to sing it," Mao Ping also followed.

"Tonight we appreciate the moon; teaching singing tomorrow, okay?" Chen Ke laughed.

"It's a deal," comrades said one after another.

Hearing this, Chen Ke thought to himself: everyone wants to sing; I still have many songs I haven't taught. Comrades, after learning "My Motherland," the next one is "The Internationale."

After drinking a few more cups of wine, it got late, and some people were already overcome by the power of wine and rose to take their leave to sleep. Seeing Yan Fu not leaving, Chen Ke knew he had something to say, so he invited Yan Fu to sit for a while in the classroom next to the laboratory. Yan Fu naturally complied happily.

While Chen Ke was packing up, Wang Qinian leaned over. "Wenqing, I have a matter to discuss. I want to sell our medicine to Nanyang; I wonder if Wenqing is willing."

This was good news; hearing it, Chen Ke felt happy. "Tomorrow I'll go to the hospital; let's discuss this matter in detail, how about it?"

"Then I'll await Wenqing's arrival at the hospital tomorrow."

Those who should be sent off were sent off; what should be packed up was packed up. Chen Ke washed his hands and brought a teapot and pastries to the classroom. Upon entering the classroom, he saw Yan Fu sitting there in a daze under the candlelight, looking pale; his whole person seemed frozen there. The candlelight was dim, reflecting the shadow of this old handsome man indescribably eerily.

"Mr. Yan, what's wrong with you?" Chen Ke asked somewhat timidly; Yan Fu's appearance really frightened Chen Ke.

"Thinking of some old things." Yan Fu's voice was rather distant; it seemed he hadn't broken free from his thoughts yet.

Chen Ke put down the things and just sat down, seeing Yan Fu's face facing him, but the spectacle lenses and the candle formed a strange angle. In Chen Ke's view, Yan Fu's spectacle lenses reflected a patch of light, and he couldn't see Yan Fu's eyes behind the lenses at all. "Regarding the Jiawu matter, how did Wenqing know so carefully?"

*How did I know so carefully? I've read a lot of materials from both sides and overseas at that time, so naturally, I know so carefully*, Chen Ke thought to himself. But this absolutely couldn't be said to Yan Fu like this. "I was studying overseas at the time. Some foreign classmates' families speculated in Japanese government bonds, so I learned a bit more from them," Chen Ke explained.

Yan Fu's breathing became heavy, and he couldn't help muttering to himself, "Even young people overseas knew about this matter, yet the court knew nothing at all."

"The court doesn't understand modern intelligence systems; how could they know so much?" Chen Ke laughed.

"What is a modern intelligence system?" Yan Fu asked immediately.

Chen Ke explained the characteristics of modern industrial countries to Yan Fu. The so-called stealing of the enemy's top secrets is actually work engaged in by only a few personnel in the intelligence system. For industrialized countries, especially those very organized countries, by observing many subtle places and combining them with diplomacy and understanding of the grand strategic layout, one can actually judge many things. Various personnel transfers, material purchases, changes in transportation systems. Even price fluctuations of some special commodities can reveal many things. Of course, these must be established on the basis of a deep understanding of industrial countries.

These words might not necessarily be correct, but Chen Ke believed his degree of understanding of industrial countries was far above Yan Fu's. If he felt these words were specious, then fooling Yan Fu would absolutely be no problem.

Sure enough, hearing Chen Ke's words, Yan Fu nodded constantly.

"Wenqing, you are so young, yet so learned and well-informed. Modest in doing things, as the saying goes, 'when seeing a worthy person, think of equaling them.' I wonder how Wenqing's respected father is addressed; perhaps I have had the fortune to meet him, which is not impossible."

"Mr. Yan, before I left home, my father asked me to make an oath absolutely not allowing me to mention my family background. I cannot inform you frankly; I hope Mr. Yan will forgive me." Every time someone mentioned Chen Ke's family background, Chen Ke always felt a very uncomfortable feeling. Although this reason had been said many times, when speaking of it, Chen Ke still had a somewhat unnatural expression.

Yan Fu nodded after listening, then stared at Chen Ke for a moment. Yan Fu suddenly said, "Wenqing's talent is far superior to mine, but I am a few years older after all. I want to take Wenqing as a disciple; I wonder what Wenqing thinks?"

"Ah?" Hearing these unexpected words, Chen Ke couldn't help swallowing. "Mr. Yan, you aren't joking, are you?"

"I served as the director-general of the Beiyang Naval Academy. Although there were many students studying in the Naval Academy, strictly speaking, they were students of the Naval Academy, not my students. I am not joking; I want Wenqing to be my student."

So that's how it was. Chen Ke finally understood. Unlike modern education, in ancient times, taking a disciple was a very serious matter. The so-called "Master-Father" (*Shifu*)—this teacher was a figure on the same level as a father. It wasn't rare for a disciple's crime to implicate the master's sect. Yan Fu saying this meant he wanted to establish a private master-disciple relationship between Chen Ke and Yan Fu. Once this relationship was established, it meant Yan Fu would have to endorse and guarantee Chen Ke in social relations. With Yan Fu's great fame, Chen Ke's status would immediately double. With the identity of Yan Fu's disciple, Yan Fu's relatives and old friends would have to be much more polite to Chen Ke just looking at this identity. Where they could help, they would also have to lend a hand. Moreover, this proposal had another very attractive point for Chen Ke: becoming Yan Fu's disciple could greatly make up for the matter of his unknown origins.

However, Chen Ke didn't want to agree. Rights imply obligations. Becoming Yan Fu's private disciple, in this era that recognized master sects very much, meant that people who defected to Chen Ke would count as Yan Fu's lineage in a sense. Yan Fu's evaluation of new-style schools and old-style master-disciples was extremely correct. After establishing a private master-disciple relationship, Chen Ke would have to bear certain obligations. There was nothing unfair about this; everyone knew the definition of this master-disciple relationship, and this master-disciple relationship would be established when Chen Ke was an adult; there was absolutely no coercion involved. This was very disadvantageous to Chen Ke.

"This..." Chen Ke was wording how to decline Yan Fu's suggestion tactfully. After all, a big shot like Yan Fu proposing this request bluntly would lose face very much if rejected flatly. If handled improperly and Yan Fu was angered, it would be by no means a good thing for Chen Ke, whose foundation wasn't deep.

Before Chen Ke finished his wording, Yan Fu said, "Wenqing's aspirations—I have read Wenqing's book, heard Wenqing's lectures, seen Wenqing's troop training, and today's students can all speak Wenqing's mind. If Wenqing thinks I am completely unaware, you have underestimated me."

Hearing Yan Fu's words, Chen Ke was startled. Could it be that his revolutionary ideas were seen through so easily? It was really a failure. But since Yan Fu saw through his ideas and still wanted to take him as a disciple, given Yan Fu's status, naturally, he wouldn't be tricking him. But he had never heard that Yan Fu was a revolutionary.

"The chaos of the world is already established today. If Wenqing wanted to defect to the court, I estimate you would have already become an official long ago. Since Wenqing cares about the country but refuses to become an official, and gathers a party crowd... I don't want to say more about the remaining matters." Yan Fu's words were straightforward.

"Mr. Yan, with your talent, I personally hope very much to become Mr. Yan's disciple. But since Mr. Yan knows my aspirations, then you definitely know that what I do in the future will inevitably implicate Mr. Yan. To tell the truth, if I took Mr. Yan as my master now, what I seek would just be Mr. Yan's help. As for what a disciple should do, I'm afraid I can't do a single thing. Even if Mr. Yan doesn't mind, I myself would have a guilty conscience. So, Mr. Yan, I still cannot fulfill your wish."

"Shouldn't a teacher help a disciple? What Wenqing says, in others' eyes, might be endangering oneself. But to me, it is completely different. In today's China, if the one in power were Wenqing, it definitely wouldn't have fallen into the current situation. Wenqing refusing to follow the court is just that everyone has their own aspirations. But for someone like Wenqing, if I cannot be of some help, it makes me feel uneasy. Moreover, I am not lending Wenqing a hand for my own power and position. Wenqing doesn't need to worry about this point."

Chen Ke didn't doubt Yan Fu's words, but Yan Fu having no ideas now didn't mean he wouldn't have ideas in the future. Even if Yan Fu didn't have ideas, others would absolutely have ideas. So Chen Ke would absolutely not agree to this matter.

Yan Fu looked at Chen Ke's expression and knew Chen Ke wouldn't agree, but he didn't look annoyed at all. "What Wenqing hopes for now, I roughly guess, is to occupy territory. The difficulty of this matter is unknown."

Chen Ke admired secretly; this old handsome man's eyes were still very accurate. He had been working hard to prepare for establishing a base area.

"But no matter what, Wenqing must go north once. Although I am Fujianese and have never liked northerners much, and in today's world, the south seems prosperous, the heroes who can truly determine the situation are still in the north. If Wenqing wants to undertake great things, you still need the help of northern heroes. I want to take Wenqing as a disciple just to let Wenqing go to Beijing once. I have many old friends in Beijing and Tianjin; there are many talents among them. I want to introduce Wenqing to them."

Hearing this, Chen Ke couldn't help but be truly somewhat moved. He actually wanted to go north to establish a Party branch too, but suffered from having no breakthrough point. If Chen Ke went alone, the northern heroes wouldn't recognize Chen Ke, a "fake foreign devil" plus "real comprador." If he had Yan Fu's help, this Beijing trip would really be possible. But Chen Ke still didn't want to take Yan Fu as his master. Chen Ke was the leader of the People's Party after all; without the agreement of the Party branch, Chen Ke couldn't make decisions on his own in such matters.

"This..." Chen Ke stopped talking.

"There is no need to be anxious about this matter either. Hearing Wenqing narrate many things today, I also felt something in my heart. That's why I hastily wanted to take Wenqing as a disciple. This matter can be discussed at length." After speaking, Yan Fu stood up. "It's already very late; I'll take my leave."

With a relaxed mood, Chen Ke saw Yan Fu to the door.

"Wenqing need not send me far. Let's part here," Yan Fu said.

"Mr. Yan, if there were places where my words gave offense, please forgive me." Chen Ke was still somewhat apprehensive.

"As the saying goes, do not cherish your body when doing things, and do not forget your life when seeing profit. Wenqing, you did very well. Work hard." After Yan Fu finished speaking, he waved slightly to Chen Ke. This old handsome man walked toward the street corner with brisk steps, using that powerful movement unique to soldiers. Although he wore a queue, his figure wasn't annoying at all in Chen Ke's eyes.

Watching Yan Fu's receding figure, Chen Ke finally breathed a sigh of relief. The Party members weren't here today; tomorrow he must tell them about this matter with Yan Fu. Right, tomorrow he also had to remember to mention the matter Wang Qinian proposed about selling medicine to Nanyang. Watching Yan Fu's figure disappear around the street corner, Chen Ke entered the courtyard, carefully closed the door, and bolted it. He covered the piano with a cloth, patrolled once more, and returned to the dormitory. Lying on the bed, Chen Ke thought he would think a lot. Unexpectedly, not long after lying down, he fell into dreamland.
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Chapter 13 Xie Mingxian (1)

Among the 127 members of the Huangpu Book Society, 58 were students of Fudan Public School. After Fudan Public School officially started classes, the workshop acting as the current headquarters of the Huangpu Book Society immediately became much quieter during the day. Early in the morning, all the comrades rushed over. Chen Ke immediately convened a Party meeting.

Due to the start of classes at Fudan Public School, the manpower originally available to work on the construction site also decreased immediately. The courses were changed to be taught in the evening. This affected the Party meetings greatly. So everyone agreed that the Party meeting would be changed to a brief meeting in the morning, and specific content would be discussed in the evening.

Wang Qinian's request wasn't anything special; selling to Chinese people was selling, and selling to foreigners was also selling. Since even the molecular formula had been published, everyone had fundamentally no great interest in this. Regarding Yan Fu's matter, no one made any reaction. Chen Ke looked at the comrades in astonishment, and the comrades also looked at Chen Ke.

"Don't you have any suggestions?" Chen Ke asked.

"You already rejected it; what else do you want us to say?" Hua Xiongmao asked in return. Everyone seemed unwilling to mention this issue much.

"I think Wenqing did the right thing," Qi Huishen finally offered an evaluation.

"I didn't say he did wrong either. This is Wenqing's private matter. I don't think it's necessarily appropriate to discuss it here," Hua Xiongmao said.

"Private matter?" Hearing this evaluation, Chen Ke's eyes widened. "The united front is one thing, but political stance is another. The reason I did this today is to tell everyone that in front of the Party, there aren't that many private matters."

Looking at Hua Xiongmao's surprised expression, Chen Ke waved his hand. "We'll talk about this matter again in the evening. Does anyone have anything else? My speech is over."

"If possible, the construction site needs more manpower. Compared to the original plan, the work on the construction site has increased," Hua Xiongmao said, suppressing the urge to debate.

"Isn't it much ahead of schedule?"

"Now that dormitory building is about to be completed. I feel that since we are already much ahead of schedule, we might as well hurry up and finish the work in one go. Occupying Brother Zhou's workshop all the time isn't too appropriate either," Hua Xiongmao suggested.

"You formulate a plan. See how much manpower is needed. Report in the evening."

Everyone reported the matters at hand; there were no particularly urgent matters, so the morning meeting adjourned. The school and the hospital were in the same direction. A pile of students followed behind Hua Xiongmao and Chen Ke, and the group walked lively toward the direction of the school.

"According to what Wenqing said, taking a teacher also needs to be reported?" Hua Xiongmao's voice contained a kind of puzzlement. Let alone Chen Ke didn't agree to take a teacher, even if he agreed, could it be that he betrayed the revolution just because of this teacher? Not to mention it was the famous Mr. Yan Fu who first proposed taking Chen Ke as a disciple. In the eyes of others, this was an honor, enough to show off. To be honest, Hua Xiongmao originally thought Chen Ke was showing off in a disguised form. Unexpectedly, Chen Ke's thinking was completely not like this. He actually treated this as a big matter. As if not reporting it was committing some big mistake.

"Not reported, but must obtain the approval of the Party Committee. Once joining the Party, without the approval of the Party organization, no Party member may take a teacher privately or join other political groups," Chen Ke's voice was slightly stern.

"Why?"

"It's stipulated in the organizational discipline. Go look yourself."

"Not being allowed to join other political groups, I can understand. But this taking a teacher is a bit unreasonable, isn't it?" Hua Xiongmao frowned slightly.

Chen Ke also frowned slightly; his tone was full of heavy admonition. "Indeed unreasonable, but this is the Party organization. Taking a teacher itself carries a kind of ideological and political identification, let alone personnel relations. All thoughts and politics of Party members must remain consistent with the Party. Otherwise, what is the meaning of forming a Party? The Party isn't a group of people crowding together for warmth in winter; the Party is a political group struggling for the same goal."

Hua Xiongmao lowered his head and walked for a while before answering, "What Wenqing says makes sense."

Looking at Hua Xiongmao's dejected appearance, Chen Ke punched him on the shoulder. "Didn't you just do something a bit inappropriate? No need to be like this. Why do we hold Party meetings? It's to discuss things happening at any time. Now we have discipline but lack regulations. There are no conventions; on this point, it's originally many Party members doing things and then everyone discussing. It's not like what I alone say goes."

Hua Xiongmao just nodded but didn't make a sound. Chen Ke felt that if he continued to speak, it would be like holding onto Hua Xiongmao's queue and not letting go. He changed the subject. "Among this group of students behind us, are there any you think can be recommended?"

Perhaps affected by what just happened, Hua Xiongmao was still not very enthusiastic, and his tone was much lower. "Just so-so. Compared to you, Wenqing, they are much worse. If I must say, the ones who work hardest and are most obedient in here are those few Japanese students. The smartest in doing things are the Chinese students, much stronger. But they've only worked for less than ten days; we still have to wait and see."

"Zhenglan, I'll reveal something to you first. Mr. Yan Fu wants to introduce me to go to Beijing once; I actually really want to go. But before leaving, I hope to teach everyone everything I've learned, so that when encountering problems, everyone won't be at a loss. I believe you can definitely do the work within your duty," Chen Ke said.

These words could be considered confiding; Hua Xiongmao immediately perked up after hearing them. He replied somewhat excitedly, "I will read the Party constitution thoroughly."

Chen Ke wasn't satisfied with this answer. But now wasn't the time to nitpick either. The hospital arrived; greeting everyone, Chen Ke took Mao Ping into the hospital.

Wang Qinian's evaluation of Mao Ping was very high, and he received Wang Qinian's approval face-to-face. Chen Ke opened the package he carried. Inside was enough medicine to treat 30 people. Everyone checked the drug powder; it hadn't deteriorated. Wang Qinian prepared five sets of syringes, cotton balls, alcohol, and other items. They were stored in the portable medical box. After Mao Ping finished checking, he signed his name on a borrowing receipt.

Chen Ke handed twenty taels of silver to Mao Ping. Mao Ping was also knowledgeable; after checking carefully, he also signed a receipt.

"The work over in Wuhan is handed over to you. Remember my requirements?"

"First, come back after the treatment ends. Second, I am going to treat illnesses, not to sell medicine," Mao Ping replied.

"Very good. I know you are enthusiastic, but don't do bad things with good intentions. This medicine originally has the potential to kill people; we absolutely cannot do foolish things or wrong things. You have to put your own safety first; if something happens, people will arrest you first," Chen Ke instructed earnestly.

"Mr. Wenqing, rest assured; I haven't finished listening to your lessons yet, so I absolutely won't be arrested in Hankou in vain. Do you have any other instructions?"

"I've said what I should say. Go. Bon voyage."

Mao Ping took his leave and embarked on the long journey for the revolution.

Chen Ke then talked business with Wang Qinian. The core problem lay in only one thing: what price Wang Qinian could get.

Wang Qinian hoped to get goods at the current 30% discount. Chen Ke told Wang Qinian that the lowest was a 5% discount. "Dr. Wang, selling to Nanyang is originally a business with very high profits. You say selling to Nanyang; I have no way to supervise either. It's not that I don't trust Mr. Wang, but that I simply don't want to supervise Mr. Wang. So don't even mention the 30% discount thing. I can't explain it to others."

Hearing this, Wang Qinian knew he absolutely couldn't persuade Chen Ke. So he had to agree.

"Mr. Chen, since it's like this, let's talk about the quantity for this month. I want 600 doses of medicine first."

"The storage period of this medicine isn't very long; Dr. Wang needs to pay attention to this matter," Chen Ke said unmoved.

"Naturally. Regarding the medicine, I will purchase goods from Mr. Wenqing twice a month."

"Dr. Wang, then you are going to leave our hospital, right?" Chen Ke asked.

"No, I like this hospital very much and also like working here. As long as Mr. Wenqing doesn't drive me away, I have no plan to leave."

Chen Ke naturally didn't mean to drive Wang Qinian away. Now things were spreading out everywhere; with Wang Qinian sitting here, no trouble had occurred all along. What Chen Ke hoped for now was to maintain the status quo.

In the following days, various small problems emerged endlessly. Hiring people, rushing work, distributing medicine—various matters were tedious beyond belief. Chen Ke allocated work more reasonably while preparing for the social investigation.

Strangely, since the Mid-Autumn Festival, fewer and fewer people came from Fudan Public School. Chen Ke thought it was busy in the school; it wasn't a bad thing if they didn't come, just right for him to finish the things at hand easily. Unexpectedly, a few days later, a Fudan Public School student who had joined the Huangpu Book Society rushed over. This student was named Murong Wu. Upon seeing Chen Ke, Murong Wu shouted anxiously, "Mr. Chen, Xiong Mingyang has been spreading rumors in Fudan Public School these past few days that you are not a revolutionary at all, but a royalist. He also prevented other students from coming to the Study Society. He fought with a few people this afternoon. Mr. Chen, you have to go persuade them."

Hearing this, Chen Ke couldn't help smiling bitterly. He said in his heart: *Child, Xiong Mingyang saying I'm not a revolutionary, I think that's a kind of protection. You defending me so stiffly... are you planning to take my life?*

This student Xiong Mingyang was the one who sorrowfully requested Chen Ke to make a revolution at the Mid-Autumn night dinner. Chen Ke had always had a deep impression of him. Xiong Mingyang was from Sichuan and first studied at Nanyang Public School in Xi'an.

Nanyang Public School was a quite famous new-style school at the time, but it hadn't shaken off the shackles of old feudal traditional education; from private school to new-style school, there were great changes in management, but it was still accustomed to using old autocratic and harsh ethical codes to bind students. At the same time, teachers didn't understand the new ideas sprouting among students, and antagonistic sentiments often occurred.

On November 5, 1902, during a class of the fifth class of the Public School, the literature teacher Guo Zhenying discovered a washed ink bottle on the teacher's seat. Thinking that the students were intentionally teasing him, he investigated strictly. The students of the fifth class all answered: "Don't know." Guo then threatened the students sitting in the front row, Bei Yingbo and Wu Shiqing, limiting them to report within three days, otherwise increasing the punishment. Under threat, a student in the fifth class falsely accused Wu Zhengjun of placing the bottle. On the 13th, the school complied with Teacher Guo's request and announced the expulsion of the innocent student Wu Zhengjun, thus arousing the opposition of the fifth class students. After arguing and striving with the principal, there was still no change. The whole class of students immediately decided to drop out collectively to show protest. Before leaving, they went to various classes separately to say goodbye, explain the reason, and express opposition to this autocratic oppression. This action won the sympathy of the whole school's students. After Principal Wang Fengzao knew about it, without asking the reason, he announced the expulsion of all students of the fifth class. The whole school's students were in an uproar, causing strong public indignation. The students immediately elected representatives themselves to request the school to withdraw the order. The principal refused and lost his temper at the same time, deciding to "take this as an example." Under these circumstances, the students' resistance was aroused even more. After discussion, the whole school's students decided to drop out collectively to express protest, explicitly proposing opposition to using autocratic and arbitrary means against students.

At this point, the school felt very awkward and invited Mr. Cai Yuanpei, the head teacher of the special class respected by students, to mediate. After Mr. Cai's patient persuasion, the students agreed to suspend action. Cai Yuanpei went to visit the Public School Supervisor Sheng Xuanhuai that night, but Sheng declined to see him with the excuse of "having other important matters." After several negotiations, by the morning of the 16th, there was still no effect. All students decided to pack their bags and assemble on the big playground to wait for the final reply. Around 10 AM, there was no reply. Thus, the whole school's students, in the order of classes, chanting the slogan "Long live the Motherland," walked out of Nanyang Public School in an orderly manner. Mr. Cai Yuanpei, who had always had democratic ideas, also resigned in anger and left the school with the students. Mr. Cai took the students to the "Chinese Education Association" to ask for help. With the support of the Education Association person in charge, Zhang Binglin, and others, the "Patriotic Study Society" was established immediately, enabling the dropout students to continue studying.

Xiong Mingyang naturally also participated in the dropout. Then he returned to Shanghai with Cai Yuanpei and a large group of students and joined Aurora University.

"What did Mr. Ma, oh, the school say?" Chen Ke asked with concern.

"The school side just persuaded everyone to separate; those who fought were taken to the Academic Affairs Office. There is no other news for the time being. I hurried over to notify Mr. Chen," Murong Wu said anxiously.

"Many thanks. Since it has become like this, I can't pretend not to know now that I know. I'll go to the school with you now," Chen Ke replied helplessly.

"That's best," Murong Wu said happily. "Mr. Chen, you'd better give a speech in public. There are many people in the school who care about you. If you give a speech in public, you will definitely be able to redeem quite a few students."

*Are you guys asking me to incite rebellion in public?* Chen Ke thought. But in these years, inciting rebellion in public wasn't any rare thing. Not to mention Ma Xiangbo's school.

Packing up things a bit, Chen Ke took Murong Wu and Xie Mingxian to the school together.

Entering the Academic Affairs Office, there was no one. Murong Wu hurriedly went to look for the Dean of Academic Affairs. Chen Ke took out a notebook and began to make a draft. After writing a part, Chen Ke handed the page written first to Xie Mingxian.

Xie Mingxian picked it up and read:

"Today, we stand here! Standing on the land of Chinese people! Standing in Shanghai, this land watered by our ancestors with blood and dignity! Standing on the campus of a Chinese new-style university. Before me are classmates on the campus. Outside the campus wall stands a nation, a nation groaning in humiliation! After that war ended, the pride of our nation was gone! Those victors ride on our necks acting like tyrants; they trample on our dignity at will, the dignity of the noblest nation in the world! You tell me, do you choose to rise up in anger like the generous and elegiac righteous men of ancient times, or be a slave?! You might want to say: Mr. Chen Ke, I need a bowl of rice, need to settle down and get on with my life. Yes. Your statement is very correct; life is truly too important. But I want to tell you. There is another thing in this world more important than life, that is freedom! That is dignity! As long as the French flag still flutters over Shanghai for a day, our dignity does not exist! As long as those Frenchmen and Englishmen run amok on our land, our dignity does not exist! As long as on the map of the world, this country called China is fragmented and weak, our dignity does not exist! As long as people of other countries let out a contemptuous laugh when mentioning the word China in chats, our dignity does not exist! What we need is not a bowl of rice! But a living space! The living space of a nation! This living space is not achieved by begging and protesting, but by iron and blood! Others bully us, even the weakest nation comes to trample on us, and we only shout: We express strong indignation and protest. Such people are spineless! Such people are lowly! We should make the enemy tremble with the deafening sound of cannons! We should crush their dignity and lives, letting them know we are not a bunch of cowards who only know how to protest! You must remember, a country that only knows how to protest is a spineless country! A government that only knows how to protest is a spineless government! When our dignity, territory, and living space are all trampled upon, a government that still protests shamelessly—we do not need it! You will eventually abandon them too! I am very proud that among you people, such spineless people are very few! Before me is a legion with five thousand years of noble and unyielding blood flowing! This blood once flowed in the veins of our ancestors; they never yielded! Now, it gurgles and rushes in our bodies. You tell me. Are you willing for it to cool down!?"

"There are two things that can unite people: common ideals and common blood and tears. We have great ideals immersed in Chinese history; we will shed our last drop of blood for this ideal! In today's Shanghai, nothing can save our motherland except this ideal! The Treaty of Nanking is a huge humiliation! We have the determination and reason to refuse to execute it! Do what you want to do! Just like he led his compatriots to hold high that banner of freedom and kill the enemy bravely! If you desire to fight, then go fight! Then I will be able to see whether you are slaves or unyielding Chinese!"

Chen Ke originally thought Xie Mingxian would say this text was too sensational. Unexpectedly, Xie Mingxian only gave one sentence of evaluation: "Mr. Chen, compared to your usual lectures, this text is empty and devoid of substance."
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Chapter 14 Xie Mingxian (2)

Xie Mingxian, 24 years old, from Hunan, a *xiucai* (examination graduate). He wasn't tall and looked quite proper, but what left the deepest impression on Chen Ke were Xie Mingxian's amber eyes. Amber wasn't as light as yellow, nor was it dim. Accurately speaking, Chinese people didn't have black hair and black eyes, but rather that very deep brown unique to China. That is, a tiny bit of yellow added to black. Heavy but without losing a kind of warmth. Compared with this extremely deep color, amber appeared very striking. And Xie Mingxian usually didn't like to talk; those bright eyes watched everything happening around him calmly, as if he had something to express, yet remained so silent.

Chen Ke's evaluation of Xie Mingxian was very high; every time he asked Xie Mingxian to do things, Xie Mingxian could always complete them very well. Chen Ke still remembered when he first recruited Xie Mingxian; at that time, this young man neither showed off nor paraded his "xiucai" fame, but had an attitude of working to earn money for food. In this era, this was a very rare quality to see. Later, when Chen Ke wanted to continue employing Xie Mingxian, Xie Mingxian expressed that he hoped to do more work and earn more money. He was even somewhat reluctant to listen to political lessons for free. Later, Chen Ke stated that he would pay Xie Mingxian wages as usual for listening to lessons, and only then did Xie Mingxian take a notebook and come to listen seriously.

Because he was worried about lecturing to Fudan students, Chen Ke wrote a manuscript full of "nationalist sentiment." For young people, this kind of article was very inflammatory; let alone China in 1905, even in China in 2005, this kind of article would have enough market. As a result, Xie Mingxian's evaluation was actually "empty and devoid of substance."

Chen Ke knew that this kind of nationalist agitation was always empty and devoid of substance. According to Chen Ke's political viewpoint, all so-called national stuff was a pseudo-proposition. The birth of nationalism was a product of social development, so nationalism would inevitably disappear in social development. As a communist, or more accurately, a Maoist, Chen Ke didn't like the concept of nation at all. Class struggle was the root of social contradictions; advocating nationalism itself was a means, not that such an illusory thing really existed. In Chinese tradition, there was familism and the distinction between Hua and Yi. But there had never been a tradition of nationalism. The Chu culture in the Spring and Autumn period was still standard Southern Barbarian culture, but now wasn't it still a treasure of Chinese culture? If one insisted on talking about bloodlines, among Chinese people, those whose ancestors had been "barbarians" were probably the majority. Chen Ke had type B blood, a Mongolian spot birthmark, and a double toenail on his little toe; logically speaking, this was a manifestation of standard Xiongnu blood. But Chen Ke was first and foremost a thorough Chinese; on this point, including himself and those around him, no one had ever doubted it.

No one would ever think Xiongnu culture was Chinese culture, but the old gentleman Sima Qian clearly recorded in the *Records of the Grand Historian* that the Xiongnu were also standard descendants of the Yellow Emperor. From the perspective of the great division of labor in human society, the separation of nomadism and farming created the nomadic Xiongnu nation in the north. This oldest nomadic enemy of China was just a branch of Huaxia. Later, the Xiongnu integrated into Huaxia again. How many "Xiongnu descendants" disregarded their own lives to defend Huaxia? This number simply couldn't be counted. Even Chen Ke, an ordinary person, was like this, so Chen Ke didn't like the so-called "nationalism."

That Xie Mingxian could completely negate nationalism and consider Chen Ke's inflammatory speech draft empty and devoid of substance—this insight was not ordinary.

Looking at Xie Mingxian's slightly bored expression, Chen Ke couldn't help asking, "What exactly is Mingxian's view? Please speak frankly to teach me."

Looking at Xie Mingxian's appearance, he had long wanted to say something to Chen Ke; his lips were slightly tightened, it seemed he had made up his mind. Sure enough, Xie Mingxian replied, "Mr. Wenqing, when I first saw you, to be honest, I thought you were also a fake foreign devil. I didn't like you. Later I felt your book was also reasonable, not heresy. I looked at Mr. Wenqing with new eyes. But Mr. Wenqing, as the saying goes, 'suspect not the one you use'; since you used me, please trust me. Let me do whatever I should do. If Mr. Wenqing feels what you say is correct, then after I do it, I will naturally follow Mr. Wenqing's guidance. Now you just lecture and lecture every day. You wish we could think and do exactly as Mr. Wenqing says. No matter how well you speak, what does it help? Now you've written such a thing again; I actually don't know what Mr. Wenqing wants to do."

These words were heavy; if it were someone else, Xie Mingxian would absolutely not have spoken so frankly. But somehow, Xie Mingxian believed Chen Ke could understand his meaning and accept his thoughts. He didn't know why; although Xie Mingxian had many dissatisfactions with Chen Ke, he happened to have great confidence in Chen Ke's magnanimity. Xie Mingxian was a *xiucai* and had seen some famous teachers. Honestly speaking, although Xie Mingxian didn't like Chen Ke at first, he genuinely admired Chen Ke's scholarship. Although as Xie Mingxian said, he didn't like Chen Ke himself at first, after a long time, he also felt Chen Ke wasn't an annoying guy. Moreover, Chen Ke could still listen to others' words on the surface. And Chen Ke was relatively wealthy to begin with; Xie Mingxian very much hoped to undertake more work under Chen Ke and then earn a sum. Unexpectedly, although Chen Ke had many money-making skills, he happened not to care much about this. Instead, he engaged in some new thinking. Xie Mingxian had been dissatisfied for a long time; today he really couldn't bear it and simply told him frankly.

Xie Mingxian finished in one breath. Looking at Chen Ke's solemn face, he felt he might have spoken too heavily. At Chen Ke's place, he didn't earn much, but Chen Ke was a literatus after all, and the work engaged in wasn't physical labor. If Xie Mingxian were to find another job now, he felt he might not be able to find this type. If Chen Ke turned hostile in anger... thinking of this, Xie Mingxian was also somewhat apprehensive. He said, "This is also my own view; please forgive me for any inappropriateness, Mr. Wenqing."

Chen Ke fell into deep thought; he didn't guess Xie Mingxian's mind, and the thing he was thinking about actually had nothing to do with Xie Mingxian. Xie Mingxian's complaint made Chen Ke suddenly realize a matter that had been confusing him recently. "How exactly should revolutionary work be carried on?"

If he had to say, Chen Ke himself wasn't a revolutionary trying to break everything. As a new person of the late 20th century born in China which had already initially completed industrial construction, Chen Ke had the word "system" instilled into his bones since childhood. If the Party back then relied on theoretical study to build a true industrial political party in this agricultural country of China, then Chen Ke's consciousness actually conformed to Marx's original wish. The works Marx wrote were originally intended for the people of industrial countries to read. Chen Ke was completely within this "scope of application."

Chen Ke knew "right and wrong," but he himself might not be someone brave in innovation. Without sufficient social practice, making a breakthrough in theory wasn't an easy thing. Returning to this era, everything Chen Ke did was "imitation." Imitation of predecessors. And Chen Ke's "system" nature made him unable to accept "making mistakes." In the Party's history, many mistakes were made at this stage. This was an inevitability; without experiencing failure, one naturally couldn't summarize experience and walk on the correct path. Chen Ke had been a teacher; in this not-too-long period of his life, Chen Ke understood one thing. If a teacher really teaches seriously, then in the teaching process, the teacher gains far more than the students. Because students only make their own mistakes, while teachers see countless mistakes through students.

The correct path isn't a straight line as in theory; it's discovering the path to correctness after experiencing countless failures and countless mistakes. This process is not completed by learning but by practice. Chen Ke had made a metaphor: what students see ahead is often an insurmountable high mountain, but in Chen Ke's view, it is one or even multiple mountain paths. This isn't just Chen Ke's personal practice, but includes many things Chen Ke learned from students' practice.

From the perspective of this experience, Chen Ke should let everyone practice revolution and experience revolution themselves at this stage. What Chen Ke needed to do was to analyze the results of these practices with everyone and explore the correct path. Chen Ke himself had no revolutionary experience. And even if Chen Ke wanted to practice now, various tasks bound Chen Ke temporarily; he didn't have the time to go to the grassroots. The result was that Chen Ke was now desperately instilling theoretical knowledge into students and comrades. But the students didn't seem to appreciate it.

Facing the current difficult problems, what everyone needed was a solution, needed to do, not to learn theories completely detached from practice. The Xie Mingxian in front of him was an example, and the students dissatisfied with Chen Ke in the school were also examples. As long as they were provided with opportunities for practice, the classmates and comrades would definitely be able to make great progress.

But Chen Ke also knew that once entering the practice period, things would definitely break away from Chen Ke's control. Reality is always stranger than the most exaggerated fiction, just as the same physical theory can produce diametrically opposite understandings among students. When Chen Ke was in high school, there was a classmate who got all multiple-choice questions wrong; even for multiple-choice questions with multiple answers, if there was only one wrong answer, this classmate could choose only this wrong one and abandon all correct answers. The physics teacher at the time wasn't angry; instead, he thought this classmate had really studied hard. Otherwise, just guessing answers wouldn't result in such an outcome no matter what.

Revolution is not a dinner party, nor is revolution doing an exam paper. If he let comrades do it freely, there would be various losses destined; Chen Ke didn't have the confidence to solve all problems at any time. And revolution would also ruthlessly abandon many people; this had long been proven by countless examples. Chen Ke asked himself honestly; when reading history books, Chen Ke could still agree with "decisive killing," but facing these classmates and comrades he got along with day and night, Chen Ke couldn't make this determination.

While he was pondering, the door opened. Yu Youren pushed the door and entered. Seeing Chen Ke, Yu Youren's face was full of surprise. "Mr. Chen is here."

Hurriedly throwing other thoughts aside, Chen Ke stood up and said, "Mr. Yu, I've come to offer a humble apology."

Hearing this, Yu Youren laughed heartily. "Students are young and aggressive; what does it have to do with Mr. Chen? If we talk about offering a humble apology, am I, the teacher, not more guilty?"

After everyone sat down, Yu Youren roughly talked about the incident. The so-called fight naturally wasn't a life-and-death struggle; it didn't even count as punching and kicking. It was just students shoving each other a few times and tearing a piece of clothing. Everyone scolded fiercely, and some words were relatively "radical," but Fudan Public School didn't care much about this. Students in these years were radical to begin with; shouting a few sentences about rebellion was common, and no one would really take this to heart. This matter had already been resolved, and the two disputing parties had returned to the dormitory.

Chen Ke's purpose this time was firstly to resolve the internal contradictions of the Huangpu Book Society, and he also wanted to say hello to Mr. Ma Xiangbo on the way. No matter what, the reason for the students' fight was himself. If he didn't appear at all, it would be inappropriate. No matter how dignified literati sounded, if the other party didn't even show basic respect, it was easy to hold a grudge. On this point, it had nothing to do with fame. According to the stance of the united front, this aspect absolutely couldn't be ignored.

Hearing Chen Ke propose to visit Mr. Ma, Yu Youren indicated that Mr. Ma was at the school. Chen Ke immediately expressed that he wanted to visit now. Yu Youren led the way in front, and the group walked across the campus toward Mr. Ma Xiangbo's office. Chen Ke was a celebrity at Fudan Public School; quite a few people had heard his lectures. Seeing Chen Ke appear, many students greeted Chen Ke. The attitude of ordinary students was very good, but some students from the Huangpu Book Society behaved rather unsatisfactorily. Seeing Chen Ke coming, they looked at Chen Ke uncomfortably; two simply turned and walked in another direction, not knowing what they wanted to do.

Arriving at Mr. Ma's office, Yu Youren opened the door. Chen Ke saw at a glance that there was actually a somewhat familiar face inside; looking carefully, it was actually Cai Yuanpei. Cai Yuanpei was also quite surprised to see Chen Ke enter. It had been more than two months since the last meeting; neither had plans for deep friendship, but they didn't expect to meet here today.

"Wenqing, you know Heqing?" Mr. Ma Xiangbo saw some clues and asked.

"I met Mr. Cai once," Chen Ke laughed.

"Oh," Mr. Ma merely responded.

"I came specially to apologize to Mr. Ma this time," Chen Ke said hurriedly, unwilling to get entangled with Cai Yuanpei.

"Wenqing is too polite," Mr. Ma Xiangbo said open-mindedly.

After chatting a few sentences, Cai Yuanpei inserted words very casually, "I read Wenqing's great work a few days ago. When I saw Wenqing before, I really didn't know Wenqing's talent was actually like this."

"It's not my credit alone. When writing that book, this Xie Mingxian also helped a lot." Chen Ke introduced Xie Mingxian beside him to Ma Xiangbo and Cai Yuanpei. Since Chen Ke said so, the attention of the two naturally turned to Xie Mingxian. Anyway, literati meetings were all like that; everyone was very passable in etiquette. After chatting for a while longer, Chen Ke apologized again, and seeing that Mr. Ma Xiangbo didn't mean to blame him at all, he rose to take his leave.

Walking out of Mr. Ma Xiangbo's office, he saw several people standing in the distance; the leader was Xiong Mingyang. Seeing Chen Ke come out, he came straight toward Chen Ke. Yu Youren was right; Xiong Mingyang was indeed not injured, but watching him clench his fists, deliberately swing his arms, and stride over with a rather arrogant air, Chen Ke stood there waiting for him to come over.

Xiong Mingyang walked up to Chen Ke, looked Chen Ke up and down, his face full of mocking expression. He emphasized with a hypocrisy unique to literati, "Mr. Chen actually came to the school to explain. I drank too much wine and talked nonsense after getting drunk, causing trouble for Mr. Chen; here I apologize to you." After speaking, he bowed slightly with clasped hands in a pretentious manner.

"You also understand revolution? Read a few books and feel you can revolt?" Chen Ke laughed.

"What?" Xiong Mingyang really didn't expect Chen Ke to say such words as soon as he came up; the mocking look on his face turned into astonishment instantly.

"The Huangpu Book Society is about to start social investigation activities immediately, the purpose is to investigate the current status of China. You think you want to revolt, but if you don't know what China looks like, how can you revolt?"

"Does revolution still need investigation..."

"How many common people do you think know about ceding territory and paying indemnities? I'm not talking about common people, even you, you feel you know a lot. I ask you, do you know exactly how many treaties Europe and America signed with China? What are the contents? Where exactly is the impact of these treaties on China? Can you tell me now?" Chen Ke's face was already very cold, and even a mocking look surfaced on his face.

There were a few other students who came with Xiong Mingyang; it seemed they all supported Xiong Mingyang, and their faces originally also showed dissatisfaction. Being asked by Chen Ke like this, the expressions of Xiong Mingyang and the others immediately became embarrassed. The arrogant air flew to the nine heavens.

"Forget it for today. Go gather all members of the Study Society; come to the Study Society for a meeting tomorrow night at seven. I will distribute the social investigation work to everyone. Don't act on impulse." After Chen Ke finished speaking, seeing that although Xiong Mingyang was already discouraged, he still looked somewhat unable to let go of his face, Chen Ke stuffed the draft he had written into his hand. "If you want to hear beautiful words, I have plenty here. Read this first; I wrote it casually when I was in the school today. See how these differ from the lessons I usually teach."

After speaking, Chen Ke didn't wait for Xiong Mingyang to speak and left with Xie Mingxian, head held high.

Only after walking out of the school gate did Chen Ke ask, "Mingxian, you said you wanted to undertake some work; I wonder what exactly you want to do."

"Work that can earn money. I need to earn a sum of money," Xie Mingxian said frankly.

"Wanting to earn money is a good thing, but can you tell me why?"

"This..." Being asked the purpose by Chen Ke directly, Xie Mingxian found it difficult to say the reason.

"I have no other meaning. To earn money, one must have determination. Different reasons bring different determinations. Tell me your reason, so I can arrange suitable work for you."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, Xie Mingxian also felt it made sense. He plucked up his courage and said, "I want to bring my mother out. I myself must have a family business first. So Mr. Wenqing, no matter how hard or tired it is, it's not a problem; as long as I can earn money as soon as possible."

"This determination is not small. But can Mingxian talk in detail?" Chen Ke asked with a smile.

"It concerns my family's private matters; forgive me for being unable to comply."
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Chapter 15 Going North (1)

"I plan to go north soon, to Beijing, to develop some new Party members," Chen Ke said in a flat tone. The comrades either looked at each other in blank dismay or didn't immediately understand Chen Ke's meaning.

"Go to Beijing?" Chen Tianhua was the first to ask.

"Correct."

"Not to Anhui?" Hua Xiongmao asked next.

"I'll go to Anhui personally after coming back from Beijing," Chen Ke replied. Just after finishing, Chen Ke suddenly laughed, "Zhenglan wants to go to Anhui so much; that's a good thing. I was worried everyone wouldn't be willing to leave Shanghai."

"How could that be," Hua Xiongmao answered casually. But a moment later, Hua Xiongmao realized his words weren't quite right; whether he wanted to go to Anhui or didn't want to leave Shanghai, this answer was ambiguous. Just as he wanted to change his phrasing, Qi Huishen interjected. "How long does Wenqing plan to go for?"

"Two months, probably."

"Then when do you depart?"

"October. Today is September 18th. I'll depart in two weeks."

Chen Ke looked composed, as if going to Beijing were merely going from the workshop to the school. This was the nature of a modern person. Developed transportation turned long-distance travel into a very simple matter. Chen Ke's family was from the railway; since he was very young, he had no psychological resistance to long-distance travel.

Among the people present, Chen Tianhua, You Gou, Wu Xingchen, and Hua Xiongmao had also traveled far before, so they could barely understand Chen Ke's attitude.

"Before I leave, I want to determine some things. When I come back, I hope to see everyone has done these things well." Although these words were very domineering, Chen Ke couldn't hold back no matter what. No one felt Chen Ke's words were wrong; everyone's attention was attracted by the matter of Chen Ke going north. Even if they weren't attracted, given Chen Ke's status within the Party, everyone wouldn't think Chen Ke wasn't qualified to say this.

"Before I leave, I plan to develop a batch of probationary Party members. Let's circle the candidates first."

These words immediately roused everyone's spirits, and the first Party Committee group meeting was formally convened. Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua began to circle personnel on the list, and Hua Xiongmao and Qin Wu'an also began to circle personnel on their own lists. And Party members who led people to work, such as You Gou and Wu Xingchen, also began to write their own lists and circle personnel they felt could enter the sequence of probationary Party members.

After everyone prepared their own lists, according to what was said before, they carried out group overlap screening. Those who could pass in both ideological study and work were listed. Ten people made the list. Four were local Party members in Shanghai, three were international students who came back with Chen Tianhua, including Mao Ping, and there were also three Japanese students. Chinese people were fine, but Japanese people also making the list really made the comrades feel quite surprised. But organizational procedure was organizational procedure; no private agreement was reached between the two groups of people, completely depending on personal performance. The 30% proportion of foreigners on the list was truly astonishing.

"This is really weird." Hua Xiongmao touched his head subconsciously. "The Japanese devils' performance is actually quite good."

"Fudan Public School students came to go to school in the first place, not to work for you." You Gou disapproved of this. "After selecting these people, what do you plan to do?"

"First, strictly forbid mentioning the name of the People's Party; everyone must strictly observe the organization's confidentiality regulations. Second, the organization will assign work to them and conduct assessments." Chen Ke's finger tapped on another list written by He Zudao that only passed the assessment in certain aspects. "Third, everyone consider how to screen and assess these people. Prepare for the development work of the next batch of probationary Party members."

After saying this, Chen Ke closed his mouth and waited for everyone to speak. But everyone waited for Chen Ke to assign tasks. Both sides fell silent, staring at each other.

"Wenqing has nothing more to say?" Hua Xiongmao was the first to break the silence.

"From today on, I plan to hand over these tasks to everyone. Revolution isn't about conquering the world for myself. I am a member of the People's Party; I am just a part of the Party. It can't be that whatever I say goes. Work must be done by everyone spontaneously."

After these words were thrown down, everyone looked at each other in blank dismay. The first to tentatively express an attitude was actually Qi Huishen. "Could it be that Wenqing has some dissatisfaction?"

Chen Ke originally thought it would be Hua Xiongmao jumping out first to "protect the lord." Qi Huishen's revolutionary consciousness was considered the highest among the comrades; Chen Ke originally thought Qi Huishen would have enough "political correctness." As a result, Chen Ke found he was wrong; the one who first suspected Chen Ke was dissatisfied with some people in the organization was actually Qi Huishen. Or rather, the first to come out and express an attitude was actually Qi Huishen. Looking at Hua Xiongmao again, he was already looking left and right a bit, as if meaning to identify the person Chen Ke opposed.

Seeing the atmosphere start to become a bit wrong, Chen Ke explained, "I am going to Beijing soon; all the work in Shanghai has to be handed over to the comrades. When I am here, I can still attend meetings and put forward some of my views. When I am not in Shanghai, everyone can't wait for me to come back to do things, right? The work in Shanghai must be pushed forward constantly."

Saying so with his mouth, Chen Ke also had to conduct some personnel thinking in his head; these were actually the considerations Chen Ke hated most. Personnel struggle meant an unavoidable internal struggle. There were many reasons, but in the final analysis, they were all manifestations of individuals hoping their own opinions would become the mainstream opinion, or hoping to satisfy personal interests first. And personnel struggle, regardless of the reason, once it appeared, would inevitably lead to tragic results.

In the Party's history, this kind of thing had had various different manifestations. And the coping strategies also had completely different measures. But the names of these measures were synonymous with fear in the minds of many people in later generations. For example, "Rectification," for example, "Elimination of Counter-revolutionaries." To ensure the unimpeded flow of organizational discipline, personnel struggles must be suppressed. The Party's iron discipline was not a joke. It was a fact. Even in the period without cruel military struggles after liberation, at various most dangerous junctures, whether voluntary or not, Party members stood out to lead the masses to solve problems. Floods, earthquakes, other natural and man-made disasters—what the people saw first were the figures of Party cadres; they always stood in the most dangerous places. If these people ran away first, then no matter who this person was, no matter what background this person had, they would inevitably suffer severe punishment.

Obviously, the internal discipline of the People's Party still had a long way to go to reach such a degree. Chen Ke himself absolutely had no intention of purging anyone. What he hoped for now was just one thing: comrades must exert their own subjective initiative to promote the progress of the revolution. Therefore, even if Chen Ke had various doubts now, he must make the comrades understand his thoughts.

"I once proposed, what is the task at the present stage? Who can answer? Hmm, Wu'an, you say it."

Qin Wu'an didn't expect to be named; it could be seen from his surprised expression. "The task at the present stage is to develop Party members and prepare for the next step of working in Anhui."

"Correct answer, add ten points." Chen Ke said in his heart. But such frivolous words absolutely couldn't be said directly. Chen Ke just nodded very normally. "I go to Beijing also to develop Party members. Everyone in Shanghai is also to develop Party members. To prepare for the next step of work. It can't be that when I go to Beijing, the work in Shanghai becomes like herding sheep (loose and undisciplined). Moreover, things change at any time; I am not some Zhuge Liang who prepares a few silk bags with clever plans and everything can be solved. At any time, everyone must exert their own subjective initiative. Now we are just these few people; in the future, we will have hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands of comrades. I can't possibly lead and do everything."

The logic of these words was correct. After thoroughly understanding Chen Ke's meaning, Hua Xiongmao, who was tense with the string of struggle, also relaxed. The next question was mentioned by someone very quickly. "With Wenqing leaving, it feels really like losing the backbone," You Gou laughed.

"We organize work through the Party Committee. Whether I am here or not, you must do things according to the Party's organizational discipline. The Party's organizational discipline absolutely cannot become invalid. The Party organization is the only backbone," Chen Ke responded.

Everyone stopped talking. Chen Ke had always emphasized the Party's discipline, and everyone had gradually accepted the existence of organizational discipline in these few months. But the existing organizational structure suddenly underwent tremendous changes with Chen Ke going north. This was the place everyone felt very unaccustomed to. And this was exactly the place Chen Ke hoped everyone could adapt to. The first generation leader of the Party was not Grandpa Mao. Li Dazhao, Chen Duxiu, and others pioneered the Party, and with the development of history, the Party also developed. The reason the Party could grow strong was that the Party's core concept of saving China didn't change at all. Generations of helmsmen struggled for this goal. If the Party merely became the organization of the leader himself, then it would be no different from rubbish gang organizations like the Tongmenghui.

Regardless of whether the comrades could accept it completely, Chen Ke said, "I estimate I will come back before the Spring Festival. After I come back, I will report my work to the Party organization. As the chairman of this Party meeting, I want to discuss the work arrangement of the social investigation with everyone."

The social investigation was to let comrades thoroughly understand the current status of China and social contradictions. Its purpose was mainly to be able to explain the inevitability and legitimacy of the revolution. Although Chen Ke wasn't a person of this era, the depth of his understanding of social reality was far higher than anyone in this era.

Finally, everyone agreed on three topics: 1. Why the small-peasant economy will inevitably go bankrupt. 2. The relationship between the increase in cotton prices and the invasion of foreign goods. 3. The current social structure and composition of China.

In addition, Chen Ke required the Party organization to begin investigation activities in the area south of the Huai River in Anhui. He told everyone bluntly that they must go to the areas with the sharpest social contradictions to launch the revolution. As the saying goes, injustice provokes outcry; without sharp social contradictions, there is no gathering of revolutionary forces. If the people have no worries about food and clothing, cursing the government is no problem, but rising in rebellion is out of the question. regarding this point, Chen Ke's feelings were deeper than anyone's. The ugly state of those so-called democratic movement activists—either inciting the people to die for them, hoping to climb to the peak of power stepping on the people's blood, or hugging the thighs of foreign godfathers, fantasizing about the foreign "King's Division" fighting in, and then they rise to prominence by selling out the country.

On the forums Chen Ke frequented, there was a brilliant evaluation directed at these people: Revolution, please let the "elites" die first.

This wasn't just sarcasm; back then, the Party was like this. Party members always stood in the first row; their chests were closer to the enemy's muzzle than the masses. Now, regarding whether the members of the People's Party, including Chen Ke himself, could really withstand such a test, Chen Ke himself had made up his mind to lead everyone to try personally.

With the platform, the rest was detailed work division. In the following days, the People's Party began to divide work internally, and the Huangpu Book Society as a peripheral organization was also mobilized in the same way. Chen Ke's figure didn't appear in the busy crowd. As Chen Ke expected, Yan Fu called Chen Ke away.

The old handsome man Yan Fu did things very methodically. After calling Chen Ke over, he showed Chen Ke a letter. This letter was written by Gu Hongming, the Deputy Director-General of the Imperial University of Peking. The general meaning was that after reading the book Yan Fu sent, Gu Hongming appreciated this set of *The Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism* very much. He hoped the author of the book would go to Beijing to lecture.

Seeing Chen Ke's surprised expression, Yan Fu explained simply. After Chen Ke's book began public sales, because the price was cheap, Yan Fu bought twenty sets and sent them to his friends. Everyone's evaluation of this book was very high, and Gu Hongming invited the author to go to Beijing even more.

Chen Ke asked somewhat embarrassedly what school the Imperial University of Peking was and who exactly this Gu Hongming was. Fortunately, Yan Fu had deep self-cultivation; otherwise, he might have laughed out loud directly.

The Imperial University of Peking (Jingshi Daxuetang) was the name used by Peking University between 1898 and 1912. The Imperial University of Peking was China's first national comprehensive university and was also the highest educational administrative organ in China at that time. The Imperial University of Peking had important significance and received nationwide attention, but due to the corruption of the Qing court, the government didn't give sufficient investment to the University. The Imperial University of Peking was the first national comprehensive university in modern Chinese history; it was both the highest institution of learning in the country and the highest national educational administrative organ, governing schools in all provinces.

In 1900, after the Eight-Nation Alliance entered Beijing, the Imperial University of Peking suffered destruction. On December 17, 1902, the Imperial University of Peking was restored. Zhang Baixi, the Minister of Personnel, served as the Minister of Education Management. Wu Rulun and Gu Hongming served as the Director-General and Deputy Director-General, and Yan Fu and Lin Shu served respectively as the Director-General and Deputy Director-General of the Translation Bureau of the University. The Tongwen Guan (School of Combined Learning), founded in 1862 during the Self-Strengthening Movement, was also merged into the University. In 1904, the first batch of 47 students was selected and sent abroad to study.

Chen Tianhua's *Meng Hui Tou* (Sudden Look Back), which spread throughout the Divine Land, once mentioned the Imperial University of Peking: "Let alone that, to build a university in the capital costs three hundred thousand taels of silver; the government said the cost was too big and hasn't built it to this day. The Empress Dowager managed to get tens of millions of taels for restoring the Summer Palace. Every year handling imperial tomb missions, moving millions is also common. Only this three hundred thousand, can you say it can't be found?"

Yan Fu knew Chen Ke wasn't a person who pretended to know when he didn't. Since Chen Ke said he didn't know, he explained it to Chen Ke. Seeing Chen Ke's suddenly enlightened look, Yan Fu said, "Wenqing, the matter of taking a teacher I mentioned last time was actually prepared for your trip north, Wenqing."

Chen Ke also understood Yan Fu's mind now. For the care of a senior, Chen Ke couldn't say anything else. He hardened his heart and said, "I will go to Beijing; for other matters, I will follow Mr. Yan's instructions."

Seeing Chen Ke soften, Yan Fu didn't pursue relentlessly either. He said, "I know Wenqing definitely has difficulties. If it were other places, relying on Wenqing's talent alone would be enough to pass unimpeded. But Beijing is different from other places. So I wrote a few letters for Wenqing. The letters state that Wenqing is my disciple. Wenqing take these few letters and go visit a few high officials in Beijing. I also have some relatives and old friends in Beijing and Tianjin; if Wenqing has time, you can also visit them together."

Chen Ke agreed one by one and asked carefully about the characteristics of these people. Seeing that Chen Ke also wanted to make the most adequate preparations, Yan Fu simply kept Chen Ke there and introduced in detail which people he hoped Chen Ke would meet. What propositions Yan Fu wanted to put forward to these people. Seeing Chen Ke take out a notebook and record in detail, Yan Fu was quite satisfied with this meticulous attitude.

Yan Fu specially introduced Mr. Gu Hongming. The reason this deputy director-general of Peking University attached such importance to Chen Ke's book wasn't really to buy Yan Fu's account. In the early 20th century, a saying circulated among Westerners: When in China, you can miss the Forbidden City, but you cannot miss Gu Hongming. Who was Gu Hongming? He claimed to be "born in Nanyang, studied in Xiyang (the West), married in Dongyang (Japan), and served in Beiyang." He obtained 13 doctoral degrees, read English newspapers upside down to mock the British, said Americans had no culture, and was the first to translate China's *Analects* and *Doctrine of the Mean* into English and German for the West. With an eloquence that could talk the dead to life, he lectured on Confucianism to Japanese Prime Minister Itō Hirobumi, corresponded with literary master Leo Tolstoy to discuss world culture and the political situation, and was called "the most noble Chinese" by the Indian Mahatma Gandhi.

Although this old gentleman held doctoral titles from multiple foreign schools, he himself was a person who attached great importance to the inheritance of Chinese culture. On this point, his stance was exactly the same as Yan Fu's. Yan Fu didn't reveal the whole situation to Chen Ke; actually, there were two letters from Gu Hongming. The letter Chen Ke saw was written by Gu Hongming according to Yan Fu's meaning, actually intended for Chen Ke to see. There was another private letter sent to Yan Fu. Like Yan Fu, Gu Hongming liked Chen Ke's concept of "Chinese cultural inheritance" very much after reading Chen Ke's book. In the letter, the old gentleman thought Chen Ke wasn't proficient in national studies, but the conception was excellent. He was a true talent who truly guided Chinese culture toward modernization.

And what Gu Hongming liked most was the chapter on "Hanyu Pinyin" written by Chen Ke in the appendix of the book. Modern Hanyu Pinyin is also the crystallization of the efforts of many masters of national studies; its rationality naturally far exceeded the level those literati back then could achieve. Gu Hongming was proficient in multiple foreign languages and appreciated Chen Ke's Pinyin very much. As an educator, Gu Hongming could understand the role of Hanyu Pinyin in cultural dissemination very well. Chen Ke's book adhered to his concept of "development of productive forces"; the article stated straightforwardly—China has a linguistic status quo where accents differ within a hundred *li*; what maintains the unity of Chinese civilization is the unified script. But to develop productive forces and reduce communication costs, a unified standard language is necessary. If everyone can understand Putonghua (Standard Mandarin), then communication costs will be reduced to an unprecedented degree.

Regarding Chen Ke's attitude of sticking to the development of "productive forces," Gu Hongming thought Chen Ke was a talent. Someone who could implement his own concepts and use his own concepts to explain the world reasonably was by no means a mediocrity. Gu Hongming was very interested in Chen Ke, and he also asked about the relationship between Chen Ke and Yan Fu. In Gu Hongming's view, Chen Ke's book inherited the vein of Yan Fu's *Tianyanlun* and should have a deep relationship with Yan Fu.

Yan Fu naturally wouldn't show this letter to Chen Ke. Seeing that Chen Ke had already acknowledged the "teacher-student relationship," Yan Fu just told Chen Ke to depart for Beijing as soon as possible.
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Chapter 16 Going North (2)

Since Chen Ke had decided to go north, the comrades didn't say anything more. The only problem was who would go north with Chen Ke. This put everyone in a dilemma.

When Chen Ke went to inspect the progress of the school building, it happened to be mealtime. After the two ate lunch, Hua Xiongmao found Chen Ke privately, hoping to go north with him. The school dormitory was almost topped out; the beams were already set up, and they had started covering the roof tiles. Everyone had to rest for a while after lunch; taking advantage of this time, the two found a place to sit on the top floor. Hua Xiongmao looked somewhat uneasy. It seemed he also knew that this wish might not be realized.

"Zhenglan, I know your good intentions, but do you think you can go with me?" Chen Ke laughed.

"Wenqing still thinks my work here is more important?" Hua Xiongmao said.

"Of course it's very important."

"Wenqing, when you aren't in Shanghai, I always feel somewhat lost. I didn't have this feeling when working with you before. Being responsible for a side myself..." Speaking to this point, Hua Xiongmao frowned slightly, actually not knowing what to say.

"What do you follow me to do?" Chen Ke roughly understood Hua Xiongmao's meaning.

"Whatever you do, I do."

"Then I want revolution; what about you?" Chen Ke questioned gently.

"I always feel revolution isn't what I thought. I've thought a lot doing work these days. I always have an indescribable feeling. This is completely different from the revolution I thought of."

Hearing Hua Xiongmao's words, Chen Ke stood up. The dormitory building had three floors, and Chen Ke and the others were on the highest floor. The windows hadn't been installed yet. Looking out from the reserved window position from a commanding height, the distant farmland, houses, and the city even further away were clearly visible. Chen Ke held the windowsill and didn't speak for a moment.

Not only did Hua Xiongmao have doubts, but Chen Ke also had doubts. This era seemed like a pool of stagnant water; no matter how the undercurrents surged below, on the surface, it still looked very good. This was an era where large-scale civil war hadn't started yet, and the small-peasant economy hadn't gone bankrupt on a large scale either. Social contradictions were still sharp, but generally speaking, for the people, the world still proceeded according to previous laws. Although life was very arduous, compared with predecessors, present days might not be that much worse.

Social changes were still on paper, with fierce quarrels within the court in Beijing. Uprisings of revolutionary parties everywhere were also like moths flying into the fire, extinguished immediately. They didn't have any major impact. Looking at the normal scene outside, peasants carrying loads on shoulder poles or pushing wheelbarrows walked in the fields; their destination was the market in the city. Their steps were neither fast nor slow, even looking somewhat leisurely and contented. In their view, life was just like this; today was merely a copy of yesterday. Tomorrow would also merely be a copy of today.

Looking at these scenes, let alone fierce movements like revolution, even the fierce changes within society Chen Ke described to everyone seemed nonexistent. What could be seen was merely day after day of unchanging life. Even Chen Ke himself had actually become somewhat accustomed to this kind of life.

"Zhenglan, you should participate more in this social investigation too. Without seeing social changes, you naturally won't believe revolution will inevitably happen," Chen Ke finally said.

"Understood." Hua Xiongmao's voice didn't have much passion either; it seemed building houses all day had also consumed a lot of his spirit. "Anyway, no matter what I say, Wenqing, you won't let me go."

"Correct. You haven't completed the task the Party gave you; how can you go? Quit working?"

"Wenqing, if you aren't in Shanghai, who do you plan to hand over the Party's work to be responsible for?" There was some depressed meaning in Hua Xiongmao's words.

"If there are problems, the Party organization holds a meeting to discuss. You also have the right to speak. Don't speak as if the comrades have some opinion about you. Organizational discipline is the first priority. You must bear this firmly in mind," Chen Ke persuaded earnestly. At this time, Chen Ke really couldn't say more; the comrades must cross this hurdle themselves, rather than working under Chen Ke's command from beginning to end. This was also an important reason why Chen Ke insisted on leaving for a period.

After comforting Hua Xiongmao, Chen Ke returned to the workshop. He and Qi Huishen had to discuss the social investigation. The courtyard was still very lively. In the open-air classroom temporarily built with wooden beams and thatch in the courtyard, a student was speaking Wenzhou dialect in front of the blackboard, talking about the local situation in Wenzhou. Since the social investigation began, the first thing was for everyone to discuss according to region; after summarizing the situation of their hometowns, they would first go to the podium to narrate their own knowledge. It was obviously visible that this student already had some stage fright; he spoke hesitantly, even somewhat incoherently. Among those listening below was actually Chen Tianhua; he didn't say anything, but some other students listening had already started laughing.

"How much grain does one *mu* of paddy field in Wenzhou actually produce? 300 catties or 500 catties?" someone asked.

"This depends on the harvest year." The student on stage answered very fluently this time.

"How is the harvest year divided?" The person below continued to ask relentlessly.

Hearing this, Chen Ke felt how important a good investigation method was. Such standardless questions and answers would only be a large collection of idle chatter.

Sure enough, as Chen Ke thought, the person on stage was stumped immediately. He couldn't help scratching his head and started thinking annoyedly about how to organize his language.

Chen Ke didn't want to listen further either; he entered the office. He saw Qi Huishen compiling documents. "How is it going?" Chen Ke asked.

"I've already compiled the part about land investigation. Wenqing, take a look. Other parts, I feel really difficult now. I didn't pay attention to this matter before—what exactly a society looks like. Letting me write a social investigation, I can only take out the social analysis report Wenqing wrote in Wenqing's book and the relevant parts in the Party meeting documents to reread, only then knowing how to start writing these things." Qi Huishen also seemed annoyed to the extreme; he patted the books and materials piled on the table. "Letting me think for myself, only then did I know I fundamentally don't know what society looks like. Wenqing, how about you don't go first; wait until the investigation is on the right track, then you go to Beijing."

Chen Ke took out a few documents he had stayed up late to write from the drawer. "Take a look at these documents, then discuss them with everyone at the Party meeting. Many of my views are in here."

"Wenqing even prepared silk bags with clever plans. Very good." Qi Huishen actually started joking; it seemed compiling the plan really gave him quite a lot of gain.

"What view does Huishen have on my trip to Beijing this time?"

"Since you want to go, what view can I have? Besides, if I don't let Wenqing go, you won't go? If I could do this, I would absolutely do it." While speaking, Qi Huishen looked at the manuscripts; a moment later, he was absorbed. The manuscripts contained several articles on the analysis of Chinese society, much more brilliant than Qi Huishen's current understanding. Qi Huishen watched intently, actually not noticing Wu Xingchen coming in.

"Wenqing, this time going north, let me go with you." Wu Xingchen's face was still cold, but it made people feel he was very serious.

Regarding such an unexpected thing, Chen Ke felt it was very interesting. Wu Xingchen joining the Party counted as hitching a ride. Chen Ke really didn't expect Wu Xingchen to actually volunteer to go with him. What exactly was this gang brother thinking? Chen Ke was very curious.

Wu Xingchen didn't intend to let Chen Ke guess his mind either; he said straightforwardly, "A few northern friends of mine want to rise up and make a disturbance. I hope Wenqing can go help them with ideas."

"Make a disturbance?" Chen Ke's eyes widened instantly. Listening to Wu Xingchen's meaning, his friends were going to rebel! He really admired Wu Xingchen quite a bit in his heart. Chen Ke was a revolutionary, and the northern friends wanted to rebel; the two sides hit it off instantly.

"No problem. I'll go with Brother Wu. I wonder how Brother Wu plans to introduce me to everyone?"

"If Wenqing agrees to go, then I'll depart first to Hebei to contact those friends of mine well. Let's meet in Beijing then," Wu Xingchen said.

"You running all the way to Hebei like this, who will Brother Wu's work be handed over to?" Chen Ke asked.

"Now the hospital already has a reputation; it's fine whoever does it on my side. Moreover, I don't plan to stay long in Hebei; after everyone meets and finishes chatting, I'll return to Shanghai," Wu Xingchen said calmly.

Since Wu Xingchen said so, Chen Ke didn't say anything more. The two discussed the meeting address clearly and wrote it on paper. Wu Xingchen then rose to take his leave.

At the Party meeting that night, Chen Ke assigned some work. After discussion, the person chosen to go to Beijing with him was finally Chen Tianhua. Everyone also agreed in detail on how to contact each other if there was an urgent matter.

On October 1, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua boarded the steamship going north to Tianjin. As the steamship slowly left the dock, Chen Ke looked down from the ship's rail. The one who came to see them off was You Gou; other comrades were busy to death, and Chen Ke ordered everyone to work hard. So the Party organization appointed You Gou to come see them off. Chen Ke waved slowly to You Gou, and You Gou also waved in response.

The ship's rail was full of people; everyone waved to the relatives and friends seeing them off. Various parting blessing words rose one after another in Chen Ke's ears. But the dock and You Gou on the dock became further and further away.

No matter how worried he was about the work in Shanghai, Chen Ke was very clear that revolution was never a one-man job. Without trustworthy comrades, revolution was simply a big joke. Early work determined the future foundation; if mistakes were made, the loss would be great. But the earlier it was, the more opportunities there were for adjustment. At this stage, exposing more problems would allow the future revolution to avoid more dangers. So Chen Ke wanted to hand over the work in Shanghai to everyone because he believed in everyone, and he had to believe in everyone.

"Do well! Comrades," Chen Ke said in a low voice.

"Everyone can definitely do well. Wenqing," Chen Tianhua laughed.

Chen Tianhua standing beside him had no other acquaintances; he merely waved politely to You Gou and stood quietly beside Chen Ke. Chen Ke said to Chen Tianhua beside him, "Tianhua, let's go back to the cabin. I'll show you some documents."

Chen Ke had been to Tianjin in the 80s, so after disembarking in Tianjin, the surrounding environment of 1905 actually felt somewhat familiar. At least the roads were still very familiar.

According to the agreement, Chen Ke would take the train from Tianjin to Beijing, then take the Beijing-Hankou line to get off at Xingtai. Taking Wu Xingchen's letter to visit Pang Zi. Standing at Tianjin Port, Chen Ke's short hair, thick cotton shirt, denim trousers, matte leather shoes, and the double-shoulder backpack on his back were really eye-catching. Watching the gazes of people around, Chen Ke simply took out the hard cardboard box of cigarettes he had hidden for a long time, took one out and held it in his mouth, lit the cigarette with an imitation Zippo lighter, and then looked around rather childishly at the guys watching him.

This style looked like no good kind at a glance; the guys with queues around turned their heads one after another. Chen Tianhua wore a student suit of those years, with hair reaching his shoulders draped loose. Chen Ke took out a cigarette and handed it to Chen Tianhua. Chen Tianhua thought for a moment and took it. The two held cigarettes in their mouths and walked just a few steps arrogantly. They heard someone curse in Tianjin dialect from behind: "Japanese devil."

Chen Ke was deflated instantly. Turning back to look at the person cursing him, no one paid attention to Chen Ke. Chen Ke said to Chen Tianhua beside him, "Tianhua, have you ever seen a Japanese as handsome as me?"

Chen Tianhua had been talking about revolution and ideals with Chen Ke all the way, and his impression of Chen Ke was a very steady person. Suddenly hearing Chen Ke ask this, he almost choked himself. "Brother Wenqing, I see you seem never to have cared about not wearing a queue yourself, right?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"I've had this short hair since I was little; I simply don't know what wearing a queue is about," Chen Ke answered angrily.

"So that's how it is." Hearing such righteous and confident words, Chen Tianhua didn't make a sound either.

By the time the two walked to Tianjin Railway Station, it was already afternoon. The train tickets to Beijing at the ticket window were actually sold out. It was already afternoon; taking other means of transportation was also unreliable. Chen Ke wanted to book tickets for the next day, but was told they were also sold out. Chen Ke left the ticket window helplessly.

"Tianhua, let's hire an animal to go to Beijing tomorrow," Chen Ke said.

Chen Tianhua didn't care much about how to go to Beijing; anyway, following Chen Ke, he would arrange it on the way. What Chen Tianhua was interested in was Chen Ke's attitude. "Brother Wenqing, why do you look very happy?"

"Revisiting an old haunt, naturally I am happy," Chen Ke answered casually.

Chen Tianhua was somewhat strange. "But I see Brother Wenqing doesn't seem very familiar with the road either."

"Last time I came, I took a car. Who walks when they have nothing to do?" Chen Ke looked left and right and told the truth casually.

Chen Tianhua had seen cars in Japan and knew what kind of people could ride in cars. Hearing Chen Ke's words, Chen Tianhua didn't make a sound. Chen Ke didn't care either, just looking around for a mule and horse dealership.

Asking a few people on the road, seeing Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua's attire, they all said they didn't know where there was a mule and horse dealership. Such words that were perfunctory at a glance made Chen Ke quite depressed. The two walked while looking left and right. Suddenly, Chen Ke saw a banner hanging outside a cloth shop: "This shop does not sell foreign goods." There were quite a few people going in and out of the cloth shop.

"So that's how it is," Chen Ke said to himself.

Chen Ke's voice wasn't loud; Chen Tianhua beside him didn't hear clearly. He asked, "What's wrong?"

Just as he wanted to answer, a gust of early autumn wind blew over; the cool northern wind refreshed one's spirit. The words Chen Ke wanted to explain turned into other content. "I know where the mule and horse dealership is." After speaking, Chen Ke turned left and went in the upwind direction.

Every once in a while, Chen Ke would look up slightly and sniff the air. Such an abnormal appearance made Chen Tianhua feel something was wrong. But after walking not too far, Chen Tianhua already understood what was going on. Because he had also smelled that very special smell in the air.

The two stopped in front of a courtyard; a big signboard hung on the courtyard gate: "Shunfeng Car Dealership." Walking into the gate, one could see that the courtyard was very large. A row of animal sheds was built under the east and west walls respectively. Just looking at the scale of the animal sheds, it was really not small. In front of the animal sheds were feeding troughs and water troughs. The not-so-numerous mules and horses inside were either resting or lowering their heads to eat grass and drink water. The ground was swept fairly clean; the manure of mules and horses was piled in a corner, and the air was filled with a smell produced by herbivores. Annoying but not disgusting.

Seeing guests arrive, the boss walked out quickly to welcome them. Seeing Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua's attire clearly, the smile on the boss's face became increasingly hypocritical.

"Boss, how much does it cost to rent a cart to Beijing?" Chen Ke asked.

The boss wearing a long gown looked at Chen Ke's short hair and outrageous clothes, and answered enthusiastically, "Fifty taels of silver."

"Why don't you go rob people on the street?" Chen Ke asked seriously.

"This gentleman," the boss also answered seriously, "Am I not robbing you right now?"

For the boss's irrefutable answer, Chen Ke really couldn't think of any way to respond. He had to say, "Too expensive."

"Carts rented to Japanese people are just this expensive. If you think it's expensive, find another house." The smile of a profiteer surfaced on the boss's face again.

Hearing this, Chen Ke explained hurriedly, "Have you ever seen a Japanese like me who can speak Chinese so well?"

"I'm not talking about you; I'm talking about that one behind you," the boss also explained to Chen Ke.

Hearing this, Chen Tianhua, who hadn't made a sound all along, spoke. "I am not Japanese; I am from Hunan." Chen Tianhua's Hunan dialect was very authentic; Chen Ke couldn't even understand it very well.

The boss of the mule and horse dealership was also knowledgeable and could understand dialects from various places. Hearing Chen Tianhua's words, the boss laughed embarrassedly immediately. "I made a mistake. These two guests, sorry, sorry. Since the two aren't Japanese, then thirty taels of silver will do."

"Thirty taels is also expensive." Chen Ke felt heartache for the silver.

"This gentleman, come and take a look." The boss led Chen Ke to the animal shed, pointing at batches of mules and horses and saying, "Look at these animals; how many houses in Tianjin can have such tall and big animals? Look at our carts again." The boss pointed to the place where carts were parked while speaking. "How many houses in Tianjin can have such good carts?"

After saying this, the boss said with that smile unique to business people, "With such a big animal shed of ours, you see there aren't many mules and horses; that's because the animals have all been rented out. The best carts have also been rented out. Those who come to rent our carts are all officials in Tianjin. Although you haven't been here before, you really came to the right place."
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Generally speaking, when a merchant says, "You really came to the right place," it means the merchant firmly believes the customer has enough money in their pocket to pay. As an *otaku*, Chen Ke's shopping experience wasn't rich. So he attached great importance to the experience of others. The experience gained from female friends was: no matter what price the boss quotes, slash it down to one-third first. Wu Xingchen had mentioned the price from Tianjin to Beijing; the best horse carriage wouldn't be more than fifteen taels. An ordinary horse carriage could be dealt for ten taels. It seemed that because of his attire, the boss thought he could fleece this stranger. Just as Chen Ke was preparing to quote a price of "five taels," the noisy sound of a horse carriage stopping suddenly rang out outside.

Soon, a person dressed in silk clothes, looking like a steward, entered the door angrily. Seeing the comer, the boss immediately went up to welcome him with a face full of smiles and quick small steps. "Master He, why did you come personally? If you just sent a word, I would have come to your door personally to listen to your instructions. What's wrong, Master He? Did my bunch of little brats make you angry?"

That Steward He was in his forties, but his movements rushing in were like a young man's. When he stopped abruptly, his queue slid from his back to his chest. Steward He caught the queue with his fingers and threw it back with a *swish*, then shouted exasperatedly, "Boss Yang, our master hired your carriage because he thought highly of you when going to Beijing to take up a post. How did your people break our family's foreign piano?"

Chen Ke almost laughed out loud watching this skillful braid-throwing action.

The car dealership boss was unmoved in the slightest; his attitude remained humble, and his tone was neither soft nor hard. "Eh? Master He, we made it clear from the beginning; we only care about providing the carriage, not moving things for you. If you broke something, you can't blame it on us."

Steward He sneered, "I knew you would say this. But your people moved our things and broke the foreign piano; that foreign piano isn't ordinarily expensive. It's also our young miss's favorite piano..."

The boss immediately interrupted the steward: "Master He, we discussed it early on and signed a document. Our people don't move things; if things break in between, it's none of our business. This written pledge is still here; for you to say this about us, there's no reason in it."

It seemed the matter of the written pledge was true; Steward He became anxious at that moment. "That foreign piano is very expensive; it's called... called *Pi-ai-nuo*."

The steward spoke indignantly, and the car dealership boss listened seriously. But Chen Ke beside them couldn't help laughing out loud. Since seeing the steward fiddling with his braid just now, Chen Ke had wanted to laugh very much. Hearing the steward say "Pi-ai-nuo" very seriously, Chen Ke had already guessed he was saying the English pronunciation of piano. Then he really couldn't help laughing out loud. Chen Ke could understand that these two people were arguing, but they both had somewhat pretentious postures, more like acting in some stage play.

When Chen Ke looked at the two and laughed, these two also glared at Chen Ke together.

"Sorry, sorry. I have something to do; I'll leave first." Chen Ke suppressed his laughter, pulled Chen Tianhua, and ran out of the courtyard gate in a trot.

The two in the courtyard looked at Chen Ke's appearance; their original angry expressions were replaced by a kind of curiosity and helplessness. In their view, Chen Ke probably had something wrong with him. Not long after Chen Ke went out, a burst of laughter was heard coming from afar. The two who were still arguing temporarily forgot the quarrel just now and gave each other a surprised look.

Chen Ke walked somewhat staggeringly on the streets of Tianjin. "Xingtai, you saw that braid... braid throwing action, right? Aha, haha, hahahahahaha..." Chen Ke laughed as he spoke.

Chen Tianhua looked at the distance from the car dealership; it seemed the people at the car dealership shouldn't be able to hear Chen Ke going crazy here.

"What's so funny about this? Wenqing." Chen Tianhua thought Chen Ke's performance was the truly comical thing. More and more people on the road looked at Chen Tianhua and Chen Ke. Watching Chen Ke clutch his belly and laugh incessantly, the gazes of passers-by were half surprise and half curiosity, mixed with a little disgust.

Not far ahead was a teahouse. Chen Tianhua felt it was very inappropriate to be exposed to everyone's gaze like this, so he dragged and pulled Chen Ke inside. This teahouse was quite large; a row of rickshaws was parked at the door. The sunshine was good today, and there were also quite a few people walking birds, resting at tables in the hall on the first floor. Bird cages were either covered with blue cloth, or opened a little, or fully opened. Thrushes and other birds were singing in the cages.

The waiter saw Chen Tianhua helping Chen Ke in and thought something had happened. Chen Ke took out a silver dollar and tossed it to the waiter. Although unexpected, the waiter had seen many people after all; he caught the silver dollar nimbly. Then he heard Chen Ke say in a suppressed voice, "Get me a private room upstairs."

"Alright! Two guests, upstairs please," the waiter shouted loudly.

As soon as they entered the private room and the waiter lowered the door curtain, Chen Ke clutched his belly and continued to laugh loudly. That's right, this was the late Qing dynasty. What should have only appeared in TV dramas was seen by Chen Ke so realistically. Apart from completely uncontrollable loud laughter, Chen Ke actually had no other emotions.

After returning to this era, he lived in very tense days every day, under great pressure. Chen Ke was essentially not a person with deep shrewdness, nor was he a person keen on learning southern dialects. But in five months, Chen Ke had to do these two things very diligently. What he had to do was more than just these two things; he had to gather comrades cautiously, make money, and build the Party. If in later generations, if someone did this, they would definitely be acting. When leaving Shanghai, Chen Ke was worried on the one hand about what the comrades would actually do, and on the other hand, a relaxed feeling also emerged uncontrollably.

And the performance of those two in the car dealership combining "Chinese and Western," that local Tianjin dialect, that braid, that behavior—in the 21st century, it would definitely be acting. But Chen Ke was very clear that this was the reality he faced. The 21st-century Chen Ke in 1905 China suddenly felt that his surroundings were a living historical drama. Zhuang Zhou became a butterfly in his dream, while Chen Ke was living vividly in a drama. "It is not you in the dream, but you in the play!" Now that he was far away from the Shanghai Party organization and without heavy pressure, this absurd cognition thoroughly triggered Chen Ke's hysterical laughter.

Chen Tianhua watched helplessly as Chen Ke laughed for a while, stopped for a while, and then continued to laugh loudly with tears and mucus flowing, even laughing until he knelt on one knee on the floor retching. After tossing about repeatedly for a long time, Chen Ke asked the waiter outside to bring a basin of water. Washing his face while laughing, he finally recovered some normalcy.

His flushed red face turned slightly red, then gradually turned into a normal skin color. That usual sharp and focused look appeared in Chen Ke's bright eyes again. "Haven't seen these things for a long time; couldn't hold back for a moment," Chen Ke said to Chen Tianhua.

At this moment, whatever Chen Ke said, Chen Tianhua could accept. Just now the waiter secretly called Chen Tianhua out and asked if he needed help finding a doctor. Chen Ke, amidst loud laughter, actually didn't notice at all. "Wenqing, no hurry. Drink tea before leaving," Chen Tianhua persuaded.

"Not staying in a hotel? I've been tossing about for so long. I'm afraid we won't find one if we don't stay now. Besides, after sitting on the boat for a few days, I want to take a bath."

"Since we've already tossed about for half a day, it doesn't matter if we rest a while longer."

Hearing Chen Tianhua say this, Chen Ke nodded. While resting, they heard the sound of singing coming from outside. The second floor consisted of single rooms; however guests made noise inside, as long as it wasn't too outrageous, the shopkeeper generally wouldn't interfere. The singing girl's voice was okay, and the sound of the *erhu* was also quite deep and tactful. In the afternoon, there weren't many people on the second floor either; listening to the tune, it had some flavor. Chen Ke noticed that Chen Tianhua's fingers tapped the table gently according to the melody. Chen Tianhua was very good at *tanci* (ballad singing); when in Shanghai, he often sang *tanci* for everyone to hear. The content was all about foreign invasion and government misconduct. It seemed Chen Tianhua was not only proficient in *tanci* but also cared quite a bit about the northern Peking Opera.

Having laughed like this, Chen Ke's spirit was also quite excited, and there was also a flavor of high spirits. When the song outside stopped, he asked, "Does Xingtai want to hear me sing a segment?"

"Wenqing can also sing opera?"

"Can't sing opera, only know how to sing blindly."

Chen Tianhua knew Chen Ke was not a person who spoke falsely, and after hearing "My Motherland," Chen Tianhua appreciated it extremely. Since Chen Ke was interested, Chen Tianhua naturally wouldn't be a wet blanket.

Tapping the rhythm gently on the table with his fingers, Chen Ke sang "Mistake in the Flower Field" (*Hua Tian Cuo*). In the lyrics of this Chinese-style song, at least there wasn't lovey-dovey stuff everywhere.

"The night is so deep, why is it lit inside the paper window? That's not the candle fire you lit for me while waiting all night. It was just a chance encounter, a dream in the Red Mansion. My landscape has all faded as if washed by heavy rain. The scenery in the cup is ghostly; I forgot who I am. The mood is like the night cool as water; holding the butterfly cup in hand, flying alone, not returning until drunk. Made a mistake in the flower field, agreed to forget before dawn. Made a mistake in the flower field, the embrace became torture. Made a mistake in the flower field, made a mistake, like the boredom of being infatuated with flowers in the mirror and the moon in the water. Made a mistake in the flower field, please, forgive my affectionate disturbance."

This song borrowed heavily from Peking Opera tunes; other parts were straightforward and still very refreshing. Chen Tianhua had heard the *tanci* version of *Hua Tian Cuo* and knew what story this was. Hearing Chen Ke sing it so directly expressing his feelings, he actually felt it was refreshing.

Hearing Chen Ke finish singing, Chen Tianhua couldn't help laughing. "It really is Wenqing's style; such a tactful story can be sung with righteousness and confidence by you. Admire, admire."

The two joked for a while, but heard a middle-aged man's voice coming from outside the cloth curtain. "Guest, sorry to disturb. Do you want to listen to a song?"

"No," Chen Ke refused flatly.

The person outside pondered for a moment. "Guest, giving a little less is also fine."

"We are leaving immediately; don't want to listen to songs."

The door curtain was lifted, and a middle-aged man walked in with an *erhu*. This person wasn't tall and was quite thin; there were many and deep wrinkles on his face, looking far older than his voice. Seeing the two, this person showed a surprised expression, but this expression was fleeting. He bowed deeply with clasped hands. "I heard the guest singing just now; I admire it very much. I have a presumptive request."

"Since it's a presumptive request, then no need to say it," Chen Ke replied.

A disappointed look immediately appeared on that person's face. He hurriedly bowed again. "Then sorry to disturb." After speaking, he was about to leave.

Chen Tianhua had never seen Chen Ke refuse others so crisply and neatly; his attitude was quite arrogant. A slight look of surprise appeared on his face. Chen Ke saw all this; his brain spun, and he said, "Wait."

That person didn't know what medicine was sold in Chen Ke's gourd. His expression was somewhat apprehensive.

"As the saying goes, courtesy demands reciprocity. This gentleman, we want to go to Beijing, but there are no train tickets left. I wonder if there is any other way."

Hearing this, that person was startled. He looked Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua up and down. "The two masters want to take the train to Beijing?"

"The train is fast," Chen Ke didn't have any special feeling.

"This humble one actually knows people at the station. There is a train to Beijing today; perhaps I can send the two masters onto the train. But this ticket money..."

"How much is the ticket money?"

"From Tianjin Old Dragon Head Railway Station to Beijing Zhengyangmen, first-class ticket 5 yuan, third-class ticket 1.5 yuan."

"How much do the people at the station want?"

"He takes you onto the train; you just give the money to him. No extra charge."

Another one lining his own pockets. Chen Ke thought. Turning to look at Chen Tianhua, Chen Tianhua was very excited. Seeing Chen Tianhua didn't object, Chen Ke laughed, "Then should I teach you to sing and then go to the train station, or teach you to sing after buying the tickets?"

Seeing that person silent, Chen Ke knew that person's mind. "Let's teach the song first."

The middle-aged man immediately looked happy. Chen Ke taught three times in a row and wrote down the lyrics. The middle-aged man handed the paper to the person outside the cloth curtain. A moment later, a clear and bright female voice began to sing outside. Comparing the two, the difference was immediately clear. Indeed, as Chen Tianhua said, the song Chen Ke sang with righteousness and confidence became gentle and lingering when sung by a woman.

"There is specialization in skills," Chen Ke praised. Listening three times and being able to sing it pretty closely—Chen Ke asked himself honestly and absolutely couldn't compare. But this question wasn't important. "What about the train tickets?" Chen Ke asked.

"I'll arrange it a bit; two masters please wait a moment. I'll take the two to the station when I come back," the middle-aged man said hurriedly.

After the middle-aged man withdrew, Chen Ke called the waiter to settle the bill. The two didn't spend much at all; the waiter gave change and withdrew. Chen Tianhua asked, "Wenqing, aren't you worried that person will run away after cheating the song?"

"He can't take the girl to follow us to the station." Saying tolerant words with his mouth, Chen Ke couldn't help thinking in his heart: if he didn't want to leave Chen Tianhua with an impression of being mean, Chen Ke estimated he would have driven these two away just now.

After waiting for a while, that person hurried back. The group went toward the station.

The streets of Tianjin were no different from countless old photos. There were quite a few pedestrians on the street, various shops on the roadside, stalls selling cigarettes, peeping shows, and occasionally performers doing acrobatics could be seen. The closer to the station, the more beggars there were. Those ragged, sallow, and emaciated children tried hard to beg from people. And those half-grown beggars, with flashing eyes, didn't beg much but tried hard to lean close to people; they looked like pickpockets no matter how one looked. Chen Ke asked for Chen Tianhua's backpack and carried it himself, following behind that middle-aged man. Chen Tianhua walked behind Chen Ke so there was also someone to look after him.

After waiting outside the station door for a while, the middle-aged man brought out a person who looked like a steward. That person looked Chen Ke up and down and said in that condescending tone, "There are still tickets for first-class seats. Pay now."

Chen Ke took out the money already prepared and weighed it in his hand. That person's eyes lit up immediately upon seeing the silver dollars. Chen Ke put the money back into his pocket. "Give money after getting on the train."

Looking at Chen Ke's grinning face, that person could tell Chen Ke absolutely wouldn't give money so easily, but since he saw the money, he wasn't too worried either. "Follow me."

Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua sat in the first-class seats. According to Chen Ke's observation, the carriage wasn't full. Heaven knew why the station didn't sell tickets; presumably, someone withheld the tickets, and these tickets weren't sold. Two foreigners sat opposite Chen Ke; they held cigars in their mouths and looked at Chen Ke with surprised and slightly contemptuous eyes. Chen Ke refused to show weakness either; he took out the hard cardboard box of cigarettes and lit one for himself and one for Chen Tianhua. The foreigners saw the cigarette box printed very exquisitely, sparkling under the sunlight on the plastic paper outside the cigarette box. For a moment, they didn't know what exactly Chen Ke's identity was, and their contemptuous gazes were restrained a lot.

The journey was fairly stable, and the train arrived at Beijing Station. Chen Ke hurried to buy train tickets. Luck was quite good this time; he actually bought tickets. In the evening, the two had already boarded the train on the Beijing-Hankou line, advancing toward the direction of Xingtai.

When they arrived in Xingtai, it happened to be morning. The two hired two mules at a very cheap price and advanced toward Nangong County. Hebei is a plain area. Chen Ke grew up on the Central Henan Plain. In his memory, on the boundless great plain, dividing lines composed of poplar trees or paulownia trees like sentries cut out patches of grain fields. On the plain, tree-lined dirt roads with poplars or paulownias on both sides, or dust-covered tree-lined asphalt roads, connected various villages. Of course, indispensably, there were also roadside irrigation canals. This simple and infinitely repetitive scenery was his hometown.

In Xingtai, what Chen Ke saw were patches of sandy land. There was very little grass color; occasionally, some shrubs and trees could be seen. This was widely different from the 21st-century Hebei in Chen Ke's impression. Not only that, the closer to Nangong County, the more sandy land there was. In September, the harvested fields were empty. Chen Ke remembered what the elders said before: back then, only one season of grain was planted in the fields a year. Unlike after liberation, where two seasons were planted. It would be a strange thing if the people could be full planting only one season of grain on this barren land.

"Tianhua, when we are liberated, we will definitely be able to make this place plant two seasons of grain every year," Chen Ke said.

Before Chen Tianhua could reply, the muleteer who came with Chen Ke laughed, "This gentleman, planting two seasons of grain a year—you aren't joking, are you?"

"Old brother, don't you want to plant two seasons?" Chen Ke asked in return.

The muleteer just smiled and didn't speak anymore.

Mules were definitely not as fast as trains. The two had taken the train for a whole day; letting the mules shake them like this for a while, they were somewhat groggy. Dozing off while advancing. By evening, the group finally arrived at Gaojiazhai, Nangong County.

Asking about Pang Zi, the locals all knew. Looking at Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua's distinctive attire, they led the two into the street. Just arriving at the gate of a courtyard, a medium-build young man stood at the doorway. From the familiar look of the child peeping from inside the courtyard, that kid was the little imp Chen Ke asked first. It seemed he had notified this young man.

The young man asked in a suspicious tone, "I am Pang Zi; why are you two looking for me?"
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Chapter 18 Pang Zi (2)

Hebei was much drier than Jiangnan. It must have been windy a few days ago, as there was quite a bit of dust on the floor and tables of Pang Zi's house. Chen Ke didn't mind this at all. Anyway, denim jeans were inherently dirt-resistant; Chen Ke sat down heavily on a dusty stool. He still liked the dry and crisp autumn days in the north. The "Autumn Tiger" (Indian summer) was fierce, but inside the house, when the wind blew through, it was cool and pleasant.

Pang Zi, sitting in the main seat, wasn't tall, probably around 170cm. He had a lean build with solid muscles, and his two eyes shot out sharp light; he looked like someone from a martial arts background. Contrary to the cold and vigilant attitude when they first met, upon learning that Chen Ke was sent by Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi immediately became enthusiastic.

There was no tea; boiled water was poured into a pottery bowl with a small chip. Chen Ke was really thirsty, so he picked up the bowl and drank it all in a few gulps. Wiping the water from the corner of his mouth, Chen Ke said, "Some more."

Pang Zi refilled the water for Chen Ke, then asked, "How has Big Brother Wu been recently?"

"He is very well. This is his letter to you." Chen Ke took the letter out of his travel backpack.

Pang Zi took the envelope, but his gaze fell on the zipper of the travel backpack. This gadget that opened with a pull and closed with a pull, especially the sound when opening, attracted Pang Zi's attention. This thing looked much more convenient than a wrapped bundle.

But Pang Zi was a prominent figure in the area after all; although curious, he still did business first. He tore open the envelope and began to read Wu Xingchen's letter.

Wu Xingchen was literate, especially after joining the Party organization; Chen Ke had even opened a special cultural remedial class for Wu Xingchen. That is to say, Chen Ke learned to write traditional characters together with Wu Xingchen. So the letter Wu Xingchen wrote to Pang Zi was reasonably free of typos.

"Big Brother Wu has really improved after joining the Revolutionary Party; I don't recognize many characters in this letter." Pang Zi laughed after reading the letter. "Two Mr. Chens, Big Brother Wu said you are revolutionaries; is it true?"

Chen Ke laughed, "Brother Wu is also a revolutionary now. We are all in the same Party."

Pang Zi smacked his lips after hearing this. "Two Mr. Chens, Big Brother Wu said in the letter that he would come to my place in a few days and let you two say hello first. Coming all the way from Shanghai to our place definitely isn't as simple as just saying hello, right?"

There was no one else in the room. For safety's sake, Chen Ke still lowered his voice. "Brother Wu should have said in the letter what we are going to do. I haven't seen that letter, but Brother Wu said Brother Pang is preparing to rise up and make a disturbance, so we came specially."

"I read the letter; Brother Wu said Chen Xinglian, that old boy, said so," Pang Zi laughed. "Those surnamed Chen aren't any good stuff."

Hearing this remark pointing at the mulberry tree while cursing the locust tree, Chen Tianhua's face changed slightly, but Chen Ke didn't feel anything at all. On the contrary, he asked with interest, "Has Brother Pang suffered a lot from scholars before?"

Seeing that Chen Ke heard the overtones in his words, Pang Zi said hatefully, "In the Gengzi year (1900), the court sent some scholars to harm us Yihequan (Boxers). Suffering that loss once was enough. If I'm harmed twice more, my little life will be gone."

"Brother Pang is worried that I came this time to egg you on to rise up and make a disturbance, and then I gain advantage from you for nothing?" Chen Ke laughed.

"Then what is Mr. Chen doing at my place? Could it be to join the gang?" Pang Zi asked tit for tat.

Chen Ke answered seriously, "I came to Hebei Province preparing to hire some people. Why come to see Brother Pang? Brother Wu said let us come and have a look, so I came. If Brother Pang wants to rise up and make a disturbance, I want to persuade Brother Pang not to rush into action."

Hearing this, Pang Zi was unmoved and refused to continue the conversation. Everyone fell silent for a while like this. Chen Ke asked, "Brother Pang, I wonder if there is an inn in this Gaojiazhai."

"Since you have come, I naturally have to arrange accommodation for the two of you. Mr. Chen's words are too treating me like an outsider." Although saying this with his mouth, there was no enthusiasm on Pang Zi's face at all. He picked up the letter and read it again, then got up and took the two to the wing room. There was only an earthen *kang* in the wing room. Pang Zi brought grass mats and also got bedding for the two.

"You two look like people who enjoy life; just make do with this."

Chen Ke scratched his head. Sitting on boats and trains these few days, he hadn't been able to take a good bath. "Is there a place to take a bath here, Brother Pang?"

Hearing such a request, Pang Zi immediately laughed somewhat unkindly. "Bath? There is a river to the east of the village; you can go wash there."

"Many thanks." Chen Ke didn't mind at all.

"Since the two gentlemen don't mind, then please help yourselves." After speaking, Pang Zi went out the door.

After tidying up the bedding slightly, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua took soap and towels. As soon as they went out of the courtyard gate, they saw a pile of children surrounding the gate watching. Seeing the two come out, the children first scattered in a hubbub, then hid behind something or stood far away watching these two strange adults. In their bright eyes, there was curiosity and puzzlement. Not far after walking east out of the door, Chen Ke felt someone pulling the back of his jacket. Turning his head, he saw a child screaming and running away quickly. His little friends were all laughing. Very happy. Before that child ran far, other children already tried to run over. Glared at by Chen Ke, they stood on the spot, daring not act rashly. But as soon as Chen Ke turned around, not long after, children continued this game.

Rural life in these years was just like this; everyone's range of activity was just that tiny bit. A person coming from outside was a big rarity. Let alone people dressed differently. Not only children, but many adults were also watching the two outsiders, whispering and evaluating these two people. Occasionally, a girl or daughter-in-law from some family would come out or approach face-to-face; seeing Chen Ke and the other, they immediately hid to the side as if frightened. Chen Ke couldn't be bothered to care about these; if he went down to the countryside in the future, such things would definitely not be rare. Just get used to it for now. His attention was placed on the surrounding scenery.

This was a common village in the north, with yellow adobe courtyard walls; even the walls of houses were mostly adobe walls. Pang Zi's house was considered relatively imposing, with tiles on the main room; the roofs of many houses were simply thick thatch. Looking in from the half-open gates or over the low walls, most courtyards had some strung-up corn hanging. There were also some bundled sorghum stalks piled by the wall. The strings of dried chili peppers occasionally seen added quite a bit of festive air to the courtyards. Door gods were pasted on the old wooden doors; the colorful papers had turned somewhat white under the wind and rain, and the images of gods on them were already blurred. The air was mixed with the smells of various plants, animals, and dust.

In such a dilapidated atmosphere, Chen Tianhua said, "This village looks not bad."

Hearing this, Chen Ke really didn't know how to answer. Honestly speaking, rural areas all looked like this. Let alone 1905, even the northern rural areas Chen Ke had seen in 1995, 90 years later, might not really have changed much.

Spotless wooden floors, snow-white walls, full floor-to-ceiling large glass doors on the balcony, fabric sofas, European-style double-layer large curtains—cities might need them. In the countryside, Chen Ke might not really feel much interest in this either. Chen Ke had also seen many villages; comparatively speaking, this village at least looked not bad. At least at dusk, there was cooking smoke from every household, and parents began to urge their children to eat. The children who were following Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua with great interest just now ran back to their own homes one by one like birds returning to the forest. Perhaps because there were outsiders, quite a few households closed their gates tight after calling back their children.

Entering October, the evening wind was already chilly. Walking side by side on the empty dirt road outside the village, Chen Tianhua saw there was no one around, so he asked, "This Brother Pang seems to have some opinion about us."

"People of the Yihequan hate foreigners the most. Now there is also the Manchu Qing. It is said they especially hate fake foreign devils. When in Beijing back then, some lost their heads just because they pinned a fountain pen. This Brother Pang is already very polite to us."

"The Yihequan was so fierce in Beijing?" Chen Tianhua disbelieved Chen Ke's words somewhat.

"The one leading at the time was some Prince. I forget exactly which one; that guy represented a bunch of people who hated the Westernization faction to the bone. It's not strange to incite doing this."

Chen Tianhua remained silent for a long time after hearing this explanation. Although he was already accustomed to Chen Ke's way of looking at problems, this kind of sharp evaluation made Chen Tianhua feel very wrong. "Wenqing, you never seem to get angry because of these perverse acts?"

"Of course I get angry, but I'm not angry anymore now. They will inevitably do this. Wait until we liberate China; lock up those of this batch who should be locked up, behead those who should be beheaded. Apart from this, we have nothing else better to do, right?"

"That is the only way," Chen Tianhua replied.

After walking for another stretch, they finally saw the river Pang Zi mentioned. Chen Ke believed this river was definitely different from later generations; there was absolutely no industrial wastewater or civil wastewater mixed in it. Sure enough, as Chen Ke thought, this riverbed had high sand content, and the river water was quite clear. It was autumn, and the temperature had dropped a lot. The river water was actually warmer than the air temperature. Taking a bath heartily. The sky had turned completely dark.

On the way back to the village, Chen Tianhua asked Chen Ke what he planned to do before Brother Wu Xingchen arrived.

"Try to do a social investigation; see the situation of this village. Anyway, we'll have to go down to the countryside sooner or later; this step is absolutely indispensable," Chen Ke replied.

"Wenqing, do you think we can really achieve something in the countryside?" Although Chen Tianhua accepted Chen Ke's concepts, he still didn't believe much in rural revolution.

Chen Ke pointed to the pitch-black surroundings. "When we came today, we saw such a vast area. In such a vast world, what can't be done? The enemy's strength is weakest in the countryside, but China is composed of countless such villages. As long as we can seize the leadership of these villages, what enemy can't be overthrown?"

"How many people are in one village? How many villages added together can equal the population of Shanghai? I actually feel launching an uprising in Shanghai might be better," Chen Tianhua said.

"Shanghai has a large population. I won't say anything else; even if the uprising succeeds in Shanghai, what do we eat? Where does grain come from?"

"We can buy it, right?"

"Buy? Where does the money come from?"

"Relying on collecting taxes should be about enough."

"Collecting taxes? Whose taxes? Why should those rich people pay taxes to us? The Concession is the wealthiest area in Shanghai; if we collect taxes into the Concession, what will foreigners do?" Chen Ke asked with a smile.

Chen Tianhua stopped making a sound. Chen Ke could understand Chen Tianhua; what oil could be squeezed out of such a tiny village? Moreover, this was different from densely populated cities; it really felt so empty here. From Xingtai to here, the mules walked for almost a day. The two walked from the village to the riverside for more than twenty minutes. Compared with the city, the countryside is just like this. Small gathering points are scattered all over the vast land like stars. Every small village doesn't have too many people. It's absolutely impossible to support a revolution. Just communicating news takes a long time, and to fully utilize the human and material resources of these villages, what powerful organizational ability is needed! Chen Ke had read some materials about how much energy the Party poured into the grassroots back then; he could understand it theoretically. After personally arriving in the countryside, Chen Ke also felt a strong sense of powerlessness.

The two returned to Pang Zi's place; the gate was already closed. Knocking open the door, Pang Zi, who opened the door, invited the two to eat dinner together. Sorghum flour *wotou* (steamed bun), salted vegetables, corn porridge. There was little salt in the dishes, let alone oil. Coarse fiber, low oil, low salt. Chen Ke remembered a friend's joke from before: "Food from the 60s absolutely conforms to the so-called healthy diet standards of the 21st century." Thinking of these, Chen Ke also had a somewhat happy look on his face.

Pang Zi watched Chen Ke eating with great interest, looking quite happy, and felt somewhat surprised instead. "Mr. Chen seems tired of eating wine and meat and wants to change taste," Pang Zi said heartily.

Chen Ke wasn't angry either. "Stuff like wine and meat, one never gets tired of eating."

"My hospitality is inadequate; there's no chicken, duck, fish, or meat. Mr. Chen, don't take offense," Pang Zi laughed.

When Chen Ke walked through the village, he actually heard quite a few calls of chickens and ducks. He suddenly remembered a matter. "I see we have a river here; I wonder if we can catch earthworms and fish for fish and shrimp to feed chickens and ducks."

"Of course we catch them. Feeding only grain isn't enough for people to eat," Pang Zi replied.

"Brother Pang, actually there is a method of raising earthworms. Mix horse manure and cow dung with straw and rice stalks, ret it like composting, mix with soil, and raise earthworms in it. The earthworms will eat very stoutly and grow fast. At least in winter, chickens and ducks will still have enough things to eat. It's indeed much better than feeding grain."

These were very common breeding techniques in later generations' time-travel literature, but Chen Ke firmly believed Pang Zi absolutely hadn't seen them. Fooling Pang Zi a bit was still very easy.

Sure enough, as Chen Ke said, Pang Zi scoffed disapprovingly: "Mr. Chen just knows how to hoax people; earthworms can also be raised?"

"Brother Pang must have also caught earthworms. Then let me ask, where is it easy to catch earthworms? Is it muddy ground, or grassland, or under trees?" Chen Ke asked.

Pang Zi recalled for a moment; he really hadn't paid attention. Chen Ke discussed with Pang Zi while eating. As the saying goes, truth becomes clearer with debate. After a discussion, Pang Zi remembered that indeed, as Chen Ke said, wherever there was humus, earthworms were plentiful. Hearing Chen Ke speak methodically, it didn't seem like he was cheating people. Pang Zi had never believed fake foreign devils, but after listening for a while, he found he actually believed Chen Ke's words somewhat. This was truly a strange thing.

"Has Mr. Chen farmed land?" Pang Zi asked.

"Haven't farmed. But I have a friend who once raised earthworms to feed chickens; the effect was very good."

Hearing this, Pang Zi immediately confirmed Chen Ke was definitely telling lies. But just as this thought arose, Pang Zi felt hesitant. Pang Zi had also seen the world; whether someone was telling lies or not could be seen from the expression on their face. Chen Ke's expression was open and magnanimous; if he could deceive people like this, it could only be said that Chen Ke was truly too insidious a guy. There wasn't much food to begin with, so they finished eating quickly. Chen Ke yawned. "If there's nothing else, Brother Pang, I'll go to sleep first."

After Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua went to sleep, Pang Zi closed the door carefully and returned to his own room. Just now when Chen Ke went out to take a bath, Pang Zi secretly checked the backpacks Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua left in the room. Inside, besides a dozen books, there was a pile of small bottles. All sealed tightly. The rest were some change of clothes. Pang Zi simply couldn't figure out the principle of that strange zipper on the bag. But it was really convenient; opening with a pull, closing with a pull.

He took out Wu Xingchen's letter and read it again. The letter should be written by Wu Xingchen. Pang Zi had indeed invited a few old brothers over to discuss the matter of "making a disturbance" together. The letter spoke of this matter. The letter told Pang Zi that Chen Ke was a revolutionary and had extraordinary insight. Wu Xingchen thought letting Chen Ke participate should be of some help. Pang Zi knew Wu Xingchen was like him back then, hating fake foreign devils the most. Unexpectedly, not seeing him for a few years, he actually started befriending these people. It really puzzled him.

Pang Zi met Wu Xingchen in the Gengzi year. At that time, Jing Tingbin, as a military examination graduate, was also a famous figure in Xingtai. As a relative, Pang Zi practiced martial arts with Jing Tingbin. When the Hebei Yihequan entered Beijing in the Gengzi year, Pang Zi wanted to go to Beijing to watch the excitement behind Jing Tingbin's back. Arriving in the capital, he was also a person with kung fu and became a small leader.

At that time, Wu Xingchen was the helmsman of the Tiandihui in Zhili, but he concealed his identity and also became a leader. He had dozens of people under him and met Pang Zi often. The two hit it off, and Wu Xingchen urged Pang Zi not to trust the court. Later, before the court joined hands with foreigners to suppress the Yihequan, Wu Xingchen notified the brothers of various groups to run quickly. Many people didn't believe Wu Xingchen's words, but Pang Zi did. As a result, not long after the two led their subordinates to flee the capital separately, the suppression of the Yihequan happened.

The two were also considered "famous outside"; Pang Zi dared not go home, so he simply followed Wu Xingchen to Shandong to defect to Zhao Sanduo. Zhao Sanduo led the Yihequan to launch an uprising, dividing troops into three routes. Wu Xingchen stayed in Shandong, while Pang Zi followed Zhao Sanduo back to Hebei. When Jing Tingbin and Zhao Sanduo "resisted foreign tax" and proposed "sweeping away and destroying foreigners," launching an uprising together, Pang Zi was very active as a capable subordinate. The uprising failed; Jing Tingbin was executed by *lingchi* (death by a thousand cuts), and Zhao Sanduo died of hunger strike in prison. Pang Zi had to flee to Shandong.

Arriving in Shandong, he learned that the Shandong uprising had also failed, and Yuan Shikai had bloodily suppressed the Shandong uprising. Wu Xingchen's whereabouts were unknown. Pang Zi had to flee to Cangzhou. He only returned to his hometown this year. He had always been in contact with surviving brothers over in Shandong. A while ago, he suddenly learned that Wu Xingchen was actually still alive; after the failure of the Shandong uprising, Wu Xingchen fled to Shanghai. Pang Zi asked the brothers in Shandong to notify Wu Xingchen to come to his place together to discuss great matters.

But he didn't expect Wu Xingchen to send these two foreign devils running over first. However, Pang Zi believed Wu Xingchen shouldn't have defected to foreigners. "Forget it; anyway, looking at the letter, Brother Wu will arrive in these two days. We'll talk then." Thinking of this, Pang Zi blew out the candle and went to sleep too.
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Chapter 19 Pang Zi (3)

When they woke up in the morning, there was no breakfast. The little bit of dinner from last night had already been fully digested, and Chen Ke felt his stomach growling. Being a guest at someone else's house meant following the guest's etiquette. Since Pang Zi didn't say anything, Chen Ke felt the two of them just had to stay hungry for now. These years weren't the 21st century with supermarkets and small shops everywhere. If you dared to go out and buy food, the news would probably reach Pang Zi's ears very quickly. Pang Zi not hosting guests well, forcing guests to go out and buy food personally to alleviate hunger—as the saying goes, guests should suit the convenience of the host; guests must consider the host's face. Chen Ke came to make friends, not to make enemies. What was the point of making Pang Zi lose all face?

Chen Ke began to reflect on himself: why didn't he bring a pile of gifts when visiting? Recalling Yan Fu's visit to him, even he brought pastries. Chen Ke thought he was really greatly mistaken. If he had brought a pile of food to the door, at least Pang Zi wouldn't have hosted them so poorly. Thoughts were just thoughts; past events couldn't be redone. Chen Ke observed Chen Tianhua secretly and saw him taking it as calmly as himself, so he felt relieved.

"Xingtai, let's not go out today for now."

Chen Tianhua hadn't seen Chen Ke go back on his word like this; he asked curiously, "Why? Didn't Wenqing say we were going to do a social investigation?"

Chen Ke told Chen Tianhua his concerns. Since Pang Zi didn't say anything, it wasn't appropriate to go out rashly. This worry was quite reasonable; Pang Zi's hospitality etiquette was rather poor, so they couldn't provoke any conflict now. Chen Tianhua also held this opinion, so the two simply holed up in the room talking, not even going out the door of the wing room.

It wasn't very convenient to talk about revolution, so the topic turned to personal issues. Chen Ke dared not mention his own family background, and he couldn't ask about Chen Tianhua's background either. There were few remaining topics; as they talked, they discussed marriage issues. Chen Ke was 25 this year; Chen Tianhua and Qiu Jin were the same age, both 30 today, five years "older" than Chen Ke. When asked why he didn't get married, Chen Tianhua gave a very traditional answer: "The Xiongnu are not yet destroyed; how can I have a home?"

Chen Tianhua thought Chen Ke was probably like him, so he asked Chen Ke casually. Chen Ke's answer was another kind of orthodoxy: "Haven't had time to find a wife yet."

"Wenqing's family didn't arrange a betrothal for Wenqing?"

"Been studying all along; where would the family have the mind to arrange such things for me? Originally they said they would wait until I finished my studies to arrange it, but then I ran out."

"There are actually such twists and turns," Chen Tianhua sighed. "I wonder what kind of girl Wenqing likes?"

"First, she can't have bound feet. Second, I want to find a lady from a good family, educated and polite. When I was at home, I was always criticized by my mother, who thought I acted like a savage. With a virtuous internal helper, at least there would be someone to discuss these issues with. Third, the prettier the better." After speaking, Chen Ke laughed heartily. Just after laughing twice, fearing he might disturb Pang Zi, he immediately stifled the laughter back into his belly.

"Going to the capital this time, Wenqing might be able to look for such a suitable one," Chen Tianhua teased.

"We'll see. Heaven knows what kind of virtue the young ladies of official families are educated into. If it's the kind who feels superior to others, I absolutely don't want her. But Xingtai, if you find someone suitable, I will definitely support you vigorously."

Chen Tianhua just chuckled but didn't answer whether he was willing or not.

Both were revolutionaries; even in idle chat, they naturally turned back to their profession as they talked.

"I met Liang Qichao when I was in Japan. At that time, hearing him talk about reform, I was somewhat moved. It was during the Russo-Japanese War; the Manchu Qing had no ability to restrain the belligerents, so they had to declare 'neutrality.' In January 1905, Japan's *Yorozu Chōhō* published an article predicting that China was about to be partitioned. We international students in Japan were in an uproar after seeing it. I wrote the *Opinion on Demanding Salvation*, demanding the Manchu Qing government implement constitutional government and save the nation from subjugation. Reform should be implemented, national policy should be determined early, giving localities the power of autonomy and giving the people the rights of freedom, writing, speech, and assembly. At the same time, citizens should undertake the obligations of serving as soldiers, paying taxes, raising public debt, and running around to enlighten the government."

"Oh, I haven't had time to read this great work yet. I must take a look when I have time."

"Wenqing, don't laugh at me; I was still ignorant then. Only after writing this book with Wenqing did I suddenly see the light. Everything I did before was actually wrong. But at that time, I was prepared to risk death to go to Beijing to submit a petition. If not for the comrades in Japan dissuading me in every way, I'm afraid I would have gone."

Chen Ke didn't know there was such a thing. Thinking that Chen Tianhua, the author of *Meng Hui Tou* (Sudden Look Back) and *Jing Shi Zhong* (Warning Bell) who loudly called for anti-Qing revolution, actually wanted to kowtow three times and bow nine times under the vermilion steps of the Forbidden City in Beijing, petitioning the Qing emperor to grant a constitution... this was undoubtedly injecting a stimulant into the dying Qing government and would inevitably cause great damage to the revolutionary cause. It was reasonable for the comrades in Japan to stop him with all their might.

"After we open up base areas, we will build our own government. The matter of saving the country doesn't need the Manchu Qing to worry about," Chen Ke said with a smile.

Seeing Chen Ke full of confidence, Chen Tianhua showed a hesitant look. A moment later, he finally asked, "Wenqing, when comrades talk about you privately, quite a few say you must be a child of a high official. Otherwise, it would be absolutely impossible to view problems from such a strategically advantageous position. To be able to look from the perspective of the world."

Chen Tianhua knew Chen Ke never talked about himself, so he didn't have much confidence in saying this. Seeing Chen Ke had no intention of answering, he immediately changed the subject. "Wenqing, can China be saved? When I talked about the subjugation of Poland and India before, I felt China had all the weaknesses of the national character of those two countries. I wonder if Wenqing can teach me about this matter."

"National character is nonsense." Chen Ke's answer was blunt. "We talk about the materialist view of history, which says productive forces determine social relations. Take the bullshit about Chinese people being a tray of loose sand as an example. In an agricultural country like China, look at the countryside; everyone probably wanders within a radius of a hundred *li* all their lives. If you don't have special relatives, who would you find outside a hundred *li*? China is so big, so it looks like a tray of loose sand. Wait until we engage in industrialization later, factories with thousands of people are built, cities with hundreds of thousands of people are built, and the folk customs will naturally have a foundation for change. Later, when the railway network is built and the people have money, being able to go out and travel the magnificent rivers and mountains, visit and make friends everywhere, the folk customs will be even more different. So the talk of national character is pure nonsense. The Chinese people are a great people because even an illiterate knows to establish a good moral order and have a strong government. With such people, there is absolutely no reason for China to perish. Our current gap is the gap between an agricultural country and an industrial country; it has nothing to do with national character at all."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, Chen Tianhua nodded repeatedly. "Wenqing, these words are extremely brilliant. Might as well write them down."

The proposal was very good, and the two had nothing else to do anyway. Chen Ke simply sat cross-legged on the *kang*, discussing with Chen Tianhua while writing this article. Writing and writing, it became noon. Pang Zi called the two in the courtyard, "Two Mr. Chens, let's go out to eat."

With Pang Zi leading the way, plus many people having seen Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua yesterday, the situation of onlookers was naturally much better. At least the children didn't surround and watch like yesterday. There was a household at the east end of the village with a rather large courtyard. Chen Ke had also seen it before going to bathe yesterday; he didn't expect this to be actually an eatery. Pang Zi took the two in and called for the meal to start. There was no menu here either. Chen Ke waited for the boss to come over and gave the boss two silver dollars first. "Settle the bill after eating."

Pang Zi absolutely didn't expect Chen Ke to do this. He said a few polite words but didn't stop him. However, the eatery boss's face was quite awkward, making Chen Ke feel very wrong. He tentatively took out a few more silver dollars and stuffed them into the boss's hand. The boss's face improved greatly immediately, but the boss still had no intention of walking away. Chen Ke guessed Pang Zi probably owed quite a bit of meal money here. Watching the boss's face, he stuffed another five silver dollars over. Only then did the boss leave the table happily to prepare wine and dishes.

"This won't do, this won't do. Mr. Chen is too polite. I'm embarrassed now." Pang Zi finally gave Chen Ke a real smile.

"Just let Brother Pang treat the next meal. Everyone is brothers; what's there to be embarrassed about?"

While talking, wine and meat were served one by one. Pang Zi enthusiastically added wine and served dishes for everyone, very much having the boldness of a *jianghu* person.

Steaming smoked sausage was served on the dining table, smelling fragrant. Chen Ke tasted a mouthful; the main ingredients of the smoked sausage were pork belly and eggs, along with other spices. It tasted rich but not greasy. Paired with the white liquor brewed in the countryside, it was truly wonderful.

Chen Ke greatly praised the deliciousness of the smoked sausage. Pang Zi laughed, "I have a clan uncle who sells large pancakes rolled with smoked meat; that's what you call delicious."

"I've eaten quite a few Shandong pancakes rolled with vegetables; how is the method here different from Shandong?" Chen Ke was quite interested in this.

Pang Zi had traveled extensively, Chen Ke was also considered knowledgeable, and Chen Tianhua had also run around both abroad and domestically. Everyone talked about delicacies from various places, hitting it off quite well. A mouthful of wine, a mouthful of meat, eating while talking. As their interest rose, everyone listed the delicacies they had eaten one by one, talking from China all the way to Japan. Even the eatery boss couldn't help shouting with envy; it turned out there were so many delicious things in various places.

After eating and drinking their fill, the boss wanted to settle the bill. Taking advantage of being slightly drunk, Chen Ke said drunkenly, "Put it on the tab first; we'll talk next time." After speaking, he got up and pulled Pang Zi and Chen Tianhua out the door.

When everyone returned to Pang Zi's house, they were immediately much closer. Still the bowls with chips, still boiled water. Everyone chatted about everything under the sun. After chatting for a while, Pang Zi asked, "Mr. Chen, Big Brother Wu said you are a revolutionary. Are you guys really going to rebel?"

"Of course we are going to rebel. If not rebelling, what kind of revolutionary would I be?"

"Both Mr. Chens are overseas students; you don't believe in foreign religions, do you?" This question actually troubled Pang Zi quite a bit.

Chen Ke answered without hesitation, "We don't believe in foreign religions at all. If our rebellion succeeds in the future, we must eradicate foreign religions from China completely."

"Must eradicate completely; those who believe in foreign religions must all be killed. Must make sure they all die bad deaths!" Pang Zi responded through gritted teeth.

Chen Ke didn't mean to kill people, but seeing Pang Zi hate with gnashed teeth like this, he dared not say more about this, so he changed the subject. "Brother Pang, I am preparing to rise in revolution and must overthrow the Manchu Qing government. So there are many things and places I have to prepare. I wonder, Brother Pang rising to make a disturbance—to what extent do you plan to make it?"

"This..." Pang Zi refused to speak.

"Brother Pang, I won't ask to what extent you can make a disturbance; this is your family's secret, I cannot inquire. But I want to talk about how I prepare to make a disturbance; how about Brother Pang give me some pointers?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Pang Zi's face had already darkened.

"I want to make a disturbance locally, nothing more than killing officials and rebelling, or making the local officials into decorations. Then I must have a gang of brothers who are dead set on following me. With this gang of brothers, I also have to let them eat and drink their fill." Chen Ke said, "Suppose there are such 200 brothers, each person eats one catty of grain a day. This is 365 days a year, which is 73,000 catties of grain. Where does this grain come from? Brother Pang, can one *mu* of land in our Hebei yield four hundred catties of wheat?"

Hearing Chen Ke talk about numbers in such detail, Pang Zi felt a bit guilty. "Not that much."

"Two hundred brothers following me, even if the monthly expense is half a tael of silver, hmm, let me calculate, this is 365 days a year, hmm... a year requires 3,190 taels of silver in expenses. Brother Pang, it's not easy to scrape together this money." Chen Ke said.

"Hitting a few big households should be about enough." Pang Zi was young after all; once Chen Ke started, he couldn't help but follow.

"Everyone is fellow villagers; if you hit big households, maybe among the brothers following you there are those related to the big households. If someone pleads with you, do you hit or not?" Chen Ke pursued.

"This?" Pang Zi felt he really hadn't considered this matter.

"If it's just a small disturbance, it's nothing. If you want a big disturbance, a long-term disturbance, it won't do without careful consideration first," Chen Ke summarized.

"How to make a big disturbance, how to make a small disturbance?" Pang Zi became thoroughly interested.

Looking at Pang Zi's enthusiastic demeanor, Chen Ke said, "For a big disturbance, you first find some brothers, get a few guns, surround the yamen, and say you want to rebel. The government will definitely come out to persuade everyone. Then the brothers still shouldn't agree. The government will definitely ask in the end, what exactly do you want? At this time, Brother Pang, you come forward and say, we want to organize a bodyguard agency. The government will absolutely agree."

"Good!" Pang Zi slapped the table.

"Then Brother Pang's bodyguard agency starts to organize some horse caravans or something, transporting goods at the train station. It's also a money-making business. Earning some money here, in the countryside, Brother Pang shouldn't hit big households either; you should pull the common people to reduce rent and interest. In the village, for weddings and funerals, borrowing a little money casually might ruin a family. Brother Pang, you have a bodyguard agency; pull the fellow villagers and big households to reduce rent and interest. They won't dare not to reduce. Relying on fellow villagers, each family gives you a little money and grain; many a little makes a mickle—tens of thousands of catties of grain is nothing."

"Wonderful!" Pang Zi's eyes burned. "Mr. Chen speaks wonderfully."

Chen Ke smiled. "Then later, I feel that if Brother Pang makes a big disturbance, in the end, you still have to revolt."

Hearing Chen Ke talk about revolution, Pang Zi immediately lost interest. He asked, "How about this small disturbance?"

"Small disturbance, forgive me for speaking frankly, Brother Pang, you can make a disturbance however you want. Anyway, once the disturbance starts, the government will send people to arrest and kill you and your brothers; the end is definitely death. So any way of disturbance is fine." Chen Ke said bluntly.

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Pang Zi slapped the table and stood up. "Fuck your mother!"

Parting on bad terms was just like this; Pang Zi left the table angrily. Chen Ke wasn't angry either; after finishing the water in the bowl, he returned to the wing room with Chen Tianhua and continued writing the morning's article. At dusk, the two went out to bathe just like yesterday.

On a northern autumn night, the stars in the sky were brilliant. With the atmosphere unpolluted, the starry sky seemed to hang so low it was within reach. Various insect chirps in the vegetation, and the sound of wind blowing through the jujube forest surrounding the village, were so comfortable they made one somewhat drowsy.

Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua walked slowly on the ridges of the fields outside the village after bathing; talking inside the room was always inconvenient. Chen Tianhua saw there was no one around, so he said, "Wenqing, why don't you start an uprising here together with this Brother Pang?"

Chen Ke knew Chen Tianhua hoped very much to rise up and overthrow the Manchu Qing immediately. He didn't expose Chen Tianhua's thoughts directly either, just praising, "Xingtai asks well. Why do you say uprising instead of revolution?"

"Having heard the revolution Wenqing talked about, I dare not speak of revolution rashly now."

"Even if Brother Pang starts an uprising now, it's not a revolution. What's more, whether Brother Pang really wants to start an uprising is still ambiguous; why should I mix in?" Chen Ke's voice was calm, as if discussing what to eat for dinner.

Hearing Chen Ke so obviously refuse to participate in Pang Zi's rebellion, there was a little excitement in Chen Tianhua's voice. "Wenqing, are you just going to let this opportunity go in vain? At least you have to explain revolutionary principles to Brother Pang."

"Revolutionary principles? Hehe." Chen Ke laughed. "I already explained them today. Brother Pang can't listen to them; I have no way either."

"Explained?" Chen Tianhua was somewhat strange.

"Revolution means having money, having people, mobilizing the people. What we discussed ourselves isn't revolution, merely revolutionary theory."

"Wenqing thinks Brother Pang can't understand revolutionary theory?" Chen Tianhua felt he somewhat understood Chen Ke's meaning.

"It's not that Brother Pang can't understand revolutionary theory, but that Brother Pang can't listen to revolutionary theory. In Brother Pang's view, rebellion is going against the government. This isn't wrong, but how to go against it, what to do—Brother Pang himself doesn't know now. I suggested he demand rent and interest reduction together with the people; Brother Pang refused to listen. I have no way either." Chen Ke still said leisurely.

Chen Tianhua stopped talking. The two walked for another while. Only then did Chen Tianhua break the silence. "Wenqing, can you tell me, if Brother Pang did as you said, what would he encounter?"

"Landlords would rise up collectively to oppose him." Chen Ke answered without hesitation. "Tianhua, the world today is a world of rentiers. The Manchu Qing controls political power, taxation, customs; they live on this. Officials control local power; so-called corrupt officials are just these people using the power in their hands to feed on profits. Landlords and gentry live on land rent. Rich people lend money. Compradors live on controlling some domestic sales channels. Those who have studied live on monopolizing this knowledge. The whole of China—Manchu Qing, officials, landlords, rich people, scholars—collude to squeeze the people together. The people who honestly rely on labor cannot live instead."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Chen Tianhua answered depressedly, "The people have it hard."

"Injustice provokes outcry. If the world were peaceful, who would be willing to revolt with you? For the people to survive, they can only rely on revolution. The dry firewood of this revolution has long existed among the people. Our People's Party is but a little spark. A single spark can start a prairie fire. It just depends on where your spark falls. Exactly how to mobilize the people, and what purpose this revolution is to achieve."

"Is this the difference between people's revolution and property owners' revolution that Wenqing mentioned?" Chen Tianhua sighed.

"Brother Pang is a rebel, but he is not yet a revolutionary. We have so many things to do; it's impossible to spend huge energy to get him to join the Party now. So my words were unpleasant today, but there was no way. Just do my best."

Chen Tianhua thought through what Chen Ke said as a whole, and finally nodded. "It can only be so."
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Chapter 20 Beijing

After discussing the attitude towards Pang Zi, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua returned. The gate was still tightly closed. After knocking, the ones who opened the door were people Chen Ke had never seen before; unexpectedly, there were two of them. In the darkness of the night, their appearances couldn't be seen clearly; he only heard them ask viciously in Shandong dialect: "Who are you looking for?"

Chen Ke was stunned, but he soon thought that these two were probably the people Wu Xingchen mentioned who were preparing to rebel. Since they had arrived, Wu Xingchen should have followed them here too.

"We live right here," Chen Ke replied.

While they were speaking, two more people came over. Looking at the dark and tall figure of one of them—who else could it be but Wu Xingchen? After approaching, it was indeed Wu Xingchen and Pang Zi.

"Brother Wu..." Before Chen Ke could finish, Wu Xingchen didn't let the two enter the door but pulled Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua away to a distance. Seeing the situation was like this, Chen Ke stopped making a sound. Not until they reached a secluded place outside the village did Wu Xingchen ask anxiously, "Wenqing, what did you say to Brother Pang?"

Chen Ke didn't like Wu Xingchen's tone, but he didn't want to bicker with Wu Xingchen either, so he simply told the truth. "Said some words he didn't like to hear."

After hearing Chen Ke finish, Wu Xingchen was speechless for a long time. When he spoke again, his tone was unusually soft, but there was uncontrollable helplessness in his voice. "Wenqing, Brother Pang just said that no matter what, he doesn't want Wenqing and Xingtai to participate in this meeting."

"Did Brother Wu bring your own horses, or rent animals?" Chen Ke asked directly.

"Uh?" Wu Xingchen was somewhat puzzled, but understood after a moment. "Wenqing is preparing to leave?"

"Brother Pang feels unhappy; I can actually understand. Since it's like this, there's no meaning in me sticking around here. If it really doesn't work, I'll just rush back to Xingtai overnight tonight."

"It's not necessary to go that far, right?" Wu Xingchen felt Chen Ke was also overreacting a bit.

"The few friends who came this time are all going to do big things; they may not necessarily be willing to let me meet them. Since Brother Pang said so, why should I ask for trouble?"

Wu Xingchen knew Chen Ke spoke reasonably. He originally wanted to let Chen Ke have a good talk about revolution with these people, but he didn't expect it to turn out like this. However, he and Pang Zi had talked for a while just now; Pang Zi refused to agree to let Chen Ke continue staying here no matter what, and he couldn't persuade him otherwise.

"It can only be so." Wu Xingchen sighed and had to agree to Chen Ke's departure.

Beijing in 1905 was vastly different from Beijing in the 21st century. If he had to say, Chen Ke actually preferred the appearance of Beijing in 1905. Of course, in Chen Ke's feeling, Beijing in 1905 was more like a toy than the center of power of the Manchu Qing. The ancient buildings visible everywhere were actually built with quite a flavor. Modern architecture used a large amount of reinforced concrete structures, while these ancient buildings didn't have this problem. The result was that compared with modern buildings full of geometric styles, those city gates, towers, and walls were full of a flavor of "exhausting all ingenuity" unique to the old era.

But this was merely a visual impression. The traces of the Eight-Nation Alliance ravaging Beijing were far from being eliminated. Those broken city walls and walls blackened by flames were still silently telling of the tragic experience. The ancient imperial capital had far from recovered. On the avenues outside the city gates, ragged adults could be seen selling emaciated children, yet no one showed interest. Most pedestrians were dressed shabbily, and in Beijing, even those wearing mandarin gowns and jackets couldn't be called brightly dressed. An unspeakable decadence and depravity, like a stream of rotten air, shrouded Beijing city and couldn't disperse. Chen Ke had no good feelings toward the humans filling this city. The streets were full of people wearing queues, dressed in long gowns or short clothes; slick Beijing accents and various accents from other places filled both sides of the streets. Among the cities of 1905 Chen Ke had seen, only Shanghai could compare with Beijing. But it was completely different from Shanghai. Beijing was China's political center; Shanghai, as an important area where foreign forces penetrated China strongly, had a completely different style.

Even so, this city of Beijing, which could still be considered to have quite a flavor, was just at the level of a third-rate provincial capital in the eyes of Chen Ke, who had seen the 21st century. It couldn't trigger Chen Ke's good feelings in the slightest.

Leaving Pang Zi's place, Chen Tianhua didn't discuss Pang Zi excessively either. On the way, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua had been discussing how to gather comrades in Beijing. Compared to a local hero like Pang Zi, Chen Tianhua felt scholars suited his taste better. Arriving in Beijing, following the address given by Wu Xingchen when they parted, the two found their new residence. Chen Ke always felt Wu Xingchen was a guy with quite a few methods. Wu Xingchen went north first; he rented a house for everyone in Beijing. It was said this residence was actually the house of a former official. Chen Ke suspected quite maliciously that this official's family probably suffered some misfortune in the Gengzi year, but this matter wasn't easy to verify.

Opening the door with the key, Chen Ke was very satisfied. A very ordinary *siheyuan* (quadrangle courtyard), without any furniture. The house should have been uninhabited for at least half a year. Chen Ke pulled Chen Tianhua to start cleaning. Chen Tianhua was also a person who loved cleanliness. The two cleaned thoroughly, even sweeping the roof beams clean. The wonderful thing was that there was actually a well in the courtyard; the water drawn was slightly bitter, unpleasant to drink, but acceptable for bathing. By the time the two sprinkled water in the courtyard and took a bath, it was already afternoon. Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua moved the grand master's chairs from the main room out and placed them in the courtyard. Just as the two sat down, Chen Ke suddenly remembered something: there was no bedding in the house. Neither of them knew where to buy this stuff. So the two, whose buttocks hadn't even warmed the seat, got up hurriedly to go shopping.

The rickshaw puller stopped outside the door was slightly stunned upon hearing their request. "Two masters, the place I know is relatively expensive." It seemed the puller was also an honest person.

"Expensive is expensive; just pull us there."

Since Chen Ke said so, the puller didn't speak anymore; pulling the two, he started moving. Chen Tianhua sat in the cart looking left and right, while Chen Ke leaned on the seat closing his eyes to rest his mind. Along the way, he only heard the surroundings becoming livelier and livelier. Chen Ke was also tired these few days, plus having cleaned for a while, he was actually somewhat sleepy now. When Chen Tianhua shook him awake, Chen Ke had actually slept for a while. Opening his eyes, Chen Ke finally knew why the puller said "expensive." Heaven knew what the puller was thinking; the cart actually stopped in front of a silk and satin shop.

Looking left and right, this was actually a bustling downtown area. Looking at this silk and satin shop again, people were also going in and out. Chen Tianhua's face was already somewhat wrong; it looked like he felt pitted by the puller. Chen Ke didn't say much either; getting off the cart, he paid the fare, and then strode into the silk and satin shop.

"Two masters, please sit." A waiter came up to welcome them.

The people coming to the silk and satin shop were all wearing long gowns and mandarin jackets, dressed in silk clothes; the very few women were also wearing gold and silver. Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua's short hair and short clothes were very eye-catching. Chen Ke waved his hand. "No need to sit. Waiter, do you sell bedding here?"

"What?" The waiter felt somewhat strange hearing this.

"We want two sets of bedding, no, three sets of bedding." Chen Ke continued. Chen Ke was already the object of everyone's attention; hearing his words, low laughter already drifted over.

"This master, we only sell quilt covers here, not quilts." The waiter replied hurriedly.

"Then are there places selling quilt covers nearby?" Chen Ke asked next.

"There don't seem to be any on this street." The waiter replied.

"Then do you have silk quilt covers here?" Chen Ke asked again.

Hearing this, the waiter was almost somewhat respectful. "This master, we don't have the silk quilt covers you mentioned here either."

Chen Ke nodded. "Then tear off two pieces, oh, three pieces of satin face for me."

"This way please."

Just as Chen Ke stood up and was preparing to follow the waiter to choose satin, he saw several small rooms inside the silk and satin shop. A middle-aged man was looking at him with strange eyes. Looking carefully, he looked somewhat familiar, but he couldn't recall exactly where he had seen him. Chen Tianhua had also stood up. Chen Ke turned his head and asked in a low voice, "Have we met that person opposite us?"

"We have; it's that official's steward we met in Tianjin that day." Chen Tianhua replied.

"Oh," Chen Ke also remembered. "Is it that Steward Yang?" he said in a low voice.

"The one surnamed Yang is the car dealership boss; the steward is surnamed He." Chen Tianhua corrected.

Seeing the two short-haired guys, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua, looking at him and muttering, Steward He was already certain that these two were definitely the guys he met last time. The meeting last time was very short; actually, he couldn't remember their faces clearly either. But this hair and clothes were so rare; plus these two noticed him, Steward He believed he absolutely didn't mistake the person.

Last time Chen Ke just walked away laughing haha; from a long distance, one could still hear Chen Ke laughing non-stop like he was possessed. What the steward saw in the car dealership boss's eyes was a kind of mockery. For Steward He, face was a matter bigger than the sky. He was actually laughed at by two young punks. If he hadn't been pulling the car dealership boss to talk business at the time, he would have grabbed these two guys of unknown origin to clarify things right then. In the end, he still failed to gain an advantage from the car dealership boss that day. Steward He held back a bellyful of anger. Unexpectedly, he actually saw those two short-hairs here again. In these years, those without queues were either scholars or soldiers. But most people kept long hair like foreign devils. In Steward He's view, Chen Tianhua was definitely a student who had studied abroad. And Chen Ke's short hair looked more like a monk who had just returned to secular life.

At this time, the waiter was already standing in front of the counter next to Steward He. "These two masters, please look here."

Chen Ke saw Steward He's expression was unkind. He himself didn't feel he had any real conflict with Steward He. Chen Ke smiled at Steward He, only to see Steward He's round face twitch, as if beaten by someone. Chen Ke didn't care about that much; he walked generously to the counter. The clerk inside the counter took out a bolt of satin. Chen Ke slid the back of his hand over the back surface; the feel was acceptable.

After settling the price, the clerk tore off the satin face. Chen Ke looked at Steward He not far away. This steward had a face looking ready to beat someone. Just now he saw waiters taking quite a few silk samples into that small room; presumably, it should be specially for noble ladies to use. It seemed the steward was serving at the door and dared not leave his post without permission. Seeing Chen Ke looking at him again with a cold expression, the steward's already unhappy face became even gloomier. Just at this time, the door curtain was lifted, and three women walked out from inside. In the middle was a middle-aged woman; behind her followed two young girls. At this time, the steward was facing the three women, looking like he was serving carefully.

*So that's how it is*, Chen Ke thought to himself.

Among the three women, the middle-aged woman's appearance was very ordinary, with a pointed face, thin and emaciated. Her skin was dull, but her eyes were very bright. The two young girls stood behind the middle-aged woman looking straight ahead; this rule already showed considerable family education. The girl who looked older was closer to Chen Ke. He stared very seriously at that older young woman for a while. She was quite a handsome girl, with fair skin, an oval face, two slender eyebrows, and a pair of quite bright almond eyes. Her nose was slightly upturned, and her lips were plump. There was great calmness between her brows. From the corner of her eye, she probably saw Chen Ke looking over; the woman's long eyelashes moved slightly, but her gaze didn't turn.

The steward saw this small movement. He turned his body around, and a murderous gaze pressed straight toward Chen Ke. Chen Ke stared back at Steward He without showing weakness for a while before turning around. Coincidentally, the clerk had already torn the satin. Chen Ke paid the bill and asked again, "Is there needle and thread for sale here?"

"Needle and thread, we do have." The clerk replied.

"Give me a few big needles that can sew bedding."

By the time Chen Ke finished selecting needles, the group of people had walked so far that not even their shadows could be seen.

The rickshaw puller who brought them had already disappeared. Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua first went to a nearby cloth shop to buy quilt lining, then hired a cart and asked the puller to take them to a place selling quilt covers. After arriving at the place, Chen Ke almost choked with anger; it turned out this quilt cover shop was less than two streets away from his residence. It seemed he had actually been tricked by that puller who looked honest originally.

Buying quilt covers, they went back to sew quilts and mattresses. It was already dark. Chen Ke and the other ate outside together. After returning home and talking about revolution for a while, everyone went to sleep.

Most of the residents on this street were officials. Early in the morning, there were quite a few sounds outside. Chen Ke looked up; it wasn't light yet. He didn't know what demons those people outside were raising. He put on clothes and opened a crack in the door; there was bright firelight outside, and several small sedans passed by the door. It seemed they might be officials going to court. Closing the door, Chen Ke went back to continue sleeping.

After waking up again, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua ate breakfast outside. They began to stroll around the capital.

Truly, enemies are bound to meet. Just as the two arrived at the gate of Fayuan Temple, they saw those four people from yesterday coming out of the temple. The steward walked at the very front; upon seeing Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua at the gate, all three were stunned. The steward frowned but didn't speak. Immediately after, the three women behind also saw Chen Ke. The leading middle-aged woman was slightly startled upon seeing Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua at the gate, but didn't speak. The older woman glanced at Chen Ke and then followed the middle-aged woman down the steps. The younger one, however, looked carefully at Chen Ke's head. She was probably fifteen or sixteen, maybe younger. Her appearance gave Chen Ke the feeling of a young girl not yet fully grown; her forehead and nose bridge were quite high, eyes very large, bangs in front of her forehead, and long hair braided into a queue following behind her head. Seeing Chen Ke looking at her so unscrupulously, the girl blushed, turned her head, and quickly caught up with the two older women in front. The steward also turned his head back and glared fiercely at Chen Ke and Chen Tian. A Western-style carriage was parked at the gate; the three women got into the carriage, and the steward followed in. Two domestic servants and a coachman sat properly in front, and the carriage started moving with a rumble.

By evening, when Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua walked back to their residence carrying pig head meat and a few sesame seed cakes, a carriage caught up from behind. The coachman suddenly waved his whip to drive the horses, but the whip didn't hit the horses; instead, it swept toward Chen Ke. Chen Tianhua was walking on Chen Ke's left; if he wanted to dodge, he would definitely bump into Chen Tianhua. Hearing the wind sound, Chen Ke raised his hand and grabbed, catching the whip tip exactly in his hand. The coachman struck quite ruthlessly; the whip tip lashed onto Chen Ke's palm, shaking it painfully. Chen Ke turned his head angrily. He saw this carriage was exactly that carriage from the morning. The steward sat on the front left of the carriage, glaring at Chen Ke angrily. The carriage wasn't moving too fast. Chen Ke grabbed the whip tip tightly, but the whip handle was in the coachman's hand. The carriage continued to move forward, and the middle of the whip was already tightening against the steward's chest.

Chen Ke had no intention of letting go. Without the steward's order, the coachman didn't dare let go either. The horse whip slid up along the steward's chest and was already stuck on the steward's neck. Chen Ke still didn't let go. Unfortunately, the tail of the horse whip was a rope loop, looped on the coachman's wrist. In the urgency, the coachman couldn't loosen the rope loop. The coachman was also considered clever; he stopped the carriage hurriedly, avoiding making a huge fool of himself. Chen Ke flung the whip tip in his hand forcefully, hitting the carriage canopy with a *pa*. The steward was already quite angry with Chen Ke; seeing Chen Ke repeatedly for more than a day, this anger was even greater. With such a scene, the steward could no longer endure it; he pushed the coachman aside and jumped down from the carriage.

Chen Tianhua saw the steward jump out and looked slightly nervous. Offending the government in these years wouldn't make life easy. He looked at Chen Ke and saw Chen Ke's square face was gloomy like water, and the gaze in his beautiful eyes was icy cold. Watching the steward jump down, before the steward could speak, Chen Ke spoke first. "What's your name? Which family's person? Is this how your master teaches you to handle things?"

"Which family's little brat are you?" The steward had never been mocked like this by such a young person. Hearing Chen Ke's words, his face flushed red.

Chen Ke laughed loudly. "Is an old guy like you worthy of asking me?"

The tit-for-tat verbal conflict intensified the situation immediately. The faces of the domestic servants behind the steward changed greatly; rolling up their sleeves, they leaned forward, staring at Chen Ke with a provocative look.

Chen Ke fished out a name card from his pocket, put away his fierce appearance, and handed it to the steward grinningly. "If you want to find someone to report to the officials, then take this name card and go. It's also good to know who I am. Steward He, your family members are still in the carriage. You say if we fight like this and disturb the family members, how will you explain to your master when you go back?"

Hearing this, the steward's face changed slightly. If he really disturbed the family members in the carriage, he couldn't bear it. Moreover, Chen Ke looked like a rascal; presumably, he wasn't that easy to deal with either. Glancing at Chen Ke's name card, he saw a string of foreign text on it. Plus Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua's attire, hairstyle, and style, presumably, they were also compradors from somewhere.

During the steward's moment of pondering, the coachman trotted into a house diagonally opposite Chen Ke's door. The coachman shouted two sentences inside, and soon two domestic servants rushed out.

Seeing the situation was wrong, Chen Tianhua became alert all over. Chen Ke laughed loudly instead. "So we are neighbors." He pointed to his own residence. "We live right here now. As the saying goes, a distant relative is not as good as a close neighbor. Us making a scene like this only lets others see a joke. If you, Steward, are unconvinced, then tomorrow morning, hmm..." Chen Ke raised his wrist and deliberately looked at his wristwatch. "Come to my place at nine tomorrow morning; I'll treat you to a cup of tea." After speaking, Chen Ke handed the name card in his hand forward again. "You keep it first."

The steward was quite embarrassed; taking it wasn't right, not taking it wasn't right either. Just at this time, Chen Ke saw the curtain of the carriage window open slightly. He took back the name card and nodded slightly toward the carriage window to signal. Regardless of how Steward He planned to make a scene, he walked swaggeringly toward the residence with Chen Tianhua.

Hearing a middle-aged woman give low instructions from behind, the steward immediately called out to Chen Ke from behind. Turning back, he saw the steward's face was as usual. "What is this little brother's surname?"

"Avoid the honorable; surnamed Chen." As Chen Ke spoke, he took out the name card again. "This is my name card." After the steward took it, Chen Ke continued, "I won't disturb you today. Steward He, nine o'clock tomorrow morning, I'll wait for you at home."

The steward thought for a moment and nodded. "I will definitely visit tomorrow."
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Chapter 21 He Ruming (1)

Textbooks are very important things. In Chen Ke's ambitious plan, he wanted to rewrite the textbooks from primary school to high school himself. Junior high and high school textbooks were okay; the impression was relatively deep. Primary school textbooks wouldn't do. The plan for him and Chen Tianhua on the way this time was to write a primary school mathematics textbook. The outline was basically discussed. Since they had to meet Steward He the next day, they didn't want to work on anything complicated, so they simply continued to perfect the outline.

The weather in October was already quite cool; after dark, the temperature dropped quickly. Through the window opened for ventilation, the cold wind poured in chillingly. After writing a paragraph, Chen Ke got up to close the window, but heard a familiar instrument sound. Someone was playing the piano.

Listening to the direction, it should be the household diagonally opposite. Steward He said the piano was broken, but if the piano was broken on the ground and unusable, presumably he wouldn't just be exasperated. After listening for only a moment, Chen Ke couldn't help shaking his head and sighing. The quality of that piano was passable, and the player was also very familiar with the notes of the keyboard, but Chen Ke could hear that it was clicking keys one by one, with absolutely no mention of fingering. He didn't know how the teacher taught.

Seeing Chen Ke listening intently, Chen Tianhua also listened for a moment and laughed, "Not as good as you, Wenqing."

"If an instrument is played badly, it's simply torture." While sighing, Chen Ke closed the window. "Once there was a master who caught a thief stealing things. That person asked the thief whether he admitted to beating or punishment. The thief asked what beating was and what punishment was. The master said, beating means thirty strokes of the stick, punishment means listening to me play ten tunes on the *erhu*. The thief naturally admitted to punishment. Upon hearing only the third tune, the thief was already crying and begging: better to beat me with thirty strokes."

Chen Ke spoke simply. Chen Tianhua didn't think much of it at first, but after savoring it, he burst into laughter. "Wenqing is very mean."

"What mean? I just don't know how the teacher taught the piano."

After asking clearly the reason for Chen Ke's sigh, Chen Tianhua said, "Wenqing, there is one thing I feel you don't know because you stayed overseas for a long time."

"What matter?"

"Do you know that women of big households strictly observe rules? The so-called 'not stepping out of the main gate, not passing through the second gate.' This is not a joke. In these years, those who teach musical instruments are all family members; it's impossible to hire any teacher to teach musical instruments to young ladies. That family opposite is still playing the piano, which is considered very enlightened. I know noble women overseas mostly learn musical instruments, but in China, playing musical instruments is regarded as a lowly service."

"Lowly service? Ancient gentlemen stressed *qin* (zither), chess, calligraphy, and painting; it seems gentlemen are extremely lowly."

"The Manchu Qing has ravaged culture very deeply." After speaking, Chen Tianhua sighed.

When the two talked about this, they were very depressed. "Wait until the revolution succeeds; we will teach music from primary school. No, no need to wait for the revolution to succeed; once the base area is built, we will start music classes."

"But don't build the base area in Fengyang." Chen Tianhua suddenly added a sentence. These words were extremely "vicious"; hearing them, Chen Ke burst out laughing. Speaking to this point, the mind to write the book also faded. Chen Ke suddenly asked, "Xingtai, let me teach you to sing a song. It's called 'The Internationale'."

Chen Tianhua knew some things about Germany; he also hoped very much that China could rise rapidly like Germany and become a world power. Regarding the defeated country France, because France also invaded China multiple times, Chen Tianhua had no good impression of it. Hearing Chen Ke talk about the origin of "The Internationale," he learned that the French people had also once established a regime chosen by the people themselves. Speaking of which, the Chinese people's rebellious spirit had always been sufficient: "Emperors take turns; next year it comes to my house." If counting only people's uprisings, adding up large and small ones in Chinese history, there must be tens of thousands. Chen Tianhua was well-read in history books and had seen many records. But since Chen Ke attached such importance to it, presumably this song should have extraordinary points. As soon as Chen Ke taught the song, Chen Tianhua was immediately moved by the lyrics and melody.

"Arise, ye prisoners of starvation! Arise, ye wretched of the earth! For justice thunders condemnation, a better world's in birth. No more tradition's chains shall bind us, arise, ye slaves, no more in thrall! The earth shall rise on new foundations, we have been naught, we shall be all!"

In revolutionary propaganda, it was always believed that the Manchu Qing regarded Han people as slaves. Overthrowing the Manchu Qing, restoring China, and letting Han people "be the masters of the world" again—this was originally the long-cherished wish of the Revolutionary Party. In Chen Tianhua's view, this world was not just the world of China, but the world of the globe.

"The Internationale" didn't have much modulation originally, and Chen Tianhua was proficient in *tanci*; after just a few times, he could sing the whole song with Chen Ke. This passionate music was not just a song, but a horn of battle, a call to arms for revolution. Even humming in a low voice made the blood of the two young men boil. Almost coincidentally, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua sang loudly at the same time:

"There has never been any savior, nor do we rely on immortals or emperors! To create human happiness, we rely entirely on ourselves! We want to take back the fruits of labor, let thoughts break through the cage! Quickly burn that furnace fire red; only by striking while the iron is hot will we succeed! This is the final struggle; unite until tomorrow, the Internationale shall be the human race! This is the final struggle; unite until tomorrow, the Internationale shall be the human race!"

In the night, a few families' dogs barked a few times in low voices, then quieted down immediately. Chen Ke only felt a surge of heroism in his chest. Since revolutionary work got on the right track, Chen Ke felt tied down instead. That feeling of struggling to move forward came more from thoughts than from external resistance. As a science student, as a youth who knew a little history, Chen Ke hoped to make preparations to the maximum extent. He knew doing this wasn't wrong, and he also knew doing this was wrong. Revolution is a passion; as a leader, one must be like a fire, able to agitate and burn everything around oneself. But Chen Ke himself was more like a cold machine than an enthusiastic revolutionary.

Just dyeing cloth and making medicine, or even writing books and lecturing, Chen Ke could do and felt he could do well. But after all, he hadn't engaged in revolution. Even if Chen Ke had passion, hoping to achieve the revolutionary cause on one hand and hoping to be foolproof on the other, the result shown was more perverse air. Chen Ke knew he wasn't a qualified revolutionary. Singing this "Internationale" today, Chen Ke suddenly felt the righteous energy of a revolutionary filling the song, that courage to press forward with indomitable will. The young man's emotions resonated greatly. He pulled open the door, disregarding what thoughts the neighbors would have after hearing it, and roared loudly to the pitch-black night sky:

"Who created the human world? It is us, the working masses! Everything belongs to laborers; how can parasites be tolerated?! Most hateful are those poisonous snakes and wild beasts, eating up our flesh and blood! Once they are wiped out completely, the bright red sun will shine all over the globe! This is the final struggle; unite until tomorrow, the Internationale shall be the human race! This is the final struggle; unite until tomorrow, the Internationale shall be the human race!"

Starting from when Chen Ke just roared two sentences, the dogs that had quieted down immediately barked fiercely. Regardless of any changes around, Chen Ke sang this song twice in one breath. He only felt the depressed air in his chest swept away. He simply sat down on the steps at the door. The barking soon disappeared. After a moment, the piano sound from the opposite side rang out again. At first, it was messy; the player tried a few times and actually gradually played a bar of "The Internationale." Then, the music stopped abruptly. Just as Chen Ke was waiting quietly for the playing, he heard Chen Tianhua shouting in the room, "Wenqing, you didn't teach me this part of the lyrics; come in quickly and write it down."

Responding, Chen Ke walked back into the room. But he couldn't help looking back.

Until he went to sleep, the piano over there never sounded again. Who exactly was playing the piano? Would it be the older one, or the younger one? Please don't let it be the male master of that family, right? Thinking of an uncle with a braid playing the piano to respond to him, Chen Ke felt his hair stand on end. "Can I fucking be lovestruck too?" Chen Ke felt he was really unreasonable. Wrapped in the quilt made yesterday, Chen Ke fell asleep very quickly.

At 9:00 AM, Steward He came to the door on time. As soon as he entered, Steward He looked around Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua's residence. The courtyard was clean, and water had been sprinkled on the ground; there was no floating dust at all. Besides this impression, the whole courtyard felt cold and cheerless, lacking popularity.

The three arrived at the living room and took their seats. The steward first looked around the main hall. "Two gentlemen, the house is cleaned really clean."

"Just the two of us living here; it's easy to clean," Chen Ke replied.

"I wonder what the two gentlemen are doing in Beijing?"

"Entrusted by others to visit friends in Beijing; no big deal."

"Oh." Hearing Chen Ke's shameless boasting, the steward could only nod. "My master learned that Mr. Chen is a neighbor and wants to ask when it is convenient for Mr. Chen; my master wants to invite Mr. Chen to sit at home."

"I am convenient anytime; as long as Brother He's master is free, I can go pay a visit now." Chen Ke answered very straightforwardly.

"My master says he is waiting for Mr. Chen at the residence now."

The steward's reply was so straightforward that it startled Chen Ke greatly. But his words had already been released; he definitely couldn't take them back. "Then trouble Steward He to lead the way."

Getting up and leaving his own courtyard gate with the steward, they didn't go directly to the house opposite. On this street, there was a pastry shop selling things that tasted good. Accepting the lesson from Pang Zi's time, Chen Ke went in and bought eight colors of pastries according to etiquette, wrapping them well. Only then did they arrive in front of the neighbor's house opposite. The steward standing at the door wasn't surprised at Chen Ke's move at all; he ordered a servant boy to take the gift and led the two toward the main hall himself.

Although they were neighbors opposite each other, these two rows of houses were vastly different. Chen Ke's residence was a *siheyuan*; although it had brick floors, it was still an ordinary *siheyuan*. The row opposite was vastly different, with a front courtyard and a back courtyard. The area was three or four times larger than Chen Ke's residence. The steward led the two into the side hall; in the center, a man about forty years old was waiting for them.

This host, even placed in the present, would be an old handsome man. He looked quite like that Handsome Chen who transcended the realm of playing with equipment. His long hair was tied into a ponytail hanging behind his head; the old handsome man actually didn't have the flavor of the early 20th century at all. He didn't wear a long gown and mandarin jacket; a slightly old brocade robe fitted him well. A wide brocade belt was bound around his waist. Wearing a pair of glasses, two tufts of mustache were neat and tidy. Chen Ke actually didn't hate long hair at all; in the 21st century, long hair represented uninhibitedness and freedom. Chen Ke just hated the Manchu Qing, so he hated queues.

On the way, Chen Ke had asked Steward He; the intelligence obtained was that the neighbor opposite was named He. The steward didn't reveal anything else.

Seeing the old handsome man stand up, Chen Ke spoke first. "Hello, Lord He. This humble one is Chen Ke; this one here is Chen Xingtai, my cousin."

Official He had also sized up Chen Ke. Seeing Chen Ke greet him first with a respectful expression, Official He felt somewhat surprised.

After the host and guests took their seats, both sides announced their names. Official He was named He Ruming; he was originally an official of the Tianjin Machinery Bureau. In the Gengzi year, the Tianjin Machinery Bureau was destroyed in a day. He Ruming spent a few years with an official rank but no post, and was only recently transferred to the Ministry of Personnel yamen in Beijing.

Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua's self-introductions were much simpler. Chen Ke claimed to have studied in the United States and Europe for a few years. Chen Tianhua was a student returned from studying in Japan. Both had just returned to China and set up a medical college with British people in Shanghai.

"Does Mr. Chen Ke have the courtesy name Wenqing?" He Ruming asked brightly.

No matter what He Ruming said, Chen Ke wouldn't be more surprised than now. His great name was actually known by this official he had never met; this was unreasonable no matter how one looked at it. Chen Tianhua also showed a surprised look on his face. He thought this Official He was an old acquaintance of Chen Ke's family.

"It is exactly this humble one." Chen Ke answered somewhat apprehensively.

"I wonder if Wenqing is the one who wrote *The Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism*." Seeing Chen Ke's uneasy look, He Ruming continued to ask very happily.

"Taking the liberty to ask, did Lord He receive the book sent by Mr. Yan?" Chen Ke felt there was only this one possibility.

"Correct. I am an old acquaintance of Mr. Yan. Thanks to Mr. Yan's care, he sent Wenqing's book over."

This handsome man was actually his reader; this surprised both Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua quite a bit.

"It was written by this humble one and this brother beside me together."

He Ruming originally had a smile on his face. After hearing Chen Ke finish, He Ruming sized up Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua carefully. "I also saw Wenqing's *Huangpu Review*, only there is one thing unclear."

"Please speak."

"Mr. Chen, with such talent, why don't you serve the court?" He Ruming's expression already showed some dissatisfaction. "And that specific medicine; Wenqing can make such good things, yet published it. Once foreigners see the prescription, won't they imitate it? Wenqing's act only benefited the foreigners. I wonder why." Except for tea, silk, porcelain, and minerals, the Great Qing didn't have any modern inventions that could lead foreigners. Chen Ke had such good medicine but cooperated directly with the British; this made He Ruming very dissatisfied in his heart.

Chen Ke laughed, "If the court had my medicine, they would only present the prescription to the British. Lord He, now the court has absolutely no confidence in front of foreigners. In their view, face is most important. Currying favor with foreigners is more important. As for how to set up domestic industries, I don't think highly of the court."

Hearing this, He Ruming felt it very piercing to the ear, but he had to admit inwardly that Chen Ke wasn't wrong. Although he wanted to reprimand Chen Ke, He Ruming suppressed his displeasure and just shook his head gently.

Seeing the changes on He Ruming's face, a thought moved in Chen Ke's mind. He said, "If Lord He wants to do something beneficial to the country and the people, I actually have a project. Originally I wanted to contact foreigners to do it together, but Lord He is right; why benefit foreigners?"

Hearing this, He Ruming didn't show great interest; on the contrary, his eyes became vigilant. As the saying goes, one who is unaccountably solicitous is hiding evil intentions. Chen Ke had a record of cooperating with foreigners. He didn't look for foreigners to cooperate this time but talked about it with him, whom he met by chance; He Ruming felt Chen Ke probably had a conspiracy.

"Lord He, this project, except for doing it with seniors of the Westernization faction, absolutely cannot be done with others. I originally wanted to contact seniors of the Westernization faction, but suffered from having no way. Meeting Lord He today can be considered God's will. I wonder if Lord He can allow me to speak." Chen Ke said frankly.

After hearing this, He Ruming pondered for a while before nodding.

"As the saying goes, firewood, rice, oil, and salt; this firewood is the first priority. Now Beijing mainly burns coal; common people all use coal balls. I have a design using honeycomb briquettes. It's twice as good as using coal balls. If this project is let to foreigners, letting them earn the common people's money for nothing, I think it's unnecessary," Chen Ke said.

Seeing He Ruming had no intention of opposing, Chen Ke asked He Ruming for paper and pen. Drawing while speaking, he explained the principle of honeycomb briquettes to He Ruming once. He Ruming seemed to understand but not fully. Chen Ke then explained the principle of coal. Although He Ruming was an official of the Westernization faction, he came from a mechanical background in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau and had absolutely never studied chemistry. Chen Ke could only simply narrate the concept of elements again, and then explain the principle of combustion. He Ruming's home had glass cups; Chen Ke simply asked for a basin of water, lit a candle inside, and inverted the glass cup over the candle. As the candle went from burning to extinguishing, the water in the glass cup was sucked up.

Through this experiment, He Ruming finally understood the existence of oxygen in the air. After explaining the principle of combustion, Chen Ke talked about how fanning the fire could make the coal burn more fiercely.

These common daily things were naturally well known to He Ruming. But listening to the chemical principles Chen Ke explained, many things He Ruming only knew before but didn't understand the principles of suddenly became clear at this time.

He Ruming asked Chen Ke to say the principle of honeycomb briquettes again; this time he finally basically understood all the principles.

"Good stuff!" He Ruming patted the table lightly. This old handsome man was somewhat excited. Although he was also of the Westernization faction, speaking of it, in so many years, it was really the first time he understood so clearly and plainly what combustion was all about. "Wenqing speaks reasonably; such good stuff must absolutely not be let to foreigners to do."

Chen Ke also smiled and nodded, but his throat moved with a swallow. Only then did He Ruming remember that just now Chen Ke very impolitely drank the tea in the cup in one gulp, and he actually hadn't asked anyone to refill the tea. The old handsome man shouted hurriedly, "Serve tea." Then he apologized again.

Chen Ke drank the tea in one gulp; having spoken for this long, he was really somewhat parched.

After the servant went out, Chen Ke said, "Lord He, this matter precisely cannot be let to the court to do. It can only be let to the seniors of the Westernization faction to do. I know Lord He is unwilling to discuss the rights and wrongs of the court, but if Lord He really wants the common people to benefit, it's better for Lord He to take the lead and let the seniors of the Westernization faction do this matter."
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Manchu Qing officials were all slick old hands; they wouldn't express their attitude immediately upon encountering anything. When Chen Ke proposed that He Ruming preside over the manufacturing of honeycomb briquettes, He Ruming's immediate reaction wasn't to think that he was about to get rich, but to consider whether Chen Ke doing this was a trap. As the saying goes, "One who is unaccountably solicitous is hiding evil intentions." Chen Ke had no reason to give such wealth to him for nothing. And Chen Ke's seemingly frank expression and provocative words actually made He Ruming alert.

"Wenqing need not be anxious." A prevaricating smile unique to officials immediately surfaced on He Ruming's face.

As soon as Chen Ke saw this expression, he knew He Ruming would definitely not give his word easily. He could understand this mentality, so he also smiled and said, "This is me being impetuous. Lord He, please forgive me."

"Wenqing didn't come to Beijing this time just for this honeycomb briquette matter, I presume?"

"Ordered by Yan Fu, I came to Beijing to visit a few teachers and seniors."

Hearing this, He Ruming's eyes lit up. "Can Wenqing tell me, to see what I can do for Wenqing?"

What was needed in officialdom was various connections. He Ruming was also newly appointed in Beijing; if he could help Chen Ke, he could also hook up with some new lines on the way. He wouldn't easily let go of such a thing that benefited others without costing himself.

"Mr. Yan asked me to visit Mr. Gu Hongming of the Imperial University of Peking first."

"Haha, Wenqing wrote such thick books; presumably they are written excellently. No need to think, Mr. Gu must like them very much." He Ruming talked about Chen Ke's works for the first time. "I actually haven't had time to read Wenqing's books yet. After receiving Mr. Yan's letter, I was preparing to come to Beijing to take office, but I was terribly busy."

"I wonder what official position Lord He holds now?"

"A fifth-rank official in the Ministry of Rites. Not worth mentioning. By the way, how come I heard Wenqing had some unhappiness with my steward? I wonder what happened."

"It was all a misunderstanding; nothing serious. Lord He need not mind."

"When does Wenqing plan to visit Mr. Gu Hongming?"

"Going this afternoon."

"Can I send a carriage to take Wenqing there?"

"Many thanks, Lord He; I plan to walk there."

"Why is this?"

"Wherever I go, I definitely walk there; it can be considered looking at the local customs and practices of Beijing."

"Listening to Wenqing's accent, could it be that you are not a Beijinger?"

"How is that possible? I haven't been to Beijing before."

"I have been to Beijing before; this place has changed quite a lot in the last year or two," He Ruming laughed. Then he talked about his anecdotes.

Since most roads in Beijing city were dirt roads, thick mud and dust accumulated on the road surface over time. "When sunny, sand is deep enough to bury feet, and fine dust blows on the face; when rainy, mud fills the road, and foul smells steam to the sky." This mud and dust came firstly from the weathering of the road surface itself; secondly from residents dumping garbage indiscriminately; and thirdly from severe sandstorms. "Several times or more than ten times a month, or even the whole month is like this." "Whenever the wind blows, dust and mist fill the sky, blotting out the sun." Unknown how much loess dust and sand fell on Beijing city in a year.

Furthermore, the middle of those main traffic roads was originally the imperial carriage way. Once the emperor came out, yellow earth had to be paved on the carriage way once. Over time, the carriage way gradually rose above the ground. Xia Renhu said in *Jiu Jing Suo Ji* (Miscellaneous Records of Old Beijing): "Before Beijing built macadam roads, there were raised paths in the center of its thoroughfares, less than two *zhang* wide and three or four *chi* high. When it rained, the mud was slippery, and carts often overturned; the situation was very dangerous. Asking the old folks, they said this was originally the imperial carriage way. When the emperor first drove past, yellow earth had to be paved. Originally it was level with the ground. Over time, residents' stove ash also accumulated there. Over time, it became worse, until it formed high ridges."

The raised paths rising above the ground also had the factor of "residents' stove ash also accumulated there." It turned out that the residents of Beijing back then dumped all the garbage swept from their courtyards onto the road surface outside the door. As a result, "stove ash and cinders, broken porcelain and tile debris piled up like mountains." In this way, not only was the road surface of the main traffic roads three or four *chi* above the ground, but even the "street in front of residences was more than a *zhang* higher than the house; people had to go down steps, like falling into a pit or valley." (*Yanjing Zaji* / Miscellaneous Notes on Beijing)

From this, one can imagine what level the street environment of Beijing city in the late Qing dynasty had reached!

At that time, the bad habit of urinating and defecating everywhere was also prevalent in the capital. According to *Yanjing Zaji*: Since the Jiaqing era, there had been paid public toilets in Beijing city; "those who enter must pay one coin." But people still urinated and defecated openly in the streets, and residents also dumped chamber pots onto the streets. Plus the cow dung and horse urine from passing animal carts, some streets were "full of feces by the wall and full of dirt on the street," and a foul smell permeated the streets and alleys. The Tongrentang in Dashilan was a famous pharmacy back then, with booming business every day, but the front of the door became a place where street people "gathered to urinate and defecate." In the famous Changdian, people could "urinate and defecate at will" behind the big screen wall opposite the Lu Zu Temple back then. Because some street surfaces in Beijing city were extremely filthy, such a "medical prescription" circulated back then: "*Renzhonghuang* (feces), *renzhongbai* (urine), cow urine, puffball, stove center earth, equal parts. Mix evenly with rootless water (rain/snow), dry in the sun, grind into fine powder with a cart wheel, and send it into the nose with the northwest wind to take it; it makes people's desire for fame and fortune disappear naturally." Although its satire was very sharp, it vividly reflected the street environment and city appearance hygiene status of Beijing back then.

At that time, not only was the street environment of Beijing city bad, but the traffic was also chaotic and disorderly. On the main traffic roads in the city, not only were the raised paths higher than the ground, high and narrow, but stalls were also set up on both sides to sell goods. Carts, horses, and pedestrians crowded onto the road together. Once there was a traffic jam, often one couldn't move for half a day. In addition, "In midsummer, there was the game of racing fast carts; noble young masters galloped for pleasure," and "those who couldn't dodge in time were killed on the road instantly." (*Yanjing Zaji*)

The alleys and *hutongs* in the city were also disorderly in comings and goings. "Rickshaw pullers had the habit of regarding yielding as a shame," so they quarreled and cursed, blocking for a long time; neither pedestrians nor carts could move.

The above situation changed quite a bit after the implementation of the "New Deal" in the late Qing dynasty, and factors of modern road administration appeared.

First, to change the situation of "roads not being governed" and the "Street Management Office" being "a mere formality," the Inner and Outer City Works and Patrol Bureau was established, responsible for street management and patrol affairs. In 1905, the Inner City Road Works East and West Bureaus and the Outer City Road Works East and West Bureaus were established, specifically responsible for the construction projects of streets and roads in the capital. Starting from 1904, more than a dozen stone slag road surfaces were built successively. Especially in 1909, for Cixi's funeral, when building roads in the Haidian area, they first filled and leveled with crushed stones, then poured lime water, and then rolled flat with a steam roller. This paving method was called "sawyer's work" at the time. This kind of road surface was flat and solid, receiving unanimous praise from the court and the public. (*Jinghua Bai Er Zhuzhici* / One Hundred and Two Bamboo Branch Poems of the Capital)

When Chen Ke arrived in Beijing, it was already October 1905. Quite a few of the stone slag roads built starting from 1904 had been completed, especially the construction of main roads. The appearance of the capital had improved quite a bit. And the biggest improvement was the establishment of a modern police system. He Ruming was transferred from Tianjin; he praised Yuan Shikai's achievement in establishing the modern police system greatly. In his words, he flattered Yuan Shikai like a flower.

The establishment of police institutions in the late Qing dynasty was the result of the reform and evolution of China's traditional political structure. Its appearance indicated that the old-style *baojia* and constable system could no longer adapt to the needs of social development. "Today, treacherous people fill the markets in all provinces of China, some named 'green skins' (hooligans), some named 'bare sticks' (ruffians)... These people eat without plowing, clothe without weaving, idle about, have no permanent profession, rely on their deceitful tricks, and run amok in the markets... All because there are no patrols coming and going to suppress in the inland cities and towns... Because unworthy gentry often protect them, and runners collude with them... And as for patrol runners and constables, there are actually none. When theft and robbery cases occur, they cannot be prevented beforehand; afterward, only rewards and bonuses are offered. The cost is high, yet it is difficult to solve the case... And the malpractices of runners are accumulated and hard to reverse." It was precisely in view of the accumulated malpractices of the old-style public security system that the establishment of the police system became the general trend. "It is rumored that Governor-General Yuan recently hated deeply that the clerks and runners of various prefectures and counties monopolized public affairs and harassed the people, and intended to recruit four battalions of patrol police to go to nearby prefectures and counties to suppress the locality and handle civil cases concurrently."

The police system showed its unique superiority as soon as it was established. "Guardian of the Crown Prince Yuan selected soldiers from the Patrol Police Battalion to patrol inside and outside the city day and night, cleaning up the streets, questioning treacherous people, changing shifts on time at night, being especially cautious. Petty thieves restrained their tracks because of this; the common people praised it, and there was a style of not closing doors at night." "Tianjin port is a place where people from all directions mix, most difficult to clean up. Since the founding of the patrol police for four years, the current situation has been achieved. Although it is not 'no one picks up lost articles on the road' and 'doors are not closed at night,' thieves have increasingly restrained their tracks in the villages. How can one not know the efficacy of the patrol police?" Not only did Chinese people praise it, but foreign newspapers also evaluated: "After Tianjin was returned, the patrol police were reorganized even more, and the roads were seen to be cleaner; it was truly unexpected. If everywhere in China were like this, why worry about not strengthening itself and becoming a strong country in the world?"

Honestly speaking, Yuan Shikai indeed played quite a big role in the establishment of the police system, and his political achievements were impressive. Starting from 1904, Beijing also gradually introduced the police system. Chen Ke saw police maintaining social order on the street this time. It was just that Chen Ke naturally wouldn't care too much about such things. No matter what these police were like, compared with the police system Chen Ke had seen in the 21st century, they were just childish stuff.

He Ruming said some words of praise of his own. Seeing that Chen Ke just listened attentively without the slightest intention of being moved, he felt this person Chen Ke really didn't know the immensity of heaven and earth. The expression on his face became somewhat angry.

Chen Ke saw it and said hurriedly, "Lord He, I have been overseas all along and haven't returned to China for long. I am truly ignorant about domestic affairs; many thanks to Lord He for teaching me."

Hearing this, He Ruming couldn't say anything more. He smiled gently. "So that's how it is." After speaking, he picked up the tea cup. "Two, drink tea."

Chen Ke knew the etiquette of serving tea to see off guests, so he rose to take his leave. The steward saw the two to the door. Watching the two return to the courtyard opposite, the steward felt very surprised. Originally it was just an ordinary courteous meeting; he didn't expect the two could actually talk so deeply with his master. Not until the opposite gate closed did the steward look at the opposite gate a few more times, then turned and returned to his own courtyard.

"Wenqing, why didn't you mention the honeycomb briquette matter first?" Chen Tianhua asked somewhat dissatisfiedly as soon as he returned to the room.

"This wasn't premeditated by me, but something I thought of suddenly," Chen Ke replied.

"Why?" Chen Tianhua was somewhat strange.

"I want to develop our Party members in Beijing; finding others is not as good as finding the Westernization faction. Without a meeting gift, it's extremely difficult to get to know the Westernization faction. This honeycomb briquette is my meeting gift."

"If the honeycomb briquette can be done, I'm afraid those Westernization faction members won't be willing to revolt," Chen Tianhua replied with a slight frown.

Chen Ke looked at Chen Tianhua seriously. "Tianhua, believe me. If the Westernization faction doesn't take up this honeycomb briquette matter, they won't revolt. If this honeycomb briquette matter is really set up, they will revolt instead."

Looking at Chen Tianhua's puzzled expression, Chen Ke took out paper and pen. "Let me explain this matter to you in detail."

While Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua were discussing future development, He Ruming had already called the steward to him, asking him to explain truthfully how exactly he met Chen Ke.

Looking at the master's very serious expression, the steward dared not conceal anything. He narrated the ins and outs of meeting in Tianjin, Chen Ke laughing very rudely, then meeting by chance in Beijing, seeing the arrogant appearance of these two guys, the steward finally couldn't hold back and let the coachman whip Chen Ke once.

The steward was originally somewhat worried that the master would scold him for this. Unexpectedly, after listening, what He Ruming confirmed repeatedly was whether he had seen Chen Ke before. The steward thought over and over again, then said with certainty, "Before meeting at the Tianjin car dealership, I indeed hadn't seen these two people."

"Listen to these two people's accents; where exactly are they from?" He Ruming pursued.

"This... I really couldn't tell where Chen Ke is from. The words he spoke were neither Beijing dialect nor Tianjin dialect. But I have never heard this kind of accent." The steward said with difficulty. "As for that Chen Xingtai, he should be from Hunan; that's correct."

He Ruming recalled today's meeting again; there was nothing else special. But the suggestion about Chen Ke manufacturing honeycomb briquettes greatly exceeded He Ruming's expectations. Chen Ke could cooperate with the British, so presumably, he wasn't an incompetent person. Not to mention getting Yan Fu's recommendation. Hearing the benefits of honeycomb briquettes Chen Ke mentioned, it was also quite tempting. But He Ruming had worked in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau for more than ten years and knew the court's efficiency deeply. If the court were to do this matter, just persuading those lords would take many years. By the time money was obtained and work started, no one knew how long it would take. And the people handling the money would skim off profits... thinking of this, He Ruming only felt somewhat of a headache.

Seeing He Ruming pondering silently, the steward asked, "Do you want me to go inquire about their background?"

He Ruming shook his head gently. "This person's name card says clearly that he cooperates with the British in Shanghai. But this person is obviously a northerner. How did he run to Shanghai? I'm afraid there's a big story in this." He Ruming thought again. "Investigate carefully and clearly."

The steward was just about to leave, but He Ruming stopped him. "By the way, where were the books Mr. Yan Fu sent last time put when moving house? Find them for me and send them to the study."

Hearing this, the steward was slightly stunned. "Master, Fourth Miss and the Eldest Miss are reading that set of books now."

"Uh? How would they think of reading such books?"

"Fourth Miss saw they were books sent by Mr. Yan Fu, and you hadn't read them, so she took them first. Later, Miss was also reading them."

"Understood, you may go down." He Ruming sent the steward away. He walked toward the back courtyard himself. He didn't enter the main room but went to the wing room. As soon as he entered, he saw two young women sitting at the table; they were indeed the two girls Chen Ke had seen. A stack of books was on the table. The older one was flipping through them listlessly. The younger one held a piece of embroidery and was busy at the table. Seeing He Ruming enter, the younger one stood up hurriedly. "Daddy, you're here. Has that guest left?"

"Left." Seeing his daughter, He Ruming immediately had a smile on his face.

"He left, so I can play the piano, right?"

He Ruming's daughter was named He Ying; she was the eldest daughter, with two younger brothers below her.

"We are about to eat lunch; what piano are you playing? Your brothers are still reading books right now. Talk about it in the afternoon." Although he refused his daughter's request, the feeling of love for his daughter in He Ruming's tone couldn't be covered up no matter what.

"But Auntie played yesterday." He Ying felt it was unfair, and there was some grievance in her tone. The auntie she mentioned was He Qian beside her. He Qian was He Ruming's fourth sister, the youngest. After He Ruming's parents passed away, she lived with her elder brother He Ruming.

Seeing his daughter acting like a spoiled child, He Ruming also couldn't hold up somewhat. "You are about to get married soon; finish the embroidery quickly. Otherwise, if your mother yells at you, I won't care."

Hearing this, He Ying sat back on the stool, lowered her head, and picked up the embroidery, but refused to continue working. Seeing his daughter like this, He Ruming also felt it was inappropriate. He whispered, "Your mother is going out this afternoon. Before she comes back, you can play the piano, but you must finish today's embroidery."

Just as He Ruming finished speaking, He Ying's face immediately lit up. "Many thanks, Daddy." After speaking, she picked up the needle and continued embroidering quickly.

Seeing He Ruming finish explaining the daughter's matters, He Qian put down the book and looked up asking, "Big Brother looking for me, what instructions do you have?"

"I want to read these books. Lend them to me first."

"Why did Big Brother think of reading books by the Revolutionary Party?" He Qian laughed.

"What?" Hearing this, He Ruming was shocked.

"This is a rebel's book; doesn't Big Brother know?"

Yan Fu was actually entangled with rebels? He Ruming couldn't believe this fact no matter what. However, in these years, whether it was the Royalist Party like Kang Youwei who hoped for the Guangxu Emperor's restoration, or those guys shouting for constitutionalism, they could actually all be classified as rebels. They all opposed the Old Buddha who was actually in power now. Since the Gengzi Incident when the Old Buddha declared war on all nations, the court had actually struggled to move a step. He Ruming's political views were quite conservative; although he was of the Westernization faction, he leaned toward the Empress Dowager's faction. In his view, whether it was the Emperor's faction or those constitutionalists "playing new policies," or the more radical Revolutionary Party, they were all birds of a feather—guys who couldn't accomplish anything but were good at spoiling things. In comparison, although Cixi made many mistakes, she was still much more mature politically.

Seeing He Ruming's solemn expression, He Qian laughed, "Big Brother, the person who wrote this book is quite clever. With those people in the court, they absolutely won't see that he is a rebel. I'm afraid they will even cite him as support."

Looking at his sister He Qian's appearance of commenting on court politics, He Ruming felt quite regretful. He Qian was more like He Ruming's father, quick-witted and intelligent. He Ruming had three brothers but only this one sister. When Old Master He was alive, he doted on her immensely and simply didn't raise He Qian as a woman. Whatever He Qian wanted to learn, Old Master He would teach He Qian. After He Qian read books, her judgments on the court were basically never wrong. He Ruming firmly believed that if He Qian were a man, with the two siblings joining forces, He Ruming's achievements would probably be much higher than now.

"How is the book written?" He Ruming didn't doubt his sister's eyes.

"Excellent. After I read it, many things suddenly became clear." Speaking to this point, He Qian suddenly asked, "I wonder what relationship the author has with today's guest?"

Facing his intelligent sister, He Ruming didn't want to hide anything either. "The one who came today is the author of this book."

He Ruming also wanted to hear his sister's opinion. Most importantly, He Ruming didn't really want to read all these dozen thick books once. Since He Qian had read them, letting He Qian explain the content of the books to him was a very convenient thing.
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Chapter 23 He Ruming (3)

He Ruming's father was a traditional member of the gentry; he never hoped to put all his eggs in one basket. Under his arrangement, one of He Ruming's two younger brothers was in the Nanyang Navy, and the other in the Jiangnan Machinery Bureau. Although the old man was gone, He Ruming still had a sister to discuss things with. After recounting Chen Ke's situation and today's meeting experience to his sister, He Qian asked, "Regarding the honeycomb briquette matter Chen Ke mentioned, why didn't Big Brother agree right then?"

"That matter is obviously not easy to do," He Ruming replied.

"Does Big Brother think Chen Ke doesn't know that?" He Qian asked.

"Uh?" He Ruming really hadn't thought about this.

"In Chen Ke's book, the understanding of industrialization is quite deep; in my view, it's impossible for him not to know how difficult this matter is. Big Brother, you wouldn't feel his vision is insufficient just because he is young, would you?"

"Are you saying that Chen Ke came to trick me?"

"Why would he come to trick Big Brother? Is Big Brother that easy to trick?"

Hearing He Qian's seemingly contradictory words, He Ruming was somewhat puzzled. Fortunately, He Qian didn't have the habit of keeping people in suspense either. She explained her view: Chen Ke genuinely hoped for someone to cooperate. Since Yan Fu valued He Ruming relatively highly and sent the book specially, Chen Ke just pushed the boat with the current to talk about cooperation with He Ruming.

"In my view, since he already has a plan, he is now looking for people with intention to cooperate. Mentioning this matter to Big Brother today doesn't equate to this Chen Ke preparing to hang himself on Big Brother's tree. If Big Brother doesn't contact Chen Ke about this matter afterward, I think Chen Ke will absolutely not talk about this matter with Big Brother again."

Hearing his sister's explanation, He Ruming held back for a long time before choking out a sentence: "This Chen Wenqing is actually quite arrogant."

He Qian knew that although her big brother's official rank wasn't high, he cared very much about face in officialdom. Actually, her original intention wasn't to provoke a conflict between her big brother and Chen Ke. On the contrary, she hoped her big brother could seize any opportunity to go up a level. After the Tianjin Machinery Bureau was destroyed in the Gengzi year, the old Beiyang faction had been unable to recover. He Ruming had been idle at home for several years and managed to climb up connections to take office in Beijing with great difficulty. Now wasn't the time to "revitalize official prestige." On the contrary, now was the key period to climb up new connections by doing things seriously. Regarding her big brother's nature of loving face, He Qian actually disapproved very much. Compared to He Ruming, who was already in his early forties, that twenty-five-year-old Chen Ke He Ruming mentioned seemed more mature instead.

"Big Brother, you are of the Empress Dowager's faction, and that Yuan Weiting (Yuan Shikai) is also of the Empress Dowager's faction. We were in Tianjin and saw with our own eyes how Yuan Weiting rose. Although there was also the reason of luck, reorganizing the Beiyang New Army and establishing the police system—this wasn't luck, right? This Chen Ke has Yan Fu's recommendation; Mr. Yan Fu must want Chen Ke to achieve great things in the capital. According to what you told me, if Chen Ke's honeycomb briquette plan is introduced directly to Yuan Weiting? Do you think Yuan Weiting can do it?"

"Just relying on him? How could he possibly meet Yuan Weiting?" He Ruming was very disdainful.

"What if Yan Fu wrote a letter to Yuan Weiting? Holding Mr. Yan Fu's letter, I don't believe Yuan Weiting wouldn't be willing to see him."

Truly a word to awaken the dreamer; hearing this inference from his sister, He Ruming suddenly realized something. Following this train of thought, He Ruming immediately flew into a rage. At any rate, he was a fifth-rank capital official; feeling he had to give Yan Fu some face, only then did he meet Chen Ke personally. Unexpectedly, this Chen Ke looked respectful and submissive, but in his heart, he didn't put He Ruming in his eyes at all. According to his sister He Qian's inference, Chen Ke merely acted out of respect for Yan Fu; since Yan Fu sent the book to He Ruming, only then did he talk about the honeycomb briquette matter to He Ruming. But in Chen Ke's heart, he absolutely didn't take He Ruming seriously. In this plan, whether there was He Ruming or not was fundamentally irrelevant.

"Humph. This fellow puts on quite an air. Does he insist on waiting for me to beg at his door?" He Ruming said indignantly.

Although knowing her big brother had such a temper, He Qian still couldn't help sighing in her heart. In He Ruming's view, Chen Ke was arrogant and rude. But He Qian felt Chen Ke was already very considerate of He Ruming's dignity. Of course, He Qian felt Chen Ke wasn't mature enough either. Although Chen Ke had good intentions, if it were He Qian, she fundamentally wouldn't mention this matter to He Ruming. Most of the time, good intentions won't be rewarded.

However, since things had already developed to this stage, He Qian had to push this matter in a direction beneficial to He Ruming no matter what. But He Qian couldn't help having a little complaint in her heart: "If only I were the big brother. Many things would be handled better."

Thinking of this, He Qian couldn't help thinking of Empress Dowager Cixi in the Imperial Palace in Beijing. Influenced by the family, He Qian was also of the Empress Dowager's faction. He Qian suddenly sympathized very much with that old lady deep in the palace. I'm afraid she also faced a large group of officials similar to her own big brother; on one hand, she had to suppress various guys plotting misdeeds, and on the other hand, she had to try every way to promote the New Deal, striving to maintain the Great Qing's country.

He Qian and her big brother He Ruming actually had a very good relationship; even so, most of the time, to consider her big brother's bit of "ridiculous dignity," He Qian had to speak and act "tactfully." He Qian actually missed the time when her father was alive very much; at that time, the old man's word was law at home. If he saw He Ruming's performance like this, he would probably have darkened his face and scolded him roundly long ago. Is face that important? Why did He Ruming hold onto it tightly and not let go? Back then, it was He Ruming who taught He Qian the *Analects*, but He Qian firmly believed that Big Brother He Ruming had never learned the *Analects* at all. He just recognized the characters in the *Analects*.

But no matter how she complained in her heart, He Qian wouldn't show it. Not only could she not show it, but He Qian also tried hard to persuade He Ruming following his habits, insisting on limited cooperation with Chen Ke. Since Chen Ke might spread this honeycomb briquette project, He Ruming's early participation was a necessity.

Chen Ke didn't know someone was already calculating him; he was explaining his idea to Chen Tianhua.

The biggest advantage of the honeycomb briquette project lay in greatly improving the efficiency of fuel use. And large-scale use would inevitably be able to comprehensively reduce the living expenses of Beijing residents. In this aspect, with such a broad market, this project absolutely had no problem.

"The trees around Beijing have been chopped down, so once the wind blows, the sky is full of sand and dust. The fuel for Beijing citizens has also long been coal. Western Hills anthracite, market demand, all are there. As for honeycomb briquette equipment, although the Tianjin Machinery Bureau is already dilapidated, the remaining bits and pieces are enough to use at any rate. If it really doesn't work, buying equipment from the Jiangnan Machinery Bureau is also in time. Moreover, this can also promote new-style iron stoves. The iron output of Hanyang Iron Works is enough to manufacture these things." Chen Ke proposed the basic conditions in various aspects one by one.

"Then isn't everything ready, only owing the east wind?" Chen Tianhua asked hesitantly. If it were before, after getting this news, Chen Tianhua would immediately be overjoyed, thinking that promoting China's progress, even a tiny bit of progress, was a great good thing and could be started immediately. Following Chen Ke for so long, Chen Tianhua's enthusiasm remained, but his angle of considering problems was much more comprehensive. What's more, Chen Ke was absolutely not a person who would act recklessly once he had an idea; being able to propose these, there must be a more profound follow-up move inside. Serving the Manchu Qing for nothing was absolutely not Chen Ke's style.

"The greed of Manchu Qing officials is like wild dogs. For any opportunity to make money, the handlers will absolutely not stop until they scoop all the money into their own pockets. Xingtai, what is the future regime of our People's Party for?"

"Hmm, developing productive forces. Promoting national progress." These days, following Chen Ke, these words had become a habit for Chen Tianhua. Of course, this wasn't Chen Tianhua learning Party jargon, but the certainty finally obtained after such long profound study and discussion.

"So when we plan this matter, we absolutely cannot treat it with our attitude. We must follow the current train of thought of the Manchu Qing; otherwise, that would not be seeking truth from facts."

"But if this matter is done, won't it benefit the Manchu Qing for nothing?" Chen Tianhua still didn't believe Chen Ke really hoped to get this matter done.

"What we need to do now is to get this matter started; do you think this matter can succeed? It is destined to fail."

"If Wenqing takes the lead, I think this matter can definitely be done."

"Why should I get this matter done? My doing this matter is in itself to intensify contradictions. Blocking people's way to wealth is worse than killing their parents. In these years, many people want to make money but simply can't find a way. We give them opportunities, give them hope. Then the corruption of the Manchu Qing will inevitably destroy these opportunities. Making those who had hope despair again. Hmm, I should say, they will be even more desperate. At this time, we develop Party members and ask Party members to follow us to revolt; isn't it much more effective than that empty-mouthed persuasion?"

"..." Chen Tianhua was speechless. He knew Chen Ke wasn't a childish person, but such means, such planning, didn't look like the actions of an upright gentleman no matter how one looked. And in Chen Tianhua's impression, Chen Ke was a true gentleman.

"Xingtai, the Manchu Qing will inevitably perish. We are saving some people from this broken ship now; could it be that we are wrong? Have we spoiled our conscience?" Chen Ke understood the reason for Chen Tianhua's silence and said.

Since ancient times, heroes have not been kind types! Such a sentence suddenly flashed through Chen Tianhua's mind. Being with Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren in the Huaxinghui, Chen Tianhua hadn't not seen any schemes and intrigues. But those calculations were all small tricks without exception. Either sadness and revenge, awakening the gentry's memories of those broken matters of being oppressed. or empty promises, vigorously advocating what prominent official positions and huge power everyone could get after the revolution succeeded. Utilizing the urgent mood of fellow villagers trying to scoop a profit. Or a two-pronged approach, both inciting sad hatred and promising official positions. The result was just failure after failure.

Chen Ke's calculation this time was completely different from those conspiracies Chen Tianhua had seen before. The Huaxinghui's conspiracy, to put it nicely, was "seeking wealth and honor in danger." regarding Chen Ke's plan this time, Chen Tianhua felt that after the final destruction ending could be seen long ago, those who could not be completely beaten down by this blow would inevitably follow Chen Ke on the road of revolution.

This feeling wasn't some theoretical summary. Getting along with Chen Ke for so long, Chen Tianhua felt there was something indescribable about Chen Ke, as if he could see through the future. No matter what kind of tragic ending, if one believed Chen Ke's explanation, it was just a small setback. The sky wouldn't fall, and the earth wouldn't sink. As long as one walked on the correct road, there was an infinite future to be seen.

Chen Tianhua admired Chen Ke's arrangement very much, but had a sense of incongruity from the bottom of his heart. He looked at Chen Ke carefully; Chen Ke was drawing some sketches at this time. Whenever working, Chen Ke had an indescribable focus. As if even if the sky collapsed and the earth split, Chen Ke wouldn't waver in the slightest. From seeing Chen Ke until now, the Chen Ke Chen Tianhua saw had always been doing things like this. Chen Ke never engaged in wishful thinking; he just did his own things calmly and firmly.

Looking at Chen Ke's familiar demeanor, Chen Tianhua felt Chen Ke was so incomprehensible. This person was enthusiastic and also indifferent; kind, yet also having an indescribable cruelty. Except for a very few times, Chen Ke never revealed his emotions. Chen Tianhua was also 30 years old this year, standing firm at thirty, and Chen Tianhua had had so many experiences. In terms of insight alone, he was also a person of the moment. But Chen Tianhua found that he was still very easily influenced by the outside world. To put it unpleasantly, as long as others spoke reasonably, Chen Tianhua would be influenced involuntarily. In comparison, Chen Ke was only twenty-five, but this person was firm to a terrifying degree. Nothing could make Chen Ke change his mind. No theory of others could make Chen Ke change his original intention.

It wasn't that Chen Ke could be consistently correct; regarding some things, Chen Tianhua felt what Chen Ke did wasn't that correct. But Chen Ke was also changing gradually. If it were when they first met, Chen Ke would absolutely not have proposed such a "conspiracy" directly. At that time, Chen Ke would have tried harder to persuade others. Instead of waiting for others to be at a dead end like this, and then extending his hand only when others fell. Chen Ke was changing, like a sword being slowly drawn from the scabbard; the revealed light was still gentle as water, but the closer one got to this sword, the more one could feel that piercing sharpness. This was a high spirit that made people feel dangerous. Chen Tianhua didn't want to criticize; this faint feeling actually had the flavor of really being able to split this dark world.

The drawing was done quickly. Chen Ke put down the pen and looked at his wristwatch. "Time to visit Mr. Gu Hongming. Pack up; let's set off."

There were many people on the streets. Since the capital began to imitate Tianjin to establish a police system, there were not only patrol police but even traffic police on the streets. The only thing Chen Ke wasn't used to was that the traffic imitated Japan; vehicles all kept to the left. It ran counter to the right-hand traffic of New China. "When liberated, we must restore right-hand traffic," Chen Ke thought to himself.

On the way, they also saw disputes between vehicles a few times. And at the locations of disputes, there were also traffic police mediating conflicts and maintaining order. There were also some notices at every intersection; Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua stopped to watch—they were nothing more than notices introducing various new orders. Starting from 1904, Beijing began to repair new streets; at least the road surface from Chen Ke's residence to the Imperial University of Peking was a crushed stone road. Moreover, people were constantly sprinkling water on the road surface all day, so the dust wasn't flying that much. With people managing and maintaining order, the market naturally looked quite peaceful. The populace walked briskly, looking nothing like having no means of livelihood.

No wonder those Qing fans would declare that the failure of the Late Qing New Deal was a tragedy; if one just looked at this section of road surface, perhaps it could provide quite a few "powerful evidences" for Qing fans. Chen Ke thought mockingly. Chen Tianhua was also observing the surroundings; looking at this road surface, the police, and the orderly street scene, he misunderstood the trace of a smile at the corner of Chen Ke's mouth. "Wenqing, as long as the New Deal is adopted, China's affairs can also be handled well."

It wasn't convenient for Chen Ke to discuss sensitive issues on the street. He just answered in a tone full of mockery: "Flash of lucidity before death (terminal lucidity)."

Hearing this, Chen Tianhua frowned slightly. Chen Ke's evaluation was so vicious; to Chen Tianhua's ears, it was a bit excessive. To say such a scene was terminal lucidity was a bit too mean. But discussing these things loudly at this time was indeed inappropriate. Chen Tianhua decided to discuss this issue again when it was safe.

The gatekeeper of the Imperial University of Peking was in his thirties, a tall and thin fellow. Hearing Chen Ke's request to see Gu Hongming, he looked at these two short-haired youths with a suspicious look.

"Mr. Yan Fu sent us from Shanghai."

Hearing this, the gatekeeper immediately changed to an expression of sudden realization. Chen Ke handed Yan Fu's letter to the gatekeeper, asking him to deliver the letter to Mr. Gu Hongming. While waiting for the gatekeeper to trot into the school, seeing no one around, Chen Ke laughed, "Xingtai, you fought against injustice for this school back then."

Chen Tianhua didn't answer but sized up this currently highest institution of learning in China carefully. The Imperial University of Peking was the first national comprehensive university in modern Chinese history; it was both the highest institution of learning in the country and the highest national educational administrative organ, governing schools in all provinces. Chen Tianhua's *Meng Hui Tou* (Sudden Look Back), which spread throughout the Divine Land, once mentioned the Imperial University of Peking: "Let alone that, to build a university in the capital costs three hundred thousand taels of silver; the government said the cost was too big and hasn't built it to this day. The Empress Dowager managed to get tens of millions of taels for restoring the Summer Palace. Every year handling imperial tomb missions, moving millions is also common. Only this three hundred thousand, can you say it can't be found?"

Now this school stood solidly in front of Chen Tianhua. Looking at the numerous school buildings, there were also quite a few students on the playground. Outside the brick walls of the campus, quite a few willow trees were actually planted; it really had that scholarly feeling only a true university has. Chen Tianhua's heart was filled with mixed feelings.

Chen Ke could roughly guess Chen Tianhua's feelings. He didn't want Chen Tianhua's confidence to waver. With a mocking tone, Chen Ke said, "The New Deal can't save China. The only effect of the New Deal is the Manchu Qing digging its own grave. Of course, without the New Deal, the Manchu Qing is also destined to perish, but with the New Deal, the Manchu Qing will inevitably die faster."

Hearing Chen Ke's cold prophecy, Chen Tianhua felt some resistance in his heart. Other provinces in China, whether rural or urban, were gradually decaying. Seeing some improvement in Beijing, although Chen Tianhua wouldn't feel gratitude toward the Manchu Qing, he couldn't help being touched by the refreshing sight. Chen Ke's words, however, bluntly belittled this tiny bit of beautiful change as worthless. It inevitably had a flavor of being a wet blanket.

However, Chen Tianhua had no desire to defend the Manchu Qing either. The two waited for a while like this. From afar, they saw the gatekeeper running over quickly, the queue behind his back bouncing up and down; it was evident he also wanted to rush over as soon as possible.

Arriving in front of the two, the gatekeeper said quite respectfully, "Two gentlemen, Mr. Gu invites you."

"Then please lead the way," Chen Ke said.

Following behind the gatekeeper, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua walked into the school gate of the Imperial University of Peking.
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Chapter 24 The First Democratic Resolution within the Party

Just as Chen Ke was paying a visit to Mr. Gu Hongming, led by the gatekeeper, and the host and guest were conversing cordially, the meeting of the Shanghai Party Branch was proceeding with intensity. The meeting had been going on for half an hour, yet the atmosphere had not become lively with discussion; on the contrary, a depressing mood shrouded the conference room.

The Shanghai Party Branch now had five remaining members: Qi Huishen, Hua Xiongmao, You Gou, He Zudao, and Qin Wu'an. Chen Ke's original intention had been stated very clearly: he hoped the comrades could exert their own subjective initiative to complete the social investigations. Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua hadn't just quit and left. Before departing, the two had completed their own work and clearly assigned tasks to the members of the Huangpu Book Society. Everyone had also expressed that there would be no problem. At least when the two left, on the surface, there were no issues.

You Gou had lectured to the members of the Huangpu Book Society, Qi Huishen had always been responsible for coordinating the affairs of the Book Society, and Hua Xiongmao was responsible for the construction site work. Everyone cooperated happily at the beginning. But the work became harder and harder as they went on. The most crucial thing was how to analyze the obtained data.

"How to talk to the common people is very important. Being polite alone won't work." Hua Xiongmao had the richest experience in this regard, but unfortunately, Hua Xiongmao was now firmly tied to the construction site; the first dormitory building was about to be completed. Except for necessary Party meetings, Hua Xiongmao had moved to live on the construction site.

"You have to tell this stuff to the group members; what use is telling me? I actually want to go to the front line personally, but I really can't get away." Qi Huishen was under quite a lot of pressure during this period; a red pimple had appeared on his chin. Obviously, it was caused by anxiety. "It would be good if Wenqing were sitting in Shanghai."

"Wenqing finished writing his own report long ago. The key now is to let the students investigate personally." Hua Xiongmao was also very depressed; although Chen Ke didn't like playing with "secret master plans," he himself couldn't help leaving a set of his own manuscripts. Regarding the textile problem in the late Qing dynasty, Chen Ke had discussed it many times on forums in the 21st century. Based on the content of those discussion posts back then, Chen Ke wrote a report.

In the late Qing dynasty, accompanying the development of China's textile industry, the demand for cotton increased rapidly. But the small-peasant economy was extremely insensitive to market changes. No matter how high the cotton price was, peasants cultivating scattered small plots of land simply couldn't switch to producing cotton. Peasants growing grain couldn't even guarantee food and clothing; who would care about the cotton problem?

Landlords owning large amounts of land were even less likely to increase the cotton planting area. The reasons for this were relatively complex. Simply put, the biggest goal of landlords was to increase the land under their names. Generally speaking, the best way for landlords to increase land was to hoard grain; when a famine year came, they could expand their land area by acquiring land from peasants lacking grain. Unless they reached a dead end, peasants wouldn't sell their land easily. Peasants would only sell the land they settled down on as a last resort to survive. Planting cotton would absolutely not achieve such an effect. Grain could be eaten; what use was getting a pile of cotton?

Moreover, annexation itself might not necessarily achieve better economic results; the expansion of land area meant an increase in tax payments. Furthermore, what the small-peasant economy directly caused was the fragmentation of land. The land of a landlord's family wasn't all connected in one piece. Instead, it was scattered all over the vast countryside like stars. These realistic situations directly caused landlords to be unable to develop and use land more effectively. Collecting rent fit this situation best.

"A thing one person can do, dozens of people can't do well," Qi Huishen said, quite discouraged. He had read the report; the analytical data Chen Ke used in it was very detailed, and the conclusion was very persuasive. Qi Huishen actually suspected very much that, no matter how he looked, Chen Ke didn't look like someone who had been to the countryside, yet his views on the countryside were quite pertinent.

This lengthy essay analyzed many things, and the comrades in the Party had all read it. Hua Xiongmao had stayed in the countryside for a few years and agreed very much with this piece by Chen Ke. But agreement was one thing; the comrades of the Huangpu Book Society were not Chen Ke. Waiting for them to write such an article—who knew how long it would take? The social investigations in front of them were just like this; just letting these people collect changes in cotton prices in Shanghai was very unsmooth. Scattering people out, in these six or seven days, the data collected was fragmented, either repetitive or with very outrageous prices. Just for the cotton price in 1905, they actually collected data differing by more than two times.

"How did these people talk to merchants? Can't even ask a price clearly." Qi Huishen was responsible for summarizing data. Looking at these things, he only felt a headache. Qi Huishen collected as many textile prices of various years as possible according to the plan. In this matter, what provided the greatest help wasn't the students running all over the streets, but the Concession Statistical Yearbook Wang Bin got.

"What exactly does Wenqing want us to do? To make us make fools of ourselves?" Comparing the motley variety of data collected by the Huangpu Book Society with the Concession's statistical yearbook, Qi Huishen even had such a thought.

You Gou was responsible for drug production; recently, production and sales were both booming, so she didn't participate in the social investigations. "I say, you two stop complaining here. Why did Wenqing organize the social investigations?"

"Isn't it to clarify the current status of China?" Qi Huishen replied grumpily.

"But I remember Wenqing said the purpose of engaging in social investigations was to expand the ranks of Party members, right?"

"Uh?" The gazes of other comrades fell on You Gou's face simultaneously.

"Engaging in social investigations is mainly to find comrades who can believe in the people's revolution. Before Wenqing left, he didn't know how many of this group of people could be absorbed into our organization. That's why he wanted to do social investigations. Looking at it now, Wenqing's plan is obviously wrong. Let's change the method."

Hearing You Gou's words, no one responded. This was the first time someone stated directly that Chen Ke's method was inappropriate. Everyone couldn't completely accept this small shock for a moment.

"How does Sister You plan to do it?" He Zudao asked first. This child had always respected and supported You Gou very much since he knew You Gou participated in making medicine.

With He Zudao's question as a lead, You Gou continued, "Since those people are disappointing, we don't need to expect them to have Wenqing's insight. Now simply rearrange the social investigations around this report of Wenqing's. Let those people realize that the problems pointed out by Wenqing are the reasons for the soaring textile prices today. This is faster."

This suggestion sounded very good; You Gou didn't mean to oppose Chen Ke at all. According to the new plan, it could also serve the function of screening Party members.

Seeing everyone was somewhat persuaded, You Gou struck while the iron was hot and said, "Let alone those people, even among us Party members, who can write a report of the same standard as this piece by Wenqing relying on themselves? Since none of us can write it, then let's see who can understand it first. When radishes sell fast, one doesn't wash off the mud; whatever is scooped into the basket is a vegetable."

Although these words were reasonable, they sounded full of a helpless flavor. Hua Xiongmao didn't oppose too much. Qi Huishen, however, couldn't quite accept it. Qi Huishen knew Chen Ke hoped to gather a large group of comrades who could realize the significance of the people's revolution. And didn't Chen Tianhua understand the significance of the people's revolution? The original intention of these social investigations was also like this: through the analysis and investigation of social reality, let the young people inclined toward revolution discover contradictions themselves, and then expand the Party membership very effectively. Although You Gou's statement made sense, this wasn't what Chen Ke and Qi Huishen originally hoped for.

Qi Huishen didn't speak, and Hua Xiongmao refused to speak either. The Party meeting fell into an awkward silence. The one breaking the silence was He Zudao again. "Let me say a few words."

Looking at the slightly timid He Zudao, You Gou gave He Zudao an encouraging smile. He Zudao's tender little face flushed slightly, but his chest puffed out.

"Everyone knows the reason I followed Wenqing. Mr. Wenqing and Sister You Gou saved my life. This is one of the reasons I must follow everyone. Since joining the Party, I feel I can understand Wenqing's words, and they make a lot of sense. But if you let me think of these things myself, I won't be able to think of them in this lifetime. Mr. Wenqing never feels he is anything special. He thinks what he can do, we can also do. I think we can do it in the future, but we can't do it now. Now we just need to find people like me who can understand Mr. Wenqing's words and are willing to walk with Mr. Wenqing."

He Zudao himself had always been the image of a well-behaved baby, never stating any views of his own. These words today were already very active and proactive, although to everyone's ears, He Zudao only said so out of support for You Gou.

The intra-party democracy of the People's Party could be said to be the strongest among various political parties now, but no matter what organization, there will be the so-called "seniority" problem. This has nothing to do with Party discipline but is a very realistic aspect of human nature. Since He Zudao didn't have any heavyweight performance before, his speech now couldn't play a leading role immediately. But the atmosphere of intra-party democracy had been built for a few months after all; everyone also began to think about He Zudao's words. Being able to make everyone attach such importance to He Zudao, whose status was relatively weak, was enough to prove that Chen Ke's efforts played a considerable role.

Among the People's Party, He Zudao's status wasn't the "lowest"; Qin Wu'an's seniority was weaker. Seeing He Zudao's statement, Qin Wu'an was also encouraged. "I request to speak," he said.

Seeing Qi Huishen, who acted as the chairman of this meeting, nod, Qin Wu'an said, "Does everyone think I am qualified as a Party member?"

Qi Huishen was a very smart person; hearing these words, he already knew what Qin Wu'an meant. Just as Qi Huishen expected, Qin Wu'an supported He Zudao's viewpoint; he expressed that what needed to be gathered now were qualified Party members who obeyed the Party's discipline, not outstanding revolutionaries like Chen Ke. You Gou's suggestion made a lot of sense.

Qi Huishen turned his head and glanced at Hua Xiongmao; coincidentally, Hua Xiongmao also looked over. There was some helplessness in both their eyes. Originally, Qi Huishen's idea was that he and Hua Xiongmao would set the tone for this matter, and then proceed according to this keynote. But in the current situation, according to the organizational discipline of the People's Party, the minority obeys the majority. Now it was obviously three to two; if voted on, You Gou's new plan would win steadily.

Regarding the possibility of losing the vote, Qi Huishen really didn't care too much. The problem was, if the vote passed, then it would completely overturn Chen Ke's earliest plan. Moreover, Chen Ke's plan at the time really wasn't a voting result, merely an opinion he proposed. So once the new vote passed, this would be the decision of the Party organization. According to the People's Party organizational discipline established by Chen Ke single-handedly, even after Chen Ke himself returned to Shanghai, before a new discussion and vote were conducted within the Party, he also had to obey this resolution. Regarding this matter, Qi Huishen felt an indescribable wrongness.

Qi Huishen now faced a dilemma. If he insisted on executing Chen Ke's established policy, he would first face a situation difficult to execute. The People's Party hadn't really encountered such a situation until now. Today, when Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua, and Wu Xingchen all left Shanghai, Qi Huishen and Hua Xiongmao were considered the "two giants" within the Party. The problem was, comparing seniority and prestige, these two couldn't be talked about as the second person in the Party either. You Gou wasn't inferior to the two of them anywhere. If Qi Huishen insisted on saying the original plan was formulated by Chen Ke, it would inevitably have the suspicion of "borrowing authority." He already cared very much about that faint opposition with Hua Xiongmao. It's hard to find solid evidence for personal emotions. Grasping at shadows is undesirable. Moreover, although Chen Ke did have such a plan, intra-party discipline was repeatedly emphasized as the most important, and intra-party discipline was also formulated by Chen Ke. If someone mentioned this, Qi Huishen would immediately fall into a self-contradictory situation.

Just as Qi Huishen was considering, he heard You Gou say, "Then let's vote on this issue." This was the sentence Qi Huishen least wanted to hear, but according to organizational discipline, since You Gou proposed a vote, as long as one more person agreed, then a vote must be held. Sure enough, He Zudao supported You Gou's proposal. "I agree to vote."

You Gou, He Zudao, and Qin Wu'an all raised their hands to express agreement. Hua Xiongmao was silent for a long time, then also raised his hand slowly. Finally, the Shanghai Party organization passed You Gou's proposal with an overwhelming advantage of four to one.

Chen Ke didn't know that the first truly meaningful intra-party democratic resolution of the People's Party was born at this time. Of course, even if Chen Ke knew, he absolutely wouldn't be angry. At this time, Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua, and Gu Hongming were chatting happily. Gu Hongming was thin; his skin, wrinkled like a jujube pit, actually meant he was glowing with health now because of happiness. He understood Latin; after listening to Chen Ke's detailed explanation of the standard Hanyu Pinyin pronunciation, Mr. Gu Hongming was truly overjoyed. He simply talked with Chen Ke about the issue of promoting Hanyu Pinyin. Of course, there was actually no problem with the promotion of Hanyu Pinyin; it was just a matter of how to promote it. The Imperial University of Peking was both the highest institution of learning in the country and the highest national educational administrative organ, governing schools in all provinces. Mr. Gu Hongming, as an instructor, naturally had plenty of ways. Chen Ke could understand Mr. Gu Hongming's enthusiasm, but he didn't have any illusions about the effects of these promotions. The promotion of Hanyu Pinyin in New China relied on the perfection of the compulsory education system. Even so, without the development of radio and television, without the huge demand for text input in the internet age, Hanyu Pinyin wouldn't have had such profound influence.

Of course, Chen Ke wouldn't be stupid enough to say these things. He just catered to Mr. Gu Hongming's speech very calmly. Later, the topic gradually shifted from pronunciation to translation. Chen Ke firmly supported using Latin-based paraphrase as the basis for translating proper nouns; an important example was the "Mediterranean Sea" (*Di Zhong Hai*). For Chinese people, seeing this noun, they could imagine a sea in the middle of the land. Moreover, in Latin, the word Mediterranean is also composed of two roots, "middle of the earth" and "ocean." Chen Ke had read some articles; it was said that some show-off "public intellectuals" loved transliteration like fools. For foreign proper nouns, they followed transliteration completely, turning the very ingenious translation noun "Mediterranean" into a noun composed of a long string of Chinese characters with strange pronunciations. Chen Ke opposed this quite strongly.

Mr. Gu Hongming supported Chen Ke's opinion very much; he himself was a firm supporter of traditional culture. Everyone's topic turned to Chen Ke's book again. Mr. Gu Hongming didn't stand on ceremony either; he pointed out directly many places in Chen Ke's book where he argued irrationally. As for those imprecise places in the book, Mr. Gu stated clearly that because there were too many unreasonable contents, an "errata" needed to be written. Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua knew well how big this project was. Chen Ke actually didn't read many history books; *Records of the Grand Historian* and *Records of the Three Kingdoms* were okay, but when reading *Comprehensive Mirror in Aid of Governance*, he could simply fall asleep while reading. During the writing process of this book, Chen Tianhua was fully responsible for the sorting of historical materials; he had the most say. One old and one young discussed this issue. The two quoted copiously from many sources, talking in high spirits, making Chen Ke drowsy listening. Finally, the two had a result: Mr. Gu Hongming suggested establishing a special compilation group among the students of the Imperial University of Peking to perfect this book. For Mr. Gu to give Chen Ke such face—not to mention Chen Ke, even Chen Tianhua was somewhat moved.

"Wenqing, Mr. Yan sent five sets of your books in one go. I put three sets in the library. They were borrowed empty as soon as they were put in. I invited you over this time because I wanted you to hold a lecture. I wonder what Wenqing thinks."

To be able to hold a lecture at the Imperial University of Peking, the predecessor of Peking University, was truly a great honor. Chen Ke wasn't overjoyed; on the contrary, he felt somewhat faintly timid. If talking about revolutionary principles, Chen Ke wasn't afraid. If talking about social structure and economic operation, Chen Ke wasn't afraid either. He worried that if the students got entangled with him on historical issues, with Chen Ke's historical level not even equal to a dilettante, he would definitely make a fool of himself. But the purpose of coming to Beijing was to develop comrades; a lecture was a very good platform. Chen Ke plucked up his courage and agreed.

"Then how about starting tomorrow?" Mr. Gu asked.

"Everything follows Mr. Gu's arrangement," Chen Ke replied.
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Chapter 25 Lecture (1)

On the afternoon of October 12, 1905, led by Mr. Gu Hongming, Chen Ke walked into the auditorium of the Imperial University of Peking. Quite a few people were already waiting there. Chen Tianhua was very smart in his actions; he had already entered the auditorium ahead of time and sat in the last row. Seeing the two enter, almost all the other students turned their heads to look at Chen Ke.

"That's the Chen Ke who wrote the book?" There was surprise, astonishment, and also disdain in these whispers.

Everyone was a cultured person, so their voices weren't loud. Thus, Chen Ke heard the following faint whispers very clearly.

"So young and he can write stuff like that? I don't quite believe it."

"The book is actually full of errors."

As the saying goes, literati tend to scorn each other. Chen Ke had heard those lectures on television, and he himself used to mock the television while listening. He didn't care about such treatment at all. He still wore his habitual smile on his face, looking at the students on both sides. Gu Hongming gave a brief introduction of Chen Ke, and then let Chen Ke go up to the stage to lecture.

One result caused by the popularization of compulsory education is that the ages of students are almost the same. The longer compulsory education is popularized, the smaller the age difference among students in the same grade. Chen Ke had long been accustomed to such a situation in the 21st century. He started school a bit early, and the result was that missing one step meant missing every step. From primary school on, his age was either the youngest or second youngest in the class, and this ranking didn't change until he entered university. In the auditorium of the Imperial University of Peking, Chen Ke looked at the students below; the age gap among everyone made Chen Ke quite unaccustomed. There were people from their 20s to their 30s, and there were even a few "older men" who he couldn't tell if they were students or teachers; they looked to be over 40 no matter how one looked at them. The Imperial University of Peking was converted from the former Imperial College (Guozijian) in the capital, so it shouldn't be strange for there to be some older students here.

Chen Ke scanned the students below again. There were about fifty people, and their appearances gave Chen Ke a favorable impression. More than sixty percent of these people had short hair. Those wearing queues were mixed among them, and surprisingly, they didn't look annoying. "Hello everyone, my name is Chen Ke. I have some humble personal opinions coming here today, and I ask everyone to correct me." Chen Ke's opening remarks were quite standard.

However, the people below were not polite. Those who could study at the Imperial University of Peking were all elites from various places. Everyone considered themselves extraordinary. A young man about the same age as Chen Ke stood up; he had short hair and wore a Western-style suit. "Mr. Chen, I have read your book. Actually, everyone here today has also read it. After reading Mr. Chen's book, I have a question. I wonder how Mr. Chen views the Imperial Examination."

On September 2, 1905, a group of high officials including Yuan Shikai, Governor-General of Zhili; Zhao Erxun, General of Shengjing; Zhang Zhidong, Governor-General of Huguang; Zhou Fu, Governor-General of Liangjiang; Cen Chunxuan, Governor-General of Liangguang; and Duanfang, Governor of Hunan, jointly submitted a memorial to the court. They explicitly proposed: The national situation is in imminent danger, and a moment is worth a thousand gold. "To remedy the current difficulties, we must start by promoting schools; and to promote schools, we must start by stopping the Imperial Examination." They fiercely requested to "act with lightning speed" to "abolish the Imperial Examination." Facing the joint petition of these pivotal provincial officials from both north and south, the court could no longer treat it lightly. On that very day, September 2, an edict was issued in the name of the Guangxu Emperor, announcing to the whole world: "All provincial and metropolitan examinations are to be stopped." The release of this edict announced the end of the ancient Chinese Imperial Examination system.

Chen Ke didn't know why this young man would think of asking this question. Seeing the few people sitting next to him looking at him with burning gazes, Chen Ke felt that this question couldn't be easily answered and finished with. He asked, "In my book, I hold the Imperial Examination system in high esteem. If this brother has read my book, you should know that."

"Hmph." Chen Ke heard someone sneer. The faces of most students didn't show much appreciation for Chen Ke.

"Let me do a small survey. How many people support the abolition of the Imperial Examination? Please raise your hands."

The students looked at Chen Ke, but no one stated their position. Chen Ke felt strange. "Could it be that these people all support the Imperial Examination?" he thought strangely.

The young man who had stood up raised his hand. Only then did people follow suit one after another. In the end, out of more than 50 people, more than 40 raised their hands in agreement. It seemed that those people refused to state their position just now simply because they thought highly of themselves and didn't quite buy into this young guy, Chen Ke.

"Please put your hands down. And this brother, please sit down too," Chen Ke said.

When the venue returned to its original state, Chen Ke then asked, "Who supports the Imperial Examination? Please raise your hands."

A scattered seven or eight people raised their hands. Looking at their expressions, they were quite agitated. It seemed their attitude supporting the Imperial Examination was very firm.

"We are all scholars. As the saying goes, family affairs, state affairs, world affairs—we care about everything. If we talk about the pros and cons of the Imperial Examination itself, I think everyone has their own reasoning. But what I want to talk about today is my book, so I cannot help but talk about things on the political level. From a political perspective, I oppose the abolition of the Imperial Examination."

With a buzz, various reactions erupted below. Some people showed disdain on their faces, while others had the excited look of "meeting a comrade."

"It seems Mr. Chen likes Eight-Legged Essays very much?" the young man from before said mockingly.

"This brother, I don't know the curriculum of the University. I want to ask, has this brother learned mathematics?"

"I have," the young man said with an obvious targeting tone.

Chen Ke didn't reply. He turned around, picked up a piece of chalk, and wrote rapidly on the blackboard. Everyone looked; they were all simple math problems, such as 1+1=?, 4×(?)=16. Such simple questions were naturally child's play for these students of the Imperial University of Peking. Someone had already laughed quietly. "Are these questions testing children?"

As Chen Ke wrote more and more, the mocking sounds obviously increased. But as the whispering discussions below continued, the various sarcastic sounds gradually decreased.

Chen Ke turned back. Many people below already understood Chen Ke's meaning, and their expressions became solemn.

"Selecting officials through Eight-Legged Essays indeed no longer fits modern trends and needs. However, standardized testing will never be outdated." Chen Ke pointed to the questions on the blackboard and said.

These students were not unlearned, incompetent people. The content Chen Ke wrote on the blackboard was simple, but Chen Ke wasn't intending to test everyone anyway. The key to these things was the classification of exam questions. Fill-in-the-blank questions, single-choice questions, multiple-choice questions, essay questions, and large calculation questions. Chen Ke briefly wrote out the exam papers of his own era.

"I have to explain to everyone first, I have only seen a tiny bit of Eight-Legged Essays. I myself can't write Eight-Legged Essays at all." Chen Ke didn't want to pretend to know what he didn't. "But, I have always believed that without rules, nothing can be accomplished. The Eight-Legged Essay, at any rate, counts as a standardized testing mode. What I value is this kind of thing."

Hearing these words, the area below the stage immediately boiled over. Some supported Chen Ke, and some opposed him. It looked like those supporting Chen Ke actually held a slight advantage.

"Mr. Chen, these are all courses in new-style schools. What do they have to do with the Imperial Examination?" that young man continued to ask.

"The court is abolishing the Imperial Examination now. I will say bluntly, it is digging its own grave," Chen Ke replied, tit-for-tat. As soon as these words came out, the audience below instantly fell silent. Chen Ke calmly put down the chalk in his hand and clapped the chalk dust off his fingers.

"No matter what you say about the Imperial Examination having this problem or that problem, the significance of the Imperial Examination system itself lies in providing a relatively fair promotion model. Even if various forms of cheating emerge one after another, the majority of those who obtain titles through various levels of the Imperial Examination are still ordinary scholars. I think everyone has to admit this point, right?"

No one opposed. Everyone looked at Chen Ke with their own emotions, wanting to see what exactly Chen Ke meant.

"So, abolishing the Imperial Examination and advocating for new-style schools—do we want to maintain this fairness? If we want to maintain fairness, we can largely increase the content of the Imperial Examination. Mathematics, physics, chemistry—these subjects can all be gradually added to the Imperial Examination. If it is to increase the number of educated people, then can't new-style schools be incorporated into the Imperial Examination system? Overturning the Imperial Examination—I do not agree with it."

"What does this have to do with the court digging its own grave, as Mr. Chen said?" another brother, who looked over forty, asked with a frown. It seemed he didn't quite understand Chen Ke's rather drifting statement.

Chen Ke turned around and picked up the chalk again, realizing that his affectation of calmness just now was quite superfluous. But he couldn't care about that much now. Chen Ke rapidly wrote a line of large characters: "A true king enriches the people; a hegemon enriches the scholar-officials; a barely surviving state enriches the grandees; a doomed state enriches its coffers and fills its storehouses." The people below were all scholars and knew these were words from *Xunzi — Regulations of a King*. Many quick-witted people were already nodding slowly.

"In the world today, we simply cannot talk about enriching the people. To pay indemnities, the court has been working hard to enrich its coffers and fill its storehouses. This is already extremely dangerous. Back then, because of the Opium War, the court increased taxes greatly to pay indemnities. As a result, there was an immediate response from the populace—the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom rose up in rebellion. Zeng Guofan led the Xiang Army to fight fiercely with the Taiping Army, burning, killing, and looting, which actually enriched the Xiang Army of Hunan. This can be counted as enriching the scholar-officials. Finally, the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom was destroyed. What about the Westernization Movement? It enriched the Westernization faction, which can be counted as enriching the grandees. The court also looked like it had a Tongzhi Restoration. Now that the Imperial Examination is abolished, whether it's the grandees or the scholar-officials, the promotion opportunities that were originally institutionally fair are gone. If mathematics and physics were added to the Imperial Examination, although those scholars would feel that taking the exam became much harder, at least there would be something to hope for. To pass, they would inevitably have to study new knowledge, and the court's new-style schools could take advantage of the situation to be implemented. Now, tossing the Imperial Examination completely aside—how will those scholars see it? What will they think? The Imperial Examination was originally thousands of troops crossing a single-log bridge; those who passed were the minority. Having set up new-style education, the court hasn't added a single official position. Moreover, with new-style education being implemented so suddenly, it is tantamount to cutting off the path of those scholars. Those who can study are not poor people. They have extremely close relationships with the gentry everywhere. Now, to pay indemnities, the court has already offended the common people. If it offends the scholars thoroughly too, those it can rely on are merely these grandees, that is, the officials. In the Gengzi year (1900), the Mutual Protection of Southeast China even came out. Can the court rely on these provincial officials of the world?"

Chen Ke's words were resonant. For a moment, among the teachers and students who came to listen to the lecture, no one could immediately stand up to refute him. After a long pause, someone finally asked, "Isn't this about implementing New Policies and establishing a constitution?"

"There is a saying in my hometown: No one gets up early without profit. Who are the main promoters of the constitution? Aren't they the officials of the Southeast and the gentry everywhere? Why do they want a constitution? Isn't one of the important reasons because the court wants to enrich its coffers and fill its storehouses, and they can't stand it? If the constitution is successfully established, these people still won't be able to defeat the foreigners, and not a single copper of the money to be compensated will be less. If the gentry hold power, they certainly won't be willing to pay a copper more; instead, they will try every means to pay less. With foreigners pressing like tigers and wolves, this money will ultimately be transferred to the heads of the common people. Since some people have read my book, perhaps everyone has read that in the late Ming dynasty, the tea tax in the south actually had a case where only 12 taels were paid in a year. It was like this back then, and it will be like this now. What result will come from oppressing the common people too much? Everyone is a knowledgeable and talented person; I don't need to say more."

No one uttered another sound. Those who could get into the Imperial University of Peking were sensible people; the crowd knew Chen Ke wasn't talking nonsense. The look in everyone's eyes when looking at Chen Ke no longer held any slight. Originally, these people's evaluation of Chen Ke's book was about the same as that of Mr. Yan Fu and Mr. Ma Xiangbo; they all felt Chen Ke's theories were very "domineering." Quite a few people felt Chen Ke was a "mad scholar." The student who asked the question originally wanted to discuss the issue of Eight-Legged Essays with Chen Ke. But Chen Ke's focus was simply not on small details, but discussing from the perspective of national trends, and his analysis was very profound. Although there were still people who remained unconvinced, they dared not say anything easily anymore.

"If everyone has no other questions, I will start the lecture." Seeing no one jumping out to speak again, Chen Ke's expression returned to his usual gentle and cultivated appearance.

After the lecture that day, Mr. Gu Hongming insisted on treating Chen Ke to dinner.

"Wenqing's words are sharp; you are worthy of being Yan Jidao's disciple," Mr. Gu said at the dinner table.

Yan Fu had stated clearly his master-disciple relationship with Chen Ke in this letter, and Mr. Gu Hongming didn't suspect it.

"Wenqing, I actually didn't tell that you understand court politics so well."

"Mr. Gu, I spoke a bit without taboo today. Thinking about it now, I regret it very much. If I have brought inconvenience to Mr. Gu, please tell me directly."

"Wenqing, what you said about the Eight-Legged Essay today was all words of a veteran statesman planning for the country. What the court lacks now is precisely people like you who can see the problems and are steady and reliable. Everyone's mind is full of partisan strife, acting for quick success and instant benefits. I originally didn't think that much either, but after listening to Wenqing's explanation, the more I think about it, the more afraid I am. The court is now riding a tiger and finding it hard to get off; the New Policies must be implemented. What views does Wenqing have on the New Policies?"

"Mr. Gu, Calamities from Heaven can be withstood; calamities brought by oneself are unforgivable. Regarding the New Policies, it's still what I said today: the court is simply digging its own grave. No matter how the New Policies are conducted, it is a struggle for benefits between the court, the gentry, and the provincial officials. Looking at it now, no matter which side gains the advantage, those who suffer will inevitably be the common people. Once the hearts of the people in this world are lost, we just wait for those two people."

Hearing these words, Gu Hongming frowned and didn't make a sound. Chen Ke wasn't polite either and ate heartily. Only when he was half full did he hear Mr. Gu ask, "Wenqing writes books and establishes theories; presumably, you think the New Policy constructed in your book can save the country and the people."

"Yes," Chen Ke answered decisively.

"Wenqing, Jidao said in his letter to me that he wrote a letter to Yuan Weiting, introducing you to see him. As the Minister of Beiyang, Yuan Weiting is also a smart person. I was thinking, could Wenqing write an article about the New Policies? I will personally take you to see Yuan Weiting."

"This is not easy to write. It will take some days to finish."

"It doesn't matter. You come to the school to lecture in the afternoon, and you can write during other times."

"Then after I finish writing, Mr. Gu, you must correct it for me."

"Naturally."

After the meal, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua returned to their residence together.

"Wenqing, you being so straightforward was outside my expectations."

Chen Ke didn't take up this topic; he was concerned about something else. "Xingtai, what reaction do you think the students had to my class?"

"I think the reaction was not bad. What's wrong, Wenqing? Are you planning to develop comrades at the Imperial University of Peking?"

"For the Imperial University of Peking, I am Jiang Taigong fishing—those willing to take the hook. I don't have that much time to spend on them either. On the contrary, the Westernization faction needs to be befriended well. After the Gengzi year, the strength of the Westernization factions was greatly damaged. They are most dissatisfied with the court, so they can be developed."

"What does Wenqing plan to do specifically?"

The two talked as they walked. It was October, and it got dark early. By the time the two returned to their residence, the sky was completely dark. Raising a hand to feel for the lock, he felt nothing. Chen Ke was startled. Could it be that the place he lived in had been burgled? Pushing open the room door, he saw lights on in both the main room and the wing room. Several figures were cast on the paper windows. Hearing the sound, a tall figure stood up first. Chen Ke breathed a sigh of relief. A moment later, he saw Wu Xingchen walk out of the main hall. Chen Ke closed the courtyard gate and turned back. On the stone steps in front of the main room, besides Wu Xingchen, there were several other people. One of them was actually Pang Zi.

Everyone exchanged greetings and went back inside the house. There was a pile of wine and meat on the table in the room, but it hadn't been moved much; it seemed everyone had just started the banquet. Chen Ke didn't expect Wu Xingchen to actually bring Pang Zi to Beijing. While he was guessing Pang Zi's intention, he saw Pang Zi stand up and pour wine for Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua, then held his own cup. "Two Mr. Chens, I didn't entertain you well in Xingtai. This cup of wine is to apologize to you two."

Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua hurriedly stood up holding their wine. Everyone clinked glasses and drank it all in one gulp. Only then did they sit down.

"Wenqing, you and Brother Pang are both straight-tempered. Especially you—your words are just unpleasant to hear. Brother Pang talked about your affairs, and I feel everyone shouldn't have parted on such bad terms. Brother Pang also feels quite regretful. Look, he made a special trip to Beijing to apologize to you."

Hearing these words, Chen Ke quickly stood up and poured wine for Pang Zi and the others. He raised his wine cup. "I speak just like this. For where I offended Brother Pang, I must ask Brother Pang to forgive me."

Everyone also stood up, said a few polite words, and then everyone drained their wine.

After sitting down again, Pang Zi said, "Mr. Chen, regarding that matter you mentioned last time—after you left, I thought about it many times. And Brother Wu also talked to me specifically. Brother Wu reasoned a lot, and I think it's very correct, but there are still many places I don't quite understand. Coming to the capital this time, I came specifically to ask Mr. Chen for advice."

"Brother Pang, I don't understand your situation. I wonder if Brother Pang can tell me about your situation first. If I don't even know the basic situation, what I say will definitely be incorrect."

Hearing these words, Pang Zi's eyes flashed, and a vigilant look was very obvious. "Regarding me, I wonder what exactly Mr. Chen wants to know?"

Chen Ke didn't care about Pang Zi's expression at all. He said calmly, "Brother Wu hasn't said how you two met. This has to be talked about first, right?"
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Chen Ke didn't feel he was particularly good at revolutionary agitation. Speaking itself was a skill, an ability. The principle was simple; Chen Ke had tried it before, but the results were barely satisfactory. He didn't know if this was something that required innate talent, but the practical result was that Chen Ke believed nothing beat actual action. The purpose of speaking was for practice; one couldn't build a new world just with a mouth. This was also why Chen Ke hadn't tried his hardest to persuade this *Jianghu* hero when he first met Pang Zi.

That Pang Zi was willing to bow his head and come to Beijing really exceeded Chen Ke's expectations. It seemed Wu Xingchen had put in a lot of effort. Chen Ke didn't think he could make Pang Zi completely step onto the path of revolution. Rebelling in Hebei meant directly facing the pressure of the Beiyang Army. Even if Chen Ke personally stayed in Hebei, he wouldn't be arrogant enough to believe he could defeat the Beiyang Army at this stage. But Chen Ke was also unwilling to just fool and abandon Pang Zi and the other *Jianghu* heroes who came with him. Holding this attitude, Chen Ke and Pang Zi discussed the matters of rebellion.

Pang Zi had already started introducing how he met Wu Xingchen, and Wu Xingchen provided a lot of information on the side. From the Boxer Rebellion in the *Gengzi* year (1900), to the bloody battles in Beijing, and then to the rebellion in Shandong. Chen Ke wasn't particularly interested in these details. Rebellions in these times were all pretty much the same; history books might record them in even more detail. At first, Chen Ke asked some questions, but later on, he didn't say a word, his expression cold and his brows slightly furrowed. His mind was completely focused on considering the reasons for the failure of the uprisings.

However, Chen Tianhua, sitting beside Chen Ke, was quite moved. The rebellions in the south were all small-scale; many didn't even have time to launch before they were suppressed. In Pang Zi and Wu Xingchen's narration, Zhao Sanduo and Jing Tingbin's uprising involved the rebel army resisting the Qing troops and attacking churches. They formed a massive rebel army of 160,000 people spanning twenty-four counties in Zhili, Shandong, and Henan provinces. Yuan Shikai, the Governor-General of Zhili, immediately sent Duan Qirui, Feng Guozhang, and others to lead Qing troops to Jizhou and Guangzong to suppress the rebel army on a large scale, and he personally supervised the battle. Moreover, more than 6,000 troops from the German, French, and Japanese invasion forces "assisted in the suppression." Making such a huge commotion in Shandong and Hebei. This greatly exceeded Chen Tianhua's imagination. Wu Xingchen usually looked quite cold, even a bit strange, and Chen Tianhua had never really liked him. Now, that thought had long flown to the nine heavens. Wu Xingchen had actually had such passionate and intense experiences. As Pang Zi and Wu Xingchen took turns speaking, Chen Tianhua's gaze kept switching between their faces.

This time, it wasn't just Pang Zi and Wu Xingchen who came; a total of six people arrived. The other four were also old brothers who had followed Zhao Sanduo in the rebellion. At first, they weren't very willing to talk, but after listening to Pang Zi for a while, everyone couldn't help but chime in one after another.

On Wu Xingchen's round, chubby face, typical of a tall man, there was an indescribable bitterness. Besides supplementing Pang Zi's introduction, he was also observing Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua. Wu Xingchen had an indescribable feeling about Chen Ke. Their initial acquaintance wasn't very pleasant, and their later cooperation couldn't be called a heart-to-heart. Chen Ke gave Wu Xingchen the impression of a cold fellow. Although Chen Ke habitually wore a smile and was definitely not a bad person, his enthusiasm for inciting revolution made Wu Xingchen feel an extreme danger. Wu Xingchen could be considered someone who had crawled out of a pile of dead bodies. In Beijing, in Shandong, if Wu Xingchen hadn't been vigilant enough and decisive enough to run away as soon as he sensed something was wrong, his head would probably be hanging somewhere unknown by now.

Running around these years, after failure after failure, Wu Xingchen had once thought he was mentally and physically exhausted and didn't want to rebel anymore. Hiding in Shanghai and muddling along until death might be a nice thing. But whenever he recalled his friends and teachers dying one by one, the hatred for the Manchu Qing and the foreigners in Wu Xingchen's chest would boil over with double the intensity. Learning that the People's Party wanted to rise up and rebel was the reason Wu Xingchen decided to join. And learning that these old brothers of Pang Zi were preparing to "make a scene," Wu Xingchen dragged Chen Ke over. Even knowing that Chen Ke and Pang Zi didn't get along well, Wu Xingchen still tried every means to persuade these brothers, hoping Chen Ke could have a good discussion with Pang Zi and the others about the rebellion. Unlike what appeared on the surface, Wu Xingchen was actually quite convinced by Chen Ke.

Unknowingly, Pang Zi had choked up as he reached the end. "In May, I was in Hebei, Big Brother Wu was in Shandong. Both groups were defeated badly. Uncle Zhao Sanduo went on a hunger strike and starved to death in the prison of Nangong County, and Uncle Jing Tingbin was executed by *lingchi*." Having just finished speaking, Pang Zi burst into loud crying. With this cry, the other four Shandong heroes looked grief-stricken, tears streaming down their faces. Chen Tianhua also had tears in his eyes, his shoulders twitching, choked up and unable to speak. Amidst this sorrow, both Chen Ke and Wu Xingchen remained silent. Wu Xingchen gritted his teeth, his eyes closed tight, a look of pain on his face. Chen Ke clenched his fists tightly, his lips pressed together until they turned white; his face was iron-blue, and it seemed as if two balls of cold fire were burning in his eyes.

It took a good while before Chen Tianhua could speak. Wiping his tears, he said, "Magnificent! Kill the Qing demons! Kill the foreign religion! These two old men are truly great heroes! I was in the south at the time and actually didn't know of such heroic deeds! Alas! I only hate that I couldn't follow all the brothers to kill the enemy back then!"

Pang Zi took a long time to barely calm his emotions. His eyes were red, and his sockets were full of tears. "Mr. Chen, last time you told me two paths: one to make a big scene, one to make a small scene. You also made it clear that making a small scene means death. I cursed you then. But after you left, every time I thought about rebelling, I couldn't help but think of your words."

History books didn't record much about this uprising, so naturally, Chen Ke didn't know Pang Zi had such experiences. Hearing Pang Zi mention the last incident, Chen Ke quickly said, "Brother Pang, my words were too harsh."

"No, Mr. Chen's words were correct. I thought it over repeatedly. If I make a small scene, I will definitely end up like the two uncles, unable to win. So Big Brother Wu persuaded me to come to Beijing, and I came to hear what advice Mr. Chen actually has."

Chen Ke lowered his head. How exactly should he explain revolution to Pang Zi? This really stumped Chen Ke. Looking at Pang Zi and the others' intention, they didn't plan to make a small scene this time either. In fact, historically, not long after, the Bai Lang Uprising in 1912 was no less in scale and momentum than the Jing Tingbin Uprising, but it was still suppressed in 1914. It was still the Beiyang Army that suppressed the uprising. History had long proven that without the Party's leadership and complete organization, rebellions by northern heroes would all fail.

"Brother Pang, I definitely want to help you rebel. Brother Wu said we are the Revolutionary Party. Since we are the Revolutionary Party, planning a rebellion is also our duty," Chen Ke looked up and said.

"Then how should we rebel?" Pang Zi asked quickly upon hearing Chen Ke say this.

"Why does Brother Pang want to rebel?" Chen Ke asked very seriously. This was a big question. If one didn't find the true reason for revolution and only acted out of momentary righteous indignation, no matter what kind of hero you were, you wouldn't be able to persist in the face of organized suppression. This had been proven countless times in Chinese history.

Sure enough, as Chen Ke guessed, Pang Zi said with resonant power, "Destroy the Qing, destroy the foreigners!"

"Why destroy the Qing and destroy the foreigners?" Chen Ke pressed on.

"The Manchu Qing and the foreigners ravage the common people. Those foreign religions do bad things everywhere, and the Manchu Qing helps those foreigners do bad things together."

"Why does the Manchu Qing want to help them?"

"This..." Pang Zi couldn't continue. He frowned and thought for a moment but felt he couldn't explain this problem. Raising his head to look at Chen Ke, Pang Zi's gaze turned to Wu Xingchen. Wu Xingchen was just about to speak when he saw Chen Ke gently shake his head at him. Wu Xingchen held back the words at his lips.

Unlike the coldness seen on the surface, for Wu Xingchen, the guidance of Chen Ke's Party class was not as insignificant as it appeared. In fact, Wu Xingchen himself was very interested in these courses. Having experienced great disasters, whether Wu Xingchen was willing or not, he had to face those memories. To think about why they suffered such tragic failures before. And Chen Ke's Party lectures undoubtedly pointed out a way to think about problems. If one had to compare, among the Party members who could understand the content of Chen Ke's lectures, Wu Xingchen could definitely rank in the top two. The reason Wu Xingchen didn't show his admiration was merely that long-term failure made Wu Xingchen more cautious.

Without Wu Xingchen's clear prompt, Pang Zi also felt he couldn't state a clear reason. He finally gave up and said, "Big Brother Wu, I can't remember clearly the words you used to persuade us a few days ago. You say them again."

Waiting for a moment, seeing Wu Xingchen not making a sound, Pang Zi felt very dissatisfied. He looked at Chen Ke, "Mr. Chen, you scholars are just so indecisive. If you want to help me, then speak plainly. What's with all this hiding and tucking away."

"After I explain it to you, you won't take it to heart. If you don't figure it out, my talking will be in vain," Chen Ke replied.

Pang Zi hated Chen Ke's attitude the most. His nature was originally impatient, and today, talking about sad things, his emotions were even more unstable. "If you're not willing to say it, don't keep us in suspense here." After speaking, Pang Zi sprang to his feet and glared at Chen Ke.

Chen Ke calmly looked at the emotional Pang Zi and slowly said, "Brother Pang, if you ask me, that 'Destroy the Qing, Destroy the Foreigners' you talk about is all learned from Uncle Zhao and Uncle Jing. You say what they said. Your true heart just wants revenge. Am I wrong?"

Hearing Chen Ke speak his mind, Pang Zi stood there stunned. He heard Chen Ke continue, "Now if I could let you kill Yuan Shikai, kill the magistrate of Nangong, even if it cost you your life, you would be willing to do it."

Upon hearing this, Pang Zi immediately became excited. He asked urgently, "Does Mr. Chen have a way to kill these two people?"

"Brother Pang, this is where you are inferior to Uncle Zhao and Uncle Jing," Chen Ke said calmly. "At any rate, the two of them went to attack churches and kill those missionaries and those bastards who believed in foreign religions for the sake of everyone. You are just for your own revenge. That's why there were tens of thousands of brothers following the two uncles. Even if you borrowed the two uncles' slogans, what you are doing is not the two uncles' business. If you just want to avenge yourself, you won't be able to raise any troops in Nangong County."

These words deeply poked Pang Zi's sore spot. He immediately flew into a rage out of humiliation. Pang Zi's left index finger pointed straight at Chen Ke's nose, his face flushed red with anger. "Motherfucker!" Pang Zi cursed aloud.

***

Early morning, the light grew brighter and brighter. Chen Ke blew out the candle and stretched a big lazy stretch. While shaking his wrist, he looked at the stack of manuscripts he had written. With Pang Zi making such a scene last night, Chen Ke didn't think much of it. Wu Xingchen stood up at the time and scolded Pang Zi. Chen Ke didn't hold a grudge; he persuaded Wu Xingchen to stop. He announced that every morning, he would give everyone a lecture. Although Pang Zi was unconvinced, since he had come, he couldn't just storm out directly. Moreover, everyone was tired from rushing from Xingtai to Beijing. Chen Ke let everyone rest individually. Pang Zi also took the opportunity to step down and left the main room in a huff.

Naturally, Chen Ke couldn't just lie down. He started staying up late to write manuscripts. This piece was about rural revolution. Chen Ke didn't know much about rural contradictions in the late Qing Dynasty, but the basic contradictions couldn't have changed much. Moreover, since Pang Zi and these people were preparing to rebel, they wouldn't become running dogs of landlords, so Chen Ke was finally able to express his feelings directly and write out the land revolution program to his heart's content.

*Hope these things can really play a big role,* Chen Ke said in his heart.

The weather was now quite cool. When Chen Ke wrote the book at night, he put on several layers of clothes. Writing until now, he only felt uncomfortable all over. He entered the bedroom, took off those clothes, and prepared to take a bath. Turning his head to look at Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua still sound asleep on the bed, Chen Ke made a decision in his heart to let Chen Tianhua go to the Hebei countryside to conduct a social investigation. Without investigation, there is no right to speak. Although the theoretical guidance of this piece by Chen Ke was not wrong, the specific situation would definitely not be so simple. If they wanted to formulate a reasonable rebellion step, they needed more detailed information.

The theoretical education on rebellion actually wouldn't take too long. Chen Ke was very busy in Beijing, and Chen Tianhua could also play a big role when lecturing. Especially after the lectures ended, Chen Tianhua could play an extremely significant role in the rural work in Hebei. Originally, Chen Ke dragged Chen Tianhua here just to let Chen Tianhua exert his strength in propaganda. Arranging for him to go to the countryside should not be a problem.

Having determined Chen Tianhua's arrangement, Chen Ke's gaze fell on Wu Xingchen. He didn't expect that this Hall Master, who was depressed and unfulfilled in Shanghai, actually had such an experience. Chen Ke really hadn't thought of this. Although he knew Wu Xingchen's experience was definitely not ordinary, being able to participate in a rebellion of tens of thousands of people required insight that was definitely not possessed by ordinary people. Wu Xingchen's enthusiasm for his Party class was far higher than Chen Ke's imagination, and now Chen Ke understood a bit. According to the People's Party's organizational regulations, where there are three Party members, a Party meeting must be held. Let's have a good talk with Wu Xingchen at the Party meeting. There was no need to rush now. Thinking of this, Chen Ke picked up the porcelain basin to take a bath.

The air temperature wasn't high. In comparison, the well water was very warm. Amidst the splashing sound of the shower, Chen Ke suddenly remembered that he still had the honeycomb briquette business to deal with. Before coming to Beijing, he really hadn't expected this operation to be so extensive. He had to carry out several things simultaneously. But there is strength in numbers. Fortunately, these heroes were here. Looking at their labor status would also be a nice test.

The sound of splashing water disturbed the others, and everyone got up one after another. Chen Ke saw Pang Zi walk out first. "Morning, Brother Pang!" Chen Ke greeted. Pang Zi responded with a dark face and went straight to the toilet. An official's courtyard was indeed different; it even had a dedicated toilet built. By the time Pang Zi came out, Chen Ke had finished washing. Looking at Chen Ke's muscular and sturdy body, Pang Zi suddenly asked, "I heard Mr. Chen is also a martial artist?"

"I know a little."

"Can I ask for some advice?"

"Brother Pang, if we stop at the point of contact, I will keep you company anytime. If we must determine a winner and loser, I absolutely disagree," Chen Ke said with a smile.

Pang Zi smiled, "Mr. Chen, you scholars just like to show off your book learning. Don't say words I don't understand. Are you going to compete or not?"

"Let's compete right now."

The sound of showering, added to the voices of the two talking, disturbed everyone. Plus, the sky was already bright, so everyone got up one after another. Learning that the two were going to compete, everyone was very interested. The courtyard was very flat. Pang Zi only wore trousers, his upper body bare. Young men, all practitioners, their muscles looked quite good. The crowd stood far away, watching the two intently.

Standing opposite each other, almost simultaneously, the two cupped their hands and bowed. As soon as Chen Ke lowered his arms, Pang Zi had already leaped forward, punching straight at Chen Ke's chest. Chen Ke blocked with his left arm and pushed his right palm towards Pang Zi's ribs. Pang Zi used the force of Chen Ke's block to shift his body and swept low. Both sides were wide open and close, fists and feet coming and going, fighting together.

Although the fists and feet carried strong winds and looked fierce, Chen Tianhua felt that they were just playing around and didn't aim for vital parts. Pang Zi's footwork was light; within seven or eight moves, he had already circled Chen Ke once. Every time this happened, Chen Ke would always sweep his leg back horizontally, preventing Pang Zi from getting close. Pang Zi was forced back like this several times and got into the fighting spirit. He circled Chen Ke for another half circle. Seeing Chen Ke raise his leg to sweep again, Pang Zi retreated a step quickly, letting Chen Ke's leg pass, and then grabbed a step forward, slapping a palm towards Chen Ke's armpit. Seeing that Chen Ke couldn't dodge, unexpectedly, Chen Ke, with one leg on the ground, suddenly grabbed Pang Zi's wrist, pulled and pushed, and actually switched to wrestling. Pang Zi's whole body was almost lifted into the air and thrown to the ground.

"Fuck!" Pang Zi cursed while lying on the ground, then performed a kip-up to jump up. "Brother Chen, that move was good," Pang Zi shouted. As soon as his voice fell, Pang Zi pounced again.

In this exchange, their moves were obviously not as good-looking as before, but Chen Tianhua felt the killing intent was much heavier. Turning to look at Wu Xingchen beside him, Wu Xingchen looked solemn, his brows slightly furrowed, not saying a word. Looking at the others, they all had similar expressions. Turning back to look at the two fighting, he saw them getting closer and closer, fists, palms, and elbows greeting each other's vital parts. The sound of ping-ping-pang-pang collisions was as dense as popping beans. Just listening to this sound, Chen Tianhua felt physical pain. After exchanging another thirty or forty moves, Chen Ke and Pang Zi simultaneously pushed a palm on the other's chest. The two borrowed the momentum to retreat a few steps in succession, only then opening up the distance.

"Brother Chen, you won," Pang Zi laughed happily.

"Winning by one move doesn't count as winning. I'm just all show; I haven't really tempered my muscles and bones. I think your fists are harder, Brother Pang. I can't stand it if I take a punch from you," Chen Ke also laughed.

Pang Zi smiled proudly but didn't reply. The two cupped their hands and bowed again before dispersing.

"Not bad, Brother Pang. Your kung fu has improved much more than a few years ago," Wu Xingchen went up and said.

"You two, what was the explanation?" Chen Tianhua could still see some tricks in the initial fight, but he didn't understand the subsequent close-quarters combat at all. After all, Chen Tianhua was a man and was naturally very keen on martial arts contests. He went up and asked.

"When Mr. Chen hit my vitals, he didn't exert force. We continued to disassemble the following moves. Actually, if we really compared fists and feet, it would be resolved in three punches and two kicks. How could we fight for so long," Pang Zi explained.

This statement was too simple; Chen Tianhua didn't understand. He looked at Chen Ke, who was walking over, with a puzzled gaze. Chen Ke continued to explain, "With Brother Pang's strength, I would have my ribs broken if I took one punch. If we weren't competing but fighting for our lives, I would risk taking a punch from him to give him a punch. If both of us broke our ribs, what's the point of fighting?"

"So that's how it is." Chen Tianhua only then began to understand. But he was still a bit puzzled. "Then what was with that palm you two pushed?"

"We couldn't hold back our fists and feet. If we continued fighting, I would definitely get hurt, so we could only separate like this. If I didn't trust that Brother Pang was merely comparing notes, I wouldn't dare to use my hand to push him like that," Chen Ke continued.

Pang Zi didn't pick up this topic anymore. He laughed and roared, "Happy! Happy! Haven't been this happy in a long time! Brother Chen, I haven't competed with anyone in the past two years. Those little bastards can't beat you, so they play dirty tricks. They don't stop when they should. Damn it, Brother Chen, you, a scholar, actually follow the rules of the *Jianghu* so well. Rare, rare!"

It was a case of "no discord, no concord." After such a contest, Pang Zi was in high spirits and even changed his address, no longer calling Chen Ke "Mr. Chen."

"Comparing kung fu in the past two years, this time with Brother Pang was the happiest. What's wrong with scholars? Scholars play dirty even darker," Chen Ke also laughed.

This was something Pang Zi had cursed before. Hearing Chen Ke's teasing, Pang Zi couldn't help but laugh heartily. Some of the previous unhappiness was finally dissipated a lot.

After breakfast, Chen Ke began to lecture. The content of the morning was the relationship between the Manchu Qing and the foreigners. These brothers who intended to rebel had never heard such a detailed narration. They knew about the foreign invasion, but they didn't expect it to be divided into the First Opium War and the Second Opium War. The results of each war were very different. This history lesson really opened everyone's eyes. But after all, everyone hadn't received a systematic education like Chen Ke. Regarding the complex entanglement of interests between the Manchu Qing and the foreigners, everyone understood much slower.

The lesson continued until noon and wasn't finished. Chen Ke gave the outline to Chen Tianhua and asked him to continue lecturing to everyone in the afternoon. He also wrote a list and asked Chen Tianhua to go shopping before finishing the lecture. After lunch, Chen Ke headed for the Imperial University. There were still classes there in the afternoon.

The gatekeeper and Chen Ke were already familiar faces. Mr. Gu Hongming had instructed the gatekeeper to let Chen Ke enter and leave the school freely. After greeting him, Chen Ke went to the auditorium. Entering the auditorium really gave him a start. Yesterday, there were only fifty or so people in the auditorium, but today the number had suddenly doubled.

"Please don't let anyone ask about history stuff," Chen Ke prayed silently. Checking his watch, it was time. Chen Ke stepped onto the podium under everyone's gaze. "Hello everyone, the content I want to talk about today is the development of productive forces and the changes in production relations."
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Chapter 27 Lecture (3)

The crisis at the end of the Qing Dynasty greatly stimulated Chinese intellectuals, and they made many explorations on the road to saving the nation and ensuring survival. However, Chen Ke himself didn't feel much about the awakening of intellectuals in the late Qing Dynasty. From the perspective of historical materialism, the efforts of these people were indeed the foundation for the later emergence of the Party. However, the direction of their efforts was overwhelmingly wrong.

To save the country, one must know the strategy for saving the country. History has already proven one thing: to save China, industrialization must be realized in China. New China spent 61 years, and in 2010, the total output value of industry and agriculture historically surpassed that of the United States, completing what Chairman Mao said back then: "Catch up with Britain and surpass the United States." The total amount of steel reached more than 600 million tons, which was more than the total output of the second to tenth place countries in the world combined. From 1949 to 1978, New China basically completed the establishment of an industrial system, forcibly building China from an agricultural country into a preliminary industrial country. True, the level of industrialization in China in 1978 was still relatively low, but nothing can be accomplished in one move. China in 1978 was like holding a broadsword of poor quality to contend with an opponent holding sharp weapons. But at any rate, everyone had weapons; compared to the bare-handed state before 1949, it was a world of difference. Compared to building the country, whether it was the Manchu Qing, the Beiyang, or Chiang's regime, they could all go bang their heads on the ground in shame.

And the foundation for realizing industrialization is to build a new order that conforms to industrialization. No matter how those people clamored about how various movements "destroyed Chinese culture," in Chen Ke's view, by 1978, various movements had completely smashed the institutional and ideological obstacles hindering the development of industrialization. After that, the process of China's industrialization no longer had any substantial enemies and developed vigorously just like that.

Historically, Peking University produced many "public intellectuals" before the establishment of New China. In the history Chen Ke knew, this bunch of people didn't play any obvious role in promoting China's industrialization. On the contrary, people who hindered industrial development were everywhere among this bunch. Chen Ke still hoped to save these people as much as possible through lectures. In his vision, if he could live to personally build New China, he didn't have the slightest concept of leniency for liberal arts students. In the era when Chairman Mao fought the rightists, there was no Internet. If there had been an Internet back then, it's possible the people would have hung the rightists on lampposts. Leaving aside other things, the "guide-the-way party" (collaborators) of the 21st century would absolutely not be spared.

Since he held such thoughts, Chen Ke's class was even more straightforward. Facing the students of the Imperial University, Chen Ke talked about the development of productive forces, paying special attention to the development of industrialization. When talking about the organizational model of modern industry versus the current system of the Manchu Qing, and the conflict between the two, Chen Ke didn't shy away but spoke bluntly.

Listening to Chen Ke gushing about the modern industrial structure, the functions of various industrial departments, and how to build and develop these industrial departments, the Imperial University was first silent, then everyone began to whisper, and finally, some people completely stopped listening to the class and simply started arguing.

Chen Ke put down the chalk and looked at the students below without saying a word. The students whispering slowly quieted down, but the few who were arguing became more and more excited. When they realized there was no sound around them, everyone's eyes fell on them. After all, they were students of the Imperial University; they still had this style. Since they had already disturbed the class, they didn't feel embarrassed. One of them simply stood up and spoke, "Mr. Chen, listening to your wonderful narration, developing industry seems easy. Can you give a simple example?"

*Fortunately, they didn't entangle me with historical data.* Chen Ke felt a lot more relieved. *An example?* Chen Ke quickly thought of the honeycomb briquette project. He nodded and described this project to everyone.

The conditions for making honeycomb briquettes in Beijing were quite mature. Beijing had anthracite, there was no lack of a market for honeycomb briquettes, and mechanical equipment wasn't difficult either. And this new product could vigorously promote economic development and drive the development of many peripheral industries. It was a project with a hundred benefits and no harm.

After explaining this project, Chen Ke asked, "This student, what do you think of this project?"

The student who stood up to question Chen Ke was tongue-tied and couldn't speak. Chen Ke explained it very clearly, but after listening, he felt as if something key was missing. But he felt he couldn't grasp this pulse. He wanted to say something but couldn't say it. Plus, with the surrounding gazes falling on him at this time, he felt even more amiss. This brother looked almost thirty years old and wore a queue. Although it was autumn and the auditorium wasn't hot, his forehead became bright as if he was sweating. Chen Ke didn't want to make things difficult for him and waved his hand to let him sit down.

Chen Ke turned around, wrote the few elements he just mentioned on the blackboard, drew a few lines on these elements pointing to the blank space in the center of the elements, and Chen Ke heavily wrote two big characters in the blank space: **Government**.

"This project looks simple, but the departments that need to be contacted are actually not simple. Mines, transportation, steel—these basic industrial departments all need to be contacted. And it also involves municipal construction issues such as urban land use and factory site selection. If it were a mature industrialized government, these would all be simple. If it is the current government, there is the problem of incomplete functions."

Chen Ke scanned the students below again. Compared with the students of Fudan Public School in his memory, everyone's expression was not very friendly. Chen Ke laughed, "I know. Those who can come to study at the Imperial University are all outstanding talents of the time. If everyone finds this project interesting, I welcome people with lofty ideals to cooperate with me to do this project."

The students' reaction wasn't very enthusiastic. Just as he was about to let everyone take a break, the young man who asked questions yesterday stood up. "Mr. Chen, your learning is quite amazing, and I admire it very much. But why do I feel that you are always unwilling to say some things clearly? I wonder what Mr. Chen's view on the government actually is." After speaking, the student stared at Chen Ke with burning eyes, as if he wanted to see the answer on Chen Ke's face.

Hearing these blunt words, Chen Ke smiled. "I actually don't know what you all are thinking. If I have time these days, I will ask everyone for advice. But in my opinion, the purpose of the government should be to develop productive forces. In the process of developing productive forces, we allow everyone to get rich. But, whether it is the Chinese government or foreign governments, the current purpose is to get rich. In order to get rich, they have to develop productive forces. In my opinion, this is putting the cart before the horse. If China wants to surpass Europe and America, it must establish a government with the development of productive forces as the core, a government that enriches the common people rather than enriching officials and the gentry. That's what it's about."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, a buzz of commotion erupted among the students. Chen Ke didn't care about that much. "Now rest for fifteen minutes. Then we will continue the lecture."

"Enrich the common people, not the officials and gentry. Is this possible?" someone said in a mocking tone.

"The principle is not wrong." This voice contained uncertainty.

"Isn't this rebelling?"

"The common people are the foundation of the world. What kind of rebellion is this?" Someone immediately retorted.

"It is ruling the world with the scholar-officials, not ruling the world with the common people."

"One person rules the world; the world does not serve one person."

The students discussed spiritedly. Chen Ke didn't care about that much and walked straight out of the auditorium. The sky was very blue, and the sun felt warm on his face, but the temperature had really dropped a lot. When the wind blew, it was still chilly. *God knows what path these students will choose in the end.* Chen Ke hadn't made a comparison before between the Confucian idea of Great Unity and Marxist Communism. Or rather, where the difference between Socialism and the World of Great Unity lay. This might be a good topic. While he was letting his imagination run wild, the young student who asked the question just now leaned over. "Mr. Chen. You said just now that you want to make that honeycomb briquette. Is it true?"

"Yes. It's true." After speaking, Chen Ke sized up this young man. "May I ask your surname, brother? My surname is Su, Su Wuming."

*Wuming (Comprehending Brightness)? Why not Wukong (Comprehending Emptiness)?*

Seeing Chen Ke's expression, Su Wuming smiled. "My father believes in Buddhism, so he gave me such a name."

"Listening to your accent, Brother Su is from Shaanxi, right?"

"From Xi'an. And Brother Chen?"

"From Zhengzhou, Henan."

"Brother Chen's statement about honeycomb briquettes is quite interesting. I have a few friends. If Mr. Chen is really interested, I can help Mr. Chen contact them."

"That would be best."

"Mr. Chen, listening to the government you described, it seems to have extremely great authority. I wonder what this government should actually look like."

"The government I hope for. The Manchu Qing can't compare. First, there will be no private land under heaven; land will belong to the state. The industrial system will also be under government control, and countless large factories will be state-owned. The examination system will be at least a million times larger than the current imperial examination. All common people, whether willing or not, must go to school and learn knowledge. It will all be included in the imperial examination. Generally speaking, 'Imperial power stops at the county level'—this practice will not exist in the new government. The government can directly manage anyone in the village."

Listening to Chen Ke talking with fervor and assurance, Su Wuming's eyes widened. "This... you're not joking, are you?"

"It can be done, believe me," Chen Ke said. When Chairman Mao was alive, the Party established an unprecedentedly powerful social management system. What Chen Ke mentioned were all realities that had been realized.

"Then this world won't be named Aisin Gioro anymore, right?" Su Wuming asked in a low voice.

Chen Ke looked at Su Wuming and saw no malice, but rather a somewhat excited look. The Imperial University was equivalent to the Imperial College (Guozijian). Students of the Imperial College all had such problems. This fate of the Manchu Qing...

But Chen Ke couldn't express his stance publicly. He asked back, "What do you think?"

Su Wuming just gave a dry laugh but didn't say anything more.

The lecture that followed went both smoothly and not smoothly. The students had extremely many questions. Everyone was very interested in the new government Chen Ke proposed. The students of the Imperial University were not easy to deal with, and their questions were quite tricky. The departmental settings of the new government, function design, and what relationship these designs had with productive forces. Everyone's train of thought was quite clear. It seemed they had done some research on the New Policies.

Chen Ke wasn't afraid of questions; he also knew these questions wouldn't make him lose face. At any rate, he was a transmigrator and was clear about the organization of the new state apparatus. But if he really explained these clearly, everyone would probably know Chen Ke was a revolutionary. Having finally finished the class, Chen Ke hurriedly left the school, this place of trouble. He finally got in the door before dark.

The originally empty courtyard was now piled with a lot of things. When Chen Ke left at noon, he left a list of items that needed to be purchased. Now, big vats, wood blocks, coal lumps, red clay, and tools like ropes were piled up like a small mountain.

Seeing Chen Ke return, Chen Tianhua said, "Wenqing is back. Except for that iron thing you mentioned, everything else has been bought. The blacksmith said the thing you want can only be brought out tomorrow."

"Then let's get to work." Chen Ke changed into coarse cloth clothes, called Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi, and a few other friends, and got busy.

A hole had already been made at the draft door position under the big vat. Chen Tianhua and the others had already asked the carpenter to split a wooden stake into eight petals according to the drawing Chen Ke drew. The appearance was not an ordinary equal division, but four pieces were large outside and small inside, and four pieces were small outside and large inside. After cutting out the core in the middle of the eight wood blocks, they were reassembled into a circle, a simple thick wooden stick was inserted in the middle, and the outside of the wooden stake was tied with rope.

In the afternoon, Pang Zi was quite puzzled seeing that a piece of wood had to be sawed open with such great trouble. Chen Ke didn't explain either. He first filled the big vat with earth. After filling a layer of earth, he used a wooden mallet to tamp the red clay solid. Everyone was young, and they really worked with the vigor of dragons and tigers. After the soil level was higher than the position of the air vent on the side of the vat, Chen Ke put a few bought iron rods into the vat, adjusted them to a ninety-degree position with the draft door, and then stood that strange wooden stake in the vat, continuing to fill and tamp the earth. After tamping the red clay solid, Chen Ke stood on the earth inside the big vat and struggled to pull out the thick wooden stick in the middle of that pile of strange things tied together. Next, because the eight pieces of wood on the outside were in a geometric shape of small outside and large inside, they could be pulled down easily. After dismantling the wood, the rope on the outside could be easily removed. In the middle of the red clay, an irregular hollow was created.

Then Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua used a wooden strip to grind the hollow round, and used an iron rod to dig in from the hole at the draft door position. By the time the lamps were lit, a rough, simple honeycomb briquette stove was made.

Firewood was burning in the furnace; this was to dry it. Wait until the honeycomb briquettes were made tomorrow, and it could be used.

The crowd filled a newly bought kettle with water and put it on the stove to boil. Standing by the fire, the warm feeling was really nice. At this moment, they heard someone knocking on the door. It was Chen Tianhua who went to open the door. Chen Tianhua had learned Pinyin quite well these days. Only heard him ask in a mouthful of Hunan Mandarin, "Excuse me..." and then there was no sound. Chen Ke felt strange. Just as he turned his head, he heard someone outside ask, "Is Mr. Wenqing in?" It was Steward He's voice.

"I am here," Chen Ke responded.

"Mr. Wenqing, my master invites you over." Steward He's voice was very respectful, quite unusual.

"I'll go right now."

A carriage was parked at the gate of He Ruming's house. Chen Ke didn't see it when he came back just now; it should have just arrived. Following the steward into the living room of the He residence, He Ruming was standing in the living room with his hands behind his back. Seeing Chen Ke, he immediately went up to meet him. "Wenqing is here," He Ruming said with a strange expression.

After Chen Ke greeted He Ruming, his gaze fell on another person in the living room. That was a soldier, long face, wearing a queue, with a faint scar on his left cheekbone, relatively eye-catching. What was even more eye-catching was the blue military uniform this person was wearing, a jacket with four pockets, riding breeches, and a military belt. Except for a bead on the hat like a rank knob that was neither fish nor fowl, it was basically no different from modern military uniforms.

*Could it be that my class this afternoon caused some problems?* This was Chen Ke's first thought. On second thought, the students in the school shouldn't be so bored as to inform on him. *Then what is He Ruming doing finding a military officer to see me?* Turning back to look at He Ruming, he saw a mixture of anger, helplessness, and some anxiety in his expression. Before Chen Ke could ask, He Ruming said, "Wenqing, do you have some of that new medicine with you?"

"A little bit." Chen Ke brought enough medicine for a hundred people, but he dared not say it too fully.

"How many people can it cure?"

"I wonder how many people Lord He wants to treat?"

"Medicine to cure ten people first, do you have it?"

"Yes."

"That's great." He Ruming obviously breathed a sigh of relief. "I want to ask Wenqing to treat a few people."

"Lord He, my medicine is very toxic. When I was in Shanghai, treating people required signing a written pledge first. If a life is lost, I cannot be responsible."

"I have read the newspaper about this and know a little. Wenqing, rest assured, a written pledge will also be signed here. But treating the illness is important. I still hope Wenqing will take action."

Chen Ke glanced at He Ruming. It shouldn't be this old handsome man who caught the disease. If someone in his family caught the disease, why would there be a military officer in the living room?

"I wonder where we are going to see the patients?"

"Let me introduce you. This is the New Army Military Assistant Second Class, Commander Pu."

The official system names of the Beiyang were quite long, and Chen Ke didn't understand them. But that soldier, hearing He Ruming's introduction, stood at attention with neat military bearing, clicked the heels of his leather shoes, and saluted Chen Ke. "I am Pu Guanshui."

Chen Ke hurriedly went up to shake hands with Officer Pu. "I am Chen Ke."

"Mr. Chen, I have a few patients here. I would like to ask Mr. Chen to take a look." Pu Guanshui spoke very politely. He probably knew what disease it was, so there was quite a bit of shame in his expression.

"No problem, no problem. I'll go get the medicine now."

Going back to get the medicine, Chen Ke told everyone that he was going out. He estimated he would come back very late, or simply not come back. He asked everyone to rest as early as possible. However, Chen Ke didn't dare let everyone see him off. Listening to the history Wu Xingchen and Pang Zi recounted yesterday, this room full of people and the Beiyang Army were mortal enemies. If they saw Chen Ke mixing with a Beiyang officer, heaven knows what would happen.

Taking the medicine back to the He residence, He Ruming and Pu Guanshui were already waiting in the courtyard. Led by Pu Guanshui, Chen Ke got into the carriage. The coachman urged the horses, and amidst the rumbling sound of wheels, the carriage disappeared into the dark night in He Ruming's line of sight.
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The curtains of the carriage were drawn, as if they didn't really want Chen Ke to see the destination. Chen Ke estimated they shouldn't be that bored, but he didn't want to look for trouble either. There was no light in the carriage, and not much light outside; the two were silent in the darkness.

"Brother Pu, how many people are we going to treat?" Chen Ke cared more about this. According to the history books he had read, many people in Beijing were infected back then. Especially the officers. Chen Ke previously didn't understand Wu Xingchen's sales strategy. He thought that since Wu Xingchen was a northerner, he would definitely sell a large amount to the north. As a result, Wu Xingchen only sold in Shanghai and the south, never selling medicine to the north. Those who could afford medicine were all rich people; it seemed Wu Xingchen didn't want to save them at all.

Sure enough, as Chen Ke thought, Pu Guanshui replied, "Treat ten people first." Listening to his meaning, there would be plenty to do later. It seemed he had to let Shanghai ship another batch of medicine over. Perhaps feeling that this errand was quite shameful, after answering this question, Pu Guanshui didn't say a word. He didn't respond much to Chen Ke's tentative attempts at conversation either. After saying a few sentences, Chen Ke simply stopped making a sound. The carriage kept moving, and it wasn't convenient to open the curtains. In the darkness, feeling really bored, Chen Ke simply hummed a song softly.

The first song was "Two Tigers." Facing this Beiyang officer, Chen Ke couldn't help but think of this song. "Two tigers, two tigers, run fast, run fast. One has no ears, one has no tail, how strange." Just as he finished singing, he heard Pu Guanshui opposite him burst into laughter.

"What's wrong, Brother Pu? If you find me annoying, I won't sing."

"Nothing, Mr. Chen. I think the lyrics are quite interesting. Please continue. Sitting in the carriage so drily, singing a song isn't bad."

"I'm not a busker," Chen Ke laughed. "If Brother Pu finds singing interesting, Brother Pu, sing a Beiyang military song for me to hear. How about this: you sing one, and I'll sing one. Very fair, right?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Pu Guanshui sighed with great disappointment.

"What's wrong?" Chen Ke felt very strange. If he didn't want to sing, there was no need to be like this.

"Mr. Chen, seeing that you are a foreign student, I wonder if Mr. Chen has any understanding of foreign military songs?"

"Not too much understanding."

"Alas..." Pu Guanshui sighed again, seemingly a bit disappointed.

"Brother Pu, at any rate, you are a soldier. Sighing like this is not very soldierly."

Perhaps hearing Chen Ke chattering like this, Pu Guanshui also felt he couldn't cope. He said somewhat self-abandoningly, "I took on an errand to get some parade music. Letting me go into battle to kill enemies is no problem, but letting me write music, isn't this a joke?"

"The superiors asked Brother Pu to compose this piece, naturally because Brother Pu has talent in this area. Brother Pu just needs to do it well."

"It's not like that. No one above wanted to take this hot potato, so they just pushed it down randomly."

"Since that's the case, Brother Pu can just reply in a few days that you can't do it. Or simply get a piece of music to fool them. No need to be so troubled."

"I think so too, but even to fool them casually, you have to have a tune. Parade music isn't just military music; using other tunes to cope would be like a donkey's lips not matching a horse's mouth."

"Hmm... then Brother Pu, listen to how this piece sounds."

Chen Ke used his voice to imitate the military bugle and other instruments of the prelude. It sounded quite comical, and Pu Guanshui immediately laughed out loud. But later on, the domineering tune of the "Hell March" of the Soviet faction in *Red Alert 3* quickly attracted Pu Guanshui's attention. As soon as Chen Ke finished humming, Pu Guanshui immediately moved from the opposite side to sit beside Chen Ke. "Mr. Chen, is this piece a foreign military song?"

"No, I wrote it myself after listening to foreign military songs."

"Is that really so?" Pu Guanshui was immediately excited. "Then..." Halfway through, Pu Guanshui stopped. He asked with an attitude of disbelief, "Mr. Chen, this piece..."

Chen Ke knew Pu Guanshui was worried he was coaxing him. If Pu Guanshui randomly wrote an original piece, he would at most be considered to have written it badly. If this was foreign military music, and it was played at the Beiyang parade and discovered, that would be a major crime. Writing badly was a problem of ability; using foreign military songs to fool them, that was a problem of character and capability. The two had just met, and Chen Ke knew Pu Guanshui didn't trust him.

"If Brother Pu doesn't believe it, then I have nothing to defend myself with."

"I didn't mean that," Pu Guanshui hurriedly explained. "Does Mr. Chen have other tunes? Surely you didn't just compose this one."

"What I write are all songs of wind, flowers, snow, and moon. Military songs, there aren't many."

"Any tune will do, sing two."

"Then it's still what I said first. I sing one, and Brother Pu must also sing one."

"If Mr. Chen isn't afraid of being scared to death, I have no problem," Pu Guanshui laughed.

Chen Ke didn't decline either. He first sang a classic military camp song, "Little Poplar."

After singing, Pu Guanshui was silent. It was a long while before he sighed, "I actually didn't know there were such military songs in the world."

"It's Brother Pu's turn." Chen Ke didn't want to blow his own horn.

In the darkness, hearing Pu Guanshui muster the courage to speak several times but giving up, finally, Pu Guanshui said solemnly, "Mr. Chen, compared to your song, our Beiyang military songs can be scrapped. I just want to ask Mr. Chen to sing another one. Just one is fine."

Chen Ke wasn't pretentiously coy. He sang another extremely famous song, "Camel Bell." This Pu Guanshui seemed to really be proficient in music. Chen Ke only sang it once, but he heard Pu Guanshui making sniffing sounds; he actually cried from listening to the song.

"Mr. Chen, did you study music abroad?"

"How is that possible! I studied chemistry, okay?" Chen Ke said categorically.

Pu Guanshui didn't want to entangle in this matter either. "Mr. Chen, I know that tune was composed by you. I have a presumptive request..."

"That parade music, I can help Brother Pu compose it."

"That would be great."

With this tossing about, the relationship between the two naturally became much closer. Contrary to the initial silence, the two started chatting. Pu Guanshui was from Songjiang Prefecture, Zhejiang, but when he was young, his father went to Hebei to be a county magistrate. Pu Guanshui naturally followed to Hebei, so the local Shanghai accent could no longer be heard. When the Manchu Qing sent students to study in German military academies at public expense, his father used connections to stuff Pu Guanshui in as well. After returning to China in 1903, he served in the Beiyang New Army. Foreign students who graduated from such formal foreign military academies were treated as equivalent to *Jinshi* (successful candidates in the highest imperial examination), so Pu Guanshui could become a Military Assistant Second Class at a young age. But after all, he didn't have any special foundation, and rising to a high position suddenly at this age, there were many people who wanted to make things difficult for him. Pu Guanshui's main job was translating foreign military books, which was tantamount to a sinecure. He had no real power, but strange and broken matters would be shoved onto him. For example, this matter of writing military songs.

So there was such a tortuous experience inside. Chen Ke finally understood roughly. But Chen Ke was still a bit puzzled. "Brother Pu, I can understand writing military songs. How come the matter of treating illnesses also found you?"

"It's a long story." It seemed Pu Guanshui was also quite depressed about this. The officers infected this time had quite high backgrounds. God knows how the higher-ups knew about Chen Ke, but anyway, they let Pu Guanshui pick up Chen Ke to treat the illness. As the saying goes, a superior officer can crush a subordinate to death; Pu Guanshui didn't want to go, but when the order came down, he could only obey.

"Fortunately, Brother Chen is also a talent. Although this matter is quite depressing, being able to know Brother Chen can be considered a blessing in disguise."

While talking, the carriage arrived at the destination. This was a barracks outside the city. Pu Guanshui got off and said a few words, then let Chen Ke walk in with him. This was Chen Ke's first time entering a barracks. It was pitch black around, and nothing could be seen. The barracks in the distance were indistinct. The two arrived at a corner of the military camp. After opening the door and entering, a lamp was lit in the room. There were several rows of beds, and sick officers were lying on a few of them. Unexpectedly, several officers gathered around the table in the middle. They all had pustules on their faces, but they gathered together to play Pai Gow and gamble. A pile of silver dollars was placed on the table. The officers were cursing, and one person was throwing dice into the bowl in the middle. It seemed the gambling was at its height.

With such high psychological quality, Chen Ke really admired them. But he immediately thought, *Could this group of people be infected multiple times?* But the tertiary stage wasn't like this; looking at their appearance, it should be the curable primary stage.

Seeing Pu Guanshui come in, the officers lying on the sickbeds all sat up. However, the ones gambling didn't stop. The dice bounced ding-dong in the porcelain bowl. The one throwing the dice looked at the porcelain bowl intently; such concentration.

"All rise," Pu Guanshui shouted.

This time, that person finally reacted. Turning his head to see Pu Guanshui, he hurriedly got up. "So it's Commander Pu. What instructions do you have?"

"This is Mr. Chen, who is here to treat everyone. Now he will treat everyone."

"Tch!" The one throwing dice said nonchalantly, "Watch the points, continue in a while."

*This is the Beiyang New Army known as elite?* Chen Ke thought somewhat incredibly. *But looking at this style, the psychological quality is considered okay.*

Chen Ke had done a lot of treating illnesses. He asked about the condition familiarly and then gave everyone an injection. After observing for a while and seeing that everyone had no adverse reactions, Chen Ke pulled Pu Guanshui and said, "If there is nothing else, I'll go first."

"Is this it?" Pu Guanshui was very surprised.

"Injections are needed every day from now on. But I'm afraid I won't have time to come every time. I'll leave the medicine and the method of injection. Following this method, there will definitely be no problem."

After speaking, Chen Ke asked for paper and pen and wrote down detailed usage methods and precautions. The order Pu Guanshui received was to invite Chen Ke over to treat the illness. Since the treatment was finished, there was no reason to keep Chen Ke.

Sending Chen Ke outside the military camp, Pu Guanshui said, "Mr. Chen, this carriage belongs to Lord He. You can just take it back. I will visit you tomorrow."

"No need, I won't be free tomorrow." Chen Ke immediately refused. If Pu Guanshui entered his residence wearing a Beiyang Army uniform, Pang Zi and the others might directly kill Pu Guanshui. Even if Pang Zi let Pu Guanshui go, how would this hero full of vengeance view Chen Ke?

"But I really want to get the song matter done quickly. Mr. Chen, please definitely help me."

"Is there a piano in the barracks?"

"No."

"Hmm, I wonder if Brother Pu is familiar with Lord He?"

"Today is the first time we met."

"Then you have to find a place with a piano. When I composed that tune, I played it on the piano."

Pu Guanshui pondered for a moment and asked, "Could it be that Lord He's family has a piano?"

Chen Ke didn't expect Pu Guanshui to be so intelligent. He quickly said, "I didn't say that."

"I understand. Brother Chen, how about we meet at Lord He's place tomorrow morning?"

"En, then how about Brother Pu wears civilian clothes to Lord He's place tomorrow? I will go there at nine in the morning. Please be sure to wear civilian clothes."

Although Pu Guanshui didn't understand why Chen Ke made this request, since he had a request for Chen Ke, he agreed.

On the way back in the carriage, Chen Ke turned this matter over and over in his mind several times, but he didn't know what inside story was there. However, after going back, he had to explain to He Ruming no matter what. He owed Chen Ke a favor for this. If he didn't give Chen Ke a reason, it wouldn't be justifiable.

As Chen Ke thought, He Ruming was waiting for him. Seeing Chen Ke come in, He Ruming quickly asked about the experience of treating the illness this time. After listening to Chen Ke answer one by one, He Ruming breathed a sigh of relief.

"To tell Wenqing the truth, one of the sick is a child of an old friend of mine. When I heard this news, I thought of Wenqing. I made Wenqing run such a trip."

"Since I make medicine, saving people is also my duty. Lord He doesn't need to care."

"Wenqing, how should this medicine fee be calculated?"

"Twenty taels per person. But Lord He doesn't need to worry; this is just the beginning. Wait until the people are cured." Chen Ke treated ten people today; he believed He Ruming's family might not necessarily have two hundred taels of silver prepared.

He Ruming didn't really mean to pay immediately. He suddenly asked, "Wenqing, I considered the matter you mentioned last time. I wonder if you have any detailed plans, Wenqing?"

*Loss within the dike, make up outside the dike?* Chen Ke was quite surprised that He Ruming asked about the honeycomb briquette matter. However, since there was an opportunity to promote his project, especially since He Ruming might bring wider connections, Chen Ke wouldn't refuse. He explained the specific implementation method of this project.

Listening to Chen Ke state the plan of the honeycomb briquette project in detail, He Ruming nodded slightly from time to time. Very different from the plans He Ruming had heard in the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau before, the core of Chen Ke's narration was the word "profit." Every step must be able to see income, and every penny of investment must stress efficiency. Market analysis, cost control, production efficiency, revenue curves—these nouns that seemingly could be understood but couldn't quite be understood popped out of Chen Ke's mouth from time to time.

He Ruming suddenly had an inexplicable feeling that the young man in front of him and himself were not from the same world at all. It wasn't that He Ruming hadn't seen foreign students; there were many foreign students in the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau. When they talked about things, they either used vague and general language or held onto a certain technical term and said things over and over that others couldn't understand. Chen Ke's words were popular and clear, the core was explicit, and the expectation for the whole thing was very much in place. Even if He Ruming didn't quite understand the trendy vocabulary, connecting it with the content Chen Ke said, he could roughly guess the meaning. Chen Ke's plan lacked understanding of officialdom habits, but judging from his plan, the feasibility was quite high. After listening to Chen Ke's narration, He Ruming could already sort out a routine for the whole thing in his heart.

After Chen Ke finished speaking, He Ruming had already made up his mind. "Wenqing, I will recommend a few people to help you. I wonder what requirements Wenqing has for these people?"

Chen Ke's plan was already very different, and Chen Ke's standards for people were even more different. Three conditions: First, everything must be done by themselves, including moving bricks and pulling coal, and even transporting coal in the future must be done by themselves. Second, don't raise gentlemen who sit in offices. Third, rich or poor doesn't matter.

He Ruming frowned. "Wenqing, your requirements are a bit excessive."

"Lord He, forgive me for being blunt. The biggest problem with the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau before was overstaffing. On the honeycomb briquette project, I don't want to repeat the same mistakes."

"Then why personally pull the cart to sell coal?" He Ruming was very puzzled about this.

"Who will buy honeycomb briquettes, and where the sales are best, I think I should investigate personally."

He Ruming's face suddenly became kind after listening to Chen Ke's words. "Wenqing, you haven't lived in Beijing, right? You should know, in this aspect, those Bannermen are the clearest."

The rules of the Clan Court for Bannermen: not allowed to do business, not allowed to be petty officials, only allowed to be soldiers. If they didn't become soldiers, relying solely on that little money from the Clan Court, many poor Bannermen would starve to death. But rules were rules; Bannermen had no livelihood. So, with policies from above and countermeasures from below, the Clan Court didn't care about Bannermen in the capital pulling carts to make a living. From the Prince's Mansion down to the common people, everyone was very familiar with those poor Bannermen engaged in the rickshaw industry. He Ruming suggested that Chen Ke hire some Bannermen, which would be more efficient.

Chen Ke recalled Master Chang Fourth in Lao She's play *Teahouse*, who also made a living by pulling a cart. He quickly thanked He Ruming for his suggestion. But Chen Ke still believed he must straighten out the sales channels personally; it wasn't appropriate to blindly hand it over to others. The two sides agreed to start doing this now.

After reaching an agreement, Chen Ke returned to his place. After knocking on the door, Chen Ke went straight back to sleep. This was also two days and one night without sleep. There were still many things to do tomorrow.

Chen Ke was pushed awake. Chen Tianhua was shaking Chen Ke's shoulder.

"What's wrong, Xingtai?"

"Someone is looking for you."

The person who came was He Ruming's steward again. Chen Ke checked his watch; it was only eight o'clock. Heaven knows why He Ruming was so anxious. After washing his face, Chen Ke rushed to the He residence opposite. After entering the living room, he saw Pu Guanshui wearing civilian clothes also in the living room. He Ruming's face was gloomy. "Wenqing, didn't you say that only five or six out of a hundred people couldn't stand your medicine? How come just after using your medicine, the person is dying?"

This question was very illogical; Chen Ke actually didn't know how to answer. Sizing up the somewhat agitated He Ruming, Chen Ke could only remain silent.

"Wenqing, speak up." He Ruming stared at Chen Ke, almost roaring.

"Was it done according to the usage details I wrote?" Chen Ke asked.

He Ruming was holding that piece of paper in his hand. He slapped the paper on the table with a *pa*. "It was used exactly as you wrote."

"Was the dosage correct?" Chen Ke asked while picking up the instructions. After looking carefully, Chen Ke found that this was a recopied sheet. "Since that medicine is a tiger and wolf medicine (potent drug), the dosage must absolutely not be wrong." Speaking of this, Chen Ke finally understood why he felt something was wrong. He had been worried that the dosage of the medicine would be mixed wrong in the army.

"It was exactly according to what was written on this list," He Ruming replied. Why it was He Ruming answering and not Pu Guanshui answering, Chen Ke was a bit puzzled.
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He Ruming stared at Chen Ke; he had an indescribable displeasure towards this short-haired foreign student. *How did I get mixed up with him?* He Ruming had such doubts. But it had to be said that although He Ruming appeared angry on the surface, he was actually quite guilty at heart.

Although He Ruming belonged to the "Empress Party," he was also part of the Westernization Movement. The Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau could be considered the former Beiyang faction of Li Hongzhang. Yuan Shikai's Xiaozhan New Army was considered the later Beiyang faction. The personnel exchange between the two factions wasn't small. So after He Ruming entered the capital, he also deliberately contacted the officers of the New Army in the capital. Upon learning that someone was infected, he naturally thought of Chen Ke. There were quite a few people infected these days, not just those officers, but also a young man who was quite important to He Ruming. This young man's father, Lian Bicheng, was one of the key supports for He Ruming's entry into the capital this time. The two families had already settled on a marriage, and the betrothal gifts were about to be presented.

Learning that this young man, who was basically considered his son-in-law, had contracted this disease, He Ruming was furious. But anger was one thing; saving him was another. He Ruming knew Chen Ke's medicine was toxic, so he kept an extra eye out and first asked Chen Ke to treat other officers. If there were no problems, he would then treat the young master of the Lian family. Curing a disease was a good thing, but if curing a disease turned into taking a life, He Ruming couldn't bear the responsibility.

The Lian family was also well aware of He Ruming's thoughts. They sent people to watch Chen Ke's treatment process the whole time. After Chen Ke left, their family doctor also stayed there to observe. The efficacy of the medicine was obvious; after one night, the officers' bodies had improved significantly. The Lian family's son had already been taken back home, and they didn't inject the drug into their son until the morning.

He Ruming didn't want Chen Ke to intervene in this matter. After all, the Lian family were people of status. Chen Ke might not necessarily fail to hear rumors in the future, but this broken disease was really a shameful thing; the fewer people who knew, the better. Moreover, the Lian family was also worried about problems, so they deliberately reduced the dosage the first time. However, shortly after the injection, problems arose.

Only then did He Ruming call Chen Ke over. Originally, he also wanted to ask calmly. But after all, he was distracted. If the young master of the Lian family really had problems... As soon as He Ruming thought of such a result, he regretted it; he should have let Chen Ke treat him personally at that time. But this self-reflection was quickly replaced by a nameless fire. *What kind of potent medicine (tiger and wolf medicine) is this Chen Ke making! Ten officers were fine, so why did something happen when it was the Lian family's turn?* He Ruming thought indignantly, *Where is Chen Ke's medical ethics? Is this the "parental heart of a healer"?*

However, this emotion wasn't as intense as Chen Ke saw. Seeing Chen Ke enter the living room, He Ruming truly exploded. Chen Ke's appearance was actually quite tough—tall, square face. But Chen Ke's eyes completely inherited from his mother; they were a pair of large, sparkling eyes. The eyelashes were so long that a matchstick wouldn't fall off them. The beautifully shaped double eyelids even had a slight upward slant. When these eyes looked at He Ruming as calm as water, He Ruming only felt that Chen Ke's gaze had an indescribable innocence and purity, which made his nameless fire burn with double the intensity.

*Why does Chen Ke look at me with such a gaze? Falling into such a dangerous juncture, didn't I trust Chen Ke?* With Yan Fu's recommendation, plus the steadiness and calmness Chen Ke showed when persuading the promotion of the honeycomb briquette project, He Ruming gradually had confidence in Chen Ke. And at this critical moment, Chen Ke pushed He Ruming off a cliff. *This quack didn't ask for medicine money at the time; at that time, I even thought Chen Ke was righteous enough. Now it seems this quack deliberately left himself a way out to evade responsibility.* However, if a life was lost over there, He Ruming would not let Chen Ke off no matter what.

Chen Ke naturally didn't know why He Ruming's anger was so intense. There was no time to explain at this moment. He picked up the copy He Ruming slapped on the table and read through it. He suddenly discovered a very subtle error. This might be his own error; he wrote "needs to be injected slowly and carefully, observing the patient's reaction at any time" for the injection, but didn't specify how slow the speed should be. But on this paper, the word "slowly" was missing, leaving only the four words "inject carefully."

Chen Ke asked, "Lord He, where is the original manuscript?"

He Ruming angrily took out the original manuscript. After comparing them, Chen Ke asked, "Why are the words 'slowly' missing?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, He Ruming leaned over and looked carefully; sure enough, those two words were missing. But He Ruming didn't think this mattered; instead, he thought Chen Ke was shirking responsibility, and his anger grew even more. Before he could flare up, Chen Ke stopped He Ruming. "Lord He, the important thing now is to save the person. How much medicine did you inject into the patient?"

"Fearing your medicine was poisonous, we only used half the dosage," He Ruming said indignantly.

"Then it's much simpler. Quickly inject a large amount of physiological saline into the patient. According to what you said, the injected dosage was very small, so it shouldn't cause a loss of life."

"How large an amount?" He Ruming pressed. Just because of a tiny mistake, such a big thing happened. He Ruming didn't dare not to clarify Chen Ke's words anymore.

"Inject 300 milliliters first," Chen Ke said, then detailed the injection site. Seeing He Ruming's dissatisfied look, Chen Ke asked for pen and paper and wrote down what he had just said.

Things having reached this point, He Ruming wasn't someone who didn't know the severity. This time, he watched with his own eyes as Chen Ke wrote the solution, read it once himself, and felt there was no problem. Only then did he let the steward take it to the patient's home.

The two sat waiting without saying a word. Pu Guanshui knew it wasn't his time to speak, so he simply accompanied the two in silence. After more than half an hour, the steward ran back with joy on his face. As soon as he entered the living room, the steward said, "My Lord, just as written on the prescription, he has stabilized."

The people in the room all breathed a sigh of relief. He Ruming asked the steward to copy Chen Ke's treatment essentials carefully, ensuring not a single word was wrong. Only then did he turn his head. Looking at Chen Ke's gaze, which looked quite innocent, He Ruming didn't know what to say. Apologizing to Chen Ke now would make him lose face, so he sat there awkwardly instead.

Pu Guanshui was from an official family after all and had the ability to observe words and expressions. Seeing such a situation, he said, "Lord He, do you know about the Beiyang Army's Autumn Maneuvers?"

He Ruming knew that 20,000 Beiyang troops were currently conducting autumn drills in Hejian. Hearing Pu Guanshui mention it, he nodded. "I know of this matter."

"This Mr. Chen wants to write a parade march for the Beiyang Army Autumn Maneuvers, but he needs a piano to play it. We can't find one temporarily," Pu Guanshui said very politely.

*This damn Chen Wenqing! He really knows how to cause trouble for people.* He Ruming cursed in his heart. But on second thought, if what Pu Guanshui said was true, and this Autumn Maneuvers tune could really be composed using his family's piano, as long as he could operate it cleverly, it wouldn't be a bad thing for him. If someone could put in a good word for him, maybe his name could be heard by Yuan Shikai.

"My family happens to have a piano. If Commander Pu doesn't mind, you can use it," He Ruming followed Pu Guanshui's words.

"That would be very grateful. Can we use it now?"

"The piano is in the women's quarters. Please wait a moment; I will have the servants move the piano out."

The steward took two domestic servants to the backyard. It took a lot of effort to move the piano to the backyard. "Brother Wenqing, how about we go help too?" Pu Guanshui was quite anxious now, wishing he could start immediately.

Chen Ke was quite surprised by this. He personally never opposed labor, but Pu Guanshui actively asking to do manual labor made Chen Ke look at him with new eyes. He nodded.

Seeing Chen Ke agree, Pu Guanshui said to He Ruming, "Lord He, we will go help too."

"I dare not accept that. Just let the servants do it."

"At a time like this, who cares about that much." Pu Guanshui was burning with anxiety.

Seeing Pu Guanshui so anxious, He Ruming didn't stop him anymore. With the addition of two fresh forces, the piano was quickly moved into the living room. Chen Ke opened the piano lid, but saw a book under the lid. It was the last book of his own set. *Could it be that the young lady of that family also reads my books?* Chen Ke was a bit puzzled. But he couldn't think that much at this moment. Chen Ke's fingers slid across the keyboard; the piano's tuning was passable. He casually played a tune, which was the opening theme from *Steins;Gate*.

This was a rather cold and clear music; Chen Ke liked that distant style. The beautiful melody echoed in the living room, really giving a feeling of crossing time and space. The piano was bought when He Ruming's father was alive. He Ruming often listened to his sister and daughter play the piano. To him, the sound of the piano was just so-so. But watching Chen Ke's fingers jumping on the long black and white keys in a very strange way, and this way devoid of aesthetic feeling could make the piano emit such beautiful sounds, really made He Ruming feel quite surprised.

After listening, He Ruming certainly looked at Chen Ke with new eyes, but he was also a bit puzzled. *Can such a cold and deserted tune serve as a parade march?* He didn't believe it.

Chen Ke felt his touch had returned. After returning to this era, his body had a leap-forward enhancement. Piano playing required high finger speed, strength, and ability to control force from the player. Although his body's enhancement didn't go as far as being invulnerable, the change in this aspect was very significant. He casually played Chopin's "Revolutionary Etude" again. Chen Ke used to have to prepare for a long time to play this piece, but now he really played it effortlessly. The impassioned and generous tune made Chen Ke feel his blood boiling. Music had such magic; no communication was needed. Even if Chen Ke didn't know exactly what Chopin's mood was when he heard that an uprising had occurred in Poland and was then suppressed, the abundant emotion in this piece could still make Chen Ke feel incomparably high-spirited.

Just as Chen Ke was immersed in the joy of music, in the backyard, He Qian and He Ying sat at the door of the boudoir, quietly listening to the music coming from the living room. When Chen Ke finished playing a piece, He Qian just shook her head gently. He Ying turned back and picked up her embroidery. However, she didn't continue her embroidery; the purpose of picking it up was just for fear that her mother would be angry if she came in and saw her not doing needlework.

The door to the backyard opened, and two little boys walked into the courtyard stealthily, looking around and gazing towards the living room. Soon, a fierce and majestic piece of music rang out. The two young ladies and the two young masters were startled. These four naturally didn't know that what Chen Ke was playing was today's "main course"—"Hell March." After the first part was played, He Ying asked, "Auntie, this piece sounds quite scary."

He Qian didn't answer. This was the first time she had heard such a piece, and she was equally shocked. She had already asked just now; the one who wanted to use the piano was that Chen Ke whom her brother He Ruming mentioned last time. Listening to Chen Ke play three pieces of music in a row, with completely different styles, that skilled performance made He Qian very much want to go and see how Chen Ke actually played. But in this era, girls couldn't show their faces in public without parental permission. When He Qian followed the Old Master, although she was treated as a boy, there was a limit. Without the Old Master's permission, He Qian couldn't actively meet strangers. Now following her brother He Ruming, He Qian actually couldn't be as free as when she was with her father.

Chen Ke started playing again. This time it became segment by segment, and no one knew what was going on. No matter how good the music was, playing it like this would make people lose interest. Not to mention He Qian actually didn't like this domineering style of music.

Not long after, He Ruming returned to the backyard. First, he shooed his two sons back to the room to study, and then He Ruming returned to his room. It took a good while before He Ruming came out. He Qian knew her sister-in-law wasn't a knowledgeable woman; if there was any advantage, it was that she strictly observed women's morals. Her brother He Ruming actually didn't discuss matters with his sister-in-law much. If there was any big event, he still had to talk to her. Sure enough, He Ruming entered the room and called He Qian to go to the main room together. He Qian noticed that her brother took a special look at He Ying, his expression full of apology.

*What on earth is going on?* He Qian didn't quite understand.

Entering the main room with her brother, He Ruming then recounted what had happened. Hearing that the bastard son of the Lian family had contracted the disease, He Qian frowned tightly, giving birth to an impulse to spit. He Qian finally understood what that look from her eldest brother just now meant. After He Ruming finished rambling, he just sighed. He Qian knew what her brother was worried about. She pondered for a moment and already had an idea. "Brother, the Lian family are people of status after all. Their son caused such a thing, and since Brother introduced this Chen Ke to cure them. I think the Lian family probably won't have the face to mention this marriage anymore."

He Ruming nodded but didn't speak.

Seeing her eldest brother like this, He Qian frowned slightly. She tentatively said, "Brother, are you afraid that if you can't marry into the Lian family, the Lian family will make things difficult for you in the future?"

Having his mind read, He Ruming blushed.

He Qian's brows furrowed even deeper. "Brother, there is always a reason for everything. Our family's daughter, if not a golden branch and jade leaf (princess), is also pampered and spoiled. Why should we let the Lian family ruin her? You love He Ying so much; how come when it comes to your own official position, you are different?"

"I definitely won't let Ying'er marry the Lian family's degenerate son. There is absolutely no discussion on this. It's just..."

He Qian glared at her eldest brother with a look of disappointment, as if hating iron for not becoming steel. He Ying's birth also had some secrets. He Ruming's current wife was not He Ying's biological mother but a second wife. When He Ying was born back then, due to dystocia, only the child was saved between the mother and child. According to the custom in Tianjin, such a child was called "cursed to outlive her parents" (bad luck) and had to be given away to others. But He Ruming refused to give his daughter away; he just quickly married a second wife and didn't let the people in the family mention this matter. He Ying had always thought her stepmother was her biological mother.

Not being her biological daughter, this stepmother naturally wouldn't be too close to He Ying. As a result, He Qian, as the aunt, had a very good relationship with her niece who was two years younger than her. He Qian heard Old Master He occasionally complain in private that whether in learning, appearance, or dealing with people, Old Master He thought the first daughter-in-law was several streets ahead of this second daughter-in-law. But He Ruming brought a child considered "cursed" and still married a second wife; a good family naturally was hopeless.

As a woman, He Qian appreciated her brother's action very much. She didn't expect that He Ruming, who had paid such a high price for his daughter, would actually have such an attitude of worrying about personal gains and losses when encountering matters of official position. He Qian knew her brother had it hard. After the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau collapsed, He Ruming's official career was once completely cut off. Finding a job again with such difficulty, He Ruming also bribed up and down. Because this lousy matter destroyed his future, he naturally wouldn't be happy.

"Brother, let me say something unpleasant. Don't be angry."

"Speak."

"Look at that Chen Ke in the living room; he is only twenty-five years old. But listening to what you just said, he can find ways and connections anytime and anywhere. Even a fifth-rank official like you has to beg at his door. Why do you think this is?"

He Ruming had never looked at Chen Ke from such an angle. After pondering for a moment, He Ruming said, "He is a foreign student. You also know that foreign students have had it easy these years."

Hearing He Ruming's words, He Qian was quite disappointed. Her brother actually hadn't understood this problem up to now. Her eldest brother wasn't like this before. *Could it be that after the Gengzi year, eldest brother's backbone has been worn away?* He Qian held back her dissatisfaction and continued softly, "I see that Chen Ke never begs anyone."

"He doesn't beg anyone, yet he looks for me to cooperate on honeycomb briquettes?" He Ruming retorted. Hearing his sister praise Chen Ke, he immediately became angry.

"Rotten wood cannot be carved!" He Qian said to herself. But these words couldn't be said explicitly no matter what. He Qian still tried to wake up her eldest brother. "He begged at Brother's door; isn't it precisely because Brother has something Chen Ke wants?"

"En." Hearing this, He Ruming felt his breath was much smoother.

"As long as Brother, you have your own strengths, if others want to get things done, they naturally have to find you, Brother. This Chen Ke makes medicine, composes music, writes books; presumably, he does them all himself. If a young man is like this, Brother, you were also a renowned figure in the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau back then, and you have so many old acquaintances. Why must you care about a Lian family? If you say you owe the Lian family a favor, just pay them back in the future. Why must you let He Ying suffer this bitterness?"
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Chapter 30 He Qian (2)

He Ruming looked at his younger sister, He Qian. The brother and sister looked very much alike, both inheriting their features from their mother. When He Qian was young, He Ruming often took her out to play on the streets. At that time, anyone who saw the two of them, as long as they could strike up a conversation, would say they looked like brother and sister at first glance. Of course, there were also those with no eyes who would ask if they were father and daughter. But He Ruming didn't feel that way. In his opinion, his sister He Qian's personality was more like their father's. The look on He Qian's face now, as she persuaded him to break off the marriage with the Lian family, seemed almost exactly the same as his father's to He Ruming. Both had a faint sense of condescension. This was the feeling He Ruming disliked the most.

"Brother, that marriage proposal definitely cannot be agreed to anymore. Now that this has happened, if the Lian family still knows some shame, they should take the initiative to talk to you. Anyway, the betrothal gifts haven't been presented yet, so things haven't reached an unmanageable point."

Seeing that He Ruming still hadn't made up his mind, He Qian simply made it clear. "If they don't know what's good for them and insist on mentioning this matter, Brother, you must reject this matter. Contracting this disease is enough to show that their son is definitely not a good thing. If they mention the marriage again, they are looking down on you. Is our family's girl so cheap that she can't find a good family to marry?"

Hearing that he would be looked down upon, He Ruming roused his spirits a bit. But after a moment, he frowned again. He Qian knew He Ruming was worried that without relying on the Lian family, his future official career would definitely be damaged. Knowing this, she was even more furious. "Brother, to put it plainly, this officialdom is still a matter of spending money. Without relying on the Lian family, it's not like we don't have other opportunities. There is a gold mountain outside; go dig it."

"Outside?" He Ruming asked in confusion.

"If you get this medicine, we also have some shops in Tianjin. How much money can we make just by selling this medicine?"

Only then did He Ruming understand that his sister had already set her sights on Chen Ke. Thinking about it, this was indeed a way to make money, but that Chen Ke was not an ordinary foreign student without background. As far as he knew now, he had Yan Fu backing him up. Trying to blackmail Chen Ke wouldn't be that easy. "How can we make this Chen Wenqing obediently take out the medicine?" he asked his sister.

"Isn't he begging at your door right now?"

"That honeycomb briquette?"

*Rotten wood cannot be carved!* He Qian was speechless at her brother's slow reaction. After reading Chen Ke's book, although He Qian hadn't met Chen Ke, she was already certain that Chen Ke couldn't want to cooperate with He Ruming just for the honeycomb briquette matter; he must have other intentions. What Chen Ke's true purpose was, He Qian wasn't too clear about either. To gain benefits from Chen Ke, relying on her brother alone probably wouldn't work. It seemed she had to condescend to meet Chen Ke herself to know. After confirming her train of thought, He Qian said, "Brother, keep Chen Ke for lunch. I'll ask him."

"This isn't convenient, is it?"

"At any rate, he is an overseas student, plays the piano so well, and listening to Brother, he seems to be quite learned. He must have been overseas for many years; foreign men and women don't avoid meeting each other. There is nothing inconvenient about this."

After hearing his sister's hint, He Ruming felt that Chen Ke was indeed a bit like a target that could be squeezed. But to really squeeze Chen Ke, he didn't have a good method he could think of immediately. Since his sister was willing to come forward, He Ruming felt a lot less pressure.

"Let it be so."

"What about the Lian family's matter?" He Qian pressed. In fact, He Qian's attitude was so firm not just for He Ying. If the He family was looked down upon, she, as an unmarried girl of the He family, would also be looked down upon. For the He family, He Qian had to defend the family's dignity.

"Just do as you said," He Ruming replied.

After the brother and sister finished discussing for the family's interests, He Ruming returned to the living room first. He saw Chen Ke and Pu Guanshui lying on the table, writing something on paper.

"When getting to this note, insert a symbol. Play such a segment," Chen Ke said while writing. He Ruming leaned over to look; it was somewhat familiar. Those were the strange symbols on the few music scores that came with the piano when the family bought it. Chen Ke wrote a segment with a swishing sound, and then marked a few key points on it with a pen. "This part needs to be accompanied by a gong. That's about it."

Pu Guanshui looked at the dozen sheets of paper on the table; each sheet had a score for different instrument performances. "Brother Wenqing, organizing a military band is just like fighting a war; the operation methods of each department are completely different."

"It's the same for everything. It won't work without good cooperation."

"Then I'll take these back first and find the military band to practice."

"Brother Guanshui, if you want to save trouble, it's best to find a foreign military band and let them help rehearse. Our military band will learn faster by following them."

Hearing this, He Ruming felt Chen Ke's tone was very big. Foreign military bands weren't so easy to mobilize. Seeing Pu Guanshui's hesitant expression, He Ruming felt Pu Guanshui had the same thought. Unexpectedly, Pu Guanshui continued, "Finding a foreign military band is nothing. But this is the Beiyang's own parade march after all. If we find a foreign military band, I'm afraid people will laugh at my Beiyang for having no one."

Hearing this, He Ruming also became dissatisfied with Pu Guanshui. He immediately labeled the two young men as "not knowing the immensity of heaven and earth."

"If Brother Guanshui needs anything, just come find me. It must be in the morning; I have to lecture at the Imperial University in the afternoon."

"Understood. I will definitely come to trouble Brother Wenqing."

After speaking, Pu Guanshui asked Chen Ke to play "Soviet March" completely twice more before getting up to leave.

Standing at the door with Chen Ke, watching Pu Guanshui leave, He Ruming said, "Wenqing, after hearing the tune you played, my sister wants to see how Wenqing plays the piano. Could I trouble Wenqing?"

"That is possible." Chen Ke didn't understand what He Ruming wanted to do, but he had no reason to refuse.

Returning to the living room, He Ruming asked his sister to come in, and everyone exchanged greetings. Chen Ke sized up He Qian and couldn't help but look at He Ruming beside her. The brother and sister looked quite alike. Handsome Brother He looked very much like Teacher Chen (Edison Chen) who had transcended the realm of equipment, while He Qian's appearance could only be described as beautiful. She wore her hair in that long braid unique to young girls, but Chen Ke really couldn't accept the silk clothes on her body. It was the kind of clothing popular in the Manchu Qing, which meant a pile of gaudy stuff, small collars, wide jackets, and the long skirts were also that annoying straight-tube style. To these clothes, Chen Ke felt they looked very much like mourning clothes. No matter how he looked at it, he felt uncomfortable.

While Chen Ke was sizing up He Qian, He Qian was also sizing up Chen Ke. Chen Ke's height was considered very tall in this era. Although his clothes looked a bit old, from a woman's perspective, the fabric had excellent luster. However, He Qian noticed that Chen Ke initially looked at her with some appreciation, but soon his attitude immediately became cold. He Qian felt a bit dissatisfied with this subtle change. Anyone who had met her always praised He Qian for being quite beautiful. Chen Ke's gaze was no different from others at first, but after sizing up her clothes, his attitude changed. *Could it be that I am not as attention-grabbing as a set of clothes?*

She couldn't help but look down at her own attire. This set of clothes was already very much like Manchu clothing; He Qian felt she understood a bit. After reading Chen Ke's book, He Qian could judge that Chen Ke was a revolutionary. Connecting this with Chen Ke's attitude towards her clothes, He Qian could absolutely confirm Chen Ke's political leaning now.

"I wonder what tune Miss He wants to hear?" Chen Ke asked.

He Ruming's face changed immediately upon hearing this. *Where is the practice of leaving someone's brother aside and asking the woman directly? This is too inconsistent with etiquette.*

"Can Mr. Chen play the first tune?" He Qian didn't mind too much.

Sure enough, as she thought, Chen Ke didn't look at her anymore; he sat by the piano and started playing. The music was beautiful, but everyone's state of mind was already different. When she first heard this tune, He Qian was still appreciating the music; now she was just observing Chen Ke.

After finishing this piece, and after Chen Ke played a few more tunes, He Qian asked, "Did Mr. Chen study music overseas?"

"I studied chemistry."

"No wonder I heard my brother say Mr. Chen wants to do the honeycomb briquette business in the capital."

Hearing this, Chen Ke turned his head to look at He Qian. He suddenly noticed that He Qian's demeanor was very familiar. That was a very firm and serious expression; when Chen Ke negotiated with people, opponents often used this attitude to bargain.

Chen Ke smiled. He looked seriously into He Qian's eyes and said, "I wonder what advice Miss He has. Please speak frankly."

He Ruming looked at these two young people. Both had steady attitudes and powerful gazes. Although their expressions looked kind, they gave people a feeling of hiding their light under a bushel. In this instant, He Ruming just felt that these two looked very alike.

"I wonder why Mr. Chen found my eldest brother to cooperate on this matter?"

"I need to find hands who are steadfast and willing to work, and who understand machinery. I heard that since Lord He worked in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau for many years, you naturally know many talents in this area. I can also find them through other channels, but it is certainly not as convenient as letting Lord He, who knows the roots and bottom, find them."

"I wonder what benefits my brother will have for doing this matter?" He Qian asked.

He Ruming was drinking tea; hearing this, he almost spat out the tea. *My sister is too blunt, isn't she?*

"Then what does Miss He want?" Chen Ke was equally blunt.

"I wonder how Mr. Chen's medicine is sold?"

Chen Ke thought for a moment. "With a ten-day limit, if Lord He can find ten people, I will sell Lord He medicine for one hundred people. If you can find twenty people, I will sell Lord He medicine for two hundred people. My medicine sells for twenty taels per person in Shanghai. If the people Lord He finds, I approve of five, the medicine price I give Lord He is the dosage for eighteen taels per person. If I approve of ten people, it's sixteen taels. If I approve of twenty people, I will give Lord He the dosage for twelve taels per person. Moreover, I guarantee that within three months, absolutely no other medicine will flow to the north. How much money Lord He sells it for, I will not interfere at all."

He Ruming knew that let alone twenty taels, even if he sold it for fifty taels now, those anxious to see a doctor would pay. If it was a dosage for two hundred people, according to what Chen Ke said, he would earn more than three thousand taels of silver at the very least. In these years, a good manor around Beijing was only a price of two or three thousand taels. Such a deal could earn that much. But such a negotiation between Chen Ke and his sister made He Ruming feel very uncomfortable. *Where are the lady from a prominent family and the foreign student? The two are simply a pair of bold merchants.*

"I'm afraid ten days is not enough time," He Qian said.

"At most thirteen days, I can't wait too long."

"Then what is Brother's meaning?" He Qian turned her head and asked.

"Twenty days," He Ruming replied.

"Lord He, I will wait at most thirteen days," Chen Ke replied unceremoniously.

He Ruming looked at Chen Ke, seeing that he had no intention of backing down, He Ruming frowned. But glancing at his sister, he saw his sister nod slightly. Only then did He Ruming say, "Then let it be thirteen days."

After settling the matter, Chen Ke got up to take his leave. He Ruming didn't ask him to stay. After Chen Ke left, he asked He Qian, "What exactly does this Chen Ke mean?"

"He already said it," He Qian sat by the piano, her fingers gently tapping the keys.

"You believe him?" He Ruming pressed.

"Then what does Brother plan to do? Either do it or don't do it. Brother, you make up your own mind." After speaking, He Qian struck the keyboard, and the piano played a monotonous note. Listening to Chen Ke's fluent playing just now, He Ruming felt this sound was really unpleasant.

Returning to his residence, Chen Ke saw everyone surrounding Chen Tianhua. Going over to look, it turned out the blacksmith had delivered the custom-made mold. The briquette maker was made quite roughly and simply, but what Chen Ke wanted at this time was time; whether the outer iron ring was round enough and whether the tolerance between parts was high enough were no longer the main points Chen Ke pursued. At this time, the courtyard was already piled with newly bought crushed coal. Chen Ke and everyone put on masks, broke the coal into coal powder as much as possible, then mixed it with loess, and used the briquette maker to beat it into honeycomb briquettes.

After making twenty briquettes, this thing was far less convenient than the briquette makers of later generations. To pursue time, Chen Ke adopted the simplest mode. Moreover, everyone was unskilled at the beginning; not only was the coal production slow, but quite a few were broken in the middle. Their black hands wiped the sweat on their sweaty foreheads and faces indiscriminately, making their faces even dirtier. Chen Ke asked, "Tianhua, look at how much effort we spent. If they can buy honeycomb briquettes, people would rather buy coal, right?"

Chen Tianhua was also tired; breaking coal and mixing mud was not easy labor. He lifted the cloth on the earthen jar and drank a bellyful of water from the mouth of the jar. "That may not be so. The common people are very cautious about spending money. They don't earn much money in the first place; where is the money to spend?"

"Now we are doing it ourselves, so the cost of hiring workers is too high. In the future, using machines for production, the cost can be lower than burning coal balls," Chen Ke replied confidently.

Chen Ke stood up and started filling the rough stove with firewood. Yesterday at midnight, Chen Ke had already started burning firewood in the stove to slowly evaporate the moisture in the clay. Now the clay was much drier. After Chen Ke lit the firewood this time, he put a honeycomb briquette on top. The light smoke from burning firewood gradually dispersed. Chen Ke waited for a while, and finally said with a smile on his face, "The honeycomb briquette is burning."

Pots, pans, and ladles were all bought. Chen Ke hadn't used honeycomb briquettes since he was eighteen, but he hadn't forgotten how to use them. Blue flames were burning under the pot. Taking advantage of the strong fire, he stir-fried the dishes in one go. Everyone gathered around the table and started eating.

"I made a connection with the Beiyang Army yesterday," Chen Ke said calmly.

Everyone except Wu Xingchen was stunned hearing this. Chen Ke originally planned to say this later, but after thinking about it just now, he felt it was better to say it earlier. If he said it later, in case everyone discovered it first, it wouldn't be easy to explain. Who knew what trouble would arise. Anyway, saying it anytime would cause problems. It was better to say it directly now to avoid unpredictable things.

"Chen Ke, what do you mean by this?" Pang Zi slammed his chopsticks down with a *pa*; sure enough, he flared up first.

"The Beiyang Army is currently drilling in Hejian. If we are lucky, we can see their drill with our own eyes. At that time, everyone can see the actual situation of the Beiyang Army," Chen Ke said unmoved. "Brother Pang, don't you want revenge? Isn't it good to see the actual situation of the Beiyang Army with your own eyes?"

"You!" Pang Zi was speechless with anger for a moment.

"Know the enemy and know yourself, and you can fight a hundred battles with no danger of defeat," Wu Xingchen said in a deep voice.

"What the fuck 'hundred battles with no danger'! Just kill them one by one and it'll be fine," Pang Zi said angrily.

"Brother Pang, you..."

"What 'Brother Pang,' I'm not your big brother." Hearing Chen Ke had collusion with the Beiyang Army, Pang Zi felt angry. Just as he was about to flare up, Wu Xingchen slapped the table with a *pa*. He shouted sternly, "Pang the Third, what do you want to do? What do you want to say? Is this how you talk to Wenqing? How did Uncle Jing teach you back then?"

Pang Zi seemed somewhat afraid of Wu Xingchen. Being roared at like this, his arrogance immediately disappeared.

"Wenqing, you don't need to be so polite to Pang Zi. Scold him when you should; has he turned the sky upside down!" Wu Xingchen said severely.

Chen Ke smiled and didn't say anything else, just explaining how he contacted the Beiyang Army. Pang Zi wanted to speak several times in the middle, but stared at by Wu Xingchen, he didn't dare to be so presumptuous.

"So, Wenqing wants to let us go see when the Beiyang Army holds the parade?" Wu Xingchen said slowly.

"The parade can best show the actual situation of the Beiyang Army. And if we are lucky, we can also see the Beiyang's real combat exercises. This opportunity is rare."

"Brother Pang, haven't you always wanted revenge? If you want to rebel in Hebei, you definitely can't avoid the encirclement and suppression of the Beiyang Army. And the brothers from Shandong, once everyone makes a big scene, they also can't avoid fighting the Beiyang Army. Look at the strength of the Beiyang Army now; if we encounter the Beiyang Army in the future, we will also have preparation," Chen Ke said.

"How many Beiyang troops are drilling?" Wu Xingchen asked.

"Not all of Beiyang's forces; I heard more than twenty thousand were transferred," Chen Ke answered casually.

"*Sss!*" Someone already sucked in a breath of cold air.

In the Gengzi year, the Beiyang Six Towns hadn't fully formed yet. To suppress the Shandong uprising, the Beiyang Army force Yuan Shikai used was less than ten thousand. And the Boxers were beaten to pieces. Hearing Chen Ke's statement, the strength of the Beiyang Army was much stronger than before, and the Shandong heroes were greatly shocked. Even Pang Zi lowered his head and dared not make a sound.

"Brother Wu, we have to grasp the time to lecture these days. I don't know when I will be taken to help them rehearse the parade music. If there is a chance to go see the Beiyang exercises, we must know how to defeat the Beiyang Army before going to see the exercises."

Hearing Chen Ke's statement, everyone's gaze focused on Chen Ke's face again.

"I can only tell everyone the basic things; it's all armchair strategy. If these are not understood, going to see the exercises, I'm afraid everyone will be scared by the Beiyang Army." Chen Ke commented on everyone's current strength indifferently.

"By the way, we have to send a letter to Shanghai today. Let them ship some things to us. Hmm, let Xie Mingxian be responsible for bringing the things over."
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Chapter 31 Social Investigation

You Gou was a very interesting girl; Chen Ke had always thought so. If he saw You Gou slap a boy across the face, he would definitely think he had foresight. That boy was younger than You Gou, but he was a northern man. You Gou had learned combat from Chen Ke for a while. A human-shaped target had been set up in the workshop courtyard, and Chen Ke had taught You Gou some basic fighting techniques against the target. Chen Ke believed that rather than letting You Gou learn some combat skills, slapping was a simpler technique. After slapping, a kick to the solar plexus would follow, which was more effective than anything. Generally speaking, men were less defensive against women. This kind of move was easier to succeed with.

After the crisp slap, You Gou felt great. You Gou had also set up a similar human-shaped target at home. Every night, she would take out an hour to punch and kick the target wrapped in thick cotton. She practiced several basic routines quite familiarly. Just as she lifted her foot and was about to kick, she was suddenly pulled away. Turning her head, she saw it was Qi Huishen who had acted. Qi Huishen stepped forward, pointed at the person who was beaten, and shouted, "Is this how you talk to Teacher You? What do you mean by dog comprador? I, your father, also come from a comprador background!"

The person who was beaten was really stunned by this slap. He was just sarcastically mocking "dog compradors" as a group of people who had forgotten their ancestors with an extremely disdainful smile along with two classmates beside him. In between, there was vicious ridicule directed at You Gou personally. What they didn't expect was that in the room next door, You Gou and Qi Huishen were talking in low voices. The school dormitory building had just been repaired, and the Whampoa Book Club had made a big move, all moving into the dormitory. Probably used to places like workshops, the students spoke quite loudly, not noticing at all that the object of their ridicule was just a wall away.

Hearing the quarrel, curious people from other dormitories and offices had already appeared at the door. Seeing that this fight couldn't go on, You Gou simply shouted to the people outside, "Prepare for the meeting to discuss grouping issues."

Since the first resolution of democratic voting was reached at the Party meeting, Qi Huishen had to follow the resolution. Chen Ke gave repeated orders and instructions on Party discipline, demanding resolute obedience to organizational decisions. Qi Huishen dared not comply in public but oppose in private. After that, at the convened meetings, everyone began to recount Chen Ke's judgments on China's economic situation.

Regarding the cotton issue, You Gou narrated it personally. The number of professional cotton farmers in China was extremely low, even in Shanghai and Songjiang where the textile industry was developed. With the rapid development of China's textile industry, the demand for cotton grew day by day, directly leading to the rise in cotton prices. The rise in cotton prices, in turn, led the textile industry to start purchasing cheap foreign yarn. This purchase greatly affected the interests of landlords in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Landlords who originally expected to make a fortune through the rise in cotton were naturally extremely dissatisfied. Moreover, landlords operating some handicraft industries were also extremely dissatisfied with the impact of cheap foreign goods. Various movements to boycott foreign goods appeared in Shanghai.

This was not just in Shanghai. As China was forced to open its doors, landlords operating handicraft industries everywhere had the same dissatisfaction. In 1905, except for Guangdong, other trading areas all had movements by local merchants to boycott foreign goods.

Chen Ke's analysis of this problem was quite thorough. However, for 21st-century China, the benefits of free trade were enormous. After the US economic recession, China turned back without hesitation and carried the banner of globalization, becoming the first country to advocate and lead free trade. So Chen Ke himself didn't oppose free trade; he only opposed free trade that was detrimental to China. Therefore, when analyzing this problem, Chen Ke was quite fair.

You Gou and Qi Huishen both came from comprador families, so they could accept Chen Ke's attitude quite well. Unfortunately, the students of the Whampoa Book Club were mostly from landlord and official backgrounds. As landlords, they were naturally firmly opposed to the impact of industrialization. As for officials, the aggressive foreign devils were absolutely what they detested. Although these two types of people were dissatisfied, they dared not attack the foreign devils directly after all. Thus, the object of their anger became the compradors who relied on foreign devils.

What was even more ironic was that after You Gou, a woman who was a comprador, explained the cotton issue and the deep economic principles to everyone, these students hated compradors even more. Consequently, they were also very impolite to You Gou.

Hearing You Gou's order, the people peeking at the door ran away immediately. They called other students and ran towards the room serving as the conference room. After another moment, You Gou walked into the classroom in high spirits. Standing on the podium, You Gou wrote four big characters on the blackboard: "**Seek Truth from Facts**."

Turning her head, she said full of emotion, "Some people say women have long hair and short knowledge. I officially tell you now, let's compare hair; yours is longer than mine." In order to go to the countryside, You Gou had just cut her hair a few days ago. With short bangs and beautiful hair just reaching her shoulders, matching this suit, You Gou looked like a handsome boy.

"Seek truth from facts. So, I don't want to hear you say disrespectful words to women in the future," You Gou made a concluding remark.

The boys below looked at each other. This sounded funny, but there was no way to refute it. Not many people cut their queues in these times. Even if they cut their queues, most of them had the foreign style of parted hair, long hair, or many simply kept long ponytails. The biggest difference was that the front of the head no longer revealed a shiny gourd. But compared with You Gou's hair, this bunch of people really had long hair. In fact, many people didn't like this female teacher very much, but comparing learning, especially foreign learning, they knew they were far behind. This bunch of people "dared to resent but dared not speak." Seeing You Gou speak so arrogantly, the students looked left and right.

"The day after tomorrow, we are going to the countryside to conduct actual investigations. Is everyone ready?" You Gou asked.

"Teacher You is going with us too?" someone asked.

"That's right."

"Living together?" that fellow asked, not knowing death.

"Living separately." You Gou wasn't scared by such ridicule.

The people below were students after all; taking advantage verbally was their limit. Playing hooligans in public, these people couldn't do it. Hearing You Gou say this, no one dared to say more.

"Everyone has received the topic this time. What is our purpose?"

Xiong Mingyang answered in Sichuan dialect, "To investigate how foreign industrial products crushed the small peasant economy."

A month ago during the Mid-Autumn Festival, Xiong Mingyang had an outburst at Chen Ke. Afterward, he even spread bad words about Chen Ke wantonly in Fudan Public School. A few days later, when he calmed down, he also felt he was a bit excessive. Wasn't the real reason for China's backwardness exactly what Chen Ke explained to everyone? Since Chen Ke could explain these clearly, there might not be more practical actions in the future.

Sure enough, continuing to attend lectures, he obtained a more profound analysis of China's current situation from You Gou. Now that they were going to do a social investigation, Xiong Mingyang wasn't as excited as before. After all, he came from a bureaucratic family and had traveled north and south these years, so he knew something of the world. If they wanted to reverse the impact of foreign textiles, the best way was for China to produce products cheaper than foreign textiles. Before listening to the class, Xiong Mingyang still felt this kind of thing should be very simple. After listening to the class, he didn't feel so anymore. The affairs of the world were not as simple as imagined.

"The objects of our investigation are the rural areas around Shanghai. These areas have been most impacted by industrial products. The time has also been relatively long, so the changes in rural structure are very different from other rural areas. We will divide into twelve groups according to the distance of water transportation routes for investigation."

"Why follow water routes?" An Rushan asked. He had been busy with his studies recently and missed quite a few Whampoa Book Club meetings. The reason he attended today's meeting was that Fudan Public School gave the green light for the social investigation. Mr. Ma Xiangbo was considered a relatively enlightened person. Many students in Fudan Public School who joined the Whampoa Book Club asked for leave from the school to participate in this social investigation. After learning about this investigation, Mr. Ma Xiangbo called Qi Huishen to ask about it, and later discussed it with Yan Fu. After discussion, they simply allowed students to ask for leave and also selected a group of students to join the investigation team. Although this bunch of people were not members of the Whampoa Book Club, they also went to listen to lectures and were very interested in social investigation. Rather than letting them talk about the students going out for investigation uneasily all day, it was better to let them participate in this matter.

Since the school agreed, An Rushan, who had been hesitant about whether to participate, naturally participated. Because he didn't attend the previous few meetings, he naturally didn't know the reason for this allocation.

"Water routes are the cheapest means of transportation around Shanghai. Most foreign goods coming from abroad are transferred and sold to other places via water routes. Therefore, by investigating the radiation range of water transportation, we can obtain a comparative result."

An Rushan didn't know what the word "radiation" meant. He simply asked directly. After You Gou explained the literal meaning of the word, seeing An Rushan still looking confused, she said, "To put it plainly, the farther it is transported, the more expensive the price. Do you understand this?"

An Rushan nodded.

"The higher the price of goods, the fewer people come to buy. The lower the price of goods, the more people come to buy. Can you understand this?"

An Rushan continued to nod.

"So, we have to investigate in segments, which means looking at sales volume in each region at different prices. And the different sales conditions of these foreign goods, regarding the changes in the local social structure."

This explanation was clear enough; An Rushan finally understood.

"Teacher You. I have a question." Lu Huitian raised his hand requesting to speak.

"Speak."

"Then regarding the investigation of changes in inland waterway ports and routes, what is this for?"

"Because of the influx of a large number of commodities, some places have become new distribution centers. There are more people specializing in commodity transportation and sales, and more people going there to work. Changes in ports and routes can directly indicate the activity of commodity transactions in these areas. If we encounter areas with great changes, we will conduct research on the changes in these areas. You will discover many interesting things."

You Gou believed these students would definitely discover many interesting things. You Gou's family started as compradors. Her grandfather started as a declining small landlord in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, selling iron nails and lamp oil, and built up the family fortune step by step. Just like everyone else in this era, You Gou didn't like to talk about her family background to others. But since she was born in a comprador family, she wasn't completely ignorant of business matters. Since starting a career with Chen Ke and the others, and after learning so many things herself, You Gou had a comprehensive understanding from theory to practice of principles she only vaguely understood before. Those "business sutras" that once annoyed You Gou now had theoretical explanations as clear as chemical equations. You Gou felt she had truly benefited greatly.

No matter what dissatisfaction the students below had with the female teacher, under such clear explanation and allocation, they also knew they absolutely didn't have such insight. After asking a few more questions, You Gou announced the start of free discussion time. She walked off the podium and out of the classroom door. She smiled and said to Qiu Jin, who had been standing outside the door for a while, "Sister Qiu, why didn't you come in just now?"

"It's meaningless to disturb you. I could hear very well outside too." Qiu Jin answered with a smile.

"Let's go sit in my office." As You Gou spoke, she pulled Qiu Jin towards the other end of the corridor.

Qiu Jin came to participate in the social investigation. As a teacher at Fudan Public School, Yu Youren was very clear about this social investigation. He had also been to Chen Ke and Qi Huishen's school and was quite envious seeing such a large campus. Qiu Jin and Yu Youren had always planned to run a school, but they lacked resources. After discussing, the two felt they might as well run a school with Chen Ke. Chen Ke was not in Shanghai now, so proposing this request directly to Qi Huishen, Qi Huishen would probably also look at Chen Ke's intention. So when Qiu Jin learned that You Gou, a girl, was also going to participate in this social investigation, she expressed her willingness to go with You Gou.

You Gou naturally wouldn't refuse. In order to go on the social investigation this time, she even bought a dagger and a pistol. Old Master You was already so angry that he ignored You Gou for practicing martial arts at home. These past few days, You Gou practiced with the dagger against the target, and her brother didn't dare to come over and talk to her anymore. You Gou really didn't have the courage to show the pistol. Practicing with a pistol at home, the Old Master would probably lock You Gou in the room and not let her out. Qiu Jin claimed to be proficient in martial arts, so You Gou and Qiu Jin made an appointment to practice pistol shooting in the open space of the school.

Carefully closing the door and bolting it, You Gou then opened the lock of the drawer and took out a pistol carefully wrapped in cloth. This was a Mauser Military Pistol. The Mauser factory obtained the patent on December 11, 1895, and officially produced it the following year. Because its holster was a wooden box, it was also called the "Box Cannon" (*Kezi Qiang*) in China; if equipped with a 20-round magazine, it was called the "Big Belly Box." Its gun body was wide, so it was also called "Big Mirror Face." Those with fully automatic functions were also called "Fast and Slow Machine" (*Kuaimanji*), and the Mauser factory called it the Rapid Fire Model (*Schnellfeuer*), mass-produced in May 1931.

The pistol on the table was naturally not the Rapid Fire Model mass-produced in 1931. But the blued gun body and the beautiful wooden handle were really ugly-cute. The pistol was bought by You Gou through Wang Bin. It cost 38 taels of silver. Upon seeing the gun, Qiu Jin immediately picked it up. The gun weighed more than two *jin* (approx. 1 kg+), feeling heavy in the hand, which unexpectedly gave Qiu Jin a sense of peace of mind. She carried the pistol and started aiming around randomly. This fierce action scared You Gou. She quickly held down Qiu Jin's arm. "Sister Qiu, Wenqing said the first essential of using a gun. Under any circumstances, absolutely do not let the muzzle point at your own people."

Hearing You Gou say this, and seeing You Gou's nervous expression, Qiu Jin laughed and put the pistol back on the table.

"Then what is the second essential?"

"The second essential: if you haven't learned to disassemble and assemble firearms, don't learn to shoot."

"Haha, you remember Wenqing's words clearly." Qiu Jin teased.

You Gou didn't think deeply about this. She took out a shiny yellow bullet and began to disassemble the firearm. Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized that firearm maintenance meant the first element of saving one's life in battle. Watching You Gou clumsily but effectively disassemble the pistol, and then wipe the barrel, spring, and other parts with a set of tools obviously made by herself, she helped and asked, "When will Wenqing return from Beijing?"

"He didn't say either. It's estimated to be the Spring Festival at any rate."

"Wenqing is from the north; he will probably go home to visit during the Spring Festival, right?"

"He said he wouldn't, so presumably he won't." You Gou lowered her head and concentrated on wiping the parts. After all, she came from a chemical engineering background; You Gou knew that the gun oil attached to the gun could prevent corrosion. Although the oil stains on her hands were not comfortable, she very carefully coated every part that needed corrosion protection with grease. Then she assembled the pistol very unskillfully. Just as it was assembled, she saw Qiu Jin still holding a part in her hand.

"Sister Qiu, you..." Snatching the part, You Gou disassembled the pistol again, took out the manual, and checked them one by one to ensure nothing was missing. Only then did You Gou continue to assemble the pistol.

"Wenqing has been gone for so long; I don't know how he is."

"En." You Gou said absently.

"He's been gone so long, don't you miss him?"

"Hmm? Why?" You Gou asked casually while concentrating on assembling the pistol.

"Some people say you two..."

"Hehe." You Gou laughed dryly and sarcastically on purpose, still concentrating on assembling the gun. "Let them say what they want. Wenqing and I are just comrades; there is no other relationship."

Qiu Jin was a bit surprised. When she met You Gou with Chen Ke, she felt that Chen Ke and You Gou seemed quite compatible. Later, she also heard some rumors. In these times, regarding such statements, everyone believed "better to believe it's true than to miss it." Even as a famous revolutionary, Qiu Jin couldn't be exempt from vulgarity. So she wanted to get some news about Chen Ke's recent situation from You Gou. Seeing You Gou behaving like this, Qiu Jin was a bit strange.

"Then why hasn't sister married at this age?" Qiu Jin prepared to attack indirectly.

"What's good about marrying someone?" You Gou finally assembled the pistol. "If I marry a hero, I won't be willing to be manipulated by him. If I marry a useless one, I can't be bothered to pay attention to him. Wenqing said, 'It's better to have it yourself than to have a father or mother who has it.' I just need to do my own thing well; where do I have the leisure to take care of a husband?"

As she spoke, You Gou raised the pistol and aimed at the wall in front. Qiu Jin looked at You Gou's posture of holding the gun, which was very alternative; the Mauser pistol was held horizontally flat. She asked quite curiously, "Why hold the gun like this?"

"Wenqing said this kind of gun has great recoil. When shooting, the muzzle will jump up violently. So it must be held like this to shoot accurately."

Qiu Jin was really puzzled. Although You Gou insisted that she had no relationship with Chen Ke, she always mentioned Chen Ke when speaking. Just as she was about to speak, she heard footsteps coming from outside. Soon someone knocked on the door. You Gou wasn't in a hurry; she carefully put away the pistol and bullets. She put the cloth bag back into the desk drawer and locked it. Only then did she get up to open the door.

Outside the door was Qi Huishen. It seemed he was waiting a bit anxiously. As soon as the door opened, Qi Huishen came in holding a piece of paper. Seeing Qiu Jin, he was stunned for a moment, then greeted her. Qi Huishen handed a letter to You Gou. The content of the letter was very simple, greeting everyone. And asking Xie Mingxian to bring medicine for four hundred people to Beijing. As for his own recent situation, Chen Ke only said he was recruiting Party members. She looked at Qi Huishen, then at Qiu Jin. You Gou decided to go practice shooting with Qiu Jin first.
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Chapter 32 Exercise (1)

Chen Ke didn't have much horse riding experience. Although he wasn't swaying on horseback like in TV dramas, and Chen Ke even felt he could control the horse to "some extent," a discerning eye could tell from those subtle handlings that Chen Ke was basically a rookie with great potential for cavalry development.

A few days ago, after intense rehearsals, the parade march "The Beiyang New Army is Advancing" finally achieved a phase of success. "Two Tigers" was completely finished. Pu Guanshui conducted the military band to skillfully play the adapted "Two Tigers," which received the approval of the superiors. Then Pu Guanshui led the team to rush to participate in the "Hejian Autumn Maneuvers." Chen Ke requested to go along, and Pu Guanshui boldly made the decision on his own to bring Chen Ke, as well as Chen Tianhua, Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi, and others along.

Now, everyone had completed the observation of the Hejian Autumn Maneuvers and was on the way back to Beijing.

They were riding slowly side by side, with Chen Ke and Pu Guanshui walking at the very front. The other seven people fell far behind. Without turning back, Chen Ke could imagine the expressions on Pang Zi and the others' faces behind him. According to the *Records of the Grand Historian*, it is said that there was a young hooligan in the State of Yan named Qin Wuyang. The *Grand Scribe's Records* in the "Biographies of Assassins" wrote: "In the State of Yan, there was a warrior Qin Wuyang. At the age of twelve, he killed people, and people dared not look at him directly." This warrior, who could make people afraid to "look directly" just by his gaze, "changed color and trembled in fear" after seeing the majestic Qin court, so much so that "the ministers wondered at him." Jing Ke had to hurriedly explain, "A humble person from the barbarian lands of the Northern Fan, having never seen the Son of Heaven, is therefore trembling in fear."

Judging from the Grand Scribe's records, Qin Wuyang definitely failed to get close to the King of Qin. If Qin Wuyang could help, although it wouldn't change the fate of the State of Yan, the "terrorist act" could definitely change the fate of King Qin, Ying Zheng.

The crowd stayed at the Hejian exercise site for less than two days. From the current look, Pang Zi and most of those Shandong heroes were quite similar to Qin Wuyang. The military band went to the stationing camp first. Pang Zi, who had a cold attitude towards Pu Guanshui, felt uncomfortable all over as soon as he saw the continuous barracks. The joint camp of more than twenty thousand New Army soldiers stretched out for several *li*. Patrol reconnaissance cavalry appeared around from time to time. It did have a flavor of strict vigilance.

One of the hosts of this exercise was Wang Shizhen, known as one of the "Three Heroes of Beiyang." Pu Guanshui evaluated this person very highly, believing he was an officer who could truly understand modern military affairs. Chen Ke felt that at the current stage, Wang Shizhen's military level was definitely above his own. However, since he was going to rebel starting in 1905, he would definitely deal with this Wang Shizhen in the future. He asked Pu Guanshui to tell him where exactly Wang Shizhen was formidable. After all, being young and energetic, Pu Guanshui didn't praise this "Dragon of Beiyang" much. He merely said this person thought meticulously and could consider both big and small matters, having somewhat the meaning of Zhuge Wuhou (Zhuge Liang).

After handing over the military band, Chen Ke asked with interest, "Then what deficiencies does Brother Pu think Lord Wang has in terms of army building?"

"Follow me." Pu Guanshui had been chatting with Chen Ke about everything these days and knew Chen Ke indeed had real stuff. He took Chen Ke into a big tent randomly. The light inside the tent wasn't too bright, and the camp beds were arranged quite orderly. In the tent, at the position equivalent to where the grand armchair would be placed in a room, there was a memorial tablet. Chen Ke looked carefully; it was Yuan Shikai's "Longevity and Prosperity Tablet."

"Does just this one barracks have it?"

Chen Ke asked knowingly.

"How is that possible? Every barracks has it. The Beiyang Army is now Lord Yuan's private army, not a regular army at all. Everyone drills desperately just to get promoted and get rich. If the Beiyang New Army goes on like this, how can it defeat foreign armies?"

"I see the Beiyang Army is full of vigor and vitality," Chen Ke laughed.

"Wenqing is joking again." Pu Guanshui had known Chen Ke for less than ten days, but he knew very well Chen Ke didn't mean this sincerely. "My evaluation of the Beiyang Army now is just two words—twilight air (decay)."

The Beiyang Army, evaluated as having "twilight air" by Pu Guanshui, had already scared Pang Zi and the other heroes. Pu Guanshui privately took Chen Ke and the others to watch the drill. On a small high ground, they could faintly see galloping warhorses and long military formations in the distance. Chen Ke didn't feel much. Using Pu Guanshui's binoculars to look, it looked much better than the modern "line infantry execution." But spotting a few trenches extending straight almost to the horizon, Chen Ke was speechless. He didn't know if the Beiyang Army found it troublesome during the exercise and refused to dig according to the modern trench mode, or if the Beiyang Army was simply at this level.

Handing the binoculars to Pang Zi, Chen Ke asked Pu Guanshui, "Digging the trenches so straight, aren't they afraid that if a real war breaks out and a shell falls in, it will immediately blow up many people?"

"Does Wenqing see it this way too?" Pu Guanshui asked excitedly.

"Europe has always attached importance to artillery. Judging from the present, the density of artillery will inevitably reach an unprecedented density in the near future. During the Franco-Prussian War, the army still relied on mobility. At that time, the artillery fire coverage density wasn't high. Now military equipment changes with each passing day; soldiers' charges must brave artillery fire coverage several times, dozens of times, or even hundreds of times denser than before. Digging trenches like this is simply child's play."

"It's not just artillery; there are many changes." Hearing Chen Ke understand military affairs so well, Pu Guanshui immediately felt he had found a confidant.

"You mean the Maxim heavy machine gun?" Chen Ke laughed.

"Worthy of having studied in both Europe and America." Pu Guanshui praised. "I told Wenqing that I am not reused in the Beiyang Army either, just made responsible for translating foreign military works. So, when I have nothing to do, I also design some tactics myself. With long-range artillery in the rear and artillery troops on the position. Plus firepower points equipped with a large number of Maxim heavy machine guns on the trenches, regarding current infantry charges, as many as come will die. Even cavalry group charges can't gain an advantage."

"Cavalry group charge?" Hearing this statement, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing.

"What? Did I say something wrong?" Pu Guanshui asked.

Chen Ke knew that during World War I, Russia once played a cavalry group charge against the German-Austrian coalition forces. Then it became a big joke. He laughed, "I just think Brother Pu is very right. I don't even need infantry defense; as long as I set up a very large depth formation, with various heavy machine gun firepower points arranged in layers. Let the cavalry charge in, and use artillery to block the infantry's follow-up. Heavy machine guns against cavalry, that is a massacre."

"Brother Wenqing, have you really not attended a military academy?"

"I have some friends who are from military academies. We also discuss these things when drinking. Listening to them tell me this, I think it's very correct."

"Are they Chinese?" Pu Guanshui asked somewhat excitedly.

"Foreigners."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Pu Guanshui sighed in disappointment.

Hearing Chen Ke and the others talk about military affairs, Pang Zi watched the Beiyang Army exercise below with an ashen face. At this time, the binoculars had been snatched away by Wu Xingchen. He muttered in a low voice, "Enemy advances, we retreat..." Just after muttering a few words, he felt a severe pain in his lower back. Turning his head, he saw Wu Xingchen glaring at him; that punch just now was from Wu Xingchen. Before coming to see the exercise, Chen Ke had talked about the essence of guerrilla warfare—the "Sixteen Character Mantra" (Enemy advances, we retreat; enemy camps, we harass; enemy tires, we attack; enemy retreats, we pursue).

Pang Zi had fought with the Beiyang Army. He knew the Beiyang Army's formidability very well. Thinking of the teams of thousands or tens of thousands of people back then being beaten to pieces by the Beiyang Army, and then looking at the fully armed, strictly disciplined troops in the binoculars, as well as the indistinct artillery positions farther away, Pang Zi just felt his whole body stiffen. Back then, so many people couldn't beat the Beiyang Army. Now Pang Zi hadn't raised a team at all and was simply not an opponent for these Beiyang troops. Just seeing these scenes, he felt cold in his heart and even breathing became difficult.

But Pang Zi was just like this; knowing he couldn't win, he refused to admit defeat verbally. Hearing Pu Guanshui talk about military affairs, he couldn't help but say the lessons Chen Ke had taught to embolden himself. Fortunately, under Chen Ke's instruction, Wu Xingchen had been paying close attention to staring at Pang Zi and the others. Finding Pang Zi starting to talk nonsense, Wu Xingchen immediately took action to stop him.

Perhaps after seeing so many people, Pang Zi looked at Wu Xingchen again and didn't find him that scary anymore. He glared and curled his lip, wanting to argue. Wu Xingchen didn't say much, just raised the binoculars to continue watching the Beiyang Army. Pang Zi finally had basic rationality and didn't continue speaking.

"Then after Brother Pu arrives in Anhui, how do you plan to train the Anhui New Army? That place can't compare to here. The Beiyang Army uses new-style equipment; I'm afraid the Anhui New Army isn't even equipped with Hanyang Rifles, let alone artillery," Chen Ke asked. Pu Guanshui had told Chen Ke that he was about to be transferred to serve in the Anhui New Army. The document had already been issued; this parade music errand was his last task in the Beiyang Army.

"Then we have to rely on infantry tactics. I've been thinking about how infantry should attack flexibly in the face of such firepower. If it's a frontal fierce battle, there is definitely no future," Pu Guanshui sighed.

"Therefore, the martial artists of Qi cannot encounter the military soldiers of Wei; the military soldiers of Wei cannot encounter the elite soldiers of Qin; the elite soldiers of Qin cannot withstand the control of Huan and Wen; the control of Huan and Wen cannot oppose the benevolence and righteousness of Tang and Wu," Chen Ke responded. These weren't just pretty words from Chen Ke. When he was very young, Chen Ke also fantasized about possessing supreme martial arts and slaughtering invaders with special forces equipment. At that time, Chen Ke had calculated very seriously how long it would take him alone to kill an infantry division of enemies. Later, he fantasized again about being a supreme sniper, showing great power on the battlefield, killing people as easily as taking things out of a bag.

But with the growth of age and knowledge, Chen Ke knew that was just his beautiful fantasy. The power of one person counts for nothing in the face of the power of an organization. In the final analysis, the political system is the most important.

This was the content of Xunzi's "On Military Affairs"; Pu Guanshui had read it. Seeing Chen Ke's solemn expression, he laughed. "Wenqing, I am not someone who applies Western learning to Chinese substance."

"Now those so-called 'Western learning for practical application,' this 'application,' is merely loyalty to the court's existing system. That naturally won't work. But my magnificent Chinese civilization is not just this little trivial skill of the Manchu Qing. Brother Pu must not be mistaken."

Although Pu Guanshui came from an official background, having seen so many things of the Manchu Qing forfeiting sovereignty and humiliating the nation during his growth, and having studied in a military academy overseas, plus not being ambiguous after returning to China and refusing to be loyal to Yuan Shikai personally, he wasn't doing well in the Beiyang Army. He didn't have any personal hostility towards the Manchu Qing, but regarding loyalty, he basically had none. Hearing Chen Ke's words, Pu Guanshui nodded. "I wonder if the ancient sages could rise from the underground, could they save China?"

Chen Tianhua listened to the two discussing military affairs but couldn't interrupt. He didn't really want to fight for the binoculars with the other heroes. At this moment, he thought of Chen Ke's suggestion to build a glass factory in the school. If the glass factory was built, presumably it could produce binoculars. Marching and fighting without binoculars would be too inconvenient. Regarding military affairs, although Chen Tianhua had his own ideas, Pu Guanshui was a German military academy student, and Chen Ke was a transmigrator from the 21st century; their military knowledge was far higher than his. Because the other party could understand, their conversation was concise and comprehensive. To Chen Tianhua, it was confusing and he didn't understand the inside story at all. When the two talked about politics, Chen Tianhua couldn't help interrupting, "Brother Pu, since the world today is not the flourishing age hoped for by the sages, let's build one with our own hands. You are also versed in both civil and military affairs; why be so depressed?"

Hearing these words, Pu Guanshui turned his head. Although his relationship with Chen Ke was getting better and better, he hadn't dealt much with Chen Tianhua and the others. At any rate, everyone had exchanged names. He smiled, "Brother Xingtai is right. I just stayed overseas and know the gap between Europe and China. Seeing the court not thinking of making progress now, I have this sigh."

"I wonder if Brother Pu has read Wenqing's book?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"Wenqing has also written books?" Pu Guanshui was greatly interested.

"A few humble opinions. When we return to Beijing, I will give Brother Pu a set," Chen Ke replied.

"Then I'll wait to read it upon returning to the capital."

Just as they were speaking, two horses galloped up from the foot of the mountain; they were two scouts. The two quickly arrived in front of everyone. After seeing Pu Guanshui's military uniform clearly, the scouts dared not speak.

Pu Guanshui knew that his group watching here must have been noticed. He shouted to the two scouts, "We are going down immediately; you go back first."

"I wonder how to address the Commander? We can also go back and report." The scout asked somewhat timidly, but since he had come up, going back without asking clearly would make it impossible to explain.

"Brother Wenqing, you go down the mountain and wait for me first. I'll go with them and come back." After speaking, Pu Guanshui mounted his horse and galloped down the mountain. The two scouts followed Pu Guanshui.

Pang Zi and the others also wanted to mount their horses. Chen Ke shouted, "Lead the horses down the mountain." After speaking, he took the lead in implementing this order himself.

"Wenqing, do you plan to bring this Brother Pu into the Party?" Chen Tianhua followed and asked.

"I have this intention. But this kind of thing can't be rushed."

Just as they were speaking, Wu Xingchen also leaned over and asked, "Wenqing, since we are going to Anhui, and this Brother Pu is also going to Anhui. Could it be Heaven's will?"

"No matter how good Heaven's will is, it depends on human effort. Listen to Heaven's mandate, do human effort." Chen Ke finished speaking and glanced at Pang Zi and the others behind who were still far away. He whispered, "Brother Wu, watch Brother Pang and the others. I brought them to gain knowledge. If they are just scared and learn nothing in the end, then this trip would be too pity."

"Wenqing, are you worried about me?" Wu Xingchen asked straightforwardly.

"You are questioning that I don't trust comrades."

"That's right. Wenqing, I also know my performance isn't that reliable. But after getting along with Pang Zi and the others for this period, regarding you, Wenqing, I am now convinced. I want to hold a Party meeting."

According to the People's Party discipline, wherever there are three Party members, a Party meeting must be held. Chen Ke was quite happy that Wu Xingchen raised such a request. "Then find a time today and find a safe place."

Everyone went down the mountain and waited for a good while before Pu Guanshui hurried back. He looked a bit excited. "Brother Wenqing, tonight we are going to play the parade march in public. Let's hurry back and rehearse."

At night, Chen Ke and the others, as outsiders, were naturally inconvenienced to participate in the Beiyang Army's affairs. Pu Guanshui arranged for them in a tent in a corner of the barracks. It seemed this Party meeting couldn't be held. Unexpectedly, Wu Xingchen looked around first to see no one, and after returning, he said solemnly to Pang Zi, "Third Brother, are you convinced now?"

Pang Zi didn't speak. But Wu Xingchen didn't mean to let Pang Zi off. "Third Brother, I said at the time that Wenqing is not an ordinary person. Now you have seen the Beiyang military formation. Are you convinced?"

Before coming here, Chen Ke explained the basic concepts of People's War and some basic tactics to everyone. Facing a situation where military strength, equipment, and training were far superior to the rebel army, the rebels must turn themselves into the people's army and develop and grow where the enemy's strength is weakest. At that time, Pang Zi was very unconvinced, thinking he was a local snake and not afraid of any Beiyang strong dragon. It wasn't that Wu Xingchen hadn't scolded him before; at that time, Pang Zi was still stubborn. But today, after just such a short observation, his arrogance disappeared completely.

"You big man, speak up." Wu Xingchen forced the question.

Pang Zi gritted his teeth and said with a gloomy face, "Mr. Chen, I, Pang Zi, was wrong. Where I wronged you before, I apologize here."

"Bastard!" Wu Xingchen was furious. "Wenqing talks about you, and you are still unconvinced? Do you think Wenqing has other intentions? Hmph! If he had other intentions, it would be like the Manchu Qing cheating us back then, only praising how capable and useful you are. If not for your own good, why would Wenqing say so many things you don't like to hear? You cursed Wenqing several times; has Wenqing ever held it against you?"

Pang Zi's face turned red and white from Wu Xingchen's scolding, but he just stiffened his neck and stopped making a sound, putting on a look of a dead pig not afraid of boiling water. Wu Xingchen was so angry that he raised his fist to hit him. The Shandong brothers beside him immediately held Wu Xingchen back. The Shandong hero named Chai Qingguo complained, "Third Brother, speak up. Big Brother Wu is also doing it for your own good. If you have anything to say, say it straight. Is there anything between brothers that can't be said openly?"

Pang Zi held it in for a while. Under everyone's gaze, he finally opened his mouth and said, "Mr. Chen is not one of our own. Although what he said is correct, I just can't serve him as master."

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen was stunned. Chen Tianhua had a slightly disappointed look. The other few Shandong heroes seemed to agree a bit. But they heard Chen Ke laugh, "Brother Pang is right. Indeed, you shouldn't serve me as master."
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Hearing Pang Zi explicitly state, "I will not serve Chen Ke as master," Wu Xingchen wasn't surprised. And Chen Ke accepted this without objection and even expressed agreement. Wu Xingchen wasn't surprised either. But seeing the relief shown by Pang Zi and the other Shandong brothers, Wu Xingchen felt a genuine disappointment. However, he couldn't say anything more. If he persuaded Pang Zi to obey Chen Ke as he had in the past few days, Pang Zi would only look at Wu Xingchen with suspicious eyes and ask, "Brother Wu, whose side are you on?"

Wu Xingchen wanted to say to Pang Zi, "Brother, I'm on your side." But Wu Xingchen couldn't say it because he himself was now doubting whose side he was on.

Specifically, Wu Xingchen didn't have much affection for Chen Ke. He knew this, and he knew Chen Ke knew it too, so Wu Xingchen never hid it. Wu Xingchen knew very well that he only joined the People's Party because he was interested in its theories. He also knew very well that Chen Ke knew this. Therefore, this constituted Wu Xingchen's great confusion. If it were in any other organization Wu Xingchen had been in, this would be a big deal. Subordinates having no affection for their superiors and only gathering together based on a common goal was itself a great sin. Subordinates had to try every means to cover up this attitude to survive in the organization.

But the People's Party was different. After staying in this small political party for so long, Wu Xingchen gradually developed a strange feeling: *Does the "People's Party" really want to rebel?* All the political programs and various ideas proposed by Chen Ke were indeed for rebellion. To avoid various possibilities of failure, Chen Ke's measures were very cautious. Wu Xingchen understood and supported this very well. Wu Xingchen felt he completely understood what the "People's Revolution" Chen Ke hoped for was all about. If the revolution could succeed, the People's Party would lead the people to final liberation.

Based on the above understanding, Wu Xingchen was even clearer about the obligations of a People's Party member. And these realizations were where Wu Xingchen felt it was difficult for him to achieve. Yes, if the revolution succeeded, he would become a founding father, a remarkable figure. But compared to what he would have to pay, these were actually nothing remarkable.

When you realize that everything you do is for the people, not for your own fame and fortune; when you realize that all the hardships you have to go through are dedicated to others, then normal people would feel a sense of non-identification. And this was also where Wu Xingchen was most confused. This concept made it impossible for Wu Xingchen to refuse, but Wu Xingchen felt that his dedication happened not to benefit these brothers he cared about. If Chen Ke could point out the specific steps for carrying out the revolution, as long as he could convince Wu Xingchen that these were correct, Wu Xingchen would execute them without hesitation. But Chen Ke didn't. He just told everyone that the world was going to have a revolution and a brand new system must be established. Then came the explanation of these things. Those who had read books were very interested in this, but Wu Xingchen had little interest in these things. What he needed was not these theories; he needed practical methods.

Thinking of this, Wu Xingchen looked at Chen Ke. He couldn't see the slightest regret on this young man's face. Even if this person was angry, he would cover his emotions under a smile. Wu Xingchen had been able to confirm this during his observations over the past few months. But after becoming a People's Party member, Wu Xingchen knew he had basically no loyalty to this party. He had never made any speeches from the perspective of this party's interests. So Wu Xingchen knew that even if Chen Ke had enough methods, he wouldn't eagerly tell Wu Xingchen. Not because Chen Ke had any opinion about Wu Xingchen, but because Chen Ke himself didn't believe Wu Xingchen would really accept them.

Looking again at Pang Zi and the other brothers, except for Chai Qingguo who still looked somewhat uneasy, the others seemed to have finally put down the heavy burden in their hearts. Wu Xingchen frowned. If these people really wanted to rebel, among the people Wu Xingchen knew, only Chen Ke could give these brothers guidance. If Chen Ke gave up on them, then the uprising of these brothers would inevitably end in failure. *Don't these people know?*

At this moment, the sound of a military band playing came from afar. It was precisely "The Beiyang New Army is Advancing" newly arranged by Chen Ke. This music, written by Americans in the style of Soviet music, was actually different from Soviet military music if one distinguished carefully. Soviet military music followed the Orthodox "saint" style. This music in *Red Alert 3* was completely different from traditional Soviet military music only in musical arrangement. It was more ferocious but less melodious. But to the ears of current Chinese people, it fit the momentum of a tiger and wolf army. The others in the tent heard this tune for the first time. After listening to the first time, Pang Zi laughed, "They even blow musical instruments (funeral instruments) for fighting." Hearing this witty remark, several people laughed heartily. Chen Ke also laughed a few times. Wu Xingchen, Chen Tianhua, and Chai Qingguo didn't laugh.

It seemed the military music had been approved by the Beiyang Army commander. After playing twice, the military music stopped, and soon there was a sound of people shouting and horses neighing. When this commotion ended, "The Beiyang New Army is Advancing" played again. Not only that, there seemed to be an accompaniment beat like clapping hands. Chen Ke listened carefully; that was the sound of infantry squares marching.

Pang Zi also heard this unusual movement. He asked curiously, "What's going on? How about we go out and take a look?"

"Not allowed to go out. This is a military camp; running around will cause trouble." Wu Xingchen shouted at Pang Zi to stop.

Looking at Wu Xingchen's serious demeanor, Pang Zi replied grumpily, "Understood." But Pang Zi didn't care too much about this. He knew Chen Ke brought them here to dampen their spirit. That is, to beat them with the "killing prestige stick" (a warning/intimidation tactic). Pang Zi had heard storytelling in Cangzhou; when Lin Chong entered prison, he had to take a beating with the killing prestige stick first. This kind of thing couldn't fool him. Moreover, Pang Zi didn't really blame Chen Ke for this. After seeing the military appearance of the Beiyang Army with his own eyes, Pang Zi really felt a shock. On this point, he admitted what Chen Ke said during the lecture a few days ago: if fighting head-on, the rebel army was definitely not the opponent of the Beiyang Army.

In Pang Zi's view, what Chen Ke wanted was to subdue these brothers of his, and then Chen Ke would issue orders to them. Wu Xingchen seemed to have already followed Chen Ke, speaking good words for Chen Ke everywhere. *Back then, we were pitted so miserably by those scholars sent by the Manchu princes; hasn't Wu Xingchen learned his lesson? At that time, it was Wu Xingchen who first saw that the Manchu Qing was unreliable and that running away was the best of the Thirty-Six Stratagems. Only then did we escape with our lives. How come Wu Xingchen is worse than before now, actually being deceived by Chen Ke, this scholar?* Pang Zi planned to find time to have a good chat with his "Big Brother Wu" to make him understand. The ones who were reliable were still his own brothers, not those outsiders. Only one's own brothers would treat each other sincerely and not let their own people suffer losses. Only by hooking the appetites of these people would they give you good things. *Isn't it like this with Chen Ke? This Chen Ke treats us to meals, helps pay back meal money, and takes everyone to see the actual situation of the Beiyang Army. Isn't it just because of everyone's Jianghu reputation?*

Pang Zi glanced at Chen Ke proudly. *I just made it clear that I won't serve Chen Ke as master, but doesn't Chen Ke still have to listen? Dealing with these scholars, you just can't give them any benefits.* Pang Zi suddenly thought, *This Chen Ke doesn't look poor. I just rejected his face; such scholars love to hold grudges. I should give Chen Ke some face these two days, and then when Chen Ke is triumphant, squeeze him a bit. It's also good to extort more money from Chen Ke. Besides, Chen Ke also said that if you want to pull a group of brothers, it's definitely not okay without money and grain. Does Chen Ke need to say such nonsense? But this is also a very good excuse. Since Chen Ke supports my rebellion, then please give money and grain.* Thinking of this, Pang Zi glanced at the other brothers again. *This matter must be discussed properly with the brothers. I can't do it alone.*

Thinking he had successfully suppressed Chen Ke, although Pang Zi tried hard to suppress his mood, in Chen Tianhua's view, the joy on Pang Zi's face couldn't be hidden at all. Chen Tianhua was exactly 30 years old today. In terms of worldly wisdom, he had seen more than Pang Zi, not less. This little trick couldn't fool him at all. What made Chen Tianhua feel elusive was Chen Ke's expression.

Since knowing Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua couldn't grasp Chen Ke's emotions at all. If it were someone else, they would often be excited and beaming when reasoning. When doing specific things, they wouldn't be so high-spirited. But Chen Ke was different from others. When he did things, that serious attitude could really be said to be full of concentration. Working with Chen Ke had always been very relaxing. But when reasoning, Chen Ke always had a solemn attitude, simply deliberate.

Chen Ke should be well aware of these practices of Pang Zi. It could be seen from Wu Xingchen's expression that Wu Xingchen understood, and Chen Tianhua understood too. Logically speaking, Chen Ke should also understand. But for some reason, Chen Tianhua felt that Chen Ke didn't seem to understand what Pang Zi's practice meant at all. Such an unfathomable attitude really puzzled Chen Tianhua. If Pang Zi was indulged in doing this at this time, it meant giving up the revolutionary situation that might be expanded in the north. If following the consistent attitude of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, they couldn't give up such a good opportunity. But Chen Ke's current actions clearly showed he wanted to give up. Chen Tianhua wanted to remind Chen Ke that doing so was inappropriate.

But at any rate, Chen Tianhua had basic judgment. One couldn't talk nonsense in the Beiyang Army's barracks. If someone heard something, it would only bring danger. He could only wait until returning to Beijing to discuss this matter with Chen Ke. Thinking of this, Chen Tianhua really couldn't help wanting to hold a Party meeting now. The People's Party had so many meetings; the daily regular meetings made everyone feel a bit bored. But after Pang Zi and the others came, the three People's Party members in Beijing hadn't held a real Party meeting yet. Many things were just being implemented without communication, which made Chen Tianhua feel really unbearable. Forcing down his mood, Chen Tianhua sat there without saying a word.

After another good while, the military music finally stopped. Waiting a bit longer, the Beiyang Army should start returning to camp to rest. The camp began to lively up from far to near. Sounds of walking, shouting, and entering and exiting tents became more and more frequent. Suddenly the tent flap opened, and Pu Guanshui strode in. As soon as he entered, he laughed, "Brother Wenqing, many thanks. The military music this time was well received. Finally, even Lord Yuan was alarmed. He sent someone to say that there will be a marching parade tomorrow."

"What did Lord Yuan say?"

"He said this tune is mighty and majestic, worthy of the Beiyang New Army. The day after tomorrow is the parade. He specially asked to make some time tomorrow morning to let one town of the Beiyang Army have a temporary parade first to get familiar with the military music."

"Oh? Then Brother Pu is going to be famous." Chen Ke joked with a smile.

Unexpectedly, hearing this, Pu Guanshui just sighed. "We go back tomorrow morning."

Seeing Pu Guanshui like this, plus these words, Chen Ke could roughly guess that Pu Guanshui's superior wanted to swallow the credit alone. If Pu Guanshui continued to stay here, in case Yuan Shikai got to the bottom of it, he would definitely call Pu Guanshui to him to praise him personally. Sending Pu Guanshui away early, the credit could definitely be swallowed alone.

"Brother Pu, it wasn't easy to make the trip. Can we go take a look secretly?" Chen Ke said with a smile.

"I'll arrange this." Pu Guanshui didn't seem too willing to let his efforts go fruitless like this; he agreed readily. He went out again and had someone bring some straw and marching bedding. "It's a bit simple. After all, we are away from home; please make do. When we return to Beijing, I'll be the host and treat everyone to a meal." In the end, Pu Guanshui didn't want to lose his status either.

Nothing happened overnight. The next day, Pu Guanshui arranged for everyone to go to a small high ground early. Although it was a bit far, the Beiyang Army's parade could still be seen clearly. Moreover, there were some sentries here guarding. With them around, a lot of trouble could be avoided. A Military Assistant personally came to arrange and instruct the Beiyang Army sentries; the sentries naturally agreed readily. Moreover, having checked that Chen Ke and the others didn't carry any weapons, the sentries naturally didn't want to cause trouble.

After waiting for not long, troops began to assemble on an open space far away from the high ground. The rumbling sound of footsteps came from far to near, making Pang Zi and the others dare not make a sound. Storytelling loved to say "Once troops exceed ten thousand, they are boundless and endless." Looking down from a height, seeing tens of thousands of people lined up in dense formation, this stretched out for more than a *li*. The Beiyang Army was considered the best-trained army in China at the time after all. Tens of thousands of people stood there, but no one made a noise; the entire military formation was silent.

The military band was in the center of the team. Opposite them was a mound of earth, which looked like it was temporarily built with new soil; the color was quite different from other places. After a while, several officers riding white horses galloped past the front of the formation. Next, a few horses galloped back and stopped on that mound. The military band began to play "The Beiyang New Army is Advancing," and teams of the Beiyang New Army passed the mound in turn.

Last night, Pang Zi ridiculed the Beiyang Army for "blowing funeral instruments." Now watching teams of soldiers marching in step with his own eyes, Pang Zi's face changed completely. Thousands upon thousands of soldiers marched with a unified pace. That spirit, combined with this murderous military music, was truly majestic.

The watching crowd didn't dare to stand and watch holding horses like last time. This time they all lay on the hillside, only exposing their heads. The vibration of the goose-step marching came from the ground; everyone's tactile nerves could feel it. Pang Zi felt a truly earth-shaking flavor. The thought of competing with the Beiyang Army that originally remained in his heart was completely abandoned. He knew that with just these ten thousand or so people pressing over like this, not to mention anything else, even if Uncle Jing Tingbin led those tens of thousands of people back then, seeing such a scene would probably scare many people away. The longer he watched, the more Pang Zi felt scared afterwards. The memories of fighting with the Beiyang Army a few years ago also came back more and more. Fortunately, the Beiyang Army didn't have so many people back then. If the military strength was so abundant back then, Pang Zi certainly couldn't have escaped.

Chen Ke wasn't afraid at all. Having seen several shocking National Day parades, with this little movement of the Beiyang Army, Chen Ke felt it was just at the level of college military training formations. Back then, colleges hadn't expanded enrollment yet; a class of students was only two thousand or so, but compared with the Beiyang Army, they were by no means inferior.

The only thing that Chen Ke felt had some flavor was the cloaks on those officers riding white horses. They fluttered when the horses ran, quite aesthetic. *Should I dress officers like this when the Red Army is built in the future?* But Chen Ke quickly denied this thought. The characteristic of the Red Army was one word—"rustic" (*tu*). This was certainly related to the lack of financial resources to produce better equipment at the time, but this "rustic" characteristic made it easier for the masses to accept this army. *Think about it, if the Red Army were all in woolen coats, woolen breeches, and long boots, could the common people regard such an army as their own sons and brothers?*

This was a temporary parade. The troops went directly towards the exercise ground. Tens of thousands of people quickly left cleanly. The sentries also withdrew. Not knowing if it was because they lay down for too long or were scared, Chen Ke saw that when Pang Zi and the others got up, their legs were a bit weak.

What should be seen was seen. The group returned to the military camp, led the horses, and embarked on the return journey.

On the way, Pang Zi and the others deliberately kept a distance from Chen Ke. Chen Ke also wanted to recruit Pu Guanshui. Without Pang Zi and the others mixing in, it was convenient. Although Pu Guanshui had his credit snatched away, this was normal in the Beiyang New Army. Moreover, according to official documents, he was now the Vice Commander of the Anhui New Army. A Commander (Canling) naturally didn't count for much in the Beiyang New Army, but this was Beijing after all. In Anhui, this Commander title was definitely a high-ranking officer that could be ranked.

"Wenqing, once I leave Beijing, there won't be many opportunities to meet. It wasn't easy to meet a character like Wenqing; I really don't want to leave like this."

"I don't want to separate from Guanshui so early either. But saying meeting is not easy may not be true."

"How so?" Pu Guanshui became interested.

"I want to go to Anhui next year. Since Guanshui is also in Anhui, we brothers can meet often."

"Really? If Brother Wenqing goes to Anhui, you must come find me."

"If I find you, I definitely have something to beg at your door. And I definitely will beg at your door; you must not find me annoying."

"Being able to help Wenqing, I can't ask for more. If you have something and still don't find me, that would be unkind."

After chatting for a while, everyone discussed the issue of the army again. Pu Guanshui came from a regular military academy after all. Chen Ke's level was just finishing *The Art of War*; he hadn't even finished reading *On War*. His military knowledge was all from the Red Army and the PLA, which was completely inappropriate for this era. Talking about the military discipline of the Red Army, Pu Guanshui laughed, "Wenqing, you are just armchair strategy, purely a scholar's view. Who doesn't know the importance of military discipline? But who can really make military discipline like the Yue Family Army, 'freeze to death without tearing down houses, starve to death without looting'? Although the Beiyang Army's military discipline is good, don't forget, this is fed by large sums of gold and silver. Without the court's military pay, heh heh."

Chen Ke knew this was true. Even the Red Army and the Eighth Route Army still had military pay. And because they didn't eat empty pay (embezzle pay for non-existent soldiers), the Red Army and Eighth Route Army's military pay was even more than the actual income of the Kuomintang army. Moreover, after arriving in Northern Shaanxi, the backbone of the Eighth Route Army were elites tempered by the Long March elimination. Looking through Chinese history, or even human history, there was arguably not a single army tempered in such a difficult environment. Trying to form such an army in this era was really a bit of an extravagant hope for himself.

Seeing Chen Ke silent, Pu Guanshui thought his words were a bit heavy. He comforted him again, "Wenqing's statement is not unreasonable. But China's problem now is industrial backwardness; armaments cannot be produced by ourselves. If we fight with foreigners in the future, if they cut off the supply of arms, this would be a big deal. But domestic military industrial enterprises have limited production capacity; I have always found this a headache."

Seeing Pu Guanshui say this, Chen Ke simply talked to Pu Guanshui about foreign industrial construction. This catered to Pu Guanshui's thoughts. Pu Guanshui was a layman in this aspect. Listening to Chen Ke's simple explanation of profound things, Pu Guanshui was quickly completely attracted. Chen Ke had been lecturing for so long and was familiar with talking about these things, so it was nothing to him. But for Pu Guanshui, he already had an excellent impression of Chen Ke. Now listening to Chen Ke's narration, he only felt that the problems that had troubled him for a long time were explained clearly one by one. His good opinion of Chen Ke rose rapidly.

Chen Ke stopped with a dry mouth and drank a bellyful from the water bottle. Pu Guanshui suddenly asked solemnly, "Wenqing, what do you plan to do in Anhui?"

"Do some business."

"Then what help do you need from me?"

"I plan to set up some factories and organize a caravan. Without Guanshui's help, these will definitely not work."

"How about this: seeing you are so familiar with industry, after you arrive in Anhui, simply contact a group of people to engage in arms manufacturing. After I arrive in the Anhui New Army, I will have some status at any rate. As long as your things are good, Wenqing, I will definitely buy yours. I will definitely let you make money. As for organizing a caravan, it actually requires military backbones. When the time comes, you find the people, and I will help you train them. I will definitely not let Wenqing down. I won't take a cent of your money for training."

Hearing this, Chen Ke was really happy. In the interactions these days, Chen Ke could feel that Pu Guanshui hadn't reached the age of corruption yet, so his nature still hoped to achieve a career. Since he said so, he should do so. Chen Ke quickly said, "Great kindness needs no thanks. Guanshui has such good intentions; I can only say I will absolutely not let you down, Guanshui."

"Own brothers, congenial, why say these things. But Wenqing, I still don't quite understand the 'linked production' you just mentioned; Wenqing, you have to explain it in detail."

On the way, Pu Guanshui asked countless questions. When staying at the inn, he insisted on staying with Chen Ke. Upon returning to Beijing, he immediately wanted to treat Chen Ke to a drink. Chen Ke politely declined. The two sides agreed to meet at noon the day after tomorrow. Only then did they part.

Returning to the residence, Pang Zi and the others were also tired from the journey and went straight to sleep. Chen Ke, Wu Xingchen, and Chen Tianhua didn't go to sleep. They carefully closed the door, checked that no one would disturb them, and then officially convened the first meeting of the Beijing Party Group.
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As soon as the Beijing Party Group meeting of 1905 convened, it immediately entered a state of drawn swords and bent bows. Although the volume was somewhat suppressed, Wu Xingchen's speech was full of the smell of gunpowder. He directly questioned what Chen Ke intended to do with Pang Zi. Chen Tianhua also cared very much about this matter; he stared at Chen Ke. He only heard Chen Ke say in his usual calm tone, "I cannot promote an uprising that is destined to fail. That is irresponsible to anyone; that is harming people."

Despite the calm tone, these words were tit-for-tat, vastly different from Chen Ke's usually rather gentle attitude.

"Are you saying Pang Zi and the others are seeking death?" Wu Xingchen was also extremely unaccustomed to Chen Ke's attitude and asked back with some surprise.

"That's right. That's exactly what I mean." Chen Ke's bright and sharp gaze fell on Wu Xingchen's face. Wu Xingchen seemed unable to bear this attitude of Chen Ke and lowered his head with a slight guilty conscience. However, Chen Ke didn't mean to let Wu Xingchen off. He asked, "Brother Wu, what do you think Brother Pang and the others actually want to do? What is the purpose of their rebellion?"

Wu Xingchen didn't answer. Chen Ke didn't insist on pursuing an answer either; he continued speaking on his own, "Nothing more than revenge and the like. Or to put it bluntly, when Uncle Jing was alive back then, Brother Pang's social status was much higher than now. And now Brother Pang might want to chase back those happy days of the past."

Hearing this, both Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua changed their expressions simultaneously. This was a condemnation of the heart; saying this meant Chen Ke wouldn't be polite in the slightest. A sense of trembling arose in Wu Xingchen's heart. *That's right, this is the Chen Ke that I, Wu Xingchen, have always feared.* From the first day he met Chen Ke, no matter how sincere or gentle Chen Ke's attitude was, Wu Xingchen always faintly felt that beneath these appearances, there was a cold and ruthless Chen Ke.

This wasn't because Chen Ke was hypocritical; precisely, Chen Ke wasn't hypocritical. In Party classes, Chen Ke very rationally explained the truth of the world to everyone. If he were merely a gentle person, he would absolutely not have such understanding. When a rational person speaks results purely from theoretical calculations, it must be Chen Ke's current appearance. Wu Xingchen didn't think Chen Ke was wrong.

Before coming to Hebei, Wu Xingchen's idea was to contact these old brothers he hadn't seen for a long time and then plan big things together. As a result, upon contact with the brothers, Wu Xingchen immediately felt disappointed. His first feeling was that these brothers were not as good as before. In the past, at any rate, the brothers still had enthusiasm and that innocent and straightforward friendship. After experiencing failure, although the brothers hadn't been completely defeated, they had become much more deep and reserved. To put it more bluntly, they had become much more sinister.

Wu Xingchen could understand this only because he himself had experienced such days. If he hadn't met Chen Ke, if he hadn't listened to the People's Party's lectures, Wu Xingchen probably wouldn't have been able to liberate himself from such emotions full of resentment and poison. Wu Xingchen was very clear about Pang Zi's petty calculations. Wu Xingchen could roughly guess Chen Ke's response: just perfunctory, and then everyone would go their separate ways. Wu Xingchen absolutely didn't want Pang Zi to lose this opportunity and walk on a path destined for failure.

"Wenqing, Pang Zi is ignorant. He doesn't understand revolution, but I understand some. Can you tell me what to do? I will carry out the revolution." Wu Xingchen made a final effort. Chen Ke never talked about specific methods; Wu Xingchen actually suspected somewhat that Chen Ke himself didn't know how to promote revolution.

After listening to Wu Xingchen's words, Chen Ke's expression suddenly softened, and a smile of joy from the heart appeared on his face. This made both Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua feel very surprised.

"Okay. How about we start discussing this issue now?" Chen Ke responded with a smile.

"That's great!" Chen Tianhua said with shining eyes; regarding this issue, he was very eager to know specifically what to do.

"We, the Revolutionary Party, are weak and isolated. If we stand up and directly confront the Manchu Qing, we are destined to fail. But the power of the Manchu Qing compared to the people counts for nothing. So, we must promote the People's Revolution."

This was still nonsense said many times before; neither Wu Xingchen nor Chen Tianhua cared. They stared at Chen Ke, waiting for the key part below.

"Revolution means fighting wars, and fighting wars means people dying. I want to ask a question: on what basis do you make everyone follow you to die? Brother Wu, speak first."

Wu Xingchen didn't expect Chen Ke to start asking questions so quickly. In fact, he hadn't figured out this question either. The Boxers back then either used the banner of Beijing princes, or engaged in tricks of invulnerability, or played with supernatural things, or burned incense and became sworn brothers. Generally speaking, it was nothing more than moving them with emotion, inducing them with profit, plus other messy brotherhood loyalty and so on. Basically, it was forcing people to die. Wu Xingchen had personally experienced the result of doing this; it might be effective in the early stage, but these rabble would immediately disintegrate in the face of a powerful enemy. Once those with rallying power in the locality died, these organizations became passing clouds and could never regroup.

Since Wu Xingchen couldn't think clearly, he simply didn't bother anymore. "Wenqing, you tell us what it's about."

"Let me give the example of Uncle Jing. Uncle Jing Tingbin was first a Military Graduate (*Wuju*). This meant he had status and influence in the countryside. Uncle Jing consistently upheld justice in the countryside and helped everyone judge right from wrong. For many things in the countryside, what Uncle Jing said counted. Everyone, say, what does this mean?"

Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua knew their own statements were definitely not Chen Ke's meaning, so they simply didn't bother; they shook their heads together.

"This shows that Uncle Jing had law enforcement ability in the countryside. That is administrative power."

Seeing that neither comrade had figured it out, Chen Ke explained again, "That is to say, Uncle Jing had power in the locality, could make rules, and maintain rules. Regardless of the court's rules or anyone else's rules, in the locality, if Uncle Jing said their rules didn't count, those rules didn't count. Whatever rules Uncle Jing said counted, those rules counted."

"Ah! So that's how it is." Wu Xingchen nodded in agreement. Previously, in Wu Xingchen's view, this was just Uncle Jing having rallying power, but hearing Chen Ke say this, Uncle Jing's power actually had a deeper meaning.

"This is the local tyrant/strongman of the countryside." Chen Tianhua also nodded in praise.

"So, when Uncle Jing attacked churches, everyone followed. First, indeed, the villains in the church did all kinds of evil. Everyone hated them to the bone. Second, since Uncle Jing was the local rule, if he asked everyone to do something, then everyone had to follow Uncle Jing according to the rules."

Wu Xingchen no longer had the original resentment at this time; he nodded while listening.

"Then, let me talk about what revolution is." Chen Ke laughed. "The basic appearance of revolution is the same as Uncle Jing. In the revolutionary area, in the base area, there are only rules made by the revolutionary government, not rules made by others. This is revolution."

"Then how to do it?" Wu Xingchen pressed.

"What is the program of the People's Party? What kind of country do we want to build? Once you understand these, you will know what the rules of revolution should be set like."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, Wu Xingchen became anxious at that moment. "Wenqing, how do I know what you actually want to make it look like? When you talk about the future, you talk incessantly. There are dozens of various departments alone, and the damn functions of each department are different. Who can remember them? I just want to engage in revolution in a county or a few villages. If you talk to me about the whole world, I can't do it."

This complaint from Wu Xingchen reminded Chen Ke that once at a Party meeting before, everyone insisted on asking Chen Ke to talk about what China should look like after the revolution succeeded. Forced helplessly, Chen Ke had to recount the state organizational structure of 21st-century China. This lengthy narration almost made everyone lose their appetite. Thinking of this, he chuckled, "Brother Wu, why did I take everyone to see the Beiyang Army's exercise? One county, a few villages—once ten thousand Beiyang troops arrive, even if you build these places like iron barrels, it still won't work. Revolution must be a revolution of the whole world; what can a tiny bit of territory do?"

"I know it won't work if the territory is small. But everyone knows me in this village; out of this village, to other villages, no one knows me. How can I go to other places to make a revolution?"

"Wrong, wrong, your idea is completely wrong." Chen Ke shook his head gently. "Brother Wu, you talk about different situations in different villages. Then let me ask you, in this world, there are some things in every village that are exactly the same. Tell me, what are the same things?"

Wu Xingchen lowered his head in contemplation; *what exactly is the same?* Just as he was pondering, he heard Chen Tianhua say impassionedly, "In this world, bullies exist in every village, and they are always that batch of people. Corrupt officials, landlords, and local tyrants. The people being bullied are also the same, all ordinary common people working hard. Am I right, Wenqing?"

Hearing this, Chen Ke felt very gratified. Just two months ago, Chen Tianhua had asked very seriously whether the People's Revolution advocated by Chen Ke meant killing all landlords. His words showed considerable concern for the safety of landlords in the revolution. Now, Chen Tianhua could already recognize that the government and landlords were both classes oppressing the common people. Such a change couldn't help but excite Chen Ke.

Chen Ke had never dared to adopt a brainwashing education mode to instill the concept of "class struggle" into Chen Tianhua and the others before. After all, the comrades of the People's Party were all from the old classes. If they couldn't spontaneously recognize these, even if Chen Ke spoke with a tongue like a lotus flower, enabling them to understand these theoretically, the hearts of these comrades might not necessarily be convinced. Nor would they necessarily truly develop a determination against the landlord class that "it won't do not to overthrow them." But what Chen Tianhua said today proved that Chen Tianhua could already spontaneously have a consciousness of confrontation against landlords.

"Xingtai is absolutely right. Brother Wu, what do you say?" Chen Ke asked Wu Xingchen.

Contrary to Chen Ke's expectation, Wu Xingchen didn't express his stance directly. His brows were slightly furrowed, calculating something. Seeing him like this, Chen Ke wasn't anxious either. Having said so much just now, Chen Ke was also thinking about how to explain the specific revolutionary steps in a while. "No investigation, no right to speak." Chen Ke had read records about rural areas in history books; he actually wanted to investigate too. But now he really couldn't spare the time. If Wu Xingchen was willing to engage in revolution in the northern countryside, Chen Ke actually quite supported it. Moreover, he considered that letting Chen Tianhua follow Wu Xingchen to the countryside for social investigation first should be no problem. Since Chen Tianhua could recognize that landlords were the oppressive class in the countryside, it could be said to be a huge leap forward. He could truly be entrusted with heavy responsibilities.

While thinking, he heard Wu Xingchen say hesitantly, "These are all fellow villagers; talking about revolution, these are all relatives."

This statement made Chen Ke speechless. *How could Wu Xingchen have such a notion?* Regarding rural clans, Chen Ke knew a little; the biggest impression was that clan forces must be completely crushed. Because rural clans controlled too much power. A meeting of clan elders could determine the life and death of clan members. This was unacceptable for a modern industrial country. In a modern industrial country, state institutions possess all administrative and judicial powers. Let alone the power of life and death, even if brothers fight, elders have no power to take coercive measures against members. But Chen Ke could understand Wu Xingchen's concern. In 1905, the state had no obligations to the common people at all. The social security system only began to be built after the founding of New China. Under the rule of the Chiang Kai-shek government, during the War of Resistance, there were even bizarre examples of collecting taxes for decades later in advance. So clans had to stick together to resist the government's exorbitant taxes and levies. However, such examples were also a minority in clans. Chen Ke felt he must convince Wu Xingchen. But this problem was the most difficult to deal with; he prepared to change an angle to speak.

"Brother Wu, there is a saying: 'Injustice provokes outcry.' I'll use another saying: 'Where there is oppression, there is resistance.' In such oppression and resistance, which side are you prepared to stand on?"

"Naturally, I stand on the side of resistance," Wu Xingchen said without hesitation.

"Then there is so much resistance now. There are landlords resisting tax collection, and tenant farmers resisting landlords taking back tenancy rights. There is resistance against usury driving people to death. Some people are both oppressors and resisters. Which side are you prepared to stand on?" Chen Ke asked.

This time Wu Xingchen was silent. He actually only really wanted to rebel against the Manchu Qing. Regarding landlords, he sympathized with them for being oppressed by the Manchu Qing on one hand, and was dissatisfied with their excessive cruelty to the poor on the other. Chen Ke's culture brought Wu Xingchen into a confusion he had never thought of before.

Seeing Wu Xingchen silent, Chen Ke said, "Okay, let's change the question. Since Brother Wu wants revolution, let's speak even more simply. Specific execution methods. Let's not talk about how to make everyone follow you to risk death for now; let's first talk about how to make the common people support you."

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen perked up some interest again.

"First, you have to let the common people know that someone wants to decide for them (uphold justice for them). Moreover, in what aspects can you decide for them. Actually, Uncle Jing achieved these back then. If Brother Wu goes down to the countryside, you must determine what exactly you want to do."

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen felt quite confused; *to what extent should I do it?* According to his initial idea, it was to get rid of the cruel and pacify the good. But after a deep talk with Chen Ke today, who was "cruel" and who was "good," he was now a bit confused.

"Second, you must have a force to complete this work. Anyone who touches your rules must be knocked down. For example, you spread your eyes and ears widely to know whose family is being bullied. You knock on the door through the door in the middle of the night, ask them who bullied them, and exactly how they were bullied. Then you take the team to help them solve the problem. After doing this for a long time, your reputation will naturally exist. The people will also be willing to believe you and tip you off. Some people will even join your team."

Seeing Wu Xingchen not speaking, Chen Ke continued, "Third..."

"Wait," Wu Xingchen interrupted Chen Ke's words. "Wenqing, is this your revolution?"

"Yes, helping the masses, mobilizing the masses, uniting the masses. These are my revolutionary measures."

"Wenqing, this is not a small matter. Not to mention anything else, if you do this, how many people will you offend? As the saying goes, 'When a wall is about to fall, everyone pushes it.' When those people join hands to deal with the revolution, that will definitely be a big deal."

Chen Ke answered very frankly, "I know. Last time I told Brother Pang that he could do whatever he wanted according to his own mind. As long as he doesn't launch a People's Revolution, his end is destined to be a complete defeat, and he will lose his life in vain."

Wu Xingchen fell silent. Originally, he was worried that Chen Ke would give up on Pang Zi. If Pang Zi didn't get Chen Ke's guidance and rushed to rebel, he would be destined to fail. So Wu Xingchen wanted Chen Ke to state the specific revolutionary steps. In his imagination, as long as he could get these specific methods and strategies, even if Chen Ke ignored Pang Zi, Wu Xingchen himself could help. But unexpectedly, Chen Ke would propose such a true People's Revolution. After listening to these simple narrations, Wu Xingchen could imagine what kind of fierce confrontation such a revolution would cause. This was no longer revolution, but risking one's life.

"Is there no other way? Wenqing."

"Then what does Brother Wu want Brother Pang to get?" Chen Ke asked back with a smile.

*Yes, what do I want Fatty to get?* Wu Xingchen suddenly remembered Chen Ke's earlier words: "What do Brother Pang and the others actually want to do? What is the purpose of their rebellion? Nothing more than revenge and the like. Or to put it bluntly, when Uncle Jing was alive back then, Brother Pang's social status was much higher than now. And now Brother Pang might want to chase back those happy days of the past."

Not long ago, Wu Xingchen thought this was just Chen Ke's condemnation of the heart. But now it seemed that Chen Ke was the same as before, merely stating the cold reality. Looking carefully at Chen Ke, Wu Xingchen still saw that familiar expression. Every time after Chen Ke conducted such an analysis, he had neither complacency nor the slightest look of pity. Facing the speechless comrades, Chen Ke was expressionless, even feeling somewhat lonely. Looking at Chen Tianhua next to him, he saw Chen Tianhua's brows slightly furrowed; he should be pondering Chen Ke's words repeatedly. And his own expression, presumably, should be a kind of helplessness and anxiety.

Wu Xingchen only truly came into contact with revolution after joining the People's Party. In these few months, Wu Xingchen thought he had learned a lot. But after such a narration of practical operations today, Wu Xingchen understood that compared to Chen Ke, he only understood a little skin and hair about revolution. Such a sense of frustration, and sense of loss. And after thinking deeply about revolution, recognizing what kind of huge hostile forces he had to face. These heavy emotions mixed together made Wu Xingchen suddenly think of a question. *What kind of person is Chen Ke exactly?*

Just at this moment, he saw Chen Ke smile. "Brother Wu, these enemies are nothing to be afraid of. Believe me, if it is a true People's Revolution, we can definitely smash these enemies. We can definitely create a powerful New China."

These words didn't arouse Wu Xingchen's courage. Recalling the impression Chen Ke left on him before, Wu Xingchen suddenly had a superstitious fear. Chen Ke seemed to be a revolutionary star descended into this world. If not for this reason, how could a person understand revolution so profoundly? How could a person be tough enough to face such huge enemies without the slightest fear?
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Many times, silence is a good choice. The emotions contained in speechlessness include resistance and silent pleas. Wu Xingchen was silent now. The previous discussion completely dispelled Wu Xingchen's fantasy; he knew clearly that Chen Ke wouldn't help Pang Zi.

When people's momentum weakens, they often have a psychological weakness. At the beginning of the Party meeting, Wu Xingchen felt that Chen Ke's way of treating Pang Zi was inappropriate and always felt that Chen Ke should give more. Now he couldn't help but think of Pang Zi's consistent disrespect towards Chen Ke. In the *Jianghu*, even this kind of impolite attitude might trigger a very serious conflict, not to mention that Chen Ke's words and deeds truly stemmed from concern for Pang Zi.

"Brother Wu, do you still consider yourself a member of the People's Party?" Chen Ke broke the silence. Hearing this, Chen Tianhua felt a tightness in his heart. Chen Ke had sympathy; he knew this. Chen Ke didn't have the "benevolence of a woman" (undue leniency); Chen Tianhua also knew this clearly. The reason for asking this was probably that he was going to be tough with Wu Xingchen. Wu Xingchen had been favoring Pang Zi; Chen Tianhua knew this well and wasn't satisfied with it either. But looking at Chen Ke's meaning, there was a flavor of expelling Wu Xingchen from the party. Chen Tianhua instinctively wanted to object, but he couldn't say it. In the People's Party's organizational program, there was such a clause—members of the Chinese People's Party must completely sever all connections with parties and groups attempting to oppose the party's program. Pang Zi couldn't be counted as an enemy, but based on Pang Zi's actions, he couldn't be talked about as a friend either. If Chen Ke wanted to handle it according to organizational discipline, Chen Tianhua couldn't raise an objection.

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen's face became even more solemn. His gaze became heavy, and he even rarely bit his lip. After making up his mind, he said, "Wenqing, if you are talking about Brother Pang's matter..."

Chen Ke interrupted Wu Xingchen's words. He said calmly, "It has nothing to do with Brother Pang. I just want to ask, does Brother Wu still insist that he is a member of the People's Party?"

Hesitating for a moment, Wu Xingchen answered, "Yes, I still insist that I am a member of the People's Party. But..."

"Wait for me to finish first, okay?" Chen Ke cut off Wu Xingchen's words again. For some reason, Chen Tianhua suddenly felt a flavor of relaxation in Chen Ke's voice. Chen Ke picked up the scissors, trimmed the candle wick, and the candle burned brighter.

"As the chairman of this Party meeting, I want to request you, Brother Wu, to carry out revolutionary struggle work in the north. Whether with Brother Pang or with those few Shandong brothers. I want you to participate in their revolution, well, I should say uprising work. I wonder what Brother Wu thinks?"

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen was greatly surprised. He didn't want to withdraw from the People's Party. Just now, he wanted to propose staying in Hebei to participate in the uprising with Pang Zi. Unexpectedly, Chen Ke proposed it first. Taking advantage of this bright candlelight, Wu Xingchen carefully sized up Chen Ke's face. Chen Ke showed an encouraging smile that very much understood Wu Xingchen's difficulties, without any dissatisfaction, let alone any intention of testing him.

"How about it, does Brother Wu agree?" Seeing Wu Xingchen not speaking, Chen Ke asked again.

"I agree." Wu Xingchen hurriedly replied.

Seeing that Chen Ke wasn't going to punish Wu Xingchen but proposed such a reasonable suggestion, Chen Tianhua was also very happy. After all, they were comrades; why make it to the point of expelling people? On second thought, Chen Tianhua felt a bit embarrassed again. Chen Ke wanting to expel Wu Xingchen was Chen Tianhua's own speculation. Such speculation of his own was where his magnanimity was inferior to Chen Ke's. While criticizing himself in secret, Chen Tianhua suddenly heard Chen Ke say, "Xingtai, I want you to stay in the north with Brother Wu. Be responsible for the preparation work of launching the uprising."

"Ah? I have to stay too?" Chen Tianhua asked in surprise. Regarding this decision, Chen Tianhua's surprise was fifty percent, and the other fifty percent was joy.

"Leaving Brother Wu alone here, he has revolutionary enthusiasm, but revolutionary theory is obviously insufficient. Originally, I should have stayed in the north, but if we leave Shanghai for a few months, I'm not too assured either. So I can only let Xingtai stay in the north."

"This is very good." Chen Tianhua answered excitedly.

Seeing Chen Tianhua's face full of joy, Chen Ke felt he couldn't let him be too happy. "Don't be anxious; I'm leaving everyone in the north not to let everyone slack off (let loose). What to do here, I have to discuss with everyone."

"Wenqing asked us to stay here; what do you plan for us to do?" Wu Xingchen wasn't as optimistic as Chen Tianhua. He felt Chen Ke wouldn't give in to Pang Zi so easily. Moreover, Chen Ke's words had already made it clear that Wu Xingchen was staying here not as Pang Zi's close friend, but as a People's Party member. In other words, if Wu Xingchen insisted on his stance as a People's Party member, Pang Zi's stance wouldn't be the primary object of consideration.

"Brother Wu, no matter what, I don't want Brother Pang Zi to lose his life in vain. I said so much earlier just to explain to Brother Pang Zi that following the previous rebellion mode will definitely not work. Brother Pang has prejudice against me, thinking I am not on the same path as him." Speaking of this, Chen Ke suddenly laughed again. "This is me speaking wrong. Brother Pang has no prejudice against me; I am indeed not on the same path as him. But what I want to ask is, does Brother Wu want to walk the same path as Brother Pang, or do you want to run towards the path of successful revolution? On this point, as party members, we have no need to tell lies."

Hearing such a frank question, Wu Xingchen tightened his lips. Emotionally, he wanted to support Pang Zi. But rationally, he had long been convinced by Chen Ke. Finally, Wu Xingchen sighed deeply, "Never mind, some things can't be done just with brotherly affection. I want to walk the path of revolution."

"Very good. Then let's first discuss how to let Brother Pang and the Shandong brothers save their lives after the rebellion. As long as the green hills remain, there is no fear of having no firewood to burn. This method should be most practical for them."

"What brilliant strategy is there?" Chen Tianhua was very interested in this.

"They must change from sitting bandits who are very easy to suppress into roving bandits who are not easy to suppress."

"Haha!" Hearing Chen Ke's "brilliant strategy," Chen Tianhua couldn't help laughing out loud. *What's the difference between this and saying nothing? If you can't win, you naturally have to run; how is it possible to sit and wait for the government army to suppress you?*

Wu Xingchen's reaction was completely different from Chen Tianhua's. His eyes lit up. "This requires Wenqing to explain it well." Wu Xingchen had been beaten badly by the Beiyang Army in Shandong. While fleeing for his life, he really had the feeling that the world was big but there was nowhere to hide.

"As the saying goes, a *sheng* (small measure) of rice creates kindness, a *dou* (large measure) of rice creates hatred. Trying to buy people's hearts by scattering wealth is absolutely impossible. The common people don't buy this." Chen Ke didn't talk about revolutionary principles this time.

Watching Wu Xingchen nodding slightly, Chen Tianhua was quite puzzled. "Making everyone live a little better, how can one not be appreciated?"

"A little better? How much better counts as a little better? Eating an extra bowl of rice is a little better; having immense wealth is also a little better. Your view is absolutely wrong." Chen Ke's voice was cold. "If they are contented people, they don't lack your little bit of stuff at all. If they are discontented people, however much you give is not enough. So, relying on scattering wealth only makes capable people look down on you, and incapable people envy you. Moreover, with Brother Pang's current means, this money didn't come from a proper path either. If he engages in buying people's hearts, that would really be Zhu Bajie looking in the mirror—not a human inside or out."

Although Chen Tianhua still didn't quite understand, seeing Chen Ke speaking firmly and Wu Xingchen agreeing completely, he simply stopped interrupting.

"So, how Brother Pang makes a scene now, everyone needs to watch closely. We must enable Brother Pang to save the urgent and the poor. Point out the route of struggle to everyone, rather than just using money and grain to dismiss the matter," Chen Ke continued. Wu Xingchen's mood this time was very different from before. He greatly agreed with the various penetrating criticisms proposed by Chen Ke. When Chen Ke talked about some very ruthless methods, Wu Xingchen even slapped the table and applauded. Chen Tianhua took notes quickly. Regardless of whether he could accept Chen Ke's statements, these were very important materials. They absolutely couldn't just be done with after speaking.

The night grew deeper, and the Party group meeting had become very harmonious. However, everyone had just traveled far. By more than two o'clock, Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua couldn't take it anymore. Chen Ke simply let them sleep and continued writing things himself.

The sky gradually brightened, and Chen Ke put down his pen. Although he didn't feel tired yet, it was painstaking to write these things he wasn't good at after all. Writing wasn't too tiring, but racking his brains to come up with suitable specific struggle methods really made one feel mentally unbearable. Chen Ke had been running around outside these few days and hadn't taken a bath; his body already had a smell. He simply stripped naked and took a basin and soap to bathe by the water well outside.

It wasn't sunrise yet; the sky was just a little hazy. A few stars were still scattered in the pale white sky. The entire quadrangle courtyard was still dark, shrouded in a desolate glimmer everywhere. Chen Ke poured a basin of water over his body. Compared to the cold air, the well water was warm. The comfort of the water flowing over his skin made Chen Ke grunt involuntarily. The autumn breeze blew, quickly taking away the temperature on the skin, and soon made this bather feel a bone-piercing chill. Chen Ke poured another basin of water over his head, then wiped his face and raised his head. A bird flew eastward from high in the sky. Perhaps noticing Chen Ke, it suddenly cawed. Watching the figure of this crow gradually merge into the bronze-colored sky in the east, Chen Ke suddenly remembered that crows seemed to signify bad omens. Of course, Chen Ke didn't believe this nonsense at all. Another few basins of water flushed down, then soaping, then rinsing. The shower of well water re-energized his somewhat numb thinking.

Among those few heroes, Chai Qingguo was always very polite to Chen Ke. And judging from his usual performance, he seemed to agree with Chen Ke's propositions quite a bit. But after all, being with other brothers, Chai Qingguo couldn't directly express approval of Chen Ke either. It seemed he had to find an opportunity to talk to Chai Qingguo alone. Or, when Wu Xingchen and the others went to the countryside, ask Chai Qingguo to stay behind and help alone. While thinking, Chen Ke dried his body and returned to the room. It was truly "living in a fragrant room for a long time without smelling its fragrance"; as soon as he entered the door, Chen Ke felt the smell in this room was quite strong. Luckily he could stay in here for a night. He didn't close the door either, just found clean clothes to change into, threw the dirty clothes into the basin, squatted in the courtyard, and started washing clothes.

There were quite a few dirty clothes. Chen Ke washed clothes alone in this quiet morning. Suddenly a strange thought popped into his mind: *I wonder if that Miss He I met last time washes clothes herself.* As soon as this thought appeared, Chen Ke felt quite strange. The two were just chance acquaintances and had only met once; why did he suddenly think of this lady?

Recalling carefully, Chen Ke actually couldn't remember the specific appearance of that lady. The only thing he could remember was those pair of bright and firm beautiful eyes. That was a gaze Chen Ke was very familiar with. In the 21st century, only those sufficiently firm women had that kind of fearless gaze.

Chen Ke liked this kind of woman. They only did things to accomplish their goals. In the process of things, they only did their best according to the laws and didn't pursue any final result. Therefore, that gaze would be so bright, so focused. Unlike "Lord" He Ruming, who was only to get the result and didn't care at all what the intermediate process was. If possible, "Lord" He Ruming hoped the process of things would be like this: others shouting "Daddy He," "Grandpa He," you must honor us, please let us serve you. Facing He Ruming's modest "repeated refusal," others steadfastly wanted to handle affairs for He Ruming. Finally, out of absolute helplessness, to give others face, He Ruming reluctantly accepted others' service. In the end, He Ruming didn't have to lift a finger, yet gained both fame and fortune.

*I'm also a bit too mean,* Chen Ke thought. But when He Ruming talked with him about those trivial details, his eyes changed constantly. However, on those core contents, He Ruming's reaction was quite slow. It presented a perfect contrast with He Qian's shrewdness and capability. *Are these two really biological siblings?*

*If it were in the 21st century, it would be great,* Chen Ke couldn't help thinking. In that case, he could ask He Qian out and discuss this matter properly in private. Maybe this matter would have been done long ago. And they could also make friends or something. Chen Ke liked shrewd and capable women very much. Being with them, there was no nonsense; everyone had a very relaxed feeling. Moreover, when chatting idly, these women often spoke wittily; chatting about everything was also an enjoyment.

But this was really an absolute extravagant hope. Just like in the 21st century, Chen Ke only needed to throw clothes into the washing machine and didn't need to worry. Now, to maintain hygiene, he had to wash by hand.

The clothes were washed, and the sky was bright. No one got up; it seemed the long-distance travel made everyone exhausted. Chen Ke felt a bit sleepy, but he didn't dare go back to lie on the bed. Everyone probably wouldn't wake him up; what if he overslept? He simply lay on the table in the main room and slept.

"Mr. Chen, wake up." Someone called beside him. Chen Ke slowly raised his head and saw Pang Zi standing beside him. Checking his watch, Chen Ke had slept for about two hours.

"What's up?"

"Breakfast is ready," Pang Zi said.

Looking outside, he saw the soup pot on the honeycomb briquette stove steaming, and Wu Xingchen and the others were busy around the pot.

"Good." Having slept for this while, Chen Ke felt his energy completely restored. He stood up and answered, "Eat."

According to yesterday's agreement, after eating, Wu Xingchen would talk with Pang Zi and the others, and Chen Ke wouldn't participate. If Chen Ke participated, it would only make Pang Zi feel uncomfortable. So Chen Ke took this time to visit He Ruming.

Steward He was very enthusiastic about Chen Ke's visit. He told Chen Ke that He Ruming was not at home. Chen Ke almost blurted out asking if He Qian was in. Fortunately, he held back. If he really dared to ask like this, Steward He would probably beat Chen Ke out the door. Returning to the residence unhappily, he heard Wu Xingchen saying something to everyone in the wing room. Chen Ke didn't stop either and went straight back to the main room. Just after sitting for a moment, he heard someone knocking on the door. The gate wasn't closed tightly. The person outside pushed it open gently and then shouted through the crack of the door, "Is Mr. Wenqing in?" It was Xie Mingxian's voice.

"I am here, Mingxian, come in quickly." Chen Ke responded happily.

Xie Mingxian carried a square package; presumably, it contained medicine. What surprised Chen Ke greatly was that there was another person standing outside the door with him; it was actually Wang Bin. Chen Ke was slightly stunned, then reacted. "Brother Wang, welcome, welcome. Come in quickly; the journey must have been hard." Saying this, he took the package from Xie Mingxian's hand with one hand, picked up the suitcase beside Wang Bin, and led the two into the main room.

Wang Bin was really a rare guest. Since You Gou introduced Wang Bin and Zhou Yuanxiao to Chen Ke, the two began to cooperate. As a middle-to-high-level steward in a German foreign firm, Wang Bin actually helped Chen Ke get a lot of things. But the two didn't have any personal friendship. He came from Shanghai with Xie Mingxian, but Chen Ke didn't know why.

"This coal looks quite interesting," Wang Bin asked holding a teacup with both hands. Shanghai was much warmer than Beijing. He and Xie Mingxian came by boat and really weren't used to this temperature difference. Just now when Chen Ke was boiling water, putting honeycomb briquettes into the stove attracted his attention.

"I plan to promote this thing in a big way in Beijing." Chen Ke didn't hide it from him. Anyway, the price of anthracite in the south was high, and Chen Ke wasn't worried about Wang Bin starting it in the south. "Does Brother Wang want to stay in Beijing and make honeycomb briquettes with me?" Chen Ke teased.

"I didn't come for this. A German friend arrived in Beijing; I came to see him," Wang Bin replied.

"It should be so, it should be so." Chen Ke laughed. Chen Ke had no special feeling about Wang Bin's action. He himself liked traveling. If he had a whim to go out in the morning, he would immediately contact friends in that place, buy tickets at noon, and leave by car at night. This kind of thing hadn't happened just once or twice. Before, a brother from out of town called after nine in the evening, saying they were short one for Mahjong. Then Chen Ke immediately went out to the train station, bought a train ticket for the nearest trip, arrived at the card table more than a hundred kilometers away by 11:30, and played cards all night. Chen Ke very much approved of Wang Bin's action. A German friend coming from afar, rushing from Shanghai to Beijing to meet, counted for nothing.

However, Xie Mingxian beside him looked at Chen Ke with strange eyes. Although Xie Mingxian had heard of "traveling ten thousand miles" when reading books, that was just talk. He felt the journey was far when he went from Hunan to Shanghai alone. Qi Huishen sent him from Shanghai to Beijing. Young people's nature naturally liked to go far away. But having really experienced such a long journey at sea, and actually arriving at the capital at the foot of the Son of Heaven, Xie Mingxian felt a bit unreal instead. Seeing Chen Ke's nonchalant attitude made Xie Mingxian feel very uncomfortable.

Chen Ke noticed this. He patted Xie Mingxian's shoulder. "Mingxian, you also have courage. From Shanghai to Beijing, this journey is also several thousand *li*. How do you feel now?"

Hearing Chen Ke say this, Xie Mingxian smiled. "It's really far." After speaking, he added, "The weather here is quite cold."

"Haha." Chen Ke and Wang Bin both laughed after hearing this.

"By the way, Brother Wang, where do you plan to live when you arrive in Beijing? If you don't mind, simply stay here with me for a few days," Chen Ke said.

Wang Bin didn't decline. "That's exactly my intention."

Looking at Wang Bin's swollen eyelids, Chen Ke said with concern, "The journey was tiring. Brother Wang, go sleep for a while first."

After Wang Bin went to sleep, Xie Mingxian saw no one around, so he took out a letter and handed it to Chen Ke. "Mr. Wenqing, this is a letter from Mr. Qi to you."

Chen Ke wasn't in a hurry to open it. "Mingxian, you go sleep for a while too. Whatever it is, wait until you get up at noon to talk about it. In the afternoon, go out with me; we'll go to a good place."

"Where to?" Xie Mingxian felt Chen Ke's mysterious words weren't quite right; he asked.

"Imperial University." After Chen Ke finished speaking, he saw Xie Mingxian's eyes immediately widen, getting bigger and bigger, finally almost glaring into circles.

"That's right, it's the Imperial University." Chen Ke added.

Xie Mingxian's arms were somewhat stiff. Seeing that Chen Ke didn't mean to deceive him, he then stood up. "Mr. Wenqing, I'll go sleep right now." After speaking, Xie Mingxian went towards the bedroom almost trembling. Chen Ke could understand how excited this scholar (*Xiucai*) was to hear this name.

With an excitement less than one-tenth of Xie Mingxian's, Chen Ke checked the integrity of the envelope, then opened the envelope and pulled out a thick stack of paper.
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Chapter 36 Letter

"Today is a historic day; today will be remembered forever. Many years later, young people will ask about everything that happened today with reverence and curiosity. Today is a historic day, and you are part of it. For thousands of years, the people have never been truly paid attention to. No matter who wrote the history books, whether official history or unofficial history, whether imperial diaries or county gazetteers, no one has ever truly studied the daily lives of the people. Especially after the foreign powers fought into China, all we heard were people shouting, 'We can't go on living!' 'The country will no longer be a country!' 'China is going to be exterminated!' Why can't we go on living? Why is China going to be exterminated? Under these slogans, what exactly is Chinese society like, and why did it become like this? No one has ever truly studied it. The actual lives of the people are at best rumors in the streets and vague stories. But today, there is such a group of people, it is ourselves, who will conduct a social investigation. The mysteries will be uncovered; the social pulse and disorder will be clearly seen and pointed out. 'The People' is no longer a vague noun but concrete figures, a clear existence in the operation of society. So, today is a historic day!"

This passage was Qi Huishen's speech at the "oath-taking rally" for the social investigation. After reading it, Chen Ke felt extremely familiar with it. This was an impromptu call to action Chen Ke made at the Party meeting when encouraging comrades to grasp the social investigation work. Several sentences imitated the speech of the SS officer in *Schindler's List*. Obviously, Qi Huishen had applied it flexibly.

The letter was handwritten by He Zudao. That beautiful penmanship was undoubtedly the best in the People's Party at the current stage. And the one who dictated this letter should be Qi Huishen. Qi Huishen detailed the recent preparations for the rural investigation. While Xie Mingxian was ordered to set off for Beijing, twelve investigation teams also set out for the countryside. Reading between the lines revealed a high-spirited emotion. Thinking about it, Qi Huishen had been launching "revolution" for several years; this should be the first time he could organize a three-digit number of people for an action with the same purpose. Not to mention that his companions were all like-minded young people. So Qi Huishen's article was full of emotion.

Putting down the letter, Chen Ke looked at the blue sky outside the window. He didn't know what results this group of young people would get from going to the countryside. Chen Ke recalled his own feelings when he first returned to the countryside. Apart from rational thinking and a faint disgust, he didn't generate much deep sympathy for the working people.

However, Chen Ke didn't feel ashamed of his cold-bloodedness. At any rate, he had experienced countless exam-oriented education tests and read many Party theoretical books. In Chen Ke's subconscious, he had completely accepted that this world was a world of struggle—struggling with heaven, struggling with earth, struggling with people. In such a world full of struggle, seeing where the problem lay wasn't everything. To liberate oneself, one must struggle to the end against all unreasonable things. If it was someone who dared to rise up and struggle, then Chen Ke would gladly include him in the ranks of comrades. Even for someone like Pang Zi who rose up to rebel merely for his own desires, Chen Ke didn't give up the thought of him. The reason he spent so much effort teaching Pang Zi various revolutionary theories was that he hoped Pang Zi's struggle could turn into a true revolution.

But as for those who submitted meekly to oppression, the People's Party didn't have enough strength to fully mobilize the masses yet. So Chen Ke didn't even have the thought of "mourning their misfortune." Education in industrial society had branded the concept of "efficiency" into Chen Ke's instinct. He could tirelessly complete many tedious tasks. Because these tasks were the steps Chen Ke believed could most effectively promote the revolution at the current stage. Seemingly magnificent extensive mobilization of the masses, in Chen Ke's view, was actually the most inefficient move.

*Hope those comrades can gain something,* Chen Ke wished silently.

He picked up the letter again and continued reading. Qi Huishen reported the latest resolution of the Shanghai Party Branch. After discussion, the Shanghai Party Branch passed the latest plan for developing Party members and formed a resolution.

According to the letter, Chen Ke pulled out the last page, which was a copy of the latest resolution document. In this document, the Party Branch required Party members to abandon pure theoretical education, but instead first talk about results, talk about the deduction process, and then directly lead activists to verify through social investigation.

"The role of the Party Branch has finally been brought into play." After reading the resolution, Chen Ke was very happy. In fact, not only the Shanghai Party Branch, but the Beijing Party Group also adopted the same method based on facts. Yesterday's overnight discussion, the workshop style finally chosen was exactly the same as Shanghai's.

*It seems I was wrong.* Chen Ke admitted this fact. As if to verify Chen Ke's thought, laughter came from the wing room. Not only Pang Zi was laughing, but several other people were also laughing happily. Yesterday evening, after determining the future development direction, Wu Xingchen's lectures to Pang Zi and the others no longer centered on "must take the revolutionary road," but adopted the method of teaching specific revolutionary techniques. The result was continuous laughter in the wing room serving as the meeting place. Chen Tianhua was also participating in the meeting inside. In the past few days, during Chen Ke's lectures, there was no laughter; everyone either looked up at the sky or looked worried. It seemed listening to Chen Ke's class was torture for everyone.

And today, just from this atmosphere, it could be judged that Wu Xingchen's class had grasped the emotions of Pang Zi and the others. The effect should be very good.

With a pleasant mood, Chen Ke continued reading. One of the school buildings had been completed, and the teaching equipment and instruments ordered previously began to arrive. Before Chen Ke left, he also arranged the construction of the glass factory, and You Gou recommended a few friends to be responsible for this matter. Now, only Hua Xiongmao and Qin Wu'an of the Shanghai Party Branch remained in Shanghai. Everyone else had gone to the countryside. At the end of the letter, the comrades wished Chen Ke smooth sailing in Beijing and an early return to Shanghai to reunite with everyone.

"It seems the comrades are doing well, but Beijing hasn't been able to achieve the current stage's goal," Chen Ke muttered to himself. *Maybe I am the one who is most ridiculously wrong in the People's Party.* Such a thought suddenly popped up. After reading the letter, Chen Ke could roughly determine that the comrades in the south were definitely working enthusiastically now. Their final gains would definitely not reach Chen Ke's current level, but in the task of absorbing new Party members, there was destined to be huge success. Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua working in the northern countryside couldn't make Pang Zi a staunch Party member either. But at least the revolutionary activities in the north would become intense. Compared with them, Chen Ke's own work hadn't progressed much.

Thinking of these, Chen Ke suddenly felt a sense of frustration. Perhaps he had committed the mistake of dogmatism. But on second thought, Chen Ke felt maybe this idea of his was wrong. Although he wasn't familiar with the Party history of back then, the Party made many mistakes in the early and middle stages. Presumably, someone must have done the activities of the Shanghai Party Branch and the Northern Party Branch back then. Since these experiences weren't recorded in history books, it proved that these practices didn't succeed. Finally, the revolutionary road pointed out by Chairman Mao led the Party to victory. Since history has already proven it, then he shouldn't easily doubt the line.

Thinking it over and over, he couldn't get a better answer. Chen Ke didn't want to waste time, so he simply prepared for the afternoon course.

At noon, the door of the wing room opened. Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi, and the others walked out with glowing faces. It seemed the morning class was effective. Even Pang Zi acted out of character and was quite polite to Chen Ke. The resistance in his original expression disappeared completely. Chen Ke naturally had to follow the trend; he laughed and joked with everyone. At the same time, he started fiddling with the honeycomb briquette stove, preparing to cook.

At this juncture, He Ruming's steward came to invite Chen Ke; He Ruming was back.

He Ruming was obviously smug. Seeing Chen Ke enter, he smiled quite reservedly, and then kept him in suspense: "Has Wenqing been well recently?" Then it was a pile of nonsense about the weather in Tianjin and the changes in the city. Chen Ke wasn't too optimistic about He Ruming's eye for selecting talent. Moreover, his own mood today couldn't be called very happy. After perfunctorily saying a few sentences, Chen Ke suddenly wanted to open his mouth to tell He Ruming that he was going to lecture at the Imperial University in the afternoon. But words at his lips, Chen Ke held back again. Such a demonstration would definitely have an effect on He Ruming, but not necessarily positive. He Ruming cared about face; if Chen Ke said this, the implied meaning was "You, Lord He, are nothing remarkable." He Ruming would definitely be able to hear the meaning outside the words, and then everyone would absolutely have a conflict.

But to let He Ruming go on with endless nonsense like this, Chen Ke really didn't have time. He simply asked directly, "Lord He, seeing you so happy, presumably you must have met many excellent friends in Tianjin, right?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, He Ruming frowned. He answered with slight dissatisfaction, "I didn't meet many friends. But Wenqing, your luck is not bad; I found quite a few people."

"That's great," Chen Ke laughed.

"In just these two days, they will arrive in Beijing."

"About how many people? I'll hurry to prepare accommodation now," Chen Ke responded quickly.

Seeing Chen Ke was very tactful and knew to prepare accommodation for the comers, He Ruming was relatively satisfied. "You prepare accommodation for twenty people first. Maybe more later."

"Since the people will arrive in two days, I'll go prepare first. If Lord He has no other orders, I will take my leave." Chen Ke wished he could leave immediately.

"There's no rush for this moment. Wenqing, stay for lunch."

*He Ruming actually invited me to dinner; what does this mean?* Chen Ke couldn't make heads or tails of it. And he really didn't have time. If he let He Ruming entangle him, the afternoon plan would be disrupted. He quickly explained, "I have friends coming from Shanghai; we agreed to have dinner at noon today. Lord He's kindness, I can only wait for next time."

Hearing someone coming from Shanghai, He Ruming's eyes lit up. Chen Ke thought, *Oh no.* As expected, He Ruming continued, "Wenqing, this time in Tianjin, I saw many people troubled by malignant diseases, unspeakably miserable."

*What does this have to do with me?* Chen Ke said in his heart, *Lord He, you still owe me money you haven't given. Do you think I'm a three-year-old child; I agree to whatever you say?* Chen Ke had seen quite a few people like He Ruming in the 21st century, very similar to pyramid schemes. Generally speaking, they draw a beautiful bubble for you and then let you jump in yourself. The only difference lay in that those people knew they had no power to force others to do so, so they paid more attention to speaking skills. While Lord He thought he was an official and believed Chen Ke should dedicate himself selflessly to fulfill Lord He's "kindness." If not for Yan Fu behind Chen Ke, He Ruming would probably be putting on official airs now.

So He Ruming kept hinting to Chen Ke how anxious the patients were. But he didn't mention money, so Chen Ke played deaf and dumb, giving noncommittal answers. Just as the two were wrangling, Chen Ke heard a woman's voice. "Brother, get ready to eat." As soon as the voice fell, He Qian walked into the living room.

He Qian had actually been listening outside the living room for a while. She heard Chen Ke's increasingly impatient mood very clearly.

Actually, He Ruming's harvest in Tianjin this time was good. Old Master He was an old Westernization Movement adherent and one of the elders of the Tianjin Machinery Bureau. He Ruming also entered the Tianjin Machinery Bureau under the Old Master's arrangement. Old Master He didn't love social engagement, but whenever he treated guests, he would always bring his daughter to the banquet. The adults drank, and He Qian would drink a little too; the Old Master never minded. The people Old Master He could invite were considered decent fellows; everyone would talk about work matters at the wine table. He Qian still had impressions of the people mentioned in these conversations. Before He Ruming went to Tianjin, He Qian specially discussed with him who to find and how to tell those people about coming to Beijing. And the harvest was quite good.

But He Qian really didn't expect that after He Ruming handled this matter well, he would actually start to be muddled at the critical moment. Although she had only met Chen Ke once, He Qian could determine that Chen Ke was not a person who loved face, nor a person who would care too much about others' face. Negotiating with Chen Ke required a straightforward, clearly priced transaction method. Chen Ke would respect the credit of the transaction. He Ruming felt he held a good hand and wanted to make Chen Ke soften first. This would only lead to the failure of cooperation. Hearing Chen Ke becoming more and more impatient, He Qian had to come forward.

He Ruming didn't expect his sister to come out personally. What was more surprising was that his sister just greeted Chen Ke and then started negotiating like an acquaintance. "Mr. Chen is also here." He Qian bowed slightly.

Chen Ke also nodded in greeting. "Hello, Miss He."

"Mr. Chen, my eldest brother found people back from Tianjin. It's not yet thirteen days; I wonder how Mr. Chen's preparations are going?"

"The medicine has been brought."

"Then when will Mr. Chen meet these friends from the Machinery Bureau?"

"The day after tomorrow. After I prepare the accommodation, I will treat everyone to a meal."

"Then when can we give Mr. Chen the medicine money?"

"After the meal, I will pay a special visit to your residence."

"Then Mr. Chen must bring a few more people. Banknotes worth thousands of taels of silver; don't get robbed on the way."

Hearing these words with needles hidden in cotton, Chen Ke laughed loudly. "Miss He is saying I don't trust Lord He. I absolutely have no such intention. I'm just a businessman; if Lord He doesn't speak, I dare not mention money."

Seeing Chen Ke simply putting on a "rolling knife meat" (tough/shameless) attitude, He Qian had no other way to say anything else. Anyway, what should be discussed was discussed, and what should be beaten (hinted/warned) was beaten. She just smiled and stopped speaking.

He Ruming saw his sister settle most of the matter so easily, but the key issue wasn't mentioned. Chen Ke said at the time that as long as he was satisfied with the people introduced by He Ruming, then for twenty people, it would be much cheaper. But the two only talked about the drug transaction fundamentally, but didn't mention this discount issue. He Ruming couldn't help looking at his sister. He Qian knew her brother's plan in his heart. She felt regret in her heart. Her brother's vision was still too narrow, only thinking about the matter of saving a few hundred taels of silver. If He Qian were handling this matter, she would take the money to buy medicine directly at this time, regardless of anything, let Chen Ke sell fifty people's worth of medicine first. Going to Tianjin this time, He Ruming really contacted patients. The patients over there were waiting to use the medicine; let alone twenty taels, they would pay fifty taels. Not rushing to earn big money, but haggling over those small sums; heaven knows what her brother was thinking.

But He Qian, a girl, couldn't say this; He Ruming had to say it personally. But seeing her brother just not opening his mouth, He Qian blinked, and a plan came to mind. She took her leave first.

Seeing his sister quit, He Ruming didn't know what to do. Chen Ke refused both soft and hard tactics, having a posture of "not acting until the outcome is certain (not releasing the hawk until seeing the rabbit)." If Chen Ke said he didn't like these twenty people, what should be done? These were all found by He Ruming personally. If they were driven back to Tianjin by Chen Ke, this face would be lost greatly. Originally, He Ruming wanted to talk about this at the dinner table, but Chen Ke refused to eat this meal. And his sister had already set the delivery time to the day after tomorrow just now. How could he make Chen Ke obediently express his stance that he would absolutely treat these people well?

Just not knowing how to speak, he saw Steward He enter the living room. The steward greeted Chen Ke and then said, "Mr. Chen, my master asked me to calculate last time; we should give you two hundred taels of medicine money. I didn't calculate wrong, right?"

"That's not urgent," Chen Ke laughed.

"My master instructed that since my master invited you here, although the Beiyang Army should pay for the medicine, you are not familiar with the people of the Beiyang Army. We can't let you worry. My master plans to advance this medicine money first. I handled this matter slowly. Later when I went to find you, you weren't home. This matter dragged on until now. Really sorry." The steward finished speaking and bowed to Chen Ke. "Please forgive me."

He Ruming didn't remember instructing the steward to give Chen Ke money. The ones seeing the doctor were Beiyang Army officers; if Chen Ke wanted money, he should ask the Beiyang Army. Beiyang had actually prepared the money. Finding Pu Guanshui would get the money. *What play is the steward acting out?*

But Steward He was someone who followed the Old Master when he was alive; He Ruming knew he wouldn't act recklessly. Sure enough, he heard Chen Ke say, "Lord He, thank you for your concern about this matter. Brother Pu said he would give me this money. You don't need to worry; there won't be a case of not getting the medical fees."

"That's good, that's good." Although He Ruming didn't understand what the steward meant, he still had the basic ability to act on the spot.

"Master, last time you said when collecting money, we should send a car to pick up and drop off Mr. Chen. Do we still need to send it this time?" Steward He continued to ask.

"Send, send a car." He Ruming immediately followed the steward's words. Although thinking in his heart to ask clearly what happened later and then severely punish the steward, He Ruming refused to lose this face.

Watching the master and servant singing a duet, Chen Ke knew there was a follow-up. But since He Ruming gave him this face, he couldn't let He Ruming be unable to step down. He cupped his hands to He Ruming. "Lord He, you love me too much; I really thank you. I can't take this car. You helped me and introduced me to Brother Pu Guanshui; we two hit it off very well. Another day, Brother Pu and I will treat you to dinner; you must honor us."

"Easy to say, easy to say." Hearing Chen Ke say he was already calling Pu Guanshui, this Beiyang commander, brother, He Ruming only felt sour in his heart, very jealous of Chen Ke.

"Since Lord He helps me like this, treating once absolutely cannot express my gratitude. If Lord He has any orders, as long as I can do it, I will never refuse." While speaking, Chen Ke hoped this steward was instigated by He Qian. He couldn't help glancing over to where He Qian went out. Although there was a door curtain, this door curtain was a bead curtain made of glass pendants. He faintly saw He Qian's figure hiding behind it.

"Mr. Chen, saving a life is like putting out a fire. I wonder if you can sell my master medicine for 100 people first."

*Finally got to the point.* Chen Ke felt relaxed in his heart finally. Originally not a big deal, two or three sentences could settle it. He Ruming had to circle such a big circle and hadn't finished yet.

"No problem. These medicine for one hundred people, I sell to Lord He at the price of eighteen taels per portion. This has nothing to do with the matter we agreed on. This counts separately," Chen Ke said.

"Master, what is your meaning?" the steward asked He Ruming.

"This..." He Ruming pondered. He didn't expect this matter to be settled so quickly; it was greatly beyond his expectation. He Ruming frowned, and a plan came to mind. "Wenqing, my cash flow hasn't been too good recently..."

"In that case, I'll give Lord He medicine for 30 people first. The other 70 portions, I'll send to you when your turnover recovers?" Chen Ke answered with a sincere attitude.

Although the voice was small, Chen Ke vaguely heard the muffled sound of He Qian forcibly swallowing laughter back into her throat. He Ruming looked at Chen Ke dumbfounded. Chen Ke thought, *Want me to give credit? Lord He, do you have this credit? If it were a shrewd character like your sister, I might consider it. The problem is your sister would never come up with such a muddled move as asking me for credit.*

Seeing He Ruming stop making a sound, Chen Ke didn't want to waste more time. He took his leave decisively.

As soon as Chen Ke left, before He Ruming spoke to the steward, He Qian lifted the door curtain and entered the living room. "I asked Uncle He to say this. Brother, don't blame Uncle He."

The steward hurriedly apologized to He Ruming. He Ruming didn't want to say more either; he waved his hand to let him withdraw.

"Brother, why did you think of asking Chen Ke for credit?" He Qian really couldn't help it. Although she was laughing, the meaning of blame was extremely obvious.

"That kid really doesn't know the immensity of heaven and earth." Seeing his sister say this, He Ruming got angry.

He Qian knew she couldn't persuade her eldest brother. She laughed, "How about this? I'll use my private money to buy these one hundred portions of medicine. We brother and sister split the profit thirty-seven. You seven, me three. Brother, what do you think?"

Hearing his sister say this, He Ruming knew there was no point in saying more. And to be honest, this plan really moved He Ruming. But at any rate, He Ruming still had some bottom line. Although he almost agreed, he finally regained his reason. After thinking for a moment, He Ruming said, "You pay for three portions, I pay for seven portions. You earn however much you should earn."

Seeing her eldest brother finally regain calmness, He Qian was also quite happy. She bowed very seriously to her eldest brother. "Then thank you, Brother."
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Chapter 37 Qin Tongren

Whether one is willing or not, objectively speaking, everyone has to experience twenty-four hours a day. Chen Ke's feeling was that there were too many things and not enough time. Wu Xingchen personally took charge of finding a house. Chen Tianhua took over Wu Xingchen's teaching pointer for lecturing. Chen Ke took Xie Mingxian to lecture at the Imperial University, and after coming back, he started preparing for the honeycomb briquette matter; this whole day passed.

The next day, early in the morning, the He family came to buy medicine, and then Pu Guanshui came to the door to treat Chen Ke and the others to a meal. After finally getting these things done, he continued lecturing in the afternoon. After returning from the lecture, Wu Xingchen took Chen Ke to look at houses.

Early on the third day, Chen Ke prepared to receive the people He Ruming had found. The gathering place was a teahouse not too far from the Beijing Railway Station. In these times, people didn't have a strong sense of time. At 10:30 in the morning, only thirteen of the agreed twenty people arrived. Facing such efficiency, He Ruming still felt it was quite good.

Chen Ke couldn't say anything, so he had to continue waiting. He recalled Chairman Mao's early journey back then. It is said that when the old man did things alone, he failed in business and didn't persist in the army for long either. Some accounts say the Chairman used the wedding money given by his father-in-law to pay the party entrance fee. Only then did he join the party organization. But by the time of the First National Congress, there were at least a dozen or twenty national representatives, and hundreds of party members nationwide. Chairman Mao had enough comrades to work together.

But starting from scratch himself, there were only eight party members at this stage. Some of these people couldn't even be called party members, just clerks. Not to mention guys like Wu Xingchen whose revolutionary stance was unclear. Whose method should he learn to open up the revolutionary situation? Thinking it over, he couldn't find any model. When Mr. Li Dazhao formed the party, he was already a world-renowned scholar, and Chen Duxiu was an even more famous literati. When they raised their arms and called, they always had great rallying power. Chen Ke also imitated these people, but the early party organization was even more unpredictable, and there was even an incident where a large number of anarchists withdrew from the party collectively. Compared with the party that possessed steel-like discipline later, the early party organization was like playing house.

The growth of the Party was completed in the test of blood and fire, and the prerequisite for the test was having enough manpower. Chen Ke reflected on the initial purpose of his trip to Beijing, which was to assemble enough manpower. And this group of people must be those dissatisfied with the existing system. If they just wanted to come to him to eat and drink, or work for money, as soon as they heard the news that the government army was coming to suppress them, they would immediately scatter like birds and beasts, or simply "strike back" and attack the People's Party.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke's gaze at those people also became critical.

He Ruming didn't pay attention to Chen Ke's expression; he just sat there putting on official airs. Although he was no longer an official of the Tianjin Machinery Bureau, he didn't want to change his way of doing things. Instead, he maintained his "official authority" all the time. Chen Ke saw the people below sitting at the table daring not to make a sound. They weren't very old, ranging from their twenties to thirties. There was also some unease in their eyes when looking at He Ruming. Chen Ke felt he couldn't let the dissatisfaction accumulated by He Ruming be directed at himself. He stood up and picked up the teapot to pour tea for everyone.

Doing things requires paying attention to details. Even in the 21st century, the rules for pouring tea are quite big. It is a universal habit to pour tea for those with high status and age first. Chen Ke just started pouring tea one by one counterclockwise. He Ruming wasn't the last one, but it was just very ordinary treatment. Although Chen Ke's attitude was exceptionally respectful when pouring tea for He Ruming, and he even said, "Lord He, please drink tea," He Ruming's expression was already quite dissatisfied. Chen Ke knew He Ruming noticed this detail. Whether others could notice it, Chen Ke wasn't too sure. But observant people should know the meaning of this move.

As expected, He Ruming didn't drink this tea; his face became unhappy. Originally, he had told Chen Ke that he wouldn't stay here for lunch at noon. Around eleven o'clock, He Ruming sat for a while and then got up to leave. Chen Ke didn't ask him to stay either. Watching the angrily grunting He Ruming leave, he continued to pour tea for everyone in the order just now.

As soon as He Ruming left, the atmosphere of the venue began to liven up. Some people let out a long breath, and some simply showed smiles; the oppressive atmosphere just now was swept away. Many people already had slight goodwill and respect in their eyes looking at Chen Ke.

"My name is Chen Ke. I am a disciple of Mr. Yan Fu, the Chief Instructor of the Naval Academy." Chen Ke stood up and introduced himself.

"You are Mr. Yan's disciple."

"Are you also a student of the Naval Academy?"

The Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau and the Beiyang Naval Academy had a deep origin. Hearing that Chen Ke was Yan Fu's disciple, everyone was immediately filled with respect for Chen Ke. Seeing this, Chen Ke regretted it; maybe he shouldn't have offended He Ruming just now. But as the saying goes, "spilt water cannot be gathered again" (what is done cannot be undone); unless Chen Ke transmigrated again, what was done definitely couldn't be redone.

"Are you all from the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

"My name is Xu Tianqi; I'm from the steel workshop."

"My name is Xu Erba; I'm from the machinery workshop, and these three here are too."

Some people introduced themselves, and some helped introduce others after introducing themselves. These thirteen people who came were all from the Machinery Bureau. This really greatly exceeded Chen Ke's expectations. Originally, he didn't trust He Ruming's ability much, but he didn't expect the people found might really be qualified.

Although people from the 21st century might lack skills in associating with others, they were absolutely first-class in treating people equally. Chen Ke treated everyone equally. These young people were bluffed by Chen Ke's background, and seeing Chen Ke had none of He Ruming's "official authority," they all became enthusiastic.

While Chen Ke was chatting with everyone, people arrived one after another. Some were from the East Bureau, and some were from the West Bureau; they naturally sat on two sides, faintly forming two camps. Seeing enough people had arrived, the large private room was already crowded with people.

From the conversation just now, Chen Ke roughly understood that among the current eighteen people, there were eleven workers, five technicians, and two engineers, originally engaged in steam engine and firearms manufacturing in the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau. As for their origin, most were northerners; only Xu Tianqi and Xu Erba were from Anhui.

Chen Ke continued, "Everyone comes from all corners of the land, sitting here for a common goal. What exactly is this goal? Who can say?"

Everyone looked at each other; *for what goal did we gather here?* Since the Tianjin Machinery Bureau was destroyed in the Gengzi year, everyone had been basically in a semi-unemployed state. These people all relied on the Tianjin Machinery Bureau for a living. Once the Tianjin Machinery Bureau collapsed, they lost their source of income. As soon as He Ruming summoned everyone, in order to make a living, these people came to Beijing upon receiving the summons.

"Let me speak first." Xu Erba spoke first. "I am a poor scholar (*Xiucai*). Failing to pass the provincial examination (*Juren*), I came to Beijing wanting to find an opportunity. I worked in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau for only a few days, and the bureau collapsed. I came here to make money, so that when I return home, I can have some savings and won't be unable to lift my head when meeting fellow villagers."

Hearing this, the atmosphere became somewhat active. Yin Ergou, who came from a worker background, said, "I haven't thought about making big money. As long as I can eat my fill and marry a wife, it'll do."

Such a simple pursuit made many people laugh heartily.

"I'm already married and have no plan to marry another wife. But seeing my wife living frugally all day makes me feel bad. I want to make money." Xiao Qi, who came from a small landlord background, said.

In the end, the consensus reached by the attending young people was two words: "Make Money." Just as they were speaking, they saw a person standing at the door. The first to see this person was Xiao Qi; he immediately changed his face like a mouse seeing a cat. Seeing Xiao Qi's appearance, others looked towards the door coincidentally. First, the people from the East Bureau stopped making a sound, and then the people from the West Bureau also lost their words. The young people stood up one after another, but no one spoke. The originally lively welcome meeting immediately became silent, as if it suddenly turned into a memorial service.

The young man at the door looked about 30 years old, tall, long face, thick eyebrows and big eyes, with an indescribably serious expression. Combined with his pale complexion, Chen Ke's first impression was: *Could this person be possessed by the White Ghost (Bai Wuchang)?*

Seeing a bunch of acquaintances, this person stepped into the courtyard. Yin Ergou was already somewhat terrified. "Lord Qin." He called timidly. Judging from their expressions, everyone knew this person; he should be a high-ranking cadre of the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau.

That Lord Qin walked up to Chen Ke. "May I ask which one is Mr. Chen Ke?" His voice was thin and soft, but there was no emotion in it, very businesslike.

Chen Ke answered, "I am."

That Lord Qin sized up Chen Ke, then said, "My name is Qin Tongren. Lord He sent me here to participate in Mr. Chen's factory."

As soon as Qin Tongren joined, the atmosphere of the meeting changed immediately. The young people, who had a trend of harmony, now became trembling with fear. It seemed this Qin Tongren had quite some prestige and means back then.

Chen Ke naturally couldn't let an outsider dominate the situation; not a single step of the process could be missing. Qin Tongren also had to introduce himself. This request didn't surprise Qin Tongren. He calmly narrated his resume. Studied at five, attended a Catholic mission school at ten, went to Germany for middle school at twelve, admitted to Humboldt University of Berlin with excellent grades at sixteen, graduated from Humboldt University majoring in mechanics at twenty, returned to China the same year, and began to take office in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau.

Hearing this, Chen Ke couldn't help asking, "I wonder if Mr. Qin knows You Gou and Wang Bin?"

Only then did Qin Tongren's expression change slightly. He replied, "The year I graduated, they just entered Humboldt University. Mr. Chen knows them?"

"They are my friends." Chen Ke replied.

Qin Tongren didn't care about this; he continued to introduce himself. In the Tianjin Machinery Bureau, Qin Tongren worked from engineer all the way to deputy chief engineer. It wasn't until after the Gengzi year that Qin Tongren was forced to leave. Qin Tongren had also been idle at home for these two years.

"Mr. Qin, everyone comes from all corners of the land, gathering here for a common goal. What does Mr. Qin think this goal is?" Chen Ke continued to the next question.

Qin Tongren scanned the crowd. "It should be to accomplish something so everyone can make some money."

Chen Ke originally thought this brother would sing some high-sounding tune; he didn't expect such an answer, which made him admire him a little.

Counting the number of people, nineteen people had arrived now, exactly twenty including Chen Ke. Chen Ke didn't plan to wait any longer and started talking about the factory construction plan directly. The plan had been talked about many times; nothing more than the benefits of honeycomb briquettes and the social significance of honeycomb briquettes. The purpose of these narrations was only one: this was a business beneficial to the country and the people and could make big money. Chen Ke was calm and full of confidence. The attendees had worked in factories after all, and military industrial enterprises at that; their insight was extraordinary. Listening to Chen Ke's clear statement, everyone became spirited.

Yin Ergou wanted to speak but didn't make a sound. He glanced at Qin Tongren. Qin Tongren looked calm and didn't mean to express his stance. Seeing Qin Tongren's expression, Yin Ergou swallowed his words back into his stomach. Others didn't dare to express opinions either.

Chen Ke saw the scene turn cold. If Qin Tongren didn't speak, others wouldn't dare to say anything either. He asked Qin Tongren directly, "Mr. Qin, what do you think?"

Qin Tongren thought for a moment. "Mr. Chen, you haven't finished talking about the key points; I don't know what to think now either."

This made sense. After Qin Tongren finished speaking, several people nodded slightly.

Chen Ke nodded. "How much is the coal transported here? Who knows?"

No one answered.

Chen Ke put a piece of paper on the table, told everyone the retail price of coal, then told everyone how ordinary families used coal, and then calculated the actual cost price of a honeycomb briquette. With this calculation, the price for a household to use honeycomb briquettes was actually half cheaper than burning coal balls. Everyone sighed coincidentally; everyone looked relaxed, feeling that this business would inevitably make a big profit.

Only Qin Tongren frowned slowly.

Seeing this, Chen Ke was secretly happy. *If the reason for Qin Tongren's frown is the same as what I think, that would be great.*

Chen Ke looked at everyone with a smile and began to list new data on the paper. A strong coal worker, if making honeycomb briquettes, could make a thousand a day. If these people went to homes to make coal personally, the price could be suppressed very low. One person earning 50 *wen* a day could cover living expenses. As long as the briquette maker could be popularized, the honeycomb briquette factory could close down. Of course, Chen Ke was calculating on the high side; no matter what kind of coal worker, they couldn't reach the quantity of one thousand a day even if exhausted to death. But this was to pave the way for later things.

Listening to this reasonable explanation, the people who originally looked relaxed darkened their faces. Qin Tongren was different from everyone else again; his face softened.

"To compete with these people who make coal themselves, and to win against them. There is only one way." Chen Ke said here but didn't continue. He wrote four big characters on the paper—"**Machine Production**."

Several people made an "En" sound coincidentally. Although Qin Tongren wanted to remain calm, a trace of a smile finally appeared at the corner of his mouth.

"We use machines to produce honeycomb briquettes. With twenty of us, we can produce one hundred thousand to two hundred thousand pieces a day. Establish a honeycomb briquette delivery system for the entire Beijing city. Absolutely cheaper than those who make coal themselves, and the coal is better than theirs. Even if we only earn twenty *wen* for a thousand pieces of coal, producing one hundred thousand pieces of coal every day is one hundred times that of those people. Everyone can earn nearly one thousand *wen* a day. And no one can compete with us. Only in this way can the honeycomb briquette factory survive."

This kind of naked modern competition mechanism relied on efficiency and price to overwhelm all competitors. Yin Ergou was quite smart; after hearing this, his breathing quickened a lot. "Mr. Chen, I'll follow you." Speaking of this, he didn't care about others' eyes gathering on him. "Lord He said very clearly that I have to do any hard labor when I come here. Hearing your words, I think it can be done. I will definitely follow you and work hard."

Contrary to everyone's expectations, Qin Tongren said in that consistently calm tone, "This matter can be done." Everyone's eyes fell on Qin Tongren. Everyone followed Qin Tongren to express their stance one after another, saying they would work hard here.

Although Wu Xingchen had left Beijing for a long time, his connections still remained. Plus, after the Gengzi Incident, many people in the capital were killed, and many fled to other places. As a result, Wu Xingchen actually rented a huge house. This was originally a cart and horse shop. Outside Beijing city, it was occupied when the Eight-Nation Alliance invaded. The shop owner and his two sons were killed, and the mules, horses, and carts were looted clean. It was tantamount to family ruin and death, leaving only such a courtyard. Wu Xingchen rented it for two years with one hundred and thirty taels of silver. In Chen Ke's view, it was indeed a very cost-effective deal.

Leading everyone here, they saw it was quite dilapidated. Except for being big, it could be said to have no merit. The courtyard walls were dilapidated, and the houses were dilapidated. Living people was a problem.

Chairman Mao said, "Self-reliance, ample food and clothing." Chen Ke firmly believed in this. Pointing to this dilapidated house, Chen Ke laughed, "Do you believe we can restore this place to its old look very quickly?"

Although everyone hadn't met for long, they could already see that Chen Ke had no airs and could be talked to. Xu Erba summoned up his courage and said, "Mr. Chen, I have repaired houses in the countryside. If we want to repair this place, I'm afraid it won't work without ten days or so."

"Besides Brother Xu, has anyone else repaired houses?" Chen Ke asked.

Technician Gao Huaide stood out. He came from a rich family in Tianjin, attended private school, and later entered the Tianjin Machinery Bureau. "Mr. Chen, I have also repaired houses."

Chen Ke didn't know if others had similar experiences. He saw a few people making eyes at each other but refusing to stand up and speak. Ignoring those people, Chen Ke asked, "If I let the two of you lead twenty people to repair the house. How many days do you think it will take to finish?"

"This, with twenty people. It would also take five or six days." Gao Huaide said.

"About that long." Xu Erba also agreed.

"Then it's simple. Aren't there twenty people here? You two take the lead, and we all repair the house together."

As soon as Chen Ke finished speaking, there was a commotion in the team.

"Mr. Chen, you want to repair this house yourself?"

"I don't know how to repair houses."

There were those surprised that Chen Ke did this, and those expressing they didn't want to participate. Opinions varied.

Chen Ke stood at the front of the team and scanned everyone. Seeing Chen Ke's resolute gaze, those who were speaking stopped subconsciously.

"Lord He should have mentioned my rules here before inviting you. Everyone has to work. This is our future factory, so we have to do everything ourselves. If there are people who want to come here just to do their skilled jobs, I can't support them. Let me state my position here: I can't repair houses, nor do I understand repairing houses. But asking me to exert this strength, I can. And I am willing." After saying this, Chen Ke scanned the team again. He saw some were awed, some had indifferent expressions. There were also those unconvinced who wanted to speak but stopped.

"Lord He invited everyone here; I can't embarrass Lord He. Nor can I let everyone make a trip in vain. How about this: if you feel it won't work and can't accept this rule of mine, you can propose to leave here now. I will immediately present five silver dollars as travel expenses." After speaking, Chen Ke took out a money bag from his satchel and weighed it in his hand. The money bag was heavy with many silver dollars, making a dull clattering sound.

"Don't worry, I said I would present five silver dollars, and I will honor it."

Seeing Chen Ke so firm, and the money bag should contain real stuff, many people seemed convinced. But two people still expressed they wanted to leave. Chen Ke distributed the money in public and shook hands with them sincerely to bid farewell, wishing them a safe journey. Others didn't expect Chen Ke to be so decisive, and there was no movement instead.

"If no one wants to leave, let's start. I am a layman regarding house repair. So regarding how to repair the house, I think those with experience have more right to speak. My request is to let everyone move in quickly. As for exactly what to do, I listen to everyone." Chen Ke laughed.

Although he said leading the house repair, Chen Ke didn't really let those two have the final say. On the contrary, according to the Party's knack back then, the first thing was to mobilize the masses. One of the cores of mobilizing the masses was to let everyone participate. Including Chen Ke, these eighteen heroes were all working class. The working class was the most organized.

First, Xu Erba and Gao Huaide explained the architectural features of the house, and then how to repair those damaged parts. The Party relied on "Democratic Life Meetings" and "Soldier Committees" to organize a group of farmers back then. For workers, this mode was more efficient. Taking less than an afternoon, everyone had formulated a plan to repair the house.

Everyone had never experienced such an organizational model. In their previous lives, everyone was arranged to do some work. Possessing different authorities according to the level of status. Even incompetent people could order people around as long as they could obtain authority. Chen Ke's new model was appointing people on their merits. Xu Erba and Gao Huaide had indeed repaired houses; after getting the opportunity to perform, they also performed fully. Seeing Chen Ke having no airs at all but listening to their explanation seriously instead, others were a bit dissatisfied. Xu Erba was a mechanic, and Gao Huaide was a worker; their status in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau wasn't considered high. Shen Songwen, born as a steam engine engineer, felt dissatisfied; he also joined the discussion. But he had no civil engineering experience after all and was quickly refuted.

Seeing that Chen Ke really hoped everyone could participate, two people who dared not speak before also stood out. They also had experience repairing houses. They raised different viewpoints against Xu Erba and Gao Huaide's statements. After arguments, two plans were finally reached. The few people arguing red in the face looked at Chen Ke, waiting for him to make a decision.

"This factory is our factory. Although I pay for it, everyone has to participate in the factory production and construction. So my idea is, this matter needs voting. Let me say this upfront: what does everyone voting mean? It means that after you vote, even if someone else's opinion is passed, you must accept the final plan."

After explaining the game rules of this "democratic voting," everyone looked at each other. Voting was good, but in case the plan one supported wasn't passed, one still had to listen to others. Then what was the meaning of this voting for oneself?

Shen Songwen came from an engineering background after all; his brain was quite flexible. Seeing everyone was thinking, feeling the opportunity was rare, he proposed a set of his own insights. Obviously, Shen Songwen absorbed parts of the viewpoints of the two plans and then summarized them according to his own train of thought. The core content was equivalent to a compromise plan. This plan immediately received partial support. Seeing the two plans turning into three opposing attitudes.

Qin Tongren, who had been silent and watching, finally opened his mouth. Once this deputy chief engineer spoke, it was indeed very different. Qin Tongren suggested first completing the repair of several large damaged parts of the house quickly. Then repair the damaged parts of the roof and walls to let everyone move in. Repair other places later. This plan was obviously much better than Shen Songwen's. Clinging to this "quick move-in," the rationality of the plan was clear at a glance.

This was a secret ballot. Finally, with sixteen votes in favor of Qin Tongren and two votes in favor of Shen Songwen, Qin Tongren's plan was passed. Next, Chen Ke entrusted the four brothers with civil engineering experience to come up with a comprehensive plan tomorrow.

Party members mimicking a leading role had always been the key point; Chen Ke already had sufficient experience in Shanghai. In the following three days, he neither challenged the final plan nor evaded work. With him taking the lead, and Qin Tongren showing a style like Chen Ke's, others naturally had nothing to say. The division of labor for each project was formulated after everyone's collective discussion. It wasn't that no one slacked off, but "thousands of accusing fingers make one die without a disease" (public censure makes it hard to continue). While others were working hard, the lazy ones appeared extremely conspicuous. Thus the project proceeded smoothly. By the afternoon of the third day, the dormitory repaired first could be moved into. On the sixth day, other houses could also be put into use. Chen Ke also found lime to whitewash the inside of the room slightly. The houses that looked dilapidated a few days ago actually had a feeling of taking on a new look.

In this process, Qin Tongren's performance was extremely outstanding. Although under the command of a few ordinary mechanics and workers, although doing physical labor. Qin Tongren, this foreign student, never made a sound about the hard work. Qin Tongren, this senior engineer, did the physical work of moving bricks and mixing mud very seriously. *Could this brother also be a transmigrator?*

There was a rule in Chen Ke's family education: if you look down on work like digging manure after reading books, it only shows that your reading was in vain. The so-called "A gentleman is not a utensil" (a gentleman is not limited to one function) means there is only work that needs to be done, not work that one can only do. Foreign students of this era all felt they should do big things, not these "low-level" jobs. Qin Tongren's performance made Chen Ke's glasses drop (greatly surprised).

Moreover, such serious labor didn't make others feel arrogant. On the contrary, as long as Qin Tongren stood there, everyone's work seemed to immediately get on the right track. The prestige brought by this quality and performance was the hardest to establish, and once established, it was also the hardest to shake. Chen Ke felt something wasn't quite right. According to Qin Tongren's way of doing things, don't let him really succeed with the honeycomb briquette project? Then he would be doing work for others' benefit (making wedding clothes for others)!
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"Regarding working hours, I suggest adopting a weekly system. Seven days a week, with one day off every week. Everyone has already worked for six days; rest tomorrow." Chen Ke proposed his suggestion for the work schedule. All factory matters were subject to collective discussion, and all systems were handled very transparently. For a project destined to fail, Chen Ke wasn't so picky. He applied advanced management experience from later generations here, also with the intention of doing social practice.

"Let's vote on it," Qin Tongren said tepidly. After these six days of work, this young man's calm expression also revealed exhaustion. The voting result was unanimous approval. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief. After such high-intensity work, everyone was really tired. If it weren't for adopting such a collective discussion mode, many people would probably have started slacking off in various ways long ago.

"Everyone just arrived, and people's minds are unstable. My suggestion is that we use a weekly wage system for these two months. Pay wages once a week. Let's vote," Chen Ke threw out his "real benefits" (dry goods).

Hearing this suggestion, everyone was truly beaming with joy. It was immediately passed unanimously. The agreed wage now was 8 silver dollars (*dayang*) per month. That meant two silver dollars per person per week. The crowd stuffed the silver dollars into their pockets, their joy overflowing in their words and expressions.

A hygiene duty roster was also made, along with several shift scheduling systems that a factory must have. Two simple honeycomb briquettes had already been made. After Chen Ke repeatedly instructed to be careful about carbon monoxide poisoning, this democratic life meeting dispersed. Just as Chen Ke was about to leave with Xie Mingxian and Chai Qingguo, Qin Tongren took the initiative to come over and ask, "Is Wenqing preparing to return to the residence?"

Qin Tongren was a typical example of the old style, never discussing private matters in public. His question made Chen Ke feel a bit curious. "Yes, I'm going back to the residence now."

"Let's go together; I happen to be going to Lord He's place," Qin Tongren looked in good spirits.

Chen Ke dared not slight this Mr. Qin. In fact, if he had to say it, Chen Ke even had some respect for Qin Tongren. Seeing that Qin Tongren had very high prestige among his colleagues in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau, Chen Ke privately inquired about this Mr. Qin's background. Yin Ergou and Shen Songwen, because of their outstanding performance in the house repair project, were naturally the first to defect to Chen Ke. The two recounted Qin Tongren's experience.

The Tianjin Machinery Bureau was a government-run military enterprise. Founded in Tianjin in the 6th year of the Tongzhi reign of the Qing Dynasty (1867) by Chonghou, the Minister of Trade for the Three Ports. It was initially named the "General Bureau of Munitions and Machines." The start-up fund was more than two hundred thousand taels, and its scale was second only to the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau. In the 9th year of Tongzhi, it was taken over by Li Hongzhang, the Governor-General of Zhili, and renamed the "Tianjin Machinery Manufacturing Bureau." This enterprise could be said to be the base camp of the northern Westernization Movement. In addition to producing munitions, the Tianjin Machinery Bureau also produced some warships and vessels, including Empress Dowager Cixi's pleasure boat. Particularly worth mentioning is that in 1880, it built China's first submarine and the first set of pontoon bridges.

In the Gengzi Incident (Boxer Rebellion era), the Eight-Nation Alliance insisted on destroying this largest military industrial enterprise in Asia. As a technician, Qin Tongren also volunteered to fight in this war, fighting under the command of Commander-in-Chief Nie Shichen. The specific situation wasn't clear, but listening to the factory workers, Qin Tongren defended the factory and didn't evacuate until the very end.

Once the disaster of war passed, immediately followed the disaster of man. After the factory fell, except for Japan, other countries had no interest in the equipment of the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau. The Japanese, however, looted the equipment frantically. Not only the Japanese, but many locals in Tianjin also hauled things from the Manufacturing Bureau to their own homes. Thus, the fine Manufacturing Bureau was completely destroyed like this, not even a slag remaining. On the contrary, many private factories and workshops appeared in Tianjin subsequently.

Chen Ke believed everyone wasn't lying. The Manufacturing Bureau belonged to the court; if the equipment of the Manufacturing Bureau was hauled home, it could become one's own. No need to say which was lighter and which was heavier in between. Yin Ergou also told Chen Ke privately that back then, Qin Tongren pulled some people to protect the Manufacturing Bureau. Not only did he fail to keep the factory, but Qin Tongren even had one of his arms broken by someone.

Hearing these introductions, Chen Ke couldn't help but feel deep respect for Qin Tongren. In these times, there were still such people; it was simply harder than a white rabbit burrowing out of a coal pile.

Qin Tongren usually didn't speak much. Even when he spoke, his voice wasn't loud, and his attitude was steady, looking just like a scholar. Yet back then, he personally took up weapons to fight against the Eight-Nation Alliance and defend the factory. These two different images couldn't be unified in Chen Ke's mind no matter what. But no matter what kind of question mark Qin Tongren was, since he said he wanted to travel together, Chen Ke naturally wouldn't refuse. After the group got on the road, everyone just chatted idly. Qin Tongren didn't ask so many private matters; everyone just chatted simply, which was also harmonious and happy. Parting at the door of Chen Ke's house, Chen Ke opened the courtyard door.

Very different from a few days ago, the courtyard was now quiet. Pang Zi and the others set off separately two days ago. Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua returned to Nangong County with Pang Zi, and the Shandong brothers returned to their hometown together. Xie Mingxian and Chai Qingguo stayed in Beijing, and the two now lived in the factory with Chen Ke. Only Wang Bin lodged here; compared to a few days ago, it was more than a little deserted.

"Wenqing, you are finally back." Seeing Chen Ke, Wang Bin was quite excited. "Do you want to go to the cocktail party at the German Legation?"

"Hmm?" Chen Ke could understand this sentence but couldn't understand the meaning of it. The cocktail party at the German Legation was considered a very high-level diplomatic gathering. It was already somewhat unexpected that Wang Bin, a foreign firm cadre, could attend, and being able to bring friends made it even more puzzling.

Seeing Chen Ke's doubts, Wang Bin laughed, "My invitation is generic; I can take as many people as I want. I can't find anyone else either; Wenqing, you come with me."

Foreign invitations were generally like this. Except for a few cases, those cocktail parties generally didn't welcome single young men. Chen Ke had the thought of going to see the world, but on second thought, he felt it was inappropriate. While hesitating, he suddenly remembered something and asked, "Brother Wang, do you still remember Qin Tongren? It is said he also graduated from Humboldt University of Berlin. A few years senior to you."

"Hmm..., hmm! I remember, it's that thin one, right? From Tianjin." Wang Bin was excited.

"That's right, it's him."

"How do you know him?" Wang Bin asked urgently.

"I met him through that Lord He across the door. He is at Lord He's house right now."

"Wenqing, take me to see him. It's really been a long time."

Chen Ke originally wanted to find He Ruming too. Last time he rejected He Ruming's face, the relationship between the two began to cool down. Although Chen Ke sold medicine to He Ruming at the price of 12 taels, He Ruming obviously hadn't calmed his anger yet. But Chen Ke really felt that this brother was his noble person (*guiren* - benefactor). Even if he only met Qin Tongren through He Ruming, Chen Ke felt it was very worthwhile. Hearing Wang Bin say this, Chen Ke stood up and said, "Let's go right now."

Seeing Chen Ke, He Ruming still looked like he couldn't be bothered. However, Qin Tongren looked at the excited Wang Bin with slight surprise, then stood up. He said slowly in that trademark gentle tone, "This is Wang Bin, right?"

"Brother Qin, it is indeed little brother." Seeing Qin Tongren recognized him, Wang Bin hurriedly stepped forward a few steps and held Qin Tongren's hand. "After parting for many years, Brother Qin's elegant demeanor remains the same."

He Ruming watched this scene dumbfounded. Although extremely dissatisfied with Chen Ke, he had to admire him; the breadth of Chen Ke's social circle was truly breathtaking.

Qin Tongren wasn't as enthusiastic as Wang Bin at all, but he was absolutely not cold either. He was also very happy that this old friend could meet here. He introduced Wang Bin to He Ruming, and everyone simply started talking at He Ruming's house. Wang Bin was very excited. After talking for a while, he simply invited Qin Tongren to attend the German Legation cocktail party with him. Wang Bin acted quite smartly; since he was at He Ruming's house, he naturally wouldn't give the cold shoulder to He Ruming, so he also invited He Ruming's family to attend the cocktail party.

Chen Ke watched quietly from the side. Qin Tongren didn't have much interest in this invitation. After He Ruming heard the invitation, he was first shocked, then showed uncontrollable joy. Wang Bin made it clear that this cocktail party was a social cocktail party held by a counselor's wife who had arrived in China. Not only foreign diplomatic corps were invited, but also some Chinese officials. He Ruming couldn't help asking, "But the German Legation didn't send me an invitation."

"Don't worry about this. My invitation allows me to go with anyone, and the number of people is not limited."

"If I go, who should I bring?"

"Just bring your wife, son, and daughter along."

"Oh?"

"But I suggest not bringing those small children."

"Oh. When does the cocktail party start?"

"It starts tomorrow morning and ends in the afternoon. We'll have a meal together at noon. If Lord He is willing, let's go together."

Learning that Wang Bin was now living with Chen Ke, He Ruming said he would reply to Wang Bin early tomorrow morning. Wang Bin asked Qin Tongren to come to Chen Ke's side if he had time, and then got up to take leave with Chen Ke.

Qin Tongren didn't come that night, which disappointed Wang Bin quite a bit. Early the next morning, He Ruming sent his steward over, saying he was willing to go together.

Regardless of what others thought, in Chen Ke's view, the cocktail party didn't look like much. Groups of foreign devils came in and out. Wang Bin was with Chen Ke at the beginning, then played missing. The food wasn't great either, much worse than high-end buffets. Chen Ke lost interest after eating a few bites. Seeing this scene, He Ruming was originally somewhat trembling with fear, but soon he saw a few Manchu Qing officials. He Ruming was from the Ministry of Rites; these few should be his superiors. So Lord He went to talk to the superiors with a beaming face. Germany was a rising star in Europe, and quite a few people came. Listening to a group of bird languages with various accents, Chen Ke felt a bit drowsy. He hid in a corner, holding a piece of bread and gnawing on it boringly.

It is said that the great mentor Marx or Engels believed German women should go to the farm. The poor appearance of German women ranked second to last in Europe. After the hostess of this cocktail party appeared, Chen Ke originally thought this friend of Wang Bin should be an ordinary German Dragoon auntie, but unexpectedly her looks weren't bad. The master of ceremonies used French for the introduction; Chen Ke didn't understand those gibberish words. The hostess toasted everyone. Chen Ke followed at the end of the line, took a wine glass, raised the glass together, and then drank the wine. Then he continued to be bored.

But opportunities will be encountered as long as one is willing to wait. Chen Ke seemed bored, but actually, he had been waiting for an opportunity. Now the opportunity finally came. He Ruming brought his two daughters out this time. The girls had been following He Ruming. Now handsome old man He finally left with the superiors. Chen Ke walked over quickly.

Today, He Qian's attire was very different from what he saw last time. Although this outfit wasn't a Western-style formal dress, it wasn't a Manchu style either. It was winter now; this dark cyan silk suit was quite similar to Hanfu. Moreover, both girls just combed braids and didn't have so many bits and pieces on their heads; they looked quite delicate and pretty.

"Hello, Miss He," Chen Ke said.

He Qian didn't expect Chen Ke to come over and greet her; there was immediately vigilance in her expression. "Hello, Mr. Chen," He Qian said lukewarmly.

"I really felt very happy discussing business with Miss He last time. I wonder if Lord He has other cooperation ideas?" Chen Ke didn't want to entangle with He Ruming about the honeycomb briquette matter. Even if He Ruming helped Chen Ke do a lot of things, Chen Ke still didn't want to talk business with He Ruming. Because it was too tiring.

He Qian didn't expect Chen Ke came to say this. Her beautiful big eyes stared at Chen Ke for a while, as if trying to see through Chen Ke's mind.

"Don't worry, I have no other meaning. Lord He is not a good partner for doing business. As for you, I am quite willing to cooperate."

Hearing Chen Ke speak ill of her brother to her face, He Qian felt both angry and funny. She looked at Chen Ke with a despised gaze. "Mr. Chen, don't you think it's inappropriate to say this?"

Such questioning had no effect on Chen Ke at all. He laughed, "Business is business. I hope to talk business with the person most suitable for negotiation. This is convenient and fast. I am a lazy person."

Hearing Chen Ke's such serious praise, He Qian couldn't help but reveal a slight smile at the corner of her mouth. However, this smile vanished in a moment. She said seriously, "In my family, my eldest brother makes the decisions. Mr. Chen finding me to talk business is finding the wrong person."

Chen Ke stared at He Qian seriously for a while before answering, "That's true too." After speaking, he looked at that little girl who was somewhat timidly half-hiding behind He Qian but looking at him with curious eyes. The little girl looked fifteen or sixteen years old. The style of the silk clothes on her body was similar to He Qian's, and the color was dark green.

"Hello," Chen Ke greeted her.

"Hello," the little girl answered very politely.

"Are you full? The food in this place is taken by yourself, not brought by others. So don't be polite; if you see something on the table, just take it directly," Chen Ke said gently to the little girl.

"Thank you for the guidance." Although the little girl was shy, she wasn't timid; she answered Chen Ke very seriously. Chen Ke originally thought the little girl would have stage fright, but unexpectedly it wasn't the case at all. He couldn't help sizing up the little girl carefully. Her skin was relatively dark, but lustrous and delicate, and her eyebrows and eyes had deep contours, not looking much like He Ruming. Chen Ke's gaze made the little girl lower her head slightly. *Damn, this is really a lady from a prominent family.* Chen Ke praised in his heart. *Although He Ruming is not much, his sister and this little girl are really extraordinary. Yin thrives and Yang declines.*

"Does Mr. Chen have other matters?" Seeing Chen Ke sizing up her niece, He Qian asked unceremoniously. This was an eviction order. Chen Ke understood; he quickly responded, "Then everyone have fun and eat well. I'll go over there first."

Sitting back in the corner, Chen Ke looked towards the two ladies of the He family again. He saw He Qian looking around; she should be looking for He Ruming. That little girl was still standing there quietly, her gaze slightly downward. From this distance, she looked like an exquisite doll. Chen Ke suddenly wanted to go over again and say, "Little Loli, strange uncle will take you to scoop goldfish."

While letting his imagination run wild, Wang Bin suddenly appeared in front of Chen Ke. Although he wanted to force a smile, an unconcealable anger made it all the more conspicuous.

"What's wrong? Who provoked you?"

Wang Bin didn't make a sound.

"If you are unhappy, let's go. One is free to come and go at this kind of cocktail party," Chen Ke laughed.

"En, that's good too." Wang Bin nodded fiercely.

The two found He Ruming and saw He Ruming standing cautiously beside several officials. One of them, who was talking with fervor and assurance, should have a high official rank. No wonder He Ruming didn't even care about his own female family members; not serving the superiors well wouldn't do. Spotting Chen Ke waving to him, He Ruming apologized and then came over. He should have earned face; He Ruming, who was very cold to Chen Ke a few days ago, looked quite excited in his expression. Learning that Chen Ke and Wang Bin were leaving, He Ruming looked a bit troubled.

"It's okay, Lord He. One is free to come and go at this kind of cocktail party. If we leave, we leave; it's perfectly fine for you to stay here," Chen Ke explained quickly.

Learning that he didn't have to leave together, He Ruming immediately became happy again. Everyone bade farewell to each other, and Chen Ke and Wang Bin embarked on the return journey.

"What's wrong? Could it be that your friend's husband said something unpleasant?" Chen Ke laughed.

"How did you know?" Wang Bin was startled.

"I knew it at a glance. What exactly happened? Tell me." Chen Ke comforted Wang Bin.

Humboldt University of Berlin could be said to be one of the centers of world academia before World War II. Many famous scholars and politicians left their figures here. It produced 29 Nobel laureates in fields such as chemistry, medicine, physics, and literature; the achievements were amazing.

In such a school, there were naturally a large number of children of German nobility studying here. Wang Bin met a lady here, Joanna von Wittbach, and the two fell in love just like that.

"Wait, von Wittbach? Is she Bavarian?" Chen Ke stopped Wang Bin's words.

Such profound genealogy knowledge startled Wang Bin. Wang Bin nodded in astonishment.

"Brother Wang, you really know how to choose people," Chen Ke said admiringly.

Von Wittbach was the royal family of the Bavaria region in Germany, with eight hundred years of inheritance. There were quite a few people in this family who had been kings of some small European countries.

"Joanna's family only has this name left now." Wang Bin said with slight regret. "I only knew her family's background a year after I met her."

Joanna's family wasn't the branch that inherited the family property; it could only be considered a standard side branch. However, in Germany, this name was already very famous. There were quite a few children of big capitalists who pursued Joanna, hoping their names could be linked with the prominent von Wittbach. Obviously, Joanna's father also had this plan. Forming a wealthy marriage alliance was a very good choice for a family with only a noble title but no wealth.

So learning the news that his daughter was in love with a Chinese student, this father was quite unhappy. Being unhappy would trigger unhappy results. Wang Bin was dealt with several times in school. Joanna was a Bavarian after all; she had several big quarrels with her father for this. But the two really couldn't twist the thigh with the arm (couldn't win against the stronger force), so they had to break up.

Originally, Wang Bin wanted to stay in Germany to work, and he found a job after graduation. Unexpectedly, Joanna married after graduation, and her husband's family actually had a relatively deep relationship with the enterprise Wang Bin was in. Thus Wang Bin was "sent back" to China by the company. A dignified science and engineering student became a foreign firm clerk.

But Heaven plays tricks on people. Joanna's husband was a member of the German Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Less than a year after Wang Bin returned to China, he was appointed as the Consul of the German Embassy in China and brought his wife Joanna to China together.

Wang Bin didn't say the rest of the things, but Chen Ke could guess. It must be that Joanna's husband said quite a few unpleasant words to Wang Bin, and Wang Bin left the venue indignantly.

"It's okay, Brother Wang. Wait until we drive the foreign devils out of China in the future. We will insist on letting this brother be the German Ambassador, and must make him personally hold a cocktail party to entertain you. I'll see to what extent he can still be arrogant," Chen Ke comforted. For some reason, he suddenly thought of the He family's loli.

"Driving the foreign devils out of China, this is hard enough," Wang Bin said regretfully. But after a moment, Wang Bin deliberately said in a happy tone, "That's right. Wait until the foreign devils are driven out; we will insist on letting this bastard be the German Ambassador."

"We should have such spirit." Chen Ke also laughed heartily.

After resting on Sunday, work continued on Monday. Qin Tongren was still his usual self. He didn't show any intention of being close to Chen Ke just because of the encounter with Wang Bin the day before yesterday. Chen Ke didn't hope for that much either; the next step of work was even heavier.

First, a general meeting was held, which was the design analysis of the honeycomb briquette production line. Chen Ke had seen steam honeycomb briquette machines when he was a child. Coming from an engineering background, he was very clear about the principles inside. The most critical part was the linkage. The core of the honeycomb briquette machine was that while automatically filling coal powder, the pressure hammer lifted, coal filling ended, the big hammer fell, and knocked out 16 pieces of coal at once. Repeating like this, in Chen Ke's impression, using a machine, 48 pieces of coal could be produced in one minute. Calculated according to the machine working 10 hours a day, one day would be 28,800 pieces of coal.

The Tianjin Machinery Bureau was a military industrial enterprise, and everyone's level wasn't low. Watching Chen Ke finish drawing the entire set of machine designs on the blackboard, no one spoke. After a long while, Qin Tongren finally spoke. "Do we manufacture the machines ourselves, or what?"

"I don't know if the Tianjin Machinery Bureau still has surplus equipment that can be used. If these equipments are manufactured by ourselves, the steel used, and the accessories, are all a problem. My meaning is that if we can utilize previous equipment, that would be best."

Hearing Chen Ke's suggestion, Qin Tongren stopped making a sound.

"Mr. Chen, although this set of things of yours is good. But to be honest, this reciprocating equipment has too high requirements for steel. Think about it, hammering down thousands of times a day like this, how long can the parts last?" Xu Erba spoke.

Seeing Xu Erba speak, Xu Tianqi from the steel workshop also came to speak. "I think there is no need to do it like this; it is already winter now. It takes too long for us to build such a complete set of equipment. I see the basic principle is already clear; let's simply redesign it, mainly the lifting and lowering of that big hammer. Looking at Mr. Chen's design, this relies on a screw rod. This kind of screw rod is not easy to make domestically. I think we can do it using a stop motion method; this way, it won't be so troublesome."

Chen Ke quickly gave up his position in front of the blackboard. "Come, come, you two come up and say."

As soon as these words came out, Xu Erba and Xu Tianqi blushed immediately. "With so many engineers here, we dare not." Although saying so verbally, the two young men still looked eager to try.

"I said the rules of our factory; if there is anything, everyone discusses it together. Everyone adds firewood, the flame rises high (many hands make light work). Are men afraid of speaking in public?" Chen Ke dragged and pulled the two to the front of the blackboard.

Xu Erba hurriedly cupped his hands to everyone. "I'm also talking nonsense. Everyone, don't laugh."

As soon as the voice fell, everyone had already started laughing. This made Xu Erba even more embarrassed. Looking at Chen Ke, he saw him smiling encouragingly. Only then did Xu Erba have some courage. His suggestion was that there was no need to make such precision equipment, but adopt heavier and clumsier equipment, so as to guarantee the usage time. "When I was in the factory, every time parts were changed, it took a long time. I thought at that time, rather than making those precision gadgets, it's better to make some thick, big, clumsy, and ugly gadgets. Not good-looking, but durable. Moreover, making coal is not making munitions; no need to be so fine."

After making the concluding speech, Xu Erba saw everyone didn't make a sound. Not knowing if what he said was right or not, he just stayed in front of the blackboard.

"Has Mr. Xu finished?" Chen Ke asked.

"Finished, finished." Xu Erba responded quickly.

Chen Ke was the first to applaud, which baffled Xu Erba. "Mr. Chen, don't make fun of me (*huajiao* - prickly ash/tease); what I said may not be right."

"Whether it's right or not doesn't matter, but you can stand up and say it; this is the attitude towards work. We should applaud to encourage it, right?" Chen Ke said with a smile. "Comrades, please encourage Comrade Xu Erba's speech with applause."

Gao Huaide applauded, but only clapped a few times, realizing no one echoed, he also felt embarrassed. Unexpectedly, Qin Tongren continued to applaud. With him taking the lead, everyone started applauding. Xu Erba really didn't expect his speech to actually receive everyone's respect; tears welled up immediately. Wiping tears, Xu Erba bowed to everyone in return. Chen Ke pulled him back to his seat. Only then did he let Xu Tianqi continue to speak.

The ones who understood the work were definitely the frontline workers. They might not understand the purpose of production; these were the scope of the engineers' work. But after operating the machines personally, the workers definitely had their own ideas. Whether these ideas were correct or not, they represented the experience of time.

Xu Tianqi was a technician, majoring in steel casting. His viewpoint revolved around the bearing capacity range. When he finished speaking, naturally everyone applauded together. Xu Tianqi also felt quite excited; his face was flushed red, and his breathing was rapid.

Next, aiming at Chen Ke's design, everyone expressed their own opinions. The purpose was simple: start work and make money quickly. Discussing for two days, Chen Ke's delicately designed briquette machine was changed beyond recognition. A thick, big, clumsy, and ugly new design was taking shape before their eyes. Not only did it look ugly, but the efficiency was also much lower. But the feasibility of this equipment was much greater. It could be manufactured with just the things the factory could utilize now.

Finally, after everyone voted, a design team headed by Qin Tongren was selected. Qin Tongren stated that a complete design could be produced within two days.

After the meeting adjourned, Chen Ke said to Qin Tongren sincerely, "Mr. Qin, the colleagues from the Machinery Bureau are really quite good." Chen Ke originally thought there wouldn't be too many excellent talents among these people. Unexpectedly, these people could basically be used.

Qin Tongren replied faintly, "The workmates who can still be gathered together until now all genuinely like machinery. This is not rare. What is rare is you, Mr. Chen."

"What's rare about me?" Chen Ke was very puzzled.

Qin Tongren revealed some emotions rarely; his brows furrowed slightly. "Mr. Chen, I am reading your masterpiece. The things discussed in there are really extraordinary. I originally thought Mr. Chen was a man of letters, but seeing Mr. Chen discuss building machines together these two days, although not an expert, you are not a layman either. What is more rare is Mr. Chen's design train of thought; this kind of linked production is definitely not something ordinary people can figure out. This really makes me wonder. At Mr. Chen's age, I can only say, very extraordinary."

"You flatter me. I am just a businessman now. Everything is to do business well."

"A businessman now, what about later?" Qin Tongren asked.

Chen Ke was speechless for a moment; he couldn't say, *Later I will be a professional revolutionary.*

Seeing Chen Ke silent, Qin Tongren said, "Mr. Chen, I see your management of the factory is very extraordinary. I have a suggestion: simply take out your set and use it. These workmates, oh, according to what Mr. Chen loves to say, are comrades, who genuinely love the machinery industry. Lord He spent some effort gathering these people together. If this factory is not run well, I feel it will just make everyone sad in vain. I still hope Mr. Chen won't be timid."

These words were reasonable, but why did they give Chen Ke a very weird feeling? He replied, "That is natural."

"Then I'll go design the blueprints." After speaking, Qin Tongren turned and left, leaving Chen Ke on the spot, dumbfounded and not knowing what to say.
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Qin Tongren kept a queue (braid), and the comrades from the Tianjin Machinery Bureau also kept queues. Chen Ke had always been afraid to ask a question: *Is it safe to operate a lathe with a queue?*

Chen Ke grew up in the family compound of a diesel engine factory. The female workers in the metalworking workshop also had braids. Long ponytails were not allowed when operating lathes. At that time, short hair like a boy's crew cut wasn't popular, so female workers also found it difficult. If the hair wasn't tied up, strands hanging in front of the eyes would delay work. If the hair was too long, tying it up was also troublesome. Because the workshop stipulated that long hair must be tucked inside the work clothes during work. Examples of female workers' long hair getting caught in machine tools, resulting in terrible work injuries, were simply too horrible to look at. But seeing Qin Tongren and other workers keeping queues, Chen Ke felt something was very wrong. *What does everyone do when working?*

Obviously, Chen Ke worried too much. When making the design drawings, the workers were divided into two groups; one group designed, and the other group followed Chen Ke to make furnace tiles. Firing furnace tiles wasn't troublesome; there was a brick kiln near the factory, and several batches of furnace tiles were quickly fired. This work didn't have high requirements for queues.

When it came time to start work, everyone skillfully coiled their queues around their necks and fixed the ends with hairpins, which was a method. Chen Ke's attempt to lobby everyone to cut their queues failed. Not only that, but the comrades were in good working condition. It only took four days for the equipment to basically take shape. The steel frame was replaced by a wooden frame, and the volume was much larger. The multi-hole large steel hammer became an iron-clad wooden mallet, weighted with stones. Watching the comrades turn his original design into a new design full of Chinese flavor, Chen Ke was speechless.

These days, Chen Ke organized the comrades' lives according to the factory management model of the new era. That is to say, get up at 7:30 in the morning, run collectively for ten minutes, and then wash up together. In these times, there was no toothpaste; brushing teeth was done by wiping with cloth. After the honeycomb briquette stove in the factory was repaired, boiling water was much more convenient. Everyone took turns cooking three meals a day. In the morning on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, it was noodle soup, steamed buns (mantou), and pickles. On Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays, it was millet porridge, pickles, and steamed buns. At noon, it was steamed buns and stir-fried dishes, four dishes and one soup, and there must be a meat dish. In the evening, the dishes from noon were heated up, and another soup was cooked.

After breakfast, work started promptly at 8:30. Before starting work, they sang "We Workers Have Strength" twice. When teaching this song, everyone still felt awkward. But after learning this song, the comrades immediately loved it. At first, they sang it before starting work; the next day, someone started singing it during work breaks; three days later, everyone started singing it when there was nothing to do at night. "We workers have strength, hey! We workers have strength! Busy working every day, hey! Busy working every day..."

Listening to this generous and heroic song echoing in the dormitory, Chen Ke believed a saying: "People need some spirit." This group of comrades with queues was enough to prove this.

Let's not talk about Qing dynasty dramas (*queue dramas*). If you really ask a 21st-century young man a question—"Do you like the Qing Dynasty?"—it is estimated that more than 95% of people will explicitly state, "Don't like it." This dynasty that started with slaughter, the dynasty that bowed and scraped to surrender to foreign countries, was destroyed silently. Even the very few remnants of the Manchu Qing lamented that when the Ming Dynasty perished, it was like a raging fire; when the Manchu Qing perished, it was like dust and dirt. The officials, army, and gentry who were once the pillars of this country all abandoned the Manchu Qing. If the Manchu Qing had been destroyed by an organization as powerful as the CPC, perhaps it would have saved some face for the Manchu Qing. However, the Xinhai Revolution was launched by just a few unknown people in the Wuchang Uprising, and these people didn't become prominent later either. Those few initiators triggered the disintegration and demise of the Manchu Qing. The Manchu Qing regime was thrown into the trash heap of history like dog shit.

Like ordinary history enthusiasts, Chen Ke sighed with regret over the demise of the Ming Dynasty, but he viewed the demise of the Manchu Qing with joy. Under such a mood, those officials and backbones of the Manchu Qing era were also despised by Chen Ke. Chen Ke sometimes thought that anyone with a queue on their head had nothing to admire. Risking one's life for a garbage regime was really not worth affirming. But regarding Qin Tongren, Chen Ke really couldn't despise him. Regarding these comrades from the Tianjin Machinery Bureau, Chen Ke couldn't despise them either.

These comrades were really good people; they loved their work, loved their country, and had fought against foreign invaders. If they weren't people of the Qing Dynasty but citizens of the Republic, they would definitely be heroes.

*Perhaps my understanding of the world is wrong.* In every era, people's pursuit of an "equal and happy" life should be exactly the same. The only difference is just the era itself. *Perhaps this is the real reason why I feel everything has been going wrong these days.*

As if to verify Chen Ke's self-criticism, after the equipment construction was basically completed, Qin Tongren suddenly asked Chen Ke to go pick up a machine together. This was an old-style steam engine transported by train. Apart from the little steam engine knowledge learned in textbooks, Chen Ke had no practical understanding of steam engines. His only experience was sitting in the locomotive with his father when he was a child, learning to shovel coal into the boiler. Traveling north and south with his old dad during winter and summer vacations since childhood, Chen Ke could be considered to have paid a little fee with this coal shoveling game.

Looking at this steam engine that could almost be described as dilapidated, Chen Ke didn't know whether to ask "Can this machine work?" or "Mr. Qin, for what reason did you spend money like this?"

"Wenqing, I didn't spend much money. This machine has been scrapped for more than two years; I only spent a few dozen taels of silver when I bought it," Qin Tongren said calmly.

"Is it easy to repair?" Even though Chen Ke had a thousand thoughts, in the end, he only squeezed out this sentence.

Qin Tongren didn't say anything more; he directed people to load this machine onto a special heavy-duty ox cart. More than twenty sturdy young men first tied the machine with ropes, then lifted it layer by layer with levers like carrying a sixteen-bearer sedan chair. With a shout, more than twenty people exerted force simultaneously and actually lifted this ton-heavy steam engine. Of course, even twenty-some young men couldn't carry the steam engine from the train station to the factory. Not far away, a widened and thickened four-wheel ox cart was parked there.

Other ox carts used one ox or two oxen as power, while this ox cart had two rows, front and back, with two oxen in each row. It actually used four oxen as power. The cart body was all thickened, more than twice as thick as an ordinary cart. The whole body was coated with oil and looked pitch black; this was to prevent the wood from rotting. That heavy feeling could be known just by looking. The wheels, more than a meter high, were even more sturdy and heavy. Instead of rubber tires, iron sheets were used to bind them. It looked like no ordinary item at a glance.

Chen Ke was bluffed by this ox cart. Such a mighty ox cart, if in the 21st century, the price might not be cheaper than a small truck. But in the 21st century, a tattered small truck could transport this steam engine. Chen Ke finally understood the significance of steel to a country. A tattered small truck beat this heavy-duty ox cart by a thousand times. The power of industry actually made Chen Ke feel awe in this form. The tattered small truck won completely.

And it was fortunate that they were in Beijing to have such a heavy-duty vehicle. If it were elsewhere, no matter how much money was offered, such a vehicle capable of transporting a steam engine couldn't be found. *Must industrialize,* Chen Ke shouted in his heart.

Although it was early winter, the young men didn't wear cotton-padded jackets, presumably afraid of wearing them out. They wore vests, muscles bulging on their shoulders. One by one, they exerted all their strength to move the steam engine out, then walked up the earthen slopes on both sides of the cart, and unloaded the steam engine onto the cart. The driver was in his thirties, looking shrewd and capable. Being able to drive this imposing heavy-duty ox cart, he was also extremely spirited. First, he jumped lightly onto the driver's seat. The driver skillfully waved the long whip; the whip tip made a crisp crack in the air. With a shout, the driver began to drive the four oxen in front of the cart to march.

There were other ox carts along the way, but compared to this cart, they were like toys. Pedestrians on the roadside watched one after another; it was a mess of impressiveness. Qin Tongren and Chen Ke followed behind the cart. Looking at the puzzled Chen Ke, Qin Tongren asked, "Is Mr. Chen very surprised why I did this? You definitely think I have ulterior motives."

"That's right." Chen Ke didn't tell lies either.

"When I met Wenqing on the first day, do you remember what you said about the significance of honeycomb briquettes?" Qin Tongren said. This was the first time he addressed Chen Ke by his courtesy name directly.

Chen Ke certainly remembered. He had said those words many times and even wrote a draft to ponder in detail. Speaking with emotion and substance, it could probably compete with pyramid scheme propaganda. When meeting Qin Tongren for the first time, in order to boost everyone's morale, Chen Ke spoke even more reasonably. The use of honeycomb briquettes could greatly save fuel and incidentally drive the operation of an entire industrial chain. It was a project with a hundred benefits and no harm. To emphasize the significance of honeycomb briquettes, Chen Ke even used terms like "beneficial to the country and the people."

Recalling that time, the colleagues' reaction was good. Only Qin Tongren didn't show anything special then; unexpectedly, he cared about this matter so much in his heart.

"Lord He wrote to me specifically a while ago, saying Mr. Chen is a rare talent and wanted me to come help you. Lord He's father took great care of me back then; otherwise, I absolutely wouldn't have come to such a small factory." There was a haughtiness in Qin Tongren's tone; Chen Ke didn't find this repulsive.

"After I returned from Germany, I always hoped to start large-scale mechanical production instead of this manual workshop-like production. Although we had to change Mr. Chen's design, the more I think back, the more I feel the exquisiteness of Mr. Chen's design. Fully automatic coal powder filling and automatic coal discharge system—I have really never seen such a design train of thought that rivals nature (superb craftsmanship) elsewhere."

Chen Ke grew up in a diesel engine factory since childhood. At the age of 10, he had already started learning to operate machine tools and play with micrometers. He had been to every workshop. Later, one of his entertainments became learning drafting. Compared with equipment like diesel engines, equipment like steam briquette machines basically had no difficulty to speak of; it was just simple combined production. In Chen Ke's future design, CNC machine tool production lines were the ultimate king of industry. But thinking from another angle, in China in 1905, this design was considered clever enough.

"Mr. Chen is not only proficient in machinery but also has unique insight into industry. I came to our factory really not to make money. Just listening to Mr. Chen's brilliant views on establishing national industrial channels, I was truly enlightened. Before, I always thought doing big things was saving the country and developing industry. Unexpectedly, just such a small honeycomb briquette can also achieve such a purpose. I truly admire it. That's why I wanted to see to what extent this honeycomb briquette factory can actually go."

Chen Ke smiled. This enthusiasm of Qin Tongren greatly exceeded his expectations. *So I also have "Tyrant's Qi" (charisma).* Chen Ke thought self-mockingly. He didn't have any good intentions when planning to start this factory initially; he just wanted to pull these people in, and after the industry failed, he could get a batch of urgently needed engineering and technical personnel from among them. But after getting along with these friends, Chen Ke started to feel that what he did was very unethical. Yet unexpectedly, he actually moved Qin Tongren, who came from a deputy chief engineer background.

"This kind of thing is easier said than done." Chen Ke said somewhat apologetically. "I pulled Brother Qin into this pit; Brother Qin is a smart person, you must have noticed something."

"Noticed... haha." Qin Tongren actually laughed. "Wenqing definitely knows about officialdom matters; I also know some. If this honeycomb briquette factory doesn't make money, it's fine. If it really makes money as Wenqing said, that might not be a good thing."

"Indeed so." Chen Ke felt this was the normal Qin Tongren. Being able to achieve deputy chief engineer, he was definitely not a bookworm ignorant of affairs.

"I don't lack this little money, nor did I think about how much money to make. To be honest, Wenqing, I would rather this honeycomb briquette factory make big money and then be made difficult for."

Chen Ke was shocked by these words. "I say, Brother Qin, the *Gongche Shangshu* movement (petition by exam candidates) didn't have any good result either. If you make a fuss because of such a small matter, even fewer people will support you."

"The country has reached this state; it won't do not to make a fuss." Qin Tongren had a bit of the posture of "though millions of people oppose me, I shall go."

Chen Ke originally wanted to dissuade him, but on second thought, he asked, "I wonder where Brother Qin thinks the peril of this world comes from?"

"European industry is too powerful. When I was studying in Germany, I also traveled during holidays. I saw mines and factories everywhere, and railways everywhere. Others see that many factories mean power, but in my opinion, the industrial system operating behind these industries is truly amazing."

Chen Ke didn't object to this. In the 21st century, amidst the withering of European industry, Germany still maintained a considerably powerful industry, enough to show its strength.

"If China cannot build such a system, the country will inevitably perish. That's why I fully support Wenqing, really because Wenqing's words are reasonable. A small honeycomb briquette can be linked to the rise and fall of many industries. I have never heard anyone else say such a principle. I want to get such a project going."

"Brother Qin seems to advocate saving the country through industry."

"Without industry, China will perish."

It was the first time Chen Ke met a genuine "Industrial Salvation Faction" adherent, and he found it quite interesting. He laughed, "Perishing only means the perishing of the Manchu Qing; wanting China to perish is impossible. With people like Brother Qin, China will definitely not perish. If only the Manchu Qing perishes, it may not be a bad thing."

"Hmph, still that talk of the Revolutionary Party. If it weren't for Wenqing being so honest and willing to work these days, I would think Wenqing looks like a revolutionary."

These words made Chen Ke feel between laughter and tears. He, a genuine revolutionary, was actually not a revolutionary in Qin Tongren's view. And the specific reason was actually "honest and willing to work."

"Shouldn't revolutionaries do practical things? Relying only on opening mouths, that's what beggars along the street do, right?"

"Wenqing speaks very humorously." Qin Tongren couldn't help laughing.

Chen Ke originally wanted to persuade Qin Tongren again, hoping to pull him closer to the revolutionary line, but felt this entry point was wrong, so he simply stopped talking.

The steam engine was extremely heavy; it took a lot of effort to transport it to the factory. The factory comrades came out to watch one after another. The steam engine wasn't rare to these people; this ox cart was what made everyone marvel endlessly. The ropes and levers were still there. The workers had strong organizational discipline. Under Chen Ke's command, after several attempts, everyone finally unloaded the steam engine and moved it into the courtyard.

A lot of anthracite had been bought long ago. Qin Tongren repaired the steam engine simply and then let it undergo a trial run. After filling it with coal, not long after, the steam engine actually started working. Chen Ke secretly asked Qin Tongren, "Brother Tongren, didn't you say this steam engine was broken?"

"It was indeed broken when I bought it." Qin Tongren gave Chen Ke such an answer.

*So you repaired it long ago,* Chen Ke thought. "Then let's start installation and debugging."

The debugging process was long. Any design turning into reality required a process. During this process, not only did the equipment need to be debugged, but even the design had to be changed. The larger the equipment, the more so; it wasn't too rare for the final result to be unrecognizable from the initial design.

Just two days after starting debugging, which was November 1st, Qin Tongren told Chen Ke that a friend would come to visit at noon. At 10:30, that friend arrived on time. Qin Tongren's introduction was simple; this brother was a Provincial Graduate (*Juren*). Surname Shang, given name Yuan, courtesy name Wangshan. Pulling a *Juren* master to this honeycomb briquette factory was really a surprising thing. In these times, being able to pass the provincial examination meant stepping into the bureaucratic class. Normally speaking, Metropolitan Graduates (*Jinshi*) were already absolute officials. But the number of *Jinshi* wasn't enough. Within the county magistrate class, as long as one was willing to spend money, many county magistrates were of *Juren* origin. *Juren* were the source of true grassroots officials.

Chen Ke didn't know much about the Manchu Qing's system, nor did he want to spend too much effort understanding it. But he also knew one thing: the officials (*guan*) and clerks (*li*) of the Manchu Qing were not the same system. Unlike the model of integrated officials and clerks in New China, Manchu Qing officials passed through imperial examinations, while clerks came up through various assorted channels. A *Juren* could directly become an official; a clerk would remain a clerk for life unless encountering some special opportunity.

Qin Tongren actually found a *Juren* to come to the honeycomb briquette factory; this was really a very rare thing.

Shang Yuan was tall and thin, in his thirties, with a long face, high forehead, high nose bridge, slightly triangular eyes, a very calm gaze, and a very indifferent expression. He looked like he had the style of a *Juren*. After politely exchanging names with Chen Ke, Shang Yuan stopped making a sound. Chen Ke didn't know what to say to this *Juren* master either, and the scene soon turned cold.

Hua Xiongmao was also a *Juren*, but he was a Military Graduate (*Wuju*). Plus Hua Xiongmao's enthusiastic personality, Chen Ke would only address Hua Xiongmao as "Graduate Hua" when joking. Hua Xiongmao never minded this either. Facing Graduate Shang Yuan, Chen Ke wouldn't be stupid enough to joke randomly. As the intermediary, Qin Tongren led the two to the dormitory. That place was quiet enough to talk about things.

Shang Yuan didn't like to talk but liked to observe. Chen Ke saw Shang Yuan naturally looked at everything he could see but didn't say a word. Not only that, when Qin Tongren introduced the situation of the honeycomb briquette factory and the significance of honeycomb briquettes, Shang Yuan just listened and made no move to express his own opinion.

Apart from work, Qin Tongren rarely spoke usually. This Graduate Shang seemed even more silent than Qin Tongren. Just as Chen Ke defined Shang Yuan, he heard Shang Yuan speak. It was a Shangqiu accent.

Shang Yuan wasn't very optimistic about the future of the honeycomb briquette factory, and he stated his view directly. In the impression formed by Chen Ke's reading, these high-level intellectuals didn't like to state their opposing views so directly. They either quoted classics and spoke grandly but inappropriately, or pushed and shoved, refusing to express their viewpoints. Graduate Shang Yuan completely overturned Chen Ke's stereotype.

"This honeycomb briquette factory can't be run successfully!" Shang Yuan expressed his attitude straightforwardly.



★


Shang Yuan

Volume 2 - Chapter 40

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 40 Shang Yuan

There is a story in Lu Xun's works. A family had a child, and when the baby was one month old, they held a grand banquet. Friends gave various blessings to this child. As a result, one person spoke the truth, "This child will die." This statement can be said to be a truth, an "absolute prophecy" destined to come true. And it is also absolutely discouraging.

Chen Ke originally knew that problems would definitely arise; he just wanted to gain benefits from failure. Hearing Shang Yuan say this, unlike Qin Tongren's hidden depression, Chen Ke became alert. At this moment, Shang Yuan's sharp gaze swept across Chen Ke's face. Chen Ke only felt something was wrong; from Shang Yuan's expression of gaining some insight, it could be seen that Shang Yuan had already understood quite a few things.

Shang Yuan then began to narrate "why it can't be done." He was completely persuading Qin Tongren at this time and ignored Chen Ke at all.

The focus of Shang Yuan's narration was the "contribution" (*baoxiao*) system. The "contribution" system mainly referred to enterprises having to provide money unconditionally to the Manchu Qing government. Enterprises required to provide contributions to the Qing government involved transportation, mining, telegraph, textile, banking, steel, and other industries. In fact, industries that were slightly effective in operation or deemed profitable by the Qing government at that time were all required to provide contributions, and the stipulated contribution amount was quite large.

Starting from the Westernization Movement, the Manchu Qing government indeed set up many modern enterprises. Due to the lack of a modern commercial system, the early enterprises were state-run rather than merchant-run. Before 1895, the Manchu Qing's fiscal revenue and expenditure could still be balanced. But after 1895, due to the heavy burden of war indemnities and the increasingly difficult financial situation, plus the emergence of many new-style enterprises, private enterprises began to rise. Demanding contributions from enterprises and forming it into a system became one of the methods for the Qing government to reduce its financial burden.

"Does Tongren know how big this contribution actually is? When the Mohe Gold Mine was founded in 1889, the government provided 200,000 taels of capital. By this year, in six years, the Mohe Gold Mine provided 600,000 taels of contributions. Last time you talked to me about this honeycomb briquette factory, I felt it could definitely make a lot of money. But you are in the capital at the foot of the Son of Heaven; this contribution is absolutely not something you can bear."

Shang Yuan spoke clearly and plainly. Chen Ke nodded slightly. Having such insight, Shang Yuan was probably not an ordinary Provincial Graduate (*Juren*).

Qin Tongren didn't care much. "It's just 'getting something for nothing' (empty glove trapping white wolf) anyway. I don't care about money."

"Pedantic!" Shang Yuan said angrily. "Even if you don't care about money and feel it's getting something for nothing, as soon as this project starts, you should be able to imagine how many people wish they could eat your flesh. They will absolutely smash your factory. Do you think they will just stop after smashing your factory? They will also try every means to splash dirty water on you, making you unable to turn over for eternity."

"Brother Wangshan, these words are a bit alarmist," Qin Tongren was somewhat puzzled.

"Alarmist? I know a little about this Mr. Chen's affairs. He made a new medicine for treating syphilis in Shanghai. The efficacy was miraculous, curing the disease immediately. Then he immediately made the formula of the new medicine public. Why do you think Mr. Chen did this? Could it be that he has a merciful heart of hanging a pot to save the world (practicing medicine)?" Shang Yuan sneered.

"Wenqing, there was such a thing?" Qin Tongren was quite surprised.

Chen Ke admitted frankly, "Brother Shang is right; indeed there was such a thing. Moreover, I made the new medicine formula public just for self-protection. If I monopolized the formula, I don't know how many people would want my life. I dare not offend those people."

Seeing Chen Ke admit frankly, Qin Tongren felt something was a bit wrong, but no matter how he looked at it, the current project wasn't that exaggerated. He said doubtfully, "Honeycomb briquettes are not some technological secret."

"Not a secret? Precisely because it doesn't look like a secret, yet you can make the most money, those people will absolutely not let you off." Seeing Qin Tongren still didn't understand, Shang Yuan was even more angry. "This Mr. Chen is not an ordinary person. I know Tongren you are devoted to your work; presumably, you haven't read Mr. Chen's book much, right?"

"En, indeed so." Qin Tongren nodded in response.

"This Mr. Chen has profound learning and holds the world in his chest. If Tongren, you bookworm, can't understand it, that's one thing. But I absolutely don't believe this Mr. Chen can't see it clearly either. I don't know what tricks he is playing in the capital, but don't mess around with him."

These words were very heavy; Qin Tongren couldn't understand anymore. "What exactly did Wenqing do? What was written in that book? Brother Shang, I don't understand what you are saying."

Hearing this, a complicated expression appeared on Shang Yuan's face. He knew Qin Tongren definitely hadn't had time to read it because this set of books was at his house now. And if Qin Tongren read this book, with the profound understanding of industrialization in the book, I'm afraid Qin Tongren would really defect to Chen Ke's side. However, with Qin Tongren's personality, since he knew this book was extraordinary, he would absolutely read it carefully. In a moment of indignation, he had spoken wrong. Thinking of this, Shang Yuan glared at Chen Ke, pondering how to speak.

Seeing Shang Yuan perform like this, Qin Tongren was even more confused. "Brother Wangshan, Wenqing, what on earth is going on?"

Chen Ke felt he had to explain. "I wrote a book, which discussed the development of industrialization in detail. It seems Brother Shang doesn't quite agree with the views in this book."

"Not quite agree? Haha." Shang Yuan sneered. "Mr. Chen is too polite. I didn't disagree; I quite agreed. After reading that book, I admired Mr. Chen quite a bit. It's just that Mr. Chen is such a great talent, yet engages in this factory like this; I feel Mr. Chen harbors malicious intentions."

Qin Tongren had already seen some clues. Shang Yuan wasn't persuading him not to run this factory at all, but simply wanted him to fall out with Chen Ke and stay away from Chen Ke completely. It seemed Chen Ke must have extraordinary points, so much so that Shang Yuan didn't dare persuade him in private. Thinking of this, Qin Tongren simply asked seriously, "Brother Wangshan, what exactly is going on?"

Seeing things had reached this point, Shang Yuan simply said directly, "This Mr. Chen is a revolutionary." Speaking of this, thinking this statement might not reflect the seriousness of the problem, he added emphasis, "He is not the kind of revolutionary advocating some constitutionalism, but a genuine revolutionary."

"Uh! Wenqing is a revolutionary? Ha, haha." Hearing this, Qin Tongren actually laughed out loud. "If Wenqing is a revolutionary, I think this revolution isn't a bad thing."

After hearing Shang Yuan expose his true colors, Chen Ke didn't feel much in his heart. Being a revolutionary was a fashionable thing these days. With the Manchu Qing court's actual control deteriorating day by day, as long as you didn't rise up to rebel or publish excessively fierce remarks to overthrow the government, even if you claimed to be a revolutionary, no government officials would come to arrest you. The Manchu Qing first lost to Japan in the First Sino-Japanese War, then experienced the Gengzi Incident (Boxer Rebellion), committing too many unforgivable mistakes. The court itself also knew very well that its reputation was unparalleledly poor. Consecutive failures made the legitimacy of the Manchu Qing extremely questioned. Under such circumstances, the Manchu Qing government dared not use any high-pressure means to deal with intellectuals anymore.

As for Chen Ke's own book, the full text of hundreds of thousands of words didn't mention revolution at all. Even if used as evidence, it wouldn't have any effect. Articles dozens of times more fierce than Chen Ke's book could still circulate in the world.

What interested Chen Ke was Shang Yuan's attitude. His fierce approach seemed wrong no matter how one looked at it. Since Shang Yuan had challenged him, Chen Ke felt he had to accept the challenge.

"Brother Shang, I have heard about Brother Qin's affairs: fighting foreign devils and guarding the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau. I respect Brother Qin's character very much. If you say I want to entrap Brother Qin, that is absolutely impossible. In fact, two days ago I mentioned to Brother Qin that this business is not easy to do. If you don't believe it, you can ask Brother Qin."

Qin Tongren still remembered Chen Ke's words, but after listening to Shang Yuan's rhetoric, he also couldn't quite figure out Chen Ke. Shang Yuan and Qin Tongren were good friends; he knew Shang Yuan wasn't a person who bluffed. Since he evaluated Chen Ke like this, Chen Ke must have something amazing. At this moment, he was somewhat confused.

"If you want to deceive a gentleman like Tongren, I will never forgive you." Shang Yuan didn't appreciate it at all. "Since Mr. Chen says he has his own plans, I want to ask, why does Mr. Chen want to open this factory in the capital?"

"I want to recruit some talents in the capital. Next year I will go to Anhui to do some things. Without this factory, how would I know the level of the talents recruited?"

"Anhui?" Shang Yuan and Qin Tongren asked almost simultaneously.

"Where in Anhui?" Shang Yuan pressed.

"Probably around Huainan. It hasn't been determined yet." Chen Ke felt the attitude of these two was a bit strange.

"Hmph! This is interesting." Shang Yuan sneered.

Chen Ke looked at Shang Yuan inexplicably, but seeing Shang Yuan refused to explain, he looked at Qin Tongren again. "Brother Wangshan is about to take office in Huainan." Speaking of this, he paused again. "Brother Wangshan actually sought me out, wanting me to go to Huainan with him to do some things."

*This is too coincidental, isn't it?* Chen Ke felt these two wouldn't be playing a double act to entrap him, right? But looking carefully, it didn't seem like it. He had to laugh, "Really coincidental. Fate."

"Mr. Chen doesn't need to say this. I ask you, since you are leaving next year, why do you still want to make this honeycomb briquette this year? If you succeed, will you just leave such a big family business in Beijing?" Shang Yuan was relentless.

"Whether I succeed or not, I have to withdraw." Since the other party was a clear-headed person, Chen Ke simply told the truth. "In my original plan, I just wanted to find some brothers who can work and cooperate. I didn't expect to meet talents like Brother Qin. Since Brother Shang is worried I entrapped Brother Qin, I might as well speak frankly. Brother Qin, I am a revolutionary."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, and seeing Chen Ke had no intention of deception, Qin Tongren believed what Chen Ke said was true. However, Chen Ke's next words surprised Qin Tongren even more.

"Brother Shang, I can see that you are also a revolutionary."

Qin Tongren stared at Chen Ke dumbfounded, then looked at Shang Yuan. He saw Shang Yuan with a gloomy face, but he didn't deny Chen Ke's words.

"Open people don't speak dark words. Those who can see revolution from my book are all revolutionaries." Chen Ke concluded in a tone of unreserved boasting.

For Beijing citizens, life after the beginning of winter was quite boring. But in the early winter of 1905, a new kind of coal ball suddenly appeared on the market, called honeycomb briquettes. The ones promoting honeycomb briquettes at the beginning were some Bannermen. According to the rules of the Clan Court, Bannermen could not do business. But Bannermen didn't live well relying on that little "iron crop" (guaranteed income). Plus Bannermen loved ostentation; even without money, they would slap their faces to look fat (pretend to be well-off). Anyway, the Eight Banners hadn't been able to fight for hundreds of years. Neither the court nor other armies had any illusions about the children of the Eight Banners, so Bannermen joining the army was already a minority. Among most Beijing Bannermen, the lazy ones spent all day in teahouses muddling along, giving birth to a batch of boring teahouse culture.

But for the slightly more diligent Bannermen, as the saying goes, "policies from above, countermeasures from below." Although Bannermen couldn't do business, driving carts was neither doing business nor a long-term job, so hiring Bannermen was the most convenient. They muddled along in Beijing city all day, familiar with people, and knew every nook and cranny of Beijing. Driving carts everywhere, hiring Bannermen was quite convenient. These Bannermen willing to sell their strength walked around the capital all day, familiar with Beijing, and knew exactly which area's people had what consumption power.

Someone was willing to pay to hire them to promote honeycomb briquettes, allowing this part of the relatively diligent Bannermen to make money quickly.

As Chen Ke expected, the first batch of purchasers of honeycomb briquettes were Bannermen. Bannermen had that little fixed income, but many places to spend money. Don't look down on such small matters and small money as burning coal; they still calculated very clearly. Honeycomb briquettes were cheap and burned fully. Compared with coal balls, honeycomb briquettes showed advantages immediately upon trial. So among low-level Bannermen, honeycomb briquettes spread at a staggering speed.

There was a story in the Tang Dynasty. When Bai Juyi first arrived in Chang'an, someone said, "Rice in the capital is expensive; living (*ju*) is not easy (*yi*)." Not only in the Tang Dynasty, but in any dynasty or generation, the life of capital officials wasn't very good. Their income wasn't high, and in the capital, making money wouldn't fall to them. But capital officials had to maintain their decency even more, so daily expenses were calculated more carefully. If not for this, Chen Ke wouldn't have been able to rent a house in the official district of the capital.

Since Bannermen were responsible for promoting honeycomb briquettes, these low-level officials were their key promotion targets, and the promotion effect was quite good. This could be seen from the busy time every day of the comrades responsible for building stoves externally from the honeycomb briquette factory.

Chen Ke and Qin Tongren personally took the lead. In the first few days, the comrades were divided into four groups, sending one group out to work every day. Seven or eight days later, one group stayed in the factory responsible for production, and three groups went out together to build stoves. And this was built on the condition that Qin Tongren mobilized his own power and invited more than thirty old workmates from the Machinery Bureau from Tianjin.

At the Beijing Party Group meeting, Qin Tongren felt quite incredible about the emergence of such a situation.

That day when Shang Yuan came to the door, seeing the matter had been exposed, Chen Ke simply stated his "revolutionary road" directly. The central government being able to effectively manage the people down to the village-level unit, the layered education system, the integrated government civil servant selection system for officials and clerks, and the state-led economic system. That day, Chen Ke's description of the future China left Shang Yuan and Qin Tongren speechless at the time.

Before leaving, Shang Yuan left a message: "I will come tomorrow to see what kind of revolutionary Mr. Chen is exactly." He really came the next day. He also brought the books Qin Tongren entrusted Shang Yuan to bring over. Chen Ke also let go and simply started to form a new Beijing Party Group. Working on one hand, lecturing on the other.

Qin Tongren had heard of the republican system propagated by Sun Yat-sen and those revolutionaries. His evaluation of this system was—raving nonsense. The reason for opposing the "republican system" wasn't how loyal Qin Tongren was to the Manchu Qing. After the Gengzi Incident, Qin Tongren narrowly escaped death on the battlefield and had long been completely disappointed with the court. The reason he didn't want to overthrow the court now was just that he believed rebellion would plunge China into complete division. With foreign enemies surrounding today, civil war would give foreigners ample opportunities to intervene in China's affairs. In Qin Tongren's view, revitalizing the country through industry was the only way. And the republican system itself would only allow local gentry to rise. Qin Tongren had unusually sensitive and correct views on Sun Yat-sen and those revolutionaries. He firmly believed that once the revolution started according to the "democratic republic" theory proposed by Sun Yat-sen's gang, it would only lead to warlords rising in swarms and China being torn apart.

Shang Yuan's political views were even more interesting. Shang Yuan himself came from a big landlord family in Shangqiu. His views on landlord gentry were so profound that Chen Ke felt a bit embarrassed. He pointed out clearly that the current gentry had no enthusiasm for industrialization itself. The reason they hoped to promote constitutionalism was to seize the power of the court. Then they could rely on land to tyrannize the locality. So whether anti-foreign religion or anti-foreign goods, it was the instinctive reaction of landlords after industrialization hit traditional handicraft industries. If constitutionalism were really promoted, it wouldn't solve the profound contradiction between industrialization and traditional handicraft industries either.

Aiming at this situation, Shang Yuan and Qin Tongren's attitudes were completely consistent: there must be an unprecedentedly strong government to promote industrialization. And the current situation was that the Manchu Qing was at least still a seemingly strongest one. This was also the reason why the two lacked interest in "democratic revolution" extremely.

The political views of the two of them represented the attitude of a considerable part of people of insight in this era. The reason this group of people opposed the republic in history wasn't entirely because they had any deep-seated hatred for the republican system itself, but because they believed the republic advocated by Sun Yat-sen's gang of birdmen couldn't realize the goal of saving the country and the people in practice at all.

Shang Yuan and Qin Tongren, one was a political "centralization faction," and the other was a hardliner insisting on "comprehensive state leadership" from the perspective of "big industry" and "complete industrial structure." Chen Ke's book precisely pointed out a feasible path in theory for guys like Shang Yuan and Qin Tongren, who were called "stubborn reactionaries" in history.

The scale of the Party group was expanding day by day. Shang Yuan and Qin Tongren began to introduce various people to participate continuously. And the participants of this group meeting were thirteen people. The topic was completely linking theory with practice—looking at the living standards of Beijing people from the development of honeycomb briquettes.

But the topic was just talk. Qin Tongren had always been in military industry and had no experience aiming at people's livelihood. Looking at the data on the report, he felt completely incredible. After the power of industrialization was displayed, handicraft industries had no chance to confront it at all. Since honeycomb briquettes started selling, quite a few people tried to imitate them. But just punching holes in honeycomb briquettes was a very "high-tech" job. The honeycomb briquette factory used machines; the efficiency was simply not comparable by individuals. The imitators spent so much effort but couldn't make a few usable briquettes a day. Even if they made them, the labor paid couldn't recover the cost. The result was that the expected manual competitors didn't appear at all, and honeycomb briquette sales rose again and again.

"Wenqing, when do you think this peak value will appear?" Qin Tongren couldn't help asking. He hoped that the curve that seemed to go straight into the clouds would run forever and not stop.

The secretary of this meeting was Su Wuming; Chen Ke dragged him in. He looked up at the report on the blackboard and asked, "Does this have to be drawn in too?" Su Wuming hadn't learned coordinates and felt this thing looked unpleasing to the eye no matter how he looked at it.

There were also a few students from the Imperial University who came with Su Wuming. It is said that when Puyi ascended the throne, such a ballad circulated in the ancient city of Xi'an: "No need to pinch, no need to calculate, Xuantong won't last two and a half years." Whoosh, two and a half years passed, and this Great Qing Dynasty really fell just like that, not ambiguous at all. The backbone of society in these times, even if they supported the Manchu Qing, did so out of consideration for their own interests, not out of how loyal they were to the Manchu Qing. Even students of the Imperial University began to support the revolution; the demise of the Manchu Qing started first from everyone's thoughts. Now it had reached an irretrievable point.

"Wuming, I made several copies of that; just put it directly into the file," Chen Ke replied.
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Chapter 41 Beijing Party Group Meeting

As the saying goes, a scholar's rebellion won't succeed in three years. But what if the scholar becomes an official?

Before going north, Chen Ke believed that among the officials at the end of the Qing Dynasty, there would definitely be a group of people who despaired of the court and would definitely seek a way to save China. Chen Ke hoped to meet these people before going north. As a result, he really met them. With Shang Yuan and the group of people introduced by Shang Yuan as the core, Chen Ke established the Beijing Party Group.

Chen Ke confided in Shang Yuan so quickly not because he believed he had some "Tyrant's Qi" (charisma), nor because he believed revolutionary theory could easily convince the intellectuals of this era. At first, Chen Ke thought that Graduate Shang Yuan was just a "revolutionary amateur," that is, the kind of person who shouted revolution verbally. So he entrusted the paperwork to Shang Yuan. Unexpectedly, when registering the factory list, Graduate Shang listed himself on the list. When assigning the stove repair task, Shang Yuan also followed his team to repair stoves.

Chen Ke was greatly surprised by this.

When he went to ask Shang Yuan, Graduate Shang just answered faintly, "A gentleman is not a utensil." Confucius believed back then that a gentleman should not limit himself to a fixed field. Chen Ke's family also revered Confucianism, and his family education repeatedly emphasized that if you despise so-called "low-level work" after learning knowledge, it only means you read books in vain.

Not only that, but in terms of revolutionary theoretical construction, Shang Yuan showed amazing talent. Shang Yuan had an extremely profound understanding of Chairman Mao's "serve the people wholeheartedly." Chen Ke always believed that the core of socialism was to develop productive forces, and the core of "serving the people wholeheartedly" lay in establishing a social system whose purpose was to provide people with better job opportunities. To put it more bluntly, it was the program of "New Democracy" proposed by the Party back then.

Graduate Shang Yuan had an amazing ability to understand this theory, as well as sufficient planning ability on paper. Therefore, the rotating chairman of this meeting was not Chen Ke, but Shang Yuan.

"Gentlemen, this meeting mainly discusses two things. First, the social demand for honeycomb briquettes. Second, looking at the superiority of the socialist system through honeycomb briquettes. Now Wenqing will speak." Shang Yuan's attitude was natural, his tone was peaceful, and he quickly brought the meeting atmosphere onto the right track.

Chen Ke's narration wasn't long. The success of honeycomb briquettes was nothing more than reducing the cost of living through industrialized production, so it naturally succeeded. This principle needed no elaboration. The superiority of the socialist system was nothing more than "from each according to his ability, to each according to his work," eliminating the "rentier" class through a powerful state apparatus, and reducing social transaction costs. Completing control over core industries and social services through state investment in state-owned enterprises. The state itself should support these industries.

Su Wuming laughed, "Such a country is naturally good, but this government shouldn't be the Manchu Qing, nor should it be some imperial power society, right?"

The participating comrades nodded one after another.

"The state is a tool of class rule. When we learn to analyze society, we must understand a truth: class struggle is effective once grasped. From the perspective of struggle studies, the operation of all human societies is composed of various contradictions." Chen Ke talked with fervor and assurance. In Shanghai, the theoretical level of those comrades was really limited. And it had to be said that Chen Ke himself wasn't from a sociology background, and his theoretical level was also very limited at that time. After these few months, Chen Ke's own social theory level had also improved a lot, and his lectures were more comfortable.

"This is the universal truth. We who study law want to summarize various articles from various contradictions." The speaker was Xu Dian. Xu Dian was a friend of Mao Yibo, a friend of Shang Yuan. In 1901, he studied law at the University of Tokyo in Japan. Returning to China in 1905, he was originally a constitutionalist, but two days after listening to the class, he became a socialist.

Mao Yibo was from Zhejiang and caught the last train of young children studying in the United States. After returning, he first worked in the Kailuan Coal Mine, but his personality was relatively radical. Finally, unable to muddle along in the coal mine, he returned to Jiangsu and Zhejiang to run a school. He was repeatedly defeated in running schools and owed a lot of debt. He was even more disheartened with the Manchu Qing system and actually became an old cynic (*fenqing*). With the trend of demanding constitutionalism rising in recent years, Mao Yibo became enthusiastic again. Anyway, he couldn't stay in Jiangsu and Zhejiang anymore, so he simply ran to Beijing to run around for promoting constitutionalism. Regarding the speech of his young friend Xu Dian, Mao Yibo didn't support it too much. "Wenqing said clearly last time that revolutionaries must have a benevolent heart. If everything is held with a heart of struggle, it will only create waves out of nothing. Revolution is to solve problems, not to create problems."

Everyone discussed one after another. Xie Mingxian, listening by the side, couldn't help sighing. Everyone was indeed a scholar; their words only discussed revolution and never involved the Manchu Qing. But Xie Mingxian knew that this group of people had completely abandoned the Manchu Qing. Xie Mingxian didn't know Xu Xilin, nor did he know Xu Xilin's deep confusion about Chen Ke's attitude towards the Manchu Qing back then: "Chen Ke views the Manchu Qing like withered bones in a tomb." If Xie Mingxian and Xu Xilin could discuss this issue, they would definitely "appreciate each other." All participants who accepted Chen Ke's theory now had this attitude towards the Manchu Qing.

Seeing that enough had been said, the rotating chairman Shang Yuan said, "Does anyone have any questions about this issue?"

Everyone stopped speaking; no one wanted to raise new questions. Seeing no objections, Shang Yuan said, "Next question: what difficulties will the honeycomb briquette factory encounter in its continued development, and where will these difficulties come from?"

Xie Mingxian had attended many meetings of the Beijing Party Group, and he had roughly summarized the hosting process of these meetings.

1.  Explain the superiority of socialism. In this meeting, it was how advanced the new factory was. 2.  Explain the backwardness and destructiveness of current politics. This was the destruction of the new factory by the court policies proposed by Shang Yuan. 3.  If there is a base area, how to solve these problems specifically. This part was all about how to build a new social system in the future base area, which was the county where Shang Yuan would take office.

The trilogy repeated in a cycle, educating and guiding repeatedly. The participants were all from the backbone class of society, and Shang Yuan was a future county magistrate who would take office in Anhui in 1906. So the purpose of such a meeting was nothing more than telling everyone that we had space to fully display our abilities. But doing it according to the old political system wouldn't work, and doing it according to the slogans of Sun Yat-sen and those chaotic parties (insurgents) wouldn't work either. Only a true revolution would work.

It had to be said that this education method was very effective. Whether others believed Chen Ke's theory or not, Xie Mingxian believed it anyway. Chen Ke always emphasized, "Class struggle is effective once grasped." The world today, from the country down to the family, was ruled by various tyrants, big and small, according to the existing traditional model. A revolution penetrating the bottom of society must be carried out; a revolution penetrating the souls of the common people must be carried out. After completely smashing the old order of China, recombine it according to the new model.

Xie Mingxian didn't want to deny Chen Ke's argument; he had personal experience. Xie Mingxian came from a medium landlord family in Hubei. His mother was a concubine, so from a young age, Xie Mingxian understood one thing: "Behave with tail tucked between legs." He had to be able to conceal his dissatisfaction with his cold and rude father, his dissatisfaction with his father's principal wife, and his dissatisfaction with the brothers born to the principal wife. Because they looked down on him and thought Xie Mingxian was not qualified to get any family wealth and resources. Xie Mingxian was very smart. Since his childhood, Xie Mingxian was often scolded by the principal wife for no reason and deliberately bullied by the principal wife's sons. The lesson that left a deep impression on his early life was that after just entering private school, Xie Mingxian showed a talent for reading. In the teacher's several exams, Xie Mingxian performed excellently and was praised by the teacher. When the teacher was a guest at Xie Mingxian's house, he praised Xie Mingxian a few words to his father. Xie Mingxian's father gave this son a smile for the first time and said flatly, "Well done."

Then the nightmare began. Xie Mingxian's mother was successively subjected to difficulties, beatings, and abuse by the principal wife. And Xie Mingxian himself also encountered a series of actions planned by several "brothers." His books were stolen, his pens were broken, and his notebooks were torn to pieces. Not only that, several brothers joined hands to beat Xie Mingxian. When Xie Mingxian returned home covered in bruises, the brothers who ran home ahead had already filed a false complaint against Xie Mingxian in front of their father. His father didn't uphold justice but made Xie Mingxian kneel as punishment instead. When Xie Mingxian's mother cried and pleaded with his father, Xie Mingxian heard his father say calmly and coldly, "Kneeling won't kill him; I'm doing this for his own good."

Xie Mingxian wasn't stupid; he knew this was his father doing it for his own good. If his father upheld justice, then Xie Mingxian estimated he would fall into endless trouble. His father's principal wife would absolutely not spare the mother and son, and Xie Mingxian's two younger sisters would also be implicated.

From then on, Xie Mingxian never showed his ability again. On the surface, his studies were just average. Moreover, his father was cold to Xie Mingxian and his mother for a long time, barely calming this family storm. It wasn't until Xie Mingxian passed the *Xiucai* exam in 1904 and had "fame/merit" that Xie Mingxian really wouldn't be beaten. As long as it wasn't the "public discussion" of the clan elders, even the elder brothers in the family couldn't beat Xie Mingxian who had "fame" on him.

From the experiences of these years, Xie Mingxian understood two things. First, the Confucian theory of "loving relatives" was basically a decoration. Husband and wife, father and son, brothers were like this, and the Xie family's exploitation of tenant farmers had always been bone-deep. Second, the state was the real backer. Only by getting on the big ship of the state could an individual have power.

So Xie Mingxian was originally going to work hard to pass the *Juren* exam, but the end of the imperial examination system completely ended Xie Mingxian's ideal. He couldn't go up another level and completely save his mother. If he could pass the *Juren* exam, Xie Mingxian would have the opportunity to become an official and then take his mother to take office together. But this opportunity was lost forever. Not only that, the fact that Xie Mingxian passed the *Xiucai* exam had already made him a thorn in the eyes of several brothers in the family. His father had entered old age, and several brothers almost broke their heads to divide the family property. If Xie Mingxian continued to stay at home, he would only have a dead end. Xie Mingxian had to leave home alone and leave his mother's side. He didn't go to Changsha. In the countryside, Xie Mingxian as a *Xiucai* was considered decent. But in Changsha, he definitely had no chance. Xie Mingxian needed to earn money and bring his mother out. So he arrived in Shanghai, where he was unfamiliar with the place and people.

Shanghai seemed prosperous, but it was the world of foreigners and compradors; a *Xiucai* like him had no chance to display his skills at all. If he hadn't accidentally seen the recruitment poster posted by Chen Ke... Xie Mingxian often felt scared afterwards when thinking of this.

This world needed revolution. What he had seen for more than twenty years was injustice everywhere, intense class contradictions everywhere. Even if it was just his Xie family, when collecting rent in his childhood, on average, one life was forced to death every three years. When the Xie family started usury, forcing people to death became at least one per year. In the past two years, Hunan and Hubei suffered disasters successively, and dead people were commonplace. If the common people wanted to survive, they could only rise up and rebel. If Chen Ke led his comrades to raise their arms and call in the countryside, it would be dry wood and raging fire. Even if only to live until tomorrow, the common people would follow Chen Ke and the others.

More importantly, even with such a situation, Chen Ke was still not anxious or panicked. He didn't want to organize a group of roving bandits, but to really establish a brand new "base area." To be prepared for political and military struggles with all enemies.

Watching the participants discuss seriously, with Xie Mingxian's rough contact these days, as far as he understood, although these people came from different backgrounds than himself, they were all a group of people who deeply saw that China's contradictions had reached the stage where the dagger was revealed when the map was unrolled (the final moment of conflict). That's why this group of people gathered together to discuss handling "that earth-shattering event." Xie Mingxian didn't oppose "revolution" at all. With his current ability, there would be no opportunity in the world today. As the saying goes, wealth and honor are sought in danger; Xie Mingxian only had this one opportunity to grasp.

Xie Mingxian was thinking about his own affairs, so he didn't listen much to some discussions in the middle. When he restored his attention, the part about the court was already finished. He saw Qin Shou requesting to speak.

"I have a question. How should the legal tradition (legitimacy) of this revolution be explained?" Qin Shou asked. Qin Shou was from Changzhou, Jiangsu. In 1896, carrying eight silver dollars raised by his mother from various sources, he entered the Jiangnan Naval Academy. Although the Jiangnan Naval Academy was corrupt from top to bottom and the school atmosphere was foul at that time, Qin Shou still studied hard. During the Gengzi Incident, he had already received the order to join the Beiyang Navy. At this time, the north was in chaos, and the school couldn't talk about any discipline. Qin Shou then went home to visit his mother. When his mother learned that Qin Shou didn't plan to go north, she immediately asked him, *Didn't you enter the Naval Academy to serve the country? Now when it's time to contribute to the country, why are you becoming a deserter?* Qin Shou was asked by his mother until his face was red. He immediately returned to school to apply for funds to go north. The school instructors found it incredible that Qin Shou actually wanted to go north under such circumstances. With a mentality of watching a joke, the school actually gave a sum of travel expenses. Qin Shou then went north.

After arriving in Beijing, it happened that Guangxu and Cixi had returned to the capital. Various government offices were dilapidated and needed manpower. The Beiyang Naval Academy was no longer there, so Qin Shou was recruited into the Ministry of Revenue as a minor official. Seeing the court suffer such great humiliation, instead of rousing itself, it became even more lethargic. He had completely despaired of the Manchu Qing.

He was a friend of Shang Yuan. These people often discussed together what to do about China's future. After joining the Beijing Party Group, Qin Shou was responsible for developing new members externally because of his wide connections.

Shang Yuan said, "Opposing the Qing and restoring the Ming naturally won't work. Democratic republic won't work either. Wenqing, what do you think?"

"Nothing else. The hearts of the people are the Mandate of Heaven. The People's Revolution itself is the legitimacy (*Fa Tong*)," Chen Ke said categorically.

After discussion, everyone felt it could only be so. After discussing a few more questions, Shang Yuan saw it was about time and announced the adjournment of the Party meeting.

After everyone left the conference room, Shang Yuan suddenly asked Chen Ke, who was reading the meeting minutes, "Wenqing, what do you think of the comrades in Beijing?"

"The comrades are very good, but I don't want to take them to Anhui now. In my opinion, it might be better to let them continue to develop the northern Party branch in Beijing. Brother Wangshan and Brother Qin taking the factory colleagues to Anhui will suffice."

"I heard Wenqing say there is another batch of comrades in Shanghai. Could it be Wenqing is worried about conflicts between the two sides?"

"Whether it's a mule or a horse, pull it out for a walk. I'm not worried about this problem. Anyway, after going to work in the countryside, that is an extremely arduous thing. Those who can't endure this hardship will naturally withdraw. But there are many heroes in the north. If everyone goes to Anhui and only a few people are left in the north, what can they do? In the future, we will inevitably fight the Manchu Qing, and this intelligence work is key. So I think comrades staying in the north is equivalent to us having eyes and ears. Know the enemy and know yourself, and you can fight a hundred battles with no danger of defeat."

Shang Yuan stared at Chen Ke, as if trying to figure out Chen Ke's true purpose. After thinking for a while, he nodded and said, "What Wenqing said is reasonable."

Chen Ke was very happy to get Shang Yuan's support. His words were not an excuse; the role of these people in the base area was really not necessarily as great as in Beijing. Moreover, Beijing was a place where talents gathered; burying more foreshadowing was the way to do big things.

"By the way, Brother Wangshan, you take office in March next year. It's already December; don't you plan to go home first?"

Shang Yuan shook his head gently. "No rush. My father is currently in Tianjin. I'll just go to Tianjin once before taking office. But Wenqing, I think you'd better visit Yuan Weiting (Yuan Shikai)."

Before Chen Ke went north this time, Yan Fu gave him three letters. Mr. Gu Hongming's letter had to be delivered; Yan Fu explained this clearly. One of the other two letters was for Yuan Shikai. Yan Fu explained that these two letters didn't necessarily have to be delivered. He said that if Chen Ke encountered trouble in Beijing that he really couldn't solve, then use these two letters. Chen Ke always believed "rely on the mountain, the mountain falls; rely on the river, the river dries." So he was unwilling to borrow the strength of others. As the saying goes, "No one gets up early without profit." If there was no benefit for others, only a fool would help you. Yuan Shikai was absolutely not a fool.

"It's not urgent either," Chen Ke said.

"I suggest you go, and it's better to promote this honeycomb briquette to the Beiyang Army camps."

"Hmm?" Chen Ke felt there must be deep meaning in Shang Yuan's words.

"In the officialdom of the capital now, there are quite a few people who want to compete with Yuan Shikai. Since Wenqing wants to make this factory fail and then take the friends in the factory south, just such simple operation may not be that fast." Shang Yuan spoke very cleverly.

"So that's how it is." Chen Ke nodded in agreement, admiring Shang Yuan in his heart.
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Chapter 42 Yuan Shikai

Big shots were never that easy to meet. It wasn't necessarily that those people were arrogant and rude, but rather that too many people wanted to meet them. Big shots were busy with affairs; where would they have so much time to meet irrelevant idlers? Chen Ke was somewhat undecided about what reason to use to meet Yuan Shikai (Big Head Yuan). Meeting Yuan Shikai as Yan Fu's disciple was clearly going to ask for an official position or express Yan Fu's goodwill towards Yuan Shikai. If he went in the name of doing honeycomb briquette business, the gatekeeper at Yuan Shikai's door would probably beat Chen Ke back.

Moreover, historically, Yuan Shikai had been very busy these years, training the Beiyang New Army and establishing the police system. Yuan Shikai went all out on these two things and did them impressively. He shouldn't have time to receive a nobody like Chen Ke.

Shang Yuan basically agreed with Chen Ke's view, but he thought Yuan Shikai might not refuse to meet Chen Ke. If Yuan Shikai saw Yan Fu's letter and still didn't meet Chen Ke, then given Yan Fu's character, he would absolutely not have given Chen Ke this letter. Adopting the attitude of treating a dead horse as a living horse (trying a desperate measure), Chen Ke simply took Xie Mingxian and Chai Qingguo to Xiaozhan together.

Yuan Shikai's Beiyang New Army was stationed and training in Xiaozhan. The Beiyang Army was not recorded much in the history textbooks Chen Ke had studied. In the warlord wars before the Northern Expedition, those famous figures were mostly senior generals of the Beiyang New Army. Wu Peifu and Duan Qirui were also famous figures in China. However, they were figures of the older generation. The Manchu Qing fell in 1912, and in 1927, Chiang Kai-shek launched the April 12 Counter-revolutionary Coup. The contradiction between the KMT and the CPC became the sharpest and main contradiction in China. In just 15 years, the Beiyang faction went from being insufferably arrogant to being nobodies. The speed of withering was also considered rapid.

It was winter, and the weather was quite cold. Chen Ke wanted style, not temperature. On his feet was a pair of leather boots purchased in this era. Outside his long underwear were dark blue fine corduroy trousers, a blue-gray woolen sweater, and a gray coat. This was the thickest among the sets of clothes he brought. Outside this set of clothes, Chen Ke put on knee pads and a wool cloak. This heavy clothing often appeared in movies about Northwest swordsmen; actually, this was necessary clothing for riding horses in winter. Any rider who could afford it would have one. At this time, he, Chai Qingguo, and Xie Mingxian all wore such wool cloaks and rode side by side.

"Mr. Chen, I heard you discuss rebellion with those gentlemen. Why is it different from the rebellion discussed among us brothers?" Chai Qingguo had been attending meetings but never spoke. Only when acting alone with Chen Ke, after leaving the city and seeing no one around, did he voice his doubts. Luckily he had such patience. For a *Jianghu* person, such self-control appeared extremely rare.

"Brother Wu explained to everyone how to change from sitting bandits to roving bandits, right?" Chen Ke laughed.

Mentioning the course hosted by Wu Xingchen, Chai Qingguo immediately became interested. "That's right. I really didn't expect there are so many tricks in fighting wars. But Big Brother Wu said it well; if the subordinates are still a group of bandits, this so-called guerrilla warfare won't have a chance to be displayed."

"So we must have a base area, have our own territory. What we are talking about now is base area construction."

Chai Qingguo suddenly realized, "I said it sounded like being an official! From farming to business, and what industry; I really didn't know there were so many tricks."

Chen Ke was very satisfied with Chai Qingguo's comprehension, especially Chai Qingguo's modest attitude. He laughed, "Why is the Beiyang Army more formidable than us? Because they have large tracts of territory, can conscript soldiers, provide money and grain, and manufacture weapons. If we want to fight them, we must also have such territory."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Chai Qingguo couldn't help laughing. "Doesn't that mean sitting on the throne (ruling the country)? I can't do that. I don't know many characters. Listening to those gentlemen talk about rebellion, presumably, it won't work without being literate. Mr. Chen, Mr. Tianhua and Big Brother Wu are both learned; they went to Brother Pang's place. You also have to recommend a few people to me. If it really doesn't work, let this Mr. Xie go with me."

Chen Ke couldn't find the way to recruit grassroots heroes. Under Pang Zi's absolute resistance to him, the other few heroes also deliberately avoided Chen Ke. Only Chai Qingguo respected him relatively. He couldn't help asking, "Brother Chai, Brother Pang hates scholars very much. Presumably, you also suffered losses from scholars back then..."

"Brother Pang looks rough, but his family is full of scholars. Uncle Jing was not an ordinary big household in Nangong County; that was a big, big, big household. He doesn't like scholars because his family has plenty of scholars. I can't; I don't know a few scholars. Mr. Chen must help me."

These words were penetrating, making Chen Ke feel enlightened. He had always been puzzled why the Revolutionary Party always sent someone to be a military advisor when contacting local heroes back then. In Chen Ke's thought, what could a military advisor relying on lip service do? After listening to Chai Qingguo's words, he suddenly understood. He had just projected himself onto those grassroots heroes. If there was such a "military advisor" beside him, Chen Ke would definitely get rid of him. But grassroots heroes might be okay at looting houses, but definitely not at construction. They must have their own "private advisor" (*Shier*), that is, a cultured person who could understand accounting and have some means. Pang Zi's own family could provide these people, so Pang Zi's resistance to him was simply certain.

Then should he send someone to go with Chai Qingguo? This idea was denied by Chen Ke as soon as it appeared. The person sent must have strong abilities. At this stage, Chen Ke himself lacked such people around him; where was the extra manpower to send out for development?

Looking at Chai Qingguo's eager eyes, Chen Ke laughed, "Brother Chai, I don't have such people around me. Brother Xie is very important to me; I really can't send him to you."

Hearing this, Chai Qingguo's disappointment overflowed in his words and expressions. Chen Ke knew explaining further would only hurt harmony. He turned the topic to the situation in Shandong.

There was an official road from Beijing to Xiaozhan. Neither Xie Mingxian nor Chen Ke was good at riding horses. Everyone ran for a while and let the horses walk for a while. There wasn't much time to talk on the road. Starting early in the morning, by the afternoon, they saw the camp of the New Army from afar. The closer to the military camp, the more soldiers came and went on the road. Patrol soldiers in groups of five, and scouts in teams of three horses, came and went constantly, giving people a feeling of strict laws. Chai Qingguo and Chen Ke had watched the Hejian Autumn Maneuvers together and seen the ten-thousand-man formation, so they were better off. Where had Xie Mingxian seen such a posture? His face became tense immediately. "We haven't done anything bad; don't show cowardice. The more nervous you look, the more people will make things difficult for you," Chen Ke said quickly to Xie Mingxian.

Xie Mingxian wasn't a young man ignorant of affairs either. At any rate, he had participated in the provincial examination and seen the world. Since what Chen Ke said was correct, Xie Mingxian relaxed his mentality, and his expression also relaxed.

The area of the New Army's barracks was huge, but there were no multi-story buildings inside. The roofs of the military camp could be seen over the walls and fences. There were quite a few of these roofs. Chen Ke suddenly felt that if he really promoted honeycomb briquettes, the sales here should be very good.

When patrol infantry and cavalry passed by Chen Ke, they looked at the three one after another. They saw the three looked calm and maintained composure. Moreover, Chen Ke, a short-haired young man, was in the center, and two people with queues followed on the left and right, which confused them instead. After all, it wasn't wartime now, and patrolling was just routine. Seeing the three heading towards the gate, actually no one stopped them.

"Strong on the outside, weak on the inside. No vigilance at all," Chen Ke laughed in a low voice. Hearing this, Xie Mingxian nodded slightly. Chai Qingguo gave a somewhat exaggerated "En." It seemed he very much wanted to occupy a psychological advantage over the Beiyang Army.

Less than one hundred meters from the gate, Chen Ke asked everyone to dismount and walked over leading the horses. Seeing the three had no hostility, the sentry just stared at them. Arriving at the gate, Chen Ke cupped his hands to the sentry and said loudly, "I am Chen Ke. Entrusted by Mr. Yan Fu, the former Chief Instructor of the Beiyang Naval Academy, I come to pay a visit to Lord Yuan Weiting, the Governor-General of Zhili and Minister of Beiyang. I have a letter to present."

Official announcements had to be formal. This was most bluffing. Although knowing Chen Ke came to handle this matter, hearing Chen Ke say it loudly like this, Xie Mingxian and Chai Qingguo felt their own status seemed to have risen a lot after hearing it. They felt inexplicably excited and couldn't help straightening their chests a bit.

Seeing Chen Ke's attitude was neither humble nor arrogant, and he spoke so confidently, plus the figure mentioned was definitely not someone small soldiers like them could reach, the sentry dared not slight him. Asking Chen Ke to wait at the door, a sentry ran into the guard post to report. A moment later, a person came out. Chen Ke hadn't studied Beiyang shoulder badges, but he looked like a low-level officer. The officer asked Chen Ke's origin. Hearing Chen Ke was sent by Mr. Yan Fu, his attitude immediately became much more respectful. "Mr. Chen, military orders do not allow you to enter the camp. Please wait outside for a moment." After speaking, he went to the side of the guard post, mounted a horse, and galloped into the military camp.

At the door, it wasn't convenient for Chen Ke to speak. It was a cloudy day today. The military camp terrain was flat, and the small wind blowing was really cold enough. Chen Ke always liked to stand straight, looking majestic, but such a posture wasn't conducive to maintaining temperature. Xie Mingxian and Chai Qingguo were already behind the horses, using the horses to block the wind. Chen Ke remained stuck in place motionless. The sentry next to him also leaned back against the camp gate, but this was a wind gap. After blowing for a while, the sentry's face was a bit pale. Chen Ke smiled at him slightly. The sentry forced a smile back and then tucked his hands into his sleeves.

After a good while, two horses ran over. The leader was that low-level officer, and the person behind had the same shoulder badge as Pu Guanshui. After galloping close, everyone could see their faces clearly. Chen Ke saw that person had a long, thin face, thick eyebrows and big eyes, with a few just-healed scars on his face, looking quite fierce. After seeing Chen Ke clearly, that person was obviously surprised. The fierce expression peculiar to soldiers originally softened a lot.

This officer asked Chen Ke's purpose and origin again. Then he asked for that letter. Chen Ke thought this person shouldn't embezzle the letter, so he handed the letter over. The person looked at the letter, sized up Chen Ke again, and then rode in. Chen Ke felt a missing important link, which was asking for a bribe. In these times, asking for bribes was a convention. Was the Beiyang Army relatively special? Or what? Since that mid-level officer went in, Chen Ke simply took out the gift money prepared long ago from his pocket, smiling and talking to the sentry and that low-level officer while handing it up. Both accepted it grinningly without the slightest refusal.

The low-level officer even suggested Chen Ke enter the guard post to avoid the wind. Chen Ke quickly said, "Brother, you reported for me; you have suffered fatigue. There are rules in the military camp. I can't let your kindness to me be seen by the superiors and get you reprimanded. I'll just wait here." The officer didn't force Chen Ke and went into the guard post grinning with the money.

After waiting for another good while, that mid-level officer returned. "Lord Yuan wants to see you," he said simply.

Hearing this news, Chen Ke felt very surprised. Originally, he estimated that after the letter was sent up, he would wait for Yuan Shikai's reception. He was ready to queue and wait here for a few days. Leaving aside Yuan Shikai's own good and evil, Chen Ke could imagine how busy Yuan Shikai's daily work must be. Unexpectedly, he, a nobody, could get a reception from Yuan Shikai, the Governor-General of Zhili and Minister of Beiyang, so quickly relying on a letter. What face this was! Chen Ke felt it incredible instead.

But since Yuan Shikai wanted to see Chen Ke, Chen Ke had to go even if there was a dragon's pool and tiger's den ahead. Chen Ke turned to the two behind him and said, "You go back first. It's inconvenient for me to take you in."

Xie Mingxian and Chai Qingguo looked disappointed hearing this, but this was understandable. Before coming, no one thought Chen Ke could get a reception so quickly. Since it was different from the original plan, everyone just let nature take its course. The two cupped their hands and took their leave.

Chen Ke followed that officer inside. He tried to get close, but that officer remained silent. Chen Ke offered "ceremonial gold" (*yijin*), and the officer accepted it unceremoniously. Taking Chen Ke to a place in the military camp built like a government office (*Yamen*), the two dismounted. The officer took Chen Ke in. Those coming in and out were mid-to-high-level officers. Chen Ke had already taken off the sheepskin coat and put it on the saddle when entering. At this time, this outfit was quite eye-catching. From time to time, someone asked the officer in front who Chen Ke was. In the conversation, he only knew this officer's surname was Wu.

Entering the *Yamen*, turning left and right, they arrived at the door of an office. Officer Wu went in to report first, then came out to take Chen Ke in. As soon as he entered the door, he saw a person sitting behind the desk. Chen Ke had an impression of this face; it was indeed Yuan Shikai's appearance. There was another person standing beside him whom Chen Ke didn't know. This person was quite thin, with a calm expression. Although wearing a military uniform, he looked like a scholar, only without the faint affectation of a scholar; he should be a character. But Chen Ke couldn't care about that much. He bowed deeply and said in Henan dialect, "Greetings to Lord Yuan."

"You are Chen Ke, Chen Wenqing, who wrote that book, right?" Yuan Shikai's Henan dialect made Chen Ke feel quite intimate. But the content of these words surprised Chen Ke quite a bit. *Could it be that Mr. Yan Fu even sent my book to Yuan Shikai?*

"This lowly commoner is exactly Chen Ke." Chen Ke dared not mention the book matter; he could only adopt a simple self-introduction.

The spirit of a big shot was indeed different. Yuan Shikai didn't have so many polite formulas completely. After letting Chen Ke sit down, watching Chen Ke sit steadily on the chair, he couldn't help laughing. "When Brother Jidao (Yan Fu) sent Wenqing's book to me, he also wrote a letter. The letter was very polite, saying Wenqing, you are Brother Jidao's disciple, and hoping I would take care of you in Beijing. As a result, I waited for so long before Wenqing came to see me."

These words were spoken quite cleverly. The core meaning was to ask Chen Ke: *What do you mean? It took you so long to come see me after arriving in Beijing. I gave Yan Fu enough face; how are you going to round out my face?*

Chen Ke absolutely wouldn't reject Yuan Shikai's face, but Chen Ke absolutely couldn't lose Yan Fu's dignity either. Although he didn't know exactly what Yan Fu wrote, he thought it was absolutely not as polite as Yuan Shikai said. He pondered for a moment and said:

"My Lord, before coming to Beijing, my teacher repeatedly instructed that coming to Beijing was for me to travel and learn, not to seek a path of advancement through my teacher's old friends. My teacher knows deeply that Your Lordship cherishes old friendships most and mentioned it many times, so I dared not come to visit Your Lordship rashly."

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai laughed. "Brother Jidao is still so self-disciplined. Since Wenqing says so, presumably you have gained something from traveling in Beijing."

"I once met Pu Guanshui by chance and composed a tune 'The Beiyang New Army is Advancing' together with Pu Guanshui," Chen Ke replied.

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai was slightly surprised. He liked that tune very much. He heard the composer was Pu Guanshui, an officer transferred to the Anhui New Army. Yuan Shikai knew a little about this person; he was a foreign student but shouldn't have any musical foundation. He thought he found someone to do it. But he never expected it was actually composed by Chen Ke. However, since Chen Ke dared to say so, he shouldn't be deceiving him.

"That tune is well done," Yuan Shikai laughed.

"Your Lordship trained a tiger and wolf army; only by composing a majestic tune can I be worthy of such an army." Chen Ke quickly complimented.

Now Yuan Shikai was truly happy. "It seems Wenqing has a lot of fate with my Beiyang. Is Pu Guanshui your friend?"

"No, I only met him in Beijing." Chen Ke simply narrated the process of meeting Pu Guanshui. Then Chen Ke said, "Coming here this time, I really didn't expect Your Lordship to praise this junior so much. I originally planned to present the special medicine when Your Lordship summoned this junior. This time I only came to pay a visit and deliver the letter; the medicine is not with me. I didn't think thoroughly; I hope Your Lordship forgives me."

Yuan Shikai just smiled upon hearing this. Since he was clear about Chen Ke's experience, there was nothing else. "That will trouble Wenqing. Wenqing has drive. If someone else composed that tune, they would have found us long ago. Wenqing only came now; I wonder if there is anything I can help with?"

"I opened a factory in Beijing and made something." Chen Ke briefly stated the matter of honeycomb briquettes. Yuan Shikai just nodded slightly upon hearing the detailed data Chen Ke spoke. After Chen Ke finished the introduction, he then said, "Those with this junior are mostly colleagues from the former Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau. Now that this thing has been made, I am worried about encountering some trouble. So I want to entrust this factory under Beiyang. But knowing no way at all, I boldly came to beg Your Lordship."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Yuan Shikai just nodded but didn't speak immediately. After a while, this leader of Beiyang said, "I know. This matter need not be rushed. How about this: Wenqing, leave your address, and I will send someone to find you."

Although Yuan Shikai didn't say it explicitly, saying this was equivalent to having made some promises to Chen Ke. Chen Ke naturally thanked him hurriedly. After the business was discussed, everyone chatted idly about Yan Fu's recent situation. Then Yuan Shikai served tea to see the guest off.

After all, it was the *Yamen* of the military camp. When Chen Ke came out, the sheepskin coat and knee pads were still on the saddle. That Officer Wu accompanied Chen Ke out of the military camp, just cupped his hands, and took his leave. Chen Ke looked at this taciturn officer but didn't quite understand his attitude. The conversation time wasn't long. Chen Ke urged the horse to return the way he came. Xie Mingxian's riding skills were poor, so he definitely couldn't walk fast. Thinking about this meeting with Yuan Shikai all the way, Chen Ke felt like he had dreamed a dream. Some details actually couldn't be recalled. Of course, Chen Ke didn't have the guts to stare at Yuan Shikai's face incessantly.

While recalling this meeting and considering the future, he didn't know how far he had run when he saw the familiar figures of two riders in front. Chen Ke shouted to the two while urging his horse to catch up.
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Chapter 43 Organizational Discipline

"Comrades, since Wenqing has completed the task of the party organization, I would like to propose for discussion the next work arrangements for the Beijing Party Group," Shang Yuan announced at the party meeting.

The people below had different expressions. Some looked forward to the organization's assignment of work with enthusiasm, some felt indifferent and just listened quietly, and one or two looked as if they were ready to watch a joke.

Looking at everyone's different expressions, Shang Yuan naturally knew what was going on. He had seen too many such people. Even these comrades enthusiastic about revolution, coming from the old era, inevitably had habits of the old era. In their habits, interests and status were still very heavy. Looking at the comrades, Shang Yuan suddenly remembered the discussion with Chen Ke a few days ago. Chen Ke thought these people might as well just stay in Beijing. They might not be able to withstand such hard work if they went south. Shang Yuan thought Chen Ke was right. Judging from now, there were indeed a few people here who were very inappropriate.

The first discussion was about Chen Ke's work arrangement. Shang Yuan suggested that Chen Ke should not go out for activities anymore but concentrate on Party class education. Shang Yuan would arrange the subsequent work of how to contact Yuan Shikai.

Chen Ke was the initiator of the Beijing Party Group; Shang Yuan had always advocated this. Even a few days ago, Shang Yuan publicly stated that in terms of learning and revolutionary theory, Chen Ke was Shang Yuan's teacher. Unexpectedly, after Chen Ke finished contacting Yuan Shikai according to the arrangement of the Party Group, Shang Yuan immediately began to issue orders, letting Chen Ke lecture. This was a naked seizure of power. If nothing unexpected happened, Chen Ke would definitely counterattack.

Contrary to those people's expectations, Chen Ke had no resistance at all. He nodded, "Comrades, I think at this stage I should concentrate on lecturing. I am completely in the dark about affairs in Beijing and can't intervene. Besides, I have no intention of long-term development in Beijing at all, so there is no need to do this useless work. I will obey the resolution of the party organization."

Such a statement surprised everyone quite a bit. Some people began to ponder what exactly Chen Ke meant. This "obey the resolution of the party organization" was quite intriguing. *Whatever the party organization asks Chen Ke to do, Chen Ke will do? Even if asked to move bricks and mix mud, would Chen Ke accept it calmly?*

Next was the voting. The result was eleven votes in favor and two against. The opponents were Chai Qingguo and Zheng Wenjie. Shang Yuan asked Chai Qingguo to explain the reason. This was the first time Chai Qingguo spoke in front of a group of officials. He put on a look of a die-hard loyalist of Chen Ke and said, "Mr. Chen met Yuan Shikai. If Mr. Chen washes his hands of it later, and Yuan Shikai wants to see Mr. Chen, what should we do?"

Words could be said like this, but things were completely not done like this. The others present were either proficient in officialdom or knew some officialdom. Chai Qingguo's speech made many people reveal some malicious smiles on their faces. But no one spoke; everyone's eyes fell on Chen Ke and Shang Yuan's faces. Chen Ke felt he failed in doing things; Chai Qingguo's idea was understandable, but the method was completely wrong. Chen Ke should have communicated with Chai Qingguo before the meeting. But on second thought, this was also a good opportunity to let Chen Ke understand what attitude the comrades of the Beijing Party Group had towards organizational discipline.

"Qingguo, I'm not completely ignoring this matter. But regarding what purpose to achieve by contacting Yuan Shikai, everyone has the final say."

Chai Qingguo didn't quite understand this. Chen Ke was the leader; why did he have to listen to everyone's opinion? Doing things should be discussed with everyone, but Chen Ke delegating power like this, didn't he become a runner underneath? How could he be the leader? But Chai Qingguo finally straightened his position. Since he decided to follow Chen Ke, and Chen Ke had already explicitly expressed his stance, he should listen to Chen Ke. He nodded, "Since Mr. Chen says so, I change my vote to agree."

Such a wise performance surprised many people. Except for Chen Ke whose academic background was somewhat unclear, all these party members had "fame/merit." Originally, everyone didn't quite understand why Chen Ke brought a crude fellow. Not only did they look down on Chai Qingguo, but they also underestimated Chen Ke along with him. But seeing Chai Qingguo spoke wrong words but could correct them immediately, this breadth of mind was also quite commendable. Consequently, they also had some respect for Chen Ke.

Zheng Wenjie obviously wanted to watch a joke. He voted following Chai Qingguo, originally harboring no good intentions. Unexpectedly, Chai Qingguo gave up just like that. He was also straightforward and said directly, "I actually just wanted to see this Brother Chai make a joke, and then join in the jeering. Since Brother Chai is so straightforward, I was wrong."

This Brother Zheng Wenjie was so frank that Chen Ke wasn't angry at all. Not only Chen Ke, but several participants couldn't help laughing out loud. Hearing these words and laughter, Chai Qingguo immediately flew into a rage. He stood up abruptly. Chen Ke grabbed Chai Qingguo's shoulder and pulled him back to his seat.

"Brother Zheng, you have to explain this matter clearly." Chen Ke's voice was very serious. Bringing things to the table to talk about was a good thing. But since it was brought to the table, there must be a public conclusion.

"I have met this Brother Chai. I was in Shandong in the Gengzi year, and I fought with Brother Chai." Zheng Wenjie said with a solemn expression. "At that time, Brother Chai led a team of cavalry and charged out forcibly. He is also a talent. But since Brother Chai is a Boxer bandit, I don't think Brother Chai really wants revolution. He doesn't understand revolution. I originally wanted to wait for trouble to start, and finally, Brother Chen, you would have to let Brother Chai leave. But I was wrong; I underestimated Brother Chai. Then I'll say it straight now: because of different political views, Brother Chai is not suitable to be in the party organization."

Everyone originally thought Zheng Wenjie was just playing a prank, but it turned into a mess. Hearing such fierce words, no one picked up this topic anymore.

Where did the superiority of the new-style political party lie? Its superiority lay in the fact that the new-style political party was centered on political views; people with the same political views formed the new-style political party. While China's political organizations at the current stage were centered on economic interests or political interests. This was Chen Ke's narration in the Party class. These participants all believed this line of thought was very correct. Since it was a correct theory, just execute it according to this theory.

Zheng Wenjie now raised the issue of political stance, and even Chen Ke couldn't refute it. He knew Chai Qingguo was not a suitable party member at this stage. Although the Beijing Party Group hadn't held an initiation ceremony yet, obviously, the group members' level was quite high. Zheng Wenjie's view was not only agreed by himself.

"I request a vote, voting on whether Brother Chai should continue to participate in our meeting." Zheng Wenjie said loudly.

There was silence in the venue; everyone looked at Chen Ke. Since the person was brought by Chen Ke, and Chen Ke hadn't spoken yet, everyone had to give Chen Ke some face and let him express his stance first.

Chen Ke knew what he should say; there was no other choice. As a party member, one must obey the resolution of the party organization. This was what Chen Ke said to everyone when explaining the party organization's program. Just as Chen Ke wanted to speak, he saw Chai Qingguo stand up trembling with anger. "I'll go now; no need for you to drive me."

Chen Ke pulled Chai Qingguo back to his seat again. "Brother Chai, you are a member of the party organization. Only when the party organization asks you to leave can you leave. If the party organization asks you to stay, you must stay. You leave just because you say so; are you still a member of the party organization?" After saying these words, Chen Ke felt like he was slapping his own face. In Shanghai, Chen Ke actually expanded the party organization through the mode of auditing and then gradually pulling people in. But he didn't consider thoroughly and followed the same pattern in Beijing, unexpectedly encountering such a result. Chen Ke didn't hate Zheng Wenjie; Zheng Wenjie did nothing wrong.

Chai Qingguo was so angry that his face turned iron-blue; the emotions of humiliation and shock after being wronged were revealed completely. But the more so, the less he would receive tolerance from this political structure of the party organization. Chen Ke suddenly understood a bit about what the so-called "suffering political grievances" back then was all about. The party organization said mold you round, and you were round; mold you square, and you were square. You still had to wait here for the organization to make a decision.

And his thoughts didn't just stop there. Suddenly, Chen Ke felt he could understand personnel struggles and crazy retaliation. When Chairman Mao launched various movements back then, he repeatedly emphasized that "Rectification is not rectifying people." And under Chairman Mao's prestige back then, various things emerged one after another. This only guaranteed the bottom line of not killing people in rectification. Now the grudge between Chai Qingguo and Zheng Wenjie was formed. How high a quality would it take to "smile away gratitude and hatred when meeting" in the future? In the future, once a rectification movement started, in case Zheng Wenjie fell into Chai Qingguo's hands...

"Start voting," Shang Yuan said.

Twelve votes against, one vote abstained. Chai Qingguo could no longer participate in the Beijing Party Group meeting. The abstention vote was cast by Chai Qingguo; needless to say, this was definitely the best proof of "resentment." The party organization was so ruthless. Even knowing one was destined to be expelled, one still had to genuinely move closer to the party organization. One couldn't resist passively. Chen Ke knew all this, and only knew it. Today he completely understood what organization was all about.

After the voting ended, Chai Qingguo left the venue. That depressed back figure was completely different from the performance of the usual bold and uninhibited Shandong man. Watching it made Chen Ke feel bitter.

After such an incident, the meeting immediately entered a new realm, and everyone perked up. Work distribution proceeded quite smoothly. Chen Ke was responsible for lecturing, and others also had their own duties. Before Shang Yuan left Beijing, the goal of the party organization was to recruit as many personnel as possible, especially members who could be sent to Anhui. After Shang Yuan left, the party organization not only had to complete the transportation of personnel but more importantly, carry out the transmission of intelligence.

"Asking me to go revolution with real swords and guns, I can't do it. In the future, Anhui will be the Party Central Committee; I absolutely obey the decision of the Party Central Committee. But now I can only do intelligence work in Beijing. I can't do anything else." Zheng Wenjie said frankly.

There were quite a few people who agreed with his idea.

After the meeting adjourned, Chen Ke immediately went to find Chai Qingguo. This meeting lasted a long time. When Chen Ke saw Chai Qingguo, Chai Qingguo had already packed his luggage. Seeing Chen Ke, this Shandong hero didn't get angry. "Mr. Chen, I am not on the same path as these people. Regarding the matter of asking you to send a few scholars mentioned last time, I dare not mention it again. I'm going back to Shandong now."

"Brother Chai, if the brothers of the Boxers discussed things like this back then, do you think we would have been beaten like that by the Beiyang Army?" Chen Ke held Chai Qingguo's hand and asked.

"The brothers of the Boxers wouldn't treat their own brothers like this," Chai Qingguo said angrily.

"So the brothers of the Boxers failed. If we want to succeed in the future, then we must have such organization and discipline." Chen Ke still wanted to persuade Chai Qingguo one last time.

"Letting a brother leave the meeting like this, I can't do it." Chai Qingguo couldn't understand.

"Everyone just asked you to leave the meeting, not to leave Beijing. Brother Chai, in a while, I will go to Anhui. I want you to go with me very much; will you go?" Chen Ke made a final effort.

"Mr. Chen, you are a good person." Chai Qingguo issued a "good person card" to Chen Ke first. "But I also have face. Asking me to muddle along under those people, I can't do it." Chai Qingguo spoke his mind.

Words having reached this point, Chen Ke naturally couldn't say anything more. He sighed and took out all the money from his pocket. Fortunately, Chen Ke hadn't gone out much these days, and there was no place to spend money. The dozen silver dollars in his pocket were all there. He stuffed all of these into Chai Qingguo's hands. "Be careful on the road."

After Chai Qingguo left, Chen Ke was somewhat depressed. Chai Qingguo went back to launch a rebellion; without correct theoretical guidance, the result could be imagined. Chen Ke only regretted this, but it was limited to regret. For people of high quality, there was no need to complain about such things at all. Chen Ke always felt that if a person's quality was high, emotions would degenerate to a considerable extent. The further you could see the problem, the more you would find that many things were destined to happen. Who had the leisure to be sad for those tragedies that would inevitably happen?

Chairman Mao said, "A revolution is not a dinner party, or writing an essay, or painting a picture, or doing embroidery; it cannot be so refined, so leisurely and gentle, so temperate, kind, courteous, restrained and magnanimous. A revolution is an insurrection, an act of violence by which one class overthrows another."

Besides silently wishing Chai Qingguo could "turn ill luck into good luck, turn danger into safety," Chen Ke had no other way.

After this meeting, Chen Ke had been lecturing. Shang Yuan didn't let Chen Ke lecture foolishly because the capital was a strange place where rumors and news traveled extremely fast. For example, the third day after meeting Yuan Shikai, He Ruming actually ran to the honeycomb briquette factory early in the morning to visit Chen Ke. After Shang Yuan finished discussing the process of visiting Yuan Shikai with Chen Ke, he told Chen Ke that a wave of officials would come to visit in the next few days. Then Shang Yuan moved the location of the Party meeting from the dormitory of the honeycomb briquette factory to a residence in the capital. Chen Ke's Party class was held in another house near the factory.

He Ruming was considered one of the initiators of the honeycomb briquette factory at any rate, and he had gained a lot of benefits from Chen Ke during the founding process. Chen Ke hoped a little that He Ruming came to talk about money. Unfortunately, He Ruming just chatted a few sentences casually, then said with a strange smile, "I heard Wenqing visited Lord Yuan a few days ago?"

*What the hell does it have to do with you?* Chen Ke thought. But on the surface, Chen Ke said with a serious look, "Lord Yuan took time out of his busy schedule to receive me. It was truly a great honor."

"Does Wenqing know that Lord Yuan and Mr. Yan Fu are close friends?" He Ruming continued to ask.

Chen Ke knew some of these old stories. As his relationship with Qin Tongren got closer these days, Chen Ke heard Qin Tongren introduce many things. When He Ruming's father, Old Master He, was in Tianjin, he was quite close with Yan Fu and Yuan Shikai. Back then, both Yan Fu and Yuan Shikai were reformists. In Tianjin, they formed a "Reform Salon" with a large number of reformists. Old Master He was also considered an important figure. According to Qin Tongren's inference, Yan Fu's books should originally have been sent to Old Master He, not He Ruming. At first, when Chen Ke learned that He Ruming had received Yan Fu's books, he thought He Ruming was a character. Unexpectedly, he made such a big mistake. Chen Ke felt somewhat unhappy.

"I know a little about this." Chen Ke deliberately didn't pick up this topic.

"When my father was alive, he was quite close with these two lords." He Ruming didn't avoid suspicion at all.

"Is that so?" Chen Ke pretended to hear it for the first time.

"So, Wenqing and I are close family friends (generations of friendship)." He Ruming laughed.

It seemed He Ruming came this time to connect the "old friendship" between the He family and Yuan Shikai through Chen Ke's relationship. Chen Ke felt this was very normal, so he perfunctorily said a few words. Seeing Chen Ke's attitude was acceptable, He Ruming was quite happy. Visiting Chen Ke this time was actually suggested by He Qian. Yuan Shikai was a recognized member of the Empress Party, consistent with the He family's political faction. But for some reason, Old Master He didn't like Yuan Shikai very much. During the Gengzi Incident, the relationship between Old Master He and Yuan Shikai cooled down. After Old Master He passed away, He Ruming couldn't renew the relationship no matter what. Although Yuan Shikai was desperately recruiting people, he turned a blind eye to the He family. So He Qian felt it was logical to use Chen Ke's relationship. Seeing Chen Ke didn't mean to refuse, He Ruming was quite happy.

After He Ruming left, several officials came one after another; they were all Yan Fu's old friends. The purpose was basically the same as He Ruming's: to make friends with Chen Ke. A few days later, suddenly someone came to report that an official surnamed Sheng came to visit. The Party Group had discussed who would come if there was official contact? The discussion result was that if it was someone from Beiyang, it would either be Yuan Shikai's direct line, which should be Yang Shiqi's subordinate, or a subordinate of Sheng Xuanhuai, the "No. 1 Economy Man" of Beiyang.

Shang Yuan spoke at the Party Committee meeting, believing that since everyone's goal was to create a new political system, there was no need to pay attention to the messy things of the old era. The only thing to note was that if it was someone assigned by Sheng Xuanhuai, they must leave room for future meetings. Sheng Xuanhuai had considerable influence in Anhui. Before building the base area, there was no need to offend this person. Before completely raising the banner of rebellion, Sheng Xuanhuai could still provide a lot of support. Sheng Xuanhuai was a figure who accomplished quite a bit in Chinese history. He was a reformist, founded and operated industries such as shipping, telegraph, textile, coal and iron mines, railways, etc., during the Westernization Movement, founded banks, and opened modern Chinese universities. He was also considered a big shot.

Shang Yuan even believed that as long as they could connect with Sheng Xuanhuai, they could even consider matters in Anhui now.

Shang Yuan pondered for a long time before saying this. Generally speaking, people who could say this were either close friends or had ulterior motives. What finally made Shang Yuan make this determination was Chen Ke's words in the Party class.

The Beijing Party Group provided a lot of information. Although Yuan Shikai and Sheng Xuanhuai seemed to be in the same boat now, the private struggle between Sheng Xuanhuai and Yuan Shikai, especially the conflict over the management rights of the "Shipping and Telegraph Companies" starting in 1901, was quite subtle.

Like Yuan Shikai, Sheng Xuanhuai was also a backbone of Beiyang. After Li Hongzhang died in 1901, the former Beiyang transformed into the later Beiyang hosted by Yuan Shikai. The succeeding Minister of Beiyang was Yuan Shikai. At that time, Yuan Shikai and Sheng Xuanhuai cooperated very intimately because of consistent political views. But when Sheng Xuanhuai's father died in 1902 and he went home to "observe mourning," Yuan Shikai began to intervene in the "Shipping and Telegraph Companies" hosted by Sheng Xuanhuai. "Shipping and Telegraph Companies" referred to the two new enterprises founded by Beiyang: shipping and telegraph. They had always been hosted by Sheng Xuanhuai.

Regarding honeycomb briquettes, up to now, the daily profit was far higher than expected. Chen Ke once thought there would be some manual workers competing. As a result, he miscalculated. In these times, there were constraints from handicraft guilds, and it wasn't easy for handicraft workers to change professions to production. More importantly, people of this era were not adapted to fierce competition. The situation of knockoffs flying everywhere in the 21st century didn't happen at all. Plus, Chen Ke investigated from the beginning and suppressed the price very low, firmly pressing the bottom line of handicraft workers. The efficiency of mechanical production was simply not something handicraft could confront. Low price, sufficient supply, plus stable users. Honeycomb briquettes could sell 30,000 pieces a day, and the sales volume was 60,000 *wen* (cash) per day. Plus repairing stoves and selling furnace tiles, the income was quite high. And users were still increasing steadily. If it could be popularized in both Tianjin and Beijing, there should be no problem with daily income exceeding 200,000 *wen*. This was a business of more than one hundred thousand taels of silver a year. And the investment was quite low. Just a few factories. Compared with investments of tens or hundreds of thousands of taels at every turn, this was nothing at all. If it could be promoted in several big cities in Hebei, or even in places with conditions nationwide, this income would be boundless. But this is a later story. No need to consider it now.

At this stage, honeycomb briquettes were just a small trick, so Yuan Shikai shouldn't look at them. As a gesture of goodwill, it was very possible to let Sheng Xuanhuai operate it.

This Official Sheng was a nephew of the Sheng family, in his thirties, chubby, looking quite amiable. Of course, because he should know Chen Ke's background, maybe that's why he was so amiable. Not knowing if it was luck or something else, He Ruming visited again not long after. Chen Ke simply treated both of them to a banquet.

At the banquet, Official Sheng informed them that the honeycomb briquette matter was currently done privately by Chen Ke and the others. Beiyang's meaning was that it had to be registered. Government operation was impossible because it involved too many procedures. Since it involved coal, it would be classified under the Beiyang Shipping Company. Just negotiating a "contribution" (*baoxiao*) value to the court would allow operation. Moreover, Official Sheng stated that the amount of "contribution" could be discussed slowly.

Since it had to be "discussed slowly," that meant it depended on Official Sheng's attitude. Whatever he said went. Chen Ke didn't understand the tricks in between very well either. He simply said directly that he didn't understand. But if there was anything he could serve, he would absolutely not refuse.

Official Sheng chuckled, "Brother Wenqing, I heard you have a batch of medicine to send to Lord Yuan. I dare not ask for Lord Yuan's things. However, do you have any extra prepared..."

Both sides finally agreed that Chen Ke would provide 200 portions of medicine to Official Sheng for "trial." Chen Ke emphasized that this medicine was highly toxic. Official Sheng laughed, "We all know about this medicine. My home is in Tianjin city; someone in my family knows this medicine. Brother Wenqing's reminder, I know it is Brother Wenqing's kindness."

Words having reached this point, Chen Ke couldn't say anything more. However, after He Ruming heard this, his face didn't look too good.

After discussing business, everyone started chatting idly. talking and talking, they informed each other of their situations. Learning that Chen Ke was 25 years old and not yet married, Official Sheng laughed, "So old, you should get married early. If Wenqing has a girl from a family you like, I'll help Wenqing propose marriage."

Speaking of this, Chen Ke suddenly thought of He Qian and couldn't help glancing at He Ruming. Official Sheng was really cunning; he pondered for a moment and suddenly laughed, "Could it be that Wenqing has taken a fancy to Lord He's daughter?"

Chen Ke was startled. He couldn't help asking, "Brother Sheng, how did you know?"

"I was guessing before, but now I know," Official Sheng laughed.

He Ruming looked embarrassed, and Chen Ke also felt he had made a slip of the tongue. Official Sheng saw everyone was embarrassed, so he didn't say much more about this issue.

The banquet dispersed, and Official Sheng was sent off. Chen Ke didn't know how to explain either. But he heard He Ruming suddenly say, "Wenqing, do you know you have caused big trouble?"
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Chapter 44 Proposal

The level of the Beijing Party Group meeting far exceeded that of the Shanghai Party Group; this was determined by the quality of the personnel. Party members from Manchu Qing official backgrounds had more practical work experience, and the party group's organizational model completely copied the party organization of later generations, focusing entirely on work. Therefore, abilities that were far from being brought into play within the Manchu Qing system were also fully utilized.

After meeting Official Sheng, according to regulations, Chen Ke needed to report on the same day. In fact, the bottom line for negotiation was also formulated by the Party Group; Chen Ke's own discretionary power wasn't large. After the report, Chen Ke talked about He Ruming's attitude. He Ruming believed that cooperation with Beiyang meant being completely swallowed by Beiyang. Regarding such alarmist talk, the comrades of the Party Group just listened. To expand capital accumulation, many industries in Beiyang were merchant-run, and existing enterprises began to be operated by merchants continuously, not to mention new-style enterprises. He Ruming's idea of wanting a share of the pie was so obvious that the comrades didn't even bother to comment on it.

Having been with everyone for almost a month, Chen Ke felt more and more accustomed to this way. After the meeting ended, Chen Ke pulled Qin Tongren aside, indicating he had something to say. Qin Tongren rarely saw a stiff expression on Chen Ke's face. Knowing that there were indeed some things inconvenient to say in public, he sat down seriously and listened to Chen Ke seriously.

"Does Brother Tongren know about Miss He Qian?" Chen Ke asked with a straight face.

"Old Master He's beloved daughter, quite smart." Qin Tongren recalled He Qian. He had been to Old Master He's house many times and had indeed drunk wine with He Qian, but not many times, so his impression of that little girl wasn't deep.

"Is Miss He engaged?" Chen Ke asked, still with a straight face.

"I don't know about this. Does Wenqing want to propose marriage?" Qin Tongren didn't think this was a big deal.

The two talked about this matter for a while. Qin Tongren didn't quite understand why Chen Ke wanted to get married at this time. Chen Ke told him that he didn't want to be unmarried before he died. Qin Tongren laughed loudly, a rare occurrence. He quite appreciated Chen Ke's straightforward attitude. However, regarding He Qian, Qin Tongren didn't think she was a good match for Chen Ke. "I think that Miss He is overly smart. By the way, does Wenqing know He Ruming has a daughter?"

"I've met her. I met her once at the cocktail party of the German Embassy and exchanged a couple of sentences."

"I also met her a few times when I was a guest at Old Master He's house. I think that girl is not bad. Wenqing, I know you like smart people, but in marriage, being smart isn't just shown in doing things. If Miss He Qian weren't a member of the Empress Party, she could be treated as a comrade. At any rate, I am married. In my opinion, Miss He Qian may not be suitable as a spouse. If you really want to get married, I think He Ruming's daughter is not bad." As a married person, Qin Tongren gave his advice.

"Then could I trouble Brother Qin to be the matchmaker?" After Chen Ke calmly spat out this sentence, the stiff expression he had been feigning finally collapsed, and he revealed a shy look. Humans are a species; facing danger, the instinct is to leave offspring. This is also why before WWI and WWII, large numbers of people got married. After the war ended, large numbers of people divorced. Chen Ke's mental state was very similar to this situation. The smoother the Beijing Party Group ran, the more it meant that revolutionary work was about to officially begin.

With the joining of Pu Guanshui as a military cadre and Shang Yuan as a local administrative reliance, Chen Ke's blueprint began to be perfected. Under the high-spirited emotions, as soon as Official Sheng mentioned marriage, Chen Ke suddenly resonated. Chen Ke knew that revolution meant working with one's head in one's hand (risking death), and once the revolution started, where would there be time to care about marriage problems? Chen Ke must lead the revolution with the face of an absolute Puritan. If Chen Ke was unmarried, it would be disadvantageous instead.

The so-called decisive style is because doing things only follows logic; looking forward and backward will only lead to losing one's bearings. Since there is this idea, then execute it. As for the future outcome, Chen Ke didn't want to consider it at all. In fact, when he asked Qin Tongren to propose marriage, he completely threw this matter to the back of his mind.

Chen Ke could treat this matter with a tough attitude, but He Ruming had no such preparation at all. When Qin Tongren came to propose marriage, He Ruming wondered if Chen Ke had taken the wrong medicine. He Ying's original engagement was indeed cancelled, and Chen Ke inadvertently helped. But this didn't mean He Ruming acknowledged this favor. So Qin Tongren's request was politely declined.

Qin Tongren's response to this was simple: mentioning this matter at the Party meeting. After listening to the introduction, ridicule was inevitable. Zheng Wenjie simply laughed out loud. Chen Ke couldn't be bothered to pay attention to him. The Party back then conducted political reviews on the marriages of high-ranking cadres. Chen Ke decided to get married now, in a sense, also to avoid this hurdle of political review.

Ridicule aside, since a problem was raised, it had to be solved. Shang Yuan pondered for three minutes, then asked Chen Ke, "Send that batch of gifts for Yuan Weiting tomorrow. You can just mention this matter."

Everyone at the meeting was proficient in officialdom; hearing this, they understood what it meant. As long as Yuan Shikai said a word casually, people like He Ruming wouldn't dare to resist even if beaten to death; maybe they would even be proud of it.

While the Party meeting was discussing this matter, He Qian was also talking about it with her eldest brother He Ruming. "Brother, if that Chen Ke asks Lord Yuan to come forward and speak about this matter, do you dare to refuse?"

He Qian was completely disappointed with her eldest brother. A person almost forty years old, couldn't he use his brain more? Qin Tongren was introduced to Chen Ke by He Ruming, and now he could help Chen Ke propose marriage. Chen Ke, who could build such a close relationship with Qin Tongren so quickly, wouldn't be a boring person anyway. Since he came to propose marriage, it seemed he was determined to get it done.

Regarding marriage with Chen Ke, He Qian's attitude was very subtle. Resolutely not marrying Chen Ke, and resolutely marrying Chen Ke—these two diametrically opposed attitudes each occupied half, and neither could overwhelm the other. Moreover, for some reason, He Qian felt Chen Ke would leave Beijing soon. He Qian was also a bit puzzled why she had such intuition. She simply ignored her eldest brother who was silent with frowned brows, and concentrated on considering this issue.

Hearing the prospect described by his sister, He Ruming was equally conflicted in his heart. Chen Ke had always not given him face; this was a sore point in He Ruming's heart. When Qin Tongren came to propose marriage, He Ruming felt a burst of malicious joy in his heart; Chen Ke finally begged at his door. So he didn't consider the marriage matter at all; he put on airs first. Moreover, when Old Master He was alive, he always praised Qin Tongren's character and talent greatly; He Ruming had never received such praise from his father. He had always been very jealous in his heart. Now being able to put on such airs in front of Qin Tongren, embarrassing two people he didn't like at the same time, that joy was truly indescribable. But hearing his sister mention the possibility of Chen Ke using Yuan Shikai's connection to propose marriage, He Ruming was absolutely inexplicably happy about this; this face would be boundless. He had always wanted to get on the Beiyang boat; this opportunity was simply dropped from the sky. Thinking it over and over, He Ruming found that apart from his dissatisfaction with Chen Ke himself, he actually had no objections to this marriage.

He Qian had figured out at this time why she felt Chen Ke was leaving Beijing now. Seeing her brother's furrowed brows and the smile appearing on his face, He Qian knew He Ruming's thoughts very well. *If Chen Ke is really as I think...* He Qian suddenly felt a burst of irritability. She stood up. "Brother, I'm going to talk to Ying'er for a while."

He Ying was reading in the room. Seeing her aunt come in, she put down the music score.

"Someone came to propose marriage today. It's that Chen Ke you saw at the cocktail party last time," He Qian said straightforwardly.

Hearing this, He Ying recalled for a moment before answering, "Is it the person who asked if I was full?"

Hearing this, He Qian felt something was wrong. She was only two years older than He Ying. The two had been together since childhood; although they were aunt and niece, they were actually more like sisters. She knew this niece-cum-sister quite well.

He Qian had a resolute character and never cared whether she went hungry. Moreover, in Old Master He's habit, before going to someone else's house for dinner, he always had to eat something to be half full first. Every time Old Master He took He Qian out, He Qian always obediently brought snacks. The Old Master ate himself and also stuffed two pieces of snacks for He Qian. The father and daughter pushing and yielding, eating snacks together, it was truly family happiness and harmony. He Ruming didn't have this magnanimity. It was okay for He Qian to eat snacks before setting off, but He Ying dared not. After He Ruming met the superior at the cocktail party, he ran to fawn and flatter *pidian* (scurrying eagerly), leaving He Qian and He Ying aside. He Qian was fine, but He Ying was really hungry until her chest stuck to her back. It seemed she had a good impression of Chen Ke, the only one who cared whether she was hungry.

Hearing He Ying say this, He Qian already knew He Ying's attitude towards Chen Ke. Some other words didn't need to be said. "If he is determined to marry you, my brother can't stop it."

He Ying's face flushed red. She lowered her head, and after a long while, she responded, "I know."

Chen Ke didn't waste time. Revolutionaries weren't afraid of death; were they afraid of getting married? According to the suggestion of the Party Group, Chen Ke went to visit Yuan Shikai again. Of course, the main purpose this time wasn't for the marriage matter, but to give gifts and listen to Yuan Shikai's attitude towards the honeycomb briquette factory. Finally, he would casually propose asking Yuan Shikai to be a matchmaker.

It was still the same notification process as the last time he asked to see Yuan Shikai. The one responsible for notification was still that Officer Wu. After he took Chen Ke's gift and a letter in, he came out not long after. This time Yuan Shikai didn't meet Chen Ke directly. Officer Wu brought back Yuan Shikai's reply. "I know."

Since Yuan Shikai already "knew," Chen Ke went back to Beijing. What he didn't know was that while Officer Wu went out to send Chen Ke back, Wang Shizhen happened to be beside Yuan Shikai. "Lord Yuan, this Chen Ke is a bit too ignorant of what's good for him, isn't he?" Wang Shizhen said flatly.

"He begged at my door; this is already knowing what's good for him very well. Pinqing, the Old Buddha (Empress Dowager Cixi) likes that military music very much," Yuan Shikai answered calmly.

Wang Shizhen knew Yuan Shikai's personality was very chivalrous and could be anxious about others' urgency. Even if Chen Ke only wrote such a tune that satisfied him very much, Yuan Shikai wouldn't completely ignore Chen Ke's request. Not to mention Chen Ke was Yan Fu's disciple and expressed his intention to defect completely. He had also met Chen Ke last time, but to be honest, Wang Shizhen's impression of Chen Ke wasn't very good. As Yan Fu's disciple, a young man who could accomplish something at a young age, having a rebellious flavor in his bones was normal. But in the gaze Chen Ke used to look at Yuan Shikai, although it was also intimate and excited, it made Wang Shizhen feel a bit like looking at a "rare beast." That wasn't the gaze looking at a living person, but the gaze of paying respects to a dead person's tombstone.

Yuan Shikai was a hero, and when he met Chen Ke, he held a mentality of looking at a junior. So he definitely didn't notice, but Wang Shizhen did. Wang Shizhen's mind was very meticulous and could detect deeper things from small matters. Eyes can't deceive people. Since Chen Ke had such eyes, there must be a problem behind it. But such a small matter absolutely couldn't be said. Wang Shizhen had decided to conduct a serious investigation on Chen Ke. Even if Chen Ke was an arrogant and rebellious person, it was not worth mentioning. The Beiyang Army had killed too many such guys in Shandong. Driving Chen Ke out of Beijing was just a lifting of a hand.

After returning to Beijing, Chen Ke reported the situation to the Party Group. Then he stated that he prepared to return to Shanghai after getting married. This was the truth, and also not the truth.

Hearing Chen Ke's statement, the crowd of the Party Group didn't insist on Chen Ke staying. Recently, the momentum of Beijing Party member development was very good, and the number of people increased greatly. Facing these new Party members, Shang Yuan, who had relatively older qualifications, still strove to maintain Chen Ke's status. Everyone dared not offend him too much originally. After all, Shang Yuan was someone who was going to be a county magistrate. Those preparing to go south estimated they would still be under Shang Yuan's rule then. But with the increase in numbers, other choices that could replace Shang Yuan had appeared one after another. Especially in recent days, several new comrades who were going to be county magistrates in Zhili, Sichuan, and Hunan were developed. Those who were originally somewhat dissatisfied with Chen Ke, and Shang Yuan who strove to maintain Chen Ke, found new choices. Chen Ke was lecturing here after all; if they had to say it, these Party members also had to respectfully call Chen Ke "Teacher." Chen Ke automatically requesting to withdraw like this was truly an unexpected surprise for those who felt they no longer needed Chen Ke.

The voting result was five votes against and twenty votes in support. Chen Ke finally unloaded his responsibility as a teacher.

In the evening, Chen Ke was discussing the marriage matter with Xie Mingxian when Shang Yuan, Qin Tongren, Qin Shou, Xu Dian, and Mao Yibo came together. Xie Mingxian naturally voted with Chen Ke; if Chen Ke wanted to go, Xie Mingxian naturally voted in favor. And these five people all voted against. Chen Ke felt perhaps he could treat them as people who supported him. After letting everyone into the room, Shang Yuan opened his mouth and asked, "Is Wenqing preparing to draw a clear line with the Beijing comrades?"

It wasn't that Shang Yuan couldn't say polite words; in fact, Shang Yuan's level in dealing with people and things was much higher than Chen Ke's. But he had always been straightforward with Chen Ke. In this aspect, Chen Ke liked it very much.

"It is the Beijing comrades who want to draw a clear line with me. Brother Wangshan, don't say it the other way around." Chen Ke invited everyone to sit down while speaking.

"I see Wenqing looks relieved instead. Could it be that Brother Chai's matter last time still makes Wenqing brood?" Xu Dian hit it off with Chen Ke very well because Xu Dian found that the only person in China who truly understood the modern legal system was Chen Ke.

"What does revolution have to do with the common people? Although Brother Chai did something a bit excessive, I think it wasn't wrong." Qin Tongren expressed his consistent stance.

"Let's not talk about these. Anyway, I am preparing for the marriage. Waiting four more days, if there is no news from Yuan Weiting, I will leave." Chen Ke didn't want to entangle with Chai Qingguo's matter either. Chai Qingguo himself went to Pang Zi's place. After Chen Ke left Beijing, the first thing was to go to Pang Zi's place.

Everyone didn't expect Chen Ke's attitude to be so firm. Words originally intended to persuade Chen Ke naturally couldn't be said anymore. The scene was awkward for a moment. Xie Mingxian looked at everyone with interest. After all, he had followed Chen Ke for so long; he himself didn't have many thoughts about Chai Qingguo's departure. The only thing he cared about was Chen Ke's attitude. Originally, he was a bit disappointed, seeing Chen Ke seemed to have the intention of staying in Beijing. Although Xie Mingxian already agreed with the revolution, he still hoped to be closer to home. Going home for revolution, the future was unpredictable; if it failed, it would immediately implicate the family. Revolution in the north was too far; the distance between Anhui and Hunan was precisely within Xie Mingxian's psychological tolerance range. Learning that Chen Ke prepared to return to Shanghai and then go to Anhui, Xie Mingxian himself was very supportive.

Holding such a mentality, Xie Mingxian was completely relaxed. Seeing the usually talkative crowd silent, Xie Mingxian felt it was quite interesting. While guessing who would speak first, he saw Shang Yuan speak. "Wenqing, let this matter be so. But I have a worry I must say upfront."

"Please speak."

"Regarding Brother Chai's matter last time, when voting, Wenqing said that Party members must obey the resolution of the party organization. I think it's very correct. Wenqing, you dealing with these comrades politely but insincerely (*xu yu wei yi*), I can understand and accept. But when you arrive in Anhui, Wenqing, you must absolutely not do this."

Hearing Shang Yuan say this, the expressions of several others changed a bit.

"Beijing is a party organization; is Anhui not a party organization?" Mao Yibo immediately became unhappy. This old cynic had suffered a lot in worldly wisdom. Hearing Chen Ke actually play this hand, he was the first to come out and uphold justice.

"Beijing is a Party Group. What Wenqing established in Shanghai is the real People's Party. It's different." Shang Yuan gave an accurate explanation. "Whether to join the People's Party or join the Beijing Party Group, everyone can choose for themselves."

As soon as these words came out, Chen Ke felt this attitude was a bit too intense. But these words were Chen Ke's true feelings. Since the Beijing Party Group began to be established, Chen Ke positioned it as a "peripheral organization." This was just some kind of "internship" for Chen Ke. In Shanghai, Chen Ke dared not do wrong things; so many comrades were waiting for Chen Ke's leadership, and Chen Ke had obligations to them. But Chen Ke had no obligations to the Beijing Party Group; he was just an ordinary member of the Beijing Party Group. And the members of the Party Group also recognized this.

*Shang Yuan, this comrade, is not simple.* Chen Ke had this cognition again.

"Does that mean Brother Wangshan is preparing to break away from the Beijing Party Group?" Mao Yibo also asked frankly.

"I want to join the People's Party and become a formal Party member. I see everyone supports Wenqing; I wonder what everyone's meaning is?" Shang Yuan spoke with clear logic as always. This clear logic directly forced everyone into a situation where they must make a choice.

"Let me say it one last time. When I arrive in Anhui, I will be this county magistrate as a People's Party member, not as a member of the Beijing Party Group. No matter how everyone chooses, my stance will not change."

Except for Shang Yuan, the others originally wanted to persuade Chen Ke to stay in Beijing. Unexpectedly, such a result came out. Everyone was forced to make a choice instead.

To be honest, the only person Chen Ke cared about in the Beijing Party Group was Shang Yuan. Hearing Shang Yuan express his stance, Chen Ke felt other things didn't matter anymore.

That night, no one else expressed their stance, so they dispersed resentfully. After they left, Xie Mingxian closed the door carefully and then asked, "Wenqing, will these people spread these words?"

"If they say it, they say it. If you don't let them say it, will they not say it?" Chen Ke didn't care much about this. In fact, being able to part ways so neatly, Chen Ke was quite happy.

"But what if we need them to provide intelligence in the future, and they hold a grudge?" Xie Mingxian still felt a bit worried.

"Mingxian, although you came a bit late, you did most things with me. Have you ever seen me beg others?"

Hearing Chen Ke's confident words, Xie Mingxian felt embarrassed to say, *Didn't Chen Ke just go to beg Yuan Shikai?*

Seeing Xie Mingxian's expression, Chen Ke knew what he was thinking. "My relationship with Yuan Shikai is just a cooperative relationship. I haven't let Yuan Shikai grasp my lifeline. I relied on myself to know Shang Yuan and Qin Tongren; what does this have to do with Yuan Shikai? Rely on the mountain, the mountain falls; rely on the river, the river dries. Self-reliance, ample food and clothing. The factory was built by you, me, and these comrades together. We use the factory to cooperate with Yuan Shikai. This isn't called begging. Wait until we start working in Anhui and can accomplish things. Those people will naturally cooperate with us sincerely. If we fail, they won't betray us just for fear of being implicated by us. There is no such thing as holding a grudge."

Hearing Chen Ke point out the iron-like facts calmly, Xie Mingxian just felt heroism rising. These words were absolutely correct. As long as one was strong, there was no need to fear how others were. Thinking of this, Xie Mingxian couldn't help asking, "Wenqing, I want to join the Party when I return to Shanghai; is that okay?"

"I'll be your introducer to the Party." Chen Ke expressed his stance immediately.

Yuan Shikai did things quite resolutely. The next afternoon, after Chen Ke had finished organizing his luggage, someone came to notify Chen Ke to go to Xiaozhan tomorrow. Arriving at Xiaozhan, He Ruming was also there. In Chen Ke's memory of this meeting, He Ruming's practiced official etiquette left the deepest impression on him. There was nothing else; Yuan Shikai proposed the marriage, and He Ruming agreed readily.

Chen Ke expressed that he wanted to return to Shanghai and hoped to get married as soon as possible. Yuan Shikai didn't say anything, and He Ruming actually accepted such harsh conditions.

The wedding was set for five days later, which was New Year's Day, 1906. Time was tight and the task was heavy. Chen Ke began to handle it upon returning to Beijing. The Party Group matters were settled. Chen Ke and Xie Mingxian moved back to the city. After being busy for two days, Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua brought Chai Qingguo into the residence. Seeing the house decorated with lanterns and festoons, the three were stunned.

"I'm getting married." As soon as Chen Ke finished speaking, the faces of the three people changed greatly. Before they could flare up, Chen Ke continued, "After getting married, I will return to Shanghai immediately. I'm taking the train back this time and planned to go to Nangong to see everyone first. I didn't expect everyone to come. Very good."

"Wenqing is not preparing to muddle along with that group of official lords?" Wu Xingchen's tone was full of ridicule. "Did they vote to kick you out?"

"Brother Wu guessed right at once; smart." Chen Ke laughed.

Chen Tianhua didn't want his comrades to start making a scene like this first. He quickly smoothed things over, "Let's go inside and talk."

Wu Xingchen indeed didn't want to make such a scene outside. He snorted and entered the main room first.
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After Chen Ke recounted the ins and outs of the "Beijing Party Group," Wu Xingchen was still skeptical. He had a deep-rooted hostility towards Manchu Qing officials.

"Does Brother Wu still remember the United Front?" When Chen Ke said this, he really had the thought of driving Chai Qingguo out. Comparing tight-lippedness, Chai Qingguo definitely couldn't compete with those guys from bureaucratic backgrounds. Those officials were "true villains"; they spoke to achieve their own goals, which was within a controllable range instead. Chen Ke could predict their general approach. If it were Chai Qingguo, he put brotherhood loyalty first. Hearing something "Chai Qingguo thought" was disadvantageous to his brothers, he would go to tip them off. Heaven knows what he would say to whom.

However, Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua brought Chai Qingguo here to demand an explanation. Chen Ke dared not drive Chai Qingguo out again. Although from an organizational perspective, driving Chai Qingguo out now and holding a private Party Group meeting was the truly correct way. But from the perspective of human hearts, he had to give everyone an explanation.

Wu Xingchen hadn't heard the term "United Front" for a few months and couldn't remember it for a moment. Chen Tianhua still had an impression of this; he already roughly knew what Chen Ke was going to say.

At the Party meeting in Shanghai, Chen Ke explained the method of revolution. Party building is the foundation of everything, but the United Front is the key to struggle. You can't treat everyone as an enemy. After the Beijing Party Group matter, Chen Ke had fully understood the significance of the United Front. This was his "social practice" in Beijing.

After a narration about the "United Front," Wu Xingchen basically understood Chen Ke's meaning. Although he still felt a bit awkward in his heart, he at least accepted this explanation. Chen Tianhua didn't expect Chen Ke to actually play this hand; he felt Chen Ke was a bit "too utilitarian."

Chai Qingguo understood. He could understand Chen Ke's practice, but he also developed a deep fear. *These scholars are really not good things. This Chen Ke, with thick eyebrows and big eyes, plays schemes and tricks smilingly without even blinking. It looks like he is good with that group of officials, but actually, he is always calculating against those people behind their backs. In case Chen Ke pulls such a trick on me one day, I'm afraid I'll still be helping him count money after being sold by him, right?* Thinking of this, Chai Qingguo suddenly felt that maybe Pang Zi's attitude towards Chen Ke was the correct one.

With things on his mind, Chai Qingguo involuntarily showed it on his face. Seeing that dissatisfaction and disdain, Wu Xingchen was unhappy at that time. "Brother Chai, Wenqing has explained it clearly. Do you have anything to say?"

"What Mr. Chen said makes sense." Chai Qingguo squeezed out a sentence.

"Makes sense, then what do you plan to do?" Wu Xingchen pressed.

"This..." Chai Qingguo didn't understand what exactly Wu Xingchen meant. *Is this asking me to apologize to Chen Ke? Did I wrong Chen Ke? But Chen Ke didn't explain to me what was going on at the time, so it can't be said that I was wrong.*

Wu Xingchen knew Chai Qingguo was thinking wrongly now. He simply made it clear directly, "Then I ask you something now; tell me honestly. Are you willing to work with us or not? If you are willing to work with us, in the future, whatever the Party asks you to do, you do. If you think it won't work, then get out of here quickly."

Scared by this, Chai Qingguo understood Wu Xingchen's meaning; this was asking him to join the gang. At the beginning, Chen Ke and the others tried to join the alliance of Pang Zi and the other seven brothers. Now two brothers decided to return to Shandong to become bandits (*xiangma*), Pang Zi wanted to rebel in Nangong County, Xingtai, and the other four brothers would follow Pang Zi to learn first and then return to Shandong. And Wu Xingchen hoped he would follow Chen Ke and the others to work together.

"Big Brother Wu..." Chai Qingguo hesitated to speak. He felt he and scholars like Chen Ke couldn't pee in the same pot no matter what. He completely didn't understand what Chen Ke was thinking. In Chai Qingguo's view, rebellion was killing officials, eating from big households (looting the rich), and gathering poor brothers. Chen Ke also said this when lecturing, but the approach he proposed obviously took a long detour. What land distribution, grassroots organizations, and engaging in industrial construction. *Eating meat in big chunks, drinking wine in big bowls—isn't this the purpose of rebellion? Chen Ke is not rebelling; he is building a government office. Moreover, what Chen Ke said manages even more than the government office.* This made Chai Qingguo very puzzled.

"Speak quickly, are you willing or not?" Wu Xingchen couldn't be bothered to persuade and educate anymore. He glared, looking angrily at Chai Qingguo. To make a guy like Chai Qingguo make a decision, one had to show the air of a big brother to suppress him forcefully; talking about revolutionary principles and persuasion education actually didn't work well.

"I am willing to join." Chai Qingguo succumbed under Wu Xingchen's powerful aura.

Seeing Chai Qingguo finally succumb, Wu Xingchen also felt a stone lifted from his heart. He laughed, "Wenqing, Brother Chai is two years older than you, but don't care about that much. Beat him when you should, scold him when you should. Back in Shandong, we all obeyed Uncle Zhao Sanduo. Uncle Zhao said back then that Brother Chai would lift roof tiles if not beaten for three days. One beating a day..."

Hearing Wu Xingchen talk about his past embarrassing things, Chai Qingguo was also a bit embarrassed. "Big Brother Wu, I am different from before now."

"Yes, Brother Chai has suffered a lot hiding here and there after the Gengzi year. This temper has also changed a lot. Wenqing, not to mention anything else, Brother Chai is loyal. If he says he follows you, he won't have second thoughts; I can still trust this point. You also need such a brother to lead the team. Brother Chai's Kung Fu on horseback is very good. In a place like Anhui, trying to find someone better at horseback hacking and killing than him is probably very difficult."

"That's great." Chen Ke said sincerely. Anhui wasn't a place that produced cavalry; it indeed needed a good cavalry commander.

"Qingguo, you follow Wenqing from now on. Work hard; don't make me lose face." Regardless of what Chai Qingguo thought, Wu Xingchen made the final decision.

The misunderstanding was resolved, and everyone started talking about relaxed topics. Chen Ke's marriage made everyone feel very rushed. Chen Ke couldn't explain this problem either. He couldn't say that he got married to avoid future trouble, right?

For a guy like Chen Ke, when joking, he could brag about "building a big harem," but in his bones, he was also a supporter of the "monogamy, no concubines" system. After the revolution, the choice of a partner would actually be very difficult. If Chen Ke died halfway without even getting married, that would be too boring. If he didn't die and got married after liberating the whole country, he couldn't guarantee that future "truth articles" would contain scenes of "Chen Ke selecting concubines." So he simply got married now and be done with it.

Moreover, Chen Ke himself had no interest in "thick eyebrows, big eyes, strong body" revolutionary female tractor drivers. According to his criteria for choosing a spouse, a wife who was educated and sensible, healthy, knew some musical instruments, and had some sentiment would do. Rather than having many messy things happen for his marriage in the future, it was better to get married now when he still had a choice. Chen Ke quite believed in Socrates' view on happiness: when crossing a wheat field, if you see a big ear of wheat you are satisfied with, take it. Then cherish your choice well.

But it was enough for him to know these things himself. Regarding everyone's doubts, Chen Ke only gave one explanation: "That Miss He has unbound feet (natural feet)."

In these times, marrying a "natural-footed woman," that is, a girl who hadn't bound her feet, was already considered a kind of "enlightenment." Since Chen Ke said so, everyone thought it was not bad.

Seeing his own affairs explained, Chen Ke let everyone help work together. At night, Chai Qingguo went to sleep, and the new Beijing four-person Party Branch held a meeting.

"How is it on Brother Pang's side?" Chen Ke asked.

"Brother Pang has no interest in our land program. I had a hard time persuading him to engage in rent and interest reduction. But the Pang family and the Jing family are both big clans in the locality, with many landlords. It seems difficult to promote." Chen Tianhua regretted this matter quite a bit.

"If you can't lead the alleviation of land conflicts, which common people will follow you to work?" This was something history had proven countless times.

"There is a lot of wasteland in Nangong County. I have already followed the method of raising earthworms given by Wenqing, got some wasteland, and hired a few people to start construction."

"This is good. Nothing is more tempting than eating meat."

Everyone discussed local economic and political issues one after another. Wu Xingchen began to talk about the direction of armed struggle. "Pang Zi hasn't made any progress these years; he actually wants to hire some local hooligans and idlers to cause trouble. Under Uncle Jing back then, this group of people ran the fastest when fighting started. Honest and simple common people could still fight a bit. I said it several times, but Pang Zi didn't listen at all. He is anxious to take action."

"He is also anxious to make money; without money, he can't do anything. Brother Wu, you have worked hard." Chen Ke wasn't surprised by Pang Zi's practice. "Brother Wu, you should still find those common people who are forced to a dead end by landlords and usury in the local area as much as possible. When Xingtai hires people, hire these people. Save the urgent, not the poor. If Brother Pang wants to stuff some idlers in, Brother Wu, you must find a way to block it. I'm not trying to undermine Brother Pang. When it really comes to a critical moment, these common people saved by us from death might save our lives in turn."

"Reasonable." Wu Xingchen responded.

"Also, industry must be started in the local area. Without industry, there is no hope for anything. I will find a way to select a few comrades from the factory here and let them follow you to set up some factories. That nitrate salt you mentioned can be done."

"The problem is there are quite a few people who want to interfere in the nitrate salt business. Back then, Uncle Jing wanted to do it."

"Isn't Pang Zi trying to pull together a team? What is the team for? If they don't go up at this time, who will?"

The Party meeting lasted until late at night before dispersing.

Three days later, the wedding started quite lively. The step of picking up the bride was the simplest; the distance between the two families was only a dozen meters. But He Ruming loved face so much, so the route of the luxurious carriage took a big detour, almost circling this official district once. The one acting as Chen Ke's parent was naturally not Yuan Shikai. When meeting Yuan Shikai with He Ruming that time, Chen Ke sincerely invited Yuan Shikai, the matchmaker, to be his parent. Yuan Shikai really didn't have time, so he entrusted Wang Shizhen to act as such. At any rate, Wang Shizhen was the head of the Three Heroes of Beiyang; this already gave Chen Ke enough face. Chen Ke knew this was giving face to Yan Fu. So he was particularly respectful to Wang Shizhen.

As the saying goes, details determine success or failure. Chen Ke specifically asked Chai Qingguo if he had met Wang Shizhen face to face. Chai Qingguo frankly admitted that he had escaped with his life from Wang Shizhen's hands; anyway, he still remembered Wang Shizhen. As for whether Wang Shizhen remembered that young man who led a cavalry team to cut a bloody path, Chai Qingguo didn't guarantee. Wang Shizhen had superb memory; there was no way but to let Chai Qingguo avoid it.

Looking at Chai Qingguo's very dissatisfied expression, Chen Ke persuaded, "Brother Chai, it's not impossible if you want to assassinate Wang Shizhen on my wedding day. But don't you think it's inappropriate? In the future, we will definitely fight with Beiyang with real swords and guns. The face lost on the battlefield, we will find back on the battlefield. I guarantee you, in the future when fighting Wang Shizhen, I absolutely won't leave you out."

Since Chen Ke said so, Chai Qingguo also had to give Chen Ke face. Wu Xingchen was afraid he would cause trouble, so he simply sent Chai Qingguo to Tianjin to escort gifts to He Ruming's hometown.

After the carriage sent the bride back, it was a round of traditional procedures. In order to take care of He Ruming's face, Chen Ke also placed advertisements in major newspapers in Beijing and Tianjin. The He family was old Tianjin, and there were quite a few local relatives and old friends. Chen Ke spent a lot of money arranging for them to take the train from Tianjin to Beijing. This was equivalent to picking up and dropping off relatives and friends by plane in the 21st century. Many of the He family's relatives took the train for the first time, which was considered earning face for He Ruming. The courtyard Chen Ke lived in wasn't big, and dozens of banquet tables couldn't fit. He Ruming also set up banquets to entertain important guests. Other banquets were set up straight onto the street outside the door with cloth curtains. Generally speaking, things went okay.

The newlyweds bowed to Heaven and Earth, and after drinking the nuptial wine, the basic process was almost completed. At this moment, there was some slight abnormality outside the courtyard. Wu Xingchen hadn't dealt with Wang Shizhen, but among the guests coming this time, there were quite a few from Beiyang; presumably, there were some who had met face to face. Chen Tianhua was considered a celebrity and had a wanted order on him; it wouldn't be appropriate if he was recognized. He and Wu Xingchen also hid out. The one running errands was Xie Mingxian. Hearing a commotion, he went out to look first. A moment later, Xie Mingxian brought in a man wearing a Japanese kimono. Beiyang officials didn't like Japanese people much; many people were already looking askance at the comer.

The comer was Kuroshima Jinichirō. He didn't carry anything, and his face was full of exhaustion after a long journey. In this wedding occasion, Kuroshima forced a smile and bowed to Chen Ke properly with Japanese etiquette. "Mr. Wenqing, I congratulate you on your happy wedding." After a few months of Pinyin learning, Kuroshima's Chinese had really improved greatly.

Chen Ke hadn't sent news of the marriage to the Shanghai Party Branch, and Kuroshima absolutely wouldn't be here to congratulate. Watching the unconcealable anxiety of Kuroshima, Chen Ke's face had already changed. The people around were all old hands in officialdom; how could they not see this? Chen Ke forced himself to cheer up and smiled reluctantly, "Many thanks to Mr. Kuroshima for coming. Mingxian, arrange for Mr. Kuroshima to sit." Xie Mingxian knew Chen Ke's meaning and led Kuroshima away.

The general process next was to send the bride into the bridal chamber, and then the groom came out to accept everyone's toasts. Chen Ke's alcohol capacity was originally good, but with things on his mind, being poured a round, he soon became drunk. Taking advantage of the excuse of being unable to hold his liquor and needing to vomit, Chen Ke went out the door. Xie Mingxian hurriedly took Chen Ke to the farthest table. When passing other tables, everyone stood up to stop Chen Ke and pour another round. Arriving at Kuroshima's table, Chen Ke only felt dizzy and dazzled, his ears full of noise. Kuroshima whispered something in his ear, but Chen Ke couldn't hear clearly at all.

Anxious in heart and encountering this matter, Chen Ke was almost exasperated. Getting married, naturally, he didn't carry paper and pen with him. Calming himself, Chen Ke dipped a chopstick in the wine glass, handed it to Kuroshima, and then said in a voice he thought wasn't loud, "I can't hear clearly; write it down."

Kuroshima looked at Chen Ke with a surprised expression and took the chopstick. "Problems arose with the social investigation; some comrades participated in the Shanghai riots. Now Shanghai is searching the whole city for members of the Whampoa Book Club." Kuroshima wrote with swishing strokes. Reading this line of words, Chen Ke only felt a burst of dizziness. He bent over, stuffed his finger into his mouth to trigger his throat. It worked quickly; after a bout of overwhelming vomiting, Chen Ke vomited all the wine in his stomach.

He Ying had secretly lifted the red veil for the third time; the groom hadn't returned yet. Amidst the sounds of finger-guessing games outside, she felt both nervous and excited. And a faint fear. Aunt He Qian accompanied her these days and also told her some things about getting married. It is said that her future husband Chen Ke, in order to marry her, even used the Governor-General of Zhili and Minister of Beiyang, Yuan Shikai, to be the matchmaker. The He family also had dealings with Yuan Shikai, and He Ying even met Yuan Shikai once at home. Being able to use such a big shot to propose marriage, He Ying was still happy in her heart.

Hearing from her aunt that Chen Ke was alone in Beijing, and these things were all promoted by himself. *Could it be that after meeting a few times, this person never forgets me?* He Ying still remembered meeting Chen Ke four times. The first time at the silk shop, that tall and handsome man came to buy silk with his friend. And the meeting again in front of the temple. Then inside the carriage, she saw Chen Ke having a conflict with her family's steward, but when leaving, Chen Ke nodded politely to the carriage with an arrogant smile. The last time was at the cocktail party. There weren't many Chinese at the cocktail party; actually, He Ying saw Chen Ke long ago. The way he gnawed on a piece of bread slowly out of boredom, every time He Ying remembered it, she felt Chen Ke looked like a bored child. Since learning that Chen Ke wanted to marry her, He Ying couldn't help thinking about these scenes over and over. Thinking that this young man was so determined to marry her, the girl's heart had an indescribable sweetness.

Although the marriage was a bit hasty, these things were not for He Ying to decide. She could only let others manipulate her and then wait here.

A burst of laughter suddenly came from the door, mixed with "Taking care of the bride so much," "Didn't see Mr. Chen being so considerate," and similar words. Hearing the sound of the door opening, He Ying's body shook. The door closed again, and the footsteps were a bit staggering; it seemed Chen Ke had been poured a lot of wine by the people outside. Thinking of this, He Ying felt a burst of resentment in her heart for some reason.

The veil was uncovered. He Ying looked up; Chen Ke, wearing the groom's black long robe, startled her. The room was a bit dim. That handsome square face didn't have the ruddy complexion brought by drinking wine plus the joy of entering the bridal chamber as He Ying imagined. Completely contrary to He Ying's imagination, Chen Ke's face presented a pale color due to complete loss of blood color, plus a kind of shock and anger, looking extremely terrifying. Although Chen Ke was also forcing a smile, the uncontrollable pain and fear mixed on Chen Ke's face into an indescribable expression.

"You've worked hard. Drink a cup of tea; I brought you some food from outside." This voice was trying hard to be gentle, but not knowing if it was because of cold, in the end, He Ying only heard the sound of teeth colliding uncontrollably in extreme cold winter.

He Ying couldn't watch anymore. She stood up quickly, took the plate from Chen Ke's hand and threw it aside, then grabbed Chen Ke's hand and asked urgently, "Are you sick?" She could feel that Chen Ke's hand was still very warm.

"No." Hearing these gentle words, Chen Ke only felt his strength drained instantly. He sat on the bed and began to shiver all over. This trembling was clearly transmitted to He Ying's hand. He grabbed He Ying who was about to get up immediately. "I really am not sick. Someone is listening at the window outside; absolutely do not speak." After speaking, Chen Ke pulled He Ying into his arms. Taking off shoes for both, they rolled onto the bed. He could feel that He Ying resisted slightly at first, but after Chen Ke took off their shoes, He Ying was completely manipulated by Chen Ke.

Chen Ke pulled the quilt over and covered their bodies. Then he lay there waiting to be warmed up. The space inside the quilt wasn't big. Chen Ke could clearly hear his rapid breathing and He Ying's breathing. He could smell the girl's fragrance on He Ying. But his thoughts were completely chaotic. *What on earth happened in Shanghai? To actually mobilize a city-wide search? Are the comrades of the People's Party okay? Are the comrades of the Whampoa Book Club okay?* Thinking of this, Chen Ke almost wanted to lift the quilt immediately, then take the train to Tianjin right away, and then take a boat back to Shanghai. *This requires... two plus three equals five, five days, right? What will happen in these five days?* Thinking of this, Chen Ke felt a burst of cold on his body again, and his stomach started to turn again. Not caring if he would dirty the floor, he lifted the quilt, lay on the edge of the bed, and started vomiting. After vomiting only two mouthfuls of stuff, there was nothing left to vomit. But the feeling of vomiting couldn't subside. Chen Ke retched there, spitting out even bitter dark green bile.

He Ying got up and put on her shoes, then poured hot water for Chen Ke, served him to sit well on the bed, and then started feeding him water. After the warm water slid down his throat, Chen Ke felt much better. He held He Ying's arm. "I'm sorry. I'm like this not because of you; being able to marry you is my happiest thing. It's just that I encountered some other things; I'm really sorry. I will apologize to you properly." Amidst the chaos in his brain, Chen Ke used all his brainpower to say apologetic words. Then he said reluctantly, "I need to sleep for a while to recover my strength. If someone calls me at night, you must wake me up. Please, okay?"

"Okay, don't worry."

"I'm not joking; really please wake me up."

"I won't sleep; I'll wait for someone to call you. Okay?"

"Thanks for your trouble." After saying this sentence, Chen Ke fell headlong on the bed and fell asleep.

Chen Ke was shaken awake. From starting to feel to being awake, it only took a very short time. Sleep could greatly restore a person's physical strength. Chen Ke shook his head and felt completely awake. There was no sound outside. Lifting his eyes to look at the window, he saw pitch black outside the window.

"Someone is calling you," He Ying said gently. Chen Ke checked his watch; it was already 11 p.m. This time in the 21st century was the time for lights and wine, but in 1905, the vast majority of people were already asleep.

Seeing the water bottle by the bed, Chen Ke got off the ground, grabbed it, and drank a bellyful. Now his mind was even clearer. Turning back to look at He Ying, He Ying was looking at Chen Ke with concerned eyes. Seeing Chen Ke obviously restored to a healthy state, she breathed a sigh of relief as if relieved of a heavy burden. He Ying was still in that bride's outfit, her face slightly pale under the candlelight; it seemed she had been guarding Chen Ke from the afternoon until now. Chen Ke immediately felt very unbearable. "You sleep first. I'll take a while to come back to the room." After speaking, Chen Ke opened the door and walked out.

The one knocking on the door was Xie Mingxian. He took Chen Ke into the wing room. The others of the Party Group were all there. In the wing room, everyone gathered around the table. Kuroshima Jinichirō definitely hadn't slept in the afternoon; he was even more haggard than when Chen Ke saw him then. The candlelight reflected his face pale.

"Everyone is here; start talking now," Wu Xingchen said with a dark face.

"A riot occurred in Shanghai. Our Whampoa Book Club also participated. A gunfight occurred, and then the Shanghai government and the concession police turned out together, declaring martial law in the whole city and searching wantonly. The police confiscated some documents, and the concession side determined that our Whampoa Book Club was the mastermind. Now they are searching the whole city for members of the Whampoa Book Club. Mr. Qi has been arrested by the concession. Mr. Hua and Miss You asked me to come to Beijing to notify Mr. Chen. Before leaving, Miss You asked me to change into these Japanese clothes, so I could escape." Speaking of this, Kuroshima Jinichirō was already choking up. "Then, then when I left, I saw people from the Shanghai government rushing towards where I came out. I don't know if Mr. Hua and Miss You escaped. I didn't dare to wait either; I took a boat and came to Beijing." Barely finishing his words, Kuroshima Jinichirō covered his mouth and started crying.

The few people in Beijing knew something big had happened, but they never expected such a change to occur. The Shanghai Party Branch seemed to be completely annihilated. Not only the Party Branch, but the Whampoa Book Club had also basically perished. Everyone was speechless, just looking at each other. Everyone saw extreme shock in the eyes of others, and the profound fear beneath the shock.
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"How did it get to this point?" Chen Tianhua asked urgently.

"I don't know how it got to this point either. Originally, everyone completed the social investigation around Shanghai according to Mr. Chen's arrangement. The results of the social investigation were exactly the same as what Mr. Chen said. Quite a few people became probationary Party members. Then the Whampoa Book Club started to conduct local social investigations in Shanghai. A few days ago, there was a disturbance over the Mixed Court (*Huishen Gongxie*) in Shanghai, and many comrades from the Whampoa Book Club went to see the situation. Suddenly there was a gunfight, and then the whole of Shanghai was in chaos. Then the police started arresting people. After that, the government also started arresting people." Kuroshima was visibly agitated, and his speech was unclear.

"On what grounds are they arresting people? Do you know this?" Chen Ke asked.

"The police station said the Whampoa Book Club incited the riot and was the mastermind. I don't know what excuse the Shanghai government used," Kuroshima said anxiously.

"What did the comrades of the Whampoa Book Club do? How could there be a gunfight?" Chen Tianhua cared about this very much.

Kuroshima tightened his lips and thought for a while before saying, "This, I'm not clear either?"

"Who exactly started it?"

"This..." Kuroshima was even more unclear about this.

Chen Tianhua asked a few more questions, but Kuroshima hadn't participated in the actions on the street and actually knew nothing. Seeing this, Chen Tianhua gritted his teeth, actually at his wits' end.

"Kuroshima, how long haven't you slept?" Chen Ke asked gently.

"Ah? How long haven't I slept?" Kuroshima responded confusedly. One look and you could tell he hadn't rested well these past few days due to mental tension and anxiety.

"You can rest assured when you arrive in Beijing; nothing else will happen. Rest assured, the matter in Shanghai won't be that serious," Chen Ke comforted gently.

"But Mr. Qi has already been arrested," Kuroshima became anxious again.

"Don't worry, Huishen is at least a school board director of a British school, and Huishen's family has deep relations with the British; nothing will happen."

"How can nothing happen? The person has been arrested." Chen Tianhua didn't understand Chen Ke's words.

"Well, Huishen has been arrested by the police station before, and wasn't he released? He was arrested for posting revolutionary slogans that time. This time he didn't participate directly at all; it was the police station framing him actively. So nothing big will happen." Chen Ke's tone was calm and had a very soothing effect.

Chen Tianhua felt Chen Ke's words made sense, but he couldn't help speaking, "But our People's Party..." Halfway through, Chen Tianhua felt he couldn't continue.

"Our People's Party indeed wants to rebel, that's right. But the British don't know. The Shanghai government doesn't know either. What they know is that a riot occurred in Shanghai. Then they are looking for a scapegoat. As long as the Party members are not stupid enough to confess actively, this kind of thing can be settled with some money. I've never heard of the Manchu Qing using prisons to deal with rioters."

"But Zou Rong died in prison."

"Zou Rong turned himself in; besides, he sat in the concession's prison. And was only sentenced to two years. There is no comparability." Chen Ke explained. Seeing Chen Tianhua's mood stabilized a little, he continued, "Moreover, Kuroshima suddenly received orders to run to Beijing. He has been anxious these days and hasn't slept much. Now his mind is not clear; asking him now won't get clear information either. My meaning is, everyone eat something and go to sleep now. Starting tomorrow, we will be busy. Prepare today."

"At a time like this, you can still sleep?" Chen Tianhua said angrily.

"Sharpening the knife does not delay cutting wood. Everyone is anxious; am I not anxious? But what's the use of just being anxious? Rest well and start being busy tomorrow. Mingxian, where are the leftovers from today? Get some wine and food; everyone eat and sleep quickly," Chen Ke said.

"Mr. Chen, I can explain clearly," Kuroshima said hurriedly.

Chen Ke smiled and patted Kuroshima's shoulder. "Then talk after eating."

Honeycomb briquettes were much faster. Removing the fire cover, the food was heated quickly. Chen Ke thought for a while, returned to the main room, and saw He Ying wasn't asleep, dozing off by the bed.

"He..." Chen Ke almost blurted out "Miss He," realized it was wrong, and quickly corrected himself, "Madam, want to eat a late-night snack?"

"Hmm?" After Chen Ke entered the room, He Ying hurriedly forced herself to sit up. She didn't expect Chen Ke to say such a sentence and didn't understand for a moment. When she figured out the meaning, a surprised look appeared on He Ying's face. "I'll go cook."

"I've already made it; let's eat together," Chen Ke laughed.

He Ying got up somewhat lazily. Her coiled hair was already a bit askew after the afternoon and evening's tossing. Chen Ke simply asked He Ying to let her hair down and tie it into a ponytail with a red hair cord.

"It doesn't look good with disheveled hair," He Ying said shyly.

"You look good in any hairstyle. 'A lotus rising from clear water, naturally without decoration.' Very good-looking," Chen Ke laughed.

Hearing her husband praise her like this, He Ying couldn't help laughing.

Except for Chen Ke, the others were meeting He Ying for the first time. After He Ying took off the veil, this was the first group of people she saw besides Chen Ke. Seeing so many men, He Ying also felt very unaccustomed, but seeing everyone was quite polite and didn't stare at her, she relaxed. At the dinner table, everyone stopped mentioning the People's Party and just congratulated the two on their wedding. The late-night snack had a somewhat peaceful feeling.

Sure enough, as Chen Ke said, once Kuroshima relaxed and drank two cups of wine, his head soon began to droop continuously. Chen Ke let Xie Mingxian and Kuroshima sleep in the wing room. He also winked at Chen Tianhua secretly. Chen Tianhua pulled Wu Xingchen up to take their leave. Chen Ke sent them out the door. Seeing no one around, he whispered, "Judging from the situation, the police station can't chase from Shanghai to Beijing; you guys be careful too. No one knows the house you rented temporarily; it's safe there. I'll go to meet everyone at your place tomorrow morning."

"Wenqing, do you really think nothing big will happen?" Chen Tianhua didn't dare mention this at the dinner table, but thinking it over, he became even more worried.

"Something definitely happened, but Xingtai, don't forget, there are so many people from Fudan Public School among the members of the Whampoa Book Club. Mr. Yan Fu is in Shanghai; he won't ignore it. As long as Mr. Yan Fu comes forward, it will be much easier to handle."

"Alas, what you say makes sense. But I'm really worried to death." Chen Tianhua was still not assured.

"We can't just go back like this now. Without preparation, are we rushing back to send ourselves to death? But don't worry, Xingtai, even if it comes to breaking into prison (*jieyu*), I will definitely rescue all the comrades. Go back and rest well; don't think so much. We'll be busy tomorrow," Chen Ke persuaded.

"Can only be so." After Chen Tianhua finished speaking, he shook hands with Chen Ke. Only then did he leave with Wu Xingchen.

With this happening on the wedding night, Chen Ke had absolutely no plan to consummate the marriage. After returning, Chen Ke let He Ying sleep first and cleaned up the late-night snack table himself. While cleaning, he considered. By the time he slowly finished washing the dishes and wiping the table clean and returned to the bedroom, He Ying was indeed asleep. Looking at his wife's quiet sleeping face, Chen Ke sighed with relief. Blowing out the candle, he quietly climbed onto the bed, wrapped himself in a quilt, and slept.

In the morning, a strange shaking woke Chen Ke up with a start. He saw He Ying wrapped in a quilt, leaning her back against Chen Ke's side. Chen Ke suddenly felt a strange sense of unreality. The last time he had such an emotion was after the college entrance exam ended, walking out of the exam hall into the bright summer sun. Chen Ke once had this strange feeling. Not only Chen Ke, but other classmates were the same. Struggling for it for more than a decade, in the third year of high school, experiencing hundreds of mock exams, just for those few days of the college entrance exam. Really finished the exam, everyone's reason could accept it, but sensibility couldn't accept it at all. A major stage of life ended just like that.

Looking at the woman wrapped in the quilt in front of him, Chen Ke had really worked hard to marry her. In these times, how many people could make Yuan Shikai be a matchmaker? But Chen Ke made such an effort, so fierce and so absurd. The result of this effort was the girl in front of him. When making the effort, Chen Ke didn't feel anything special; it was no different from the countless efforts he had made before—just rely on himself to do it. But facing the result of the effort, Chen Ke felt unfamiliar. His life partner from now on was right in front of him; was he already "married"?

Hearing Chen Ke wake up, He Ying wrapped her quilt tighter. Chen Ke's mind was running with various questions; *what exactly should I do?* Then a thought popped out: *time to make breakfast.* After breakfast, hurry to meet Chen Tianhua and the others to ask Kuroshima what exactly happened in Shanghai. After determining the goal, Chen Ke got up, dressed, and went to light the fire. The courtyard was quiet in the morning; Chen Ke was busy alone. It seemed Kuroshima and Xie Mingxian were still sleeping soundly. If it were Wu Xingchen and the others living here, everyone would probably be up by now.

The water in the pot slowly heated up, emitting steam. Before moving out, he also lived in a single-story house. Chen Ke lived alone in a courtyard next to his parents. Every morning he also got up early like this. Chen Ke went out to buy deep-fried dough sticks (*youtiao*). When he came back, his parents had already made noodle soup, scrambled eggs, prepared some pickles, or heated up the dishes fried last night. At this time, everyone ate...

Chen Ke suddenly felt very wrong. *But at that time I was a child. Now I am a 'husband'. This is my wedding day; sleeping separately on the wedding night seems completely inappropriate, right? Then what should I do? Take a hot bath and go back to the room to do the deed? Probably should be so.*

Thinking like this was okay, but Chen Ke's thought turned: *I am a revolutionary. When is it now? Now that the Party is in crisis, I'm still thinking about this; isn't this too outrageous?* But his wife was still in the room; leaving her there without saying a word wasn't right. His wife served him all afternoon yesterday; he vomited and asked his wife to stay on duty to wake him up. This was a wife, not a life secretary. Thinking of this, Chen Ke finally figured out what he should do. He hurried back to the bedroom.

He Ying still had her back to the outside like that. Chen Ke gently shook He Ying's shoulder. "Madam, are you awake?"

"Awake."

"Shall we go out to play together this morning?" Chen Ke said.

He Ying responded after a moment, "Okay."

Chen Ke wanted to say the following words, but couldn't say them no matter what. He hadn't been this nervous even facing Yuan Shikai, or rather, he wasn't nervous at all then. After stammering for a long time, Chen Ke said extremely embarrassedly, "This..., this..., this... regarding the bridal chamber matter, I really don't have time during the day today. Let's wait for the evening." After saying this, Chen Ke felt a burst of relief.

Obviously, He Ying didn't know how to respond either. After a while, she gave a low "En."

"Then get up," Chen Ke said. "I'm going to cook now." After speaking, he felt it was wrong again. "Do you want me to serve you getting up?"

With a *puchi*, He Ying laughed out loud. The girl lifted the quilt and got up, her face blushing red with shyness. Chen Ke quickly got clothes for her. He Ying changed into ordinary clothes. The couple washed their faces and brushed their teeth together. He Ying combed her hair, and they started cooking together again. Chen Ke was used to being alone, but felt very sorry for his wife, so he worked quickly. He Ying seemed unfamiliar with kitchen matters, just watching Chen Ke skillfully use honeycomb briquettes to cook.

"Chen..." He Ying hesitated to speak.

"Wenqing, Wenqing," Chen Ke reminded.

"Wenqing, do you cook often yourself?" He Ying asked.

"I've been cooking myself for more than ten years," Chen Ke bragged.

"Wenqing is twenty-five, right?"

"That's right. Twenty-five. I remember Madam is sixteen, right?"

"Already seventeen."

Chen Ke suddenly felt this conversation was very familiar, like chatting with netizens.

"By the way, Madam, do you have a courtesy name?" Logically speaking, Chen Ke had seen these materials about his wife. But at this moment, he had long forgotten them to the nine heavens.

"Junjie."

"Oh, how is it written?"

This newlywed couple exchanged personal information slowly while cooking.

By eight in the morning, the meal was ready. Chen Ke went to the wing room to wake the two who were still sleeping to eat breakfast.

There weren't many people in the morning in winter. Chen Ke's group arrived at Wu Xingchen's residence. Kuroshima borrowed Xie Mingxian's clothes temporarily; if he wore that kimono again, it would be too eye-catching.

Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua had already gotten up. Seeing Chen Ke coming, their faces immediately showed joy. But seeing He Ying beside Chen Ke, their expressions changed again involuntarily. Chen Ke didn't care about that much. After entering the room, he took out a book from his satchel. It was the last book of Chen Ke's set, which contained many monographs, mostly plagiarized from later generations' web articles. Many articles could be read as short stories, ten streets ahead of the main text in terms of interest.

"Junjie, this is the book I wrote. You read for a while first. We have to discuss some things." Amidst everyone's dumbfounded looks, He Ying nodded.

This was an ordinary quadrangle courtyard. He Ying read in the main room, and the Party members met in the wing room.

"What happened with the riot? Who launched it?" This was what Chen Ke cared about most.

Kuroshima slept all night, which was considered recovering his spirit. He didn't know much and could only introduce simply. Wu Xingchen had been in Shanghai for a long time and had a certain understanding of Shanghai officialdom; he supplemented from the side. Only then did Chen Ke understand the background of this matter and the related Shanghai government system.

After the concession was opened in Shanghai, foreign powers set up consular courts in the concession based on the provisions of consular jurisdiction in unequal treaties. At that time, crimes committed by Chinese in the concession were still tried by the Shanghai local officials of the Qing government (Shanghai Magistrate and Su-Song-Tai Intendant), while crimes committed by foreigners in the concession could be completely exempt from Chinese law sanctions and tried by consuls of various countries stationed in Shanghai themselves. Since the wave of "Taiping Heavenly Kingdom" swept across the lower reaches of the Yangtze River in 1853 and the Small Sword Society Uprising occurred in Shanghai county seat, a large number of refugees from Shanghai's Chinese territory and neighboring areas poured into the concession, causing a sharp increase in the population within the concession. This not only changed the previous situation of "Chinese and foreigners living separately," but Chinese soon accounted for the vast majority of concession residents. How to maintain safety and order in the concession after "Chinese and foreigners living together" became a big problem, and managing the numerous Chinese residents in the concession was the focus of this problem. For this reason, first in 1864, a judicial organ—"Yangjingbang North Head Council Office"—was established in the British and American Concession (later called the International Settlement). Officials appointed by the Su-Song-Tai Intendant (commonly known as Shanghai Daotai) jointly tried Chinese cases occurring in the concession with the British Consul. Then in April 1868, according to the "Regulations on the Mixed Court at Yangjingbang" negotiated by the Shanghai Daotai and British and American consuls, the Mixed Court (*Huishen Gongxie*), also known as the Mixed Court Hall, was established in the British and American Concession.

The Mixed Court was a special judicial organ established in a special period and special area in Shanghai's history. The Daotai appointed Chinese full-time trial officers (*Yanyuan*), who jointly tried litigation cases related to Chinese in the concession with foreign assessors (consuls). According to the agreement between Chinese and foreign parties, if the case involved foreigners or Chinese servants employed by foreigners, foreign consuls participated in the joint trial or observed the trial; purely Chinese cases were tried independently by Chinese *Yanyuan*.

Although nominally belonging to China's judicial institutions, the joint trial itself reflected a kind of damage by foreigners to China's judicial sovereignty in the concession. Chinese *Yanyuan* had already been subjected to ultra vires interference by foreign consuls in the independent exercise of their powers, and various conflicts were bound to occur between the two sides. Moreover, foreign consuls also used the Municipal Council (concession management agency established by foreign expatriates in Shanghai) and the police station as tools to arbitrarily expand the power of foreign assessors. Foreign consuls wanted to intervene in whatever cases, even forcibly participating in trials and adjudicating purely Chinese cases, making Chinese *Yanyuan* almost lose the power to sentence criminals in court. The detention and escort of criminals in the International Settlement were also almost entirely executed by the Municipal Council Police Station, and then transferred to the Mixed Court for trial. Obviously, this barbaric practice of the foreign side encroaching on the Chinese side's police power and judicial power was to place all Chinese and foreign residents in the concession under foreign control.

There were naturally many contradictions between Chinese *Yanyuan* and foreign consuls, and between the Mixed Court and the police station. Kuroshima had already become a preparatory Party member introduced by Qi Huishen. Before the incident, he was responsible for compiling the data of this social investigation. As far as he knew, this time on December 15th, the foreigner in charge of the police station in the Shanghai Consular Body had a conflict with the chief official of the Mixed Court; it seemed the two sides even fought. It is said that the police station forcibly took away a group of women, and then people from the Guangdong Native Place Association rose up to contact and protest. By the 20th, strikes and market closures appeared in Shanghai to protest.

At this time, the Whampoa Study Society (Book Club) had completed the preliminary summary of the social investigation. Some excited comrades began preliminary preparations for the Shanghai social investigation. Encountering this matter, these people returned to the Study Society and started pulling people to help. Everyone produced a large number of leaflets and speeches, and also formulated a series of protest parade plans. They even prepared for a city-wide parade on December 23rd.

The parade was divided into three parts. Angry masses in the parade smashed the Laoza Police Station, and after smashing it, they burned the police station with a fire. The parade team in front of the Municipal Council Town Hall of the Shanghai Consular Body was actually shot at by Indian policemen. Someone in the parade team carried a gun, so a gunfight unfolded. Casualties on the street were heavy. The foreign consular body used this as an excuse for the police station to intervene comprehensively. Because the leaflets and corresponding organization were completed by students of the Whampoa Book Club, the police station arrested people wantonly, raided the stronghold of the Whampoa Book Club in Zhou Yuanxiao's workshop, and confiscated a large number of printed materials and documents. Then the police station searched the whole city according to the seized list. The first one arrested was Qi Huishen at the school.

In a hurry, Hua Xiongmao and You Gou immediately commanded the evacuation of the People's Party and the Whampoa Book Club. Kuroshima Jinichirō then escaped.

Hearing Kuroshima finish explaining in detail and methodically, the others couldn't help breathing a sigh of relief. It seemed things were far less intense than that. If connections were used, it should be possible to get everyone out.

"Is that all?" Chen Ke asked.

"This..." Kuroshima's expression wasn't that relaxed. He summoned up his courage and said somewhat timidly, "The police station seized a batch of guns from Mr. Zhou Yuanxiao's workshop." After finishing, he stared at Chen Ke. He saw Chen Ke's face, which had just been relieved of a heavy burden, turn black immediately.

"Where did the guns come from?" Chen Ke was really anxious. If it was just such a disturbance, it really wasn't a big deal. Words have no proof; the Whampoa Book Club organized parades and strikes. This was all public opinion; as the saying goes, the law does not punish the masses. Locking them up for two days and smoothing relations could solve it. But once guns were caught, that would be completely different. A gunfight had already occurred, and foreigners lost face; they would absolutely not let it go so easily.

Kuroshima gritted his teeth, then said, "The guns have nothing to do with this parade. That was supported by the Japanese Consular Body and some merchant friends. I also helped a bit in between. After the incident happened, I also went to find them. Those people either disappeared or told me directly that they would absolutely not admit to this matter."

Chen Ke touched his chin forcefully with his left hand. This was really full of twists and turns, from the initial extreme fear, to feeling a turn for the better, and then to extreme disappointment. However, the sequence of events had been sorted out, and Chen Ke already had a decision.

"Wenqing, what to do?" Chen Tianhua asked in a fierce tone.

"Brother Wu, Kuroshima, and I are preparing to return to Shanghai immediately. We must rescue the comrades. If we can use money and connections, we use money. If connections don't work, we break into prison (*jieyu*). And this time I want to take the people to Anhui. So I have to prepare for a few days; you all come with me to see Shang Yuan."

"What about me? What do I do?" Hearing Chen Ke didn't arrange for him to return to Shanghai together, Chen Tianhua asked quickly.

"You go back to Brother Pang's place; do what you should do. In case we can't stay in Anhui, at least there is Hebei, isn't there?" Chen Ke replied.

"Then why not come directly to Hebei? Let's work together." Chen Tianhua didn't understand this.

"Self-reliance, ample food and clothing. What can relying on others produce? Brother Pang is not a Revolutionary Party member yet. If we bring people over, are you preparing to 'annex Wang Lun' (internal strife/taking over)?"

These words were full of the smell of gunpowder. At this critical moment, Chen Ke adhered to his consistent style and didn't plan to use others' power at all. Chen Tianhua could understand, but he couldn't help looking at Wu Xingchen.

Wu Xingchen knew what Chen Tianhua's look meant. He responded, "Wenqing is right; this kind of thing can't rely on people outside the Party. But we must bring Brother Chai; he is a good hand. He absolutely won't be soft-hearted killing foreigners."

Hearing this, Chen Ke said with a smile, "That would be great. I'll say this upfront. If it really comes to the point of breaking into prison and killing people, I'll lead the charge personally. At that time, I can also see brothers' Kung Fu with my own eyes."

Seeing the unconcealable joy under Chen Ke's smile, everyone felt their spirits lifted.
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In the evening, Shang Yuan came as agreed, along with Qin Tongren and Xu Dian. After the "frank and open" talk last time, only these three decided to go to Anhui. Chai Qingguo had returned from Tianjin. The three were not surprised to see Chai Qingguo again; instead, Chai Qingguo felt a bit awkward.

Chen Ke introduced the comrades from the north and south to each other and reported the latest situation. It was the first time Shang Yuan and the others learned about the situation in the south. After listening to the introduction, everyone remained silent. Chen Ke continued to explain his attitude, "This is the situation now. The Shanghai Branch of the People's Party has encountered a major setback. I am preparing to return to Shanghai immediately to rescue the arrested comrades. If Brother Wangshan hasn't changed his mind, I will arrange for them to go to Anhui."

"I won't change my mind. When does Wenqing plan to set off? And what do you plan to do with sister-in-law?" Shang Yuan's thinking was consistently meticulous.

"I plan to leave in three days. As for my wife, I will take her back to Shanghai with me. Then arrange for her to go to Anhui with other comrades."

"I still have to stay in Beijing for a while; the factory matter must have a result." Qin Tongren's arrangement was also quite reasonable.

"If Brother Wenqing needs someone to fight a lawsuit, I can go to Shanghai to help." Xu Dian seemed quite confident in his legal ability.

"That would be greatly appreciated." Chen Ke had a good impression of Xu Dian's enthusiasm but didn't hold much hope for specific lawsuits.

After another discussion, it was finally decided that Shang Yuan and Qin Tongren would stay in Beijing temporarily, and Chen Tianhua would return to Hebei now. Wu Xingchen, Chai Qingguo, Kuroshima Jinichirō, and Xie Mingxian would set off for Shanghai tomorrow. Chen Ke would set off in three days. Xu Dian would go home to handle family affairs and then also set off for Shanghai to meet everyone.

Since the decision had been made, everyone bade farewell one after another. Xie Mingxian was very worldly-wise and took the initiative to move to Wu Xingchen's place with his luggage. Chen Ke didn't want to urge him to stay pretentiously either.

Sending everyone off, Chen Ke came back and closed the door. The huge courtyard felt empty. Since coming to Beijing, this was the first time he lived here so lonely. Chen Ke wasn't a person who loved excitement in the 21st century; he quite liked living alone. On the contrary, after returning to this era, he had to get along with comrades day and night. But people have habits; suddenly being alone again, he felt a bit unaccustomed instead.

After returning to the room, He Ying saw Chen Ke was somewhat depressed and puzzled. He Ying wasn't stupid at all; from these clues, she could tell that Chen Ke had definitely encountered some big event. She wanted to ask but didn't know how to start. At this moment, she heard Chen Ke say, "It's late, let's sleep." He Ying felt a burst of shyness. But unexpectedly, Chen Ke's "let's sleep" really meant literally that; the couple slept in one quilt just like that. Chen Ke fell asleep very quickly.

Smelling the faint masculine scent on Chen Ke, He Ying felt upset and distracted. She wanted to shake Chen Ke awake to ask what happened but couldn't do it. She slowly came out of Chen Ke's quilt, wrapped herself in a quilt, and lay down again. Chen Ke's breathing was so faint that it couldn't be heard at all. He Ying gently touched Chen Ke's face with her hand, feeling continuous breathing from his nostrils. Only then did she relax.

Wrapping her quilt, He Ying couldn't help remembering what her aunt He Qian said before the wedding: "This Chen Ke is by no means a good kind; you have to be careful after getting married." At that time, He Ying didn't have any intuitive understanding of these words. In fact, until now, He Ying couldn't define Chen Ke either. Leaving aside whether Chen Ke himself was good or evil, at least Chen Ke didn't lack any politeness and concern he should have. He even cooked personally, helped her get clothes, and cleaned the table after meals. The men around He Ying were all served by wives or maids and servants. She occasionally heard from the conversations between her mother and visiting ladies that other families were the same. This made Chen Ke look very special instead.

As for the matter of no consummation, He Ying, a virgin girl, had no concept of this either. She just heard that couples would do so, but since it really didn't happen, she didn't feel any regret. Anyway, the days ahead were long; what should come would always come. The only thing He Ying felt dissatisfied with was that Chen Ke didn't discuss anything with her. But to be honest, her father never discussed outside matters with her mother either. This wasn't anything unusual. Thinking for a while, sleepiness came up, and the little girl fell asleep unknowingly.

Getting up early in the morning, the two had breakfast. Chen Ke said seriously, "Madam, I want to take you back to Shanghai the day after tomorrow. Tomorrow I will visit my father-in-law with you to bid him farewell. Today, you and I will visit a few of my teachers and friends in Beijing and buy some gifts along the way."

Returning home on the third day was a standard etiquette. This was a great etiquette for the bride's family, and many gifts needed to be brought. Chen Ke felt he had to make a big purchase. He Ying's attention was attracted by the word "going to Shanghai." She had heard of Shanghai and only knew it was very, very far away. But she had absolutely no concept of exactly how far. "Where is Shanghai?" she asked.

Chen Ke thought for a while and found a large booklet from his luggage. This was one of the most precious things he brought back from the 21st century. Taobao City sold everything; he saw a map handbook of China for hikers. 16mo fine printing. Chen Ke loved to ride a bicycle for long-distance travel alone; if the mood struck, he would also hike. This booklet was printed very exquisitely. Taking advantage of having money in hand, he simply bought both copies.

One copy was left in Shanghai; he didn't know if it survived when the house was raided. But Qi Huishen was reliable. Since he asked Qi Huishen to keep it carefully along with other things, presumably it should be fine, right? Putting the booklet on the table, Chen Ke lectured his wife on Chinese geography. It was the first time He Ying saw a real map. Such a colorful map covered with dense straight and curved lines was actually the appearance of China; this made He Ying feel very rare. Seeing that rooster-like map of China, she really couldn't believe she lived in such a country. Chen Ke felt something was wrong; the map of China at this time still included Mongolia. Taking out such a map, wouldn't he become a huge traitor? Although Chen Ke couldn't perform the "feat" of expanding territory on the map, he couldn't do splitting the national territory for no reason either. When Chen Ke lectured in Shanghai, he never dared to take out this map booklet. He was afraid of causing misunderstanding among comrades. Fortunately, He Ying didn't understand geography, let alone maps. She didn't press these questions.

Chen Ke pointed out the route from Beijing to Shanghai. This booklet came with a ruler; the exquisite transparent resin ruler made He Ying fondle it admiringly. The two measured the distance, and after conversion, obtained a result of thousands of *li*. This really scared He Ying.

"I came from Shanghai to Tianjin, and from Tianjin to Beijing, thousands of *li* away. And then I married you. A marriage predestined by a thousand *li* of thread; we are destined to be husband and wife." Chen Ke used sweet words.

He Ying's face was red, and she was also very happy. After a while, she asked in a low voice, "Wenqing, you have been so busy recently; what exactly is going on?"

Anyway, this matter couldn't be hidden for long. Chen Ke simply told the truth, "Several of my friends were arrested by foreigners in Shanghai. I have to go back to rescue them. So the wedding matter was also delayed. Saving a life is like putting out a fire; I really have no mood to stay here now."

Hearing this, He Ying just nodded and continued to look at the cities marked on the map. She neither changed her expression greatly and cried, nor anxiously pressed Chen Ke for the truth. Such a style greatly exceeded Chen Ke's expectations.

"Madam, don't you say something?" Chen Ke asked tentatively.

"Going to rescue friends when they are in trouble is also what a real man should do. Besides, you are taking me with you; what do I have to complain about?" He Ying said slowly. "Since we are going on a long journey soon, let's buy more things today."

Hearing this, Chen Ke really felt some respect. Qin Tongren was really accurate in judging people. He insisted that He Ying was a good match at the time, and Chen Ke just listened. At that time, he didn't expect the Shanghai riot to happen, nor did he expect He Ying's attitude to be so open-minded when encountering such a big event.

"Then let's set off," Chen Ke said. He saw He Ying close the map booklet she was looking through with great interest just now and hand it to Chen Ke. Doing things immediately when said, she actually didn't have the slightest meaning of "losing ambition by playing with things." Chen Ke absolutely didn't have such self-restraint when he was seventeen. As long as it was something he liked, he absolutely wouldn't stop until he played with it to the point of darkness after getting it. Chen Ke remembered his mother talking about one of her elementary school teachers back then, who came from a big family, attended the Women's Normal School, and engaged in education all her life. Chen Ke's mother highly esteemed this teacher because this teacher required students to do things like this usually. It seemed the so-called lady from a prominent family was indeed not called in vain.

After packing the map booklet and clothes, there was wind today. Chen Ke took out his sunglasses and put them on himself, then felt it was wrong, and quickly asked He Ying to put them on. Sunglasses were already available on the market in these times. After He Ying put them on, according to Chen Ke's aesthetics, she really looked very good. Obviously, He Ying also liked these lightweight resin glasses very much. She said somewhat awkwardly, "It might not be good if others see it."

"You are my wife; do you care what others say? I think you look very good wearing them. Let's go." After speaking, Chen Ke took He Ying's hand and went out.

Just out of the door, he saw Shang Yuan stopping at his door with a honeycomb briquette cart following behind. For Shang Yuan sending "bad luck" (*mei* - homophone for coal *mei*) early in the morning, Chen Ke didn't know whether to thank him or what.

Shang Yuan didn't expect Chen Ke to go out so early either. Seeing He Ying without makeup, her long hair combed into a braid, completely dressed like a girl, but wearing beautiful sunglasses, he also felt it was greatly unexpected. Shang Yuan wasn't a pretentious person; he was just slightly stunned and then said, "Wenqing, I just want to invite you to meet someone. By the way, help me move the coal. Since you are up too, let's go together."

Chen Ke knew Shang Yuan wasn't a boring person. Since he invited like this, it should be because he thought it was necessary. Anyway, he didn't have any big things to do, so he agreed readily. The three chatted while walking. This cart of coal from Shang Yuan was sent to his enlightenment teacher. Not only that, but his teacher's stove was also repaired by Shang Yuan personally. A person who could make Shang Yuan respect so much must be remarkable.

His teacher was also a small capital official, living not far away. They arrived at the door quickly. A man about fifty years old came out from inside. Shang Yuan hurried forward to salute, "Teacher Li, I'm here. This is Chen Ke whom I mentioned."

This man surnamed Li was a very ordinary person, that is to say, ordinary appearance, ordinary dress, and ordinary speech. After listening to Shang Yuan's simple introduction of Chen Ke, the man smiled kindly at Chen Ke. "This is Chen Wenqing. I've heard your name for a long time."

"Hello, Teacher Li." Chen Ke also saluted.

"Teacher Li, let's move the coal in before talking," Shang Yuan said.

"Exactly, let's move the coal." After speaking, Chen Ke rolled up his sleeves and started working.

Teacher Li wore a coarse cloth short jacket. He didn't stand on ceremony either; he took out a few wooden boards and started working together. Many hands make light work; more than five hundred pieces of coal were moved quickly. While Shang Yuan and Teacher Li were not at the door, Chen Ke secretly went to pay for the coal. The coal deliverer was a familiar Bannerman. He laughed, "Mr. Chen, Mr. Shang has already paid for the coal." Only then did Chen Ke enter the courtyard.

After everyone washed their hands, they sat down in the main room. Teacher Li's name was Li Hongqi. He sized up Chen Ke and then laughed, "I have read Wenqing's book and heard Wangshan talk about Wenqing's ambition. Meeting you today, I feel that compared with the principles Wenqing wrote, Wenqing's conduct is far different."

Chen Ke wasn't angry either; he wasn't wrong. This book was plagiarized by himself; doing things was his original level. Compared with Marx and those who wrote college textbooks, Chen Ke hadn't reached the level of arrogance to think he could surpass them.

Li Hongqi looked at Chen Ke's indifferent expression and nodded slightly. "Wenqing, Wangshan invited you over this time because he wanted me to enlighten you. I see that Wenqing writes books like a disciple of a famous family. But seeing you do things, you inevitably have some faults of disciples of famous families. The Master said: 'The gentleman stands in awe of three things: he is in awe of the Decree of Heaven, he is in awe of great men, he is in awe of the words of the sages. The mean man does not know the Decree of Heaven and does not stand in awe of it; he is disrespectful to great men; he makes sport of the words of the sages.' Wenqing, even if you are extremely talented, learned, and eloquent, if you only know the how but not the why, it is just gluing the stops and playing the zither (stubbornly sticking to rules), a contemporary Zhao Kuo (armchair strategist)."

This problem had also troubled Chen Ke for a long time. Hearing Li Hongqi point it out with one sentence, he was immediately startled. "Teacher Li, this is exactly my difficulty. Does Teacher Li have any solution?"

Seeing Chen Ke looking at him with burning eyes, Li Hongqi laughed, "Wenqing, don't be anxious. The so-called giving advice is exactly the same as street fortune-telling. I say mine, you listen to yours. To put it vulgarly, it's farting in the crotch—venting from both ends. But since Wangshan came to beg me in every way, I'll reluctantly say it for you to hear."

These words were interesting; Chen Ke, Shang Yuan, and even He Ying couldn't help laughing out loud.

"I study Confucianism. The so-called Decree of Heaven is not ghosts and gods. Ghosts and gods are not enough to fear, but the Decree of Heaven has to be revered. According to what Wenqing wrote in the book, the Decree of Heaven is the torrent of history. Wenqing uses words extremely exquisitely, making people can't help but applaud after reading. But why do you act so pedantically? This is the first time I've seen it. Can Wenqing tell me?"

Chen Ke felt quite embarrassed hearing this. *Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism*—this book was something he plagiarized. Chen Ke barely knew the complex theoretical knowledge himself, and only knew it; he was a hundred thousand eight thousand *li* away from being able to use it freely. But this was Chen Ke's capital to fool everyone and gain reputation. It was extremely difficult for him to tell the truth. After pondering for a long time, Chen Ke finally mustered up the courage to tell the truth.

Hearing Chen Ke "shyly" explain the truth, Li Hongqi laughed loudly. "I didn't expect Wenqing to be so honest. It seems there is still hope."

Chen Ke felt this Teacher Li really knew how to comfort people, but his words didn't give Chen Ke any sense of comfort at all.

"Wenqing, even if the theory of materialism was plagiarized by you, the part about China inside was definitely written by yourself. Even being able to connect to such an extent is already a great talent. Wenqing need not be disappointed in yourself." Li Hongqi spoke pertinently; Chen Ke felt much better after hearing it.

Just as he was nodding slightly, he heard Li Hongqi sneer, "Does Wenqing know where he was wrong?"

These words were inexplicable; Chen Ke couldn't make heads or tails of it at all.

"Not pleased by external gains, not saddened by personal losses. The so-called joy is just because of one's own gain or loss. As for the matter itself, what joy or sorrow is there to speak of? Wenqing, you tried to secretly stuff coal money to the cart driver today, right? I saw when you moved things, you looked left and right, afraid that you did anything wrong, afraid of making anyone unhappy. If you were an ordinary person, this would be considered quite good. But Wenqing, your ambition is so big; Wangshan told me. Since you have such ambition, you absolutely must not be like this. If dealing with some ordinary people, not making mistakes is enough. If facing heroes of the world, that is precisely what you cannot do; you have to be yourself."

Shang Yuan listened attentively and couldn't help nodding slightly.

Chen Ke felt a bit puzzled. "Please speak more clearly, Teacher Li, okay?"

"Wenqing, I have seen people like you. They think that for any matter, as long as the correct results are gathered in the process, then the final correct goal can be obtained. This is actually completely wrong."

This was the first time Chen Ke heard someone preach like this; it was truly refreshing. "Where is the mistake?" he asked.

"The mistake lies in that you think there is a correct result that can be achieved in the world. A gentleman is in awe of the Decree of Heaven; how can the Decree of Heaven be grasped by you alone? Zhuge Wuhou once sighed, 'Man proposes, God disposes' (*Mou shi zai ren, cheng shi zai tian*). You are even wiser than Zhuge Wuhou; the Decree of Heaven can also be manipulated in your hands. I saw Wenqing write in your book that history spirals upward. To tell you the truth, seeing that passage, I was really joyful and amazed. When I met Wenqing, I was greatly disappointed. The mean man does not know the Decree of Heaven and does not stand in awe of it; he is disrespectful to great men; he makes sport of the words of the sages. Although Wenqing can write the words of sages, your actions happen to be absurd, even more detestable than insulting the words of sages verbally."

Li Hongqi's words were sharp and mean, but Chen Ke had absolutely no feeling of anger or joy. He stared at Li Hongqi with burning eyes and asked solemnly, "This is my own fault. If asked to risk my life, I can do it. But knowing the Decree of Heaven, I am powerless. Teacher Li, where exactly is the problem?"

"The problem lies in one point: Wenqing, you feel you have achieved the correct result. This is completely wrong. You think there is a correct starting point and a correct end point. You only need to start from this starting point and reach the end point. If an ordinary person does this, they certainly won't become foolish and arrogant. But for people like you to do this, it is committing the metaphysical error Wenqing talked about. You must first adhere to your own ideal. The Master said: 'If the Way does not prevail, I will get on a raft and float out to sea.' If there is no such ideal, it naturally won't work. It's just that to practice this ideal, you can only do things according to your correct principles, with a beginning and an end. But as for the specific result, you know the approximate result, but it is impossible to know the accurate result. Therefore, don't do it for the correctness of the result; you have to do it to conform to the principle."

Listening to these words, Chen Ke was truly convinced.
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Chapter 48 Li Hongqi (2)

As the saying goes, "If one hears the Way in the morning, one can die in the evening without regret." Chen Ke was in such a state now. Li Hongqi spoke sharply and profoundly, explaining worldly affairs simply and clearly. Many things he knew but didn't understand before, he understood immediately upon hearing. Unknowingly, they had been talking for more than an hour, and Chen Ke hadn't noticed the passage of time at all.

Li Hongqi looked a bit tired. He gently stroked his chest before continuing, "Having said so much, finally I want to tell you two what I think you should do."

Chen Ke, Shang Yuan, and He Ying all stared at Li Hongqi's eyes, waiting for Teacher Li's final teaching.

"I study Confucianism, following the great way of Confucius and Xunzi. I don't understand revolution, nor do I understand industry. From what I have learned, revolution looks grand, but in the final analysis, it is just a matter of people. Since it is a matter of people, it is the Five Constants (*Wuchang*), that is, Benevolence (*Ren*), Righteousness (*Yi*), Propriety (*Li*), Wisdom (*Zhi*), and Integrity (*Xin*). In the final analysis, it is better to rely on oneself than on others."

These were words Chen Ke always required of himself. Hearing Teacher Li say this, he became even more spirited, wanting to see how Teacher Li's view differed from his own.

"First is Integrity (*Xin*). The so-called Integrity means one must be true to one's word and resolute in one's deeds. A spit is a nail (what is said is done). If you cannot know yourself, know how many buns you eat and how many bowls of soup you drink, can you fulfill what you say? The so-called knowing oneself is not only knowing what you can do but also knowing what you cannot do. This is truly knowing oneself. Knowing what you cannot do, you won't make promises you cannot keep. Then, what you say is naturally what you can promise. Only then can you be trustworthy in word. When my teacher taught me, he said, rather than being trustworthy in word, it is better to act without speaking. You must remember this."

Hearing Li Hongqi's narration, the three nodded in agreement.

"Since you know what things you cannot do, that is already close to Wisdom (*Zhi*). The so-called wise man knows how to choose; you cannot have both fish and bear's paw, so give up fish and take bear's paw. In conduct, one must not overestimate one's capabilities."

*Isn't this the reason for the United Front?* Chen Ke suddenly thought. Who are our friends, who are our enemies? Even if today's friend is tomorrow's enemy. Even if he is to be killed tomorrow, if the fish should be given to him today, it still must be given to him. Knowing how to choose, knowing the distribution of interests, this is one of the methods of the United Front. While pondering, he heard Shang Yuan ask, "Teacher, what if I have the power to have both fish and bear's paw?"

"That is a matter of Propriety (*Li*). Divine artifacts originally have no owner; only those with power and virtue occupy them. The ritual system (*Lizhi*) is the system. Wenqing wrote in the book that the state is a tool of class rule. The operation of the state is just the operation of the system. What maintains this system is the state apparatus, which is where the strongest power in the world lies. Establishing rites and music relies on swords and soldiers. If your power is great enough to set rules and clarify order, then you should be the one distributing bear's paw and fish. If you take that bear's paw and fish for yourself... what use do you have for these things?" Li Hongqi asked.

Shang Yuan blushed. "Teacher is right."

"One can seize the country by force, but one cannot govern the country by force. If you can set the ritual system and order, then the ritual system of the world is nothing more than the word Righteousness (*Yi*). The Way of Heaven damages the surplus to supplement the insufficient. The Way of Man is not so; it damages the insufficient to serve the surplus. So this Righteousness must be the Way of Heaven. I saw in Wenqing's book, Wenqing said that in agricultural society, productivity is insufficient, so even if one wants to damage the surplus, one may not be able to supplement the insufficient. Industrial society lies in machine production, getting rid of the state of scarcity. So the surplus can supplement the insufficient. This is very good. However, Confucius once spoke of Zigong redeeming people of Lu. This must absolutely not be done."

This was an allusion. The State of Lu had a law: if people of Lu became slaves abroad, anyone who could redeem them could go to the treasury to reimburse the ransom. Once, Confucius' disciple Zigong (Duanmu Ci) redeemed a person of Lu abroad and refused to accept the state compensation after returning. Confucius said: "Ci, the method you adopted is not good. From now on, people of Lu will no longer be willing to redeem their compatriots enslaved abroad. If you accept the state's compensation, it will not damage the value of your behavior; but if you refuse to take back the money you advanced, others will no longer be willing to redeem people." Zilu saved a drowning person; that person thanked him and gave him a cow, and Zilu accepted it. Confucius said: "Now people of Lu will definitely be brave in saving drowning people."

In Confucius' view, Zigong's mistake lay in elevating the moral standard that everyone could originally reach to a height that most people could hardly reach. What would be the consequence? First, the superficial moral standard of society is raised, and everyone expresses their intention to learn from Zigong; second, the actual situation of moral standards actually slides, because with such a high moral standard as Zigong hanging overhead, anyone who redeems a compatriot and then goes to claim the state ransom will be considered immoral. However, how many people have enough financial resources to ensure that losing this ransom will not affect their lives?

Chen Ke didn't quite agree with this. If People's Party members demanded themselves with such a standard, what "People's Party" would they be called? Historically, Party members back then never demanded themselves like this. Everything for the people, serve the people wholeheartedly. If talking about exchange of equal value and fair trade, what would the People's Party become? It would only make the People's Party degenerate into a garbage organization like the Kuomintang.

Thinking this in his heart, Chen Ke naturally revealed some disapproving expressions on his face. Li Hongqi understood at a glance. He laughed, "Wenqing, you and Wangshan will absolutely not learn from Zilu; I know this. And I want to tell you, your future comrades cannot learn from Zilu either. Because what you want to achieve is Benevolence (*Ren*). The benevolent are invincible. Why are the benevolent invincible? Because the benevolent possess Integrity, Wisdom, Propriety, and Righteousness simultaneously. The benevolent love people; the righteous govern with reason. Loving people takes eliminating cruelty as the task; governing with reason takes removing chaos as the heart. Since you have the world in your chest, you must eliminate cruelty and remove chaos. You must gather comrades who also have the heart to eliminate cruelty and remove chaos. You must let the people of the world know that the common people can have both righteousness and profit, but you people, your comrades, are not like this, and cannot be like this."

Li Hongqi finished these thoughts on Benevolence in one breath. He seemed quite excited; his breathing was a bit rapid, and his face became a bit rosy. Chen Ke quickly nodded in agreement. He thought to himself that it seemed he really underestimated Teacher Li Hongqi.

Li Hongqi continued excitedly, "Although the world today is said to be undergoing a 'great change not seen in three thousand years,' in my opinion, it is just a link in the cycle of order and chaos, rise and fall of China. The only difference is that China used to be in Asia, but now it is more deeply involved in the entire world. China's rites have collapsed and music has been ruined (moral degradation), and it coincides with the massive invasion of foreign enemies. Internal worries and external aggression. Many people only see the tyranny of foreigners, but don't see that China itself is even more tyrannical, cruel, and shameless."

Speaking of this, Li Hongqi suddenly couldn't help gasping rapidly. No matter how obtuse Chen Ke was, he could see that Li Hongqi was sick. The rosy complexion just now was essentially a morbid flush. He was just about to advise Li Hongqi to rest, but saw Shang Yuan just stand up and pour a cup of tea for Li Hongqi. Li Hongqi picked up the teacup and took a sip. After resting for a moment, he continued, "Wenqing didn't make a sound; this is correct. Being sick is my own business. Since I want to lecture you, if you respect me, listen carefully to my lecture. If you act like little children, panicking and crying, wouldn't I be lecturing you in vain?"

"Teacher Li, the time is long today; you speak slowly," Chen Ke said quickly.

"You can listen slowly, but I don't have time to speak slowly to you." Li Hongqi forced a smile and then continued in one breath, "Nowadays the world is cruel and treacherous; it is already in great chaos. And which dynasty change wasn't like this? How to deal with the tyranny, cruelty, and shamelessness of the world, how to break free from these tyrannies, cruelties, and shamelessness, and eliminate all injustice with a firm attitude, is a very difficult thing for ambitious people like you. In today's China, as soon as the Manchu Qing falls, there will be great chaos. It is destined that sorrow will fill the wild, and corpses will number in the millions. Even if you make the world more chaotic, don't mind. This is China's destiny (*Qi Yun*); you alone can absolutely not stop it. What you can do is to cure this great chaos, take advantage of this great chaos, sweep away chronic illnesses, and eradicate all injustice from the root. When the world is at peace, China will surely be more powerful and brilliant. Wangshan, you are my disciple. Now Confucianism has declined; this is destined. Confucius didn't have any industrialization back then. I am a person who studies Confucianism. Wangshan, when you go out from my Confucian school, I don't want you to glorify Confucianism; I only want you to glorify China. When Wenqing wrote the book, he still knew to rely on Chinese history. If you can succeed, I only have one request: leave some final dignity for Confucianism. Let the civilization of Huaxia destroy Confucianism; absolutely do not let foreign civilization destroy Confucianism."

Speaking of this, Li Hongqi gasped even heavier. The flush on his face had faded, and his whole face was extremely pale. "Wangshan, can you promise me?"

Hearing his teacher's words, Shang Yuan lowered his head slightly. After a moment, he raised his head. "I cannot promise you. I can only do my best."

Li Hongqi sighed in disappointment and nodded gently. "I've made it difficult for you." He turned his head to look at Chen Ke again. "Wenqing, you are now just a Righteous One (*Yizhe*) who can remove chaos. I observe you don't have the heart of a Benevolent One (*Renzhe*), nor the meaning of hating evil as an enemy. The Kingly Way (*Wangdao*) is vast; the Hegemonic Way (*Badao*) is brilliant. Although Wenqing thinks of the Kingly Way, what you do is probably the Hegemonic Way. I am very worried you will embark on the evil path of the Hegemonic Way. You are not a person of Mingjiao (Manichaeism - often associated with rebellion/righteous sects in fiction), but I want to advise you not to care about the reputation after death. I see you are a person who values fame and fortune very much, always wanting to gain both fame and fortune in doing things. And I see you probably value this reputation even more heavily. As long as you can save China, let others comment on the affairs after death. As long as you don't deliberately seek personal fame, you will inevitably achieve great things in the future."

"Many thanks for Teacher Li's teaching. I will definitely keep your words in mind," Chen Ke answered very seriously.

"That's it for today; you go. I want to rest," Li Hongqi said.

The three stood up together. Shang Yuan knelt in front of the teacher and kowtowed respectfully before going out with Chen Ke and the others. Li Hongqi didn't get up from the chair either; he just watched the three leave the courtyard gate. Only then did he take out medicine from his bosom with trembling hands. A woman came out from the back hall, poured hot water for Li Hongqi again, and served him to take the medicine. She complained, "You still forced your spirit to lecture them while sick; are you trying to be the Emperor's Teacher?"

"The world is like this; it's a good thing if a True Son of Heaven (Emperor/Leader) can emerge. But looking at the book that child Shang Yuan brought, and the principles he talked about, even if someone can hold power over the world, there will never be an emperor again," Li Hongqi said leaning on the chair.

"That child Wangshan is too soft-hearted; I'm afraid he will suffer losses in the future," the woman sighed.

"If the world hadn't decayed to such an extent, I would absolutely not have let Wangshan go with people like Chen Ke. This is fate." Li Hongqi's voice no longer had the intensity just now; at this moment, his tone was full of deep regret and worry. "Let nature take its course (*Ting Tian You Ming*)."

After parting with Shang Yuan at the gate of Li Hongqi's house, Chen Ke held He Ying's hand and walked side by side on the street. The matter of buying gifts couldn't be ignored either. By the afternoon, the rickshaw behind them was already piled with gifts. After coming out of Li Hongqi's house, Chen Ke hadn't spoken actively. His mind was completely focused on ruminating on Li Hongqi's education. Chen Ke felt this Confucian believer's attitude towards revolution was quite reasonable, but it still needed to be considered slowly. However, Chen Ke had been repeatedly thinking about Teacher Li Hongqi's criticism of him. Synthesizing today's content, Li Hongqi pointed out two faults of Chen Ke. First, caring too much about others' evaluation, caring too much about affairs after death.

Chen Ke was a firm supporter of Chairman Mao. Because he saw with his own eyes how much dirty water was splashed on Chairman Mao after his death, Chen Ke was still quite worried about his own future. In his opinion, Chairman Mao's revolutionary method was not wrong, including those movements; there was a great necessity to copy them completely. Precisely because of this, he felt some fear. Although Teacher Li Hongqi didn't know Chen Ke's thoughts, he obviously saw the problem.

But thinking about it now, it was indeed unnecessary. Chairman Mao had a fierce personality; speaking extremely, he could even be called "somewhat domineering." For this, Commander-in-Chief Zhu once said to his face, "Runzhi, it's not that we don't support your views; we just can't accept your attitude." But history proved that Chairman Mao was not wrong. Moreover, Chairman Mao didn't care about the evaluation after death at all; why did Chen Ke care so much? Isn't it just being scolded? Besides those who scold, aren't there firm supporters like Chen Ke existing? Only seeing those who scold but ignoring supporters; Chairman Mao would absolutely not make this low-level mistake.

Having figured out this link, Chen Ke felt much more relaxed.

Another problem Li Hongqi talked about was that Chen Ke lacked a benevolent heart (*Renxin*). Regarding this, Chen Ke hadn't failed to reflect. But for people without revolutionary spirit, or people who couldn't keep up with revolutionary requirements, Chen Ke didn't have the energy to care about their life and death either. If he spent all day focusing on saving others, would there still be time for revolution? Revolution is telling everyone that there is a better choice, a more powerful way of organizing productive forces. Those who can keep up, keep up; those who can't keep up, force them to keep up. Chen Ke wasn't a monk; he had no interest in "cutting flesh to feed eagles, sacrificing body to feed tigers." Although he lacked love, he didn't lack hatred for the old social system. At least he didn't lack extreme contempt and disgust. This was enough for the current stage.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke exhaled heavily. Soon there would be a place to express his "hate." After returning to Shanghai, the struggle would definitely not be full of warmth.

Everything was proceeding according to plan. He Ruming didn't expect his son-in-law to take his daughter back to Shanghai so soon. But a married daughter is like spilt water; he really had no excuse to order Chen Ke not to leave. So Chen Ke packed his luggage and left openly and aboveboard.

On January 9, 1906, Chen Ke returned to Shanghai with his wife. Unexpectedly, he saw acquaintances at the pier. Besides Xie Mingxian, You Gou was also there. It seemed this big arrest didn't completely destroy the People's Party organization. Seeing Chen Ke, You Gou extended her hand generously. Chen Ke walked over quickly and tightly held the comrade's warm palm.

"Wenqing, you've worked hard on the journey," You Gou laughed. Not having seen her for more than two months, You Gou was obviously thinner, and her skin was tanned a lot. But the faint squeamishness of a pampered eldest miss in her expression in the past could no longer be seen. Her gaze was bright and sharp, and the strength in her hand was also much greater.

Chen Ke immediately put down his heart. Experiencing this blow, the comrades' spirit hadn't been destroyed. "I'm back. During the days I was away, everyone has worked hard." Chen Ke held You Gou's hand tightly and laughed.

You Gou also felt Chen Ke had changed a lot. When in Shanghai, Chen Ke was more like a scholar, always liking to smile gently. Now Chen Ke was more like a northern man. The sharpness and firmness that were only occasionally reflected in Chen Ke before now became the main feeling Chen Ke gave people. That was a change that only happened after making up one's mind. You Gou had also experienced the process of making up her mind, so she was more sensitive to this change in Chen Ke.

He Ying really didn't expect her husband to shake hands with a girl who looked very hearty and crisp in public, and with an attitude of being accustomed to it as if no one else was present. When Chen Ke introduced her to You Gou, He Ying just nodded slightly to say hello; her attitude wasn't considered affectionate.

"Wenqing and I are friends. Hasn't sister heard Wenqing mention it?" You Gou laughed heartily.

"He was very busy in Beijing and hasn't had time to say it yet," He Ying forced a smile.

"Then let's talk on the way."

Silent all the way. Contrary to Chen Ke's expectation, everyone actually returned to the school. The school gate was tightly closed. Guarding the gate were the Shandong heroes Wu Xingchen found a few months ago. After letting everyone in, the gate closed heavily again.

In the conference room, old and new Party members of the People's Party were all waiting; there were actually more than twenty people. Seeing Chen Ke and the others enter, Qi Huishen welcomed them first. The two hands held tightly together. Sizing up Qi Huishen, seeing a just-healed wound on his face, Chen Ke asked, "Any other injuries?"

"Small matter." Qi Huishen's posture also changed greatly. "Let me introduce our comrades to Wenqing. They are all our Party members."

Chen Ke basically knew these people; they were the Party member team with the Whampoa Book Club as the core. Chen Ke shook hands with them one by one and called out their names one by one. Until a young man Chen Ke had never seen extended his hand to Chen Ke. While shaking hands, Chen Ke searched fruitlessly in his memory. You Gou said, "This is Shi Juexing; he joined after you left. I am his introducer to the Party." What surprised him was that Wang Qinian also became a probationary Party member.

Chen Ke nodded. He scanned the circle again and found he didn't see Hua Xiongmao. "Where is Zheng Lan (Hua Xiongmao)?"

"Mr. Qiu Jin was injured. Zheng Lan went to visit her today; he should be back in a while." Seeing Chen Ke's worry, Qi Huishen said.

"Have all the people been rescued?" This was what Chen Ke worried about most.

"There are still four people who haven't come out. In addition, two people shook out our affairs to the British in prison. They can't be found for the time being. But we are still continuing to search." The tone of Qi Huishen's words was extremely unkind. Traitors were unforgivable; this was the same everywhere.

"Comrades, let me say a few words first." Chen Ke shouted loudly. "Is there anyone here who participated in the gunfight?"

"Me," Lu Huitian said.
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Chapter 49 Rights and Responsibilities

Lu Huitian was a student at Fudan Public School and had always actively participated in various activities of the Whampoa Book Club. He usually loved to joke and was a bit verbose, but after experiencing this event, his answer admitting to participating in the gunfight was concise and to the point. His gaze towards Chen Ke didn't dodge at all. Chen Ke was very satisfied with this.

"Who else?" Chen Ke continued to shout.

"No one else here; the other few have run away," Qi Huishen answered this question. He stared at Chen Ke, trying to see Chen Ke's attitude. As a result, Qi Huishen couldn't see anything. If it were before, Chen Ke would always express his thoughts with his expression intentionally or unintentionally. Now, apart from determination and focus, no inner emotions could be seen on Chen Ke's face.

"It's been quite a few days since participating in the gunfight; do you have any thoughts?" Chen Ke asked. After speaking, he saw everyone was still standing, so he waved his hand. "Everyone sit first; we'll have a meeting."

The meeting room was a classroom, with complete tables and chairs. Everyone put the desks together and sat around them. No one occupied the head seat; Chen Ke sat there as a matter of course. Unintentionally, Chen Ke was in the center. To his left were Qi Huishen, Qin Wu'an, and Kuroshima Jinichirō in order. There was an empty seat between Qi Huishen and Qin Wu'an, presumably left for Hua Xiongmao. To his right were You Gou, He Zudao, Xie Mingxian, Wu Xingchen, and Chai Qingguo. Others sat in places further away from Chen Ke in order. Lu Huitian simply sat opposite Chen Ke, furthest away, looking somewhat like a hearing.

Following the routine rules of the Party meeting, the chairman of this meeting was elected, which was Chen Ke. He Zudao continued to serve as the clerk.

"I formally propose one thing now. In future formal meetings of the People's Party, everyone will address each other as 'comrade'," Chen Ke said. Although everyone didn't know Chen Ke's meaning clearly, this proposal was unanimously approved.

"Comrade Lu Huitian, I want to ask, it's been several days since the gunfight; what thoughts do you have on this matter?"

Lu Huitian was just about to speak when he saw everyone's eyes falling on him. He straightened his back and said, "I acted too recklessly and caused a lot of trouble for the Party. I was wrong. Comrades also criticized me in previous meetings."

"Any other thoughts?" Chen Ke continued to ask. If it were before, Chen Ke would probably have felt Lu Huitian's attitude was very sincere and commendable. Now Chen Ke didn't have much feeling about this. His attention shifted entirely elsewhere.

It seemed Lu Huitian had been subjected to severe struggle sessions (*pidou*), and he didn't mean to resist Chen Ke's pressing question much. "I should have told the Party branch first that I brought a pistol for fear of accidents..."

"This is not the key. I don't know how the Shanghai party organization discussed this matter. What I want to hear from you is not these words of apology either. Comrade Lu Huitian, what I am asking now is what kind of obligations and responsibilities you think you have to the party organization now, and what kind of voice you should have in the party organization." Chen Ke said very seriously.

Lu Huitian didn't make a sound. The few old comrades of the party organization hadn't asked this question, or even if they had asked, they hadn't asked it so clearly. Although he had a thousand words about this, he couldn't say them clearly for a moment.

"What has been done, no matter how much you regret or are satisfied with it, is in the past. It can neither be changed nor repeated. What I want to ask now is not just Comrade Lu Huitian, but everyone sitting here. What kind of voice do you feel you should have in the party organization? What kind of work should you take on? What kind of obligations should you bear? What exactly is your relationship with the party organization? The reason I ask this is to look forward to the future. According to the planning of the party organization, the focus of our operation will shift to establishing a base area in Anhui. I went to Beijing for this purpose too. Now that I am back from Beijing, I want to ask, what kind of views and opinions does everyone actually have on the People's Party? Only then can I decide who stays in Shanghai to continue working and who goes to Anhui to work with the Party Central Committee."

As soon as Chen Ke finished speaking, except for a few old Party members, everyone else showed surprised expressions. Chen Ke scanned the comrades and saw the new Party members couldn't help looking at each other; some even started whispering. He was very satisfied with the confidentiality of the old Party members. This was the core secret of the Party. If those two traitors had learned this secret, future work would indeed encounter major setbacks. Now, Chen Ke was happy to see that this hadn't happened. He could already be sure that the confidentiality of the old Party members was indeed very reliable.

"I feel I should have known more news." Lu Huitian really didn't expect Chen Ke to be so frank and open. He said with annoyance, "If I knew earlier that we were going to Anhui, I would have been much more cautious. I absolutely wouldn't have been so impulsive."

"You mean you hope to become a formal Party member. I understand correctly, right?" Chen Ke asked. His voice was calm with no emotion in it. This calmness immediately froze the complaint Lu Huitian suddenly generated. "I... I indeed didn't act according to the regulations of the party organization." He said somewhat timidly.

Recalling that time, Lu Huitian suddenly felt a palpitation flowing through his whole body again. Every nerve was stimulated by a numbing sensation, and his whole body seemed to be solidified and unable to move. That was the lingering fear realized after the fact of passing through the gates of hell. When bullets were flying, Lu Huitian didn't have time to think that much at all. At that time, he had no concept of gunshots; he just had no correct judgment of people suddenly falling around him and those sharp sounds. At that time, Lu Huitian's question was: *What exactly happened?*

This gunfight was really unexpected. When the indignant masses marched to the front of the Municipal Council Town Hall of the Shanghai Consular Body, watching the policemen with live ammunition looking at thousands of angry people with fear, the marching masses, including Lu Huitian, suddenly gave birth to a kind of pride. The policemen who were usually high and mighty and arrogant were now trembling with fear one by one. This really greatly stimulated the emotions of the masses. Although the People's Party had planned the parade route, anger, excitement, and the group consciousness formed in the mass action gained the upper hand. The slogans "Chinese don't need foreigners to manage" and "Foreigners get out of China" became louder and louder. With these concise slogans, the masses had more and more impulse to put these slogans into practice. It was like a flood held back by a dam; the longer the time, the higher the water level. Lu Huitian stood at the very front of the team. He clearly saw the gloomy faces of the policemen on guard opposite, the fear revealed in their bones. From the fingers gripping the rifles tightly, from the shrunken shoulders, and the contracted pupils, and the despair revealed on some people's faces, it could be clearly seen and felt.

The momentum of the people had overwhelmed those policemen. With one more push, the torrent of the people could crush everything in front, overturn the foreign devils who were once high and mighty, and trample them under the people's feet. At this subtle moment, at this moment when the people's angry emotions had completely overwhelmed the foreign devils, the Indian policemen opened fire.

Lu Huitian wasn't injured. He and several other comrades carried guns. To be honest, before the parade, the few comrades who bought guns privately decided to carry guns just to embolden themselves. In their feeling, foreigners ran rampant only because they had guns. That's why they carried guns privately and brought them on their bodies during the parade. Moreover, during the social investigation in the countryside, You Gou carried a gun, and it had a very good effect. Only then was the idea of carrying guns sparked in Lu Huitian and others.

Not only did the marching masses have their own mass behavior, but those policemen scared witless by thousands of marching masses also had their own mass emotions. Because they were in a weak position, their fear resonated doubly. After a few gunshots, the people in front were knocked down, but the people behind instinctively surged forward, wanting to see what happened. This situation seemed to be enraged by the Indian policemen opening fire. The big movement of thousands of people, in the eyes of dozens of foreign policemen, really looked like a sea tide that would swallow them up in the next moment. Since companions had already opened fire, others continued firing regardless of anything.

It was exactly this forward movement of the masses that saved Lu Huitian and the others. The people in the front row were knocked down one after another; Lu Huitian, whose position was relatively backward, wasn't hit by bullets. The masses finally knew something was wrong. Hearing screams and the loud gunshots, the masses behind began to flee and scatter. It was also this fast; Lu Huitian was wrapped up by the masses and dispersed. Lu Huitian, whose mind was full of various emotions and signals, didn't sober up a little until he ran far away with the masses. And gunshots were already ringing out at the entrance of the police station.

For the past few days, Lu Huitian had been hiding in the school. Outside, the police and the government were out in force. Except for him, the other few comrades carrying guns didn't show their faces again. It wasn't until Qi Huishen personally went to Fudan Public School to find him that he came to attend the Party meeting. Only then did he know that after he ran away, a gunfight occurred at the Municipal Council Town Hall of the Shanghai Consular Body. Many members of the Whampoa Book Club and the People's Party were arrested. Under the mediation of Yan Fu and Mr. Ma Xiangbo, these people were released. But the comrades arrested in front of the Municipal Council Town Hall of the Shanghai Consular Body were still locked in the police station. It is said that some were seriously injured, and their life or death was unknown.

It was also at this time that Lu Huitian suddenly felt, *maybe it would have been better if I didn't carry a gun, and the comrades didn't carry guns.* At the later meeting, Lu Huitian also frankly admitted his mistake. However, after admitting the mistake, he had another thought: *Could it be that if I didn't carry a gun, those Indian policemen wouldn't have opened fire?* What he could be sure of was that before the Indian policemen opened fire, he and the other few comrades didn't draw their guns, nor did they plan to draw them.

"Regarding this matter, what I want to say is, it must be the Indian policemen who opened fire first. Our comrades engaged in a gunfight with them; we were not wrong. Our mistake was just that we shouldn't have organized the masses to march like this, shouldn't have failed to consider that Indian policemen would inevitably open fire on the Chinese masses. Shouldn't have placed the marching masses in such a dangerous situation. As for those foreign devils, we didn't shoot them enough, not vigorously enough. Not enough!" Chen Ke's voice echoed in the conference room.

These words vibrated Lu Huitian's eardrums. The feeling of exhaustion and numbness caused by memory just now suddenly disappeared. *That's right, if it's just against those foreign devils, indeed there is no reason for forgiveness. They have so many lives of Chinese people on their hands; killing them is not an injustice at all.*

"However, that's all in the past. What I want to ask now is still the previous words. Everyone, what kind of power do you think you should have in the party organization, and what kind of responsibility should you bear? If we don't understand these, we have no basis to continue."

"Comrade... Wenqing, may I ask what exactly is this basis you are talking about?" The speaker was surprisingly Wang Qinian. As a Cantonese, it seemed Wang Qinian had been studying Pinyin hard during this period; his speech already had quite the meaning of later generations' Cantonese Mandarin.

"Should we obey the Party's discipline? Should we obey the Party organization's resolution? Not only do we have to listen to the Party organization's arrangement, but more importantly, have we done our own work well? If we just say we tried our best to make organizational arrangements but didn't do the thing well. Then I want to ask, is such an answer correct? Regarding this parade, were there regulations (*zhangcheng*) before the parade? If the reason for not doing well was that there was a problem with this arrangement itself, or was there a problem with our comrades' execution?" Chen Ke's voice wasn't harsh, but there was a determination that didn't allow the people below not to answer.

None of the comrades below spoke. This question was indeed difficult to answer now. *Was it questioning that the Party's resolution had problems, or saying that the comrades below executed it with problems?* This could really be said to be a matter where everyone has their own reasons. Because participating in and organizing this Shanghai grand parade was a joint resolution of the party organization, and everyone present participated in the voting. If it were said that only the comrades below executed it with problems, then fewer people would be involved. However, justice is in the hearts of the people. These comrades knew that they didn't consider the problem of policemen opening fire. Moreover, many people's eyes fell on Qi Huishen's face. When Chen Ke was away, although Qi Huishen was faintly the number one person in the Shanghai party organization, he did raise this doubt. In the final vote, Qi Huishen's doubt was vetoed. Qi Huishen also followed everyone's will to formulate the plan afterwards.

Chen Ke was now clearly questioning whether the Party Branch made a mistake or the executing comrades made a mistake. Looking at it now, I'm afraid both had errors, and the Party Branch's error might be more obvious.

"Comrades, as a new political party, I think everyone has studied the Party Constitution. This new-style political party does not want to repeat the mistakes of old-style political parties. Even less does it want to learn the practices of garbage regimes like the Manchu Qing. Facts have proven that we did wrong. Does anyone think this action was successful? If anyone thinks this action was successful, please raise your hand!" Chen Ke asked loudly.

No one raised their hand; many lowered their heads.

"Then who can tell me, what was the purpose of this action?" Chen Ke continued to ask. "Who was the temporary chairman of that Party meeting?"

"It was me." Qi Huishen answered loudly.

"Then Comrade Qi Huishen, please tell me, in the resolution discussed at that Party meeting, what was the purpose of the action?"

Qi Huishen turned out a record and then read aloud, "The People's Party participating in the mass protest action triggered by the Shanghai Mixed Court this time is to contact various local political groups in Shanghai through this action and strengthen influence and rallying power among various groups in Shanghai. The People's Party is now conducting activities under the name of the Whampoa Book Club. Through this parade activity, absorb as much strength as possible to join the Whampoa Book Club." After reading this paragraph, Qi Huishen stopped reading.

Everyone remained silent; this was the joint resolution of the party organization.

Chen Ke scanned the comrades again. Under his bright gaze, many avoided his line of sight, and some straightened their backs and looked back at Chen Ke seriously. After looking at everyone, Chen Ke then said, "This demonstration parade did not achieve our purpose. Then we must find out why we were wrong now. Finding the mistake is so as not to commit this mistake again in the future. It's not for engaging in personnel struggles, nor for overthrowing someone or pushing someone to a high position. Even less is it finding a few people as scapegoats. Everything we do is for the Chinese revolution that our People's Party is going to promote next, for this revolution to succeed, and then liberate the people of all China. So before carrying out the next action, we must understand what requirements, responsibilities, and obligations we have to this party organization. If we don't understand this matter, we will make mistakes next time. This time we had four comrades arrested, and two betrayed, telling the police station many of our internal affairs. Hmm! This is clear proof of not understanding the relationship between us and the party organization."

Chen Ke's voice was sonorous and forceful. The comrades who originally lowered their heads also raised their heads to look back at Chen Ke.

"According to the organizational regulations of the People's Party, everyone has the right to speak, especially regarding this action. Since everyone voted, as the chairman of this meeting, I request that everyone must speak in turn. This meeting will be very long. Now I want everyone to adjourn temporarily. Go to the toilet if you need to; everyone think about what questions you want to raise. After Comrade Hua Xiongmao arrives, we will continue the meeting. Now, adjourn."

As soon as Chen Ke's voice fell, some felt very surprised, and some felt relieved. Chen Ke said to Qi Huishen and You Gou, "You come with me to the office to talk."

The three arrived at Chen Ke's office. This was an office left for Chen Ke in the plan. Chen Ke had left his wife He Ying inside just now. Upon entering, Chen Ke introduced his wife to Qi Huishen. Then he said, "Junjie, you go wander around first; just stay in the school. I have to hold a meeting here."

He Ying had become accustomed to Chen Ke being so busy these days. She asked, "Where do we live? Is it inside the school?"

"Good question. Huishen, where do I live?" Chen Ke asked Qi Huishen first.

"I have already arranged the dormitory. But since Wenqing brought family, I'll adjust it."

The school was now built, and the Party meeting place was in the teaching building. After taking Chen Ke and He Ying to their dormitory, He Ying looked at this four-by-six-meter room and was quite satisfied. There was a bed, a table, and a bookshelf. He Ying said, "Wenqing, you go get busy; I'll arrange the accommodation."

Leaving the dormitory building, Qi Huishen laughed, "Sister-in-law is really reasonable."

"En, I also feel very lucky." Chen Ke laughed. While walking, they saw the gate open, and Hua Xiongmao came in from afar. Spotting Chen Ke and Qi Huishen, Hua Xiongmao immediately ran over. Arriving close, he shook hands with Chen Ke tightly. "Wenqing, you are finally back. With you away, many things are really completely different."

These words were spoken sincerely. Chen Ke couldn't help stealing a glance at Qi Huishen's expression. He saw Qi Huishen looked calm, without the slightest anger or disappointment. Only then did Chen Ke say, "Zheng Lan, it's good you are fine. Regarding the work in Shanghai, achievements are primary. Revolution, well, there will always be setbacks. Now hurry back to the meeting."
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Chapter 50 Long Live the People

Seniority and prestige are intangible political capital. Chairman Mao's prestige was accumulated over decades of being consistently correct. Chen Ke's current accumulation was far from enough. He dared not waste his existing resources recklessly. If he couldn't convince the comrades completely at this meeting, the subsequent work would be very difficult.

After Hua Xiongmao joined, all the comrades of the Shanghai Party Branch were present except those arrested and the traitors. The meeting adopted a rotating speech mode. Starting from Qi Huishen, everyone had to express their stance. Chen Ke didn't turn this meeting into a loyalty meeting for himself. The Party didn't do this. Modern political parties are based on political views rather than personal relationships. And the strength of organizational discipline of a modern political party is the only benchmark determining combat effectiveness.

After a round of speeches, the comrades put forward various views. Summarized, there were three points. First, to what extent should the Party's intelligence be shared? Who should master the core secrets of the Party? The emergence of traitors was truly shocking; just being locked up in the concession prison for a few days, someone actually defected and revealed the situation of the party organization.

After Chen Ke raised this issue that everyone cared about, everyone felt this must be determined.

"Since everyone actively or passively participated in this incident, I think we must give every comrade an explanation. I'll first talk about some of my feelings in Beijing." During his days in Beijing, Chen Ke contacted many people, both constitutionalists and revolutionaries. In fact, scholars in the late Qing Dynasty only differed in the degree of rebellion, not in whether they wanted to rebel or not. In these times, local gentry hoping to hold power advocated "constitutional reform" to gain a political voice through constitutionalism. While overseas students and some "progressive youth," although looking respectable, actually couldn't truly gain power even with "constitutionalism." These people became the main force advocating "republican revolution." In the final analysis, they all wanted to seize power from the Manchu Qing.

After explaining the difference between domestic "constitutionalism" and "republic," everyone felt Chen Ke had strayed a bit too far. This incident was the Manchu Qing government and the concession joining hands to suppress the People's Party and the Whampoa Book Club, although everyone was released quickly. Lu Huitian asked Chen Ke, many comrades either sat in the police station jail or were arrested and locked up by the Shanghai government. The means of both sides were the same in this matter. What did this have to do with "constitutionalism" and "republic"?

Chen Ke continued to explain that the Manchu Qing court was naturally unwilling to withdraw from the historical stage voluntarily. In order to maintain political power, besides suppressing revolutionaries on one hand, they also had to redeem their reputation on the other. A major reason for domestic criticism of the Manchu Qing was forfeiting sovereignty and humiliating the nation. Foreign aggressors wanted to pressure the Manchu Qing government to spit out more benefits, and the Manchu Qing government naturally refused. And the Manchu Qing was now working hard to recover lost sovereignty, or at least absolutely not lose sovereignty anymore. This wasn't because the Manchu Qing court was so patriotic, but because they firmly believed they couldn't give "rebels" more excuses to attack the Manchu Qing court. The Mixed Court was precisely the main struggle between the court's legal rights and foreign extraterritoriality in China.

Before Guan Jiong, the Chinese chief official "Mixed Court Trial Officer (*Yanyuan*)" of this Mixed Court incident, sat in this position, the Shanghai Mixed Court had changed several *Yanyuan* in a short period. The reason was that those officials couldn't maintain China's existing power. Shanghai was where the contradiction between China and foreign countries was most obvious; the Manchu Qing absolutely wouldn't make the slightest concession here.

After the gunfight occurred, the police station arrested people wantonly to prove the "rationality of their action." The Shanghai government's arrests were just for show, to demonstrate that the Shanghai government had the ability to maintain local order in Shanghai and not give foreigners an excuse to continue intervening. This wasn't cooperation between the two sides, but another manifestation mode of the contradiction between the two sides.

Listening to Chen Ke's analysis, everyone felt it was both very right and very wrong. The conflict between the Manchu Qing and foreigners was indeed so. According to Chen Ke's analysis, both sides should have dealt a deadly blow to the arrested people, tortured them to extract confessions, and then proven their "correctness." Especially after the traitors of the People's Party told the internal situation of the People's Party to the concession side, they should have pursued relentlessly. This time, it was the concession side that released people first.

After listening to the comrades' questions, Chen Ke raised his left hand and extended two fingers. Everyone didn't know what Chen Ke meant and looked at Chen Ke inexplicably. "There are two factors that determined everyone could be released. It was precisely this conflict that decided they had to release people."

First, politically, the Shanghai Consular Body was very clear about the dissatisfaction of the Chinese literati group with the Manchu Qing. And they knew even better that the Chinese literati group hated foreigners even more. In the Mixed Court incident, local forces tended to the stance of the Manchu Qing sticking to national interests. If the Shanghai Consular Body pursued this case relentlessly, it would only make the literati group's hatred more deep-rooted. It had no benefit for foreigners. Moreover, thanks to the traitors, the People's Party, in the eyes of the foreign consular body in Shanghai, was nothing more than a literati political group in Shanghai. With such a classification, the foreign consular body in Shanghai had to face a problem: relentless pursuit of a literati political group like the People's Party would only make Shanghai's attitude against the foreign consular body more resolute. Even the comprador group, which consistently supported foreigners relatively, didn't support foreigners this time. Rather than pursuing the People's Party relentlessly, the foreign consular body might as well show its "goodwill." Plus Qi Huishen's comprador father worked hard to lobby the British; except for a few people caught participating in the gunfight, everyone else was released.

And the Shanghai government hoped to borrow local support more. They originally had no enthusiasm for arrests. It was just to prove the government had the ability to maintain local order, and additionally to warn radical forces not to act rashly again through arrests. Since the British released people, plus Yan Fu and other reputable figures lobbied the Shanghai government, the Shanghai government also released people.

These were all manifestations of contradiction. As the two sides of the main contradiction—the Manchu Qing government and foreign aggressors—after the fierce armed struggle ended and the Shanghai market had returned to basic normality, both needed to win over some people to their side, rather than driving other forces into the opponent's camp all at once. The People's Party could survive because the People's Party was not the main party of the contradiction.

Listening to this analysis, the comrades were truly convinced. The matter was full of twists and turns, but whether arresting or releasing people, it revolved around the main contradiction. Through Chen Ke's analysis, things that originally seemed unreasonable received a very reasonable explanation. The changes before and after of the police station and the Shanghai government were actually completely determined by the process of struggle and changes in conditions.

The attending new Party members had only listened to some ordinary lectures by Chen Ke. Although they knew Chen Ke was the initiator of the People's Party after joining the Party, Chen Ke was no longer in Shanghai but went to Beijing at this time. Deeper theories about the Party were all hosted and narrated by Qi Huishen and the others. So these new Party members felt that Chen Ke wasn't in Shanghai when the incident happened, but immediately convened a meeting as the absolute host upon returning to Shanghai. They might not be convinced in their hearts. It was just that Chen Ke had the support of other old Party members, so many people didn't dare to show contemptuous expressions. After listening to Chen Ke's analysis, the new Party members finally knew why Chen Ke could be the leader of the organization, and why Qi Huishen and others were so obedient to Chen Ke. After Chen Ke returned to Shanghai, Qi Huishen and the others seemed to have a backbone, and their spirits looked very different. The theoretical level of the two sides was indeed very different.

Watching the new comrades discussing spiritedly below, Chen Ke looked around at the old Party members. He saw Qi Huishen, You Gou, Wu Xingchen, and Chai Qingguo were thoughtful, while Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao had joyous faces, and Qin Wu'an nodded slightly with bright eyes. It seemed they had all accepted his viewpoint. As long as these formal Party members could accept his attitude, the subsequent matters could proceed smoothly.

The new Party members were full of joy and whispering. It seemed this was the first time they heard such a profound practical analysis of "On Contradiction." Chen Ke said to himself in his heart, *I am actually just at this level now; hindsight is much easier. When using "On Contradiction" to analyze future development, I hope I can also have today's clarity.*

Seeing the comrades below had discussed almost enough, Chen Ke said loudly, "This is just a peripheral factor. There is an even more important decisive factor in it." Hearing Chen Ke's words, all comrades stopped talking. The analysis just now solved everyone's doubts. In the comrades' view, the two biggest enemies, the Manchu Qing and foreigners, had been analyzed clearly. What else was the "decisive" factor that could influence the situation? Everyone was listening.

Chen Ke's voice was sonorous and forceful, "If it were just our People's Party comrades, actually according to the general situation, whether the concession or the Manchu Qing, they would kill one to warn a hundred. The *Subao* case hasn't passed for many years. Which one of Zhang Binglin (Zhang Taiyan) and Zou Rong wasn't more famous than us sitting here? More rallying power, more relatives and old friends. Why did Zhang Binglin sit in the concession prison for fully two years, and Zou Rong was even abused, abused to death in prison at a young age? Why could our comrades come out?"

These words were profound. The comrades originally felt that firstly the contradiction wasn't intense enough, and secondly there were people behind them. Looking at it this way, being able to come out after being arrested was a natural thing. Hearing Chen Ke compare the People's Party with the *Subao* case, logically speaking, the People's Party's plot compared to the *Subao* case was nothing at all. As a result, several main figures of the *Subao* case were either imprisoned or lost their lives. Moreover, *Subao* was also ordered to stop publication. Such a comparison was very representative.

"Because the people participated in this action. The power of the people, only the power of the people is the key that decides everything," Chen Ke said loudly.

The cause of this Mixed Court incident was that a Cantonese woman, Madame Li Huang, prepared to send her husband's coffin back to her hometown for burial after her husband, an official in Sichuan, passed away. Madame Li Huang and her travel companions, three men and two women, took a steamship down the Yangtze River from Chongqing, preparing to return to Guangdong via Shanghai. Because there were fifteen girls accompanying them, they aroused the suspicion of the police station on the way. Just arriving in Shanghai in December 1905, Madame Li Huang's group was arrested by the police station on charges of abducting people and sent to the Mixed Court for trial. This case was jointly tried by Chinese *Yanyuan* Guan Jiong, Assistant *Yanyuan* Jin Shaocheng, and British Vice-Consul Twyman. According to Madame Li Huang's confession, the accompanying girls were bought by relatives in Guangdong via letter entrustment, as maids or servant girls, and all had proof of value. In addition, there were more than one hundred pieces of carry-on luggage in the boat, obviously not the act of human traffickers. Therefore, Guan Jiong believed that the evidence for the abduction charge accused by the Municipal Council was insufficient and decided to temporarily detain Madame Li Huang's group in the Mixed Court's women's detention center according to regulations, pending disposal, first verifying the selling proof and relatives' letters to clarify the truth. Who knew that first the police station head jumped out and said Madame Li Huang was an abductor and must be taken back by the police station. Then, Twyman also came out to help, insisting that the police station take the criminals back and detain them in the Municipal Council's Western Women's Prison.

This was originally a purely official matter. After learning this news, the native place association organization of Cantonese in Shanghai—Guangzhao Guild Hall—first supported it, held a fellow townsmen meeting, and raised a protest. Then all social strata in Shanghai, including officials and gentry, merchants, shop assistants, students, and foreign firm employees, gathered one after another to protest against the foreigners' atrocities. Shanghai officials and people unanimously strongly demanded the release of Madame Li Huang, the replacement of Twyman, the punishment of the police head Gibson who assaulted officials, and the transfer of female prisoners from the Western Prison to the Mixed Court. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Qing government also lodged a protest with the foreign diplomatic corps stationed in Beijing.

People's Party members and Whampoa Book Club members who learned this news took the initiative to intervene comprehensively. The originally spontaneous mass movement became more orderly under the planning and contact running of the Shanghai Party Branch, and the depth of mobilization far exceeded before. A grand parade of tens of thousands of people was also the first time in Shanghai's history. Many Shanghai citizens who had just experienced the movement to boycott American goods and had high patriotic sentiments participated in this grand parade. It greatly demonstrated the power of the people.

The General Chamber of Commerce of Chinese in Shanghai immediately issued a statement calling on Chinese shops in the concession to strike uniformly to show protest. Due to the continuation of trial strikes, market strikes, and labor strikes, the prosperous International Settlement was almost paralyzed, and foreigners were helpless. They had to negotiate with the Shanghai government to resolve this incident.

Because People's Party members participated personally and led this action to a certain extent, their prestige among the people was very high. Especially the gunfight incident made the People's Party and the Whampoa Book Club have a very good reputation among the people. To quell public anger, both the concession and the Manchu Qing government had to release the People's Party members and Whampoa Book Club members who didn't participate in the gunfight.

"Comrades, it is not just us twenty-something people of the People's Party, or the hundred or so people of the Whampoa Book Club struggling against foreigners. We shouldn't only see our own efforts; behind us, there are thousands upon thousands of Shanghai citizens, and more Chinese common people supporting us. If we say the foreign devils dare not attack us, why weren't the four comrades who participated in the gunfight released? If the Manchu Qing court has conflicts with foreigners, why didn't they ask for those few comrades from the foreign devils and release them? Because they are afraid that after releasing these people who use force to oppose their rule, the people will follow one after another to use weapons to oppose foreign devils, and even oppose the Manchu Qing court which is not much stronger than foreign devils."

Everyone fell silent. Chen Ke was right. These young people used to just complain, scold foreigners, and scold the court in their familiar environment. Being really chased and searched by police and soldiers, everyone had the same fear and powerlessness. Being released was already a result they didn't expect. And after Chen Ke's analysis, they initially felt they were very lucky, but didn't really restore their original sharpness. Listening to Chen Ke's analysis of the people's power, many people felt another feeling in their hearts. *Yes, the power of the people.* Precisely because of the people's participation, the concession and the government had scruples. Among the Party members present, most participated in the parade personally. The long dragon formed by the endless stream of people still made those who saw it with their own eyes feel their hearts surging when thinking about it now. Without being in it, without leading everyone to shout slogans together, without getting responses from so many people, one cannot feel that sense of power.

"The people, only the power of the people is great. This is the only power that can change China and change China's destiny." Chen Ke said loudly, "**Long live the people!**"

Hearing such words, everyone's emotions were mobilized. The initial depression was swept away. Everyone's face had more spirit. Qi Huishen raised his hands and started applauding. One after another, all comrades started applauding. Enthusiastic applause echoed in the classroom.

"Long live the people!" Hua Xiongmao followed and shouted. During the days Chen Ke was away, Hua Xiongmao felt uncomfortable all over. Now that Chen Ke was back, Hua Xiongmao was already very happy. Hearing Chen Ke's incisive analysis conquered the comrades, he naturally wanted to fuel the flames.

"Long live the people!" He Zudao beside Hua Xiongmao also shouted. He had always been a simple follower of Chen Ke. But this time his shout came from the heart. As a liaison officer, He Zudao was responsible for contacting various forces in Shanghai. Watching more and more people join this parade, finally converging into such a torrent, this simple child had never experienced such a scene. Chen Ke's words really resonated with He Zudao.

Chen Ke stood up abruptly. "Comrades, perhaps because of our participation, this movement had more scale. But even if we didn't participate, would the people not take to the streets? Would they not march? No, comrades, the people would still take to the streets spontaneously, march spontaneously. Revolution is not non-existent; revolution already exists. The people need revolution! Moreover, the people understand who their enemy is! They understand! Don't they know it's foreigners bullying them? Don't they know the Mixed Court Trial Officer Guan Jiong is opposing foreigners running rampant and unlawful like this? The people know! So when our Party's comrades propagated and organized the parade, did the people refuse? They didn't. They needed to express their dissatisfaction. Although facing the muzzles of foreign devils, did they stop shouting? No! The people did not stop shouting! Comrades of the People's Party present, if we didn't have only these few guns, these few people. If we had an army of thousands upon thousands, well-equipped, when we faced foreign devils, faced the enemies of the people, which side do you say the people would stand on? You tell me!"

Everyone was imagining the scene Chen Ke described. An indescribable trembling feeling made everyone high-spirited unknowingly! *Yes! If we didn't have only those few guns, if there were really thousands of troops and ten thousand horses, then the people would definitely stand on the People's Party's side.*

"Where do our guns come from? Where does our army come from? Not falling from the sky, not growing from the ground. They are among those people! Mobilize the people, let the people know that only our People's Party's program can save China, and the people will join us! Will follow us, will become our comrades! China has four hundred million compatriots. Even if only one hundred million believe us, and one percent of people join us, that is an army of one million! Is there anything that can stop us from seizing the victory of the revolution? Comrades. Is there!"

Chen Ke's resolute and sharp gaze swept across everyone. Everyone was excited, as if they had something to say, but something blocked their throats so they couldn't say it.

"The people are the great ones. Because without the support of the people, everyone would still be in the prisons of foreign devils or the court now. If without the support of the people, foreign devils and the government would dare to torture us severely! Display us in cangues. Now we can sit here safely, without missing arms or legs, all thanks to the people's blessing! People must have a conscience! You dare not say it in public, but when we comrades are together, we dare to say it, right! I ask everyone to say with me! Thank the people, Long Live the People!"

"Thank the people! Long live the people!" Qi Huishen shouted first.

"Thank the people! Long live the people!" Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao shouted.

"Thank the people! Long live the people!" You Gou shouted.

"Thank the people! Long live the people!" Finally, all comrades started shouting.

Chen Ke led the slogan shouting again and again, watching the comrades change from initial embarrassment to understanding, to belief, and finally to a kind of fervor! Until finally, everyone made the same sound in unison.

This was the first time the voice of "Long Live the People" was shouted out! Watching the increasingly high enthusiasm of the comrades, Chen Ke believed that this slogan would be shouted out again and again in the future, the number of people would be more and more, and the area would be wider and wider. Until it covered the whole of China.

On January 9, 1906, all comrades of the expanded Shanghai Party Branch tacitly accepted Chen Ke's leadership.
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Chapter 51 Rescue and Revenge (1)

As the saying goes, "Read a book three times, and its meaning will appear of itself." Chen Ke led the comrades to read the manuscript of the organizational system three times and explained it in detail once. Especially linking theory with practice, using the Shanghai Mixed Court incident to explain how Party members should observe organizational discipline. After the lecture, everyone had a deeper understanding of what meaning was contained in many organizational principles.

"The true core of organizational rules, no matter how much is said, is only one: Struggle for the cause of communism and socialism all one's life. As long as a Party member truly has such an attitude, they can naturally grasp this," Chen Ke said at the end.

The old Party members had long heard Chen Ke talk about going to the Anhui countryside many times and knew the true meaning of Chen Ke's words well. The smart ones among the new Party members also roughly understood Chen Ke's meaning.

Seeing it was about time, Chen Ke indicated that his speech was over and it was time for other comrades to speak.

Everyone didn't expect Chen Ke to end so simply. In everyone's thoughts, Chen Ke would speak for a long time. After Chen Ke spoke, everyone also lost interest in continuing to speak. Everyone looked at each other for a while, and Wang Qinian asked, "Comrade Chen Ke, is the matter in Shanghai just over like this?"

Wang Qinian was Cantonese. Since Shanghai opened as a port, especially after becoming a treaty port, many Cantonese came to Shanghai to do business. In this parade, the Cantonese native place association organization in Shanghai—Guangzhao Guild Hall—contributed greatly. Among the casualties, the number of Cantonese was the largest. From a personal perspective, Wang Qinian found it very unacceptable to end this incident suddenly.

Wang Qinian said with grief and indignation, "Comrade Chen Ke, you also said just now that the people saved us. So many people died; the government will definitely not come forward to seek justice for these people. Will our People's Party also turn a blind eye like this?"

"I must discuss this matter with the party organization meeting attended by formal Party members," Chen Ke answered very calmly.

"Isn't this a party organization meeting?" Wang Qinian was very surprised.

"It's for Party members, not probationary Party members. In this formal Party member meeting, the matter of absorbing new Party members will be discussed. I can express my stance to everyone now: regarding the matter of foreign policemen beating common people to death, our People's Party will absolutely not let it go. Everyone discuss your own stance these days; the party organization will talk to everyone in the near future," Chen Ke gave Wang Qinian a reply.

Although very unwilling, it wasn't appropriate for Wang Qinian and other comrades to forcibly violate organizational discipline just after studying the Party's organizational discipline. He gloomily stated that there were no other questions.

The probationary Party members had no other questions. The formal Party members heard Chen Ke say a formal meeting would be held; even if they had questions, they knew they shouldn't speak now, so the meeting ended quickly.

"Comrade Wang Qinian, you stay after the meeting. Formal Party members also stay; others can dismiss," Chen Ke said.

The probationary Party members stood up reluctantly and left the conference room. Others had almost left, but Chai Qingguo didn't stand up. The eyes of the formal Party members couldn't help but focus on him, but Chai Qingguo had no intention of getting up at all. Thus, many people's eyes fell on Wu Xingchen again. Wu Xingchen had no choice but to turn to Chai Qingguo and say, "Qingguo, you go out first; we are having a meeting."

Chai Qingguo had such an experience in Beijing. Last time it was Chen Ke, but this time it was Wu Xingchen whom he trusted very much. His face immediately became ugly. "Big Brother Wu, I want to become a formal Party member."

"We will discuss this matter; you go out first now," Wu Xingchen said expressionlessly.

Chai Qingguo dared not be presumptuous to Wu Xingchen. He stood up reluctantly. But he heard Chen Ke say, "Comrade Chai Qingguo, there are no Big Brothers or Second Brothers in the party organization; everyone is a comrade. So, I ask you to pay attention to your speech at Party meetings in the future. At Party meetings, there is only Comrade Wu Xingchen, no Big Brother Wu."

Chai Qingguo glared at Chen Ke and finally said eccentrically, "I know, Comrade... Chen Ke."

Chen Ke didn't care about this at all. "Very good, Comrade Chai Qingguo, don't go yet. I have a task to assign to you now."

Chai Qingguo didn't expect Chen Ke to say this, thinking Chen Ke was going to make things difficult for him, so he stood there carelessly. "What orders does Comrade Chen Ke have?"

"I want you to guard the door and not let others get close. Ensure the confidentiality of the party organization meeting," Chen Ke said.

This request was really unexpected. Chai Qingguo didn't understand what Chen Ke meant. He looked at Wu Xingchen, but saw Wu Xingchen turn his face away and ignore him. Only then did Chai Qingguo nod, "Okay, I'll go guard the door."

After Chai Qingguo went out, a moment later, they heard him shouting, "Don't stand at the door; go do what you should do. Don't listen here." Then came the sound of footsteps in the corridor. It seemed Chai Qingguo had driven away those eavesdropping at the door.

"Comrade Wang Qinian, I want to ask you a question: why did you want to join the People's Party?" Chen Ke asked straightforwardly.

"Comrade Qi Huishen asked me at the time if I wanted to listen to the Party class. I thought it made sense after listening. So under Comrade Qi Huishen's introduction, I became a probationary Party member."

"You also saw the incident in Shanghai this time. I heard you helped bandage the wounded. The road of revolution is very dangerous; what do you think about this matter?"

Listening to Chen Ke's very flat tone, Wang Qinian wasn't deceived by such a false appearance. Since he could ask such words, it meant the party organization was still very interested in him. He quickly said, "I don't have any thoughts either. I've seen many dead people in these times. I think there is a future following the People's Party."

"What future? Promotion, getting rich? I have to tell you very clearly, Comrade Wang Qinian, the money from the pharmaceutical factory is not our Party members' own money, but the Party's property. It is money used for revolution. Try touching it, and I guarantee I will make a deep impression on them. And also make a deep impression on other Party members."

"I am not for money, absolutely not for money," Wang Qinian said quickly. He looked up at the burning eyes of the comrades and suddenly felt a burst of guilt. When he joined, Chen Ke was still in Shanghai. Wang Qinian saw with his own eyes how rapidly the People's Party developed. He also knew Chen Ke and the others were not targets to be fooled. But should he say his true purpose? He was a bit troubled.

Seeing Wang Qinian hesitating to speak, not knowing where to look, Chen Ke waited for a good while before saying, "Comrade Wang Qinian, say what you have to say. Do you think it's meaningful to tell lies to the party organization? By now, I think you already understand very well that the People's Party itself is about rebellion. We are not afraid of rebellion; are you still afraid of telling the truth?"

Wang Qinian made up his mind and said somewhat uneasily, "I hate foreign devils. Not just the foreign devils in the country. What I hate most are the foreign devils in Nanyang (Southeast Asia). Those foreign devils are greedy and do things darkly. They exploit Chinese people desperately. I think driving foreign devils out of China is not enough; I hope China can seize Nanyang and drive all foreign devils back to Europe. Although I have contacted some revolutionaries, just listening to what they say feels wrong. Only in the People's Party, the principles heard really look like wanting revolution. That's why I joined the People's Party."

"To liberate Nanyang, we must first liberate China. Even if China is liberated, we have to prepare for a long time before we can liberate Nanyang. This may take decades. Moreover, revolution means fighting wars. As Party members, we inevitably have to fight on the front line. It can be said that we may die at any time. Are you prepared for this?"

This question was really very sharp. Wang Qinian suddenly had a feeling of being treated as cannon fodder. He looked at Chen Ke's sharp and firm gaze and suddenly felt his mouth dry. It had to be said that after this trip to Beijing, Chen Ke had changed a lot. At least now Wang Qinian felt he was overwhelmed by Chen Ke in terms of momentum. As if automatically searching for information that could help him, Wang Qinian recalled the Party class of the People's Party. He suddenly asked, "Then behind whom do I fight?"

Wang Qinian's question was really good. Chen Ke was overjoyed in his heart. He still said with a usual expression, "You will fight behind those comrades who joined the Party earlier. First, I will definitely fight in front of you. But behind you are comrades who joined the revolution later than you. If we comrades who joined the Party earlier die, you have to take our flag and continue fighting. If you run away in battle, we will punish you according to the system of the party organization. So are you prepared for this?"

Chen Ke's answer made Wang Qinian feel a burst of inspiration. *If not treated as cannon fodder, then what is there to fear?* "I have, I can do it," Wang Qinian said loudly.

"Then we plan to move the party organization to Anhui to work in the near future. Can you obey the organization's arrangement?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

"Go to Anhui?" Wang Qinian had heard of Anhui but didn't know exactly what Anhui looked like. But since the party organization was moving to Anhui, Chen Ke would definitely lead the team. Wang Qinian then answered, "I obey the organization's arrangement. I will follow the organization to Anhui."

"Very good. Then you can leave." Chen Ke issued the order.

Watching Wang Qinian walk out of the room with a look of excitement and agitation, Wu Xingchen personally got up to check outside the door and closed the door carefully. Only then did Qi Huishen ask, "Why look for Wang Qinian first?"

"He studies medicine. When we arrive in Anhui, we absolutely cannot lack doctors. There are people of several professions we must have no matter what; doctors are one of the most important professions. When we arrive in the countryside, being able to treat people's illnesses is itself a great rallying power. So now our medical school must start immediately. Train as many people as possible. Half a year can instill a lot of basic knowledge. Enrich knowledge gradually in the process of practicing medicine later."

"Move the entire Party headquarters to Anhui within half an year?" Qi Huishen asked.

"I want the party organization to report my situation in Beijing." Chen Ke introduced the entire process of the trip to Beijing in detail. The comrades were very happy to learn that there were Shang Yuan in civil administration and Pu Guanshui in military affairs in the officialdom of Anhui. Originally, everyone felt that being unfamiliar with the place and people, rushing to Anhui would definitely be very difficult. After listening to Chen Ke's report, an inexplicable sense of relaxation appeared in everyone's heart.

"They only provided some basic fulcrums for the revolution; the work still has to be completed by ourselves. Everyone don't think everything is fine. Many things are far beyond our imagination. Could everyone have thought of such a result before this Shanghai Mixed Court incident started?" Chen Ke didn't want the comrades to be too optimistic.

"Then who does Wenqing plan to take to Anhui?" Qi Huishen raised the question everyone cared about very much.

"After Comrade Wu Xingchen finishes matters in Shanghai, he must return to the north. I'm not assured leaving Xingtai alone in the north. Comrade Wu Xingchen plus a few other comrades, stabilize things in the north first."

"What does Wenqing plan for me to finish in Shanghai?"

"I said at the meeting, foreign devils killed so many marching masses. Our People's Party participated in this matter, so we absolutely cannot let it go. My meaning is, first rescue the four comrades in prison. If soft methods don't work, we use hard ones. Then, I want to blow up the police station where the policemen who opened fire are located. If possible, since the policemen opened fire at the Municipal Council Town Hall, then I think this place also needs to fly into the sky."

"*Sss!*" Many people sucked in a breath of cold air. Chen Ke talked about engaging in explosions as plainly as talking about having a late-night snack. But neither of these two places was easy to attack.

"Does anyone object?" Chen Ke asked.

"It's not that easy, right?" Qi Huishen asked tentatively.

"I just want to blow these two places to the sky; it doesn't matter how many people are blown to death. Hehe, I originally thought some people would oppose me engaging in revolutionary terrorism," Chen Ke suddenly laughed.

"Revolutionary terrorism?" The comrades didn't quite understand this term.

"I actually thought, it would be best to have an army, arrest all these people, try them publicly in front of the public, and then execute them according to the law. Unfortunately, our ability is not enough now. When we have the ability to do so, most of this group of people will probably have fled before we fight into Shanghai. Out of necessity, I want to engage in explosions. This is already a bad policy (last resort)," Chen Ke said regretfully.

In these times, terrorist attacks by revolutionaries were generally aimed at high-ranking officials of the Manchu Qing; basically, none were aimed at foreigners. Everyone really didn't expect Chen Ke to actually take foreigners as targets of attack. As soon as Chen Ke's plan came out, everyone's first feeling was shock. Naturally, no one would consider the "rationality" and "legitimacy" of carrying out such terrorist attacks.

"Wenqing, do you do this just to retaliate against foreigners slaughtering Chinese people?" Wu Xingchen asked. "Isn't it to force others to follow us?"

"What Xingchen says also makes some sense. My consideration of this matter is not comprehensive enough. Let's first consider rescuing those few arrested comrades. According to the habits of the concession, if we don't act to save people ourselves, these people will definitely be more unfortunate than fortunate."

Actually, Wu Xingchen was right. Since Chen Ke decided to rescue these few comrades, he must unify the Party's opinion. Moreover, once a retaliatory attack was carried out, the concession and the government would definitely join hands to trace the "murderer." There were chemical talents in the Whampoa Book Club; they would definitely be key investigation targets. Plus Chen Ke and the others would have arrived in Anhui by then, and other members of the Whampoa Book Club would definitely be implicated. The consequences of this decision were quite serious; Chen Ke absolutely couldn't act arbitrarily alone.

After explaining his considerations to the comrades, everyone remained silent. Chen Ke was right. Although revenge always brought great pleasure, the consequences brought by revenge were equally very serious.

Originally, the old Party members also thought it wasn't appropriate for Chen Ke to drive all the probationary Party members out. By this time, everyone felt this choice was quite correct. The meeting lasted a long time. Finally, a plan was formulated. Organize an advance team to go to Anhui to pave the way and conduct a background check on the county where Shang Yuan was invited to serve as magistrate. Hua Xiongmao would serve as the captain. Then lead a few reliable probationary Party members to go with him.

Wu Xingchen was responsible for mobilizing the power of the Triad Society (*Tiandihui*) to investigate the situation of the police station, the concession prison, and the foreign devils' Shanghai Consular Body Municipal Council Town Hall, preparing to launch an armed attack. This matter would be coordinated by Chai Qingguo assisting Wu Xingchen. You Gou was naturally responsible for the preparation of explosives. Chen Ke would also assist You Gou.

Qi Huishen was responsible for personnel coordination work, using other means to rescue comrades as much as possible. After all, breaking into prison was really too high-risk; it might fail to achieve the goal and lose manpower in vain instead.

Chen Ke would visit Yan Fu, hoping to make a final effort to see if there were any usable conditions on the Shanghai government side.

Although the work distribution was simple, the details involved too much, and they didn't know how long they talked. But they heard Chai Qingguo shouting outside, "There is a meeting inside; outsiders are not allowed to enter."

"I am from the cafeteria; it's time for meal." The speaker used a mouthful of Shanghai dialect, which Chai Qingguo, this Shandong man, couldn't understand. They heard Chai Qingguo ask, "What did you say?"

Qi Huishen looked at Chen Ke. Chen Ke nodded. Qi Huishen went out and said a few words to the master of the cafeteria. Only then did he come back. "Let's eat dinner first. It's getting dark soon."

Hearing this, everyone felt hungry. They expressed agreement one after another.

Everyone waited downstairs in the dormitory for Chen Ke to call his wife to eat dinner together. As soon as Chen Ke entered the door, he was startled. The room had basically been arranged. Everything was very simple, but just such a simple room, plus simple arrangement, immediately had the breath of life. At this time, He Ying was half-sitting in the quilt, leaning against the simple wooden board at the head of the bed. Chen Ke's travel map booklet was spread on the quilt, and He Ying was looking at it. Several other books were placed on the table beside the bed. Seeing Chen Ke enter, a smile appeared on He Ying's face.

"The room is so clean," Chen Ke praised.

"This building is very interesting. The tap water faucet in the water room is very fun." He Ying was still young and very interested in these new things.

"Should be. Let's go eat. Everyone is waiting downstairs."

"En." He Ying said generously.

With He Ying present, it wasn't convenient to discuss matters at the big dinner table. And to be honest, even if He Ying wasn't there, everyone was really hungry. Everyone devoured the dinner like wolves and tigers, not caring to talk at all. After the meal, everyone looked at Chen Ke. Chen Ke knew everyone wanted to hear the process of his marriage. After all, getting married in two months in Beijing was really too fast.

After roughly introducing the process of how the two met and got married, the comrades felt this was too bizarre. Although Chen Ke always did things quite bizarrely, getting married was a major life event; solving it in such a short time seemed a bit hasty.

"Passing this village, there is no such shop (opportunity knocks but once). I met He Ying and thought He Ying was very good. I wanted to marry her. She is the person I am destined to marry." Chen Ke said without shyness. As soon as the voice fell, someone cheered. Looking, it was Hua Xiongmao. Chen Ke felt his left arm tighten, and saw He Ying lowering her head close to him. The restaurant used large benches. He Ying was originally sitting close to Chen Ke; with this squeeze, the two were even closer. Chen Ke spread his left arm and hugged He Ying's left shoulder. He Ying's face became even redder.

"Then how should we address her in the future? Sister-in-law? Madam He? Or Chen-He Shi?" Hua Xiongmao teased.

"Just call her Comrade He Ying. Why use so much nonsense." Chen Ke laughed.

Originally, everyone also planned to tease Chen Ke, but seeing Chen Ke wasn't embarrassed at all, led by Qi Huishen, everyone applauded one after another. "Congratulations to Wenqing on getting married." "Congratulations to Comrade He Ying on getting married." Amidst this sincere blessing, He Ying raised her head. Although her face was red, her smile was sincere. "Thank you all."

Everyone introduced themselves one by one. Hua Xiongmao insisted on coming up to shake hands. He Ying hesitated for a moment and looked at Chen Ke. Seeing Chen Ke just smiled, He Ying shook hands with Hua Xiongmao very politely.

"Comrade He Ying, we have to have a meeting in a while. Let us take Comrade Chen Ke away first." Hua Xiongmao seemed to like joining in the fun very much; he was probably a good hand at disturbing the bridal chamber too.

"Wenqing, I'll wait for you to come back in the dormitory. You go get busy." He Ying didn't pick up Hua Xiongmao's words at all but turned her head to say to Chen Ke. Everyone laughed again. After washing the dishes and sending He Ying to the dormitory, Chen Ke went back to attend the meeting.

The meeting didn't end until after nine in the evening, arranging the overall direction of the People's Party from January to March.

"Zheng Lan and the comrades going to Anhui will be very hard-pressed; I'm afraid you can't come back for the New Year." After the meeting ended, Chen Ke said.

"Since Wenqing set the plan, I just do it. Finally starting to work with real swords and guns, I am full of drive."

"That's good." Chen Ke was very happy with this statement.

"By the way, Wenqing, you have to promise me one thing. If we really want to get tough with foreign devils, you absolutely cannot leave me out. Even if I am in Anhui, you have to call me back. I also participated in the parade this time, and I also went to jail. If I don't personally show the foreign devils some color, I absolutely can't let it go in my heart. You must promise me."

"Okay. I promise you." Chen Ke made a solemn promise.
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Chapter 52 Rescue and Revenge (2)

When Wu Xingchen returned to the Shanghai General Headquarters of the Triad Society (*Tiandihui*) with Chai Qingguo, no one paid much attention to him. In recent years, Wu Xingchen, as an "outsider," had always been unsuccessful. When he went north this time, many people thought Wu Xingchen probably wouldn't come back. Unexpectedly, they saw Wu Xingchen again after only more than two months, which made many people think that Wu Xingchen couldn't get along in the north and returned to Shanghai dejectedly. Many people felt a very special pleasure in their hearts.

"Big Brother Wu, why do these people look like this?" Seeing no one around, Chai Qingguo asked secretly. Chai Qingguo had been in the *Jianghu* for a long time and was very sensitive to the attitude of these *Jianghu* people. On the contrary, he always didn't quite understand the style of Chen Ke's group.

"Cut the crap," Wu Xingchen said in a low voice. This wasn't a Party meeting of the People's Party where you could say anything. Walls have ears; words and deeds here must be very careful.

Having been with Chen Ke and the others for so long, although they had been drawing blueprints and engaging in "air-to-air" (theoretical) discussions, that atmosphere of discussion was something Wu Xingchen had never encountered. Wu Xingchen was a practical person. The reason he joined the People's Party first was to sell medicine and make money, and secondly because he was interested in the People's Party's program. Even for such personal reasons, in Wu Xingchen's heart, the Triad Society, where he gained neither economic benefits nor political identity, nor the feeling of being an equal member of an organization, had made Wu Xingchen more and more alienated.

However, no matter what he thought in his heart, he couldn't show it on his face. After an old man in his fifties came in, Wu Xingchen immediately stood up respectfully and saluted according to the rules of the Triad Society.

The old man waved his hand. "Sit."

After sitting down respectfully, Wu Xingchen said, "Uncle Liu, I have a few friends trapped in the concession prison. Uncle Liu, you have wide connections; I want to ask you to pass some news inside."

The old man's name was Liu Chengxu, one of the prominent figures of the Triad Society in Shanghai. He was usually the easiest to talk to. If it were other heads of the Triad Society in Shanghai, Wu Xingchen wouldn't dare to ask them for help at all.

"It's those people from the Whampoa Book Club arrested a few days ago, right?" Liu Chengxu said with a sinister smile. Wu Xingchen looked up at Liu Chengxu and saw him looking at him with a fake smile. Wu Xingchen was also experienced in the *Jianghu*; just seeing this smile, he knew Liu Chengxu was unreliable.

"It is those few people." Since the other party had already named them, Wu Xingchen couldn't deny it flatly.

"Xingchen, how come I heard that you are also a leader of some sort in the Whampoa Book Club?"

"Doing business with them, having an identity is more convenient," Wu Xingchen said frankly.

"That's true too; having some status over there isn't a bad thing." Liu Chengxu nodded. "By the way, Xingchen, last time I talked to you about performing the apprenticeship ceremony here, what do you think?"

Hearing this understated sentence, Wu Xingchen couldn't help pursing his lips. The rules of the Triad Society were strict, especially regarding apprenticeship. Deceiving masters and destroying ancestors was a great taboo of the Triad Society. Once the apprenticeship ceremony was performed, the relationship between superior and subordinate was determined. Wu Xingchen was from a Triad Society aristocratic family in the north. The Triad Society was relatively weak in the north, so several big aristocratic families were the backbone of the Triad Society. Therefore, strictly speaking, Wu Xingchen had not bowed to any teacher. He was just accepted as a member of the Triad Society. After Wu Xingchen's father died, that tacit relationship had been "automatically dissolved." Now Wu Xingchen could take a master.

But this was precisely what Wu Xingchen couldn't accept. Wu Xingchen came from a gang aristocratic family, so he precisely disliked the absolute control of masters over disciples in gangs. If it was his own father giving orders, there was nothing to say. If it was someone else giving orders, especially the Shanghai Triad Society where he was lodging, Wu Xingchen couldn't accept it much. Since coming to Shanghai, Wu Xingchen had existed with the detached status of having no master. Although he didn't make much money, at least he still had enough freedom. If he performed the apprenticeship ceremony, this little bit of freedom would be greatly deprived. Moreover, Liu Chengxu saying this now, the purpose was obvious: it was aimed at the medicine selling channel currently controlled by Wu Xingchen.

Seeing Wu Xingchen's expression, Liu Chengxu knew Wu Xingchen's attitude. He smiled and said, "Xingchen, you say that group of people from the Whampoa Book Club are usually arrogant one by one, but now that something happened, they think of asking us for help. Since you mentioned this matter, for your sake, I actually want to help. But they neither kowtow to pay respects to the mountain nor bring gifts to meet. Just letting you come to talk with empty mouth and white teeth. If I handle the matter for you, how can I explain to other brothers? And you also have to think about what other brothers say about you. Now someone has already said a lot behind your back. Saying all kinds of things. I think you should think about it carefully."

Listening to this dialogue, Chai Qingguo already knew that Wu Xingchen couldn't achieve his goal this time. Although brothers in the *Jianghu* claimed to value loyalty (*yiqi*), this was only for their own group. For other groups, if they weren't one's own people, not stabbing them in the back was already very good. Meeting Wu Xingchen again in the north this time, learning that Wu Xingchen was in the Shanghai Triad Society, Chai Qingguo felt something was wrong. But out of consideration for face, it wasn't appropriate for him to say much to Wu Xingchen. Before coming this time, he thought Wu Xingchen had a certain status in Shanghai. Hearing these words, he understood that Wu Xingchen was just trying with the attitude of treating a dead horse as a living horse.

Having figured these out, Chai Qingguo worried about Wu Xingchen instead. *Is Big Brother Wu really prepared to follow Chen Ke and those people wholeheartedly?* When in Beijing, Chai Qingguo knew there was such a People's Party. After being made difficult by the Beijing Party Group, he was full of distrust for such things as party organizations. Arriving in Shanghai, he found that the people in the Party Group just changed from officials to students and merchants; there wasn't a single *Jianghu* hero. He didn't understand why Big Brother Wu would rather stay in this organization, why not simply set up his own portal after learning things?

Chai Qingguo thought while listening to Wu Xingchen and Liu Chengxu talk. Since the positions of both sides originally had no intersection of interests, the remaining matters had been completely set in tone. After some meaningless words, Wu Xingchen got up to leave.

After walking far away from the Triad Society, Chai Qingguo asked, "Big Brother Wu, looking at your meaning, you are determined to follow Chen Ke and the others."

"Yes," Wu Xingchen responded in a muffled voice.

"Why? I see Chen Ke and we are not on the same path at all."

"That's right. Over there is for conquering the world; someone like you at most wants to be a local big shot. Who do you think I should follow?" Wu Xingchen answered grumpily. After being decisively rejected by the Triad Society, Wu Xingchen knew his days in the Triad Society were basically ending. Although he didn't have much nostalgia, leaving the environment where he had existed since birth made him feel not so good in his heart.

"But they just look like that; they always talk about going to the countryside, but there is no movement at all," Chai Qingguo argued a few sentences.

"Go to the countryside to be roving bandits?" Wu Xingchen asked back.

"Being roving bandits is much better than just muddling along in this city," Chai Qingguo retorted bracingly. But this was just talk. Following Chen Ke in Beijing for so long, running a factory and attending Party meetings, broadened Chai Qingguo's horizons. Without this step, in this bustling and crowded city of Shanghai, Chai Qingguo would probably have been confused long ago.

Words to refute Chai Qingguo came to his lips, but Wu Xingchen swallowed them back into his stomach. Both were in Beijing, but Chai Qingguo failed to see what kind of layout Chen Ke had made. But the Party had confidentiality regulations; the detailed discussions at formal Party member meetings couldn't be told to Chai Qingguo. Thinking of this, Wu Xingchen just snorted, "Qingguo, this time we are going to participate in killing foreigners. If you are unwilling to do it, then forget it."

"Don't, don't. Big Brother Wu, you are teasing (*huajiao*) brother." Hearing Wu Xingchen say this, Chai Qingguo said quickly. Killing foreign devils in a big way was Chai Qingguo's long-standing wish. When encircling and suppressing the Boxers back then, Yuan Shikai also borrowed eight or nine thousand foreign soldiers. Thinking of the events back then, the hatred in Chai Qingguo's heart would rise. Too many brothers died at the hands of foreign devils. Chai Qingguo wouldn't let go of any opportunity for revenge.

The two returned to the school and saw a meeting was already underway in the conference room. Several people gathered around the table, with Wang Bin in the middle. He was drawing something on a piece of paper. After greeting everyone, Wu Xingchen also leaned over. On the paper was a map. Wang Bin explained while adding and subtracting on it.

"I have seen the map of the Municipal Council; this is the blueprint of the police station prison. The men's prison is here," Wang Bin said, pointing to a black box on it.

"Huishen, you've been inside. See if there is any difference from the specific situation?" Chen Ke laughed.

Qi Huishen studied the blueprint carefully. "There are guards here, and guards here too." While looking, he marked it with a red pencil according to his memory. "The guards' duty room is here." Key points everywhere were marked one by one.

"I last saw them here," Shi Juexing said, pointing to a black box.

Wu Xingchen hadn't seen this kind of blueprint and couldn't see the trick for a while. He watched everyone discuss without saying a word from the side. Chai Qingguo also couldn't see the trick, but he didn't have as good cultivation as Wu Xingchen. Listening confusingly for a while, he couldn't help muttering, "What's the use of just looking at this map?"

"Of course it's useful," Chen Ke replied. "Comrade Chai Qingguo, how long does it take for you to rush in from the main gate and run to the prison door?"

"I haven't been there; how would I know?"

"So after having the blueprint, I will draw the model lines of the prison on the playground based on the blueprint. Everyone rehearse the steps of saving people, training completely according to these frameworks. After many tests, everyone will know how much time the whole operation needs."

"This works too?" Chai Qingguo heard of this method for the first time.

Chen Ke didn't answer Chai Qingguo's doubt and continued with a composed expression, "In addition, this rescue will also involve killing people. We also have to practice methods of killing people."

Everyone was bluffed by Chen Ke's calm attitude and didn't figure out the meaning of these words for a moment. When they understood, everyone's eyes widened. Many people, for example, Shi Juexing, couldn't help swallowing saliva.

"Killing people also needs methods?" Chai Qingguo had killed people, so the impact was far less great. He didn't care much about Chen Ke making a mystery like this.

"How to open the door is a big deal. Moreover, killing a pig by the head or by the butt, each has its own way of killing. We want to go in quietly now, so the method of killing people must be very exquisite. I know some of these killing methods. But I only know them; I haven't been able to kill some people personally to try. So we must prepare fully and practice proficiently," Chen Ke's tone was like describing how to mix juice. Because thinking of his lack of experience, his brows frowned slightly involuntarily. He looked extremely innocent.

Most of the participants were dumbfounded. Although everyone knew there would definitely be casualties if they rushed in to save people, they never expected Chen Ke's attitude to be like this.

"Is there really no other way?" Qi Huishen asked. His voice sounded like it was difficult to articulate words. It seemed Chen Ke's words had deeply shocked this young man who hadn't even killed a chicken.

"I have already gone to find Mr. Yan Fu. The news he gave me is that the concession insists on sentencing those few comrades severely. Mr. Yan Fu has already made efforts, but foreign devils compromised with the government elsewhere; only on this matter, foreign devils won't give up. They insist on using this comrade to kill the chicken to scare the monkey," Chen Ke visited Yan Fu with his new wife. Yan Fu met He Ying and learned that the granddaughter of his old friend Old Master He married Chen Ke; Yan Fu also thought it was not bad. Chen Ke tentatively asked how to rescue the few comrades in prison. Yan Fu had already made efforts, but the Shanghai Consular Body refused to relent on this matter. Shanghai Daotai Yuan Shufan also gave up the plan to continue asking for people. This matter was actually settled.

However, because some probationary Party members were present, it wasn't convenient for Chen Ke to say some things. He had already talked to Yan Fu about the plan of armed rescue. Yan Fu's attitude towards this was merely some worry about the failure of the operation. Two of these four comrades were students of Fudan Public School, so Yan Fu agreed to arrange for Chen Ke to visit the prison in the police station.

"The police station's guards are not strict. If they are sent to the foreign devils' formal prison, saving people will be even harder. Let's all hurry up and prepare," Chen Ke said.

Chen Ke originally wanted to send Hua Xiongmao to Anhui. After visiting Yan Fu and learning that saving people must be done quickly, he kept Hua Xiongmao. Hua Xiongmao also looked bad when listening to Chen Ke talk about these things. Hearing Chen Ke explain these clearly, he also spoke, "Since this is the case, let's hurry up. As the saying goes, long nights bring many dreams; the sooner the better."

No sooner said than done. In the afternoon, according to the blueprint and with the help of several comrades just released from the police station, Chen Ke drew the route of the police station with lime lines on the big playground. The school had just been repaired, and there were still quite a few bricks. Bricks were used to represent walls on both sides of the route. Then the personnel of the selected rescue team conducted a simulated prison break.

Everyone hadn't participated in this kind of training and originally thought it was child's play. Chen Ke first measured the distance from the gate to the prison cell, and then asked everyone to run back and forth ten times on the cinder track according to this distance. Everyone thought it was very simple; running was just exerting effort. After Chen Ke calculated the longest time, he asked everyone to return to the drawn terrain and required everyone to complete ten round-trip sprint runs from the gate to the cell and then from the cell to the gate within this time. Touching down bricks outside the line was not allowed in each sprint. Knocking down any piece meant starting over immediately. This thing looked simple but was actually not the case at all. Running in a straight line and running in a curve were completely different. Controlling force at turns was even harder.

Chai Qingguo felt his body was the best at the beginning and competed with Chen Ke. As a result, he couldn't outrun Chen Ke in straight lines, nor in curved round-trip runs. Chen Ke could complete the round trip within the time. Chai Qingguo didn't believe Chen Ke could do these, so he personally learned to watch the watch for timing. Then he timed it himself. The result was still losing to Chen Ke. The round-trip run was only a hundred meters or so, but Chen Ke's time was more than five seconds faster than his. Chai Qingguo's performance couldn't compare to Chen Ke, and was also slightly slower than Hua Xiongmao. Hua Xiongmao listened to Chen Ke very much. Regarding Chai Qingguo's unkind gaze, he turned a blind eye to it completely, just concentrating on completing Chen Ke's arrangement.

In just two hours, Chen Ke trained everyone hard. This was what he learned in school PE class. The first time of such training must be compression training. Let muscles bear sufficient intensity with a huge amount of training. After doing this once, muscle soreness was inevitable. When the soreness passed a few days later, the body function could reach sufficient activity. Can bear sufficient sports needs. So regardless of whether everyone completed it within the time, after Chen Ke calculated that everyone completed twenty curved round-trip runs, he asked everyone to do five rabbit jump round trips on the actual map.

The last person finally jumped back to the finish line, almost collapsing on the line. Watching Chen Ke's relaxed and agile movement, everyone thought it was easy at first, but actually, it wasn't the case at all.

After instructing the cafeteria to cook more food and add more meat these days, Chen Ke took the messy tired comrades back to the conference room. He didn't let these people have any time to rest at all. Immediately following was the course on human body structure. Since everyone had practiced so much according to the exercise mode prescribed by Chen Ke, Chen Ke explained muscles and related physiological knowledge.

Sure enough, as Chen Ke thought, the next day when this group of people woke up, their legs couldn't hold up. Muscles were sore, and tendons were also very uncomfortable. Watching this group of people, Chen Ke drove them to the playground without mercy for "recovery" training. That is to say, yesterday's training again. Except that rabbit jumps changed from five trips to one trip, everything else was exactly the same as yesterday.

To prevent these people from slacking off, Chen Ke specially called You Gou and He Ying, asking these two ladies to run back and forth with everyone. Although everyone indeed had the thought of taking it easy, seeing the participation of two ladies, everyone felt they couldn't save face. In these times, there was no concept of gender equality. It was a matter of course that men exceeded girls in physical strength. Although the men's feet were empty bursts of weakness due to muscle and tendon weakness, everyone still exerted their full strength.

After exercise, the course continued. Chen Ke asked everyone if they wanted to find a corpse to dissect and show everyone the internal organs and blood vessels. This proposal really scared almost everyone. Although death was common in these times, cutting open a corpse was a big deal; this was great disrespect to the deceased. Chen Ke's proposal was denied.

So Chen Ke had to buy some chickens and rabbits, kill them, and explain to everyone what arteries were, what veins were. What nerves were. Besides the knee-jerk reaction, in this winter, Chen Ke also spent money and worked hard to find frogs that had started hibernation, and forcibly explained nerve reactions to everyone. Seeing a headless frog having a bamboo stick inserted into its spine, and then its limbs stretching straight like being electrocuted, a cold feeling rose straight up everyone's spine.

"See, this is nerve reaction. I think comrades also felt this kind of bioelectricity," Chen Ke said with a smile. This smile made everyone overturn the concept of "scholar" formed about Chen Ke before. *How could Chen Ke think of such means to prove so many things?* No one believed anymore that Chen Ke hadn't killed people before. *How could a guy who can do such cruel acts not have killed people before? Without killing people and dissecting living people, how could Chen Ke understand the human body so well?*

Even if Chen Ke explained the development of Western anatomy and physiology in detail, telling everyone this was learned in class before, some people still firmly believed Chen Ke had killed people. Moreover, the comrades were also full of extreme distrust towards Western science that researched these results. *How many corpses had to be dismembered, and how many people had to be experimented on to get this knowledge? It seems foreign devils are really not good things.* Some people associated this with foreign devils collecting corpses in Shanghai; those corpses must have been dissected. Comrades who were originally not firm enough in their attitude towards killing people, associating here, suddenly felt that killing foreign devils wasn't something unacceptable either.

A few days later, everyone's body returned to normal. Waists weren't sore, legs didn't hurt. Appetite was good, body was great. The courses on combat skills and rapid killing techniques also changed from paper to actual combat. Backstabbing, cutting the trachea and blood vessels with one knife. And many trainings under emergency situations made everyone bruised all over. Of course, running had changed from running ten trips with eyes open to ten trips during the day and ten trips at night. And training for emergency stops at various doorways.

In the training where this group of comrades gradually turned into "professional killers," other steps were also unfolding methodically. Chen Ke went to visit the prison.
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Chapter 53 Rescue and Revenge (3)

"Wenqing, are you really prepared to go on a killing spree?" Qi Huishen asked with some concern. After he and Chen Ke came out of the police station prison, he saw Chen Ke's face was as gloomy as water. After seeing the prison where those four comrades were detained, Qi Huishen finally realized how "superior the environment" of the cell he was detained in was. That should be a high-class cell, with good air and a bed; although the bed was padded with a straw mat, at least there were bedding on the straw mat. The cell detaining these four comrades was dark, closed, and humid, and the air was full of an indescribable smell. A thin straw mat was spread on the ground. It was winter now, and several people had to lean together to keep each other warm. The British really wanted to scare the revolutionaries this time. Even Qi Huishen was beaten when he went in, let alone these four comrades. Their faces were covered with scars; the policemen would definitely not only beat these comrades' faces.

The only thing that made Qi Huishen feel good was that these comrades were not dispirited. Seeing Chen Ke and Qi Huishen coming to visit the prison, they were quite excited. Chen Ke forced a smile to comfort everyone, "Comrades, no matter what method we use, we will rescue everyone in a short time." The police station naturally wouldn't let Chen Ke and the others talk to the arrested comrades alone; there were people monitoring nearby, and they also understood Chinese. Qi Huishen noticed one point: Chen Ke spoke in Sichuan dialect to Xiong Mingyang, a Sichuan student of Fudan Public School. Hearing this, Xiong Mingyang immediately had a thoughtful look on his face.

The prison visit time was not long. When Chen Ke entered and exited the police station prison, he seemed to look straight ahead, but Qi Huishen knew that Chen Ke had already observed this place very clearly. Because Chen Ke usually walked vigorously and had never been so slow as today. It seemed Chen Ke had decided to take action.

Chen Ke's "prison break training" these days scared Qi Huishen. He had never seen such professional killing methods. No matter how firm a revolutionary Qi Huishen was, he was first a Chinese. In the cultural tradition of Chinese people, only two kinds of killing can receive universal sympathy or even support: one is "eliminating violence," and the other is "blood for blood." And the method of killing for the sake of killing taught by Chen Ke was a "skill." After seeing it with his own eyes, Qi Huishen only felt that this attitude of not treating people as humans at all but as "objects" was "harmful to heavenly harmony" (against nature/morality). So Qi Huishen had to express his subtle emotions by asking.

"Huishen, our purpose is to rescue these comrades. What is the meaning of senseless slaughter?" Hearing Qi Huishen's question, Chen Ke asked back.

"But didn't Wenqing say..." Qi Huishen was deeply impressed by Chen Ke's murderous speech at that time; Chen Ke expressed that he wanted to kill the Indian policemen who killed Chinese common people.

"Those people absolutely cannot be let off, but we must rescue our own comrades first now. If we start killing Indian policemen directly, wouldn't it make these comrades more dangerous?" Chen Ke's voice was flat, but the murderous intent implied in it made Qi Huishen feel a chill on his back.

"Wenqing, I have a word I wanted to say for a long time. Actually, the comrades are very afraid of you recently." Qi Huishen finally said this sentence he had held back for a long time.

"I know." Chen Ke admitted frankly. "When I first learned these things, I was also very uncomfortable." Here Chen Ke lied; he couldn't admit that he used to be obsessed with learning these skills like a pervert back then.

"Wenqing, if we kill Indian policemen in a big way, it's not impossible, but after killing, we have to run away. You want to build schools and reserve medical professional manpower on one hand. On the other hand, you want to kill policemen in a big way. I feel these two are running in opposite directions."

*Finally someone noticed this point,* Chen Ke thought. Since Qi Huishen could ask such words, Chen Ke didn't want to perfunctory anymore. "If you are not prepared to kill before going to save people, do you think you can save people? Only by learning killing techniques can you choose to kill or not to kill. If you act rashly without learning, you will only throw yourself into the net in vain. You dare not attack the policemen, but the policemen dare to attack you."

Hearing this, Qi Huishen felt he understood Chen Ke's meaning a bit. "Wenqing means..."

"We must rescue the comrades; do you have any objection to this?"

"No."

"That's what I mean. No other meaning." Chen Ke gave the final answer.

Generally speaking, breaking into a prison needs to solve three problems. First, how to break in. Second, how to rescue people accurately. Third, how to retreat safely.

The action team conducted a serious discussion on these issues. Although they had maps and field inspections, the police station was a paramilitary institution after all. The policemen all had guns. If attacking from the outside couldn't kill in quickly and control the situation swiftly, then it would evolve into a lasting gunfight. In these times, there were no submachine guns like AK47 or Uzi; battles relying on rifles and pistols would often consume a long time. So in this period, bayonet fighting was a very important tactic. Chen Ke actually didn't want to kill and injure many people in the process of attack. How to rush into the police station effectively became the first difficult problem that must be solved.

If a strong fortress cannot be broken from the outside, then disintegrate it from the inside. This is also general common sense. It's just that the police station institution was originally a police institution used by foreigners to manage foreigners in the concession. Because more and more Chinese people moved into the concession, the struggle for jurisdiction with the Shanghai government expanded. The formal employees in the police station were still mainly foreigners up to now. The few Chinese employees were basically die-hard collaborators (*touyang fenzi*); finding them was worse than not finding them. In a short time, they really couldn't find anyone who could manage to sneak into the police station.

"I wonder if any brother dares to be arrested by the police station first." Chen Ke asked.

"How so?" Wu Xingchen was somewhat interested in this.

"I think if it really doesn't work, we'll use a two-pronged approach. First, someone has to be arrested inside. After this comrade is taken into the police station, we immediately cause a disturbance elsewhere to lure the tiger out of the mountain. After the people from the police station rush to the place of the incident, the comrade arrested inside subdues the people inside, and we also kill in from the outside together. Coordinate from inside and outside to rescue the people."

This set of plans sounded beautiful, but Chen Ke knew this was just talk. With the current personnel quality, only the method of luring the tiger out of the mountain might be reliable.

"Wenqing and other comrades have dealt with foreign devils. Listening to Wenqing's meaning, perhaps only I am suitable for this person being arrested inside," Chai Qingguo said.

"Comrade Chai Qingguo, do you believe you can complete the task? Can you understand what the foreigners are saying? Can you judge their next move based on their questioning?" Chen Ke asked with slightly furrowed brows.

Chai Qingguo originally just couldn't help but provoke Chen Ke with a few sentences. Hearing Chen Ke's words, he felt he definitely couldn't do it.

Seeing Chai Qingguo lower his head losing face, Chen Ke was just about to continue the discussion when he heard Wang Bin ask, "What if it were me? I can understand the policemen's words. But after I am arrested inside, I don't have the ability to confront the policemen's force either. If I go in with this Comrade Chai, do you think it will work?"

Wang Bin returned from Beijing earlier than Chen Ke. As You Gou's friend, he vigorously participated in the action to rescue You Gou and other arrested comrades. In terms of providing the police station map, Wang Bin also contributed greatly. Chen Ke hadn't had time to talk to him in detail. According to Chen Ke's guess, after Wang Bin was humiliated by his ex-girlfriend's husband during this trip to Beijing, his mentality seemed to have changed quite a bit.

"Brother Wang, if you participate in this matter, your future in Shanghai will be finished."

"Finished is finished. What's the big deal. If the revolution can be carried on and victory is won, won't I get more?" Wang Bin's answer really had the meaning of being driven to Liangshan (rebellion).

"This is also a way." Wu Xingchen nodded slightly.

"I think it's better to hijack the prison van," Chai Qingguo finally stated his plan. "I hijacked prison vans in Shandong before. Saved people. I think if we insist on rushing hard, our casualties will be too big."

"Prison vans have quite a few guards, and vigilance is high. Although the chance of success is high if we rush up halfway, casualties are absolutely unavoidable. If we attack the police station, the policemen wouldn't expect someone to dare to break ground on Tai Sui's head (provoke the powerful), so it's catching them off guard instead. I don't want this rescue to trigger new casualties."

Everyone argued endlessly about this. Chai Qingguo disapproved of Chen Ke's idea very much. Chen Ke couldn't be bothered to say more. He simply asked Chai Qingguo, Wu Xingchen, Hua Xiongmao, and himself to go to the police station at midnight today to see the actual situation. Chai Qingguo agreed.

It was afternoon now. Chen Ke simply suggested everyone go to sleep now and set off at twelve at night. Returning to the dormitory, Chen Ke found that it was very troublesome after marrying a wife. Going out in the middle of the night, it was definitely impossible not to let He Ying know. Chen Ke adopted the simplest solution: telling the truth. He Ying knew Chen Ke came back this time to save people. Going to investigate the situation in the middle of the night wasn't anything outrageous. She just hoped Chen Ke could act carefully.

Seeing his wife say this, Chen Ke also felt very moved. He simply pulled He Ying to lie down and sleep for a while together. Training these past few days was actually quite hard. With his wife beside him, the two first chatted idly for a while, and unknowingly Chen Ke fell asleep.

When he woke up, it was after ten in the evening. He Ying was still sleeping beside Chen Ke. What moved Chen Ke especially was that He Ying slept on the inner side. When Chen Ke got up, he woke He Ying. She said groggily, "There is food on the table. I'm going to sleep; come back early." Then, not knowing if she was feigning sleep or really sleeping, she faced the wall and stopped making a sound.

Although the rice was cold and not very comfortable to eat, thinking of his wife's considerateness gave it a special kind of warmth.

At eleven o'clock, Chen Ke went to call Wu Xingchen and the others, seeing they were already ready. Several tough men all wore black clothes. They went out quietly. This operation carried two guns, a small axe for each person, and four black hoods. It was considered a simulation action.

When they arrived at the gate of the police station, it was already 12:30 at night. There was no one on the street. Although the gate of the police station was also open, no guards were seen. A thought suddenly moved in Chen Ke's mind. He put on the hood and said, "Zheng Lan, you also put on the hood and go over with me to take a look."

"Do it now?" The one speaking was actually Wu Xingchen.

"Xingchen, you don't go. You look out. With your figure, once seen, you can't get away with it."

While speaking, Hua Xiongmao had already put on the hood. Chen Ke waved his hand, and the two walked quickly towards the police station. Indeed, there was no one at the gate. Chen Ke and the others wore soft-soled cloth boots, walking quietly. These paths had been trained hundreds of times at night; they wouldn't go wrong walking with eyes closed. Heaven knows where the people of the police station were. Walking a few steps inside, the policemen's dormitory was in front. He heard a burst of talking inside. Chen Ke peeked through the crack of the door and saw a pile of policemen surrounding a table. Banknotes and silver dollars were piled on the table. Several foreigners held cards in their hands, cigarettes dangling from their mouths; the leader had a cigar. Indian policemen surrounded them. They were actually gambling.

Opportunity depends on how you choose. A thought turned in Chen Ke's mind. If he ran to save people now, it seemed most reasonable, but actually not necessarily. In case someone came out in the middle, encountering them would be big trouble. Moreover, he and Hua Xiongmao had received training, so they could do it. But those arrested brothers hadn't received training. If he brought them out, it would inevitably alarm these people. A melee ensued; that would really be hard to say.

Rushing in with guns to coerce the policemen wasn't a good way either. In these times, it wasn't the War of Resistance against Japan or the War of Liberation period; both hostile sides had sufficient understanding of each other. The Japanese or the Kuomintang seeing a few Eighth Route Army soldiers rushing in knew the Eighth Route Army would really shoot, so they would always have some scruples. This group of policemen didn't have such cognition. Moreover, Chen Ke didn't really want to go on a killing spree. It wasn't that he hadn't had murderous intentions, but every time he recalled the Traitor Elimination Squad led by the Premier (Zhou Enlai), even after April 12, the Traitor Elimination Squad only dealt with internal traitors, raided execution grounds, and broke into prisons. They never engaged in revolutionary assassination terrorist activities. Since the Premier did so, there must be deep reasons. Chen Ke considered his conduct definitely inferior to the Premier, so every time his killing intent surged, thinking of the Premier seemed like an indescribable floodgate forcibly blocking Chen Ke's black torrent of killing intent.

Then it seemed there was only one choice left. Only gamble once. Chen Ke whispered to Hua Xiongmao, "You go out and tell the two outside to wait outside, ready to receive people. If I don't come out, you guys retreat yourselves."

"Wenqing!" In the darkness, Hua Xiongmao's eyes widened round.

"Obey orders!" Chen Ke said in a low voice. Then he pushed Hua Xiongmao. Although Hua Xiongmao turned his head three times along the way, he really obeyed Chen Ke's order.

Seeing there were no other worries, Chen Ke took a breath, then quietly pushed open the door. No one noticed the door opened, nor did anyone notice a man dressed in black and wearing a black hood quietly walked into the room. The eyes of everyone in the room were attracted by the winning and losing on the cards.

The next day, when Shanghai citizens saw the police station out in full force again, searching chaotically throughout the city, they knew something new had happened. Especially the police station ran to Fudan Public School, demanding to enter the school to search for people. Fudan Public School naturally refused. Just having had the big event of the Shanghai Mixed Court, the Shanghai government already had a considerable advantage in the struggle for judicial management rights. Mr. Ma Xiangbo led the gatekeepers to block the police station outside the school gate. After the two sides confronted each other for a while, people from the government also came. After some negotiation, the people from the police station had to retreat. Such a change was a great stimulus to the citizens' imagination, and rumors began to fly all over the sky.

By the afternoon, a decent explanation finally appeared. An unknown hero rushed into the police station in the middle of last night, knocked down all the policemen, and then rescued those few arrested students. Chinese people love this kind of martial arts legend story the most. So in the subsequent legends, from knocking down policemen to save people, it changed to killing a few policemen to save people, and then changed to a bloodbath of the police station. Anyway, the number of dead foreign devils changed from a few to dozens, and later to hundreds.

It hadn't been long since the incident of policemen killing people. Before the "Third Seven" (21 days after death) passed, the citizens' hatred for policemen was still strong. Such a story immediately resonated with everyone. Besides the "death toll" of foreign devils climbing steadily, guessing who did it was another great excitement point. In this matter, the guess that the Whampoa Book Club hired martial arts experts to break into prison became a mainstream. The performance of the Whampoa Book Club in this Shanghai Mixed Court incident wasn't actually eye-catching. Because the ones launching parades, strikes, and market closures were actually various local groups in Shanghai. But after the city-wide manhunt incident, the Whampoa Book Club became famous. The people were used to "people do not fight with officials." Forces that could be targeted for elimination by the government and foreigners were absolutely not ordinary common people. They absolutely had the ability to fight with the government and foreigners. This guess without conclusive evidence hit the fact just like that.

Shanghai Renxin Medical College was a school initiated by the British after all, so Qi Huishen and Chen Ke, as school board director and principal, had no way to refuse the police station led by people from the British Consulate. Of course, Chen Ke and the others wouldn't be stupid enough to hide people inside the school. The social investigation greatly expanded the scope of activities for the comrades. After Chen Ke brought the people out, those few people ran away according to the route taken during the social investigation at that time. Hua Xiongmao personally led the team and agreed on a contact location.

After returning to the school, Chen Ke woke Qi Huishen up. Qi Huishen immediately took money and sent He Zudao and Qin Wu'an to meet up with this group. Wu Xingchen and Chai Qingguo also hid. This disposal was also somewhat out of worry that if the police station insisted on arresting people unreasonably, the Party Branch wouldn't suffer a devastating blow like the last time.
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Chapter 54: Rescue and Revenge (4)

"Why doesn't Wen Qing go hide? If someone identifies you, wouldn't that just add trouble?" Qi Huishen felt that Chen Ke insisting on staying at the school was a bit rash. As she spoke, she glanced at He Ying, who was beside Chen Ke.

The officers from the patrol station were exasperated, running around the school like mad dogs. Chen Ke, fearing his wife would be harassed, simply had He Ying stay by his side. Hearing Qi Huishen's words, He Ying looked normal, only gently holding onto Chen Ke's arm.

"Yesterday during the day, we both went to visit the prison, and at night the person was broken out. If we both disappear today, what does that count as? A confession without being pressed?" Chen Ke patted his wife He Ying's hand gently while chuckling in a low voice.

Actually, Qi Huishen also held this thought, which was why she stayed here. Seeing Chen Ke chatting with her so composedly, she couldn't help but sigh, "Wen Qing, your guts are really big. Although you masked your face, your figure..."

Chen Ke's figure might not be too conspicuous in the North, but in the South, it stood out like a crane among chickens. Among the people searching the school were a few officers Chen Ke had knocked out yesterday. It wasn't clear if it was psychological, but Qi Huishen felt their gazes towards Chen Ke were filled with a dangerous scent.

"Even if they recognize me, so what? Do they dare to arrest people? This isn't the Concession. This is our school. In the British tradition, without a major incident or special evidence, the government cannot come into a school to arrest people. They can't even enter Fudan Public School. Let alone come here to arrest people. Besides, this isn't some major case. No one died. Don't worry," Chen Ke laughed.

"Having done such a big case, looking back now, it really is satisfying." More than a hundred kilometers away from Chen Ke's location, Chai Qingguo suddenly laughed. This Shandong hero actually didn't like to laugh much, but at this moment, he was laughing very happily.

Wu Xingchen, who was on the same boat as Chai Qingguo, was actually quite happy too. Although his face remained calm, having a life-and-death friendship with Chai Qingguo, he could still tell. "Brother Wu, why didn't you let me finish off those few officers who were knocked down outside?" Although he said this, Chai Qingguo actually didn't mind not killing anyone.

Last night, Wu Xingchen and Chai Qingguo were truly startled when they suddenly saw Hua Xiongmao rush out from the patrol station. The four of them brought two guns; Chen Ke had one, and Wu Xingchen had one. Chai Qingguo thought something big had happened inside the patrol station and had already pulled out his small axe.

Wu Xingchen held back Chai Qingguo, who was preparing to rush in. In just that moment, Hua Xiongmao had arrived in front of them. "Wen Qing started. He told us to prepare to receive the person."

"Can he handle it alone?" Wu Xingchen asked in a low voice.

"I've seen Wen Qing's skills; it should be no problem." Hua Xiongmao still remembered the thunder-like movements he saw when he first met Chen Ke more than half a year ago.

Time seemed to pass for a very, very long time. There seemed to be some sounds inside the patrol station, but the people outside couldn't hear clearly. The only thing they could be sure of was that no gunshots came out; Chen Ke probably didn't use a gun. However, the three people hiding in the darkness didn't see Chen Ke come out either.

Wu Xingchen's hands pressed on Hua Xiongmao and Chai Qingguo's shoulders. Whenever they moved slightly, Wu Xingchen's powerful palms would hold their shoulders down. During the training these days, they always advocated not using voice to transmit signals. Among various simple hand gestures, this command to stop and attack was the simplest. Wu Xingchen's action was the signal to stop all actions. Just at this moment, two figures appeared on the street. Looking at their attire, they should be two patrolling officers. Obviously, these two officers didn't notice the three people in the shadows, let alone know that a fierce fight was happening inside the patrol station. It was already very cold at midnight; rubbing their hands, they walked quickly towards the main gate.

Just as these two officers both turned around, backs to the street, preparing to step into the patrol station, Wu Xingchen pushed Chai Qingguo and Hua Xiongmao. This was a signal trained hundreds of times. Although their hearts might not be in step with Wu Xingchen, their bodies moved before their thoughts. More accurately, Hua Xiongmao had a stronger consciousness of offense. If the two officers were allowed into the patrol station, it would be too dangerous for Chen Ke.

Chai Qingguo didn't have Hua Xiongmao's strong desire for battle; he was really waiting for Chen Ke to come out. Both rushed forward involuntarily, but whether they were genuinely rushing forward made a big difference. Just a moment of slow thought, and Chai Qingguo was surpassed by Hua Xiongmao by more than a meter.

Hearing footsteps behind them, the two officers stopped almost simultaneously. Hua Xiongmao was on the left; the officer he locked onto didn't have time to turn his head back before Hua Xiongmao chopped a palm onto the carotid artery on that officer's neck. This heavy blow instantly cut off the blood supply to the brain. Hua Xiongmao didn't even look at the officer whose body started to sway. His other hand had already grabbed the throat of the other officer. With a slight force, a slight strange noise came from that officer's throat, and he could no longer make a sound. Hua Xiongmao had already turned behind this officer, his other arm strangling the officer's neck like an iron hoop. Just then, Chai Qingguo arrived. Seeing Hua Xiongmao had already subdued two enemies, somehow, a feeling of uselessness popped up. Chai Qingguo subconsciously pulled out his small axe and raised it high, chopping towards the chest of the officer who had straightened his body and was struggling desperately.

Hua Xiongmao simply didn't expect Chai Qingguo to actually want to kill. He was trying hard to choke the officer's throat, his other hand pressing on the carotid artery on the officer's neck. A human brain would fall into a coma if blood supply was interrupted for three seconds. He used both hands in the effort to make the officer faint and had no way to stop Chai Qingguo from killing. He could only drag slightly backward, trying to get the officer as far away from the axe as possible.

The officer, having been ambushed, was already frightened enough. Seeing a small axe about to chop into his chest, it wasn't clear if he was scared or if the carotid artery blood supply was insufficient. Anyway, Hua Xiongmao only felt the officer's originally tense body suddenly go soft like a deflated ball. Fortunately so, Chai Qingguo's small axe only cut the clothes on the officer's chest and didn't chop into the chest as expected.

Chai Qingguo missed the chop, which instead aroused his ferocity. He took a step up, raising the axe again. Wu Xingchen's figure was too burly; although he let Chai Qingguo rush up first, he also followed quickly. But he wasn't as fast as the two rushing. Now finally catching up, he had quick eyes and hands, grabbing Chai Qingguo's wrist. "This time is to save people, don't kill indiscriminately first." Wu Xingchen was still able to maintain basic calmness, he said in a low voice.

The three left the unconscious officers and heard Chen Ke's voice, "Xingchen guard the door, others follow me in." Unknown when, Chen Ke had arrived in the dark at the doorway. After speaking, he took the lead running towards the prison. Hua Xiongmao followed without hesitation. A bit later, Chai Qingguo also followed.

The effect of training was fully displayed at this moment. In the patrol station he had never entered, Chai Qingguo ran like the wind. It wasn't very clear in the dark night, completely following the habits developed from training, it was actually very relaxed. There was a lock on the cell door. Chen Ke swung the axe, and a chop swift as thunder cut the iron chain. He kicked open the cell door and rushed in. When Chai Qingguo ran close, the door of the room next to the cell was wide open, a few people lying inside, dead or alive unknown. They were just motionless. Looking by the light, the iron chain was about the thickness of a finger, yet it was cut neatly into two pieces. Then Chen Ke shouted something inside the cell. When Chai Qingguo followed in, he saw Chen Ke forcing two guards back with a pistol. Hua Xiongmao went around behind them, gave each a palm on the neck, and the two guards immediately fell to the ground.

Chen Ke put the gun back into his waist and rushed towards the innermost cell. This time Chai Qingguo kept up with Chen Ke's pace. Seeing Chen Ke make no preparation at the door, he just raised the axe. His swing was so fast that the naked eye couldn't see it at all. What could be seen was the iron chain on the door suddenly popping up like two mad snakes, making a shrill cry in the air, then hitting the cell door, the cut parts actually stabbing fiercely into the wooden board. As soon as the cell door opened, the two outside rushed in, and without explanation, dragged people out. The comrades inside were sleeping groggily; frightened by this sudden change, they screamed a few times, but seeing the people in the light outside, it was obvious they weren't officers. At this time, Chen Ke and the others didn't care about much else. According to training, everyone picked a comrade who looked relatively heavily injured, carried them on their backs, and ran out. The remaining comrade was clever; he ran very fast behind the three. He had been taken out for interrogation and torture many times, so he knew the way fairly well.

When the three arrived at the gate, they saw Wu Xingchen covering his nose with his hand. Chai Qingguo smelled a very fresh scent of feces and urine. While puzzled, Wu Xingchen released his hand, "Looks like an officer shit his pants." After rushing in, Chai Qingguo's mood had been very tense. Suddenly hearing this, he couldn't help but laugh out loud. The group followed the plan completely; three people carried three comrades, Wu Xingchen dragged another comrade, disappearing into the night.

While talking to Wu Xingchen, Chai Qingguo suddenly remembered the officer on the ground with feces and urine flowing in his crotch again and couldn't help laughing loudly. He had laughed many times today. Although Chai Qingguo and these rescued People's Party comrades were strangers, thinking back a few years ago, he was chased by the Beiyang Army and foreign devils into hiding everywhere, where would he have time to save captured brothers. The success of this operation gave Chai Qingguo some comfort in his heart.

He suddenly remembered Chen Ke offering to go back at the dock when they parted ways, and for the first time in his life, he worried about Chen Ke's safety. "Brother Wu, Wen Qing won't be in trouble, right?"

"Since Wen Qing said he's fine, presumably he should be fine." Wu Xingchen said calmly.

"Although you say that, I'm still a bit worried. Those foreign devils are very overbearing. We snatched people out this time; presumably, Shanghai has been turned upside down, right?"

"Qingguo, I know you and Wen Qing have some small knots. After this matter broke out, the Party organization is definitely going to Anhui. I want to hear what plans you have." Wu Xingchen looked around to see no one and asked in a low voice.

Everyone was on the same boat, and the boat owner was the one who provided the boat during the last social investigation. When Hua Xiongmao woke up the boat owner, the groggy boat owner actually still had an impression of him. This boat wasn't small; everyone could sit down. At this time, Hua Xiongmao was taking care of four comrades in the cabin. Wu Xingchen and Chai Qingguo stood at the bow, and no one disturbed them.

The water towns of Jiangnan were very different from Shandong and Hebei. Chai Qingguo had taken off his black jacket and draped clothes borrowed from the boat owner. Although the sun was bright today, facing the moisture-laden wind at the bow was actually quite cold.

"I'll follow you, Brother Wu." Chai Qingguo pulled his lapels, speaking somewhat coldly.

"Depends on the situation, I'll be returning to Hebei soon." Wu Xingchen stood motionless like an iron tower, letting the cold wind blow on his face. The borrowed clothes didn't fit well; nothing could block Wu Xingchen's chest. He just draped the borrowed clothes over his black clothes.

"Then I'll also return to Hebei," Chai Qingguo said quickly.

Wu Xingchen didn't directly express agreement or disagreement. "Qingguo, you are also a probationary party member now; you should know that, right?"

"I know."

"A probationary party member doesn't mean you can attend all meetings, but at least the results of every meeting will be communicated to everyone. This isn't too important. Anyway, for you, being able to attend a party meeting is just about whether you have face or not. But as a party member, first, you must listen to the Party. It's not that you can do whatever you want."

Chai Qingguo knew Wu Xingchen's meaning. He lowered his head and wrapped his clothes tighter. "Brother Wu, I still want to follow you."

"Then what do you think is wrong with Wen Qing?" Wu Xingchen continued to ask. "Comparing martial arts, wit, capability, in which aspect is he not better than you?"

"I don't understand the matters of them scholars."

"The things I say are all learned from Wen Qing; why don't you say you don't understand? Don't pretend with me. I'll just ask for a straight answer. If the Party organization asks you to stay, will you stay or not?"

Chai Qingguo knew Wu Xingchen wouldn't take him back to Hebei this time. The so-called questioning was actually just persuading him. He simply spoke his mind, "I'm afraid of being bullied here."

"You've recited the Party's organizational discipline many times. If you feel bullied, you can report to the Party organization. Who dares to bully you?"

"Wasn't I bullied in Beijing?" Chai Qingguo put up a final resistance.

Wu Xingchen didn't fall for this at all. "Don't give me excuses. That time in Beijing is completely different from now. In Beijing, you ran away. I dared to take you to find Wen Qing to talk about it. If you run away this time, I don't care how aggrieved you are; I'll just find you and give you a sound beating first."

Chai Qingguo saw Wu Xingchen's attitude was very firm. He finally asked, "Brother Wu, why do you want to follow Chen Ke and the others? If you say there are things you haven't learned, with your cleverness, what should be learned, you've finished learning long ago. What you should know, you also know. With the principles you talked about before, what are we afraid of in Shandong? The government, foreign devils, we can deal with them all. Isn't it just run if we can't beat them, and if we can beat them, stall them first, wait for them to weaken, then we strike again. Why must we be commanded by some Party organization here? You also said this Party organization is expanding very fast. Instead of mixing with those people we don't know, how good would it be to do it ourselves."

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen sneered, "Were Uncle Zhao and Uncle Jing good to us back then?"

"That goes without saying," Chai Qingguo answered decisively.

"Then with yesterday's matter, if you let Uncle Zhao and Uncle Jing lead us to do it, could it be done so beautifully?"

"This..." Chai Qingguo was at a loss for words. Back then, he fought the church under Zhao Sanduo. That took tremendous effort and many people died to capture the church. The pre-battle preparation and training were far inferior to Chen Ke's side.

"I'm not saying bad things about the two uncles. But us fighting and killing in the countryside might be okay. If you really have to fight with foreign devils with real swords and guns, dare you say you are better than the two uncles? I don't think so."

"Chen Ke and the others are just a few people; dare they compare with the two uncles' tens of thousands of people?"

"Yes, they are just these few dozen people and can do to this extent. When they have tens of thousands of people, what extent can they reach? You say I've learned everything; what have I learned? Tell me." Wu Xingchen asked back. Seeing Chai Qingguo silent, he continued to persuade, "Qingguo, you are a good brother. Sometimes, we have to accept fate. People are better than us; we follow them. I've followed Wen Qing for half a year. The things they do now might not compare to the two uncles, but the methods they use to do things, the two uncles simply can't compare. We don't like scholars, but Wen Qing and the others are different from those scholars. Have you seen those scholars personally lead a team to snatch people? Seen them personally lead everyone in training before snatching people? Why is this? Isn't it just not wanting everyone to suffer casualties? It's different from our previous fighting relying on piling up people. Qingguo, could a person with such thoughts really be a bad person?"

Chai Qingguo remained silent. Last night during the jailbreak, the action of Chen Ke cutting the iron chain left a deep impression on him. He had hijacked prison carts before. That time, after Chai Qingguo subdued the officers, he also used an axe to chop the chain. Several people chopped for half a day and didn't cut it open. Don't look at just that one swing; without firm conviction, full concentration on that swing when acting, just having strength is useless. Chai Qingguo was also an expert, so he knew better that those who could reach this step didn't just achieve it by hard practice. This was already a matter of character. Those who could reach this step were all people with resolute and decisive nature.

Chai Qingguo had seen such people—they were all very terrifying people. At critical moments, these people never had any fear; life and death had long been disregarded. Just like when he led the horse team to rush out of the Beiyang Army's encirclement back then. That wasn't just leaving behind brothers without horses; even among brothers riding horses, one out of two failed to rush out. Chai Qingguo knew clearly how much determination that required. Because Chai Qingguo himself was such a resolute figure.

Thinking of this, Chai Qingguo finally spoke. "Brother Wu, you know my character. I already don't care about life and death. But I've already sold my life to Uncle Zhao once. After Uncle Zhao died, I don't want to easily sell it a second time. Since you say so, Brother Wu, I'll make an agreement with you. I will follow Chen Ke for another year. If I still have my life after this year, and if I still want to leave then, you cannot stop me."

"Okay. It's settled. One year." Wu Xingchen replied.

Chai Qingguo nodded but said no more. It was already noon, and the wind on the river surface had a slight warmth, feeling much more comfortable.
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Chapter 55 The First National Preparatory Meeting of the People's Party

The success of the People's Party's rescue operation had a very positive impact within the party, including the Whampoa Book Club. Upon learning that the comrades had been successfully rescued from prison, the depressive atmosphere that had lingered for over twenty days was swept away. For the rescued comrades whose families were in Shanghai, the party organization also arranged meetings with their relatives.

The advance team led by Hua Xiongmao had already arrived in Anhui and begun preliminary investigation work. Wu Xingchen also set off to return to Hebei. The party organization entrusted Wu Xingchen with formal letters notifying Chen Tianhua to return to Shanghai immediately to assist in the party organization's relocation to Anhui.

In addition to these external tasks, the People's Party and the Whampoa Book Club held plenary meetings successively. After some not-so-heated discussions, the comrades acknowledged the fact that the disparity in strength between the enemy and ourselves in Shanghai was too great. Chen Ke's request to go to Anhui for work was approved. Then, with Chen Ke personally presiding, the Anhui Work Committee was established. The committee conducted individual talks and mobilization. To Chen Ke's surprise, the number of People's Party members willing to go to Anhui exceeded 70%, and the members of the Whampoa Book Club were even higher, exceeding 80%.

January 24, 1906, was New Year's Eve, and the People's Party took a long holiday. Chen Ke did not know when the comrades entering Anhui for work would next be able to spend the Spring Festival with their families in a peaceful environment. That was why he made this suggestion, which received unanimous approval from the party members.

According to the plan, the work of entering Anhui would officially begin after the Lantern Festival (15th of the first lunar month). Relying on the Shanghai Renxin Medical College, several non-medical disciplines had already begun recruitment. The school's medical majors and affiliated schools would officially start classes after the beginning of spring. On New Year's Eve, the school's dormitory building was truly bustling with noise and excitement.

In November 1905, the Japanese government issued many regulations restricting Chinese students, resulting in many students in Japan returning to China. These people had originally hoped to get a diploma and then return to China to "unfold their grand plans," but now forced to return, it further aroused their "ambitions." For these people, the most effective way to achieve their goals was to "run a school." The problem was that running a school these days cost money. Although these students had decent family backgrounds, their families' financial resources were either insufficient to support running a school, or their families had sent them to study abroad to "bring glory to their ancestors" and "get promoted and get rich." Now that they hadn't earned any money and instead wanted their families to invest in running schools, these people knew themselves that it was unrealistic.

So they began to lobby investors everywhere. The Whampoa Book Club became a somewhat famous gathering place in Shanghai. Before the Shanghai riots, Qi Huishen had already been annoyed by these people beyond measure. However, as the saying goes, "blessing rests on disaster"; when the patrolmen arrested Qi Huishen, he was facing the daily routine visit of these students, and the group of visitors was also taken away. Instead, it proved that Qi Huishen had no time to participate in this movement at all. Coupled with the fact that the British were not too willing to offend these Chinese students too ruthlessly, they were all released. Now that Chen Ke was back to preside over the work, this group of people saw that the limelight had passed, so they gathered at the school again. Chen Ke had to be somewhat generous, so he simply let these people live temporarily in the school dormitories.

Chen Ke had heard of and occasionally seen women crying, making a scene, and threatening suicide. But he had never seen men do this in real life. After a few of these returned students from Japan staged such a scene for Chen Ke, he began to regret the move of agreeing to let them live in the dormitories.

On New Year's Eve, Chen Ke stayed up for the new year with these students. There were still a few women among the students; the very few women sat at one table, while the men occupied the other tables in the cafeteria. Among this group, Chen Ke was interested in the dozen or so students engaged in mining exploration. After the People's Party entered Anhui, it would definitely face a blockade. Self-reliance and ample food and clothing. This was easy to say, but in actual economic operations, basic industries like mining, agriculture, and chemical engineering were the top priorities. Even for these mining personnel whose real level was unknown, they were talents Chen Ke had to get his hands on. Among these people, Yao Hongye was the one Chen Ke valued the most.

Chen Ke did not know Yao Hongye's history. This brother was born in 1881; according to the identity Chen Ke fabricated, he was one year younger than Chen Ke. A native of Xiametang, Yiyang, Hunan. He went to Japan to study in 1904, set up a road and mining school, and was the first to advocate the protection of road and mining sovereignty. He joined the Tongmenghui in 1905. In 1906, he returned to China to protest the "Rules for the Regulation of Qing Students" issued by the Japanese Ministry of Education aimed at prohibiting the activities of Chinese students. He rented a house and opened a school with Qiu Jin and Yu Youren in Shanghai, founding the China Public School, pioneering the establishment of new schools by private individuals. Later, due to difficulties with funds and school buildings, coupled with slander and rumors, he threw himself into the Huangpu River and died on Qingming Festival (April 7) after Chen Tianhua's coffin arrived in Shanghai.

Since Chen Tianhua had joined the People's Party, naturally there would be no issue of suicide. And this student Yao Hongye did not follow the old path of history either; he returned to Shanghai in December 1905. At this time, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua were both active in Beijing. Yao Hongye first participated in the social investigation activities launched by the People's Party with Qiu Jin. During the social investigation activities, he strongly lobbied Qi Huishen to invest in a mining university. Qi Huishen was very interested in his plan, but naturally, it was not convenient for Qi Huishen to make a decision on such a major matter. When Chen Ke returned to Shanghai, student Yao Hongye met Chen Ke in person and continued to lobby Chen Ke to open this school. Chen Ke's reply was simple: it was naturally possible to open a school, but the main campus of this school must be located in Anhui. Shanghai could only open a branch campus.

Yao Hongye's passion was doused with a bucket of cold water. He had originally wanted to open a school in this place, Shanghai. Chen Ke wanted to take them to that poor and remote place in Anhui; psychologically, this was definitely unacceptable. Chen Ke was not afraid that Yao Hongye would disagree in the end. Anyway, without other investment, this mining school, which was still on paper, would either be aborted or obediently obey Chen Ke's plan. If Chen Ke knew that Yao Hongye historically was forced to throw himself into the river to commit suicide due to lack of funds, he would have had even more confidence.

In fact, not only Yao Hongye, but most of the students staying here had signed long or short work contracts with Renxin College. One fresh trick eats all over the sky; in the two months Chen Ke left Shanghai, the production of the specific drug earned huge profits. Thanks to Wang Qinian, the sales of the specific drug in Southeast Asia expanded again and again, reaching a record of 3,000 person-portions in January, actually earning one hundred thousand taels of silver. By January 1906, the People's Party's existing funds exceeded 200,000 taels. With money in hand, there is no panic in the heart. If it was just to set up a few new majors, there was really no shortage of wages for a hundred or so people.

Moreover, the People's Party had a good plan for exactly who to recruit; liberal arts students were basically not wanted. These people were not figures like Lu Xun; having liberal arts students was basically useless. Those who cried, made scenes, and threatened suicide in front of Chen Ke were liberal arts students. Among the liberal arts students, except for those studying law, Chen Ke did not recruit a single one.

Staying up for the new year generally started with eating and drinking. But for several hours, you couldn't just keep eating and drinking. Qiu Jin did not go home for the New Year this time. While celebrating the New Year with everyone at this time, as a revolutionary propagandist, Qiu Jin's interest rose after a few cups of wine, and she began to speak about revolutionary principles in public. Chen Ke didn't pay too much attention; anyway, the propaganda of this era was all stuff heard many times. Plus, they were going to Anhui soon; facing the arduous grassroots work, if you bragged so big first and stirred up everyone's emotions, the blow from the gap would be too great when they saw the poor and remote countryside.

The students naturally loved this; for these classmates who temporarily had no power or influence, at least the revolution painted a beautiful pie. Whether they could eat it or not, let's feast their eyes first. The emotions of the audience got higher and higher. When Chen Ke talked with those key selection targets, he had already explained the hardships of working in Anhui, and at this time he didn't want to pour any cold water. Seeing his wife He Ying had no interest in Qiu Jin's speech, he secretly gave He Ying a wink, and then slipped out. Not long after, He Ying also slipped out. The couple walked hand in hand inside the school.

There were not only the Chen Ke couple outside; many students were setting off firecrackers and fireworks on the campus. The crackling sound of firecrackers was also very lively.

"Miss home?" Chen Ke asked.

"Mhm." He Ying answered honestly.

Chen Ke wanted to apologize, but felt there was really nothing to apologize for. Since they were married, they should live a good life together. "I'll play the piano for you," Chen Ke said.

"Okay." He Ying still answered honestly.

The couple slipped into the school's music room. Chen Ke had been here a few times these days; once they got to Anhui, where would there be time to play this petty-bourgeois thing. Chen Ke, as the leader, playing piano for his wife—what if his subordinates followed suit? So Chen Ke felt it necessary to play for his wife a few more times now.

The piano sound was melodious, but it was "Along the Way with You": "Do you know, loving you is not easy, it still needs a lot of courage..." Chen Ke sang. He Ying's face changed a little as she listened. Chen Ke concentrated on playing and singing, not noticing his wife's expression at all. After finishing the song, Chen Ke still felt it was quite good. But he saw He Ying lower her head and suddenly ask, "I miss my aunt."

"We'll visit her in a few years." Chen Ke answered heartlessly. After saying this perfectly fine sentence, he saw He Ying's face change, becoming even more unhappy. Chen Ke's brain spun before he realized, and he hurriedly explained: "I didn't write this tune or lyrics at all, I just thought it sounded good, absolutely no other meaning."

He Ying seemed dissatisfied with this answer. Chen Ke felt a bit wronged this time, and explained again, but the more he explained, the darker it seemed to get, so he simply switched to playing and singing "My Motherland." This tune was very beautiful, and He Ying actually hadn't really cared that much originally. It was just a girl's inexplicable mood. Seeing Chen Ke stop explaining, she didn't pursue it. After playing and singing several songs in a row, the sound of footsteps suddenly rang out in the corridor, sounding like a group of people coming up. Then Qiu Jin's slightly drunken voice was heard, "Wen Qing is hiding here being lovey-dovey, really making us envious." As soon as the voice fell, a group of people swarmed in. The leader was Qiu Jin, and following closely behind her was actually Chen Tianhua.

Once Chen Tianhua returned, the students seemed to have a backbone. This was also the effect Chen Ke pursued; sure enough, a part of the students who were originally not too enthusiastic about going to Anhui finally expressed their willingness to work in Anhui. Especially under Chen Tianhua's persuasion, Yao Hongye finally expressed willingness to join the school with those classmates studying mining. However, Yao Hongye stated that the main campus must be located in Shanghai, but he personally guaranteed to send a batch of students to Anhui to start work in a year. Coupled with Chen Tianhua's mediation, although Chen Ke did not trust their enthusiasm and guarantees too much, he couldn't pick too many faults.

After the 15th of the first lunar month, comrades returned to work one after another. By February 10, comrades from the Beijing Party Group also rushed back. There were far more people coming this time than imagined; Mao Yibo, Xu Dian, Su Wuming, and others brought more than a dozen comrades to Shanghai. Qin Tongren did not come with the team because there were still many things in Beijing that needed him to wrap up, and Qin Tongren was also trying to gather more people. As long as there was a prospect in Anhui, he would lead the "large troop" to come and meet with the comrades.

By February 18, Shang Yuan also arrived in Shanghai. On February 19, the First National Preparatory Meeting of the People's Party was officially held in Shanghai.

Many years later, regarding what level of meeting the First National Preparatory Meeting of the People's Party actually counted as, many comrades within the party discussed it diversely. What was the difference between the status of the First National Preparatory Meeting and the First National Congress? This was not a small issue. This determined the seniority within the party. in this preparatory meeting, there were a total of fifty-three full members and probationary members, with those from north of the Huai River occupying 23 seats and those from south of the Huai River occupying 23 seats. It actually presented a wonderful balance of power. Full members and probationary members came from eleven provinces across the country, including Taiwan, and even included seven Japanese comrades.

There are not many memoirs about this preparatory meeting; the vast majority of the participants did not live to the age where they had the leisure to write memoirs. Apart from the official secretarial records of the meeting, the most important one was undoubtedly Wang Qinian's diary. At that time, Wang Qinian had already passed away, and records from France proved that Wang Qinian had undergone a "baptism" ceremony in a Protestant church in France in 1900 and became a Protestant. Against the background of the Republic eradicating the three major Christian denominations, Wang Qinian's manuscripts were comprehensively inspected after his death, thus discovering those dozens of diaries.

Of course, after research by staff members, it was really unknown how much difference there was between Wang Qinian's belief in "Christ" and his belief in "Guanyin Bodhisattva." When "summoned by the Lord," Wang Qinian himself also showed no intention of requesting any "last rites" from religious personnel. Coupled with the fact that Wang Qinian had no words or deeds proving he had any resistance or confusion about materialistic atheism after joining the party, the retrieval work concluded with "Wang Qinian accidentally participated in a certain Protestant religious activity due to spiritual depression before contacting materialist theory in his youth to adolescence," and still concluded Wang Qinian's life as a materialist.

The record of the First National Preparatory Meeting of the People's Party in the diary was as follows:

"On the first day of the meeting, there were people from everywhere. Many people spoke and I couldn't understand much, especially the comrades from the north couldn't understand the accents of the comrades from the south. Everyone's speeches had to be translated, and the venue was noisy."

"When Wen Qing explained entering Anhui for work to the comrades, he didn't say any encouraging words at all. Not only that, he repeatedly emphasized the hardship of rural work like a Puritan. He required everyone to abandon all high-and-mighty mentalities, sink down, and sink into the people to do the most practical work."

"I have lived in the countryside and know the hardships of farmers. I feel Wen Qing's attitude is very strange; his description seems like he is cheering himself up. Everyone knows that Wen Qing returned from overseas and has never been to the countryside. But next, regarding improving the development of rural productivity, Wen Qing proposed his own targeted solutions one by one. Moreover, Wen Qing spoke bluntly that the work of going to the countryside this time is to completely seize all administrative power in the local area. All power must belong to the People's Congress led by the People's Party. These terms are very fresh; this is the first time I've heard them."

...

"In the speech on the second day of the meeting, Wen Qing required everyone to implement the party's organizational program, obey commands in all actions, and have only one work goal: to overcome all difficulties and complete the tasks assigned by the organization. Many comrades were seeing Wen Qing adopt such a tough attitude for the first time. It seems many comrades were somewhat dissatisfied. If it weren't that Wen Qing is the initiator of the People's Party, plus the old party members are very convinced by him, with such unpolite wording, someone would definitely have made a big scene in public. Even so, many people privately felt that Wen Qing's attitude was too domineering."

...

"The third day of the meeting was task allocation. Anyway, I treat patients wherever I am, and I won't go to Anhui to work until June. In the first semester of the medical major, my task is to find students willing to work in Anhui. Of course, many students in the school signed apprenticeship contracts with the school. They must unconditionally obey the school's arrangements within seven years. Xu Dian from the north seems to study law, and he had some objections to this issue. Wen Qing told everyone that after these students arrive in Anhui for work, their contracts will automatically become void. If they are voided now, those people definitely won't follow. In these times, whatever is in the basket is a vegetable (take what you can get); we can't care about so many means. I think what Wen Qing said makes sense; who would be willing to follow you to the countryside these days if they know some medical skills, especially Western medicine? If it weren't for Wen Qing indicating that he would personally lead the team to the Anhui countryside, I wouldn't go to the countryside either."

The meeting was held for three days, basically determining the party's development program and goals in the base area. This was the key point of the discussion on seniority between the representatives of the First National Preparatory Meeting and the representatives of the First National Congress. As is well known, Chen Ke's position within the party was officially determined, and the complete revolutionary program and revolutionary direction were determined, all fully completed at the First National Congress. In the First National Preparatory Meeting, although the revolutionary direction was mentioned, there was no discussion of Chen Ke's position.

On February 24, 1906, on the third day after the conclusion of the First National Preparatory Meeting of the People's Party, the People's Party began to dispatch the first official Anhui deployment team, and party members led by Chen Ke and other comrades officially embarked on the journey to Anhui.



★


Disaster Relief 1

Volume 2 - Chapter 56

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 56 Disaster Relief (I)

At the end of July 1906, a fleet composed entirely of traditional Chinese large black-awning boats was sailing on a wide river. The entire fleet consisted of eighteen boats, fully loaded with heavy cargo that pressed the gunwales close to the water surface. The river was wide and the current quite swift; although the sails were set, oars were still needed. Accompanied by powerful chants, the boatmen, stripped to the waist, pulled the heavy oars in unison. Every stroke moved the boats slightly upstream against the current, and splashing water occasionally hit the decks or the boat awnings.

On the bow of the foremost boat, Chai Qingguo stood under a large flag. Dark clouds hung low, and the wind, saturated with moisture, blew from the water surface. Occasional raindrops drifted with the wind, hitting Chai Qingguo's face and body. Despite having stayed in the south for more than half a year, this big fellow from Shandong still felt unaccustomed to such humidity. The wind blew the large flag, making it flap loudly. Chai Qingguo had seen this flag many times; he could draw the pattern of the flag in his mind even with his eyes closed.

The flag was entirely crimson, with a black symbol in the upper left corner. A sickle and a hammer were superimposed on each other, forming a peculiar pattern that looked like a strangely shaped drawn bow. The sickle naturally represented the peasants, and the hammer represented the workers. As for why the red flag was chosen, Chai Qingguo could still clearly recall Chen Ke's sonorous voice: "We choose the red flag because this flag is dyed red with the blood of the people's heroes who sacrificed themselves in successive struggles against internal and external enemies for national independence and the people's freedom and happiness since 1840."

These words were literary and long; Chai Qingguo didn't understand them at first. Having been with Chen Ke and the others for a long time, Chai Qingguo himself had become accustomed to the habits of literati. After asking carefully about the meaning of these words, Chai Qingguo summarized the answer he was interested in: Zhao Sanduo and Uncle Jing Tingbin were also the "people's heroes" Chen Ke mentioned, and the brothers who fought together with him in the *Gengzi* year (1900) were also "people's heroes." Only then did he accept Chen Ke's explanation for the color of the red flag.

Of course, standing at the bow of the boat at this moment, Chai Qingguo felt no particular sentiment regarding this passage. He didn't even think about it at all. What was in this Shandong hero's heart at this moment was something else.

In *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*, it is told that Marquis Zhuge burned Sima Yi in the Gourd Valley. Just as Sima Yi and his two sons were about to be buried in the sea of fire, heavy rain suddenly fell from the sky and extinguished the fire, allowing Sima Yi and his sons to escape. Watching the fleeing figures of Sima Yi and his sons, Marquis Zhuge sighed: "Man proposes, Heaven disposes."

The People's Party's work in Anhui in 1906 also felt much like this.

Throughout the spring, the core of the People's Party's work revolved around Fengtai County, Anhui. After Shang Yuan took office as the magistrate of Fengtai County, People's Party members quickly infiltrated the county yamen as "clerks." The positions of private advisors, constables, and several important posts in the county changed hands one after another. At least on the official surface, the People's Party controlled the political power in the county. At the same time, Chen Ke selected a group of People's Party cadres, as well as those fellow villagers of Yuwen Badu who returned home with Chen Ke, and mixed them to form the armed force of the People's Party.

The second-in-command of the Anhui New Army, Commander Pu Guanshui, met with Chen Ke in Anqing. He pulled strings and applied for the title of "Insurance Corps" for Chen Ke. The "Insurance Corps," to put it plainly, were bandits who fought bandits. These years were very uneven; the huge number of unemployed peasants greatly supplemented those bandit armed forces gathering in the forests, so organizations like the "Insurance Corps" emerged as the times required. They also set "shares" in various places and collected money and grain, not much different from bandits. But on the other hand, the Insurance Corps also did some black-on-black business. They struck at bandits and protected the safety of traveling merchants. They could be considered a mixture of "sitting bandits" with some background and "armed escort agencies."

Chai Qingguo didn't like the government army, so Chen Ke personally led the team, including Chai Qingguo and others, a total of 120 people, to undergo a month and a half of military training in the Anhui New Army. It was almost May when the training finished. Pu Guanshui used his connections to get a batch of guns, plus the relationship with Kuroshima Jinichiro to get a batch of guns from those in Shanghai who "intentionally supported the revolution," so the 120-man core team of the Insurance Corps had a gun for everyone.

Just as the team returned to Fengtai County, ready to make a big splash, it started to rain.

Chai Qingguo was a northerner; he never knew that rain could fall day and night like this. Chen Ke didn't even know about this great flood, let alone Chai Qingguo. History books recorded it as follows:

"In 1906 (the 32nd year of Guangxu), at the turn of spring and summer in Anhui, excessive rain fell for more than 60 days. Mountain torrents erupted, and the Huai, Si, Sha, Ru, Fei and other rivers rose simultaneously. The water on the flat ground was several feet deep. 'Over a thousand *li* up and down, all became a watery country.' 'Forty or fifty hungry people died every day. There were whole families of men and women who threw themselves into the river to commit suicide, and there were those who migrated out of the territory and fell dead along the way. Corpses stared at each other on the road; it was too tragic to hear.'"

Chai Qingguo really had his eyes opened. It rained heavily every day; the sky seemed to have been stabbed with a big hole, pouring down endless rainwater every day. Watching the flat land turn into pools, then the pools expand into lakes, and the lakes continue to expand, turning hilltops into isolated islands. Only the tops of trees several *zhang* high barely emerged above the water surface.

There was no need to mention the fields and houses; they were all submerged and invisible. The people who escaped with their lives were trapped on hilltops. If Chen Ke hadn't personally led the team, and the People's Party's "Insurance Corps" braved the heavy rain to sail around saving people, taking the people trapped on the hilltops to higher places, no one knew how many more would have died just in the first few days of heavy rain.

The organization of the Insurance Corps completely followed the regular army establishment: one company had four platoons, one platoon had four squads, and one squad had twelve people. The Insurance Corps had a full company, totaling 240 people. People's Party members served as all company commanders, platoon commanders, and squad leaders. The Party Branch ordered that People's Party members must personally lead teams to save people. Leaving one's post under any excuse was absolutely not allowed. The torrential rain poured down from the sky, and floodwaters surged everywhere; sailing to save people was extremely dangerous. One could lose their life if they accidentally fell into the water. Although Shang Yuan borrowed all the relatively safe and reliable large boats he could find, casualties still inevitably occurred.

In just ten days, the People's Party paid a heavy price. Although everyone on the boat would tie ropes around their waists when it got dangerous, one Party member and five Insurance Corps members still unfortunately fell into the water and sacrificed their lives. For ten whole days, the Insurance Corps went out everywhere and saved more than three thousand people. Although it is said that "saving a life is better than building a seven-story pagoda," the members of the Insurance Corps were also human. If it weren't for Chen Ke and the Party members leading the teams personally every day and always standing in the most dangerous places; if it weren't because many members of the Insurance Corps were those locals Yuwen Badu took to Shanghai, who had worked together for a long time and had considerable affection for each other, and as locals, they sincerely hoped to save their fellow villagers—without these factors, this temporarily assembled team would probably have collapsed long ago.

Even so, by the eleventh day, the exhausted and injury-ridden Insurance Corps was powerless to go out. When Chen Ke announced a temporary rest and that they would go out to save people again in a few days, all members of the Insurance Corps showed joy. Although they knew that stopping the rescue operation meant that the people trapped in the flood outside basically had no way to survive, everyone had already worked hard for ten days, and their own lives were lives too.

Thinking of this, Chai Qingguo couldn't help but turn his head. Among the group of dark and strong boatmen, a distinctively fairer and much thinner young man was rowing hard with everyone. That was He Zudao, the Political Commissar of the Insurance Corps. This young man from Shanghai started as a cultural instructor in the Insurance Corps and concurrently served as the Organization Officer of the Soldiers' Committee. Now he was the Political Commissar of the Second Company of the Insurance Corps. Theoretically, the status of the Political Commissar was even higher than that of the Company Commander, which meant that Chai Qingguo, the Commander of the Second Company, also had to obey the decisions of the Party Committee led by the Political Commissar. In the Yihetuan (Boxers), this was the role of the "Military Advisor," but He Zudao didn't have any bureaucratic airs at all. The work arrangements he was responsible for always included all officers in the plan.

When Chen Ke focused on working on Yuwen Badu back then, Chai Qingguo didn't know how Chen Ke and the others hoodwinked him, but they actually persuaded Yuwen Badu to bring his Anhui fellow villagers back home together. Such a large group of people constituted the backbone of the Insurance Corps. Chen Ke led the team, and He Zudao arranged the luggage burden, marching, cooking, and other logistical work. Even Chen Ke carried his own luggage like a generic soldier, and had to do the living and cooking along the way personally. As the Organization Officer of the Soldiers' Committee, He Zudao told everyone that this was called "Officers and Soldiers as One." Since they were in the Insurance Corps, there was only a difference in position, not in status.

The Soldiers' Committee started by chatting about domestic trivia, with everyone talking about their family background and why they came out to work. As a member of the Soldiers' Committee, Chai Qingguo personally participated in all activities. Moreover, the representatives elected by the Soldiers' Committee were all ordinary soldiers. Officers were not allowed to concurrently serve as representatives of the Soldiers' Committee.

Chai Qingguo initially felt this was turning the sky upside down. *I am an officer; why should I listen to you, a soldier?* Not only the officers, but even the soldiers initially felt this was wrong. Small soldiers should definitely listen to officers. They also felt such overstepping shouldn't happen.

But He Zudao was not only the Organization Officer of the Soldiers' Committee; he also served as the cultural instructor. Addressing this situation, when He Zudao taught everyone to read every day, he compiled the People's Party's program into many small stories to teach everyone. The text consisted of words from the stories; in other words, the more of these characters one recognized, the more one could understand these programs of the People's Party.

With Chen Ke's strong support, after He Zudao had worked for a month, it happened to be payday. A soldier named Dai Enze was elected by the Soldiers' Committee as the representative for distributing pay. Dai Enze was originally a beggar living on the streets of Shanghai, a native of Anqing, Anhui. When Chen Ke and the team set off from Shanghai, Dai Enze was half-dead from hunger. Hearing the Anhui accent, he immediately came up to beg for food. Chen Ke gave him a steamed bun. Just as Dai Enze was wolfing down the bun, Chen Ke asked him if he wanted to go to Anhui with him. Dai Enze agreed immediately. At the Soldiers' Committee activity, Dai Enze also told his story. He was originally working at the docks with fellow villagers in Shanghai, but they offended another local gang. The fellow villagers were beaten badly. The original "Big Brother" also became a corpse floating in the Huangpu River. The others scattered. Dai Enze was beaten severely, and the money on his body was robbed. Ill and without any relatives to turn to, he had to become a beggar. As long as he could return to Anhui, he would do anything. He didn't want to stay in this place, Shanghai, anymore.

In He Zudao's culture class, whoever recognized more characters could wear a small red flower. Dai Enze had already worn it for more than ten days. Plus, he was someone who had experienced storms after all, and he could see Chen Ke's status. Since this Soldiers' Committee was strongly supported by Chen Ke, he dared to speak up and dared to raise some opinions of ordinary soldiers. So he was elected to be the representative for this pay distribution.

Dai Enze called out names one by one, from Chen Ke up top down to the soldiers, and then distributed the pay to everyone in public. After verifying it was correct, they signed the payroll. These days, the soldiers had learned to write their own names. After receiving the money and verifying it was correct, they happily signed their names one by one. When Dai Enze called out, "Comrade Chai Qingguo, come and collect your pay," Chai Qingguo felt uncomfortable all over. A small soldier who just joined the team, a small soldier of beggar origin, actually yelled at him like a human being. If it weren't for the fact that the steps for collecting money were completely unified, and Dai Enze also called Chen Ke "Comrade Chen Ke, come and collect your pay," Chai Qingguo would definitely not have let it go so easily.

As the days passed, this Soldiers' Committee became more and more lawless. In the regulations of the "Insurance Corps," "Officers and Soldiers as One" had a lot of content, including that officers were not allowed to beat or verbally abuse soldiers. This was one thing, but representatives of the Soldiers' Committee had to attend all officer meetings, and they had quite a significant voice. Dai Enze attended as a non-voting delegate many times. As time increased, he also began to make gestures and express some views. And Chen Ke completely indulged these people. Not only that, for every decision of the meeting, the Party Branch had to explain the purpose of these actions to the soldiers, let the soldiers understand the reasons for these actions, and obtain everyone's support.

Chai Qingguo felt Chen Ke was simply crazy. "Are you leading soldiers or leading masters? Even if you treat them as brothers, you can't spoil them like this," he once questioned Chen Ke to his face.

Chen Ke replied: "We are the people's army, and the people's army should be like this. If the army doesn't know what they are fighting for, can you expect them to fight to the bloody end with you?"

Chai Qingguo knew he couldn't beat Chen Ke in talking about big principles, so he simply gave up. Anyway, leading soldiers like this would definitely cause trouble; Chai Qingguo was waiting to see Chen Ke's joke later. After a few months, there were indeed several incidents of unstable soldier emotions and soldiers feeling bitter and tired, unwilling to train hard in the Insurance Corps. However, through the coordination of the Soldiers' Committee, these matters that could have easily caused fierce conflicts were actually resolved. Not only that, the "Establish New Customs" campaign promoted by Chen Ke had a very good reputation among the soldiers. He Zudao, who had quite some appeal, actually pushed it through and achieved considerable results. The organization and discipline of the army were greatly improved.

If not for these measures, according to the troops composed of those "brothers" Chai Qingguo led before, during the early stage of the flood, apart from a few brothers with particularly close relationships, very few people in the Insurance Corps would have truly obeyed orders to go out and sail to save people. In those arduous days, He Zudao not only had to go out every day himself, but after the troops returned, he also had to encourage the soldiers, arranging for everyone to bathe, change clothes, and eat. He also had to hold meetings to stir up morale. It wasn't just He Zudao; Chen Ke and other People's Party members had to do these jobs too, "serving" the hard-working soldiers. Every day, Chen Ke went to sleep last and woke up earliest. He Zudao went to sleep second last and woke up second earliest.

Although Chai Qingguo didn't admit it with his mouth, his heart was very clear. Without such an organizational model, the Insurance Corps couldn't have persisted in saving people for ten consecutive days. They might not have even persisted for one day.

Now, He Zudao rowed hard while shouting, "Comrades, shall we sing a song?"

"Good!" The ones rowing were all cadres and soldiers of the Insurance Corps, and they agreed with a boom.

"Let's sing *Three Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention*."

"Good!" Another booming response.

"Revolutionary soldiers must keep in mind, one, two!" He Zudao started with a loud voice.

Then the people on the whole boat sang together. "Revolutionary soldiers must keep in mind, the Three Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention. First, obey orders in all your actions; march in step to win victory. Second, do not take a single needle or thread from the masses..."

Although there were mixed accents in the singing, everyone sang very consistently. Hearing the singing on this boat, the other boats quickly responded. The same song was sung one after another. On the river channel greatly widened by the flood, the singing spread far, far away.

The common people were not ungrateful either. Many of the locals of Fengtai County who were rescued actively requested to join the Insurance Corps. Although Chai Qingguo still believed that the main purpose of these people was to "become a soldier to eat grain"—in this monstrous flood, getting on the "big boat" of the Insurance Corps was the best choice for these victims—these people indeed joined the Insurance Corps voluntarily. The strength of the Insurance Corps rapidly changed from one company to one battalion. And a big reason for these people joining the Insurance Corps was also because the reputation of the Insurance Corps saving people had spread. Although everyone was somewhat worried about this troop that suddenly popped up, at least they no longer rejected it.

Chen Ke and the Party organization selected the applicants carefully. Yuwen Badu was a local, and many people in the Insurance Corps were locals. They knew who was from a decent family and who was a scoundrel. Most of the people recruited by the Insurance Corps were from decent families; only a few scoundrels with some special skills were recruited.

The expanded Insurance Corps had people and guns, and also received the support of the local government and the people. The Party organization then arranged the second step, starting to determine the route for transporting materials from Jiangsu and Zhejiang to the disaster area. These eighteen black-awning boats were the second transport team organized. The boats were fully loaded with grain, seeds, cloth, medicine, salt, and some tools. At the People's Party Committee meeting, Chen Ke proposed that the People's Party must personally lead the people in the disaster area in post-disaster reconstruction, rush-planting and rush-harvesting, and try not to let people starve to death. Also, do not let major epidemics occur after the disaster.

When Chen Ke spoke, he was full of energy and high-spirited, showing no fatigue at all. One couldn't tell that he had been working on the front line for dozens of days. "Comrades, this flood completely disrupted our original plan. We must turn the unfavorable into the favorable. Natural disasters certainly make us very difficult, but natural disasters also destroyed all the old social structures of Fengtai County. Except for a few landlords and a few fortified villages, Fengtai County is basically soaked in water. As the saying goes, 'a vast white expanse, truly clean.' Now the common people have reached the point where they will starve to death immediately. Any clans, any land deeds are all bullshit."

Speaking of this, Chen Ke scanned the comrades around. Chai Qingguo felt as if two balls of fire were burning in Chen Ke's eyes; that kind of passion was something he had never seen before. "Now the common people have reached a life-and-death situation. Whoever saves them, they will follow. Now, our People's Party is here. Our People's Party is here to save them. So, we are not just going to save them from this flood; we are also going to point out a path for them where they don't have to starve, don't have to be forced to pay rent by landlords, and don't have to face days where they can't eat the grain they grow themselves. Do any comrades present think the common people want to live such days? Is there anyone? Please raise your hand if there is!"

Hearing this, the comrades burst into laughter.

Chen Ke also smiled. That smile was like a tiger about to eat people. "Replace the current old land system of Fengtai County with a new socialist system, and save the people from natural disasters and this land system. This is the Way of Heaven, this is Justice, this is Revolution!"

Just as he finished speaking, Chen Ke's left palm chopped down fiercely in the air, as if to split something invisible in front of him in half. Chai Qingguo sat relatively forward; he felt a gust of wind blowing against his face. At the same time, Chen Ke spoke loudly again: "This is the true People's Revolution that our People's Party wants to lead!"
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Chapter 57 Disaster Relief (II)

Although he was the Political Commissar of the Second Company of the "Insurance Corps," He Zudao did not consciously feel that his organizational status was superior to that of Chai Qingguo, the Commander of the Second Company. This child was like the youngest son in an ordinary southern family: well-behaved, obedient, and very good at communicating with people. He had a habitual admiration for the strong. Although he held a higher status in the organization, He Zudao instinctively avoided using the Party organization's resolutions as the source of his power. Instead, he used a very instinctive, gentle way to handle his relationship with Chai Qingguo. In fact, this was also the reason Chen Ke chose He Zudao as the Political Commissar of the Second Company. The Insurance Corps now had two regular companies, and two other companies were also being formed. Although Chen Ke was the commander-in-chief, there were too many local affairs now, and Chen Ke couldn't focus all his energy on the army. So, the combination of one civil and one military official was considered the best way at this stage.

He Zudao was currently unaware of Chen Ke's plan. In the future army building plan, Chen Ke decided to imitate the historical path of the Red Army, where political commissars would be selected from military cadres. In the system where "the Party commands the gun," the political commissar is the Party representative, not some supervising army overseer. If one must force a management explanation, the military commander of the army is equivalent to a CEO or manager role, acting as an executor rather than a director. The Party organization is the Board of Directors; it is the Party organization that decides the army's actions, not the officer corps. This is also the biggest difference between a socialist army and a national defense army. Therefore, political commissars, who hold a status equivalent to "directors" in an enterprise, are best drawn from military cadres. Historically, political commissars' attainments in military command were often superior to military cadres, whether in the Red Army, the later Eighth Route Army, or the People's Liberation Army. Military cadres did not dare to violate the political commissar's orders, not only because of their obedience to the Party organization but also because the political commissars' opinions were correct most of the time and considered from a more comprehensive angle.

Of course, these future plans would definitely not be revealed now. This was limited by reality. For example, if Chai Qingguo knew Chen Ke's plan, he would absolutely not think Chen Ke had "long-term vision." On the contrary, Chai Qingguo would think Chen Ke was deliberately plotting to undermine these officers.

Based on this situation, He Zudao naturally couldn't know these things either. Of course, He Zudao didn't have the intention to delve into it. Becoming the Political Commissar of the Second Company of the "Insurance Corps" was a wonderful process. The reason He Zudao joined the People's Party was not so much that he had a passion for revolution, but rather that he felt gratitude and loyalty to Chen Ke himself. He Zudao's parents had died early, and he lived with his older brother. Although his family background was neither good nor bad, He Zudao attended middle school in a church school. According to the lifestyle of this era, He Zudao's future would be to start as an accounting apprentice in a certain trade, then slowly become a shopkeeper, and if he had money, perhaps open a shop himself later. That was the visible future.

Therefore, regarding such a completely unknown future, He Zudao's freedom was merely to follow that industry. So whatever his savior Chen Ke ordered him to do, he did. Moreover, deep in He Zudao's heart, there was another reason for following the People's Party's actions that could not be spoken aloud. Emotionally speaking, He Zudao had an indescribably deep admiration for "Sister You Gou," who also participated in saving him. After every hard work, as long as he could see "Sister You Gou's" smiling face, He Zudao would smile from the bottom of his heart.

Perhaps it was this insufficiently strong mentality that made He Zudao never look down on anyone, never showing any contempt for the soldiers who exerted their strength. After all, they, like He Zudao, had to obey the leadership of the Party organization. What He Zudao had to do was to explain the organization's decisions to everyone and report everyone's thoughts to the Party organization. Then just work hard together with these grassroots comrades.

These things were not difficult for He Zudao. Through his identity as a cultural instructor, He Zudao had already been accepted by these comrades who had little education. He Zudao believed his own merit lay in being "obedient." With Chen Ke and "Sister You Gou" pointing the direction, the specific hard work, in this child's view, was not something terribly difficult.

Rowing was very tiring, and singing had a good effect on mobilizing everyone's emotions. This was what Chen Ke taught He Zudao, and it had been completely proven in these days. After singing *Three Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention*, seeing that everyone was motivated, He Zudao stopped. *The Internationale* was a very good song, but Chen Ke did not advocate singing it every time. According to Chen Ke, "The main task now is to let everyone find a place to settle down and get on with their lives in our Insurance Corps, to let them feel that we speak and act for the poor. You have to try to grasp the balance in between. As for rising up to oppose landlords and clan forces, you have to let these comrades ask for it themselves. Blind agitation is not necessarily good."

Recalling these words, He Zudao held back the idea of leading this song. He shouted loudly according to the method Chen Ke taught: "Comrades, do you have confidence in reaching the dock today?"

Except for a few old boatmen leading the way, everyone on the boat was troops of the People's Party Insurance Corps. Everyone was not a sailor by origin, although under the Party's command, all comrades had exercised their abilities in the flood, strengthened their obedience, and were competent for sailor work. However, staying on the boat for a long time was still not very adaptable. Hearing He Zudao's shout, everyone felt it spoke to their hearts.

"Yes!" almost everyone shouted.

"Waiting for the shore to come to us is definitely impossible. If we want to reach the dock earlier, if we want to transport this grain back earlier for the fellow villagers to eat, we have to work harder!"

"Good!" the comrades responded again.

He Zudao shouted chants, and the rowing speed increased a lot. Everyone pulled the oars more vigorously. Their own relatives were still waiting in their hometowns for this life-saving grain to be transported back; such a call made everyone full of drive. A red triangular flag was raised on the first boat, flying below other triangular flags already raised. This combination meant the rowing speed increased from five strokes per minute to six. One after another, the same flag was raised on all boats, and the fleet speed immediately improved significantly.

At dusk, the fleet finally arrived at the dock. Another red flag with a sickle and hammer was held high on the dock; that was the First Company waiting there. The Commander of the First Company was Hua Xiongmao, and the Political Commissar was Xu Dian. This combination of a military degree holder (*Wujuren*) and a Japanese law student made Chai Qingguo dislike it very much. But there was no helping it; the People's Party members had quite high academic qualifications. For example, among the four platoon commanders of the Second Company, three were undergraduates. Among them, the Second Platoon Commander was the Japanese student Kuroshima Jinichiro. A Chinese army actually having a soldier of Japanese nationality was estimated to be a first in the Chinese armies of this era.

As soon as the boats docked, unloading began immediately. Soldiers unloaded the materials on the boats under the leadership of the cadres. Those who came to welcome them included not only the First Company but also Magistrate Party member Shang Yuan and many comrades from the county yamen. Seeing Shang Yuan walking over quickly, Chai Qingguo saluted Shang Yuan with a formal hand salute. Nominally, this Insurance Corps belonged to the county's team. As Chai Qingguo's superior, Shang Yuan was qualified to accept Chai Qingguo's salute. When Chai Qingguo put down his right arm, Shang Yuan had already taken a step forward and extended his right hand first. The hands of two People's Party cadres shook together.

Chen Ke required that Manchu Qing etiquette not be used among People's Party comrades during activities in Fengtai County. Kneeling and bowing were all abolished. Soldiers used military salutes, and civil cadres used handshakes. In the plan, formally declaring war on the Manchu Qing was only a matter of a year or two. There was no need for our own comrades to adopt kneeling etiquette to deceive others; that would leave a knot in their hearts. If an equal model couldn't be adopted now, it would have a very bad influence on the future of Shang Yuan and others.

"Comrades have worked hard." Shang Yuan's expression and voice were always serious and earnest. Unexpectedly, such an attitude made everyone feel not annoying.

"The grain has been transported; Comrade Shang Yuan, please check and accept it." Chai Qingguo also said very seriously. Chai Qingguo had no good feelings for Manchu Qing officials. But since Shang Yuan spoke to him with enthusiasm and seriousness, this equality and respect still made Chai Qingguo very comfortable.

Following Shang Yuan were some local gentry. Seeing Chai Qingguo and Shang Yuan adopting such strange etiquette with each other, they didn't understand. However, Shang Yuan's meaning was naturally clear to this group of people: this was making it clear to everyone that the status of the "Insurance Corps" was publicly acknowledged by Magistrate Shang Yuan, the "Marquis of a Hundred Li." Moreover, Chai Qingguo brought urgently needed materials. This point alone greatly raised Chai Qingguo's status in their hearts. So they also greeted Chai Qingguo with smiling faces and the etiquette of cupping hands (*Gongshou*). Being complimented like this by these gentry who were usually high above, Chai Qingguo felt quite happy in his heart.

Several clerks of People's Party origin began to count the materials and register them. Shang Yuan waited for the results personally at the dock. It was truly "many hands make light work"; hundreds of people from the First and Second Companies quickly moved the materials off the boats. They helped the civil affairs department count and register the materials. Before it got dark, the materials had been loaded onto carts and transported towards the warehouse under the escort of the First Company.

"Comrades, start cleaning the dock and scrubbing the decks now," He Zudao shouted.

This was the rule of the People's Party: after using public places, they must be cleaned. And requisitioned boats must also be cleaned immediately after use. It wasn't that Chen Ke didn't plan to form a navy. Anyone with a bit of modern knowledge knew how strict the rules of the navy were, so Chen Ke set such regulations.

Officers must take the lead in these actions of the troops. After arranging the work, He Zudao took Chai Qingguo, grabbed tools, jumped onto the first boat, and began to sweep and wipe lightly. Since the officers had started working, the soldiers of the Second Company no longer refused. In such an atmosphere, being lazy would be despised by everyone rather than supported.

He Zudao finished cleaning the boat he was responsible for and checked the cleaning of other boats. Only then did he leave one platoon to guard the boats, while other troops temporarily returned to the temporary station near Fengtai County.

"The water has receded quite a bit."

"Yeah, last time we cleaned the dock, the water was level with the dock."

Soldiers discussed as they walked, "Looks like the water is going to recede. Then how do we transport things back? If the water gets lower, such big boats won't be able to run on the river, right?"

Since Fengtai County was established in the tenth year of Yongzheng of the Qing Dynasty (1732), the county seat and Shouzhou (present-day Shouxian) were governed in the same city. The west and south gates inside Shouzhou City belonged to the prefecture (*Zhou*), and the north gate belonged to Fengtai County. The east gate was shared by the prefecture and county. In the winter of the second year of Tongzhi (1863 AD), the county seat was moved to Xiacai, and Xiacai was renamed Fengtai, under the jurisdiction of Fengyang Prefecture.

Located in the south of the Huaibei Plain, the terrain here is low and flat, with most areas below 25 meters above sea level. The Huai River, West Fei River, Yongxing River, Cihuai New River, etc., pass through the territory. Lakes include Jiaogang Lake, Chengbei Lake, Huajia Lake, Jigou Lake, etc. It borders Huaiyuan to the east, Yingshang to the west, Mengcheng to the north, Shouzhou to the south, and Fuyang to the northwest. The width from east to west is 60 kilometers, and the length from north to south is 90 kilometers. The distances between county towns are: 75 kilometers to Dingyuan, 60 kilometers to Yingshang, 15 kilometers to Shouzhou, 120 kilometers to Fuyang, and 75 kilometers to Mengcheng.

The rivers within Fengtai County were not very suitable for navigation. However, during the flood, the depth and width of the river channels increased a lot. Under such conditions, large black-awning boats could sail in here. The comrades' homes were basically local, and transporting materials and grain was to save their families' lives. If not for such a reason, the soldiers wouldn't have worked so hard or cared so much. Anhui had always been prone to disasters, especially floods. The soldiers all had experiences with floods of various sizes. So they were particularly concerned about grain transportation.

"Political Commissar, are we going to transport grain again tomorrow?" A soldier finally plucked up the courage to ask.

"If we leave tomorrow, can everyone's body take it?" He Zudao asked.

Hearing He Zudao's concerned question, the soldier quickly answered: "Absolutely no problem. We can sleep well and rest well on the boat. If we hurry on the way back, I estimate we can transport a bit more back."

The Insurance Corps had transported grain and materials back once already. That time they sailed in the rain, and everyone was exhausted along the way. But after joining the Insurance Corps, the families of these soldiers could eat in the "canteen" organized by the People's Party and would also be assigned some work. In this flood time, this was a life-saving job. If not for such treatment, so many people wouldn't have joined the "Insurance Corps" so enthusiastically.

"Everyone should go home and see your parents anyway. We've been out for quite a few days; everyone go back and say hello first," He Zudao laughed. This answer was formulated in the various question-answering standards drafted by the People's Party Headquarters. Work must have a unified voice; He Zudao himself did not have the power to decide how to mobilize the troops.

"That's true." The soldier nodded in agreement, but obviously didn't have the excited and happy look other soldiers had after hearing this. His face looked very troubled, and his hesitant expression let He Zudao see this soldier's worries. It seemed there must be something inconvenient to say in public. He Zudao silently made a note of this soldier in his heart. The Political Commissar's job was to communicate, and to communicate with skill. When they arrived at the temporary station, it was necessary to communicate privately with this soldier.
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Xiong Mingyang was the Platoon Commander of the First Platoon, Second Company. This student from Fudan Public School had once incited an opposition movement against Chen Ke at the school. He had also participated in the shootout with the police during the Shanghai riots. After being rescued from the police station by Chen Ke, he followed Hua Xiongmao to Anhui. Later, he participated in the military training conducted by the People's Party in Anqing. Because of his outstanding performance, he was selected as a platoon commander. Tonight, after the transport fleet arrived in Fengtai, Xiong Mingyang was ordered to lead the First Platoon to guard the boats. This young platoon commander was not happy.

Xiong Mingyang had a fierce nature and felt great anger towards the dark reality of this era. As a young man, Xiong Mingyang, like others, had a firm belief in using drastic means to purge the world. However, in these thoughts, Xiong Mingyang always saw himself as a leader directing others to work. After starting work in Fengtai, this youth no longer had enough energy to think about such things. The revolution, which was magnificent and high-spirited in imagination, immediately lost that romantic color of fantasy in the face of realistic work.

After accepting the task of guarding the boats, Xiong Mingyang had some internal complaints. Everyone had come by boat together with hard work; why should the First Platoon be responsible for guarding the boats overnight? Of course, according to custom, there would be rotating shifts for these jobs. Tonight the First Platoon guarded the dock, and tomorrow it would be other troops' turn. Moreover, when cleaning the boats and the dock this time, the First Platoon did not undertake those tasks.

"A superior rank crushes people to death," Xiong Mingyang thought to himself. Although the organizational structure of the Insurance Corps was an equality Xiong Mingyang had never seen before, that was equality for soldiers, not for Party member cadres. Party member cadres had to undertake more responsibilities and obligations. This was something Chen Ke emphasized repeatedly at Party meetings. As leaders and initiators of the revolution, Party members must undertake more responsibilities and obligations. Xiong Mingyang understood this in his heart, but when it was his turn to do this hard work, there was always an indescribable resistance.

"Platoon Commander, how do we eat?" the platoon's Life Affairs Officer, Ogawa Yuji, asked in stilted Mandarin. All seven Japanese young students had joined the People's Party. Chen Ke treated Party members without discrimination and assigned posts according to ability. Ogawa Yuji's family ran a restaurant, and he studied medicine, so he was assigned to the post of Life Affairs Officer. This Life Affairs Officer, besides cooking and other mess duties, was also responsible for hygiene, epidemic prevention, and other work.

"Arrange the latrines first," Xiong Mingyang answered completely subconsciously according to the provisional military regulations.

There would be plagues after floods; this was what Chen Ke emphasized again and again at Party member meetings. Moreover, Anhui had many floods, and the soldiers from the local area also had enough understanding. Therefore, hygiene protection was one of the key points the Insurance Corps strictly grasped recently.

"There is already a latrine on the dock," Ogawa Yuji replied.

This answer surprised Xiong Mingyang a little. Ogawa Yuji's next answer made Xiong Mingyang even more surprised. "Tap water has been connected inside the residence."

Tap water was something Xiong Mingyang had only seen after arriving in Shanghai. He really hadn't expected that there would be tap water on the dock. "Go, let's go take a look." Xiong Mingyang answered excitedly.

On the empty dock stood a newly built house. The brick walls were not plastered at all, looking extremely crude. But Xiong Mingyang absolutely would not look down on it in the slightest. He still remembered the scene when he first saw this dock.

In this Anhui flood, Fengtai County seat was also flooded. At least this dock and the surrounding area had been soaked in water for a month. After Xiong Mingyang arrived at the riverbank with the troops, he couldn't see any signs of a dock at all. Except for a vast ocean, nothing could be seen here. But the People's Party needed a reliable dock to transport materials. Chen Ke personally led a group of students and experienced construction workers under Yuwen Badu to formulate a plan.

The crowd first barely collected enough straw bags through various channels, and also wove some themselves. After filling them with earth, they piled them on the bank. The place where Xiong Mingyang worked was not far from the bank. He led his platoon to work hard. Occasionally looking at those straw bags piling higher and higher, Xiong Mingyang completely couldn't understand what doing these things was for. Further away, a dozen or so People's Party members with ropes wrapped around their waists to prevent being washed away by the current were holding measuring rods, measuring the water depth place by place in the water.

Hundreds of people in the troops, plus hundreds of refugees, busied themselves for two days and finally piled up thousands of straw bags. These bulging straw bags were piled up like a small hill on the bank. Xiong Mingyang could be considered someone who had traveled extensively at a young age, and he had attended university. He roughly understood Chen Ke's meaning. But understanding didn't mean accepting. Under such an endless water surface, Chen Ke prepared to use these straw bags filled with earth and sand to forcefully fill out a usable place for a dock. How large was the scale of such labor? The People's Party's Insurance Corps was only more than four hundred people at that time. The boundless flood must have been dozens of *li* wide. The overwhelming heavy rain was still pouring down, and the sky hadn't cleared for more than a month. Every day was a gloomy sky. The wind carried rainwater and created various water marks on the endless water surface. Even if a dock was filled out now, what if the water rose higher? Would they have to fill again?

Chen Ke's attitude was exactly as Xiong Mingyang had expected. After the straw bags were more or less prepared, Chen Ke ordered the troops to rest for a while. After eating and resting for a bit, work began. More than four hundred strong young lads, two people carrying one bag. Under the leadership of engineering personnel, they started throwing bags into the water from the bank. Bags were thrown into the water one by one, only splashing up a spray of water, and in the blink of an eye, the bags were nowhere to be seen. The comrades initially had enough strength, plus the straw bags were close to the bank. After just a few minutes, the straw bags thrown down no longer sank to the bottom immediately but splashed up a large sheet of water. After sinking, one or two corners would emerge from the water surface. After another minute, the straw bags thrown down were already half-immersed in the water.

"Throw further forward. Throw forward." Chen Ke's loud voice came from the wind and rain. Xiong Mingyang wiped the rainwater off his face, then lifted a sandbag with the soldier beside him and moved forward. Stepping on a sandbag with one foot, he felt his footing go empty and almost slipped. Xiong Mingyang couldn't care about that much. He and the soldier moved a few steps forward again, swung the bag back and forth a few times, shouted "one two three," and threw the bag in their hands out. Just like in the beginning, the bag flew into the water and disappeared in an instant.

Cycle after cycle, never stopping. Except for those indicating personnel standing in the water like iron towers holding measuring rods, all Insurance Corps personnel were working hard. Behind them, there were actually some idlers watching. They all stood far away, presumably afraid of being grabbed to work. Although in the wind and rain, Xiong Mingyang actually heard those people in the distance laughing loudly, and some people even whistled. A look of being very satisfied with watching a novelty.

Xiong Mingyang was so angry in his heart. *We are working so hard like this, and in the end, isn't it you bunch of bastards who benefit?* These people not only didn't come to help but were actually watching the fun. It seemed that it wasn't just Xiong Mingyang who was angry; many soldiers had the same emotion. Many people's work speed slowed down, and some even stopped the work in their hands and turned to look at where those idlers were.

Xiong Mingyang cursed secretly in his heart: *Screw your ancestors' coffin boards*. But he was a platoon commander after all. In these days, he had gradually developed the habit of obeying orders. Just at this moment, a burst of laughter erupted from those idlers. Someone was heard shouting in a weird tone: "What are you looking at! Hurry up and work." Accompanied by this shout, a louder burst of laughter erupted among the idlers.

"Damn your mother!" Soldiers had already started to curse back.

"Shouting what? Hurry up and work." A roar instantly suppressed other soldiers preparing to curse back. Chen Ke was striding over. Others carried one bag with two people; Chen Ke carried one bag filled with sand and earth on each of his left and right shoulders. Since everyone had to brave the rain, they simply didn't wear shirts. Chen Ke's full muscles were taut strip by strip; it seemed he was using his full strength.

"Battalion Commander, that bunch is too infuriating," a soldier said angrily.

"Do you listen to the organization, or do you listen to them?" Chen Ke roared. His handsome square face was covered with anger, but in such a labor background, it actually looked extremely pleasing to the eye.

"Listen to the organization," that soldier answered subconsciously.

"Then don't care about what those people are barking. Work!" After Chen Ke finished roaring, he continued to walk forward. Reaching the water's edge, he threw out the bags on his shoulders with all his might. Then he turned and went to the place on the shore where bags were piled.

Although there were a thousand unwillingnesses in their hearts, seeing such effort from Chen Ke, the soldiers could only glare hatefully at the idlers in the distance a few times, and then continued to start work.

Two days of preparation, more than four hours of fighting bravely in the rain. The Insurance Corps forcefully built a new dock out of straw bags filled with sand and earth on top of the flooded dock. Although this dock was not big, it was enough to allow boats, especially large boats, to safely dock at the "New Dock."

And the dock Xiong Mingyang saw now was that old dock. After the flood receded, the old dock had completely emerged from the water. And at the end of the old dock was the newly built temporary station of the Insurance Corps.

Walking into the station, Ogawa Yuji took Xiong Mingyang into a separate room. Xiong Mingyang had seen this kind of room; there were such rooms in the dormitory of Renxin Medical College in Shanghai. This was a water room. Above a large sink, there were two rows of faucets. These faucets were made of bamboo, very simple. But after turning a faucet, a stream of clear water gushed out. Xiong Mingyang drank a few mouthfuls from the faucet. The water quality was very pure. Not a bit of muddy taste. He had gotten used to drinking that water mixed with the taste of mud after the flood these days.

The flood submerged water sources everywhere. According to the knowledge popularized by the Insurance Corps, this statement should be "water sources have been polluted." Although everyone drank boiled water, and there was filtration when fetching water, the taste of that water was really poor. Suddenly drinking such pure water, Xiong Mingyang only felt his spirit refresh. He quickly asked Ogawa Yuji: "Where is the water drawn from?"
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In response to Xiong Mingyang's question about the source of the tap water, Ogawa Yuji's answer was, "The dormitory manager said the water plant was built right nearby."

"Let's go take a look." Xiong Mingyang became interested. At People's Party meetings, Chen Ke had expressed that tap water should be promoted in the People's Party's station. At that time, everyone just listened. Xiong Mingyang actually didn't know how to build a water plant. Although he didn't like the British, he thought that with the base area being just such a small county town now, wanting to build a water plant was not realistic. But he didn't expect that in the few days he was away, the comrades remaining in the county town could actually complete such an achievement. He wanted to see what was going on no matter what.

Walking along the bamboo water pipes to the back of the dormitory, they didn't go far before seeing a fence ahead. There were sentries guarding the fence gate. Seeing two people walking over in the darkness, the soldier holding a red-tasseled spear immediately shouted alertly, "Who goes there?"

"I am Xiong Mingyang, Platoon Commander of the First Platoon, Second Company," Xiong Mingyang quickly responded.

Moments later, Xiong Mingyang and Ogawa Yuji arrived at the fence gate. A sign was erected beside the gate. Identifying it carefully in the night, the words "Fengtai County Water Plant" were written on it. Two guards holding red-tasseled spears stood in front of the gate, staring at Xiong Mingyang and Ogawa Yuji with alert eyes.

It wasn't very clear in the dark night. Xiong Mingyang looked up and could only see some vague black shadows standing inside the water plant.

"Entry to the water plant is not allowed," the sentry shouted.

"Brother... uh, Comrade, I am the Platoon Commander of the First Platoon, Second Company. I want to take a look at this water tower," Xiong Mingyang said with a smile.

"First Platoon Commander? I don't know you. Do you have a written order?" the guard asked.

Xiong Mingyang naturally didn't have a written order and didn't know the guard. Since the other party directly said he didn't know him, it was hard to communicate. However, Xiong Mingyang didn't give up. He said: "Comrade, our Second Company just returned from transporting grain from outside. Let us go in and have a look."

Hearing Xiong Mingyang say he was from the grain transport troops, the sentry's tone became much more polite. "Comrade, the troops have orders. Whether outsiders or our own people, no one is allowed to enter the water plant without a written order. Whoever lets people in will be punished. Someone privately let people in a few days ago, and as a result, they were criticized miserably at a meeting. I really can't let you in."

"We are all comrades; I won't go out and talk nonsense either. Just let me go in and take a look." Xiong Mingyang continued to make efforts. People are like this; the more they are refused, the stronger their curiosity becomes. Xiong Mingyang walked forward as he spoke, thinking he could get in by chatting about domestic trivia.

"Don't walk forward! The troops have orders. No one can enter without a written order. If you walk forward again, I'll shout for help," the sentry's voice had become severe. As he spoke, he took a step back, and the red-tasseled spear that had been upright began to tilt forward. It looked like he would not let Xiong Mingyang enter the water plant no matter what.

Xiong Mingyang immediately got angry. *What does this mean? It's fine not to let outsiders in, but why not let our own people go in and have a look? Looking at the sentry's appearance, is he going to poke me with the red-tasseled spear?* He wanted to continue forward to see if the guard really dared to attack him. But he was pulled back by Ogawa Yuji.

"Platoon Commander, wouldn't it be fine if we ask for a written order tomorrow? It's dark, and we can't see clearly now anyway. Come back tomorrow, come back tomorrow." After Ogawa Yuji finished speaking, he pulled Xiong Mingyang away involuntarily.

Doing this finally gave Xiong Mingyang a way out. Although still unwilling, Xiong Mingyang left with Ogawa Yuji. He muttered as he walked, "*Screw your ancestors' coffin boards*, you become a sentry and don't know who you are anymore." Speaking of this, he turned his head angrily and shouted at the guard, "I'll deal with you tomorrow."

This was just angry talk. Young people had big tempers. As a platoon commander with fifty people under him, Xiong Mingyang's temper had also grown. Just after finishing speaking, he heard the guard shout: "What did you say?"

The Insurance Corps did not allow officers to scold soldiers; this was a rule. These things were talked about every day at various meetings. Xiong Mingyang just shouted in the dark night. Seeing the guard really got angry, Xiong Mingyang really didn't have the guts to court bad luck. In the Insurance Corps' training, everyone had to serve as a sentry on duty. Although angry in his heart, Xiong Mingyang knew the consequences of violating a sentry. He didn't dare to really turn back and argue with the guard.

In the military regulations of the Insurance Corps, "Sentries are inviolable" was a primary clause. If the troops were infiltrated because of lax guarding, that would be a dead end. When Xiong Mingyang served as a sentry on duty, he remembered various strict order clauses clearly. If in wartime, sentries could take many measures.

After walking quickly out of the sentry's alert range, Xiong Mingyang returned to the dock. With ready-made accommodation available, the rest was much easier. Cooking, changing shifts, resting, and eating. Everyone also took a bath with tap water. Such clean water sources were unseen by the comrades before. Everyone was very curious about where this water that flowed out automatically came from.

"Tomorrow I'll take everyone to visit the water plant," Xiong Mingyang said confidently to the comrades. This statement caused a burst of cheers from everyone. In these times, soldiers had never seen tap water personally. Such pure water sources hadn't been seen for dozens of days. Exactly how such tap water was produced, and the usage methods of those faucets, greatly stimulated the soldiers' curiosity. Everyone was very happy to be able to visit this fresh gadget.

The First Platoon was on duty in four shifts, from 9 PM to 5 AM, two hours per shift. Each platoon had a pocket watch; the People's Party was never stingy with these timing devices. With an order, comrades not on duty lay down to rest. The pocket watch was handed over to the squad leader on duty for temporary control to facilitate shift changes. Every shift change required handing over control of the watch. And the handover must have a third party present. Although the People's Party trusted comrades, ensuring people didn't make mistakes through the system was a consistent mode. Humans are creatures that cannot withstand temptation; without the guarantee of a system, temptation is very difficult to resist.

Xiong Mingyang handed the pocket watch to the First Squad Leader under the witness of Ogawa Yuji and the Deputy Squad Leader of the First Squad. The First Squad Leader spent a minute confirming the pocket watch was still running normally. Only then did he indicate the handover was complete.

The most uncomfortable shift was the 1 AM to 3 AM shift. Xiong Mingyang arranged himself for that shift. It was really tiring these days; rowing upstream consumed great physical strength. He fell asleep as soon as he lay down. Just as he was sleeping comfortably, he felt someone shaking him. He opened his eyes in a daze. A candle had been lit in the room. Looking closely, it was He Zudao. Whether it was the candle or fatigue, He Zudao's face showed unconcealable exhaustion and a trace of unspeakable helplessness.

"I heard you scolded a sentry?" He Zudao asked directly.

"Sentry? What sentry?" Xiong Mingyang asked in a daze. At this moment, he just wanted to sleep.

"The sentry guarding the water plant said a platoon commander who just came back cursed at people. The soldier is very emotional. The platoon commander over there came and told me." He Zudao seemed to have been woken up in the middle of the night too.

"Can't even talk about him?" Xiong Mingyang finally remembered his trip to the water plant.

"Two roads. Either follow me now to apologize to the soldier. Or apologize to the soldier in public tomorrow. You choose yourself." He Zudao didn't seem to want to talk nonsense anymore.

"Why should I apologize to him!" Xiong Mingyang's sleepiness faded a lot, and his voice became louder.

"Let's talk outside," He Zudao said according to the content taught in the training manual. On one hand, organizational discipline must be implemented, but basic human feelings must also be guaranteed. If a dispute woke up other comrades, it would affect everyone's rest and also have a great impact on Xiong Mingyang's leadership prestige.

A dozen people were sleeping in the room, and the temperature was much higher than outside. Although he didn't know what time it was, as soon as he went out the door, the cool air full of moisture refreshed his spirit.

"I said a lot of good words, but the sentry not only didn't listen but also prepared to poke me with a spear. Now he's in the right. Hmph!" Xiong Mingyang subconsciously picked what was favorable to him to say. Although saying this with his mouth, Xiong Mingyang still felt a bit guilty in his heart, and was extremely dissatisfied with the person who "snitched."

"That means you were very dissatisfied with the sentry not letting you in?" He Zudao asked.

"Why shouldn't he let me in! Wasn't it too late for me to apply for a written order? Besides, I would go apply for a written order as soon as it gets light and organize comrades of the First Platoon to visit the water plant."

"That means the sentry wasn't wrong. You scolded him." He Zudao didn't relax on the key issue at all.

"I just said a couple of sentences casually. He took it seriously!" Xiong Mingyang's brain wasn't clear enough at this moment, so he told the truth.

"We have discipline; you can't curse at people. Hearing you say this only shows that you still have the concept of hierarchy. The sentry's rank is lower than yours, so you can use your status to curse people. And the sentry has to listen to your scolding willingly, right?" He Zudao originally wanted to handle the problem more easily. So initially, he hoped Xiong Mingyang could seriously go and apologize. Now it seemed the problem wasn't Xiong Mingyang getting excited for a moment, but this kind of self-superiority derived from status. This problem wasn't easy to solve; this was already an ideological problem. Thinking of this, He Zudao actually didn't want to settle this matter with a simple apology anymore.

"Political Commissar, what do you mean? Do you mean someone is backing that side?" Hearing He Zudao raising the matter to the level of principle, Xiong Mingyang also got a bit angry. Not letting people sleep in the middle of the night, tossing people around for such a small matter—what did He Zudao want to do? Of course, at this moment, Xiong Mingyang completely didn't think that He Zudao had also worked hard to transport grain back like him, and He Zudao slept even less.

"I understand. Then let's talk about this matter tomorrow. You've worked hard too; hurry back and rest." He Zudao didn't want to continue entangling this matter right now. Since it was an ideological problem, it couldn't be done with a simple apology. This matter had to be grasped.

Sending Xiong Mingyang back to the residence to sleep, He Zudao also returned to the station in the county. It was past 12 AM now, and Chen Ke hadn't slept yet. Actually, He Zudao hadn't slept at all. As soon as he returned to the county, comrades immediately held a meeting. He was called out from the meeting venue to handle this matter.

The People's Party also built a new residence in the county, not far from the water plant. Returning to the venue, Chen Ke's meeting was entering the end stage. Chen Ke was making a concluding speech.

"We are about to enter rural work. The key point of entering rural work lies first in mobilizing the masses. We have to let the masses come to find us themselves. It's not us speaking for the masses, but letting the masses speak for themselves. In this great disaster, local tyrants and evil gentry definitely only care about themselves and don't care about the life or death of others. This is the period when social contradictions are most intense. In ordinary times, the common people are used to being deceived by these people and accustomed to being bullied. They just endure it. Only when a great disaster happens now, in order to live, the people have to speak up. Opportunity knocks but once. At this time, our People's Party must mobilize the masses, let the masses speak their own words first, and then we must back the people up."

The participants were all military and political cadres of the People's Party. Including Yuwen Badu and several other newly developed local comrades who also attended the meeting as non-voting delegates. Listening to Chen Ke's summary full of "political tactics," many people nodded in agreement. Some also frowned slightly.

Chen Ke obviously knew what thoughts those frowning people had. He laughed: "Comrades, the common people want to live; is this wrong? Whoever thinks the people want to die, please stand up."

Most of the comrades who frowned earlier just sighed but didn't have any intention of opposing.

Seeing no one stood up to oppose, Chen Ke continued, "I know, many comrades think that if we do this, we will offend those rich people. We will have very fierce conflicts with local evil gentry and landlords. We might even fight. But I want to ask, if we stand together with those evil gentry and landlords, what are we? Accomplices of this gang? We want revolution; who do we want to save? Who do we want to rely on? We have discussed this question long ago, right!"

Now the discussion was entering the most intense part. Even when He Zudao quietly returned to the venue and sat back in his seat, few people noticed. Everyone's eyes were gathered on Chen Ke. He Zudao secretly observed the expressions of the comrades. All those of urban origin had faces full of high spirits, while those of rural origin had somewhat complex expressions. It seemed that regarding the view on this issue, it really meant "as distinct as the Jing and Wei rivers."

*Class origin affects stance.* Somehow, this sentence Chen Ke once said suddenly popped into He Zudao's mind.
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Chapter 60 Mobilization

Generally speaking, Chen Ke's attitude at People's Party meetings was always the most intense. The early Party members all knew this well. When He Zudao first heard Chen Ke talk about "class oppression" at a Party meeting, he was truly shocked. According to Chen Ke, all "exploiting classes" must be overthrown. At that time, He Zudao thought Chen Ke was truly an incredible existence. But as he stayed in the Party longer, He Zudao's attitude also underwent constant changes.

At the mobilization meeting for the People's Party's move into Anhui, Chen Ke had said very seriously, "Comrades, if we think that because we have read a few books and recognize a few characters, we should be the leaders of the people, that is a completely wrong view. If we do not serve the people, then the people will absolutely not follow us."

He Zudao felt that many comrades had already cast these words to the back of their minds. Just because Chen Ke's effective command allowed the People's Party to possess sufficient influence and appeal within more than four months, many comrades subconsciously thought this should be taken for granted.

As a political cadre, He Zudao knew the psychological changes of ordinary soldiers best. Among these new local comrades, many initially even thought the People's Party was a bandit armed force from outside. Their attitude toward cooperation was "sufficiently passive." The reason they joined was simply that there was food to eat after joining the Insurance Corps. Only after the Insurance Corps forcibly intervened in local disaster relief activities under Chen Ke's command did the masses change their understanding of the People's Party. In various disaster relief activities, the masses showed great obedience and support. But this support was not support for the People's Party, but support for their hometown elders trapped in natural disasters. If comrades could not deeply understand this, the people's support would not be infinite.

While engaging in internal reflection, He Zudao heard Chen Ke ask: "Comrade Chai Qingguo, what do you think about the matter of mobilizing the masses?"

Chai Qingguo had always been unconvinced by Chen Ke. He Zudao worked in a team with Chai Qingguo, so he knew very well that Chai Qingguo originally thought that after arriving in Anhui, they would "raise the banner and kill in all directions." Chai Qingguo had always been extremely impatient with complex political work. The problem was that Chai Qingguo was an "outsider"; his accent was different from that of this place in Anhui, and the traditional set of "brotherhood loyalty" had no place to be used in Anhui completely. So Chai Qingguo was very disappointed with this. Chen Ke himself still had some expectations for Chai Qingguo; after all, the People's Party at this stage needed more military talents. Moreover, Chai Qingguo came from a rural background after all; Chen Ke felt that Chai Qingguo should have more affection for the peasant class.

Hearing Chen Ke call on Chai Qingguo to speak, He Zudao, who was partnered with Chai Qingguo, paid even more attention.

"I think we should still mainly 'eat from the big households'," Chai Qingguo replied. Hearing this answer, He Zudao's face darkened slightly. At today's meeting, Chen Ke's proposition was very clear: they must destroy the old land system of Fengtai County. What was "eating from the big households"? After the water receded, the big households would still exist, and the old order of Fengtai County would continue to operate as usual.

"Things like completely getting rid of landlords can't be rushed. After all, everyone is fellow villagers, and many big households have shown some kindness to everyone. If we kill all these big landlord households, what will the common people think? Many of these big households are clan patriarchs. As the saying goes, 'a span is not closer than four fingers' (close neighbors are tighter than distant relatives); I feel everyone may not be willing," Chai Qingguo actually held a stability-first theory. And such an attitude actually made many people nod slightly.

"Comrade Yuwen Badu, I want to ask you, is the situation in your village as Comrade Chai Qingguo said?" Chen Ke continued to call names. Chen Ke had sufficient psychological preparation for this mobilization. This meeting would absolutely not end in the short term. In the early stage of this meeting, Chen Ke explained his plan to the comrades in detail, and now the collision of different lines within the Party had just begun.

Yuwen Badu didn't expect Chen Ke would actually call his name. He hadn't joined the People's Party for long and didn't have much guts to speak. Moreover, Yuwen Badu was also a smart person; he could tell that Chen Ke called his name with the purpose of proving Chai Qingguo's statement wrong. Yuwen Badu was not too willing to play this role of offending people. "I don't understand much; I can't say for sure about such things," Yuwen Badu said somewhat timidly.

"Then I'll ask a few questions. First, how many landlords in your village employ tenant farmers long-term? How much is the land rent?"

"Landlords... there are five or six. The land rent is sixty percent," Yuwen Badu said somewhat tremblingly.

"Regardless of whether they are good or bad, have they reduced rent during disaster years?"

"This, this... as far as I know. In a major disaster year, one can pay a bit less that year, but they will ask for more the second year." Yuwen Badu's answer became even more trembling.

"In every disaster year, have landlords taken the opportunity to seize other people's land?" Chen Ke continued to ask. This was all just common sense. If they didn't "acquire land" while ordinary people couldn't survive during disaster years, which peasant who regarded land as their lifeblood would sell their land?

Chen Ke pressed step by step like this. Yuwen Badu knew Chen Ke's meaning. Precisely because he knew Chen Ke's meaning very clearly, Yuwen Badu finally got anxious. "Mr. Chen, if you do this, we'll definitely have to fight. Those big landlords all have their own fortified villages (*weizi*). In this northern Anhui, decent landlords all have their own fortified villages. Usually, their own people guard the fortified villages. They have people and guns. Now our Insurance Corps has people, guns, and grain. I heard that someone nearby is already inciting people in local villages. Let alone us eating their big households, they are already preparing to link up and eat our big household."

As soon as these words were spoken, it could be said that the whole room was shocked. The air in the room immediately became heavy. Except for Chen Ke, the comrades looked at each other in blank dismay. No one expected that they themselves would become "fat sheep." Chai Qingguo had just returned today. Although he didn't advocate completely getting rid of landlords, upon hearing that landlords actually plotted against him, his anger erupted. Chai Qingguo stood up abruptly, took a few steps to Yuwen Badu, and roared: "Which blind bastard dares to touch his grandpa?"

"Comrade Chai Qingguo, sit back in your seat for me. There must be discipline in meetings," Chen Ke shouted immediately.

"They are about to attack us, what discipline are you still talking about!" Chai Qingguo was already furious at this moment. "These ungrateful things! The grain we worked so hard to transport is to save the people, and this gang actually wants to come and hit us."

"If those people who received our benefits are ungrateful, how did Comrade Yuwen Badu get the news? Wasn't it from the common people? Would those landlords preparing to move against us tip us off?" Chen Ke laughed. Although it was the first time hearing this news, Chen Ke was not surprised at all.

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Chai Qingguo glared resentfully at the uneasy Yuwen Badu, then returned to his seat huffing with rage.

"Everyone doesn't need to worry. The water hasn't receded completely yet; this gang can't attack now. I want to ask everyone a question: how can these landlords incite the common people to follow them to attack us?" Chen Ke felt Yuwen Badu was really an interesting fellow. He hadn't instigated Yuwen Badu to throw out such a bombshell at all. In fact, he was somewhat worried Yuwen Badu would support Chai Qingguo's "gradualism." He didn't expect Yuwen Badu did countless times better than Chen Ke expected.

Yuwen Badu got this news yesterday. He was somewhat undecided about whether he should say it. This news wasn't confirmed yet. He didn't expect that being forced to speak by Chen Ke today, he said it out by some strange influence. Now he was really uneasy. Hearing Chen Ke ask this question, Yuwen Badu simply stood up prepared to tell everything he knew. He felt that if he didn't do this, he really couldn't be at ease.

Seeing Yuwen Badu stand up, Chen Ke raised his left hand, his raised index finger tapping slightly in the air. "Comrade Yuwen Badu, you sit down first. I don't want you to speak now."

"But Mr. Chen..." Yuwen Badu said anxiously.

"Don't call me Mr. Chen; there are no 'Misters' in the Party. Call me Comrade Chen Ke." Chen Ke interrupted Yuwen Badu's speech again. "Comrade Yuwen Badu, everyone trusts you. If we didn't trust you, Comrade Chai Qingguo wouldn't be so anxious either. Don't you think so? If he didn't trust you, he would have first asked where you heard it from, instead of standing up and cursing so angrily." After Chen Ke finished speaking, he laughed loudly. The hearty laughter diluted the tense atmosphere in the room a bit.

Yuwen Badu saw Chen Ke's firm attitude, and these words indeed soothed Yuwen Badu's mood. Yuwen Badu was no different from ordinary "informants"; since he had said the beginning, the remaining stuff couldn't be hidden in his heart at all. It was as if he couldn't be at ease or gain everyone's trust without saying it out. Since he received the expression of loyal trust from the People's Party leader Chen Ke, Yuwen Badu felt a burst of relief. He obeyed Chen Ke's order and sat back on the stool.

"Wenqing, why not listen to Comrade Yuwen Badu introduce the situation?" You Gou, as a female Party member, hadn't spoken much all along. Seeing Chen Ke didn't look anxious or angry at all, while other comrades were either nervous, angry, or both, You Gou simply spoke up. You Gou herself was extremely supportive of Chen Ke. Plus her understanding of Chen Ke, You Gou thought it necessary to guide the meeting in a direction Chen Ke could control.

"Landlord armed forces are a rabble. If we go to attack them, it might be somewhat troublesome. But if they pull people out to fight us, they won't do. What I'm worried about is not how to get rid of landlord armed forces. I'm worried that if we kill and injure a large number of people coerced by landlord armed forces, will we still want to enter rural work in the future? So we have to know how landlords coerce the people. We have to separate the people from the landlords."

Lu Huitian raised his hand to request to speak. After getting Chen Ke's agreement, Lu Huitian stood up. His voice contained a kind of confusion and a feeling of being stunned by the sudden change in the situation. "Comrade Chen Ke, why do the common people want to attack us?" Lu Huitian didn't understand this question very well.

"After the great flood, the common people need to eat. This year's heavy rain started from late spring and early summer. It has been almost two months at once. Late spring and early summer are originally days when the green crop has not yet replaced the yellow (the connection between crops). Last year's stored grain is about to be eaten up, and this year's new grain hasn't grown yet; it is exactly the days with the least grain. With this big flood coming, there is even less grain to eat. Everyone can't just wait to starve to death, right?" Chen Ke explained.

Listening to Lu Huitian's question and Chen Ke's answer, He Zudao only felt very disappointed with the group of comrades represented by Lu Huitian. Chen Ke had said this once when analyzing the recent situation at the beginning of the meeting. Lu Huitian asking this question now wasn't because he didn't understand it then, but because he completely failed to recognize the harshness of the situation in Fengtai County from the beginning.

Since starting work in Anhui, He Zudao's greatest feeling was not the intensity and firmness of Chen Ke's revolutionary attitude, but the weakness shown by many comrades in work. Although before coming to Anhui, most comrades in the Party had a high-spirited "ambition to clarify the world." However, as He Zudao felt, after arriving in Anhui, if not for Chen Ke's command, the comrades would have long been crushed by the difficulties coming one after another.

Coming all the way to Anhui, from establishing the People's Party's armed force "Insurance Corps" to suddenly encountering this great flood, it was Chen Ke who was responsible for commanding. He Zudao knew very well that if it were just himself or other comrades, facing these difficulties time and again, everyone would probably have been helpless long ago, and the People's Party might very likely have scattered like birds and beasts in front of these difficulties. As for turning the unfavorable into favorable and seizing every opportunity to constantly expand the local influence of the People's Party, this foreign force, in Fengtai County—don't even think about such things.

Chen Ke was almost dragging everyone forward alone. Although in every meeting, Chen Ke tried hard to mobilize and encourage the comrades. And the comrades indeed worked hard, but in the end, what everyone could do was merely obey Chen Ke's arrangements. This was already not bad; at least a team of several hundred people had been gathered, and effective work had been done for so long. Everyone finally had some confidence and habit. If after months of hard work, they were still the same few people as before with no development in the People's Party's strength, Chen Ke wouldn't be able to hold the fort either. But learning that there were local landlords elsewhere who wanted to use force against the People's Party, many comrades were still scared. He Zudao took a deep breath. Now he absolutely could not have the slightest fear. Facing this kind of thing now, He Zudao's judgment was simple: he must follow Chen Ke closely. Only in this way could there be a way out.
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Chapter 61 The Party Central Committee

"Wenqing, don't explain for now. Just say directly what we should do." You Gou had no interest in listening to that nonsense. She simply interrupted Lu Huitian's question. Many people in the People's Party loved to reason and talk logic when encountering emergencies. Where was there so much logic to talk about in this world? Thinking of this, You Gou simply stood up. "Comrades, we have such a scale of organization and troops today because we made it, not because we talked it into existence. Instead of figuring out why the landlords want to attack us, we might as well get rid of the plotting landlords first. What does everyone say?"

Hearing this, some people nodded in agreement, while others had different views. "Nothing in the world surpasses reason; revolution must also be reasonable." Qin Shou had only recently arrived in Anhui. Nominally a water conservancy engineer, he actually held a sinecure. His speech represented the comrades who currently did not have military or political work but were engaged in clerical work.

You Gou didn't support the attitude of these people at all. "Every time we have a meeting, when have we not done it according to Wenqing's final opinion? The results are also laid out here. The situation is so urgent now; if we talk reason, the landlords won't talk our reason. My opinion is to start doing what Wenqing said right now. After solving the matter, we can talk about this reason slowly."

"You are undermining intra-Party democracy!" Qin Shou's reaction was relatively intense.

"We talk democracy; landlords don't talk democracy. Intra-Party democracy doesn't mean irrelevant comrades should also have decision-making power. I feel that at such an urgent moment, someone must be able to make the final decision." This was what You Gou had always wanted to say. In the days when the People's Party only had eight or nine members, they focused on doing things, and lectures and discussions were squeezed out of time. At that time, You Gou was responsible for pharmaceuticals and basically sacrificed sleep to attend meetings. After the scale of the People's Party organization expanded, although everyone had work, the efficiency was lower. Especially Party meetings; Chen Ke had to communicate with comrades for a long time every time. It was fine in ordinary times, but in such a crisis, instead of thinking about dealing with the enemy, energy had to be used to persuade comrades first. If intra-Party democracy was done like this, it would be better not to have it.

It was a pity that Huishen and Xingtai were not here. You Gou felt very regretful. Chen Tianhua was working in the north, and Qi Huishen was still in Shanghai responsible for the work of the Shanghai Party Branch. If these two people were in Anhui, they could at least suppress a considerable number of people with their prestige and connections.

"Then what does Comrade You Gou think we should do?" Qin Shou asked.

"My meaning is to simply elect an Anhui Central Committee, re-elected every year. Everyone's work obeys the command of the Central Committee." You Gou finally spoke her ultimate idea.

Many people gasped. Qin Shou secretly winked at You Gou, and then he also stood up. As a graduate of the Nanyang Navy Academy, this youth who had once gone north alone to serve in Beijing in the *Gengzi* year (1900) and had served as a minor official in the Ministry of Revenue in the capital, actually long hoped to establish a more efficient Party organization. But the timing had never arrived. As a member of the Beijing Party Group and also a southerner, Qin Shou did not reject the Shanghai Party Group. On the contrary, he shared common views with You Gou and others on reforming the Party organization. Although not intentional, his echoing of You Gou was quite tacit.

"If a Party Central Committee is formed, then what should be the relationship between the Central Committee and the Party members? Intra-Party democracy cannot be lost. How to guarantee democracy while ensuring that doing things won't be dragged out? This must be explained clearly." The People's Party could still maintain a certain cohesion in a hodgepodge situation until now; this intra-Party democracy contributed greatly. Precisely because everyone had the right to speak, although everyone might not accept many things, at least there was room for discussion. But once a Central Committee was elected, there would be a distinction between high and low. Many people would definitely worry whether their opinions would be valued as much as now in the future.

"Then I'll ask a question: who does the power of the People's Party belong to?" As an old Party member, You Gou was very clear about the theory within the Party and the theory of institutional construction. This was all thanks to Chen Ke insisting on organizational principles; the People's Party hadn't gone down any crooked path from the beginning.

All Party members had heard this content in Party classes. When You Gou asked this, they immediately began to frown and contemplate. Qin Shou said clearly: "The power of the People's Party belongs to Party organizations at all levels. Party organizations at all levels are elected based on fair voting. Within the same level of Party organization, the principle of minority obeying majority is adopted. Between Party organizations of different levels, the rule of lower levels obeying higher levels is implemented. Superior Party organizations have the obligation to provide explanations for the questions of subordinate Party organizations."

After listening to Qin Shou's explanation, the comrades remembered this organizational regulation proposed by the People's Party. At this stage, the People's Party did not have any Central Committee. Even before everyone arrived in Anhui, there wasn't even a Party Branch. So this kind of organizational rule was only heard of. While everyone was worrying about the possible attack by landlord armed forces, they completely didn't expect that these seemingly tit-for-tat disputes between You Gou and Qin Shou would actually lead to the formation of the Party organization. Many people actually didn't understand what was going on.

"With the great enemy in front, orders cannot come from multiple doors. We must elect the Party Central Committee and fight in coordination under the command of the Central Committee." Shang Yuan stood up and expressed his stance.

"Correct. Before, discussing a problem took several days to reach a result. It is really inappropriate now." Hua Xiongmao was very smart; he knew You Gou's meaning as soon as he heard it. Seeing Shang Yuan had expressed his stance, he also immediately stood up to express support.

"I also support electing a Party Central Committee. It won't be too late to discuss in detail after getting rid of the landlords." He Zudao immediately followed up.

Several important figures in the People's Party and the Insurance Corps expressed their support, and others had no reason to oppose. Inexplicably, the theme of the meeting changed from going to the countryside for work to how to conduct an election.

However, now was also considered a good timing. Except for less than ten Party members in several guard departments who didn't have time to attend the meeting, the comrades of the Anhui Branch of the People's Party were basically all present. So an election regulation was formulated. Since Anhui gathered the majority of People's Party members, in the election system, if more than two-thirds of the formal Party members voted in agreement, a final resolution could be formed. If more than three-quarters voted to pass, they could even propose amending the Party Constitution.

This meeting temporarily passed two major intentions. First was to establish the People's Party Central Committee. Party branches in other places must obey the command of the Party Central Committee. Second was to prepare to elect a Temporary Party Central Secretariat Committee with a term of half a year. All this would be voted on in the general meeting of all Party members formally convened tomorrow.

The meeting had to end here. Although the matter of landlord armed forces was urgent, all military forces of the People's Party's "Insurance Corps" were now in the county town. And they had already taken responsibility for guarding the safety of the county town, especially the safety of the warehouses. Various warning systems were also in place. Thanks to the benefits of collective meetings, everyone was very clear about these things, so they were not too worried.

Since there would be a meeting a few hours later, Chen Ke announced the adjournment, and comrades went back to rest respectively. Among the likely personnel for the Temporary Central Secretariat Committee, Chen Ke was definitely going to be elected First Secretary. There was not much suspense about this matter. It was not convenient for Chen Ke to keep some comrades for private discussion either. At such a subtle juncture, every move of an individual would be regarded as selfish even if there was no selfishness. Iron-core supporters of Chen Ke like You Gou and Hua Xiongmao went directly back to their residences. He Zudao thought over and over again and finally swallowed the matter of the small friction between Xiong Mingyang and the sentry back into his stomach. This matter could completely wait until after the committee was elected.

On July 27, 1906, the general meeting of the Anhui Party Branch of the People's Party was formally convened. The meeting elected the People's Party Central Committee. The Temporary Central Secretariat Committee was composed of seven people. Chen Ke, Shang Yuan, Hua Xiongmao, You Gou, Qin Shou, Yuwen Badu, and Lu Huitian were elected as members of the Temporary Secretariat Committee.

The Party Central Committee had jurisdiction over three branches: the Hebei Party Branch, the Shanghai Party Branch, and the Anhui Party Branch. Chen Tianhua was appointed *in absentia* as the Party Committee Secretary of the Hebei Party Branch, Qi Huishen was appointed *in absentia* as the Secretary of the Shanghai Party Branch, while the Secretary of the Anhui Party Branch was surprisingly assumed by Qin Wuan. Because of long-term contact and cooperation with the Anhui engineering team led by Yuwen Badu, and since this group of people was already the backbone of the Insurance Corps, Qin Wuan's appointment as the Anhui Party Branch Secretary did not encounter any opposition.

After the Party Central Committee was established, the core teams among the three sets of teams of the Party, government, and army had a basic framework. The Party organization did not allow Central Secretariat members to concurrently serve as leaders of Party organizations at various levels, but Party organization members could concurrently serve in government department positions. Shang Yuan concurrently served as the highest administrative officer of the Anhui People's Government.

The army was divided into military command and military administration departments. Chen Ke, following the Party's convention, concurrently served as the Chairman of the Military Commission with the status of First Secretary. There were seven members of the Military Commission: Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao, Xu Dian, Chai Qingguo, He Zudao, Yuwen Badu, and Kuroshima Jinichiro served in positions on the Military Commission.

This "makeshift troupe" specially established a Logistics Committee. Su Wuming, Mao Ping, and others served as members of the Logistics Committee.

Besides this, a very important department was also established. The full name of this department was the "People's Party Discipline Inspection Commission," also commonly known as the "Ji Jian Wei" by later generations. This department was equivalent to the "Censorate." Chen Ke didn't want this kind of important work to be controlled by those "High-minded Critics" (*Qingliu*) at all, so he simply assigned it personally. The government and the Military Commission provided manpower. Shang Yuan served as the Secretary of the Discipline Inspection Commission, and the Deputy Secretary was Xu Dian, a law school graduate.

Elections looked simple, but when the show of hands voting was really implemented time and again, it was truly dry and boring. These comrades had been together for a long time and were familiar with each other. Moreover, the People's Party had not been established for long after all, and internal factions had not yet fully formed. Except for Chen Ke, the two very influential figures in the Party, Qi Huishen and Chen Tianhua, were in Shanghai and Hebei. If they were present, there might have been some struggle. Now that these two were absent, everyone didn't even have the plan to fight for authority. Since the flood began, all Party members had been ordered to work on the front line. Anyway, everyone had to work personally; the distinction in status was not the key issue for the time being.

Once the Party Central Committee was determined, Chen Ke asked various departments to hold meetings first to familiarize themselves with the comrades in their own departments and discuss the department's arrangements and programs. The Central Secretariat Committee members held their own internal meeting.

"This rural work must be launched immediately." Chen Ke said straightforwardly. The efficiency of a seven-person meeting was indeed very different from a general meeting. If it were a general meeting, Chen Ke would at least show a somewhat gentle expression. Facing other Central Committee members, Chen Ke didn't have a trace of a smile.

"Mr. Chen... oh, Comrade Chen Ke, I'm still worried about those landlords plotting against us." Yuwen Badu said quickly. Since he had already told this news, he believed Chen Ke would absolutely not turn a blind eye to it.

"Comrade Yuwen," You Gou omitted Badu's given name and only addressed him by his surname, "The landlords rely on inciting the common people to launch attacks on us. We must now use revolutionary propaganda to counter counter-revolutionary propaganda."

"Revolutionary propaganda?" Yuwen Badu was somewhat puzzled.

"The landlords just say to the common people that we have grain, we are preparing to hoard grain to get rich, and won't care about the life or death of the common people. So, we precisely need to use revolutionary propaganda to counter them now. We have grain, correct. But our grain is simply not enough for everyone to eat until next year. So, in order to let everyone survive, these landlords' land has to be taken out for everyone to cultivate together, rush-plant and rush-harvest together. The harvested grain will be distributed to everyone, so we can survive the disaster year!"
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Chapter 62 Yuezhangji (I)

The impact of words spoken by a man versus a woman is completely different. When You Gou proposed that the landlords' land must be taken out and cultivated by everyone together, and the harvested grain distributed equally among the common people, Yuwen Badu suddenly felt a mixture of surprise and joy in his heart. If these words were spoken by Chen Ke, Yuwen Badu's feelings would have been more of fear. But when You Gou said such words in pleasant-sounding Shanghai dialect, for some reason, Yuwen Badu felt more joy in his heart. His voice was trembling a bit, "Comrade You Gou, do you mean this?"

"Why would I lie?" You Gou could understand Yuwen Badu's excitement. She had personally gone to the countryside during the rural social investigation last year and had a good understanding of the hardships of farmers in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. This was a terrible era; not only did landlords occupy more than 70% of the land in rural areas, but they also tried every means to shift various tax burdens onto ordinary farmers. Land rents as high as 60% and usury with annual interest rates of over 100% ruthlessly exploited the farmers.

And the cities were not much better. Under Chen Ke's leadership, the People's Party's enterprises had substantial income, enough to support such a large association. But You Gou herself came from a comprador family, and with more than a year of study, she could already see through the exploitation of urban workers: about 80% of the profits were taken by the bosses. Even so, China's handicraft industry was still crumbling under the ruthless impact of foreign goods.

"No idle fields across the four seas, yet farmers starve to death!" Precisely because she could see these social realities clearly, You Gou felt the necessity of revolution even more. In such a pitch-black era, such an era of internal and external difficulties, if China did not rise up in revolution, the future would definitely be complete destruction.

"Yuwen, are you afraid of death?" You Gou asked.

"This... of course I am." Yuwen Badu had never been a person who loved to tell lies.

"Do you think we have no way to force the landlords to take out the land? Or are you afraid that this new system cannot be maintained in the future? Even if we force the landlords to take out the land this year, the landlords will retaliate with double the force next year?" You Gou continued to ask.

This time Yuwen Badu didn't speak immediately. Looking at the only woman in the Central Secretariat Committee saying the things he was truly worried about, he was actually speechless.

"Yuwen, you know what we want to do, right?" You Gou asked another sentence.

Yuwen Badu didn't dare to utter a sound. He knew about the People's Party's struggle goals and the means to be adopted. This group of urban youths were not some benevolent souls; Yuwen Badu knew this after dealing with Chen Ke for the first time. And Chen Ke was absolutely not a person who deceived others.

Yuwen Badu worked for Chen Ke with his fellow villagers. At first, everyone was not used to it, but after more than a month, everyone got completely used to it. Although there were various things in between, those fellow villagers all had a common feeling: working under the People's Party, they were living with more and more clarity. It turned out that many things could completely be handled by different methods. If not for this, these people would not have agreed to follow the People's Party back to their hometown.

"Those landlord clans have deceived everyone for dozens of generations. With such a big disaster, following the old way is definitely death. To survive, can the farmers die if they stand by and watch once?" You Gou said sternly, "We will do the fighting and killing; it's enough if the farmers believe us just once. Just this once is enough."

Yuwen Badu swallowed a mouthful of saliva with difficulty. He had only formally joined the People's Party recently. Before, Yuwen Badu positioned himself as a "collaborator." Chen Ke was ruthless in dividing and absorbing Yuwen Badu's "former engineering team." By now, Yuwen Badu had completely lost his appeal to the "former engineering team members." That was why Yuwen Badu joined the People's Party without hesitation. Humans have inertia; Yuwen Badu didn't have the decisiveness to leave a familiar group resolutely.

"Be a man and be straightforward. Say it, will you do it or not?" You Gou had no intention of using a long speech to persuade Yuwen Badu at all.

At this point, it was not the time for Yuwen Badu to look ahead and behind anymore. Yuwen Badu looked up at Fengtai County Magistrate Shang Yuan sitting on Chen Ke's left. Even the county magistrate had joined the People's Party; what did he have to be afraid of? If the sky fell, there was someone taller to hold it up. What the hell was he afraid of?

"I'll do it!" Yuwen Badu gritted his teeth and said.

"Very good, then let's all listen to Wenqing's instructions. Obey discipline, listen to command." Seeing she had persuaded Yuwen Badu, You Gou left the final order.

"Comrade Yuwen Badu, since you said there are landlords who want to move against us, can you talk about it?" Chen Ke finally asked.

Since he had made up his mind, Yuwen Badu no longer hid anything. He confessed everything he knew like pouring beans out of a bamboo tube. There was a big fortified village in Yuezhangji Town west of Fengtai County. The leading landlord, Zhang Youliang, had let out words that he had designs on the existing grain of the Insurance Corps.

"Haven't we been to Yuezhangji?" Chen Ke was a bit strange.

Fengtai County was north of the Huai River. This flood caused the Huai River to surge, and Yuezhangji was also flooded. The People's Party struck out in all directions and saved many people. Yuezhangji was also within the scope of disaster relief.

"I led the team," Hua Xiongmao answered immediately. "That landlord was very arrogant. The fortified village was closed tight, and he resolutely refused to accept refugees. We had to bring the refugees back to the headquarters here. Now there are quite a few new comrades from Yuezhangji in the Insurance Corps. Most of these comrades brought their families from there to our headquarters."

"Then what opinion does this Landlord Zhang have against us?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

"I don't know what medicine he took wrong. I also heard this from a few people who just ran over. I had people from Yuezhangji under me originally, and so many people came recently. There should be quite a few people inside who owe Landlord Zhang money." Yuwen Badu made his own deduction.

"Let's investigate first whether this Landlord Zhang was just saying it casually or really has this plan. Clarify this matter. Comrade Hua Xiongmao will be responsible for this matter," Chen Ke issued the order. "And I'll say this upfront: no matter what plan he has, since there are many people from Yuezhangji in our Insurance Corps, it is necessary to make an example of him first. The recent main attack direction is Yuezhangji."

With the direction clarified, everyone's mood relaxed a lot. Yuwen Badu and Hua Xiongmao went to find those fellow villagers who brought the news to ask about the situation clearly. Shang Yuan continued to return to the county yamen to work. You Gou stopped Chen Ke. "Wenqing, I want to introduce a comrade to you."

"There is the Organization Department for introducing comrades; why are you looking for me?" Chen Ke was very strange.

"This comrade is a woman," You Gou answered very crisply.

"A woman?" Chen Ke was a bit puzzled.

After the flood, the People's Party vigorously expanded its human resources, and many children from decent families joined the Insurance Corps. Moreover, they could all apply for their family members to work in the labor groups organized by the People's Party, which counted as "work-relief" in the county. There were quite a few women in here. As a woman holding important organizational duties, You Gou was in charge, and Chen Ke's wife He Ying was also helping in the Women's Federation. With such a large number of women, Chen Ke didn't quite understand what kind of woman could make You Gou care so much.

"She is a childhood friend of Xu Erba. Her name is Ren Qiying. This girl is very unusual."

Just listening to You Gou's one-sentence introduction, Chen Ke also felt she was very unusual. In these times, women who could have their own formal names were definitely not from small families. He recalled Xu Erba's background and then asked: "Isn't Xu Erba from Xujiazhuang, Fengtai County?"

"Correct. This Miss Ren studied with Xu Erba since childhood. In terms of knowledge, she is even above Xu Erba."

"Did this Miss Ren say that?" Chen Ke was somewhat doubtful. Generally speaking, people who blew their own trumpet wouldn't have any real stuff.

You Gou laughed: "I heard it from Xu Erba. As for Erba's learning, well, it's just like that. The reason he could pass the *Xiucai* exam was because Miss Ren kept forcing him to practice calligraphy."

Hearing this, Chen Ke was speechless. One of the important reasons for abolishing the imperial examination in these times was that the imperial examination had no vitality. Taking the imperial examination, especially for *Xiucai*, depended on whether the article was smooth, and the decisive content was whether your handwriting was good. Since Miss Ren had such insight, she wasn't too bad.

You Gou introduced the situation of this Ren Qiying again. This girl had a straightforward nature and was one of the members who joined the women's labor group under the Insurance Corps relatively early. She worked hard. But she didn't like working with women.

"She resolutely demands to join the army," You Gou dropped a bombshell at the end.

"Join the army? This..." Chen Ke was also bluffed. Women joining the army? This wasn't the Red Detachment of Women. Thinking again, Chen Ke replied: "How about this, aren't we going to attack Yuezhangji? I have a plan that might use a girl. You ask her; if she isn't afraid of death and dares to do things, I can help smooth things over. Otherwise, don't even think about it."

Seeing You Gou leaving happily, Chen Ke breathed a sigh of relief. Finally, they were about to formally enter the stage of creating a rural base area. Don't look at it being just a small place like Fengtai County; class struggle had always been extremely cruel. Killing was bound to begin. Revolution was a violent action of one class overthrowing another class, and this was also a chain of events. It was even an earth-shattering event.

As the saying goes, "Cutting off a man's wealth is worse than killing his parents." Once the People's Party created a brand-new social system, even in such a small place, it would absolutely trigger the fiercest confrontation. Chen Ke didn't believe that the people could understand the logic of revolution right now. The people were the most pragmatic; they could "know the how," but generally had no interest in the "why." Back then, regarding the "Three Principles of the People" promoted by the Kuomintang, let alone the people not knowing, even many of the Kuomintang's own people were actually completely in the dark. But the Party's rural propaganda was much simpler: "Class Struggle," "Land Revolution," "The People Stand Up to be Masters." Simple terms explaining profound things, easy to understand.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke couldn't help but look at his own hands. These hands would soon be stained with blood. And there would only be more and more in the future. Although he accepted such cognition completely rationally, Chen Ke had neither emotional excitement nor even any related associations. His thoughts quickly turned to the plan for Yuezhangji.
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Floods can be divided into two types: short-term and long-term. The results caused by these two situations are completely different. After a short-term flood, sand and soil are left on the ground; after a long-term flood, clay is left on the ground. This results from the mixture in the floodwater settling in different patterns depending on the stagnation time of the water flow.

The Anhui flood of 1906 was the latter. After the torrential rain lasting for two months finally stopped, the originally solid ground had completely softened. The already soft ground was infiltrated by a large amount of moisture, plus a thick layer of mud covering it, turning it completely into a mud pond. The grass and crops on the ground had long been soaked to death, and even the remaining debris was covered under the thick mud. What remained on the ground were some aquatic plants. After the flood receded, a small part of these plants that once existed in the water did not flow away with the water but were left in the mire, dying in the scorching sun, or simply already dead. Meanwhile, other fungi and algae were reproducing vigorously. These tiny organisms were full of vitality, covering large patches of the mire with a thin layer of green. The air was full of moisture, mixed with the strong fishy smell emitted by these microorganisms. Under this greenness, fish corpses could be seen from time to time. They were also left on the swamp, and then as the water slowly disappeared, they died of hypoxia in the mud. Because even the scavengers were swept away after the flood, the fish corpses were relatively intact.

However, no one was interested in these things. Those fish corpses had long been soaked like mud, only maintaining their shapes because no external force changed them. A small team was trekking through the mire left by the flood in a light boat. When oars or poling poles occasionally touched these dead fish, a large chunk of their flesh was immediately taken down, revealing the white skeletons.

He Zudao and six comrades were traveling through this mire in a boat equipped with wooden runners. After the flood, the original road could not be found at all. Some places were still navigable by boat, but more places could only rely on people to drag the small boat modified into a mud sled. Every step was deep or shallow; one never knew what would be encountered in the next step. Sometimes one would simply sink into the swamp suddenly. A strong hemp rope was tied around every comrade's waist, and the other end of the rope was tied to the boat. If danger really occurred, relying on the rope could at least save their skins.

There were two ways to get to Yuezhangji. One was to follow the Huai River westward, then go north through the lakes to reach the destination. The other was to go all the way west from the county town, passing through the disaster area that had turned into a swamp to reach the destination. The Insurance Corps dispatched two teams. One team was led by Yuwen Badu and Hua Xiongmao, taking a boat by water. He Zudao's team took the land route. The reason for taking this arduous road was definitely not because Chen Ke had nothing better to do. The Secretariat Committee determined through several meetings that Yuezhangji should be the first target. Attacking the earthen fortified village of Yuezhangji would be the first formal military operation of the People's Party, so the marching route had to be determined in the early stage.

Quite a few bamboo poles were placed on the small boat, with red cloth strips tied to the tops of the poles. He Zudao and the others inserted such markers in relatively solid places, aiming to provide guidance for future land marches. It wasn't just those small plants submerged under the water surface that were soaked to death; even trees couldn't be spared after two months of soaking. After the water receded and the buoyancy support was lost, trees with shallow roots had already fallen in this mud pond. Those that barely managed to remain standing were also crooked. He Zudao pushed the big tree in front of him hard. This elm tree stood relatively straight, but He Zudao, a relatively thin young man, pushed it askew. The tree roots were exposed from the mud, and He Zudao quickly jumped away. He and the comrades watched helplessly as the tree crashed into the muddy water. The habitual idiom to describe big trees is "deep roots and lush leaves," but the exposed tree roots were not very big. The roots that should have been strong presented a white color like radishes. With a pinch of fingers, they snapped crisply. Even tree roots were soaked like this; how could such land be cultivated?

After arriving in Anhui, He Zudao was either in the county town or on a boat; he hadn't been to the countryside yet. So upon learning the news that the landlord of Yuezhangji threatened to lay hands on the Insurance Corps' grain, he was very angry and felt that the landlord named Zhang Youliang was really too arrogant. But seeing such land with his own eyes, he could at least understand Chen Ke's worry about landlords inciting the people.

Looking around, there was no sign of human habitation as far as the eye could see. All that could be seen was swamp. The group were all military backbones of the Second Company. Yuezhangji was only a few dozen *li* away from the county town. With everyone's marching ability, they should have arrived by now. As a result, after walking all morning, the county town could no longer be seen. And Yuezhangji, dozens of *li* away from the county town, was nowhere in sight. All that remained between heaven and earth was this seemingly endless swamp. It was as if this swamp had existed here eternally since the creation of the world.

With the sun scorching overhead and water vapor steaming underfoot, He Zudao felt parched instead. He took a bamboo tube from the boat modified into a mud sled, pulled out the wooden stopper, and gulped down a big mouthful. Don't look at the water everywhere; let alone drinking it, just smelling the taste, that fishy smell was very unbearable. So the "tap water" in the bamboo tube appeared so sweet and refreshing at this moment. Seeing He Zudao, who had rolled into a mud-caked figure, start drinking water, other comrades who were also like mud-caked figures gathered around to get water to drink.

Chen Ke had spoken about the "water pollution problem." If production was to be restored here, let alone how to deal with this mud pond, just the drinking water for personnel was a big problem. Digging wells was out of the question; water could only be transported from outside. If not for the water plant Chen Ke set up over in the county town, He Zudao couldn't imagine how to survive in this stretching mud pond. The People's Party had nearly a thousand Insurance Corps members under its command, plus thousands of Insurance Corps family members organized, this force could be described as "strength in numbers." But how many people could a county town have? The number of farmers in other places was greater. When tens of thousands, or even hundreds of thousands of people came to look for grain, what use would these few thousand people be?

Just after a morning of trekking, He Zudao determined one thing: in this extraordinary period, forces like Yuezhangji that tried to take the lead in trouble must be eliminated.

"Political Commissar, with this way of walking, what if we can't arrive by tonight? Can this boat sleep a few of us?" A soldier put down the bamboo tube and asked.

"If we can't arrive during the day, we'll walk through the night. No matter what, we must reach Yuezhangji before dawn tomorrow." He Zudao had no intention of resting at all.

Marching in such a swamp consumed enormous physical strength. Hearing He Zudao say this, several comrades felt it was a bit too harsh. "Political Commissar, it's not that we don't do our best. This place is too hard to walk."

He Zudao could understand the comrades' thoughts. He put the bamboo tube back into the boat before saying: "If it weren't hard to walk, why let us walk it? Isn't it because of the belief that we can definitely achieve the goal? We are not walking for ourselves; thousands of people behind us are waiting for us to report good news. If we can't even endure this bit of hardship, can we face those fellow villagers behind us?"

Hearing He Zudao say this, everyone stopped making a sound. There were people from Yuezhangji in the small squad. They were ordinary people kept outside the fortified village by Zhang Youliang during the flood. If not for being brought back to the county town by the People's Party together with their families, I'm afraid their bones couldn't be found by now. But after all, the comrades had never walked such a road. To be honest, if not for the People's Party's rescue, many of them hadn't even been to the county town dozens of *li* away. Let alone following the Insurance Corps to transport grain hundreds of *li* away. For these warriors who were ordinary farmers a few months ago, this was something beyond imagination, something they hadn't even heard of.

The soldiers were very simple. Since the People's Party could save them, and there was food to eat after joining, and even enough rations for their families, these people were willing to risk their lives for the People's Party to survive. Since He Zudao, who had extremely high prestige in everyone's mind, led the team personally, everyone accepted it.

Seeing everyone was persuaded, He Zudao continued: "Then let's have a meeting first to discuss. Based on what we saw this morning, which places are easier to walk, so we can be faster in the afternoon and spend less effort exploring the path."

Compared with He Zudao and the others, Hua Xiongmao and Yuwen Badu taking the water route were much more relaxed. At this time, their boat had reached the destination. Near a "dock" at Yuezhangji. From a distance, a tall earthen fortified village could be seen towering in the distance. The earthen fortified village was built on a high slope, with a brick and stone structure. Northern Anhui was the old nest of Li Hongzhang's Huai Army. Most of these earthen fortified villages were built by retired Huai Army officers. These Huai Army officers were either from local landlord backgrounds or had established considerable military merits when following Li Hongzhang to suppress the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom and the Nian Army, becoming landlords after returning home in glory. There were many bandits in Northern Anhui. Building earthen fortified villages could guard against bandits on one hand, and on the other hand, through building such earthen fortified villages, it also allowed these retired officers to master the power in the countryside. After all, these officers had followed Li Hongzhang to fight east and west, and their organizational ability was much stronger than rural local landlords. After mastering the power in the countryside, they supported connections and sent their children into the Beiyang Army, which became an outlet for the children of these places. Historically, Duan Qirui was called the "Anhui Clique" (*Wanxi*) not only because he was from Anhui, but because there were quite a few people from Northern Anhui in his troops.

Guard at the "dock" was very strict. After all, many "commanders" inside the earthen fortified village were retired soldiers. They still had some minimum organizational skills. Moreover, according to the People's Party's investigation, this Landlord Zhang Youliang didn't farm the land himself at all; his land was rented to others to cultivate. Quite a bit of information pointed out that Landlord Zhang Youliang seemed to be the pillar behind a group of bandits.

The People's Party flag was planted on the bow of the boat, very eye-catching. People on the dock saw it from far away. Hua Xiongmao had excellent eyesight; he saw someone running back into the earthen fortified village to report. And the others on the dock were already waiting in full battle array. It really meant facing a formidable enemy.

"What do you do?" The Insurance Corps' boat couldn't dock. Two small boats had already driven out, blocking in front of the Insurance Corps. The person on the bow shouted loudly: "Who are you?"

"We are from the county Insurance Corps, here to visit Old Master Zhang Youliang." Hua Xiongmao's voice was clear and bright, carrying very far.

The other party didn't expect Hua Xiongmao to be so direct. He was stunned for a moment before asking: "What business do you have visiting Old Master Zhang?"

"Many people from our Yuezhangji went to the county town to flee the disaster when the flood happened. Now the water has receded, and we thought that everyone has to eat and can't starve to death. But there isn't enough grain, so we want to discuss with Old Master Zhang to let everyone come back. Let everyone farm the land of Yuezhangji together, and don't collect rent. At least grow something to eat, so everyone can survive this disaster year first." When Hua Xiongmao shouted these words, he used full breath, his voice bright and far-reaching. Not only did the people on the two small boats opposite hear it clearly, but even those on the shore heard it clearly.

Everyone was stunned after hearing this, and then a burst of laughter rang out immediately. It was mixed with various mockeries.

"Don't pay rent? Everyone farms Yuezhangji's land together? Haha, hahahaha!"

"Farming land without paying rent? Are the Insurance Corps people stupid!"

"Hehe, what do you take Old Master Zhang for?"

These mocking sounds were issued by people holding weapons or even firelocks and fowling pieces. Presumably, these people should be the guards of this earthen fortified village, or simply the bandits rumored to be closely related to Landlord Zhang Youliang. Those without weapons who were just on the side mostly didn't laugh; instead, they looked at Hua Xiongmao dumbfounded.

Hua Xiongmao didn't care about these laughters at all. He looked at the person on the opposite boat who was looking at him like a monster and continued to shout: "At any rate, we traveled dozens of *li* by boat to rush here. Brother, trouble you to announce us."
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What is "righteous spirit" (*zhengqi*)? There are many explanations, but the spirit displayed by a person when seeking welfare for the people should be called "righteous spirit." From this perspective, Hua Xiongmao should be awe-inspiringly righteous at this moment. But obviously, these people at the Yuezhangji dock did not think so. In their view, an outsider from who-knows-where, visiting the prominent figure of Yuezhangji, Old Master Zhang Youliang, for the first time, actually brazenly demanded that Old Master Zhang's land be taken out for the common people to farm together, and even demanded no rent. This was not "righteous spirit" at all; this was authentic "foolishness."

So when Hua Xiongmao asked to see Old Master Zhang, the people on the two boats blocking Hua Xiongmao had no intention of reporting it at all. Since the other party made this attitude clear, the meeting between this person and Old Master Zhang would definitely end unhappily. Old Master Zhang had long threatened to get grain from the "Insurance Corps" in the county town. Although it was said that the Insurance Corps had many people, Old Master Zhang might not do anything to this person this time. But if Old Master Zhang got angry, the person who reported it would probably suffer afterwards.

Hua Xiongmao knew what these people were thinking at a glance. He simply ignored them and shouted to the people on the dock: "Fellow villagers! The flood has caused such a mess. If we don't hurry up and rush-plant and rush-harvest now, what will everyone eat to live? Our Insurance Corps has grain in hand; this is true. But even if we give all our grain to everyone, it won't last through this winter. Are you afraid to plant crops now, or are you preparing to go thousands of *li* away to flee famine? Everyone knows how difficult the road to flee famine is, right? When you return from fleeing famine, will your land still be yours? I think everyone has seen this before, right?"

Hearing Hua Xiongmao say this, the faces of the people on the two boats in front changed immediately. These words were ruthless enough. Zhang Youliang's becoming the largest local landlord was very closely related to natural disasters. After every disaster year, his family's land would expand significantly. A big reason why many people currently had absolutely nothing to eat at home but still refused to leave Anhui was that these ordinary people were very worried that after they left, their land would be gone when they returned. So they tried every means to stay at home. Many of this group of people worked for the Zhang family on the dock. Hearing Hua Xiongmao's words, it was inevitable that the people on the dock heard them and had other thoughts in their hearts. They first looked at Hua Xiongmao in astonishment, and then started making noise in unison.

"What are you saying?"

"You are farting!"

"How dare you speak ill of Old Master Zhang; do you want to die?"

Hua Xiongmao laughed loudly; his clear and bright voice instantly suppressed the voices of those few people. "Whether what I said is the truth or not, the fellow villagers know clearly in their hearts. Since you refuse to announce me today, forget it. I will come to visit again the day after tomorrow." After speaking, Hua Xiongmao turned back and made a gesture. The Insurance Corps members on the boat shouted a chant at the same time, rowed the oars, and the boat headed back the way it came. Those two boats of bewildered lackeys just watched Hua Xiongmao and the others leave leisurely.

The Insurance Corps comrades were often on the water these days and were well-trained. The boat rowed fast on the water. Before long, the dock was left far behind. Yuwen Badu praised: "Zhenglan was really majestic just now."

Hua Xiongmao did not respond to such praise. He actually wanted to enter this earthen fortified village today to have a look. Among the People's Party's data, Zhang Youliang was almost seventy years old this year. It was actually quite surprising to Hua Xiongmao that such an old man dared to threaten to deal with the Insurance Corps. Logically speaking, people of this age were conservative. Hua Xiongmao knew the strength of the Insurance Corps. Everyone traveled thousands of *li* from Shanghai to Fengtai County, Anhui, then from Fengtai County to Anqing, underwent a month and a half of military training, and then walked back to Fengtai County. In the disaster relief operation, the performance of the Insurance Corps was quite impressive. Chen Ke had explained the theory of military construction in detail. Hua Xiongmao was a military degree holder (*Wujuren*), plus during the Anqing training, he had seen the level of the Anhui New Army. In Hua Xiongmao's view, except for weapons, the Anhui New Army and the Insurance Corps were about the same—six of one, half a dozen of the other. A rural landlord was at most a bandit leader. Daring to plot against the Insurance Corps, did he take the wrong medicine?

Thinking of this, Hua Xiongmao turned his head again to look at that earthen fortified village. It was very far away. Looking from afar, the earthen fortified village didn't look like anything special. Used to seeing buildings in Shanghai, this earthen fortified village looked crude and dilapidated to Hua Xiongmao. In this flood, the original houses outside the fortified village had long been completely soaked and collapsed. Anyway, when Hua Xiongmao was saving people, that place was already a wave of water. Now some people had built new houses there. Set off by this crude and dilapidated earthen fortified village, those incomparably crude houses outside the fortified village looked completely insignificant.

"It would be great if we had binoculars," Hua Xiongmao suddenly sighed.

"What?" Yuwen Badu didn't understand. He hadn't participated in the Anqing military training and hadn't seen binoculars. He couldn't understand Hua Xiongmao's mood at this moment, having used binoculars before.

"Wenqing said we can make glass in the future, and we will also try to make binoculars then. You'll know then." Hua Xiongmao gave an answer that wasn't an answer.

This obviously aroused Yuwen Badu's curiosity. Just as he was about to ask in detail what those binoculars were, he heard Hua Xiongmao say: "Yuwen, what do you think that old thing Zhang Youliang is thinking right now?"

Zhang Youliang, called "old thing" by Hua Xiongmao, wasn't thinking about anything at this moment. He was listening with bursting anger to the person in front of him reporting the process of Hua Xiongmao's visit.

Actually, there was a misunderstanding between Hua Xiongmao and Zhang Youliang. Hua Xiongmao, who had started preparing for revolution with Chen Ke more than a year ago, never considered the Insurance Corps as some "semi-bandit" armed force. In his view, the Insurance Corps was a regular army. Plus Chen Ke's army building model and the large number of university student officers in the Insurance Corps, Hua Xiongmao never felt this armed force had any relationship with bandits.

But in Zhang Youliang's eyes, this "Insurance Corps" that popped out from nowhere was an out-and-out bandit armed force. Different from other bandits, it seemed the prominent figures of these bandits had some connections with the government. The flood not only destroyed the countryside of Yuezhangji, Anhui, but also completely cut off Zhang Youliang's information channels. So his understanding of the Insurance Corps still stopped at the time before the flood, when the Insurance Corps had just arrived. Let alone Zhang Youliang, other people's views on the Insurance Corps were exactly the same. And Zhang Youliang also had an armed force similar to an insurance corps under him. Both sides were directly in a competitive or even hostile relationship in "business." If not for the sudden heavy rain and the subsequent flood, Zhang Youliang would have long let his people test the Insurance Corps' background.

And in the flood, the Insurance Corps' act of rescuing people made Zhang Youliang feel the Insurance Corps had unpredictable intentions even more. At that time, the Insurance Corps wanted to send the rescued people into the fortified village. Zhang Youliang's first reaction was that this bandit armed force wanted to take the opportunity to capture the fortified village. So he unhesitatingly shut the Insurance Corps and those people out. Of course, Zhang Youliang was also very clear that there was selfishness in this. His first reaction was that after more people died, the Zhang family's land could expand a lot again. If these people were let in, after all, they were fellow villagers; taking action would always require many complicated processes. Moreover, if these people refused to sell their land desperately, it wouldn't be easy to handle. Whether for public or private reasons, shutting the Insurance Corps and those fellow villagers out was a very good choice.

Now the Insurance Corps people actually came to the door and made such outrageous demands. After listening to the slightly trembling report from the subordinate, Zhang Youliang only felt the blood-surging emotion that hadn't appeared for a long time actually came back like this. "Take out one's own land for the people to farm, don't collect rent, so everyone can survive the disaster year." What did this gang of Insurance Corps think they were? A group of bandits actually made such a treasonous and heretical request! Let alone the Insurance Corps, even the county magistrate wouldn't dare to propose such a presumptuous thought.

Zhang Youliang was sixty-eight years old this year. Since he followed Li Hongzhang's Huai Army to campaign everywhere at the age of eighteen, only those "Long-Haired Rebels" of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom had similar demonic words. Paying rent for farming land was an unalterable principle. Taking the land out for those disaster victims to farm—should he go drink the northwest wind himself?

The more Zhang Youliang thought, the angrier he got. He slapped the table in front of him fiercely. With a *pa* sound, the reporting lackey family servant shivered. This Old Master Zhang had been in the army for almost twenty years, killed countless people, and had a violent temper. Especially when encountering such "unruly" things, he always cursed as soon as he opened his mouth and hit as soon as he raised his hand. Seeing Old Master Zhang angry like this, the family servant was deeply afraid Old Master Zhang would vent his anger on him.

"Call someone here; go to the county yamen to file a complaint. I heard this Insurance Corps has some connections with the county magistrate. I'll just see how the magistrate will handle these people!" Zhang Youliang said loudly.

"Old Master Zhang, I think we shouldn't do this yet regarding this matter. Since this Insurance Corps dares to say this, I'm afraid they already know we want their grain. This is to come and scare us first. If we go to file a complaint, I'm afraid we'll show weakness." A middle-aged man beside him said quickly.

"Master Wu, then what do you think?" Zhang Youliang looked at this Master Wu askance.

"My meaning is we first send people to regain face, then talk about reporting to the officials. Old Master, think about it; those people dare to be so unscrupulous, it must be related to the magistrate's support. Now in the flood period, that magistrate is probably still using them to guard against bandits, so he definitely won't be willing to offend these people. It's useless for us to report to the officials temporarily. Moreover, empty words are no proof; what do we say?" Master Wu stated his own idea.

"Humph, this is your scholar's thinking. Those bandits just think we don't dare to report to the officials; that's why they are so arrogant. We are going to report to the officials this time, not really to make the government do anything to them. Rather, we want to blow this matter up. That gang threatened us like this; we will spread their words about demanding land to be taken out for people to farm. Not to mention anything else, what will the gentry think? In this year of great disaster, many people are already desperate and harboring evil intentions. It would be fine in ordinary times, but in these days, can everyone tolerate this gang acting so recklessly? As long as the gentry can join hands, the magistrate won't dare to shield them anymore. Then when we take action again, it will be much easier."

Master Wu didn't quite understand Zhang Youliang's thinking. Since Zhang Youliang knew the people's hearts were floating in the disaster year, wouldn't doing this make Zhang Youliang appear unbenevolent? Thinking of this, Master Wu looked somewhat uneasy.

Seeing Master Wu didn't understand his meaning at all, Zhang Youliang just snorted but didn't speak anymore. After participating in the Huai Army, Zhang Youliang could be considered to have crawled out of piles of dead people. After experiencing life and death, Zhang Youliang looked explosive, but actually his mind was very meticulous. In such a disaster year, there would definitely be civil unrest. It wasn't something landlords could avoid by making slight concessions. And this Insurance Corps saved victims everywhere during the flood, and now proposed this kind of proposition similar to "equalizing the rich and poor"; there must be someone instigating behind the scenes. Moving against the Insurance Corps directly now would not only have no benefit morally but would instead let those starving poor people see an object they could rely on. So, now he must first unite the gentry in the county to force the magistrate to state his position, and then force the magistrate to get grain out of the Insurance Corps.

As long as this goal could be achieved, the poor people in the local area would feel the Insurance Corps could be bullied. At that time, they could incite the people to rob this Insurance Corps. In the eyes of the people, if the Insurance Corps could concede once, they could concede a second time. What could the Insurance Corps do then? If they took action against the people, he could unite other gentry and demand the magistrate punish the Insurance Corps severely.

Of course, such methods couldn't be explained in detail to Master Wu. So although very dissatisfied in his heart, Zhang Youliang just asked Master Wu to write the complaint, and then shouted at the family servant, "You guys watch the water well for me. No one can let them go ashore these days." The family servant felt as if he had been granted amnesty; after responding, he ran away in a puff of smoke.

And at this time, Zhang Youliang didn't know that besides Hua Xiongmao coming by water for a frontal confrontation, the pathfinding team led by He Zudao was working hard to find a land passage to Yuezhangji. And a small fleet composed of two other small boats circled a bigger bend, landed west of Yuezhangji, and several people got off the boat, circling to the north of Yuezhangji, preparing to approach Yuezhangji, which had almost become ruins, from there, and preparing to infiltrate the fortified village. This small squad was the work team sent by Chen Ke to understand the situation of mobilizing the masses in Yuezhangji.
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Chapter 65 Yuezhangji (IV)

The news brought back by Hua Xiongmao about being shut out did not surprise Chen Ke. After listening to Hua Xiongmao finish telling his experience, he patted Hua Xiongmao's shoulder: "Zhenglan, you've worked hard." The plan did not emphasize that Hua Xiongmao's group must conduct face-to-face negotiations with Zhang Youliang. More important than delivering the message was the investigation of the water route. Although Hua Xiongmao had been to Yuezhangji during the flood, the water level and hydrological conditions then were vastly different from now. Hua Xiongmao had to go investigate personally again.

Regarding the frantic clamor of the reactionary landlord Zhang Youliang, Chen Ke didn't want to have any big debate with this landlord at all. "Zhang Youliang is our enemy and must be overthrown." At the Expanded Meeting of the Central Secretariat, Chen Ke started his speech with these words.

The effect of social investigation was huge. The rural investigation in Jiangsu and Zhejiang opened the comrades' eyes wide. China's land problem was truly complicated but also manifested clearly. In a sense, it could be said that Chinese land did not have a property right completely and clearly belonging to a certain person. Different from those feudal lords in Europe, China did not have land belonging absolutely to a certain person in a legal sense. Even for the relatively simple land rental issue, there were multiple forms: perpetual tenancy (*Yongdian*), annual tenancy (*Suidian*); the models were vastly different. Even the people renting out land ranged from landlords to poor peasants. If you just looked at these models and titles, you would even have a kaleidoscopic impression. It was complicated and confusing inside; the owner of a piece of land might have two or three layers of relationships. Linked loop by loop, forming a big tangled ball of hemp.

But in a simple sense, the backwardness of productivity development determined the need for an adjudicator to maintain order. And the county magistrate had no way to understand these entanglements in the countryside, and thus effectively solve the conflicting lawsuits caused by these complex problems. Clans and local powerful figures rose to become arbiters of these problems, thereby mastering real power in the local area.

Chen Ke had no intention of engaging in any reformism, going to get rid of local powerful figures first, and then seizing the local voice by solving and coordinating these complex land problems. For a modern person, adopting such a practice would be simply absurd.

In Chen Ke's view, entering this era, the contrast in power between countries lay in the degree of their industrialization. And why socialism could be superior to capitalism in the system was because both were first built on the operation of capital, but the purpose of socialist operation of capital was to promote productivity, while capitalism, no matter how it whitewashed itself, had the purpose of allowing capitalists to grab more profits. More simply, socialism is for the public, capitalism is for the private; this is the innate gap.

Facing the crisis encountered by China, this agricultural country, now, there was only one solution: to let China industrialize as soon as possible. History had long proven it. In 1949, agricultural China was still poor and blank, but in just over 60 years, it had developed into the country with the world's largest total value of industrial and agricultural output. This fact was enough to prove the superiority of engaging in socialism in China. So from Chen Ke's heart, he didn't have much hatred for landlords personally; the production relations represented by landlords must be destroyed. Even if Zhang Youliang didn't declare he would move against the Insurance Corps, Chen Ke would try every means to destroy the order established by Zhang Youliang in Yuezhangji. Zhang Youliang's clamor merely gave Chen Ke a more favorable excuse.

But Chen Ke knew that his understanding of these things didn't mean the comrades also understood. The people at the expanded meeting in front of him were all relatively senior Party members who knew Chen Ke deeply and had a relatively deep understanding of revolutionary theory. But even so, if Chen Ke gave an order to attack landlords immediately, probably no more than four people could do it. A profound mobilization meeting was imperative.

There were twenty-five people participating in this mobilization meeting. The Politburo of "later generations" had twenty-five members, and the Standing Committee had nine. Chen Ke felt there was no need for him to reject this numerical arrangement; this was definitely experience summarized from long-term work. In the People's Party, besides the seven Standing Committee members, the Military Commission, Logistics, and Discipline Inspection Commission all attended the meeting. Most comrades had worked with Chen Ke for a relatively long time and knew Chen Ke's habits. Hearing Chen Ke's clean and decisive words, everyone was not confused by such a calm tone. This was a manifestation of Chen Ke making up his mind. The absolute majority of participants had never seen Zhang Youliang, and many heard Zhang Youliang's name for the first time. Although they didn't know why Chen Ke insisted on getting rid of this person, no one opposed it.

Hua Xiongmao and Yuwen Badu introduced the situation, and Chen Ke summarized again, "This fortified village must be broken. The person Zhang Youliang must be eliminated."

After listening to the ins and outs, different opinions appeared at the meeting.

"This Zhang Youliang only has a few people under him; does he dare to stroke the tiger's whiskers of our Insurance Corps just based on that? I think he is just talking. There is no need to be so anxious to take action." The first one to sing a contrary tune was Lu Huitian.

"That's not right. For this kind of person, we have to kill one to warn a hundred. This is a year of great disaster, and this Zhang Youliang dares to say this. If it weren't for this flood, I'm afraid he would have brought people to attack our door by now." The one refuting was Xiong Mingyang.

"This isn't a matter of killing one to warn a hundred. We haven't been in Fengtai County for long. If we do this, how will other local gentry view us?" Lu Huitian did not agree with the idea of his classmate Xiong Mingyang.

"With this kind of person, reasoning is useless; they are better at reasoning than you. There is no other way except fighting." Xiong Mingyang's attitude was very firm.

"Just scare him a bit; there is no need to fight over there." Someone stood in Lu Huitian's camp. It was Xu Dian, who came from a law background. "Moreover, he definitely can't beat us. I'm just worried about his activities everywhere. But since Brother Wangshan is serving as this Fengtai County Magistrate, we naturally aren't afraid of him playing any petty tricks."

"That's not necessarily true." Qin Wuan expressed opposition.

The argument started like this. Revolving around whether this person was worth the People's Party exterminating, there were obviously three opinions. One was to watch the changes quietly, one was resolutely to fight. As for the third type, they were comrades who remained completely silent. These people were old Party members who had followed Chen Ke for a long time. While watching the new comrades argue, they looked at Chen Ke from time to time, wanting to see when Chen Ke would stop this meaningless argument.

Chen Ke listened to these arguing comrades gradually start repeating their earliest words, until they had nothing new to say, before raising his left hand to request to speak. Seeing this action, the argument stopped instantly.

"Who does our People's Party revolution rely on?" Chen Ke asked.

"It is the people and the common masses," He Zudao answered clearly and brightly.

Hearing this question and answer, no one expressed denial.

Chen Ke scanned the comrades around before continuing: "What is our most important work now? Disaster relief! Saving the people from water and fire. The grain we have on hand now is only enough for fifty thousand people to eat for less than two months. Even if we transport grain in desperately, it will last at most three months. We can't hold on either. Besides rush-planting and rush-harvesting, do we have any other way?"

No one spoke. The People's Party was now desperately carrying out rice seedling cultivation. The transported sweet potatoes and potatoes, as well as alfalfa, had begun seedling preparation for large-scale sowing. Comrades from top to bottom knew that a large-scale production self-help campaign was imperative.

"We want to rush-plant and rush-harvest. What do we lack? We don't lack people. We lack land. Since we want to save the people, aren't the people of Yuezhangji people? Aren't the people in Fengtai County people? Should we save them? I think, within the scope of our ability, we must save everyone we can. Does anyone have an opinion?"

This attitude could be said to be completely different from the direction of other comrades' arguments. Among the young comrades who were arguing until they were red in the face just now, many showed shame. They didn't expect Chen Ke's starting point to be truly vastly different from theirs.

Xiong Mingyang asked excitedly: "Does Wenqing mean that in order to get land, our People's Party must get rid of Zhang Youliang?"

"Yuezhangji's land belongs to the people of Yuezhangji. What do we want the people's land for?" Chen Ke asked back.

"This? Isn't getting rid of Zhang Youliang for seizing land?" Xiong Mingyang didn't understand.

"Now it is Zhang Youliang controlling the land of Yuezhangji. If we do as you said, we get rid of Zhang Youliang and it becomes our People's Party controlling the land. Is there any difference between us and that Zhang Youliang? At any rate, Zhang Youliang still has some kinship relations with the people of Yuezhangji. We are all outsiders; the people won't trust us."

Hearing this, Xiong Mingyang was tongue-tied and didn't know how to answer. Chen Ke didn't intend to let Xiong Mingyang answer either. He continued to state, "Yuezhangji's land belongs to the people of Yuezhangji. We get rid of Zhang Youliang, and this land returns to the ownership of the people. However, now is a disaster year, and this land cannot be divided. Instead, it must be collectively owned and collectively cultivated. 'Land to the tiller' is a correct principle, but there is no need for these fields to be owned by the tiller."

Chen Ke's words were indeed dignified grand principles. Xiong Mingyang couldn't refute them for a moment, but these words sounded problematic no matter how one listened. Not only Xiong Mingyang, but many others also frowned.

"Everyone must feel this statement is too far off topic. Then I'll say something easier to operate. Now the one with grain in hand is our People's Party, and the one who has started preparing for rush-planting is also our People's Party. We don't want the people to do anything else. They first collect seeds and grain seedlings from us and start rush-planting. Regardless of dividing land or not, plant the grain first and harvest it, then the people won't starve to death this year. I think the people should be able to accept such conditions. What do you think?"

This statement was clear and straightforward, and the comrades naturally wouldn't oppose it.

"Then I return to the previous question. To cultivate, you must have land. We can produce grain, but we can't conjure up land. Where does this land come from? Since the landlords refuse to hand it over obediently, we have to force them to hand it over. Therefore, Zhang Youliang must be eliminated." After finishing speaking, Chen Ke asked Hua Xiongmao to take out a map and hang it on the blackboard.

"From the county town to the west, all the way between these two lakes, is now a swamp. There are basically no inhabitants, and naturally no resistance. But here." Chen Ke pointed to the location between the two lakes, where a place name was marked: "Yuezhangji."

"This is Yuezhangji. Zhang Youliang has a fortified village here. If we don't get rid of him, when we start restoring production in this big swamp, Zhang Youliang can harass us at any time. So, I want to get rid of him."

The map was drawn very crudely, but various key points were marked very clearly. The "big swamp" Chen Ke mentioned had the Huai River to the south, the county town to the east, and two big lakes to the west. The north was plains and hills. This should have been fertile land in a bumper year, but now it was a dead land.

"Then what about the north?" Xiong Mingyang asked.

"No one in the north has uttered a sound yet. After we get rid of Zhang Youliang, those landlords will be even less daring to utter a sound. Whoever dares to utter a sound, we'll continue to get rid of them. This swamp area is nearly a hundred *li* in radius. Picking and choosing, there are always twenty or so thousand *mu*. Not to say much, even if there are one hundred thousand people, as long as the rush-planting and rush-harvesting are successful, they can live until the summer harvest next year." Having said this, Chen Ke looked at the comrades and then added a question: "Who else has an opposing opinion?"

The crowd looked at each other in blank dismay. Finally, Lu Huitian hesitated and said in a not-loud voice: "This Zhang Youliang isn't guilty of a capital crime, right?"

Seeing Lu Huitian looking somewhat trembling, Chen Ke laughed: "Not guilty of a capital crime? Comrade Lu Huitian, how do you know Zhang Youliang hasn't done things deserving ten thousand deaths?"

Hearing this, Lu Huitian quickly said: "I indeed don't know this."

"We won't take Zhang Youliang's life. Zhang Youliang is from Yuezhangji; let's let the people of Yuezhangji decide Zhang Youliang's life or death." Chen Ke said, still smiling. That simple smile was full of confidence; that kind of pressure made Lu Huitian speechless.



★


Yuezhangji 5

Volume 2 - Chapter 66

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 66 Yuezhangji (V)

Persuading comrades to abandon their sympathy for Zhang Youliang was not an easy task. Zhang Youliang was a landlord, and many comrades also came from landlord backgrounds. To them, Zhang Youliang was more like "one of us." Even though they talked about "people's revolution," facing even this small trial of Zhang Youliang, many people no longer guarded the people so solemnly.

Although Lu Huitian no longer mentioned Zhang Youliang's problem, he never explicitly supported the issue of Zhang Youliang's life or death. Although other comrades also supported the consensus of dealing with Zhang Youliang, no one explicitly expressed whether to kill or release Zhang Youliang. Chen Ke didn't want to say that much either; for Chen Ke, once Zhang Youliang was handed over to the people to decide, Zhang Youliang must die. A mass movement, to put it plainly, was to mobilize the masses and trigger the anger of the masses. This was more effective than anything. The people were also "clear-cut on what to love and what to hate"; once emotions were excited, it was enough to put someone to death. Zhang Youliang had been in Yuezhangji for so long; he must have done many bad things. Finding the victims, then letting the victims accuse Zhang Youliang, and then executing Zhang Youliang by "complying with public opinion" was the best way.

The only problem was that time was tight, and these people were not easy to find. Now time was the crystal sand in the hourglass; every moment was precious. So Chen Ke simply stopped talking about this issue and started assigning other work.

Fengtai County town was now overcrowded. During the flood, surrounding landlords fled to the county town to avoid the flood one after another. And many common people also fled to the county town. Plus the people rescued by the Insurance Corps and their families, the small Fengtai County town actually gathered as many as thirty or forty thousand people. After the flood began to recede, the victims' emotions became even more impetuous. This was also understandable; the flood besieged the county town, and these people were afraid every moment that the water level would continue to rise and swallow even their last shelter. The external environment forced them tightly, so everyone could gather under one banner instead. But after the flood receded, everyone's thoughts were different.

Rich landlords felt going home was unreliable, so they simply prepared to leave for big cities. Landlords without money, or those whose family properties were ruthlessly swallowed by the flood, had nowhere to go. As for ordinary people, they were even more homeless. Anhui people had a habit of fleeing famine; many people tried to strike up conversations with the Insurance Corps fleet members, hoping the Insurance Corps fleet would take them along when sailing.

After this flood, the Manchu Qing was completely powerless to provide disaster relief. To be honest, at the level of an agricultural country, disaster relief was also a matter of doing one's best. If not for the efforts of the People's Party Insurance Corps, many more people would have died.

The expansion of the Insurance Corps was closely related to the deepening of the flood. When recruiting people at the beginning, everyone had no interest. After all, everyone was still not interested in being bandits.

As the grain carried by the farmers was gradually used up, more and more members asked to join the Insurance Corps. Originally, anyone from a decent family could join the Insurance Corps, but later, the Insurance Corps could even be picky enough to only choose the strong and robust to join. The immediate benefits of joining the Insurance Corps were very large; first, one could eat their fill. Secondly, the Insurance Corps was also hiring hands to do some work. After joining the Insurance Corps, family members could get priority for these job opportunities. So in a very short time, the Insurance Corps achieved a leap in numbers.

Magistrate Shang Yuan always thought Chen Ke had ability. After seeing Chen Ke's use of the Insurance Corps' power, he felt even more admiration mixed with puzzlement. As for "eating, drinking, shitting, and pissing," Chen Ke not only led the People's Party and the Insurance Corps to arrange for the people's eating and drinking but also paid more attention to the people's "shitting and pissing." In the several temporary camps in the county town, an important goal of the "Security Team" composed of Insurance Corps personnel was to order the people not to urinate or defecate anywhere. This was something no one had ever paid attention to, but Chen Ke strictly grasped this matter from the beginning. The reason was naturally simple: urinating and defecating anywhere during this flood period could very likely lead to an outbreak of plague. The population density of the county town had reached a dangerous level; if a plague broke out, it would be devastating. The hygiene situation in the county town was the responsibility of the Insurance Corps. Later, when the Insurance Corps began to go out to transport grain, these jobs were handed over to other hired people.

There is a saying: "Manage heaven, manage earth, but can't manage people shitting and farting." But the Insurance Corps managing so broadly made the people extremely dissatisfied. However, "eating someone's food softens the mouth" (one cannot speak against the benefactor); the Insurance Corps' rules were also simple. Once caught urinating or defecating anywhere, the meal for the day would immediately be halved. So although the people caught were extremely dissatisfied, their stomachs would get hungry very quickly. Everyone finally succumbed.

Besides requiring everyone to obey hygiene regulations, the People's Party also established more rules, from washing clothes to taking baths. Fortunately, the flood happened in summer. The temperature was not low, and there was no lack of water. To eat, everyone barely maintained obedience.

However, this obedience seemed to reach its limit as the flood receded. Someone had already started pestering the Insurance Corps asking to borrow grain. It looked like they were going to leave Fengtai County to flee famine. Anhui people had a tradition of fleeing famine; this behavior was understandable to Chen Ke. But Chen Ke didn't quite want to accept it. Today, when rush-planting and rush-harvesting were about to begin, what impact would it have after the people fled famine?

Yuwen Badu didn't quite agree with Chen Ke's doubts. "Comrade Chen Ke, you think too much. In previous disaster years, after such a big disaster, people without money staying locally would be a dead end. Our Insurance Corps has no reputation at all; those people definitely won't trust us so quickly. Even if you forcibly pull those fleeing people under our banner, they may not be of one mind with us. Instead, those who didn't leave, I think, will be more loyal. Without us, they simply have no way to farm."

This statement was very good. These people had absolutely no ability to restore production after returning home. First, the lack of farming tools would directly affect the efficiency of production self-help. People escaping from the flood instinctively carried valuable things; hoes and other farm tools might not be the most valued wealth in the family. And some large farm tools simply couldn't be taken away. Although the People's Party transported some farm tools back from outside, compared with the scale of tens of thousands of people, it was still far from enough.

Yuwen Badu believed that letting a batch of people go to flee famine would be beneficial to reducing material consumption. In the case of a lack of tools, having extra people wasn't a good thing either.

"Wenqing, are you really preparing to let everyone, men and women, old and young, go into battle together?" Shang Yuan wasn't too sure about this idea of Chen Ke.

Chen Ke nodded, "Correct. I have this plan. I think we always have to give everyone a choice. Letting people go to flee famine now, I feel is inappropriate. The matter of production self-help will start immediately. Can't those people wait a few more days?"

"In that case, I will organize comrades to explain this matter to the people," Shang Yuan replied.

"No need to organize comrades; we just need to explain this matter to the Insurance Corps comrades first. If these comrades don't understand our policy, but go to speak to the people first, isn't that putting the cart before the horse?"

"..., then let the comrades of the Military Commission be responsible for this matter. But what should we say to the people? This can't be left for the Insurance Corps comrades to publicize, right?" Shang Yuan only paused slightly at the beginning; his subsequent answer didn't show any sign of being emotionally affected.

"My meaning is to expand the scale of the army. I think it is necessary to form some new troops. Borrowing the model of ancient military agricultural colonies (*Jun tun*), we will form a reclamation troop. Even if we let people go, I still hope to keep the strong and robust as much as possible. And if the strong and robust can stay, the old and weak naturally won't leave easily."

"Military agricultural colonies? How about using the Third and Fourth Companies for military agricultural colonies first among the existing troops?" Hua Xiongmao asked. He was quite worried about the burden of the officers' and soldiers' families.

"My view is that our army quantity is not too much, but too little. Looking at it now, we need to form a regular brigade with two regiments. The scale will be around eight thousand people. And it is not only the new troops who need to conduct garrison farming; by then, the entire brigade must farm on one hand and fight on the other. We must protect the base area and feed ourselves."

Now the Insurance Corps had about a thousand people, which was already a scale everyone had never imagined. And an army of eight thousand people was far beyond the comrades' imagination. Although many participants had thought about a million-strong army, in this imagination, a million-strong army was just a vague shadow, just a pure aggregate of personnel. In fact, managing this thousand people had already made the Military Commission comrades busy enough to be run off their feet. After the scale expanded eight times, could the existing management ability keep up? Comrades with troop-leading experience all looked solemn. Instead, those comrades without troop-leading experience all showed joy on their faces.

People are strange like this; as long as they feel they have enough people, many things become completely different.

As Chen Ke recounted his views on the future, the comrades in the Party gradually unified their attitude towards Zhang Youliang. Since getting rid of Zhang Youliang was not for personal grievances but within the scope of a political struggle, and moreover, there might be an eight-thousand-strong team in the future, many people thought Zhang Youliang's life or death was no longer a problem. Everyone's discussion focus shifted to the problem of how to arrange production self-help after seizing Yuezhangji.

"No need to wait until later to start; start immediately now. Let Comrade Shang Yuan introduce this problem." Chen Ke pushed the problem to Fengtai County Magistrate Shang Yuan, who was responsible for production self-help. Shang Yuan had been responsible for contacting the landlords who fled into the county town these days. Landlord Zhang Youliang's attitude might be tough, but the attitude of the landlords in the county town was completely different. Chinese landlords did not have enough class consciousness; they regarded being a landlord as a profession rather than a class. Such an attitude determined that they must first guarantee their own lives rather than the ideal of occupying land forever. The manifestation of this attitude in the face of natural disasters was that those small landlords did not strongly oppose the transfer of temporary land cultivation rights. These small landlords also needed to escape the state of having nothing as soon as possible. The flood was fair. Small landlords didn't have surplus grain either.
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Chapter 67 Yuezhangji (VI)

After a day of discussion, the People's Party Expanded Meeting reached a resolution on disaster relief. The meeting arranged the work, and each department was assigned its own tasks. Chen Ke was in charge of the Military Commission's work. Just as the Military Commission sat down in the room, You Gou pushed the door and came in. Although she was a woman, You Gou had seniority, and the People's Party had long proposed the "equality of men and women." So the comrades did not discriminate against her. They just didn't know what business You Gou, who was assigned to civil work, had.

"I hope the Military Commission will consider the suggestion of establishing a female troop," You Gou threw a bombshell.

The men looked at each other in blank dismay. In these times, it wasn't that there were no women in the army, but those were camp prostitutes and the like. You Gou would absolutely not form such a "troop." The only remaining possibility was a regular army composed of women. Once this thought popped up, all the men were dumbfounded. Let alone others, even Chen Ke was a bit dazed. It wasn't that there were no female soldiers in the PLA, but there were none in the field troops. As for the Red Detachment of Women, Chen Ke's only impression came from movies and TV. What was You Gou's purpose in insisting on forming such a troop? Was You Gou preparing to join the army herself?

Hua Xiongmao knew that You Gou actually had a fierce temper. He asked tentatively: "Comrade You Gou, may I ask what the purpose of your proposal is? Where would such a female army be used?" Although he asked this with his mouth, Hua Xiongmao made up his mind that if You Gou proposed to use this army for military purposes, he would be the first to come out and oppose You Gou.

"Since it's a military agricultural colony army (*Tuntian* army), it's appropriate to have women in it, right?" You Gou asked.

"The *Tuntian* army also has to fight. You won't let those women go to fight too, right?" Hua Xiongmao immediately rose to oppose.

"Didn't Wenqing say that these troops would only fight in the future? At this stage, they are only undergoing military training." You Gou still felt there was a possibility of establishing a female army.

"Let's wait until the next Party Committee meeting to discuss this issue," Chen Ke also followed. Heaven knew how You Gou was hoodwinked by that Ren Qiying. There were female soldiers in the Red Army back then, but that was also out of necessity. Now there were enough soldiers, and it was a flood period; getting women into the army would really be something impossible to explain even with a hundred mouths.

"Then can't our Women's Federation form its own armed force as a training team?" You Gou was still making a final struggle. Now it was disaster time, implementing a model of separate living for men and women. The periphery of the women's living area was patrolled and guarded by the Insurance Corps' armed forces. And the patrol team was very far from the female camp. You Gou put forward her opinion from this angle.

"First, I do not agree to issue guns to women. Second, since women do not have guns, your patrol team has no way to undertake guard duties." As soon as Chen Ke finished speaking, the men of the Military Commission all expressed agreement.

"But the camp is not as easy to manage as you imagine. Without military force, I don't think it's appropriate. Several conflicts have already occurred, and the Insurance Corps guards can't go in to enforce the law, right? I think it is necessary to form a female guard team or something similar," You Gou said. This wasn't an excuse she found; after all, the victims had stayed in the camp for so long, and small frictions had accumulated. After the water receded, the mood relaxed, and conflicts naturally became intense. Not only in the female camp but even more so in the male camp.

"In response to this situation, we will form a police force specifically, but we will not form a female troop." Chen Ke still didn't give You Gou any loophole to exploit.

"Then please form the police force as soon as possible. I bid my farewell," You Gou said. Chen Ke looked gentle, but once he made up his mind about something, he would absolutely not waver in the slightest.

When You Gou left the venue, Chen Ke said with a serious expression as if these things had never happened: "Now let's start discussing the issue of army expansion."

On the army issue, the scale of the Insurance Corps would be expanded to eight thousand people. The existing armed forces would remain unchanged, and the new troops would all be the Agricultural Reclamation Army. Chen Ke's meaning was to build the army according to the model of the 359th Brigade in history.

"The common people feel that the law does not punish the majority. With more people, even if something happens, they won't all be held accountable. Someone will always escape the problem, and the probability of escaping punishment personally will be very high as the number of people increases. This is a general understanding. Although I don't want to comment on whether this understanding is correct, since we want to rise up in the future, the quantity of the army is of great significance." Chen Ke commented thus. Everyone had been a commoner once, so they could accept this statement. After discussion, a charter was produced. While everyone was discussing, Chen Ke observed around; it seemed no one truly understood where the significance of this army expansion lay. Those brave enough to take this responsibility were Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao. Others lacked sufficient interest in the formation of the new army.

This wasn't strange; the existing military forces encountered many troubles during construction. Farmers needed too much training to become qualified soldiers. Before pulling them onto the battlefield, too much training was needed.

After producing an army expansion plan, conscription work was the big head. Chen Ke took the plan to find Shang Yuan, the head of civil affairs work. After Shang Yuan took this plan and finished reading it, his brows actually frowned. "Wenqing, what exactly are you thinking?"

It seemed Shang Yuan had already seen the clue. Chen Ke asked tentatively: "Wangshan, what do you mean?"

"You are preparing for future purges; don't you think it's a bit early?" Shang Yuan asked straight to the point.

Shang Yuan indeed saw it. Chen Ke felt Shang Yuan was truly an amazing guy. *Could it be that this fellow is also a time traveler?* Chen Ke even had such a suspicion. In the formation of the new army, Chen Ke had already made preparations; the military team of the new army was almost starting from scratch. The choice of officers was all rule-abiding comrades.

Purge of counter-revolutionaries (*Sufan*) and rectification (*Zhengfeng*) were a necessity; this did not shift according to Chen Ke's personal will. He just hoped to control the scale of such things as much as possible. So the new troops were a reserve force on one hand. Even if the frontline troops suffered a relatively large-scale purge, as long as the backbone could be kept and supplemented into the second-line troops, strong combat effectiveness could be restored after a few months of training. Therefore, the second-line troops must be greatly isolated from the frontline troops at this stage. The farther away from the place of right and wrong, the fewer problems there would be in purging these second-line troops in the future.

Of course, Chen Ke absolutely didn't have the intention to start a purge now. But "he who gives no thought to far-flung problems soon finds suffering nearby"; it was better to prepare for some things earlier. The political sense of the Military Commission comrades was really too low; their enthusiasm for forming second-line troops was not high. The highly enthusiastic Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao were completely expressing their stance based on loyalty to Chen Ke personally. Today, when the frontline troops still needed strengthening, Chen Ke didn't dare to transfer them to the second-line troops. Then the ones Chen Ke could choose were all rule-abiding comrades. It was difficult for them to establish personal prestige in the new army, and since they were rule-abiding, it wasn't that easy to bring out bad habits.

But since Shang Yuan saw it now, and Shang Yuan didn't pretend to be stupid and stay silent but spoke so bluntly, Chen Ke had to lay his cards on the table with Shang Yuan directly. In this kind of matter, one was either a comrade or an enemy; standing in the middle camp was impossible. Shang Yuan probably thought this through, which was why he was so straightforward.

"How does Brother Wangshan view this matter?" Chen Ke looked serious. Pretending to be gentle at this time had no meaning; laughing again at this time would really be heartless.

"Wenqing, when you were in Beijing, you used to feign compliance with the comrades of the Party group. I said back then, don't do this in the future. I think comrades can always be educated," Shang Yuan replied straightforwardly.

"Brother Wangshan, class stance is not something you can change just by saying so. I'm just making a preparation." Chen Ke was persuading Wangshan earnestly.

"Wenqing, I'm not saying what you did is wrong. Sometimes one has to suffer some grievances. It is precisely after suffering grievances that one knows who is loyal. I know this." Shang Yuan just had a look of some unbearableness.

*Is my layout a bit early now?* Chen Ke was suddenly a bit doubtful. He wasn't worried about anything else; Shang Yuan shouldn't be stupid enough to talk nonsense. Shang Yuan wouldn't dare to tell others about this kind of thing. If he dared to tell others, Chen Ke would eliminate Shang Yuan at any cost. And Shang Yuan spoke so frankly; there must be something else he wanted to continue saying.

"Brother Wangshan, regarding things like purges, I think it's better not to happen. But you also know, some things are not up to me," Chen Ke said tentatively.

"Wenqing, you also know that some comrades don't wish to treat landlords like this, right?" Shang Yuan spoke somewhat slowly as if choosing words. Chen Ke knew very well that there must be quite a few comrades thinking this way; it would be strange if they didn't think so. So Chen Ke had to do some preparatory work. The army must obey the Party organization's decisions and absolutely cannot be chaotic. The Party's history had long proven the importance of this point.

"It's not wrong for you to make some preparations, but I think, can we choose some other methods? You can't bring yourself to kill this group of comrades; I can be sure of this. But if they know our thoughts, it won't be a good thing after they leave."

"These preparations of mine are only preparations for the army. For other civilian comrades, I have no intention of killing. 'A forced melon is not sweet'; if they want to go, I can only let them go. Where you sit determines how you think; if the butt is not sitting on the people's side, then they will absolutely not do things for the people. Keeping these people may not be a good thing." Chen Ke finally explained his thoughts. Wangshan thought he wanted to cleanse everyone in one go; this was absolutely not Chen Ke's idea. The purge was mainly directed at armed forces like the army; the army must be pure. As for the civil affairs department, there had never been a way to make it clear and transparent. Even a person as capable as Taizu (Mao Zedong) had no way in the end when facing the Central Propaganda Department, this "King of Hell's Palace."

Hearing Chen Ke explain that he didn't want an indiscriminate purge, Shang Yuan stopped talking. A major characteristic of smart people is knowing when not to speak. Shang Yuan was undoubtedly a smart person.
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Chapter 68 Yuezhangji (VII)

If someone could observe the world from an omniscient perspective, they would definitely see many very interesting things. For example, the Zhang family scions carrying Zhang Youliang's complaint boarded a boat, while Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian boarded the Insurance Corps' boat almost at the same time. The two parties set off from Yuezhangji and the county town respectively, aiming for the county town and Yuezhangji.

The two youths of the Insurance Corps First Company sat casually on the bow of the large black-awning boat. It was a tailwind now; the sails behind caught the wind, so the red sickle and hammer flag of the People's Party at the bow just swayed gently in the wind.

"Brother Zhenglan, why did you think of revolution?" Although Xu Dian was the Political Commissar of the First Company, he hadn't talked much with Hua Xiongmao. Xu Dian studied law and thought his train of thought was quite meticulous, but he never knew that real revolutionary work was so complicated. And every time he got used to the work intensity, more work would press over. Being able to go to Yuezhangji with Hua Xiongmao today, the weather was good, and there weren't too many things on the way. Xu Dian wanted to chat with Hua Xiongmao.

"This world will have a revolution sooner or later. After meeting Wenqing, I followed him to start doing it." Hua Xiongmao always answered this question this way.

"Brother Zhenglan, do you think we can make the revolution happen?" For some reason, Xu Dian spoke his true thoughts.

"Afraid that Zhang Youliang will use force on us when we arrive at Yuezhangji?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

Xu Dian just had a kind of uneasiness in his heart; he hadn't considered in detail where this uneasiness came from. Suddenly asked by Hua Xiongmao, Xu Dian was tongue-tied and couldn't answer.

"Political Commissar Xu, how do you view Wenqing?" Hua Xiongmao didn't mean to mock Xu Dian at all; he actually wanted to enlighten Xu Dian a bit.

"Wenqing is indeed very capable. No one I've met can match him," Xu Dian replied. Everyone knew Hua Xiongmao was Chen Ke's die-hard supporter, so Xu Dian spoke somewhat conservatively.

"You don't need to use these words to fool me. Wenqing is extremely disciplined in doing things, even meaning somewhat harsh and impersonal. I decided to follow him because Wenqing never does things for his own selfish interests." Hua Xiongmao answered Xu Dian's previous question.

"Harsh and impersonal is not the word. Wenqing always does the most. If talking about harshness, he is harshest to himself." This was Xu Dian's sincere words; he admired Chen Ke's self-discipline very much.

"Wenqing only has revolution and saving the Chinese people in his heart. Although I haven't fully understood his reasoning yet, I am certain about this aspect. By the way, Political Commissar Xu, why do you want revolution?"

"Me? I hope China can rise and not be bullied by foreigners. That's why I want revolution. After we met Wenqing in Beijing, we felt what he said about industrialization construction made a lot of sense, so we followed him to Anhui."

"The common people are so bitter, bullied all day long," Hua Xiongmao replied.

"Yes, besides being bullied by the government and landlords, the common people are also bullied by foreigners. It is because China is weak. When China becomes strong, we must drive the foreign devils out of China so they can never bully Chinese people again." Xu Dian got angry when talking about foreigners.

Hua Xiongmao continued to ask tentatively: "Political Commissar Xu, who do you think is more hateful, the Manchu Qing or the foreign devils?"

"Equally hateful. The foreign devils are unreasonable, but the Manchu Qing humiliates the nation and forfeits its sovereignty; I'm afraid they are even more hateful." Xu Dian was filled with indignation.

"If the common people can all become strong, then we can definitely drive the foreign devils out of China." Hua Xiongmao persuaded earnestly. The people's revolution must first liberate the people; only when the people are liberated can China be liberated. This was the concept old Party members were instilled with most by Chen Ke. But Hua Xiongmao discovered that Chen Ke educated new Party members much less in this regard. Of course, Hua Xiongmao thought this might be his illusion. So he was unwilling to say too much about this.

"The common people, how to say it... We need a capable government to save the common people." Xu Dian's view was actually the attitude of a considerable number of people in the People's Party now. Especially among Party members with high academic qualifications, this attitude was actually the mainstream. Of course, Shang Yuan never said this. A big reason Xu Dian came to Anhui was his admiration for Shang Yuan. Now Shang Yuan seemed somewhat of a misfit with everyone; Xu Dian was quite surprised by this situation.

Xu Dian was not clear that Chen Ke and Shang Yuan had long reached a consensus on purging internal Party issues. Both of them believed that the People's Party must take liberating the people as the core idea. But now there was simply no way to show the power of the people. If this issue was emphasized blindly, it would cause a lot of unnecessary trouble instead. So only old Party members like Hua Xiongmao could feel some subtle changes in Chen Ke.

Hua Xiongmao didn't like talking about revolution much in ordinary times, but this didn't mean his understanding of revolution was worse than people like Xu Dian. Even if Chen Ke planned to purge, this calculation absolutely couldn't be said now. The contradiction of lines within the Party was far from reaching the point where the dagger must be revealed. So Hua Xiongmao didn't know Chen Ke's plan. What Hua Xiongmao could feel was the subtle difference between these new Party members and old Party members. Old Party members had followed Chen Ke for a long time; at any rate, they learned some attitude of "serving the people" from Chen Ke. In the People's Party and the Insurance Corps, officer cadres must serve subordinates and soldiers. It was said so, but practically only old Party members could do it. Among new Party member cadres, treating subordinates and soldiers equally was the maximum.

Now that the army had been established for several months, Hua Xiongmao fully understood why Chen Ke wanted to establish the Soldiers' Committee. If not for the checks and balances and confrontation of the Soldiers' Committee, if not because these new Party members were outsiders, plus the strong suppression of Chen Ke and old Party members, I'm afraid the army building policy of "officers and soldiers as one, equal treatment" proposed by Chen Ke would have gone out of shape long ago. Since he was partnered with Xu Dian, Hua Xiongmao hoped Xu Dian could lead by example more.

The Political Commissar is a political representative. Xu Dian wasn't undisciplined, but the flavor of superiority revealed in his bones was completely different from Chen Ke's strict requirements for soldiers. This could be seen from the attitude of soldiers towards the two. When Chen Ke passed by soldiers, the soldiers showed respect and love; to satisfy the respected Battalion Commander Chen Ke, soldiers showed a more disciplined appearance. But when Xu Dian passed by soldiers, the soldiers showed a disciplined appearance to avoid Xu Dian's blame. Hua Xiongmao didn't think Xu Dian had more appeal in the army. But Hua Xiongmao himself wasn't good at words, so although he knew this in his heart, he didn't know how to say it to Xu Dian clearly.

After thinking for a while, Hua Xiongmao said, "Political Commissar Xu, do you think I am very loyal to Wenqing?"

"Hehe." Xu Dian just smiled without answering this question. Now the recognized four iron-core supporters of Chen Ke in the People's Party were Hua Xiongmao, Shang Yuan, You Gou, and He Zudao. Hua Xiongmao ranked first. Xu Dian had heard of the three important cadres outside: Qi Huishen, Chen Tianhua, and Wu Xingchen, who were equally loyal to Chen Ke. As Chen Ke's die-hard supporter, Hua Xiongmao saying this was naturally to win people's hearts for Chen Ke. Xu Dian didn't want to be loyal to anyone. Although he didn't dislike Chen Ke at all and quite agreed with Chen Ke's ability, he couldn't do it at all if asked to bow his knees to Chen Ke.

"I am loyal to Wenqing because I am loyal to Wenqing's way of doing things. In my view, what Wenqing asks everyone to do is not wrong at all." Hua Xiongmao felt he had reached the limit of what he could say; saying more would be inappropriate.

After hearing this, Xu Dian not only didn't get angry but nodded, "Wenqing is indeed very unusual. To be honest, if I encountered this big flood, I would definitely be helpless. How could I be like Wenqing, always able to find a way?"

Hearing this, Hua Xiongmao really couldn't say anything more. Xu Dian's words were so high-sounding and completely conformed to the People's Party's way of pursuing righteousness. If Hua Xiongmao opposed again, it would appear he himself was not authentic. Actually, Hua Xiongmao had never thought about how his loyalty to Chen Ke was different from others. No one had discussed this aspect with him either. Talking with Xu Dian for a while, he somewhat understood. For Xu Dian and others, they would only obey orders and listen to commands after fully or basically agreeing with Chen Ke's ideas. But Hua Xiongmao obeyed orders and listened to commands first, and then considered whether Chen Ke's orders could be executed better. As for whether what Chen Ke said was right, Hua Xiongmao hadn't cared too much.

After figuring this out, Hua Xiongmao suddenly became puzzled: when did he start to be so obedient to Chen Ke? He couldn't figure it out after thinking about it, so he simply gave up pursuing this matter. "Political Commissar Xu, let's sort out how to negotiate with Zhang Youliang this time again," Hua Xiongmao said.

Zhang Youliang learned that Hua Xiongmao came again this time, and with two large black-awning boats, he immediately became alert. Last time the Insurance Corps' boat wasn't big, and there was only one. What did the Insurance Corps mean by coming with such great fanfare this time? Could it be they knew he had sent someone to file a complaint in the county, so they specially came to demonstrate?

But after thinking about it, the fortified village had been guarded very strictly recently, not letting people in and out at will. Presumably, there should be no problem. And last time the Insurance Corps let out words that they would come to Yuezhangji at this time. It seemed this group of petty thieves and bandits didn't give up.

The more critical the moment, the less one can show weakness; this was the experience Zhang Youliang gained from the battlefield. He let people bring the Insurance Corps visitors in. Not daring to even see the Insurance Corps people would be too shameful. At this time, it was precisely necessary to intimidate these blind little thieves.

The lackey didn't go out for long before bringing two people in. The person in front was tall, with handsome features, wearing a queue. The person behind was of medium build, looking quite sturdy. Moreover, this person actually had the center-parted short hair of a "Fake Foreign Devil." The two behaved calmly and composedly, with no roguishness of bandits in their expressions.

Seeing Zhang Youliang, the person in front said clearly: "I am the Commander of the First Company of the Insurance Corps, Shaoxing Prefecture Military Provincial Graduate (*Wu Juren*) Hua Xiongmao. Greetings, Mr. Zhang."

Hearing this, Zhang Youliang wondered if he heard wrong. Just as he was about to ask, he heard the youth behind follow up: "I am the Political Commissar of the First Company of the Insurance Corps, Tokyo University Law Department graduate Xu Dian. Greetings, Mr. Zhang."

Although the two were polite in words, they just nodded simply. Not even a cupped-hand salute. According to the current official system of the Manchu Qing, Hua Xiongmao was a Provincial Graduate (*Juren*), and Xu Dian was a university undergraduate recognized by the Manchu Qing, equivalent to a Metropolitan Graduate (*Jinshi*) background. Both of them were people with degrees and titles; they didn't need to bow to Zhang Youliang, this local tycoon, at all.

Although Zhang Youliang was a landlord, he was not a country bumpkin. He could understand the terms used by these two to introduce themselves. Learning the identities of these two, one a Military Provincial Graduate, one a student returned from abroad, really gave him a jump. In an instant, Zhang Youliang finally understood why the magistrate was polite to the Insurance Corps. If what these two said was correct, with their backgrounds, the magistrate couldn't touch a hair of these two people at all. Zhang Youliang, who was originally arrogant, although still calm on his face, was already somewhat shaken in his heart.
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Chapter 69 Yuezhangji (VIII)

The first moment Zhang Youliang saw Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian, he understood that the visitors had ill intentions. His courtyard wasn't anything special originally, nor was it big. To give the few little thieves of the Insurance Corps a show of strength (*xiamawei*), twenty-some people were lined up from the main gate to the main hall, making the courtyard immediately appear overcrowded. Everyone in the line carried knives and guns. Looking at his subordinates lined up in two rows, Landlord Zhang felt he had somewhat regained the feeling of being an officer in the Huai Army back then. However, Zhang Youliang hadn't reached the rank of Battalion Commander and hadn't been able to command a troop independently. He had always stood during Huai Army military meetings. He never had a chance to sit in the center with subordinates lined up like this. So Landlord Zhang's mood was still quite good.

When Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian came in, they didn't care much about the people lined up on both sides. Since they would definitely be searched before entering the door, the two of them didn't carry weapons at all. Twenty-some people caused no pressure at all for a Company Commander and a Political Commissar who managed a fully staffed company. The Insurance Corps now used a "four-four system," meaning one company had four platoons, one platoon had four squads, and one squad had twelve people. A fully staffed company had more than two hundred people in total. During the flood, there was absolutely no lack of labor. The members of the Insurance Corps were between sixteen and thirty-six years old, and in this era, they could be called strong and robust. So those twenty-some people didn't make the two feel any fear at all. Not only that, besides disaster relief and transportation, the Insurance Corps had three drills a day—morning, noon, and evening. In terms of team discipline, they were far superior to this rabble.

Seeing the two young men walk into the hall fearlessly, Zhang Youliang knew something was wrong. When collecting rent every year, Landlord Zhang only needed to bring a dozen people to scare the tenant farmers so much they didn't dare to breathe loudly. But in such a dense space with twenty-some people, the comers actually had no fear. Could this Insurance Corps really be a group of fierce bandits?

When the two announced their identities—one a Military Provincial Graduate, one a student returned from abroad—Zhang Youliang was not so frightened instead. In his view, these two people were relying on their status. Although their words might not be credible, their speech and deportment were obviously not bandits but scholars. Zhang Youliang still had this bit of judgment.

However, since it was on his own turf, Zhang Youliang wouldn't lower his own status. Among his children, there were those serving in the Beiyang Army now. Even if the other party had some power, Zhang Youliang wasn't too worried. Landlord Zhang didn't stand up; he just looked the two up and down. "What business do you two have in Yuezhangji?"

Hua Xiongmao said clearly: "We are ordered by Insurance Corps Battalion Commander Chen Ke to discuss a matter with Mr. Zhang. Although the water has receded now, don't count on this year's harvest. If we can't start rush-planting immediately, the common people definitely won't survive this year. Our Insurance Corps is organizing production self-salvation. Seeds and seedlings are almost all ready. Only this land has no settlement. We came to visit Mr. Zhang this time because we heard Mr. Zhang is a prominent figure in Yuezhangji. We want to ask Mr. Zhang to take the lead and gather the people of Yuezhangji to discuss a countermeasure."

Zhang Youliang sat in the center, and his eldest son and third son sat on both sides. After hearing this, Zhang Youliang didn't utter a sound, but these two Little Landlords Zhang immediately flew into a rage. When Hua Xiongmao spoke, he was in a standing-at-attention posture, his feet neither too wide nor too narrow, his military posture quite standard. Speaking out so frankly gave people a good impression. But the content was extremely excessive. As outsiders, the Insurance Corps had no dealings with Yuezhangji at all. Everyone knew that trouble would definitely happen after the flood. The Insurance Corps' request for meeting was actually to demand Yuezhangji obey the Insurance Corps' order to hold a meeting. It was truly "if this can be tolerated, what cannot be?"

"Fart!" Zhang Youliang's eldest son couldn't help cursing out loud.

According to the general situation, the status of the person sitting is higher than the person standing. Zhang Youliang and his sons sat on chairs in the main hall, while Hua Xiongmao stood. But the person standing had a height advantage. His sharp gaze looked down at Eldest Young Master Zhang from above. After all, he had been leading troops for more than half a year; when Hua Xiongmao's gaze swept over, Eldest Young Master Zhang felt like two sharp swords were shooting over. He couldn't help but lean his upper body back. As his momentum weakened, he actually couldn't say the words that followed.

Zhang Youliang refused to pick up this conversation; if he picked it up, he would definitely show weakness. Before he could speak, Hua Xiongmao continued, "It is already summer; even if we rush-plant, we won't harvest much grain. Our Battalion Commander Chen Ke means that he hopes all the land in Yuezhangji can be taken out for everyone to farm together, and the harvested grain will be distributed according to population. At any rate, let everyone survive the disaster year first. For the few months of replanting, our Insurance Corps can provide everyone's rations. But this land, we have to borrow it from everyone. I hope Mr. Zhang can have a compassionate heart to save the people. If you lend this land and save the people of Yuezhangji, this secret virtue will definitely benefit your descendants."

Zhang Youliang was a man who had fought wars and crawled out of piles of dead people. Plus he was sixty-eight years old this year; his blood was not so impulsive anymore. Even so, the first time he heard others relay Hua Xiongmao's words—his lackeys had already softened the words in the middle a lot when relaying—he was already angry enough for his hair to stand on end. Hearing Hua Xiongmao say it so frankly this time, that anger simply couldn't be described in words.

The attachment of Chinese farmers to land is incomparably deep because land is the lifeblood they rely on for survival. Farming, harvesting; without land, it meant no possibility of living. Cherishing land extremely was a necessity for them to survive. Perhaps this world had a wide sky and sea, but farmers had no ability to travel the world at all. For them, a radius of a few dozen *li* was the entire world of their lives. Their own land was the only foothold in this life.

For landlords, greed for land far exceeded that of farmers. Land was not only the most basic source of their livelihood but also the proof of their ability in this life. Everything they did was to grab land and increase land. Even in dreams, their thoughts had expanding their own land as the sole goal.

Of course, Landlord Zhang Youliang didn't analyze himself so seriously. The only thing he felt was a palpitation rising along his spine; that was anger from the marrow. He no longer considered that the two people in front might have "degrees/titles" or might have someone behind them. What Zhang Youliang saw at this moment were merely two enemies trying to take his life. The two youths in front with standard military posture and composed expressions were two evil spirits, evil spirits trying to seize everything of Zhang Youliang. The blood flowing in Zhang Youliang's aging blood vessels began to heat up, even boil. From these words, Zhang Youliang already knew one thing: the Insurance Corps would absolutely not let the matter drop with him. Hua Xiongmao's words were clear in logic and explicit in thought. If they were just demonstrating to him, they would absolutely not say this.

Zhang Youliang stared at Hua Xiongmao's eyes; this was to make the final judgment. What made his hair stand on end was that Hua Xiongmao's expression had none of the hypocrisy peculiar to those who exaggerate; Hua Xiongmao's demeanor was the seriousness peculiar to those who tell the truth. That was the focus only present when words and actions matched.

Since this flood, Zhang Youliang had always been worried that the victims would rise up and make trouble. So when the People's Party saved the people, he shut them out. He gathered all his subordinates in Yuezhangji just to suppress any unrest that might happen against him. Towards the newly emerged Insurance Corps, Zhang Youliang even adopted a tit-for-tat posture, threatening and reporting to officials. As a soldier, Zhang Youliang knew very well that in such a critical time, sitting there was waiting for death. Everything he did was to eliminate any object that might constitute a threat.

But it was truly "sitting at home, disaster comes from the sky." The Insurance Corps had no intention of letting him go at all; they had already pressed to his door. Under anger, Zhang Youliang became extremely sober instead. There was absolutely no possibility of compromise between him and the Insurance Corps. What needed to be done now was to keep these two people in his hands. Since these two both had "degrees/titles," they should be people of high status in the Insurance Corps. As long as he kept them in hand, even if the Insurance Corps attacked, forking these two out and putting a knife on their necks, the Insurance Corps people would at least have some hesitation for fear of hurting the hostages (*tou shu ji qi*). Zhang Youliang made a decision in an instant. As for the consequences of arresting these two people with "degrees/titles," Zhang Youliang didn't consider it at all. If there was no peace now, there would be no future at all. Thinking of this, he looked at Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian again.

The subtle change in Zhang Youliang's expression didn't escape Hua Xiongmao's observation at all. The moment Zhang Youliang looked at Hua Xiongmao, their gazes collided in the air. The pupils of the old and the young both shrank slightly. Hua Xiongmao had seen through Zhang Youliang's thoughts in an instant.

Chai Qingguo never thought he would march in such a hot and humid swamp. Shandong had canals and was close to the sea, so Chai Qingguo had no resistance to water. But in this swamp in Anhui, when feet sank into the muddy water, the temperature difference felt was not as big as in Shandong. The mud was warm, absolutely without the icy feeling of the water bottom in Shandong. This made Chai Qingguo very reassured.

After the Military Commission decided to eliminate Zhang Youliang, the regular military forces of the Insurance Corps began to operate. The First and Second Companies had undergone relatively systematic military training, so this heavy responsibility naturally fell on them. But the art of war says "engage with the orthodox, win with the unorthodox." If two companies moved out with great fanfare, everyone was afraid of leaking the news. So finally, the decision was made for the Second and Third Companies to attack Yuezhangji. Among these two companies, the Second Company was naturally the main attack force.

The plan this time was actually very simple: courtesy first, soldiers later. Hua Xiongmao went ahead to make the final "diplomatic effort." Regardless of the result, the two companies would launch an attack that night to capture Landlord Zhang Youliang's fortified village. The marching route of the troops was not by water, but by land. Although water transport was convenient, according to the investigation in recent days, Zhang Youliang controlled the dock. Going by water had absolutely no way to avoid their scouts. The Insurance Corps didn't have heavy firepower like artillery. Storming the Zhang family fortified village defended by walls would certainly result in considerable casualties.

Although going by land was slow and marching would consume a lot of physical strength, the advantage lay in the fact that this large swamp area was basically a no-man's-land now. As long as scout teams were sent out first to control scattered personnel that might appear, the march of the main force would be very concealed. He Zudao scouted the path personally. Although he didn't like his Political Commissar much, Chai Qingguo had enough confidence in He Zudao's meticulousness and seriousness in doing things. Since He Zudao said the main force could pass through this swamp, then they could definitely pass. As Chai Qingguo thought, the markers set by He Zudao along the way guided everyone to pass through the swamp safely. Although the road was muddy, it wasn't un-marchable. There were no impassable problems either.

For the Second and Third Companies' operation this time, the Third Company's main work was to undertake the task of the logistics (*zizhong*) troops. Chai Qingguo had never fought a battle so "troublesome" before setting out. The importance the Military Commission attached to the Insurance Corps' first battle naturally went without saying. But Chen Ke didn't repeatedly emphasize the importance of this battle. He just asked everyone lightly, "Do you know the significance of this operation?"

The comrades naturally knew that if this operation failed, it would directly lead to the failure of the rush-planting work. Seeing the comrades understood this completely, Chen Ke began to formulate plans with the Military Commission comrades. This plan really meant being detailed down to the last triviality. Starting from when to begin marching, how much dry food and drinking water to carry, the plan was mostly filled with logistical functions. Chai Qingguo felt that the plan for the army's deployment was much more troublesome than taking care of a grandfather. Discussions on eating, drinking, shitting, pissing, and sleeping occupied the vast majority of the plan. Instead, for the combat plan, Chen Ke didn't interrupt much. He let the few comrades leading troops put forward their own views.

Chai Qingguo had fought battles. Although he didn't have much experience of winning battles, he could be considered experienced at any rate. He knew that facing the enemy's fortified defensive positions would definitely have a considerable impact on the morale of the troops. Chai Qingguo knew the influence of morale on combat deeply. If both sides fought on flat ground, if you charged hard, the soldiers would at least have that burst of spirit. Anyway, charging forward with everyone, if one died, one died. But facing a fortified village, with the enemy above shooting desperately, just hitting a few people would have a very big impact on the morale of the troops. Enemies who seemed integrated with solid city walls were more terrible.

Other comrades had no combat experience. Although they had undergone military training, training was one thing, and fighting was another. Among them, only Chai Qingguo could raise some relatively reliable questions.

At the end of the meeting, Chen Ke formulated three combat plans. The most ideal plan was to get as close to Yuezhangji as possible, and suddenly rush out in two columns at dusk. One column would suppress the enemy at the dock, and the other would seize the main gate and kill into Zhang Youliang's fortified village. The least ideal plan was to storm the fortified village. Anyway, the key point was the seizure of the main gate. Chen Ke provided a kind of explosive, which was truly powerful. The people who made this explosive were led by You Gou. After processing lard, they finally produced the final product. In the test, a bomb the size of an ordinary earthen jar blew the test site into a mess. And the bomb You Gou finally provided actually weighed more than twenty *jin*, as big as a small half of an earthen vat. Blowing open the gate of a fortified village should be no problem.

Taking out his pocket watch to have a look, it was already twelve o'clock noon. Chai Qingguo had excellent eyesight and saw a black dot on the horizon from afar. And the scout team led by He Zudao also sent back news that they were about to walk out of this swamp and arrive at Zhang Youliang's fortified village.

"Everyone stop and rest," Chai Qingguo shouted. The soldiers passed this news back one by one. Chai Qingguo not only didn't rush forward but went backward instead. This was the military regulation formulated by Chen Ke: when the troops rested, the military commander must check whether there were stragglers in the troops and supervise grassroots officers to arrange for soldiers to rest. Before this operation, Chen Ke emphasized this matter specially. Chai Qingguo must ensure the discipline of the troop march. Before attacking Yuezhangji, all members must arrive, and they must have more than an hour of rest time.

"Damn it, soldiers can rest, but I can't rest." Although he didn't say it with his mouth, Chai Qingguo was still very dissatisfied in his heart.
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Chapter 70 Yuezhangji (IX)

There were no dry places in the swamp; sitting on the ground was asking for trouble. As the logistics troop, the Third Company carried a dozen or so mud sleds modified from boats. After receiving the order to rest, the soldiers sat on the mud sleds one after another. Squad leaders counted their own teams, then reported to platoon commanders, and platoon commanders reported the numbers to the company commander. During the whole process, squad leaders counted the numbers while repeatedly telling the soldiers not to talk and to rest peacefully.

Maintaining silence during marching and resting is the minimum rule for an army. A noisy army is merely exposing itself. This operation was obviously a sneak attack, and there was absolutely no need for great fanfare. The intelligence Chai Qingguo received was that the Second Company had 240 people, all present, and the Third Company had 240 people, also all present. During the march, two soldiers of the Third Company sprained their ankles and could not participate in the charge, but other soldiers could participate in combat normally.

A dozen modified boats were lined up in a row. Soldiers sat neatly on the boats, crowded closely together. The soldiers either drank water silently or gnawed on dry rations silently. Some very tired comrades leaned on the comrades beside them, lowered their heads, and dozed off. The squad leaders quickly shook them awake, asking them to eat before dozing off. Chai Qingguo was very satisfied with this. 480 soldiers who had undergone at least more than two months of training were already a very impressive armed force. Chai Qingguo had also participated in grand marches and big battles of tens of thousands of people. After such experiences, he completely lost interest in the so-called crowd of tens of thousands. Nothing compares to trained elite troops. If those tens of thousands of people had experienced today's march, they would have long scattered like ducks. These 480 people just hadn't seen blood yet; as long as they fought a few battles, this group could become excellent soldiers. Chai Qingguo believed that these soldiers would at least not be worse than the Beiyang Army.

The Scout Team had long scattered far away; these people didn't have any markers to guide the march. The Scout Battalion specially established by Chen Ke now only had two platoons, but they were all selected personnel. Their ages were between 18 and 22, considered true elites. Scouts acting in small teams of eight conducted search work at a distance of two or three kilometers around the main force. Now they returned to the main force one by one, rolling like mud monkeys. Seeing these comrades who had suffered a lot, good-natured laughter erupted among the soldiers marching with the main force. Although the main force march was already very hard, human nature is always like this: seeing someone having a harder time than oneself, the mood will always be somewhat happy. And at this time, the supplies carried by the main force were sufficient; everyone handed water and dry rations. The friendship between comrades appeared very thick at this time.

Six of the ten scout teams returned first. The other four scout teams all sent back communicators. The news they reported was truly unexpected. "You discovered people, and they are not Zhang Youliang's spies, but common people who came back to live?" Third Company Commander Gao Yujie was very surprised by this news.

Gao Yujie came from Beijing with Shang Yuan and the others. his ancestors were from Anhui and also followed Li Hongzhang's Huai Army to campaign everywhere, later settling in Tianjin. The family hoped Gao Yujie could pass the exams for a degree. As a result, Gao Yujie preferred machinery. Finally, he worked from a mechanic to a foreman in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau. The Gao family could still be considered a "family of loyal martyrs." In the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895, both of Gao Yujie's uncles died in battle. In the Gengzi Incident (Boxer Rebellion), Gao Yujie's father and uncle also died in battle. Gao Yujie himself defended the factory with Qin Tongren and also had a narrow escape. He hated foreigners to the bone from then on, and was extremely dissatisfied with the new Beiyang Minister Yuan Shikai's reconciliation with foreigners. After the Gengzi Incident, Gao Yujie joined the police force. Because he beat a foreigner during law enforcement, he had to run away. Life in these few years was also very unfortunate. Later, he accidentally met Qin Tongren. Hearing that Qin Tongren was preparing to come to Anhui, he simply followed Shang Yuan south. At any rate, he came from a military family and knew some military affairs. Although he had no enthusiasm for overthrowing the Manchu Qing, he had absolutely no intention of defending the Manchu Qing either. He accumulated merits in the Insurance Corps and became the Third Company Commander during the army expansion.

Hearing the scout troops report that people actually started living in the swamp really surprised Gao Yujie. He didn't believe such a thing at all. But the returning scouts unanimously assured him that these people were locals. Two scout troops even informed him that someone in their troops knew these farming people. These people who came to farm were some common people who didn't hide in the county town during the flood. The water receded, and they rushed back to their homes from other places. They just settled down in this swamp. The communicators of the two teams also informed that some of these people had already fallen ill.

"In that case, send a scout team in each direction to bring everyone over first. For the sick, carry them back with our stretchers first." He Zudao not only served as the Political Commissar of the Second Company in this battle but also temporarily commanded the Scout Team. After receiving the order, the scout teams set off one after another.

"Political Commissar, why go to such great lengths?" Chai Qingguo was a bit strange. Since they were locals, going to such lengths to get them over was making a mountain out of a molehill, right? Moreover, these people being suddenly pulled over would definitely cry and wail. If soldiers saw this, the blow to morale would be too intense.

"Correct. Since they are all locals, we don't need to care so much, right?" Gao Yujie commanded the Third Company to transport logistics and was already tired to death. Getting a bunch of common people over would be even more troublesome. He also supported Chai Qingguo's opinion.

"Company Commander Chai, Company Commander Gao, I know what you are worried about. But tell me, why do so many soldiers fight?" He Zudao asked.

"Conquer Yuezhangji, everyone has land to farm." Gao Yujie repeated the pre-war mobilization words. "Hasn't this been said many times?"

"Tell me, if there isn't tap water provided by us, with thousands or tens of thousands of people farming here, how many would fall ill? How many would die of illness?" He Zudao continued to ask.

"This..." Chai Qingguo and Gao Yujie couldn't answer. Like everyone else, they had never seen such a big flood. Such a natural disaster had completely overturned their world. But under the leadership of the People's Party, with the Insurance Corps fighting hard, not many people actually died. So when comrades discussed the flood issue privately, many people were somewhat surprised. Although natural disasters were irresistible, it seemed natural disasters weren't that terrible either. Hearing He Zudao's question, everyone had no concept of how many people would die. If the People's Party continued to rule Fengtai County, presumably few people would die. But without the People's Party, it would be hard to say.

"This is a very good comparison. With or without the leadership of the People's Party and the Insurance Corps, the lives of the common people are completely different. Soldiers are very sensible; they will never have their morale shaken because of this. I believe that after everyone sees this comparison with their own eyes, they will understand whom to follow. Who to fight for." He Zudao spoke with extreme confidence.

Since He Zudao insisted so much, and the two had no opposing opinions, they stopped talking. Not long after, scout teams returned from several directions with a group of people. The number of these people was not large. During the time they went back and forth, the soldiers had finished eating and drinking, and some even took a nap. Sharp-eyed soldiers saw from afar some people in ragged clothes mixed among comrades coming here, so they looked up to watch. Others discovered this unusual movement and also looked around.

Swamp land is somewhat like mountainous land; the straight-line distance looks very close, but you have to detour a lot. When the faces of those ragged people could be seen clearly, some soldiers couldn't help shouting. Among those people were people they knew. Hearing the soldiers' shouts, the people called saw acquaintances and also responded.

All the common people had one thing in common: ragged clothes. And the scout troops also carried a few people on stretchers. When all the people were brought in front of the troops, the troops had all disembarked and barely lined up in the swamp. Seeing these hundreds of strong young men packed densely, the people didn't know what was going on and turned pale with fright. Those few who had acquaintances in the troops quickly wanted to lean over to get close but were stopped by the scouts.

He Zudao asked an old man pleasantly: "Grandpa, why did you come here?"

The old man didn't know He Zudao. Being pulled over by suddenly appearing scouts was already scary enough. These people carried knives and guns; if he said something wrong in such an uninhabited place and got killed, no one would know. But staying silent didn't seem to work either. He Zudao asked the same question pleasantly again. The old man suddenly pointed to a soldier in the ranks and shouted, "Liu Wazi (Sixth Child), come here!"

The soldier called was named Lv Xiuren, ranked sixth at home, and was a clansman of this old farmer. He knew the Insurance Corps had no malice towards the people, but the training these days gave Lv Xiuren enough discipline. Without the platoon commander's word, he didn't dare to step out of the ranks himself. He Zudao waved to Lv Xiuren, letting him come over. Then He Zudao shouted loudly: "Fellow villagers, if you know the soldiers of our troops, let them step out."

As soon as these words were said, all the fellow villagers stretched their necks to look at the Insurance Corps soldiers. As long as they could find someone they knew, the possibility of being harmed would be much less. As soon as Lv Xiuren arrived beside his clansman grandpa, the old man grabbed him and said: "Liu Wazi, you have to speak for me; I'm not a bad person. Not a bad person." Lv Xiuren comforted him while looking at He Zudao in embarrassment.

About a dozen soldiers were recognized and called out. The fellow villagers pulled the soldiers one by one, wanting them to guarantee their safety. After the persuasion of these soldiers, the fellow villagers finally understood that these people were not targeting them, and only then did they calm down a bit.

With such a scene, the soldiers initially found it somewhat funny. But as they watched, the smiles gradually disappeared from the soldiers' faces. Everyone has compassion. These people had one thing in common: they were in ragged clothes and terribly thin due to lack of food. And no one knew how long it had been since they bathed or washed their clothes. That kind of accumulated dirt was not just compared to ordinary people; although the Insurance Corps soldiers worked hard these days, they ate acceptably, even slightly better than before the disaster. Plus hygiene and training, although tanned black, their mental outlook was obviously several grades higher than these people. Looking at these people, each one so thin and weak, looking almost like they would fall if the wind blew. Soldiers couldn't help remembering their own days before. If they hadn't joined the Insurance Corps, facing such a big flood, they wouldn't be much different from these people. This feeling of "the fox mourning the death of the rabbit" (like mourning like) gave everyone a faint rejoicing and profound sympathy in their hearts.

"Fellow villagers, the water hasn't receded completely yet; why did you come back?" He Zudao asked again. Chai Qingguo and Gao Yujie were both impatient people and had no patience for civil work. Seeing He Zudao being so meticulous, they didn't want to interrupt. The Third Company's Political Commissar was named Wu Liao, a recognized "nice guy." Asking him to obey orders was no problem, but asking him to do political work wouldn't do. Chen Ke had no choice but to let Wu Liao serve as Political Commissar temporarily. He now looked to He Zudao as the leader. So all eyes fell on young He Zudao.

Under He Zudao's repeated questioning, the fellow villagers finally agreed to answer. Some said they wanted to hurry up and farm. Some said they were blocked by water while fleeing famine and begging, so they had to come back. However, their answers were evasive and completely missed the point.

He Zudao suddenly asked: "This is already close to Yuezhangji. Is the land you want to farm now your own?"

As soon as these words came out, all the people's faces changed. A spasm appeared on the old man's thin, withered yellow face, and he suddenly knelt down to He Zudao. This startled He Zudao, who quickly went to support the old man. But the old man hugged He Zudao's calf and refused to move while kneeling on the ground. How could He Zudao dare to let an old man dozens of years older than him kneel to him? He hurriedly tried to pull the old man up, but he didn't know how long the clothes on the old man hadn't been changed. In these flood days, they had been rotted by sweat and sewage. With a little force, the clothes were immediately torn a big hole.

Not only the old man, but other people also knelt down one after another. "Quickly help everyone up," He Zudao shouted. The soldiers hurried to support them. As a result, no one was willing to get up. Seeing He Zudao didn't accept his gesture, the old man immediately burst into loud crying, saying while crying: "Young man, we really have no way out. We couldn't flee famine; all our family belongings were flooded. We only have a little bit of seeds left. Everyone discussed that since it's death anyway, take advantage of the land being desolate and unattended now. At least plant something first, see if we can harvest some grain, so we won't starve to death this year. Young man, we are all fellow villagers. If you drive us away or take our seeds, we only have a dead end. You have knives and guns; if you want us to die, just kill us now. It won't let us suffer living. Heaven doesn't let people live; you young men must let us survive! If you don't want us to live, you give us a quick death."

This time the old man cried and spoke. Although the voice wasn't very clear, the content of the answer was clear and understandable. Listening to the old man wailing, other people also started crying. He Zudao's face was gloomy, and the soldiers also had gloomy faces. Although Chai Qingguo didn't understand the Anhui dialect very well, he understood the general meaning. Gao Yujie lowered his head and sighed heavily.

He Zudao gave up the effort to try to pull up the old man. Although the movement was a bit slow, He Zudao bent his knees and knelt down too.

"Grandpa, we are not here to collect your land. We are not here to rob your grain either. We... we are here to save you; we are here to save everyone. You have to believe us on this point." After saying this, He Zudao looked up and shouted: "Quickly bring water and food for the fellow villagers."

Hearing this, the soldiers moved almost in a swarm. The fellow villagers were truly shocked hearing He Zudao's words. But that young man who was obviously the leader knelt in the muddy water just like them, and the countless young people surrounding them were holding bamboo tubes and steamed buns (*mantou*) in their hands. The aroma of food surrounded these hungry people. Someone grabbed a steamed bun and stuffed it into his mouth. Others, regardless of gender or age, all grabbed steamed buns and started eating. After a few bites, a big steamed bun was gone. Because they swallowed too fiercely, almost everyone choked. The soldiers quickly opened the stoppers of the bamboo tubes to let everyone drink water. The cool tap water was mixed with the fragrance of bamboo. Everyone swallowed the bun in their throats and immediately picked up another bun to stuff into their mouths. But almost every soldier had a bun in hand. Looking at this food they hadn't eaten for a long time, these people's eyes lit up. He Zudao helped the old man up, took a bun and a bamboo tube from a soldier next to him, and handed them to the old man. "Grandpa, finish eating first."

Third Company Commander Wu Liao quickly shouted: "Don't let them eat so fiercely; it will damage their bodies." As he spoke, he asked the soldiers to leave. Hearing this, the people got anxious. Watching the buns leaving them, they bit the buns in their mouths and pounced to snatch the buns from the soldiers' hands, stuffing them into their dirty clothes whose original color couldn't be seen. A bun fell into the water. A thin woman whose age couldn't be told quickly went to pick it up. Her foot slipped, and her whole body plunged into the muddy water. Soldiers quickly pulled her up. The woman didn't care at all that her face and body were covered with muddy water. She plopped down on her knees in the muddy water and groped around, trying to find the bun that fell into the muddy water. Her hands splashed up high muddy water; the whole person was like crazy.

The old man saw others eating buns and took a few bites himself. Suddenly, the old man burst into loud crying again, "Young man, you are a good person. You are our savior." After speaking, the old man knelt to He Zudao again.
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Chapter 71 Yuezhangji (X)

Just as He Zudao was pulling up the old man kneeling to him, a woman's scream came over. This sound immediately made everyone look over. It turned out that Third Company Commander Wu Liao was forcibly taking back a steamed bun from a female commoner. Wu Liao had never snatched anything from a woman's hand in his life. The reason he hardened his heart to take back the bun was simple. Starving people could absolutely not resist the temptation of eating food, and their stomachs simply couldn't stand such stimulation. When the First and Second Companies went out to transport grain and materials, the Third and Fourth Companies did the work of maintaining order. He had encountered victims who "died from overeating." Reasoning was useless facing people who had been hungry for a long time. So Wu Liao had to adopt some tough measures.

The soldiers of the Third Company could understand, but the Second Company didn't have such experience. He Zudao knew Wu Liao did nothing wrong, so he ordered the soldiers of the Second Company around him to help. At these critical moments, as a leader, one always has to express a stance. He Zudao knew that someone would definitely come out to gossip about this matter. If he didn't issue such an order, Wu Liao might have to face many people talking behind his back alone. From the grateful look in Wu Liao's eyes, He Zudao understood that his action received support.

After taking back all the buns, He Zudao ordered these people to be arranged to rest on the boats, and then began the pre-war mobilization.

He Zudao's personality was very shy and quiet. Since becoming a Political Commissar and often having to hold meetings, his voice had been practiced to be louder and louder. To make his high-pitched and clear young voice heard clearly by everyone, He Zudao had put in a lot of effort. "The land these fellow villagers want to farm is not their own. Everyone knows this, right?"

"Yes," many comrades answered.

"Do you think these people should starve to death? Hmm. Comrades, answer me!"

"No," many people shouted.

"What's the matter with those who don't speak? Do you think these people should starve to death? I'll ask again, do you think these people should starve to death?"

"No!" All comrades shouted this time.

"I know everyone is afraid because we are going to fight! Fighting costs human lives; not only the enemy will die, but we will also die. Whoever says they are not afraid of death is lying. As the Political Commissar, I'll say this upfront: I will stand at the very front of the team. The enemy can hit me first, so I am also afraid." He Zudao's face was gloomy; these words were not a joke. Before appointing He Zudao as Political Commissar, Chen Ke had talked with He Zudao. Regarding the position of the Political Commissar on the battlefield during combat, he told He Zudao unmistakably. The Insurance Corps was newly built; to establish a style, Political Commissars were absolutely not allowed to shrink back in safety. They must be at the forefront to boost morale. He Zudao agreed.

Seeing the miserable state of the victims, He Zudao, who originally decided to join the revolution to repay Chen Ke for saving his life, now suddenly felt an anger from the bottom of his heart. If they hadn't met the Insurance Corps, it would probably be impossible for these people to last until the grain harvest in this big swamp. There were tens of thousands of victims gathered in the county town now. If they couldn't get land, once the grain in the Insurance Corps' hands was eaten up, it would immediately be a great tragedy. Although Chen Ke was calm on his face, whenever talking about these things, that anxiety still couldn't be hidden. He Zudao knew that Chen Ke could still rely on luck to rescue comrades in Shanghai. But to get rid of landlords in Anhui, such luck couldn't always be there. Zhang Youliang of Yuezhangji had about a hundred people under him; Chen Ke alone couldn't get rid of them.

Even adding up Party members and other activists, the People's Party now only had about a hundred people. There were not many who really dared to fight. Moreover, the backbones Qi Huishen, Chen Tianhua, and Wu Xingchen were not in Anhui, so he must stand up to lead everyone in combat. How to enable the Insurance Corps soldiers to have sufficient combat effectiveness had always been a very difficult matter for He Zudao. These people encountered in the swamp were exactly the best example. The Insurance Corps could bring these 480 soldiers to the battlefield relying on the prestige accumulated in the past and the relief for the victims in the past. And now, he must fully seize any opportunity to boost morale and must tell everyone a bright future to guarantee the will to fight.

"We are not fighting to throw away our lives; we are fighting to save our own relatives. Our Insurance Corps never lies to everyone. Don't look at us having food and drink now, but this grain simply can't last for a few months. If we can't start rush-planting immediately, in a few months, our Insurance Corps, and our parents and sisters, will all go hungry. Everyone knows what we will be like then by looking at these people, right?"

Listening to He Zudao's roar, the soldiers who had just seen the miserable state of these victims with their own eyes all remained silent. People are like this; if they haven't fallen to that stage themselves, no one will think they will be that miserable. The soldiers in the Insurance Corps were very young and hadn't seen such a terrible disaster. They hadn't been hungry for a few days before joining the Insurance Corps. So they themselves were not clear about how miserable it could be. Some of them even felt the flood wasn't that terrible. Until today, everyone saw the tragic reality.

"Now, we are going to attack Zhang Youliang. Why? Because this person refuses to take out the land for everyone to farm. He just wants to starve everyone to death. His family has grain and doesn't worry about the flood. And when everyone starves to death, he can take the opportunity to snatch everyone's land. We can't control natural disasters, but letting these people starve to death alive is a man-made disaster. The Insurance Corps can always manage man-made disasters, right?" He Zudao's eyes were sharp. Accompanied by these explanations, he only felt a righteous spirit suddenly born in his chest. A cognition that he represented justice. And after listening to He Zudao's words, a whisper spread in the Insurance Corps team.

"If you have something to say, stand up and say it," He Zudao said loudly.

"Political Commissar, this year is a disaster year; we attack Zhang Youliang, so be it. But what about next year?" A soldier asked. Hearing this, there was another whisper in the team. Yes, they were about to fight immediately, and they might die; such questions were what everyone cared about.

"As the Political Commissar, I can explain to everyone clearly now what Battalion Commander Chen Ke said. This land belongs to our common people ourselves. This year we snatch the land back and will distribute the land to everyone to farm. If anyone wants to snatch the land distributed to everyone, let alone next year, no matter how long in the future, as long as we still have guns in our hands, as long as the Insurance Corps still has one person who can fight with a gun, then no one should think about snatching the land from our hands again."

In the end, He Zudao shouted loudly: "Moreover, these lands will be managed by our Insurance Corps in the future. Our Insurance Corps only collects thirty percent rent. Except for this thirty percent rent, the Insurance Corps will never increase taxes!"

With a buzz, the team erupted. Everyone looked at He Zudao excitedly and looked at each other. Owning one's own land is the instinct of farmers. Everyone saw joy in others' eyes. When the Insurance Corps recruited soldiers, there were very few middle peasants. Not a single child of landlords or rich peasants was wanted. Everyone naturally had no resistance to dividing the landlords' land. And He Zudao shouting "only collect thirty percent rent, never increase taxes"—this greatly stimulated the nerves of the Insurance Corps soldiers. Land rent in these times generally exceeded sixty percent; thirty percent rent was a life like heaven. That meant the common people could truly get the bulk of the harvest. These soldiers of peasant origin immediately got spirited.

"In our team, even if a comrade dies in battle, his family will definitely be distributed land, and will be distributed more and better." He Zudao continued the pre-war mobilization.

He Zudao's words were heard clearly not only by the soldiers but also by those common people. That old man jumped down from the boat, squeezed into the crowd with quick steps, and squeezed in front of He Zudao. "Benefactor, is what you said true? Joining your Insurance Corps, after attacking Zhang Youliang, land can be distributed? Only thirty percent rent will be collected in the future?"

"Grandpa, I told everyone here. I will absolutely not lie to everyone. If I lie to everyone, may heaven and earth destroy me," He Zudao responded loudly.

"Then can I join our team now?" The old man grabbed He Zudao and said anxiously.

"Grandpa, fighting kills people. You..."

"Young man, I know you dislike that I'm old. If I die in battle, can my family be distributed land?"

"Grandpa. You..."

"Young man, I, a bag of old bones, should have died long ago. As long as I die in battle and my family can be distributed land, I will follow you to fight. You just said you want to stand at the very front. Young man, I'm not good at anything else; I'll stand in front of you as a shield. Let them kill me first. Let them kill me first." The old man said anxiously.

Of course, He Zudao couldn't agree. People of unknown origin couldn't be employed. This was the rule Chen Ke set for this operation. Once this precedent was opened, the trouble would be endless. He flatly refused.

The old man didn't give up; he continued: "I have been to the Zhang family fortified village many times. I know the ways inside. Let me guide the way; I know how to go in that fortified village."

Hearing this, He Zudao smiled bitterly in his heart. The topographical map of the Zhang family fortified village had long been drawn. The old man's information was meaningless. He asked people to half-persuade and half-pull the old man aside. Only then did he continue to shout: "If we don't fight now, in three months, our grain will be eaten up. It will be winter then; we can't farm even if we want to. At that time, everyone will really starve to death. Anyway, it's death. If we die now, our relatives won't have to die. If we die this year, our relatives won't starve to death for hundreds of years to come. Is everyone willing to go fight?"

"Political Commissar He! Do you dare to swear an oath that what you said didn't deceive us?" A soldier shouted.

"Of course I can swear, and I dare to use Battalion Commander Chen Ke to swear with me. If I deceive everyone, Battalion Commander Chen Ke and I will both be destroyed by heaven and earth and die without a burial place." He Zudao shouted with awe-inspiring righteousness.

In these times, the common people still believed in such heavy oaths very much. Hearing He Zudao shout this, everyone believed that what He Zudao said was not false. Everyone was extremely excited. At this time, they heard He Zudao shout: "Capture Yuezhangji, everyone has land to farm."

The slogan was the combat goal; the slogan was the outlook for the future. As soon as such a concise and clear slogan was shouted, all the soldiers understood everything. Everyone shouted: "Capture Yuezhangji, everyone has land to farm." "Capture Yuezhangji, everyone has land to farm." "Capture Yuezhangji, everyone has land to farm."

In this disaster year, in the days when the flood destroyed the old social order, everyone gathered together just for survival. Now this group finally told the soldiers what to do in the future besides living now. Comrades who saw the future direction were completely attracted by such a clear path and reached a combat consensus.

Looking at the excited soldiers, Chai Qingguo was very encouraged. He had a look of high spirit. Gao Yujie didn't have much reaction; he just looked at He Zudao thoughtfully. And Wu Liao was encouraged on one hand, but on the other hand, he wanted to restore order quickly. Because in the marching regulations, noise was not allowed. If this roar of hundreds of people was heard by the people of Yuezhangji, it would be terrible.

Hua Xiongmao was currently inside the wall of the Yuezhangji fortified village. His left arm strangled Zhang Youliang's neck, and his right hand held a knife. Hearing the faint voice seemingly coming from the horizon, he felt joy in his heart. In the military training these days, he had long been accustomed to the sound of slogans during drills. Just hearing it, he could confirm it was the voice of the Insurance Corps' main force.

Zhang Youliang's jaw had been dislocated by Hua Xiongmao. The muscles on his painful face twisted, but he also heard this sound. After all, he was a person who had participated in many wars. This sound was the sound of hundreds or thousands of soldiers roaring together. This was the prelude to launching an attack.

Xu Dian held a long spear in his hand. He stood panting beside the two, assuming a thrusting posture. In front of them, dozens of family servants and lackeys held knives and raised guns. Because the two had their backs to the wall, these people surrounded the three in the center in a semi-encirclement posture. But Zhang Youliang was in Hua Xiongmao's hands; these people hesitated to act for fear of hurting the hostage and didn't dare to get too close. Plus Xu Dian would stab fiercely at anyone trying to get close from time to time, forcing that person to retreat. So it wasn't easy to approach.

When Zhang Youliang had made up his mind to detain the two, Hua Xiongmao had already seen through Zhang Youliang's thoughts. The reason the Insurance Corps sent two people here was originally to use the "degrees/titles" of the two to scare Zhang Youliang. This was also the reason why Yuwen Badu was not allowed to come with Hua Xiongmao this time. If Yuwen Badu came, Zhang Youliang might not dare to touch Hua Xiongmao, but he wouldn't be polite to Yuwen Badu.

It was just that instant; Hua Xiongmao had made up his mind. During the preparation to rescue the comrades imprisoned in Shanghai, Chen Ke taught everyone some authentic "killing techniques" without reservation. Before Zhang Youliang could make the next move, Hua Xiongmao pounced. His target was not Zhang Youliang, but the person on Zhang Youliang's right. Hua Xiongmao didn't know this was Zhang Youliang's third son. The reason the target was this person was simple. There were two people beside Zhang Youliang; one of them had angrily rebuked Hua Xiongmao with "Fart." But he only roared this once. There was anger and a kind of fear in that voice and attitude. Hua Xiongmao understood the mentality of this kind of person. He was indeed awed by Hua Xiongmao's identity as a Military Provincial Graduate.

And the person Hua Xiongmao wanted to get rid of first had not lost emotional control at all from beginning to end. He was also angry, and fearless. The actual situation was indeed so; seeing Hua Xiongmao pounce, that person's first reaction was actually not panic, but curling up his body preparing to kick Hua Xiongmao's lower abdomen with his foot. If Hua Xiongmao just wanted to catch him, this move would be quite good. But this person judged wrong. Hua Xiongmao's target was merely that person's throat. After the throat cartilage is crushed, a person won't die immediately but will die of painful suffocation after the trachea closes. Hua Xiongmao had a reason for striking such a ruthless blow. The feeling Zhang Youliang gave Hua Xiongmao was too familiar; he was too much like Hua Xiongmao's father.

Chen Ke had discussed the issue of class struggle at Party meetings. Landlords were not born bad guys. If a person wanted to succeed, they must serve a certain force loyally. The object of revolutionaries' loyalty was their own country, while the object of landlords' loyalty was their own family. Everyone wasn't stupid; if a person was only for his own benefit, everyone knew it clearly. If one wanted to convince the public, then one must serve everyone's interests. Hua Xiongmao knew very well that if his father made such a decision, he wouldn't be afraid even if he detained people with degrees, wouldn't be afraid even if dealing with organized armed forces. Then even if he captured such a person as a hostage, the only sentence they would shout would be, "Kill us all." Such people were capable of making decisions with backbone. And that angry and fearful person wouldn't order his old father's life to be taken because he dared not take responsibility. But the disciple who could hold his breath and was loyal to the family destiny might not dare not to strike.

Hua Xiongmao had confidence in his skills. After crushing that dangerous person's throat, he still had enough time to subdue Zhang Youliang. So his attack was fast and ruthless. Completely disregarding taking a kick, he must take the other party's life. He did it. After hundreds and thousands of trainings, Hua Xiongmao's fingers gripped the enemy's throat. With just an exertion of force, a *ka-la* sound crushed the cartilage of that person's throat.

And Zhang Youliang also reacted at this time. Not only was he not panicked, but on the contrary, seeing his third son's throat crushed, Zhang Youliang's aging body moved; he pounced towards Hua Xiongmao instead.
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Chapter 72 Yuezhangji (XI)

"In a dangerous situation, the first thing is to solve the most dangerous person." Chen Ke had said this when teaching killing techniques.

"What counts as a dangerous person?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

"The most dangerous person is the one who can understand you best," Chen Ke replied.

Chen Ke's answer was very general, and Hua Xiongmao didn't understand. He chased with a question: "How to find this person?"

"Look at who is most like you; that person is the one," Chen Ke continued to answer.

"Doesn't that mean for everyone, the most dangerous person is different?" Hua Xiongmao felt Chen Ke's words were like saying nothing.

"People who dare to take responsibility and dare to sacrifice are the most dangerous. For ordinary people, the first consideration is their own interests. So when facing danger, they will be blinded by various gains and losses. If one's own interest is supreme, doing things will go against the logic of the matter itself. Our revolution is not for ourselves, so our actions are impossible for these people to understand. They are nothing to be afraid of." Chen Ke said slowly, "Zhenglan, for the current you, ordinary people are not your opponents. If one day you encounter danger, you must remember the saying: 'One man willing to throw away his life is harder to fight than a hundred.' It's not that a hundred people can't withstand you alone, but that they are unwilling to lose their lives for the collective interest. But if among your opponents there is someone who dares to sacrifice himself for the overall interest, then this person is the one you must solve first. If you don't solve this person first, you will definitely die."

Hua Xiongmao thought he understood. He underestimated Landlord Zhang Youliang. This old man nearing 70 obviously had a failing body. And Zhang Youliang himself was not a strong man; the current him was thin and dried up. Although his spirit was good, he didn't look like someone who could fight. So Hua Xiongmao set the first attack target as the person who felt most like himself. The room was full of young and strong men; only Zhang Youliang was an old man. After Hua Xiongmao swiftly crushed the enemy's throat, everyone else was frightened by this thunderous blow and didn't react at all. But Zhang Youliang, the weakest and oldest among them, moved. He didn't flee, didn't dodge, but pounced fiercely towards Hua Xiongmao. Hua Xiongmao couldn't dodge in time and was knocked down flat on his back by the old man's headbutt. Zhang Youliang's body also pressed on Hua Xiongmao.

"Zhenglan, remember one thing. If you want to take action, the foundation is long-term training. You don't need to think at all; you start taking action instinctively. We martial artists form habits after tempering ourselves a thousand times. Thinking so much before battle is seeking one's own death." This was the advice Chen Ke gave Hua Xiongmao. Hua Xiongmao didn't think about these things at all at this moment. These days Hua Xiongmao practiced the combat skills taught by Chen Ke hard. After being knocked down by Zhang Youliang, Hua Xiongmao punched Zhang Youliang's temple completely subconsciously. Hua Xiongmao was young after all, and his reaction was quick. After Zhang Youliang was hit in the temple, his head immediately became dizzy. The fingers stabbing towards Hua Xiongmao's eyes lost their aim and just landed on Hua Xiongmao's face. Hua Xiongmao quickly rolled out from under Zhang Youliang. Then he got up with a roll. The room full of strong young men was still staring dumbfounded at this live drama until now. Unexpectedly, no one could react.

Since they didn't react, Hua Xiongmao naturally wouldn't stand there stupidly either. He snatched a long spear from a lackey beside him with a chopping hand motion, and kicked the lackey aside with a flying leg. Then Hua Xiongmao turned back and thrust the spear. Zhang Youliang's eldest son stood up subconsciously, but stood there stupidly with his mouth wide open. It seemed he completely hadn't figured out whether to call for help or to save his father. The fairly sharp iron spearhead thrust straight into Zhang Youliang's eldest son's left eye, pierced deep into the eye socket, penetrated the skull, and stabbed straight into the brain. A scream came from his mouth. This scream was the only sound at the curtain call of his life.

Hua Xiongmao waved the spear shaft with force, and the corpse of Zhang Youliang's eldest son was actually flicked away. As a Military Provincial Graduate, Hua Xiongmao had great skill with the spear. As soon as that spear came into his hand, he knew the shaft wasn't bad. Sure enough, bearing the weight of a person, the spear shaft only bent but didn't break. When the corpse flew towards them, the lackeys behind realized something was wrong. They scattered one after another to dodge the flying corpse. Hua Xiongmao pulled the spearhead out of the corpse in mid-air with a smooth motion. A stream of fresh blood scattered from the spearhead, splashing a row of red plum blossoms on the white wall opposite. Hua Xiongmao took a step forward and dragged the equally dumbfounded (*dumb as a wooden chicken*) Xu Dian to his side.

"Mur... Murder!" Only now did a lackey scream for the first time. Some lackeys threw the knives and guns in their hands towards Hua Xiongmao, then turned their heads and ran outside. Some tried to run inside. A group of people squeezed at the door, unable to move.

Hua Xiongmao caught a big broadsword flying towards him and knocked down other weapons. Then he stuffed the long spear into Xu Dian's hands. According to the technique taught by Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao bent down and dragged up Zhang Youliang, deftly dislocated his jaw, and also dislocated his shoulders. An old man's muscles and bones were weak after all. The muscle resistance wasn't too great. Zhang Youliang let out an angry roar; it seemed pain wasn't important. Losing the ability to resist was the reason for Zhang Youliang's shouting.

"Kill them." Zhang Youliang tried hard to shout. But with his jaw dislocated, the voice was very slurred and couldn't be understood at all.

Instead, Hua Xiongmao shouted loudly: "Everyone, this is a private matter between us and Zhang Youliang, unrelated to everyone else. Zhang Youliang is in our hands. If everyone lets us go, we will stay out of each other's way (well water does not violate river water)."

Hearing this, the lackeys recovered a bit from their panic. Not knowing what they were arguing about in local dialect, Hua Xiongmao knew that if he didn't leave now, it would be difficult to leave once the leaders among those lackeys made a decision.

"Can you hold those people at bay with the spear?" Hua Xiongmao roared at Xu Dian.

Although Xu Dian was frightened by Hua Xiongmao's decisive action, he had also recovered by now. "Yes!" Xu Dian shouted. After all, he had been in the army for so long, and there were results from basic training.

"Go." Hua Xiongmao dragged Zhang Youliang and walked out. Xu Dian panted heavily while holding the long spear to protect Hua Xiongmao. Seeing the three people come out, with Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian coercing Zhang Youliang, the family servants and lackeys dared not make a move. Hua Xiongmao's big broadsword was placed on Zhang Youliang's neck. Although some lackeys had firelocks, they still dared not shoot indiscriminately.

Hua Xiongmao and the others retreated slowly, and the lackeys followed closely. The two groups of people moved slowly towards the gate of the fortified village like this. Lackeys had already gone to the gate to report. By the time Hua Xiongmao retreated to the gate, the big gate was already closed tight. From Zhang Youliang's house to the gate was a distance of less than a hundred meters. Xu Dian was only responsible for forcing back the lackeys who tried to approach and didn't have too many other movements. Even so, Xu Dian was already sweating all over, and sweat on his forehead rolled down his face. Hua Xiongmao wasn't so wretched; his eyes shone, though his breathing was a bit rapid.

The lackeys naturally refused to let Hua Xiongmao out. They also looked ferocious, forcing Hua Xiongmao and the others into a corner.

"Company Commander Hua, how long can we hold on?" Xu Dian asked, panting.

"I don't know. Hold on as long as we can," Hua Xiongmao said. "If we can't hold on, we'll fight our way out. Kill one to break even; kill two to make a profit."

Hearing this, Xu Dian laughed subconsciously, "This sounds just like a storyteller."

"Storytellers can't just make things up blindly, right?" Hua Xiongmao also laughed. Although laughing, Hua Xiongmao saw the expressions of the lackeys opposite becoming more and more solemn; it seemed they were also preparing to play for real. Hua Xiongmao swallowed a mouthful of saliva, tightened his arm around Zhang Youliang's neck, and pressed the big broadsword tightly against Zhang Youliang's artery. Even if he died himself, he had to kill Landlord Zhang first.

Just then, Hua Xiongmao heard shouting coming from afar. Hua Xiongmao felt joy, then his face sank again. This sound was very far away. Even if those comrades started to set off to attack Yuezhangji now, it would take quite a while for them to get here. This gang of lackeys was originally prepared to make a move; with people attacking outside, they would be even less likely to let them go.

Just then, a firework suddenly flew up from some courtyard inside the fortified village. Accompanied by a loud bang, the firework exploded in the air. Everyone was startled by this movement. Then they saw several more fireworks rising and exploding. Such a change was really unexpected.

Hua Xiongmao knew this was the signal agreed upon by Chen Ke for storming the fortified village. But he really didn't expect that someone actually set it off inside the fortified village, instead of from outside.

Just as he was thinking, he suddenly heard a huge noise, and the ground began to shake violently. everyone's feet went soft, and they couldn't help tottering. They saw a plume of thick smoke rising from the back of the main gate of Yuezhangji, and brick and stone fragments flew everywhere in the air. Hua Xiongmao didn't care what happened anymore. He carried Zhang Youliang on his shoulder, and taking advantage of the lackeys' shock, shouted, "The courtyard on the left!" He had already rushed into the crowd of lackeys. The lackeys hadn't figured out what was going on at all when Hua Xiongmao smashed a hole through a weak point. Xu Dian followed closely behind, and together with Hua Xiongmao, rushed into a courtyard on the left with its gate ajar. Xu Dian was just about to turn back to close the door when Hua Xiongmao, with quick hands and sharp eyes, grabbed Xu Dian. At this moment, several gunshots were heard. Lackeys holding firelocks and bird guns had already fired at the gate. If Hua Xiongmao hadn't pulled Xu Dian, these few shots would probably have hit Xu Dian. Hua Xiongmao threw the big broadsword in his hand fiercely towards the outside of the door. The broadsword spun and flew out the door. A scream came from outside the door. Only then did Hua Xiongmao rush back to close the door and bolt it.

This was a tactical movement Chen Ke had trained many times before the jailbreak in Shanghai. Unexpectedly, it came in handy today. Hua Xiongmao threw Zhang Youliang on the ground, looked around, and pointed to the courtyard wall behind, saying: "Climb the wall." Although Xu Dian hadn't received such jailbreak training, he couldn't care about that much at this moment. Hearing Hua Xiongmao's order, he went straight to the courtyard wall. Hua Xiongmao was wondering whether to simply finish off the old landlord Zhang Youliang. Looking down, he saw Zhang Youliang, whose jaw and shoulders were dislocated, twisting his body trying to struggle up.

A burst of unbearable feeling suddenly rose in Hua Xiongmao's heart. From the beginning, Hua Xiongmao used guessing his own father's mentality to guess Zhang Youliang. Hua Xiongmao's father was also a rural landlord, and the Hua family had also encountered some things. At that time, Hua Xiongmao's father also showed such tenacity and unyieldingness. With the efforts of Hua Xiongmao's father, the Hua family finally survived that crisis. Although for the revolution, Hua Xiongmao struck ruthless blows against Zhang Youliang's family, after all, everyone had no grievances or enmity originally. To kill them all like this, Hua Xiongmao just couldn't do it.

In a moment of hesitation, he heard someone kicking the door. Hua Xiongmao roared, "If you kick the door again, I'll kill Zhang Youliang." Hearing this roar, the people outside dared not kick anymore. Hua Xiongmao finally made up his mind. He left Zhang Youliang alone and also went straight to the back wall. After helping Xu Dian climb up the wall and flip over, he also jumped up, grabbed the top of the wall, and flipped over.

At this moment, the sound of battle cries had already rung out outside Zhang Youliang's fortified village.
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Chapter 73 Yuezhangji (XII)

Since they were going to fight, given the current military situation, they must go all out. This was the guiding opinion of the military plan formulated by Chen Ke in the Military Commission. In the final plan, the People's Party dispatched almost its entire army. The military plan was very simple and traditional: first, Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian would enter the fortified village for negotiations. Once they came out, as long as Zhang Youliang did not immediately agree to hand over the land and personally go to the Insurance Corps station in the county town, the People's Party would launch an attack. The main force composed of the Second and Third Companies would besiege the enemy from the front. After attracting the enemy's attention to the front, the troops that would truly decide the victory or defeat at the back of the fortified village would move out. This was the troop led by Chen Ke. Chen Ke did not command the large troop but commanded a small troop. This "small" was only compared to the more than five hundred people of the Second and Third Companies plus the Scout Team. He led the First and Second Platoons of the First Company. The two platoons added up to about a hundred people. This force alone was equal to the force Zhang Youliang could mobilize.

The plan formulated for this battle was targeted at Zhang Youliang's fortified village. The structure of Zhang Youliang's fortified village was simple, with only one gate on the south side. Moreover, the fortified village only had walls. Although there was a watchtower on the north side, the scale of the watchtower was very small, accommodating two or three people standing at most. It was not a real fire support point. Although Zhang Youliang had some fowling pieces and firelocks, he definitely didn't have machine guns. Against bandits, these watchtowers could still play some role. Against a well-organized large troop, they wouldn't play any role at all.

Chen Ke's troops set off the earliest. Just after dark yesterday, the First and Second Platoons of the First Company set off with Chen Ke. At midnight, the troops quietly ambushed north of the fortified village. Chen Ke personally led the demolition team to set explosives under the wall. Fortunately, after the flood, the soil was relatively moist. And the volume of the explosives made by You Gou was much smaller than black powder. Even so, Chen Ke and the others dug silently for half the night before digging out enough space.

After burying the explosives, everyone hid behind a mound that had been scouted long ago, which was only more than three hundred meters away from Zhang Youliang's fortified village. There were originally some miscellaneous trees and shrubs on the mound, all drowned in the flood. After the sky cleared and they were baked by the sun, the leaves all turned withered and yellow. If it weren't for the scorching sun during the day, just looking at the scene, it would simply be the season of late autumn when all things wither. After the flood, there were no inhabitants nearby. If it were any other time, Chen Ke would absolutely not dare to arrange it like this. Even so, such a distance was too dangerous. Not only in case of encountering people, but burying soldiers here for a whole day also placed very high demands on the troops. This was a great test of discipline.

The first thing for the troops was to maintain silence; no one was allowed to speak without orders. Don't look at how simple it sounds; executing it in practice was extremely difficult. Chen Ke ordered the troops to sleep first, with cadres on standby. But sleeping on the mud ground was really unbearable. After a night of marching, although the troops were exhausted, they all woke up before noon. The first problem was urination and defecation. Troops couldn't go without eating or drinking to fight. Plus sleeping on the mud ground, the stomach easily caught a cold. So urination and defecation were very frequent.

This was still manageable, but keeping everyone quiet was simply killing them. The soldiers obeyed orders, holding back one by one. Their eyes rolled around, looking left and right. Everyone sat when tired of lying down, and lay down when tired of sitting. Some people lay down and sat up frequently, simply like doing sit-ups. Chen Ke really issued a death order this time; officers who went over to stop these restless actions were also not allowed to make a sound. They just stared and held the soldiers down to prevent them from moving around. So it was another silent standoff of staring at each other. It wasn't that the soldiers wanted to deliberately disobey orders; the Insurance Corps hadn't undergone harsh formation drills, and everyone wasn't used to such silence at all. Staring at the commanders was also a way to vent emotions. Chen Ke knew that soldiers would naturally be very nervous facing the upcoming battle because the decision time for this battle was short, and it was really too late to conduct a profound comprehensive mobilization. Moreover, the team was now a mixed bag; a comprehensive mobilization would probably leak the news. Chen Ke's idea was to conduct a comprehensive mobilization before launching the attack in the afternoon. Letting everyone hold back now would make it easier to stimulate the comrades' fighting spirit when the time came.

Since it was the silence order issued by Chen Ke, he implemented the model of "officers and soldiers as one" himself, lying on the ground without saying a word. In these days, he had meetings and commanded work all day long. Speaking every day made his throat burn. Being able to lie quietly, even if the back was mud, gave Chen Ke a rare sense of leisure. Looking at the dry yellow leaves overhead, Chen Ke felt that if there were no combat mission, now would look like a comfortable autumn outing. The pressure of the first battle wasn't great. Chen Ke also thought it through; bullets don't have eyes, and he wasn't Superman or Wolverine, so whether he would be killed instantly by a stray bullet was completely not within Chen Ke's consideration. The Insurance Corps dispatched six hundred troops, with nearly 200 various firearms. Among them were 40 rifles, more than 20 pistols, and the rest were miscellaneous guns bought from various places. Other soldiers held long spears. The Insurance Corps practiced spear assassination techniques hard from top to bottom. Now that guns couldn't be manufactured by themselves, the price of purchasing guns was also very high. Spear training was helpful for future bayonet techniques; as long as they were officers and soldiers of the Insurance Corps, they had to undergo strict training.

Chen Ke didn't know that soon after, Xu Dian, this former scholar, would show the results of spear assassination training. Before the military operation, Chen Ke's mind was actually full of Party and government structures, completely without considering war issues.

After organizing such a big stall using the flood, Chen Ke himself was actually very unaccustomed to it. He used to be a teacher, with less than a hundred students under him at most. Suddenly he had to manage the lives of these tens of thousands of people. Chen Ke was completely in a feeling of being unaccustomed. Of course, Chen Ke was just unaccustomed; at any rate, he had more than a hundred years of historical experience to draw from. Other comrades were not only unaccustomed but also completely helpless. It could be said that the reason no one dared to challenge Chen Ke's current status was entirely built on the foundation that Chen Ke could lead everyone to solve problems.

For example, when Chen Ke mobilized people to build a water plant, everyone felt it sounded too profound. Actually, doing it really wasn't that troublesome: water wheels lifting water, preliminary sedimentation, coarse sand and stone filtration, fine sand and stone filtration, sedimentation again, and finally filtration with fine sand. After such layers of filtration, the "tap water" was purified. Fengtai County didn't lack space; what needed to be controlled was the length of these filtration "workshops," determining through experiments how to maximize the guarantee of sedimentation completion, and cleaning and sterilizing the filtering sand and stones in time. Chen Ke had absolutely no plan to popularize tap water to the whole county in the short term. Taking the Insurance Corps station as the center, prioritizing service to the Insurance Corps, and guaranteeing the livelihood of the people attached to the Insurance Corps—this was Chen Ke's action guide.

Obviously, being able to provide food and clean drinking water during a disaster year itself controlled the dependency of the victims. It was because of the hierarchical system, widening the treatment gap—the treatment of Insurance Corps members was significantly higher than that of their families, and the treatment of Insurance Corps families was higher than that of ordinary victims. Only in this way could the Insurance Corps grow rapidly. However, such operations brought only a pile of mercenaries. The people followed the People's Party and the Insurance Corps because they wanted to survive. If a more powerful force intervened at this time, a considerable part of these people would definitely scatter like birds and beasts.

But talking about industrialization or revolution to the victims had no positive effect at all, except for scaring these people and then making them fall apart. Now Chen Ke must use the natural disaster to greatly destroy the social organization system of the old era. Moreover, social contradictions were now established on life and death, so the contradictions became simpler and sharper. The landlord class and the victims were now in unprecedented opposition. As long as Zhang Youliang, who dared to stand up and confront, was solved, and then other forces daring to confront were solved, while winning over those landlord forces that could accept cooperation, Fengtai County would be completely under the control of the People's Party within the next six months. This stage was the most dangerous but also the most opportunistic time.

Chen Ke was thinking about these things when he suddenly felt something was very wrong. There seemed to be an abnormal change from inside Zhang Youliang's fortified village. Listening carefully, it seemed like many people were in commotion. *Is Zhang Youliang already preparing for armed confrontation?* Chen Ke sat up abruptly, breaking the silence.

"Everyone get up, get ready." As soon as these words were spoken, those comrades who had long been unable to hold back stood up with excitement on their faces. Comrades who had already fallen asleep or were dozing off in a daze were also shaken awake. They looked at the excited others with sleepy eyes.

To capture Zhang Youliang's fortified village, the Military Commission made extremely many preparations. Long before the troops set off, reliable soldiers who were originally locals of Yuezhangji were sent to infiltrate. In the plan, the task of these soldiers was to pay attention to news of any disturbance. As a result, Zhang Youliang was much more cautious than imagined. He blocked the entry and exit of the fortified village. After the soldiers managed to sneak in with difficulty, they simply had no way to transmit news out.

And plans can't keep up with changes. The People's Party had decided to eliminate Zhang Youliang's forces in the short term, so the original plan was completely changed. Chen Ke didn't expect the comrades who sneaked in originally to be able to coordinate from within, but these comrades could still do many things. After all, there was no aerial reconnaissance now. Chen Ke sent new comrades to sneak in, and these comrades carried fireworks. They only had to do one thing: when they confirmed that Zhang Youliang's subordinates were attracted to the front gate during the attack of the Second and Third Companies, they would set off fireworks. Chen Ke and the others would immediately detonate the bomb, blow open the north wall, and rush in.

Everyone started moving. Chen Ke could no longer hear the movement inside the fortified village clearly. Just then, suddenly, the firework agreed upon as a signal rose into the sky. Only a very small number of officers knew this contact method. Other soldiers saw this sudden firework and felt very strange. And the officers who knew the situation were very puzzled about the signal appearing now, which was originally planned to be sent out in the evening. Chen Ke didn't hesitate at all; he shouted: "Detonate!"
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Chapter 74 Yuezhangji (XIII)

In the history of the world's armies, especially accompanied by the development of firearms, the scale of frontline troops has become smaller and smaller. In Napoleon's time, "line infantry tactics" (*paidui qiangbi* - lining up to shoot) were popular, and regimental-level line tactics had high technical content. With the development of machine guns and infantry accompanying artillery, the scale of frontline troops became smaller and smaller. The tragic trench warfare of World War I spawned new small assault group tactics, which were also the predecessors of later infantry squad and platoon tactics. By the end of World War II, infantry squad and platoon tactics finally matured. The armies capable of standing at the peak of this army tactic could be counted on three fingers, and among the masters of infantry squad and platoon tactics, the army of Red China was particularly outstanding.

This Red Army lacked heavy weapons, not to mention tanks and airplanes. Not only that, this army's equipment was extremely backward, and the population of its base areas was much smaller than other forces. To survive, this army had to conduct profound research on tactics because this troop had no manpower to squander. The direct result of such study and research was that the army of Red China mastered exquisite infantry squad and platoon tactics.

The Yankees didn't care about the strength of this army, so they disapproved after receiving the warning from Red China and audaciously crossed the 38th Parallel. Thus, the world's number one industrial power and Red China, possessing the number one infantry tactics, went to war. The result of the war was that the Yankees were driven back from the Yalu River to the 38th Parallel.

In the Korean War, 110,000 people of Red China died in battle on the battlefield, and other deaths were more than 70,000. 180,000 outstanding sons and daughters of the Republic shed their blood in Korea. However, because Red China faced not only the Yankees but the coalition forces of sixteen nations. The numbers carved on the Korean War Memorial in the United States represented the statistics of the United Nations forces. The United Nations forces had 628,833 deaths. More than 470,000 were missing, and more than 1,060,000 were injured.

Of course, both China and the United States are big countries, and big countries naturally have the bearing of big countries. Both countries only discussed the losses of China and the United States. As for the losses of the United Nations forces, anyway, they were consumables like livestock or toilet paper. The discussants of the two countries didn't treat the United Nations soldiers other than China and the United States as humans. No one would feel distressed if some livestock died or some toilet paper was consumed; if they died, they died. Thus, the dead of the United Nations forces rotted silently in the garbage heap of history without a sound.

Red China's top-notch infantry tactics were based on light infantry weapons back then. This army displayed brilliant light in North Korea. In Chen Ke's plan, he wanted the Red Army with the Insurance Corps as the main body to master these tactics in ten to fifteen years. In 1950, the United States was arrogant for a while, having the confidence of being "unparalleled in the Warring States," but was still beaten into fleeing in all directions. Now it was 1906, and fifteen years later would only be 1921. The armies at that time were not armed to the teeth like the United States in 1950 in history. As long as they could master infantry squad and platoon tactics, the Insurance Corps and the future Red Workers' and Peasants' armed forces would definitely be invincible on land.

Infantry squad and platoon tactics were naturally very advanced, and Chen Ke's vision of promoting infantry squad and platoon tactics was naturally very beautiful. And Chen Ke firmly believed he could do this. However, in the battle attacking Zhang Youliang's fortified village, after the explosives blew open Zhang Youliang's fortified village, Chen Ke adopted the very primitive line infantry tactic.

Before the explosion, Chen Ke ordered the comrades to simply stand up because if they lay on the ground, the shock wave transmitted along the ground would have too great an impact on the human body. The explosives made by You Gou were very powerful and directly blew a big hole in the north wall. There were originally several lackeys on the watchtower of the north wall. After the violent explosion, these unlucky devils were either blown away or knocked unconscious. The soldiers of the First and Second Platoons of the First Company of the Insurance Corps lined up in neat formation and stood in front of the north wall. The troops were divided into three rows. As the commander, Chen Ke stood in the first row. Behind the three rows of troops holding various firearms were the close-combat troops holding long spears.

Chen Ke held a ghost-head broadsword. Under his command, the three rows of musketeers first aimed at the two people on the watchtower who were no longer moving. From this position, it could be seen clearly that those two people had firelocks in their hands. If they woke up during the battle and shot at the Insurance Corps from a high position, the threat would be too great. Although they hadn't woken up now, Chen Ke still didn't mean to let them go. Raising the ghost-head broadsword in his hand high, Chen Ke shouted: "First rank, fire!" While shouting, the ghost-head broadsword swung down like lightning.

The first row of soldiers fired. The accuracy of the bullets wasn't too good; only one person's back was hit. That person twitched and let out a scream.

"Second rank, fire!" Chen Ke continued to roar. A volley passed; this time it was relatively accurate. Accompanied by screams, Chen Ke saw that both people were hit in the head. They definitely couldn't survive.

"Reload!" Chen Ke roared.

Although they had trained many times, when the soldiers really engaged in combat, they were still in a flurry. Many people reloaded while looking at the two lackeys killed on the watchtower. This was everyone's first time killing people in battle, shooting from such a distance at enemies with no ability to resist. For these ordinary soldiers who had never been on the battlefield, this stimulation was the greatest.

Reloading took almost a minute to complete. Chen Ke shouted loudly: "Comrades, the enemy is in front. If we defeat them, we will have land to farm, and our parents and relatives won't starve to death. What should we do?"

"Kill!" The First and Second Platoon Commanders had been instructed by Chen Ke; they took the lead in shouting.

"For our parents, what should we do?"

"Kill!" Many comrades shouted along.

"For our parents, what should we do?"

"Kill!" The soldiers all shouted.

"For our parents, what should we do?"

"Kill!"

"Kill!"

"Capture Yuezhangji, everyone has land to farm!"

"Kill!"

"Capture Yuezhangji, everyone has land to farm!"

"Kill!"

The soldiers roused themselves in such slogans. The intense emotions triggered by the killing just now were guided towards combat emotions in repeated slogan shouting. No one loved killing, but for parents, for land, for being able to survive, some things had to be done. Moreover, implementing the silence order all morning had also suffocated these youths. Under the combined action of various external environments and internal emotions, these simple youths shouted "Kill" one by one. They gradually entered a combat state.

The Insurance Corps recruited sons from decent families. Even entering a combat state, these youths were more excited than wild. It was certainly not the enthusiasm for killing peculiar to those scoundrels. Chen Ke was very satisfied with this. The true combat will of an army comes from love, not from the killing nature of humans themselves. Although these simple farmers couldn't compare with those "scoundrels" for the time being, after these people lived a "new socialist life," it would absolutely be possible to stimulate the combat will of these soldiers.

Seeing the comrades had entered the basic state, at least having eliminated panic and got rid of the fear of killing, Chen Ke shouted loudly: "Troops follow me forward." After shouting, he strode into the gap blown open on the wall. Slightly slower, the comrades flooded into the gap behind Chen Ke.

The location of the explosives was set after calculation, not just a random place. When Zhang Youliang's fortified village was built, there must have been a plan to build two gates. But for some reason, this plan was not fully adopted. The result was that a road running straight from south to north extended from the south gate to the north wall. The road was interrupted under the north wall, and all buildings were built on both sides of the road. The explosives were set at the end of this road. After Chen Ke led the team into the fortified village, the inside of the fortified village was already in chaos. The sharp sound of alarm bells ringing, and the shouts of lackeys yelling "The wall is broken" and "Someone broke in." Laden with the screams of men and women and the crying of children.

After lining up, Chen Ke ordered the troops to send people to seize the watchtower on the north wall first, and he commanded the comrades to step forward. There was chaos everywhere inside the fortified village. People without combat power hid in houses one after another, while lackeys looked around on the street. Chen Ke shouted loudly: "Surrender and you won't be killed! Lenient treatment for prisoners!"

Commanders at all levels of the troops shouted along. The soldiers looked at those people scurrying like frightened beasts (*wutu langben*) and felt there was no need for senseless killing. Although the comrades showed enough courage in disaster relief, they were far from forming a habit in killing enemies. Shooting at targets or stabbing with long spears was no problem, but doing this to ordinary people without mercy, everyone couldn't do it. Since the troops started to persuade surrender, the comrades' reaction was quick this time; about a hundred people shouted together. This voice instantly overwhelmed other sounds. The lackeys' reaction to this wasn't very enthusiastic; instead, someone raised a firelock from a distance and aimed at the troops.

Chen Ke's broadsword pointed straight at the lackey who dared to aim a firelock at the Insurance Corps, and the soldiers also aimed one after another.

"First rank, fire!" Chen Ke waved down the ghost-head broadsword again.

Time seemed to return to Europe a hundred years ago. The troops presented a dense formation like this, with no cover or anything at all, standing straight like this, starting to shoot at the enemy. Several screams came from the opposite side; presumably, someone was hit. But the enemy didn't just take the beating there blindly. A few scattered firelock shots rang out.

Chen Ke wasn't hit. He didn't even look; the ghost-head broadsword pointed to the position where the gun was fired just now. After the firelock fired, the smoke was heavy. Chen Ke shouted: "Second rank, aim at the smoke on the left! Fire!"

Another volley passed, and several screams came from the opposite side.

Chen Ke continued to shout: "Third rank, aim at the smoke on the right! Fire!"

This was the most primitive line infantry tactic. Generally speaking, if at a relatively long distance, the troops would conduct several more exchanges of fire. But the fortified village wasn't big originally, and there was no time. After the third volley was finished, Chen Ke raised the ghost-head broadsword again: "Rifle team reload! Spear team advance!"

After shouting, Chen Ke strode forward a few steps. The spear team behind the rifle team crossed the rifle team that was reloading bullets and stood behind Chen Ke. Generally speaking, after shooting, it was a bayonet charge. But Chen Ke's musketeer team didn't have bayonets, so the spear team undertook this task. Back then during the First Opium War, the Manchu Qing army fought the British. The Manchu Qing could endure the British artillery bombardment in the forts, but faced with a bayonet charge, they collapsed completely. Chen Ke believed that Zhang Youliang's family servants and lackeys would absolutely not be stronger than the Manchu Qing army of 1840.

"Spear team, follow me! Charge!" After shouting, Chen Ke didn't look back; raising the ghost-head broadsword, he rushed forward. The platoon leader and squad leaders of the Second Platoon led the comrades, holding long spears, and rushed forward following Chen Ke.
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Chapter 75 Yuezhangji (XIV)

No military course tutorial is better than an actual battle. Chen Ke's military knowledge certainly came from books he had read, but his performance on the battlefield was entirely the result of him unconsciously imitating various movies and TV works he had seen. Except for replacing the command saber with a ghost-head broadsword, Chen Ke drew rich nutrition from movies about 19th-century "line infantry tactics."

But Chen Ke forgot one thing: the important role of the battle flag in this kind of "line infantry" war. By the time Chen Ke realized he had neglected this important issue, the spear team had already run wild (*fang le yazi*) inside Zhang Youliang's fortified village. When they started rushing forward, it was actually quite good. The hasty resistance of the family servants and lackeys was instantly suppressed under the shooting of three rows of muskets. After the infantry charge began, the shouting stream of people instantly drowned the enemy. The young soldiers each had a kind of dazed excitement. No one had killed anyone personally, but accompanied by the somewhat "gamified" battle unfolding, everyone completely followed the daily training and rushed forward following Chen Ke, who was at the very front.

With a wave of his broadsword, Chen Ke chopped off the head of a lackey holding a firelock. The comrades behind also followed suit and waved their long spears at the enemy's corpse. The spear shafts whipped the headless corpse like whips, instantly whipping the headless corpse that was already falling backward to the ground. Only then did these few soldiers realize that long spears should be used for stabbing, not whipping. Chen Ke shook off the blood on the broadsword, then took a long spear from a ashamed-faced soldier, stuffed the broadsword into his hands, and shouted: "Follow me."

With the long spear in hand, Chen Ke's killing speed increased a lot. The way a broadsword caused direct death was to chop off the head, or slice open the stomach, or sever the main artery. And to achieve this effect, one needed to get very close to the enemy. The long spear offered more choices. First, the attack distance was farther than the broadsword. Second, the attack selection range was wider: head, neck, chest, lower abdomen, thigh. Once stabbed, as long as the force was great, it could be fatal. Chen Ke stabbed over several lackeys who tried to resist desperately in succession, rushing all the way towards the south gate. As long as the south gate was seized, the enemies near the dock could be blocked outside, and the main force could annihilate them. When the old nest was attacked, anyone's first reaction was to hurry back to the old nest. Although Chen Ke didn't think those enemies guarding the dock could counterattack successfully, once the Insurance Corps couldn't hold the main gate, the casualties would definitely expand.

But after all, it was the first time the soldiers participated in combat. Without the guidance of the battle flag, the troops had no symbol to follow. Chen Ke rushed fast again. When he suddenly saw a group of family servants and lackeys popping out from a courtyard, he suddenly discovered that only five or six people were following closely beside him. The other nearly hundred people actually scattered on a street less than two hundred meters long. It wasn't that everyone wasn't on this street, but they were divided into several sections. The Musketeer Team fell behind the most. Their comrades were in front of them, so naturally, they couldn't shoot freely towards the front according to training. The commander of the Musketeer Team was Second Platoon Commander Lan Yinglong. The Musketeer Team was originally at the very front, so the troop's flag was also with the Musketeer Team. Chen Ke was careless for a moment and didn't let the battle flag follow him, so the Musketeer Team now became the flag bearer. Although Lan Yinglong also commanded the Musketeer Team to move forward, the Musketeer Team had to reload ammunition again after all. With this delay, they fell far behind.

The spearman in the middle originally followed Chen Ke forward, but the corpses of those lackeys killed by Chen Ke on the way seemed to attract their attention more. Moreover, there were two who weren't completely dead after being stabbed down, especially the lackey stabbed in the lower abdomen, who was clutching his stomach and howling. Five or six soldiers stood beside him at a loss, pointing their spears at that lackey, not knowing whether to stab him again to finish him off or to save this enemy who had lost combat effectiveness.

And some other family servants of Zhang Youliang hid in the houses nearby. These soldiers from decent families either shouted at the door to let the enemy come out and surrender, or simply blocked the door honestly and helplessly without any further action. If they were "scoundrels," they would have long taken advantage of the enemy's total collapse to find ways to storm into the house and solve the battle finally. Soldiers from decent families had an instinctive resistance to kicking doors. The troops had always trained for field battles and had never trained for this kind of street fighting. It couldn't be helped that it turned out like this.

Chen Ke knew that if he didn't hold out but turned back to call people to join the battle, and if those lackeys swarmed over subsequently, the troops on this street would probably collapse instantly. There were twelve or thirteen enemies in front, and he had five or six soldiers on this side. Chen Ke rushed up without hesitation. These family servants should be of "scoundrel" origin. Although they also saw Chen Ke and the others suddenly, they knew that many people had rushed in from outside after all, so they were more prepared. There were three lackeys carrying firelocks inside; as soon as they saw Chen Ke and the others, they raised their guns preparing to shoot. Chen Ke rolled forward and approached the enemy. Almost at the same time, three firelocks fired. A scream came from behind Chen Ke; a comrade should have been hit. Chen Ke couldn't care about the life or death of these comrades at all. If he turned back to look, Chen Ke himself would be dead for sure.

The troop's spear assassination technique was taught by Hua Xiongmao. When encountering such a situation of fewer against many, Hua Xiongmao's suggestion was to force the opponent away first. For a tall and strong soldier like Chen Ke, using a sweeping method was optimal. Hua Xiongmao was a Military Provincial Graduate after all, and he had put a lot of effort into spear techniques. Chen Ke always accepted such expert advice readily. Standing up after the forward roll ended, Chen Ke swung the long spear in a full circle and swept towards the people in front. Although he swept away a few people, with a "crack" sound, the shaft of the long spear broke into two pieces due to excessive force.

The lackeys' reaction wasn't slow. Although attacked fiercely by Chen Ke, these people obviously didn't panic. They gave a shout and raised their knives and guns to rush towards Chen Ke, who was holding half a broken spear shaft. Although there was a kind of despair in these people's shouts, and the look on their faces wasn't full of high fighting spirit, such "desperate soldiers" (*aibing*) might be more terrible. These people were purely forced by the threat of death; people at this time would be even less rational.

Facing these guys forced to a dead end, perhaps persuasion to surrender was more appropriate. But firstly, Chen Ke held half a spear shaft, obviously lacking deterrence. Secondly, on his left and right, two long spears had already stabbed out respectively. Two soldiers used their full strength, and the spears pierced deeply under the ribs of two lackeys; the spearheads almost went all the way in. The faces of those two lackeys twisted. They were in so much pain that they couldn't even shout, just grabbing the spear shafts firmly with their hands. In just this instant, the weapons in the hands of other lackeys struck towards these two soldiers. Chen Ke was able to retreat a few steps calmly and finally avoided the enemy's attack. But those two soldiers weren't so calm. They tried hard to pull the spears back, but firstly, the spearheads were deep in the enemy's body and got stuck. Secondly, as they pulled, the lackeys who got stabbed grabbed the spear shafts firmly under severe pain and didn't let go. Before these two soldiers of the Insurance Corps had time to let go and jump away, they were knocked down by the lackeys.

With the back-and-forth fighting on both sides, nearby soldiers had already noticed this. Seeing their comrades knocked down, the blood-boiling soldiers roared and pounced over. In a blink of an eye, seven or eight long spears joined the battle group besieging the lackeys. Under a round of fierce stabbing with long spears, the lackeys were hit one after another. Or they were forced back, finally retreating inside the gate, and then closed the door firmly. The soldiers' eyes were all bloodshot (*blood filled the pupils*). They stabbed indiscriminately at the door with long spears. The spearheads stuck into the door planks, and the soldiers spent a lot of effort pulling the spears out of the door. At this time, they should have kicked the door open with a flying kick. But unexpectedly, no one thought of this method.

Instead, someone shouted: "Find stones to smash the door!" Hearing this, Chen Ke wished he could grab the person who shouted this and slap him twice. What kind of bullshit idea was this? Moreover, the soldiers were all dizzy at this time. Although Chen Ke was standing right beside them, everyone completely failed to notice him.

"Second Platoon Commander Lan Yinglong, come over immediately!" Chen Ke roared. It wasn't that he couldn't run back to call people, but for a commander to run back during battle was not only a disgrace but would also cause unnecessary trouble.

Hearing Chen Ke's roar, the soldiers were stunned first, and then discovered that Chen Ke was actually here. A soldier shouted excitedly: "Battalion Commander, let's fight our way in! Fight our way in!" It wasn't that the soldier was ordering Chen Ke, but that they were really incoherent. The actual meaning was hoping Chen Ke could come up with a way to break this door. Chen Ke didn't take this up. He grabbed the clothes on a soldier's chest casually and shouted: "Immediately ask the Second Platoon Commander to bring the Rifle Team and the military flag over. Go immediately!"

The soldier's entire mind was on how to break the door. Hearing Chen Ke's words, he actually didn't understand what they meant, his face full of puzzled expression. Just then, Chen Ke heard someone behind him say: "Wenqing, I'll go call the Second Platoon Commander." Turning his head to look, Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian had arrived behind him at some point.

Chen Ke felt joy in his heart and quickly released that soldier, shouting to First Company Commander Hua Xiongmao and Political Commissar Xu Dian: "You aren't injured, right?"

"No." Hua Xiongmao responded with a smile. He and Xu Dian were just about to hide after climbing over the wall. Unexpectedly, the troops charged into the fortified village immediately. Seeing it was the Insurance Corps' troops, the two of them were really overjoyed. As soon as they came out, they saw Chen Ke, and the two hurried over to report.

"Company Commander Hua, go command the Rifle Team led by the Second Platoon Commander to come over immediately. Go now." Chen Ke shouted loudly.

"Yes!" Hua Xiongmao agreed and ran towards the Second Platoon.

"Political Commissar Xu, take three people to guard this door. Don't let anyone out to escape!" Chen Ke continued to order.

"Yes!" After Xu Dian shouted, he pulled three people to his side.

"You, you, and you! Follow me to the front now." Chen Ke pulled out three soldiers who looked like they could still maintain rationality and started running towards the south gate.

With this toss about, the few family servants and lackeys guarding the south gate had already found time to open the small door on the main gate. Seeing Chen Ke rushing over aggressively with a few people, and with the street full of Insurance Corps soldiers, they completely lost the will to fight and fled out of the small door scrambling over one another. Chen Ke was very happy in his heart about this wise non-resistance action. He asked the three soldiers to close the small door first and bolt it. Then he let these three people guard the door, letting no one in. Only then did he run back again.

Hua Xiongmao had already rushed to the front of the door just now with the Second Platoon and the Rifle Team. After everyone gathered, Chen Ke ordered each unit to assemble and line up quickly. Although this practice was sufficiently inefficient, Chen Ke didn't believe that the Insurance Corps troops could have officers find soldiers and soldiers find officers in such chaos. In the situation where organized enemy resistance had ended, lining up was actually the most efficient mode in an inefficient general situation.

Sure enough, the troops with half a year of formation training took three minutes to complete the formation. Soldiers and officers all returned to the ranks. Chen Ke began to give orders. This time the First Platoon was all spearmen, and the Second Platoon was all musketeers.

Chen Ke ordered the First Platoon Commander to take a squad of spearmen and a squad of musketeers to guard the gap blown open on the north side, allowing no one to enter or exit.

Xu Dian took a squad of musketeers and a squad of spearmen to guard the south gate. The enemies on the watchtower at the south gate had already fled. Chen Ke specially instructed Xu Dian to send people to secure the watchtower first and observe the enemy situation from a commanding height.

The Deputy Commander of the First Platoon took a squad to patrol along the street. If they saw any new situation with the enemy, they would tell everyone immediately.

Medics began to perform simple bandaging treatment for the wounded. And Hua Xiongmao commanded the remaining three squads of troops. The Second Platoon Commander commanded two musket squads.

With a hundred or so people spreading out like this, they occupied key points in a blink of an eye, but the troops directly controlled by Chen Ke also decreased sharply. However, because command efficiency improved, it was easier to operate instead.

"Battalion Commander! This courtyard should be Zhang Youliang and some of his die-hards." After the troops basically controlled various key points, Hua Xiongmao pointed to the tightly closed main gate and said.

"Rifle teams aim at the main gate respectively. After I kick the door open, the Third Squad fires a volley inside first. The Fourth Squad don't fire; if you see anyone inside, then you fire. Understood?" Chen Ke was afraid the team would get excited and shoot all the bullets. If the enemies inside jumped over the wall in desperation (*gou ji tiao qiang*), that would be terrible.

"Understood." Second Platoon Commander Lan Yinglong replied. After the troops finished lining up, Chen Ke strode forward. For combat, he put on leather shoes again. Chen Ke flew a fierce kick at the main gate. This kick was powerful and heavy; the door bolt let out a helpless wail and immediately broke into two pieces. The room door defense line that had once made these honest soldiers of the Insurance Corps helpless was easily breached. Chen Ke retreated a few steps, making space. With an order, the Third Squad fired a volley into the courtyard.

There were no enemies in the soldiers' line of sight, but after this volley was finished, they heard someone shout: "Don't shoot, we surrender!"
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Chapter 76 Yuezhangji (XV)

As the richest man and a prominent local figure in Yuezhangji, Fengtai County, Anhui, Landlord Zhang Youliang had never been so calm. The gunshots and shouting outside couldn't scare Zhang Youliang, who had participated in battles involving tens of thousands of people. In his military career, a battle of two hundred people was not worth mentioning. Although the jaw and shoulder joints dislocated by Hua Xiongmao still hurt, they had been dislocated for a while, and he had gotten used to the pain.

The lackeys hadn't learned how to reset dislocated joints, so after they rushed into the courtyard and saved Zhang Youliang, Zhang Youliang still couldn't command the battle. Leaderless, Zhang Youliang's subordinates were beaten into retreat again and again.

Military books say "Know the enemy and know yourself, and you can fight a hundred battles with no danger." Although he couldn't speak, Zhang Youliang knew just by listening to the voices that the Insurance Corps soldiers outside were all greenhorns (*sheng gua dan*). If he were still young, he could definitely command this group of subordinates to beat them to smithereens (*luo hua liu shui*). The only ones worthy of fear in the Insurance Corps were those young officers. After being coerced by the two young men Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian, Zhang Youliang was also observing these two youths carefully. Leaving aside their combat skills, their fighting will was truly terrifying. Under the posture of being besieged, they didn't resign themselves to fate or wait for death with tied hands at all. Presumably, the level of other commanders should not be inferior to these two. War is like this; even if the subordinates are a rabble, as long as there are capable officers leading, the battle can go on. The Insurance Corps obviously didn't lack officers of this level.

The subordinates shouted surrender in panic. Listening to the people outside shouting immediately, asking the lackeys to go out and surrender one by one. Although they were also afraid of being settled accounts with after surrendering, after the people outside fired another volley into the courtyard, the lackeys' last bit of morale dissipated. They went out to surrender one by one. Although they walked past Zhang Youliang, the lackeys didn't even look at Zhang Youliang.

Zhang Youliang was not angry at their performance. These people had never seen "such fierce shooting"; this was normal. Usually, Zhang Youliang just bullied ordinary people; these people had never participated in real battles. Now there was no need to deduce carefully anymore; Zhang Youliang's own result was obvious. This Insurance Corps that suddenly popped out didn't intend to let the matter drop with Zhang Youliang from the beginning. After catching him, they would absolutely not spare him either.

Not long after the lackeys surrendered, a few people peeked in first. Seeing no one else in the courtyard, several people who were obviously officers entered the courtyard. One of the two leaders was Hua Xiongmao. The other person was tall and should be the head. Then he heard someone cheering outside, "Caught Zhang Youliang!" "Caught Zhang Youliang!"

Listening to these cheers, Zhang Youliang didn't feel any excitement. Zhang Youliang had long lost count of how many such cheers he had heard in his life. Every time a battle was won, the Huai Army didn't like to keep captives. Except for important figures, other captured enemies were all beheaded. His fate was just the difference between being beheaded earlier or later. So the sixty-eight-year-old former Huai Army officer and current landlord Zhang Youliang even closed his eyes.

*I have no regrets,* such a thought suddenly popped into Zhang Youliang's mind. In his life, he had fought wars, earned money, and had several sons; he had lived gloriously. Today's destruction was the will of heaven. Even if he could start over, with the Insurance Corps, this strange outsider force being so big, he definitely couldn't win if he attacked them. And if he didn't attack them, the Insurance Corps' victory would just mean a few more deaths, and his destruction was just a matter of sooner or later.

Old Master Zhang Youliang didn't blame god or man. He had long looked at life and death very openly. After killing so many men, women, old, and young, Zhang Youliang didn't have much fear of being killed. Now was a disaster year, no different from a time of war. There were starving people everywhere, and one could die at any time. The only thing Zhang Youliang felt regretful about was that he was old, and his ability to cope with this environment had dropped greatly. It would have been better if he had built a stockade for self-protection earlier instead of trying to make a fortune in the disaster year. But on second thought, if he did that, his whole family would be blocked in the fortified village and lose their lives. If he abandoned his family property and ran to the county town or even the prefecture city, he should have been able to escape this calamity.

*Pity there is no chance to start over.* Zhang Youliang thought regretfully. This was Zhang Youliang's last regret. He didn't think about anyone avenging him or anything at all. Although he still had some clansmen serving in the Beiyang Army, even if they knew his news and came back to avenge him, what use would it be? He was dead for sure anyway.

As if to confirm Zhang Youliang's thoughts, Hua Xiongmao said: "Battalion Commander, do you think we should kill him now or later?"

"Kill the ringleader in public first. After getting rid of those lackeys outside, we'll settle accounts with the Zhang family."

Zhang Youliang opened his eyes, wanting to see who this enemy deciding his and his family's fate was. To his disappointment, that young man was a complete stranger. Not an enemy with whom he had any irreconcilable hatred.

"How do we hold the public struggle session? I think we should hold a meeting to struggle against him." Hua Xiongmao had heard Chen Ke talk about this kind of struggle session before. Logically speaking, letting those with hatred come on stage to denounce Zhang Youliang and others should be very inciting.

"The common people were shut out of the fortified village by Zhang Youliang back then, leading to deaths. To be honest, the common people don't feel Zhang Youliang is devoid of conscience. Probably many people still feel he is excusable. Our battle this time was designed well, but when fighting, it wasn't like that at all. So I originally wanted to hold a struggle session, but looking at it now, if the struggle session is messed up, it won't be good."

Chen Ke analyzed the current situation very calmly, "What matters now is to hurry up and rush-plant and rush-harvest so everyone can live until next year. There will be plenty of opportunities for struggle sessions in the future. There is no need to let everyone make any mistakes now."

After saying these words to Hua Xiongmao, Chen Ke looked down at Zhang Youliang, "Old Master Zhang, I am Chen Ke, the Battalion Commander of the Insurance Corps. I have decided to execute you immediately. The reason for the execution is that you refused to hand over land for everyone to cultivate in this disaster year, which would lead to tens of thousands of people starving or dying of illness. You committed the great crime of harming the people, which is a heinous crime (*shi e bu she*). I decided to chop off your head."

Although he knew his life was at stake, hearing Chen Ke list his crimes as actually this, Zhang Youliang couldn't help but widen his eyes. These words were absolutely not something bandits could say. Even when bandits used the slogan "Acting on behalf of Heaven" (*ti tian xing dao*) to fool those poor people, they could absolutely not speak such logical words. And their reasons would absolutely not be so "absurd." No one could block natural disasters, and why should Zhang Youliang let others farm his own land? People starving to death in disaster years was the norm! Sacrificing oneself to save others was the biggest absurdity. But this Chen Ke, who called himself the Insurance Corps Battalion Commander, said these absurd words as if they were only right and proper. The two officers in the Insurance Corps, Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian, also took these "absurd" words as matter-of-course. Were they playing dumb, or were they really crazy?

Landlord Zhang Youliang suddenly felt a chill all over his body. If those poor farmers really believed these people's words and followed them, then the landlords of the entire Anhui would suffer a catastrophe. Thinking of poor people everywhere dividing landlords' land, farming the land without paying grain to landlords, Zhang Youliang only felt as if he saw hell (*di yu*).

Landlord Zhang, who had already accepted his fate, suddenly wanted to speak again. He wanted to voice opposition to this lawless atrocity. He wanted to shout loudly at these lawless young bandits for destroying the rules of thousands of years. He wanted to curse the bandits killing his family for rebelling. In short, Landlord Zhang Youliang's consciousness as the landlord class made him want to oppose the ideas of these two young men in front of him. Pity, he couldn't speak.

And these two young men had no intention of letting Zhang Youliang speak either. They ordered two guards to watch Zhang Youliang, and then went out to continue commanding the battle. With this experience, the subsequent battles were much easier. Breaking doors, shooting, persuading surrender. If the people inside refused to surrender, shoot again, and infantry would storm in to solve the battle.

Chen Ke's excitement had completely disappeared. Comrades were immersed in the intense emotions of battle one by one. But in Chen Ke's view, this battle didn't even have the excitement of ordinary police and bandit movies.

At this time, shouts of killing arose outside. The main force composed of the Second and Third Companies had just set off signal fireworks. They should have arrived outside the fortified village by now. Chen Ke handed the command power to the enthusiastic Hua Xiongmao and climbed up the watchtower at the south gate himself. Sure enough, under the guidance of two red sickle and hammer flags, every comrade of the Second and Third Companies charged forward bravely. Seeing enemies attempting to resist, long spears immediately stabbed these guys into sieves. And lackeys who gave up resistance were kicked to the ground.

It was truly "to see a thousand *li* further, go up one more floor." Chen Ke looked out from a high position. Within a radius of one *li*, the Insurance Corps soldiers were launching fierce attacks and intimidation against Zhang Youliang's armed forces. Soldiers ran, roared, and threatened. Except for killing on a large scale, they looked quite decent.

From the perspective of encirclement, those enemies were rushing back to the fortified village when they suddenly discovered hundreds of people popping out of the swamp where they thought large troops could absolutely not pass. These people didn't know where to flee at all. Some tried to escape by water, but the Insurance Corps' boats blocked them. Those who wanted to return to the fortified village were blocked outside the gate. With this hesitation, the Insurance Corps' main force arrived. Except for a few who fled fast, the fate of destruction for others was irreversible.

Chen Ke looked cold; he even looked at this battle with some worry. Don't look at the Insurance Corps winning a complete victory now; at this current level, if they fought against regular troops, they would collapse at the first touch. There was no need to use armed forces like the Beiyang Army; just the Anhui New Army would be about enough. He and the comrades in the Party would have to lead such an army to fight; the future was worrying.

But anything destined to happen will happen, and everything will have an end. Just like the battle in front of him soon entered the end stage. Seeing no chance of winning, family servants and lackeys knelt and begged for mercy one after another. Scout troops went to pursue those fish that slipped through the net. Other soldiers guarded the captives under the leadership of their respective unit commanders. Then, not knowing who took the lead first, comrades began to cheer for victory.

"Won! Won!"

"Defeated Zhang Youliang!"

The battlefield in front of Chen Ke turned into a sea of joy. Comrades began to jump and shout like kindergarten children after playing a game of "riding horses and fighting battles" (*playing war*). Chen Ke had good eyesight; he could even distinguish the faces of comrades turning red from excitement.

Not knowing who saw Chen Ke on the watchtower first, someone was already shouting to Chen Ke: "Battalion Commander!" "Battalion Commander!"

He Zudao took the red sickle and hammer flag at the right time, waving it while shouting: "Battalion Commander! Battalion Commander!" In such an environment, the soldiers quickly shouted along with him.

Chen Ke quickly let a confident smile appear on his face. He waved his arm to the soldiers in front of the fortified village. Thus, a burst of cheers erupted suddenly in the somewhat orderly shouting.

"Everyone quiet down!" Chen Ke roared. He finally understood now why words like "voice like a great bell" (*sheng ru hong zhong*) appeared easily when describing soldiers. On a boiling battlefield, if you spoke slowly and deliberately (*man tiao si li*), no one could hear you at all. Sure enough, after Chen Ke finished this roar, the comrades below quieted down.

"Comrades, we won! What is the result of our victory? From the county town to this Yuezhangji, all the land will be farmed by everyone's relatives! No rent collected! The harvested grain will be distributed to everyone to survive this disaster year!" Chen Ke continued to roar.

The comrades below immediately burst into heartfelt cheers. Having land to farm, not starving to death in this disaster year—wasn't this the purpose of everyone fighting? Chen Ke stating his position in public stabilized everyone's emotions even more.

"We have to farm ourselves too. Since we don't collect taxes in recent years, we have to farm to feed ourselves. Are comrades willing or not!"

"Willing!" "We are willing!" The soldiers cheered.

"Bring Zhang Youliang up!" Chen Ke roared, "Let everyone see what this bad thing who prepared to starve the common people to death looks like!" Chen Ke turned and roared to the comrades at the door.
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Chapter 77 Yuezhangji (XVI)

Zhang Youliang knew his end was approaching and didn't offer any resistance. When two Insurance Corps soldiers dragged him outside the main gate, he didn't cry or shout. The soldiers didn't intend to make things difficult for this old man, so their movements weren't rough. Zhang Youliang didn't resist either, letting them take him to the gate.

"Reset his shoulder," Chen Ke had already come down from the watchtower and ordered. Hua Xiongmao deftly reset the dislocated arm. Zhang Youliang just moved his arm slightly, then stood straight in front of the crowd. Chen Ke didn't want Hua Xiongmao to reset Zhang Youliang's dislocated jaw. The Insurance Corps had far from enough in-depth ideological education now. If Zhang Youliang shouted "Are you rebelling?", Chen Ke wasn't confident he could explain clearly to the comrades why they were rebelling.

1906 was completely different from 1927. In 1927, the Party could mobilize the masses to armed resistance against the Kuomintang without hesitation because the people didn't believe the Kuomintang was the central government "ordained by heaven." But in 1906, the people still considered the Manchu Qing as the Imperial Court. The people dared to kill a landlord happily, but they didn't dare to oppose the Imperial Court happily. Of course, the people actually didn't quite understand what the Imperial Court was all about. To avoid trouble, Chen Ke only prepared to execute Zhang Youliang, declaring the complete end of the Zhang family's rule in Yuezhangji.

Chen Ke didn't care about killing a landlord in his heart, but many things weren't that simple originally. Since they wanted to prove that the Insurance Corps had controlled Yuezhangji, executing Zhang Youliang was necessary to become a ceremony.

The troops had completely resolved the resistance inside the fortified village, and everyone inside was brought out. There were five or six hundred people in total, comparable to the number of Insurance Corps soldiers. This dispatch of troops was very hasty; the Military Commission mainly formulated the combat plan and didn't consider much about how to deal with the aftermath. Everyone's general view was to root out the Zhang family's power from Yuezhangji completely. Seeing these five or six hundred people, everyone looked a bit uneasy. How to start this "rooting out completely"?

Chen Ke called the cadres together. He Zudao asked first: "Battalion Commander, what do we do next?"

"Pacify the people (*Anmin*)," Chen Ke laughed.

Pacify the people? This term confused the comrades. They were about to kill people immediately; no matter how they looked at it, it was "terrifying the people" (*haimin*). It couldn't be connected with pacifying the people in any way.

He Zudao had been with Chen Ke for more than a year. He knew Chen Ke sometimes had some unexpected sense of humor, so he didn't make a sound to save himself from saying something wrong and causing trouble for Chen Ke. First Company Commander Xu Dian asked doubtfully: "Write a notice to pacify the people?"

This sounded like something learned from storytelling. Let alone how high the literacy rate in Yuezhangji was, the Insurance Corps driving the people with knives and guns to read a notice—this was too ridiculous.

"Humph!" Chai Qingguo snorted coldly, "We are going to kill all the Zhang family members. Write what bullshit notice to pacify the people." Xu Dian had voted to kick Chai Qingguo out of the venue in Beijing back then. Chai Qingguo held a grudge about this and was never polite when refuting Xu Dian.

"Kill them all?" Xu Dian was startled by Chai Qingguo's statement, "How many people do we have to kill?"

"Since we want to occupy this fortified village, if we don't kill all the Zhang family members, are we waiting for them to come for revenge later?" Chai Qingguo said in a contemptuous tone.

"We have to kill some people, but it's better not to kill too many." Hua Xiongmao interjected, "Just killing the Zhang family members is enough. It's better to spare others a way out if we can avoid killing them."

"Of course we have to release them; get a boat to send them away?" Chai Qingguo said with a sneer.

"Could it be... could it be on the boat..." Xu Dian had read *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*. Cao Cao conquered Jingzhou back then, appointed Liu Biao's son Liu Cong as the Inspector of Jingzhou, sent Liu Cong and his mother Lady Cai to Qingzhou, but secretly ordered Yu Jin to intercept and kill them halfway.

"Humph!" Chai Qingguo just snorted to express agreement.

Hearing this, the faces of the Insurance Corps cadres were all gloomy. However, Chen Ke felt that if he arranged for them to do so, this group of comrades would probably agree.

Of course, Chen Ke couldn't arrange it like this. Seeing everyone couldn't come up with a solution, Chen Ke stated his own thoughts.

"Pacifying the people, the first thing is to let the people know where our bottom line lies. Who exactly to kill, who to release, who to win over. Not letting go of a single one who should be killed, and not implicating a single one who should be released. What do you think?"

The comrades nodded one after another.

"Let's talk about who to release first. In Yuezhangji, all relatives of our Insurance Corps soldiers, those our comrades are willing to come out and vouch for, pull them all to our side. Everyone go and talk to the comrades now," Chen Ke ordered.

As the First Secretary of the People's Party these days, Chen Ke relied on being able to come up with plans acceptable to everyone when facing various problems to establish prestige. Of course, as the initiator and founder of the People's Party, he had enough status originally. So comrades generally didn't oppose Chen Ke's orders. Hearing Chen Ke's suggestion, the comrades felt it was acceptable and went one after another.

Among the six hundred people dispatched by the Insurance Corps this time, there were more than eighty comrades from Yuezhangji. They didn't know how the Insurance Corps would deal with these people originally. From the moment Chen Ke held the meeting, these comrades from Yuezhangji also began to look at each other. They didn't want their relatives and friends to be treated as enemies. But the discipline of the Insurance Corps was established after all. Although everyone looked at each other, the squad leaders managed the teams effectively, forbidding whispering or connecting to talk. While everyone was anxious, they suddenly received an order to pull over the people they considered reliable. These local comrades from Yuezhangji immediately became happy. They lined up and dragged their relatives and friends out of that pile of people one by one.

In this battle, those common people were already scared enough. They even thought bandits had come to break the fortified village. If the battle hadn't proceeded so swiftly that the people had no chance to join the battle group, I'm afraid they would have joined the fight under Zhang Youliang's organization in the end. When the Insurance Corps brought them all out, they saw many familiar fellow villagers and felt relieved. Learning that the Insurance Corps only wanted to beat Zhang Youliang this time, not to massacre the fortified village, everyone was even more relieved.

Now seeing dozens of their acquaintances starting to pull people over, the people were even more reassured. Anyone called obediently followed to the other side.

More than half of the original five or six hundred people were pulled away in an instant; more than three hundred people were taken away. There were two hundred forty or fifty people left. Chen Ke ordered the First Company to take these relatives and friends of the Insurance Corps to the south of the fortified village and settle them down far away. When these people bypassed the fortified village and disappeared behind the wall, Chen Ke ordered the Rifle Team to surround the remaining people from two sides.

"Wenqing, you aren't going to kill all these people, are you?" Xu Dian became anxious seeing this situation. After these relatives and friends of the Insurance Corps' own people were pulled to the Insurance Corps' side, facing the remaining people, the Insurance Corps internally already had a consistent attitude. They were no longer "one of us." If Chen Ke ordered a massacre of them, the soldiers from Yuezhangji would at least not have obvious opposition. And taking those people far away, this was obviously clearing the field of irrelevant people to prepare for the next fierce action.

"There is no Wenqing on the battlefield, only the Battalion Commander. Political Commissar Xu, please pay attention to this in the future. We are soldiers, and soldiers should have military discipline." Chen Ke immediately warned Xu Dian seriously.

"Battalion Commander Chen, we can't kill people indiscriminately. We have to speak of law!" Xu Dian was really anxious. Coming from the Law Department of Tokyo University, he couldn't help but bring out the law in his haste.

"I am doing this to unite the majority and divide the minority. Comrades, look, as long as we don't kill people indiscriminately ourselves, those three hundred or so common people have already stood on our side. At least they are no longer following Zhang Youliang, right?" Chen Ke laughed.

At this time, the cadres gathered together again. Hearing this, everyone couldn't figure out Chen Ke's thoughts, but they felt these words at least made some sense.

"The people we face are composed of many relationships. For them, closeness and distance have their own standards. We can't draw this standard too finely or too broadly. Everyone say, how should we divide next?"

"Divide the Zhang family members from those who aren't Zhang family members." Chai Qingguo still held the attitude of rooting out completely.

"That won't do. Let's separate Zhang Youliang's subordinates from ordinary people." Xu Dian immediately opposed, "The Zhang family members may not necessarily have fought with us. We just want to suppress the enemy. What kind of hero kills the innocent indiscriminately?"

"Then how do you know who is Zhang Youliang's subordinate and who isn't? Breaking the fortified village was so fast this time; many of Zhang Youliang's subordinates didn't have time to go out before being blocked. If we ask them now, will they admit it? Wouldn't admitting it mean being beheaded! Do you think they are that stupid? Hmm!" Chai Qingguo got angrier as he spoke and couldn't help adding a sentence, "Do you think they are like you?"

"What do you mean!" Xu Dian got angry hearing this. Chai Qingguo was saying Xu Dian was stupid in a disguised way.

"Are you discussing the problem? I'm asking everyone how to separate these people next. You are not allowed to quarrel anymore." Chen Ke immediately stopped the dispute of wills between the two. "Do other comrades have any opinions?"

Actually, the opinions of these two people basically represented everyone's meaning. Hearing Chen Ke say this, the comrades didn't have other views. "Battalion Commander, what do you think?" Hua Xiongmao said.

"I still want to see what everyone thinks." Chen Ke didn't want to display his ability anymore now. Revolution wasn't Chen Ke conquering the world alone; what was needed now was to dig out the comrades' abilities as soon as possible. So he hoped someone would be brave enough to take responsibility.

"Report to Battalion Commander, I have something to say." Kuroshima Jinichiro applied in increasingly fluent Chinese. Although one couldn't distinguish Kuroshima's nationality from his speech anymore, Kuroshima, as a Japanese, was still very disciplined.

"You may speak!" Chen Ke said.

"Let's divide according to the standard of locals and outsiders." Kuroshima said in a well-behaved manner.

"Why divide like this?" Chen Ke asked. Although still in a commanding tone, a satisfied smile had appeared on his face.

Kuroshima Jinichiro stood straight according to the requirements of military posture, having quite a military style. He looked straight ahead and said calmly: "Now we want to come up with a reason to separate these people, making the number of our enemies fewer and fewer, and more and more isolated. Locals will absolutely not care about the life or death of outsiders. If we adopt this method, the resistance we receive will be much smaller."

"What does everyone think?" Chen Ke asked.

Other comrades all had a look of sudden realization. This division method was really reasonable. Comrades expressed agreement one after another.

Chen Ke waved his hand to everyone, "Doing just this is not enough. Absolutely not enough. Think about it; now these people all think they are going to be dealt with by us. Especially those hired from outside. We have already taken away a batch of locals. Now if we separate them out, they will definitely think we are going to perform surgery on them. What if they rise up to resist immediately?"

These words weren't a joke; comrades also felt it was quite tricky.

"We want to divide them now. Dividing means that those left until the end are our enemies. So now we have to divide according to locals and outsiders, but we have to guide these people's thoughts. If you say locals don't care about the life or death of outsiders, this is natural. At the same time, outsiders have no reason to risk their lives for locals; this is also natural. So I ask a question: who is our enemy this time?"

"It is Zhang Youliang, this local landlord." Hua Xiongmao said.

"Correct. So we have to tell these people that we want to beat Zhang Youliang, which has nothing to do with outsiders. Let them come out for us. Zhang Youliang has been caught; they have no need to sell their lives for Zhang Youliang now. As long as these outsiders stay out of it, the remaining people will be even fewer. What does everyone think?"

Now the comrades all had a look of sudden realization. So Hua Xiongmao, this "outsider," went to shout personally, plus the soldiers from Yuezhangji helped to screen and maintain order.

Hearing Hua Xiongmao shout: "Good fellows from out of town, you were selling your lives for Zhang Youliang. Now Zhang Youliang has been caught. You can't get a penny. I know you just take people's money to eliminate disasters for people. Now that things have reached this stage, although you are good fellows who value loyalty, you have to think for yourselves, right?" Those thugs from out of town immediately lost their fighting spirit.

"We only came to beat Zhang Youliang this time, not to trouble you gentlemen who make a living. You all come out; we don't kill captives." Hua Xiongmao shouted while letting local soldiers point out the outsiders, and then dragging them out regardless of whether they were willing or not. One by one, their left arms were tied with long ropes, and they were escorted to the lakeside by a team of musketeers. There were seventy or eighty of these people. After this screening, only one hundred fifty or sixty Yuezhangji people remained in place.

Two screenings encountered no real resistance, and the number of people who could be called potential enemies had dropped to a quarter of the original number. The Insurance Corps went from facing a number of people similar to themselves to a one-to-one ratio. Excluding the two teams guarding the separated people, the people remaining in place now faced the Insurance Corps occupying an absolute advantage with a ratio of three to one.

Chen Ke watched the troops surround these people tightly in the middle. The soldiers looked cold and stern, and the hands holding weapons used more force. For some reason, the scene was filled with a tense atmosphere.

These local people surrounded in the middle also felt this strange atmosphere. They leaned closer to each other. Under such pressure, someone had already started to weep softly.
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Chapter 78 Yuezhangji (XVII)

The advantage of a public power organ lies in being able to distinguish the masses and mobilize different social strata according to its own purpose. Although Chen Ke talked a lot about "people's revolution," his self-perception was not that of a "leftist." Chen Ke knew he wasn't a person with a broad mind like the Chairman. For the Chairman, contradiction and struggle were a norm; through contradiction and struggle, society progressed in a spiral. Chen Ke admired such a broad mind and endless enterprising spirit with the utmost reverence. It was precisely because the Chairman dared to pioneer and innovate like this that he could push China to that height, sweeping away all social chronic illnesses and clearing the dark clouds that obscured the people's hearts and minds.

Chen Ke knew he couldn't reach this level, and he also thought he understood why he couldn't. This wasn't a difference in ability; it was a difference in mind.

Of course, this was also a historical reason. For the Chairman, history was the future, an era that needed to be pioneered. But for a time traveler, at least for Chen Ke, a history apprentice, unless he could make China reach the national strength and height of the second decade of the 21st century in his lifetime, everything he faced was merely the "past," not the "future."

Precisely because of such a mentality, Chen Ke knew he should mobilize the masses to hold a struggle session, but the result of his interest judgment was—if mobilizing the masses didn't achieve the effect, then not launching more intense actions like struggle sessions was acceptable. At least the upcoming disaster relief movement itself was the best means to mobilize the masses. This kind of science student mentality of the industrial age, this mentality of absolutely not being moved by the superficial grandeur of revolutionary movements—Chen Ke really didn't know if it was right or wrong.

After two diversions, the original five or six hundred people in the fortified village now only numbered one hundred fifty or sixty. They gathered together, trembling a bit, completely unaware of how those people outside holding knives and guns would treat them.

Even Chen Ke wasn't sure if his next actions were right or wrong, and other comrades knew even less. The cadres surrounded Chen Ke, while the soldiers surrounded the common people in battle array. But everyone, even while staring at those trembling common people, didn't miss a single movement of Chen Ke.

Chen Ke strode up to the masses. His figure of more than 1.8 meters looked so tall at this time. Although he had been through a battle, Chen Ke showed no fatigue or slackness. His movements were coordinated, powerful, and natural. "Who are the Zhang family members? Please come out yourselves. We are all fellow villagers; it would be very undignified if we have to drag people out," Chen Ke said calmly. There was irrefutable boldness in his tone.

The common people didn't know who Chen Ke was, but just seeing his demeanor, they knew Chen Ke was the one who could decide their life and death. No one dared to come out. Everyone shrank inward one by one; women clung to men, children hugged their mothers tightly, as if Chen Ke were a fierce beast.

"Company Commander Hua, Company Commander Chai, have the comrades grab them two against one and line them up in a row. Political Commissar He, let the comrades from Yuezhangji identify them one by one. Pick out Zhang Youliang's family members. Put the others in another pile." Chen Ke didn't expect to be able to persuade these people. Since the People's Party already possessed absolute superiority in numbers, Chen Ke had no hesitation in using violence.

The soldiers obeyed the order. Two people grabbing one was naturally relatively easy. Under Hua Xiongmao's command, soldiers began to forcibly drag the people out. The crowd began to tighten like a school of fish attacked by a shark. Whenever two soldiers rushed forward to drag a person out, the others shrank back as much as possible on one hand, and on the other hand, tried to hold onto the person being dragged, preventing this person from being forcibly pulled out of the circle by the soldiers. Women's crying and screaming, men's pleading and roaring immediately rang out like an explosion.

Those outsiders being taken to the lakeside heard these sounds and immediately became restless. But their left arms were tied; once the formation was disordered, the ropes pulled each other, and they were squeezed together unable to move instead. The troops guarding them were commanded by Kuroshima Jinichiro. Chen Ke had just instructed him that he could use violence to maintain the order of the team. Seeing the commotion of these people, Kuroshima first let the soldiers shout to stop it together. Obviously, the effect of shouting was not good. Kuroshima couldn't help looking at Chen Ke, only to see Chen Ke standing there steadily, neither looking this way nor showing any intention of organizing the Insurance Corps to forcibly separate the people in front of him.

Kuroshima gritted his teeth and suddenly shouted: "If you make trouble again, we'll beat you!" The soldiers were also upset by the commotion of these outsiders. Hearing Kuroshima shout, the soldiers shouted along. "Don't move! If you move again, we'll beat you." These guys from outside were really scared hearing this. Everyone was involved in the chaos; to avoid being beaten, those originally going left started going right, and those going right started going left. The chaos showed no sign of ending.

Facing such a situation, Kuroshima was even more anxious. But he couldn't restore order in a short time no matter what. He finally gritted his teeth and kicked fiercely at a guy trying to untie his left arm from the rope. He shouted while kicking, "Don't move!"

With Kuroshima taking the lead, the equally anxious soldiers also shouted "Don't move!" "No one is allowed to move!" shouting while kicking the most violently struggling people. For those out of reach of kicks, soldiers used the butts of their long spears to smash them hard. Screams of pain and wailing arose. But such violent rectification quickly had an effect. Under kicking and poking, those people temporarily stopped moving indiscriminately. The troops started from the beginning again to pull people up one by one and line them up.

During the reorganization, those guys who had secretly broken their left arms free from the ropes were quickly discovered. These people were knocked down on the spot, then tied tightly with hemp ropes. This time they weren't so polite. A long rope was knotted, looped around their necks, and then tightened. If these people tried to escape again, firstly they couldn't run away, and even if they struggled, they would only strangle themselves to death.

After the reorganization here was completed, the people on Chen Ke's side had all been forcibly separated. Soldiers from Yuezhangji began to come forward to identify people. Zhang Youliang's family members were quickly picked out; men were bound with ropes, while women and children were gathered in a pile. Others who were relatively close to the Zhang family and had always followed Zhang Youliang were separated into a pile. And those who were just not intimate with the Insurance Corps soldiers and not very intimate with the Zhang family either were separated into another pile.

At this point, all the common people were clearly separated. There were more than sixty Zhang family members, young and old, men and women. There were more than forty people closely related to the Zhang family. And there were also more than sixty people in a relatively neutral position. At this time, the neutral people breathed a sigh of relief. Everyone was a fellow villager; who didn't know who did what? From this division method, the neutral people already knew they were safe. The Insurance Corps would definitely not do anything to them anymore.

And those who were usually close to the Zhang family knew things were bad, but they thought to themselves that the Insurance Corps would definitely deal with the Zhang family first, and they wouldn't be settled accounts with immediately. They all tried to stay as far away from the Zhang family pile as possible.

As for the Zhang family members, they were originally mixed in the crowd, always holding the idea that the law does not punish the majority (*safety in numbers*). Unexpectedly, in just a while, they were dragged out without a single one left. Seeing that they were surrounded by their own people, and others avoided their gaze like avoiding the plague god, fearing to have any more involvement with the Zhang family members. Around them were soldiers glaring like tigers. Now the number ratio was as high as five soldiers to one Zhang family member. Just this pressure made the Zhang family members completely despair.

Zhang Youliang could maintain calm at first, but seeing his own family members all dragged out, and other irrelevant idlers and those who always followed him separated clearly. He had never seen such means. He finally stopped being silent. Although his jaw was still dislocated, Zhang Youliang tried to shout something. His voice couldn't be heard clearly at all; the muffled voice, combined with women's crying, children's screaming, and men's wailing, really had a desolate flavor.

Now it was the end; Chen Ke could pronounce the final judgment on the Zhang family. He turned to the comrades and said: "I don't want to kill so many people. The purpose of killing is not to vent anger, but to eliminate resistance and establish a new order."

The political work commissars of the Insurance Corps all pricked up their ears to listen carefully. They had no work experience in this area. After suffering setbacks in Shanghai, although everyone said they would follow the Party organization to pioneer the Anhui revolution, comrades who had seen the strength of foreigners and the Manchu Qing government actually felt in their hearts that the enemy's power was too strong, and the difficulty of revolution in Shanghai was too great. Only in a situation dominated by their own people could the revolution flourish. And the subsequent flood in Anhui made these comrades lose their direction again. Various solutions proposed by Chen Ke could effectively turn the unfavorable into favorable. The People's Party "easily" organized such a scale of armed forces and could even gain actual control over large tracts of land. No one had the intention of opposing Chen Ke.

Those selected to engage in political work were either relatively obedient or enterprising. Regardless of which attitude, everyone hoped to learn more from Chen Ke so that they wouldn't be at a loss in future work.

Chen Ke's voice was very loud. At this moment, he didn't care if comrades other than cadres heard clearly. He didn't care if the common people could hear either. On this issue, Chen Ke had nothing to hide. His voice was very loud; except for those north of the fortified village and by the lakeside, the comrades and common people around Chen Ke could hear clearly.

"There is something wrong with this world! Why is there something wrong? After such a natural disaster, many people will die! Many people! Thousands and thousands! Is it because there isn't enough grain to eat? No, the grain we have on hand now is enough for tens of thousands of people to eat for three months. The grain produced in these three months can let tens of thousands of people live until next year's harvest! So where did the grain go? It was all taken away by landlords! It was all hidden by landlords! It was all used by landlords to feed those who sold their lives to them! Comrades, is this right?" Chen Ke roared.
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Chen Ke had heard the saying, "Cutting off a man's wealth is worse than killing his parents." He thought this saying was both right and wrong. For China's landlord class and their descendants, some things looked very thought-provoking on the surface.

In the history of New China, the economic policy of the revolution was built on the foundation of "Land Reform." Land was fully confiscated and then distributed. After the complete destruction of the old land ownership system, the old social system also perished with it.

Chen Ke grew up in the late 20th century. The period when he began to have enough interest in politics was exactly the turn of the century when China was industrializing at high speed. In these years, Chen Ke met many people. These people's attitudes towards Land Reform were surprisingly consistent. Including Chen Ke, everyone believed this was necessary and just. Everyone's disagreement was merely whether the supporting policies of Land Reform were reasonable, whether the efficiency of productivity development was sufficient, and whether the ideological transformation after Land Reform was thorough. As for the destruction of the old landlord class, the crowd had not a shred of sympathy.

This consensus was not strange; what was strange was that the ancestors of many people, including Chen Ke, came from landlord backgrounds. "If there were still landlords, how rich would we be just relying on these lands?" Everyone occasionally joked like this. But when talking about the national level, these descendants of landlords fully expressed support for Land Reform. Because everyone was an urban class forged by the industrial age, everyone's thinking mode was completely an industrialization line of thought.

From the perspective of an industrial country, the landlord's production mode relying on land rent was too backward. As the backbone class of society back then, landlords occupied most of the means of production and grain. But they did not use these means of production and grain for industrial construction because the resources each landlord could take out were too few, simply insufficient to build an industrial system. Let alone that they had no industrial organization and thinking mode at all. Historical limitations doomed these country bumpkin landlords to be unable to spontaneously build China's industrial system.

If China in the 20th century wanted to confront foreign aggressors, if it wanted to defend its own country and people, it must industrialize. Since the old land system and the derivative landlord class were destined to be unable to realize this historical mission, in the eyes of industrial urban classes like Chen Ke, the old land system was a real sin. From the perspective of national liberation and development, landlords committed heinous crimes intentionally or unintentionally. The social system on which landlords relied for survival was a decadent system that must be thoroughly eliminated.

The productivity level of an industrial country is far higher than that of an agricultural country. Although "Land Reform" eliminated landlords, the industrial system built after Land Reform provided more opportunities, provided a higher standard of living, and provided a better lifestyle.

From the late Qing Dynasty in 1911 to New China in 1949, China's population did not grow much in these thirty-plus years, and China's average life expectancy actually dropped to over thirty years old. Among every three babies born, one would not live to three years old. And in the 60 years of the Republic, the population went from more than four hundred million to more than 1.3 billion. The population in 2011 was three times that of 1949. This was achieved on the basis of implementing large-scale family planning. The average life expectancy more than doubled. As for the quality of life, it was a level unimaginable in 1949.

It can be said that the Land Reform policy ended the old system of China and laid the cornerstone for the industrialization process of New China. So no matter how severe the Land Reform was, or if there were a tiny bit of things that didn't look so gentle now due to improper operation, Chen Ke still believed that Land Reform itself was absolutely correct, absolutely just, and absolutely necessary.

When Grandpa Mao formulated the Land Reform plan back then, he explicitly proposed the policy of "removing the landlord hat in five years." Liu Xiuyang, as the head of the "Capitalist Roaders" (*Zoupai*) in the Party, proceeding from the angle of industrial capital, believed that landlords must be rooted out completely. The bureaucratic system deviated greatly when executing the Land Reform policy; this was the historical limitation of the Capitalist Roaders represented by Liu Xiuyang. No matter what, it couldn't be blamed on Land Reform and Grandpa Mao.

But Chen Ke had no way to explain these clearly to the comrades, nor could he explain these clearly to those common people, let alone to the landlords and their families. For Chen Ke, everything in front of him was the "past." Unless Chen Ke could make China possess the strength and status of the first decade of the 21st century in his lifetime, otherwise, Chen Ke couldn't have any "future."

So in this summer of 1906, whether it was Landlord Zhang Youliang's family trembling in front of Chen Ke, or the Insurance Corps comrades looking solemn, waiting for Chen Ke's final decision and ready to implement it—Chen Ke knew deeply that his order would decide the future of both the enemy and us. He must take responsibility, not only to his own comrades but even to these current "enemies."

The path Chen Ke wanted to point out would decide the future of Fengtai County now. If Chen Ke successfully realized the revolution in his ideals, then Chen Ke's decision today would decide the future of China and the future of the world. For the comrades following him, Chen Ke had a responsibility. As a leader, Chen Ke had to lead them through layers of difficulties and dangers to land on the other shore of realizing an industrialized China. And for the enemies, for those people abandoned and sacrificed on the road Chen Ke strove to travel, if Chen Ke couldn't prove his path was successful, that his path could achieve the historical mission of China's rejuvenation, then the sacrifice of these abandoned and sacrificed people would become meaningless. If Chen Ke's decision was correct, he inevitably had to take responsibility for these people.

Chen Ke's ancestors were small and medium landlords more than a hundred years ago, but as early as the beginning of the 20th century, his ancestors sold a lot of land and then moved to the city. The children first received education in church schools opened by foreigners. After finishing high school, they finished majoring in machinery at the university opened by the Beiyang government, specializing in internal combustion engines. After the Japanese invaded China, all the children in Chen Ke's family defected to the Party. Because the patriarch at home commented, "The Communist Party looks like it will succeed at first glance." These elders who had received sufficient education followed the Party to fight unswervingly from then on, working diligently in the army and technical departments. Some elders sacrificed before the revolutionary victory, and some followed the Party all the way to liberate the whole of China.

If this was just the choice of the Chen Ke family determining Chen Ke's viewpoint, then for those landlord descendants Chen Ke knew who didn't follow the Party, their elders didn't follow the Party, but these people also firmly believed in the correctness and necessity of Land Reform. For such a result to appear, it can only be said that everyone has a scale in their hearts. The result of history has clearly proven the correctness of Land Reform and revolution, proving the success of the Chinese industrialization road opened up by these policies. So they accepted the correctness of this result and admitted the justice of the action that once destroyed their family property.

But the responsibility was so heavy. The base area was very weak now, relying entirely on natural disasters to intensify social contradictions and greatly weaken the old society's own order. To survive, the common people followed the Insurance Corps; to survive, everyone came to fight. To survive, those soldiers from decent families also learned to kick doors, learned to kill, and learned to use violent means to suppress and quell the captives' commotion when persuasion was ineffective.

To survive, they gathered under the banner of this new political party and new army that Chen Ke began to build. And this political party and army, after being built, had already begun to show the violence and ruthlessness peculiar to state machinery. Chen Ke stepped over this psychological burden because history had already proven to him: "A revolution is not a dinner party, or writing an essay, or painting a picture, or doing embroidery; it cannot be so refined, so leisurely and gentle, so temperate, kind, courteous, restrained and magnanimous. A revolution is an insurrection, an act of violence by which one class overthrows another."

"If the broom doesn't reach, the dust won't run away by itself." Without using revolutionary violence, the revolution cannot proceed. If you don't destroy the enemy, you will be destroyed by the enemy. Zhang Youliang and his family had been caught now, but "releasing a tiger back to the mountain" was unacceptable. The Zhang family might not be any amazing force, but if they were allowed to start acting freely, they would counterattack.

Then perhaps they should be rooted out completely.

Just as Chen Ke thought of this, he heard Xu Dian speak anxiously. "Battalion Commander Chen, we can't kill them all." Perhaps feeling his voice was too loud, Xu Dian hurriedly lowered his voice, "It's not that we can't kill them now, but if we kill them all now, what will others think? Others will think that whoever offends us, we kill them all. That will only make others think we have no tolerance. Correct, if we let the Zhang family go, they will definitely make trouble. But as long as we guard their family members, they will at least hesitate for fear of hurting the hostages and dare not act rashly. Even if they go to file a complaint, we have ways to suppress them. Absolutely possible. We... we are not without people above us."

Xu Dian looked at Chen Ke as he spoke. Just now, the expression on Chen Ke's face was indescribably calm. Xu Dian had never seen such an expression. This was the expression and posture that had once made Wu Xingchen shudder. This was an expression and posture of abandoning all one's own thoughts and merely expounding a truth. And this attitude was truly terrifying. Chen Ke at this moment didn't look like a living human being at all, but seemed possessed by something, emitting a resolute attitude.

Other comrades felt a heavy atmosphere, and Xu Dian had already guessed Chen Ke's mind to get rid of the Zhang family. In the morning, Xu Dian and Hua Xiongmao arrived at the Zhang family together. They fought a bloody path out of the Zhang family to survive. But Xu Dian didn't think some things needed to be done so thoroughly.

"Going too far is as bad as falling short (*Guo you bu ji*), Battalion Commander Chen. Although heavy punishment is used in troubled times, killing them requires a reason. To save the people and obtain land, we took action against the Zhang family. When the Zhang family resisted, we killed them, and that was it. But most landlords in the county didn't resist us. If we get rid of the Zhang family, what will those people think? Are we going to kill all those people too? Battalion Commander, it's not that we can't kill, but we can't kill them all without a reason."

Hearing Xu Dian's words, Chen Ke breathed a sigh of relief lightly. These words were very reasonable. Although there were no more operational suggestions, Chen Ke accepted this explanation.

"Wenqing, uh, Battalion Commander Chen. I suggest we move the Insurance Corps headquarters from the county town to Yuezhangji. It's close to the county town here, so we can know quickly if there is any disturbance. Besides, the situation here is also good, with mountains and water; it's a good place. Let's guard the Zhang family first. We'll decide the final plan later." Hua Xiongmao also said.

Chen Ke nodded, "Then let's do this first. Everyone go confiscate the Zhang family's grain and wealth first. Our Insurance Corps keeps half, and the other half will be distributed to the local common people. For those who came from outside, distribute a share to them according to the distance of their homes. These people put in a lot of effort; they can't leave empty-handed when they go home."

Seeing Chen Ke had returned to the usual orderly situation, and the assignment of tasks was reasonable and humane, all cadres breathed a sigh of relief.

But Chen Ke suddenly said loudly: "I have always told everyone that we want to establish a new order. What is a new order? I can explain it clearly to everyone. Starting today, in all the territories under the jurisdiction of our People's Party, there are only the common people and the government led by our People's Party. The People's Party leads the people directly, leading everyone to live a good life together. May the tiller have his field, and the laborer have his job. But those who want to rely on occupying land and factories to make themselves rich will never have the opportunity to do so again." Speaking of this, Chen Ke raised his left arm straight, his left index finger pointing straight to the sky above, "Comrades, this sky has changed!"

Among the comrades surrounding Chen Ke, only a very few could vaguely understand the economic and political concepts Chen Ke expounded in these words, but they all knew Chen Ke had set the keynote for the People's Party and the Insurance Corps. Just then, a gust of strong wind blew from the lake. It was already the Beginning of Autumn (*Liqiu*), and the temperature after the flood wasn't high. Everyone's clothes were thin; blown by this wind, everyone shivered. It was unknown whether they felt a trace of chill, or felt high-spirited about the sentence "The sky has changed!"

"Eighteen days after the Beginning of Autumn, every inch of grass bears seeds. Tomorrow we will start organizing rush-planting. If we can't grow grain this year, our Insurance Corps and the tens of thousands of people under our banner won't be able to survive this winter. Are comrades ready?" Chen Ke asked loudly.

"Yes!" Hua Xiongmao took the lead to stand at attention and salute Chen Ke. One by one, the officers stood at attention and saluted Chen Ke.

Chen Ke waved his hand, "Everyone go confiscate the Zhang family."
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Chapter 1 Hongmen Banquet (I)

"Most of the distinguished gentlemen here have read some books, and know that Confucius said, 'The elderly should be cared for, and the young should be nurtured.'" Shang Yuan said with a smile to the people in the conference room. This was the Insurance Corps' military camp conference room in Fengtai County. The room structure was simple and bright: wooden pillars, exposed beams, and straw mats for walls. Considering the situation in Anhui, the wind was also taken into account. Many spots were left with ventilation openings. As a result, ventilation and lighting were excellent. Chen Ke liked working in such a spacious, bright room made of natural materials. Shang Yuan also liked it. Compared to the cramped yamen, this room with only straw mats for walls was spacious—not just by a little bit. It gave one a feeling of openness and magnanimity.

After the flood, most landlords in the disaster area followed their old habits and fled to the county town to avoid the disaster. The wealthier ones fled to the prefecture seat. Because it had rained for sixty days continuously in Anhui, roads were cut off. Plus, most landlords in Fengtai County didn't have much money, so they hadn't gone any further. After eliminating Zhang Youliang, Shang Yuan invited the landlords to the Insurance Corps' military camp for a meeting.

"I have read a few lines and seen those words. I wonder what instructions the Magistrate has," Miss Ren Qiying asked first.

Miss Ren Qiying came to the meeting on behalf of the Ren family. The head of the Ren family had fallen ill recently, claiming to the outside world that he caught a cold. In fact, it was to express his strong dissatisfaction with his daughter willfully joining the Insurance Corps and showing her face in public all day long. But Ren Qiying didn't care about the gossip at all. Since her father "fell ill," Ren Qiying, as the eldest daughter, was duty-bound to undertake family affairs. It should be known that Ren Qiying had a fierce temper. Since childhood, if her two younger brothers and two younger sisters didn't listen to her, she dared to beat and scold them. With the elder sister coming forward and the father "reporting illness," the Ren family now looked to Ren Qiying as their leader.

However, Ren Qiying knew her father's thoughts. If her father got involved after she joined the Insurance Corps, there would definitely be endless trouble in the future. Eggs should not be put in one basket. Even if the Insurance Corps failed in the future, as long as Ren Qiying stepped out to take the blame—at worst being beheaded to give an explanation—the Ren family would at least not be too embarrassed. But in these times, the Insurance Corps' arrogance in Fengtai County was overwhelming, added to the great flood; if they couldn't cling tightly to this big tree, the Ren family would lose the present. And without the present, there was no need to mention the future.

So to clear the relationship, Ren Qiying didn't care about the gossip outside at all. Outside, everyone said Ren Qiying "acted recklessly" and angered her father into illness. If it were someone else, they would have tried every way to explain, but Ren Qiying let such rumors be. Moreover, she acted even more "unscrupulously." For example, this time Magistrate Shang Yuan gathered the landlords of the county town for a meeting, and Ren Qiying, as a woman, participated openly. This caused unhappiness among the landlords in the same row; their gazes were full of disgust and annoyance.

Shang Yuan laughed: "Miss Ren is indeed heroic. This official has been in Fengtai for almost half a year. As far as I know, the charity granaries in Fengtai County have no grain at all. The various clans have no money and no grain either. This flood is far from comparable to the past. If this continues, even the strong will be helpless, and the old and weak will naturally be in imminent danger. A human tragedy is imminent. This official has read some books and seen records of 'using bones for fuel' and 'exchanging children for food' in disaster years. Just reading these words, I was scared out of my wits. Since I am the magistrate of Fengtai County, if such things really happen here, I could not redeem myself even with ten thousand deaths."

With such dignified righteousness laid out, the landlords knew that Magistrate Shang Yuan was about to state his conditions. Everyone's eyes wandered back and forth between Shang Yuan and Chen Ke beside him. Shang Yuan's meaning should be Chen Ke's meaning.

Local landlords knew that Magistrate Shang Yuan had a very deep relationship with the Insurance Corps. They had seen more than once that when Magistrate Shang Yuan met Chen Ke, the leader of the Insurance Corps, he always took the initiative to step forward and salute. Although they didn't know who Chen Ke was, the rule of officialdom was that commoners saluted officials. Although Magistrate Shang Yuan didn't deliberately put on airs when facing landlords, his official prestige was always sufficient. This let the landlords know that Chen Ke was not someone they could afford to provoke. Of course, it must be noted that during this natural disaster, the Insurance Corps, which controlled nearly a thousand people, was definitely not a force the landlords could offend either.

"The county has already moved the victims to Yuezhangji. Presumably, everyone knows about this, right?" Shang Yuan asked.

Of course, everyone knew about this. The reason why these landlords could tolerate the existence of the Insurance Corps before this, and didn't risk death to run to the prefecture seat or Jiangsu, was on one hand that it was hard to leave their native land, and on the other hand, the roads were cut off. Excessive rain fell for more than 60 days, mountain torrents erupted, and the Huai, Si, Sha, Ru, Fei and other rivers rose simultaneously. The water on the flat ground was several feet deep, and over a thousand *li* up and down, all became a watery country. To save the surrounding people, the Insurance Corps requisitioned all boats. Without boats, the landlords couldn't run either. More importantly, public security in Fengtai County was actually better after the disaster than before.

Since the flood started, the Insurance Corps had managed all the victims and refugees. They built a place called "Home of the Common People." The concentration camp provided food and lodging, so the victims naturally followed to the "People's Home." After the Insurance Corps settled all these people, they struck out forcefully and swept away the local ruffians and hooligans in the county. These people were all arrested for forced labor. Although it was a disaster year, the order in Fengtai County was much better. What landlords feared most was victims rising up to make trouble. How many people did a landlord family have? In a disaster year, the common people would die even if they didn't make trouble; making trouble might mean dying a bit later. If thousands of common people rioted, landlords couldn't resist at all. Since someone was willing to come forward to manage these things, landlords felt happy instead.

Of course, the Insurance Corps relied on this "Home of the Common People" to recruit manpower and gather henchmen on a large scale. If it were in the past, providing such materials would naturally be hugely expensive. Ordinary forces couldn't afford it at all; they could only borrow money and grain from landlords. And landlords could also take the opportunity to reach various compromises with these forces. Unexpectedly, the Insurance Corps didn't do this at all. Since building the "People's Home," the Insurance Corps completely ignored the landlords' active gestures of goodwill. On one hand, they cut off the connection between the inside and outside of the "Home of the Common People"; on the other hand, they relied on their own strength to provide clothing, food, money, and grain for the concentration camp. They never asked landlords for a bit of property. Magistrate Shang Yuan also didn't take advantage of the natural disaster to extort landlords.

Although landlords felt strange about such an abnormal situation, since they didn't suffer losses themselves, it was an extremely lucky thing in this year of great disaster. At least most of the landlords present thought so. Except for Ren Qiying who explicitly requested to join the Insurance Corps, other landlords thought "less trouble is better than more trouble" and chosen a self-protection strategy of silence.

"Lord Shang, what instructions do you exactly have?" The one speaking was Landlord Zhang Pinggui. Although he knew the best way now was to remain silent. But Zhang Pinggui and Zhang Youliang were clansmen, relatives within three or four degrees. After learning of Zhang Youliang's destruction, he was very panicked and uneasy. The armed force under Zhang Youliang was also considered famous in Fengtai County. As a result, these young men of the Insurance Corps turned hostile as soon as they said so, and dealt with Zhang Youliang in half a day. There was no more news of the Zhang family members. If the Insurance Corps took action again, people related to Zhang Youliang would naturally bear the brunt. To avoid this fate falling on his head, Landlord Zhang Pinggui had to argue strongly on just grounds.

When the Insurance Corps began to transfer a large number of victims to Yuezhangji, the landlords hadn't received the news of Zhang Youliang's destruction. Regarding the transfer of victims, landlords privately celebrated. The Insurance Corps managed those people very strictly, and the landlords didn't know what happened inside the "Home of the Common People." But according to past experience, the farther away one was from the victims in a disaster year, the safer. The Insurance Corps moved all the victims to other places, so the landlords in the county town were naturally much safer.

But a few days later, the news of Zhang Youliang's destruction reached the county town, and only then did the landlords know things were bad. It wasn't that the landlords hadn't heard of Zhang Youliang shouting about taking action against the Insurance Corps. They had also guessed in private who would win if the two sides really fought. Unexpectedly, that group of young men from the Insurance Corps took action instantly, and actually destroyed Zhang Youliang first. Zhang Youliang's destruction was so easy; if the Insurance Corps took action against other landlords, who could withstand it?

Before they had time to organize, the Insurance Corps troops came to the door with Magistrate Shang Yuan's oral message. It was said that everyone was to hold a meeting. Those formerly poor people were far less polite than before. After announcing, regardless of whether the landlords were willing or not, they immediately took people forcibly. Everyone gathered together in the Insurance Corps barracks. This was obviously a "Hongmen Banquet."

Although Shang Yuan was obviously in cahoots with the Insurance Corps, Shang Yuan was an official after all; he had to be reasonable, right? So Zhang Pinggui quickly replied, fearing that if he remained silent, Shang Yuan would feel he couldn't reason with the landlords and wash his hands of the matter. If Chen Ke came out to speak, the price he offered would definitely be much higher than Shang Yuan.

"The county has decided to move all the victims to Yuezhangji and has already started rush-planting and rush-harvesting. The victims need to farm, and the land in Yuezhangji is not enough. To feed these tens of thousands of people, this official feels we have to borrow some more land from everyone." Shang Yuan said very calmly.

Hearing this, there was silence in the room. The landlords were extremely shocked. They never expected that Shang Yuan, as the magistrate, could say such words. These people had never heard of such a thing as "borrowing land." They couldn't understand Shang Yuan's meaning and didn't dare to speak indiscriminately.

Shang Yuan naturally didn't intend to let everyone guess blindly. He originally intended to explain carefully. "This official stayed in the capital for a long time. From princes up top to ordinary officials down below, this official has some friendship. Do you gentlemen know what the hottest topic in the capital is now?"

"Please inform us, Lord Magistrate." Ren Qiying asked in a crisp voice. The girl's pleasant voice not only didn't put the participating landlords in a good mood but attracted angry gazes instead.

Ren Qiying didn't care at all. Not only did she not care, but she also sneered, "Elders, I know your thoughts. You just dare not speak, afraid of offending people after saying wrong things, and also afraid of being extorted. But this girl feels we might as well speak clearly. The Insurance Corps dared to beat even Uncle Zhang; we are even less of a match. Bringing us here this time is clearly a Hongmen Banquet. Maybe Mr. Chen Ke will smash a tea bowl, and dozens of people will rush in from outside immediately, brandishing knives and guns against us. Rather than getting to this stage, it's better to speak clearly. Everyone discuss it openly. Even if we can't reach an agreement in the end, we will die understanding why. Elders, you are knowledgeable and experienced; do you think what this girl said makes some sense?"

The participating landlords originally had a mind to "stall," so how could they be willing to lay their cards on the table so straightforwardly? After Ren Qiying finished these words, most landlords showed extremely unhappy expressions. Only one person laughed loudly. Everyone looked; the one laughing was Chen Ke.

"Miss Ren's words are interesting. I'll state my position to everyone first: inviting everyone here this time, we must discuss a result. Without a result, no one should think about going back." Chen Ke laughed.

This statement was clear and understandable. The landlords' last thought of hoping to muddle through fell flat. Before they could speak, they heard Chen Ke continue: "Tea bowls are very expensive. Smashing one costs a lot of money; I feel distressed. Calling dozens of people with knives and guns in from outside—I just need to shout once; no need to smash tea bowls."

This naked threat was really effective. The landlords swallowed the words that had reached their lips back into their stomachs.

Chen Ke continued: "Everyone listen to Magistrate Shang Yuan finish first; what's the rush? We have plenty of time. We have prepared accommodation for everyone here. Whenever we finish talking, we will naturally let everyone go. Magistrate Shang, please continue."

Shang Yuan ignored the landlords' faces turning ashen and continued: "The trend in Beijing recently is talking about constitutionalism (*Lixian*). To put it plainly, it means everyone formulating a law together, and everyone has to abide by this law in the future. From the Empress Dowager and princes up top to officials and clerks down below, everyone feels it should be done this way. Now is the flood period. This subordinate official feels that, first of all, we have to relieve the disaster. But regarding this charter of disaster relief, if we alone have the final say, either the common people won't be happy, or the landlords won't be happy. So, I feel we might as well follow the intention of Beijing and establish a constitution. Let's discuss and formulate a law. Whether it is this official, the Insurance Corps, you gentlemen, or the common people, all follow this law. This official's words alone don't count on this matter, so I invited you gentlemen here to discuss how this constitutional legislation should proceed."

After these words were finished, the landlords were immediately confused. They originally thought Shang Yuan and Chen Ke wanted to seize the landlords' land. Unexpectedly, it turned into some constitutionalism. Fengtai County wasn't too isolated; some landlords knew the term "constitutionalism" and heard it was making a big noise in Beijing. But what exactly constitutionalism was, they didn't know. This was a major event discussed by the Empress Dowager and princes; the landlords thought to themselves that they were not qualified to participate in such major events. As soon as Shang Yuan said this, everyone was completely baffled—like a monk measuring two *zhang* tall who couldn't touch his own head.

While puzzled, they heard Ren Qiying laugh: "Lord Magistrate, you mean that to relieve the disaster, you want to borrow our landlords' land. You want us to discuss a charter, letting us landlords discuss with you how to borrow our land. Is this right or not?"

"Exactly so," Shang Yuan replied.

Only now did the landlords understand. A burst of anger surged in everyone's chest. This clearly meant the landlords were being sold, and they still had to help Shang Yuan count the money. This was really bullying people too much.

"Lord Magistrate, your words are unreasonable." Wang Pinggui spoke up. "Borrowing our land for the common people to farm—this is unheard of. You asking us to discuss how to distribute our own family property to others, isn't this playing us?" At this point, Wang Pinggui threw his delaying tactics to the winds. If he was openly played like a monkey by others, he would absolutely not accept it like this. As soon as these words came out, other landlords nodded one after another. Obviously, Wang Pinggui spoke their heartfelt thoughts.

Facing the landlords whose attitudes were quite consistent, Shang Yuan frowned slightly and looked at everyone with a slightly puzzled expression. If Shang Yuan had glared angrily and flown into a rage, the landlords might not have been afraid. But Shang Yuan's expression, which simply carried sympathy and pity, made the landlords baffled and uneasy.

After looking at all the landlords, Shang Yuan said: "Everyone ran to the county town, and some are even preparing to run to the prefecture seat and the provincial capital. Why? Isn't it because you are afraid of victims making trouble? Why do victims make trouble? Isn't it because they can't survive? As far as I know, after every flood, countless lawsuits and many homicide cases arise because of land demarcation. After every flood, victims will plant some grain on land that can be farmed, regardless of whose land it is, just hoping to have some harvest to survive the disaster year. Then these things entangle endlessly, and can't be cleared up for several years. It will even forge many personal grudges. Rather than this, it's better for us to simply draw a path now, to save fighting lawsuits later. At that time, everyone will be in turmoil because of lawsuits. When everyone files complaints, you always have to bribe up and down. This official doesn't love money and naturally won't accept any bribes. But everyone's money didn't come from the wind; spending this money in vain to fatten the officials and runners, don't you feel distressed?"

After Shang Yuan finished these words, the landlords also felt there was some reason. Although they had some intention of uniting against the enemy just now, once Shang Yuan mentioned the internal contradictions among landlords caused by land division, many people immediately remembered many old things.

"Mr. Zhang Pinggui, I heard that you and Mr. Lv Youlian's family are in-laws. As a result, the two families fought a lawsuit for almost ten years because of a piece of land. Two magistrates were changed, but the matter wasn't cleared up. Good in-laws act like enemies on weekdays. I won't talk about other things; after this flood, the field ridges and boundaries are all gone. Are your two families preparing to reconcile? Or are you preparing to continue fighting for that piece of land?" Before this meeting, Chen Ke and the others learned from the experience of attacking Zhang Youliang and made a lot of preparations and plans. They strove not to have huge loopholes in the plan. And regarding the contradictions between various landlords, the People's Party did a detailed investigation.

Sure enough, as soon as these words came out, Zhang Pinggui's face immediately became extremely ugly. Landlord Lv Youlian also participated in this meeting. Because of these old grudges, he sat far away from Zhang Pinggui. Hearing Shang Yuan finish, Lv Youlian just snorted coldly but didn't speak. The atmosphere immediately became somewhat strange.

"So, gentlemen, won't it work if we formulate a charter?" Shang Yuan continued to ask with a sympathetic look.
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If the conflict between landlords and ordinary people was sharp due to class positions, Chen Ke firmly believed that profound contradictions also existed within the landlord class itself. As soon as external pressure disappeared, the internal struggle among landlords would become sharp and profound. The Chinese landlord class did not have a kind of class self-awareness, so they couldn't have a true political consensus. Of course, even if they had any political consensus, it would be limited by the level of productive forces and couldn't form any real strength.

After Yuan Shikai's death, China fell into a situation of warlord melee. The landlord class could at most bully the common people, while warlords could arbitrarily slaughter landlords. So after having his own armed forces, Chen Ke didn't care much about the landlords' opposition. The reason why he didn't fall out directly now, but adopted the method of divide and persuade, was merely because the stronger enemy, the Manchu Qing, still existed. The "United Front" was to unite the forces that could be united to the maximum extent, striving to let the various factions within the enemy choose a neutral position to the greatest extent in the struggle. Only in this way could the greatest benefits be obtained at the minimum cost through "striking at the diehards."

The facts were as Chen Ke expected. As soon as Shang Yuan threw out the contradictions between landlords, the participating landlords were no longer united. The conflicting emotions between Zhang Pinggui and Lv Youlian were intensified. Although Zhang Pinggui was very clear about Shang Yuan's intention to sow discord, that kind of hostile emotion from the bottom of his heart still couldn't be overcome. And Lv Youlian also didn't have any good attitude towards Zhang Pinggui. Even if Zhang Pinggui wanted to ease the hostile emotions, there was no way.

Shang Yuan struck while the iron was hot and said: "The conflict between you gentlemen has already reached this point. If there is no charter, everyone think about it, what kind of situation will it be when those tens of thousands of people without food and drink make a disturbance? I'll say this upfront: as an official in Fengtai County, I want to protect the territory and comfort the people. If you gentlemen want this official to suppress the people who are about to starve to death, don't even think about it. We should always talk about hidden merit (*Yin De*) when doing things. Saving tens of thousands of people, this hidden merit will definitely be no problem in protecting your safety and the safety of your descendants. But if people starve to death, how will you explain it when you see the King of Hell after death and he asks about it?"

Shang Yuan didn't believe in any King of Hell or little ghosts at all, but most of these landlords believed. More importantly, now the situation was stronger than people. Even if Shang Yuan didn't speak for the common people now, the Insurance Corps clearly wouldn't speak for the landlords.

The so-called "Red Face, White Face" (Good Cop, Bad Cop) was a common means to guide the situation. Ren Qiying was assigned the task of the "Red Face." Seemingly speaking from the landlord's perspective, she was actually completely adding fuel to the flames. When Shang Yuan spoke to this point, Ren Qiying naturally knew how to continue, "Lord Magistrate, you are an official, and we are commoners. As the saying goes, commoners don't fight with officials. No matter how we fight, we lose. Moreover, Mr. Chen Ke has thousands of soldiers in his hands now; we can't beat him either. You say you want constitutionalism, but we don't believe it."

Actually, the biggest characteristic of landlords was that they would compromise in the face of power. Ren Qiying's words spoke out the fundamental thoughts of the landlords. In China, there was basically nothing that could guarantee the interests of landlords. The government and the landlords were not of one mind either.

"Lord Magistrate, Mr. Chen Ke. We are just this few people now. You either have power or have soldiers. We can't match you at all, so whatever you say, it seems we only have to listen. So if you force it, we have no way either. But if you want us to be convinced, just talking like this won't work." The speaker was Liu Jinxue. His nickname was Si Gouzi (Fourth Dog). He had read some books but didn't pass the exam for *Xiucai* (cultivated talent). In the People's Party's investigation report, this gentleman was very keen on an official career and always wanted to speculate and camp.

According to the investigation data, Shang Yuan could roughly guess Liu Jinxue's meaning, "What is constitutionalism? It means everyone discussing everyone's affairs together. My meaning is, let's organize a People's Representative Congress. Elect representatives to discuss major issues. As for this congress, let everyone elect together."

"Lord Magistrate, you are joking. Now the common people all follow the Insurance Corps. If everyone elects, those elected will definitely all be Insurance Corps people. We can't be elected at all. This won't do, this won't do." Liu Jinxue said hurriedly. Hearing these words, the landlords nodded one after another. Although they didn't like Liu Jinxue, Liu Si Gou's, usual style of camping, Liu Si Gou was quite insightful when talking about establishing order now.

"Right, right. If we elect representatives now, those elected will definitely be Insurance Corps people. If none of us get elected, it would be better not to elect." The landlords echoed one after another.

Hearing everyone's support, Liu Jinxue was very happy in his heart. Since he became sensible, he had never received such support from so many "reputable" landlords. Although this was because the landlords had to support him under the urgent situation, this Landlord Liu Jinxue, nicknamed Si Gou, felt as sweet in his heart as if he had eaten honey, and a proud look appeared on his face.

"Then everyone's meaning is, if you can't have a say in this People's Representative Congress, you definitely won't agree?" Shang Yuan asked.

"This..." Liu Jinxue couldn't quite continue. Although the landlords indeed meant this—whether it was constitutionalism or the People's Representative Congress, they must have the right to speak and leadership rights—Liu Jinxue had camped for so long after all, and he knew that thinking about it was fine, but hoping for such things to be realized was dream talk. After hearing Shang Yuan throw out these words, Liu Jinxue knew he certainly couldn't answer like this.

Seeing the sarcastic looks on Shang Yuan and Chen Ke's faces, Liu Jinxue knew he couldn't offend them. But turning his head to see the surrounding landlords looking at him with eager expressions, Liu Jinxue suddenly felt he was forced into a very awkward position. He said this originally to seek a future for himself, and he said those words somewhat involuntarily. Although he didn't know exactly what this "People's Representative" meant, Liu Jinxue intuitively knew this was a position with power, and this position didn't need government appointment and could be obtained now. But with Shang Yuan and Chen Ke in front and the landlords behind, he found himself powerless like a jumping clown.

Just when Liu Jinxue felt in a dilemma, Landlord Liu Yixuan beside him spoke, "Lord Magistrate, if we elect representatives, there must be a rule. Who can be elected and who cannot be elected? You have to give a reason. Let us hear it first."

Liu Yixuan was like Landlord Liu Jinxue; he had always been very keen on muddling along for a government job. Seeing Liu Jinxue jump out, Liu Yixuan also couldn't hold back and spoke.

Shang Yuan smiled slightly; finally, someone took the bait. This was a good thing. The task the Insurance Corps originally assigned to Ren Qiying was to act as this "Red Face" and guide the meeting onto the path prescribed by the People's Party. Unexpectedly, someone volunteered, making it much easier instead. Shang Yuan couldn't help but glance at Chen Ke. Before this meeting, Chen Ke had told Shang Yuan that in the atmosphere of northern Anhui, hoping to "be an official" was an important trend. As long as the bait of "promising an official position" was thrown out, someone would definitely jump out. Shang Yuan actually didn't believe it, but unexpectedly Chen Ke predicted it correctly. This foresight made Shang Yuan admire him very much.

Since someone volunteered to jump out, Shang Yuan naturally proceeded according to the plan the People's Party had stated, "As the saying goes, the Heavenly Spirits comprise thirty-six. I think it's appropriate to elect thirty-six People's Representatives. On the ground, there are workers, peasants, soldiers, students, and merchants. Plus this government office, I think six representatives should be elected from each walk of life. What does everyone think?"

As soon as this plan came out, the participating landlords were all greatly surprised. They really didn't expect Shang Yuan dared to decentralize power so much. "Workers" meant workshops; "Peasants" meant those farming the land; soldiers needless to say, were definitely the Insurance Corps; "Students" meant scholars; "Merchants" meant those doing business. As for the government office, it would definitely be people arranged by Magistrate Shang Yuan. calculated roughly like this, among the landlords, those opening workshops, farming land, studying, and doing business all had people participating. At most, "Peasants," "Soldiers," and "Government" would be monopolized by Shang Yuan and the Insurance Corps. The landlords were confident about selecting their own people for the other three categories.

Just when the landlords felt they were very likely to have an advantage, Shang Yuan threw out a "heavy bomb" again, "Since Mr. Liu Jinxue and Mr. Liu Yixuan understand the great righteousness deeply, it is inconvenient for our government office to occupy six numbers. As long as everyone agrees to establish the People's Representative Congress, our government office will take out two positions and give them to Mr. Liu Jinxue and Mr. Yixuan."

As soon as these words were finished, the conference room immediately exploded with a buzz. Liu Jinxue and Yixuan were mixed with surprise and joy. Just because they echoed Shang Yuan's words, they could obtain two positions in this future "People's Representative Congress." What an opportunity this was! Other landlords couldn't imagine Shang Yuan could be so "enlightened," and they were all tempted.

"Gentlemen of virtue, this official has to consider for you all. Now the natural disaster is so fierce, we are definitely powerless. But outside are tens of thousands of hungry people. These people live precariously. If they make a disturbance, can we withstand it? Forming this People's Representative Congress, with people who have a say and with rules, this official can also give an explanation to these common people. Mr. Chen Ke can also give an explanation to the common people, right?" Shang Yuan continued his persuasion work.

"Lord Magistrate, what you are plotting is nothing more than our land. Whether this People's Representative Congress is established or not, you will definitely use our land. I, a girl, just want to ask one thing: who is this land lent to exactly? Is it lent to the government, or lent to the common people? Or is it lent to Mr. Chen of the Insurance Corps? If this matter is not clear, I, a girl, dare not covet any People's Representative. If the ancestral land is gone, if I die, how can I explain to the ancestors underground?" Ren Qiying spoke. These words were like a bucket of cold water pouring on the landlords' hot hearts, making them calm down.

"Miss Ren said it well. This official dare not make decisions presumptuously. This official would like to ask, who do you gentlemen hope to lend this land to?" Shang Yuan asked loudly.

The landlords looked at each other; this was a big problem. Who exactly to lend it to was a question. Before they could speak, they heard Chen Ke say: "I personally have no opinion on who you gentlemen lend this land to. It's best to lend it to our Insurance Corps. If not lent to our Insurance Corps, lending it to the government is fine, lending it to the People's Representative Congress is also fine. But I must explain first, our Insurance Corps must be responsible for distributing the land. If there are any matters in the future, our Insurance Corps must come forward. If you gentlemen cannot agree to this condition of mine, there is nothing else to talk about."

Hearing Chen Ke's tough attitude, the landlords immediately lost their ideas. Liu Yixuan summoned up his courage and asked: "Mr. Chen Ke, if this land is lent out, can you return it to us? If you don't return it, what should be done?"

"Mr. Liu, what does our Insurance Corps want your land for? Can you tell me?" Chen Ke frowned and asked with a puzzled expression.

"This... your Insurance Corps said, borrow our land for the common people to farm." Liu Yixuan answered cautiously.

Chen Ke slapped the table and said with a slightly aggrieved voice: "Right. We don't want your land. Our Insurance Corps told the common people that taking the land is for the common people to farm, and the grain grown is for the common people to eat. We are not just taking your land now; we want to take all the land to cope with the natural disaster. But not only is your land being borrowed, the common people's land is also being borrowed. What does our Insurance Corps want your land for? If we wanted to seize your land, why would we make such a big fuss? We deceived the common people to support us, and as a result, we snatched your land. Everyone is fellow villagers; if we do this, will the common people support you locals? Or support us outsiders? They will definitely support you locals. If we break faith, the common people will absolutely not recognize it. You must think this point through clearly."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, the landlords realized that the Insurance Corps was not only taking landlords' land but also taking away farmers' land. Understanding this fact, the landlords finally breathed a sigh of relief. If so, if the Insurance Corps broke faith, they would not only be opposed by landlords, but the common people would absolutely not spare the Insurance Corps either. The landlords felt relieved one by one, looking left and right. Although they couldn't be completely at ease, at least they no longer felt they were about to face a catastrophe.

"Since Mr. Chen Ke says so, I, a girl, will tentatively believe it," Ren Qiying smiled, "However, I also know some propriety. I am willing to lend the land to the government and let Magistrate Shang Yuan preside over this matter. Is that okay?"
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The People's Party held many meetings; currently, there were three regular meetings a week. Moreover, there were inevitable meetings before major actions. So Shang Yuan and Chen Ke were both "veterans of meeting venues," but the landlords had absolutely no such experience. Without political parties, there were no meetings. Although the landlords were forcibly gathered together, these landlords were suspicious of each other. Facing strong pressure, they might temporarily have a bit of "consensus" out of class instinct. But once the pressure lessened and their respective pursuit goals differed, the landlords would immediately present a situation of complete disunity.

"Gentlemen of virtue, this official has something to do for the time being and will take two hours (*shichen*) to return. You talk first and clarify the matter of this People's Representative Congress. This official will be back in two hours," Shang Yuan said. After speaking, he didn't stand on ceremony and got up and left with Chen Ke. Leaving a group of dumbfounded landlords in the conference room.

The landlords had absolutely no idea what mystery Shang Yuan and Chen Ke were playing. They watched Shang Yuan and Chen Ke leave the conference room, and then heard Chen Ke say outside: "It's so hot; roll up the mats."

With this order, the straw mats acting as walls were rolled up. They saw dozens of Insurance Corps soldiers standing outside the conference room. The summer sunlight shone in through the wooden frames, making the already bright conference room even brighter. The landlords were all dumbstruck. Ren Qiying had said Chen Ke might "smash a cup as a signal" and rush in with dozens of people to use knives and guns against the landlords. Chen Ke also said, "If I shout, dozens of people can rush in." But the landlords frankly didn't believe it. It wasn't until they saw with their own eyes that these dozens of soldiers outside rolled up the straw mats and revealed their figures that they knew the saying "smash a cup as a signal" was not empty words. After the soldiers rolled up the mats, they left the vicinity of the conference room one after another and returned to their respective posts. Leaving a group of landlords in the room ignored.

One of the important techniques to provoke contradictions among enemies is "boldly let the enemies link up." While cooperation is achieved in communication, contradictions are also produced in communication. Now Chen Ke and the others had successfully planted many things among the landlords. Now they needed to let the landlords ferment and argue by themselves. Chen Ke and Shang Yuan could withdraw temporarily.

"Wenqing, do you think this is really okay? If the landlords can't discuss a result in the end, wouldn't we have to spend more effort again?" Shang Yuan was still not quite confident about letting landlords discuss freely.

"Brother Wangshan, we have already sent people to enclose the land. The result of the landlords' discussion is completely meaningless. We left them here actually just for the convenience of doing things," Chen Ke laughed. Anyway, large-scale rush-planting and forced harvesting had already begun. Whether the landlords agreed or disagreed, the Insurance Corps would not hold any discussion with the landlords.

The two did not stay in the Insurance Corps barracks but went directly towards the county yamen. The two places were only a few hundred meters apart, not far to walk.

"Wenqing, is this revolution? Seizing old power and having the new government wield it?" Shang Yuan was a bit unconfident.

"Brother Wangshan, you have to know one thing. We are engaging in agriculture in an industrialized mode. The labor intensity and total labor volume of the farmers are far from the lazy appearance of the past. It's much harder than before," Chen Ke spoke from his heart, so there was no meaning of joking in his expression at all.

"How do you explain this?" Shang Yuan asked very puzzledly. Since these days, Shang Yuan had shown outstanding performance in administrative work. But Shang Yuan came from an agricultural society after all, and still couldn't understand the agricultural characteristics of the industrialization era.

"How big a landlord does one have to be to build an irrigation system? Moreover, the irrigation systems built by landlords can't go out of the village. Once out of the village, it's other people's land. Do you think they are willing to let others benefit for nothing?" Chen Ke didn't want to speak so clearly. Now what he needed were comrades who could understand him. Issuing orders seemed easy, but in actual operation, one had to face various troublesome matters. Only comrades who could understand Chen Ke's train of thought could take charge of a department alone. Chen Ke was now trying hard to find such comrades.

"That makes sense. Wenqing, although my family has some land, a few thousand *mu*, it is absolutely impossible to let my family build water conservancy. Between landlords, it's fighting for water sources and fighting for existing good land. If it's building new land for nothing, don't even think about it. We absolutely won't do it." Shang Yuan was really a sensible person; what he said was completely on point.

Chen Ke was very happy. He said excitedly: "Therefore, this time we cannot let the landlords lead this matter. It's not that they are unwilling to do it, but that they simply can't do it. Now with such a large territory, more than a hundred thousand *mu* of land, which landlord can consider these lands as a whole? Moreover, do they have the guts to manage these lands well? Without a powerful armed force, managing more than a hundred thousand *mu* well makes it a piece of fat meat; everyone wants to come and take a bite. Humph. Our People's Party, our Insurance Corps, wants to organize these lands well, and no one should think about dipping a finger in these lands."

"Mn!" Shang Yuan didn't answer this question; he just nodded very spiritedly. Landlords in this era, if you had a few thousand *mu* of land, you were "fat meat" in the eyes of various forces; everyone wanted to come and cut a piece from you. It wasn't that landlords had such high enthusiasm for official careers. If there were no children from official backgrounds to keep up appearances, the days of big landlords wouldn't be easy. Moreover, as a descendant of landlords, Shang Yuan really wanted to try the taste of managing more than a hundred thousand *mu* of land. To be honest, Shang Yuan really hadn't thought about getting a shred of profit from this more than a hundred thousand *mu* of land. As long as he could personally operate such a scale of operation, Shang Yuan felt satisfied.

Chen Ke could understand Shang Yuan's thoughts very well. He had a friend in the twenty-first century who was a descendant of the Mou family in Shandong. The Mou Clan Manor of the Mou family in Shandong is one of the largest and most complete feudal landlord manors preserved in China. It was built in the first year of Yongzheng in the Qing Dynasty, owning more than 5,500 pieces of real estate, 60,000 *mu* of land, and 120,000 *mu* of mountains. Currently, more than 480 halls and pavilions are preserved, covering an area of more than 20,000 square meters. The Mou Clan Manor has a rich historical and cultural deposition. And this friend had discussed the reasons for the Mou family's prosperity with Chen Ke: it was because the Mou family had produced over a hundred Jinshi (Imperial Scholars) over generations and always had enough power and influence in the imperial court. Only then could they endure for hundreds of years without declining.

The Mou family donated all their land to the government after the liberation. Their family leader could see the situation very clearly. Facing a super power like the Party, they had absolutely no thought of resistance. But Shang Yuan's family obviously didn't have such a scale. He looked forward to personally operating a large farm of more than a hundred thousand *mu*. Although he didn't say it with his mouth, the kind of excitement filling his expression already revealed his mind.

"Brother Wangshan, do you know the difference between an industrial country and an agricultural country?" Chen Ke asked.

"Wenqing, you talked about it; it's the problem of the degree of machinery usage," Shang Yuan answered. Chen Ke had mentioned the significance of establishing an industrial country many times in People's Party meetings. This was not Chen Ke having foresight, but a summary made by many of Chen Ke's "Maoist" friends. Since the establishment of New China, the countryside had been in a situation of continuous "blood loss" of labor. Although accompanied by the increase in average life expectancy, the rural labor force seemed to "expand continuously" in the first thirty years. But compared with the population growth in rural areas, the population in cities increased even faster. This increased population was not the result of the urban population reproducing itself. Instead, it was the result of the city constantly "drawing blood" from the countryside and arranging a large number of laborers to enter the city.

Especially in the last thirty years of the Republic, with the substantial improvement of labor education levels and the rapid improvement of labor quality, it was not too difficult for rural labor to find jobs after entering the city. Even in "sweatshop" factories, there were still enough employment opportunities. And compared to the "flesh and blood factories" of the twentieth century, the sweatshops of the twenty-first century were like heaven.

And an industrial country is one that can provide mechanical equipment to be invested in the agricultural field. Although the rural labor force continues to "lose blood," and the labor intensity and total labor volume in the countryside continue to rise, the development of mechanization effectively solves the "labor" gap in between. Chen Ke had conducted a simple investigation of rural areas in Henan. Although most of those engaged in farming in Henan rural areas were women and the elderly, with combine harvesters for sowing and harvesting, every household had tractors and other machinery for other farming operations. It was not just the use of machinery; the change in technology was even more obvious. Chen Ke saw in the countryside that the situation of "flood irrigation"—(that is, traditionally pouring water into the ground, which uses a large amount of water and has low efficiency)—was decreasing, and the scale of sprinkler irrigation was getting larger and larger.

The popularization of mechanical equipment and agricultural technology greatly improved rural production efficiency and reduced the demand for the "absolute number of laborers." And the total labor volume in the countryside increased many times.

But now it was 1906. Although Chen Ke knew the changes in agriculture well, he couldn't conjure up these mechanical devices out of thin air. Not to mention the matching agricultural technology. The only mode Chen Ke could adopt was the mode of the first thirty years, which was the "Ten Thousand People Water Conservancy Campaign" publicized countless times. "Water conservancy is a ten thousand people campaign."

"Then what do we need to do now? What is the most urgent?" Shang Yuan asked. Since meeting Chen Ke, Shang Yuan felt that Chen Ke possessed "foresight" that he couldn't reach. Shang Yuan was not a very ambitious person. Like other bureaucrats of the same era, Shang Yuan didn't think following a "wise master" was shameful. Following the strong and striving wholeheartedly to build a powerful China was a common thought of intellectual bureaucrats like Shang Yuan. The hostile emotion of these bureaucrats towards "revolution" was very simple to explain because until now, among "revolutionaries," there hadn't been a "wise master" that these bureaucrats could look up to. Meeting Chen Ke, reading Chen Ke's book, and listening to Chen Ke recount the blueprint of a future "Industrialized China," Shang Yuan felt he had already met a "wise master" worthy of his loyalty. If not for this mentality, asking Shang Yuan, who was over thirty, to submit to Chen Ke, who was over twenty, would be unthinkable.

Chen Ke didn't consider Shang Yuan's psychological activities too much. He was full of his own train of thought now, "Brother Wangshan, we must ask for help from one person now, that is Pu Guanshui in Anqing. To engage in agriculture, we must build water conservancy facilities. For these more than a hundred thousand *mu* of land, the flood has just passed. The drainage system must be built, and the future irrigation system must also be built. To do these things, there must be surveying. If we don't figure out where the terrain is high and where it is low, the irrigation system built will definitely be a big joke. I have sent people to Anqing to ask Comrade Pu Guanshui to bring relevant technical personnel to our Fengtai County as soon as possible. Moreover, we not only want Comrade Pu Guanshui to bring people here, but we also want to organize our own surveying team and hurry to select enough manpower to learn surveying. This is also necessary for marching and fighting."

"Where do we find people to do surveying ourselves? This has to be undertaken by those with some cultural foundation. Although landlords can elect People's Representatives, the old guys have no future. We have to select people from those little guys. Those young people may not necessarily like their fathers' lifestyle. Pulling them into our team can also make the landlords dare not oppose us too much. At any rate, their children are with us; on one hand, it makes them feel we won't be ruthless to them. Moreover, landlords may not be willing to place righteousness above family loyalty either," Chen Ke laughed.

Hearing this, Shang Yuan nodded. Shang Yuan was essentially not a person who "helps the poor and succors the distressed" at all. As a landlord bureaucrat, if the people died, they died; Shang Yuan didn't even have much sympathy. What Shang Yuan was loyal to was the "People's Party Government," and the policy of the People's Party Government was to save the common people, so Shang Yuan did his best to save the common people. In Shang Yuan's mind, the interest of the People's Party came first, and other considerations came second.

The two entered the county yamen, where several people were already waiting for them. Seeing Shang Yuan and Chen Ke come in, several people stood up and said respectfully: "Lord Magistrate, you are here."

Shang Yuan and Chen Ke sat in the seats of honor, and then Shang Yuan asked several people to take their seats. Then he asked: "Speak, have you thought it through or not?"
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Waiting for Shang Yuan in the room were several main "clerks" (*Li*) of the county. More accurately, they were three "clerks" who had not yet been removed by Shang Yuan. Since Shang Yuan arrived in Fengtai County, he had begun to use People's Party members to replace the main "clerks" in the county. First were the "bailiffs" (*Yayi*). In the Manchu Qing era, bailiffs themselves not only had to undertake various public security tasks but also had to undertake many other tasks, such as collecting taxes and conscripting laborers. Anyway, it was a very versatile profession.

According to the Manchu Qing system, those selected through the imperial examination were "officials" (*Guan*), who acted as the top administrative leaders in various places. But officials alone could not govern a place, and the state naturally could not conscript a large amount of manpower to act as grassroots administrative personnel, so local officials could appoint "clerks." For example, Shang Yuan himself was a *Juren* (Provincial Graduate) and could serve as a local official. However, the "clerks" under Shang Yuan were not produced through the imperial examination but were either hereditary locals or produced through "recommendation and recruitment." Although these people did not have "official status," they possessed great say in the local political system. These "clerks" all came from the local area and could be considered local tyrants (*di tou she*).

In the political system constructed by Chen Ke, there was naturally no space for the existence of such old-style "petty clerks." Chen Ke prepared to adopt a bureaucratic system imitating the Republic.

The biggest difference between the bureaucratic system of the New China Republic and the bureaucratic system of the Manchu Qing and previous dynasties was that the Republic made "no distinction between officials and clerks."

Roughly speaking, in the Manchu Qing system, the administrative supervisor was the "official," while the one specifically executing affairs was the "clerk." Without passing the imperial examination, a "clerk" could not rise into the system of "officials."

In the Republic, regardless of whether you were an "official" or a "clerk," you all had to pass organizational selection and testing. Those selected were collectively referred to as "state staff" (*Guo Jia Gong Zuo Ren Yuan*). "State staff" also didn't have the opportunity to reach the sky in a single bound. Republic cadres all started from the grassroots, doing the work of "clerks" first. If they could show outstanding performance, they would climb the stairs in the selection system and step into higher-level positions step by step.

This selection system was certainly countless times more brilliant than the political system of the Manchu Qing era. This system guaranteed the unity and competitiveness of the administrative agency. As long as you were included in the "state staff" system, you had the opportunity to become a general or a minister. In the Manchu Qing era, petty clerks basically had no "within-system" opportunities to become officials.

However, as the saying goes, "a strong dragon does not suppress a local snake." Those who could muddle along as "petty clerks" locally were not ordinary figures. So the People's Party had originally formulated a plan to eliminate petty clerks. But man proposes, God disposes. After this flood, the power of the Insurance Corps expanded violently. Through organizing the victims, the People's Party had completely grasped the real power in the local area. The petty clerks in the county yamen were sidelined one after another. The "Lord Magistrate" above ignored them, and the common people below were completely controlled by the Insurance Corps. On the day Zhang Youliang was eliminated, Shang Yuan told the several petty clerks in charge of tax collection and bailiff duties that they were "laid off." Moreover, Shang Yuan told them particularly clearly that he hoped these few people could automatically request to leave. This would save everyone's face.

These few people came today to give their final answer.

Chen Ke felt his killing intent was heavy recently. Or rather, facing the complex situation, Chen Ke's patience had been exhausted. He had decided to adopt "simple and crude" means to solve some problems. He had already instructed Hua Xiongmao that if these people "occupied the latrine without shitting," then he would have to "adopt some means." Anyway, the People's Party did not lack manpower. Under the current situation, the existence of petty clerks was completely unnecessary.

Since he held this thought, Chen Ke had absolutely no intention of "baring his heart" to these people. He came over together simply to hear these people's attitudes. Shang Yuan himself also meant this. As a bureaucrat and landlord, Shang Yuan had an extremely bad impression of "petty clerks." To bureaucrats, petty clerks were people who feigned compliance while acting in opposition, trying hard to sideline the existence of superior officials. To landlords, petty clerks were a group who levied exorbitant taxes and tyrannized the people. Shang Yuan, who was both a landlord and a bureaucrat, firmly supported Chen Ke's plan to sweep away petty clerks.

These few petty clerks also came from families with some status in the county. Although Shang Yuan ordered them to resign voluntarily, they still didn't panic even now. On the contrary, these people looked like they really wanted to "have a contest" with Shang Yuan.

"Lord Magistrate, this lowly person doesn't know exactly what wrong he has done that Lord Magistrate treats this lowly person like this," asked Clerk Liu (*Liu Wenshu*), who managed money and grain revenue and expenditure. Clerk Liu was over thirty years old this year and had inherited his father's clerical work.

"Liu San of the dock said that you asked him to think of every way to prevent the Insurance Corps' boats from docking at the pier. This official feels that in this extraordinary period, we should be united from top to bottom to relieve the disaster. Don't you feel a loss of conscience doing this?" Shang Yuan asked sternly.

Liu San was a relative of Clerk Liu and dominated the dock business in Fengtai County. During the Insurance Corps' disaster relief, they requisitioned boats and even bought large boats to transport grain. Liu San had always been very resentful. However, the Insurance Corps never gave Liu San a chance. Now that Shang Yuan raised this topic, although Clerk Liu had indeed given some ideas, he felt that since Liu San didn't really act, this charge naturally couldn't be established.

"Lord Magistrate, you are fabricating charges," Clerk Liu knew Shang Yuan would definitely not let him off easily, so he simply cast aside the respectful expression just now and said sternly.

"Fabricating charges? If this official fabricates charges against you, what are you going to do?" Shang Yuan sneered.

"You!" Clerk Liu didn't expect Magistrate Shang Yuan, who usually looked very scholarly, to be so unreasonable when he got tough. But he really had no way to refute it.

"Do you dare to say you didn't collude with Liu San?" Shang Yuan laughed loudly. His gaze was cold, staring tightly at Clerk Liu.

"I... I dare to say it!" Since it came to this, Clerk Liu simply acted tough to the end.

"Bring Liu San in," Shang Yuan shouted. An Insurance Corps soldier outside responded. Not long after, a fair-skinned man was dragged in. The three petty clerks were all inexplicably surprised upon seeing the comer. Liu San was originally a dark and thin fellow, but now his whole person had become fair and plump. Only after careful differentiation could they see it was Liu San.

Seeing the surprised expressions of everyone, Chen Ke almost laughed out loud. This Liu San had soaked in the dark "water dungeon" for a day, and his whole person was "bloated" from soaking. Naturally, he was both "white" and "fat." The benefit of scholars is being knowledgeable, but Chen Ke had even more knowledge from the internet. The KGB had accumulated long-term torture experience, and their conclusion was that torture only obtains the result the interrogator hopes to hear. And Chen Ke simply didn't intend to let Liu San speak any "truth." So after catching Liu San, he adopted the less bloody water torture.

One of the means of torture to create pain and despair is not to let the prisoner get used to a certain kind of pain. You have to innovate constantly and create pain from different angles. So first was hanging upside down to cause suffocation, dipping Liu San upside down into the water for a minute and a half at a time. Without anyone asking questions, they dipped Liu San into the water repeatedly, lasting for half an hour. Liu San wailed and repeatedly expressed that he would do anything.

The interrogator then asked Liu San about Clerk Liu colluding with him to try to destroy the Insurance Corps' transportation. Liu San didn't confess at first. So the interrogator adopted Lai Junchen's method of "please enter the urn." Fengtai County didn't lack coal. They found a large urn, tied Liu San up, and put him inside, then burned coal underneath. When Liu San arched outward due to the heat, the interrogator poured vinegar into Liu San's nose. After a round of pouring, Liu San completely submitted.

He said whatever the interrogator asked him to say. He signed and fingerprinted whatever he was asked to sign and fingerprint. In order to consolidate the "persuasion effect," the interrogator, according to Chen Ke's meaning, tied Liu San up so he couldn't move. Especially the head was fixed, making Liu San unable to move anywhere except his eyes. Then he was put into a closed water dungeon without light to soak for a day. Being unable to move meant unable to relieve stress. A dark water dungeon could greatly destroy a person's spirit. The Americans had done this set in Guantanamo, and Chen Ke felt it was very necessary for him to learn from the democratic torture experience.

After dragging Liu San out, the effect was truly like the US military's effect; Liu San completely collapsed. Except for "whitening," Liu San had no injuries on his body.

"Liu San, who exactly instructed you to make trouble for the Insurance Corps fleet?" Chen Ke asked.

Liu San looked at the few people numbly, then pointed at Clerk Liu. "It was him." Although he had soaked for a day, Liu San himself had a dry mouth and tongue, his throat dry and hoarse. He sounded like an elderly person.

"You are framing me (*duan lian cheng yu*)!" Clerk Liu shouted in exasperation.

"Liu San, take off your shirt and let them see if we beat you," Chen Ke asked.

Liu San's body shook but didn't move.

"Don't be afraid, I'll treat you to tea," Chen Ke said comfortingly.

Hearing "water," Liu San's body shook, and he almost cried out. He looked at Chen Ke imploringly. Chen Ke smiled slightly at him, "Don't be afraid. With the Lord Magistrate here, they dare not do anything to you."

Liu San looked at Chen Ke with trembling fear, then looked at the surrounding people. He saw Chen Ke pick up a tea bowl and slurp a mouthful. Liu San hurriedly took off his shirt and, as if still unsatisfied, took off his trousers too. Sure enough, apart from being "white and fat," there wasn't a single scar on his body.

"Liu San, did we beat you?" Chen Ke asked.

Liu San shook his head hurriedly and said repeatedly with a dry and hoarse voice: "No, no. Didn't beat me."

Shang Yuan ignored Liu San's miserable state. He asked sternly: "Clerk Liu, now we have the witness. What else do you have to say? This official doesn't want to make it impossible for everyone to step down. Do you insist on making this official take out the physical evidence too? If both witness and physical evidence are complete, this official won't just let you resign decently yourself. This official will convict you."

Clerk Liu was furious. He grunted and wanted to leave. But he saw the door blocked by several Insurance Corps soldiers.

"Clerk Liu, you want to walk out this door without writing a resignation letter? This official tells you, it's fine if you don't resign. The grain in the official warehouse doesn't match the account. As the clerk in charge of the official warehouse, you have to give me an explanation for this matter no matter what. If this official returns and doesn't see your resignation letters, this official will send people to take you back to the yamen and properly ask about this grain matter." After Shang Yuan finished speaking, he said no more. He got up and left the yamen with Chen Ke. Leaving the few people with faces full of shock and anger in the room.

"Brother Wangshan, do you think the positions of these few petty clerks can make those landlords take the bait?" Chen Ke asked with a smile on the road.

"Wenqing, you don't know the detestability of petty clerks. You can't imagine the landlords' resentment towards petty clerks," Shang Yuan just sneered.

"That means our bargaining chips have increased a bit more." They were going back to wrangle with the landlords soon. Although this small interlude in the middle wasn't much of a battle of wits and courage, the feeling of suppressing those villains with power and violence was still quite happy. Chen Ke finally laughed loudly.
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"Gentlemen of virtue, how is the discussion going?" Shang Yuan asked with a smile. As soon as he returned to the conference room, he saw the landlords huffing and puffing one by one, unexpectedly not saying a word. Presumably, they hadn't discussed any result. This kind of thing was also normal; although landlords were easily hoodwinked, when they thought about the ownership of their land being transferred immediately, even if only for a day, the landlords couldn't accept it.

As a "spy" planted among the landlords, seeing Shang Yuan and Chen Ke return, Ren Qiying said with a grave expression: "Lord Magistrate, the elders feel that just writing a document is not credible. Moreover, the elders are worried that some people will fish in troubled waters and want to take advantage of this matter to seek some benefits for themselves. The elders are all elders of clans in various places, and disaster relief is originally everyone's duty. So everyone hopes to be more cautious."

These words were spoken clearly. Shang Yuan and Chen Ke originally had a good impression of Ren Qiying. Listening to her few sentences, she had already explained the conflicts among the landlords clearly. Moreover, she didn't reveal any flaws at all. Ren Qiying had not received any People's Party lesson training, yet she could straighten out various contradictions so smoothly. Shang Yuan and Chen Ke couldn't help but look at each other. Both could see the same thought in each other's eyes: it was necessary to pull this girl in for further study.

The landlords obviously didn't hear Ren Qiying's hidden meaning. To them, whether Ren Qiying was tipping them off didn't matter; what mattered was that they indeed needed Ren Qiying to explain these worrying matters clearly. As soon as the two "outsiders," Shang Yuan and Chen Ke, left, the landlords fell into a great argument without direction. No one could come up with a plan to convince others, and everyone disagreed with others' plans. Timid small landlords worried that their land would never be returned after being lent out. Medium landlords were very worried about the authority of this People's Representative Congress; they were worried about what kind of benefits they could get from it. Big landlords, on the contrary, didn't speak much. Unlike the worries or expectations of other landlords, big landlords had big businesses after all. As long as the old order could be restored, the interests of these people could be guaranteed. They were not willing to get involved in these "changes." Big landlords just wanted to determine the reliability of the "land lending document."

These factions argued endlessly; some worried about each other, some mocked each other. It was rare that Ren Qiying could explain these things clearly.

Shang Yuan patted the table, and the landlords below immediately stopped making sounds, looking at Shang Yuan attentively. Shang Yuan said loudly: "Gentlemen of virtue, there are not many promises this official can give everyone now. However, this official returned to the yamen just now to handle a matter. This official has already fired Clerk Liu, who was originally in charge of collecting grain in the yamen. As for this People's Representative Congress, an important authority is collecting grain. This official guarantees one thing: who will do this job of collecting grain, the candidates will be elected by the People's Representative Congress. This official will not plant people myself. As for others, no matter who they recommend, this official will not agree. This Fengtai County must be decided by everyone. Only the People's Representative Congress can select people to collect grain and taxes. So this official feels that you gentlemen should hurry up and elect representatives so that these vacancies can be selected."

As soon as these words came out, the landlords were truly shocked. This Clerk Liu had connections in the Prefecture. Shang Yuan fired him just like that; such a vigorous and resolute approach would definitely offend the people above. Everyone was terrified by Shang Yuan's decisiveness on one hand, and on the other hand, they coveted the position of "collecting grain and taxes." This was a recognized fat job. Officials and clerks going to the countryside to press for grain and collecting taxes everywhere, that was sucking marrow from bones. Landlords had always suffered deeply from it. If this job of collecting grain could be elected by the landlords themselves, leaving aside other things, just this exploitation could be reduced a lot.

"Lord Magistrate, do you know you have stirred up a hornet's nest?" Hu Xingzhi asked. He was a prominent landlord in Fengtai. Moreover, Hu Xingzhi himself also opened shops in Fengtai. After the Insurance Corps came, they never extorted or blackmailed, and they were also relentless in striking hard at the hooligans on the market. So Hu Xingzhi was one of the few gentry who had a good impression of the Insurance Corps. Since the beginning of this meeting, he hadn't spoken much. Now, Hu Xingzhi finally opened his mouth.

"This official naturally knows," Shang Yuan answered, "Now the situation is extraordinary. If we can't manage the money and grain well, big trouble will happen. But you gentlemen know very clearly what kind of moral character those people in the past had. If I don't fire them, should I let them come to add trouble for nothing?"

"As the saying goes, orders issued in the morning are changed in the evening. Lord Magistrate fired them today; if Lord Magistrate leaves tomorrow, what should we do?" Hu Xingzhi was a person with land and shops after all; his insight was unusual. He was not confused by small greed. Shang Yuan's approach itself would offend very high officials. Looking at it now, Shang Yuan's days in the future wouldn't be easy.

"Clerk Liu only has a few people in the Prefecture. I won't say much, but I have quite a few teachers and friends in the Capital and the Provincial Capital. If it's for a Clerk Liu, presumably the people in the Prefecture dare not offend me. Moreover, not only me, this Mr. Chen Ke is a disciple of Mr. Yan Fu. Mr. Yan Fu, the Chief Instructor of the Beiyang Naval Academy, I think you gentlemen have probably heard of him."

As soon as Shang Yuan said this, many among the landlords were startled. Northern Anhui was the base camp of the Huai Army. Although these landlords didn't know much about those big figures in officialdom, they knew a lot about the big figures in the Huai Army, which was the later Beiyang clique. Many of their children served in the Beiyang Army. As the Chief Instructor of the Beiyang Naval Academy, many of these landlords knew Yan Fu. They never expected that the disciple of such a big figure as Yan Fu was actually Chen Ke in front of them. This made the landlords unable to help but feel awe and respect.

"How is Mr. Yan recently?" Hu Xingzhi stood up and asked Chen Ke.

"My teacher is in good health. My teacher went from Anhui to Shanghai last year and now serves as the President of Fudan Public School in Shanghai. I went to Beijing last year under my teacher's order and met Brother Shang Yuan in Beijing. At that time, I learned that Brother Shang Yuan was going to take office in Fengtai, so I came to Fengtai with Brother Shang Yuan," Chen Ke answered with a smile.

Hu Xingzhi said this, firstly to express respect for Yan Fu, and secondly, he also knew some of Yan Fu's recent situation, meaning to probe. Hearing what Chen Ke said completely matched the facts, he basically confirmed that Chen Ke's relationship with Yan Fu was indeed intimate. In these years, private teacher-student relationships couldn't be claimed randomly. Since Chen Ke dared to say so, there should be no problem.

"It is great that Mr. Yan Fu is in good health. Since the Lord Magistrate says so, I am willing to run for this People's Representative. what do the others think?" Hu Xingzhi was a straightforward person. He knew that since the Insurance Corps led by Chen Ke had made so many preparations, it looked like they were definitely going to do something big in Fengtai County. He originally had no intention of being hostile. Now learning that Chen Ke and Shang Yuan were both people with great backgrounds, he simply expressed his support directly.

Hu Xingzhi expressed his attitude. Although other landlords still didn't quite understand what was going on, they had always known that Hu Xingzhi was quite capable and not a person who did stupid things. The attitude of others obviously softened.

Chinese landlords were never an organization with their own organization and political program. They all had the characteristic of restricting their activities to a designated area. So as soon as an influential person among the landlords came out to express an attitude, others were easily influenced. Chen Ke never thought this was the final attitude of the landlords. Later, they would feel their interests were treated "unfairly," and then there would be various oppositions and complaints. Contradiction is something that exists eternally. Chen Ke would absolutely not think there was anything wrong with this.

Seeing Hu Xingzhi express support, Chen Ke followed Hu Xingzhi's characteristics and said, "Coming to Anhui this time, it's not just Brother Shang Yuan and me. Brother Pu Guanshui, who is now in the Anhui New Army, also came with us. He will come to our Fengtai County in a few days. I can introduce everyone to know him then."

Chen Ke and Shang Yuan threw out numerous names of high positions and heavy weights one by one. The landlords now really believed that these two people had huge backers behind them. Moreover, "the county magistrate is not as good as the current boss." Shang Yuan was the current magistrate, and Chen Ke led the Insurance Corps stationed in Fengtai County. These were decisive forces that could immediately form a realistic blow to the landlords. Under such pressure, the landlords succumbed again.

But after the landlords had a consensus, internal contradictions erupted immediately. Hu Xingzhi said: "Lord Magistrate, Mr. Chen Ke. I think since you want to recommend People's Representatives, then let's have a full public election. Just now Lord Magistrate said to give out two quotas from the government office; I think there is no need to be so polite."

As soon as these words came out, other landlords nodded one after another. And Liu Jinxue and Liu Yixuan, who had just been promised the status of People's Representative, immediately became angry. Everyone wanted a public election; this made it clear they wanted to deprive the two of their representative qualifications. There were a total of thirty-six representatives in the county, and there were more than thirty landlords attending the meeting this time alone. Among the thirty-six people, half had to be occupied by the Insurance Corps. Liu Jinxue and Liu Yixuan were not originally figures with prominent reputations locally. If they really had absolute confidence in being elected, they wouldn't have jumped out so anxiously to support Magistrate Shang Yuan. At that time, risking public anger to come forward, they finally obtained the qualification of People's Representative with great difficulty. Now Hu Xingzhi wanted to take away their qualifications with one sentence; the two immediately changed their expressions.

"That's not appropriate, right? Brother Hu, are you trying to make the Lord Magistrate change his orders issued in the morning by evening?" Liu Jinxue asked first. He was determined to get this position and would not let anyone take it away easily no matter what. Liu Yixuan also looked at Hu Xingzhi coldly, with a face full of dissatisfaction.

Hu Xingzhi didn't care about the performance of the two at all. He just said seriously to other landlords, "Everyone, I feel that since we want fairness, we must look like fairness. Either don't elect, or elect together. Arranging people in advance is not so convincing."

Chen Ke looked at Hu Xingzhi carefully. He couldn't quite figure out what exactly Hu Xingzhi meant. Hu Xingzhi seemed to be opposing Chen Ke and Shang Yuan, but actually, it was completely not the case. First, such opposition might not necessarily be effective. The biggest direct effect was to make Liu Jinxue and Liu Yixuan completely turn into Chen Ke's people. Secondly, the landlords might not genuinely care about those two People's Representative positions. As long as Shang Yuan and the others insisted slightly, the positions of these two representatives could still pass. And Hu Xingzhi had no other benefits besides showing his "fair" image.

Moreover, Hu Xingzhi was considered the first person to truly support Chen Ke and Shang Yuan, and could also be said to be a very helpful person. By doing this, he destroyed his image of "actively moving closer to the Party organization."

What exactly was Hu Xingzhi planning?
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Chapter 6 Land Reclamation (1)

Land reform in history involved measuring land, holding meetings, and distributing land, which was really a very cumbersome matter. After the flood, the vast land was vast and white; all artificially built barriers were destroyed by God (*Lao Tian Ye*). On such completely pristine land, the people were creating a future belonging to themselves.

While the landlords were forced to agree to "lend land" and were conducting various debates for the selection of People's Representatives, the disaster relief work of the People's Party was also unfolding methodically. In such an extraordinary period, the primary problem to solve was personnel management. The core was absolutely not allowing forces outside the "organization" to exist.

The Insurance Corps first underwent a major expansion, expanding from a battalion to a brigade. It had jurisdiction over two regiments, totaling eight thousand people. The name of this eight-thousand-strong brigade was the "359th Brigade," completely modeled after the land reclamation mode of the 359th Brigade in history. The station was near the county town. And the other approximately forty thousand victims organized five Temporary Reclamation Brigades according to the model of military farming colonies (*Jun Tun*), distributed and stationed near Yuezhangji. Since Zhang Youliang was resolved, the vicinity of Yuezhangji was already the world of the People's Party.

"Comrades, I know everyone feels very strange why the land isn't distributed. Many comrades came to me and asked about this matter many times. I want to ask one thing: can every person here who can work get a hoe?" Yuwen Badu shouted loudly to the comrades lined up neatly. This was the troop of the First Battalion of the Second Regiment. In order to ensure labor efficiency, the First Regiment was at least based on the old unit, with a ratio of one to three between old soldiers and new soldiers. But in the Second Regiment, it was one to ten. Plus, the Soldiers' Committee in the Second Regiment hadn't been established for long, so after working for only three days, the Second Regiment began to make a racket. The soldiers were unstable, and opposing emotions were high. The troops had to begin rectification.

The rush-planting and rush-harvesting spontaneously done by the people after the disaster followed the route from easy to difficult. That is, land where water receded early was planted first. Fertile land was planted first. However, after the flood, such land was the minority. More land was muddy land that needed drainage, loosening soil, and plowing. The hundreds of thousands of *mu* of land in Fengtai County now fell into the hands of the Insurance Corps. Everyone naturally wanted to plant good land and was unwilling to spend huge efforts to plant muddy land. In response to this situation, the Insurance Corps adopted the method of dividing and assigning areas.

To restore production as soon as possible, basic drainage projects must be completed as soon as possible. In the internal discussion of the People's Party, it was considered that these heaviest tasks should all be undertaken by the Insurance Corps. With such work arrangement, the comrades inside the Insurance Corps felt very unwilling on one hand, coupled with heavy labor. Soldiers complained loudly, and cadres of various units were under unprecedented pressure. The number of cadres in the Insurance Corps itself was very limited, while the scale of the rapidly expanding "organization" increased dozens of times. This made the young cadres unable to bear it one by one. Comrades generally believed that being able to implement the orders of the Party organization and the Insurance Corps was already maddening work. As for mobilizing the common people and explaining various problems to the common people, that was simply an impossible task.

The People's Party had to specially transfer a batch of cadres to undertake this work, and Yuwen Badu was also selected. He was still lucky; at least he only had to explain the Insurance Corps' policy to the Insurance Corps soldiers. Cadres assigned to the other several Temporary Reclamation Brigades felt like dying now.

As soon as Yuwen Badu finished speaking, someone in the troop began to shout. The general idea was that since everyone was farming, why should the Insurance Corps be responsible for bitter and tiring work like digging pits and ditches? With someone taking the lead, others also followed and made a racket. Below was immediately a hubbub of voices. Facing the clamor of hundreds of people alone, Yuwen Badu really felt his own insignificance. He shouted angrily a few times, but his voice was suppressed by the soldiers' voices as soon as it came out. It could be seen that the soldiers below were extremely dissatisfied. Just then, a roar like thunder came from behind, "The discipline of the troop is to work to eat! If today's work is not finished, meals won't be served!"

This roar was full of energy, and the clamor was instantly overwhelmed. Plus the content really had enough deterrence; hearing that no food would be given, those clamorers all dared not argue anymore.

Without turning back, Yuwen Badu knew it was Hua Xiongmao behind him. There were only three people in the Insurance Corps who could emit a roar of this degree, and Hua Xiongmao's voice could absolutely not be mistaken.

Hua Xiongmao took two more steps forward and stood beside Yuwen Badu. It was unknown whether Hua Xiongmao was taller than Yuwen Badu, or Hua Xiongmao had sufficient momentum; in short, Yuwen Badu suddenly felt confident too.

Hua Xiongmao was now the Commander of the First Regiment. The Commander of the Second Regiment had not been appointed temporarily. Hearing that the troops began to make trouble and the battalion commander couldn't persuade the soldiers, Yuwen Badu, who was engaged in civil work now, was called over, but still couldn't suppress it. The Political Commissar had to invite Hua Xiongmao over.

Hua Xiongmao was very puzzled about such a result. Although the Insurance Corps troops were newly built, in this disaster year, having a mouthful of food to eat and not starving to death was enough. Generally speaking, the common people shouldn't have such fierce opposition. Also being a troop, the First Regiment didn't have this problem. Hua Xiongmao scanned the soldiers below and quickly saw something wrong. Although the soldiers of the First Battalion were also lined up, there was a group of people looking very different from soldiers of other units. In the queue that should be neat, they presented a circular standing position. As soon as the few people in the middle clamored, those dozen people began to echo. With their incitement, a part of the soldiers also followed subconsciously to create a disturbance.

Hua Xiongmao pointed at those people and shouted: "You guys come out."

Those people didn't expect Hua Xiongmao to order like this and were slightly stunned. But Hua Xiongmao didn't give them a chance to react either. Hua Xiongmao didn't come alone; soldiers from the Reconnaissance Company came with him. These soldiers were all reliable soldiers selected through screening. As Hua Xiongmao pointed one by one, the soldiers of the Reconnaissance Company dragged people out. These soldiers had all participated in the battle of attacking Yuezhangji and had also participated in the work of personnel separation. With experience, these people were also nimble, and soon brought out all the people pointed out by Hua Xiongmao.

These people were obviously a gang. After being brought out, they subconsciously leaned together. Hua Xiongmao ignored them. He shouted to the remaining soldiers: "If today's work is not finished, the troop won't serve meals. Does anyone have anything to say?" These soldiers had only "enlisted" for a few days. Being frightened like this, one by one they stopped making sounds.

Since no one opposed anymore, Hua Xiongmao shouted: "First Battalion Commander, take your people to work." The First Battalion Commander was Lan Yinglong, who belonged to rocket-speed promotion. Seeing Hua Xiongmao had stabilized the situation, he began to shout to let everyone continue to work.

The twenty-odd people brought out saw the soldiers starting to move and immediately became anxious. A middle-aged man among them shouted loudly: "Folks, don't be deceived. They said no food if work isn't finished. Now it's already like this, can folks finish the work? Since there's no food whether we do it or not, folks don't be silly."

This kind of incitement was really effective. Hearing this, the footsteps of some soldiers stopped immediately. Hua Xiongmao waved to the Reconnaissance Company, "Take them all away." In the Insurance Corps, everyone had to work, and the Reconnaissance Company was no exception. Being transferred out this time delayed work, and everyone just wanted a quick decision. Hearing the order, they were not soft-hearted either. They immediately took out ropes and tied up these twenty-odd people. Ignoring whatever they were shouting, they dragged them away. A moment later, those people were taken far away. Only various shouts came faintly. Waiting a moment longer, even the shouts couldn't be heard.

"I want to ask everyone a sentence. In this year's harvest situation, besides here, where else gives you food to eat?" Hua Xiongmao asked loudly. The soldiers were silent one by one. Hua Xiongmao was right. Except for the Insurance Corps providing food on a large scale, there would simply be no such opportunity elsewhere.

Hua Xiongmao raised his hand high; several large blisters worn out on his palm were clearly visible. "The Insurance Corps stipulates that officers and soldiers are one; everyone must work. Are there any cadres below who don't work or slack off?"

The soldiers still didn't speak. But Hua Xiongmao could see that the soldiers were not convinced.

"Wenqing, you are still a bit wishful thinking," Hua Xiongmao thought secretly in his heart. In the People's Party meetings, Chen Ke believed that as long as food could be provided and officers and soldiers worked as one, they could get everyone's support. Even if the support wasn't that enthusiastic, at least orders could be prohibited and enforced. Those Party members from city backgrounds also basically expressed support for this. But in reality, things were not as everyone thought. Providing food merely ensured the troops didn't fall apart. Officers and soldiers laboring together merely ensured everyone could work with the officers. As for work enthusiasm and work attitude, there was completely no guarantee. If supervised tightly, everyone did a bit more; if supervised loosely, various slack-off (*mo yang gong*) things came out.

In just these few days, the little prestige the Insurance Corps had accumulated with great difficulty over several months showed a state of rapid consumption. The old troops were better, but the work situation of the new troops was so bad that it made the People's Party members feel extremely dissatisfied.

But this was the fact. Hua Xiongmao had also conducted investigations. There was a common view among the soldiers that the land seized by the Insurance Corps now was not their own, so it would definitely be seized by others. Soldiers were exerting so much effort now, but there would be no income to speak of in the future. Anyway, it was disaster relief. As long as there was a mouthful of food to eat, working more would make one hungry faster. Why risk one's life?

The collection of these situations was from investigations of the old troops. Only "one's own people" would tell you some truth. Other soldiers just resisted passively and simply wouldn't tell you any truth.

Hua Xiongmao could understand these people. He was a core member of the People's Party after all, and he knew the difficult situation faced now. Chen Ke had made so many preliminary preparations, plus the "help" of natural disasters. Being able to achieve this degree was already extremely remarkable. But revolutionary principles were meaningless to the common people. If the common people couldn't be full, who would sell their lives for you? Facing these situations, many grassroots comrades began to complain. New soldiers were actually common people, and these common people "couldn't be ordered around." Unable to reason with them; this was the common view.

Precisely because he was in the high level, Hua Xiongmao knew he couldn't blame Chen Ke. It was impossible for Chen Ke to raise the banner of equal distribution of land now. Once this banner was raised, he would be the public enemy of Fengtai County, the public enemy of Fengyang Prefecture, and the public enemy of Anhui, and even China. Chen Ke also had to compromise and solve problems through the "United Front," and such methods required time. But in this critical period now, time was more precious than gold and silver.

Hua Xiongmao looked at these "soldiers" in front of him, calculating in his heart how exactly to convince them. At least let them win this harvest together with the Insurance Corps. But Hua Xiongmao didn't have any too good methods either. He could only treat the head when the head aches, and treat the foot when the foot aches. If he encountered trouble-makers, he arrested them. If everyone didn't obey, he intimidated them with no food.

"Wenqing, hurry up and come up with a solution!" Hua Xiongmao couldn't help shouting in his heart.
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Chapter 7 Land Reclamation (2)

"The ditch has to be 1.5 meters deep, oh, that is five feet deep. It's not just about leading the water on the surface out. Now the underground water is full; the crops will rot if planted. You should know this at least." This was in the straw shed of the Insurance Corps Engineering Section. The person speaking was Wu Longfu, who was responsible for formulating engineering plans. He was one of the few talents specializing in engineering construction in the People's Party, and now he led the Engineering Section. Wu Longfu himself didn't know how to grow crops, but this didn't prevent him from gesticulating and issuing orders to a group of comrades who knew a little about growing crops.

"Do you know how high five feet is?" The one asking was Chai Qingguo. Among the earliest four company commanders, Chai Qingguo ranked as the Second Company Commander, and now served as the Deputy Commander of the First Regiment. Today, when the position of the Second Regiment Commander was vacant, Chai Qingguo hoped very much to become the Second Regiment Commander. This was a big cadre who could manage four thousand people. So facing a section chief who hadn't spoken many words originally, and was a returned student who claimed to have never farmed, Chai Qingguo, who had some farming experience, was very unconvinced.

"Five feet. If I jump in, only half my head will be exposed." Wu Longfu was nearly 1.7 meters tall, which was not short in this era.

"Do you know how much effort it takes to dig so deep?" Chai Qingguo was extremely unhappy with Wu Longfu's confident attitude.

"I calculated it. We need to dig ditches at least ten-odd kilometers long. That is to say, we have to dig thirty *li* of ditches. The ditch is 1.5 meters deep and 1 meter wide. One person can dig ten meters in a day. The First Regiment has four thousand people, which means it will be finished in one day. At most two days." The result of numerical calculation was simple and ruthless. Wu Longfu gave a standard answer.

"You are farting. You try digging in this kind of muddy land. Dig ten meters a day! You'll tire people to death." Chai Qingguo had accepted the Insurance Corps' military training in Anqing anyway, and knew how long one meter was.

"This is the arrangement of the organization. Since I said one person has to dig ten meters, I will also participate myself and personally dig a ten-meter-long ditch." Wu Longfu's answer completely followed the standard. Chen Ke had a requirement that if the Engineering Section formulated a plan, then everyone in the Engineering Section must complete the workload of ordinary soldiers.

Chai Qingguo knew he couldn't beat Wu Longfu in numbers, and he didn't have this plan either. He just pressed: "What exactly is the use of digging such a long ditch?"

"You also know this is muddy land. These ditches are like water wells; the moisture in the ground will seep out and enter these ditches. We just need to pump the water out of the ditches, and we can make the land dry faster. The grain harvest will also be more. Otherwise, what can we grow in this muddy land?"

Chai Qingguo was speechless. Although he had farmed, he was not proficient in farm work. But next, Wu Longfu said a sentence that Chai Qingguo couldn't understand, "We have revolutionized, so we must talk about scientific farming. The situation of depending on heaven for harvest in the past can no longer appear."

Chai Qingguo didn't know what "scientific farming" was. In fact, to put it plainly, let alone a half-baked person like Chai Qingguo, even old farmers in this era actually didn't understand "scientific farming." Selecting large seeds for breeding, and many farm works in the growing season, old farmers knew, and could even be called proficient. However, in the case of large-scale water conservancy construction, how to adopt the most efficient drainage, drought resistance, and land care, old farmers had absolutely no experience.

Wu Longfu didn't understand farming either, but he had relatively rich construction experience. He used to study railway construction in the United States and worked on American railways after graduation. The reason he returned to China was simple: American railway engineering companies simply didn't treat workers as humans. Although he was a technical staff, peers in American companies also looked down on a Chinese person. So Wu Longfu saved a sum of money and returned to China. Building railways was certainly important, but working in a place full of malice and various injustices made this young man extremely dissatisfied.

After returning to China, Wu Longfu first went to the Imperial Railway Bureau, but soon discovered that compared with American railway companies, besides having various similar problems, domestic ones had other bad habits. The United States was an industrial country anyway; company management was relatively mature. The boss was certainly "God," but the company only had this one God. While in China, ignorant and bossy officials were even more hateful. Bosses were just for making money, and foreign colleagues were just a bunch of bastards. These bad people bullied you openly. But the arrogant attitude of Manchu Qing bureaucrats who regarded the common people as dirt was even more unacceptable. Wu Longfu was a returned student anyway; he had basic self-confidence and self-esteem. He could understand "bad people," but couldn't accept the bureaucrats' arrogant attitude of regarding the common people as dung. Later he simply resigned and quit.

After meeting Chen Ke in Shanghai, Wu Longfu felt that this person suited his taste very much. Not only the common language in knowledge. More importantly, although Chen Ke had a kind of "style" of a leader, Chen Ke convinced everyone by proposing practical solutions. He never thought he should override others. This attitude suited Wu Longfu's taste very much.

The formulation and concept of "scientific farming" this time was explained to Wu Longfu in detail by Chen Ke, obtaining Wu Longfu's full support. Chen Ke said clearly that after these lands entered the hands of the Insurance Corps, they couldn't be handed over again. The land of the entire Fengtai County would form multiple farms. The irrigation and drainage of these farms would be a whole large system engineering project. Wu Longfu's railway construction experience appeared especially valuable because only Wu Longfu had seen various terrains and landforms and had experience constructing on these terrains and landforms.

His knowledge could receive such high evaluation, and he could command the whole army as a troop leader to work hard for a large project. This kind of temptation was simply not something Wu Longfu could resist. Although Wu Longfu's family also had land in the countryside, since his family's land wasn't going to be confiscated, Wu Longfu simply didn't care about the future of landlords in Fengtai County.

Having stayed in the United States, Wu Longfu had at least heard of those large farms in the United States. Being able to participate in such a project, Wu Longfu could be said to be willing to do his best. He didn't want to waste the experience learned from the United States at all. Although he didn't have qualified colleagues under him, Wu Longfu firmly believed that he could absolutely complete the engineering on this bit of land. American railway companies not only built railways, but they could also obtain land around the railway for various developments. Wu Longfu was not completely ignorant of the development and design of some engineering construction projects.

No matter how Wu Longfu and Chen Ke could talk together, when looking forward to the future economic construction of Fengtai County, Wu Longfu and Chen Ke could almost draw a very similar blueprint in their minds. But Chai Qingguo couldn't draw this blueprint, and couldn't even imagine it. This was not a scene that people like Chai Qingguo, who hadn't seen that kind of large-scale agriculture with their own eyes, could imagine. But the specific work was real. Chai Qingguo knew how much work he had to do leading the soldiers who were already full of complaints.

"Soldiers eat grain (to fight); it's unalterable principles," Chai Qingguo said word by word, "But after we conquered Fengtai, are we still soldiers?"

Wu Longfu didn't care about Chai Qingguo's excitement at all. He stated calmly: "You should ask Brigade Commander Chen about this question. The work Brigade Commander Chen gave me is to formulate how to do it. As far as I know, the work Brigade Commander Chen gave you is to do as I say. Company Commander Chai, oh, Deputy Regiment Commander Chai, if you have any questions, you can go to tell Brigade Commander Chen after you finish the work. As for what you said to me, I can only say, I have already formulated the work plan, and I have already told you the work plan. You should go to work now."

"Motherfucker! You still use the official hat to suppress me? Are you worthy?" Chai Qingguo exploded after hearing this.

Wu Longfu simply ignored Chai Qingguo. He stood up, called the comrades of the Engineering Section, carried simple surveying tools, and left with his head held high. Leaving Chai Qingguo cursing loudly in the straw shed of the Engineering Section.

After Chai Qingguo cursed for a while, the First Battalion Commander Kuroshima Jinichiro beside him couldn't help but speak to stop him. "Deputy Regiment Commander, what do we do now?"

"What do we do? What do we do!! Grandma's, I quit." Chai Qingguo flew into a rage.

"But if we don't do it, today's work arrangement..."

Before Kuroshima Jinichiro could finish, Chai Qingguo interrupted Kuroshima's words immediately, "You Japanese kid, don't talk so much nonsense. This theory is not for you Japanese to speak." When suppressing the uprising of Zhao Sanduo and others back then, Yuan Shikai borrowed about ten thousand foreign soldiers, and the Japanese army dispatched several thousand people. Chai Qingguo didn't have a shred of good impression of Japanese people.

"Deputy Regiment Commander, the order we received is to complete the work of the Engineering Section. You can quit now, but does the First Regiment just wait like this now? If Brigade Commander Chen asks, how do we explain?" Kuroshima was not angry. Chen Ke had specially told the Japanese comrades about the difficulties they might encounter. Kuroshima was mentally prepared for Chai Qingguo's outburst this time.

"Humph!" Hearing Kuroshima also drag Chen Ke out, he couldn't say any opposing words anymore. But Chai Qingguo simply didn't mean to bow his head and obey like this, "You go back and notify the troops to do that work first. I'll go find Chen Ke now and ask him what exactly he means. Making trouble like this will definitely cause accidents."

After speaking, Chai Qingguo turned to leave. Suddenly he remembered something again, turned his head back with a ferocious look, and said loudly to Kuroshima: "Since those people in the Engineering Section said it, they will also dig ten meters. That's no problem. You send people to watch them carefully for me, see if they dig ten meters. I just don't believe it, this bunch of people can stand that suffering."

Kuroshima was somewhat at a loss about Chai Qingguo's performance of extreme anger. He couldn't say he knew, nor say he didn't know. Seeing Kuroshima didn't respond, Chai Qingguo asked ferociously again, "Did you hear me? Send people to watch closely for me. Absolutely can't let those people slack off. Did you hear me!"

"Yes." Kuroshima had to respond.

Chai Qingguo glared at Kuroshima again, then left the straw shed angrily and went towards the county town.
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Chapter 8 Land Reclamation (3)

Chai Qingguo was hopping along the "road" leading to the county town in a hurry. This was definitely not the result of a sudden burst of childlike innocence. It had been a few days since Yuezhangji was taken. Under the summer sun, the "roads" the Insurance Corps had once found were basically no longer soaked in water. But with many people walking, this road was trampled into sloppy mud. He could only zigzag and jump around on places where he could still walk.

There were busy crowds on both sides of the road. Perhaps it was Chai Qingguo's psychological effect, but everyone looked like they were slacking off in Chai Qingguo's eyes, which were filled with resentment for them not meeting expectations. He clenched his fists angrily, and the large blisters worn out by the hoe handle on his palm immediately stung with burning pain. Chai Qingguo had no intention of loosening his fists at all. This stinging sensation relieved his anxious mood a bit instead, allowing him to concentrate on thinking about problems.

What exactly should he say after seeing Chen Ke? This was the most difficult thing for Chai Qingguo right now. Tell Chen Ke that building water conservancy is too tiring and the soldiers can't take it? As soon as this thought popped up, Chai Qingguo denied it. Although various troops were emotional, the First Regiment was an old unit after all. No matter how the comrades muttered, the orders issued could still be executed. If he directly said he couldn't undertake the work, this clearly meant Chai Qingguo himself couldn't do it. Then don't even think about being this Deputy Regiment Commander.

Telling Chen Ke that the troops have great resentment was also an excuse. But Chai Qingguo knew very well that work in this area was the responsibility of the Brigade Political Department. As a military cadre, intervening in the work of the Brigade Political Department was obviously inappropriate. The Insurance Corps stressed "clear responsibilities." Even a small Engineering Section Chief could issue orders to Chai Qingguo relying on work responsibilities. In the army, the status of the Political Department was higher than that of military cadres. Chen Ke had emphasized countless times that the Insurance Corps was the Party leading the army, and the Political Department decided the action direction of the army. If he managed the things the Political Department should manage, he certainly wouldn't get any support.

Two thoughts in a row were denied by himself. Chai Qingguo was not discouraged at all. On the contrary, another thought closer to his original idea emerged more and more clearly. Chai Qingguo knew very well that there was only one thing he found hardest to accept. That was the discipline of "officers and soldiers as one."

Before joining the Insurance Corps, Chai Qingguo thought he would at most fight battles for Chen Ke. Although fighting battles was dangerous, Chai Qingguo was also someone who had gone through life and death, so this bit of thing didn't scare him. But since joining the Insurance Corps, he felt incredibly uncomfortable. The system of the People's Party and the Insurance Corps constructed by Chen Ke completely bound Chai Qingguo's hands and feet. As a cadre, as an officer, he had to undertake more, but what he got was only the same material treatment as ordinary soldiers.

Not only that, the Soldiers' Committee opposed Chai Qingguo from below, and the political department suppressed Chai Qingguo directly from above. This was completely different from the days of riding good horses and leading thousands of brothers to gallop freely back then. Chen Ke claimed to revolutionize, but the result was that Chen Ke was actually convening officials and landlords for meetings. As a Party member and senior military cadre, many trends within the Party had to be notified by meetings. Chai Qingguo knew that a "People's Representative Congress" was to be formed, which meant that in the future, there would be even more people overriding Chai Qingguo in the organizational system. This was what Chai Qingguo couldn't accept the most.

"I came here to sit on a leader's chair, not to be a coolie for you." Chai Qingguo finally found the words he wanted to say in his heart.

The large blisters on his palms stung with burning pain, which gave Chai Qingguo a lot of courage instead. "I've led soldiers, done work, and got blisters on my hands. I've done right by everyone. I quit." Chai Qingguo muttered in his mouth.

Now Hebei was about to enter the days of crisp autumn air. His own brothers would pull up a horse team and gallop across Hebei and Shandong. Eating meat in large chunks, drinking wine in large bowls. This was the life Chai Qingguo truly hoped for. More than half a year ago, when listening to Chen Ke introduce the base area construction, Chai Qingguo was once very fascinated. At that time, Chen Ke described that kind of orderly and strictly disciplined blueprint. Chai Qingguo was obsessed with being able to master that degree of power. When he practiced it personally, Chai Qingguo realized this was too difficult, and this kind of difficulty was definitely not what he hoped for.

"Just say it straight; I don't want to do this anymore." Chai Qingguo made up his mind. Thinking of this, he breathed a sigh of relief as if relieved of a heavy burden. Looking at the cadres and soldiers around him working hard again, Chai Qingguo no longer had the anxious mood he had at the beginning. Instead, he could take in the soldiers' performance.

Arriving at the county town, he saw the streets were deserted. Before large-scale rush-planting began, tens of thousands of people crowded in the county town. Although the people who didn't need to work were sealed in the "Home of the Common People," there were always so many people needing to work on the streets. Now that people were all transferred away, the county town suddenly felt somewhat empty. This contrast made Chai Qingguo feel a bit unaccustomed. A few shops opened sparsely, but there was no business. Shopkeepers sat at the door looking listlessly at the passersby. Seeing Chai Qingguo walking over, everyone's eyes fell on him. Although the Insurance Corps didn't have formal military uniforms, the posture of a soldier walking with head high and chest out already proved Chai Qingguo's identity. The people speaking in the shops stopped talking. The gazes looking over were full of awe, which made Chai Qingguo feel a kind of pride arising in his heart again.

The gate of the Insurance Corps barracks was closed tight, and the sentries at the door lined up neatly. Somehow, this reminded Chai Qingguo of the time when he went to the Beiyang Xiaozhan camp with Chen Ke to visit Yuan Shikai last winter. At that time, Chen Ke mocked the Beiyang gate guards as being virtually non-existent. But when he walked near the camp gate himself, although the soldiers recognized him, the alert posture was not lifted at all.

When Chai Qingguo walked to the gate, the guard raised his hand to salute politely, then said: "Regiment Commander Chai, hello."

Because he wanted to be the Second Regiment Commander very much, Chai Qingguo actually cared about the word "Deputy" in his title very much. Hearing the guard address him like this, his mood became even better. He wanted to say something to the guard with a smile, but remembering military regulations, he raised his hand to return the salute. Just as he wanted to go in, he heard the guard say with slight hesitation: "Regiment Commander Chai, your pass."

"What does this mean?" Chai Qingguo was baffled.

"Today the alert level is Level One. Without a pass, no one can enter or exit. Regiment Commander Chai, please forgive me." The guard explained apologetically.

"Even I can't enter?" Chai Qingguo's momentary good mood just now flew to the nine heavens immediately. Not only could a small section chief manage him, but now even a guard could manage him.

Seeing Chai Qingguo's face change greatly, the guard also became somewhat worried. But he still stuck to his duty, "This is disciplined. Regiment Commander Chai, Brigade Commander Chen specially instructed that because a meeting is being held inside, no one can enter or exit without a pass."

While speaking, Zhou Xiushan, who served as the Security Section Chief, walked out from the small door beside the main gate, "Deputy Regiment Commander Chai, hello." After speaking, Zhou Xiushan also gave a simple military salute, then approached Chai Qingguo and whispered: "Brigade Commander Chen is convening a meeting now. For security work, no one can enter or exit without a pass. I'll go issue a pass for you now."

Hearing this, Chai Qingguo's brows frowned. "I have business with Brigade Commander Chen. Besides, who are you going to ask to issue a pass for me? Why should they issue one for me?"

While speaking, a team of logistics department soldiers walked over carrying loads. The low-level officer in the lead showed a pass. The sentries counted the number of people and let them in. But there was still no intention of letting Chai Qingguo in. Chai Qingguo looked at what happened in front of him dumbfounded, then turned back to glare at Zhou Xiushan.

Zhou Xiushan had to explain: "You can enter holding a pass issued by the First Regiment Commander or Political Commissar. But without a pass, no one can enter or exit. Without a pass, even if you go in now, you can't come out."

This was actually Zhou Xiushan's good intention. Chen Ke had always required extremely strict discipline for the security department. Zhou Xiushan was already the second Security Section Chief. After the first one made mistakes three times in succession and was removed by Chen Ke, the replacement Zhou Xiushan naturally refused to repeat the same mistakes. Now his mind was full of not letting security work have loopholes, especially this kind of camp gate defense, which was even more critical. This meeting was where landlords were hard-"persuaded" to come. If someone really took hostile actions from inside and outside, it would be too troublesome. So Zhou Xiushan didn't pay much attention to Chai Qingguo's mood.

But the problem was, Chai Qingguo also didn't pay attention to Zhou Xiushan's mood. he was already very annoyed with the increasingly strict discipline. Being blocked at the camp gate made Chai Qingguo even more angry.

"I must go in now; I have important things. I can't wait for you to issue a pass." After speaking, Chai Qingguo walked straight up, pushed Zhou Xiushan away, and barged in through the small door. As soon as he entered the door, he saw sentries with live ammunition on the other side of the door as well. They obviously heard the dispute and were already pointing weapons at the small door. Seeing several rifles pointing at him, Chai Qingguo was really startled.

Zhou Xiushan came from Beijing with Shang Yuan and others. He was originally a worker at the Tianjin Machinery Bureau and had an understanding of the gate guard system. Moreover, he knew how to conduct himself. He chased up from behind and stood between Chai Qingguo and the gun muzzles. Then he pulled Chai Qingguo to the table nearby, wrote a pass deftly, and handed it to Chai Qingguo.

Chai Qingguo was not someone who didn't know when to advance or retreat. Seeing this heavily guarded appearance, he also knew it wasn't something Zhou Xiushan himself could decide. This must be personally arranged by Chen Ke. When the previous Security Section Chief was dismissed, the troops held a special meeting to notify this matter. Chen Ke had said clearly that if anyone disobeyed discipline, no matter who it was, they would absolutely not be spared. At that time, all cadres signed documents guaranteeing to set an example in obeying discipline. Since he got the pass and the matter didn't blow up, Chai Qingguo had to accept it.

"Where is Brigade Commander Chen meeting?" Chai Qingguo asked grumpily.

"In the large conference room."

Chai Qingguo walked towards the conference room without turning his head. The surroundings of the conference room were also heavily guarded. After being stopped by the sentry, Chai Qingguo dared not act rashly anymore. The sentry went to report. A moment later, Chen Ke walked out with the sentry.

"Qingguo, is there anything wrong with the troops?" Chen Ke didn't know Chai Qingguo's intention, but with work so busy now, Chai Qingguo coming here specially must mean something big happened.

Although he thought a lot on the way and thought about what to say, when he really saw Chen Ke with his own eyes, Chai Qingguo opened his mouth but couldn't speak. It had been more than half a year since the first meeting with Chen Ke. Chai Qingguo had conflicts and cooperation with Chen Ke. Everyone argued about many things, so Chai Qingguo was by no means inexperienced in saying things that made Chen Ke unhappy. But wanting to tell Chen Ke that he couldn't stand the Insurance Corps and prepared to leave, Chai Qingguo couldn't say it out.

He looked up at Chen Ke, only to see that on that young square face, in the clear and bright eyes, two sharp gazes looked straight over. When he first met Chen Ke, these eyes were also so clear, but that gaze was absolutely not filled with firmness and persistence like this. At that time, Chen Ke was once unconfident. Now Chen Ke seemed to have an invisible pressure that made Chai Qingguo dare not speak his heart. Chen Ke's pressure might be one reason, but Chai Qingguo himself actually didn't quite approve of his own idea either. This practice of "running away" was not a glorious thing no matter what.

Mustering up his courage again, Chai Qingguo said: "Wenqing, the troops' emotions are very unstable now. The work is too tired. Look, I have blisters on my hands. Let alone the soldiers below. Everyone just wants to ask one thing now: until when do we have to work to be assigned our own land to farm?"

Although he spoke, Chai Qingguo didn't dare to say the thing about wanting to leave in the end.

"Haha, Qingguo. I know you want to be a cavalryman (*Qi Bing*). But now you have become a blister soldier (*Pao Bing*). You've worked hard." Chen Ke laughed heartily.

"Artillery soldier (*Pao Bing*)? We don't have cannons, let alone forming artillery troops." Chai Qingguo didn't quite understand Chen Ke's meaning.

"Stretch out your hand, let me see your blisters (*Pao*)," Chen Ke said.

Chai Qingguo stretched out his hand. Several large blisters had risen where the palm and hoe handle touched.

"You have blisters (*Pao*) on your hand, and you are being a soldier (*Bing*). Isn't this a blister soldier (*Pao Bing*)?" Chen Ke laughed again after speaking.

Chai Qingguo really couldn't understand Chen Ke's humor. Seeing Chen Ke laughing happily, he said angrily: "You say blister soldier, then blister soldier. Now everyone has blisters, and complaints are heard everywhere in the troops. Wenqing, Brigade Commander! Everyone thinks about getting a piece of land for themselves, planting it quickly, and harvesting grain. You let everyone dig ditches and prepare land. But these jobs are done for others. Everyone doesn't understand."

"So you ran here yourself to ask for clarification, right?" The smile on Chen Ke's face disappeared, but he didn't look angry either, "Qingguo, we have indeed encountered difficulties, but we cannot let difficulties scare us down."
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Chapter 9 Land Reclamation (4)

The barracks of the Insurance Corps were very large, relying on the open space near the dock, fully several dozen *mu*. The playground was naturally large enough too. Chen Ke and Chai Qingguo spoke in a place far away from others, completely without worrying about the problem of being eavesdropped.

"Qingguo, I know you are working hard. I also know you have a bellyful of complaints. This is because I didn't do enough. I should have talked more about heartfelt matters with everyone, and should have properly told everyone what our future will be like. Working with heads buried like this, everyone is definitely dissatisfied." Chen Ke's words were very sincere. This was not his politeness, but as the negotiations with landlords got closer to the goal, Chen Ke already had the assurance of initially completing the base area construction. At this time, Chen Ke finally thought he could talk to the comrades about how exactly the real revolution should go.

Chai Qingguo had a headache as soon as he heard about meetings. The People's Party had really too many meetings: arranging work, summarizing work, mobilizing the masses, boosting morale; meetings were held for every fart-sized matter. If it was just assigning tasks, it would be fine. The most uncomfortable thing was political study, purely talking about things that sounded reasonable but went completely out of shape when actually done. Those repetitive words set one trap after another, making people feel confused and dizzy.

"Wenqing, instead of holding meetings, it would be better to add some meat for everyone to eat. By the way, our pig farm should be about ready now. Now there are complaints everywhere below; holding meetings is not as good as carrying a few pigs to the troops to eat. That's better than anything," Chai Qingguo said.

"Haha, you set your mind on the pig farm. Confess honestly, did you discuss it with Hua Xiongmao? He told me this, and you also come to say this." Chen Ke laughed loudly.

Chai Qingguo actually just said it casually. In his rebellion experience, what could boost morale most was eating meat and drinking wine. Before every battle, there must be a meal of good wine and meat. Especially those trusted backbone members had to be treated well. The People's Party and the Insurance Corps did completely the opposite. The food for Party member cadres was no different from that of soldiers. Plus it was a disaster year now, the food was clear soup and plain water, and no one had a drop of oil in their stomachs. In the past few days when there wasn't much labor, everyone could still hold on. Now suddenly starting to work hard with such high labor intensity, the soldiers' bodies really couldn't take it. Everyone was sweating profusely, and that was all void sweat (*xu han*) from weakness.

"Wenqing, during the busy farming season, landlords treat short-term laborers with wine and meat for every meal. Without wine and meat, short-term laborers won't work well for you. You can't even hire short-term laborers. The work we are doing now is busier than the busy farming season. According to the soldiers, this is using people to death. This is because everyone considers that you have the grace of saving lives, and considers that we let everyone have land to farm at any rate. Everyone doesn't want to leave their native land, and having land to farm is always a hope. That's why they didn't scatter. Wenqing, when I was in the countryside, I had never seen so much work done, such heavy work done. To be honest, I have never seen so many people doing such heavy work together." Chai Qingguo just went on talking like a gushing river. Although he originally wanted to tell Chen Ke that he was leaving, once he started talking about work, Chai Qingguo couldn't help opening his chatterbox. The bitterness and tiredness of these days, and various difficulties encountered in work, made it hard for him to let go without pouring them out. As for whether Chen Ke would criticize and educate him upon hearing everyone complaining about bitterness and tiredness like before, Chai Qingguo didn't care at all anymore. At worst Chen Ke would drive him away; Chai Qingguo definitely had to pour out his bellyful of bitterness.

Chen Ke didn't get angry; he listened with a very grave expression. Chai Qingguo talked about soldiers rolling in muddy water like mud monkeys one by one, with the sun scorching above and water vapor steaming below. Physically weak soldiers fainted in the muddy water while working. Some accidentally fell on wooden sticks in the water and poked holes in their bodies. Hearing this, Chen Ke's face was grave, and he sighed.

Seeing Chen Ke moved, Chai Qingguo's momentum became even more vigorous. He gesticulated and said loudly: "Wenqing, the soil in the south is different from our soil in the north; it's much stickier. Once soaked thoroughly, you can't dig a big piece with one shovel. The people in the Engineering Section are all fucking messing around blindly. One person digging a three-meter-long ditch a day. One point five meters deep, one meter wide; one person digging one point five meters long a day would be good enough. Do you know how many hoes we break a day? Other comrades work very hard, but how much more can they do just by taking the lead? Everyone being able to work for these few days is just talk. They are still working, which is already loyal enough. Going on like this, working for another five days, there will definitely be a mutiny. Moreover, not only that, some Party members and cadres actually play the game of being sick. Who the fuck set the rule? Being sick allows not working. Several old platoon leaders actually said they were sick and wanted to ask for leave. I told them right then, go work for me unless you die there. This kind of thing cannot start. Is there any rule left!"

Hearing this, a kind of vigilance arose in Chen Ke's heart, but there was no change on his face. Actually, when formulating the plan, Chen Ke had already calculated this longest labor time. What was needed now was to complete the hardest and most tiring work in the short term, which was the drainage project. As long as drainage could be accelerated, other work wouldn't be so tiring instead. But the problem raised by Chai Qingguo sounded an alarm for Chen Ke. Although Chen Ke carefully calculated the people's enthusiasm for production self-salvation, he really didn't expect that the lethality of such high-intensity labor to labor enthusiasm was so powerful.

Thinking of this, taking advantage of the moment when Chai Qingguo was slightly tired from speaking and paused temporarily, Chen Ke interrupted, "Qingguo, you are really working hard. I salute you."

After speaking, Chen Ke stood at attention and seriously gave a military salute to Chai Qingguo. The People's Party naturally couldn't have any kowtowing ceremony, nor any greeting of bowing with hands clasped. The military salute was the most formal courtesy military cadres could perform. People's Party members now accounted for more than half of the army, and everyone knew the meaning of the military salute. Although he had a bellyful of complaints, felt he was wronged, and his authority was despised and trampled by many small fry, and even had the thought of leaving, seeing Chen Ke, a leader with status above him, seriously saluting him, Chai Qingguo couldn't help but feel a kind of emotion.

After putting down his arm, Chen Ke said sincerely to Chai Qingguo: "Qingguo, you have to know, I have high expectations for you. In our Party, you are truly from a commoner background and know best what the common people want. I am very happy that you came to tell me this this time. I want you to go back and do something. Go back and tell the comrades that a labor comforting (*lao jun*) visit will be arranged tomorrow. We will carry a few pigs over. Within two days, I will also personally go over to work with everyone. Not just for show, but I will work with everyone, eat together, and live together. However much work the comrades do, I will do just as much. Finally, I will also give everyone an explanation of why everyone has been so hard these days, and what everyone will get after being so hard. You have to handle this matter for me."

After a bout of venting, the stifling air in Chai Qingguo's chest finally dissipated a lot. Chen Ke's words gave Chai Qingguo a promise again. The thought of wanting to leave originally had long flown to the nine heavens. "Then you have to be quick, Wenqing. With the current appearance, it can't last for a few days."

"I know. I won't let everyone down," Chen Ke answered seriously.

"Then I'll go first," Chai Qingguo said.

"Is the pass issued?" Chen Ke asked.

"Issued."

"One more thing, write down the names of those few cadres who wanted to ask for sick leave for me," Chen Ke said coldly.

"Uh!" Chai Qingguo didn't expect Chen Ke to care so much about the thing he said in a moment of indignation. This was backstabbing (*shang yan yao*), which belonged to things that could be done but not said in the *Jianghu*. The People's Party had strict rules; these people would definitely not have any good results. If people knew he did it, his reputation would be ruined. "Those people are really a bit sick, and I also scolded them, and they are continuing to work too. Let this matter drop."

Chen Ke thought for a while, then nodded and said: "Alright. Let's leave this matter like this for now. As a regiment-level cadre, you must make sure to pay attention to the comrades' hygiene situation. Don't drink dirty water, don't urinate or defecate anywhere, and must wash hands before meals."

"I know all this. Platoon leaders and squad leaders have to recite this set of rules every day when they get up. They manage it very strictly."

"Okay, your work is busy, so go back quickly. I'll go arrange these things now." Chen Ke stretched out his hand to Chai Qingguo after speaking. The two palms shook, and Chai Qingguo couldn't help twitching the corner of his mouth.

"The blisters on your hand hurt, right," Chen Ke laughed.

"No, these blisters are nothing," Chai Qingguo also laughed.

"After these blisters rise two more layers, there won't be blisters anymore. I will immediately go to raise blisters and grind blisters with everyone. Don't worry, as the Brigade Commander, since everyone has become blister soldiers, I have to get blisters on my hands too."

"Sigh!" If someone else said this, Chai Qingguo would just listen to it as a joke. But Chen Ke always did what he said. Although Chai Qingguo felt it wasn't anything amazing, he still felt somewhat comfortable in his heart.

After the two said goodbye, Chen Ke didn't go back to the conference room directly. He paced slowly in the barracks. Chen Ke really didn't know if the things Chai Qingguo said were good or bad. Chen Ke had no rural life experience; he could only distinguish wheat seedlings from leeks. He knew what daily vegetables looked like, whether they grew on vines or underground. Rural work was really not Chen Ke's strong suit. Fortunately, most of the People's Party backbone had the experience of going to the countryside for social investigation last year. Without that preparation, the team would probably have collapsed by itself by now.

How serious was the situation exactly? Chen Ke was very worried. Recently he had been engaged in military and political matters all along. It had been at least half a month since the last time he comforted military dependents and common people. Moreover, in this place of Anhui, Fengyang Flower Drum was very popular; even ordinary people could sing a few segments. Chen Ke didn't think the "pop songs" of the 21st century had any attraction to the common people, so he wouldn't make a fool of himself.

Revolution is not playing games. In the beginning, you can practice "micromanagement." Workers and farmers in the game won't have any emotions; they do as much work as the food given. But there won't be such good things in reality. Thinking of this, Chen Ke suddenly remembered one more thing. Why did Chai Qingguo suddenly run over to say these things? These were indeed problems, but other comrades didn't say them; why was it Chai Qingguo who came to say them? behind these words Chai Qingguo said, what kind of situation was it exactly?

Chen Ke absolutely didn't believe he had any "Tyrant's Aura" (*Wang Ba Zhi Qi*) that could make everyone prostrate themselves as soon as he opened his mouth, and then abandon everything to risk their lives for the revolution. Moreover, his own concept was purely a castle in the air. How to combine this concept with this era required Chen Ke to conform to the era of 1906, not let this era conform to Chen Ke's command. So even now, Chen Ke didn't dare to popularize his true concept in the whole Party. History is a big river; a person can only conform to the torrent of this history, and cannot move against history. Chen Ke was in Fengtai County now to use the existing situation to create a "water flow" in this county, letting everyone be pushed by this thin stream.

Human biological instinct is self-interested. If there is any altruistic behavior in sociality, it is the result of the game of social interests. Take Chen Ke as an example; the initial reason he believed in communism was merely that materialist philosophy made Chen Ke feel able to realize the liberation of his inner self. Not that he had any passion and love for communism itself.

Thinking of this, he already somewhat understood the purpose of Chai Qingguo's trip. Arduous work weakened not only the emotions of the common people and soldiers but also weakened the cohesion within the Party. Regardless of the purpose, the Party members' initial concept was to come for revolution, not to suffer. They hoped to realize their life value through revolutionary practice. In this sense, Chen Ke was the "most revolutionary" person in the People's Party, or even the entire China. Others' revolution was merely out of dissatisfaction with a certain part of China in 1906, or out of expectation for a certain visible future. And Chen Ke's thought was a total negation of 1906 China, and the "future" Chen Ke could see was far away in a hundred years later.

Having figured this out, Chen Ke sighed and said to himself: "I am still detached from the masses. I thought everyone could endure the hardship of a few dozen days; now it looks completely not the case."

After speaking to himself, Chen Ke could only smile bitterly. Soon he freed himself from this self-criticism and turned his thoughts to a more practical operational level.

While considering, he heard someone shouting behind him: "Mr. Chen, what are you thinking about?"

Chen Ke turned his head to look, and it was Hu Xingzhi walking over quite freely and easily. Looking at the conference room, it was obviously a temporary recess to let everyone rest a while. The landlords either sat in their seats in the room, went to the toilet, or walked out in twos and threes to gather together and talk in low voices.
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Chapter 10 Hu Xingzhi (1)

Chai Qingguo poured out a lot of bitterness and also gave Chen Ke quite a few new ideas. After Chai Qingguo left, Chen Ke was thinking about countermeasures when he heard someone calling him. Turning his head to look, he saw Hu Xingzhi walking over quite freely and easily. Looking at the conference room, it was obviously a temporary recess to let everyone rest a while. The landlords either sat in their seats in the room, went to the toilet, or walked out in twos and threes to gather together and talk in low voices.

Chen Ke smiled and said: "I was thinking about some matters of our Insurance Corps. Mr. Hu, are you used to staying in this military camp?"

The Level One alert at the gate was no joke; no one was allowed to enter or exit without a pass, aiming to ensure safety. If a camp raid happened, the Insurance Corps would really be finished. Moreover, by controlling the heads of landlord families, the landlord families were leaderless and dared not do anything outrageous.

"Guests follow the host's convenience; I'll stay however arranged. Moreover, I didn't expect the Insurance Corps barracks to be so quiet and tidy. When this meeting is over, I even want to stay a few more days," Hu Xingzhi also smiled and said.

Chen Ke naturally wouldn't care about such polite remarks; he just smiled and didn't pick up the conversation.

Seeing Chen Ke didn't respond, Hu Xingzhi smiled slightly and continued: "Mr. Chen seems not to believe it. I am a few years older and have seen many people. I have only seen Mr. Chen Ke as the one who can manage tens of thousands of people in an orderly manner. If one didn't know the situation, just looking at the appearance in the county, this would be a peaceful year. How could one know that a flood just passed? So I really want to make friends with Mr. Chen properly."

If this kind of gesture of goodwill was in the past, Chen Ke might really have believed it, but now it couldn't fool Chen Ke. He also smiled: "After the flood, everyone does things involuntarily. No matter who we fight against, we can't beat God (*Lao Tian Ye*). In order to survive, we have no choice either."

Hu Xingzhi didn't care about the toughness implied in Chen Ke's words at all. He said very seriously: "Dying during the flood is just dying; actually, it's rather quick. The most uncomfortable thing is after the flood. The harvest of this year is gone. Trying to live until next year is extremely difficult. Mr. Chen leads the Insurance Corps and dares to lead the common people to make a living; I admire such courage very much. I really want to lend a hand."

This was still polite talk. The landlords had reached a consensus on the Insurance Corps using the land temporarily; they accepted it. But they were very stubborn about how long the "borrowing" would last. Shang Yuan demanded to borrow for two years, and the landlords naturally were unwilling. They demanded the land back after rush-planting and rush-harvesting were finished. And the People's Party had absolutely no intention of returning the land. Both sides were entangled endlessly on this issue. Chen Ke felt Hu Xingzhi came to strike up a conversation to lobby him privately.

Hu Xingzhi knew Chen Ke's thoughts. He laughed: "Being able to pull up such a big scene, Mr. Chen naturally won't be thinking of seizing our land. Leaving aside the flood matter, with Mr. Chen's capability, even in a peaceful year, there would be no problem for us landlords to pay monthly tribute to the Insurance Corps. We can't beat you. I'm just curious; Mr. Chen spent such great effort and brought so many people to do such a big thing. There are already signs of chaos in this world. If saying Mr. Chen wants to carve out a territory and become a king, it doesn't look like it to me. I just want to know what exactly Mr. Chen is for?"

Hu Xingzhi's words made Chen Ke feel that this landlord had some ideas. Other landlords were just trying to keep their own land, but this Hu Xingzhi could ask this question. Now Chen Ke certainly couldn't tell Hu Xingzhi, "I want to rebel." He laughed: "Mr. Hu, protecting the territory and comforting the people (*Bao Jing An Min*). A person has to do something accumulating virtue in this life, right? Coming to our Fengtai County and encountering this matter, I have to do it too."

Seeing Chen Ke still had no intention of telling him the truth, Hu Xingzhi pursed his lips and made up his mind, "Mr. Chen, you talk about borrowing land. In my opinion, this borrowing land is like Liu Bei borrowing Jingzhou. If I lend it out, I know it won't be so easy to get back. The meat in the mouth, who would be willing to spit it out unless a knife is on the neck? But I see Mr. Chen's magnanimity is not that of a greedy person. The reputation of the Insurance Corps in our Fengtai County is not bad. Spending such trouble to grab land, I actually don't believe it. Moreover, the hundreds of thousands of *mu* of land in Fengtai County are not much. If the Insurance Corps swallows it in one gulp, it can't digest it either. What do you say, Mr. Chen?"

Chen Ke laughed *hei hei* after hearing this, but didn't answer.

Seeing Chen Ke didn't mean to deny, Hu Xingzhi continued, "If the Insurance Corps wants to forcibly seize my family's land, unless my whole family dies, I will definitely fight Mr. Chen to the end. But if Mr. Chen can convince me, taking out my family's thousand-odd *mu* of land is just taking it out. Being so capable at a young age, Mr. Chen doesn't need to have any worries. Whether war or peace, we just need to speak clearly directly. If what Mr. Chen says is reasonable, we might as well cooperate sincerely. What's the point of always being double-faced like this?"

Having said this much, Hu Xingzhi's intention to defect was already very obvious. With Chen Ke's experience, this Landlord Hu was either insidious and cunning, or really able to pick up and put down. Although he couldn't be sure which side this Landlord Hu would stand on in the end. But Chen Ke knew Hu Xingzhi was not a character easy to deal with. Zhang Youliang's whole family and people attached to him were just under supervision now. In order to reassure the participating landlords, Chen Ke had already stated this matter clearly. Could it be that Hu Xingzhi knew Chen Ke was unwilling to kill easily, so he wanted to clarify this?

However, Hu Xingzhi asked the question very well. He saw that Chen Ke was struggling now and needed allies. So he threw out an argument Chen Ke couldn't refuse. Even if he refused now, this matter would have to be brought up in the future. And at that time, there would be no possibility of mutual trust between the two sides. Since Hu Xingzhi expressed friendliness first, Chen Ke really couldn't slap this hand aside. After thinking over and over again, Chen Ke had to state the future plan as Hu Xingzhi expected.

Anyway, there was already the precedent of Zhang Youliang, so Chen Ke simply didn't even hint at threats.

"The Insurance Corps won't leave the county. So we have to organize the land in the county. And since we organize it, our county is located in the southwest corner of the Huainan Plain, with mountains, water, and land. As long as there is overall planning, it will inevitably be wealthy. Farming in bits and pieces like now, everyone will definitely still be poor..."

Hu Xingzhi listened very seriously, nodding from time to time. After Chen Ke finished speaking. Hu Xingzhi didn't get excited; he asked: "Mr. Chen, 'land to the tiller' has been said for thousands of years, but I haven't seen how long it can be executed. If it's according to what Mr. Chen said, ten-odd years might be fine. But after ten-odd years, the population will increase sharply, but this bit of land in Fengtai County won't increase. What can be done then? Still no land to farm."

Hu Xingzhi spoke reasonably. Chen Ke had no intention of refuting either. He laughed: "Don't talk about the future; even now, how many idle people are there in the county? Still very many. If just distributing land, it won't solve the fundamental problem. In our Insurance Corps, there are plenty of students who studied abroad and university students in China. If land distribution is successful and the common people can be at ease, and our Insurance Corps has credit, we will open factories and mines here. Of course, we also have to train troops; otherwise, there will be many people coveting such a piece of fat meat. These factories, mines, and the Insurance Corps, how many people can do things? Children can also go to school for free. After learning things, how many serious things can they do?"

"Mn." Hu Xingzhi lowered his head to think for a moment, then continued to ask: "I won't talk about landlords' land being taken away; this is already a big matter. If it's really as Mr. Chen said, at that time, the Insurance Corps will definitely be the master in this county. Mr. Chen said there are returned students and university students in the Insurance Corps, and the number is large. Those are talents; governing such a small county town is absolutely no problem. I just want to ask one thing: if Mr. Chen's wish comes true, where does Mr. Chen want to place us at that time? People like us have only this bit of land to maintain our livelihood for generations. First, we haven't read books; second, our numbers are small. Mr. Chen has plenty of talents under him, and the common people will also follow Mr. Chen. Even if we temporarily muddle along with the title of People's Representative, it's just to keep up appearances. It would be fortunate if we don't die in the future. Even if Mr. Chen acts righteously and gives us the land money. When we arrive underground, we can't face our ancestors."

Hu Xingzhi's words were clear and awe-inspiringly righteous. Chen Ke didn't feel there was any problem with these words at all. A revolutionary must first be loyal to his country, while landlords first be loyal to their families. In this sense, Chen Ke felt Hu Xingzhi could also be considered a confidant (*Zhi Ji*). Neither of these two loyalties was wrong.

Chen Ke detested the "Elites" (*JY*) of the 21st century very much, that is, the "Fifty Cent Party" (Wu Mao) [Note: Wait, usually "JY" refers to "Jing Ying" (Elites) or "Public Intellectuals" who are often criticized as pro-West/anti-China in this context, often called "US cents" or "Gong Zhi". The text says "Wu Mei Fen" (Five US Cents). So it refers to those who are pro-American/anti-system for money/benefits]. If these people could speak their true feelings, "I want to sell votes for money, I want to reap without sowing, I want free welfare," Chen Ke's disgust might not be so strong. But those people were clearly loyal only to themselves; Chen Ke felt they probably didn't even have much loyalty to their own families. But these people just liked to talk big about "out of love for China" while demanding a pile of "XX values." This double-faced style made Chen Ke detest them to the extreme. This group of 21st-century people, their level and breadth of mind were far inferior to Landlord Hu Xingzhi in front of him, and far inferior to those landlords in the conference room.

So Chen Ke still wanted to use reason to convince Hu Xingzhi. In this era, meeting someone who could "listen to reason," even if the standpoint was completely opposite, Chen Ke didn't feel annoyed at all. He even liked it a bit. A "confidant" doesn't necessarily have to be a friend, just like Baldy Chiang was in a sense a "confidant" of Grandpa Mao and others. Baldy knew very well that the Party's socialist policy was absolutely incompatible with Baldy's own policy. So starting from 1927, Baldy deliberately planned to eliminate the Party. And Baldy and his set of policies were indeed smashed by the Party.

"I remember Mr. Hu's family has scholars," Chen Ke laughed.

"My unworthy son only passed the exam for *Xiucai* (Cultivated Talent) and is now seeking a job in the provincial capital Anqing."

"Since he is serving in the provincial capital, he naturally knows a lot of news. I returned from studying overseas; I studied in both Europe and the United States. I think Mr. Hu must know about the Southeast Mutual Protection Movement."

"Heard a little about it."

"Then Mr. Hu should have heard that foreigners fought into Beijing and signed a treaty. China has to compensate foreigners 450 million taels of silver. That's just the principal; as for interest, added up it must be several hundred million taels. The Imperial Court itself eats from the people and drinks from the people. Will they produce a single copper coin themselves? Southeast Mutual Protection was just not wanting to get involved in this muddy water. But foreigners got 450 million taels of silver from China this time; do they want to get it next time? Just like our Insurance Corps, if we set a monthly tribute for you gentlemen, when do you say your payment will end? We can only increase the money, not decrease it. Do you say this reasoning is correct?"

Hu Xingzhi looked at Chen Ke with a strange look, as if knowing Chen Ke for the first time, and also like some doubt in his heart was finally resolved.

Chen Ke didn't care that much. He smiled and said: "If there were no foreigners outside, the world wouldn't be in chaos. Mr. Hu sits on these lands and acts as a gentry tyrannizing the area; this is an inevitable thing. People like us can go overseas to study and go to university. Our family life was originally moist (comfortable). If the world were peaceful, we couldn't have run to this Fengtai County to make these troubles. But just now Mr. Hu said the signs of chaos in the world are already established. I am a returned student. There are plenty of returned students in the Insurance Corps, and plenty of university students studying in Shanghai and Beijing. We have seen what foreigners did, and we know what foreigners want to do. We also know how useless the Imperial Court is. Foreigners will definitely fight their way in, and the Imperial Court definitely can't resist. 'The duck knows first when the river water warms in spring.' We are those ducks in the water. We know."

Listening to these words, Hu Xingzhi's face, which was originally quite good-looking, had turned somewhat green. While Chen Ke talked with fervor and assurance, smiling all over his face, as if telling some happy joke. The two formed a sharp contrast. Many people saw it. The Insurance Corps comrades naturally wouldn't come over to disturb, and some landlords who wanted to come over to see what was happening were all driven back to the conference room. For a time, the conversation between the two became the focus of everyone's attention. Everyone's face had more or less curiosity or nervous expressions. Although the break time was over, Shang Yuan was not in a hurry to hold the meeting. Hu Xingzhi had faintly become the core figure of the landlords in these two days. If Chen Ke could convince Hu Xingzhi, then other landlords would also succumb.

Forcibly suppressing the thought of going over to listen, Shang Yuan sat in the seat of honor, his eyes never leaving Chen Ke and Hu Xingzhi in the distance. He saw Chen Ke standing straight. Although he occasionally waved his arm and had some other small movements, he appeared so unrestrained and natural, looking like a different person from that young man who always looked like he had heavy worries on his mind before. While Hu Xingzhi, although holding his hands behind his back, his waist unconsciously hunched a bit, as if suppressed by Chen Ke's words.

"Wenqing, work hard," Shang Yuan said silently in his heart.

"Then Mr. Chen is determined to rebel?" Hu Xingzhi finally opened his mouth to ask.

"Rebel? Whose rebellion?" Chen Ke asked back.

"Naturally rebelling against the Imperial Court." Hu Xingzhi said this sentence with some difficulty in breathing.

"Mr. Hu, I see your conversation is elegant and hits the point. You must be knowledgeable. Have you heard of anyone who succeeded by rebelling for the sake of rebelling? Which of those famous roving bandits didn't die without a burial place? Confucius said, 'The superior man stands in awe of the ordinances of Heaven.' I am also a believer in Confucianism. If it is in the mandate of Heaven, I will not turn back. If it is not in the mandate of Heaven, I won't even look at it. I don't have this plan to rebel, but I encountered the matter in Fengtai County, so I have to manage it to the end. I can tell you clearly, we don't want your land, but these lands must be taken out for us to use now. We will also guarantee that your land deeds won't be confiscated. As long as Magistrate Shang Yuan is here for one day, we won't want your land. But you definitely won't win if you go to file a complaint. I'll say this upfront: if the world is going to be in chaos, it will be in these three or four years. After Shang Yuan finishes this term, if the world is not full of beacons of war, then my own family also has a thousand *mu* of grain fields; I will go back to my own home to farm."

These words were very generous at others' expense. Hu Xingzhi looked at Chen Ke with disgust. He thought in his heart: *Damn you, why don't you do this in your home? You insist on running to our Fengtai to do it. Doesn't this make it clear you are afraid of implicating your family? We are not related to you, so you naturally aren't afraid.*

Chen Ke knew Hu Xingzhi's thoughts. He laughed: "You don't suffer a loss either. How many people do you have to hire and how much money do you have to spend to build water conservancy in Fengtai County? Our Insurance Corps undertook it all, and didn't ask you for money. Shang Yuan can't be the magistrate here forever either. His family has high officials in the Imperial Court. Since Mr. Hu's son is serving in Anqing, just go ask and you'll know. When Shang Yuan is the magistrate in Fengtai County, we can be unscrupulous. If he is not in Fengtai County, we also have to pack up and get out, right? If the world is not in chaos, the Imperial Court wanting to deal with our Insurance Corps is just a lifting of a hand. If the world is in chaos, Mr. Hu, do you say the Imperial Court still has the strength to deal with us?"

Hu Xingzhi had never seen someone like Chen Ke. He had seen bandits and roving bandits, he had seen those speaking bureaucratic jargon, but he really hadn't seen someone like this who could mix the two together. When Chen Ke used threats and inducements, Hu Xingzhi felt it was really irresistible. He originally thought Chen Ke was not easy to deal with. Unexpectedly, when Chen Ke cast aside those past appearances and revealed his true colors, he was so fearsome. But Chen Ke was still a reasonable person in Hu Xingzhi's heart. He emboldened himself and asked: "What Mr. Chen said is also true. I still want to ask the previous matter: what exactly is Mr. Chen after?"

Chen Ke restrained his smile and answered seriously: "Mr. Hu, I really respect you because you are loyal to your family. And my comrades and I are loyal to China. China is not the Imperial Court's China, but the common people's China. The Imperial Court can't save the common people now; we will save them. The Imperial Court can't save China; we will save it. We are not wanting to rebel; we want to save people."

Looking at Chen Ke's serious and earnest expression, Hu Xingzhi couldn't figure it out. was Chen Ke telling the truth or lying? He also didn't understand whether Chen Ke was a saint or a madman.
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Chapter 11 Hu Xingzhi (2)

Young Chen Ke and middle-aged Hu Xingzhi stood face to face in the sun. The conversation had reached the moment when the dagger was revealed as the map unrolled (*tu qiong bi jian*). Chen Ke was twenty-six years old this year, and Hu Xingzhi was already forty-four. The two had talked for more than half an hour unconsciously. Hu Xingzhi only felt his back was sticky; the oozing sweat stuck his clothes tightly to his back. Touching his wet forehead, Hu Xingzhi felt a tiny bit more comfortable. Looking at Chen Ke opposite him again, he saw Chen Ke looked as usual, without a single trace of sweat on his smooth skin.

*I am really old.* This thought suddenly flashed in Hu Xingzhi's mind. Hu Xingzhi could see that the young man opposite him had endless energy, and more importantly, had incomparable firm will. Chen Ke was not lying. Although rationally he couldn't be completely sure, emotionally Hu Xingzhi had already made a positive judgment. If Chen Ke didn't really have the mind to save the world, then Chen Ke wouldn't have done things so absolutely. The destruction of Zhang Youliang had shocked Hu Xingzhi. Looking at it now, compared with Chen Ke's ambition, eliminating Zhang Youliang was just a small trial of a bull-knife.

Hu Xingzhi regretted it. He never expected that Chen Ke was such a person. He originally thought that whether Chen Ke borrowed land or selected People's Representatives, it was just setting up names to prepare for making a big fortune later. Since he couldn't defeat the Insurance Corps by force, then softening his stance and taking it by wit was always possible. So he racked his brains to force Chen Ke to tell the truth. When Chen Ke told his true ambition, Hu Xingzhi realized he had forced himself into a dead end instead.

No, even if he didn't clear things up with Chen Ke, Chen Ke would have continued according to the original plan. What to do now? Pretend to comply on the surface, and then run to report to the officials as soon as he got away? Hu Xingzhi thought. But this idea was rejected as soon as it turned around. Accusing the local magistrate of rebellion without proof? If he were the Prefect or Governor, hearing such a complaint, Hu Xingzhi wouldn't believe it himself. Accuse Chen Ke? Then the Prefect and Governor would definitely send this case to Fengtai County to handle. With Shang Yuan as the Fengtai Magistrate, he would only be walking into a trap. Not to mention, Chen Ke also had people behind him. Just one word from his master Yan Fu, and many officials in Anhui would give some face.

Accuse the magistrate of colluding with bandits to harass the gentry? In this year of great disaster, local governments everywhere were trying every means to scrape money from local gentry. Moreover, Chen Ke and the others stated clearly that these lands were lent to the government. If he went to complain to the government... the government wouldn't care.

Moreover, Chen Ke now held the Insurance Corps of several thousand people in his hand. Although until now, the Insurance Corps hadn't taken a grain or a copper coin from landlords and gentry. But if Chen Ke was annoyed, the Insurance Corps could really set a monthly tribute, and that would be persecuting you to death. Hu Xingzhi knew very well that although the participating landlords were unwilling a thousand times in their hearts, they just didn't dare to fall out with the Insurance Corps. Up to now, everyone had been under house arrest for a few days. Except for begging privately, no one dared to play tough and leave.

He calculated over and over in his heart but couldn't find a way to get out of the current predicament. And Chen Ke opposite him was really calm, standing in a straight posture all along, looking into the distance without saying a word.

The sun was getting more and more venomous. Hu Xingzhi felt he really couldn't stand it anymore. If Chen Ke stared at him closely, at least there would be some topic to borrow. Now Chen Ke didn't even look at him. If he left dejectedly like this, it would be equivalent to closing the door of conversation himself. At that time, Chen Ke could act according to his own way indifferently. Others might succumb, who knows. Hu Xingzhi didn't give up. He opened his mouth and said: "Mr. Chen, let's talk in the shade."

"Uh? Oh! Sorry, I was just thinking about my own things and didn't pay attention." Chen Ke suddenly realized and said. The two walked slowly to a shade.

"Mr. Hu, what exactly do you want? Some things, such as promotion and getting rich, I certainly can't promise you. Some things even if I promise, I'm afraid Mr. Hu won't believe either. Those are things that can only be achieved in one or two, or two or three years. If it were someone else, it would be fine. If Mr. Hu says you really believe that, I won't believe it instead." Chen Ke's attitude was still straightforward.

Hu Xingzhi felt that if he didn't misjudge Chen Ke, the short-term benefits Chen Ke promised would be even less credible. He laughed: "Might as well tell me. Since Mr. Chen has great ambitions, I am somewhat interested."

"We will definitely use this land for the common people to farm; otherwise, everyone won't listen to us. Building water conservancy is beneficial to local people on one hand, and can also serve as military training. Our Insurance Corps will do it without collecting everyone's money. Of course, a piece of land must be allocated for the Insurance Corps to farm ourselves. Otherwise, the soldiers naturally won't be willing either." Chen Ke explained娓娓道来 (wei wei dao lai - speaking tirelessly and engagingly). Hu Xingzhi nodded slightly listening. While talking, they arrived under the shade. The two simply sat directly on the ground.

Under the shade was indeed much more comfortable than under the sun. Hu Xingzhi panted for a while before saying: "According to what Mr. Chen said, you got all the benefits alone. It also makes quite some sense."

"What do you mean I got all the benefits alone? We will at most levy a thirty percent tax on the common people. As long as they pay this thirty percent tax to our Insurance Corps, the remaining seventy percent can be kept for themselves. As for the tax to the government, we will cover it."

"You cover ours, the landlords', too?" Hu Xingzhi finally got a bit interested.

"Exactly. As long as it is the tax that should be paid for this kind of land, we cover it all. We definitely won't ask for a single grain from everyone. Since we want to gather people's hearts, why go back on our words?"

"Also makes sense."

"If an ordinary commoner's whole family can eat a chicken or a meal of meat every five days, what kind of life does Mr. Hu think this is?" Chen Ke asked with a smile.

"Nonsense!" Hu Xingzhi denied without even thinking. As a prominent big landlord in Fengtai County, his own family was at most at this level.

"What if we can do it? Do you say the common people will be grateful to us and follow us?"

"How can you do it?" Hu Xingzhi got interested.

Chen Ke explained the protein supplement issues for raising earthworms and maggots, raising chickens, rabbits, pigs, cattle, and other livestock. With more protein supplements, livestock eat less grain. They also grow meat faster. Hu Xingzhi himself was proficient in farming; hearing it, he knew it made a lot of sense. Now, his interest became higher.

"But the key to these things lies in one thing, that is, how many people participate exactly. The more people participate, the more is raised. Conversely, less is raised. We call this production efficiency. The key lies in management." Chen Ke knew Hu Xingzhi had workshops and shops at home. Seeing Hu Xingzhi was very open-minded, he told him some management knowledge. Hu Xingzhi nodded repeatedly listening. "Mr. Chen, these words are really brilliant."

Seeing Hu Xingzhi already understood his meaning, Chen Ke laughed: "Mr. Hu, but if you do it alone, then you are a big piece of fat meat. How many people do you have to hire to protect your property? The little money you earn, I'm afraid, will all be used to hire thugs, right? Moreover, others don't know how much you spent; they only see how much you earned. One doesn't fear a thief stealing, but fears a thief thinking about it."

Perhaps he recovered his strength under the shade, or perhaps Chen Ke's words suited Hu Xingzhi's taste. He laughed *haha*, "Then I can only beg Mr. Chen's Insurance Corps?"

"The soldiers of the Insurance Corps work with us only because our Insurance Corps treats everyone well. If only you alone got the benefits, or the two of us got the benefits, or only some leaders got the benefits, can everyone be convinced in their hearts? So there must be a system so that everyone can distribute this benefit."

"This is the People's Representative Congress?" Hu Xingzhi laughed.

"Mr. Hu, raising livestock produces leather. We can also process leather shoes and various utensils. Selling them elsewhere is all money. That meat, even if we eat freely, we can't finish it ourselves. We can make glass, make cans, and sell them everywhere."

"Cans?" Hu Xingzhi hadn't heard of this term.

Chen Ke hurriedly explained: "It's a thing that can store meat for a long time, several months or even half a year without spoiling. Otherwise, the meat spoils so fast; you can't eat it if you don't transport it out."

"This is good. This is good." Hu Xingzhi was a sensible person; he praised repeatedly.

"These are all long-term things; no effect can be seen without one or two years. Here, the magistrate and the Insurance Corps are all our own people. Plus lending the land to us and distributing it to the common people to farm. Our raising chickens, livestock, fish, how much manpower will it take. Everyone has things to do, children go to school and learn some things. When they grow up, they will always have a craft. Don't you say this is good?"

"Good is good, but Mr. Chen, if Magistrate Shang Yuan is not in this county..."

"Who can say they know what will happen in three or five years? If I say I know, do you believe it, Mr. Hu? In three or five years, it's hard to say if this Imperial Court will still be there. Moreover, I'll say this upfront: regardless of whether Mr. Hu and the landlords believe it or not, we will do this. Now our Insurance Corps has already started drainage and rush-planting with the common people. It's impossible for us to stop. Is it interesting for everyone to tear their faces apart?"

"This..." Hu Xingzhi knew what Chen Ke said was not intimidation.

"Mr. Hu, roving bandits are not terrible because they don't know how to manage a place. But how do you think my talent is? Can I manage Fengtai County well?"

This time Hu Xingzhi didn't speak. Chen Ke's talent had already made Hu Xingzhi somewhat convinced. If he and Chen Ke were friends, Hu Xingzhi would want to make good friends with Chen Ke no matter what. Thinking about what Chen Ke said several times back and forth, Hu Xingzhi felt it difficult to find obvious loopholes. He finally sighed, "Since Mr. Chen is so confident, I will lend the land to the government for two years."

"Oh?" Chen Ke asked with a smile: "Doesn't Mr. Hu want to ask what compensation the landlords will have?"

"Mr. Chen is suppressing us now; whatever you say goes. I only have the share to listen." Hu Xingzhi was also able to pick up and put down. Although he had already started calculating how to deal with Chen Ke in his heart, Hu Xingzhi had at least made up his mind on the matter of lending land.

"With Mr. Hu's prestige, the position of People's Representative can't run away. I'll also support a hot stove and definitely support Mr. Hu strongly. If we succeed by luck, and this glass and leather business starts, Mr. Hu also has workshops. We provide leather, capital, and manpower. Want to merge into Mr. Hu's workshop and engage in production to get rich together?"

"This..." Thinking of Chen Ke's "ambition," Hu Xingzhi felt guilty. Getting entangled so closely with Chen Ke, if bad luck really strikes in the future, the Hu family probably won't have a good result. Although he wanted to refuse, Hu Xingzhi knew that with Chen Ke's power in Fengtai County, the Hu family couldn't refuse.

This is fate. If it's a blessing, it's not a curse; if it's a curse, it can't be avoided. As the head of the family, Hu Xingzhi still had this self-awareness. At this time, he could only prepare other retreat routes for the family early. As for himself, he definitely couldn't avoid it. Thinking of this, Hu Xingzhi laughed *haha*, "Mr. Chen, I am a few years older, so I'll call you Brother Chen (*Chen Lao Di*)."

"Brother Hu is too polite." Seeing Hu Xingzhi finally expressed his attitude, Chen Ke naturally climbed up the pole.

"Brother Chen, my future glory and wealth depend entirely on you." Hu Xingzhi was enthusiastic.

"Brother Hu, if you prepare a retreat route for your family, feel free to do it. Our Insurance Corps will absolutely not block it. We can't let Brother Hu work with us and still feel uneasy."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, Hu Xingzhi looked at Chen Ke carefully. He saw Chen Ke didn't have the slightest meaning of being triumphant; his expression was full of kind understanding. Hu Xingzhi laughed bitterly a few times, but the emotion of helplessness in his voice became less and less. Suddenly, he and Chen Ke laughed loudly together. While laughing, Chen Ke stood up first and extended his hand to Hu Xingzhi. Hu Xingzhi held Chen Ke's hand, and without using much force himself, he was pulled up by Chen Ke.

"Let's go, Brother Chen. I'll be a lobbyist for you once. Play Jiang Gan once."

"Brother Hu, you are clearly Zhuge Liang debating the scholars; how can Jiang Gan compare with you."

The two talked and laughed affectionately, walking side by side towards the large conference room.

The people in the conference room had long been waiting anxiously. But Shang Yuan didn't make a sound. Plus the landlords were indeed concerned about what result Hu Xingzhi and Chen Ke would talk out, everyone waited anxiously. Until they saw Chen Ke and Hu Xingzhi walking over talking and laughing together, obviously having made a deal. Except for a few people, the landlords' faces turned very ugly one by one. They originally thought Hu Xingzhi could withstand Chen Ke's pressure. Unexpectedly, Hu Xingzhi actually reached some consensus with Chen Ke. Having entangled with Chen Ke here for these few days, the landlords knew Chen Ke would absolutely not yield. Although all landlords felt things were bad, they still held a shred of illusion that Hu Xingzhi convinced Chen Ke, and Chen Ke made significant concessions.

Shang Yuan inside the conference room also saw this result. He couldn't misjudge the situation like the landlords. Taking advantage of the landlords staring at the approaching two with disappointment and expectation intertwined, Shang Yuan's gaze swept into the conference room. Only three people looked at Shang Yuan intently: Ren Qiying, Liu Jinxue, and Liu Yixuan. Among these three, Ren Qiying had defected to the People's Party long ago, and the other two had also expressed their attitudes in the past few days. Following Magistrate Shang Yuan's footsteps unwaveringly. Shang Yuan nodded slightly to them, and the three knew what it meant.

Sure enough, after the two outside returned to the conference room, Hu Xingzhi explicitly expressed his support for Magistrate Shang Yuan's meaning. He lobbied the landlords vigorously. Ren Qiying, Liu Jinxue, and Liu Yixuan added fuel to the flames beside him, inciting up and down. Besides these three, actually many landlords had long wavered. They just hoped others would stand in front to withstand it, while they followed. Seeing Hu Xingzhi surrender, these people's psychological defense line completely collapsed.

Chen Ke watched Hu Xingzhi and others debating with other landlords, gaining the upper hand more and more. He and Shang Yuan became bystanders instead. A thought suddenly moved in his mind. He leaned close to Shang Yuan's ear and whispered: "Brother Wangshan, what do you think Mr. Hu means by this?"

Hearing this, Shang Yuan smiled slightly. He didn't speak but dipped his finger in some plain water in the tea bowl and wrote two words on the table, "Retreat route." After Chen Ke saw it, Shang Yuan wiped the water stain clean. Chen Ke blinked to express agreement.

Hu Xingzhi doing this was not for Chen Ke, let alone for supporting the "revolutionary cause." Instead, it was to pull all the landlords in the county into the water. Even if Chen Ke and Shang Yuan fell, the law does not punish the majority. Since all landlords went into the water, it was impossible to do anything to Hu Xingzhi alone.

Seeing the fierceness of the struggle between Hu Xingzhi and the landlords, Chen Ke felt it necessary to lend a hand. He patted the table, "Gentlemen of virtue, I forgot to tell everyone something. Please listen to me."

Hearing Chen Ke shout, everyone stopped arguing immediately. The conference room was silent. In everyone's gaze, Chen Ke stood up neatly, "Not only is Mr. Hu willing to support borrowing land, but our Insurance Corps comrades called me out just now to tell me that Mr. Zhang Youliang of Yuezhangji has also agreed to lend all his land." After speaking, Chen Ke took out a letter from his bosom and waved it to everyone, "This is Mr. Zhang's written pledge. Mr. Zhang lent the land out willingly. It is said that when writing the pledge, Mr. Zhang said thinking of being able to save the common people, he was happy in his heart. The old man cried like a tearful person, instructing our Insurance Corps to definitely save the common people from this year's flood."

This was obviously nonsense. Landlords were not three-year-old children. Chen Ke conquered Yuezhangji by force; Zhang Youliang simply couldn't have obeyed willingly. Chen Ke's words were a naked threat.

Since Chen Ke wanted to act, although the audience had expressions of disdain on their faces, Chen Ke didn't care about playing the trick to the end. He sighed and said: "Mr. Zhang Youliang understands righteousness deeply. He heard it was only borrowing land for two years, but felt that the people's life would be miserable after the flood, so he actively requested to lend his own land for five years. Our comrades felt this was inappropriate and couldn't let Mr. Zhang suffer too much loss. But Mr. Zhang refused to agree no matter what and insisted on lending it for five years. Our comrades had no choice. Also willing to fulfill Mr. Zhang Youliang's kind heart, they had to agree to Mr. Zhang's request. Now the common people of Yuezhangji are rejoicing and encouraged, and are discussing setting up a longevity tablet for Mr. Zhang."

These words were sinister. Who would set up a tablet for themselves while alive if they had nothing better to do? The landlords knew clearly in their hearts that Zhang Youliang must have been tortured and threatened, having to sign the pledge to lend land for five years. And Chen Ke was beating the opponents with this.

After such a performance, it seemed Chen Ke was still unsatisfied. His voice became even more excited and high-pitched. "Everyone, Mr. Zhang Youliang understands righteousness deeply. Although we can't go to Yuezhangji personally to greet and pay respect to Mr. Zhang now. But let's at least clap our hands to express our gratitude to Mr. Zhang."

After speaking, Chen Ke took the lead in applauding. Then Shang Yuan also stood up and applauded. Ren Qiying, Liu Jinxue, Liu Yixuan, and Hu Xingzhi also applauded. Other landlords looked at the few people applauding enthusiastically in a daze, not knowing what to do for a moment. Chen Ke laughed while applauding: "Everyone, don't be shy. When it's time to clap, we have to clap, right?" After speaking, he stared at those landlords unwilling to applaud with sharp eyes.

"Brother He, clap when you are asked to. What's there to be shy about?" Liu Jinxue began to persuade the person next to him.

"Brother Li, clap your hands. Have to give the Lord Magistrate some face." Liu Yixuan started clapping almost at the same time.

Finally, some landlords couldn't withstand the persuasion and began to clap. Liu Jinxue and Liu Yixuan clapped intermittently while pulling the landlords who had to start applauding to the same side. Fengyang Flower Drum was popular in Anhui, so folk storytelling was naturally plentiful. "Romance of the Three Kingdoms" was a traditional storytelling item. After burning Xuchang, Cao Cao set up two flags, asking those who didn't go out to fight the fire to stand under one flag, and those who went out to fight the fire to stand under the other. After everyone lined up, with an order, those standing under the flag of going out to fight the fire were all killed. Seeing such a division of teams, many landlords remembered this story in their hearts.

At this time, soldiers with knives and guns were densely distributed outside the large conference room, all turning their faces to face the room, very much meaning "smashing a cup as a signal." In this Fengtai County, of the two famous big landlords, one was solved by force, and one simply surrendered. Plus being threatened like this, other landlords finally succumbed. One after another began to applaud.

However, there are some hardliners in any group. When the vast majority of landlords began to applaud, a middle-aged man shouted angrily: "Surname Chen, others fear you, I don't fear you. Kill me, your grandfather, if you have the guts. I just won't lend this land."

As soon as the voice fell, Chen Ke smiled and waved his hand. Three soldiers rushed in from outside the house fiercely. Two soldiers grabbed the middle-aged man's two arms respectively, holding him down firmly.

Then they heard Chen Ke laugh: "This old brother is probably suffering from heatstroke due to the hot weather, or had an epilepsy attack. Don't let him bite his own tongue."

Amidst the strong man's angry curses, the third soldier stuffed the cloth prepared long ago into the strong man's mouth. Then he tied the strong man's mouth firmly with cloth strips.

"Send this old brother down to rest a while. Give him plenty of water to drink." Chen Ke waved his hand after speaking.

The soldiers carried the strong man away. Although the strong man also wanted to struggle hard and roar along the way. But in the hands of three soldiers, this bit of struggle was completely powerless. Their figures bypassed the barracks and disappeared from everyone's sight. The landlords were scared into forgetting to clap. Soon, they faintly heard the sound of buckets splashing water coming. Timid landlords trembled upon hearing this sound. Actually, among the participating landlords, there were quite some tough characters. Helplessly, the custom of Anhui was wanting to be an official but also fearing officials. If Chen Ke presided over the meeting himself, many of these people would probably have risen up to explode long ago. But since Magistrate Shang Yuan was present, they dared not act rashly.

Seeing with their own eyes someone rise to resist and be dealt with like pinching a chick, while the Lord Magistrate turned a blind eye to this, those few landlords with fierce tempers felt a bit lucky instead that they didn't act silly.

Actually, if it were a peaceful year, facing such high-pressure practices, landlords might still dare to protest. But now it was after a flood after all. Landlords knew this was basically a time without royal law. Fengtai County seemingly had royal law now because the Magistrate and Chen Ke's Insurance Corps wore the same pair of pants. They maintained order forcibly. If the Insurance Corps really took action, the landlords had absolutely no way either.

Everyone's eyes fell on Magistrate Shang Yuan at the same time. They saw Shang Yuan stand up and say: "Everyone, the Insurance Corps barracks are also quiet. I originally wanted to discuss the matter of borrowing land with everyone in detail here. But as the saying goes, choosing a day is not as good as hitting a day. I think everyone has been here for a few days, and your families must be missing you. Don't you miss your families? I think everyone might as well sign the pledge today. Go home early today to reunite with your families. We'll talk about anything else in a few days. What does everyone think?"

The landlords were silent. The sound of buckets splashing water came from the back of the barracks not far away. Some landlords couldn't help looking back, and heard Shang Yuan say: "This brother was invited by us. Since he is sick, we have to be responsible for curing him. Otherwise, we can't explain to them. He will stay here for a few more days. Everyone rest assured; he will definitely sign after he recovers. Everyone, I have drafted the pledge. Waiting for everyone to sign it so I can stamp it." After speaking, Shang Yuan took out a pledge and put it on the table.

Hu Xingzhi went over first, picked up the pledge and looked at it carefully, then picked up the pen nearby to sign and fingerprint. Just after finishing signing, he saw Shang Yuan pick up a paperweight and press it on the line below. Following closely was Ren Qiying. She didn't move the paperweight either and signed her name directly below.

Seeing someone take the lead, many landlords sighed deeply. If they refused to sign the pledge, they would definitely get "sick" too, and then stay in the Insurance Corps camp to "recuperate." One after another, all landlords signed and fingerprinted amidst the sound of splashing water.

Shang Yuan invited everyone to have a potluck with a smile, but how could the landlords be willing to eat? They stood up to bid farewell one after another. Chen Ke and Shang Yuan sent these people to the door, telling them to continue coming here for meetings tomorrow to discuss the election of People's Representatives before sending them out. Seeing Chen Ke had no intention of keeping people by force, the landlords left hurriedly as if granted a great pardon. Not a single one stayed.

Instead, Ren Qiying, Liu Jinxue, Liu Yixuan, and Hu Xingzhi chatted with Chen Ke and the others calmly for a few more sentences. Hu Xingzhi said: "Brother Chen, I will definitely come to visit tomorrow."

Chen Ke laughed: "Brother Hu, I won't be here tomorrow. If you want to find me, I can only ask you to condescend to go to Yuezhangji to find me."

"Why?" Hu Xingzhi didn't quite understand.

"I'm going to comfort the troops (*lao jun*)."

Hu Xingzhi became interested, "Oh? Comfort the troops! Then can I, your foolish brother, go together and bring some gifts for everyone by the way?"

"Brother Hu, no need to be polite. Going together is fine. But gifts are not needed."

"When does Brother Chen set off? Leaving early tomorrow morning."

"Then I, your foolish brother, will definitely come."

"I await Brother Hu's arrival."

The two cupped their hands, and then Hu Xingzhi left. Although the other few people also wanted to go together, they didn't want to bring gifts, so they just bid farewell and left.

As soon as Chen Ke and Shang Yuan entered the door, the gate of the Insurance Corps closed tight. The two walked into the large conference room and saw the strong man who was dragged away just now sitting at the table dryly all over, looking at that pledge in detail.

"Brother Lv, we inconvenienced you," Shang Yuan laughed.

This landlord surnamed Lv was named Lv Songmao. Seeing Shang Yuan and Chen Ke return, he had already stood up. Hearing Shang Yuan finish speaking, he laughed: "Lord Shang, Mr. Chen. This is just a small matter." After speaking, he looked at the soldiers outside who had acted just now with a complicated expression and continued, "However, our Insurance Corps brothers are really nimble with their hands and feet."

Chen Ke laughed *haha*, "They acted on my orders. Asking them to apologize to you won't do. I apologize to Brother Lv personally." After speaking, Chen Ke bowed deeply.

Lv Songmao hurriedly supported Chen Ke, "One of us, one of us. No need to be so polite." Although he said so with his mouth, the little unhappiness in Lv Songmao's expression flew to the nine heavens, and his face blossomed with a smile.

"Just talking, but forgot to do business." Lv Songmao remembered something after laughing, "Lord Shang, I'll sign the pledge now." After speaking, he picked up the pen preparing to sign at the last position.

Shang Yuan hurriedly stopped him, "Brother Lv, apologizing is one thing, but we can't let you work for nothing. Come, I saved a position for you here." After speaking, Shang Yuan pointed to the blank line he pressed out under Hu Xingzhi's name with the paperweight just now.

Lv Songmao didn't expect Shang Yuan to be so considerate in doing things, and was already somewhat deeply moved. "Lord Shang, my elder brother said in his letter that Lord Shang is his good friend. He told me never to disturb Lord Shang normally. But whenever Lord Shang has an order, I must help with all my strength. Unexpectedly, in this big flood, it was Lord Shang and Mr. Chen who saved my whole family instead. No words can express gratitude for this great favor. Whatever instructions Lord Shang has, I will definitely repay even if I have to go through fire and water."

"All family, don't speak two families' words." Shang Yuan laughed.

Lv Songmao signed and fingerprinted on the second-ranked position quickly.

After he finished signing, Shang Yuan said: "Brother Lv, anyway, your family's house in the countryside is also destroyed. The house in the county town is too small; it's inevitably too crowded for your whole family to live in. I think we should send people to pick up sister-in-law and the children to live here. There aren't so many people living here, and there are more houses. What do you think?"

"This is very good. Very good." Lv Songmao laughed. Actually, he also knew that since he was "arrested," it would be too much if he went home now. Shang Yuan also meant well.

Letting people from the Security Section take Lv Songmao to arrange accommodation, and sending people to pick up Lv Songmao's family at night. When there were no bystanders around, Shang Yuan asked Chen Ke: "Deputy Regiment Commander Hua came today for what matter?"

"Sigh!" Chen Ke smiled bitterly: "Our pigs are really missed by too many people."
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Chapter 12 Commendation

Since ancient times, there has been the practice of comforting the troops (*lao jun*). Regularly improving treatment and improving life is a very important job.

After Chen Ke finished talking about the unstable mood of the troops proposed by Chai Qingguo today and the idea of getting a few pigs to comfort the troops, Shang Yuan agreed very much, "Having worked hard for so long, we have to let everyone eat a good meal at any rate."

Most of the People's Party members and cadres were on the front line at this time. After Chen Ke and Shang Yuan, the two "leaders" of the People's Party, reached a consensus on comforting the troops, they no longer convened a Party meeting to discuss this matter. Umekawa Kamiyoshi, the Section Chief responsible for agricultural and sideline products in the logistics department, was quickly called over, "Comrade Umekawa, go and catch ten pigs now. We want boars; absolutely don't touch the sows."

"Secretary Chen, we only have fifty-some pigs. If you take away ten in one go, isn't it a bit..." Umekawa asked with a troubled expression.

"Comrade Umekawa, you've worked hard," Chen Ke suddenly said.

"Uh?" Umekawa was baffled by these words. He just made a small suggestion; why did Chen Ke suddenly become so polite? As a Japanese, Umekawa didn't understand.

Chen Ke looked solemn. He walked up to Umekawa and held Umekawa's hand, "Comrade Umekawa, during the flood, the pig farm moved every few days. You also had to raise earthworms, ret manure, cut grass, and reserve various feeds. If it were someone else, we couldn't have turned twenty-some pigs into fifty-some. Your work has been fruitful. I am going to comfort the troops soon. I will specially mention your hard work in this troop-comforting activity and praise your serious work attitude. You are the example everyone should learn from."

Hearing this, Umekawa's eyes suddenly turned red, and he almost cried out. The hardship of these days really couldn't be explained in a few words. Japanese people have a strong sense of hierarchy and obedience, and their work attitude is considered serious. If Umekawa worked like this in Japan, he would absolutely not get any support. This was a matter of course in Japan; if Umekawa did it, it was only right and proper. If he didn't do it well, he would be scolded and punished instead. Hearing Chen Ke's high-profile evaluation, Umekawa's lips trembled, and he held back for a long time before squeezing out a sentence, "Hai!"

"Comrade Umekawa, laborers are the most glorious. This is the honor you deserve," Chen Ke said seriously.

"Hai!" Umekawa still responded with this emotionally charged phrase under excitement.

Japanese comrades had a subtle status in the Insurance Corps. Chen Ke really appointed them based on ability. Japanese comrades' obedience and discipline in the organization were very good. Moreover, they were "outsiders"; their "loyalty" was first directed at Chen Tianhua himself. Chen Tianhua was now working in Hebei. Chen Tianhua was a supporter of Chen Ke's philosophy. That book *Chinese Historical Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism* convinced these Japanese youths seeking a revolutionary path. So the loyalty of these comrades shifted to Chen Ke, who had the highest status in the People's Party.

Chen Ke knew this. At this stage, there were not many people who could be unconditionally loyal to Chen Ke, and even fewer who could obey Chen Ke unconditionally. In order to promote his own revolutionary line, Chen Ke would entrust these comrades, whether Chinese or foreigners, with important tasks. So he smiled and said: "Comrade Umekawa, in view of your work performance, we will have further work arrangements for you. As for the specific work adjustment, this can only be decided after discussion later. I want to tell you, you are raising fifty pigs now. In the future, you will lead many people to raise fifty thousand, five hundred thousand pigs. You have to be mentally prepared for this."

Umekawa's family was a "landlord" in Japan. By Japanese standards, they were not even "small landlords." However, after arriving in China, he found that his family's few hundred *mu* of land was nothing at all. After Chen Ke taught the method of raising earthworms and pigs to Umekawa, Umekawa worked with the unique seriousness of the Japanese. Hearing Chen Ke mention the number "fifty thousand, five hundred thousand," Umekawa was still shocked. The relationship between superiors and subordinates in Japan was very stiff. According to Japanese rules, Chen Ke was Umekawa's superior; whatever he said, Umekawa had to do. But Umekawa was a revolutionary youth after all, and having stayed in the People's Party for so long, he finally had some habits of inner-party democracy, "Brigade Commander Chen, just with these people responsible for raising pigs now..." Umekawa asked.

"Manpower will be added for you in the future. More importantly, you must learn scientific breeding. Science and the people being masters of their own affairs are what we revolutionaries pursue. A revolutionary must be a person who stresses science. Comrade Umekawa, you must constantly learn and constantly improve."

For such a clear requirement, Umekawa stood straight, looked serious, his eyes burning with spirit. He said from the bottom of his heart: "Hai!"

"In the next three to five years, you will only do this one thing. Can you accept it?" Chen Ke asked seriously.

"Hai!" Umekawa still had the serious look just now, and the same answer.

Having received Umekawa's accurate answer, Chen Ke nodded. He said: "Sows must be kept for breeding, so they absolutely cannot be killed. Except for that boar used for breeding, you find ten big ones and catch them."

"Hai!" Umekawa responded.

"Go." Chen Ke waved his hand.

After Umekawa left, Shang Yuan asked: "Wenqing, you are starting to promote cadres."

"Yes, the stall has been spread out; it won't do not to promote people. But Brother Wangshan, the work of the supervision department will be very heavy in the future. I have actually always wanted you to undertake the job of Director of the Political Department, specifically leading the political work and supervision departments. If the revolution wants to succeed, there must be discipline and rules." Speaking of this, Chen Ke suddenly sighed. He didn't continue.

Seeing Chen Ke look somewhat helpless, Shang Yuan couldn't help laughing: "If a country has discipline, rules, stresses science, and the people are masters of their own affairs, wouldn't this revolution have completely succeeded already? Then what do we need to do? So Wenqing, you don't need to worry."

"How can I not worry? Socialist revolution, communist revolution, many places are anti-human nature. Eating, drinking, whoring, gambling, fame and status, these vulgar interests are all things human nature loves to see and hear; they are all instincts." Chen Ke complained rarely.

"Haha, Wenqing. Why did you suddenly talk about this? Are the two of us going to hold some criticism and self-criticism meeting?" Although Shang Yuan looked like he was smiling, the smile wasn't strong.

"I've been so busy during this time; things have just taken shape. As soon as my heart relaxes, I want to grumble and talk. If supplies weren't so scarce now and conditions didn't allow, I would really like to drink wine with Brother Wangshan."

"Drinking water is the same." Hearing Chen Ke say this, Shang Yuan pushed a water bowl in front of Chen Ke. He poured water into it, and also poured water into the water bowl in front of himself. This already meant holding a meeting with Chen Ke.

Chen Ke wanted to speak but stopped. A shrewd person like Shang Yuan had already guessed Chen Ke's thought, "Wenqing, you feel you should hold this meeting with Zhenglan, Zudao, and some other comrades who performed very excellently. I know. I should have suggested you hold this meeting when comforting the troops. But this time I have some words I want to say to you."

Hearing Shang Yuan say this, Chen Ke was somewhat surprised. He only cared about the depression in his own heart and only considered himself. But he didn't notice that Shang Yuan, who also endured arduous work, would also have depression. Thinking of this, his face turned slightly red, already meaning some guilt.

Shang Yuan saw it clearly. He stretched comfortably, placing his forearms flat on the table to support his upper body. "Wenqing, do you remember the matter of us visiting my teacher Mr. Li Hongqi together?"

"Remember," Chen Ke responded.

"Actually, Mr. Li opposed me following you at that time."

"Mr. Li is a true Confucian. I am far behind him."

"I followed you at that time only because you had foresight. As for you yourself, you are far behind your book. I wanted to save the country at that time. Although you have many problems, there is always the benefit of foresight. So I thought, make do with it. I have seen people better than you."

If it was when he just returned to 1905, Chen Ke would have been modest for a few sentences. If it was in the twenty-first century, Chen Ke would probably have snorted coldly, and then listened to what bad things Shang Yuan wanted to say about him with a completely resistant mood. But Chen Ke had changed. His heart was peaceful, just listening quietly. Chen Ke's heart had never been so calm.

With peace in his heart, his expression was naturally completely relaxed, and his manner was very focused. Shang Yuan couldn't help laughing loudly after seeing it. "Wenqing, if you were like this when meeting Teacher Li Hongqi, Teacher Li would absolutely not have refused me following you to revolutionize."

"That may not be necessarily true. Teacher Li loves you, this student, dearly. Making revolution means living precariously; he wouldn't be willing for you to follow anyone." Chen Ke felt he had no feeling about Shang Yuan's praise, but for Teacher Li Hongqi whom he also respected, he had to say this. Because this was Teacher Li Hongqi's true thought.

Shang Yuan knew what Chen Ke said was indeed his teacher's true thought. Thinking of his teacher's care for him, Shang Yuan felt warm in his heart and couldn't speak for a moment. Moreover, he originally wanted to say some sharp words to Chen Ke, but as his mood changed, his emotions changed accordingly. When he wanted to open his mouth again, he found the original train of thought couldn't connect. Looking up at Chen Ke, seeing Chen Ke still looking at himself with a tranquil expression and focused attitude, Shang Yuan felt somewhat soft-hearted.

"Wenqing, actually when coming to Anhui, I originally thought I would dominate the situation," Shang Yuan tentatively spoke his heart.

"Revolutionary matters mean 'who else but me'. Capable people naturally should dominate the situation," Chen Ke said with empathy. These words were originally words of demonstration. If it weren't for his attitude at this time, and the sincerity revealed in his tone and demeanor that would absolutely not cause ambiguity to Shang Yuan, just these words would have made the two estranged.

Shang Yuan didn't misunderstand Chen Ke's meaning. Seeing Chen Ke so open-minded, he was very happy. "I don't think so now. If you can work hard like this, I will assist you wholeheartedly. You have many problems, but in matters of revolution, you are stronger than me."

Looking at Shang Yuan's sincere face, Chen Ke sighed: "Brother Wangshan, revolution is not something that can be done by a few people like you with noble character and integrity who can eliminate vulgar interests getting together. Our People's Party members must all be able to do this. Our Insurance Corps soldiers also need to do this, and our cadres also need to do this. Only then can we face those powerful enemies. Otherwise, we will definitely fail."

"Eating, drinking, whoring, gambling are all normal desires. Wenqing, how did you get rid of them?" Shang Yuan asked.

"Because some things are more important to me. If I indulge in eating, drinking, whoring, and gambling, I can't do these things." Chen Ke gave an explanation.

"I'm afraid these words didn't hit the root," Shang Yuan said with a calm expression.

Chen Ke nodded, "Mn, true. If I say what I really got rid of, it's only gambling. When I was in school back then, I was still young. At that time, my fingers were soft and flexible, and I put a lot of effort into rolling dice. Not to say I could roll whatever points I wanted, but I was much better than ordinary people. One day I played dice with a classmate. It was a female classmate. I originally thought I could definitely win, but unexpectedly I lost every battle and lost twenty cents (*fen*). Oh, it was twenty wen (*wen*). At the beginning, the more I lost, the more I wanted to win. But no matter how well I rolled, I still lost without a doubt. Later I suddenly thought of something. I lost twenty wen now and wanted to win it back. If I participate in gambling in the future and lose two hundred taels, how much would I want to win it back? The old saying goes, one loses every time one gambles. I knew I couldn't deceive myself; what I wanted was to win. Since then, I knew gambling would absolutely not win, and I would absolutely not participate in such things. If I just meet everyone by chance and can't avoid such a scene, it's fine to lose some money appropriately to join the fun. But if it's real gambling, I won't participate with a single wen. I know, as long as I participate, it's losing."

"This is very good," Shang Yuan praised, "But what worries does Wenqing have for other comrades?"

"Human hearts are weak and can't withstand temptation. Brother Wangshan, after I figured out the harm of gambling back then, I was really sweating profusely and terrified. Because when I wanted to win back that twenty wen, in order to gamble and win, my mood was so urgent, so focused, that I really wouldn't regret even dying nine times. When I realized I was on a road to death and circled before the Gates of Hell, that kind of rejoicing and lingering fear after surviving a disaster, I still remember clearly to this day. People cherish their lives after all. When they have no money and can't gamble, many people still believe in gambling in their hearts. I occasionally have to participate, but I don't believe in gambling at all in my heart. Don't look at them not gambling; I am participating in gambling instead. This is completely different."

"Is this the reason you want to commend Comrade Umekawa?" Shang Yuan asked.

"Yes." Chen Ke answered decisively: "Comrade Umekawa, as a Japanese, believes there should be a better system in the world. The current world is so tyrannical; there must be a revolution. So he crossed the ocean to China to seek revolution. This is his revolutionary stance. As for work, he bears the burden of office willingly and wholeheartedly. For the work of raising pigs, other comrades in our People's Party are unwilling to do it. Mn, can't say so either. If I let He Zudao do it, I believe he will also do it seriously like this. This is the attitude towards revolutionary work. Comrade Chai Qingguo ran over this time to say everyone's mood is fluctuating; this is because our political ideological work is not in place. I plan to strengthen political ideological work."

Shang Yuan nodded slightly. Chen Ke's words completely attracted him. When Shang Yuan first met Chen Ke, to be honest, he didn't really take Chen Ke's own virtue and ability seriously. Chen Ke had no interest in the "valuable things" of this era. From his conversation, one could also know that Chen Ke was extremely "extravagant" in eating, drinking, using, and living. Although Chen Ke's ideas made Shang Yuan admire him, Chen Ke was still a very impetuous youth at that time. He knew some principles but couldn't effectively turn these principles into practical actions at all. What was embodied in Chen Ke was merely that he had received extremely good education. As for Chen Ke himself, he was too far from being respectable. And this contrast made Shang Yuan's evaluation of Chen Ke lower. Even an ordinary person, growing up in such a superior environment and receiving such excellent education, should behave even more outstandingly.

The reason he showed respect for Chen Ke in Party affairs was merely that Shang Yuan knew this was what he should do. No matter how incapable Chen Ke was, if Shang Yuan couldn't show this, the Party organization itself would become chaotic first. Even out of respect for himself, Shang Yuan couldn't help but prop Chen Ke up.

But since arriving in this Fengtai County, Shang Yuan felt his thoughts were shaken. Perhaps some people are really heroes of troubled times. Whether natural disasters or man-made disasters, Chen Ke could always come up with countermeasures immediately. Afterwards, it was proven that Chen Ke's countermeasures were still the most effective. If this was the result of Chen Ke's education, then Chen Ke's educational environment was already a superiority Shang Yuan couldn't imagine. Moreover, Chen Ke was also changing. After experiencing each thing, he would have some explicit or implicit changes. He was still growing.

So Shang Yuan wanted to have a good talk with Chen Ke. Not necessarily with any purpose, but Shang Yuan already held a true expectation for Chen Ke. Listening to Chen Ke's narration, Shang Yuan felt his expectation was correct. Perhaps this person Chen Ke, Chen Ke himself, not those theories of Chen Ke, perhaps Chen Ke himself really had the value worth following. Shang Yuan couldn't help thinking.
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Chapter 13 Comforting the Troops (1)

The large conference room of the People's Party occupied nearly a hundred square meters. More than thirty pillars supported simple wooden beams. Straw mats were used as walls outside, and hanging straw mats between various wooden beams could partition it into required rooms. Because of the general meeting of landlords, all straw mats were rolled up and tied with ropes, making the entire space completely open. In the empty conference room, only Chen Ke and Shang Yuan sat face to face.

The two had already talked about their hearts for a while, and the grudge between them didn't exist at all. And the topic also slid rapidly from personal views to work.

"Brother Wangshan, do you have any ideas about the method of selecting cadres?" Chen Ke was somewhat hesitant when asking this question. A big issue like cadre selection determined the future direction of the People's Party. Although the People's Party claimed to formulate directions by the majority, Chen Ke didn't want to make the slightest concession on the Party's basic program. He had decided that no matter what, he must be able to control the direction guidance of the People's Party.

Shang Yuan didn't care about Chen Ke's "leadership status." Chinese political tradition required someone to act as a leader. Chen Ke's status was won by his consistent performance. Shang Yuan didn't have the intention to replace him now. Such a smart person knew very well that now was absolutely not the time to accomplish this. Meaningless seizure of power would only result in a messy dog-eat-dog fight.

"Wenqing definitely has a constitution; let me hear it first," Shang Yuan said indifferently. One of the reasons he didn't quite approve of Chen Ke's ability before was that Chen Ke didn't pay much attention to listening to other words at that time. True Confucian believers like Shang Yuan understood one thing in personal cultivation: if your own heart is full of things, how can you accept others' opinions? As the saying goes, "A prime minister's belly can hold a boat." To put it more elegantly, it is "be extremely open-minded" (*xu huai ruo gu*). Shang Yuan was thirty-four years old, almost ten years older than Chen Ke. He had seen many youths like Chen Ke, twenty-four or five years old, full of desire for revolution. The stuff in these youths' bellies was just so-so. But that desire was endless. The reason Shang Yuan detested revolutionaries like Sun Yat-sen most lay in this.

The reason Shang Yuan could accept Chen Ke in the beginning was that although Chen Ke talked about a path that wasn't very reliable, at least it went deep into the grassroots and engaged in revolution solidly. On this path, Chen Ke only emphasized class contradictions and advocated developing "productive forces" by building a new social system, rather than labeling some people as "counter-revolutionaries" and thinking that getting rid of these people would mean the success of the revolution. If Chen Ke was also full of revolutionary principles but only wanted to ascend to the throne of power in his heart, Shang Yuan would have kicked Chen Ke flying long ago.

Since Chen Ke wanted to propose comprehensive Party building work, as Chen Ke's subordinate, Shang Yuan followed his personal cultivation habit to listen to Chen Ke's opinion first.

"Aim for the top, get the middle. Aim for the middle, get the bottom. What is the Party's philosophy? It is to establish a new world," Chen Ke continued.

Shang Yuan was one of the few Party members in the People's Party who had truly discussed communism with Chen Ke. He wasn't very interested in communism either. But Chen Ke was talking about the principles of Party building, so he didn't refute but just continued to listen.

"But I am not very confident about how to make People's Party members have communist consciousness," Chen Ke spoke his heart.

Hearing this, Shang Yuan just smiled indifferently, "Wenqing, you are just afraid of people dying, afraid that so many people we pulled out with hard work will die or run away. In my opinion, there is no need to worry about this matter. Communist consciousness is invisible and intangible, but we all know what people with communist consciousness will do. We set rules; those who can do it will be promoted and commended, and those who can't will be criticized and educated. Only with clear rewards and punishments will comrades truly understand and learn what communism is."

Although he knew Shang Yuan spoke the correct principle, Chen Ke couldn't help sighing: "This kind of elimination is also a bit too cruel."

Shang Yuan didn't care about Chen Ke's sigh at all. He said with a serious expression: "Wenqing, why do you think everyone has followed you until now? Because you have two virtues: one is setting an example, and the other is strict orders. I won't praise you for setting an example. The strictness of orders lies in that you never trust people lightly; you do everything yourself. Comrades actually don't know what to do. After you did it yourself, you set an example and set the rules. In the future, this kind of thing must be done this way. I really didn't expect our revolution could be pushed to such a stage. Now with a scale of tens of thousands of people, you can't experience everything yourself. So you want to promote cadres now; I think it's very correct. Even if you don't plan to promote cadres now, I would also propose it. Since you want to promote cadres, you must have the breadth of mind to let them make mistakes. Sages make no mistakes twice (*Sheng Ren Wu Er Guo*). If you want them to make no mistakes in everything, wouldn't they all surpass sages? This is illogical."

Chen Ke's reason was convinced, or rather he knew this long ago. But his emotions couldn't accept it. Shang Yuan might not know how cruel the future path would be and what major sacrifices there would be. But Chen Ke knew; the data recorded in Party history coldly expounded this fact. And the even crueler fact was that the more loyal the Party members, the more sacrifices, and the earlier they sacrificed.

In 1906, if the Party organization could be made close to the toughness of the Party led by Grandpa Mao back then, it could be said there were simply no opponents. Chen Ke believed that the gap between China and the world was completely widened to almost irreparable after the completion of the Second Industrial Revolution. The emergence and popularization of electricity and internal combustion engines greatly developed productive forces. In the late Qing Dynasty, the gap between China and industrial countries armed with steam power was not too big. Even that group of Red Army soldiers holding very backward weapons couldn't be defeated by the powers in the interior line operations of defending the country. But after the Second Industrial Revolution, the gap between China and the world was completely widened. The Eighth Route Army had to rely on infantry tactics far superior to opponents to resist invaders while paying a huge price.

As a time traveler, Chen Ke believed he could effectively develop Chinese industry and let the army master advanced infantry movement tactics. China's losses would be small. But even so, these early Party members, and those excellent Party members he tried hard to develop, would inevitably pay the price with their lives. At the current stage, Chen Ke couldn't accept the sacrifice of these people emotionally no matter what.

"Does Wenqing have any doubts?" Shang Yuan asked seeing Chen Ke silent.

Chen Ke sighed for the third time rarely, "Brother Wangshan, let's do it this way. Can I entrust you to handle the first draft of these specific requirements? I have to go comfort the troops and can't find time temporarily."

"I can write the original draft of the civil officials' regulations. I don't understand things in the army. You have to write the draft of those parts yourself, Wenqing," Shang Yuan answered very seriously.

"Good, I'll go prepare for comforting the troops now. I will hold a meeting in Yuezhangji and produce the manuscript within ten days."

"I'll also take ten days."

Neither Shang Yuan nor Chen Ke intended to continue chatting. Having confirmed the work arrangement, they each went to do their own things.

After the news that Brigade Commander Chen was coming to comfort the troops was brought back to the troops by Chai Qingguo, it spread at extremely fast speed. There were many artists in Anhui, and everyone had heard of "rewarding the three armies" from various literary and artistic channels. That night, the atmosphere in the troops was very excited, and the soldiers looked forward to tomorrow's reward very much.

As an ordinary soldier of the First Regiment, Zhao Chengnian listened to the excited discussion of comrades in the campsite, but his heart was somewhat apprehensive. He was the son of an ordinary tenant farmer in Yuezhangji. His parents were alive, and he had a younger brother and a younger sister. His family actually had two *mu* of land, but five people couldn't feed themselves relying on these two *mu* of land at all. So his family simply rented the land to others, and then farmed for others themselves. For such small households with very little land, the rented-out land yielded at least some harvest, and farming for others also yielded some harvest.

When the People's Party was still in Shanghai, in the social investigation conducted in the name of Huangpu Book Society, this social characteristic was discovered. The People's Party's report evaluated this as follows: "It is not that these farmers are unwilling to farm their own land while renting others' land to farm. It is because rural land presents a scattered layout. Two *mu* of land might be divided into four or five places, far apart. For ordinary families, farming these lands simultaneously and taking good care of these lands simultaneously is a very difficult thing. So the strange situation appeared where landlords also rent out land, and poor peasants also rent out land."

And what made Zhao Chengnian apprehensive was that his family's land deed was soaked and ruined in the flood. After experiencing the flood, all land ridges were gone. It was basically impossible to find back one's own land accurately. In this situation, they should have relied on the prestige of clan elders, but after such a year of great disaster, those clan elders would definitely consider their own family's interests first. If it were a big clan, it would be easier to say. The Zhao family was a small household locally and couldn't compete with those big families at all. His family's land definitely couldn't be recovered much. Fighting couldn't beat others; what was the use of risking one's life?

When the Insurance Corps' boats came to save people, Zhao Chengnian's father had already prepared to throw himself into the water to commit suicide because he lost the land deed in the water. He even dragged an Insurance Corps soldier into the water with him. Fortunately, the Insurance Corps' protection for soldiers was in place; everyone was connected by ropes at the waist, and finally, both people were saved. The Insurance Corps fleet sent the rescued people to Yuezhangji. Zhang Youliang refused the rescued masses outside the village, so the Insurance Corps had to take them back to the county town.

Anyway, the Zhao family was not any influential figure in Yuezhangji. Since the Insurance Corps took them back, they accepted it. As soon as Zhao Chengnian heard that the Insurance Corps was recruiting people, he joined with his younger brother Zhao Chengri without hesitation. In this era, having people means having power. His purpose of joining the Insurance Corps was simple: "It's good to enjoy the shade under a big tree." The Insurance Corps had many people and great power. As long as he worked hard and got appreciated, he would have some backing to ask for his family's land back in the future.

So the Zhao brothers worked very hard in the Insurance Corps. What made them feel lucky was that although the leaders, big and small, in the Insurance Corps couldn't be said to be very approachable, they never bullied people. Most importantly, although the work everyone did was tiring, they were always given food. However, Zhao Chengnian was not used to one thing, and even somewhat worried. That was, whatever the Insurance Corps soldiers ate, the leaders also ate. There was absolutely no appearance of leaders eating meat, drinking wine, and being happy as in legends. This showed that the Insurance Corps was not that wealthy. If not wealthy, it would be difficult to last long. This Insurance Corps might not necessarily be a future backer.

But later, when Zhao Chengnian saw that Magistrate Shang Yuan, the "Marquis of a Hundred Li" of Fengtai County, and the Insurance Corps were in the same group, he finally felt relieved. Locally, the magistrate was the royal law; the magistrate's word was heaven. With Magistrate Shang Yuan backing them up, his family's land could definitely be solved. People are naturally very different when they have hope. Zhao Chengnian worked even harder. Instead, Zhao Chengnian's brother Zhao Chengri became somewhat lazy. He didn't work very hard but liked to get close to the cadres in the troops more. The Political Commissar of the troops was He Zudao, who just didn't buy this. He scolded Zhao Chengri several times for not working seriously. Zhao Chengri put his hot face on a cold butt. The whole person completely slackened.

When the Insurance Corps attacked Yuezhangji, Zhao Chengnian followed the main force but didn't catch the hard battle. Eliminating Zhang Youliang, the Insurance Corps occupied Yuezhangji. Then came the major troop adjustment. The Insurance Corps expanded the army greatly on one hand, and on the other hand, cleared some people out of the team. Among these people was Zhao Chengri. Perhaps implicated by following his brother, according to Zhao Chengri's performance, he should have at least muddled along to become a squad leader. But he just didn't; he was still an ordinary soldier now. [Note: The text implies Zhao Chengnian (the POV) is the one who didn't get promoted, or maybe "Zhao Chengri was cleared out... Among these people was Zhao Chengri... According to Zhao Chengri's performance... he is still an ordinary soldier." This part is contradictory in the source. "Cleared out" usually means removed. "Still an ordinary soldier" means still in. I will translate literally, assuming "cleared out of the *main/combat* team" into the reclamation team, hence "still an ordinary soldier" in the new unit.]

In this Insurance Corps reclamation, seeing that everyone's land was occupied first regardless of whose it was, but not mentioning anything about land distribution, made Zhao Chengnian very awkward. What exactly did the Insurance Corps want to do? Zhao Chengnian knew many soldiers had complaints about this, which was also the reason for the fluctuating hearts in the troops recently. Although the troop cadres explained it again and again, saying distributing land would take a long time now, and if time was spent on distributing land, would there still be rush-planting and rush-harvesting? Everyone understood this principle in their hearts, but understanding the principle didn't mean being able to accept it.

Hearing that Brigade Commander Chen Ke was coming to comfort the troops, Zhao Chengnian felt he should ask the Brigade Commander how this land would be handled exactly. He had been in the Insurance Corps for a few months. Although work was hard, he didn't have much time for Soldiers' Committee work. But having attended so many meetings, Zhao Chengnian dared to speak in public at any rate. He had seen Brigade Commander Chen Ke, such a tall and big youth, looking very majestic. Although he was fierce when working, he was a very easy-going person normally. Zhao Chengnian hoped in his heart that Brigade Commander Chen Ke could uphold justice. But really thinking about going to beg Brigade Commander Chen Ke, Zhao Chengnian was afraid again.

In apprehension, Zhao Chengnian heard the troops blow the lights-out bugle. Platoon leaders and squad leaders began to assemble the troops, then led the troops to sleep. Now the troops were considered semi-camping. The ground was wet, and earthen walls couldn't be built either. It was just simple straw sheds. Straw was spread on long broken wooden boards, and everyone slept just like that.

Although he wanted to think more, the labor during the day was too heavy. Zhao Chengnian's mind suddenly went blank, and he fell asleep.
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Chapter 14 Comforting the Troops (2)

As the morning light just dimly illuminated the window, Chen Ke woke up. This was a standard army officer dormitory, imitating Chen Ke's university dormitory: a four-meter by five-meter room, four one-meter by two-meter bunk beds, eight people living in one room. This was the officer dormitory; ordinary soldier dormitories were large communal sleeping platforms (*tong pu*). Now the conditions were this simple. Except for the Chen Ke couple, there was no one else in the dormitory. The young couple snuggled together; He Ying slept soundly on Chen Ke's left shoulder.

Chen Ke looked at his watch; it was almost five o'clock. Last night, he was busy preparing troop-comforting supplies until ten o'clock. Chen Ke, who always performed quite neatly, returned to the bedroom a bit shyly. Since the main force of the Insurance Corps transferred to Yuezhangji, Chen Ke finally lived together with his wife.

Chen Ke always felt he had the obligation to set an example. The Insurance Corps didn't provide accommodation for couples to live together. For the convenience of management, there were only male dormitories and female dormitories. Due to the major troop transfer, many rooms were vacated. Chen Ke then temporarily lived together with his wife He Ying. Returning to the bedroom, Chen Ke was somewhat at a loss, and He Ying also had no experience in married life. Since this young couple got married, they had been separated more than together. Less than two months after marriage, the two arrived in Anhui. Then Chen Ke was busy outside all day, and their residences were not together.

Having finally got the chance to live together, He Ying knew very clearly that this was only a temporary measure. He Ying's family status was not low in this era. Children from families like hers learned to understand rules from a young age. He Ying had long understood the rules of the People's Party and the Insurance Corps clearly through chatting with her roommate You Gou. Although she could be with her husband, He Ying also knew this gathering was very short.

The couple snuggled together silently like this. He Ying felt Chen Ke wanted to speak but stopped several times. She knew Chen Ke wanted to apologize but was afraid she would be angry. He Ying rested her head on Chen Ke's shoulder and said softly: "Wenqing, you don't need to say words of apology. You work with peace of mind; I won't be angry with you."

With his wife being so considerate, that impulse of Chen Ke as a man came up, and words of promise blurted out, "Wait for me..."

Just as he said this, He Ying's slender finger pressed on Chen Ke's lips, "Don't say anything. If one day you achieve something for me, you just need to tell me where to go and what to do. The days are long; just live day by day." While speaking, He Ying adjusted the angle of resting on Chen Ke's shoulder to make herself more comfortable. The young couple pressed tightly together, fingers interlocked.

"I feel so quiet and comfortable in my heart," He Ying's voice was low.

Chen Ke had the same feeling. He turned his head sideways, kissed his wife's forehead gently, and whispered: "Me too." Busy to death outside all day, fighting this, fighting that. Chen Ke finally knew what a luxury it was to have someone with a shared destiny by his side. They didn't have excessive demands; just snuggling together simply like this, they felt happiness from the bottom of their hearts. No matter how fierce and cruel the outside world was, for two people who cared about each other and loved each other to be together, this moment was enough. A minute or two later, the two fell asleep like this.

The happy sleep time was so short. When the sky was slightly bright, someone in the barracks had already gotten up. These slight disturbances woke Chen Ke up. Although he really wanted to hold his wife and be tender for a while, Chen Ke didn't. He slowly withdrew his arm, then got up, brushed his teeth, washed his face, and tidied his clothes. His wife was still sleeping soundly; there was still some time before the wake-up bugle at six o'clock. Chen Ke bent down and gently touched his wife's beautiful hair, then turned and went out. The gentle expression on his face had disappeared completely. Chen Ke's spirit had switched from a husband back to the role of the leader of the People's Party and the supreme commander of the Insurance Corps.

Not only had Chen Ke gotten up, but according to yesterday's plan, the transport troops for comforting the army had also gotten up, and even earlier. The pigs had been slaughtered overnight, and various supplies were ready. A simple order to comfort the troops required twenty or thirty people to busy themselves all night. Any organization with some scale is like this; the top only needs one sentence to issue an order, but below, many links and manpower need to work together to realize this order. If under the old order, there was still a hierarchy to maintain this system. And the new revolution inevitably had to find an organizational philosophy that was more effective and could unite comrades better.

And all this required the leader to be more able to set an example.

Chen Ke appeared in front of the transport team in high spirits and carefully checked every item of comforting supplies. Originally, he should change clothes at such a time, but the comrades working were all covered in mud and water now. It would be inappropriate for Chen Ke to dress brightly and decently. A set of old clothes and a pair of straw sandals were enough. Confirming that the comforting supplies were not lacking, Chen Ke ate breakfast with the comrades. The cadres and soldiers had long been accustomed to eating with big cadres. No one looked up at Chen Ke; everyone focused on eating. With so many supplies needing everyone to transport together, the road would be very hard.

The time for the troops to set out was exactly six in the morning. "Brigade Commander, should we wait for Hu Xingzhi?" the guard beside him asked.

"No need. You notify the guard; if Hu Xingzhi comes, tell him we have already set off." After speaking, Chen Ke said loudly, "Comrades, set off."

The comforting team moved very fast. Not long after leaving the county town, they saw signs of rush-planting having started. The thick silt left by the flood had been turned over here and there. Some of the lands that emerged from the water earliest had already been sown with seedlings. Others were also processed. Debris dug out, stones, tree branches, and some debris remains of victims' houses and furniture drifting with the water were piled up here and there in the fields. One couldn't tell what those debris originally were; anyway, piles of stuff with unclear content were just there.

It's good that work started. Chen Ke was at least gratified by this.

In the late stage of the flood, the Insurance Corps began to prepare for rush-planting. Normal planting was naturally impossible after the disaster. The Insurance Corps only cultivated three crops: rice, sweet potatoes, and potatoes. Fengtai County is located on the edge of the Huainan Plain, on the north bank of the Huai River. The climate is mild, and it is a good producing area for one season of wheat and one season of rice. Now the wheat was definitely gone (*mei xi le* - assume typo for 'mei xi' or 'hopeless'), so only late rice could be planted. Sweet potatoes and potatoes have large yields and low requirements for land; they have always been the priority crops for disaster relief. As for the taste, during disaster relief, it was completely not the time to care about such issues. 1906 was not New China; it was impossible to have "support from all sides when one place is in trouble." The Manchu Qing's disaster relief was completely a drop in the bucket. Fengtai County had to rely on itself to save itself.

The terrain of the county town was relatively high. Walking further forward to lower terrain, the disaster relief work became more obvious. Teams of soldiers were digging drainage ditches under the leadership of commanders at all levels. Just overnight, a lot of water seeped out in the ditches. Soldiers jumped into the water.

Chen Ke grew up on the great plains of Henan. The land he had seen was whole stretches of very flat land. When traveling by car as a child, looking at the land unchanged for hours, Chen Ke would be drowsy. Many years later, when Chen Ke occasionally talked about past things with classmates attending agricultural university, the agricultural university classmates told Chen Ke that such a mode was very convenient for irrigation and drainage. The land of such great plains Chen Ke had seen actually had a slight slope. The purpose of building it like this was simple: to facilitate natural irrigation and drainage of water through the slope of the ground. In dry weather, water is lifted to a high place through a pumping station and then irrigated along the waterway. On rainy days, excess water will flow down the sloping ground and enter the drainage ditch along the waterway. Such a construction mode requires investing huge manpower and material resources in farmland water conservancy projects. In the era of Grandpa Mao, rural water conservancy projects consumed huge labor. A large batch of labor was spent on such projects.

But in 1906, large-scale farmland water conservancy construction was nowhere to be seen. The characteristic of the small-peasant economy is sweeping snow from one's own door, and the land is cut into scattered pieces. Such large-scale farmland construction is impossible to realize. If the flood and the Insurance Corps hadn't appeared at the same time, Fengtai County would have to wait at least half a century to engage in large-scale rural water conservancy construction.

The Insurance Corps now had only eight thousand people and was powerless to build the kind of large-scale water conservancy construction after the founding of the PRC. Wu Longfu, Chief of the Water Conservancy Section of the Insurance Corps, discussed with Chen Ke and formulated a plan. It was to find a piece of the lowest-lying land first, then dig a big pond here, and dig drainage ditches on the land everywhere. In this rush-planting, let the water flow into this big pond temporarily. More comprehensive rural water conservancy construction could only be discussed after this rush-planting and rush-harvesting ended.

The soldiers had eaten breakfast, but one by one they had no enthusiasm for labor. It was obviously the appearance of a monk hitting the bell for a day (doing the bare minimum). Not only that, the mood of commanders at all levels wasn't high either. When the comforting team passed by, the cadres and soldiers saw the slaughtered pigs, and their eyes lit up. Then they smiled happily or stood there watching. Chen Ke saw their appearance and suddenly smiled bitterly.

"Brigade Commander, should I go and say a few words to them?" Following behind Chen Ke was Zhu Zhenji, Deputy Chief of the Logistics Section. He was from Hunan. His family opened a shop, but offended local petty clerks and the family was ruined. He had to come out to find his brother in Shanghai. He didn't find his brother but wandered the streets. Last year, seeing the construction of Shanghai Renxin Hospital start, he recommended himself to be an accountant. He didn't become an accountant but became an ordinary worker. Being someone who had suffered hardship and knew the fickleness of human relationships, Zhu Zhenji didn't feel he was misused, so he worked seriously and was promoted because of serious work. When Chen Ke and the others came to Anhui, Zhu Zhenji firmly requested to come along. Now he finally returned to his profession of "accountant." After suffering hardship, Zhu Zhenji also grew a lot. Hearing Chen Ke's bitter smile, he knew what Chen Ke was sighing about.

"No need. This is our work not being in place. Everyone doesn't know exactly what hard work they are doing. What's the use of us scolding everyone now? It will only make everyone more dissatisfied," Chen Ke said.

Zhu Zhenji always admired Chen Ke, thinking Chen Ke was reasonable and a rare good boss. If not so, he wouldn't have followed Chen Ke all the way from Shanghai to Anhui. Because his family had been persecuted by petty clerks, Zhu Zhenji naturally had enthusiasm for "revolution." Knowing the People's Party and Insurance Corps wanted revolution, he wasn't afraid but participated enthusiastically instead. Hearing Chen Ke's words, Zhu Zhenji just nodded, feeling it was logical. If Chen Ke hadn't said such words, Zhu Zhenji might have been disappointed.

"By the way, are the spice bags prepared?" Chen Ke asked Zhu Zhenji. Chen Ke once heard a classmate tell a story. In the seventies, a certain village held a "Recall Bitterness and Think of Sweetness" (*Yi Ku Si Tian*) meeting. Although it was recalling bitterness and thinking of sweetness, they couldn't really get some weeds for everyone to cook and eat; it was still normal stir-fried vegetables. The next day, pork was prepared. Because eating meat wasn't common at that time, and the cooks in the village lacked experience, the meat was stewed fishy and oily. This led to the masses saying privately that eating meat was not as delicious as eating vegetables. Chen Ke's father had some characteristics of a gourmet and often stewed meat at home since childhood. Chen Ke praised his father's craftsmanship endlessly. His father once devoted himself to teaching cooking skills to Chen Ke. How to prepare spice bags and how to effectively remove the fishy smell of large chunks of meat, Chen Ke remembered clearly.

"Prepared completely according to the Brigade Commander's prescription," Zhu Zhenji answered. Shanghai was a port city after all; these spices could still be bought. Since Chen Ke had the intention of building large-scale farms, canned meat was also an object that must be considered. Spices were indispensable things. Coming from Shanghai this time, Chen Ke brought some spices. Unexpectedly, they could play a role when comforting the troops.

The troops were stationed separately by battalion. Chen Ke and the others delivered comforting supplies to eight battalions along the way, and then left a cook personally trained by Chen Ke in each battalion to be responsible for stewing meat. There were only these ten pigs. If the meat was spoiled, the loss would outweigh the gain.

The working soldiers saw Chen Ke send comforting supplies into the barracks and then come out. One by one, they were happy. When work ended at noon, just after returning near the camp, a fragrance never smelled before drilled into their nostrils. All comrades who smelled this scent immediately had their mouths watering.

Without command, in front of the large kitchens of the eight battalions stationed in different areas of the Insurance Corps, it was a scene of surging crowds. Even in an old unit like the First Battalion, which had the largest number of old soldiers, the habit of lining up was thrown to the nine heavens. Everyone crowded in front of the big pot of stewed meat, stretching their heads one by one to look into the pot, wondering what exactly smelled so appetizing. Everyone had the same thought in their hearts: if they didn't eat a mouthful of this meal, they would regret it incomparably in this life.

Commanders of various units had to suppress it personally, but without using force, "Line up for food!" With such a shout, clever soldiers already hurried to line up. People behind saw someone already took the lead and immediately scrambled to line up.

"I'm in front."

"Get lost, I'm in front."

Soldiers in the back snatched for positions further forward, while soldiers in the front row couldn't care about the dispute behind. Their eyes lit up one by one, arms holding bowls stretched straight forward. Soldiers whose turn it was to get food held bowls with both hands, leaned forward, eyes staring tightly at the big ladle going back and forth between the rice pot and the bowl. Their eyeballs almost popped out.

Troop commanders also couldn't care so much. They had to solve many quarrels caused by the order of the queue. They pulled apart soldiers disputing over queue problems one by one, and even had to curse a few sentences loudly. And at this time, the commanders absolutely didn't lack saliva. Because of the fragrance of the meat sauce, commanders had to swallow mouthfuls of saliva back into their stomachs continuously. Since commanders had to get food last, if the queue was chaotic, their eating time would also have to be postponed.

The stewed meat Chen Ke guided this time followed the method of "Cured Meat (*La Zhi Rou*) for Baiji Mo (Chinese Hamburger)." There were few pigs and little meat. If the meat was cut into large chunks, it definitely wouldn't be enough to distribute. The stewed meat was fished out and chopped, then soaked in meat soup. Lunch was white rice. A spoonful of meat sauce was poured on a bowl of rice, which was just the extent of one portion per person. Then Chen Ke witnessed with his own eyes a thing he could never imagine. Many soldiers took a mouthful of rice, then froze on the spot. Next, they cried.

How fragrant and thick that was! The spices removed the fishy smell of the meat, giving the pork sauce an unspeakable deliciousness in the mouth. Sweet and salty just right, the abundant and delicate meat juice was hot, mixed in the equally hot rice. Every chew was a kind of happiness. The whole person was intoxicated by the taste in the mouth, wishing to swallow their tongue together. These soldiers and cadres of peasant origin never knew food could be delicious like this. Except for shedding tears, they had no other way to react. And other soldiers might not be sentimental; they shoveled rice into their mouths quickly, licking the bowl from time to time. Their expressions had become completely agitated.

"Wenqing knows how to cook?" Hua Xiongmao also asked with a mouth full of saliva.

Chen Ke was not elated about his "great" success. Seeing soldiers eating with extreme excitement one by one, his mood also rose. Chen Ke hurriedly said to Hua Xiongmao: "Maintain discipline for me immediately." Just as Chen Ke's words fell, he saw some soldiers who ate fast had already started to line up again, asking for more rice. With someone leading, the remaining soldiers, whether they had finished their own portion or not, followed to start lining up. At this time, the food distribution hadn't ended yet. Those who finished their rice and those who hadn't got rice yet immediately had disputes. The scene became chaotic immediately.

Many years later, many of the soldiers participating in this chaos already held high positions. When asked what was the most delicious meal they had ever eaten in the revolutionary era, almost everyone would talk about the food of this troop comforting. This was the first time in their lives they knew that such a thing as "gourmet food" really existed in the world. Old comrades-in-arms talked about this past event with happiness, teasing each other friendly about their lack of ambition back then. Recalling the good times of those years together.

But they all knew one thing: not to mention this matter to Chen Ke. Because this was one of Chen Ke's "great humiliations." The troop-comforting activity caused riots in multiple units due to fighting for food. For gourmet food, they didn't care about anything at that time. The troops had to dispatch the Military Law Enforcement Team to "suppress" the riot.

This was in regular troops like the 359th Brigade. In other "Reclamation Brigades" composed of victims, fighting for food even caused casualties. Dozens of people were injured, and three died from stampede in the chaos.
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Chen Ke actually got angry too. Accompanied by an angry voice, his finger poked on the broken table of the Brigade Headquarters. Accompanied by that forceful action, the table tottered on the verge of collapsing.

"Organizing people to eat a meal can also result in human lives." This was something Chen Ke had never thought of, "Does everyone distrust us so much? Having eaten today, there will be no tomorrow?"

The comrades looked at Chen Ke with confusion, as if a raging fire was burning on his forehead. Which time did fighting for relief grain in a disaster year not cause human lives? Comrades who had seen such things felt Chen Ke was really making a fuss over nothing. Let alone tens of thousands of people, even disaster relief activities for a few hundred people could kill people. In comparison, this matter was nothing at all. Actually, everyone couldn't quite figure it out. Originally, the labor comforting activity was for the Insurance Corps 359th Brigade; why did the other reclamation "troops" also have to improve their food? Those "troops" were basically common people temporarily attached to the Insurance Corps. There were men, women, old, and young in the "Reclamation Brigades"; even if looking for people to send to death in war, such mixed troops were not the first choice.

They could think so in their hearts, but couldn't say it with their mouths. Everyone was a veteran of meeting venues and already knew that speaking carelessly wouldn't bring any good results.

Seeing that the comrades neither supported his stance nor felt they had done anything wrong, Chen Ke was also somewhat discouraged. Thinking about his own era, queuing was also something that only well-trained organizations could achieve. Chen Ke felt his anger was indeed somewhat untimely.

However, the mood wouldn't be turned around so easily. Chen Ke said with a dark face: "We have already reached an agreement with the landlords. They will lend their land to the county yamen within two years, and the county yamen will entrust us, the Insurance Corps, to manage these lands."

This news immediately triggered the enthusiasm of the comrades. Hua Xiongmao was so happy that he almost stood up, "It really succeeded!" His excitement was overflowing in his words and expressions. Hua Xiongmao's family was also a landlord; he knew how difficult it was to make landlords make such concessions.

Chai Qingguo looked at Hua Xiongmao with some jealousy. Although they were both comrades in the Party, and although he was a deputy regiment commander, he didn't know Chen Ke was conducting such negotiations. But Hua Xiongmao, as the regiment commander, could know beforehand. It was said that everyone was equal within the Party, but one could tell the distance and closeness at a glance. And at this time, the number of comrades holding this thought was really not small. Actually, they misunderstood. Such civil affairs work couldn't be notified to military cadres. The seven members of the People's Party Temporary Central Secretariat Committee all knew about this matter.

Although Yuwen Badu didn't read many books, he was much smoother in worldly wisdom. Seeing everyone's expression, he smiled: "This matter was discussed within the Secretariat Committee. At that time, we were afraid everyone might accidentally leak the news, so it was not notified temporarily. Since Secretary Chen has already accomplished it, only now is it being told to everyone." Hearing this explanation, the comrades felt somewhat relieved, and the originally complicated gazes softened a lot.

Chen Ke originally didn't think so much; Yuwen Badu's words reminded him well. The People's Party was no longer that small team in Shanghai. Accompanied by the division of the Party Central Committee and other ordinary Party members, one must be careful when speaking.

"Although landlords have much land, the people have equally much land. We got the landlords' land, but these lands are not to be distributed to the common people, not to rob houses and plunder, not to rob the rich to help the poor. Instead, we want to use the land of the entire Fengtai County centrally. Use a new system to let everyone live a good life. I hope comrades can be certain about this point. If you cannot accept this most fundamental starting point, then raise it now. Don't change your mind after getting to work. Once the organization's resolution is formed, everyone must execute it meticulously!" The last sentence was popped out of Chen Ke's teeth word by word. For every word spoken, Chen Ke's finger knocked on the table once.

Comrades could understand Chen Ke's sharp attitude somewhat, and some were very puzzled. Everyone had always executed Chen Ke's orders resolutely; what was the point of emphasizing this again?

"Brigade Commander Chen, what exactly do you mean by this?" Chai Qingguo had developed a habit in the past half year. As long as it was in a Party meeting, he would always ask to the bottom about things he didn't understand. As for the reason for doing so, whether it was the sequelae left over from being expelled from the meeting by collective vote at the Beijing Party meeting, or because he was somewhat puzzled by Chen Ke's seemingly simple but actually far-reaching orders, he couldn't distinguish clearly himself. But Chai Qingguo knew that whenever Chen Ke spoke like this, big things would always happen.

Chen Ke had no intention of concealing either, "We are about to promote cadres on a large scale immediately, and conduct large-scale Party school training immediately. I want Comrade Xiong Mingyang to introduce a bit about the Manchu Qing officialdom. Comrade Xiong Mingyang, you speak."

Xiong Mingyang received the order and stood up immediately. He came from a bureaucratic background and knew the inside story of many things very well. His opening was simple, "Have everyone heard of *Dream of the Red Chamber*?" Half of the comrades shook their heads, half nodded.

Xiong Mingyang started from the "Talisman for Protecting Officials" (*Hu Guan Fu*). The Legal Advisors (*Shi Ye*) in the Ming and Qing dynasties were very developed, and the industry of "Legal Advisors" was often inherited from fathers, forming a very family-nature industry. Shaoxing Legal Advisors were particularly famous. An important reason for this situation was that Shaoxing Legal Advisors mastered the "rules and inside stories" of officialdom, and even had various secret pamphlets. These pamphlets narrated in detail how to deal with matters in officialdom. The relationship between various factions and families, and the amount of silver to bribe up and down for different matters. Only by mastering these things could officials "not break the rules" and be considered "one of us." The reason why Shaoxing Legal Advisors were famous was not that this place was naturally suitable for producing Legal Advisors, but because they accumulated the most knowledge and inside stories in these aspects, and the Legal Advisor industry organization was the most complete, so it formed a monopoly industry.

Most of the participating comrades knew about this for the first time. Among these people, there were also many who dealt with bureaucrats. They verified their past experiences in their hearts and all had a feeling of suddenly seeing the light.

After Xiong Mingyang finished speaking, Chen Ke took over the conversation and roughly narrated why the Legal Advisor industry had experienced a relatively large decline in the past twenty or thirty years. Because China's social system had also undergone not small changes. After foreigners fought in, the rules accumulated in the past were destroyed due to the rapid changes in the political situation. Especially the rise of the Westernization Movement (*Yang Wu Pai*) introduced many new production methods, which left blank areas for the Shaoxing Legal Advisors who could originally cover the national officialdom. Legal Advisors also had rules they couldn't know. And with the rise of the Westernization Movement constantly affecting the political pattern of the Imperial Court, the original rules were also constantly collapsing. Everyone spent money to support Legal Advisors to get things done. Legal Advisors who couldn't get things done naturally wouldn't be welcomed, so the Legal Advisor industry began to decline rapidly.

"Brigade Commander Chen means to set rules for us," Xu Dian asked excitedly. As a graduate of the law department, Xu Dian had a natural love for setting rules.

"Not setting rules for you, but establishing the People's Party's rules. I must be the first to obey the rules set," Chen Ke answered somewhat grumpily.

Xu Dian, who was criticized, didn't feel the slightest dissatisfaction at all. his face was still full of excitement and longing, "A new system must have rules for the new system. I firmly support it." As a student of the law department, Xu Dian always hoped to formulate a perfect law. Chen Ke's instruction had already let this brilliant student of the law department see the broad road to practice his ideal.

Other comrades were not as excited as Xu Dian. Of course, they couldn't imagine the legal provisions flying in Xu Dian's mind at this time either. For those comrades with sharper political brains, they were concerned about what kind of rules would be formulated exactly, what kind of authority they would get through this new rule, and what kind of restrictions they would be subject to. Comrades who were not so sensitive politically thought that if the new rules were not so harsh, they were ready to accept these provisions.

Chen Ke looked at the widely different reactions of the comrades, and his heart was also somewhat filled with mixed feelings. Finally reached this step! For more than a year, Chen Ke always dared not tell the comrades his true thoughts because without a base area, he couldn't have the final say in the base area. Political arguments would never have feasibility, just letting everyone brag in a round of empty talk. Now, Chen Ke could finally expound his political philosophy completely. Those willing to revolutionize would stay, and those unwilling to revolutionize would part friendly. This excited mood of being able to display his ambitions, although Chen Ke knew it actually had no meaning, still popped out uncontrollably.

"Calm down, calm down," Chen Ke said to himself silently in his heart. Even now, it was not the time to pour out all the beans from the bamboo tube and finish speaking. If he wanted to control the situation, he must first get the support of several important cadres. Or rather, get the support of the seven secretaries of the entire People's Party Temporary Central Secretariat Committee. To put it more simply, he must get the support of the army. He must firmly control the army in his hands. And this required convincing a few more people.

Chen Ke's gaze swept over the comrades, and several key figures—Hua Xiongmao, Chai Qingguo, He Zudao, Xu Dian, Xiong Mingyang, Kuroshima Jinichiro, etc.—these cadres who already held high positions in the army glided past Chen Ke's line of sight in turn. As well as newly promoted cadres Bai Bao, Dai Enze, and others also entered Chen Ke's line of sight.

Start with the army first, then convince Party and political cadres, and finally seek the opinions of civil affairs cadres. Chen Ke had already determined his strategy.

Thinking is really fast when it wants to be fast. Chen Ke had really thought it through during this process of "setting rules." He suddenly felt somewhat uneasy. "Setting rules" meant purging (*zheng su*). Someone would definitely rise slowly politically, and someone would be left behind. Chen Ke himself never liked movements like purging counter-revolutionaries (*su fan*), because these movements were very uncontrollable. If there wasn't a strong executive agency, it would become a terrible disaster. For the People's Party and Insurance Corps, where even comforting the troops could cause human lives in the "Reclamation Brigades" equivalent to "refugee camps," Chen Ke deeply understood the value of cadres.

Let's do it first. Chen Ke persuaded himself. But he knew very clearly that according to the current plan, as long as the cadre team was expanded on a large scale, the ensuing large-scale rectification (*zheng feng*) and even purging counter-revolutionaries (*su fan*) would be inevitable. With the mission of saving the people, he pulled many people onto the position of cadres, but human nature is not so easily changed. Once power is obtained, various depravities will inevitably float to the surface. Corruption and embezzlement, lining one's own pockets—treating these people, Chen Ke had to criticize and punish them with a stance of justice, and even cut off their heads with a stance of justice. This was really a speechless black humor.
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Chapter 16 Appeasement (1)

"The Brigade Commander also came to work." This news spread like a gust of wind throughout the Insurance Corps 359th Brigade. This was news announced at the Soldiers' Committee meeting. On the day of comforting the troops, the Soldiers' Committee meetings, which had been held intermittently, officially resumed.

The Soldiers' Committee of the Insurance Corps completely imitated the establishment of the Jinggangshan Red Army. Soldiers' Committees were set up in the brigade, regiment, battalion, and company. Officers were also members of the Soldiers' Committee. The whole company soldiers' assembly elected 7 people as the Executive Committee of the Company Soldiers' Committee and recommended one person as the chairman. Based on the number of people in the whole battalion, one representative was elected for every 5 people to form the Battalion Soldiers' Committee, electing 11 to 13 people to organize the Battalion Executive Committee, and recommending 1 person as the chairman. Based on the number of people in the whole regiment, one representative was elected for every 10 people to organize the Regiment Representative Assembly, electing 17 to 19 people to organize the Regiment Executive Committee, and recommending 1 person as the chairman. The whole brigade elected one representative for every 30 to 50 people to organize the Brigade Representative Assembly, electing 19 to 21 or 23 people to organize the Army Executive Committee, electing one person as the chairman, and the Army Executive Committee elected 5 to 7 people as the Standing Committee. The company had no standing committee organ; the regiment and brigade standing committees both set up organs for daily office work within the political department, and the battalion standing committee did not set up an organ.

Zhao Chengnian was an "old soldier" and had participated in quite a few meetings in the past few months. He knew the authority of the Soldiers' Committee lay in making suggestions and questioning problems within the army. Although he was not promoted, Zhao Chengnian was already a representative of the Soldiers' Committee in the battalion and also the Chairman of the Soldiers' Committee in the company.

Today's discussion agenda was the scrambling riot that occurred during this troop comforting. Why couldn't the most basic thing like queuing be strictly enforced?

When the Soldiers' Committee was held, it was not such a formal meeting. Everyone just found a place to sit casually. Now the environment was arduous, and there were no stools in the camp. The soldiers of the First Company of the First Battalion simply gathered around the dormitory of the camp, centering on the large communal sleeping platform, standing or sitting. The atmosphere was quite harmonious.

People's Party members must participate in the Soldiers' Committee meetings. The current Battalion Commander of the First Battalion of the First Regiment of the Insurance Corps was Kuroshima Jinichiro. As a Japanese, Kuroshima knew his name was inevitably a bit strange, so Chen Ke asked him to change it to a Chinese name, called Kuroshima Jin. As a member of the People's Party, he participated in the soldiers' meeting of the First Company. At this time, Kuroshima Jin stood casually by the straw shed acting as a dormitory like an ordinary soldier.

Seeing everyone had arrived, Kuroshima Jin smiled and said: "Comrades, in this meeting, I want to talk about the riot of snatching food."

Many soldiers felt a bit embarrassed hearing this topic of riot; most of them had participated in the queue-jumping riot. Kuroshima Jin followed the method Chen Ke said beforehand and smiled first, "As for this queue-jumping matter, it wasn't just everyone who was a bit chaotic. The meat was delicious; I also wanted to line up closer to the front to eat earlier."

Hearing this, the soldiers also roared with laughter. The awkward atmosphere was swept away.

Seeing everyone's emotions had calmed down, Kuroshima Jin asked, "Do comrades have any opinions on recent work? Everyone works very tiredly. Do you have any opinions or dissatisfaction with the requirements and practices of the troops? Have any cadres beaten or scolded everyone? Have any cadres had a very bad attitude?"

Mentioning this, the soldiers' expressions became a bit unnatural. Working so hard these days, the soldiers were full of grievances, and the cadres were also full of grievances. Everyone had a bellyful of grievances, so the attitude definitely couldn't be good. Although no one was beaten, there were plenty of people who were scolded. But this was one of the sources of Huai Army soldiers after all; everyone knew that getting beaten and scolded was naturally unavoidable when being a soldier. The Insurance Corps already treated everyone very well.

The meeting fell into dullness temporarily. Kuroshima Jin looked at everyone's appearance of wanting to speak but stopping, waiting patiently for the comrades to speak.

At this time, the representatives of various Soldiers' Committees were under great pressure. The comrades around looked at them one by one, hoping they could say the most critical words. Zhao Chengnian clearly felt someone pushing him from behind, and it wasn't just one person.

Just then, two people walked into the meeting circle of the company. Kuroshima Jin had sharp eyes and saw at a glance that it was actually Chen Ke and He Zudao. He hurried over to salute. There were many old soldiers in the First Company of the First Battalion, and they immediately recognized Brigade Commander Chen Ke. Watching Chen Ke return the military salute calmly to Kuroshima Jin, then wave to everyone. "Comrades, no need to get up. It's a soldiers' meeting; I am an ordinary soldier just like everyone else now."

Chen Ke's voice was loud and clear, so the soldiers who had already stood up or half stood up sat back down. But some of those who were sitting wanted to get up. There was a rumbling sound on the large communal sleeping platform, and it took a while to restore order.

"Brigade Commander, I am Zhao Chengnian, Chairman of the Soldiers' Committee of the First Company of the First Battalion." Zhao Chengnian finally squeezed out of the crowd and stood in front of Chen Ke. He saluted and said loudly. For some reason, when saying his identity as Chairman of the Soldiers' Committee loudly, Zhao Chengnian had an unspeakable sense of pride. Of course, perhaps saying this identity loudly could also make Zhao Chengnian feel he had the confidence to say the following words to Chen Ke.

Chen Ke stared at Zhao Chengnian for a glance, then returned the military salute. "Hello, Comrade Zhao Chengnian."

"Brigade Commander, I have a few questions to say." Zhao Chengnian's voice trembled slightly. Somehow, Chen Ke's calm eyes made Zhao Chengnian feel a bit guilty in his heart. After all, facing such a big figure, and the words to be said were so important, Zhao Chengnian suddenly felt a bit dry in the mouth.

"Speak, Comrade Zhao Chengnian," Chen Ke answered.

Zhao Chengnian felt even more cramped. Chen Ke's attitude was so serious and focused. Such attention made Zhao Chengnian suddenly worry whether his words would be wrong, whether it would cause any bad results. Next, he was actually tongue-tied and couldn't say anything.

The eyes of all officers and soldiers of the First Company gathered on Zhao Chengnian. Everyone was silent, and the simple venue was actually completely silent.

Swallowing a mouthful of saliva, Zhao Chengnian finally opened his mouth. He said loudly: "Brigade Commander, I want to ask, when can we get our original land back?"

The venue was very quiet. Everyone heard this question clearly. Almost everyone breathed a sigh of relief, like a gust of wind passing through the venue.

Chen Ke didn't get angry; he didn't even have any reaction. He still looked at Zhao Chengnian seriously, waiting for Zhao Chengnian's next words.

And Zhao Chengnian had also risked it all. In these few days, the troops were discussing the matter of getting back each family's land. There were various sayings. Some just wanted their own family's land back. Some raised the point that many lands had no owners; how to deal with them exactly? The idea of taking the opportunity to make a fortune was extremely blatant. There were also some soldiers who hoped to simply re-divide the land.

These discussions were all conducted privately. Everyone had seen floods, but after this flood occurred, a powerful group gathered everyone and led everyone to survive the flood. Everyone had never encountered such a thing.

Every great disaster is accompanied by various evils. The number of people directly drowned by the flood is actually not large; most deaths are caused by plague and hunger after the disaster. And most hatreds are formed in the snatching of land after the disaster. The appearance of the Insurance Corps allowed Fengtai County to maintain basic order after this flood. The various pains and evils of the past actually didn't happen. But whether it was the Insurance Corps soldiers or the victims surrounding the Insurance Corps, they all felt an inexplicable worry. For several months, they had become accustomed to the existence of the Insurance Corps and accepted the status of the Insurance Corps. But where would the Insurance Corps take everyone's future? This was something everyone didn't understand.

Zhao Chengnian stared at Chen Ke, and everyone at the meeting stared at Chen Ke. This person had saved them in the flood; this person had led them to kill Zhang Youliang, who was once famous in Fengtai County. Now everyone could stay on their native land with food and clothing settled after the great disaster without having to leave their homes. Being able to gather here alive, reasonably free of disease and disaster, was all thanks to this person. Most importantly, the soldiers might not have realized that in their hearts, they might already be expecting, or even beginning to believe, that this person could bring them new hope.

The venue became quiet again. Zhao Chengnian saw Chen Ke looking at him seriously and attentively, waiting for him to continue speaking. Such a demeanor made Zhao Chengnian feel one thing: no one had ever cared about him so much, cared about his words so much. Never respected him like this. This young man was valued by someone for the first time, and valued so much by a big figure who could lead thousands of people. An unspeakable feeling suddenly arose from Zhao Chengnian's heart. It was a warm feeling that made his nose a bit sour. In this instant, he suddenly forgot what he wanted to say.

"Comrade Zhao Chengnian, do you have anything else to say?" Chen Ke waited for a while before asking.

Hearing this, Zhao Chengnian woke up from the emotion, "Brigade Commander, I just want to ask this one thing."

Chen Ke looked at other soldiers. Everyone's gaze was equally concerned. This was everyone's common voice. Today, when the Insurance Corps already basically controlled Fengtai County, this was the number one major event everyone was so concerned about.

"Everyone rest assured! These lands, our Insurance Corps will preside over distributing them to everyone," Chen Ke said loudly.

"Oh!" Hearing this, almost everyone shouted from the bottom of their hearts. Every Insurance Corps soldier knew Chen Ke had no intention of taking the land for himself, but hearing Chen Ke promise this personally, everyone was still relieved.

"We will re-distribute the land in two years," Chen Ke continued.

As soon as these words came out, it greatly reduced everyone's excitement just now. "Why two years, Brigade Commander?" A voice of doubt came from the crowd of soldiers.

"Comrades all farm land. In such a disaster year, how long does everyone think it will take to be like before if you reclaim and cultivate the land yourselves?" Chen Ke asked.

The soldiers were silent. They knew the answer. It indeed took two years to barely restore to the level of normal years.

"Everyone wants to be distributed land; don't you all want to be distributed good land? If after two years, the land of the entire Fengtai County is irrigated land, and the land everyone gets is no longer scattered but whole pieces of irrigated land. Isn't this much better than before?" Chen Ke shouted.

The soldiers were shocked by these words. What Chen Ke told them far exceeded their expectations and imagination.

Chen Ke didn't leave time for everyone to let their imagination run wild. He immediately said: "If it were a normal year, it would be fine. Now it is a disaster year. Everyone is already so poor that there is nothing left. Now only land is left to farm. Since we are farming, why not use some better methods? Reclaim better land. Is everyone afraid of hardship, afraid of being tired? Or afraid of what?"

The soldiers didn't speak. Everyone had deeply experienced the hardship of farming. Natural disasters and taxes pressed heavily on them. Working hard for a year to be full, and then earning a little money, was a very good life. So hardship was not the problem. But if hardship was exchanged for a more miserable life in the future, it would be better to be like before.

"If I tell everyone, within the next two years, everyone can get seventy percent of the harvest they grow. Will you do it?" Chen Ke asked loudly.

"Hiss!" These words shocked the venue. Seventy percent? Many people wondered if they heard wrong. These local soldiers had never received such a high percentage of harvest since they were born.

And Chen Ke then dropped another heavy bomb, "Our Insurance Corps will set up a bank (*Qian Zhuang*). The annual interest will not exceed eight *li* (0.8 percent). Are you willing?"

The venue was instantly silent. Everyone looked at Chen Ke with disbelief, and also looked at each other. Everyone saw shock and a faint passion in each other's eyes. If it were half a year ago, even if Chen Ke had a lotus growing from his mouth (eloquent speech), it would be impossible to make everyone believe these words at all. The actions of the Insurance Corps in the past half year had unconsciously given comrades confidence. Although they still didn't believe what Chen Ke said. But something in many people's hearts couldn't help jumping. It made them hope very much that they could believe what Chen Ke said.

"If I tell everyone that I won't pay for all this myself, but it can be done by everyone working hard, do you believe it!" Chen Ke said the final inquiry.

A person suddenly stood up in the pile of soldiers. His face was tense, and he shouted in a trembling tone: "Brigade Commander Chen, I have always admired you. You are a character. I just want to hear you say how to do it. If you can explain it clearly, I, I will follow you even if I die!"
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Chapter 17 Appeasement (2)

Someone expressing loyalty is a good thing. But there is no free lunch in the world; the price of loyalty is that Chen Ke must give reasons for others to be loyal to him.

"Speaking reason? I usually love speaking reason to people. The reasons I want to tell everyone now are not many. Everyone surely understands them too." Chen Ke's voice was enthusiastic and cheerful. The comrades participating in the meeting stretched their necks to look at Chen Ke one by one. Everyone knew Brigade Commander Chen was a scholar. There were cultural classes in the troops, teaching cultural knowledge compulsorily. To put it plainly, it was teaching how to read characters. And the teaching materials for reading characters were not Chinese traditional basic textbooks like *Three Character Classic* or *Thousand Character Classic*, but pamphlets specially written by Chen Ke.

The textbooks were extremely targeted. The basic content was teaching everyone to write their own names and learn to write the names of other comrades in the same unit. Slightly higher content was the multiplication table. Besides these instrumental cultural knowledge, the core content of other cultural courses was nothing more than a few items: "Labor is the most glorious," "Distribution according to work," "The people are the masters of the country," "The people are the masters of the land," "Unity is strength," "The people want liberation."

During the learning process, comrades naturally asked the cultural instructors about the origin of the Insurance Corps. As the supreme commander of the Insurance Corps, comrades were naturally very concerned about Chen Ke's background. After the instructors' introduction filled with admiration, the comrades learned that Chen Ke was a returned student from overseas. What exactly a returned student was, these peasant soldiers who had never even left the local area naturally didn't know. Watching the cultural instructors introduce Chen Ke with an admiring tone, in the impression of these ordinary common people, cultural instructors who could teach them to read characters were scholars. And the higher the status, the higher the learning. Brigade Commander Chen Ke, who had the highest status in the Insurance Corps, was also a scholar returned from overseas, so he naturally had great learning.

Being able to understand the same principles as Brigade Commander Chen Ke, the soldiers felt very fresh. Many people had excited smiles on their faces.

"Only when the stomach is full can one not be hungry. Now we can't grow grain that can last until next year's summer harvest. Before next year's summer harvest, we will either starve to death or have to flee famine." Chen Ke's voice was loud enough for every soldier to hear.

This was indeed a principle every soldier could understand. Hearing this, everyone's face looked bad.

Chen Ke's attitude remained enthusiastic. He didn't care about everyone's face at all and said loudly: "Everyone comes from a farming background. Now, what can be grown in such a muddy land? Whatever is planted will rot; crops won't grow at all. Without draining the water clean, we definitely can't grow grain that can last until next year's summer harvest." In the past, these words were said to comrades within the People's Party. The reason Chen Ke had to say this to the middle and high levels was a very helpless difficulty. Most of these Party member comrades had no farming experience. If relying solely on farming, the money to let these people study could basically not be accumulated. So it was very important to let these comrades understand the significance of large-scale water conservancy construction.

Today was the first time Chen Ke expounded the reason for heavy work to grassroots comrades. As expected by Chen Ke, all grassroots comrades understood.

The soldier who stood up to express loyalty just now obviously understood Chen Ke's meaning. It seemed he already had a prepared question. As soon as Chen Ke's voice fell, this soldier continued to ask, "Brigade Commander Chen, you said just now that only thirty percent rent will be collected in the future. Is that right?"

"That's right," Chen Ke answered loudly.

"You just said land will be distributed. Is that right?" the soldier continued to ask.

"That's right!"

"Then how long can this kind of life last?" The soldier asked the question he was most concerned about.

"This comrade, may I ask how to address you?"

"My name is Hua Wenyu," the soldier answered loudly.

"Comrade Hua Wenyu, I want to ask. Who do you think prevents everyone from living this kind of life?" Chen Ke asked back.

"Mn!" Hua Wenyu was speechless for a moment.

"It's landlords, it's the government!" Someone in the crowd shouted.

Hua Wenyu gritted his teeth, hardened his heart, and shouted: "Right! It's landlords, it's the government."

Hearing this, Chen Ke was happy in his heart. But his face remained calm, "Comrade Hua Wenyu, how long have you joined the Insurance Corps?"

"Three months."

"How many characters have you learned?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

"More than two hundred," Hua Wenyu said proudly.

"Unity is Strength (*Tuan Jie Jiu Shi Li Liang*). Can you write these six characters?"

"Yes."

"Then you come up and write them on the blackboard for me."

As soon as Chen Ke's voice fell, Hua Wenyu strode out. Each company had two large blackboards. One was mainly used to write various announcements. The other was mainly used for cultural education. Hua Wenyu picked up the chalk and wrote the six big characters "Unity is Strength" properly on the cultural education blackboard.

Hua Wenyu's characters were written okay, and not wrong. Chen Ke pointed to these big characters and asked: "Comrades, why can landlords bully us common people? It's because we are not united. Zhang Youliang is an example. How many people did he have? Many of our comrades participated in the battle of breaking Zhang Youliang's fortified village, right? You say it yourselves, how many people followed Zhang Youliang to the death in the end? Who can talk about it?"

"Brigade Commander Chen, Zhang Youliang had a total of ninety-seven subordinates. I was responsible for counting at that time." A soldier stood up in the crowd and shouted with a face full of excitement.

A full-strength company of the Insurance Corps had more than two hundred people. Ninety-seven people were less than half of a company. Many soldiers participating in the meeting were recruits. Hearing this number, they immediately roared with laughter. Ninety-odd people actually dared to challenge the thousands of the Insurance Corps; this was really a big joke.

"Zhang Youliang really had guts." A soldier laughed loudly. Such ridicule immediately caused everyone's roar of laughter.

"Right. Zhang Youliang only had ninety-seven people. When we fought Zhang Youliang, the Insurance Corps had almost a thousand people. We were ten fighting one of him. Zhang Youliang counted as a fart. But why did Zhang Youliang dare to let out words at that time that he wanted to move against our Insurance Corps? Has everyone thought about it?"

This question was indeed deeper. Chen Ke's original intention was to hope everyone could understand that Zhang Youliang could be so arrogant by threatening and intimidating everyone. But this involved the scope of self-criticism. Chen Ke hoped everyone would stand up and mention this issue themselves. So he waited for the comrades to say it themselves.

The first to answer was Hua Wenyu, "That's because the Brigade Commander charged at the very front. With someone leading, we dared to fight."

Chen Ke really didn't expect Hua Wenyu to actually suck up (*pai ma pi*). "Motherfucker!" Chen Ke cursed in his heart. If it were before, Chen Ke would probably have fallen for this. This kind of "cunning" unique to Chinese peasants was really impossible to guard against. Hua Wenyu looked like he was flattering, but in a sense, he was "setting rules" for Chen Ke. If Chen Ke accepted this flattery and triumphantly thought "victory was because I led the charge," then would Chen Ke have to lead the charge in every battle in the future? If a battle was lost, someone would say, "This battle was lost because Brigade Commander Chen didn't lead the charge." Or say strange words, "If Brigade Commander Chen led the charge, we could win." How to do the work in the future?

"Comrade Hua Wenyu, your words are wrong." Chen Ke refuted decisively. "We defeated Zhang Youliang not because I was leading in front. It was because everyone in our Insurance Corps was charging."

What is called stressing principles, stressing politics. Chen Ke had not attended Party school, so he really hadn't been officially trained. But based on his current understanding, principles and politics were the organization's philosophy and system. Since he was the leader of the People's Party, Chen Ke must be responsible for his words and deeds at any moment. His words and deeds must absolutely not violate the political party's philosophy. Any of his words could not make mistakes.

And facing different periods and different objects for the same problem, different methods must be adopted. This is also where political work is complex. But in the final analysis, stressing principles and politics is the core. Right is right, wrong is wrong. For correct things, one must support. For wrong things, one must oppose. And the banner must be clear-cut.

"It's useless for me alone to lead. Why could Zhang Youliang, who originally only had ninety-seven people, commit crimes and tyrannize in Yuezhangji? Because everyone was not united. How many people could comrades gather at most originally? A dozen, twenty? Compared with Zhang Youliang, everyone couldn't match him in numbers. Moreover, once the leader was beaten down, others were afraid. Then scattered. So Zhang Youliang only had that few people. Tens of thousands of people in Yuezhangji dared not oppose him. This is because everyone was not united." Speaking of this, Chen Ke pointed to the characters on the blackboard and read loudly, "Unity is strength! Unity is strength! Comrade Hua Wenyu, I ask you, if you were asked to take the lead in charging, would you be afraid?"

Hua Wenyu was criticized to his face by Chen Ke just now, which made him lose face quite a bit. The envious gazes from other comrades originally also turned into an indescribable feeling. Hearing Chen Ke ask this, he immediately straightened his back and said loudly: "I'm not afraid?"

"Why not afraid?" Chen Ke pressed.

Hua Wenyu was speechless for a moment. He couldn't say he said not afraid because he wanted to save face now.

Chen Ke didn't mean to deliberately make things difficult for Hua Wenyu. He continued: "We fought Zhang Youliang to let everyone live a good life. Even if you unfortunately sacrificed, other comrades wouldn't be scared into fleeing in all directions. They would definitely fight on until Zhang Youliang was defeated, victory was won, and these lands were obtained. Let everyone have land to farm. If you unfortunately sacrificed, your family could also see the victory and get land. Because we are united, because everyone's thoughts are the same."

Hua Wenyu's originally somewhat awkward emotion disappeared. Chen Ke actually spoke his mood at that time. When charging towards the enemy with comrades, he really didn't have any fear. Because everyone around was charging, all comrades were shouting and running beside him. In such a torrent, Hua Wenyu had no fear. His emotion at that time was completely driven by a kind of high spirit, an inexplicable excitement. When victory was easily obtained, Hua Wenyu felt incredible. That high fortified village wall, those hundreds of captives—if he faced them alone, it would be unthinkable. But being with everyone, these were completed so easily.

"Unity is strength! Comrades, we must unite." Chen Ke shouted loudly, "But why unite? What do we want to achieve by uniting? What I want to say now is, in the next three months, we must grow grain that can be eaten until next year. One person, or one family, or people of one village, can't do it. Everyone comes from a farming background. In this situation now, wanting to grow grain for tens of thousands of people to eat until next year, it can't be done without unity. Do you say it is so?"

Among the Insurance Corps soldiers, the old soldiers who had participated in annihilating Zhang Youliang already had shining eyes. Chen Ke's words made them recall the battle not long ago. This was the first time in their lives they easily trampled such high-above local powerful figures under their feet. This was an experience they never had. This was an experience they were proud of. Although new soldiers didn't have such experience, they also knew Chen Ke was right. This muddy land after the flood now couldn't feed tens of thousands of people at all.

"Brigade Commander Chen, it's so hard; until when do we have to work? Doing this every day is really tiring people to death. I have never been so tired farming myself." A soldier looking forty years old stood up and asked. His appearance couldn't be seen clearly in the night and firelight, but that lackluster withered and wrinkled skin, and those bulging blue veins all proved that this soldier was a farmer who had undergone heavy physical labor.

"This comrade, why did you join our Insurance Corps?" Chen Ke asked.

This middle-aged soldier hesitated to speak upon hearing this.

Chen Ke smiled: "This is a meeting of the Soldiers' Committee. I am an ordinary soldier just like you. Speak straight if you have anything to say; this is the place for everyone to speak their hearts."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, the middle-aged soldier answered somewhat shrinking back: "I joined our Insurance Corps, firstly to have food to eat, secondly, our Insurance Corps will definitely preside over land distribution. After I joined, with our Insurance Corps backing me up, my land won't be bullied."

These words were the heartfelt words of the participating soldiers. Chen Ke smiled slightly after hearing them. This was what he hoped to hear.

"This comrade, you are right. First, the Insurance Corps will let everyone eat. Not only will our own soldiers eat, but we will also let the common people of our Fengtai County eat. Second, our Insurance Corps will inevitably preside over future land distribution. Moreover, I want to say this upfront: in this land distribution, the Insurance Corps will inevitably keep twenty thousand *mu* of land for ourselves. Our Insurance Corps will not leave Fengtai County; we will take root here."

With a "buzz," the soldiers boiled over then. Fear, joy, panic, various emotions mixed together. Twenty thousand *mu* of land; this number made all soldiers feel dizzy. How many families' land would be seized for such a number? But how much property would this allow the Insurance Corps itself to possess? Amidst gains and losses, the soldiers heard Chen Ke shout loudly: "Comrades, be quiet. Many comrades have been here for not just one or two days. Comrades have dealt with us for not just one or two days. Have you seen our Insurance Corps, up and down, take a single bit of things from the common people for ourselves? Have you?"

This question was asked solidly. The Insurance Corps never took a bit of things from the common people for themselves. This was the consensus of old and new soldiers of the Insurance Corps. Chen Ke's words effectively implied that the Insurance Corps didn't rob the common people. This calmed everyone's mood a lot.

"These twenty thousand *mu* of land are for our Insurance Corps to farm ourselves and eat ourselves. We won't levy grain or money from the common people. Our Insurance Corps is the team of the common people. Our Insurance Corps won't now, and won't in the future, take a needle from the common people, won't take a thread from the common people, won't take a grain of food from the common people. Then what do we eat? Just rely on farming ourselves to feed ourselves. Why is it so hard now? It is because we have to farm and reclaim wasteland. It won't work without being so hard. As the Brigade Commander, I will farm with everyone, harvest together, build houses together, and live together. Whatever everyone does, I will do. Our Insurance Corps officers and soldiers are one. There is no work that soldiers do but officers don't need to do. There is nothing that officers can eat but soldiers can't eat. We are a group; we are the army of the common people. We must unite. Otherwise, when our Insurance Corps presides over land distribution in the future, we won't be able to beat those enemies."

Everyone understood Chen Ke's words, but these words described a future that these common people, who had been in a loose state of society for generations, had never thought of. They couldn't imagine what kind of state such a future should be. But since Chen Ke arrived in Fengtai County leading that small team, he had never done anything to harm the common people. In this year of great disaster, the Insurance Corps actually maintained the order of Fengtai County and the livelihood of the common people. From this perspective, Chen Ke wouldn't have any other schemes saying this. Even if there were, they were things beyond the imagination of these farmers.

Everyone knew only three things: First, the Insurance Corps wouldn't leave. Second, the Insurance Corps would own twenty thousand *mu* of land. Third, such changes would completely change everything in Fengtai County. And this change couldn't be shaken by anyone.

"Brigade Commander Chen, I'll follow you." Hua Wenyu took the lead in expressing his attitude, "I'm not afraid of anything; I'll follow you."

With someone leading, old soldiers also stood up to express their attitude one after another.

"Brigade Commander Chen, I'll also follow you."

"Me too."

"Me too."

This is the Chinese common people. Facing irresistible forces, they will choose to obey. But these people may not necessarily understand that the power possessed by Chen Ke and the Insurance Corps comes precisely from these soldiers themselves.

About more than half of the people expressed obedience, and the rest didn't mean to oppose either.

"Comrades, I know what you are worried about. You are worried that your own land will be distributed away. If the land is gone, there is nothing left. You don't need to worry about this matter at all. What we have to worry about is whether we can grow grain that can be eaten until next year in these three months. Without grain to eat until next year, any superfluous words are nonsense. Moreover, in the next few days, I will tell everyone more detailed content. How exactly will this land be distributed?"

In the comrades' excited or puzzled gazes, Chen Ke ended his speech and left the venue. Leaving the soldiers discussing animatedly.

Chen Ke didn't break his promise. In the following few days, he participated in the Soldiers' Committee meetings of various troops on one hand, spreading his remarks widely. On the other hand, large posters were erected on various construction sites.

Hao Ju was almost the unique one in the Insurance Corps who studied Western painting. The reason this original playboy was involved in such an organization as the People's Party was quite simple. He participated in the parade in Shanghai and was unfortunately arrested. So he was swept along. After Chen Ke handed over the work of drawing large posters to this Propaganda Department officer who had been responsible for propaganda skin (leather?) printing work, Hao Ju finally returned to his old profession.

Drawn on the huge poster was a large landscape painting of a "New Countryside." Continuous flat land, water flow led by water wheels churning in silver-thread-like ditches. Two rows of beautiful big trees were on both sides of the flat road between the lands. Farmers and Insurance Corps soldiers worked in the fields. In the distance, three-story buildings were set off in beautiful tree shades. Chen Ke didn't create it either; he just sketched the rural scenery of the 21st century with a pencil. The coloring work was given to Hao Ju to do.

After Chen Ke spent seven evenings participating in all soldiers' meetings of the two regiments of the Insurance Corps 359th Brigade, this huge poster, which looked extremely rough in Chen Ke's eyes, was finally erected. Chen Ke could finally tell everyone what the future would look like exactly.

In the era of 1906, scattered land directly caused a result: the land was uneven, and a systematic irrigation system was even more unthinkable. Fengtai County was actually the same. And one of the "benefits" of the flood was that it flattened the land to some extent.

After the large poster came out, Hao Ju slept for a day before alleviating the extreme exhaustion caused by days of sleeplessness. And the cadres of the People's Party and the Insurance Corps could also point to the poster to narrate the construction purpose of various facilities and the efficacy brought after construction completion.

Soldiers might not necessarily like the style of Western painting, but explaining against the picture like this was much more convincing than empty talk. The once boiling resentment in the troops was comprehensively evacuated.

And most importantly, the hardest civil engineering work was initially completed. According to the terrain, the troops completed the construction of the first batch of drainage ditches. Surface and shallow groundwater entered the drainage ditches and then was led into the low-lying areas serving as water storage grounds. Although the ditches collapsed in many places during soaking, and because there were no good surveying tools, actually many ditches couldn't flow smoothly by themselves. But these were all small problems. Simple small water wheels ran, draining water through the newly dug shallow ditches. The wet ground began to dry quickly. The soldiers were all from peasant backgrounds; they knew the subsequent cultivation would become much easier. This year's rush-planting harvest had a new guarantee.

Just when Chen Ke was appeasing soldiers in the troops and pointing out the new road, Pu Guanshui, the Deputy Commander of the Anhui New Army, boarded the boat to Fengtai County as agreed.

Anqing, the provincial capital of Anhui, is on the edge of the Yangtze River. Actually, it is a military stronghold rather than an economic center. Anqing is surrounded by mountains on three sides and faces the Yangtze River on one side. The sixty days of heavy rain ravaging Anhui did not affect Anqing. But after leaving Anqing and taking the boat to Fengtai County, only half a day out, Pu Guanshui seemed to see hell on earth.
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Chapter 18 Meeting (1)

Pu Guanshui hadn't seen Chen Ke for almost half a year. Since the two parted in Beijing in 1905, they only met once in Anqing in early 1906. That time Chen Ke took the backbone of the Insurance Corps to Anqing to receive military training. In March, Chen Ke left Anqing with the Insurance Corps troops. Not long after was the great flood. Chen Ke did send someone over, asking Pu Guanshui to issue an official document for him, to the effect that the Insurance Corps was an organization affiliated with Anqing, responsible for disaster relief transportation, and local governments must not intercept them. Then the contact between the two sides was basically interrupted. A month ago, Pu Guanshui finally received the liaison officer sent by Chen Ke. The liaison officer brought a letter; Chen Ke invited Pu Guanshui to bring all the surveying personnel of the Anhui New Army to Fengtai County.

In China in 1906, as long as young people who had studied abroad and seen the world, even if they wouldn't participate in the revolution personally, they would support the revolution. Pu Guanshui knew half a year ago that Chen Ke was a revolutionary. As the nominal third-in-command and actual fourth-in-command of the Anhui New Army, Pu Guanshui not only didn't mean to report Chen Ke but also gave Chen Ke enough support.

Having seen the power of foreign countries and the corruption of the Manchu Qing, the vast majority of these overseas students whom the Manchu Qing Dynasty tried to cultivate for itself stood on the position of overthrowing the Manchu Qing. Pu Guanshui was no exception.

Although he wanted to fully support Chen Ke, Pu Guanshui was a leading figure in the Anhui New Army after all; he couldn't just leave. He waited for almost a month before finally finding an excuse. Anhui flooded, and the Anhui officialdom up and down knew it was impossible to rely on Anhui's own ability to provide disaster relief. These official masters also knew the Imperial Court itself was basically unreliable. But the superficial effort couldn't be omitted. After the flood ended, Anhui Governor En Ming finally proposed finding someone to patrol the disaster area.

This was a hard job. Moreover, when local officials saw officials from the provincial capital, they would definitely pour out grievances and ask for things. Although Anqing was the provincial capital of Anhui, it was actually a semi-military stronghold on the edge of the Yangtze River, located at the southernmost tip of Anhui. Mobilizing supplies from Anqing to go north was simply unrealistic. This patrol was just a formality. Moreover, these officials lived like princes usually; arriving in the disaster area, they had to "share weal and woe" no matter what. The food, clothing, housing, and transportation must be very inconvenient. Moreover, these people counted as having a minimum conscience of being human anyway, thinking that eating and drinking extravagantly in the disaster area would also make their conscience uneasy. So basically no one volunteered.

Pu Guanshui seized this opportunity and advised En Ming. The current urgent task was not to let civil unrest occur in various places. The matter of relief could wait until relief supplies arrived and be done leisurely. But Pu Guanshui believed military officers should be sent to patrol the disaster area to assist local governments in preventing civil unrest.

In the officialdom of the late Qing, everyone had no intention of doing things, only seeking no fault, not seeking merit. As soon as Pu Guanshui's suggestion came out, everyone up and down felt it was very correct. But which military officer should be sent? The Commander (*Xietong*) of the Anhui New Army, Yu Dahong, certainly couldn't go. Other Deputy Commanders (*Fu Xietong*) were also unwilling. Pu Guanshui, who had just arrived, was suddenly discovered to be loyal, brave, and reliable, and then was "entrusted with important tasks." Such a result was exactly what Pu Guanshui wanted. He took the opportunity to select technical arms of Anhui and soldiers he trusted. A total of 100 people were gathered to go out for patrol and joint defense.

Preparation took a few days. Pu Guanshui sent two waves of messengers to Fengtai County, asking Chen Ke to send a fleet to meet them. Since it was a disaster, Pu Guanshui planned to steal more weapons and equipment to transport to Fengtai County in the name of transporting relief supplies. Chen Ke's Insurance Corps couldn't manufacture weapons and ammunition. This time, in the name of patrolling civil unrest in various places, Pu Guanshui applied for a batch of weapons and ammunition. He prepared to give a large half to Chen Ke.

Late Qing officialdom was just going through the motions. After Pu Guanshui came out with his troops, wherever he went, he only needed to go through the motions formally. That group of people in Anqing didn't care what Pu Guanshui did outside. Pu Guanshui had no intention of going to other places at all. The destination of this troop was Fengtai County. Chen Ke's letter was written very politely, saying the People's Party now had a thousand troops in Fengtai County and urgently needed training for technical arms, especially surveying arms.

If it were a bureaucrat who didn't understand technology, even if the relationship with Chen Ke was good, seeing such a letter, he probably wouldn't be happy in his heart. After seeing this letter, Pu Guanshui not only wasn't unhappy but instead felt a great sense of having a confidant. After studying in Germany, Pu Guanshui deeply understood the significance of surveying and mapping for a modern army. Chen Ke's professional attitude made Pu Guanshui very satisfied. However, there were fewer than twenty people who understood surveying in the Anhui New Army at most. The other eighty people were artillerymen, signalmen, and grassroots officers. Pu Guanshui hoped to use this group of people as the backbone to conduct comprehensive training for the Insurance Corps in Fengtai County.

After departing from Anqing, Pu Guanshui's mind was full of calculations on how to build an army according to his ideal. As a Deputy Commander, Pu Guanshui still had official authority. Like European armies, Pu Guanshui advocated strict army management. The soldiers following him dared not speak loudly. Although they dared not speak, the soldiers going in and out strangely still proved that something happened outside. Because the soldiers all stood on one side of the ship's rail, so that the ship tilted somewhat.

Pu Guanshui glanced at the soldiers outside the small window and said to the guard beside him: "Go out and see what's going on."

The guard went out and soon returned to the cabin with a face full of uneasiness, "Commander Pu, someone outside threw themselves into the water to commit suicide."

"Oh?" Pu Guanshui was somewhat surprised. If there were dead bodies in the river, it wouldn't be anything abnormal. But surviving tenaciously in the flood, yet throwing oneself into the water to commit suicide after the disaster—such a thing was greatly beyond Pu Guanshui's expectation. No wonder those soldiers ran outside. He stood up and walked out of the cabin. As soon as he exited the cabin door, he saw the soldiers all standing on one side of the ship's rail, looking gloomy one by one. Pu Guanshui pushed aside the soldiers blocking densely in front of him, and then he saw it.

He saw several people in ragged clothes on the edge of the river channel. At this time, they had been left behind on the rear side of the boat. The distance was relatively far, and their faces full of dirt couldn't be seen clearly. From the figure and hairstyle, it could be roughly distinguished that there was an adult couple inside, and the others were small children. The clothes on this family were extremely ragged; they shouldn't have been changed since the flood, and the clothes were thoroughly rotted by filth. Holes and tears made the clothes flutter in the river wind. The waists of this family were tied to the same long rope. The man and woman cried bitterly while holding the children, but swayed their bodies and walked towards the middle of the river without stopping. The water gradually submerged their legs, their waists, their chests. The children didn't know the purpose of their parents doing this. Pu Guanshui saw that the child held by the mother even wiped tears for the mother. But the older child looked at the water getting closer and closer to him with some panic.

Suddenly, that child let out a scream, "Dad, Mom, I don't want to. I don't want to die!" While shouting, he began to struggle. Pu Guanshui saw the couple pause for a moment. That man suddenly let out an inhuman howl, holding the constantly struggling child and plunging fiercely into the river water that had already reached the chest. Then the family disappeared into the turbid river water.

This was the first time Pu Guanshui saw someone throwing themselves into the river to commit suicide. He stared at all this dumbfounded, actually completely failing to understand what exactly this was about. Seeing the family sink into the water, a low sigh floated among the soldiers.

"Quick, quick, go save them quickly." Pu Guanshui finally stammered out the words.

"Sir, what do we do after saving them?" asked Ba Yougong (*Commander*), who was in charge of artillery, "We didn't bring much food. Saving them for a moment, then what? Take them with us? How long can we take them?"

These words entered Pu Guanshui's ears. The usually shrewd and capable Pu Guanshui unprecedentedly didn't understand what exactly these words meant, what exactly was going on.

Seeing Pu Guanshui just staring blankly at the place where that family threw themselves into the water, the artillery commander Ba Yougong, who was about forty years old, couldn't help persuading: "Sir, there have been three families throwing themselves into the water along this way. Counting up, there are a dozen people. Since they are forced to throw the whole family into the water, they must have no way out. We save them now; what do we give them to eat? Our boat can only accommodate these hundred people. When we came out, we didn't bring much grain either. It's only enough for ourselves to eat for less than two months. Saving them up, the grain we give them is not enough; they will still die after eating the grain. If we want them to live until next year, and we give all our grain to these dozen people, we won't have anything to eat. This is a disaster area; it's not easy for us to raise grain either. Sir, although your heart is good, we really can't save them."

Pu Guanshui barely understood after hearing these words. Ba Yougong was right, but such a tragic state was something Pu Guanshui had never seen. The great ambition of making contributions and establishing a career that filled his chest a few minutes ago vanished in an instant.

"Save them! Go save them now!" Although Pu Guanshui tried hard to roar, an indescribable thing oppressed his chest, making his voice low and somewhat trembling.

The relationship between Ba Yougong and Pu Guanshui was quite good. Seeing young Pu Guanshui so excited, if it were normal, he would have obeyed the order. But this time he couldn't help persuading again: "Sir, those people are already thin beyond human shape. Besides receiving them onto the boat, leaving them in place is also death. But there is really no space on our boat. Before coming out this time, I was responsible for loading the boat. Wherever grain could be loaded, I loaded grain. There is really no place. Sir, you doing this is a compassionate heart, but it only makes them suffer more before dying."

Fairly speaking, these were already words from the bottom of the heart. The victims throwing themselves into the river to commit suicide after despair was only momentary pain. But saving them without being able to save them to the end would merely prolong the pain of these victims for some time. Instead, it would be better to let them die now and suffer less. But Pu Guanshui had absolutely no intention of appreciating the kindness. He raised his arm and pointed at Ba Yougong's nose, "Order to save people!" Pu Guanshui finally roared out.

Ba Yougong sighed deeply and shouted to the boats behind: "Commander Pu has an order: save the family who threw themselves into the water."

Not only was the boat Pu Guanshui on full of soldiers watching the bustle, but the boats behind were also full of soldiers watching the bustle. After Ba Yougong shouted, the boats behind had already passed the place where the family threw themselves into the water. They continued to shout backward. On the few boats further back, soldiers already took out grappling hooks, fished randomly in the water, and finally saved that family up.

After a while, the boats behind shouted over. That family hadn't drowned for long and were all revived. No one died. Pu Guanshui listened to this news with an iron-green face, exhaled a long breath, and prepared to return to the cabin. But he suddenly remembered something again. He turned back and said to Ba Yougong: "If you see anyone throwing themselves into the water again, save them up. Take them along."

Hearing this order, Ba Yougong's face also changed a bit, "Sir, where are we taking them? If you really want to save them, you have to take them back to Anqing. If you settle them on the spot, local governments won't take these people seriously either. As soon as you leave, I'm afraid the local government will throw them out immediately. These people will still die. You saving people all the way like this actually won't be able to really save their lives. Moreover, local governments will blame you for meddling instead. Why bother?"

Pu Guanshui didn't answer immediately. He closed his eyes, but opened them again after a moment. He knew Ba Yougong was right. Such simple life-saving really saves for a moment but cannot save for a lifetime.

This young Commander's chest heaved, and his face was gloomy like heavy dark clouds before a thunderstorm. "Take them to Fengtai County. Fengtai County has already said they would send boats to pick us up. Let's squeeze for now. Wait until the boats from there meet us, and we'll put the people on their boats."

"Fengtai County? This big flood, Fengtai County is right in the center. The periphery of this flood is already like this; why should they be fine?" Ba Yougong was already angered by Pu Guanshui's "messing around," and his words were already very dissatisfied.

"A friend of mine is in Fengtai County. I trust him. He said Fengtai County is fine," Pu Guanshui answered.

Hearing this, Ba Yougong was also anxious. Ba Yougong was an old officer of the Anhui New Army but had never encountered any promotion. After Pu Guanshui arrived in the Anhui New Army, he vigorously supported technical arms. Artillery and surveying troops were the objects of Pu Guanshui's key support. And these arms couldn't quite enter the discernment of other commanders in the Anhui New Army, so Ba Yougong threw himself under Pu Guanshui's door. Seeing the young Commander speaking "nonsense," Ba Yougong was furious. He said loudly: "Lord Pu, along this way we have to save at least two or three hundred people. Leaving aside whether this boat can carry these people. How much surplus grain can your friend's family have? Can it let two or three hundred people eat until next year's summer harvest! Moreover, your friend invited you over; I'm afraid he relies on you to help him. He, he is probably a 'Mud Bodhisattva crossing the river—unable to save himself'!"

Pu Guanshui didn't get angry. He looked at Ba Yougong with calm eyes, "Commander Ba, my friend said tens of thousands of common people in the entire Fengtai County are all fine..."

"He is talking nonsense!" Ba Yougong completely lost patience and interrupted Pu Guanshui's words directly.

"My friend manages Fengtai County. Since he says it's fine, then it's definitely fine. Do as I said; save anyone throwing themselves into the water for me." Pu Guanshui was unwilling to say more. After saying this, he went directly back to the cabin.

Sitting in his seat, Pu Guanshui only felt chaos in his brain. He rested his left elbow on the table and pressed his left hand on his forehead. Warm breath blew gently on the edge of his palm. Ba Yougong's words just now echoed in Pu Guanshui's mind.

"Sir, you can save them for a moment, but you can't save them for a lifetime."

"Sir, I'm afraid your friend is a Mud Bodhisattva crossing the river, unable to save himself."

"Fengtai County is right in the center of the flood; why should they be fine!"

These words were definitely not Ba Yougong stalling; Pu Guanshui knew this very well. He wiped his face with his palm irritably. Yes, the edge of the flood area was already so terrifying; why could Fengtai County located in the center be safe and sound? Although Pu Guanshui appreciated Chen Ke very much, Chen Ke was just a mortal. Why could he make the whole Fengtai County safe and sound? Was Chen Ke deceiving him?

Before seeing this whole family throwing themselves into the river, Pu Guanshui actually had no understanding of the severity of the flood. Actually, he didn't care about this matter originally. Just leaving Anqing not far, it was already bad to this degree. The words Chen Ke said didn't reveal the disaster situation in Fengtai County at all. I'm afraid the real situation was far from what Chen Ke said. Pu Guanshui knew Chen Ke also had preparations for disaster relief this time and also asked for official documents. But Pu Guanshui didn't believe Chen Ke could really do anything too big. If so, I'm afraid what Ba Yougong said was really very possible.

Once the thought of doubting Chen Ke arose, various assumptions came out one after another. But amidst these numerous doubts, the memories of Chen Ke's interaction with Pu Guanshui also constantly emerged. That Chen Ke who could talk deeply about military development with Pu Guanshui, that Chen Ke who wrote the tune "Beiyang New Army Marching Forward" with a wave of his hand, that Chen Ke who led the backbone of the Insurance Corps to Anqing to receive military training. In dealings with Chen Ke, Chen Ke was always cautious, modest, and responsible. Absolutely not an arrogant person who deceived people with big talk. And the book *Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism* written by Chen Ke, every time Pu Guanshui read it, he felt endless admiration. If such a Chen Ke really encountered difficulties, how could he not tell the truth? Why did he have to deceive him?

On one side was past trust in Chen Ke, on the other side was worry about reality. Pu Guanshui's mood was extremely chaotic, and he could no longer recall the train of thought on how to establish a new-style army.

Sure enough, as Ba Yougong said, in five days, the number of people throwing their whole families into the river exceeded three hundred. Pu Guanshui simply ignored Ba Yougong's advice and insisted on saving them all. And seeing this government fleet saving people, many more people knelt to beg for food, or even simply threw themselves into the river intending to be saved. Encountering such a situation, Pu Guanshui dared not mention docking either. The fleet moved forward day and night. Fortunately, the victims were generally physically weak and couldn't keep up with the speed of the boats, so at least no one deliberately threw themselves into the water in front to expect rescue. But the fleet originally planned to transport one hundred people was suddenly stuffed with three hundred more people. There was simply not enough space. Pu Guanshui also had to squeeze with others to live. But since the request to save people was made by himself, Pu Guanshui accepted it.

Pu Guanshui no longer considered army building matters. He asked the victims saved from various places. These victims with the backbone to throw themselves into the river to commit suicide were not bad people. Long hunger made these people skinny as sticks and dying. After eating a few meals of thin porridge, they recovered some strength slightly. Facing the life-saving benefactor and high official of the Imperial Court, the victims kowtowed repeatedly to thank him on one hand, and on the other hand, cried and complained about the disaster situation with tears and mucus flowing. Since the continuous sixty days of heavy rain, the Anhui disaster area was really too horrible to look at. Water was several feet deep on flat ground. The common people had nowhere to flee at all. These victims all held on until now, but seeing they could no longer live, they had to choose to throw themselves into the river to commit suicide.

Listening to the various human tragedies too horrible to look at in the flood, young Pu Guanshui couldn't help but burst into tears. Even among the New Army soldiers and officers gathered nearby, there were quite a few who couldn't help but cry loudly. They were mostly Anhui locals, and many people's families were also in the disaster area. Thinking that their relatives might also be encountering such terrible things, they were heartbroken one by one. The speakers were crying, and among the listeners, victims thinking of their own experiences also cried loudly. And the officers and soldiers of the New Army also couldn't help but cry loudly. The whole ship cried in a mass. Many New Army soldiers even emboldened themselves to cry and beg to go home and see.

If it were before, Pu Guanshui would not only reprimand the soldiers asking to go home with words but probably also punish them physically. But now, hearing the crying requests of these soldiers, Pu Guanshui said with an iron-green face: "We haven't reached Fengtai County yet. We'll talk after we arrive in Fengtai County and see."

At noon on the sixth day, Pu Guanshui's fleet finally met the Insurance Corps' fleet. Looking at the large red flags with hammer and sickle flying on the bows of four large black-awning boats, hope and worry emerged in Pu Guanshui's heart simultaneously. After signaling each other, the two fleets merged.
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Chapter 19 Meeting (2)

The leader of the Insurance Corps fleet was He Zudao. He had met Pu Guanshui and could be considered an "acquaintance." Pu Guanshui was a few years older than He Zudao. When he first met He Zudao half a year ago, he still felt this frail youth was just a half-grown child. But not seeing him for half a year, when He Zudao appeared in front of Pu Guanshui again, he was already like a different person.

Standing on the bow, He Zudao waved to Pu Guanshui on the opposite bow but didn't stand on ceremony. He just arranged the merging of the two fleets methodically. According to the letter Pu Guanshui gave Chen Ke at that time, after the two fleets merged, they needed to hand over arms and supplies first. He Zudao dispatched the ships completely according to such a predetermined plan.

The Insurance Corps fleet consisted of five large black-awning boats. The sailors on the boats seemed really well-trained. Although the river surface was relatively wide, the two fleets approaching side by side were still somewhat crowded. Fortunately, there were no other boats on the river. Plus the sailors manipulated the boats skillfully, the two fleets lined up in two columns. The sailors adjusted the positions of sails and oars to keep the fleet moving at the same speed.

Pu Guanshui sized up the Insurance Corps fleet and saw that the sailors were all wearing uniform dark blue clothes. There was a label sewn with white cloth on the left chest with some words written on it. A small number of sailors had short hair like He Zudao, which was very similar to Chen Ke's hair. That is to say, very much like monks, with extremely short hair. Most others still kept queues. The sailors didn't look much different from ordinary people, except they were cleaner and tidier, and their faces were washed. Wearing sun hats with hat straps tightly strangled on the chin, they looked neat and agile when moving. While watching, He Zudao's boat first docked with Pu Guanshui's boat.

The sailors nimbly fixed the two boats with ropes. He Zudao first looked around to see if the ropes were tied firmly before jumping onto Pu Guanshui's boat.

"Brother Guanshui, long time no see. Mr. Wenqing asked me to come and welcome Brother Guanshui." He Zudao smiled. This was not the smile carrying a bit of helplessness in Pu Guanshui's memory of He Zudao. It seemed He Zudao had experienced many things in this half year. This smile no longer carried his own emotions; on the contrary, this smile was full of confidence and frankness, but one could no longer see through He Zudao himself at a glance.

"Brother Zudao, long time no see. Is Wenqing well?" Pu Guanshui responded.

"Mr. Wenqing is very well. After receiving Brother Guanshui's letter, he has been looking forward to Brother Guanshui's early arrival."

After these words were spoken, the two fell into a strange silence. Pu Guanshui was slightly confused, while He Zudao waited very patiently for Pu Guanshui to speak.

Silence was maintained for a while. The New Army soldiers and Insurance Corps soldiers watched the two leaders say nothing and didn't interrupt. Except for the sound of river water flowing and the fluttering sound of the People's Party flag and New Army military flag flapping in the river wind, it was actually a silence. Until the cry of a baby came from Pu Guanshui's fleet, this silence was broken.

Pu Guanshui didn't mean to leave He Zudao hanging deliberately, but had a lot to say but didn't know where to start. Hearing the baby's cry, he said: "Brother Zudao, I saved some victims who threw themselves into the water along the way. Can we arrange some of them onto your boats first?"

He Zudao didn't have any expression of surprise. He smiled: "No problem. We also saved some common people along the way. Originally, the fleet had twelve boats; we sent seven boats to transport people back to Fengtai County first."

Pu Guanshui didn't quite believe He Zudao's words. But He Zudao's frank face had that kind of calmness unique to telling the truth. He couldn't help asking: "Wenqing said Fengtai County didn't have any major incidents in this flood; is it really so?"

"Life in a disaster year is definitely not easy, but everyone in Fengtai County has something to eat at any rate. There were no incidents of starvation," He Zudao answered.

"That's good, that's good." Pu Guanshui didn't know if he was praising Chen Ke or comforting himself.

"Brother Guanshui, shall we start receiving people now?" He Zudao didn't have any thought of wasting time. Chen Ke sent He Zudao to welcome Pu Guanshui out of trust in He Zudao. There were a large number of things to do in the base area. As a powerful figure who counted in the base area now, He Zudao's work was actually very heavy. Coming to welcome Pu Guanshui this time was considered a "holiday" given to He Zudao by Chen Ke, and He Zudao was now full of thoughts about hurrying back to the base area to continue work.

Since He Zudao requested to settle personnel now, Pu Guanshui also felt it was good. He said: "Good."

He Zudao issued orders to the sailors. The orderly stood at the bow, waving red and green signal flags, directing other boats to dock with Pu Guanshui's boat using semaphore. In comparison, Pu Guanshui's fleet didn't have such training. They relied completely on shouting. Shouts using the full strength of throats one after another, plus responses. The efficiency of Pu Guanshui's fleet was at least three times lower than that of the Insurance Corps fleet. And Pu Guanshui also noticed a detail. In the Insurance Corps fleet, the sailors always remained silent. It was completely different from the style of the Anhui New Army, who couldn't help commenting and whispering when seeing novel things.

"Zudao, how did you train these soldiers?" Pu Guanshui couldn't help asking.

"Training soldiers?" He Zudao was somewhat puzzled. As a Political Commissar, he actually didn't manage daily drills much.

Pu Guanshui laughed: "Look at your soldiers, one by one silent, not bluffing and blustering like my soldiers."

He Zudao understood Pu Guanshui's meaning then. He said indifferently: "Everyone practices boating besides transporting grain daily. Practiced much, naturally became good. Moreover, running far to transport grain, seeing many things, they are not surprised by strange things."

Hearing this, Pu Guanshui just nodded. Just then, he heard crying and shouting. He looked over there and saw the victims on the boat refused to transfer to He Zudao's boat. These people simply didn't know what it meant to let them board these strange boats. In the traditional view of Chinese common people, good officials are encountered by chance but not sought. A good official like Pu Guanshui who was willing to save people and let everyone not starve to death was encountered not even once in a lifetime. Pu Guanshui's boat was their shelter, the only place where they could survive. So the common people were unwilling to board strange boats at all.

New Army soldiers advised them nicely at first, saying this fleet was their own boats. But the common people felt since they were own boats, wasn't it the same on which boat? Why change boats?

But the common people didn't listen to this at all. Some impatient soldiers began to push and shove the common people forcibly. Seeing this, the common people were immediately afraid, so they knelt down and begged. This caused a disturbance.

Pu Guanshui let the common people transfer to He Zudao's boat originally hoping everyone could live more spaciously. More than four hundred people squeezed on a dozen boats; it was unspeakably uncomfortable. His good intention couldn't be understood by the common people at all. Seeing the common people begging, it was as if he was going to do something bad. His face immediately turned gloomy. "Commander Ba, go make the common people change boats quickly. Everyone stuffed together, isn't it uncomfortable?" Pu Guanshui shouted.

"Brother Guanshui, wait." He Zudao stopped Pu Guanshui's grumpy order. "Brother Guanshui, these common people are scared. They believe you now. I think Brother Guanshui might as well take a small boat and talk to them one by one. The common people will naturally quiet down. This will be faster instead."

Pu Guanshui didn't expect being a good person once would be so hard. But looking at He Zudao's calm expression, he also felt there was no need to oppose.

Taking the same small boat with He Zudao, Pu Guanshui went to persuade the common people boat by boat. In order to let everyone on the boat live more comfortably, some people must be moved to the boats here now. As soon as Pu Guanshui appeared, the common people immediately obeyed the words of this life-saving benefactor.

After personnel exchange was completed, the Insurance Corps boats were in front, and Pu Guanshui's boats followed. The fleet accelerated towards Fengtai County. Pu Guanshui took the opportunity to go to the Insurance Corps boat and asked He Zudao in detail how exactly Chen Ke dealt with the flood. He Zudao started from Chen Ke and the others saving people first, then organizing the "Home of Common People" concentration camp to manage victims uniformly. Plus the expansion of the Insurance Corps, plus using boats raised from various places to rush transport supplies. Finally, everyone survived.

"Indeed, worry not about scarcity but about inequality," after listening to the hardships along the way, Pu Guanshui exhaled a long breath and sighed. But he also had words he didn't say. After this disaster relief, the common people of Fengtai County would definitely be grateful to the Insurance Corps. Chen Ke and the others were considered to have taken root in Fengtai County.

He Zudao was not moved by Pu Guanshui's praise. If he hadn't personally participated in the work beside Chen Ke, he simply couldn't imagine to what extent seemingly simple things could be complex. Pouring out bitterness to Pu Guanshui or showing off the Insurance Corps' toil was not He Zudao's job. Moreover, He Zudao had absolutely no thoughts in this regard. He continued to introduce Chen Ke killing Zhang Youliang and forcing local landlords to "lend land." The action of preparing to build a large farm.

Pu Guanshui's face became grave as he listened. Chen Ke's book had introduced the construction idea and construction method of large farms. Pu Guanshui didn't actually farm much at home; after reading it, he just felt it made sense. Unexpectedly, Chen Ke actually implemented such a strategy in this year of great disaster. Pu Guanshui couldn't evaluate this determination.

Moreover, Chen Ke obviously took advantage of the disaster year when the government was unwilling to intervene too much in the people's self-salvation, turning a blind eye to Chen Ke's practice. But once next year arrived, the landlords wouldn't be so quiet. The famous land borrowing event since ancient times was "Liu Bei borrowing Jingzhou." This was obviously a matter of borrowing without returning. What's more, once the large farm was built, how could one distinguish whose land it was? At that time, even if distributing land, it would be Chen Ke having the final say. Pu Guanshui didn't think landlords were very smart, but presumably landlords understood such a simple principle.

After He Zudao finished saying these, he stopped politely, waiting for Pu Guanshui to speak. But he saw Pu Guanshui frowning tightly, saying nothing. In such a large amount of work, He Zudao had learned patience. He was not anxious either, just waiting quietly like this.

Pu Guanshui thought for a good while but didn't come up with any good way to solve the landlords' counterattack. He asked: "How does Wenqing plan to deal with landlords?"

"Mr. Wenqing didn't say in detail about this matter. If Brother Guanshui wants to know, just ask Mr. Wenqing directly after arriving in Fengtai County."

Hearing this, Pu Guanshui nodded. That was the only way. Although he couldn't rest assured about the landlord matter, knowing Chen Ke really held on in this year of great disaster, Pu Guanshui was also very happy in his heart. He no longer mentioned landlords but asked about more detailed things.

He Zudao didn't pick up this topic. He said seriously: "Brother Guanshui, since you mentioned the landlord matter, I have a favor to ask you."

"What matter?" Pu Guanshui looked at He Zudao's serious expression and also asked seriously.

He Zudao spoke very slowly, "This time Mr. Wenqing welcomes Brother Guanshui with a very big lineup. Local leading figures are all invited. So, I want to ask Brother Guanshui to perform a military salute to Mr. Wenqing first after seeing him."

Hearing this, Pu Guanshui was slightly stunned. In officialdom, who salutes whom first indicates the height of status. If Pu Guanshui saluted Chen Ke first, it meant Pu Guanshui actively admitted his status was below Chen Ke. Although Pu Guanshui was the third-in-command of the Anhui New Army, even in the provincial capital Anqing, there were few people who could make Pu Guanshui salute first.

He Zudao looked at Pu Guanshui's expression carefully, but saw Pu Guanshui just pondered for a moment, then laughed: "Since Brother Wenqing can stand firm in Fengtai County, it is right for me to salute him. Zudao, rest assured. I will salute first."

All along, He Zudao had always been very calm and composed, but hearing Pu Guanshui's crisp answer, He Zudao breathed a sigh of relief.

"Zudao, besides this matter, did Wenqing entrust anything else?" Pu Guanshui continued to ask.

"No more," He Zudao said hurriedly.

"That's good; I have some things to ask clearly." Pu Guanshui continued to start asking about things he cared about.

Pu Guanshui asked countless questions until both He Zudao and Pu Guanshui himself were exhausted before stopping. As soon as Pu Guanshui returned to his own boat, Ba Yougong leaned over. "Commander, what is the background of this group of people?"

Pu Guanshui picked up the teapot and poured himself a bowl of water. The Insurance Corps didn't come with empty boats. At least the Insurance Corps brought enough clean tap water for drinking to Pu Guanshui's fleet. Pu Guanshui was very satisfied with the clear water quality. They dared not dock these days, and the reserve water on the boat was not sufficient. If they hadn't met the Insurance Corps, everyone would have had to drink river water. "This is the friend I mentioned."

"Are they living off the waterway?" Ba Yougong asked with great interest.

"No," Pu Guanshui answered.

"Then how do they have so many boats? These sailors are also very unusual." Ba Yougong was also an old soldier and saw the key at a glance.

"That friend of mine just occupies Fengtai County now. Visiting him this time, I also want to help him with a few favors." Pu Guanshui spoke very bluntly. Anyway, even if he didn't say it now, Ba Yougong could see it when they arrived in Fengtai County. Saying it now appeared more sincere instead.

"So that's how it is." Ba Yougong nodded meaningfully. This forty-year-old middle-aged officer didn't dislike Pu Guanshui originally. Although he stopped Pu Guanshui from saving people, it wasn't because Ba Yougong was cruel by nature. Facing such a natural disaster, Ba Yougong also had no choice. And Pu Guanshui's compassionate heart made Ba Yougong feel respect instead. Since Pu Guanshui spoke so sincerely, Ba Yougong felt that in this time of natural disaster, as long as it wasn't completely unacceptable, he would still fully support Pu Guanshui.

The next day, other boats of the Insurance Corps also came to merge. Everyone divided the load once again. Pu Guanshui could see that the Insurance Corps fleet was better trained and more familiar with the waterway here. He simply let the Insurance Corps people take over the operation of the fleet. As he expected, the speed of the entire fleet was faster.

In the evening of the fourth day, the fleet finally arrived at the Fengtai County dock. Having swayed on the boat for ten days, everyone had long wanted to go ashore. Seeing the hammer and sickle flag on the dock, the officers and soldiers of the Anhui New Army knew they had arrived at the destination. Even Pu Guanshui, dressed in a neat New Army Commander uniform, had a smile on his face. The boat got closer and closer to the dock. Pu Guanshui saw a figure standing there. That should be Chen Ke. He just stood there so naturally, yet one could see the difference from other people around. Not only Chen Ke's height, which was much taller than others, but that confidence, that steadiness, that patience, and that feeling full of vitality made people unable not to notice Chen Ke's existence.

He Zudao had talked about the development of the Insurance Corps. Chen Ke was now a hero commanding the land of Fengtai County with eight thousand troops under his command. Pu Guanshui never dreamed that Chen Ke could build a team of eight thousand people in half a year. Leaving aside the quality of this troop, the quantity alone already exceeded the 31st Mixed Brigade stationed in Anhui. Moreover, the Insurance Corps fleet gave Pu Guanshui enough confidence. As long as they could reach the level of the fleet soldiers, the Insurance Corps sweeping across Anhui was definitely not a fantasy.

Ba Yougong standing behind Pu Guanshui also noticed Chen Ke. From the standing position, one could see that Chen Ke was the leader of these people. But Ba Yougong's attention was attracted by those people behind. Among these, there were officials wearing magistrate uniforms, "Fake Foreign Devils" wearing western suits and leather shoes with short hair. More were gentry in long robes and mandarin jackets. This pile of people should be all the leading figures of Fengtai County. And Chen Ke wore dark blue clothes no different from the sailors on the boat, only with a belt around his waist. But he had short hair, appearing particularly unconventional in such a group of people.

As soon as the boat docked, Chen Ke walked down the steps. Pu Guanshui jumped onto the dock but felt his feet empty. As if the whole ground was shaking. Chen Ke grabbed Pu Guanshui, "Brother Guanshui, I longed for the stars and the moon, and finally longed for your arrival."

Pu Guanshui sized up Chen Ke up and down. He saw Chen Ke was much darker, presumably tanned by the sun from running around for days. Others were still the same as half a year ago, without the slightest appearance of being desperate. Instead, he looked more cheerful. Pu Guanshui laughed: "Brother Wenqing, I also wanted to come long ago."

"Good that you came, good that you came." Chen Ke finally laughed.

Chen Ke brought all the gentry of Fengtai County this time to let them see his relationship with the Deputy Commander of the Anhui New Army, which was very helpful to Chen Ke's personal prestige. In fact, seeing Pu Guanshui's brand-new military uniform and the group of New Army on the boat behind, these gentry knew Chen Ke indeed had a big background. The original antagonistic psychology weakened a lot.

While the two were talking, He Zudao and Ba Yougong also jumped onto the dock. They came to the side of Chen Ke and Pu Guanshui. Ba Yougong originally thought Pu Guanshui was going to introduce himself and other New Army officers. But he saw Pu Guanshui take a step back, then seriously salute Chen Ke with a military salute. "Anhui New Army Deputy Commander Pu Guanshui, reporting to Brigade Commander Chen."

"Hiss!" Ba Yougong heard many of the gentry gasp. Not only them, Ba Yougong himself was also shocked in his heart. He sized up Chen Ke up and down, his mind confused. What background did this Chen Ke have exactly to make a Deputy Commander salute him?

Chen Ke returned a strange military salute seriously, "Comrade Pu Guanshui, welcome to Fengtai County."

Then both stepped forward and held hands tightly together. Behind Chen Ke, the official wearing the magistrate uniform started applauding first. He Zudao, wearing the same dark blue clothes as Chen Ke, and the soldiers also started applauding. One by one, the gentry also started applauding with different expressions.

Chen Ke turned his head back and laughed: "Come, beat the gongs and drums, welcome the New Army comrades to Fengtai County." Immediately, drums and music played loudly. Chen Ke in front, Pu Guanshui behind, the group ascended the steps.

Ba Yougong confirmed one thing in his confusion: Pu Guanshui was not wrong. This person named Chen Ke was not only the actual ruler of Fengtai County now but even the nominal ruler already.
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Seeing Deputy Commander Pu Guanshui so respectful to Chen Ke, the Anhui New Army soldiers who came with Pu Guanshui naturally dared not act rashly. Led by Pu Guanshui, they lined up to be reviewed by Chen Ke. The background music for the simple review ceremony was folk music played by the drum band organized by the gentry of Fengtai County.

The New Army soldiers really hadn't been treated to such a welcome by local elders. They were somewhat cramped and somewhat triumphant one by one. The gentry who came to welcome them had never seen so many regular Imperial troops arrive in Fengtai County either. Not to mention that the leader was actually a Deputy Commander. They were also somewhat trembling with fear.

After the simple welcome ceremony ended, Chen Ke led Pu Guanshui and the others to stay in the Insurance Corps barracks. Pu Guanshui knew Chen Ke definitely wanted to have a long talk with him, so he declined the invitations put forward by several gentry who came up, on the grounds of travel fatigue.

After settling the New Army soldiers, Pu Guanshui took Ba Yougong and other main officers to the conference hall with Chen Ke. The main cadres of the People's Party were also waiting there.

The process of mutual introduction was simplified to the extreme. The organization of the Insurance Corps and the New Army was completely different. The New Army side was Division (*Zhen*), Brigade (*Xie*), Regiment (*Biao*), Battalion (*Ying*), Company (*Dui*), Platoon (*Pai*), Squad (*Peng*). The names of officers at each level were Commander (*Xietong*), Regiment Commander (*Biaotong*), Battalion Commander (*Guandai*), Company Officer (*Duiguan*), Platoon Leader (*Paizhang*), and Main/Vice Squad Leader (*Zheng/Fu Mu*). The Insurance Corps was Brigade (*Lv*), Regiment (*Tuan*), Battalion (*Ying*), Company (*Lian*), Platoon (*Pai*), Squad (*Ban*). The officer names were Brigade Commander, Regiment Commander, Battalion Commander, Company Commander, Platoon Leader, Squad Leader. The New Army officers roughly understood the officer names of the Insurance Corps, but the Insurance Corps officers didn't quite understand the officer names of the New Army. So basically, they just introduced their names and official positions.

"On behalf of the People's Party, on behalf of the common people of Fengtai County, and on behalf of the Insurance Corps, I welcome the brothers of the New Army to our Fengtai County." Although Chen Ke didn't like being represented by others in the 21st century, in 1906, he spoke righteously representing the tens of thousands of people behind him.

The New Army officers didn't have any resentment towards Chen Ke representing tens of thousands of people on his own initiative. On the contrary, if Chen Ke hadn't said so, it would have made them feel something was wrong instead. Listening to Chen Ke's welcome speech, everyone either smiled or quietly continued to listen to Chen Ke speak.

Chen Ke waved to Yuwen Badu in the distance, then continued: "I won't say polite words. We invited everyone here this time to ask everyone to be teachers. The brothers of the New Army also saw the miserable state after the disaster along the way. I heard everyone saved quite a few common people along the way. These few hundred common people, our Fengtai County can also settle them. But we, Fengtai County ourselves, also have tens of thousands of people rushing to plant. This rush-planting is a branch of learning; many things still need you brothers of the New Army to teach us."

As soon as his voice fell, Yuwen Badu and several Insurance Corps soldiers carried a large table over. A sand table was placed on the table. This was the terrain sand table of Fengtai County. Because of the lack of qualified surveying personnel, it was made quite roughly. The faces of the officers in the Anhui New Army engaging in surveying and mapping immediately showed contempt. Chen Ke turned his head to look at He Zudao, only to see He Zudao also staring at those few officers. Seeing Chen Ke look at himself, He Zudao nodded slightly, indicating he had already noticed those few people.

Chen Ke then stood up, pointing at the sand table with a pointer. "On this plain, we want to open up a large farm. Although engineering design personnel are lacking, we have some. We don't have personnel engaging in specific surveying. Inviting everyone here, on one hand, we have to trouble you gentlemen to help us survey, and on the other hand, we also want to ask everyone to train apprentices."

Time was urgent; Chen Ke didn't stand on ceremony at all. He went straight to the subject. Even if Pu Guanshui stayed in Fengtai County without leaving, he would stay for two months at most. In these two months, the things the Insurance Corps needed to learn were really too many. Although Chen Ke's knowledge was advanced and rich, his knowledge was built on the use of existing industrial systems, and there was a profound gap with 1906. To cross this gap, countless modern technologies and knowledge were needed. Chen Ke at most knew what to learn, but didn't know the specific content of this knowledge. That was why he strongly invited Pu Guanshui to bring the technical arms of Anhui here.

Pu Guanshui didn't seem to care about Chen Ke's eager thought of acquiring knowledge. He asked: "Wenqing, these areas you just pointed to are all under control?"

"That's right, we have the final say in these areas," Chen Ke answered decisively.

Hearing this, Pu Guanshui was silent for a while, then asked: "How many people do you plan to let learn surveying? All officers of my 359th Brigade must learn surveying. Moreover, there is an engineer company of more than two hundred people who will specifically follow you to study."

Hearing this, the faces of the Anhui New Army officers changed slightly. Chen Ke's boldness was considered big enough. The Anhui New Army officers didn't know how many officers were in a brigade. But an engineer company of more than two hundred people all coming to learn surveying—this number really scared the Anhui New Army officers. It should be known that the surveying power of the Anhui New Army was extremely weak. Even after Pu Guanshui strengthened these technical arms after arriving in Anhui, with more than half a year of intensive training, the surveying talents that could be pulled out until now were no more than twenty. Chen Ke put forward more than two hundred people as soon as he acted, ten times that of the Anhui New Army. This conviction made these New Army officers feel a bit chilled on their backs.

Pu Guanshui stared at Chen Ke and said in a deep voice: "I brought not only surveying troops but also artillery, signalmen, and officers responsible for basic military training that I could bring. What does Wenqing plan to let these people teach?"

"The 359th Brigade has eight thousand people; there are many people to teach. For instructors, I only complain about too few, not too many." Chen Ke answered simply.

Since Chen Ke expressed his attitude simply, Pu Guanshui didn't talk nonsense either. He turned his head and said to the officers: "Do you have any requests? Say them first."

The officers looked at each other for a while but dared not speak much.

"Wenqing and everyone present are one of us; there is nothing to worry about. Speak straight if you want to say something." Pu Guanshui said seriously, "Don't wait until after teaching starts to have any thoughts; that would be unseemly instead."

As soon as the voice fell, a young company officer stood up, "Lord Pu, my home is in Fengyang. I want to go home and have a look first."

Although the salaries of the New Army were not bad, except for middle and high-ranking officers, very few low-ranking officers could bring their parents and wives to Anqing. seeing the flood so fierce, everyone's worry about their families grew day by day. Having finally been able to follow Pu Guanshui out, these people naturally hoped to go home and have a look first.

Regarding this young officer's request, Pu Guanshui was noncommittal. He asked: "Does anyone else want to go home?"

Several people immediately stood up among the officers requesting to go home. Pu Guanshui's gaze swept over their faces. Not a single officer avoided Pu Guanshui's eyes; they all looked back at Pu Guanshui seriously.

"Wenqing, if there are a thousand more people here, can you afford to feed them?" Pu Guanshui turned to ask Chen Ke.

"As long as Guanshui helps me with a favor, let alone a thousand people, I can afford to feed five thousand people," Chen Ke laughed.

"What favor does Wenqing want me to help with?"

"During the flood period, checkpoints on various routes were basically abolished. We transported grain in the rain, which could be considered unimpeded. However, recently the checkpoints have been restored. Robbing grain can be said to use every means. We still have a batch of grain not transported in, so I want to ask Guanshui to help lead the team."

After hearing Chen Ke finish this request, Pu Guanshui nodded, "This is no problem. But I also have a matter I want to ask Brother Wenqing to help with. Since you already have eight thousand people, you might as well lend some people to me, let them go with these brothers who want to go home. If the families of these brothers can't survive locally, help them come to Fengtai County first. What do you think?"

"Of course."

The two sealed the deal instantly like this. The Anhui New Army officers participating in the meeting showed joy on their faces one by one. Those in the New Army who followed Pu Guanshui were those whose families had no power. Those children of big landlords with power either refused to be soldiers, or even if they became soldiers, they were very close to other old forces of the New Army and ignored Pu Guanshui, this newcomer, at all. So although fortified villages were everywhere in Anhui, the families of these officers didn't have the strength of Zhang Youliang. Once the flood passed, life would definitely be miserable. The New Army officers arrived in Fengtai County, although they hadn't had time to look carefully. But the general feeling Fengtai County gave everyone was that this place didn't look like it had suffered a disaster. It just looked a bit desolate. In this year of great disaster, just appearing desolate was already remarkable.

Moreover, from the answer between Chen Ke and Pu Guanshui just now, as long as Pu Guanshui went out, he could definitely transport a large batch of grain. Bringing families to Fengtai County to live temporarily, there would absolutely be no problem with livelihood. What's more, there were people helping, which was even better.

Although some soldiers felt Chen Ke and Pu Guanshui singing a duet like this was a bit weird. But this year of great disaster was abnormal originally. As long as families could survive, what did weirdness matter?

Pu Guanshui didn't care about everyone's emotion. He said: "You go and gather the brothers, ask who wants to go home. Where are their homes? Brother Wenqing and I can plan how to arrange people."

The New Army officers responded and went out together. Pu Guanshui waited until they walked far away before saying: "Brother Wenqing, I will stay here for two months at most. Even if I leave some people for you, they will stay for three months at most. You have to grasp firmly what you want to learn."

Chen Ke laughed: "This is natural. I won't let down Brother Guanshui's painstaking efforts."

Hearing that Pu Guanshui allowed them to visit home, among the one hundred officers and soldiers who came together, eighty-two asked to go home and have a look. This investigation and arrangement kept them busy until midnight.

Early the next morning, Chen Ke and the others took the New Army officers and soldiers to the Insurance Corps camp located in Yuezhangji. Along the way, they saw ditches crisscrossing on both sides. Simple water wheels rotating constantly shoveled the groundwater seeping out of the ditches into the drainage troughs. Large numbers of people were farming in the newly opened farmland on both sides of the muddy road.

Most New Army soldiers came from rural areas. Looking at this situation, they could see the knack. When wailing was heard everywhere in other places, Fengtai County actually took the lead in entering the stage of restoring production. It was only August now. As long as God opened his eyes and didn't rain heavily generally again, the grain grown could last until next year's summer harvest anyway.

While praising, they saw a huge painting nailed on a high rack in front. Walking closer to look, it was a painting with a strange style. Inside was a rural scenery that New Army officers and soldiers could understand, but also completely couldn't understand.

Chen Ke laughed: "Brothers of the New Army, this is the appearance Fengtai County will be built into in the next two years. Since I am in Fengtai County, I must benefit the locality."

New Army officers and soldiers looked at the endless flat farmland in the painting, and then looked at the crowd full of labor in front of them, but the uneven and undulating land. Many people felt Chen Ke's words were a bit too boastful.

Chen Ke saw everyone's thoughts. He laughed: "Brothers, the reason why we want everyone to teach us surveying is that we must first measure where exactly to level, how much earth to dig, and how much earth to fill. After calculating these, we calculate how much manpower is needed to complete these projects. How much grain and money is needed to arrange this manpower. Only then can things be done. This is no different from fighting a battle; calculation must come first."

Ba Yougong felt what Chen Ke said earlier made sense, but hearing the last sentence, he couldn't help laughing.

Chen Ke didn't respond to this laughter of unclear meaning. Instead, Pu Guanshui beside him asked: "Commander Ba, what are you laughing at?"

"I didn't expect Mr. Chen actually understands fighting battles too." Ba Yougong answered hurriedly. But next, Ba Yougong asked Chen Ke: "Mr. Chen, you said the Insurance Corps has eight thousand people, but I wonder if there is a Logistics (*Zizhong*) Battalion."

Ba Yougong felt this person Chen Ke spoke very boastfully, and Chen Ke's boasting was different from others; it looked really decent. But it sounded unreliable no matter what. For other civil affairs, Ba Yougong couldn't interrupt easily. But as soon as Chen Ke talked about military-related matters, Ba Yougong really couldn't hold back.

Chen Ke knew Ba Yougong was very suspicious of the Insurance Corps. "We don't call it Logistics (*Zizhong*) Battalion here; we call it Logistics (*Houqin*) Troops. I have a Logistics Battalion, one thousand people specifically responsible for logistical work. This doesn't include the soldiers of the fleet."

Ba Yougong listened to this, half-believing and half-doubting. "Mr. Chen, you wouldn't have confused the Logistics Battalion and the Engineer Battalion, right?"

"Commander Ba is very familiar with military affairs. I didn't confuse them. We also have a specialized Engineer Battalion. Also one thousand people." Chen Ke laughed. This was Chen Ke not revealing the bottom line to Ba Yougong yet. The 359th Brigade in history reclaimed wasteland and farmed in Nanniwan; it could be said that everyone trained the skills of engineers. The reason why Chen Ke named his first troop the 359th Brigade was also to use the name of "later generations" to add some luck to himself. At least it could constantly remind himself what kind of troop the 359th Brigade was.

Ba Yougong was a middle-aged man of forty after all. He knew that continuing to talk would hurt the harmony. Since Chen Ke said so, he just closed his mouth and accepted it.

Instead, a young New Army officer beside him asked: "Mr. Chen, if you really built the new Fengtai County according to the appearance in this picture, what about this land?"

"I will distribute the land to everyone to farm."

"Oh? Then if my family arrives in Fengtai County, can we be distributed a piece of land to farm?" The young officer immediately got interested. After asking this, he felt these words were not quite reasonable, so he hurriedly added a sentence, "We can pay rent."

After saying this, he felt it was still not right. The young officer asked: "Don't know how much the rent is here?"

Looking at the expectant look of the young officer, Chen Ke laughed: "Now this land is managed by our Insurance Corps; no rent is paid this year. Next year, the land rent is thirty percent."

"What? Thirty percent land rent?" The young officer looked at Chen Ke with an incredible look. Anhui had never had such low land rent. But the officer thought again; it should be Chen Ke giving special preferential treatment to these New Army soldiers.

Other officers and soldiers also got interested hearing this. They asked Chen Ke one after another if these words could be taken seriously.

Chen Ke explained: "I have no necessity to deceive everyone. I said collecting thirty percent land rent, then collect thirty percent land rent."

"Then can we buy land?" A New Army officer asked.

"If the land is distributed, then naturally there is no reason for buying and selling. Otherwise, wouldn't it be making it clear that our Insurance Corps wants to make a big fortune ourselves? We won't do such things."

"Mr. Chen, you said the Insurance Corps has eight thousand people. But you only collect thirty percent land rent. I think you might not be able to eat your fill." Ba Yougong couldn't help making trouble again.

Chen Ke answered with a smile: "Our Insurance Corps is also distributed land ourselves. We feed ourselves, so this thirty percent rent is not collected for us."

Hearing this, Ba Yougong was really a bit baffled. This person Chen Ke's actions were completely different from the local powerful figures Ba Yougong had seen. If what Chen Ke said was true, Ba Yougong couldn't imagine what exactly this Fengtai County was like now no matter what.

The group continued to walk forward. They saw hard-working common people and Insurance Corps soldiers wearing dark blue clothes everywhere. Ordinary common people were doing ordinary farm work. While digging ditches, filling earth, transporting supplies—these heavy jobs were mostly done by Insurance Corps soldiers.

Ba Yougong held back this time. He looked left and right until he was sure he wasn't mistaken, then he wanted to speak. But he couldn't gain any advantage several times he opened his mouth. Chen Ke seemed not to get angry at all because others targeted him. But such a style that should have made people feel good made Ba Yougong particularly dissatisfied. Actually, his dissatisfaction with Chen Ke had been there for quite a few days. Starting from Pu Guanshui's inexplicable trust in Chen Ke, Ba Yougong was somewhat dissatisfied with Chen Ke whom he had never met. Seeing the well-trained Insurance Corps fleet, seeing the young but shrewd and capable He Zudao. Seeing Fengtai County actually able to persist on its own in the disaster year, and encountering various things that should have made people admire Chen Ke. Ba Yougong's feeling about Chen Ke became worse and worse. This mood made Ba Yougong himself feel strange.

But the mood of wanting to see Chen Ke embarrassed was so strong that Ba Yougong finally couldn't help asking: "Mr. Chen, I see those doing the hardest work are all Insurance Corps people, right?"

"That's right."

"Soldiers eat grain (to fight); it's unalterable principles. But I look at your place; being a soldier not only has to grow grain oneself. But also do the heaviest work. Then what are these people after being soldiers of your Insurance Corps? On what basis do you make these people follow you dead set?"

As soon as the three words "On what basis" (*Ni Ping Sha*) came out, Ba Yougong suddenly felt enlightened in his heart. He finally found the reason for his dissatisfaction with Chen Ke. On what basis did Chen Ke make Pu Guanshui, the Deputy Commander of the Anhui New Army, so respectful? On what basis could he own a capable fleet? On what basis could he possess such strength and status in Fengtai County? This youth in dark blue short clothes, with short hair like a "monk," on what basis could he have everything Ba Yougong didn't have? Ba Yougong had strong incomprehension and strong jealousy.

Chen Ke didn't know Ba Yougong's thoughts. He laughed: "Our Insurance Corps was distributed a large piece of land. If we don't do more work and create more benefits for the common people, how can the common people submit to us? As for on what basis these people follow me. Because our Insurance Corps is the team of the common people, the sons and brothers of the common people. That's what it is."

Hearing this answer, Ba Yougong stared at Chen Ke dumbfounded. As if looking at a monster never seen before.

"Mr. Chen is talking about protecting the territory and comforting the people (*Bao Jing An Min*), right?" A New Army officer beside him interrupted.

"No. Protecting the territory and comforting the people is us leading the common people to do things. But in this Fengtai County, the biggest is neither the magistrate nor our Insurance Corps. Our Insurance Corps is the people's army, doing things for the people." Chen Ke expounded the political stance of the Insurance Corps to members of other military organizations for the first time. And the result was really somewhat beyond Chen Ke's expectation. Hearing Chen Ke's words, the officers and soldiers of the Anhui New Army neither roared with laughter nor asked this and that. They just fell into a somewhat confused silence.

Arriving at the Brigade Headquarters of the Insurance Corps, Chen Ke asked Hua Xiongmao to arrange the matter of Insurance Corps soldiers and Anhui New Army soldiers returning home together. Taking advantage of other New Army officers and soldiers not being around, Chen Ke met with Pu Guanshui again. Chen Ke asked: "Guanshui, during your time in Anqing. Do you know Xu Xilin?"
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Chapter 21 Sending Off

Among the uprisings in the late Qing Dynasty, the Anqing Uprising led by Xu Xilin was an extremely famous one.

To achieve the anti-Manchu goal, Xu Xilin and others gradually developed the idea of "overturning the Qing court with tactics." They intended to use the method of buying official titles to let members of the Restoration Society (*Guang Fu Hui*) learn military affairs and take the opportunity to infiltrate the Qing court to master military power. So he bought a *Dao Yuan* (Intendant) title from the Qing court, designated as an expectant official in Anhui. Through various activities, in the winter of 1905, funded by Xu Kecheng of Shaoxing and recommended by Xu Xilin's cousin-uncle, Hunan Governor Yu Liansan, Xu Xilin, Ma Zonghan, and Chen Boping each bought an official position and were approved to go to Japan to study the army. But after arriving in Japan, due to the obstruction of the Qing court's minister to Japan, the plan to study the army was destroyed, and they returned home helplessly.

After returning to China, Xu Xilin and others intended to further infiltrate the government, "using power to overturn the barbarian court." By mobilizing and utilizing various relationships, Xu Xilin sought the matter of preparing the Anqing Army Elementary School. Later, due to the recommendation of his cousin-uncle Yu Liansan and Xu Xilin's own shrewdness and competence, he finally received the heavy trust of Anhui Governor En Ming in the thirty-second year of Guangxu. In winter, he arrived in Anqing and reported to the Governor's Yamen. After En Ming met him, he appointed him as the Anhui Police Intendant. He carefully ingratiated himself, bowing to En Ming as his teacher. En Ming regarded him as a trusted aide and appointed him concurrently as the Co-Director of the Police Academy. Xu Xilin ate the salary of the Qing court but never changed his revolutionary ambition for a moment. In February 1907, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin agreed to hold anti-Qing armed uprisings in Anhui and Zhejiang simultaneously. The uprising was originally scheduled for July 19. Because a triad member was arrested in Shanghai and confessed some aliases and secret codes of the revolutionaries, Liangjiang Governor-General Duan Fang telegraphed En Ming to arrest and punish them. En Ming summoned Xu Xilin to discuss the plan. Seeing his alias on the list, Xu Xilin knew the situation was pressing, so he decided to rise up on July 8 when the Police Academy held the graduation ceremony. Unexpectedly, En Ming had something to do on this day and asked to advance the graduation ceremony by two days. Helplessly, the uprising had to be held on the 6th. External aid did not arrive, preparation was not complete, and the uprising was worrying.

On July 6, 1907, Restoration Society member Xu Xilin, Co-Director of the Anhui Police Department and Supervisor of the Police Academy, planned and organized the assassination of Anhui Governor En Ming in Anqing, and led the student army to rise up, capturing the Arsenal. After 4 hours of fierce fighting, the uprising failed. Xu Xilin and others were arrested and died heroically.

But now Chen Ke had returned to 1905 and had quite a few dealings with Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. Yet he didn't know how Xu Xilin's recent situation was, whether it would still develop the same as in history.

"The Xu Xilin Wenqing mentioned is the Chief Instructor of the Anqing Army Elementary School, right?" Hearing Chen Ke ask about Xu Xilin, Pu Guanshui thought for a while before answering.

"That's him." Chen Ke was somewhat excited.

"Oh, this Xu Xilin runs to the New Army often when he has nothing to do. Moreover, he has a relative named Qiu Jin, who also came to Anqing and opened a girls' school. It is quite famous in Anqing."

History has indeed changed! Chen Ke thought somewhat helplessly. In history, Qiu Jin prepared to rise up simultaneously with Xu Xilin in Anhui and Shaoxing. As a result, Xu Xilin failed, and news leaked. Qiu Jin was arrested at the Datong School in Shaoxing and died two days later. Now Qiu Jin actually arrived in Anhui too, and opened a girls' school in Anqing. This variable made Chen Ke somewhat puzzled.

"Does Wenqing know these two people?" Pu Guanshui saw some clues.

"Know them. Both of them are revolutionaries. But they belong to the Restoration Society. Not on the same path as us."

"No wonder Xu Xilin always runs to the New Army. Contacting up and down, very active. It seems he wants to incite the New Army to rebel." Pu Guanshui's voice contained quite some malicious intent.

Chen Ke could understand; Pu Guanshui regarded the Anhui New Army as his own territory. Regardless of whether Xu Xilin was a revolutionary, first of all, Xu Xilin tried to incite the New Army to rise up, which disrupted Pu Guanshui's calculation. Pu Guanshui naturally wouldn't have any good impression of Xu Xilin.

Pu Guanshui suddenly laughed: "Since Wenqing mentioned Xu Xilin, presumably you already have a plan. Might as well tell me."

"Although Anqing is the provincial capital of Anhui, it is located in a corner of Anhui. I want to take the route of the common people, starting from the countryside, surrounding the cities with the countryside. So Anqing is of little significance to me. However, if Anqing is captured by the revolutionary army, Anhui will inevitably be in chaos. Wouldn't we be able to save a lot of trouble?" Chen Ke had no bad feeling towards Xu Xilin personally, and could even be said to have a good impression. But Chen Ke believed that on the road of revolution, personal feelings must never play an important role. Sometimes, sacrifice is also necessary.

Pu Guanshui was a smart person; he understood Chen Ke's meaning as soon as he heard it. He laughed: "Wenqing wants me to lend this Xu Xilin a hand? Once Anqing is occupied by the revolutionary army, Wenqing can attack Fengyang Prefecture immediately. With these eight thousand people in your hand, taking down Fengyang Prefecture is really a piece of cake. At that time, you can gallop freely east or west. While the revolutionary army in Anqing has to guard against the Qing army on the Yangtze River on one hand. Moreover, Anqing is surrounded by mountains on three sides; marching and fighting is very inconvenient. As long as they can persist for a year, no, as long as they can persist for half a year, Wenqing can take down quite a lot of territory here."

"Roughly so. But Guanshui, you can stay here for two months. I suggest you take a good look at what kind of new world the Fengtai County base area is to be built into. After you finish looking at the base area, you will know how to help Xu Xilin." Speaking of this, Chen Ke suddenly sighed. "Mr. Xu is a revolutionary with lofty ideals; I admire this very much. But this time we can only let Mr. Xu launch the uprising himself. I'll hide behind and take some advantage."

These words were so implicit; Pu Guanshui laughed loudly after hearing them. "Wenqing, don't be afraid. Even if this Mr. Xu becomes the forerunner for the king (*Wang Qian Qu*), I won't think Wenqing deliberately pitted him. Although I am not familiar with Mr. Xu, I have heard of seeking benevolence and getting benevolence. Since he wants to rise up, he naturally carries his head and charges forward. If he succeeds, he is a true hero. Those who only think about inciting others to die, or engage in conspiracies and tricks like assassination, deserve to die."

Regarding these words of Pu Guanshui, Chen Ke didn't know if they counted as Pu Guanshui's encouragement or something else. After all, this was calculating against people behind their backs, which also belonged to the category of conspiracies and tricks.

Pu Guanshui saw that Chen Ke still looked somewhat unbearable, so he couldn't help saying: "Wenqing, don't feel you let this Mr. Xu down. If you didn't tell me first now, just based on this Mr. Xu making trouble in the New Army, I would want to destroy him. Actually, what I dislike most are revolutionaries like Sun Wen. Wenqing, you have also been to Beijing; you should know how many people want revolution. But why are these people unwilling to associate with Sun Wen and the others? Because those bullshit words about democracy and republic are the same as not said. Many people are actually watching now, waiting to see who can shoulder the heavy responsibility. Those guys who only let others rebel die if they die. Wenqing, you are doing practical things, completely different from them. I won't feel Wenqing you have no morality."

Since Pu Guanshui said so, Chen Ke could only believe it. After lunch, Hua Xiongmao had basically selected the personnel to send out. Going home to have a look seemed like a very simple thing, but actually, it was as complex as large-scale combat. First, these eighty-two officers and soldiers were scattered in sixteen counties. How to send these soldiers and the accompanying Insurance Corps soldiers to the destination, how to contact each other. How to get news within the agreed time, how to pick up and drop off the families of these New Army officers and soldiers.

Ba Yougong felt his military ability was quite good, but actually, the first thing completely stumped Ba Yougong. There was no map of Anhui. The quality of Pu Guanshui's New Army map was very poor. The one providing the Anhui map was Chen Ke. He Ying hadn't done anything else these days; under Chen Ke's guidance, she traced a lot of the hiking map atlas Chen Ke brought from the 21st century using translucent paper. Especially the map of Anhui was basically finished tracing. These base maps were then made into relatively detailed maps by the Surveying Section of the Insurance Corps. As soon as such a detailed map was taken out, Ba Yougong was stunned. Compared to the map brought by Pu Guanshui, this map was more than a little bit precise. The New Army officers and soldiers faced the mountains, hills, and many place names on the map, and after comparing with memories, they could actually roughly find the specific location of their homes.

With specific locations, there were march routes, where to assemble, how to go home. How far the road was, roughly how much time was needed. Among the personnel brought by Pu Guanshui was the staff department he personally trained. Plus the Insurance Corps' staff department, the Insurance Corps' first modern combat in the true sense began.

Officers above company level of the 359th Brigade all came to attend the military meeting. These soldiers without modern military knowledge listened to the content Chen Ke narrated and felt a confusion. Every sentence Chen Ke said made sense, but every sentence made everyone feel incomprehensible. Why make things so complicated? This was the common confusion of the Insurance Corps officers.

"Brigade Commander, isn't it just going home? Everyone exert some effort, work harder. Is it worth such trouble?" Wu Xingwang asked. He was a local of Fengtai County. He had followed Yuwen Badu since the Shanghai era. Now he was the Company Commander of the 413th Company of the Second Regiment. Regarding various data calculations and route planning, Wu Xingwang completely couldn't understand the significance of this matter.

Chen Ke laughed: "I hope everyone can complete this matter within one month now. After one month, the transportation power of the Insurance Corps will shift to other work, and it is impossible to invest more power to do this."

"One month?" Wu Xingwang was stunned. More than a dozen areas, some areas were four or five hundred *li* away from Fengtai County. Completing a round trip within one month, and bringing back an unknown number of people when returning. The comrades immediately felt the complexity of the matter far exceeded the operation on paper. Not only Wu Xingwang, but other people's brows also frowned.

This was already a huge plan beyond the imagination of these comrades. Everyone knew that it was absolutely impossible for them to complete the planning work of such a scale alone. The comrades looked at Chen Ke with different eyes.

It wasn't that there were no people who could maintain a serious attitude consistently. Shang Yuan, He Zudao, Xiong Mingyang, Kuroshima Jin, Lu Huitian, and several other comrades were like this. While most comrades either felt the matter was simple or felt the matter was complex.

"Neither humble nor arrogant," "guard against arrogance and rashness," these words were admonitions against attitudes that could not face problems realistically (*Shi Shi Qiu Shi*). Grandpa Mao specially wrote various articles to narrate being able to "seek truth from facts." Chen Ke always felt he didn't understand it before. This time he suddenly had a realization why some comrades looked either arrogant or rash, while some comrades were completely different. In Chen Ke's view, those comrades whose emotions were unstable wanted to achieve a certain goal first. As long as this goal could be achieved, they would do anything.

But Chen Ke didn't get angry. Having such performance only explained one thing: these comrades lacked experience. Chen Ke also had such impetuous days back then. First advancing rashly, then hitting a wall lightly or bleeding heavily. Then he began to fear. Shrinking back when doing things. These were all human nature. Chen Ke didn't think there was a problem with such an attitude. If the comrades could have enough experience, they naturally wouldn't have such performance.

The attitude of the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers was very consistent; they all hoped to return home as soon as possible to settle family affairs. Everyone was anxious to return home like an arrow.

The Staff Department with Pu Guanshui and Chen Ke as the core began to operate. The Staff Department was first divided into three departments: Route Formulation Department, Distance Calculation Department, and Logistics Planning Department.

The Insurance Corps enforced education of knowledge. Those who could enter the Staff Department had to master culture, arithmetic, and basic military skills. Pu Guanshui's Staff Department focused more on professional training, and basic knowledge training was much worse. The Insurance Corps was much stronger.

First was looking at the map to determine the orientation. Then various data collected by the Insurance Corps in the past half year came in handy. It couldn't be said that drawing a straight line on the map was the route. Humans are not birds; saying flying a straight line can fly a straight line. Crossing mountains and rivers required detours. Besides the constraints of these natural environments, the constraints of human factors were equally important. Where there were checkpoints, there were difficulties. The data collected by the Insurance Corps, as well as the data provided by the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers, needed to be considered carefully and calculated into the plan.

Once a route was determined, dozens of abacuses crackled. How long the journey was, how fast each person moved, all these needed to be calculated.

Hua Xiongmao and Chai Qingguo contributed greatly to this military plan formulation. Both were people who had traveled extensively and had very practical experience and views on long-distance marching. Hua Xiongmao was relatively steady; he acted as the "Red Face." For those overly radical plans, such as those who thought they could walk more than a hundred *li* a day, Hua Xiongmao would look at the other party very seriously and raise doubts, "How can you walk a hundred *li* a day where there are no roads?"

Chai Qingguo ridiculed those conservative plans greatly, "Walking thirty *li* a day? You can crawl there too."

As Pu Guanshui's deputy, Ba Yougong also participated in the plan review. However, Ba Yougong spoke little. This artillery commander was not good at this kind of planning, and he held himself very high, so he was unwilling to make mistakes in public.

After spending two days summarizing everyone's route, they had to be grouped together for integrated planning. On sheets of scratch paper and blackboards, various one-variable, two-variable, and three-variable equations were listed. In the Staff Department, only Chen Ke and a few people understood higher mathematics, so everyone didn't do calculus for the time being. If a long list of equations including various professional symbols and a dozen important parameters were listed on the blackboard, it was estimated that most people in this Staff Department would go crazy.

Spending four days, a set of primary plans was calculated. Chen Ke felt this plan was outrageously rough. Many factors were not calculated. Even this rough plan made Chen Ke thoroughly understand the power of industrialized China in the 21st century. If the Chinese army in the 21st century planned, there were computers in software, highways, railways, and airplanes in hardware. There were satellites, wireless phones, and wired phones in communication. The plan could be formulated extremely detailed.

The current plan merely told everyone when to set off, when to merge, and to achieve this goal, how long to walk every day, and how much distance to cover. As for the specific situation along the way, these comrades had to rely on their own subjective initiative to overcome various difficulties and emergencies.

The Staff Department taught these plans to the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers on one hand, and on the other hand, prepared transport capacity and supplies and dry food along the way according to the plan. They also had to teach everyone some methods of filtering drinking water and provide portable drinking water equipment.

The Insurance Corps officers realized for the first time that fighting a battle was actually such a complex thing. And the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers originally thought the Insurance Corps was just a group of country bumpkins who needed them to teach military knowledge. After seeing the Insurance Corps' ability to formulate detailed plans, they looked at the Insurance Corps with new eyes, and were even somewhat convinced wholeheartedly.

Whether the Insurance Corps or the Anhui New Army, they admired Chen Ke and Pu Guanshui, who led everyone to formulate the plan, prostrate on the ground.

Before setting off, Chen Ke and Pu Guanshui repeatedly emphasized discipline, as well as the attitude of exerting subjective initiative, overcoming all difficulties, and completing the goal.

The newly formed temporary mixed unit had more than four hundred people. Everyone lined up neatly, listening to the departure mobilization. Pu Guanshui issued instructions with a serious expression. "There is no hurdle that cannot be crossed, but if you stop in front of this hurdle and don't move, you will never cross it."

Chen Ke was not as excited as Pu Guanshui. After all, these soldiers were going home to save their families. They would absolutely not shrink back before the battle. The problem now was whether the main transport troops could withstand the checkpoints and difficulties on various routes.

At this time, they heard Pu Guanshui say loudly: "I will personally lead everyone. I'll say this upfront now: along the way, whoever dares to block us, we will beat them to smithereens. Did you hear me!"

"Heard!" All officers and soldiers participating in this action shouted together.

Pu Guanshui's voice was loud originally; hearing everyone's reply, his tone became even higher, "In addition, I don't care how the New Army did it before. Now everyone is going to save people; these are all brothers. Have you learned the song *Three Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention*? After setting off this time, everyone sing it ten times first. This time we will do as sung in this song. Officers and soldiers as one, united from top to bottom. Settle everyone's relatives well and save them all."

During the operation of the Staff Department, everyone couldn't work without stopping. During breaks, Chen Ke taught military songs of the Insurance Corps like *Three Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention*, *Unity is Strength*, and *Little Poplar* to the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers. These classic songs of later generations, healthy, upward, and full of vitality, quickly captured the hearts of New Army officers and soldiers in 1906. Also captured Pu Guanshui's heart.

"Comrades staying in Fengtai County must obey Brigade Commander Chen's orders. Teach what should be taught properly to others. Learn what should be learned from others properly. Don't feel that they are local and we from the provincial capital are better than them. This time everyone has also seen that there are plenty of places where they are better than us. Teach well, learn well! Did you hear me?"

"Heard!" The New Army officers staying in Fengtai County also responded. This was their true attitude. The operation of the Staff Department this time indeed dispelled the arrogance of "I am number one in the world" of these New Army officers and soldiers.

"Go eat now; leave after eating. Dismiss!" Pu Guanshui shouted.

"Kill!" The Insurance Corps officers and soldiers shouted in unison. Only a small half of the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers remembered this rule during the training during the two days of rest. They also shouted in unison.

"Look, look! This is what you have to learn." Pu Guanshui said loudly. Many New Army officers and soldiers were red in the face. They heard Pu Guanshui shout again: "Once more. Dismiss!"

"Kill!" More than four hundred people shouted in unison. Then, everyone began to disperse to eat according to order.

Lunch was simple and eaten fast. Luggage was ready. Soldiers carried marching packs and lined up neatly. According to the plan, two hundred people set off in the first batch. Pu Guanshui watched the comrades line up in good order. Only then did he turn his head, "Wenqing, then I'll go first. I will handle the things outside well. I will grasp firmly to transport grain back."

Chen Ke nodded slightly, "Guanshui, you've worked hard."

"This time I originally wanted to come and help Wenqing, but instead let Wenqing help us a big favor. really ashamed."

"Haha, haven't even walked out of the barracks yet. What help? If you want to say such polite words, wait until the New Army comrades settle their families. I'm waiting for Guanshui you and the New Army comrades to finish work early and come back early."

"I will do my best." After speaking, Pu Guanshui saluted Chen Ke. Chen Ke returned the salute seriously. The two were not affectedly unconventional either. Pu Guanshui strode to the comrades of the first batch setting off and waved his arm. The team started immediately.

At the very front of the team was the Anhui New Army military flag displayed to deter checkpoints everywhere. Pu Guanshui led the team striding proudly. The troops had just walked a few steps when they heard a burst of singing coming from behind. This was a song they hadn't heard before. The Insurance Corps soldiers of the second batch setting off sang the sending-off song together. This was also a song Chen Ke taught the Insurance Corps—*Camel Bell* (*Tuo Ling*).

*Sending off comrades, embarking on the journey. Silently tearful, the sound of camel bells rings in the ears.*

*The road is long, the fog is vast. In the revolutionary career, parting is common; the same parting, two kinds of feelings.*

*Comrades, ah comrades, dear brothers, beware of the cold north wind at midnight, take care all the way.*

The melody was melodious, and the lyrics were sincere. Hearing this song, the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers knew this was the blessing from Insurance Corps soldiers to the departing Insurance Corps comrades-in-arms. But they equally hoped, or rather believed, that this was a blessing for themselves. The Anhui New Army officers and soldiers didn't even notice the word "revolution" in the song.



★


Firing Cement

Volume 3 - Chapter 22

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 22 Firing Cement

On September 7, 1906, the day Pu Guanshui led his troops away from Fengtai County to pick up the families of the New Army from various places, You Gou also led members of her development team to the newly built cement kiln for a scaled-up production test.

Since studying in Germany, You Gou had always believed she would be an outstanding chemist. She just never thought she could really realize this ideal one day. In this era of the late Qing Dynasty, although women were gradually intervening in social activities and many people began to publicize women's liberation issues, in actual operation, these women pursuing liberation were mostly "focusing on participation" in social work, and there was no one who could truly take charge of a department alone yet. So Chen Ke entrusting the work of firing cement entirely to You Gou to execute could be said to set a precedent for women's social work in the late Qing Dynasty.

This was not just assigning work. Chen Ke followed the scientific research project method of the late twentieth century. You Gou wrote a formal project application plan, which was reviewed, discussed, and approved by the People's Party. According to the project plan formulated by You Gou, supplies and personnel were allocated to her. This advanced process made the People's Party, who had never seen this mode, very unaccustomed, and You Gou also felt very unaccustomed.

What if things are messed up? You Gou worried about this, and the comrades of the People's Party worried equally.

However, a large-scale irrigation system required a large number of water channels. Without cement, the leakage problem of these water channels would be extremely serious. If using materials from 1906 to prevent leakage of water channels, the volume of the water channels would be unacceptably large. For this reason, in You Gou's initial project application, she only proposed needing ten people to help. Chen Ke waved his big pen and increased the number from a squad to a company. These personnel were not only responsible for the cement firing test but also for firing red bricks and glass. Engaging solely in cement firing was too inefficient; since it was all firing kilns, they might as well do red bricks and glass together. Moreover, this company also had to undertake project research on how to use red bricks and cement to build water channels.

There were formulas for firing red bricks and glass, and even cement formulas were available. The problem You Gou had to solve lay in the craftsmanship and control flow required for large-scale production. In this respect, neither Chen Ke nor You Gou understood. One studied chemistry, the other studied polymer materials. Chen Ke had also studied mechanics, while You Gou had no engineering experience. Doing experiments in the laboratory was no problem, but You Gou knew nothing about how to carry out mass production.

This is the gap between industrial countries and agricultural countries, the gap between early-industrialized countries and late-industrialized countries. The foundation of old industrial countries lies in those data, those past experiments. Whether successful or failed, scientific and technological experience means scientific and technological investment. Agricultural countries originally have lower productivity levels than industrial countries, plus lack of experience, making the direction of scientific and technological investment even harder to grasp. This will only lead to an increasingly larger gap between industrial countries and agricultural countries.

Chen Ke had seen a photo of an African tribal "war" in the 21st century. Tribal warriors killed each other with bows, arrows, and spears, while jet airliners, the crystallization of modern high technology, flew in the sky.

According to Chen Ke's historical research results, China was completely pulled away from the world after the Second Industrial Revolution, that is, after 1919. In 1906, China still possessed some technologies and equipment of the steam age. But the Manchu Qing collapsed, and warlords fought in chaos, leaving Chinese science and technology far behind the times in the electrical age. After the establishment of New China, China restarted real construction. Having witnessed the arduous scientific and technological development process of New China, Chen Ke knew that on this incredibly firm path, besides conducting arduous research according to the development laws of science and technology itself, there was no way to be opportunistic.

So Chen Ke used his authority to give You Gou great support in manpower and material resources when supplies and personnel were not sufficient. He not only wanted to complete this project, but more importantly, he wanted to establish the base area's own scientific and technological research and development system.

Before the final approval and signature, Chen Ke held the last review meeting. At the meeting, Chen Ke expounded his overall thoughts to the participating comrades. Chen Ke wasn't quite sure how much the comrades understood. He could only say very seriously to the solemn-faced You Gou: "Comrade You Gou, if you undertake this project, it is putting you on the fire to roast. Everything you do is an exploration. Exploration has success and failure. But I require you to succeed this time, and I require that no matter what problems you encounter in the process, you must explain these problems one by one clearly in your final debriefing report. The People's Party stresses the word 'serious' (*Ren Zhen*) most. In the affairs of the People's Party, there are the two words failure and success. But there are no three words 'don't know'. Can you accept it?"

You Gou was also an old Party member and an old comrade. When she researched new drugs with Chen Ke, she personally experienced Chen Ke's rigorous and serious scientific research attitude. She knew what a huge workload was needed to implement such an attitude; it was an endless pursuit and study. After learning that she would be granted full authority for scientific and technological research, that kind of excitement and high spirit, that feeling as if something hot was poured into her soul, making the whole soul burn, You Gou could recall clearly many years later.

You Gou's eyes shone, and extreme excitement made her beautiful face turn bright red. A chest full of passion turned into a simple sentence, "Resolutely complete the task."

The cement Chen Ke required now was not that kind of high-grade cement, not even Portland cement. The base area lacked mineral exploration capabilities extremely at this stage, so they could only use what they had. After discussion, Chen Ke and You Gou chose the simplest formula: mixing limestone and clay in proportion, firing into clinker, and then grinding it to use. Fengtai County didn't lack coal, and there were also limestone and clay, so the experiment unfolded like this.

The research team was divided into three groups. One group engaged in infrastructure, which was firing kilns. One group engaged in data testing, which was testing the products in various ways. One group engaged in production with You Gou.

The Party has always attached extreme importance to cultural education, which was the case since the Red Army era. Chen Ke himself firmly supported this practice. An army without culture is an army without a future. In order to create a modern army with discipline, culture, and knowledge, besides leading soldiers who knew nothing about chemistry to carry out production, You Gou also had to popularize culture among these soldiers. The two assistants assigned to You Gou were named Zhu Guangzu and Zhong Shunqing, both liberal arts students from Fudan Public School. In the People's Party and Insurance Corps, there was an obvious trend in manpower use: those from science and engineering backgrounds held high positions and became leaders of certain projects. If liberal arts students wanted to stand out, they could only switch to military or political work at this stage. Otherwise, they could only be assistants to science and engineering students or engage in cultural education work. Chen Ke said clearly at the meeting that the People's Party and Insurance Corps did not raise "idle scholars" (*Xian Sheng*). Either go engage in production or fight battles. Or provide services for engaging in production and fighting battles. Those who thought they could command others high above just because they recognized a few broken characters could choose to go home now.

Those who followed Chen Ke to Anhui were all young people, energetic, aggressive, hoping to do a career. Liberal arts students certainly felt Chen Ke's words were quite harsh, but facing the situation of the flood, these people also admitted these words were not unreasonable. No matter how amazing one felt oneself to be, everyone knew a simple fact: if one didn't eat, the stomach would soon be hungry.

Zhu Guangzu and Zhong Shunqing were not very interested in military affairs but wanted to switch to industrial construction. You Gou led the research department, so they applied to work on You Gou's side, hoping to completely switch to the chemical industry through this research and development work. This was considered learning a craft. No need to work as hard as ordinary soldiers anymore.

But they were soon disappointed. Working under You Gou, the hardship level was only higher than ordinary daily work. Although You Gou was a woman, she worked desperately enough. In the days of researching drugs with Chen Ke, You Gou learned a lot, especially resting anytime and working anytime. Following the mode of the Shanghai laboratory, You Gou set up a lounge next to the laboratory. Others could work in three shifts, but she lay down and slept during experiment intervals herself, getting up anytime when work was needed.

As You Gou's assistants, Zhu Guangzu and Zhong Shunqing didn't have the ruthlessness of You Gou back then. Besides conducting daily cultural education for soldiers, they also had to learn chemical knowledge with You Gou and participate in experiments. Life was unspeakably bitter. In their view, You Gou graduated in chemistry herself; she only needed to worry about experiments. Soldiers didn't understand anything; they just needed to obey orders and listen to commands. Caught between these two layers, they had to learn and work. They couldn't compare with You Gou in knowledge, nor with soldiers in physical strength, yet they had to pay brainpower and physical strength simultaneously, acting as both teachers and students. This life couldn't go on.

After living like this for more than a month, the two were exhausted by this heavy pressure. They felt they might have chosen the wrong direction. They even really had the intention to beat a retreat.

The soldiers below had a vastly different attitude towards engaging in scientific research work. Soldiers didn't understand chemistry and had no concept of these things at all. What everyone knew was merely that a female teacher named You Gou was their head from now on. This teacher would lead them to work.

In the company affiliated with You Gou, no one dared to look down on "Female Teacher" You Gou. Actually, from the beginning, no one dared to despise Female Teacher You Gou. Soldiers were just curious about a female leader. The organization of the Insurance Corps was originally a very rare organization in the eyes of ordinary people in 1906. Many soldiers assigned to the cement factory construction work had participated in the construction project of the water plant. That water treatment design was also You Gou's responsibility. Turbid river water became clean drinking water after layers of filtration and precipitation. This item alone made soldiers who had never drunk tap water feel very magical. You Gou, who commanded everyone to complete this work, naturally received everyone's approval.

Although Zhu Guangzu and Zhong Shunqing served as assistants, when You Gou was in low spirits during experiments, she would also teach everyone to read characters. Not only reading characters, You Gou also narrated hygiene and chemical knowledge. In Shanghai, You Gou had given the lecture "The Story of a Candle." Giving it again in Anhui was a familiar road. You Gou's magic-like numerous experiments, as well as those numerous basic knowledge never contacted before, opened a door of knowledge never seen before for these soldiers, and simultaneously made these soldiers develop a sense of awe bordering on superstition towards You Gou.

However, everyone was male after all. Although they admired her to death in their hearts, they refused to soften their mouths. After all, working under a woman, no matter how outstanding this woman was, was not a glorious thing worth boasting about. Soldiers being able to obey orders and listen to commands, never talking back to You Gou, was already the greatest respect. But You Gou couldn't quite understand this point, and she didn't have the energy to pay attention to this matter. As long as subordinates could obey orders, could build and assist experiments as she said, You Gou would thank Heaven and Earth.

Cement sample testing was very simple. Mixing cement with sand to make some cement blocks, they could be tested in various environments. The cement fired in the laboratory was basically qualified. Or rather, cement mixed with sand and bamboo reinforcement could remain without cracking problems for two weeks. Someone tested and checked every day. Two weeks ago, stable products of 300 *jin* scale had entered testing. Two weeks passed, and these products themselves still maintained sufficient stability.

This was the one hundred and fourteenth experiment, and also the first scaled-up test. When firing cement, glass firing was carried out along the way, and the initial goal was basically achieved, firing glass that wasn't quite transparent.

But these were all small-scale productions, producing more than three hundred *jin* of cement at a time. Once entering large-scale production, there would definitely be many quality control problems. Especially how to crush cement clinker into usable products; using stone rollers and other methods couldn't satisfy people. Machines had to be used. Chen Ke asked Qi Huishen to produce four sets of crushers at the Jiangnan Arsenal. Qi Huishen had replied that eight sets of machinery, including crushers, had been built. But transportation to the disaster area was very difficult. One of the important purposes of Pu Guanshui and the others going out this time was to transport the crushing machinery over. And You Gou's work was to complete the volume test before these machines arrived.

The Insurance Corps uniform didn't distinguish between men's and women's wear. To avoid trouble, after getting up and washing simply, You Gou bound her chest tightly with chest-binding cloth in her female lounge, then put on a shirt and dark blue military uniform. Her hair was cut short, very much like that Hepburn short hair. This wasn't because she had such advanced aesthetic vision, but because firing cement involved flying dust, and long hair was inappropriate at all.

The cement kiln was a small kiln of about three tons. Chen Ke didn't know, and You Gou didn't know either, that in 1889, near the Kaiping Coal Mine in Tangshan, Hebei, China, a Tangshan "Fine Cotton Earth" factory using vertical kilns for production was established. In 1906, based on this factory, the Qixin Cement Company was established, with an annual output of 40,000 tons of cement. A cement kiln of about three tons wasn't a very big thing, and the technology couldn't be called advanced. But even if they knew, Fengtai County was at this level; being able to produce cement was already a very remarkable achievement.

The furnace fire was raging. Whether You Gou or the soldiers, they all wore soft hats made of blue cloth and masks. They even had to splash water on their clothes to get close to the kiln. Early industrial production was so hard. Without so much auxiliary equipment, except for a few main production equipment, others needed to be completed by manpower. Filling coal and handling fire required manpower. Although You Gou didn't need to do physical work personally, having worked with Chen Ke for so long, You Gou knew well the necessity of the leader visiting the front line personally. As long as You Gou stood near the cement kiln where heat waves were boiling, others wouldn't say much anymore.

Halfway through the experiment, someone ran to tell You Gou that a relative came to find her. You Gou thought she might not have heard clearly. She took off the uniform mask same as the soldiers and asked strangely: "Say it again."

"Teacher You, a relative of yours came to find you," the messenger soldier said.

Could her own brother run to Anhui to find her? You Gou felt incredible. This time she basically ran away from home. Although she left a letter saying she went out with Chen Ke to do some big things, You Gou didn't bid farewell to her parents formally. In You Gou's imagination, her parents would definitely think this unfilial daughter just pissed off and that was it. She really didn't expect that her letter didn't write where she went, yet her family actually found Fengtai County.

You Gou couldn't say whether she felt guilt or some other emotion at this time. Anyway, her heart felt empty.

"How old are the people who came?" You Gou asked.

"Seven or eight people came, all looking twenty or thirty years old," the soldier answered.

Hearing the soldier say this, You Gou knew her father probably didn't come, and her heart relaxed a lot immediately. Since it was her brother who came, You Gou immediately felt there was no need to be so polite to her brother. She said: "Bring them over."

The soldier received the order, and partly because he couldn't stand this intense heat, ran away like a wisp of smoke.

Putting on the mask again, You Gou continued to direct production work. The key to firing work was how to maintain a constant temperature during the process. Chen Ke could only provide the concept of a regenerator; You Gou was responsible for researching the rest herself. Although the Insurance Corps claimed to have many university students, the problem was that the number of science and engineering students was very limited. Moreover, among these people, there were basically no chemistry majors. The comrades in Beijing whom Chen Ke never forgot were said to arrive at the base area only in October. Chen Ke was already busy enough to have his feet in the air. You Gou knew she couldn't count on others and could only fight alone.

Work is like this; once started, one can't think of anything else. You Gou quickly forgot about her brother coming. Not knowing how long she directed everyone to be busy, when she really couldn't stand the heat wave and walked back, pouring a bucket of water on her hot clothes, she suddenly heard a familiar voice shouting: "Sister?"

Turning her head, she saw several people not far away. The leader was You Gou's eldest brother. Among the others were You Gou family's servants, and some she didn't know; they looked capable one by one. Only the young man standing beside You Gou looked like a child from a rich family in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Delicate skin, but tanned quite dark.

Although You Gou originally intended to act strong towards her brother, and the relationship between You Gou and her brother wasn't that harmonious. Seeing her brother actually found Fengtai County thousands of *li* away, and hearing that "Sister," tears surged up somehow. Wiping her tears, You Gou wanted to walk over with a smile and greet her brother. But the tears couldn't be held back no matter what. You Gou suddenly covered her mouth and cried *wu wu*.

You Gou's eldest brother was originally not sure that the familiar figure in dark blue coarse cloth clothes, wearing a soft hat and mask, was his sister who ran away from home. Especially this free and easy looking youth was directing a large group of strong men to work. That posture of issuing orders didn't look like a female at all, but a male with high status.

The reason that made him shout was You Gou's short hair. Insurance Corps soldiers kept queues; only You Gou had short hair alone. With the brother's understanding of his sister, his sister could do such a thing. That was why he mustered up courage to shout. But seeing his sister take off the mask with her own eyes, her beautiful face full of surprise, and then actually crying, You Gou's eldest brother's heart softened immediately. Since You Gou left without saying goodbye, You Gou's parents were panicked. Searching for their daughter's whereabouts everywhere, and counting You Gou's family having many connections, they actually spent three months to roughly determine that You Gou went to Anhui with Chen Ke and the others. When they confirmed it, Anhui flooded. Although the old couple loved their daughter dearly, they couldn't send their son to the disaster area and risk losing the son too. As a result, after the flood receded, they actually got news that their daughter was safe and sound. So they sent the son to come, hoping to bring You Gou back.

Although seeing his sister cry softened You Gou's eldest brother's heart, thinking of his father's sighs and mother's sadness these days, You Gou's eldest brother was still furious. He stepped forward ferociously and wanted to slap You Gou.

Two soldiers, one left and one right, suddenly blocked in front of You Gou. They asked: "Who are you? What do you want to do?"

"Who am I? Who are you?" You Gou's eldest brother was even more annoyed seeing someone block him. Plus seeing You Gou commanding these people very impressively, he didn't take these two soldiers seriously. While speaking, he used his hands to push these two soldiers.

The military training of the Insurance Corps never slackened, and the style of officer-soldier equality in the troops violently improved the soldiers' self-esteem. As soon as You Gou's eldest brother's palm pushed on the soldier's chest, the military boxing the two soldiers trained for several months came in handy. One grabbed You Gou's eldest brother's wrist, and with a twist of the wrist, twisted You Gou's eldest brother's arm behind his back. Another soldier pressed down You Gou's eldest brother's other arm.

"Don't move!" the soldier shouted.

Those helpers following You Gou's eldest brother saw the young master arrested and immediately wanted to come up and get him out. They rushed forward, and immediately twenty-some soldiers rushed up and surrounded them. Suddenly a soldier shouted: "Someone here wants to hit Teacher You!" As soon as these words fell, soldiers in the distance became furious one by one, running here with their respective tools in hand.

The rich family child originally standing beside You Gou's eldest brother didn't move. Seeing such a group of strong men killing their way over, his face turned white with fright. And those people following You Gou's eldest brother saw these people obeying You Gou's orders were so fierce, and their numbers were far greater than them. More importantly, more people were killing their way over continuously. They also looked at You Gou's eldest brother with ashen faces. Many people looked at You Gou fiercely, hoping she would come out to resolve this "misunderstanding."

Originally You Gou thought it would be a tender meeting, but suddenly it became swords drawn and bows bent. She was also somewhat at a loss. She heard soldiers shouting all at once, "Who are you?" "What do you want to do to Teacher You?" "Coming to our Insurance Corps to act wild?"

Someone also said to You Gou: "Teacher You, how to deal with these people? Beat them first?"

You Gou saw the soldiers were filled with indignation and knew her brother's reckless action caused a misunderstanding. She said hurriedly: "This is my eldest brother! Release him first."

As soon as these words came out, the soldiers still didn't quite believe it. "Teacher You, this person is your own brother?"

"Is my own brother!" You Gou said.

Since You Gou said so, the soldiers couldn't say anything else. But that anger couldn't be quelled no matter what. Someone actually wanted to use force against Female Teacher You Gou whom everyone respected very much. Even if this person was You Gou's own brother, the soldiers still couldn't accept it.

"Teacher You, we are right next to you. Call us if anything happens." This was a polite way of saying it.

"You, not allowed to use force against our Teacher You. Don't think because you are Teacher You's brother." This was a very impolite way of saying it. Not only that, when the soldier said this, he pointed at You Gou's eldest brother with his index finger.

Being pointed at by country bumpkins like this, You Gou's eldest brother felt he lost all face. But there were at least fifty or sixty Insurance Corps soldiers. You Gou's eldest brother also understood the principle that a wise man doesn't fight when the odds are against him. So he turned his face aside and ignored it.

You Gou had never been defended by so many people like this. She felt warm in her heart. She suddenly remembered a sentence of Chen Ke, "Treat comrades as warm as spring."
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According to You Gou's brother's assumption, wailing was heard everywhere in this disaster area, and Chen Ke was no immortal. Even if he saved his life, his subordinates should have scattered. He brought seven or eight people; forcibly taking You Gou home shouldn't be a problem. Even he didn't need to use force at all; his sister would probably follow him voluntarily. But reality ruthlessly shattered You Gou's brother's fantasy.

Fengtai County was completely different from other disaster areas. Along the way here, wailing was heard everywhere in other places, and dead bodies could be seen in the river every day. People selling their sons and daughters were everywhere, and many victims were migrating towards Fengtai County. After entering Fengtai's territory, suddenly everything became better. The corpses were gone, and not a single victim could be seen. Before he met Chen Ke, just his sister You Gou was leading a hundred or so people working. You Gou's brother had always been clear about his sister's little entrepreneurial ideal. Now that she could finally command hundreds of people to work, the possibility of pulling his sister home was basically non-existent.

It seems I have to go to the Magistrate. You Gou's brother suddenly thought. Maybe the government can control this bunch of people?

Completely ignoring her brother's thoughts, You Gou just took these few people to the edge of the open space beside the test site, then said: "Brother, let's talk here. I am very busy these days and have no time to receive you. After we finish talking here, you go home."

What's there to talk about? You Gou's brother felt very helpless. Being soft definitely wouldn't work. Being hard... his sister was harder than him; waving her hand, a hundred or so strong men would come over to beat people. This trip seemed to be in vain. Unless going to the government...

"By the way, Brother, don't go to the government either. Our People's Party is the leader of Fengtai County now. The government is still under the leadership of our People's Party. If you go to find Comrade Shang Yuan, the Magistrate of Fengtai County, Comrade Shang Yuan will send you back to me. I think you shouldn't waste this effort," You Gou knew her brother very well and dispelled his unrealistic fantasy right from the start.

"You just brag to me." Hearing his sister's words, Young Master You really couldn't hold back and retorted sarcastically.

You Gou just smiled. She asked the two comrades who acted just now to come over. These two were You Gou's guards. "You take my brother to see Comrade Shang Yuan."

Hearing this order, the two guards saluted You Gou, dragged Young Master You up, and left. Young Master You originally wanted to struggle, but gave up after thinking about it.

An hour later, Young Master You was brought back by the guards with an iron-green face. Shang Yuan was very polite to Young Master You. He took time out of his busy schedule to see Young Master You and left a sentence, "Since you are Comrade You Gou's brother, I'll speak frankly. No one here can forcibly take away People's Party and Insurance Corps people. If you insist on doing this, just try. Anyway, if caught by us, we'll beat you a hundred strokes first. You can leave now. Oh, by the way, when you go back and see Comrade You Gou, say hello to her for me; she works hard."

Watching his sister lead her subordinates to work, Young Master You said nothing. Thinking angrily, what kind of world is this Fengtai County? Is there still royal law? Although thinking so in his heart, some inexplicable joy also existed in the anger. His sister could actually make the Magistrate regard her so highly now; this ability... if it could be so in Shanghai too, that would be great.

Thinking of this, Young Master You couldn't help but scan these few people who came with him arrogantly. Those subordinates acting as thugs already knew the severity and stood still honestly one by one. And the one beside him looked at You Gou's every move with longing eyes. This fiery look made Young Master You's mind move.

The one beside him was the live-in son-in-law (*shang men nv xu*) Old Master You found for You Gou, named Huang Renshi. News in Shanghai spread fast. Everyone in the comprador circle of Shanghai knew that You Gou, who always did things crazily, owned shares in a pharmaceutical factory. Old Master Huang and Old Master You were good friends. He knew that although this girl You Gou did things a bit outrageously, her character was still very reliable. Old Master Huang had many children. Old Master You hinted that if one of the Huang family children came to be a live-in son-in-law, he was very likely to get a certain share of this pharmaceutical factory. So Huang Renshi, as the sixth boy, was selected.

Before this marriage was formally proposed, You Gou left without saying goodbye. Things having come to this, Young Master You came to Anhui hoping to bring You Gou back. Old Master Huang also agreed to the You family's request and let Huang Renshi come along. If Huang Renshi felt You Gou was not bad, this marriage could still be discussed. If he felt it wouldn't work, the Huang family was considered to have done their best.

Looking at it now, the passion revealed in Huang Renshi's eyes was enough to prove that the Sixth Young Master of the Huang family had feelings for You Gou.

"Renshi, what are you staring at my sister for?" Young Master You asked knowingly.

"Sorry, Brother You." Being said so, Huang Renshi blushed. But You Gou's attraction to Huang Renshi was so strong that Huang Renshi still couldn't move his eyes away. "Heard people say Miss You always does things... always unexpectedly. Seeing it with my own eyes today, she is truly unparalleled in the nation (*Guo Shi Wu Shuang*)."

At least use "heroine" (*Jin Guo Ying Xiong*). What is this "unparalleled in the nation"? Young Master You thought. But since the other party said so, he had to be polite with his mouth, "My sister just loves to mess around. Mess around."

"Not so, Brother You. My family runs factories. Let alone these more than a hundred people, leading a dozen people to work in such a hot place is extremely difficult. What's rarer is, look, none of these people slack off." Huang Renshi praised.

Young Master You was originally full of anger at his sister, but seeing his sister working in such a hot place, he was actually somewhat happy in his heart. Being far from the kiln, he still felt the heat pressing. And his sister wearing thick clothes and being so close to the kiln, it must be even hotter. Including You Gou, everyone poured water on themselves to get close to the kiln. Just looking at it, one knew how hard it was. Yet these people, including his sister, worked in full swing. This attitude, being said so by Huang Renshi, made Young Master You also admire a bit.

Huang Renshi continued to praise: "Although I don't know what Miss You is doing, it is definitely not an ordinary thing. Unexpectedly, such a person can exist in this place of Fengtai County; it's really an eye-opener."

"Renshi, don't just praise my sister; isn't your family's factory also run well?"

"Although I know work has to be done like this, I absolutely can't do such hard work myself. Miss You, a woman, can do such hard work; ashamed, ashamed." Huang Renshi shook his head while speaking.

"Then Brother Renshi, it seems you feel about my sister..." Young Master You was just about to ask Huang Renshi's attitude towards this marriage, but suddenly closed his mouth. He saw several people wearing dark blue clothes run here quickly, stop beside You Gou, and say a few words. You Gou's face changed, and she hurriedly shouted: "Assemble!" While shouting, You Gou took out a whistle from her pocket and blew it. The shrill whistle attracted everyone's attention. In the surprised sight of Young Master You, Huang Renshi, and others, soldiers ran over. Soon they lined up on the ground.

You Gou turned her head to look at her brother, then ordered: "First Squad! Three steps forward, march."

Hearing the order, the twelve soldiers of the First Squad walked three steps forward. Stepping out of the rank neatly.

"First Squad Leader, take these people to the barracks and guard them."

"Yes." The First Squad Leader responded and took his troops to Young Master You and the others. "These gentlemen, please follow us."

Although he didn't know what mystery his sister was playing, Young Master You dared not refuse. For a sister whom even the Magistrate had to yield to a bit, Young Master You had lost the courage to resist.

Watching the idlers leave the field, You Gou shouted: "We received an order; someone wants to storm the grain depot in the county. We are going to protect the grain depot. Second Squad stays to guard the cement kiln."

"Teacher You, who is so bold?" Soldiers couldn't help asking. There were still people who dared to target the Insurance Corps now; such behavior really puzzled the soldiers.

"It's refugees from other places. Now gathered in the county, requesting to open the warehouse and release grain. And someone is inciting trouble. There isn't much grain in the county grain depot either; Comrade Shang Yuan asked us to maintain order."

Hearing that refugees from other places came to make trouble and even wanted to storm the grain depot, the local comrades of Fengtai immediately got angry. This Fengtai County had stabilized with great difficulty; how could it withstand the tossing of outside refugees.

Under You Gou's leadership, the troops ran towards the barracks.

After the headquarters of the Insurance Corps transferred to Yuezhangji, only a total of one battalion force remained in the county town. This battalion was not a standing regular army but temporarily patched together by four companies with different affiliations. Among the four companies, two were logistics companies, and the company affiliated with You Gou engaged in cement, glass, and red brick production R&D. Another company was responsible for the breeding farm. Although there was daily basic military training, the purpose was more to cultivate discipline, not any formal training. Encountering such an emergency, the commanders of the four companies met. Although everyone was anxious, they also had to act urgently.

According to regulations, three waves of messengers were sent to deliver letters to Chen Ke. The Insurance Corps must hold the barracks. The combat effectiveness of the two logistics companies was passable, so they undertook this task. The combat effectiveness of the breeding farm company was very weak. You Gou found that only her company could go to battle. Things having reached this point, the commanders of the other three companies panicked a bit. You Gou didn't force these useless men to move out. After all, now only troops were needed to make a gesture; the regular army of the Insurance Corps would arrive soon. As an old Party member, You Gou felt it necessary to take responsibility.

There was no dispute. You Gou asked the troops to bring the long sticks for daily military training. Before appearing, she emphasized obeying discipline and not hitting people on their own initiative. Then she led the troops to set off.

The grain depot in the county was located on higher ground. Just after walking through half of the county town, they saw so many refugees in front unknown when. After the Insurance Corps took over Fengtai County, refugees hadn't been seen for a long time. As if gushing out from underground, suddenly there were many people in the county town. Under various eaves, many mothers with children and old people sat or leaned. All were equally dark and thin, all equally ragged. Young children looked listless, leaning weakly in their mothers' arms, crying a few times occasionally. Mothers unbuttoned their already tattered fronts, revealing shriveled chests, breastfeeding their children completely without any effect.

Seeing hundreds of people walking over neatly with sticks, these people didn't even have surprise. Instead, someone said with a hoarse voice: "Do a good deed, give something to eat."

All shops closed their doors and put up door boards. And residents closed their gates tightly. No matter how noisy outside, how begging, no one dared to show their faces. Judging from the accent, most of these people were from nearby, and some were from further places. Fengtai County was not a transportation hub originally, and there had been no large-scale influx of refugees after the flood. But don't know what happened now; suddenly so many people came.

These people stranded in the county town were slightly better. Further forward was the county yamen. When still more than a hundred meters away, a noise was heard.

"Lord Magistrate, beg you to release grain to save lives!" This was the most heard voice. Men, women, old people were all shouting and begging.

"Mom, I'm hungry." In between was the crying of children.

You Gou was a girl after all. Although ten minutes ago her chest was full of obligation and responsibility to the People's Party and Insurance Corps, and she could lead her team to come and protect the grain depot. But really seeing these miserable states, especially hearing the children's crying, this girl who was originally not hard-hearted just felt her nose sour.

"Teacher You, how about we take a detour," the guard protecting You Gou whispered.

"How to detour?" You Gou asked subconsciously. Her gaze swept over those skinny children but couldn't help avoiding them. But wherever she looked, she could see these pitiful children. Hearing a detour was possible, she was moved.

"Turn left, go around a street, should be able to pass."

"Oh?" You Gou felt this plan was passable. But she suddenly remembered something and asked: "Just now when you brought my brother here, didn't you see so many people?"

"Teacher You, you forgot? Magistrate Shang Yuan is not in the county yamen today, but sending people off at the dock."

"Sending people off?" You Gou didn't understand for a moment, then thought again and remembered that today was sending off that group of Anhui New Army people. Chen Ke couldn't run so far personally; naturally, Shang Yuan was responsible for seeing them off.

"How could so many people come suddenly?" You Gou was very puzzled.

"If you ask me, it's all caused by that bunch of Anhui New Army people this time. They saved quite a few people along the way and came all the way to our Fengtai County. Doesn't this make it clear that there is food in Fengtai County? These common people probably followed those New Army boats here. Just that those New Army people took boats and ran fast. These people are all from nearby; I'm afraid more will come in a few days."

"Who told you this?" You Gou was very strange. Although her guard was loyal, he wasn't such a clever person. If someone hadn't told him this, then she had misjudged him.

"This is what I heard from the two teachers Zhu Guangzu and Zhong Shunqing when I went to deliver a letter yesterday." The guard told the truth.

Hearing this news, You Gou was dissatisfied then. Since they had such a view, why didn't they explain it clearly to her? She pursued a question, "Then did these two teachers tell others this idea? Or just said it to you casually?"

"This I don't know," the guard answered.

Just then, they heard copper gongs sounding at the entrance of the county yamen. "Porridge distribution!" "Porridge distribution!"

A joyful shout erupted immediately in the crowd composed of refugees. The begging sound disappeared immediately; as long as there was a bowl of porridge, they could last one more day.

"Fellow villagers and elders, I am Fengtai County Magistrate Shang Yuan. We will distribute porridge in the south of the city immediately. It's useless for everyone to squeeze at this county yamen entrance; all go to the south of the city." Shang Yuan's voice came from afar.

Many of the refugees stood up immediately and walked south. But some refused to leave. Those walking south then noticed the team wearing dark blue clothes appearing nearby all along, everyone holding a long stick. Although still afraid in their hearts, to fill their stomachs, everyone couldn't care so much. They bypassed You Gou's company and hurried towards the south.

You Gou didn't know whether to go to Shang Yuan's side or continue to the grain depot. But she heard the sound of copper gongs ringing one after another. It seemed Shang Yuan sent out quite a few people. She heard several people shouting: "Porridge distribution! Porridge distribution! Porridge distribution in the south of the city." These people went in different directions.

While thinking, she saw someone squeeze through the stream of people composed of refugees rolling away. He also wore a dark blue "military uniform," but was Shang Yuan's guard.

"Teacher You. Teacher You, Lord Shang Yuan asks you to go to the grain depot quickly. By the way, Lord Shang Yuan asks you to put on all the masks." The guard shouted.

Although You Gou didn't know what idea Shang Yuan was playing, she followed the suggestion and ordered the troops to put on all masks. Everyone didn't quite understand what this meant exactly, but the effect was immediate. The refugees' eyes looking at this team instantly carried fear. Many people looked away, daring not look at the Insurance Corps team anymore.

You Gou was in the team, so she couldn't see. But since the refugees dared not squeeze over anymore, the action was much more convenient. Shang Yuan stood on the high ground in front of the county yamen; he saw it very clearly. A team all in blue clothes, holding sticks, wearing blue soft hats, especially wearing blue cloth masks on their faces—even knowing deeply this was his own team, Shang Yuan felt his eyes couldn't easily get rid of the attraction of this team no matter what. The neat attire, especially "masked," gave this team a very evil and fierce feeling. Just looking at it was scary enough.

Shang Yuan exhaled gently. This time Pu Guanshui came; everyone originally thought they got strong aid. But following them were refugees who found the direction; everyone came to Fengtai County to beg for a mouthful of food. Shang Yuan hoped very much to save the common people, but he knew better how much grain reserve Fengtai County exactly had. Maybe a few thousand more people was okay; if tens of thousands more people poured in, Fengtai County's grain would definitely not be enough to eat.

Facing such an urgent situation, Shang Yuan knew he couldn't conjure up grain. The only thought in his heart was for Chen Ke to come up with a solution quickly. Just like in the past, Chen Ke easily solved all dangerous problems encountered.
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Shang Yuan was never a person who got excited easily, at least not since he turned twenty-five. Even during the flood, Shang Yuan didn't feel terrified. But looking at the crowd at the porridge distribution site in the south of the city, Shang Yuan only felt a chill rushing up from his spine to his forehead.

It wasn't because of the few hundred common people on the site; Fengtai County had settled tens of thousands of common people in the "concentration camp" during the flood. Nor was it that the common people were unreasonable; the regular army of the Insurance Corps had arrived. Everyone had experience in porridge distribution, and the site was orderly. No one fought or made trouble; the common people were just queuing up to receive porridge.

What made Shang Yuan feel fearful was that new refugees kept appearing at the porridge factory, which meant Shang Yuan's worst expectation had become reality. This was no longer an accidental flow of refugees; this was the beginning of a large-scale migration of refugees.

The terribleness of floods and droughts lies not only in the time of the disaster but in the tide of refugees after the disaster. Refugees flow everywhere to "seek food" for livelihood. These refugees have a clear purpose: to find something to eat. When everyone is on the verge of starvation, they naturally do their best to survive. First begging; if begging fails, they sell their children, wives, and themselves. When even doing this cannot keep them alive, various desperate actions will erupt. Theft, robbery, even arson and murder. Thus, wherever refugees go, they will trigger various terrible man-made disasters.

Shang Yuan was not afraid of those common people who threw themselves into the river to commit suicide and were saved by the Insurance Corps and Pu Guanshui. These people had backbone anyway; they would rather commit suicide than become those roving refugees. The Insurance Corps settled them and gave them some work to do. Although these people were physically weak, at least they were grateful and sought to repay the kindness. As long as they could work, they also felt they had to be worthy of this ration, and they worked very hard. But these flowing refugees... Shang Yuan didn't have confidence in these people.

"Didn't Brigade Commander Chen come?" Shang Yuan asked Kuroshima Jin, who led the team this time.

"Brigade Commander Chen is assigning work and didn't come," Kuroshima Jin answered respectfully.

"Did he say whether he would come or not?" This was what Shang Yuan cared about most.

"This... sorry, I didn't ask," Kuroshima Jin said apologetically.

The corner of Shang Yuan's mouth twitched, but he didn't speak. Did Chen Ke not know how serious this matter was? Shang Yuan didn't even have anger anymore. In these days of revolution with Chen Ke, the two basically talked about everything. Before every action, Chen Ke would always discuss with Shang Yuan first, or at least notify the content and plan of the action. No matter how outrageous the plan looked, it always allowed people to be prepared. And Chen Ke could always put this plan into practice.

But this time, Chen Ke neither anticipated it beforehand nor started to solve it immediately after it happened. This made Shang Yuan feel very dissatisfied. More importantly, Shang Yuan could see the final result of this situation. This would be a result leading directly to a breakdown. He forcibly suppressed his emotions and put his mind on deducing the evolution of things.

It is hard to leave one's native land. Unless they have absolutely no other way, the common people will absolutely not choose to leave their homes and wander. And the movement law of refugees in disaster areas is simple. When they leave their hometowns, their bodies are already very weak, so they often can't go far. They can only go to surrounding areas where the disaster is not too heavy. Areas where the disaster is not too heavy can hardly take care of themselves; how can they have the ability to feed so many people? So refugees crush the fragile economy of areas where the disaster is not too heavy, creating new refugees. And these new refugees are physically much better than refugees in severely hit areas. They can go further. They spread to other areas. The general trend is spreading from areas with strong disasters to areas with weak disasters. Finally forming a huge wave.

Excluding refugees from severely hit areas, new refugees formed by other chain reactions are often caused not by natural disasters but by man-made disasters. The anger of the common people towards natural disasters is actually often powerless; man cannot conquer nature. What can you do even if you curse God constantly? But for refugees forced out by man-made disasters, the anger in their chests is directed at "people." So if someone raises their arm and calls, Chen Sheng and Wu Guang can appear immediately.

Having clarified this train of thought, the fear in Shang Yuan's heart became even stronger. Fengtai County was also located in the area with the heaviest disaster, and could even be said to be in the central zone of the flood. Fengtai County is densely covered with rivers and has numerous water systems. If Chen Ke hadn't led everyone to provide disaster relief, Fengtai County would have been completely destroyed in this flood.

Facing the new situation of refugees pouring into Fengtai County, how exactly did Chen Ke plan to respond? Even if Chen Ke had outstanding ability and noble character. Even if Chen Ke was a saint, Chen Ke was still human. He couldn't scatter beans to turn them into soldiers (*sa dou cheng bing*). Nor could he conjure up grain out of thin air. Refugees actually didn't know where to go. They often followed others. If Fengtai County had no grain like other places, it would be fine. But Fengtai County could still barely maintain itself now. According to the current situation, within a month, it is very likely that more than 200,000, or even more refugees would gather in Fengtai County. Refugees are not local farmers. For them, the purpose of coming to Fengtai County is to find food and survive. People will do anything to survive. This will inevitably trigger a series of fierce conflicts. For Fengtai County locals, there is no reason to let refugees eat and drink here for free. And Fengtai County doesn't have so many job opportunities to provide to refugees.

The solutions Shang Yuan could think of were nothing more than three. First, organize the Insurance Corps to use force to prevent refugees from pouring in. But refugees left their homes to survive. People dare to do anything to survive. Refugees will definitely try every means to obtain rations to survive. To survive, the common people of Fengtai County must protect their own rations. This will inevitably trigger a terrible bloody conflict between the two sides, burying terrible hatred. Shang Yuan couldn't accept such a result. He came from a big landlord family in Shangqiu, Henan. Like other landlord families, Shang Yuan began reading books from a young age, passed the exams for *Xiucai*, *Juren*, and with the operation of the whole family, finally became an official, serving as a magistrate of a place.

If there was a difference between Shang Yuan and other officials who also embarked on this path, it was only that Shang Yuan had a strong sense of responsibility. He believed he had an obligation to this country. Serving China, making China the most powerful country in the world, letting China no longer be bullied by foreign countries—this was a mission. Shang Yuan firmly believed this was his lifelong mission.

And because of self-protection in the flood, raising a butcher's knife against refugees—Shang Yuan could absolutely not do such a thing. Shang Yuan would rather die himself than do such a thing.

Then the second way was to ask for help from the prefecture city, or even the provincial capital. Let them support grain and supplies. Or guide refugees to settle in other places. But Shang Yuan knew this was also absolutely impossible to realize.

Shang Yuan's family was also considered an official family. He knew the ways of officialdom very clearly. Encountering such things, even if the superior officials sincerely hoped for disaster relief, leaving aside whether they could do such practical operation work well, most of those officials who only knew how to ingratiate themselves with superiors didn't even have the ability to make an overall plan to plan disaster relief work.

Even if a rare official with ideas and ability to command subordinate "petty clerks" appeared occasionally. The Manchu Qing itself had completely rotted. No one didn't harm the public to benefit private interests; no one didn't grab great benefits from the government. Even if they wanted to mobilize now, the prefecture city and provincial capital also didn't have supplies that could be called upon at any time. The Manchu Qing government had completely rotted. This was not a problem in a few places, but an overall corruption.

Shang Yuan was born in the late 1860s and grew up during the "Tongzhi Restoration." He once thought China could get rid of the fate of being bullied. But the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895 and the Boxer Rebellion not only didn't rid China of the fate of being bullied, but on the contrary, it also suffered more violent invasions by foreign countries. When other intellectuals turned to hope to learn from foreign countries comprehensively, Shang Yuan took a different path.

As a believer in Confucianism, Shang Yuan also studied under a famous teacher. Although Mr. Li Hongqi was not famous, he was a true Confucian master. In Mr. Li's favorite Confucian classics, a passage from Mencius ranked extremely high. "If you love others but they are not close to you, reflect on your benevolence; if you govern others but they are not governed, reflect on your wisdom; if you treat others with propriety but they do not respond, reflect on your respect. If one fails in what one does, one should always seek the cause in oneself. If one is upright, the world will turn to him. The Book of Songs says: Always speak in accordance with the mandate of Heaven, and seek much blessing for oneself."

"If one fails in what one does, one should always seek the cause in oneself." In vernacular, it means—whenever an action does not achieve the expected effect, one should reflect and examine oneself. If one's own behavior is upright, the people of the world will naturally submit.

Saying Shang Yuan believed that China was so broken today, learning from foreign countries and trying to copy foreign experience was completely going astray. Just as the Book of Songs said, "Always speak in accordance with the mandate of Heaven, and seek much blessing for oneself." So Shang Yuan calmed down to focus on the study of Chinese traditional culture. Studying China's system, the result was that Shang Yuan was completely disappointed with the Manchu Qing.

The current system up and down was powerless against various challenges and willing to degenerate. Even if holding the ideal of saving the country and the people, in this system, being able to keep oneself clean and not act recklessly was already top-grade character.

Before meeting Chen Ke, Shang Yuan didn't even know where China's future lay exactly. Shang Yuan didn't think foreign things were suitable for China. Shang Yuan was not blindly xenophobic; on the contrary, Shang Yuan looked at foreign knowledge and culture from a critical angle. Such a serious attitude made Shang Yuan feel an extreme confusion. Where exactly was the foreign advantage? Why could they surpass China?

Until he met Chen Ke and engaged in revolution with Chen Ke in Fengtai County, Shang Yuan finally really knew what "the power of organization" was about. Although the People's Party was basically dominated by Chen Ke in the overall situation, the Insurance Corps was a complete organization after all. Not only united from top to bottom, but more importantly, the Insurance Corps did not have the class of "clerks" (*Li*). "Leading cadres" equivalent to "official status" in the Manchu Qing bureaucratic system directly engaged in the work of "petty clerks" in the Manchu Qing bureaucratic system.

Such a result was different from the situation of unclear responsibilities and overstaffing in the Manchu Qing. The Insurance Corps had strict responsibilities. Chen Ke was simply a genius in constructing the organization of the new government. Shang Yuan sometimes even suspected whether Chen Ke had worked in some government, or even held a high position. If not so, how could Chen Ke know how the "organization" should be constructed before doing things?

The bureaucratic organization of the Manchu Qing was unreliable. Even if they really had the heart, they were powerless. At least within half a year, disaster relief could basically not be carried out on a large scale. Shang Yuan knew very well that the government didn't care about the life and death of the people at all. If the rich areas around the disaster area were impacted, the government might act faster. But if Fengtai County in the center of the disaster area was impacted, I'm afraid many officials would gloat in secret. Since ancient times, refugees have spread from the disaster area to the surroundings. Now refugees gathering towards the center of the disaster area appeared; this was a situation officials could only wish for.

Even if hundreds of thousands of refugees starved to death in Fengtai County located in the center of the disaster area, or refugees and the common people of Fengtai County had a life-and-death fight and hundreds of thousands of people died. The bureaucratic system only needed to pull Shang Yuan out to "punish" him and give an explanation to the world. Anyway, they didn't need to bear any responsibility themselves. Their hearts must be blooming with laughter.

If the first two roads were blocked, then the remaining third road was what Chen Ke had emphasized countless times—People's Revolution! God is unreliable, the government is unreliable; except relying on oneself, there is absolutely no object to rely on in this world. Except revolution, Shang Yuan couldn't see a way to solve these problems.

Whether refugees or the common people of Fengtai County, everyone should live well. This has nothing to do with natural disasters. Didn't Chen Ke still maintain the basic operation of Fengtai County during the natural disaster? Didn't everyone survive arduously and can even see the hope of next year? If the system promoted by Chen Ke could be promoted to other disaster areas, the common people could be kept alive somehow.

In Party member education, Chen Ke always emphasized that revolution is not suddenly letting everyone enter a "new life," but gradually replacing the old system with a new system. Changing the world is only the final result of the revolution, not a state that can be completed suddenly. So the revolutionary road is to follow the direction pointed out by revolutionary theory and use the new system to solve the most daily things one by one. If this can't be done, don't talk about more radical revolution. Chen Ke said so to Shang Yuan, and also said so to other comrades.

In the revolutionary process, Chen Ke gradually showed the ability matching his theory. What Shang Yuan appreciated most about Chen Ke was that Chen Ke never created revolution. Revolution is the mandate of Heaven (*Tian Ming*). The power of one person is insignificant compared to the whole society. Shang Yuan believed that China's fall to such a state was because it had problems itself. The mandate of Heaven is the people's heart. Instead of clamoring all day to beat the visible foreign devils out of China, it is better to really solve China's internal problems. Although Chen Ke was a revolutionary, Chen Ke never clamored to beat away foreigners but devoted himself to liberating the Chinese common people. This was also the reason why Shang Yuan, who detested revolutionaries like Sun Yat-sen extremely, would support Chen Ke.

And Chen Ke's "revolutionary journey" opened Shang Yuan's eyes even more. On the surface, Chen Ke was just trying hard to make various preparations. Gathering manpower, hoarding supplies, training cadres. Relying on the manpower and material resources in hand, he provided disaster relief when encountering a flood. While providing disaster relief, he integrated the common people of Fengtai County. After the disaster relief ended, the Insurance Corps, whose strength expanded violently, had the ability to suppress the landlords of Fengtai County and launch production self-salvation. In production self-salvation, Chen Ke had the opportunity to promote the new order he formulated in Fengtai County.

The materialist dialectics taught by Chen Ke to the comrades believed that things are dialectically unified. The world is flowing, not static. Anything is both cause and effect at the same time. While Chen Ke solved existing problems, he was also preparing for the next step. This practice was the most brilliant. Stepping on the beat of the trend of the times.

"Better to rely on oneself than on others." The common people now call to heaven but no answer, call to earth but no spirit. Natural and man-made disasters forced them ruthlessly. Since so, let's revolutionize. Since everyone wants to live, it is impossible for the common people to only kill the Fengtai people who are also in the natural disaster. If the common people know that the high-above government itself cannot save the common people at all. If the common people know that breaking the government, breaking the old system supporting the government, breaking the old system supported by the government's great benefits, can let them live. If the common people know that the old system will inevitably make them wander, live miserably, and die miserably. Shang Yuan believed that the people would follow the People's Party to revolutionize.

But as soon as this thought arose, Shang Yuan hesitated again. Asking himself, he didn't hope the revolution would turn into "rebellion." Eliminating a landlord like Zhang Youliang, Shang Yuan had no pressure in his heart. Forcing the landlords of Fengtai County, Shang Yuan, as the magistrate, could also handle it freely. At any rate, he was a local magistrate, a Marquis of a Hundred Li. On his own turf, it was naturally easy to do things.

But once the revolution was pushed outside Fengtai County, it would be a real "rebellion." Things that could originally be solved peacefully by various means must now be promoted relying on force as the background. Such war disasters, such slaughter... Shang Yuan suddenly felt he didn't have enough confidence.

Or just hold on like this first, waiting for Pu Guanshui to transport supplies in? This thought popped up immediately. But a moment later, Shang Yuan denied this idea. As the saying goes, sitting and eating will empty the mountain. Shang Yuan knew very clearly how much grain Fengtai County had. Most of the things Chen Ke asked Pu Guanshui to transport were mechanical equipment. Even if those boats all transported grain, it was still far from enough. With the efficiency of the Manchu Qing, when this disaster relief grain and money arrived in the disaster area, it would be half a year later.

Then rely on ourselves, will it work? Shang Yuan knew the situation of the People's Party and Insurance Corps extremely well. The timing of refugees entering Fengtai this time was so bad. Chen Ke had just spread out the work; the original accumulation had been exhausted, and the income had not been seen yet. Don't look at the Insurance Corps making a fuss now; actually, it was the time of greatest exhaustion. Now the Insurance Corps had two choices. First, shrink the existing stall. Strive to protect the core points. But as the saying goes, it is easy to pick up but difficult to put down. Having built such a big stall with great difficulty, it's not like you can put it down just by saying put it down. This means an overall collapse.

Thinking over and over again, Shang Yuan felt that besides crisis, it was still crisis. There was no path that could solve these problems relatively safely.

He exhaled a long breath, hoping to adjust his mood. "Wenqing, can you really come up with a solution? Can you achieve victory for sure?" Shang Yuan was very worried.

In such annoyance and anxiety, Shang Yuan suddenly remembered a sentence of Chen Ke, "A revolution is not a dinner party, or writing an essay, or painting a picture, or doing embroidery; it cannot be so refined, so leisurely and gentle, so temperate, kind, courteous, restrained and magnanimous. A revolution is an insurrection, an act of violence by which one class overthrows another."
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Refugees began to move towards Fengtai County; the People's Party couldn't ignore such a big matter. When Shang Yuan was arranging to settle refugees into the original "Home of Common People" concentration camp, the meeting notice had already arrived. And this meeting was considered a death order; all People's Party members must attend regardless of what work they had at hand.

Comrades who knew the actual situation naturally had to attend, and comrades who didn't know the actual situation also knew something big must have happened. Before Chen Ke entered the venue, all Party members had already assembled.

Because of Shang Yuan's special identity and calm personality, everyone dared not interact with him much. As a woman, everyone was not very willing to talk too much with You Gou either. Not because of dissatisfaction with You Gou, but because they felt it was inconvenient, like tying shoes in a melon field or adjusting a hat under a plum tree (*Gua Tian Li Xia* - avoiding suspicion).

Seeing the solemn faces of these two, plus some grapevine news, everyone basically knew the news that a large number of refugees were pouring into Fengtai County. At first, it was private conversation; everyone's face changed greatly upon hearing this news. With the spread of the news, the conference room changed from buzzing to a hubbub of voices.

There were also many among the Party members who didn't know the severity. "What can refugees do? Didn't we survive the flood too?" someone said.

But how could comrades who knew the severity be bluffed by such childish thoughts, "Do you know how many mouths that is? Now only a few people came; wait until tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands of people come, you will know the severity. Those are human beings; our little family property is not enough to eat at all."

"Really?"

With the deepening of communication, the comrades' emotions became lower and lower. Impatient military cadres already clamored to lead troops to intercept refugees.

Timid ones were at a loss, either speechless or asking continuously: "What should we do? What should we do?"

"We should have prepared earlier and not let refugees from other places run to us this time," such complaints also appeared.

Some people were completely confused and incoherent, and some even began to question why Chen Ke didn't appear.

Shang Yuan was originally annoyed in his heart; hearing the noisy voices, his emotions became even more unstable. He was just about to get up to maintain order, but saw You Gou get up one step ahead, roaring, "Everyone be quiet!"

You Gou was an old Party member, everyone knew. Moreover, the work You Gou undertook usually was more than most male comrades, so everyone still admired this very much. You Gou suddenly got angry, and the noisy conference room quieted down immediately. You Gou ignored everyone's eyes gathering on her; she strode to the chairman's position, pulled open the stool behind the chairman's position, and then scanned the People's Party members around.

Now the number of People's Party members had reached more than 180. The mode of the venue was a "big table" made of two square tables in the middle. On the periphery, comrades' tables and stools surrounded the central conference table circle by circle. Besides the seven secretaries, there were also clerks who could sit at the central table. Sitting behind the circle of tables near the center were Politburo members, and further out were other comrades without positions in the Party.

You Gou suddenly got angry, and then actually walked behind the chairman's position widely recognized as Chen Ke's exclusive use. Comrades were really startled. Everyone forgot the heavy pressure brought by refugees for a moment and couldn't figure out what scene You Gou was playing.

"Look at your appearances; scared when encountering such a little thing. What are you clamoring about!" You Gou still roared.

Scolded like this, comrades not only didn't quiet down but on the contrary, some people already rebounded. "Such a big thing, is it possible not to be anxious?" As soon as You Gou's voice fell, someone retorted sarcastically.

"On what basis do you stand at Secretary Chen's position?" Someone simply confronted directly.

"On what basis? Based on the fact that I am one of the seven secretaries in the Party." Hearing the questioning of herself, You Gou shouted immediately.

"So what if you are a secretary? You are not Secretary Chen." Someone immediately clashed with You Gou.

"Although Secretary You Gou is not Secretary Chen, Secretary You Gou is also a secretary. The Secretary of the Central Secretariat itself has the authority of the Discipline Inspection Committee. Secretary You Gou asked you to be quiet; comrades have the obligation to obey this order." A clear and bright voice backed You Gou up.

The Party member questioning You Gou was Zhang Xiuqing. Hearing this, he was even more angry. But this voice itself had a power that Zhang Xiuqing couldn't resist; this was caused by habit. Zhang Xiuqing's boiling angry brain suddenly realized that this was Chen Ke's voice. Chen Ke finally arrived at the venue. Turning his head to look, he saw Chen Ke in front, Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao following behind. The three strode towards their respective positions in the middle.

Comrades looked at the supreme leader of the People's Party as if seeing a savior. Chen Ke led the number one military cadre of the People's Party, Hua Xiongmao, and the number one political work cadre, He Zudao, into the venue together. All comrades had a situation of finding a backer.

You Gou walked back to her position. The reason she stood up and got angry just now was not entirely dissatisfaction with the comrades' panic. What really triggered You Gou's anger was some people's questioning and complaining about Chen Ke. Seeing Chen Ke finally appear and firmly support her, You Gou suddenly felt her nose sour, but she didn't feel like crying at all. Facing the severe situation, as a People's Party member and secretary, You Gou herself must be firm.

Chen Ke didn't sit down. He smiled and said to everyone: "Comrades have heard the general situation, right. Refugees are already coming towards our Fengtai County."

No one answered. Such words had no effect on solving the problem. Everyone hoped Chen Ke would come up with a way to solve the refugee problem.

Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao didn't sit down either. They were busy hanging a map of Anhui on the blackboard behind Chen Ke. After hanging it, they returned to their seats.

"If you ask me, this matter proves one thing. Comrades, our work in Fengtai County is fruitful. Although our Fengtai County is also the center of the disaster area, we can let the common people eat and drink. Today, when people in other places can't survive without fleeing famine, we did very well. Everyone shouldn't panic; first of all, you should feel satisfied with the results of your work," Chen Ke said with a smile.

Shang Yuan was very surprised by Chen Ke's opening remarks. He never expected Chen Ke to still have the mood to joke with everyone. But looking carefully at Chen Ke's calm and composed manner, these words didn't look like pretending to be calm and magnanimous. If Shang Yuan wasn't anxious in his heart, he would firmly believe Chen Ke was really praising everyone.

Even so, these unexpected words still made the comrades feel a burst of relief. Chen Ke didn't tell lies or big words; what he expounded was precisely the fact of the base area. In such a disaster year, the situation in Fengtai County was indeed outstanding.

"Secretary Chen, then what should we do next?" An impatient comrade continued to ask.

"Yes, even if we do well, one place like Fengtai County can't feed so many refugees. If tens of thousands of refugees come, they will crush us all at once."

"Comrades, encountering a problem, first of all, we must know how the problem happened. Whether you like it or not, you must face the problem realistically and analyze the problem. Does everyone know how refugees are formed?"

"No food locally, naturally have to go out to find food. This creates refugees," someone answered.

Chen Ke asked: "Then why don't refugees go elsewhere but come to our Fengtai?"

"This..." The speaker was stumped.

"Because they know our Fengtai County has food," other comrades added.

Regarding this question, Chen Ke asked: "How did the refugees know? Who told these refugees?"

"This..." The speaker was stumped again.

In such questions and answers, others discovered that they actually didn't understand the reason for refugees moving towards Fengtai County. The original blind panic mentality immediately reduced a lot.

Chen Ke patted the table and said loudly: "Comrades, no investigation, no right to speak. Encountering a problem, don't just look at the surface and then take it for granted yourself. Taking it for granted won't do. People say there are no two identical leaves; everything has its regularity and its uniqueness. Just thinking blindly here is useless."

Zhang Xiuqing offended You Gou just now and was also criticized by Chen Ke. Hearing Chen Ke's words, his heart also settled down at this time, and a sense of shame arose spontaneously. The thought of wanting to make amends for his faults immediately popped up. He stood up hurriedly and said: "I apply to go now to understand how the refugees knew Fengtai County has grain."

"No rush. The matter of refugees is not a small matter. If you go rashly like this, it's just extorting confession; the common people may not tell you the truth. Let's research the refugee problem thoroughly first. Only by clarifying the problem can we shoot the arrow at the target. Flustered like this, I'm afraid instead of solving the problem, new troubles will arise."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Zhang Xiuqing felt very puzzled. He suspected Chen Ke deliberately cut his face (embarrassed him) as retaliation for his gaffe just now. In the discipline of the People's Party, problems should be spoken to the face. Zhang Xiuqing couldn't help asking: "Secretary Chen, I go to ask a question and can cause trouble? How do you explain this?"

"How do you plan to ask? What preparations to make?" Chen Ke asked bluntly.

"What preparations are needed for this? Mn, I won't find many people to ask at the same time. But ask one by one. For preparation, I need a batch of soldiers to go with me," Zhang Xiuqing answered.

As soon as the voice fell, a sneer was heard. Zhang Xiuqing looked towards the laughter; it was You Gou. He saw You Gou turn her head and say: "Secretary Chen also said just now, now we have to block the news that Fengtai County has grain. You should at least block the refugees' residence first. In case your questioning scares some people away. Isn't this clearly making the news leak faster?"

This "face slapping" was loud and crisp. Zhang Xiuqing's face didn't just turn white, but turned iron-green.

Chen Ke saw Zhang Xiuqing's face change greatly. He said: "Comrade Zhang Xiuqing, don't feel I want to target you, and don't feel Comrade You Gou targets you. We must first analyze the cause of the problem clearly. Only in this way can we come up with effective methods. So don't be anxious to act. Clarify the cause of the matter first. Listen attentively now. If there is anything wrong with what I say, you must remind me in time."

After speaking, Chen Ke didn't care so much and began to narrate the problem of refugees. The formation and spread of refugees is a vicious circle. Heavily hit areas impact lightly hit areas; after lightly hit areas are eaten up, refugees continue to spread. Although this principle is simple, comrades had never really considered it like this. After Chen Ke finished explaining these, except for a few people like Shang Yuan, most people had expressions of suddenly realizing.

Chen Ke saw everyone basically understood the basic law of refugees, and answered a few more questions. Seeing no one continued to ask, only then did he say: "This place Anhui, especially this place Fengyang, is known as nine years of famine out of ten. Anhui has a tradition of fleeing famine; Fengtai County is absolutely not the first choice. Why large groups of people come to our Fengtai County definitely has a reason. Generally speaking, Anhui fleeing famine goes to Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Some go north to Henan or Hubei. This time we must first investigate clearly what situation exactly made refugees start coming to our Fengtai. Comrade Zhang Xiuqing, are you willing to participate in this investigation team?"

Zhang Xiuqing didn't expect to be assigned a task by Chen Ke so quickly. He said hurriedly: "I am willing."

"Very good. We will discuss how to form this team later." Chen Ke smiled encouragingly at Zhang Xiuqing. Seeing this smile, Zhang Xiuqing suddenly felt his heart put back into his stomach. Chen Ke was originally a tolerant person; as long as his recklessness just now was forgiven, Zhang Xiuqing believed he could definitely restore Chen Ke's confidence in him through work.

Chen Ke continued: "Comrades, I want to ask a question now. Do you think the common people of Fengtai County should starve to death?"

This question was really greatly beyond others' expectations. If such a question like nonsense came from other comrades, the participating People's Party members, especially these comrades whose nerves were highly excited by the refugee problem now, would definitely curse loudly. Isn't this obvious? Why should the common people of Fengtai County starve to death? The People's Party recruited many local comrades in Fengtai County. Although the absolute number was not large, the proportion in the People's Party was not low. Everyone naturally didn't think Fengtai common people should starve to death. And other comrades from outside spent half a year in Fengtai County, racking their brains and shedding blood and sweat to build Fengtai County. For a place where they poured so much effort, everyone naturally didn't think the common people of Fengtai County should starve to death.

But the person asking this question was Chen Ke, the recognized leader of the People's Party. Everyone felt there must be deeper meaning in Chen Ke's words.

Chen Ke continued to ask: "Those who think the common people of Fengtai County should starve to death, please raise your hands."

Someone raised a hand. The astonished eyes of all comrades in the venue immediately fell on that person. Seeing everyone's gaze was by no means kind, that comrade thought about Chen Ke's words again and hurriedly put his hand down. He shouted repeatedly: "I heard wrong, I heard wrong. I thought it was raising hands for thinking they shouldn't starve to death."

Chen Ke was furious. He suppressed his anger forcibly and shouted, "Keep your attention focused; don't take it for granted for me." No one laughed in the venue; more than half of the people didn't even have a wry smile.

Calming down his anger, Chen Ke continued to ask: "Those who think common people in other places should starve to death, raise your hands."

Hearing this, all comrades' faces became graver. Many people had already guessed the meaning Chen Ke didn't say. Since the common people of Fengtai County shouldn't starve to death, then there is no reason for common people in other places to starve to death either. But the current situation was that Fengtai County simply couldn't feed so many common people. For comrades, if someone must die, they would rather the common people of other places die. However, although the reasoning was so, no one dared to raise their hands. Such immoral things could be done when forced, but absolutely couldn't be said.

Someone tried to divide the matter into two aspects to speak, "Secretary Chen..." As soon as they opened their mouths, Chen Ke, with a stern expression, interrupted their words directly, "If you have any opinion, raise your hand to indicate. No need to tell me reasons of having no choice."

Everyone remained deadlocked like this for a full five minutes. No matter how cloudy or sunny the comrades' faces were, although some people's arms moved back and forth, not a single person raised their hand.

"Comrades, what is the name of our political party?"

"Chinese People's Party," You Gou answered.

"Why is it called this name?"

"Because we represent the interests of the Chinese people, representing the vanguard of the Chinese people pursuing revolution and justice." It was still You Gou's clear and bright voice echoing in the conference venue.

"This time, why didn't a single comrade ask why not ask the government for help through Comrade Shang Yuan, asking them to allocate grain to us?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

No one spoke. Although some people's eyes lit up, they soon dimmed. Everyone knew the government simply couldn't save the common people. If it could save, the disaster relief grain should have been transported to Fengtai County long ago.

"Our People's Party is a revolutionary party. How is our People's Party defined in the Party Constitution?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

Reciting the Party Constitution is the basic obligation of Party members. The words in the Party Constitution had already emerged in many people's minds, "The Chinese People's Party takes the comprehensive liberation of all Chinese people as its sole goal."

Chen Ke recited word by word, "The Chinese People's Party takes the comprehensive liberation of all Chinese people as its sole goal." This was the Party Constitution he participated in drafting personally.

"We are in Fengtai County now, but it doesn't mean we will be in Fengtai County, this one place, forever in the future. To liberate the people of the whole of China, we have to travel all over China. Now facing refugees from surrounding areas coming to us to beg for a living, if we ignore them and let them live or die, or even use force to prevent refugees from surviving. When this flood passes completely, when we have grain and can go outside. At that time, in the areas surrounding Fengtai County, do we dare to say to the common people that we are here to liberate you? If the common people shut out by us didn't starve to death, hearing our words about liberating them, and then spitting on our faces, do we dare to wipe it? Even if we wipe the spit on our faces clean, do we dare to say we have a clear conscience in our hearts?"

These words were very heavy, but no one expressed the slightest dissatisfaction. Because Chen Ke was not wrong.

"Comrades, when we first arrived in Fengtai County, our People's Party and the Insurance Corps were mostly outsiders. When we fought Zhang Youliang, most of the Insurance Corps soldiers were locals. But until now, has anyone said we are outsiders inciting locals to fight locals? Has anyone?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, still no one answered.

"We forced the landlords of Fengtai County to lend their land. Have any Insurance Corps soldiers told local common people that we outsiders want to make a fortune in Fengtai County and get land for ourselves? Has anyone?"

The venue was still silent. If an outsider couldn't see the venue full of people, he would even think it was empty here.

"The common people are not stupid. The common people know we are mostly outsiders. The common people know we rely on the support of the common people to suppress the local people who were once insufferably arrogant. But the common people didn't come out to oppose us. Why? Not because the common people don't know those landlords are their fellow villagers. It's because the common people know who is good to them. The common people know we really seek happiness for the common people."

Still no one spoke.

"I know what everyone is worried about. Now Fengtai County is indeed unspeakably suffering." After Chen Ke finished speaking, he raised his own palm. These days of labor had worn calluses and blood blisters on Chen Ke's hands. The blood blisters had almost gone down, but the purple-black marks had not completely disappeared. Many comrades looked at their own palms. In these days, except for comrades who really couldn't participate in labor due to work reasons, everyone had worn calluses on their hands. There was finally some movement in the venue.

Seeing comrades all looking at their own palms, Chen Ke continued: "I am not saying how hard I, Chen Ke, worked myself. Compared with comrades, I didn't go to the fields much these days, and didn't do as much work as comrades. Comrades are harder, and have more blisters on hands. I still remember Comrade Chai Qingguo came to me at that time, let me see the blisters on his hand, saying soldiers eating grain is unalterable principles, now working to death every day, blisters on hands. The soldiers of our Insurance Corps are all soldiers with blisters on hands. All are Blister Soldiers (*Pao Bing*). I told Comrade Chai Qingguo at that time, not enough blisters; after a few more layers, there will be no blisters. At that time I was to boost morale for everyone. Actually, I know everyone is working hard. Very hard. Just because of everyone's hard work, Fengtai County can have today. I want to say, everyone did a good job." Speaking of this, tears couldn't help flashing in Chen Ke's eyes.

Chen Ke's words came from his heart. Comrades could hear it. Thinking of their own toil, tears also appeared in the eyes of many comrades.

"We can stand firm in Fengtai County not by relying on our large numbers. Compared with the common people of Fengtai County, our few people count for nothing. Not by relying on us having read books; common people don't recognize this. We rely on solid work. Relying on Party member cadres taking everyone to work on the front line. And working much, working well. Seeing us working so hard and having some results, the common people believe that we really want to make Fengtai County good. If we all went out sitting in sedans, with concubines in the sedans, holding opium pipes. Hugging while smoking. Speaking to common people through the sedan curtain. Everyone say, can the common people work with us? Probably would have driven us away long ago."

"Pfft," many comrades couldn't help laughing out loud, and some even laughed with tears in their eyes. There was finally some atmosphere in the venue.

"Everyone can't eat enough. Sun scorches during the day, mosquitoes bite at night. Dug ditches with great difficulty, and the land is basically opened. And a new batch of grain will be transported in a while. This life finally shows signs of improvement. Everyone feels able to breathe a sigh of relief. If our People's Party were not a revolutionary party, not wanting to liberate the whole of China. This kind of thought is understandable, and can even be done. But our People's Party is not a political party wanting to die of old age in Fengtai County. Our People's Party is a political party with liberating the whole of China as our sole goal. Then we cannot leave other common people in the lurch. If we leave common people in the lurch, we are not the People's Party. We are not worthy of being called the People's Party." At the end of Chen Ke's speech, his expression became solemn again.

"Why can we accomplish current things in Fengtai County and let everyone have food to eat? Why didn't a single comrade propose asking the Manchu Qing government for relief now? Why, comrades? Who can answer me?"

Comrades exchanged glances. Indeed, no one believed government relief could be counted on. But without government relief, why could the People's Party create such a situation? There was an answer everyone felt they could vaguely grasp in their hearts, but this answer was so vague that they could vaguely feel it when not paying attention, but couldn't find it when thinking carefully.

"Because the government is unreliable. The common people are reliable." You Gou said loudly. These were her heartfelt words. When her brother wanted to use force against You Gou, those who stepped forward to protect You Gou were these soldiers of peasant origin. When You Gou worked forgetting food and sleep, those who could always follow her were also these soldiers of peasant origin. At any time, no matter how many shortcomings and deficiencies the common people looked to have, when you sincerely sought benefits for the common people, the common people were always reliable.
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Chapter 26 Yuezhangji Meeting (2)

"There is absolutely no such thing in the world as love without reason or hate without reason." This is Grandpa Mao's teaching. Chen Ke deeply agreed with this. He believed that a revolutionary absolutely cannot and is impossible to create "revolution." Revolution is originally bred within social contradictions and exists in class oppression. The reason why the people cannot see through these is just that they are deceived by various complicated social appearances and deceived by the twisted explanations deliberately fabricated by the old system. The reason Chen Ke became a communist was that the thoughts of Marx, Lenin, and Grandpa Mao pointed out the true status quo of society to him. Telling Chen Ke how to see the core contradiction from complicated appearances and be able to solve this contradiction effectively.

Learning the new situation that refugees began to pour into Fengtai County, Chen Ke didn't say a word when working in the fields all afternoon. For him, what exactly to do was not difficult to determine. The common people in the disaster area pouring into Fengtai County, even if the total number reached two hundred thousand, as long as everyone was united from top to bottom, holding on until the first batch of grain harvest wasn't too big a problem. Moreover, those who could flee famine here were mostly young and strong. An eight-thousand-strong Insurance Corps could force the landlords of Fengtai County to hand over their land obediently. If there were fifty thousand people, the landlords in other areas would probably have to hand over even their underpants.

The current difficulty was how to make the comrades of the People's Party genuinely agree with the path Chen Ke chose. After thinking over and over again, Chen Ke felt he must make the comrades completely sure that only the common people were the truly reliable force. As long as policies and methods were operated reasonably, refugees were not only not a burden but the greatest wealth of the revolution.

But this first required the comrades to firmly believe that only the people were reliable. This required People's Party members to stand on the position of the working masses. Since he called himself a believer of Grandpa Mao and a revolutionary of socialist revolution, Chen Ke wouldn't wishfully think that People's Party members could really have this consciousness. Consciousness is forced out under circumstances of having no choice. At the current stage, the People's Party was not so much a revolutionary party as a small group with Chen Ke as the core.

The degree of advancement of Party members was actually the strength of loyalty to Chen Ke personally. Just like comrades who performed very excellently like Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao, they were merely full of trust and loyalty to Chen Ke. Then they implemented what Chen Ke hoped them to achieve. Moreover, many Party members just had no way out during the flood and had to work desperately to survive. After the flood, because they poured huge efforts into the revolution in Fengtai County, they felt it would be a loss to leave after investing so much effort for nothing. Moreover, the rapid advance of the revolutionary situation in Fengtai County allowed these comrades to see hope. But Chen Ke knew very clearly that the biggest difference between these people and those exploiters in the old era was merely that they did too much work and had become accustomed to the working state.

In any case, facing this challenge of "refugees pouring into the base area," Chen Ke would absolutely not allow anyone to stand on the exploiting class at this critical moment, especially not allowing the People's Party to consider itself as new power holders and a new exploiting class. The People's Party must stand on the position of ordinary workers. This was also the reason why Chen Ke wanted Party members to undertake such hard work. As the saying goes, big waves wash away the sand; the hard work necessary for revolution will eliminate all those who are not firm. And those remaining after the washing of revolutionary work will all be gold.

Sure enough, as Chen Ke expected, the earliest one to think the common people were reliable was You Gou. You Gou had always undertaken hard work. As far as Chen Ke knew, You Gou consistently adhered to the leading role of a Party member. Chen Ke had always regarded You Gou highly; there was the consciousness of a "soldier" in You Gou. As long as a job was given to You Gou, then You Gou was like a pawn crossing the river, advancing without retreat. People are like this; without the slightest retreat, they will think of every means to complete the mission. No one is born knowing everything. As long as the attitude is serious and subjective initiative is exerted, a person will progress and awaken quickly. You Gou was like this.

When You Gou publicly stated that the government was unreliable, the comrades of the People's Party all felt it was very correct. But You Gou stated "the people are reliable." Chen Ke saw different opinions in the expressions of many people.

"That's right, the common people are the only reliable force." He Zudao continued to speak. His speech made the corners of many comrades' mouths twitch slightly. Quite a few people knew about He Zudao admiring You Gou in his heart. This was not only shown in details in daily life; in Party meetings, the first person He Zudao supported was Chen Ke, and the second person he supported was You Gou. Everyone saw it in their eyes and was clear in their hearts.

Of course, this could only be said to be prejudice. He Zudao's speech was not to support You Gou. As the number one person in the army's political work now, He Zudao sincerely believed that the common people were reliable.

"Do comrades feel very hard leading the people to work, so have a bellyful of grievances?" Chen Ke asked with a smile, "Everyone think about it; you did do a lot of things. But without the common people, without the masses, relying on just us few people, could we accomplish such big things in Fengtai County? Comrades, the vast majority of work was not done by ourselves. It was done by the common people. If the people are unreliable, who can be reliable?"

Chen Ke's words had a realistic basis that couldn't be refuted. At least the local Party members in Fengtai County agreed deeply. They all knew how much work their fellow villagers did. These people could become People's Party members; without exception, they all performed excellently in work. Although other Party members might not necessarily be convinced by this statement, Chen Ke had spoken to this extent, and the Party members already understood Chen Ke's meaning. No one had the intention to oppose anymore.

Seeing everyone accepted his attitude willingly or unwillingly, Chen Ke continued: "We must maintain the current working method. Party members must take the lead. Without doing so, our Party and our revolution have no future."

Seeing no one opposed, but many people had expressions of disapproval, Chen Ke laughed: "Just talking about these things, everyone definitely feels very empty. Let me tell everyone my vision. How to solve this grain problem."

Chen Ke's plan was not complicated. Nothing more than raising grain, raising money, opening land, and rush-planting. But the first plan surprised the comrades. "It's not that there is no grain in the disaster area; there are plenty of fortified villages around Fengtai County. Which fortified village doesn't have three years of grain? We fought Zhang Youliang; how much grain did we wipe out? Since the refugees want to live, we have to lead them to fight back. Relying solely on our Fengtai County definitely won't work."

"Secretary Chen, we fight back? What if the local government moves out? Our Insurance Corps are not bandits." Someone asked urgently.

"Not us fighting over, but the common people wanting to fight back, asking us to help. Wait for me to finish speaking first."

"Second, raising money is not quite the same as raising grain. On one hand, conquering fortified villages will yield grain and also some money. But raising money requires the government to contribute. Comrade Shang Yuan will come forward to ask the government for money. The government has no grain, but it won't lack money. With money, we can go to other places to buy grain."

"As for opening land and rush-planting, there is so much land outside Fengtai County. As long as we rush to open land now, we can definitely rush-plant some results. Just do what we did in Fengtai County again in other counties. This is my general plan."

After the comrades listened, military cadres were all rubbing their fists and wiping their palms. Breaking fortified villages, grabbing money, grabbing grain—they were most enthusiastic about these things. With the example of Zhang Youliang, everyone was very confident about obtaining combat victory.

But civil affairs cadres all showed bitter faces. Current work was already so hard; doing it in other counties too, to what extent would the workload increase?

Chen Ke laughed: "Comrades, this is hard work, I know. The army has to face bloodshed and sacrifice. Civil affairs will be even harder. I can tell everyone now; everyone will only be harder than now in the future. But why do we do this? Why do People's Party comrades have to work so hard? Because we have the ideal of liberating the whole of China. Crying out in pain just after stepping out of Fengtai County, what does this count as?"

"We are not afraid of hardship." Hua Xiongmao stood up. As the number one person in the army, Hua Xiongmao was very happy to be able to fight fully. Army Party members sat on Hua Xiongmao's side. Seeing Hua Xiongmao stand up, Chai Qingguo immediately followed to stand up. "Breaking fortified villages, fighting big households. I am willing to lead the charge." Following Chen Ke for so long, Chai Qingguo finally waited for large-scale combat. Although it was not the cavalry battle he was used to, Chai Qingguo was still terribly high-spirited.

Looking at the enthusiastic military cadres, other comrades also had nothing to say.

"Then everyone discuss according to my plan," Chen Ke said, striking while the iron was hot.

In the Party history of the People's Party, the meeting held between September 7 and September 9, 1906, is called the "Yuezhangji Meeting." This is an event of great commemorative significance. In this meeting, the People's Party formally reached the program of "liberating the whole of China through armed struggle" within the Party for the first time. Since the People's Party paid special attention to the preservation and management of materials, the meeting materials were very rich. After the meeting materials were declassified, historical researchers could get a glimpse of the content of the meeting at that time.

Party history researchers easily discovered that although this meeting established the line of military struggle, the military part was not much. Relatively, education and training establishing the stance of people's revolution occupied a huge space. In the rich meeting minutes, researchers saw that those predecessors with illustrious names didn't have very high revolutionary consciousness in the early days of joining the People's Party.

Euphemistically speaking, most early Party members hoped to achieve their life values through revolution. Speaking bluntly, everyone hoped to gain status and prestige through joining the revolution and through revolutionary victory.

And Chen Ke, as the leader of the People's Party, completely grasped everyone's mentality. He emphasized "People's Revolution." The People's Party is the vanguard of the revolution, wanting to create tomorrow for the Chinese working people. Wanting to serve the working people. The people are the masters of the country; the People's Party is the servant of the people, not the master of the people.

As for the revolutionary armed force Insurance Corps, firstly, this was not an old-style army in the traditional sense, but a new-style army. The Party is the leader of the army. And the Insurance Corps is the army of the people's sons and brothers. In this "Yuezhangji Meeting," Chen Ke proposed renaming the Insurance Corps to "Chinese Revolutionary Army" (*Zhonghua Geming Jun*). This proposal received the unanimous consent of the participating comrades.

The meeting discussed Chen Ke's plan in detail and subdivided it. The first stage, first investigate the refugee situation. And organize these refugees as soon as possible to reclaim wasteland nearby and restore agricultural production. At the same time, send reconnaissance troops to conduct a comprehensive investigation of the surrounding areas.

The second stage, expand the area of restoring production rapidly. Unite local common people and strike at stubborn opponents.

The third stage, prepare to liberate Fengyang Prefecture next year. And penetrate the Huainan Plain to the maximum extent.

The "Yuezhangji Meeting" only lasted for three days, but this meeting determined the action plan of the People's Party for the next half year. So it is generally considered the beginning of the People's Party's formal revolution. Although the formal revolution had not unfolded with real swords and guns yet, the sparks of revolution had already burned in Anhui, where wailing was heard everywhere in 1906.



★


Disaster Victim Investigation

Volume 3 - Chapter 27

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 27 Disaster Victim Investigation

"Brigade Commander Chen, this is the latest data." He Zudao put a thick stack of documents in front of Chen Ke while speaking. Chen Ke picked up the documents and read them quickly. This was a refugee investigation report. The handwriting was ugly, and the writing style was wordy. In Chen Ke's view, the standard question mode completely adopting vernacular was the biggest advantage of these manuscripts.

These refugee investigation reports had basically no literary value, but they were invaluable treasures in practical significance. The twenty-odd questions listed in the investigation report were divided into four categories: First, the origin of the refugee. Second, the refugee's family situation. Third, whom the refugee had begged for help. Fourth, why the refugee came to Fengtai County.

The leader of the investigation team was originally Zhang Xiuqing. At this critical juncture, Chen Ke had to boldly start promoting and using cadres. Since Zhang Xiuqing volunteered to undertake the work of the investigation team, Chen Ke handed the work over to Zhang Xiuqing. The result was indeed as Chen Ke expected; the plan proposed by Zhang Xiuqing simply failed to grasp the key point. In Zhang Xiuqing's view, investigating clearly how the refugees thought of coming to Fengtai County was the key. Not only that, Zhang Xiuqing actually formulated multiple sets of questioning strategies for different people. For the able-bodied, be gentler. For the elderly, youth, and women, the attitude should be stricter.

After this set of plans was shown to Chen Ke, Chen Ke's evaluation was just two words, "Bullshit!"

Zhang Xiuqing was unconvinced. He first asked Chen Ke, didn't Chen Ke mainly propose in the meeting to investigate clearly why refugees came to Fengtai County, and insist that blocking the refugees' communication channels to avoid more refugees coming to Fengtai County was the top priority?

Chen Ke almost wanted to curse. He said so much at the meeting; did Zhang Xiuqing only remember these few sentences? But Chen Ke held back. Now was not the time to waste precious time on restating meeting minutes. He sent someone to call He Zudao and asked He Zudao to write a set of questionnaires.

He Zudao was a few years younger than Zhang Xiuqing. After receiving this task, he pondered for a moment and wrote a new questionnaire. Except for not considering the category of whom the refugees had begged for help, the other three items were all as Chen Ke thought. Chen Ke finished explaining his opinion. Zhang Xiuqing looked blank, while He Zudao said nothing and directly added the point proposed by Chen Ke, and even perfected the specific details. The objects of begging for help were neighbors, clans, landlords, big households, and the government. These five categories. Chen Ke's only supplementary content was temples. Thus, this set of questionnaires was basically completed.

He Zudao's work was very busy. Seeing the questionnaire completed, He Zudao asked if he could leave. During the whole process, He Zudao didn't ask a single superfluous question. Chen Ke really didn't feel assured letting Zhang Xiuqing be responsible for this matter. He simply let He Zudao temporarily responsible for leading the questionnaire work. Do it for a day first, to set an example for Zhang Xiuqing.

After the first day of work ended, He Zudao brought back a thick stack of questionnaires. Chen Ke finished browsing and asked: "Zudao, asking Comrade Zhang Xiuqing to summarize the questionnaires, do you think he is competent?"

"Should... should... Probably not quite capable." He Zudao's answer was very hesitant. If it were before today, He Zudao should still have confidence in Zhang Xiuqing. But Zhang Xiuqing's performance today disappointed He Zudao greatly. Although He Zudao kept telling Zhang Xiuqing that the attitude should be gentle, Zhang Xiuqing's condescending attitude couldn't be changed no matter what. The refugees were now mostly from areas surrounding Fengtai, so young adults and old/weak/women each accounted for half. Regardless of who the questioning object was, He Zudao only asked the questions on the questionnaire. Speaking less, listening more. Only when the refugees were too emotional would He Zudao appease them according to the other party's emotions. The purpose was to get the questionnaire results better.

During Zhang Xiuqing's questioning, it was unknown if he did it intentionally, but the flavor of suppressing the refugees as a benefactor was really too blatant. Refugees were under the eaves and had to bow their heads. So on the surface, they cooperated, but the resistance emotion was already very obvious. Many refugees thought Zhang Xiuqing was going to drive them away, and some were scared into begging continuously. And facing the refugees' begging, Zhang Xiuqing seemed to enjoy it very much. He even had some tendency to deliberately make refugees beg him. Such practice made the questionnaire survey unable to proceed smoothly instead.

Even if He Zudao ordered Zhang Xiuqing to just read, whether it was eyes or tone, that condescending flavor could never be eliminated. Such practice also played a very bad leading role in the atmosphere of the investigation team.

So when Chen Ke asked if Zhang Xiuqing could summarize the questionnaires, He Zudao, who had always been extremely tolerant and kind, lost confidence. A day of questionnaires was indeed very tiring. A young man with vigorous energy like He Zudao couldn't bear it a bit. And Zhang Xiuqing's practice made his emotions relatively excited in the morning. By the afternoon, overly excited emotions triggered considerable fatigue. Zhang Xiuqing had already withered. Although this was a good thing, at least he was reading the questionnaire dryly, and that arrogance was much less. But this directly led to a very unserious work attitude. Zhang Xiuqing didn't raise many questions that should be pursued in detail. By evening, when the investigation came to an end, Zhang Xiuqing was already yawning continuously. He Zudao personally took the documents to report to Chen Ke. Zhang Xiuqing had already gone back to rest.

If letting Zhang Xiuqing summarize the intelligence overnight, He Zudao really had no confidence. Chen Ke said clearly at the meeting that the investigation work was important material for the external expansion the People's Party was about to carry out. Zhang Xiuqing already had problems in questioning. If he didn't put his heart into the summary work again, the entire set of data would have major deviations. He Zudao really dared not let Zhang Xiuqing make mistakes again.

He Zudao was originally a very upright and gentle young man. Asking him to speak ill of others behind their backs, he really couldn't do it either.

Chen Ke knew He Zudao too well. He Zudao could be said to be an apprentice brought out by Chen Ke single-handedly. In this more than a year, seeing He Zudao grow up with his own eyes, Chen Ke felt very gratified. Among the comrades Chen Ke regarded very highly, Hua Xiongmao, Qi Huishen, You Gou—these people were naturally enthusiastic and very serious in doing things. Their current growth relied more on themselves. Chen Tianhua and Shang Yuan had enough achievements before meeting Chen Ke; their ability to take charge of a department alone was even more logical. But more than a year ago, He Zudao was just a frail youth, looking like he couldn't have much achievement. Now he had faintly become the number one among the People's Party political commissars. Chen Ke spent a lot of effort on He Zudao. Watching He Zudao's growth, Chen Ke not only learned a lot of experience from He Zudao's growth but also had a sense of satisfaction. Like the joy and expectation felt by a simple old farmer watching his carefully planted crops grow sturdily.

He Zudao had a weaker temperament and dared not evaluate comrades; this was his shortcoming. Even He Zudao dared not vouch for Zhang Xiuqing, showing that Zhang Xiuqing was really not good. Chen Ke's brows had frowned. "Zudao, you observe today who can lead the task of the investigation team. Your work is busy; I can only give you tomorrow one day. You observe carefully for a day for me. Who can lead this team, who can do the basic work. Moreover, don't do anything else tonight. Select the comrades you think can do this work. Transfer these people to you early tomorrow morning."

"Brigade Commander Chen, this isn't good, right," He Zudao was somewhat hesitant.

"What's not good? You don't need to be afraid of Comrade Zhang Xiuqing getting angry. We are doing work now. If he can't do this job well, we'll change him to a job he can be competent in. There is nothing to be angry about. This is not doing something behind Zhang Xiuqing's back against him. You choose people boldly," Chen Ke said.

Hearing Chen Ke's words, a person immediately emerged in He Zudao's mind. If he could work with that person, the work could definitely be done well, and He Zudao would feel very happy.

Looking at the look of longing and expectation that couldn't help emerging on He Zudao's face, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing, "Don't have designs on your Sister You Gou; the work on her side absolutely can't let her go."

Having his mind spoken out by Chen Ke, He Zudao's face turned red immediately. Looking at He Zudao's appearance of being at a loss, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing loudly. "Zudao, how about this? Wait until the end of next year, when we have development here. I'll find a chance to talk to your Sister You Gou."

"No, no. Absolutely not." He Zudao waved his hands repeatedly in embarrassment, "I am not worthy of Sister You Gou."

"Alright, alright, stop talking nonsense. Hurry up and select people for me," Chen Ke urged.

He Zudao thought for a while and asked: "Some soldiers can do it, but they recognize few characters. I'm afraid they still can't do recording."

"This is not a problem. Let those who can do recording be assistants to these soldiers. Asking questions won't do, but doing recording should be fine, right? If they can't even do recording well, all go farm for me." Chen Ke said seriously, "This matter is left to you, Zudao, to arrange. In short, the investigation work must be done well. The information must be accurate. If this matter is not finished, you can't go back to do other things."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, He Zudao didn't look anxious at all. He nodded very seriously, "I will work hard."

Chen Ke knew He Zudao's work was busy now, but facing such a very tricky job as investigation, He Zudao didn't show any performance of stalling with other work. On the contrary, he wanted to do this job well wholeheartedly. Chen Ke was very satisfied with this. He stood up and patted He Zudao's shoulder, "Zudao, when I was the same age as you, I was far inferior to you. Maintain the current state and work hard."

He Zudao nodded, "Brigade Commander Chen, is there anything else?"

"No more, you go get busy," Chen Ke answered.

He Zudao saluted Chen Ke. After Chen Ke returned the salute, He Zudao turned and went out.

*Really a good child.* Chen Ke thought. But a few seconds later, Chen Ke suddenly thought of another thing. It is 1906 now. According to the normal lifespan of that era, when Chen Ke was born, He Zudao would have already passed away. This "good child" remark was really a bit nondescript.

Chen Ke sat back on his stool. Only then did he discover that the stack of documents just now was piled in front of him. He Zudao still made a mistake and forgot to take this stack of documents away. Sighing, Chen Ke pondered for a moment and asked someone to call Umekawa Kamiyoshi. The work in the breeding farm was not too busy now. Comrade Umekawa could be temporarily borrowed to do some paperwork.

Sure enough, as Chen Ke thought, Umekawa Kamiyoshi finished listening to Chen Ke's instructions, pulled a stool without saying a word, sat opposite Chen Ke, and began to work.

When the People's Party and the newly built Chinese Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army (*Zhonghua Gong Nong Geming Jun*), which were already tense enough, began to operate with higher speed and efficiency, many comrades who could originally undertake certain work showed fatigue, while another part of comrades began to show brilliance. And more comrades who originally didn't have the opportunity to undertake more and more important work also faced new opportunities.

The result led by such changes, except for Chen Ke and a few people, most people didn't anticipate the future outcome. It could be said that the most organized and disciplined political group in the whole of China, the People's Party, was marching along its own track.
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Chapter 28 Stance

Since coming to Fengtai County, Ba Yougong felt this place was full of an atmosphere that made him unable to feel good no matter what. What disgusted Ba Yougong most was the daily soldiers' life meeting.

Since Chen Ke ended the land negotiation with landlords, he moved to the Brigade Headquarters of the Insurance Corps. The soldiers' life meetings also returned to normal. The officers and soldiers of the Anhui New Army were assigned to the Insurance Corps' engineer troops as instructors. The accommodation conditions in the disaster area were naturally not very good. The New Army officers and soldiers could understand but couldn't quite accept it. There were houses in Yuezhangji, but now they were occupied by women and children. Even the Brigade Headquarters of the Insurance Corps were straw shed houses. Whether it was Brigade Commander, Regiment Commander, Battalion Commander, Company Commander, Platoon Leader, or Squad Leader, the accommodation of these officers was no different from ordinary soldiers and common people. The Anhui New Army officers and soldiers had nothing else to say.

"Instructor Ba, I am clumsy, but I really want to learn your craft as soon as possible. If you want to scold me, just scold. But please don't stop teaching me after scolding. I beg you," soldier Zhu Cunrui said very seriously. In the Insurance Corps, officers were absolutely not allowed to beat or scold soldiers. But the soldiers of the Engineer Battalion had long been educated repeatedly in private that these people from the Anhui New Army came to be teachers; they were not Insurance Corps people, and the Insurance Corps' rules didn't suit these people.

Zhu Cunrui still remembered Hua Xiongmao's speech at that time, "If everyone feels unconvinced and wants to be scolded less, no problem. Hurry up and learn their stuff."

Ba Yougong didn't respond to Zhu Cunrui's question. He scolded people often, especially in the last two days. Knowing his own affairs, Ba Yougong was not wishing iron could turn into steel (expecting better from them); on the contrary, the eager learning attitude and enthusiasm of the Insurance Corps soldiers scared Ba Yougong. Engineers are a technical arm. Those who could be selected into the Engineer Battalion were all soldiers with top-notch cultural quality. This didn't just mean they all recognized five hundred characters, memorized the multiplication table, and could perform addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division of five-digit numbers. Many people even began to learn geometry and physics. Chen Ke's requirement for technical arms was, "Must have enthusiasm for science. Have a desire to explore knowledge."

The soldiers of the Engineer Battalion selected were able to master so much knowledge in more than half a year precisely because they had this quality and enthusiasm. Of course, compared with the systematic education Chen Ke had received, the knowledge mastered by these soldiers was inevitably seriously unbalanced. Moreover, the practical purpose of this knowledge was too strong. Chen Ke didn't intend to let these people become researchers at all, but merely hoped they could become users.

Even so, Ba Yougong was still shocked by the learning ability of these soldiers. Through observation, Ba Yougong found that soldiers especially liked holding meetings. In their spare time from work, everyone didn't gather to drink, brag, show off to each other, or secretly go out to play with women or gamble in groups like the New Army. When Insurance Corps soldiers were together, they rarely talked about other contents except discussing what they learned. How to better use the learned surveying skills, what problems encountered in learning needed to be solved. In the learning process, understanding knowledge that wasn't understood before. Soldiers loved exchanging these most.

Ba Yougong had made up his mind not to teach his knowledge to the Insurance Corps soldiers anymore. Originally, teaching the use of instruments was considered dealing with the task perfunctorily. He originally thought the teaching of these usage principles would take a long time, but he really didn't expect that the Insurance Corps actually had people specifically teaching these theoretical knowledge. What these country bumpkins needed was precisely the usage knowledge of existing instruments. Ba Yougong was heartbroken for failing to anticipate this.

For the old upper class, monopolizing knowledge was the trick for them to settle down and get on with their lives. Even if the New Army strengthened education, it was the same. The knowledge taught was only enough to make soldiers obey orders; comprehensive education was not the original intention of the New Army. An army like the Insurance Corps maximizing the popularization of knowledge was something Ba Yougong had never seen or heard of.

The Insurance Corps not only strengthened the popularization of knowledge education but was also rebellious in daily life.

Everyone has a daily life. In the Insurance Corps, these things all had to be brought out for public discussion. Food distribution problems, even including the issue of pay issuance. These things that should originally be decided by officers were now all decided by soldiers. Officers merely executed these resolutions and allocated personnel.

Although the Anhui New Army had strict management, it was still an old army after all. Although striving to eliminate old army maladies, officers could always find other ways to solve them indirectly. For example, pay issuance naturally couldn't be deducted openly, but officers dragged soldiers out to drink and buy sex. Naturally, "smart" soldiers would show filial respect. Sensible soldiers could get easy and lucrative jobs, while insensible soldiers had to endure harsh treatment. As for those "thorns" who dared to resist, officers just used them to "enforce military law." As for gambling, that was the only way to make money. There were even cases of officers acting as bankers to open gambling.

In the eyes of officers, power was the biggest source of seeking benefits. And the officers and soldiers of the New Army took it for granted that being able to undertake less work was current success, and if one could obtain power to oppress others, that was success in life.

But in the Insurance Corps, this world taken for granted was turned upside down. Power was merely for completing work, and the work completed with hard labor was not to seek benefits for the Insurance Corps itself. On the contrary, these heavy jobs were to seek benefits for the common people.

These days Ba Yougong had known that the work of the Engineer Battalion was surveying, preparing for the future large-scale water conservancy construction in Fengtai County. The Insurance Corps would certainly get its own farm, but the troops had issued an order that what would be surveyed and built first would be water conservancy projects provided for ordinary common people. This practice of putting the cart before the horse made Ba Yougong very puzzled. Work was already hard to this degree, but the Insurance Corps wanted to work for the common people first. what was this for?

The common people only paid thirty percent rent, and in this disaster year, rent wasn't collected in the first year. This meant that besides feeding themselves, the Insurance Corps had to work for the common people completely without income. Even if the families of these soldiers could get benefits, the soldiers of the Engineer Battalion were only a thousand people at most. According to the overestimated data of ten people per family, it was only ten thousand people. Now there were more than sixty thousand common people in Fengtai County. Working in vain for those fifty thousand people, Ba Yougong himself would absolutely not do it.

He originally thought the soldiers of the Engineer Battalion hadn't considered this problem. As a result, asking privately, the soldiers' attitude was simple. "We surveyed the land, and others still have to open the land and plow the land. Everyone is working; what's the difference?"

"What's the point of being a soldier if it's like this, damn it (*Ni Ma*)." Ba Yougong spent a lot of effort to swallow this angry curse back into his throat. Being a soldier is to eat grain (to make a living). If not to stop facing the loess and back to the sky, stop working with sweat beads falling into eight pieces, who would be a soldier?

Ba Yougong's anger broke the chart directly. He couldn't stand this group of greenhorns anymore. He didn't consider why he was so dissatisfied with the Insurance Corps soldiers; his chest boiled with extreme dissatisfaction. His attitude towards the soldiers became worse day by day.

These situations were actually reported to Chen Ke by He Zudao, who was responsible for political work, and he asked for Chen Ke's attitude. Chen Ke rarely made a joke, "Zudao, if someone firmly believes the sun is triangular, will you make friends with this person?"

"Of course not," He Zudao answered without hesitation.

"If you can make friends, then one side must completely change their stance. Either you change, or the other party changes. Now we must strengthen our own stance. Absolutely no relaxation is allowed. Since we firmly believe we are correct, we must insist on ourselves."

He Zudao pondered for a while before asking Chen Ke: "Brigade Commander Chen, do you mean you want us to influence the New Army soldiers?"

Chen Ke's original intention was to strengthen the ideological construction of the troops and not let the corrupt thoughts of the New Army contaminate the Insurance Corps. Unexpectedly, He Zudao actually thought of influencing the New Army soldiers. In Chen Ke's plan, large-scale influence on the New Army would only begin after those New Army soldiers returned to Fengtai County with their families.

However, since He Zudao had such consciousness, Chen Ke didn't think it was necessary to pour cold water on He Zudao. Anyway, it had to be done sooner or later. Now Chen Ke's attitude towards the Party and the troops was to let everyone do it freely. He used to protect everyone too tightly; it was time to let everyone exert their own subjective initiative.

"Comrade Zudao, go ahead and do it. I'll bear any responsibility." Chen Ke finally gave such a reply.

What He Zudao learned these days was his own thinking ability. He convened the Party Committee in the troops. The members of the Party Committee initially thought He Zudao had received some orders from Chen Ke. Commissar He was Brigade Commander Chen's trusted aide; this was a recognized fact. When the scale of the Insurance Corps was still small, Chen Ke did almost everything himself, and He Zudao followed him constantly, very much meaning an orderly. So when He Zudao held a meeting, everyone thought Chen Ke issued some instructions.

Hearing He Zudao asking everyone to propose political work plans, many people almost had the impulse to dismiss the meeting. It wasn't that everyone hadn't tried proposing plans themselves. The result was that after these plans were handed to Chen Ke, they were either rejected or changed beyond recognition. After trying a few times, no one was willing to lose face anymore. Since Secretary Chen Ke could always come up with effective solutions, why did they have to find unhappiness for themselves?

He Zudao could understand everyone's attitude. To be honest, his plans were refuted the most. But when He Zudao encountered setbacks initially, there was an ideal supporting him. He hoped to become a man standing equally beside You Gou. He also hoped to repay Chen Ke's kindness. These two people saved He Zudao from shameful death. And He Zudao somehow couldn't get rid of shame in front of the two of them. Precisely because of this, the frustration of failure didn't matter to He Zudao anymore. He had already made such a big mistake as contracting syphilis; other mistakes couldn't make He Zudao feel more ashamed anyway.

Actually, it was precisely this attitude of not being afraid of making mistakes, daring to admit mistakes and trying hard to correct them, that promoted He Zudao's progress. Admitting one's own deficiencies and learning with a modest attitude is the smooth path to truly mastering laws. Every time he learned something, He Zudao felt he was one step closer to Chen Ke and one step closer to You Gou.

Other comrades hoped they could succeed, so the blow of setbacks appeared very serious to them. He Zudao knew that no matter what he did to any extent, he wouldn't succeed in front of Chen Ke. To stand aligned with Sister You Gou, He Zudao must move forward. To achieve this goal, He Zudao could only work selflessly.

From the psychology of later generations, this could be said to be a morbid state. He Zudao's selflessness was largely to forget past mistakes. completely severing his ties with the past and standing in front of You Gou as a brand new person. If He Zudao met someone else, this mentality would only make him fall into a more miserable situation.

But He Zudao met Chen Ke, who was completely different from this era. The more selfless He Zudao was, the more he could learn things that shouldn't have appeared in this era from Chen Ke, who didn't belong to this era originally. This might be He Zudao's luck, and this was definitely Chen Ke's luck.

Facing the comrades' performance of fearing difficulties, He Zudao didn't care. "Comrades, the Central Committee has planned the strategy. Secretary Chen is very busy now. With such a big stall of ours, asking him to formulate plans again is unrealistic."

This was Chen Ke's own explanation. The comrades actually didn't believe it much originally. But people are just like this; although they don't believe it themselves, seeing others firmly believe it, those with weaker wills tend to believe it instead. Sometimes mass sentiment doesn't depend on the number of people, but on which side's will is firmer. Moreover, everyone didn't really abandon themselves. Plans might not pass with Chen Ke, but put with He Zudao, they might not necessarily fail. Under He Zudao's hosting, the meeting finally began to proceed normally.

The topic was ideological mobilization.

"I have an idea this time and want to talk to comrades properly. What kind of new regime do we want to build exactly? What is the core of this new regime exactly?" He Zudao started.

"The new regime is the people being masters of their own affairs?" Someone began to recite quotations.

"Do the people know they should be masters of their own affairs now?" He Zudao asked.

Hearing this, the comrades of the political work department smiled bitterly. Yes, what is called being masters of their own affairs? To be honest, in this era, having accepted Chen Ke's leadership for so long, these comrades finally understood a little bit of the meaning of being masters of their own affairs. For the mainstream thought of this era, being masters of their own affairs meant commanding others and obtaining privileges. It was more about obtaining.

And the People's Party's being masters of their own affairs meant being responsible for oneself and being responsible for others. It was more about giving.

Between the two, it was not a gap, but completely opposite things. The cadres who could engage in political ideological work were all personally selected by Chen Ke. This consciousness was not ordinary. Compared with other comrades, they were considered conscious. Even these people still felt this kind of ideological work was very tricky. As for other comrades, being a bit more conscious than ordinary people was already not bad.

"What is the purpose of the people wanting to be masters of their own affairs now?" He Zudao continued to ask.

"For fairness. Not being bullied." Someone answered.

"Then let's start from this angle." He Zudao said.
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The grain depot of the Insurance Corps could be said to be the most heavily guarded place in Fengtai County now. When Chen Ke determined the location of the grain depot, he defined it as the future farm grain depot of the Insurance Corps. To directly attack the grain depot of the Insurance Corps, one needed to annihilate a full company of grain depot guards. And this was the last line of defense. To engage the grain depot guards, one had to pass through the cultivation areas of two battalions. There were also several checkpoints in between. Without a pass, no matter who you were, you couldn't enter the control area of the Insurance Corps 359th Brigade casually.

At night, as the lights-out bugle of the Insurance Corps blew, the soldiers exhausted from a day's work went to sleep. After a while, a dozen figures stood up behind a small mound outside the Insurance Corps' land.

"Brother Zhao, is it really okay to go like this?" someone asked in a low voice.

"It's okay. The Insurance Corps dares not kill people. Weren't the few caught last time released?" the one called Brother Zhao said in a low voice. This guarantee seemed to have an effect; the others stopped making sounds.

Just hearing this, one knew this person had studied the Insurance Corps quite deeply. The Insurance Corps indeed didn't treat common people violently. Even for those local common people who targeted the grain depot, the Insurance Corps wouldn't beat or scold them, merely telling the arrested people that the grain in this granary was not only for the Insurance Corps to eat but also to be distributed to the common people of Fengtai County. There was no need for these guys stealing grain to ruin the grain distributed to the common people. Then they released the people.

"Let's go forward a bit more; those sentries also have to change shifts. When they change shifts, we'll slip past." Brother Zhao said in a low voice.

Generally speaking, these petty thieves should be able to sneak into a place very close to the grain depot, but it was a disaster year now. To find a mouthful of food, the common people didn't care much whether what they could eat was fully mature crops or crops just growing out.

The Insurance Corps set up patrol teams along the land they controlled. Although from past experience, the result of failing to steal the grain depot and being caught was not that bad. But everyone still felt it was better to be careful.

On the land planted by ordinary common people, rice accounted for thirty percent, and the rest were potatoes and sweet potatoes. The Insurance Corps side was different; all lands were planted with potatoes and sweet potatoes. Chen Ke's calculation was shrewd; the Insurance Corps itself could buy rice and wheat from other places. But what the disaster area needed was first not to starve people to death, not to eat exquisitely. So the Insurance Corps planted potatoes and sweet potatoes with large yields.

These people headed by Brother Zhao didn't know this. They stood up one by one and walked forward through the fields. No one dared to take the small road anymore; those caught all took the small road. These people felt it necessary to absorb the lessons of their predecessors.

However, what they didn't expect was that the Insurance Corps paid more attention to absorbing lessons than they did. Just after this gang of petty thieves crossed the Insurance Corps' land not far, they suddenly heard someone shout, "Password (*Kou Ling*)!"

This group of people was stunned. They had never heard the word "password" and completely didn't understand the meaning of this word. Before they could react, there was another vigilant shout, "Password!"

Of course, the petty thieves couldn't give the password. The hidden sentry of the Insurance Corps immediately blew the whistle. The shrill sound traveled far in the night. Soon, patrol teams rushed towards here.

Comparing physical strength and familiarity with the road, these petty thieves were far from opponents of the Insurance Corps patrol team. From the time they started to flee to when they were all caught, it took less than ten minutes. What made these petty thieves feel miscalculated was that they were beaten by the Insurance Corps soldiers. The captain of the patrol team came up angrily and gave each petty thief a kick first. "You come to steal things and don't walk on the road; do you know how much grain you trampled?" the patrol team captain roared.

"We are hungry!" someone cried.

Hearing this, the patrol captain's anger didn't subside at all; instead, it burned doubly. He stepped forward and gave the guy claiming to be hungry another kick. Amidst the petty thief's cry of pain, the captain cursed, "The crops you trampled are enough for you to eat for a winter. You are still hungry? If you are really hungry, do you still have the strength to be a thief?" Still not relieved after cursing, the captain gave that petty thief another kick.

"Captain, what to do with these people?"

"What to do? Kill them." The patrol captain dropped this sentence directly. If it were a while ago, the patrol captain wouldn't have been so angry. At that time, the crops were just planted, and the patrol range was far less large than now. And at that time, the Insurance Corps were all working on digging ditches; they only needed to do their own things well and protect the grain depot.

The situation now had undergone major changes. Although the hardest ditch-digging work was completed, as a patrol team, the patrol range expanded again and again. Before, everyone only needed to protect the grain depot; now they had to protect the crops even more. When these petty thieves fled for their lives, they only felt getting away was enough, ignoring what was under their feet completely. It was just like this just now. The patrol captain said the angry words of killing the petty thieves under annoyance.

Unexpectedly, a soldier beside him asked hesitantly: "Where to bury them after killing?"

This sentence completely opened the soldiers' train of thought. Everyone discussed animatedly.

"We have discipline not allowing killing people casually, right?"

"Kill secretly, who knows?"

"After killing them, stuff a knife in the corpse's hand and say they wanted to commit murder."

"Then might as well dig a pit and bury them; at least it can fertilize the land."

Discussions on how to kill and how to shirk responsibility after killing swarmed out. The speakers actually knew they couldn't possibly do this, but they were really unwilling if they didn't say these vicious words.

But those listening didn't know their lives were far from that dangerous. Being bound with ropes, and the Insurance Corps, legendary for not beating people, beat people just the same. Now hearing this gang discussing how to kill them, timid thieves even began to cry, and thieves with more flexible brains began to beg for mercy.

Listening to the crying and begging voices of these thieves, the patrol team's mood was unspeakably refreshing. Everyone would not kill indiscriminately no matter what; there was just a grievance in their hearts. The patrol captain was even considering simply patrolling along the boundary all night tomorrow. Although harder, it wouldn't be hard for too long. By November, grain always had to be harvested. Counting fully, it was only two months. As old soldiers of the Insurance Corps, the patrol captain had developed some habits of the Insurance Corps, "willing to endure hardship," "not afraid of hard work." As long as the goal could be achieved most effectively, Insurance Corps soldiers shouldn't be afraid of suffering.

Just then, news revealed in a petty thief's crying shout attracted the patrol captain's attention. But he didn't show any emotion; he just went up, found a random petty thief, and kicked him, "It's too late to beg for mercy now. If you knew to be afraid earlier, don't come to steal things." While speaking, he grabbed the petty thief who said interesting words just now. "Go, take them back." When his arm grabbed the petty thief's shoulder, the patrol captain clearly felt the petty thief's shoulder tremble.

When Hua Xiongmao was woken up, it was deep in the night. He knew there was no urgent matter; no one in the Insurance Corps dared to wake him up at this time. Sure enough, the news brought by the patrol captain made Hua Xiongmao's remaining sleepiness disappear instantly. The patrol captain also brought witnesses over. After repeatedly questioning and comparing the confessions of these few people, Hua Xiongmao roughly had his own judgment.

After the thieves caught in the act were taken away, Hua Xiongmao issued the first order: call Deputy Regiment Commander Chai Qingguo over.

"What? Someone in the base area colluded with outside bandits and prepared to rob us?" Chai Qingguo rarely questioned this news. In his view, the Insurance Corps worked so hard; it was already very unconscionable for the common people in the base area not to be grateful. As for colluding with outsiders to attack the Insurance Corps, this completely exceeded the scope of normal morality.

"I want you, Qingguo, to lead a team to solve this matter," Hua Xiongmao said.

Chai Qingguo thought it was very necessary to solve this gang of petty thieves. But on second thought, any company commander could probably do this job well; why ask him to do it? He began to be suspicious again.

"Regiment Commander Hua, asking me to be personally responsible for this matter, I'm afraid it's using an ox-cleaver to kill a chicken," Chai Qingguo said quite tactfully.

Hua Xiongmao knew Chai Qingguo misunderstood his meaning as soon as he heard this. He asked: "Brigade Commander Chen wants us to prepare to fight out now; Qingguo still remembers, right?"

"Of course I remember," Chai Qingguo said.

Hua Xiongmao got an accurate answer, so he continued, "I think we need to adjust the troops specifically now. Some troops may have to fight often. Some troops probably won't fight often. Gather all those who can fight into one unit."

Chai Qingguo's short-term goal was Second Regiment Commander, but he also knew it was full of difficulties to achieve this goal. In Chai Qingguo's view, although Chen Ke's influence in the People's Party was large enough, this was based on the full support of multiple heavyweight figures in the People's Party. But Chen Ke's power in the Insurance Corps was absolutely at the level of one word being nine tripods (carrying enormous weight). The military number one Hua Xiongmao and political number one He Zudao were Chen Ke's diehard loyalists, and Chen Ke's prestige among soldiers also exceeded Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao. The officer class had always worked under Chen Ke's personal leadership and was also convinced by Chen Ke. If Chai Qingguo wanted to become the Second Regiment Commander, he must get Chen Ke's approval.

Now Hua Xiongmao gave Chai Qingguo a task. If he did it well, it wasn't impossible to become the Second Regiment Commander. However, Chai Qingguo was not very convinced by Hua Xiongmao. In his view, Hua Xiongmao's military talent was not outstanding, at least not showing any admirable points.

But the Insurance Corps stressed merit and background. Hua Xiongmao had never made mistakes until now. Whether attacking Yuezhangji, expanding the army, or formulating the return home mission for the Anhui New Army not long ago. Chen Ke led the army, and Hua Xiongmao, as the regiment commander, was considered conscientious. There was nothing to pick at in his work.

Although worried that his efforts might be picked by Hua Xiongmao (taking credit), Chai Qingguo finally agreed to come forward to be responsible for forming troops capable of field operations.

Since Chai Qingguo agreed to be responsible for this work, Hua Xiongmao made arrangements. "Let's cultivate the First Battalion of the First Regiment as a fist unit (*Quan Tou Bu Dui*)."
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"I do not agree with the plan to adjust personnel," He Zudao said calmly to Chai Qingguo.

If someone else said this, Chai Qingguo might feel that person was deliberately opposing him, but since it was He Zudao who said this, Chai Qingguo didn't even have this thought.

"Why?" Chai Qingguo asked.

"Because this selection method selects soldiers you think are good at fighting, not soldiers who can really fight. So I cannot agree."

"Then what do you mean, Commissar He?" Chai Qingguo couldn't figure out He Zudao's thoughts.

"My idea is simple. I want to suggest to Brigade Commander Chen to let you, Qingguo, serve as the Commander of the Second Regiment." When He Zudao said this, his attitude was calm. Chai Qingguo just wondered if he heard wrong. Sure enough, He Zudao continued: "I will apply to become the Political Commissar of the Second Regiment. If there is any difference between the Second Regiment and the First Regiment, it is that the Second Regiment has a short formation time and short working time. Weakening the Second Regiment now, it would be better to simply disband the Second Regiment. Since there is no plan to disband the Second Regiment, we need to improve the quality and ability of the Second Regiment as soon as possible."

"We are going to fight soon?" Chai Qingguo didn't understand He Zudao's roundabout approach. Isn't it good to organize a powerful field army directly? It would take at least half a year for the Second Regiment to finish training. The infrastructure work of the Second Regiment in this half year was equally heavy. Fighting while farming, even an iron man probably couldn't stand it.

He Zudao also didn't understand Chai Qingguo's thoughts. He asked strangely, "Deputy Regiment Commander Chai, can't the Second Regiment handle fighting a few bandits?"

"Fighting bandits is definitely no problem, but we have to fight the Imperial Court's army in the future. The New Army is not so easy to fight," Chai Qingguo answered.

He Zudao's answer was straightforward, "The Anhui New Army is not the Beiyang New Army, and our Insurance Corps is not the Yihetuan (Boxers). What's hard to fight or not?"

Chai Qingguo wanted to say something but couldn't say it out. He Zudao's words were correct; the Anhui New Army couldn't compare with the Beiyang New Army no matter what, and the Boxers absolutely couldn't compare with the Insurance Corps. But Chai Qingguo always felt something was wrong, yet he couldn't point out the problem. He could only look like a fishbone stuck in his throat.

He Zudao didn't mean to make things difficult for Chai Qingguo. Seeing Chai Qingguo blushing and unable to speak, He Zudao, as the Political Commissar, felt it necessary to come out and clarify some things. "Deputy Regiment Commander Chai, we want to stand firm in this Fengtai County. What is the most important thing? It is to let the common people know and support that our People's Party is the leader of this Fengtai County. Reasonably speaking, as long as we preside over land distribution in Fengtai County, we can get the support of the common people. But we also have to wait until this wave of grain is grown before we can build water conservancy facilities on a large scale. Then what do we rely on to maintain the current situation now?"

Chai Qingguo's research on the revolutionary theory of the People's Party was not too deep. In his understanding, what was repeatedly emphasized at the People's Party meetings were two things, "Distribute land, engage in water conservancy construction." For such policies, Chai Qingguo really didn't have much feeling. Like ordinary common people, Chai Qingguo thought the time for these policies was too long. And the disaster relief policy currently executed by the People's Party, Chai Qingguo thought was also a thankless task.

Using the grain transported with great difficulty to relieve the common people could only ensure the common people didn't starve to death. And if the common people were not full, they naturally would curse. after Chen Ke personally came down to hold the line, especially after the Soldiers' Committee operated, complaints were fewer, but these complaints were all made public. Distributing land and building water conservancy thoroughly became a promise.

As a man of the *Jianghu*, Chai Qingguo knew the meaning of a promise. He also knew the importance of a promise. For such a big thing as distributing land, brothers in the *Jianghu* would absolutely dare not promise. This was a matter concerning human lives; brothers in the *Jianghu* would definitely push it away if they could. Even if they really promised, they would absolutely not really honor it afterwards.

But the People's Party not only dared to promise but also dared to make a promise to tens of thousands of common people. Chai Qingguo didn't believe this kind of thing himself, and he also knew that the tens of thousands of common people in Fengtai County actually didn't believe it either. If they weren't eating and drinking from the People's Party now, they would probably have turned the sky upside down long ago.

"Commissar He, let's not talk about these empty things. Getting rid of those bastards who collude inside and outside is the real thing. At least kill a batch, and the common people will know the severity. Otherwise, they really don't know Lord Ma has three eyes (don't know who they are messing with)." If it were in the past, Chai Qingguo would inevitably say these words fiercely and murderously. Now, Chai Qingguo said it really plain like water. Not that he lost interest in killing people. Eliminating bandits and hanging their heads on flagpoles for public display was originally a very effective means of establishing prestige. The problem was that the People's Party proposed a policy like land distribution. In comparison, the effect of killing people to establish prestige was simply insufficient to salvage the loss of breaking a promise.

He Zudao had never mixed in the *Jianghu* and really didn't quite understand the thoughts of *Jianghu* heroes, but he could absolutely detect such a sense of incongruity from Chai Qingguo, "Deputy Regiment Commander Chai, we are all revolutionary comrades; can you speak your true feelings? What exactly is the reason for you doing this?"

Chai Qingguo was much older than He Zudao and had experienced more things. Hearing He Zudao speak like this, he felt He Zudao was really too tender. But they were grasshoppers on the same rope after all. If he didn't explain clearly to He Zudao now, and He Zudao stuck to his guns, Chai Qingguo's plan couldn't be promoted at all. Gritting his teeth, Chai Qingguo spoke his heart.

"Commissar He, do you really think the matter of land distribution can succeed?"

"Of course."

For He Zudao's persistence, Chai Qingguo was no longer angry. He laughed: "Then don't you think about how many things can be triggered when distributing land? Even if we build water conservancy with our heads buried in the ground and distribute the land, the common people won't appreciate our kindness. How many lawsuits will there be then; don't you think about it?"

He Zudao didn't understand Chai Qingguo's thoughts either. He asked strangely: "When distributing land, if the common people come to us to fight lawsuits, doesn't it prove that the common people think we are people who can handle lawsuits? Isn't our Insurance Corps the people in charge of Fengtai? What's wrong with this? Could it be that the common people fight lawsuits and go to the Manchu Qing yamen?"

"Even if you become the yamen, you have to have your own iron-core supporters (*tie gan*), right?" Chai Qingguo felt He Zudao's childishness was outrageous.

He Zudao thought Chai Qingguo's consciousness was too low, "We are the people's army, the sons and brothers of the common people; what iron-core or not iron-core? Now the people don't believe us; we have to make the common people believe us through work. If we organize a pile of thugs now, what's the difference between us and Zhang Youliang?"

These words were fair and square. Chai Qingguo couldn't refute at all, but he was not convinced at all. "I can't beat you in reasoning, but if you say the common people don't think about getting more for themselves, I don't believe this evil. You say Wenqing doesn't want to gain for himself, I believe. You, Commissar He, don't want to gain for yourself, I believe. You say the common people don't want to gain more for themselves, beat me to death and I won't believe it."

Hearing Chai Qingguo's words, He Zudao already understood Chai Qingguo's true thoughts, "No one wants the knife handle (*dao ba zi*) to fall into others' hands. This is correct. If the knife handle is given to others, that is called holding the sword by the blade (*Tai A Dao Chi*), handing the handle to others..."

Chai Qingguo interrupted He Zudao's words grumpily, "I haven't read books; don't speak these bookish words to me."

He Zudao also got a bit angry. His expression became serious, "Deputy Regiment Commander Chai, how hard is the work done by the soldiers in our Insurance Corps now? You know it. If the common people really don't believe us, don't believe that we will really distribute land in the future and let everyone have irrigated land, without hope for the future, on what basis do the soldiers work so hard? Deputy Regiment Commander Chai, you get a pile of thugs now; you dare to use these thugs to scare the common people and try. The Insurance Corps will scatter immediately. If you don't use these thugs, use these so-called iron-core supporters to scare the common people, then it's better not to organize them. Whether they can fight or not, pull them out to fight and we'll know. Train well and prepare before fighting; this is better than anything."

Speaking of theory, Chai Qingguo was really not He Zudao's opponent, but Chai Qingguo didn't quite trust the attitude of the common people. This was the deep impression left on Chai Qingguo during the Yihetuan Movement. Although Chai Qingguo once felt Chen Ke's people's revolution had "great prospects," in actual operation he found that the people's revolution actually meant "officials" like them had to make so many sacrifices to the common people, getting nothing but hardship and labor for themselves. Chai Qingguo even wondered if Chen Ke was bluffing when he was in Beijing.

The meeting broke up in discord. Beyond Chai Qingguo's expectation, He Zudao actually really went to Chen Ke, requesting himself to serve as the Political Commissar of the Second Regiment, and suggested Chai Qingguo serve as the Commander of the Second Regiment. Chen Ke certainly agreed to He Zudao serving as the Second Regiment Political Commissar, but somewhat disagreed with Chai Qingguo's appointment. But now was the stage of letting comrades work freely after all. With He Zudao's prestige, Chai Qingguo might not dare to confront publicly now.

The Military Commission held a meeting. The discussion result was letting He Zudao serve as the Political Commissar of the Second Regiment and Chai Qingguo serve as the Acting Commander of the Second Regiment. The first task Acting Commander Chai Qingguo received was to rectify public order and quell banditry.

He Zudao was worthy of being Chen Ke's student. After serving as the Political Commissar of the Second Regiment, He Zudao immediately began to attend the soldiers' life meetings of the Second Regiment. On the first day of taking office, attending the soldiers' life meeting of the First Company of the First Battalion, he proposed the task straightforwardly, "Comrades, recently there have been more and more theft incidents against the Insurance Corps grain depot. The organization has made a decision to rectify public order. The comrades of the troops, besides daily work, also have to be responsible for security work recently. Knock out these bandits."

Chai Qingguo knew he couldn't do political work, so he simply followed He Zudao to attend the meeting. Hearing He Zudao say this, Chai Qingguo only felt a burst of pain in the balls. The theft gang was clearly done by people in other "Reclamation Brigades." The "Reclamation Brigades" were bluntly refugee camps. The Insurance Corps operated in the Reclamation Brigades through food distribution. Now the main work was construction targeting the core troop, the First Regiment of the 359th Brigade. He Zudao wanting to develop the work of the Second Regiment was risking his life in itself.

The proportion of new recruits in the Second Regiment was as high as 95%. Although discipline was passable, Chai Qingguo firmly believed that these soldiers who had enlisted for less than a month definitely supported locals more than the People's Party. To be honest, Chai Qingguo was really somewhat surprised that the Second Regiment could maintain discipline and persist in the work of building water conservancy. If it were that gang of brothers from the Yihetuan, they would have rebelled several times already.

Sure enough, as Chai Qingguo thought, there was not much enthusiasm in the soldiers' expressions. Although surprised, they were not unexpected.

"These people coming to steal things may not necessarily have reached the point of starving to death. However, every time they come to steal things, they damage a lot of crops. Just after these crops grow up, how much more grain can be produced? I don't know how our Fengtai County common people dealt with this kind of person when caught before, so I want to ask everyone."

The soldiers were speechless at first, but someone sighed first.

"Everyone say whatever you have; say whatever views you have on this matter," He Zudao asked.

Still no one spoke.

"I know everyone is fellow villagers; everyone feels they can't save face. But have you thought about it? The grain in this granary is for the common people to eat. Everyone is starving like this now; how can we withstand such tossing again? They have already ruined so much grain now. How much grain ruined now means how much less grain everyone will eat in winter. If it were a bumper year, I wouldn't say anything. Now it is a disaster year; we cannot let them continue to harm everyone like this."

The soldiers still refused to speak.

He Zudao was not discouraged, "Comrades, everyone knows the rules of our Insurance Corps. Say boldly if you have anything. We don't engage in settling accounts after autumn (*qiu hou suan zhang*)."

After a good while, a soldier said: "Commissar He, if we catch people, how do we plan to deal with them?"

"We don't want to deal with these people now; we want to protect the grain now." He Zudao gave an answer that was not an answer.

The atmosphere of the venue was quite heavy. Finally, a soldier who looked over forty years old said: "Commissar He, let alone a disaster year, even in a bumper year, if someone ruins grain like this, catching them means a fierce beating. In a disaster year, beating them to death isn't rare either." After speaking, the soldier sighed.

"I know everyone doesn't want to cause human lives; it's a life after all. Surviving the flood until now is not easy. Beating them to death just like this is always inappropriate. Now we can't let them go on like this. I say this upfront: catching these people and not letting them continue to ruin grain is our goal. Their life and death are in everyone's hands. It's not me, He Zudao, saying these people have to die, killing them after catching them. If everyone unanimously wants them to die, then they have to die. Otherwise, catch them to work and compensate for the grain they ruined. Does everyone think this is okay?"

"Really?" Soldiers were very suspicious of such reasonable practice.

"Commissar He, not beheading them to establish prestige after catching them? Or beating them half dead and then putting them in a cangue for public display?"

Soldiers knew that killing people in such a disaster year was a common thing. This was also the reason why many petty thieves mixed in the refugees but dared not act recklessly. During the flood, the common people were basically destitute and had no belongings. But seeing life calm down after the flood, this gang was eager to make trouble.

"Comrades, I want to ask everyone. This first wave of harvest is just a matter of these one or two months. What plans does everyone have exactly?"

As soon as these words came out, the soldiers looked at me and I looked at you, not knowing what to say. The proportion of new recruits in the Second Regiment was extremely large; nineteen out of twenty people were new recruits. The First Regiment at least had the consciousness of an old unit, participated in disaster relief, and participated in the battle of attacking Yuezhangji. Everyone from top to bottom felt they were "one of us" of the People's Party. This self-cognition was very thin in the Second Regiment.

He Zudao asked this, and the soldiers looked at each other. That forty-year-old soldier finally spoke. "I joined our Insurance Corps, firstly to eat more. Secondly, also for security. I won't be bullied when land is distributed in the future. Speaking of future plans, I plan to let my family be distributed land. Just farm well. In this year's harvest situation, I don't have any plans either. Thanks to the blessing of our Insurance Corps, only one of my family of seven has died so far. Seeing that there will be a harvest soon, we won't starve to death this year. That's enough."

With someone leading, although the soldiers' mood was not high, it was quite stable. After all, everyone was honest farmers. During the flood, they could do anything to survive. Seeing grain growing out now, everyone naturally returned to old habits. Stability was the priority. Chinese common people are such pragmatic people; nothing is as real as having grain in hand.

And at this time, everyone happened to be particularly conservative. No one was willing to stir up trouble. In case something happened, and the grain that was about to be obtained had no settlement. The cold winter was not something that could be spent easily. Without food, it would absolutely cost lives.

"Commissar He, you don't need to worry; we will definitely work hard. We must grow this year's grain well." This was the most spoken sentence.

Looking at these soldiers, He Zudao was very moved. He Zudao knew very well how hard everyone worked to survive.

"Comrades, the Insurance Corps is our common people's own team. The grain grown must be for everyone to eat. We won't let cadres eat more and soldiers eat less. If there is a grain, everyone eats this grain together; if there is a handful of rice, everyone eats this handful of rice together. As long as our Insurance Corps is here for one day, this rule cannot be broken. No one will eat more than others, and no one will eat less than others. Everyone absolutely doesn't need to worry about this."

This was the propaganda of the Insurance Corps all along, and also the persistence of the Insurance Corps all along. Soldiers had personal experience of this.

"We want to catch bad people this time because these bad people ruined the crops. These crops are not Brigade Commander Chen's crops, not my, He Zudao's, crops. But the crops of our entire Insurance Corps. These bad people are like rats; ruining a bit today, ruining a bit tomorrow. How much grain do we have to withstand such ruining? Comrades, we can't afford such ruining."

Soldiers were not stupid. He Zudao spoke so reasonably; the subsequent strike against these bad people would also be merciless. Moreover, He Zudao inevitably wanted soldiers to report these people. Most importantly, quite a few among the soldiers really knew who these bad people were.

Some soldiers had decided to report, while some soldiers had various worries.

He Zudao was not in a hurry to ask for more situations. What he needed now was to get familiar with the situation and walk around in various companies. So beyond everyone's expectation, after talking a few more sentences, He Zudao actually left.
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Chapter 31 Rectifying Public Order (3)

Xu Dian really never thought he could start his ideal so quickly in this life—to become the founder and builder of a modern judicial system. Chen Ke handed over the task of trying the granary thieves to Xu Dian, and most importantly, asked Xu Dian to prepare for the base area court. This made Xu Dian extremely excited.

But the conversation between Chen Ke and Xu Dian immediately extinguished the flame in Xu Dian's heart. Chen Ke asked a key question, "Comrade Xu Dian, who do you think should be in a higher position, politics or law?"

Xu Dian studied law in Japan. The law department of Tokyo University was filled with some figures who believed in the supremacy of law. Xu Dian was also deeply influenced. In the view of Xu Dian, a believer in law, law should be the criterion for all actions. And Chen Ke's words were already a very obvious hint that Xu Dian's idea was basically hopeless.

Xu Dian didn't despair. He still tried to make Chen Ke accept his idea through discussion. Unexpectedly, Chen Ke actually took out a piece of paper and gave it to Xu Dian. Picking up the paper doubtfully, after reading only a few lines, Xu Dian was stunned. This was a "Constitution."

Chen Ke watched Xu Dian read the not-long "Constitution" repeatedly with a dumbfounded look. Xu Dian's attitude of studying the wording of the "Constitution" was so serious that Chen Ke became a little impatient. He interrupted the law apprentice's homework, "Comrade Xu Dian, what do you think is the social superstructure?"

"Social superstructure?" Xu Dian didn't turn his train of thought around for a moment, just repeating it confusedly.

"Yes, social superstructure. Comrade Xu Dian, how do you view this issue?"

In the People's Party, the only person who could have a real exchange with Xu Dian on legal issues was Chen Ke. Chen Ke could be said to know nothing about specific legal provisions, but his profound understanding of law was something Xu Dian had never seen before. Although Xu Dian's own views could be said to be very different from Chen Ke's, Xu Dian still liked discussing legal issues with Chen Ke very much.

"Superstructure refers to the state's system and the matching legal system." Xu Dian's answer was the content Chen Ke had narrated in the Party class.

After hearing this, Chen Ke nodded, "The state is a tool of class rule. Therefore, the system established by the ruling class must override the legal system. On this point, I will absolutely not make the slightest concession. As long as I am in this position for one day, any effort attempting to establish a legal system overriding the state system cannot appear in the People's Party's control area. Comrade Xu Dian, please be sure about this point first."

Chen Ke's voice was not loud, and his tone was not heavy, but Xu Dian would absolutely not misunderstand Chen Ke's attitude. Lowering his head, lips tight. A fierce battle was going on inside Xu Dian. For a young man like Xu Dian, he really hoped to establish an independent judicial system. Xu Dian naturally didn't think the legal system should override the state system, but he was heavily guided by the thought of separation of powers. He felt the judicial system should be able to stand up to other systems as an equal. And Chen Ke's words clearly told Xu Dian that the People's Party was to override the judicial system.

Seeing Xu Dian silent, Chen Ke laughed: "Comrade Xu Dian, I won't let a political party or other forces override the judiciary and then order the judicial system to create some unjust, false, and wrong cases. If I had this thought, it would mean I am irresponsible. I think I am in a responsible attitude now, so what I want to say is, who does this legal system serve exactly? For example, in our current case, someone tried to steal grain from the granary. There is a defendant, and there is a criminal act. Then, who is the object infringed by this crime? Can you tell me?"

Hearing Chen Ke finish, Xu Dian sorted out his thoughts, "Uh, since what was stolen was the Insurance Corps granary. Then the infringed object is the Insurance Corps."

"Comrade Xu Dian, in your opinion, what kind of organization is the Insurance Corps?"

"This... the Insurance Corps is the armed force of the People's Party."

"What kind of organization is the People's Party?"

"This..." Xu Dian felt Chen Ke was talking in circles.

"Comrade Xu Dian, let's talk about the most fundamental problem. For this trial, I want to ask you, who exactly do you plan to tell the common people this grain belongs to? Without clarifying this issue, how can this trial proceed?"

"..." Xu Dian was completely silent. Chen Ke's question was simple, but Xu Dian hadn't thought about it. The meaning Chen Ke wanted to mark in his words was simple: the ownership of this grain determined the judgment of this case. And Chen Ke obviously didn't want Xu Dian to tell the common people that this grain was the Insurance Corps' or the People's Party's grain. If this grain was not the Insurance Corps' or the People's Party's, then whose grain should it be? Should it be the Fengtai County common people's? If saying the grain belonged to the Fengtai County common people, then Fengtai County common people stealing grain from the granary became stealing their own grain. This didn't make sense legally at all.

Chen Ke knew this matter couldn't be figured out in a short while. He laughed: "Comrade Xu Dian, go back and think about it properly first."

Xu Dian knew Chen Ke was busy. He stood up to bid farewell. Just as he was about to turn and leave, he heard Chen Ke say: "Wait a moment, take that Constitution document back to read."

After Xu Dian left, Chen Ke couldn't help sighing deeply. Revolutionary work is definitely not as impassioned and generous as said in novels. On the contrary, revolution is composed of countless meticulous works. The deficiency of any detail will lead to various problems. With a well-functioning system, the superficial work can look very bright. Chen Ke used to think so too. Now he doubted one thing: when these works are completed, are those who worked hard to do these things really still interested in that bright and decent performance? At least Chen Ke himself had absolutely no interest.

Now after dealing with complicated work every day, Chen Ke only had one thought in his mind, "Finally finished! Can sleep now." He wondered if this counted as having "revolutionary consciousness." All showing off and flaunting didn't exist in Chen Ke's heart at all. Thinking of work, what Chen Ke could think of was there is a problem here, there is a problem there. Here needs to be patched up quickly, there needs to be patched up quickly. The new system is definitely not a system with huge power and invincibility. In Chen Ke's current view, the new system is more like a fragile baby, a system that needs People's Party members to constantly care for, maintain, and adjust.

Chen Ke had determined that at this stage, he should let comrades do it freely, exercise everyone's ability, and deepen their understanding. Selecting talents through practical work. But as the leader of the People's Party, during this time, Chen Ke had to bear greater psychological pressure. Needless to say about those comrades who didn't work seriously; handing work to them was simply a disaster. Even those comrades who worked seriously, based on different understandings and ability problems, would also have problems. What Chen Ke had to do was to solve the newly emerged problems as much as possible.

This kind of work, which could almost be considered "remedial," gave Chen Ke a painful feeling of a dull knife slowly cutting nerves. In order to let comrades grow up as soon as possible, Chen Ke must exert their subjective initiative. Even if seeing them about to make mistakes, Chen Ke couldn't stop them immediately. He had to wait until the matter was over before he could speak. Analyzing the ins and outs of the whole work, exactly where the mistake was made and where the deviation occurred.

Xu Dian definitely couldn't produce what Chen Ke hoped for. This wasn't Chen Ke underestimating Xu Dian. The problem Xu Dian considered was merely this trial. And what Chen Ke had to consider was the all-around effect. The trial was not just a blow to criminals; it was more of a political propaganda, to propagate the new system to the people, letting the people understand exactly what the relationship between the people and the People's Party and Insurance Corps was in the new system. What position the people were in within the new system.

This was no longer a pure legal issue, but a political work. Political work has never been so simple.

Someone must cooperate with Xu Dian's work. The first name that emerged was He Zudao. Chen Ke denied this candidate immediately. He Zudao didn't know the art of duplication either. Since deciding to let He Zudao go to the Second Regiment as Political Commissar, Chen Ke didn't plan to let He Zudao do anything else within half a year.

Other comrades who performed excellently in work so far were also excluded one by one. Only Lu Huitian ranked high.

In the People's Party, everyone has to work; Lu Huitian had already adapted to this matter. Lu Huitian was now also one of the seven secretaries of the People's Party. Lu Huitian actually had some sense of crisis in it. The other six of the seven secretaries were burdened with important tasks, acting as main leaders of military, political, and administrative work. Lu Huitian was responsible for the work of several "Reclamation Brigades" with Yuwen Badu, which was actually arranging affairs for refugees.

Yuwen Badu was a local, so he had some connections anyway. Lu Huitian was an outsider, so working couldn't have that feeling of familiarity and ease. The People's Party mainly controlled the eight-thousand-strong Insurance Corps at this stage. Although refugees were numerous, they were not the main object of management. Lu Huitian was now in the position of a chief steward.

With many people, there are many things. Fortunately, Chen Ke didn't think that relying on the power of Lu Huitian and Yuwen Badu alone could handle fifty or sixty thousand refugees. The Reclamation Brigades were also a military management system. The best way to control refugees was through food distribution. The Insurance Corps was responsible for food distribution, not relying on refugees to organize themselves. Lu Huitian's daily work was counting people and sending teams to participate in labor according to the Insurance Corps' requirements. Teams participating in labor could get more food; teams not participating in labor could only get minimum guaranteed food.

The Insurance Corps didn't force labor. Through different amounts of food provision, as long as people were willing to work, they could eat better. And those who couldn't work or didn't want to work, just not starving to death was enough. Lu Huitian's task was to group the refugees who worked hard together through the list provided by the Insurance Corps after each labor session. And group the lazy ones together. Over more than a month, he could finally arrange first, second, and third-class teams.

Of course, actual work was by no means as simple as said. After all, it was a scale of tens of thousands of people. Lu Huitian and those who were not very willing to work on the front line doing clerical work could be considered making the best use of everything.

Chen Ke called Lu Huitian to report. Lu Huitian thought there was some important urgent task, so he hurried over.

"Secretary Lu, the organization has work to hand over to you now." Chen Ke's opening remarks were basically like this, "We prepare to conduct a public trial of those who participated in stealing, and want to organize the masses to watch. You have to be responsible for arranging this matter."

Lu Huitian didn't understand what exactly Chen Ke meant. "Secretary Chen, how exactly to do this? Kill one to warn a hundred?"

"Secretary Lu, generally speaking, who presides over the trial?"

"This, it's the government presiding over deciding cases." Lu Huitian wasn't a fool either; as soon as this was said, he understood Chen Ke's meaning. "Does Secretary Chen mean to let the common people know that our People's Party is the government that can decide cases?"

Chen Ke nodded, "This is only one aspect. Secretary Lu, this is not just about deciding cases. Some political work needs everyone to complete properly. This matter needs you to preside over it seriously."

Hearing Chen Ke speak solemnly, Lu Huitian knew this task was by no means a small matter. Being assigned an important task, Lu Huitian was very happy in his heart.

In the following few days, the Second Regiment of the Insurance Corps acted multiple times, starting large-scale arrests with Lu Huitian's cooperation. Not only people participating in stealing grain, but also those guys engaging in petty theft and acting arrogantly were caught one after another. Although the Second Regiment of the Insurance Corps was not an elite troop, they had received training at any rate. Discipline and organization were simply not comparable by those petty thieves.

Plus Lu Huitian was responsible for refugee mobilization work. Under his organization, when refugee labor teams moved, Lu Huitian skillfully arranged to take them to the territory controlled by the Second Regiment of the Insurance Corps and began to arrest people specifically. This was just the beginning. After clearing the effective labor teams, the Second Regiment of the Insurance Corps launched a raid on the criminals among those who didn't participate in labor in the camp.

That was a morning; other teams had already gone out to work. The common people who didn't participate in labor were resting in the camp bored to death, unaware that the Second Regiment of the Insurance Corps had already surrounded the camp, waiting for the signal to be issued, then the Second Regiment would rush in to arrest people.
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Chapter 32 Rectifying Public Order (4)

The refugee camps were divided into ten camps: five male camps and five female camps. The purpose of separating men and women was to facilitate management. This had been implemented since the Insurance Corps began to save refugees.

Zhang Xiuhua walked out of the No. 4 female camp holding a document. One of the signs distinguishing Insurance Corps soldiers now was clothing. Chen Ke asked Qi Huishen in Shanghai to rush-produce a batch of cloth. It was completely Chen Ke's production method from last year. The work was entrusted to Zhou Yuanxiao. Cheap Indian cloth, dark blue foreign dye. With the last experience, plus sufficient funds, plus the Insurance Corps' transportation team, and the cargo transportation route map made during the social investigation last year, they managed to transport a large amount of cloth to the base area without paying much *lijin* (transit tax). Not only cloth was transported, but also a lot of needle and thread. Clothing production was provided in the female camps.

The clothing style Chen Ke took out was the most common old army green uniform style. Except that the color became dark blue, everything else was exactly the same. Since it was a military uniform, there was naturally a soft military cap. Zhang Xiuhua wore such a uniform.

It was already the Beginning of Autumn (*Liqiu*). The heat in the wind began to decrease. The feeling facing the wind was no longer humid and hot, but a refreshing feeling. Zhang Xiuhua took off the soft military cap and tidied her hair with her hand. She didn't understand why the big officials of the Insurance Corps required women joining the team to cut their hair. The female camp naturally couldn't let men be guards. One of You Gou's official positions was the Chairwoman of the Women's Federation. She personally mobilized women and selected cheerful and healthy women to form a guard team. All members of the guard team had to cut their hair.

Since You Gou started cement research, she rarely came to the female camp. Tidying her short hair, Zhang Xiuhua couldn't help but think of Female Teacher You Gou. She suddenly felt she missed You Gou very much. This emotion made Zhang Xiuhua feel very incredible.

When the female refugees of Fengtai County first saw You Gou, what they saw was not the image of a gentle woman. From when You Gou began to lead the female camp to when she transferred to the R&D department, in these four months, she never established any reputation as a gentle woman. Timidity, hesitation, fear of difficulties, and panic about the future that women usually have—none of these existed in You Gou.

This famous Female Teacher You Gou of Fengtai County always appeared in front of everyone with a bold and fearless, even "lawless and rebellious" image. Everyone knew that there was only one person who could make You Gou bow her head, and that was the true master of Fengtai County who was now rumored to be god-like by the refugees, the supreme leader of the Insurance Corps, Chen Ke. Only beside Chen Ke would You Gou occasionally bow her head. Besides this, there was no other person who could make Female Teacher You Gou soften.

Zhang Xiuhua was not originally named Zhang Xiuhua. She came from an ordinary peasant family. Her family had a few *mu* of land, two older brothers, one younger brother, and one younger sister. Her parents always called Zhang Xiuhua "Third Girl" (*San Ya Tou*). They didn't really mean to give her a formal name. There were at least ten thousand such women in Fengtai County. Zhang Xiuhua still remembered that when Female Teacher You Gou took a dozen men to ask for the names of refugees, a man asked in difficulty: "Secretary You, so many people don't have names at all; what should we do?"

That day was a rainy day. Refugees who had just escaped death were forcibly separated by gender. Everyone didn't know how these people who braved the heavy water in the wind and rain to save them would deal with them. If they hadn't seen the city wall of the county town nearby, many people would probably have cried out in fear.

Because she participated in the action of steering boats to save people, You Gou was wearing wet clothes at that time, and her short hair was also wet. When the refugees were trembling all over due to hunger and cold, You Gou stood as straight as a flagpole. Her beautiful body curves were outlined by the clothes tightly attached to her body. While trembling, Zhang Xiuhua watched You Gou issue orders to the men loudly and heroically. "If they don't have names, then give them a name now. No need to be too formal; give a formal name later."

The men didn't resist the order of this woman You Gou at all, but obeyed obediently. This made Zhang Xiuhua feel incredible. A woman could actually command men, and a dozen men. These men were by no means incompetent; it was they who saved Zhang Xiuhua's family and many people from the same village from the flood. Those strong arms, that kind of determination and tenacity unique to men focusing on work, impressed Zhang Xiuhua deeply.

But the men who dared to steer boats to save people in the boundless flood not long ago showed submission in front of this woman You Gou. This was no longer just to the extent of incomprehension. The boundless flood destroyed Zhang Xiuhua's hope for the world, while You Gou's appearance overturned Zhang Xiuhua's understanding of this world.

Registration was simple: sewing a cloth strip on everyone's clothes. There were some strange symbols embroidered with needle and thread on the cloth strip. Zhang Xiuhua now knew those were Arabic numerals. At that time, she completely couldn't understand these weird symbols. The only feeling was that the stitches were coarse and large, and the handiwork was extremely poor. Later she learned that these numbers were actually rush-made by the men of the Insurance Corps from top to bottom, including Chen Ke, during breaks. This fact once again overturned another layer of Zhang Xiuhua's understanding of the world.

Thinking of this, Zhang Xiuhua couldn't help touching the label on her chest. These cloth labels were made in the female camp. Zhang Xiuhua's number was 200009527. Matching this number, the former Third Girl of the Zhang family had her own name, Zhang Xiuhua.

Since Zhang Xiuhua's whole family entered the refugee camp, there had been no act of infringing on or plundering the refugees' property. Zhang Xiuhua completely didn't understand why the Insurance Corps wanted to help the common people, even giving food and clothes to the hungry and cold common people, and settling their lives. Even more incomprehensible was that the Insurance Corps actually provided education to the common people.

Reading characters, learning to write one's own name, and learning to read some simple announcements—these were things that rich families could only do by spending a lot of money. Children from poor families like Zhang Xiuhua didn't need to think about it at all. Those teaching teachers would absolutely not teach children from poor families to read. Let alone teaching girls.

As for the multiplication table and arithmetic knowledge, those were learnings only taught to children who were sent to be apprentices since childhood and were specially appreciated by the accountant. Zhang Xiuhua's parents originally planned to let Zhang Xiuhua's younger brother go to be an apprentice. This was what the introducer said to Zhang Xiuhua's parents upfront. Apprenticeship is bitter. If you want to be an apprentice, don't treat yourself as a human being before you learn the trade. If you haven't figured this out, don't try to be an apprentice at all.

But the Insurance Corps actually taught these learnings, which cost so much money and suffering to obtain, to the common people without charging a single coin.

The Insurance Corps indeed made the refugees work, and these jobs were heavy. But the Insurance Corps themselves worked just the same. Not only ordinary soldiers below had to work, but from the big leaders of the Insurance Corps, Brigade Commander Chen Ke, Teacher You Gou, and many other officers, down to ordinary soldiers of the Insurance Corps, everyone from top to bottom worked desperately. Zhang Xiuhua looked down on those who gossiped behind backs, saying that Brigade Commander Chen Ke and Magistrate Shang Yuan hid behind when encountering work and only came out occasionally to put on a show.

Brigade Commander Chen Ke and Magistrate Shang Yuan indeed couldn't come to work every day, but they were not idle. Normally, it was impossible to make landlords collect even one grain less. Now landlords could actually "lend land" to the common people. If Brigade Commander Chen Ke and Magistrate Shang Yuan hadn't used every means, how could landlords have such "good hearts"?

Zhang Xiuhua was convinced that everyone in the Insurance Corps from top to bottom was a good person. Although most people in the Insurance Corps were actually local common people of Fengtai County—Zhang Xiuhua's eldest brother joined the Insurance Corps—for some reason, Zhang Xiuhua felt the Insurance Corps was still that incomprehensible team. This was something that had never existed in Zhang Xiuhua's world.

She also asked many Insurance Corps soldiers and officers why they were so good to the common people. Many of those officers gave a long speech that Zhang Xiuhua couldn't understand, while most soldiers hadn't thought about this question at all and didn't know what to say for a moment. But whether officers or soldiers, no matter how they reacted, everyone said a sentence that Zhang Xiuhua understood but didn't understand, "The Insurance Corps is our common people's team; of course, we must be good to our common people."

Zhang Xiuhua also met her eldest brother who became an Insurance Corps soldier. After all, the eldest brother was her relative; he said a lot about the Insurance Corps. Regarding Zhang Xiuhua's question, the eldest brother also couldn't explain it clearly at all. The eldest brother cared more about the fact that besides distributing land to the common people, the Insurance Corps itself also had land to farm. The eldest brother was full of thoughts about getting good land distributed to the family, and then working well in the Insurance Corps himself. He felt that the grain grown on the Insurance Corps' land would be distributed to the soldiers no matter what. The Insurance Corps was responsible for meals, so he didn't need to eat from home. If the grown grain could be distributed again, the family would have enough grain to eat.

Zhang Xiuhua was not interested in her eldest brother's calculation. Listening to her eldest brother chattering incoherently about his longing for the future, Zhang Xiuhua simply asked her eldest brother what exactly the sentence "The Insurance Corps is our common people's team; of course, we must be good to our common people" meant. Zhang Xiuhua's eldest brother scratched his head and said: "That's what it means. Our Insurance Corps wants to be good to the common people."

"Why?"

"This, why exactly I don't know either. But every time we have a meeting, the officers tell us this. Asking us to memorize it and keep it in our hearts," Zhang Xiuhua's eldest brother said.

This answer made Zhang Xiuhua understand one thing. Why did the Insurance Corps want to be good to the common people? Because those officers above in the Insurance Corps wanted to be good to the common people.

And a new question emerged: why did these officers want to be good to the common people? Since the flood, with the expansion of the Insurance Corps, more and more things about these officers spread. It was heard that many of these officers had studied abroad thousands of *li* away. Brigade Commander Chen Ke and Teacher You Gou were such people. Although she didn't know what kind of people returned students were exactly, in rumors, returned students were people with great learning. And many other officers were scholars with titles like *Xiucai* and *Juren*. As for Magistrate Shang Yuan, it went without saying. Those who could be officials were not ordinary people.

Why did such a group of people want to be so good to the common people? Why did they want to be the common people's team? Zhang Xiuhua didn't understand. Reasonably speaking, these people should be high above, and even if they dared not do bad things, they wouldn't do good things for the common people.

Why did these people do this? This question made Zhang Xiuhua want to understand more and more. So she missed Teacher You Gou doubly. Teacher You would absolutely not deceive her, and Teacher You could absolutely explain it clearly to her.

Zhang Xiuhua's task today was to deliver a document to Lu Huitian. She decided privately that after delivering the document, she would go to see Teacher You Gou. She had found out clearly a few days ago that Teacher You was burning kilns near the county town. If she ran fast, she could make a round trip in half a day. Zhang Xiuhua wanted to figure out this question troubling her no matter what.

Putting down the hand combing her hair, Zhang Xiuhua put on the military cap and adjusted its position. She ran quickly towards the male camp. Lu Huitian worked in the No. 1 Camp.
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The Second Regiment of the Insurance Corps undertook the arrest work this time. As the Political Commissar, He Zudao certainly had to command this operation personally. He Zudao had been to the refugee camps many times. It had the same design as the Insurance Corps. A well-shaped (#) structure, straight roads, completely identical intervals. On the open space circled by small paths, completely identical straw sheds were built one by one. The only thing that could distinguish these straw sheds was the sign nailed to the pillar.

This was a camp of several thousand people after all. Open-air kitchens, bathhouses, and toilets built on the periphery were arranged quite reasonably. The entire camp was orderly. Although the Second Regiment dispatched ten companies, nearly two thousand people. Each camp could be assigned two companies, four hundred people. However, when these four hundred people split into multiple groups and entered the camp, it felt like entering a vast maze.

At the preparatory meeting for the Second Regiment's dispatch, Chai Qingguo thought dispatching five companies should be enough to handle it. But He Zudao thought ten companies must be dispatched. This meant the Second Regiment had to dispatch two and a half battalions; more than half of the troops had to be invested in this operation.

"Commissar He, there's no need to mobilize so many people, right?" Chai Qingguo was very puzzled; catching some petty thieves didn't need such trouble at all.

"The problem is, we have to catch more than seven hundred people. When we act, we also have to prevent them from fleeing in all directions. Dispatching ten companies is not too many."

"Catch more than seven hundred people?" Chai Qingguo was also scared by this number, "Didn't we already catch more than two hundred people a few days ago?"

"These seven hundred people have some connections with those people; there must be some accompanying the bound ones (*pei bang*), right?" He Zudao laughed. But his smile was not so natural.

Before this operation, He Zudao specially asked Chen Ke for instructions on this matter. Chen Ke's arrangement was not simply to solve some bandits. If it were just so, there was absolutely no need to use the Second Regiment. Each camp had its own guard team inside. Another reason Chen Ke wanted to do this now was for the discipline of the harvest season.

Refugees had been hungry for so long. When the harvest period arrived, everyone would definitely hope to store more grain for themselves. As the saying goes, with grain in hand, one doesn't panic in heart. This was originally understandable. But to put it bluntly, the cooperative relationship between the common people and the Insurance Corps was far from fish-and-water affection between the army and the people. If the common people had grain to feed themselves, the cooperative relationship with the Insurance Corps now would immediately have problems.

Although Chen Ke firmly believed in the stance of "People's Revolution," the current Chen Ke also had the iron heart of a politician. To achieve the goal, before the ultimate big killer "land distribution" was completed, Chen Ke didn't think the common people should be allowed to obtain the ability to act freely at all.

Although Chen Ke had this plan, he didn't say it straight at the meeting. This was also considered a test for the comrades, to see who exactly could propose this suggestion. More importantly, with what attitude the comrades would propose this suggestion.

He Zudao was trustworthy. Chen Ke revealed his thoughts to He Zudao comprehensively.

"Secretary Chen, if so, which people exactly should I strike this time?" He Zudao didn't discuss Chen Ke's right or wrong at all; he went straight to the theme of his work.

"Who is most likely to steal things?" Chen Ke asked.

"This..." He Zudao really hadn't considered it. After pondering for a while, he answered: "Those who have no way out?"

"Haha, Zudao, I say you have been in Shanghai for so long. How many of those hooligans (*bie san*) have no way out? If really having no way out, those people can go sell their lives. The vast majority of petty thieves are lazy people. Gluttonous and lazy, unwilling to work. And have no guts to be robbers, so they have to do petty thefts."

Hearing Chen Ke's explanation, He Zudao pondered for a while and really had a feeling of suddenly seeing the light. "Then Secretary Chen means?"

Chen Ke handed a thick list to He Zudao, "Lu Huitian did this job well. He gradually separated those gluttonous and lazy ones. When arresting, you catch those few teams with the worst performance and most love for slacking off for me."

Holding this list in his hand felt heavy. He Zudao asked puzzledly: "Those people seem to have done nothing now, right?"

"Sometimes we have to take precautions before they happen. We can't control whether they are innocent now; we have to ensure no trouble happens at the critical moment." Chen Ke's voice was understated. But He Zudao couldn't quite accept it. "Secretary Chen, this time is to catch criminals. If these people haven't committed crimes, is it unnecessary for us to be so ruthless?"

"They might do it, might not do it, but we can't take this risk. Moreover, I'll say this upfront: this is just the beginning of the cleaning. These people are just forced labor. Since they are unwilling to work diligently, we help them correct these lazy habits. Later on, we still have to clean up quite a few people. At that time, we will absolutely not be so polite." Chen Ke's voice was faint, but He Zudao heard a strong killing intent from Chen Ke's voice.

Chai Qingguo had learned a lot of cultural knowledge these days. At least he could understand the vernacular official documents of the Insurance Corps. He flipped through the thick list, then looked up at He Zudao. Chai Qingguo keenly discovered He Zudao's abnormality.

"Commissar He, what's wrong? Do these people have any big problems?" Chai Qingguo asked.

"No big problems. I just feel that catching so many people is not easy to explain to the common people." He Zudao stalled Chai Qingguo's words very well. After all, having worked for so long, He Zudao was no longer that frail and simple youth. What's more, there was no problem with these words. Chai Qingguo completely didn't see that what He Zudao thought was completely unrelated to this.

"You are the Political Commissar; naturally, you have to handle this kind of thing. I won't worry about it." Chai Qingguo laughed.

He Zudao smiled bitterly and shook his head, "Then I have to have a good talk with Secretary Lu. He is responsible for the camp matters and has to explain to the common people. This is not my turn to come forward."

"Even you, Commissar He, have times when you push away work. Rare, rare." Chai Qingguo simply laughed loudly.

He Zudao made no explanation. After discussing the scale of troops to dispatch, he really went to find Lu Huitian to discuss the problem of how to explain to the masses.

Lu Huitian was one of the few people in the Insurance Corps who wore glasses, but he wasn't seen wearing them today. Seeing He Zudao bring a document, Lu Huitian fished out his glasses. The broken temple of the glasses was tied with a wooden stick, looking shabby enough.

"Secretary Lu, this..." He Zudao watched Lu Huitian adjusting the position of the glasses strenuously and couldn't help saying a sentence.

"Commissar He, it's nothing. At least the lenses are saved, right?" Lu Huitian laughed, "I heard Secretary You is engaging in glass production. Can produce lenses, naturally can produce spectacle frames, right? There will be white flour steamed buns, there will be big chunks of pork, there will be everything." After Lu Huitian finished speaking, he laughed loudly *haha*.

These were words Chen Ke said at the meeting to boost everyone's morale, which became popular language in the Insurance Corps for a while.

Joking aside, Lu Huitian was not sloppy at all facing work. He flipped through the list of these hundreds of people to be arrested. Lu Huitian then handed the roster back to He Zudao, "Commissar He, it's these people. Usually always slacking off. Heard Secretary Chen say these people will undergo labor reform under your supervision. After you catch these people, train them well. These people are gluttonous and lazy usually, affecting morale very much. Cleaning them up is a good thing."

"Secretary Lu, did these people do any petty theft usually?"

Taking off the broken-leg glasses, Lu Huitian rubbed the bridge of his nose, "No petty theft temporarily. You also know things in the camp are kept uniformly. Grain is distributed uniformly; there is basically nothing to steal. Moreover, there are many patrols in the camp, just to guard against someone doing bad things."

He Zudao was not very close to Lu Huitian, but being able to manage a camp of tens of thousands of people well, even if the system designed by Chen Ke was good, it wouldn't work without some real stuff. Although Lu Huitian was not a pioneering talent, he had quite some ability to maintain achievements.

"Catching so many people at once, how to explain to the common people?" He Zudao asked.

"Do you think the common people find these people pleasing to the eye?" Lu Huitian asked back.

"This..." He Zudao really didn't understand the feelings of the common people very well.

"Zudao, to be honest, I really admire the common people now. I won't talk about your work; tiring to death. The common people are also tired. But if you really explain it clearly to the common people, they are also very reasonable. Everyone is in the same boat now. The common people also don't hope there are lazy people on this boat. Seeing crops growing out, the common people are relieved. For these people, you catch them boldly; it's okay."

"What to say to the families of these people? After all, we are tying their family members away." What He Zudao worried about most was this matter.

Lu Huitian shook his head helplessly, "Secretary Chen asked me to prepare a public trial assembly to sentence those who committed crimes publicly. Those lazy ones actually are not unrelated to those stealing from the grain depot. Just catch them to work for a while; I can probably suppress it here. Just don't beat them to death or disable them."

"This..." He Zudao still felt it was not quite appropriate. Although he hadn't heard the term "unjust, false, and erroneous cases," He Zudao always felt something was not quite right about using violence like this.

"The organization has arranged it; let's go. If we don't beat down the arrogance of these criminals, the people's hearts won't be stable either. We can't retreat unconditionally, making people feel the Insurance Corps is a bit strict but nothing more. If people feel the Insurance Corps can be bullied, that won't do. Look, catching those participating in theft these days, the common people didn't say anything, right?" Lu Huitian comforted.

Since Lu Huitian also said so, He Zudao could only agree with this idea. Even so, when He Zudao led the team to arrest personally, he still felt faintly uncomfortable in his heart. Although he had been to ordinary refugee camps many times, He Zudao was not unfamiliar with this place. But thinking that in case the common people couldn't accept the Insurance Corps' statement and made trouble together... This huge camp suddenly gave He Zudao a feeling of strangeness. Four hundred people counted for nothing in this camp of thousands, like scattering a handful of rice in a water vat. Because most common people went to work, the camp was empty, which gave He Zudao a sudden feeling of uneasiness.

There were more than one hundred and twenty people to be arrested in the No. 1 Male Camp. They simply didn't know a disaster was imminent. Since Lu Huitian began to divide teams, providing food according to labor volume, teams working more would have increased food. Since these people refused to work well, the improvement in food was very limited. The food originally provided by the Insurance Corps was to ensure no one starved to death; being full was out of the question. With insufficient food for months, plus these guys were not the kind who liked labor, they naturally didn't have the vitality unique to laborers. They all looked listless.

Lu Huitian asked them to line up on the playground in the center of the camp. When they found hundreds of soldiers surrounding them from all directions, these people panicked. But although the Insurance Corps soldiers had heavy work, their diet was passable, half full. Moreover, discipline and organization far exceeded these lazy people. Plus the Insurance Corps' military training was in place. He Zudao announced in public that these people needed to be taken away to assist in the investigation because they participated in the theft of the grain depot.

This gang didn't know what "assist in the investigation" meant exactly. But the action of Second Regiment soldiers rushing up to tie people made them understand what happened. These people panicked completely. But no matter how they begged, the Second Regiment soldiers didn't loosen up at all.

He Zudao did the mobilization work personally before departure. Watching the fierce performance of the soldiers one by one, he couldn't help recalling the scene during mobilization.

"Comrades, today we are going to catch people. Catch bad people. What did they do? They went to the Insurance Corps grain depot to steal things. Who is the grain stored in the grain depot for?"

"For the common people to eat!" The soldiers answered one after another. He Zudao had been talking and exchanging hearts with everyone at soldiers' meetings of various units these days. This concept was instilled repeatedly.

"Whose team is our Insurance Corps?" He Zudao continued to ask loudly.

"We are the common people's team!" This was the standard answer.

"Since we are the common people's team, then someone steals the life-saving grain of the common people; can we let them go?" He Zudao continued to ask.

"No!"

"Right, we can't let them go! They not only stole things but also ruined a lot of grain. In this disaster year, how many human lives could the grain they ruined save? They are not stealing things; they are harming people; this is harming human lives!" He Zudao shouted in one breath, then scanned the soldiers. He saw the soldiers were emotional one by one; the pre-war mobilization had an effect.

"Now, we are going to set off to catch them. Catching these people is saving the common people. Does everyone think you can do it well?"

"Can do it well!" The soldiers shouted in unison.

"Very good, set off now!" He Zudao issued the order.

These soldiers who had undergone pre-war mobilization showed no mercy facing "criminals." Two holding down one. Regardless of whether these arrested people begged, cried, or pleaded for mercy. Holding down and tying up. Also regardless of whether the one tied was someone they knew.

"Military morale can be used (*Jun Xin Ke Yong*)." He Zudao could only evaluate like this.

When Zhang Xiuhua hurried to the camp, she just met He Zudao leading the troops escorting those people out of the camp. Seeing a woman wearing an Insurance Corps military uniform coming to the camp gate, the soldiers looked over with curious eyes one after another. Being looked at by so many people, Zhang Xiuhua's face turned red immediately. She stepped back a few steps, wanting to detour to another gate. Just about to turn around, she heard a scream, "Sister! Sister! Save me! Save me!"

Turning her head to look, it was actually Zhang Xiuhua's younger brother, Zhang Fourth Brother. Seeing his sister, this child immediately began to call for help with snot and tears. Zhang Xiuhua walked up hurriedly, wanting to hold her brother. But she was blocked by the soldiers of the Second Regiment.

"This... this comrade, what do you want to do?" The speaker was a squad leader. His curious eyes carried vigilance.

"That is my brother; why do you want to arrest him?"

"He stole together with people. We have to take them back."

Before Zhang Xiuhua could speak, Zhang Fourth Brother shouted, "Sister, I didn't go, I didn't go. The day they called me, half of my food was snatched away, and I was starving to death. I didn't want to move at all, so I didn't go. I really didn't steal things."

This defense in desperation became a "confession." Zhang Xiuhua cursed her brother in her heart for being useless.

With Zhang Fourth Brother making such a fuss, the team immediately began to be somewhat chaotic. A moment later, both He Zudao and Lu Huitian hurried over to see what was happening.

Seeing a female soldier appearing beside the team, and there seemed to be her relative among the arrested people, the two thought news leaked. Lu Huitian hurried to stand out. His nearsighted eyes squinted to identify carefully before saying: "Isn't this Comrade Zhang? Do you have any business?"

"Secretary Lu, this is the document for you." Zhang Xiuhua didn't forget her work.

"Oh, then let's go inside to talk." Lu Huitian didn't want everyone to block the gate.

"Secretary Lu, can you release my brother first?" Zhang Xiuhua said hurriedly.

"This won't do," Lu Huitian answered. He originally thought Zhang Xiuhua would continue to beg, but didn't expect that besides a disappointed expression, Zhang Xiuhua actually didn't continue to pester. After handing over the document, Zhang Xiuhua stood up to bid farewell with anxiety. This surprised Lu Huitian quite a bit.

Zhang Xiuhua didn't return to the female camp, nor did she chase the soldiers who took her brother away. In these days, she understood one thing: the Insurance Corps had huge rules. As an ordinary soldier, she couldn't stop anything at all. Only high-ranking cadres could make the Insurance Corps release people. Even middle-ranking cadres were probably powerless. Zhang Xiuhua originally wanted to visit You Gou. Now she walked fast on the road to the county town even more. The only person she could beg was You Gou.

She didn't know what her brother participated in exactly, but from her brother's words, Zhang Xiuhua knew things were bad. She walked hurriedly while thinking over and over about what was going on. But what made Zhang Xiuhua herself feel incredible was that for the Insurance Corps taking away her brother, Zhang Xiuhua actually didn't have a trace of resentment.

Arriving at the test site, Zhang Xiuhua saw You Gou's familiar figure from afar. Short hair, free and easy manner. Among a group of men with queues, she was really very eye-catching. But for some reason, Zhang Xiuhua dared not go over to ask You Gou for help just like this. She could only stand there from afar, watching You Gou working.
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A soldier wearing a clean blue Insurance Corps uniform standing nearby for a long time was already very eye-catching. Especially when this soldier was a woman, it was particularly eye-catching. You Gou noticed the curious gazes of the comrades and followed everyone's line of sight, only to see Zhang Xiuhua standing in the distance watching her.

You Gou waved to Zhang Xiuhua, signaling Zhang Xiuhua to come over. You Gou herself had no intention of leaving; mass production of cement was not very ideal, and there were big problems in grinding. Due to the lack of machinery, the efficiency of grinding cement powder was very low. But experimental data still had to be accumulated. You Gou's work did not relax at all.

"Don't get distracted; pay attention to temperature testing," You Gou shouted. The soldiers continued to fill the fire. Now they were conducting a test of replacing coal lumps with coke. Some improvements were also made to the furnace. The accumulation of these data was all very important stuff.

"Teacher You, hello." Zhang Xiuhua braved the heat wave and walked to You Gou's side. She really didn't expect You Gou's working environment to be so harsh. She couldn't help raising her arm, trying to block the heat rushing to her face. In the female camp, people actually said You Gou ran back to the county town to enjoy herself. Zhang Xiuhua now really wanted to drag those people here and let them also enjoy You Gou's current "good fortune."

"Xiuhua, are you looking for me for official business or private business?" You Gou asked straight away. This was already You Gou's signature question.

"Private business." Zhang Xiuhua said somewhat uneasily: "But it has a lot to do with our Insurance Corps."

"Humph humph, how many things in Fengtai County now are unrelated to the Insurance Corps?" You Gou laughed, "Since that's the case, let's go to a cooler place to talk."

Zhang Xiuhua told You Gou about the arrest scene she saw with apprehension, and then said: "Teacher You, my brother was also taken away. He is still a child; he can't do anything bad."

This large-scale arrest was discussed by the Party Committee; You Gou naturally knew. Zhang Xiuhua came to beg her; You Gou felt it was really tricky to handle. Seeing You Gou's face become solemn, Zhang Xiuhua knew things were not easy to handle. You Gou was a person who stressed rules very much; Zhang Xiuhua knew this very well. But after all, the one arrested was her own brother; Zhang Xiuhua couldn't give up the possibility of rescue no matter what.

"Xiuhua, do you know why people are arrested?" You Gou asked.

"This..." Zhang Xiuhua was speechless. From her brother's cry for help, Zhang Xiuhua probably also knew that even if her brother didn't participate in the theft action, at least he was an insider. The Insurance Corps would absolutely not tolerate crimes like theft; Zhang Xiuhua knew very well. As one of the earliest refugees rescued by the Insurance Corps, Zhang Xiuhua knew much more than the refugees who gathered later.

That was in the early days when the camp just began to be established. The guard team was far from being systematically established. The Insurance Corps camps were roughly divided into male camps and female camps. In fact, there were also some subtler adjustments. For example, female camps could bring boys under 6 years old, and there was also a special mother-child camp where mothers lived with boys and girls under 13.

The expanding camp meant more and more population. Which meant more and more work. For such complicated work, initially, the female and mother-child camps were completely under You Gou's personal guidance.

In the beginning, refugees could still maintain minimal order, but soon, some restless people began to behave recklessly. For these people, the Insurance Corps struck hard. Chen Ke personally organized an "Internal Troops" (*Nei Wu Bu Dui*). For these people behaving recklessly, they were basically executed privately after being caught. Dying some people during the flood was no big deal at all. Those who stole and robbed evaporated completely, and no one cared at all. Although the common people were curious, everyone had to let themselves survive first no matter what. Moreover, curiosity is something that can only be active after eating and drinking enough. Under the condition that stomachs couldn't be filled, seeing the evil-doers around disappear, everyone would only feel lucky. God knows how long one can live; who has the leisure to care about this?

Zhang Xiuhua didn't understand things outside the camp You Gou was responsible for, but she was considered the earliest woman to join the female camp guard team. You Gou's method of selecting people was simple. Young and healthy women unbound their feet and took turns patrolling with You Gou. Those who could persist for four days without falling behind and not panic in the night were selected to form a new team. You Gou had natural feet (unbound), plus running around everywhere, her physical strength was also quite good. Keeping up with You Gou's pace was indeed not an easy thing. Zhang Xiuhua didn't bind her feet originally, and she was quite bold, so she soon became a selected guard member. Moreover, she performed very well in subsequent work and was appreciated by You Gou. That was why she dared to come to find You Gou when she had something.

Hearing You Gou ask back why people were arrested, Zhang Xiuhua really couldn't answer.

You Gou didn't get angry. Zhang Xiuhua doing this was completely in line with human nature. Even if a relative commits a heinous crime, in the eyes of their own family, they are still forgivable. What's more, Chen Ke's action this time didn't really mean to kill people. Seeing she stumped Zhang Xiuhua, You Gou asked a question seriously, "Comrade Xiuhua, who is really the master in Fengtai County now?"

"Uh? It's Brigade Commander Chen." Zhang Xiuhua said logically.

"Wrong, Brigade Commander Chen is not the master. The master is the People's Party." You Gou explained.

The People's Party had not formally surfaced to become a public political force yet, so there was no active propaganda externally. Of course, if someone asked, Party members would also introduce it. However, Chinese common people's understanding of political structure was very weak. If saying a certain person was the master, everyone could still understand. But asking common people who had no concept of modern political parties to understand the People's Party was a bit too demanding. So even Zhang Xiuhua, who was an Insurance Corps soldier, had no concept of the People's Party.

The reason You Gou mentioned the People's Party was not finding something to talk about because she had nothing better to do. Recently Chen Ke assigned work: seven secretaries, each person had to recruit five probationary Party members. As a woman, You Gou's workload doubled; she had to recruit ten female probationary Party members. Even if Zhang Xiuhua didn't come to find You Gou, You Gou would go to find Zhang Xiuhua. Since Zhang Xiuhua came actively, You Gou also wanted to take this opportunity to talk properly.

Zhang Xiuhua was very smart. Seeing You Gou suddenly mention the issue of the People's Party, she knew this must be an important matter. So she listened patiently. You Gou had prepared a speech for a while, so Zhang Xiuhua could also understand. Only then did she know what the People's Party was, what the Insurance Corps was, and what the relationship between the two was exactly.

When she didn't understand this originally, Zhang Xiuhua wasn't worried. When she really understood, she suddenly figured out one thing. Deciding to arrest people was actually not Chen Ke or You Gou. Persuading the Insurance Corps to release people was already impossible; the Insurance Corps merely executed the resolution of the People's Party. Deciding to arrest people was a decision made by many people in the People's Party together. This meant that what You Gou said alone didn't count at all.

She emboldened herself to ask a sentence, "Teacher You, did you also agree to arrest people at that time?"

"Of course, I fully agreed to arrest people." You Gou laughed.

Hearing this, Zhang Xiuhua's face turned white. She had seen You Gou kill people with her own eyes. She knew You Gou was never polite to criminals.

That was when the refugee camp was first built, and Chen Ke personally commanded the "Internal Troops" to maintain social order in the refugee camp. Some people who knew the severity but didn't give up their thief hearts targeted the female camp. At that time, those responsible for guarding the female camp gate and patrolling outside the camp were all male soldiers of the Insurance Corps. As the Insurance Corps' power grew larger and there was more and more work, a period of manpower shortage appeared.

Some lawless elements slipped into the female camp to do evil. You Gou personally took charge of the night patrol work in the female camp with a pistol. It was also during this period that Zhang Xiuhua saw You Gou kill people with her own eyes.

During a patrol, they suddenly encountered gangsters who sneaked into the camp. Zhang Xiuhua remembered clearly that she usually felt quite bold herself, but hearing someone call for help, and seeing the female camp immediately start to riot, her first feeling was fear. While You Gou only hesitated slightly, then pulled out the pistol, which Zhang Xiuhua completely didn't understand what it was at that time, and rushed up.

In excitement, panic, fear, and even some expectation, Zhang Xiuhua saw You Gou raise her hand, and a crisp gunshot rang out. As for the later details, Zhang Xiuhua actually only had a chaotic impression. The only thing she could remember clearly was that the male guard team who came hearing the sound carried away a corpse. The women in the camp tossed about until late at night before finally calming down.

Chen Ke didn't handle this incident quietly like before. On the contrary, the deceased was hung in the male camp for public display. The Insurance Corps announced publicly that any male entering the female camp to do evil would end up executed. Perhaps because of this public display, or perhaps because refugees finally restored some confidence after a long time, or perhaps Chen Ke increased the crackdown intensity privately, in short, the crime phenomenon disappeared quickly.

Zhang Xiuhua knew nothing about this internal news. What she could remember was Female Teacher You Gou running forward without hesitation in the night. That brave figure was engraved in Zhang Xiuhua's mind. Every time she recalled it, Zhang Xiuhua felt the hair on her back stand up. That kind of decisiveness and bravery, Zhang Xiuhua knew she could never achieve in this life.

After seeing You Gou kill people, Zhang Xiuhua respected You Gou even more and never dared to disobey You Gou's orders again. The reason she came to beg for mercy this time was that seeing her brother arrested, she immediately remembered the execution of criminals at that time. Otherwise, Zhang Xiuhua wouldn't dare to mention this matter either.

"Teacher You," Zhang Xiuhua's voice was trembling, "Are you going to kill people like before this time?"
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Zhang Xiuhua worried that this crackdown on criminal acts would become the kind of killing in the early days of the refugee camp establishment. You Gou could understand. Actually, this opinion was not absent in the Party meeting.

The hardliners headed by Xiong Mingyang expressed that "rules must be set." The initial "Internal Troops" was a temporary organization, selecting hardliners. In the early stage, under the leadership of Hua Xiongmao and Chai Qingguo, they did some ruthless work. After the scale of the Insurance Corps expanded, this temporary organization was disbanded. But this group of people were still hardliners within the Party. If it weren't that the leader at that time, Hua Xiongmao, was now the actual number one in the army, I'm afraid these people might have become a faction now.

You Gou had good official and private relationships with Hua Xiongmao, and could be considered having quite a friendship. She wouldn't think so much. Looking at Zhang Xiuhua's fearful and anxious expression, You Gou didn't comfort her. On the contrary, she asked: "Comrade Zhang Xiuhua, I want to ask you a question. Do you want to join the People's Party?"

"Ah?" Zhang Xiuhua completely didn't expect You Gou to ask this. In the conversation just now, You Gou introduced the specific situation of the People's Party. According to You Gou, the Insurance Corps was just a subordinate of the People's Party. In Fengtai County, the People's Party was the one truly in charge. The Insurance Corps, those high-ranking leaders in the refugee camps, and even including Magistrate Shang Yuan, were all People's Party members. Only People's Party members could become leaders...

Thinking of this, a thought suddenly popped up in Zhang Xiuhua's mind. If she could become a People's Party member, then she might very well be able to save her brother. The despair in her eyes suddenly turned into hope. Zhang Xiuhua looked at You Gou's beautiful phoenix eyes, but suddenly shivered. There was not a trace of smile on You Gou's face, not a shred of emotion. That was the expression You Gou only had when doing business completely officially. It was also the expression Zhang Xiuhua feared most.

"This has absolutely nothing to do with releasing your brother. It's not that if you join the People's Party, your brother will be released." You Gou's voice was cold.

"Then Teacher You, are you going to kill people this time?" Zhang Xiuhua mustered up her courage to ask. This was what she cared about most.

"Not planning to kill people. As for your brother's little matter, definitely won't kill. You can rest assured." You Gou answered.

Hearing this, Zhang Xiuhua finally put her suspended heart back into her stomach. She pressed her chest and let out a long breath.

You Gou continued: "This time things are a bit untimely, but even if Comrade Zhang Xiuhua didn't come, I would have gone to find you to talk about this matter in these two days."

"About catching my brother?" Zhang Xiuhua couldn't help shivering.

"Haha!" You Gou was amused by anger, "Not about catching your brother, but about asking if you want to join the Party."

The People's Party had always faced a great dilemma, which Chen Ke mentioned repeatedly at Party meetings. But obviously, there was no good solution. This problem was that in Fengtai County, the system established by the People's Party was not considered a legitimate regime. Chinese people stress justification (*ming zheng yan shun*) most. An important reason why the Party could establish local regimes in 1927 was that there was no recognized regime system in China at that time. Baldy Chiang's regime was merely recognized internationally later; domestically, Baldy Chiang was just one of many local regimes.

Now it is 1906, not 1927. There is still a recognized national regime. The crumbling Manchu Qing is still the recognized national regime. No matter how majestic the People's Party and its subordinate Insurance Corps are in Fengtai County, even if they can break fortified villages and force landlords to hand over land temporarily—acts unseen in a thousand years—this new regime is still not a legitimate regime recognized by the common people.

Without legitimacy, one cannot get the support of the masses. There is a term in politics called "the silent majority." One layer of meaning of silence is "not resisting," in other words, support. If the majority of the masses are silent about the regime's actions, in other words, they approve of the existence of this regime. Letting the people shout out support for a certain regime actively is a rare case. Moreover, the potential true meaning of such a clear statement is that the people want to oppose another social existence by supporting a certain regime.

Now the People's Party cannot get the support of the common people in Fengtai County because the common people in Fengtai County do not accept the ruling status of the People's Party. The People's Party up and down is also burning with anxiety about this problem. Having done so much work, they still cannot become a legitimate regime. Many comrades have long been dissatisfied.

These comrades never thought revolutionary work would be so arduous. Leaving Shanghai, the number one metropolis in China, and running to this poor and remote place, these comrades aimed to launch the revolution quickly with the support of Magistrate Shang Yuan. Now, no matter how one looks at it, there is an unreachable distance from launching the revolution, yet they have already paid so much hard work. The early comrades of the People's Party were not from poor backgrounds. Such hard work, rough food, and harsh environment far exceeded their imagination. If it weren't for core Party members like Chen Ke, You Gou, and Hua Xiongmao, who had higher backgrounds, greater learning, and stronger abilities, setting an example in front and trying hard to maintain the atmosphere of the People's Party, I'm afraid many people in the Party would have started to have strange movements long ago.

The solution proposed by Chen Ke was simple: expand the number of Party members. And through propaganda, make the People's Party formally become a public political organization. That was why there was the task requiring the seven secretaries of the Party Central Committee to start recruiting probationary Party members.

On You Gou's list in mind, Zhang Xiuhua ranked very high. In these years, women who dared to come out and take on some public work were all unusual. Even if their purpose was merely to get a salary and better rewards, this courage already had much to recommend it.

"Teacher You, why do you want me to join this, this... People's Party? According to what you said, after joining this People's Party, one can have a say and make decisions. I never thought about this." Zhang Xiuhua was quite puzzled about this question.

"Comrade Zhang Xiuhua, do you think being a People's Party member is easy? Look at me, look at these Party members; who isn't tired to death? Who isn't working hard from morning to night every day? Do you think having a say and making decisions is that easy? So many people are waiting for you to do things."

Mentioning this topic, Zhang Xiuhua suddenly remembered her original intention of finding You Gou. She asked tentatively: "Teacher You, I didn't come for my brother's matter originally. Firstly, I missed you very much, Teacher You. Secondly, I wanted to ask Teacher You, why do you people treat the common people so well?"

"Mn... Xiuhua, why do you follow me as this guard soldier?" You Gou didn't answer directly but asked back.

"This, following Teacher You, I feel very at ease. Things I used to feel very afraid of, I am not afraid anymore."

"Xiuhua, what were you afraid of before?"

"I, I, I..." Zhang Xiuhua felt she couldn't answer. What was she afraid of? Afraid of starving? Afraid of having no money? Afraid of the dark? Afraid of being bullied? Or was what she feared basically everything in the future? Or was life itself terrible?

Female refugees had just begun to get familiar with life in the concentration camp. Everyone had no concept of the Insurance Corps, a completely strange organization. The flood destroyed everyone's life, and the brand-new lifestyle overturned the women's view of the world. These women had never lived in such a purely female environment, let alone lived with so many people together.

In a completely strange environment, female refugees showed great maladjustment. It was You Gou who personally taught these women how to live better under the brand-new environment.

It was You Gou who taught everyone the way to live in this completely strange environment. Or rather, You Gou provided a brand-new life to these women living precariously under natural disasters.

When these women covered in mud entered the refugee camp, married women were disheveled and dirty, girls wore big braids, clothes were tattered, wearing broken straw sandals or simply no shoes. This flood occurred in late spring and early summer, exactly when the green crop was not yet ready and the old grain was eaten up. The surplus grain at home was either eaten up or soaked bad. Everyone was hungry, panicked, and bewildered.

You Gou first led everyone to wash clothes, bathe, and remove lice every day. Teaching everyone to use thread to remove tartar from their mouths. God rained non-stop, so clean water sources were not lacking. These women maintained such good personal hygiene for the first time.

In the days of heavy rain, You Gou studied reading characters and also studied female physiological knowledge. Although many women blushed with shame when listening to the class, this was the first time they understood the secrets of their own bodies.

After the rain stopped, the Insurance Corps fleet began to transport supplies back. Cloth was also an important item among them. You Gou organized women to make clothes, collecting old tattered clothes to reorganize and tidy up. After medicines were transported in, eliminating intestinal parasites, using sulfur to treat skin diseases—You Gou taught the knowledge and ability of how to live to these women item by item.

Gradually, women got used to bathing every day, got used to the smell of lime water sprinkled everywhere to maintain cleanliness. Got used to rinsing mouths and cleaning teeth with dental floss after getting up every day. Although everyone didn't have a ruddy complexion, at least they no longer had strong body odor.

Organizing guard teams, managing the camp, mediating conflicts. Although in a disaster year, women felt for the first time that life could be lived so orderly. Without men around, women didn't necessarily have to be panicked. As long as there was a job, whether farming or sewing. Women could survive.

This cognition made countless women feel an inexplicable uneasiness, which was a mixture of expectation and fear. Natural disasters were certainly terrible, but what if there were no natural disasters? Is ordinary life not terrible? In the Insurance Corps, no matter what, eating on time, sleeping on time, working on time, everyone could survive. Even living not too badly. For women in 1906, this was something completely beyond imagination.

And besides these, women heard for the first time that the earth under their feet was a round ball, floating in the boundless universe. The moon was also a round ball, revolving around the earth. The earth revolved around the sun. The whole world was composed of countless atoms. For these fundamentally incomprehensible knowledge, women just listened to it as a story.

But learning to write, learning the multiplication table, learning addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division, learning the names of various weight and size units—these knowledges were much more useful. At least when making clothes, everyone could better calculate the actual amount needed. It was crucial for various effective work communications.

You Gou taught everyone a new life, used science to dispel the fog in the darkness, and tried hard to show everyone the true face of this world. For a considerable number of women, these were not important. They firmly believed that days would return to the old path of the past. But for women like Zhang Xiuhua who thirsted for knowledge, this cognition brought more confusion and deep fear.

Everyone had tried a new life. When this new life might disappear again, people who were used to this life would naturally have fear.

Return to that precarious life of the past again? Return to the life where no one cared and no one looked after again? Female camps were like male camps; information was public. Women knew that the Insurance Corps was about to preside over land distribution. Women's reactions to this news were basically the same; everyone wanted back their family's past land, and also wanted better land. When learning that it was impossible to get both things at the same time, women discussed the "good land" promoted by the Insurance Corps animatedly.

Zhang Xiuhua didn't care about this kind of problem. What she wanted to know was what this change meant, whether it meant that this life within an organizational system she had become accustomed to was about to end.

After You Gou introduced the current organizational structure of the People's Party and Insurance Corps to Zhang Xiuhua completely just now, Zhang Xiuhua had roughly understood the structure and scale of this organization. Knowing that the system she served was so powerful, Zhang Xiuhua made up her mind: she must not be excluded from this organization.

"Teacher You, I am willing to join the People's Party!" Zhang Xiuhua said seriously. After saying this sentence, Zhang Xiuhua suddenly felt a panic. If she was rejected by You Gou, would she never have the chance to become a member of this system again? The sense of security she once possessed would also vanish without a trace.

You Gou didn't answer immediately. She stared at Zhang Xiuhua for a while before nodding. "I will go back to the camp the day after tomorrow. I will have a good talk with you about this matter. Joining the People's Party is not for you to enjoy happiness; you have to be mentally prepared to endure hardship and suffering."

"Okay, Teacher You." Hearing You Gou say this, Zhang Xiuhua breathed a sigh of relief.

"In addition, don't run around everywhere for your brother's matter. The Party organization has its own plan; it won't wrong anyone. Nor will it let go of any criminal. It's useless for you to run. If I know you are still jumping up and down for this matter, just consider the matter of joining the Party as if I didn't say it."

"..., okay, Teacher You."

"Then you go; I have to work now." After You Gou finished speaking, she walked towards the cement kiln.

Looking at You Gou's back, Zhang Xiuhua had mixed feelings but dared not stay. Under the "gaze ceremony" of other male soldiers, Zhang Xiuhua ran away like a wisp of smoke.

You Gou finished today's experiment and didn't rest, but went to the Insurance Corps camp. Chen Ke asked everyone to hold a brief meeting. Used was the station of the Third Battalion of the First Regiment near the county town.

Work has been slightly easier recently, so people came very fully this time. Chen Ke's opening remarks were very simple, "Comrades have worked hard. Today I want to talk about a basic theoretical issue first."

As soon as the voice fell, the comrades below sighed almost in unison. Chen Ke had talked about these theories many times. At first, everyone was somewhat interested. By now, not to say calluses grew in ears, at least there was no high interest like before.

Seeing the comrades' performance, Chen Ke smiled, "Everyone feels they have learned well. Then let me ask, what is the definition of currency?"

"Currency is a general equivalent." It was Hua Xiongmao who answered.

"Very good, everyone recite it together once," Chen Ke laughed.

Comrades were used to this primary school student-like practice. Everyone answered together: "Currency is a general equivalent."

After everyone finished speaking, Chen Ke laughed: "I prepare to issue our base area's currency. Of course, it can also be said not called currency, but called notes (*Piao Ju*)."

Although they could recite theoretical knowledge, facing practical problems, everyone still didn't understand. At least most people didn't understand what exactly was going on.

"Secretary Chen, what exactly is going on?" Someone already asked.

"A large number of refugees from other places poured in. We can't distribute land to them. Nor can we feed them for nothing like this. They have to work. These foreign refugees work; some do more, some do less. We can't provide basic rationed grain like local refugees. So issuing our own currency is very necessary."

These words made many people confused. Everyone looked at Chen Ke, completely failing to understand what was going on.

Chen Ke explained: "We encounter three problems now. First, we cannot sell grain. Second, we also don't have money to pay the people working. Third, we also don't have so much manpower to supervise how much work foreign refugees have done. Therefore, providing a currency quantitatively as remuneration proof is imperative."

Even with such an explanation, some comrades still didn't understand what was going on. Everyone either pondered or looked at each other puzzledly.

Among the comrades in the venue, Chen Ke understood the importance of this matter itself best. Currency is not just an equivalent; it contains too many things inside. Controlling a country's currency is equivalent to controlling this country. The base area will sooner or later have its own currency and its own financial system. Chen Ke didn't study economics, so he maintained a very cautious attitude towards this. But facing the current situation of a large influx of foreign refugees, currency issuance must be carried out.

Chen Ke didn't feel assured handing this matter to anyone, but this was the situation of the comrades now. Looking at the puzzled eyes of the vast majority of comrades, Chen Ke couldn't help sighing in his heart. Picking up the chalk, Chen Ke began to write and talk about the issue of currency issuance on the blackboard.

Issuance, circulation, withdrawal. The process of modern currency. Every circulation of currency means the completion of a production process. Chen Ke had not received any formal economic training; he could only conduct his own deduction according to what he had learned. And try to speak his knowledge so that comrades could understand.

What comrades liked to listen to most was Chen Ke explaining this knowledge. Originally varied social affairs became abstract and clearer under Chen Ke's explanation. These theoretical knowledges could be effectively applied in various ways in the ever-changing society. This really made these comrades who held themselves high feel that they could grasp the world in their palms.

After finishing speaking, Chen Ke only said one sentence, "Now discuss in groups first. If there are comrades willing to participate in this work, you can sign up with Secretary Shang Yuan. The organization will consider assigning tasks."

After speaking, Chen Ke called the other six secretaries over, "How is everyone doing with recruiting Party members?" he asked wearily. Asking Chen Ke, a layman, to explain such a subtle thing as establishing a currency system, just the preparation took Chen Ke's old life. He hadn't slept for two days.

"No problem in the troops; there are many activists joining the Party on my side." Hua Xiongmao said. He Zudao just nodded; he was also in the army and didn't want to say so much.

"The government affairs department is not quite good; five people are hard to find," Shang Yuan said.

Lu Huitian and Yuwen Badu looked at each other before saying. "Civil affairs work is also okay here. Secretary Yuwen and I have a dozen candidates."

"I'm going to the female camp the day after tomorrow; I have some candidates," You Gou answered.

After the comrades finished speaking, Chen Ke nodded, "Must find those who are desperate with the old order. Those who long for a new life. Once selected, add more tasks to them. The People's Party is not spoken out by mouth but worked out by doing work. Finding more people is also okay; we only complain about too few now, not too many."

Everyone nodded.

"In addition, increase propaganda now. Must let the common people know who is the master in Fengtai County exactly. The People's Party must stand out!" Chen Ke continued.

"Then let's just hold a general assembly," You Gou said.

The other few secretaries nodded one after another after hearing this.

"I will discuss the currency issuance issue with Comrade Shang Yuan now. You guys discuss these things. Come up with a plan. The main point is one: make our People's Party known to everyone in Fengtai County!" Chen Ke issued the order with a serious tone.
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When He Zudao and You Gou walked side by side on the country road, they didn't talk much. At this time, it was completely dark. The vast majority of Party members in this Party meeting lived in Yuezhangji. Shang Yuan and the comrades from the county town stayed in the venue to discuss issues with Chen Ke. You Gou wanted to return to her station, and He Zudao volunteered to escort her. You Gou felt indifferent about this action, while He Zudao absolutely didn't want to give up. So the surprised or meaningful gazes of the comrades didn't make this couple have the idea of giving up.

The two were silent all the way. Although he liked You Gou very much, work was already so heavy that He Zudao simply had no mind to spend on feelings. You Gou was also full of worries; how to convene probationary Party members was also a very troublesome thing for her. The two walked silently for a long distance like this. You Gou opened her mouth and asked: "Zudao, you are engaged in political work; do you have any good suggestions?"

"I don't have any good suggestions. Mr. Wenqing always says to me that revolution itself is already bred in the masses. A revolutionary is not to create revolution, but to discover the revolution needed by the people, and turn the people's revolutionary wish into reality. I always feel these words are very correct, but there is always a breath missing from being able to grasp the key point," He Zudao said slowly.

"Haha, if even you feel a breath missing, I am missing ten thousand eight thousand *li*," You Gou laughed.

"Sister You Gou, you are too polite," He Zudao couldn't help being polite.

"Humph!" You Gou laughed once. The sound of rushing water came from not far away; that was the pumping station of the water plant. Unknowingly, the two had arrived near the county town.

"Zudao, let's sit there for a while. How to propagandize, I still have no clue," You Gou said.

The young man and woman sat down on the brick and stone foundation of the pillar under the high diversion canal, but fell silent again. After a good while, He Zudao said: "Sister You Gou, among the current Party members, how many do you think Mr. Wenqing takes a fancy to? Who can make Mr. Wenqing feel is a true revolutionary?"

"This, you certainly count as one," You Gou answered.

"I count as a revolutionary eagle and dog (*ying quan*) at most; can't talk about being a revolutionary. Mr. Wenqing and Mr. Shang Yuan are revolutionaries. I can be sure of this. The two of them have something we don't have. But I can never say it out."

He Zudao's words actually spoke You Gou's heartfelt words. She originally didn't join Chen Ke's team for revolution. Even now, You Gou considered herself a chemist, not a revolutionary. But she also felt her definition might not be reasonable. In short, various complicated things were clear in Chen Ke's narration, but when it was You Gou's turn to think, they returned to a state of fog.

After another while, He Zudao continued: "We can be considered qualified Party members; I can be sure of this. Now what Mr. Wenqing wants to recruit is also Party members, not revolutionaries. By the way, Sister You Gou, do you still remember the matter of us doing social investigation together back then?"

You Gou knew He Zudao referred to the social investigation conducted by the People's Party and Huangpu Book Society together at the end of 1905. She nodded slightly in the dark night. You Gou still remembered that social investigation clearly, but felt it seemed like something from a long, long time ago. She suddenly thought that in this dark night, He Zudao might not be able to see her nod, so she made a sound "Mn."

He Zudao said slowly: "At that meeting, Mr. Wenqing asked us to find revolutionaries. Sister You Gou, you told us that what we need to find now are revolutionary comrades, not revolutionaries. Now Mr. Wenqing wants us to convene Party members; I think we still have to do as you said, Sister You Gou."

"What did I say? Let you do so? Zudao, you'd better tell me what to do." You Gou laughed. He Zudao's words were ambiguous; You Gou didn't quite understand.

He Zudao said: "We don't need to convene comrades who can understand the People's Party's program. We need to convene people who are willing to follow the People's Party's program. Let these newly joined comrades undertake work; in work, they can understand and improve their understanding. I came through this way; I think there is no problem doing so. As long as they listen to the Party and are willing to work, everyone can understand what the People's Party wants to do sooner or later. I still don't know to what extent Mr. Wenqing wants to push the revolution. But although I can't say it, I can feel what is called the people's sons and brothers soldiers. What is called being good to the people."

Generally speaking, with You Gou's impatient temper, she would always say something. But this time You Gou listened to He Zudao's words quietly without commenting. He Zudao finished expressing his opinion and waited for a good while, but didn't get a response. He asked somewhat guiltily: "Sister You Gou, what do you think?"

"Zudao..." You Gou stopped here. Perhaps not knowing how to evaluate, she was silent for a moment again before continuing, "Zudao, you have grown up. You are already a true revolutionary."

He Zudao never expected You Gou to evaluate him like this. His heart immediately pounded wildly. This sentence gave He Zudao endless associations, and these chaotic and hazy associations turned into clear courage. Just as he wanted to speak, he heard You Gou continue: "I already know how to recruit new Party members. Thank you, Zudao. Your political work is done well."

The words already rushing to his mouth were blocked by You Gou's words. He Zudao swallowed twice in succession but didn't know how to continue.

"Zudao, it's late; you go back quickly too. It's not far from where I live here; you don't need to send me." After speaking, You Gou jumped off the pillar foundation made of bricks and stones.

"..., alright." He Zudao could only say this sentence.

Chen Ke really didn't expect one thing. Three days after the last brief meeting, You Gou brought a list of eight pages, "Secretary Chen, these are the Party members I prepare to recruit. I have talked with them; everyone voluntarily joins the People's Party and is willing to accept the test of the Party organization."

The paper was densely written with names and general introductions. Chen Ke flipped through it; unexpectedly, both sides were written. There was information on at least a dozen people on one page. There were probably more than a hundred people on these eight pages. This meant You Gou had to recruit at least almost forty people every day. This efficiency was excessively high.

Before Chen Ke raised his question, You Gou already explained: "The comrades on this list don't understand revolution. Don't understand liberation. They just know four things: First, the People's Party is the true leader of Fengtai County. Second, the People's Party seeks benefits for the common people. Third, they refuse to return to the previous days even if they die, and join the People's Party organization completely voluntarily. No matter how bitter or tired, it's fine. Fourth, if they don't do well, they will be expelled from the Party. These comrades are all tested comrades; most have public duties. I think they can become probationary Party members."

Listening to You Gou finish saying these in one breath, Chen Ke stared at You Gou for a while before asking: "You wouldn't have swept up all the people in the guard team, right?"

"More than forty people are from the clothing factory." You Gou gave a more detailed explanation.

At this stage now, Chen Ke couldn't nitpick anymore. "Endure hardship first, enjoy pleasure later. The rules of joining the People's Party were explained clearly, right?"

"All explained clearly! They are not afraid of enduring hardship. Everyone generally thinks, how much harder can it be than before? If enduring hardship, it's suffering together with comrades. If everyone can do it, they can do it." You Gou answered.

These words were actually correct. In such a big disaster year, no one's life was easy. Chen Ke nodded, "Since there are so many people, the Party School will start classes. These new comrades attend Party School training every night."

Watching You Gou leave the office with light steps, Chen Ke couldn't help sighing. Without meeting these female comrades, Chen Ke could figure out that these women were rural women determined to turn into professional women rather than revolutionaries.

Following You Gou, He Zudao brought a list of three hundred people. Chen Ke flipped through roughly and asked He Zudao again, also defining this batch of comrades as rural soldiers preparing to switch to professional soldiers.

But after He Zudao left, Chen Ke suddenly figured it out. These comrades might not necessarily become qualified Party members, but at least they possessed the potential to become cadres. It should be known that being able to make up one's mind to give up peasant status was already considered very advanced character in this era.

"Don't say, these two people really have ideas." Chen Ke couldn't help praising secretly.

Since there was a new train of thought, Chen Ke immediately convened a Standing Committee meeting of the seven secretaries. At the meeting, targeting He Zudao and You Gou's work thinking, a selection standard centered on "selecting comrades who decided to get rid of peasant status by joining the People's Party" was proposed.

With the main direction, various standards came out. The most important one was that any comrade volunteering to join the People's Party would automatically lose the qualification for land distribution shortly after. Since they decided to give up peasant status, join the Party organization, and eat public grain, there was completely no need to obtain land belonging to themselves anymore. The People's Party is not a group seeking its own interests; this point is absolutely not allowed to be shaken.

In the next three days, nearly a thousand probationary Party members were selected. Actually, the applicants reached three thousand people. Through the general meetings held by several secretaries, the common people of Fengtai County learned the definite existence of the People's Party. There were plenty of people wanting to seek a "future." But as soon as the rule of not allowing owning one's own land came out, those farmers chose to give up immediately. The People's Party publicized that land distribution would begin after this harvest was completed. Although everyone didn't believe it fully, this was always a big hope. Joining the People's Party looked beneficial, but these benefits were empty; getting land distributed was the real lifeblood (*ming gen zi*). For farmers, this account didn't need to be calculated deliberately at all.

Only those who truly were willing to give up being farmers, and truly passed the People's Party's test, performing very hard in work, passed the selection.

Suddenly, the problem of insufficient manpower that had always plagued the People's Party was solved. Although knowing deeply that a large batch of these probationary Party members would definitely be eliminated, these people genuinely wanted to follow the People's Party. Chen Ke felt there was no need for him to nitpick and pick bones from eggs at this stage.

The abundance of human resources made the realization of Chen Ke's original paper plan possible. First established was the Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court (*Gong Jian Fa*) system. At least establish a modern Public Security system. The modern Public Security system is not purely police, but a complete social management and service system. Census police are also part of the Public Security system. These local comrades understood the local situation very well. Composing the Public Security system with them not only greatly improved work efficiency, but local common people also felt much more at ease.

In these few days of expanding grassroots cadres, the Insurance Corps was not idle either. Those arrested guys formed a "Labor Battalion." They worked with the Insurance Corps under the guard of soldiers. These people were not diligent originally. The Insurance Corps didn't abuse them, just asking them to undertake the same workload as Insurance Corps soldiers. A few days later, this gang was trained to cry for their fathers and mothers.

Although the relatives and friends of these people still worried about their life and death, seeing the Insurance Corps just let this gang work, obviously not beating or killing them, they were relieved. Watching the usual loafers looking worried and tired like dead dogs really had a satisfying effect.

The Party School started classes as scheduled. These probationary Party members worked during the day and studied at night. It was naturally much harder, but they also found something that made them happy: ration supply also increased a bit. Half full became seventy percent full. For the common people under natural disaster, this was more real than any reward. The original uneasiness about the future also faded away. After all, joining the People's Party meant selling one's life to others. Even for these courageous comrades, the mood of uneasiness about the future was naturally impossible to be absent.

With enough manpower, the settlement work of foreign refugees also proceeded more smoothly. Chen Ke could finally free his hands to do some things he wanted to do.

Pu Guanshui naturally didn't know the situation in Fengtai County. After leading the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers away from Fengtai County, he began dispersed actions completely according to the plan. In the plan, the Insurance Corps fleet dropped the officers and soldiers at several assembly points along the waterway, then assembled again to pick up a large batch of supplies agreed upon long ago back to Fengtai County.

The Dragon Flag and Pu Guanshui's Commander Flag fluttered on the fleet. Plus the Anhui New Army uniform, although the local governments along the way didn't need to fear the New Army Commander, they still had to give this face. Although checkpoints stood like forests along the way as in the data provided by the Insurance Corps, the fleet could still continue to move forward.

Every day they could encounter common people throwing themselves into the water to commit suicide. Every day they could see dead bodies of common people on the river and on the bank. Although already used to these scenes, Pu Guanshui still couldn't accept these. But the cold reality couldn't be changed at all. If Pu Guanshui didn't have the magical power to provide grain infinitely, he couldn't save these common people.

The inner pressure was so great that Pu Guanshui was not even willing to appear at the bow anymore. He closed the window in the cabin and read Chen Ke's book attentively to obtain spiritual escape.

On the third day, a gunshot broke the calm on the river surface.
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Chapter 37 Liujiapu (1)

Pu Guanshui learned military knowledge in Germany. The tradition of the German army, to put it nicely, is rigor and discipline; to put it badly, it is rigid and dogmatic style. Since Pu Guanshui entered the military academy, he was indoctrinated day after day. Perhaps because of this education, Pu Guanshui was an unpopular and misunderstood existence in the Beiyang New Army. Acting together with the Insurance Corps this time, Pu Guanshui didn't think in his heart like others thought, that he should be the rightful leader in this small troop. On the contrary, since he accepted Chen Ke's order, Pu Guanshui believed he was completely in the position of a responsible person in this operation. Although as the Deputy Commander of the Anhui New Army, he was considered a high-ranking official in Anhui. But in this operation of picking up and dropping off New Army officers and soldiers, Pu Guanshui believed his status was even below the commander of the Insurance Corps. What Pu Guanshui had to do was merely manage the troops affiliated with the New Army well, not take over all command power as the number one boss.

If others could know Pu Guanshui's true thoughts, whether the Insurance Corps or the New Army officers and soldiers, they would probably be shocked. But Pu Guanshui didn't think his attitude might be called "noble character"; he never thought about publicizing himself. Completely complying with his own character and choosing his stance according to the current actual situation—Pu Guanshui was such a person.

How Pu Guanshui thought and acted was his own business. Others had no obligation to understand or support Pu Guanshui unconditionally. On the entire fleet, everyone respected Pu Guanshui very much. The leader of this fleet was Zhang Yu, Detachment Commander of the Insurance Corps Waterway Detachment. His military rank level was equivalent to Deputy Regiment Commander, and he was also considered one of the top seven senior officers in the army. Hearing the gunshot, Zhang Yu, who was studying the route and schedule of this operation, rushed out of the cabin immediately to observe the enemy situation.

There shouldn't be any suspicious existence nearby; if there was, the scout should have reported long ago. Actually, when Zhang Yu looked around, the scout on the mast was also observing hard. Then, the gunshot rang out again, still a solitary sound.

"Captain Zhang, the one firing should be behind that earth slope." The scout determined the direction and shouted to Zhang Yu.

Zhang Yu looked in the direction of the scout's finger. That couldn't be called an earth slope anymore; a hill blocked his line of sight. Until now, there was no sign of human activity on the ridge of the hill, not looking like there was an ambush. If it were normal, Zhang Yu would definitely order the fleet to accelerate and leave this place of trouble. But this time he was somewhat hesitant because in the plan, the fleet would drop off a large batch of returning officers and soldiers less than ten *li* ahead. Zhang Yu had also sailed on this river channel many times. Chen Ke ordered the fleet to clarify the situation on both sides of the river channel as much as possible. Zhang Yu thought for a while and simply went back to the cabin to confirm with the map. Sure enough, there was a town named Liujiapu in the approximate place where the gun fired. There was also a fortified village (*Wei Zi*) over by the town. Since no ambush appeared, Zhang Yu estimated that something happened in Liujiapu. Flipping through the marching itinerary and roster again, Liujiapu was the hometown of two Anhui New Army soldiers.

Now, Zhang Yu couldn't make decisions on his own. Pu Guanshui's cooperative attitude had always been very satisfactory, but involving matters of the Anhui New Army, Zhang Yu felt he must communicate with Pu Guanshui. While ordering the fleet to maintain Level One alert, Zhang Yu took a small boat to Pu Guanshui's boat.

"What does Captain Zhang plan to do?" Pu Guanshui asked after listening to Zhang Yu's introduction.

"I want to send a few people to see what exactly is going on." Zhang Yu's answer was very traditional and conservative. But this was also considered the most normal response measure.

"There is a Liujiapu nearby. Two New Army brothers get off the boat here. Since you want to send people over, how about letting the two of them lead the way?" Pu Guanshui asked.

Working together these few days allowed Zhang Yu to understand Pu Guanshui deeper and deeper. Pu Guanshui was completely not a lord-type person. Besides reading books, he studied the marching route every day. He didn't speak a superfluous word normally, and when he should speak and act, he never disappointed Zhang Yu. Based on these alone, Zhang Yu respected Pu Guanshui very much. Insurance Corps soldiers might not know that the People's Party ultimately wanted a violent revolution, but Zhang Yu, as a senior officer, naturally couldn't be unaware. The relationship between Pu Guanshui and Chen Ke was very "iron" (close). Zhang Yu didn't doubt at all that in the future Pu Guanshui would also become his revolutionary comrade-in-arms. Although he also had some thoughts about status in his heart, Zhang Yu felt cooperating with Pu Guanshui was a very good thing. Since Pu Guanshui proposed a reasonable suggestion, Zhang Yu naturally wouldn't oppose it.

"I'll pick three more people and let the five of them go together. The fleet will stop temporarily in place. What does Commander Pu think?" Zhang Yu asked.

Pu Guanshui thought for a while, "I think the fleet should still proceed according to the plan. It's desolate here and not easy to dock. It's inconvenient for troops to get on and off. We'd better dock at the planned ferry crossing. If large troops need to be used, at least we know how to go on the road, and it's easier to organize even if a fight starts."

Zhang Yu actually didn't want to really engage in battle. His task this time was to pick up and drop off personnel, not to fight. So his original idea was just to clarify the situation. As long as it didn't delay his work, he could pretend not to see it. But Pu Guanshui obviously didn't think so. This surprised Zhang Yu a bit.

"Captain Zhang, I've been thinking these days. Under natural disasters, not everywhere has a figure like Wenqing who can let the common people survive somehow. The common people are not the kind of people who would rather commit suicide either. Who doesn't want to live? Wenqing looks like he is forcing landlords, but he is already polite enough. Really leading Insurance Corps comrades to fight family by family, can Fengtai County landlords be more formidable than Zhang Youliang? But other places don't have people like Wenqing. The common people won't be so polite to landlords. At this time, starving to death is certain death, but breaking the fortified village may not necessarily result in death." There was no fluctuation in Pu Guanshui's voice, just simply stating facts.

But Zhang Yu wouldn't just listen and let it be, "Commander Pu, do you mean to let us help the common people attack the fortified village?"

"Not helping the common people attack the fortified village. My New Army brothers' homes are there. If they want to fight, I can't stop them either." Pu Guanshui answered very simply.

Zhang Yu was speechless. Thinking carefully, Pu Guanshui's words were not unreasonable. If the common people wanted to attack the fortified village, these few people of the fleet couldn't stop them at all. Moreover, this operation itself focused on picking up and dropping off New Army officers and soldiers. There was absolutely no reason to ignore the wishes of New Army officers and soldiers to care for those unrelated landlords. But in this way, the officers and soldiers of the Insurance Corps would have to be involved in the battle. This obviously conflicted with Chen Ke's orders.

Seeing Zhang Yu looking troubled, Pu Guanshui laughed: "Captain Zhang, don't worry. I will absolutely not let Insurance Corps brothers fight for nothing. And I will absolutely not let brothers assist in defending the fortified village. If they want to attack the fortified village, I will personally lead them to fight. What everyone wants is the grain in the fortified village, not the landlords' lives. But if they fight anxiously and so many people die, once the fortified village is broken, the landlords' whole families will die. I am also considering for the landlords. If they are willing to release grain, naturally peace will reign. If they really refuse, I'll take people to break the fortified village; the landlords can at least save their lives."

Pu Guanshui's words were gentle and calm, but Zhang Yu felt an indescribable pressure in them. Pu Guanshui was an imperial official; leading people to break a fortified village personally, wasn't he afraid of landlords suing him? But Pu Guanshui's attitude was obviously not joking. Zhang Yu suddenly suspected whether Pu Guanshui was hiding something from him.

But they couldn't just wait like this. The fleet didn't anchor; they were moving while talking. Talking a bit more, the fleet would probably run to the destination not far away. "Send people down to look first." Zhang Yu said.

A small boat carried five soldiers to the shore. Watching them climb up the earth slope without hesitation and then disappear behind the earth slope, Zhang Yu could never turn his eyes away. He wanted very much to see through what exactly happened behind the earth slope at a glance. Only then could he issue instructions early. Zhang Yu suddenly remembered a term Chen Ke used in military class, "Fog of War." Before obtaining specific intelligence, a commander can assume there is an impenetrable fog on the battlefield. And due to communication means, even if intelligence is obtained, it is outdated intelligence. So commanders are required not only to have the determination to execute orders resolutely but also to have anticipation.

At that time, Zhang Yu felt Chen Ke's term was too bookish. But looking at the earth slope his line of sight absolutely couldn't penetrate, although knowing his subordinates were acting, he absolutely couldn't know what they saw before they came back.

"If encountering this situation, one must execute the order firmly to the end." Chen Ke's words echoed in Zhang Yu's ears again. Turning his head again, he saw Pu Guanshui didn't get excited or look out, but sat back at the table to study the map. Completely the appearance of resolutely executing orders Chen Ke talked about. Zhang Yu suddenly understood one thing: compared with Pu Guanshui, he was indeed inferior at least now. While Zhang Yu worried about completely unknowable things, Pu Guanshui had already begun to prepare for the next thing by studying the map, this known data. As a soldier, Pu Guanshui was indeed above Zhang Yu.

Zhang Yu originally wanted to look at the map with Pu Guanshui, but on second thought, as the commander of the fleet, looking at the map was not his task. Commanding the fleet to dock and leave shore. Sending people off, picking people up—this was his task. Since Pu Guanshui was the commander leading the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers, then Zhang Yu himself must do the pick-up and drop-off task well. He called his subordinate and issued the order to accelerate. The signal flag of the signalman passed from one ship to the next. With the arrival of the order, sails were pulled high, oars were put into the water, and the speed of the fleet picked up quickly.

Among the five people in the reconnaissance troop, four were Insurance Corps soldiers, and only one was New Army soldier Zhou Yisheng. After everyone climbed over the hillside, they immediately encountered the ground at the bottom of the slope which was terrible to the extreme. No one had been here for a long time. After the ground was submerged by water for several months, the soft mud was covered with a thick layer of fine sand. Sandy soil had no adhesion at all, nor could it store water. Dried by the sun, the gray-white ground presented a cracked appearance. The soft sandy soil looked angular, but collapsed completely as soon as it was stepped on. Everyone walked deep and shallow on this cracked earth like a desert. Although they wanted to increase speed very much, the ground condition was too bad to walk fast at all.

Moreover, the flood soaked for several months; trees and grass bushes were all drowned. The sun's exposure these days made dead plants become dry and scorched yellow. If not for the scorching sun overhead making people sweat all over quickly, the surrounding scenery seemed like the dead wilderness of early winter. No birds or beasts, no insects. Quiet to the point of being somewhat creepy.

Fengtai County had restored cultivation long ago. Chen Ke very foresightedly got many saplings to plant, and commanded troops to cut down those dead trees. Grass bushes also had specialized restoration. Plus the green crops growing all over the vast fields, Fengtai County had restored vitality. The Insurance Corps soldiers left Fengtai County only three days ago. Suddenly marching in this completely strange, endless dead wilderness, the huge contrast gave them a feeling of suddenly entering an unknowable world. Comrades looked back at the hillside blocking the river. Just a slope separated two worlds.

Whether soldiers had undergone systematic scientific training was most obvious in marching performance. Insurance Corps soldiers accepted the training plan formulated by Chen Ke. In the physical exercise knowledge Chen Ke studied, heavy physical labor is not exercise. The more heavy physical laborers, the more they need targeted and systematic exercise. After Insurance Corps soldiers accepted systematic training, their steps were brisk one by one, and their breathing was much steadier. Seeming not walking fast, they could maintain forward movement at an average speed for a long time. Anhui New Army soldier Zhou Yisheng could keep up at first, but was out of breath after walking only twenty minutes. Seeing other comrades show no fatigue, he wanted to say something but didn't say it. Zhou Yisheng panted heavily, mustering up his strength to try hard to keep up with everyone's pace.

Walking for another dozen minutes, the leading squad leader said: "Rest for five minutes." The small unit stopped. The New Army soldier sat on the ground and refused to move again. Insurance Corps soldiers were not like this. They stretched their muscles and bones first. When sitting down, they elevated their feet to let the blood in the feet flow back as soon as possible. Not only that, everyone's hands were not idle, untying and re-tying their leggings. While tying leggings, they exchanged their experiences.

The so-called five minutes was this period of time reorganizing leggings. After everyone finished organizing, they stood up preparing to continue forward. Zhou Yisheng hadn't recovered yet. Just as he was struggling to stand up, he saw two Insurance Corps soldiers walk over and hold him up. The leading squad leader laughed: "Walk a bit more and it will be smoothed out; don't stop."

After speaking, two people walked holding the New Army soldier. With someone holding him, Zhou Yisheng felt much better. Walking for a while, he finally recovered. His breathing stabilized, and his footsteps were not so heavy. "Brothers, you don't need to hold me. I'm much better; thank you very much."

The Insurance Corps soldiers smiled, let go of Zhou Yisheng's arms, and continued to walk silently with heads buried.

"Brothers, how exactly did you train?" Zhou Yisheng recovered his strength and couldn't help asking.

"Think nothing, walk forward." An Insurance Corps soldier gave an answer.

Zhou Yisheng couldn't figure out if this was answering his question or admonishing him how to march. Although his body could adapt to such marching speed, without someone holding him, he soon felt insufficient strength. He had to close his mouth and try hard to keep up with everyone's pace.

Walking for another while, bypassing the hill in front, the field of vision suddenly opened up. The small plain behind the hills unfolded in front of everyone. Like the hilly area passed, the small plain was also the same sandy land, the same gray-white. Trees and grass bushes were all withered and yellow, without breath of life. Under the sun hanging high, it was so empty and silent. But at the edge of that gray-white earth, it appeared mottled because of human traces.

Many people gathered there.

"What to do?" The Insurance Corps soldier asked the leading squad leader.

The squad leader turned his head to look at Zhou Yisheng standing there panting non-stop. Everyone couldn't figure out the situation at all. Being too far from the crowd, they couldn't see clearly what was going on. But this flat ground had no place to hide at all. As long as they got closer, they would be discovered by that group of people immediately. Now the squad leader needed Zhou Yisheng to provide intelligence that could serve as a judgment for the next action.

"My home is over there; I'll go over and have a look first." Zhou Yisheng noticed the squad leader's gaze and said hurriedly.

"Let Comrade Lu Zhengping go with you." The squad leader said, "Pay attention to safety; run back immediately if encountering danger." He couldn't help instructing again.

The New Army and Insurance Corps soldiers responded at the same time, then ran towards the crowd. Both soldiers were considered to have seen "big scenes." Gatherings of thousands of people were common to them. Hundreds or a thousand people opposite shouldn't have made them feel much pressure. But in this disaster year, everything became very different. Both had seen the miserable state of the common people. So many people gathering here, it must not be something like a temple fair.

Walking only a short distance, people at the edge of the crowd had already noticed them. If normal, everyone wouldn't care too much. But now most eyes looked at the two soldiers. Their neat military uniforms and forceful steps made the crowd alert. An invisible pressure made both soldiers feel very wrong. But Zhou Yisheng had already seen his acquaintance in the crowd. His heart relaxed for a while, then he shouted loudly: "Third Brother, it's me. I am Yisheng."

The person called was Zhou Yisheng's third brother, Zhou Yizheng. Seeing the comer was actually his younger brother, Zhou Yizheng also felt very surprised. Especially since the younger brother didn't take the main road but popped out from the hilly area by the river, which made Zhou Yizheng confused. But the younger brother arrived in front of him very quickly. When the two stood opposite each other, Zhou Yizheng saw his younger brother's eyes turn red, and tears had already flowed out. "Third Brother, how did you become so thin? Are Dad and Mom okay?"

Zhou Yisheng completely didn't expect his brother to be skin and bones. Or rather, he could have thought of it originally; this was also the reason why Zhou Yisheng rushed back in a hurry. But seeing it with his own eyes, Zhou Yisheng still couldn't help crying. Brother Zhou Yizheng's skin color was originally relatively dark, but now the skin turned into a bluish-yellow color. Hair was like withered wild grass, without the slightest luster, as if it could shatter upon touching.

The brother's limbs appeared very slender. The skin wrinkles on the arms exposed outside the tattered clothes were deep, like withered branches. It seemed he had been hungry for a long time. But Zhou Yizheng's abdomen bulged strangely high. Zhou Yisheng saw refugees all along the way these days. Most refugees were like Third Brother Zhou Yizheng, limbs dry and thin, but abdomen bulging like this because of eating indigestible things. Probably things like Guan Yin Earth (*Guan Yin Tu*).

Zhou Yisheng was originally very worried about whether his family could survive the flood. Seeing his third brother alive, he really felt very lucky. Seeing his third brother's miserable state, Zhou Yisheng became even sadder.

"Dad, Mom, Big Brother, Sister, Younger Brother, Younger Sister, are they all okay?" Zhou Yisheng asked hurriedly.

"Old Five, is it really you back?" Zhou Yizheng held his brother's hand, daring not believe it. "You were in Anqing, thousands of *li* away from here. How, how did you come back?"

The Zhou brothers were immersed in the excitement of reunion, while Insurance Corps' Lu Zhengping was far less moved. Unknown when, the refugees had surrounded them. Lu Zhengping suddenly found that he and Zhou Yisheng were really too conspicuous. Both people's complexion and attire were very ordinary. The Insurance Corps paid great attention to personal hygiene; both washed very clean. Among this group of dry, thin, and filthy refugees, they were simply dazzling.

Lu Zhengping couldn't help leaning closer to Zhou Yisheng. Although the surrounding refugees were miserable, unlike those refugees who were completely desperate, there seemed to be flames burning in these people's eyes. That excited and indignant gaze seemed to be a thousand-foot flame, wanting to ignite everything around.

Just then, Zhou Yizheng suddenly burst into loud crying. He shouted while crying: "Old Five, Old Five, Dad and Mom are gone. Little Sister is also gone. Big Sister is sick with only one breath left. Big Brother and Little Brother were washed away by water; not even a shadow can be seen. I let them down; I let you down."

Zhou Yisheng completely didn't expect his family to suffer such misfortune. Hearing Third Brother's words, the whole person was nailed to the spot like being struck by lightning. He only felt chaos in his brain, buzzing in his ears. Third Brother's crying and shouting became distant. Zhou Yisheng's mouth opened and closed subconsciously, opened and closed again. As if wanting to say something, but couldn't say anything. Suddenly, Zhou Yisheng's face was full of anger. He grabbed the clothes on Third Brother's chest fiercely. But the already tattered clothes were torn off a large piece silently by his forceful pull. It seemed they had long been thoroughly rotted by soaking. Watching Third Brother tottering like a withered leaf under his violent action impact. The anger on Zhou Yisheng's face instantly turned into grief. Third Brother was also a famous strong man in the village. During autumn harvest, carrying three bags of grain and walking was also vigorous. Working in the fields could make others stare straight. Now he was thin and weak like this. Zhou Yisheng subconsciously always felt nothing big would happen at home. This was not because he didn't know how terrible the flood was, but because he had inexplicable confidence in Third Brother. But Third Brother had become like this; presumably, he had done his best.

"Dad! Mom!" Zhou Yisheng let out a heart-rending roar, then hugged Third Brother and cried loudly.

The crowd didn't have the slightest excitement because of the brothers' reunion. No one spoke. No one was moved. Everyone stood in place without saying a word. Except for angry eyes, Lu Zhengping couldn't see any other emotions.

"Little Five! You're back! Good that you're back! Good that you're back!" A middle-aged man separated the crowd and walked over. Lu Zhengping scanned the middle-aged man, and his eyes fell on the man's hand. The middle-aged man held a pistol in his hand.

Zhou Yisheng didn't respond at all, just hugging Third Brother and crying bitterly.

The middle-aged man grabbed Zhou Yisheng's shoulder, "Little Five, don't cry. Fathers and elders are together today, going to find Liu Ba to fight desperately. Starving to death is death; fighting Liu Ba desperately is also death. We can't let that old bastard off cheap no matter what. You are a soldier, Little Five; are you going?"
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Hearing someone call him to attack Liu Ba's fortified village, Zhou Yisheng didn't understand what was going on for a moment. He didn't even take this question to heart. Returning to his hometown this time, Zhou Yisheng only planned to take his family to Fengtai to avoid the disaster. If his parents and brothers insisted on bringing some relatives and friends, he would also take them all. Learning that his family actually suffered such a tragedy, Zhou Yisheng was so grief-stricken that he wished to die. What he wanted most now was to go back with his third brother to see his eldest sister's illness. There were military doctors on the Insurance Corps fleet; letting the doctor treat his sister was the top priority. As for breaking Liu Ba's fortified village, or rebelling and killing people, it was not within Zhou Yisheng's consideration at all.

But obviously, other fellow villagers didn't think so. The middle-aged man asked several times in a row, seeing Zhou Yisheng had no reaction. He simply grabbed Zhou Yisheng's brother, Zhou Yizheng. "San Wa (Third Child), Little Five doesn't listen to me. You talk to your brother. Everyone has to act now. If we can't last through today, how many more people will starve to death. San Wa, it's not that I don't sympathize with you brothers. Everyone took out the last bit of things to eat. Tomorrow, where will everyone have the strength to attack the fortified village?"

Zhou Yizheng had also stopped crying at this time. Not that he wasn't sad, but the hunger of these months and the pain of losing relatives had tortured Zhou Yizheng to numbness. He accepted these facts; even seeing his brother couldn't make Zhou Yizheng sadder. Attacking Liu Ba's fortified village was something everyone had decided long ago. Zhou Yizheng opened his mouth but couldn't say anything. This was really a strange mentality. Before his brother returned, Zhou Yizheng was also full of indignation, holding a courage of burning boats (*po fu chen zhou* - no retreat). What he wanted most was not grain but the medicine of the Zhou family. There was a doctor in the fortified village. Letting the doctor treat his eldest sister who had only one breath left and saving his sister, this was Zhou Yizheng's most urgent thought.

Since the flood, Liu Ba's fortified village had closed its gates tightly, refusing anyone entry. Begging or pleading, the people inside the fortified village simply ignored it. When his sister was sick, Zhou Yizheng knelt outside the fortified village for a morning, shouting for a doctor until his throat was hoarse. As a result, like other pleading people, the family guards patrolling on the wall didn't say a word. If there was any change, it was that originally the faces of the family guards more or less carried some pity like a fox mourning the death of a rabbit. Now even this expression was completely gone. What hung on the family guards' faces now, besides disgust and disdain, was nothing else.

"San Wa, say something." The middle-aged man couldn't help shaking Zhou Yizheng's shoulder forcefully. "Little Five is back; do you feel you have a backer now? Mn?"

The middle-aged man was an elder in the village named Zhou Xingrui. Watching the change in Zhou Yizheng's expression, he had roughly guessed Zhou Yizheng's thoughts. Zhou Xingrui couldn't help scolding angrily: "Little Five is dressed cleanly; it seems he didn't walk back. The person who came with him is the same. Are you thinking that since Little Five came back by boat, you and Little Five will go home, take your sister and leave, and be done with it?"

These words revealed anxiety. If it were in normal years, no one could say Zhou Yizheng was wrong to do so. But now it was a disaster year. It started raining from late spring when the green crop was not yet ready. Several months passed; there was no surplus grain at home originally, and the grain planted in the ground was completely drowned. Everyone survived the big water with difficulty, but this disaster didn't end at all. Instead, hunger and disease raged even more fiercely. If it were a drought, everyone could at least flee famine. But in the flood, boats were destroyed. Merchant caravans refused to come to the disaster area anymore. In a muddy swamp, there was no place to escape even if one wanted to.

Everyone struggled to live. Almost every day someone died. The common people who survived until now were completely hungry and weak. The ground was barely walkable, but thinking of going to a place with food, they didn't know how far they had to walk. Foreign refugees who occasionally arrived here described the same disaster situation as Liujiapu. Many places had reached the point where the common people couldn't survive without eating human flesh.

Zhou Xingrui had always been considered a very capable person in these few villages. Besides farming, he also made a living by water transport. Although not very old, because of his high seniority in the clan, he was considered a somewhat famous figure in the ten *li* and eight villages of Liujiapu. The death rate of old people and children was extremely high in the disaster year. Now there were no fellow villagers with higher seniority or older age than Zhou Xingrui. Zhou Xingrui knew that in such a situation now, if the Zhou Yizheng and Zhou Yisheng brothers were allowed to leave with the person who came with them, the hearts of the fellow villagers would definitely scatter.

Zhou Xingrui also ran water transport before the disaster. seeing the attire of Zhou Yisheng and the Insurance Corps soldier who came with him, he knew these two must have come by boat, and that boat was definitely not small. Everyone couldn't live anymore, so they wanted to attack the fortified village. If they could see a slight hope of living (*huo xia* - typo 'huo xia' usually means live, text says 'huo xia' shrimp? likely 'huo xia qu' live on/survive), they would definitely refuse to risk being beaten to death to attack the fortified village. If the Zhou brothers left, many people would probably want to follow the Zhou brothers to try their luck. Once people's hearts scattered and everyone had other ideas, who would risk their lives anymore? Liu Ba's fortified village was hard to fight originally. Even if everyone worked together, they might not be able to take it down. Let alone if everyone didn't have the thought of burning boats? Zhou Xingrui knew that no matter what, he couldn't let the Zhou brothers choose to leave now.

Seeing Zhou Yizheng silent, Zhou Xingrui grabbed Zhou Yisheng's shoulder. "Little Five, say, how did your Great-Grandpa (*Tai Ye* - generation rank) treat you and your family usually?" Although Zhou Xingrui was not much older than Zhou Yisheng, his seniority was much higher, "Everyone's lives are in your hands now. Say something."

Zhou Yisheng couldn't figure out what was going on at all now, and completely had no thought of wanting to figure it out. He had stopped crying at this time, looked up, and said dizzily: "Great-Grandpa, I have to go home and see my sister first. I want to see my sister first."

"Bastard thing!" Zhou Xingrui slapped Zhou Yisheng's face angrily, "Little Five, your sister's life is a life; is everyone's life not a life?"

Zhou Xingrui had always been considered a very capable person in the village, plus he had experience living off water transport. He knew very well what it would be like after people's hearts scattered. Momentary indignation might make everyone burst out with power briefly. But as long as there was a trace of other thoughts, this power would vanish without a trace instantly. Zhou Xingrui was not a person keen on violence. In this Liujiapu, those interested in violence were now under Liu Ba. Liu Ba naturally couldn't choose those honest and simple characters when recruiting thugs. And those who were too dishonest either died or ran away. Now the only person who could maintain the refugees was really Zhou Xingrui alone.

It wasn't that Zhou Xingrui hadn't thought maybe the person who came with Zhou Yisheng brought grain. But he knew very well that little grain wasn't enough to eat. The fellow villagers were dying every day, their bodies getting weaker and weaker. What use could that little grain be? Thinking of this, Zhou Xingrui couldn't help clenching his pistol. If Zhou Yisheng refused to live and die with everyone, even if he had to kill the Zhou Yisheng and Zhou Yizheng brothers here, he would go with everyone to break Liu Ba's fortified village. Only inside the fortified village was there grain that could let hundreds or a thousand people survive the disaster year and last until the re-cultivation and harvest next year.

Lu Zhengping had been watching coldly from the side. This didn't mean he just stood there stupidly. Lu Zhengping participated in the battle of attacking Yuezhangji as a scout of the Insurance Corps a few months ago. However, it wasn't his turn to participate personally in the battle of conquering Zhang Youliang's fortified village. This pick-up and drop-off mission was a big event, so the Insurance Corps mobilized elite soldiers and strong generals. The reconnaissance troops, which were not numerous originally, turned out in full strength. Lu Zhengping remembered that at the mobilization meeting of the Insurance Corps before setting out, it should have been the Political Commissar of the Waterway Detachment to conduct the pre-war mobilization, but it was temporarily changed to Regiment Political Commissar He Zudao mobilizing personally.

He Zudao didn't come to emphasize discipline. If it were just emphasizing military discipline or ordinary ideological mobilization, there was no need for a Commissar of his level. At the mobilization meeting, He Zudao only talked about two issues. First, going out this time, they would definitely see very many tragic social realities. Comrades must be mentally prepared. This issue really made these scouts not know what to say.

Although the reconnaissance troops were the elite of the Insurance Corps, the scope of activities of the Insurance Corps didn't exceed the boundary of Fengtai County too much. Although everyone knew a little about the surrounding situation, most landlords in the era of 1906 had a characteristic: few landlords owned land across county boundaries. The government and landlords were not completely colluding in evil either. Even from the perspective of the ruling class, there were still many contradictions within the ruling class. Landlords owning land across counties meant being subject to the jurisdiction of more government offices. Extortion would only be more. Moreover, limited by terrible basic water conservancy facilities, cross-county land was actually not any large farm at all. More land didn't bring corresponding benefits.

The Insurance Corps took consolidating the rule in Fengtai County as the primary goal, so the reconnaissance troops only operated within Fengtai County at this stage. Since operating in the county, everyone wasn't completely unaware of the miserable state of the outside world, but they only knew some of it. He Zudao told everyone seriously that they would see many status quos too horrible to look at. The soldiers of the reconnaissance troops didn't have much sensory knowledge.

Moreover, when the reconnaissance troops set off, large-scale refugees had not yet poured into Fengtai County. For these capable comrades, it was unimaginable how bitter the outside world could be. Anyway, the Insurance Corps soldiers already felt the current days were unspeakably bitter. Every day besides working and working, there was actually nothing else. It could be said that since childhood, they had never worked so hard. One of the reasons for maintaining morale in such arduous work was that the political commissars would always tell everyone the meaning of every job. Building water channels, digging sand, plowing, leveling land. Like other farmers in 1906, the soldiers had never cultivated on such vast land looking around. And those cadres and commissars who worked as hard as them and convinced the vast number of soldiers always told them what a brand-new world would be displayed on this land in the near future.

Although soldiers might not understand or believe these propagandas. But the grain eaten every day was always real. The result of daily work was always real. Since life could go on, everyone slowly got used to such days.

So seeing the miserable state of Zhou Yisheng's hometown, seeing the miserable state of those thin and weak common people, except for eyes still turning, what everyone revealed was despair and still despair. The work in Fengtai County couldn't be said not heavy, and the food was not great either. But haven't seen anyone starve to this appearance. Watching the Zhou brothers hug and cry bitterly, only three were left out of seven or eight people in the family. Listening to the meaning, the still living sister was also dying. Fengtai County didn't lack population loss in the flood, but as long as within the sphere of influence of the Insurance Corps, population loss was not serious. Lu Zhengping's family actually also lost a younger brother. The death of the younger brother was a scene Lu Zhengping couldn't forget. In a room filled with the smell of lime water, the doctor sighed and said a sentence to the Lu Zhengping family surrounding anxiously, "Prepare for the funeral." Then went to look after other patients.

Lu Zhengping's brother had a high fever that didn't retreat, a pale face, and cracked lips. The mother kept changing the cloth strips used for cooling and fed water to the brother with a washed very clean broken bowl. But the brother finally died amidst the crying of relatives. There was crying, there was a frugal funeral. The Insurance Corps repeatedly told everyone the fact that there would be a great plague after a great disaster. So corpses were cremated uniformly, ashes put in simple ash boxes, and stored in public mourning halls. The mother could even go to offer condolences every seven days. Such normal parting by death still existed in Fengtai County.

Just leaving Fengtai County, everything that should be there was completely overturned. Lu Zhengping was not familiar with Zhou Yizheng, and even spoke for the first time today. So Lu Zhengping didn't care much about Zhou Yizheng's grief. The seeming indifference on his face was just the result of shock. Why could Fengtai County be safe and sound? Why were the days in the foreign land only three or four days' boat journey from Fengtai so terrible? He had also seen such sand-covered land in Fengtai, but tens of thousands of people changed the appearance of such land in just a dozen days. Lu Zhengping even had an illusion: maybe this sand-covered land was cursed?

Hearing those common people going to break the fortified village, Lu Zhengping immediately recalled the scene of the Insurance Corps breaking Zhang Youliang's fortified village back then. That was a team of six or seven hundred strong men, a team where everyone had weapons, and at least nearly two hundred firearms. Lu Zhengping had seen the huge gap caused by the explosives blasting open Zhang Youliang's fortified village on the spot under the leadership of the troops. He was deeply shocked by that terrible power. A thick high wall of several *zhang* was blasted open a big hole. Not to mention without Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian killing their way in to catch Zhang Youliang. Even a hard attack, Zhang Youliang's fortified village absolutely couldn't resist.

Looking at those common people thin as dry wood again, Lu Zhengping didn't think these people could conquer the fortified village.

And the voice of He Zudao asking the second question echoed in Lu Zhengping's mind. "Do you want to save these common people? Everyone has compassion, but how to save these common people? I hope everyone can think about it carefully."

How to save the common people? Taking them to Fengtai? This is absolutely impossible. Just these nearly a thousand common people, how many boats would be needed to transport them? Although he didn't know the specific situation of other surrounding places, seeing this one place of Liujiapu, Lu Zhengping knew it would definitely not be better anywhere. Even if the Insurance Corps could transport these refugees to Fengtai County by boat, just along the Huai River, how many common people needed to be saved? If Fengtai County really had so much grain, everyone would definitely eat better themselves. Insurance Corps soldiers were only seventy percent full; where was the grain for so many refugees to eat?

Moreover, Lu Zhengping absolutely didn't want to do this. Why should his hard labor be eaten by these refugees who had nothing to do with him?

The Insurance Corps couldn't save these common people. There seemed to be only one road left. The middle-aged man who claimed to be Zhou Yisheng's Great-Grandpa said to break the fortified village; Lu Zhengping agreed from the bottom of his heart. After breaking Zhang Youliang's fortified village, the grain confiscated was enough for tens of thousands of common people to eat half-starved and half-full for more than half a month. If this unseen Liu Ba's fortified village could be broken, even if the grain was only half of Zhang Youliang's, or even less. It could also let everyone live until next year. The middle-aged man claiming to be Zhou Yisheng's Great-Grandpa saw things very clearly.

Lu Zhengping suddenly thought of a problem he hadn't thought of before. Brigade Commander Chen Ke hadn't touched other landlords until now, which didn't mean he wouldn't touch them in the future. At a critical moment, forcing them to take out grain could also solve the urgent need temporarily. Moreover, the Insurance Corps harvest was in sight; everyone had hope. Now the common people only needed grain. The Insurance Corps now had troops of more than eight thousand people, plus tens of thousands of common people who could be pulled out to be useful. Presumably, those landlords wouldn't dare to refuse. As long as someone led the common people, absolutely no one could afford to provoke them.

Looking up at those thin refugees in Liujiapu, Lu Zhengping felt his idea might be wrong. If these common people could organize themselves like this during the flood, Liu Ba's fortified village would not be worth mentioning at all. But they didn't. If they could organize after the flood, perhaps they also had the strength to fight. But they didn't. Waiting until now when these people had no other way but to break the fortified village, they had no strength left.

As a soldier of the reconnaissance troops, Lu Zhengping had received a lot of military training. The training of the Insurance Corps was not just letting soldiers fight with their heads buried. They also wanted soldiers to understand how to fight. Lu Zhengping felt not many were needed; just fifty Insurance Corps soldiers were enough to solve these nearly a thousand refugees completely and easily. Even if these refugees had a few guns, it didn't matter.

Commissar He Zudao asked everyone how to save these refugees. Lu Zhengping had figured out the answer now. As long as there were Brigade Commander Chen Ke, Commissar He Zudao, Regiment Commander Hua Xiongmao, Magistrate Wangshan. As long as the set of the People's Party and Insurance Corps in Fengtai County could be copied over, the common people could survive. Brigade Commander Chen Ke kneaded these people into a ball. Being in this collective, everyone became more powerful. And the more people joined, the more powerful this collective became.

The common people in front of Lu Zhengping were like the sand under his feet. Although there were many sand grains, they couldn't be kneaded together. A casual step and it collapsed. Even if these people could break the fortified village, they absolutely couldn't operate like the Insurance Corps, nor could they be like the current Fengtai County, where common people could tide over the difficulties together although beating small drums in their hearts (being anxious).

Without a strong leader, without an effective organization. What if they were full temporarily? Lu Zhengping saw with his own eyes how much farm work the Insurance Corps and the common people did together. He absolutely didn't believe these refugees could do it now. Even if the fortified village was broken, the common people would scatter immediately after dividing the grain. Trying to gather them together again was basically unlikely. Lu Zhengping knew very well himself that even for someone like him who was loyal to Brigade Commander Chen Ke and convinced by leaders at all levels, facing that heavy, endless work, he still didn't like it. If cadres at all levels didn't repeatedly narrate the significance of these hard works, and try their best to let everyone see the results as soon as possible every time, and gradually accumulate everyone's trust, such heavy labor could basically not be maintained for so long.

"If you want to save the common people, you must completely copy this new system of Fengtai County. Otherwise, the common people can absolutely not be truly saved." These were Commissar He Zudao's last words. Lu Zhengping didn't understand at that time, but seeing the reality of Liujiapu with his own eyes, and recalling various things that happened in Fengtai County in the past half year. Lu Zhengping felt he understood. He finally understood that from the moment Brigade Commander Chen Ke arrived in Fengtai County with People's Party comrades, from the moment the People's Party formed the army Insurance Corps, from the moment Brigade Commander Chen Ke told everyone that the Insurance Corps was the people's team and wanted to seek benefits for the common people. The common people of Fengtai County were saved.

As long as Brigade Commander Chen Ke led everyone to carry on the new system he promoted, whether there were natural disasters or not, the common people were destined to live a good life. Although Lu Zhengping hadn't seen what the good life Brigade Commander Chen Ke and Commissar He Zudao talked about was exactly like. But at this moment he firmly believed that the endless farmland, beautiful roads, ditches everywhere, and neat big houses drawn on that huge, strange picture near Yuezhangji. The kind of life publicized by People's Party comrades was destined to be realized.

Facing a group of desperate refugees, Lu Zhengping unexpectedly felt the hope of life. And firmly believed he could live a good life. He didn't feel how uncoordinated the harsh external environment was with the beautiful longing in his heart. Lu Zhengping was not a psychologist, and hadn't even heard of the term "psychology." If a psychologist could know Lu Zhengping's thoughts at this time, perhaps he would explain like this—humans double their longing for a beautiful life precisely because of fear of the real world.
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Under the repeated questioning of Zhou Xingrui, Zhou Yisheng refused to give a straight answer. He had understood what his "Great-Grandpa" wanted him to do, and a sense of fear followed. Although New Army officers and soldiers looked majestic, that was only when scaring ordinary common people or small merchants. Encountering those powerful and influential people, New Army officers and soldiers were nothing special. Moreover, as someone Pu Guanshui could regard highly, Zhou Yisheng was by no means such a soldier ruffian.

Returning to pick up the families of the New Army this time was a detailed and complex plan. Pu Guanshui repeatedly instructed everyone to obey the plan and listen to commands. Zhou Yisheng was a very obedient child. He suddenly remembered a sentence Pu Guanshui told him before departure. "If you encounter any unsolvable problems, let those people come to find me. Don't act on your own."

With a high-ranking officer like Pu Guanshui backing him up, things would definitely be much easier to handle. As a local, Zhou Yisheng knew how powerful Liu Ba was in Liujiapu. As a small soldier of the New Army, Liu Ba wouldn't take him seriously at all. Moreover, he didn't want to participate in breaking any fortified village at all. He was an officer and soldier anyway, and Anhui New Army Deputy Commander Pu Guanshui was not far away. Even lending Zhou Yisheng a few guts, he wouldn't dare to act on his own like this.

"Great-Grandpa, I didn't come back alone. Our Anhui New Army Commander is nearby, and there are hundreds of brothers coming together. If you have anything to say, go talk to our Commander Lord Pu. Commander personally sent us back to see our families. Lord Pu said if there is anything, just find him to talk."

"You brought hundreds of officers and soldiers back?" Zhou Xingrui's eyes widened. He really felt incredible about this news. "Little Five, what big official have you become in the New Army now?"

Hearing this, Zhou Yisheng hurriedly explained: "Great-Grandpa, I didn't become an official. It was our Commander who knew about the disaster, so he brought us back to see our families."

"What kind of official is this Commander?" Zhou Xingrui asked.

"Ranked second in the Anhui New Army. Doesn't need to kneel when seeing the Governor. The Magistrate's rank is much lower than Commander." Zhou Yisheng hurriedly explained.

Zhou Xingrui thought for a while. He had seen the Magistrate's sedan chair, which was just so-so. Regarding official ranks and positions, Zhou Xingrui had absolutely no concept. Chinese common people only knew that big officials definitely had power. But how this power operated, the common people were completely unaware. Since Zhou Yisheng said a big official came, then a big official should have come. In this disaster year, being able to come back with such healthy complexion and clean appearance, they must have taken the water route. And those who dared to take the water route now were not ordinary people.

Zhou Xingrui asked the question he was most concerned about, "Little Five, tell the truth. Who does this big official decide for exactly?" Common people didn't care about the official positions of officials; they cared about who the officials decided for. Generally speaking, officials never decided for common people. This was the experience accumulated by common people for generations. And this experience was absolutely never wrong.

"Commander said, this time he wants to decide for the New Army brothers." Zhou Yisheng spoke of this with confidence. Pu Guanshui indeed said so. As long as he didn't get involved in breaking the fortified village and didn't cause trouble for the Commander, the Commander would definitely back him up, and that Liu Ba would count as nothing completely.

"That is deciding for you New Army, not deciding for us common people." Zhou Xingrui answered. But hearing that perhaps he could borrow the power of the big official, he was not completely unmoved.

Zhou Yisheng hurriedly answered: "Great-Grandpa, the fleet just heard someone fire a gun. Commander sent us few brothers to come and see. He is waiting for me to go back and report with the fleet at the dock now. How about you go and see with me?" An important reason he said this was also that there was a doctor on the fleet; he was anxious to let the doctor treat his sister.

Zhou Xingrui thought for a while but sighed, "Little Five, I won't go. This time we must attack the fortified village. You don't want to get involved in this matter; I won't force you either. But if you want the fellow villagers to survive, you must not let the officers and soldiers come to suppress us. Otherwise, Little Five, don't say your Great-Grandpa turns his face and doesn't recognize people."

After dropping the harsh words, Zhou Xingrui turned his head back. Hearing this conversation, many fellow villagers nearby already had expressions of hope on their faces. Zhou Xingrui shouted loudly: "Fellow villagers, have you seen a government that speaks for the common people? Little Five also said just now that the big official of the New Army sent Little Five to see his family. Why should they exert effort for us? Besides, we have already eaten the last bit of food. If we don't attack Liu Ba's fortified village, even if the big official of the New Army stays neutral, waiting one more day means starving to death."

"But since there are so many boats coming, we ask them for some food..." Still some common people had illusions.

"Haha," Zhou Xingrui sneered, "Ask officials for grain? Little Five is New Army, and the one coming is a big official of the New Army. Why should they give us grain? Flooded for so long, no one in the county gave us grain. Do we still expect people from the New Army coming from afar to give us grain? What are you thinking?"

These words extinguished everyone's hope instantly. It wasn't that no one ran to the county town trying to ask for life-saving grain, but not a single person could beg for even a grain. There was not even porridge distribution in the county. One's own county was like this; asking soldiers coming from afar for grain? It would be good if soldiers didn't harm the common people.

Seeing everyone temporarily got rid of the illusion about New Army officers, Zhou Xingrui raised the pistol in his hand high, "We have sworn an oath in front of this gun just now. If the heart is not sincere, Heaven kill me, the gun kill me. The bullet has spirit, sanctity, and eyes! Let's go! If you are men, walk forward. Your women and children are still waiting for a mouthful of life-saving food."

Hearing this, Lu Zhengping realized that the strange gunshot just now turned out to be two shots fired when everyone swore an oath. There was no meaning of targeting the fleet at all.

After Zhou Xingrui finished shouting, regardless of how many people followed behind, he took the lead and walked. The common people started walking one after another. Some held hoes, forks, or simply crude spears made of dead tree branches. Some carried ladders, presumably intending to climb the fortified village wall with ladders. The common people either buried their heads and followed Zhou Xingrui; even the common people who turned their heads to look at Zhou Yisheng didn't stop their steps. They were ragged, thin, and haggard. But no one stopped; no one begged anymore. Such a group of common people went resolutely towards the distant landlord's fortified village to survive.

Except for tattered clothes and crude weapons, the common people had nothing. They were about to engage in bloody slaughter. But these common people didn't plunder the Zhou brothers close at hand and Lu Zhengping who was a stranger. Looking at the backs of the common people, Lu Zhengping suddenly felt a kind of unbearableness in his heart. As an Insurance Corps soldier, Lu Zhengping didn't think he should let the Insurance Corps get involved in such a battle, but he himself suddenly wanted to fight with these common people very much. Because what these common people needed was merely to survive. No one had any reason to criticize such a request.

The Zhou brothers were already pulling each other walking in another direction. Lu Zhengping reached out and stopped them, "You come back to the fleet with me now."

Zhou Yisheng was surprised; Lu Zhengping's voice contained a very unfriendly attitude. This was completely different from the friendly practice of Lu Zhengping and another Insurance Corps soldier holding him to march not long ago.

"This brother, I want to go home and see my sister now." Zhou Yisheng explained.

"So many fellow villagers are going to die for nothing soon, and you want to see your sister now?" Lu Zhengping asked word by word, "Is your fucking conscience eaten by dogs?"

Ignoring whatever Zhou Yisheng wanted to say, Lu Zhengping grabbed Zhou Yisheng's shoulder, "Go back to the fleet with me now. We take your brother along. Go report the situation to the Detachment Commander for me immediately."

"Then my sister..." Zhou Yisheng still wanted to explain his reason.

"Don't you just want to see a doctor for your sister? The doctor is over at the fleet. If you really want to save your sister, go find the doctor for me now too." Lu Zhengping was already scolding Zhou Yisheng angrily. After speaking, regardless of what Zhou Yisheng wanted to do, Lu Zhengping dragged the Zhou brothers and walked back.

Seeing the common people had left, and seeing Lu Zhengping dragging people back forcibly, the squad leader of the reconnaissance team hurried to greet him with the other two soldiers. Hearing Lu Zhengping report the situation, the squad leader looked at the indignant Lu Zhengping, the baffled Zhou Yisheng, and the fearful Zhou Yizheng seriously, and just said a simple sentence, "Meet up with the main force immediately."

Seeing the comrades of the reconnaissance team return safely, a big stone in Zhang Yu's heart fell to the ground. But Lu Zhengping's highly tendentious speech made Zhang Yu furious immediately. This operation was for everyone to pick up people, not for everyone to fight. Except that Lu Zhengping didn't dare to say directly to let the Insurance Corps send troops to help the fellow villagers break the fortified village, other hint-like inflammatory language was already very clear. A small scout dared to mess around like this. If it weren't that the Insurance Corps system didn't allow beating and scolding soldiers, and the Soldiers' Committee also had enough ability to check and balance officers, Zhang Yu would almost have cursed loudly in public. Even so, Zhang Yu still said loudly grumpily: "Asking you to report the situation, just report the situation properly. Don't say other useless stuff."

Hearing this, Lu Zhengping also felt he went a bit overboard. Although the chivalrous heart unique to young people in his heart made him want to help those common people very much, no matter what, he still couldn't say the words of letting the Insurance Corps participate in the battle personally. Along the way, Lu Zhengping kept accelerating, but thinking carefully about attacking the fortified village, Lu Zhengping knew this was not as simple as imagined.

When Lu Zhengping reported the situation, Zhou Yisheng dared not utter a sound, although this concerned his family and his fellow villagers. As an old-style soldier, he didn't have the guts to express his opinion bravely like the soldiers of new-style armies like the Insurance Corps. The old army stressed hierarchy most. Except for hierarchy, officers completely lacked the righteous cause to make soldiers obey. So they had to deliberately emphasize the "unalterable principle" of hierarchy even more. Maintain the operation of the old army through various hierarchical privileges. And such a system made soldiers have to obey the will of the superior when facing things. Soldiers dared not make their own requests to the superior at all. Because they knew it was useless to raise them.

Pu Guanshui listened to Lu Zhengping's words quietly, and looked at the trembling Zhou Yisheng. He felt very regretful in his heart. As a soldier, the relationship the army should have in Pu Guanshui's ideal was the relationship between famous generals like Li Guang and soldiers recorded in history. But reality is a ruthless teacher. Pu Guanshui's military experience made him understand that was merely a legend. In the military education received in Germany, soldiers were merely combat units used for consumption. In China, even for existence like the Beiyang New Army, soldiers were just insignificant pawns in this military group. They only had the obligation to obey but no right to speak. Looking at the heartfelt initiative of the Insurance Corps soldiers, Pu Guanshui envied Chen Ke for being able to have such autonomous subordinates.

While thinking, Pu Guanshui saw Zhang Yu look at himself with a probing gaze. He didn't say anything to Zhang Yu but asked Zhou Yisheng, "Yisheng, what plans do you have?"

Being asked by Pu Guanshui like this, Zhou Yisheng hurriedly said: "Lord Pu, I want to let the military doctor see my sister." After speaking, he looked at Pu Guanshui with begging eyes. One cares about one's own affairs most. Zhou Yisheng was mentally prepared; even if beaten and scolded by Pu Guanshui, he would beg until Pu Guanshui agreed. Moreover, Commander Pu was a rare good boss. Zhou Yisheng felt his request could still get Pu Guanshui's approval. Sure enough, Pu Guanshui nodded, "This is natural; I will send a military doctor over immediately. Besides seeing a doctor for your sister, does Yisheng have other thoughts?"

Zhou Yisheng couldn't quite figure out Pu Guanshui's thoughts. He said somewhat shrinking back: "As long as I can save my sister and take my brother and sister back to Fengtai County, I have no other thoughts. Master, please fulfill this lowly person's wish by all means."

"Then those fellow villagers of yours going to attack the fortified village; do you have no other thoughts?" Pu Guanshui asked in a gentle probing tone.

Although Pu Guanshui's original intention was to let Zhou Yisheng relax—if Zhou Yisheng proposed wanting to help fellow villagers attack the fortified village, Pu Guanshui would definitely support Zhou Yisheng's idea—but this tone sounded like a thorough warning to Zhou Yisheng. That was Pu Guanshui warning Zhou Yisheng in a gentle way not to raise any other "excessive thoughts."

"Sir, this lowly person absolutely dares not cause you trouble. Being able to come back to save my family this time, this lowly person is already grateful." Zhou Yisheng answered decisively hurriedly. Honestly speaking, this wasn't polite talk either. If Pu Guanshui didn't let Zhou Yisheng go home, Zhou Yisheng had to obey orders honestly. Even if his hometown was close at hand, it wouldn't work. Otherwise, the harsh military discipline of the New Army would never spare Zhou Yisheng. The Anhui New Army claimed to be a "New Army," but there was no essential difference from other old-style armies.

Hearing this, Pu Guanshui's face sank like water, brows slightly frowned. Lu Zhengping pursed his mouth, and a look of anger appeared on his face. Instead, Zhang Yu felt these words sounded very pleasing to the ear. Publicly and privately, Zhang Yu didn't want to go save people. Publicly, dragging the fleet into unnecessary trouble would only affect the troop's plan. Everyone was in a disaster area; who saves whom? If this Liujiapu was like the current Fengtai County, and Fengtai County's situation was like Liujiapu, Zhang Yu could be sure first that Liujiapu would absolutely not send boats to Fengtai County to pick people up. As for saving Fengtai refugees, it would be good if Liujiapu didn't loot a burning house.

Privately, Zhang Yu believed that although soldiers eating grain was unalterable principles, this grain and equipment were raised by officers. Since soldiers ate the grain, they basically belonged to the officers' property. Selling lives for officers was also unalterable principles. If officers didn't speak, where was the room for soldiers to act on their own? In Zhang Yu's view, Zhou Yisheng's attitude of knowing propriety could be regarded as a model. While Lu Zhengping's mentality was a lawless appearance.

"Captain Zhang, I want to say something with the New Army brothers." Pu Guanshui said to Zhang Yu.

Looking at Pu Guanshui's expression, Zhang Yu had guessed Pu Guanshui's mind. He said seriously: "Commander Pu, my task is to pick up and drop off everyone on time. Please don't make it difficult for me, okay?" Seeing Pu Guanshui didn't speak, Zhang Yu knew his words didn't move Pu Guanshui. He continued: "Commander Pu, you were there when the plan was formulated. If you wanted to help these refugees at that time, why didn't you say it straight then? Moreover, if Brigade Commander Chen wanted to help these refugees at that time, with his straightforward nature, he would have proposed it then. Now you remember to help these refugees, but what about the plan? Commander Pu, if you help the refugees here in Liujiapu attack the fortified village, do you want to help the refugees in the next place? If you do this place by place, is this plan still going to be executed?"

Pu Guanshui listened to Zhang Yu's words silently. He instantly felt only an extreme powerlessness. Zhang Yu was right; if he saved refugees place by place, the original plan would be too late to execute. More importantly, Pu Guanshui himself didn't have enough strength to complete these tasks. The government definitely couldn't be counted on; the power of the Insurance Corps must be borrowed. But now the Insurance Corps was not under Pu Guanshui's command at all. The command power was in Zhang Yu's hands. If Zhang Yu disagreed, Pu Guanshui could only rely on New Army officers and soldiers. Were New Army officers and soldiers willing to risk their lives to break fortified villages for refugees in the disaster area? Pu Guanshui looked at Zhou Yisheng, who lowered his head cautiously beside him, and basically held no illusions in his heart.

But even if he could understand the current situation rationally, there was another voice in Pu Guanshui's chest saying completely different words to him. "Why not try? Chen Ke could make such a big thing in Fengtai County, even seeing victory over natural disasters soon. Why can't I save the fellow villagers of New Army brothers? Can save people throwing themselves into the water along the way, but can't save these common people who dare to attack the fortified village?"

These words in his heart generated a hot thing in Pu Guanshui's chest, making him restless. Pu Guanshui, who always had neat military appearance, stood up abruptly. His fingers touched the tightly buttoned collar hook, almost wanting to unbutton it. To save China from foreigners, shouldn't we first save these common people from death? But, where are the people? Where are the guns? How to tell the brothers following him, "You have to fight for the common people, to die?"

Zhang Yu stared at Pu Guanshui's movements tightly. Seeing Pu Guanshui's face turn red and white, but never speaking, he didn't press further. Zhang Yu came from a family of petty clerks; his family had always taught him how to guess the minds of those in high positions. So far, only a few people in high positions in the People's Party he couldn't see through. Zhang Yu could still guess other people's minds. As long as this impulse in Pu Guanshui's heart subsided, reality would always make Pu Guanshui quiet down. At that time, what Pu Guanshui needed was just an excuse to convince Pu Guanshui himself. And Zhang Yu had already thought of several excuses for Pu Guanshui. At that time, depending on Pu Guanshui's mind, take them out one by one to try; there would always be one that could let Pu Guanshui find a way out. Next, Zhang Yu would act completely according to the plan; just sending people and picking people up would do.

So Zhang Yu waited quietly, saying nothing.

"Sir! Please save our fellow villagers." A mournful cry suddenly erupted in the venue. The one shouting this sentence was not Zhou Yisheng, but Zhou Yisheng's third brother, Zhou Yizheng. After he was brought here with his brother, he hadn't dared to speak all along. This group of strangers was dressed neatly one by one, with good complexions, having the composure of people who had seen the big world in their gestures. Zhou Yizheng, tortured by hunger for a long time, dared not interrupt at all. But listening to these people talk, unexpectedly many people tried to save the common people, tried to help the common people conquer the fortified village. Although he didn't know what status Pu Guanshui had exactly in this group of people, it should be very high. Some hope immediately arose in his heart.

Watching Pu Guanshui prepare to act but stopped by another person who was obviously the leader, Zhou Yizheng's heart became cold again. Since the flood, he struggled on the death line every day, seeing death almost every day. His parents and sister died of hunger; his elder sister was dying. Distant relatives, close neighbors, friends around, or just fellow villagers who could greet each other when meeting, died one by one. Zhou Yizheng felt more and more despair in his heart; self-salvation seemed hopeless. Because of this, Zhou Yizheng longed more and more for someone to come and save them.

And Pu Guanshui, who was preparing to save them, looked worse and worse. Zhou Yizheng's intuition felt very keenly that Pu Guanshui was preparing to give up. If it were before, Zhou Yizheng would absolutely not dare to come and beg. He had always been honest and never dared to provoke those rich and powerful people, let alone the high officials of the Imperial Court. But at this moment, Zhou Yizheng couldn't bear it anymore. He threw himself forward and knelt at Pu Guanshui's feet, hugging Pu Guanshui's legs tightly, shouting hoarsely, "Sir! Save the fellow villagers. Sir! Save the fellow villagers."

Hearing this cry for help, Pu Guanshui's face turned iron-green, but he didn't move. Zhou Yizheng shook Pu Guanshui's leg, trying hard to find words that could convince Pu Guanshui. But he could only repeat again and again, "Sir! Save the fellow villagers. Sir! Save the fellow villagers."

Zhang Yu stared at Zhou Yizheng with disgust in his expression. But the faces of those cadres and soldiers of the reconnaissance battalion were iron-green like Pu Guanshui. Everyone gritted their teeth, fists clenched tightly. Zhou Yisheng saw his big brother begging so desperately, scared pale.

Zhou Yizheng completely couldn't see everyone's expression. Seeing Pu Guanshui silent, he just felt his begging was really unconvincing. But asking people to do things for him, Zhou Yizheng had absolutely nothing to reward. Although this man was honest, he always had backbone. He suddenly stopped begging, looked up, and said loudly: "Sir, as long as you are willing to save everyone, I will be the first to go up when attacking the fortified village; I will be the first to die. Sir, let me be the first to die."

Pu Guanshui took a deep breath. He grabbed Zhou Yizheng's shoulder, but shouted to Zhou Yisheng: "Zhou Yisheng!"

Hearing the Anhui New Army Deputy Commander, this high-ranking officer ranked top three in the Anhui New Army, shout, Zhou Yisheng was scared into kneeling on the ground with a thud. "Sir..." Zhou Yisheng only felt his heart almost stop beating. Looking up at Pu Guanshui's iron-green face, those eyes that seemed to burn with raging fire. His lips trembled, muscles on his face twitched, and he couldn't speak.

"Zhou Yisheng, you go out and pass the order. Let the New Army brothers assemble." Pu Guanshui ordered loudly.

Zhou Yisheng never knew an angry person could emit such a violent aura. That anger made Zhou Yisheng weak all over, almost collapsing completely on the ground. This New Army soldier was used to the rules of the Anhui New Army; the superior's order was heaven and absolutely could not be disobeyed. Although he also wanted to obey the order, his body couldn't move at all. An indescribable terror made Zhou Yisheng numb all over, freezing there.

Pu Guanshui ignored his subordinate. He pulled up Zhou Yizheng kneeling on the ground. Whether because the strength became unusually large under excited emotions, or because long hunger reduced Zhou Yizheng's weight severely, Pu Guanshui only felt he pulled Zhou Yizheng up like lifting a chick.

"Do you really dare to lead the charge for me?" Pu Guanshui stared tightly at Zhou Yizheng's eyes and asked.

"I dare! I dare! If I don't dare, may Heaven destroy me." Zhou Yizheng answered.

"Very good, follow me." After Pu Guanshui finished speaking, he strode out. Zhou Yizheng looked at his fifth brother shivering in place, wanted to say something, but said nothing, just following Pu Guanshui staggeringly and walking out.

The situation changed drastically in an instant, running completely counter to what Zhang Yu thought. Zhang Yu's face turned iron-green with anger. He stared tightly at the backs of Pu Guanshui and Zhou Yizheng. His teeth couldn't help grinding loudly. Just then, he heard someone behind him say: "Captain Zhang, let's also hold a Party member meeting."

Angry Zhang Yu turned his head, only to see the speaker was Li Zhao, Political Commissar of the Waterway Detachment. Not knowing if it was a psychological effect, in Zhang Yu's view, the soldiers seemed to move closer to Li Zhao a lot. Li Zhao, who took two steps forward, seemed to be leading the cadres and soldiers to coerce Zhang Yu at this time.

"Comrades, our task is not to attack the fortified village." Zhang Yu shouted angrily.

No one answered. The cadres and soldiers just stared at Zhang Yu closely, saying nothing.

Zhang Yu was also quite angry, but he could become this detachment commander, occupying a deputy regiment level position. If he didn't know the significance and decisive status of the Party Committee, he could absolutely not be sitting in this position until now.

Sighing deeply, Zhang Yu finally responded, "Then let's hold a meeting!"

After speaking, Zhang Yu turned his head and glared fiercely at Zhou Yisheng who was still kneeling on the ground, "Our Insurance Corps is holding a meeting; you get out first." Zhang Yu finally couldn't help cursing.
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Up to now, the highest decision-maker in the Insurance Corps was Chen Ke; this was a recognized fact. Although Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized that the People's Party led the Insurance Corps, and when encountering urgent problems, everyone must convene a Party Committee meeting to make a decision. However, the convention of Party meetings until now was always Chen Ke speaking, and everyone discussing after listening. Like today, Party members independently requesting to convene a Party Committee meeting to decide the action of the Insurance Corps, this was the first time.

The Waterway Detachment was an old unit, and the Reconnaissance Battalion was an elite force. Chen Ke had been strengthening the political education of these two units. So these two units now had a total of 600 people, and Party members and probationary Party members reached a scale of 54 people. Although the proportion was less than 10%, the total number of People's Party members had just approached 300; proportionally speaking, it was already very high.

As the commander of this operation, Zhang Yu was not in a hurry to express his views. He first introduced the situation briefly, then asked Political Commissar Li Zhao to speak.

Li Zhao looked at the comrades but didn't speak immediately. This wasn't him playing mysterious, but he found he couldn't say anything. The work of the Political Commissar was actually very awkward at the current stage. Although known as Political Commissars of units at all levels, actually what they had to say and do was arranged by superiors, or rather Chen Ke and He Zudao. Among Political Commissars at all levels, those who could do the work assigned by the organization well were considered very excellent talents. Asking them to decide the action of the troops according to the People's Party program themselves, even He Zudao, recognized as the number one Political Commissar in the army, was just beginning. Let alone a novice like Li Zhao.

But one always has to speak in a meeting. Li Zhao's chest originally boiled with justice and passion. When he wanted to turn this justice and passion into his own words to pour out to the comrades, hoping the comrades would accept it, an inexplicable fear immediately overrode this emotion. Li Zhao was 22 years old this year, a native of Songjiang Prefecture. His grandfather's generation was considered middle peasants. Since Shanghai opened as a port, relying on selling grain and vegetables, life was passable. Church schools didn't charge tuition, so Li Zhao's grandfather sent Li Zhao's father to a church school. After graduation, he became a mechanic at the dock shipyard and established a relationship with the British. The Li family's fresh vegetables could always be sold to the British fleet, which guaranteed the Li family's profit. By Li Zhao's generation, he could even attend Fudan Public School.

Following Chen Ke from Shanghai to Anhui, after more than half a year of hard work, exposed to wind and sun, this young man with a round face and a height of 1.65 meters was tanned dark, and the bookish air on him was already very faint. But when he propagandized to the comrades based on his own understanding for the first time, Li Zhao seemed to suddenly return to the days when he was called up by the teacher to answer homework. Nervous inside, dry in the mouth, with an indescribable bitter taste. He just stood there, saying nothing.

Zhang Yu looked at Li Zhao, feeling amused in his heart. Zhang Yu, four years older than Li Zhao, came from a petty clerk family in Handan, Hebei. His family always hoped one of their children could pass the exam for a title. This way they could completely get rid of the family's awkward status. Zhang Yu was once a person the family regarded very highly. But when Zhang Yu was 18, facing the two choices of going to work in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau or continuing to study, Zhang Yu gave the opportunity to continue studying to his younger brother, and carried a small package himself on the road to the Tianjin Machinery Bureau.

In 1900, when Zhang Yu was 20, the Tianjin Machinery Bureau turned to ashes in flames and explosions. Zhang Yu, who participated in defending the Machinery Bureau, was seriously injured and barely saved his life. In the following few years, Zhang Yu worked in a private factory in Tianjin. It wasn't until Chen Ke arrived in Beijing in 1905 that he went to work at the Beijing Honeycomb Briquette Factory under Qin Tongren's introduction. Then, he resolutely gave up the opportunity to continue working in the honeycomb briquette factory, followed Shang Yuan to Shanghai, and then to Anhui. Accumulating merit, he became the Captain of the Waterway Detachment.

In terms of social experience, Zhang Yu was more than a little bit smarter than Li Zhao. So Zhang Yu didn't think Li Zhao could incite everyone's emotions. Because of this view, now that Li Zhao let the scene go cold, Zhang Yu didn't urge or mock. On the contrary, he looked at Li Zhao with very serious eyes.

"Comrades," Li Zhao finally spoke, "Now we have to discuss a matter at the Party meeting: whether to help the common people of Liujiapu attack the fortified village."

Everyone knew clearly what was to be discussed. No one spoke; Party members and probationary Party members waited quietly for Li Zhao to continue.

"I think it is necessary for us to fight. Our Insurance Corps is the people's army; we cannot watch the common people starve to death helplessly." These words should have been magnificent and forceful, but Li Zhao said them without any momentum at all.

Zhang Yu didn't blink, listening quietly. But in his heart, he had already noted down the first point to refute Li Zhao.

"Since we want to liberate the whole of China, Liujiapu will inevitably be liberated in the future. Liberating it now, at least we can get the support of the common people now. Future work will inevitably be much easier." Li Zhao continued. However, these words were spoken with a bit more passion.

Zhang Yu felt Li Zhao finally found some knack, but this was still not the main point. In such a mobilization meeting, what should be emphasized is inflammatory nature, not rationality or long-term consideration. This was also the reason why Zhang Yu drove Zhou Yisheng away. If Zhou Yisheng stated his family's misery and the heartlessness of the landlord in the fortified village with tears and snot, it could at least stimulate everyone's sympathy. Then expounding the righteous mission of the People's Party could encourage the comrades' fighting spirit. After mobilizing the comrades' emotions, then expounding the many benefits of attacking the fortified village to the revolutionary cause, he could naturally get the comrades' support.

In the early days of arriving in Fengtai County, Chen Ke mobilized the comrades' fighting spirit like this, successfully establishing the current situation with the People's Party as the core. And Li Zhao obviously hadn't learned the essence of Chen Ke's speech. He Zudao, as the number one political commissar in the army, had already mastered these, while Li Zhao was still tender.

Sure enough, as Zhang Yu thought, because Li Zhao couldn't grasp the essence of the problem, the effect of his speech was limited. Although everyone was listening seriously, their brows began to frown. But Li Zhao could climb to this position not completely by eating dry rice (being useless). Seeing the situation was wrong, he didn't speak much more and simply ended the speech. "I'll say this much first; now let Captain Zhang talk about his views."

Not bad, not bad, Zhang Yu thought secretly. If it really doesn't work, hand over the speaking right to the other party immediately, look at the other party's words, and refute specifically; this is also a strategy. This was a strategy Chen Ke once narrated.

Zhang Yu stood up, looked around first like Chen Ke. His eyes were bright, looking at every comrade's eyes seriously and carefully. Only then did he start his words. "Comrades, I originally didn't support attacking the fortified village, but I somewhat support it now. But I want to ask everyone a sentence: whose armed force is the Insurance Corps? The Insurance Corps is the gun; who commands the gun? The Party commands the gun! Who should the Insurance Corps listen to? The Insurance Corps should listen to the Party. We Party members present now are the ones deciding the action of our detachment now." Zhang Yu said these words powerfully and resonantly. No one would think Zhang Yu didn't believe this. Even those comrades who hoped to send troops now were the same.

"Then, as Party members, the superior Party organization gave us the great power to command this fleet. We cannot act on our own; we must be worthy of the superior Party organization. Secretary Chen Ke saw us off personally representing the superior Party organization; we must be worthy of Secretary Chen Ke. Cannot let Secretary Chen Ke, let the superior Party organization be disappointed in us. What task did the Party organization give us? Comrades, what exactly is the task the Party organization gave us?" Zhang Yu asked repeatedly, then looked at the Party members' eyes one by one. Under the pressure of Zhang Yu's gaze, everyone was recalling the Party organization's order.

Seeing the thoughtful expressions of the comrades, Zhang Yu already knew he successfully brought the comrades' train of thought onto his own track. But just being triumphant for this moment, Zhang Yu's face suddenly changed. He suddenly remembered one thing, a thing he had ignored. Suddenly, Zhang Yu understood the true intention of the superior Party organization.

The gaffe only lasted for a moment; Zhang Yu had recovered the serious expression just now. "Whether to attack the fortified village and save the common people? Did the Party tell us before this mission?"

This question was asked very cleverly. The Party organization said a lot; which sentence exactly was the explanation for whether to attack the fortified village? Everyone didn't figure it out for a moment.

Zhang Yu didn't let everyone think too much; he announced the answer directly. "Before setting off, Commissar He asked us two questions. The first question: going out this time will definitely see very many tragic things; the Party organization asked if comrades were mentally prepared? The second question: do comrades want to save these common people? How to save these common people?"

Party members looked at each other; many people suddenly realized. While some were still a bit confused. Zhang Yu was excited to confirm that he finally grasped the superior's idea, and on the other hand, scolded his own stupidity in his heart. Since the decision was made, Zhang Yu didn't hold back anymore, didn't keep a hand. He said loudly: "Why did the Party organization ask this? Why didn't they order us to attack the fortified village directly? This is the Party organization's care for us. To save the common people, we have to take out grain solidly. We don't have this grain. To save the common people, we have to help them fight for this grain. Picking up and dropping off people this time is a temporary job. The Party organization doesn't know the specific situation. Asking us to relieve the common people is naturally impossible. Asking us to mobilize the common people, we don't even know if the common people want to fight desperately with the people in the fortified village. If we attack on our own initiative, maybe the common people will think we are a group of robbers. Ruining things instead. So the Party organization said nothing; Commissar He could only speak to this extent."

Once these words were clarified, comrades suddenly realized. There was immediate discussion in the venue. Some comrades felt Commissar He Zudao had many twisty intestines (tricks); most comrades felt Commissar He was really a considerate person. But whether to attack the fortified village was no longer the focus of discussion.

"Comrades, be quiet." Zhang Yu shouted, "Since everyone held this meeting, we must consider realistically. Attacking the fortified village, do we fight with the common people, or do we fight alone? How to fight this battle? What to do if people die in the fight? What to do if someone is injured? Are there enough doctors? Is temporary medical care enough? Are our weapons enough? Oh, by the way, decide now immediately. Heard from Comrade Lu Zhengping that the fellow villagers have already set off to attack the fortified village. Should we rush over now, or send people to stop them immediately? We must make a decision immediately."

Hearing this, People's Party members began to ponder immediately. This was indeed a big matter. Previously, such things were completely decided by Chen Ke and the Military Commission; everyone just listened to orders. Now asking everyone to make decisions, everyone really couldn't think of specific methods for a moment. Everyone's eyes couldn't help falling on Zhang Yu again.

Being watched by so many people with eyes of expectation and trust, Zhang Yu felt great satisfaction in his heart. Previously, such eyes were cast on Chen Ke, on those leaders with higher status. Among those eyes were also Zhang Yu's own eyes. Now Zhang Yu could finally receive such attention himself. He was really incomparably joyful. Looking at the dumbfounded Insurance Corps Political Commissar Li Zhao, Zhang Yu already knew that he completely overrode Li Zhao now. The object everyone was convinced by was no longer Li Zhao, but him, Zhang Yu.

To convince the crowd, first of all, you yourself must have an attitude in your heart that can truly move everyone, a stance that everyone can approve of. Zhang Yu, who had experienced the line of life and death, knew this very well. Back then when he followed Admiral Nie Shicheng to defend the Tianjin Machinery Bureau, everyone was moved by Admiral Nie's righteousness. Without even saying much, just Admiral Nie Shicheng's eyes and those simple words were enough to let everyone know that the time to risk their lives had come.

Although until now, Zhang Yu had never regretted his choice at that time. But after that time, Zhang Yu firmly believed one thing: justice cannot solve problems. No matter how righteous you are, how your deeds can go down in history, there must be matching power behind this justice. Otherwise, you are just filling the ditch for those who master the righteous cause. The reason Zhang Yu followed Shang Yuan and Chen Ke was that these two people, besides possessing a heart of justice, had the power and strategy to implement their ideals. And now, Zhang Yu had very likely stepped on the road to stand side by side with these two people. Although Zhang Yu's current power still originated from these two people, no one was born to possess the power to "decide justice."

But such little getting carried away didn't last long. Zhang Yu was someone who had experienced the test of death after all. He knew thinking too much would only make him lose his bearings. Where Chen Ke was superior to Zhang Yu was that he knew what kind of organization to build. Zhang Yu was convinced wholeheartedly on this point. Confucius said, "The superior man stands in awe of three things: he stands in awe of the ordinances of Heaven, he stands in awe of great men, he stands in awe of the words of sages. The mean man does not know the ordinances of Heaven, and consequently does not stand in awe of them; he is disrespectful to great men, and makes sport of the words of sages." Since Chen Ke was far superior to him now, then Zhang Yu should obey orders under Chen Ke wholeheartedly. If this was the mandate of Heaven, Zhang Yu would absolutely not challenge it.

Throwing away selfish thoughts, Zhang Yu discussed with comrades simply and clearly, and then sent out two waves of personnel.

The People's Party meeting was full of twists and turns, but also sparks flew. On the other side, the meeting of the Anhui New Army could only be described as a pool of stagnant water, covered with dark clouds.

The assembly of the New Army was far less fast than the Insurance Corps, although the number was much smaller than the Insurance Corps. But the Insurance Corps meeting had been held for a good while before the New Army officers and soldiers assembled. Looking at Pu Guanshui's gloomy face, the New Army officers and soldiers were scared into silence. They didn't know who did what wrong to provoke the Commander so angry. At the same time, they looked at the dirty refugee behind Pu Guanshui whose face was like a living skeleton, limbs thin as hemp stalks, clothes ragged, and a large piece of clothes on the chest broken, with doubtful eyes. Everyone felt very puzzled why such a person followed the Commander.

"This person is Zhou Yisheng's brother, Zhou Yizheng. This person is the current refugee in Anhui. Did everyone see what he looks like?"

As soon as Pu Guanshui's voice fell, the face of every New Army officer and soldier became extremely bad. Could their own relatives look like this too? This very practical association made the hearts of New Army officers and soldiers fall into an ice cave.

Pu Guanshui's voice was very low, "Not just this person; now the common people in Anhui all look like this. Just now, hundreds of refugees have gone to break the fortified village of Liujiapu to find food to survive the disaster year. But in my opinion, I'm afraid they can't break the fortified village."

Hearing this, almost all New Army officers and soldiers had sympathetic looks on their faces, but only that kind of sympathy like a fox mourning the death of a rabbit. Seeing such expressions, Pu Guanshui was very disappointed. Pu Guanshui remembered the indignant expression of that Insurance Corps soldier named Lu Zhengping very clearly just now. Lu Zhengping's home was in Fengtai County, having nothing to do with the common people of Liujiapu. Moreover, Fengtai County maintained everyone's survival anyway; presumably, his family definitely had no worry about food and clothing. Yet Lu Zhengping's indignation far exceeded that of the Zhou brothers whose home was in Liujiapu. As for these New Army officers and soldiers who should have camaraderie, they couldn't compare even more.

What the New Army officers and soldiers showed was fear instead. They were merely fearing Pu Guanshui as the Commander. While the soldiers of the Insurance Corps dared to raise opinions to their superior. Also being an army, why was the gap between the two sides so big?

"Should we go help Zhou Yisheng?" Pu Guanshui asked loudly.

For such a simple question, no one in the New Army officers and soldiers dared to utter a sound. After a while, finally someone emboldened himself to ask: "Lord Pu, aren't we here just to help us take our families to Fengtai?"

"That's right, we are here to help everyone. Then should we help the refugees of Liujiapu?" Pu Guanshui continued to ask.

No one dared to speak on this question. In the minds of New Army officers and soldiers, "Sweep the snow from one's own door; do not care about the frost on others' roofs!" This was the correct principle. Saving one's own family, relatives, and friends was already the limit of good deeds in the minds of these officers and soldiers. Helping those refugees who had nothing to do with them, what benefit was there for the officers and soldiers themselves? Obviously none.

Moreover, in the current disaster year, except for anomalies like Fengtai County that could let common people have a mouthful of food, which place with grain wasn't a big household's fortified village? Attacking a fortified village cost lives. Why risk one's life for strangers? There is no such reason in the world.

But there were people with clear minds after all. A battalion commander said: "Lord Pu, if you ask those fortified villages to release grain, as long as you go to talk personally, presumably they will give you face no matter what. We will definitely follow you."

Hearing this, Pu Guanshui sneered.

Pu Guanshui was not a fool. He was not ignorant of officialdom and human relationship ways. Coming from an official family, Pu Guanshui naturally couldn't be unaware of these. It was just that he didn't like such practices at all. Pu Guanshui had always believed these established practices were wrong. Pu Guanshui knew the result of coming forward to ask for grain very clearly. Nothing more than the other party thinking he was extorting contributions (*da qiu feng*). Either they wouldn't let him into the fortified village at all, then send him a sum of gift money and tea money for New Army brothers. Or timid ones would symbolically release enough grain for the common people to eat for a few days. Anyway, it was useless work. The fortified village felt that as long as they could save Pu Guanshui's face, that was enough. What did the life and death of the common people have to do with those landlords in the fortified village?

This was also the essential difference Pu Guanshui believed existed between him and these landlords. Pu Guanshui sincerely hoped to save China and save the common people. If he only had such a broad and vague concept before, since reading Chen Ke's book, Pu Guanshui understood more and more why this world was so cruel. Although he didn't deal with Chen Ke much personally, just that set of *Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism* made Pu Guanshui firmly believe that Chen Ke was a person who could save China and save the world's common people. That was why Pu Guanshui respected Chen Ke so much and was willing to join the revolution led by Chen Ke.

Seeing the reality of Fengtai County and participating in this operation of picking up and dropping off the New Army proved even more that Chen Ke was practicing the ideal of saving the common people. Taking the world as one's own responsibility—anyone can say such big words. Pu Guanshui had seen so many high officials. In this era when China suffered foreign invasion and internal and external troubles, most of them hung these words on their lips. But such words were just their excuses. And in just this one day today, Pu Guanshui saw dozens of young people intending to shoulder this responsibility. And these people were not Chen Ke's diehard followers; they were just some ordinary officers and soldiers among the eight thousand soldiers of the Insurance Corps.

Just today, the revolutionary soldiers Pu Guanshui saw who were willing to save the common people with practical actions were more than the total number of people he had seen in his life who were willing to do something practical for the common people.

And these New Army officers and soldiers in front of him, even if their fellow villagers were struggling on the death line, they still dared not express anything. What exactly were they afraid of?

Although Pu Guanshui was full of passion when convening the New Army officers and soldiers, having said just these few words to the New Army officers and soldiers, Pu Guanshui felt somewhat dispirited. He couldn't help sighing, "If the fortified village only gives the common people grain for a few days, as soon as we leave, the common people will still starve to death in a few days. Do you think there is any use doing this?"

The New Army officers and soldiers looked at each other. Although these words made sense, what could the New Army officers and soldiers do?

"Then we can't break the fortified village, right? What's the difference between that and bandits?" A bold officer said. Pu Guanshui looked; that person was named Xu Qingnian, and his family had a fortified village.

Yes, in Xu Qingnian's view, breaking a fortified village was treason and heresy. People who broke fortified villages were bandits. As for the starving common people, they deserved it. Pu Guanshui didn't want to say Xu Qingnian was wrong to say so. He looked around carefully at his subordinates. Among them, if speaking truthfully, at least twenty percent either had fortified villages at home or at least could live in fortified villages. Asking them to break fortified villages was something not to even think about.

I still didn't consider things thoroughly! Pu Guanshui suddenly felt a great powerlessness.

Just then, someone ran over suddenly. The New Army officers and soldiers stared at the comer one by one. Pu Guanshui was disheartened at this time and didn't even want to waste the effort to turn his head.

"Commander Pu, our Detachment Commander invites you," the comer shouted.

Pu Guanshui announced the New Army stand here for now, and followed the comer to the command post of the Insurance Corps Waterway Detachment. He saw the command post already presented a kind of extreme busyness. Seeing Pu Guanshui come in, Zhang Yu stood up immediately to greet him. "Commander Pu, we have decided to attack the fortified village. Are there any New Army brothers willing to participate?"

"What?" Pu Guanshui knew Zhang Yu didn't want to attack the fortified village. He was completely confused by such a big change in attitude in such a short time.

Seeing Pu Guanshui silent, Zhang Yu asked again, "Commander Pu, are there any New Army brothers willing to participate in attacking the fortified village?"
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After the Insurance Corps Waterway Detachment began preparing for battle, the preparation speed of the field hospital was unexpectedly the fastest. This matter shocked Pu Guanshui greatly. Actually, this hospital was very simple. Just some simple stretchers, opium paste for pain relief. Probes to find the position of bullets, some knives to dig out bullets, and needles and threads for suturing wounds. As well as bandages for dressing. The soldier tags of Insurance Corps soldiers had blood types on them. Manual centrifuges for testing blood types, needles for drawing and transfusing blood, and hanging bottles for transfusing saline were originally packed in fixed boxes. Now taking them out and checking once was enough.

There were two platoons totaling 24 army doctors on the fleet this time. After checking the equipment against the regulations, the two platoons of transport teams and army doctor teams formed a field hospital. Everyone packed up their things, ready to set off at any time.

Chen Ke never thought forming an army hospital would dampen morale. On the contrary, Chen Ke believed that letting wounded soldiers howl on the battlefield would deal a heavy blow to morale. Only when soldiers knew they would definitely receive the most dedicated treatment would everyone fight with peace of mind.

Compared to the field hospital, although other departments were formed faster, the preparation work was far less rapid. Scouts were sent out wave after wave. Staff officers studied against the drawings. Marching and troop deployment. Arrangement of guns and ammunition. These were all the most basic things.

This time the fleet not only had scouts but also engineer troops. They even brought a certain amount of explosives. As the commander-in-chief, Zhang Yu saw these things on the list and became more convinced of the superior's intention. If there wasn't a plan to attack the fortified village long ago, bringing guns and ammunition would be enough; there was no need to carry dangerous stuff like explosives. However, there was no need to explain these internal affairs of the Insurance Corps so clearly to Pu Guanshui, an outsider.

Learning that the Insurance Corps Waterway Detachment had decided to send troops, Pu Guanshui felt very ashamed. But Pu Guanshui was not the kind of person who couldn't let go. He asked Zhang Yu straightforwardly, "Captain Zhang, do you have any tasks for me to do?"

Zhang Yu actually wanted to see how capable Pu Guanshui, the Commander of the Anhui New Army, really was. If possible, Zhang Yu hoped this New Army Commander could lead the New Army to charge and shatter enemy lines. But now the wish was dashed, and Zhang Yu didn't want to create extra complications. "Commander Pu, you don't need to go to battle this time. But next time, I wonder if I can trouble Commander Pu to negotiate with the fortified village first. If we can avoid fighting, I think it's better not to fight for the time being. Even if we ask for half a month's grain first to let the common people survive these days. Our Insurance Corps can also transfer troops and supplies calmly. Otherwise, these guns and ammunition can't be replenished."

"This, I will think of a way." Pu Guanshui felt Zhang Yu's idea was very correct, although a considerable part of the Insurance Corps' arms was provided by Pu Guanshui now. But Pu Guanshui no longer regarded himself as New Army.

Zhang Yu continued: "The key is ammunition. Even ammunition is not a problem; the key is reloaded bullets."

This was actually not Zhang Yu's insight. At the military meeting, Chen Ke had talked about this matter to senior officers. In the future, the Insurance Corps would enter large-scale operations. In this era, the Insurance Corps must have a modern army. After hearing enough of the comrades' various strange requests, Chen Ke smiled and explained his plan. The Insurance Corps must build an arsenal capable of self-repairing various captured guns and producing reloaded bullets. "Reloaded bullets" mainly need primers, gunpowder, and warheads. Cartridge cases can use old ones. And there are also captured enemy bullet cases to supplement.

Hearing Zhang Yu's words, Pu Guanshui frowned slightly. He didn't expect this Detachment Commander of the Insurance Corps Waterway Detachment to have such insight. Zhang Yu didn't explain more. The scout team sent out earliest had already determined the marching route five *li* ahead. After reading the roughly drawn route map, Zhang Yu stood up, "Commander Pu, we are about to set off. Troublesome you to watch the New Army brothers well, and guard the boats together with our stay-behind personnel. Okay?"

Although knowing Zhang Yu's request was very reasonable, he wanted to save the lives of the common people so much, yet couldn't go to the battlefield now. Pu Guanshui only felt a burst of guilt. "Will definitely not disgrace the mission." Pu Guanshui answered seriously.

Amidst a burst of loud bugle calls, the main force of the Insurance Corps lined up according to configuration. Some soldiers knew there would be a battle but didn't know who the enemy was exactly. Zhang Yu didn't say much either, "Set off." He shouted. The crimson hammer and sickle Party flag was raised high and waved by the flag bearer. Then Political Commissar Li Zhao led the singing of the military song,

"Forward, forward, forward! Our team faces the sun, Treading on the motherland's earth, Carrying the nation's hope, We are an invincible force. We are the sons and brothers of the people, We are the armed force of the people, Never fearing, Never yielding, Fighting bravely, Until the reactionaries are wiped out clean, The banner of China flies high. Listen! The wind is howling, the bugle is sounding, Listen! How loud is the revolutionary song! Comrades stride neatly towards the battlefield of liberation, Comrades stride neatly towards the frontier of the motherland, Forward, Forward! Our team faces the sun, Towards the final victory, Towards the liberation of the whole country!"

Although they didn't know where their goal was, nor who their enemy was. Most soldiers didn't even know what revolution meant, let alone having the concept and ambition of liberating the whole of China. But when the military song was sung, this music completely different from the local Fengyang Flower Drum of Anhui also had a completely different feeling. Everyone knew there would be a battle, knew they would encounter enemies ahead. There was fear in their chests, but this fear didn't make a single person slow down their pace. Nor did anyone have the thought of fleeing before the battle. Because for a long time, they had been accustomed to advancing side by side with comrades, facing various difficulties and hardships side by side. The soldiers of the Insurance Corps sang the military song belonging only to their own troops with the Political Commissar, and the long column started marching almost simultaneously.

Almost at the same time, in front of the Liujiapu fortified village more than twenty *li* away, the refugees also began to act. Among the nearly a thousand refugees, there was no crying or shouting, no begging. In the few months of the disaster, they had exhausted all begging and crying. But the gate of this fortified village had been motionless like cast iron for months. Relatives who couldn't withstand hunger and disease had already passed away. Even if there were dying ones, it was just the difference between dying today and dying tomorrow. Everyone's only way out lay in whether they could break the fortified village. Looking at the high wall of several *zhang*, no one spoke, no one cried anymore. Anyway, it was death; either being beaten to death or fighting to death. As long as they could rush into the fortified village and get grain, those dying family members and themselves could survive.

The people above the fortified village had noticed these people long ago. The iron bell on the high watchtower and the iron bell inside the fortified village rang for a long time. The wall of the fortified village was black with people. Bird guns (*Niao Chong* - muskets) and other firearms, black muzzles pointed outside. Spearheads of long spears and broadswords flashed with metallic light. There must be at least more than a hundred people waiting in full battle array. Compared with these common people's weapons which could only be called crude, they could be said to be fully armed.

Master Liu Ba (*Liu Ba Ye*) was the owner of the fortified village. He was only in his early forties this year, a very strong and powerful man. Actually, when the flood started this year, no one expected it would evolve into the current appearance. Late spring and early summer, exactly when crops were growing madly, rain falling from the sky was a good thing. But no one expected this rain to last for more than 60 days. Watching the ground turn into ponds, ponds turn into lakes, lakes turn into a boundless sea.

Like other fortified villages, Master Liu Ba strictly ordered not to open the gate of the fortified village. All women and men lived separately. Rectifying the order inside the fortified village, outsiders were resolutely not allowed to enter. Master Liu Ba was also considered a very prestigious person in this Liujiapu. Like others who could build fortified villages, his ancestors also started from the Huai Army, fighting for wealth and honor amidst knives and guns. Relying on property robbed from everywhere, the family bought several thousand *mu* of land. Becoming a local big landlord. Inside this fortified village were all Liu family's relatives, divided by distance, living from inside to outside. Those who could live on the edge of the fortified village had to be relatives within four degrees. As the owner of the fortified village, Master Liu Ba firmly believed he had to plan for these relatives.

At least half of these family guards were Liu family clansmen. More men held long spears and pitchforks under the wall. Master Liu Ba climbed up the watchtower with his brother carrying a pistol. The condescending perspective was very good. The refugees were still outside the shooting range of muskets. Master Liu Ba saw the refugees didn't have any firearms, so he put the gun back into the holster and took out a single-tube "Thousand Li Eye" (telescope) from his bosom. This was a treasure passed down from Master Liu Ba's ancestors. Good stuff that only officers could use from the Huai Army era. Pulling open the "Thousand Li Eye" and placing it in front of his right eye, the situation of the refugees was seen clearly in an instant.

The guys held by those ragged refugees were really pitiful; besides farm tools, they were tree poles. Those few ladders were useless. The height was still quite short of the wall top. Master Liu Ba looked back under the wall. The boiling water in the big pot emitted white steam. Just pouring a few buckets on this group of poor bastards (*qiong bang zi*) would be enough to blister those bastards attacking his fortified village all over.

As the owner of the fortified village, Master Liu Ba did things very meticulously. He knew the height, advantages, and disadvantages of the fortified village like the back of his hand. Continuing to observe the number and arms of the refugees for a while, Master Liu Ba relaxed. With just these few hundred people wanting to break his fortified village, don't even think about it. But the only troublesome thing was how to deal with it after the battle. Those killed people piled outside the wall definitely wouldn't do. He still had to send people out to bury them. Thinking of this, a grudge arose in Master Liu Ba's heart. Couldn't these people die honestly at home? Must die outside his fortified village. After killing them, he still had to find monks and Taoist priests to perform rituals, which was spending a sum of money for nothing again.

But on second thought, Master Liu Ba saw there were some women among the refugees outside. This was also quite good. If capturing women and selling them to Shanghai, maybe he could earn a little. But this thought only flashed for a moment; cautious attitude immediately gained the upper hand. Master Liu Ba shouted loudly: "Beating back the bandits, everyone gets a reward of one hundred *wen* cash. After killing all these bandits later, we have to go out and clean up. I'll say this upfront now: I want dead ones, not live ones! Everyone can use their heads to claim rewards. One head, half a tael of silver. Two heads, one tael of silver. Whoever can chop off ten heads, I'll give him seven taels. Chop off twenty heads, I'll give him fifteen taels!"

Master Liu Ba's voice was loud and resonant; such a reward offer could be heard far away. A sound of "Oh!" immediately came from around! Such an incentive policy worked immediately. Even the eyes of the originally very nervous family guards flashed with excitement. In these years, one tael of silver was not a small amount. Let alone fifteen taels. Family guards who were originally unwilling to kill people felt they should at least chop off a head to claim some reward. As for those pugnacious people, they grinned even more. They made up their minds to do a big job and earn a lot of reward money. The morale inside the fortified village rose instantly.

Seeing everyone looking left and right excitedly and whispering to each other, Master Liu Ba came down from the watchtower with satisfaction and let his brother take over the actual command work. Either don't do things, or do them thoroughly. This was the family instruction passed down from ancestors who were Huai Army officers. The Huai Army eliminated the Taiping Army and the Nian Army running rampant for a time just like this. There was no need to be polite to those bandits. Even if these bandits were starving refugees about to die, Master Liu Ba still thought so. If there was anything to blame, go blame God. This sixty-day heavy rain was not requested by Master Liu Ba. During the flood, in order to stop the rain, Master Liu Ba also performed rituals. It's just that God didn't open his eyes; who had a way? Master Liu Ba even felt that the rain stopping had something to do with the rituals he spent money on.

Lending grain to these poor ghosts, could they afford to pay back? Since they couldn't afford to pay back, don't borrow; just starve to death yourself. Master Liu Ba's grain didn't come from the wind either. It was also obtained by sweat beads falling into eight pieces. Just looking at Master Liu Ba's glory now, but who still remembers that when the Liu family followed Lord Li Hongzhang to send troops back then, fifteen people left, and only one of Master Liu Ba's ancestors came back alive. This was property exchanged with life; why should it be enjoyed by these poor bastards outside the fortified village? Where is the reason for this?

Go find the Magistrate for natural disasters; what's the use of finding Master Liu Ba?

Sitting back on the chair near the gate of the fortified village, Master Liu Ba waited quietly for the battle to begin.

Zhou Xingrui looked at the high fortified village. He suddenly felt he had never felt before that this fortified village could be high to this degree. Need to tilt the head so high. A battle was about to start immediately. Zhou Xingrui then began to think nervously: am I ready? Climbing ladders, ladders are there. Ramming the door, the battering ram wasn't prepared too well. Everyone has no strength; how much strength is needed for this? Things that should have been planned long ago seemed not ready somehow. These fellow villagers hadn't practiced either; they just listened to some of his suggestions and saw he had a pistol. That's why they followed him.

He suddenly felt driving Zhou Yisheng away just now was wrong. At any rate, Zhou Yisheng was a soldier and knew more about fighting than he did. It would have been good if Zhou Yisheng could give him some ideas just now. But now it's too late to think anything. Besides charging, there is no other way.

"Niu Er, Er Gou, prepare to charge." Zhou Xingrui issued the order. These two people, one was Zhou Xingrui's nephew, one was his sister's son. The two children were responsible for commanding people to ram the door. Hearing the order, the two youths greeted other youths, "Everyone listen, ram the door open, go in and grab grain. Let our brothers pick first. If brothers die, let everyone's parents and siblings pick first. At this time, there is nothing to fear. Everyone charge."

Those responsible for ramming the door were all relatively sturdy young men. Hearing this, everyone didn't cheer either, just silently picked up their things.

Those were several tables tied together. Farm tables were clumsy. Only then could they last long. Among them, two tables, although old, looked quite good; even the lacquer on them could show some clues. Those were tables from the Zhou Yisheng and Zhou Yizheng brothers' home. Hemp ropes tied the tables to several long poles. Some once-tattered cotton quilts were spread on top. These cotton quilts didn't have much cotton left either; the cotton that could be eaten had long been eaten up. Just such a pile of tattered, fluffy stuff that one could hardly distinguish what it originally was.

A dozen young men lifted this thing used to prevent bullets. Seven or eight young men lifted the battering ram and rushed towards the gate of the fortified village.

Now responsible for guarding the wall of the fortified village was Master Liu Ba's brother, Liu Wentao. Actually, Master Liu Ba was only ranked eighth in his generation, not eighth among his brothers. His original name was Liu Wenxiu. Liu Wentao was Master Liu Ba's second brother. Always his brother's right-hand man. Looking at this "siege" guy, Liu Wentao almost laughed out loud. Wasn't this the stuff used by the Taiping Army back then that ancestors talked about? Such stuff dared to be used to attack his own fortified village. Did these people not know the Liu family started by eliminating the Taiping Army back then?

"Bring the oil jar." Liu Wentao laughed. The family guard had already brought the oil jar very quickly. "Let this big turtle reach the door; everyone don't fire yet."

The order was executed very well. Viewed from above, the team looking like a huge turtle with a strange shape rushed to the door very quickly. A smart one among the family guards had already brought a torch over. Liu Wentao glanced at this smart ghost; it was a guy named Jin Zaisheng. A *thump* sound came from the gate. The vibration generated by the collision between the battering ram and the gate transmitted to the soles of Liu Wentao's feet along the wall.

"Tch, starved like this, and dare to be bandits?" Liu Wentao sneered. He threw the oil jar towards that bulletproof door panel. With a bang, the oil jar smashed to pieces on the door panel. Oil quickly spread in that pile of tattered stuff. Liu Wentao aimed and threw the torch down. Rolling in the air, the torch drew an arc and landed exactly on the oil. Flames burned up instantly.

Lu Zhengping was flying on the sandy ground. Following behind him were five soldiers. Everyone would pause after running for a while; they had to change the person carrying Zhou Yizheng on the back. Since the Insurance Corps had decided to attack the fortified village, the first thing was to prevent the common people from dying for nothing. The work of stopping the common people was handed over to Lu Zhengping. They brought Zhou Yizheng along. After all, stopping as an outsider probably had basically no effect. Bringing Zhou Yizheng, a local, would be persuasive.

No one spoke. Everyone ran panting. If not for the military training of the Insurance Corps, everyone would probably be unable to go on at this time. But no one said anything. Everyone was doing their best. As long as they could arrive a quarter of an hour earlier, they could save many common people. The soldiers of the Insurance Corps also exerted all their strength.
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Outside the Liujiapu fortified village, the protective body made of tables soon burned fiercely. If it was just heat, the youths below could still endure it. In fact, even with the scorching flames above their heads, the youths only raised the wooden poles supporting the tables slightly higher. The youths hiding under the tables shouted chants and rammed the battering ram fiercely against the gate hooped with iron strips. Again and again, the youths used their last strength, lifting the battering ram and slamming it against the gate. Their hands were shaken to pain; after a dozen hits, their hands began to go numb. The temperature transmitted from the tables above became higher and higher, and the thick smoke became heavier and heavier, choking many youths into violent coughing.

Just then, the ropes tying the tables to the wooden frame broke. Suddenly, the protective cover made of several tables scattered and fell to the ground. Burning flames fell on the youths' clothes, immediately igniting the tattered clothes on their bodies. Some youths continued to try hard to ram the door, while some youths beat the flames on their bodies facing such a sudden change.

And the enemy on the wall didn't give these youths any chance. "Brothers, kill all these bandits for me!" Liu Wentao shouted loudly. Muskets and bird guns fired like splashing water. The storm composed of iron sand and bullets created countless wounds on the youths trapped in the fire. Some youths attacking the door fell without a sound, while others screamed and were beaten down into the fire.

"Give me another oil jar." Liu Wentao ordered. A family guard handed over an earthenware jar. Liu Wentao aimed at the direction and smashed the jar down fiercely. The oil splashing from the shattered jar sprinkled on the youths, instantly fueling the fire.

Amidst the storm of flames and bullets, youths were constantly injured and fell. Some youths were beaten to death directly at the door, and some were beaten injured and unable to move. Some were choked unconscious by the thick smoke. And some youths were burned into firemen, struggling to escape from this dead ground at the door. Their whole bodies were tightly wrapped in flames. Just running out of the area covered by thick smoke, bullets mercilessly knocked the youths down from behind.

Zhou Xingrui looked painfully at his relatives covered in flames, struggling in the sea of fire. They struggled and twisted, flames rising from their bodies, rolling. Hands and feet stretched straight, wanting to escape a life from this hell on earth. But failed to escape.

Screams and wailing suddenly erupted from the crowd that had been silent. That was the wailing of the youths' families. Someone had already rushed over desperately, wanting to save their relatives back. Liu Wentao patiently let them into the shooting range, waited until they approached the vicinity of the sea of fire, and then ordered a volley of random shots. The five or six refugees rushing over were instantly beaten down. Struggled for a while and stopped moving.

Liu Wentao stared at these people carefully. He discovered a detail. He originally thought that when bullets hit those people below, blood would splash everywhere. But after a long time, a small pool of blood appeared under these people. And this blood stain was quickly sucked dry by the sandy soil.

Thick smoke wrapped in the special smell of burning corpses blew over. Liu Wentao frowned and shouted: "Pour a few buckets of water. Don't burn the door." Family guards quickly carried buckets of water over. Several buckets of water were poured down. Accompanied by "sizzling" sounds, white smoke rose instantly, and the fire head was immediately suppressed a lot. Some places were still burning, but a moment later, piles of charred black things could be seen on the ground. There were wreckage of tables, but more were human limbs burned into charred black by fire, scattered all over the ground. The flames were not all extinguished; some human bodies were still burning.

Seeing the fire reduce, confirming that the gate of his fortified village should be fine, Liu Wentao couldn't help spitting on the fire outside. Some family guards were smoked by this smell and were already lying on the wall vomiting. "You stick your heads out to vomit; if the wall is dirtied, will you clean it?" Liu Wentao couldn't help scolding.

A family guard who had shown considerable excitement after hearing the announcement of the bounty for cutting off human heads just now suddenly laughed: "This smell of roasted meat smells quite fragrant." Hearing this, some people couldn't help laughing loudly. And those family guards who were already vomiting vomited even more severely lying on the wall. Not much was eaten in the disaster year, so the little bit of stuff in the stomach was vomited clean very quickly. But this smell of burning human bodies, especially the comments of those heartless guys on human meat, made these family guards unable to stop the feeling of vomiting no matter what. Some people finally vomited out dark green bile.

Bursts of wailing came from the crowd of refugees. That was the voice of grief, indignation, pain, and despair. Although wailing, there were no tears anymore. Everyone's eyes gradually became red. Unknown who shouted first, "Kill all these bastards!" "Kill all these bastards!"

This was a curse from the bottom of the heart. Someone among the refugees immediately followed to shout, "Kill all these bastards!" And the words of this curse became shorter and shorter, soon becoming one word "Kill!" When hundreds of people shouted this word from the bottom of their hearts together, the people on the wall invariably felt a chill on their backs.

"Kill!" "Kill!" "Kill!" "Kill!" "Kill!" The shouts of the refugees became louder and louder. Although Zhou Xingrui knew everyone couldn't hold back and was about to rush out immediately. In this sound with almost hypnotic ability, Zhou Xingrui himself actually couldn't help but want to take the lead in rushing towards the fortified village, towards his irreconcilable enemy. But he held back temporarily. Since ramming the door didn't work, then only climbing over the wall with ladders remained. The remaining reason was still reminding Zhou Xingrui that rushing up in a swarm like this was useless; those carrying ladders must be in front, and others follow behind. He hurriedly shouted for the few teams carrying ladders to come to the front. But he found no one listened to his command. The few little girls and boys remaining among the refugees looked pale one by one, leaning fearfully against their relatives. Men and adult women with red eyes stared tightly at the figures on the wall, shouting a word involuntarily in their mouths, "Kill!"

Liu Wentao on the wall tightened his mouth looking at these people below. As if there was a kind of magic, the family guards who were vomiting suddenly didn't want to vomit anymore, staring dumbfounded at those people below, legs trembling uncontrollably. Those family guards who were still laughing originally also darkened their faces. They held fire guns or broadswords and long spears tightly, staring deadly at the refugees in the distance.

Although knowing rushing up like this wouldn't work, although knowing rushing up like this absolutely couldn't break the fortified village, although knowing the outcome of rushing up like this was death. But in everyone's shouting, Zhou Xingrui couldn't endure anymore. Isn't it just death? Were the days passed every day in the disaster not more terrible than death?

Thinking of death, Zhou Xingrui suddenly felt there was nothing terrible about it at all. As if a warm current rose from his chest, making Zhou Xingrui feel his limbs and bones were light. Until now, what else is there to be afraid of? Right, didn't we come here to die a quick death? Otherwise, why come to attack this fortified village? So what if there are no ladders, so what if rushing up means death? Die early and reincarnate early; everyone no longer has to suffer this living hell.

The remaining reason had vanished completely. Zhou Xingrui, who had no thinking anymore, raised the pistol in his hand high.

"Bang" "Bang" "Bang," accompanied by several crisp gunshots in succession, the refugees were stunned violently. If this gunshot rang in front, as long as one person rushed forward, everyone would rush up desperately. But this gunshot rang behind.

Then, they heard someone shouting from afar: "Everyone wait for us; we come to help!" "Don't move now."

Help? In such days, there are actually people helping? Many people didn't fail to understand this word, but everyone simply couldn't believe there was such a thing.

But soon, several people ran over quickly. They bypassed the crowd and inserted straight between the crowd and the fortified village. One of them carried a refugee on his back. Everyone looked carefully; it was actually Zhou Yizheng. And the person running at the very front held a crimson flag. Just standing still, that person raised the crimson flag high in his hand and waved it vigorously. The eyes of the refugees fell on this flag invariably. They saw that person wave a few times, then forcefully insert the flagpole into the ground. The flagpole was inserted into the sandy soil more than half a foot deep at once.

Such an appearance like singing opera immediately attracted everyone's attention. Not only the refugees, but Liu Wentao and the family guards of the Liu family fortified village on the wall also stared intently at this group of people who suddenly appeared. They uniformly wore dark blue short clothes, with white leggings on their legs and black cloth shoes on their feet.

Liu Wentao's pupils couldn't help contracting. Although not seeing very clearly, on the backs of these few people were carried regular rifles. Liu Wentao could be absolutely sure about this point. As if to prove this, the person in the lead took off the rifle, turned around, and aimed at the people on the wall. The family guards were dumbfounded one by one. That person in blue clothes standing under the crimson flag was very far from here. Even the best gun in the fortified village couldn't hit that far. What exactly was he doing aiming the gun at the fortified village?

With a "Bang," the muzzle spewed out green smoke. The iron bell on the watchtower immediately emitted a crisp "Clang" sound.

Everyone on the wall was shocked in their hearts. They turned their heads invariably, only to see the iron bell used to sound the alarm swaying uncertainly. And the family guard standing by the bell opened his mouth wide, standing there motionless like a wooden chicken. Obviously, he wasn't ringing the bell just now. Instead, that shooter accurately hit the iron bell. The sound of the bullet hitting the iron bell scared the family guard beside the bell like this.

Everyone couldn't help thinking, with such range, such accuracy, if that person in blue clothes aimed not at the iron bell but at themselves just now... Everyone on the wall only felt cold sweat oozing from their backs. Almost simultaneously, everyone including Liu Wentao squatted down, hiding behind the wall and daring not show their heads again.

Lu Zhengping didn't know how to express his mood either. He was actually aiming at the family guard standing highest just now. But the bullet missed, unexpectedly causing a better effect instead. That iron bell was actually just a very inconspicuous little thing in Lu Zhengping's eyes. If not for hitting it by accident, Lu Zhengping wouldn't even have noticed the existence of the iron bell. If asked to aim at the iron bell from the beginning, he absolutely wouldn't hit it.

The rifle was the arms brought by Pu Guanshui when he arrived in Fengtai County. This new-style Hanyang Type 88 received by the Anhui New Army was stronger than the original muskets of the Insurance Corps by more than a little bit, whether in range or power. Although he had fired live ammunition many times, firing a shot truly at the enemy, Lu Zhengping couldn't help praising this gun in his heart. At the same time, he maintained great dissatisfaction with his shooting level.

Turning his head back, what Lu Zhengping saw were puzzled and shocked gazes. The refugees stared tightly at Lu Zhengping with various unspeakable emotions.

According to Zhang Yu's instructions, Lu Zhengping shouted loudly: "Fellow villagers, let's call it a day. We go home first. The People's Party has cooked rice, waiting for everyone to eat together."

The refugees didn't understand the meaning of these words at all, especially didn't understand what the familiar yet strange words "cooked rice" meant exactly?

Zhou Yizheng had been put on the ground by the Insurance Corps soldiers. The bumps along the way made this man who had suffered from hunger almost faint. But he held on and didn't faint. At this time, he walked forward unsteadily, shouting with all his strength: "Fellow villagers, someone came to save us. Finally someone came to save us."

Zhou Xingrui couldn't understand the changes from just now at all. His brain was in chaos, only knowing he seemed to have seen Lu Zhengping's clothes and face. Seeing Zhou Yizheng come forward and say this, Zhou Xingrui also walked forward unsteadily, "Old Three, what did you say?"

"Great-Grandpa, People's Party people came to save us. Several hundred people, bringing grain, bringing doctors. They came to save us." Zhou Yizheng only felt his breath getting shorter and voice getting smaller, but he endured the feeling of dizziness strongly, trying hard to say, "There is grain, there are doctors. Someone came to save us..." Saying this, Zhou Yizheng's consciousness went blank, and he fainted.

Zhou Xingrui wanted to grab Zhou Yizheng who fell on the ground, but he really didn't have that strength. Dragged by Zhou Yizheng's body, Zhou Xingrui knelt on the ground. He looked up; that crimson flag was really inserted there. Those few people in blue clothes were standing in front of him holding guns. Lowering his head, Zhou Yizheng was also solidly in front of him.

Lips trembling, Zhou Xingrui asked: "Are you really here to save us?" After asking this, Zhou Xingrui suddenly regretted it for a while. If those few people in front were not here to save everyone, if Zhou Yizheng was just talking nonsense from hunger fainting. He absolutely couldn't accept this fact.

However, the young man who fired the gun just now said loudly: "Fellow villagers, we, the People's Party, came to save everyone. Let's go back; we brought grain. Everyone go eat together."

Hearing this, Zhou Xingrui lowered his head. "Mn mn..., woo woo..." Zhou Xingrui's shoulders twitched, "Mn mn..., woo woo..." This man in his forties was, and is, a number one figure in ten *li* and eight villages. He had always been respected. In the past few months, his tears had long dried up, but at this time Zhou Xingrui buried his head deeply, hands unconsciously grabbing the sand on the ground, body twitching, crying like a wronged child. Tears soaked the eye sockets that had been dry for unknown how long again.

In this year of despair, after countless days of hope and then disappointment. Finally waited, finally waited. In this hometown destroyed by the flood like a desert, finally someone came to save these not-yet-dead common people.

Thin porridge and steamed buns (*mantou*) were supplied quantitatively. The salt in the vegetables was sufficient. This was not mean, but common sense. Letting refugees eat freely, the result was destined to be bursting (eating to death). Insurance Corps people emphasized repeatedly that there would be food tomorrow, but refugees surrounded the marching cauldron subconsciously and refused to leave. Anyway, the rice was distributed, and the pot was empty. The comrades of the cooking squad simply wanted to carry the pot away. Refugees surrounded the cooking squad, insisting on sharing even a small mouthful of pot-washing water.

The soldiers of the cooking squad rarely showed a trace of bitter smile, but still carried the marching pot away. In fact, since seeing the refugees, not a single Insurance Corps soldier could smile.

At the assembly point, Political Commissar Li Zhao re-mentioned the two questions of Commissar He Zudao before departure. Everyone really had no concept of what refugees looked like exactly. Fengtai County suffered a disaster, but everyone didn't suffer calamity. Although it couldn't be said life was good, it could be said life was passable. When comrades saw the appearance of refugees with their own eyes, they shuddered. Refugees like living skeletons made soldiers feel chills on their backs. Moreover, such a group of refugees actually wanted to attack the fortified village. This was even more unimaginable. That was sending themselves to death. Although Insurance Corps soldiers didn't fear fortified villages, that was based on the Insurance Corps' own strength. And this group of refugees had nothing left.

With the pot carried away, the refugees also gave up the thought. Everyone ate. Men cried, women also cried, only children were too hungry to cry. Finishing the first real meal in a few mouthfuls, refugees wanted to surround the Insurance Corps officers and soldiers to ask for food. Zhang Yu had thought of this problem long ago; the Insurance Corps had already withdrawn. Doctors treated patients; actually, it couldn't be called any illness. Under long-term hunger, everything is illness. After pouring a large bowl of rice soup for each patient, the doctors also withdrew.

After experiencing a toss during the day, everyone's spirit was basically exhausted. Although some people tried to follow the Insurance Corps, the marching ability of the two sides differed too much. The troops strictly ordered not to stop. Listening to the begging behind, although the soldiers felt very uncomfortable in their hearts, they knew doing so was also good for the common people. Seeing they couldn't catch up with the Insurance Corps, the refugees had to give up.

Actually, the Waterway Detachment was one of the earliest troops of the Insurance Corps. Every founding unit of the old Insurance Corps had served in turns in the Waterway Team. They undertook the heavy responsibility of saving local common people in Fengtai County during the flood. Soldiers who performed excellently and soldiers familiar with water nature formed the current Waterway Detachment. Although they rarely appeared in Fengtai County, no high-level officials didn't know that this troop maintained Fengtai County's lifeline to the outside world. Grain and supplies were transported to the base area by the Waterway Detachment.

Now, this troop added the elite reconnaissance battalion of the Insurance Corps on land, and other capable soldiers selected to participate in picking up and dropping off Anhui New Army officers and soldiers. The total number reached more than six hundred. Even leaving more than one hundred guards, there were as many as five hundred soldiers coming for disaster relief.

Since the small team led by Lu Zhengping had already met face to face with the Liujiapu fortified village, the staff department released scout teams to intercept the surrounding area of the Liu family fortified village according to the regulations led by Chen Ke, aiming not to let the Liu family fortified village send people to ask for reinforcements. Communication in the disaster area was interrupted. If only breaking the fortified village, it was estimated that no one might know for a few months. But once news leaked, the consequences would be too serious. Liujiapu was not too far from Hongze Lake and belonged to the jurisdiction of Wuhe County. Fengtai County had nothing to do with here. No matter how capable Shang Yuan was, he couldn't manage Wuhe County. If local government intervened, the Insurance Corps would be very embarrassed.

Sure enough, as expected by the staff department, not long after nightfall, two groups of people were caught in succession. Lu Zhengping's "world-shocking shot" during the day scared the people of Liujiapu. If Lu Zhengping really shot someone dead with one shot, it probably wouldn't be so deterrent. The ultra-long range of the rifle had proved that the suddenly appearing Insurance Corps possessed powerful firepower. And hitting the alarm bell, in Master Liu Ba's view, made it clear they wanted to demonstrate. A force possessing such subordinates was absolutely not something Master Liu Ba could easily afford to provoke. Although knowing going to the county to report to officials had extremely limited use, Master Liu Ba felt it better to be careful.

Interrogation of captives was quite rude, basically adopting the routine of separate screening and repeating the same question. Captives who refused to speak were used water torture without hesitation. That is, pressing the head into water until almost suffocated to death. Then still name, age, companion's name, age, asking repeatedly. Captives tortured to exhaustion finally confessed the facts.

Once this opening was pried open, the following things were much simpler. They poured out everything they knew like pouring beans out of a bamboo tube. Liujiapu's layout, number of people, equipment, military strength, characteristics of various leaders. Recorded one by one, analyzed by the intelligence department.

And the commanders of various units didn't care much about these. What they wanted to discuss was a higher-level problem. Since everyone agreed to attack the Liujiapu fortified village, what to do after capturing it? As a new base for the Insurance Corps? Or leave it to the common people to handle themselves? This was the key among keys. Zhang Yu resolutely refused to dispatch messengers back to report. It was three or four days' journey away from Fengtai County, and going back was upstream, taking longer. This round trip would take at least seven or eight days. Going back by small boat was not good either; first, speed was not fast; second, the road might not be safe. And the fleet's boats were not abundant originally; separating a big boat, even one big boat, was a loss.

Moreover, Zhang Yu had already guessed the intention of the superior. They wanted the comrades below to make decisions themselves. Although he didn't know why exactly the superior did this, Zhang Yu understood this was his chance. As long as he could seize this opportunity and let Chen Ke and others appreciate his ability, obtaining a higher status in the People's Party and Insurance Corps was something just around the corner.

After discussion, everyone gradually reached a consensus: after capturing Liujiapu, Liujiapu would be used as a base temporarily. After all, there must be a lot of grain and property in Liujiapu. Distributing some grain and property to refugees could stabilize the situation here temporarily. As for the longer-term operation of the Liujiapu base, leave it to the superior to decide.

This consideration was considered strategic planning. After strategic planning was completed, corresponding specific issues proceeded in groups. Many officers and soldiers of the Waterway Detachment participated in the siege of Yuezhangji. Since everyone didn't have the ability to create plans, completely imitating the Yuezhangji offensive and defensive battle became the only choice.

Combining information from scouts and the intelligence department, everyone found that Liujiapu's layout was basically consistent with Yuezhangji. That is to say, completely the same attack strategy could be adopted. Burying explosives in the dark at midnight, attracting enemy attention frontally the next day, and rushing in from the blasted gap in the back wall. In order to fight better, the training Chen Ke used to raid the Shanghai Police Station back then was brought over to apply. The Insurance Corps would draw the specific terrain of Liujiapu on an illuminated sandy ground, and then conduct assault training.

Planning to this extent, it was almost dawn. Comrades went to sleep with satisfaction. At dawn, Zhou Yizheng and Zhou Xingrui came to visit the camp.

As soon as he saw Zhang Yu, Zhou Xingrui knelt down to Zhang Yu immediately. Although feeling very comfortable in his heart, Zhang Yu hurriedly helped Zhou Xingrui up. The temporary camp was very simple; all were simple stools made by the Insurance Corps themselves. As soon as Zhou Xingrui sat down, he asked immediately: "Benefactor of the People's Party, do you plan to leave after attacking Liu Ba's fortified village, or plan not to leave?"

Zhang Yu smiled but didn't answer.

Seeing Zhang Yu like this, Liu Xingrui (*Zhou Xingrui*) stood up immediately and said: "Benefactor, I, Zhou Xingrui, am not the kind of person who doesn't know good from bad. As long as you can break the fortified village and give us grain to survive the disaster year, we don't want any other things. Not only that, as long as Benefactor has an order, asking us to fight, we won't frown even once." These words were not polite talk either, but Liu Xingrui's (*Zhou*) heartfelt words. He already knew relying on themselves, they absolutely couldn't beat the fortified village subordinates. Not only that, without the grain given by Zhang Yu, everyone would starve to death immediately.

Let alone nearly twenty people were beaten to death in front of Liujiapu yesterday. Zhou Xingrui and the refugees' hatred for Liujiapu was also real. Since meeting people willing to save everyone and willing to attack Liujiapu. Zhou Xingrui would absolutely not give up the slightest opportunity for cooperation.

Since Zhou Xingrui stood up, Zhang Yu also stood up. He held Zhou Xingrui's hand, "Brother Zhou, our People's Party is here to save the common people. Can't watch everyone starve to death helplessly. Since everyone wants to break the fortified village, we do have things to ask everyone to help with."

"As long as Benefactor says, I'll do anything." Zhou Xingrui answered hurriedly.

"Please Brother Zhou talk about what it is like inside this fortified village," Zhang Yu said immediately.



★


Liujiapu 7

Volume 3 - Chapter 43

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 43 Liujiapu (7)

Master Liu Ba, Liu Wenxiu, had a scholarly name, but he was not a scholar. In fact, he never liked reading much. So Master Liu Ba had never read the poem "The wind fills the tower before the mountain rain comes (*Shan Yu Yu Lai Feng Man Lou*)." At this time, Chen Ke had just written the outline of the Vernacular Standard Outline, which had not even been popularized in the Fengtai County base area, so Master Liu Ba naturally couldn't have heard the phrase "the calm before the storm."

There is a saying called art originates from life. Master Liu Ba was a layman in literature and art, but an absolute expert in life. Yesterday, the appearance of several mysterious men in blue and the shocking shot of that gunman made the family guards naturally hope never to encounter such a gunman again. But Master Liu Ba wanted very much to have a good talk with this gunman and the force behind him.

As the descendant of a family that had stood firm in Huaibei for decades, Master Liu Ba relied not on a benevolent heart, nor on ruthlessness. If one must say, Master Liu Ba existed as a preserver rather than a pioneer. Although decisive when encountering things, he absolutely didn't like to intensify contradictions in daily life.

To not intensify contradictions, communication is needed, and communication requires an object of communication. If the flood hadn't reached such a level, Master Liu Ba might not necessarily refuse to give some grain to ease the contradiction. This natural disaster exceeded the scope of Master Liu Ba's control, so he had to choose the strategy of suspending communication and closing the door to defend himself. Such a strategy certainly stabilized the interior, but it also cut off Master Liu Ba's connection with the outside world.

When refugees attacked the door, Master Liu Ba could still make up his mind to adhere to his closed-door strategy because he knew the refugees had limited strength and couldn't make any mystery. But the appearance of the mysterious blue-clad gunman proved that a powerful force had fully intervened in Liujiapu. This group of blue-clad people quickly persuaded the refugees to leave. In the following two days, the outside of Liujiapu was extremely quiet. The refugees who usually came to beg disappeared completely. Family guards might feel relieved, but Master Liu Ba was not so relaxed; he only felt an increasingly strong sense of crisis.

When Liu Wentao entered his own courtyard, he saw his eldest brother pacing back and forth in the courtyard with his hands behind his back. Whenever encountering difficult problems, Master Liu Ba paced back and forth like this, considering countermeasures.

"Big Brother, I sent out two more waves of people," Liu Wentao said.

"Mn." Master Liu Ba responded subconsciously but didn't stop his steps at all. Seeing his big brother didn't speak, Liu Wentao dared not leave, just standing by and waiting. Until his legs were a bit sore, Liu Wentao still didn't see his big brother speak. He was considering whether to just go back to the room first, but saw Master Liu Ba, Liu Wenxiu, stop suddenly.

"Number Two, we have to send people out," Master Liu Ba said abruptly.

"I have already sent out several waves of people," Liu Wentao answered hurriedly.

"Not sending out spies and messengers, but taking a large group of people out. Let those wearing blue clothes know our power," Master Liu Ba said slowly.

"Know our power?" Liu Wentao obviously didn't understand his big brother's idea. This fortified village, those hundreds of people on the wall, were enough to prove the power of the Liu family fortified village. How else to let the blue-clad people know the power of the Liu family? Moreover, although people were sent out, news about those blue-clad people hadn't been sent back yet. Even if wanting to let those blue-clad people know the power, one had to find them first.

Liu Wentao stood on the wall and saw that shot personally. The vigorous posture and decisive shooting of the blue-clad gunman waving the red flag made him feel palpitations every time he recalled it. Subconsciously, Liu Wentao didn't want to meet that gunman again at all. And this attitude turned into language became another saying, "Big Brother, I think they don't have many people..."

"Not many people?" Liu Wentao interrupted his brother's words, "Not many people, why didn't those disaster-stricken bandits come these two days? What did they eat these two days? What did they drink? Did they eat those few people wearing blue clothes?"

Master Liu Ba was very dissatisfied with his brother's attitude. "Number Two, if they fought on that day, it would be as you said, they didn't have many people. Now two days have passed, and they still haven't moved. The consumption of nearly a thousand people is not a small amount. You know clearly what this natural disaster looks like. Even if this stuff was transported from our Wuhe locally, just these grains would require how many people to transport. Moreover, they are obviously not the government coming for disaster relief. You tell me, these people transported so much grain just to relieve those poor bastards? Do you believe this?" Master Liu Ba became angrier as he spoke, and his voice became louder.

Scolded by his brother like this, Liu Wentao also felt quite losing face. But his brother always saw things accurately. Since he said so, there must be a reason. "Then how many people does Big Brother want me to take out?" Liu Wentao asked straightforwardly.

"Sigh! If only I had given some grain to those poor bastards at that time." Master Liu Ba suddenly sighed deeply, "In the final analysis, my selfishness was heavy. Thinking that like this now, the land will definitely be barren until next year. And next year may not necessarily harvest much grain. I'm afraid our own grain won't be enough. Actually, giving some grain to those poor bastards wouldn't have caused such a mess. Now that people died, it's useless to say anything."

Brother suddenly said such a sentence; Liu Wentao became very puzzled instead. In such a big disaster year, giving grain simply couldn't be started. You give today, do you want to give tomorrow? Do you really want to feed those poor bastards?

"Big Brother, you saying this... what do you mean?" Liu Wentao originally wanted to say Big Brother's idea might not be right, but on second thought, Big Brother was not the kind of person who liked to regret. Saying so must have his own meaning, so the opposing words turned into an inquiry.

Hearing his brother's inquiry, Master Liu Ba sighed, "If we gave a little grain, we wouldn't be unaware of where those people wearing blue clothes are now. Go to the village and ask a little, and we would know immediately."

"I have already sent people to the village to inquire," Liu Wentao answered hurriedly.

"Humph," Master Liu Ba smiled bitterly, "Do you think those little cubs dare to enter the village?"

Facts proved that Master Liu Ba's view of his family guards was correct. The spies sent by Liu Wentao really didn't dare to enter the village. The nearby villages basically became ruins now. They circled far outside the village and left. The tragic door attack battle the day before yesterday burned nearly twenty people to death. Plus those common people rushing up who were beaten to death, this was twenty-odd human lives. If these spies stayed inside the fortified village, they might feel safe. But being in the vast outside, these people only felt as if they were in enemy territory. The flood these days had given these people a psychological suggestion: only inside the fortified village was safe; leaving the fortified village, everything was dangerous.

"Brother, let's go back," a seventeen or eighteen-year-old boy in the spy troop looked at the uninhabited village ruins in the distance and asked.

"Tenth Master (*Shi Ye* - Liu Wentao) ordered; we have to finish looking at these few villages." The person called brother by the boy said. There were four people in the spy troop, two older ones and two teenagers. Although Liu Wentao was not as far-sighted as his brother in big matters, he had some tricks in small matters. He didn't choose any shrewd and capable ones, but chose relatively honest people. Those slippery ones sent out would only make up a lie to deceive him when coming back. Those honest people couldn't make up lies well; they knew they couldn't deceive Liu Wentao, so they would work hard instead.

As Liu Wentao thought, those older ones were also afraid, but they were more afraid of offending Liu Wentao. Although the younger brother spoke the same fear as himself, the older one insisted on finishing looking at the few villages first. "Let's go, let's go to the next village." The brother took the lead and pulled the younger brother away.

Just after they walked far, two Insurance Corps soldiers suddenly stood up in the ruins of the village. For Liujiapu's strategy, the Insurance Corps had corresponding countermeasures long ago. A few smart people might be produced in a solitary earth fortified village, but in the People's Party and Insurance Corps, they confronted these smart people with overall advantages such as system and institution. Although there seemed to be no one outside Liujiapu, the Insurance Corps scouts had already laid their nets. As soon as the Liujiapu fortified village sent spies, the Insurance Corps scouts monitored them. The monitoring method was not tracking, but squatting at planned points ahead according to the plan made in advance and based on the spies' action routes and characteristics.

Soon, scouts passed information back to the staff department quickly through semaphore and by changing the placement of some inconspicuous items in obvious places.

The staff department was like a lively big beehive at this time. The combat plan was improved and refined step by step with the enrichment of information. Initially, the Waterway Detachment wanted to attack the fortified village with a burst of enthusiasm. But before dispatching troops, the comrades of the troops already knew that a forceful attack would inevitably result in a large number of casualties. Now since the situation had changed, there was no need for a temporary forceful attack. The troops could plan in detail and then conduct more thorough combat. The Waterway Detachment naturally wouldn't be stubborn to attack forcefully. Liu Wentao gave the Insurance Corps time, and Zhang Yu made full use of this time and manpower. The troops conducted specialized training targeting the internal terrain of the Liujiapu fortified village.

And the New Army led by Pu Guanshui could also play its role. He transferred some New Army officers and soldiers from poor backgrounds who were relatively reliable to provide more effective technical services. Engineers had exerted their abilities in drawing maps, finding various roads, and agreeing on various communication methods.

If before, the technical support provided by New Army officers and soldiers might make Insurance Corps officers and soldiers feel some admiration, this time there was no such situation at all. Because all technical support was practiced according to the tutorials provided by Chen Ke.

Actual combat is the best learning place. This time the Insurance Corps in the Waterway Detachment could actually gather a complete small group for attacking Yuezhangji. From staff officers to engineers, from scouts to field hospitals. The tutorials Chen Ke gave them along the way were completely formulated for attacking fortified villages. Pu Guanshui was a professional soldier, a professional. Picking up these things, he knew the knack at a glance. Moreover, his ability to understand the combat case tutorials provided by Chen Ke and various links of troop combat was far higher than that of Insurance Corps comrades.

With Pu Guanshui's help, comrades had a deeper understanding of Chen Ke's war attitude and the application of war technology. In these two days, there were often exclamations of sudden realization in the Waterway Detachment. "So fighting a battle is like this" was a sentence appearing with very high frequency.

Even a professional like Pu Guanshui admired Chen Ke incomparably. He knew best that officers experienced in hundreds of battles might be able to achieve Chen Ke's level in execution, but turning these military concepts into teaching materials and refining them into regulations required not only actual combat ability but also a profound understanding of war itself. Refining regulations can best show a soldier's military quality. Pu Guanshui had seen many people who talked about war on paper; in the Beiyang New Army, such people could be said to be measured by carts and bushels. Regulations written with various professional terms like jokes, and regulations written by officers at all levels according to their own preferences that were even more ridiculous than jokes—Pu Guanshui couldn't even laugh seeing them.

And Chen Ke's regulations made Pu Guanshui laugh out loud occasionally in private. Unlike things written by those soldiers, Chen Ke's wording showed at a glance that he was not a soldier, and he used vernacular. So it was inevitable to have words as wordy and unclear as chatting about family affairs. But these layman terms spoke expert words. What made Pu Guanshui particularly admire were not those concise words, but those explanations facing complex situations. Chen Ke chattered about various complex situations, then classified them one by one. Then told the method, then narrated the reason why to do so.

Such text made Pu Guanshui feel very interesting. A person taught others how to fight using a method like talking about farming. This kind of thing was unheard of and unseen by Pu Guanshui. While the Insurance Corps officers and soldiers were confused. The work of analyzing the real situation and then selecting a solution consistent with the current situation was undertaken by Pu Guanshui. While doing work in this area, Pu Guanshui pondered and refined these tutorial regulations of Chen Ke in his heart.

In the beginning, Pu Guanshui felt he could be competent for this job. But the more he thought about these things written by Chen Ke, the more he felt these things couldn't be deleted. The text might be refined, the wording might be professionalized. But these tactical things mentioned by Chen Ke only made Pu Guanshui feel more reasonable the more he thought about them. And Chen Ke didn't say too much; on the contrary, Chen Ke still had a lot of things not explained clearly. Many wonderful parts could even lead Pu Guanshui's train of thought very far away unconsciously.

Pu Guanshui naturally couldn't know that a guy like Chen Ke, a dabbler on the 21st-century internet, had also read dozens of classic military works and PLA tutorials, as well as many tutorials for local militia combat in the war-preparation era. Having spent countless hours bragging and discussing with military enthusiast friends online, his knowledge was not that detailed and organized stuff originally. Chen Ke's knowledge was messy, mixed with various things. From the line infantry shooting in the 18th century to various land, sea, and air tactics in the 21st century, fully interwoven into a complex chaotic system. Chen Ke himself also spent a lot of effort to straighten out his knowledge in a certain aspect into something that could be written. Even so, Chen Ke unconsciously stuffed a lot of messy things into this system of attacking fortified villages.

If it were Insurance Corps soldiers, their understanding of military affairs was not deep. Those messy things couldn't arouse their interest at all. While Pu Guanshui, this expert, was much more sensitive to these contents than the half-baked Insurance Corps members. He keenly felt the digressions carried in this theme. And these digressions were not unreasonable, which made Pu Guanshui doubly confused. Chen Ke was definitely not a general experienced in hundreds of battles; Pu Guanshui could be sure. Chen Ke absolutely hadn't received formal military education; Pu Guanshui could be even more sure. But Chen Ke's military concept was very advanced; as a soldier, Pu Guanshui felt this fact very clearly.

Chen Ke had his own unique and profound views on politics, and also had ability and potential in military affairs that Pu Guanshui couldn't see the end of. When resting, Pu Guanshui couldn't help thinking, maybe he really met the legendary "Wise Master" (*Ming Zhu*)? Because regardless of other things, at least Pu Guanshui knew deeply that no matter what, he couldn't lead an army like the Insurance Corps. Even if he was put in Chen Ke's position, Pu Guanshui could absolutely not do it.

Obtaining the news that the Liujiapu fortified village sent spies, the staff department immediately commanded the common people to transfer their residence. Anyway, the ground was full of sand now, which had an advantage instead: bacteria didn't breed severely. The residence of refugees was temporary originally. Transferring was just transferring. The spies couldn't find any news, but went back to report happily instead.

Regardless of what reaction Liujiapu had internally, the Insurance Corps decided to break the fortified village; this plan couldn't be changed. With the help of local refugees, the situation of the Liu family fortified village was analyzed more and more clearly, and the training became more and more targeted. With the completion of reconnaissance and training, the combat plan also matured day by day. At noon on the third day, the command post of the Waterway Detachment had issued the decision. Formal combat would begin on the fourth day.

If it were the elite experienced in hundreds of battles like the PLA or Eighth Route Army of later generations, fighting a small fortified village wouldn't take such a long preparation time at all. But for the Insurance Corps, an army established only half a year ago, being able to train and prepare in this initial regular mode, three days could only be said to be absolutely not long. Chen Ke had spent so much effort, and it was finally the season of harvest.

According to the regulations of the People's Party and Insurance Corps, pre-war mobilization had started long ago. Why fight, what is the purpose of fighting—it was said clearly and openly in the team. As an old unit with many Party members, even ordinary soldiers knew some of the People's Party's ambitions more or less.

Rebellion was not a rare thing for Chinese common people. throughout the Manchu Qing Dynasty, there was almost no year without rebellion. Taiping Heavenly Kingdom and Nian Army were relatively large ones. Rebellions launched by White Lotus Sect and other organizations were all over the place. Small-scale rebellions rose one after another.

Compared with other dynasties in Chinese history, the Manchu Qing never had a true peaceful year. The emperors of this regime, except for Yongzheng alone, no one really wanted to establish a peaceful world. This regime was essentially established on the basis of thorough oppression. The so-called enlightenment in the later period was just powerless to oppress.

The only Yongzheng who looked like a Chinese emperor was forced to write a book *Record of Great Righteousness to Dispel Confusion* (*Da Yi Jue Mi Lu*) in the later period of his life. Chen Ke had read it; the brother inside simply spoke frankly, saying whatever he had. Many words even seemed incomparable childish for a politician. But such childishness and eager mood could prove instead that Yongzheng himself really wanted to fulfill the obligation as an emperor. Because this book was distributed nationwide, Yongzheng hoped the common people of the whole country could know his painstaking efforts and his actions.

Except for such a person as Yongzheng, other eras of the Manchu Qing were thoroughly dark and cruel. This was also the reason why uprisings continued everywhere.

So the soldiers of the Insurance Corps didn't have any prejudice against rebellion, nor did they have any enthusiasm from the bottom of their hearts. Moreover, this was just breaking a fortified village. Even if Party member officers knew the significance of breaking the fortified village this time, the soldiers hadn't understood the historical significance of breaking the fortified village this time.

Like the situation faced in Party history, the People's Party had to tell the soldiers why to break the fortified village. The significance of breaking the fortified village. Seeing those refugees too horrible to look at, sympathy naturally arose in the hearts of Insurance Corps soldiers. And the People's Party's actions in Fengtai County, Fengtai County being able to defeat natural disasters and restore production. Precisely served as a living model, telling the soldiers who just participated in post-disaster reconstruction work that natural disasters were not invincible. The reason why these common people of Wuhe County actually fell into such a desperate situation must be because bad people were doing evil. As long as these bad people were knocked out, the common people of Wuhe County, at least Liujiapu, could live a hopeful life.

During mobilization, a simple soldier asked why there were no bad people making trouble in Fengtai County. As a result, the comrades roared with laughter. "With our Insurance Corps here, which bad egg dares to make trouble!" Comrades answered this question immediately. The soldier sat down blushing. But that red face was not only because of shame; a large part of the reason was that he understood that as a soldier of the Insurance Corps, he had unknowingly guarded the elders of his hometown from being bullied.

Actually, many soldiers didn't have this consciousness before. They just accepted the leadership of the People's Party and Insurance Corps in confusion, and joined the Insurance Corps to get a mouthful of life-saving food. Until seeing the "real disaster area" with their own eyes, they knew what kind of miserable fate they could have encountered. And what kind of achievement they themselves created with their own hands under the leadership of the People's Party and Insurance Corps.

Mobilization went smoothly. After Pu Guanshui finally determined all combat plan details, he also wanted to see the situation of the troops. Of course, there was another reason attracting him. The neat slogans outside made Pu Guanshui very curious. That was a voice full of enthusiasm, even full of a feeling of childish fun. Pu Guanshui really didn't understand why shouting a slogan could shout out a happy feeling. War should be "The wind is whistling and the Yi River is cold" (*Feng Xiao Xiao Xi Yi Shui Han* - tragic/solemn). It should be solemn and chilling. This happiness was really too trifling.

When Pu Guanshui arrived at the troop gathering place, he heard the most incredible slogan content in his life. Accurately speaking, that was not a slogan; that was Q&A.

"How should everyone walk?" Political Commissar Li Zhao shouted.

"Follow the cadres!" Comrades answered in unison.

"Cadres ask everyone to stop; what should everyone do?"

"We stop immediately!"

"What if injured?"

"Obey the orders of cadres and doctors!"

This is the program of action on the battlefield, the way of action. Methods to deal with various problems encountered. Most Insurance Corps soldiers recognized some characters, but these characters were not enough for them to read the thick tutorials and regulations written by Chen Ke smoothly. So the Insurance Corps communicated through this collective Q&A method, instilling combat essentials into soldiers.

Pu Guanshui never thought that such a mode could be adopted in the army. In the New Army, discipline inculcation relied on beating. Even an officer like Pu Guanshui, who was already considered very good, still didn't oppose corporal punishment. But the Insurance Corps was not like this; they instilled again and again through methods soldiers could understand, training time and time again.

Looking at the happy but serious faces of the soldiers one by one, Pu Guanshui suddenly had a doubt: can such training really be effective?

And on the other side, a burst of shouting came suddenly, which startled Pu Guanshui. Looking over, he saw more than three hundred refugees not far away, carrying ladders, holding various farm tools and spears made of wood, practicing shouting. This was part of the combat plan. The Insurance Corps didn't want to alert the enemy. If fighting, they would invest elites to solve the enemy with the speed of thunder covering ears. And burying explosives at the enemy's place was an important part. Digging soil at night made too much noise, so people were needed to distract the enemy's attention. The refugees led by Zhou Xingrui just undertook this task. Starting tonight, they would go to harass the enemy. At this time, practicing well was also necessary.

This was the first real battle in Pu Guanshui's life. He looked at his pocket watch. It was already four in the afternoon. Before long, the prelude to this operation would begin. What kind of battle was waiting for him exactly? Pu Guanshui only felt inexplicable excitement mixed with a strand of fear. That was real fear. Swallowing a mouthful of saliva to moisten his dry throat, Pu Guanshui decided to go to sleep for a while. Because for the subsequent battle, there was no more time to sleep.
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Everyone inside the Liujiapu fortified village didn't know that the Insurance Corps had already issued an order to attack. Several waves of spies sent out saw no movement at all. There was not a single person in the surrounding ten *li* and eight villages. After questioning the spies, Master Liu Ba and Liu Wentao couldn't detain them there to ask repeatedly without limit. Running so far, they had to eat and rest. So news about the outside gradually spread inside Liujiapu.

Views on this news varied greatly up and down Liujiapu. For the vast majority of people, this was good news. Family guards, especially those who had seen that blue-clad gunman, simply didn't want to meet that sharpshooter again. Since there was no one outside, that was naturally best. Who would want to look for trouble if they had nothing better to do?

But for a very few people, such as Master Liu Ba (Liu Wenxiu), this news made him feel chills on his back. The sudden disappearance of the blue-clad men was not strange. But nearly a thousand refugees also disappearing completely, this was really terrifying. That was not dozens of people; nearly a thousand people disappearing was by no means such an easy thing. After getting the first wave of intelligence, Master Liu Ba felt something was wrong. He specially sent a few capable subordinates to follow the road the refugees took when retreating last time, tracking the footprints carefully.

This tracking did find the refugees' former camp, but the camp was empty. Wanting to follow the refugees' footprints, they found the footprints split into several paths, going in all directions. These people were few in number originally. Asking them to track the whereabouts of the common people together, they could do it. Asking them to split up and act, these people knew deeply that when the refugees attacked the fortified village last time, a deadly feud had been formed with them. If a few solitary people fell into the hands of the common people, they really wouldn't even know how they died.

Since they dared not separate, those people had to check path by path. Finding a path and walking for a long time, the footprints still wound and extended. But no trace of the common people could be seen ahead. Seeing the sun slanting west, these people felt guilty in their hearts and ran back to Liujiapu to report hurriedly. Master Liu Ba questioned the details carefully before letting the spies go out.

"Big Brother..." Liu Wentao also felt things were a bit wrong. The two brothers discussed these things a lot these days. The surroundings were also disaster areas; even if the refugees really wanted to leave, where could they go? To take these refugees away, how many boats would be needed? Someone who could mobilize so many boats on the Huai River was definitely a local overlord. What use were those refugees to them? Having that leisure to transport refugees away by boat, it would be more cost-effective to use this strength to attack Liujiapu.

Liu Wentao accepted the result of rational deduction with great pain in his heart. When he finally confirmed that this force of unknown origin had completely targeted his own family, Liu Wentao's first feeling was not fear, but grievance. What exactly did his family's fortified village do to make those people deal with him so deliberately? Did he offend them? Or was there any deep hatred before?

While thinking wildly, he heard his eldest brother Master Liu Ba say: "Number Two, starting today, patrol the wall day and night for me."

"Yes." Liu Wentao answered subconsciously, then looked at his eldest brother and asked tentatively: "Big Brother, could this be former enemies coming to the door?"

"Enemies?" Master Liu Ba was stunned for a moment, then understood his brother's meaning, "That's impossible!" Liu Wenxiu said decisively, "Now is a disaster year. Regardless of who those people are, they are eyeing our Liu family's property. Revenge or whatever is at most an excuse. If saying there is old hatred, they don't need to dig out old accounts; just those refugees from a few days ago, what end will we have if we fall into their hands?"

Hearing this, Liu Wentao couldn't help nodding. Although listening to his eldest brother, Liu Wentao couldn't figure out who his opponent was more and more. But his eldest brother's words indeed clarified the root of the problem. The enemy absolutely didn't come for revenge.

Seeing his younger brother pursing his lips, looking solemn, but without the overwhelmed appearance just now, Master Liu Ba inexplicably felt somewhat gratified. After experiencing big events, his younger brother finally grew up a bit. Liu Wenxiu couldn't help sighing, "Second Brother, even if our fortified village is broken, you must remember this clearly. Since they are after our property and act in a disaster year, they absolutely cannot leave us alive. So even if captured, we absolutely cannot cry and beg for mercy. Since the other party will absolutely not spare us, what's the use of begging? Even if we can't keep the ancestral property, we must keep this bit of backbone."

"Big Brother, I remember," Liu Wentao nodded hurriedly, "But our fortified village is not something those people can touch just by saying so."

Liu Wenxiu nodded, "Second Brother, don't think I only say discouraging words. Maybe there are other ways now. If those people only demand money and goods, this time as long as they ask, give them some money and goods first. Then this fortified village can still be held. What I fear is one thing: those blue-clad people are just like last time, not saying a word upon coming up, just a fierce beating. Then this fortified village may not necessarily be held."

"How do you say this?" Liu Wentao asked puzzledly.

Before Liu Wenxiu could explain, a noise suddenly rang out outside. The two brothers stood up invariably and walked out. Just arriving in the courtyard, they saw a family guard running all the way. "Eighth Master (*Ba Ye*), someone is attacking outside."

"Is it the bandits from a few days ago, or those wearing blue clothes?" Master Liu Ba asked hurriedly.

"Should be the bandits from a few days ago," the family guard said.

Is or isn't. What is "should be"? Master Liu Ba climbed up the wall, only to see that the family guards dared not expose their bodies outside the wall anymore, but hid behind the wall. As for the one responsible for ringing the bell on the watchtower, he was trembling and dared not stand up at all. He had a way too; tying a long wooden pole to the hammer handle, hiding behind the wall himself, and hitting the bell with the extended hammer. However, this long pole was not easy to operate; although the bell could be rung, the sound was uneven in weight and length. But Liu Wenxiu really didn't get angry with this guy; instead, he felt this guy was quite resourceful.

Holding the wall to look down, judging from the clothes, they were indeed the refugees from a few days ago. But obviously, they had eaten their fill these days; everyone's complexion was very different, completely without the appearance of dying. The people below stood outside the range of the fortified village's muskets, carrying long ladders, holding various guys, and were shouting curses at the wall.

Master Liu Ba shouted downwards: "Fellow villagers, it's useless for you to shout like this. I say you are for survival, we are also for survival. Since everyone wants to survive, some things can't be helped. I see you already have food to eat; why think so hard and come to us again? How about this, everyone curse a few sentences, and let it go."

These words were not unreasonable, but this was the reason of the people inside the Liujiapu fortified village, not the reason of these brothers outside. Hearing this, the refugees immediately felt like oil poured on fire. The cursing became louder. Originally just cursing Liu Wenxiu and these people for having no conscience, now they began to curse Liujiapu people for having no conscience, dying a bad death, and so on. Cursing aside, these refugees refused to approach the fortified village. Instructing the family guards to watch carefully and not be sneak-attacked by refugees, Master Liu Ba went down the wall.

"Big Brother, just let them curse here?" Liu Wentao asked.

Liu Wenxiu smiled bitterly, "Actually, it's best to send people out to kill for a while now. Suppress the arrogance of these bandits. However, our people here are not very useful. Hope those bandits just toss about like this and let it go."

"I'll take people out to kill for a while." Liu Wentao volunteered.

Although worried about his brother, the best way now was to rush out and kill for a while. Liu Wenxiu thought for a moment and nodded, "Remember, don't chase far. Pick some fast runners, rush up to kill for a while, scatter those bandits, and come back. If you encounter those wearing blue clothes, you come back immediately. Never linger in battle."

Listening to his eldest brother's instructions, Liu Wentao responded excitedly. Then went to pick people.

After a while, the common people outside the fortified village found that the people on the wall dared to straighten up. And there were some sounds at the gate. Then the gate of the fortified village, which had not been opened for months, opened just like that.

Seeing the gate open, Zhou Xingrui didn't blink an eye and shouted immediately: "Run!" The refugees threw down the ladders and ran back immediately.

When Liu Wentao rushed out with people, he saw the refugees had fled far away. Thinking for a moment, he saw a large piece of flat land in front. There couldn't be any ambush. Liu Wentao gritted his teeth and shouted: "Chase! Chase close and shoot!"

The family guards rushing out with Liu Wentao all held muskets. The refugees had run out of range. Shooting now was useless. But Liu Wentao firmly believed that his people definitely ran faster than the refugees. Since it was flat land, as long as everyone chased over and fired a volley of muskets from behind, they could definitely let these "bandits" who didn't know death know the severity. Moreover, since it was flat land in front, if blue-clad people appeared suddenly, he just needed to run back quickly, and there wouldn't be any big trouble. Thinking of this, Liu Wentao felt the strategy his eldest brother played was still very reliable. He took the lead and chased over with the family guards.

However, thinking is simple, but really implementing it was far from easy. The "bandits" who attacked the Liujiapu fortified village seemed to have eaten their fill these days. Running speed was really not slow. They ran early, and these people threw things while running. First the obstructive ladders, then wooden sticks. Finally, even precious farm tools like hoes and forks were simply thrown away. Just running forward desperately. Although looking like they were just in front, really wanting to chase, it was really not easy to catch up. Fortunately, the "bandits" came and went on that one trodden path these days; they didn't run aimlessly. Two groups of people raced one after another.

However, Liu Wentao and others were indeed physically stronger than the refugees. Although the refugees finally had food these days, after so many days of tossing, their bodies were still very weak. Running for a while, lacking stamina, Liu Wentao finally chased close. The refugees had entered the range. Although the effect of aimed shooting might not be very good, Liu Wentao still remembered his eldest brother's words and didn't linger in battle. He ordered the family guards to line up in a row and fire a volley at the backs of the refugees.

The effect of the volley was barely satisfactory. Looking from afar, about three or five people were hit. But Liu Wentao didn't intend to kill all these people this time; mainly to make them dare not approach the fortified village. Some people were hit; presumably, these "bandits" would also know the severity. Just preparing to withdraw troops back to the fortified village, suddenly a sharp bugle sound came from not far away. This was different from that deep ox horn sound; this bugle sound "Di Di Da Da" was sharp and piercing. Just wondering what was going on, a group of people pounced from behind. Unknown when, a group of people actually dug pits in the nearby sandy soil and hid inside. Hearing the bugle sound, the people hiding under the sand immediately leaped up and killed their way over.

And these people could really endure. They didn't attack fiercely until Liu Wentao and the others fired a round of muskets. These muskets were not repeating; single-shot muskets had no time to load bullets now. Where was the time to resist? Those people hiding in the sand all wore dark blue clothes. Liu Wentao only felt incomparably regretful. Although always guarding against these people, he never expected that these people actually hid under his eyelids like this.

Regret was useless. These blue-clad people were agile one by one, killing their way over with long spears. Several resisting family guards were poked down instantly. Seeing they couldn't resist, the remaining family guards threw down the heavy muskets in their hands and ran forward, trying to avoid these plague gods. But they obviously made a wrong choice. The blue-clad Insurance Corps poked down a few people but didn't aim for vital parts. And those family guards fleeing forward met the refugees killing their way back head-on. The refugees who dared to come as bait this time were those whose bodies recovered relatively fast and who had deep hatred for Liujiapu. Either having family members beaten to death in front of Liujiapu, or blaming the cause of family members' death on Liujiapu. These refugees and the people inside the fortified village could be said to be irreconcilable. Having the opportunity for revenge finally, how could they let it go? As soon as the Insurance Corps bugle sounded, the refugees had killed their way back. Zhou Xingrui's nephew and sister's son were beaten to death and burned to death in front of the fortified village. He was now the leader of the refugees. Originally retreating at the back, now he held a broadsword borrowed from the Insurance Corps and rushed in front.

Seeing a family guard coming head-on, Zhou Xingrui slashed at the head. The family guard dodged to the side immediately. Behind Zhou Xingrui, two refugees caught up. They held sharpened wooden spears. Seeing the family guard dodge, they jumped sideways in front of them. The two refugees thrust their spears at the family guard simultaneously. One spear pierced deeply into the family guard's lower abdomen, and the other spear broke one of the family guard's ribs but failed to pierce deeper. The family guard was in so much pain that he couldn't even scream. That severe pain made his whole person freeze in place. And this family guard was destined to have no chance to emit the last scream. The refugee following behind held a hoe. He chopped into the family guard's skull with one hoe. Then gouged forcefully like farming. Accompanied by the sound of skull cracking, red and white brain matter was gouged out. The family guard's two eyeballs really turned completely white, then he fell to the ground, twitched a few times, and died.

The common people swarmed up howling. Different from last time. Last time the howling was full of despair, while this time there was only one concept in the voice, "Revenge! Revenge!"

There were more than twenty family guards following Liu Wentao out. And surging opposite were more than three hundred people. Insurance Corps soldiers knocked down six or seven family guards. The fifteen or sixteen fleeing family guards collided head-on with these more than three hundred people. All refugees who went to battle rushed over. Even those few injured refugees didn't stop. Although their movement was not so convenient, their anger was greater.

One against twenty, the family guards had no chance of winning. They were drowned by the torrent of common people in a blink of an eye. Every commoner approached the enemy who had slaughtered their relatives, beating the enemy desperately with various weapons. Even people who threw down their weapons when retreating and were empty-handed now also tried hard to lean over, trying hard to kick a foot, punch a fist. How the family guards died could no longer be verified. Because they suffered countless blows. Layers of stabs, strikes, hammerings were all fatal. Which blow was the most fatal was no longer important at all. Some of them could still emit some shouts before dying, and some were beaten to death without even emitting the last sound.

These people also once showed off their power on the high wall, but once separated from the wall and falling into the hands of the common people, they were just as fragile as ants.

"Beat these dogs to death!" "Beat these dogs to death!" Everyone roared like this. Under the blows falling like raindrops, the family guards were beaten to death instantly. And the vengeful common people didn't even know what they were roaring.

Liu Wentao had never seen what it looked like for more than three hundred people to rush towards him. When he finally saw it, he was scared motionless by such a scene. That stream of people pressing black like a flood charged over. That thrilling feeling was indescribable. Everyone was looking at Liu Wentao, while Liu Wentao couldn't pay attention to so many people one by one. And during this period, those murderous people got closer and closer to him. Then came a desperate feeling of having no way to escape. Liu Wentao froze in place.

But fortunately, precisely because Liu Wentao didn't resist, this saved his life instead. The *Three Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention* song of the Insurance Corps clearly pointed out that abusing captives is not allowed. Whether those family guards who resisted desperately and were beaten down counted as captives on the battlefield, everyone had no experience and couldn't determine easily. But when Liu Wentao, scared motionless, was caught by Insurance Corps soldiers, he was powerless to resist. So everyone counted him as a captive. The common people beat the fleeing family guards to death, then charged towards those few family guards who fell to the ground. Insurance Corps soldiers only had time to drag Liu Wentao to jump away. Then a bloody and hearty beating happened before their eyes. The few family guards falling on the ground were beaten to death instantly.

The anger depressed in the chests of refugees for a long time was finally vented. Many people beat until exhausted, then suddenly knelt on the ground crying *woo woo*, some simply stood crying. Liu Xingrui (*Zhou*) looked everywhere on the "battlefield" with a broadsword, but saw every family guard was dead. Turning his eyes, he saw Liu Wentao being twisted by the arms by several Insurance Corps soldiers, being tied up. Seeing a Liu family person, Zhou Xingrui's eyes turned red. He raised the broadsword and rushed up.

Insurance Corps soldiers hurriedly stopped Zhou Xingrui, "Fellow villager, fellow villager. My Insurance Corps doesn't allow killing captives."

"You hand him to me; I'll kill him." Zhou Xingrui shouted.

"We hand him to you; what's the difference from us killing him ourselves? Fellow villager, our Insurance Corps doesn't allow killing captives. That means not allowing killing." Lu Zhengping stopped Zhou Xingrui.

Seeing Lu Zhengping, who had been very active in the action of saving refugees, stopping him, Zhou Xingrui knew the Insurance Corps probably really didn't allow killing captives. He sighed deeply and put down the broadsword. But a moment later, Zhou Xingrui suddenly grabbed the lapel of Lu Zhengping's chest and asked loudly: "Brother, why did you come only at this time? When we suffered disaster, why didn't you come earlier!" This voice contained unwillingness, pain, regret, resentment. Various intense emotions turned into accusations rushing towards Lu Zhengping.

Lu Zhengping didn't defend himself. He let Zhou Xingrui grab his clothes on the chest, complaining, scolding, resenting. Until Zhou Xingrui couldn't go on and paused. Lu Zhengping said loudly: "Brother Zhou, we are here now. Rest assured, this time we will resolutely not leave without thoroughly defeating these bad people."

Zhou Xingrui was shouting out of breath just now. Hearing Lu Zhengping's decisive words, he grabbed Lu Zhengping's clothes again, then cried.
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An atmosphere of despair began to spread inside the Liujiapu fortified village. Liu Wentao, who was considered shrewd and capable usually, was actually captured. The family guards on the wall never discovered when someone actually hid under the sand. They just saw the family guards who went out to attack being completely beaten down and dragged away together with Liu Wentao. Someone immediately ran to report to Master Liu Ba. The remaining people stood on the wall just clicking their tongues, completely unable to come up with a way.

In the *Manual for Attacking Fortified Villages*, Chen Ke wrote, "Staying in a fortified village for a long time easily gives people an illusion that this fortified village is their own world, and the inside of the fortified village is a safe environment. The direct consequence of this illusion is that the heavier the blow they receive, the less they dare to go out of the fortified village. Once a blow is given to the enemy, pressure must be created continuously immediately to achieve the purpose of blocking the enemy to the maximum."

If the enemies inside the fortified village continuously adopted the tactic of attacking in separate groups, or even fleeing in multiple directions, the Insurance Corps definitely couldn't stop them completely. Someone would definitely escape, perhaps even very important figures. The Insurance Corps was new to Wushui County (*Wuhe County? Text says Wushui, previously Wuhe*) and had not yet established a firm foothold. If the county yamen really led an encirclement and suppression campaign against the Insurance Corps, leaving aside victory or defeat, trouble in between would definitely be unavoidable. The strategy finally decided by the Waterway Detachment was to completely eliminate the stubborn forces of Liujiapu. Not allowing them to escape.

Based on such a strategic concept, after annihilating the family guards under Liu Wentao, the refugees were immediately organized and rushed back to the front of the Liujiapu fortified village. Before the refugees arrived, the gate of the fortified village was already closed tightly, for fear that the refugees would take the opportunity to rush in. The Liujiapu fortified village also had only a north gate. Once the refugees blocked there, it would be difficult upon difficult to come out again.

The sky gradually darkened. Completely different from the silence of the first few days, the Insurance Corps and the refugees opened up their posture. Six or seven hundred refugees and five hundred Insurance Corps soldiers, more than a thousand people completely surrounded the fortified village. Many dead plants had been cut down these days. Except for the south side preparing to bury explosives, fires were lit in the east, north, and west directions. Refugees took turns to go into battle, shouting constantly outside the range of the fortified village's muskets. Or suddenly extinguishing the fire, and those bold refugees put some wooden boards on their heads and ran near the enemy's fortified village, pretending to attack the city.

With this tossing all night, the fortified village couldn't be peaceful at all. Everyone inside the fortified village knew things were very wrong, but they were powerless. People sent out during the day were solved instantly. At night, refugees lit bonfires outside that burned almost all night. Rushing out rashly, under the illumination of bonfires, would only become targets. Everyone still had this bit of common sense. As for why these bandits wanted to harass all night, it was naturally the traditional fatigue tactic.

The principle is easy to understand, but the problem lies in putting it into practice, which is very difficult. Previous fatigue tactics were generally just making noise. The sound might be loud, but when it really transmitted into the fortified village, it was already unclear. As long as ears were plugged, one could really eat and sleep as usual.

But the people outside the fortified village this time were very different. Don't know where this group of people came from, but when they spoke, they shouted collectively, and the voices were extremely neat. In the night, it transmitted directly and clearly from outside into the fortified village. Whether the family guards on the wall or the common people inside the fortified village heard it clearly.

The content of this gang's shouting was nothing more than three items. The first item was urging Liujiapu to surrender. Those guys outside claiming to be the People's Party Insurance Corps claimed that if members of Liujiapu were willing to surrender voluntarily, they would ensure the personal and property safety of the common people of Liujiapu. Such words were clichés said countless times; bandits said so when they came, and the government said so when they came. Different from the government and bandits, the People's Party Insurance Corps didn't have any threatening parts. They didn't mention a word of those ruthless words like leaving no chickens or dogs if not surrendering voluntarily.

The second item was hoping everyone would not resist when the Insurance Corps attacked Liujiapu. The Insurance Corps guaranteed to everyone that even if Liujiapu was captured, they wouldn't rob the private property of the common people. The purpose of attacking Liujiapu was to obtain grain that could allow local common people to survive the disaster year. Not for the Insurance Corps itself to profit by looting the common people.

The Insurance Corps guaranteed to the common people that as long as they hid at home and didn't come out, or knelt on the ground and raised their hands to surrender during the battle, they could keep their lives. The Insurance Corps would absolutely not settle accounts after autumn.

If it were ordinary bandits shouting in formation, the common people might just listen to it as a joke. The problem was that dozens of people shouting neatly together, although not particularly novel words, this extremely disciplined way seemed to have a natural persuasiveness. Many common people pricked up their ears to listen carefully to the content of these words.

The third item was even more incredible. The Insurance Corps guaranteed that even if people of Liujiapu fought the Insurance Corps to the end, as long as they were not killed on the spot, the Insurance Corps would give treatment. But the Insurance Corps warned these people that the Insurance Corps' regulation of preferential treatment for captives was aimed at captives who gave up resistance. If they were dishonest after becoming captives, the Insurance Corps would have to adopt tough means to deal with them.

These words were sorted out by Li Zhao based on Chen Ke's documents. The core purpose was nothing more than one thing: telling the common people of Liujiapu that as long as they were willing to surrender, they could live. The Insurance Corps treats captives well. Although while informing the common people of Liujiapu, the Insurance Corps was also secretly burying explosives. But this didn't mean the Insurance Corps was deceiving the common people. When attacking Yuezhangji, the Insurance Corps and the Zhang family fought to that extent, but Chen Ke didn't eradicate the Zhang family in the end. He just imprisoned them. No matter what kind of guys the opponents were, preferential treatment for captives was preferential treatment for captives. Since the opponent had succumbed, as the victor, one should have such a tolerant mind.

This time refugees beat more than twenty family guards to death alive. The Insurance Corps held a private meeting and conveyed discipline. Although not criticizing this practice directly, the Insurance Corps emphasized repeatedly that under the condition of ensuring the safety of soldiers themselves, abusing captives was absolutely not allowed, let alone killing captives.

This tossing lasted until more than three o'clock in the morning. All attack teams of the Insurance Corps began to rest. In the plan, the attack would officially launch at six-thirty in the morning. Words that should be shouted were shouted; explosives that should be buried were buried. With this tossing all night, people inside the fortified village were also exhausted. Being dazed in the early morning, the resistance encountered when fighting in one go would be smaller.

And on the other side, Master Liu Ba was considered coping effectively. Although his brother's whereabouts were unknown, estimated to be more ill than good. He went to the battle personally, commanding family guards and common people in the fortified village to defend strictly. Although he didn't know how the guys outside claiming to be the People's Party Insurance Corps would fight in exactly. But judging from this posture, the Insurance Corps was absolutely not in a posture of long-term siege, but prepared to take down the fortified village in one go.

More than six in the morning, the sky was already slightly bright. Family guards and common people who hadn't slept well all night felt their eyes sting from the dazzling morning sunlight. Many people even shed tears. Tossing all night, everyone felt tired and hungry. In a disaster year, everyone basically ate one meal of thin porridge and one meal of semi-dry food a day. And breakfast was not eaten. Usually sleeping all night, the body could still hold on. But busy all night, stomachs were already rumbling with hunger. But Master Liu Ba forgot about breakfast. The crowd in the fortified village stayed on the wall with hungry stomachs, simply not knowing whether to slip down to eat or continue to stay on the wall to see if there would be food to eat.

Just then, accompanied by a noise never heard before, thick smoke billowed suddenly under the south wall, and bricks and stones flew randomly. The entire fortified village trembled like a galloping fierce horse. Many people who didn't stand firmly fell directly from the wall. Even those who reacted quickly and could hug something in time, not falling from the wall top, didn't feel much better. An indescribable feeling of nausea, dizziness, and tinnitus appeared suddenly. That was the physiological reaction triggered by the shockwave reaching the human body. Those with good bodies could resist a little, while many with weaker bodies vomited directly. But everyone's stomach was empty; there was nothing to vomit even if they wanted to. They could only lie on the ground or the wall retching continuously.

Just then, the charge bugle of the Insurance Corps blew *di di da da*. The soldiers who had been lying in ambush long ago shouted and charged towards the gap in the south wall.

At least until now, everything was as planned. When the dark gap appeared on the south wall, Zhang Yu already knew that the operation was unlikely to fail. From now on, there was only the degree of success.

But Zhang Yu felt somewhat disappointed because he couldn't lead the team to rush into the fortified village personally like Chen Ke. When attacking Yuezhangji, Chen Ke led the charge personally. When those cadres and soldiers mentioned Chen Ke's heroic posture and calm and skillful combat command, they were all incomparably admiring. Zhang Yu obviously didn't have such a chance. As the current supreme commander, whether the main attack or feint attack, they were responsible by comrades from different troops. Zhang Yu had no room to intervene at all.

Although not being able to lead the charge personally made Zhang Yu somewhat disappointed, seeing the troops rush into the fortified village from the gap and the ensuing gunfight made Zhang Yu feel inexplicably lucky. Instead, Pu Guanshui, as the commander of the assault team, had already led the troops to kill their way in. The gunshots became denser and denser. Listening for a while, Zhang Yu felt he heard some clues. The crisp gunshots were relatively close, and moved from near to far. Presumably, they were Insurance Corps gunshots. While the low and heavy gunshots were always in the distance; they should be muskets fired by family guards inside the fortified village.

While judging, scouts who rushed up the south wall had already signaled with flags. As the commander of the Waterway Detachment, Zhang Yu himself was proficient in semaphore. After watching for only a moment, Zhang Yu shouted happily, "The enemy has begun to collapse."

The enemy had indeed begun to collapse. The enemies on the south wall bore the brunt of the explosion. Most of them were shaken off the wall directly, and some were even shaken to death directly. Guys falling from a height of several meters onto the ground lost half their lives even if they didn't fall to death. The family guards on the wall were the main force inside the fortified village. There were not many family guards on the south wall, but they were relatively elite ones. Being caught in one net unexpectedly this time, the entire south side of the fortified village immediately became a vacuum zone of military strength.

Insurance Corps soldiers killed their way in all the way, actually encountering no resistance. Pu Guanshui commanded the assault team personally. If according to Pu Guanshui's habit, he would definitely let the troops suppress the wall continuously with volleys, and then advance slowly.

However, there were completely different suggestions in Chen Ke's tactical regulations.

"No matter how small the weapon caliber is, and no matter how small the weapon quantity is, always use firepower to support infantry attacks."

"Whoever opens fire first and can conduct the most violent concentrated fire shooting will win."

These two sentences left a deep impression on Pu Guanshui. In Chen Ke's manual, it was suggested that as long as there were conditions, use violent firepower to eliminate enemies on the wall and commanding heights, seize commanding heights, and then control and divide the enemy from a commanding position. Finally seize victory.

Pu Guanshui proceeded exactly like this. Under the cover of the rifle team, bullets were shot at the enemies on the high ground at maximum speed. The troops inserted straight into the north courtyard wall without stopping at all. The enemy's main force gathered there; most muskets and elites gathered there. As long as the enemies in the north could be solved, the resistance inside the fortified village could basically be declared over.

Just a round of concentrated fire shooting, the enemy was immediately thrown into confusion. Actually, the shooting level of Insurance Corps soldiers was not that brilliant. Thirty-odd soldiers holding Hanyang Type 88s divided into two teams to shoot in turns. After two rounds of shooting, only seven or eight enemies were knocked down. Most bullets just hit the wall pointlessly, then creating various perhaps terrifying sounds.

Seeing the shooting effect was not good, Pu Guanshui immediately followed Chen Ke's guiding regulation, "Shoot as close as possible." He led the soldiers running towards the north. As long as they could get close to the enemy, shooting accuracy could definitely be greatly improved.

Although the enemy didn't have such military regulation guidance, they also understood these simple principles. The volley just now scared the people on the wall out of their wits; some timid ones lay on the ground daring not show their heads. Seeing blue-clad soldiers running over, completely exposed on the road inside the fortified village. The family guards immediately fired a round of muskets at this gang of blue-clad people. Such combat could actually be considered dedicated. The only problem was that this practice really lacked rationality, and was merely a subconscious imitation of those soldiers' volley just now.

Because the soldiers were still far outside the range of muskets.

When Pu Guanshui led the soldiers rushing within the range of family guards' muskets, the family guards were still frantically loading gunpowder. Soldiers who could carry Hanyang Type 88s were all carefully selected by Chen Ke. Once the distance was close, the shooting accuracy of these people improved greatly. Volleys set off bursts of blood flowers among the family guards on the wall. The enemy couldn't persist for long, and then collapsed.

But all plans have their uncontrollable side. The process of the battle so far proceeded according to the Insurance Corps' expectation, but not long after, the battle showed its other side.
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The "Battle of Liujiapu," as a classic combat case in the early days of the Insurance Corps, was very representative. On one side of the battle was a new-style people's army with complete organization and effective training. On the other side was the backbone force of the completely old era. The Insurance Corps understood the old-style force very thoroughly, but the old-style force knew nothing about the Insurance Corps. In the early days of the Liberation War led by the People's Party, battles with all parties were invariably like this.

The Army School, which was declared established shortly after the Battle of Liujiapu, didn't have so many actual combat cases, so the Battle of Liujiapu became a classic course.

Of course, the lecture couldn't say who fired how many shots and who killed how many enemies. The course must start from the perspective of combining theory with practice. This Battle of Liujiapu basically implemented Chen Ke's military regulations.

"Whether attacking or defending, automatic weapons should be configured as far forward as possible."

"Whoever opens fire first and can conduct the most violent concentrated fire shooting will win."

The assault team led by Pu Guanshui adopted Hanyang Type 88s entirely. This rifle used metal cartridge cases and a five-round magazine design. The rate of fire was simply not comparable by the enemy's muskets or the very few single-shot fire guns. Violent firepower disintegrated the enemy's attempt to use musket volleys instantly.

Every time this point was mentioned, instructors would emphasize one thing: if both sides formed a situation of shooting at each other, even if the enemy's muskets had short range and slow rate of fire, as long as the situation of shooting at each other formed, the Insurance Corps rifle troops would absolutely not be without casualties. Once casualties occurred, "fire support" would be greatly discounted.

From this perspective, Pu Guanshui and the others didn't hide in the south of the city relying on the long range advantage of rifles to confront the enemy, but rushed near the enemy, fully utilizing the high rate of fire advantage of Hanyang Type 88s, disrupting the enemy's deployment in one fell swoop. This practice was the key to ensuring complete victory in the first stage.

The "Battle of Liujiapu" was not only one of the cases in the Military School but also an important case in the curriculum of the Cadre School. Most battles do not depend on simple weapon generation gap issues. In the Battle of Liujiapu, what defeated the enemy first was not a comprehensive failure in weapons; what defeated them first was precisely their own confidence.

Pu Guanshui and the others rushed to a position equivalent to the center of the enemy's position, and then ignored the enemies on the east and west walls shooting at them continuously, concentrating firepower to strike the enemies on the north wall continuously. This courage was the key to the victory of this battle. If the troops hid immediately when the enemy shot at them from both sides, although this battle would still be won, the price would be much, much higher.

"No matter how small the weapon caliber is, and no matter how small the weapon quantity is, always use firepower to support infantry attacks."

Instructors of the Military School emphasized this passage repeatedly. In the Battle of Liujiapu, less than ten minutes after the assault team led by Pu Guanshui attacked into the fortified village, the stubborn resistance on the north wall, which concentrated the enemy's most elite forces, was basically on the verge of collapse. Family guards either ran around under gunfire or simply lay on the wall daring not move. On the surface, the situation was very good, but in fact, the battle situation had entered a dangerous period. The bullets of the rifle team led by Pu Guanshui were running out. As long as the firepower shooting stalled, the enemy would counterattack immediately.

The assault team led by Pu Guanshui won great time and space for the soldiers behind. Before the rifle team's violent shooting stalled, the large force for hand-to-hand combat had already rushed up.

Not everyone in the Insurance Corps owned a rifle, and even muskets were not popularized. More than half of the soldiers in the troops were still using red-tasseled spears. However, in 1906, hand-to-hand combat was far from withdrawing from the stage of war. Even in the First World War that occurred in the "future" 1914, hand-to-hand combat on the European battlefield was also one of the most common battles. The Germans in trench warfare found that the engineer shovel was a sharp weapon for hand-to-hand combat. In this Battle of Liujiapu, Insurance Corps infantry didn't have engineer shovels, only red-tasseled spears.

The Liujiapu fortified village had two stairs leading directly to the wall top, brick and stone structures. The soldiers responsible for hand-to-hand combat rushed to the stairs without enemy fire blockade. They knew very clearly before the battle that only by running fast and rushing in front of the enemy fastest could they exert the combat power of red-tasseled spears.

In the training targeting Liujiapu in the first few days, long spearmen had selected multiple routes for hard practice. Pu Guanshui's assault team progressed excellently. Led by officers, the infantry chose the closest and straightest route to insert directly into the stair orientation. The troop configuration was eight long spearmen and two musketeers in a squad. The squad leader commanded with a long spear, and the deputy squad leader was also a grenadier.

Arriving at the stair entrance, Pu Guanshui had already asked riflemen to stop shooting and load bullets. Calm was restored briefly inside the fortified village.

"Throw!" The commander of the infantry hand-to-hand combat troop asked the deputy squad leader to throw two black powder ceramic grenades up. With a boom, smoke and dust swirled at the stair entrance of the wall. Family guards trying to defend the stairs let out screams and cries of alarm. Before they woke up from the shock, musket soldiers in front, long spearmen behind, the hand-to-hand combat troop rushed up the wall.

Although just climbing a few meters high, the soldiers rushing up the wall immediately felt the field of vision opened up a lot. Rushing into a completely strange environment from the wall hole blown by explosives was a psychological test for anyone. Enemies were all over the high wall, being in enemy territory. Until occupying a small piece of the wall, don't look down on just a small piece, the psychological change was already very different. Originally the enemies were high above; now everyone had become the same height.

Musket soldiers fired at the enemies in front, then flashed to the wall side according to training, leaning against the wall with guns raised. The long spearmen behind shouted and rushed up.

By this time, the family guards knew it had reached the final juncture. Blue-clad people rushed into the fortified village continuously, occupying several key points in a blink of an eye. Blue-clad people holding muskets stood still around those who rushed in first, or divided into small teams, blocking the intersections and doorways of various key points inside the fortified village.

Where had the common people inside the fortified village seen such a posture? They ran around in fright. Although the family guards below wanted to save their families, obviously their number was not as many as the blue-clad people. They stood in front of their families holding either muskets or swords and spears. Although bluffing and raising weapons, it was obvious they dared not attack the blue-clad people at all. The blue-clad people inside the fortified village also had no intention of attacking. They just forced the people inside the fortified village not to run around by numerical superiority. But they didn't arrest people, nor did they kill people.

But this was only for those enemies without resistance ability. Family guards conducted desperate resistance against the rushing long spearmen with swords and spears. Barely holding the east and west walls. But not long after, Pu Guanshui's assault team had reloaded bullets. Under Pu Guanshui's command, a new round of volley began. This time not pursuing speed and firepower, but the troops striking enemies who dared to resist stubbornly. Those family guards resisting with swords and spears were trying hard to fight desperately with enemies in front. But suddenly were knocked down by bullets coming from the side. Or put some attention on the side, but were stabbed down by enemies swarming up from the front with random spears.

Organized resistance finally disintegrated under such multiple blows. The Insurance Corps advanced one foot, and the enemy retreated two feet. But the wall was only so long. Not long after, the enemies on the wall squeezed into a pile. Unknown when, Pu Guanshui had stopped shooting. And the Insurance Corps saw the time was about right; officers and soldiers didn't attack fiercely anymore when victory was at hand, but chose to pause. Both sides deadlocked face to face like this.

Although family guards knew defeat and death were inevitable, no one knew how these blue-clad people would treat them exactly. They nervously watched blue-clad people occupy all key places. Actually, it was only about ten minutes from the attack to now. The Insurance Corps' thunderous blow completely stunned the Liujiapu family guards. Only final pressure was needed to make them give up resistance completely.

Just then, Waterway Detachment Political Commissar Li Zhao walked out. He shouted to the family guards surrounded on the wall: "Brothers of Liujiapu, fighting until now, you have already done right by Master Liu Ba Liu Wenxiu. Everyone surrender. As long as you lay down weapons, our Insurance Corps treats captives well."

Whether the Military School or the Cadre School, when mentioning the battle process up to this surrender persuasion stage, they all used quite positive comments. Although the battle was very fierce, it was still a battle.

When the family guards were ready to give up, a burst of killing shouts suddenly sounded outside the north wall. Both the Insurance Corps and the family guards were actually quite familiar with this killing shout; it was the voice of refugees near Liujiapu. The task the Insurance Corps gave them was to attract the attention of the fortified village in the north. Completely no intention of letting them fight. Of course, the refugees didn't have the idea of joining the battle either. They just pretended with siege ladders outside the north wall.

The Insurance Corps captured the wall swiftly; the refugees saw it clearly. Everyone was frightened by the tough combat power of the Insurance Corps. They never expected that from the explosion of explosives, in just ten minutes or so, the Insurance Corps captured the north wall top. Just then, everyone heard Zhou Xingrui shout, "Fellow villagers, it's our turn to risk our lives!"

Everyone looked at Zhou Xingrui strangely. The Insurance Corps was already on the wall; what lives were they risking?

Zhou Xingrui's next words completely "reminded" everyone, "We didn't contribute any effort; why do you say people should give us more grain?"

Right! The common people felt Zhou Xingrui hit the point. They did nothing, just shouted outside for a night. If it were normal days, being dismissed with a *dou* of rice, everyone would still be quite happy. Even in a disaster year, giving a month's grain would be the max. This fortified village was conquered by the Insurance Corps. If they didn't contribute real effort, why should the Insurance Corps give them things?

Thinking of this, a monstrous sense of urgency arose in the refugees' hearts. They swarmed towards the gate. Don't know who led the way, the killing sound in the refugee team shook the sky immediately. This indeed had to blame the Insurance Corps for being "prepared enough." As troops to confuse the enemy, if the equipment seen by the enemy was not enough, this decoying work was obviously unqualified. So the siege equipment in the refugees' hands was really sufficient.

If there were still family guards guarding the wall, this charge would be beaten down immediately. But now the family guards couldn't even take care of themselves; where was anyone to resist? Everyone rushed under the wall, put up ladders following the momentum, and then inexplicably someone climbed up the ladder. Without anyone stopping them, the refugees successfully "scaled the city."

These people still had guys in their hands. The first refugee climbing up held a wooden spear. Jumping onto the wall, he saw a family guard lying on the ground beside him with an injured leg. The refugee raised the wooden spear high without saying a word, and stabbed into the injured family guard's lower abdomen with one blow. The family guard's scream traveled far. Family guards on the wall and under the wall and residents inside the fortified village were originally stunned by the Insurance Corps' lightning-fast attack. When gunshots were loud, someone screaming didn't attract much attention. Now the gunshots stopped, suddenly hearing a scream, everyone looked over. They saw on the wall, a refugee pulled out a bloody wooden spear from a family guard lying on the ground. Then raised the wooden spear high with both hands and stabbed down forcefully.

Behind this refugee, other refugees were climbing up one after another along seven or eight ladders. They went up the wall, also without saying a word, laying murderous hands on the family guards who fell on the ground but didn't die on the wall.

Seeing this situation, those inside the fortified village dared not move anymore. Family guards and common people who decided to surrender were dumbfounded by reality. Then someone shouted loudly, "They want to kill us all. Everyone fight them desperately!"

These words were not even instigation anymore. The refugees' actions gave the common people the impression that they wanted to kill all the common people inside the fortified village. Moreover, one had to admit, if letting refugees do it freely, they would really do so.

Surrendering after defeat was okay, but if still killed after surrendering, no one could accept this. The common people who had lost their fighting will suddenly began to resist. Someone charged towards the Insurance Corps regardless of life and death. Someone was scared out of their wits and began to flee everywhere.

And the surrounded family guards also began to counterattack violently. Li Zhao didn't want to mess up the situation that was already controlled. So he just let long spearmen force back family guards attempting to resist. But some of these family guards had muskets. They thought the Insurance Corps and refugees wanted to slaughter the fortified village. Resisting means death, not resisting means death. Regardless of anything, these people loaded muskets with gunpowder and iron sand.

No matter how Li Zhao asked them to stop, they didn't listen. Moreover, to these family guards, the reason Li Zhao was so anxious was not wanting to avoid bloodshed conflict. But wanting to trick them not to resist.

Pu Guanshui watched this sudden change dumbfounded. The Insurance Corps conducted a lot of military combat training, but they hadn't received training for "maintenance warfare." The Insurance Corps could defeat organized enemies, but how to control common people running around everywhere, the Insurance Corps was completely unclear. A good military battle at first turned into a "public security battle" instantly after the refugee factor joined. The situation that was somewhat controlled became chaotic instantly, and the chaos was still expanding constantly.

With a "Bang," someone fired a musket. That was a family guard on the wall suddenly firing a shot. Pu Guanshui knew things couldn't end so easily. The battle originally thought to end refreshingly suddenly became cruel and bloody. He sighed in his heart but commanded the musket team to start firing violently at those enemies resisting stubbornly. Now more brutal means must be used to suppress the scene. Actually, the object Pu Guanshui wanted to shoot most now was not these family guards, but those refugees who appeared suddenly.

"Thus the battle turned into a farce!" Both Military School and Cadre School defined the performance of this stage like this.

Because scaling the city was too easy, refugees climbed up one after another like possessed, and then easily climbed onto the fortified village wall that was once unattainable. Looking at the neat fortified village houses, looking at the Insurance Corps blue-clad soldiers having the upper hand everywhere. Holding the thought of must "help," refugees killed enemies they could see around first, then shouted killing and charged towards "enemies inside the fortified village." Refugees really treated everyone inside the fortified village as their enemies.

Waterway Detachment Political Commissar Li Zhao reacted relatively fast after all. Seeing things were wrong, he immediately asked people to block the stairs going down the wall. But he only had time to block the side where he was. Soldiers on the other side didn't figure out what was going on. A dozen people had already rushed down the stairs. Li Zhao hurriedly asked signalmen to send semaphore. Only then did the troops opposite understand and hurriedly blocked the stairs. In such a moment, another dozen people rushed into the fortified village.

Refugees rushing into the pile of common people wouldn't mistake the enemy. The Insurance Corps uniformly wore blue clothes and very special blue soft hats. Refugees themselves wore ragged clothes. So anyone wearing better clothes was an enemy. Chaos continued to expand. Villagers fled in all directions, while Insurance Corps soldiers desperately held back refugees. But refugees had absolutely no discipline to speak of at this time. Finally entering the fortified village, someone thought of food. Although the Insurance Corps also provided food and drink these days, it was far from satisfying the refugees. Entering the fortified village, originally wanted to help the Insurance Corps kill people. But unknown who shouted, "Fellow villagers, go find food." "Go find food!" "Go find food!" Immediately someone began to follow and cheer.

Refugees originally blocked on the wall heard "food" and couldn't hold back anymore. Unable to take the stairs, refugees jumped down from the wall several meters high one after another. As long as they didn't fall to death upon landing, refugees got up one after another and walked towards various houses. Seeing someone wanting to enter their own houses, the villagers' last bit of timidity also disappeared. They immediately picked up everything they could pick up to resist.

Thus thorough chaos finally descended.

When Military School and Cadre School mentioned this matter, the summarized experience was nothing more than two points. First, if not consciously creating this chaos, absolutely don't take refugees onto the battlefield, and let them move freely. Second, if a public security battle occurs, then regardless of who the other party is, restoring order is the first choice.

Every time the second point is mentioned, the Military School would praise Zhang Yu and Pu Guanshui for acting decisively, and the Cadre School would praise Commissar Li Zhao for deciding firmly.

Actually, these three people issued orders almost simultaneously. There was such a clause in the regulations provided by Chen Ke, "If encountering a situation requiring large-scale emergency suppression, don't use ropes to bind. Let the people needing to be suppressed lie on the ground holding their heads with hands. Leave a few people responsible for guarding. The main force just needs to knock down the suppression targets to the ground."

The fortified village was filled with screams, wild laughter, angry curses, crying, and wailing. Amidst various human voices, gunshots were mixed from time to time. Just less than ten minutes of chaos and slaughter, hundreds of people on both refugee and villager sides were injured, and a dozen people on each side were hopeless. Three commanders commanded Insurance Corps soldiers. Regardless of anything, let refugees lie down holding their heads first. Those who didn't listen were beaten down directly. Then forced villagers to lie down.

Spending the strength of nine bulls and two tigers, order was finally restored. Without the blind interference of refugees, this stage could have ended early, and many people wouldn't have died originally.

What made villagers feel slightly surprised was that in the great chaos, the Insurance Corps didn't take care of refugees too much. Not only that, some refugees acting very outrageously were tied up.

In such chaos, it wasn't that there was no place maintaining "order" inside the fortified village all along. Zhang Yu personally led troops to surround Master Liu Ba's residence tightly. Dozens of people up and down the Liu family guarded the courtyard gate tightly. Zhang Yu didn't plan to attack hard either. As long as he could block the Liu family and prevent these backbones inside the fortified village from rushing out to add trouble, leaving only the Liu family would be easy to handle.

When refugees caused big trouble, Zhang Yu still felt slightly worried, but the Liu family obviously didn't seize this opportunity. Wait until chaos was completely suppressed. The Liu family knew there was no hope just by listening to the voice. At this time, they had some intention of burning boats. Zhang Yu said nothing and ordered grenadiers to throw the hand grenades, which were scarce in the Insurance Corps, inside. Two loud bangs passed. The Liu family was completely honest.

They heard someone shouting in the yard: "Heroes outside, I am Liu Wenxiu."

"So it's Master Liu Ba. Does Master Liu Ba have any instructions?" Zhang Yu laughed. Controlling the situation completely at this time, his mood was relaxed. Even had room for jokes.

Master Liu Ba, Liu Wenxiu, didn't expect the other party to answer like this, and didn't know how to respond for a moment. Such relaxation proved that the other party completely mastered the situation; I'm afraid some conditions he wanted to say wouldn't be useful either. Then someone climbed up the watchtower of the Liu family courtyard, looking around furtively for a good while. He saw the wall was full of Insurance Corps blue-clad people. There were gunmen on all commanding heights. Looking for a while, really couldn't find a way to escape, that person simply stood on the watchtower shouting down: "Heroes outside, I am Liu Wenxiu, I admit defeat. Just please spare the lives of old and young in the fortified village; you can do whatever you want to me, Liu Wenxiu."

Zhang Yu walked a few steps forward, coming out of the crowd. "Master Liu Ba, I am Insurance Corps Commander Zhang Yu. I advise you to surrender now. Our Insurance Corps treats captives well. We will absolutely not kill captives."

Liu Wenxiu looked at Zhang Yu for a while, suddenly laughed loudly: "This Brother Zhang, aren't you underestimating me, Liu Wenxiu, too much? I'm not a three-year-old child; can you deceive me?"

Zhang Yu also pretended to laugh loudly, "Master Liu Ba, wanting to destroy your family, whether attacking hard or setting fire, do you think we can't do it? We don't do this because we really don't want to kill so many people. Heaven has the virtue of loving life; we don't want to kill people. Otherwise, if we transfer the refugees over, can they spare you? So, Master Liu Ba, surrender quickly. Being able to live in this fortified village, you are a character at any rate. If you want to be a turtle shrinking its head to avoid this matter, it definitely won't work."

Hearing Zhang Yu say this, Liu Wenxiu knew polite talk was useless. He no longer pretended any hypocritical appearance, "Gentlemen, why do you attack my fortified village? Please speak clearly, so I, Liu Wenxiu, can die understanding."

Zhang Yu shouted: "Master Liu Ba, can't you guess it yourself? Guess."

Seeing Zhang Yu teasing him like this, Liu Wenxiu was really burning with anger. He roared: "Could it be that you want to rebel?"

"Exactly so, we are going to rebel." Zhang Yu shouted.

Liu Wenxiu was originally just speaking angrily, but seeing Zhang Yu admit it so easily. He felt very incredible instead. But he heard Zhang Yu continue to shout: "To rebel, one needs people, land, grain, and guns. Our purpose of rebellion is to save the common people of this world. That's why we want to attack your fortified village. We will attack one fortified village after another like this, save one place of common people after another. Fight until the Manchu Qing is defeated, saving the common people of the world."

"You! You!" Liu Wenxiu was so angry at Zhang Yu's words that smoke came out of his seven orifices. He wanted to curse loudly but didn't know what to curse.

Zhang Yu continued to persuade: "Master Liu Ba, the reason I keep you until now is very simple. I want to send your whole family to our base camp. See how our leader prepares to deal with you. As the saying goes, buying horse bones with a thousand gold (*Qian Jin Ma Gu* - showing sincerity to attract talent). You, Master Liu Ba, are also considered a character; maybe useful. So surrender now. If you don't surrender, I can only attack your courtyard with fire. At that time, life or death won't matter."

While speaking, soldiers suddenly brought a few dirty and wet people over. Zhang Yu asked soldiers to take these few people to a place Liu Wenxiu could see. Then he shouted: "Master Liu Ba, you let people go through the tunnel. I think it's inappropriate. So I invited them over. Do you want to come down and say something to them?"

Seeing his sons captured, Liu Wenxiu only felt his head buzz, almost falling from the watchtower. Courtyard surrounded, sons captured. He heard Zhang Yu laugh: "Master Liu Ba, we say treat captives well, then we will treat captives well. We will absolutely not kill your sons. But I give you two hours. If you don't surrender. We will attack your courtyard. Anyway, your sons are in our hands; not killing them already leaves you descendants. For the people in your courtyard, as long as they resist, we will kill without mercy (*ge sha wu lun*). Think about it properly, Master Liu Ba."

Everyone bargained like this, spending an hour. Under the pressure of the Insurance Corps' powerful armed forces, Liu Wenxiu finally surrendered.

"Send a boat back to deliver the message. Take Liu Wenxiu's whole family along too." Zhang Yu immediately issued the first order after the war.

Chen Ke got the news four days later. He ordered Liu Wenxiu's family to be escorted to Yuezhangji prison for detention, and immediately convened a Party Committee meeting. After the seven secretaries listened to the report of the Liujiapu battle, Chen Ke couldn't help exchanging a look with Shang Yuan.

"Let's fight out." Hua Xiongmao said.

"Right, it won't do not to fight out anymore." You Gou supported very much.

He Zudao didn't speak, but everyone knew He Zudao absolutely supported the view of fighting out.

In the final vote, the seven secretaries unanimously agreed to the opinion of fighting out.

But unexpectedly, after the Party Standing Committee made this decision, the first order Secretary Chen Ke issued was to send someone to recall Chen Tianhua, who was far away in Hebei, back to the Central Committee for work. Comrades in the People's Party knew Chen Tianhua was in Hebei, but they didn't quite understand why Chen Ke recalled Chen Tianhua to the Central Committee now. But no one opposed either.

On September 20, 1906, the entire fleet of the Waterway Detachment returned to the base area after completing the task of sending New Army soldiers. Immediately, the troops participating in this battle exchanged a large number of personnel with the First and Second Regiments. The newly formed Waterway Detachment was three times the size of the previous troop. After the fleet set out again, battles of breaking fortified villages and saving common people unfolded on both banks of the Huai River immediately.

The People's Party's military struggle actually unfolded so early; before this, including Chen Ke, no one expected it.



★


King Pang

Volume 3 - Chapter 47

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 47 King Pang

September in the Hebei Plain is exactly when the "Autumn Tiger" (Indian Summer) rages. Unlike the miserable state after the Anhui flood, Hebei did not suffer disaster. Crops have been harvested smoothly. In the autumn fields, there are piles of wheat straw, sorghum stalks, and some other crop stalks everywhere. These are fuels for farmers' families, so naturally, they must be prepared well.

This year's harvest in Hebei is neither good nor bad, a normal year. Life can pass by so-so. According to rural custom, at this season, there should always be some celebrations or something. But this year, the countryside of Nangong County, Xingtai, Hebei, seems to have something more attractive to the common people's attention.

Although the vast majority of crops have been harvested, farm work still has to last for a long time. Now there is no need to go to the fields; most villagers work in the village. Hejia Village, like usual, had signs of human habitation early. But today everyone had no intention of working seriously. Although doing some things in hand, most people ran to the street, looking towards the village entrance constantly. A cyan flag was planted by the road at the village entrance. In the middle of the flag was a white round bottom, with a black character "Pang" written on it. This flag stood solitarily by the road at the village entrance, but no one moved it.

The sun rose slowly. Suddenly someone at the village entrance shouted: "King Pang is here!" This voice seemed to explode a thunderclap. Everyone put down the work in their hands and swarmed towards the village entrance.

In the distance, a dozen riders and thirty-odd horses galloped towards Hejia Village along the dirt road. The one in the lead held a big flag, cyan flag face, white round bottom in the middle, with a big character "Pang" written on it. Except for the size, it was exactly the same as that flag outside Hejia Village.

The horse team came very fast. Villagers didn't wait long before the horse team arrived at the village entrance. Children had already surrounded them joyfully. They raised their small faces looking at Pang Zi sitting high on the horse, shouting excitedly: "King Pang! King Pang!"

Pang Zi laughed *haha*, took out a handful of copper coins casually, and scattered them to the side. Children cheered and pounced on them to pick up money. The road ahead was unobstructed. Pang Zi urged his horse, leading the horse team to continue forward. When passing by that flag at the village entrance, Pang Zi pulled up the flag smoothly and laughed loudly.

Villagers looked at Pang Zi's appearance; many young people were already eager to try. They saw Pang Zi finish laughing. Only then did he shout loudly: "Fellow villagers and elders, I, Pang Zi, said when I came here a few days ago, if anyone feels I, Pang Zi, shouldn't manage this village, when I come, bring the flag to see me. How to compete, I'll let that person set the rules. If no one looks for me, then I'm going to look for everyone to compete."

"King Pang, what do you want to compete in?" A young villager couldn't help shouting already.

"Exactly, compete in what? Say it quickly."

Pang Zi looked at the young villagers being impatient one by one, but deliberately not rushing to speak. His slightly frowned brows looked around. Seeing no one around really had hostility towards him. Pang Zi then suddenly laughed loudly *haha*, "I, Pang Zi, am a wine sack and rice bag (*jiu nang fan dai* - glutton/good-for-nothing). Let's compete in eating meat and drinking wine."

As soon as these words came out, the villagers already cheered thunderously. Especially young villagers began to move tables out impatiently, preparing bowls and chopsticks.

Pang Zi waved his hand. His subordinates unloaded wine, meat, and food from the pack horses. Chicken, duck, fish, and meat were all there, but mainly pork and chicken, and also prepared Nangong smoked vegetables. White flour steamed buns were packed in a dozen big cloth bags, all steamed just this morning. Although no longer steaming hot, they were still fresh and soft. Wine wouldn't be less either. Water had long been boiled in the village. These meats, vegetables, and steamed buns were re-steamed hot, and immediately the aroma overflowed.

Although it was called a competition, Pang Zi dared not lack any courtesy. The elders in the village were invited to the seats of honor. Wine, meat, and food were placed in front of them first. Pang Zi toasted the old masters first. After the old masters moved their chopsticks, he returned to the table where young people gathered. This was a long big table made of a dozen tables put together. Hejia Village was not big, just fifty-odd households. A hundred or so young men. Such a big table could seat them. Seeing Pang Zi come over, everyone stood up one after another, "King Pang, we have to compete with you." The leader laughed.

"Bring it on!" Pang Zi laughed. Everyone sat at the table and began to eat. Drinking wine first, everyone held a steamed bun in the left hand and chopsticks in the right hand, eating non-stop. Where had young people seen so much meat? Smelling the meat, saliva was already flowing long. Seeing Pang Zi move his chopsticks, everyone started eating immediately. Bowls of strip meat were served on the table like this, and then eaten clean. Whole roast chickens came up; everyone could even get one in front of them. Everyone buried their heads and ate fiercely, but after eating only half a chicken, they couldn't eat anymore. The vast majority of young people had never eaten so much meat and swallowed so much oil in one meal. At this time, although the mouth still felt very insufficient, the stomach already felt full. Although trying hard to eat some more, they couldn't stuff it down no matter what.

Pang Zi didn't have this problem. He ate meat and steamed buns at the same time. Two bowls of strip meat went down to the stomach, and he ate half of that chicken. Then he took a flatbread (*lao bing*), put Nangong smoked vegetables, big meat, and chicken in the flatbread, poured a lot of bean paste inside, sprinkled shredded green onions, rolled the bread into a roll the size of a fist, and ate it holding it. Finished it in a while. A big bowl held red bean and millet porridge, which was left to cool aside from the beginning. At this time Pang Zi took it and drank the porridge up with a slurping sound. Looking at the crowd at the same table again, a lot of unfinished food was left in front of them. One by one, they stared dumbfounded at Pang Zi eating so freely.

Pang Zi smiled complacently: "Just this little stuff; I haven't let go to eat yet. Eating three or five *jin* of meat in a meal doesn't tire me. Otherwise, where do you think my strength of several hundred *jin* comes from?"

Whether the fatty had a strength of several hundred *jin*, the young men of Hejia Village didn't know. But Pang Zi's appetite was solidly visible. So everyone tended to believe Pang Zi's words.

"Gentlemen, do you have anything else unconvinced?" Seeing admiration in everyone's eyes, Pang Zi said while striking the iron was hot.

"This..." The young men had nothing unconvinced, but everyone was a junior; what they said themselves didn't count.

The fatty knew this clearly in his heart. He laughed *haha*: "Actually, this is not something you can decide either. I don't collect grain from everyone, nor do I ask everyone to pay me any profit money. I just want to tell everyone, if you encounter any difficulties in the future, just come to find me directly. If you are unconvinced and think who among you is better than me, then stand out, let's compete. Won't it be clear who is strong and who is weak? We are all men; speak a straightforward word!"

Pang Zi failed to convince the young people successfully, but he didn't care either. He encountered this kind of thing a lot these days. From anxious dissatisfaction at the beginning to being able to treat it calmly now. Pang Zi felt he also improved a lot. After eating and drinking, Pang Zi always had to leave some polite remarks. The object of persuasion this time was those elders, "Fellow villagers and elders, I, Pang Zi, am just a wine sack and rice bag, but I always want to exert some strength for everyone. Now I opened an Escort Agency (*Biao Ju*), running in our Nangong County, running the business of our Xingtai. If everyone doesn't despise it and wants to find something to do, come to find me."

After saying this, Pang Zi didn't stay long either. Mounting the horse with his subordinates, Pang Zi cupped his hands towards everyone, "If there is any place where you old and young men can use me, I will absolutely not decline." After speaking, Pang Zi turned the horse's head and whistled away with his subordinates.

Although everyone had their own thoughts in their hearts, the urgent task now was not to consider Pang Zi's words, but to move this table full of wine and meat home as much as possible. Women at home couldn't come to the table; they had been waiting anxiously at home for a long time.

Horses galloped. Pang Zi felt very happy. Not only the refreshment after a big meal, but those envious and longing eyes of the villagers made Pang Zi feel that a large part of the meaning of his life had been realized. Being born means making everyone envy and jealous. This was one of Pang Zi's views. So he actually knew that he could never catch up with Uncle Jing Tingbin in this life.

This was not something that could be expounded directly with very clear words. If forced to say, Pang Zi knew Uncle Jing was a "decent person." While he was far from having Uncle Jing's "rules." Back then, whether people who liked Uncle Jing or people who didn't like Uncle Jing. Whether landlords, gentry, or common people, all considered Uncle Jing's actions as "reason" (*Dao Li*). Whether dealing with him perfunctorily to his face or stabbing him in the back. But even those who opposed Uncle Jing actually dared not say that what Uncle Jing did lacked reason.

Compared with Uncle Jing Tingbin, Pang Zi completely lacked such a reputation. In Nangong County, Pang Zi was famous for liking to associate with those dubious guys. The direct result of this reputation was that Pang Zi's image was greatly affected. And Pang Zi himself had no intention of imitating Uncle Jing Tingbin. Regarding being called liking to associate with "lowlifes," Pang Zi didn't feel anything wrong at all.

The rebellion led by Uncle Jing Tingbin and Uncle Zhao Sanduo almost mobilized all the bloody men from Xingtai to Shandong. After the uprising failed, Yuan Shikai led the Beiyang New Army to suppress it cruelly. Those who dared to fight either died in battle or left their native places to go elsewhere. Those remaining were scared out of their wits. Asking them to do something, these people thought over and over again; where was the heroism of predecessors pledging life and death over a bowl of wine?

Previous predecessors didn't pledge promises of life and death for that bowl of wine, that meal. What allowed everyone to associate sincerely was the "righteousness" (*Dao Yi*) possessed by Uncle Jing. As the saying goes, shoulder righteousness with iron shoulders. Uncle Jing was that kind of person; he almost hated evil as an enemy. Encountering things that didn't conform to righteousness and etiquette, Uncle Jing could always stand out. He was not upholding justice, but maintaining righteousness.

Pang Zi was not this kind of person who could undertake righteousness. When Uncle Jing was alive, he was scolded a lot. Reasonably speaking, Uncle Jing passed away; Pang Zi should be able to develop freely, and no one could restrain Pang Zi anymore. But what surprised Pang Zi himself was that what he wanted to do most now was actually become a person like Uncle Jing. Not imitating Uncle Jing Tingbin, but possessing that kind of "righteous" life from the root.

In these years, Pang Zi discovered one thing. Unknown for what reason, this world began to change. In the past, wherever foreign missionaries and foreign goods went, that place would definitely be chaotic. Uncle Jing and the others devoted their lives to eliminating foreign religions and boycotting foreign goods. Just to be able to restore traditional righteousness. But now, Chinese missionaries and foreign goods produced by Chinese themselves began to appear constantly. Previously seeing those curvy and bending characters, one knew it was foreign goods. Now it's all Chinese characters; how do you know it was made by fake foreign devils?

Pang Zi's theoretical and practical knowledge were both insufficient. He didn't know what exactly happened to this world. He only knew that this world was undergoing slow but irresistible changes. The whole country became impetuous, and the relationship between people no longer relied solely on "righteousness" as the standard. Many things were changing constantly. In Uncle Jing Tingbin's view, Pang Zi was already a rebellious child. But facing such overall changes, Pang Zi's first thought was actually hoping this society, this world could return to the path Pang Zi was familiar with.

To make this world return to the path Fatty wanted, there must be people and guns. Otherwise, before Pang Zi achieved his ideal, he would be killed by others. Pang Zi was very clear about this. After Uncle Jing died, the forces once suppressed in Xingtai surfaced one after another. Those guys who were ignored by everyone originally now also felt they were characters. Pang Zi believed his current opponents were them. If he couldn't suppress this gang, he would absolutely not become a leading figure in Nangong County.

Even adopting unusual methods, as long as he could regain the dominant position in Nangong County in the short term, Pang Zi didn't care who he cooperated with, nor did he care what means he used. This was Pang Zi's thought before meeting Chen Ke.

After meeting Chen Ke, more specifically, after getting Chen Tianhua's help, Pang Zi found suddenly that he had many new chips to use. Chen Tianhua devoted himself to building a breeding farm. At that time Wu Xingchen was still in Nangong County; with him sitting in town, Pang Zi dared not oppose directly either. The breeding farm was just done like this.

It experienced many twists and turns in the middle, but finally succeeded. First eggs, duck eggs. Then chicken meat, duck meat. More than half a year later, the piglets raised in the breeding farm actually grew to about a hundred *jin*. If according to ordinary pig raising, such pigs could already be killed for meat. And Pang Zi did exactly this. Calling himself "wine sack and rice bag" was not Pang Zi's hobby. Now Pang Zi didn't have more means to buy off surrounding villagers. Anyway, the breeding farm didn't have much investment either. If spending money to buy these meats and eggs, it would indeed require a lot of money. But taking them out as favors was very cheap. Pang Zi hoped this kind of life with wine and meat all day could attract those youths to join his team.

Hejia Village was not too far from Gaojia Village where Pang Zi was located. Going there carrying a pile of wine and meat took a longer time. Coming back was light travel. Plus taking advantage of the alcohol, Pang Zi, who spent more than two hours riding back to Gaojia Village, didn't feel the fatigue of the past at all. At this time, he was glowing with health and radiating vigor. After dismounting, Pang Zi threw the reins to the subordinate waiting at the gate of his compound. Then he strode into the courtyard.

This courtyard didn't change much from when Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua came together. Except that Pang Zi had actually given this courtyard to Chen Tianhua to live in, there was nothing different. Now Pang Zi was mainly active in the county town. This was the most beautiful thing he thought he had done in his life so far.

Four months ago, one month after Wu Xingchen left Xingtai, the breeding farm started by Chen Tianhua and Wu Xingchen could already provide eggs and duck eggs stably. That was exactly April, soon to be the days when the green crop was not yet ready. Pang Zi immediately summoned landless poor men from Nangong County town and surrounding areas. This gang of brothers was about two hundred or so. When Pang Zi got them to Gaojia Village, he really felt he found the right people.

These people looked like brothers who no longer sought any future, typical of getting drunk today when there is wine today. When greeting everyone to eat, everyone ate neither fast nor slow. Drinking wine and eating meat was no different from eating steamed buns. Although that decadence could be seen in their eyes. But from another angle, this gang also had a temperament Pang Zi cared about very much. To put it nicely, that was a kind of demeanor. What made these people despair was not the helplessness of life, not just unable to survive.

If one must say, it was a kind of despair produced after being abandoned by the mainstream. If in the eyes of many others, the setbacks these people encountered were only temporary. But these people had a thought that they could never be accepted by the "correct path" again. Rather than saying they were forced into this precarious life, it was better to say this gang chose self-exile, wanting to face the end of life on this road of idlers.

Why did these people have such an attitude? Pang Zi really couldn't understand. But Pang Zi knew he found the people he needed. Facing everyone, Pang Zi asked, "Afraid of losing heads or not?"

These people below neither said afraid nor said not afraid. Everyone asked back: "Give enough to eat?"

Pang Zi laughed: "As long as everyone is in the county town, I want to scare the government. Don't know if everyone is afraid."

"Afraid of what? Beheading? Beating with boards?" Everyone laughed.

Pang Zi laughed too listening; these idlers didn't mean to be afraid, "Beheading may not be necessary; beating with boards and being cangued probably can't be avoided. But what should be given to everyone to eat and use, I, Pang Zi, will absolutely not short you. Moreover, if everyone wants to work here in the future, just work. I don't lack here. If you don't want to work, this mouthful of rice won't be short for everyone either."

"As long as providing food, what are we afraid of? Even if we can't do things, can't we even make a fuss?" The idlers gave the bottom line of what they could do. And what Pang Zi needed was exactly such a bottom line.

After some discussion, Pang Zi led more than two hundred idlers to occupy the street in front of the Nangong County Yamen first. The idlers lined up and walked from this end of the street to that end, walking back and forth several times. The team began to circle around the county yamen. If just walking back and forth on the street, it only aroused the curiosity of the bailiffs. Circling around the yamen, the bailiffs panicked immediately.

The Magistrate got the report and sent someone to inquire. Seeing a bailiff coming to question, the idlers clamored immediately, "You ask what we want to do? Now life can't go on; we want to rebel!"

Hearing this, the bailiff's face turned somewhat pale instantly. "Brother, don't joke." The bailiff tried to ease everyone's mood.

Pang Zi and the idlers had discussed things long ago. Hearing the bailiff say this, the idlers shouted instantly, "Life can't go on! Rebel and be done with it (*Zao Fan Le Suan Qiu*)!"

While speaking, they took out various guys and surrounded the county yamen. Seeing things were wrong, the bailiff was scared into running back to the yamen to report hurriedly. And the idlers surrounded the county yamen tightly and began to make a fuss.



★


Peasants Association 1

Volume 3 - Chapter 48

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 48 Peasants' Association (1)

"Are these unruly people not afraid of royal law?" Magistrate Zhou of Nangong County trembled with anger in the yamen. But being blocked at the gate of the yamen, if this continued, how could he continue to be the magistrate?

"How many people are outside exactly?" Magistrate Nangong asked.

"Sir, I see there are at least more than two hundred people outside." The bailiff dared not speak too loudly, fearing to irritate the magistrate.

"Hiss!" The magistrate felt a sensation similar to a toothache. Needless to say, someone must be playing tricks behind the scenes. "Find out who is instigating behind the scenes first!" The magistrate ordered.

Sometimes even a Marquis of a Hundred Li (*Bai Li Hou* - Magistrate) like the magistrate couldn't do whatever he wanted. Magistrate Nangong suddenly found that hundreds of ruffians and idlers united were also very difficult to deal with. Bailiffs wanted to go out to inquire about news, but as soon as they opened the door, they saw idlers standing full at the gate, shouting: "Life can't go on; we want to rebel." They simply didn't let the bailiffs go out.

"Do you want to rebel?" The bailiff shouted.

"We just want to rebel!" The idlers shouted back.

Facing such rolling knife meat (*gun dao rou* - tough/shameless people), the bailiffs really had no way. Holding weapons in hand, the bailiffs really dared not fight their way out. Otherwise, fighting out meant they had to come back. After reporting the matter to the magistrate, the magistrate was furious. This was too bullying.

"Come, this official will take you to see personally. If this official gives an order, you beat them out for me." The magistrate shouted.

Opening the door this time, the idlers were still at the gate. Seeing the magistrate's official uniform, the idlers clamored again, "Can't live anymore, rebel!" Hearing these words, the magistrate's face was gloomy. Just as he was about to let the bailiffs fight out, he saw two people squeeze to the door. The magistrate's hand was originally raised, pointing at the idlers. As soon as he saw these two people squeezing to the door, the magistrate's fingers trembled, and his gloomy face almost turned green with anger, "Drag these two bastards in for me." The magistrate shouted to the bailiffs.

The two were dragged into the gate, and then the door closed with a bang. The bailiffs held weapons preparing to wait for Magistrate Zhou to speak, but saw Magistrate Zhou rush up directly and give each of the two a kick first. He shouted while kicking, "Rebel? You guys really rebelled."

The two young men took a kick but didn't complain at all. Instead, they both spoke with smiles, "Hello, Uncle." "Hello, Teacher."

As soon as these words came out, the bailiffs were surprised. Magistrate Zhou waved to the bailiffs, "You go down." After speaking, the magistrate's anger hadn't subsided, and he kicked the two again. This Magistrate Zhou was from Julu, Hebei. One of the two young men kicked by him was Pang Zi, who had studied with this Magistrate Zhou for a few months. The other was Magistrate Zhou's nephew, Pang Tianshuo. Pang Zi and Pang Tianshuo were distant cousins.

Seeing these two brats actually play this trick on him, Magistrate Zhou was almost amused by anger. Taking the two into the study, the magistrate opened his mouth and cursed: "How does Brother Jing have relatives like you?"

"Teacher, I have no choice..." Pang Zi said. Although he only studied with Magistrate Zhou for a few months, Pang Zi still dared not act rashly towards the teacher.

Magistrate Zhou stared at Pang Zi for a while but didn't continue to scold, "What rebellion? I'll issue an escort license (*ya piao*); you lead these idlers to escort goods for people in the future."

This was originally the purpose of Pang Zi's action this time. He thought there would be some twists and turns, but didn't expect Magistrate Zhou to agree so easily. This made Pang Zi overjoyed, "Thank you, Teacher."

Magistrate Zhou said seriously: "I only help you this one time. If other things happen in the future, I can only do business officially."

Just like this, Pang Zi got the escort license and started the business of the Escort Agency (*Biao Ju*).

Every time he thought of this matter, Pang Zi felt lucky. Actually, Magistrate Zhou was usually a very serious person. It was really not easy to make him help so readily.

"Is Mr. Xingtai here?" Entering his own courtyard, Pang Zi shouted.

"Mr. Chen is not here." A fifteen or sixteen-year-old boy came out to answer.

"He went to the breeding farm again?" Pang Zi asked the boy.

"Mr. Chen went to the Peasant Association."

After Pang Zi got the escort license for the Escort Agency, Chen Tianhua set up the first Peasant Association in Gaojia Village. The first batch of Peasant Association members were farmers who participated in the breeding farm. After that, Chen Tianhua spent most of his time in the Peasant Association, and Pang Zi was used to it.

To buy people's hearts in Hejia Village today, Pang Zi took a lot of chickens, ducks, and pigs from the breeding farm starting the day before yesterday. Although preparing to return to Nangong County immediately, Pang Zi felt he should greet Chen Tianhua and thank him before leaving. If Chen Tianhua didn't run the breeding farm well, where would there be so many livestock and poultry for Pang Zi to use? Thinking of this, Pang Zi got up and went out, going to the breeding farm to find Chen Tianhua.

From last year to now, Chen Tianhua stayed in Hebei for almost a year. Because he learned the Hanyu Pinyin taught by Chen Ke, although his accent still had a strong Hunan flavor, Hebei people could understand what he said.

At this time, Chen Tianhua was organizing fertilizer in the earthworm field with other breeding farm personnel. Carrying a hoe and working skillfully, that is, covering the humus retted from straw stalks, pig manure, and chicken manure on the organized earthworm field. After the autumn harvest, there was no shortage of straw stalks. Lay a layer of retted stuff, then lay a layer of wheat straw and sorghum stalks, then sprinkle a layer of soil, then cover a layer of humus, and then lay straw stalks and soil. Every commoner working in the earthworm field wore a mask. Even so, the pungent smell still smoked the eyes so they couldn't open much.

When left in Hebei by Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua had already prepared mentally that future work would be very hard. But in the long talk before parting with Chen Ke, Chen Ke gave Chen Tianhua three suggestions. One was not to propagate beating away foreigners to the common people. The common people didn't care about such things at all. Second was to understand that the problem now was to develop productive forces so that the common people could produce more food. Third was to establish an organization truly belonging to the common people—the Peasant Association.

Chen Tianhua admired Chen Ke very much. Since Chen Ke said so, Chen Tianhua really implemented Chen Ke's three suggestions. Actually, Chen Ke had only heard of Chen Tianhua's great name. Because historically Chen Tianhua committed suicide in 1905, Chen Ke had no concept of Chen Tianhua's "possibilities." This was also the reason why Chen Ke wanted to leave Chen Tianhua in Hebei. Chen Tianhua was a person who could see current surface problems and raise relatively profound questions. As for how to find solutions to China's current problems, as a latecomer, Chen Ke's evaluation of the problem-solving ability of people in this era was extremely low.

History has proven that only by carrying out a thorough revolution, smashing all old orders, and rebuilding a new order in China, can China be saved. Any reformism is bullshit.

Chen Ke had always been puzzled by one thing. The industrial age and the agricultural age are originally two social situations that have nothing to do with each other. Why do some people always hold on to those "warm veils" of the agricultural age while being in the industrial age? Even in the 21st century, such fools still emerge one after another. These people basically call themselves "public intellectuals," and the vast majority have a characteristic: they only revere the status of "scholars" in China's agricultural age. Thinking that recognizing a few broken characters and reading a few sour essays allows them to be high above, naturally entitled to power. Most of these people praise some "Republic of China Style" (*Min Guo Fan*).

The Republic of the so-called "Republic of China Style" is the era when such "public intellectuals" who read some books occupied high positions in society. Without exception, these people praising "Republic of China Style" in the 21st century are guys who think scholars are superior to others.

Since Chen Ke had a good impression of Chen Tianhua, but since there was no trace of Chen Tianhua in history after 1905, Chen Ke must let Chen Tianhua prove that he was not this kind of "Republic of China Style." Because Chen Ke actually had a very serious idea: if he came to power, these "Republic of China Style" predecessors shouldn't even think about possessing a shred of political power. Even for the rubber-stamp Political Consultative Conference, Chen Ke wouldn't give this gang any chance. So Chen Ke hoped very much that Chen Tianhua could withstand such a test.

Of course, this was also because Chen Ke didn't know there would be such a big flood in Anhui in 1906. In the disaster area, Chen Tianhua could definitely withstand a harsher test. If he knew, he would have taken Chen Tianhua to Anhui.

Chen Tianhua didn't know Chen Ke's true thoughts. He only knew Chen Ke asked him to practice a very hard revolutionary road in Hebei. Chen Tianhua had participated in using existing social contradictions to launch revolutions. But that was the dissatisfaction of the middle class with the Manchu Qing regime. These people were either out of indignation or because of long-accumulated economic contradictions.

In Hebei, Chen Ke asked Chen Tianhua to study the needs of the bottom-level common people for revolution. What exactly did the common people need? How was their revolutionary demand generated exactly? How to tell the common people a fact: without revolution, they will never have a future.

When Chen Tianhua asked Chen Ke how to deal with the common people, Chen Ke only said one sentence, "Work with the common people."

Now Chen Tianhua was working hard. Although Chen Tianhua's family background was poor, his father was a scholar, so Chen Tianhua himself didn't lack books to read. Later he studied well, and someone paid to help him. He continued to study further, even able to study abroad. Chen Tianhua was not too used to farm work. As for the breeding farm mainly run by Chen Tianhua, it goes without saying. This was a mode Chen Ke copied from the 21st-century breeding farm. In the understanding of the breeding farm management mode, there was a gap of nearly a century between the two sides.

So the work was naturally very hard. With Pang Zi's help, Chen Tianhua first gathered the owners of those saline-alkali or wet low-lying lands around the village. These lands were all bad lands; people with such lands were not poor people. Because these lands didn't produce much grain. If they were poor people, these lands would have been sold long ago to buy good land, or simply exchanged land.

Chen Tianhua didn't lack money. Led by Pang Zi, with a rent of fifty taels of silver a year, more than two hundred *mu* of continuous "bad land" was contracted at one time for a year and a half. With land, someone had to serve it. Still Pang Zi came forward; those people in the village who lacked land, had no land, or were forcibly deprived of tenancy were arranged to work here.

This breeding farm quickly became the laughingstock of the surrounding ten *li* and eight villages. Someone actually raised earthworms, and specially built some troughs with bricks. Everyone laughed at Chen Tianhua and these people. Just the money for these bricks couldn't be earned back by raising earthworms for a lifetime. If wanting to dig earthworms, just go to the field to dig; why bother so much?

Let alone the common people contacting this kind of artificial earthworm breeding for the first time, even Chen Tianhua, who had only read the book written by Chen Ke, was anxious in his heart. But relying on blind faith in Chen Ke, he persisted according to what was written in Chen Ke's book. Until more than two months later, Chen Tianhua, who initially mastered the law of earthworm reproduction, finally began to purchase the first batch of chicks, ducklings, and piglets from villagers. Another month passed, and nearby villagers were horrified to find that the chickens raised in the breeding farm led by Chen Tianhua grew extremely fast. Being chicks of more than a month old, the chickens and ducks in the breeding farm were half bigger than those of other families.

So naturally someone came to inquire, learning that these chickens and ducks fed on earthworms, and almost used earthworms as daily staple food to achieve the effect. Villagers who knew this "secret" could only shake their heads. Villagers would catch some earthworms and scoop some fish and shrimp as supplements for chicken and duck feed when earthworms often appeared after rain. Everyone who raised chickens and ducks knew that getting some earthworms and small fish and shrimp occasionally was fine, but if going specifically to get them every day, it was extremely uneconomical.

But the breeding farm run by Chen Tianhua raised earthworms on a large scale. Besides living earthworms used to raise chickens, ducks, and pigs, they were also used to raise small fish and shrimp in specially dug fish ponds. So the things that were very uneconomical for these villagers to capture in the natural environment alone, greatly reduced costs here with Chen Tianhua through artificial breeding.

Actually, Chen Tianhua merely brought knowledge to the countryside. Through organization, utilizing local resources slightly, he obtained great results.

In 1906, if someone ate an egg or duck egg a day, and ate chicken, duck, or fish meat once every five days, how big a household must this be to achieve it? The poor common people in the breeding farm basically achieved it.

If it were an ordinary person, able to achieve such results and let the common people live such a life, he would naturally be smug. Chen Tianhua was actually an ordinary person too. The reason he wasn't smug was simple: the plan Chen Ke left him specifically discussed the situation at this stage. By now, Chen Tianhua understood for the first time what was called "industrialized production" and what was called "small-peasant economy."

The purpose of "small-peasant economy" is production to satisfy a self-sufficient lifestyle, while "industrialized production" is production for the purpose of "transaction." Although the small-peasant economy also raises chickens, ducks, and pigs, those are incidental. This breeding farm personally started by Chen Tianhua aimed to produce more poultry and livestock. And the ultimate goal of these productions was to sell these poultry and livestock to make money. Before having enough sales channels, Chen Tianhua found that he encountered "product backlog" for the first time in his life. Many "chickens and ducks" simply couldn't be eaten.

And relying on a fanatical support for Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua even forced himself to read the part about the transition between "agricultural society" and "industrial society" in the book *Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism* patiently.

In this part, Chen Ke expounded "how the agricultural system looks warm and affectionate in ordinary days and bumper years," but becomes hell on earth in disaster years. So Chen Ke firmly believed that the agricultural system must be completely destroyed and replaced by an industrialized system. For example, in the agricultural system, as long as one industrial variable is added, it will immediately trigger a series of chain reactions.

Because the small-peasant economy can never compare with industrialization in low cost no matter what, Chen Ke warned Chen Tianhua in the document left to him. Distributing the products produced by the breeding farm to poor common people for free is an absolutely foolish act.

The day Chen Tianhua's breeding farm succeeded, basically sentenced the farmers in Nangong County who wanted to rely on raising poultry and livestock to get rich and make money to death. The small-peasant economy can absolutely not compare with industrial production. Unless all farmers join the breeding industry federation, that is, the Peasant Association. Any competition will only make farmers go bankrupt continuously.

Chen Tianhua really didn't quite believe it because when he began to suggest the common people of Gaojia Village join the Peasant Association, he encountered "onlookers" and rejection. Northerners had no confidence in Chen Tianhua, this southern barbarian. Everyone knew Chen Tianhua came with Pang Zi, this guy who didn't do proper work. Since Pang Zi wasn't a good person, Chen Tianhua wouldn't be much better.

As the saying goes, refusing a toast only to be forced to drink a forfeit. Since Chen Tianhua's good intentions couldn't be recognized by everyone, he could only do according to the method provided by Chen Ke. Within the next month, the prices of poultry and chicken/duck eggs in Nangong County fell by thirty percent. Nangong County was originally convenient in transportation, with merchants gathering, known as "Linqing water wharf, Nangong dry wharf." Merchants gathering meant strong consumption. The breeding industry looked inconspicuous, but actually, it was also a way for many people to obtain money. It's just that many people didn't feel it.

Moreover, the breeding industry has a characteristic: livestock and poultry have to eat as long as they are alive. Eating less will make them thin; if thin, they can't sell for a high price. If killed when these livestock and poultry are fat, if the meat cannot be sold immediately, it will spoil. Still can't sell for a price.

Chen Tianhua's big dumping immediately made many families feel the crisis. Because in Chen Tianhua's breeding farm, the proportion of earthworms and small fish/shrimp in the feed was very high. This meant sufficient protein and phosphorus content. And the amount of grain consumed was much less. Other family breeding had a much higher demand for grain. Don't look down on a thirty percent price drop; it immediately made raising chickens and ducks uneconomical. Not only that, if looking at grain alone, perhaps exchanging grain for Chen Tianhua's chickens and ducks might be even more cost-effective.

In the fifth month of the breeding farm opening, finally, someone came to make trouble.
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Chapter 49 Peasants' Association (2)

Even by September 1906, Pang Zi still wasn't clear how Chen Tianhua, as an outsider, spent four months from May to September to build Peasant Associations in Gaojia Village and several surrounding villages. Pang Zi had read the constitution of the Peasant Association; it was concise and to the point. To put it plainly, it was the line written on the wall of the Peasant Association, "Common people's affairs, common people decide."

All affairs of the Peasant Association were decided by collective voting of Peasant Association members. Chen Tianhua told Pang Zi a very novel term called "People's Representative Congress." It was said to be a fresh thing proposed by Chen Ke far away in the south. Pang Zi didn't like Chen Ke, so he immediately lost interest in understanding it deeply. And Chen Tianhua relied on that pile of strange things to turn the Peasant Association from a small breeding farm into a major force in Nangong County spreading over five or six surrounding villages.

According to the news provided by Jing Side, Pang Zi indeed found Chen Tianhua working in the earthworm field. The two hadn't met for more than a month actually. When Chen Tianhua raised his head to look at Pang Zi, Pang Zi suddenly realized one thing. For almost a year, every time he saw Chen Tianhua, he would strongly feel that there was a very obvious change in Chen Tianhua.

In the beginning, Chen Tianhua obviously didn't want to stay in Nangong County very much. At that time, Chen Tianhua was still in a student suit, with neck-length hair, full of "Japanese flavor." As soon as this foreign student opened his mouth, it was "country," "revolution," "constitutionalism," "foreign countries." Although interesting, it sounded like storytelling.

Later Chen Tianhua cut his hair into that extremely short style of Chen Ke, and changed his clothes to Hebei farmer's clothes. His speech and actions also changed gradually. After starting to build the breeding farm, Pang Zi also worked with him for a while at first. Chen Tianhua began to become haggard. Besides the fatigue brought by physical labor, the whole person became somewhat anxious and neurotic. Those farm works obviously made him extremely unaccustomed. Sometimes Chen Tianhua liked to speak loudly, and sometimes he would mutter to himself in Hunan dialect. Besides working, he would hold the thick pamphlet written by Chen Ke to read, brows frowning tightly. A look of great bitterness and deep hatred.

The work of the breeding farm was tired and cumbersome. Pang Zi couldn't persist for too long and ran away too. It wasn't until the breeding farm could start providing poultry and eggs stably that Pang Zi came more times. Chen Tianhua became cheerful, and there was a smile on his face. When with Pang Zi, he never mentioned the previous "country," "revolution," "constitutionalism," "foreign countries" again. Besides specific breeding farm work, Chen Tianhua actually didn't talk about anything else.

Not only that, there was a very major change in this young man. He was finally willing to listen seriously to others talking about small things completely unrelated to national affairs. Pang Zi had experienced before that no matter what he talked about, although Chen Tianhua was listening, he would eventually pull the topic to "revolution." Now Chen Tianhua absolutely didn't mention "revolution," but listened seriously to others talking about specific things, and then would discuss with others how to solve these things. That young man who was once high above and always tried to be others' "teacher" seemed to have become another person, a simple farmer, an ordinary farming youth.

In September 1906, after Pang Zi saw Chen Tianhua, he felt very keenly that Chen Tianhua had changed again. A familiar thing began to reveal itself in Chen Tianhua. That was something Pang Zi had seen in Uncle Jing Tingbin, something Pang Zi envied most.

When Chen Tianhua held a hoe, he was really working, and "merely" working. That was an indescribable focus, both calm and gentle. As long as seeing Chen Tianhua, everyone knew what he was doing. Most importantly, everyone knew Chen Tianhua knew very well how to do the current farm work best.

Among the people Pang Zi had seen, Uncle Jing was such a person. Every word and deed of his was full of a kind of persuasiveness. When everyone didn't know how to solve the problems back then, Uncle Jing Tingbin might not necessarily know either, but everyone believed Uncle Jing could definitely find a way. Could definitely solve these problems. Although Pang Zi didn't know if Chen Tianhua could really achieve the level of Uncle Jing Tingbin, Chen Tianhua's every move now let Pang Zi, who had followed Uncle Jing Tingbin for many years, see those familiar movements and eyes.

Realizing these, Pang Zi couldn't help being in a daze.

"Captain Pang, long time no see. It's great that you came; I was just saying I wanted to find you. Wait for me a moment." Chen Tianhua shouted. After speaking, Chen Tianhua explained a few sentences to the Peasant Association member working together. The Peasant Association member didn't fully understand Chen Tianhua's meaning. Chen Tianhua was not anxious either; he listened to the member's question seriously first, thought for a while, and then put forward his own opinion. Since that Peasant Association member understood, he continued to work. Chen Tianhua watched from the side for a moment, feeling the Peasant Association member had truly grasped the correct method, before walking out of the field.

"Mr. Chen, I'm going back to the county town immediately. I just wanted to see you before leaving, so here I am." Pang Zi laughed.

Chen Tianhua also smiled but didn't exchange pleasantries. "Captain Pang, I want to ask you, have you thought about the matter of the Money House (*Qian Zhuang*) mentioned last time?"

"Money House?" Pang Zi asked with slight doubt. He was either busy expanding territory in distant places recently or busy escorting goods. Thinking carefully, he remembered Chen Tianhua indeed said there was such a thing. "Mr. Chen, we don't have much money now; why open a Money House?"

Chen Tianhua said very seriously: "We want to lend money to the fellow villagers of the Peasant Association; it won't do without a Money House."

"Are we going to lend usury (*Yin Zi Qian*)?" Pang Zi felt very strange.

"Not usury. I want to lend loans to the fellow villagers of the Peasant Association at an annual interest of one *fen* (10%). It's autumn harvest; many fellow villagers want to buy more things and work hard next year. Since we have some money on hand, I think the Peasant Association might as well open a Money House, and we lend money to the fellow villagers. This way the Peasant Association can have some income, and fellow villagers don't need to borrow usury." Chen Tianhua explained.

Pang Zi had no special concept of finance. Asking him to do business was okay, but asking him to run a Money House, Pang Zi completely didn't understand. But Chen Tianhua looked serious; presumably, this matter was not as simple as it looked on the surface. Pang Zi said: "Then let's calculate properly."

In these years, money was getting harder and harder to get. Exorbitant taxes and levies were increasing, and everyone's life was getting harder day by day. One of the reasons Uncle Jing Tingbin led everyone to rebel before was that the Imperial Court distributed "foreign donation" (*Yang Juan*) to the countryside. Uncle Jing stated clearly: I am Chinese; why should I pay this foreign donation? So he raised his arm and called, and all directions responded. According to what Chen Tianhua said before, this was Chinese money being robbed by foreigners. The Imperial Court wanted to scrape money, so they increased taxes on the common people.

Since setting up the Peasant Association, one of the important jobs of Pang Zi's escort team was to use the money earned from selling poultry and eggs to purchase a lot of daily necessities in large quantities. Because Pang Zi's team could go to more distant daily necessity production areas, buying in large quantities, the price was also cheap. These cheap goods were not for earning much money, because poultry, eggs, and livestock were also supplied to Pang Zi's horse team members for free in large quantities. Pang Zi also needed a large amount of these meats to go out and buy people's hearts. Plus the money for buying things was paid by the Peasant Association, so Pang Zi didn't really mean to make a big profit from it.

As a result, Peasant Association members could buy many commodities at prices far lower than local daily necessity trade. It was really a tangible benefit for everyone. Pang Zi actually didn't know that the rapid development of the Peasant Association was closely related to this internal commodity supply channel of the Peasant Association. Joining the Peasant Association didn't require paying money. Farmers didn't spare their strength; in these years, the money earned by selling strength was actually very limited. Being able to get cheap daily necessities through the Peasant Association's freight channel could save a lot of money in itself. The fellow villagers wouldn't let go of such a big benefit.

Pang Zi had no economic knowledge. What he could experience directly was that the commodities the Peasant Association could provide were increasing. These commodities were transported to the canal dock by Pang Zi's caravan and sold directly to Shandong, Tianjin, Beijing, and other places. Taking now as an example, there were already two suppliers of salted duck eggs in the Beijing-Tianjin area. One was Baiyangdian, where duck eggs were basically picked up for free. The basic cost was just the labor to pick up duck eggs. And the other was the breeding farm in Nangong County. Different from Baiyangdian's duck eggs, Nangong County was characterized by uniform duck egg quality, lots of oil, delicious taste, and very stable supply. Beijing and Tianjin were both cities with very strong consumption capacity, and the market demand in these two places was huge. After Nangong County could finally lower the price of salted duck eggs to a level sufficient to compete with Baiyangdian, Nangong County and Baiyangdian had basically carved up the Beijing-Tianjin market.

And those surrounding daily necessity suppliers flattered "King Pang," who was wealthy and bought goods generously, in every possible way. In just half a year, the name of "King Pang" resounded through the canal business world. Pang Zi already looked down on those second-hand and third-hand dealers. The bulk daily necessities he purchased were already transported directly from the production areas in Beijing and Tianjin. This was something even Uncle Jing Tingbin hadn't been able to do.

However, Pang Zi didn't realize what exactly his actions meant. Actually, even Chen Tianhua himself, who proposed opening the Money House, absolutely didn't know before. The manuscript Chen Ke left for Chen Tianhua briefly introduced the formation principles of the Peasant Association and the functions it could exercise. After Chen Ke explicitly pointed out the construction significance of Rural Credit Cooperatives, Chen Tianhua prepared to start one to try.

Although Pang Zi said "calculate properly," he just wanted to listen. Actually, Pang Zi had a bigger plan.

Chen Tianhua said: "The most important thing about the constitution of this Money House is one thing. The Money House doesn't lend money for people to spend, but keeps a share for them in the business provided by the Peasant Association and the caravan. Whoever wants to do any business, as long as we can help them sell things and earn money, we lend money to them to do this business."

Pang Zi could understand lending money for people to do business. Pang Zi didn't understand not lending money for people to spend. He asked Chen Tianhua honestly what this meant.

Chen Tianhua explained: "That is to say, weddings and funerals cost a lot of money. Whoever wants to borrow Money House's money to do this, we won't lend."

"That's bullshit!" Pang Zi answered immediately after listening: "I heard there are plenty of jobs the Peasant Association can let everyone do. Doing anything can earn money. Except for these big events, who borrows money for nothing?"

Actually, Chen Tianhua didn't understand economics either. His economic concepts were all learned from Chen Ke and gradually developed in practice. But Chen Tianhua himself still had some habits of old intellectuals. Didn't like talking about money. Even if he had changed a lot now, he was still a layman in finance. Most importantly, Chen Ke didn't expect Chen Tianhua to reach this extent in Hebei, so the manuscripts left to Chen Tianhua involved very limited economic aspects.

For the Peasant Association Money House, Chen Ke only emphasized repeatedly: absolutely do not issue any consumption loans. Because farmers' repayment ability is limited, once consumption loans are issued, the lending risk is too great. While for productive loans, as long as logistics can be guaranteed, actually cash doesn't need to be provided. Instead, credit loan support can be provided using production tools and other means. To put it more clearly, "money" is just a standard for measurement; actually, money only exists on the books. In practice, it is merely the handover of supplies.

For example, if a farmer wants to buy a new iron plow, he "borrows" from the Peasant Association Money House. The Peasant Association gets the iron plow through Pang Zi's caravan, costing one silver dollar. Then the Peasant Association signs an agreement with this farmer, giving the iron plow directly to the farmer. And the farmer doesn't really have to pay one silver dollar of principal and interest at the end of the year; he can pay with free labor and agricultural products. "One silver dollar" is merely a "general equivalent" used on the books to measure whether these labors and agricultural products are of equal value. "General equivalent" is originally the true face of currency.

Chen Tianhua spent the strength of nine bulls and two tigers and turned two hairs white before understanding Chen Ke's concept of currency. After he understood this concept, Chen Tianhua admired Chen Ke's "profound knowledge" even more prostrately. Standing at this height, Chen Tianhua recalled when he made revolution with Huang Xing, Song Jiaoren, and others back then; everyone just saw the superficial stuff and then messed around. Completely didn't understand the true meaning of revolution.

If it were before, Chen Tianhua would definitely explain the significance of this theory to Pang Zi in detail. After this almost a year of actual revolutionary experience, Chen Tianhua would never do these useless works rashly again. Anyway, the economic operation of the Peasant Association was not under Pang Zi's control now; it was okay to talk about this matter later. He said: "Captain Pang, this matter can be discussed at length. You didn't come just to see me this time, right? If there is anything you want the Peasant Association to do, just say it."

Hearing Chen Tianhua say this, Pang Zi became excited immediately, "I plan to do saltpeter and salt business. Our Peasant Association is also established in Pingxiang, right. I go to deal with those salt police (*Yan Ding*), and the Peasant Association provides people and labor. This is big business; once done, we will be rich. That little money for weddings and funerals counts as a fart. We can buy the land of the entire Nangong County then. The Magistrate can go..."

Pang Zi spoke happily. He originally wanted to say the Magistrate can go to hell. But he immediately thought the Magistrate was his teacher, so he stopped the words immediately. Thinking about the wording, he then said: "The Magistrate can hand over official business to us to handle; he, the old man, can just enjoy happiness."

Unlike Pang Zi, Chen Tianhua didn't become elated after hearing this news. "Captain Pang, doing this, will you offend too many people?" Since opening the breeding farm, Chen Tianhua had already experienced how strong the destruction of "industrialized production" on the small-peasant economy was. The rise of the Peasant Association was on one hand because joining the Peasant Association indeed had tangible benefits. On the other hand, Chen Tianhua also hoped to alleviate the damage of the increasingly prosperous Peasant Association to the regional economy of Nangong County by pulling farmers into the Peasant Association.

Even so, in the intelligence collected by the Peasant Association, the local handicraft industry in Nangong County, which was excluded from the economic cycle composed of the Peasant Association and Pang Zi's transport team, already faced the dilemma of comprehensive bankruptcy. Pang Zi wanted to intervene in saltpeter and salt; this was no longer doing business, but solid robbery. Contradictions would only be more intensified. Chen Tianhua was quite worried about this.

"Xingtai, are you afraid?" Pang Zi laughed, "With my hundreds of brothers backing me up, just those few salt police, if they dare not to know what's good for them, I can beat them to smithereens just by stretching out my hand casually."

Seeing Pang Zi so confident, Chen Tianhua knew he absolutely couldn't persuade Pang Zi to stop. He had to nod, "I will let the Peasant Association provide people and effort when the time comes."

"Then it's a deal. I'll go to the county to prepare first." Pang Zi accomplished his own business and stood up to bid farewell immediately.
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Chapter 50 Peasants' Association (3)

Being blocked outside the breeding farm and cursed at, it would be impossible for Chen Tianhua to say he wasn't angry. However, this anger was more of a grievance. In later days, every time Chen Tianhua recalled being scolded by the villagers at the end of May 1906, he couldn't help laughing. These simple and cunning peasant brothers were really so simple that people couldn't feel a trace of annoyance. For their own interests, farmers could beg, curse in the street, and make trouble. These common people did this not because of their evil nature, but because the production mode of the small-peasant economy forced them to haggle over every penny for their lives.

Farmers outside were cursing in the street. The "employees" of the breeding farm were confused at first and very nervous. Outside were their own fellow villagers, whom they couldn't offend no matter what. But as time went by, everyone understood what the fellow villagers outside wanted. So the common people inside became angry.

"Why don't you let us sell eggs and duck eggs?" The young people became angry immediately. Since following Mr. Chen Tianhua, the beginning days were quite hard, but now the breeding farm was finally straightened out and opened. Everyone ate several eggs and duck eggs a day, and could eat a meal of chicken and duck every three or five days. That was the first time in their lives they lived such a good life. And completely not relying on others, just relying on their own strength and Mr. Chen's guidance. Moreover, Chen Tianhua's management accounts were open: how much the breeding farm invested, how much it consumed, how much income it had. The "employees" from top to bottom knew clearly in meeting after meeting. Dividends and salary payments were never delayed, and everyone's life was getting better day by day.

Mr. Chen Tianhua organized everyone in the breeding farm and built a "Gaojia Village Peasant Association." Discuss if there is anything, reason if not understood. No one suffers anger. As long as you work well, no one says a word about you. If you don't work well, it's also discussed together in a meeting. Everyone is fellow villagers; if you slack off yourself, people don't even need to scold you; standing in front of everyone, you would wish to find a crack in the ground to crawl into.

Most importantly, Mr. Chen never scolded people; he just found a solution.

Can't get up in the morning? No problem, someone is specially assigned to call. An elderly uncle or grandpa stands by your bed; do you really dare to lie there motionless?

Feel tired working? No problem, work is calculated by burning incense. After a stick of incense, everyone rests together for a while. Then continue working together.

Feel the work is not handy? No problem, there are many different jobs; you can pick. How to do it specifically, everyone discusses and does it together.

As for distributing money, it is discussed by the old and young men participating in the Peasant Association together according to different jobs. A distribution method that everyone is not too satisfied with but can always accept can always be produced.

When the Peasant Association operated, members of the Peasant Association inevitably had bumps and collisions themselves, but once outsiders came to curse in the street, the Peasant Association was like a poked hornet's nest, immediately filled with public indignation.

Seeing several impatient youths stand up preparing to go out, Chen Tianhua rushed to the door and stopped everyone.

"Mr. Chen, let us go out and curse them!" The youths couldn't help clamoring.

Chen Tianhua hurriedly persuaded: "Comrades, everyone is fellow villagers; what's the use of you going out to curse? At most fight after cursing. If people didn't really encounter an insurmountable hurdle, they wouldn't curse at us like this, right?"

"If they can't get over it themselves, then endure it. Why come to us to play tough? Even if we don't go out today, they come to curse every day; could it be that we listen here every day?" The youths were very dissatisfied. If Chen Tianhua hadn't established his prestige, the youths probably wouldn't reason with Chen Tianhua at all, but go out and curse first.

Chen Tianhua waved his hand to the youths hurriedly, "Comrades, people curse outside; we don't go out to curse back at them. Let's let them in. Make things clear."

After speaking, Chen Tianhua opened the door and walked out. He saw several men with red faces and thick necks cursing outside. Behind them, women led children standing aggrievedly behind their own men. Seeing Chen Tianhua walk out alone, the crowd outside was somewhat surprised. People inside clamored to rush out; the people outside already knew. Since they dared to come to curse in the street, these people were not prepared to end peacefully. Isn't it just a fight? Fight then. Who is afraid of whom? Moreover, fighting this fight would give an excuse to make trouble in this breeding farm. These simple farmers were all in urgent need of money. Their own poultry and eggs couldn't be sold, and planned things were delayed. They didn't intend to let the breeding farm have an easy time either.

"Fellow villagers, I know everyone encountered trouble, but cursing outside is useless. Let's go inside and talk things out." Chen Tianhua laughed.

"Talk out? How to talk out? You buy our chickens and ducks; then it can be talked out. Otherwise, it can't be talked out no matter what." Jing Side shouted immediately.

"Buying your chickens and ducks, that's impossible." Chen Tianhua laughed. Jing Side knew there would definitely be such a result long ago. Hearing Chen Tianhua speak decisively, he glared and prepared to continue cursing. But he saw Chen Tianhua smile and continue: "However, our Gaojia Village Peasant Association wants everyone to join our Peasant Association. Everyone contributes an effort and earns a share of money. Isn't this better than you cursing me and me cursing you outside?"

Jing Side never expected that cursing at the gate of the breeding farm for a while would actually get such a result. His mouth half-opened, words of cursing were instantly choked in his throat and could no longer be spoken.

"Fellow villagers, please come in." Chen Tianhua invited again.

People are like this. If they don't have to ask others, they are naturally self-righteous. But Chen Tianhua invited everyone into the Peasant Association courtyard very politely, and even invited everyone to join the Peasant Association together. Jing Side and others, who were arrogant and furious just now, immediately lost that spirited energy. As soon as the few people entered the Peasant Association courtyard, they immediately saw seven or eight young men standing at the door looking at them angrily. Jing Side and others immediately looked embarrassed on their faces.

"Move a table, pour water for these fellow villagers." Chen Tianhua said to the youths. Although the youths were very unwilling in their hearts, they dared not disobey Chen Tianhua's words. They moved tables and chairs and placed them heavily in the courtyard. One of the youths had a bad idea; he went straight into the room on the left. Chen Tianhua was originally meticulous, and these days he learned the "careful work" Chen Ke talked about even more. He simply went to the room on the right to get the water pitcher himself. The water vat in the room on the left contained bitter water, which was used for sprinkling and cleaning. Drinking water was placed in the room on the right. Seeing Chen Tianhua saw through his little trick, the youth who wanted to take a small revenge blushed and simply ran away.

Chen Tianhua didn't blame him either; he just poured water for Jing Side and others, then sat down.

Jing Side didn't really dare to drink water either. He said in a begging tone: "Mr. Chen, we really need money. Once your stuff is sold, our chickens, ducks, and eggs are bought by no one. We don't dare to disturb you too much. If you can buy our chickens and ducks, we won't dare to raise chickens and ducks anymore. We can't compete with you; we accept it."

"If you don't sell chickens and ducks in the future, how do you earn money?" Chen Tianhua asked gently. The small-peasant economy originally had few means to earn currency. Farming could at most mix a full stomach; selling grain could earn very little money. Without relying on the "agricultural sideline business" written in Chen Ke's book, farmers actually couldn't live on. So he absolutely didn't intend to use the breeding farm to squeeze out other "competitors." Moreover, Chen Tianhua never regarded the peasant brothers as his opponents.

"This..." Hearing Chen Tianhua's words, Jing Side was speechless.

Chen Tianhua continued to persuade: "Can earn money, why don't we fellow villagers from ten *li* and eight villages earn money together? What's the use of me earning so much money alone? I said just now I wanted to invite everyone to join the Peasant Association together; it wasn't a joke. I really think so."

Seeing Chen Tianhua's attitude was gentle and sincere, really not fooling him, Jing Side also simply told the truth: "Mr. Chen, I have no money now. As far as I know, joining the association requires paying money. I don't have any."

In these years, joining various gangs or other organizations, besides needing someone to recommend, paying a certain amount of money was also necessary. For ordinary gangs and civil organizations, although shouting various slogans, they themselves must also accumulate wealth. Operating an organization requires funds. Such organizations generally say they want to stand up for the common people, but actually, standing up is not so common. Not to mention Chen Tianhua was with Pang Zi. Pang Zi set up an escort business, which was also a prominent organization locally. The money or grain to be paid to join such an organization would definitely not be too little. As for guarantors, they couldn't be missing either. Jing Side and others originally came to make trouble because they encountered problems. They themselves were already short of money; how could they have money to give Chen Tianhua?

Chen Tianhua knew this. He laughed: "Our Peasant Association doesn't ask for money to join. As long as they are people from our own village, regardless of men, women, old, or young, they can join. You rest assured; we don't charge money."

Hearing this, Jing Side and other few villagers looked at each other. In each other's eyes, they all saw doubts. Such good conditions sounded unreliable no matter what. If saying not for himself, why did Chen Tianhua do this?

Chen Tianhua looked at everyone's puzzled expressions. He said seriously: "No profit, no getting up early. Everyone must feel I have some thoughts. I know. But, what I told everyone just now is the constitution of this Gaojia Village Peasant Association. Now we do it like this. In the future, we will also do it like this. How about this, since everyone needs money urgently, I give everyone two paths. See for yourselves how it is."

"You say, you say." Jing Side responded hurriedly.

"First, everyone brings the chickens, ducks, and eggs you want to sell. I'll allocate cash to you now. I buy them. The price will be according to the price in April, five *wen* for an egg. What do everyone think?"

Hearing Chen Tianhua offer this price, everyone wondered if they heard wrong. Such favorable conditions were fundamentally unthinkable by everyone at the beginning.

"This..., this is really thank you very much." Jing Side said incredulously.

Chen Tianhua waved his hand, "But there is a condition for this."

Hearing Chen Tianhua say this, everyone immediately felt Chen Tianhua definitely wanted to extort a handful. The gratitude just now flew to the nine heavens instantly. Villagers pricked up their ears one by one, ready to hear how Chen Tianhua prepared to make things difficult for them.

"It is definitely not just you few whose chickens, ducks, and eggs can't sell for a price. Speaking of which, this is all related to us. In the past one or two months, everyone must have suffered a lot of losses. The fellow villagers in our village definitely don't welcome us. I want to ask everyone to take us to talk to families one by one, so that the fellow villagers will also believe us. From now on, within a month, we will collect chickens, ducks, and eggs at this price. At any rate, we can't let everyone suffer losses."

Hearing this, Jing Side's mouth opened wide. Such benevolence and righteousness were something he never thought of at all. Recovering with difficulty, Jing Side's mouth was dry, feeling his mouth full of bitterness. He picked up the water bowl and drank a big mouthful, then asked incredulously: "Mr. Chen, you are not teasing (*hua jiao* - Sichuan pepper/trick) us, right?"

Chen Tianhua said seriously: "We built this Peasant Association really wanting everyone to earn more money and live a good life. But now we have offended the fellow villagers. Without letting the fellow villagers calm down, do you think everyone will be willing to listen to us?"

Jing Side looked at Chen Tianhua carefully. From Chen Tianhua's serious and earnest expression, Jing Side couldn't see the slightest deception. He nodded forcefully, "Good, Mr. Chen, I'll take you to talk to everyone!"
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Chapter 51 Peasants' Association (4)

Even by September 1906, Pang Zi still wasn't clear how Chen Tianhua, as an outsider, spent four months from May to September to build Peasant Associations in Gaojia Village and several surrounding villages. Pang Zi had read the constitution of the Peasant Association; it was concise and to the point. To put it plainly, it was the line written on the wall of the Peasant Association, "Common people's affairs, common people decide."

All affairs of the Peasant Association were decided by collective voting of Peasant Association members. Chen Tianhua told Pang Zi a very novel term called "People's Representative Congress." It was said to be a fresh thing proposed by Chen Ke far away in the south. Pang Zi didn't like Chen Ke, so he immediately lost interest in understanding it deeply. And Chen Tianhua relied on that pile of strange things to turn the Peasant Association from a small breeding farm into a major force in Nangong County spreading over five or six surrounding villages.

According to the news provided by Jing Side, Pang Zi indeed found Chen Tianhua working in the earthworm field. The two hadn't met for more than a month actually. When Chen Tianhua raised his head to look at Pang Zi, Pang Zi suddenly realized one thing. For almost a year, every time he saw Chen Tianhua, he would strongly feel that there was a very obvious change in Chen Tianhua.

In the beginning, Chen Tianhua obviously didn't want to stay in Nangong County very much. At that time, Chen Tianhua was still in a student suit, with neck-length hair, full of "Japanese flavor." As soon as this foreign student opened his mouth, it was "country," "revolution," "constitutionalism," "foreign countries." Although interesting, it sounded like storytelling.

Later Chen Tianhua cut his hair into that extremely short style of Chen Ke, and changed his clothes to Hebei farmer's clothes. His speech and actions also changed gradually. After starting to build the breeding farm, Pang Zi also worked with him for a while at first. Chen Tianhua began to become haggard. Besides the fatigue brought by physical labor, the whole person became somewhat anxious and neurotic. Those farm works obviously made him extremely unaccustomed. Sometimes Chen Tianhua liked to speak loudly, and sometimes he would mutter to himself in Hunan dialect. Besides working, he would hold the thick pamphlet written by Chen Ke to read, brows frowning tightly. A look of great bitterness and deep hatred.

The work of the breeding farm was tired and cumbersome. Pang Zi couldn't persist for too long and ran away too. It wasn't until the breeding farm could start providing poultry and eggs stably that Pang Zi came more times. Chen Tianhua became cheerful, and there was a smile on his face. When with Pang Zi, he never mentioned the previous "country," "revolution," "constitutionalism," "foreign countries" again. Besides specific breeding farm work, Chen Tianhua actually didn't talk about anything else.

Not only that, there was a very major change in this young man. He was finally willing to listen seriously to others talking about small things completely unrelated to national affairs. Pang Zi had experienced before that no matter what he talked about, although Chen Tianhua was listening, he would eventually pull the topic to "revolution." Now Chen Tianhua absolutely didn't mention "revolution," but listened seriously to others talking about specific things, and then would discuss with others how to solve these things. That young man who was once high above and always tried to be others' "teacher" seemed to have become another person, a simple farmer, an ordinary farming youth.

In September 1906, after Pang Zi saw Chen Tianhua, he felt very keenly that Chen Tianhua had changed again. A familiar thing began to reveal itself in Chen Tianhua. That was something Pang Zi had seen in Uncle Jing Tingbin, something Pang Zi envied most.

When Chen Tianhua held a hoe, he was really working, and "merely" working. That was an indescribable focus, both calm and gentle. As long as seeing Chen Tianhua, everyone knew what he was doing. Most importantly, everyone knew Chen Tianhua knew very well how to do the current farm work best.

Among the people Pang Zi had seen, Uncle Jing was such a person. Every word and deed of his was full of a kind of persuasiveness. When everyone didn't know how to solve the problems back then, Uncle Jing Tingbin might not necessarily know either, but everyone believed Uncle Jing could definitely find a way. Could definitely solve these problems. Although Pang Zi didn't know if Chen Tianhua could really achieve the level of Uncle Jing Tingbin, Chen Tianhua's every move now let Pang Zi, who had followed Uncle Jing Tingbin for many years, see those familiar movements and eyes.

Realizing these, Pang Zi couldn't help being in a daze.

"Captain Pang, long time no see. It's great that you came; I was just saying I wanted to find you. Wait for me a moment." Chen Tianhua shouted. After speaking, Chen Tianhua explained a few sentences to the Peasant Association member working together. The Peasant Association member didn't fully understand Chen Tianhua's meaning. Chen Tianhua was not anxious either; he listened to the member's question seriously first, thought for a while, and then put forward his own opinion. Since that Peasant Association member understood, he continued to work. Chen Tianhua watched from the side for a moment, feeling the Peasant Association member had truly grasped the correct method, before walking out of the field.

"Mr. Chen, I'm going back to the county town immediately. I just wanted to see you before leaving, so here I am." Pang Zi laughed.

Chen Tianhua also smiled but didn't exchange pleasantries. "Captain Pang, I want to ask you, have you thought about the matter of the Money House (*Qian Zhuang*) mentioned last time?"

"Money House?" Pang Zi asked with slight doubt. He was either busy expanding territory in distant places recently or busy escorting goods. Thinking carefully, he remembered Chen Tianhua indeed said there was such a thing. "Mr. Chen, we don't have much money now; why open a Money House?"

Chen Tianhua said very seriously: "We want to lend money to the fellow villagers of the Peasant Association; it won't do without a Money House."

"Are we going to lend usury (*Yin Zi Qian*)?" Pang Zi felt very strange.

"Not usury. I want to lend loans to the fellow villagers of the Peasant Association at an annual interest of one *fen* (10%). It's autumn harvest; many fellow villagers want to buy more things and work hard next year. Since we have some money on hand, I think the Peasant Association might as well open a Money House, and we lend money to the fellow villagers. This way the Peasant Association can have some income, and fellow villagers don't need to borrow usury." Chen Tianhua explained.

Pang Zi had no special concept of finance. Asking him to do business was okay, but asking him to run a Money House, Pang Zi completely didn't understand. But Chen Tianhua looked serious; presumably, this matter was not as simple as it looked on the surface. Pang Zi said: "Then let's calculate properly."

In these years, money was getting harder and harder to get. Exorbitant taxes and levies were increasing, and everyone's life was getting harder day by day. One of the reasons Uncle Jing Tingbin led everyone to rebel before was that the Imperial Court distributed "foreign donation" (*Yang Juan*) to the countryside. Uncle Jing stated clearly: I am Chinese; why should I pay this foreign donation? So he raised his arm and called, and all directions responded. According to what Chen Tianhua said before, this was Chinese money being robbed by foreigners. The Imperial Court wanted to scrape money, so they increased taxes on the common people.

Since setting up the Peasant Association, one of the important jobs of Pang Zi's escort team was to use the money earned from selling poultry and eggs to purchase a lot of daily necessities in large quantities. Because Pang Zi's team could go to more distant daily necessity production areas, buying in large quantities, the price was also cheap. These cheap goods were not for earning much money, because poultry, eggs, and livestock were also supplied to Pang Zi's horse team members for free in large quantities. Pang Zi also needed a large amount of these meats to go out and buy people's hearts. Plus the money for buying things was paid by the Peasant Association, so Pang Zi didn't really mean to make a big profit from it.

As a result, Peasant Association members could buy many commodities at prices far lower than local daily necessity trade. It was really a tangible benefit for everyone. Pang Zi actually didn't know that the rapid development of the Peasant Association was closely related to this internal commodity supply channel of the Peasant Association. Joining the Peasant Association didn't require paying money. Farmers didn't spare their strength; in these years, the money earned by selling strength was actually very limited. Being able to get cheap daily necessities through the Peasant Association's freight channel could save a lot of money in itself. The fellow villagers wouldn't let go of such a big benefit.

Pang Zi had no economic knowledge. What he could experience directly was that the commodities the Peasant Association could provide were increasing. These commodities were transported to the canal dock by Pang Zi's caravan and sold directly to Shandong, Tianjin, Beijing, and other places. Taking now as an example, there were already two suppliers of salted duck eggs in the Beijing-Tianjin area. One was Baiyangdian, where duck eggs were basically picked up for free. The basic cost was just the labor to pick up duck eggs. And the other was the breeding farm in Nangong County. Different from Baiyangdian's duck eggs, Nangong County was characterized by uniform duck egg quality, lots of oil, delicious taste, and very stable supply. Beijing and Tianjin were both cities with very strong consumption capacity, and the market demand in these two places was huge. After Nangong County could finally lower the price of salted duck eggs to a level sufficient to compete with Baiyangdian, Nangong County and Baiyangdian had basically carved up the Beijing-Tianjin market.

And those surrounding daily necessity suppliers flattered "King Pang," who was wealthy and bought goods generously, in every possible way. In just half a year, the name of "King Pang" resounded through the canal business world. Pang Zi already looked down on those second-hand and third-hand dealers. The bulk daily necessities he purchased were already transported directly from the production areas in Beijing and Tianjin. This was something even Uncle Jing Tingbin hadn't been able to do.

However, Pang Zi didn't realize what exactly his actions meant. Actually, even Chen Tianhua himself, who proposed opening the Money House, absolutely didn't know before. The manuscript Chen Ke left for Chen Tianhua briefly introduced the formation principles of the Peasant Association and the functions it could exercise. After Chen Ke explicitly pointed out the construction significance of Rural Credit Cooperatives, Chen Tianhua prepared to start one to try.

Although Pang Zi said "calculate properly," he just wanted to listen. Actually, Pang Zi had a bigger plan.

Chen Tianhua said: "The most important thing about the constitution of this Money House is one thing. The Money House doesn't lend money for people to spend, but keeps a share for them in the business provided by the Peasant Association and the caravan. Whoever wants to do any business, as long as we can help them sell things and earn money, we lend money to them to do this business."

Pang Zi could understand lending money for people to do business. Pang Zi didn't understand not lending money for people to spend. He asked Chen Tianhua honestly what this meant.

Chen Tianhua explained: "That is to say, weddings and funerals cost a lot of money. Whoever wants to borrow Money House's money to do this, we won't lend."

"That's bullshit!" Pang Zi answered immediately after listening: "I heard there are plenty of jobs the Peasant Association can let everyone do. Doing anything can earn money. Except for these big events, who borrows money for nothing?"

Actually, Chen Tianhua didn't understand economics either. His economic concepts were all learned from Chen Ke and gradually developed in practice. But Chen Tianhua himself still had some habits of old intellectuals. Didn't like talking about money. Even if he had changed a lot now, he was still a layman in finance. Most importantly, Chen Ke didn't expect Chen Tianhua to reach this extent in Hebei, so the manuscripts left to Chen Tianhua involved very limited economic aspects.

For the Peasant Association Money House, Chen Ke only emphasized repeatedly: absolutely do not issue any consumption loans. Because farmers' repayment ability is limited, once consumption loans are issued, the lending risk is too great. While for productive loans, as long as logistics can be guaranteed, actually cash doesn't need to be provided. Instead, credit loan support can be provided using production tools and other means. To put it more clearly, "money" is just a standard for measurement; actually, money only exists on the books. In practice, it is merely the handover of supplies.

For example, if a farmer wants to buy a new iron plow, he "borrows" from the Peasant Association Money House. The Peasant Association gets the iron plow through Pang Zi's caravan, costing one silver dollar. Then the Peasant Association signs an agreement with this farmer, giving the iron plow directly to the farmer. And the farmer doesn't really have to pay one silver dollar of principal and interest at the end of the year; he can pay with free labor and agricultural products. "One silver dollar" is merely a "general equivalent" used on the books to measure whether these labors and agricultural products are of equal value. "General equivalent" is originally the true face of currency.

Chen Tianhua spent the strength of nine bulls and two tigers and turned two hairs white before understanding Chen Ke's concept of currency. After he understood this concept, Chen Tianhua admired Chen Ke's "profound knowledge" even more prostrately. Standing at this height, Chen Tianhua recalled when he made revolution with Huang Xing, Song Jiaoren, and others back then; everyone just saw the superficial stuff and then messed around. Completely didn't understand the true meaning of revolution.

If it were before, Chen Tianhua would definitely explain the significance of this theory to Pang Zi in detail. After this almost a year of actual revolutionary experience, Chen Tianhua would never do these useless works rashly again. Anyway, the economic operation of the Peasant Association was not under Pang Zi's control now; it was okay to talk about this matter later. He said: "Captain Pang, this matter can be discussed at length. You didn't come just to see me this time, right? If there is anything you want the Peasant Association to do, just say it."

Hearing Chen Tianhua say this, Pang Zi became excited immediately, "I plan to do saltpeter and salt business. Our Peasant Association is also established in Pingxiang, right. I go to deal with those salt police (*Yan Ding*), and the Peasant Association provides people and labor. This is big business; once done, we will be rich. That little money for weddings and funerals counts as a fart. We can buy the land of the entire Nangong County then. The Magistrate can go..."

Pang Zi spoke happily. He originally wanted to say the Magistrate can go to hell. But he immediately thought the Magistrate was his teacher, so he stopped the words immediately. Thinking about the wording, he then said: "The Magistrate can hand over official business to us to handle; he, the old man, can just enjoy happiness."

Unlike Pang Zi, Chen Tianhua didn't become elated after hearing this news. "Captain Pang, doing this, will you offend too many people?" Since opening the breeding farm, Chen Tianhua had already experienced how strong the destruction of "industrialized production" on the small-peasant economy was. The rise of the Peasant Association was on one hand because joining the Peasant Association indeed had tangible benefits. On the other hand, Chen Tianhua also hoped to alleviate the damage of the increasingly prosperous Peasant Association to the regional economy of Nangong County by pulling farmers into the Peasant Association.

Even so, in the intelligence collected by the Peasant Association, the local handicraft industry in Nangong County, which was excluded from the economic cycle composed of the Peasant Association and Pang Zi's transport team, already faced the dilemma of comprehensive bankruptcy. Pang Zi wanted to intervene in saltpeter and salt; this was no longer doing business, but solid robbery. Contradictions would only be more intensified. Chen Tianhua was quite worried about this.

"Xingtai, are you afraid?" Pang Zi laughed, "With my hundreds of brothers backing me up, just those few salt police, if they dare not to know what's good for them, I can beat them to smithereens just by stretching out my hand casually."

Seeing Pang Zi so confident, Chen Tianhua knew he absolutely couldn't persuade Pang Zi to stop. He had to nod, "I will let the Peasant Association provide people and effort when the time comes."

"Then it's a deal. I'll go to the county to prepare first." Pang Zi accomplished his own business and stood up to bid farewell immediately.
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Chapter 52 Intervention (1)

Pang Zi had an impatient temper. After discussing intervening in the saltpeter and salt business with Chen Tianhua, he didn't delay at all and immediately took people to Pingxiang.

This place, Pingxiang, was right by the Kushui River (*Bitter Water River*). A large saline-alkali beach only grew sparse salt-tolerant plants. Many salt pans circled by ropes were set up on the beach. Under the command of salt police (*Yan Ding*), coolies drew out the bitter water seeping out of the ground, and then transported it to the place where brine was boiled. The tidal flat was very wet and slippery; these coolies rolled like mud monkeys one by one. Theoretically, salt police in these years should do these things personally, but like other industries monopolized by the Imperial Court, these salt police who should have practiced personally had long become the group who didn't work. After hundreds of years of elimination, these industries had been monopolized by certain big forces. Although salt police also had a quota, that was already something on paper. All salt police quotas had become methods used by monopoly families to avoid taxes.

The current salt police were thugs rather than laborers. They were responsible for supervising coolies and suppressing various resistances. To make a living, the common people had to sell their strength, but even so, working as coolies in the salt field was also a way many people would choose only when they had no way out. Not only was it hard work here in the salt field, but the wages given were also much less.

Pang Zi took a dozen people, all riding horses, galloping all the way to the vicinity of the salt field. There were no obstacles on the beach. The salt police saw Pang Zi and others from afar; they immediately became vigilant. The horse team finally slowed down but didn't stop. The place for boiling brine was on a high ground by the road. Pang Zi and the others stopped only when they arrived nearby. And the salt police already blocked in front of the venue holding knives and spears.

"Humph!" The fatty sneered. There were a dozen of these people holding knives, spears, and muskets. Although Pang Zi himself didn't carry a gun, the brothers behind him carried rifles on their backs; the worst were Hanyang Type 88s (*Lao Tao Tong* - Old Sleeve, nickname for Hanyang 88 or Gewehr 88). The comparison of strength between the two sides was clear at a glance. Looking down at the salt police from a high position, Pang Zi shouted: "Let your person in charge come out. Is it time to pay back the medicine money from last time?"

The salt police hadn't seen Pang Zi and didn't know which road this sturdy-looking young man belonged to. Hearing Pang Zi shout like this, the salt police were even more confused. "What do you do?" A small leader shouted.

"What do I do?" Pang Zi sneered after listening, "I came to collect debts." After speaking, Pang Zi waved to the brother behind him. The brother handed over a flag from the saddle. Pang Zi raised the flag and inserted the flagpole fiercely in front of his horse. A gust of wind blew; in the white full moon in the middle of the cyan flag, the character "Pang" was clearly visible.

The leader recognized a few characters slightly. Although he didn't recognize this character, he knew Pang Zi must have a big background. He hurriedly cupped his hands, "May I ask how to address this brother?"

"My name is Pang Zi. I came to collect medicine money today. Let your person in charge come out quickly." Pang Zi was very happy to see that hearing this, the salt police's faces changed immediately. Their eyes looking at him also became much more respectful. He saw the salt police whisper a few words slightly, and someone went back to report.

Like Official Ximen in the book (*Jin Ping Mei* / *Water Margin*), Pang Zi had a raw medicine shop under his name. Although it also saw patients, it provided medicine trading more. This was Chen Tianhua's request; members of the Peasant Association needed to see doctors. And the price of seeing a doctor was too high in these years, let alone getting medicine. So Pang Zi simply opened such a medicine shop. The source of the original capital of the medicine shop was simple. Chen Ke's specific medicine "914" for treating syphilis was also a scarce commodity in Hebei. The fatty just treated a few big households infected with the disease and earned the starting capital for the medicine shop. It was equivalent to getting such a medicine shop for free.

And the current owner of the salt field was named Jing Tinglie, a distant relative of Pang Zi. His son went to Beijing and came back infected with the disease. Pang Zi treated him at that time but didn't ask for money immediately. This was Pang Zi's excuse for coming this time.

Jing Tinglie naturally couldn't manage things personally in the salt field; the one who came was his family's legal advisor (*Shi Ye*). Seeing him, Pang Zi asked sternly immediately: "Where are the five hundred taels of silver agreed for treating the disease? When will you give it to me?"

The legal advisor Jing Tingjun originally greeted him with a smile; he didn't expect Pang Zi to say this as soon as he opened his mouth. His face changed immediately, "Big Nephew, what do you mean by this?"

Pang Zi sneered: "Last time your family member caught syphilis, I came to treat the disease, and we agreed to give five hundred taels. Now the person is well long ago; why is there no movement about the money? You are trying to cheat me, right?"

Hearing this, Jing Tingjun knew Pang Zi came to find fault. He had also seen the world and knew this was not about five hundred taels of silver at all, let alone impossible to give Pang Zi five hundred taels. He also sneered simply: "You have no proof for empty words; you say treating disease then treating disease?"

"Very good. As the saying goes, pay with life for killing, pay with money for debt. If you bully onto my head. Then you try. I'll come again tomorrow, right by this flag. I won't force you either. If five hundred taels are not sent under the flag for me tomorrow, don't open your salt field. Open again when the money is paid off." After speaking, regardless of what Jing Tingjun wanted to say, Pang Zi turned the horse's head and galloped away with his subordinates.

Riding far away, the horse team slowed down. Those following Pang Zi were all confidants. They actually knew that this Jing Tinglie really had his son's life saved by Pang Zi. But whether there was an agreement of five hundred taels of silver, they didn't know.

"Big Brother Pang, does Jing Tinglie really owe us medicine money?" someone asked.

"Is five hundred taels of silver too much to save his son's life?" Pang Zi laughed.

Whether this was much, these Escort Agency brothers actually couldn't judge either, but Jing Tinglie was rich; taking out five hundred taels was still no problem.

"If they have no money, they can let us do saltpeter and salt business. Allocating a piece of land to us, they don't suffer a loss either. Brothers tell everyone this after going back. Pay debts with money."

When the crowd returned to Nangong County the next day, it was exactly noon. Half of the street in the south of Nangong County town was Pang Zi's territory now. In the past half year, because of the Peasant Association's own business, the scale of the escort team expanded extremely fast. Most people engaging in escorting in 1906 were not children from good families. Making money, everyone began to eat and drink. For other teams, drinking wine in big bowls and eating meat in big chunks was a luxurious life. For Pang Zi, this was instead a project that didn't require special expenditure.

As soon as entering the gate of the Escort Agency, a burst of aroma of wine and meat assailed the nostrils. Nangong smoked vegetables were famous originally; now with sufficient meat supply, they were even more delicious. Inside the courtyard, as usual, a dozen tables were arranged in two rows, and the tables were full of people. There must be a hundred or so. Seeing Pang Zi come in, everyone stood up one after another. "Captain Pang!" "Big Brother Pang!" Enthusiastic greetings made Pang Zi feel very comfortable in his heart.

"Captain Pang, seeing you so annoyed, did someone offend you?" Pang Tianshuo seemed to have drunk wine, his face red, speaking very drunkenly.

Pang Zi knew this was a false appearance. Pang Tianshuo had a huge capacity for liquor, but even drinking a small cup would show on his face. But this guy was very shrewd. Always using this false appearance to fool others.

"Close the door; I have something to say." Pang Zi shouted.

Someone closed the gate immediately. Seeing Pang Zi do this, everyone knew there was big business. Impatient ones surrounded him; gluttonous ones stuffed food into their mouths fiercely while looking at Pang Zi.

"I have to tell everyone something. I once treated Jing Tinglie's son for syphilis. He owed me five hundred taels of silver and hasn't paid back until now. Everyone says, should this money be asked for!" Pang Zi shouted.

"Of course should pay back!"

"They dare to bully Big Brother Pang; this is wanting to die. Big Brother, we go to ask for money tomorrow. If not paying back, make them look good."

The brothers of the Escort Agency were immediately filled with indignation.

"Jing Tinglie doesn't lack this little money! Five hundred taels to save his son's life, is this money much?" Pang Zi continued to shout.

"Not much, not much!" The brothers continued to shout.

Pang Zi continued to incite: "Originally seeing we are fellow villagers, I didn't ask for money at the time of treatment. Now looking at it, Jing Tinglie definitely wants to renege on the debt. I'm afraid he definitely won't admit this matter. Brothers, everyone knows what kind of person I, Pang Zi, am. Can I tell lies about such things? Treated is treated, not treated is not treated. Heaven is watching such things. Choose fifty people tomorrow to follow me to ask for money. Of the money asked for, I keep three hundred taels for the medicine shop, and the rest will be distributed to brothers. Those following me get two shares each."

Since Pang Zi offered a heavy reward, the brothers of the Escort Agency naturally became more energetic. But some people were also a bit worried, "What if that Jing Tinglie denies the debt to death?"

"Useless, isn't it just fighting? What to fear. Can't we beat Jing Tinglie?" Immediately someone began to scold this worried person.

There were also some relatively prudent people who were not so excited, "Captain Pang, what if that Jing Tinglie refuses to pay back money?"

"Why doesn't Jing Tinglie lack money? What business does he do? Isn't it relying on saltpeter and salt business to earn so much? Everyone must know how profitable this business is." Pang Zi said loudly.

"Oh!!" A burst of exclamation below. Nangong County produced saltpeter and salt. The saline-alkali water oozing from the river beaches of several Kushui Rivers was rich in salt. Although there was salt from Shandong sold back and forth along the canal, saltpeter and salt never lacked sales channels in these years. It was a big business.

"If Jing Tinglie refuses to pay back money, that's also simple. We allocate a piece of land and do saltpeter and salt business too. This is not about that five hundred taels of silver. If letting Jing Tinglie bully onto our heads, do we still want to run the Escort Agency in the future?"

Someone hurriedly bit off the meat on the chicken leg bone from his mouth, then shouted: "Big Brother Pang, let's do it."

"Exactly, exactly. It would be a pity if we don't do this business."

Pang Zi provided sufficient wine and meat, but these Escort Agency brothers had eaten for a few months. Although couldn't say tired of eating, the initial excitement was gone long ago. Because of sufficient wine and meat supply, the salary of the Escort Agency was not very high. If they could occupy the saltpeter and salt business, the money distributed could definitely be raised by a large chunk. Thinking of this, the brothers were immediately in high spirits.

"Captain Pang, is this saltpeter and salt business done by our Escort Agency ourselves?" Some people asked more straightforwardly. The Escort Agency transported a lot of supplies for the Peasant Association. The Peasant Association was "one of us" after all, and provided wine and meat. Fatty didn't let charge more money, and everyone dared not ask for more. But transport business was not that much in these years. Wanting to feed hundreds of people, these people naturally couldn't get too much money.

How could Pang Zi not know the thoughts of these people below? He laughed: "Rest assured, this business won't let everyone lack money to spend."

As soon as this statement came out, the brothers below cheered thunderously immediately. "Do it!" "Do it!" Everyone expressed their attitude one after another.

"My mother said last time she wanted to marry a wife for me. But the betrothal gift asked by others is not small. Big Brother Pang, I'll follow you to work hard!" A young man said full of longing.

"You? You marry a wife? I say you have taken a fancy to Xiao Tao Hong (*Little Peach Red* - likely a prostitute's name), right?" Pang Tianshuo teased. As the saying goes, when warm and full, one thinks of lust. These young men drank and ate meat all day; their energy had been saved enough long ago. The biggest customers of brothels in Nangong County now were this gang. Hearing Pang Tianshuo's teasing, everyone laughed loudly *haha*.

"Then hurry up and eat for me now. Let's calculate; tomorrow or the day after tomorrow, we'll go to Pingxiang to explore the way first." Pang Zi said. Everyone naturally agreed. Seeing everyone agreed, Pang Zi shouted: "Serve the dishes quickly; I'm hungry too."
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Chapter 53 Intervention (2)

Sixty horses preparing to set off together, that scene was quite spectacular. At least the main street of Nangong County town was immediately blocked by these fifty horses (*text says 60 then 50*). Passersby dared not compete for the road with Pang Zi and his men, hiding by the roadside to watch the street full of people. The brothers of the Escort Agency stood beside their horses. To guard against horse accidents delaying things on the way, ten people had two horses each. Everyone carried a gun on their back, brought swords, spears, and sticks, holding the reins and standing beside the horses. Perhaps sensing the master's mood, the horses were also spirited, either pawing the ground with hooves or snorting. Watching the awe-inspiring expressions of the passersby, the brothers of the Escort Agency spoke louder or spat heavily, a look of smug satisfaction.

Pang Zi came out last. Glancing at the heroic appearance of the brothers, Pang Zi was also very happy. He grabbed the saddle, stepped on the stirrup, and mounted the horse, then raised his right hand high. Pulling the reins with his left hand, the horse obediently turned a circle in place. All brothers watched Pang Zi's mighty and dashing movement. They heard Pang Zi roar, "Mount!"

With this order, fifty people mounted their horses one after another.

"Go!" Pang Zi roared again.

Like a rolling wave, Pang Zi advanced first. The riders lined up along the street spurred their horses to join the team when Pang Zi and the team behind him passed by them. The number of the marching cavalry team increased more and more, and finally, all moved. More than two hundred horse hooves struck the ground, making a rumbling sound. At this time, no one dared to block in front of this cavalry team. Pang Zi's horse team whistled out from the gate along the main road of the county town swaggeringly. The billowing dust raised didn't settle for a long time.

The salt field in Pingxiang looked no different from yesterday. Coolies rolled in muddy water covered in mud. Salt police were still supervising coolies working. Except that the flag Pang Zi planted was pulled out, everything was as usual. Seeing a large group of horses whistling over, everyone stopped the work in their hands, staring dumbfounded at Pang Zi and the others rushing over.

The horse team stopped at the place where Pang Zi planted the flag yesterday. Pang Zi glanced at the hole poked by the flagpole on the ground, shouting with a face full of anger: "Let the person in charge come out to see me."

Those salt police who dared to block in front of Pang Zi yesterday didn't dare to answer. Seeing someone running away to report from afar, Pang Zi didn't care so much. He continued to shout: "Let the person in charge come out to see me."

Jing Tingjun came very quickly this time. Seeing Pang Zi making such a big noise, Jing Tingjun walked over with a straight face. Pang Zi looked down at Jing Tingjun from a high position. He saw that although Jing Tingjun pretended to be calm, his limbs were somewhat stiff, and the muscles on his face obviously twitched a bit. This was not because of anger, but because of fear.

Suddenly, Jing Tingjun put on a smiling face, "Nephew Pang, why bother? We are all one family; is there anything we can't talk about? You insist on making it like this. Who are you showing this to?"

Pang Zi sneered: "Yo! Uncle Jing, you remember we are one family now? When will you give that money? I have so many brothers needing to eat and drink. If you feel we are one family, you should have sent us the money long ago, right?"

"But Big Nephew, you didn't say you wanted money for the medicine at that time." Jing Tingjun said loudly, trying to occupy some moral advantage.

"I said I didn't want money?" Pang Zi raised his voice and shouted immediately, "I said if it wasn't cured, I wouldn't take a penny. Jing Tinglie's boy was disappointing himself and caught syphilis. You came to my door to beg for medicine. I said five hundred taels, treat the disease first; if not cured, I won't take a penny. This is loyal enough, right?"

Pang Zi's words immediately received the approval of the Escort Agency brothers; they scolded one after another.

"Exactly! I saw Jing Tinglie's boy a few days ago. Nothing wrong at all. When something happened, you ran faster than rabbits. Now the disease is cured, you disappeared without a trace. Our Big Brother Pang is righteous; it won't do for you to bully onto Big Brother Pang's head."

"You have such a big salt field; how can you lack those few hundred taels of silver?"

"Is a human life worth only a few hundred taels? Are Jing Tinglie's family members so worthless?"

Hearing these sturdy men of the Escort Agency shouting angrily, Jing Tingjun couldn't respond. Fairly speaking, Jing Tingjun didn't think Pang Zi asking for five hundred taels of medicine money was really excessive. The problem was he was just a legal advisor. When he went back to report yesterday, Jing Tinglie asked Jing Tingjun to adopt an attitude of ignoring Pang Zi's request. Since the master had such an idea, what could Jing Tingjun do? Could he pay Pang Zi out of his own pocket?

Thinking of this, Jing Tingjun couldn't help cursing Jing Tinglie in his heart for being unrighteous. This was clearly putting him on the fire to roast. When Jing Tingbin rebelled back then, Pang Zi was a famous capable general, a master who feared neither heaven nor earth. This time Pang Zi was not in the wrong originally. Regardless of what idea Jing Tinglie had, once the trouble started, it wouldn't end well no matter what.

Sure enough, seeing Pang Zi raise his right hand, the brothers of the Escort Agency quieted down instantly.

"Uncle Jing, I only ask you to pass a word. Since Jing Tinglie refuses to pay back money, then don't blame me for being impolite. You might as well stop the business of this salt field first. Open work when these five hundred taels are gathered." After speaking, without waiting for Jing Tingjun to speak again, Pang Zi waved to the people behind, "Brothers, disperse these people!"

The brothers of the Escort Agency had been waiting for these words for a long time. Fifty people divided into two teams. One team galloped straight to the field boiling salt brine. Salt police wanted to resist; two or three muskets were raised among a dozen people, but they saw twenty-odd tough men of the Escort Agency holding firearms in their hands, black muzzles pointing straight at them. These people usually bossed coolies around and were bold enough to encompass the sky, but really encountering people stronger than themselves, their legs went soft immediately with fright.

The crowd of the Escort Agency held guns, forced the salt police into a corner, and began to confiscate the weapons in the salt police's hands. For any salt police who still didn't know what was good for them at this stage, the brothers of the Escort Agency went up and slapped them on the face first, then snatched the weapon, and gave two backhanded slaps. The beaten salt police dared not utter a sound. Other salt police dared not resist anymore and handed over their guys obediently.

Another team dismounted and went straight to the salt field. While shouting "Stop working, all get out for me," they drove all the coolies out. For these coolies, the brothers of the Escort Agency didn't make things difficult for them. They threw a string of twenty *wen* coins to each person as compensation for not being able to work. The coolies never expected Pang Zi and the others to be so righteous; one by one, they were surprised speechless. Then they heard the brothers of the Escort Agency shout: "From now on, everyone stop coming for now. When to let you come, we will tell you. If you dare to come again and let us see, we won't be so polite."

Driving away the coolies with coaxing and threats, Pang Zi drove Jing Tingjun and the salt police together, "Uncle Jing, go back and tell Uncle Jing Tinglie, I will come here every day to wait for him to send money. If he doesn't give money, this salt field doesn't need to open anymore." After speaking, he commanded the brothers of the Escort Agency to pack the boiled saltpeter and salt into sacks, put them on horsebacks, and whistled away.

Jing Tingjun looked at the backs of Pang Zi's horse team, and then looked at the empty salt field and salt boiling pots, sighing continuously. Pang Zi made it clear he would oppose to the end. Jing Tinglie was not a kind person either. Being bullied to the door, future things would absolutely not end well. But having so much saltpeter and salt robbed while he was present, he would inevitably be scolded when going back. For him, this was really an unexpected disaster.

After hearing Jing Tingjun report this matter, Jing Tinglie just snorted. He neither got angry nor annoyed. He just waved his hand, "No matter. That kid Pang Zi is not for these five hundred taels of silver at all. He has taken a fancy to the saltpeter and salt business. He would come whether money is given or not."

"Second Brother, then what do we do?" Jing Tingjun asked. Although as a legal advisor he should give advice, Jing Tinglie saying so now made it clear he had a plan long ago. Since so, he had to ask clearly first.

Jing Tinglie just smiled, "Humph, we don't need to do anything. Just spread this matter out. Now there are so many people who find Pang Zi an eyesore. What do you think they will think after knowing Pang Zi wants to intervene in the saltpeter and salt business? In addition, let's not be idle either; just report to the officials."

"Report to the officials?" Jing Tingjun was somewhat puzzled. What's the use of reporting to the officials? Pang Zi didn't come under the banner of robbing the salt field. At least nominally, Pang Zi came to collect debt; reporting to the officials was of little use.

"Not asking to find the Magistrate, but find the Beiyang Army." Jing Tinglie sneered, "The Beiyang Army and Pang Zi are old acquaintances anyway. Pang Zi is gathering crowds to rebel now; the Beiyang Army has to come out to manage it no matter what."

Jing Tingjun couldn't help gasping. This move was too ruthless. As a legal advisor, hearing the employer's words, Jing Tingjun had already arranged the charge of "robbing the salt field, intending to rebel" for Pang Zi. Beiyang Minister Yuan Shikai was promoting a new police system now, strengthening public security in Hebei. Once this charge was pinned, the Beiyang Army definitely couldn't sit idly by. Not to mention Pang Zi fought with the Beiyang Army before; using Pang Zi's head to deter lawlessness was not a bad thing either.

His employer looked like he was bullied to the door by Pang Zi now, but actually, Pang Zi was in imminent disaster.

The news that Pang Zi robbed the Pingxiang salt field and prepared to intervene in the saltpeter and salt business spread throughout Xingtai like flying. If before, such things would only become material for gossip after tea and meals. But the situation this time was completely different. In the surrounding areas centered on Nangong County, after learning this news, landlords were first stunned, then filled with public indignation.

Since Chen Tianhua started running the breeding farm and Peasant Association relying on Pang Zi's Escort Agency as military backing, landlords suddenly found their livelihood became much worse all of a sudden. Although landlords didn't rely on selling poultry and eggs to get rich, they controlled local businesses and workshops. Landlords ran businesses in all walks of life, and Pang Zi intervened in all walks of life now. Pang Zi's Escort Agency did business itself, supplying transported daily necessities to Peasant Association members at low prices. This was a devastating blow to the businesses controlled by landlords.

With the support of the Peasant Association, fewer and fewer common people relied on working for landlords as short-term laborers to make money, which directly led to landlords lacking manpower. Businesses that could barely hold on were even worse. If Pang Zi was allowed to intervene in the saltpeter and salt business again, the Escort Agency, whose power was already growing, could no longer be shaken.

For landlords, this was a life-and-death juncture. Landlords who didn't interact much usually had to start linking up. First landlords running cloth workshops, then landlords running handmade ceramics; landlords communicated more and more. By September 20, the first batch of complaints was sent into the Nangong County Yamen.

"What? Someone sued me?" Learning the news, Pang Zi was furious immediately.

In this half year, Pang Zi had smoothed the way inside the yamen and knew the news inside the yamen very clearly.

"Exactly!" The head bailiff of the county yamen answered.

"Who are they?" Pang Zi asked immediately.

"This..." The head bailiff played dumb.

Pang Zi immediately took out a few silver dollars and handed them over. The head bailiff weighed them in his hand and put them into his bosom with satisfaction. "Brother Pang, actually those suing are nothing. But I heard that inside the Canal Defense Battalion (*Yun He Fang Ying*), someone seems to want to make a move on you."

Hearing this news, Pang Zi's angry look calmed down immediately. Indeed, suing to the officials was nothing. The magistrate was his teacher, and Pang Zi doing business was not a crime either. Those landlords were really nothing special, but the Canal Defense Battalion was the real big threat. It wasn't that Pang Zi didn't know his business was big and the Defense Battalion had targeted him long ago. It was just that Pang Zi didn't want to send money to these Defense Battalions for nothing. Although there were daily bribes, it was just to be passable on the surface; actually, both sides didn't like each other at all.

Thinking of this, Pang Zi bowed deeply to the head bailiff, "Then I have to trouble Old Brother to help me check clearly who exactly in the Defense Battalion has bad intentions towards me."

"Brother Pang, it's not that I refuse to help you. As far as I know, now the Defense Battalion up and down is dissatisfied with you. If you really want to say who wants to target you, I think everyone wants to target you. So, Brother Pang, you have to be careful yourself." After speaking, the head bailiff stood up to bid farewell.

That afternoon, Pang Zi rarely shut himself in the room. The brothers of the Escort Agency never knew Pang Zi could have such patience. Usually, whenever there was nothing to do, Pang Zi would come out to drink and talk with everyone, or pull people to compete in martial arts. Pang Zi didn't like sleeping during the day. Looking in from the door, Pang Zi stood up and sat down for a while, not sleeping at all. Everyone felt strange; clever ones already vaguely felt a disturbing atmosphere.

By evening, Pang Zi finally came out of the room. He first ordered all brothers to come back first. Temporarily not accepting escort business these days. Then Pang Zi called a few confidants into the room. Closing the doors and windows, Pang Zi's first sentence was, "It won't do not to rebel."

Several brothers were startled. Life was going well; why suddenly mention rebellion?

After Pang Zi told the matter of the Defense Battalion to several confidant brothers, these few people also stopped making sounds. The Defense Battalion was the troops of the old Huai Army on the canal. When creating the Beiyang New Army, soldiers recruited were all good family sons of Hebei. The Canal Defense Battalion, as an old Huai Army unit, had actually rotted long ago. Yuan Shikai had no intention of recruiting from these dregs either.

But no matter how much the Defense Battalion was dregs, they were government troops after all. The Canal Defense Battalion was responsible for arresting canal bandits. If they really wanted to attack, once Pang Zi and the others fought with the Defense Battalion, that would really be rebellion.

Everyone could clamor about rebellion usually, but really facing the choice of whether to rebel, unexpectedly no one could give an answer immediately.

"What plans does everyone have?" Pang Zi asked with a grim expression.

Finally, Pang Tianshuo raised his head and said fiercely: "Grandma's, I finally ate meat for a few days. They want to come and hit me! Big Brother Pang, I'll follow you to rebel!"
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If it were before, as long as Chen Tianhua heard someone say the word "revolution," he would definitely become inexplicably excited. In early 1906, Chen Tianhua dragged Pang Zi to talk about revolutionary principles all day long, so Pang Zi never expected that when he said personally "want to rebel, want to revolutionize" at the end of September 1906, Chen Tianhua didn't even blink an eyelid.

Seeing Chen Tianhua's reaction, Pang Zi was quite discouraged. Although he appeared extremely calm in front of his brothers, internally, Pang Zi was not optimistic at all. That was why Pang Zi sincerely found Chen Tianhua to seek help.

In the eyes of outsiders, Pang Zi had participated in the uprising led by Jing Tingbin before, and now he had built such a big family business; he was really a capable person who had seen the world. But Pang Zi knew his own affairs. Precisely because he had seen so many failures, Pang Zi's heart was full of fear.

Pang Zi wouldn't naively think that by defeating the Defense Battalion, he could become a king or hegemon in this Xingtai. The Yihetuan once had the power supported by the Imperial Court, mobilizing brothers and societies in many places in Hebei, but in the end, it was death. Uncle Jing Tingbin relied on no one, pulling up a scale of more than a hundred thousand people himself, but in the end, it was still death. These armed struggles Pang Zi personally participated in seemed to be vivid in his mind now. Regarding the ending without any suspense, Pang Zi felt as if there was an invisible thing pressing tightly on his body, preventing him from breathing, seeing, and hearing normally.

"Captain Pang, since you decided to rebel, what are you afraid of?" Chen Tianhua said unhurriedly: "Don't you believe the revolution can succeed?"

If it were before, Chen Tianhua revealing the true face of a "revolutionary party" as soon as he opened his mouth after a long silence, Pang Zi would at least sneer as ridicule. Now, after all, it concerned his life and death. Under pressure higher than mountains and deeper than seas, Pang Zi's thinking had been completely forced onto the narrow path of finding a way to survive, and he couldn't even squeeze out a bit of a sneer. Even so, Pang Zi still treated a dead horse as a living horse (*tried a desperate remedy*), asking reluctantly: "Mr. Chen, can there be a way to live after revolution?"

Looking at Pang Zi's face, deliberately pretending to be calm and barely looking calm, Chen Tianhua had absolutely no assurance whether he could make Pang Zi understand his whole plan. Since Pang Zi started to move against the salt field, Chen Tianhua knew things were wrong. Actually, the Peasant Association's information was even better informed than Pang Zi's network. Pang Zi could only get news by smoothing the joints above. If the other party was wary, for example, Jing Tinglie in Pingxiang strictly blocked his own news, Pang Zi couldn't get any internal news.

But the Peasant Association was very different. Farmers' networks were intertwined. Fatty certainly couldn't get news about Jing Tinglie, but Chen Tianhua did. The godfather of a relative of a Peasant Association member worked as a servant in Jing Tinglie's house. Usually responsible for serving tea and pouring water, not even a high-ranking servant. But he happened to hear Jing Tinglie's words about reporting Pang Zi's rebellion to the Beiyang New Army. And he passed the words back.

Discovering that local tyrants and gentry were so hostile to Pang Zi, Chen Tianhua hurriedly began to collect intelligence. Although landlords held meetings cautiously enough, their gatherings could never avoid the eyes of the masses. As long as landlords dared to use common people of servant origin in meetings, Chen Tianhua could always connect with these servants through the Peasant Association. At least until now, there had been timid servants afraid of retaliation who dared not speak the content of landlords' meetings. But there had never been servants who stood on the landlord's side dead set to oppose the Peasant Association's affairs.

But Chen Tianhua didn't want to tell Pang Zi all this intelligence now. This was not because Chen Tianhua looked down on Pang Zi, but because he didn't think Pang Zi could really know why the common people supported the Peasant Association so seriously.

As long as he had this information, Pang Zi could attack hostile landlords effectively, which could relieve pressure to a large extent. Even possibly avoiding direct confrontation with the government. But what was the significance of Chen Tianhua adopting this practice? If Pang Zi couldn't give an answer that satisfied Chen Tianhua himself, Chen Tianhua didn't want to share intelligence with Pang Zi.

Pang Zi asked if the revolution could succeed. Chen Tianhua immediately looked at Pang Zi's eyes very seriously, then answered: "The revolution will definitely succeed."

Hearing this, Pang Zi was not moved by Chen Tianhua's firm eyes at all. He finally smiled self-mockingly, and didn't even reply.

Chen Tianhua said seriously: "Captain Pang, you are just worried that you can't beat the Beiyang New Army. Although the Beiyang New Army has many people and great power, Xingtai is such a big territory; if they want to find a small group like the Transportation Brigade, I'm afraid it's not that easy."

These words made a lot of sense. Pang Zi's eyes lit up after hearing them. Actually, he just felt he really had no chance of winning. Before, Pang Zi followed others; even if failed, Pang Zi could start over himself. Now Pang Zi led people to do it himself. Once failed, Pang Zi should never think of turning over from here in Nangong County forever. How many times of going through life and death, seeing how many brothers fall beside him. If the result of all this was that Pang Zi could never return to his hometown, Pang Zi felt he might as well die in battle in Nangong County.

Hearing Chen Tianhua's words, Pang Zi's eyes really lit up. If it was mobile warfare, as a local, he indeed had a lot of room for maneuver. But on second thought, Pang Zi felt this idea was very unrealistic. Before Pang Zi raised his own idea, Chen Tianhua asked: "Captain Pang, you definitely feel that even a character like Mr. Jing Tingbin was blocked by the Beiyang Army just the same. Then I want to ask you, if local common people don't reveal your news to Beiyang, do you say it's easy for Beiyang to find a small team like yours?"

Even in low spirits, facing such a childish question from Chen Tianhua, Pang Zi still couldn't help sneering, "Humph, sounds nice. These fellow villagers are usually close only with their mouths. At this critical moment, it would be good if they don't take the initiative to sell you out."

Chen Tianhua answered tit for tat: "Yo ho, Captain Pang is blaming the common people for not talking about *Jianghu* loyalty. You say the common people are not sincere to you; then Captain Pang, pat your chest and ask yourself, when have you sincerely done anything for the fellow villagers and elders?"

Pang Zi frowned. Chen Tianhua's words were already extremely impolite. Sizing up Chen Tianhua up and down, Pang Zi couldn't help asking: "Mr. Chen, which side are you speaking for exactly?"

Chen Tianhua answered neatly, "As the President of the Peasant Association, I definitely speak on the side of the common people of the Peasant Association."

Pang Zi grunted and was about to say something. But he heard someone knocking on the door. Before Chen Tianhua responded, a young man outside had already rushed in. After entering the door, he shouted regardless of anything: "Mr. Chen, something happened. The Defense Army has set off to attack the Transportation Brigade."

Both people in the room widened their eyes after hearing this. Chen Tianhua bit his lip slightly, considering countermeasures. Pang Zi stood up abruptly, went up and grabbed the lapel of this young man's chest, "Who did you hear it from?"

Scared by this, the young man spoke unsmoothly, "This..., someone asked me to tell Mr. Chen that the Defense Army wants to attack the Transportation Brigade's station in the county town."

Pang Zi was not stupid at all. After hearing this, he pondered for a moment and suddenly understood one thing. He turned his head abruptly, raised his finger pointing at Chen Tianhua, "Surname Chen, damn you, you set me up (*yin wo*)! You know no less than me at all, but you told me nothing! Loss I still treated you as one of the family, you white-eyed wolf (*ingrate*)!"

Chen Tianhua was not angry or annoyed. Although being seen through by Pang Zi was a bit embarrassing, this was not too big a deal. He waited for Pang Zi to finish scolding, then asked: "Captain Pang, we brothers can quarrel anytime. How do you plan to deal with the Defense Army?"

This question instantly sobered Pang Zi up. Even if Chen Tianhua knew the news, so what? Chen Tianhua had only a group of common people farming and raising chickens and ducks under him. Asking them to fight war was a joke. He could talk with Chen Tianhua anytime, but if the nest in the county town was destroyed, then everything would be finished.

"Mr. Chen, your news is not nonsense, right?" Pang Zi asked.

"Should not be nonsense." Chen Tianhua answered.

Hearing this guarantee, Pang Zi walked out of the room without turning his head.

The young man who came in just now was very anxious in his heart. He asked urgently: "Mr. Chen, that harrow my family borrowed money from the Peasant Association to buy hasn't arrived yet; this won't be a problem, right?"

"Don't be afraid. The Peasant Association said that as long as the things bought with money borrowed from the Peasant Association haven't arrived, the Peasant Association won't calculate interest for everyone. You rest assured about this."

Although the young man knew the Peasant Association always stressed credibility, facing the matter of Pang Zi's Transportation Brigade being attacked by government troops now, he was also somewhat panicked. Chen Tianhua sent the young man away and took out a pamphlet to start studying. On the cover was written a line of words—*How Long Can the Red Flag Fight? Deduction of Revolutionary Guerrilla Warfare*.

When Pang Zi rode back to Nangong County town, his heart was full of confusion. Why could Chen Tianhua know so much? This was something Pang Zi couldn't understand no matter how much he thought. The matter of the Defense Army wanting to act against him, Pang Zi only told a few confidants. And these people usually didn't deal with Chen Tianhua at all; presumably, they didn't betray intelligence. Then there was only one reason: Chen Tianhua established an intelligence network himself. But usually Chen Tianhua never interacted with famous figures in Xingtai, always only dealing with those ordinary common people. How did he know so much news?

However, thinking blindly about this kind of thing was useless. Pang Zi forcibly withdrew his mind and considered how to deal with the Defense Battalion. Actually, everyone had made a plan long ago, just didn't know when the Defense Battalion would move. After all, everyone didn't really want to rebel. If the Defense Battalion didn't come to attack them, everyone would thank Heaven and Earth. In the Escort Agency, there was not a single one who wanted to attack the Defense Battalion on their own initiative.

Returning to the county town, everything in the city looked no different from usual. Fatty suddenly suspected whether the news from Chen Tianhua's side was fake. He hurriedly called Pang Tianshuo over and asked: "Did those brothers you sent out to watch the Defense Battalion send back words?"

"Big Brother Pang, no words sent back yet." Pang Tianshuo laughed.

"I asked them to send one person back and one person go every two hours regardless of any news. What did these brothers say?" Fatty continued to ask.

Hearing this question, Pang Tianshuo answered: "No one has come back yet."
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Pang Tianshuo casually answered that the people sent out hadn't come back yet, and then he saw Pang Zi's face change immediately. Then he saw Pang Zi staring at him with a ferocious look. Pang Tianshuo had never seen such a gaze; it was a gaze of shock, uneasiness, and suspicion. At this moment, Pang Zi was no longer the big brother close as family, but another completely strange existence. Such a gaze made Pang Tianshuo shiver.

However, this was only a matter of a moment. Pang Zi had figured out the key point in a blink of an eye. He asked: "Who exactly among the brothers has left the county town in the past two days?" Since getting the news that the Defense Battalion wanted to attack the Escort Agency, Pang Zi gathered all brothers back to the county town and strictly ordered everyone not to leave without permission. Pang Tianshuo couldn't be a traitor; although it couldn't be completely confirmed yet, if Pang Tianshuo were a traitor, he would have no need to tell the truth that the Escort Agency's spies hadn't returned. He didn't even need to be so troublesome; he only needed to let the spies report fake news.

So Pang Zi's gaffe was only a momentary thing. He had concluded that if Pang Tianshuo wasn't a traitor, then the traitor must have gone to contact the Defense Battalion personally, or at least sent someone out of the city to contact. Sure enough, Pang Tianshuo pondered for a moment and answered: "Gao Songling went out of the city for half a day. When I asked him, he said something happened at his home."

"Anyone else?" Pang Zi pressed.

"There were also a few boys who secretly went to visit brothels and were caught by me. I slapped each of them twice."

Pang Zi asked the names of these people clearly one by one, then Pang Zi ordered: "Good, you tell the brothers we are setting off now. You call these people who have been out of the city over first; don't say anything. Just call them over first."

"What's wrong, Big Brother Pang?" Pang Tianshuo saw Pang Zi's face was unkind.

"Don't say anything; just call them and the people connected with them over for me. Go."

The brothers of the Escort Agency were gathered together originally, so it was quite convenient to assemble. Soon, the big courtyard was full of people. Pang Zi asked to close the gate, then said: "Brothers, I'll tell you something. The Defense Battalion is preparing to target us. I heard these people are bringing men over now."

Most of the crowd didn't know this news. Suddenly hearing Pang Zi say this, almost everyone's face changed.

Pang Zi knew everyone was panicked in their hearts. He laughed: "Brothers, we conduct business and escort goods properly; whom did we provoke? The Defense Battalion wants to target us; why do you say?"

"They must be eyeing our money." These brothers of the Escort Agency were not stupid. Everyone ate big chunks of meat and drank big bowls of wine every day; everyone saw the envious and jealous eyes of the people in the county town usually. If such a life didn't incur jealousy, that would be a big joke. Many brothers of the Escort Agency came from idle backgrounds. Although they didn't know Marx classified them as "lumpenproletariat," the neighbors indeed didn't think they were good people. If they didn't mix in the Escort Agency but were on the street, meeting a team like Pang Zi's, they would definitely want to extort some contributions too. So they knew very clearly why the Defense Battalion wanted to act against the Escort Agency.

Because they knew the Defense Battalion's thoughts very well, after a brief panic, these people returned to normal, "Big Brother Pang, what do you say we do? You mark a path, and brothers will follow you." The crowd shouted.

"People say extending the head is a slash (*death*), shrinking the head is also a slash. Since that gang eyes our money, they won't stop easily. Wait until they hit our door; they are officials, we are commoners. Where can we have a place to speak? Instead of waiting for death here, we might as well act directly. Now the Defense Battalion has already set off; let's beat them halfway. Once they know our power, they definitely won't dare to act rashly again." Pang Zi shouted loudly.

"Big Brother Pang, if we beat them, what if they report to the officials?" Someone asked uneasily.

"We cover our faces. As long as we win, and no one falls into the Defense Battalion's hands, when they say we did it, who can prove it?" Pang Zi laughed.

Fairly speaking, this idea was really lousy enough. If the Defense Battalion really wanted to report to the superior, let alone Pang Zi and the others covering their faces, even if it really wasn't Pang Zi and the others who hit them, they could pin the crime on Pang Zi's head. But these brothers actually just wanted an excuse to convince themselves. As for whether the excuse was really reasonable, it was not the most critical instead. Hearing Pang Zi's idea of attacking the Defense Battalion with masked faces, many people already cheered.

"Exactly, we cover our faces. When those people ask, we just don't admit it." Someone already shouted happily.

"Everyone is my good brother; how do I, Pang Zi, treat everyone usually?" Pang Zi shouted.

"Nothing to say! (*Great*)"

"Big Brother Pang, we were right to follow you."

Listening to the brothers expressing loyalty greatly, Pang Zi nodded with satisfaction, "After beating the Defense Battalion, we'll go to Gaojia Village to avoid the limelight. If it really doesn't work, we'll go to Shandong. I won't be stupid enough to insist on resisting to the end."

Hearing this, the brothers felt they had a way out and were even more relieved.

Seeing morale had stabilized, Pang Zi laughed: "But we must fight this battle. If we run away for nothing, the Defense Battalion will only reach out for a yard after taking an inch; we will never have peaceful days again. So this time, it's not to kill many people either, just to beat the Defense Battalion away. This way brothers won't have any big trouble either. If the Defense Battalion doesn't lose many people, it's not easy to blow things up. But we have to let them know that Lord Ma has three eyes; it's not that the Defense Battalion can do whatever they want!"

"Beat them! Let them know our power."

"Have to let them know we are not easy to provoke."

These brothers of the Escort Agency were originally pugnacious or ruffians. Knowing there was a way out and not really risking their lives, this gang immediately got energetic.

"Good, then everyone take your guys and go out in separate ways now. Gather at ten *li* north of the county town. Gao Songling, you and these few brothers follow me." Pang Zi ordered.

The brothers of the Escort Agency responded and went to lead horses and bring guys one after another. Pang Zi took some confidants and Gao Songling and a few other unreliable people to wait at the last. When other brothers set off in groups, Pang Zi suddenly sank his face fiercely. He asked Gao Songling and others to stand in front of him, saying with a fake smile: "How do I, Pang Zi, treat everyone? You say."

These people didn't know why Pang Zi suddenly looked like this; almost everyone showed a strange expression on their faces. Pang Zi stared at these people's eyes one by one, then shouted: "Someone sold me behind my back! This person is among you!"

This shout made all these people change their faces. Pang Zi said nothing and kicked out. The person beside Gao Songling couldn't dodge in time and was kicked right in the lower abdomen. He retreated a few steps *deng deng* and fell on the ground on his back. Pang Zi saw clearly that when he stared at these people's eyes just now, other people's eyes were baffled, only that person tried to avoid his eyes. And after that shout, others couldn't help standing straight, only that person stepped back subconsciously.

"Li Kun! You have such bold guts!" Pang Zi waved his hand, "Tie him up!"

Brothers on both sides immediately went up to press Li Kun on the ground and began to find ropes to tie him up. Pang Zi stared at Gao Songling's eyes deadly but didn't speak. Gao Songling already knew why Pang Zi looked at him like this. He immediately defended himself with a red face and thick neck: "Big Brother Pang, I didn't sell you. My family really has something. I brought some farm tools sold outside to my family. This time knowing the Defense Battalion wants to be disadvantageous to us, I took the farm tools home. You must believe me."

After saying these, seeing Pang Zi still looking at him coldly, Gao Songling hurriedly said again: "I was indeed afraid we couldn't beat the Defense Battalion. I specially asked my family to bury these farm tools in the ground. I can take you to see. It's really not me."

Seeing Gao Songling neither implicating others nor dodging, just defending himself desperately, Pang Zi could already determine that Gao Songling was not a traitor. Being able to tell even the matter of hiding farm tools, Gao Songling should be telling the truth.

"I don't disbelieve you. This concerns the lives of our hundreds of people. Moreover, we very likely have brothers who have fallen into the hands of the Defense Battalion. I can't take risks anymore." After speaking, Pang Zi walked to Li Kun who was already tied up firmly, "Li Kun, do you say it or not? I won't scare you either. If you say it, I'll let you go after defeating the Defense Battalion. If you don't tell the truth, I'll take you to the brothers to ask. See if they dare to slice you alive piece by piece!"

Li Kun knew Pang Zi was absolutely not scaring him. Reaching such a state, he had nothing to hide either. "Big Brother, I let you down."

"Don't talk nonsense. What exactly happened?" Pang Zi shouted angrily.

"I took a fancy to Xiao Tao Hong (*Little Peach Red*) and went many times. Money was all spent. Borrowed a lot too. Later the boss suddenly asked me if we actually knew the Defense Battalion was preparing to act against us. He said as long as I told him our affairs, he wouldn't ask for money and would let Xiao Tao Hong accompany me for a few nights. So I told about us sending spies."

"Motherfucker!" Hearing this, Pang Zi couldn't hold back anymore and slapped Li Kun on the face, "The lives of so many brothers are fucking worth a whore accompanying you for a few nights? Are you fucking human?"

This slap was extremely heavy. Li Kun's head looked like it was about to be fanned away. Nosebleed splashed out *ceng*. Words he originally wanted to say could no longer be spoken.

"Stuff his mouth, pack him in a sack and take him away!" Pang Zi shouted.

Pang Zi hated it in his heart! He was actually still wondering why the Defense Battalion acted so quickly. It turned out they really learned the intelligence from his side, knew he was prepared, and then acted suddenly. Pang Zi actually felt brothers should talk about *Jianghu* loyalty anyway. Even the most good-for-nothing guy wouldn't sell brothers so easily encountering such things. And this Li Kun was usually a guy very regarded, and the money distributed was not small. Unexpectedly, for a whore, he dared to sell everyone.

Several people packed Li Kun, whose mouth was stuffed tightly, into a sack, then mounted horses and went towards ten *li* west of the county town.
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When Pang Zi arrived at the ten *li* point, the brothers of the Escort Agency were already waiting in a hidden place nearby. Seeing Pang Zi come, Pang Tianshuo hurried up and said: "Big Brother, all brothers have arrived." Learning there was a traitor among his own people, Pang Tianshuo felt very annoyed and also strengthened precautions. For every wave of brothers setting off, he counted the number personally. Until Pang Zi arrived, every single person in the Escort Agency had arrived without lacking one.

Looking carefully at the team brought by Pang Zi, Pang Tianshuo asked strangely: "Big Brother, where is Li Kun?"

Pang Zi snorted coldly and shouted to Gao Songling: "Get him out."

The brothers of the Escort Agency watched Gao Songling drag Li Kun out of the sack, not knowing what happened. But they heard Pang Zi say loudly: "We have an insider here. Li Kun sold our brothers for a whore."

Hearing this, all brothers' faces changed. Pang Zi ignored Li Kun's face turning ashy; he told the brothers surrounding him loudly what Li Kun did. Just after finishing speaking, the people around were already angry. Some wanted to rush up to beat Li Kun. People behind couldn't squeeze into the crowd, so they cursed loudly outside. Li Kun's ancestors for eighteen generations were cursed all over in an instant.

To avoid the angry crowd and not be beaten to death, Li Kun leaned tightly against Pang Zi's leg. Pang Zi shouted: "Everyone don't hit him."

"Big Brother, you still protect him even now?"

"Big Brother Pang, hand him to us; we'll kill him."

Brothers surged up relentlessly, looking like they must kill Li Kun.

"I told him, as long as he told the truth, I wouldn't hand him over to everyone to deal with. Since he told the truth, he, Li Kun, can be perfidious, but I, Pang Zi, am not such a person." Pang Zi blocked everyone for Li Kun while shouting. After much persuasion, he finally made everyone stop beating Li Kun temporarily. But everyone had no intention of letting Li Kun go at all.

"Big Brother Pang spare my life! Big Brother Pang spare my life!" Li Kun cried and shouted continuously.

Pang Zi looked at Li Kun with contempt, then pulled him up, drew the saber from his waist, and cut the rope. "Li Kun, I won't let everyone kill you. I can also let you go. As long as you can pass my test, you can go."

These words were strange; everyone including Li Kun didn't understand. Pang Zi asked everyone to make way. He led two horses over, and asked for a knife from Pang Tianshuo to hand to Li Kun.

"Brothers, my words, Pang Zi, always count. None of you intervene; I will solve this matter." After shouting, Pang Zi said to Li Kun: "Here is a horse; you have a knife in your hand. I also have a horse and a knife. Other brothers won't make a move. I count ten sounds. As long as you can run away, as long as we don't meet in the future, I won't look for you."

Li Kun never expected Pang Zi to draw such a path for him. He didn't know if Pang Zi spoke true or false. He dared not move for a moment. Pang Zi didn't say anything more either; he counted loudly: "One... Two..."

Li Kun was also a clever person. Seeing Pang Zi start counting, he couldn't care so much either. He rushed up in three steps and two steps, mounted a horse, and urged the horse to flee for his life. At this time Pang Zi just counted to six. He didn't speed up either, still counting at the speed just now: "Seven... Eight... Nine... Ten." As soon as the voice fell, Pang Zi raised the knife in his hand and threw it forcefully at Li Kun's fleeing back.

The long knife drew a white light and went straight to Li Kun's back. Pang Zi spent a lot of effort on the knife. The long knife pierced straight through the heart from Li Kun's back. Swaying on the horse's back, Li Kun fell from the horse. Pang Zi strode forward, pulled out the long knife from Li Kun's body, and with a backhand swing, cut off Li Kun's head.

The brothers of the Escort Agency completely didn't expect Pang Zi to solve Li Kun like this. For a moment, they didn't know what to say either. They saw Pang Zi wipe the blood on the knife dry on Li Kun's corpse, and strode back to the brothers. "Everyone set off now."

When the Huai Army was established, there were 6,500 people. After arriving in Shanghai between April and May 1862, it purchased foreign guns and cannons with foreign aid and Shanghai customs tax revenue, expanding the troops. By 1864, the Huai Army first colluded with the British and French armies and the Ever Victorious Army to fight against the Taiping Army near Shanghai, then cooperated with the Xiang Army to attack the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom in Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and other places. After the fall of Tianjing (now Nanjing), the capital of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, in the autumn and winter of 1864, after reduction, the Huai Army still had 104 battalions, more than 50,000 people. Between 1865 and 1868, as the main force of the Qing army, under the leadership of Zeng Guofan and Li Hongzhang, it fought against the Nian Army successively in Anhui, Hubei, Henan, Shandong, Jiangsu, Zhili (approx. present Hebei), and other places. After the Nian Army was suppressed, the Huai Army undertook the defense of important places in rivers and seas for thousands of *li* from north Tianjin and Baoding to south Shanghai and Wusong.

The Canal Defense Battalion was the troop of the old Huai Army. The Shandong Canal was an important transportation trunk line and had always been the bulk of tax revenue. Although theoretically, the Defense Battalion was a troop established for the purpose of striking bandits along the river and protecting the safety of the canal, they didn't put their minds on such duty at all. Encountering such a lucrative job, the Huai Army completely became a tax collection group setting up checkpoints to collect *lijin*. As for military training, it had basically been abandoned. And Yuan Shikai, who inherited Li Hongzhang's mantle, poured all his efforts into the construction of the Beiyang New Army and the police system, having no intention of reorganizing the old Huai Army at all. In recent years, the military training of the Defense Battalion had plummeted. This troop was already tax personnel carrying guns, with extremely low combat effectiveness.

Canal tax revenue was a business where money came fast. As the saying goes, money comes fast and goes fast. Among the officers and soldiers of the Defense Battalion, there were quite a few who smoked opium. The originally low combat effectiveness due to lack of training reached an even lower level with the help of opium.

But they were government troops after all; they still had basic firearms. Li Yutang, the Battalion Commander (*Ying Guan*) of the Canal Defense Battalion, didn't ride a horse. Instead, he sat in a sedan chair like a civil official. But not an ordinary sedan chair, but a bamboo sedan chair carried by four people. Li Yutang compared himself to the famous general Wei Rui of the Southern Dynasty, riding a bamboo sedan chair when fighting. But firstly, the soldiers hadn't read books and didn't know Wei Rui's deeds. Secondly, Lord Li Yutang had all five vices of "eating, drinking, whoring, gambling, and smoking." His body had long been hollowed out, completely unable to ride a horse. Being able to sit in a sedan chair and come out with everyone this time already surprised the soldiers quite a bit. As for the significance represented by the "example" Lord Li Yutang set for himself, it didn't move any officers and soldiers at all.

Lord Li being able to lead troops personally to deal with Pang Zi this time could be considered giving Pang Zi face. In these days, the name of "King Pang" spread around the canal. Reasonably speaking, Pang Zi should have discussed a tribute amount with the Defense Battalion long ago, so everyone could meet well. But this Pang Zi was extremely insensible. Lord Li sent people to find him several times; Pang Zi perfunctorily dealt with it with a very serious attitude. Soft didn't work, so come hard. But when he prepared to do so, Pang Zi's escort route became the line from Nangong County to the Beijing-Hankou Railway, actually breaking away from Lord Li's jurisdiction.

And the insider bought from Pang Zi's Escort Agency told Lord Li that this guy Pang Zi actually dared to send spies to monitor the Defense Battalion's movements. This was the real reason that thoroughly enraged Lord Li. A small Escort Agency actually dared to monitor the Defense Battalion? Really didn't know how to write the word "death." Lord Li immediately sent people to arrest those spies of the Escort Agency, and additionally gathered troops and horses to go to Nangong County to punish the crimes.

Pang Zi's practice made Lord Li very angry. If people around were all like this, how could the order of the canal be maintained? So Lord Li felt it necessary to give Pang Zi a profound lesson. Moreover, he heard that Pang Zi's teacher was the current Magistrate of Nangong County. Sending people to teach Pang Zi a lesson might not be effective. Plus Lord Li heard that this guy Pang Zi's Escort Agency also had quite a few guns. He felt he might as well take a large group of people to block Pang Zi; this way things could always be handled well.

Actually, Lord Li might not really want to do anything to Pang Zi. The key was that Pang Zi had "offended" the Canal Defense Battalion. If the face wasn't recovered, the reputation of the Defense Battalion would be damaged.

A large group of people marched on the road. Lord Li had no intention of watching the scenery either. He calculated how to speak to the Magistrate when arriving in Nangong County, how to intimidate Pang Zi. How to make Pang Zi spit out all the things he should have spat out before. How to set a tribute amount in the future. The key was the Magistrate of Nangong County. If it weren't for this Magistrate protecting his calf (protecting his own), Lord Li would have dealt with Pang Zi long ago. So those spies of the Escort Agency were taken in the team. Arriving in Nangong County, as long as these people were handed over to the Magistrate for questioning, the Magistrate would definitely know the rules too. It would definitely be more effective for the Magistrate teacher to teach this student Pang Zi a lesson.

Seeing so many government troops, the common people by the roadside were scared into hiding by the roadside one after another. Occasionally a few guys who didn't know death rode horses past the Defense Battalion. Defense Battalion officers and soldiers scolded angrily, and those people were scared into fleeing in panic. Lord Li was carried by four people in the sedan chair, so naturally he couldn't notice. And the officers and soldiers escorting those captured Escort Agency brothers didn't care either. Whenever someone rode past, there were strange gazes in the eyes of these Escort Agency brothers. But that brother with relatively high prestige always stopped these captured brothers with his gaze. So they didn't show too outrageous performance after all.

Pang Zi got the news. Those brothers were not locked in the Defense Battalion's barracks but were taken in the team to rush to Nangong County together. He breathed a sigh of relief. As long as the brothers could be rescued, Pang Zi's worries would be much less. But what exactly did Li Yutang of the Defense Battalion plan, actually taking these brothers to rush to Nangong County together? Could it be that he still wanted to go to file a complaint? Pang Zi thought.

How to say with the mouth was one thing. If saying Pang Zi really determined to tear faces with the Imperial Court, that was also flattering Pang Zi. If speaking of Pang Zi's true purpose, it was just to establish his own independent small kingdom in Nangong County. Having a teacher as Magistrate was fine; others must listen to his "King Pang's" words. As for outside Nangong County, whether the Imperial Court decided or someone else decided, Pang Zi actually didn't care.

If one must say, Uncle Jing Tingbin back then also had such a style. But encountering external challenges, foreign religion began to preach, the Imperial Court levied additional "foreign donation," Uncle Jing had the backbone to raise troops to rebel, opposing these unreasonable things imposed on the common people. Pang Zi, who participated in Uncle Jing's uprising and watched the uprising fail with his own eyes, had worries in his heart. These straw bags of the Defense Battalion naturally were not in Pang Zi's eyes, but if the Beiyang Army was attracted...

At the end of last year, Pang Zi and Chen Ke went to watch the Beiyang Army's autumn maneuver together. Seeing the drill of that team of ten thousand people scale with his own eyes, no matter what he said with his mouth at that time, Pang Zi was very fearful in his heart. As long as he fought the Defense Battalion, sooner or later the Beiyang Army would be attracted. Pang Zi had to face this fact. Every time he thought of this, he felt very panicked.

If only letting the Defense Battalion extort a bit, business could still be done in the future.

If inviting his teacher to come forward, it wasn't that there was no room for maneuver.

If...

Various reasons and excuses hovered in Pang Zi's mind. Only a line difference from completely convincing Pang Zi. But this line was like a wall of copper and iron, unable to break through no matter what.

"Big Brother Pang, what to do?" Pang Tianshuo beside him asked. Seeing the Defense Army was about to reach the preset ambush site, Pang Zi delayed issuing orders. Since Pang Zi executed Li Kun, the brothers knew it was impossible to settle peacefully with the Defense Battalion. Everyone waited with tense faces. Some wiped their swords and guns; some ate the salted duck eggs they carried with them. But no one spoke anymore.

"What to do? Beat this group of bastards!" Pang Zi answered subconsciously.

As soon as these words came out, Pang Zi suddenly understood one thing. He wanted to fight this battle deep in his heart. Uncle Jing's hatred, Yihetuan brothers' hatred, the hatred of those fellow villagers he knew since childhood. Beiyang, foreigners, the Imperial Court owed too many blood debts. This was also the reason why Pang Zi couldn't lower his face to wag his tail and beg for pity to the Defense Battalion no matter what. This was also the reason why Pang Zi couldn't submit to this set of order formulated by the Imperial Court no matter what.

"Pass the word down; we prepare to fight. Remember, rescue the brothers first. Drive the Defense Battalion away. If possible not to kill people, then don't kill people." Pang Zi explained the main points.

Hearing the order, the brothers of the Escort Agency mounted their horses one after another and wrapped the masking cloth on their faces. Pang Zi raised the long knife that killed Li Kun and only shouted one sound, "Go!" Then he galloped onto the main road.

More than five hundred government troops came; the long team stretched out for several *li*. Pang Zi had communicated a lot with Chai Qingguo about cavalry combat skills before. He knew that if dividing into two teams to cut this long snake formation into several sections from the waist, and then cavalry slashed and killed vertically, no matter how many infantry there were, they could be defeated instantly. But Pang Zi was afraid the brothers would get addicted to killing. If Li Yutang and these people were really killed off, it would immediately be a shocking big event. Once the brothers' killing nature rose, how could they stop? They would definitely start a massacre. To avoid this happening, Pang Zi adopted the most inefficient method, attacking from the front. The horse team approached the enemy in an instant. After a round of firearms was fired, Pang Zi was just preparing to lead the team to rush up, but saw the enemy opposite first stunned in place, and then collapsed.

This was not a partial collapse, but the entire enemy army began to collapse comprehensively.
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Chapter 57 Canal Defense Battalion (4)

Lord Li Yutang was not born a person with all five vices. To become the commander of the Canal Defense Battalion, it was certainly impossible without some real ability. Lord Li had fought battles and suppressed bandits. But after the Gengzi year (1900), Lord Li collapsed completely. The strength of the Eight-Nation Alliance and the rise of Japan stimulated the minds of many Manchu Qing officials to strive for progress to some extent. But for Lord Li Yutang, he felt the whole world collapsed. After the Tongzhi Restoration, the Manchu Qing accumulated quite a bit of family property, but the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895 and the Boxer Rebellion made these family properties pale and ridiculous. Lord Li, who once felt the Manchu Qing had restored its glory, suddenly saw the Manchu Qing defeated again and again, losing even its underpants. This psychological change completely destroyed this person.

He originally drank occasionally and was not addicted to pleasure either. After Hebei restored order, Li Yutang plunged into a life of debauchery and had no other pursuit. The officer who was not a bad person and was considered capable disappeared completely from the world.

After Pang Zi's horse team killed their way over from the opposite side of the road, Lord Li at least didn't forget his military literacy of back then completely. What he thought of was actually the same as Pang Zi. The enemy would definitely send cavalry to cut off the infantry and then charge repeatedly. Such a result would definitely be the full-line collapse of the infantry. So Lord Li issued the order to the sedan chair bearers neatly, "Run back!"

A raging soldier raging one, a raging general raging a nest (if the general is useless, the soldiers are useless). Moreover, the officers and soldiers of the Canal Defense Battalion had no combat capability originally. Lord Li ordered to flee, and the bandits opposite fired a round of guns. The officers and soldiers at the very front turned and ran immediately. When Pang Zi's cavalry began to charge, the Canal Defense Battalion collapsed completely on the main road. Many officers and soldiers were somewhat reluctant when they first started to flee, but the rumbling sound made by more than two hundred cavalry galloping, the muskets in the hands of those masked bandits, and the snow-bright long knife waved like a wheel in the hands of the leading bandit chief ruthlessly deprived the courage of those officers and soldiers who still had a little fighting will.

Although Pang Zi looked down on the Canal Defense Battalion, the other party was government troops after all. Although his own brothers were reliable, they were not tested warriors. The collapse of the Defense Battalion was really beyond his expectation. But since the horse team had already started to charge, there was no way to stop. Chai Qingguo once warned Pang Zi: either don't charge, or continue to charge forward even if only one person is left. The horse team is not infantry; it is not so easy to reorganize the team. Moreover, with people shouting and horses neighing, orders cannot be transmitted effectively.

Seeing the Defense Battalion begin to flee, Pang Zi couldn't care so much either. He urged the horse to speed up.

As the saying goes, a defeat is like a landslide. If escaping was only forced at the beginning, but after running, seeing the enemy's horse team catching up behind, the psychological collapse was even faster. Soon, the scattered formation of the Canal Defense Battalion became like a flock of sheep.

Pang Zi liked to compare martial arts. When fighting under Uncle Jing Tingbin, with Chai Qingguo and this group of congenial brothers together, they compared notes a lot. When fighting on horseback and hacking people, especially chasing and killing like this, the most effective move is nothing more than hacking with a long knife. Hacking to the left, the target is the enemy's neck. When the horse rushes forward, withdraw the long knife with the momentum, and then hack to the right. Although he knew clearly in his heart that it was best not to inflict too many casualties on the Defense Battalion this time. But riding on a galloping steed, looking at the enemy running like wolves and rushing like pigs ahead, Pang Zi only felt his blood boiling. He could no longer control himself. The long knife probed to the left, slashing towards the neck of the Defense Battalion soldier on his front left.

Blood gushed out from the severed artery; the bloody smell sprayed straight into Pang Zi's nostrils. This was a smell he hadn't smelled for a long time. Pang Zi only felt the blood already surging in his body flow even more violently. That high fighting spirit didn't become more激昂 (激昂 - excited/aroused); on the contrary, Pang Zi became calm in an instant. All doubts and considerations for the future were thrown by him to the nine heavens. In Pang Zi's heart now, only one thought remained: eliminate all enemies visible in front of him.

Pang Zi's long knife swept right; the sharp blade cut directly into an enemy's throat. That enemy froze in place as if immobilized. After Pang Zi's long knife was pulled out, he only had time to cover the wound with his hand. Pang Zi couldn't see the performance of more enemies. Pang Tianshuo's horse rushing up closely behind Pang Zi knocked this Defense Battalion officer down directly from behind. Next, Pang Zi had already rushed into more enemies. Having killed two people, Pang Zi could no longer care so much. He roared, "Brothers, kill them all!"

Ignoring whether the brothers behind heard this roar, Pang Zi raised the long knife high and continued to hack towards the enemy. Perhaps hearing this roar of Pang Zi, perhaps someone seeing the killed companion, or perhaps just a natural reaction when caught up by the enemy, hysterical shouts of extreme fear came from the fleeing crowd of the Canal Defense Battalion.

Chen Tianhua listened to the report of the Peasant Association member with a solemn face. These honest and simple farmers hadn't really seen fighting, nor did they understand fighting. So these reports were full of various exclamations, various praises that completely missed the point. Fortunately, Chen Tianhua was considered knowledgeable. After asking about a few key points one by one, he could roughly piece together the overall situation.

Pang Zi and the others completely defeated the Canal Defense Battalion with one charge. The fleeing Canal Defense Battalion suffered heavy casualties. But Pang Zi only made one charge and held the team, without continuing to pursue. So at least half of the Defense Battalion officers and soldiers escaped with their lives. After cleaning up the battlefield, Pang Zi led the team towards Gaojia Village.

On the faces of Peasant Association members, more than half was excitement, and the remaining small half was faint fear. After Uncle Jing Tingbin rebelled back then, the Beiyang Army suppressed it bloodily in Xingtai. This was only a few years ago. Now Pang Zi did such a big thing; it would be incredible instead if the government troops didn't come to suppress it. Although the Peasant Association didn't participate in Pang Zi's Escort Agency, the relationship with Pang Zi was so deep. If saying they could completely get away with it, Peasant Association members wouldn't believe it themselves.

"Uncle Jing, please call the few officers over," Chen Tianhua said.

After the people went out, Chen Tianhua closed his eyes and sighed deeply. If it were before, hearing such a thing, Chen Tianhua would be excited first, and then go to join Pang Zi's team no matter what. But now, Chen Tianhua found that what he cared about first was not fighting with the Manchu Qing, but considering the livelihood of the Peasant Association common people. This change really made Chen Tianhua feel incredible. He had long changed from that "revolutionary" considering "big events" all day to the current "Director Chen of Peasant Association" paying attention to trivial matters all day.

Chen Tianhua couldn't distinguish whether this change was good or bad. The change of stance led to the change of concern points. When Chen Tianhua was no longer a person who just wanted the common people to contribute to the revolution, when Chen Tianhua believed that the purpose of the revolution was to let the people of the whole world live a good life. He no longer had that "frivolous" feeling. Thousands of households joining the Gaojia Village Peasant Association, tens of thousands of common people—Chen Tianhua had obligations and responsibilities to them. When the lives and properties of these ten thousand people were put in Chen Tianhua's heart, he only felt an indescribable heaviness.

Different from the hesitant and bitter heaviness when he didn't know how to promote revolution in China back then. The current heaviness was not the result. Who is the enemy, who is the comrade-in-arms, who is the friend—although Chen Tianhua couldn't say clearly, just this known intelligence made this youth known for his literary talent feel thousands of threads and loose ends.

What to do to maximize the protection of the interests of the Peasant Association common people? What to do to let the Peasant Association, which had effectively improved the livelihood of the common people, survive? These greatly exceeded Chen Tianhua's existing ability.

"If Wenqing were here, what would he do?" Chen Tianhua couldn't help thinking. Actually, when he first met Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua always felt this "revolutionary youth" trying hard to make friends with him had a heavy mind. Shrinking back in many things. In Chen Tianhua's view, since a man wants to revolutionize, he shouldn't be afraid. Afraid of this and that, how to revolutionize? To be honest, at that time, even if Chen Tianhua admired Chen Ke's talent, he still looked down on Chen Ke's practice a bit.

Now, when Chen Tianhua also undertook real revolutionary work, he could finally understand why Chen Ke was so cautious back then, even somewhat meaning advancing and retreating without measure. He knew that failing to see through these back then was precisely the clear proof that he was far inferior to Chen Ke.

"What exactly would Wenqing do?" Chen Tianhua couldn't help asking himself again murmuringly. In the few months with Chen Ke, because they never thought they would encounter such a situation, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua hadn't mentioned the response to such things.

Chen Tianhua had superb memory. These memories discussed with Chen Ke revolved rapidly in his mind. When he was somewhat helpless, Chen Tianhua hoped to find usable information in these memories. Suddenly a thing popped out fiercely. Chen Ke was proficient in music and knew many very novel tunes. When the two were free from work, Chen Tianhua occasionally sang new songs. Once Chen Ke sang a song called *Azalea* (*Ying Shan Hong*). The tune was mournful and soft, completely different from the impassioned or tender and lingering tunes Chen Ke was used to. The tune was similar to the music in Jiangxi.

After singing, Chen Ke said a sentence very nostalgically, "The Party's army cannot let the common people suffer losses."

Thinking of this sentence, Chen Tianhua figured out the current key point instantly. No matter what situation encountered, absolutely cannot let the common people suffer losses. Whether the opponent is the Beiyang Army or Pang Zi. What Chen Tianhua himself wanted to guard was the interests of the common people, and only to guard the interests of the common people.

Having figured this out, Chen Tianhua stood up immediately. Seeing Jing Side and others entering the door, Chen Tianhua said: "Everyone hurry up and tally the money and account books of our Peasant Association. I plan to distribute the things to everyone."
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Chapter 58 Disbandment (1)

When Pang Zi's mighty horse team entered Gaojia Village, no one even needed to notify Chen Tianhua. That hubbub and shouting could be heard clearly in the breeding farm outside the village. Chen Tianhua was directing the cadres of the Peasant Association to inventory accounts, count livestock on hand, and verify the roster of Peasant Association members. Hearing the noise coming from afar, he stood up, "Everyone hurry up; absolutely don't delay the time. By the way, Side, you take people to kill pigs and render fat now; absolutely don't delay this matter."

The faces of the Peasant Association cadres were solemn one by one. Jing Side stood up, "I'll go now."

After assigning tasks, Chen Tianhua left the breeding farm and went into Gaojia Village.

After Chen Tianhua walked far away, the members of the Peasant Association put down the work in their hands one after another, "Do we really have to go out and hide this time?" someone asked.

"In the Xinchou Year (1901), after Commander-in-Chief Jing Tingbin was defeated, the Beiyang Army raged here for a long time. This time that kid Pang Zi caused trouble; I'm afraid the Beiyang Army will come again. If we don't leave quickly now, are we waiting to be like last time?"

"Yes. Once the disaster of war passes, life won't be easy. Once arrested, we have to pay money to redeem people. Where do we have money?"

"Where should we go? If this Beiyang comes again this time, where will they come from?"

For a time, everyone discussed animatedly. Suddenly someone said timidly: "How about we go home now to arrange things at home first?"

Hearing this sentence, the originally lively room suddenly became silent. Every Peasant Association cadre in the room looked at others. The more intelligence they knew, the more they could touch the true face of the matter. These cadres of the Peasant Association already knew the danger they were about to face. At such a moment, the most instinctive thought was nothing more than hurrying to take their families to flee for their lives. Such a choice was not wrong.

Everyone suddenly felt a kind of reflection: why stay here to deal with other people's affairs? Knowing their own family affairs, if they wanted to persuade their families to flee quickly, it was not easy. After participating in the Peasant Association, everyone's life was much better. Pang Zi's caravan brought a lot of family properties, cloth, and farm tools. Plus the food in this breeding farm was good, and a lot of grain was saved. Once the soldiers came to burn, kill, and loot, the family properties would inevitably be destroyed. Although the cadres of the Peasant Association might not be able to think of these so methodically, they knew. Preparing a quarter of an hour earlier could reduce a bit of loss.

Someone couldn't hold back and stood up already. Red-faced and tongue-tied, they wanted to find some excuses for themselves to leave. But found that no matter what they said, it was inappropriate. Since being elected by everyone as this cadre, now considering for their own family first couldn't be justified emotionally or reasonably. Even if doing so conformed to human nature, it didn't conform to principles.

Some cadres who stood up sat down awkwardly, but there were also cadres who had made up their minds. They sighed and walked out with iron-green faces. Just then, Jing Side, who went out just now, happened to come back. Seeing someone walking out, he felt very strange, "Where are you going?"

The Peasant Association cadres who had made up their minds simply ignored him and continued to walk out with their heads lowered. Jing Side understood the reason in a blink of an eye. He grabbed these two people and shouted loudly: "Not allowed to leave." Regardless of how these two people struggled, Jing Side dragged these two people back into the room forcibly. As soon as he returned to the room, Jing Side shouted angrily: "Pang Fifth (*Pang Lao Wu*), Pang Dog (*Pang Gou*), where are you two going?"

"Uncle, we go home to have a look first. We'll come back immediately after looking." Pang Wu hurriedly explained.

"Go home to have a look? Can you come back after returning home? Who are you fooling?" Jing Side shouted angrily.

"Uncle, I beg you. I have to go home; I really have to go home. If I don't go back, it will really be too late." Since Pang Wu made up his mind, his mind was no longer on work.

"Can people die if you go back half a day late? You! You are really fucking useless." Jing Side came back originally to call two people to help kill pigs. He never expected that after encountering things, someone among the Peasant Association cadres actually wanted to run away first. This was the critical moment when manpower was needed. The Peasant Association cadres were busy themselves; if someone ran away again, such a big stall of the Peasant Association couldn't be cleaned up at all. But Jing Side knew that dragging people like this was not a solution either. Other cadres of the Peasant Association were watching; reasoning was useless at all.

Thinking of this, Jing Side kicked each of the two Peasant Association cadres, "Useless things, get out! You get out for me now!"

Pang Wu and Pang Chengqian, nicknamed Dog (*Gou Zi*), dared not talk back after being kicked. They fled out of the Peasant Association courtyard with their heads lowered as if granted a great pardon.

"Who else wants to leave? Say it now. If you want to get out, get out now. Don't let your mind wander when you work. This is the Peasant Association's money; if calculated wrong, it's everyone's money lost." Jing Side roared.

Everyone looked at each other, then stood up one after another, lowered their heads and left the room. Only three of the dozen Peasant Association cadres remained. They were Pang Cheng, and the Jing Xiuzheng and Jing Xiuchun brothers. These three people were always considered chivalrous. Their families had few members and few belongings. Their lives only got better after joining the Peasant Association. So they always worked very seriously. In the study class run by Chen Tianhua, these three were the most active, learned math very well, and now undertook the work of accounting.

Although knowing he shouldn't get angry at them, Jing Side really held a burst of evil fire in his heart. He asked ferociously: "Can you work well?"

None of the three got angry. Jing Xiuchun smiled and said: "Uncle, rest assured. We won't leave. We stay here to work well."

Hearing this, Jing Side said angrily: "You follow me to kill pigs. Not enough hands." After speaking, Jing Side got up and left the room. Jing Xiuchun didn't say anything else either; he got up and followed Jing Side.

News spread fast. Members of the Peasant Association had already learned the news. Peasant Association members originally working in the breeding farm left their posts one after another and went home. Seeing Jing Side bringing Jing Xiuchun over, they lowered their heads in shame one by one. But the pace of hurrying home didn't pause at all. When Jing Side arrived at the pigsty, only a very few people remained.

He saw an old man sharpening a pig-killing knife unhurriedly, picking up the pig-killing knife from time to time to look closely in front of his eyes, and then touching the blade with his finger to test the sharpness.

"Uncle, I asked you to lead the pig killing just now; why did you start sharpening the knife?" Jing Side asked respectfully.

The old man's name was Jing Tingwen; his generation rank was one generation higher than Jing Side. Hearing his nephew ask this, the old man laughed: "Sharpening the knife doesn't delay cutting firewood (*Mo Dao Bu Wu Kan Chai Gong*). These people all ran away; if the knife is not sharpened, we few will kill pigs too slowly."

Hearing such calm words, Jing Side couldn't help laughing out loud, "Haha! Uncle, you are right. We'll go tie the pigs first; you continue to sharpen the knife." After speaking, Jing Side shouted to the few Peasant Association members still sticking to their posts: "Let's start tying pigs."

Chen Tianhua didn't know these things happened in the Peasant Association just after he left. He rushed out of the breeding farm gate. Not far away, he saw Gaojia Village had become a sea of joy. The horse team had entered the village; people on horses were elated one by one. In these days, Chen Tianhua's patience improved more than a little bit. He didn't rush over but stood in place observing the horse team members carefully. He saw they basically carried two long guns per person, and at least one was a new-style rifle. It should be the trophy captured after defeating the Canal Defense Battalion.

Judging from the quantity of these guns, the capture this time was extremely abundant. These subordinates of Pang Zi were all full of excitement. Obviously, they had already cheered. Some people's faces were even full of fatigue. But as long as cheers came from somewhere, others would follow to continue cheering, even if there was no enthusiasm in this cheer anymore.

Chen Tianhua couldn't help sighing. Although he didn't know how Chen Ke's situation was now. But when following Chen Ke, those comrades were quite serious. Only after completing a job seriously would everyone have a truly happy appearance. Compared with these people pursuing excitement almost hysterically, Chen Tianhua really couldn't treat these subordinates of Pang Zi as his own comrades.

After observing, Chen Tianhua walked quickly into the village. A large number of people crowded at the entrance of the restaurant in the village. People inside and outside were shouting: "Bring wine out!" "Wine! Wine! I want to drink wine!"

Without stopping to watch, Chen Tianhua continued to go to Pang Zi's residence. Many of the Escort Agency crowd had seen Chen Tianhua and knew this Mr. Chen was the person responsible for providing them with meat and eggs, a confidant of Big Brother Pang Zi. No one stopped Chen Tianhua. Chen Tianhua entered the courtyard straight away. Inside the courtyard were some leaders of the Escort Agency; compared to the people outside, they appeared much calmer. Many people had excitement on their faces, but there were also a few people with quite solemn expressions.

Chen Tianhua didn't care so much either; he went straight into the main room. Out of expectation, there was no imagined grand feast celebration in the room, nor a group of people boasting about their merits together. He saw Pang Zi and Pang Tianshuo whispering something together. Seeing Chen Tianhua come in, Pang Zi continued to say a few words to Pang Tianshuo. Pang Tianshuo stood up and left hurriedly. He even closed the door when leaving. Quite a cautious appearance.

"Mr. Chen, sit." There was no smile on Pang Zi's face. He didn't exchange pleasantries either, saying directly.

After sitting down, Chen Tianhua said straight to the point: "Brother Pang, after doing such a big thing, what do you plan to do next?"

Pang Zi pursed his lips and glanced meaningfully to the left, then turned his head, "Mr. Chen, at most I'll run if I can't beat them. Instead, on your side, what do you plan to do about the Peasant Association?"

"I also plan to organize everyone to run. I came this time actually wanting to ask Brother Pang to promise me a few things. Don't know if Brother Pang can listen."

"I also have things I want to talk to Mr. Chen about. Let me speak first." Pang Zi said with a dark face, "The Peasant Association earned a lot of money. We need money for this run. Mr. Chen, I want half of this money."

Hearing this, Chen Tianhua said decisively without thinking: "No, this money cannot be divided. The Beiyang Army will definitely arrest people in the future; this money will be used to ransom people."

Pang Zi never expected Chen Tianhua to reject him with such a reason. His eyebrows raised immediately.

Chen Tianhua raised a hand, stopping Pang Zi from speaking. "Brother Pang, I know you are unhappy. I came this time just to tell you one thing. If you want to appear in this Nangong County again. You cannot lose the hearts of the common people here."

"Haha, people's hearts." Pang Zi sneered, "Mr. Chen, you scholars just like to talk about this. People's hearts? When Uncle Jing raised the flag to rebel back then, I knew what people's hearts looked like. When you have ability, there are people's hearts. When you have nothing, there is a fart of people's hearts." After speaking, Pang Zi couldn't help sneering again.

Chen Tianhua stared at Pang Zi tightly, "Brother Pang, then let me ask you, why Uncle Jing failed back then, but you can still mix in this Nangong County now. Why didn't the common people tie you up to see the officials? There is a wanted order on your head. Why do so many people still recognize Uncle Jing's face?"

"That is, that is..." Pang Zi was speechless by this question. He opened his mouth several times, and finally argued strongly: "That is because Uncle Jing was popular!"

"That is because the things Uncle Jing did, attacking churches, resisting foreign donations, raising flags to rebel, were all for the common people. Even if Uncle Jing failed, the common people didn't blame Uncle Jing." Chen Tianhua said very seriously, "Brother Pang, whether you should fight the Canal Defense Battalion or not, I won't say anything. You definitely have your own reasons. But, since you fought now, then you cannot let the common people suffer losses because of you. If you let the common people suffer losses because of yourself, when the common people think of you, Pang Zi, won't there be resentment in their hearts? Do you think you can still return to Nangong County in the future?"

Hearing this, Pang Zi's face was no longer iron-green, but pale. Chen Tianhua's explanation of Jing Tingbin's uprising solved a mystery that had not been solved in Pang Zi's heart for a long time. Why did Uncle Jing do so many big things but no one dared to say a 'no' to Uncle Jing? Why did Uncle Jing offend so many people in his life, but no common people had complaints about Uncle Jing? Even if the rebellion failed, the common people still praised Uncle Jing so much when mentioning him. Even when Uncle Jing was captured and executed by lingering death (*Ling Chi*). Local officials actually still recognized Uncle Jing's face.

Because Uncle Jing never did anything for his own interests in his life. Uncle Jing was a Military graduate (*Wu Ju Ren*), a big family in Xingtai; if he just wanted to make his life better, he didn't need to stand out to this extent at all. Uncle Jing just couldn't stand those people who acted recklessly in his life. He just wanted everyone to live a good life, so Uncle Jing would uphold justice everywhere, fight against injustice, and even raise flags to rebel.

And Pang Zi himself was not like this. Although he was also learning from Uncle Jing, Pang Zi knew very well himself that everything he did was for himself.

Chen Tianhua ignored how much insight Pang Zi gained at this time; he said directly: "Brother Pang, I want you to do three things. First, cannot force common people to follow you to fight. Second, you have to help common people flee. Third, you have to leave people for me to guard the Peasant Association's money." After saying these, Chen Tianhua thought for a while, then continued: "You also have to give me 100 rifles to hide."
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Chapter 59 Disbandment (2)

After fighting the Canal Defense Battalion, Pang Zi completely fell into an extremely nervous mental state. What would happen to him and the brothers following him in the future? This question weighed heavily on his heart. Before the attack on the Canal Defense Battalion, Pang Zi had made up his mind to kill fewer people. But in the actual battle, he completely lost control of his emotions. Once the horse team charged, he couldn't help but strike heavily.

Pang Zi hadn't read any military books, nor had he discussed specific military issues with Chen Ke, so Chen Ke knew that the greatest casualties were caused when chasing the defeated enemy. He and his subordinates almost instinctively began slaughtering seeing the enemy fleeing desperately with their backs to them. When one charge was completed, hundreds of enemies, dead or wounded, lay on the ground. The miserable state of the dead, the low groans of the seriously wounded, the wailing and screaming of the lightly wounded were really a strong stimulation for Pang Zi. And at this time, Pang Zi already knew he had caused a big disaster. After simply cleaning up the battlefield, Pang Zi rushed back to Gaojia Village with his brothers, daring not return to the county town. He already knew he must run to other places quickly; the government would absolutely not let it go.

Pang Zi never expected that after learning this news, Chen Tianhua actually made so many requests to him in the name of the common people, and asked for so much at once. Not only arranging the retreat of the common people but also helping to guard the money of the Peasant Association. Besides this, Chen Tianhua actually dared to ask Pang Zi for 100 guns. Who did Chen Tianhua think these common people were? Were they his grandfathers?

Arranging the retreat of the common people? Who would arrange the retreat of Pang Zi and his brothers?

Pang Zi said grumpily: "Mr. Chen, you don't even need to think about these things. If you want to do it, do it yourself. I don't have time to accompany you to mess with these things. You said ransoming people needs money, fine, I can ask for less, twenty-eight split (*er ba fen zhang*), you want eight, I want two."

At this time, Chen Tianhua also asked bluntly tit for tat: "I say giving you twenty percent, do you believe it? Have you checked? Now you are preparing to run away. I also have to arrange for the common people to retreat; we are all short of hands. I can't give you money."

Hearing this, Pang Zi couldn't help showing a face of impatience. Whether Chen Ke or Chen Tianhua, as long as it involved the common people, they were so tireless. Pang Zi didn't understand this very much. What's the use of pleasing the common people? In this Nangong County, in Gaojia Village, the most powerful and capable fighter was not the common people, but him, Pang Zi. Without Pang Zi supporting here, Chen Tianhua's Peasant Association would probably have been crushed by landlords and other forces long ago. Now that Pang Zi encountered danger, Chen Tianhua didn't say helping Pang Zi think of a way, but his mind was full of the life and death of the common people. Pang Zi completely couldn't figure out what exactly Chen Tianhua was thinking.

However, at this time, Pang Zi completely had no intention of falling out with Chen Tianhua either. Facing the Beiyang Army whose arrival time was unknown, Pang Zi had to protect himself first. So Pang Zi could treat Chen Tianhua relatively calmly instead. He said patiently: "Mr. Chen, you are tearing down my platform. How many things has our Escort Agency done for the Peasant Association? Now we need to use money, and you don't give a penny; don't you think it's too excessive?"

Chen Tianhua had tried to persuade Pang Zi to consider problems from the perspective of the common people since just now. After talking for a while, he already understood that this was basically impossible. It was really "birds flying separately when disaster strikes." The Escort Agency cooperated with the Peasant Association so-so. But in the face of a major crisis, the cooperative relationship collapsed in an instant. For the people or for oneself. Different stances instantly became tit for tat.

"No wonder Wenqing looked down on Pang Zi and the others back then." Chen Tianhua couldn't help thinking. Wenqing knew long ago these people were unreliable. But on second thought, Chen Tianhua couldn't help smiling bitterly; in Pang Zi's eyes, Chen Ke and himself were also unreliable. Everyone's stance was different, and the reaction to the same thing was naturally very different. Since the situation had reached such a stage, it seemed unrealistic to make other requests to Pang Zi. Chen Tianhua sighed, "Brother Pang, it's useless for us to argue like this. How about this, I give you 300 taels of silver. You give me 50 guns. Our Peasant Association is killing pigs; take as much as you want. Eggs, duck eggs, take casually. As for chickens and ducks, take as much as you eat every day. Is this okay?"

Pang Zi knew he simply didn't have the ability to force the Peasant Association to take out more things. Hearing Chen Tianhua's suggestion, he pondered for a moment and responded: "Mr. Chen, I have absolutely no intention of harming the fellow villagers. If you arrange for everyone to run away, I won't stop you. I am already busy like this here; don't let people cause trouble for me, okay? As for guns, I don't have good guns here. There are some muskets and single-shot guns to spare. I'll give you 50. But 300 taels of silver is definitely not enough; you have to give me 500 taels."

Seeing Chen Tianhua pondering silently, Pang Zi continued: "Let's not bargain either. Just settle on this."

"Fine." Chen Tianhua responded. He knew this was the limit Pang Zi could do. If continuing to entangle, everyone wouldn't have other sayings either.

Standing up and preparing to bid farewell, Chen Tianhua suddenly remembered another thing. He said seriously, "Brother Pang, I have one more thing to say to you. I think you'd better gather the common people of Gaojia Village and explain the matter clearly. The Beiyang Army is coming. You let everyone go out to avoid it. As long as you sincerely consider for everyone, everyone will definitely know. Even if something happens in the future, at least everyone will blame you less."

Blame me less? Although knowing Chen Tianhua's words were correct, Pang Zi, who had endured for a long time, finally couldn't bear it anymore. He pointed at the door and shouted angrily: "Fuck you! Blame my ass. You fucking get out!" The understanding mood reached with difficulty finally couldn't be maintained.

Chen Tianhua knew it was useless for him to say anything more. He sighed and walked out of the room.

Pang Zi's face turned blue with anger, his chest heaving continuously. From childhood to adulthood, except with Uncle Jing, Pang Zi had never suffered such great anger. Blame? Who blames whom! Pang Zi thought in his heart, these people of the Peasant Association gained so many benefits relying on his Escort Agency. When Pang Zi suffered disaster, they didn't say helping with effort, but dared to blame Pang Zi? Pang Zi thought furiously. Looking at Chen Tianhua's back, Pang Zi gritted his teeth tightly, wishing he could pull out a gun and shoot Chen Tianhua from behind.

It's just that Pang Zi's anger was only such a weak performance. He actually knew clearly that under his superficial anger was endless guilt. Actually, Chen Tianhua was not wrong. This matter became so big; who knew how the common people complained about Pang Zi in their hearts. Perhaps Pang Zi explaining the matter to the common people personally was the best choice. But Pang Zi's self-esteem absolutely didn't allow himself to do such a "face-losing" thing. Mixing in the *Jianghu*, face is the most important thing. Once bowing the head and losing face, he could absolutely not straighten his back in the future. Let alone bowing his head to the common people. That meant Pang Zi could never hold his head high in Gaojia Village again. Pang Zi would absolutely not bow his head to the common people.

In Gaojia Village, the brothers of the Escort Agency had changed from excitement to carnival. Brothers who got tables set a table full of wine, meat, and dishes, drinking and reveling freely. Brothers who didn't get a place were unwilling to lag behind either. They simply sat on the ground, putting guns within reach, placing wine and dishes in front, guessing fingers and drinking orders, drinking in big gulps. That was really a hubbub of voices, extremely lively.

But in Chen Tianhua's view, such a carnival scene didn't have a feeling of vigorous upwardness. Instead, it had a taste of despair. That was madness stimulated under the emotion of having today but no tomorrow. Villagers closed their doors tightly in every household. Inside Gaojia Village presented two completely different feelings: the shouting and roaring of Escort Agency brothers all over the village, and the quiet villager families. Presenting an indescribable uneasiness.

Chen Tianhua passed through the strange village and rushed back to the Peasant Association. He found that in the Peasant Association room where there were a dozen people not long ago, only two cadres remained. Pang Cheng and Jing Xiuzheng had thick account books piled on the table in front of them. The two were calculating by flicking abacus beads unskillfully. Seeing Chen Tianhua return, the two stood up hurriedly, "Mr. Chen, you're back."

"Where are the others?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"Uncle Jing and Xiuchun went to kill pigs. Others..., went back to their own homes first." Pang Cheng said somewhat embarrassedly. This young man never spoke ill of people behind their backs. For those Peasant Association cadres who slipped back to their own homes early, Pang Cheng really didn't know how to narrate their whereabouts.

Chen Tianhua smiled bitterly. Although he didn't expect only these few Peasant Association cadres remained, although he knew someone would definitely flee before the battle. But leaving so thoroughly really exceeded Chen Tianhua's expectations. Among these cadres fleeing before the battle, there were people who used to be very active when things went smoothly. To strengthen the Peasant Association, they also gave advice and worked hard. At the critical moment, these people still chose their own families first. Although knowing whether these people worked hard in the Peasant Association or ran away when encountering problems, their purpose was actually to live better. But Chen Tianhua still felt empty in his heart.

Barely organizing his mood, Chen Tianhua said to the two Peasant Association cadres who still stuck to their posts: "Let's go help kill pigs too. Uncle Jing probably lacks hands over there."

Pang Cheng and Jing Xiuzheng didn't refuse either. The two responded, put down the account books in their hands, the three closed the door and went to the breeding farm together.

The breeding farm where more than a hundred people used to work together was now deserted. Except for the occasional howling of pigs before death from the pigsty, the earthworm fields and chicken and duck free-range areas where many people should be working were empty. There were ten people at the pigsty. Plus Chen Tianhua, Pang Cheng, and Jing Xiuzheng, only thirteen Peasant Association members could persist until now.

"Mr. Chen is back?" Jing Side greeted somewhat embarrassedly seeing Chen Tianhua and the others.

"We came to work!" Chen Tianhua laughed. Although trying to look cheerful, everyone had embarrassment on their faces. More than ninety percent of the people ran away. None of the remaining Peasant Association members didn't feel a sense of loss.

The only one who could maintain normality from beginning to end was only Jing Tingwen, who was the oldest and had the highest seniority here. His voice was still loud, "Young man, here. Just right, I still wanted to ask you, how many pigs to kill exactly?"

Since the old man asked so, Chen Tianhua didn't want to continue immersing in his dissatisfaction either. He laughed: "Uncle Jing, I think let's not kill the piglets. Distribute them to our Peasant Association members. Keep the sows too. Just kill the boars that grew about right. Just keep a dozen pigs that are inconvenient to take away."

"Distributing pigs I think is not bad; what do you keep some pigs for?" Old man Jing Tingwen asked.

Chen Tianhua answered: "If the Beiyang official army comes to suppress, this breeding farm definitely can't be kept. If we don't leave some pigs for them to rob, they will only harm the common people then. Not only pigs, divide a part of chickens and ducks too. Also leave a part for the Beiyang Army."

Hearing Chen Tianhua's words, other Peasant Association members changed their faces. Jing Side said loudly: "Leave for the Beiyang Army? Don't leave a single hair for them. Even if the meat rots in the ground, don't leave it for them."

"Bullshit!" Jing Tingwen interrupted his cousin's speech immediately, "Side, you are so old too. Why aren't you sensible? Mr. Chen is right. If the Beiyang Army comes and grabs nothing, do you think they can let it go? Them killing pigs and chickens here is better than letting them harm the fellow villagers. Having eaten and drunk enough, they will always be a bit better to the fellow villagers."

After scolding his cousin, Jing Tingwen asked Chen Tianhua, "Then who does Mr. Chen plan to leave here to watch the house?"

"Watch the house?" Chen Tianhua asked strangely, "We close the pigsty and chicken and ducks well, and leave no one."

"Mr. Chen, your words make no sense. Those little bastards in the village are greedy. If you don't leave people, before the Beiyang Army comes, they will take these livestock away themselves."

"Uncle Jing, I plan to arrange for everyone to go out and avoid it first. As soon as the Beiyang Army comes, everyone will inevitably suffer. Going out to avoid is always better than staying here."

Hearing this, Jing Tingwen sized up Chen Tianhua up and down, then nodded and said: "Mr. Chen is really a good person. Is a good person. Where do you plan to go to avoid this time, Mr. Chen?"

Hearing this question, the eyes of all Peasant Association members fell on Chen Tianhua. What Jing Tingwen asked was what everyone cared about in their hearts. The Peasant Association was built by Chen Tianhua single-handedly; he was the backbone of the Peasant Association. Chen Tianhua's whereabouts determined whether the Peasant Association could continue to exist.

Jing Side couldn't help saying: "Mr. Chen, you go with me. I have relatives in Xingtai Prefecture city. Let's go there to avoid for a period of time. When the wind is calm, we come back to continue running the Peasant Association."

"This..." Hearing this suggestion, Chen Tianhua was somewhat speechless. He actually wanted to stay in Nangong County with the Peasant Association members very much, but Chen Tianhua knew, and Pang Zi's Escort Agency was destined not to beat the Beiyang Army. After seeing the Hejian autumn maneuver with Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua knew that as long as Pang Zi stayed in Xingtai, destruction was only a matter of time. If Pang Zi took his brothers and ran, it would take at least a year or a half to come back. Without military support, the Peasant Association would encounter big problems.

Even if the Peasant Association could develop, Chen Tianhua knew very clearly that his ability was just this much. Wanting to have a bigger breakthrough in the future than now, he could only rely on Chen Ke's ability. But looking at the expectant eyes of the Peasant Association members, Chen Tianhua couldn't say such words no matter what. But explaining this kind of thing earlier is better than later. Chen Tianhua forced himself to make up his mind, then said: "I plan to go back to the south first."

Hearing this, the expressions on everyone's faces immediately became disappointed.

"Gentlemen, it's not that I won't come back. My ability is limited; being here alone can only help everyone do this little thing. I have many comrades in the south. Within half a year, I will definitely bring comrades back. At that time, I will absolutely not let everyone suffer such hardships as now."

"Back in half a year?" Jing Side's tone was full of disbelief.

"Half a year, I will definitely come back. And I won't come back alone." Because he wanted everyone to know he wasn't telling lies, there was an urgency in Chen Tianhua's voice.

Although Peasant Association members didn't disbelieve Chen Tianhua, the disappointed look was overflowing in words and expressions.

"Mr. Chen, I have always had a question to ask you, young man." Old man Jing Tingwen asked.

"You say."

"Mr. Chen, you, such an outsider, ran to our Nangong County and treated us so well. If saying you want to be an official, being with that brat Pang Zi, it is definitely not for being an official. If you want to make a fortune, with your ability, where can't you make a fortune? If saying you want to rebel, I see your practice doesn't mean rebellion either. I don't care if you, young man, want to leave or stay. Whether you bring those partners of yours back, I don't care either. I just want to ask, doing so many things, what exactly do you want?"

Since Chen Tianhua arrived in Nangong County for so long, this was the first time someone asked the purpose of Chen Tianhua's actions so profoundly. When someone asked before, it was always with a questioning tone. There wasn't a single one asking uprightly like Jing Tingwen.

Moreover, Chen Tianhua didn't dare to speak his heart fully before, because he had talked about some "revolutionary principles," but never got resonance from the common people. Foreigners, Imperial Court, foreign countries, China, revolution, republic, constitutionalism. What did these things have to do with the common people? No one cared.

Now that the Peasant Association was about to disband temporarily, an old man asked Chen Tianhua the purpose of his actions uprightly. Chen Tianhua suddenly had an inexplicable emotion and an irresistible impulse. He said loudly: "I just want the common people of our China to live a good life. Have meat to eat, clothes to wear, surplus money, and children can go to school. After going to school, everyone can farm if they want to farm, and work in factories if they want to work in factories. No one can bully others. Everyone just lives a good life like this."

Hearing Chen Tianhua's words, other Peasant Association members stared at Chen Tianhua dumbfounded. Such a statement was really greatly beyond their expectations.



★


Disbandment 3

Volume 3 - Chapter 60

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 60 Disbandment (3)

It had been three days since fighting the Canal Defense Battalion. In just a short three days, Pang Zi had almost formed a habit of waiting for a while at the intersection west of the village every day at sunset. Pang Tianshuo and several other brothers were sent out by Pang Zi to contact several bandit gangs in the Taihang Mountains, hoping to find a temporary place to settle down in the west. In these few days, Pang Zi also studied the geographical environment of Nangong County. To the east was Tianjin, the old nest of the Beiyang Army; leaning over there was sending oneself to death.

Going south was the Shandong Canal area. There were extremely many forces on this line. These forces were not kind people; no one could accept a large group of forces with horses and guns suddenly appearing on their territory. If Pang Zi took his brothers there, they could start fighting without even going too far. Moreover, one reason why Pang Zi absolutely couldn't go east was that the Fifth Division of the Beiyang Army was located in Jinan Prefecture. Pang Zi avoided the Beiyang Army like the plague, let alone taking the initiative to lean towards the organized Beiyang Army.

Going north wouldn't work either; the north was the scope of the Capital. Taking the initiative to lean over was even more seeking a dead end.

Only going west to the Taihang Mountain area was where the Imperial Court's power was weak. If the brothers really hid in the mountains, the official troops might not really be able to find them. But hiding in the mountains had a big problem: grain and supplies could not be effectively replenished. It was almost winter soon. If Pang Zi rashly took his brothers to run into the mountains, it would only be waiting for the end of freezing and starving to death.

Pang Zi's plan was simple to say: find a bandit gang to settle down in the Taihang Mountains. Pang Zi would take a large amount of supplies and go west, buying some grain on the way, so that they could hide in the Taihang Mountains for a winter. Although Pang Zi fought the Canal Defense Battalion, the official army couldn't stay in Xingtai for a few months no matter what. Unable to find Pang Zi's whereabouts, they would withdraw sooner or later. After spring starts, Pang Zi would talk about returning to Nangong County. Although the Escort Agency definitely couldn't be done, it was a winter anyway. Pang Zi could completely make many preparations. In winter, contacting Big Brother Wu Xingchen in Shandong and starting a career with those brothers in Shandong was also possible.

But until now, all this was just imagination in Pang Zi's heart. From Nangong County to the Taihang Mountains, a round trip would take at least seven or eight days. Pang Zi felt it would take the Beiyang Army ten days to half a month to arrive at Gaojia Village. He prepared to train the brothers well in these five or six days. After all, future days wouldn't be as relaxed as escorting goods.

Pang Zi took the horse team to drill outside the village every day. Charge, return, return, charge. Brothers not only had to train formation but also had to train firing guns. Pang Zi felt distressed about ammunition. The more than two hundred people as the backbone under him now had three hundred guns, but only pitifully few more than three thousand rounds of ammunition, mostly captured from the Canal Defense Battalion. Shooting practice could only be carried out with old-style muskets. In these years, for all armed forces, getting a few muskets was certainly not easy, but what was harder was guaranteeing ammunition supply. Even for old-style muskets, ammunition was not so easily replenished. After two or three days of training, many guns had run out of ammunition.

The common people of Gaojia Village began to evacuate to other places under the persuasion of the thirteen members of the Peasant Association. Pang Zi saw with his own eyes Old Man Jing Tingwen standing in the yard of a peasant family who refused to leave, saying in the loud volume unique to old people: "You say you don't leave; what are you afraid of? What are you after? Those things you want to protect now, the official soldiers won't leave you anything once they come. If you are taken away by the government, redeeming you back will cost fifty taels of silver no matter what. Are you paying this big money for that little money?"

The old man spoke reasonably. Moreover, five years ago, official soldiers raged in Gaojia Village; everyone still remembered the situation at that time clearly. Although they didn't want to lose a penny of the things at home, when the common people weighed the gains and losses, they still felt leaving was best.

Two Peasant Association members had relatives in the Prefecture City. They volunteered to take the common people to the Prefecture City. But not many people followed them. The journey to the Prefecture City was long. Taking the whole family, and taking so many household items, how could they run that far?

Most people went to avoid it at relatives nearby in ten *li* and eight villages; some also went to Shandong. In short, the work of the Peasant Association was considered fruitful. Three days passed; except for a few families of villagers who refused to leave no matter what, as long as they were willing to leave, Peasant Association members definitely got them away.

Pang Zi waited at the intersection west of the village until it was getting dark before he was about to return to the village. But he saw Chen Tianhua pushing a wheelbarrow coming out with a large group of people. Having been in Hebei for almost a year, Chen Tianhua's skill in pushing a wheelbarrow was still not very good, just no longer twisting and turning. Looking closely, he saw this group of people were the families of Peasant Association members.

Unknown why, Pang Zi felt a somewhat desolate flavor in his heart. There were fewer and fewer people in Gaojia Village. The once lively village was now almost silent at midnight, making people feel an unspeakable discomfort. Since the quarrel last time, Pang Zi had deliberately avoided Chen Tianhua somewhat, but at this time he didn't want to continue sulking. Pang Zi stepped forward and said: "Mr. Chen, you are almost finished leaving?"

Chen Tianhua said calmly: "Five or six households of common people are left. I see their meaning is that if our Peasant Association people don't leave, they won't leave either. That's just right; we leave first. Tomorrow, we go to persuade again. Seeing Peasant Association people all gone, if they still refuse to leave, I have no way either."

After speaking, Chen Tianhua suddenly said to Pang Zi: "Brother Pang, thank you for keeping the agreement these days. Completely not coercing the common people. I thank you on behalf of everyone."

For Chen Tianhua's "understanding," Pang Zi could only smile bitterly.

Just preparing to say something, suddenly a brother rushed over hurriedly. Pang Zi knew something happened. He asked Chen Tianhua: "Mr. Chen is not coming back?"

Seeing Pang Zi lost the anger of previous days, Chen Tianhua also smiled and said: "I'm not leaving now. Nothing else tonight; I'm sending everyone off. Probably can come back at midnight."

"Then where does Mr. Chen live now? Still in the Peasant Association?"

"Yes, there are still some things to handle there. Uncle Jing and I are both there."

"Good, if I have time, I'll go find Mr. Chen to talk." Pang Zi finished speaking and left with his brother. Chen Tianhua continued to push the wheelbarrow and walked out of the village with Peasant Association members.

"Big Brother, someone ran away again!" The comer was Gao Songling; he said anxiously, "Doing this is not a solution either. Brothers know to leave, but we stay here doing nothing; everyone is impetuous."

Looking at Gao Songling's anxious appearance, Pang Zi thought in his heart, *you* are impetuous, right? But this was not the time to say this. Pang Zi and Gao Songling arrived near the jujube forest behind the village together. A dozen people were surrounding three brothers. Faintly heard brothers arguing, "When did Big Brother Pang cheat us! Old Three, running away like this, are you worthy of Big Brother?"

"The Beiyang Army is attacking immediately. If not running now, when to run?"

"Eating meat and drinking wine every day, are you confused from eating? Why fear the Beiyang Army coming? We have guns and horses; why fear them?"

"Can having guns and horses win against them? If we could win, what would Big Brother Pang prepare to run for? Just fighting a battle with the Beiyang Army here directly, wouldn't it be fine?"

"Beiyang Army has about the same number as us; we can win."

"Beiyang Army has tens of thousands; can we withstand it if they all come up?"

Listening to the fierce quarrel of the brothers, Pang Zi's face couldn't help twitching.

Pang Zi hadn't thought about letting villagers stay with him, but the events of the Gengzi year gave Pang Zi a profound lesson. Acting with companions not of one mind, the unlucky one is oneself. So he tolerated the retreat of the villagers. But nothing has only positive effects. Seeing villagers leaving in large numbers, the hearts of the Escort Agency brothers floated. Pang Zi knew these people very clearly; insisting on keeping those who want to leave is also a scourge. Pang Zi simply said upfront, as long as horses and guns were handed over, Pang Zi gave these people money and let them go.

In these three days, more than thirty people left like this. And a dozen tried to escape carrying guns and horses. Pang Zi had guarded against it long ago. Before these people ran far, they were caught. People were dragged back and beaten in public. Then Pang Zi still gave them money and let these people get out.

But as time went by, the brothers who wanted to leave privately didn't decrease. In the morning and afternoon, there were people trying to leave privately carrying horses and guns. To be honest, Pang Zi couldn't say he didn't understand these people. If he were in this position himself, he would definitely be like these brothers, leaving with horses and guns. In these years, having horses and guns means having power; the principle is the same everywhere.

But as the leader of the Escort Agency, even if Pang Zi could understand the difficulties and reasons for brothers doing so, he couldn't accept such things happening.

Gao Songling suddenly saw Pang Zi stop his steps. He asked strangely: "Big Brother Pang, what's wrong with you? Those few boys are just ahead."

Pang Zi sighed helplessly. Just now he didn't feel excited at all. What could he do going over? Nothing more than like treating others, slapping the gang of boys a few times, then giving money to let them leave. Recalling the appearance of those brothers when leaving these days, holding back grievances one by one, even looking at him with resentful eyes. Pang Zi didn't like making a scene with brothers like this at all. Everyone worked together for almost half a year; how much friendship was in it. Doing this once, don't think about meeting again in the future.

"Songling, you go. Give them money, let them get out. I don't want to see them again." After speaking, Pang Zi turned around dejectedly and went towards his own courtyard. But he heard Gao Songling behind him sigh.

Although he also wanted to explain clearly to Gao Songling, Pang Zi didn't want to do so. What should be said was finished long ago. Go to Taihang Mountains to hide. Next spring, or even without waiting for next spring, everyone can go to Shandong to join Wu Xingchen and other brothers. Pang Zi didn't hide any of these. Everyone is strong and sturdy now; in that place Shandong, they can definitely achieve something big. But no matter how Pang Zi said it, there were brothers without confidence. Pang Zi was too lazy to say this again.

Not walking far, he heard the shouting of those few brothers coming from behind, and then Gao Songling shouted: "You useless bunch, take the money and get out for me."

*Tianshuo, come back quickly.* Pang Zi sighed in his heart.

After Pang Zi returned to his home, he couldn't fall asleep lying on the bed no matter what. Originally a good situation, how did it become like this after fighting a victorious battle? Even at this time, Pang Zi didn't want to admit that fighting the Canal Defense Battalion was wrong. If not fighting the Canal Defense Battalion, being extorted, the team of the Escort Agency would lose hearts just the same. Wanting to mix in the way (*Dao*), one has to prove one can suppress the scene. Otherwise, the people below will definitely have other ideas.

If the Beiyang Army were like the Canal Defense Battalion, it would be fine, Pang Zi couldn't help complaining. In that case, he completely didn't need to fear that gang of waste. But having seen the Hejian autumn maneuver of the Beiyang Army with his own eyes, Pang Zi knew deeply this was just a dream of his. He tossed and turned, fearful and uneasy in his heart. Finally fell asleep, but had a dream. The soldiers and horses of the Beiyang Army killed their way over like a tide. Before fighting, Pang Zi woke up with a start.

Outside was completely silent, only the chirping of insects in late autumn. He was upset and couldn't sleep anymore. Simply got up to go out for a stroll. Sentries had been set up in the village. But most people had fallen asleep leaning against the wall; even those not asleep were drooping their heads non-stop. Pang Zi was too lazy to pay attention to them. Now the Beiyang Army couldn't arrive at this time either; letting these brothers take a nap was nothing terrible.

Went to the stable, and went to the place storing weapons. The brothers in these two places were quite energetic. Seeing Pang Zi come, the brothers greeted hurriedly. Pang Zi just perfunctorily said a few sentences and left.

Wandering around, he arrived at the village entrance, but saw there was actually a little light at the Peasant Association. Although only a little, in this dark and silent night, it appeared so conspicuous. Looking up at the sky, it was probably late at night. Could it be that Chen Tianhua had come back? Pang Zi wanted to turn his head back to sleep, but couldn't get rid of the attraction of this little light no matter what. Thinking for a while, he still walked towards the Peasant Association.

The door of the Peasant Association room was ajar. From outside, the crackling sound of the abacus could be heard inside. Pushing the door open, he saw a candle lit on the table in the room. This candle was obtained by Pang Zi. The three people at the table were startled hearing the sound. Seeing it was Pang Zi coming in, Chen Tianhua, Pang Cheng, and Jing Chunzheng all looked surprised.

"Everyone hasn't slept yet." Pang Zi said with a forced smile.

"Brother Pang, you haven't slept either," Chen Tianhua said.

"Can't sleep." Pang Zi couldn't help sighing. Perhaps feeling his topic was too heavy, Pang Zi forced up his spirit and asked, "What is Mr. Chen calculating?"

Chen Tianhua laughed: "Calculating the money of the Peasant Association. I'm leaving tomorrow. Before leaving, no matter what, I have to calculate the money of the Peasant Association clearly."

Regarding these words of Chen Tianhua, Pang Zi felt very puzzled. In his view, since the Peasant Association was run by Chen Tianhua, the money of the Peasant Association and Chen Tianhua's own money were not much different. At least Chen Tianhua should preside over the distribution. So Chen Tianhua refused to distribute the Peasant Association's money to Pang Zi; Pang Zi could understand. Unexpectedly, Chen Tianhua didn't think so. This really exceeded his expectations greatly. But Pang Zi didn't come to talk about money originally; he didn't want to say much either, lest Chen Tianhua be suspicious.

"Once Mr. Chen leaves, I'm afraid he won't come back, right?" Pang Zi asked casually.

"Within half a year, I will definitely return to Nangong County with other comrades." Chen Tianhua answered decisively.

Hearing this, Pang Zi felt his mood was very complicated. Unknown why, although these words sounded very outrageous, Pang Zi didn't doubt Chen Tianhua's determination. Unlike Pang Zi, Chen Tianhua was not forced away because of offending the government. As long as the limelight passed, Chen Tianhua could come back anytime. And once Pang Zi left Nangong County, don't expect to come back in a year or two.

Thinking of this, Pang Zi felt very depressed. When the villagers left, not a single person gave Pang Zi a friendly look. Everyone's eyes were full of blaming gazes. As if Pang Zi committed some heinous crime. Thinking of this, Pang Zi felt very dissatisfied. Did everyone forget that he earned so many benefits for everyone? He just made a mistake out of necessity, and everyone looked completely unforgiving. Now even Chen Tianhua, an outsider, could easily stay in Nangong County, while he, a local, couldn't instead.

The more Pang Zi thought, the angrier he became. He felt waves of discomfort in his heart, unable to stay in this room anymore. He turned and went out, but heard Chen Tianhua shout: "Brother Pang, wait." Then Chen Tianhua chased out.

"Brother Pang, when do you leave?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"Have to wait a few days."

"Brother Pang, I advise you to leave in these one or two days."

In the dark night, Chen Tianhua's expression couldn't be seen clearly, but the tone of these words was very sincere. Pang Zi was in a bad mood and said coldly: "Mr. Chen doesn't need to worry; Beiyang probably can't catch up with me yet." After saying these, he suddenly became suspicious, "Could it be that Mr. Chen got some news again?" Chen Tianhua got the news of the Canal Defense Battalion moving out earlier than Pang Zi; Pang Zi suddenly remembered this matter.

Chen Tianhua knew what Pang Zi referred to in his words. He didn't feel he had any problem, "I didn't hear any news. Just Uncle Jing said, if the Beiyang Army moves out, they can arrive in about five or six days. Now three days have passed. I think Uncle Jing, as an elderly person, thinks things more thoroughly than us. I think Brother Pang might as well listen."

"Understood!" Pang Zi dragged his voice. He originally wanted to come to the Peasant Association to relax, but didn't expect to provoke a bellyful of anger instead. Pang Zi left angrily.

The next day, the only four remaining members of the Peasant Association were at the main gate of the Peasant Association. Chen Tianhua carried simple luggage, "Uncle Jing, if you see the Beiyang Army coming, leave quickly." He was very puzzled and worried about Jing Tingwen insisting on staying in the breeding farm.

Jing Tingwen laughed: "Young man, you don't need to worry about me. I am an old man; I couldn't live for many days originally. The Beiyang Army won't want my life."

Looking at Chen Tianhua's unreleased appearance, Jing Tingwen patted Chen Tianhua's shoulder, "Young man, your uncle I ate more meat in this half year than added up in this life. Very good. I'm still waiting for you to come back, continuing to follow you to eat meat. Don't worry."

Chen Tianhua knew he couldn't persuade Old Mr. Jing Tingwen. And even if he stayed in Nangong County now, there couldn't be any progress. Hurrying back to ask Chen Ke for reinforcements was the serious business. All that should be explained these days had been explained. Chen Tianhua carried his package and bid farewell to the Peasant Association members. He mounted the mule and stepped on the return journey.
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Chapter 61 Fleeing West (1)

The Gaojia Village Peasant Association in Nangong County terminated its formal operation on September 27, 1906. Although all members shouldered their own responsibilities, the formal operation had ended, and members were all dispersed. The person who witnessed this history was Pang Zi. He watched Chen Tianhua go away from an inconspicuous place at the edge of the village. He saw other members also begin to evacuate. And old Mr. Jing Tingwen stood alone at the gate of the Peasant Association compound, lighting a pipe of dry tobacco.

On that day, among the last few households of farmers who refused to leave the village, three chose to evacuate. Two households still stuck to their homes. Pang Zi didn't care about these small changes at the end. What he knew was that there were no forces friendly to him in Nangong County anymore. Other forces were lurking, waiting. The Beiyang Army in the distance must have received the order to move out.

Pang Zi originally wanted to escape as soon as possible. After Uncle Jing's uprising back then, in May, the Qing army surrounded the important stronghold of the uprising army—Jianzhi Village in Guangzong County, attacking fiercely with artillery fire. Uncle Jing led the army to fight bravely, finally breaking out of the encirclement, fighting in Cheng'an, Linzhang, and other places. In June, Uncle Jing was defeated and captured. In July, he was escorted to Yuti Village in Wei County and executed by lingering death.

A team of more than a hundred thousand people was completely defeated in just over two months. After being defeated for the first time, the team lost the courage to fight. Large numbers of people escaping, plus the heavy encirclement and suppression by the Beiyang Army. That was why the failure was so thorough. Pang Zi didn't want to repeat the same mistake. He planned not to wait for Pang Tianshuo anymore, and take the team to the Taihang Mountains first himself.

Since making such a plan, Pang Zi began to mobilize the brothers of the Escort Agency. Several backbone brothers could understand, but unexpectedly, quite a few of the brothers below didn't want to leave Nangong County. Such a result was greatly beyond Pang Zi's expectation. He originally thought that for saving lives, brothers temporarily leaving Nangong County shouldn't be a problem. But in fact, some brothers actually didn't think so at all.

Gao Songling and the others came back to tell Pang Zi that some brothers felt they might as well scatter to other places like the common people. Some brothers felt they should wait and see; maybe the official army wouldn't come. There were also a few who even felt the Beiyang Army was nothing special. Fighting is just fighting; everyone might not need to fear the Beiyang Army.

Pang Zi really didn't expect brothers to have such varied ideas. Before, with one order from Pang Zi, brothers followed without saying a word. At that time, when going to other places to transport goods, brothers rushed to go. Unexpectedly, such a situation would be encountered now.

"This is not even as good as the Peasant Association!" Pang Zi said hatefully. That group of people in the Peasant Association usually looked far less united than the brothers of the Escort Agency, but when talking about evacuation, they could actually leave so cleanly. His own brothers had so much nonsense instead. Don't know how Chen Tianhua treated those people of the Peasant Association usually, actually being able to persuade the people of the Peasant Association...

Although annoyed in his heart, Pang Zi couldn't explode like this. He ordered to gather the brothers, persuading them personally himself. Just after gathering everyone in the village, looking at the angry brothers, before Pang Zi had time to speak, he heard a burst of gunfire from the north of the village.

Everyone was stunned. The gunfire was sometimes tight and sometimes loose, and soon stopped. Calm was restored soon, "Everyone mount!" Pang Zi shouted. Brothers who were pricking up their ears to listen to the movement immediately turned and ran towards the stable. Pang Zi took a few brothers and ran towards the north of the village.

"Shouldn't be!" Pang Zi felt very puzzled in his mind. The Beiyang Army shouldn't come so fast. Counting fully from defeating the Canal Defense Battalion, it was only the fifth day now; how could the Beiyang Army come so fast? Pang Zi excluded this option instantly. But if the comers were not the Beiyang Army, who could it be?

Running, he saw a figure riding a horse appear in front. The person on the horse was a man dressed as a local farmer wearing a gray felt hat. He covered his rib tightly; the bumps of the horse obviously caused him great pain. His posture was obviously reducing the impact on the body when the horse galloped.

"Big Brother, that's Du Laosi!" The brother beside him had sharp eyes and already recognized the comer. In a blink of an eye, Du Laosi arrived in front of Pang Zi and the others. Brothers hurried to grab the reins. Du Laosi dismounted with the help of others; his shoulder and armpit were still dripping blood.

"Old Four, who is coming?" Pang Zi asked hurriedly. He was the scout sent by Pang Zi to investigate the north.

"At least a battalion of Grey Skins (*Hui Pi Zi*), four or five hundred people all have horses and fast guns (*rifles*), and several big guys (*heavy weapons*), and a large number of mules and horses..." The man gasped, "These gray-skinned dogs are very cunning. San'er (*Third Child*) took a few brothers and just touched the edge a bit, and a volley came over, injuring quite a few... couldn't get closer anymore."

"How far are they from us now? Whose banner?" Fatty pressed.

"Didn't see the banner clearly. They are less than three *li* from us. I ran back and they didn't chase." After Du Laosi finished speaking, his body sat down softly.

"Who the fuck is this?" Pang Zi thought angrily. "Bandage Old Four's wound first. Bring me a horse." Pang Zi shouted.

The training of these few days finally had some results. More than two hundred brothers were divided into five teams, now rushing over under the leadership of their respective leaders. Pang Zi also mounted at this time. Brothers rushed to the north of the village in a swarm. Seeing at a place two or three *li* opposite, a team of cavalry in gray uniforms lined up neatly. The banner couldn't be seen clearly from afar. They lined up leaning against a jujube forest. The shoulders of the leading officer shone, unknown what military rank.

The color of these Qing army uniforms was different from the blue uniforms of the Beiyang Army, which made Pang Zi breathe a sigh of relief.

"Songling, curse the formation (*Ma Zhen* - challenge/provoke)!" Pang Zi ordered.

Gao Songling had a loud voice. Hearing Pang Zi's order, he urged his horse forward a dozen meters, took a deep breath, and then a roar burst out from his throat, "Government troops opposite, I fuck your grandmothers!" A burst of laughter immediately erupted among the brothers behind. To be honest, suddenly encountering such a team of government troops, brothers were all nervous in their hearts. Suddenly hearing such an angry curse, everyone felt relaxed in their hearts.

Pang Zi didn't laugh. He let Gao Songling curse at the government troops violently, while he himself retreated into the formation. Brothers behind had pushed something over. This was a Gatling machine gun. Speaking of which, this machine gun was thanks to the Canal Defense Battalion. When coming to find trouble this time, don't know what they were thinking, actually bringing this machine gun along. The funniest thing was that when the whole army fled, the machine gunner threw this thing down earliest. It was captured by Pang Zi.

Pang Zi was very familiar with this machine gun. When the Beiyang Army and foreign devils attacked Uncle Jing back then, how many good brothers were killed by this thing that could spray fire continuously! Pang Zi remembered clearly. So afterwards, Pang Zi cared about this weapon very much. Unexpectedly, he could grab one too. Although this machine gun was extremely heavy, Pang Zi still let brothers transport it back. There was a machine gunner among the captives. Other captives were released by Pang Zi. Only the machine gunner was brought back. In these few days, Pang Zi had been forcing the machine gunner to teach everyone how to use this thing.

Listening to Gao Songling greeting the female family members of the government troops opposite for seven or eight generations with foul language. Pang Zi looked out from the gap between people. The government troops opposite had at least more than three hundred. Letting his own brothers fight them head-on, they definitely couldn't win. He still remembered that when his own brothers charged the Qing army and foreign devils with horse teams back then, the other party didn't move at all, first shooting with this kind of machine gun. Brothers rushing at the very front were the bravest and most capable of fighting, killed and injured many by this kind of machine gun. When his own brothers were at a loss, the enemy launched a charge. Just one charge, his own brothers collapsed. Pang Zi prepared to adopt the same tactic to deal with these government troops.

Those government troops in gray uniforms just stood quietly in the wilderness, letting Gao Songling curse like this. Only a few figures were moving. As the sun broke through the low clouds with a few lines of golden light, suddenly amidst the shaking of the government troop banner, a team of horses came out from the crowd and rushed towards Pang Zi and the others.

This group had more than fifty horses. The sound of more than two hundred horse hooves treading came from far to near. Everyone felt the vibration under their feet gradually. Almost subconsciously, brothers began to retreat. Gao Songling also turned his horse back into the team.

"People in front don't move. Move when I let you move." Pang Zi shouted.

Hearing this order, the brothers stopped their figures, but Pang Zi saw these brothers' hands were trembling slightly, and some people's legs were also trembling. Before Pang Zi issued the order, the government troops opposite suddenly straightened up on horses, slowed down the horse charge speed slightly, then raised their guns and fired at Pang Zi and the others.

There was immediately a burst of exclamations among the Escort Agency brothers. Almost everyone bent down subconsciously to dodge bullets. The Gatling machine gun originally hidden behind the crowd was revealed immediately. Pang Zi couldn't wait for the government troops to rush closer either. "Make way! Make way!" Pang Zi drove away the brothers in front of the machine gun, and then the Gatling machine gun began to spray fire.

"Da da da da da da da da da..." Violent tongues of fire spewed out from the six barrels of the machine gun. The government troops didn't expect Pang Zi and the others to actually have such firepower. Although the impact point was not very good, the cavalry of the government troops attacked in a fan shape. In a blink of an eye, a dozen government troops were hit either themselves or their horses. Cavalry and horses fell to the ground one after another. Other government troops not hit slowed down their charge speed instantly.

Pang Zi had fired the machine gun personally; he knew how loud this gun was. But as soon as the gunshots dense like exploding beans rang out, it still shocked Pang Zi's ears into ringing. And where had the horses of the Escort Agency heard such a sound? Many horses stood up neighing, or simply turned and ran. Brothers who should have controlled the horses were also frightened by this sound. Failing to stabilize the horses effectively, in a blink of an eye, the vicinity of the machine gun was in chaos.

Bullets were finished very quickly. As soon as the gunshots fell, Pang Zi ignored the ringing in his ears. He hurried to rush to his own horse, grabbed the horse spinning around, mounted with the fastest speed, then raised the rifle in his hand, "Brothers, charge!" Then regardless of how reluctant the horse was, Pang Zi knocked the horse's ribs fiercely with both feet. The horse finally obeyed Pang Zi's drive and rushed out towards the government troops.

Originally, Pang Zi practiced this kind of combat in training. As soon as the machine gun stopped, more than a hundred cavalry charged immediately. At this time Pang Zi led the way, but fewer than fifty brothers could follow him to rush out. Fortunately, the opponent had fewer people, and swept by the machine gun, the government troops were also trembling with fear. Finally stopping the horses at this time, seeing Pang Zi leading people to rush over, they simply turned their horse heads and ran back.

Pang Zi ignored whether he could hit or not, raising the rifle and firing a shot. With him leading, the brothers riding horses also remembered to shoot one after another. After a volley, another five or six people fell from the fleeing government troops. This pursuit chased for more than one *li*. Pang Zi hurriedly led the brothers to retreat. On the way back, several wounded government troops trying to stand up to escape were all solved by Escort Agency brothers with guns and knives.

Although using the tactic of machine gun ambush and cavalry pursuit. Facing more than fifty government troops opposite, only less than twenty were killed or wounded. This result was really not great. But this was a victory of head-on confrontation. A burst of ecstatic shouts erupted from the Escort Agency team that had begun to restore order. Everyone's morale was greatly boosted. Many people raised the rifles in their hands shouting sounds with unclear meanings. More people had surrounded the machine gun. Someone didn't know the barrel of the machine gun was scorching hot at this time, touched it with his hand, and then screamed in pain. Triggering another burst of good-natured laughter from surrounding brothers.

Because of a burst of close pursuit, Pang Zi's chest was heaving violently at this time. He thought proudly: *Now those government troops should know our power, right?* He ordered brothers to reorganize the formation on one hand. The machine gun was put at the back of the team again. Watching the brothers' carnival, Pang Zi was actually not too optimistic. He had made up his mind: as long as waiting until night, Pang Zi would abandon this machine gun, then lead the brothers to run south first, then turn west.

Before, the reason why Pang Zi didn't want to leave was that if he ran without fighting a battle, brothers would definitely feel Pang Zi couldn't beat the Beiyang Army. That wasn't a good thing. Looking at it now, Pang Zi's strength would only get weaker and weaker. Not being able to win a battle now, brothers would never have the courage to fight the Beiyang Army head-on whenever the Beiyang Army was mentioned in the future. This was the most terrible thing.

Since being able to win such a round, brothers knew they were not unable to beat the Beiyang Army. When morale was high, it was easier to command brothers to retreat instead. Pang Zi climbed out of a pile of dead people anyway; he actually knew very well in his heart how lucky this victory was.

Looking up at the cloud-covered sky, Pang Zi only hoped the sky would get dark quickly.
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Chapter 62 Fleeing West (2)

The so-called strategy is never to follow the opponent's pace, but to make the opponent follow your own pace. This is one of the basic strategies of struggle. If one cannot defeat the enemy even at one's own proficient pace, the only remaining choice is to proceed according to the pace the opponent is least proficient at.

Pang Zi hadn't read this passage, but when he found that after repelling the first wave of the government army's attack, the government army didn't retreat at all. Less than a quarter of an hour later, the government army's horse team split into three. Two cavalry units of twenty men each galloped to the left and right; judging from the trajectory, they were going to detour behind Pang Zi. Pang Zi immediately felt a chill on his back. For this response of the government army, Pang Zi couldn't come up with an effective countermeasure.

The best way was to split troops to attack these two dispersed cavalry units, eating up these two small units with superior forces. Then combine forces to attack the enemy's main force. But Pang Zi knew the strength of his own brothers very well. Just these more than two hundred people; fighting one-on-one, his brothers were not opponents of the government army opposite. They needed at least two against one, or even three against one. But in this case, his main force would only have a hundred or so men and horses left. And the government army opposite had at least more than three hundred people. After splitting troops, they would also have more than two hundred people left. If splitting troops, and the frontal government army rushed over, one against two, he absolutely had no chance of winning.

Thinking is easy; Pang Zi was not a fool. He figured out the key in a few minutes. But facing the brothers who were in high spirits and still immersed in the small victory just now, Pang Zi couldn't even restore order among them. Moreover, just at this time, the main force of the government army in front had already urged their horses together under the command of the officer, slowly approaching Pang Zi's side.

From the perspective of military command, putting aside the perspective of humanity, the responsibility of a commander is to let subordinates die most effectively. The so-called "A general's success is built on ten thousand withering bones" points out the essence of war simply and clearly. How the dividends of war are distributed is one thing, but whether the subordinates die worthily is another matter. From the current perspective, compared with the commander of the government army, Pang Zi was completely not on the same level.

Facing the approaching enemy, Pang Zi made a choice he would regret for life.

"Push the machine gun forward!" Pang Zi shouted. He thought pushing the machine gun to the front could effectively contain the attempt of the enemy main force opposite to approach continuously. Scaring the enemy main force opposite first, and then thinking of a better way; this was Pang Zi's thought. And this method might have been useful if facing the government army before 1900, but on September 27, 1906, when facing the government army opposite Pang Zi, it was already an outdated tactic.

Pang Zi might know the suppressive and intimidating effect of machine guns, but Pang Zi actually knew nothing about the role of machine guns in war. He was even less likely to know how cavalry and machine gun positions should cooperate. Because of the huge power of the machine gun, Pang Zi subconsciously treated cavalry as infantry. Carrying the machine gun required adjusting the formation. At this time, the confusion level of cavalry was far higher than that of infantry.

And the commander of the government army didn't let go of this opportunity, seeing the confusion of Pang Zi's troops. A flag in the government army's formation began to wave. Then the small detachment of government army approaching Pang Zi's machine gun changed direction instantly. They drew an arc and outflanked towards the oblique rear of Pang Zi's machine gun position.

"Songling! Block them!" Pang Zi roared. Gao Songling hurriedly led his own brothers to rush towards the government army. And the brothers transporting the machine gun saw the enemy rushing over and also began to be at a loss. Some wanted to continue obeying Pang Zi's order to transport the machine gun to the front, and some couldn't help wanting to turn the machine gun around towards that rapidly approaching small unit of government army. Pang Zi's order, as well as the enemy, instantly led to the confusion of his own troops. What was worse was that the government army opposite didn't let go of this opportunity at all. Led by the leading officer, they urged their horses together and began to charge towards Pang Zi's side.

Reaching this point, Pang Zi showed his tough side. Seeing he could no longer use the machine gun, Pang Zi could also pick up and put down, "Brothers, follow me to rush north! Fight!" With this shout, Pang Zi urged his horse and led the charge towards the main force of the government army.

Such a choice required full backbone. The government army in front had at least nearly three hundred people. What Pang Zi didn't know was that the government army opposite was a cavalry battalion of the Beiyang Army stationed in Dezhou, with a total strength of five hundred people. After the Canal Defense Battalion was defeated, they immediately reported the news of Pang Zi's rebellion to the Beiyang Army. And before the Canal Defense Battalion, the news of landlords headed by Jing Tinglie reporting Pang Zi's rebellion had reached the Beiyang Army even earlier.

Except for the different uniform from the Beiyang Army, the training and equipment of this cavalry battalion were no different from the Beiyang Army. The difference in military uniform led to Pang Zi's illusion; he thought this group of people opposite was not the Beiyang Army. This gap in intelligence made Pang Zi commit a huge mistake.

And this cavalry battalion stationed in Dezhou received the "suppression" order issued by Wang Shizhen of the Beiyang Army Ministry, and immediately set out lightly according to Wang Shizhen's specific command. They traveled one day by land and two days by boat in total, rushing to Nangong County at the fastest speed. Then after understanding the situation from the Magistrate, they rested for one night and raised troops in the early morning straight to Gaojia Village. If the Peasant Association's intelligence network was still there, the movement of this troop would definitely have been transmitted to Chen Tianhua in advance. Chen Tianhua wouldn't have ignored Pang Zi either and would have told Pang Zi the news. But the dissolution of the Peasant Association made the intelligence network lose its function. Pang Zi had to face the attack of Beiyang cavalry directly.

Behind Pang Zi, a group of galloping men and horses followed quickly. Although there were only more than two hundred big horses, spreading out on the unsheltered wilderness, the momentum was not small. They splashed mud and dust. Rushing at the very front were old brothers with the best horsemanship and marksmanship. The skill of firing guns on horseback practiced when rising up with Uncle Jing Tingbin back then. As they fired sporadically in the wind, a pile of figures began to fall sporadically in the gray column of the government army, and a slight commotion appeared. Then clusters of smoke began to envelop those gray columns. After reaching a certain distance, they also began to fire. Bullets whistling in the air knocked down a dozen people instantly. Pang Zi's hat was also gone, but this was like igniting the explosives hidden in their blood vessels. More people howled loudly and fired back simultaneously from horseback, like suddenly lighting a string of firecrackers for New Year. Dust flew in front of and behind those gray columns.

Pang Zi slowed down the horse's speed. Brothers behind rushed to the front instantly. Pang Zi hoped to gather the brothers under his command around him according to the training of the previous few days. But at this time, the horse team of the Escort Agency brothers had scattered. Brothers under different leaders mixed together, and it was impossible to distinguish who was whose subordinate. Pang Zi managed to see a few brothers under his command gathered together; before greeting them, they had already rushed to the front. When Pang Zi turned his head, he saw the still orderly government cavalry reined in their horses and actually began to turn around. They actually retreated in front of Pang Zi's team; they actually fled!

How could Pang Zi let go of this opportunity, "Brothers, charge! The government army fled!" The rifles captured from the Canal Defense Battalion were for infantry use and not suitable for combat on horseback at all. Many brothers fired several shots in a row but failed to hit a single enemy. When they saw Pang Zi no longer shooting but waving a long knife to command the charge, they simply gave up the plan to continue shooting, also pulled out their broadswords, or simply used rifles as short spears, waving them and rushing towards the backs of the fleeing enemies.

Facing the fleeing enemy, no matter how Pang Zi urged the horse, he couldn't catch up. A few *li* of land was rushed over in a moment. And those gray-clad government troops suddenly stopped, as if stunned by the desperate charge of Pang Zi and the Escort Agency brothers, preparing to fight with their backs to the water (*Bei Shui Yi Zhan* - last stand). They lined up in a very long horizontal row, so the standing queue line looked very thin; just one rush could cross it. Then a sound of *chi chi* like a leaking water pot, like a sharp steam whistle, overwhelmed the only sound of horse hooves running in the vast earth.

Those old brothers shouting and galloping seemed to suddenly hit an invisible wall, or be whipped fiercely by an invisible whip. Spraying blood, they bounced up bumpily from the horse's back, planting onto the ground in an instant. While some other people were thrown to the ground rolling by suddenly twisting mounts screaming in pain, and then trampled over, losing life completely.

"Turn around, don't stop, continue shooting." Pang Zi roared loudly. In just a few breaths, a large piece of the two-hundred-man horse team was missing. Only then did Pang Zi see clearly that two lines of fire spewing from the bushes at the edge of the jujube forest ravaged among his companions like poisonous pythons. That was the heavy machine gun of the Beiyang Army; it actually ambushed on their flank. The scorching warheads whistled and danced crosswise in the sky, constantly bursting clusters of blood flowers from human bodies or horses.

Then other brothers of the horse team who were lucky enough to dodge the volley had already rushed in front of those gray skins retreating again. And the gray-clad officer at the head of the array raised his snow-bright military saber high, then swung it down heavily. The government cavalry sat steadily on horses, aimed at the galloping Escort Agency brothers, and began neat volley fire.

Under such shooting, the horses of the Escort Agency brothers suddenly stumbled forward in unison, crashing heavily onto the ground with people and horses, or bursting blood flowers on their chests, then as if pushed fiercely by someone, falling backward from the horses. Before the brothers falling on the ground could crawl up in pain, the government cavalry pulled the bolt, reloaded bullets, and continued shooting at the brothers continuing to rush forward. Brothers on horses and on the ground were knocked down one after another in the neat shooting of more than three hundred people. The splashing blood soaked a large piece of ground red with their struggles.

At this moment, Pang Zi realized incomparably profoundly the difference between the so-called militia armed forces and the regular New Army trained by the Imperial Court.

"Don't follow... Disperse," he shouted painfully. But the sound of people and horses wailing and roaring on the battlefield easily overwhelmed his efforts. And the frenzy of charging and killing made most people ignore the prior agreement. Therefore, Pang Zi could only watch helplessly as more people followed their dust and smoke, chasing up. The herd mentality of the crowd made them fall into this death line constructed by volleys and machine guns in a short time.

As the most powerful charging horse teams were all dead or wounded, exposing the chaotic follow-up horse team composed of mules and donkeys which were somewhat at a loss behind, bugles also sounded among the officers and soldiers. Then behind those gray columns which were already much sparser, dust also began to surge. That was the government cavalry also starting to move out. After defeating and scattering these most fierce charging horse teams, those government troops waving standard sabers began to chase these "rebels" who lost their fighting will and fled in all directions in patches.

The brothers of the Escort Agency collapsed instantly, not just in frontal combat. Unknown when, two units had already outflanked the position where Pang Zi set off. Organized resistance on the position had disintegrated. Forty-odd government cavalry were chasing and killing the twenty-odd Escort Agency brothers who were in chaos and retreating constantly. Now Pang Zi had fallen into a state of being attacked from front and back.

"Brothers, follow me! Rush west!" Pang Zi issued the last order in this battle. Then he took the lead to set an example, urging the horse to flee towards the west.
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Chapter 63: The Constitutional Outline

October 2, 1906, Beijing. Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen were sitting in the courtyard of Yuan’s home, chatting. Yuan Shikai suddenly remembered something. "Pinqing, what was the result of the rebellion in Xingtai a few days ago?"

"Lord Yuan, the matter in Xingtai has mostly been resolved. The bandit leader Pang Zi has fled westward," Wang Shizhen said to Yuan Shikai. "Although a warrant has been issued, I don't think he will be caught this year."

Yuan Shikai did not care about Pang Zi’s life or death at all. He sighed, "I didn't expect Jing Tingbin’s remnants to still be uncleared. It is somewhat strange. Pinqing, what do you think?"

Among the generals under Yuan Shikai's command, Wang Shizhen was the only one who always enjoyed his respect and trust. For all important military issues, Yuan would consult Shizhen before acting, asking, "Has Pinqing reviewed this?" For memorials submitted to the throne or documents to be issued, Yuan would definitely let Wang circle and revise them, and ask Wang to review them again before sending them out. Therefore, many people at the time called Wang the "Dragon's Eye," meaning Yuan's "eyes." When asked, Yuan Shikai would say, "Pinqing is the number one military talent in the Beiyang Army."

The core sphere of influence of the Beiyang Army was Shandong, Hebei, and Zhili. Yuan Shikai was from Henan, and Henan, which bordered Hebei and Shandong, was now also within his sphere of influence. And because Anhui was the birthplace of Li Hongzhang's Huai Army, Beiyang's influence in Anhui was also quite large. But generally speaking, Henan and Anhui were considered Beiyang's sphere of influence, while Hebei and Shandong were Beiyang's true core regions. Since the Gengzi year [1900], in this heartland of Hebei and Shandong, the biggest battle Yuan Shikai had faced was the uprising led by Jing Tingbin and Zhao Sanduo. Unexpectedly, five years later, Jing Tingbin's "remnants" still dared to rebel. Even if it was a small-scale rebellion like Pang Zi's, Yuan Shikai could not treat it lightly.

Wang Shizhen did not answer immediately. He had strictly ordered his subordinates to collect intelligence. Although the intelligence that had returned so far was full of various false statements, these little tricks could not hide the truth from Wang Shizhen. Through this intelligence, Wang Shizhen discovered a very strange thing: why did the landlords jointly accuse Pang Zi of rebellion, and why were these accusations filed even earlier than Pang Zi actually raising troops to rebel? Pang Zi attacking the defense battalion was a solid fact, so Wang Shizhen did not think Pang Zi was wrongly accused. No matter the reason, Pang Zi daring to attack the Canal Defense Battalion was blatant rebellion. But this matter itself had a background that compelled suspicion.

Yuan Shikai knew Wang Shizhen was meticulous and would not speak lightly unless he was absolutely certain. Seeing Wang Shizhen pondering in silence, Yuan Shikai smiled, "Pinqing, just speak your mind. This is but a small matter."

"Lord Yuan, I feel this matter is not that simple," Wang Shizhen answered calmly, then recounted the sequence of events regarding Pang Zi's rebellion. After stating the facts, Wang Shizhen concluded, "I always feel that there must be other forces supporting Pang Zi from behind. Otherwise, why would the landlords submit the accusation first?"

Yuan Shikai only started to rise to prominence after joining the army, so he always maintained a military bearing. No matter where he sat, his body was straight. Although this was a private conversation with Wang Shizhen, he maintained his habitual posture. He picked up his tea bowl and smelled the tea's fragrance, but did not drink it directly. Instead, he put the tea bowl back on the table. Only then did he smile, "It doesn't matter. Let's just let that battalion stay in Xingtai temporarily to continue pursuing the remnants of the rebels. Xingtai is very unsettled. If we don't use a heavy hand, I'm afraid there will be trouble in the future." It seemed Yuan Shikai did not think this was a big deal.

Wang Shizhen quickly advised, "Lord Yuan, I'm afraid the local officials won't be happy."

"For a period of half a month, just exterminate them in the rebels' old den. What can they do even if they are unhappy?" Yuan Shikai laughed. Seeing Wang Shizhen somewhat disapproving, Yuan Shikai asked again, "Pinqing, what do you think should be done?"

Wang Shizhen actually wanted to say that he would go and investigate personally. But he knew such a course of action was impossible to realize. Beiyang had extremely numerous matters right now, and Wang Shizhen could not get away at all. Although he felt the matter was strange, if he insisted on investigating it clearly, it would be absolutely impossible to do without a month, and if the Beiyang Army was stationed in one place for more than a month, even if there was no rebellion, one would be forced into existence. He could only sigh, "Let it be so for now. But it cannot exceed half a month. As far as I know, Pang Zi's incident was hasty. Apart from some bandits who originally followed Pang Zi, he didn't coerce any common people. Establishing authority there is enough; there is no need for excessive pursuit."

"We will do as Pinqing says." Yuan Shikai had not really treated Pang Zi's matter as a big deal anyway. If Pang Zi had been caught then and there, Yuan Shikai would have let the Beiyang troops in Nangong County return to Dezhou by now. Calling Wang Shizhen over today was actually for a more important matter. He placed both hands on the armrests of his chair, straightened his posture, and then continued, "Pinqing, what I actually wanted to tell you is something else. I want to recommend you as the Commander-in-Chief of Jiangbei, with the rank of Vice Minister of the Army."

According to the Qing system, military positions up to Commander-in-Chief were all First Rank, which was already extremely high, but they could not control the locality. However, the position of Commander-in-Chief of Jiangbei that Wang Shizhen was to assume was converted from the Governor of Jianghuai. Its predecessor was the Governor-General of Grain Transport, so it had the power to govern the locality and also managed grain transport affairs. This was an important position that governed the military when mounted and governed the people when dismounted.

Hearing this recommendation, Wang Shizhen was not overjoyed. He asked calmly, "Lord Yuan, now that the Beiyang Army is established, if I go to be this Commander-in-Chief of Jiangbei, how do you plan to arrange the affairs of the Beiyang Army?"

If anyone else had said this, Yuan Shikai would have suspected that this person was unwilling to let go of military power in the Beiyang Army. But Wang Shizhen was never a person who coveted power and position, and he was loyal to Yuan Shikai. His question was truly out of concern for Yuan Shikai's control over the Beiyang Army.

Yuan Shikai picked up his cup and took a sip of tea, then sighed, "Pinqing, I am now responsible for compiling the *Constitutional Outline*. If people think I am still holding onto the great power of the Beiyang Army, heh heh. Many people are already saying I am Cao Cao or Liu Yu. Who knows what else they will say later."

After the Hejian Autumn Maneuvers in 1905, the Beiyang New Army received unanimous praise from home and abroad. Memorials impeaching Yuan Shikai consequently rose all the way. Added to the fact that Yuan Shikai established the police system, his official reputation was also considered quite good. This posed a serious threat to the hereditary status of the Manchu noble group that controlled the central political power. The imperial nobles incited some censors to repeatedly submit memorials impeaching Yuan Shikai for having too much power and weight, even predicting he would follow in the footsteps of Cao Cao and Liu Yu. In 1906, Yuan actively resigned from various concurrent posts and handed over the Beiyang Army's 1st, 3rd, 5th, and 6th Divisions to the direct jurisdiction of the Ministry of the Army. At this time, Yuan Shikai was starting to prepare for the compilation and publication of the *Constitutional Outline*, preparing to enter the central hub system. There was a saying that Yuan Shikai was about to take up the post of Grand Councilor, becoming a true heavyweight minister of the center. So in this time period, the personnel adjustments in the Beiyang Army were of great significance.

As an important figure in the Beiyang system, Wang Shizhen was very clear about these personnel struggles within the imperial court. Since Yuan Shikai said this, Wang Shizhen knew his position was already determined. Wang Shizhen said faintly, "Lord Yuan, if that is the case, I will do whatever you arrange."

"Let's not talk about this anymore, Pinqing." Yuan Shikai felt that he actually couldn't completely call the shots on such matters either. "Since I am responsible for compiling the *Constitutional Outline*, I cannot fail to consider the attitude of the scholars of this world. I heard that Pinqing has been reading lately. I wonder if you have any advice?" Yuan Shikai's memorials and the documents submitted or issued would definitely be circled and revised by Wang Shizhen, and Wang Shizhen had to review them before they were sent. For the compilation of the *Constitutional Outline*, he also hoped Wang Shizhen could help.

"I heard that recently in the capital, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and other places, a book has been selling very well. The book is titled *Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism*. The one who wrote this book is Yan Fu's disciple, Chen Ke," Wang Shizhen replied.

"Chen Ke?" Yuan Shikai frowned and thought for a moment. "Is that the one we met last year?"

"Exactly. Lord Yuan even helped him propose a marriage."

"Oh?" Yuan Shikai immediately became interested. "Yan Jidao translated *Evolution and Ethics* and shocked the world; his disciple presumably won't be bad either. Pinqing, is there anything about constitutionalism in this book?"

"Lord Yuan, these years the court and the scholars have all been talking greatly about 'Chinese substance, Western application.' But in my view, what Chen Ke's book talks about is actually 'Western substance, Chinese application.' When others write books, it is nothing more than talking greatly about how advanced foreign countries are, be it strong ships and sharp cannons, or machine industry. This Chen Ke speaks of none of these, but talks greatly about why China cannot achieve this degree, where China is better than foreign countries, and where it is lacking. throughout the text, he unexpectedly does not say how powerful foreign countries are. Instead, he is cold and sarcastic towards foreigners."

Hearing Wang Shizhen's evaluation, Yuan Shikai was a bit confused. According to this description, Chen Ke completely looked down on foreign countries, so the four-character evaluation of "Western substance, Chinese application" was completely inappropriate. However, people like Yuan Shikai had extremely deep self-control. Even if there were many puzzles in his heart, he would not rashly interrupt others. He continued to listen quietly as Wang Shizhen went on.

"This Chen Ke says absolutely nothing about what kind of polity should be established in China. He only discusses the pros and cons of China's political, economic, and industrial development through the dynasties. It actually makes sense. Although he doesn't mention a word about the polity, the intention to establish a brand-new polity actually leaps off the paper. If you ask me, this Chen Ke is the one who truly has ulterior motives. If he were to speak of the appearance of the polity in his heart, I'm afraid the Great Qing, the Imperial Court, and the gentry would not be within his considerations."

"The Great Qing, the Imperial Court, and the gentry would not be within his considerations?" Yuan Shikai repeated suspiciously. If one were to speak of establishing a republic, there had been no shortage of anti-Qing remarks these years. Yuan Shikai had definitely heard plenty of anti-Court talk too. Even anti-gentry talk was actually not scarce within the court. But in any case, whoever opposed any one of these three, or any two of them, would inevitably stand on the remaining stance. But Chen Ke actually opposed all three. What kind of stance would that be? Yuan Shikai really couldn't imagine it.

Wang Shizhen continued, "Therefore, as I see it, others propagate Westernization, wanting 'Chinese substance, Western application.' This Chen Ke wantonly attacks foreigners and propagates China, but it is actually 'Western substance, Chinese application.'"

Yuan Shikai was completely confused. He asked, "Pinqing, then what exactly is the polity this Chen Ke wants to establish? Did the book strictly say nothing at all?"

Hearing this, Wang Shizhen frowned slightly. He hesitated a bit and said, "It's not that he didn't say anything at all, it's just that what he said was extremely obscure. According to what Chen Ke said, he hopes to establish a polity where 'those who wish to till have their fields, and those who wish to labor have their food.' Yet no one in the world can have permanent property."

"Isn't this nonsense?" Hearing this evaluation from Wang Shizhen, Yuan Shikai couldn't help but laugh. "Could it be that this Chen Ke wants to oppose the Great Qing, the Court, and the gentry of the world all at the same time? Truly gibberish."

If it were anyone else, hearing Yuan Shikai say this, they would have to chime in with a sentence or two first. But Wang Shizhen did not. He said seriously, "Lord Yuan, if Chen Ke only said such things, naturally it would be gibberish. But in his book, Chen Ke discusses Chinese history without talking about emperors, kings, generals, or ministers, only talking about a new term called 'productive forces.' He believes that the operation of all dynasties is nothing more than a matter of the level of productive forces. If we go by what he says, the changes in the world actually follow a reason and can be considered logically sound. He doesn't look like an ordinary madman. That is why I feel this person has ulterior motives and cannot be underestimated."

Yuan Shikai laughed, "It doesn't matter. I will write a letter to Yan Jidao. Let him and Chen Ke come to Beijing together to discuss the compilation of the *Constitutional Outline*. Yan Jidao has always been enthusiastic about this and will definitely come. We will know everything once we ask Chen Ke then."

"That is good." Wang Shizhen nodded in agreement.

At this moment, neither Yuan Shikai nor Wang Shizhen knew that it was impossible for them to meet Chen Ke. Chen Ke was currently issuing orders in Anhui, conducting methodical strikes against the gentry in the areas surrounding Fengtai County.
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Chapter 64: Striking at the Gentry (1)

Occam's razor states a very simple truth: simple is best. Entities should not be multiplied beyond necessity. This law was almost always successful in the battles attacking earth-walled forts. Attract the enemy to the position they think needs heavy guarding, then blast a hole in the wall where the enemy's strength is weak. The main attack force swarms in, attacking the fort owner's residence all the way, while another force attacks from front and back to eliminate the enemy forces gathered on the walls near the main gate. The Insurance Corps troops swept away the forts around Fengtai County and between Fengtai County and Hongze Lake, on both banks of the Huai River, relying on this simple tactic.

There is a saying, "One is all, all is one." Because the exact same tactic was adopted repeatedly, the troops' proficiency in every operational step deepened continuously. This level of tactical proficiency made the troops realize the significance of basic military literacy. Commanders had to learn to read maps and understand the geographical knowledge implied by various terrain features. They had to learn to judge the enemy's intentions and operational objectives.

Soldiers, on the other hand, had to learn simple physics. Without understanding the Law of Universal Gravitation, soldiers could not truly understand the significance of the sights on their guns. After mastering this basic military knowledge, they could effectively eliminate enemies. They could effectively protect themselves and survive on the battlefield.

Military doctors had to strive even harder to learn various medical knowledge. It was a disaster year, and there was no lack of corpses anywhere. Human dissection allowed those military doctors who aspired to be doctors or had chosen the medical profession to finally step into the door of true modern medicine after experiencing all kinds of vomiting, panic, and indescribable discomfort. Even if they only mastered correct bandaging and knew how to use clean bandages, it reduced the death rate of the wounded troops by a lot.

Knowledge is power! This sentence was pasted on the walls of various schools run by the People's Party, and written on the walls of large farms that were beginning to show the appearance of large-scale water conservancy construction. And next to this sentence, most of the time there was another sentence: "The revolution must popularize science!"

Chen Ke was extremely disgusted with the debate between "Mr. Democracy and Mr. Science" played by "later generations." He always believed that it was just a game played by a group of boring scholars who only knew how to engage in empty talk. The history of New China proved one thing: knowledge must be allowed to enter the broad masses of the people, and then the old "cultural class" must be suppressed to the maximum extent, or even eliminated, and then the old cultural class must be thoroughly replaced by a new "knowledgeable laborers" coming from the broad masses of the people.

Being a scholar should not be a status. In Chen Ke's view, only one kind of person should exist in this world: laborers. And there is no distinction of nobility or baseness among laborers; they only have different professions, not different statuses. On this point, Chen Ke did not want to compromise with anyone.

At 10:30 am on October 16, 1906, the soldiers finally extinguished the fire in the home of Liu Shengyong, a landlord in Liujiaji. This Landlord Liu was truly a person with a lot of backbone. After the fort was breached, he refused to surrender. No matter how the Insurance Corps shouted, the response given by the Liu family was bullets. The soldiers of the Insurance Corps had to push tables protected by sandbags and blast open the main gate of the Liu family while braving gunfire. Liu Shengyong then set fire to himself. The Insurance Corps captured the family guards and also rescued quite a few people of the Liu family. But Liu Shengyong himself, along with his wife and son, were burned to charcoal.

Watching Liu Shengyong's rescued daughter and son crying loudly over the corpses of their parents and brother, the soldiers of the Insurance Corps did not feel very good.

"Send these people to the base area," Pu Guanshui ordered. After speaking, he turned and left. But from the slight rise and fall of Pu Guanshui's shoulders, it could be seen that he couldn't help but sigh.

"Fellow villagers, our Insurance Corps are not bandits; we are the common people's troops. Before attacking the fort, we said that we attacked the fort so that everyone could survive. Now that we have entered the fort, we still say the same thing to everyone. We will absolutely not touch the common people's things. We won't take a single needle or thread!" The voice of the political commissar shouting to the common people of Liujiapu came from afar. Having broken many forts these days, the political commissars had also gained a lot of experience.

After the battle ended, the comrades of the Discipline Inspection Commission also began to lead the soldiers to confiscate the grain, gold, silver, and soft goods of the fort owner's family. The soldiers might not yet be able to completely understand all the steps of the battle, nor might they necessarily understand the theoretical knowledge the political commissar explained to everyone. But the soldiers participated in the battle, and after the battle, they personally participated in the disaster relief operations. Those common people blocked outside the fort, ragged and thin as living skeletons, could really survive. Saving these common people who were bound to die was the reason the soldiers threw themselves into battle. Seeing these common people who were just like themselves being able to survive, the soldiers were all very happy. Even those soldiers wounded in battle felt that their injuries were not in vain.

Pu Guanshui would go to watch the process of saving the common people every time. He was not enjoying the happy feeling brought by this salvation of the people. Placing his hands on the top of the fort's wall, Pu Guanshui could smell the scent of blood. With the enrichment of combat experience, coupled with the summary meetings after every battle and very targeted training, the combat ability of the Insurance Corps soldiers rose rapidly. At least the standard of killing enemies with volleys had improved a lot. In today's battle, before the wall was even blasted open, several volleys from the Insurance Corps soldiers had killed and wounded quite a few family guards and lackeys on top of the wall. The frontal troops got excited fighting and simply turned the feint attack into a storming attack. They set up scaling ladders on the wall. Under the cover of rifle fire, several particularly daring soldiers actually succeeded in climbing the wall and held the breach. The soldiers behind immediately followed up, so the pincer attack from front and back turned into a frontal breakthrough.

Where had the family guards ever seen such fierce "bandits"? The timid ones had already scattered in an uproar. The bold ones launched a battle against the Insurance Corps under the leadership of the fort owner, Liu Shengyong. From exchanging fire with firearms to hand-to-hand combat with bayonets against spears, the Insurance Corps smashed Liu Shengyong's various resistances all the way until they drove Liu Shengyong back into his home. Such a terrifying battle made Liu Shengyong resolve to fight to the death. This battle ended with a bloody conclusion of Liu Shengyong burning himself to death. And the wounded and dead of the Insurance Corps also hit a new high.

The bloodstains had just dried, and the strong bloody smell made Pu Guanshui feel a bit dizzy. He knew that people die in war; as a soldier, this was a basic realization. Truly seeing the bloody scenes from the siege battle to the bayonet fight with his own eyes, what Pu Guanshui felt during the battle was an indescribable high. Re-experiencing that high, Pu Guanshui couldn't help but press his hand on the wall top. Although a bullet had chipped that brick, and the sharp gap slightly pricked Pu Guanshui's palm, his attention had already shifted to the foot of the wall. Large cauldrons had already been set up there. Based on the experience accumulated over these days, cooking for the common people immediately after the battle was an effective way to satisfy the disaster victims outside the fort.

Pu Guanshui was now a member of the People's Party, and Chen Ke was his introducer. At the Military Commission meeting, as a party member who had "made huge contributions" to the revolution—meaning the credit for providing a large amount of weapons and ammunition—Pu Guanshui obtained the qualification to attend the meeting.

Chen Ke maintained his consistent calmness. "Comrades, the revolution we are going to carry out is a class struggle. Everyone's view on whether those fort landlords are bad people is not quite the same. The matter I am going to talk about next has nothing to do with whether they are good people. I want to tell everyone that the owners of these forts will inevitably become our enemies. Therefore, I believe we must eliminate them."

Pu Guanshui did not know that a person could use such a righteous attitude when talking about killing people. And Chen Ke's tone, expression, and the occasional arm movements while speaking, combined with that steady and clear voice, all seemed to imperceptibly reinforce Chen Ke's correctness.

No one opposed Chen Ke's view, which made Pu Guanshui feel very strange. These cadres of the Military Commission were not standard subordinates like those in the Beiyang Army. From their expressions, it could be seen that these people were very relaxed, and their treatment of Chen Ke was not a kind of unconditional obedience of a subordinate to a superior. Even so, they still unconditionally supported Chen Ke's attitude.

"These fort landlords might not necessarily refuse to take out grain, right?" Pu Guanshui felt he had to make a suggestion. Although before this, he thought he should not speak first when attending the meeting.

Hua Xiongmao pursed his lips and stared at Pu Guanshui with those piercing eyes. On that handsome face of a Jiangnan man, a smile with a slight hint of mockery appeared. Chai Qingguo was originally crossing his arms with his elbows on the table; hearing Pu Guanshui's words, he moved his elbows off the table, then just gave a silent sneer.

Other comrades also looked at Pu Guanshui silently, expressing negation wordlessly in ways that befitted their individual personalities.

Chen Ke did not speak. He just looked at Pu Guanshui with those calm eyes. Pu Guanshui could not see Chen Ke's true thoughts from that calm expression. It was not until he attended more party meetings with Chen Ke that Pu Guanshui learned that Chen Ke never liked to interrupt people. As long as time permitted, Chen Ke would try his best to wait for others to finish speaking before evaluating. But at this time, Pu Guanshui did not know this. He was confused by this attitude of Chen Ke's and didn't know whether he should continue speaking or listen to Chen Ke's opinion.

It was He Zudao who broke this awkward staring match. "If we encounter a fort landlord willing to release grain, we won't touch them for now. Comrade Pu Guanshui, do you think you can encounter such a landlord?"

Hearing this sentence, quite a few comrades of the Military Commission couldn't help but laugh out loud. Hearing this laughter, Pu Guanshui felt his face burning a bit. In this disaster year, finding a landlord willing to release grain was probably harder than finding a three-legged toad. Even if it wasn't a disaster year, landlords couldn't possibly use their own grain to save the common people. A landlord who didn't practice usury was already an existence with extreme conscience. On this point, Pu Guanshui did not want to argue with the comrades of the Military Commission.

The water in the large cauldrons had already boiled, and rice had been put into the pots. Under the direction of the Insurance Corps soldiers, the disaster victims began to wait in the distance. Although he couldn't hear what they were saying, the grateful looks on the victims' faces and the constant attempts to kneel were enough to explain everything.

Pu Guanshui remembered the embarrassment he experienced after being laughed at by almost all the Military Commission cadres at that military meeting, and it was Chen Ke who broke that embarrassment. "Comrade Pu Guanshui," Chen Ke touched his short-haired head, as if considering his wording.

"Comrade Pu Guanshui, in this era, since we want to save the common people, there is no way for the landlords to survive. This is not because we have any natural hatred towards landlords. The things that can be produced right now are just this much. As long as someone wants to possess more, others have to starve to death. In this disaster year, this is even more so. If we want to make a revolution, we have to get rid of this current system. If this system is not got rid of, the people have no way to survive. And the landlords in the forts absolutely support this current system, so we have to get rid of these landlords in the forts."

Pu Guanshui had never thought that speech at the People's Party meeting would be so straightforward. He had never seen this kind of attitude before. Seeing the attitude of other Military Commission comrades who couldn't even be bothered to agree, Pu Guanshui knew that, at least until Chen Ke issued a new order, the fate of the fort landlords had been decided.

However, looking at the hundreds or nearly a thousand disaster victims in the distance who were confirmed to be able to survive, Pu Guanshui had to admit that killing one person to save nearly a thousand people could absolutely not be said to be wrong.
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Chapter 65: Striking at the Gentry (2)

"Stop these people from crying and take them to verify their identities." The 1st Battalion of the 1st Regiment of the 359th Brigade of the Insurance Corps was employed in this battle. It was originally an operation to pick up the family members of the officers and soldiers of the Anhui New Army, but now it had turned into a reconnaissance operation to attack the locality. When the Water Detachment first set out, it included a reconnaissance unit. The reconnaissance unit was the group with the highest cultural level in the Insurance Corps. Besides undertaking reconnaissance work, these soldiers who possessed certain writing skills also temporarily acted as clerks.

Before attacking the fort, the troops had compiled a list of the landlord family's population. As soon as the battle ended, the screening operation began. Thanks to the disaster victims outside the fort, intelligence on how many people were in the landlord's family, how many relatives, their genders, and their names was easily collected, and then verified through cross-referencing. Basically, not a single one was missed. It could be said that even the landlord himself might not know the situation of his own clan so clearly.

Responsible for this work was Xiong Mingyang, the political commissar of the 1st Battalion of the 1st Regiment of the newly formed Water Detachment. The 1st and 2nd Regiments had conducted large-scale personnel exchanges with the Water Detachment. All soldiers willing to fight for the common people were incorporated into the ranks of the Water Detachment. The Military Commission decided not to pull out the entire unit. It wasn't that they felt the soldiers were unreliable, but that the public security pressure in the base area was now unprecedentedly high. After a large number of disaster victims entered the base area, public security issues began to become prominent. These people did not have the constructiveness of the Fengtai County common people; the newly arriving victims from other places came to Fengtai County for survival. Even if they were incorporated into temporary production teams, these people could not willingly participate in the cause of building "New Fengtai County." Therefore, the People's Party strengthened mass work among the victims on the one hand, and strengthened security work on the other.

Under such circumstances, external battles could not consume so much manpower. Only soldiers willing to participate in combat could have better combat effectiveness, so Xiong Mingyang chose to participate in the battle.

Liu Guangying, the daughter of landlord Liu Shengyong, was weeping in sorrow for the death of her father and brother when she was suddenly yanked up. It was inconvenient for male soldiers of the Insurance Corps to participate in such work, so when Liu Guangying turned her head, she saw a female soldier from the Insurance Corps Water Detachment. Zhang Xiuhua pulled Liu Guangying's arm and yanked her up. "Sister, stop crying. Go for roll call," Zhang Xiuhua said.

The former Fengtai County refugee camp was now renamed "Fengtai County New Village." In early October, the rush-planted farmland had its first harvest. When the first batch of potatoes was dug out, they weren't very big, and the yield per mu wasn't very large either. If planted properly, the yield per mu should have reached over 1,000 jin. Now there was only a harvest of about 400 jin. But the Insurance Corps had planted over ten thousand mu of potatoes at once. The first harvest of 1,500 mu, with a yield of 600,000 jin, made the common people blossom with smiles. Actually, they could have harvested later, but the influx of disaster victims made the hearts of the people in Fengtai County waver. No amount of inspiring words was as reliable as grain placed in front of them. The Insurance Corps then painfully harvested a batch of grain.

With ten jin of potatoes per person for the 60,000 disaster victims, such a harvest was enough for everyone to eat for ten days. On the day of the harvest, everyone ate a truly full meal for the first time. The morale of the army and people in the base area was greatly boosted. A flood had occurred in the spring when the green crop had not yet replaced the yellow, yet in late autumn, there was actually a harvest. This unheard-of event made the army and people sincerely support the People's Party.

Zhang Xiuhua was originally a probationary party member. When the troops needed to recruit some female soldiers, she signed up voluntarily. Although the fierce battle frightened Zhang Xiuhua quite a bit, facing the work assigned to her before the battle started—taking the female family members of the landlord for screening—Zhang Xiuhua still strove to complete it.

"Let go of me," Liu Guangying shouted. Facing those fierce men in blue, she didn't dare to resist. Facing a woman in blue, Liu Guangying suddenly had the courage to resist. "I won't go with you. I don't want to go with you."

"Sister, come with me. I won't hurt you," Zhang Xiuhua advised.

"You killed my father, and you say you won't hurt me?" Liu Guangying immediately shouted. While shouting, she struggled with all her might.

The strength of a landlord's daughter was nothing compared to a girl like Zhang Xiuhua who came from a farming background, let alone that Zhang Xiuhua had undergone continuous military training. What troubled Zhang Xiuhua was how to persuade her successfully. The Insurance Corps paid great attention to training work, but that was all aimed at combat, which is to say, aimed at men. These soldiers had not received specialized training on how to deal with women.

Since soft tactics didn't work, she would use hard ones. Zhang Xiuhua didn't say anything more. She dragged Liu Guangying towards the assembly point, saying as she walked, "Come with me."

Liu Guangying couldn't resist. No matter how she pulled back, she couldn't withstand the pulling of Zhang Xiuhua's powerful arm. Finally, she simply didn't care whether it was dirty or not, lay on the ground for the first time, and refused to walk. Moreover, she started screaming. The unique sharp voice of a female felt very uncomfortable. Xiong Mingyang didn't want to have any dealings with women; Chinese tradition didn't support social interaction between men and women, and the People's Party consistently emphasized respecting women. This time the troops arranged for female soldiers, which made Xiong Mingyang feel much more relaxed. But he didn't expect that even so, it would be so troublesome to really take the women away smoothly. Seeing that Zhang Xiuhua couldn't solve the problem smoothly despite talking, advising, pulling, and dragging, he also got a bit anxious. Not only that, seeing Liu Guangying resist like this, other members of the Liu family also started to make a fuss. The landlord's family members, who had originally been scared out of their wits by the killing, also started to cause a commotion.

Xiong Mingyang walked forward in anger and gave two slaps to a young boy whose veins were popping out on his head and who was resisting the most fiercely. *Ping pa!* "What are you fussing about!" Xiong Mingyang roared. The soldiers of the Insurance Corps were initially quite polite to the captives; this was stipulated in the "Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention." Seeing that such an approach did not receive a kind response from the captives, Xiong Mingyang couldn't help but get angry.

The soldiers of the Insurance Corps never expected that the political commissar would be the first to break discipline. These simple soldiers dared to fight and dared to bleed and sacrifice. But for these soldiers, the reason they did so was that the People's Party and the Insurance Corps gave them such power and gave them the order to fight. The orders of the Insurance Corps were the key to everything. This was the education the soldiers had consistently received for more than half a year. Although they were also very dissatisfied with the resistance of Landlord Liu's family members, the soldiers didn't dare to personally beat the captives in public. Seeing the political commissar give two slaps to that kid who scratched and clawed like a wild cat, many soldiers actually felt very happy. Especially the soldiers who had been scratched by this kid.

Seeing her brother being beaten, Liu Guangying immediately crawled up from the ground. She was about to rush at Xiong Mingyang again, but was grabbed by Zhang Xiuhua. "Don't beat my brother. You bandits," Liu Guangying shouted.

"We are not bandits, we are the army of the People's Party. We are the army of the common people," Xiong Mingyang shouted at the Liu family members who were restless. "We have our own discipline. Comrade Zhang Xiuhua, let go of this woman, and then tell these people the Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention."

As soon as Zhang Xiuhua let go, Liu Guangying rushed to her brother's side. The siblings held each other's arms and wouldn't let go. Zhang Xiuhua ignored them; she loudly recited the Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention once. Then she looked at Xiong Mingyang.

"The eighth point: do not mistreat captives, do not beat or curse them, do not search their pockets; everyone must be conscious in observing discipline, supervise each other and do not violate it. This is our discipline. But this is for captives. Since you are our captives, you must be obedient. You must do whatever we tell you to do. We don't beat or curse captives, but that doesn't mean we let you be unwilling to be captives and beat and curse us. Our soldiers are not punching bags," Xiong Mingyang said loudly. This was not only said to the Liu family, but also to the soldiers. Seeing the sudden realization on the comrades' faces, Xiong Mingyang continued to shout: "Those who do not give up resistance are not captives! Although we don't want to kill people, for enemies who resist to the end, those who should be killed must still be killed!"

The Liu family members originally saw that the Insurance Corps soldiers didn't want to make things difficult for them, and adding Liu Guangying siblings' resistance, their minds had become somewhat active. After hearing Xiong Mingyang's roar, everyone looked at the eager soldiers around them and immediately became silent as cicadas in winter, daring not to move.

"Then kill me, let me follow my father and mother!" Liu Guangying suddenly shouted at the top of her lungs.

"Good, bring them to the middle and give them two knives!" Xiong Mingyang shouted loudly. The soldiers were stunned, completely not expecting Xiong Mingyang to issue such an order. The Liu siblings were just children around ten years old; the soldiers really had no intention of killing them. But military orders were like mountains; since Xiong Mingyang ordered it, the soldiers had to obey. The Liu siblings were brought to the center of the open ground, and two knives were thrown at their feet. The soldiers couldn't help but grip their weapons tightly. If a fight really broke out, the Liu siblings would be shot dead in an instant.

The Liu siblings looked at the soldiers around them, knowing that as long as they picked up the knives, they would die on the spot. Although they had an impulse to pick up the knives, they ultimately didn't dare to move a muscle.

Although Liu Guangying had submitted again in her heart, she refused to relax her mouth. "What kind of common people's army are you? Apart from daring to rob our Liu family's grain, apart from daring to rob our Liu family's things, what else do you dare to do?" She said this with righteous indignation. The Liu family members couldn't help but nod after hearing it. These words spoke the inner thoughts of the Liu family members. Their faces, originally full of fear, now recovered some spirit.

"Haha, your family's things?" Xiong Mingyang laughed loudly, as if he had heard the biggest joke. He raised his left hand, pointed at the Liu siblings, and then pointed at the Liu family members. He said loudly, "Your Liu family's grain? Your Liu family's things? Then let me ask you, of the grain now in the Liu family granary, how many jin were planted by your Liu family going down to the fields? How much was collected by you from the common people?"

Liu Guangying really didn't expect this man with blue clothes and short hair to say such things. She was immediately choked into silence.

"If this grain was grown by your Liu family with your own sweat, our People's Party army wouldn't touch a single grain of yours," Xiong Mingyang said loudly.

Hearing this, the Liu family members were all speechless, but the faces of the Insurance Corps soldiers lit up.

"The land is my family's. It is perfectly justified for my family to collect rent. If my family didn't rent the land to the fellow villagers, they wouldn't have anything to eat." Liu Guangying knew that she and her brother probably wouldn't have a good end today, so she simply went all out. She also screamed.
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Chapter 66: Striking at the Gentry (3)

Liu Guangying had never spoken loudly before. As the eldest daughter of the Liu family, she had been educated since childhood to be amiable and not to raise her voice at people. She had never disappointed her parents' education. The reputation of the eldest daughter of the Liu family within the fort was actually very good. But when Liu Guangying saw the charred corpses of her parents and brother not far away, looked at the blue-clad people holding swords and guns around her, and looked at her relatives, the young Miss Liu could no longer maintain her former gentleness. A magma-like emotion boiled in her chest, making Miss Liu Guangying's voice become incomparably sharp.

The blue-clad man opposite her actually dared to say that just because her family's grain was not grown by her family, they had to attack her family's fort and kill her parents. A kind of spite burned in Miss Liu Guangying's chest. "It is perfectly justified to pay rent for farming the land. If our family hired workers to farm it ourselves, we would only harvest more." Although she knew these words would only make her end even more miserable, Miss Liu Guangying no longer cared about that. "Without my family, those tenants would die even faster."

Regarding the people's revolution, the first and last enemies encountered are the landlord militias. This was the content of the conversation between Grandpa Mao and Snow back in the day. And historically it was also so; regarding the land reform policy, all landlords instinctively wanted to resist. For them, it was only a question of whether they dared to resist, not whether they wanted to resist. On this point, Chen Ke never had the slightest doubt.

Before the Water Detachment set out, Chen Ke had held a training class for political commissars. He specifically talked about the core of political work for this battle—winning the support of the people. Any political force has its class stance. The class stance of the People's Party is the common people. The People's Party is not a political party that exists to maintain the interests of the ruling class of 1916. Nor is it a political party that styles itself as a "Party of the Whole People." Regarding this battle, the object the People's Party relies on is the broad masses of the disaster area, and the enemies of the People's Party are those landlords inside the forts. Whoever supports these landlords is an enemy of the People's Party, and whoever supports those common people struggling on the edge of life and death in the disaster area is a friend of the People's Party. Before the troops set out, political commissars at all levels of the troops were repeatedly emphasized these points.

Seeing the Liu family girl wanting to reason with him, Xiong Mingyang actually had a little worry. If this child just pretended to be pitiful, it would only have a very bad effect on morale. But when this girl began to speak from the standpoint of a landlord, Xiong Mingyang was firmly convinced that this was an opportunity to boost morale and clarify the truth.

There is no common reasoning to speak of between the exploiting class and the exploited class; Chen Ke had emphasized this point repeatedly. No matter how the wolf states the fact that it will die if it doesn't eat meat, this is not a reason for the sheep to be eaten by the wolf. Class struggle is just like this; the establishment of the relationship between exploitation and being exploited is just like this. The exploiter must create a justification for being exploited, and in order to maintain the existence of exploitation, the exploiter must also maintain the existence of the exploited, and also has to maintain the survival of the exploited within a certain limit. Even if the exploited do not resist and are obediently exploited to death. But exploiting all the exploited to death at once only makes the exploitation relationship unsustainable. The exploiter not only wants to domineer during his own lifetime but also wants to leave objects of exploitation for his descendants.

Xiong Mingyang himself did not understand this truth before. After receiving systematic theoretical education and understanding this truth, this young man became a true "revolutionary." Previously, he only had a deep-seated hatred for foreign invasions of China. Now, Xiong Mingyang was filled with profound hatred for both Chinese and foreign exploiting classes. He previously couldn't understand why the Qing army was defeated repeatedly. Now he knew that the ordinary soldiers of the Qing army had no obligation to sell their lives for this rotten regime ruled by exploiters. Even the foolish loyalty of a few people was simply not enough to save the fate of this regime.

To save China, a new regime must be established. A regime that truly serves the common people. Now, Xiong Mingyang was establishing this new regime together with the comrades of the People's Party. Only when the people know the significance of participating in the war, only when the people know that fighting bravely and shedding blood and sacrificing amidst the enemy's hail of bullets will bring true liberation, will the people stand up, follow behind the People's Party members rushing to the front line, wipe out all domestic and foreign exploiters, and build a New China, a new world where the people truly live and work in peace and contentment.

Regarding Liu Guangying's questioning, Xiong Mingyang didn't think it had any meaning at all. If it were before, Xiong Mingyang might have fallen into a debate about land ownership, and the result of the debate would be that the landlords might deserve to die, or might not deserve to die. That is because the premise of such a discussion is the recognition of private ownership of land. Falling into this trap would be sheer stupidity. This is the landlords' reasoning, not the common people's reasoning. Chen Ke had long said that the good or evil of the landlord himself is meaningless to the revolution. Justice is not about the quality of personal character, but the superiority or inferiority of the social system. Xiong Mingyang knew very well that what he wanted to persuade and educate were the soldiers fighting alongside him, not this little girl in front of him.

"Comrades, everyone participated in this harvest, right? Or at least heard about this harvest?" Xiong Mingyang asked loudly.

"I participated!"

"I know!"

The comrades responded one after another.

The harvest in early October was a major event for the soldiers and masses in the base area; no one was not rejoiced and encouraged by it. After months of firm effort and shedding so much sweat, the people of Fengtai County finally believed that they could survive this terrible disaster year and live on. And the future promised by the People's Party leading the people also changed from an illusory pie in the sky into a future that could be completely believed in and entrusted with hope.

"If there were no landlords, would our lives be better?" Xiong Mingyang continued to ask loudly.

The Insurance Corps soldiers participating in this large-scale breaching of forts everywhere were all politically quite active soldiers. Even so, after hearing Liu Guangying's righteous and even somewhat hysterical questioning, everyone was somewhat affected by Liu Guangying's emotions. Hearing this question from Xiong Mingyang, quite a few people couldn't help but pause slightly before responding, "It would be better."

Seeing the soldiers express their attitude like this, Xiong Mingyang asked the same question again, "If there were no landlords, would our lives be better?"

"It would be better!" This time the soldiers no longer hesitated and answered in unison.

Xiong Mingyang then asked a new question, "If there are never any landlords in the future, how will everyone's life be?"

This was a most fundamental question, and also a question Chen Ke never dared to raise loudly before. In the early days of the People's Party, let alone the common people having any supportive reaction to this question, the common people would even think that this kind of propaganda by Chen Ke definitely harbored evil intentions and had purposes belonging to Chen Ke personally. After the first harvest of rush-planting in the disaster year, and after eating the life-saving grain provided free by the People's Party for half a year, these soldiers who came from ordinary common people no longer doubted the People's Party led by Chen Ke in their hearts, and no longer doubted that these party members had dark thoughts belonging to themselves personally.

After Xiong Mingyang raised this question, there was still no one answering directly, but the atmosphere lingering around the soldiers was completely different. That was not hesitation, but a kind of true high spirits.

"When rent is collected every year, do people die?" Xiong Mingyang asked.

"People die; every year people are driven to death!" the soldiers shouted one after another.

"With the great flood this year, if we didn't attack the forts, could the thousands of common people outside still live for half a month? Were the landlords going to kill them all?" Xiong Mingyang asked.

"Right, they just want to kill people. They just want the common people to die!" The soldiers' response was already filled with righteous indignation.

"Who takes the most of the grain we grew in previous years? Is it us ourselves, or those landlords?"

"It's the landlords!" the soldiers roared.

"Of the grain grown every year, do the landlords eat more, or do the common people eat more?"

"The landlords!" The bit of pity, sympathy, and unbearable feeling that had appeared on the soldiers' faces had disappeared completely. What now emerged on their faces was true anger.

The Liu family members had been thoroughly awed by such roars. It wasn't that they hadn't seen the angry expressions of farmers, but that kind of expression was only revealed when farmers were desperate and launched attacks with no chance of winning. These blue-clad people of the Insurance Corps were obviously of peasant origin. This didn't need to be proven one by one; just seeing their skin color, their figures, some of their habitual movements, and that simple look, one could confirm this matter. Although these blue-clad people had differences from ordinary peasants, and although one couldn't say where that strange feeling came from, the Liu landlord's family members could all see that these people holding weapons and fighting swiftly and bravely were all once peasants. When these peasants shouted out the anger belonging to peasants, that was anger accumulated for countless days, anger originating from their hearts. These peasants who already occupied the position of the strong now looked so terrifying in the eyes of the Liu landlord's family. after the positions of strong and weak were swapped, the fear of the former strong towards the former weak would be doubly intense.

"That's because those people are lazy and stupid. They didn't work hard themselves. They deserve to starve!" The eldest Miss Liu was not frightened; on the contrary, vicious curses spewed out from her delicate mouth. This was the contemptuous evaluation of the common people that Miss Liu Guangying had heard from her parents, her brother, and her clansmen. Although her parents had tried to educate her into a quiet lady from a noble family since she was young, Miss Liu Guangying had never looked up to ordinary common people. These common people were boors who completely didn't understand upper-class life, treacherous and hateful guys, bad eggs who were never willing to honestly obey the Liu family's orders for their own interests. This was Miss Liu's true thought.

Hearing this, the corners of Xiong Mingyang's mouth curled up slightly. And in the eyes of the soldiers who heard this looking at Miss Liu, there was only cold light.

"Comrades, our People's Party and our Insurance Corps are the people's team, the people's armed forces. It is not because of this disaster year. What we want to say to the landlords is just one sentence. For so many years, what these landlords took from the common people, give it back to the common people! What they ate from the common people, spit it out for the common people! Should they or should they not!"

"They should!" "They should!" "They should!"

This was a voice that had transcended anger. It was a firm belief in the justice of their own actions, a firm belief in the inevitability of their own actions. There was a steel-like conviction in the soldiers' voices.

"I will ask one more time, do you want to surrender? Those who are unwilling to surrender, pick up the knife." Xiong Mingyang swished his sword out, the tip pointing at the Liu siblings. "I won't rely on having more people either. You two with two knives, me alone with one knife. Let's decide life and death with knives."

Miss Liu was trembling all over. She already understood that the people in front of her were not on the same path as her at all. These people's reasoning was completely different from her own. If she fell into the hands of these people, all her past life would cease to exist. Miss Liu suddenly bent down and grabbed a knife, rushing towards Xiong Mingyang. Xiong Mingyang didn't even blink. He swung his broadsword, and the blade cleanly severed Miss Liu Guangying's neck. Her head flew into mid-air, described an arc, and landed behind her body which continued to rush forward.

"Sister!" Liu Guangying's brother let out a miserable scream. He wanted to hug his sister, but saw his sister's head rolling in front of him. The brother's eyes widened to the extreme. His legs went soft and he knelt on the ground, his eyes staring deadly at his sister's head.

The Liu family members immediately began to cause a commotion. "Captives who attempt to riot will all be dealt with as enemies. Kill without mercy!" Xiong Mingyang roared.

"Yes!" the soldiers responded with a roar.

Swords and guns turned to point at the Liu clansmen. Seeing the determined gaze of the soldiers, the Liu family members, who fully understood that they had completely failed, lowered their hands that were preparing to rise one after another, and closed their mouths that were preparing to shout something. They submitted to the Insurance Corps.
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When Pu Guanshui saw the chaos inside the fort and rushed to the vicinity of the Liu family residence, the corpses had already been covered with white cloth. The blood of the eldest Miss Liu had not yet completely coagulated. Liu Guangyi, who had fallen into a sluggish state, had already been dragged into the team of captives by his relatives. Xiong Mingyang was commanding the troops to verify the list of the Liu family clan. It would be too shameful if any remnants of the Liu family were left behind.

"In all things, what is feared is seriousness, and we People's Party members are the most serious," Xiong Mingyang shouted to the party member calling the roll.

This was Chen Ke's "famous saying." If a person doesn't think about how much they will gain after finishing a task, but puts all their attention on the task itself, then they can burst forth with infinite subjective initiative.

The members of the People's Party all had this kind of awareness. Based on the characteristics of human nature, the roll call first separated the children. Then the children were asked to call out their parents' names. Children are not good at lying; after being led alone into a group of strangers, many children were already trembling with fear. As soon as they were asked to find their parents, shouts of "Dad, Mom!" rang out one after another. Those parents, seeing their children being taken away, were already scared out of their wits. When those "bandits" wanted to take Liu Guangying away just now, these Liu family clansmen wishfully thought that these bandits just wanted young women. They didn't expect that after the "bandit chief" spoke some "heretical fallacies," he would kill Liu Guangying, who dared to strike, just like that. Such an action made these people understand that Xiong Mingyang and these "bandits" who called themselves the Insurance Corps were masters who wouldn't spare even chickens or dogs. It wasn't that no one held great grief and indignation over Liu Guangying's death, but when expressing this grief and indignation required paying the price of death, those people lowered their hateful gazes.

Children were not sensible and were terrified seeing such a tragedy. When told to find their fathers and mothers, the children invariably showed strong urgency and hurriedly pointed out their parents. Through this identification, the Liu family was gradually separated by household units.

After the first screening ended, it was numbering by name. According to the pre-assigned numbers, signs were sewn onto these people's shoulders. The Liu family members showed great panic towards this sign. The soldiers responsible for managing the captives immediately told them that if one person in the family took off the sign, the whole family would have to go hungry for a day. Since they had already been separated into family units, even if the parents wanted to take it off, they had to consider the punishment of collective responsibility. They ultimately submitted.

These people were then subjected to a second screening by representatives of the disaster victims. The living and the dead of the Liu family were matched to their numbers, and then the dispersed escort began.

The fleet transporting the captured personnel began to concentrate towards the base area. The Liu family members were neither the first nor the last batch. On the large ships shuttling back and forth on the river, what was transported back was soft goods and property; they dared not transport a single grain of food. If the Insurance Corps dared to transport grain from the disaster area back to the base area, once discovered by the disaster victims, it would cause a terrible shock. To avoid trouble, the Insurance Corps brought their own grain instead of eating in the disaster area. Since the People's Party wanted to take over these areas, any action that ruined their image had to be prohibited for them.

The fleet of the Water Detachment had specialized prison boats. The modified awning boats had divided cages, and the conditions were not too bad. All enemies needed to be eliminated according to plan, but Chen Ke really had no intention of exterminating the landlord families completely. At the same time, Chen Ke was not prepared to let the landlords stay locally, making the newly opened areas constantly need to be on guard.

Class struggle has always been very cruel. The fort landlords and their families captured everywhere were sent to the base area for centralized management. With these usually influential people forcibly concentrated, the possibility of the common people resisting in private was greatly reduced. With these former powerful figures captured, no matter what the people inside the forts wanted to do, they would remain temporarily quiet under this deterrence.

The fleet set out with the captives that afternoon. These captives were locked in cramped cages, completely unaware of what the outside world was like. But the escort personnel of the Insurance Corps could not be so careless. The people on the bow were looking far into the distance, ready to discover suspicious signs at any time.

The commander of this operation was Meichuan Shangyi, a probationary platoon leader of the 4th Platoon, 2nd Company, 1st Battalion, 1st Regiment. Under Chen Ke's personal order, this Japanese revolutionary finally temporarily left his work at the breeding farm. Comrade Meichuan Shangyi was incorporated into the work of the Canal Detachment. Even though the soldiers of the Canal Detachment had received sufficient compulsory education, comrades like Meichuan who had received a high school education were still very scarce. Moreover, Meichuan had been the head of the breeding farm and managed dozens of people; in terms of rank, he should be a company-level cadre. However, due to his lack of combat experience, he was appointed as a probationary platoon leader and undertook the work of fleet transport scheduling.

Meichuan Shangyi was neither happy nor disappointed by the job transfer; he just didn't understand why Chen Ke did this. But the party organization's orders could not be disobeyed. And Meichuan didn't have time to consider so much. The fleet's many regulations forced him to put all his attention into understanding these regulations. Meichuan, who had attended high school, at least had sufficient knowledge, and Meichuan was only the scheduling chief; actual work was handled by specialized personnel. What Meichuan needed was to issue instructions and take responsibility for these orders. So Meichuan was under great psychological pressure.

The first two days were very peaceful. In the latter half of the night of the third day, a fleet suddenly appeared ahead. The number of ships in the fleet was quite large; the report from the night guard said they couldn't even see the end of the fleet. Reasonably speaking, the only one on the current Huai River who could employ a fleet of such scale was the Insurance Corps, but the security regulations required maintaining vigilance at all times. The alert personnel immediately notified the small fleet's scheduling chief, Meichuan.

Meichuan was on duty in the cabin at this time. The captives already knew they were being taken to the "bandits'" lair. Although they were very afraid in their hearts, since so much effort was spent to take them away, at least they wouldn't be killed immediately. Otherwise, they could have made their move halfway. It was night time; during the day, the captives either spent their breath begging the guards or simply talked to each other, but at night they were tired after all. In the latter half of the night, they finally fell asleep or became listless. Meichuan took this time to silently recite the fleet's regulations with the booklet in hand.

Upon hearing the news, he hurriedly went to the bow. Looking at the dark ship shadows in the dark night distance, Meichuan, who had absolutely no combat experience, immediately felt nervous. Searching through the regulations in his mind, before he could order the release of signal fireworks, two points of fire flashed on the last ship of the opposing fleet.

"Who are you?" The fleet's signalman translated the signal conveyed by the opposite ship via flag semaphore (lantern signals).

"Is it our own fleet?" Meichuan asked with some disbelief. The Insurance Corps' fleet was now scattered all over the Huai River; how could such a large fleet suddenly pop up?

"Scheduling Chief, besides our troops, who would use such signals?" The signalman was very dismissive of Meichuan's excessive worry.

"Safety first." Meichuan had never participated in real combat, plus being suddenly entrusted with such important work, his psychological pressure was extremely great. He hoped to be safe in everything. "Tell them we are ships of the Water Detachment. And ask them whose troops they are."

The signalman lit the lamp inside the glass cover, then signaled Meichuan's instructions.

After a good while, the fleet over there replied, "We are a fleet directly subordinate to the Party Central Committee, we cannot tell you the designation. Our fleet is slow; if you need to overtake, please keep to the left."

Meichuan and the signalman were both confused by this signal. This dialogue really proved that the other party was a People's Party unit, but everyone never expected that someone would dare to say they were a "unit directly subordinate to the Party Central Committee." This tone was a bit too big. The only unit directly subordinate to the Party Central Committee now was a small garrison unit. Other units were all subordinate to the Military Commission; what mystery was this group playing at?

Doubts aside, everyone indeed needed to hurry back to the base area. The side lights for overtaking were lit, and the small fleet commanded by Meichuan began to overtake. A long line of lights soon appeared on the Huai River. Candlelight burned inside the glass windproof lampshades newly produced in the base area. Except for the guards, other cadres and soldiers of the Meichuan fleet who needed to be on the gunwales all went to the deck. To their shock, there were as many as a hundred points of light inside the glass covers, extending out for several li. This was a massive fleet. There were at least thirty ships. The gunwales of every ship were pressed very close to the water surface, showing they were full of cargo. On the masts and bows, there were flags of the Insurance Corps and the Dragon Flags of the Manchu Qing Anhui New Army. The decks were full of fully armed Insurance Corps soldiers. Although it wasn't very clear at night, many people's figures also felt somewhat familiar.

"Scheduling Chief, I shouldn't have seen these ships before," the signalman whispered beside Meichuan.

"Haven't seen them?" Meichuan Shangyi asked in confusion. "Then where did these ships come from?"

"Five, ten, these ships are very new... fifteen, twenty. These ships are very old..." The signalman's eyesight was very good. As they constantly overtook this strange fleet, he counted and evaluated this strange fleet. It took a long time for the fleet of mixed new and old ships to be left behind. According to discipline, the two fleets extinguished the guiding lights almost simultaneously.

"Scheduling Chief, these should be new ships. Our Water Detachment has new ships!" There was uncontrollable excitement in the signalman's voice. Meichuan could understand the signalman's emotion; having more ships meant possessing greater power. One of the reasons the Insurance Corps could rapidly expand its strength after this flood was that it possessed the largest, and the only organized, fleet on the Huai River. With no rivals, the Insurance Corps transported materials and moved troops, becoming the overlord on the Huai River. The expansion of the fleet's scale could greatly enhance the Insurance Corps' power. As a soldier, learning the news of new ships joining, it was impossible not to be happy. Perhaps because Meichuan had joined the fleet for a short time, his interest in a fleet of such scale was limited. What he felt more curious about in his heart was what exactly the fleet was carrying.

"At their speed, when can they arrive in Fengtai?" Meichuan asked the signalman.

"This... it'll have to be the morning of the day after tomorrow, no matter what," the signalman answered.
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The news of new ships joining soon spread through the fleet commanded by Meichuan, and there was much excitement in the unit. However, Meichuan Shangyi discovered that what the soldiers focused on was quite different from the beginning. When working in the logistics department, Meichuan was responsible for the breeding farm. As a Japanese, Meichuan had never thought of one thing: under the management of the People's Party, the standard of living of the disaster victims in Fengtai County was actually not much different from that of ordinary Japanese people. At least the standard of living of the disaster victims was definitely not lower than the daily food of the Japanese lower class. The disaster victims could at least be half full, and the Insurance Corps could be seventy percent full. Whereas the Japanese lower class was generally only fifty percent full.

At that time, once the soldiers learned that a fleet had arrived, their first consideration was how much grain could be brought in. Before joining the Water Detachment, Meichuan was the section chief responsible for agricultural and sideline products in the logistics department. He not only had to lead more than fifty soldiers in labor, but he himself also had to do everything possible to provide food for the base area to the maximum extent.

After this great flood in Anhui, animal manure and miscellaneous leaves were absolute rarities; even human waste was not in sufficient supply. Although he was assigned the task of raising earthworms, the earthworms in the plain areas had already been "exterminated." Meichuan took the comrades of the breeding farm to the mountainous area near Fengtai and spent a whole day struggling to get dozens of live earthworms from the barren land.

Meichuan had the obedience peculiar to the Japanese. Chen Ke asked him to raise earthworms, so Meichuan raised earthworms completely according to the manual. It was not until Chen Ke inspected that he discovered this fellow Meichuan's rigid style. So, in addition to waiting on the earthworms every day, Meichuan was assigned the work of raising water grass, river algae, and small fish and shrimp. The biggest problem at this stage was to increase the supply of protein and carbohydrates. "Living off the mountain when by the mountain, living off the water when by the water"—at this stage, the greatest resource the base area could utilize was this Huai River.

During these hundred-plus days, every morning as the wake-up call resounded through the entire barracks, Meichuan would climb up from his straw mat and, carrying a heavy shoulder pole like his comrades, go to prepare breakfast for the pigs, chickens, and ducks. Because of the lack of meat and fat supply, everyone soon dripped with sweat under the heavy labor. Meichuan was the only one who never complained. He buried his face in his sleeve and rubbed it, wiping away the sweat that was about to flow into his eyes, then lifted a swill bucket filled to the brim and poured the contents into the feeding trough. Only then did he go to the washroom to wash up, and then go to the public canteen to eat.

Because of the nature of his work, he was also among the last batch of people to eat, so after eating, he could conveniently bring back the swill from the canteen. Because it was now a disaster period, there wasn't really any oil or fat left in the canteen either.

After finishing this busy work, he also had to lead comrades to push carts into the county town to collect human waste from every household, used to produce humus soil and increase the fertility in the earthworm fields and ponds. Next, he had to go salvage water grass and small fish and shrimp. After finishing all this, if there was still time, Meichuan had to collect some green fodder. Generally speaking, by the time this dirty work was done, it was already dark. If this Japanese high school graduate still had a bit of energy at this time, perhaps he would go to the public bathhouse to take a bath, but most of the time he just went straight back to the only collective dormitory for humans in the pig farm and fell asleep.

Increasing grain production, increasing nutritional supply. This was Meichuan's only work, his only thought.

The Chinese soldiers completely lacked geographical knowledge. They knew that the cadre with a strange accent had a strange name: Meichuan Zhengyi [Plum River Justice]. He was a Japanese. However, these soldiers thought Japan was the name of a Chinese province. And later, everyone simply shortened Meichuan Zhengyi's name to the two characters "Meichuan." Now, the originally strange name became a very common form of address. Soldiers who joined the agricultural and sideline department later only knew that their section chief was surnamed Mei and called Meichuan.

The shock brought to the base area by the harvest not long ago was something Meichuan could not have imagined at all. Meichuan suddenly discovered that the army's food supply had increased by nearly half. The most direct manifestation was that after every meal, the soldiers still habitually licked their bowls clean. Everyone would also rinse the bowl with boiled water and drink the water. Because the dishwashing water was collected centrally, Meichuan knew very well how clear the large buckets of dishwashing water used to be. But now the dishwashing water actually started to be slightly turbid, and the smell of human waste also became strong.

After joining the Water Detachment, real war began. The soldiers' craving for food decreased a lot; combat required guns and ammunition, and powerful explosives. Learning that a large fleet had arrived, the soldiers discussed one after another how many weapons were on these ships and how many forts they could take down. Transferring from the grain department to the military department, Meichuan felt as if he had suddenly arrived in a completely different world.

Before coming to China, Meichuan was just a fresh high school graduate with no distinctive features in any aspect, having neither a prominent family background nor any outstanding ability. Since his family background was merely the lowest rank of samurai, the word he said most was "*Hai*" [Yes]. Various rich and powerful people, or even seniors just a few grades above him, could order him to do things.

Meichuan happened to catch up with the partition period after the Meiji Restoration. The Japanese government did its utmost to extract money, even conscripting women on a large scale to engage in the prostitution industry in Southeast Asia and China. Plus the industrial system built up with various loans was now being sold to big zaibatsu at extremely low prices. Meichuan's family didn't qualify to mix into the level of zaibatsu at all. They couldn't even get the leftovers. Taxes were as heavy as ever, and the stipend that could originally be obtained from the feudal lord was gone. Relying on ten mu of land was simply not enough to maintain a livelihood.

Just like this, Meichuan, who had huddled uselessly in high school for a few years, could have entered a government department to get a job. But his spot was snatched away. Although it wasn't that there was no work, after calculating the meager salary, Meichuan found that he would have to work for five years without eating or drinking to earn back the money his family had spent on his schooling these years. The young man was angry; exactly what kind of New Japan was the Meiji Restoration trying to build?

Meichuan was not the only one with such doubts and anger; many Japanese youths felt such dissatisfaction. Although Japan seemed to have risen, the people had not received any benefits. In such a state of being an "angry youth," Meichuan happened to meet a senior, Heidao Renyilang [Kuroshima Jinichiro]. Senior Heidao had always looked after Meichuan. He wanted Meichuan to come to China with him to "learn revolution." Meichuan actually didn't know how to carry out a revolution, so as soon as the senior made the request, Meichuan said "*Hai*" and came to China, to Anhui, to this not-very-famous small county town by the Huai River, and started engaging in revolution by feeding pigs.

Although the work was hard, it was unexpectedly not annoying. There were no beatings or scoldings, no strict hierarchy. For a long time, family education had told him to keep a low profile, do whatever the higher-ups told him to do; the higher-ups were his masters, and he only needed to learn to say "*Hai*" at the appropriate time and do the things assigned by the higher-ups well, and perhaps one day the higher-ups would look at him with favor, and this descendant of a small samurai could turn his fortunes around. Just like this, Meichuan Shangyi naturally took the People's Party Insurance Corps as his "master." Although he didn't quite understand why the People's Party made him do such a job as feeding pigs, which didn't look like work a high school graduate should do no matter how you looked at it, he still said "*Hai*" and had been doing it until now.

There were a few times when Meichuan suspected whether he had been forgotten in the various breeding farms and fields. But as a Japanese, no matter how dissatisfied Meichuan was, he would still act according to regulations and rules. In Fengtai County, what was least lacking were regulations and rules. Unlike Japan, absolutely no one inflicted cruel and humiliating corporal punishment just because Meichuan did something wrong. Making mistakes was not feared, as long as things were done right according to the regulations.

But at some dusks, just when Meichuan put down the last empty swill bucket, that loneliness of being forgotten would pop up again. Meichuan suddenly felt a bit of a sour nose. Leaving Japan for a few months to come to such a small county town in China thousands of miles away—he couldn't say whether it was worth it or not.

Then, at dusk more than ten days ago, Meichuan looked cautiously and with a slight fear at the young man in front of him, namely Chen Ke, the First Secretary of the Fengtai County People's Party. He wore a blue military uniform of the same style as Meichuan's. The tens of thousands of people in the People's Party and Insurance Corps all wore such clothes, and Chen Ke, as the Brigade Commander, had no difference in attire from the soldiers. Except for rank badges, the Insurance Corps did not distinguish rank through external apparel like clothing. This was something Meichuan had known for a long time, but for this ruler of Fengtai County whose word was law to be like this too—this was a bit beyond Meichuan's long-held understanding. And Chen Ke's first sentence, "Comrade Meichuan, sit down," made him even more unable to grasp Chen Ke's true thoughts.

Perhaps seeing Meichuan's restraint, Chen Ke simply pressed Meichuan directly onto the chair opposite the desk. Now Meichuan appeared even more nervous. Chen Ke made no more superfluous movements; picking up a piece of paper from the desk, he said, "Comrade Meichuan Shangyi, the organization wants to temporarily transfer you to work in the Water Detachment."

Meichuan didn't know the significance of such an order, but he also had no thought that he must understand it. Meichuan answered, "*Hai*!"

"Strengthen patrols," Meichuan Shangyi said. As the highest commander of this operation, Meichuan was not unexcited. But he always felt something was wrong; the behavior of the captives in the cabin was not quite right. Their quietness was quite strange. "All comrades, bring weapons and check the cabins again. I always feel something is not quite right. We can complete the mission when we arrive at the base area tomorrow afternoon. Absolutely do not relax now."

Meichuan not only commanded the comrades to do this, but he himself also first organized his rifle and entered the cabin. The lights in the cabin were lit. Many captives were woken up by the lights; they rubbed their sleepy, red, and swollen eyes and looked at the soldiers outside the cages with puzzled expressions. These cages were designed quite humanely. The large awning boat was divided into two; wooden bars formed two large cages, separating men and women, with young children locked together with their mothers. People were put in according to families. Each cage also had an attached toilet with a commode. The women's cage also used straw mats to block all viewing angles from the men's cage for peeping at the toilet, to maintain the women's basic dignity.

The people locked in here, except for children who could eat two liang, were provided with one and a half liang of rice per person per day, plus a tiny bit of salted vegetables. Each person got a ladle of water a day. It could guarantee they wouldn't die of thirst or hunger. Of course, they wouldn't have enough strength to resist either. The captives had been detained here for three days now; hunger had already greatly weakened these people's spirits. Even with so many people coming in to check, the captives didn't make a sound. Meichuan commanded the soldiers to carefully check the cages in the cabin, seriously inspecting every wooden bar and every joint. Because the commodes in the cabin were changed every two hours, and ventilation on the river surface wasn't a problem, the smell in the cabin hadn't reached an unbearable level.

The careful inspection was completed; the cages were as good as new. This made Meichuan Shangyi feel relieved, but an indescribable discomfort made him feel very unpeaceful. It was like an itch that couldn't be scratched; he couldn't say exactly where it itched, but this itch existed all along.

"Sir, keeping us locked up like this, are you still afraid we'll run away?" a middle-aged man inside the cage suddenly laughed.

Hearing this question, Meichuan Shangyi's itching sensation suddenly disappeared. He seemed to understand the reason for his discomfort. He actually didn't know what exactly he had to achieve. In fact, the order issued was very simple: "Deliver these captives safely to the base area. If the captives riot, the commander can take any necessary measures, including shooting to kill."

If Meichuan were Chinese, he wouldn't have any doubts about this. The Water Detachment's orders were very clear, just wanting Meichuan to transport the people there. Moreover, these regulations including diet had themselves already proved the Water Detachment's attitude towards this group of people. Reduce these people's resistance capability as much as possible, and when they arrive at the base area, try not to have any violent conflicts during the personnel handover. In this case, it would be a good thing for everyone.

Captives were captives after all. If the captives were killed or wounded, wouldn't the meaning of keeping captives be completely lost?

As for the future fate of the captives themselves, that would be left to the Party Committee to handle. The Water Detachment completely obeyed the orders and command of the Party Committee. This was also where the discipline of the Water Detachment lay.

But Meichuan was Japanese. In the attitude of a Japanese, he thought too much. The future of these captives seemed to be a responsibility Meichuan needed to bear as well. This is the mistake young people and children like to make most; they always feel the world revolves around them. No matter what happens, they have an inescapable responsibility.

Such an attitude unbalanced Meichuan's mentality. He always hoped that he was not just a screw in the revolution, but a true pillar.
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"Scheduling Chief, the inspection is complete. No problems were found," the soldiers said after completing the inspection.

Meichuan nodded with slight hesitation. Since he had participated in the inspection personally, there shouldn't be any problems. However, that indescribable feeling could not be completely ruled out. "Double the sentries." Meichuan issued the order, and only then led the team onto the deck.

It wasn't until the fleet arrived at the Fengtai County wharf the next afternoon that Meichuan was able to free himself from this state of unease. Even after the captives were handed over and the fleet received the order to rest in place, Meichuan still felt very uneasy. He didn't want to rest either, so he simply went down to the cabin and started cleaning.

After all, the captives were not passengers; being forcibly locked in such a small space, they certainly couldn't pay attention to hygiene. The cabin emitted the smell of human bodies and excrement. Such a smell was not strange to Meichuan. In fact, he had been dealing with such smells every day these days. Carrying buckets of water and splashing them into the cabin one by one, then scrubbing the wooden planks vigorously with a brush, Meichuan suddenly felt as if he had returned to Japan. His mood gradually calmed down.

"Perhaps I am simply not suitable to be the commander of this fleet." Meichuan finally came up with such an answer. When working with the comrades in the agricultural and sideline department, Meichuan felt it was hard work. But at that time, he didn't have to think about anything, just work and work again. But after becoming the fleet scheduling chief, Meichuan felt he simply couldn't get into this role.

"I might really only be suitable for doing farm work." Meichuan had absolutely no resistance to such self-cognition. Compared with the work of more than ten days ago, although every day involved heavy physical labor, his heart was very peaceful. Whether dumping feed with a swill bucket or doing farm work swinging a hoe, his heart was always tranquil. Because Meichuan was very clear about the purpose and result of such labor. But commanding a small fleet, even a small fleet composed of two ships, required a mindset of being prepared for various unknown things at all times, which Meichuan could not adapt to no matter what.

Thinking of this, Meichuan finally made up his mind. After finishing the cleaning in a while, he would go to find Chen Ke and propose returning to work in the logistics department. Although the result of such a request would likely be that there was only this one job he could do in this life, Meichuan did not have the slightest regret in his heart.

After the cabin cleaning was completed, Meichuan put his thoughts into practice.

Chen Ke received Meichuan. After listening to Meichuan's request to return to the logistics department, he was somewhat surprised. During the period of vigorous expansion of the Insurance Corps, any comrade with some ambition had submitted requests to transfer to the military department through various channels. The reason Chen Ke chose Meichuan was that Meichuan had never made such a request. Chen Ke felt that Meichuan Shangyi, a comrade who worked steadfastly, was relatively reliable, so he wanted to give him a chance to exercise himself. He didn't expect Meichuan to request to return to the agricultural and sideline department so quickly. This was really somewhat unexpected.

"Comrade Meichuan, you must know that the organization needs manpower right now." Chen Ke tried to persuade Meichuan.

"I am very sorry. I feel I am not suitable for military work. The pressure is too great; I cannot bear it." Meichuan lowered his head and said respectfully.

Hearing the term "pressure is too great," Chen Ke suddenly felt a burst of irritability in his heart. He couldn't help but smile bitterly. Yes, the pressure is too great. Whose pressure isn't great? As the First Secretary of the People's Party, Chen Ke's pressure was unknown times greater than Meichuan's. If Meichuan felt the pressure was great, he could apply to return to the logistics department where the pressure was less. What could Chen Ke do if he felt the pressure was extremely great? Not only could he not become a deserter, but he also had to withstand the pressure and continue to move forward.

However, Chen Ke did not want to reject Meichuan's request. If a person has self-knowledge, at least they won't mess up their own affairs. What is feared are those comrades who lack self-knowledge and forcibly insist on doing work they cannot bear.

"Alright. Comrade Meichuan, I agree to your application. You go and hand over your work to Comrade Shang Yuan right now. Then you can go back to the logistics department." Chen Ke said.

When Meichuan left the office, Chen Ke felt a burst of annoyance. He simply stood up, walked to the window, and looked outside. The office was inside the barracks of the Insurance Corps. Compared with a few months ago, the scenery here hadn't changed much. The barracks were once full of soldiers, and then for a period of time, because the troops transferred to Yuezhangji, it had been quiet for a while. Now it presented a lively scene again. With the improvement of the revolutionary situation and the influx of disaster victims from outside, the Insurance Corps had recruited many new personnel. As the site for the Cadre School and Military Academy, the barracks became lively again. Not only that, but new uniforms also appeared in the barracks. The style of the new uniforms was the same as the blue military uniforms of the Insurance Corps; the difference was that the new uniforms were black. This was the uniform of the Internal Security Forces.

There is a small problem in the history of the Republic, which is that the establishment of internal security forces was very late. It was not until after "Eight Squared" [1989] that there was a true internal security force—the Armed Police. The army cannot be used to maintain internal security in the base area; this is not due to insufficient military capability, but out of the need for political propaganda. At this stage, if the army is used to suppress enemies within the base area, the reputation will sound bad. The army is used to strike enemies, or at least to provide disaster relief. This is a matter of the concept of building the People's Army.

Internal enemies are internal contradictions after all. Using the army to resolve internal contradictions conflicts with the "People's Army" concept repeatedly emphasized in the army. Chen Ke's historical knowledge told him that this is very harmful. So internal security forces and police forces emerged as the times required. And the best-equipped among the police forces are the Armed Police. The police forces established are divided into two types: Public Security Police and Armed Police. But the uniforms all adopted black to distinguish them from the army.

The newly formed police force was undergoing intense targeted training. From formation drilling to weapon use, it was actually basically the same as the military training of the army at this stage. The only difference was that the police force conducted specialized baton training, while the army conducted military dagger training.

Holding a shield in one hand and a baton in the other, the police force was conducting formation training for dispersing crowds. Compared with the assassination combat training of military daggers, this police training mode had no aesthetic beauty to speak of. The actions of the police force were far more realistic in terms of intimidation than actual combat. So many parts had to be very exaggerated. Compared with the cold beauty of dagger assassination in a life-and-death struggle, this appeared exaggerated and bluffing.

After watching for a while, Chen Ke sighed and went back to sit at his desk. This was a worn-out square table; one leg was split in half from top to bottom. After being bound with thin hemp rope, it finally maintained a usable state. The conditions of the Insurance Corps were just like this; everyone made do with whatever was usable first. This was true for both cadres and ordinary soldiers. If something must be said, it was that the newly produced various appliances were supplied to the frontline troops in limited quantities, and those sitting in offices in the rear were the last to be supplied. Chen Ke had emphasized this point many times himself; he had to set an example. Although he knew that doing so was actually a bit pretentious, in order to implement the revolutionary concept, such a practice was also a last resort.

On Chen Ke's table lay a manuscript. Chen Ke picked up a pen, preparing to continue revising, but he couldn't put the pen to paper for a long time. This was a very rare situation for Chen Ke. Generally speaking, Chen Ke handled things very briskly now. There was no time for fluff now; the things to be done were piled up like a mountain. If he couldn't cut the Gordian knot, there wouldn't be enough time at all.

But this document was the formal party and government organizational construction plan for the base area. Chen Ke wanted to finish it briskly, but the actual situation was full of loose ends, and Chen Ke couldn't easily start no matter what.

Transmigrators have an advantage, which is being extremely proficient in social organizational structures. It can be said that starting from elementary school, everyone exists in various organizations. Starting from junior high school, political textbooks talk about organizational models of social organizations, from state organizations above to civilian organizations below. When attending school, Chen Ke was always in agony when memorizing these organizational structures.

It was not until now that Chen Ke somewhat understood why the study of these seemingly useless organizational systems was conducted. Even in the 1980s, China dared not say it had completely rid itself of the threat of foreign invasion. Therefore, any social organization, from schools to factories, if faced with a situation of foreign invasion, would very likely have to face a situation of fighting on their own. And an organized social system could effectively conduct a war of national defense. Therefore, teaching social organizational structure from a young age can itself let national members know the levels of state management and maximize their power.

And such education itself also allowed Chinese students to learn the general face of the national organizational system.

Now, Chen Ke was about to establish a formal party, government, and military system for Fengtai County. Such work troubled Chen Ke very much.
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The "Autumn Tiger" [Indian Summer] was very fierce. Hua Xiongmao took off his blue soft cap, wiped the sweat from his forehead with the towel around his neck, and then put the soft cap back on his head. The handsome face of this Jiangnan man was now tanned dark. With the sun beating down on their heads and the moisture steaming under their feet for several months, the Insurance Corps, from top to bottom, all had healthy dark skin. Compared to that fine complexion, Hua Xiongmao's callous-covered palms looked very rough. After holding gun handles, they held hoe handles; callous-covered hands were also a unified feature of the Insurance Corps.

"Comrades, rest for a while!" Hua Xiongmao shouted loudly. Hearing the shout, the soldiers working together in the fields finished the last bit of work at hand, then put down their tools one after another and sat on the slope to rest. Everyone took off their blue soft military caps; some wiped their sweat, and some used the military caps as fans to fan the wind beside their heads.

"Comrades, wipe your sweat dry, then put your hats back on. The wind is strong now, it's easy to catch a cold," Hua Xiongmao shouted. As the nominal highest military commander of the Insurance Corps now, Hua Xiongmao didn't look like he had any official airs at all. He was even more approachable than when he was a Military Graduate a year ago. Although his voice advising everyone to take care of their health was loud, there was no domineering flavor in his tone.

Hearing Hua Xiongmao's advice, the soldiers wiped their sweat with the unified standard military towels one after another, and then put their hats back on their heads.

"Brigade Commander, I have something I want to say to you." A soldier walked up to Hua Xiongmao and said with a very embarrassed look on his face. Hua Xiongmao had finally become the Vice Brigade Commander of the 359th Brigade as he wished, and everyone's form of address changed accordingly.

"What is it? Let's hear it." Hua Xiongmao answered with a smile.

"Brigade Commander, I want to cut my queue. I want to have short hair like everyone else." The soldier had a difficult look on his face. "But I'm afraid my father will scold me. When the time comes, Brigade Commander, you have to plead for me."

More than a quarter of the soldiers in the Insurance Corps had already cut their hair into the short military style. regarding hair cutting, Chen Ke had never forced it. Except for People's Party members, the Insurance Corps did not force anyone to cut their queues. In the eyes of the revolutionary parties of 1906, the queue meant extreme evil. But Chen Ke was not a person of this era; as a youth of the late 20th century, men having long hair or even braiding it was not such an evil thing. Moreover, the reason for rural men in Anhui in 1906 to keep queues was definitely not loyalty to the Manchu Qing, but just a habit.

The Insurance Corps emphasized hygiene. Soldiers had to bathe, wash their hair, and remove lice regularly. Compared with queues, the superiority of short hair was obvious at a glance. As of now, the proportion of people cutting queues in the Water Detachment was very high. Those who decided to follow the Party, especially those who applied to join the Party and those who had already joined, mostly kept soldiers' short hair. However, the most thorough hair cutting was actually in the engineering team following You Gou. Doing work like firing cement and glass, queues were often scorched or even burned under high temperatures. As a woman, You Gou herself had cut her hair short, and the male soldiers also felt that keeping queues was too uncomfortable, so they simply all cut them short.

China has an attitude of paying attention to social traditions and habits; forcibly cutting queues would only trigger comprehensive resistance. When cutting queues could make life and work more comfortable, Chinese people would instead accept it logically. On this point, Hua Xiongmao felt Chen Ke was very right. After listening to the soldier's words about cutting his queue, he laughed. "If you want to cut it, just cut it. Your father will definitely scold you. If I go to plead, your father might think you are using me to suppress him. When I leave, I'm afraid the old man will scold you even harder."

Hearing this, many soldiers laughed. The soldier who spoke just now smiled awkwardly with some embarrassment. "That's true too." He scratched his head with a smile.

However, seeing that the soldier had no intention of leaving, Hua Xiongmao felt that the matter of cutting the queue might not be what the soldier really wanted to say. He asked gently, "If there's something, just say it straight. A man doesn't need to be so hiding and tucking."

Encouraged by Hua Xiongmao, the awkward smile on the soldier's face turned into an expression mixed with expectation and uneasiness. "Brigade Commander, I heard that land is going to be distributed soon."

So that's it, Hua Xiongmao thought with a smile. The large-scale harvest was about to begin immediately. Since the People's Party had already fulfilled its first promise—letting everyone have food to eat—the common people trusted the People's Party's promise of land distribution even more. More and more common people ran to see the landscape painting of the future Fengtai County these days. Although some pictures had changed color and the paint had started to peel off under the wind and sun, the enthusiasm of the common people was higher day by day. The hard work of the Insurance Corps on infrastructure construction had begun to take shape. There was still a long distance from the beautiful new rural scenery in the landscape painting, but the roads and water channels, these most important backbones, had already appeared in scale. This gave those people who had paid hard efforts for this something to look forward to.

Looking at the soldier very seriously, Hua Xiongmao answered, "Correct, land distribution will start very soon."

"Brigade Commander, then how exactly is it going to be distributed?" Hearing this, all the soldiers became spirited. Hua Xiongmao, as the Brigade Commander, saying this personally meant he definitely wouldn't be deceiving people. The soldiers gathered around one after another.

Hua Xiongmao pointed in the direction of the land that had already begun to take shape. "Comrades, the land that has already been repaired, we will distribute to everyone's families first." He pointed again to the area that had not yet had time for large-scale water conservancy construction. "Our army's own farms still need us to tidy them up piece by piece ourselves."

Hearing this, some soldiers had looks of rejoicing and encouragement on their faces, while some soldiers revealed disappointed expressions. Hua Xiongmao knew this clearly in his heart. Those who were happy were because their families could finally farm good land, while those who were disappointed felt that the workload of the troop farms was really too great. Having experienced work that risked their lives these past few months, everyone understood the hardship of the work very well. To build such a vast area into the ideal appearance required investing an incomparably huge amount of labor.

Hua Xiongmao said loudly to the soldiers: "Comrades, we are the people's army. Doing construction for the people first is to let the people, let our own parents and brothers, live a good life first. And farming land ourselves is also so that we can feed ourselves. If we eat less of the people's grain, the people can eat a bit more grain. Tell me, is that right or not?"

There was no thunderous response; soldiers either nodded or sighed. But Hua Xiongmao could tell that everyone did not oppose it, because everyone knew Hua Xiongmao was very right. But thinking that they still had almost infinite work to do, no one could cheer up.

"Brigade Commander, I heard a saying. Those who keep queues won't be able to be soldiers in the future," a soldier asked. As part of the current army, everyone couldn't remain completely unaware that the Insurance Corps was now starting to vigorously breach landlord forts outside. However, in the Manchu Qing era, there were rebellions every year. In the late Qing, there were probably tens of thousands of armed peasant uprisings across the country every year. Although the scale was not large, the common people were not too surprised by this. With such a large armed force as the Insurance Corps, it would actually be incredible if they didn't fight outside. Since most of the soldiers going out to fight did not keep queues, such rumors appeared in the troops.

Hua Xiongmao said loudly, "Our troops suggest that everyone cut their queues. Because short hair is easy to wash and doesn't easily grow lice. But up to now, we don't have a policy requiring everyone to cut their queues."

"But Mr. Lu in the New Village said that to be a soldier in the future, one must cut the queue," the soldier said.

Lu Huitian again! Hua Xiongmao couldn't help but sigh in his heart. Recently, especially after the first harvest, quite a few party members who used to just bury their heads in work started to speak frequently. Especially those comrades of student origin, they recently started to have many quite radical speeches.

"Mr. Lu's words are only his own ideas; this is not our troops' policy. Everyone must understand this point," Hua Xiongmao still said loudly.

"But, besides Mr. Lu, there are quite a few other people saying this too. Queues must be cut. It's revolution." The soldier asked with some worry, "I met my family last time, and my family was also a bit worried. Afraid of fighting."

The soldier really treated the troops as his own people. Hua Xiongmao was very moved. Although it is perfectly justified for troops to fight, for the soldiers to be able to speak such almost heart-to-heart words, they were really too lovable.

"Comrades, we are the people's army. Whether we have to fight or not is because of whether we need to protect the people. If not for our common people, what would we fight for? To have everyone die in vain, and then I, Hua Xiongmao, gain benefits? Haha." Hua Xiongmao laughed loudly after finishing.

The soldiers felt this reasoning was a bit convoluted and didn't quite understand. But as long as Brigade Commander Hua had time, he would work together with everyone. If it were really for himself, Brigade Commander Hua could totally let others do the work. Anyway, those powerful and rich officials and landlords were all like that. Since Hua Xiongmao said so, everyone also felt it made a lot of sense.

Seeing everyone's expressions return to normal, Hua Xiongmao continued, "Comrades, our troops still follow the old rules. When it's time to distribute land, we will definitely tell everyone first. We will hold a meeting specifically to discuss this matter. People, we have to let them speak, but the rule of our troops is that only things said in meetings are official business. What others say, if not notified by a meeting, if not discussed in a meeting, doesn't count. Everyone must remember this point clearly."

For the past half year, the Insurance Corps had indeed been like this. Hearing Hua Xiongmao say this, everyone felt they had a baseline in their hearts. Then they heard Hua Xiongmao shout loudly, "Alright, we've rested enough. Let's continue working. Today we must finish repairing this ditch according to the plan!" After speaking, Hua Xiongmao picked up his hoe and walked down the slope. The soldiers put on their hats one after another and followed their Brigade Commander down to the construction site.

In the evening, disregarding his fatigue, Hua Xiongmao hurriedly rushed from near Yuezhangji to the county town. Although he was the highest commander of the Insurance Corps, Hua Xiongmao actually found that what he was engaged in was actually military orders and training work. Apart from the battle to attack Yuezhangji, Hua Xiongmao never had the opportunity to actually participate in combat again. The rapidly expanding army plunged this former Military Graduate into endless army construction work.

The army construction plan Chen Ke brought out looked simple, but the actual work required to be invested was almost infinite. More importantly, the practical significance contained in these seemingly simple construction plans was not simple. The people who could understand these were a minority in the People's Party, and those willing to bury their heads and work hard to implement them were even fewer. The Military Commission of the People's Party was now regarded as a gathering place for Chen Ke's diehards. At least two recognized diehard subordinates of Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao, held charge of military orders and military administration work. Although He Zudao was now the political commissar of the 2nd Regiment, everyone knew in their hearts that the Brigade Political Commissar would sooner or later be He Zudao.

However, regarding Hua Xiongmao, everyone's recent views were not quite the same. Because of the adjustment of the Water Detachment, many people thought that the current detachment leader of the Water Detachment, Zhang Yu, was very likely to become the third-ranked military commander. Although Hua Xiongmao had the most seniority, plus Chen Ke's support allowing Hua Xiongmao to become the Vice Brigade Commander, his status was already above other comrades. Although temporarily no one could challenge his status. But before there was Chai Qingguo—although Chai Qingguo had not been as conspicuous recently as at the beginning—now Zhang Yu appeared, and everyone thought a newcomer had appeared who faintly could drive side by side with Hua Xiongmao.

However, this kind of status competition was not yet obvious; at least Hua Xiongmao himself didn't care. Hua Xiongmao's initial purpose in joining the People's Party was to follow Chen Ke. In this past year or so, Hua Xiongmao felt that this life was becoming more and more flavorful. Not only because he changed from an ordinary Shaoxing gentry into a commander of a team of more than eight thousand people, but more importantly, Hua Xiongmao saw that he could actually accomplish such great things. When in the countryside, let alone eight thousand people, just gathering a hundred people was an incomparably difficult thing. But under the system constructed by Chen Ke, tens of thousands of people could at least be united under one banner. Everyone could actually rely on their own strength to confront such a terrible natural disaster. When the flood occurred, when disaster relief work was underway, everyone including Hua Xiongmao was actually at a loss. Looking around, there was floodwater everywhere; there was nowhere to run and nowhere to hide. But Chen Ke dared to pilot a boat to save people from that time. After the water receded, facing a patch of mud, Chen Ke dared to plan the development for the next few years.

After the toil, looking back, everyone realized these things were actually just like that. As long as the common people could be organized, as long as there was a military organization like the Insurance Corps, as long as the Insurance Corps could listen to the People's Party, millions of people united as one could accomplish great things. Quite a few comrades within the Party had begun to get carried away; all kinds of "Monday morning quarterbacking" and hindsight wisdom came out one after another. But Hua Xiongmao, who always followed closely behind Chen Ke on the front line, knew very clearly that if not for Chen Ke having a determination that never wavered, if not for Chen Ke and those diehards of Chen Ke following closely on the front line, this group of people now boasting shamelessly would have probably run away long ago.

So now Hua Xiongmao was anxious to see Chen Ke; the purpose was to clarify the recent matters of many people speaking recklessly to Chen Ke. The reason the People's Party and the Insurance Corps had prestige was that they absolutely did not promise easily, and for promises, the People's Party and the Insurance Corps tried their best to do it first before speaking.

If before Hua Xiongmao still felt that after Chen Ke arrived in Anhui, he was conversely not as good as in Shanghai. At that time, although Chen Ke was also cautious, at least he dared to talk about the principles of revolution. Arriving in Anhui, especially during the flood period, what Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized was "The People's Party is the vanguard of the people," "The Insurance Corps is the people's team," and "Bury your head and work." What revolution, what ideals, he never mentioned again. Hua Xiongmao now understood Chen Ke's difficulties. If Chen Ke as the highest leader had been full of big talk at that time, the people below wouldn't know what they might have said. Now just seeing the opportunity to lead everyone to live until next year, quite a few comrades below who used to work hard started to talk nonsense. This trend had to be stopped no matter what.

When Chen Ke was in Shanghai before, he talked about one thing. The revolution must accomplish the work of eliminating old culture. One important aspect was the "official standard." Although the soldiers below knew that the one making decisions in the People's Party was Chen Ke, everyone thought that what those "big officials" of the People's Party said was also the meaning of the People's Party. But in fact, what these people were saying now was not only not the meaning of the People's Party, but these words had never even been truly discussed in party meetings.

Hua Xiongmao couldn't exactly say in public that those people's words were all their own nonsense. Saying that would be undermining unity within the Party. And once the soldiers heard it, they would definitely think: if other "big officials" are talking nonsense, then are you, Brigade Commander Hua Xiongmao, talking nonsense? That would be a devastating blow to discipline. So no matter what, Hua Xiongmao hoped to be able to hold a meeting to discuss this matter properly. Before, during the disaster relief period, Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized that one of the Party's disciplines was that what was said to the people must be unified, and there could not be individual autonomous statements. At that time, everyone could understand and could be considered to have done it, but now that the spirit relaxed, quite a few comrades had no gatekeeper on their mouths. This atmosphere had to be stopped no matter what.

On the way, Hua Xiongmao sorted out the various statements he had heard in his mind once. Who said what, what kind of rumors were among the soldiers, and to what extent the recent work had progressed. Although the journey was not short, because his mind was full of matters, it seemed like there wasn't much distance. Just as he sorted out the report content, Hua Xiongmao had already arrived at the county town.

Seeing the barracks of the Insurance Corps, Hua Xiongmao suddenly thought of a question: does this count as me snitching? Hua Xiongmao had a straightforward nature. Although he knew those petty tricks when walking the jianghu, Hua Xiongmao only guarded against others and never thought of harming others. If it were before, he would never have run so anxiously to report others' improper conduct no matter what.

However, although he had such a thought, Hua Xiongmao felt no wavering in his conscience. If this kind of thing wasn't clarified to the party organization and Chen Ke as early as possible, he was afraid there would be big chaos in the future. Hua Xiongmao only regretted that he had still been careless; actually, from the earliest appearance of some inappropriate rumors, he should have reported to Chen Ke. Reporting now was definitely late. Hua Xiongmao made up his mind that he would never turn a blind eye to these "small matters" in the future.

Registering at the sentry post at the gate of the Insurance Corps barracks, the sentry asked with a smile, "Brigade Commander Hua, who are you looking for this time?"

"I'm looking for Secretary Chen."

"Secretary Chen went to the dock to pick up people. I heard a big fleet came today, with many new comrades inside," the sentry said.

"Oh? Then I won't go in first; I'll go take a look too." Hua Xiongmao turned and left after speaking.

Now there were many new camps inside and outside the county town. The large influx of refugees from other places into Fengtai County caused the population here to surge. Although the People's Party also provided a large number of job opportunities, everyone was worried that once the disaster victims were released into the fields to work, there might be large-scale grain looting problems. So most of the work was in the county town, so there were many people here. To maintain order, the newly built police force also appeared in large numbers among the disaster victims everywhere.

Passing through the crowds everywhere, sure enough, from afar he saw the dock was brightly lit. Hua Xiongmao had good eyesight; rushing near the dock, he suddenly saw two familiar people on the dock. One was Chen Ke, and the other was actually the long-lost Qi Huishen.
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The Fengtai County wharf was south of the county town, by the Huai River. In early 1906, it was a very ordinary small stone wharf. But when Qi Huishen arrived at Fengtai County with the large fleet at the end of October 1906, he could hardly see the original appearance of this wharf. The wharf had been expanded to double its size; the new parts built with large grey bricks and stones mortared with cement slurry looked thick and solid. Just looking at it gave people a very reliable feeling. Although the wharf here was quite busy with many people coming and going, the ground was very clean.

In the correspondence, Qi Huishen had long known that Chen Ke and the others were making great waves in Fengtai County. However, Qi Huishen had also experienced the social investigation of 1905; he grew up in Shanghai and was accustomed to environments with so many people. Compared with Shanghai, the population of the surrounding towns and villages, including the surrounding cities, was very small. So after the fleet docked, Qi Huishen really hadn't expected that although the Fengtai County wharf wasn't big compared to Shanghai, it would be so imposing and neat. And the density of people on the wharf was no less than in Shanghai.

As soon as the fleet approached the wharf, red and green lights had been hung up on many poles. This really startled Qi Huishen; such standardized handling didn't appear backward at all even compared to the Shanghai wharf.

"What is going on?" Qi Huishen asked the signalman beside him. Since boarding this ship and entering the water sphere of influence of the Insurance Corps, the signalmen began to be used frequently. For signal communication with land and water, these signalmen could always come up with methods that looked strange to Qi Huishen.

"Mr. Qi, that horizontal row of lights on top of every pole indicates which berth number it is. The vertical column of lights below tells how many ships each berth can hold. The small boats we sent out not long ago are pilots. They have already told the wharf the number and scale of our fleet. These lights are to tell us exactly how many ships can be docked. Soon small boats will come over to tell us how to dock."

"Wouldn't it be fine just to dock in order?" Qi Huishen asked curiously.

"This also involves some unloading issues. Some berths can unload cargo, while some berths are just specially used for parking ships. This has to be arranged well, otherwise it would be chaotic," the signalman explained very seriously.

So there was such a complex management system. Qi Huishen felt a sense of sudden realization. He smiled, "Thank you, Comrade Zhao. Only after you explained it did I understand."

"Mr. Qi, no need to be polite. This is my job." The signalman responded very seriously.

Qi Huishen could hear a sense of pride in the signalman's voice. He could also understand; the signalman had long been told that Qi Huishen was a big shot in the People's Party, coming from Shanghai, and visiting Fengtai County for the first time. And such a complex water management system was indeed something worth the signalman's pride.

Sure enough, as the signalman said, two small boats approached the fleet from the wharf, but didn't come completely close. Red and green lights lit up on the small boats, the lights constantly changing. The signalmen on every ship also communicated using signals Qi Huishen completely didn't understand. There were no chanties, no yelling and shouting, only the sound of water made by oars striking the water surface. Under the command of the signalmen, the fleet entered their respective berths in an orderly manner.

"Comrades disembarking, please take your belongings and get off the ship quickly." As soon as the fleet docked, someone on the berth began shouting with a megaphone. An hour before the ships docked, people on the fleet had already been notified of this matter. Wang Qinian and his uncle Wang Yuelong hurriedly picked up their suitcases and went ashore following the flow of people carrying bundles.

"Qinian, this People's Party really looks like the real deal," Wang Yuelong praised. "Just looking at the rules of the wharf, the wharves over in Manila are no better than this."

"Uncle, Mr. Chen Ke is indeed not an ordinary person. Up to now, hasn't the medicine from Shanghai still had no imitators in Nanyang?" Wang Qinian said with a smile.

Wang Yuelong was obviously very satisfied with his nephew's choice. He also laughed, "Many foreign devils catch venereal diseases. A year ago, I thought that once the formula for this medicine was published, European foreign medicine would enter Nanyang in large quantities. I really didn't expect that after a year, European foreign medicine not only hasn't entered Nanyang, but I've actually made quite a lot doing the resale business, selling the medicine to Europe and India."

Wang Qinian didn't care much about his uncle's praise. He looked around and suddenly pointed at the group of reception people on the wharf and said, "Uncle, look. That tall man on the wharf is Mr. Chen Ke."

Wang Yuelong looked in the direction of his nephew's finger. He only saw some tall and short people on the wharf; before he could distinguish which one was the Chen Ke his nephew mentioned—because of the upward viewing angle, he couldn't even distinguish which one was the tallest—he saw Qi Huishen already stepping forward quickly, and a tall man on the wharf also stepped forward quickly to welcome him. The two held hands tightly. Wang Yuelong knew that Qi Huishen was the highest leader of the People's Party Shanghai Branch, so presumably, the short-haired tall young man opposite him was the Chen Ke his nephew had always highly esteemed.

Parted for nearly a year, when Qi Huishen saw Chen Ke again, seeing this companion who had once led the comrades to swear to create a brand-new China, the excitement in his heart was beyond description. Since Chen Ke left, Qi Huishen had led the party branch in Shanghai to work hard, racking his brains. After the Anhui flood, communication between the two sides was interrupted for a time. But by then, quite a few Anhui disaster victims had already entered Jiangsu and Zhejiang to flee the disaster. Qi Huishen had specifically found disaster victims to conduct investigations. When these victims talked about the flood they personally experienced, it was truly weeping blood. Death, death, death; besides various starvations and deaths, the victims' narratives actually contained absolutely no other content. Listening to the first-hand information of this terrible disaster made Qi Huishen feel chilled to the bone. Those who could run to Anhui [Jiangsu/Shanghai border?] were no longer considered victims from the heavily hit areas. Qi Huishen simply couldn't imagine what Fengtai County, located in the core of the disaster area, would look like.

Just when Qi Huishen was burning with anxiety but had no way out, he finally received the small team sent by Chen Ke. Chen Ke's letter contained no words of complaint at all; instead, it constantly recounted how tenaciously the revolution was advancing. He requested Shanghai to provide ships and supplies; this fleet would bring these life-saving supplies back to Fengtai County.

Besides the People's Party comrades striving to save the disaster under Chen Ke's leadership, the news brought by this team was roughly the same as what the victims said. Qi Huishen knew Chen Ke's personality; this young man who looked gentle on ordinary days had an indescribable ruthlessness in his bones. As long as it was something Chen Ke resolved to do, he would definitely do it to the end. Although he knew the horror of the flood, Qi Huishen no longer said anything that could shake the morale of the army. He simply followed Chen Ke's arrangements, used all the connections of the Shanghai Branch comrades, and even used the power of Yan Fu, Fudan Public School Principal Ma Xiangbo, and the gentry they knew, to gather the ships and supplies Chen Ke needed, ensuring the fleet would face minimal difficulties. When seeing the fleet off, Qi Huishen could even smile sending the comrades onto the ship. But in reality, Qi Huishen was extremely anxious in his heart.

In the few months that followed, communication between the two sides was always barely maintained. On one side was the news brought by the fleet that the base area was flourishing day by day; on the other side was the even more terrible situation in the disaster area brought by more victims. Qi Huishen actually couldn't figure out which side was telling the truth.

Today he personally saw the Fengtai County wharf and saw Chen Ke. He finally believed that this founder of the People's Party in front of him, this highest leader of the People's Party, had realized the words in the letter about establishing a new base area. Needless to say anything else, being able to have the spare capacity to build a new wharf in a disaster year was enough to prove the strength of the base area.

"Wen Qing, Wen Qing..." Qi Huishen was full of words, but when they reached his lips, he didn't know how to say them. He could only hold Chen Ke's hand tightly and shake it vigorously.

"Huishen, welcome to the Fengtai County Base Area." Chen Ke was not as excited as Qi Huishen. Compared to a year ago, Qi Huishen had changed a lot. Originally, although Qi Huishen had the drive of a revolutionary youth, he came from a wealthy family and had received a lot of education, so overall he was still quite refined. But after being separated for nearly a year, there was a considerable change in Qi Huishen's temperament. Leading the work of the Shanghai Branch and preparing various supplies, Qi Huishen had experienced so many things, and he had also matured a lot. However, it could be seen that Qi Huishen had worried a lot these days; there was an indescribable gloomy feeling between his brows. That was the look only people who worried and were anxious all day long would have.

And in Qi Huishen's gaze looking at Chen Ke, only half was happiness; the other emotion was a mixture of worry that dared not believe the reality before his eyes.

"Wen Qing, is everyone okay?" Qi Huishen finally squeezed out the first question.

"All good. Zheng Lan, Zu Dao, everyone is good. Your side is okay too, right? The British didn't continue to trouble us, right?" Chen Ke laughed.

"Nothing happened in Shanghai. I was just worried about your side. Such a big flood in Anhui this time, many victims arrived in Shanghai, and there were people starving to death every day. I was worried to death every day." As Qi Huishen spoke, his eyes reddened, and he actually couldn't help choking up.

Chen Ke could imagine how anxious Qi Huishen had been these days. Just seeing one point—that every time the new fleet and new supplies received from Shanghai were of the maximum quantity—one could know how much energy Qi Huishen had actually exerted. Thinking of this, Chen Ke couldn't help but say, "Huishen, regarding the work of you and the Shanghai Branch comrades, the organization thanks you. You saved the people and saved the Party."

Qi Huishen never expected Chen Ke to squeeze out such a sentence. Although these semi-public, semi-private words were neither fish nor fowl, they didn't sound fake at all. He couldn't help but break into a smile through his tears. Wiping his tears, Qi Huishen asked, "Is Zheng Lan and the others here?"

"Zheng Lan is at the Insurance Corps station in Yuezhangji. Work over there is busy, so I didn't notify them for the time being." Chen Ke also smiled. While speaking, he suddenly saw Qi Huishen's gaze fall behind him, and then heard Qi Huishen ask in surprise, "Isn't that Zheng Lan behind you?"

Chen Ke turned his head and saw Hua Xiongmao squeezing through the crowd, striding over from behind him. Although he didn't know why Hua Xiongmao suddenly appeared here, Chen Ke laughed, "Speak of Cao Cao, and Cao Cao arrives. Zheng Lan is here."

While speaking, Hua Xiongmao had already arrived in front of them. He shook hands tightly with Qi Huishen. "Huishen, I missed you to death."

Although everyone was reuniting after a long separation, they had all done a lot of big things in this past year or so. Although their moods were excited, they all knew they should handle the current matters well. This fleet not only brought a large amount of supplies and machinery, but more importantly, many comrades from Beijing and Shanghai finally arrived. Qi Huishen quickly took Chen Ke to meet everyone.

Qin Tongren and Xu Erba of the Beijing Branch, these technicians from the honeycomb briquette factory; Wang Qinian, Xie Mingxian and others from Shanghai; and quite a few new party members developed in Shanghai had all disembarked. Everyone met briefly, and then Chen Ke led the team, taking these new comrades towards the direction of the Insurance Corps barracks.

The new comrades were all in Fengtai County for the first time, and most were in Anhui for the first time. Everyone already knew the details of this flood very well. Although they heard that Chen Ke and the others had established a great situation in Fengtai County and could even conquer the flood, before seeing it with their own eyes, everyone didn't quite believe it. Now seeing the order of this wharf with their own eyes, quite a few people believed that Chen Ke and the others had really created a true situation. But when following Chen Ke and the others to the barracks, seeing many refugee camps along the way, everyone became skeptical again about Chen Ke's words that they had already conquered the flood.

It was already evening, and it was impossible to hold a grand banquet. Qi Huishen had already given the roster of arrivals to Chen Ke, and the logistics department had allocated dormitories. Everyone first lined up for roll call on the playground to ensure no one was missing. Then comrades from the logistics department took everyone to their dormitories. Luggage was put down, and beds were made. Everyone was gathered again to recognize the canteen, water room, bathhouse, and toilets. Then dinner was served.

Food mainly consisting of potatoes filled the stomachs of these comrades who had traveled from afar. Everyone was then driven to take a bath. Then they were arranged to rest in the dormitories.

Since dormitories were temporarily allocated by region, Qin Tongren, Xu Erba, and others were arranged into one dormitory. Eight people were stuffed into one room. Many of them had never slept on double-deck bunks, and the straw mats were not that comfortable. Plus, northerners were not very used to boats; Xu Erba couldn't sleep on the upper bunk, so he simply opened his chatterbox. "Mr. Qin, how do you feel about this Fengtai County now? I feel it's not like what they said, that the disaster situation has already been calmed."

"Hmph, Wen Qing's ability is quite significant. Don't talk nonsense." Qin Tongren answered calmly.

"Why do you say that?" Xu Erba felt very puzzled.

Not only Xu Erba, but other northern comrades who came along were also somewhat doubtful. Plus, quite a few comrades hadn't fully recovered from seasickness; although their heads were dizzy and swollen, they were not sleepy. Hearing Mr. Qin Tongren, who didn't like to talk much on ordinary days, open his mouth, several people in the room simply sat up. "Mr. Qin, tell us. Why do you say Mr. Chen has significant ability?" These people had cooperated with Chen Ke in the Beijing honeycomb briquette factory before. Although they knew Chen Ke had ability, they always felt Chen Ke hadn't reached some amazing level.

Qin Tongren actually felt uncomfortable too and didn't have much sleepiness. Moreover, he had good judgment and had already noticed details that many of these traveling colleagues hadn't noticed. Although he didn't really want to show off, on second thought, if he didn't explain the reasoning clearly to these colleagues, in case they started talking nonsense, they would only be looked down upon. He also simply sat up to explain, "When everyone was bathing, did you notice the taste of the water?"

Those bathing showers were devices where water flowed as soon as the switch was turned; these comrades engaged in mechanics knew the principle at a glance. The northern concessions actually had running water. Compared with the goods made of bamboo in Anhui, iron faucets were still much stronger. Everyone didn't pay too much attention. But when the taste of water was mentioned, everyone felt they had no impression.

"The water didn't have any taste," someone said.

"Correct, it's precisely because it had no taste that it shows Wen Qing is remarkable. This is running water [tap water]," Qin Tongren explained.

"Running water?" Everyone felt somewhat confused. "This Fengtai County is right by the water; it wouldn't lack water anyway."

Qin Tongren was very disappointed with these companions who lacked basic observation skills. "We took the boat all the way; how was the smell everyone smelled all day long? The fishy smell was heavy, right? This running water is processed water; it has no fishy smell at all. Building a waterworks, processing water. Just this one item, how much strength had to be spent? This is a disaster area, not a city like Beijing or Tianjin. A tiny Fengtai County actually has running water. In Beijing and Tianjin, how many people can use running water? Those are all rich people. We still use well water, yet here in the military barracks, they are already using running water. If you say Wen Qing has no ability, if sensible people heard it, wouldn't they laugh their teeth off?"

Everyone thought for a while, and only then did they suddenly realize. "So that's it."

However, Xu Erba was somewhat unconvinced. "This running water is so expensive. If Mr. Chen uses it like this, how much silver must be wasted?"

Qin Tongren felt speechless hearing this; he couldn't be bothered to explain to such an elm head. Qin Tongren continued to recount his views on the scenes he saw along this short road.

Although there were many disaster victims in Fengtai County, there was no such situation of selling sons and daughters, let alone crying to heaven and wiping tears with dead bodies everywhere. The disaster victims just curiously sized up this large troop marching with torches. Qin Tongren observed that besides their own large group, there were also many people wearing clothes similar in style to Chen Ke's, in teams of five, also holding torches and patrolling the gathering areas of those disaster victims. Although there was a very alert posture, at least there were no disturbances. regarding this security situation, although one couldn't talk about living and working in peace and contentment, at least one could declare it was orderly. To govern a disaster area into such an appearance was already quite not easy.

After telling what he had observed, everyone recalled these details. Everyone savored Qin Tongren's words repeatedly, and only then felt they made a lot of sense. Moreover, since Mr. Qin could see so many things, everyone's admiration immediately surged endlessly.

Seeing that everyone had accepted his point of view, Qin Tongren then continued, "This Fengtai County belongs to Fengyang Prefecture. The *Fengyang Flower Drum* sings: 'Since Zhu Yuanzhang came out, nine years out of ten are famine.' This was never a wealthy place to begin with. Wen Qing has been here for a year at most, plus this great flood. According to what that *Fengyang Flower Drum* says, even without a flood, it looks like famine is everywhere. It absolutely cannot compare to the wealthy places in Jiangnan. Now that there is a great disaster here, it is instead orderly. And although the food we ate wasn't very tasty, the things given to us to eat could make us full. If Wen Qing only cared about feeding his own people and the disaster victims outside had no rice to eat, do you think they could be so quiet?"

Everyone spoke no more, only nodding silently in the dark.

"For Wen Qing to manage this disaster area to this extent, I think there must be many things he hasn't let us see. Everyone hurry up and rest. Starting tomorrow, there will be more things to do. You must not delay resting, yawning one after another tomorrow. It will only make people look down on us." After Qin Tongren finished speaking, he lay down first to sleep.

Everyone dared not disturb Mr. Qin's sleep anymore, whether they could sleep or not. They also lay down quietly. After a while, everyone slowly entered dreamland.
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At 5:50 in the morning, while the thin morning mist still shrouded the Fengtai County military camp, the melodious reveille had already been blown by the bugler standing in the center of the playground. The red cloth tied to the bugle swayed gently in the breeze. Set against the red glow of dawn on the horizon, the silhouette of the bugler's straight posture looked solemn and lonely.

Not long after, the sound of footsteps and the shouts of officers began to ring out more and more in the barracks. These sounds became more numerous and louder, finally converging into a rumbling sound. The daily morning exercise was a routine; all officers and soldiers, including Chen Ke, got up. The army and the police force formed square formations according to their respective unit units. The noise soon subsided, and the sounds of roll calls from various units echoed in the barracks.

The roll call work ended quickly. At the order of the officer in charge of training, the gate of the barracks opened wide. The police force started one after another according to unit units; they lined up neatly and stepped in uniform cadence, filing out of the gate one team after another. The morning jogging exercise around the city officially began.

This was training for discipline, for organization, and for physical strength. In a sense, it was also a way to display power. Hundreds of people in neat formation would advance along several main roads, passing through the main camps of the disaster victims. At this time when the problem was preliminarily solved, the danger was not smaller than during the most desperate period of the flood; on the contrary, while the livelihood of the local people was ensured, the livelihood of the disaster victims entering Fengtai County still could not be guaranteed. A preliminary management system had not even been established among the disaster victims. The People's Party's influence on the disaster victims was entirely maintained on the basis of barely keeping them from starving to death. The possibility of conflict outbreak had not decreased; instead, there was a possibility of comprehensive conflict. Before resolving this matter, adopting sufficient high-pressure measures was also a last resort.

Chen Ke did not participate in the morning run. Last night, first Hua Xiongmao talked about various sayings circulating in the troops recently, as well as opinions published by quite a few party members on their own. Hua Xiongmao complained greatly about the "party discipline-disregarding" nonsense of the party members. Chen Ke did not reply immediately either; he indicated he knew these situations, and then let Hua Xiongmao hurry back to the Insurance Corps Brigade Headquarters in Yuezhangji.

Next, Chen Ke and Qi Huishen talked until more than four o'clock in the morning. Qi Huishen had one question after another. Chen Ke had been focusing his energy on solving specific problems these days, but Qi Huishen's questions involved many issues of revolutionary theory, which really stumped Chen Ke. Chen Ke had not failed to think about many of the questions Qi Huishen mentioned, but under the current circumstances of natural disaster, he didn't have the energy to study them deeply.

Qi Huishen finally fell asleep exhausted. Chen Ke didn't dare to sleep at all; in order not to delay matters, he simply started processing documents. When morning exercise started, Chen Ke also participated in the roll call, and then returned to his office.

A simple straw bunk had been set up in the office; a door panel was placed on two long benches, covered with a straw mat. Qi Huishen was covered with a thin quilt, sleeping soundly on it. The movement outside couldn't wake him up at all.

"What a happy person," Chen Ke, who was used to hardship, sighed helplessly. regarding the comrades, Chen Ke was truly envious from the bottom of his heart. Being in the downstream of history, although he could see infinite possibilities of success, what Chen Ke saw more of in his eyes were the possibilities of failure.

Sitting at the table, Chen Ke flipped through the documents casually. The things Hua Xiongmao hurriedly came to report yesterday were actually only a small part. According to intelligence collected from various aspects, along with the improvement of the base area's situation, various undercurrents had already begun to float. Compared with these problems, the problems within the Party might not necessarily be called that dangerous.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke couldn't help but shake his head. His own thoughts still took it for granted and simplified the problem. Any matter is far less complex than imagined, but also far less simple than imagined.

The Insurance Corps didn't have chairs now, only stools. The feeling of having no backrest was really uncomfortable. Chen Ke propped his elbows on the table, crossed his fingers, and supported his chin. The current problem was complex but not that complex. After the pressure caused by the flood on the masses was alleviated by this harvest, various contradictions that had been completely overwhelmed by the survival crisis immediately surfaced. The biggest problem lay in the fact that quite a few people had already raised the topic of distributing grain.

According to the results of the discussion between Chen Ke and the People's Party comrades, this batch of grain absolutely could not be distributed. Not to mention that the external expansion of the base area needed grain, and stabilizing the newly opened areas needed grain. To produce this batch of grain, how much effort did the People's Party and the Insurance Corps put in, and how much sweat did they shed? Just based on this contribution, there was no reason for the common people to dictate terms on this batch of grain.

But this reason absolutely could not be stated like this. If stated like this, it would only set the forces led by the Party against the people. There is no lack of precedent in history for this kind of simple and crude approach; Comrade Stalin once engaged in "every grain to the granary." It cannot be said that what he did was wrong, but the practical operational means and results during the policy execution process absolutely cannot be said to be the best.

A policy must not only look perfect on paper, conforming to theory and ideal operations. More importantly, in the actual operation of this policy, it must conform to reality to the maximum extent. But with the resources currently in Chen Ke's hands, it was absolutely impossible to produce a perfect result. this matter was destined not to end perfectly. Chen Ke sighed, "I just hope it doesn't turn into the kind of result Comrade Stalin produced in Ukraine."

Perhaps because he had set his own bottom line, the mental pressure was relieved. Chen Ke, who hadn't slept all night, sat straight at the table like this, his chin resting on the shelf made of his hands, and suddenly fell into a state of sleep.

"What exactly is going on?" He Zudao's expression was grave. The grassroots political commissars of the 2nd Regiment of the 359th Brigade also had difficult looks on their faces. This was the first time a large number of soldiers collectively requested to leave the Insurance Corps. Since the establishment of the Insurance Corps, the number of people had always been increasing. Although Chen Ke had not failed to warn He Zudao recently that such a situation might occur, when really encountering such a thing, the political commissars also felt very stunned.

"What exactly did these soldiers say?" He Zudao steadied his mind and then asked. He had heard from Hua Xiongmao early this morning that the Shanghai comrades had already arrived in Fengtai County. He had planned to take time to go to the county town after finishing his work in the morning. But as soon as he came up, he encountered a report of dozens of soldiers jointly requesting to leave the Insurance Corps and go home. Originally wanting to go to the county town to see these comrades he hadn't seen for a long time, He Zudao was already a bit impetuous. Hearing such news again, He Zudao, who could usually keep his cool, also felt he couldn't stand it.

Although he tried his best to maintain composure on his face, He Zudao subconsciously clenched his fists, and his teeth were also clenched tight. During the flood, everyone barely maintained order to survive. As soon as life got slightly better, people's hearts immediately began to scatter. He Zudao saw the other political commissars in front of him looking at him one by one, their expressions somewhat surprised. He quickly sensed his own loss of composure, relaxed his tightly clenched teeth, and unclenched his fists. But such actions did not make He Zudao feel relaxed. He only felt his breath was a bit hot, and a word popped out of his mind which was somewhat chaotic due to excitement: "Ingratitude."

"Let me calm down first. Everyone also think about what exactly is going on first. We'll have a meeting in a few minutes." After He Zudao finished speaking, he took an hourglass and placed it on the table. Since being able to produce glass, besides colored glass lampshades, Chen Ke specifically requested the production of a small batch of hourglasses. The base area couldn't produce watches, and had even less money to buy any watches. Although the hourglass was rough, it could at least serve as a timing tool. Without looking at the fine sand leaking through the fine hole between the two cones above, He Zudao turned to look out the window. The sky of Anhui in late autumn was a patch of azure blue, only dotted with a few white clouds here and there. The endless sky should have made people feel happy. But in He Zudao's eyes, this sky was a bit too chilly. Although the days of large-scale harvest were coming soon, it wouldn't be long before winter arrived. Thinking of this, He Zudao inexplicably felt a trace of chill.

The once somewhat bewildered emotion was instantly calmed by this chill originating from his heart. When winter comes, they have to stick together for warmth anyway. As a high-level official, He Zudao knew that the People's Party was raising winter supplies such as cotton-padded clothes. Moreover, after Chen Ke said that large-scale demobilization requests might appear, he was not panic-stricken like He Zudao. He Zudao remembered clearly that facing the surprised He Zudao, Chen Ke said calmly: "Whoever wants to go, let them go. A melon forced off the vine isn't sweet."

He Zudao thought it very strange at the time. According to his habit, He Zudao asked Chen Ke why he thought so. Chen Ke pondered slightly for a while and gave an answer that wasn't an answer. "Perhaps I think too much. You don't need to take it to heart too much either. Just work as you should." He Zudao observed Chen Ke's expression himself; he didn't see anger or dissatisfaction. Chen Ke was still his usual kind of firmness and composure. Moreover, this remark was indeed a bit too abrupt. He Zudao felt perhaps he really thought too much, so he didn't ask further.

As always, Chen Ke had already anticipated what would happen. Recalling Chen Ke's calm and composed look, He Zudao immediately felt confident. Since Chen Ke didn't consider this matter a big problem, He Zudao felt much more at ease. Having finally calmed his mood, He Zudao turned his head. There was still about one-third of the fine sand left in the upper half of the hourglass.

The other political commissars at various levels saw that Commissar He, who was still somewhat agitated just now, was now calm and composed. Then they heard He Zudao say, "Everyone go and ask clearly the reasons why these comrades request to leave. Then tell them that the organization will notify them in three days."

"Commissar He, are we really going to let them go?"

"If they go, maybe quite a few people will want to go."

The political commissars never expected Commissar He to have such an attitude; they spoke up one after another.

He Zudao waved his hand, stopping everyone's disorderly speeches: "I am not trying to criticize everyone. Everyone has responsibility for this matter, but the responsibility does not lie in these soldiers wanting to leave." Having said this, He Zudao scanned the political commissars with a kind gaze. "Comrades, I think everyone must first understand why these soldiers want to leave."

With such a standard drawn, the faces of many political commissars immediately became unsightly. With such a large group of soldiers wanting to leave, everyone immediately panicked, their minds full of how to stop it; they simply didn't think of getting to the bottom of the matter.

From everyone's faces, He Zudao saw that he had hit the point. He smiled, "Since people want to leave, this shows that these soldiers' hearts are not here with us. Forcing them to stay only makes them unhappy, and us seeing them unhappy. Why bother? But, leaving must be done clearly. People can go, but we must understand why. Everyone go back and ask clearly why the soldiers want to leave. Is it that they want to leave themselves, or is there pressure from others? These soldiers have been with us for so long after all; it should be possible to let them tell the truth."

Seeing the political commissars nodding one after another, revealing that determined expression of having a goal on their faces, He Zudao quickly added a sentence, "We must pay attention to method. Letting everyone tell the truth is not forcing everyone to speak. If you force people to speak when they don't want to, they will definitely tell some lies. Treat comrades with warmth like spring. You must first consider the difficulties of these soldiers. Don't just think about how difficult it is for us ourselves..."

Regarding this issue, He Zudao held another small meeting, which finally calmed everyone's anxious and dissatisfied emotions. Seeing that the political commissars had finally returned to calm, He Zudao then announced the end of the meeting.

Watching everyone's receding figures, He Zudao couldn't help but think: winter is coming soon. Do these soldiers who want to leave really think they can survive this winter smoothly after breaking away from the organization? Such a simple truth, can these people really not figure it out? He Zudao felt very puzzled.

While considering this matter, he saw Hua Xiongmao walking in with an angry face. He Zudao laughed, "Zheng Lan, you didn't come to find me because there are soldiers in the 1st Regiment requesting to go home, right?"

Hearing this, Hua Xiongmao was startled. He stared at He Zudao and asked in confusion, "How did you know?"

He Zudao pointed to the pile of empty stools in the office. "Sit. Let's not talk about this first. I'll tell you my thoughts."

"Wen Qing, wake up!" Someone shook Chen Ke's shoulder gently while speaking. The delicate stable state required for sleeping while sitting was instantly destroyed. Chen Ke's chin slid off the back of his hand instantly, his head jerked down violently, and he woke up instantly. Raising his head and looking with sleepy eyes, there were already quite a few people in the room, and someone was walking in stealthily. The one who shook Chen Ke awake was Shang Yuan. He went to pull his own stool with a matter-of-fact look, having no intention like other comrades of taking care of Chen Ke's rest. And Qi Huishen had woken up at some point. He apologized to other comrades with an embarrassed look, "Sorry, it was me who kept Wen Qing talking too late yesterday, delaying Wen Qing's rest."

Chen Ke covered his mouth, swallowing the yawn that came up again back into his stomach. Seeing that the few main cadres had all arrived, Chen Ke said, "Many new comrades have come this time, from all corners of the land, north and south. Some comrades everyone knew before, some comrades everyone doesn't know at all. So many comrades coming to Fengtai County are all for the revolution. We must welcome these new comrades. Starting today, we must do a good job of reception work, arrange their work according to the respective characteristics and strengths of these comrades. Let comrades who aspire to revolution be able to exert their own abilities."

This was setting the tone; Chen Ke made his attitude clear.

"Then do we arrange work for so many comrades immediately?" Shang Yuan asked.

"Organize them first. Half the time for class study, half the time participating in labor," Chen Ke said without hesitation.

This suggestion was beyond everyone's expectations. Everyone stared at Chen Ke. But no one objected. Everyone present had experience in participating in labor personally, and the labor intensity was not low. If newcomers were arranged directly to leadership posts, the people present would instead be dissatisfied.

Chen Ke ignored everyone's gazes and continued, "Now the revolution has reached a juncture. At the beginning of this year, when we arrived in Fengtai County, the common people didn't know who we were or how capable we were. Now the common people know who we People's Party are and exactly how capable our People's Party is. The current problem, to put it plainly, is very simple. It's just one sentence: do the masses want to follow us or not."

When speaking of this, Chen Ke's expression was already quite serious. The comrades had been with Chen Ke for a long time and knew that when such an expression appeared on Chen Ke, he was going to get serious. Everyone was listening seriously to the specific methods Chen Ke would say next.

"Quite a few comrades definitely have a question: why haven't I talked much about theory for such a period of time? Everyone talks less about revolution besides discussing how to work. I can tell everyone the real reason now. First, if we only talk about grand principles, everyone will definitely think things are very easy. Just like those people who took the imperial examination after reading the Four Books and Five Classics. You can't say that what is said in these Four Books and Five Classics is unreasonable. But, just recognizing a few characters and reciting those large paragraphs of words, what use is it? If you can't use principles to guide your own actions, it's completely useless."

Chen Ke's words were very blunt. Most of the comrades present had read the Four Books and Five Classics, but everyone didn't have any intention of objecting. After working hard for so long and struggling to survive in the flood, everyone truly realized that the principles learned before were completely useless at these times. At such times, knowing how to read the Four Books and Five Classics was really not as practical as knowing how to row a boat.

"I have talked about 'On Contradiction.' At any time there are principal contradictions and secondary contradictions. What was the principal contradiction during the flood? The common people wanted to survive! So as long as we can let them survive, they will follow. If our People's Party can lead the common people to survive, the common people will follow us. But, this is not revolution. For the common people, overthrowing the existing system and establishing a new system doesn't rank in the front for them at all. The reason I didn't tell everyone so many revolutionary principles is very simple: the more principles everyone knows, the easier it is to think too much. If during the flood, instead of focusing all energy on solving the current contradiction, one always thought about the future when doing things and treated establishing a new system as the principal contradiction, then trouble would definitely occur."

Qi Huishen watched Chen Ke talking with fervor and assurance to the comrades. He felt that the current Chen Ke was very unfamiliar. Before, although Chen Ke also had this attitude, it was only in Shanghai, facing a few comrades, so although his expression was stern, his attitude was actually tolerant. Listening to Chen Ke's current words, Qi Huishen only felt a bit of chill on his back. The current Chen Ke completely lacked the tolerance of the past. This leader of the People's Party already had a kind of seemingly essential change; that was an indescribable firmness, a resolution to solve problems thoroughly no matter what situation was encountered.

Qi Huishen turned his head to look at the other comrades again. Everyone was listening very seriously; no one wanted to refute. At least on the surface, everyone could understand these words of Chen Ke. Qi Huishen asked himself; he could understand Chen Ke's current words, but couldn't comprehend them completely. Looking at these comrades following Chen Ke in Fengtai County, a slight jealousy suddenly arose in Qi Huishen's heart. The once seamless cooperative relationship between him and Chen Ke now had a large distance, and these comrades who followed Chen Ke much later than him were now closer to Chen Ke.

"Since the flood has been preliminarily quelled, the former principal contradiction, the flood, has disappeared. The disappearance of one principal contradiction means another contradiction has now become the principal contradiction. In my feeling, the current principal contradiction is the contradiction of whether to have a revolution or not. The people of Fengtai County can already survive; there are many ways to survive. In our view, the people following our People's Party is the best way. But in the view of some others, if they can drive our People's Party away, that is the best way. For the common people, if the old set is restored, it is also a very good choice. I think how to walk in the future days is the biggest contradiction now. The interests and ideas of various parties can even be said to run in opposite directions."

All comrades had gloomy faces. After hearing this, quite a few comrades showed approval in their eyes. Even Magistrate Shang Yuan, who was always very calm on ordinary days, couldn't help but nod slightly.

Chen Ke ignored everyone's expressions and continued, "At this stage, on the one hand, we must solve the problems of the common people, but at the same time, we ourselves must strengthen theoretical construction. We ourselves must first know exactly what kind of new system we want to establish. We must know *why* we want to establish such a new system. If we ourselves aren't clear, how can we explain it clearly to the common people? So I require everyone that at this time, no one is allowed to speak recklessly. You can't just say whatever you want to say. The common people are not our own comrades; they don't understand what you say now, they will only interpret your words according to their own ideas. Even if we don't speak ourselves, there are still various rumors running rampant. If we say the wrong thing ourselves, aren't we looking for trouble for ourselves? When facing the outside, you can only say what the Party lets you say. This is the Party's discipline; no matter who, it must be implemented to the end."

After saying this, Chen Ke's burning gaze swept across the faces of those comrades who had started to be unable to control their mouths. These people knew why Chen Ke said these things and why he looked at them. Quite a few people blushed.

"Does anyone have any other opinions?" Chen Ke asked only after scanning everyone.

No one had opposing opinions. Chen Ke then continued, "Then let's enter the next part and start discussing how to implement these."

Is this the real revolution with real swords and spears? Qi Huishen couldn't help but think. This aggressive attitude shown by Chen Ke, this style that allowed almost no explanation, really opened his eyes. But he didn't know why, at such a meeting, Qi Huishen didn't feel depressed. On the contrary, this style of Chen Ke made Qi Huishen feel a kind of true high spirits.

He then heard Chen Ke say: "Now that the Party School has been opened, all party cadres must enter the Party School for training. Get the theoretical knowledge clear. The comrades from Shanghai and Beijing have arrived. I have sent people to notify Comrade Chen Tianhua and Comrade Wu Xingchen. After they return, as soon as the Party School training course ends, we will convene the First National Congress of the People's Party."
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Chapter 73: Organizational Construction (4)

In the classroom of the People's Party School, after Chen Ke wrote the sentence "Labor created man himself," he turned to face the crowd. The party lesson had been going on for several days; not only was Chen Ke exhausted, but the comrades below also felt very uncomfortable.

Before this issue, Chen Ke had just finished talking about the biological and social nature of human beings. The social nature was easy to talk about; in Chinese culture, the level of research on human social nature was actually quite high. But the issue of human biological nature involved the issue of human biological evolution. For Chen Ke in the 21st century, the theory of evolution itself was no big deal. It was just one of many taken-for-granted basic scientific theories. The education system of New China had long completed the inculcation of this knowledge. Viewing the world through evolution was just a worldview that Chinese people were accustomed to.

The major pillars of the Marxist theoretical system are modern knowledge of mathematics, physics, chemistry, biology, geography, etc. This knowledge is actually the angle and standpoint from which to view the world. During the long learning process—attending lectures, doing homework, taking exams—the exam-oriented education system of China had long instilled these worldviews slowly but effectively into the youth of New China through various means. Even those idiots who believed in "creationism" after growing up, to a large extent, might not really oppose evolution theoretically.

For these party members of 1906, it was a completely different matter. The so-called Three Views are "Worldview, Outlook on Life, Values." Ranking first is the Worldview. Although gathered under the banner of the People's Party, based on the worldview of modern scientific knowledge, Chen Ke's worldview and the comrades' worldviews could be said to be completely different. This was not just a time gap of a century, but a knowledge gap of several centuries accumulated by human society. In this Party School training, Chen Ke finally deeply realized this point.

Worldview is the basic view of how you look at this world. The curriculum of the People's Party School did not give everyone the feeling of clearing the clouds to see the sun; on the contrary, it led quite a few comrades into a mood of gloom and mystery. And it must be stated that this batch of party members listening to the lecture were all considered middle and high-ranking cadres, and many had a good foundation of scientific knowledge for 1906; only then did Chen Ke dare to explain theoretical knowledge of this degree.

"If everyone has any questions, you must ask, you must ask!" Chen Ke emphasized again. This was one of the realizations given to Chen Ke by his tragic teaching experience. At the beginning, Chen Ke felt his course was very simple and easy. regarding the question "what is the earth," a question so basic it couldn't be more basic, he just talked about a few extremely simple basic points. The students below listened in silence, and Chen Ke thought everyone must have understood. So he continued to speak. As a result, he soon found that every classmate in the Party School seemed to be deliberately going against him. Chen Ke was from a science and engineering background after all; facing this situation, various equations from his pen couldn't help but be written on the blackboard one after another. To prove a problem, Chen Ke often brought out three or four new theories to explain, so the classmates collapsed. The look in their eyes looking at Chen Ke was full of that kind of surprise and incomprehension towards mysticism, like looking at a Taoist priest drawing talismans.

Fortunately, Chen Ke had teaching experience before. He immediately realized his mistake and started to comb through it finely from the beginning. As a result, after heuristic questioning and repeated exchanges, the comrades below finally spoke out their common doubts. The earth revolving around the sun, this everyone could barely imagine, but why could the earth and the sun both float in the void? No matter what, everyone could not establish a concept that could convince themselves. Some comrades with deeper comprehension even asked about a more complex system: how does the moon revolve around the earth, and how does this earth-moon system revolve around the sun?

Hearing these, Chen Ke immediately didn't know what to say. This was the basic mechanical model in celestial mechanics—the Three-Body Problem. In the vast universe, the size of planets can be ignored, so we can treat them as material points. If the influence of other planets in the solar system is ignored, then their motion is produced only under the action of gravity, so we can treat their motion as a Three-Body Problem. Studying the laws of motion of three celestial bodies that can be regarded as material points under the action of mutual universal gravitation.

Chen Ke had read literature in this area, but he had only read it. He couldn't understand those complex equations himself even when studying them seriously, let alone explain them systematically. Moreover, without basic physics knowledge, especially without the concepts of physics and mathematics, the students below simply couldn't understand. Chen Ke spent a full 16 years learning the scientific system back then, while the party lesson time for these students below was only 30 days. And in every learning stage of Chen Ke, there were teachers with knowledge levels far exceeding Chen Ke to explain various knowledge. These Party School classmates didn't even have such an environment.

From this time on, Chen Ke gave up the delusion of training a large batch of revolutionary comrades with exactly the same worldview as himself in this Party School education. He had already treated this party lesson as a course of popular science plus compulsory materialist brainwashing.

"Labor created man himself. The difference between us humans and animals lies in our ability to perform creative labor." After saying this, Chen Ke couldn't help but think of several cases proved by modern science where some animals could also use tools, but he no longer had the impulse to teach "comprehensive knowledge" to the comrades. Chen Ke was one of those people who fought their way out of exam-oriented education. What teachers repeatedly emphasized were "knowledge points." The exam questions piled up several meters high accumulated since the second year of high school were also reinforcing this "knowledge point" education. Previously, Chen Ke had no evaluation of this method; now Chen Ke was the staunchest supporter of "knowledge point" teaching. The greatest advantage of this teaching mode lies in its ability to effectively instill the most critical worldview points into students. Although it looks not so comprehensive and definitely not gentle, it is the best way. At least after mastering the knowledge points, one won't make theoretical errors.

The Party School classmates below naturally didn't know what Principal Chen Ke was thinking, and even if they really knew, they couldn't understand. Everyone's thinking was guided to the new concept of "creative labor."

"Pushing the progress of human society is the development of productive forces. In the earliest times, recording events by knotting ropes, priests passed down past major events by word of mouth. Until the legend of Cangjie creating characters, when ghosts and gods cried in the night. Because of the creation of characters, and the use and popularization of characters, richer knowledge could be recorded. Those who mastered knowledge changed from priests to these people who could read and write characters. And this writing tool also changed from casting bronze inscriptions on tripods to bamboo slips, where everyone used carving knives to carve characters on bamboo slips. Later there were writing brushes, and everyone started to use writing brushes to write on bamboo slips. Later still there was paper, and writing characters became even more convenient. Even the art of calligraphy developed on the basis of paper and pen."

Those listening to the class were all cultured people; everyone knew these historical anecdotes. Seeing the expressions emerging on the comrades' faces that they could understand the knowledge brought by this, Chen Ke deeply thanked the greatness of China's profound culture. Chinese history books could record the process and even details of these "productive forces" developments in detail.

"Back then it was slash-and-burn cultivation, later there was smelting technology, and various production tools developed accordingly. Then we had our current agricultural technology."

Listening to Chen Ke talking with fervor and assurance, citing idioms including "slash-and-burn cultivation," everyone actually knew these idioms. But in Chen Ke's narration, these idioms suddenly vividly outlined images in everyone's minds of ancient ancestors using simple tools, fighting heaven and earth, and working hard. Quite a few of these scholars actually felt a strong emotion of being moved. Especially those party members who had participated in disaster relief, they had a deeper understanding. Facing the monstrous flood, everyone saved themselves using every tool they could get. And after conquering the flood, these comrades who had experienced the test and exhausted their physical strength and intelligence all felt that their view of the world was vastly different. Even a handful of grass, a humble piece of wood, everyone felt was no longer useless. They could clearly think of how important a role these usually insignificant things could play in many critical moments.

"Everything we have now has been accumulated continuously in labor. Labor created us Chinese people, we Chinese people created Chinese characters, institutions, technology, art, and even created our Chinese civilization. The reason we Chinese are Chinese, our view of the world, and this China we rely on for survival, are all the results of the continuous labor of the ancestors on this land for thousands of years." Speaking of the hard work of Chinese ancestors, Chen Ke couldn't help but get a bit excited. "'Thinking of our ancestors exposed to frost and dew, cutting through thorns and brambles to have a foot of land.' It is labor that created man himself. It is so in China, and it is so in foreign countries. This principle is the same under heaven. Why can't present-day China compare to foreign countries? Because our productive forces indeed cannot compare to foreign countries. We must see this problem realistically. You can say that those foreigners are all white-skinned pigs; I think this is just a matter of personal preference. But we must face the fact: why are they stronger than us now? Their level of productive forces is definitely higher than ours."

The vast majority of comrades who came to join the People's Party were anti-foreigner. Hearing Chen Ke's joking remark that foreigners were "white-skinned pigs," quite a few people couldn't help but laugh out loud. But this was really good-natured laughter. Through Chen Ke's narration, everyone could understand where the real gap between China and foreign countries lay, and the original pent-up resentment actually lightened a lot.

"Let's stop here first, take a temporary rest, rest a while first." Chen Ke only felt his mouth was dry and tongue parched, so he said to the students. Everyone also felt very exhausted. Listening to so many lessons, although there was a great harvest, the mental consumption was also great. Hearing that class was dismissed, everyone relaxed according to their own preferences.

He Ying stood up from the last row of the classroom. Every student brought their own bowl, and He Ying began to pour water for everyone one by one. Letting He Ying attend the class was the only thing Chen Ke did using his privilege of status. Everyone had no objection to this. Everyone knew He Ying was Chen Ke's wife. In these times, even among these enlightened people of the revolutionary party, those who supported the slogan of equality between men and women were only half and half. Those who could let their wives attend class with them were definitely not the majority.

The Party School adopted the 21st-century school method, that is to say, there was a class monitor, study commissary, discipline commissary, sports commissary, and life commissary [lifestyle committee member]. The organizational structure was very complete. He Ying was the life commissary, distributing various supplies and taking care of everyone's study life, including the work of pouring water. Under this new organizational model, everyone performed their own duties.

What's more, everyone acknowledged Chen Ke's leadership status. For People's Party leader Chen Ke's wife to pour water for everyone personally, such a thing was unthinkable in the old times. Everyone either felt deep respect or felt uncomfortable all over. At the beginning, when He Ying did the work of pouring water, everyone was very unaccustomed to it, either bowing or being humble; in short, it caused chaos. Chen Ke then declared in public, "Student He Ying, as the life commissary, is in charge of this. Everyone's job is to study well. Apply what you learn to the revolution. We only have differences in division of labor, not differences in status." Under such a clear declaration, everyone barely accepted such a fact. Even so, when He Ying poured water, everyone followed the Party School etiquette education and seriously said "Thank you." Including Chen Ke; after his wife poured water for him, he also set an example and seriously said "Thank you."

After resting for a while, Chen Ke continued the class. "Productive forces determine production relations. While our People's Party was saving the disaster in Fengtai County, we have already developed a new mode of productive forces. Does everyone have any opinion on this point?"

Some comrades expressed agreement, while some comrades felt a bit diffident. "Principal, we just organized more people to work together. According to what you said earlier, tools haven't developed, production technology hasn't developed; I'm afraid this new productive force is a bit unworthy of the name, isn't it?"

"If it's unworthy of the name, then after this flood, what should Fengtai County look like? It should be exactly like those surrounding disaster areas. Why can our Fengtai County be different?" Chen Ke asked back.

"This?" The person asking the question was Lu Huitian. He was stumped at once. But Chen Ke's words felt wrong no matter how he listened; Lu Huitian couldn't help but frown.

"The way of organizing production is also a kind of productive force. Production relations refer to the relationship between people in labor production. Who obeys whom, who leads whom. On this point, I believe Fengtai County now has changes in productive forces, and production relations must also change," Chen Ke explained.

Lu Huitian felt Chen Ke was being a bit sophistic, but he didn't oppose establishing "new production relations" at all, so he simply didn't oppose it anymore.

"From now on, do the people want to follow our People's Party to create a brand-new system? Or return to the old road and continue the past days? On this point, I think our People's Party comrades definitely have a common idea, right?" Chen Ke asked.

The classmates below let out a burst of knowing laughter. Everyone had gone through life and death for so long; whether to establish new social relations or not didn't need discussion at all. If not to establish a new system, why were everyone risking their lives?

"It's useless for us to talk about revolution to the people now; the people don't want to listen to these empty formulas. What I want to emphasize is still one thing: the people are not ignorant of revolution, nor do they not want revolution. If the people didn't want revolution, they simply wouldn't have followed us during the flood. If the people really didn't want revolution, they should have resigned themselves to fate and drifted with the waves during the flood just like usual. But what everyone saw was completely not like this. Our People's Party called and hundreds responded; how many things that had never been done before did the people do following us? Did the people oppose? The people did not oppose! The people are supporting us."

Chen Ke cared about this issue very much. Ever since he raised the slogan of continuing the revolution, various sayings immediately arose among the comrades. One of the mainstreams was questioning whether the people wanted revolution, whether the people really understood revolution. And up to now, most comrades did not think the people understood revolution. They basically ignored the people's revolutionary demands. Chen Ke had to solve this kind of thinking.

"Our revolution is viewed from the perspective of China, and even from the perspective of the world. This is very good. But the people's revolution is not like this. The people's revolution requires letting the people know that the new system is better. More beneficial to the people's interests. This requires us to calculate an account for the people. Calculate and explain the benefits of the new system clearly to the people. Otherwise, just shouting about some revolution—why should the people sell their lives for us? There is no such logic under heaven."

"Principal, by saying this, aren't you still saying the people don't understand revolution?" Lu Huitian couldn't help but speak up again.

Hearing this, a burst of dissatisfaction couldn't help but arise in Chen Ke's heart; even his brows frowned slightly. But Chen Ke quickly controlled his emotions. Revolutionary work must absolutely not engage in any personal struggle of will. Because this practice is wrong; flying into a rage absolutely cannot convince others and will only cause various meaningless disputes. "What is the purpose of our revolution? Who can tell us?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, He Zudao answered without hesitation. "The purpose of the revolution is to liberate productive forces and establish a new system and new world that allows the people to live better."

Lu Huitian originally wanted to say establishing a powerful China, but he didn't expect He Zudao to snatch the conversation. He Zudao was using a big label right upfront properly. Although Lu Huitian wanted to refute, he was also very clear that it was hard to refute. Glancing at He Zudao, Lu Huitian spoke no more.

"Since we want to develop productive forces, we must calculate the accounts for the people. What exactly are the benefits of the new system? Quite a few comrades participated in the 1905 social investigation. We must conduct in-depth investigations in Fengtai County. Land conditions, planted crops, land ownership composition, main sideline businesses, clan situations, religious situations, employment situations, wage situations, tenant rent, borrowed fields, permanent tenancy fields, commerce, handicrafts—all must be investigated clearly before we can calculate the accounts."

After Chen Ke finished speaking, he wrote the content to be investigated on the blackboard. Seeing such a huge scope of investigation, quite a few comrades sucked in a breath of cold air.

"The common people are not unreasonable. If we investigate these clearly and can explain clearly to the common people, there is no reason for the common people not to follow us," Chen Ke said categorically.

"But... but there will definitely be people who want to argue different reasons." Lu Huitian finally spoke his inner thoughts. Since he had started, he also felt there was no need to hide anymore. "If we do this, those landlords and gentry won't wait. They are starting to link up everywhere now, preparing to stir up some trouble. After all, they are locals; I'm afraid the common people believe them more."

Hearing this, Chen Ke smiled. "Comrade Lu Huitian, our revolution is for the common people. This first means we must believe in the common people. We want to implement a new system entirely for the common people. If someone wants to destroy the new system, then they are the enemy of the common people. What do we do to enemies?"

It was still He Zudao who answered, "Treat enemies as cold as winter."

As soon as these murderous words came out, the classroom was immediately silent.

"We are not bandits; we will absolutely not kill people indiscriminately. Since we want to get rid of the people's enemies, get rid of the revolution's enemies, we must explain the reasons clearly to everyone. And this reason can absolutely not be nonsense we make up ourselves. Everyone is worried that the common people won't follow us. Why? Because the common people can be reasoned with. Otherwise, on one side are those landlords and gentry, on the other side are life-saving benefactors—why must the common people stand on the side of the landlords and gentry? It must be that the common people feel what the landlords and gentry say makes more sense. Since we firmly believe we are not wrong, how can our reasoning not compare to the landlords and gentry?"

Lu Huitian's face was gloomy. Chen Ke's words made sense, but Lu Huitian was absolutely unwilling to agree easily. Because he felt Chen Ke's attitude was a bit too optimistic. There are many unreasonable things in this world; why does everything in Fengtai County need reasoning?

However, Lu Huitian didn't continue to speak. He couldn't help but look at He Zudao again. He saw He Zudao sitting upright, his body straight, looking at Chen Ke while speaking, his head not moving a bit. He didn't look at Lu Huitian at all.
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Chapter 74: Various Wave Lines (1)

On the plains of Fengtai County in late autumn, the tops of the plants had begun to wither and turn yellow without exception, with only the root and stem parts still maintaining some green. The autumn wind swept across this mottled small plain, making a rustling sound. The camps of several reclamation brigades appeared stable and solid in this bleak autumn wind.

Heaven had finally opened its eyes. Although floods raged in the first half of this year, there were no further disasters in the second half, and the rush-planting harvest was finally obtained. Because there was enough food, the common people obviously talked more, and the miserable looks on their faces dissipated a lot unknowingly. After the food supply finally stabilized, and with the farm work basically finished, the common people who originally rested once every seven days were now given an extra three days off. After everyone had been worrying in fear for so long, once they could finally relax, the camp of the reclamation battalion immediately became lively.

However, the southwest corner of the camp was not allowed to be noisy; the reclamation battalion's school was located here. The camp required all children to attend school. As long as the children attended school, breakfast and lunch were supplied by the Insurance Corps. In this year of flood, there was basically no housework to do at home. The People's Party and the Insurance Corps had many rules, including regular washing and changing of clothes. The men's camp changed and washed clothes regularly according to the rules, and there were also people responsible for mending clothes regularly. Men had little interest in taking care of children; if someone was willing to take care of them for them, especially letting the dolls go to study... After visiting the school in person and seeing that the dolls were really studying and eating okay, at least not starving, the men were really eager to hand over these burdens to the school teachers to manage.

However, this feeling appeared very uncoordinated during the holidays. Having finally caught a breath, they wanted their dolls by their side to talk to them. The school uniforms were unified, all blue clothes like the Insurance Corps. The school teachers managed strictly; these kids washed themselves clean all day long, wearing neat blue clothes and behaving with rules. No matter how you looked at it, it made the adults happy in their hearts.

Because the holiday was decided temporarily, the children's school did not receive notification. Although today's classes were reduced to morning classes, the children still had to finish the unified lunch at school at noon before being dismissed. The adults also took this opportunity to bask in the sun and chat together.

"Third Master, how come I heard you let your kid come back?" Everyone was from the same village; these topics were most likely to arouse everyone's interest.

"Yeah, I let that kid come back, but that bastard kid wanted to change my mind. When I see him, if I don't break his dog legs." The one called Third Master was surnamed Zhang, over fifty years old this year, a local of Yuezhangji. He was a well-off household before the flood, but when the flood came, in order to protect his family property, the whole family insisted on staying in the flood for a few days and refused to go with the Insurance Corps' rescue boats. Fortunately, the Insurance Corps did not forget them. When the last trip passed by, the Zhang family's house had completely collapsed from soaking, and the family property could not be found at all. If not for his sons dragging Third Master Zhang onto the boat for dear life, Third Master Zhang would definitely have been buried with his family property.

Third Master Zhang seemed to have a very good memory. After the flood, there was a patch of white land. Every time Third Master Zhang passed a piece of land, he would point to that piece of land and say, "That is my family's seven mu and three fen of land." He had said this no less than a thousand times these days, and everyone's ears were about to grow calluses. But no matter how everyone looked, they couldn't tell whose land that patch originally was. Although Third Master Zhang was persistent in saying so, he had no persuasiveness at all. Moreover, to prove he remembered correctly, Third Master Zhang actually said where each family's land was with eighty or ninety percent accuracy. Such efforts did not make everyone admire Third Master Zhang; instead, they felt weird in their hearts.

Remembering the things in the village so clearly was not something that made everyone like him. But after the flood, everyone was depressed, and Third Master Zhang's alternative liveliness could be considered as relieving everyone's boredom. So everyone didn't say much.

Seeing that everyone simply didn't pick up the conversation, Third Master Zhang couldn't hold back after a moment of silence. "This Insurance Corps has grain now, why don't they distribute it to everyone? Why do they occupy the land? Why do they refuse to leave?" Third Master Zhang said in a muffled voice, "What talk of distributing land? A group of outsiders coming to our place definitely harbor no good intentions. Sooner or later trouble will break out; let's not mix blindly with them. They won't stay long. As soon as the water recedes, the government will come. When they leave, we still have to pay taxes and grain."

Everyone remained silent. Since the first harvest in late autumn began, such remarks were like small grass defying the season, suddenly popping up from everywhere. Although everyone had their own various thoughts and desires, no one was willing to speak.

Seeing no one made a sound, Third Master Zhang continued to chatter: "They say it's for the common people, did we get a single hair? The grain is all hoarded by the Insurance Corps, not distributing a bit to us. Not a word has been said about how to farm the land next year. We put in effort and labor to open up fields; is it all done for the big officials of the Insurance Corps? The direction of this channel opening, isn't it going to occupy my family's land? What to do in the future? That piece of land can't be touched; that's our Zhang clan's field. It'll be trouble if it's touched."

With such a grumbling chat partner, the atmosphere immediately became much worse. Quite a few people were already becoming impatient. Just at this moment, suddenly the lunch bell rang. Everyone stood up almost reflexively. "Time to eat, time to eat. Hurry up." Under mutual urging, everyone left Third Master Zhang behind and ran towards the canteen.

"Are you rushing to a funeral? Going early won't get you an extra bite. This bunch of Insurance Corps people are dark!" While cursing in his mouth, Third Master Zhang also stood up and followed everyone to the canteen.

In times of scarce supply, everyone got hungry early. Holding up the rice bowl, they wished they could eat the bowl too. After eating, no one was willing to talk much. The Insurance Corps managed strictly, and it was hard to slack off at work. Everyone worked a lot and ate a lot; no one was willing to waste energy on talking nonsense. Saving a breath to warm the stomach was the proper business. But once this full meal was eaten, and encountering three consecutive days of rest, everyone was not in a hurry.

As soon as Third Master Zhang entered the canteen, he saw everyone starting to queue up one after another. Looking hurried and anxious, like it was Chinese New Year. The last time he saw such urgency was during the pork distribution a few months ago. At that time, the rules were not so strict yet; everyone really swarmed up, and a stampede incident occurred, actually killing a few people and injuring quite a few. Since that time, canteen discipline had been strengthened. Every time the line became slightly crowded, food distribution stopped immediately. Those who cut in line were immediately pulled out and put at the end to collect food. Because the food supply was consistent, taking it first or last meant the same portion. After such rectification, queuing became a trend.

But this time the situation looked very special. He saw a few big characters written on the food distribution board. Third Master Zhang didn't know many characters and didn't understand. He quickly grabbed a young man next to him and asked, "What does it say up there?"

The young man was grabbed and was full of dissatisfaction. He said hurriedly, "Distributing duck eggs today, one per person. And there is duck meat to eat." While speaking, he broke free from Third Master Zhang's hand and ran to queue with his bowl. Hearing this, Third Master Zhang indeed felt the air in the canteen was different from usual. A faint fragrance wafted in the air, making one feel great.

The rule for eating was to collect a meal token according to number when collecting the bowl. Everyone had a fixed mess line. When collecting food, hand in the meal token, insert it into the corresponding meal tray position, and then collect the food. The position for hanging meal tokens was quite eye-catching; collecting and hanging tokens were in places everyone could see clearly. This was to improve credibility and prove to the maximum extent that no one took more or less.

Now the meal token area for distributing bowls was empty; only a few latecomers hadn't received theirs. The security team also added manpower to prevent the stampede incident like last time from happening again. Third Master Zhang hurriedly went up to collect his meal token and bowl and ran to queue. The big pot was uncovered, and the cloth covering the table was also lifted. The people in front who could see clearly involuntarily let out cheers.

Although there was still scrambling, after eating in the canteen for so long, there was some habit of discipline after all. Everyone managed to receive their food safely and orderly. The duck was stewed. The size of the duck eggs was also barely consistent. As soon as they sat down, everyone began to wolf it down. Especially the duck soup which could be eaten unlimitedly; people constantly got up to add soup. As long as there was free stuff, farmers would absolutely not let themselves eat a tiny bit less. Eating the fragrant duck egg, Third Master Zhang couldn't care about speaking ill of the Insurance Corps anymore. He hadn't had such a feeling for a long time. Northern Anhui was originally poor; in fact, even before the flood, it was not uncommon for many common people not to eat a meal of meat all year round. Even Third Master Zhang's family might not necessarily eat duck eggs often. Eating the oily yolk, that feeling of satisfaction had really been long absent. Third Master Zhang felt a bit strange; actually, eating at home, he might not necessarily feel this duck egg was so delicious. But eating the Insurance Corps' duck egg, he felt it was extremely delicious. He couldn't say exactly how delicious it was; in short, it was different from the taste at home. Third Master Zhang didn't eat fast. He had just finished eating the yolk; other young people had already finished the egg white and were working hard with chopsticks to get all the scrapable egg white into their mouths.

Lunch finished, everyone sat at the table with protruding bellies, unwilling to move. The feeling of being full to bursting was just too good. Third Master Zhang also touched his bulging belly and didn't want to move. Recovering a bit of strength, Third Master Zhang prepared to open his mouth again to criticize the various improprieties of the Insurance Corps. But he saw a group of dolls running into the canteen. The school lunch had ended, and the children were officially dismissed. So this group of big and small dolls ran to the canteen to find their families. Three dolls spotted Third Master Zhang and ran over immediately. "Grandpa, have a duck egg." The leading doll, looking eleven or twelve years old, handed a duck egg to Third Master Zhang while speaking. The two younger dolls behind also hurriedly took out duck eggs, "Grandpa, have a duck egg." These three children were all Third Master Zhang's grandsons, all attending school. It seemed their food today was the same as the adults.

"Kids, you eat it yourselves. Grandpa has eaten." Third Master Zhang was very moved. His grandsons were so sensible, far beyond his imagination.

"Teacher said we should honor our parents if there is delicious food. We ate duck today and are all full. Teacher wouldn't let us bring duck meat, so we brought the duck eggs." There was no hypocrisy in the child's tender voice. Hearing this, the other two dolls also hurriedly said, "Grandpa, eat the duck egg." Saying so, they stuffed the duck eggs to their grandpa.

Third Master Zhang suddenly felt a sour nose. "Kids, you eat. Grandpa is really not hungry." As he spoke, Third Master Zhang felt tears that hadn't flowed for a long time suddenly burst from his eyes. Looking at his sensible grandsons, the old man couldn't say another word. He just held the children in his arms, actually weeping old tears.

Under the envious gazes of everyone, Third Master Zhang finally persuaded his grandsons to peel the duck eggs and eat them themselves, watching them eat the duck eggs clean. Only then did he get up and take the dolls towards the accommodation area. Watching the dolls in neat blue school uniforms following him with rules, Third Master Zhang only felt that this originally eye-catching blue clothes looked much more pleasing to the eye. The words he originally wanted to use to continue attacking the Insurance Corps could no longer be spoken. Third Master Zhang made up his mind: he would ignore that son of his who refused to come back for now. As long as the Insurance Corps could really distribute land according to the previous agreement, living like this for the time being wasn't impossible.

Not everyone could change their view of the Insurance Corps. Just when Third Master Zhang was full of food and playing with his grandsons in the camp, two extremely small teams were rushing on the road to sue the Insurance Corps.

These were all confidants sent by local landlords. Since the Insurance Corps began the first harvest, the landlords were truly shaken. Zhang Youliang had already been killed by the Insurance Corps. The big landlord Hu Xingzhi simply closed his doors and refused visitors, saying nothing. Other landlords, some like Ren Qiying and others, simply defected to the Insurance Corps, while others dared not make a sound at all. But this was only a superficial phenomenon; the dissatisfaction in their hearts would absolutely not disappear so easily. Not to mention that the landlords were forced to give up the land use rights for two years to the Insurance Corps. For many landlords, this was harder than killing them.

But those who could become landlords were not idiots. At that time, the Insurance Corps beat Zhang Youliang and was arrogant; everyone refused to touch this bad luck. Moreover, the landlords did not believe that the People's Party and the Insurance Corps could really succeed in disaster relief. Since the establishment of the Great Qing Dynasty for these hundreds of years, it had never been heard that local disaster relief could succeed in the face of such a big flood.

The landlords were very conflicted. If the Insurance Corps failed in disaster relief, these bandits without grain would definitely not let them go. But in that case, the Insurance Corps would at least leave Fengtai County to find food elsewhere. If the Insurance Corps succeeded in disaster relief, the landlords' current family property could be saved, but they definitely wouldn't let go of the landlords' land. This dilemma made the landlords inquire about outside news all the time, while strictly guarding their homes, fearing that the Insurance Corps would break in and snatch their family property.

As soon as the news of the harvest came, the landlords felt relieved on the one hand, but restless on the other. Regardless of how those bandits of the Insurance Corps grew so much grain, if the situation developed according to the current trend, their own land definitely couldn't be kept. The landlords weren't stupid. The Insurance Corps said they were borrowing land, but once this land was really distributed and then asked back from the hands of the common people—that was unthinkable. The Insurance Corps expanded from such a small force to nearly ten thousand people, plus the formed Reclamation Brigade, which was a scale of more than sixty thousand people. How many people did the landlords have in total? If they really played hard, the landlords would definitely die without a burial place.

The best way now was nothing more than borrowing the power of the government to drive away these bandits of the Insurance Corps. Although most landlords didn't express their attitude, there were always those who dared to take risks. For example, two landlords, Hu Youdao and Zhang Chengxian, reached a consensus. Zhang Chengxian had acquaintances in Fengyang Prefecture; he sent people to Fengyang Prefecture to submit a complaint, accusing the Insurance Corps of intending to rebel. And Hu Youdao sent people to Shouzhou, more than fifty li away from Fengtai County, to sue to the officials. Although they knew that if the matter leaked out, these two families would definitely be unlucky. But by this time, the landlords couldn't care so much anymore. The two landlords calculated a bit; Fengyang Prefecture was farther, so the Zhang family's people left first, striving to have the complaints arrive at Fengyang Prefecture and Shouzhou at the same time.

However, many things cannot be predicted. For example, Landlord Zhang Chengxian did not expect that his own confidant would actually fall ill halfway. Because the Insurance Corps monopolized the fleets on the Huai River recently, the two nephews sent by Zhang Chengxian dared not take the water route, but walked to Fengyang Prefecture. Because they dared not make noise, this young man left at night. Because everyone's drinking water recently was running water, and the supply of running water to the county town was not so sufficient, the young man failed to carry a sufficient amount of water. And after the flood, the wells everywhere were basically filled up. Finding water sources was insufficient, and rushing on the road consumed a lot of water. So not long after drinking water in the wild that looked fairly clean, Zhang Chengxian's nephews unfortunately felt their stomachs start to feel unwell. Stomachs accustomed to running water were too fragile for wild water sources. Whether it was bacteria or something else, these two young men soon fell on the ground more than a day's distance from home and began to twitch.

Hu Youdao's nephew, Hu Congjian, was much luckier. But he had to face a primary problem: how to cross the Huai River without a boat. Young people were bold after all; everyone lived by the water and could be considered to know some swimming. The young man simply swam across the Huai River at night. By day, he finally arrived at Shouzhou City.

Emperor Wen of Sui, Yang Jian, set up the Huainan Marching Province in Shouchun in the 8th year of Kaihuang (588) for the military need of attacking Chen. The following year, after pacifying Chen, the Marching Province was withdrawn, and the Shouzhou Commander-in-Chief's Office was set up, governing Shouchun. In the 3rd year of Wude of Tang (620), it was changed to Shouzhou, and the prefecture seat was set in Shouchun. In the Qing Dynasty, Fengtai County once shared a city with Shouzhou. In the 10th year of Yongzheng (1732), Governor-General Yin Jishan petitioned the Qing court for approval to set up a separate county from Shouzhou, adding a magistrate and a jail warden to govern separately. It was named Fengtai County because there was a Fenghuang Mountain [Phoenix Mountain] north of the county. It was officially separated in the 11th year of Yongzheng and governed in the same city as Shouzhou (the county yamen was located in the northeast corner of today's Shouxian City). In the winter of the 2nd year of Tongzhi (1863), the county seat was moved to Xiacai, and Xiacai was renamed Fengtai, under the jurisdiction of Fengyang Prefecture. By 1906, it had been only 43 years since Fengtai County truly became independent from Shouzhou.

Shouzhou is located by the Huai River and has suffered from floods for over a thousand years. The impact of this Anhui flood on Shouzhou City was obvious; the traces of the water line soaked by the flood for a long time on the city wall were clearly visible. But this thousand-year-old ancient city stood immovable. How palpitating was the ancient city surrounded by floodwater. But no matter how the flood besieged it, the ancient city was as resolute as iron and had never fallen.

The dilapidated and low city walls of Fengtai County were nothing compared to the tall and majestic city walls of Shouzhou. Because Fengtai County was a new city, its prosperity could not be mentioned in the same breath as Shouzhou. But that was before; now there was almost no sign of human habitation under Shouzhou City. In broad daylight, the city gates were half-closed, meaning there was quite some vigilance involved. Compared with Shouzhou, Fengtai County seat was full of various disaster victims, plus the Insurance Corps organizing production and maintaining life, so it looked "full of vitality" instead.

Hu Congjian had been to Shouzhou many times. Arriving at the city gate, even the gatekeeper guarding the gate looked familiar. The gatekeeper didn't stop him either, and Hu Congjian entered Shouzhou City.
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Chapter 75: Various Wave Lines (2)

Shouzhou was a very important military stronghold in the agricultural era. It controlled the Huai River and occupied a rather perilous terrain, making it a key point for stationing troops. Although the Anhui New Army was considered a unit formed relatively early in the Beiyang system, Anhui was after all far from the Zhili region to which Beiyang belonged. Even if the old organization existed in name only, at least the organization was still there. According to the organization of 1906, the Shouchun Town General commanded two battalions of the Town Headquarters, and concurrently governed battalions like Lu'an. The Town Headquarters Central Battalion, Right Battalion, Lu'an Battalion, Yingzhou Battalion, Sizhou Battalion, Luzhou Battalion, Bozhou Battalion, and Longshan Battalion. It gathered the military chief officers of several prefectures along the Huai River.

If the Manchu Qing troops under Shouzhou's jurisdiction were all Green Standard Army, according to the Manchu Qing military system, a Green Standard battalion had two or three hundred at minimum, and six or seven hundred at maximum. Under full strength, the Shouchun Town General could use a force of more than three thousand men. This could be considered a relatively large military force. However, in the late Qing, military preparations were lax. Including yamen runners, the total number of people Shouzhou City could pull out did not exceed one thousand. But in the eyes of the vast majority of landlords in Fengtai County, Qing troops of this number were already a very powerful and irresistible armed force.

Landlord Hu Youdao and his nephew Hu Congjian thought so. They did not know that the actual number of the Insurance Corps exceeded ten thousand people. This was a powerful military force that ranked first or second not only in Fengtai County and Fengyang Prefecture but even in the whole of Anhui. Even if they knew this, the Hu landlord family would still firmly believe that facing the Qing army, no matter how many troops there were, they were not worth mentioning.

The highest official in Shouzhou now was Shen Zengzhi, the Assistant Prefect of Fengyang Prefecture stationed here. Landlord Hu Youdao absolutely could not contact an official of such rank. The landlords of Fengtai County at most knew some low-level officials, but since he was risking his life, Landlord Hu didn't care that much anymore. According to Landlord Hu Youdao's instructions, Hu Congjian went directly to the front of the Shouzhou Assistant Prefect's Yamen. Although the officers and yamen runners on both sides of the gate looked lazy, and although his uncle repeatedly emphasized that if this matter failed, the Hu family's land would definitely be finished, Hu Congjian still felt his calves go weak thinking about what he had to do. The listless officers and yamen runners also looked very terrifying. But after all, Hu Congjian also knew that this matter concerned the fate of the family. He finally hardened his heart, gritted his teeth, drummed up courage in his heart, then strode to the gate of the yamen, knelt down with a thud, straightened his neck, and shouted loudly: "Your Excellency, someone wants to rebel in Fengtai County!"

Completely different from what Hu Congjian imagined, the officers and yamen runners did not face a formidable enemy upon hearing this, nor did they rush up to drag Hu Congjian up and interrogate him menacingly. On the contrary, these officers looked strangely at Hu Congjian in front of the gate, their eyes full of doubt and disgust. Hu Congjian only felt that their gazes looking at him were like looking at a fool. But since he had done it to this extent, there was no way back. He straightened his neck again and shouted loudly: "Your Excellency, someone wants to rebel in Fengtai County!"

"Are you full and bursting? What are you shouting about here for no reason? What crime should you bear for disturbing His Excellency the Assistant Prefect? Scram!" Finally, a yamen runner shouted while walking towards here. Yamen runners had seen many things. If Hu Congjian looked very timid at a glance, perhaps there was a possibility of extortion. But Hu Congjian looked tough in attitude, having quite a flavor of a bachelor [rogue/rascal]. Plus the content shouted was quite terrifying, actually rebellion. Obviously, there was no profit in going up to extort. For this kind of person, the yamen runner had absolutely no interest. Even if he arrested him, this kind of person would only shout and scream indiscriminately, causing quite a few troubles. The best way to handle it was nothing better than driving him away directly.

Seeing someone pay attention to him, Hu Congjian immediately felt like he had grabbed a life-saving straw. "Sir, there is a bandit chief of the Insurance Corps in Fengtai County named Chen Ke. He gathered tens of thousands of people, plotted unruliness, and intended to rebel. I want to report to the officials." Saying this, Hu Congjian took out a complaint from his bosom. "I have a complaint. I have a complaint!"

Seeing that Hu Congjian was actually serious, the yamen runner became even more angry. "Shouzhou is dozens of li away from Fengtai County; how come we don't know someone wants to rebel?" Those who came to report to officials these days all exaggerated. The yamen runner had seen a case before where a landlord, because he didn't want his son to learn some Western studies, simply forced his son to smoke opium in order to make his son behave. The son naturally refused, and as a result, the landlord father actually ran to the yamen to sue his son for disobedience. This kind of person was definitely looking for trouble when there was none.

Just as the yamen runner was cursing and preparing to carry a stick over to drive the person away, someone behind suddenly asked, "You say the Insurance Corps wants to rebel; how do they rebel?"

"They gathered tens of thousands of people, and every one of them cut their queues. If this isn't rebellion, what is it?" Hu Congjian said loudly.

"Scram. My relative is in Fengtai County; I saw him just a few days ago. Why didn't he cut his queue?" The one speaking was also a yamen runner.

"This... there is an Insurance Corps in Fengtai County. The people inside all cut their queues." Hu Congjian hurriedly explained.

"My relative is in the Insurance Corps; why didn't I see him cut his queue?" the speaking yamen runner asked with his head tilted.

Hearing this, Hu Congjian became anxious. He craned his neck and shouted, "Then, then he must be lying. They just want to rebel."

Amidst a burst of laughter from the yamen runners and soldiers, the yamen runner who spoke just now immediately changed his expression. "Fart! You say my big brother rebelled? You are looking for death." After speaking, the yamen runner carried his stick and rushed over. Before Hu Congjian could react, the yamen runner's big stick had already come down on his head.

Hu Congjian never expected that coming to report to the officials with loyalty would result in such treatment. Unable to dodge in time, he took several blows in a row. Fortunately, the yamen runner didn't strike ruthlessly; although it hurt, he didn't really suffer much injury. Taking a few blows, Hu Congjian cried and complained in excitement, "This bunch of Insurance Corps people forced the landlords of Fengtai County to lend out their land for two years for those people in Fengtai County to farm. This is wanting our lives; this is rebellion."

Hearing this, the yamen runner who struck him spat. "In this disaster year, do you know that is your family's land? If the land isn't farmed, won't everyone starve to death? You want to watch everyone starve to death? Bastard thing!"

Hu Congjian never expected that the people in the yamen would actually not stand on the landlord's side, but on the side of the Fengtai County common people. His heart turned ice-cold instantly. Actually, whether Chen Ke wanted to rebel or not, neither Hu Congjian nor his uncle Hu Youdao actually knew. Even that land distribution agreement was signed with the government taking the lead. At least procedurally it was reasonable and legal; Hu Youdao had signed and pressed his handprint on it. But the Insurance Corps really succeeded in disaster relief and gathered tens of thousands of common people. They looked polite now, but once they prepared to turn hostile later, families like Zhang Youliang's would be destroyed in an instant; the Hu family was definitely not an opponent. Holding the thought of fighting to the death, the Hu family came to report to the officials. Hu Congjian was even mentally prepared to be dragged away and tortured. But he didn't expect that his report not only failed to enter the main gate, but even the people inside the yamen didn't support the landlords.

At this moment, all his hopes were dashed; he no longer even had the thought of dodging or resisting the stick. He suddenly knelt there, disheartened. The beaten place burned with pain. Hu Congjian suddenly burst into loud crying.

When people reveal true feelings, there is always an inexplicable infectious power. Seeing Hu Congjian crying so sadly, the yamen runner didn't want to beat him anymore. The yamen runner with a relative in the Insurance Corps went up and kicked Hu Congjian. "Hurry up and scram, don't linger here." Unexpectedly, Hu Congjian just lay on the ground following the momentum and continued to cry desperately. Hu Congjian was truly heartbroken. Even if the Insurance Corps really returned the land to the landlords after two years, the harvest of these two years naturally didn't need to be thought about anymore. And what the land would be ruined into, Hu Congjian couldn't imagine either. His own land being occupied by others for nothing was like digging out Hu Congjian's heart. Lying on the bluestone floor in front of the yamen, the cold ground made Hu Congjian feel as cold as if he were in an ice cave.

Just at this moment, he heard a sound of footsteps. Then the yamen runners immediately left Hu Congjian's side. Looking from a skewed angle, the team coming in the middle carried a dragon flag at the front; everyone was in military uniform. Hu Congjian felt joy in his heart; it seemed a high official had arrived. He hurriedly climbed up, preparing to go forward and shout about his grievance. But when he propped up his body, he saw that the person in the lead looked somewhat familiar. Looking carefully, it was actually that Vice Brigade Commander of the Anhui New Army.

Pu Guanshui's arrival a month ago almost destroyed the will to resist of all Fengtai County landlords. The leader of the Insurance Corps, Chen Ke, claimed to be a disciple of Yan Fu, the Chief Instructor of the Beiyang Naval Academy. The landlords were half-believing and half-doubting about this statement. But the Fengtai County Magistrate was definitely below Chen Ke. When the landlords saw with their own eyes that the dignified Vice Brigade Commander of the Anhui New Army also saluted Chen Ke first, the vast majority of them gave up the thought of hostility towards Chen Ke. With many connections in officialdom above and thousands of Insurance Corps soldiers below, there was no hope of winning in hostility against Chen Ke. Landlord Hu Youdao and Hu Congjian were considered extremely daring people among the landlords; that was why they dared to come and report to the officials. But seeing Pu Guanshui appearing in front of the Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect's Yamen with his own eyes, Hu Congjian was frightened out of his wits. His heart was full of despair; it seemed Pu Guanshui came personally to arrest him. Hu Congjian dared not even think about what end he would meet falling into Pu Guanshui's hands.

Hu Congjian's worry was completely superfluous. Pu Guanshui simply didn't know someone came to Shouzhou to report to the officials. Although he had met numerous landlords at the welcome meeting where Chen Ke forcibly dragged the landlords to welcome him, the appearance of these people didn't enter Pu Guanshui's mind at all. After meeting the landlords, Pu Guanshui forgot all their appearances. Let alone Hu Congjian, who was squeezed in the back and hadn't even shown his face.

Today he came under the orders of the People's Party Military Commission to visit the various officials of Shouzhou. The Water Detachment's action of breaking forts everywhere had temporarily come to an end. The troops' morale was high and full of confidence. Moreover, having experienced such continuous battles, the Water Detachment had also selected loyal and reliable soldiers. The Military Commission finally decided on a new step of the operational plan: to pull out this Manchu Qing stronghold of Shouzhou. And Pu Guanshui's visit this time became imperative.

A year ago, if not for Shang Yuan being the magistrate in Fengtai County and Pu Guanshui coordinating in the Anhui New Army, Chen Ke might not necessarily have had any big plans. Fengtai County was not a good base area. First, geographically, Fengtai County was located on the edge of the plain and beside the Huai River. It was convenient for deploying troops, and Shouzhou, as an important military stronghold, was only dozens of li away from Fengtai County. The Manchu Qing had sufficient military strength. If there was slight disturbance in Fengtai County, the Shouzhou official army could move out. The People's Party was unfamiliar with the place and people in Fengtai County; with the encirclement and suppression of the official army and without a mass base, the revolutionary situation was very difficult.

So the Insurance Corps acted very low-key at the beginning, fearing that radical actions would cause unnecessary trouble.

But the flood of 1906 completely solved this problem. The common people of Fengtai County had no choice; except for the People's Party, no one could save them. And Shouzhou City was a thousand-year-old ancient city with rich experience in self-preservation against floods. The result was that during the flood, they would inevitably close their doors to protect themselves and would not move out. Although Shouzhou and Fengtai County were close at hand, Chen Ke firmly believed that in the initial period of the vigorous development of the revolution in Fengtai County, they would absolutely not be subjected to military threats from Shouzhou.

At the beginning of the flood outbreak, Chen Ke convened a plenary meeting of the People's Party to discuss the issue of the revolutionary situation. As a person from the downstream of history, Chen Ke knew a lot of history. 1906 was the late Qing, not the Republic of China. If they were Kuomintang soldiers, they would definitely not care about anything; after the flood, as long as they could move freely, these Kuomintang "Calamity Army" would definitely go out to loot madly everywhere. The 1911 Revolution was different from other revolutions in Chinese history. Although the Manchu Qing era was very lethargic, it had not collapsed comprehensively financially. Officials were even less likely to reach the level of the Kuomintang regarding themselves as bandits. In these years, there was at least some grain in the granaries; the Manchu Qing official system had not reached the level of the Kuomintang's shameless reckless behavior.

After the flood occurred, most comrades felt they couldn't even take care of themselves, thinking whether they could survive the flood was a big problem. As for the military threat of Shouzhou City, it was completely not the main point anymore. Chen Ke and his diehard comrades personally led the team to start disaster relief like desperadoes. Other comrades also started to follow the action somewhat desperately. So without any debate, the comrades acquiesced to this prediction of Chen Ke. Even after the flood receded, the comrades never mentioned Shouzhou matters again. To be fair, rather than saying they had full confidence in Chen Ke's prediction, it was better to say that due to lack of struggle experience, the comrades hoped the development of things would be as Chen Ke predicted.

But the progress of things was completely as Chen Ke predicted. For several months, there was no movement at all from the direction of Shouzhou. The Insurance Corps' actions were completely free. When the Insurance Corps began to break forts along the Huai River, because Fengtai County was located downstream of Shouzhou, the Insurance Corps' actions absolutely did not lean towards the direction of Shouzhou. The Insurance Corps Water Detachment's military edge even reached the shore of Hongze Lake, yet Shouzhou remained like a blind man with open eyes, making no movement. Chen Ke's powerful prediction ability made the comrades admire him from the bottom of their hearts. So, when Chen Ke gathered 1,200 elite soldiers of the Water Detachment back to Fengtai County, preparing to solve the Shouzhou enemy, the Military Commission and the Party Committee likewise had no voice of opposition.

Pu Guanshui handed in his calling card and waited outside himself. It wasn't his first time in Shouzhou. After arriving in Fengtai County, Pu Guanshui had come once. But that time he was merely making a courtesy visit. Although Shouzhou also claimed to possess heavy troops, in the late Qing, military preparations were lax, and good equipment was given to the New Army. Old troops like Shouzhou's would be cut sooner or later. This was clearly proposed in the New Army construction program proposed by Yuan Shikai. Since the fate of reduction and reorganization was inevitable, these officers of Shouzhou's old military system were even less willing to waste energy rectifying the army.

regarding the arrival of New Army Vice Brigade Commander Pu Guanshui, Shouzhou's side was passable on the surface. Seeing that the official document brought by Pu Guanshui required various places to guard their own territories well and that Pu Guanshui would coordinate various places to avoid disaster victim rebellion, the attitude of the Shouzhou local military from top to bottom was very consistent. They were unwilling to move out; anyway, after trouble occurred, Pu Guanshui would bear it. Why should everyone bother to exert this effort?

Pu Guanshui knew the thoughts of the Shouzhou military, and this was also what he and Chen Ke hoped would happen most. The battles of the Insurance Corps breaking forts were all within the jurisdiction of the Shouzhou military. Although with the ability of this Manchu Qing army, even if they knew the news, they wouldn't really have any combat capability. But they were too close to Fengtai County; even if the Shouzhou army moved out casually, Fengtai County would be in turmoil.

More importantly, an army that has not experienced battle has no combat capability, especially fighting will. If the army hadn't broken forts on a large scale, if the army hadn't understood why they were fighting, Chen Ke simply didn't believe his troops could have any fighting will if asked to attack Shouzhou directly. Wavering and running away would be light; he was afraid quite a few locals in the army would go to inform against them.

Now, after a series of fort-breaking battles, the troops had been exercised. Having seen so many miserable disaster victims struggling on the death line, the soldiers understood that to save the common people, following the old methods was simply bullshit. Thinking of those miserable disaster victims, Pu Guanshui couldn't help but close his eyes. Those emaciated common people, those common people struggling on the death line...

"With His Excellency here, why don't you scram quickly!" A low angry shout interrupted Pu Guanshui's train of thought. He opened his eyes and saw two yamen runners pulling and kicking a guy sitting on the ground. That guy let the yamen runners beat him without making a sound, only staring at himself with wide eyes.

Thinking of the common people in the disaster area, Pu Guanshui's heart was full of compassion. Seeing someone being beaten, he couldn't help but speak out to advise: "These two brothers, just drive him away. Why use force?"

The yamen runners didn't expect Pu Guanshui to speak up to stop them. They quickly turned their heads and smiled, "Your Excellency, this person was full of nonsense just now when he arrived here. We were afraid he would talk nonsense and disturb Your Excellency. That's why we wanted to get him away quickly."

"Sigh!" Pu Guanshui sighed. Presumably, this person had suffered some great grievance, which was why he ran to the Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect's Yamen to report to the officials. If not because the Military Commission was already going to solve the military and political system of Shouzhou City, Pu Guanshui would have liked to see if he could help. He turned his head to look at the person on the ground, but unexpectedly saw that young man suddenly let out a scream, then crawled up and fled for his life.

The yamen runner spat in the direction Hu Congjian fled, then turned his head and smiled, "Your Excellency, look, that person is a madman. Just now when he was full of nonsense, he actually wanted to see our Assistant Prefect. Unexpectedly, seeing Your Excellency, he ran away."

Hearing this—not knowing if it was flattery or not—Pu Guanshui could only smile bitterly. "What did he say just now?"

"It was all crazy talk. He actually said..." The yamen runner accompanied with a smile, preparing to answer Pu Guanshui's question, but saw the gate of the Assistant Prefect's Yamen slowly open. They immediately swallowed the rest of the words back into their stomachs.

"Your Excellency, our Assistant Prefect has come to welcome you." After speaking, the yamen runner hurriedly retreated to his position. But he failed to tell Pu Guanshui what happened just now.

Pu Guanshui turned his head and straightened his military cap. He saw an official over fifty years old with a long beard walking out surrounded by a group of people. This official was none other than the Assistant Prefect of Fengyang Prefecture, Shen Zengzhi.
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In the late Qing Dynasty, whether to cut the queue became a very interesting question. Due to the oppressive tradition of the Manchu Qing, cutting the queue meant rebellion. However, with the entry of new-style armies and industry into China, large-scale queue cutting occurred in the new-style armies. This was not because the army was preparing to rebel, but because the new-style rifles and military caps imitated foreign ones; keeping a queue was inconvenient for wearing a military cap and inconvenient for aiming when shooting. In June 1905, the newly organized army implemented a change in uniform system. After putting on the new-style military uniforms, many officers and soldiers cut off a bundle of their queues to facilitate wearing military caps. As an officer of the Beiyang New Army, Pu Guanshui, who had returned from studying in Germany, simply cut off his queue entirely like many officers after formally receiving the new military uniform.

The reason why the Beiyang Army became the object of hatred and fear for many old forces in the imperial court had a lot to do with their taking the lead in attacking queues on a large scale. In the late Qing, cutting the queue gradually became a symbol; the queue represented the attitude towards the Manchu Qing tradition. Keeping the queue meant supporting the old order of the Manchu Qing, while cutting the queue became a statement of supporting the New Policies or even revolution.

Perhaps because he had joined the People's Party, seeing Shen Zengzhi, the Assistant Prefect of Fengyang Prefecture, keeping a greying queue himself and leading a group of officials who also kept queues to welcome him, Pu Guanshui, with his short hair, felt an indescribable sense of repulsion in his heart. Because these people were now enemies Pu Guanshui wanted to eliminate. This hostile mentality made Pu Guanshui subconsciously look for any gap between himself and the enemy.

Obviously, Pu Guanshui's feeling was unfair. Shen Zengzhi, the Assistant Prefect of Fengyang Prefecture, didn't care about Pu Guanshui not having a queue. Shen Zengzhi was born in 1850 and was from Jiaxing, Zhejiang. His courtesy name was Zipei, and his pseudonym was Xunzhai. He was knowledgeable about both ancient and modern times, versed in both Chinese and Western learning, famous at home and abroad for his "profound learning and comprehensive Confucianism," and was hailed as a "Great Confucian of China." This great scholar was by no means a person who followed the old ways; he viewed the matter of queues very lightly. In the late Qing, queue cutting became a trend; half of the ministers who went abroad to investigate foreign constitutional government also cut their queues to show support for the New Policies. In the eyes of this great scholar, whether this Vice Brigade Commander of the Anhui New Army in front of him cut his queue or not was not a problem at all.

"Vice Commander Pu. Greetings here." Shen Zengzhi shouted a sentence, then cupped his hands. The military system of the New Army and the official system of the officials belonged to two different systems, not subordinate to each other, nor comparable. However, Pu Guanshui was a guest, so Shen Zengzhi adopted the etiquette between equals in officialdom.

Pu Guanshui immediately returned a military salute. "Greetings, Lord Shen."

After the exchange of greetings, Shen Zengzhi smiled, "Vice Commander Pu, please come inside." The doorway was not a place to talk. For Shen Zengzhi to go to the gate of the yamen to welcome Pu Guanshui was already giving enough face; there was no need to exchange pleasantries at the yamen gate. While leading Pu Guanshui inside, Shen Zengzhi calculated what exactly this young Vice Brigade Commander of the Anhui New Army came to visit for. Shen Zengzhi actually knew that this young Vice Commander had always taken Fengtai County, which bordered Shouzhou, as his base. This visit was probably still related to Fengtai County. regarding Fengtai County, Shen Zengzhi felt completely confused; he was very curious why Pu Guanshui made Fengtai County the base for his official duties.

During the flood, Shouzhou only protected itself and even cut off contact with many places. Although Shouzhou still mainly protected itself after the flood, it couldn't be said that they were completely ignorant of the surrounding situation. At least quite a lot of news from Fengtai County, which was close at hand, still entered Shouzhou City.

Not to mention anything else, the fact that no disaster victims from Fengtai County fled to Shouzhou City was itself extremely abnormal. After a disaster, bandits rose everywhere; as long as the locality could be stabilized and no trouble occurred, for Manchu Qing officials, it was enough to deal with the assignment. Fengtai County was under the jurisdiction of Fengyang Prefecture, but the problem was that Fengyang Prefecture was far from Fengtai County, while Shouzhou City was very close. In previous floods, most disaster victims ran towards Shouzhou City. But the scale of this flood was so large, yet unexpectedly no disaster victims came over after the disaster. At first, the Shouzhou government even thought that the common people of Fengtai County might have all died in the flood.

Shouzhou City sent some scouts over, and the news sent back surprised the officials from top to bottom. The Magistrate of Fengtai County and the local Insurance Corps acted jointly and actually quickly began organizing disaster victims to restore production. The scouts said that the whole of Fengtai County was united, actually building simple camps and arranging all the common people of the county inside. There was actually no situation of starvation among the common people. Shouzhou officials, including Shen Zengzhi, were truly shocked. Are there still such capable officials these days? In other places encountering this, it was already considered very capable for the government to stabilize its own position; saving the common people was basically just an idea.

Having Fengtai County Magistrate Shang Yuan as a neighbor made the officials of Shouzhou City quite relieved. Shouzhou City was already extremely strained taking in local disaster victims; having no disaster victims from Fengtai County coming for food was simply good luck bestowed by Heaven.

As a great scholar and official, Shen Zengzhi did not lack the thought of saving the common people. But not everything can be done just because one wants to. Not to mention anything else, the time of this great flood occurred in late spring when the green crop had not yet replaced the yellow, with continuous rain for 60 days. Farmers not only lost this year's harvest, but even next year's harvest was finished. The grain stored in Shouzhou City was simply not enough to relieve the common people. Moreover, the common people swarmed to the solid Shouzhou City for refuge; the city simply couldn't hold so many common people. At first, some disaster victims were accepted, but later the city gates could only be closed, leaving the common people to make a living for themselves. Shen Zengzhi went up to the city wall once; seeing the displaced common people outside the city and the wailing everywhere, his conscience was greatly stimulated. From then on, he dared not go to the city wall head again. Until someone informed him that the common people had gone to Fengtai County, later learned that Fengtai County actually maintained order in this year of great disaster, and later actually learned that Fengtai County organized the common people to start production self-help. Shen Zengzhi felt his conscience settled a lot.

Of course, noises were not absent. The Insurance Corps breached Zhang Youliang's fort, and even the magistrate joined hands with the Insurance Corps to force landlords to lend land to the common people for cultivation. These things had already spread into Shouzhou City. When Shouzhou officials talked about this privately, they all felt it was a bit appalling. Some officials even suggested whether to issue a document to notify Fengyang Prefecture. Shen Zengzhi stopped these discussions.

Although he heard that many people in the Insurance Corps didn't keep queues and acted quite fiercely, this was all Fengtai County's business. Exactly what people Magistrate Shang Yuan reused, and whether these people kept queues or short hair—what did it have to do with Shouzhou? Moreover, news in officialdom was originally very well-informed; Chen Ke, the leader of the Insurance Corps, was a disciple of Yan Fu. Everyone had heard of this matter. While in office in Beijing, Shen Zengzhi and his brother Shen Zengtong studied the abacus and enjoyed a great reputation. Those with whom he associated closely included Wen Tingshi, Kang Youwei, Liang Qichao, Yuan Shikai, Yuan Shuangqiu, Zhu Yixin, Tao Junxuan, Yang Shoujing, Wang Kangnian, Sheng Boxi, Huang Zhongqiang, Xu Shichang, Wang Pengyun, Liang Dingfen, Zou Daijun, and others. Although Shen Zengzhi didn't meet Yan Fu much, he greatly appreciated Yan Fu's translation of *Evolution and Ethics*. Since he was Yan Fu's disciple, it wasn't too strange for Insurance Corps leader Chen Ke to show such ability. Things in officialdom are about mutual convenience. Sending a document to notify Fengyang Prefecture would definitely reach Yan Fu's ears in the future; Yan Fu would definitely be dissatisfied then. Why bother with this?

Besides, Shouzhou didn't have much grain to begin with. Because of the stability of Fengtai County, disaster victims near Shouzhou ran to Fengtai County to find food, greatly relieving Shouzhou's pressure. In a disaster year, even if Magistrate Shang Yuan and that whatever Insurance Corps were removed, the result would only be the disaster victims who had already settled down swarming to Shouzhou City. Isn't this looking for discomfort when there is none? So although there was much news about the Insurance Corps, the officials in Shouzhou City from top to bottom adopted a policy of turning a blind eye. They ignored the "stable situation" of Fengtai County, located downstream of Shouzhou and a straight-line distance of more than 30 li away.

regarding this situation, the big landlord of Fengtai County, Hu Xingzhi, knew it, because he had long sent people to probe the tone of Shouzhou's military and political officials. After understanding the mentality of Shouzhou officials from top to bottom, Hu Xingzhi simply made no other plans. Hu Xingzhi had seen the world and knew that even if he reported to the officials, it would just be going through the motions of officialdom. Fengtai County was not under Shouzhou's jurisdiction; at most, the official lords here would send a letter to Shang Yuan asking what was going on. Shang Yuan naturally had ways to stall.

Shang Yuan could stall Shouzhou, but the news of Hu Xingzhi sending people to report to the officials would definitely be known. At that time, facing the Insurance Corps, Hu Xingzhi would absolutely have no way to stall. Chen Ke told Hu Xingzhi clearly that he wanted to rebel. At that time, Hu Xingzhi's whole family would definitely not be able to live. So after Hu Xingzhi tried a little, he gave up the idea of playing any tricks in the short term.

Shen Zengzhi led Pu Guanshui into the living room. After guests and host were seated, he smiled, "Vice Commander Pu is young and promising. Recently, the vicinity of Shouzhou has been very peaceful; it is all Vice Commander Pu's credit."

These were all polite remarks; leaving the words here was just to show respect. Hearing Shen Zengzhi say this, Pu Guanshui also simply opened his eyes and told lies. "Lord Shen praises me too much. This subordinate hasn't been able to do anything; it is still Your Excellency who governs well here. The folk customs are very upright, plus there are many savings, so we can pass this disaster year safely."

The living room was full of old hands in officialdom. Hearing Pu Guanshui talking nonsense like this, everyone knew Pu Guanshui already had the heart to return to Anqing. Sure enough, they heard Pu Guanshui continue, "This subordinate was ordered to inspect the people's condition this time and help various places guard against riots. Now that Shouzhou is stable, this subordinate prepares to return to Anqing to report in a few days."

Sure enough! The faces of many officials of the Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect's Yamen showed knowing expressions. Pu Guanshui was hinting, hoping Shouzhou would write an official document for him to prove Pu Guanshui's hard work these days, as well as Pu Guanshui's political achievements. Of course, Pu Guanshui would definitely put in a few good words for them with Anhui Governor En Ming. Praise them a bit.

"Then when does Vice Commander Pu plan to go to Fengyang Prefecture?" Shen Zengzhi asked. Since Shouzhou was a military stronghold, Pu Guanshui naturally had to be on the Shouzhou side, but he had to at least show his face in Fengyang Prefecture to fit the rules.

Pu Guanshui smiled, "This subordinate plans to go in a few days. However, I heard that it's not very peaceful over in Fengyang Prefecture. Since the Brigade General of Shouchun is in Shouzhou, this subordinate thought of inviting everyone to have a meal together first to discuss this matter."

A timid person afraid of trouble. Everyone in the Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect's Yamen defined Pu Guanshui like this in their hearts. As long as he got the official document of praise from the Brigade General of Shouchun, Pu Guanshui could actually return to Anqing and say he had fulfilled his responsibility. Since the official system of the New Army had nothing to do with the civil official system, it was actually useless even if Pu Guanshui went to Fengyang Prefecture in person. Fengyang Prefecture and Pu Guanshui had no right to command each other, but if anything happened, Fengyang Prefecture could push a lot of responsibility onto Pu Guanshui. Since Shouzhou was still considered stable, as long as Pu Guanshui got the praise documents from the Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect's Yamen and the Brigade General of Shouchun, he could well return to Anqing to report on his mission first. As for what happened later, Pu Guanshui would have various excuses to shirk responsibility.

"Then has Vice Commander Pu met the Brigade General of Shouchun?" Shen Zengzhi asked.

"Not yet," Pu Guanshui smiled.

Finally understands the rules. Shen Zengzhi's aides thought to themselves. In Shouzhou City, Shen Zengzhi had the highest official rank. If Pu Guanshui went to see the Brigade General of Shouchun first, that would be a big joke. He would be considered to have offended Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect Shen Zengzhi.

If according to the rules, since Pu Guanshui expressed his attitude so sincerely, Shen Zengzhi should have agreed. Unexpectedly, Shen Zengzhi did not answer after hearing this. He pondered for a while and asked, "I wonder what relationship Vice Commander Pu has with Chen Ke, the leader of the Fengtai County Insurance Corps?"



★


Various Wave Lines 4

Volume 3 - Chapter 77

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 77: Various Wave Lines (4)

Whether a person has depth or not, one of the biggest manifestations is whether they will panic when suddenly asked some questions they are very worried about. Pu Guanshui was young after all; after Shen Zengzhi asked about his relationship with Chen Ke, although he didn't panic, his expression immediately became stiff.

Originally, the people in the Assistant Prefect's Yamen thought that the relationship between Pu Guanshui and Chen Ke was very unusual. Seeing the young New Army Vice Commander looking like this, everyone laughed secretly in their hearts. regarding this fledgling who had some experience in officialdom, everyone from top to bottom felt relieved, feeling that Pu Guanshui was quite easy to deal with.

Shen Zengzhi watched Pu Guanshui's expression turn stiff first, then somewhat helpless, and subsequently become relieved. He had seen this set of changes many times; it was very much like a child caught slacking off in studies. As a famous Confucian scholar, Shen Zengzhi had seen this expression a lot. based on his experience, generally at this time, most of what the other party said was credible; at least even if they told lies, they were very serious.

Pu Guanshui's attitude was very serious at this time. He had received "professional" training on how to deal with this question. Fengtai County was so close to Shouzhou; heaven knew what news would enter Shouzhou. The People's Party had limited strength; rather than spending effort to manipulate public opinion, it was better to save such strength to dig a section of ditch. Because sending Pu Guanshui to Shouzhou this time, the purpose was to invite the officials of Shouzhou to a gathering, and then catch them all in one net. In the situation where the enemy's situation was unclear, how to complete this task smoothly? Pu Guanshui was a soldier, not a professional diplomat. Letting Pu Guanshui lead troops to fight, he could still do it. Letting Pu Guanshui open his eyes and tell lies that could fool officials at all levels, Pu Guanshui definitely couldn't do it.

Time was tight and the task was heavy. In order to achieve this goal, the People's Party temporarily established a simulation department. This was a temporary institution established imitating the job transition training organization of the US Imperialists. By today when Pu Guanshui set out, this temporary department had been established for two days.

In line with the good tradition of "soldiers teaching officers, officers teaching soldiers," first Pu Guanshui and Shang Yuan taught everyone general rules of officialdom, and then the students formed the appearance of temporary official meetings, simulating various talks Pu Guanshui would conduct. The goal was simple: to shape Pu Guanshui unambiguously into a "senior officer coming here to deal with an assignment." To achieve this goal, Pu Guanshui had to express the same request acceptable to the other party in various different dialogues. That is to say, "Please, officials, raise your hands high and give Pu Guanshui some face, so he can return to Anqing to report on his mission."

Pu Guanshui's nature was actually quite serious. In his view, such simulation looked as ridiculous as children playing house no matter how you looked at it. Not only Pu Guanshui, but the students participating in the training also felt it was just fun and a waste of time at the beginning. Those who could come to imitate were all comrades of not low origin; these people had their own work within the Party. Suddenly being brought to "play house," everyone really had quite some criticism in their hearts.

With this mentality, everyone's seriousness could be imagined, so Chen Ke and Shang Yuan got angry. Chen Ke had carefully studied Grandpa Mao's "On Contradiction." Grandpa Mao pointed out with great foresight that "contradictions within the Communist Party are resolved by the method of criticism and self-criticism." So targeting this childish style of the comrades, there was immediately a round of criticism and self-criticism. If asked to work, these people didn't care, but such a round of serious criticism and self-criticism was more uncomfortable than torture.

Now Pu Guanshui was no longer uncomfortable. Chen Ke solemnly warned everyone at the criticism and self-criticism meeting: "In the world, what is feared most in all things is the word 'seriousness,' and we People's Party members are the most serious." After the criticism and self-criticism meeting, everyone corrected their attitude and unified their understanding. The simulation meeting was held vividly and dramatically. Targeting many possible situations, everyone simulated comprehensively and carefully analyzed the mentality of officials at all levels. Actually, at the beginning, everyone just became serious in a retaliatory way after being reprimanded, either helplessly or unhappily. But once they really had a serious mentality, everyone entered the role instead, and then discovered that the etiquette and flattery and deception in this officialdom were really a branch of learning. Fortunately, Chen Ke and Shang Yuan discovered things were wrong and adjusted and guided in time, finally not letting everyone get addicted to playing officials.

"Lord Shen," Pu Guanshui began to speak according to the content of the training, "This subordinate met Chen Ke in the capital..." Pu Guanshui didn't fabricate anything, but started to state his relationship with Chen Ke completely according to the facts of that year.

The brilliance of intelligence warfare, or telling lies, lies in making the overall matter logical. For example, "This person hasn't eaten for three days" and "This person can't walk." Actually, in the view of some "strange people," these two things have no connection at all. But after ordinary people hear these two sentences, they naturally feel that the logic before and after these two sentences is smooth. Everyone thinks according to their own logical habits: "This person hasn't eaten for three days, so he is too hungry to walk."

Admittedly, this logic has no problem. The only problem is that, in fact, these two sentences have no relationship at all; the speaker is merely implying such a logical relationship.

By selectively introducing specific things that have happened, plus operational hints to common sense, one can effectively achieve a very persuasive "fact introduction." And this "fact" and "truth" might be completely upside down.

The training had an effect. Pu Guanshui operated and cut the content of his acquaintance with Chen Ke, from asking for special medicine to treat venereal diseases, to He Ruming taking the opportunity to make a fortune. Chen Ke could play the piano and helped the Beiyang New Army write a march. regarding the statement of these contents, Pu Guanshui exerted his true colors; things were said simply and briskly, without any long-windedness. regarding the two talking about revolution and ideals, Pu Guanshui didn't shy away either, but this part of the content had undergone detailed processing. Talking about revolution and ideals became "talking about ambition, talking about ideals."

Chen Ke was Yan Fu's disciple. When Chen Ke got married, it was Yuan Shikai who helped Chen Ke propose. Chen Ke met Yuan Shikai only through Yan Fu's recommendation. The *Beiyang New Army March* written by Pu Guanshui and Chen Ke received high praise from Yuan Shikai. Chen Ke and Shang Yuan were both from Henan. Chen Ke didn't get a diploma overseas. Chen Ke hoped to get Pu Guanshui's help. Chen Ke helped Pu Guanshui a lot in disaster relief.

Pu Guanshui also stated the above key points one by one very concisely.

Hinting cannot be done by brainwashing-style forced inculcation; shouting slogans and giving big lectures are not hinting. Hinting is built on the basis of a powerful grasp of the other party's thinking. For Manchu Qing officials, "officialdom relationships" were the golden rules they considered higher than the sky and deeper than the sea. Without regional, teacher-friend, and other inextricably linked relationships, this officialdom could not be called officialdom.

Targeting those officials who were shrewder than ghosts, the People's Party's training institution believed that the key point of Pu Guanshui's hinting was to explain several key points about Chen Ke clearly and carefully prepare the order of stating these facts. To achieve the maximum effect, the speaker Pu Guanshui had to elaborate an explanation that was not so in line with officialdom logic. If the other party was that kind of idiot who believed Pu Guanshui's point of view, that would be best. Because Pu Guanshui's logic was high-sounding: according to Pu Guanshui, Chen Ke was bent on serving the country, Yuan Shikai was upright as an official and unwilling to let relatives and friends rely on his relationship to "advance by luck," Fengtai County Magistrate Shang Yuan was Chen Ke's fellow villager and asked Chen Ke to come help, so Chen Ke got his teacher Yan Fu's consent and started working in Fengtai County like this.

And after those officials in the Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect's Yamen heard this, although there was no expression on their faces, the logical result deduced in their hearts was very different. In their view, Chen Ke wanted to take Yuan Shikai's path, but because he got a diploma from a European or American school [Note: text says he didn't get a diploma? Check text: "Chen Ke didn't get a diploma overseas." Okay, consistent.], he couldn't be reused. A yamen son like Chen Ke must have high self-esteem, so he wanted to win a reputation. So he went to Fengtai County, wanting to do something big with his fellow villager Shang Yuan. Unexpectedly, he encountered a flood, so Chen Ke did a lot of "out of bounds" things. But it finally had an effect. In order to get the government's recognition for his actions, Chen Ke hooked up with Pu Guanshui who came out to inspect the situation of disaster victims, hoping to mix out a situation in Anhui through Pu Guanshui's recommendation.

With such a "reasonable" judgment, officials lacking actual investigation could immediately "understand" many things. Everyone could also understand Pu Guanshui's "incomplete and inexhaustive" statement. regarding Pu Guanshui's praise of Chen Ke, the officials also immediately thought that this was Pu Guanshui hoping to borrow Chen Ke's credit of "effective disaster relief" to add some political achievements to himself. In the final analysis, what happened in Fengtai County was just a traditional trick of several young officials with official connections hoping to take advantage of natural disasters to fish for political achievements.

Not only the officials of the Anhui Assistant Prefect's Yamen, including Shen Zengzhi, but they all viewed this matter in this way. The only difference lay in that Shen Zengzhi had absolutely no interest in fishing for any political benefits from such a "farce." While other officials had already started to think that since Chen Ke was so enthusiastic about officialdom, they might be able to fish for quite a few benefits.

Since Shen Zengzhi was already clear about Chen Ke's background, he was relieved. Shen Zengzhi didn't care too much about Pu Guanshui hoping to get an official document from the Assistant Prefect's Yamen to prove that Pu Guanshui performed very well locally. Pu Guanshui was stationed in Fengtai County and simply didn't harass Shouzhou. Since Fengtai County and Pu Guanshui colluded so closely, presumably it would be fine. As for Shouzhou, Shen Zengzhi felt that stating the facts in the official document to prove that Pu Guanshui "did not disturb the people at all" and "committed no crimes against the people" was enough.

The conversation reached this point; everything that should be said had been said. The rest was just a few polite remarks. Shen Zengzhi roughly expressed his attitude, and then Pu Guanshui expressed straightforward gratitude with "overjoyed expectation." Then it was serving tea to see off the guest.

Walking out of the Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect's Yamen, Pu Guanshui let out a deep breath. He felt his current mood was much more tired than fighting a battle. Pu Guanshui didn't have a bad memory; he could clearly recall every battle of breaking seven or eight forts these days. But the conversation in the yamen just now wasn't long, yet as soon as he walked out of the main gate, Pu Guanshui felt he had already forgotten quite a lot of the content of the conversation just now. The only thing he could be sure of was that he had said all the key points written on those few sheets of paper summarized in the two days of training. The final result also conformed to the final judgment of the People's Party comrades.

Too late to summarize and reflect, the next step was to visit the Brigade General of Shouchun. Pu Guanshui's schedule for today was full. Just as he was preparing to take a step, he saw a soldier wearing a New Army uniform walking over quickly. This was an Insurance Corps soldier sent by Chen Ke, only he wore a New Army uniform to impersonate Pu Guanshui's subordinate.

The Insurance Corps soldier leaned close to Pu Guanshui and whispered with a grim face, "Vice Commander Pu, we caught a person here who came to sue us for rebellion. We need to take him back for interrogation. We have to use the boxes in our team."

When Pu Guanshui came this time, he carried several boxes. These boxes contained genuine gifts. The original purpose was really not to stuff people in after arresting them. So there were no extra empty boxes.

"Have you found a box yourselves?" Pu Guanshui asked.

"There is a box, but it's very worn out. Carrying that broken box out would be a bit too conspicuous," the Insurance Corps soldier said with difficulty.

Pu Guanshui laughed, "It doesn't matter. What can happen in just a day or two? By the way, did you let anyone see when you arrested the person?"

"Absolutely not. That guy actually ran to our territory; there were our own people all around. Everyone acted very cleanly and didn't let him make a sound at all," the Insurance Corps soldier continued to whisper.

Although the Insurance Corps couldn't penetrate the upper echelons of Shouzhou, it didn't mean the Insurance Corps would be stupid enough not to establish its own secret strongholds in Shouzhou. Moreover, the Insurance Corps had strict discipline; Pu Guanshui believed this soldier didn't tell a lie. "Then you lead the way; we just need to pass by there once."

Soldiers who could be selected as secret agent liaisons were all clever ghosts; he already understood Pu Guanshui's meaning. Under his guidance, Pu Guanshui and his party passed by a pawnshop. Then, unnoticed, a relatively old box was mixed into the team, and then carried by several "New Army soldiers" following the main group. Then these few New Army soldiers took Pu Guanshui's warrant and left the main group, heading towards the Shouzhou City gate.

The official troops guarding the city naturally dared not intercept and check the officers and soldiers of the New Army. Everyone greeted each other amicably, and the official troops guarding the city gate let them pass. Arriving at the riverside, the "Anhui New Army soldiers" went directly to the large ship that brought Pu Guanshui to Shouzhou. Three ships came this time; the New Army soldier went in and explained a few sentences, and two sailors came down from the smallest ship among them to help carry the box onto the ship. Then the boatman poled the boat away; the boat sailed briskly downstream along the current of the Huai River and soon disappeared from the sight of the official troops on the Shouzhou city wall.

It wasn't that absolutely no one noticed this matter. In fact, the official troops on the Shouzhou city wall and guarding the city gate were still wondering why this high-ranking New Army official, who obviously came to give gifts, suddenly hurriedly got an old box back. Moreover, what was strange was that not long after this group of people left the city gate, they actually stopped slightly and opened a crack in the box; they didn't know what mystery this group was playing. But this wasn't a big deal either. The official troops had long known that according to the court's plan, their old troops would sooner or later be reorganized into the New Army. There were many things of giving gifts back and forth in officialdom; it wasn't strange for a high-ranking New Army official to get a box. It was better not to wag one's tongue. So no one noticed that Hu Congjian, who entered Shouzhou City this morning, actually disappeared from Shouzhou City unknowingly like this.

The official troops could not care about Hu Congjian, but the People's Party absolutely would not not care about Hu Congjian. Although they knew they were still within the sight of the soldiers guarding Shouzhou City, in order not to let Hu Congjian in the box be suffocated to death, risking suspicion, the soldiers still opened a crack in the box. As soon as the box was carried into the cabin, everyone immediately dragged Hu Congjian out of it. Although his breathing was weak, Hu Congjian was still alive. The intelligence agents of the Insurance Corps had undergone comprehensive training, and their tying skills were quite high-level. Hu Congjian was gagged, his four limbs were tied behind his back, firmly tied into a reverse bow shape. A big stone was also tied to the ropes at his hands and feet, making him unable to move a fraction in the box.

When catching Hu Congjian, he was knocked out from behind. After this guy fled from the yamen gate in fear, he didn't notice that a shop near the yamen gate and the beggars nearby had all made moves. The news was transmitted through carefully trained means. The soldiers carrying out the arrest followed Hu Congjian for two streets before making their move in a safe place. Hu Congjian was out of his wits at the time and didn't notice at all that he had been followed for so long. After one stick went down, Hu Congjian fell in response to the sound.

"Just this bastard, daring to report our Insurance Corps?" The soldier disguised as an Anhui New Army officer checked that Hu Congjian was still alive and finally relaxed. If Hu Congjian had been suffocated to death, this matter would be hard to handle. After the worry was eliminated, the anger that had been suppressed immediately erupted. The soldier took off his hat to wipe the sweat from his forehead, then put the hat back on his head, then rolled up his sleeves and prepared to go up and kick Hu Congjian.

The person next to him immediately stopped him. "What if you beat him to death? We still have to make him confess who sent him."

"Keep your voice down, don't let this guy hear. Didn't the instructor say that complete isolation from news causes fear? That way it's easy for him to confess when we ask him to." Another soldier said while observing the water surface from the porthole.

"Only you remembered this. Those guys in the city blocked this guy's ears long ago," the soldier preparing to strike said huffily. "When the time comes, we must make this bastard thing speak honestly. If he's not honest..."

"That's not necessarily true; he might not be willing to speak," the soldier observing outside the porthole turned his head and laughed.

"If he doesn't speak, we'll beat this guy to death!" The soldier's anger was real. Everyone knew what they were doing, and they couldn't grasp the overall situation clearly like Chen Ke. Someone running to the yamen gate to accuse the Insurance Corps of rebellion really scared the soldiers.

The soldier looking out the porthole closed the window, sat steadily on the stool, looked down at Hu Congjian on the cabin floor from above, with a cold smile on his face. "We won't beat him. If this guy doesn't speak, we'll make him sing. He has to sing as long as we make him sing."

These words, possessing both a sense of humor and associations of actual cruelty, effectively relieved the soldiers' emotions. Hearing this, a burst of explosive laughter suddenly rang out, spreading very far away on the empty river surface.
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"Hu Youdao must be killed, and his nephew Hu Congjian absolutely cannot be let off." Yuwen Badu, the only one among the current seven secretaries of the People's Party who was a native of Fengtai County, expressed his opinion. Attempting to make himself look more angry, Yuwen Badu even slapped the table and said loudly, "We must kill a batch. Let them know that we are not unaware of what they did!" But obviously, this effort failed. Yuwen Badu had a deep and solemn voice, a kind of low and thick feeling like a preacher, possessing a shocking power that pointed directly to the human heart. When such a voice sounded naturally and smoothly in the room, it would make people naturally give birth to a kind of sigh. But when this steady voice tried to become extremely emotional, a feeling of incompatibility made everyone feel an inexplicable urge to laugh.

This meeting was attended by the seven secretaries and Qi Huishen. Looking at Yuwen Badu, there was no malice in their eyes, nor any intention to hold Yuwen Badu responsible. There was even uncontrollable laughter in the eyes of quite a few people, but laughing at this time was really untimely. So the comrades did not make any sound that would embarrass Yuwen Badu.

The complaint written personally by Hu Youdao and brought to the gate of the Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect's Yamen by Hu Congjian circulated among the secretaries at the table. When Hu Congjian fled from the yamen gate, his emotions were extremely agitated, so he lost the "serious and careful attitude" towards the preservation of the complaint. The wrinkles caused by gripping the complaint tightly, as well as the sweat stains printed on the complaint after Hu Congjian sweated profusely due to emotional agitation, made this once carefully written and preserved paper appear wrinkled and dilapidated.

When everyone passed it around, they were all somewhat absent-minded. Having such a reaction was not because of Yuwen Badu's actually untimely performance just now. Such a thing was not enough to disturb everyone's mind. Moreover, although Yuwen Badu was known as being responsible for local mass work, the one who actually undertook the most work was not him, but Lu Huitian, He Zudao, and others. To put it coldly, the significance of Yuwen Badu's existence was merely "buying horse bones for a thousand gold"; as a local, Yuwen Badu held a high position in the Insurance Corps, and the rallying significance of this fact was far greater than the practical significance.

The secretaries were actually not really terrified, and basically didn't even have angry emotions. If it really reached a critical moment, Chen Ke, who always had keen senses, would definitely set the tone first. And this time Chen Ke only said one sentence during the meeting: "Such a thing has happened; everyone, talk about your own views." Then he fell silent. based on the habits formed by the secretaries these days, everyone felt very at ease. Under such circumstances, no one was anxious to speak. The other six of the seven secretaries didn't speak, and Yuwen Badu's statement obviously didn't get everyone's response, so he became even more anxious. At least nominally, Yuwen Badu was responsible for the civil affairs of Fengtai County; with such a thing happening, he had a certain responsibility.

Chen Ke saw Yuwen Badu's face flushing red and knew that if he still didn't speak, it would be a bit difficult for Yuwen Badu. He smiled, "Comrade Badu, don't be anxious. We don't want to hold anyone responsible. Actually, as I see it, the comrades actually don't treat this matter as a big deal."

Hearing this, Yuwen Badu immediately felt much more relaxed in his heart. What he worried about most was being held responsible. If others didn't know, Yuwen Badu couldn't possibly not know what the People's Party was doing now. That was indeed rebellion. So Yuwen Badu was particularly sensitive to things within his work. "This... Secretary Chen, you let me be responsible for the base area's civil affairs..." Yuwen Badu still felt he had to express his attitude.

Lu Huitian was responsible for the work of the Insurance Corps Reclamation Brigade. As a secretary also responsible for civil affairs like Yuwen Badu, he felt he must speak at this time. "Comrade Badu, this kind of thing will definitely happen. Contradictions do not shift according to your or my personal will. The landlord class will absolutely not give up their stance easily. Our People's Party has its own stance; unless our People's Party stands on the landlord's stance and becomes the landlords' running dog. Otherwise, for this contradiction, there is only the question of when it will intensify, not whether it will intensify. Zhang Youliang opposed us, and now Hu Youdao opposes us. In the future, there will be more landlords opposing us. This kind of thing is not your responsibility."

Seeing Yuwen Badu's relieved expression, Chen Ke said, "Let's stop the heart-to-heart talk here for now. In the future, we need to exchange hearts frequently like this. Revolution is not to make us harden our hearts to kill people; revolutionary comrades are like-minded comrades. We have a common ideal, which is to make our fellow villagers live better, make the common people of all China live better. We Chinese cannot bully anyone. Foreigners cannot bully us Chinese either."

Speaking of this, Chen Ke paused. He sighed with a slightly regretful expression. "I'll make a self-criticism first. My work style these days has been very overbearing. I know it. Regardless of whether the comrades can understand or not, as long as it is something I have resolved to do, I must push it to the end. It made quite a few comrades feel wronged; I know it. Here, I apologize to everyone first." After speaking, Chen Ke lowered his head to the comrades.

The comrades never expected Chen Ke to apologize to everyone at this time. Everyone looked at Chen Ke's deeply lowered head with surprised expressions. When Chen Ke raised his head, everyone reacted.

"Secretary Chen, don't say that. It has now been proven that your arrangements at that time were all correct. I am now convinced from the bottom of my heart." Yuwen Badu said hurriedly.

Qi Huishen had not been in the base area all along, so naturally he wouldn't speak. This Shanghai youth quietly watched the expressions of other secretaries.

Hua Xiongmao, You Gou, and Shang Yuan did not make a sound. They had always been Chen Ke's staunchest supporters. The three of them knew that Chen Ke's self-criticism was actually not directed at them.

Qin Shou did manpower deployment and judicial work; this usually reticent youth didn't make a sound either. Only Lu Huitian looked quite moved under his surprise; he also couldn't help but breathe a sigh of relief gently. Everyone's gaze was torch-like; except for Chen Ke, the gazes of several people fell on his face.

Originally, Lu Huitian didn't intend not to speak. Seeing everyone's gaze looking over, he simply spoke crisply. "Secretary Chen, I want to say something. Originally I was an impatient person, wishing I could overthrow the Manchu Qing court right now. But I think now is not the time. We are about to distribute land soon; after attacking Shouzhou, the news will definitely spread here. What will the common people think then? Our previous work foundation was built on the basis of not publicly raising the banner of revolution. Otherwise, there would be no need to let Shang Yuan be responsible for suppressing the landlords. That land distribution contract was also written in the name of the government. Now, before mobilizing the masses to start the revolution, we attack Shouzhou. Isn't this going to stir up trouble?"

These words made a lot of sense, but Shang Yuan suddenly asked a sentence, "Comrade Lu Huitian, is this your own meaning, or the attitude of the comrades below?"

Hearing this, Lu Huitian's face became unsightly then and there. But Shang Yuan was usually this calm. Although Lu Huitian was very unhappy in his heart, he managed to suppress his dissatisfaction after all. He tried his best to seek truth from facts and said, "This is my view. Some comrades below support my view, while some feel we should have attacked Shouzhou long ago."

After saying this, Lu Huitian originally thought Shang Yuan would say something. Unexpectedly, Shang Yuan just nodded and actually didn't say a word. This made the fire in Lu Huitian's heart immediately flourish again. What does this mean? Really want to find fault? Or interrogate me?

Shang Yuan obviously saw Lu Huitian's emotion. He said faintly, "Let's not be emotional. Among the party members I developed, there are also different views, so I wanted to ask. See if it's like this on your side."

Although this explanation was very reasonable, Shang Yuan's expression made people unhappy no matter what. Chen Ke quickly interrupted the possible continuing conflict. "Comrade Lu Huitian, the common people actually don't care about the existence of the Shouzhou government at all. If they cared, these people would have run to Shouzhou long ago; it's impossible for them to continue staying in Fengtai County. On this point, you manage the Reclamation Brigade, so you are definitely the clearest."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Lu Huitian nodded.

Chen Ke saw that Lu Huitian had somewhat accepted his statement, so he continued: "In that case, as long as we don't announce with great fanfare that we have breached Shouzhou, do you think the common people will really care whether the sky has changed in Shouzhou?"

"Ah?" Lu Huitian stared at Chen Ke. "Secretary Chen means, we just pretend nothing happened in Shouzhou, and continue doing whatever we should do?"

"Mm." Chen Ke nodded.

"This... this... isn't this 'covering one's ears while stealing a bell'?" Lu Huitian never expected Chen Ke to actually propose such an answer. Does Chen Ke treat the common people of the base area as blind and deaf?

Hearing "covering one's ears while stealing a bell," Hua Xiongmao simply couldn't help laughing out loud. Lu Huitian looked at Hua Xiongmao and saw that Hua Xiongmao had no intention of opposing at all, but simply found the idiom cited by Lu Huitian funny.

Chen Ke explained, "First, as long as we don't publicize it with great fanfare, let alone the common people of Fengtai County might not know what happened, I'm afraid even the common people of Shouzhou might not know what happened. Do you really think the common people know exactly what the structure of the government is? How do they know that the one taking over the Shouzhou government is not the imperial court, but our own people? Second, the common people have no interest in this kind of thing at all. Everyone is thinking about how to distribute land now. Third, even if there are landlords who know what happened and then oppose us, do you think they dare to oppose us in public? Aren't they looking for death? We even hit Shouzhou; what else dare they do? Rise up to rebel against us?"

Lu Huitian listened to Chen Ke's words dumbfounded. Although every sentence was so reasonable, the whole thing felt very unreasonable. No, it should be called "absurd."

"So, we do whatever we should do. Just pretend nothing happened." Chen Ke said very seriously. Seeing Lu Huitian's shocked look, Chen Ke said earnestly: "Comrade Lu Huitian, for the common people of Fengtai County, any rumors outside are fake. But even if one person from the government steps onto the land of Fengtai County and then declares we are rebels, that is real. As long as no government official can enter the base area, whatever we say is what it is."

Lu Huitian watched Chen Ke calmly expounding on such a major event and only felt very puzzled. Suddenly, he finally understood one thing. Chen Ke has been able to stand in the position of the leader of the People's Party until now; the biggest gap between him and Lu Huitian is not ability, but that kind of spirit [daring/vision]. Chen Ke fears nothing at all. And Lu Huitian knew that he really didn't have this kind of spirit.
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"Comrades, we are about to fight a battle. Before the battle, I must explain clearly to everyone. Why exactly are we fighting this battle?" While the seven secretaries of the People's Party were meeting with Qi Huishen, He Zudao, who had great power and influence but couldn't participate in the meeting due to his position, was not idle either. Facing the first batch of selected soldiers, he personally conducted a mobilization meeting.

Attacking Shouzhou was of great importance and required the selection of the most loyal soldiers. The first batch of selected soldiers were those who performed extremely well, had the highest enthusiasm, and were most obedient to organizational discipline in the battles of breaking forts. Coupled with the fact that the preparatory work of "calculating accounts" for the common people had basically ended, He Zudao personally mobilized this group of soldiers.

"Comrades, do you think our troops are working for the common people or not?" He Zudao had completely lost the cautiousness of an ordinary Shanghai citizen. His voice was loud, his attitude calm, and his heroic voice was full of irrefutable confidence.

"Comrades, I won't say how our troops treat the common people. Because our troops are all children of the common people of our Fengtai County; we don't need to praise ourselves. I just want to ask everyone a few things. Before joining our troops, how many of you went to school and learned to read relying on the clan's 'school fields'?"

Hearing the term "school fields," the soldiers completely didn't understand what these two characters meant. Even after He Zudao personally wrote these two characters on the blackboard, everyone still didn't understand.

The Insurance Corps' investigation work was done very carefully, and the clan forces in Fengtai County were investigated very clearly. It was found out from the older generation that theoretically, there were seven large clans in Fengtai County who claimed to have school fields. Theoretically, the income from the school fields was used to hire teachers to teach the clan's children to read. But that was already an old legend. Now, without exception, the school fields had all been swallowed up by landlords under their own names.

"Commissar He, what are these school fields used for?" a soldier asked.

This kind of question had long been anticipated. He Zudao explained the meaning of school fields to the comrades. Listening to He Zudao's explanation, the soldiers' expressions went from doubt to surprise, and from surprise to anger. Soon soldiers began to curse: "These bastards! Nothing but cheating us!"

The benefits of learning cultural knowledge look very much like eyebrows on the surface; often having eyebrows may not be very useful, but without eyebrows, problems are immediately revealed. After the soldiers received compulsory education, it didn't fill their stomachs or stave off hunger. But there were many announcements and regulations in the troops. Struggling to read the announcements was one thing. But facing a blackboard full of characters and being completely unable to read was another matter. Also being soldiers, the feeling of watching others read the blackboard with relish while being illiterate oneself was really not good. The compulsory education of the troops allowed soldiers to possess the ability to master the tool of "writing," and they felt their whole world seemed to have undergone an indescribable change.

In legends, after studying "learning" hard, one could live an easy life. But in the Insurance Corps, after studying learning, everyone found that they simply changed from a kind of pure hardship to purposeful hardship. If in the past, they only knew they were bullied after being bullied. Now, through the education of the political commissars and through reading and understanding principles, everyone gradually understood that they were in a state of being bullied all the time.

The folk customs on both banks of the Huai River were tough, and the temperament "rough." The vast majority of those who could become soldiers daring to fight in the Insurance Corps were soldiers with very violent temperaments. After learning that such things as school fields existed, the quick-reacting ones among the soldiers had already started cursing angrily. Then this anger quickly triggered the anger of the soldiers as a whole.

"So this bunch of people cheated us like this!" This was the common point of anger for the soldiers.

"Whether there are school fields or not has nothing to do with whether everyone can read and write. Our troops don't have school fields, but we still teach everyone to read." He Zudao didn't talk about any theory at all now. Because the troops would soon have their own farms; entangling in these things was meaningless. What he needed now was merely to tell the soldiers that the previous system was a kind of deception.

"Comrades, it's not just school fields. Clan fields, clan property. These things are said to be the same; at a critical moment, the grain in these fields is used to save everyone's life. Now with such a big flood, has everyone eaten a mouthful of life-saving grain from the clan fields or clan property?" He Zudao continued to speak loudly.

The soldiers in the venue were already enraged. He Zudao was right; when everyone was struggling on the death line, no one came to save everyone except the People's Party. If not for eating the life-saving grain of the People's Party, everyone would have probably starved to death long ago.

"Comrades, I say these things to tell everyone only one thing: unity is strength. Clan fields and school fields were originally a joke; even if these fields were all there, it was just a tiny number of people managing them, and they would collapse at the slightest disaster. What do we rely on to produce and save ourselves now? We rely on the common people of the whole county putting their hearts together and exerting their strength together. Only then can our tens of thousands of people have a way to live. Comrades, unity is strength."

He Zudao's speech received the approval of the comrades.

"Correct, Commissar He. If everyone's hearts are united, we can get things done," soldiers shouted.

"Unity is strength! Unity is strength. This strength is iron, this strength is steel!" Someone simply started singing.

Seeing everyone waving their hands and speaking with flushed faces, He Zudao raised his hand high, signaling everyone to quiet down. Although the comrades knew He Zudao's meaning, they were emotionally agitated at this time, and it took a good while to quiet down.

He Zudao shouted: "Comrades, we are going to distribute land in Fengtai County very soon. After distributing the land, we have countless good days to live. On this point, does everyone trust our People's Party and trust our troops?"

Because the common people on both banks of the Huai River frequently encountered natural disasters, the folk customs were tough, and a jianghu atmosphere of valuing loyalty and stressing group cohesion was formed. In the face of natural disasters, individual strength was really too insignificant; without relying on everyone's strength, without relying on social organization, it was absolutely impossible for everyone to survive. This was the survival mode created for everyone by the natural environment.

After joining the Insurance Corps, political education was talked about almost every day. Although the soldiers couldn't completely understand the program of the People's Party Insurance Corps, these soldiers from ordinary peasant backgrounds knew that people must stress morality and loyalty. This coincided exactly with the Insurance Corps' teaching of relying on the organization and relying on the people. Relying only on oneself could accomplish nothing. In this terrible disaster year, only the People's Party and only the Insurance Corps stood up to save everyone. Even this simple habit gave everyone a natural sense of trust in the organization. Not to mention Commissar He Zudao who had worked and fought with them for a long time.

Hearing He Zudao's call, the soldiers immediately gave a response. These days, the soldiers had become accustomed to fighting. The forts along the Huai River had been breached almost completely. The grain of the landlords in the forts was all confiscated, and thousands upon thousands of disaster victims also got the chance to survive. To be fair, among the reasons that truly drove the soldiers who dared to fight in these times, the education of the Party and the army was certainly one aspect, but the proportion of hostility and hatred towards those rich people accumulated long before the People's Party came to Fengtai County was extremely large.

With the banner of justice in hand, seeking a way to live for poor common people just like themselves—this was originally the philosophy of jianghu brothers. Everyone wasn't stupid; since the troops specifically called them back, and didn't let them go home after returning, but concentrated them in a rather remote camp, there must be big things for them to do. The troops had already discussed privately who they were going to fight this time. He Zudao's words were obviously issuing a call, and everyone naturally responded with boiling blood.

"We trust!"

"Commissar He, just say it, what do you want us to do?"

"Wherever the Insurance Corps points, we will fight there!"

He Zudao pressed his hands down as if to temporarily suppress such enthusiasm with his hands. "Comrades, I want to ask you, is life good now? Where exactly is it good?"

This question was quite abstract. Seeing the soldiers temporarily speechless, He Zudao pointed at a soldier randomly. "Liu Zhuangsheng, you tell us."

Liu Zhuangsheng was an ordinary soldier; he had only spoken at soldier meetings before. Now suddenly called up, he looked at everyone somewhat crampedly. Everyone's eyes focused on him; Liu Zhuangsheng felt an indescribable pressure. His heart immediately accelerated its beating; this feeling was even more nervous than fighting a battle.

"Say whatever you have; our troops just want everyone to speak." He Zudao comforted with a smile.

Liu Zhuangsheng hardened his heart and said loudly: "Our troops never bully people. The commissars and chiefs are very good to everyone."

This could be counted as truth forced out, and precisely because of this, such truth had a strong persuasive power. This was everyone's most intuitive impression. Hearing Liu Zhuangsheng's words, everyone had the same feeling.

He Zudao nodded to Liu Zhuangsheng. "You sit down first, Comrade Liu Zhuangsheng." Then he randomly pointed to another soldier. "Comrade Wang Eryong, you tell us. Where do you think our troops are good?"

Because of Liu Zhuangsheng's words before, Wang Eryong's words were much smoother. "Although there is a lot of work, we can eat our fill. And, I feel at ease in our troops."

He Zudao nodded; this was also very true. But there was still no angle to elaborate on the topic. He wanted to find some more people to speak, but felt the big group might not necessarily hit the point. He simply said himself: "Comrades, I have said many times. Why do we do this? Because we have a system that everyone has never seen before. Just like the system of our Insurance Corps, it can make everyone feel happy and comfortable. It can make life better. I am now going to tell everyone about this set of things."

"Commissar He, don't say so much useful or useless stuff, just tell us what you want us to do. Our troops are sincerely good to everyone; we all know. Being a person requires stressing loyalty and morality. Just the fact that our troops saved our lives, we are willing to sell our lives to the troops," a soldier shouted.

"Yes! Commissar He, just say it straight," soldiers shouted one after another.

Looking at those sincere faces and listening to everyone's earnest words, He Zudao was quite moved in his heart. If it were anyone else, they would probably state their purpose right now. But He Zudao was He Zudao after all. In the work of these days, He Zudao deeply realized one thing: only by thoroughly implementing Chen Ke's instructions could true success be achieved. When He Zudao followed Chen Ke, he obeyed Chen Ke as his lord and respected him as his teacher. This status of Chen Ke as "Lord and Teacher in one" made He Zudao show an unusually firm habit of executing "Party organization" orders.

And Chen Ke emphasized again and again in the layout work of this meeting that this mobilization was not to generate a fanatical fighting will in everyone, but to let everyone understand exactly why they were fighting. What kind of bright future such a battle would bring.

Suppressing his excitement, He Zudao pressed his hands down in the air again. "Comrades, what we want to talk about today is why we fight this battle. I must explain this point clearly to everyone."
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After the mobilization work of the day ended, the soldiers disbanded to prepare for the next stage of battle, but the political commissars of the military political work system did not disband. The head of the military commissars was now He Zudao; holding a summary meeting after every mobilization meeting was a convention for the commissars. Preparatory meetings and summary meetings were conducted every time.

"Morale is usable!" Xiong Mingyang shouted excitedly. The comrades' desire for battle today was very urgent, and their words showed a high sense of trust and belonging to the troops. Xiong Mingyang had an enthusiastic personality; feeling everyone's enthusiasm, he also felt high-spirited and excited. "Commissar He, as long as the soldiers have this energy, the next battle is not a problem."

He Zudao was younger than Xiong Mingyang; reasonably speaking, he should be more easily excited. However, among the commissars, He Zudao's performance was consistently calm. Seeing He Zudao silent and just looking thoughtful, everyone didn't feel it was strange. Everyone knew that a large-scale battle was coming soon, and the commissar's current job was to boost the morale of the troops. He Zudao's silence did not stop the comrades' enthusiasm, and everyone began to discuss enthusiastically.

"I think we should simply shout 'Capture Fengyang Prefecture, Liberate All of Anhui' now. What do you think of this slogan?" Li Zhao, the General Political Commissar of the Water Detachment, asked. Hearing this bold propaganda outline, the already excited commissars nodded in support one after another. In the mobilization, the soldiers repeatedly expressed that they would follow the Insurance Corps loyally. Wherever the team went to fight, the soldiers would fight there. Such heart-to-heart words made everyone very excited.

Now everyone in the troops had seen clearly that the Water Detachment would definitely form a new brigade. All the capable troops were in the Water Detachment, and the Military Commission had issued orders for political commissars to start looking for common people among the disaster victims from other places who were willing to follow the team, striving to get them to enlist. These common people, tortured to the brink of death by famine and hunger, were full of hatred for the rich, hatred for the government, and hatred for this era. Under such hatred, with a slight recruitment by the Insurance Corps, it could be said that respondents gathered like clouds. These common people had already been incorporated into the reserves for comprehensive training and physical recuperation; they should be very good soldiers. As long as their bodies recovered, the troops could definitely get a big development. This development was very likely to be the largest scale since the establishment of the Insurance Corps. So the commissars also felt there was a bright prospect. The expansion of the troop organization meant an increase in the number of troops everyone led, meaning promotion in position.

"What we are going to fight now is Shouzhou. How about we say 'Capture Shouzhou City, Liberate Fengyang Prefecture' first? After taking Shouzhou, use this slogan again. Otherwise, what to say for the next mobilization?" Dai Enze suggested.

Everyone thought this idea was good; even Li Zhao, who first proposed the slogan, thought this suggestion was very good. After discussing for a while, seeing that He Zudao still didn't speak, Li Zhao asked, "Commissar He, what do you think?"

He Zudao still had that thoughtful expression on his face, but this didn't mean he was completely wandering in his mind. Hearing Li Zhao's question, He Zudao nodded. "'Capture Shouzhou City, Liberate Fengyang Prefecture.' I think it's okay." After speaking, He Zudao originally wanted to continue thinking, but his expression inexplicably became somewhat anxious, as if he was very dissatisfied with his own mood. He couldn't help but say, "Comrades, I feel the political nature of such a slogan is not strong enough."

"Political nature not strong?" The comrades looked at He Zudao in surprise. Everyone never expected He Zudao to actually say such an inexplicable sentence. The gazes looking at He Zudao were all puzzled.

Xiong Mingyang stared at He Zudao. He actually didn't quite understand why He Zudao tried to suppress the soldiers' mood in the mobilization today, but instead repeatedly explained the new land policy. The new land policy was actually quite complex; even someone like Xiong Mingyang who had read books felt it was a bit unclear. He Zudao insisted on "calculating accounts" with the soldiers, comparing the differences between the old system and the new system. This was something Xiong Mingyang didn't understand very much.

The result of such mobilization naturally wouldn't be too good; the soldiers were almost confused by the talk. Later, Li Zhao saw things were wrong and quickly took over the conversation, guiding the direction towards military struggle, which rekindled the soldiers' fighting will. He Zudao's political work in the past had never had such a flaw; everyone was actually very puzzled.

He Zudao didn't pay attention to the comrades' emotions. He looked very anxious now; it seemed his thinking just now encountered a bottleneck. He frowned and closed his eyes, then opened them again very quickly. "Comrades, I have an idea. Why exactly do our troops fight? Isn't it still to live a good life? If we only engage in military struggle blindly and don't pay attention to political concepts, the result will only be creating a force full of hatred. I always feel this kind of morale is not right. Fighting smooth battles, such morale can still be used. Once fighting against the wind and suffering setbacks, I am very worried about whether the troops can hold up then."

The commissars never expected that what He Zudao worried about was actually such a matter. And because emotions were high now, some people even completely failed to understand what exactly He Zudao wanted to say.

Li Zhao laughed, "Commissar He, in Fengyang Prefecture, who is the opponent of our troops? In the battles so far, haven't those forts that boasted they would never be breached been beaten into fallen flowers and flowing water by us just the same? Moreover, the troops started by charging through blasted breaches, and now the frontal troops are also very daring to fight. The virtue of those official soldiers is probably not even comparable to the family guards of the forts."

Because Li Zhao was personally responsible for transporting the officers and soldiers of the Anhui New Army home, he had quite a lot of contact with these so-called "elite" New Army officers and soldiers. When encountering things, the performance of these New Army officers and soldiers was actually very poor; as long as without Pu Guanshui's command, these people could do nothing. In comparison, although the equipment of the landlord armed family guards in the forts was not great, facing the attack of the Insurance Corps, these family guards were daring to fight and risk their lives.

Li Zhao started, and other commissars also echoed one after another: "Troops are for fighting; political work is responsible by the civil affairs department. We can't intervene in the work of the civil affairs department, right? Organizational discipline doesn't allow it either."

"Destroy the government first, and then we can grasp the initiative. Whatever can incite the fighting will to fight the government now, we should do it that way."

"Secretary Chen said very clearly that our current military goal is not to let any official troops enter the base area. Otherwise, I'm afraid the current situation cannot be maintained. What we are fighting now is not just a military battle, but a political battle. We can only win now, not lose. Losing once will lead to big trouble."

Other commissars spoke one after another; almost everyone was opposing He Zudao. Seeing He Zudao facing everyone's unanimous opposition alone, some commissars felt a vague pleasure in their hearts. This was not only the pleasure of speaking one's mind directly, but also because He Zudao himself, as Chen Ke's diehard, had always been the leading figure among the commissars. Now being able to criticize and oppose He Zudao politely and reasonably, this pleasure involuntarily overflowed in their hearts.

He Zudao listened quietly. What everyone said made sense. When military struggle was the principal contradiction currently, maximizing the fighting will of the troops was naturally a good thing. Even in the long run, as long as comprehensive control of the locality was obtained, against the background of overwhelming military force, after external enemies were defeated, no one internally would dare to oppose the new regime. These were all correct principles. It was also the requirement Chen Ke proposed for this military action mobilization.

But He Zudao had an indescribable sense of dissonance. The revolutionary cause itself would absolutely not be so simple. If victory could be achieved so simply, then why did so many peasant uprisings in history fail every time? It is good for the army to know who its enemy is. But He Zudao believed that a true revolutionary army should know what it should guard, not just know whom it should overthrow.

If the new system led by the People's Party had been established now, He Zudao wouldn't be nitpicking like this. The problem lay in that the new system was completely unbuilt. It was even still in the budding stage. Not seizing the time to carry out the work of promoting the new system at this time, but conducting large-scale battles instead—He Zudao felt it wasn't right no matter what. The soldiers' loyalty must be directed at the system, at the revolution led by the People's Party. It cannot be merely out of simple gratitude. Although he didn't know what kind of problems a team formed by such gratitude would encounter, He Zudao knew problems would definitely arise.

However, seeing the posture of other commissars vowing not to stop until they convinced him, He Zudao had to soften temporarily. "Then this time we will write summaries separately. I will write about land distribution and the issue of calculating accounts under the old and new systems. Everyone write about the issue of army morale." He proposed a compromise plan. But after hearing He Zudao's words, everyone did not express complete agreement. He Zudao had to continue: "The problem of calculating accounts I was responsible for this time was not done well; this time it can be said to be a failure. I will write clearly and review it personally to the Party Committee. This is my own responsibility, and I will bear this responsibility."

Since He Zudao spoke to this extent, everyone couldn't say anything more. "Killing a person is no more than a nod to the ground" [meaning don't go too far]; Commissar He personally admitted his mistake and admitted his failure. Saying too much more would not be an attitude of solving problems. After briefly summarizing the process and situation of the mobilization meeting again, everyone began to write their own reports.

When He Zudao went to report to Chen Ke with two reports, he felt very depressed. For him, he had lost a battle in this mobilization meeting. When facing Chen Ke to report the result, He Zudao did not fear Chen Ke's anger, but felt a deep shame for failing to complete the task. The guard went in to announce him; waiting at the door, He Zudao felt his face flush red with shame. The waiting time seemed very long, yet seemed not long. In short, the guard came out to let He Zudao in. Waiting for He Zudao in the office was not only Chen Ke; Qi Huishen was actually sitting by the desk too. Seeing He Zudao come in, both people in the room stood up. Qi Huishen walked a few steps quickly to welcome him. "Zu Dao, it's really been a long time." Saying this, he extended his hand.

Since Qi Huishen and the others arrived at the base area, everyone had been busy with affairs. The two only occasionally saw each other rushing to handle affairs from afar; this was the first time they officially spoke until now. He Zudao and Qi Huishen were old friends; it was Qi Huishen who pulled He Zudao to follow Chen Ke. Meeting an old friend, He Zudao's depressed mood was also relieved. He shook hands tightly with Qi Huishen. "Huishen, now that you're here, hurry up and join the work. I'm really busy to death here."

Hearing this, Qi Huishen laughed, "This work arrangement has to be listened to from Wen Qing; I can't make the decision myself." These words were full of an indescribable flavor; He Zudao didn't know if Qi Huishen was complaining or approving of Chen Ke not arranging work for him.

But proper business was important now. He Zudao handed two documents to Chen Ke. "Secretary Chen, take a look. This is the record and summary of today's mobilization meeting." After Chen Ke took the documents, He Zudao continued to add: "My calculation comparing the new and old systems seems to have failed. Although the soldiers also knew that calculating accounts this way was correct, everyone focused more on what was unfair. Interest in the advantages of the new system was not great. This was something I didn't anticipate at the time."

Although he knew he failed, He Zudao did not directly use words like sorry. Chen Ke never let subordinates use language like "sorry" in reports. His evaluation of this was simple: "If apologizing was useful, you wouldn't need to do anything else; just apologizing would be enough. Revolutionary work is to complete goals, and must complete goals. If you have time to apologize, you might as well think about how to get things done."

"Sit." Chen Ke said. After speaking, he also sat down and started reading the reports. He Zudao sat straight on the stool, quietly waiting for Chen Ke's evaluation after reading the documents. Qi Huishen originally wanted to talk to He Zudao, but seeing He Zudao's serious expression, he didn't break the silence in the office either and waited wordlessly.

After Chen Ke finished reading one document, he handed the document to Qi Huishen and started reading the other one himself. Qi Huishen read for only a moment and couldn't help laughing out loud. "Zu Dao, I didn't expect you to speak really impressively now." Not knowing if it was because he heard He Zudao frankly admit his failure, anyway, Chen Ke read He Zudao's document first. After reading, he handed it to Qi Huishen. And Qi Huishen was obviously very interested in He Zudao's performance.

Facing the joke of his old friend, He Zudao did not show the slightest timidity caused by shame. He admitted calmly, "Speaking of the deception of the common people by landlords and clans under the old system, the soldiers were very interested. But when mentioning the advantages under the new system, the soldiers didn't understand. I failed very much."

Before Qi Huishen could speak, Chen Ke interrupted in a calm tone, "If not for the hatred of the old system, why do you think these soldiers would perform so outstandingly? Everyone knows that fighting kills people. The reason these soldiers perform outstandingly is that they have the passion to retaliate against the old system in their hearts. If you talk greatly about the benefits of building a new system, everyone definitely doesn't like to listen."

He Zudao actually already understood this. He just nodded in agreement, without defending himself at all. Instead, Qi Huishen asked somewhat puzzledly, "Wen Qing, why do you say that? Do you mean these soldiers just want to take revenge on society?"

"Huishen, have you read *Water Margin*?" Hearing Qi Huishen's words, Chen Ke did not answer directly but asked another question instead.

"Read it, and listened to storytelling too," Qi Huishen answered strangely.

"Can your Jiangnan tanci [ballad singing] express that kind of intensity? Hehe, I doubt it very much." First questioning the expression form of southern traditional folk art, Chen Ke then continued: "Liangshan Po claimed to 'Act for Heaven' [Enforce Justice on behalf of Heaven], but this acting for heaven looked one way in the eyes of Black Whirlwind Li Kui, and another way in the eyes of Timely Rain Song Jiang. There are one hundred and eight generals, so there are one hundred and eight different kinds of acting for heaven. This is nothing strange."

Qi Huishen never expected Chen Ke to view *Water Margin* this way, but Chen Ke's sentence plagiarizing a foreigner's evaluation of Hamlet was very meaningful. Qi Huishen was stunned after hearing it and actually couldn't find words to respond.

Chen Ke ignored Qi Huishen and continued browsing the document. The document wasn't very long; Chen Ke finished reading it in more than ten minutes. He raised his head. "Commissar He, I've seen the general situation. What is it that you can't figure out? Let's hear it."

He Zudao had already prepared the question. "I feel that if it goes on like this, trouble will definitely occur. If the troops cannot complete politicization, how should we solve principled problems encountered in the future?"

"For example?" Chen Ke briefly raised his question.

He Zudao answered immediately: "For example, what boosts morale now is jianghu loyalty, not identification with revolutionary concepts. As I see it now, our revolutionary concepts will definitely encounter many situations that conflict with the soldiers' current ideas in the future. The first article is obeying discipline and listening to command. Although I didn't participate in the battle, I saw some intelligence; soldiers now have very problematic ideas about promotion. Everyone wants to choose their favorite fellow villagers and relatives, and is somewhat resistant to personnel appointments by the organization. This is the negative effect of jianghu loyalty."

Qi Huishen was really quite surprised watching the formerly frail scholar He Zudao talk with fervor and assurance, his speech well-grounded. Although Qi Huishen was responsible for the work of the Shanghai Branch, in terms of clarity of reasoning alone, the current Qi Huishen felt he was already inferior to He Zudao. And a year ago, He Zudao himself needed Qi Huishen to help sort out his viewpoints and opinions. Could one year of work make such a big change in a person? Qi Huishen felt puzzled on the one hand, and somewhat jealous on the other.

Just as Qi Huishen was thinking over and over, He Zudao had already started summarizing. "Secretary Chen, I feel very worried about this matter. This kind of thing will definitely happen in the future. At that time, without revolutionary concepts as ideological support, soldiers will easily fail to think things through, and even intensify contradictions."

"Commissar He, you can realize one thing, right? The power of verbal education is very small." Chen Ke answered calmly. Chen Ke had experienced this mood of He Zudao long ago, so he hesitated whether to speak clearly.

He Zudao had so much practical work experience, and because he was convinced by Chen Ke from the bottom of his heart, he accepted Chen Ke's concepts completely. After hearing this sentence from Chen Ke, he was only confused for a moment, and then a trace of shocked expression suddenly appeared on his face.

Chen Ke saw that He Zudao likely understood the meaning in his words. He continued with a grave expression: "Great waves wash away the sand. Commissar He. Revolution is not a dinner party; this is true for treating enemies, and also true for treating our own problems. We now want soldiers to wage war against the old system. Then the aim is to win the war. Soldiers grow up in war; just like a tree growing tall, there will always be some branches growing wrong. At that time, we must prune when we should prune. We must chop off those branches when we should chop them off. This is an inevitable process. This process does not change according to our subjective will."

Qi Huishen didn't quite understand the meaning in Chen Ke's words, but seeing He Zudao's face becoming more and more unsightly—that expression was a mixture of pain, regret, unease, shock, and unbearableness—Qi Huishen also felt something was wrong. Then, he heard Chen Ke continue: "At the current stage, we still have to focus on education and guidance. But in the future, what should be tidied up must be tidied up. Soldiers of the revolutionary army can only have one revolutionary program. So I think your idea is very good; I absolutely support it. But pay attention to work methods. Although both act for heaven, the acting for heaven Li Kui recognized was swinging a big axe and chopping at the spectators watching the execution during the raid on the execution ground in Jiangzhou. Song Jiang's acting for heaven was to seek amnesty. Commissar He, you are a member of the People's Party; you must stand on the stance of the People's Party's people's revolution. No matter what situation you face, as a political commissar, you must confirm this stance of yours. Do you understand?"

He Zudao's face had become dignified and gloomy. He was silent for a good while, and finally said loudly: "I understand!"

There was a feeling of determination and helplessness in this voice. Chen Ke knew He Zudao really understood his words. His heart softened, and he couldn't help but advise, "Our people's revolution is the only correct path for China now, but the people's revolution cannot save everyone either."

After speaking, ignoring what reaction He Zudao might have, Chen Ke waved his hand. "Commissar He, time is tight and tasks are heavy now; you hurry back to work."

Since Chen Ke said so, He Zudao spoke no more. He stood at attention and saluted Chen Ke, then turned and walked out of Chen Ke's office.
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Chapter 81: Various Wave Lines (8)

Xu Erba stood at the gate of the Insurance Corps Reclamation Brigade's women's camp, craning his neck to look inside. Women were going in and out of the camp gate, dazzling Xu Erba's eyes. This wasn't because he was lustful by nature, but because he hadn't seen that expected person for a long time. The woman in his memory was still fifteen or sixteen years old, but now that person was already twenty-one.

The place where men waited was quite far from the camp gate. A box had been drawn there with white lime; all men coming to visit the women's camp had to stand inside that box and wait. Xu Erba wasn't the only one craning his neck to look; there were quite a few others with him. Men waiting here was a rule of the Reclamation Brigade. After the flood, everyone's houses were basically gone, and the camp, lacking building materials, simply couldn't provide houses with walls. They were all unified shelters supported by wooden poles with thatched roofs. Moreover, for security reasons, berth placement was very open. Firstly to avoid unnecessary trouble, and secondly to facilitate political propaganda. So camps with separate living for men and women were built. On ordinary days, everyone was busy with labor; couples would just talk at the gate and then separate to go back to rest. These few days were holidays, and people in the family wanted to reunite. So the number of people waiting here was unusually large.

"Waiting for one's own wife takes so long; what kind of rules are these?" someone complained.

This remark immediately drew other witty remarks. "How about you take the lead and go in now, and we follow behind?" As soon as these words were spoken, they immediately triggered a burst of laughter from the people around.

"Fart! Do you have the guts to follow me?" The one being laughed at immediately blushed and retorted sarcastically. The Insurance Corps had strict rules; anyone trespassing in the women's camp was severely punished. Moreover, in such a disaster year, women actually faced more dangers than men. Although it took a bit of effort to see wives and family members, men actually knew that it was better for women to live collectively. And these days, everyone repeatedly asked their female relatives and knew there were no men in the women's camp. Although they really hoped they could enter and leave the women's camp freely, men didn't want men other than themselves to enter and leave the women's camp freely. So although there were complaints on their lips, everyone could accept this discipline.

Xu Erba was an unfamiliar face, but the local common people of Fengtai County rarely went out of their villages originally. Now that common people from all places lived together, unfamiliar faces were the norm. Moreover, Xu Erba was now wearing the blue uniform of the troops, plus his hands were rough but not covered with calluses. He didn't look much different from others.

"It's getting colder day by day. If there are still no houses, we may not be able to live in thatched sheds for much longer." Since waiting was inevitable, everyone simply started chatting.

"Yeah. What exactly does the army say about this? I see the troops are still living in the same thatched sheds as us. Asking people in the troops, they haven't heard any news either. Our tens of thousands of people, even if we all go to live in Yuezhangji, we can't fit."

"I heard the officials all went to live in the county town?" Someone seemed "well-informed."

"These past few days I often saw that Brigade Commander Hua and Commissar He Zudao coming out of the troop camp. They shouldn't have all moved away."

"Then why haven't I seen Brigade Commander Chen Ke these past few days? He must have returned to the county town."

Xu Erba felt a burst of aversion in his heart as he listened to everyone's words becoming more and more unruly. Although Chen Ke lived in the county town, Xu Erba knew exactly how busy his daily work was. These days, Chen Ke led the team during morning exercises, Chen Ke lectured during party lessons, and in the evening Chen Ke had to talk with these new comrades. Getting up early and working in the dark every day, even often staying up all night. Compared with this hardship, although the accommodation conditions of these common people in the Reclamation Brigade were not great, at least they could sleep when it got dark, and there was a reveille to wake them up in the morning. Comparing the two, Chen Ke obviously gave more.

The people around noticed Xu Erba's clothes. Seeing Xu Erba frowning, the clever ones among them stopped continuing this topic.

"Brother, you are with the troops, right?" Someone came over to get friendly.

"I am with the troops."

"Then have the troops said anything about houses?" The common people immediately asked about the matter they cared about most.

Hearing this, Xu Erba paused slightly. He really knew about the houses. In Xu Erba's view, the personnel who came this time were truly hiding dragons and crouching tigers. Under Qin Tongren's efforts, more than seventy people came from Beijing alone, all former technicians of the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau. Although the batch of people gathered in Beijing earliest all remembered the benefits of Chen Ke opening the honeycomb briquette factory, everyone had saved quite a lot of money before the honeycomb briquette factory closed down, so not many of those mechanics came. Qin Tongren had quite some appeal; among those who came, there were more than fifty engineers and technicians from the Tianjin Machinery Bureau.

And this time, five steam engines ordered by Chen Ke from the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau were transported here. The day after Qin Tongren and the others disembarked, they began to be responsible for installing and debugging this equipment. Because the people from the honeycomb briquette factory had sufficient experience with molds, Xu Erba knew that the first project was mechanical brick making. The People's Party had its own kiln firing team, and the firing of red bricks had been completed long ago. Because Xu Erba's rank was low, he couldn't enter the R&D department but was sent for training.

Seeing Xu Erba looking like he wanted to speak but stopped, everyone knew Xu Erba knew some inside information. Everyone immediately gathered around. "Brother, just say what you know. Older brother will definitely remember your kindness."

"Right, this brother from the troops, tell us. Look, it's going to be freezing soon; how can we do without houses to live in?"

Someone even started singing a high profile, "Our Insurance Corps is the team of our common people; what is there that can't be told to our common people?"

"Yes, yes! Brother, looking at your extraordinary appearance, you must be an officer. Tell us." Someone started to put a high hat on Xu Erba [flatter him]. Actually, although Xu Erba wore a military uniform, he didn't have any rank badge. He was definitely not a high official. Quite a few people could see this, but Xu Erba looked young, so the high hat was immediately put on him.

Seeing the common people surrounding him like stars holding the moon, and good words swarming from all directions, he immediately felt a bit floating. Moreover, although the Insurance Corps emphasized discipline, they didn't say the matter of the brick machine couldn't be said. Xu Erba kept a straight face and coughed twice. Everyone knew this young soldier was going to speak and immediately quieted down.

"Ahem!" Xu Erba cleared his throat. "I don't know when the houses will be built, but a set of brick-making machines has been set up here; presumably it should be very soon."

"Brick-making machine? What is this, brother?" Everyone didn't understand this new term at all.

"It's a machine for making brick blanks. One machine can produce tens of thousands of bricks a day, I suppose." Xu Erba said very proudly.

"Can produce tens of thousands of brick blanks a day? You are joking, right?" A middle-aged man couldn't help laughing. Even for a good hand at brick making, making a few hundred bricks a day was extremely remarkable. Making tens of thousands of bricks a day was simply a fantasy.

"That's not necessarily true; it depends on how many people are used." Someone raised a different view.

Hearing everyone's words, Xu Erba's face showed a deliberately profound smile peculiar to boasters. "One machine only uses twenty-some people and can make tens of thousands of bricks a day."

"What?" Hearing this, both the approvers and opposers just now were greatly shocked. This completely exceeded their imagination. A house only uses a few thousand bricks; if the house isn't good, not even a thousand bricks are used. If fifty thousand bricks can be produced a day, that means bricks produced in one day can build fifty houses. Calculated this way, in just a month, everyone might be able to live in new houses...

While everyone was stunned by this news, suddenly a joyous female voice came, "It really is you, Erba. When did you come back?"

Hearing this familiar voice, Xu Erba hurriedly turned his head. He saw a young woman of medium build standing outside the lime line. She wore a blue military uniform and a blue military soft cap, with the short bob hair peculiar to female civil servants in Fengtai County now. Her appearance was not beautiful, but her high nose bridge, high forehead, and lips pursed forcefully gave people a rather tough feeling. This woman was exactly Ren Qiying, whom Xu Erba thought of day and night.

Xu Erba could no longer care about showing off to others. He squeezed through the crowd, rushed to Ren Qiying in three steps or two, stood in front of Ren Qiying, and sized up his childhood sweetheart. Xu Erba was already at a loss for what to do. He stammered, "I... I just came back a few days ago."

Everyone never expected that the person Xu Erba wanted to see was actually Ren Qiying, who was already slightly famous in Fengtai County. Everyone was quite surprised. Even those who originally flattered falsely now really had some genuine admiration in their eyes looking at Xu Erba.

Ren Qiying noticed everyone's gazes. "Erba, let's take a walk together." After speaking, Ren Qiying took the lead towards the uninhabited fields. Xu Erba responded and followed behind Ren Qiying. Watching Xu Erba following Ren Qiying away like a puppy wagging its tail and begging for pity, everyone looked at each other, not knowing what to say.

Suddenly someone realized with an "Oh." Now everyone's gaze immediately turned back to this brother. "I said why this person looked so familiar? Isn't he the son of Landlord Xu who passed the examination as a scholar [Xiucai]? The Xu Erba who studied with Mr. Ren."

With this said, whether everyone had seen Xu Erba or not, they immediately remembered that there was indeed such a scholar.

"No wonder he knows so much. Is that brick-making machine thing really true then?"

"The Insurance Corps actually recruited scholars?"

"Wasn't it said that Scholar Xu went to Beijing?"

Various guesses and imaginings immediately began to circulate among the crowd.

Being able to meet his childhood partner, especially the person he thought of day and night, again. Xu Erba had long forgotten what he said just now cleanly. He tried to look serious, but soon couldn't hold back and grinned foolishly.

Ren Qiying turned her head to look at Xu Erba's silly face and couldn't help laughing out loud. "I felt long ago that you would come back. I didn't expect it to be exactly as I thought."

Xu Erba, whose IQ was now less than five, still grinned foolishly after hearing this. Only after a moment did he remember to ask, "What did you think of?"

"I won't tell you." Ren Qiying answered with a smile. To tell the truth, looking at Xu Erba's cheerful puppy-like expression, Ren Qiying only wanted to laugh in her heart.

Seeing this smile he had been accustomed to since childhood, Xu Erba suddenly felt he could finally speak smoothly. He didn't care to ask what Ren Qiying thought of; the words in his heart blurted out: "I missed you so much these few years! I missed you every day when I was in Beijing."

"Really?" Ren Qiying laughed, "If you missed me, you didn't even write a single letter."

Hearing this, Xu Erba's happy mood immediately fell from the peak to the valley bottom; the smile froze on his face immediately. "I... I didn't make a name for myself in Beijing either. When I left back then, I said I would definitely make a name for myself before coming to see you."

"Haha, you still remember that matter." Ren Qiying laughed quite happily. "I didn't expect you were so silly then, and you are still the same now."

"Ah?" Hearing this, Xu Erba felt his heart falling straight down. He was despised by Ren Qiying again. Although he had been despised by Ren Qiying since childhood—whether in learning or writing, he couldn't compare to Ren Qiying who was a woman—ever since an indescribable feeling for his teacher's daughter arose in Xu Erba's heart, what Xu Erba could not accept most was Ren Qiying's contempt. That was why later Xu Erba went to Beijing hoping to break out a situation. At that time, Xu Erba had a tragic look on his face and solemnly vowed to Ren Qiying: "I will do something big in Beijing."

Xu Erba remembered very clearly that Ren Qiying looked at Xu Erba with a puzzled look for a good while before sighing, "You are really too silly." What Xu Erba couldn't forget was the regretful look on Ren Qiying's face. In his view, this was a silent negation of himself. But the facts were indeed as Ren Qiying "predicted." Xu Erba, who thought he had some connections in the Beiyang Army as a scholar, failed to do the great career he imagined at all. He didn't even save much money.

The most ridiculous thing was that most of the savings Xu Erba brought home this time were earned working in the honeycomb briquette factory opened by Chen Ke. He originally thought that after coming back this time, he was at least a figure in the People's Party. But he didn't expect Ren Qiying to be already a cadre of the People's Party. This was even earlier than himself. Hearing Ren Qiying call him silly again, Xu Erba felt this world had collapsed. Thinking of his own uselessness, he wished he could find a crack in the ground to crawl into immediately. The joyous mood just now flew to the nine heavens [vanished].

The depressed Xu Erba never expected what result his speech among the common people just now would trigger. After separating from Ren Qiying in a depressed mood, the next morning, Xu Erba was listlessly listening to the party lesson, turning a deaf ear to the course content. During the class break, just as Xu Erba was preparing to drink some water, he was called away by a People's Party cadre coming from outside. Under the cadre's lead, the two entered Chen Ke's office. As soon as he entered the door, he saw Qin Tongren was also inside. Chen Ke was the leader of the People's Party now, and Qin Tongren was the head of high technology. Both leaders were waiting for Xu Erba with not-so-good expressions, which really startled him.

"Comrade Xu Erba, I want to ask you what you said to the common people yesterday?" Chen Ke asked.

"Ah?" After separating from Ren Qiying yesterday, Xu Erba had been depressed. When Chen Ke asked this, he actually couldn't remember at all what he had said to others yesterday. Under the cross-stare of Chen Ke's grim gaze and Qin Tongren's cold gaze peculiar to when he was angry, although it was late autumn, Xu Erba felt his back immediately start to sweat.

He recalled what he had said with great difficulty, and then stammeringly reported those words. Xu Erba felt his brain was in chaos; whether he said those words or not, he himself wasn't sure at all. The more anxious he was, the less clearly he spoke. Finally, not only his back, but Xu Erba's forehead also started to sweat.

Chen Ke waved his hand. "Comrade Xu Erba, let's leave it at that for today. I'll tell you one thing: in the future, no matter who asks about the People's Party's affairs, if there is no order allowing you to say it, you don't say anything. Do you remember?"

Although he didn't know exactly what trouble he had caused, there was a meaning in Chen Ke's tone that absolutely allowed no defiance. Xu Erba nodded hurriedly. "I remember."

"You go back to class first," Chen Ke said.

When Xu Erba left tremblingly, Chen Ke asked, "Mr. Qin, how is the brick machine matter? When can it start running?"

"This preliminarily adjusted production line can already be tried to run. According to the current molds, it can produce 70,000 brick blanks a day. The firing matter depends on Miss You Gou's efforts."

A production line driven by four steam engines could produce 70,000 brick blanks a day, and the one working on this production line was Qin Tongren who had rich experience in honeycomb briquette production. Chen Ke really didn't know what to say. But in these years, having such efficiency was already remarkable. It wasn't just the technical personnel from the former Tianjin Machinery Bureau who came this time. There were also some technical personnel recruited by Qi Huishen in Shanghai. Among them were students who graduated in architecture in Japan. Because Japan began to restrict revolutionary activities among students at the end of 1905, many people left Japan in anger. Some of these people couldn't find jobs after returning to China, nor could they find "revolutionary comrades," so they simply stayed in Shanghai with nowhere to go. Qi Huishen gathered this group of people and arranged for them to teach at the Shanghai Renxin Medical College. This time when he came, he brought a batch of technical people.

With people and technology, the large-scale housing construction work originally pre-designed by Chen Ke could finally begin.

Qin Tongren watched Chen Ke silently calculating something in his heart. He suddenly spoke: "Mr. Chen, I have something I want to ask you."

"Ah? Please say," Chen Ke responded hurriedly.

Qin Tongren asked seriously: "Mr. Chen, I admire your thought of being considerate to the common people very much. But I always feel that after you build these houses, these common people get something for nothing and can move in immediately. I'm worried it will let the common people develop this kind of habit. Governing the people requires techniques. After the common people move in, if you force them to pay rent again, that would be an extremely difficult thing. Mr. Chen definitely won't do that either. So there must be a charter."

"Uh?" Chen Ke never expected Qin Tongren to say this. To tell the truth, for a technician like Qin Tongren to actually propose such a viewpoint politically, Chen Ke still admired it a bit. At least if it were comrades of the People's Party, quite a few definitely wouldn't realize this. But Chen Ke didn't support Qin Tongren's view at all. "Mr. Qin, I'm actually not worried about the common people moving in for free. First, these days, how much farm work have the common people done in production self-help? This work is not ordinarily hard. Second, these houses look like the common people live for free; not only can I not ask for them back, but it's even more impossible for others to want them. As long as the common people treat these houses as their own homes, then they will also treat the People's Party as their own people. What's more, when building houses, these common people will also contribute effort. But what Mr. Qin said is also very right; we can't let the common people get these houses for nothing. This winter we will let the common people participate in the work of building water conservancy. As long as they do enough quantity, these houses are theirs."

"Ah?" This time it was Qin Tongren's turn to be greatly surprised. He really didn't expect that Chen Ke really wanted to give the houses to the common people just like that. In these years, residences were not cheap. He had seen the residential area designed by the People's Party. Those red brick houses were not small in either area or scale; every household was a separate courtyard. And most importantly, there were actually running water systems and septic tank systems in this design. Even if prices in Anhui couldn't compare to Beijing, at the most conservative calculation, such a farm courtyard in Fengtai County would be worth more than a dozen taels of silver no matter what. A peasant household, even saving on food and clothing, would probably not be able to save up the money for such a house in a few years. Chen Ke only asked the common people to participate in building water conservancy in winter, and this house would be given to the common people for free. Qin Tongren really couldn't understand such a practice.

Chen Ke smiled, "Mr. Qin, since the People's Party arrived in Fengtai County, we have always done it first before speaking. We don't want to control the common people. The outline of the people's revolution is to let the common people know that following our People's Party and relying on the new system, everyone can live a better life. It is absolutely impossible to rely on mouth to say such things. Only by doing the things first can the common people believe you. Moreover, the common people themselves also participate in labor; no matter what, it cannot be said that they got something for nothing and got the houses in vain. Many children of these common people are soldiers fighting in our troops. If there are not these immediately visible results, how can we convince the soldiers that our People's Party is fighting for the common people?"

Qin Tongren looked at Chen Ke dumbfounded. After a good while, he asked, "Then why did Mr. Chen want to question Xu Erba?"

Chen Ke laughed, "I was afraid he would speak too many empty words. Since he only talked about the brick machine, then it's not a problem."

Seeing Qin Tongren completely speechless, Chen Ke smiled, "By the way, Mr. Qin, I invited you here this time actually not for Xu Erba's matter. I want Mr. Qin to help; you have to take the lead. Personally lead the technical personnel to participate in the labor of building houses. Not commanding labor, but working together with everyone. If I personally order this matter, it will only make everyone unhappy. If you, Mr. Qin, can personally take the lead, I think everyone will have nothing to say."

Qin Tongren was already rendered speechless by Chen Ke's viewpoint. Hearing Chen Ke's "request" later, he sat there with his mouth open, actually stunned in his seat.
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Chapter 82: Various Wave Lines (9)

No matter what human thoughts are, the world treats everyone the same; everyone has twenty-four hours a day. Time flowed silently over everything. The secretaries of the People's Party faced various document processing and meetings either calmly or anxiously. The comrades of the Military Commission were busy making plans to attack Shouzhou. Teachers at the Party School explained knowledge from books, and students listened excitedly or puzzledly, with some raising hands to ask questions from time to time. Cadets at the Military Academy performed neat formation drills and techniques for using weapons and equipment. The newly established Ministry of Industry was busy discussing around the transported machinery. Soldiers were either busy preparing for battle or listening to political propaganda from political commissars.

As for the common people of Fengtai County, they were enjoying the last day of their holiday, gathering with their families, discussing various news heard recently. From the distribution of the harvest to the news that there might be houses to live in.

The three-day holiday thoroughly enlivened the emotions of the common people. First of all, being able to reunite freely with their families was something that hadn't happened for a long time. But after the flood, houses had collapsed, so it was impossible to cook and gather on their own. Vegetation was drowned, and there was no firewood for burning. Everyone was a farmer; during the harvest, because grain had to be turned over, everyone secretly hid some potatoes. Now gathered together, they could only eat them raw.

Children were not willing to be lonely; having gathered by their parents' side for two days, they were bored by now. The little guys gathered together and started playing. Lacking game equipment, the game types were sports games learned during school, such as hopscotch, eagle catches chickens [tag], drop the handkerchief, and relay races. Watching the dolls in unified blue clothes gathering together like a flock of cheerful little birds to play, fight, and argue. Older children took the toddlers who just learned to walk with them, but in a blink of an eye, the older children ran off to play with other children, leaving the little guys behind. At first, the little guys were baffled, and then they started crying. The adults immediately shouted and scolded the older children who were derelict in their duty. But this was just ordinary scolding as parents. Finally, the mothers simply took the little guys to their sides. Having gained a sense of security, the little guys were quiet for a few minutes, but watching other children playing happily, they struggled hard in their mothers' arms anxiously, wanting to run and play with everyone. The mothers had to comfort these little guys. If it were in their own homes, this scene on the late autumn plain could really be called harmonious and happy.

In addition to this, many common people who used to sing flower drums began to set up stalls to sing songs. Everyone had no money on them, and there was no place to spend money in the Reclamation Brigade now. As long as you didn't want to get any "luxury goods," eating, accommodation, and clothing didn't cost money. The common people saw a single coin as bigger than a millstone; especially in these days, who was willing to spend money? Only those recognized prodigals would spend money at this time. Those singing flower drums and storytelling also knew they couldn't earn any money, but having a rare break, singing flower drums served to regulate their own emotions. As soon as the gongs and drums started, people immediately crowded around like a sea. More than a dozen crowds formed immediately.

regarding these situations, the guard team of the Reclamation Brigade stuck to their posts. Teams of blue-clad people patrolled the crowd from time to time. Everyone was accustomed to the existence of him or her. The guards passed by, and everyone didn't care, continuing to enjoy their rare holiday.

When the common people gathered together, their chatterboxes also opened. These days, they first lived under the threat of death every day. Although the People's Party fully intervened in Fengtai County affairs in the days that followed, saving the common people from the flood and finally stabilizing their lives, such a stable life did not come without a price. The People's Party and the Insurance Corps really managed everything from heaven above to earth below, and even had to manage everyone's shitting and pissing in between. After living such days for more than half a year, during this rare holiday in such a life, everyone had endless topics to talk about.

"Do you say the People's Party really wants to distribute houses to us?" This was the topic with the highest discussion ratio among all topics.

Through the propaganda during this period, the common people also knew the general political structure of Fengtai County now. At the beginning, everyone only knew the existence of the Insurance Corps; after all, everyone's children joined the Insurance Corps initially. Everyone thought this armed force was the actual ruler of Fengtai County. As the People's Party began to recruit local party activists on a large scale, everyone finally knew that above the Insurance Corps, there was a political organization controlling everything. All decisions were issued by the People's Party, and the Insurance Corps was merely an executive agency.

"That's hard to say. Reasonably speaking, they should give us houses." The one saying this should be an optimist, but the optimist's tone was not so firm.

Sure enough, someone immediately came out to ridicule, "According to what reason? If according to reason, this relief grain should have come down long ago. Why would we need to work so hard?"

This remark immediately received everyone's approval. "This Insurance Corps and People's Party are not the government; they don't have this reason."

"Isn't Magistrate Shang Yuan the government?" So the topic began to expand.

"Although Magistrate Shang Yuan is a government man, looking at it now, the one who speaks and manages things is still Brigade Commander Chen Ke. Look at ordinary days, when has Magistrate Shang Yuan ever walked in front of Brigade Commander Chen Ke? And whatever Brigade Commander Chen says, when has Magistrate Shang Yuan ever said no? The one in charge in our county is absolutely not Magistrate Shang Yuan."

"No matter who is in charge, as long as there are houses to survive the winter, anyone in charge is fine." A farmer with a dark red face, who seemed impatient with many things, said crisply, "Even this disaster year can be passed; I don't believe future days won't be good. Distribute houses, distribute land; I just want to live a good life. Didn't the People's Party say long ago that they would only collect thirty percent rent in the future, and besides that, we don't have to hand over anything? I just want to guard my own one mu three fen of land well."

These words spoke the ideal of everyone. Actually, what the common people wanted was just this simple. Having land, having a house, living with family. Haven't everyone lived like this for thousands of years? Although they had nothing now, with such a future prospect, no one did not hope these scenes could be realized immediately.

However, people who poured cold water were never lacking. Someone immediately said: "This land is not yours; it is borrowed from the landlords. If it has to be returned to the landlords in the future, what do you plan to do?"

"My family also has land; at most exchange land then. What else can happen? I am determined to have this house." The dark-red-faced one said indignantly.

"Will this house be given to you for nothing? Why should the People's Party give you a house? Do you think there is such a reason?" The one pouring cold water continued his speech of "everyone is drunk and I alone am sober."

Hearing this, the dark-red-faced one really got angry. "Eh? What do you mean? The People's Party and the Insurance Corps always say they are the team of our common people; why wouldn't they give us houses? I have no money, but can't I sell my strength?"

That calm cold-water party member smiled disdainfully. "We have sold our strength until now; what have they given us? What food do we eat every day, what work do we do? Can't you see even this? Just eating a meal from them makes us tired like this; giving us houses, not to mention how much work we have to do. Let alone seeing even a shadow of a house now. You want to be distributed a house? Dreaming, right?"

"My family has someone in the Insurance Corps; house distribution will absolutely not leave us out." The brother with the dark red face shouted loudly, "Since this Insurance Corps is the team of our common people, it's impossible for them not to make decisions for our common people." His voice was extremely loud; not only the people in this circle, but even people in other distant circles heard it. Everyone looked over one after another.

The one pouring cold water really didn't expect this dark-red-faced brother to be so agitated. Seeing the dark-red-faced brother glaring at him angrily, his momentum immediately weakened a notch. But even so, he wasn't willing to admit defeat easily. The one pouring cold water chattered: "You say the Insurance Corps stands on the side of the common people, so they stand on the side of the common people? Apart from letting us work every day, tell me what else this People's Party has done? They eat and drink enough themselves all day long, stroll around the fields, and then go back to enjoy blessings. If they say they are the team of the common people, they should let everyone eat enough first. Being so tired all day long..."

The dark-red-faced brother immediately interrupted this chatter. "Zhu San, you are just a lazy ghost, eating and lazy to work all day long. If not for living in this camp, I'm afraid you would have starved to death long ago. Who among those working in the same team as you doesn't laugh at you? For goods like you, even if houses and land are distributed, you will still be poor."

The one pouring cold water was surnamed Zhu, ranked third at home. Having his background exposed by the dark-red-faced brother like this, his face immediately couldn't hold it. He also craned his neck and shouted loudly: "It's not that I can't work. Have you seen such a camp? This bunch of People's Party brats calculate people more poisonously than those blackest-hearted old landlords. Even working, they don't let you work well; how much to do every day, how much to eat, they calculated long ago. Digging a ditch, they even have to set how deep to dig; everyone working just means getting the general idea done. Every time we don't dig that deep, or don't work to their satisfaction, they deduct rations. They draw a line, say a number, and we have to work to death. Isn't this tormenting people?"

Although Zhu San's words were said in desperation, they resonated universally with everyone. The common people of Fengtai County had never experienced communal living on such a scale, nor had they seen such big rules on ordinary days. Previously they always heard that rich and powerful families had big rules. Now these common people of Fengtai County personally experienced to what extent rules could be big. In the past days, when to get up and when to sleep was all up to oneself. Now early every morning, there is the reveille. It won't do if you don't get up; morning rice is supplied at a fixed time, no rice if you don't get up.

When going down to the fields to work, it was also a scene of tens of thousands of people working that had never appeared before. Initially being able to eat free food, everyone didn't think much. But the work assigned made them unable to accept it. For farmers, how to work and how much to work were their own affairs. Although the purpose of every project had to be explained publicly, these common people thought these things had nothing to do with them. You Insurance Corps want to build irrigation canals; it's not just watering my family's land alone, why should I do so much? You want to build roads; it's not just me walking alone, why should I spend so much effort to dig the roadbed and tamp the earth? For hundreds of years, haven't roads become more potholed the more they are walked on? Why must a good road be built when it comes to your Insurance Corps? Just repairing it casually should be fine.

The People's Party and the Insurance Corps claimed to be the team of the common people at all times, and the low-level officers and soldiers in this Insurance Corps were indeed mostly children of local common people. But the ones who could really speak on top were all those people from outside. Everyone had no kinship with these people; wanting to find these people to do some things wouldn't work. In the eyes of the common people, aren't fellow villagers all connections? When the connection is there, everyone can make things convenient. This is the significance of being a local; this is the significance of being a fellow villager. For thousands of years, everyone lived like this, and this was also the only way to guarantee one's own interests.

But like this People's Party, saying it's for everyone's benefit, actually just making everyone work harder. These are not our own people at all. If not because the common people knew now that to survive, they could only rely on eating the grain controlled by the People's Party, I'm afraid it wouldn't be just saying these words; someone would have started trouble long ago.

The dark-red-faced one rarely didn't object. Actually, he also had his own doubts. This was not like Zhu San's kind of people, haggling over every ounce of work. The reason he always "helped" the People's Party speak was that deep in his heart, this brother had a suspicion. Is the People's Party really on the side of the people? What the People's Party said actually made sense: if they couldn't take advantage of now to repair the water conservancy and level the land, there would be no harvest for next year's grain. And the locality would definitely become chaotic. This content instilled repeatedly was not only believed by this brother; actually, even people like Zhu San couldn't say any other reasoning.

The dark-red-faced brother knew that the more people spoke such big words, the more unreliable they were. When constructing water conservancy projects, people from the Insurance Corps side had already said that the few ditches currently being built as key points would all be built with bricks, and then surfaced with some "cement." There were quite a few Fengtai County farmers proficient in farm work; just hearing the volume of these projects, everyone immediately lost heart. Everyone wasn't clear what exactly that "cement" was. But everyone knew that these projects couldn't be finished at all without three to five years. For common people, who would be willing to work for benefits three to five years later? Whether they could live another three to five years was hard to say. This was the reason why those common people who were not afraid of work had worries.

However, even so, Zhu San's words did not make this dark-red-faced brother completely disappointed. The People's Party people looked like learned people, and up to now, they had achieved everything they mentioned. As long as they could really build houses for everyone before winter came this time, then it would show they didn't tell lies. This group of people would have the value of being followed.

Although many people were very dissatisfied with the camp of this Reclamation Brigade, anyone willing to work was clear that in this disaster year, if not done this way, everyone couldn't survive at all. Rice couldn't be eaten raw; everyone knew clearly how much trouble it took to collect fuel for fire on ordinary days. Everyone was also very clear about what a miserable state Fengtai County was in after the flood. If everyone were allowed to cook for themselves, not to mention anything else, just this firewood for burning could cause human lives to be lost.

The situation created jointly by the People's Party and the common people of Fengtai County was certainly chaotic and full of various contradictions, but at least it was still "contradictions among the people." In Fengtai County, there was another large group of people; even in the eyes of the People's Party comrades, they couldn't be completely classified into the "category of people." Even a large group of people simply regarded these people as trouble. They were the disaster victims gathered in Fengtai County.



★


Various Wave Lines 10

Volume 3 - Chapter 83

❧ ❧ ❧
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The common people of Fengtai County were enjoying a rare holiday, and this peaceful atmosphere even infected the guards. They pretended not to see the common people listening to flower drums or chatting while taking out a potato to gnaw on slowly. Even the guards of the Reclamation Brigade had not really eaten their fill these days. It wasn't until after the harvest that they ate truly full meals. After finally getting rid of the hunger state that had lasted for several months, everyone was particularly sympathetic about this matter.

Seeing the guards didn't make a sound, the common people were also relieved. After all, before the harvest, the Reclamation Brigade had specifically explained that the current grain was for everyone to survive the winter, and the canteen would remain open until the harvest ended next year. Although this reasoning was correct, it couldn't stop everyone from "appropriately" stuffing one or two potatoes into their pockets during the harvest.

However, everyone didn't eat much. In the eyes of the common people, the potatoes brought out secretly were their own, and the canteen food didn't cost money, so it was eaten for free. The taste of the rush-planted potatoes was really not fresh and sweet enough, quite a gap compared to the cooked food in the canteen. Even these common people enjoying the holiday didn't really want to treat these potatoes as staple food. Even if they took some, it was just one or two. The guards didn't think people should be arrested for just one or two potatoes. Being fellow villagers, it was completely unnecessary to tear faces apart for such a small matter.

In a place where the vision of the resting crowd could barely reach, a small group of figures bent their waists, avoiding being seen as much as possible. There were eight people in this group, half were youths around twenty years old, and half were children around ten. They were all in ragged clothes, with hair as messy as grass. Although their faces could be considered washed, there were thick stains on their ears and necks. Although these youths and children were at an agile age, walking with bent waists was still very tiring. After walking for a while, a child who fell to the end of the team couldn't help but stop. He straightened his waist and asked panting, "Brother, I'm tired."

"Just walk a bit more and we'll be there." A youth with a very obvious white scar on his forehead—the scar looked like a white earthworm on the upper left of his forehead, likely a knife scar—answered casually upon hearing the child's question. He looked back and saw the child standing there motionless, so he hurriedly ran back, pressed the child's head down, and made him squat.

"What are you standing up for? What if someone sees?" the youth scolded in a low voice.

The child said timidly, "I know, brother." Then he asked somewhat worriedly, "Brother, is there really food in the field?"

"Didn't you eat the sweet potato I brought back last time?" the youth asked very unhappily.

Hearing this, the child couldn't help swallowing saliva as if recalling a peerless delicacy. "Brother, last time there was only half a sweet potato. This time I want to eat a whole one."

"As long as you are obedient, I'll give you two." The youth laughed.

A smile also appeared on the child's face. "Good, I want two."

"If you want to eat sweet potatoes, walk quickly. Don't stand up." After the youth finished speaking, he bent down and continued to walk. The child also followed behind, continuing to walk with a bent waist.

Another youth waiting at the front whispered to the scar-faced youth who caught up, "Why did you bring such a fool?"

"In case we encounter something, he will be useful." The scar-faced youth laughed.

The asking youth didn't seem to believe this much, but he didn't speak either. He asked another question he cared about most: "These fields have already been harvested; where can we get food? How about we go back to the county town side?"

The scar-faced youth answered in a low voice: "They watch strictly over there. Not to mention during the day, I went there at night; there were even more guards. Those people in Fengtai County are ruthless. The fields here are not watched so tightly; I dug up sweet potatoes here last time. It's not far ahead."

"Then why don't we come at night?" the youths were very puzzled.

"I tried; they watch very strictly here at night. And this field has no place to hide at all. During the day, there aren't so many people. Even so, we might not necessarily get anything."

The group talked while walking, and sure enough, they didn't encounter any guards ahead. It had to be said that the luck of these petty thieves was quite good. Their action happened to be chosen at the time when Fengtai County was most slack from top to bottom. The Reclamation Brigade was on holiday; a large number of troops in the Insurance Corps were transferred out to fight. The elite troops were all preparing to attack Shouzhou. Other capable troops were transferred to the police force in the county town. The common people of the Reclamation Brigade were now enjoying the holiday. The strength guarding the farmland had been weakened to the limit. Moreover, the area selected by the thieves was very close to the camp, exactly at the junction of the defense areas of the camp guard team and the field guard team. Theoretically, the junction of two friendly forces should be the strongest, but the actual situation is that the more such a junction area, the easier it is to become a "three-no's" zone [unmanaged zone]. Instead, it became the weakest area.

If not for this, it would be absolutely impossible for these petty thieves to grope their way here easily.

The field in front was planted with potatoes. The thieves sneaked into the field, took out wooden sticks, and started digging. The rush-planted and rush-harvested crops couldn't grow very big anyway; the potatoes soon revealed their rather small and shabby figures. But there was absolutely no contempt in the eyes of the petty thieves. Seeing that there was finally food, their eyes lit up one by one. These people had been hungry for a long time. Picking up the potatoes, they wiped them casually on their bodies, and then everyone stuffed the potatoes into their mouths to chew without even peeling them. Potatoes mixed with soil were even more unpalatable, but the feeling of hunger could turn decay into magic. The nerves naturally filtered the feeling of eating soil to a negligible level, magnifying the sweet taste of starch and juice to an infinite degree.

Almost every thief had a look of happiness on their face, as if they were eating not potatoes, but dragon liver and phoenix marrow. The scar-faced youth was not so excited. He chose the smallest potato, gnawed off the potato skin quickly like a rat, and spat it on the ground. Only after revealing the white potato did he stuff the potato into his mouth. While eating, he started to continue digging the ground. "You guys hurry up too." The scar-faced youth shouted in a low voice while busy.

Although the Fengtai County farmland guarding system had an opportunity exploited by thieves, this was also limited. The discipline of the Insurance Corps was never a joke. The thieves were all starving disaster victims; seeing grain, they couldn't help themselves at all. Although the scar-faced youth kept urging that everyone just take seven or eight, this bunch of people didn't listen at all. They simply couldn't control their own bodies and emotions. Having dug out one potato, they couldn't help but want to dig one more. These people were like possessed, lying on the ground digging for their lives. Everyone's eyes stared wide, flashing with greedy light. Some people, with half-gnawed potatoes in their mouths, couldn't help but make panting sounds like wild beasts.

The scar-faced youth couldn't bear it anymore; he kicked the youth behind him. That youth immediately lost his balance. If it were usual times, he would definitely react. But now he had no reaction at all, just got up and continued digging in the ground for his life, and constantly raked the dug-out potatoes to his side, stuffing the potatoes into his tattered clothes. The ragged clothes couldn't hold so many potatoes at all; potatoes constantly slipped out from the tattered lapels. The youth whose chest clothes were stuffed full of potatoes simply lay on the potatoes like a brooding hen, pressing his precious wealth tightly under his body.

Seeing this group of people in such a state, the scar-faced youth felt a burst of regret in his heart. He brought so many people this time hoping to bring more things back. But he didn't expect this group of people to become like this upon seeing food. No matter how he cursed in a low voice or pulled hard, he couldn't make this group of frenzied youths give up such meaningless actions.

Hunger is the most torturous feeling. Let alone these youths, even the local common people of Fengtai County, who could be considered half-full, many of them had eyes lighting up or even started crying upon seeing so much grain during the harvest.

And these disaster victims were continuously in a state of hunger. The Insurance Corps absolutely couldn't favor one over the other; the grain given to disaster victims was just enough not to starve to death. It wasn't that no one suggested that such a situation with disaster victims would definitely cause problems, but the comrades of the People's Party from top to bottom were very consistent on this issue. Everyone would rather increase police strength and strengthen guard forces than give more grain to these disaster victims. At the meeting, Yuwen Badu even cast aside his usual subservient performance and expressed his attitude clearly: "If we give more grain to disaster victims, I have no way to explain to the common people."

On this issue, even comrades worried about disaster victims causing trouble did not propose the program "The People's Party must serve the people." Fengtai County was the base area of the Insurance Corps; Fengtai County itself still had many problems. Keeping disaster victims from elsewhere from starving to death was already a manifestation of everyone's humanitarian spirit. Letting them eat like the common people of Fengtai County—even You Gou, as a woman, didn't have this idea.

The situation created jointly by the People's Party and the common people of Fengtai County was certainly chaotic and full of various contradictions, but at least it was still "contradictions among the people." In the eyes of the People's Party comrades, disaster victims from other places could not be completely classified into the "category of people." Even a large group of people simply regarded these people as trouble.

Seeing things go far beyond his expectations, the scar-faced youth was decisive. He checked the potatoes in his own pocket, then crawled out of the field. "If you don't go, I'm going." After speaking, ignoring others, he began to bend his waist and return along the way he came.

Running out for a good distance, he turned his head to look, but saw that only the child who was least able to run was following him. The others were still digging for their lives in the field just like before.



★


Various Wave Lines 11

Volume 3 - Chapter 84

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 84: Various Wave Lines (11)

The scar-faced youth who came to steal potatoes this time was named Zhu Cunshui, a farmer near Shouzhou City. Some of those who came with him were his fellow villagers, and some were disaster victims he met here. Zhu Cunshui didn't like farming on ordinary days and was also a troublemaker in the countryside. When the flood rose, others had their family surplus soaked. He originally had no surplus grain at home, so he didn't care much. But after the disaster, there was no food anywhere. He first went to Shouzhou City and stayed for a while; the Shouzhou government gave some food at the beginning. But after the water receded, they no longer cared about the disaster victims. Zhu Cunshui was soon on the verge of starvation. Unable to find food anywhere in Shouzhou City, he had to run to Fengtai County. Instead, he got porridge to eat. But people can never be satisfied, let alone living in hunger all day long; no matter who you are, you can't help it. That was why he took the risk to steal things to eat.

His long-term career as a troublemaker and rogue actually trained quite a few abilities in Zhu Cunshui; he taught himself some reconnaissance methods. And the timing was also good, actually allowing him to lead people into the farmland. But loopholes in any formal defense system won't last too long. Zhu Cunshui and that clumsy child had just walked less than halfway back after stealing potatoes when they entered the farmland alert system of Fengtai County. With a shout from afar, the originally slack personnel suddenly sprang into action. Sounds could travel very far on the open field. Shouts came from near or far, mixed with bursts of angry yells. On the originally seemingly empty plain, human figures appeared everywhere.

Looking at everything around him, Zhu Cunshui suddenly felt a burst of regret in his heart. If he hadn't felt that returning along the original road was closer, but had chosen to run towards the farther Phoenix Mountain, it would definitely have been very different. But this kind of regret was completely meaningless; he hadn't walked the road there himself, and heaven knew what he would encounter there. Moreover, if it weren't a disaster year, running dozens of li to steal a few potatoes? Was it worth spending so much effort? Shrinking his body into the corner of an unknown ditch, Zhu Cunshui and the child silently prayed that they wouldn't be discovered.

Perhaps such prayers had an effect. Although the farmland guard system did play a role, these two people were luckily not discovered. Of course, there were critical moments among them. Several people hurried past the edge of the ditch; the trampled clods of earth fell crackling on Zhu Cunshui's head. He almost couldn't hold back from using the final backup plan: letting that child run elsewhere to draw away the guards. But this was the last life-saving method; doing so meant they would have to leave behind most of the "booty" and flee lightly. Zhu Cunshui was unwilling to give up the "booty" he had already obtained. So he endured.

The noisy sound rang for a long time. Because the distance was quite far, although the sound was very loud, the two people completely didn't know what exactly happened. The sky finally began to darken, and the sounds gradually subsided. Zhu Cunshui took the child back. The guard system was stricter at night. This was the result of his personal investigation. Moreover, not long after, porridge would be distributed in the refugee camp. Even if he got these potatoes, Zhu Cunshui was unwilling to give up that portion of porridge. Even though it was such thin porridge. They were lucky; the irrigation system preliminarily excavated in Fengtai County covered them, plus no one worked these days, so they finally returned near the refugee camp in the county town.

Approaching the county town, the number of police forces wearing black suits increased. Although the police didn't pay attention to these two ragged people hurrying over. At the time of porridge distribution, such people were everywhere. The police simply didn't have so much energy to pay attention to them one by one. The responsibility of the police force was to maintain order; facing tens of thousands of disaster victims, the police force of less than a thousand people was already doing its utmost to maintain minimum order.

But Zhu Cunshui had a guilty conscience; it wasn't that he hadn't dealt with these police before. These "black-skinned dogs" wearing short coats and strange soft caps, with white characters "Police" sewn on their chests and backs, looked like Black and White Impermanence [deities of death]. This group of people didn't know what wrong medicine they took, patrolling day and night to maintain order. When Zhu Cunshui first arrived in Fengtai County, he relied on snatching other people's porridge or forcing others to get porridge for him to eat half-full. There were quite a few rogues like him. But since these "police" started patrolling, the security of the disaster victim station immediately improved greatly. Whenever they encountered someone causing trouble, this group of police immediately came up to beat and arrest people indiscriminately. Those arrested were announced in public what they did, and then beaten with sticks in public. Such "atrocities" actually had an effect; the disaster victims were emotionally stable instead.

Zhu Cunshui had been beaten twice and had his ration for the day deducted. He hated these "black-clothed dogs" to the bone, and consequently hated the people here in Fengtai County thoroughly. Actually, there were quite a few who wanted to steal grain, but the defense here in Fengtai County was tight. Only Zhu Cunshui had the perseverance formed by hatred to constantly study the defensive weaknesses of Fengtai County.

It was just that hiding so many potatoes in his bosom at this time, attracting the attention of the police was really too unwise. Zhu Cunshui pulled the child to an uninhabited corner. "You keep two sweet potatoes for now; give me the rest first." He said in a threatening tone. The child immediately hugged the potatoes in his bosom tightly and refused to give them to him. Zhu Cunshui didn't care about anything else and took potatoes directly from the child's bosom. Seeing the child pouting and about to cry while resisting, he didn't want to waste that effort, so he didn't take them all. Zhu Cunshui slapped the child on the head in passing. "Not allowed to cry; the rest are yours." Checking that the potatoes carried on his body didn't show, Zhu Cunshui then avoided the police all the way and ran towards the refugee camp.

Everyone went to get porridge. After Zhu Cunshui hid the potatoes under the simple bed and checked carefully, only then did he feel relieved. He didn't dare to leave his "treasure," so he simply didn't get porridge either. He secretly took a potato, washed it clean, and ate it. Drinking porridge every day, his stomach was empty. Eating a potato felt so different. Finally having something in his stomach, he calculated that there were also some valuable things on the disaster victims. He could definitely exchange potatoes for them. Perhaps because there was food in his stomach, thinking and thinking, this young man fell asleep.

This sleep lasted until noon when porridge was about to be distributed. Zhu Cunshui followed the crowd to get porridge. Perhaps because he had eaten something, looking at those skinny disaster victims, Zhu Cunshui only felt as if he was much taller. A feeling of disdain arose in his heart. Looking at the porridge in the bowl again, Zhu Cunshui felt this porridge was even thinner. Drinking it in a few big gulps, he turned and went back to his residence.

As soon as he returned to that simple residence, he saw the child who went with him yesterday beside his own bunk with a bruised nose and swollen face. Zhu Cunshui felt a burst of worry in his heart, but looking left and right, he didn't see any suspicious people. Although he knew the best way at this time was to run away, Zhu Cunshui really couldn't let go of those potatoes hidden under the bunk. He finally gritted his teeth, sneaked in secretly, and grabbed that child from behind. Just as he wanted to speak, he saw several policemen rushing in from outside, shouting loudly: "Catch the thief!"

Zhu Cunshui knew he was really discovered. He no longer cared about any hidden potatoes and immediately took to his heels and ran. Whether there was food in the stomach really made a difference; if it were a few days ago, Zhu Cunshui definitely couldn't outrun these police. This was a bloody fact. Now, he exerted his strength and dodged the police chase in the nick of time. Then he ran wildly through the streets and alleys. It happened that people eating porridge were returning to their residences; the police's line of sight was blocked, and Zhu Cunshui mixed into these people. Moreover, he didn't run away blindly; he even followed the team back with some courage and strategy. The police simply couldn't distinguish who was who among these ragged people with disheveled hair. They actually let Zhu Cunshui escape abruptly.

The police also felt they couldn't let it go easily, so they simply arrested a dozen people who looked very suspicious and left. The disaster victims completely didn't know what was going on, just seeing police arresting people. They looked at the black-clothed police arresting people with puzzled and fearful expressions one by one. Zhu Cunshui hid in the crowd, his eyes flashing with incomparably hateful light.

Theoretically, this was just a small conflict. The police didn't think there was anything to make a fuss about either. After these arrested people were identified by the child in that theft gang, it was found that the right person wasn't caught. So they were all released. The nominal leader of the police system now was Magistrate Shang Yuan. The police responsible for this matter felt there was absolutely no need to disturb Magistrate Shang Yuan for such a small matter. So the matter was left unsettled.

But everyone never expected that just three days later, the whole thing completely exceeded everyone's expectations. This made those police responsible for catching the theft gang regret it too late.

Three days later, the troops preparing to attack Shouzhou were undergoing final rectification at the Yuezhangji camp. They were about to set out to attack Shouzhou soon. Suddenly—this action was no small matter, the commander of the troops was Zhang Yu, the commander of the Water Detachment, concurrently—when Zhang Yu suddenly gathered everyone with a gloomy face, the soldiers all looked at Zhang Yu excitedly, waiting for Zhang Yu to issue orders. Unexpectedly, Zhang Yu opened his mouth and said: "A riot occurred among the disaster victims in the county town. Everyone pack up and set out immediately. Go to the county town to suppress the riot." Before everyone could be shocked, Zhang Yu shouted: "Form up and set out immediately now."

This force of more than three hundred people was elite. No matter how shocked they were, they immediately obeyed discipline. Everyone lined up and answered the roll call in the camp, and then started running and forced marching towards the county town. Not long after this elite force ran out of the camp, other troops also began to assemble and form up one after another, rushing towards the county town.

All the secretaries who were in the county town arrived. You Gou was at the kiln firing construction site; Yuwen Badu and Lu Huitian were both over at the Reclamation Brigade talking to the common people about the house issue. Qi Huishen took the comrades new to Fengtai County to experience grassroots life together. Although people were sent to call them, no one arrived for the time being.

Inside the military camp in the county town, one could hear the shouting outside. That was the shouting of the disaster victims. Although one couldn't hear clearly what these people were shouting, the sound of tens of thousands of people was also quite terrific. It was as noisy as the tide, but without the rhythm of the tide.

Shang Yuan's face was gloomy. The police system was under his banner; this was the result of Shang Yuan's striving at that time. But he didn't expect things to turn out like this. He looked at Chen Ke, but saw that Chen Ke's face was originally very ugly, but slowly became calm. By now, there was even a smile on Chen Ke's face; he covered his mouth with his hand, actually forcefully holding back laughter. This made Shang Yuan very surprised and dissatisfied. At this time, what exactly was Chen Ke thinking?

Chen Ke didn't want to mock anyone. When the matter happened suddenly, Chen Ke also felt a burst of annoyance, and his heart was even ice-cold. If nearly a hundred thousand disaster victims really made a big disturbance, one didn't need to spend too much effort to imagine what the result would be. The police system had been fully mobilized, and the troops that could be pulled into battle had also been fully mobilized. After a while, although there were some small-scale conflicts, the worst large-scale conflict did not break out. The situation actually reached a stalemate.

Once his mood relaxed, Chen Ke suddenly thought of something. Chen Ke had been very worried about the comrades' performance these days. When the revolution first started, Chen Ke always thought his revolution would be like the Party in history, having fierce contradictions and conflicts from the beginning. Although Chen Ke also talked about principal contradictions and secondary contradictions. But this was all a kind of Chen Ke's own imagination.

When facing disasters, Chen Ke merely completely imitated the level of officials in later generations. All persons in charge, including Chen Ke, supervised the battle in the most dangerous places. During labor, officers and soldiers were one; everyone worked. These practices didn't need any revolutionary theory; just copying what had been seen was enough. So under the leadership of the revolutionary core, the People's Party, the revolutionary team, the Insurance Corps, was established and developed. The counterattack of the "old forces" that Chen Ke had always been very worried about did not happen, although everyone was full of complaints. But the old Chinese saying "subordinates follow the example of superiors" was actually much more useful than any revolutionary theory.

Chen Ke took the lead leading the People's Party comrades to work; the People's Party comrades led the Insurance Corps to work; the Insurance Corps was composed of local common people's children, so they became the core force stabilizing the emotions of the common people. When Chen Ke instilled the simplest concepts into this team—"The Insurance Corps must listen to the Party," "The Insurance Corps is the armed force of the common people"—and the People's Party from top to bottom set an example. Thus, such a setup was spread out.

As long as there was organization and discipline, and this organization was not overstaffed, at least in 1906, it really didn't encounter any decent resistance. Zhang Youliang was destroyed, landlords submitted. Even the forts on both banks of the Huai River were all breached. In an instant, the grassroots of Fengyang Prefecture could be said to have changed color. Things were easier than Chen Ke imagined.

Other comrades were naturally very proud of such a great situation, but Chen Ke really couldn't be happy so simply. Peasant movements with such a situation in history were not absent. After Chen Ke, the transmigrator, brought the discipline and organizational model of the new era to this era, under natural disasters, it was not strange to have such a situation. But history has proven countless times that if an organization does not have a true program, it can certainly achieve countless victories, but one failure can cause its destruction.

Not to mention distant ones, the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom is a warning from the past. Such a charlatan as Hong Xiuquan could sweep half of the country. But so what? After their capture of cities and territories failed, the destruction of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom didn't take much time. Grandpa Mao's books always said: one cannot fear hardship, one cannot adopt roving bandit tactics. Chen Ke supported this extremely.

What Chen Ke worried about most was that a fatal failure would occur before the revolutionary concept took root in the hearts of the people. The irrigation and cultivation of revolutionary concepts require too much time and effort. If the Party hadn't had the 25,000-li Long March back then, how could it be possible to forge tens of thousands of completely loyal and firm backbones? An army that could walk more than 20,000 li without collapsing and consistently maintained organization and discipline—everyone was an unparalleled national scholar. Tens of thousands of such national scholars gathered under one banner; there was nothing that couldn't be done. But Chen Ke couldn't let his team go through such elimination. Because encountering such pressure now, the revolution was destined to fail.

So Chen Ke strove to manage and instruct everything personally. He hoped to establish a large enough scale as soon as possible, so that even if there was a failure, it wouldn't lead to a complete collapse. Moreover, Chen Ke was now trying hard to hand over work to other comrades and tried not to interfere himself. But he didn't expect that Shang Yuan, the comrade Chen Ke considered most meticulous in doing things, actually caused such a thing.

But strangely, Chen Ke's mood didn't turn bad. He even felt this was a good thing. The disaster victims were now rioting, not rebelling. If it were really a rebellion, fighting would have started long ago. Up to now, the disaster victims were at most making a noise; as long as it wasn't handled improperly, it could still be solved. Actually, Chen Ke had already thought of a solution fundamentally. Wait a while longer and it would be time for noon porridge distribution. Send someone to shout "Porridge is served," and the disaster victims would be honest themselves.

However, Chen Ke didn't want to remind them directly. He really wanted to see how the comrades would handle this matter. Chen Ke decided to treat himself as an examiner to see what kind of performance everyone would have in this seemingly dangerous environment. Of course, such a thought was very unserious, so Chen Ke couldn't help laughing.
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Outside, disaster victims from other places were making trouble. Inside the room, seeing Chen Ke covering his mouth and forcefully holding back laughter, Shang Yuan felt very unhappy. However, intelligence from outside was coming in one after another at this time, so Shang Yuan couldn't care what Chen Ke meant for the time being. But Chen Ke acted uncharacteristically and just left a sentence: "Brother Wangshan, since the police system is your responsibility, this matter will be handled by you with full authority. After other comrades arrive, you lead them to solve this matter. I'll go outside to see the situation first." After speaking, Chen Ke took his guard and went out.

Shang Yuan never expected Chen Ke to treat this matter like this. Although he completely didn't know what medicine was sold in Chen Ke's gourd [what tricks he was playing], Shang Yuan was extremely unhappy in his heart. "Wen Qing, are you gloating over misfortune?" Shang Yuan thought. However, Chen Ke was never such a person. Although he had such doubts, Shang Yuan didn't dare to be completely sure that what he thought was correct.

Regardless of what Chen Ke meant, now that things had been pushed to this point, Shang Yuan could no longer worry about so much. While sending people outside to check the situation, he asked the cadres of the police department to come and report the situation.

The military person in charge of the police system was Dai Enze. This young man, who had once been reduced to a beggar in the Shanghai era, was promoted quite quickly in the troops. Because of his experience of being a beggar, everyone on the Party Committee felt he should be the comrade who could best understand the emotions of these disaster victims, so they handed the police system to him to supervise. Shang Yuan was actually a hands-off boss. Facing the current situation, Shang Yuan could only let Dai Enze clarify the situation first.

The situation collected by Dai Enze was quite clear. Three days ago, a theft gang ran to steal potatoes in the fields. After being discovered, this group of people tried to escape. The crime scene was very close to the Reclamation Brigade camp. This group of thieves chose the wrong direction; they ran towards the common people who were resting on holiday. Hearing the shout of "Catch thief," the common people immediately rushed up.

According to the confession of the only survivor among the three adult thieves, they originally thought that since it was a disaster year, they might be able to mix into the crowd. As a result, they didn't expect that the clothes of the Fengtai County common people were clean; although there were patches, they were sewn neatly. It was completely different from their ragged appearance. As soon as they approached the common people, their broken clothes, plus the smell on their bodies, acted like indicator lights; the plan of mixing into the crowd completely failed. As soon as the common people saw that outsiders were stealing crops, they immediately reacted like they had eaten gunpowder. Not only did the men strike heavily, but even the women screamed loudly: "Beat them to death! Beat them to death!" Fists and feet fell like raindrops.

Fortunately, everyone didn't have weapons in their hands, only fists and feet. when the Insurance Corps soldiers finally "rescued" these few people, two of the three adult thieves had already been beaten to the brink of death and died not long after. As for the three children, although the common people also beat them, they showed mercy after all; the degree of injury was limited to superficial trauma. The local department guarding the farmland didn't pay too much attention either; after questioning clearly, they handed the living ones over to the police system. The next day, comrades from the police system went to arrest Zhu Cunshui who had slipped through the net, but Zhu Cunshui escaped. The potatoes hidden by Zhu Cunshui were also recovered.

Originally, this wasn't a big deal. Guards were not strict enough during the holiday, but the holiday had passed, and the intensity of the farmland guard system was strengthened. Everyone thought there wouldn't be any major issues. It was impossible to launch a grand operation in the entire refugee camp just to catch a petty thief, right?

But they never expected that on the night Zhu Cunshui's arrest failed, several incidents of malicious destruction of farmland suddenly occurred. The stalks of rice in the paddy fields were broken, and potatoes in the potato fields were also destroyed quite a lot. Although the scale was not large, these destructions were malicious. The perpetrators were not trying to steal things, but purely to destroy. Seeing this situation, the anger of the troops and common people who came to harvest immediately erupted.

Facing such vicious cases, the Reclamation Brigade immediately conducted investigations. The result of the investigation was "This absolutely cannot be done by local common people." Since it wasn't done by local common people, then only the disaster victims who had drifted to Fengtai County would do this. If there hadn't been a comprehensive investigation, only a small number of local masses and soldiers in Fengtai County would have known about this. The result of this major investigation was to spread this news throughout Fengtai County.

Farmers might accept a little grain being stolen, but they absolutely cannot accept someone coming to ruin grain. Let alone in the current disaster year. So the masses' emotions immediately erupted. Actually, the destroyed crops totaled less than one mu of land, but after word of mouth spread, the destroyed crops changed from a dozen mu to a hundred mu, and finally soared to the level of more than five hundred mu.

Originally, everyone was very dissatisfied with providing grain to disaster victims for free; giving grain to these people meant that the common people's rations were cut. Originally, disaster victims were isolated near the county town; out of sight, out of mind. Last time disaster victims stole things and ran near the Reclamation Brigade camp, the local common people immediately struck hard. Hearing that outsiders destroyed grain, the attitude of the local common people was very consistent: these foreign white-eyed wolves [ingrates] must be driven out, and they can no longer be given food.

Forced by this pressure, the police system also had to temporarily strengthen security efforts and began large-scale inspections of suspicious persons. And at this time, a rumor began to circulate in the refugee camp. This rumor was fabricated quite cleverly: "Fengtai County has harvested this time; they are afraid disaster victims will eat their grain and are preparing to drive all disaster victims away. The common people who ran here to hide from the disaster will definitely not be able to survive."

Fengtai County didn't have much relief grain for disaster victims to begin with; the disaster victims were always in a state of semi-starvation. After hearing this, even the most honest disaster victims felt panic in their hearts. Winter was coming soon; everyone had no house to live in, no clothes to wear, living under that "ventilated" thatched shed, eating that thin porridge, it was hard to survive this winter. And once driven away, they would definitely die.

And the key point in this "rumor" was that the situation in the "rumor" was actually true. "Fengtai County indeed harvested," "Fengtai County common people are indeed afraid of disaster victims eating Fengtai's grain," "Fengtai County common people indeed want to drive disaster victims away."

Since the members of the police system were also locals, not only the common people, but the police's emotions were also quite agitated. "If you don't tell the truth, we will drive you all away." Such harsh words were used very frequently when interrogating "suspicious elements." And after the "suspicious elements" were released, the information brought back confirmed the "rumor." So the entire refugee area was in turmoil.

Dai Enze reported the above sequence of events to Shang Yuan. After hearing it, although Shang Yuan was very dissatisfied with these disaster victims in his heart, he also looked at Dai Enze's ability with new eyes. If it were an ordinary person, they would have made a fuss long ago. One of the reasons Chen Ke strongly advocated for Dai Enze to preside over police work was that Dai Enze had suffered great hardships and knew the desperate mood of those with no way out. Shang Yuan felt this made sense; when encountering the actual situation, Dai Enze's performance indeed did not disappoint everyone.

"Comrade Dai Enze, how do you think the current problem should be handled?" Shang Yuan asked.

Looking at Shang Yuan's slightly nervous expression, Dai Enze said cautiously: "Secretary Shang, as the Magistrate, you have to appear in the capacity of Magistrate and go personally among the common people. Tell everyone this is a misunderstanding; Fengtai County will absolutely not drive the common people away."

"This is not difficult." Shang Yuan nodded.

"Now these disaster victims are just worried. Our Fengtai County common people at least have something to look forward to, so they won't really cause trouble no matter what. But if these common people want to survive, someone has to take care of them at least this winter, otherwise they are dead. Rather than saying they listen to rumors, it is better to say they were already very worried, and now they are just showing it." Dai Enze continued to explain. He actually knew the psychology of these common people very well. Back then, he wandered in Shanghai as a beggar, really having today but not tomorrow. To survive, he followed the Insurance Corps, whom he had never met before, to Fengtai County. Moreover, after following the Insurance Corps at that time, Dai Enze did not feel fear about following strangers. His only fear was not being able to get rid of the despair of seeing no future when he was a beggar.

Based on this understanding, Dai Enze concluded: "Secretary Shang, as long as we don't back down and don't use force, plus you go to appease them, we can at least calm them down temporarily."

Shang Yuan expressed agreement. There was no other good way now; if he were really asked to order armed suppression against nearly a hundred thousand disaster victims, Shang Yuan absolutely couldn't make this decision.

Seeing Shang Yuan frowning slightly with a solemn face, Dai Enze knew Shang Yuan had made up his mind. He mentioned another issue somewhat hesitantly: "Secretary Shang, after this matter calms down, we can't rely solely on our own police. We have to recruit manpower from the disaster victims. If our own people manage the disaster victims, first, they are not familiar with the disaster victims; second, we definitely can't be that ruthless."

Shang Yuan didn't expect Dai Enze to actually propose such a suggestion. Just as he wanted to speak, he heard footsteps, and Hua Xiongmao rushed in directly from outside. Seeing this Military Graduate's handsome face full of anger, as soon as he entered the door, he first scanned the room and asked, "Where is Wen Qing?"

It was fine not to mention Chen Ke, but mentioning Chen Ke immediately triggered Shang Yuan's dissatisfaction again. Chen Ke's act of being a hands-off boss made Shang Yuan very resentful in his heart. He answered with a cold face: "Secretary Chen handed over the handling of this matter to me. He has urgent business, so there is no need to disturb him."

Hua Xiongmao completely didn't expect Shang Yuan to answer so toughly. He sized up Shang Yuan with a surprised look, but he didn't raise an objection either. Shang Yuan was not a person who told lies; since he said Chen Ke handed over the handling of this matter to Shang Yuan, then this should be certain.

Shang Yuan ignored Hua Xiongmao either. He continued to ask Dai Enze, "Comrade Dai Enze, just now you said to recruit disaster victims to replenish the police force, and said they would be more ruthless than us. Why is that?"

Before Dai Enze could speak, Hua Xiongmao had already taken over the conversation in a mocking tone. "This is simple. Disaster victims didn't all come from one place. As long as they can eat their fill, they can be even more ruthless. Anyway, the grudges formed belong to our Fengtai County, but if they aren't ruthless, they will go hungry. Hmm, according to what Wen Qing said before, this is called... what was it? Mobilizing the masses to struggle against the masses."

Hearing this, Shang Yuan glared at Hua Xiongmao with a disgusted look. If Chen Ke were here, Hua Xiongmao would absolutely not dare to talk such nonsense. Hua Xiongmao was facing Dai Enze at this time and didn't see Shang Yuan's gaze at all. The police force was initially trained by the Insurance Corps too. Dai Enze was also Hua Xiongmao's subordinate, so he said in a natural commanding tone: "Enze, if force is used, can your people hold up?"

Dai Enze showed a kind of embarrassment. Not knowing if he was worried about the combat effectiveness of the police force or felt it wasn't appropriate to raise objections to his old leader, he still told the truth: "Brigade Commander Hua, these common people might not necessarily start a fight. As long as Secretary Shang goes to persuade them with kind words in the capacity of Magistrate, these people should be honest."

Hearing Dai Enze's solution, Hua Xiongmao was not angry because he was opposed. His dissatisfaction was that he didn't care for this plan. "Tch, I'm afraid these people won't be that honest. Don't you see, most of those fleeing the disaster this time are able-bodied men. Young people are the majority; letting this bunch gather together will definitely cause trouble. You let Secretary Shang go to persuade; those with families might listen, but those single men who came here, I'm afraid they won't be that obedient. If we don't establish prestige, relying solely on persuasion will still cause trouble later."

Hua Xiongmao's voice was loud, and feeling this was the correct principle, he was full of vigor. Before Dai Enze could speak, three people came in from outside. The leader was Zhang Yu, the commander of the Water Detachment. The other two were Li Zhao, the political commissar of the Water Detachment, and Vice Commander Pan Yongxin. Before entering, he had heard Hua Xiongmao's words. As soon as he entered the room, Zhang Yu spoke up to oppose: "This won't do. Quite a few disaster victims are common people from our newly liberated areas. It's not impossible for you to establish prestige here and beat them up. But these people have fled disaster; their hearts are inevitably wild. If they hold a grudge against us now, when they return to their hometowns later, they might not necessarily follow us. Doing this is inappropriate."

Hua Xiongmao turned his head and glared at Zhang Yu. Zhang Yu completely didn't care about Hua Xiongmao's dissatisfaction, but saluted Hua Xiongmao very seriously according to military etiquette. Hua Xiongmao completely didn't expect Zhang Yu to play this hand. Although dissatisfied, he had to return the military salute according to etiquette. Zhang Yu then saluted Shang Yuan, and Shang Yuan also returned the salute. When Zhang Yu turned to Dai Enze, Dai Enze's rank was lower than Zhang Yu's, so he hurriedly saluted Zhang Yu. Zhang Yu returned the military salute just as well-behavedly.

Although this performance seemed very affected in Hua Xiongmao's eyes, he had to admit that the atmosphere in the room immediately became much more peaceful. After everyone greeted each other, Shang Yuan spoke first: "This time Secretary Chen let me handle this matter with full authority. Since everyone is here, let's come up with a charter that can solve the current situation first. Let Comrade Dai Enze introduce the situation first."

Dai Enze had already told Shang Yuan the sequence of events once; speaking again, he was more organized. After listening to the situation, Hua Xiongmao said: "We must be prepared for suppression now; be prepared for any eventuality."

regarding such a common-sense proposal, the comrades could not but express agreement. At this moment, a sharp bell sound came from outside; it was time to serve porridge. Not knowing who rang the bell for serving porridge, soon, the noisy sound from outside immediately became much louder. Hearing this sound, everyone in the room couldn't help but change their expressions.
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Hearing the bell for serving porridge ring on time, a thought immediately popped into Hua Xiongmao's mind: "At a time like this, we're still feeding this bunch of disaster victims?" However, although he thought so in his heart, he couldn't say it with his mouth. It wasn't because the ideal of "saving the country and the people" reminded Hua Xiongmao that he should treat the people kindly, but because some things made it inconvenient for Hua Xiongmao to say such words. Everyone's eyes in the room fell on Shang Yuan. Since Shang Yuan said Chen Ke gave him full authority to handle this matter, everyone must respect Shang Yuan's authority at this time.

Hua Xiongmao advocated using a military background to quell this disturbance from the beginning, but this stance did not receive widespread and explicit support. Zhang Yu, the commander of the Water Detachment, did not oppose directly, but his mention of "the attitude of the people in external areas in the future" was explicitly opposing military suppression. Once this statement came out, the military cadres who rushed to the conference room now stopped speaking.

In the long run, these disaster victims were all good sources of soldiers. Expanding the troops of the People's Party had already been put on the agenda, and expanding the ranks required sources of soldiers. These disaster victims struggling on the death line would probably dare to do anything just to eat a full meal. If there were thirty or forty thousand troops daring to fight, sweeping across Anhui would be a piece of cake. Offending them now was somewhat not worth the loss. This was the reason why the military cadres were not very willing to speak.

Shang Yuan had already seen the comrades' gazes, and he also knew this was not the time to drag things out. "I will go and talk to the disaster victims now. All units guard key departments well, but the troops blocking the meal should be moved away first. We block the disaster victims from eating on one hand, and say we have no other intentions on the other hand; this can't be justified no matter what."

After speaking, Shang Yuan stood up. "Comrade Dai Enze, you come with me. Move the police force away first."

Dai Enze looked at Hua Xiongmao somewhat uneasily, then stood up.

Although very unhappy in his heart, Hua Xiongmao still spoke up to stop them. "Wait, let's determine the positions of various units first. In case something happens, it will be easier to mobilize."

Proposing such a request was not Hua Xiongmao trying to sing a different tune; on the contrary, this was true support for Shang Yuan. If Shang Yuan didn't say it and Hua Xiongmao did nothing, that would be undermining him. Now that so many troops outside had come, Shang Yuan couldn't mobilize the troops directly. Problems would definitely arise then. Although he was very unhappy with such a practice in his heart, Hua Xiongmao still had to choose cooperation.

Of course, there were other reasons for doing so. Such non-cooperation absolutely couldn't fool Chen Ke. If Hua Xiongmao didn't cooperate, when the matter was over, Chen Ke would absolutely not pretend not to see. In addition, the highest leader of the troops in the conference room now was Hua Xiongmao; everyone remained silent out of respect for Hua Xiongmao. The more it was such a time, the less Hua Xiongmao could engage in personal struggles of will.

Hearing Hua Xiongmao's words, Shang Yuan blushed slightly on his serious face. He had neglected this matter; he only thought about the police system but forgot that these comrades from the troops absolutely didn't come alone. They definitely brought their respective troops to help. Steadying his mind, Shang Yuan asked the guard to bring out the map of Fengtai County seat. This was a 1:5000 military map; it could be said that in 1906 China, there was absolutely no such detailed map of Fengtai County. Chen Ke's wife, He Ying, besides being a probationary member of the People's Party, was also one of the leaders of the mapping department. Under her leadership, maps of Fengtai County, Fengyang Prefecture, Anhui Province, and even the whole of China were being drawn.

After the map was spread out on the table, a box containing specially made glass chess pieces was also brought up. The troops didn't have the capital to scribble on the map. The comrades of the troops gathered around, each picking up one or more glass chess pieces of different colors. Then they placed the chess pieces on the map to indicate the position of their own troops.

To the west and north was the main force led by Hua Xiongmao. The Water Detachment blocked the bank of the Huai River to the south, and to the southwest was the Water Detachment Special Task Force. The police force roughly surrounded the refugees in the county town in an incomplete ring. Other troops in the military camp were responsible for defending the military camp, the waterworks, and the newly built testing ground of the mechanical industry department.

Looking at it this way, the situation became very clear. With the introduction of the comrades, everyone including Shang Yuan breathed a sigh of relief. This disaster victim disturbance happened in a rush; under such circumstances, various units arranged their positions almost instinctively. The deployment of various units achieved the isolation of disaster victims from attacking agricultural areas and important places. Even if the matter couldn't be resolved peacefully, the loss could be minimized. As long as important facilities could be preserved, it didn't matter at all even if the disaster victims tore down Fengtai County seat.

After confirming the positions and guard tasks of various units, Shang Yuan finally had a feeling of reassurance. After confirming the liaison officers, he stood up. "I will go with Comrade Dai Enze to persuade the common people now." Shang Yuan prepared to leave after speaking, but he suddenly thought of something, stopped again and asked: "Which comrade rang the porridge bell outside?"

The comrades of the troops looked at each other; no one had notified them about ringing the bell. Hua Xiongmao looked left and right, and suddenly laughed: "If the one ringing the bell isn't Wen Qing, it's He Zudao."

After hearing this, Shang Yuan felt this news really didn't help him much. He took Dai Enze and left in a hurry.

After Shang Yuan left, the comrades of the troops had nowhere else to go for the time being, so they simply sat around the table. No one spoke first; everyone had their own thoughts, and these thoughts couldn't be spoken out for the time being. Generally, under such circumstances, Chen Ke would sit in command and issue orders; at that time, everyone would definitely speak freely and cooperate sincerely. Now Chen Ke suddenly quit; although Shang Yuan's status was not low, letting him hold the power of action temporarily, not everyone was necessarily convinced. What restrained everyone was the discipline developed these days, not anything else. So facing such a big problem, the comrades' emotions were not so high instead.

Hua Xiongmao had always been Chen Ke's diehard follower. When the scale of the People's Party was small in Shanghai, Qi Huishen, who engaged in political work, appeared and formed a certain "confrontational" situation with Hua Xiongmao. After arriving in Anhui, Qi Huishen stayed in Shanghai, but Shang Yuan replaced Qi Huishen's position. Although he always controlled the vital power in the People's Party, Hua Xiongmao was never able to become the second-in-command in the political sequence. This was a matter Hua Xiongmao was very depressed about.

Zhang Yu's situation was much simpler, although theoretically he belonged to the troop system. However, the Water Detachment had always been directly commanded by the Party Committee, and Hua Xiongmao's orders were not so absolute. Now was the time for the Water Detachment to show its skills. Even if Hua Xiongmao, as a veteran, had a higher status in the future, Zhang Yu had at least established his own connections and had grassroots influence. As a revolutionary from a family of minor officials, Zhang Yu knew better than anyone what possessing grassroots connections meant. Although he didn't support Shang Yuan sincerely at all, he had to ensure that no new troubles would appear in future work. What meaning did creating tens of thousands of grudge-holding common people have for Zhang Yu? So he had to oppose Hua Xiongmao's tough attitude.

Other comrades didn't have enough status and were even less suitable to speak now. So the conference room fell silent like this.

The silence didn't last too long. Other comrades who received the notification began to rush back. Xu Dian rushed in hurriedly from outside; as soon as he entered the door, he saw a pile of military cadres sitting idly here, and he was stunned immediately.

"Where is Secretary Chen? Why didn't the troops set up a guard?" Xu Dian asked in surprise.

No one answered immediately; everyone looked at Xu Dian's surprised expression. This sentence already indicated Xu Dian's stance. This university student who graduated from the Law Department of Tokyo University supported strong action. Hua Xiongmao had once captured Zhang Youliang with force in Zhang Youliang's fort together with Xu Dian, fighting a bloody path out. They were also friends of life and death, so Hua Xiongmao didn't let Xu Dian stand there foolishly. He opened his mouth to relieve the situation: "This matter is responsible by Secretary Shang Yuan. Secretary Shang Yuan has gone to persuade the disaster victims now; before leaving, he let us stand by here."

"Ah?" Xu Dian was quite puzzled. "This matter is obviously instigated by bad people, stealing things, destroying crops. Do these disaster victims still think they are reasonable?"

"Then Secretary Xu, what do you think should be done?" Zhang Yu asked. Xu Dian was not a Politburo Secretary, but the Secretary of the Politics and Law Committee, also managing discipline. Zhang Yu's form of address originally had some provocative meaning.

Xu Dian obviously didn't hear the subtle feeling in these words. He answered immediately: "What to do? I think now is the time to establish rules. These disaster victims should be brought under our revolutionary banner. It is a troubled time now; it won't do without rules. The troops surround the disaster victims, and then tell the disaster victims that there are bad people among them. If we blindly accommodate, I'm afraid it will become indulgence. Moreover, if we don't explain clearly, it will appear that we are unreasonable."

After Xu Dian finished speaking impassionedly, the conference room fell into silence again. This way of solving the problem was also a choice. At least Hua Xiongmao himself supported it; this was the solution he thought of earliest. Moreover, Hua Xiongmao made such a choice not only for the reasons Xu Dian spoke out. As a commander ranking first or second in the Insurance Corps, Hua Xiongmao also worried about the emotions of the common people. The theft and destruction of crops by disaster victims had an extremely bad influence among the common people. The common people were already very dissatisfied with disaster victims eating their own grain, but everyone was unwilling to cause more trouble. Now that the harvest season had arrived, the common people did not show the slightest tolerance because the harvest was in sight. The emotions of the common people, precisely because they knew there was tangible hope, could not accept any act of destroying their future lives even more.

Regardless of how Shang Yuan's action could solve the disturbance of disaster victims most quickly, if this matter couldn't give the common people an explanation, let alone the common people couldn't accept it, the soldiers in the troops couldn't accept it either. In Hua Xiongmao's view, the prestige of the People's Party in Fengtai County was not only achieved by benevolence but also by absolute military force strong enough to easily eliminate Zhang Youliang and suppress landlords to spit out land. Once the people questioned the military force of the Insurance Corps, then many unpredictable things would follow.

Disaster victims can get illegitimate benefits by causing trouble; can't the common people of Fengtai County cause trouble too? The Insurance Corps dares to suppress disaster victims, but does the Insurance Corps really dare to suppress their own fellow villagers?

Thinking of this, Hua Xiongmao felt a burst of irritability in his heart. He let out a long breath and then stood up. "I'll go to the troops to take a look."

No one dared to stop Hua Xiongmao from leaving. Everyone watched Hua Xiongmao stride out of the conference room; no one made a sound.

"Brigade Commander Hua." Xu Dian suddenly shouted, then chased out. He soon caught up with Hua Xiongmao.

Hua Xiongmao didn't stop his steps, only asked, "What is it?"

While speeding up to keep up with Hua Xiongmao, Xu Dian said urgently: "Brigade Commander Hua, we are about to implement the judicial system. This matter was originally a good time to establish prestige; no one can act recklessly in Fengtai County. We have to think about the common people's view of this matter."

These words hit Hua Xiongmao's psychology, but he didn't express agreement either. Regardless of what the final situation of this matter was—suppression, deterrence, or withdrawing troops after the matter ended—Hua Xiongmao had to let the troops be mentally prepared. Just knowing that disaster victims were making trouble but having no orders, he didn't know what the troops stopped outside the county town would become now.

Xu Dian mistakenly thought Hua Xiongmao didn't agree with his idea. He immediately said: "Without trust, the people cannot stand. We only say the People's Party and Insurance Corps are the people's team. Now when the people need the Insurance Corps to protect them, is this matter just dropped so easily? How to explain to the troops?"

Hearing this, Hua Xiongmao stopped abruptly. Xu Dian didn't expect Hua Xiongmao to stop so crisply; unable to stop his feet for a moment, he took one or two more steps forward before stopping. Turning around, Xu Dian simply blocked in front of Hua Xiongmao. "Even if we can't establish prestige now, once the disturbance of disaster victims calms down, we have to use some heads to establish prestige anyway. Use heavy punishment in troubled times; blindly showing favor is definitely not going to work."

Hua Xiongmao stared at Xu Dian, and Xu Dian looked back at Hua Xiongmao without flinching. He saw Hua Xiongmao frown and speak: "Do you think Wen Qing can't think of these?"

"Ah?" Xu Dian couldn't immediately understand Hua Xiongmao's meaning.

"Secretary Chen is much smarter than you and me. If you can think of it, he can definitely think of it too. Now he just handed the matter to Secretary Shang Yuan to handle. If the matter calms down temporarily, we still have to hold a meeting." After speaking, Hua Xiongmao pushed aside Xu Dian who was blocking him and walked towards the back gate of the military camp away from the county town direction.

People came and went in the military camp; everyone was anxious, and the walking speed was obviously much faster. Hua Xiongmao's figure soon disappeared into the hurried crowd. Xu Dian stood there thinking for a while before suddenly understanding. Hua Xiongmao's words actually already expressed support for him, but this support was not cashed now, but would appear at the Party Committee meeting "if the matter calms down temporarily."

Having received such explicit support, Xu Dian immediately felt much more relaxed. He didn't chase Hua Xiongmao anymore, but turned and walked back towards the conference room.

The speed at which things calmed down far exceeded when they erupted. As soon as the bell for serving porridge rang, the disaster victims had a conditioned reflex impulse to get porridge. And at this time, Magistrate Shang Yuan appeared. The disaster victims saw the appearance of the Magistrate wearing official robes. The Magistrate only took two policemen into the area where disaster victims were most concentrated, which made everyone feel much more at ease.

Shang Yuan stood on a stool. The number of disaster victims near him was countless; there must be tens of thousands no matter what. Dai Enze next to him was a bit better, but the other policeman acting as a guard had never been surrounded by so many people; his face was a bit pale. Shang Yuan didn't feel fear, or rather his fear had long been replaced by a sense of frustration. After Chen Ke quit, Shang Yuan faced Hua Xiongmao's opposition again. Now this burden was entirely shouldered by him alone. Shang Yuan only felt a pressure in his heart he had never felt before. This was facing tens of thousands of people; if he couldn't solve the problem, it might trigger a chaotic fight involving more than a hundred thousand people.

The disaster victims ate very little on ordinary days; the People's Party consciously controlled the disaster victims' food intake to avoid trouble. Hunger greatly reduced the physical strength of the disaster victims, while the Insurance Corps and the police force were full and well-trained. If thousands of soldiers and horses came to kill, these nearly hundred thousand disaster victims were simply not opponents and would definitely be beaten into fallen flowers and flowing water.

But Shang Yuan didn't want to adopt such radical methods at all, so he absolutely couldn't make mistakes. The disaster victims didn't make a sound. They actually didn't know what to say. Question the Magistrate? But question what? Beg the Magistrate not to drive them away? But obviously, the Magistrate didn't mean to drive them away. So although the disaster victims muttered below, no one dared to say anything straightforward to Shang Yuan.

Because there were many disaster victims, Shang Yuan did his best, shouting almost hoarsely: "Fellow villagers, bad people have mixed into us, spreading rumors everywhere. Now porridge is about to be distributed immediately. The purpose of them spreading rumors is to make everyone go hungry. Regardless of what the bad people said, let's all eat first. Talk after eating."

The disaster victims didn't really encounter any unbearable mistreatment originally. Now hearing the Magistrate speak, and the content was letting everyone go to eat, immediately someone turned to get food. But the people behind wanted to hear clearly what the Magistrate said; they squeezed forward desperately, blocking the way of those disaster victims who wanted to leave. The dense crowd immediately rioted.

Shang Yuan knew the situation where the Insurance Corps once brought pork to comfort the troops, resulting in a disturbance in the Reclamation Brigade causing people to be trampled to death. Seeing the situation was about to turn chaotic, the experience summary of the summary meeting within the People's Party targeting this stampede incident immediately took effect. Shang Yuan hurriedly instructed Dai Enze with a few sentences, and Dai Enze went to take orders. Shang Yuan gave a few instructions to the other policeman, and then shouted together: "Everyone don't move first. The porridge distribution place has changed. Everyone don't move first. The porridge distribution place has changed."

Hearing that the porridge distribution place had changed, the people who were originally going to get porridge immediately walked back. The originally opposite flows of people finally resumed the same direction. Everyone prepared to listen to the Magistrate tell the new place for porridge distribution. But they heard Shang Yuan shout: "Everyone must not squeeze. With so many people, squeezing casually might cause human lives to be lost. We distribute porridge to save everyone. If distributing porridge causes human lives [deaths], isn't that harming everyone instead?"

This shouting was far less anxious than just now. Shang Yuan waited for the crowd to release the news themselves before continuing to shout. The content of the shouting was just that everyone shouldn't crowd and shouldn't cause accidents.

Not long after, the police force also began to shout everywhere, asking everyone not to crowd, and those who should eat go to eat. While shouting, they persuaded those disaster victims who refused to move to go eat.

"Brother, aren't you hungry if you don't eat?"

"If you should eat, you still have to go eat."

The common people hadn't eaten their fill originally. On ordinary days, everyone refused to move just to reduce the feeling of hunger. After tossing about meaninglessly for the whole morning, their stomachs were empty long ago. The police didn't beat people, just persuaded everyone to go eat. Someone had already run towards the porridge distribution place long ago; others who were not quite assured finally succumbed to hunger. The police force evacuated the disaster victims on one hand and maintained order on the other. It took more than an hour for the disaster victims who had gathered together to finally disperse.
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Watching from the simple porridge bell tower as the disaster victims below finally dispersed under the supervision and leadership of the police, He Zudao secretly breathed a sigh of relief. But he didn't go down; instead, he looked at Chen Ke standing by the handrail of the bell tower. Chen Ke pressed his hands on the simple wooden pole, looking down carefully.

Seeing Chen Ke silent for a long time, He Zudao standing behind him couldn't help asking: "Secretary Chen, should we go to the meeting now? Other comrades should have arrived." The one who took the initiative to come and ring the porridge bell was He Zudao. When he received the news, He Zudao was participating in the harvest with comrades in the farmland. Large-scale harvesting had begun these days, and He Zudao, following his usual work habit, took the initiative to run to the fields to participate in harvesting. Hearing the news of the disaster victim disturbance, he threw down the work in his hands and ran all the way to the county town. First he instructed the county town side to continue cooking for the disaster victims, and then took people straight to the porridge bell tower. Going up to the bell tower, he saw Chen Ke looking out from above at a glance. This really startled He Zudao. He wasn't worried about being blamed by Chen Ke, but worried about Chen Ke's safety. Disaster victims were everywhere; if a disturbance really broke out, the conspicuous landmark of the bell tower would definitely be within attack range. No matter how He Zudao persuaded, Chen Ke refused to leave. He Zudao had to stay together. When it was time to serve porridge, it was Chen Ke and He Zudao who rang the bell together. Now that the disaster victims had dispersed, He Zudao hoped Chen Ke would hurry to clean up the mess.

Chen Ke's answer was completely irrelevant to the question. "Zu Dao, did you see how the disaster victims dispersed?"

"Ah?" Most of He Zudao's attention was focused on protecting Chen Ke, and he didn't pay much attention to how the disaster victims dispersed. Hearing this question, he was stunned.

Chen Ke didn't turn his head either. He pointed down and said: "You definitely can't see clearly from below, but if we look down from up here, the disaster victims actually divided into many groups."

He Zudao really didn't have the mind to think about these things. Chen Ke's completely indifferent attitude made him feel scared just thinking about it now. "Secretary Chen, let's go down first."

Hearing such advice, Chen Ke suddenly turned his head. On ordinary days, no matter what situation he encountered, Chen Ke maintained a quite rational attitude; this feeling couldn't be described, but could be seen. Now Chen Ke was full of emotional things. Seeing Chen Ke's face, He Zudao was really startled. He could see that the current Chen Ke was angry.

"Zu Dao, the revolution in Fengtai County is where I have concentrated all my body, mind, and energy. But I am thinking now, if I died suddenly right now, could this revolution still develop according to the situation I hope for?" There was a strong annoyance in Chen Ke's voice.

He Zudao felt frightened by this anger of Chen Ke, but saw Chen Ke return to normal in an instant. "Let's go, go to the meeting."

Following Chen Ke to the conference room somewhat tremblingly, He Zudao saw that the conference room was already full of people. A strange low pressure lingered in the conference room. Standing there speaking was Xu Dian, and standing face to face with him like a fighting cock was Dai Enze.

"According to what you say, I should be responsible for this disaster victim disturbance?" Xu Dian asked loudly. "When recruiting police at that time, the person in charge indeed accepted benefits from disaster victims. What was wrong with me investigating him?"

He Zudao knew about this case. Actually, the idea of recruiting temporary police from disaster victims existed from the beginning; it was Shang Yuan who proposed it. Xu Dian was already the Secretary of the Discipline Inspection Commission at that time, and Chen Ke let him be responsible for party discipline supervision issues. Among the disaster victims, there were also those who had relatives in Fengtai County. among those recruiting police, local staff arranged for some relatives who were disaster victims to join the police force. This wasn't much originally, but what was terrible was that a certain staff member accepted gift money from a relative and patted his chest saying he would help the relative get a position as a small leader.

But that disaster victim was too clumsy and completely unable to integrate into the police system. Not only did this disaster victim show such characteristics, but in fact, those recruited from disaster victims all had such problems. The local police of Fengtai County had all experienced a few months of Insurance Corps or Reclamation Brigade experience. In Chen Ke's view, this group of people in Fengtai County basically had no modern social collective concepts, but those disaster victims from other places who had completely not experienced disciplinary constraints were even worse than these people. Lacking the concept of collective action, the disaster victims were either dull or too slippery. In short, manifested in practical action, their reactions were either too slow, not moving no matter how shouted at, or reactions were too flexible, movements exaggerated, expressions rich—basically deliberately revealing their own existence. In the training team, this group of people was really an extremely eye-catching existence.

And the reason why that disaster victim who paid gift money was dismissed was that when the instructor asked him to keep up with the team, this disaster victim answered slowly: "I will definitely keep up." Then he added: "I came to learn to lead this bunch of people to work; I don't need to learn these, right?" The instructor was speechless at the time; the instructor was here to educate basic police force, not to cultivate masters. So this disaster victim was immediately dismissed. Then this essentially honest and dutiful disaster victim immediately demanded in public that the staff member return the gift money.

Then, the matter blew up. As the Secretary of the Discipline Inspection Department, Xu Dian immediately intervened in this matter. The staff member who accepted the gift money was suspended for reflection on the spot and sent to logistics to raise pigs. And those responsible for training the police system were originally very dissatisfied with the performance of the personnel drawn from the disaster victims. Xu Dian ordered a temporary suspension of recruiting disaster victim police officers, and they were happy to save the trouble.

Looking at it now, if there were police officers of disaster victim origin in the police team, things would definitely be much easier to handle now. Presumably, Dai Enze mentioned Xu Dian's practice at that time. And Xu Dian also counterattacked immediately.

Dai Enze's temperament was not radical, and he was loyal to the People's Party; after all, he was saved by the People's Party. If it were a more senior cadre, he wouldn't dare to resist, but Xu Dian wasn't an old party member either; he joined the team almost together with Dai Enze. Dai Enze wasn't afraid of this pale-faced scholar. "Everyone has responsibility for what happened then. Now we must quickly recruit new police from the disaster victims. Otherwise..."

While speaking, everyone saw Chen Ke come in. Everyone's face immediately showed joy.

Dai Enze immediately stopped talking and took the lead in saluting Chen Ke.

Looking at the forest of arms of his subordinates, Chen Ke returned the salute simply, then sat down in the vacant chairman's seat. "Comrades worked well; this matter was resolved very well." Although these were words of praise, Chen Ke didn't mean to be happy at all, which made everyone feel very pressured.

"I have been thinking about a question these days," Chen Ke said with a grim face. "If I died suddenly right now, could this revolution still develop according to the situation I hope for?"

These words were a bit too heavy. The comrades who originally had some joy on their faces immediately darkened their faces. Quite a few people even twitched the corners of their eyes slightly. A thought rose in almost everyone's mind: Who is Chen Ke referring to with these words? And many people's gazes immediately fell on Shang Yuan.

Shang Yuan's face turned slightly gray. Chen Ke laughed for no reason this time and quit his job, Shang Yuan felt a very ominous feeling. He didn't expect Chen Ke to say this directly in front of everyone. He had only one biggest feeling, and that was humiliation. He had paid so much for the revolution, but didn't expect the result obtained to be "the revolution after Chen Ke's death absolutely cannot continue." This was a complete negation. based on the time Chen Ke spoke, this was telling everyone clearly that Shang Yuan had no possibility of inheriting Chen Ke's revolutionary will.

Chen Ke didn't care what everyone thought, because he didn't mean to target Shang Yuan either. He felt that his next words would be even more vicious; this bit of grievance Shang Yuan suffered was nothing at all.

"Our People's Party wants to liberate the people and serve the people. Are the disaster victims the people we want to save? As I see it now, everyone doesn't think disaster victims are the people in our eyes. Everyone doesn't need to feel embarrassed about this matter; I also feel that saving these disaster victims requires spending a lot of strength, and what we lack most now is strength. Comrades, we must now devote ourselves wholeheartedly to establishing the Fengtai County Base Area. This is correct; this is our only choice. But, but comrades, we won't just revolutionize in this one place, Fengtai County." Speaking of this, Chen Ke stood up. Chen Ke was the tallest in the room. He looked down somewhat at the bewildered comrades and said loudly: "I have decided. Within fifteen days from now, using the various forts we conquered as strongholds, we will establish extensive base areas. Everyone present must take a small team of people, go to various forts to be District Chiefs, and start carrying out revolutionary work independently."

Everyone never expected Chen Ke to say such words. Quite a few people were immersed in Chen Ke's earlier criticism, while some were shocked by the later decision.

Chen Ke's left hand pointed at the comrades in the air a few times. "If I say that comrades have fully mastered the ability to create base areas independently, do you think you can do it?"

Because they were severely criticized by Chen Ke at the beginning, everyone dared not make a sound. Moreover, asking themselves, everyone indeed couldn't do things as comprehensively as Chen Ke. Not a single person dared to answer Chen Ke's words now.

Theoretically, this decision of Chen Ke violated the organizational constitution. Because any resolution of the People's Party had to be discussed by the Party Committee, but Chen Ke simply ignored these at this time, and none of the comrades thought of this problem either. They just heard him continue: "But, I now require everyone to reach the level of being able to work independently. You are about to go to various regions to be leading cadres. If you don't do well somewhere, then problems will arise somewhere just like this time. Comrades, this is a challenge. I hope everyone can do well. As long as everyone can truly do well, even after I die, I won't worry that our revolution can't go on!"

"Secretary Chen," Hua Xiongmao saw Chen Ke finished speaking temporarily and immediately interjected, "Who do you think is responsible for this incident?" This was what everyone cared about most. Until now, the People's Party had clear resolutions for every problem that occurred. Whose responsibility it was, no one could muddle through. Of course, under Chen Ke's coordination, there was no problem of being a scapegoat, and things like retaliation basically didn't happen. But this matter made such a big fuss, many comrades' thinking was still on the habitual track—first find the person responsible for the problem, then summarize the experience.

"We all have responsibility for this matter. If we must say it, our biggest problem is not having enough cadres to undertake the work. I know the general situation of the disaster victim training issue last time. Comrade Xu Dian was right to rectify discipline. The comrades of the police system were unwilling to accept disaster victims in order to form a combat-effective force as soon as possible; I also don't think it was a bad choice. But the problem of our lack of cadres is very obvious now; this has exceeded our current ability. We really can't produce so many cadres. Talking about responsibility, everyone has it. If you say who is definitely wrong, I don't think so necessarily." Chen Ke almost set the final tone with one hammer.

Hearing this, all comrades except Shang Yuan breathed a sigh of relief.

"However, you will face even harder problems immediately. Comrades working in the localities will never be able to get the support of so many tested comrades at any time again. Not only are you unlikely to get support at any time, but they [you] also have to be prepared to solve faced problems at all times, and be prepared to support others at all times. Whether you are willing or not, this is the work that is about to be carried out." Chen Ke set the final tone, issuing an order like a dictator.
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The middle and lower-level personnel in the base area suddenly discovered that the leaders in high positions had changed. In the past, these people were urging everyone to work like their lives depended on it, but now, for some reason, these leaders began to talk about future plans with middle and lower-level comrades. "Comrade XX, what is your view on the revolution?" suddenly became one of the most popular questions in the base area.

The party members and cadres in the base area all knew there was a conversation content called "Heart-to-heart meeting," which roughly meant everyone speaking words from the bottom of their hearts. Of course, this was just talk; for comrades born in Fengtai County, the words from the bottom of their hearts were actually just one sentence: "I want to eat my fill. I don't want to starve to death." If they had to say something more idealistic, it was just "I want land distribution," or "Can our People's Party honor that painting of the new countryside drawn on the poster for us?"

But obviously, those big leaders in high positions didn't want to hear this. They hoped the young cadres from Fengtai County could have "more pursuit," for example, whether they wanted to become higher-level cadres.

Finally, they could display their skills fully! Finally, they could create a career belonging to themselves! This was the common aspiration of almost all senior cadres. Under Chen Ke's leadership, these comrades at least saw with their own eyes and personally participated in creating a revolutionary cause within the scope of a county. This was not the "roving bandit rebellion" that Chen Ke had criticized and ridiculed many times, but a cause that truly united tens of thousands of people under one banner. And how great the power of tens of thousands of people was, these comrades also saw clearly. In a disaster year, this power could overcome natural disasters. They firmly believed that in the period of getting rid of the trouble of the disaster year, this power was enough to create a new world. So besides facing their own duties, they tried their best to win over the cadres around them, hoping they could follow them. To create a career belonging to themselves.

These things would of course begin to be summarized level by level through various reporting channels. Before these reports reached Chen Ke's desk, Chen Ke had already left the office. Finally able to get rid of tedious office work, Chen Ke felt a carefree sense of relief. As the leader of an organization, perhaps what is needed most is an extreme desire for power. Of course, there are differences in this desire. First-class power holders desire to use power to get things done, while second-class power holders desire to obtain the power to do things. As for third-class power holders, they only desire the various privileges brought by power.

For Chen Ke, the power he possessed brought various obligations. This was not just the obligation implied by power itself, but more of a psychological obligation. One of Chen Ke's reflections these days was his sense of obligation to the revolution and to the comrades. In this regard, it was He Zudao who gave Chen Ke the greatest inspiration.

He Zudao, as the "General Political Commissar" of the troops, straightforwardly expressed refusal after receiving Chen Ke's formal inquiry "Do you want to be the Fengtai County Party Secretary?"

Once Shouzhou was captured, Chen Ke did not plan to stop. His goal was to take the entire Fengyang Prefecture, and even take Anqing Prefecture. In this case, the various county towns of Fengyang Prefecture must also be taken. Chen Ke couldn't command everything personally; People's Party organizations must be established in each county, so every county committee in the liberated areas would have its own County Party Secretary.

After listening to Chen Ke tell him these things bluntly, He Zudao did not show excitement or surprise. He asked, "Then Secretary Chen, what work will you be responsible for?"

This question made Chen Ke feel somewhat surprised. If it were someone else, they would probably fully consider the authority of their County Party Secretary and wouldn't consider what work Chen Ke would be responsible for at all. Seeing Chen Ke looking at him doubtfully, He Zudao hurriedly explained: "Secretary Chen, I don't want to be a County Party Secretary; I just want to work with you. I haven't learned many things yet."

This answer moved Chen Ke very much, but it couldn't satisfy Chen Ke. "Zu Dao, revolution doesn't mean we only stay with like-minded people. Revolution is to promote the new system to the whole of China. At this time, you have to comprehend your own working methods."

Hearing Chen Ke's criticism, He Zudao explained somewhat embarrassedly: "But I always feel that compared with you, Secretary Chen, I always have an indescribable gap."

Chen Ke felt he could understand the "gap" He Zudao mentioned. Things seen by people in the 21st century are absolutely unimaginable to Chinese people 100 years ago. He said: "Gap? That's because you have seen little, and when considering problems, you have to consider them from the perspective of the whole general environment."

"Secretary Chen, I feel our biggest gap is not this gap." He Zudao said hurriedly, "I mean in your view, Secretary Chen, everyone in the world is the same. In your view, no one is different from others. I mean, in your eyes, Secretary Chen, there are no good people or bad people. No matter what everyone has done, Secretary Chen, you feel it is only right and natural for these people to do so. No matter how hard I try, I can't do this."

Isn't this how it should be? Chen Ke was somewhat puzzled. Whether a person is objective or not, the first thing is to discard their own interest considerations. Not pleased by external gains, not saddened by personal losses; if one only thinks about one's own gains and losses, how can this person be objective?

Just as he was preparing to teach He Zudao a bit, he saw He Zudao frowning, as if words were stuck in his throat but couldn't be said no matter what. Because of excitement, He Zudao's face was held red. Chen Ke was not in a hurry either; he waited quietly for He Zudao to organize his language himself. After another good while, He Zudao finally spoke. "Secretary Chen, you really want to be good to everyone. Your actions have always been for others. Whether revolution or establishing a new order in the base area, you are doing it for others. Although I can't say it very clearly, I understand it clearly in my heart. And our People's Party comrades can also see it clearly. I also want to be like you, but I just can't do it. If you let me be so sincere to you, to Huishen, to You Gou... Secretary, to comrades inside the Party. I can do it. But for those common people, every time I want to treat them well, they just don't understand. So I always have to keep an eye open. Hold a hand back against them."

Having said all this in one breath, He Zudao did not have the kind of carefree feeling after pouring out his heart; on the contrary, pouring out made He Zudao have more doubts. He gently bit his teeth, his lips pursed tightly together, looking helpless. After a while, he spoke again. "Secretary Chen, you can always come up with ways to solve problems. I have been learning from you to handle affairs. But to tell the truth, the more I handle affairs, the more uncomfortable I feel. With you, things follow a logical pattern, but every time I do as you say, I am full of anger. But I dare not make a sound. So I am becoming more and more stifled."

Hearing such a sincere outpouring, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing. Yes, He Zudao must be stifled. Let alone He Zudao being stifled, if Chen Ke were five years younger, he also wouldn't be able to understand what kind of power is nurtured among the people. What kind of miracles this power can create.

Chen Ke always believed that the gap between China and first-class powers opened after the completion of the Second Industrial Revolution. When electricity and internal combustion engines expanded the scope of mechanization to a larger range, places that originally couldn't build factories became industrial centers, and places originally unreachable by transport vehicles were flattened by wheels and tracks; only then was China completely left behind by the industrial age. If the failure of the Opium War was due to fighting will, then the Anti-Japanese War was the Chinese people under the leadership of the Party fighting bloody battles against the enemy with extremely backward equipment. Relying on countless people to complete the construction of grassroots organizations, completing the construction of the People's Liberation Army possessing infantry squad and platoon tactics standing at the peak of the world. This relied on millions of human lives. And millions of people who dedicated themselves voluntarily.

In the Chinese revolution of Chen Ke's time and space, it was relying on the awakening of the broad masses of people that the great achievement of liberating themselves was completed.

Chen Ke knew how arduous this road was and how great a price had to be paid. So Chen Ke knew what powerful force was nurtured among the people. This force could even change the pattern of the whole world. But He Zudao didn't know these things. This child might know Chen Ke represented something, but he didn't know what exactly Chen Ke represented.

Chen Ke laughed, "Zu Dao, if you think I want to promote you, you are thinking wrong. I am asking you to face a mountain of swords and a sea of flames. If before I was protecting you, then in the future you can only rely on yourself to protect yourself. And you not only have to protect yourself; before you protect yourself, you have to protect others first."

After saying this, Chen Ke saw He Zudao's face slowly turn red. That was not because of dissatisfaction, but because of shame. He Zudao stood in front of Chen Ke with a flushed face like a child. Soon He Zudao tried his best to suppress this shame and said in a tone as firm as possible: "I know, Secretary Chen, I will definitely obey your orders. If you let me go to work in the county, I will go to work in the county."

But Chen Ke's expression changed. The words just now were heartfelt words that could only be said when facing such a firm follower as He Zudao. Chen Ke now required comrades to go to various places to establish new base areas; actually, it was asking comrades to face greater risks. It could even be said, asking comrades to face the threat of death directly.

It seemed other areas were not far away, but in this era, dozens of li away was a completely different world. Not to mention anything else, the straight-line distance between Shouzhou and Fengtai County was only more than thirty li, but the common people of Shouzhou and the common people of Fengtai County were in two completely different worlds. The common people of Fengtai County had already seen the dawn of the new world, while the common people of Shouzhou were now struggling in the darkness of the old era. This was not Chen Ke boasting about himself; needless to say more, how many Shouzhou common people could survive until next year's spring sowing? Even if they endured until the spring sowing season, where would they get seeds for sowing?

The common people of Fengtai County could well cultivate on the land seized by the People's Party. The People's Party would not only provide free seeds and seedlings but also provide more farm tools for production. These didn't require the common people to revolutionize themselves; these things that originally required bloodshed and sacrifice to obtain fell on the heads of Fengtai County common people like snowflakes. The common people of Shouzhou absolutely couldn't have such luck. A straight-line distance of thirty-some li—these thirty-some li meant heaven and hell.

When Chen Ke scattered comrades like seeds to other areas, it was letting these comrades leave the "sunny sky of the liberated area" and plunge back into the dark world. In those worlds, these comrades would face a terrible environment. For these comrades, this was by no means a promotion. They not only had to fight against this dark era but also had to create a truly sunny sky of a liberated area.

Until now, Chen Ke could pat his chest and say, "At the most dangerous time, I go first, I die first." But at this moment, Chen Ke finally couldn't say such words anymore. He understood the reason why he refused to make this decision before; he himself hoped too much to sacrifice fewer comrades and shed less blood of revolutionaries. But no matter how much Chen Ke hoped to protect these comrades, no matter how much Chen Ke hoped these comrades could live to see the day of the Republic's liberation, without the dedication and sacrifice of these comrades, the revolution could absolutely not win. And ordering comrades to create new base areas was undoubtedly ordering comrades to face death.

Chen Ke said, "Zu Dao, whether you go to be the County Party Secretary in the county or not, let's suppress this matter for now. Let's solve the military work first and then talk."

So, Chen Ke and He Zudao wore the uniforms of the Anhui New Army together, standing behind Pu Guanshui. On more than a dozen ships, there were People's Party soldiers disguised as the Anhui New Army. The fleet sailed rapidly towards the foot of Shouzhou City.
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The one who came to welcome Pu Guanshui's fleet was the Brigade General of Shouchun. Chen Ke, who mixed in Pu Guanshui's team, did not know this person. And he had no interest in knowing this person. The plan to seize Shouzhou this time was very simple: Pu Guanshui would gather the officials of Shouzhou from top to bottom to have a meal together, and the vanguard troops of the People's Party would take the opportunity to seize the city gates, coordinate with the main force to kill into the city, and catch the officials from top to bottom as well as the government and army personnel in one net from inside and outside.

The intelligence department of the People's Party operated quite well; the list of personnel to be arrested had long been drawn up. This long list carefully listed the roster of all officials in Shouzhou. As long as these people were swept away, the political power of the Manchu Qing in Shouzhou and surrounding areas would be uprooted.

The reason why Chen Ke decided to send a large part of comrades to create new base areas in other regions was certainly because the time had come. But his issuing orders forcefully like this was also largely due to the plan to attack Shouzhou City. The current Fengtai County Base Area was not very different from the traditional rule of the Manchu Qing. Once these people of the People's Party were cleared out, the Anhui revolution would also vanish in puff of smoke. Agricultural countries lack grassroots organizations; because of backward communication means, the government can only place strength in various "strongholds." In the people's revolution of the Party in history, the vast majority of political power was urgently combined with the masses. Even if the central government was destroyed, with the enemy's strength, they simply could not completely destroy the grassroots party organizations. And among the extensive grassroots party organizations, excellent leadership talents could always emerge continuously.

The Brigade General of Shouchun spoke cordially with Pu Guanshui; he didn't pay attention to these New Army soldiers who came with Pu Guanshui at all. Such performance was completely the normal behavior of Manchu Qing officials. The Brigade General of Shouchun heard that his troops would be reorganized into the New Army within two years. With Pu Guanshui's current status as Vice Brigade Commander of the Anhui New Army, he would be Pu Guanshui's subordinate in the future. Although Pu Guanshui was much younger than the Brigade General of Shouchun, in officialdom, one looks at official rank, not age. Although very resentful in his heart, the Brigade General of Shouchun still lowered his face to flatter deliberately. "Vice Commander Pu is really young and promising. This older brother envies you very much."

Pu Guanshui had heard such words a lot. He laughed, "This younger brother was just lucky to have studied abroad for a few years. There will be many opportunities to go abroad in the future. Presumably, the General's children will definitely be able to go abroad to study, and after returning, establish merits and careers to bring glory to the ancestors."

Hearing this, the Brigade General of Shouchun laughed loudly. Pu Guanshui's flattery really touched his heart. Actually, in the eyes of this General in his forties, Pu Guanshui was really nothing special except for having studied abroad.

"Vice Commander Pu is too polite, too polite. By the way, the adults in Shouzhou City are all waiting for Vice Commander Pu. Let's go in now." The General said with a smile.

An hour later, the Brigade General of Shouchun asked Pu Guanshui with a dry laugh, "Vice Commander Pu, what is the meaning of this?"

At this time, the officers and soldiers of the "Anhui New Army" with live ammunition surrounded the living room where the banquet was held. The yamen runners who tried to stop these soldiers from rushing into the Shouzhou Assistant Prefect's Yamen just now were either beaten to the ground or struggling in their own pools of blood. Pu Guanshui held pistols in both hands, the dark muzzles pointing at a group of dumbstruck officials.

Pu Guanshui smiled slightly. "I am acting under orders. Gentlemen, do not panic. As long as you don't offer meaningless resistance, everyone can keep their safety."

"Under whose order?" The Brigade General of Shouchun was frightened quite a bit by these words. A figure who could mobilize the Vice Brigade Commander of the Anhui New Army must be a high official of the imperial court. Could it be that he was implicated in some major event?

Watching the General's performance, Shen Zengzhi, who was sitting at the seat of honor at the banquet, sneered. Pu Guanshui was clearly rebelling, yet he didn't know what exactly this General was thinking. Shen Zengzhi said loudly: "Vice Commander Pu, are you going to rebel?"

"Lord Shen, the Manchu Qing stole the great unification of China; they themselves are the rebels, the national traitors. I raise the flag for revolution; how can it be called rebellion?" Pu Guanshui answered gently and refinedly. Of course, what was refined was Pu Guanshui's tone; the gun muzzle in his hand pointed at the officials all along, not looking gentle no matter how you looked at it.

Shen Zengzhi sneered: "Revolution? Extremely ridiculous! You say the Manchu Qing stole the great unification of Huaxia, yet you say you want revolution. The Revolution of Tang and Wu acknowledged that Jie of Xia was the Son of Heaven. Aren't you contradicting yourself?"

Compared to biting words and chewing characters, Pu Guanshui was far behind Shen Zengzhi. As a great scholar, Shen Zengzhi was well-read in poetry and books. He also had quite some research on Western learning. Picking on Pu Guanshui's words casually, he found a logical loophole. Pu Guanshui's momentum was immediately suppressed a lot.

Seeing a bit of shame on Pu Guanshui's face, Shen Zengzhi continued: "Commander Pu, if you put down your gun and surrender now, perhaps you can still keep your life. If you persist in your errors, there is only a dead end." After speaking, this Assistant Prefect of Fengyang Prefecture wanted to stand up.

This action frightened the Brigade General of Shouchun badly. He actually didn't understand Shen Zengzhi's words either, but also being a soldier, he could understand Pu Guanshui better. Since Pu Guanshui wanted to rebel, it was impossible to persuade Pu Guanshui to surrender with just a few words from the Assistant Prefect. Especially since Lord Shen wanted to stand up; once Pu Guanshui wanted to "kill the monkey to scare the chickens," Lord Shen Zengzhi, who had the highest official rank in the whole banquet, was that excellent monkey.

Just when he didn't know how to persuade Lord Shen not to act rashly, the General heard a loud voice coming from outside the living room: "Vice Commander Pu is a comrade of our People's Party. Our People's Party comrades only obey the orders of the People's Party. Lord Shen's words are probably playing the lute to a cow."

Hearing this voice, the cadres and soldiers inside the room showed joy on their faces. This was Chen Ke's voice; Secretary Chen had arrived. Many people felt an inexplicable sense of relief in their hearts. The soldiers might not have realized that when they aimed their guns at these court officials they had never met, they still had a kind of awe. Everyone knew, big or small, that the government managed everyone and was very powerful. Although everyone hadn't really seen the "high officials" of the government. The biggest official they could see was actually Magistrate Shang Yuan, who was also a People's Party comrade. Really facing a group of officials in various colors of official robes and with various different buttons and peacock feathers on their caps, the People's Party comrades were inexplicably nervous. The People's Party and the troops appointed people on their merits. Those who could become cadres had to have some skills. So everyone was very worried: in case a few masters popped out of this group of high officials and fought back desperately...

Now hearing Chen Ke's voice, everyone felt a sense of stability in their hearts that they couldn't explain.

Shen Zengzhi's face changed slightly after hearing this, and the shock in his heart was much greater than what was revealed on his face. Just now Shen Zengzhi was not really reckless, nor did he listen to storytelling too much and prepare to rely on his eloquence to persuade these rebellious New Army officers and soldiers. This old gentleman observed that although these New Army soldiers surrounding the living room had fierce eyes, they were quite nervous. Presumably, this inexplicable rebellion was launched by Pu Guanshui on his own initiative, and these officers and soldiers didn't know how they were coerced by Pu Guanshui. As long as he stood up and explained the pros and cons, Pu Guanshui might still resist stubbornly, but those coerced New Army officers and soldiers might not necessarily be willing to rebel dead set. As long as a soldier dared to turn his gun muzzle towards Pu Guanshui, then the situation would have the possibility of a complete turnaround. So Lord Shen Zengzhi prepared to try hard.

But after the voice of that person came from outside the door, the eyes of all the soldiers changed. Shen Zengzhi observed very carefully; he saw that even Pu Guanshui's expression underwent the same change. The trace of nervousness and hesitation in that gaze instantly turned into joy and love. It seemed the person outside was the real mastermind of this rebellion.

But Lord Shen Zengzhi did not give up the hope of effort. He asked loudly: "Who is coming outside?" As if summoned by Lord Shen, Chen Ke strode in following Lord Shen's shout.

Completely beyond Lord Shen's expectations, after entering the living room, Chen Ke didn't look at the room full of officials, but looked at Pu Guanshui. Pu Guanshui stuck the gun in his hand back into his waist and saluted Chen Ke seriously. "Secretary Chen, all the officials are here. We have controlled the situation."

Chen Ke also returned the salute neatly, then said: "Comrade Guanshui, you've worked hard."

Only after saying this did Chen Ke turn his head and size up the officials filling the hall for the first time. He was tall to begin with, and the officials were all forced to sit on stools. Chen Ke now looked over from above without saying a word. All the officials were frightened quite a bit after seeing Chen Ke's bright gaze.

Lord Shen Zengzhi saw that Chen Ke's calm gaze didn't look at him at all, and he was both shocked and angry in his heart. Just now he wanted to speak first to see if he could awe this rebel leader who came in. But he didn't expect that this person simply didn't follow his pace. He didn't even look at him. It seemed this person was dead set on rebelling, and was definitely not some ordinary roving bandit. If an ordinary roving bandit caught a high official like himself, he would definitely be ecstatic. Or arrogantly curse at him to reflect his status. Or let his subordinates threaten the officials to boost morale. But this person outside the door simply didn't treat these officials as anything.

Shen Zengzhi was 56 years old this year and was also proficient in worldly affairs. He saw very clearly that the performance of this rebel leader was not feigned, but a genuine expression. The performance of this rebel leader only explained one thing: whatever the reason for rebellion, this person had completely controlled the situation. Only then could he come to the Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect's Yamen as if nothing happened. After the flood, it couldn't be said that the precautions in Shouzhou City were not strict enough. But such a group of rebels suddenly popped up, and as the highest local official, he knew absolutely nothing about it. This fact gave Shen Zengzhi a heavy sense of frustration.

Before Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect Lord Shen Zengzhi could think more, he heard this bandit chief shout loudly: "Comrades, everyone tie up these official lords and take them away."

The officers and soldiers of the "Anhui New Army" immediately responded loudly: "Yes!"

Then these officers and soldiers pounced like wolves and tigers. Three people were responsible for one official. Lord Shen Zengzhi saw someone carry a rope over. Then his neck was strangled, and then a ball of hemp cloth was stuffed into his mouth. Lord Shen didn't care about dignity anymore and instinctively began to resist. But a hemp cloth sack had already covered his head. Lord Shen's world was shrouded in darkness.

The soldiers were initially worried that there might be hidden dragons and crouching tigers among these "high officials." When they first started the action, they were inevitably a bit worried. But once they started tying them up personally, they found that most of the officials actually had no strength to tie a chicken. Once the grappling skills in the troops were deployed, this bunch of people were immediately subdued completely. Moreover, some officials couldn't even stand the pain and started howling. This arrest operation required "quietness." A soldier went up and gave that howling official two big slaps. The official felt pain but dared not shout anymore. Such performance made the soldiers watching unable to help laughing out loud.

"Stop laughing! Act quickly!" The officers immediately ordered seriously.

The soldiers stuck out their tongues, and their hands and feet nimbly began to gag, hood, and tie. A moment later, the room was full of people tied like zongzi [rice dumplings], with hoods on their heads and sacks on their bodies. The group of court officials just now could no longer be seen.

This operation could be said to be unprecedentedly successful. Those who should be arrested were arrested, and those who should be controlled were also controlled. The troops stuffed these "hemp cloth zongzi" into specially made boxes, lined up, and carried them out.

When the common people of Shouzhou didn't notice at all, Shouzhou City had changed its master.

For Chen Ke, this was merely good news. When he took the boat back to Fengtai County with the captives, he saw a long-lost figure at the dock. After identifying carefully, Chen Ke recognized that person was Chen Tianhua.
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The arrival of Chen Tianhua allowed the backbones of the People's Party to gather basically completely in Fengyang Prefecture. Although everyone knew that the old party member Wu Xingchen was in Shandong, they had not been able to contact him. Moreover, although Comrade Wu Xingchen was an old party member, he always had a feeling of being neither close nor distant with other comrades of the People's Party, so even if he failed to arrive in Fengtai County, it couldn't be said to have any decisive influence on the meeting.

The First National Congress of the People's Party was officially convened on December 1, 1906.

There were only three truly critical topics in this meeting. The first topic was to determine the Party's action program. Chen Ke introduced the sequence of events of the communist movement within the social scope comprehensively for the first time. The comrades clearly knew for the first time the origin and source of the "people's revolution" always propagated by the beloved Secretary Chen. Of course, this did not make the comrades think Secretary Chen was a "foreign slave." Nor did it make the comrades yearn for Marx and Engels.

Chen Ke had always been very worried about the comrades' sentiment of worshipping things foreign; in history, the Party was also merciless in rectifying the "Comintern Faction." The leadership of the Chinese revolution absolutely cannot fall into the hands of foreigners; this was one of Chen Ke's bottom lines. In the future, the People's Party might at most become a branch of the Comintern in name, but any substantive command power must be controlled by China.

Obviously, no one among the People's Party comrades wanted foreigners to command Chinese people. They even lacked interest in Marx himself. The book *The Rise of Materialism and Chinese Cultural Inheritance* written by Chen Ke was already enough for these people to study. The attraction of authentic Chinese cultural theory books to the comrades was far greater than that of European names thousands of miles away.

Relieved, Chen Ke began to arrange the action direction of the First Party Congress. At the current stage, the work of the People's Party was to take Fengtai County as the core, take Fengyang Prefecture as the main operating direction, and launch the revolution in the whole of Anhui. The Party Central Committee was responsible for the main force troops to clear out the Manchu Qing government and official troops in various places, ensuring to the maximum extent that the enemy could not kill into the peripheral base areas.

With work arrangements came personnel arrangements. What surprised Chen Ke a bit was that among the original seven secretaries of the People's Party, only one took the initiative to express the desire to go work outside. The seven secretaries temporarily selected by the Central Secretariat were Chen Ke, Shang Yuan, Hua Xiongmao, You Gou, Qin Shou, Yuwen Badu, and Lu Huitian. Among them, You Gou managed industry, Hua Xiongmao managed the army, Yuwen Badu and Lu Huitian managed civil affairs; they all expressed unwillingness to leave. Qin Shou managed logistics; he never liked to talk, and this time he didn't express his attitude either. Only Shang Yuan expressed that he wanted to go to the new base area to work. On the contrary, the original middle-level cadres were eager to try one by one; they would take the breached forts as centers and become leaders of various districts. In terms of authority, they already possessed the same authority as when Chen Ke brought everyone to Fengtai County at the beginning.

Chen Tianhua actually had quite a resounding reputation among the comrades. Chen Ke very much hoped that Chen Tianhua would serve as the Minister of Propaganda within the Party. But Chen Tianhua gave Chen Ke another surprise; he firmly requested to return to Hebei to carry out revolutionary work. And he hoped the Party Central Committee would give strong personnel support to the future Hebei Base Area. regarding such a request, not only did Chen Ke not understand, but those comrades who admired Chen Tianhua very much, especially those Japanese comrades, also didn't understand very much.

However, many comrades were about to go to work in other places immediately, so there was no time to say much about this incomprehension. The second topic of the meeting: Chen Ke was elected as the Chairman of the Secretariat of the Party Central Committee by a unanimous vote. There were not even competitors. Because the Party Chairman is not the Government Chairman; the Government Chairman has a term limit. The Party Chairman can be re-elected indefinitely. This formally confirmed Chen Ke's leadership status within the Party.

The third topic was the election of the People's Congress in Fengtai County. And the subsequent election and appointment of administrative agencies at all levels. The People's Party comrades actually didn't quite understand the significance of such an election. The People's Party had finally obtained actual power in Fengtai County with difficulty. According to everyone's traditional thinking, now was the excellent time for the People's Party to command the people of Fengtai County to establish a new order. Why hand over the power obtained with difficulty to the people? This was where most comrades didn't understand.

On this issue, Chairman Chen Ke adopted a high-pressure policy; he used high-pressure means to ensure the passage and execution of this topic. Chen Ke's explanation was very simple: Since the People's Party comrades firmly believe they are "serving the people," and the People's Party also has the ability to ensure its personnel advantage in the People's Congress and governments at all levels, then now is the time for the People's Party to accept the supervision of the people and accept the criticism of the people. See if they can truly stand on the people's stance to serve the people.

Chen Ke even used "threatening" language: anyone who dared not accept the supervision of the people was not a qualified People's Party member.

Since Chen Ke had already elevated the problem to the height of whether a party member was qualified, although everyone still half-understood Chen Ke's words, they also tactfully expressed agreement.

The Party Congress lasted until December 5th before closing. The meeting elected a new Central Committee, with a total of 120 party members elected as committee members. And these 120 people elected 25 members of the Central Secretariat, that is, Politburo members. Among the 25 people, seven Standing Committee members were elected again. The only difference from the last time was that Shang Yuan was not re-elected, and Qi Huishen replaced Shang Yuan's position.

After the meeting ended, 20 comrades set out immediately, heading to various liberated areas. The Military Commission and others began to plan two imminent major military actions: attacking Fengyang Prefecture and attacking Anqing Prefecture. Pu Guanshui had been designated as the Commander of the Fengyang Prefecture Military Region and formally became a member of the Politburo. The Chairman of the Military Commission was naturally concurrently held by the Party Chairman; Chen Ke was now the highest leader of the army. And He Zudao did not become a local cadre, but became the Vice Chairman in charge of military administration, and Hua Xiongmao became the Vice Chairman in charge of military orders.

After the First National Congress, Chen Ke finally had time to chat formally with Chen Tianhua. Like Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua's changes were also huge. This young man who drowned himself in the sea in history was by no means a gentle person. When with Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua was quite intense; singing generously when excited, or shedding tears sorrowfully was not rare. In history, at the end of 1904, due to participating in the attempted Changsha Uprising led by Huang Xing and being hunted, Chen Tianhua had to flee east to Japan. He entered hosei University and began to study modern Western political and social theories. These theories impacted Chen Tianhua's thoughts, but defeats all the way also made him doubt whether this could be realized in China. Because of worrying day and night about the future of the country and the nation, Chen Tianhua was "pessimistic in mood, haggard in appearance; whenever mentioning world affairs with friends, tears flowed before words; sometimes tears almost never dried all day long."

It was during the Russo-Japanese War. This slaughter fighting for spheres of influence in China was carried out within Northeast China. The Qing government had no ability to restrain the warring parties, so it had to declare "neutrality." In January 1905, the Japanese newspaper *Wanchao Bao* [Yorozu Choho] published an article predicting that China was about to be partitioned, which caused a disturbance among Chinese students in Japan.

Chen Tianhua immediately wrote the *Opinion on Saving the Nation*, demanding the Manchu Qing government implement constitutionalism and save the nation from extinction. He proposed that reforms should be implemented, national policy should be decided early, giving local areas the right of autonomy, and giving the people the rights of freedom, writing, speech, and assembly. At the same time, citizens should bear the obligations of serving in the army, paying rent and taxes, raising public bonds, and running around to enlighten the government.

Chen Tianhua further decided to practice what he preached, preparing to risk death to go to Beijing to submit a petition. This caused an uproar among students in Japan.

It was shortly after this that Chen Tianhua received the letter Chen Ke entrusted Qiu Jin to send. In a depressed mood, he embarked on the road back to China to see Chen Ke.

At the end of 1906, one year after Chen Tianhua committed suicide by jumping into the sea in history, Chen Tianhua had not only become deep and steady, but even his way of doing things had become extremely different. After returning to Fengtai County, Chen Tianhua expressed happiness at the warm welcome of the comrades, but it was just happiness. He declined all visits from friends. Besides attending meetings, he first wrote a detailed report on the peasant movement in Hebei, and then buried his head in the internal documents of the People's Party to start reading. He only met Chen Ke on official business, and when meeting, he listened more and spoke less. The high-spirited and excited youth of before could no longer be found.

Even when Chen Ke specifically asked Chen Tianhua to come for a talk, Chen Tianhua still sat very steadily in front of Chen Ke. In comparison, Chen Ke appeared somewhat anxious because of his busy work recently.

Chen Ke said straight to the point: "Xingtai [Star Stage], I read your report. Are you still sure you want to go to Hebei to work?"

"Yes, I have promised the fellow villagers that I will definitely return to Hebei within half a year." Chen Tianhua answered Chen Ke's question.

Chen Ke originally wanted to persuade Chen Tianhua to stay in the base area, but seeing Chen Tianhua's demeanor, he no longer wanted to continue persuading. If Chen Tianhua really wanted to promote revolution, then no matter how Chen Ke persuaded, it wouldn't work. If Chen Ke's persuasion could make Chen Tianhua change his mind about saving the common people, then Chen Ke would be disappointed instead.

Since Chen Tianhua was so firm, Chen Ke stopped persuading. He said crisply: "I am about to start organizing the People's Congress of Fengtai County locally. And the election and construction of governments at all levels. Also have to fight wars. Since you want to leave, you might as well follow me and help me finish these before leaving. I only told you why to revolutionize before, but regarding the construction of grassroots political power after the revolution is roughly completed, as well as the purpose and concept of construction, you still need to study again."

"Okay. I will definitely study seriously." Chen Tianhua's answer was still simple and brisk.

Chen Ke moved a stack of manuscripts over. "This is the curriculum of the Party School. Take it back and read it first. Tell me if there is anything you don't understand."

"Good." Chen Tianhua took the manuscripts and spoke no more.

The room instantly fell into a speechless state, which Chen Ke was very unaccustomed to. He probed: "Xingtai, what exactly happened to you? Speak it out. Don't think revolution is your personal matter; revolution is the common cause of so many of our People's Party comrades. Don't bring personal feelings and grudges into the revolutionary cause."

These words seemed to hit the mark. Chen Tianhua's dignified face finally changed slightly. He first lowered his head, and when he raised his head, his face finally looked a bit franker. "Wen Qing, the peasant association I organized in Nangong County, an old man named Jing Tingwen died. He was not massacred, but died in battle."

Chen Ke just nodded but did not interrupt Chen Tianhua.

"Xingtai [County] is not Fengtai; there were not many people in the peasant association over there. When the Beiyang Army attacked, only seven or eight were left." Chen Tianhua spoke slowly. As soon as the Beiyang Army came, the fellow villagers scattered to avoid the military disaster. Chen Tianhua originally also wanted to rush back to Anhui to join Chen Ke. But he was worried no matter what, so he simply disguised himself as a traveling merchant, hired a mule driver from the county town, and returned to the Gaojia Village side of Nangong County pretending to pass by.

At that time, Pang Zi's team had been completely defeated, and the Beiyang Army had occupied Gaojia Village. Although he knew he shouldn't continue to take risks, Chen Tianhua really couldn't resist the impulse in his heart; this was the peasant association he built with his own hands. On the day of the peasant association's end, Chen Tianhua still wanted to take another look. He finally decided to walk along the main road. If the Beiyang Army asked what he did, he would pretend to be a foreign merchant coming here to buy duck eggs. Anyway, the duck eggs of Gaojia Village in Nangong County were already famous outside; such an excuse wouldn't reveal any flaws. At most, he would be extorted by the Beiyang Army.

Perhaps it was the will of heaven; when Chen Tianhua arrived near the peasant association's breeding farm, he saw the Beiyang Army lining up outside the breeding farm. Then they dragged out a person he recognized, who was actually Old Man Jing Tingwen, bound with ropes and covered in blood. There were no onlookers among the common people; they should have finished retreating, and there were few pedestrians on the road. Seeing the posture of the Beiyang Army, everyone watched from afar.

Chen Tianhua still remembered that when he persuaded the old man to leave, the old man just laughed: "I am an old man; what can they do to me? If no one leads them to rob a round and lets these people get some things, I'm afraid these people will plague the village. If they burn everyone's houses, how can we pass the winter?"

The old man's words made sense, and Chen Tianhua knew the old man had no family left. The old man refused to leave himself, and Chen Tianhua couldn't force him. Finally, he had to repeatedly advise the old man to take care of himself.

Seeing hundreds of Beiyang soldiers facing Old Man Jing Tingwen alone, Chen Tianhua was really at a loss. An officer said something to the old man; the voice was not loud and couldn't be heard clearly. But the old man, tied up firmly, stood there straight. Chen Tianhua knew the old man had already seen him, because the old man first gazed at him for a moment, but deliberately turned his eyes away.

Then, Chen Tianhua heard the old man suddenly shout: "You things that eat people without spitting bones! A few years ago, you killed my two sons together with the foreigners. Burned my house. Now you come to our peasant association to rob again; if I don't kill you, whom should I kill? Today you can kill me, but your grandpa [I] am not afraid. I am waiting to see underground; someone will definitely avenge us. Until you things are killed clean!"

These were just very ordinary words. Chen Tianhua could roughly guess that the old man was not as he said, that he wouldn't make a move against the Beiyang Army. The old man must have used the opportunity to attack the Beiyang Army people. As retaliation, now the Beiyang Army wanted to execute the old man.

After understanding these, Chen Tianhua felt an emotion he had never experienced before. This was a comrade in the revolutionary organization personally founded by Chen Tianhua. On ordinary days, the old man didn't talk much but did a lot of work. He was a person who looked not very approachable, but Chen Tianhua slowly discovered that if things were handed over to Old Man Jing Tingwen, he could always rest assured. When other peasant association cadres scattered in an uproar, only Old Man Jing Tingwen persisted to the end. Chen Tianhua once envisaged that once the peasant association resumed operation, he would entrust some more important work to the old man. But reality broke Chen Tianhua's design. The old man was destined not to have the opportunity to cooperate with Chen Tianhua again.

The Beiyang officer cursed angrily for a few sentences, and then several Beiyang soldiers carrying sabers came up. The old man struggled and shouted: "I won't kneel! If you want to kill, kill standing up! When you killed my sons, they didn't kneel; I won't lose face for my sons."

The Beiyang Army seemed awed by the old man's momentum, and their hands didn't use too much force; they couldn't make the old man kneel no matter what. Then seeing that officer fly into a rage out of humiliation, he let the soldiers stand aside, pulled out a pistol, and fired several shots at the old man's face. Old Man Jing Tingwen finally fell down.

After Chen Tianhua finished his statement, Chen Ke didn't make a sound. Chen Tianhua neither shed tears nor said what he did afterwards. He was silent for a moment before saying: "I want to go back to Nangong County. I promised the old man I would definitely return to Nangong County."

"Xingtai, do you think the old man died because you organized the peasant association?" Chen Ke asked. He was very worried that Chen Tianhua's revolutionary enthusiasm came from a kind of self-blame.

"No, the old man didn't die for me; the old man died for himself." Chen Tianhua shook his head subconsciously. "I used to only see China forfeiting its sovereignty and humiliating the country, and felt heartbroken. But now I feel that's not important. So what if there is a constitution or a republic? Those people I've met who talk about these principles speak louder than anyone, but not a single one dared to stay calmly until the end like the old man."

Hearing this, Chen Ke began to worry again that Chen Tianhua had now embarked on the wrong path of wanting to avenge Old Man Jing Tingwen.

But he heard Chen Tianhua continue: "Only the people really dare to revolutionize, because the people and the Manchu Qing have irreconcilable hatred. It's just that the people don't know that what oppresses them is this Manchu Qing system. Anyone who knows, there is not one who doesn't hate the Manchu Qing to the bone. There is no one who doesn't want to kill these dog things clean. So I want to return to Nangong County to promote the people's revolution."

Chen Ke didn't know what to say either. Such an attitude absolutely couldn't be counted as wrong. Moreover, the situation in Hebei was far more dangerous than in Anhui. If one didn't recognize the hatred, it would be difficult for the revolution to survive in Hebei.

Chen Tianhua just left, and Shang Yuan came in. As soon as he entered the door, Shang Yuan said: "I want to go to Hebei with Xingtai."

These words startled Chen Ke. Did Shang Yuan contact Chen Tianhua sometime?

Shang Yuan continued: "I feel very unaccustomed in Fengtai County. The folk customs here are very different from the north. I feel going to the north suits me better."

"But Brother Wangshan, you can't leave now." Chen Ke immediately rejected Shang Yuan's request. "Was my speaking a bit heavy earlier?" Since the disaster victim disturbance, and since Chen Ke asked comrades to build new base areas, Shang Yuan's mood had not been high. Chen Ke felt whether he had offended Shang Yuan with some words.

"Wen Qing thinks too much. These days I have also been considering why I always felt something wasn't quite right. These days I have some realization. Wen Qing, what you are building in Fengtai County now is the situation after the success of the revolution. And I actually treated this situation as the revolution itself. So I don't blame Wen Qing for being angry. I really didn't expect that if the revolution succeeds, it can actually turn the world upside down like this. being able to see such a situation with my own eyes, I also feel very gratified."

This was also Chen Ke's own realization. What he was doing now was not revolution, but construction.

"So, I want to go to Hebei now to create a revolutionary situation. I am more familiar with that place and more adapted to it." Shang Yuan stated his reason.

"Alright, but you have to wait for a while." Chen Ke gave Shang Yuan an answer.
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Zhu Cunshui lived a very subtle life these days. On one hand, he hid cautiously in the most inconspicuous places, mixed among the disaster victims, not letting others notice him. On the other hand, the pride in his heart was simply indescribable. After the potato stealing incident was exposed last time, Zhu Cunshui couldn't dissipate the malice in his chest, so he ran to destroy crops to vent his anger. Then he spread the news among the disaster victims that Fengtai County wanted to drive all disaster victims away. The result was unexpectedly successful. relying on his own strength alone, he actually stirred up such a huge momentum in Fengtai County, directly leading to a comprehensive confrontation between disaster victims and the Fengtai County police, almost triggering a massive chaotic fight.

Reasonably speaking, having caused such a big thing, Zhu Cunshui should have run away quickly. But Fengtai County blocked all boats, and the weather was cold, and the water too chilly. Zhu Cunshui refused to swim across. Of course, the biggest reason was that even if he ran back to Shouzhou, Zhu Cunshui couldn't find any place to eat. So every day he thought about leaving, but always thought about eating the next meal before leaving. So Zhu Cunshui was always in a state of waiting for the next meal.

He could wait, but the police system of Fengtai County did not wait. Dai Enze received a direct appointment from Chen Ke to take full responsibility for the police system of the base area temporarily. And Dai Enze got a deputy, Lin Shenhe, who came from the Shanghai police force [patrolmen]. Lin Shenhe was a revolutionary comrade recruited by Qi Huishen in Shanghai. His reason for joining the revolution was simple: the heroic Lin Shenhe slept with the wife of a certain foreign police chief. Later, the lady told Lin Shenhe she was pregnant. The reason Lin Shenhe could put a green hat on the police chief was very ordinary: the policeman hadn't touched the lady for a long time, and Lin Shenhe was a handsome police officer who had the opportunity to enter and leave the foreign policeman's home. After learning the news that a human life was created, Lin Shenhe had to make some plans for his future. Whether to be thrown into the Huangpu River bound with ropes after the incident was exposed, or for Lin Shenhe to leave his hometown on his own initiative.

But Lin Shenhe was a young man after all. According to his thinking, "I don't even pay when I eat at a restaurant on ordinary days; do I have to pay with my life for sleeping with a foreign woman? This foreign devil is bullying people too much." With full dissatisfaction towards foreigners, Lin Shenhe made a major decision: to defect to the "suspicious organization" registered in the Shanghai International Settlement, the Huangpu Study Society.

As a pledge of allegiance, Lin Shenhe not only revealed the Settlement's investigation and views on the Huangpu Study Society completely, but also provided a lot of internal intelligence to Qi Huishen. The main work of the People's Party Shanghai Branch was first to recruit comrades, and second to make money. The intelligence provided by Lin Shenhe was of great significance.

And Comrade Lin Shenhe did not just give without asking for returns. His request was simple and serious. He hoped the Huangpu Study Society would provide him with asylum and give him the opportunity to change the reality of foreigners possessing privileges in China, which forfeited sovereignty and humiliated the country.

This shameless attitude left Qi Huishen speechless. Actually, let alone Lin Shenhe sleeping with the foreign policeman's wife, even if he had relations with an ordinary married Chinese woman, in the countryside, these two would be sentenced by clan elders to be drowned in a pig cage. regarding such accusations, Lin Shenhe had no intention of guilt. He stated that foreign devils have marriage laws; encountering this situation, at worst the two would divorce. Lin Shenhe would certainly suffer secular criticism, but at least he wouldn't lose his life. But the current principal contradiction was that the social status quo where foreigners possessed many improper privileges in China was unreasonable. Then overthrowing this unreasonable system was the current priority.

Being able to elevate a civil dispute to the understanding of social system contradictions—this kind of awareness made even the revolutionary partisan Qi Huishen have to admire. Of course, in return for Lin Shenhe's frankness, Qi Huishen asked Lin Shenhe two things back: "First, why doesn't Lin Shenhe reflect on his own bad behavior, but blindly pushes the responsibility to the social status quo? Second, the Huangpu Study Society is not a place to hide dirt; how does Lin Shenhe prove that he sincerely wants to join the revolution, and not just to drag out an ignoble existence?"

If an ordinary person encountered such merciless questioning, they would either be flushed with shame and have no place to hide, or simply fly into a rage out of humiliation. But Lin Shenhe was not an ordinary person. This handsome guy answered with a frank attitude that surpassed shamelessness: Lin Shenhe's mistake could be compensated in a normal way, for example, marrying the lady after she divorced, and compensating the husband's sadness with money. However, the current social system and status quo did not allow this proper way of compensation. Then, using Lin Shenhe's mistake to defend the current unreasonable social system was absolutely incorrect. Lin Shenhe was willing to throw himself into the revolution to overthrow this unreasonable social system.

Revolutionary partisan Qi Huishen was speechless after hearing these words. After a long while, Qi Huishen continued to ask another key question: "Does Lin Shenhe know what kind of reasonable marriage system the Huangpu Study Society wants to establish?"

Lin Shenhe immediately took out a volume of *The Rise of Materialism and Chinese Cultural Inheritance*, which contained Chen Ke's views on the marriage system. He stated that Chen Ke's view on the marriage system was what Lin Shenhe strongly agreed with. Marriage should not be a transaction, but a social family relationship formed by citizens voluntarily.

It had to be said that even as an important cadre of the People's Party, Qi Huishen hadn't read that chapter properly. And a patrolman from the old system could read revolutionary theory from this book with good grounds; Qi Huishen was really convinced.

So, when Lin Shenhe arrived at the Fengtai County Base Area with Qi Huishen this time, he also brought that foreign lady whose lower abdomen began to bulge. Chen Ke was a bit surprised by Lin Shenhe's move, but after seeing the lady, he was somewhat relieved. This lady was Italian, and her Mediterranean-style appearance was still quite Oriental.

Chen Ke asked Lin Shenhe why he didn't adopt abortion to solve the problem. Lin Shenhe answered with very religious common sense that the lady was a Catholic. Hearing the answer based on profound religious cognition, even Chen Ke simply stopped mentioning this matter.

Then Lin Shenhe was assigned to the police department, which urgently needed manpower, according to the principle of matching work to skills.

As soon as an expert makes a move, one knows if there is skill. Lin Shenhe's joining immediately injected new strength into the police system. Police Director Dai Enze knew the mentality of ordinary disaster victims, but didn't know how to infiltrate disaster victim organizations. Lin Shenhe's experience in this area was extremely rich. Any disaster victim organization had its internal factions. How to deal with these factions was one of the skills Lin Shenhe learned in Shanghai. Dai Enze was responsible for recruiting and training police officers of disaster victim origin, while Lin Shenhe quickly mastered the factional relationships within the disaster victims and successfully connected with these underground forces.

regarding the task given by Chen Ke—"Clarify the cause of the last disturbance and catch the responsible person"—Lin Shenhe did his utmost. On one hand, he arranged the children of these faction leaders into the reserve police force to buy them over and win them over. On the other hand, he conducted in-depth interrogations quietly. Lin Shenhe, who had rich practical work experience, greatly appreciated the criminal investigation theory proposed by Chen Ke. To interrogate, don't ask stupidly about the responsible person directly, but investigate details that seem unrelated to this matter clearly. For example, who was emotionally unstable first, who ran around first; in short, pick out people with abnormal behavior, conduct key investigations on these people, and the detection work will be much easier.

After five or six days of hard work, Zhu Cunshui's crimes were thoroughly grasped. The arrest plan was also formulated.

Zhu Cunshui thought it was very difficult to find himself among nearly a hundred thousand people, let alone find himself in this disaster victim camp where everyone didn't know each other. Although he was still uneasy in his heart, thinking it was better to leave as soon as possible. But when it was time to get food, Zhu Cunshui still took a broken bowl to get food. The camp had changed a lot these days. Although the number of police hadn't increased, there were more "volunteer police" recruited from those disaster victims. Everyone said that as long as one became a "volunteer policeman," one could eat one's fill immediately. This rumor could be seen without special verification, because these people indeed had rosy faces; although traces of haggardness could still be seen, they were very different from other disaster victims.

Watching these people wearing black clothes leave the team to patrol among the disaster victim teams, Zhu Cunshui cursed in his heart. "You things living off one person while secretly helping another [traitors]." But cursing aside, Zhu Cunshui lowered his head slightly to avoid their line of sight. Fortunately, there weren't many "volunteer police" on his side.

There were still so many people queuing today. Maybe because the police didn't come, someone started to cut in line. Even cut in front of Zhu Cunshui. If it were usual times, Zhu Cunshui would definitely not let it go, but now what he wanted least was to cause trouble. However, other disaster victims couldn't stand this; someone immediately made noise. The person cutting in line seemed to be a troublemaker too and immediately retorted sarcastically. With this disturbance, the police also surrounded them. Zhu Cunshui subconsciously prepared to avoid the police, but someone grabbed his arm. Zhu Cunshui looked up at the person finding fault; he was also an ordinary disaster victim in rags, but for some reason, this person looked wrong no matter how he looked. With this delay, the police had already pounced over, surrounded, and took away those people including Zhu Cunshui.

Zhu Cunshui thought "bad" in his heart; he struggled to escape. But suddenly he understood why those few people looked wrong. It turned out that except for the ragged clothes, the complexion of these people was completely different from the "volunteer police" [wait, context implies they looked healthy like volunteer police? Or different from volunteer police? Text says "complexion completely different from volunteer police". Wait, volunteer police are well-fed/rosy. Maybe these undercover agents were also well-fed but dressed poorly? Text says "complexion completely different from 'volunteer police'". Maybe they looked like *regular* people or soldiers? Actually, earlier text says volunteer police were rosy. If these guys looked "wrong", maybe they were too healthy? Or maybe too sturdy? Let's assume they were healthy undercover agents]. Before Zhu Cunshui could shout "Police are killing people," those ragged people had already rushed up and choked Zhu Cunshui's throat, making him unable to shout. The police also cooperated very well; they came up and gagged Zhu Cunshui with a rag, tied him up, and took him away with those few people. Seeing these rule-breakers being forcefully "suppressed" and then taken away in the disaster victim team, they also quickly restored order. In the view of the disaster victims, this was just an ordinary disturbance; they didn't understand what happened at all.

Secretary Xu Dian, responsible for the judiciary, was half happy and half worried after learning about this. He always felt that finding the responsible person for the last disturbance among the disaster victims who could almost be seen as enemies was looking for a needle in a haystack. He didn't expect the police department to really do it. With a suspicion of "whether the police system arrested random people to claim credit," Xu Dian personally acted as the prosecutor to try the criminals and witnesses. He found that the facts confessed by everyone were clear, human and material evidence was quite comprehensive, and the logical chain was impeccable. Except for Zhu Cunshui biting tight and not letting go, the crimes of the suspects could already be confirmed.

Zhu Cunshui knew very clearly that catching thieves and beating them to death in a disaster year was nothing special in the countryside. The other party set up such a big battle array; they definitely wanted to chop off his head. If he didn't admit it, perhaps there was still a way to live; if he admitted it, there was only a dead end.

For such a diehard element, even Xu Dian felt it was necessary to use some torture. The facts were already so clear, yet Zhu Cunshui still vainly attempted to deny it; this was simply asking for trouble. What he found strange was that Chen Ke sent some strange people to watch the entire interrogation process, and explicitly ordered no torture allowed. In the case of complete human and material evidence, because Zhu Cunshui firmly refused to confess and torture was not used, the matter was deadlocked here.

Lin Shenhe, who amazed everyone shortly after taking office, did not express great surprise at this. Lin Shenhe actually had little interest in using torture. In his days as a patrolman, Lin Shenhe knew very clearly that the effect of physical suffering was only to get the desired confession. To truly solve a case, what was needed was to break through the criminal's psychological defense line. Lin Shenhe was actually very happy to meet someone with common views with himself. When this person was also the highest leader of the base area, it meant Lin Shenhe would have a considerable future.

After arriving at the base area, Lin Shenhe contacted not many revolutionary comrades. As far as he saw so far, only two people in the base area were worthy of respect: one was Chen Ke, and the other was his immediate superior Dai Enze. Although Dai Enze didn't know many characters and his background wasn't great, he was honest and willing to work. As the saying goes, diligence can make up for clumsiness. Dai Enze was not a fool; he just had seen few things before and hadn't led so many people. And Dai Enze's biggest advantage lay in being willing to listen to advice. Whatever Chairman Chen Ke asked him to do, he did it solidly. Ask if he didn't understand, learn if he didn't know. Although he was relatively unfamiliar with police business now, he would by no means be an ordinary figure in the future.

And this figure Chen Ke made Lin Shenhe almost feel deep respect. Although he wasn't clear about Chen Ke's background, the documents issued by Chen Ke, and simple exchanges, all made Lin Shenhe understand one thing: Chen Ke knew the score about all departments. That is to say, Chen Ke knew what these departments were used for, the authority between various departments, including working methods; Chen Ke could give guiding opinions on all of them.

This was by no means comparable to ordinary people. Even those high officials of the Manchu Qing court and those foreign bureaucrats in the Shanghai International Settlement, being able to know what departments were in the government and what they were roughly used for was already very remarkable. And judging from the various situations of the base area obtained these days, Lin Shenhe judged that these departments of the base area were all created by Chen Ke single-handedly, and he guided the operation of these departments. If Chen Ke were fifty or sixty years old this year, one could say he had experienced a lot. But Chen Ke was only in his twenties this year. Being able to do such things at this age—if not seen with his own eyes, Lin Shenhe would absolutely not believe it.

So in Zhu Cunshui's case, after Lin Shenhe finished the work the police should do and handed the case over to Xu Dian acting as prosecutor, he then started to be busy with the next things. Chen Ke handed another important job to Lin Shenhe: conduct a preliminary household registration statistic of the disaster victims.

This kind of thing couldn't stump Lin Shenhe. Because the common people outside the Shanghai International Settlement moved into the Settlement in large numbers to enjoy the relatively regulated system of the Settlement, the household registration issue had always been a major event in the Settlement. It wasn't that the foreign devils had any natural love for "building a beautiful home," but that taxes could be collected better through household registration management. Chen Ke counting the household registration of disaster victims was definitely not for collecting taxes, but Lin Shenhe made no comment on this, just focused on working.

In his work, Lin Shenhe discovered many interesting problems in the base area; one of them was actually compulsory education. The police system required compulsory cultural education, and one of the results of cultural education was that everyone could write and do arithmetic preliminarily. In the countryside, the significance of this kind of learning was limited. But once conducting household registration statistics, the significance of recording and calculating couldn't be praised too much. One must know that even Chinese police in the Settlement didn't know many characters, and those who could write and calculate among foreign devils were not the majority either. Although he didn't know what exactly Chen Ke's initial purpose of compulsory education was, with hundreds of subordinates who could write and calculate, Lin Shenhe's work was fruitful. When he received the new order from the Police Bureau to hold a Public Trial Rally, the rough household registration statistics work was actually half done.

For this, Chen Ke specifically called Lin Shenhe over to praise him verbally.

There were no empty formulas when the two met. Chen Ke said: "Well done!" Lin Shenhe replied: "Thanks for the praise; this is my duty." Then the conference room fell into a brief silence.

Chen Ke rarely saw someone talk to him like this. General comrades either didn't know what to say and became at a loss after falling into silence, or started to say a pile of irrelevant words about three years ago and five years later. But what Lin Shenhe showed was a capable style. Knowing what he should do, without any nonsense. He had both the demeanor of a professional bureaucrat and a style of being free and easy.

What the People's Party lacked most now was this kind of seasoned bureaucrat. Although Chen Ke strove to make comrades mature, he himself was also very afraid that comrades would lose revolutionary enthusiasm and turn into a group of difficult bureaucrats. Moreover, before following Chen Ke to revolution, the comrades had no practical experience. Occasionally seeing a guy like Lin Shenhe among a group of raw recruits was also a very good thing. Chen Ke actually liked Lin Shenhe very much, so he hesitated a bit before continuing: "Comrade Lin Shenhe, the program of our People's Party is to serve the people, so we are unlikely to talk about the treatment [salary/perks] of party members. I hope you can be mentally prepared for this matter."

"Yes, Chairman Chen." Lin Shenhe still responded simply.

Chen Ke waved his hand, and Lin Shenhe obediently left the office.

The so-called treatment problem was nothing more than not allowing extra money grabbing. If it were someone else, perhaps they would have many worries, either worrying about not getting money, or worrying about being discovered after getting money. But what Lin Shenhe heard from Chen Ke's words was Chen Ke's high regard for him. This made Lin Shenhe very happy. Being valued shortly after arriving here meant his future would be very bright. Such an opportunity was something that could be met but not sought for a person newly joining a group. If not for those incompetent colleagues to set off Lin Shenhe's capability, it would be extremely difficult for him to be noticed.

As for the problem of grabbing money, although Lin Shenhe was a master who ate without paying in Shanghai, this behavior was more of a self-protection. If Lin Shenhe appeared upright and honest, he probably would have been killed by colleagues behind his back long ago. Although he wasn't a good person, essentially he couldn't be talked of as some heinous villain either. Lin Shenhe had lived for 27 years until now; he had never been clear about what exactly he lived in this world to do. Being a patrolman was just to make a living. regarding this world, although Lin Shenhe showed obedience, deep in his heart, he actually really hoped to smash this muddled world to pieces. And this impulse was not for destruction, but Lin Shenhe really hoped to see a new world, a new world acceptable to people like him who were both lazy and able to see part of the true face of the world.

And here in the People's Party, Lin Shenhe felt quite satisfied.

Seeing off Lin Shenhe, Chen Ke also got up quickly. He went to the Mapping Section to call his wife He Ying, and then took the guards to rush to the dock. There were not many people who could make Chen Ke welcome personally without a big array; Yan Fu, as Chen Ke's "teacher," was undoubtedly the most suitable person. The news from Shanghai was that Yan Fu came to Fengtai County personally to visit Chen Ke. Of course, Yan Fu didn't come just to visit; he personally went to Hanyang Iron and Steel Works to negotiate a deal of 6,000 tons of iron for Chen Ke. If the attack on Anqing was launched, the base area would be impossible to get iron from Hanyang on a large scale again. So the significance of this deal to the base area was extremely important. With these 6,000 tons of iron, the farm tools and a large part of the machinery in the base area for a year would be settled.

Chen Ke actually didn't want to trouble Yan Fu at the beginning, but preparing one point more before the full launch of the revolutionary war would have significant effects. Personal thoughts must give way to the revolutionary cause; even if Yan Fu met misfortune because of this, Chen Ke must get these 6,000 tons of iron.

Chen Ke stood on the dock holding He Ying's hand. Married for nearly a year, He Ying was very used to this intimacy. The couple didn't gather much on ordinary days, and at home, neither were people who loved to talk. Besides doing housework with tacit understanding, the rest was eating and sleeping. Reasonably speaking, this kind of life wears down feelings very much, but every time the two held hands, there was an indescribable sense of tacit understanding. It was like saying wordlessly to each other: I am by your side. Both felt that if they said anything about this, it would be superfluous instead.

So they stood there hand in hand, shoulder to shoulder, actually remaining silent until the boat carrying Yan Fu docked.

The old handsome guy Yan Fu looked not much different from a year ago. Chen Ke was originally not willing to be Yan Fu's disciple, but for more than a year, relying on the name of Yan Fu's disciple, Chen Ke saved a lot of trouble. He already knew Yan Fu's painstaking efforts back then. Seeing Yan Fu go ashore, Chen Ke walked up quickly and shouted: "Mr. Yan Fu, hello. Welcome to Fengtai County."

Yan Fu still had that majestic demeanor cultivated in the Beiyang Naval Academy. He stared at Chen Ke and sized him up, then nodded slightly. "Wen Qing looks very good. I am relieved."

Chen Ke led the way in front. Yan Fu said while walking: "I have already settled the steel matter this time; Wen Qing just needs to send ships to transport it. But there is one thing I don't understand: why does Wen Qing want to buy that inferior iron?"

Completely unexpected that the old handsome guy Yan Fu would talk about official business as soon as he came up, Chen Ke was really moved in his heart. He laughed, "Mr. Yan, we also want to build iron smelting furnaces and steelmaking furnaces here. No matter how bad the iron is, it is much more convenient than us transporting iron ore to smelt."

"So that's it." Yan Fu nodded in agreement. "Then when I went to negotiate this time, the harvest was much greater. Hanyang still had seven or eight thousand tons of scrap iron smelted badly. I settled it at a very low price. Wen Qing mentioned in the letter that it must be obtained. I was originally worried that it would be useless to transport it, and afraid Wen Qing would waste money in vain. Now I am relieved."

Seven or eight thousand tons? Chen Ke was startled. Yan Fu really didn't know the cost of fuel and rice without managing a household; the price of more than ten thousand tons of iron was not low. Chen Ke asked urgently: "Does Hanyang accept Pounds?"

Yan Fu was startled by Chen Ke's eager expression. He asked somewhat puzzledly: "Wen Qing explained in the letter, and I already asked. Hanyang accepts Pounds."

Hearing this news, Chen Ke couldn't help breathing a sigh of relief.

Yan Fu saw Chen Ke making a fuss but smiled slightly and didn't comment much on it. He brought up another topic. "By the way, Wen Qing. I have an old acquaintance in Shouzhou, the great scholar Mr. Shen Zengzhi. Before coming here, I heard he was temporarily transferred to be the Assistant Prefect in Shouzhou. I want to visit him with you. I think it should be good for you."

Mentioning Shen Zengzhi, Chen Ke felt the name was very familiar. He thought for a while before figuring out why he had a very familiar feeling. He said somewhat embarrassedly: "Mr. Yan, I have already started the revolution. We captured Shouzhou City a few days ago. Now this Mr. Shen Zengzhi is in our prison. If you want to see him, you don't need to go to Shouzhou."

Just as Chen Ke thought, Yan Fu stood there motionless at that moment.
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Yan Fu never expected that Chen Ke would actually raise the rebel flag and start a rebellion. And the reason Chen Ke mentioned this to him was actually to tell Yan Fu that he didn't need to go to Shouzhou to see Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect Shen Zengzhi, because Shen Zengzhi was already in the prison of Fengyang County [Note: Text says Fengyang County prison, but earlier context says Shouzhou captured and officials taken. Fengtai County is the base. Likely means Fengtai prison or brought to Fengtai. Previous chapter said officials were taken away in boxes. Text here says "Fengyang County prison". Fengtai belongs to Fengyang Prefecture. Maybe Chen Ke means Fengtai's prison or they took Fengyang? Context says "攻下了寿州城" (Captured Shouzhou). Fengtai is the base. Shouzhou is where Shen was. Shen is now in prison. Probably Fengtai prison. I will translate literal "Fengyang County prison" but suspect it means "Fengtai County" or the text implies they took Fengyang? No, later text says "attacking Fengyang Prefecture" is a future plan. So "Fengyang County prison" might be a slip for "Fengtai County prison" or "Fengyang Prefecture prison" if they took it? But Shen was Assistant Prefect of Fengyang stationed in Shouzhou. I will write "prison in Fengtai" if I can confirm, or literal "Fengyang County prison" if not. Let's look closer. "Shen Zengzhi was already in the prison of Fengyang County." Okay, literal. But Shen was caught in Shouzhou. Maybe moved. Wait, Fengtai is a county. Fengyang is a prefecture and a county. If they haven't taken Fengyang yet (planned in Ch 90), then Shen must be in Fengtai. I will translate as "Fengtai County prison" to correct the likely typo based on context, or just "prison" to be safe. Actually, the text says `凤阳县的监狱` (Fengyang County prison). But Ch 90 says "Plan to attack Fengyang Prefecture". So they haven't taken Fengyang. Shen was caught in Shouzhou and brought back. He should be in Fengtai. I will translate as "prison in Fengtai County" to maintain consistency, assuming a typo in source.]

Yan Fu saw such a problem combining both seriousness and comicality for the first time. The weirdness of the style of his nominal disciple was even more unreasonable to Yan Fu than the rebellion itself.

"Wen Qing, you aren't joking, are you?" Yan Fu couldn't help but want to confirm.

Chen Ke didn't want to explain much either. He smiled, "Mr. Yan, please follow me to the station to rest now. I will send someone to invite Mr. Shen to meet you."

Having said this, Yan Fu could already be sure Chen Ke was not joking. He could no longer care about reuniting with his old friend, but asked hurriedly: "Wen Qing, isn't this a bit too reckless?"

Chen Ke's mentality had become very normal recently. Facing the excited Yan Fu, Chen Ke asked back calmly: "Not reckless. I have been here for a year; how can preparing for a year still be considered reckless?"

"With this move of yours, the government will come to suppress immediately," Yan Fu reminded anxiously.

"By the time the government knows this news, we estimate we can even transport the iron back from Hanyang. Moreover, who will make the move first is not certain yet." Chen Ke was very confident. "Mr. Yan, this is not a place to talk. Let's go back to the station and talk slowly."

Although Yan Fu was full of words, he did not object after hearing Chen Ke's words. "Lead the way," he responded.

Although there were many people of all kinds along the way, the orderly market surprised Yan Fu very much. After entering the military camp, various trainings and the numerous people coming and going made Yan Fu show a surprised look on his face even more.

Everyone sat down in Chen Ke's office. Yan Fu didn't mention the rebellion first. "Wen Qing, are these thousands of people all your subordinates?"

"They are not my subordinates; they are all revolutionary comrades. Everyone gathered together to promote the revolution in order to live better." Chen Ke's answer was very standard.

Yan Fu felt this statement was very fresh. At first, hearing Chen Ke say rebellion, Yan Fu's mind immediately conjured up a situation where a large number of disheveled disaster victims rose up in arms. But what he saw along the way was orderly; tens of thousands of disaster victims were actually managed well. Except for the excessive number of people maintaining order, it looked like a situation in times of peace. He now began to suspect that Chen Ke had some untruthful words. "Wen Qing, if you encounter any difficulties, you might as well say it straight. Since I am willing to help you, I naturally won't watch you be made difficult by others," Yan Fu said. He now suspected that Chen Ke attacked Shouzhou because of some accidental reasons. In this disaster year, he was afraid someone in Shouzhou had bad intentions towards Fengtai County, and Chen Ke, young and aggressive, couldn't help but take action.

Chen Ke knew Yan Fu thought wrong. He had to explain: "Mr. Yan, you don't understand the people's revolution very well. Whether the people participate in the revolution or not, they are just trying to survive. This world is unfair; if someone provides a fairer world, the people will follow. This is just human nature. The revolution we promote makes the common people live better; why wouldn't they follow us?"

"Then what if the government comes to suppress..." Yan Fu asked.

"The Manchu Qing is point-based politics. What they can manage is only the county towns. As long as we pull out their county towns and knock out the military stations, the Manchu Qing will be powerless. And the people's revolution we promote takes the grassroots route first, establishing people's political power in every village and every town. The Manchu Qing simply doesn't have the ability to exterminate us. Mr. Yan, you teach the navy. The Manchu Qing is now a broken ship, but what it faces is the vast ocean of the people!"

Yan Fu had been in the Nanyang Navy and Beiyang Navy for decades and was proficient in shipping affairs. Chen Ke's metaphor thoroughly moved him. Hearing Chen Ke's words, Yan Fu pondered for a moment and couldn't help muttering, "Can water overturn the boat?"

"Why do those rebels always fail? Because they just want to use the sea of the people to raise their boats and seek benefits for themselves. But for the people's revolution, we revolutionaries serve the people. The interests of the people are above us revolutionaries. The place we stand is lower than the people. We have to hold up the people and move forward. The purpose of our revolution is not to overthrow the Manchu Qing, but to let the people live a truly happy life. If the people's revolution requires overthrowing the Manchu Qing, we overthrow the Manchu Qing; if the people's revolution requires us to resist foreigners, we resist foreigners. We do not revolutionize to overthrow the Manchu Qing and resist foreigners, but to realize the interests of the people, we must do so."

Chen Ke felt his revolutionary theoretical level had soared these days. If it were before, he really couldn't say such words; at least these words were definitely not his sincere words. Chen Ke used to be just a person who wanted to use the people's revolution. Now he changed; after personally leading comrades to make revolution, Chen Ke also realized for the first time how bitter the people's lives were, and how great the power contained among the people was. So Chen Ke cut into the people's revolution from a perspective peculiar to a transmigrator. He sincerely hoped to liberate China through the people's revolution. Unknowingly, Chen Ke had changed from playing the role of a Chinese revolutionary leader to truly becoming a revolutionary leader. Such revolutionary heroic words would no longer trigger Chen Ke's sense of shyness; on the contrary, Chen Ke spoke with righteousness and sincerity.

The old handsome guy Yan Fu was not an ordinary person after all. Although he didn't understand the people's revolution mentioned by Chen Ke, he was quite interested in the theory proposed by Chen Ke. After thinking for a while, Yan Fu raised a key question: "People-oriented has been said for thousands of years, but it always sounds good; doing it is extremely difficult, and it ends up with nothing in the end. Wen Qing, you have the world in your heart, but don't repeat the same mistakes."

"Then Mr. Yan might as well go to the countryside with me to take a look, and you will know." Chen Ke extended an invitation.

Yan Fu agreed then and there. "That is very good. I always felt Wen Qing was different from the masses; this time I want to see exactly how capable Wen Qing is."

While speaking, the guard came in from outside. "Secretary Chen, oh, Chairman Chen, Shen Zengzhi has been brought here."

Shen Zengzhi never expected to see Yan Fu in the thieves' den. After being captured, Shen Zengzhi and the officials of Shouzhou were all sent to prison. There was no slight in three meals a day. The food wasn't good, but they wouldn't starve either. Except for requiring the official prisoners to clean the prison on time to ensure cleanliness, the days were quite ordinary. No one was beaten, and no one forced these people to surrender, which was greatly beyond these people's expectations.

The officials were extremely unaccustomed to this treatment of being completely ignored. In their view, as high officials, they should have some special treatment. But now being in a completely forgotten corner, they were instead uneasy.

When Shen Zengzhi, the highest-ranking among this group of officials, was taken away, many officials felt much more relaxed instead. According to their imagination, Lord Shen Zengzhi with the highest official rank would definitely be taken out to be tortured first. But thinking that after Lord Shen finished suffering torture, it would be their turn, these people's faces became unsightly again.

Shen Zengzhi's basic thoughts were similar. He was not afraid of being tortured, only afraid of being humiliated. But thinking that being captured was already a great humiliation, if he had backbone, he should have committed suicide immediately. Since he didn't commit suicide at that time, there was no integrity to speak of. What he had to do now was just not to surrender out of fear of death, and not to lose his dignity.

So seeing Yan Fu, although Shen Zengzhi was very surprised, he didn't show a look of making a fuss. Learning that Chen Ke wanted to take Yan Fu to see the revolutionary situation in Fengtai County, Shen Zengzhi accepted the invitation generously. He really wanted to see what kind of situation Chen Ke, who captured him, had created in Fengtai County.

So Chen Ke, Yan Fu, and a guard walked on foot, while a donkey was obtained for Shen Zengzhi to ride. The four set foot on the road of inspection. Shen Zengzhi was captured by Chen Ke and was very unconvinced in his heart. Seeing Chen Ke traveling so simply, he couldn't help sneering: "Chen Ke, aren't you afraid someone will tie you up and send you to the officials?"

"You haven't even posted wanted notices; what benefit is there in tying me up and sending me to the officials?" Chen Ke replied neither softly nor hard. Shen Zengzhi was choked into silence immediately. With this exchange, Shen Zengzhi was already sure that Chen Ke was by no means a refined gentleman. From then on, he never vied with Chen Ke verbally again.

Instead, Yan Fu felt that for Shen Zengzhi, a scholar, riding a donkey might be a bit hard. He asked: "Wen Qing, are there sedan chairs here?"

As soon as these words came out, he heard the guard couldn't help sneezing a cold laugh. Yan Fu knew he said the wrong thing, but didn't know where the mistake was.

Chen Ke came out to smooth things over. "People's Party, you can't sit on the people's heads. All party members and public servants in the base area are uniformly forbidden to sit in sedans. Growing two legs is for walking. Mr. Shen is not physically strong and was locked up for a few days, so a donkey was arranged for him. This donkey was just obtained not long ago. In this past year, no one in our People's Party has ridden a donkey yet."

Hearing this, Yan Fu couldn't help marveling. Chen Ke's strictness in managing subordinates was really a bit appalling. Shen Zengzhi blushed and wanted to get off the donkey. Chen Ke held Shen Zengzhi down. "Mr. Shen, we have to walk a lot today. If you don't ride the donkey, you will drag down our itinerary instead. For everyone's good, you just bear it for now."

Yan Fu originally thought Chen Ke arranged a donkey for Shen Zengzhi to show respect, but he never expected that there was no such thing as official face in the "base area." He knew Shen Zengzhi was a very upright person; being treated as a burden was really a humiliation. But Chen Ke was not wrong; if Shen Zengzhi cared about face and walked himself, he would only drag everyone down. He felt he really couldn't interrupt. But it wasn't appropriate for him not to speak either, so Yan Fu just comforted: "Brother Shen, a guest should suit the convenience of the host."

Shen Zengzhi's original bottom line was not to be humiliated, but he didn't expect to be humiliated everywhere in this Fengtai County. Others walked while he rode a donkey; although he was higher than others in absolute height, it became proof of the weak. But blindly showing off would only bring disgrace upon himself. Chen Ke's act of getting him a donkey couldn't be said to be malicious either. So enduring the unhappiness, Shen Zengzhi let nature take its course.

The subsequent tour was much more interesting.

Passing through the harvested fields, Yan Fu looked at the vast leveled land and was full of praise for Chen Ke's disaster relief ability. When he saw the large-scale water channels and ditches that had begun to take shape, he couldn't even speak. Shen Zengzhi once had a face full of dissatisfaction, but now his expression also became serious. The manpower and material resources required for such a large project were a huge number. In a disaster year, Chen Ke actually carried out disaster relief while creating such a situation; his operational means had exceeded the imagination limit of Manchu Qing officials.

Chen Ke didn't care about this. After walking a bit further, a smile appeared on his face. "Mr. Yan Fu, ahead is the main canal we tried to build with brick, stone, and cement. Once this canal is built, there will be no more problems with drainage and irrigation."

Without Chen Ke pointing it out specifically, the eyes of Yan Fu and others had already fallen on that large canal. This was a strange water canal, neither earthen nor stone, but a gray smooth canal surface. Yan Fu walked up and tried it; this cement surface was very solid, leaving no trace when stepped on, and very dense. It looked like it wouldn't leak water.

"Wen Qing building canals with cement, this scale is really not small. You must know, in Hebei, the price of cement is not low." Yan Fu didn't know how to praise this "disciple" of his anymore.

"Taken from the people, used for the people. The common people of the base area work hard; if they still can't see hope like this, then our name People's Party is called in vain."

Hearing Chen Ke's answer, Shen Zengzhi couldn't help frowning. In his imagination, Chen Ke was a bandit chief, but he never expected that Chen Ke was actually quite capable in civil administration. Being able to create such a situation in a disaster year, if Chen Ke were given one or two years, the people of Fengtai County from top to bottom would probably be dead set on following Chen Ke.

Yan Fu understood technology. He and Chen Ke talked all the way about the methods and technologies adopted in Fengtai County's water conservancy construction; the old and the young chatted very happily. Shen Zengzhi didn't understand at all, only remaining silent. The guard, seeing the beloved Chairman Chen so happy with the distinguished guest, although he didn't understand either, felt really happy in his heart watching Chen Ke's smile.

After walking another section of the road, they arrived at the brick factory. The production line driven by four steam engines was running rumblingly. Brick blanks were constantly produced from molds. It was already very cold now; the brick blanks coming out of the machine emitted steaming heat. Workers transported the brick blanks to the firing plant with simple wooden wheelbarrows. Yan Fu had worked in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau, the largest arsenal in Asia at that time, so he was not unfamiliar with such a scene. Shen Zengzhi, a literati, had never seen such a large-scale scene. He was shocked then and there.

regarding the appearance of Chen Ke and the other three, the workers almost turned a blind eye, still working as hard as just now. Yan Fu couldn't help praising: "Really well-trained."

Chen Ke shook his head gently. "These bricks are for building houses for everyone. If everyone doesn't work hard, their own houses will have no settlement. That's why there is such enthusiasm."

"How many houses does Wen Qing want to build?" Yan Fu asked casually.

"We estimate roughly, there must be more than 12,000 rooms," Chen Ke answered.

"What? More than 12,000 rooms?" Yan Fu felt incredible about this number. "Why build so many? How many bricks are needed?"

"We have promised that the common people of Fengtai County will definitely be able to move into their own houses before winter. There are seventy or eighty thousand people in the whole county; 12,000 houses are already very crowded. Now preliminary estimates require more than 15 million bricks."

"Then why not let the common people all come to make bricks first? Wouldn't that be a bit faster?" Yan Fu still didn't understand. Not only Yan Fu, but Shen Zengzhi also didn't understand.

"Everyone is laying foundations," Chen Ke replied.

Hearing this answer, the faces of the two former officials were a bit red. They were just scared by the 15 million bricks and actually forgot about the foundations.

"How much money will this cost?" Yan Fu couldn't help asking.

"We agreed with the common people that everyone doesn't need to pay money, but contributes labor to repay." Chen Ke gave the answer. "The water channel just now needs a large amount of bricks. After the common people move into the houses, they will repair the water channel during the slack farming season in winter, relying on contributing effort to replace their house money."

"Wen Qing, you say repairing water channels benefits the common people, and building houses also benefits the common people. Then where does your People's Party benefit?" Yan Fu asked strangely.

"The goal of founding our People's Party is to liberate the common people and benefit the common people. If the common people benefit, our goal is achieved. Naturally, we benefit. We don't farm ourselves; what we eat and drink is created by the labor of the common people."

"Then what if the court sends troops to suppress?" Yan Fu couldn't help reminding Chen Ke.

"We have the people's army. The people will fight to protect their own interests."

Shen Zengzhi said calmly: "Just that mob? I'm afraid they can't withstand a single blow now."

Hearing this, Yan Fu was a bit surprised. Shen Zengzhi was not a mean and harsh person, but a scholar. It was understandable to be resentful after being caught by Chen Ke, but it was impossible for him to say such boring words no matter what. Turning to look at Shen Zengzhi, he saw Shen Zengzhi's face was peaceful, not looking provocative.
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Grandpa Mao said in the book "On Contradiction": "We who are engaged in the Chinese revolution should not only understand the particularity of these contradictions in their totality, that is, in their interconnections, but should also study the aspects of each contradiction; only thus can we understand the totality. When we speak of understanding each aspect of a contradiction, we mean understanding what specific position each aspect occupies, what concrete forms it assumes in its interdependence and in its contradiction with its opposite, and what concrete methods it employs in the struggle with its opposite, when the two are both interdependent and in contradiction, and also after the interdependence breaks down. It is of great importance to study these problems."

regarding Shen Zengzhi's criticism that the troops in the base area were a "mob, unable to withstand a single blow," Chen Ke was not angry at all. It was not because Chen Ke had great self-restraint, but because he really thought Shen Zengzhi's words made a lot of sense. Countless vigorous forces were once invincible, but a single failure caused these forces to be completely destroyed. The miracle of Chinese civilization lies in the fact that no matter how many failures it has experienced, Chinese civilization can stand up again, and become more and more brilliant. A dynasty rises and falls. But Chinese civilization itself has never been destroyed.

This is not because China received God's blessing, but because before industrialization, China's philosophy and political concepts were to maximize the level of productive forces. China's production technology level had always ranked first in the world. It was not until after industrialization that China encountered a strong challenge for the first time. The Industrial Revolution created a productivity model superior to China's for the first time in the world. based on the productivity of this realistic base area, the armed forces of the People's Party were by no means invincible. If the Manchu Qing could really gather the power of the whole country, plus foreign military support, although it was unlikely to completely extinguish the revolutionary trend triggered by Chen Ke strategically, it was completely capable of thoroughly eliminating this revolution led by the People's Party tactically.

The People's Party did not have the foundation for being invincible now, and Chen Ke did not want to oppose this at all.

Seeing that Shen Zengzhi did not look provocative, Yan Fu was very puzzled in his heart. He finally couldn't help asking: "Brother Shen, what do you mean by this?"

"I think Fengtai County acts too ruthlessly with the people's strength. It looks magnificent now, but it is actually riddled with gaping wounds. After a disaster year, it is time to rest with the people, but looking at this big canal, one can imagine the hardship of the common people. People's strength is used on these things; where do the common people have the heart and strength to fight?" Shen Zengzhi said calmly.

Hearing this, a trace of surprise appeared on Yan Fu's face. He didn't expect Shen Zengzhi to say such words without hostility. having been a soldier for decades, Yan Fu actually didn't understand civil administration very well. Plus understanding industry, seeing the orderly appearance of Fengtai County under high-pressure governance, Yan Fu felt Chen Ke did a good job instead. Yan Fu didn't care much about people's hearts and people's strength; tens of thousands of foreign devils could breach Beijing city, so traditional people's hearts obviously didn't play any role.

On the contrary, although the guard didn't quite understand the meaning of these words, he had received some cultural education in the troops after all. Although the young guard didn't quite understand those flowery words, he could feel Shen Zengzhi's general meaning. He immediately became resentful towards this captured Manchu Qing official. Seeing that Chen Ke didn't refute, the guard couldn't help interrupting: "The land in Fengtai County has been distributed to our common people; everyone works for themselves. Why wouldn't we be willing to fight?"

"Wen Qing, you distributed the land?" Yan Fu was really shocked.

"Correct. After building the houses, we will distribute the land. Our People's Party confiscated all the land in Fengtai County. In the future, the land in Fengtai County will be distributed to the common people to cultivate and harvest. Except for thirty percent grain, the new civil government of Fengtai County doesn't want a single grain from the common people."

regarding Chen Ke's words, Yan Fu didn't know how to respond anymore. He had seen too many things along the way and thought Chen Ke had done his best to accomplish these things. He never expected that Chen Ke was still planning the move of distributing land.

Shen Zengzhi just showed a slightly surprised look, but soon he said: "It's just buying favor."

Hearing Shen Zengzhi say such things repeatedly, Yan Fu was very surprised. He couldn't help asking: "Brother Shen, what exactly do you mean?"

Seeing that Yan Fu still didn't understand his painstaking efforts, Shen Zengzhi finally sighed: "Brother Yan, since Chen Ke has already rebelled, that is an unpardonable crime. You can't save him. But Chen Ke's intention to win over Brother Yan is so clear; why should you follow him to rebel? Looking at Chen Ke's actions, he is dead set. As long as I don't mention Brother Yan's visit to Fengtai County, and Brother Yan keeps your mouth shut yourself, when Chen Ke is defeated, it won't implicate you. If you are confused by Chen Ke, plus having the intention to shield your disciple... Even if you don't consider yourself, you must think about your family, Brother Yan."

These words were not in classical Chinese; the guard understood them clearly. Before Yan Fu could speak, he shouted angrily: "Fart! We defeated? Do you think we attacked your Shouzhou first? This area..." Just as he said this, Chen Ke had already pressed the guard's shoulder. The young man was impulsive for a moment; being pressed by Chen Ke, the guard already knew he said too much. Although he closed his mouth, his face was still full of anger, and his eyes stared tightly at Shen Zengzhi.

regarding the guard's rage, Chen Ke felt on one hand that young people were really simple, but on the other hand, he couldn't help considering whether to change a guard. But the problem now was not to replace the guard immediately. Chen Ke asked: "Mr. Shen, I heard from Mr. Yan that you are a great Confucian scholar. I consider myself half a disciple of the Confucian school, but I only respect Confucius and Xunzi. Confucius speaks of Benevolence, Xunzi speaks of Ritual [Li/Propriety]. Our People's Party only speaks of productive forces determining social relations. I wonder which sage Mr. Shen respects?"

Seeing Chen Ke asking with a provocative posture, Shen Zengzhi had two impulses in his heart: one was to ignore it, the other was to refute this rebellious madman. Seeing Chen Ke actually showing off learning in front of him, the second impulse gradually gained the upper hand.

"Rebels like you always have many excuses. In the final analysis, it is just for selfish interests. If you really have the heart for the common people, why not devote yourself to the state?" These words were actually very polite. Chen Ke could save so many common people in a disaster year; Shen Zengzhi actually knew that let alone himself, I'm afraid no official in Shouzhou or even the whole Anhui could achieve such a degree. If Chen Ke said the government was useless, Shen Zengzhi was not willing to use specious arguments, so he could only listen to Chen Ke bragging. So Shen Zengzhi led the topic to a higher level to avoid entanglement below.

"The state is now ruled by those princes and nobles above; they are the ones who are truly selfish. The new system I want to establish is completely for the common people to be masters of their own house. We are about to elect the People's Congress. These people's representatives are elected by the common people. regarding the things promoted by the new government of Fengtai County and the money spent, if it enters our pockets, do you think the common people can agree?"

Before Shen Zengzhi could speak, Yan Fu couldn't help interrupting in surprise: "Wen Qing, are you trying to implement Constitutionalism?" After arriving in Fengtai County, Chen Ke threw surprises at Yan Fu one after another. First, the common people were actually forcefully mobilized and managed, and there were preliminary mechanical factories, then land distribution. Now even the political system was going to change greatly. Yan Fu really didn't understand; Chen Ke actually dared to take the lead in implementing the Constitutionalism that the upper echelons were arguing about now.

Chen Ke corrected immediately: "Mr. Yan, we are not Constitutionalism. We are People's Democratic Dictatorship. Constitutionalism is rich people in power; our new system is the laboring common people having the final say. It's not the same thing at all."

Seeing Yan Fu dumbstruck and looking blank, Chen Ke continued to explain: "The Constitutionalism being argued now is the gentry and officials sharing power from the Manchu Qing court. Those who can be elected are all rich people. The foundation of the People's Democratic Dictatorship we engage in is state ownership of land, and the people possess land use rights. That is, land to the tiller. Anyone who supports relying on owning land, owning assets, enjoying power, and domineering over others is the object of dictatorship. The people, the common folks, that is, those 'muddy legs,' become masters of their own house."

Once these words came out, whether Yan Fu or Shen Zengzhi, both were speechless. After a long while, Shen Zengzhi said with a trembling voice of anger: "Absurd! Absurd! National affairs should be handled by capable people. The common people don't understand politics, only farming. To incite the common people, you actually invert heaven and earth like this."

"Politics is to make the common people live better. The common people only understand farming, so we rely on the common people for everyone to survive. Relying on the government, how many of these Fengtai County common people could survive?"

Although Shen Zengzhi was dizzy with anger by Chen Ke's theory, hearing Chen Ke's words, he also knew that in disaster relief, he indeed couldn't compete with Chen Ke. Enduring his anger, Shen Zengzhi asked back: "Then are you, Chen Ke, of farming origin? Is that Pu Guanshui of farming origin?"

"We don't farm, but we are people who make a living by serious labor. We are not that group of people high above. We and the common people only have differences in division of labor, not differences in status. In the new system we want to promote, laborers are the most glorious, and the people are the masters of the country."

"Sophistry! Winning the world is the Will of Heaven; this is fate [Qi number]."

"That's because the common people finally acquiesced, so he could sit firmly. Those people sitting in Beijing now look majestic, but when we destroy the Manchu Qing, they will all be sinners. Is this also the Will of Heaven? Then the Will of Heaven destined this bunch of people to be sinners? This is the heart of the people, not the Will of Heaven."

"The heart of the people still knows that the Imperial Court is the Imperial Court."

"Oh, you can say that now. Look again in half a year."

Seeing the old and the young starting to enter a struggle of will, Yan Fu quickly stopped Chen Ke from continuing. "Wen Qing, since you invited Mr. Shen out, presumably it wasn't for the momentary pleasure of tongue, right?"

Chen Ke also felt he went a bit too far. He smiled at Yan Fu, "I wanted to see how officials view my revolution. But looking at it now, everyone only recognizes strength, not anything else. It was my recklessness."

Hearing this, Shen Zengzhi was even more angry. Chen Ke simply considered his own concept absolutely correct. "It was my momentary oversight that let you succeed. But there won't be such good things in the future."

Chen Ke laughed, "At this time, Mr. Shen, you are still considered a pretty good Manchu Qing official, right? At least you didn't unleash soldiers to run to the base area to rob and didn't plague the common people. I appreciate your favor in this matter."

These words were a bit too poisonous. The meaning in Chen Ke's words was simple: Manchu Qing officials are all robbers. As an official, being insulted like this, Shen Zengzhi finally understood what mentality the rebels had.

Of course, Shen Zengzhi didn't expect that Chen Ke had already confirmed from Shen Zengzhi's performance just now that no officials would defect to him in the near future. Since this thought was confirmed, Chen Ke's original thought of treating captives well completely turned into an attitude of "making the best use of captives." Chen Ke treated enemies as cold as winter, so these officials, from "life to dignity," had become objects for Chen Ke to consider how to utilize. As for the officials themselves, there was no difference from dead pigs.
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Moods were different, so performances were different. Chen Ke temporarily had no hope for the officials, so he was more open. The four-person team consisting of a revolutionary, a revolutionary guard, a former official, and a captured official continued to advance. They paused in front of a large color poster to appreciate it for a while. The team officially entered the bustling construction site.

Yan Fu was an extremely excellent talent in modern times. The impact Fengtai County gave him was not just this bit of construction achievement. The scenes Yan Fu had seen with his own eyes were absolutely incomparable to Fengtai County in terms of investment scale. What really surprised Yan Fu was that Chen Ke could actually create such a scale of manpower in this disaster year.

After reading Chen Ke's book, Yan Fu already understood the thesis proposed by Chen Ke that "the fundamental driving force of social development is productive forces." But the Beiyang Navy and Tianjin Machinery Bureau that Yan Fu experienced were all state-invested projects. They were smashed out with tens of millions of taels of silver over more than ten years, completely different from Chen Ke's purely civilian behavior.

From afar, they saw the scene of thousands of people working together. Fengtai County was mostly plain area with high groundwater levels and fertile land. When Chen Ke carried out the overall design, he highlighted the consideration of centralization and convenience, completely aiming to facilitate large-scale agricultural production and life. Various government agencies and social service institutions were designed in the central town area. Government offices, police stations, schools, kindergartens, squares, gardens, sports fields, and shops, especially the future highlight—the factory district—all had unified planning. So the water supply and drainage systems were also planned. Although it wasn't a hard road surface now, digging ditches later would still be in time.

The common people of Fengtai County at least had the experience of working together on a large scale, plus the weather was cold, so everyone didn't resist the assembly-line house building mode. But various complaints were inevitable. Third Master Zhang panted as he transported red bricks to the school, muttering complaints non-stop: "They say 'an ugly wife, nearby land, and a tattered cotton jacket' [are treasures]. This land is more than ten li away from where we live; when can we rush to the fields?"

He had been nagging for a good while. From the engineering arrangement being completely grouped, not letting everyone go back to watch their own houses being built, but having to exchange labor for houses. To making everyone build houses of unknown use. But no matter how he complained with his mouth, Third Master Zhang dared not leave the team on his own initiative. It wasn't that no one did this, but those who did were all caught. As early as when house building started, the cadres explained clearly to everyone that in order to improve efficiency, these houses would be drawn by lot after being built. So everyone must work and complete the prescribed workload.

Lazy people exist everywhere, and they were all dragged out and criticized in public. And those caught being lazy three times would be sentenced to choose houses last. Everyone wanted to choose a house first and move in first. So everyone started working like their lives depended on it.

A new term circulated among the common people: "Those black-hearted little devils of the People's Party" arranged everyone like a small mill, ordering them around in circles. A slight relaxation would easily lead to falling behind the team.

"Third Master, can you save a breath to warm your stomach? If you don't speak, no one will treat you as a mute." Finally, someone couldn't stand it and said. Third Master Zhang's chattering disturbed this person's attention very much. "The sign says clearly, that is a school. The place where dolls go to school. You have so many children; just work well."

Someone contradicted him; Third Master Zhang was naturally unhappy. But hearing this was building houses for the school, Third Master Zhang shut his mouth. The common people all thought reading and understanding principles was a very sacred thing; building houses for the school was very face-saving. Third Master Zhang really didn't dare to shout and scream at the school.

The foundations had already been dug. Laying corners, hanging lines, and building walls were all done by professionals, or at least workers who had received professional training. Among them, the soldiers of the Insurance Corps accounted for more than 80%. Yuwen Badu was the professional among professionals at this stage. He led people to patrol back and forth on the busy construction site again and again. As long as someone's movement was not standard, Yuwen Badu would go up and criticize them. If it were ordinary house building, workers would inevitably be lazy, but the army stressed discipline most; as the saying goes, military orders are like mountains. Plus building houses for themselves, and choosing houses only after completion—if they cut corners and this house was chosen by their own family, that would be terrible. Plus the big cadre of the base area, Yuwen Badu, personally supervised the project, so the work attitude on the construction site was quite serious.

After Yan Fu walked around the construction site, he asked Chen Ke: "I see quite a few people with short hair also working; those are all your People's Party people, right?"

Chen Ke had lost interest in Shen Zengzhi, but was very interested in Yan Fu. If Yan Fu was willing to join the revolution, Chen Ke would immediately appoint him as the principal of the naval school. Since Yan Fu asked, Chen Ke answered truthfully: "Yes, I require party members to participate in grassroots labor, starting from moving bricks and mixing mud. If they don't know how houses are built, they won't know how to manage these houses in the future. Moreover, I require these comrades not to speak, but to listen to what the common people say. Since we are building houses for the common people, it won't do not to know what the common people think."

"It looks like these houses have a northern layout." Yan Fu's gaze was torch-like; he saw the key at a glance.

"Reasonably speaking, with Anhui's climate, we should use the Anhui roof mode, but it's really too late now. We will continue to improve the roofs next year."

"I see the houses are built so fast; how did Wen Qing coordinate it?"

"Standardized construction," Chen Ke explained. This was something Chen Ke was quite proud of. A significant feature of the industrial age completely crushing the manual age is that in terms of exquisiteness, products of the manual age far exceed industrial production products, but the concept of industrial production is efficiency. To allow workers to improve efficiency, every movement on the production line has to be tempered thousands of times. This house building was the same. Chen Ke didn't intend for these houses to exist for decades at all; if Chen Ke's revolutionary plan could succeed, there would be a new large-scale infrastructure construction in less than twenty years. So he just wanted to pursue efficiency.

After listening to Chen Ke, Yan Fu looked at the construction nearby again, and only then did he suddenly realize. If a person kept bending down to take a brick, then digging up a lump of cement mortar to lay on it, putting the brick on the cement mortar, and knocking the brick well with a trowel... it wouldn't take long for backaches to occur. A large number of construction workers were soldiers of the Insurance Corps; everyone was not a professional construction worker originally. So engineering management divided these steps. Someone specifically transported bricks to reach, someone was responsible for putting bricks in position, and someone was specifically responsible for laying cement and knocking the brick position well. Including inspection, special personnel were responsible. Rest time was decided according to workload. Allowing everyone to ensure their bodies wouldn't be overly fatigued.

Looking at the many people, it wasn't chaotic at all, and work efficiency was greatly improved. Standing there for not long, watching a wall rise up whoosh-whoosh. Yan Fu had never played computer games, so naturally he didn't know that in Chen Ke's view, the scene before him was quite similar to some construction games that paid attention to detail.

After walking around such a big circle, the sun also began to slant west. The four simply ate dinner in the canteen. Yan Fu and Shen Zengzhi watched very attentively but didn't speak. The system in Fengtai County was strict; this could also be seen from the long food line in the canteen. Chen Ke originally thought Yan Fu and Shen Zengzhi would have some comments on queuing, but he didn't expect the two just ate dinner without saying a word. They didn't even raise any questions about the one duck egg per person in the meal.

On the way back, Yan Fu asked Chen Ke about his plans for that iron again. Chen Ke also told the truth: make farm tools and distribute them to the common people. Yan Fu had read Chen Ke's discussion on money as a "general equivalent." Learning that Chen Ke prepared to build a modern bank to operate the base area economy, he was very enthusiastic. The Manchu Qing's national currency management was dregs; until the Manchu Qing's destruction, there was no sign of modern state banks being built at all. Yan Fu listened with relish. Especially regarding the "fiat money," this currency symbol promoted by the state, as well as the currency issuance, circulation, and withdrawal of modern banks, and how this mode was combined into the current environment of Fengtai County. Yan Fu was extremely interested.

Shen Zengzhi was a great scholar, proficient in Chinese and Western culture, but not proficient in economics and civil administration. Listening to Chen Ke narrate in detail how to effectively improve productivity by introducing scientific production modes, and then through the "fiat money" issued by modern banks, allow common people lacking hard currency to effectively participate in the transaction system. Shen Zengzhi was already very dissatisfied with Chen Ke; the more reasonable Chen Ke spoke, the stronger his aversion and uneasiness became. Later, he finally couldn't help saying a sentence: "Excessive accumulation [extortion]."

Chen Ke was not angry either. He laughed, "Excessive accumulation refers to the currency issued by the bank not being withdrawn. Just extracting the people's materials and labor by issuing currency. But the base area withdraws currency through the government providing various services and goods. The people paid labor, earned currency, and then purchased other services and goods through transactions. Just like iron plows, if the people insist on getting a wooden stick, or simply farming by hand, we don't force the people to buy iron farm tools. But if the people are willing to use iron farm tools, and the price of our farm tools is not expensive, and the people can borrow money to buy if they have no money. How can it be called accumulation? 'The true king enriches the people, the hegemon enriches the soldiers, the barely surviving state enriches the officers, and the perishing state enriches the coffers and fills the treasury.'"

Shen Zengzhi knew that Chen Ke quoted Xunzi at the end. If according to what Chen Ke said earlier, it wasn't unreasonable. But he flatly refused to praise Chen Ke. So he simply remained silent.

Chen Ke's words were actually not meant for Shen Zengzhi. He turned to Yan Fu. "Mr. Yan, we expropriated the landlords' land. Because in this new system, if someone seeks profit by monopolizing land, then it is equivalent to opening a bottomless pit. The share of the common people in this transaction system will become smaller and smaller. In our system, only laborers can earn money and become rich. If one wants to become rich by exploiting others, the new system will absolutely not allow it."

Hearing this, Yan Fu smiled faintly. "Wen Qing, my family also has a few mu of thin fields. But since I studied, I served the country or taught. I lived by my own labor and haven't eaten any land rent. If Wen Qing is worried that I oppose 'land to the tiller,' it is quite unnecessary."

Being said so by Yan Fu, Chen Ke's face blushed slightly. "Mr. Yan, I respect you very much. So I very much hope to get your approval for these implemented systems."

Chen Ke's words were very sincere, and Yan Fu was not really angry. He nodded slightly. "I have seen Wen Qing's talent, and I know Wen Qing's ambition. But I want to ask Wen Qing a sentence: have you ever thought of proclaiming yourself Emperor?"

Today, Chen Ke's purpose was to try to persuade Yan Fu to join the revolution with facts. He never expected Yan Fu to actually throw out such a question as "whether to proclaim yourself Emperor." After listening to Yan Fu's question, Chen Ke was immediately stunned on the spot.
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Chapter 95: Various Wave Lines (22)

regarding the question "whether Chen Ke wants to proclaim himself Emperor" raised by Yan Fu, Chen Ke was dumbstruck, and Chen Ke's guard was at a loss. Only Shen Zengzhi understood Yan Fu's meaning. With Yan Fu's intelligence, he couldn't possibly not know that Chen Ke hoped to recruit him, so he asked this question.

Shen Zengzhi had long seen that the relationship between Yan Fu and Chen Ke was by no means a simple "teacher-student" relationship. Although he didn't know what exactly happened between the two, Chen Ke never dared to make requests to Yan Fu directly, while Yan Fu was very interested in what Chen Ke did. That was why Shen Zengzhi reminded Yan Fu from the beginning that he didn't want Yan Fu, a former important minister of the state and now a famous scholar of the state, to defect to Chen Ke.

After today's tour, Shen Zengzhi's mood was far less calm than he appeared. What he saw and heard in Fengtai County made this great Confucian feel a heavy pressure. This newborn force had various deficiencies and absurdities, but it had a disturbing vitality. What was more disturbing was Chen Ke's political views. When Shen Zengzhi heard Chen Ke shamelessly criticizing the inefficiency of Manchu Qing tax collection to Yan Fu, he didn't make a sound, but he was very shocked in his heart.

With Shen Zengzhi's profound learning, he was well-read in history. The initial purpose of a rebel was absolutely not "construction"; the vast majority of rebels acted out of anger at their own unfair treatment. Either persecuted or unrecognized for their talent. In short, the first thing they wanted to do was "destroy." These people, without exception, tried their best to destroy old things. This was the reason Shen Zengzhi opposed Chen Ke. Chen Ke made it clear today that he wanted to destroy the Manchu Qing, destroy the landlords, and destroy the old system.

But Shen Zengzhi did not underestimate Chen Ke. Among rebels, the most dangerous ones were those who were proficient in government affairs at a young age. All such characters recorded in history books had an surprisingly high success rate in rebellion, such as Li Shimin. Of course, such characters who could be written into history books were also very few. Shen Zengzhi really didn't expect that he would actually see such a living example with his own eyes in his lifetime.

regarding the question "whether Chen Ke wants to proclaim himself Emperor" raised by Yan Fu, Shen Zengzhi clearly saw the meaning behind it. Yan Fu was not dissatisfied with Chen Ke; if he were dissatisfied, he wouldn't ask such a question at all. What Yan Fu wanted to see now was Chen Ke's capacity [magnanimity/vision]. Capacity is something that cannot be explained clearly. Shen Zengzhi had not learned the "Three Views" theory, so naturally he didn't know the terms of later generations like "Worldview, Values, Outlook on Life." But Shen Zengzhi knew very clearly that if Chen Ke couldn't show a capacity that Yan Fu felt he could follow, people like Yan Fu would absolutely not throw themselves into the movement against the Imperial Court so easily. Chen Ke was only in his twenties; in any case, his social experience would not be richer than the fifty-something Yan Fu. But being able to make Yan Fu ask the question "whether Chen Ke wants to proclaim himself Emperor" already proved that Chen Ke was quite remarkable.

Shen Zengzhi looked at Chen Ke carefully. In the twilight, he saw a stunned expression on Chen Ke's face. It wasn't the surprise of having his mind read, nor the blankness of not knowing how to respond. It seemed that Chen Ke had never considered the question of whether to proclaim himself Emperor. Seeing this expression, Shen Zengzhi felt relieved for the most part. If Chen Ke reasoned again, no matter how reasonable those principles were, Yan Fu would not really throw himself into the revolution led by Chen Ke. There are many people who know principles, but too few who can implement these principles into reality. Thinking of this, Shen Zengzhi watched Chen Ke with bated breath, wanting to know what this young man would say.

Chen Ke's mind was also in chaos at this time. Yan Fu's question really exceeded Chen Ke's imagination. He could vaguely feel what Yan Fu wanted to hear, but he just couldn't find the sentence Yan Fu truly wanted to hear. If he said he wanted to be Emperor, he would just be a madman. If he said he didn't want to be Emperor, he would appear very cowardly. If he stated facts, Yan Fu had followed him to see the base area for a day; he knew what he should know long ago. Reasoning? What reasoning should be discussed?

He couldn't see how to persuade Yan Fu to join the revolution no matter what, but his heart very much hoped that Yan Fu could join the revolutionary team. Chen Ke just felt chaotic. Fortunately, Yan Fu didn't seem to insist on Chen Ke answering immediately. This old handsome guy stood there steadily, looking at Chen Ke calmly.

Since he didn't know what to say, he might as well speak his mind. Chen Ke soon made up his mind. "Mr. Yan, our Fengtai County Base Area has achieved what it has now in just one year. In the future, we will definitely be able to liberate the whole of China. So I very much hope Mr. Yan can stay in Fengtai County and liberate China with us, pulling China back from the edge of this cliff. If we don't act, China will inevitably fall into an era of warlord scuffles. Moreover, with internal chaos and foreigners eyeing covetously from outside, China will fall into the abyss of eternal damnation at that time."

Hearing this, Shen Zengzhi immediately knew it was bad. Although these words couldn't be considered the "best answer," they catered well to Yan Fu's thoughts. If Yan Fu looked for a force to rely on, he would definitely look for a force that could save the country and the people. On the point of saving the country and the people, Shen Zengzhi and Yan Fu were not much different. It was just that Shen Zengzhi was more loyal to the Manchu Qing and unwilling to bear the name of a traitor. But Shen Zengzhi knew that Yan Fu placed China's interests above the Manchu Qing's interests. If Yan Fu believed Chen Ke could save China, then Yan Fu wouldn't care about betraying the Manchu Qing.

Chen Ke completely didn't know Shen Zengzhi's thoughts. He continued: "As for proclaiming Emperor, imperial rule considers one's own descendants and those meritorious ministers and generals. To put it bluntly, it is for one's own selfish interests, for the selfish interests of a small group. Our People's Party focuses on people's revolution and people's interests. I never thought about becoming Emperor at all, and our comrades will absolutely not become any princes, marquises, or generals after the success of the revolution, sitting on the people's heads and domineering. After the success of our revolution, the Chinese people will be the masters of the country, and the interests of the Chinese people are supreme. Our People's Party is to serve the people. We are the public servants of the people, not the masters [Lao Ye] of the people."

When Chen Ke spoke, it wasn't so resonant. He hesitated slightly, but without any doubt, which also conformed to the respectful attitude of a junior to a senior. Yan Fu listened quietly and did not express his attitude. Seeing the actual situation of Fengtai County today, the old handsome guy Yan Fu didn't have boiling blood, nor was he moved beyond description. The People's Party revolutionized to the point of political system revolution; even Yan Fu felt it was a bit radical. The reason he asked this was purely out of curiosity: what exactly was the ultimate goal of this person Chen Ke's revolution?

If Chen Ke engaged in an election system, it meant Chen Ke himself could hardly become Emperor. Yan Fu really wanted to see what kind of thoughts this young man full of talk about people's revolution had. Hearing Chen Ke state his "ideal," Yan Fu was very dissatisfied in his heart. He felt Chen Ke was young after all; "people as masters of their own house" sounded very bewitching, but in Yan Fu's eyes, this thing was full of holes. So Yan Fu remained silent. seeing Yan Fu like this, Shen Zengzhi also breathed a sigh of relief.

Seeing the expressions of these two people, Chen Ke also knew Yan Fu was not moved by him. Since the talk didn't work out, Chen Ke let go of all illusions. He felt he had to speak some heartfelt words. This wasn't for Yan Fu; even if it was for himself, Chen Ke felt it necessary to say some heartfelt words.

"Mr. Yan, forgive my bluntness. You and people like Mr. Shen have high learning and broad knowledge. But you inevitably have the fatal problem of literati. You are just engaging in 'pure talk' [empty talk]. When talking about principles, you have sets of them; criticizing problems, you can also hit the surface. But what use is this? The revolution my comrades and I are carrying out in Fengtai County looks full of flaws and very imperfect. But we worked with all our might. Mr. Shen said the common people think the Manchu Qing is the Imperial Court; correct. But as long as we don't let a single soldier of the Manchu Qing step into the base area, the common people still follow us. If Mr. Shen runs among the common people now shouting that the People's Party wants to rebel, and we catch Mr. Shen and tear him into eight pieces, will there be a single common person willing to lift a finger to save Mr. Shen? This is the struggle between revolution and counter-revolution. This is reality."

These words were already quite vicious. Shen Zengzhi snorted coldly after hearing them. If Chen Ke really killed him, Shen Zengzhi would feel relieved instead.

Chen Ke also sneered. "Mr. Shen, you are not afraid of death; everyone dies. But Mr. Shen, when the Ming Dynasty fell, the Manchu Qing were barbarians. But those who want to overthrow the Manchu Qing now are all patriots. None of these people are barbarians. You are loyal to the Manchu Qing; how will history books write about you in the future? A running dog loyal to the Manchu Qing, hindering the Chinese revolution? The Manchu Qing will inevitably perish in the face of the people's revolution; is your eternal fame, Mr. Shen, to be a stone in the latrine, smelly and hard? If Mr. Shen doesn't care about this, I don't care about fulfilling your wish, Mr. Shen."

"Wen Qing, don't act on impulse." Hearing Chen Ke speak so impolitely, Yan Fu couldn't help advising.

"Mr. Yan, I originally thought learned people like Mr. Shen would prioritize China's interests like you. But looking at it now, people like Mr. Shen are not like this at all. Mr. Yan, I truly and sincerely hope you can join the revolution, because the people's revolution will inevitably win. Do you have so little confidence in the people? Are you unwilling to contribute your knowledge? I know, you feel your learning was acquired in schools paid for by the Manchu Qing, but regarding the money for running these schools, and the tens of millions of taels of silver for establishing the Beiyang Navy, which coin didn't come from the common people? Which coin wasn't the hard-earned money of the people breaking their backs? Could that old witch Cixi give birth to a coin from her crotch? Can those princes and ministers in Beijing shit gold and piss silver? Don't they rely on squandering the people's blood and sweat to domineer? The Beiyang Navy spent countless blood and sweat of the common people, and the Beiyang Navy has already let the common people down once. Now I ask you to dedicate yourself once for these visible and tangible common people. Let the blood and sweat of these tens of thousands of common people in Fengtai County not be wasted again. I invite you to join our people's revolution. Mr. Yan, is it so difficult to ask you to contribute strength to the people's revolution?"

Hearing this passage, Yan Fu was finally moved. Chen Ke was not narrating his own or the Revolutionary Party's concepts. Chen Ke was pointing out a fact. Everything the Manchu Qing took out was taken from the common people. And Yan Fu himself had let the common people down once. Every time he thought of the failure of the Beiyang Navy, Yan Fu felt a heart-rending regret. And Chen Ke tore this wound open again mercilessly, and pointed out Yan Fu's failure from the perspective of the Chinese common people. This pain was even more unbearable for Yan Fu than the failure back then.

Seeing Yan Fu's painful expression, Shen Zengzhi knew Yan Fu could no longer have a reason to refuse Chen Ke. He couldn't help shouting: "Chen Ke, Mr. Yan is your mentor; your words are too unruly!"

Chen Ke turned to Shen Zengzhi. At this time, his face was full of anger, without a shred of pity or sympathy. "Mr. Shen, you are a great Confucian of the current age. Your learning is extremely high. Let me ask you: you have been eating and drinking the people's fat and marrow these years; what exactly have you done for the common people? Can that set of things you talk nonsense about all day resist enemy countries externally, or allow the common people to live and work in peace and contentment? When a disaster year comes, when you officials should come out to relieve the common people, you led a group of officials to hide in Shouzhou City, carefree and at ease. I want to ask you, do you want to be worthy of the people's fat and marrow you ate and drank over the years? Do you want to serve the people, or do you insist on standing on the opposite side of the people's revolution? If you firmly refuse to seek welfare for the common people, refuse to create a tomorrow for the common people, and insist on being loyal to the Manchu Qing. No problem, I can tell you clearly right now: if you drink poison, I'll give you the bottle; if you hang yourself, I'll give you the rope."

Shen Zengzhi had never been scolded like this, nor had his personality been trampled underfoot like this. And it was trampled in such an impolite and merciless way. The old man's greying beard began to tremble violently. And his body shook even more severely.

But Chen Ke had no thought of letting Shen Zengzhi go now. A fierce emotion filled his chest, even exceeding Chen Ke's own imagination. When facing comrades, Chen Ke at least felt these people had a common ideal of saving the country. But facing Manchu Qing officials like Shen Zengzhi, these enemies, Chen Ke suddenly discovered that he had such overflowing hatred. Even more intense words couldn't help blurring out.

"In which year of tax collection did the Manchu Qing not drive people to death? Don't think that just because you didn't personally drive people to death, you are innocent. You eat the Manchu Qing's salary; you eat not only the people's blood and sweat, but also the people's lives. When eating people, you all pretend to be innocent, pretend not to see. But encountering the revolution we promote to liberate the people, you suddenly remember loyalty, filial piety, and etiquette. The Manchu Qing system is a man-eating system, and you are all accomplices. Wanting to eat people yourselves, yet afraid of being eaten by others, you all look at each other with extremely suspicious eyes. Getting rid of this thought, seeking welfare for the people, creating a tomorrow—how comfortable it is to work, walk, eat, and sleep with peace of mind. This is just a threshold, a pass. Yet you fathers, sons, brothers, husbands, wives, friends, teachers, students, enemies, and strangers all form a gang, encouraging each other and holding each other back, refusing to cross this step even in death. Not only do you refuse to cross this step, but you also firmly forbid others to walk this way."

Chen Ke became more and more angry as he spoke, his voice almost roaring: "Mr. Shen, I tell you, you can change, start changing from your true heart! You must know that in the future, people who eat people will not be allowed to live in the world. If you don't change, you will be eaten up yourselves. No matter how many people like you there are, you will be wiped out clean by the people's revolution, just like hunters killing off wolves! Just like bugs!"
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Outside the window was pitch black, yet a bluish-white light reflected on the window paper, making it impossible for Shen Zengzhi to distinguish whether it was day or night outside. Yan Fu on the opposite bunk had stopped turning over, and his breathing gradually calmed down. The bunk in the prison was not much different from the bunk in the Insurance Corps barracks. If anything, the prison was not very ventilated and was even warmer. The bedsheet on his body was very thin and couldn't block the cold air at all. Shen Zengzhi envied Yan Fu quite a bit; on such a chilling night, Yan Fu could still sleep.

The events of the day put heavy pressure on Shen Zengzhi. There was actually no resentment or unwillingness in his heart. Chen Ke's revolutionary principles failed to convince Shen Zengzhi, but Shen Zengzhi was completely overwhelmed by Chen Ke's firm attitude. Although Confucianism talks about Benevolence, Confucianism absolutely does not believe in nor advocate the power of the people. Chen Ke's monster-like existence puzzled Shen Zengzhi very much. A person who firmly believes that uneducated common people possess supreme power is a genuine madman in the eyes of Confucians. Recalling everything during the day, Shen Zengzhi understood very well that this madman Chen Ke had real stuff. But a madman is a madman; "The people may be made to follow a path of action, but they may not be made to understand it." Shen Zengzhi firmly believed that once the people possessed power, they wouldn't do anything other than make trouble.

The night grew deeper and the chill heavier. Shen Zengzhi wrapped the bedsheet tighter around himself. According to Chen Ke, the treatment in the People's Party was all like this; cadres had no privileges either. Whatever ordinary officers and soldiers used, People's Party cadres used. No wonder the People's Party was so anxious to build houses; without houses, this winter really couldn't be passed.

Shen Zengzhi didn't understand why exactly Yan Fu wanted to join the People's Party. To atone for sins? Or for ambition? In short, after Chen Ke bitterly scolded Shen Zengzhi, Yan Fu unexpectedly expressed willingness to join the revolution. Shen Zengzhi knew Yan Fu was not a person easily persuaded; since he made up his mind, it was impossible to change. But Chen Ke could actually persuade Yan Fu; this was really puzzling. What exactly was Yan Fu after?

Perhaps his body gradually adapted to the cold, or perhaps tiredness could not be resisted. Thinking and thinking, Shen Zengzhi fell asleep.

When the bugle sounded, Shen Zengzhi was not woken up. What woke him up was the rumbling sound of footsteps, the sound of hundreds and thousands of people stepping together. Opening his eyes, Shen Zengzhi felt his body had no feeling, like a piece of wood. He turned his stiff neck and saw Yan Fu had already got up.

"Where is Brother Yan preparing to go?" Shen Zengzhi asked with effort.

"Going out for a run." Yan Fu didn't hesitate at all. Morning exercise was a long-standing habit of Yan Fu. Since leaving the army, Yan Fu hadn't experienced this feeling for a long time. "Brother Shen, you rest a while longer." After speaking, Yan Fu covered Shen Zengzhi with his own bedsheet. The heat remaining on the bedsheet was transferred to Shen Zengzhi, and he immediately felt much warmer.

As soon as he went out, Yan Fu heard shouting. That was the shouting of various units calling their own soldiers. For Yan Fu, an old soldier who had engaged in military construction and military education for more than twenty years, the camp of the People's Party was so familiar and so cordial. Without even using his eyes, Yan Fu could know which troops were old troops and which were new troops just by listening to the sound. Yan Fu was very clear about Chen Ke's old foundation in the Shanghai era. Chen Ke had only those few dozen not-so-loyal followers back then. Now there were thousands of people in the camp. Regardless of the length of time the troops were formed, discipline from top to bottom had been established. Yan Fu's gaze finally fell on a place. Sure enough, as he thought, in front of that most well-trained and elite team, Yan Fu saw Chen Ke's tall figure. Yan Fu walked over quickly. "Wen Qing, which team do you want me to join?"

"Mr. Yan, from now on we address each other as comrades. This is our rule." Chen Ke said seriously. "There is no high or low in the revolutionary ranks; once joined the revolution, everyone is a comrade. Everyone's dignity must be equal."

Although not very used to Chen Ke's way of speaking, Yan Fu was not a pretentious person either. He nodded. "Then how should I address Wen Qing?"

"Everyone usually calls me by my job title, Chairman Chen."

"This title has a very ancient flavor." Yan Fu praised.

"I plan to appoint you as the leader of the Special Action Group. We will attack Anqing within a month or two, so I hope you can transport that batch of iron to our controlled area within a month. Don't run today; I'll take you to see the commander of the Water Detachment right away. He will be responsible for leading the fleet to Hanyang. The sooner this matter is done, the better."

The high efficiency of the People's Party exceeded Yan Fu's imagination. There were no polite formulas, and the chief officer didn't try to take on everything. After introducing Zhang Yu, the commander of the Water Detachment, and Li Zhao, the political commissar, Chen Ke left. The persons in charge gathered for a meeting. Zhang Yu stated clearly that he would lead the team personally. Yan Fu was very satisfied with this. This highly responsible mode was in the same vein as the naval mode Yan Fu was accustomed to. After the discussion ended, Zhang Yu took Yan Fu to see the fleet. The clean decks that had been scrubbed repeatedly reminded Yan Fu of the habits of the Beiyang Navy again.

The troops didn't set out immediately after reaching a preliminary plan; the Staff Department was responsible for formulating the sailing plan. Route and time planning were big matters. Such staff work was Yan Fu's forte; juniors like Zhang Yu could only be sincerely convinced in front of the old senior.

While Yan Fu led the "inland river fleet" to engage in work, Chen Ke couldn't be idle either. He convened a meeting of comrades from the Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court departments. "I want to formulate the 'Civil Law' and 'Marriage Law'." Chen Ke issued the order directly.

Xu Dian immediately became happy as if he had taken a stimulant. Other comrades lacked basic judicial concepts and were completely confused about this task proposed by Chen Ke.

"Since we want to distribute land, we must have a charter. Everyone learned the part about small peasant economy in the Party School, right? I won't talk about the long-term significance of formulating laws. Now one of the main tasks of these two laws is to go all out to disintegrate the small peasant economy. The foundation of the small peasant economy is the family, and the family is the basic social unit combined by marriage. Who do you think are our enemies and who are our friends in this aspect?"

Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court were actually still one family now, or rather the police system. Everyone didn't understand such a profound revolutionary question very well. "Chairman Chen, just say it straight," Lin Shenhe asked.

"Our enemy is the clan. The feudal clan has great influence on family members; clan elders can even directly sentence family members to death. what do these clan elders rely on? They rely on influence over land and justice. Since we want to eliminate the small peasant economy and bring the people under the control of the government, we must completely eliminate the influence of clan forces on the common people."

The comrades of the Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court still didn't understand what exactly Chen Ke was talking about. The only thing everyone truly understood was that the People's Party must directly control the people's lives. Dai Enze learned a term at the last meeting; he couldn't help asking: "Is it still mobilizing the people to struggle against the people?"

*Pfft*, Xu Dian couldn't help laughing out loud. This laughter was full of agreement.

Seeing Chen Ke didn't mean to criticize this statement, Lin Shenhe asked: "How to struggle?"

"Give benefits to those who are most oppressed and at the bottom. In order to protect such benefits, the people can follow us." Chen Ke pointed out, "We want revolution, and what revolution pursues is universal equal benefits. We must grasp this point."

The three heads of the Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court—a law student, a former patrolman cadre, and a former ordinary citizen—lowered their heads and pondered for a while, but couldn't grasp the main point. Hearing Chen Ke's meaning, he wanted to create something shocking to the world but reasonable. But how to satisfy these two points at the same time? The heads of the three violent organs were very puzzled. However, two of the three were old party members; they knew the rules of the People's Party. Chen Ke allowed you to talk nonsense after thinking seriously, but Chen Ke didn't allow you not to think. The cadres in the People's Party were all capable of doing things; those comrades who drifted along were all doing dead-end jobs at the most grassroots level. Anyway, everyone was used to Chen Ke making the final decision; even if they said it wrong, no one would settle accounts later. So Xu Dian proposed his idea first: "Through marriage certification? Anyone we don't approve of can't get married?"

"This definitely won't work; the common people will absolutely not agree to doing this." Dai Enze immediately negated this attitude. "However, for soldiers in the army getting married, we can require our approval. And anyway, soldiers must back up their own people."

"Use the method of inheritance rights?" Lin Shenhe was a former patrolman cadre after all, and had some understanding of foreign laws. "If the state doesn't recognize it, they can't get inheritance rights?"

It seemed this was the limit of the comrades; Chen Ke was certain. He didn't want to waste time either, so he revealed his thoughts directly. "I want to confirm that this land distribution targets individuals, not families. Women and men have the same standard. Men can be distributed three mu of land, and women are also to be distributed three mu of land. Calculated by head, not by family. Moreover, when a woman marries, these three mu of land must go with her as dowry."

The three heads of the judicial sector really didn't expect Chen Ke to come up with such a method. Dai Enze looked completely shocked; the low status of women in the countryside was really at the very bottom. Even Dai Enze didn't think there was anything reasonable about distributing land like this. Thinking that the land distributed to his daughter would be dowry for someone else's son in the future, he immediately felt a burst of resistance in his heart.

Lin Shenhe had contact with foreign justice; although he felt puzzled, the degree of shock was far less intense than Dai Enze. But Lin Shenhe didn't feel deeply about the people's revolution and was very puzzled about the inherent meaning of Chen Ke's plan.

Xu Dian was from a law background after all. A moment later, he shouted loudly: "Wonderful!"
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The meaning contained in some things is often not realized when they happen, but some people can feel it unexpectedly. After Chen Ke temporarily entrusted the judicial work of the base area to the three giants of the Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court, Dai Enze upheld the basic principle of "listening to the Party." Xu Dian's mind was full of the fact that he would become the formulator of the first law in the base area, and he couldn't care about anything else at all. Only Lin Shenhe had an objective stance; he had neither pure loyalty nor a strong sense of mission to establish merits and careers. So Lin Shenhe was quite curious about the political direction of "disintegrating the small peasant economy" proposed by Chen Ke.

As a figure trained in the police force of the International Settlement, Lin Shenhe understood one thing very well: the best solution when you don't understand is to ask someone who knows the trade. And in the base area, it was generally recognized that He Zudao was the person who best understood Chen Ke's ideas. So Lin Shenhe took a gift and went to visit He Zudao.

The gift was simple; Lin Shenhe took a cowhide belt. In these years, cowhide belts were still rare goods. When Lin Shenhe escaped from Shanghai, he brought quite a few, more than a dozen; this was the first time he took one out to communicate feelings. seeing the belt, He Zudao refused the gift, which surprised Lin Shenhe a bit. But Lin Shenhe observed that Chen Ke himself didn't dress differently from other soldiers; for He Zudao to catch Chen Ke's eye, refusing a gift was not too shocking to the world.

There is no need for people to pay attention to meaningless face; Lin Shenhe always thought so. Giving gifts is to satisfy other people's face; if the gift giver himself is also a person who cares about face, that would be too silly. So Lin Shenhe didn't feel ashamed at all; he frankly mentioned the purpose of his visit. What exactly does "destroying the small peasant economy" mean?

"The disadvantage of the small peasant economy is that it rarely participates in trade. After destroying the small peasant economy, the people have to throw themselves into the system of selling labor power; only then can productive forces be developed to the maximum extent." He Zudao gave his own explanation.

"Commissar He, let me think." Lin Shenhe was made both understanding and confused by these words. This sentence proposed a brand-new line of thought; with Lin Shenhe's political concepts, it was impossible to understand it thoroughly. But the business of foreigners gave Lin Shenhe many hints. Could it be that Chen Ke meant to strip the people clean first, and then give them job opportunities?

But in that case, there would be no need for Chen Ke to distribute land to the people, especially to distribute land to women. This would cause a lot of trouble.

Thinking of this, Lin Shenhe continued to ask: "Commissar He, I want to ask, someone said mobilizing the people to struggle against the people; what does this mean?"

"That was a joke." He Zudao laughed, "The original intention is to say that to solve some problems of the people, we cannot blindly rely on the higher-ups to forcibly promote some policies; we need to let the people choose their stance themselves. A policy is destined to support the interests of some people and damage the interests of some people. If you enforce it forcibly, it will make the common people feel that the People's Party acts excessively. Therefore, we must find the key to the contradiction to be solved, and guide those common people oppressed by the old system to fight for their own interests. And at this time, this part of the common people must unconditionally support the People's Party that formulated this policy. We can get the support of the people on this matter."

As soon as these words were said, Lin Shenhe suddenly realized. No wonder Chen Ke wanted to give women equal rights to distribute land and also formulate the Marriage Law. In these years, only the People's Party publicly claimed to protect women's interests. Once women were treated unfairly, someone would definitely swallow their anger. But those women who were unwilling to swallow their anger could only find the People's Party as a backer. Contradictions based on economic interests have always been the deepest; they will absolutely not terminate until one side completely submits. Through land distribution and the "Marriage Law," the People's Party will truly strike and disintegrate the clan. Chen Ke's determination seems to be unusually great.

"But if the common people are very dissatisfied with us because of this, what should we do?" Although knowing the principle that the situation is stronger than people, Lin Shenhe felt it was better to be careful. In case Chen Ke wanted to learn from Cao Cao "borrowing a head" [to appease the army], then he might very likely become a victim.

He Zudao was not clear about Lin Shenhe's profound self-protection mentality. He laughed: "This kind of dissatisfaction is bound to happen. But this kind of thing can just be used as the beginning of changing customs and habits. Women must be liberated. This land is distributed under our auspices; this matter must be explained clearly from the beginning. If someone wants to take their daughter's land for themselves, our People's Party absolutely does not support it. Moreover, to what extent must a man be useless to covet his own daughter's land?"

Seeing He Zudao speak so firmly, Lin Shenhe also felt embarrassed to pour cold water. He could only laugh secretly in his heart at He Zudao's childishness; actually, the people who want to deprive daughters of land are not necessarily fathers.

Some things stop at a hint; Lin Shenhe couldn't really ask He Zudao to give him advice either. When the conversation reached here, he got up to leave. Walking slowly, Lin Shenhe's brain began to operate on what he should do. Xu Dian would definitely not let go of the work of writing laws, and Lin Shenhe absolutely couldn't do such a job. Political work was also not within his authority. It seemed he had no place to display his abilities in this matter?

Thinking of this, Lin Shenhe did not feel relaxed. There are some things, if you wait for others to tell you before doing them, then you can never get the appreciation of the higher-ups. Today's conversation with He Zudao, in Lin Shenhe's view, He Zudao could become "the comrade who understands Chen Ke best" because He Zudao could thoroughly understand the core concepts of Chen Ke's policies. What exactly Chen Ke wanted to achieve through this policy.

Now Lin Shenhe seemed to have nothing to do, and in fact, there was really nothing for him to do now. What he had to achieve now was not to fight for anything, but to learn well from the other two old comrades. On the one hand, investigate and research the thoughts of comrades within the police system, and on the other hand, wait for his own opportunity.

The draft of the "Marriage Law" that Xu Dian stayed up for two nights to write was changed beyond recognition by Chen Ke, and then sent back to Xu Dian, requiring him to revise it again. Chen Ke's original words were simple: "The foundation of the 'Marriage Law' is first of all equality between men and women. Since it is equality, you should neither favor the interests of men nor favor the interests of women. Nor emphasize the dominant role of the government in marriage affairs. Legal theory, legal intent, legal degree. The legal theory among these three, that is, the theoretical basis of legislation, does not need to be stated directly. Interpreting the law is the work of the People's Congress. Not the work of your judicial department."

regarding this, Xu Dian's face was very ugly. This law major university student basically treated this law as a golden rule created and guided by himself in his heart. Being explained by Chen Ke like this, and carefully reading Chen Ke's revision instructions, Xu Dian truly understood one thing: what exactly Chen Ke meant by "stressing politics" before.

In the revised manuscript, there were perfections that should have made the law believer Xu Dian feel excited. The legal basis of marriage, the responsibilities and obligations of marriage, the method of terminating marriage. Special regulations for special marriages, such as military marriages. Chen Ke had not received professional legal training and could not write those impeccable clauses, but as a revolutionary, Chen Ke described the matter of marriage from beginning to end. And it was in a way with politics as the key link.

This marriage law emphasized nothing more than two things: equality between men and women, and the state protecting legal marriage. Although such a law was not unreasonable, Xu Dian felt something was wrong no matter what. In his view, the law should serve the ruling class. Not a means used to provoke political struggle. If so, where is the dignity of the law?

The second revision could be said to be quite successful; Chen Ke's guidance was not unreasonable. Even if Xu Dian had opinions, he couldn't deny this fact. After Chen Ke expressed approval and said this legal manuscript would be discussed at the party meeting that night, Xu Dian expressed his attitude somewhat hesitantly: "Chairman Chen, I hope the base area can carry out political movements first, and then formulate relevant laws."

"Why?" Chen Ke didn't quite understand Xu Dian's idea.

Xu Dian answered Chen Ke's question firmly: "Law is a criterion, not a tool for struggle. If we treat the implementation of law as political work to grasp, this law becomes a political document. This is completely not the original meaning of law."

"Comrade Xu Dian, law serves the ruling class. Law is originally a part of politics; your kind of law that transcends politics simply won't work. Politics determines the system, and the system needs laws to define standards. In the final analysis, laws serve politics."

"Then what if politics wants to interfere with the law?" Xu Dian still didn't think it through.

"Give an example." Chen Ke didn't quite understand what exactly Xu Dian insisted on.

"If someone commits a crime, then who judges this person?" Xu Dian asked.

"The court."

"If the Party demands to let this person go?" Xu Dian continued to press.

Looking at Xu Dian's expectant expression, Chen Ke was suddenly somewhat moved. If a person has their own firm belief and spares no effort to promote the practice of this belief, many times it gives people a kind of moving feeling. Chen Ke felt as if he had returned to the days of flaming on forums in the past, when everyone called Buddhist CEO Shi Yongxin a "Buddha Thief," while calling ascetic monks who stuck to Buddhist traditions "cultists."

Politics must lead everything and manipulate everything. This is Chen Ke's philosophy. But he couldn't say the words that law must yield to politics no matter what. If someone violated non-political laws such as "Criminal Law," "Civil Law," "Marriage Law," no matter who it was, Chen Ke could guarantee that the Party would absolutely not let such a person go. However, Chen Ke absolutely could not say that law transcended political control and became an independent pole.

A simple young man like Xu Dian couldn't understand now, or rather Xu Dian firmly believed that law was an absolute existence. And must be an absolute existence. Leaving aside whether Xu Dian would become the kind of person who relied on justice to influence politics in the future. But Chen Ke would absolutely not allow any system to override politics. Politics itself should be absolute; it is the root of all social systems. Law might be compromised, but politics absolutely not.

Thinking over and over again, Chen Ke finally spoke. "Comrade Xu Dian, I want to ask you, are you first a People's Party member, or first a legal worker?"

"This..." Xu Dian couldn't answer for a moment. Or rather, he himself couldn't understand what Chen Ke wanted to say.

"The program of the people's revolution is that there must be laws to abide by, laws must be observed, enforcement must be strict, and violations must be investigated. But, this is the legal concept of the people's revolution. Not that the law requires the people's revolution to do so."

Xu Dian was almost enraged by Chen Ke's words. Despite facing Chen Ke, who was almost a supreme existence in the base area, Xu Dian still couldn't be persuaded by this idea. "Chairman Chen, this is wrong. Law is a criterion, a moral program, a moral bottom line. Law cannot succumb to other influences."

"Then Comrade Xu Dian, I must also tell you a fact. Before law appeared, politics already existed. It was politics that needed law, so law was created. It was not law that created politics. Your wrong understanding is just like an egg taking it for granted that it is qualified to gossip about the hen that laid the egg. This idea of yours is wrong; you must correct it."

No one heard what else Xu Dian said. The result everyone knew was this: "Comrade Xu Dian is temporarily suspended from judicial work."
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Chapter 98: New Beginning (3)

The news that Xu Dian was suspended from judicial work spread through the upper echelons of the base area like flying; suspension represented extremely severe criticism and negation. This was the first time Chen Ke had publicly expressed such a severe attitude towards a party member. Although Xu Dian himself was still the Director of the Discipline Inspection Commission and an important cadre monitoring internal party discipline, still holding great power, the comrades looked at Xu Dian with quite different eyes.

The draft of the "Marriage Law" was brought to the Party Committee for discussion and was passed very quickly. Other comrades didn't have Xu Dian's attitude of regarding the law as supreme. Instead, Chen Ke emphasized at the meeting: "Since this law has been passed, all marriage issues within the base area in the future must be executed according to the 'Marriage Law.' Moreover, we must also start preparing for the work of legal interpretation. regarding doubts about the law within the base area, we must provide an explanation. Law is the realistic regulation of political concepts. Everyone must position their political stance correctly."

"Chairman Chen, according to the principle of equality between men and women and state protection of the personal rights and interests of the common people introduced earlier, should our work be more proactive?" The speaker was Ren Qiying. Many female members of the People's Party attended this Party Committee meeting. Ren Qiying knew very well the significance of Chen Ke's doing this; she took the lead in expressing a positive attitude.

Male party members were somewhat dismissive of this new comrade's positive statement. To tell the truth, although the attitude towards women in the People's Party was already the most equal in China, letting men really think that women were equal existences was just the beginning.

"Our purpose is to protect everyone's legitimate interests, not to stir up contradictions. Everyone can imagine that once this law starts to be propagated, there will definitely be many people who disapprove or even make strange remarks. Everyone shouldn't fight over high or low status. Nor engage in any struggle of will. What is the reason why I want women to share the same means of production? Who can talk about their thoughts?"

The men all fell silent. Comrades who didn't understand Chen Ke's meaning didn't know what to say. Comrades who roughly understood Chen Ke's meaning refused to speak. You Gou was a senior member of the People's Party and also a woman. It could be said that the People's Party comrades didn't dare to underestimate women too much, and You Gou contributed greatly. Her work achievements and the first-class work attitude shown in the harsh working environment of the cement factory made men have to be convinced.

Seeing no man willing to speak, while female party members each had their own concerns, You Gou stood up to speak: "Distributing the same means of production to women is just to show one thing: women can also support themselves through labor. I don't think women can occupy an advantage in physical strength, just as I don't think men are better than women in ordinary sewing. But as laborers, men and women are equal."

"Then why not use other ways to express this equality? For example, equal pay for equal work." Yuwen Badu asked. His words immediately received approving glances from many people. Seeing the approval of so many men, and the gazes of women that were by no means approving, Yuwen Badu was a bit timid. He was not afraid of women, but afraid of You Gou who also held the position of Secretary. And Chen Ke who proposed the concept of equality between men and women.

Yan Fu watched with interest as the party members debated; he had now joined the Party on the firing line. Although only a probationary member, Yan Fu had quite a status in the hearts of many People's Party members, and Chen Ke had already stated that he planned to let Yan Fu serve as the Minister of Education of the base area after completing the iron purchasing work. No one made irresponsible remarks about his attendance at this meeting. Yan Fu liked the meeting mode of the People's Party very much. Chen Ke, in the highest position of the organization, led everyone with theoretical and practical abilities exceeding everyone else; the Party emphasized practice and despised empty talk. It completely conformed to the organizational mode of the Legalists that Yan Fu longed for. And comrades could speak their minds freely without playing dirty tricks. Clarifying things directly on the table made Yan Fu feel especially satisfied.

Sitting side by side with Yan Fu was Chen Tianhua. These two knew each other's reputation and had read each other's books. Their stances on the matter of equality between men and women were very close.

Hearing Yuwen Badu say this, a trace of disdain appeared on the faces of both Yan Fu and Chen Tianhua.

"To right a wrong, one must exceed the proper limits. Although distributing land equally looks unreasonable, this is a matter of attitude." Chen Tianhua couldn't help speaking.

"That means it's still unfair. Since we want to interpret the law, we can't use this as a reason." Lu Huitian stood up to oppose. As the actual number one in civil affairs work, Lu Huitian was quite dissatisfied with Chen Ke's radical approach. "Distributing land to those girls who are still studying—this land is still farmed by their families. Rather than making those parents who don't like equality between men and women very dissatisfied in their hearts, why not wait until conditions change in the future to talk about it?"

Chen Tianhua retorted unceremoniously: "Talking about it later means admitting inequality between men and women now. We admit inequality between men and women now, and then change to equality between men and women later; does this mean our People's Party changes orders in the morning and alters them in the evening?"

The eyes of female party members looking at Chen Tianhua immediately became warm. This was the first male party member besides Chen Ke who truly stood up to express absolute support for "equality between men and women." In the past, the one who supported equality between men and women most was He Zudao, but He Zudao had difficulty understanding women's thoughts, and his image in women's minds was actually not that positive. In the base area, everyone didn't say it with their mouths, but knew in their hearts that He Zudao admired You Gou very much. In the minds of women, because He Zudao lacked "manliness," he was treated as a "little brother." He lost a lot of points. And Chen Tianhua, as a famous revolutionary, supporting equality between men and women so firmly, became an absolutely positive character.

"Although the theory is very good, there will definitely be many problems in actual implementation. If we do this, not only will men not be sincerely convinced, but women might not necessarily appreciate it." Lu Huitian had been engaged in practical work these days, and he was very worried about the execution of this concept.

You Gou counterattacked immediately: "Labor is most glorious! The foundation of equality between men and women is that labor is most glorious! Lazy people are not distinguished by gender. If lazy women are used as an excuse to attack equality between men and women, that is deliberately distorting facts; that is sophistry. If lazy women are used as an excuse that men and women shouldn't be equal, then does the existence of lazy men mean men and women shouldn't be equal even more?"

These words coming from the mouth of the hardworking You Gou carried extra weight. Quite a few comrades who actually didn't support equality between men and women in their hearts immediately dared not make a sound. You Gou's status and prestige were earned by her work; no one in the base area dared to question You Gou's work. Lu Huitian dared not either.

Xu Dian listened silently to everyone's debate, with mixed feelings in his heart. The supervision department was originally an offending position, and everyone's personal friendship with Xu Dian wasn't great. Moreover, after Chen Ke punished Xu Dian, no one dared to stand up for Xu Dian. Except for Hua Xiongmao who personally ran to ask the reason, no one else even came to ask Xu Dian. This feeling of isolation and helplessness was terrible; although Xu Dian was in a venue full of people, he felt completely isolated.

But listening carefully to everyone's discussion, Xu Dian had some new discoveries. Xu Dian knew Chen Ke was right; the execution of any law requires much cooperation. On this point, Xu Dian did not think the judicial system should override other organizations. Just like the political concept of equality between men and women, every department would encounter problems when executing it. Xu Dian also knew that law was not omnipotent. What Xu Dian couldn't accept was actually only one thing: law cannot become the final fig leaf. In fact, whether in the Manchu Qing or in Japan, law was the final fig leaf. On ordinary days, the law was also maintaining the basic order functions of society, looking majestic. But once power intervened, the law immediately became a tool manipulated by others.

Xu Dian's professors at the Law Department of Tokyo University were very dissatisfied with this; they believed the law should not be allowed to be defiled like this. And the Meiji Restoration in Japan simply did not establish the concept of a society ruled by law. Before the law, everyone was by no means equal. Xu Dian followed Chen Ke to Anhui for the revolution instead of staying in Beijing to find a job because the people's revolution described by Chen Ke gave Xu Dian a feeling that a true society ruled by law would inevitably be built. Since the people are masters of their own house, then obeying the law should be the people's obligation. But Chen Ke disappointed Xu Dian; even a revolutionary like Chen Ke did not agree with the inviolable sanctity of the law.

This is not to say that Xu Dian himself was a young lad who didn't understand the ways of the world at all. Even in the law major, no matter what everyone said with their mouths, they knew in their hearts that the law was not omnipotent. Take a simple example: "In civil law, if people don't sue, officials don't investigate." That is to say, if no one reports to the officials, inequality or even illegal acts can continue to exist. Just like in the Marriage Law, regarding the land separating from the parents' family after a woman marries and automatically transferring to the newly formed family with the married woman, if someone plays tricks privately, as long as no one reports to the officials, such things can exist.

Xu Dian didn't think the law could be perfect. He was dissatisfied with only one point: Chen Ke couldn't accept that the law was not affected by other things; Chen Ke didn't think the law shouldn't be controlled by politics. If Chen Ke were in power, Xu Dian still had confidence in Chen Ke. He didn't believe Chen Ke would achieve personal goals by manipulating the law. But the rule of man has no future; without establishing a system where the law will not be manipulated and distorted, what to do after Chen Ke dies?

Just as Xu Dian was thinking left and right, the debate on the issue of equality between men and women had reached the end. After You Gou proposed the political concept of "Labor is most glorious," no other comrades were willing to come out to oppose. The draft of the "Marriage Law" was subsequently passed. Seeing this result, Xu Dian secretly breathed a sigh of relief; at least the discussions so far were within the range he could accept. Chen Ke stuck to the stance and attitude that Xu Dian had always admired. Although it was the same Chen Ke who unceremoniously suspended Xu Dian's judicial work.

The next topic of the meeting had nothing to do with law. The base area had made a decision: as long as Yan Fu and the others brought the iron back this time, the troops would expand the military operations of the liberation war. In fact, when the base area breached forts, there were also fish that slipped through the net in several places. The expansion of the revolutionary war was already unavoidable.

Hearing about fighting, the young people became enthusiastic. So far, the troops had always been invincible, overwhelming all enemies with absolute superiority. Such a status quo made the comrades believe that the enemy was nothing big.

But the premise of this large-scale military operation was to transport the iron back. This matter had to rely entirely on Yan Fu's connections. Many comrades were not unfamiliar with Yan Fu; comrades were very happy that this highly respected scholar joined the People's Party. Everyone expressed enthusiastic support for Comrade Yan Fu. Yan Fu also liked being with these vigorous young people, but he refused to show it so clearly, just greeting everyone very politely.

After the meeting ended, Hua Xiongmao stopped Xu Dian; the two were old comrades-in-arms who had experienced life and death together. Hua Xiongmao said seriously: "Xu Dian, go admit your mistake to Chairman Chen, say you realized your political mistake, and request to resume work. Chairman Chen is not a petty person; if he were really dissatisfied with you, it would be impossible to bring out your program for discussion. I asked Chairman Chen about your matter; what nonsense were you talking at that time? Law cannot be interfered with by politics? He scolded you for being confused right then. Guess what Chairman Chen said?"

Xu Dian didn't expect Hua Xiongmao to scold his viewpoint too; he was even more disappointed in his heart. But Hua Xiongmao was willing to speak to him; this was already the utmost benevolence and righteousness. To show politeness, Xu Dian braced himself and asked: "What did Chairman Chen say?"

"Chairman Chen said, Comrade Xu Dian is just afraid of hardship and wants to take a shortcut. He thinks if I come out and say a word, everyone will listen? This kind of thinking simply misses the point. This is not the attitude of Xu Dian wanting to complete the work. This is an attitude of evading responsibility. He should say these things to those who try to interfere with judicial justice, not to me. He should make the people accept the concept of the legal system through his own hard work, make everyone understand that when encountering things, they should solve problems through laws and systems. Not looking for acquaintances and pulling strings. If Xu Dian is really as he thinks, so loyal to justice, he should complete his concept in work, not wanting to find a shortcut once and for all. Revolution is always ongoing; encountering difficulties and not thinking of ways himself—this is not making revolution, this is wanting to be a master [Lao Ye]. Wanting his one sentence to be the truth, others must listen to him, and not listening to him is wrong. That's why I wanted to suspend his judicial work and let him reflect."

Hearing this, even if Xu Dian was dull, he could understand Chen Ke's meaning. Seeing Xu Dian silent, Hua Xiongmao misunderstood the meaning of this silence. "Comrade Xu Dian, I think as revolutionary comrades, we have to be considerate of Chairman Chen's difficulties. Sometimes he can't say too much. In our current situation, many things can't be done. Just like this 'Marriage Law,' it absolutely must be strictly enforced in the army, but I just can't tell the soldiers directly about this matter now. I have to finish these basic works first. Including legal provisions and regulations for land distribution—without preparing these well, if I boast about new-style marriage, it will have no other effect than causing chaos..."

Xu Dian's face, tanned dark over more than half a year, turned purple-red. He couldn't help interrupting Hua Xiongmao. "Brigade Commander Hua, you don't need to say more. I know I was wrong. I will go find Chairman Chen to admit my mistake now. I request to resume work; I will never be emotional again in the future."

Hua Xiongmao was also quite busy originally. Seeing Xu Dian's words were very sincere, he didn't waste time anymore. "Go now, go immediately. Self-criticism must be sincere. Chairman Chen values you very much. You are the only one studying law in the base area; don't cause trouble." After speaking, Hua Xiongmao walked away with big strides.

Xu Dian immediately went to find Chen Ke. He saw Chen Ke walking towards the dock with a group of cadres participating in the iron transport mission. Yan Fu and Chen Ke were walking side by side, talking. He didn't dare to interrupt, so he simply followed the team from a distance.

Yan Fu was saying goodbye to Chen Ke. Under Yan Fu's command, the fleet's operation plan had been completed. Now Anqing Prefecture hadn't received any news of the revolutionary party; as long as this transaction was fast, there was no need to worry too much about being intercepted.

"Wen Qing... Chairman Chen, before I came this time, Yuan Weiting [Yuan Shikai] sent a letter, wanting me and you to go to Beijing together to participate in the constitutional outline matters. It seems he is starting to prepare for implementing the constitution over there."

"It seems Mr. Yuan Weiting's good days are also coming to an end." Chen Ke laughed. This wasn't mockery, but had some meaning of sympathy in it. Although Yuan Shikai brought it on himself, a perfectly good "Heavenly Ready Hand" [winning hand] was played into an "Ineligible Hand" [losing/dead hand] by his foolish action of proclaiming himself Emperor. Chen Ke always felt it was a pity for Yuan Shikai.

"The situation in Beijing is going to change. Chaos is not a bad thing for us." Yan Fu was not a bad person, nor was he a "good person" with womanly benevolence towards enemies. Beijing changed because of constitutional matters; the court situation was chaotic, and the reaction to the Anhui revolution would naturally be much slower.

"I entrust the matters in Hanyang to you, Comrade Yan Fu." Chen Ke smiled.

"I will go early and return early. When I went to see last time, the scrap iron in Hanyang piled up like a mountain. Presumably, Hanyang also hopes to get rid of it early."

Amidst laughter, the group shook hands and said goodbye. Seeing Yan Fu and the others leave, Xu Dian hurried over to stop Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, I have realized my mistake. I request to resume work."

Chen Ke sized up Xu Dian. Seeing Xu Dian no longer had a resentful expression and was truly revitalized, he said: "Resuming work is possible, but you have to write a self-criticism for me first. After writing it, you have to read it at the party meeting. You have to get everyone's approval."

"Yes." Xu Dian answered immediately.

"Remember clearly for me: as the person in charge of the judicial department, your job is to fight against illegal and criminal activities, not to bargain with comrades and ask for treatment. Do you understand?"

Xu Dian stood straight and answered loudly: "I understand. I will go write the self-criticism now."

"Go!" Chen Ke ordered.

Xu Dian's self-criticism was passed at the party meeting. Everyone actually quite admired Xu Dian's courage to dare to threaten Chen Ke. Chen Ke only suspended Xu Dian's judicial work duties at first, and didn't completely suspend Xu Dian and then banish him to raise pigs. Everyone felt Chairman Chen Ke's temper was really too good.

But those comrades who could understand politics could understand Chen Ke's intention. Chen Ke not only wanted to beat Xu Dian [metaphorically], but Chen Ke wanted to express two attitudes through Xu Dian's self-criticism: "First, nothing can be used as a reason to dictate to the Party. Second, no one can interfere with judicial justice." Because after Xu Dian finished reading the self-criticism, Chen Ke personally stated that maintaining judicial justice is not a short-term act, and the forces trying to interfere with judicial justice absolutely do not come only from outside. History proves that more forces trying to interfere with justice come from inside. Chen Ke believed that in the new system to be established by the people's revolution, judicial justice is absolutely a principle that must be adhered to.

Xu Dian resumed judicial work. Lin Shenhe, who attended the meeting, also confirmed one thing: as one of the three heads of the Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court, he would definitely be promoted soon. If Chen Ke wasn't joking, the judicial system would soon expand its organizational scale. His opportunity was finally coming.

Sure enough, as Lin Shenhe expected, two days later, the draft for establishing Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court institutions was officially announced. Xu Dian became the person in charge of the Court system, and the Public Security system was responsible by Dai Enze. The Procuratorate system had no special person in charge assigned for the time being; Lin Shenhe, as the deputy of the Public Security system, was temporarily responsible for the prosecution work of the Procuratorate. The framework of the base area's judicial system was preliminarily set up.
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Chapter 99: New Beginning (4)

When Yan Fu mentioned Yuan Shikai's invitation to Chen Ke, far away in Beijing, Yuan Shikai neither sneezed due to telepathy nor felt a sudden chill. On the contrary, looking at Chen Ke's name written on the paper, Yuan Shikai only felt a burning sensation brought by anger rising from his heart.

In 1906, to avoid various political attacks against himself, Yuan Shikai voluntarily handed over military power, letting the Ministry of the Army directly govern the 1st, 3rd, 5th, and 6th Divisions of the Beiyang Army. This move was considered an attitude of showing loyalty. So for the military operation to suppress Pang Zi's "rebellion" not long ago, he only sent the Dezhou Cavalry Battalion. And this military operation was far less smooth than imagined. Pang Zi's troops actually possessed heavy weapons including machine guns; the Dezhou Cavalry Battalion suffered more than forty casualties in this battle. Not only that, although Pang Zi's troops were defeated, Pang Zi himself fled without a trace, and fled from the battlefield at that. The "remnants of Jing Tingbin" were actually not completely exterminated.

What was worse was that in this New Army unit, two officers, including the deputy leader, were actually assassinated after the battle. It was said that the one who assassinated them was a local old man who served tea and water. All these things made Yuan Shikai very unhappy. Moreover, this also gave Yuan Shikai's political enemies an excellent excuse. At that time, someone questioned Yuan Shikai for lax military discipline, saying the New Army was vulnerable. What was worse was that Xingtai was not far from Beijing; someone instigated the investigating censors below to vigorously impeach the New Army in the name of "killing good people to claim credit."

The evidence in this was really not fabricated. In order to avenge their assassinated commanders, the New Army arrested and killed several remaining "villagers" of Gaojia Village. And these "villagers" were actually local landlords who didn't leave because they couldn't let go of their family property. They also had some government background; once this complaint came up, it made Yuan Shikai very passive.

Yuan Shikai originally felt this bandit suppression operation was terrible. He was proficient in military affairs; looking at the submitted report, he knew they encountered very unusual bandits. Pang Zi was indeed a typical case of officials forcing people to rebel. So the combat effectiveness of Pang Zi's subordinates was actually not bad. On one hand was dissatisfaction with the New Army, and on the other hand was disgust for political enemies. Combined with the two emotions, plus Wang Shizhen going to Xingtai personally for investigation, after the investigation report was submitted, Yuan Shikai was finally a bit angry.

"That Chen Wenqing actually has connections with Pang Zi?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"Yes. I confiscated some letters in Pang Zi's house. Not only Pang Zi, but Jing Tingbin's remnants like Wu Xingchen and Chai Qingguo all have connections with Chen Ke. I specially took the portraits from back then and let the people in the countryside identify them. Those country people recognized these few people. They and Chen Ke all stayed at Pang Zi's house the year before last. Not only that, there is another person, Chen Tianhua of the Huaxinghui. Not only did he stay with Chen Ke in the capital for a few months, but he also stayed at Pang Zi's place until he fled just before the New Army went to exterminate Pang Zi." Few outsiders went to the countryside; farm families remembered these outsiders very clearly. Piece by piece, Wang Shizhen investigated quite clearly.

"Yan Jidao actually recommended a rebel party member to us? No wonder that Chen Ke refused to come to my door to beg for an official position." Yuan Shikai was already quite annoyed speaking of this.

regarding this evaluation, Wang Shizhen did not interrupt either. He felt Chen Ke was very wrong from the beginning; others seeing Yuan Shikai all sharpened their heads to seek a job. And Yuan Shikai also took good care of these "juniors"; as long as they were obedient and willing to endure hardship, these jobs were never lacking. But Chen Ke didn't have a bit of this attitude. Not only that, although Chen Ke strictly observed the etiquette of a junior, he had a kind of character in his subconsciousness to stand up to Yuan Shikai as an equal. Originally Wang Shizhen thought Chen Ke was just of a youthful disposition, not knowing the height of the sky and the depth of the earth. Now it seemed that Chen Ke didn't treat Yuan Shikai as one of his own from the beginning.

"Since the honeycomb briquette factory run by Chen Ke was brought down by Shanqi, the people inside actually all went to Shanghai. I have already sent a letter to Shanghai, and the letter returned from Shanghai is also very impressive. The riot at the Mixed Court in Shanghai a year ago cannot be separated from a non-governmental organization called Huangpu Study Society. This Huangpu Study Society was founded by Chen Ke."

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai simply pushed away the report in front of him and couldn't help laughing out loud. "To make Pinqing pay such attention, it seems Chen Ke is definitely a rebel party member. Where is he now?"

"His whereabouts are unknown now. News from Shanghai says it is very likely that Chen Ke hijacked the people arrested in the Mixed Court case, and then these people all ran away without a trace. Some say he went to Guangdong, some say he went to Japan, and some say he went to Anhui. But the statements are not credible."

"Isn't there a disaster in Anhui? If Chen Ke is really that formidable, presumably there should be news these days." Yuan Shikai said with a smile.

"Yes. If Chen Ke is really rebelling, there should be news by now. Since no news came from Anhui, he shouldn't have gone to Anhui." Wang Shizhen agreed very much with Yuan Shikai's judgment. "However, this person's book has been very popular recently; there are large numbers of reprints in Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou. If Lord Yuan meets this person in the future, you must guard against him."

Yuan Shikai had already restrained his smile and said seriously: "Pinqing is about to go to assume the post of Commander-in-Chief of Jiangbei; after you take office, investigate this person well. I wrote a letter to Yan Jidao a few days ago, asking him to bring Chen Ke to Beijing. Presumably, Yan Jidao dare not come to see me. When Pinqing passes through Shanghai, you might as well go see him and hear what explanation Yan Jidao has for this matter."

Wang Shizhen nodded in agreement, but these were all matters for the future. He was more concerned about the current matter. "Lord Yuan, this bandit suppression was ordered by you personally. That's why those censors are making such an issue of this matter so vigorously. I think we might as well hand this matter over to the Ministry of the Army to handle. You should not intervene in this matter anymore. Otherwise, if you deal with it heavily, the Dezhou New Army will feel wronged; if you deal with it lightly, the censors will absolutely not let it go."

Yuan Shikai was originally unwilling to let go of this matter easily, but what Wang Shizhen said made a lot of sense. Since this matter had caused a stir, and it was clear that someone was fanning the flames behind the scenes, no matter how Yuan Shikai handled it, there would be no good result. Moreover, if Yuan Shikai fought blindly, it would appear that he was unwilling to let go of military power. The Beiyang New Army had long been considered Yuan Shikai's private army, and even Cixi already had a faint dissatisfaction. Retreating temporarily on this matter was also a clever move for self-preservation.

"We will do as Pinqing says." Yuan Shikai finally expressed agreement.

The Manchu Qing court in 1906 could also be said to have constant big moves. Since the Hundred Days' Reform, Cixi killed the Six Gentlemen and imprisoned Guangxu. But she did not relax at all regarding the New Policies. This old woman knew well that she had made a big mistake and knew that as soon as she let go of power, she would die immediately. In order to stabilize the court situation, she actually tried to manage the country with her own insight. regarding the New Policies, Cixi felt they absolutely could not stop. This was not only because it was said that the New Policies could enrich the country and strengthen the army, but also because those princes and ministers in the court who were still considered vigorous all supported the New Policies very much. Even if only for this point, Cixi could not give up the New Policies.

When Yuan Shikai was discussing how to wrap up the bandit suppression case, Prince Su, Shanqi, was paying a visit to Cixi. Shanqi was a very hearty person, with a long face and a mustache, looking very majestic. Cixi didn't like Prince Su Shanqi very much. This stemmed from one incident. The Superintendent of Chongwenmen Gate could not only accept bribes but also sit and collect part of the tax money. In a year, the Superintendent could get tens of thousands of taels of silver; it had always been a recognized lucrative post. During the Gengzi Incident, Prince Su's Mansion located in Dongjiaomin Lane was destroyed by war. The Qing court ordered Shanqi to serve as the Superintendent of Chongwenmen, containing the intention of letting him get some income from the tax "commission" to build another prince's mansion. But Shanqi didn't accept this favor after taking office and turned over all the tax money. regarding this, Empress Dowager Cixi not only did not praise him, but instead said: "If everyone does like Prince Su, who will be willing to be the Superintendent of Chongwenmen in the future!"

Cixi's gender was female, and psychologically she also had that kind of roundness peculiar to women. She knew to strike when she should strike; this was just an instinct that must be mastered in the palace. But a statesman needs that kind of magnificence and magnanimity, that kind of spirit capable of incorporating things; Cixi did not have it. She could endure, but could not accept. For Cixi, using various relationships was what she was good at. As for creating a certain political situation and cultivating and developing it wholeheartedly, this was not what Cixi was good at. This old lady in the deep palace did not have this ability. Prince Su Shanqi's seemingly incorruptible style would give later people an excuse to start disputes. Just as Cixi said, "If everyone does like Prince Su, who will be willing to be the Superintendent of Chongwenmen in the future!" If the people behind continued to grab for themselves, their political enemies would definitely use Shanqi's practice as an example to impeach the successors. That would only trigger various disputes. But the Superintendent of Chongwenmen Gate had to grab what should be grabbed. Rather than this—neither being able to continue the incorruptible model nor letting people use the excuse of incorruptibility to trigger incidents—Cixi did not think this was the correct way.

So Cixi did not like that kind of radical political concept. Radical things easily lose control. Back then she once let Guangxu hold power and even tolerated Guangxu's various radical measures. The result was actually that Guangxu prepared to send troops into Beijing to kill Cixi and the Empress's Party. The impact of this incident on Cixi was very profound.

"Empress Dowager, Constitutionalism is now like an arrow on the bowstring that has to be fired. Many people in the court think Constitutionalism should be delayed, which is a big mistake. Whenever doing big things, one must go forward indomitably. In this way, even if there are disputes, the arguments are all about whether these things are done well or badly, but will not change the direction of the big thing. If delayed, the result will be that all kinds of trivial matters will be brought up. This big thing won't be able to be done instead." Shanqi tried hard to persuade Cixi.

Cixi listened quietly, but couldn't help thinking in her heart: Hasn't Shanqi thought of the lesson of his serving as the Superintendent of Chongwenmen?
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Prince Su, Shanqi, actually knew that Cixi didn't like him very much, but he didn't care too much about this matter. It wasn't easy to get an audience with Cixi, and Shanqi hoped to persuade Cixi to promote the New Policies as soon as possible through this meeting.

"Empress Dowager, the consensus of the world now is to demand Constitutionalism. And the Court also has this intention. Since it is so, we should promulgate Constitutionalism as soon as possible. This slave knows the Empress Dowager is worried that pushing too fast will always have various deficiencies. It is inevitable that some people will make irresponsible remarks. But regarding the great affairs of the world, which one is not criticized by others? The greatest benefit of Constitutionalism as soon as possible lies in the fact that we are prepared, while those who hope for Constitutionalism are not prepared. After Constitutionalism, all key departments can be controlled by our own people. Since it is Constitutionalism, there must be elections. This election has rules; whether once every four years or once every five years, we have enough time to handle it calmly. But at least we occupy the name of righteousness, hold real power, and have the system of Constitutionalism. We can stand in an invincible position first. If we plan slowly, those with ulterior motives who want to use Constitutionalism will have full collusion, which will lead to many dreams in a long night instead."

Cixi listened quietly to Prince Su's statement. Cixi disliked this "radical" way very much. What Cixi hoped was to win over the hearts of the people first, play the opponent in the palm of her hand through power tactics first, and then promote Constitutionalism in the way of bestowing favors. This was actually the method Manchu Qing nobles were most accustomed to. To say Cixi was conservative was actually an incomplete statement. Cixi had always been one of the "supporters" of the New Policies, or at least a supporter of new measures, and could even be said to be the initiator. After the failure of the Hundred Days' Reform, the New Policies did not cease with the death of the people involved. Because the New Policies were largely allowed and supported by Cixi originally. Guangxu relied on Cixi's permission back then to hold the authority of the New Policies. But under the instigation of that group of radicals, Guangxu turned the New Policies into a political struggle. The Emperor's Party wanted to seize power from the Empress's Party, and even went to the extent of preparing to kill Cixi and seize power forcibly. Cixi imprisoning Guangxu was not so much hatred for the New Policies as it was normal self-preservation.

Now Prince Su Shanqi was preparing to do this again, and Cixi opposed it from the bottom of her heart. But she didn't oppose it straightforwardly either. As a ruler holding great power, in Cixi's view, many times no explanation was needed. Explanation represented attention; the other party often wouldn't really care about the opposition in Cixi's words, but would try even harder to persuade Cixi.

Another reason for Cixi not speaking and saving some face for Prince Su was that Prince Su Shanqi was also an anomaly in the Manchu Qing.

One of Shanqi's political achievements was founding the modern police system. During the Gengzi Incident (1900), the Eight-Nation Alliance invaded Beijing. Emperor Guangxu and Empress Dowager Cixi fled from Beijing in panic. When they arrived at Datong, the Empress Dowager ordered Shanqi to return to Beijing to handle the aftermath together with Prince Qing Yikuang and Grand Secretary Li Hongzhang. Not long after returning to Beijing, Shanqi met Kawashima Naniwa, who served as a translation officer in the Japanese army. The two regretted not meeting sooner and later became sworn brothers. With the support of Kawashima Naniwa and others, based on the Japanese Police Law and the current situation of Beijing city, Shanqi organized a patrol team (this was the origin of the future Beijing police). In the 28th year of Guangxu (1902), Shanqi was appointed as the Commander of the Infantry and Minister of the Works and Patrol Bureau. The Infantry Commander's Yamen was the old institution responsible for Beijing's security, and the Works and Patrol Bureau was the newly established municipal institution leading the newly established patrol police.

The second of Shanqi's political achievements was promoting the municipal construction of Beijing city. He presided over the establishment of the Road Works Bureau, responsible for building roads in Beijing city. He also memorialized to designate a part of the Wangfujing Eight Banners Divine Mechanism Camp playground to open a new-style market, which was the predecessor of the famous Dong'an Market. At that time, the capital presented a new atmosphere. Shanqi also explicitly ordered the opening of a theater called "Civilized Tea House" inside Xizhushikou. The upper floor of the theater was for female seats, and the lower floor for male seats, abolishing the ban that women could not enter theaters to watch plays. This caused a sensation for a while in Beijing, the capital of good governance.

His third political achievement was clearing up the accumulated malpractice of Chongwenmen tax collection. Chongwenmen was the main checkpoint for taxing goods entering Beijing, such as daily necessities and luxury goods. The Superintendent of Chongwenmen could not only accept bribes but also sit and collect part of the tax money. In a year, the Superintendent could get tens of thousands of taels of silver; it had always been a recognized lucrative post. During the Gengzi Incident, Prince Su's Mansion located in Dongjiaomin Lane was destroyed by war. The Qing court ordered Shanqi to serve as the Superintendent of Chongwenmen, containing the intention of letting him get some income from the tax "commission" to build another prince's mansion. But Shanqi didn't accept this favor after taking office and turned over all the tax money.

Shanqi also drastically rectified the tax system, prohibiting extortion and eliminating corruption. In the past, foreigners brought goods into Beijing without paying tax; he changed it to uniform taxation. In the past, merchants entering the pass had brokers handle tax payment, taking a cut from it; he changed it to officials directly inspecting goods and collecting tax, subtracting the intermediate exploitation link. Shanqi served two consecutive terms as Superintendent; tax revenue increased greatly, and all was turned over to the national treasury.

The biggest difference between Shanqi and other princes and nobles was that he still knew the interests of the empire were above personal interests. Later generations who envied Manchu Qing bloodline actually evaluated Shanqi quite highly. In *Diary of Wangshan Studio*, Sun Baoxuan had a few comments on Shanqi: "It is easy to find capable people, but difficult to find incorruptible people; it is easy to find incorruptible people, but difficult to find incorruptible people who can understand the feelings of those below. If all people handling affairs in the world were like Prince Su, why worry that all neglected tasks wouldn't be undertaken!"

If seen by the People's Party led by Chen Ke, these New Policies were not worth mentioning at all. Compared with Yuan Shikai founding the Beiyang New Army, the promotion of these things to the country was also of very limited significance. They could only be called trivial matters. Even Cixi didn't like this person's style.

But compared with other Manchu Qing princes who only knew how to fight for power and profit, living a life of debauchery and gluttony, Shanqi was extremely different. He was in Beijing after all; it is difficult to do things at the foot of the Son of Heaven. Although these small things didn't look big, to get them done required arduous struggles with various forces. It was already very commendable for Shanqi to be able to accomplish these things.

Since she couldn't refute Shanqi's face [dignity], Cixi had to continue listening. Shanqi was not a rash youth who didn't understand the ways of the world; if he were, he couldn't have mixed to his current position. In history, Wang Jingwei assassinated a Manchu Qing prince and was arrested after the matter was exposed. Shanqi strongly advocated pardoning Wang Jingwei. After talking with Shanqi, Wang Jingwei also admired this prince who was "capable, open-minded, straightforward, and humorous" in the eyes of contemporaries. When Wang Jingwei defected to the Japanese and formed the puppet Nanjing government, he prepared to appoint Shanqi's son as the "Ambassador to Japan."

Seeing Cixi completely unable to listen to his advice, Shanqi had to withdraw.

After Shanqi left, Cixi breathed an extremely slight sigh of relief. Dealing with these people made Cixi feel a kind of very unhappiness every time. Other palace maids and eunuchs didn't see it, only the Chief Eunuch Li Lianying served a cup of tea with extreme tacit understanding. Cixi took a sip, but asked: "Is there a memorial from Cen Chunxuan?"

The saying of "Three Butchers of Late Qing" was famous at home and abroad. Zhang Zhidong "Butcher of Wealth," Yuan Shikai "Butcher of People," Cen Chunxuan "Butcher of Officials." Who Cixi asked Li Lianying about was the memorial of this famous "Official Butcher" Cen Chunxuan.

Cen Chunxuan, courtesy name Yunjie, was a Zhuang person from Guangxi, the son of former Governor-General of Yun-Gui Cen Yuying. Historical records state that although this gentleman served as Governor-General of Liangguang for only a mere four years, he dismissed 1403 corrupt officials at all levels! Contemporaries honored Cen as "The Last Clear Sky [Upright Official] of the Great Qing." He was incorruptible as an official, upright and outspoken. deeply valued by Cixi. On the matter of Constitutionalism, Cixi wanted to see Cen Chunxuan's attitude more. In these years, all capable ministers had a very close place in their conduct: they all advocated developing education and promoting industry. And within their scope of authority, these ministers also did their best to practice the political view of "running education, promoting industry." And these capable officials supported Constitutionalism without exception.

Cixi's political bottom line lay in that whether New Policies or Constitutionalism, they could not shake the political leadership status of her and the forces she represented. Therefore, Cixi didn't want rapid Constitutionalism at all. Instead, she adopted the method of buying over and suppressing to complete the constitutional reform step by step. At this time, Cixi could only discover those people and methods that conformed to her wishes from the memorials of those officials she valued.

"Old Buddha [Your Majesty], this slave has checked. There is no memorial from Lord Cen Chunxuan." Li Lianying replied hurriedly.

Cixi didn't make a sound, just took another sip of tea. Li Lianying hurriedly presented the tray; Cixi put the teacup back on the tray. Li Lianying withdrew the tea.

Managing such a precarious Great Qing court gave Cixi, who was deep in the palace, only a feeling of extremely powerless heaviness. The princes and beiles who should have become the pillars of the Great Qing had long rotted into a mess and were simply unusable. After giving these people power, they couldn't do anything other than fight for power and profit. The Beiyang faction rose vigorously, but as Yuan Shikai gradually became high-ranking and powerful, he was also trapped in the vortex of political struggle. And Cixi had no plan to support Yuan Shikai to go to a higher level. In Cixi's view, politics cannot let one person obtain uncontrollable power. Except for herself, no one could have the power to control everything. For politics, it is personnel arrangement. Personnel arrangement must pursue balance; no one side can be allowed to grow too big. regarding the struggle between these people, before big problems arise, one should watch from the sidelines, or even guide cleverly. Only when everyone has to beg the highest power holder Cixi, can Cixi control the situation.

Cixi was very clear about the contradiction between Cen Chunxuan and Yuan Shikai. Because of deep dissatisfaction with the imperial clan minister Yikuang for being greedy and mediocre and harming the country, Cen Chunxuan submitted memorials many times to impeach him, incurring the hostility of Yuan Shikai who regarded Yikuang as a backer, who wanted to eliminate him quickly. Cixi had no love for any "Blue Sky Great Master" [Upright Official] in the mouths of the people; "dusting the light and mixing with the dust" [hiding one's brightness/being worldly wise] was Cixi's favorite. Her reason for valuing Cen Chunxuan was simple: Cen Chunxuan had the ability to solve some problems, was loyal to the court, and had very poor relations with many political factions in the Manchu Qing court. He was an important usable chip. As for whether Cen Chunxuan was an honest official or a corrupt official, it was meaningless to Cixi. Because corrupt officials or honest officials only have meaning for the common people, and Cixi never cared about the life and death of the common people.

The rules of the Manchu Qing political game were just this simple.

While Cixi was considering the political role of "Official Butcher" Cen Chunxuan, thousands of miles away in the headquarters of the People's Party Water Detachment, the Party Committee meeting of the People's Party Water Detachment was discussing Zhang Zhidong, the "Wealth Butcher" among the "Three Butchers of Late Qing." Zhang Zhidong was considered a hero in the Manchu Qing era, but Chen Ke publicly propagated within the People's Party: "Comrades must have confidence in themselves! Ten years later, a person with Zhang Zhidong's aptitude would at most be a section chief in the People's Party. Spending tens of millions of taels of silver, Zhang Zhidong failed to establish an industrial system. Our People's Party's work within ten years will definitely exceed this bit of achievement of Zhang Zhidong by dozens of times."

Since the Party Chairman was so confident, the comrades naturally felt much more at ease. But "know yourself and know your enemy, and you will never be defeated in a hundred battles." Chen Ke also repeatedly emphasized: "Strategically despise the enemy, tactically take the enemy seriously." The Party Committee meeting presented a seminar where Yan Fu was the main speaker on Zhang Zhidong's personal situation. The vice speaker Mao Ping had once been entrusted by Yan Fu to go to Hanyang to treat venereal diseases for people. He could be considered to have some connections there. He was responsible for describing the situation of Hanyang steel enterprises. The People's Party worried that money wasn't enough, so they simply brought a batch of "914" over. For more than a year, the reputation of 914 had become wider and wider; Mao Ping, who had personally treated diseases in Hubei, bringing this medicine was almost equivalent to bringing cash.

Zhang Zhidong's life, characteristics, hobbies. The People's Party had collected some. As the saying goes, everyone gathering firewood makes the flame high; providing various intelligence one knows to the party organization is also the obligation of People's Party members. Zhang Zhidong was a celebrity; among the batch of people who newly ran to the base area, there were also scholars from Hubei who knew this famous official very well.

After Yan Fu finished speaking about what he should say, he began to observe these party members coldly from the side. Yan Fu not only disliked these personnel matters but was also not proficient in these personnel relationships. The reason he could surpass his contemporaries was related to Yan Fu being able to start from the grassroots and always focusing his energy on frontline work.

Some people were interested in these personnel things, but even in Yan Fu's view, these people seemed more attracted by diplomatic work. More people just listened; they focused more of their attention on Yan Fu.

After arriving at the base area, Yan Fu also received training on the simple core program of the People's Party. The core program at the current stage could be summarized in four sentences: "Labor is most glorious!" "Labor created man himself." "Productive forces determine production relations." "Anyone who wants to be the master of the people and exploit others from high above is an enemy of the People's Party!" These four sentences could be seen everywhere in the Party School and Cadre School. And recent party member training revolved around these contents.

Yan Fu, who translated *Evolution and Ethics*, liked these four sentences very much. The biggest difference between Yan Fu and traditional scholar-officials was "not advocating empty talk." The gist of these four sentences was emphasizing practice and opposing empty talk. These comrades educated by the Party School and the troops were undoubtedly like this too. Everyone was essentially a soldier; following the naval senior Yan Fu, there was endless knowledge to learn. Diplomatic missions seemed just a job to everyone, while the navy was their profession.

Sure enough, after finishing talking about various things to pay attention to. Zhang Yu immediately asked Yan Fu to continue talking about naval knowledge. No one objected; the originally silent comrades immediately became enthusiastic.

Yan Fu did not decline and started teaching immediately. As the principal of the Beiyang Naval Academy, lecturing was an easy task for Yan Fu. He didn't even need to prepare a lesson plan. Most of the regulations of the People's Party Water Detachment were requested by Chen Ke and completed by the comrades themselves. This kind of disciplined amateur way was child's play in Yan Fu's eyes. He didn't look down on the Water Detachment because of this; on the contrary, Yan Fu was very satisfied. What education fears most is not that students don't understand, but that students have wrong perceptions and habits contrary to theory. The current situation of the Water Detachment was what naval educators liked most; Chen Ke established correct habits and directions. What everyone lacked was merely knowledge. What Yan Fu lacked least was knowledge.

The comrades of the Water Detachment also liked Mr. Yan Fu. As a leader, Chen Ke, in everyone's view, made too many rules and couldn't give everyone reasonable explanations. Although everyone dared not question Chen Ke, they always felt something was not quite right in their hearts. And Yan Fu could not only tell everyone the wide application of these rules in practice but also explain the significance of formulating these rules from a theoretical height.

Actually, if Yan Fu had come up and comprehensively criticized the existing rules as wrong, everyone couldn't have accepted it in their hearts either. But Yan Fu not only didn't criticize, but also explained and built the existing system more perfectly. The comrades felt their previous efforts were not wasted at all, and they learned to solve many problems they couldn't understand before. So everyone was sincerely convinced by Yan Fu. Within a few days of arriving at the Water Detachment, Yan Fu faintly became the leader of the Water Detachment.

"Mr. Yan, what should the engine needed for the inland river fleet be like?" Li Zhao asked.

After listening to Yan Fu talk about warships, everyone was full of longing for mechanically powered fleets. Li Zhao's question represented the heartfelt wishes of the vast majority of officers and soldiers of the Water Detachment.

"This needs to be determined according to the tonnage of the ship and the condition of the river channel." Although not from an inland river fleet background, Yan Fu could still explain to the comrades easily based on naval theory. "What the inland river fleet needs to pay more attention to is that the fleet needs to be organized according to hydrological data. In order to achieve maximum efficiency, ships used in the dry season and ships used in the flood season must be different. After all, everyone can't make the river channel change according to everyone's wishes, so we must adapt to the specific situation of the river channel. This requires a comprehensive hydrological data survey."

Hearing this, everyone felt their minds suddenly opened up a lot. Especially Li Zhao; he had been entrusted with the task of hydrological data survey from the beginning. Hearing Yan Fu say this, Li Zhao subconsciously stuck out his chest.

"Then what equipment and methods are needed for hydrological survey?" Zhang Yu continued to ask.

Yan Fu narrated the methods customary in the navy to everyone. Listening to these exquisite and effective methods, quite a few comrades scratched their ears and cheeks in happiness. They couldn't help wanting to experiment immediately.

"Mr. Yan, then what should these engines be designed like?" Li Zhao was still more interested in mechanization.

Looking at everyone's longing gaze, Yan Fu couldn't help smiling. "The base area is already preparing to research and develop a kind of marine engine. After the research and development is completed, everyone can operate this kind of small engine to sweep across the river surface."

"Really?" The comrades had never heard of this matter. Many people had only seen big foreign steamships, but didn't expect that mechanically powered ships would also be built in the base area. Everyone was immediately overjoyed.

Yan Fu was actually very happy too. After arriving at the base area this time, Chen Ke revealed the R&D direction of the base area to Yan Fu. Due to the lack of ability to manufacture high-temperature and high-pressure equipment, the base area was unlikely to build steam engines by itself in the short term. But Chen Ke proposed the concept of a gas-powered engine.

The gas-powered engine can be basically seen as a two-stroke or four-stroke internal combustion engine. Unlike traditional internal combustion engines, the fuel is not gasoline or diesel, but coal gas mainly composed of carbon monoxide. The power of this thing is not high, but the advantage is small size, light weight, and easy manufacturing. If a forty-horsepower engine can be made, the base area can use this engine as a foundation for mechanized production. At least gas tractors are much stronger than livestock. Gas generators can also meet the needs of the base area at this stage. Installing this engine on a ship can also count as a small steam launch.

And a gas engine is an internal combustion engine after all. In Chen Ke's concept, China was left behind by the world in the electrification era of the Second Industrial Revolution. As one of the important symbols of the Second Industrial Revolution, "internal combustion engine," the base area cannot lag too far behind the world level. As long as the revolution can continue, there will be oil, there will be an oil refining industry, there will be everything.

Yan Fu knew the trade very well and agreed very much with the R&D direction of the coal gas internal combustion engine mentioned by Chen Ke. Chen Ke's level of history of mechanical technology was terrible; he actually didn't know that the earliest internal combustion engines burned coal gas. As soon as he stated this result which he thought combined various technological considerations, he found that not only did Yan Fu know about coal gas internal combustion engines, but even several engineers and technicians in the base area were not completely unfamiliar with this. After discussing with everyone, Chen Ke simply took a shortcut directly. First let the Shanghai Branch import a batch of diesel engines from Germany, and modify this batch of diesel engines into machines burning coal gas.

A few days ago, comrades had already gone to Shanghai to contact Wang Bin who worked in a German foreign firm. With such a batch of orders, the Germans wouldn't care who this batch of diesel engines was sold to or what they were used for. Because of fear that the Germans' stock was insufficient, the comrades going to Shanghai also brought another message to Wang Bin, hoping he could contact American foreign firms and contact goods from American foreign firms. In these years, as long as you can pay in real gold and silver, the European and American industrial countries never ask about the technical content and use of the commodities.

Yan Fu knew the price of this batch of commodities would not be very low. He asked Chen Ke how to pay for this batch of commodities. Chen Ke's answer surprised Yan Fu greatly. Chen Ke actually hoped to adopt barter trade. The base area would raise silkworms on a large scale and use silk for barter trade. And Chen Ke didn't keep people in suspense; he told Yan Fu straightforwardly that the price of silk in the base area would be thirty or even fifty percent lower than the market price. And it was all long-filament silk. Exchanging for internal combustion engines at such a low price, presumably the Germans and Americans would not refuse.

Yan Fu didn't understand silk production, so he didn't plan to ask about a trade he didn't understand. He just asked the question he cared about most: exactly how many internal combustion engines would be appropriate for this batch. Chen Ke raised his left hand and extended two fingers. "I hope for at least two thousand units."
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Two thousand internal combustion engines might be a negligible number for China, but for Fengtai County, it was a number huge enough to be terrifying. Yan Fu knew Chen Ke didn't like to brag, but regarding the matter of exchanging silk for two thousand internal combustion engines, he didn't believe it in his heart either. However, Chen Ke guaranteed that a considerable batch of internal combustion engines would be invested in the inland river shipping fleet, and Yan Fu believed this very much. Anhui was a region with a dense water network; the significance of a motorized fleet could not be overstated no matter how one looked at it.

After the comrades of the Water Detachment learned this news, they were all overjoyed. Everyone talked about it, even throwing the matter of listening to the class to the back of their minds. If it were in the Beiyang Naval Academy, Yan Fu would have maintained order immediately, and maybe even used some corporal punishment. But now he was just a member of the fleet; everyone was a party member, and no one had more power than anyone else. So Yan Fu just said, "Let's go outside now to practice how to measure speed. When mechanically powered ships start to be used, this will also be a basic skill."

Hearing Yan Fu say this, quite a few comrades got up to find ropes, wood blocks, and rulers. Although they were still talking about mechanically powered ships with their mouths, their hands at least started doing proper business.

Several senior cadres of the Water Detachment knew that the fleet was not only to transport steel back; the fleet's itinerary also determined the start time of the large-scale war. As soon as the Insurance Corps obtained the steel materials, on the day the fleet entered the area controlled by the base area, the war would start. Such secret news naturally couldn't be made public. Departing from the base area at the same time as the fleet were four other groups of comrades. Those going to Shanghai were to contact the comrades of the Shanghai Branch to get mechanical equipment. The comrades going to Anqing shouldered the task of contacting Xu Xilin. And the destination of the third small team was farther; they were Japanese comrades. Their goal was to return to Japan to gather revolutionary comrades to come to China to participate in the revolution.

The loyalty of the Japanese comrades participating in the revolution in Anhui exceeded even Chen Ke's imagination. There had never been such a large-scale disaster relief work in Japan, let alone completing such effective disaster relief. As soon as the comprehensive harvest ended, Heidao Ren [Kuroshima Jin] took the initiative to propose returning to Japan to gather Japanese revolutionary youth to throw themselves into the cause of the Chinese revolution. In this era, the world was ruled by the rich and powerful; the people were just forced by life to work hard. And the fruits of hard labor were also ruthlessly stripped clean. Although the people's revolution in Fengtai County had not yet seen the final effect, the people not only completed self-help by relying on themselves but also obtained means of production in the blink of an eye. In Chen Ke's view, there was still a long road before the revolution began to take shape. But in the eyes of Japanese revolutionary youths like Heidao Ren, this was already an unheard-of and unseen great achievement.

Revolutionary youths all over the world have a characteristic: much lip service, little practice. Much agitation, little reasoning. Much destruction, little construction. In Fengtai County, it was completely different; everyone worked personally and built personally. And one's own labor was seen turning into tangible revolutionary results. Overthrowing exploiters and the old system, the people could see a glorious future under the new system.

Heidao Ren was not that kind of idiot with excess enthusiasm but insufficient IQ either; Chen Ke never fooled everyone. He was very clear about the war and various dangers the revolutionary base area would encounter next. War meant death, blockade, and various unpredictable dangers. Heidao Ren not only didn't feel he should escape danger, but he firmly believed that at this time, countless revolutionary youths with courage and perseverance were needed to shed their heads and blood to carry the revolution through to the end. Only if the Chinese people's revolution could achieve victory would the Japanese revolutionary youths who participated in the Chinese revolution have the opportunity to fight back to Japan and liberate Japan from the dark old system.

Chen Ke approved Heidao Ren's request. Japanese revolutionary youths were honest and willing to work, especially able to stick to those most inconspicuous posts. Although this was a positive manifestation of the "backward hierarchy" in Japanese culture, the Chinese cultural characteristic of "all walks of life are low, only reading books is high" made it not easy to produce this "screw spirit." It was inappropriate to want to completely change this cultural attitude in the short term; with the joining of Japanese revolutionary comrades, it would be easy to set up models. For example, Comrade Meichuan Shangyi [Umekawa Kamiyoshi], who stuck to the pig-raising cause, was a model recently publicized. Comrade Meichuan didn't die in the line of duty, so Chen Ke couldn't write an article "In Memory of Comrade Meichuan," so he had to modify Grandpa Mao's article commemorating Comrade Bethune and issue it as a commendation. The effect was quite good.

Besides these three teams, the fourth team was the most special. They had the largest number, reaching as many as twenty people. And their destinations were also the most uncertain. This was the revolutionary propaganda team dispatched by Chen Ke. These comrades were mostly southerners; their destinations were Fujian, Guangdong, Guangxi, and even Nanyang [Southeast Asia]. Chen Ke had read Lin Juemin's *Letter to My Wife*; that heartfelt love for China and hatred for the unequal social status quo. Chen Ke was very disdainful of the figures of the Tongmenghui and was completely unfamiliar with the names of those famous people. He had no intention of winning over Huang Xing and others either. But among the 72 Martyrs of Huanghuagang, he could actually remember the names and deeds of more than a dozen people, such as Lin Juemin, Yu Peilun, Fang Shengdong, Pang Xiong, Lin Yinmin, Li Deshan, Chen Yushen, etc.

Chen Ke didn't want these Chinese elites to lose their lives in vain for such a scum organization as the Tongmenghui. Since they had the determination not to fear death, why not devote their limited lives to a more meaningful people's revolution? For this reason, Chen Ke specifically sent comrades who had defected to the Fengtai County revolution to lobby these comrades. These revolutionary youths all ran to follow Chen Ke on their own initiative after reading Chen Ke's book. Chen Ke's instructions to these people were simple: no matter what means used, even kidnapping was fine. Some people must be brought to Anhui. The current purpose was not to let these people join the revolution, but to let these people come to the base area for a field visit. Chen Ke firmly believed that after seeing the true people's revolution, these revolutionary youths would choose to join the ranks of the people's revolution without hesitation.

regarding Chen Ke's self-confidence, these young followers also had the same confidence. Not only were the Japanese comrades dumbfounded and sincerely admiring the revolutionary situation in Fengtai County, but the Chinese revolutionary youths also saw an unheard-of new world. The wanton exploitation by landlords was not news in China at all; everyone saw it a lot daily. Revolutionary youths full of beautiful ideals also had instinctive opposition to these. In *Letter to My Wife*, Lin Juemin wrote with touching deep emotion: "I sincerely wish to grow old and die with you, but judging from today's situation, one can die from natural disasters, one can die from thieves, one can die on the day of partition [of the country], one can die from treacherous officials and corrupt clerks abusing the people. We live in today's China; there is no place and no time in the country where one cannot die. At that time, if I watch you die helplessly, or let you watch me die helplessly, can I do that?"

Youths who could realize to this extent would not oppose the people's revolution to overthrow the old land system no matter what. For this reason, Chen Ke specifically wrote two manuscripts. One was plagiarized from Grandpa Mao's manuscript *Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society*. One was plagiarized from Mr. Lu Xun's *A Madman's Diary*. Chen Ke hoped to use these two things to move those knowledgeable and cultured revolutionary youths.

Since he hadn't seen those revolutionary youths Chen Ke expected yet, it was hard to say how the final lobbying effect would be. But after the youths of the revolutionary propaganda team read these two things, every one of them almost worshipped Chen Ke prostrate on the ground.

In the eyes of these youths, that "madman" shaped in *A Madman's Diary*, who recognized the true face of the world but was treated as mentally ill and as having a "persecution complex," was their own true image.

"Pitch black, don't know if it's day or night. The Zhao family's dog has started barking again. The fierceness of a lion, the timidity of a rabbit, the cunning of a fox...", isn't this exactly the status quo of China? Isn't this exactly the true face of those oppressors running rampant in China?

At the end of the article, these revolutionary youths saw those heart-rending words: "Children who haven't eaten people, perhaps there are still some? Save the children..." Quite a few people already had tears filling their eyes and even burst into loud crying.

The fleet sailed until the fourth day, and the troops began to split up. Except for the main force of the fleet heading to Hanyang which turned south, everyone else continued east. Among this group of people, Wang Qinian and his uncle Wang Yuelong had the farthest destination; they were going to Nanyang. Wang Yuelong supported the revolution; he was a Chinese merchant in Nanyang who made a lot of money by selling the People's Party's "914" special medicine. That Chinese people could also develop new Western medicine surprised Wang Yuelong very much. Last year he specially ran to Shanghai to visit the developer of the special medicine to see if this person had any new drugs that could be sold in Nanyang.

Selling Western medicine produced by Chinese people themselves not only allowed Wang Yuelong to earn large profits but also made Wang Yuelong feel a kind of true pride. Learning that the developer Chen Ke was a revolutionary party member and was engaging in revolutionary work in other places, Wang Yuelong didn't feel afraid at all. On the contrary, he asked his nephew Wang Qinian to take him to see this wizard who combined "revolutionary and scientist" in one body.

The disaster relief miracle in Fengtai County had shocked Wang Yuelong; the super strong organizational ability of the People's Party made Wang Yuelong feel this trip was absolutely worth it. The meeting with Chen Ke made Wang Yuelong feel he finally met the leader he dreamed of. "Chinese merchants in Nanyang—the Manchu Qing regards everyone as traitors, and the foreign barbarians in Nanyang regard everyone as lambs. Without the protection of the motherland, they can be slaughtered at will. If not for the locals being lazy and stupid, unusable, the foreign barbarians would have laid murderous hands on everyone long ago."

If Chen Ke only expounded the simple specific situation of Nanyang overseas Chinese, this cognition would be just general consensus. Wang Yuelong was a merchant; he could barely understand some simple concepts of *Capital*. After Chen Ke narrated his understanding of commerce, Wang Yuelong was completely convinced.

As for the future of the people's revolution, Chen Ke described the economic model of the whole country as one game of chess under the new system. The "non-profit nature" of the new government, how powerful state-owned enterprises would bear the core of the country, and how private capital investment would exist, survive, and develop. In this regard, Chen Ke didn't even need to promise any dominant position of merchants in the country. Chen Ke just told Wang Yuelong that New China would recognize the results of individual efforts and would equally protect the lives and property of Chinese citizens.

Different from the Manchu Qing which had to allow foreign goods to enter China, different from radical revolutionaries who hoped to drive foreigners out of China completely, and different from Chinese landlords and gentry who hoped to drive away foreign goods completely due to the impact of industrialization. Chen Ke did not oppose foreign trade. He analyzed how China should build its own industrial system and how to trade with foreigners. What shocked Wang Yuelong was that in Chen Ke's framework of China's future economic situation, China would establish close trade relations with Nanyang. regarding the resources abundant in Nanyang, which ones China needed, and which ones China could sell to Nanyang. What were the key points of this trade, how Chinese goods should conquer Nanyang, and how China should protect the interests of Chinese merchants in Nanyang. Chen Ke explained everything clearly.

No matter how stupid Wang Yuelong was, he could hear that in Chen Ke's future China framework, Nanyang was not excluded. Without waiting for Chen Ke to speak more clearly, Wang Yuelong immediately expressed willingness to cooperate with Chen Ke. Chen Ke's style surprised Wang Yuelong even more. It wasn't that no revolutionaries wanted to cooperate with Nanyang overseas Chinese; for example, the Tongmenghui attached great importance to Nanyang merchants, especially the money of Nanyang merchants.

Chen Ke explicitly didn't want donations from Nanyang overseas Chinese; he just hoped to conduct foreign trade with the help of Nanyang merchants. The base area would definitely encounter various blockades in the future; Nanyang merchants could provide effective sales and purchasing channels. Chen Ke hoped Wang Yuelong could help the base area in this regard. He even indicated that the commodities of the base area would allow merchants providing channels to earn a certain profit. Although this profit wouldn't be too high, the base area would absolutely not let allies supporting the revolution take risks while giving in vain.

At this point, there was nothing more to say. Wang Yuelong began to suspect whether Chen Ke was a big swindler he had never seen before. For a person to be open and aboveboard to such a degree, and to be able to consider others' difficulties to this degree—he was either greatly loyal and brave or greatly treacherous and evil. "Since ancient times, heroes have no kind variety [heroes are rarely benevolent/kind sorts]." Even if Chen Ke was a greatly loyal and brave person, it meant Chen Ke was by no means a person who could be dealt with easily.

But Wang Yuelong didn't care. Today, when there was basically no force truly supporting Nanyang overseas Chinese, overseas Chinese extremely hoped to have an object to rely on. Even people like the Tongmenghui were objects of their investment. Although the People's Party led by Chen Ke was only an organization far away in inland China, at least they already controlled a considerable piece of territory. They had tens of thousands of troops in hand and a fleet composed of hundreds of large ships. There were also hundreds of thousands of common people under their rule. Compared with other revolutionary parties that were all talk now, the Fengtai County Revolutionary Government was already a tangible political entity. Without Wang Yuelong starting, Chen Ke analyzed the obstacles to cooperation between the two sides in detail himself. And proposed several methods to establish communication lines. These methods all required the Fengtai County Revolutionary Government to be able to conquer more territory before they could be realized.

Chen Ke repeatedly told Wang Yuelong that what the base area needed most was not money, but the exchange of materials and equipment through trade. The People's Party was not a revolutionary regime that swindled money. The revolutionary government wanted to establish effective cooperation in trade with Nanyang overseas Chinese. Wang Yuelong patted his chest and guaranteed that he would definitely take this program back to Nanyang without error, and discuss with patriotic overseas Chinese there methods on how to conduct trade effectively.

Watching the People's Party Water Detachment's stretching fleet disappear into the distance in good order, Wang Yuelong suddenly felt whether he had dreamed a strange dream. Did he really have a free talk with a strange man named Chen Ke? Did they really reach a fair, just, and even highly operational cooperation intention? Thinking of this, Wang Yuelong touched his pocket. A not-too-thick paper was there. That was a cooperation intention outline written after discussion between Chen Ke and Wang Yuelong. All this should be real.

"Qinian, aren't you going back to Nanyang with me?" Wang Yuelong asked.

Wang Qinian sighed slightly. "My job is to mobilize a batch of medical school students to come to work in the base area and build a medical school in the base area. I really have no way to accompany Uncle back to Nanyang." The difficulty and intensity of this work were not ordinarily high. Chen Ke's orders were actually many. Wang Qinian knew that Chen Ke not only mobilized manpower from the Shanghai Renxin Medical College but also sent people to look for Japanese students studying medicine. He heard Chen Ke even planned to select some students loyal to the People's Party with excellent academic performance to go to overseas medical schools for further study after the medical school in the base area was completed.

Only after visiting the base area in person did Wang Qinian know how many doctors the base area needed. Chen Ke had proposed establishing a health and epidemic prevention system in the base area and setting about vaccinating the broad masses against various diseases. Targeting this grand-scale plan, Wang Qinian raised his own question. "Not to mention the money for manufacturing vaccines, how much money is needed to vaccinate hundreds of thousands of people with these epidemic prevention vaccines? Can this money be earned back?"

Chen Ke's answer left Wang Qinian speechless. "Comrade Wang Qinian, why do we People's Party want to promote the people's revolution and establish a socialist system? If looked at under other systems, any transaction is to earn maximized profit. So everyone's goods and services are to squeeze the people clean. But the socialist system is different. From the perspective of the socialist system, what this health and epidemic prevention needs to invest is the grain, clothes, and wages needed by medical workers. The state has no impulse to make money at all. Then the investment for this project is actually very, very low. Even if it is calculated as one thousand people, three jin of grain per person per day is ninety thousand jin of grain a month. Ten yuan wage per person is ten thousand yuan a month. Working for three months is two hundred and seventy thousand jin of grain and thirty thousand yuan. And if one person vaccinates ten people a day, in three months, they can vaccinate nine hundred thousand people. Do you think this investment is a lot? A county town with more than ten thousand people can support such a thousand people to provide better epidemic prevention services for nine hundred thousand people. Vaccination is often basically once for a lifetime immunity. Isn't this considered very cheap?"

This calculation method was really speechless. Wang Qinian finally believed that Chen Ke was a genuine revolutionary. At least a revolutionary who could propose an effective method.

Although he had criticism in his heart, at least Wang Qinian thought these one thousand people should perhaps earn more. After all, with the efforts of these people for three months, nine hundred thousand people received great benefits; even if one person took out ten wen [copper cash], it was deserved.

But looking at the sentence written on the banner with not-so-good handwriting in Chen Ke's office, "Serve the People Wholeheartedly." Under such an almost indisputable revolutionary stance, Wang Qinian couldn't say the words that money must be earned. Yes, if nine hundred thousand people each took out ten wen, that would be nine million wen. Calculating at one thousand wen exchanging for one tael of silver, that would be nine thousand taels of silver. Wang Qinian felt that if calculated according to the workload of working for three months estimated by Chen Ke, it was not an unreasonable figure for each worker to get nine taels of silver as a hard work fee from the common people.

It was just that Wang Qinian didn't dare to say it in the end.



★


New Beginning 7

Volume 3 - Chapter 102

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 102: New Beginning (7)

Yuezhangji was already the headquarters of the Insurance Corps troops. In the northwest corner, the defense was always heavily guarded. That was where the prison was located.

Zhang Youliang's family and the fort landlords captured from various places were locked up there. There was no torture, no interrogation or extorted confessions. The People's Party's attitude towards these captives was to ignore them. Two liang [100g] of rice per person per day, cleaning on time; apart from this, no one here was done anything to.

The landlords never knew that being in prison was such a drag. Since the forts were breached, these people were sent here to sit in prison. Two liang of coarse grain a day; couldn't starve to death, couldn't eat full. The slow state of hunger ruthlessly tortured everyone's soul. The landlords discussed escaping at first. Some people also tried to put the prison break action into practice while they still had some physical strength. However, hunger was far more powerful than these people thought. The Insurance Corps troops guarded heavily; to break through a wall with bare hands required physical strength far exceeding the calorie limit provided by two liang of coarse grain.

Everyone discussed紛紛 at first, what kind of organization this Insurance Corps that suddenly popped up was. Was it bandits or rebels? As the oldest qualification in the prison, Zhang Youliang's family became everyone's source of information. Learning that Zhang Youliang had been locked up for almost four months, everyone was frightened quite a bit. Being able to detain people for a long time at least proved one thing: this organization even had the spare capacity to set up such institutions as prisons.

However, the discussion didn't last too long. One of the effects of hunger is to effectively reduce blood supply to the brain; insufficient blood supply to the brain caused a decline in thinking ability. Moreover, the weather was getting colder day by day. To maintain body temperature, everyone was even less willing to speak, or even move.

Prison life could be said to be dragging on like years. These people soon lost the ability to judge the days, just lingering on in the prison like this.

Suddenly, the Insurance Corps began to pull prisoners out.

Zhang Youliang's family had been locked up the longest and starved the longest. Facing the interrogators, the Zhang family from top to bottom showed a kind of numb and sluggish condition.

The doors and windows of the interrogation room were not large. Although it was daytime, the room was still quite dim, and a lamp even had to be lit. Looking at it gave people a depressive atmosphere. The interrogator in blue clothes at the table was very young; he asked in a voice deliberately pretending to be very flat: "What is your name?"

Zhang Youliang sat numbly on a very special stool. This stool was cut from a whole round wooden stake, big at the bottom and small at the top. It was very uncomfortable to sit on. But Zhang Youliang acted as if he didn't feel it at all; entering the room when told, sitting down when told. When the interrogator asked questions, Zhang Youliang didn't say a word.

"What is your name?" the interrogator asked again. Zhang Youliang remained silent.

"Ask one more time, what is your name?" The young interrogator was already a bit impatient. Just then, the person next to the interrogator put his hand on the interrogator's shoulder. "Comrade Little Zhang, don't worry."

The speaker was Lin Shenhe. The People's Party had issued a task to resolve the issue of blood debts owed by landlords to the people recently. Actually, using a little means to kill the landlords in prison was too easy. But one of the results of doing so was that there was simply no way to mobilize the masses. The purpose of temporarily detaining landlords was mainly to prevent landlords from running to report to the officials. Before the People's Party chose war, the People's Party must avoid sudden military conflicts. By now, the People's Party was ready for war, and the work of liquidating landlords' blood debts could finally be formally carried out.

The person responsible for the interrogation was Zhang Zijie. As the temporary head of the Procuratorate, Lin Shenhe also had to participate in the interrogation. Zhang Zijie was a native of Yuezhangji; from the beginning when the Insurance Corps recruited people, he ran to join the army. Now being able to be responsible for interrogating the former big landlord of Yuezhangji, although he forced a serious face, his heart was extremely excited. Unexpectedly, Zhang Youliang opposite him had no reaction like a wood carving or stone sculpture, not answering after several questions. Zhang Zijie lost his cool instead.

After being reminded by Lin Shenhe, Zhang Zijie knew he had lost his composure a bit. He quickly steadied his mind before continuing to ask: "I ask one last time, what is your name."

Zhang Youliang still didn't make a sound.

"Hmph," Zhang Zijie sneered, "Zhang Youliang, weren't you also terribly arrogant on ordinary days? Why don't you dare to make a sound now when asked what your name is?"

Hearing this, Zhang Youliang's eyes, which had been numb all along, moved slightly.

"Then I continue to ask you, how did Zhang Gongliang die?"

This name did not completely touch Zhang Youliang; he remained silent. regarding this indifferent and resistant attitude, Zhang Zijie could no longer maintain his calm. He slammed the table fiercely. "I'm asking you! Do you think you can not speak by playing dead dog? You just say it straight, how exactly did Zhang Gongliang die?"

Zhang Youliang's eyes finally blinked. Because there was only two liang of coarse grain every day for these four months, Zhang Youliang was already skinny as a stick. His Adam's apple moved up and down, and a dry voice came out slowly: "I knew long ago you wanted to kill me. Kill if you want to kill; what excuse are you looking for? Do you still want to say you are enforcing justice on behalf of Heaven?"

"Zhang Youliang, if we wanted to kill you, we could have killed you early on. But our People's Party doesn't love killing people. You are just a country landlord; saying a few crazy words is nothing big. Now there are common people who want our People's Party to uphold justice. Who killed Zhang Gongliang? How did he die?"

Zhang Youliang's answer was very simple. "He refused to pay rent last year. I had someone beat him dozens of times with a stick. He died."

Zhang Zijie completely didn't expect Zhang Youliang to say it so readily; he was quite surprised. After recording Zhang Youliang's confession, Zhang Zijie continued to ask: "Who did you ask to do it?"

"Hmph, I asked people to drag Zhang Gongliang out and beat him in public at that time. As for who exactly did it, you can ask others. I don't know." Zhang Youliang still spoke slowly. After speaking, he suddenly smiled. "Zhang Zijie, you kid are lucky. You stole half a bag of grain from my house at the beginning of the year. I sent people to catch you then, but didn't expect you had already run away. Later you actually went to defect to the Insurance Corps. If not for this, Zhang Gongliang would be your end. You would definitely have been beaten to death alive too."

Lin Shenhe completely didn't expect Zhang Youliang to speak of this past event. Although his face didn't change color, he felt a sudden realization in his heart. These days Lin Shenhe was relatively close to He Zudao. Establishing the Procuratorate needed manpower, and Chen Ke said to liquidate the blood debts owed by landlords to the common people. Lin Shenhe proposed to He Zudao, hoping He Zudao would support some politically strong comrades. He Zudao recommended Zhang Zijie; the recommendation was "daring to struggle." Looking at it now, the struggle between Zhang Zijie and the landlord was quite profound. If Zhang Zijie hadn't defected to the People's Party, it would be another murder case now.

Facing Zhang Youliang accusing him of theft, Zhang Zijie didn't mean to be overwhelmed at all. On the contrary, Zhang Zijie laughed loudly. "Zhang Youliang, you took away my family's tenancy rights, so I took back half a bag of grain from you. Relying on this half bag of grain, my family managed to hold on until the People's Party arrived in Fengtai County. You owe everyone so many lives; now is the time for you to pay them back to everyone. I also want to tell you one thing: the People's Party is about to distribute land soon. As long as they are ordinary common people, everyone can be distributed land. And this land, you can never take it away again. This land will forever belong to the common people. The good days for you man-eating tycoons and gentry are completely over."

If Zhang Youliang could still maintain calm at the beginning, after hearing this, his breathing immediately became rapid, and the indifference in his eyes as if he had seen through everything disappeared completely. Zhang Youliang's chest heaved fiercely, as if preparing to rush up and tear Zhang Zijie opposite him to pieces. Zhang Zijie looked at Zhang Youliang with composure. The four legs of the interrogation room table were buried in the cement; it couldn't be overturned at all. Zhang Youliang's excited performance satisfied Zhang Zijie very much. The desperate performance of this Zhang Youliang, who used to be majestic and could arbitrarily decide the life and death of Yuezhangji residents, was like drinking a bowl of hot wine in winter; every pore was comfortable. The wonderful pleasure of revenge made Zhang Zijie unable to help laughing out loud.

"I'll kill you!" Zhang Youliang suddenly grabbed that oddly shaped "stool," preparing to pick it up and smash it at Zhang Zijie opposite. But the odd shape of this stool suddenly played a role. The cylindrical exterior made of a whole log was quite smooth; there was simply no place to grip. Zhang Youliang bent down wanting to hug this "stool" up, but found another difficulty: this "stool" was big at the bottom and small at the top, heavy at the bottom and light at the top. Sitting on it was very stable, but wanting to hug it up made one lose balance completely. Plus his physical strength was very limited, Zhang Youliang's efforts to find a weapon all failed. Hearing the sound, the guard at the door had already rushed in. Seeing Zhang Youliang hugging the "stool" and swaying like pulling a radish, the guard came up and kicked Zhang Youliang down along with the stool, then tied Zhang Youliang up firmly.

Lin Shenhe couldn't help grinning. This kind of stool was a style provided by Chen Ke. Including the construction method of the interrogation room, it was also provided by Chen Ke. Tables buried in the cement floor were for the convenience of handcuffing prisoners to the table if needed. Some people thought there was no need to give prisoners stools to sit on; Chen Ke's answer was "making prisoners stand is very inhumane." Lin Shenhe had sat on that stool; the stool surface was not big and it was quite uncomfortable to sit on. But unexpectedly, when the prisoner prepared to use the stool as a weapon, it was actually completely unusable. Chen Ke had no experience as a policeman; this could be judged from conversations with Chen Ke. However, completely unexpectedly, besides being able to provide various theoretical supports, Chen Ke could actually come up with so many ingenious ideas on such designs of a "dark nature." Thinking about it was really quite scary.

Zhang Youliang had fallen into a state of madness, struggling and cursing at the same time. Zhang Zijie said to the guard: "Take him down first; bring Zhang Youliang's son up."

The evidence collection work was much easier than imagined. Zhang Youliang's crimes were not committed secretly at all; for landlords with such forts, their arrogance even exceeded Chen Ke's imagination. The benchmark for this trial was the murder cases committed by landlords against the people within three years. Comrades didn't quite understand this specific requirement at first; Chen Ke had to state his considerations.

Before speaking, Chen Ke asked Chen Tianhua to introduce in detail the impact of the breeding farm in Xingtai, Hebei on the small peasant economy. Everyone listened with relish. Just a village-run breeding farm could create such a huge influence in a county or even farther areas, even very likely forcing many families to be broken and destroyed. The weirdness of the economy also made the comrades shudder.

After Chen Tianhua finished speaking, Chen Ke was satisfied with the shock of the comrades. He said: "This is the trading system. The characteristic of the small peasant economy is to avoid trading as much as possible. Because the means of production are distributed in the hands of countless small producers, everyone's choice is the same: first farm and eat full. Very few surplus materials are traded. The scale of trading using those surplus products is small, but this little money happens to very likely determine the fate of a family. You need money to see a doctor; you might need money to buy cloth. As for going to school, you need money even more. And these trades, in front of mass-production competitors, simply cannot compete. The commodities farmers use for trading cannot be sold; they spent effort in vain to produce these products, and finally couldn't exchange for money. If not for the peasant association organized by Comrade Chen Tianhua, I'm afraid many families of these common people would have had big problems."

Looking at the discussing People's Party comrades, Chen Ke said: "Comrades, why do we want to overthrow the old system and establish a new system? Because industrialized production needs a matching system, and this system is very complex. The Chinese people are great people; everyone knows they can't trust things they haven't seen. So we ourselves must understand this system first, and then build the framework of this system first. Only when the people enjoy the benefits of this system can they gradually believe in us. Everyone continue to work hard."

The persuasive effect of this speech was excellent. Although many comrades had things they wanted to say, to let them thoroughly understand the effect of mass production on the small peasant economy, everyone had more things to figure out. So everyone simply stopped saying much and focused the problem back on the initial question: why focus on investigating murder cases within three years.

"Within these three years, there were signs of large-scale foreign goods entering Fengtai County. Many landlords in Anhui had their own businesses. Landlords couldn't cope with the challenge of foreign goods, and some foreign goods were also very important to landlords; landlords also needed more money to trade. On one hand was the bankruptcy of landlord workshops; on the other hand, landlords needed more money. Apart from squeezing more grain from farmers to exchange for more money, landlords had no other way. Moreover, there are many forts in Anhui; the degree of arrogance of these big landlords can be imagined. The landlords had the most murder cases in these three years. Moreover, many of us are not locals; we have little information about many cases from three years ago. I'm not saying cases from three years ago shouldn't be investigated, but investigating cases from three years ago might not be as clear in facts as these cases within three years. Since we want to handle cases, we must handle them with clear facts. We cannot handle cases just to pursue results."

And the final result was truly surprising. Within three years, Zhang Youliang's family alone committed more than a dozen murder cases in Yuezhangji. Several other landlords also had murder cases in their hands. As for cases of seizing fields and seizing tenancy rights, there were hundreds. This was just cases near Fengtai County. For the surrounding forts conquered by the base area, the owner of every fort had murder cases on their hands. If this was considered the category of class struggle and easy to define, gangs were prevalent in the Huai River North area; armed fight cases triggered by various civil contradictions caused hundreds of deaths. These armed fight cases involved more people; even some soldiers in the troops were involved in these things.

"Grasp the principal contradiction first now. The contradiction between landlords and the people is the principal contradiction. Focus on handling these cases first; freeze the others temporarily." Chen Ke issued instructions.

Xu Dian didn't object this time. These murder cases were all cases before the base area was established. Those involving class struggle could be said to have people's demands, but for civil dispute cases, the People's Party hadn't appeared at that time, and legally they were not qualified to manage so much.

"Comrade Xu Dian, I asked you last time to arrange the trial of those who stole from the farmland. When publicly trying landlords this time, this group of people should also be 'accompanied binding' [displayed as warning]. After trying the landlords, try them publicly too. This group of people has been arrested and subjected to forced labor for so long; the time of this stage should also be counted as prison term."

Xu Dian didn't object. He asked: "Chairman Chen, when will this public trial be held?"

"As soon as the iron-transporting fleet returns, hold it immediately."

"Yes!" Xu Dian's eyes were full of enthusiasm. This was his first time practicing the duties of a judge; his excitement could be imagined. "I will go back now to confirm the legal provisions more. Prepare more perfectly before the fleet returns."

Under Yan Fu's command, the fleet finally arrived at Hanyang. There were many more checkpoints along the way. If not for the fleet having the Anhui New Army flag and the escort of some New Army comrades who had volunteered to join the People's Party, they would definitely have been extorted miserably. Even so, the fleet gave quite a few benefit fees to the checkpoints along the way. During the Anhui flood, the government not only didn't provide relief but increased the intensity of exploitation. regarding such a status quo, the Water Detachment was filled with righteous indignation from top to bottom.

Water Detachment Political Commissar Li Zhao specially held a mobilization meeting. This mobilization meeting impressed Yan Fu deeply.

"Comrades, I know everyone hates these checkpoints to the bone. Because the money everyone gives them is money earned hard by our Party, money earned by the common people of the base area breaking their backs. Those corrupt officials do nothing but sit there and collect money for nothing. Should everyone be angry at this bunch of bastards? Everyone should be angry! Because we are all People's Party members, all People's Party soldiers. We want to save the people and completely eliminate these corrupt officials!"

Yan Fu listened and watched quietly. The People's Party comrades were all very young; the oldest was less than forty. Listening to Li Zhao's mobilization, everyone had anger on their faces. Even Zhang Yu, who usually didn't like to show expression, had a face gloomy like water.

"Of course, in the eyes of this bunch of people, after the flood, these people's lives are miserable. The daily extortion has no source; except for collecting money on the river channel, they have no other livelihood. Comrades, this bunch of people never thought that facing disaster, as long as we unite, as long as we sincerely want to save the common people, there is nothing we can't do. Didn't we do it in Fengtai County? Moreover, Fengtai County had the worst flood; we have so many rivers and lakes here. As the saying goes, people go to high places, water flows to low places. Water from everywhere came to us. But were we afraid? I have to say, I was afraid at that time, but seeing so many fellow villagers about to die in this flood, saving people was too urgent; I didn't have time to be afraid of this or that either."

The comrades of the Water Detachment were all old comrades; many had experience saving people. Everyone nodded one after another.

"Hanyang is a big place with many fun things and rare gadgets. Everyone coming to this place wants to see the world and see rare things. I can understand everyone's mood, but I want to say now, we came to Hanyang this time to transport precious iron back to our Fengtai County. We came to work, not to play. No matter how good or prosperous Hanyang is, it is not the focus of our visit this time. I require everyone not to get off the boat during the period in Hanyang. Big places have various bad people. For such a big fleet of ours, there are plenty of people who want to target us. Once off the boat, someone will try every way to have bad intentions towards us. Even if we can settle these things, it will delay the itinerary. Comrades, after this flood, everyone's family needs farm tools. Transporting this iron back to the base area, our families will have farm tools to cultivate next year. And this winter, we have to do so much farm work on water conservancy; everyone is eagerly waiting for us to transport the iron back. If because we ourselves are playful and delay these important works, do you think it's appropriate?"

"Don't worry, Commissar. We will definitely listen to command. We absolutely won't cause trouble."

"It's not afraid of you causing trouble. I now require everyone that during the period in Hanyang, without orders, absolutely no one is allowed to get off the boat. We came here for work. I guarantee everyone, when we liberate Anhui and liberate Hubei, I will request our party organization comrades to come to Hanyang specifically to play. But, this time, I require everyone absolutely not to get off the boat. The captain of each ship must manage his own ship and his own crew well. We didn't come out to play for ourselves; we came here for our families, for the revolution."

"Commissar, we will definitely obey orders and listen to command."

"If we aren't allowed off the boat, we won't get off the boat."

The soldiers all expressed their attitude.

Yan Fu looked at the soldiers' demeanor; that was definitely not a perfunctory look, but a simple look of complete understanding. The navy stresses discipline most. Soldiers floating on the water all day naturally want to relax when they arrive at the port. The Beiyang Navy even caused human lives in the Japanese flower streets [red-light districts]. Many of these people were soldiers who joined not long ago, yet in discipline, they could already compare with or even exceed the Beiyang Navy. Yan Fu was very satisfied with this.

Zhang Zhidong was very polite to Yan Fu. There was so much scrap iron in Hanyang Iron and Steel Works; the price was naturally negotiable. Of course, Yan Fu being willing to pay with real gold and silver was another reason. The People's Party brought a lot of 914 this time, which sold for a very good price. With the concessions in Wuhan booming day by day, the problem of venereal diseases was very serious. Giving enough money, plus effective bribery, the total amount of steel bought finally reached as much as 20,000 tons.

As a Confucian scholar, to show respect for Yan Fu, a true famous scholar, Zhang Zhidong even came personally when Yan Fu was preparing to load the ships and leave, and sent two officials to pilot the way for Yan Fu, so that Yan Fu wouldn't encounter excessive difficulties in Hubei. And Yan Fu also knew the news that Zhang Zhidong was about to go to Beijing soon.

"Jidao, where did you get such a group of cargo transporters?" Zhang Zhidong originally thought that transporting these 20,000 tons of steel wouldn't be too fast no matter what. Unexpectedly, the people on the ship had a reasonable division of labor and orderly organization. And everyone worked like their lives depended on it. Completely different from those numb dock workers tortured by heavy work. Although Hanyang Iron and Steel Works was responsible for transporting the steel to the riverside, he didn't expect more than three hundred people to work together like crazy. In more than two hours, all the steel was transported onto the ships.

"Lord Zhang, these people were also met by chance. I originally didn't expect to meet such a group of people." Yan Fu laughed.

Originally Zhang Zhidong wanted to invite Yan Fu to have a meal together. Seeing such a scene, and seeing Yan Fu's face full of urgency to get on the boat quickly, Zhang Zhidong laughed, "Jidao, seeing you so anxious, I won't keep you much longer."

Yan Fu was not polite either; he bid farewell to Zhang Zhidong directly.

Watching the fleet sail into the Yangtze River channel, Zhang Zhidong was very puzzled. Who exactly was Yan Fu helping with all his might?

Nine days later, the news that Yan Fu's fleet entered the range controlled by the base area finally arrived at Chen Ke's place, who had been waiting for a long time. Chen Ke immediately convened the Party Committee meeting. At the meeting, it was formally decided that the next step of work begins.
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Chapter 103: New Beginning (8)

"Distributing houses!" "Starting to draw numbers!" "Everyone line up!" Grassroots cadres holding big megaphones stood on high places, shouting loudly to the crowd.

Hearing this, the common people immediately scrambled to rush towards the house selection table. "Whoever snatches again will be dragged to the end to pick a house!" A roar came from the big megaphone. Not only verbal threats, but the guard team responsible for maintaining order also forcibly pushed everyone into a long line.

The guard team members were also locals; those unwilling to queue ran over to find people they knew. They said with smiling faces: "Arrange us a bit forward." The guard team couldn't lose their temper with their friends and relatives, so they said pleasantly: "We have tried many times these days; everyone can only draw once. You can't see that number either. Drawing early doesn't necessarily mean ranking in the front."

This house selection was really a major event. In order to avoid the malady of weak organization in such large-scale activities in the past, all common people participated in drills regarding drawing numbers. The purpose of the drill was clear: to tell everyone that everyone would have a house, and drawing a number to select a house was luck. Being in front of the line didn't necessarily mean drawing a number in the front. However, human habitual thinking is like this; although reason and practice told everyone the unreliability of random probability, emotionally they always felt that when there were more choices, the probability of being in the front was greater.

In actual drills, some people drew front numbers, and some drew back numbers. Those who drew front numbers hoped this time was the formal selection and were even unwilling to hand the numbers back. Lu Huitian, who was responsible for house distribution affairs, could understand this mentality, but also found it very funny.

After all, they had lived collectively for more than half a year, and the masses' habit of observing order was basically formed. Lu Huitian remembered Chen Ke's speech at the mobilization meeting: "Everyone should see how enthusiastic the people are about house distribution. The more enthusiastic the people are, the more it shows that the people believe in us. It shows that our work is more successful."

The situation on the scene was indeed as Chen Ke said; although there was nervousness, expectation, and worry, the common people all hoped to be more in front. The purpose of wanting to get the house selection number earlier was not necessarily all thinking they could get a more front number. Getting it earlier meant they could go to select a house earlier, and their hearts could settle down earlier.

After the order stabilized, the number drawing finally began. The first number drawn was 8143. The one who drew the number was a middle-aged man; Lu Huitian felt he had seen him, but couldn't call out this person's name. The staff member shouted with a megaphone: "Number eight thousand one hundred and forty-three! Number eight thousand one hundred and forty-three! Hu Youxiang ranks eight thousand one hundred and forty-third to select a house." The middle-aged man's face immediately fell. A burst of laughter erupted from the crowd; it wasn't clear if it was envy or schadenfreude. Mixed in the laughter was the sound of a woman wailing. This number was really too far back. There were a total of 12,000 houses; Hu Youxiang was selecting a house towards the end.

Looking at the big box in front of him sheepishly, Hu Youxiang really wanted to draw another number from inside to compare with this one of his. He looked up again at the guard team eyeing him covetously next to him; if he drew again recklessly, he would definitely be slapped to the very end. In the number drawing drills these days, discipline was repeatedly declared. The guard team didn't give Hu Youxiang a chance either; everyone pushed and pulled Hu Youxiang to the notary office.

The notary office was composed of six people, all representatives of the common people who supported the People's Party. Their background must be clean. Innocent meant that besides not being property owners above middle peasants, they could not have had bad records; those who stole or fought were all rejected. They could not come from clan families in various villages. Anyone who could represent the power holders of the old era was rejected. People's representatives shouldn't be unable to represent the "more general" people.

These representatives of the common people had mastered Arabic numerals and basic arithmetic knowledge in literacy training. They verified the number, which was the same as the number stated by the announcer. Then this number and name were registered, and the number was pasted on a huge board according to the list.

Next, number "4511" was drawn by the second person. The team finally began to move forward slowly.

Those who drew front numbers would receive a burst of envious exclamations, while those who drew back numbers would trigger good-natured laughter. Especially when number 1 and number 12,000 were drawn, it was a huge stimulation. The roar of the common people drowned out the sound of calling numbers.

House selection was carried out overnight. After the first 100 numbers were picked out, this group of people was immediately organized to select houses. The common people actually had their own ideas in their hearts long ago; those arranged to select houses went straight to the houses in their minds. The impatient ones even moved the bed boards of their straw bunks with their whole families and moved in immediately.

The number of people eligible to move into houses in the entire Fengtai County was finally determined to be 67,000. Among them, 12,000 people needed to live in collective dormitories because they joined the civil servant team and the troops. So finally 55,000 people could move into new houses. Everyone hadn't had their own houses for a long time. Because the number of houses was limited after all, a family could only live in one room. The People's Party guaranteed that they would build houses non-stop in the near future. Within four months, every family would have their own house.

Everyone hadn't lived together as a whole family for a long time; needless to mention this excitement. Every family reunited, and soon they found that there were not many daily necessities in the new home now. A few simple broken beds, thin quilts; everyone didn't even have a kitchen. Even so, everyone didn't feel discouraged. The new-style red brick houses were also quite different from traditional Anhui houses. But no one was disappointed. Because many common people were living in real brick houses for the first time. Compared with low adobe houses, red brick houses were big and bright. Especially the glass on the windows; that was really a rare thing. Transparent glass windows were much stronger than window paper. Adults and children gathered in front of and behind the glass to look; such transparent stuff had never entered ordinary common people's families on such a large scale. The common people looked at the glass with surprised and even worshipful eyes. Quite a few people even thought about how much money they would make if they dismantled the glass and sold it to others.

The base area could not produce high-transparency glass for the time being; the glass provided now was relatively turbid, which also saved curtains. But on the same day, there were incidents of glass being smashed. So the common people learned a new term "Supply and Marketing Cooperative Property Management Company." The Property Management Company was responsible for the installation and replacement of items such as glass. The common people who applied to the Property Management Company for glass replacement trembling with fear received two pieces of news. The good news was "glass can be replaced for free once a year"; the bad news was "replacement more than once requires money. Changing glass once requires paying half a jin of wheat."

Breaking glass was just a matter of husband and wife quarreling or beating a child in the family. A more important matter was placed in front of the common people: land distribution was about to begin.

The charter for land distribution was very simple: every common person, regardless of gender, could be distributed three mu of land, and the Land Certificate bore the individual's name. Regardless of marriage, funeral, or marriage, this land belonged to the individual, not the family. Land was not allowed to be bought or sold within three years. After three years, land could be bought and sold with the government.

This policy, which should have caused a monstrous wave, actually had no one strongly opposing it. Women naturally didn't oppose; most women received property under their own names for the first time. Men didn't strongly oppose either; the wife married in would bring land, what a good thing this was. Everyone basically had sons and daughters; marrying in brought land, and although marrying out also meant accompanying land as dowry, it could be balanced through betrothal gifts and the like. Instead, they didn't suffer a loss.

Moreover, the common people actually lacked confidence in how long this new policy could last. The armed force of the Insurance Corps was the most powerful existence in Fengtai County now; everyone knew opposing was useless. Anyway, these lands were all good lands that everyone participated in constructing with their own hands; the difference was limited. It had only been a few days since the disaster year passed; everyone's memory of the miserable days was fresh. Now no matter how the land was distributed, it was so much better than before. The land hadn't been distributed yet; who would be willing to look for that trouble for no reason?

Haggling over every ounce is for one's own things. Now that the land hadn't arrived in hand yet, and the common people didn't have much confidence in how long this system could be maintained, opposing the People's Party and the Insurance Corps at huge risk seemed overly foolish.

Before land distribution, the Public Trial Rally was officially convened.

Since the fort was breached by the Insurance Corps, Zhang Youliang had made up his mind to die. But when he was really pushed onto the stage of the Public Trial Rally and saw tens of thousands of common people gathering around the stage, Zhang Youliang truly understood one thing: he was finished.

Zhang Youliang hadn't studied the revolutionary program of the People's Party; what he had was experience killed out with real swords and spears. For oppressors, their power and influence, to put it bluntly, had always been power facing a minority of the people. Without being able to fully organize, the people were always powerless facing landlords and bullies like Zhang Youliang. History has recorded countless times that tens of thousands of common people were always at a disadvantage facing a minority of elites.

Zhang Youliang's military history was a war between well-trained and untrained. Li Hongzhang's Huai Army troops grew up continuously in battle. From being more undisciplined than the Taiping Army elite at the beginning, to gradually having discipline. After bloody battles one after another, especially after accepting the reorganization and training of foreigners, the Huai Army became more and more regularized and disciplined.

Zhang Youliang became rich and returned to his hometown. He bought, organized, and trained hundreds of elites. Plus the Zhang family clansmen, defeating thousands of common people's movements in the countryside could be said to be a piece of cake.

In the past, the common people's battles had neither common interests nor good organization. Individual bravery was meaningless facing well-organized oppressors. Two fists can't beat four hands; a good man can't withstand many people. But without organization and discipline, even when facing battle, the people habitually wanted to preserve their own lives first. The number of those daring to fight was actually less than the enemy. After these backbones died in battle, the remaining people's team scattered in an uproar. That was why Zhang Youliang could become a hegemon in Fengtai County so easily. Para-military non-governmental forces were simply not something civilian common people could resist.

So after seeing the more disciplined and more numerous People's Party troops, Zhang Youliang's feelings were deeper than anyone else's. Having fought east and west for so many years, Zhang Youliang's gaze scanned several important locations in the venue. He saw soldiers of the Insurance Corps, which had thoroughly destroyed Zhang Youliang's fort, at key points. Following Li Hongzhang to fight east and west, Zhang Youliang had also learned "formations." Formations were not the magical "Eight Trigrams Formation" in *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*. To put it bluntly, formations were a configuration method chosen to maximize the combat effectiveness of one's own troops. Facing various situations, the military formation could adopt corresponding methods to ensure the troops exerted sufficient combat effectiveness.

The Insurance Corps' Public Trial Rally this time could be said to be a simple military formation. There were guards holding the line at the four corners, and even simple watchtowers were erected. Teams of soldiers were used to command the subordinates to maintain order. The group guarding the public trial stage could be temporarily regarded as the central army. Just looking with a soldier's habit, Zhang Youliang knew he was dead for sure. For an armed force possessing such ability, the reason for bringing him on stage was just to kill him to establish prestige. Zhang Youliang didn't expect anyone to come to "raid the execution ground." If anyone were to raid the execution ground, they should have come long ago. It had been almost four months since Zhang Youliang was captured. The Insurance Corps not only had leisure to ignore people like him. That meant the Insurance Corps simply hadn't encountered any real challenge.

Since he was a soldier, Zhang Youliang naturally had some soldier's backbone. Hands tied behind his back, even tied up firmly, Zhang Youliang's waist was still straight. Things having reached this point, stretching the head was a slash, shrinking the head was also a slash. There was no reason to let those poor ghosts below the stage look down on him. As if he had done something wrong.

Being brought up with Zhang Youliang were several backbones of the Zhang family, and several other landlords with human lives on their hands. They were all guys who were arrogant and domineering in the countryside on ordinary days. Except for a few Zhang family children who listened to Zhang Youliang's order not to submit to the Insurance Corps absolutely—so although they saw so many people below the stage, they could barely stand straight—the other landlords were already scared into kneeling on the ground. In their whole lives, they had never seen so many people in the same place. Especially these people were the poor people they had bullied on ordinary days. Before being brought here, the Procuratorate team led by Lin Shenhe had already interrogated these landlords; these landlords all knew why they were brought here.

Originally, the landlords still held illusions; among those cooperating with the People's Party and Insurance Corps, there were quite a few landlords. It was nothing more than giving a bit more money to appease the families of the deceased, and then being extorted a large sum of money severely. Unexpectedly, the people interrogating them only asked them to confess their "crimes" and turned a blind eye to their requests to pay ransom and compensation.

When the landlords completely didn't know how this bunch of people would deal with them, they were pressed onto the Public Trial Rally. Although there were still illusions in their hearts, thinking these people just wanted to display them to the public. But just the scene below and the emotions among the masses made this bunch of people intuitively know that things were bad.

What gave their spirits the final blow were the people who dragged them up. Identifying carefully, they were actually all family members of the common people killed by them. Things having reached this point, the landlords already knew they were basically dead for sure.

Hu Xingzhi was the only landlord who came to watch this public trial. This time the People's Party started arresting landlords, but unexpectedly no blood debts of Hu Xingzhi's family were found. Hu Xingzhi was also a big landlord in Fengtai County. Zhang Youliang took the violent route, while Hu Xingzhi took the clan route. Clans were originally also objects to be hit heavily this time, but clan issues were more complex, and such straightforward class struggle methods couldn't be adopted. So Chen Ke specially entrusted Ren Qiying to invite Hu Xingzhi specifically to come and watch the Public Trial Rally.

Landlords were unwilling to come to watch, and Hu Xingzhi naturally was unwilling too. When Ren Qiying came to invite him in person, Hu Xingzhi was all smiles. "Miss Ren, you aren't arresting me, are you?"

Although the news of the People's Party capturing Shouzhou was blocked very tightly, after all, it had been more than a month, and some rumors also reached Hu Xingzhi here. Hu Xingzhi knew Chen Ke wanted to rebel; his judgment was that Shouzhou had already been taken by the People's Party. Now the People's Party was arresting landlords on a large scale; Hu Xingzhi thought Chen Ke was going to lay hands on the landlords. When encountering big events, Hu Xingzhi and Zhang Youliang were actually quite similar. He secretly let his sons slip away, while he himself waited at home for disaster to come to his door. As soon as Ren Qiying arrived, Hu Xingzhi simply asked straightforwardly.

Ren Qiying smiled slightly. "Uncle Hu, the two elder brothers left the base area. We were worried the road was unsafe, so we kept them temporarily. I came this time just to invite Uncle Hu to go see the trial of Zhang Youliang and those bullies. Uncle Hu, as an elder in the clan, your character and popularity have always been excellent. Usually mediating rural affairs, there are no blood debts either. It is absolutely impossible for us to have any bad intentions towards you, Uncle Hu."

Hearing his sons were arrested, Hu Xingzhi didn't get too excited either. Even Zhang Youliang could be arrested; Hu Xingzhi's family was even less of a problem. While inviting Ren Qiying to sit down, he asked: "Mr. Chen Ke first told the landlords he wanted to borrow land. I knew this was 'borrowing Jingzhou' [borrowing without returning]. But in the disaster year, the Insurance Corps indeed saved tens of thousands of common people; I have nothing more to say. But now Mr. Chen Ke has started to forcibly arrest landlords. Doing it step by step like this, to what extent does Mr. Chen plan to go? Miss Ren, you are also a cadre of the Insurance Corps now; these tens of thousands of common people in our Fengtai County also know your name. Please, Miss Ren, give me a straight word. Whether killing or hacking, let people have a definite idea in their hearts."

"Arresting those landlords is because they owe blood debts. A life for a life, paying back debts; it is perfectly justified. Our People's Party is just conforming to heavenly principles. As for to what extent we will go in the future, the first thing is to make everyone's life next year double that of this year. Otherwise, what meaning is there in us engaging in this new system?"

By now, Hu Xingzhi also risked everything. He asked loudly: "Then how can I, Hu, be of service?"

"Uncle Hu, you are an elder of the clan. This clan is going to be replaced by the Agricultural Cooperative and the People's Representative Conference. For a reasonable person like you, cooperating with you is naturally the best choice," Ren Qiying answered calmly.

"Isn't this selling me, and I still have to help count the money?" Hu Xingzhi was very puzzled by the request Ren Qiying made.

Ren Qiying stared into Hu Xingzhi's eyes and said very seriously: "Since the old set of clans simply couldn't save the common people, why should we hold on to it and not let go? Uncle Hu, you being this clan elder, disaster relief won't work. The rest is calming disputes in the countryside. And these disputes, at most you can calm some small disputes. Once it gets big, what can you do? Zhang Youliang could kill people in public, but you dare not. What remains are those usual sacrificial festivals. You actually know very well that there are many folk festivals. These festivals all require banquets and sharing wine and meat. This is the time to 'eat the big households' like you. Many festivals are just finding an excuse to sacrifice to some random goddess, king, general, or whatever. The stories are made up as soon as you hear them. Asking about the reason can bring out countless versions; no one knows the origin. But everyone has a good time in this kind of sacrifice, because it needs to be lively, carrying gods out, parading through the streets, setting up banquets, eating good food. If you do it well, it's expected. If you don't do it well, how many people speak ill of you behind your back? Holding onto these clan matters and not letting go doesn't look like something a smart person like you, Uncle Hu, should do."

Hearing Ren Qiying's words, Hu Xingzhi nodded in agreement. What he really wanted to praise in his heart was not this statement, but that this little girl Ren Qiying could see through the true face of things so clearly. And the frankness and composure when talking about this matter. After joining the Insurance Corps, even a little girl like Ren Qiying could become so shrewd and capable; the strength of this People's Party was really not to be underestimated.

"Miss Ren, then why did Mr. Chen ask me to go see that whatever Public Trial Rally this time?" Hu Xingzhi turned the topic back to the initial question.

"Very simple. Your going is to express an attitude, supporting the People's Party to manage the judiciary of Fengtai County from now on. From now on, the clan will firstly not interfere in the judiciary, and secondly not act on its own. Once you speak, the matter of 'eating the big households' will never fall on your head again, and resolving disputes won't make you spend effort and energy. And our People's Party will also save a lot of trouble. Isn't this a good thing where both sides benefit?"
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Chapter 104: New Beginning (9)

Hu Xingzhi, who was persuaded by Ren Qiying to watch the Public Trial Rally, wore very ordinary clothes. As a clan elder near the county town, even if he had some reputation, it didn't mean that most people in the county had met him. On the contrary, as a cadre of the People's Party, Ren Qiying often went in and out of the troops and the Reclamation Brigade for work; far more people knew her than Hu Xingzhi. Comparatively speaking, the number of common people paying "attention" to Ren Qiying far exceeded those noticing Hu Xingzhi. For this young female cadre of the People's Party, the gazes of everyone contained more envy, respect, and curiosity. Ren Qiying was already accustomed to being watched by the public like this. She looked calmly at the rostrum, not caring about the surrounding gazes at all.

There were also many people Hu Xingzhi knew among the common people. Not knowing if it was psychological, Hu Xingzhi felt that these common people treated him quite coldly. seeing Hu Xingzhi appear, the friendly ones at most smiled at him. More people just glanced at Hu Xingzhi a few times, and then looked excitedly at the public trial stage. Hu Xingzhi wasn't used to it at first, but soon he got over it. For more than half a year, Hu Xingzhi basically hadn't appeared in front of the common people; those who saved the common people were from the People's Party Insurance Corps. The common people naturally didn't buy Hu Xingzhi's account much anymore. Moreover, the trial rally had already begun, and the common people's attention was all focused on those landlords on the stage.

The first process of the Public Trial Rally was airing grievances. Relatives of victims had already jumped onto the stage, pointing at the landlords with gnashed teeth and beginning to recount their grievances. The common people were previously scattered in various villages; although beating people to death was a big event, most were just various rumors. When the relatives of the deceased pointed at the landlords and began to state their grievances, that feeling was truly indescribable.

The first one dragged out was Liu Yixuan. This landlord, who had explicitly expressed support for the People's Party, firmly supported Chen Ke when Chen Ke borrowed land from landlords back then. He never expected that the People's Party would actually turn hostile and not recognize people. Let alone the promised "People's Representative" was not honored at all, now they were actually preparing to take his life. Among the landlords, Liu Yixuan felt he was the most "wronged." But when a woman dressed in mourning walked onto the stage step by step towards Liu Yixuan, that feeling of grievance vanished immediately.

"Chairman Chen, this woman is a famous beauty in Liu Yixuan's village. In order to occupy this woman, Liu Yixuan failed to seduce her and simply used force. The woman's husband discovered this matter and was actually beaten to death by Liu Yixuan." Xu Dian and Chen Ke stood on the simple watchtower; Xu Dian introduced the situation to Chen Ke.

Chen Ke sneered. "An ugly wife, nearby land, and a tattered cotton-padded jacket. Comrade Xu Dian, these are called the Three Treasures of a farm family. Actually, who doesn't like beautiful girls? But farmers often can't keep their own wives. Hmph, my hometown is not very far from the Shaolin Temple. The Shaolin Temple is the biggest landlord in Songshan and also rents land to farmers. The monks in charge of renting land dared to say blatantly: those with good wives rent good land, those without good wives rent bad land, and those without wives have no land to farm."

When responsible for investigating the case files, Xu Dian already hated the evil deeds of the landlords extremely. Hearing Chen Ke say this, Xu Dian gritted his teeth tightly, eyes flashing with angry light. "Chairman Chen, when interrogating this guy Liu Yixuan, he actually dared to cry injustice, saying you promised him the official position of People's Representative."

"I did promise him at that time, that's right." Chen Ke admitted the fact frankly. After speaking, Chen Ke asked: "Comrade Xu Dian, you actually didn't run to ask me about this matter; I am very satisfied."

Xu Dian sighed and said somewhat embarrassedly: "I actually wanted to ask you at that time, Chairman Chen. But Comrade Lin Shenhe stopped me. He said since it is trying a case, the judicial organ interrogates criminals; it has nothing to do with whether these criminals are People's Representatives or not. So he didn't let me go find you."

"Oh? Comrade Lin Shenhe grasps principles very well. This point is worth learning." No emotion could be heard in Chen Ke's voice. Xu Dian looked at Chen Ke curiously, but saw Chen Ke looking at the stage of the Public Trial Rally expressionlessly. nothing else could be seen from his face.

"Chairman Chen, did I do something wrong?" Xu Dian felt the meaning in Chen Ke's calmness was not quite dissatisfaction. He asked.

"Xu Dian, don't bring your personal thoughts into work. I asked you to try cases, not to express your attitude to me. Don't think you want to be a Blue Sky Great Master [Upright Official] who fears no power. Even if you are a Blue Sky Great Master, wait until there is power oppressing you before you show me fearlessness of power and adherence to the law. Now no one said this Liu Yixuan cannot be tried, yet you want to make an issue of whether he is a People's Representative; why bother? Are you afraid someone will retaliate afterwards? Or are you afraid people won't know you dare to lay hands on anyone?"

As soon as Chen Ke finished speaking, Xu Dian's face turned red to the root of his neck. Chen Ke didn't even look at Xu Dian, but continued: "Xu Dian, striking criminals. For the people, this is a way to vent their anger. For the social system, this is a way to maintain order. For politics, this is a way to implement political programs. Every different level has different needs to satisfy. And all this is for one purpose: to let everyone live a better life. Not to show off your own prestige."

When Chen Ke turned his head to look at Xu Dian, he saw Xu Dian lowering his head deeply, turning his body slightly sideways, as if he dared not let Chen Ke's gaze fall on him. Chen Ke quickly patted Xu Dian's shoulder. "Comrade Xu Dian, doing this can be said to be because of youth; young people always want to establish their own achievements. This is very normal; I am not angry at all, nor do I find it surprising. In my view, haven't you thought in your heart that you don't want to be like those engaging in law under the old system? You want to be an honest, upright, fair, and just judicial worker. You hope there is no high or low before the law, and everyone is equal before the law. I know; you have always hoped so. I also hope Comrade Xu Dian you can always adhere to such an attitude and always have the backbone to fear no power. This is the attitude a legal worker should have."

After speaking, Chen Ke patted Xu Dian's shoulder again.

Chen Ke's words actually spoke out many things in Xu Dian's heart. The reason why Xu Dian strongly hoped for judicial independence was indeed largely because he wanted to achieve personal reputation. Those famous judges in Chinese legends, whether Bao Zheng or Di Renjie, were hard bones who feared no power and dared to struggle. An honest official needs character. Although he studied law in Japan, and Western law at that, in his bones, Xu Dian still had that "Qingliu" [Upright Scholar] attitude. He hoped he could also leave his name in history and be praised by future generations. That was why Xu Dian maintained a kind of resistance and negation towards Chen Ke's persistence in political leadership over law.

Having that bit of selfishness in his heart exposed straightforwardly by Chen Ke, Xu Dian's shame was far more intense than he imagined. Because of unbearable shame, Xu Dian dared not raise his head all along.

"Raise your head and look at me." Chen Ke's voice was deep and powerful. Xu Dian gritted his teeth, with a face full of annoyance and shame, but finally raised his head and looked at Chen Ke.

Chen Ke pressed his hands on Xu Dian's shoulders, looking at Xu Dian with an encouraging smile. "Comrade Xu Dian, you joined the revolution for ideals. Making these mistakes counts as nothing in my view, because I also did such things when I was young. I probably did more than you, not less. It's just that later I understood: if a person wants to realize his value, just like you want to be a good judge who leaves a name in history, your starting point is not to perform what a good judge should do, not to let others see. But when you face work, you judge cases well from the bottom of your heart. Not to let others see that you are judging cases well."

Just at this time, a burst of shouting suddenly came from in front of the stage of the Public Trial Rally: "Kill him!" "Kill him!" "Kill Liu Yixuan, this dog thing!" Not many people shouted at first, but soon more people began to shout. Chen Ke and Xu Dian both turned to the stage. They saw the woman in mourning on the stage crying loudly while pouncing madly to beat the head of Liu Yixuan kneeling on the ground. The staff were afraid the woman would beat Liu Yixuan to death, so they hurried up to pull the two apart. And the common people below the stage shouted slogans angrily.

Because of the distance, one could only see the woman's shoulders heaving violently while crying bitterly, but couldn't hear the sound. Watching such a scene, even the ashamed Xu Dian felt the emotions in his heart gradually being driven by the people's anger. After a good while, the wave of the masses' anger subsided slightly. Xu Dian turned his head to look at Chen Ke, only to see Chen Ke staring at the stage of the trial rally, still with a calm and serious face, as if he wasn't affected by the masses' emotions at all.

But when Chen Ke turned his head to look at Xu Dian, Xu Dian discovered that Chen Ke's gaze had become extremely sharp.

"Comrade Xu Dian, don't be a good judge for yourself; you have to be a good judge for these people. When those landlords slaughtered the people back then, the people were as angry as now. But at that time, there was no People's Party of ours and our army to back up the people. The people had grievances with nowhere to appeal, and had to be retaliated against by those landlords and bullies. Now with the people's team, there is justice belonging to the people. Justice is the sharp sword of the people's revolution, but the goal of the people's revolution is not just to complete judicial justice. It also wants to let the people live a better life. So I have always opposed the statement that politics cannot interfere with justice; I think this is wrong."

"I was wrong on this matter." Xu Dian admitted his mistake to Chen Ke for the first time. "In this regard, I will learn from Comrade Lin Shenhe."

"Comrade Lin Shenhe is different from you. Comparatively speaking, I would rather you keep your current appearance." Chen Ke raised an objection without hesitation.

"Why?" Xu Dian felt very surprised.

"Because you are a revolutionary; you believe your justice and strength come from an ideal and pursuit. What you are loyal to first is the ideal of revolution. But as I see it now, Comrade Lin Shenhe is an excellent bureaucrat. For bureaucrats, the object of their loyalty is the system that gives them power and benefits. What Comrade Lin Shenhe is loyal to now is the new system we established through revolution. On this point, you and Comrade Lin Shenhe are different."

Xu Dian, who thought he understood Chen Ke's thoughts a bit just now, began to be confused again. What exactly is the difference between a revolutionary and a bureaucrat under the revolutionary system? Xu Dian was not clear now.

Chen Ke didn't want to explain too much either. He simply gave Xu Dian an operational goal. "You will understand in the future. I now require you to maintain your current state, just don't think about being a judge for your own reputation anymore, but judge cases well for the people. If you can't maintain such a state, I will remove you. Comrade Lin Shenhe has his advantages, and you have your irreplaceable strengths. Before you figure out the difference between the two, I require you to maintain your current self. Do you remember?"

Although still not clear about what exactly was going on, Xu Dian still answered categorically: "Yes, I remember."

"Alright. You go down now. Soon it will be your turn to go up and exercise the duties of a judge. Remember, think of nothing; follow your own ideal, justice must be fair. Do it according to such a concept." After speaking, Chen Ke slapped Xu Dian's shoulder heavily.

Watching Xu Dian go down the watchtower, Chen Ke sighed slightly.
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Chapter 105: New Beginning (10)

After the part of stating grievances ended, the emotions of the masses had been completely mobilized. According to the plan, Xu Dian should appear at this time. As he walked up the trial stage step by step, the perspective was constantly changing. From only seeing the masses in front of him at the beginning to gradually being able to see more people; after fully ascending the stage, the whole scene below the stage was in full view. That was an ocean composed of angry and excited masses. It was completely different from looking down from the simple watchtower; the watchtower was at a monitoring angle, seeing more of the backs of the masses.

"You are to uphold justice for the people, not to uphold justice for yourself to gain fame." Chen Ke's words echoed in his ears. Looking up at Chen Ke's figure going up the stage [Wait, text says "looked up at Chen Ke's figure going up the stage"? No, text says `抬眼看了看往台上陈克的身影`. It likely means he looked up at Chen Ke who was *on the watchtower* or somewhere high? Previous chapter said they were on the watchtower. Maybe Chen Ke is still there or Xu Dian is looking back. Or maybe Chen Ke is also on the stage? Context: Xu Dian is on the trial stage. Chen Ke was on the watchtower. Let's assume Xu Dian looked back/up at Chen Ke.], Xu Dian felt he had enough willpower to face these common people frontally.

"Fellow villagers, a life for a life, paying back debts. Is this a heavenly principle?" Xu Dian shouted. "Liu Yixuan killed people and raped women. Did we wrong him?"

"Didn't wrong him! Kill Liu Yixuan!"

"Kill Liu Yixuan!"

Shouts like ocean tides rushed towards him from below the stage carrying strong passion. Just the sound waves had a kind of pressure, making Xu Dian's hair stand on end, as if he was about to be pushed backward by the enthusiasm of the masses. And Liu Yixuan on the stage was already weak all over, paralyzed on the stage surface like mud. He had cried and begged, but it was useless. The common people had no mercy for him at all; all voices were cursing and scolding, and all statements were demanding Liu Yixuan to pay with his life. The accusations of so many people completely deprived Liu Yixuan of his will; he trembled slightly all over, his eyes full of dullness caused by fear and despair.

"Fellow villagers, our People's Party wants to uphold justice for everyone. We will absolutely not wrong a good person, nor will we ever let go of a bad person. According to the laws of the base area, we sentence Liu Yixuan to death according to law for the murder of villager Wang Deshui. Liu Yixuan raped Wang Deshui's wife and is sentenced to 7 years of fixed-term imprisonment according to law. Punishing for multiple crimes, Liu Yixuan is sentenced to death, to be executed immediately after the Public Trial Rally!"

"Good!" "Good sentence!" "Liu Yixuan deserves to die!" "Kill him now!" The excited masses immediately responded with thunderous roars.

"Fellow villagers, now the judicial power of Fengtai County is held by the People's Party. Everyone must believe that we will enforce the law impartially. The execution of Liu Yixuan will be carried out publicly after this Public Trial Rally; we will absolutely not let these criminals go. Next, we interrogate Zhang Youliang. Everyone can come up to air grievances about how they were bullied by Zhang Youliang on ordinary days. Don't be afraid; now in Fengtai County, our People's Party upholds justice for everyone. Our children are all soldiers in the Insurance Corps; the Insurance Corps is the team of our common people. Whoever dares to bully our common people, the People's Party and the Insurance Corps will uphold justice for our common people."

"Good!" The masses couldn't help applauding. Finally having their own armed force to back up the common people, the common people felt full of confidence in their chests.

While the court bailiffs dragged the dead-pig-like Liu Yixuan down, common people were already scrambling to come on stage to air grievances. "Line up, line up, don't crowd; everyone has a chance to air grievances." Xu Dian shouted hurriedly.

Zhang Youliang was different from Hu Xingzhi; he relied on armed force to run amuck in the countryside. So Zhang Youliang usually not only didn't do any "good deeds" for the common people on the surface, but various extortion incidents emerged one after another.

Besides collecting rent, usury, seizing men and women, and buying and selling people—the common people remembered every single item clearly. But one thing had to be admitted: Zhang Youliang was actually a hard bone. When the common people aired grievances and cursed angrily, Zhang Youliang stiffened his neck and actually cursed back.

When common people scolded him for collecting rent, Zhang Youliang scolded back that common people were lazy bones. When common people scolded him for usury, Zhang Youliang scolded back that common people were all poor ghosts who borrowed money to spend when they had none. When common people scolded him for killing, Zhang Youliang scolded back that common people didn't understand the times. From time to time, common people airing grievances rushed up in fury to beat Zhang Youliang. His mouth was broken, his face beaten blue, one eye swollen high and hard to open, but Zhang Youliang neither cried pain nor begged for mercy, tit for tat with the common people.

"You are rebelling. Wait until the government troops come to suppress bandits; you unruly people will all be beheaded one by one." Zhang Youliang even kept cursing the people.

"Comrade Xu Dian, should we gag Zhang Youliang?" the comrade responsible for maintaining order asked angrily. The common people had never seen such a fierce person either; having reached this state, he actually didn't show any weakness at all. Some common people were even somewhat bluffed by Zhang Youliang, and the scolding voices below also decreased a lot.

"Let him curse; gagging him would look like we are afraid of him." Although saying so with his mouth, Xu Dian was really a bit scared in his heart.

Zhang Youliang had many crimes. Just the people airing grievances spoke for more than three hours before barely finishing stating the murder cases and crimes of seizing ancestral land for usury. Zhang Youliang was old after all; having cursed back for so long, his mouth was dry and tongue parched. Apart from trying hard to straighten his body, he also shut his mouth and stopped speaking.

"Comrade Xiong Mingyang, it will be hard on you soon," Xu Dian said.

Xiong Mingyang had been responsible for attacking forts and only rushed back from outside a few days ago. While wiping his broadsword carefully with a cloth, he said: "Don't worry, when chopping off this old dog's head, I absolutely won't be soft-hearted." The last time he encountered someone daring to curse like this was a landlord's daughter when attacking a fort. As for her name, Xiong Mingyang had long forgotten. The hostility and hatred of bully landlords towards the people could not be resolved at all. For a landlord's daughter whose hands had never been stained with blood, who would rather be killed than surrender—Xiong Mingyang had absolutely no sympathy for this kind of person. The fiercer Zhang Youliang cursed, the calmer Xiong Mingyang felt in his heart.

Xu Dian went to pronounce the sentence. Xiong Mingyang didn't even look; he flourished the broadsword in his hand a few times, adjusting the feeling in his hand. He heard Xu Dian read out a series of crimes of Zhang Youliang, and then announce Zhang Youliang's death sentence more than ten times. As soon as the words "Zhang Youliang, death sentence, immediate execution" fell, amidst the roar of the masses, Xiong Mingyang raised his head and strode onto the trial stage.

Seeing Xiong Mingyang carrying a broadsword and walking steadily towards Zhang Youliang step by step, the cheers of the masses weakened instantly. Xiong Mingyang didn't notice these at all; his mind was clear and bright. In his eyes, only Zhang Youliang's withered neck remained. Bailiffs had already pressed Zhang Youliang down, making this old landlord kneel on the ground. Xiong Mingyang waved his hand to signal the bailiffs to step aside. At the moment Zhang Youliang tried to stand up, Xiong Mingyang's broadsword chopped down like thunder. Zhang Youliang's neck was cut neatly, flying into mid-air, flying off the stage.

"Zhang Youliang, you old dog, you also have today!" With a wail, someone already rushed towards Zhang Youliang's head carrying a shoulder pole or wooden stick and began to beat it hard. Xiong Mingyang didn't care so much; he signaled people to drag Liu Yixuan up. At this time, Liu Yixuan had completely collapsed. There was a wooden block on the public trial stage. Liu Yixuan knelt in front of the wooden block, his upper body placed on it. Xiong Mingyang looked at Liu Yixuan with contempt, raised his hand and dropped the knife, cutting off Liu Yixuan's neck like chopping vegetables.

Where had the common people seen such a clean killing method? There was a solemn silence below the stage first, and then earth-shaking cheers rang out.

A stench entered Xiong Mingyang's nasal cavity. He turned his head and saw that some landlords were already trembling with fear, excrement and urine flowing down their trousers with a splash. "If you knew there would be today, why did you do evil before?" Xiong Mingyang shouted loudly to those landlords.

The Public Trial Rally went very smoothly. Three days of public trials basically cleared up the blood debts owed by landlords to the common people cleanly. Only women and children were left in Zhang Youliang's family, and the Zhang family clan was also killed with few remaining. Other landlords didn't have so many blood debts; only the criminals were killed. Then the People's Party divided the floating wealth of the Zhang family and those few landlord families. What should be returned to the common people was returned, especially compensating the families of the victims. These were all done publicly. On the public trial stage, the families of the victims held the compensated property, kneeling on the ground and crying bitterly with emotion.

The new government immediately announced that usury was not allowed in Fengtai County from now on, and the annual interest rate of private loans should not exceed 15%.

After the Public Trial Rally, the image of the People's Party as "Blue Sky" [Upright Official] was thoroughly established. Daring to demand repayment of blood debts from those once majestic landlords—this was something that had never happened in Fengtai County. The propaganda agencies of the base area also mobilized fully: "The People's Party is the party of the common people, the Insurance Corps are the soldiers of the people's children. If the people have any injustice or disputes, go to the court led by Comrade Xu Dian of the People's Party." With such words, when conducting propaganda again, the common people no longer questioned, but sincerely believed.

And the matters of land distribution proceeded smoothly afterwards.

After the public trial, the two sons of Hu Xingzhi's family were released home. Hu Xingzhi dared not mention anything about "People's Representative" anymore. Liu Yixuan was a People's Representative personally promised by Chen Ke, yet he was chopped just like that. Although Liu Yixuan himself deserved it, the idea that Chen Ke's words were completely untrustworthy was also deeply rooted. Hu Xingzhi only hoped to hide quietly through this period of time, and then find an opportunity to leave this place of trouble, Fengtai County, and never return. Although land is important, if life is gone, what use is this land?

Hearing Ren Qiying came to visit, Hu Xingzhi shivered in his heart. It seemed Chen Ke wouldn't let him go.

Whatever he thought in his heart, he had to keep up appearances. Hu Xingzhi invited Ren Qiying in. After guest and host were seated, Ren Qiying said straight to the point: "Uncle Hu, I came this time to talk about land distribution. According to regulations, the base area distributes land at three mu per person. The base area hopes to promote the production team model, that is to say, based on voluntary methods, everyone forms production teams to cultivate and harvest together."

Without even thinking, Hu Xingzhi said dejectedly: "Let Miss Ren make the decision on this matter. I am old and can't do such things. I will just do whatever you young people say."

"Uncle Hu, do you think at this time, you can stay out of it just because you want to?" Ren Qiying asked. "Before I came, Chairman Chen Ke specifically instructed me that regarding the matter of Uncle Hu being a People's Representative, since it was settled, it must be honored."

Hearing this, Hu Xingzhi simply told the truth. "Miss Ren, don't you think this is bullying people too much?"

"Uncle Hu, you took out so many things; if you don't even see the benefits, isn't it too pity? Our People's Party now wants to set up models of getting rich. Uncle Hu, you are also a capable person; why not work hard in this great opportunity?"

"Great opportunity? If I become this bird that sticks its head out, won't I be liquidated in the future? I don't think about good things anymore. I only beg to keep my life honestly."

"Uncle Hu, I won't hide it from you. The Insurance Corps has already sent troops to attack Fengyang Prefecture. If you want to wait, you can also wait and see. If we can't take Fengyang Prefecture, then naturally there is no need to say. If we take Fengyang Prefecture, what are you still afraid of then?"

"Even if you take Fengyang Prefecture, there is still Anqing Prefecture?" Hu Xingzhi asked.

"After taking Fengyang Prefecture, we naturally have to attack Anqing Prefecture immediately. Or, Uncle Hu, you wait until the news of Anqing Prefecture comes out before talking?" Ren Qiying said with a smile.

Hu Xingzhi looked at Ren Qiying in astonishment. "Miss Ren, what exact position do you hold in this People's Party? To actually know so much news?"

"What position I hold is not important. Our People's Party is not just revolutionizing in this Fengtai County; the purpose of the revolution is to liberate the whole of China. Chairman Chen Ke asked me to bring a message: if you are unwilling to join, we won't force you. When we take Anqing Prefecture, you will be free to come and go. We will absolutely not stop you. But I, this girl, think like this: if you run out of Anhui, unfamiliar with people and places in other provinces, why bother? When we liberate the whole of China, could it be that you will run to a foreign country?"

Hearing these words, Hu Xingzhi widened his eyes, actually not knowing what to say.
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Chapter 106: New Beginning (11)

Chen Ke held a skeptical attitude towards the division of human social development stages in Marxist theory. Like many young people with the same skeptical attitude, Chen Ke believed that the stages of human development—slavery, feudalism, capitalism—did not suit China. The era of large-scale slavery in China was only the Xia, Shang, and Zhou dynasties, and even in that era, the slave class was never an independent class. Personal subordination has a long history in China, but slavery was never the dominant force in society. The Xia, Shang, and Zhou dynasties used "Shi" [scholars/gentlemen], "Guo Ren" [people of the state/capital], and "Ye Ren" [people of the wild/countryside] as the main political power hierarchy division. By the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, this division was merely superficial. Baili Xi was first a high official in the State of Yu; Yu was destroyed by Jin, and he became a slave in Jin; finally, he became a high official in Qin and was called "Five Sheepskins Officer" because Baili Xi ran from Jin to Chu, and the King of Qin redeemed Baili Xi with five black sheepskins.

If the upper class was like this, it could be considered a special case. once the State of Song lost a battle, and the general returned to the capital with the defeated soldiers; those with slave-like status repairing the city wall actually sang songs to mock this group of defeated generals. In Chinese history, there were slaves in status, but the kind of slavery Marx spoke of never existed in China.

As for the feudal system, China's true enfeoffment system was in the Xia, Shang, and Zhou eras. After Qin Shi Huang unified China, enfeoffment was never a norm in Chinese history. Moreover, the enfeoffment system was followed by cutting down vassal states time and again. The unified centralized system is China's tradition. And Marx never described this system.

Chen Ke originally thought so: Marx, a European white guy, having no deep understanding of China was the norm. Moreover, in Marx's era, European industrial countries were in their heyday; Chen Ke actually suspected that Marx himself might not have noticed, but in Marx's subconsciousness, he also thought white people were quite superior. But without investigation, there is no right to speak. In 1906, Marx was already dead, and Engels was also dead. It would be impolite to write a letter to ask Marx's family. Moreover, Chen Ke considered himself a believer of Grandpa Mao and a later learner of Confucius and Xunzi. Even if Marx really thought white people were quite superior, Chen Ke only wanted to use Marx's thoughts and didn't mean to whip his corpse.

However, after really investigating the Manchu Qing era, Chen Ke felt that a saying he encountered before might not be unreasonable. The Chinese bureaucratic system, in a sense, can be considered the feudalism of the bureaucratic system itself. The magistrate being called "Marquis of a Hundred Li" was not a new term created by Chen Ke. At least in the late Qing era, the bureaucratic system was roughly a feudal tax collection system. So the castle stronghold system similar to European feudalism had quite a bit of feudal flavor.

However, these were all Chen Ke's thoughts when his mind was wandering. Overthrowing a certain part of Marx's theoretical construction was not the work Chen Ke prepared to start now; it could be done calmly after the victory of the revolution. The imminent thing was military struggle. Chen Ke's discussion of military struggle at the Military Commission meeting was very simple: "Rural areas encircling the cities." based on the theory inherited from Grandpa Mao, targeting the stronghold political characteristics of the Manchu Qing, the People's Party let go to launch the revolution in the countryside, and the main force of the troops carried out devastating strikes against various strongholds of the Manchu Qing.

In Grandpa Mao's era, the militia organized by landlords had always been the most stubborn enemy. However, the so-called militia needed the cooperation of the enemy's regular army. If there was no cooperation from the enemy's regular army, the militia was equally vulnerable to the regular army of the revolutionary troops. Since it was a militia, the leaders were all landlords. After eliminating this group of people physically, there were no substantial enemies in the countryside.

When the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army of the People's Party set out for Fengyang Prefecture, they found Chen Ke's judgment quite correct. For some time now, the "Insurance Corps," the predecessor of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army, had been breaking forts everywhere and starting to establish base areas. The landlords' forts had now become the territory of various new base areas. Even with such a big disturbance, there was still no movement from the Fengyang Prefecture side. Even Chen Ke, who had no illusions about the efficiency of the Manchu Qing, felt it was a bit excessive. But reality is always stranger than fiction. The newest base area developed by the People's Party was only more than fifty li away from Fengyang Prefecture, yet Fengyang Prefecture turned a blind eye.

The soldiers of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army didn't have so many worries. Attacking Fengyang Prefecture mobilized all troops of the Water Detachment, totaling a brigade in strength. When the troops marched, they first took the Huai River water route, then entered Longzihu [Dragon Son Lake]. After landing on the east bank of Longzihu, they prepared to continue eastward straight to Fengyang Prefecture.

Fengyang Prefecture is on the *yang* [sunny/south] side of Fenghuang Mountain [Phoenix Mountain], hence the name. If not for Zhu Yuanzhang, this place wouldn't be very famous originally. Moreover, the famous part in the *Fengyang Flower Drum* is also "Since Zhu Yuanzhang came out, nine years out of ten are famine." Because floods are frequent here, Fengyang Prefecture is actually just a general name. Even the prefecture seat changes with frequent floods.

In this sense, it might be more appropriate to view the Manchu Qing's rule in Fengyang Prefecture as a feudal colonial authorized tax collection system. Backward productive forces made the common people exhausted just coping with floods, unable to engage in production. This was also a fact of Fengyang Prefecture.

As soon as the troops disembarked, a large number of common people were already waiting on the shore. Everyone had seen many ragged disaster victims, but these disaster victims were quite different; carrying various "weapons," they were quite spirited. Seeing the soldiers of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army, there was no surprise common to people in other places on their faces. On the contrary, these common people all had radiance on their faces. The People's Party had not yet opened a base area in the Fengyang County area for the time being, but this did not mean the people of Fengyang County did not know the existence of the People's Party. A young man in a long gown stood in front of the common people; beside the young man was the liaison officer of the People's Party. Seeing the team of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army dock, the two went up to welcome them first.

The young man looked gentle and refined. He cupped his hands at the people on the fleet and shouted loudly: "I am Zhu Sanshui, from Yaozhuang. May I ask which one is the leader of the People's Party?"

The commander of this military operation was still Zhang Yu, and the fleet commander was Yan Fu. The two were on the foremost boat. One reason for choosing to dock here for this operation was that Zhu Sanshui volunteered to lead the locals to participate in the battle to attack Fengyang Prefecture.

Zhu Sanshui's joining was completely unexpected. The new base areas didn't want to be too conspicuous; although the furthest base area had already reached Hongze Lake, they temporarily didn't press too close to Fengyang Prefecture. Zhu Sanshui ran to the Tianhe Base Area on his own initiative to ask to join. One selection point for the People's Party to develop base areas was to be by the water. Because of the flood, the common people by various lakes were the most miserable.

After the persons in charge of various base areas arrived at the base areas, they all found that the situation they faced was completely different from Fengtai County. One of the most important differences was that there was no longer time for rush planting and rush harvesting. Although forts were taken, there was no reason to immediately start gathering people for labor. Farming must start next year, but the people's stomachs were starting to get hungry now. The only coping method was to form "Reclamation Brigades" and adopt centralized living to save grain supply quantity.

For the secretaries of various districts of the People's Party, this was a last resort. For the common people, this was the only way to save their lives. So various rumors began to spread at great speed. The People's Party had countless grain; as long as one was willing to depend on the People's Party, everyone would have food and shelter. Previously in Fengtai County, the common people were already living centrally, so news didn't spread fast. Now that the base areas expanded, the range of contact with disaster victims expanded greatly.

Zhu Sanshui was a scholar, but failed to pass the examination for Xiucai [Shengyuan] before the court abolished the imperial examination. Fortunately, there was a little thin field at home; with no hope for official rank, farming should be okay. As a result, when the flood came, there was no hope for farming either. After hearing the rumors of the People's Party, Zhu Sanshui immediately felt that this newly rising force was by no means "good men and believing women" [devout believers/harmless people]. In these years when the government didn't even relieve disaster, for a non-governmental force to spontaneously organize so big, their heart was definitely not to serve the court.

Having studied for so many years without getting a degree, Zhu Sanshui had completely despaired of the court. After discovering the "suspicious" political force of the People's Party, Zhu Sanshui's choice was to defect immediately. He first went to the Tianhe Base Area to inspect on the spot, saw those blue-clad troops, and also tried to get food twice. He confirmed that this group of people and the court were not the same thing at all.

Zhu Sanshui had studied after all and knew that defecting empty-handed was useless. There was still some surplus grain at home, so he simply asked to see the leaders of the Tianhe Base Area. The secretary of the Tianhe Base Area was Qin Wuan. Qin Wuan, who came from Fudan Public School, was from Shaanxi and had the personality peculiar to people from Guanzhong: frankly speaking, refreshing; badly speaking, impetuous. He was very interested in Zhu Sanshui's proposal to "join the partnership." In the conversation, Zhu Sanshui didn't understand the people's revolution mentioned by Qin Wuan; Zhu Sanshui originally only cared about whether the People's Party wanted to rebel. Since the People's Party wanted "revolution," Zhu Sanshui simply proposed that he could use all his family property to organize the people of Longzihu to participate in the "revolution."

If not for the People's Party having already decided to attack Fengyang Prefecture, Zhu Sanshui's end would very likely be "supervised" for investigation. Now time was so tight, and Qin Wuan was also impatient, so he simply went with Zhu Sanshui to the Longzihu area for an on-the-spot investigation personally. The investigation result was that the local area completely had a revolutionary foundation.

At this time, the plan to attack Fengyang Prefecture had been formulated. The result of the Party Central Committee's research was that Zhu Sanshui's defection to the revolution should be sincere. Agree for the time being at this stage. But the premise lay in sending someone to see if Zhu Sanshui could obey orders and scatter the surplus grain in his home to organize local people. The result of observation was that Zhu Sanshui indeed obeyed orders and, under the command of the special commissioner, organized a team of hungry people.

Finally, Zhu Sanshui was temporarily allowed to join the revolutionary ranks.

Before departure, Yan Fu expressed he was not very assured about this team joining rashly. Zhang Yu didn't have so many worries. The common people couldn't survive; if rebelling could let them live, the common people didn't care about attacking the government. According to several contacts, the news brought back by the liaison officer was that quite a few local people chose to join the battle spontaneously. If Zhu Sanshui expressed defection alone, there was still some possibility of a scam. If local people chose to join in large numbers, the possibility of them being court running dogs was minimal.

Seeing Zhu Sanshui coming to welcome them, Zhang Yu shouted loudly: "I am the commander of the People's Party. Is this friend Zhu Sanshui?"

"I am Zhu Sanshui! Thank Heaven and Earth, I finally looked forward to the arrival of the King's army." Zhu Sanshui shouted loudly.

After the troops disembarked, according to the prior arrangement, the grain given to these "uprising common people" was also transported down. The base area didn't have much rice or wheat; the transported grain was all potatoes. Everyone didn't say anything else; for anyone volunteering to participate in the battle, distribute twenty jin of potatoes per person first.
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Chapter 107: New Beginning (12)

Fengyang Prefecture is on the *yang* [sunny/south] side of Fenghuang Mountain [Phoenix Mountain], hence the name. If not for Zhu Yuanzhang, this place wouldn't be very famous originally. Moreover, the famous part in the *Fengyang Flower Drum* is also "Since Zhu Yuanzhang came out, nine years out of ten are famine." Because floods are frequent here, Fengyang Prefecture is actually just a general name. Even the prefecture seat changes with frequent floods.

In this sense, it might be more appropriate to view the Manchu Qing's rule in Fengyang Prefecture as a feudal colonial authorized tax collection system. Backward productive forces made the common people exhausted just coping with floods, unable to engage in production. This was also a fact of Fengyang Prefecture.

As soon as the troops disembarked, a large number of common people were already waiting on the shore. Everyone had seen many ragged disaster victims, but these disaster victims were quite different; carrying various "weapons," they were quite spirited. Seeing the soldiers of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army, there was no surprise common to people in other places on their faces. On the contrary, these common people all had radiance on their faces. The People's Party had not yet opened a base area in the Fengyang County area for the time being, but this did not mean the people of Fengyang County did not know the existence of the People's Party. A young man in a long gown stood in front of the common people; beside the young man was the liaison officer of the People's Party. Seeing the team of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army dock, the two went up to welcome them first.

The young man looked gentle and refined. He cupped his hands at the people on the fleet and shouted loudly: "I am Zhu Sanshui, from Yaozhuang. May I ask which one is the leader of the People's Party?"

The commander of this military operation was still Zhang Yu, and the fleet commander was Yan Fu. The two were on the foremost boat. One reason for choosing to dock here for this operation was that Zhu Sanshui volunteered to lead the locals to participate in the battle to attack Fengyang Prefecture.

Zhu Sanshui's joining was completely unexpected. The new base areas didn't want to be too conspicuous; although the furthest base area had already reached Hongze Lake, they temporarily didn't press too close to Fengyang Prefecture. Zhu Sanshui ran to the Tianhe Base Area on his own initiative to ask to join. One selection point for the People's Party to develop base areas was to be by the water. Because of the flood, the common people by various lakes were the most miserable.

After the persons in charge of various base areas arrived at the base areas, they all found that the situation they faced was completely different from Fengtai County. One of the most important differences was that there was no longer time for rush planting and rush harvesting. Although forts were taken, there was no reason to immediately start gathering people for labor. Farming must start next year, but the people's stomachs were starting to get hungry now. The only coping method was to form "Reclamation Brigades" and adopt centralized living to save grain supply quantity.

For the secretaries of various districts of the People's Party, this was a last resort. For the common people, this was the only way to save their lives. So various rumors began to spread at great speed. The People's Party had countless grain; as long as one was willing to depend on the People's Party, everyone would have food and shelter. Previously in Fengtai County, the common people were already living centrally, so news didn't spread fast. Now that the base areas expanded, the range of contact with disaster victims expanded greatly.

Zhu Sanshui was a scholar, but failed to pass the examination for Xiucai before the court abolished the imperial examination. Fortunately, there was a little thin field at home; with no hope for official rank, farming should be okay. As a result, when the flood came, there was no hope for farming either. After hearing the rumors of the People's Party, Zhu Sanshui immediately felt that this newly rising force was by no means "good men and believing women" [harmless people]. In these years when the government didn't even relieve disaster, for a non-governmental force to spontaneously organize so big, their heart was definitely not to serve the court.

Having studied for so many years without getting a degree, Zhu Sanshui had completely despaired of the court. After discovering the "suspicious" political force of the People's Party, Zhu Sanshui's choice was to defect immediately. He first went to the Tianhe Base Area to inspect on the spot, saw those blue-clad troops, and also tried to get food twice. He confirmed that this group of people and the court were not the same thing at all.

Zhu Sanshui had studied after all and knew that defecting empty-handed was useless. There was still some surplus grain at home, so he simply asked to see the leaders of the Tianhe Base Area. The secretary of the Tianhe Base Area was Qin Wuan. Qin Wuan, who came from Fudan Public School, was from Shaanxi and had the personality peculiar to people from Guanzhong: frankly speaking, refreshing; badly speaking, impetuous. He was very interested in Zhu Sanshui's proposal to "join the partnership." In the conversation, Zhu Sanshui didn't understand the people's revolution mentioned by Qin Wuan; Zhu Sanshui originally only cared about whether the People's Party wanted to rebel. Since the People's Party wanted "revolution," Zhu Sanshui simply proposed that he could use all his family property to organize the people of Longzihu to participate in the "revolution."

If not for the People's Party having already decided to attack Fengyang Prefecture, Zhu Sanshui's end would very likely be "supervised" for investigation. Now time was so tight, and Qin Wuan was also impatient, so he simply went with Zhu Sanshui to the Longzihu area for an on-the-spot investigation personally. The investigation result was that the local area completely had a revolutionary foundation.

At this time, the plan to attack Fengyang Prefecture had been formulated. The result of the Party Central Committee's research was that Zhu Sanshui's defection to the revolution should be sincere. Agree for the time being at this stage. But the premise lay in sending someone to see if Zhu Sanshui could obey orders and scatter the surplus grain in his home to organize local people. The result of observation was that Zhu Sanshui indeed obeyed orders and, under the command of the special commissioner, organized a team of hungry people.

Finally, Zhu Sanshui was temporarily allowed to join the revolutionary ranks.

Before departure, Yan Fu expressed he was not very assured about this team joining rashly. Zhang Yu didn't have so many worries. The common people couldn't survive; if rebelling could let them live, the common people didn't care about attacking the government. According to several contacts, the news brought back by the liaison officer was that quite a few local people chose to join the battle spontaneously. If Zhu Sanshui expressed defection alone, there was still some possibility of a scam. If local people chose to join in large numbers, the possibility of them being court running dogs was minimal.

Seeing Zhu Sanshui coming to welcome them, Zhang Yu shouted loudly: "I am the commander of the People's Party. Is this friend Zhu Sanshui?"

"I am Zhu Sanshui! Thank Heaven and Earth, I finally looked forward to the arrival of the King's army." Zhu Sanshui shouted loudly.

After the troops disembarked, according to the prior arrangement, the grain given to these "uprising common people" was also transported down. The base area didn't have much rice or wheat; the transported grain was all potatoes. Everyone didn't say anything else; for anyone volunteering to participate in the battle, distribute twenty jin of potatoes per person first.

Zhu Sanshui never expected the People's Party to act so righteously. One of the reasons he didn't pass the Xiucai exam back then was that he liked listening to operas and reading various novels. This practice of distributing grain to the common people before rebelling was really an excellent strategy to buy people's hearts. While touched in his heart, Zhu Sanshui vaguely felt a kind of fear; this group of People's Party people acted very methodically. Through grain distribution, they directly took away a lot of the common people's goodwill. Zhu Sanshui mobilized so many people because he scattered the surplus grain at home. Now it could be seen that the grain in the hands of the People's Party was far more than his, plus the number of blue-clad troops exceeded a thousand. They had guns and grain; how could they take him, a person who defected rashly, seriously?

This thought didn't last too long; Zhu Sanshui soon got over it. It's good to take shelter under a big tree. Now these common people didn't sincerely want to rebel, but were forced by inability to survive. How much grain could Fengyang Prefecture have? Even if they conquered it, they couldn't eat for long. Let alone that after conquering Fengyang Prefecture, the common people would scatter like birds and beasts after looting grain and wealth. He couldn't gather many people at all.

"What's wrong, Comrade Sanshui? You look like you don't understand why we do this." Qin Wuan appeared beside Zhu Sanshui at some point.

Zhu Sanshui said hurriedly: "Mr. Qin, oh, Comrade Qin Wuan, I just feel that our People's Party really has too much grain. I admire it from the bottom of my heart." Although he was in a state of complete ignorance about the People's Party, in the People's Party, everyone addressed each other as comrades regardless of status; Zhu Sanshui liked this characteristic very much. Even if he was new, outsiders couldn't tell.

Qin Wuan's tone was full of pride. "What we want is political power, not wealth, and even less to learn from the Manchu Qing to exploit the common people. So we naturally want the territory to be as big as possible. These grains were all grown by the common people of Fengtai County after the flood. The bigger the territory, the more common people we can benefit."

Zhu Sanshui had heard these things from other comrades of the People's Party, but he was half-believing and half-doubting. It wasn't until he saw these potatoes still stuck with mud, especially since the potatoes were not big, that he really believed it. Since Qin Wuan was so confident, Zhu Sanshui praised half-sincerely and half-hypocritically: "If only the People's Party comrades had come earlier. How many fewer people would have died in Fengyang Prefecture."

"Aren't we here now?" Qin Wuan said loudly.

Zhu Sanshui nodded hurriedly.

And the next action of the People's Party was even more beyond Zhu Sanshui's expectations. In his opinion, since the People's Party had already given the common people grain, it could be said that the money for selling their lives to join the partnership had been paid, so they should gather as many common people as possible. Unexpectedly, the cadres of the People's Party actually gathered the common people near Longzihu who participated in the "rebellion" first. More than three hundred people came this time, all poor people who couldn't survive.

"Fellow villagers, we are going to attack Fengyang Prefecture now. Our purpose in attacking Fengyang Prefecture is firstly not to kill officials and rebel, and secondly not to rob grain and money. We attack Fengyang Prefecture to give the common people a way to live. From the flood until now, has everyone eaten a mouthful of life-saving grain relieved by the government? Before the flood, did the government give everyone a bit of benefit besides collecting taxes? We conquer Fengyang Prefecture, and in the future, our People's Party will organize the government. Everyone will never be bullied again. Because our People's Party is the team of the common people."

The common people hugged the potatoes distributed to their hands tightly one by one. Listening to these inexplicable words, they didn't know how to respond. Most of these common people were young people, and also desperate people who took risks. The reason they came to participate in this rebellion was originally that they were forced to be unable to live. They prepared to rob some life-saving grain and money after breaking through Fengyang Prefecture. Unexpectedly, this group of people actually wouldn't allow it.
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Chapter 108: New Beginning (13)

If not to eat a full meal, who would be willing to rebel? As soon as the People's Party forbade the common people asking to join from looting, some people immediately had thoughts of retreating. Li Zhao, who spoke to the common people, had been in the army for so long that he understood people's mentality very well. Those willing to follow the team forward had a forward-looking attitude, a focused attitude pervading every detail, ready to move forward at any time. Looking at those among the "uprising common people" whose eyes began to look left and right, Li Zhao knew these people were no longer willing to fight purely for the revolution.

Since the People's Party established armed forces in Fengtai County, the soldiers recruited were basically children of good families. Although children of good families might not be able to fight as well as those rogues and hooligans at the beginning, after more than half a year of training, their combat effectiveness improved rapidly, and they were particularly able to endure hardship. After the house distribution in Fengtai County, the spirit of the troops went to a higher level. "Fighting to liberate the common people," this declaration which was almost a slogan, had become a conviction of the soldiers.

If in the base area, everyone was merely obeying the command of superiors. After seeing the disaster situation in the surrounding areas, the soldiers solidly confirmed that their whole families survived from the death line relying on the People's Party, and had today's life relying on the People's Party. The political work system of the People's Party repeatedly emphasized letting the soldiers know that this was not the power of the People's Party; most of the work was done by soldiers and common people, and what the People's Party did was merely stand on the side of the people and serve the people. But contrary to the expectations of the comrades in the political work system, this kind of propaganda made the soldiers unite even more closely around the People's Party.

It wasn't that the soldiers didn't understand that they and the common people bore the heaviest work; it was precisely because they understood this, precisely because the People's Party spared no effort to propagate this way, that the soldiers truly felt the People's Party sincerely wanted to lead everyone to live a good life. Because the common people worked equally hard in the past, but the benefits exchanged for such hard work were negligible compared to now.

In the past, the common people encountered those who belittled the common people as worthless and bragged about the significance of their own existence as miraculous. Following these people, the common people could at most pick up some leftovers. Only by following the People's Party did everyone feel they truly got the bulk of the benefits. Up to now, the soldiers actually didn't understand what revolution meant or what industrialization meant. The only thing the soldiers understood was that all their labor and the fruits of labor mostly fell evenly into the hands of common people just like themselves, not into the hands of those officials of the People's Party. As long as the People's Party was there, everyone wouldn't starve to death, and no one could bully others. based on such simple and true reasons, the soldiers were willing to follow the People's Party sincerely.

Even if they had to face war, face death. The soldiers were still willing to follow the Party.

Actually, Li Zhao's own initial ideal was no different from other revolutionary youths: drive away foreigners and build a powerful China. A large part of the reason for working with Chen Ke was that he couldn't stay in Shanghai anymore, and hearing that there was a magistrate as a backer in Fengtai County, revolution should be very easy. Li Zhao originally didn't understand the needs of the people; the reason for his hard work was quite simple: in such an environment, only by everyone uniting together and working together could they survive. Since Chairman Chen Ke himself charged at the dangerous front line, what else could Li Zhao say?

When Li Zhao also had subordinates, when Li Zhao also had to take responsibility for others, Li Zhao originally thought it was only right and natural for comrades to follow him. It was just that as a political work staff member, he had to learn to understand the thoughts of grassroots comrades. After hard work, when he finally understood this point, when Li Zhao truly understood the true mentality of grassroots soldiers, that emotion exceeded his own imagination. Li Zhao found an uninhabited place and cried.

As long as one works, one can survive; no one can bully others. This should have been a very simple system. As an old party member who founded this new system with Chairman Chen Ke, Li Zhao originally didn't know that the people's demands were actually just this little bit. Li Zhao even always thought that getting the people to follow him in revolution required spending a lot of money to buy them. Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized in political work training that as long as a fair new system with hope was established, the people would follow the People's Party. Li Zhao actually didn't believe it much in the early stage of work. Now he finally believed it.

Of course, Chairman Chen Ke also repeatedly emphasized in political work training that the old system continuously poisoned the people culturally, making people believe that they had the opportunity to become "people above people" who got rich by exploiting others. Facing this group of "uprising common people" roped in by Zhu Sanshui, Li Zhao also believed this judgment. Originally, a greedy light flashed in the eyes of many "uprising common people"; to put it unpleasantly, that was a light very much like wild beasts. When these people heard "no looting allowed," that impulsive and agitated emotion plummeted immediately. Just grabbing a random common person in Fengtai County would be much more presentable than this bunch.

After the Public Trial Rally in Fengtai County this time, the troops held various symposiums; everyone thought the trial was very fair. The only complaint was feeling the Public Trial Rally should have been held earlier; the common people actually had been worried whether the People's Party would be like the previous government, walking together with landlords. Quite a few soldiers proposed that some bad people from before should be arrested. Facing the political cadres' explanation of "judicial justice," that is, without evidence, the judicial system cannot arrest people, the soldiers expressed comprehensive approval and enthusiastically reported crimes.

Li Zhao firmly believed that such Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army soldiers would absolutely not participate in looting actions during the war. The common people didn't look forward to troubled times, nor did they hope for crime to run rampant. So Li Zhao would not let these common people with impure motives participate in this military operation no matter what.

"We came to fight to liberate the common people. Fellow villagers, if you want to overthrow corrupt officials and smash this man-eating world, we welcome you to join our team. If you just want to loot and kill people, you don't need to follow us. After taking Fengyang Prefecture, firstly we want to relieve disaster victims, and secondly we absolutely do not allow bandits to run rampant."

After hearing this, quite a few "uprising common people" looked at Zhu Sanshui with dissatisfied eyes. Zhu Sanshui didn't say this at the beginning; "Fight into Fengyang Prefecture, confiscate all the dog officials' family property" was the slogan Zhu Sanshui used to agitate.

A common person already asked in an expectant tone: "This leader, after you take Fengyang Prefecture, how will the dog officials' family property be distributed?"

Hearing this, Li Zhao was already a bit unhappy in his heart. He suppressed his mood and answered loudly: "Part of the officials' family property will be distributed to the common people, and part will be confiscated. After taking Fengyang Prefecture, we have to relieve disaster victims; a lot of grain has to be bought from outside."

"That means we fight, and then get nothing distributed? Then can I quit?" The common person just now shouted loudly.

Hearing this, Li Zhao couldn't help breathing a sigh of relief. This military operation mobilized nearly two thousand soldiers; just relying on this military strength was enough to easily take Fengyang Prefecture. If they were all soldiers of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army, military discipline could be guaranteed instead. Li Zhao didn't want to create incidents of common people participating in looting; such things happened when attacking forts, and the effort the Revolutionary Army spent to suppress looting was not much less than attacking forts. He smiled and said: "You can. You can quit."

Hearing this, immediately a hundred or so people quit the team. Many of the remaining common people didn't know whether it was better to quit or stay here. Just at this time, suddenly a middle-aged man strode up to Li Zhao and knelt down with a thud. His attitude was correct, kneeling straight, which startled Li Zhao. Li Zhao wanted to help him up, but the middle-aged man insisted on kneeling on the ground. While the two entangled, the middle-aged man said loudly: "This leader, I want to participate in fighting Fengyang Prefecture this time, not for looting. I want revenge. The yamen runner of Fengyang Prefecture has a grudge against my family; they wronged my older brother to death. I only beg for one thing: after breaking Fengyang Prefecture, hand that yamen runner over to me; I want to dig out his heart and liver to avenge my brother."

"We don't allow indiscriminate killing, nor can we let everyone take private revenge like this." Li Zhao finally pulled the middle-aged man up forcibly. "If you have a grievance, after we break Fengyang Prefecture, you can come to us to state your grievance. Rest assured, we will absolutely not let go of a bad person. No matter who it is, as long as they owe blood debts to the common people, we will recover them for you."

"Really?" The middle-aged man heard Li Zhao didn't agree to his request directly and was half-believing and half-doubting about Li Zhao's words.

"According to what you said, that person owes a blood debt. Then he absolutely won't owe a blood debt to only your family. After taking Fengyang Prefecture, other wronged common people also want revenge. If you kill that yamen runner privately, other common people will think that yamen runner ran away privately."

Seeing the middle-aged man still half-believing and half-doubting, Li Zhao asked: "Although that bad person only has one life and can only die once, we will hold a Public Trial Rally, letting everyone who was wronged state their grievances in public, letting everyone know the sequence of events of us killing him. Isn't this exactly the best祭告 [memorial ceremony/announcement] to the dead?"

The middle-aged man seemed to be persuaded by Li Zhao. He suddenly knelt in front of Li Zhao again and kowtowed repeatedly. "This leader, you are the Blue Sky Great Master."

Li Zhao quickly pulled the middle-aged man up again, and then said to everyone: "Fellow villagers, we are not rebelling; we are here to save the common people and uphold justice for the common people. We can't say we want to beat bad people on one hand, and do bad things like bad people on the other hand, right?"

Watching Li Zhao's mobilization, Yan Fu couldn't help nodding slightly. He hadn't participated in the People's Party's battles yet. Although Chen Ke had said some basic situations, emphasizing that the People's Party troops stressed politics and absolutely did not fight to stir up disturbances. But Yan Fu was still worried that this revolution would cause the chaos of the past. Every revolution involved killing officials; Yan Fu didn't have much sympathy for former colleagues either. But Yan Fu still cherished his reputation very much. If Chen Ke said one thing and did another, Yan Fu wouldn't follow Chen Ke down a dark path. Seeing Li Zhao's mobilization goal was clear and indeed very political, Yan Fu praised it very much.

Finally, only more than fifty of the more than three hundred people remained to volunteer for the battle. Zhang Yu didn't let them fight in the vanguard either, but handed the task of leading the way to them. Although the map of the base area was detailed enough, it wasn't detailed to the point where even roads were marked clearly. It would be much more convenient with locals leading the way; this was also an important reason why Zhu Sanshui's joining was accepted for this operation.

After rectification was completed, the troops began to march.

In the books Zhu Sanshui had read, marching was described with one phrase: "shouts of men and neighing of horses." The march of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army was quite different; the soldiers pursed their lips tightly one by one, marching with their heads down without making a sound. Looking at the pace, it wasn't very fast; Zhu Sanshui could withstand it at first, but a moment later, Zhu Sanshui couldn't quite keep up. He was slower than the soldiers at every step; after a hundred steps accumulated, Zhu Sanshui was already left far behind by the team he could keep up with at the beginning. Just as he was panting and wanting to catch up, he saw two soldiers suddenly catch up from behind, lift Zhu Sanshui up, and walk forward. With someone to help, Zhu Sanshui immediately felt much more relaxed.

But he saw that no one in the whole team spoke; everyone buried their heads in rushing. Except for the sound of footsteps, there were actually no human voices. Zhu Sanshui wanted to ask, but just keeping up with the team had exhausted his strength; where did he have the strength to talk too much? Not only that, as the march continued, Zhu Sanshui found that as long as he thought about other things in his mind, his steps immediately became heavy. On the contrary, if he didn't think about anything and just rushed forward with the main force, his steps could be much lighter. Zhu Sanshui also gradually gave up all distracting thoughts, just concentrating on rushing with the help of the soldiers beside him. At first, Zhu Sanshui was restraining himself not to think too much, but after walking for an unknown amount of time, Zhu Sanshui's mind was completely empty. The huge consumption of physical strength made him feel a bit collapsed; he didn't even have the energy to use his brain to think about things.

Zhu Sanshui couldn't remember clearly whether they rested twice or thrice on the road. Anyway, every time he collapsed on the ground panting, before he fully rested, he was pulled up to continue marching. The weather was also cold; when walking, his body was dripping with hot sweat, but when resting, being blown by the cold wind made it appear exceptionally cold. When the city wall of Fengyang County, the head county of Fengyang Prefecture, appeared in his field of vision, Zhu Sanshui only felt his eyes go black; the high city wall seemed to be shrouded in a layer of black mist. When he collapsed on the ground panting, he saw the troops reorganize slightly and continue to advance. But the formation was somewhat different from when marching.

Zhu Sanshui didn't know; this was the result of lowered body function caused by collapse. He had begun to lack the ability to distinguish and think.

When the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army arrived at Fengyang Prefecture, they saw the city gate was not closed. Looking through the telescope, the defense on the city wall was also very loose. Zhang Yu and Pu Guanshui, who came along, discussed slightly and decided to adopt the first plan: use fake New Army to trick open the city gate. As soon as the military order was issued, a team of troops in New Army uniforms advanced rapidly towards Fengyang Prefecture.
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Chapter 109: New Beginning (14)

Anqing is located in southern Anhui, on the north bank of the Yangtze River, and is the provincial capital of Anhui. Since En Ming became the Governor of Anhui, he had been committed to promoting the New Policies. As En Ming's disciple and capable subordinate, Xu Xilin was able to become the main person in charge of the Anqing Army Elementary School and the Police School.

On January 12, 1907, Xu Xilin finished his daily work and went to visit En Ming to hear if En Ming had any instructions. Coming out of the courtyard of the Police School, he hadn't walked far when he saw a flatbed cart piled with several skeletal corpses heading towards the South Gate by the Yangtze River. Among the many disaster victims begging along the streets, people starved to death every day. Especially since winter began, corpses were originally cleared once every two days, but now they were cleared almost twice a day. Looking at these starving common people, Xu Xilin also felt somewhat unbearable in his heart. However, this emotion did not last too long. After passing the cart transporting corpses, Xu Xilin soon threw this pity to the back of his mind. He did not know that Fengyang Prefecture had been conquered by the People's Party led by Chen Ke at this time. The battle deployment for attacking Anqing was also underway intensely. Xu Xilin's mind was full of other things.

A month ago, he received a letter from Chen Ke. The letter stated that Chen Ke might lead troops to attack Anqing around the Spring Festival, hoping Xu Xilin could prepare enough manpower before then. After Chen Ke took Anqing, he would retreat to the Fengyang Prefecture area, and Anqing would be handed over to Xu Xilin.

regarding what Chen Ke said in the letter, Xu Xilin couldn't even talk about being half-believing and half-doubting at first; he thought Chen Ke was talking nonsense. It wasn't until Xu Xilin saw the People's Party fleet and the strange red flag with a hammer and sickle on the fleet that he believed Chen Ke's words a little. At that time, one of the persons in charge of the fleet was actually Yan Fu, and Yan Fu was actually Chen Ke's teacher. This gave Xu Xilin quite a shock.

After Xu Xilin left Shanghai, he originally wanted to go to a Japanese military academy to study. However, because Japan began to strictly prohibit the revolutionary actions of Chinese students, setting many restrictions, he had to return to China, and thus the idea of "toppling the Qing court with tactics" arose. So by mobilizing and using relationships from all sides, Xu Xilin sought to organize the Anqing Army Elementary School. Later, due to the recommendation of his uncle Yu Liansan and Xu Xilin's own shrewdness and capability, he was finally reused by Anhui Governor En Ming. And Xu Xilin even took En Ming as his teacher and became En Ming's confidant. Unexpectedly, Chen Ke actually took a similar route, studying under Yan Fu. Not knowing what great help he received from Yan Fu, Chen Ke could actually build a fleet and even considered himself strong enough to attack Anqing Prefecture. This stimulation to Xu Xilin was very huge.

Yan Fu was extremely tight-lipped and deliberately avoided Xu Xilin, so Xu Xilin had no way to be alone with Yan Fu. The fleet came and went, leaving Xu Xilin with a pile of mysteries. Qiu Jin was also supervising the Anqing Girls' School in Anqing, and the two discussed this matter in depth. Chen Ke met Xu Xilin first before meeting Qiu Jin. But Qiu Jin and Chen Ke had more cooperation. Xu Xilin felt that Qiu Jin evaluated Chen Ke very highly. Chen Ke could set up the Renxin Medical College in Shanghai, make medicine to earn money, and recruit Chen Tianhua to his banner; just these three things made Qiu Jin feel that Chen Ke was by no means an ordinary person.

But Xu Xilin's view was quite different. He felt that Chen Ke's attitude towards the Guangfuhui [Restoration Society] was very cold. Although polite enough and loyal enough to Xu Xilin, he didn't mean to open his heart. Of course, when Chen Ke first met Xu Xilin, he also said that he wanted to borrow Xu Xilin's help to go to Shanghai. After Chen Ke made a name for himself in Shanghai, he didn't interact much with Xu Xilin who was also in Shanghai. Although he didn't mention it with his mouth, Xu Xilin felt very uncomfortable in his heart. "The whole world bustles for profit"; Xu Xilin knew this saying and agreed with it. But to achieve Chen Ke's degree of "tea cooling as soon as the person leaves" [ignoring people once they are no longer useful] could be considered calculated to the extreme.

Xu Xilin thought, just like the first time he met him, Chen Ke threw over a big steamed bun that he absolutely couldn't ignore. What was the calculation behind that?

Qiu Jin had a straightforward personality. After reading the letter, she said: "Wen Qing also made it clear in the letter. We don't need to exert effort to attack Anqing; after taking Anqing, he will hand Anqing over to us. Although managing Anqing is by no means easy, our Guangfuhui can gather hundreds of people anyway, so at least we can manage Anqing well. Besides, with Wen Qing echoing in Anhui, what are we afraid of?"

Hearing such optimistic words, Xu Xilin felt things were definitely not that simple. He just shook his head but didn't speak.

Seeing Xu Xilin looking worried, Qiu Jin suddenly laughed: "Haha, Bosun, actually I think Wen Qing just didn't say some things directly. Wen Qing is humble and polite; didn't you see through it, Bosun?"

Compared with Xu Xilin, Qiu Jin was not particularly proficient in interpersonal relationships. Hearing Qiu Jin say this, Xu Xilin didn't quite believe that Qiu Jin could really propose a better explanation. He still frowned and asked: "What didn't I see through?"

Qiu Jin didn't mind Xu Xilin's expression. She said frankly: "When Wen Qing was down and out back then, he begged at your door. Now Wen Qing should have some family assets. Let's not talk about whether he can take Anqing. Just say if he really takes Anqing, and you are supervising schools in Anqing, how will he treat you, his benefactor, then?"

"Hmm?" Xu Xilin felt this line of thought was something he hadn't thought of. Hearing this, Xu Xilin's spirit lifted. "You mean, Wen Qing is afraid of having a dispute with me in Anqing?"

"Not only afraid of having a dispute with you in Anqing. Wen Qing knows we are comrades of the Guangfuhui. After Chen Tianhua defected to Wen Qing, the matter of the Tongmenghui couldn't be hidden from Wen Qing either. Wen Qing should be worried about conflicting with the Guangfuhui. If Wen Qing asks us to help first, and the attack on Anqing is unsuccessful, won't both sides tear their faces apart afterwards? If successful, I'm afraid both sides will have to say who listens to whose command, right? At that time, you and I are in Anqing; Wen Qing has to give us some face. I see Wen Qing acts very decisively. I guess he feels that rather than tearing faces apart with the Guangfuhui, it's better to simply give Anqing to us."

The previous analysis made sense, but Xu Xilin simply didn't believe that Anqing would be given up just to avoid tearing faces apart. "I see Wen Qing has great spirit [daring]. If it's just a matter of face, I'm afraid he wouldn't be so scrupulous. There must be other reasons." Xu Xilin said, "Moreover, although Anqing has convenient transportation, it is difficult to defend. In our original plan, we prepared to develop comrades in schools first, and then persuade the New Army to rise up together. If according to what Wen Qing said, we don't have so many revolutionary comrades in Anqing. Gaining such an Anqing for nothing, what use is it?"

"This is where Wen Qing knows how to conduct himself. Since we know that it is difficult to hold Anqing with our strength, then there are two roads left. Either we don't want Anqing, or we beg Wen Qing and ask to join Wen Qing's side. Anyway, no matter what, Wen Qing considered everyone's face and can still get Anqing."

Hearing this, Xu Xilin couldn't help changing his expression. Originally he didn't believe Chen Ke could really take Anqing. Now his thought was that even if Chen Ke took Anqing, Xu Xilin wouldn't hand Anqing over to Chen Ke like this. But the situation is stronger than people. Since Xu Xilin had limited strength in his hands, and there was little time left before what Chen Ke said, he only had two roads now. Either be calculated by Chen Ke like this, or ask the Guangfuhui in Jiangsu and Zhejiang for reinforcements. Xu Xilin immediately decided to take the second road.

Since making up his mind, on one hand, Xu Xilin seized the time to propagate revolutionary ideas and recruit comrades in the Army Elementary School and Police School. On the other hand, he reported work to Anhui Governor En Ming more to get more news. At the same time, he anxiously waited for news from the Guangfuhui comrades in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Half a month later, Tao Chengzhang actually came to Anqing in person. He brought news from the Guangfuhui comrades in Jiangsu and Zhejiang: If Chen Ke could really take Anqing, then the Guangfuhui would immediately reinforce manpower to Anqing. No matter what, Anqing could not be handed over to Chen Ke.

After discussing with Xu Xilin, Tao Chengzhang believed that Xu Xilin could well cooperate with Chen Ke temporarily to help Chen Ke take Anqing. Within the time agreed by everyone, the Guangfuhui would send manpower on the road in batches. If Chen Ke really took Anqing, troops from all routes would contact each other and rush to Anqing city. Make Chen Ke honor his promise and hand over Anqing. If Chen Ke didn't take Anqing, troops from all routes would return to Shaoxing to continue the local revolutionary cause. regarding the news provided by Xu Xilin that Chen Ke studied under Yan Fu, Tao Chengzhang expressed that Cai Yuanpei and Yan Fu were both old friends of Mr. Ma Xiangbo. The Guangfuhui had already used this relationship to contact Yan Fu, hoping Yan Fu could cooperate with the Guangfuhui.

After discussing these, Tao Chengzhang asked Xu Xilin again how likely it was that Chen Ke was telling lies.

Xu Xilin thought for a good while before answering: "Up to now, there has been no news of rebellion in other places from Anqing. That fleet had at least four or five hundred people. Wen Qing could send such a large fleet out; presumably, he must have about a thousand people in his hands. Moreover, he stated clearly in the letter that he didn't need our help to attack Anqing. Up to now, he hasn't sent any other news. As I think, 30% should be true, and 70% is probably just his wishful thinking."

Hearing this evaluation, a disappointed look appeared on Tao Chengzhang's face slightly. Sighing, Tao Chengzhang said: "I actually hope this person Chen Ke isn't telling lies."

Tao Chengzhang didn't stay too long and left. Xu Xilin originally thought Chen Ke had ulterior motives, but unexpectedly a messenger came again yesterday. Chen Ke told Xu Xilin that he would attack Anqing before the Spring Festival and hoped Xu Xilin would be ready. Xu Xilin asked the messenger where exactly Chen Ke was. The messenger finally told Xu Xilin clearly that Chen Ke had already established a foothold in Fengtai County. Sending away the messenger, Xu Xilin immediately wrote a letter to report the situation to the Guangfuhui comrades in Shaoxing on one hand, and on the other hand, he was also considering whether to stay in Anqing or go to Fengtai County personally to see what was happening.
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While Xu Xilin had profound doubts about the purpose of Chen Ke's letter, Chen Ke was also arranging future strategies. The Military Commission of the People's Party added a new comrade; the old soldier Yan Fu joined the highest command and decision-making body of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army. regarding Chen Ke's suggestion to hand Anqing over to Xu Xilin, Yan Fu's performance was quite different from those young comrades.

For comrades like He Zudao, they also asked questions, but the purpose of asking was merely to understand Chen Ke's purpose in doing so. These young cadres were all followers of Chen Ke; they didn't think their judgment could be wiser than Chen Ke's. So understanding Chairman Chen Ke's strategic purpose to better execute Chairman Chen Ke's ideas was the driving force for their questions.

But Hua Xiongmao, Zhang Yu, and several other comrades really felt it necessary to understand Chen Ke's strategic thinking. After all, they were commanders of the troops; they believed they possessed such a right. Not to mention that the Central Military Commission was not Chen Ke's one-man rule.

As for Yan Fu, he neither intended to follow Chen Ke blindly nor had the consciousness of a senior commander; he simply wanted to understand Chen Ke's military ability.

"Anqing has only one meaning for us: taking Anqing and destroying the ruling center of the Manchu Qing in Anhui will throw the whole of Anhui into chaos. The Beijing government is unable to directly control various prefectures and counties. After Anqing is destroyed, the reaction of other places in Anhui can only be to stick to their cities for defense. What we want to fight for is the vast number of common people in the countryside. If the Manchu Qing forces don't come to make trouble, we can open up base areas with ease. So we must conquer Anqing. Let Anhui be chaotic."

Listening to Chen Ke's explanation, Yan Fu deeply agreed. The old handsome guy Yan Fu had a limited evaluation of the battle of Fengyang Prefecture. Fengyang Prefecture had lax military preparations; the defending troops had no guard against a group of troops wearing New Army uniforms. When disarming them, some people actually tried to argue that they hadn't broken the law, completely failing to understand that these people opposite them were not the New Army at all. After the city gate guards were easily dealt with, the remaining attack targets were extremely easy. The officials of Fengyang Prefecture never expected that someone would attack the prefecture city in broad daylight, so they had no defense at all. This battle itself was extremely easy.

What Yan Fu admired was the troops' discipline of committing no crimes against the people, as well as their efficient actions. When sweeping through Fengyang Prefecture, the troops didn't kill innocent people at all, but just took various key points. Gunshots frightened the common people; the troops even maintained order, taking care of children lost in panic and handing them over to anxious parents searching for them. Because of the lack of accommodation, the troops simply slept under the eaves of common people's houses on the streets of Fengyang County for a night. Those petty thieves also tried to harm the common people taking advantage of the chaos; patrolling troops arrested them, then gathered the common people for a public trial. After the trial, they were all shot. Such orderliness and training were highly appreciated by Yan Fu. Not joining an organization like bandits made Yan Fu very relieved.

As for Chen Ke mentioning making Anhui chaotic, Yan Fu completely understood the meaning. With the group of dragons without a leader [leaderless group], the People's Party could concentrate its strength to expand the base area, concentrating superior forces to defeat enemies one by one. As a senior naval officer, knowing why one must seize the T-position [Crossing the T] in naval battles—it is to concentrate firepower to eliminate the enemy. The Lanchester combat power equation studies this; Yan Fu had read this military tutorial by Chen Ke and praised it greatly. Of course, Yan Fu didn't know that this equation, which was only created in 1914 in history, was named the "Chen Ke Combat Equation" by later generations due to Chen Ke's appearance and his taking the lead in proposing the calculus model of this equation.

Yan Fu greatly appreciated the significance of "concentrating superior forces to fight battles of annihilation" proposed by Chen Ke. Once the overall command of Anqing was lost, the Manchu Qing military forces in various places would be a sheet of loose sand; those Manchu Qing forces sticking to cities for self-defense would become the best targets. As the saying goes, injuring ten fingers is not as good as breaking one finger. The Manchu Qing had only so many troops; after being annihilated one by one, the Manchu Qing simply couldn't replenish them in time. Even if replenished, they would just be a mob, not worth fearing at all.

Of course, to realize such a strategic concept required firstly the support of the vast number of common people, and secondly the strong marching ability of the troops. "Seizing the countryside, rural areas encircling the cities"—this was Chen Ke's strategic framework. In this battle to attack Fengyang Prefecture, the troops marching nearly twenty kilometers in three hours in not-too-rugged mountainous terrain also gave Yan Fu a quite deep impression.

After Chen Ke's explanation, the comrades of the Military Commission also roughly understood Chen Ke's strategic concept. In Yan Fu's view, this meeting could continue. Unexpectedly, Hua Xiongmao asked hesitantly: "Chairman Chen, you want to hand Anqing over to Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin because they are old acquaintances with us?"

Yan Fu was very puzzled by such inexplicable words. But he was over fifty years old after all, more composed than young people. Scanning the other members of the Military Commission, he saw some comrades had complex expressions; for example, He Zudao looked like he wanted to speak but stopped. Some comrades had blank faces; for example, Pu Guanshui obviously didn't know what these words meant.

"Comrade Hua Xiongmao, we are talking about official business; don't bring personal feelings into work." Chen Ke said seriously.

Hua Xiongmao turned his face away to look at the table surface. A moment later, he turned his face back to Chen Ke and asked in an unwilling tone: "Chairman Chen, since when did you start planning this matter?"

"Brigade Commander Hua, is there any meaning in asking this?" He Zudao couldn't help interrupting Hua Xiongmao's questioning. The eight earliest party members of the People's Party knew that Chen Ke had a deep relationship with Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin; Chen Ke was brought to Shanghai by Xu Xilin. Everyone was also clear about the relative relationship between Hua Xiongmao and Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. He Zudao didn't want Hua Xiongmao to dispute this matter with Chen Ke in public. Chen Ke might have calculated his former benefactors, but if Hua Xiongmao opposed the subsequent strategic concept based on such a reason, he would absolutely not get the support of other comrades. Even He Zudao wouldn't support Hua Xiongmao.

Before Hua Xiongmao could answer, Chen Ke said loudly: "Comrade Hua Xiongmao, I can tell you clearly, I am not calculating Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. What I am considering now is the idea of the Guangfuhui. We inevitably have to deal with the Guangfuhui. Xu Xilin is our old friend, but Xu Xilin is the representative of the Guangfuhui in Anhui. I won't calculate an old friend; that's meaningless. But I must calculate the existence of other political forces in Anhui into it. Can you understand this point? Comrade Hua Xiongmao."

After hearing this, Hua Xiongmao unexpectedly showed a shame that only a child who said something wrong would have. A moment later, he returned to his usual firm attitude. "This is my ill consideration; Chairman Chen, I spoke wrong. I don't mean to give special care to Xu Xilin because of personal feelings. Please believe me on this point."

Chen Ke nodded very understandingly, and then continued: "After we take Anqing, the Manchu Qing will definitely retake Anqing. Trade in Anqing will terminate; don't even think about getting tax money or anything from there. If we stay in Anqing, we have to invest heavy troops to maintain it; at this stage, we don't have so many troops. Limited troops and materials used in Anqing are far inferior to being used in expanding base areas. But simply letting the Manchu Qing retake Anqing, we would lose more than we gain. So handing Anqing over to the Guangfuhui is the best choice."

None of the Military Commission members had any womanly benevolence. Everyone certainly didn't lack sympathy, but facing the realistic situation, the comrades thought letting the Guangfuhui take the heat in Anqing was a good choice.

Pu Guanshui asked: "What if the Guangfuhui doesn't agree to accept Anqing?"

"Regardless of whether they agree or not, after we take Anqing, we transport personnel and materials away, and then retreat according to plan. Occupying Anqing now is just taking on a burden. Whoever wants this burden can have it. Anyway, I don't think we need Anqing now." Chen Ke answered decisively. "Perhaps someone will say, after occupying Anqing, raise an arm and call, and all directions will respond. But the comrades of the Military Commission all have so much practical work experience. Occupying Anqing, exactly how many Anhui common people can know this news? How many common people will respond to our call? Even if someone responds, who will be responding to this call? Speaking more realistically, staying in Anqing for a day, how much grain and money can we get? With this strength, engaging in base areas in the countryside, how many more base areas can we expand? How many common people's lives can we save? I think everyone can calculate this account clearly."

Hearing this, a burst of laughter came from among the comrades, but this laughter was not simple at all. Chen Ke could hear that everyone was still quite regretful. After all, Anqing was the provincial capital of Anhui; occupying Anqing meant having enough rallying power. It might not necessarily fail to trigger a chain reaction nationwide.

Chen Ke stood up and walked to the map board in the conference room. He first tapped the location of Fengtai County, then tapped the location of Anqing. "Comrades, the land is dead, people are alive. If we win the support of the common people, then we have endless manpower. Consider our transportation line; Anqing is just a city we can't afford for us. Revolution is to let everyone live a better life; we can't do this losing business."

"I firmly support Chairman Chen Ke's opinion." Zhang Yu spoke immediately. As the commander of the Water Detachment, he knew the problem of the transportation line deeply. From Fengtai County to Anqing Prefecture, the enemies on both banks of the transportation line had not been cleared. Guaranteeing the smooth flow of transportation was simply a fantasy. Not to mention it was a disaster year now, and Anqing Prefecture didn't have much grain either.

With Zhang Yu taking the lead, other comrades also expressed agreement. So the basic strategic framework was passed. The operational goal of the People's Party armed forces was to conquer Anqing and capture or eliminate Manchu Qing officials in Anhui. Next discussed was the more detailed operational plan.



★


New Beginning 16

Volume 3 - Chapter 111

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 111: New Beginning (16)

When the military meeting took a temporary break, Chen Ke walked up to Hua Xiongmao and asked: "Go to the toilet together?"

Hua Xiongmao was slightly startled, then smiled immediately: "Just right, I'm almost dying of holding it in."

The two old comrades-in-arms went out side by side, leaving a room full of comrades with various expressions on their faces. Everyone knew clearly in their hearts that Chen Ke was probably going to talk to Hua Xiongmao about the matter just now. Most comrades were young people; even Zhang Yu, who was considered quite shrewd, couldn't hold back. He opened his mouth and asked: "Commissar He, are Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin old friends of Chairman Chen?"

Attending the Military Commission meeting were not only military cadres; Qi Huishen, Shang Yuan, and Chen Tianhua, these civilian cadres, also attended the meeting. He Zudao looked at Zhang Yu with some embarrassment, then cast his eyes on Qi Huishen. Qi Huishen also felt quite embarrassed; reasonably speaking, this kind of thing was a private matter and shouldn't be gossiped about behind backs. But this matter happened to be closely related to official business. Qi Huishen calculated slightly; actually quite a few people in the People's Party knew about this matter. Even if he didn't say it, others could find out the news. If he didn't explain it thoroughly to everyone now, it would appear secretive instead, as if there were some tricks. Thinking of this, Qi Huishen simply introduced the general situation.

Everyone knew that Chen Ke gathered the first batch of old party members in Shanghai. Learning that it was Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin who took Chen Ke to Shanghai, and Hua Xiongmao was a relative of these two, the comrades who didn't know the situation before understood why Hua Xiongmao would say such words.

"Indeed a dilemma." Chai Qingguo laughed. After speaking, Chai Qingguo couldn't help looking at Shang Yuan. The news that Shang Yuan decided to go to Hebei to work a while ago had been communicated among the high-level of the People's Party. Chai Qingguo himself really wanted to go back to Hebei with Shang Yuan. It wasn't that he had any opinion about Chen Ke. After personally participating in the People's Party's revolution, Chai Qingguo already believed Chen Ke's words: people's revolution and raising a banner to rebel were two completely different things. Following Chen Ke personally on the front line, Chai Qingguo's original dissatisfaction with Chen Ke had long dissipated in the common hard work. Chen Ke was not the kind of "scholar" Chai Qingguo loathed; scholars would absolutely refuse to go down to the fields to work themselves. The People's Party led the common people to struggle out of the death line; Chai Qingguo also felt very honored by this merit.

The reason why he wanted to go to Hebei with Shang Yuan was actually quite simple. Chai Qingguo was used to being a leader and was still not quite used to the strict discipline of the People's Party. Plus he was good at cavalry, and who knew in which "donkey year and horse month" [God knows when] the Anhui Base Area would build a cavalry unit. But returning to Hebei, raising horses was far easier than in Anhui. Since launching a "people's revolution" in Fengtai County, where he had never been before, could be so easy, Chai Qingguo believed that if he returned to Hebei and was with his old brothers from before, he could absolutely create achievements no less than in Anhui. So Chai Qingguo had already talked privately with Shang Yuan, probing his tone to see if Shang Yuan was willing to agree to him going to Hebei together. regarding Chai Qingguo's expression, Shang Yuan also expressed welcome, only he told him this matter must be agreed by the Party Committee. As a party member, Shang Yuan could not propose a resolution overriding the Party Committee.

Hearing Shang Yuan's statement, the first thing Chai Qingguo thought of was the experience of being kicked out of the venue in Beijing back then. Regardless of whether the Party Committee was right or wrong, one must obey the Party's arrangement first. Chai Qingguo had an unforgettable impression of this.

And this time Chen Ke laid hands on old friends, and in the Party Committee meeting, facing an old brother like Hua Xiongmao, he still didn't save any face, making Chai Qingguo even more unhappy. There is no friendship in the People's Party, at least no friendship in the Party Committee. One's own relatives rank even lower. This accurate recognition made Chai Qingguo want to go to Hebei even more; only there were brothers of the jianghu, only there were sworn brothers of life and death. Thinking of this, Chai Qingguo couldn't help looking at Shang Yuan again. He saw Shang Yuan sitting calmly on the stool, looking thoughtful, and couldn't tell what he was thinking at all. Chai Qingguo felt really quite disappointed.

Chen Ke couldn't care about the thoughts of other comrades either; for him, there were more important things to explain to Hua Xiongmao. "Zheng Lan, I am not trying to deal with Mr. Xu Xilin and Ms. Qiu Jin; do you believe me on this point?"

"Don't worry, Wen Qing. I have never doubted you." Hua Xiongmao said hurriedly, "I know you want to deal with the Guangfuhui, and after all, you don't have deep friendship with the two of them. It's not the time to want them to defect to us now either. You rest assured, I absolutely have no other meaning. It's just that everyone is a relative; I am still worried about them in my heart."

Seeing Hua Xiongmao spoke sincerely, Chen Ke nodded with a gloomy face. "Zheng Lan, since you can understand, I am relieved. But I still want to ask you one thing: if Mr. Xu Xilin and Ms. Qiu Jin come to our base area, find you, lobby you, and ask you for help, will you help or not?"

This question was quite sharp. Hua Xiongmao thought over and over before saying: "That depends on what help they ask me for. If it's a private matter, I naturally want to help. If it's official business, I listen to you." Although he said so with his mouth, Hua Xiongmao didn't say it so cheerfully.

Chen Ke didn't fuss about these. If Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin arrived at the base area, finding Hua Xiongmao could absolutely not be for private matters. Chen Ke knew this very well. "It's hard on you, Zheng Lan." After speaking, Chen Ke patted Hua Xiongmao's shoulder.

Hua Xiongmao sighed and spoke no more.

After the break ended, the meeting continued. Up to now, the Fengtai County Base Area used water transport as its main means of transportation, and the effect was naturally very good. For this military operation against Anqing, most comrades still thought adopting water transport was the best way. But Chen Ke felt very worried; capturing Fengyang Prefecture this time definitely had fish that slipped through the net, and several officials couldn't be found no matter what. These people were extremely likely to flee to Anqing. If so, taking the water route would appear very unsafe. After all, the waters controlled by the People's Party were far from reaching Anqing, and too many uncertain factors would be encountered along the way. In case things changed and the enemy blocked the water route, the troops attacking Anqing would become an isolated force.

Hearing this question from Chen Ke, Zhang Yu spoke immediately: "If we take the land route, we have to pass almost entirely within enemy territory. At least we have traveled the water route several times. Even if someone runs to Anqing, Anqing simply won't have time to notify the enemies on the water route. If worried about this matter, the best way is to send troops immediately and catch Anqing off guard."

Other comrades looked troubled hearing Zhang Yu's risky method. Instead, Chen Ke felt this might not be a solution.

"How about we still let Comrade Pu Guanshui trick open the city gate; what do you think?" He Zudao proposed. This proposal immediately received the approval of many Military Commission comrades. The People's Party had tried this trick repeatedly with success; attacking Shouzhou and attacking Fengyang Prefecture, disguising as the Anhui New Army had played a great effect. People have habitual thinking when thinking about problems. The comrades of the Military Commission now had mental inertia about disguising as the New Army. The first choice naturally went to this.

After hearing this, Pu Guanshui wanted to say something, but stopped again. He felt that if he negated it, he might be misunderstood as being greedy for life and afraid of death. But if he didn't raise his objection, in case things were messed up, he would be even more sorry to the comrades. Just as he was hesitating, he heard Chen Ke say: "I object. If we adopt the plan of sending troops immediately, the basis for establishing this plan is that Anqing Prefecture already knows our news. Since it is built on this strategic assumption, letting Comrade Pu Guanshui disguise as the New Army, isn't that moths flying into the fire? This is a strategic logic error."

Hearing this, Pu Guanshui's heart relaxed. Chen Ke relieved him very effectively. Pu Guanshui glanced at Chen Ke with grateful eyes. Then he heard He Zudao ask in confusion: "How is it a strategic logic error?" He Zudao had never participated in military academy training, nor had he received systematic military theoretical education. He completely didn't understand this term.

"This means, we assume Anqing Prefecture already knows our news and is already prepared. In order to act before the enemy, we take the water route to act first. But since we have this assumption, if we set out immediately like this, and then send Comrade Pu Guanshui to trick open the city gate, this action is based on the assumption that the enemy does not understand our situation. The logical positions of these two assumptions conflict. Anqing cannot know our situation and not know our situation at the same time."

"So that's it." He Zudao suddenly realized. What Chen Ke liked most about He Zudao was this point: ask if you don't understand, learn if you don't know. Never pretending to know when not knowing. Actually, some comrades around looked at He Zudao with a slight hint of ridicule in their eyes, but He Zudao didn't care at all. This was not feigned; this was because He Zudao asked this not to grandstand, but because he really didn't understand. Moreover, He Zudao didn't feel it was shameful to ask Chen Ke, so he simply didn't consider many things.

"What if Anqing only knows about our People's Party, but doesn't know that Comrade Pu Guanshui has already defected to us? This situation is also possible, right?" Chai Qingguo asked. Hearing this, several comrades showed agreeing expressions on their faces.

"Indeed there is such a possibility." Chen Ke nodded. "The problem is how likely is this possibility? Anqing is hundreds of li away from us; we completely don't know the situation in Anqing. This is not Shouzhou, right under our eyelids. This is not Fengyang Prefecture either; we attacked Fengyang Prefecture, and we actually knew the situation of Fengyang Prefecture very clearly. Even so, we actually made two sets of plans. If the city gate couldn't be tricked open, attack the city immediately. Anqing Prefecture is a stronghold-type city by the Yangtze River; the city walls are high, the defense is good, and the city is large. If we base our strategy on being able to trick open the city gate, in case Anqing Prefecture got the news and had defenses against us... what do we do then?"

"We have to try anyway. If we can't trick open the city gate, we'll fight our way in." Chai Qingguo said with heroic spirit reaching the clouds.

"We cannot gamble with comrades' lives." Chen Ke immediately negated this suggestion.
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The characteristic of young comrades is that they are not stable enough and are prone to lacking comprehensive consideration when thinking about problems. As soon as Chai Qingguo's view of obtaining victory at any cost came out, someone thought it was better to avoid meaningless casualties as much as possible. Everyone's war experience was not rich. Chai Qingguo had experience in bloody fighting; when fighting against the Beiyang Army and foreign troops in Hebei, Chai Qingguo escaped with his life by relying on death-defying charges. The People's Revolutionary Army had fought dozens of battles so far, with total casualties not exceeding 200 people. Hearing about the kind of big battle Chai Qingguo proposed involving hundreds or thousands of casualties at every turn, everyone generally felt that the battle did not need to pay such a big price.

Chai Qingguo argued strongly on just grounds, while other comrades also had their own reasons. Comrades with relatively high military ranks like Hua Xiongmao and Zhang Yu were unwilling to speak rashly, so although Chai Qingguo was weak alone, he did not completely fall into a disadvantage.

"Attacking Anqing is definitely not attacking a fort. Since we want a quick decision, there must be heavy casualties." Chai Qingguo knew what fighting a big battle was really about. After joining the People's Party, the intensity of battle was far less than fighting against the Beiyang Army in Hebei and Shandong back then. But in terms of scale, Chai Qingguo's horizon was more than a little bit higher than the comrades of the Military Commission.

"Then we have to prepare more thoroughly. What if we can't take Anqing for a while? Quick decision requires being able to win," He Zudao was not deliberately singing a different tune from Chai Qingguo, but according to what Chai Qingguo said, troops charging forward against the enemy's hail of bullets... He Zudao shuddered just thinking about those casualties.

"The Anqing New Army is not the landlords in the forts; their equipment and troop strength are definitely not like that." Chai Qingguo's face was already very gloomy. He couldn't help recalling the appearance of confronting thousands of Beiyang Army and foreign devils head-on in Hebei and Shandong back then. The Beiyang Army and foreign devils lined up neatly; no matter how the brothers provoked, the enemy could still maintain their discipline. It wasn't until the uprising army launched an attack on the enemy and entered the enemy's range that shells and bullets swept towards the brothers of the uprising army like splashing water.

Thinking of this, Chai Qingguo felt the hair on his body instinctively start to stand up. At that time, Chai Qingguo led the cavalry team to charge; he even rode a horse charging at the very front. Brothers on the left and right were shot and fell off their horses one by one; those short screams were instantly drowned out by the rumbling gunfire and hoofbeats. Before the battle, everyone prayed to gods and immortals, pasted the obtained charms on their chests, and drank charm water. But these things failed to protect the brothers. After one charge, the brothers of the cavalry unit suffered nearly half casualties. Chai Qingguo found that only a very few brothers were still charging with him, while the enemy opposite had formed a formation with bayonets. The bright bayonets dazzled the horses' eyes, and the horses instinctively reared up one after another. And the enemy infantry had already rushed up with bayonets, starting to stab at the very few cavalrymen. And the brothers tried hard to control the horses while struggling to fight the enemy with the weapons in their hands.

How exactly did he survive from there? For several years, Chai Qingguo had always wondered; regarding how he escaped from the endless enemy in front of him, Chai Qingguo actually had no impression at all. What he could remember was that he didn't know how long he fought, and he was retreating with other infantry brothers covered in blood. As for what exactly happened to the cavalry brothers who were with him that day in the end, he couldn't remember no matter what. That day, of the more than five hundred cavalry brothers, only Chai Qingguo was left in the end.

Every time he recalled these again, Chai Qingguo would always be subconsciously absent-minded for a short time, as if a powerful thing forcibly deprived Chai Qingguo of his consciousness. When he came to his senses, he saw He Zudao's mouth opening and closing, presumably saying something. But he couldn't hear any sound at all, just like watching a comical shadow play.

"Old Chai, what's wrong with you?" As his wrist was pulled, Chai Qingguo's hearing suddenly returned to normal. Turning his head, he saw Hua Xiongmao looking at him in surprise and holding his hand. Chai Qingguo swallowed with difficulty. "Nothing, I just remembered some things from the past." After speaking, he sat back on the bench almost collapsed.

"...I think it's better for us to use small troops to probe." He Zudao finally finished his speech. Quite a few comrades looked at He Zudao with approving eyes. Some stared at the greatly abnormal Chai Qingguo with doubtful eyes.

At this time, they heard Chen Ke say: "Comrade Hua Xiongmao, how many troops can we dispatch?"

Hua Xiongmao hesitated slightly before answering this question. "This... at most no more than five thousand people. If we want to send those with relatively guaranteed combat effectiveness, that's only three thousand people."

"Comrade Pu Guanshui, how many troops are there in Anqing now?"

"There is a Mixed Brigade [Huncheng Xie] in Anqing now, with actual troops not exceeding 3500. Attached are a cavalry regiment [biao] and an artillery regiment, an engineering battalion, a transport battalion, and a military band. Each Infantry Brigade [Xie] commands two Infantry Regiments; each Regiment commands three Battalions [Ying]; each Battalion commands three Companies [Dui]; each Company commands three Platoons [Pai]; each Platoon commands three Squads [Peng]. The most basic unit, a Squad, has about 14 soldiers. The attached Cavalry Regiment commands three Battalions; each Battalion commands Front, Rear, Left, and Right four Companies; each Company two Platoons; each Platoon two Squads. The attached Artillery Regiment commands three Battalions; each Battalion commands Left, Middle, and Right three Companies. The organization below Company is the same as Infantry. Engineering and Transport Battalions have the same organization as Cavalry below Battalion level. By the late Qing, the New Army also added Machine Cannon Troops (Heavy Machine Guns) within the Infantry Regiment..." Pu Guanshui introduced the data to everyone in detail.

The members of the Military Commission had actually seen these materials, but in the past, everyone was busy with immediate affairs; where was the time to consider so much? Military and official duties were so busy that everyone just wanted to fall asleep after finishing work. Attacking Anqing was too far away for the comrades. Now that the strengths of both sides were listed as numbers—5000 Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army versus these 3500 Anhui New Army soldiers—everyone suddenly found that the troop strength was about the same. But the New Army's equipment was very excellent, occupying a great advantage. The comrades of the Military Commission couldn't help but fall silent; this gap in strength far exceeded everyone's imagination.

Suddenly, the discussion just now seemed meaningless. Attacking Anqing was to gnaw a hard bone. The enemy's strength was strong enough, while the People's Party's power was not as strong as everyone intuitively felt.

Chen Ke understood everyone's thoughts very well. He said to the temporarily silent crowd: "Comrades, if we consider the entire 11,000 troops of the People's Revolutionary Army and fight on interior lines in the base area, we can consider that we can still win. Now we are running to Anqing to fight, which is exterior line operations. The difficulty is much greater."

"Then can we wait for the enemy to divide their forces and come over, and we defeat them one by one?" Hua Xiongmao put forward his suggestion.

Chen Ke answered extremely crisply: "No. The base area is still very unstable now. The basis for ensuring stability is that we have an overwhelming advantage over the surrounding enemies. No one dares to jump out and make trouble. If we let the enemy fight in, the trust of the common people in us, which was formed with difficulty, will immediately be chaotic. Even if we win, and even counterattack to take Anqing, there will be many future troubles. So this battle is a political battle."

"Then we can fight towards the direction of Anqing first, take Luzhou Prefecture in the south, and then compete with the New Army in Luzhou Prefecture. The enemy can't enter our base area no matter what; what does everyone think?" Hua Xiongmao still hoped to be more prudent.

"Now is the time when the strength gap between us and the New Army is the smallest. Because the Manchu Qing has not mobilized yet. Don't just think about Anqing Prefecture; once a see-saw battle is formed, the Manchu Qing will mobilize military forces to exterminate us. With the base area so unstable, it can't stand the tossing. If another five thousand Hubei New Army come, our numerical advantage will also vanish in puff of smoke. Moreover, once the war starts and both sides have casualties, how do you think the morale of the troops will be? Will anyone enlist enthusiastically? And how is the combat effectiveness of the new troops compared to what we have now? Definitely incomparable. Now the troops have won consecutive victories, and morale is still high. They can fight a big battle. If morale drops and we encounter setbacks, I am not optimistic."

Chen Ke did not overestimate the troops at all.

Unknowingly, the discussion changed from how to attack Anqing to whether to attack Anqing.

Hua Xiongmao didn't want to dampen the morale of the Military Commission comrades, but he indeed couldn't make such a big decision. Although he had discussed the combat effectiveness of the New Army with Pu Guanshui privately many times, Hua Xiongmao still couldn't help asking: "Comrade Pu Guanshui, if the troops and the New Army fight openly now, what do you think?"

Hearing this question, everyone's eyes fell on Pu Guanshui. Pu Guanshui had considered this question long ago. He thought over and over and squeezed out a sentence with difficulty: "Under equal troop strength, I'm afraid it won't work."

Except for a few people with self-restraint like Yan Fu, everyone showed disappointment on their faces. Everyone then turned their eyes to Chen Ke.

Chen Ke knew he must persuade the comrades; the battle of Anqing must be fought. This was the last opportunity for the strategic initiative to be temporarily in the hands of the People's Party.

"If we fight openly, we are just letting the New Army fight on the battlefield they are good at. Strategic design is to make the enemy unable to exert combat effectiveness. The advantage of our troops now lies in high morale. Morale is built on the basis of a series of victories. If we let the New Army fight in the range they are good at, a series of failures can only lead to comprehensive low morale. At that time, we can't fight even more. The New Army is good at formations, while in urban combat, the pattern is intricate and complex. Troops often don't have time to line up and shoot. At this time, a spear might be more effective than a rifle. Moreover, we specially trained grenadiers. We have advantages targeting street fighting."

Although Chen Ke listed so many favorable points, it still didn't have an immediate effect. The comrades' mood was still not high. "If we fail, at least we can still fight the enemy in the base area. If we are killed by the enemy coming over here, then we won't even have the chance to start over. Moreover, although we are inferior to the enemy in weapons and equipment, we have political advantages. Of the New Army soldiers brought by Comrade Pu Guanshui this time, more than half joined our team. Everyone became soldiers to make a living, so that the family could live better. But after the flood, everyone has seen personally what the homes of these New Army soldiers look like. Equally horrible to look at. Do you think the morale of the New Army soldiers in Anqing City will be high? Will they sincerely sell their lives for those Manchu Qing official lords?"

"I agree with Chairman Chen Ke's view." Pu Guanshui said, "Although the Anqing New Army is better trained, their morale is far inferior to ours. If I send people to lobby the New Army, there should be good results."

Pu Guanshui finally agreed to play the role of an insider; the Military Commission comrades felt a burst of relief in their hearts.

Chen Ke looked at Pu Guanshui with satisfaction and continued: "The tactics of the Manchu Qing are still backward; because there is no core to condense morale. When foreigners defeated the Manchu Qing army, it was always a breakthrough at one point, and then the Manchu Qing troops collapsed completely. In our attack on Anqing this time, although the enemy has a solid city to rely on, this is their psychological weakness. As long as this psychological reliance is broken, the Manchu Qing army will immediately collapse in a chain reaction. Moreover, our side is the attacking side; first of all, we occupy an advantage in morale. As long as we can breach the city defense, our morale will definitely be greatly boosted. As this wanes and that waxes, Anqing is not that difficult to conquer."

Encouraged by Chen Ke like this, the young comrades' faces lit up. Yes, the battles these days were all about the enemy collapsing immediately after one point was breached. Although the core forces of the enemy were still resisting stubbornly, once the organized large-scale resistance ended, the troops were immediately liberated from heavy pressure. Those enemies fleeing everywhere posed no threat at all; the People's Party troops seemed to occupy a comprehensive advantage in troops and firepower instantly.

"Chairman Chen, do you think this battle must be fought strategically?" Yan Fu finally opened his mouth to ask.

"Yes," the discussion made Chen Ke's train of thought active. Many problems that he originally only focused on details, he now suddenly figured out from a higher level. "We now possess strategic initiative. That is to say, we can choose our own strategic direction, and the enemy poses no threat to us for the time being."

Mentioning strategic initiative, Chen Ke's thinking suddenly became clear. "Just like when we were in Fengtai County at the beginning, because the flood isolated news, the enemy didn't know what happened in Fengtai County at all. So no matter what we did, we could completely ignore the existence of the enemy. At this time, we built the Water Detachment, transported materials, and mobilized troops. Suppressing landlords, we could do whatever we wanted. All initiative and right of choice were in our own hands. This is strategic initiative. If the enemy in Shouzhou exerted a little pressure on us at that time, even if just making a gesture, we would have to consider the enemy in Shouzhou in every consideration. In that case, would we dare to mobilize troops arbitrarily? Moreover, in this mentality, we always have to prioritize the enemy in Shouzhou close at hand. How uncomfortable would that be?"

This metaphor made these old comrades understand completely. It was precisely because everyone didn't have to consider what the enemy would do at all and mastered complete freedom of action that revolutionary work could be so smooth. Hearing this, quite a few comrades who originally felt the situation was critical and thus had dry mouths suddenly felt saliva appearing in their mouths again. So much so that several people's Adam's apples moved, swallowing saliva back into their stomachs.

Chen Ke pretended not to see and continued: "The reason why we can consider that as long as we take Anqing, we will still have strategic initiative in northern Anhui for the next year is based on the fact that we still possess strategic initiative and freedom of action. We can actively choose the direction of attack. This is still built on the advantage of strategic initiative. If we don't attack Anqing now, when the enemy recovers and has freedom of action, then we will have to use a lot of strength to guard against the direction where the enemy might launch an attack. We can say now that the enemy is in Anqing. When the enemy in Anqing acts freely, will we be able to know where the enemy is then?"

Yan Fu nodded. "Then what exactly are our strategic advantages?"

"First, high morale. After we conquered the flood, the morale of the troops is far higher than the New Army officers and soldiers hiding in Anqing watching disaster victims all day. Second, political advantage. Many New Army soldiers joined our team; we can send these New Army soldiers to mix into the New Army team before the war and let them persuade the New Army soldiers. Don't be hostile to us. This can also effectively disintegrate the New Army's mood to fight us to the death. Third, the suddenness of the campaign. Although the enemy knows some of our situation, they don't know enough. Our side suddenly launched the campaign; from a strategic point of view, it has caught the enemy off guard, unable to make targeted deployments. The original equipment advantage is also greatly discounted. From these perspectives, strategically we still possess the initiative. This is when the gap between our power and the Anqing enemy's power is smallest."

Yan Fu was proficient in military affairs. Although he didn't agree so much with the political advantage, he still understood and accepted the purely military explanation. "Then what about tactics? Where is our advantage?"

"The New Army trains more in field battles. All our recent battles have been siege battles. The training and actual combat levels of both sides differ greatly. The reason why comrades are worried that it is difficult to conquer Anqing is precisely because everyone has experience and can truly understand the key points of siege warfare. This is our biggest advantage. We know how to attack a city, but the enemy is not familiar with how to defend a city. Moreover, I also said that the Manchu Qing troops are defending comprehensively, so it is very easy to break through at one point and collapse across the whole line. Our troops are divided into multiple routes, fighting on various battlefields, so we can form multiple siege teams. The enemy cannot attend to head and tail; problems will definitely arise. As for weapons, we have developed some special weapons for siege, explosive packs, hand grenades. And we have had practical experience. The New Army in Anqing focuses on traditional rifle shooting, which is not suitable for the characteristics of street fighting. This is another advantage of ours."

This time not only Yan Fu, but other comrades could also understand. regarding the advantages analyzed by Chen Ke, everyone still agreed very much.

"The only problem lies in that comrades haven't experienced such a big battle array, and are used to strategic initiative, feeling we always have various choices. In fact, there are few strategic choices to begin with. To maintain strategic initiative, there are even fewer choices. Attacking Anqing is the only choice to guarantee our strategic initiative for the next year. We must fight." Chen Ke said categorically.

Looking at the comrades with mixed joy and worry, Chen Ke said loudly: "Everyone came to revolutionize together, hoping to see the success of the revolution. The current situation is like this; if we don't break Anqing, the enemy's strength is far greater than ours. Pressing over step by step, we can't hold up. Only by conquering Anqing do we have the chance to continue the revolution. We People's Party members have all sworn in front of the party flag that for the liberation of the Chinese common people, we absolutely don't care about bloodshed and sacrifice. Now the time for bloodshed and sacrifice has come. I can't say I will be the first to lead the team to rush forward, but in battle, if the troops really encounter a hard bone they can't gnaw down, I will personally lead everyone up."

Hearing this, Hua Xiongmao stood up abruptly, his face full of excitement: "Chairman Chen, how can we let you go up? I will lead the troops up first; it will be your turn only after I die."

"Ha," Chai Qingguo couldn't help laughing out loud. He stood up proudly, glanced slightly contemptuously at those comrades who hoped to reduce troop casualties just now, and then said loudly: "After all is said and done, we still have to fight hard. In Hebei, I fought my way out against the Beiyang New Army with real swords and guns. I guaranteed Big Brother Wu Xingchen long ago, and I also told Chairman Chen Ke, fighting hard battles, I, Chai Qingguo, will absolutely not be a coward. Let me lead the team for this siege; I don't believe how tough these whelps of the New Army can be."

Just now He Zudao hoped to reduce casualties. Hearing Chai Qingguo's arrogant statement, he also couldn't help standing up. His young face was full of indignation after being looked down upon. "Fighting also needs to be scientific; when casualties can be reduced, no one is willing to have more people die. But since we can only fight, then fight. We political commissars are responsible for political work; at this time, we political commissars will absolutely not hide behind either."

Everyone in the Military Commission was young. They had heard the principles they should hear, and several main leaders had expressed their attitudes. Everyone knew that this battle must be fought. If they had other opinions, they could only be considered cowards. These people were soldiers who had fought on the front line. Under a series of victories, everyone was actually like newborn calves. Being provoked by the mockery in and out of words, everyone's temper also rose. The Military Commission members, including Zhang Yu, stood up one after another to express that they would absolutely not be cowards.

At this time, only Yan Fu and Shang Yuan were still sitting upright. But they saw Shang Yuan slowly stand up and take out a dagger from his waist. Then he grabbed his queue, and with not fast but very powerful movements, cut the queue off from the root. Under the stunned gazes of everyone, Shang Yuan threw the cut queue on the table. "I request to participate in this battle."

These simple words surpassed everyone's thousand words. Shang Yuan, this civil official, had expressed his attitude; saying anything more at this point would seem hollow. The comrades attending the Military Commission meeting looked at each other; everyone's face was full of impulse, and everyone's face was full of fortitude. Chen Ke asked everyone to sit down and then began to explain his tactical ideas.
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After the military meeting confirmed the plan to attack Anqing, starting from that night, the Military Commission and the Staff Department stayed up all night formulating operational plans and corresponding training plans. Comrades from the political work department conducted in-depth investigations and summaries of the troops' situation. None of the comrades had fought such a big battle, and everyone felt uneasy in their hearts. But since arriving in Fengtai County, as long as all comrades worked, there would be good results. So everyone simply threw away other thoughts and started working as usual.

Chen Ke was responsible for strategic formulation. Since he had finished explaining the strategy, he was relatively free. Yan Fu had long helped the troops perfect the water transport plan, and having just returned from Anqing not long ago, the old plan could still be used. He had nothing else to do, so he was also quite free. Taking a spare moment, Yan Fu found Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, I want to ask, which foreign school did you learn your military affairs from?"

"I haven't attended a military academy. All my military knowledge was learned from a senior surnamed Mao. This Grandpa Mao is Chinese." Chen Ke answered this question with a smile.

"There is such a strange person?" Yan Fu was really a bit surprised. "Seeing that Wen Qing is by no means a layman in military affairs, I didn't expect you learned from a teacher. Where is this Mr. Mao now? Can I meet him?"

"He has passed away." Chen Ke didn't know if this was correct. But that Grandpa Mao who created military thoughts had already passed away when Chen Ke was born [in his original timeline].

"That is a pity." Yan Fu couldn't help sighing.

Seeing Yan Fu's regretful look, Chen Ke calmly diverted from this topic which was very disadvantageous to him. "Mr. Yan, are you still a bit worried about the battle to attack Anqing?"

Yan Fu didn't stand on ceremony; he stated his thoughts straightforwardly: "I am indeed worried about this matter. After all, our army does not have an advantage in troop strength, and equipment is far worse. According to Wen Qing, we are still fighting on exterior lines. The difficulty is greater. Although our army has experience in storming fortifications, once fighting starts, if casualties are heavy, I'm afraid the troops might not be able to hold on for long."

"Mr. Yan, tactically speaking, our army has also been to Anqing, experienced more, and seen more. Most importantly, the biggest advantage of our army compared to the Anhui New Army is that our army knows who the enemy is and knows why we fight. Actually, I wanted to prepare more. Preparation is still insufficient. Mr. Yan, I want to ask you, if it is to save the disaster-stricken common people of Anhui, should this battle be fought?"

Yan Fu also agreed with the judgment of insufficient preparation for military struggle. But when Chen Ke mentioned "should this battle be fought to save the common people," Yan Fu was immediately speechless. According to the characteristics of Manchu Qing officialdom, they simply didn't care how many common people died. How could they manage such things as natural disasters? Disaster relief was the Imperial Court's business; as long as there was no civil uprising, natural disasters couldn't be blamed on local officials no matter what. Moreover, natural disasters indicated the Imperial Court's loss of virtue, and the Emperor had to issue an edict of self-blame. Even though he had always been in the military and rarely involved in politics, Yan Fu knew very well that there was simply no need to count on officials for disaster relief. From the perspective of the People's Party, to save the common people, one must first crush the Manchu Qing regime before talking about saving the common people.

This inference was logically completely correct and could have convinced Yan Fu. The problem was that this reasonable conclusion was incompatible with the current status quo of China. Yan Fu participated in the revolution; in his view, the primary purpose of the revolution was to seize political power and build a powerful China. Fighting battles to save the common people like Chen Ke—this only appeared in books. "Console the people and punish the wicked [punish the tyrant to comfort the people]"; these were words Yan Fu had read. When these four characters were concretized, Yan Fu felt no joy at all; he only felt that what Chen Ke said was "extremely absurd."

After thinking for a good while, Yan Fu had to say: "It must be fought."

"Mr. Yan, I personally feel that insufficient preparation now refers not only to insufficient equipment and insufficient military strength. The most important thing is insufficient political work. Up to now, in the People's Revolutionary Army, at most one thousand people can understand that fighting is to save the common people. If not for this flood, fewer than two hundred people could understand this logical relationship. If I could be given half a year, I wouldn't worry about attacking Anqing at all. As long as there are six thousand soldiers who know that without crushing the Manchu Qing regime, the common people cannot be saved... the enemy in Anhui is not worth fearing at all."

Yan Fu didn't feel surprised. He praised: "That's true. Even now, I already admire Wen Qing very much for being able to build a base area of such scale. If it were me, I absolutely couldn't do it."

Hearing Yan Fu's praise, Chen Ke looked at Yan Fu helplessly. Seeing no joking meaning in Yan Fu's expression, Chen Ke then said: "Mr. Yan, I am not talking about the number of people. If there really can be so many comrades realizing that only to save the common people must we overthrow the Manchu Qing government, I would feel very at ease even if I died. Because there are successors to the revolutionary cause. Overthrowing the Manchu Qing is a strategy that must be adopted to save the common people. If it were just to overthrow the Manchu Qing, that would just be for the welfare of one family and one surname, or for the interests of a certain group. The people's revolution is to put the interests of the common people first. Because only in this way can we get the support of the people. The people will absolutely not revolutionize for a certain ideal; what the people want is a better life, to live and work in peace and contentment. What they want is to know who to ask for help in times of danger. Just another half year, and I can let the people know that the people's revolution promoted by the People's Party, the new order promoted, is the only choice to let the people get liberated and obtain a happy life through labor. Only then can the people's revolution be invincible."

"Does Wen Qing not believe that the people will follow the revolution?" Yan Fu asked. He actually wanted to ask this question all these days. Although the people's revolution claimed to be for the people, Yan Fu actually didn't believe in the people's revolution.

"I feel the people don't believe in us yet. Everything Mr. Yan sees is actually the result of the labor of the common people. Weren't those houses built by the people brick by brick with their own hands? Weren't these water conservancy facilities dug by the people shovel by shovel? How can I not believe in the people? Without the people, there would be no Fengtai County today. It is the people who don't believe in the new system where the fruits of labor can belong to the people; it is the people who have no confidence in the people's revolution now. If the people firmly believe that the people's revolution can succeed, I am not worried at all about not being able to take Anqing now."

Speaking to this point, Yan Fu finally understood Chen Ke's meaning. Or rather, Yan Fu finally understood where the power of the people's revolution lay. Next, Yan Fu's first thought was actually wanting to beat Chen Ke up. Chen Ke's "arrogance" made Yan Fu feel somewhat unbearable. If those uneducated common people really understood these, Yan Fu felt that such a world would be too terrifying. Although he couldn't completely imagine what that world would be like, Yan Fu could imagine that such a new world would smash everything existing in China to pieces. Everything daring to block the people's revolution would be completely destroyed. As for the end point of that new world, Yan Fu couldn't see clearly at all. But the starting point of this revolution, Yan Fu could see clearly: that was hatred. Hatred for the old order.

Yan Fu clearly knew he had the same hatred. Those Empress Dowagers, Emperors, princes, and nobles who ate all day and did evil, those officials who held down jobs without doing a stroke of work, those scholars who only knew how to secure personal gain—Yan Fu had incomparable hatred for these pests ruining the country. It was these people who made China suffer bullying and made the dignified China forfeit its sovereignty and humiliate the country. If there was to be a revolution, these people should be the objects of revolution.

But these had prerequisites. This huge force must be guided by ideals; it absolutely cannot run wildly like a flood. Chen Ke absolutely cannot irresponsibly release this force to destroy everything in China. Words of persuasion were on the tip of Yan Fu's tongue, but were swallowed back into his stomach by Yan Fu. He remembered what Mr. Ma Xiangbo said to him more than a year ago: "Jidao, the person who wrote the book is a genius granted by heaven. If you are willing, I would like you to accept him as a disciple. If no one disciplines him, this person might bring disaster and chaos to the world."

Yan Fu once thought that after accepting Chen Ke as a disciple, Chen Ke would seriously turn to him after hitting walls everywhere. He never expected Chen Ke to create such a career in just over a year. If he persuaded Chen Ke now, Chen Ke would definitely not listen. Falling out with Chen Ke had no value at all. The only way was to establish merits in the People's Party and come out to stabilize the direction at critical moments.

So Yan Fu asked: "Chairman Chen, have you heard of the Yuewang [King Yue] Society in Anhui?"

"Know a little." Chen Ke had heard that this organization had a very close relationship with the Tongmenghui, but since it was nameless in later generations, presumably it wasn't a remarkable organization.

"When I was teaching in Anhui, I had dealings with the Yuewang Society. Since the plan involves persuading the New Army, as far as I know, the Yuewang Society has close relationships with many people in the New Army. Since there are still some days before marching into Anqing, I will set off immediately to contact people from the Yuewang Society. See if I can get them to help."

"That is very good. But what exactly does Mr. Yan plan to use to persuade the Yuewang Society?"

"Since Chairman Chen doesn't care about Anqing Prefecture, I might as well use Anqing Prefecture as an exchange."

"No problem. Then I'll trouble you, Mr. Yan."

He Zudao led the political work personnel to select personnel for the Anqing battle. After other political work personnel fell asleep in the latter half of the night, He Zudao rubbed his slightly red and swollen eyes and looked around. Everyone was lying or prone, sleeping soundly. Steadying his mind, He Zudao picked up a pen and quietly began to write a letter. "Sister You Gou, this time I will follow the army to attack Anqing. The battle is very dangerous; I am ready to sacrifice for the revolution. At this time, I have something I want to say to you, I..." Writing this, He Zudao stopped his pen, a shy expression appearing on his face. He glanced guiltily at the comrades sleeping around him, then picked up the pen again, but couldn't write no matter what.

Thinking for a while, He Zudao read the previous text again, modified a few words slightly, and then continued to write. "I am not afraid of death, but before I die, I want to say to you no matter what, I admire you very much, Sister You Gou. Ever since you and Chairman Chen stayed up all night making medicine to save my life, I swore to repay the kindness of both of you. Following Chairman Chen in revolutionary work, I understood a lot. What is people's revolution, how to be a qualified People's Party member properly. In this regard, Sister You Gou, you still do far better than me. You are also the object of my study. But, I have a special feeling for you, Sister You Gou. Although I contracted that kind of disease..." Writing this, He Zudao's face flushed red. He thought for a moment, then crossed out this paragraph. He continued writing below: "I want to be the best party member, a party member who can undertake important work like Sister You Gou. I have also been working hard."

"Sigh!" He Zudao exhaled depressedly. He grabbed the written paper preparing to tear it, but stopped his hand. Paper was very precious now; he couldn't bear to waste a piece of paper, and felt what he wrote was very unpromising. He turned the paper over, gritted his teeth, plucked up his courage, and scribbled a sentence: "Sister You Gou, I love you very much. I want to be with you; I want to marry you." Writing this, as if breathing was not smooth, He Zudao was even panting a bit. Gritting his teeth, a small writing brush seemed to carry a weight of thousands of jun. "Sister You Gou, today I have the fortune, can we tie the knot together?"

Throwing the pen on the table, He Zudao covered his face with one hand; rapid breathing made this young man's shoulders shake. He originally wanted to write a will, but somehow, thinking of death, the idea of writing a will turned into wanting to tell You Gou his longing and dream for a long time.

"I am not worthy of Sister You Gou." He Zudao kept reciting this sentence repeatedly in his heart. The flame of the oil lamp on the table flickered slightly with He Zudao's rapid breathing. An intense and surging emotion made tears hang on He Zudao's face without him knowing when. He was completely unaware of it himself, only feeling he had thousands of words, but couldn't describe them with appropriate vocabulary.

Finally, he picked up that piece of paper, folded it carefully, and put it into his bosom. At this time, the sky was already dimly bright.
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The Yuewang [King Yue] Society was a revolutionary group in Anhui in the late Qing Dynasty, and also the first bourgeois revolutionary organization in modern Anhui. It was named "Yuewang Society" because it admired the national hero Yue Fei's spirit of serving the country with supreme loyalty. In July or August of the 31st year of Guangxu of the Qing Dynasty (1905), Anhui's first bourgeois revolutionary organization—the Yuewang Society—was established. Its address was located at Anhui Public School in Wuhu. It was formed by Chen Duxiu and Bai Wenwei uniting advanced elements among students such as Chang Hengfang, Song Shaoxia, and Yang Duanfu. Chen Duxiu was the president. The Yuewang Society was a bourgeois revolutionary organization founded even earlier than the Tongmenghui.

The Water Detachment of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army specially sent two fast boats to escort Yan Fu to Wuhu. The small fleet traveled day and night, and being familiar with the water route, they actually arrived in Wuhu in only three days. Yan Fu had been the principal of Wanjiang Middle School in 1905. Anhui Public School was a sister school of Wanjiang Middle School; teachers of the schools taught interchangeably, so the gatekeeper was naturally very familiar with Yan Fu. Seeing Yan Fu arrive at the door, he hurried up to welcome him. "Mr. Yan, haven't seen you for a long time."

Yan Fu went straight to the subject. "Are Mr. Chen and Mr. Bai here?"

"Mr. Yan, both Mr. Chen and Mr. Bai are here. Even Mr. Tao has come these past few days."

Mr. Tao referred to Tao Chengzhang. As a celebrity in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, Tao Chengzhang had also lectured at Anhui Public School and Wanjiang Middle School. Yan Fu had always known Tao Chengzhang's political views, and learned about Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin's status in the Guangfuhui from Chen Ke, so he knew perfectly well why Tao Chengzhang appeared at Anhui Public School.

"Lead the way," Yan Fu said to the gatekeeper.

Chen Duxiu, Bai Wenwei, and Tao Chengzhang were all startled after hearing the news reported by the gatekeeper outside that Yan Fu had come. They didn't expect Yan Fu to come to visit. The three who were in a secret discussion hurried to open the door and welcome him. These people were relatively familiar with each other. After Yan Fu and the gatekeeper left [Note: Gatekeeper likely left, Yan Fu entered], the three invited Yan Fu into the room with somewhat bewildered expressions. Yan Fu was not polite either and entered the room first. The three checked that no one was paying attention around, and then followed in. Tao Chengzhang walked last; he carefully observed that no one around was paying attention before bolting the door.

Seeing there was no one else, Yan Fu raised his hand to stop Chen Duxiu's polite words. "Since Huanqing [Tao Chengzhang] is also here, it saves me a lot of trouble. Huanqing, did Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin tell you that my student Chen Ke is going to attack Anqing?"

Tao Chengzhang had already told Chen Duxiu and Bai Wenwei the intelligence. These two knew that Yan Fu had always opposed violent revolution, so such a sudden change made them feel it might not be credible. Hearing these words from Yan Fu, joy appeared on the faces of Chen Duxiu and Bai Wenwei. Chen Duxiu said urgently: "Mr. Yan, I originally wanted to go to Fengtai County to find you. If you came two days later, I would have set off. Exactly how many troops does your student Chen Ke have to actually want to attack Anqing?"

Yan Fu didn't want to hide it from these three revolutionary leaders either. He roughly introduced Chen Ke's strength in Fengtai County. Hearing that Chen Ke actually had ten thousand troops and even conquered Fengyang Prefecture, the three were greatly surprised amidst their joy. If someone else had come to say this, these three would probably not believe it. Yan Fu had always had a distinguished reputation and was by no means a person who deceived others with big words. Hearing Yan Fu introduce the situation personally, the three had to believe it.

Bai Wenwei was a revolutionary activist of the Yuewang Society. Seeing that the revolution actually had hope like this, his eyes were already filled with tears of excitement, and he said repeatedly: "There is hope for the revolution, there is hope for the revolution." And Chen Duxiu and Tao Chengzhang were also overjoyed.

Yan Fu maintained his usual serious expression, acting completely blind to the excited expressions of the three people in front of him. He continued: "I came this time to be a lobbyist. The Yuewang Society has considerable influence in the New Army. I hope the Yuewang Society can lobby the New Army to act as an insider. Our People's Party's goal is only to take down the Anhui Governor's Yamen. After taking Anqing, we want to take away officials like En Ming. The troops of the People's Party will withdraw back to Fengyang Prefecture immediately. We will absolutely not break our promise."

Tao Chengzhang had told Chen Duxiu and Bai Wenwei about this condition promised by Chen Ke. When the three discussed it, they felt that Chen Ke didn't want troops to help, didn't want grain and pay support, and didn't even want to occupy Anqing to appeal to the world. They all felt there must be some big trap in this. Hearing that the request Yan Fu mentioned was just to let the Yuewang Society members in the New Army act as insiders when the People's Party attacked Anqing, it was also a very low requirement. They were afraid they misunderstood, so Bai Wenwei asked closely: "Mr. Yan, we can at most open the city gate secretly, or give up a section of the city wall slightly when the People's Party army attacks Anqing. If you expect us to do more, we can't do it either."

"This is enough." Yan Fu didn't expect them to be able to do more originally. "We need to discuss a sign. When our army enters the city, it would be best if everyone doesn't accidentally injure each other."

"Mr. Yan, we only need to let the People's Party army into the city, and we don't need to do anything else? Even so, there are still thousands of New Army soldiers in Anqing City." Bai Wenwei still couldn't quite believe there was such a good thing.

"This is already doing us a big favor. If we blindly attack the city from below, how many troops would we lose?" Yan Fu didn't want to make more requests either. He simply didn't believe the Yuewang Society could really instigate the entire army. Even if they could instigate, that would have to wait until the war situation had a prospect and the morale of the Anhui New Army collapsed completely.

"Mr. Yan, we trust your guarantee. But words must be said upfront: after taking Anqing Prefecture, what do you want to take away?" Tao Chengzhang asked urgently. There must be a lot of money in the treasury of Anqing Prefecture, and the armory and other places stored a large amount of munitions and materials. At this time, the Yuewang Society had joined the Tongmenghui. Whether it was the Guangfuhui or the Tongmenghui, they coveted these materials in Anqing very much. Now that the People's Party was willing to send troops to attack Anqing, and Yan Fu personally guaranteed to hand over Anqing, Tao Chengzhang immediately wanted to settle this matter.

Yan Fu answered very crisply: "We take half the money and half the weapons. We won't take a bit of grain. After all, the flood has just passed, and Anqing Prefecture is also short of grain. If we take the grain, I'm afraid the common people of Anqing Prefecture won't last long."

Tao Chengzhang immediately rejected this plan without even thinking. "We can't let Mr. Yan take the weapons. According to what you said, the People's Party already has quite a few weapons. And we are extremely short of guns and ammunition here."

Yan Fu had discussed conditions with Chen Ke before coming this time. He didn't expect this trip to Wuhu to be so smooth. The purpose of handing Anqing over to the Guangfuhui was to let the Guangfuhui attract the attention of the Manchu Qing. If weapons and equipment were insufficient, the Guangfuhui indeed couldn't hold out for long. Seeing Tao Chengzhang start talking about how to divide the spoils after the war so anxiously, although Yan Fu felt Tao Chengzhang was very unseemly, he didn't want to haggle. He said generously: "If the weapons are given to you, then we have to take away some equipment from the Anqing Arsenal. The Fengtai County Base Area lacks mechanical equipment."

Tao Chengzhang actually didn't expect that his lion's open mouth [exorbitant demand] could actually get Yan Fu's agreement. Hearing Yan Fu wanted to transport away mechanical equipment, because he knew Yan Fu's vision was extremely far-reaching, Tao Chengzhang regretted it immediately. He simply said: "I'm afraid we also need to use the mechanical equipment. If Mr. Yan wants to transport it all away, what will we use?"

Yan Fu was an extremely shrewd person; knowing Tao Chengzhang was asking an exorbitant price, he became unhappy immediately. However, he had always been rigorous and usually very majestic, plus he was more than twenty years older than these people in front of him. Yan Fu darkened his face. "Huanqing, you are going too far. If talking about lack of materials, Fengyang Prefecture has just experienced a flood and lacks materials even more. Since everyone wants to cooperate, I thought you wanted to create a new situation, so I yielded the grain and firearms to you. If this still can't satisfy you, isn't that a bit too bullying?"

Seeing Yan Fu so unhappy, Bai Wenwei was afraid Tao Chengzhang would annoy Yan Fu. In case Yan Fu felt the loss outweighed the gain and simply gave up attacking Anqing, this pie falling from the sky would fly away. He hurriedly smoothed things over: "Mr. Yan, this matter is easy to discuss. As long as we can take Anqing, it will be a great success for the revolution. It's just, is Mr. Yan really sure it can succeed?"

Yan Fu turned his face to look at Bai Wenwei. "This time our People's Party sent more than three thousand soldiers to attack Anqing. As long as the New Army acts as insiders, I can be sure of inevitable success."

"Didn't Mr. Yan say the People's Party's troops already exceed ten thousand? Why send only three thousand people?" Bai Wenwei was somewhat puzzled about this. However, deep in his heart, he actually didn't hope the People's Party's ten thousand troops would really come out in full strength. As the saying goes, the situation is stronger than people. Although the Yuewang Society had quite a few members in the New Army, it was still far from fully controlling the Anqing New Army. If the People's Party troops really had the strength to absolutely take down Anqing as Yan Fu said, and if the People's Party turned hostile afterwards and refused to acknowledge the account, wanting to take away all the materials, neither the Yuewang Society nor the Guangfuhui would be an opponent at all.

"Troops are valued for quality, not quantity. Three thousand people are enough." Yan Fu's answer was also very simple.

Seeing Yan Fu's face had improved a bit, Tao Chengzhang continued to ask: "I wonder when the People's Party troops can arrive?"

"Within half a month."

"After taking Anqing, what plans does the People's Party have for Wuhu?" Tao Chengzhang asked.

Chen Duxiu and Bai Wenwei's faces changed slightly; this was asking to borrow troops. If the People's Party could take Anqing, Wuhu would be even less of a problem. In the plans of the Guangfuhui and Yuewang Society, they originally wanted to rise up in Anhui and Jiangsu/Zhejiang simultaneously. This Wuhu was located between Anqing and Nanjing; being able to possess both Anqing and the Wuhu area at the same time was extremely beneficial to the revolution. Moreover, Fengyang Prefecture was north of Anqing; if the Beiyang New Army went south, they would inevitably have to act against the People's Party in Fengyang Prefecture first. With the People's Party holding out in the north, the south could also be much more relaxed. Thinking of this, both of them stared at Yan Fu, wanting to see how exactly Yan Fu would respond.

If before arriving at the base area, Yan Fu would have had the same view as these old-style revolutionaries: occupying famous cities had huge effects. Since accepting the concept of people's revolution to a certain extent, Yan Fu looked down on this attitude in his heart. Fengtai County, a small place, could have earth-shaking changes after mobilizing the people. Taking Fengyang Prefecture with the land of one county, "rural areas encircling the cities" proposed by Chen Ke had been proven extremely effective. The vast countryside had the vast majority of people in China; not occupying the countryside but only thinking of occupying cities—this strategic vision seemed very backward in Yan Fu's eyes.

Before coming this time, Chen Ke specifically showed the organizational discipline of the People's Party members to Yan Fu. Targeting the discipline that "Chinese People's Party members must completely sever all connections with parties and groups attempting to oppose the Party's program," Chen Ke had made it clear that the relationship with the Yuewang Society and Guangfuhui was merely a cooperative relationship; the two sides were not political party organizations of the same line. Do not provide them with help in strategic thinking. Yan Fu didn't feel there was anything particularly unacceptable about this. Of course, Yan Fu didn't know Chen Duxiu's "status in history"; Chen Ke didn't mention at all that this person was one of the founders of the Communist Party.

Due to the lack of a "historical figure collection addiction," in Chen Ke's view, Chen Duxiu in 1907 and Chen Duxiu in 1921 were basically two people with the same name but completely different. If Yan Fu hadn't mentioned it to Chen Ke, Chen Ke wouldn't even know he could deal with the founder of the Party so quickly. Even knowing Chen Duxiu was the president of the Yuewang Society, Chen Ke had no intention of treating him specially.

Since Chen Ke emphasized so, Yan Fu didn't want to make decisions on his own either. Looking at Tao Chengzhang's extremely expectant eyes, Yan Fu replied: "Huanqing wants to borrow troops. No problem. When we withdraw from Anqing, we have to take the water route, so we might as well take Chizhou, Tongling, and Wuhu together and hand them all over to you. But I say it upfront: taking so many territories, do the Guangfuhui and Yuewang Society have so many troops to hold them? Our People's Party troops leave immediately after fighting and will absolutely not stay. If you want us to assist you in defending the city, Huanqing should not make such plans."

Hearing this, a heartfelt smile appeared on Tao Chengzhang's face immediately. He had been running around for the revolution all these years, organizing and planning quite a few uprisings, but had never succeeded. Now he could seize Anqing without spending much effort; this was simply like a pie falling from the sky. Even listening to Yan Fu's advice, Tao Chengzhang didn't feel anything wrong. For him, being able to occupy such a famous city as Anqing, and then having such a large territory of Chizhou, Tongling, and Wuhu along the Yangtze River—this was a situation he dared not even think of before. Running east and west these years, Tao Chengzhang knew a large number of "frustrated heroes." As long as they had these territories, Tao Chengzhang believed that once the Guangfuhui raised an arm and called, it would definitely be a situation where all directions responded. At that time, revolutionary comrades would all come to defect, and there was no need to worry about defending the city.

On the basis of such negotiation, the representatives of the three parties—People's Party, Yuewang Society, and Guangfuhui—reached a preliminary agreement. The People's Party was responsible for the actual military action, while the Yuewang Society and Guangfuhui provided inside help. Once the agreement was reached, Bai Wenwei didn't even eat; he went out immediately to contact members in the Anqing New Army. Tao Chengzhang also went out at the same time; he had received the latest news passed by Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin that Guangfuhui comrades were coming to Anhui. Having received Yan Fu's guarantee again, Tao Chengzhang went to urge the comrades on the road to step up their actions.

The remaining Chen Duxiu invited Yan Fu to have lunch together, and then Yan Fu got up to leave. Chen Duxiu insisted on sending Yan Fu to the dock personally. As the two walked and chatted, Chen Duxiu laughed: "Mr. Yan, I have read the book of your brilliant disciple Chen Wenqing; the student really surpasses the master."

Yan Fu was unwilling to claim the credit for Chen Ke's *The Rise of Materialism and Chinese Cultural Inheritance* for himself. He just smiled faintly. "That child Wen Qing is very full of youthful vigor; what he wrote makes Zhongfu laugh."

Chen Duxiu said: "Mr. Yan is too polite. If Brother Wen Qing didn't have real talent and learning, how could he pull up a force of such scale unknowingly? I wonder what clever plan Brother Wen Qing has?"

Yan Fu was stunned by this question. He pondered for a moment but couldn't find a suitable explanation. He couldn't help quoting words from the *Records of the Grand Historian* (*Shiji*): "The great waters are monstrous, vastly encompassing the mountains and rising above the hills; the people below are worried."

Chen Duxiu's learning was top-notch. Hearing this, he was also stunned. Yan Fu taught at the Beiyang Naval Academy for twenty years; everyone praised him for educating countless people, but Yan Fu's evaluation of his disciples could be said to be somewhat harsh: "I managed the Beiyang Academy for more than ten years; to speak truthfully, among them, there are no disciples I am proud of. Wu Zhaoyi (Guangjian) has learning, but his temperament is perverse; Wang Shaoquan (Shaolian) is honest, but too cautious. Besides these two, although I have a prominent reputation and position, all are mediocre talents." Hearing Yan Fu actually quote the dilemma faced by Yu the Great when taming the flood in the *Basic Annals of Xia*, he knew Yan Fu evaluated Chen Ke extremely highly. Chen Duxiu was also a humorous person, so he continued to ask: "Could it be that Wen Qing also holds the plow and hammer in hand, putting the people first?"

This was the phrase praising Yu the Great in Han Feizi's *Five Vermin*. Yan Fu knew the source as soon as he heard it. When Chen Ke led the common people of Fengtai County in production self-help, Yan Fu was not in the base area. When he met Chen Ke in Shanghai, Chen Ke's skin color wasn't dark, and his palms were smooth and delicate like those from a big family. Meeting Chen Ke again after a year of separation, Chen Ke's skin was already tanned dark. When shaking hands with Chen Ke, Yan Fu could clearly feel the thick calluses on Chen Ke's hands. He definitely did a lot of physical work and ate a lot of bitterness. Not only Chen Ke, but the party members and soldiers of the People's Party were like this without exception. If everyone hadn't eaten so much bitterness, how could they protect themselves in the disaster year of monstrous floods?

Looking at Chen Duxiu opposite him again, his appearance and skin color were almost exactly the same as when Yan Fu left Wuhu a year ago. One look and you knew he was a scholar who maintained his body well. The Yuewang Society had been established for almost two years, yet up to now, it could only rely on the power of the People's Party to obtain territory. While the People's Party could have such a scale in just one year, Yan Fu felt this was only logical. One talked empty words, one did solid work; if the Yuewang Society could surpass the People's Party, wouldn't that be against the laws of heaven?

But Chen Duxiu's words couldn't be ignored either. Yan Fu responded faintly: "Young people, eating more bitterness does no harm."

Chen Duxiu was twenty-five years younger than Yan Fu. Hearing this, he also felt a bit embarrassed. He wasn't sure if Yan Fu was being polite or disguisingly criticizing him. But Chen Duxiu absolutely dared not ask Yan Fu directly.

Soon they arrived at the dock. Yan Fu boarded the ship ready to set off. Under Chen Duxiu's gaze, the small fleet of two ships raised their sails high and sailed away from the dock.

Bai Wenwei hired a boat and left a little earlier than Yan Fu. Standing at the bow, letting the cold river wind blow, his heart was fiery. Since the establishment of the Yuewang Society, it had been committed to launching uprisings. Because the Yuewang Society was a group formed by literati, they had no soldiers in hand. They chose the route of infiltrating the New Army and winning over secret societies. In the past two years, infiltrating the New Army was done okay; at least some nails were driven in. They also knew quite a few local armed forces. But wanting to combine these two was extremely difficult. usually, local armed forces bragged extremely big, patting their chests loudly. But when it really came to asking them to send troops, these people immediately had many excuses: either no money, no grain, or no weapons. Or simply lacking two or three of these three things at the same time. If the Yuewang Society didn't lack money, grain, and weapons, the Yuewang Society would have formed armed forces itself. What to contact local armed forces for? So watching more and more people in the New Army, as long as someone was willing to attack Anqing, it would definitely succeed. But they just couldn't find armed forces willing to exert effort.

This time Yan Fu was actually willing to bring troops to attack Anqing; it was really greatly beyond Bai Wenwei's expectations. Bai Wenwei was not without suspicion, but Yan Fu's personal credit was enough to eliminate most of the suspicion. After all, Bai Wenwei was still a revolutionary of the old era; in his thoughts, the leader of a group and army was the most important. In the general environment of 1907 where the leader decided everything, it couldn't be said that Bai Wenwei was wrong. So as soon as a person with reputation like Yan Fu came out, Bai Wenwei basically believed it.

Holding a belief that "the revolution is finally about to succeed," the boat Bai Wenwei took sailed upstream towards Anqing.

At the same time, Tao Chengzhang walked briskly towards the southeast direction. This capable general of the Guangfuhui often walked more than a hundred li a day on ordinary days to visit heroes from all walks of life. What Bai Wenwei encountered, Tao Chengzhang had also encountered countless times. The Guangfuhui tried hard to launch various uprisings in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, ending in failure every time. Failure time and again stung the heart of this revolutionary idealist. However, Tao Chengzhang's improvement in understanding was limited to how to contact more powerful revolutionary forces and launch larger uprisings. As for how to cultivate people's revolution among the people, Tao Chengzhang never set foot in it.

Like Bai Wenwei, when a famous scholar like Yan Fu expressed his attitude, Tao Chengzhang felt he had taken a real reassurance pill. Chen Ke's news only made Tao Chengzhang feel he might try, while Yan Fu made Tao Chengzhang make up his mind to invest strength into this battle to attack Anqing. However, Tao Chengzhang had no intention of participating in the battle; he believed that Guangfuhui comrades should be used to take over the cities conquered by the People's Party, rather than be consumed in battle for nothing. Perhaps Tao Chengzhang himself didn't realize how outrageous his idea of hoping to obtain the fruits of revolution for nothing was. But Tao Chengzhang just believed that such things as pies falling from the sky definitely existed, only he hadn't encountered them. And Yan Fu gave him this opportunity to pick up the pie.

Yan Fu, Bai Wenwei, and Tao Chengzhang went in three different directions. What exactly would happen when they gathered together again? Anqing City, located in the center of the impending storm, had no premonition at all. The Spring Festival was coming soon; officials big and small in the entire Anqing Prefecture were preparing gifts, rich people started collecting debts, and ordinary families also tried hard to make a living, hoping to have a good year this year. The disaster victims wandering on the streets still died in batches every day due to freezing and starvation. It seemed nothing had changed, as if such days would continue endlessly.
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Chapter 115: New Beginning (20)

"Where did this People's Party come from? How come I haven't heard of it?" Fan Chuanjia, a member of the Yuewang Society, asked with a frown. "Exactly how many people does the People's Party have, wanting us to be insiders?"

Bai Wenwei answered excitedly: "The People's Party is a revolutionary party organized by Mr. Yan Fu. A while ago, Mr. Yan Fu led a fleet past Anqing; I wonder if everyone has seen it."

"Is it that big fleet? En Ming even went to pick up and send off personally." An envious look appeared on Fan Chuanjia's face immediately.

"This People's Party is very rich. Letting us be insiders, we can't let them off cheaply." Cadres of the Yuewang Society attending the meeting immediately started shouting.

"Anqing is our territory; we absolutely cannot let outsiders do whatever they want."

"If they fight into Anqing, what do we do?"

Although the Yuewang Society had only 30 people when it was established in early 1905, and now the core members were less than 200, these "revolutionaries" evaluated their own strength quite highly. Hearing that outside forces wanted to enter Anqing, they became filled with indignation.

"Everyone quiet down," Bai Wenwei was long accustomed to such a meeting atmosphere. He first temporarily stopped everyone's disorderly noise before saying loudly: "I have already discussed with Mr. Yan Fu; they just want the lives of En Ming and this gang. After killing officials like En Ming, the People's Party people will leave. Anqing is still our Yuewang Society's."

"Then what if they don't leave?" someone asked immediately.

"Exactly how many people does that whatever People's Party have?" someone also asked Fan Chuanjia.

"That fleet had quite a few people, at least five or six hundred." The one who took over the conversation was Xiong Chengji. Xiong Chengji graduated from the regular military academy of the Jiangnan Artillery Academy; once he spoke, others quieted down a lot.

"How many people does the People's Party plan to send over?"

"More than three thousand people." Bai Wenwei answered.

"So many people? Then if they take Anqing and refuse to leave, what do we do?" Someone in the Yuewang Society shouted anxiously then and there.

"We finally have so many revolutionary comrades in Anqing with difficulty; we can't let the People's Party run over to pick the fruit."

"Exactly. If it really doesn't work, let the People's Party and En Ming fight it out. When they fight until both sides suffer, we will come out and take Anqing."

Endless clever plans from members within the Yuewang Society came out one after another. Bai Wenwei only felt very familiar with them. Most of them were mentioned by storytellers. To really speak of the core idea, it was just one: "I come to pick the fruit; you go to die." regarding these suggestions of the comrades, Bai Wenwei could understand. Anqing was where the goal of all comrades lay; if it were suddenly snatched away by Yan Fu breaking in, the comrades would absolutely not allow it. On this point, Bai Wenwei was no different from these comrades. But Bai Wenwei was a revolutionary activist after all, and his vision was slightly broader. Relying on the less than 200 comrades of the Yuewang Society, wanting to take Anqing was simply unrealistic. Revolution must have assistance. When this assistance came from the renowned and trustworthy Yan Fu, Bai Wenwei thought it was relatively reliable. So he tried hard to persuade the comrades. "Mr. Yan Fu has always kept his word. I believe since Mr. Yan Fu said he wouldn't stay in Anqing, he shouldn't."

Before his voice fell, someone retorted immediately. "Although Yan Fu keeps his word, after taking Anqing, if their People's Party sweeps Anqing clean, what do we do? Leaving an empty Anqing city, what do we want it for?"

"Exactly!" Someone expressed support immediately. In the view of this group of revolutionary parties, they not only wanted to seize Anqing, but also wanted Anqing to possess all the functions it had in the hands of the Manchu Qing, such as tax revenue, such as military strength. In short, Anqing should be seized by the Yuewang Society in a "completely ideal state," and then immediately show super capability to support the success of the revolution.

The Yuewang Society had joined the Tongmenghui at this time, and compared with the revolutionaries of this era, the Yuewang Society was basically consistent. None of them understood what exactly the revolution was to do. These people just firmly believed that after overthrowing the Manchu Qing and taking power themselves, China would definitely become better. As for what means to adopt, these people didn't know at all. generally speaking, the attitude of these revolutionaries towards revolution was quite "unscientific."

Facing these comrades, Bai Wenwei could only try his best to persuade. "We have already discussed with Mr. Yan Fu. Of the gold and silver in the Anqing treasury this time, Mr. Yan will only take half. The rest is transporting some equipment from the Anqing Machinery Bureau."

This could already be considered a very fair distribution method, but opposing opinions in the Yuewang Society rose immediately. "This absolutely won't do! If they take these away, what do we do? Anqing is our territory; we can't let people from some People's Party come to run wild."

Just at this time, Xiong Chengji interrupted very "untimely": "Is the People's Party waiting for us to act as insiders before setting off?"

Xiong Chengji graduated from a proper military academy; the question was quite reliable. Bai Wenwei had also asked Yan Fu this question. Yan Fu's answer was "We will march into Anqing; whether the Yuewang Society cooperates or not, we will fight." Since Yan Fu's tone was calm and his attitude steady, Bai Wenwei didn't feel anything wrong at the time. Now having talked with the comrades for so long, recalling Yan Fu's words again, he only felt there was quite a murderous meaning in these words. He answered: "I'm afraid the People's Party has already started moving. They should arrive at the foot of Anqing city within half a month."

Hearing this, the revolutionary comrades of the Yuewang Society attending the meeting immediately went silent. They didn't expect the People's Party to actually do what they said. According to the "revolutionary habits" of these years, whenever there was an uprising, everyone would link up for a long time first, and even start shouting "revolution" and "rebellion" publicly on the street. Next was recruiting people, linking up, treating to meals, treating to drinks, and swearing oaths with great fanfare to semi-publicly. Finally, when the agreed day of launching the uprising arrived, basically it was still the few main initiators and a few followers; either everyone simply scattered, or they launched a moth-to-the-flame type uprising. According to what Bai Wenwei said, the People's Party's team of more than three thousand people set off just like that—this kind of thing had always existed in the imagination of "revolutionary patriots." The actual situation was that this group of people had never seen it once.

Yan Fu's reputation was too loud. Since the members of the Yuewang Society learned that this attack on Anqing was led by Yan Fu personally, everyone couldn't help but believe it a bit.

"How about we wait and see first? If the People's Party can fight into the city, we'll talk about helping them then." Someone proposed such a fencesitting suggestion. Unexpectedly to Bai Wenwei, there were quite a few who agreed. Bai Wenwei was very speechless. He really didn't expect that these comrades, who usually thought they could display their grand plans as soon as the East Wind of revolution came, actually had such an attitude facing the revolutionary storm Yan Fu really wanted to bring.

While Bai Wenwei discussed with comrades how to cooperate with the People's Party, several people in plain clothes had already mixed into Anqing City. Most of the people in this team were formerly officers and soldiers of the Anhui New Army. After following Pu Guanshui to the base area, they were very moved seeing the revolutionary movement of the People's Party and later joined the People's Party. Now their task was to try their best to persuade the officers and soldiers of the New Army to see if they could become insiders and play a key role in the battle to attack Anqing. Leading the team was the underground liaison officer of the People's Party. Worrying that the Anqing side already knew some news about Fengtai County and Pu Guanshui, these comrades disguised themselves as ordinary common people and entered Anqing. What reassured everyone was that compared with when they left Anqing a few months ago, except for the weather being colder and the number of disaster victims being fewer, the situation hadn't changed much. At least on the surface, Anqing did not know about the big events that happened in Fengyang Prefecture.

These few New Army comrades arrived in Wuhu at the same time as Yan Fu. Using the Water Detachment ship to send them specifically to Anqing would be too conspicuous, so these comrades took a boat from Wuhu to Anqing themselves. Seeing no big changes in Anqing City, they also breathed a sigh of relief. The military camp was not in the city, but now everyone prepared to probe the actual situation first before talking about mixing back into the military camp. The military camp had rules after all, and everyone's faces were familiar. These New Army comrades went out with Pu Guanshui; coming back secretly like this, there would always be various questions once known by others.

The foothold for the liaison officer and the New Army comrades was the secret liaison station of the People's Party in Anqing, an ordinary courtyard in the west of the city. Traditional Anhui architecture, that is to say, white walls and black tiles, with extremely high courtyard walls. These comrades of Anhui local origin had gradually become accustomed to the newly built houses in Fengtai County these days—red bricks and red tiles, plus glass windows, looking festive. Everyone couldn't help comparing the old-style houses with the new houses in Fengtai County in their hearts.

The outer door was left unlatched. After the group entered, they found no one there. Everyone shouted a few times but heard no response. Just as they were puzzled, the main gate sounded, and a man in his thirties came in from outside. It was Huang Yuedong, the head of the Anqing Liaison Station. Seeing so many people in the courtyard, he was startled at first, but recognized the liaison officer after looking closely. Huang Yuedong then relaxed. Closing the door, he led the comrades into the main hall. Huang Yuedong asked about the general situation. Hearing that these new comrades were actually from the New Army, a strange look appeared on his face.

Those who could become liaison officers were clever comrades. Seeing Huang Yuedong's expression, he knew something big had happened. Since they wanted to attack Anqing, the more they knew about Anqing affairs, the better. The liaison officer asked what big events happened recently.

Huang Yuedong looked at those few New Army party members. "Do you know Liu Shicheng of the New Army?"

Some New Army party members shook their heads, some lowered their heads to recall. But New Army party member Xie Jinfu asked: "Is it that Liu Shicheng of the Transport Battalion?"

"It is that Liu Shicheng. A disturbance happened in the city the day before yesterday. Liu Shicheng pushed their Battalion Officer off the second floor of a brothel, and then ran away with a prostitute. He is being wanted now. Gentlemen, better not rush back to the New Army camp these few days."

"Why?" The liaison officer was somewhat strange.

"Think about it. That Liu Shicheng is alone; his clothes and money are probably still in the military camp. Without getting his luggage, in this big winter, taking a woman with him, where can he run to?"

"How did Liu Shicheng get jealous over a woman with a Battalion Officer?" The New Army party member Xie Jinfu was also a low-level officer in the Transport Battalion; he asked strangely. In his impression, Liu Shicheng was not a person who dared to beat a superior.

"I also went to inquire about the news. The brothel wasn't very clear either. But according to them, it seems it wasn't jealousy over a woman, but Liu Shicheng fell out with the Battalion Officer directly."

Everyone was very interested in what exactly happened but couldn't figure it out, so they simply didn't guess wildly. Huang Yuedong introduced the intelligence he collected on ordinary days. There was no news of the People's Party here in Anqing. The difference between north and south Anhui was originally huge; after the flood, no one in southern Anhui was willing to go to the disaster area in northern Huai either. News was extremely blocked.

Although they didn't know if people of the level of Anhui Governor En Ming had received any news, there were no rumors about the People's Party on the market, so the comrades felt much more relaxed. After this tiring journey, everyone was tired too. Except for Xie Jinfu who felt very curious and took the initiative to go to the New Army camp to take a look, other comrades wanted to rest. Seeing Xie Jinfu volunteering, everyone didn't stop him either, just told Xie Jinfu to be careful and let him go by himself.

After everyone slept a sleep, they didn't see Xie Jinfu return, and the comrades felt something was very wrong. Did something happen? Waiting for another good while, the moon had risen, and the comrades were like ants on a hot pan one by one. This must be an accident, but the feeling of not knowing what happened was the most uncomfortable. Every time there were footsteps at the door, everyone hoped it was Xie Jinfu, but worried it was Anqing's officers and soldiers coming. Everyone knew very clearly what exactly the People's Party wanted to do; this was really rebelling, and being caught really meant beheading.

But sending people to find Xie Jinfu now—Anqing was so big, and it was night; where to find him? Waiting for an unknown amount of time again, accompanied by footsteps, finally someone knocked on the door. It was the signal of two long and two short knocks. The comrades were immediately overjoyed and secretly opened the door. Xie Jinfu slipped in through the crack of the door. Everyone returned to the hall in silence. Before the liaison officer could criticize Xie Jinfu, they saw Xie Jinfu with an indescribable expression on his face. "I found out about Liu Shicheng's matter clearly. That prostitute was Liu Shicheng's cousin [paternal]. She was sold to Anqing because of the flood. When the Battalion Officer went to the brothel, the one guarding the door outside was actually Liu Shicheng. Later Liu Shicheng's cousin sent the Battalion Officer out, and the two met."

Hearing this story which was almost like storytelling, Huang Yuedong had a bit of suppressed smile on his face. But the faces of the New Army comrades were gloomy and scary. These comrades had seen the appearance of the disaster area with their own eyes. With the help of the People's Party, these New Army officers and soldiers had sent their relatives to the base area. During the house distribution this time, everyone's relatives were also distributed houses and temporarily distributed land. As long as no big accident happened, everyone's family members could pass this year safely. But in the disaster area, the lives of the common people were not so lucky. Selling sons and daughters was just one of the norms. Many didn't even have the chance to sell sons and daughters; basically no one went to the disaster area to buy people. The common people struggled on the death line by themselves. In the new base area conquered by the People's Party, because disaster victim camps were formed, the common people had a way to live. In other places, the common people could only run their own course.

"Then why did you come back so late?" the liaison officer asked.

Xie Jinfu gritted his teeth slightly and said: "I went back to the military camp. This matter spread very widely. The brothers of the Transport Battalion were all very annoyed. And I heard, it seems Liu Shicheng has already been caught."

"Comrade Xie Jinfu, how dared you return to the New Army?" The liaison officer was anxious.

"Now everyone is worried about the people at home again; who has the mind to manage me? I just said I asked for leave and sneaked back first to handle some private affairs. Everyone didn't mind. No one in the New Army knows about our People's Party either. I found this out clearly."

The liaison officer didn't know what to say either, but Xie Jinfu didn't intend to listen to the liaison officer say more. He continued to say with righteous indignation: "The New Army brothers serve as soldiers and sell their lives, yet their family members have to starve to death alive. Just starving to death would be one thing, but they are even sold to brothels, unable to lift their heads for a lifetime. This world really can't go on. I have decided that no matter what, I will go back to the New Army brothers and tell everyone: rebel then rebel; it's better than this life!"

Other New Army comrades nodded one after another. "Although the base area is bitter now, looking at it like this, everyone can live a good life this year. Why still sell our lives for these government people!"

The liaison officer was also an old party member. He said hurriedly: "Comrades, this kind of thing cannot be rushed. Since Anqing hasn't received news of our People's Party yet, we don't need to leak the wind. If we can trick open the city gate, why suffer to attack hard?"

Xie Jinfu retorted immediately: "Your words are wrong. Let's not talk about the high officials in the New Army; the brothers of the New Army serve as soldiers just to eat grain. Who sincerely wants to sell their lives for the Court? If we don't let the brothers of the New Army know that our People's Party seeks welfare and creates a tomorrow for the common people, and the two sides fight like this, the ones dying are all our common people. I think this won't do. We can't let the brothers die in vain for those bastards."

These words made a lot of sense; the liaison officer couldn't say it was wrong either. Thinking for a while, he said: "In that case, everyone go contact reliable New Army brothers first. Didn't you say Liu Shicheng was caught? It's best to wait until there is a clue about Liu Shicheng's matter before telling everyone the truth about our People's Party."

Xie Jinfu sneered. "It doesn't need to be so troublesome at all. If Liu Shicheng is really caught, I will let the brothers of the Transport Battalion ask how exactly Liu Shicheng will be treated. Those Battalion Officers are not things [good people]; do you think they will feel they are wrong at all when encountering such a thing? They will only feel that Liu Shicheng actually dared to beat a superior officer, which is a great crime. As for Liu Shicheng's sister, hmph! Those bastards won't have any mercy."

Looking at the liaison officer's surprised expression, Xie Jinfu said categorically: "Don't disbelieve it; it's really like this!"
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Chapter 116: New Beginning (21)

Lin Shenhe leaned back in his chair, crossing his legs and sitting very relaxedly. If he looked nervous, the jianghu figures in front of him would inevitably look down on him. In terms of personality alone, Lin Shenhe himself could be classified in the relatively serious category. Having to pretend to be carefree made Lin Shenhe really unhappy in his heart.

"Master Lin, we came to find you today because we want to defect to you." The few people sitting opposite asked somewhat apprehensively. They were all gang leaders, or former gang leaders, in the Fengyang Prefecture area. Gangs were supported by both financial resources and armed force. Once the flood passed, rural property was basically gone. Needless to mention financial resources; the People's Party raided everywhere and was now the largest violent group in Fengyang Prefecture, which gangs simply couldn't contend with. And these former gang leaders were in an even more miserable situation; they even had to run to the refugee camp in Fengtai County to survive.

"Did you commit some crime again?" Lin Shenhe asked seemingly carelessly.

"Master Lin, stop laughing at us. We brothers are convinced," a former gang leader answered embarrassedly.

Carrying the reputation of gang leaders, if not under the rule of the People's Party, these people wouldn't have fared too badly even in a refugee camp. Traditional porridge distribution places always had various problems of the strong bullying the weak; they could get considerable benefits by forming small groups. If lucky, they could even collude with officials and take on the business of "maintaining order." That would be a salted fish turning over [change of fortune]. Of course, the premise was not being under the rule of the People's Party.

Today, this group of people was completely convinced. As the saying goes, "A fallen phoenix is inferior to a chicken." If the police effectively controlled the scene of the refugee camp in the early stage, since Lin Shenhe became the second-in-command of the police system, these figures who used to be considered prominent were suppressed. The refugee camp adopted a policy of focused strikes, that is, striking various troublemakers by focus and frequency through repeated actions.

Before Lin Shenhe joined, the police system had finally suppressed those guys who snatched other people's rations. The method of striking this part of people was also simple and brisk: hang them after catching them. In a camp of more than a hundred thousand refugees, hanging fewer than 200 people made others lose the guts to snatch anymore.

After Lin Shenhe took office, he launched an action to deepen order. The first round struck at thieves. Refugees always had some valuable things on them. At least things refugees thought were valuable. Theft was most likely to trigger disturbances in the refugee camp. Losing the "valuables" carried with them, refugees immediately felt the sky was falling. Relying on the attitude of "mobilizing the masses to struggle against the masses" [Note: text says "reactionary masses" likely typo for "mobilizing"], Lin Shenhe won over those who reported crimes on one hand, and recruited people to disguise themselves and mix into the underground black market on the other, successfully cracking several theft rings. After these people were also hung on the gallows in public, the theft gangs were also in panic. Under the exposure of the masses, theft gangs were dragged out one after another. After public trials in front of the refugees, this group of people was sent to "labor camps" engaging in heavy physical labor.

"Applying both kindness and power" was not just to establish prestige. Lin Shenhe investigated the influential figures among the refugees clearly. Targeting those families with many people and great power, he absorbed some able-bodied men into the police system. Targeting those relatively lonely and weak ones, he conducted "talks."

Knowing they couldn't hide behind the scenes to manipulate, nor could they stand up to oppose the People's Party directly, these former gang leaders also understood the situation, so they simply came to surrender. Facing the seemingly lazy Lin Shenhe, these former heroes said respectfully: "Master Lin, people go to high places, water flows to low places. With a character like you, Master Lin, we sincerely want to defect to the People's Party."

Although Lin Shenhe was happy in his heart, he said coldly with his mouth: "Our People's Party doesn't care for old titles. You call me Comrade Lin from now on. No Master Lin this or that; we are not a gang."

"Yes, Comrade Lin. We really want to defect to the People's Party."

"If you want to defect to the People's Party, you have to work for the common people. If you are willing, simply join the police. At least you can eat your fill." Lin Shenhe threw out a plan directly.

"This..." The gang leaders were not interested in this suggestion. They felt there was no need for them to mix with those juniors to patrol, and the People's Party police were not easy to be either. "We are used to being wild, Master Lin, oh, Comrade Lin. Being police might delay your affairs. Can you let us do something else?"

"Then what do you want to do?" Lin Shenhe finally sat up straight from the chair.

"How about helping you fight? I heard the Insurance Corps has been capturing cities and seizing territory everywhere recently, conquering a large territory. We can help you fight."

"Ha," Lin Shenhe smiled maliciously, "The Insurance Corps isn't bandits. We don't fight for ourselves; we fight for the common people. I won't hide it from you gentlemen either; aren't you fighting for yourselves? Whichever of you feels that you fight to get a few mu of land distributed and then farm well, I will let you join the Insurance Corps. If you want to be a grass king [bandit chief] in this troubled time, then forget it."

Hearing Lin Shenhe's words, these leaders immediately became indignant: "Master Lin, you are looking down on us! Do you think our brothers are afraid of death?"

"Call me Comrade Lin, don't call me Master Lin. I actually have something to ask you gentlemen. Our People's Party wants to attack Hefei; I wonder who is willing to volunteer to go to Hefei."

Hearing this, the eyes of these gang leaders lit up immediately. This was a good opportunity. One of them immediately said: "I have friends in Hefei; I am willing to go. I wonder what Comrade Lin prepares to let me do?"

"Do whatever you can do. It would be best if you can take Hefei."

"Then how many people and how many guns will you give me?"

"When we arrived in Fengtai County, we had no people and no guns. We created such a career from scratch. If you think you have the guts, go there and start doing it first."

Hearing Lin Shenhe say this, the gang leaders looked at each other one by one. "Master Lin, are you making fun of us?"

"What I said is all truth; how is it making fun of everyone?" Lin Shenhe finally looked a bit more serious. "Gentlemen, if you feel you can't do this business of capturing cities and seizing territory, there must be a business you can do, right?"

Finally finishing the talk, Lin Shenhe felt quite tired. Sending this group of people away, Lin Shenhe immediately went to report to Chen Ke. When announcing himself at the door, the guard stopped Lin Shenhe. "Director Lin, Chairman Chen is discussing matters. Please wait a moment."

"Okay." Just as Lin Shenhe prepared to stand outside the door and wait, he heard the sound of the door being pulled open. Chen Ke stood at the door and said: "Come in. Comrade Lin Shenhe."

The one talking with Chen Ke in the room was Yan Fu. After the three sat down, Chen Ke asked: "Comrade Lin Shenhe, how was your talk with the gang people this time?"

Contrary to the carefree appearance shown in front of the gang leaders, Lin Shenhe sat straight. First he briefly introduced the conversation process, then said very seriously: "Those people are full of thoughts on how to rebuild the gangs; they have no intention of sincerely defecting to us. After all that talk, they just want to borrow our power. In my view, these people are all scourges."

"Then does Comrade Lin Shenhe have any ideas?" Chen Ke asked with a smile.

Lin Shenhe answered neatly and crisply: "I see this group of people seem unable to hold back. If we give this group of people a chance, trouble will definitely occur. Simply send them out and eliminate them secretly halfway. Now that the flood has just passed, the roads are not very peaceful either. Now is the best time."

Hearing this, Chen Ke felt very satisfied. Clearing out unstable factors in the refugee camp of the base area this time was a task Chen Ke assigned to Lin Shenhe. Although Lin Shenhe's method was a bit brutal, it was a very desirable plan from both short-term and long-term perspectives. In the short term, eliminating the core of unstable factors had immediate effects. In the long run, gangs have always followed whoever has milk as mother [opportunistic]; the new system advocates "laborers are most glorious." One side hopes to get something for nothing, the other wants to fully develop productive forces; eventually, they definitely can't piss in the same pot. Now is indeed a good time to clean up these people. Later when the rule of law is promoted, killing people will be very troublesome. However, Chen Ke's heart moved suddenly; Lin Shenhe's idea could speak to his heart quite well, and this feeling was not very good.

Yan Fu frowned slightly. Lin Shenhe had thick eyebrows and big eyes, looking quite handsome. No matter how you looked at him, he should be a person of inspiring righteousness, not so ruthless. But speaking of assassinating people, Lin Shenhe actually didn't care, and even had a kind of frankness that it should be so. This couldn't help but make Yan Fu feel very unaccustomed. However, Yan Fu couldn't interrupt on such matters. He looked at Chen Ke's thoughtful expression and silently guessed Chen Ke's thoughts.

Chen Ke was indeed thinking about things. Even a person like him who hated the Manchu Qing had to admit one thing: the Manchu Qing had no secret service agency. However, every time after admitting this fact, Chen Ke had to explain slightly: having no secret service agency meant a great weakening of government effectiveness. Absolutely not building a lawless secret service agency that arrests people casually is one thing, but whether a secret service agency is built or not is another matter.

But most comrades in the base area had relatively sunny personalities; the head of the secret service agency absolutely could not be of this character. As a relatively dark job, in history, the Party's secret service agency was in the hands of Premier Zhou, this scheming [black-bellied] handsome guy. Lin Shenhe was just a new comrade; no matter how capable he was, Chen Ke was not too assured. But the situation had changed so much recently; if there wasn't such an organization, it was indeed inappropriate.

Turning his head to look at Yan Fu, Chen Ke felt he still had to hurry up and build this organization. Attacking Anqing was planned work. After taking Anqing, the enemy would not only be the Manchu Qing; dealings with those revolutionary parties would inevitably increase. And the revolutionary parties of this period had a common characteristic, which was being keen on assassination activities. Moreover, in history, this group of people assassinated the Manchu Qing, and not long after the revolution "succeeded" slightly, assassinations between various "revolutionary comrades" began. Especially the two major forces, Tongmenghui and Guangfuhui, were both famous for assassination.

In the news brought back by Yan Fu, the Yuewang Society had all joined the Tongmenghui, and Tao Chengzhang, the famous leader of the Guangfuhui, was also full of interest in Anqing. Having two such "neighbors" in the south in the future, Chen Ke was actually very uneasy in his heart.

"Then what does Comrade Lin Shenhe plan to do now?" Chen Ke asked.

Lin Shenhe didn't shy away either; he still said seriously: "Civil affairs are not something I can intervene in, but I want to ask, when exactly will these disaster victims be allowed to return to their hometowns? We can also make some preparations first. Actually, there are quite a few common people among these disaster victims who are willing to live a good life properly. Organizing them now would be better than doing it later."

"Comrade Lin Shenhe, I will discuss this issue at the Party Committee meeting. Your current job is to ensure the security of the base area after our main troops depart. So write a report as soon as possible. What preparations should be made, what adjustments should be made, all must be written clearly."

"Yes, Chairman Chen." Lin Shenhe knew this was also an order to leave. He continued to ask: "Are there any other instructions?"

"Hurry up and do this well. You can go down."

After Lin Shenhe went out, Chen Ke turned to Yan Fu and said: "Mr. Yan, I have a view relatively close to Comrade Lin Shenhe: gangs are unreliable. My proposition has always been 'rely on the mountain, the mountain falls; rely on the river, the river dries.' But the gang's idea is 'living off the mountain when by the mountain, living off the water when by the water.' We are not people on the same path. This time we want to take Anqing, so I absolutely cannot pin hope on the Yuewang Society. Regardless of what the Yuewang Society thinks, we must place everything on our own plan. Only our own strength is the only thing reliable."

Chen Ke spoke very frankly. Although Yan Fu had worked hard running around, and the news brought back was not bad, Chen Ke still spoke very unceremoniously, without considering anyone's face at all.

Hearing this, Yan Fu nodded in deep agreement. "Chairman Chen, I also have this thought." This was not Yan Fu being polite; this was Yan Fu's heartfelt words.
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Chapter 117: New Beginning (22)

Qin Tongren put on thick industrial plain glass sunglasses and looked up at the sky. Through the lenses, the blinding sun turned into a slightly reddish circle that could be looked at directly. This was one of the many pieces of equipment prepared for the glass factory and the iron smelting plant under construction. Facing the molten liquid radiating high heat, protective goggles were basic equipment. So Qin Tongren didn't mind the trouble at all, testing hundreds of pairs of glasses one by one. The transparency of this kind of lens couldn't be considered too good, and the quality wasn't uniform enough; the difference could be seen with the naked eye. You Gou calmly watched Qin Tongren accept the equipment, turning a blind eye to Qin Tongren's occasional slight frowns. You Gou didn't take product quality lightly; this was already the maximum quality control level of the base area at this stage. Even if Qin Tongren was dissatisfied, You Gou couldn't produce better products in the short term.

"It's passable," Qin Tongren finally said slowly. Hearing this, You Gou immediately handed the signing form to Qin Tongren, signing to hand over the goods.

Watching Qin Tongren sign his name with a flourish, You Gou asked with a grin: "Teacher Qin, how is the hand grenade matter?"

Qin Tongren didn't answer immediately; he looked at his superior You Gou, not very sure how to answer. You Gou's current administrative title was Director and Secretary of the Commission of Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense [COSTIND]. The name Chen Ke gave was very grand, even grand to the point of being unworthy of the name. Qin Tongren had quite some criticism about this. Of course, a large part of this emotion was not really dissatisfaction with such a trivial matter as the name. In Qin Tongren's heart, the most suitable person for this director position shouldn't be the political work cadre You Gou; Yan Fu, who had led the Tianjin Machinery Bureau, was the object of Qin Tongren's sincere admiration.

After a pause, Qin Tongren said: "Less than eight thousand were produced. Gunpowder can't keep up."

The base area was still using black powder, only adopting the optimized granular black powder formula in the recipe, which was far from picric acid explosives. You Gou made no comment, just nodded. Shen Songwen beside Qin Tongren rolled his eyes at You Gou. Now the industrial department of the base area was composed of two major factions: one was the Beijing faction, and the other was the Southern faction. The Beijing faction came from the Tianjin Machinery Bureau, belonging to the origin of orthodox military industrial enterprises. There had never been female technical personnel in the factories, let alone letting a woman be the Director of COSTIND. If Qin Tongren hoped Yan Fu could replace You Gou out of consideration for practical experience, Shen Songwen was more out of aversion to female superiors. Watching You Gou go in and out of the political center, deciding the future major events of the People's Party—these decisions directly affected the future of hundreds of thousands of people in the base area, and could even determine Shen Songwen's future. Thinking of these, Shen Songwen felt a kind of discomfort and dissatisfaction in his heart. Most importantly, You Gou was also Shen Songwen's superior, directly managing Shen Songwen. Being ridden on the head by a woman made Shen Songwen feel an extreme dissatisfaction.

After You Gou left, Shen Songwen lowered his voice and said to Qin Tongren: "Mr. Qin, let's go talk to Chairman Chen and ask Mr. Yan to be this director."

Qin Tongren was slightly startled; he didn't expect Shen Songwen to speak so directly. Although he agreed in his heart, Qin Tongren didn't want to turn this kind of thing into a personnel struggle. When in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau, internal personnel struggles had already annoyed Qin Tongren to death. Since You Gou was an old party member of the People's Party with deep roots, unless Chen Ke made up his mind, it was unrealistic to want to pull You Gou down through the conventional route.

"Director You's ability is still pretty good; we must admit this." Qin Tongren said.

Shen Songwen immediately misunderstood Qin Tongren's meaning; he thought Qin Tongren agreed with his idea. "In terms of ability, how much capability can she have? Although Director You can't be said to be incapable, Director You comes from a chemical engineering background. It is said that the earliest pharmaceutical manufacturing was also done by Chairman Chen personally. regarding various designs proposed recently, Chairman Chen actually contributed the most. Director You is just responsible for implementation. Then if we change someone to be this director, how much difference can there be?"

These words were not unreasonable. Qin Tongren hadn't thought so much before; after Shen Songwen's analysis, he felt something wrong in it. Chen Ke's learning naturally made everyone admire him extremely, so Chen Ke couldn't possibly not know exactly how capable You Gou was. Knowing both You Gou and Yan Fu very well, Chen Ke still chose You Gou to be this director. It could only be said that You Gou was the suitable candidate identified by Chen Ke. If everyone went to propose letting Yan Fu be this director again, Chen Ke would absolutely not agree easily. Yan Fu was the designated Minister of Education and Principal of the Military Academy; everyone already knew this matter. Shen Songwen felt that even if Yan Fu concurrently held the position of Director of COSTIND, Yan Fu couldn't possibly really come to do research; it was just a title. But who actually led COSTIND? Was it You Gou? Or Shen Songwen?

Having seen many personnel struggles, Qin Tongren simply didn't want to get involved in these messy things anymore. Since it was impossible for Yan Fu to personally guide the military industrial enterprises no matter what, it would be extremely difficult to move You Gou. Moreover, You Gou had deep roots in the People's Party and the troops; she was definitely not someone Shen Songwen could move.

Thinking of this, Qin Tongren couldn't help but express his attitude. "Comrade Shen Songwen, we still have to obey the orders of superiors. Since Chairman Chen let Comrade You Gou be this director, it is absolutely not a reckless appointment."

Shen Songwen never expected Qin Tongren to have such a final attitude. "Mr. Qin, I think even if Mr. Yan doesn't be this director, you are the most suitable one. A woman, exactly how much capability can she have? Isn't it just benefiting from Chairman Chen's light? If you think Chairman Chen won't agree, then I'll go say it. You don't need to come forward."

"Comrade Shen Songwen, everyone needs unity now. Comrade You Gou's ability is not unsuitable for this post. If you go to demand a switch so hurriedly now, it looks like we are going to make trouble. Stop this matter here; you are not allowed to mention it again, nor think about it." Qin Tongren had made up his mind not to entangle himself in personnel struggles. As a scholar, Qin Tongren didn't like personnel struggles; this was his habit.

"Hmph!" Shen Songwen just snorted but spoke no more. He really didn't expect Qin Tongren not to support him. He dared not rashly ask Yan Fu if he wanted to take this position either. With his understanding of Yan Fu's serious attitude, Yan Fu very likely wouldn't agree to a concurrent post. Without the support of a heavyweight figure like Qin Tongren, wanting to drive the annoying You Gou off the stage would be extremely difficult. Just wait and see! Sooner or later I will pull this woman down. Shen Songwen thought angrily.

You Gou didn't know someone was already so dissatisfied with her, but with You Gou's personality, even if she knew, she wouldn't really care too much. Leaving the handover point, You Gou went to the Military Headquarters. Along the way, she saw the troops were conducting pre-war training in full swing. Soldiers carried long wooden ladders and ran, rushing towards the simulated city wall built temporarily. After erecting the ladders, soldiers began to climb up the ladders. The simulated city wall was only ten meters wide; after putting down three long ladders, it was fully occupied. Looking from afar, the wall surface was full of figures wearing blue military uniforms. Everyone carried broadswords on their backs and training grenades at their waists, training arduously.

Below the city wall, the rifle team was lining up for shooting training, and a smaller number of artillery troops were also conducting other training. As the Director of COSTIND, You Gou knew very well the troop equipment formulated by Chen Ke at this stage. These equipments were simple: rifles, hand grenades, mortars. Machine guns were not impossible to make; the problem was that machine guns required too large a quantity of bullets—they could afford to make them but not use them. You Gou couldn't be sure to what extent equipment would develop in the future. But You Gou was extremely clear about the equipment for attacking Anqing this time: rifles, hand grenades, mortars. You Gou was even very clear about the tactics: artillery suppression, rifle shooting, climbing scaling ladders [cloud ladders], throwing hand grenades onto the city wall continuously halfway. Using various firepower to suppress the enemy and seize control of the city wall. Finally, under the fire cover of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army, deploy close combat troops to defeat and annihilate the enemies in Anqing in one fell swoop.

Imagining the scene of troops climbing scaling ladders under the enemy's hail of bullets, You Gou felt a burst of excitement. But thinking of the casualties of the soldiers, she shuddered again. So You Gou must ensure that the equipment output from military industrial enterprises was the best. It had been discussed at the Party Central Committee meeting of the People's Party that the Battle of Anqing must be won. Therefore, troop commanders were absolutely not allowed to hide in the safe rear; they must stand at the front. The civil affairs department made preparations for large-scale compensation for fallen soldiers after the war. For You Gou, among the team setting out this time, Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao were both old friends. Previous battles were small in scale with few casualties. For this Battle of Anqing, You Gou had to admit that she might face parting by death with old friends. So You Gou must go to the Military Headquarters once.

Entering the Military Headquarters, she saw people in every office. Everyone's voice was much louder than usual, and their pace was even more hurried. Just walking twenty meters or so, several people accidentally bumped into You Gou's shoulder when rushing past from behind.

Entering Hua Xiongmao's office, as soon as the door opened, she smelled an unpleasant smell of sweat and the pungent smell of tobacco pipes. You Gou couldn't help frowning. The sand table in the war room was surrounded by people, all political commissars and commanders of various units. Because of the lack of wood, these tables were built of red brick and cement. Hua Xiongmao held a pointer, pointing at the Yangtze River waters. He was explaining the anchoring in various areas, as well as local conditions and problems that might be encountered. Not only that, but every staff officer had a special area they were responsible for. After Hua Xiongmao finished speaking roughly, he would let these staff officers explain the responsible areas personally. The comrades of the troops asked questions. The staff officers explained these questions one by one. In this dialogue process, some problems not previously considered would be discovered and discussed specifically.

This was the characteristic of the People's Party's operational meeting. Everyone fought no unprepared battles, nor would they hide the operational plan from everyone. Serious, earnest, and realistic discussions were conducted for every link. Although Zhang Yu was the commander of the Water Detachment, Zhang Yu did not go down to explain personally. The detachment's staff officers answered questions. He just listened quietly. regarding various questions from comrades, even if the staff officers couldn't answer some questions that were a bit too demanding, looking at Zhang Yu with seeking eyes, Zhang Yu didn't make a sound.

Suddenly, many people's eyes turned to Zhang Yu, and even the explanation paused temporarily. Zhang Yu was a bit strange. Then he smelled the unique fragrance on a girl's body. In a room full of male comrades, this smell was quite pungent. He turned his head and saw You Gou standing behind him.

You Gou said openly and candidly: "Zheng Lan, Zu Dao. You guys come out for a moment; I have something to disturb you for a few minutes."

Hua Xiongmao didn't know what exactly You Gou wanted him for. He Zudao was also puzzled at first, then his face blushed slightly. Everyone knew He Zudao's attitude towards You Gou on ordinary days; several senior officers couldn't help showing smiles full of deep meaning on their faces.

The three stood still in the office [Note: likely outside the war room or in a corner/separate office]. You Gou spoke first: "Fighting Anqing this time is very dangerous. I have nothing much to say; Zheng Lan, you must be careful."

Hua Xiongmao didn't expect You Gou came over just to say this; amidst his surprise, he was quite moved. You Gou extended her right hand to Hua Xiongmao. The palms of the two old comrades and old friends immediately clasped tightly together. "We will definitely be able to take Anqing." Hua Xiongmao only said this one sentence.

"Mm." You Gou pursed her lips tightly and nodded almost exaggeratedly, only then letting go of the palm that was squeezed to pain.

After saying goodbye to Hua Xiongmao, You Gou took out a pistol holster with a pistol inserted from her satchel. That was the gun You Gou bought when she was in Shanghai, originally intended for self-defense during rural social investigations. Up to now, except for gun practice, it hadn't been put to use.

"Zu Dao, I lend this gun to you." After speaking, You Gou helped He Zudao tie the gun to his waist involuntarily.

"Sister You Gou! I will definitely win the battle." He Zudao was so excited that he stammered a bit.

You Gou listened to He Zudao's passionate voice. She knew He Zudao's character deeply. When it really came to a critical moment, He Zudao always dared to stand out. Attacking Anqing was a big battle; You Gou was very worried about He Zudao. Thinking that He Zudao might not come back, You Gou suddenly felt a burst of sourness in her nose. She quickly held back her emotions and said: "Return the gun to me after you come back."

"Yes!" He Zudao didn't know how to express his emotions; he could only salute You Gou with a most standard military salute.

You Gou nodded and also extended her palm to He Zudao. With tears filling his eyes, He Zudao held You Gou's hand. You Gou only felt that if she went on like this, she was afraid she would shed tears. She didn't want to shed tears. Because she felt this was very ominous. Almost breaking free from He Zudao's palm, You Gou turned her head without saying a word and walked out of the door quickly.

Walking out of the military command post, the cold air of winter rushed directly to her face. You Gou felt two particularly cold places on her face. She reached out and wiped them. Although she didn't want to shed tears, she finally let the tears burst from her eyes.
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Chapter 118: New Beginning (23)

Liu Shicheng was a young man in his early twenties, with a round face, medium build, and a very simple appearance. Before he was arrested, his affair had already spread through the military camp as a joke. Everyone had some sympathy for his encounter, plus the Battalion Officer of the Transport Battalion didn't deliberately want "revenge," so apart from being beaten with twenty military sticks, Liu Shicheng didn't suffer any other injuries. Moreover, for these twenty military sticks, the executioner didn't want to make things too difficult for him either, so the beating wasn't heavy. When he followed the guard cautiously into the room, he didn't look like he had difficulty walking.

As soon as he saw Anhui Governor En Ming, before the guard could speak, Liu Shicheng immediately knelt on the ground and began to kowtow like pounding garlic. Such an excited expression startled the guard who was eyeing him covetously. Seeing Liu Shicheng didn't do anything out of line, the guard moved his hand away from the waist knife.

En Ming sized up Liu Shicheng kneeling on the ground, then said: "Who is kneeling?"

"Small person [I] Liu Shicheng." Liu Shicheng said while kowtowing a few more times.

En Ming felt Liu Shicheng kowtowing like this delayed things very much; the words relayed by the guard made En Ming feel the matter was big. He said: "Speak properly. Don't kowtow so much first."

"Yes, this small person will definitely speak properly." After speaking, Liu Shicheng couldn't help kowtowing twice more before straightening his upper body. He just looked at En Ming squarely; eyeing that official robe and the button and peacock feather on the cap, Liu Shicheng couldn't help but lie down and kowtow once more.

"Liu Shicheng, what exactly is this so-called Revolutionary Party rebellion you mentioned? Tell me in detail." En Ming asked.

"My Lord." Liu Shicheng just shouted once, but kowtowed again. "Please agree to one thing for this small person, and this small person will tell everything."

As soon as these words were spoken, En Ming's guard shouted: "My Lord asks you a question, and you dare to negotiate terms." After speaking, the guard had already raised his foot and kicked Liu Shicheng in the ribs. This kick was quite ruthless, directly kicking Liu Shicheng to the ground. Kicking this once didn't relieve the guard's anger; he followed up and kicked several more times, making Liu Shicheng scream repeatedly. "Speak when told to speak; you dare to disobey My Lord. You rogue, your gall is too big."

"Stop beating for now." En Ming raised his hand to stop the guard. "Liu Shicheng, do you want to redeem your sister?"

"Exactly!" Liu Shicheng endured the pain and crawled a few steps towards En Ming, looking like he wanted to hug En Ming's legs to beg. How could the guard let Liu Shicheng get close? He went up and kicked him again. "You getting close to My Lord, what do you intend?"

Domestic slaves of princes were used to being arrogant and extremely particular about rules. En Ming felt it was a bit excessive, but on second thought, if the Revolutionary Party could find Liu Shicheng, I'm afraid this person wasn't any good stuff either. Seeing Liu Shicheng shrinking into a ball in fear after being beaten, looking well-behaved, En Ming felt it wasn't bad. He just raised his hand and waved again, signaling the guard not to beat him anymore.

"Liu Shicheng, since the Revolutionary Party went to find you, I'm afraid you can't get away with it either. Presumably, you are not a good person either." En Ming sneered.

These words frightened Liu Shicheng quite a bit. He was not a Revolutionary Party member at all; someone just knew his experience and ran to lobby him. Hearing En Ming say this, Liu Shicheng immediately kowtowed like pounding garlic again. "My Lord, this small person has absolutely no relationship with those chaotic parties; this small person is loyal and devoted. My Lord, this small person... this small person is wronged."

Hearing this, the guard couldn't bear it anymore and immediately kicked him again. "You dare to say My Lord wronged you."

Seeing Liu Shicheng frightened like this, En Ming didn't want to scare him more. He said in a majestic voice: "Liu Shicheng, listen well. I won't haggle over your past matters anymore. But you must speak honestly to this official. If you dare to hide a word, this official will definitely execute you without mercy. Of course, regarding your sister's matter, wait until the matter is investigated clearly. This official will also send someone to redeem your sister. To fulfill your flesh-and-blood affection. Whether you want to die or live depends on how you choose."

"My Lord, this small person will definitely say everything." Liu Shicheng said while kowtowing.

En Ming said in a majestic voice: "Speak!"

Liu Shicheng immediately began to pour out everything like beans from a bamboo tube. The matter wasn't complicated either. After he was released, someone claiming to be from the Yuewang Society came to find him immediately, hoping he would join the revolution. Liu Shicheng was full of resentment at that time; he asked the other party to help redeem his sister, and the Yuewang Society people agreed very crisply. Then the Yuewang Society people boasted that they had tens of thousands of troops and horses under their command and would come to attack Anqing Prefecture immediately. As long as Liu Shicheng acted as an insider with them and secretly opened the city gate when guarding the city, it would be fine. That person spoke with a flow of eloquence, boasting that an army of tens of thousands would kill all the way along the Yangtze River, seizing everything from Wuhu to Anqing. As long as Liu Shicheng was willing to defect to the revolution, there would definitely be glory and wealth in the future.

Glory and wealth might be very attractive, but the only thing Liu Shicheng wanted now was to rescue his sister. So he agreed readily. As a result, it was originally agreed to be two days, but unexpectedly there was no news after waiting for three days. It is the most common thing for jianghu people to make promises casually. Liu Shicheng also borrowed money everywhere these days, wanting to scrape together money to redeem his sister. But unexpectedly, because Liu Shicheng offended the Battalion Officer, the people around simply didn't lend money to him. In this despair, seeing the Governor's guard come, he felt he grabbed a life-saving straw and immediately requested to expose the crimes of the Revolutionary Party. Hoping to use this merit in exchange for his sister's freedom.

"That person claiming to be from the Yuewang Society said Yan Fu and Pu Guanshui are both their subordinates?" En Ming asked with a frown.

Liu Shicheng said hurriedly: "Exactly. They said both of these two are people of the Yuewang Society; as insiders then, they can absolutely take Anqing Prefecture."

"Then what else did they say?" En Ming continued to ask.

"They said they would rebel around the Spring Festival, not long from now. They wanted this small person to join quickly and help them persuade other New Army brothers."

"I mean regarding Yan Fu and Pu Guanshui, these two people, what else did they say?" En Ming pressed.

"They didn't say anything else. Just mentioned them." Liu Shicheng answered blinking his eyes.

Looking at Liu Shicheng's eager and expectant gaze, En Ming asked a few more questions. Only then did he sneer: "Liu Shicheng, you are being dishonest."

These words startled Liu Shicheng. He hurriedly kowtowed, saying while kowtowing: "My Lord, what I said is all truth."

En Ming slammed the table. "What truth! Men, take him to the yamen and interrogate carefully."

Without waiting for Liu Shicheng to speak, the guard had already dragged Liu Shicheng up and forcibly dragged him away amidst Liu Shicheng's cries of grievance.

When the guard returned, En Ming was tasting tea calmly, looking as if he didn't care at all. The guard hurried forward and said: "My Lord, what this Liu Shicheng said is probably not fake."

"Hmph, what he said may not be fake. But the people mentioned are very problematic. Yan Fu just passed by us not long ago, and Vice Commander Pu Guanshui was in Fengyang Prefecture a few months ago. I haven't even heard of this Yuewang Society; how could these two people become subordinates of some Yuewang Society?"

"My Lord, I have heard a little about the Yuewang Society. I heard they have some connection with Xu Xilin." The guard said somewhat hesitantly.

"What?" En Ming was startled. He had already accepted Xu Xilin as a disciple, but didn't expect his disciple to be implicated in such things.

"I heard when Mr. Xu talked about the New Policies, he was also very radical and quite dissatisfied with the Court." The guard could only say this much.

En Ming didn't speak. In these years, if someone wanting to do something praised the Court endlessly, it could only be said to be lying with open eyes. Although En Ming himself was absolutely loyal to the Court, asking himself honestly, En Ming would absolutely not praise the Court's many failures that forfeited sovereignty and humiliated the country. That was why he wanted to hurry up and promote the New Policies and run education. Striving to revive this Court which was already in crisis and crumbling. Also because of this, when scholars and gentry cursed the Court's series of failures, the Court couldn't help but be "tolerant." If the Court engaged in high-pressure policies now and struck hard at this group of people, I'm afraid before these people were wiped out, these people would have risen up to overthrow the Court.

En Ming understood Xu Xilin's eager mood to promote the New Policies very well. Since he hoped so much to promote the New Policies, he certainly couldn't be very satisfied with the Court. If Xu Xilin really knew a few revolutionaries, it wasn't strange at all. It would be strange if Xu Xilin didn't know revolutionaries. What En Ming wanted to use was Xu Xilin's ability, and Xu Xilin's loyalty to him. As long as Xu Xilin didn't participate in rebellion, En Ming could tolerate Xu Xilin.

But such things couldn't be told to the guard. Looking at the guard's loyal gaze, En Ming instructed: "You go investigate this matter. I will ask Xu Xilin myself."

The guard immediately went out under orders. Not long after, someone announced Xu Xilin's arrival. These days, Xu Xilin always came to visit En Ming at this time, to report work on one hand, and to listen to En Ming's arrangements on the other.

After Xu Xilin saluted and sat down, En Ming asked: "Bosun, do you know people from the Yuewang Society?"

Hearing this, Xu Xilin was startled violently. His relationship with the people of the Yuewang Society had been quite deep these days. Xu Xilin had discussed the matter of Chen Ke attacking Anqing with Bai Wenwei of the Yuewang Society many times. Now suddenly asked about the Yuewang Society by En Ming, Xu Xilin managed not to hang shock on his face thanks to his usual tempering. His mind turned rapidly; first he thought for a moment, then said in a curious tone: "Teacher, is the Yuewang Society some hometown fellow association? The student knows some friends here, but doesn't know if there are any from the Yuewang Society among them. If Teacher wants to investigate, I will go back and start asking."

En Ming smiled. "Bosun, usually when you supervise school affairs in the New Policies, does anyone speak of revolution?"

"There are some who complain about the Court, but none speak of revolution." Xu Xilin answered very skillfully. "The student absolutely knows propriety and will not let Teacher down."

Seeing Xu Xilin didn't panic and answered normally, En Ming was relieved. Xu Xilin was his important assistant in promoting the New Policies in Anqing; En Ming didn't want to persecute him too much either. If no evidence was found for such things, it simply couldn't be clarified. Moreover, En Ming belonged to those parachuted into Anhui and didn't have his own team. Punishing such a capable person as Xu Xilin would bring no other benefit than bearing the name of improper employment. After talking for a while longer, Xu Xilin got up to leave.

Walking on the street, Xu Xilin only felt the sweat on his back had turned ice-cold. He never expected En Ming to actually hear some rumors. While walking, Xu Xilin couldn't help looking back to see if anyone was following him. After Chen Ke said he wanted to attack Anqing, and getting the news that Yan Fu was the mastermind behind the scenes, Xu Xilin actually believed it quite a bit now. If En Ming noticed in advance, this matter would probably fall short of success. Tao Chengzhang had made it clear that this time the Guangfuhui must take charge of Anqing no matter what. Even Wuhu, Tongling, and Chizhou—the Guangfuhui must seize dominance. With such a series of cities, the Guangfuhui would have enough rallying power. Letting the People's Party attack Anqing this time could only succeed, not fail. Now that En Ming had noticed, Xu Xilin felt his brain was extremely chaotic. Worried about the failure of the revolution, and worried about whether En Ming was already prepared to arrest him.

Actually, Xu Xilin worried too much; the Manchu Qing simply didn't have the ability to do these things at this time. Xu Xilin naturally couldn't know that in history he killed En Ming, and the succeeding Anhui Governor Feng Xu handled the shooting case. He handled this matter properly by the method of "trying the case without implicating a single person, mainly dispersing accomplices, showing leniency." After Xu Xilin was executed, Governor Feng publicly wrote a couplet for him, written in the Daguanting [Grand View Pavilion] in Anqing. The couplet read: "Great disaster in days to come, facing this vastness, a hundred feelings gather; the heroic spirit is not dim, inspecting this loyal integrity, it is not my foolishness."

The meaning of the first line of this couplet is lamenting that the Qing court is about to perish (great disaster in days to come); although Xu Xilin is a "rebel" at present, he will be a meritorious martyr in the future. Standing in front of Xu's tomb, thinking of the inevitable demise of the Imperial Court and the inevitable victory of the revolution, his heart is blank and mixed with a hundred feelings. The meaning of the second line is openly praising Xu Xilin (heroic spirit is not dim), hoping Xu's heroic soul can forgive his execution of him; it was just acting under orders, fulfilling a foolish loyalty to the Qing court.

Even the Manchu Qing governor had this attitude, let alone the suppression level of the Manchu Qing. Before the 1911 Revolution, the Manchu Qing responded passively to revolutionary uprisings; there were basically no proactive strikes.

Who exactly leaked the news? Only after returning to his residence did Xu Xilin decide to investigate this matter first.

This matter was investigated very quickly; the fact of Liu Shicheng "betraying the revolution" was soon found out clearly. The people of the Yuewang Society gnashed their teeth at this, but after Liu Shicheng left with En Ming's guard, he didn't come back at all. They were powerless to eliminate this "traitor." The Yuewang Society felt extremely unvented, but at this time an opportunity to let them vent their anger was given. The Spring Festival was coming soon; New Army officers and soldiers naturally didn't have leave to visit relatives. To boost morale, there was such a "comforting the troops" event. "Female entertainers" had to appear when comforting the troops, so Liu Shicheng's sister got on the list. The people of the Yuewang Society in the New Army instigated a little, and the Battalion Officer of the Transport Battalion was very satisfied with this suggestion, so the list was set.

This news was soon spread by interested people; which one was Liu Shicheng's sister became the focus of the New Army. The New Army did not set up camp prostitutes, nor were they allowed to stay with prostitutes in the military camp. But these female entertainers for comforting the troops would naturally be taken advantage of by everyone greatly. And out of "curiosity," Liu Shicheng's sister was even more the focus.

After "comforting the troops" ended, at a secret meeting point, former New Army officer Xie Jinfu, who had already joined the People's Party, said to several New Army officers and soldiers who were usually relatively reliable and whose families were also in Fengyang Prefecture: "Brothers, today they can bring Liu Shicheng's sister; tomorrow can they bring Liu Shicheng's old mother? Who will it be the day after tomorrow? I have brought the letters from brothers' relatives. I just want to ask, is there any need for you to sell your lives for this bunch of sons of bitches?"

The families of these New Army officers and soldiers were all from Fengyang Prefecture. When Pu Guanshui led some New Army soldiers to Fengyang Prefecture, these people entrusted Xie Jinfu to take care of their families. When the People's Party went to save the relatives of the New Army officers and soldiers who followed Pu Guanshui, they brought them back to the base area together. These New Army family members also wrote letters and attached tokens. As soon as these things were delivered to the hands of these New Army officers and soldiers, they knew their families were indeed saved by the People's Party and fell into the hands of the People's Party.

"Brothers, when fighting starts, bullets fly randomly and swords and guns have no eyes. if everyone doesn't want to die in vain for these sons of bitches, and still wants to reunite with family, then follow us. Everyone don't worry; I came back from Fengyang Prefecture, I saw it personally. Everyone there was distributed land, all top-grade irrigated land; everyone was distributed red brick new houses. Won't freeze or starve, nor lack clothing or food. We must have a conscience as humans. The People's Party is the savior of our common people; they will absolutely not treat us unfairly, nor treat our families unfairly."

"Then Brother Xie, why does my parents' letter say my two younger brothers died?" Hu Liangyong asked with a crying tone.

"That was before the People's Party arrived at your home; your family must have explained this clearly, right? If not for the People's Party arriving at your home, who knows how many people would be left in your family now."

"Brother Xie, what do we do when the time comes?" Someone didn't want to dwell on this. "You don't want us to rebel directly, do you?"
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Chapter 119: New Beginning (24)

Liu Shicheng was a young man in his early twenties, with a round face, medium build, and a very simple appearance. Before he was arrested, his affair had already spread through the military camp as a joke. Everyone had some sympathy for his encounter, plus the Battalion Officer of the Transport Battalion didn't deliberately want "revenge," so apart from being beaten with twenty military sticks, Liu Shicheng didn't suffer any other injuries. Moreover, for these twenty military sticks, the executioner didn't want to make things too difficult for him either, so the beating wasn't heavy. When he followed the guard cautiously into the room, he didn't look like he had difficulty walking.

As soon as he saw Anhui Governor En Ming, before the guard could speak, Liu Shicheng immediately knelt on the ground and began to kowtow like pounding garlic. Such an excited expression startled the guard who was eyeing him covetously. Seeing Liu Shicheng didn't do anything out of line, the guard moved his hand away from the waist knife.

En Ming sized up Liu Shicheng kneeling on the ground, then said: "Who is kneeling?"

"Small person [I] Liu Shicheng." Liu Shicheng said while kowtowing a few more times.

En Ming felt Liu Shicheng kowtowing like this delayed things very much; the words relayed by the guard made En Ming feel the matter was big. He said: "Speak properly. Don't kowtow so much first."

"Yes, this small person will definitely speak properly." After speaking, Liu Shicheng couldn't help kowtowing twice more before straightening his upper body. He just looked at En Ming squarely; eyeing that official robe and the button and peacock feather on the cap, Liu Shicheng couldn't help but lie down and kowtow once more.

"Liu Shicheng, what exactly is this so-called Revolutionary Party rebellion you mentioned? Tell me in detail." En Ming asked.

"My Lord." Liu Shicheng just shouted once, but kowtowed again. "Please agree to one thing for this small person, and this small person will tell everything."

As soon as these words were spoken, En Ming's guard shouted: "My Lord asks you a question, and you dare to negotiate terms." After speaking, the guard had already raised his foot and kicked Liu Shicheng in the ribs. This kick was quite ruthless, directly kicking Liu Shicheng to the ground. Kicking this once didn't relieve the guard's anger; he followed up and kicked several more times, making Liu Shicheng scream repeatedly. "Speak when told to speak; you dare to disobey My Lord. You rogue, your gall is too big."

"Stop beating for now." En Ming raised his hand to stop the guard. "Liu Shicheng, do you want to redeem your sister?"

"Exactly!" Liu Shicheng endured the pain and crawled a few steps towards En Ming, looking like he wanted to hug En Ming's legs to beg. How could the guard let Liu Shicheng get close? He went up and kicked him again. "You getting close to My Lord, what do you intend?"

Domestic slaves of princes were used to being arrogant and extremely particular about rules. En Ming felt it was a bit excessive, but on second thought, if the Revolutionary Party could find Liu Shicheng, I'm afraid this person wasn't any good stuff either. Seeing Liu Shicheng shrinking into a ball in fear after being beaten, looking well-behaved, En Ming felt it wasn't bad. He just raised his hand and waved again, signaling the guard not to beat him anymore.

"Liu Shicheng, since the Revolutionary Party went to find you, I'm afraid you can't get away with it either. Presumably, you are not a good person either." En Ming sneered.

These words frightened Liu Shicheng quite a bit. He was not a Revolutionary Party member at all; someone just knew his experience and ran to lobby him. Hearing En Ming say this, Liu Shicheng immediately kowtowed like pounding garlic again. "My Lord, this small person has absolutely no relationship with those chaotic parties; this small person is loyal and devoted. My Lord, this small person... this small person is wronged."

Hearing this, the guard couldn't bear it anymore and immediately kicked him again. "You dare to say My Lord wronged you."

Seeing Liu Shicheng frightened like this, En Ming didn't want to scare him more. He said in a majestic voice: "Liu Shicheng, listen well. I won't haggle over your past matters anymore. But you must speak honestly to this official. If you dare to hide a word, this official will definitely execute you without mercy. Of course, regarding your sister's matter, wait until the matter is investigated clearly. This official will also send someone to redeem your sister. To fulfill your flesh-and-blood affection. Whether you want to die or live depends on how you choose."

"My Lord, this small person will definitely say everything." Liu Shicheng said while kowtowing.

En Ming said in a majestic voice: "Speak!"

Liu Shicheng immediately began to pour out everything like beans from a bamboo tube. The matter wasn't complicated either. After he was released, someone claiming to be from the Yuewang Society came to find him immediately, hoping he would join the revolution. Liu Shicheng was full of resentment at that time; he asked the other party to help redeem his sister, and the Yuewang Society people agreed very crisply. Then the Yuewang Society people boasted that they had tens of thousands of troops and horses under their command and would come to attack Anqing Prefecture immediately. As long as Liu Shicheng acted as an insider with them and secretly opened the city gate when guarding the city, it would be fine. That person spoke with a flow of eloquence, boasting that an army of tens of thousands would kill all the way along the Yangtze River, seizing everything from Wuhu to Anqing. As long as Liu Shicheng was willing to defect to the revolution, there would definitely be glory and wealth in the future.

Glory and wealth might be very attractive, but the only thing Liu Shicheng wanted now was to rescue his sister. So he agreed readily. As a result, it was originally agreed to be two days, but unexpectedly there was no news after waiting for three days. It is the most common thing for jianghu people to make promises casually. Liu Shicheng also borrowed money everywhere these days, wanting to scrape together money to redeem his sister. But unexpectedly, because Liu Shicheng offended the Battalion Officer, the people around simply didn't lend money to him. In this despair, seeing the Governor's guard come, he felt he grabbed a life-saving straw and immediately requested to expose the crimes of the Revolutionary Party. Hoping to use this merit in exchange for his sister's freedom.

"That person claiming to be from the Yuewang Society said Yan Fu and Pu Guanshui are both their subordinates?" En Ming asked with a frown.

Liu Shicheng said hurriedly: "Exactly. They said both of these two are people of the Yuewang Society; as insiders then, they can absolutely take Anqing Prefecture."

"Then what else did they say?" En Ming continued to ask.

"They said they would rebel around the Spring Festival, not long from now. They wanted this small person to join quickly and help them persuade other New Army brothers."

"I mean regarding Yan Fu and Pu Guanshui, these two people, what else did they say?" En Ming pressed.

"They didn't say anything else. Just mentioned them." Liu Shicheng answered blinking his eyes.

Looking at Liu Shicheng's eager and expectant gaze, En Ming asked a few more questions. Only then did he sneer: "Liu Shicheng, you are being dishonest."

These words startled Liu Shicheng. He hurriedly kowtowed, saying while kowtowing: "My Lord, what I said is all truth."

En Ming slammed the table. "What truth! Men, take him to the yamen and interrogate carefully."

Without waiting for Liu Shicheng to speak, the guard had already dragged Liu Shicheng up and forcibly dragged him away amidst Liu Shicheng's cries of grievance.

When the guard returned, En Ming was tasting tea calmly, looking as if he didn't care at all. The guard hurried forward and said: "My Lord, what this Liu Shicheng said is probably not fake."

"Hmph, what he said may not be fake. But the people mentioned are very problematic. Yan Fu just passed by us not long ago, and Vice Commander Pu Guanshui was in Fengyang Prefecture a few months ago. I haven't even heard of this Yuewang Society; how could these two people become subordinates of some Yuewang Society?"

"My Lord, I have heard a little about the Yuewang Society. I heard they have some connection with Xu Xilin." The guard said somewhat hesitantly.

"What?" En Ming was startled. He had already accepted Xu Xilin as a disciple, but didn't expect his disciple to be implicated in such things.

"I heard when Mr. Xu talked about the New Policies, he was also very radical and quite dissatisfied with the Court." The guard could only say this much.

En Ming didn't speak. In these years, if someone wanting to do something praised the Court endlessly, it could only be said to be lying with open eyes. Although En Ming himself was absolutely loyal to the Court, asking himself honestly, En Ming would absolutely not praise the Court's many failures that forfeited sovereignty and humiliated the country. That was why he wanted to hurry up and promote the New Policies and run education. Striving to revive this Court which was already in crisis and crumbling. Also because of this, when scholars and gentry cursed the Court's series of failures, the Court couldn't help but be "tolerant." If the Court engaged in high-pressure policies now and struck hard at this group of people, I'm afraid before these people were wiped out, these people would have risen up to overthrow the Court.

En Ming understood Xu Xilin's eager mood to promote the New Policies very well. Since he hoped so much to promote the New Policies, he certainly couldn't be very satisfied with the Court. If Xu Xilin really knew a few revolutionaries, it wasn't strange at all. It would be strange if Xu Xilin didn't know revolutionaries. What En Ming wanted to use was Xu Xilin's ability, and Xu Xilin's loyalty to him. As long as Xu Xilin didn't participate in rebellion, En Ming could tolerate Xu Xilin.

But such things couldn't be told to the guard. Looking at the guard's loyal gaze, En Ming instructed: "You go investigate this matter. I will ask Xu Xilin myself."

The guard immediately went out under orders. Not long after, someone announced Xu Xilin's arrival. These days, Xu Xilin always came to visit En Ming at this time, to report work on one hand, and to listen to En Ming's arrangements on the other.

After Xu Xilin saluted and sat down, En Ming asked: "Bosun, do you know people from the Yuewang Society?"

Hearing this, Xu Xilin was startled violently. His relationship with the people of the Yuewang Society had been quite deep these days. Xu Xilin had discussed the matter of Chen Ke attacking Anqing with Bai Wenwei of the Yuewang Society many times. Now suddenly asked about the Yuewang Society by En Ming, Xu Xilin managed not to hang shock on his face thanks to his usual tempering. His mind turned rapidly; first he thought for a moment, then said in a curious tone: "Teacher, is the Yuewang Society some hometown fellow association? The student knows some friends here, but doesn't know if there are any from the Yuewang Society among them. If Teacher wants to investigate, I will go back and start asking."

En Ming smiled. "Bosun, usually when you supervise school affairs in the New Policies, does anyone speak of revolution?"

"There are some who complain about the Court, but none speak of revolution." Xu Xilin answered very skillfully. "The student absolutely knows propriety and will not let Teacher down."

Seeing Xu Xilin didn't panic and answered normally, En Ming was relieved. Xu Xilin was his important assistant in promoting the New Policies in Anqing; En Ming didn't want to persecute him too much either. If no evidence was found for such things, it simply couldn't be clarified. Moreover, En Ming belonged to those parachuted into Anhui and didn't have his own team. Punishing such a capable person as Xu Xilin would bring no other benefit than bearing the name of improper employment. After talking for a while longer, Xu Xilin got up to leave.

Walking on the street, Xu Xilin only felt the sweat on his back had turned ice-cold. He never expected En Ming to actually hear some rumors. While walking, Xu Xilin couldn't help looking back to see if anyone was following him. After Chen Ke said he wanted to attack Anqing, and getting the news that Yan Fu was the mastermind behind the scenes, Xu Xilin actually believed it quite a bit now. If En Ming noticed in advance, this matter would probably fall short of success. Tao Chengzhang had made it clear that this time the Guangfuhui must take charge of Anqing no matter what. Even Wuhu, Tongling, and Chizhou—the Guangfuhui must seize dominance. With such a series of cities, the Guangfuhui would have enough rallying power. Letting the People's Party attack Anqing this time could only succeed, not fail. Now that En Ming had noticed, Xu Xilin felt his brain was extremely chaotic. Worried about the failure of the revolution, and worried about whether En Ming was already prepared to arrest him.

Actually, Xu Xilin worried too much; the Manchu Qing simply didn't have the ability to do these things at this time. Xu Xilin naturally couldn't know that in history he killed En Ming, and the succeeding Anhui Governor Feng Xu handled the shooting case. He handled this matter properly by the method of "trying the case without implicating a single person, mainly dispersing accomplices, showing leniency." After Xu Xilin was executed, Governor Feng publicly wrote a couplet for him, written in the Daguanting [Grand View Pavilion] in Anqing. The couplet read: "Great disaster in days to come, facing this vastness, a hundred feelings gather; the heroic spirit is not dim, inspecting this loyal integrity, it is not my foolishness."

The meaning of the first line of this couplet is lamenting that the Qing court is about to perish (great disaster in days to come); although Xu Xilin is a "rebel" at present, he will be a meritorious martyr in the future. Standing in front of Xu's tomb, thinking of the inevitable demise of the Imperial Court and the inevitable victory of the revolution, his heart is blank and mixed with a hundred feelings. The meaning of the second line is openly praising Xu Xilin (heroic spirit is not dim), hoping Xu's heroic soul can forgive his execution of him; it was just acting under orders, fulfilling a foolish loyalty to the Qing court.

Even the Manchu Qing governor had this attitude, let alone the suppression level of the Manchu Qing. Before the 1911 Revolution, the Manchu Qing responded passively to revolutionary uprisings; there were basically no proactive strikes.

Who exactly leaked the news? Only after returning to his residence did Xu Xilin decide to investigate this matter first.

This matter was investigated very quickly; the fact of Liu Shicheng "betraying the revolution" was soon found out clearly. The people of the Yuewang Society gnashed their teeth at this, but after Liu Shicheng left with En Ming's guard, he didn't come back at all. They were powerless to eliminate this "traitor." The Yuewang Society felt extremely unvented, but at this time an opportunity to let them vent their anger was given. The Spring Festival was coming soon; New Army officers and soldiers naturally didn't have leave to visit relatives. To boost morale, there was such a "comforting the troops" event. "Female entertainers" had to appear when comforting the troops, so Liu Shicheng's sister got on the list. The people of the Yuewang Society in the New Army instigated a little, and the Battalion Officer of the Transport Battalion was very satisfied with this suggestion, so the list was set.

This news was soon spread by interested people; which one was Liu Shicheng's sister became the focus of the New Army. The New Army did not set up camp prostitutes, nor were they allowed to stay with prostitutes in the military camp. But these female entertainers for comforting the troops would naturally be taken advantage of by everyone greatly. And out of "curiosity," Liu Shicheng's sister was even more the focus.

After "comforting the troops" ended, at a secret meeting point, former New Army officer Xie Jinfu, who had already joined the People's Party, said to several New Army officers and soldiers who were usually relatively reliable and whose families were also in Fengyang Prefecture: "Brothers, today they can bring Liu Shicheng's sister; tomorrow can they bring Liu Shicheng's old mother? Who will it be the day after tomorrow? I have brought the letters from brothers' relatives. I just want to ask, is there any need for you to sell your lives for this bunch of sons of bitches?"

The families of these New Army officers and soldiers were all from Fengyang Prefecture. When Pu Guanshui led some New Army soldiers to Fengyang Prefecture, these people entrusted Xie Jinfu to take care of their families. When the People's Party went to save the relatives of the New Army officers and soldiers who followed Pu Guanshui, they brought them back to the base area together. These New Army family members also wrote letters and attached tokens. As soon as these things were delivered to the hands of these New Army officers and soldiers, they knew their families were indeed saved by the People's Party and fell into the hands of the People's Party.

"Brothers, when fighting starts, bullets fly randomly and swords and guns have no eyes. if everyone doesn't want to die in vain for these sons of bitches, and still wants to reunite with family, then follow us. Everyone don't worry; I came back from Fengyang Prefecture, I saw it personally. Everyone there was distributed land, all top-grade irrigated land; everyone was distributed red brick new houses. Won't freeze or starve, nor lack clothing or food. We must have a conscience as humans. The People's Party is the savior of our common people; they will absolutely not treat us unfairly, nor treat our families unfairly."

"Then Brother Xie, why does my parents' letter say my two younger brothers died?" Hu Liangyong asked with a crying tone.

"That was before the People's Party arrived at your home; your family must have explained this clearly, right? If not for the People's Party arriving at your home, who knows how many people would be left in your family now."

"Brother Xie, what do we do when the time comes?" Someone didn't want to dwell on this. "You don't want us to rebel directly, do you?"
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Chapter 120: New Beginning (25)

Late at night in winter, fog gradually rose on the Huai River, and the originally clear vision gradually became blurred. A string of bright signal lights hung on every ship of the Water Detachment. Under the shroud of fog, they originally looked like a string of beautiful colored pearls, but as the fog became thicker and thicker, the lights nearby gradually became hazy, and some lights in the distance had already disappeared into the fog.

Zhang Yu stood quietly at the bow of his command ship, gazing at the lights. If it were daytime now, what he could see would be a shocking fleet. The main fleet was composed of a full 120 large ships, including captured official ships. When such a large fleet marched in good order on the Huai River, perhaps only Yan Fu alone could maintain his usual calm, and perhaps Chen Ke could also be counted as a person who was not surprised. Except for these two people, including Zhang Yu, the commander of the Water Detachment, all cadres and soldiers participating in this operation felt a shock. It was no exaggeration to say that such a huge fleet had never appeared on the Huai River in a hundred years.

The fleet stretched out of sight, even with telescopes. Every ship was full of personnel and materials, and the waterline was pressed extremely low. This war exhausted the military strength and material reserves of the base area. As a member of the Military Commission, Zhang Yu knew very well that everything in front of him was all the strength of the base area capable of long-distance marching and fighting. Not only these 3,500 soldiers, but materials enough for the troops to operate outside for a month and a half included 200,000 jin of grain. Various weapons and ammunition and siege equipment filled the fleet. Even sufficient grain could not be completely transported with the ships.

Zhang Yu knew very clearly that regardless of whether the Battle of Anqing could be won, within the following half year, unless the People's Revolutionary Army obtained other channels of grain supply, relying only on its own reserves, the Revolutionary Army troops could only fight in Fengyang Prefecture and surrounding areas.

Among the 3,500 soldiers, 3,000 were prepared to engage in combat. 1,500 soldiers had various rifles. The remaining soldiers were only equipped with spears and broadswords. There were also 500 non-combat personnel including boatmen and civilian staff. In a critical moment, they could also engage in combat. But no one hoped to see such a situation. If this group of people also engaged in combat, regardless of whether the battle could be won in the end, it meant that the People's Party's expedition had exhausted all its elites.

Zhang Yu withdrew his gaze from looking into the distance. Night navigation is a very dangerous thing: unclear vision, unknowable water route changes, and various other problems that might be encountered suddenly in practice. Even if the Water Detachment had sufficient marching experience, without the many naval knowledge and skills taught to everyone by Yan Fu, the principal of the Beiyang Naval Academy, night navigation of such a large fleet would be impossible. Now Yan Fu was on night duty; he commanded the logistics and pathfinding team located at the very front of the fleet, designating speed and routes for the subsequent fleet. Yan Fu was already 53 years old this year. Such an old man who should reasonably be over half a hundred years old had physical strength and perseverance that even Zhang Yu had to marvel at, commanding all night on the hardest lead fleet.

On the twelfth ship behind Zhang Yu, the command headquarters of this Anqing campaign was carried. Several founders of the People's Revolutionary Army were all on that ship. Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao, He Zudao, Chai Qingguo, etc., all personally participated in this campaign. Even Shang Yuan, Chen Tianhua, and a batch of non-military party members volunteered to participate in the battle. For the Battle of Anqing, troops capable of fighting came out in full strength. The river wind was very cold; Zhang Yu touched the tightly buttoned collar hook, having no more ways to resist the cold air. But he didn't want to go back to the cabin to escape the cold either. He originally thought that for the Battle of Anqing, at most Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao would lead the team, but he never expected Chen Ke to lead the team personally. And so many party members also volunteered to fight.

When the critical moment comes, it will be my turn to lead the team to charge up, right? Such a thought popped up in Zhang Yu's mind. What surprised Zhang Yu himself was that he had not the slightest fear of such a result. Of course, there was no excitement either. This thought concerning his own life and death was quickly thrown to the back of his mind. Zhang Yu even closed his eyes and began to constantly recall the tactics determined at the military meeting in his mind. The cold wind scraped on the military uniform; the cold air penetrating through the seams of the cloth made Zhang Yu feel waves of coldness. But thinking about tactics in his mind, Zhang Yu gradually couldn't even feel the cold. Not knowing how much time passed, until the signal light passed a new instruction and the sailors moved the rudder causing the hull to shake—only then was Zhang Yu's train of thought interrupted.

"What's wrong?" Zhang Yu asked subconsciously.

"Almost at Hongze Lake; the waterway conditions have changed a bit," the signalman answered immediately. While speaking, the signalman couldn't help rubbing his hands. The river surface in winter was really too cold, and with Zhang Yu standing at the bow, the signalman dared not go back to the cabin to escape the cold. Now the troop uniforms were not thick, and there was no equipment like gloves; standing for so long froze the signalman badly.

Zhang Yu wanted to see the movements of other ships, but the fog was too thick; except for a few ships in front and behind, nothing could be seen clearly. He didn't waste time either; he chose straightforwardly to go back to the cabin to sleep for a while. Zhang Yu was responsible for the fleet operation during the day.

After dawn, the fleet traveled for another section and arrived at a supply point. The troop movement route this time was to follow the Huai River into Hongze Lake. Then enter the Sanhe [Three Rivers], then from Sanhe enter Gaoyou Lake, pass through Yangzhou, and enter the Yangtze River water system. Then go upstream, passing Nanjing, to arrive at Wuhu. From Shouzhou to the Hongze Lake area, it was completely controlled by the People's Party. Reaching the exit of Sanhe and Hongze Lake, they would completely leave the sphere of influence of the People's Party. The People's Party had never used such a large fleet before. This Battle of Anqing was actually a genuine great expedition. When setting out, they could still take the water route; after the Battle of Anqing ended, regardless of victory or defeat, the troops would have to take the land route back to the base area. The fleet would return before the battle started.

This put heavy pressure on logistics. The troops prepared multiple supply points between the base area and Sanhe in advance, allowing the troops to consume as little of the food they carried as possible before entering Gaoyou Lake.

If the troops stayed on the ship all the time, it would consume combat effectiveness greatly. At least when eating, the troops still got off the ship as much as possible to stretch their muscles and bones.

The senior cadres of the People's Party had always eaten, lived, and worked together with the grassroots; officers and soldiers were very familiar with each other from top to bottom. Chen Ke's time at the grassroots was not short either; even if Chen Ke's title had changed from Brigade Commander Chen to Secretary Chen now, quite a few soldiers didn't understand what difference there was between these two official positions. Everyone felt it was enough to know that the beloved Brigade Commander Chen Ke was the biggest official in the base area.

So when Chen Ke queued up with comrades to get food, the soldiers were not surprised at all. Many soldiers came to Hongze Lake for the first time; looking at this strange wild land and the endless lake surface, they were all chattering.

"Brigade Commander Chen, when can we arrive at Anqing?" a soldier asked.

"Still have to wait a few days," Chen Ke said very vaguely.

"Who is bigger, Anqing or Fengyang Prefecture?" the soldier continued to ask.

Someone interrupted immediately, "Anqing is definitely bigger than Fengyang Prefecture. Didn't the commissar say so?"

Chen Ke laughed: "The commissars are right; Anqing is bigger than Fengyang Prefecture."

While queuing to get food, Chen Ke listened to the soldiers' gossip. Although he wanted to be at the grassroots more, Chen Ke really didn't have time and energy now. Whenever there was time, Chen Ke still liked to contact soldiers more. Anhui had always been known for its tough folk customs; Chen Ke originally thought he would encounter an unreasonable place like bandits. But after really arriving in Fengtai County, he found he was wrong. The so-called tough folk customs were more manifested in daring to speak and do, and talking about loyalty verbally. They didn't cooperate much with the government either. But in actual action, the characteristic of seeking quick success and instant benefits peculiar to small peasants was vividly reflected; everything had to honor benefits immediately. There was a kind of pursuit of "for the sake of loyalty," you have to take out all your property to share with brothers.

On the other hand, this atmosphere formed a firm obedience to absolute violence. The People's Party had extremely strict discipline; persuasion and education were persuasion and education, but persuasion and education didn't mean letting things drift. If it was a problem caused by living habits, then persuasion, education, criticism, and self-criticism could be used. For malicious violations of military discipline, the troops were never tolerant. Those who should be locked up were locked up; those who should be killed were killed.

The rations and treatment promised by the People's Party and the troops were always strictly honored. Discipline was also repeatedly emphasized. Under such circumstances, not many problems were encountered in the troops. The Party led everyone to seek survival and life; if there were still people opposing, it would be too strange.

So mentioning fighting, the troop political work system had quite a headache during this mobilization. How exactly to state the strategic significance of fighting Anqing in words everyone could understand? Quite a few soldiers hadn't even heard the name Anqing, let alone having any geographical concept of the Yangtze River. As for the strategic significance of fighting Anqing, the impact on China, the impact on the revolution—the soldiers had no concept at all. Let alone soldiers, many senior cadres felt this campaign was really too dangerous. If not for Chen Ke's absolute prestige and sufficient analysis, everyone couldn't imagine going thousands of miles away to fight Anqing either.

Since it was so, how to make soldiers understand the significance of fighting Anqing really made the commissars rack their brains. Various slogans that couldn't justify themselves and were very far-fetched came out one after another; even "Take Anqing, eat meat openly," such a politically incorrect statement appeared. Finally, everyone's opinion was unified into "Fight the tiger, then fight the rats."

Anqing being the ruling center of the Manchu Qing in Anhui, if even Anqing could be taken, other places were even less worth mentioning. In the pre-war mobilization, He Zudao said passionately: "People say the tiger's butt can't be touched. But Anqing is not a real tiger at all; they are just a paper tiger. regarding this paper tiger, we insist on touching it. Not only touch, we also want to beat it, beat this paper tiger to death. Once this paper tiger is beaten to death, the governments in other places are just rats. No one dares to come and bully our common people anymore."

It seemed the commissars indeed did their work. During the entire meal, Chen Ke didn't see any fear of war in the troops. The soldiers participating in the expedition this time had all fought battles and experienced life and death tests to a certain extent; this was certainly one reason. But regarding this attitude of the whole army, Chen Ke suspected it had something to do with "tough folk customs."

After eating, the troops conducted brief recovery training, and then boarded the ships to continue this expedition. By the afternoon of the next day at the latest, the troops would completely enter the "enemy-occupied area." At that time, the work of opening the road would depend entirely on Pu Guanshui's official ship to keep up appearances.

On February 1, 1907, the fleet arrived at the first military target, Chizhou Prefecture. The tried-and-tested drama of "New Army Vice Commander Pu's visit" was staged again without any problems. With the official-standard system plus backward communication means, the Prefect of Chizhou simply didn't know bad luck had befallen. He politely received the New Army commander. Before everyone's buttocks were warm on the stools in the official hall, the sound of shouting and killing rang out outside. The Prefect of Chizhou was full of astonishment, while Pu Guanshui pulled out his pistol to force the Lord Prefect. The battle ended in less than two hours from beginning to end. All yamen of Chizhou Prefecture were breached. Almost no officials, big or small, escaped the net.

Chen Ke didn't follow Pu Guanshui into the city. He met Tao Chengzhang again by the river, whom he hadn't seen for more than a year. The two hadn't met many times originally, so naturally there was no friendship to speak of. Even if it was a cooperative relationship, Chen Ke could only say he was using Tao Chengzhang. As for Tao Chengzhang wanting to use Chen Ke, even if Chen Ke knew it clearly, he didn't care at all.

"Mr. Tao, long time no see." Chen Ke extended his hand generously.

"Mr. Wen Qing is truly a hero." Tao Chengzhang couldn't think of any other polite words either, so he could only say while shaking hands warmly with Chen Ke.

Chen Ke didn't have time to exchange empty pleasantries with Tao Chengzhang. He asked straightforwardly: "Mr. Tao, after taking Chizhou in a while, will you stay in Chizhou, or cross the river with us?"

Tao Chengzhang had also brought three hundred people and was lurking in Chizhou. A few days ago, Tao Chengzhang got the news that the main force of the People's Party was arriving. He didn't expect the People's Party to come so fast, nor did he expect the People's Party not to anchor in Wuhu at all, but let him take people to "take over" Chizhou. The change in plan was annoying, but Chizhou was a prefecture city after all. Let alone taking a prefecture city, the Guangfuhui hadn't even taken a county town. No matter how dissatisfied he was in his heart, Tao Chengzhang still took the Guangfuhui comrades and traveled day and night to Chizhou.

He originally thought the People's Party would still ask the Guangfuhui for help, but who knew the People's Party didn't mean that at all. They went to attack Chizhou city themselves. Now that Chen Ke said this, Tao Chengzhang fell into a dilemma. In his thinking, after Chen Ke attacked Chizhou, he would definitely rest for a while. Both sides would inevitably haggle. Unexpectedly, Chen Ke meant to throw Chizhou down and leave. It was actually exactly the same as the prior agreement. Not only that, Chen Ke didn't ask Tao Chengzhang about the issue of insiders either. It was hard to say whether this attitude was magnanimous or arrogant.

Chen Ke had the qualification to be so arrogant, while Tao Chengzhang absolutely didn't have the capital to haggle with Chen Ke. Tao Chengzhang always felt loyalty was extremely important; Chen Ke could not give face, but Tao Chengzhang couldn't not stress loyalty. What's more, Chen Ke was going to attack Anqing; this Anqing Prefecture was the top priority this time. Seeing the huge fleet of the People's Party with his own eyes, there must be thousands of people at least. Tao Chengzhang only brought more than three hundred comrades. If Chen Ke turned hostile and didn't recognize people, relying on his few people, he couldn't compete with Chen Ke at all.

"Wen Qing, no need to be so anxious, right?" Tao Chengzhang advised.

Chen Ke was not moved at all. "Chizhou and Anqing are close at hand. Hitting under Anqing city a while earlier, Anqing's defense will be one point less. We can have fewer deaths. Since Mr. Tao has already brought the Guangfuhui comrades to Chizhou, what is there for me to worry about in handing Chizhou to you?"

Although these words were not wrong, Tao Chengzhang had been to Chizhou and knew that relying solely on his three hundred people was simply not enough to fully control Chizhou. Although he was full of joy before the war, feeling the revolutionary army should be invincible. When Chen Ke really threw Chizhou to Tao Chengzhang, Tao Chengzhang realized things were not like that at all. His three hundred people—let alone fully controlling the prefecture city of Chizhou Prefecture, even letting them defend against the Qing army's attack—three hundred people put on the city wall wouldn't play much role. If Chen Ke turned hostile, and three thousand people came over, three hundred people couldn't resist at all. He hurriedly advised: "Brother Wen Qing, let's talk after we take over Chizhou."
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The common failing of the entire society in the late Qing was impetuousness. The old social system could no longer solve various practical problems at all. The result was that whether the Manchu Qing government or the revolutionary parties below, they were all eager for quick success and instant benefits like headless flies.

Attacking Anqing this time, Chen Ke wanted to disrupt the situation, not to help "revolutionaries" like Tao Chengzhang seize the world. Even so, Tao Chengzhang's performance still made Chen Ke feel somewhat unbearable. Let alone the fact that Tao Chengzhang dared to come to receive Anqing with three hundred people, Tao Chengzhang actually wanted to rely on these three hundred people to get Chizhou and Anqing at the same time, and even wanted to command Chen Ke. Needless to say Chen Ke was speechless; even Chen Tianhua, Shang Yuan, and others beside Chen Ke couldn't help turning their faces away.

Even so, Chen Ke still wanted Tao Chengzhang to recognize the situation clearly. He said seriously: "Mr. Tao, you must have heard the saying 'speed is precious in war.' Now it really is too late. If En Ming pushes the cannons into Anqing City, how many more people will we have to die? Moreover, Anqing is where heavy troops are hoarded. If we go to take Anqing, Chizhou simply won't get reinforcements. What are you afraid of?"

"Just half a day will do." Tao Chengzhang continued to persuade, "Brother Wen Qing, just half a day; Anqing definitely won't get the news."

"We can't wait for half a day. This time was originally to let Mr. Tao take over Chizhou. You yourself are unprepared, and we don't have extra troops to help you. Moreover, Chizhou and Anqing are so close; as long as the Anqing New Army is eliminated, what else do you have to fear?"

"There are quite a few of our own people in the New Army." Tao Chengzhang said immediately.

This statement was obviously wrong, or at least it absolutely shouldn't be said like this. Chen Ke and the People's Party cadres immediately changed their expressions. But at least everyone still had some self-restraint and endured not saying anything else. Tao Chengzhang was also a smart person; seeing everyone's expression, he also knew he said the wrong thing in urgency. But Tao Chengzhang never had experience commanding thousands of troops, and still had the rebel mindset of weak defeating strong facing the Manchu Qing. As a result, Tao Chengzhang said the wrong thing again: "Brother Wen Qing, let's go into the city first to discuss with Mr. Yan Fu before talking."

Chen Tianhua couldn't bear it anymore and interrupted immediately: "Brother Huanqing, our troops are already fighting in the city; how do you want us to enter the city? You said at that time you would let comrades in the New Army be insiders; how exactly is this matter handled?"

Chen Tianhua had known Tao Chengzhang for several years, and the two had dealt with each other for a not short time. Tao Chengzhang used to handle things neatly and crisply; now facing a Chizhou, he was so worried about personal gains and losses, which made Chen Tianhua very dissatisfied.

Tao Chengzhang's face blushed. Persuading the New Army to be insiders was the thing he least wanted to mention now. The base area of the Guangfuhui was not in Anhui but in Jiangsu and Zhejiang; Anhui was originally the territory of the Yuewang Society. It was just that everyone interacted relatively closely. The news Bai Wenwei sent recently was very simple; the core meaning was "wait a bit longer." Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin were isolated and weak in the city and couldn't play any role. Regarding letting revolutionary comrades in the New Army be insiders, Tao Chengzhang actually couldn't do it at all.

Chen Tianhua was a revolutionary like Tao Chengzhang before, so he could particularly understand Tao Chengzhang's thoughts. Seeing Tao Chengzhang's dilemma, Chen Tianhua said sternly: "Brother Huanqing, if you can't handle this New Army matter, then there is no need to handle it. When we attack Anqing, if they refuse to surrender, then we will use the guns in our hands to make them surrender."

Hearing this, Tao Chengzhang's face immediately became very ugly. Compared with Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua was also considered an "acquaintance." Even an "acquaintance" had such an attitude; Chen Ke absolutely couldn't be easier to talk to than Chen Tianhua. But Tao Chengzhang still wanted to make a final effort. "I want to talk to Mr. Yan Fu about this matter."

Seeing Tao Chengzhang still prepared to grab the last life-saving straw, Chen Tianhua was very disappointed. "Brother Huanqing, Mr. Yan Fu is now scheduling the fleet to set off immediately."

"If Mr. Tao wants to see Mr. Yan Fu, we will send someone to take you there." Chen Ke finally interrupted. Chen Ke made this decision just to maintain the "United Front." Chen Ke didn't know the specific method of how the Party maintained the United Front back then. But making someone unable to step down face to face was obviously not a friendly practice.

As soon as Tao Chengzhang walked away, the party cadres beside Chen Ke looked at Chen Ke one by one. Chen Ke ordered: "Prepare for transfer now. As soon as the battle ends, take the captives to Anqing immediately. Comrades, from now on it's all hard battles; everyone won't be relaxed anymore. Is everyone prepared?"

As soon as these words came out, everyone understood that Chen Ke absolutely had no intention of compromising with Tao Chengzhang. Everyone immediately became spirited. "Don't worry, Chairman Chen. We will definitely be able to take Anqing and capture En Ming alive."

Yan Fu had his usual serious expression. After listening to Tao Chengzhang begging the People's Party to stay in Chizhou for a while longer, Yan Fu didn't even think and rejected it directly. "Huanqing, let me tell you two things. First, although I am Chen Ke's teacher, I am not the Chairman of the People's Party. Chen Ke is the Chairman of the People's Party. Second, the resolutions of the People's Party are decided jointly by the Party Committee; the decision of the Party Committee is the final decision of the People's Party, and party members must obey the decision. As a member of the People's Party myself, I must obey organizational discipline; there is no such thing as doing whatever I want. I can understand Huanqing's mood. What I can tell Huanqing is only that you hurry up and make a decision: stay in Chizhou now, or cross the river with us. Once crossing the river, the fleet will immediately go south and return. At that time, even we won't have ships to use; I have to tell Huanqing this first so you know."

Tao Chengzhang never expected Yan Fu to find such an unreliable reason as "obeying organizational discipline," and was speechless for a moment. This couldn't be blamed on Tao Chengzhang either; although everyone talked about "discipline" in these years, this discipline was always for others to obey. When it came to themselves, everyone talked about their respective seniority, strength, and power in the organization. It could be said to have nothing to do with discipline. In Tao Chengzhang's worldview, this was Yan Fu deliberately fooling him.

But if Chen Ke "fooled" Tao Chengzhang, Tao Chengzhang could still resist a bit. Since Yan Fu said so, Tao Chengzhang could only accept. While he was silent and thinking, Yan Fu was not idle; he constantly issued orders, mobilizing the fleet to be ready for sailing. Facing such a cold reception, Tao Chengzhang was a talent after all, and usually very assertive, only temporarily disrupted in his habitual steps by the People's Party's straightforward attitude. This couldn't be entirely blamed on Tao Chengzhang either; after all, before seeing it with his own eyes, he really didn't believe the People's Party already had such power. Now there was no other choice; he calculated again and again and made up his mind.

Calling the comrades beside him, Tao Chengzhang first sent people to contact the Guangfuhui comrades who hadn't arrived temporarily immediately, letting them hurry to Chizhou. Then he ordered the Guangfuhui comrades who had already arrived in Chizhou to enter in formation immediately after the People's Party yielded Chizhou. Because there was no time to bring notices, Tao Chengzhang dictated the content of the notice to reassure the people. Strictly ordered comrades not to loot the common people, and to maintain order in Chizhou. Anyone encountering bandits looting during the chaos could be shot on the spot to warn others.

Tao Chengzhang ordered loudly one by one like this, which was quite methodical. The comrades didn't think as much as Tao Chengzhang. Having obtained the city of Chizhou with difficulty, the revolution was no longer flowers in the mirror or moon in the water; the revolution had a city. Although they knew taking Chizhou was not the credit of the Guangfuhui, these comrades still accepted the orders excitedly and left.

Yan Fu heard Tao Chengzhang's orders clearly. Yan Fu knew Tao Chengzhang's thought of wanting to show his capability very well. It was just that Tao Chengzhang thought wrong. As the principal of the Beiyang Naval Academy, Yan Fu was proficient in military affairs. Since being forced to leave the army after the Gengzi Incident, the only thing he could look up to was the Military Commission meeting of the People's Party. The complexity of modern military operations was simply not what Tao Chengzhang could imagine. The "capability" shown by Tao Chengzhang was as simple as children playing house in Yan Fu's view. Yan Fu originally didn't lack the intention to take care of Tao Chengzhang a little, but hearing this deployment, that bit of kindness immediately vanished.

Tao Chengzhang didn't know Yan Fu's thoughts. After giving orders, he felt the major event had been handled, so he said to Yan Fu: "Mr. Yan, I will cross the river with you."

After the battle ended, the troops of the People's Revolutionary Army rumbled out of Chizhou, and the members of the Guangfuhui also rushed into the city. The People's Revolutionary Army formed a two-column formation, while the Guangfuhui wanted to rush in like a swarm of bees. The teams of both sides immediately blocked the city gate. The one leading the team at the gate was Chai Qingguo; how could he regard the Guangfuhui highly? With an order, the Revolutionary Army troops pushed those people of the Guangfuhui aside.

"What are you doing?" How could the Guangfuhui expect the People's Party troops to be so fierce? Someone actually tried to grab Chai Qingguo to argue. Chai Qingguo didn't understand the gibberish southern dialect very well to begin with, and even less expected to be grabbed to argue. Moreover, the marching time was tight. Both sides exchanged a few sentences in words they completely didn't understand. Chai Qingguo couldn't bear it anymore; he slapped away the hand grabbing him and was about to leave. Perhaps the force was too great; the person opposite staggered and fell to the ground. This annoyed the people of the Guangfuhui, and several people came up immediately.

Fortunately, Chen Tianhua and Tao Chengzhang had already seen the friction and rushed over at this time, so the matter didn't get bigger. Chen Tianhua only heard the person from the Guangfuhui who was knocked down just now shouting: "A small soldier, what are you arrogant about?"

He quickly explained: "This is not a small soldier; this is Brigade Commander Chai Qingguo of our People's Revolutionary Army. His military rank is equivalent to the Commander of a New Army Mixed Brigade."

Hearing this, not only did that person dare not make a sound, but even Tao Chengzhang was startled. The attire of the People's Party troops was almost exactly the same; the only difference was the shoulder badges and the marks on the back of the uniform. With such a large group of dark blue soldiers passing by, Guangfuhui members who didn't understand the People's Party military system couldn't see any difference at all.

Chai Qingguo didn't want to waste time here at all; he ran after the team without saying a word. Chen Tianhua didn't want to waste time either. He asked Tao Chengzhang to command the Guangfuhui to enter the city later, and he himself also ran towards the river following Chai Qingguo.

"Mr. Tao, how did so many people defect to the People's Party? They look even more mighty than the official army." The people of the Guangfuhui were already confused. Tao Chengzhang couldn't answer this question at all either.

The troops boarded the ships extremely fast. After Tao Chengzhang led three hundred people to occupy the Chizhou Prefecture Magistrate's Yamen, he ran to the riverside again. He saw less than two hundred people left on the shore boarding the ships. When he and Chen Tianhua boarded the ship together, the river bank was already empty. The sailors shouted chanties and rowed hard. The fleet sailed towards the next target, Mawo Town east of Anqing Prefecture City.

Being on Chen Ke's command ship, Tao Chengzhang's biggest feeling was "clean and tidy." The fleet didn't look like it had experienced a long march at all; the cabin was almost spotless. The muddy footprints stamped by everyone getting on and off the ship were actually cleaned up by Chen Ke leading the comrades personally. This strange practice made Tao Chengzhang extremely uncomfortable. What game was Chen Ke playing?

And what made him even more unaccustomed was the uniform dark blue military uniforms in the entire cabin. Obviously, these cloths were not good cloth and had been washed many times. Some cloths had been washed white, and there were quite a few patches. But these simple-styled military uniforms were so neat and tidy, combined with uniform short hair, giving Tao Chengzhang a huge pressure.

Chen Ke and other cadres were all looking at the map; no one cared about an extra Tao Chengzhang. Tao Chengzhang looked at the map carefully from the side; he saw the map was colorful, completely different from the government maps he had seen, looking more like foreign maps. Being treated as non-existent was very annoying. Tao Chengzhang's shrewdness was not bad; he could endure loneliness and stayed honestly on the side.

Before evening, the fleet finally arrived at the destination. What shocked Tao Chengzhang even more was that he thought the fleet would anchor by the river, but unexpectedly, after unloading materials, the fleet set sail one by one and went downstream with the current. He couldn't hold back anymore and grabbed Chen Tianhua asking: "Xingtai, where is the fleet going? Back to Chizhou?"

Chen Tianhua looked at Tao Chengzhang with a slight sympathy. "The fleet is going back to Fengyang."

"Then how will you go back after fighting Anqing?" Tao Chengzhang immediately thought that the People's Party wanted to occupy Anqing and not leave.

Chen Tianhua was a smart person; seeing Tao Chengzhang's expression, he knew the general idea. He laughed: "Don't worry, Brother Huanqing. After fighting Anqing, we won't stay; we will go back by land. The fleet leaving first is not for anything else; when fighting Anqing, the news will definitely leak. Many waterways along the way are still controlled by the Manchu Qing. If the fleet doesn't leave now, and gets blocked in the waterway then, it won't be able to return to Fengyang at all."

Tao Chengzhang knew these words made sense, and what use was it for him to worry again? He simply smiled open-mindedly: "It seems the People's Party is burning one's boats [crossing the Rubicon]."

Chen Tianhua did not deny it; he just nodded silently.
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Mawo Town was a small town by the Yangtze River, and usually a place where ships docked. The residents never expected such a magnificent fleet to arrive suddenly, followed by groups of people in dark blue clothes rushing over from all directions with swords and guns. Speaking of their clothes, they looked a bit like the new uniforms of the New Army. coupled with organized discipline and muskets in hand, the residents thought they were New Army soldiers they had never seen before. After all, Mawo Town was only a dozen li away from Anqing; the New Army wouldn't dare to loot on a large scale under the nose of Anqing. The common people with such reasonable cognition were originally not too afraid. But unexpectedly, these people first arrested the tax collectors and other government people in the town, and then those people looking kind and pleasant shouted with a Northern Anhui accent: "We are the People's Revolutionary Army, revolution has started! We are here to attack Anqing, rebelling!"

Hearing these people were here to rebel and attack Anqing, and seeing everyone had weapons in hand, the villagers were scared pale. They ran home as fast as they could. Once inside, the villagers closed their doors and windows tight. Thus, Mawo Town soon fell into the hands of the People's Party.

Tao Chengzhang was very puzzled by the People's Party's hasty handling method, but on second thought, he understood. According to Chen Ke, the People's Party would leave after attacking Anqing, so the People's Party simply wouldn't waste effort dealing with such a small town. Sure enough, after small troops occupied several key points, the main force began preparing to march to the east of Anqing city.

"Xingtai, is the war starting just like this?" Tao Chengzhang couldn't help asking. The Guangfuhui had also launched some uprisings, but the scale was far from comparable to the war scale before his eyes. Either it was a battle of a few elites flying like moths into the fire, or it was a relatively large form that completely belonged to inciting common people to "make trouble" in essence. Those backbones of the Guangfuhui couldn't even maintain basic order; once the official army moved out and suppressed slightly, the common people immediately scattered in an uproar, crying for their fathers and mothers. Such an orderly march of thousands of people before his eyes was a rare thing for Tao Chengzhang.

"Yes." Chen Tianhua answered simply, then continued to bury his head in walking. Seeing Chen Tianhua like this, it was inconvenient for Tao Chengzhang to ask more; he simply closed his mouth and continued marching. During the march, Tao Chengzhang paid attention to observing the surroundings. If the People's Party left after fighting Anqing as agreed, then this combat experience would be an extremely rare experience for Tao Chengzhang, an experience that could be used in future revolutionary military struggles.

But looking left and right, Tao Chengzhang couldn't see anything special. Because the people around were all in exactly the same dark blue military uniforms, all burying their heads in marching with the same attitude of keeping their mouths shut. Except for those soldiers wearing white armbands and a circle of white cloth sewn on their hats commanding the march of each column, no one spoke. Tao Chengzhang wore a black short coat today, which was specially prepared for convenience in combat; it wouldn't be conspicuous in other places. But inside the People's Party, everyone was in dark blue military uniforms; such a person in black clothes among thousands of soldiers in dark blue military uniforms appeared very conspicuous. Even Tao Chengzhang, who had no angle of comparison, could feel it.

"It seems I have to customize a batch of our own military uniforms," Tao Chengzhang thought. Thinking of this, his thoughts immediately ran elsewhere. Although the members of the Guangfuhui were not poor people and were considered wealthy households locally, none of these comrades was the head of their own family. Even if they had the heart to bankrupt their families to invest in the revolution, they couldn't do it. Moreover, revolution itself costs money; these people need to eat and drink, and travel expenses are needed to contact those revolutionary comrades. The number of revolutionaries in the Guangfuhui was extremely small, and they had no military capability; they had to hire people to fight, which was a large sum of money. Just a few uprisings in recent years had spent all the borrowed money. This time Tao Chengzhang gritted his teeth and made up his mind to gather nearly a thousand people. Bringing 300 people to Chizhou for the first time had already spent all the funds. Looking at the huge fleet of the People's Party and the thousands of people in front of him, how much money would this cost?

Tao Chengzhang once thought Chen Ke was not a real revolutionary; he had thought so since meeting Chen Ke more than a year ago. At that time, as soon as Chen Ke followed Xu Xilin to Shanghai, he immediately put aside the possibility of joining the Guangfuhui and buried himself in doing business, and the business was even very big. To do business, Tao Chengzhang saw Chen Ke getting along famously with compradors like Qi Huishen and You Gou, and hooking up with the British through these compradors. This was also one of the main reasons why Tao Chengzhang was unwilling to continue developing Chen Ke into the Guangfuhui.

The team of thousands appearing in front of Tao Chengzhang now undoubtedly proved that Chen Ke was a revolutionary. Tao Chengzhang also saw with his own eyes that the eldest young master of the Qi family, Qi Huishen, appeared in the team wearing a dark blue military uniform. Miss You Gou, who was once very famous on the Shanghai Bund, disappeared without a trace with Chen Ke a year ago; there were many rumors that You Gou eloped with Chen Ke and the others. Presumably, You Gou had also joined the People's Party and officially became a member of the revolutionary party. This person Chen Ke could actually develop party members through doing business, delaying neither making money nor revolution. Thinking again about the embarrassment of the Guangfuhui revolutionary comrades, Tao Chengzhang suddenly wanted to grab Chen Ke right now and ask carefully how exactly Chen Ke managed the revolution!

Chen Ke didn't know what Tao Chengzhang was thinking at all; he even forgot that there was such a person as Tao Chengzhang in his team. An hour ago, Chen Ke could already see the outline of Anqing City. The city wall like a thin line on the horizon looked very low, and the big flags erected on the city wall looked as slender as toothpicks. As they marched, Anqing City became clearer and clearer. Chen Ke had very good eyesight; he could even faintly see small black dots moving on the city wall. The scouts of the reconnaissance troops had already been sent out, and the sky was gradually darkening; war could start at any time.

Because he had never received formal military training, Chen Ke naturally couldn't be good at formulating operational plans, especially formulating a military plan for an expedition thousands of miles away. Just before the battle started, Chen Ke looked up at Anqing City from time to time, and a sudden extreme lack of self-confidence arose in his heart. He had a feeling that perhaps the plan he formulated might suffer a huge setback.

Up to now, the campaign of the expedition to Anqing was completely within the scheduled plan, and no errors occurred in any step. It could even be said that the process of the war was proceeding completely according to the plan. But aren't countless big jokes in military history just like this? Starting with smooth sailing, when it came to the time determining the final fate, due to a neglected factor, the war situation immediately became jaw-dropping. Perhaps he was also repeating the mistakes of history that left eternal jokes?

Thinking of this, Chen Ke felt unable to continue breathing; his legs felt heavy as if lead weights were attached, and he almost couldn't take a step. The guard beside Chen Ke keenly discovered these; he hurriedly whispered with concern: "Chairman Chen, eat something, right? From yesterday until now, you haven't eaten a thing."

Eat something? At first, Chen Ke simply didn't understand what this phrase meant. After understanding the meaning of this phrase, Chen Ke couldn't remember how to eat no matter what. He had long forgotten when the last time he really ate was; probably before entering Sanhe from Hongze Lake. From that time on, Chen Ke entered a state of tension. When intelligence came in, Chen Ke focused on processing intelligence and studying operational plans with comrades. When no news came in, Chen Ke combed through the operational plan in his mind over and over again, trying his best to make the operation completely conform to the military common sense he knew. In such a tense and busy state, Chen Ke didn't know if he had eaten at all.

When his thinking finally connected with the nerve of "eating," Chen Ke suddenly felt a burst of discomfort in his stomach. He immediately covered his mouth tightly, suppressing the sound of retching to the minimum. Chen Ke was the commander of the whole army; if he suddenly bent down and retched, what would the officers and soldiers of the whole army think and see if they knew?

Despite physical discomfort, Chen Ke's brain immediately reacted instinctively and remembered a common sense. He was exhausted to the point of collapse. Collapse leads to the weakening of physical function and thinking ability; one of the manifestations in spirit is indecisiveness and doubting oneself. It seems the old saying that appears many times in *Journey to the West*, "The Emperor doesn't send hungry soldiers," not only has political significance but also more practical common sense.

However, Chen Ke only let his thoughts drift for a moment, then forcibly intercepted the thinking that was about to diverge and expand. The battle was about to begin immediately; Chen Ke determined in his gradually sobering mind that he had no qualification to put his train of thought on those meaningless things. Eating at this time would affect everyone's emotions too much. Chen Ke strode forward, catching up with the marching speed. The battle would break out at any time; the curtain deciding the future fate of Anhui was about to be officially pulled open. Chen Ke raised his head again; in the twilight, the outline of Anqing City could already be seen quite clearly.

Far ahead, a gunshot rang out!

The entire troop seemed to have been cast with a body-freezing spell; everyone was startled. Then another shot, and then another. Everyone was used to hearing gunshots. They could roughly judge it was near the East Gate of Anqing.

"Run forward!" All commanders shouted the same sound. With the order, the rumbling sound that could only be formed when thousands of people ran together became louder and louder, soon becoming the loudest sound east of Anqing City.

The victors of war are mostly the side that can best grasp the process of war. At least until now, the Qing troops in Anqing City had no expectation of war. Until the gunshots rang out, many Qing troops still didn't know what happened. From dusk, the Qing troops on the city wall saw the large group of the People's Revolutionary Army in the distance. But they didn't feel the threat, because this team was really too orderly. Since the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, Anqing hadn't experienced war for nearly half a century. Not even civil uprisings had occurred.

Small-scale civil rebels absolutely dared not attack Anqing, so when that orderly large team appeared on the horizon, the guess result of the soldiers on the Anqing city wall was that it was the Court's troops. But why did the Court's troops come to Anqing? Whose subordinates were this troop marching from east to west? The soldiers and officers on the city wall were also confused. They even discussed for half an hour without remembering to report to the higher-ups. It wasn't until a battalion officer responsible for patrolling the city passed by that this problem could continue. The battalion officer ordered a small cavalry team to go out of the city to meet this team and ask which New Army unit they were.

Then came the exchange of fire, then the total annihilation of the small cavalry team, and then that battalion officer knew the hostility of the troop opposite. The city gate was closed immediately, and the news was reported upwards. The funniest thing in the initial exchange of fire was that the reason the Anqing New Army duty officer executed the correct order was a hundred and eight thousand miles away from being correct. He did this not because he clearly realized that the troop opposite was his enemy. Instead, he thought it was very likely that some trouble occurred with the New Army in the city, and the Court sent troops to arrest some New Army officials. Out of the instinct of a "military officer" rather than a soldier, this battalion officer issued the "correct" order. In his view, no matter what, these people couldn't be allowed to rush in and arrest people.

Night fell. In the view of this battalion officer, the people under Anqing city became increasingly indistinguishable. Not knowing how long passed, suddenly a burst of firelight exploded from under the wall, followed by bright gunshots. Bullets hit the battlements of the city wall, knocking out chips of bricks. And several soldiers guarding the battlements screamed and fell to the ground. Everyone on the city wall subconsciously lay on the city wall. A few of the hit soldiers weren't killed immediately; their screams were exceptionally shrill in the night.

En Ming was alarmed by that burst of sound like firecrackers. Spring Festival was coming soon. The sound of setting off firecrackers was not strange, only this burst of "firecracker sound" was exceptionally strange. En Ming didn't pay too much attention either. A moment later, the guard hurried to report that a strange army appeared outside the city, numbering more than a thousand. En Ming was greatly puzzled by this; he hadn't received any document saying such an army would pass through Anqing by land. Where did this army pop out from?

"My Lord, I'm afraid this is the rebel troop Liu Shicheng mentioned last time." The guard said anxiously.

"Nonsense! Thousands of people, can they pop out from underground? Scouts were sent out a few days ago, and haven't heard of any people gathering to make trouble around." En Ming couldn't help scolding.

Theoretically speaking, the judgment En Ming deduced according to the common sense of this era was correct. If it were the revolutionary party of this era, it would be impossible to organize a team of thousands of people silently and then suddenly appear near Anqing City. If they had this strength, these revolutionary parties could definitely not be unknown near Anqing.

En Ming's guard also felt he might be too nervous and wanted to establish merit too much. He even reflected on whether he should restrain himself. Since the abolition of the imperial examination, the promotion of domestic slaves became easier instead. When the old imperial examination existed, En Ming couldn't create any good opportunities for domestic slaves. But now that the imperial examination was abolished and the new school system hadn't been established, this was the best opportunity to use power in hand at will to place his own people. Once this village is passed, this shop is gone; En Ming's guard also wanted to use the opportunity of the New Policies to get himself an official position. He came from Prince Qing's Mansion after all; for this domestic slave proficient in officialdom ways, he firmly believed that even an inconspicuous small official position, he could make a name for himself.

While master and servant were considering the future based on their own standpoints, a new notification arrived. The first notification being slow wasn't because someone deliberately interrupted information. But passing news to the Governor really had to go through too many procedures and pass too many gates. And the second one to notify was a company officer. Perhaps because someone had already gone in to notify, the Governor's Yamen paid enough attention; or perhaps the strange "firecracker" sounds constantly ringing outside the city indeed effectively improved the efficiency of the Governor's Yamen notification system. In short, when this company officer stumbled in to report that rebels were attacking Anqing City, En Ming finally believed that indeed rebels had come to attack.

"Invite New Army Commander Yu Dahong to come." En Ming shouted, trembling almost all over.

Almost at the same time, at the riverside about five li west of Anqing City, a troop jumped off the boat. The troop didn't rest at all and began to reorganize immediately.

The People's Revolutionary Army attacking Anqing this time had a total of 3000 people, organized into three teams. Except for the military hospital and logistics units, each team had nearly 900 people. Hua Xiongmao, Chai Qingguo, and Zhang Yu each led a team. Chen Ke simply didn't keep any reserve team. Chen Ke had made it clear before the war that the command headquarters and the guard company were the reserve team. Whichever unit couldn't hold up, Chen Ke would lead the team up personally. To tell the truth, this posture of striking with full force actually made the three commanders agree very much, but none of the commanders of the three teams hoped to become the object of "support." This distribution method, in a sense, pulled out the three giants in the army respectively; whoever fought this battle well meant who could have higher prestige. If Military Commission Chairman Chen Ke was allowed to personally lead the guard company to "reinforce," the end need not even be thought about.

Responsible for attacking the west of the city were Chai Qingguo and Pu Guanshui. At the Military Commission meeting, Chen Ke said clearly. The Horse and Artillery Camp [Cavalry and Artillery Camp] in the west of the city must be neutralized, especially the Artillery Camp. The Artillery Camp of the Anqing New Army did not store shells; the shells were all in the armory inside the city. Once the Artillery Camp was allowed to enter Anqing City, the plan to attack Anqing could be considered failed basically. The People's Party troops had not received training in artillery warfare; engaging in an artillery battle with the enemy during siege warfare would be a nightmare. So Chai Qingguo, who acted most decisively, and Pu Guanshui, who was familiar with the Anhui New Army, received this task. Because in the People's Party troops, Chai Qingguo and Pu Guanshui were people who had seen artillery. Moreover, Chai Qingguo had even personally experienced the taste of being bombarded by cannons.

As soon as the troops finished reorganizing, Chai Qingguo strode to the front of the team and shouted loudly: "I, Old Chai, manage military affairs; I won't talk about military administration matters. If everyone dies here, the family will naturally be supported and buried by our People's Party. What I want to say is, whoever says they are not afraid of death, I, Old Chai, am the first not to believe. I fought with the Beiyang Army and foreign devils. I also tell everyone, I lost at that time. Thousands of brothers around me died. How did I, Old Chai, survive? I told everyone long ago: I am not unafraid of death, but I simply don't think about death. When fighting starts, the only way to not die is to eliminate the enemy opposite. Then fight according to the methods taught to everyone on ordinary days, go kill the enemy."

The impassioned voice spread extremely far; 900 soldiers heard it clearly. Everyone had experience of breaking forts at least three times or more; they were not new recruits. Now attacking such a big city as Anqing, everyone's breathing became rapid. And Chai Qingguo talking about death straightforwardly stimulated everyone's nerves even more.

"Our task is to knock out the Anhui New Army Horse and Infantry Camp [Cavalry and Infantry Camp]; we absolutely cannot let those cannons enter the city. The Anqing New Army is not prepared at all now; their camp is not even as strong as the landlords' forts. Everyone has fought so many battles; standing there motionless is being a target for others, certain death. Everyone charge in with one vigor. Fighting, charging forward you might die, running back you will definitely die. I, Old Chai, will absolutely not let deserters without balls live. But after we beat the enemy to death and make them surrender, everyone will absolutely not die. Those who don't want to die, charge forward. Heard it?"

"Heard it!" the soldiers shouted subconsciously.

Chai Qingguo was a fierce general; he never hid behind when attacking forts. Of course, it must be stated that the party members and cadres of the People's Party never hid behind soldiers either. Being called a fierce general in such a general environment was not easy. This was not unrelated to Chai Qingguo's strict enforcement of battlefield discipline.

Now that this fierce general had spoken, the troops knew this was absolutely no joke. Just looking at the high city walls of Anqing City, everyone also understood what kind of arduous battle they were facing.

"Now! Set off!" After a roar, Chai Qingguo took the lead to start advancing towards the destination, the Anhui New Army Horse and Infantry Camp.
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In the entire team of the People's Revolutionary Army attacking the Cavalry and Artillery Camp, except for the scouts, Chai Qingguo walked at the very front of the team. He knew the power of artillery better than other comrades in the troops. Chai Qingguo escaped with his life with difficulty under the artillery of foreign devils and the Beiyang Army. Even though six years had passed, he could still clearly recall the earth-shaking explosions and the miserable state of flesh and blood flying across the charging brothers when shells landed among them.

"Old Pu, are you sure the Anqing artillery has no shells?" Although he had asked many times, Chai Qingguo couldn't help asking Pu Guanshui walking beside him again.

"How could shells be stored in the military camp? Moreover, this time the Artillery Battalion is temporarily stationed at the Cavalry Camp in the west of the city. It's almost New Year now, and there are no naval ships in Anqing. They have cannons and shells. Our luck is good." Pu Guanshui said while walking.

"But the credit for capturing the cannons was taken by Zhang Yu." Chai Qingguo was somewhat indignant about this.

Whether it was intelligence provided by Pu Guanshui or intelligence investigated by the People's Party, it showed that the station of the Anhui New Army in Anqing was divided into three parts. The infantry was stationed in the military camp inside the city; the station of the Artillery Battalion and the artillery position were at Yingjiang Temple in the east of the city; and the west of the city was the station of the Cavalry Camp. In the initial plan, Zhang Yu's detachment was responsible for attacking the Artillery Camp near Yingjiang Temple, while Chai Qingguo was responsible for attacking the Cavalry Camp in the west of the city. Hua Xiongmao was responsible for threatening Anqing City. Once these two camps were taken, the People's Revolutionary Army would present a posture of pincer attack from east and west.

As a result, when they arrived at Chizhou, they received the latest news that the station of the Artillery Battalion had actually moved to the west of the city. The reason was very special. This year there was a flood in Anhui, and many common people died. Seeing that the Spring Festival was coming soon, En Ming prepared to let the monks of Yingjiang Temple perform a three-day religious ceremony to release the souls of the disaster victims who died in the flood. With people coming and going, En Ming was afraid that the officers and soldiers of the artillery would mix in and cause trouble. Facing such a lively event, it was simply impossible to lock this group of soldiers in the house and not let them out. En Ming simply ordered the artillery to temporarily move to the Cavalry Camp in the west of the city, leaving only some soldiers guarding the emplacement. This could solve the problem from the bottom. At least in the latest news, the superficial reason for moving the Artillery Camp was this.

Hearing Chai Qingguo's dissatisfaction with not being able to attack the New Army artillery position personally, Pu Guanshui laughed: "Who else in our troops understands cavalry better than you, old brother?"

Hearing these words which were not really a compliment, Chai Qingguo was not very happy. "What use is it that I understand cavalry? How many people in our troops have ridden horses? Even if we seize those horses, we can't use them immediately."

The conversation ended here; both closed their mouths and buried their heads in rushing. The troops marched extremely fast; in less than an hour, they saw a looming building ahead. Pu Guanshui pointed in that direction: "The Cavalry Camp is there."

Chai Qingguo was an old hand at cavalry; he knew very well that in the dark night, the cavalry team basically couldn't implement a large-scale charge. As long as the camp gate was blocked to prevent the cavalry from coming out, the rest would be easy to handle. With an order, the troops immediately accelerated their marching speed.

The Cavalry Camp of the Anhui New Army was completely unprepared for the rapidly approaching People's Revolutionary Army. The entire camp now presented a situation of loose outside and tight inside. The Yuewang Society linked up everywhere. Because the Artillery Battalion had a higher education level, the number of people inclined towards revolution was also the largest. As a result, they were suddenly transferred to the Cavalry Camp station. Not only that, but the officers in the Cavalry Camp first invited the officers of the Artillery Battalion to drink, and then dispersed the soldiers of the Artillery Battalion for accommodation, making it impossible for the Artillery Battalion to make any moves.

At this time, Xiong Chengji was accompanying the Battalion Officer of the Cavalry Camp and several other officers drinking together. Although drinking was not allowed in the army, that was only "people other than officers are not allowed to drink on their own." As long as it was related to officers, the regulations in the military camp could be accommodated again and again. Everyone had been drinking for a while; seeing those officers of the Cavalry Camp were a bit drunk and heated, they started to talk more. The Battalion Officer of the Cavalry Camp raised his wine glass. "Thinking of relatives every festive season; Spring Festival is coming soon. Come, come, come, everyone drink this cup."

Xiong Chengji didn't love drinking, and his alcohol capacity wasn't large either. But facing the enthusiastic toast from a superior with a higher rank than himself, he had to drink. After this cup of wine went down to his stomach, he only felt the alcohol hitting his head.

"Commander Xiong, you are a learned person who has attended military academy. I have something to ask you." The Battalion Officer put down the wine glass and asked with a grin, "How long do you think this world of the Great Qing can last?"

Xiong Chengji was startled by these words. The Battalion Officer of the Cavalry Camp was Yu Dahong's confidant; he couldn't be inclined towards revolution no matter what. regarding such obviously probing words, Xiong Chengji could only lower his head and remain silent.

Seeing Xiong Chengji's embarrassed look, the Cavalry Camp Battalion Officer couldn't help laughing out loud. "Haha, Commander Xiong, don't be like this. Who doesn't know that everyone is saying now that the world of the Great Qing can't hold up anymore. The revolutionary parties in this Artillery Battalion are the most."

Since the other party spoke so directly, Xiong Chengji had to say: "What is Your Excellency saying? I eat the Court's rice and attended the Court's school. How can I be disloyal to the Court?"

The Cavalry Camp Battalion Officer didn't care about these words at all. "Commander Xiong, I don't care what happens to this Court. But our Anhui New Army is Commander Yu's team; we have to follow Commander Yu's lead. This point cannot be mistaken."

"That is natural, that is natural." Xiong Chengji hurriedly nodded repeatedly with a sudden realization look.

Seeing he had already beaten [warned] Xiong Chengji, the Cavalry Camp Battalion Officer laughed heartily again. "Come, pour wine." The soldier next to them quickly poured wine for the officers, and then retreated to the side properly. Watching the New Army officers exchange cups and brag, this soldier named Li Shipeng felt a kind of disgust from his heart.

Li Shipeng went to the base area with Pu Guanshui and was one of the New Army comrades who joined the People's Party earliest. Because he was responsible for delivering letters back, he returned to Anqing two months ago. Because the Cavalry Camp needed people, he was kept and couldn't return to the base area. Now he was "promoted" to be the attendant of the Cavalry Camp Commander.

Li Shipeng's reason for defecting to the People's Party was very simple: he knew the People's Party saved his whole family, and this kindness had to be repaid. Not to mention his family members were all in the base area; he had to follow the People's Party no matter what. But in the two months back in Anqing, he missed the time in the base area more and more. Life in the base area was indeed very hard, but after the flood, whose life wasn't hard? The base area had something completely different from the Anhui New Army.

When in the base area, Li Shipeng didn't understand what exactly that special feeling was. After returning to the Anhui New Army, the contrast immediately made it clear. Although the leaders above also made decisions in the base area, which of these things wasn't for the interests of the common people? Building water conservancy, rush planting and harvesting—wasn't it all for everyone to survive and live better? After breaking forts, which time wasn't saving the lives of thousands of common people immediately?

And the leaders doing these things were afraid everyone wouldn't understand why they had to work so hard, so they had to explain everything clearly to everyone. Li Shipeng originally thought doing so was a bit too affected. Waiting in Anqing, Li Shipeng was surrounded by officials who only cared about their own interests. If he hadn't seen the cadres of the People's Party, Li Shipeng would have accepted it; in this world, people who only domineer for themselves are everywhere, aren't they? Until Li Shipeng saw with his own eyes that "big officials" like Chen Ke helped the canteen workers carry tables because they went to eat a little earlier. This was not buying people's hearts, because of that natural attitude, and the practice of these "big officials" not making a noise afterwards and queuing up honestly. Compared with this bunch of officers asking people to pour wine in front of him, it was really heaven and earth. Learning that the People's Party was coming to attack Anqing, the comrades also received orders for action. Li Shipeng was also eagerly looking forward to it. But with communication blocked, he could still only pour wine for people here.

The officers were having a banquet; the soldiers didn't have this condition, nor this financial power. The soldiers at the gate of the Cavalry Camp shrank their hands one by one, hiding in the leeward place. Cursing secretly in their hearts, but daring not say it out loud. In these years, if you scolded the Court, it might be okay, but scolding your own superior... although everyone looked like brothers on ordinary days, those who heard it might expose the matter sometime, and then you would wait to wear small shoes [be given a hard time].

Spring Festival was coming soon. In this freezing weather, while avoiding the wind, the soldiers wiped the money bag hidden in their underwear chest from time to time. The New Army claimed to have generous salaries; that was the New Army in Beiyang. The Anhui New Army completely lacked Beiyang's financial resources; income was far less than Beiyang. Moreover, there were many names for spending money in the New Army. Not to mention honoring superiors, just ordinary soldiers treating each other to meals and various fellow villager gatherings inevitably cost money. You ate someone else's meal today; don't you have to invite someone next time? Plus a big city like Anqing with many fresh things, how could these New Army young people resist so many temptations? Salary was paid monthly. Whenever spending, they always felt there would be a surplus next month; when next month came, they felt there would be a surplus the month after next. Going back and forth like this, not much of the monthly salary could be saved. When New Year came, thinking of sending some money to family, they found not much money was left.

In the New Army, to earn more money, one had to become an officer. But in these years, how to get promoted without bribing superiors well? Even if superiors were bribed well, superiors had superiors. With a word from those big officials, their own confidants were promoted. Honoring superiors, it was good enough not to be made difficult. At least those who were quite favored wouldn't be arranged to keep watch in this big winter. Hearts full of complaints, where was the mind to keep watch properly? When Chai Qingguo's large force divided into three teams and approached the gates of various camps, they actually didn't encounter any encounter battle.

"What is all this?" Chai Qingguo, who was always bold, couldn't help worrying a bit. If it were the camp of the People's Revolutionary Army, the farthest secret sentry could even be placed two li away. Letting his large force touch the camp gate directly—if such a thing happened in the People's Revolutionary Army camp during wartime... according to Chai Qingguo's temper, he would dare to shoot the guard in public.

But there was no time to think so much now. Chai Qingguo would absolutely not underestimate the New Army. The battle with the Beiyang Army left too deep an impression on Chai Qingguo. With a wave of his hand, the assault team had already rushed up. These were capable soldiers; holding guns, they rushed straight to the gate at the trained 100-meter sprint speed.

"Who goes there?" It wasn't until people rushed in front of them that the guards hiding from the wind had time to shout. Before they could figure it out, dark gun muzzles were aimed at them. "Don't move! Move and I'll shoot you dead." The Revolutionary Army soldier shouted.

Seeing the other party was for real, the New Army guards dared not act rashly, but didn't want to put down their guns either. The soldiers following up snatched their guns, pressed these guards to the ground, looped their hands with prepared hemp rope loops, and tied them up.

But not every gate was so smooth. There were also officers standing guard. Seeing someone coming, the officer reacted relatively quickly and immediately pulled out his gun to shoot. The gunfight started instantly. Other troops who had already occupied the camp gate immediately began to storm the military camp. Led by the former New Army soldiers, various units pounced fiercely towards key places such as horse stables, fodder yards, barracks, and armories. The battle started.

Gunshots rang out loudly outside. The officers of the Anhui New Army Cavalry Camp who were drinking were all startled. The Cavalry Camp Battalion Officer was surprised, Xiong Chengji was stunned, and a look of pleasant surprise couldn't help appearing on Li Shipeng's face. They only heard chaos outside soon, and then several soldiers ran in, looking panicked. "My Lord, a large group of people came from nowhere outside and have already seized the camp gate."

The Battalion Officer knew something big must have happened outside. He had drunk a lot originally, and the alcohol had gone to his head. Hearing this, the Battalion Officer lost his measure. At this time, the gunshots had stopped, and it was noisy outside. The Battalion Officer shouted to his guards: "Quick, go out and see what exactly is going on." The guards and orderlies in the room immediately went out of the barracks. Xiong Chengji also got up preparing to leave, but the Battalion Officer grabbed Xiong Chengji's wrist with a cold face. "Commander Xiong, wait a moment."

Xiong Chengji understood a moment later; the Battalion Officer suspected he was playing tricks. He simply didn't resist and sat back on the stool. Seeing Xiong Chengji didn't resist, the Battalion Officer was just about to speak when his neck was suddenly strangled from behind. The person who acted was Li Shipeng. At the same time, the four people who came in to report just now had pulled out pistols and started shooting at the several Cavalry Camp officers present. The incident happened in a rush, and it was close-range shooting. The officers of the Cavalry Camp were killed by pistols in a blink of an eye. Xiong Chengji was startled by this sudden change; he immediately jumped back from the stool, retreating a few steps to stand by the wall.

The Battalion Officer grabbed the arm strangling his neck with both hands, eyes staring like cowbells. Those few soldiers didn't stop either; one had already circled to the side and shot through the Battalion Officer's temple with one shot. After killing the Battalion Officer, that person shouted: "Go!" Including Li Shipeng who let go of the Battalion Officer's corpse, several people rushed out of the door. Although Xiong Chengji was frightened, he didn't panic. Seeing those few people didn't mean to attack him, he steadied his mind and also rushed out of the door following them.

The Cavalry Camp was already in chaos. Shouts of "Hand over guns and not kill!" "Hand over guns and not kill!" were everywhere. The New Army usually issued guns but not bullets; except for a few officers, the soldiers' guns were just empty guns. Not to mention these guns were also locked in the armory. Because there were New Army officers and soldiers who defected to the People's Party leading the way, the attacking troops were not chaotic at all. The fodder yard, horse stables, and armory had been seized. Quite a few New Army soldiers were blocked in the barracks and couldn't come out at all.

Some of those who could come out didn't know what happened at all. The Battalion Officer's personal guard team tried to resist; they just fired two shots before being hit by a volley from the People's Revolutionary Army opposite, killing or wounding several people.

There were also those who resisted stubbornly. Those who had already lain down to sleep in the barracks were considered lucky; they were just captured directly. Quite a few officers were leading soldiers in gambling; seeing someone attack, the officers immediately forced the soldiers with guns to rush out holding benches, wooden sticks, and other things, but were beaten back by a volley.

The Revolutionary Army began to use big megaphones to persuade surrender. "Brothers of the New Army, you have been surrounded by us. Put down your weapons and surrender quickly. We People's Revolutionary Army treat captives well; we will absolutely not kill captives, nor rob your property. Don't sell your lives for those officers anymore. When have they ever cared about your lives?"

"Capture the officers and send them out. We guarantee you won't be made difficult."

Hearing the words outside, the officers were angry and furious one by one. An officer stood at the window and cursed: "F*ck your grandma! I will never..."

Before the word "surrender" could be shouted out [Note: Text implies he was refusing to surrender], a burst of gunfire went in, immediately killing that unlucky officer. Seeing the officer dead, the soldiers in that barracks dared not resist anymore. "We surrender! We surrender!"

"Raise your hands and walk out one by one," the Revolutionary Army shouted.

Although the New Army said surrender with their mouths, heaven knew who was outside; no one dared to come out. Pu Guanshui picked up the big megaphone. "I am Anhui New Army Commander Pu Guanshui. I have joined the revolution. Everyone rest assured; we won't kill our own brothers."

The New Army officers and soldiers inside the room could all hear Pu Guanshui's accent, but still dared not believe it. Then familiar accents reported their names one by one. When they confirmed that not only Pu Guanshui but also other brothers had joined the Revolutionary Army, most New Army barracks surrendered.

Only one barracks refused to surrender, and they even extinguished the lights, making it clear they would resist to the end.

In front of a group of captives, the troops of the People's Revolutionary Army showed the results of training. They unknowingly circled to the window, and several ignited hand grenades were thrown in through the window. With several loud bangs in succession, the windows were blown open from the inside, and thick smoke rolled out of the room. The captives were scared pale; under such a violent explosion, don't expect any survivors in the room.

Sure enough, the Revolutionary Army soldiers who rushed in dragged the people inside out; most were blown to bloody pulp. Even those not dead were screaming low or high. It made those who surrendered feel a kind of rejoicing besides fear. If they hadn't surrendered, the ones lying on the ground now would be themselves.

"Send the signal!" Chai Qingguo ordered smugly. Three iron buckets specially made in the base area were erected. With banging sounds, three huge green fireworks bloomed in the high sky.

Watching the agreed signal, the people in the general headquarters breathed a sigh of relief in unison. Not long ago, Zhang Yu had already easily taken the artillery position at Yingjiang Temple and captured all the defenders. Now capturing the West City Cavalry Camp meant Anqing lost its biggest mobile force. Not only that, the posture of pincer attack from east and west would also make it difficult for the Anqing defenders to attend to both head and tail.

Tao Chengzhang knew this was the signal of victory. While happy, he was also a bit strange. "Brother Wen Qing, why not press on to fight into the city? If we stormed the city gate just now, presumably we could fight into the city."

"If we fought in just now, the Anqing New Army in the city would inevitably flee everywhere. We are unfamiliar with the roads in the city, so we would easily suffer losses instead. Moreover, we are not here to seize Anqing City; our purpose is to completely destroy the several yamen of the Anqing provincial capital. If En Ming and the others and part of the New Army escape, that would be letting the tiger return to the mountain. Fighting Anqing is to completely eliminate all enemies in Anqing. Now that the government and New Army in Anqing City are alarmed, they absolutely cannot abandon the city and leave. They think defending the city is exactly giving us the opportunity to annihilate them."

"But they occupy the city wall; I'm afraid the siege casualties will be too great," Tao Chengzhang couldn't help saying.

"Such a city wall is not too difficult to breach." Chen Ke turned his head to think towards Mu Fengxiao, the commander of the Engineer Battalion and now the captain of the demolition team, while speaking.

Mu Fengxiao nodded. "I'll go prepare now." After speaking, he strode out of the headquarters.

Chen Ke's face was calm, but he was somewhat disappointed in his heart. If only there were shells on the artillery position. That way, they could blast open the city gate with cannons, and the Qing army's defense line would be shattered immediately.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke immediately corrected himself in his heart. "I started thinking wildly again." While reflecting on himself, he said to the guard: "Get me some dry food." At this time, Chen Ke felt he finally had some appetite.
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Chapter 124: New Beginning (29)

The news that the People's Revolutionary Army was going to attack Anqing City was first known by the Anqing New Army in the city. More than half of this credit should go to the lobbying and linking of the Yuewang Society in the New Army. Another small half should go to the hard activities of the party members sent by the People's Party. Before En Ming confirmed that an unknown armed force was attacking Anqing, at least one-sixth of the ordinary New Army officers and soldiers had learned that "it is possible that a revolutionary party called the People's Party wants to attack Anqing."

What was laughable was that although so many New Army officers and soldiers knew this news, the supreme commander of the Anqing New Army, Yu Dahong, the Commander of the 31st Mixed Brigade of the Qing Army Ministry, knew nothing about it. When the bewildered Yu Dahong arrived at the Anhui Governor's Yamen, he saw the Governor's Yamen was already heavily guarded. Entering the living room, he immediately saw Governor En Ming pacing back and forth in the room like an ant on a hot pan.

As soon as he saw Yu Dahong enter, En Ming immediately approached Yu Dahong and asked menacingly: "Commander Yu, who exactly are the rebels outside? How many troops and horses did they bring?"

Yu Dahong had also just learned the news; he knew nothing about the situation outside the city. However, saying "I don't know" straightforwardly to the Governor at this time carried considerable risk. Yu Dahong gave a common answer in officialdom: "My Lord, we are investigating the news now; someone will come to report in a while."

En Ming was really panicked at this time; he actually took Yu Dahong's evasive words as true. "Commander Yu, how long will it take to get a report?"

Hearing this, New Army Commander Yu Dahong cursed secretly in his heart: "How the hell should I know such things. If you have this leisure time, let me go see what's going on quickly!" Although cursing in his heart, Yu Dahong still had to speak pleasantly to the Anhui Governor: "My Lord, I will return to the barracks now and send someone to protect the Governor's Yamen immediately."

Hearing Yu Dahong say this, En Ming immediately added: "The Provincial Administration Commissioner's Yamen and the Gunpowder Depot must all be guarded tightly to strictly prevent thieves from making trouble."

What En Ming said was all told to him by Yu Dahong before. At that time, En Ming had not been in office for long and was still willing to ask for advice. When he discussed with Yu Dahong how to suppress various disturbances, Yu Dahong told En Ming these basic points. Yu Dahong was very self-restrained; listening to En Ming's words, he answered with a very approving look on his face: "Yes, sir." As if this were En Ming's own original idea.

Seeing Yu Dahong express his attitude like this, En Ming also felt it was inappropriate to keep Yu Dahong here. He hurriedly said: "Then Commander Yu, go quickly."

As soon as he left the Anhui Governor's Yamen, he saw several officers and soldiers waiting at the gate, who turned out to be Yu Dahong's adjutant. Yu Dahong had just ordered him to inquire about the news; he didn't expect him to return so quickly.

The adjutant immediately stepped forward to report: "My Lord, the thieves have blocked the Zongyang Gate in the east of the city; they probably captured Yingjiang Temple. There are movements of thief soldiers at Jinbao Gate, Yuhong Gate, and Tong'an Gate in the west of the city. There is no movement at Jixian Gate in the north of the city."

"Where are these thieves from?" Yu Dahong cared more about this.

"This subordinate has not found out clearly yet. However, this subordinate heard the thieves making noise under the city wall; it sounded like Northern Anhui accent."

"Northern Anhui?" Yu Dahong was somewhat confused. Anhui could actually be divided into three parts: Northern Anhui, Western Anhui, and Southern Anhui. The folk customs and accents of these three places could be said to be completely different, and there was not much communication between them. Learning that the thieves under the city were from Northern Anhui, Yu Dahong was even more puzzled; how did thieves from Northern Anhui fight their way to Anqing?

But the most important thing now was not to figure out where the thieves came from. Yu Dahong said: "Go back immediately now, assign the New Army."

The troops of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army were fighting on the front line, while the headquarters located one kilometer behind the East Gate troops seemed quite idle. Now there was neither telephone nor telegraph. Information transmission relied entirely on signal troops. Even though the People's Party used lamp signals, the communication speed was far from that fast. Those non-combatant party members, such as Chen Tianhua and Shang Yuan, had all been enriched to the front line. Besides Chen Ke and Tao Chengzhang, only a dozen combat staff officers and communication staff officers remained in the headquarters. Although they were called staff officers, they were actually doing practical work.

Tao Chengzhang asked: "Brother Wen Qing, what do you plan to do next? Just wait until dawn like this?"

Chen Ke said with a solemn face: "I actually hope that New Army Commander Yu Dahong in the city thinks so."

With a *pfft* sound, Tao Chengzhang was amused. The guard glared at Tao Chengzhang with dissatisfied eyes; the atmosphere in the entire headquarters was solemn, and Tao Chengzhang's laugh was a bit too abrupt.

If according to the plan, from now until 3 a.m., the Revolutionary Army must bury explosives at the breach point. Detonate at 4 o'clock, then the troops swarm in from the breach. Part of the troops will force back the enemies on the city wall, and the main force will attack several most important departments in the city. It was now 9:30 p.m., which meant that within the remaining five and a half hours, the demolition team must finish installing the explosives. To cooperate with the demolition team's work, the troops on the east and west sides also had to constantly harass the enemy and attract the enemy's forces. In this time period, if the enemy could shrink inside the city and not come out, that would be best. But fighting a war is never a matter of wishful thinking; Chen Ke dared not make such naive plans.

Tao Chengzhang originally came to learn military affairs too. He asked: "Brother Wen Qing, according to what you said, the number of troops is insufficient, and so many city gates have to be defended; how to allocate forces?"

Chen Ke also wanted to let Tao Chengzhang increase some military knowledge. After all, Anqing would rely on the Yuewang Society and Guangfuhui to maintain it in the future. If they collapsed at the first blow under the siege of the Manchu Qing, it wouldn't be a good thing for the People's Party either. So Chen Ke simply explained: "At night, we use the method of burying landmines and equipping small groups of troops for blocking. Make the enemy unable to distinguish how many troops are outside, and dare not rush out from the main gate."

While speaking, a muffled explosion sound came from the distance, followed by a series of gunshots. It came from the north. Chen Ke knew that was the sound of the base area's landmines exploding. In order for the plan to attack Anqing to succeed, the troops specially carried bounding mines [jumping mines] which could be described as "frenzied" in this era.

The troops ambushing at the North Gate had only four platoons, less than 60 people in total. Shang Yuan volunteered to join this unit. Shang Yuan still remembered Chen Ke saying earnestly: "Comrade Shang Yuan, weapons are not the only condition determining the victory or defeat of war. Since you are going to work in Hebei in the future, you will inevitably face the superior Beiyang Army. If you have the wrong idea of weapon determinism [theory of weapons alone], it is absolutely harmful."

Shang Yuan didn't quite understand what exactly Chen Ke meant by this cliché at first. He followed the troops in the dark to set up a minefield outside the North Gate of Anqing, and then withdrew to prepare a sniper position. Not long after, as the city gate opened wide, a team of seventy or eighty Qing soldiers ran out of the North Gate holding torches. Not long after, they entered the minefield and triggered the tripwire. Then a small flame spurted from the ground first. Shang Yuan's eyesight wasn't too good; he didn't see something being pushed into mid-air by gunpowder. That was the explosive body of the mine. What Shang Yuan could see was a sudden flash appearing in the Qing army team, followed by a loud noise. The sphere that jumped three or four feet above the ground exploded violently. When the hard ceramic sphere was fired, positions for inserting iron pieces were specially left on the outside. Accompanied by the blast wave, metal and non-metal fragments flew everywhere in the air. Either piercing deep into the human body, or slicing off a large piece of flesh, or simply penetrating the human body.

How could the Qing army expect to encounter such an attack? One bounding mine blew over a dozen people. The killed ones were quiet, and the living ones were scared silly. Some lucky Qing soldiers were temporarily uninjured; they were first scared out of their wits, and then ran around like headless flies. As a result, they triggered another bounding mine. After the loud noise, the troops immediately began to shoot. Knocking down the Qing soldiers who could still stand one by one.

Under such a sudden fierce blow, this team of seventy or eighty Qing soldiers suffered heavy casualties. Shang Yuan saw that at most twenty or so Qing soldiers could run back. The Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army unit of less than 60 people, combined with two bounding mines and a burst of shooting, solved fifty enemies. Such a combat achievement made Shang Yuan feel very shocked. Shang Yuan's first thought was: if the battle continues like this, the Qing army is nothing at all. But Shang Yuan was not an ordinary soldier after all; Chen Ke's words before the battle, which could be described as "inexplicable," were immediately recalled by Shang Yuan. Chen Ke's attitude of opposing "weapon determinism" was by no means pretending to be profound; Shang Yuan understood Chen Ke's good intentions very well. After arriving in Hebei, it would be impossible to have an arsenal of the current scale of the base area, nor would it be possible to get a large amount of weapon support. Chen Ke was afraid Shang Yuan would be confused by the huge power of weapons.

The soldiers of the troops didn't think as much as Shang Yuan. Seeing so many enemies solved in one go, everyone cheered. The commander of the unit was a political commissar named Xu Licheng. He quickly ordered the soldiers of the unit to quickly clean up the battlefield. The weapons carried by the Qing troops coming out of Anqing City definitely had bullets. The North Gate unit was considered to have few people and heavy tasks, so those dispatched were all elites. Chen Ke specially chose soldiers who had used the Anhui New Army's new-style rifles. Only half of the people in the unit had guns. As long as everyone quickly collected weapons from the eliminated Qing troops, the small unit could achieve having a gun for everyone, and the combat effectiveness would double immediately. The commissar's order to clean up the battlefield quickly was implemented immediately. Through the safe passage in the minefield, the soldiers quickly collected a batch of weapons back. For the seriously injured Qing troops, the commissar's order was "let them wait for death themselves." A few lightly injured Qing troops were picked out and brought back for interrogation.

Just such a small battle, and the troops immediately had a gun for everyone. And they were high-quality weapons used by the New Army. Everyone was overjoyed. While checking weapons and distributing ammunition, everyone shouted and made noise, creating a false impression of having many people and great power. After simple bandaging, the captives were interrogated. The captives were just some ordinary soldiers and didn't know any news. They had no value to be sent to the headquarters. After tying them up and gagging them, the unit, now with a gun for everyone, immediately adjusted the position deployment, ready to welcome more intense battles.

"Ambush outside the North Gate?" Yu Dahong was stunned by this news. Facing the "thieves" of completely unknown origin, Yu Dahong originally thought the other party was just a mob. In his view, dealing with this mob, just one charge could solve the problem. The thieves at the East Gate looked numerous and powerful; he was afraid they couldn't be broken through temporarily in the dark night. So Yu Dahong let the officers and soldiers at the West Gate rush out to try. Seeing no thieves at the North Gate temporarily, he specially chose an elite force, letting them go out from the North Gate and circle to the west of the city to strike the flank of the thief soldiers. Unexpectedly, a team of 80 people rushed out, and in a moment, more than half were killed. There were also seven or eight wounded among the New Army soldiers who fled back for their lives. Equivalent to a "Peng" [Squad/Platoon-sized unit? Context implies bigger, ~14 men per Peng, so 80 is ~6 Pengs. Text says "One 'Peng' unit basically completely accounted for"? No, 80 men is much more than a Peng. Maybe he means a larger unit or the text uses Peng loosely. Actually "One 'Pai' (Platoon)" is ~3 Pengs (~42 men). 80 men is almost a Dui (Company). Let's assume he means a significant chunk]. Just started fighting, and he lost soldiers and generals; how to fight this battle further?

Just at this time, news also came from the West Gate. Thieves hid in the shadows and fired guns continuously. The New Army went out with torches and suffered heavy casualties. "We can only wait for daylight," Yu Dahong thought helplessly. He immediately ordered not to go out again temporarily; the New Army began to step up patrols on the city wall.

"The Anqing city of 1907 was built by Zeng Guofan. The area inside the city is about 3.65 square kilometers. This kilometer is a foreign unit of length. The Anqing New Army inside the city can send at most no more than 2000 people up the city wall. On average, one person has to guard a width of 2.5 meters. About one *zhang* in length. If defended like this, it's just a military joke. City defense is always key point defense and dense patrolling. If we launch a column attack, such defense is like paper, broken with one poke." Chen Ke explained to Tao Chengzhang in detail.

"Column attack?" Tao Chengzhang asked. He was not ignorant of kilometers and meters; Tao Chengzhang once bought an official title to seek to study in a Japanese military academy and had crammed some knowledge. But he had never heard of the term "column attack."

Chen Ke really wanted Tao Chengzhang to understand the key points of attacking and defending cities. Although Chen Ke was not an expert in this field, the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army had rich experience in attacking cities, and military summary meetings were the focus in the troops. From officers to soldiers, everyone had to participate in summarizing, inducing and refining various methods. As a transmigrator, Chen Ke's biggest advantage lay in knowing quite a few superficial theories. The combination of the large amount of actual combat experience accumulated by the troops in besieging forts and the superficial theories provided by Chen Ke produced explosive effective results. The Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army had actually established its own complete set of theoretical and practical systems for attacking cities.

"Column attack is not one following another. But a column with a small team as a unit." Chen Ke said while arranging a pattern on the map with a few pencils and paperweights. "The characteristic of column attack is breaking through at one point, and then rapidly penetrating deep into the interior of the enemy's position deployment. Cut off the enemy's liaison, divide and eliminate them. Its core point is about control. We don't seek to overwhelm the enemy comprehensively, but all enemies on our attack route must be completely overwhelmed and eliminated..."

Tao Chengzhang listened with rapt attention like a primary school student. What Chen Ke explained was very useful knowledge, using simple language to explain profound things, easy to understand. Tao Chengzhang had traveled north and south and seen the world. He was also very interested in military affairs. Hearing Chen Ke's explanation, he immediately felt enlightened.

At the same time, in the northeast of Anqing City, a team had secretly crossed the moat. A rope was secretly lowered from the city wall, and a black shadow fell along the rope. After the people from both sides met, the comrade who came down from the city briefly introduced the situation. The New Army guarding here were insiders of the People's Party. The Yuewang Society recruiting comrades in the New Army with great fanfare had long been seen clearly by the comrades ambushed inside by the People's Party. The New Army defending this section of the city wall happened to be the section jointly responsible by the insiders of the People's Party and the Yuewang Society.

The demolition team confirmed the news and immediately began to work cautiously. The comrade responsible for being the insider returned to the city wall with the comrade arranged by the demolition team to keep watch. Fan Chuanjia of the Yuewang Society sized up the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army soldier with suspicious eyes. He saw this soldier had short hair but wore a New Army uniform, looking clean and agile in behavior. Fan Chuanjia asked: "Exactly how many people did you bring?"

The Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army soldier was a backbone of the reconnaissance troops. He laughed in a low voice: "Didn't Mr. Bai Wenwei explain clearly to you?"

Hearing the name Bai Wenwei, Fan Chuanjia felt relieved for no reason. Bai Wenwei was the actual controller of the Yuewang Society and reached the agreement with the People's Party personally. Since the other party said so, he should be a trustworthy person. Fan Chuanjia wanted to continue asking, but the scout skillfully hinted to Fan Chuanjia that it was better not to attract too much attention now and prepare for the demolition quickly.

Although unhappy in his heart, Fan Chuanjia could only cooperate with the People's Party now. The demolition point was determined like this.

The night grew deeper, and the time soon passed 12 o'clock. Except for the harassing fire of the People's Party ringing out everywhere, substantive combat had temporarily ceased.
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Chapter 125: New Beginning (30)

"Wen Qing, must you leave after taking Anqing?" Tao Chengzhang asked very seriously. If half a day ago, Tao Chengzhang still viewed this matter with a skeptical attitude, now the tone of this Guangfuhui leader had turned into dissuasion.

"We haven't taken Anqing yet." Chen Ke didn't want to waste energy on such meaningless discussions at all.

Tao Chengzhang undoubtedly misunderstood Chen Ke's meaning; he distorted this sentence to mean that Chen Ke hadn't made up his mind whether to occupy Anqing yet. This made Tao Chengzhang feel much more relaxed.

After Chen Ke frankly imparted a lot of knowledge to Tao Chengzhang, Tao Chengzhang had changed his original attitude towards Chen Ke. February 1, 1907, was not 100 years later. 100 years later, the knowledge mastered by Chen Ke had spread to every corner of China, and getting this "precious" knowledge didn't require any special price. But in 1907, only those in the upper strata of society could possibly access this knowledge. As for such detailed narration, it was only taught to disciples who had entered the master's inner circle. According to the general understanding of this era, Chen Ke was showing goodwill to Tao Chengzhang, and the purpose of showing goodwill was nothing more than to reach a compromise. The basis for cooperation Tao Chengzhang could provide now was nothing more than helping Chen Ke seize the dominance of Anqing. Tao Chengzhang had no objection to this. Anyway, the biggest local revolutionary faction in Anqing was the Yuewang Society; whether the People's Party or the Guangfuhui, they were undoubtedly outsiders. Joining hands with Chen Ke to dominate the situation in Anqing was by no means a losing deal for the Guangfuhui. More importantly, Tao Chengzhang had recognized Chen Ke's military talent.

Tao Chengzhang did not have the depth of Chen Ke's understanding of the whole world and revolution, so he had been confused by the negative effects brought by this knowledge. "Knowledge is power!" Having obtained new knowledge, Tao Chengzhang felt that as long as the existing things could be applied, if the People's Party and the Guangfuhui joined hands, they would definitely be able to create a glorious revolution after occupying Anqing. Didn't the Manchu Qing occupy these cities? With the siege skills taught by Chen Ke and the thousands of elites already possessed by the People's Party, what city on both banks of the Yangtze River couldn't be taken?

Since Chen Ke said "talk after taking Anqing," Tao Chengzhang didn't ask further. He asked seriously: "What does Brother Wen Qing plan to do next?"

Chen Ke didn't even think: "Give the soldiers a meal. The general offensive will start at dawn."

regarding this statement which sounded very abrupt, Tao Chengzhang immediately praised: "Well said! Wen Qing said it well!"

Tao Chengzhang really praised it sincerely. In the uprisings launched by the Guangfuhui, those "jianghu heroes" who came to charge and break through enemy lines had to eat and drink well. If one meal was not taken care of well, someone would make trouble. Chen Ke letting the soldiers eat before the battle was extremely important in Tao Chengzhang's view. But the staff officers and guards in the headquarters felt Tao Chengzhang's attitude was really too strange. The Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army had always attached importance to the food of the troops, especially diet during combat. The troops arranged it extremely strictly when conditions permitted. Tao Chengzhang's exaggerated performance made everyone look at him with great disdain.

At 1:30 a.m., the feint attack that had harassed Anqing for most of the night finally ended. The exhausted soldiers retreated to safe positions and began to eat. The pre-war meal of the People's Party was very simple: two salted duck eggs, half a mantou, and a bamboo tube of water. The food in the east of the city was all hot food transported from the cooking squad near the command post. The troops strictly forbade noise, so no one spoke. Silently finishing their portion of rice, at this time, dark blue simple tents were set up; in the night, these tents were not conspicuous at all. Under the low-voiced orders of squad and platoon leaders, soldiers crawled into the low tents to rest one after another. Everyone knew that siege warfare would be carried out before long. The Qing troops on the city wall did not show special combat capabilities, which reassured the soldiers who were originally excited but somewhat apprehensive. Everyone was tired too; after eating, they soon began to get sleepy. These soldiers with a lot of war experience soon entered dreamland.

Commanders at all levels did not sleep. Being selected was not only because they had stronger physiques than soldiers, but these commanders had more enduring willpower than soldiers. The general headquarters was not far from the front line. Squad and platoon leaders were responsible for the front-line positions, while company commanders in the east of the city rushed back to the headquarters. The originally deserted headquarters soon became lively. Since everyone couldn't sleep, at least some food like hot soup had to be provided. A group of commanders gathered around the map with bowls in hand.

Chen Ke's finger pointed to important locations on the map one by one. "Provincial Administration Commissioner's Office, Governor's Yamen, Huaining County Yamen, Anqing Prefect Yamen, Anqing Inner Arsenal, Gunpowder Depot. Everyone confirm the target you are responsible for."

These commanders had worked their way up with Chen Ke step by step from disaster relief. Following Chen Ke to determine combat targets again gave everyone a long-lost sense of familiarity. After all, Chen Ke hadn't been directly responsible for military operations for a long time. This Anqing campaign was almost a war promoted by Chen Ke alone. Up to now, whether the thousand-li water march or the pincer attack on Anqing City from both sides, the war had always been proceeding on the track pre-planned by Chen Ke. This kind of plan, which everyone dared not even think about originally, had reached the final stage of actual combat, entering the actual siege warfare where these middle and high-ranking commanders had sufficient experience. Everyone's admiration for Chen Ke had turned into an indescribable firm belief. Everyone didn't even think about the possibility that the war might fail.

Chen Ke pointed to these key departments in Anqing City, and the commanders responsible for attacking these places immediately stood up to repeat the operational plan they were to undertake.

In the west of the city, hot food was transported directly from the kitchen of the Cavalry Camp. Chai Qingguo and Pu Guanshui were also formulating battle plans. The west of the city was not the main direction of attack; the feint attack in the first half of the night was carried out in the east of the city. But starting from 3:30, the troops in the west of the city had to launch feint attacks on three city gates simultaneously. To mobilize the troops in Anqing City, making them transfer troops to support the west of the city as much as possible.

Chai Qingguo was not so conservative. After the night's battle, he was not optimistic about the combat effectiveness of the Anhui New Army. "Old Pu, say, what if we take the city gate in the west, what should we do?"

Pu Guanshui was a very orthodox soldier. Since the plan asked him to feint, he placed himself on the stance of resolutely executing orders. Hearing Chai Qingguo ask this, Pu Guanshui was stunned. "Our military strength is insufficient to begin with; executing a feint attack is already very inadequate. Let alone whether we can take the West Gate, even if we take one of the three West Gates, if the Anqing defenders attack from the other two gates and detour to our rear, what do we do?"

Chai Qingguo was very disdainful of Pu Guanshui's conservative attitude. "We captured so many guns; the New Army has no bullets, but we do. Can't these 900 guns defeat the New Army?"

Pu Guanshui couldn't be so optimistic. "How many in our troops have practiced with this new-style rifle? This isn't something you can hit just by having a gun. Insufficient training won't do."

Chai Qingguo still didn't think his idea was wrong. He said: "If we can't hit from far away, we hit up close. Since we want to hold the captured city gate, firing guns is enough. It's not like we want hand-to-hand combat. As for the New Army rushing out as you said, there are more than thirty people in our gate who know how to ride horses, plus those from the Yuewang Society, totaling seventy or eighty. It's enough for me to lead such a cavalry team." Having captured so many horses, Chai Qingguo was already itching to use them.

Pu Guanshui was very helpless about Chai Qingguo's attitude. He paused before continuing to persuade: "Brigade Commander Chai, fighting a war is not just about what you think works. Since we have an operational plan beforehand, we have to execute the plan strictly. Otherwise, why did we spend so much effort formulating this plan?"

"Alright, alright, I can't out-talk you. Then let's follow the plan." Chai Qingguo didn't have the guts to break discipline himself; his idea of letting cavalry guard the city was purely impromptu. Seeing Pu Guanshui didn't cooperate, Chai Qingguo gave up this self-assertive idea.

But Pu Guanshui didn't treat Chai Qingguo's suggestion completely as wind past his ears. He thought for a while and asked: "Brigade Commander Chai, if you lead this horse team of seventy or eighty people, how big a momentum can you feign?"

"Hmm?" Chai Qingguo was quite puzzled by Pu Guanshui's strange question.

Pu Guanshui told Chai Qingguo his idea. "Roads are hard to walk at night; this is a disadvantageous point. But the Qing troops on the city wall can't see our actions clearly either. If Brigade Commander Chai..."

After listening to Pu Guanshui's suggestion, Chai Qingguo couldn't help laughing out loud. "Haha, you scholars are indeed different. I know night roads are hard to walk. I'll take people to scout the way first, and talk about this matter after returning."

The night of February 1, 1907, was a difficult night for the residents in Anqing City. Bandits from unknown places surrounded Anqing City; gunshots hadn't stopped since nightfall. Nearly fifty years ago, Anqing suffered torment in the fires of war; the gunshots awakened the fear of elderly residents again. Every household closed their doors and windows; almost everyone was sleepless all night. The soldiers of the Anhui New Army hadn't experienced any substantive battles either; when the battle suddenly descended, no one was really ready to fulfill the duties of a soldier. Although sent to the city wall and streets, the performance of these New Army soldiers was less like soldiers and more like a group of "armed common people."

The government could implement a curfew to forbid common people from colluding with each other. But they couldn't forbid officers and soldiers from exchanging intelligence with each other. Since quite a few people already knew the news that the People's Party wanted to attack Anqing, these news spread wildly among officers and soldiers. The small-scale battle at the North Gate, where fifty New Army brothers died in an instant, spread like wildfire. The "People's Party," originally rumored to be thousands strong, soon became tens of thousands strong. The two muffled loud noises of the North Gate battle turned into the People's Party using cannons to bomb dozens of brothers to death. Someone was already secretly asking how to save their lives in battle. New Army soldiers served for pay; establishing merits and careers was all for eating better and more pay. Since they encountered a strong enemy, there was absolutely no reason to lose their lives for the Court. If not for the New Army's daily drills being passable, the situation would probably be even more chaotic.

Brigade Commander Yu Dahong's mood became extremely bad. He originally thought the outside was just a mob; sending people out from the city gate could disperse them. Unexpectedly, the opponent's firearms were sharp, and quite a few rifles sounded like official army equipment; there were enemies outside several city gates. This confused him; who exactly was outside? Since they couldn't rush out, Commander Yu Dahong simply prepared to wait until daylight. Seeing unclearly at night, daytime should be fine, right? But the opponent kept feinting at the Zongyang Gate in the east, making everyone unsure what to do. His own artillery was all at Yingjiang Temple and had already been taken by the opponent. There was a burst of gunfire and explosions at the Cavalry Camp in the west of the city; as a result, after the sound ended, all gates in the west of the city were blocked. Presumably, the Cavalry Camp was also destroyed. Such a military force suddenly appeared in Anqing City; Yu Dahong didn't know how to respond anymore. He even suspected the other party was some rebellious New Army unit preparing to seize Anqing.

After midnight, the thieves outside the city seemed tired and finally stopped firing. Commander Yu finally felt relieved. Anqing's city walls were very high; although the naval forces were not there, they should be back soon. As long as they held out until that time, with attacks from water and land, there was no worry the thieves wouldn't retreat. But the Governor's Yamen sent people over to ask repeatedly, annoying Commander Yu to death. Finally, Commander Yu simply had someone say he went to patrol the city, and only then returned to the bedroom to lie down fully clothed.

Not long after lying down, someone ran in from outside. "My Lord, someone outside the West City is persuading surrender. The Cavalry Camp rebelled!"

Commander Yu Dahong was already a bit sleepy; hearing this, he was scared awake immediately. "What?"

The one who came in was a battalion officer from the west of the city. Under the light, his face was pale with fright. "My Lord, the Cavalry Camp indeed surrendered to the rebel bandits. The rebel bandits claim to be some People's Party. Quite a few people from the Cavalry Camp are helping them persuade surrender under the city wall."

"Then you guard the city well; what are you doing here at my place?"

"Their persuasion failed. Seeing the West City refused to open the gates, the main force has already gone to the north of the city."

"How do you know they went to the north of the city?" Yu Dahong asked hurriedly.

"This subordinate heard clearly; the main force ran with earth-shaking noise. Straight towards the north of the city."

Yu Dahong was very apprehensive about the matter of 50 people being killed in one go at the North Gate. Although there was no movement at the North Gate up to now, how many thieves were hidden in the dark night? Yu Dahong was very worried about this, so he placed quite a few troops at the North Gate. Now the rebelled Cavalry Camp and the thieves combined forces to rush to the North Gate; he dared not neglect anymore. "Pass the order down, transfer two reliable teams from the North Gate [Wait, text says "Transfer from North Gate to North Gate"? Or "Transfer two reliable teams to North Gate"? Text: `从北门先抽调两队可靠的队伍到北门防守`. This might be a typo in source for "From East Gate"? Or "From somewhere to North Gate". But context says "North Gate has quite a few troops". Maybe he means "Transfer two reliable teams *from* North Gate *to* somewhere else"? No, he fears North Gate. Wait, later he says "Also, transfer two teams from East Gate to West Gate." Let's re-read carefully. `从北门先抽调两队可靠的队伍到北门防守`. It says "Transfer from North Gate... to North Gate defense". This is contradictory. Maybe "From *Reserve* to North Gate"? Or "From *East* to North Gate"? Let's look at the next sentence. `看好了下头的那些兵...`. Then `另外，从城东给我抽调两队人，到西门来。` (Transfer two teams from East to West). So the North Gate part is confusing. Maybe he means "Take two reliable teams *at* the North Gate to *defend* the North Gate" (focusing defense)? Or maybe the source meant "From South/East to North". Given the confusion, I will translate literally or assume he reinforces North. Actually, later Pu Guanshui hears troops moving. Let's assume he reinforces North and West. I will write "Transfer two reliable teams to defend the North Gate" and skip the "from North Gate" if it seems like a typo, or translate literally "Transfer two reliable teams from the North Gate to defend the North Gate" (redeploying within?). Let's check context. He is worried about North Gate. Maybe he means "Transfer two reliable teams *to* the North Gate". I will assume typo.] Watch the soldiers below closely; if anyone wants to defect to the thief soldiers, they can be killed immediately. In addition, transfer two teams from the east of the city to the West Gate for me."

Just after finishing speaking, Yu Dahong felt uneasy again. He stood up from the bed. "I will give the order personally."

Pu Guanshui, leading soldiers in ambush by the moat, listened to the disturbance on the city wall; a troop of considerable scale had begun to move. When the sound subsided a little, Pu Guanshui said to Xiong Mingyang beside him: "Commissar Xiong, it depends on you."

Xiong Mingyang nodded. He didn't speak either, just quietly took off his clothes, leaving only a pair of underpants. Taking a bowl of wine from the soldier behind him and drinking it in one gulp, Xiong Mingyang crawled forward until he reached the edge of the moat, and quietly slipped into the water. Anqing was by the Yangtze River, with a big lake to the north; there was no shortage of water sources at all. So the moat was several zhang wide, and the water was quite deep. The water in winter was very cold; slipping into the river water, Xiong Mingyang only felt pain on his skin as if countless small needles were pricking. He continued to swim forward without making a sound.

The soldiers ambushing by the river watched Xiong Mingyang disappear into the pitch-black moat water. Everyone held their breath. Not knowing how long passed, until they vaguely saw a figure seem to crawl across the moat. Arriving under the city wall, then a white thing was waving. This was the agreed signal; after Xiong Mingyang crossed the moat, he would wave a white cloth. People with good eyesight saw Xiong Mingyang wave for a while, then quietly slip back into the moat. After another while, Xiong Mingyang climbed up the river bank from this side, still crawling back to the departure position.

"Can cross. There seems to be no one on the city wall. Comrades prepare; follow me immediately." Xiong Mingyang said. Although he tried his best to endure, his teeth still couldn't help chattering.

Soldiers already handed over clothes. Xiong Mingyang didn't take them at all; while breathing out cold air, he said: "I'll get used to it after freezing for a while."

Half of the assault team were party members, and the other half were activists for joining the party; they were all soldiers with good swimming skills in the Water Detachment. Commissar Xiong had already set an example, so everyone didn't say more. First, a long ladder was quietly transported to the river bank. Everyone took off their clothes one after another. Put clothes, guns, and hand grenades into wooden tubs. More than thirty tough men carried the ladder, dragged the wooden tubs, and slipped into the water.

This plan was extremely risky. If it failed, these thirty-some people would be in danger. Pu Guanshui had ordered people to prepare dozens of temporary shelters, which were sacks filled with soil placed on table surfaces. Once the enemy on the opposite wall discovered the movements of Xiong Mingyang and others, these temporary shelters would be immediately transported to the river bank, and riflemen would shoot at the enemy on the wall to cover the return of the assault team.

But the enemy on the city wall might think no one would really swim across the moat in winter, so the number of enemies on this section of the wall was small to begin with. Plus Chai Qingguo's horse team attracted the enemy's attention, the city wall was unexpectedly quiet now.

"Let this silence continue!" All soldiers on this side of the moat, including Pu Guanshui, couldn't help praying. The assault team had quietly crossed the moat. The long ladder was slowly erected, making a not-too-loud-not-too-soft collision sound when contacting the wall surface. Then the assault team members began to climb up the ladder. Pu Guanshui had good eyesight; the foremost assault team member had already climbed halfway, and would reach the top of the city wall in another three or four meters. Just at this moment, someone on the city wall shouted: "Who is it!" Then torches lit up.

"Quick! Push the tables!" Pu Guanshui ordered anxiously in a low voice. According to the plan, if the assault team encountered problems, they should retreat immediately, and Pu Guanshui would provide fire cover. When the comrades on this side of the moat stood up ready to act, they heard Xiong Mingyang's voice ring out on the other side of the moat: "F*ck his mother, Comrades, charge!" With this roar, fierce explosions suddenly rang out on the city wall. That was the sound only People's Party hand grenades had. The sneak attack turned into a forced attack just like that.

Pu Guanshui had seen the toughness of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army many times. As early as when this troop was still called the Insurance Corps, fighting forts in Fengyang Prefecture, comrades responsible for feint attacks turned feint attacks into forced attacks more than once, and could succeed in forced attacks. Pu Guanshui was extremely satisfied with such morale. The problem was that what was on the city wall now was not those bumpkin landlords in forts who didn't even have a few decent rifles. Inside the city were two or three thousand trained Anhui New Army soldiers.

Facing such a backbone act, Pu Guanshui was immediately placed in a dilemma. If he didn't support Xiong Mingyang, they would immediately face the enemy's siege. But the preparations up to now were all preparations to shoot at the enemy on the city wall. When Xiong Mingyang commanded the assault team to attack the city, shooting at the enemy on the city wall would very likely accidentally injure the assault team members. If military reinforcement was implemented, then Pu Guanshui, who opposed Chai Qingguo turning a feint attack into a forced attack not long ago, would personally change the original plan.

Pu Guanshui's dilemma did not last too long. The first assault team member had successfully climbed onto the city wall, and the soldiers behind followed onto the city wall one by one. Then came the explosion of hand grenades first, followed by the sound of rifle shooting. And the screams of the injured. The battle intensified instantly.

It was absolutely impossible not to save the dying. Pu Guanshui gritted his teeth and shouted to the cadre beside him: "Third Platoon Leader, you lead the team over to support immediately."

"Yes!" The Third Platoon Leader didn't hesitate at all. "Third Platoon, fall out!"

With this order, dozens of soldiers ran out rumblingly. "Take off clothes! Carry ladders! Into the water!" the Third Platoon Leader roared. After roaring, he took the lead in unbuttoning his coat, took off the military uniform, and threw it on the ground.

Xiong Mingyang didn't know his action had greatly changed the original deployment. At the same time as being discovered by the enemy, Xiong Mingyang immediately made a judgment in his heart: "Turning and fleeing is death; meeting them bravely is also death." This thought was just a matter of a flash, and then Xiong Mingyang immediately made a decision almost instinctive to a true soldier. Attack!

Once this order was given, the assault team members didn't pause at all. According to the tactics practiced many times, the grenadiers had already pulled the fuses of the hand grenades and threw the grenades onto the city wall. Soldiers climbing the long ladder didn't need to worry about making noise, and the climbing speed accelerated by more than double. Not long after, the assault team rushed onto the city wall.

At 3:05 a.m. on February 2, 1907. The siege battle of Anqing had entered a fierce level.
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Chapter 126: New Beginning (31)

In the pitch-black night, the series of explosions from the West Gate city wall startled the nearby Anhui New Army officers and soldiers. Did the thief soldiers climb onto the city wall so quickly? Whether Battalion Officers, Commanders, or Squad Leaders, a kind of annoyance arose in their hearts. At this moment, they invariably thought of the angry expression of Anhui New Army Brigade Commander Yu Dahong. Although Lord Yu was not harsh to everyone on ordinary days, Lord Yu was by no means a tolerant person. If the news of thieves attacking onto the city wall was known by Lord Yu... almost all officers were pale with fear by their own assumptions.

The Battalion Officer responsible for the defense of the west of the city was under the city wall at this time. In desperation, he couldn't care about so much anymore. Under the illumination of the torch, the Battalion Officer grabbed a junior officer beside him casually and ordered in an anxious voice: "You hurry up and make the two teams of brothers who went to the west of the city come back." This junior officer immediately took the order and left.

Next, the Battalion Officer shouted while gesturing to the soldiers around him: "Quick, you guys, rush up." The Battalion Officer's original intention was to let these soldiers rush over as soon as possible to eliminate the thief soldiers on the city wall. However, the command in desperation only had a counter-effect. A dozen soldiers obeyed the order and ran towards the city stairs leading directly to the city wall with torches in a swarm. These soldiers were not very willing to face the thief soldiers on the city wall directly; they slowed down almost simultaneously at the entrance of the city stairs. On ordinary days, these military actions were commanded by junior officers, but the officer commanding this team of soldiers had just been sent by the Battalion Officer to deliver orders. Who goes first, who goes last? Listening to the loud noises of hand grenade explosions on the city wall one after another, none of these soldiers were willing to go first. A group of soldiers actually stood there stupidly like this.

A momentary pause on the battlefield can lead to extremely evil consequences. The Anhui New Army soldiers only stopped for twenty seconds or so, and another team of New Army soldiers had already rushed towards the city stairs under the leadership of an officer. Some of the soldiers stopped at the entrance of the city stairs began to make way, while some were still dazed. Thirty or forty people were squeezed into a pile, unable to move, on the road leading to the city wall where fighting was taking place at such a critical moment.

Xiong Mingyang climbed up the long ladder using both hands and feet. The long ladder made for the Anqing city wall was relatively slender, shaking badly as soon as someone got on it. Only one soldier could climb at a time. Xiong Mingyang squeezed away the soldier ranked in front of him to get the opportunity to climb. At this time, four assault team members had already gone up to the city wall, each carrying eight hand grenades. Only explosions on the city wall were heard one after another. The rifle shots interspersed in the explosions were all fired from other places towards the breach on the city wall.

At this time, Xiong Mingyang only felt his mind was clear; all distracting thoughts were thrown to the nine heavens. If he couldn't climb onto the city wall at the fastest speed, thinking about anything was useless. According to the experience accumulated during training, Xiong Mingyang neither pursued faster nor sought more stability. Following the trembling long ladder, he climbed up using hands and feet without stopping. Whether it was the gunshots and explosions on the city wall or the panicked shouts of the New Army inside the city, Xiong Mingyang heard them clearly, but his heart was as calm as a lake, even having a detached silence.

The soldiers of the assault team saw their captain climb up the long ladder like flying, reaching the top in a blink of an eye with a free and easy movement. Then Captain Xiong Mingyang pressed on the battlement of the city wall and leaped onto the city wall lightly. He climbed the long ladder in only half the time of an ordinary soldier. The soldiers looked at each other, and immediately someone climbed onto the ladder, imitating Captain Xiong Mingyang's appearance, climbing upward desperately.

There were no lights on the city wall at the breach originally, and now it was filled with thick smoke. The pungent smell peculiar to hand grenade explosions almost made Xiong Mingyang cough. The four soldiers who had already gone up the city wall leaned against the wall with hand grenades in their hands. Since they climbed the city, as long as an enemy shot this way, they fought back with hand grenades. There were no enemies around anymore, at least no enemies had the courage to dare to shoot at these soldiers. Instead, the inside of the city was brightly lit. Xiong Mingyang lay on the inner side of the city wall and looked down; not far away, a pile of New Army soldiers were squeezed at the entrance of the city stairs. "Follow me!" He shouted loudly and took the lead to rush over there.

Once people squeeze together without order, it will be like tangled hemp; the more anxious, the less easy it is to straighten out. Some Qing troops at the entrance of the city stairs were anxious to go up the city, some wanted to sneak away, and some simply stood there waiting foolishly, hoping to muddle through without advancing or retreating. The chaos at the entrance of the city stairs didn't get orderly after three minutes. In the fourth minute, several things fell from the sky, hitting heavily on the shoulders or heads of the Qing troops.

"Who the f*ck is throwing things randomly?" Some Qing troops who were hit reacted relatively quickly; they couldn't help looking up and cursing at the city wall. Three seconds later, a series of explosions blew the thirty-some Qing troops at the entrance of the city stairs into flying flesh and blood.

Since the reinforcements sent by Pu Guanshui didn't need to consider concealment, they crossed the moat in less than ten minutes. After the long ladder was set up, the speed of climbing the city far exceeded Pu Guanshui's imagination. Just as Pu Guanshui was considering what to do next, Xiong Chengji ran over and said urgently: "Vice Commander Pu, let our Yuewang Society brothers go up the city to persuade surrender."

After the People's Party took the Cavalry Camp, the members of the Yuewang Society came out one after another to express they were comrades of the Revolutionary Party. Before the battle started, Chai Qingguo and Pu Guanshui got a list of important cadres of the Yuewang Society in the New Army. Pu Guanshui was very familiar with the New Army; since this group of revolutionary comrades was willing to serve the revolution, Pu Guanshui turned a blind eye to this group secretly calling some low-level soldiers Yuewang Society members. Chai Qingguo questioned the combat effectiveness of the Yuewang Society very much; he let the Yuewang Society and their subordinates form a separate army to watch the battle from the side. Pu Guanshui had no objection to this.

Xiong Chengji was a graduate of a regular military academy after all, and usually admired Pu Guanshui very much. He volunteered to follow Pu Guanshui. The fierce gunfire in front of him made Xiong Chengji, a famous revolutionary in Anhui revolutionary history, both excited and fearful. He was not afraid of fighting, but the swiftness of the People's Party's attack far exceeded Xiong Chengji's imagination. Xiong Chengji worried that those comrades in the New Army would be involved in the flames of war and lose their lives for nothing.

regarding Xiong Chengji's application, Pu Guanshui didn't even think. He pointed to the two long ladders on the other side of the moat and said: "Then you take people across the moat and climb the city from here now."

"..., Yes." Xiong Chengji didn't answer very smoothly. Pu Guanshui had always been Xiong Chengji's superior. Hearing Pu Guanshui say this, Xiong Chengji immediately felt Pu Guanshui wanted the Yuewang Society comrades to go up the city to help fight.

Pu Guanshui saw Xiong Chengji standing still and asked strangely: "Is there anything else?"

Xiong Chengji immediately stood at attention and answered: "Please issue us weapons and ammunition, Vice Commander Pu. Let us join the battle."

"You are going up the city to shout propaganda; what do you need weapons and ammunition for?" Pu Guanshui asked subconsciously. After saying this, he understood Xiong Chengji's meaning. Pu Guanshui pointed to the city wall. "If you want weapons and ammunition, seize them yourself. I'll say it upfront: you can't fight hard battles now; follow behind our troops to seize. Don't snatch with our troops."

When Pu Guanshui said this, he felt it was only right and natural. But hearing these words in Xiong Chengji's ears was really a bit hurtful. Obviously, Pu Guanshui didn't treat the Yuewang Society as his own people at all, and despised the combat effectiveness of the Yuewang Society very much. Suppressing his indignation, Xiong Chengji took the order and left.

In the original plan, the battle in the west of the city was a feint attack against three city gates. Try to attract the enemy's forces as much as possible. After the demolition and breakthrough in the east of the city, the enemies in the west of the city would have to transfer forces to the east. At this time, the troops in the west of the city would start a forced attack. The current situation became that Chai Qingguo's horse team mobilized the enemy's forces to turn to the north of the city, and the sneak attack assault team had already seized a small section of the city wall. Listening to the sound, Xiong Mingyang had already commanded the troops to spread to both sides, and at the same time began to implement fire suppression on the enemies in the city.

"It seems I have to execute Chai Qingguo's plan unexpectedly." Up to now, Pu Guanshui had no other thoughts. The current situation had reached a point where retreat was absolutely impossible. There was no other choice but to exert continuous pressure on the enemy.

Under the city wall of more than two kilometers in the west of the city, three troops were assigned, and there was no way to communicate in time. As soon as the assault team started the battle, the other three troops began to attack according to the original plan. Gunshots rang out loudly in the west of the city. Actually, there were not many sounds of real rifle shooting; many sounds were made by putting firecrackers into iron buckets. The crackling sound sounded both lively and scary.

In order to make the enemy have the illusion that the main force of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army was in the west of the city, the troops in the west were equipped with some mortars. Cast from wrought iron, with a large muzzle and short barrel. Rather than calling it a cannon, it was better to call it a large grenade launcher. Fixed charge propellant sewn with cloth. The explosive part launched was not a shell but a specially made long-fuse explosive pack. First load the fixed charge propellant, then put in the specially made explosive pack somewhat like a mortar shell. Breech ignition. With a muffled sound, a stream of thick smoke mixed with sparks spewed from the muzzle, and the explosive pack was sprayed onto the top of the city wall. A moment later, a muffled explosion came from near the impact point.

The explosive charge of this explosive pack was much larger than a hand grenade, and the power was much greater. In the light of the explosion, Pu Guanshui could even see from afar that New Army soldiers on the city wall were lifted into the air from the city wall by the blast wave, drawing an arc and falling directly into the moat outside the city. After a dozen of these explosive packs were fired onto the city wall, the firing on the city wall immediately became dumb. A burst of cheers immediately rang out in the attacking team under the city wall.

Almost at the same time, the three troops attacking the three city gates of the West City all sent out assault teams. The team members wore only single layers of clothes, carried rifles and hand grenades wrapped in oilcloth, carried long ladders and went into the water. This was not the troops intentionally disobeying military orders; the People's Revolutionary Army hadn't learned too many tactics either. Seeing the enemies on the city wall had lost resistance, the troop commanders and soldiers began the battle almost instinctively according to the combat habits of these days.

A round of explosive packs just now blasted onto the city wall. Because of the separation by the moat and the distance, the soldiers under the city wall did not feel the vibration of the shock wave. But the assault team members who had already attacked onto the city wall were all affected by the shock wave. Everyone felt their ears buzzing and chests tight. Some people even vomited. Xiong Mingyang also felt discomfort in his chest. He suppressed the feeling of wanting to vomit and shouted to the support troops who had already gone up the city wall: "Third Platoon Leader, you guard here. Assault team, follow me down the city."

Because they didn't expect to rush onto the city wall so smoothly, the troops simply didn't have a plan for mutual support, nor did they have a predetermined signal communication method. Now expanding to both sides would risk accidental injury by friendly artillery. Xiong Mingyang didn't think holding fast to this section of the city wall was a good idea now. When studying in the military academy, Chen Ke once said: "Facing chaotic enemies, we must carry out in-depth strikes resolutely. At this time, even a small force can play a huge role. If we just stick to the positions already seized, it only gives the enemy time to adjust troops. When the next attack unfolds, the troops will suffer great losses."

The enemies under the city wall were completely in chaos. First Xiong Mingyang went up the city wall, then three city gates were attacked simultaneously, including by artillery. Looking down from the battlements, the New Army under the city wall either stayed in place at a loss or began to run around everywhere. "The thief soldiers have cannons!" "The thief soldiers have entered the city!" Hysterical shouts rang out in a piece.

"Third Platoon Leader, give us half of your hand grenades." Xiong Mingyang shouted again.

The Third Platoon Leader was stunned. Hand grenades were sharp weapons for close combat and field battles. If he gave them to Xiong Mingyang, the Third Platoon Leader dared not believe he could guard such a long city wall.

Seeing the Third Platoon Leader hesitant, Xiong Mingyang cursed at the start: "What the hell are you afraid of! As long as you don't rush down, half the hand grenades remaining is no problem to guard this city stair. Can the enemies on the city wall still hold? Our troops will be able to rush up immediately." While speaking, Xiong Mingyang had already started pulling hand grenades from the Third Platoon Leader's waist.

The Third Platoon Leader was helpless and had to order the troops to hand over half of the hand grenades to the assault team.

"Comrades, charge with me. The target is that house in front!" Xiong Mingyang stood at the battlement by the city stairs, his arm pointing straight at a courtyard in the distance. He didn't know what place that was, but Xiong Mingyang noticed that most of the enemy troops were coming here from that direction. At this time, relying on any rational analysis was completely ineffective; the instinctive intuition of soldiers on the battlefield made Xiong Mingyang issue the combat order.

"Yes!" The soldiers of the assault team responded.

Then, everyone followed behind Xiong Mingyang and rushed down along the city stairs. The thick smell of blood became heavier and heavier. The entrance of the city stairs was piled with messy corpses of Qing troops; they were all blasted to death by the round of hand grenades led by Xiong Mingyang just now. Stepping on slippery blood, the assault team killed their way into Anqing City.

Neither Xiong Mingyang nor the assault team knew that their attack target was the location of the Battalion Officer guarding the west of the city. There were ten times as many New Army soldiers as themselves there. Of course, even if they knew, Xiong Mingyang would not change his order. This was the truly valuable target. Towards the chaotic enemy, the assault team stormed up.

Seeing a group of people wearing different military uniforms rushing down from the city wall, the New Army soldiers were panicked at first, then under the hysterical cursing of officers, the New Army managed to organize a round of shooting at the assault team. Four or five soldiers were hit, and three of them were knocked to the ground immediately.

"Throw three rounds!" Xiong Mingyang ordered. While shouting, he pulled out a hand grenade, pulled the fuse, and threw it into the figures opposite.

The New Army soldiers never expected that their round of shooting not only didn't make the opponent retreat at all, but on the contrary, the group of people opposite stood almost arrogantly in front of the rifle muzzles and threw many dark things at them. The New Army soldiers immediately fired a second round subconsciously. Before they could observe the battle results, violent explosions exploded around the New Army formation. The formation formed with difficulty collapsed instantly. Under the attack of three rounds of hand grenades, the core force of the New Army collapsed completely. The remaining soldiers dragged their guns, or simply threw away the guns in their hands, screaming and wailing as they fled.

Almost at the same time, the attacks launched simultaneously by the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army at the three city gates in the west of the city all succeeded. The vanguard troops had already stormed onto the city wall. Subsequent troops were also following up swiftly.

The messengers of the three troops rushed to Pu Guanshui almost at the same time. "Commander Pu, should we open the city gates after taking them?"

Pu Guanshui risked everything at this time too. His eyes stared round, and the refined demeanor he maintained intentionally or unintentionally was thrown to the nine heavens. He shouted loudly to the three messengers: "What open the city gates for? We don't have any follow-up troops. You go back and tell your commanders: after occupying the city gates, no one is allowed to open the city. Guard the city gates and city walls well for me. Before Chairman Chen's troops contact us, no one is allowed to lose the position!"

The messengers immediately ran back to notify.

At this time, only less than 40 people, three platoons, remained beside Pu Guanshui. This was originally a company of troops. The company commander came up anxiously and asked: "Commander Pu, should we go up now?"

Although Pu Guanshui was emotional, his mind was still clear. After the troops of the three city gates all attacked up, the troops beside him were the last mobile force under the city wall. Before Chai Qingguo returned, he must guard the departure position well. "No one is allowed to move. Wait right here for Brigade Commander Chai's cavalry unit to return."

The company commander looked anxiously at the city wall opposite. At this time, gunshots and explosions of hand grenades rang out in a piece on the city wall and inside the city. An indescribable impulse made the company commander wish he could grow wings on his back and fly in immediately to participate in the battle. But since Pu Guanshui gave the order, the company commander dared not disobey the military order either. He gritted his teeth and ran back to the middle of the troops. "Everyone form up and assemble; those shelters are useless." Although the company commander knew his troops couldn't move out for a while, at least assemble into an attack formation. At least make the maximum preparation before moving out.

When Xiong Chengji went back to reorganize those revolutionaries of the Yuewang Society and told them everyone should go up the city to persuade surrender, someone immediately objected: "Without giving guns, why should we rush up?" "Yeah! This is obviously making us go to die."

Opponents occupied the majority in the Yuewang Society. Xiong Chengji's status in the Yuewang Society was not high at this time; although he wanted to persuade everyone, few people listened to him. To oppose Xiong Chengji, someone had already found the more senior Chang Hengfang. "Commander Fan [should be Chang], you tell us the reason."

Chang Hengfang didn't speak. He stared straight at the city wall, mumbling in his mouth: "Crazy, this group of People's Party people are all crazy."

Attacking a city at night generally doesn't raise fire; firelight will only expose one's position and become the enemy's target. The arguing crowd looked in the direction of Chang Hengfang's gaze. They saw that at some point, the soldiers of the People's Party had already lit torches. Under the illumination of the firelight, dozens of long ladders had leaned against the city walls near the three city gates in the west of Anqing City, and the soldiers of the People's Party troops were climbing up strenuously.

The people of the Yuewang Society looked at the soldiers bravely climbing the city, and no one spoke. Not knowing if it was cold weather or something else, Chang Hengfang suddenly shivered, and then asked in an extremely skeptical tone: "They attacked onto the city just like this?"

No one answered this question. The revolutionary comrades of the Yuewang Society were all appalled by the scene before them. The tall Anqing City simply couldn't hold on for long; the People's Party troops in the west of the city got onto the city wall with just one strike. If not seen with their own eyes, these people would absolutely not believe this was a fact. Nor would they believe there were such fierce soldiers in this world.

"What's the point of looking blindly now?" Xiong Chengji's angry voice broke the silence. "Does everyone want to go up the city or not? The People's Party troops are heroes; are we cowards who don't even dare to go up a city wall?"
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Chapter 127: New Beginning (32)

At 4:00 a.m. on February 2, 1907, accompanied by a loud noise, a big hole was blasted in the city wall in the northeast of Anqing City. The city wall here had long been in disrepair, and the size of the gap even exceeded imagination. The people of the Yuewang Society on the city wall had gone down to flee and take refuge under the persuasion of the Revolutionary Army, so there were no Qing troops near the explosion point, and direct casualties were very small. The huge shock wave transmitted along the city wall, shaking the distant Qing troops into dizziness and losing combat effectiveness.

The moat of Anqing City absorbed most of the shock wave. The Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army did not encounter this problem, but the flying bricks and stones posed a considerable threat to the soldiers. When fragments of various sizes flew in all directions like a violent storm, smashing all obstacles in their trajectory, the vibration made the soldiers near the moat feel rejoiceful. Everyone originally felt it strange: why dig shelters in the ground secretly in the middle of the night, and even set up shields woven from bamboo on the shelters? Everyone had experienced blowing up walls many times, but this was the first time for such an exaggerated practice. When someone raised doubts, Brigade Commander Hua specially explained that this was Chairman Chen Ke's strict order. Since it was Chairman Chen's order, everyone obeyed sincerely regardless of whether they could understand it or not. Now everyone knew very clearly that without these shelters, exposed to such stone fragment attacks, it would be absolutely impossible to be safe and sound.

Less than a minute after the stones landed one after another, the sharp charge bugle sounded immediately. "Comrades, for the revolution, charge with me!" Commanders at all levels jumped out of the shelters first, and soldiers followed their commanders, rushing forward towards the gap still shrouded in thick smoke.

At the same time, the troops led by Zhang Yu also began to storm the East Gate.

"Captain Zhang, shall we wait a bit before attacking the city?" Staff Officer Wu Qixian asked before the battle started.

Zhang Yu's gaze cut across the staff officer's face like a knife. "Where is all that nonsense? Blasting the wall is blasting the wall; we still have to fight the East Gate!"

Wu Qixian only felt that Zhang Yu's gaze was full of disdain, as if saying, "If you are afraid of death, don't make a sound."

This silent mockery made Wu Qixian's face flush red. Having his thought of fearing death seen through, that strong sense of shame immediately rebounded into a fierce courage. "Commander Zhang, let me lead the assault team up."

"Next time." Zhang Yu answered coldly.

Whether in the northeast or southeast of the city, the offensive went very smoothly. The enemies in Anqing City collapsed at the first blow. Facing war, the reaction of these New Army officers and soldiers was very sluggish, even much more sluggish than the landlord armed forces in the forts. But this was the result of the post-event military summary meeting. When the battle was going on, how could the soldiers of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army think so much? The enemy's slow action was just a good thing. Various units charged and killed fiercely, heading straight for the targets of the first stage.

The Anqing Gunpowder Depot was in the northeast of the city. Before the war, Chen Ke issued a death order: the Gunpowder Depot must be taken no matter what. attacking Anqing this time almost exhausted the ammunition reserves of the troops. In the foreseeable future, the troops simply couldn't rely on purchasing ammunition on a large scale. The Anqing Gunpowder Depot was the largest source of ammunition.

"Kill!" "Hand over guns and not kill!" Hua Xiongmao's subordinates rushed forward fiercely. The grenadiers, each holding a hand grenade, followed closely behind the assault team holding rifles at the very front of the team. Although shouting "Hand over guns and not kill" with their mouths, as long as the enemy in front didn't surrender immediately, the grenadiers would throw a hand grenade directly. Although everyone had long forgotten their own life and death, such focus also made the battle more intense. "Hand over guns and not kill" almost became a battle cry.

After entering close combat, the troops' use of hand grenades was no less than rifle shooting. It was shadowy in the dark night, and trying to determine the enemy's position was really too difficult. But determining the position of the flame from the enemy's gun muzzle in the dimness was very easy. A hand grenade over there could solve the enemy immediately. 8,000 hand grenades were prepared for this battle; every Anhui New Army officer and soldier could average two on their heads. With sufficient ammunition, everyone naturally wouldn't be reluctant to use them. The troops of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army were like a flood, easily destroying all obstacles that dared to stand in front, surging towards the target.

"Report! The troops have arrived at the Gunpowder Depot."

"Report! The troops have taken the East Gate."

"Report! The troops have arrived at the Anhui Provincial Administration Commissioner's Office and the Anqing Prefect Yamen."

"Report! The troops are seizing the North City wall."

"Report! ..."

Messengers ran over quickly, conveying news one by one to Chen Ke. Chen Ke looked grim, as if he didn't realize this was good news at all. Instead, Tao Chengzhang beside him was surprised first, and then his face was full of wild joy. "The revolution succeeded!" He couldn't help muttering. This sentence was mostly said by Tao Chengzhang to himself, and a small part was for Chen Ke to hear.

Chen Ke kept a gloomy face all along, as if he didn't hear it.

"No more throwing hand grenades allowed. There is gunpowder inside the Gunpowder Depot; exploding it will cause an accident!" Hua Xiongmao had already gone to the front line.

The surroundings of the Gunpowder Depot were quite open. There were few New Army soldiers guarding the Gunpowder Depot left; only a dozen New Army soldiers were still resisting stubbornly at the gate. But they were just shooting wildly outwards, with extremely poor accuracy, not aiming at all. It looked more like shooting to embolden themselves than to stop the attack of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army.

Hua Xiongmao issued the second order. "Send someone to shout, tell them to surrender immediately. If they don't surrender, we will use cannons to bomb the Gunpowder Depot and blow up these people inside together."

This command, which sounded contradictory, was executed immediately. The commanders asked the grenadiers to retreat, and several commissars with loud voices had already moved forward, shouting loudly: "Brothers in the Gunpowder Depot, listen up! Surrender immediately. If you don't surrender, we will bomb you with cannons. Once the ammunition in the Gunpowder Depot explodes, you will all go to the West Heaven. Why bother? Our People's Party treats captives well. As long as you surrender, we will absolutely not beat you or kill you. Put down your guns and surrender. Our People's Party treats captives well."

This persuasion to surrender had a certain effect. After hearing it opposite, at least the crazy shooting stopped.

"Brothers in the Gunpowder Depot, if you have any requests, speak them out. We want to take down the Gunpowder Depot; let's not say useless things. If you want to surrender, what guarantee do you want?"

The Revolutionary Army soldiers preparing to attack waited anxiously. The soldiers felt they had waited for a good while; some impatient ones couldn't help shouting: "You bunch of turtle grandsons, give a straight word whether you are willing to surrender or not."

As soon as these words came out, other soldiers who were equally burning with anxiety also clamored. "Want to die or live, give a straight word. We don't have time to wait for you."

Seeing the soldiers behave like this, Hua Xiongmao couldn't help smiling bitterly. Actually, it had been less than a minute since the shouting to persuade surrender started.

"We surrender. Will you really not kill us?" A trembling voice came from inside the Gunpowder Depot.

The persuader shouted: "We are here to catch that Manchu dog En Ming. You are all from common people backgrounds, serving as soldiers to eat grain; why would we kill you? As long as everyone puts down weapons and surrenders, we absolutely won't kill captives. After this battle is fought, we will release everyone."

Silence fell inside the Gunpowder Depot again.

Hua Xiongmao pointed to a wall nearby that looked quite solid. "Throw a bundle of hand grenades there." Before the war, the plan for manufacturing cluster grenades provided by Chen Ke was also executed. This was equipment developed for enemy heavy troop group charges. The quantity manufactured was very limited. And it hadn't been put to use until now. Hearing Hua Xiongmao's order, a burly grenadier came out from the crowd. He pulled the fuse, rotated 360 degrees on the spot like throwing a discus, and the five hand grenades tied together drew an arc of forty or fifty meters straight towards the wall of the Gunpowder Depot. The soldiers instinctively all crawled on the ground. After a loud bang, fragments flew everywhere. When everyone raised their heads, amidst the rolling smoke and dust, a big pit was actually blown out of that wall.

Hua Xiongmao raised his hand. "Assault team prepare."

Soldiers holding rifles squatted halfway on the ground with this order. As long as Hua Xiongmao waved his palm, they would rush towards the gate of the Gunpowder Depot.

Just at this moment, shouts mixed with coughing and crying tones came from inside the Gunpowder Depot: "Cough, cough! Cough, cough! Sir, don't bombard with cannons anymore. We surrender, we surrender!"

"Everyone go over carefully and drag them out!" Hua Xiongmao ordered.

"Report! The Gunpowder Depot has been taken!" When this news reached the headquarters, Chen Ke, who had been gloomy-faced all along, finally breathed a sigh of relief.

Tao Chengzhang was a bit curious. The People's Party didn't lack equipment. The battle had been fought for almost two hours; gunshots and explosions had never stopped. Only after taking the Gunpowder Depot did Chen Ke have some relaxed expression.

"Report! The Anqing Inner Arsenal has been taken."

"Has the equipment been damaged?" Chen Ke finally asked actively.

"The equipment is all intact, including the silver vault of the Coinage Bureau which was also occupied." The messenger straightened his back and said proudly.

Chen Ke stood up, the gloomy look on his face swept away completely. "Starting now, the headquarters moves into the city. The location is at the Anqing Inner Arsenal."

The New Army defense system inside Anqing City had collapsed. The New Army officers and soldiers had never seen such fierce enemies. If they were to summarize, these thief soldiers were "insatiable" [pressing forward inch by inch]. The New Army had no actual war experience; their closest thing to war was various drills. And drills had scales. Either capturing the flag or arriving at a certain place. Moreover, the results of the drill were also the officers' business; everyone's striving for victory was just to get some more benefits after the drill ended.

When war really descended, the Anhui New Army realized that war meant people dying. And the enemy was not the New Army comrades practicing with them at all. The enemy were those who came to kill them. When bullets and those hand grenades in the enemy's hands flew towards them like raindrops, when New Army companions around them were knocked down like cutting grass, these Anhui New Army officers and soldiers could find absolutely no reason to fight the enemy to the death. They almost completely followed the instinct to avoid death: retreat, retreat, and retreat again.

But the enemy approached, approached, and approached again with faster speed. The New Army companions falling behind either died or surrendered. Soldiers lucky enough to escape death had no morale at all, fleeing towards the familiar place at the very back. When the dawn's first light vaguely illuminated Anqing City, most of Anqing City had fallen into the enemy's hands. The New Army either surrendered one after another or fled into the final stronghold—that was the military camp of the Anqing New Army.

Anhui New Army Commander Yu Dahong was thoroughly stunned in this nightmare-like night. Originally it was just harassment outside the city, but suddenly fierce attacks began. Then the West City was lost. Just as Yu Dahong's order to mobilize troops from the east was sent out, with a loud noise from the east, Anqing City almost shook. After a good while, news came from the east of the city: countless thief troops had already broken into the city?

How many thief troops were outside exactly? Yu Dahong couldn't figure it out anymore. Based on his war experience, to break through a big city like Anqing, even if there were tens of thousands of troops outside the city, it wouldn't work without fighting for two days. But the dense gunshots and explosions simply didn't stop; the thief soldiers suddenly fought into Anqing City. An unreasonable thought suddenly arose in Yu Dahong's mind: could it be that the thief soldiers outside were invulnerable to swords and guns?

But things having reached this point, Yu Dahong had no other way. He hurried to order the hardcore troops remaining in the military camp to drag the machine guns out quickly and set up barricades on the street; they must hold on no matter what. The thief soldiers came too fast; now there was not even a chance to escape. At this time, Commander Yu Dahong let go of everything instead, began to deploy defenses according to the military knowledge he had learned, and prepared for the final battle.

The sky gradually brightened. The defense line built under the personal command of Commander Yu Dahong and his personal guard team was also roughly completed. He had already sent people to bring Anqing Governor Lord En Ming and his people into the military camp together. En Ming was frightened badly; seeing Yu Dahong, he couldn't even speak. Yu Dahong completely ignored his superior regarding the barricades. If he let this Lord En Ming dictate the battle hysterically at this time, Yu Dahong felt he might as well just surrender.

There were no cannons in the Anqing New Army camp, only six six-barreled machine guns. Now the machine guns were all dragged out and used to defend several intersections. Sandbags used for training were transported out and piled up at street intersections to form barricades. Roughly the positions had been set up. From dawn until now, routed soldiers fled into the final defensive position one after another. Yu Dahong scanned; there were fewer than five hundred people left. The Anhui New Army, which once had nearly four thousand people, now only had this many left.

Soon, some thief soldiers wearing dark blue clothes appeared at the street intersection. Yu Dahong raised his telescope to look opposite. He saw those thief soldiers in dark blue clothes hiding methodically in street corners and other places where they could hide. Every one of them had a rifle, the style actually the same as the New Army's. The posture of holding rifles was not amateur at all.

"Could this group of people really be rebellious New Army? But these clothes look like military uniforms, yet also like ordinary common people's short coats. Very strange." Yu Dahong was very puzzled in his heart.

More and more people wearing dark blue clothes appeared. The two sides faced each other across an empty street. Not long after, Yu Dahong saw red flags in his telescope. The river wind in winter was strong; Anqing was by the Yangtze River. The wind blew up the red flags. The peculiar symbol on them was very conspicuous. Yu Dahong identified it carefully; it was a yellow symbol like a sickle and hammer crossed together. He seemed to have seen it. Thinking carefully, it was actually the flag of the fleet led by Yan Fu not long ago.

"Could it be that Yan Fu actually rebelled?" Yu Dahong thought in confusion.

Just at this moment, someone at the street corner shouted: "Brothers of the Anhui New Army, you have been surrounded. Put down your weapons and surrender; our Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army treats captives well!"

"Zhao Chengli, kill that person for me." Yu Dahong said to a personal guard beside him.

Zhao Chengli was originally a "gunner" [sharpshooter] in the jianghu; he used a gun extremely accurately. Later he committed a crime and was arrested. Yu Dahong heard of this person's reputation, released him from prison, and hired him heavily as a personal guard. Hearing Yu Dahong's order, Zhao Chengli stepped forward without a word, raised his rifle and aimed for a while. Only hearing a gunshot, the person shouting fell backward in response to the sound.

"Good!" All New Army officers and soldiers who could see couldn't help shouting. Being suppressed and beaten by the opposite thief soldiers for half the night, now suddenly seeing Zhao Chengli's precise marksmanship, the New Army officers and soldiers were all refreshed.

Although that thief soldier was killed, the soldiers in blue clothes seemed to be aroused to anger. They just hid a little, and then a team of people already attacked along the wall.

"Machine guns!" Yu Dahong ordered.

The six-barreled machine gunner pushed up the magazine and began to shoot at those people in blue. Accompanied by the sound of "tututututu," bullets began to fly across the street. Deep pits were beaten into the wall surface; white wall skin was shaved off by bullets, flying as fine powder. Those people in dark blue clothes were at a loss at first, but leaning against the wall didn't work either; several people were knocked down in an instant. What dumbfounded the New Army was that this group of people was not scared at all. Instead, someone stopped dodging, pulled out a thing from his waist, and rushed straight towards the New Army. With a "bang" of a gunshot, that person fell in response to the sound. The one who fired was Zhao Chengli.

Even so, those thief soldiers in blue clothes still didn't give up. They tried to lie on the ground, rolling left and right while striving to crawl forward.

"Everyone hit together!" Yu Dahong ordered.

New Army soldiers joined the ranks of shooting one after another. Under the dense rain of bullets, those thief soldiers were hit one after another and stopped moving on the ground.

Yu Dahong watched the battle calmly. Until no moving people could be seen on the street, and no blue figures appeared across the street, he ordered: "Just fight like this for me; everyone hold on. The naval forces will be back soon. We can win then."

After speaking, Commander Yu Dahong rushed towards another direction. Gunshots also began there.

The battle unfolded in broad daylight; the New Army might not necessarily be at a disadvantage.
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Chen Ke looked at a pile of mechanical equipment in the workshop of the Anqing Inner Arsenal and rarely fell into a nostalgic feeling. It must be said that these steam-powered devices were quite different from electric machine tools. There was a weird feeling in both volume and power system. But this was a relatively complete factory system after all. Chen Ke himself grew up in the family compound of a machinery factory, and his father was on the railway. Since childhood, he had a very familiar feeling with these steel guys.

But this emotion didn't last too long. How exactly to transport these mechanical devices back to the base area was a very difficult thing for Chen Ke. With a glance, he knew that at least one-third of the large pieces could not be transported at all, and another one-third of the equipment was difficult to transport. The large fleet had almost gone; even if local ships were requisitioned, how much could be transported was a big problem.

Chen Ke wandered around the factory without saying a word. The accompanying guards and Tao Chengzhang didn't know what Chen Ke was thinking. They dared not interrupt Chen Ke's train of thought, so they had to wander around with Chen Ke. Just then, a messenger ran in. "Report."

"What is it?" Chen Ke's train of thought switched back to the route of the troop commander-in-chief instantly.

"Chairman Chen, Brigade Commander Chai requests to drag cannons into the city and use cannons to bombard the New Army camp." The messenger had a strange look on his face when reporting.

"What happened on the front line?" Chen Ke asked straightforwardly. This siege battle had proceeded to the end now. Once the battle ended, a city-wide search and arrest would follow. If it weren't a special problem, Chai Qingguo would absolutely not request to fire cannons.

The look on the messenger's face became more embarrassed, but facing Chen Ke, the messenger really didn't have the courage to tell lies. He straightened his back and said: "The troops attacked the Anhui New Army's military camp but didn't take it down for a while." After speaking, the messenger couldn't help adding a sentence: "The troops have done their best; the assault team suffered heavy casualties."

Chen Ke was not angry. "Everyone didn't attack hard regardless of life or death, right?"

"No!" The messenger answered immediately.

"Very good, take me to the frontline headquarters now."

The frontline headquarters was less than two li away from the general headquarters set up in the Anqing Inner Arsenal. Commanders of the three detachments were all here. It was a temporarily requisitioned restaurant; the military hospital was set up in two inns across the street. Marching cauldrons had been set up on the street; white cloth was boiled in boiling hot water. Military doctors and medics were helping the wounded upstairs. Gunshots had also temporarily stopped; if Chen Ke didn't know the situation, he would even suspect the battle had ended.

In the lobby of the restaurant, Hua Xiongmao, Chai Qingguo, Zhang Yu, Yan Fu, Pu Guanshui, He Zudao, Li Zhao, and other senior cadres were all there. Everyone was arguing about whether to climb the roof or use cannons to bombard.

"Those sons of bitches set up gunners on the roof too. More than a dozen soldiers have died, and more than a dozen wounded. It won't do without using cannons." Chai Qingguo's voice was extremely loud; it could be heard that he was in a state of extreme anger.

"Your cannon shot will finish the machine guns." Hua Xiongmao's voice was not that loud.

"Are machine guns more important than lives?" Chai Qingguo simply disagreed with Hua Xiongmao's opinion.

regarding Chai Qingguo's accusation, Hua Xiongmao was also arguing strongly on just grounds: "You can't just look at the present; with machine guns, how many fewer people will die in the future?"

Chen Ke could hear that Hua Xiongmao didn't have much confidence when saying this. Indeed, exchanging human lives for equipment was inhumane no matter how you said it.

What surprised Chen Ke very much was that Chai Qingguo actually didn't continue to oppose this opinion. He just shouted chaotically: "But we can't wait forever. Wait until when? Wait until they finish firing the machine gun bullets?"

Just at this time, everyone saw Chen Ke had arrived at the door. Everyone immediately went up to welcome him. Hua Xiongmao walked at the very front; he had some embarrassment on his face. "Chairman Chen, you came."

Chen Ke smiled and said: "What is the enemy's situation exactly? Who will take me to the front line to see?"

Hearing this, the expression on Hua Xiongmao's face was as if he had been whipped. He hurriedly stopped him: "Don't. The New Army is crazy now; as long as they see our people, they fire machine guns desperately. Chairman Chen, you must not go; it won't do if you get injured."

"Then at least let me see the map." Chen Ke said.

Everyone immediately led Chen Ke to a simple map. Pu Guanshui pointed to the map and said: "Around the New Army military camp, here, and here, machine gun positions are set up. Now they are resisting stubbornly."

After reading it, a sneer appeared on Chen Ke's face. "Turtle formation. It's thanks to them having so many bullets."

Everyone didn't understand what Chen Ke meant and was a bit surprised. Chai Qingguo said urgently immediately: "Chairman Chen, you won't let everyone attract the enemy to fire, right? Up to now, almost a hundred brothers have died, including four political commissars. Almost two hundred people were injured. In this half year, we attacked so many forts, and fewer than a hundred people died."

"Brigade Commander Chai, when did I say to attract the enemy to fire?" Chen Ke was a bit puzzled. But now was not the time to entangle in such things. He pointed to the map. "Since the enemy relies on the streets for defense, we will break through the walls to pass. As long as we can cut out from here, their turtle formation will immediately have an opening. In close combat, I don't believe they can be more powerful than our hand grenades." Chen Ke said while sliding his finger along a row of buildings.

"Break walls?" Everyone didn't figure out what this meant for a moment.

"We don't take the street; just punch holes in the walls of this row of residents. We pass directly through the houses. Blow open the wall here and implement a breakthrough." Chen Ke's finger tapped on a residential house on the edge of the New Army position. "If worried that one direction is not enough, then we can break walls from here and here simultaneously, and finally blast from three sides together."

Everyone thought carefully, and only then did they suddenly realize. Chai Qingguo didn't know what to say anymore. He looked at the composed Chen Ke with his mouth agape, and held back for a long time before squeezing out a sentence: "Chairman Chen, I admire you."

Chen Ke seemed not to hear Chai Qingguo's words. He still said calmly: "Everyone take out your pocket watches now and synchronize watches." After speaking, Chen Ke raised his wrist, revealing his wristwatch. "It is 7:30 a.m. now. I require you to leave only the last wall before 8:10. The middle walls can be smashed with iron picks, but the last wall must be blasted with explosives. Various units prepare assault teams well, and blast together at 8:10."

The three commanders all took out the pocket watches distributed by the troops, synchronized their watches, and then saluted Chen Ke together. After Chen Ke returned the salute, the three looked at each other anxiously [Note: probably looked at each other with relief or determination, text says "looked at each other anxiously/worriedly" (互相愁了一眼)? Maybe typo for 瞅 (glanced)? Let's assume glanced/looked], and then strode away with the officers of their own troops.

In an instant, few people were left in the frontline headquarters. Yan Fu was not a subordinate of the three detachment commanders originally. He was originally responsible for commanding the fleet to transport Chai Qingguo's detachment to the west of the city. Now the fleet had been arranged, and he also followed Chai Qingguo into the city. Since he met Chen Ke, Yan Fu didn't want to follow Chai Qingguo anymore. Chen Ke, Yan Fu, and Tao Chengzhang simply sat down in the room.

"Brother Wen Qing, this move of yours is really high." Tao Chengzhang couldn't help praising. This was already his unknown-th praise. Chen Ke's performance in military command could only make Tao Chengzhang marvel endlessly. Facing the enemy blocking the street, just break through the walls to pass—Tao Chengzhang really couldn't imagine how Chen Ke came up with such a method in such a short time. The enemy blocked the street, but their bullets couldn't penetrate the courtyard walls, and their vision absolutely couldn't see through what happened inside the courtyard walls. Considering Chen Ke's whims, Tao Chengzhang couldn't help praising again: "Really wonderful."

Naturally, Chen Ke couldn't tell Tao Chengzhang that this was the combat method adopted by the German and Soviet armies in the fierce street fighting of the Battle of Stalingrad "35 years later" in his own time and space. He didn't want to be polite blindly either. Next, as long as the troops could implement this attack method, they could successfully defeat the enemy's last fortress. The battle would be basically over. This also meant that the opportunity for Chen Ke to teach Tao Chengzhang by personal example was only this last time. Once leaving Anqing, it was absolutely impossible for the People's Party to give the Yuewang Society and Guangfuhui any substantive support facing the counterattack of the New Army soon after. The more combat knowledge Tao Chengzhang possessed, the greater the role it would play.

"Brother Huanqing," Chen Ke said, "You think I have whimsical ideas. On the surface, it is so, but in reality, it is completely not like this. The enemy blocked the street and only left me one passage. If I had artillery or machine guns, I could compete with them in firepower. But I don't have them now, so I only have two paths. The first path is to walk the path they left for us. The second path is to fight according to what we have on hand."

Tao Chengzhang felt Chen Ke's words made a lot of sense after hearing them, but it was like saying nothing. Instead, Yan Fu had a thoughtful look on his face. Yan Fu's military cultivation was much deeper than Tao Chengzhang's; he already vaguely felt he touched the meaning Chen Ke wanted to express.

"Brother Huanqing, there is a saying in my hometown: one must hold the handle of the knife. That means you have to master the initiative. I have a teacher named Mao who talked about fighting; summarized, it is eight words: You fight yours, I fight mine. The New Army has machine guns and volleys. They can naturally fight on the street. If we can win, we also fight them on the street. Now we can't win on the street, then we can freely choose to fight the New Army on the street or choose to punch holes in the walls. Since punching holes can win, we naturally choose the way that can win."

Hearing this, Yan Fu's face was full of approval, and he couldn't help nodding slightly. Tao Chengzhang suddenly realized at first, and a look of joy couldn't help appearing on his face. But the more he thought about Chen Ke's words, the more he felt something was wrong. In the battle to attack Anqing, Tao Chengzhang had been following Chen Ke. Chen Ke's calm and composed command performance made Tao Chengzhang admire him extremely. When Chen Ke explained the true meaning behind the tactics to him, he felt he learned a lot of things. For Tao Chengzhang, the military knowledge learned in this half day was much more than the military knowledge he learned in his whole life. But reflecting on what Chen Ke said during the breaks in the battle, Tao Chengzhang felt a great incongruity. And this feeling of incongruity became stronger and stronger in Tao Chengzhang's heart as the battle progressed step by step. Until he heard the eight words "You fight yours, I fight mine," Tao Chengzhang suddenly felt he finally grasped the reason for this feeling of incongruity.

"Brother Wen Qing, I want to ask, how do you know the method you adopt is correct? Since yesterday, I have been thinking, if another way of fighting was changed, it might not necessarily be unsuccessful. Why does Brother Wen Qing want to use your way of fighting?" Tao Chengzhang asked.

Chen Ke didn't expect Tao Chengzhang to ask such a profound question. He pondered for a while before saying: "Most people look at problems by looking directly at the result. Then they try to figure out a method that seems to be able to get the result. As to whether this method works, they actually don't care. But everything has the law of the matter itself; once deviating from this law, nothing will work."

Tao Chengzhang was even more confused after hearing this. Everything Chen Ke said had to have laws, but what Tao Chengzhang saw was how Chen Ke specifically commanded the war. Just listening to the notifications coming and going made Tao Chengzhang feel a bit confused; presumably, formulating the operational plan was an even more complicated matter. Tao Chengzhang once thought of revolution extremely simply, just occupying a small piece of place, and then comrades across the country would naturally respond. Not until he personally participated in the war commanded by the People's Party did he really feel that war was completely different from what he once imagined.

Just as he was about to continue asking, the guard outside the door suddenly shouted: "What do you do?"

The three people in the room turned their heads and looked; it was a group of people wearing New Army uniforms but with white cloth strips tied on their left arms. The leader was in plain clothes. Seeing the three people in the room, the leader shouted excitedly: "Mr. Yan Fu, Brother Huanqing, the revolution has succeeded; we finally see this day."

Tao Chengzhang hurriedly introduced that the leader was Bai Wenwei of the Yuewang Society. Chen Ke heard Yan Fu mention this person, but hadn't seen this name in history books; presumably, he wasn't a famous figure in history. But out of politeness, he got up to welcome him.

"Mr. Chen is indeed a striking figure, and so young; really heroes come from youths since ancient times." Bai Wenwei spoke polite words.

Chen Ke didn't want to associate with people like Bai Wenwei, so he simply exchanged false pleasantries. Everyone said a few boring nonsense words. Bai Wenwei finally couldn't hold back and asked first: "Mr. Chen, I wonder what is the meaning of you collecting all the weapons? Mr. Yan Fu is also here; at that time we agreed to split weapons and equipment in half."

Hearing such honest words, Chen Ke knew what these people came for. If anything, Chen Ke didn't dislike this statement. Instead, Tao Chengzhang beside Chen Ke had a not-so-good expression on his face. Hearing Bai Wenwei finish speaking, most of the people behind Bai Wenwei showed a look of "firmly supporting" Bai Wenwei.

Chen Ke's curiosity arose greatly. Maybe these people are those whom the "United Front" needs to unite with in the future? Of course, the premise is that these people must live until Chen Ke has the power to "unite" them. Anyway, everyone has the nose and eyes they should have. If there must be a difference, compared with the members of the Yuewang Society, the members of the People's Party appeared much more "honest and simple." The comrades of the Yuewang Society had a determined look of "must achieve the goal" on their faces. This kind of expression existed in the early days when People's Party comrades braved heavy rain and drove small boats to save disaster victims. After everyone experienced life and death tests, this kind of expression gradually disappeared from the faces of People's Party members.

Since the other party had determination, Chen Ke had to point out his bottom line. He smiled and said: "First, Mr. Yan Fu talked about dividing the things in the warehouse after the war. And the seizures of our army on the battlefield are not included. Second, our army is fighting; if you want things, you might as well fight into the New Army camp. As long as you gentlemen can fight into the New Army camp, we won't want any of the things inside."

From Chen Ke's perspective, there was no problem with what he said. Why should the things captured by the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army risking death be given to others? The Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army had suffered 300 casualties so far, accounting for one-tenth of the participants. The Yuewang Society agreed to be insiders at that time; after the People's Party attacked, the insiders of the Yuewang Society disappeared without a trace. Chen Ke not sending an expedition to punish them was already giving a lot of face. But the people of the Yuewang Society obviously didn't see it this way. Someone shouted indignantly loudly: "Eh?! You say this, the things you grabbed during the battle are yours, then now you occupy the whole Anqing city, this Anqing is yours? It's not reasonable just because you have guns and soldiers. Since you want revolution, you have to have some credit!"

Chen Ke was too lazy to say more. He looked at that person and said coldly: "Without guns, you can at least watch us fight quietly. After we leave, you can toss this Anqing however you love to toss it."

Unexpectedly, after hearing this, although the people of the Yuewang Society still wanted to maintain an indifferent expression on their faces, the corners of many people's mouths couldn't help curling up. Chen Ke looked at the rapidly changing faces of these people, thinking that compared to hypocrisy, he, a person from 100 years later, might indeed be more hypocritical. Judging from the expressions of everyone in the Yuewang Society, it seemed this promise was what they really wanted to hear. The goal of the Yuewang Society was to get Anqing.

Bai Wenwei was afraid Chen Ke was perfunctory with him, so he hurriedly pressed a question: "Then when does Mr. Chen's troops plan to withdraw from Anqing? Our Yuewang Society is the host after all; we have to hold a farewell party."

"We will withdraw tomorrow at the latest." Chen Ke was too lazy to entangle with Bai Wenwei anymore. "Mr. Bai, we are still fighting now. If you have nothing else, go back to rest first. We are really too busy."

Seeing Chen Ke issue an eviction order, Bai Wenwei said urgently: "Mr. Chen, I have one last thing to ask. How do you plan to deal with the captives of this New Army?"

Hearing this, Chen Ke was actually quite happy in his heart. Quite a few New Army officers and soldiers were injured, and the People's Party didn't have so many doctors to treat these people's injuries now. He answered immediately: "Give them all to you. Mr. Bai, you can take your people to receive the New Army captives now."

Watching Bai Wenwei leave excitedly with the people of the Yuewang Society to receive captives, Chen Ke breathed a sigh of relief gently. The tricky matter was finally handled. What remained was the enemy holding fast in the New Army military camp.

While speaking, three messengers arrived at the frontline headquarters one after another. "Chairman Chen, ready." Chen Ke looked at the watch on his wrist; it was almost 8:10. "Gentlemen of the Yuewang Society, we are about to attack the New Army military camp. You go receive the New Army captives first now. We will talk at the station outside the city tomorrow."

Yu Dahong faced Anhui Governor Lord En Ming with a calm face. Although polite on his face, Yu Dahong was anxious in his heart. While organizing the New Army to fight a defensive battle, he could still concentrate. After stabilizing the situation, he began to look forward to reinforcements again. After losing the ammunition depot, the bullets of the New Army were already very limited. If the thief soldiers attacked regardless of life or death like at night, Yu Dahong didn't know how long they could hold on. What annoyed him even more was that Anhui Governor Lord En Ming seemed to have recovered and began to constantly send people to invite Yu Dahong over. Yu Dahong couldn't decline, so he had to come to see this immediate superior.

En Ming chattered nonsense for a long time like a frightened old lady, a mixture of fear, anxiety, accusation, and expectation. If summarized in one sentence, it was "I am a good person; I am innocent."

Yu Dahong was already annoyed to death by such pages of nonsense, but the rules of officialdom were rules. Commander Yu Dahong could fling his sleeves and leave now, but if he did so, when he held on until the reinforcements arrived, En Ming would absolutely not be grateful for Yu Dahong's life-saving grace, but instead would bear a grudge against Yu Dahong's evil deed of "disrespecting a superior."

The problem was that patience had a limit. When En Ming asked hesitantly if Yu Dahong could think of a way to send En Ming out of danger first, Yu Dahong was already cursing loudly in his heart. "If I could leave, would I still be holding on hard here?" But in this indignation, Yu Dahong suddenly had a thought. He said hurriedly: "My Lord, this humble officer will go arrange this matter now. What do you think?"

Hearing this, a look of pleasant surprise immediately appeared on En Ming's face. "Ah? That couldn't be better. Commander Yu, go quickly, go quickly!"

Then Yu Dahong walked out of the temporary headquarters of the Anhui Governor under the urging of Lord En Ming. As soon as he went out, a Battalion Officer came up urgently. "Lord Yu, those thief troops are doing something strange. The noise inside the nearby residential houses is very strange."

"What's going on? Speak clearly!" Yu Dahong asked in confusion.

The Battalion Officer explained hurriedly: "The thief soldiers don't attack either, just firing randomly. Listening to the sound, they are banging and smashing things inside the residential houses."

"Where? Take me to see." Yu Dahong knew the thief soldiers opposite were by no means a mob. If they played this trick [moth], there was definitely a problem.

Just as Yu Dahong was about to arrive at the street barricade front line, suddenly explosions sounded from all directions. Rolling smoke and dust mixed with flying bricks and stones rushed fiercely into the New Army's street barricade. The explosion was caught off guard; Yu Dahong only felt his heart seemed to be tightly grasped by a big hand, shrunk into a ball, unable to expand no matter what.

What he could see was that quite a few things like bamboo tubes flew out of the smoke and dust. Then, Commander Yu Dahong's eyes went black, and he fainted.
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Chapter 129: New Beginning (34)

Bai Wenwei, the leader of the Yuewang Society, was not a person who didn't know the severity of things. The reason he ran to ask Chen Ke for weapons, equipment, and spoils of war was also out of helplessness. In the battle to attack Anqing, the People's Party troops took away guns and ammunition immediately wherever they went, leaving only damaged broken guns. Not only that, the People's Party struck extremely heavily in this battle, and the Anhui New Army suffered heavy casualties. Originally, the Yuewang Society had a considerable force in the New Army; they always thought they could use the pressure of the People's Party in the battle of attacking Anqing to win over the Anhui New Army and completely control the Anhui New Army after the war. But looking all the way, the Anhui New Army actually suffered nearly half casualties. The original wishful thinking went awry immediately. Some Yuewang Society comrades in the city's New Army were killed or wounded in the battle, which made the people of the Yuewang Society even more indignant; someone had already shouted words about absolutely not letting the matter rest with the People's Party.

As a last resort, Bai Wenwei had to act as this "asking price" character. He was an acquaintance of Yan Fu, and his qualifications were sufficient; Chen Ke would give him some face no matter what. If other comrades of the Yuewang Society came to do this, they would probably fall out with the People's Party immediately.

However, the People's Party acted extremely weirdly. After breaking the New Army camp and completely occupying Anqing, the People's Party began preparing to evacuate on the same day. Its speed was shocking. Bai Wenwei was leading people to receive the captives of the Anhui New Army when he learned the news that the People's Party began to retreat. The lightly wounded of the People's Party and part of the spoils were all sent onto the ships at the Anqing dock.

"May I ask where Mr. Chen Ke is?" Bai Wenwei had grabbed people wearing People's Party military uniforms to ask for the unknown-th time. The answers received were all three words: "I don't know." The People's Party had set up roadblocks; except for the west of the city, the people of the Yuewang Society couldn't enter other areas at all.

"Right! The Provincial Treasury!" When Bai Wenwei remembered this important target, he was already helpless. But he also discovered some strange things. He saw the soldiers of the People's Party lining up neatly, searching the streets for shell casings. After searching many blocks, the roadblocks were removed. Heaven knew what the People's Party wanted useless shell casings for.

"Shell casings, metal items, collect as many as possible. Transport them away quickly. By the way, dismantle that Catholic church for me as a key point. Don't be afraid of people saying we rob; the property of foreign religions is all illegal. Whoever dares to block can be treated as a counter-revolutionary and shot on the spot." Chen Ke hurriedly assigned tasks.

Hearing about dismantling the church, Chai Qingguo immediately volunteered cheerfully: "I'll go, I'll go, I'll take people to go."

"Brigade Commander Chai, remember for me, we want things, not letting you kill people. Don't kill if possible." Chen Ke exhorted.

"Don't worry, seeing foreign devils crying and wiping tears makes me much happier than killing them." Chai Qingguo couldn't help laughing loudly. "But if the foreign devils don't know what's good for them, Chairman Chen, I won't be polite."

"Okay, you see to it yourself." Chen Ke said.

When Chai Qingguo went out happily, Chen Ke turned his head and issued orders to Zhang Yu and Pu Guanshui who had just returned: "Comrade Zhang Yu, Comrade Pu Guanshui, the wounded must be transported away. The main force takes the land route back to the base area; it is very inconvenient to bring the wounded. Be fast! Must be fast! After we transport the wounded and materials out of this place of trouble, Anqing, we can plan calmly. But if the fleet doesn't leave now, it won't be able to leave later. The fleet matters are handed over to you."

"Yes!" Zhang Yu and Pu Guanshui answered with red eyes.

"Do it immediately!" Chen Ke ordered. His eyes looked still clear. But no one would blame Chen Ke; everyone knew Chen Ke actually slept much less than others.

As soon as Zhang Yu and Pu Guanshui went out, Chen Ke immediately turned to Yan Fu and said: "Mr. Yan Fu, let's go to the Anqing Inner Arsenal to see. Whatever can be transported away immediately, transport immediately. In addition, for the workers and technicians of the Arsenal, we have to find a way to get them away."

Seeing Chen Ke so excited, Yan Fu couldn't help smiling. The smoothness of the Battle of Anqing was also far beyond Yan Fu's imagination. He suddenly asked: "Chairman Chen, how do you plan to deal with Anqing?"

"Mr. Yan Fu, let the Yuewang Society and Guangfuhui figure it out themselves. Anyway, the Guangfuhui got Chizhou; they don't suffer a loss."

"Chairman Chen, aren't you letting them jump into a fire pit?" Yan Fu was not a revolutionary party member originally, and had no good feelings for the Yuewang Society and Guangfuhui who were revolutionary parties. So his tone was quite peaceful.

Chen Ke laughed: "They are willing themselves; I didn't force them to do this. If they want to run, they can run now."

Yan Fu actually admired Chen Ke's strategic view very much. Before fighting Anqing, he simply didn't expect such a risky thousand-li raid could actually be realized. So his mood was also excellent now. "Leave such matters to the Court to worry about. It is important for us to hurry back to the base area. But Wen Qing, have you done mechanics? You look quite knowledgeable."

"I grew up in a machinery factory since childhood. Later I also learned a little about mechanical manufacturing or something." Chen Ke couldn't help but slip of the tongue.

Yan Fu was not the kind of person who liked gossip. Hearing this, he was very happy instead. "That's just right; let's discuss carefully what to transport back."

It was unrealistic to move Anqing completely. The People's Party didn't have much time, so the room for choice was even smaller. Complete sets of equipment could only be picked if convenient to transport. Fortunately, Anqing didn't lack labor. While the People's Party transported themselves, they also conscripted civilian laborers. By the evening of February 2, the fleet was fully loaded with wounded and materials, sailing downstream with the current.

And on the night of February 2, the People's Party carried out a big arrest in Anqing City. The target of the arrest was all personnel of the Anqing Inner Arsenal. That night dogs barked, men wailed, and women cried. Soldiers of the People's Party broke into doors and forced the technical personnel of the Anqing Inner Arsenal to sign a "Labor Contract" with guns. These people must work for the People's Party for one year. Willing or not, after forcibly pressing their handprints, the families of these people received one year's wages in advance. After capturing the Anqing Provincial Treasury, the People's Party didn't lack money at all.

Another target for grabbing people was the Anqing Girls' School run by Qiu Jin. The literary atmosphere in Anqing was very strong. Not only city people attended the Girls' School, but many girls from enlightened scholar families outside the city also studied here. The Girls' School had a good reputation, plus En Ming promoted it vigorously to implement New Policies. There were more than a hundred female students boarding in the school dormitory. The base area needed teachers; to popularize compulsory education, female dolls also had to go to school, so the number of female teachers was extremely scarce. Chen Ke specially formulated an operational plan for this.

The principal of the Girls' School was Qiu Jin. With Qiu Jin's temperament, robbing people in front of her would cause human lives to be lost. For this, Chen Ke deliberately played a small trick. He invited Qiu Jin to the headquarters and hypocritically arranged guards to guard the Girls' Middle School. As soon as Qiu Jin left, the guarding troops immediately went in to grab people. To prevent the female students from screaming, the soldiers gagged all the female students, tied their hands, and put them in sacks. Chai Qingguo's horse team was waiting outside the door; these female students were thrown onto the horses' backs. Along with the workers and technicians taken away from the Anqing Inner Machinery Institute, the main force withdrew from Anqing City.

Chen Ke was the last to leave. He looked back at this important city on the Yangtze River and suddenly couldn't help laughing out loud. The guard asked curiously: "Why does the Chairman laugh?"

"Nothing, just laughing," Chen Ke perfunctorily said. Actually, the reason for his laughter was very simple: Chen Ke never expected that he would actually engage in the business of stealing men and dominating women [kidnapping].

The people of the Yuewang Society dared not play night battles with the People's Party. The tough combat effectiveness shown by the People's Party in the siege battle last night made them quite apprehensive. Although they were very indignant at the People's Party's act of plaguing Anqing, indignation was indignation; when they prepared to go find the People's Party to reason at dawn, they found the People's Party had gone cleanly. Searching Anqing City with extreme doubt, the people of the Yuewang Society were truly convinced that Anqing City had fallen into their hands.

If one must say, Chen Ke was already very kind. At least one-quarter of the treasury silver was left for the Yuewang Society in the Provincial Treasury. Half of the cannons were also left. Even two machine guns were left. One-quarter of the munitions in the Gunpowder Depot were also left. Bai Wenwei originally thought the People's Party would move everything away; seeing the People's Party actually left so many things, he really couldn't believe it.

He sent people to investigate the "atrocities" of the People's Party last night again. The "victims" were less than two hundred people, and the families of the kidnapped technical personnel also admitted that the People's Party paid wages first. The families of these "victims" thought the People's Party and the Yuewang Society were in the same group; they begged the people of the Yuewang Society to let their family members go home first. They would definitely work for the Yuewang Society, but it shouldn't reach the point of arresting people, right?

The investigation result made the people of the Yuewang Society feel very incredible. And the great victory of completely seizing Anqing City immediately occupied the main attention of the Yuewang Society. Once power is in hand, orders are issued. The main cadres of the Yuewang Society immediately held a meeting to discuss the grand plan of how to establish a revolutionary regime, further overthrow the Manchu Qing, and establish a New China. As for the loss of less than two hundred people, in the view of these people, it was simply a trivial matter.

The only person who was furious was Qiu Jin. When Chen Ke invited her to dinner, he drugged the wine. Qiu Jin slept until the afternoon of the next day before waking up. When she found that all the students of her Girls' School were missing, she thought it was some other force doing bad things. It wasn't until February 4 that she confirmed that the person who did this bad thing was actually Chen Ke, whom she favored very much. This feeling of being betrayed made this strong and emotional female revolutionary burst into tears and sob uncontrollably.

The news that Anqing and Chizhou were seized by the revolutionary parties Yuewang Society and Guangfuhui spread like wildfire. By February 5, 1907, Wuhan and Nanjing both received the news. On February 6, Beijing and Shanghai received the news. On February 8, this news had spread to various cities along the Yangtze River. By February 10, the news reached Japan. The Tongmenghui in Japan immediately cheered thunderously. The Yuewang Society had joined the Tongmenghui; these comrades had occupied such a big city as Anqing, it seemed the success of the revolution was just around the corner. The Tongmenghui immediately sent telegrams and messages everywhere, and organized teams to return to China, preparing to participate in this revolution centered on Anqing.

For a time, various strange news circulated everywhere in the Yangtze River basin. Various irresponsible rumors became the main topic of conversation after tea and dinner. The cities occupied by the revolutionary army expanded from Anqing and Chizhou to Wuhan and Nanjing. Someone swore solemnly that they saw the revolutionary army waving white flags, wearing white helmets and white armor, holding wolf-tooth clubs, wearing mourning for Emperor Chongzhen, killing towards Shanghai, towards Hangzhou, towards Zhenjiang, towards Shaoxing. In short, the rivers and mountains of the Great Qing were about to perish.

But these were just rumors. Except for cities closing their gates and guarding strictly everywhere, nothing changed. The revolutionaries in Anqing and Chizhou fell into the dilemma of forming a new government. No matter how they crowned their comrades with various very revolutionary and very mighty titles, or talked big about various plans formulated before the success of the revolution, they had to face the predicament of insufficient manpower and ineffective organization.

And facing the "successful rebellion" of the Anqing revolutionary party, the Manchu Qing forces first thought of stabilizing their own territory and maintaining their own order. Searching and arresting local revolutionary parties. They had absolutely no plan to retake Anqing.

So, the situation of hundreds responding to a single call and beacon fires everywhere expected by the revolutionaries did not happen. Whether the Revolutionary Party or the Manchu Qing, both sides stared at each other blankly like this. With the arrival of the New Year, everyone's attention was focused on the Spring Festival. The imagined fierce revolutionary war did not break out. The situation actually calmed down like this.

February 12, 1907, was New Year's Eve. It was on this day that the main force of the People's Party finally arrived at Wabuhu. They boarded the fleet that came to meet them. On the second day of the Lunar New Year, the troops returned to the base area smoothly. This Battle of Anqing ended.
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Chapter 130: New Beginning (35)

In the dormitory of the female station in the Fengtai County military camp, Huang Yuyue wiped her face with a cloth towel in a pottery basin in the camp water room, and then combed her hair with a very rough wooden comb. This was the standard ration provided by the People's Party to the newly "invited" female teachers. The complete ration included two sets of dark blue military uniforms, two sets of underwear, shoes and socks. A wooden comb, a wooden pencil box, a toothbrush, and a small mirror. She never expected her life to undergo such a huge change ten days ago. When the People's Party attacked the city, Teacher Qiu Jin gathered everyone together. Looking at Teacher Qiu, who was valiant and heroic with a pistol in hand, everyone felt much more at ease. The sound of guns and cannons and shouting and killing rang all night. The girls gathered together, leaning on each other. Quite a few people started crying out of fear.

After the battle ended, the street was full of soldiers of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army wearing blue military uniforms, and everyone dared not go out. When the soldiers of the People's Party troops rushed in at night and roughly tied everyone up and took them away, the female students were terrified. Girls had heard stories of bad people kidnapping girls; this was also an important part of the stories girls sometimes told each other. But when this fate suddenly befell their own heads, the girls were all scared silly one by one. They had no ability to resist at all. Quite a few female students fainted on the spot from fear.

The girls spent the first night on horseback; the People's Party troops marched through the night. By the next morning, the girls who had been bumped all night were put down and slept for a morning in the tents of the camp. After being woken up at noon, what appeared in front of them was a team of soldiers with live ammunition. The leader was Chen Ke, the Chairman of the People's Party.

Huang Yuyue could still clearly remember Chen Ke's speech at that time: "Hello everyone, I am Chen Ke, Chairman of the People's Party. I ordered you to be invited here. From now on, you are the female teachers hired by our People's Party. My purpose in hiring everyone is very simple; our base area has opened many schools and needs many female teachers. But now we don't have so many female teachers, so we had to invite everyone to participate in the work."

Hearing such an arrogant speech, the girls not only didn't feel at ease, but on the contrary, quite a few were scared to tears. Chen Ke didn't talk much nonsense either. "When coming this time, we brought some of everyone's clothes and daily necessities along the way. But in the haste, we didn't bring everything; everyone go collect your own things back." After speaking, Chen Ke ordered the troops to transport a pile of things moved from the Girls' School dormitory so that everyone could find their own luggage.

The girls never expected to be able to get their own things back; their hostility decreased slightly. Some girls begged Chen Ke, saying they didn't want their things, only asking to go home. Chen Ke laughed heartily: "Don't even mention this kind of request again. Our People's Party bore the bad name of robbing civilian women to invite you literate ladies here with difficulty. It is absolutely impossible to let you go back."

Surrounded by a group of soldiers and hearing such words, many girls simply burst into loud crying. Chen Ke didn't try to persuade them either, just leaving a sentence: "Whoever has cried enough, go eat."

Huang Yuyue didn't cry. As a fifteen-year-old girl, she was considered older in the Girls' School. Chen Ke's resolute attitude had already shown that they absolutely couldn't be released easily. If they wanted to go home, they could only wait for an opportunity to escape. And one couldn't escape on an empty stomach. So she was the first to stand up and go to eat.

In these years, girls who could attend Girls' Schools had very unusual backgrounds. Parents wouldn't let girls who looked like they had no future disgrace them in the Girls' School. Under the powerful deterrent force of the People's Party, although the girls also wept and sniffled, even the most determined girl only persisted in not eating for one day, and then they all submitted temporarily.

When the troops marched, they took quite good care of these girls. They could at least share a horse between two people, while others, including Chen Ke, all walked. But such preferential treatment was not without a price. Chen Ke announced to the girls that the People's Party did not allow foot-binding. Foot-binding was a devastation to women from body to spirit. The girls' foot-binding cloths were forcibly removed. regarding this point, Huang Yuyue herself supported it quite a bit in her heart. The Girls' School opened by Teacher Qiu Jin originally opposed foot-binding, but such things couldn't be completely forced. However, under Teacher Qiu's repeated inculcation, the girls also had great hatred for foot-binding. The People's Party used a compulsory way to liberate the girls' feet; actually, quite a few girls who had to bind their feet at home were secretly happy in their hearts.

The girls had never walked such a long way, climbing mountains and crossing ridges, and then taking a boat. If one must say, the scenery along the way and the mighty military appearance of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army were not annoying in the eyes of these girls. A very obvious change was that the army often sang military songs during the march to boost morale. These songs, healthy and upward from arrangement to lyrics, especially the song *My Motherland*, the girls heard a lot, and some even hummed along in a low voice when the troops sang this song. "A big river with wide waves, the wind blows the fragrance of rice flowers on both banks. My home is on the shore, used to hearing the boatman's chanty, used to seeing the white sails on the boat."

The students of Anqing Girls' School were all literate and lived by the river. Just listening to this song, it was as if they could see the appearance of their hometown. And an army that could sing such military songs shouldn't be bad people, right? Quite a few girls couldn't help thinking this way.

After arriving in Fengtai County, the girls were surprised to find that those who came to welcome them were actually some female soldiers. No matter how strictly the People's Party troops observed discipline and how polite and thoughtful they were to the girls, acting together with a large number of men was not something women were used to in itself. Seeing female companions, the girls seemed to find the feeling of living and studying under the leadership of Teacher Qiu Jin in the Girls' School again.

Today was the first day for everyone to attend class officially. Although she didn't know what the future would look like, Huang Yuyue knew very clearly that she could never return to the peaceful days in Anqing Girls' School. This was not based on any understanding of the revolution, but out of a very ordinary understanding. A girl was forcibly kidnapped; even if her family believed this bizarre experience after she returned home, outsiders would gossip no matter what, and future days would always be extremely difficult.

The teacher giving the lecture was You Gou. Her work was extremely busy, but she didn't refuse after receiving the order to serve as a teacher. "Students, my name is You Gou. From now on, you are students of the Fengtai County Normal School. We welcome everyone on behalf of the Base Area Ministry of Education." Because she learned Mandarin [Putonghua], You Gou's voice was very clear and bright. The girls looked at the valiant You Gou, and no one dared to make a sound.

"Students, the Minister of the Base Area Ministry of Education is now Mr. Yan Fu. Who among you has heard of or read *Evolution and Ethics*?"

Greatly exceeding You Gou's expectations, all the girls raised their hands timidly. Qiu Jin liked *Evolution and Ethics* very much and often talked about the principle of "natural selection and survival of the fittest" in the Girls' School. As a result, the girls also got to know the great names of *Evolution and Ethics* and Yan Fu.

"Our Minister of Education is Mr. Yan Fu who wrote *Evolution and Ethics*. When everyone graduates from school, you will work under Minister Yan Fu. I hope everyone studies hard and graduates early."

"Wen Qing, you just stuffed so many girls to me as subordinates?" Yan Fu asked Chen Ke.

Chen Ke nodded. "Asking me to train a batch of literate female teachers would take at least seven or eight years in the base area. Rather than waiting for that time, robbing people is more cost-effective."

"Wen Qing isn't afraid of the complaints from those girls' families?"

"Complaints? They complain now; when we liberate the whole of China, these people will know how lucky they are."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, even a serious person like Yan Fu couldn't help smiling.

Joking aside, Yan Fu was a bit strange that Chen Ke called him over so early in the morning. Moreover, Chen Ke's expression didn't look like he wanted to discuss constructive topics no matter how you looked at it. "Chairman Chen, what exactly is the matter for calling me here?"

Chen Ke's expression was very plain; this was his unique expression when considering problems with pure reason. When this expression appeared, some people always lost their lives. "This time we arrested a large batch of Manchu Qing officials. Among these officials, those with blood debts of the people on their hands will be executed after a public trial. Mr. Yan, you are familiar with officialdom; are there any people among them you think shouldn't die, and which ones are people we can use? I will treat them separately according to Mr. Yan's list."

Yan Fu already roughly understood Chen Ke's attitude towards killing these days. Chen Ke was not a bloodthirsty person. Every time he killed people, Chen Ke hoped to achieve the greatest political propaganda effect. Yan Fu quite agreed with this rather "Legalist" attitude. "Anhui Provincial Administration Commissioner Feng Xu is known as a Jiangnan talent. Honest in office, and also a person who does things. Chairman Chen might as well use him. As for others, I haven't dealt with them and don't know what abilities they have. Shen Zengzhi has profound learning; might as well use him."

Chen Ke knew Yan Fu only wanted to save these two people, and had no intention of saving others at all. This statement was quite wise. Chen Ke was very satisfied. He laughed: "This matter can be handed over to Mr. Yan to handle. But I have a standard to clarify to Mr. Yan. Our government employs people differently from before; we are not recruiting surrenderers and accepting traitors. Even if these two people are willing to join the new government, I can't grant them official titles. Employment in the new government must be approved by the Organization Department. We don't keep staff advisors here. So Mr. Yan might as well tell them straight: if they are willing to devote themselves to the people's revolution, either start from the grassroots level; if they feel they can't lose face, we have formed a Literature and History Office, whose work is to translate those classical Chinese texts into vernacular. It also fits the name of these two talents."

Hearing this, Yan Fu felt these two would probably choose to go to the Literature and History Office. They were both high officials; they certainly couldn't lower their faces to start as grassroots clerks.

"Oh, right. I remembered another thing." Chen Ke suddenly became excited. "Mr. Yan, these two are both talents. You might as well tell them there is a job that can leave a name in history, and see if they are willing to do it."

Seeing Chen Ke so excited, Yan Fu also became curious about this "job that leaves a name in history."

Coming out from Chen Ke's place, Yan Fu took Feng Xu out of the big prison with the order signed by Chen Ke. Feng Xu knew Yan Fu; although he was very puzzled about Yan Fu joining the revolutionary party, Feng Xu didn't say much. Yan Fu first took Feng Xu to wash his face and change clothes. Feng Xu didn't care about changing into short clothes. In this era, short clothes were worn by people doing physical labor. Yan Fu observed Feng Xu's expression; at least on Feng Xu's face, he couldn't see any look of feeling insulted because of wearing short clothes. This self-restraint was quite different.

Yan Fu took Feng Xu towards his residence. As soon as he entered the door, Feng Xu saw Shen Zengzhi sitting in the room. Seeing Feng Xu come in wearing the People's Party's dark blue short-clothed uniform, Shen Zengzhi thought his eyes were blurred. He looked carefully for a long time before asking tentatively: "Is it Brother Feng?"

"Exactly. Brother Shen is also here." Feng Xu said with a smile.

Feng Xu was not surprised to see the captured Shen Zengzhi; the People's Party had fought all the way to Anqing, so Shouzhou, which was close at hand to Fengtai County, absolutely couldn't be fine. But Shen Zengzhi never expected that Feng Xu, who was far away in Anqing, actually appeared here. His voice trembled a bit. "How come Brother Feng is here?"

Feng Xu's embarrassment lasted only for a moment; he quickly returned to his previous free and easy appearance. Feng Xu laughed: "The reason I came here is probably the same as Brother Shen."

"New Army Vice Commander Pu Guanshui defected to the People's Party; Pu Guanshui led people to raid Shouzhou, so I was captured. Could it be... could it be that the People's Party raided Anqing?" Shen Zengzhi still dared not believe the People's Party actually dared to go thousands of miles to fight Anqing.

"Pu Guanshui defected to the People's Party?" This was the first time Feng Xu heard this news, but Feng Xu didn't care about such trivial matters anymore. He admitted openly: "This time the People's Party didn't raid, but attacked Anqing directly, and took Anqing in just one night."

"Such a famous city as Anqing fell in just one night?" Shen Zengzhi couldn't believe his ears at all.

Seeing Shen Zengzhi so shocked, Feng Xu laughed loudly: "Yes, the good disciple taught by Yan Jidao. Traveling thousands of miles by boat to raid, taking Anqing overnight. In the future, this history book will definitely write a big stroke. I was captured by Yan Jidao's disciple; maybe I can appear as a foil, which counts as leaving a name in history. Haha, haha."

Shen Zengzhi was quite indignant about being deceived by Pu Guanshui leading to capture. Hearing Feng Xu's words, he suddenly felt this humiliation was nothing. The People's Party's strength had reached such a level; even if they attacked Shouzhou hard, Shen Zengzhi couldn't resist.

Feng Xu ignored Shen Zengzhi anymore. He turned his head and said to Yan Fu: "Jidao, you took me, an old man, out of the big prison; presumably you want to persuade me to surrender."

"Exactly. But I think it is not entirely persuading surrender. Chairman Chen Ke of the People's Party has a great event that will leave a name in history and wants to ask you two to do it."

Feng Xu laughed: "I am an old captive; even if you kill me, I can't learn to be Fang Xiaoru. Jidao, you just say it straight."

Hearing Feng Xu ask this, Yan Fu said seriously: "I am now the Minister of Education of the base area. Because we want to implement compulsory education, that is, the system where school-age children must go to school, the Ministry of Education needs to compile a *New China Dictionary*. Unlike the *Kangxi Dictionary*, it uses simplified characters, easy to learn and recognize. Both brothers are talents and know much more about characters than I do. This *New China Dictionary* is the official dictionary. When we seize national power, all official characters must be characters in the dictionary. And the names of the compilers will be on the title page of the dictionary."

Hearing this, both Feng Xu and Shen Zengzhi's faces changed greatly. Shen Zengzhi's face was full of mocking expression; after a while, he finally couldn't help saying a phrase: "A monkey wearing a hat."

Feng Xu said seriously instead: "A victory in Anqing is certainly a stroke of genius, but Jidao, you are now just living in a corner. Wanting to seize the world is probably extremely difficult. Why be so anxious to do these superficial works?"

Yan Fu said to Feng Xu with a serious attitude: "Superficial works? Compiling a dictionary is not for face." After speaking, Yan Fu took out a stack of manuscripts and handed two of them to the two great scholars opposite.

Feng Xu looked at the title, which read "Silkworm Raising Method" in four characters. The whole article was vernacular written in simplified characters. It used Western-style horizontal writing from left to right, describing the growth characteristics of silkworms and how to raise silkworms. reading it was very boring. But after reading it, Feng Xu felt he had an understanding of the general process of raising silkworms. About how silkworms grow, shed skin several times, and what change characteristics each stage has, this article wrote very seriously.

"This handwriting is not very good." Feng Xu said with a smile.

"This is the handwriting of People's Party Chairman Chen Ke. Chen Wenqing also claims his writing is like flies crawling on paper." Yan Fu laughed.

Feng Xu shook his head slightly. "It's not that unbearable; just wrote a lot and practiced little. I see the person who wrote this has a very peaceful heart, just not focused on practicing calligraphy. Copying more copybooks should bring progress."

Yan Fu was not satisfied with Feng Xu's fair evaluation. He probed: "Brother Feng only looks at the handwriting, but not the content?"

"I was just about to ask Jidao to explain what this means."

"We People's Party teach books entirely for use. We stress neither textual parallelism nor rhythmic neatness. This article is called expository writing. People who have read books just need to understand these expository writings and various notices. So not much is needed; attending four years of primary school, recognizing 1500 characters, learning basic common sense, and being able to understand these texts is enough."

"Oh? Not reading poetry and books?" Feng Xu asked curiously.

"There is a little basic narration, but the main content is to be able to read and understand many government announcements and expository texts through recognition. As for understanding, reading more things, one will naturally have some understanding. That's why simplified characters need to be promoted."

Hearing Yan Fu's words, Feng Xu was even more curious. "Then what is the use of reading books? Just for use, not for understanding principles?"

"Brother Feng and Brother Shen might as well look at this article." Yan Fu said and took out Chen Ke's new work *Kong Yiji*.

Feng Xu and Shen Zengzhi were both talents, able to read ten lines at a glance. They finished reading in a moment. Shen Zengzhi sneered: "If according to what is written in the book, what meaning is there in reading books? It's just alarmist talk."

Feng Xu was not so intense. "Haha, according to what this text says, a completely simplified *New China Dictionary* is not useless. At least everyone doesn't need to learn the four ways of writing 'Hui' [fennel]. This was also written by Chen Ke, right? Reading it feels pitiful, but very mean."

"This text is originally a tool. Our People's Party Ministry of Education's goal is simple: let everyone live a better life by recognizing characters. As for understanding principles, that comes later."

"Not for understanding principles, what is the use of reading books?" Shen Zengzhi was already a bit angry. "Jidao, you are helping a tyrant to do evil. Reading books just for profit, what is the difference from merchants? Moreover, the characters used in this book are all simplified characters, looking crude and vulgar."

Yan Fu was already very dissatisfied with Shen Zengzhi blindly singing a different tune. He retorted hard: "Understanding principles is naturally the reasoning of our People's Party. Let alone recognizing 1500 characters. Even if illiterate, one can still understand principles. Confucius also said, 'When rites are lost, seek them in the wild.' The common people are not that unbearable. Moreover, Brother Shen thinks simplified characters are crude and vulgar; presumably, it is very easy for common people to learn. What we want is easy to learn and remember; whether it is crude or not is not within consideration."

Seeing Yan Fu and Shen Zengzhi about to quarrel, Feng Xu waved his hand. "I understand Jidao's meaning. I, an old prisoner, naturally have no choice. If it is just compiling a *New China Dictionary*, I can do it."

"Then Brother Feng..." Yan Fu hurriedly wanted to continue persuading.

Feng Xu waved his hand to interrupt Yan Fu. "I appreciate Jidao's kindness. But if the Great Qing is not destroyed, I will not surrender. No matter what, I am a subject of the Manchu Qing. Before the Manchu Qing is destroyed, I really cannot defect to others."

"Then why does Brother Feng accept this task of compiling the dictionary?" Shen Zengzhi was very puzzled about this.

"Books with the same script, carts with the same track. Since Chen Ke has such a mind, his capacity is really unusual. Moreover, with Jidao responsible for this matter, it shouldn't be done too badly. I once thought of popularizing education in Anhui, but it was really beyond my ability. Regardless of what thoughts Chen Ke, Chen Wenqing, has, letting the common people recognize characters is a good thing after all. Above I cannot repay the Court; at least I do some practical things for the common people. Moreover, since this person Chen Wenqing said I can leave a name in history through this dictionary, I might as well try it."

Yan Fu couldn't help advising: "Brother Feng, don't you want to shed this prisoner status?"

Feng Xu smiled at Yan Fu. "Jidao taking me out of the big prison presumably has already taken risks. I cannot refuse Jidao's kindness. But I still say that word: if the Qing Court is not destroyed, I will not defect to others. Not for anything else, just for my own peace of mind."

Seeing Feng Xu so firm, Yan Fu didn't force it anymore. "Brother Shen, your Bronze and Stone [Jinshi] calligraphy style is famous all over the world. I can only entrust the copying matter to you, Brother Shen."

Since Feng Xu had already expressed his attitude, Shen Zengzhi was unwilling to talk about foolish loyalty anymore; saying so would be blatantly mocking Feng Xu. Shen Zengzhi still respected Feng Xu very much. He said somewhat angrily: "I only copy; I absolutely will not participate in editing. My name absolutely cannot be written on that title page."

regarding Shen Zengzhi's stubbornness, Yan Fu didn't advise anymore. "Then I will go reply to Chairman Chen Ke."
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The People's Party held many meetings; Chen Ke himself did not deny this. Without meetings, how could they communicate with each other? How could they confirm the completion of work? Although meetings were annoying, it was absolutely impossible not to hold meetings.

Early in the morning on the fourth day of the Lunar New Year, the meeting hall of the People's Party Central Committee in Fengtai County was already full of people. The main force of the troops returned to the base area two days ago. The comrades who went out to fight in the Battle of Anqing and the comrades who stayed behind in the base area met slightly. But everyone had their own urgent things to do, and only today could they gather together to talk properly. Because of worrying that some people in the refugee camp might have "their own ideas" after seeing large-scale troop movements, the troops were relatively low-key when they set out. Now that they had won a great victory, the comrades who participated in the battle were naturally in high spirits.

War can greatly purify the relationship between people. Whether it makes everyone recognize each other or makes everyone hostile to each other, after experiencing the life and death test of war, the relationship between comrades-in-arms participating in the war will change greatly. Chai Qingguo didn't get along well with Pu Guanshui before. But now he stood with Pu Guanshui and laughed to the comrades who stayed behind: "The operational plan was led by Pu Guanshui. I originally wanted to storm the West City, but this kid Pu Guanshui still said we must abide by the operational plan. I thought what he said made sense, so I took the horse team to the north of the city. Before our horse team went two li, Pu Guanshui started storming the West City himself."

Pu Guanshui knew Chai Qingguo was quite brooding about this matter. He could understand the regret of Chai Qingguo, a "fierce general," for not being able to command the storming of the West City personally. However, even now, Pu Guanshui didn't think storming the West City was necessarily correct. In the Battle of Anqing, the New Army's fighting will was very problematic, plus they were unprepared for the sudden war, so they were beaten into fallen flowers and flowing water. Even if the New Army had such problems of fighting will and battlefield maladaptation, when the remaining hundreds of New Army soldiers began to resist stubbornly in the military camp, the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army was still blocked. If Chen Ke hadn't immediately come up with a solution, wanting to attack into the New Army military camp would not have been so smooth.

Although thinking so, Pu Guanshui didn't think he should pour cold water now. At least through the Battle of Anqing, the relationship between Chai Qingguo and Pu Guanshui had significantly improved. Pu Guanshui originally didn't plan to have conflicts with Chai Qingguo. It wasn't easy to stop being looked at with white eyes by Chai Qingguo; Pu Guanshui felt there was no need to speak his mind now.

Hua Xiongmao arrived relatively late. As soon as he entered the door, he heard Chai Qingguo bragging here. He laughed: "Brigade Commander Chai, listening to your meaning, are you saying the operational plan was not formulated well?"

This was not Hua Xiongmao agreeing with Chai Qingguo. In the siege of Anqing, Chai Qingguo and Pu Guanshui in the west of the city led one side alone. Hua Xiongmao and Zhang Yu fought under Chen Ke's direct command. And the performance of the West City Detachment could be said to be quite eye-catching. Not only did they subdue the Cavalry and Artillery Camp, but they also climbed onto the city wall with minimal cost, completely breaking the enemy's defense system. In this regard, Chai Qingguo's war merit could be considered number one. Although at the temporary combat summary meeting held on the way back, everyone agreed that this victory was built on the comprehensive superiority of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army from training to preparation, when Hua Xiongmao asked himself, he had to admit that he was a bit jealous of Chai Qingguo's war merit. Hearing Chai Qingguo bragging, he couldn't help pouring a little cold water.

Contrary to Hua Xiongmao's expectations, Chai Qingguo did not deny it arrogantly. He didn't boast reservedly at all, but said convincingly: "Chairman Chen formulated the operational plan really well. When I fought in Hebei and Shandong back then, encountering the Beiyang Army and foreign devils, everyone just buried their heads and charged; where was there any plan? As a result, every time fighting started, I felt I was wrong. I never encountered such a thing as in Anqing where the more we fought, the smoother it went. I, Old Chai, am convinced by Chairman Chen."

When Chai Qingguo said this, Hua Xiongmao didn't know what to say; saying more would be superfluous. He could only laugh loudly. "You, Old Chai, are indeed better at fighting than us; after all, you were a person who led thousands of brothers a few years ago. Under the leadership of our Chairman Chen, Old Chai, you will definitely become a famous general of the current age."

"I don't care about being a famous general or not. As long as I can destroy the Beiyang Army in the future and beat all foreign devils out of China. Avenging the brothers of those years, I, Old Chai, will be satisfied."

"There will definitely be this day. Old Chai, rest assured." Hua Xiongmao said.

While speaking, Chen Ke had already entered the conference hall. The comrades of the People's Party Central Committee immediately terminated their conversation. Those originally sitting all stood up, and those originally standing immediately stood straight facing Chen Ke. The military officers saluted Chen Ke seriously in unison.

The Battle of Anqing could be said to be a battle promoted by Chen Ke single-handedly. Before fighting, the comrades of the troops in the Central Committee only knew that this battle would be very difficult, but exactly how difficult it could be was only realized from paper when the Military Commission led the Staff Department to formulate the operational plan. Quite a few comrades in the troops were uneasy when setting out. Most cadres and soldiers had never experienced a battle with such a long march and such complex combat deployment and unfolding in their lives. Many people still felt as if they had a dream today, returning to the base area after the Anqing campaign won a comprehensive victory. Did I really travel a thousand li? Marched with sails and oars in the Yangtze River where I had never been? Fought bloody battles in a big city called Anqing by the Yangtze River, and won a great victory? Although it was only an experience more than ten days ago, many people could only clearly remember various difficult details in specific actions, but the feeling of this battle itself was a very vague concept.

But the spoils transported back were real. More than three thousand rifles, one hundred thousand jin of gunpowder, hundreds of thousands of bullets and more than a hundred thousand shell casings—these were all real. Those mechanical equipment, various metal objects, as well as hundreds of thousands of taels of gold and silver and millions of silver dollars—these were also real. The comrades participating in the battle worked incredibly hard along the way to transport these materials. And the comrades staying behind in the base area were equally dumbfounded when receiving this batch of materials. The warehouse, which always kept no overnight materials, was now piled full.

The root of all this was that the comrades followed the Chairman Chen Ke in front of them to engage in revolution, so everyone could experience such an incredible experience. Seeing this Chen Ke who created mythical achievements, everyone couldn't help feeling deep respect.

"Happy New Year, everyone." Chen Ke didn't mind the attitude of his subordinates. He walked to the chairman's position, first cupped his hands, "Happy New Year, everyone. I pay a New Year call to everyone."

"Happy New Year, Chairman Chen." The comrades immediately said all at once.

"Sit, sit, hurry up and have the meeting. There are as many things behind as hairs on a cow; we have to hurry up." Chen Ke sat down while speaking. The comrades of the People's Party Central Committee originally wanted to say more New Year greetings, but hearing Chen Ke say this, they hurried to their seats and sat down. There was a rumbling sound of tables and chairs in the conference hall.

Chen Ke's opening remarks were very urgent. "The plan for a year lies in spring. Although everyone has just finished fighting and is very tired and hard-working. But I can't let everyone rest; we have to hurry up and work. Before attacking Anqing, I said that if we don't attack Anqing now, we are dead for sure. Having attacked Anqing, we have a year of strategic initiative time. Comrades, if we don't do well this year, everyone will fall into a very dangerous situation. At that time, the Manchu Qing will besiege us on all sides, and we ourselves will lack clothes and grain; life will be unspeakably bitter. So everyone must work hard to survive this year first."

If it were before, someone would always ask questions about Chen Ke's words. But after Chen Ke finished speaking this time, the conference hall was silent; all participating comrades listened with rapt attention. Since the comrades followed Chen Ke, Chen Ke's predictions were all fulfilled, and all planned actions succeeded. Especially the success of the Battle of Anqing gave everyone an indescribable sense of trust in Chen Ke. Everyone knew that they simply couldn't formulate such a huge plan themselves; without Chen Ke, they couldn't even imagine such a plan.

The People's Party didn't like to engage in secret plans. As long as they were comrades of a certain level—more specifically, the Central Committee comrades who could sit in this conference hall today—they could contact the full content of the plan. This plan was formulated and perfected by these comrades painstakingly personally after Chen Ke filed the case. So they knew even better that without Chen Ke, relying solely on these people in the conference hall, they absolutely couldn't do it. That was not only a gap in ability, but also a gap in strategic view and spirit. Because they knew these clearly, the comrades were truly sincerely convinced.

regarding such changes, Chen Ke didn't know whether he should be happy or unhappy. He always thought the People's Party still lacked sufficient cohesion. The cohesion of a revolutionary party should be produced by loyalty to revolutionary concepts. That is, the "Communist's broad mind" that appeared countless times in novels, TV dramas, and movies of later generations. When Chen Ke watched these film and literary works back then, every time he encountered such "heroic words," he inevitably felt some goosebumps. After he personally embarked on the road of revolution, Chen Ke suddenly discovered that his request for comrades was actually just for them to become a true party member and possess the "Communist's broad mind."

The two major foundations of the socialist and communist systems are science and democracy. Despite being very tired of "revolutionary heroic words," Chen Ke finally chose Marx and Grandpa Mao as the objects of his pursuit in political and philosophical views. Wasn't it because in the existing ideological system, what these two pointed out was the most correct?

Chen Ke's parents had a friend who did business, and the business was huge. Whenever encountering setbacks in business and feeling at the end of their rope, the couple would secretly sing *The Internationale* at home. "There has never been a savior, nor do we believe in gods or emperors. To create the future of the people, we can only rely on ourselves." If they couldn't drum up courage after singing once, they would sing again. Until they could cheer up. After singing the vigorous and self-improving *The Internationale*, the couple would read Grandpa Mao's *On Contradiction* and *On Methodology* aloud again, and begin to look for principal contradictions and secondary contradictions calmly. They started from a small ordinary shop, and later sat on billions of assets. When talking about the secret of their wealth, the evaluation was "We just learned the thoughts of Marx and Grandpa Mao."

Even a businessman with only a high school education knew to get rich by following the concepts of scientific socialism. If these revolutionary party comrades in front of him were just confused by superficial success and fell into the wrong path of blind faith or unwarranted worship, then Chen Ke couldn't help but be disappointed.

But if one must say, that senior businessman also experienced countless difficulties and hardships, countless reflections and struggles, to have the achievements later. Compared with him, these young party members of the People's Party in front of him were still too tender and experienced too little. Mencius said: "Thus, when Heaven is about to confer a great office on any man, it first exercises his mind with suffering, and his sinews and bones with toil. It exposes his body to hunger, and subjects him to extreme poverty. It confounds his undertakings. By all these methods it stimulates his mind, hardens his nature, and supplies his incompetencies." Up to now, these comrades hadn't even experienced the feeling of despair. Expecting them to really possess the "Communist's broad mind" now was absolutely unscientific. This was against Marx and Grandpa Mao's thoughts.

Chen Ke swallowed the words about ideological education he originally wanted to say back into his stomach and continued to arrange work. First was the summary meeting. The Battle of Anqing ended victoriously, and the military summary meeting was held on the way back from Anqing to the base area. More detailed summary work was expected to end in a month. The comrades of the Military Commission expressed agreement without objection.

Next was the commendation meeting. Now that even Anqing had been fought, pretending to be "good citizens" was meaningless. In this commendation rally, the emerging combat heroes would be draped in red and colorful sashes, leading parades in the base area. Tell the common people of Fengtai County that we can not only attack Anqing but also win. But Chen Ke himself didn't like holding celebrations very much; he hoped comrades could volunteer to do this job well. The vast majority of the People's Party were young people. Hearing about holding this commendation rally, the mood of worshiping Chen Ke was immediately replaced by the expectation of being in the spotlight. After all, the meeting habit in the People's Party was democratic speech. The comrades gradually returned to their usual habits and began to propose many ideas.

After listening enough to the various irresponsible ideas proposed by the beaming young comrades, Chen Ke simply made the final decision forcibly, entrusting this work to Shang Yuan. Comrades could discuss with Shang Yuan after the meeting if they had suggestions. Since Chen Ke made the decision, the comrades didn't argue anymore.

Seeing everyone agreed to this idea, Chen Ke continued: "These celebration activities can be discussed slowly, but there is one thing we cannot delay. We must hold a memorial service for the comrades who died in battle. The memorial service must be planned immediately and held before the celebration. In the campaign to attack Anqing, one hundred and twenty-two cadres and soldiers sacrificed in Anqing City. Among the more than two hundred injured cadres and soldiers, another fifteen people died due to serious injuries up to now. To mourn these one hundred and thirty-seven sacrificed comrades, a memorial service must be held."

Mentioning this issue, the originally beaming comrades looked much dimmer. When the troops attacked Anqing City, 3,000 troops were invested, and the casualties exceeded one-tenth. Because the battle presented a one-sided mode, everyone's blood boiled during the battle. After the comrades around fell, it only aroused the emotion of sharing hatred of the enemy among cadres and soldiers, and stimulated the will to fight. At the post-war summary meeting, everyone really felt a kind of fear after seeing the numbers. One out of every nine people was injured, and one out of every twenty-one people sacrificed their lives. Moreover, the assault team bore the greatest casualties; the proportion of party members and activists for joining the party in the assault team was extremely high. It almost reached sixty percent. The number of formal party members and formal probationary party members of the People's Party was less than a thousand now. That is to say, nearly one-tenth of the formal and probationary party members of the People's Party sacrificed in this battle.

The People's Party was small in scale now, and party members almost all knew each other. This proportion of sacrifice made everyone feel very uncomfortable in their hearts.

Lu Huitian managed civil affairs; he spoke first: "We must give generous compensation. We can't let the families of these martyrs feel we are not meaningful enough."

Quite a few people expressed agreement directly. Some even began to propose how to compensate and what the amount of compensation should be. Quite a few people also looked up at Chen Ke, hoping to judge what the amount of compensation should be from Chen Ke's expression. A large sum of money was transported back from Anqing this time; Anqing had a Coinage Bureau, and millions of silver dollars alone were transported back. Everyone could afford this bit of compensation money.

But what everyone saw from Chen Ke's expression was a coldness only present when denying. This made quite a few comrades even suspect if they saw it wrong. For a time, the discussion actually stopped slowly. The comrades all looked at Chen Ke, waiting for him to speak.

"We revolutionize to establish a new system. The basis of this new system is developing productive forces and making everyone's life better. If a life can be bought with a few coins, then are the lives of these sacrificed comrades only worth this much money? Did the parents of the sacrificed comrades work hard to raise their children just to let them receive this bit of compensation after losing their lives? Moreover, we cannot but admit one thing: money is useful. Some people can take risks for a little money. Just to sell their lives for this bit of money. If our team is filled with such a group of desperadoes, do you think it is appropriate?"

Some comrades thought Chen Ke's words were quite reasonable, while some thought that with the joining of desperadoes, the army might not lack combat effectiveness. Moreover, if compensation could solve the problem, things would be much easier. Instead, the comrades of the political work system were responsible for ideological work; they supported Chen Ke's words quite a bit. He Zudao spoke first: "I support Chairman Chen's attitude. The sacrificed comrades were for establishing a new society, a new world where everyone doesn't starve or freeze. If compensation is just treated as buying lives, that would be underestimating these comrades too much."

Xiong Mingyang performed extremely well in this battle. He led the assault team to climb the city and fight, and defeated the enemy's troop concentration in the west of the city. He killed and captured many enemies. The assault team of more than twenty people originally had only twelve people left in the end, and these twelve people were almost all wounded. The casualty ratio was second to none in the entire army. Even Xiong Mingyang's arm was hit by a stray bullet; now the arm was still bandaged with gauze and hung in a sling on his chest.

"Correct. Our People's Party members and troop officers and soldiers all believe that following our People's Party has hope, so they went to fight. If they were just plotting to sell their lives for money, how good it would be to stay safely in the base area. Why go to fight, why bleed and sacrifice? I don't agree with compensating sacrificed comrades by buying lives."

Hearing this, everyone's eyes turned back to Chen Ke's face.
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"Whether a regime has a place in the hearts of the people, the most direct standard is whether the people believe that this regime can exist for a long time. This compensation must absolutely not be turned into a short-term life-buying type of compensation. Systematic compensation must be formulated. Otherwise, we will let down these comrades who sacrificed for the revolution." Chen Ke's words were categorical. The cadres of the political work system listened with solemn faces; quite a few people couldn't help nodding slightly.

Lu Huitian managed civil affairs; he asked first: "Chairman Chen, what is the principle of this systematic compensation?" Comrades engaged in civil affairs and construction work agreed with this question very much. Everyone's eyes fell on Lu Huitian first, and then turned to Chen Ke. It was no longer a secret in the People's Party Central Committee that Shang Yuan, who was originally in charge of government work, was going to work in Hebei. Since the top leader of administrative work was leaving, someone must be promoted to this position. Lu Huitian and Yuwen Badu were both in charge of civil affairs work, but everyone knew clearly that Yuwen Badu could sit in a position of this level more because he was a native of Fengtai County; he was allowed to take this position to make the common people of Fengtai County feel close to the People's Party.

Whether in terms of seniority, prestige, or ability, Yuwen Badu was far inferior to Lu Huitian. Everyone believed that once Shang Yuan left the base area, Lu Huitian would inevitably become the new government leader. Especially in this Battle of Anqing, Chen Ke, Shang Yuan, and others left the base area; the comrades remaining in the base area were basically engaged in civil affairs and construction work, and everyone subconsciously followed Lu Huitian.

"I think the amount of compensation need not be too high. If the martyr is unmarried, the compensation will be issued to his parents. If married, the compensation will be issued to the martyr's wife. If there are no parents or wife, only children, the compensation will be issued to the martyr's children. Moreover, compensation should not be issued in silver or silver dollars. We are about to open a bank; compensation will be issued in Renminbi [RMB]. We will discuss the specific amount specially after the meeting. The key now is to reflect systematic compensation in the spring plowing that is about to start immediately. First, the troops must help the families of local martyrs cultivate land to make up for the losses of the martyrs' families. Second, we will soon establish some new government departments and open some factories. When recruiting new personnel, under the same conditions, priority should be given to recruiting martyrs' families. However, besides this, martyrs' families cannot have any political privileges. Since what we want to establish is a new system where everyone is equal and there are no people who gain without labor, there shouldn't be anyone possessing political privileges different from others."

The comrades felt there was no problem after hearing the method proposed by Chen Ke. Some comrades had already started asking Chen Ke for more detailed execution methods. Like other comrades, Lu Huitian agreed very much with the solution proposed by Chen Ke. But he couldn't help feeling a little lost in his heart. This time Chen Ke commanded the Battle of Anqing personally, and two of the seven Standing Committee members went. The civil affairs work of the base area was handed over to Lu Huitian and Yuwen Badu. In the eyes of others, it was only a matter of time before Lu Huitian took over Shang Yuan's position. But Lu Huitian didn't think so, because Chen Ke handed over the party affairs work to Qi Huishen. Qi Huishen had been responsible for work in Shanghai for the past year and had no influence in the Fengtai County Base Area; most new comrades in the base area hadn't even heard of Qi Huishen's name. But Lu Huitian knew very well that among the more senior comrades, Qi Huishen still had high prestige. What's more, Chen Ke assigned Qi Huishen to be responsible for party affairs, and the status of party affairs work was higher than government work. That is to say, if Chen Ke met with an accident in Anqing, Qi Huishen would take over the power of the People's Party.

Honestly speaking, Lu Huitian absolutely did not hope for any mishaps to happen to Chen Ke. But he couldn't fully accept the fact that Qi Huishen's status still overrode him no matter what. If Chen Ke hoped Qi Huishen would take over the position left after Shang Yuan left, Lu Huitian absolutely couldn't stop it either.

Because he had something on his mind, Lu Huitian didn't listen much to everyone's discussion. When his attention finally concentrated, he heard He Zudao ask: "Comrade Wu Liuyi only has a widowed mother at home; what to do in this situation?"

Chen Ke didn't even think and answered immediately: "Then recruit Comrade Wu Liuyi's mother into our government unit and arrange a job Mother Wu can bear. For Mother Wu, we will support her in life and bury her in death."

Fewer and fewer comrades asked questions. Lu Huitian gritted his teeth secretly, plucked up his courage, and raised a question: "Chairman Chen, now that the base area has expanded to this extent, should we consider moving the capital of the base area to another place?"

Originally, some comrades of the Central Committee were asking Chen Ke questions, and some were discussing in low voices. Hearing Lu Huitian's words, everyone fell silent. Quite a few people looked at Lu Huitian with surprised eyes. Lu Huitian knew he had become the focus; suppressing the excitement and a little unease in his heart, he looked at Chen Ke intently.

This was the first time Lu Huitian proposed a suggestion after his own careful consideration. In the past, it wasn't that no comrades took the initiative to raise questions about strategy, but at that time everyone had no practical work experience, plus encountering an unprecedented flood, the views proposed by everyone were quite unreliable. Chen Ke could easily refute these views every time, and then execute his opinions unwaveringly. These things accumulated one by one, achieving Chen Ke's status today. Even for a plan as unreliable looking beforehand as the thousand-li raid to attack Anqing, comrades dared not oppose when Chen Ke proposed it.

Of course, the victory of the Battle of Anqing took Chen Ke's prestige to a higher level. The little bit of opposition in comrades' hearts originally had now turned into a mentality of supporting Chen Ke even more.

Lu Huitian, a student by origin, had the same attitude towards these things as everyone else, from trusting Chen Ke to trusting him more. But after working in government affairs for so long, Lu Huitian suddenly realized one thing. In government work, at least within the People's Party, there are only two ways to gain status. The first is to become a firm diehard of Chen Ke like He Zudao. In this regard, Lu Huitian felt he couldn't compare to He Zudao. It wasn't that He Zudao had any special ability to flatter, but Lu Huitian knew he could absolutely not accept the things proposed by Chen Ke completely like He Zudao.

For example, Chen Ke repeatedly mentioned "Serve the People." Lu Huitian didn't oppose this concept either. But what Lu Huitian accepted was the concept of "Serve the People" interpreted by Chen Ke from an administrative perspective: "Only by mastering the power to serve the people and making the people unable to leave the services provided by our People's Party can we master the hearts of the people and political power."

And He Zudao executed the concept of "Serve the People" from another angle, that is, from the angle of politics and party spirit. He always had extreme patience to understand the people, understand the ordinary soldiers in the army, and really could look at problems from the perspective of the ordinary grassroots, and then solve problems. Lu Huitian admitted he absolutely couldn't do this point.

For Lu Huitian, what he had to maintain first was the smooth operation of government departments, so that the government-led work in the base area could be executed smoothly. From this perspective, what Lu Huitian had to do was to order, to dominate. So Lu Huitian didn't think he could gain status by becoming Chen Ke's diehard like He Zudao.

If he couldn't be like He Zudao, then the only way to gain status was to become a representative figure leading a certain policy. That is to say, Lu Huitian must become a figure representing the ideas of some comrades in the Party. And the migration of the People's Party's capital was the policy most likely to change greatly at this stage.

After seizing Fengyang Prefecture, the main work of the People's Party that followed was to conduct the Anqing campaign. Now that the Anqing campaign ended smoothly, and after the ruling center of the Manchu Qing in Anhui was uprooted, it was very necessary for the administrative center of the People's Party to move to a new area. During the days when Chen Ke led the troops away from the base area, the party cadres staying in the base area discussed this a lot in private. The comrades staying behind had a general "consensus" on this: Fengtai County was not suitable to be the capital of the new base area. The general view was that Fengyang Prefecture was the suitable new capital. Even if not moving to Fengyang Prefecture, at least the capital should be moved to Shouzhou City. On this matter, a large part of the comrades hoped to enter the city rather than stay in the countryside. Of course, this reason was also very sufficient. If Fengyang Prefecture was too far, Shouzhou City was close at hand to the Fengtai County Base Area. Fengtai County was originally a territory carved out from Shouzhou; setting the capital in Shouzhou was far more appealing than in Fengtai County.

From Chen Ke's expression, it could be seen that Lu Huitian's suggestion was greatly beyond Chen Ke's expectations. And the uncontrollable joy on the faces of many comrades also let Lu Huitian know that his suggestion indeed had many supporters.

Chen Ke frowned slightly, elbows on the table, ten fingers slowly crossed together, supporting his chin with two thumbs. Watching Chen Ke's appearance, the comrades all thought Chen Ke would fall into deep thought. Unexpectedly, Chen Ke just breathed heavily twice and returned to his upright sitting posture. "No. We don't have the capital to enter the city yet. Rural areas encircling the cities; build the new countryside well first before talking about entering the city."

These words heavily struck the enthusiasm of many comrades; it was obvious that a look of disappointment slid across many people's faces. Chen Ke didn't want to say more critical words either. Young people all want to enter the city. If Chen Ke were not a transmigrator, in his eyes, the cities of 1907, regardless of scale, were really crude and vulgar; Chen Ke himself might want to enter the city even more.

"Next task, we need to establish a new economic system led by banks. All comrades must receive theoretical knowledge training tentatively scheduled for two days. What is small peasant economy, what is the idea of industrialized capital operation. This training is very important. All comrades in the Party, government, and military departments must receive training. No leave is allowed for any excuse. So everyone hurry up and arrange your work; training starts officially the morning after tomorrow."

The effect of Chen Ke's words was not too great; quite a few comrades were still immersed in the disappointment of not being able to enter the city. The reaction to the important training was not strong. Seeing that the basic work was over, Chen Ke announced the meeting adjourned.

Under the overtime work of the engineering troops, plus the use of bricks and cement, a simple Martyrs' Cemetery was finally built before the memorial service began. In the small square in front of the Martyrs' Cemetery, the memorial service was held on the sixth day of the Lunar New Year. The memorial service was solemn and simple. All leaders of the Party, government, and military, the families of sacrificed officers and soldiers in Fengtai County, and all troop officers and soldiers in the Fengtai County Base Area attended the memorial service. Besides these people, there were also the remains of the martyrs at the venue.

After the Battle of Anqing, there was a small internal debate in the frontline Military Commission regarding the issue of martyrs' remains. In previous battles attacking forts, because the overall scale was small and the number of sacrificed soldiers was very limited, the soldiers' remains were transported back to the base area. The remains of soldiers in the Battle of Anqing couldn't be counted as particularly many, but because the distance from the base area was far, and the fleet was already stuffed with captured materials, it was simply impossible to transport more soldiers' remains. The land transport troops also had a huge transport volume, making it very difficult to carry soldiers' remains. Should they cremate the soldiers' remains and transport them back, or simply bury them near Anqing temporarily? Although everyone wanted to transport comrades-in-arms home and let parents take one last look. But facing practical difficulties, the Military Commission had to consider more effective operational methods. Finally, for those whose homes were not in the base area and whose parents could not rush over in time, the soldiers' remains were cremated on the spot, and the ashes were transported back to the base area for burial. And the remains of more than forty soldiers whose homes were in the base area were treated with lime for preservation and sterilization, and the troops transported them home. For this, the troops paid great hard work.

When Chen Ke delivered his speech, he faced rows of martyrs' remains and rows of soldiers holding ash boxes. Seeing this dense existence, Chen Ke truly felt a sense of heaviness. In the 21st century, Chen Ke always had a sense of resistance to this kind of officialese [bureaucratic jargon]. But when he stood in front of the stage himself and delivered such a speech to the broad officers and soldiers and the families of martyrs, this heaviness facing the sacrificed soldiers had completely overwhelmed the feeling of resistance and ridicule towards those officialese in Chen Ke's heart. Chen Ke no longer felt these clichés were ridiculous. He suddenly found he wanted to say something; he felt he had something to say.

If not for Chen Ke's appearance, these people would not have ended their young lives in such a way. Perhaps these people did not fully understand what the future described by Chen Ke looked like, but these martyrs indeed sacrificed their lives because they firmly believed that following the People's Party led by Chen Ke could lead to a better life. So they sacrificed their lives. And their sacrifice bought the victory of the Battle of Anqing. Bought the strategic initiative of the People's Party for the next year or even longer.

If they hadn't met Chen Ke, hadn't met the People's Party, these officers and soldiers might have disappeared silently in the flood, disappeared silently in the long river of history. No one would remember them, nor would so many people come to mourn them. But such thoughts couldn't give Chen Ke any sense of relief. If he just treated these martyrs in front of him as tools that could be discarded after use? The former Chen Ke might have been able to think so, but the current him could no longer accept such a practice.

Straightening his military cap, Chen Ke began his speech: "Today, we hold this memorial service with a heavy heart. To commemorate the one hundred and thirty-seven cadres and soldiers who sacrificed in the Battle of Anqing..."

The draft of the memorial service was written by Chen Ke personally. He highly praised that the sacrificed officers and soldiers firmly believed during their lifetime that the revolution would definitely be able to create an equal and happy New China. The martyrs fought bravely for this goal in the Battle of Anqing and dedicated everything to the revolutionary cause. These martyrs lived gloriously and died greatly. Chen Ke called on the whole Party and the whole army to inherit the martyrs' legacy and carry the revolutionary cause through to the end.

These time-honored official articles have been tempered thousands of times; whether political correctness or the exposition of facts, they are precisely the most correct. The eulogy that once made Chen Ke shudder did not make Chen Ke feel uncomfortable at all now. Not only that, Chen Ke felt this eulogy appropriately said what should be said.

When writing this eulogy, Chen Ke felt very embarrassed, but now he no longer felt that way. Delivering the eulogy was Chen Ke's obligation. Chen Ke felt this was not only his responsibility but also his obligation. He had the obligation to pay tribute to these martyrs, the obligation to convey the thoughts and spirit of these martyrs to the whole army and the families of the martyrs; he had this obligation.

The officers, soldiers, and military martyrs' families below listened quietly. Everyone didn't feel Chen Ke's eulogy was hypocritical. Because there was not a single sentence in the entire eulogy about martyrs sacrificing out of loyalty to Chen Ke or the People's Party. Chen Ke told everyone that the martyrs fought bravely regardless of life and death because they believed in the people's revolutionary program of the People's Party, believed that a good life could be lived through revolution, and believed that this good life could continue.

These words resonated greatly with the officers and soldiers. Everyone was loyal to Chen Ke and the People's Party willingly. And the initial reason for this loyalty was that the People's Party indeed saved everyone, and led everyone through the disaster year that could not have been passed originally. Even providing housing and land in the disaster year. In this world of natural and man-made disasters, when is it not death? So everyone was willing to believe that the new world described by Chen Ke and the political commissars existed. At least they felt it was necessary to follow Chen Ke and the People's Party to try before dying silently in this desperate world. Follow behind Chen Ke and the party members and political commissars to see if there is that new world at the end of the struggle. Then, everyone won.

When Chen Ke announced the content of compensation—although the compensation money was not high, the families of the martyrs could receive benefits including the army helping to plow land, and families could be recruited into the base area for work limitedly—the soldiers even felt very gratified in their hearts. Being a soldier in a disaster year was for the family to live better. Knowing that if they died in battle, their families could enjoy the treatment of being supported in life and buried in death, the soldiers truly felt very satisfied.

The eulogy was not long. After Chen Ke finished speaking, the next step was firing guns to pay tribute. Twenty-one soldiers fired three shots into the air to express respect to their comrades-in-arms.

The next step was to cremate the remains. Wood was scarce after the flood. Because of worrying that putting the remains of these martyrs directly into tombs made of cement and masonry might cause a plague, it took a lot of effort to persuade the martyrs' families to cremate the remains beforehand. But when the health team wearing masks carried the remains wrapped in white cloth to the cremation coal pile, the families immediately cried and shouted to see the remains one last time. The guard troops held the families back. When the remains were sent onto the coal pile and burned, the crying shook the sky even more.

Some soldiers couldn't bear it; they went up to help persuade the families of martyrs they knew well. But when the martyrs' families turned around and questioned the soldiers head-on why it was their family members who died and not others, the soldiers' faces couldn't help changing. The soldiers could understand this mood of the martyrs' families, but this approach was unbearable for many people. The soldiers had to retreat sheepishly. Fortunately, the political commissars saw the situation was wrong and quickly took the families of several households who were too emotional down. Only then could the memorial service continue.

A simple monument stood at the gate of the Martyrs' Cemetery. It was also a brick-stone-cement structure. A piece of marble was embedded in the front, with the big characters "People's Heroes are Immortal" written and carved by the captured person Shen Zengzhi, who was proficient in Bronze and Stone inscription. The names and birth and death dates of the martyrs were carved on the marble on the back. No one felt good at the memorial service, especially when families made such a fuss at the scene. Chen Ke was even considering whether his arrangement was wrong. The troops and families should have been separated. But things having reached this point, even if improvements were needed, it could only be discussed next time.

Buried this time were not only the one hundred and thirty-seven officers and soldiers who sacrificed in the Battle of Anqing; the ashes of officers and soldiers who died in battle before were also moved here. Amidst a gloomy and depressed atmosphere, the memorial service finally ended.

On the seventh day of the Lunar New Year, the theoretical class within the People's Party officially began.
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"The small peasant economy is a self-sufficient model. As long as they can produce it themselves, the instinctual impulse of the small peasant economy is not to buy." Chen Ke's voice on the stage was loud; this was the focus of future work. Today, having gained strategic initiative, thinking about establishing a wider base area relies only on political and economic means. In the history of the Party, military means were always the last resort used when there was no other choice. The Party was never keen on solving problems by military means; if a political way could solve it, the Party would adopt a more peaceful way. This is the attitude a mature political party should have.

The comrades below the stage understood this mentality of the small peasant economy, because people of this era more or less had the mentality of the small peasant economy in their thoughts.

"Then the biggest characteristic of the industrialized capital operation model we want to establish now is that the purpose of producing products is for trading! When this model develops to a certain extent, the mantou eaten by every household will be bought from specialized shops."

After hearing this, a burst of surprised laughter erupted in the conference hall. Especially the comrades born in Fengtai County laughed even louder. Buying mantou from outside to eat—how lazy must the hostess of this family be? And this style is a bit too big.

Chen Ke didn't find anything funny at all. He said loudly: "Don't laugh, comrades. The food you eat in the canteen now is just unpaid; if paid, your eating is also considered buying."

As soon as these words came out, the laughter below stopped quickly. This group of people present all ate in the canteen. Although it wasn't that they were very interested in eating in the canteen, in a sense, these people were the first group to join the new system and had to adjust their own lifestyle according to the new system.

Chen Ke really didn't have time to conduct systematic education for these party cadres. The content of this training was entirely theoretical and ideological preparation for the work to be promoted within three months. One of the traditions of the Party is to understand if you can, and gradually understand in the work process if you can't. Although this method would have many problems in the process of work execution, waiting for everything to be ready before starting would mean the day lily is cold [too late].

So under Chen Ke's tough attitude, the party cadres began to experience a very "uncomfortable" concept establishment process. This concept wasn't really that complicated. Chen Ke's first lecture was the concept of money as a "general equivalent." Mentioning money, the comrades' first concept was copper coins and gold and silver. Unifying these monies of different eras, different fineness, and different types into a concept of "currency" in their minds made the comrades work very hard. And refining this already abstract currency concept into the even more abstract concept of "general equivalent" killed many of the comrades' brain cells.

When Chen Ke combined the concept of value with the concept of "general equivalent," most comrades' brains were already a mess of paste.

Fortunately, the study style of the People's Party was very upright. During the discussion time, everyone enlightened each other, explained to each other, and went around countless circles. Finally, they understood one thing: "If there is no labor and transaction, there is no need for currency to measure labor. Manufacturing currency also requires labor, but the significance of currency in social operation itself is just a general equivalent." This seemingly extremely abstract and weird concept made most comrades feel baffled. The comrades looked at Chen Ke, wanting to know what use it was for Chen Ke to spend so much effort to make everyone understand such a "lip service" concept?

Just then, Chen Ke suddenly said, "Let's go eat first? It's already two o'clock in the afternoon."

Lunch time was one hour. Perhaps the excessive consumption of brain power suppressed appetite; anyway, most comrades only felt a kind of exhaustion and lack of appetite. It wasn't until Chen Ke ordered that quite a few people remembered the matter of eating. Under Chen Ke's order, everyone got up to eat.

Chen Ke asked Yan Fu to bring two special personnel to participate in this training. Shen Zengzhi and Feng Xu both wore People's Party military uniforms and mixed in the corner to listen to the class together.

During lunch, Chen Ke and Yan Fu ate with these two special personnel in his office.

"Two gentlemen, please give some comments." Chen Ke said while eating.

Shen Zengzhi and Feng Xu were both well-educated, including Yan Fu; they all advocated "no talking while eating." Watching Chen Ke stuffing things into his mouth while talking without rules, Shen Zengzhi frowned slightly, while Feng Xu accelerated his eating speed. Yan Fu swallowed the food in his mouth into his stomach before saying: "Wen Qing, might as well finish eating before talking. It doesn't matter for this short while."

Chen Ke realized what was going on a moment later. He quickly apologized and began to wolf down food.

After the four finished eating, Feng Xu spoke first: "Mr. Chen, the currency theory you talked about today is really admirable. If the Imperial Court could have a figure like Mr. Chen, it would never have reached the state it is today no matter what."

Chen Ke laughed: "If people like me want to do something in the Manchu Qing court, it is certain death. Although I am not a son of a thousand gold, I don't want to sit under that dangerous wall."

Thinking of his status as a captive, Feng Xu felt it was meaningless to continue this topic, so he changed to the topic Chen Ke mentioned while eating. "Mr. Chen talked about currency; I understand the concept of this currency. But listening to Mr. Chen's meaning, are you preparing to issue currency yourself?"

The vision of old officials like Feng Xu was different, several streets higher than the current young revolutionary cadres of the People's Party. As soon as Chen Ke heard Feng Xu's words, he immediately had the happy feeling of talking to a sensible person. He laughed: "I am preparing to establish a Central Bank that issues currency, and the entire system of operating currency in the base area."

"Can Mr. Chen explain a thing or two?" Feng Xu was also very interested in this.

Unlike the simple explanation and huge effort detailed explanation in the morning class, Chen Ke just outlined a few core points briefly, and Feng Xu, Yan Fu, and Shen Zengzhi understood. The system Chen Ke wanted to establish was simple to put it bluntly: first establish fiat money, and then the new government issues fiat money through control of productive forces and circulating commodities. First establish an internal transaction system, and this internal system operates using a trade barrier model. These issues Chen Ke prepared to talk about for two days were finished in ten minutes by the four people in the room.

Feng Xu had been a local official for decades and understood the concept of the Central Bank mentioned by Chen Ke very well. He clapped his hands and praised: "Wonderful! No wonder Mr. Chen spent so much effort talking about this currency. If one doesn't understand the concept of currency, the subtleties behind it really cannot be understood."

Chen Ke really had no interest in Feng Xu's praise. The morning lecture really exhausted him. Pulling these former high officials to chat at this moment also meant to relieve some worries and sort out thoughts by the way. Seeing Feng Xu just simply joining in the fun, Chen Ke suddenly felt his approach seemed like showing off.

At this time, he heard Shen Zengzhi interrupt: "Mr. Chen is worried that those People's Party comrades of yours can't keep up with your thoughts, right?"

Chen Ke immediately became spirited. This was exactly what he was worried about. Or rather Chen Ke was no longer worried; regardless of whether the comrades could keep up with the thoughts, Chen Ke had to make them keep up.

Shen Zengzhi didn't have the usual cynical look on his face, but a solemn face. "Mr. Chen, you originally said you studied Confucianism; I didn't believe it. Watching your lecture personally this time, I have to believe it."

The three present, Yan Fu, Shen Zengzhi, and Feng Xu, were all from Confucian backgrounds. But because Yan Fu engaged in the naval profession and contacted Western learning a lot, he could no longer be considered a Confucian person. Although Feng Xu was a talent and passed the Jinshi examination, he paid more attention to applying what he learned and did not delve deeply into Confucianism. Among the three, both Yan Fu and Feng Xu recognized Shen Zengzhi as a great Confucian scholar. If the People's Party hadn't appeared in Fengtai County and then captured Shouzhou, capturing Shen Zengzhi, Shen Zengzhi would have been promoted to Anhui Education Commissioner this year. That was an official position by no means inferior to the status of Anhui Provincial Administration Commissioner Feng Xu.

Now Shen Zengzhi actually said Chen Ke was Confucian; both Yan Fu and Feng Xu felt very surprised. They knew their learning of Confucianism couldn't compare to Shen Zengzhi, and dared not expose their shortcomings rashly.

Shen Zengzhi was not polite either. He said frankly: "The Confucianism of the Great Qing talks about the Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues. Mr. Chen Ke's People's Party also has its own Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues, but they are not the Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues of the Great Qing."

The "Three Cardinal Guides" refer to "ruler guides subject, father guides son, husband guides wife," requiring subjects, sons, and wives to absolutely obey rulers, fathers, and husbands, and also requiring rulers, fathers, and husbands to set an example for subjects, sons, and wives. It reflects a special moral relationship between ruler and minister, father and son, husband and wife in feudal society.

The "Five Constant Virtues" are Benevolence, Righteousness, Propriety, Wisdom, and Trust, which are behavioral norms used to adjust and regulate human relationships such as ruler and minister, father and son, brothers, husband and wife, friends, etc.

Shen Zengzhi said: "I have also read Mr. Chen Ke's book. The Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues advocated by Mr. Chen Ke are centered on productive forces. The Confucianism of the Great Qing talks about filial piety and fraternity, talks about benevolence and righteousness. But Mr. Chen Ke talks about *On Contradiction*, believing that various contradictions are ubiquitous, contradictions exist eternally, and in order to resolve contradictions, there are things like the Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues to coordinate contradictions. Mr. Chen, if the world were not chaotic to this extent now, and according to what your book says, contradictions intensified to an unbearable degree, no one would believe your set of things. Everyone actually doesn't believe in this set of words; what everyone believes is just seeing that you can accomplish big things."

Hearing this, Chen Ke, Yan Fu, and Feng Xu all looked solemn. Especially Chen Ke; although he also talked about theory, the purpose of talking about theory was entirely for the practical promotion of revolution. In terms of the theoretical framework of the Chinese revolution, it was neither his forte, nor did he have time to complete the construction in this area. Hearing Shen Zengzhi's words, Chen Ke felt extremely shocked.

Chen Ke didn't know that Shen Zengzhi was a great master of Confucianism. Naito Konan, the founder of modern Japanese Sinology, told his students that they must see Shen Zengzhi when they went to China, because Mr. Shen was "a great person with insight who is versed in all Chinese learning." But even if Chen Ke knew this, he wouldn't care. He had the Grandpa Mao road he wanted to follow. In his view, people like Shen Zengzhi were just Confucian remnants after the poisoning of the Manchu Qing, without any special value. Especially since Shen Zengzhi was usually very impolite to Chen Ke, the struggle of will was also a big problem. Now suddenly hearing Shen Zengzhi speak such reasoning, it made Chen Ke greatly surprised.

"Mr. Chen, the concept of currency you talked about today is very correct. However, I originally thought you were just a fierce and ambitious person [Xiao Xiong] disrupting the world. But after listening to your People's Party's party lesson today, I realized I underestimated you before. Not only are you a fierce and ambitious person, but you also want to be a founding father who integrates ruler and teacher."

Chen Ke originally wanted to hear Shen Zengzhi continue to comment on the theoretical framework, but he didn't expect him to talk about this nonsense, so he was a bit unhappy in his heart. "Mr. Shen, of course I want to overthrow the Manchu Qing; founding the country is just natural. I would like to continue listening to Mr. Shen's words just now."

Shen Zengzhi said calmly: "Seeking truth from facts; ask if you don't understand, learn if you don't know. Without investigation, there is no right to speak. Labor created man himself. Modesty and prudence. And what you repeatedly emphasized: do not make empty promises to the people, do it first before speaking. Especially that the world fears the word 'seriousness' most, and the People's Party is most serious. Mr. Chen, which of these purposes of your People's Party has not been earnestly taught by Confucian sages? You just turned these teachings into vernacular."

After hearing this, Chen Ke and the others fell silent. Shen Zengzhi was right; these words are reflected in the *Analects*. The People's Party founded by Chen Ke just spoke these words in vernacular and then emphasized them repeatedly. Chen Ke knew very clearly that he had never created anything that predecessors didn't have; not only in the past, but it would also be so in the future.

"Mr. Chen, this batch of party members under you is unusual. I have served as Education Commissioner for many years and have never seen so many disciples who can follow the teachings of sages. Today's so-called people in Confucianism, who have read the *Analects*, can only practice 'eating food that is not too refined, living in a house that is not too big' [Note: Actually "Yi Shi Bu Yan Jing, Kuai Bu Yan Xi" - Confucius didn't dislike refined food... Wait, Shen is likely criticizing their lavishness? Or quoting "Shi Bu Yan Jing" - Food never too refined? Actually Confucius said "Shi Bu Yan Jing" meaning he didn't dislike refined food. Shen means they only follow the enjoyment parts? Or maybe he means they can't even do "Ne Yan Min Xing" (slow in speech, quick in action). Let's assume Shen means they fail to follow the good parts]. There are few who can even achieve 'slow in speech and quick in action.' I really didn't expect to see hundreds of disciples who can follow the teachings of sages at once under Mr. Chen's banner. I am quite happy. But thinking that after the success of Mr. Chen's revolution, Confucianism will inevitably decline, I really feel uneasy if I don't say a few words."

Hearing Shen Zengzhi's words, Chen Ke felt he had to come out and say a few words, otherwise it would make him look like he relied on Confucian learning to swindle and bluff. "Mr. Shen, the *Analects* talks about Benevolence, *Xunzi* talks about Ritual [Li]. I talk about productive forces and contradictions. Since the appearance of human beings, for tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands of years, they walked and ran, and now they still walk and run. How kitchen knives cut vegetables thousands of years ago, kitchen knives still cut vegetables the same way now. You can't just because Confucian sages said some insightful views, attribute everything to the Confucian school."

regarding Chen Ke's rebuttal, Shen Zengzhi did not oppose either. He nodded. "Mr. Chen, the Sage was a person two thousand years ago. If we treat those who claim to be disciples of the Confucian school now as disciples of the Sage, that is the big mistake. I just saw that Mr. Chen's People's Party actually followed the teachings of the Sage, and had some feelings in my heart. If Mr. Chen's People's Party can continue to work like this, it is only right to seize this world."

Hearing Shen Zengzhi say this, Chen Ke couldn't help asking: "Then is Mr. Shen willing to join our People's Party?"

"That is not necessary. Mr. Chen, there are so many people in this world who read Confucian books and boast of being Confucian disciples, but few can do what the sages said in the books. Being a 'Junzi' [Gentleman/Noble Man] is not so easy to achieve. I'm afraid Mr. Chen will start killing your current subordinates on a large scale in the future. Mr. Chen is unwilling to defect to the Court in order not to stand under a dangerous wall. Although this old man admires Mr. Chen very much, I am also unwilling to stand under the dangerous wall of your People's Party."

This old man Shen Zengzhi's words made Chen Ke have to admire him. Just as he wanted to say something more, he heard the sound of the class bell ringing outside. "Three gentlemen, let's go to class." Chen Ke said.
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Chapter 134: New Beginning (39)

After lunch, the comrades watched Chen Ke go up to the podium. Quite a few people were worried that Chen Ke would talk about something even more mysterious. During lunch, everyone was discussing the new concept of "currency" just learned in the morning. This kind of most basic principle becomes clearer the more it is discussed. The problem is how to apply this principle after understanding it. Linking theory with practice never comes out just by moving lips.

Starting from the afternoon, Chen Ke extended the concepts of "fiat money" and "credit" from the concept of "general equivalent." This was already the concept of modern banking. Chen Ke had made up his mind to establish the banking system of the base area no matter what. Although a large amount of precious metal currency and a considerable amount of copper coins were transported back from Anqing, this little money was just a drop in the bucket for the future development of the base area. Without the support of modern banks, the base area simply couldn't raise enough funds for development. This was also the reason why Chen Ke wanted to gather all party, government, and military cadres of the base area for theoretical education.

The currency issuance of the modern banking system must have a reserve fund. Since the significance of fiat money is "general equivalent," then fiat money must be strictly linked to "transactions." The fiat money issued by the central bank must have a reserve fund; without a reserve fund, fiat money cannot be withdrawn from circulation. Due to the lack of precious metals, the reserve fund for the currency issuance system established by the Party in history was mostly grain. Now the gold and silver transported back from Anqing by the People's Party acted as a reserve fund very well.

What Chen Ke wanted the comrades to understand was how fiat money operated in economic construction and the lives of the common people, and what role it should play exactly.

This is a very profound question. If viewing the revolution from such an angle, although party members don't understand now, they will finally understand in their work how much of the future labor of People's Party comrades will be "unpaid," and this unpaid labor will become the cornerstone and settle in the economic system of the base area. As for to what extent the comrades can accept this fact, even a confident person like Chen Ke dared not be blindly optimistic.

Taking the most urgent work "spring plowing" as an example, the banking system of the People's Party will issue productive loans through "Agricultural Cooperatives." For example, for newly produced farm tools, farmers take loans by booking on account. Repay with labor force and various products. From beginning to end, the loan did not appear in the face of actual existing currency. Currency was merely numbers existing on the books. But when this loan process from lending to repayment ended, the farmers got farm tools, while the bank and the government behind the bank got the results built by the labor of the common people, as well as various agricultural products. This is the significance of modern banking fiat money.

The problem is, it's not like this in the troops. The troops will also be paid wages. Wages are not gold and silver, but fiat currency issued by the base area. Compared with this money, the labor paid by the cadres and soldiers of the troops is far higher than their income. The economic accumulation of the base area is completed by ruthlessly "exploiting labor within the system."

This will be a test. If People's Party members have this selfless consciousness, and the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army has the consciousness of being "the common people's troops," then this reality is not a problem. If People's Party members and Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army cadres and soldiers put their personal interests first, then the serious inequality between giving and receiving will become a core contradiction.

Chen Ke had always been hesitant about whether to explain this problem thoroughly. Once this basic theory is explained thoroughly, there is nothing to hide. Basic theory defines issues of cardinal right and wrong. Up to now, People's Party members and Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army cadres and soldiers fought for themselves. They were still a kind of spontaneous struggle, fighting to survive. The comrades' enemy existed externally.

After Chen Ke told everyone the basic revolutionary theory and started deeper revolution based on these theories, this spontaneous struggle must become a "conscious" revolutionary struggle. The enemy of comrades is more of their own selfish thoughts. While lecturing, Chen Ke thought somewhat self-mockingly: who would be the first to ask the sentence "Why do we have to work for nothing?"

This part of the theoretical course was actually quite simple. What was complex was the specific operational process, not the theoretical basis. The comrades participating in the study probably all understood the content of the course. Chen Ke didn't drag the class either; this group of comrades were all very busy with work. Seeing everyone really understood, Chen Ke immediately dismissed the class.

The comrades were as if granted amnesty one by one. Those whose stations were far away, such as those from the troops, ran out as fast as they could. Comrades working in the county town also stood up immediately; after a whole day of study, accumulated work would be a lot. It was around five o'clock in the afternoon now; if they hurried up now, they could still solve a considerable part of the work. Not long after, only four people remained in the venue: Chen Ke, Yan Fu, Shen Zengzhi, and Feng Xu.

"Mr. Chen Ke has worked hard." Feng Xu said calmly.

"This is my job."

"If there is nothing else, we will go back first. There is still a large part of the matter of editing the *New China Dictionary*." Feng Xu seemed to be a serious person in doing things too.

"Then I'll trouble you."

Yan Fu, Feng Xu, and Shen Zengzhi went out the door. Yan Fu originally thought these two would say something. At least Yan Fu himself felt he had a bellyful of words to say. Yan Fu basically understood the things Chen Ke talked about today. It was precisely because he understood that Yan Fu felt Chen Ke's harsh attitude towards his own people was very undesirable.

Yan Fu's thoughts were closer to the Legalists. In his works and thoughts, Yan Fu was still quite enlightened. In his work *On Strength* [*Yuan Qiang*], he proposed that the strength or weakness, survival or demise of a country is determined by three basic conditions: "First, the strength of blood and physical power; second, the strength of intelligence and wisdom; third, the strength of virtue, righteousness, and benevolence." He fantasized about enhancing national prestige through bourgeois education in physical, intellectual, and moral aspects. "Therefore, today's essential politics are unified in three ends: first, boosting the people's strength; second, enlightening the people's wisdom; third, renewing the people's virtue." The so-called boosting people's strength means the people of the whole country must have a healthy physique, and opium and the bad habit of foot-binding must be banned; the so-called enlightening people's wisdom is mainly to replace the imperial examination with Western learning; the so-called renewing people's virtue is mainly to abolish autocratic rule, implement constitutional monarchy, and advocate "respecting the people." Yan Fu demanded reform and modernization, but also advocated "only not expecting it to gather quickly." The specific method of "removing but not suddenly" was to be realized through education. That is, in China at that time, to implement constitutional monarchy, it could only be implemented after enlightening the people's wisdom. In short, the "Theory of Saving the Country through Education" was a prominent ideological characteristic of Yan Fu.

So when Chen Ke appointed him as the Minister of Education, Yan Fu accepted readily. regarding Chen Ke's strong position in the People's Party, Yan Fu felt it suited his appetite very much. A revolutionary group led by a highly capable strong leader like Chen Ke promoted revolution with a strong force overriding everything. Even if Chen Ke didn't become Emperor in the future, Chen Ke was young after all. Barring accidents, there would be at least forty or fifty years. When Chen Ke grew old, China would have been built into a new powerful country. At that time, the people's wisdom would be opened, and even implementing a constitutional or more radical republican system would not be too abrupt.

In today's class, Chen Ke's profound understanding of the economy shocked this old handsome guy again. But Chen Ke didn't say it directly, but the method of wealth accumulation already explained clearly was nakedly drinking the blood of his own comrades. The troops undertook the hardest basic water conservancy construction; not only that, they also had to farm to feed themselves, and fight to defend the base area. Yan Fu was knowledgeable, but he had never heard of such an army in this world. He didn't believe such an army could exist either.

Chen Ke was a very tough person. Since he could say these things today, then Chen Ke would realize the things he said at all costs. This was what Yan Fu worried about most.

Just as Yan Fu was looking for suitable words, Shen Zengzhi suddenly spoke: "Jidao, your disciple Chen Ke is just trying to build an army of a true King [Benevolent Army]. This is a good thing; why are you so uneasy?"

No abnormality could be seen in Shen Zengzhi's expression; these words were completely in a calm attitude. Instead, Feng Xu saw Yan Fu was a bit anxious and hurriedly smoothed things over: "Brother Shen, Jidao is confused by concern. Moreover, Chen Ke's practice is indeed somewhat similar to the Legalist way."

"How is it Legalist? This is obviously the attitude of putting the people first and the state second." Shen Zengzhi still answered calmly, "I really want to see to what extent Chen Ke can achieve. If he can really do it, it won't be far from the Rule of the Three Dynasties [Golden Age]."

Yan Fu and Feng Xu didn't know if Shen Zengzhi's words were praise or mockery. When Shen Zengzhi spoke seriously, no one could see his thoughts. Both waited for Shen Zengzhi to say something more, but Shen Zengzhi just didn't say a word. As a result, until Yan Fu sent the two back to their residence, everyone didn't say another sentence.

Qin Tongren was responsible for the recent production of farm tools. Without Chen Ke emphasizing it deliberately, Qin Tongren also knew the significance of rapidly producing a large number of metal farm tools. Qin Tongren liked the wrought iron farm tools with steel cores provided by Chen Ke very much. The sharpness and strength of this kind of farm tool reached a quite perfect level. The trial-produced farm tools were very handy to use, light and fast.

The technical personnel below were naturally extremely happy. Immediately someone suggested taking these farm tools to report the good news. This suggestion was rejected unceremoniously by Qin Tongren on the spot.

The purpose of reporting good news is to ask for treatment! Qin Tongren didn't like this attitude at all. Moreover, these comrades below also underestimated Chen Ke too much. This was the farm tool design idea proposed by Chen Ke first. Taking this kind of farm tool to report good news to Chen Ke—Qin Tongren felt he hadn't lowered his status to this extent no matter what. When Chen Ke talked about farm tool production with Qin Tongren, he mentioned the issue of production efficiency. Moreover, Chen Ke even roughly explained the general appearance of stamping presses and grinding wheel polishing equipment to Qin Tongren. If following this mechanized production mode, plus the existing steel on hand, as long as five hundred workers were equipped, Qin Tongren could guarantee to produce more than fifty thousand new-style farm tools within a month.

The problem was that these mechanical devices were merely Chen Ke's ideas. According to the current conditions of the base area, five hundred people couldn't even produce five thousand farm tools a month. The problems to be solved were as many as the hairs on a cow. Before producing products, mechanical equipment had to be manufactured personally. This status quo of castles in the air made Qin Tongren feel a great sense of powerlessness.

However, at this time, someone actually took a few farm tools to report merit. The always serious Qin Tongren finally couldn't help getting angry.

After scolding his subordinates severely, the problem still had to be solved. Qin Tongren had to find Chen Ke personally to admit the status quo.

What surprised Qin Tongren was that Chen Ke didn't get angry or discouraged. He pondered for a while before saying: "I can only work with Engineer Qin and you guys for seven days. Let's design a small farm tool processing factory. It just happens that we got a lot of red copper from Anqing this time. Tongling is really a good place."

Thus, a technical assault team was established. At Chen Ke's insistence, Qin Tongren served as the chief engineer of the team. Chen Ke served as the technical advisor. Because of Chen Ke's work, he handled party and government affairs during the day, and worked with the technical assault team all night long. Facing such a desperate way of working, Qin Tongren didn't even dare to advise him.
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Chapter 135: New Beginning (40)

Without investigation, there is no right to speak; Chen Ke knew this himself. Although there was a lot of information on the Internet, and it was quite detailed, Chen Ke indeed hadn't conducted actual investigations before personally going down to the countryside. Especially regarding rural tools, Chen Ke found himself completely blank.

To do a good job, one must first sharpen one's tools. In the 21st century, Chen Ke also went to the countryside and entered farmland. His feeling at that time was that walking in the field, his feet felt empty and floating. Stepping down on the soft soil, it was easy to step into a big pit. Only the solid ridges were comfortable to walk on. As far as Chen Ke knew, the depth of land deep plowing generally had to be 50 centimeters, or even deeper. Deep plowing had to be done every two years, or even every year. But in the Fengyang area of Anhui in 1907, the depth of plowing every year never exceeded 30 centimeters. The depth of most plowing was even only more than 20 centimeters. This was the same nationwide.

Crops need nutrition to grow, and nutrition is obtained from the soil through the root system. The growth of the root system depends on conditions such as soil temperature, humidity, air, and the number and activity of microorganisms; the deeper the soil, the worse the aeration, the less air, the fewer microorganisms, the worse the activity, and the lower the soil fertility. In such a soil layer, root growth is poor and the quantity is small. For land that has not been deeply plowed, the yield will not be too high no matter what.

Modern agriculture relies on mechanization, large tractors, sharp steel-cast heavy plows; the efficiency of these things plowing land is simply unimaginable in the countryside of 1907. Taking care of crops might be done by every household in an intensive farming way, but to carry out such basic deep plowing, one cannot help but rely on large equipment.

When personally starting rush planting and rush harvesting with comrades, Chen Ke truly conducted a social investigation in the countryside of 1907. The status quo of the countryside alone made Chen Ke dumbfounded. Farmers' tools were actually mostly wooden. Hoes, shovels—these tools made of sharp sandwich steel in New China were actually wooden in the countryside of 1907.

The so-called sandwich steel [laminated steel] is to sandwich a steel sheet between folded wrought iron or other different types of steel sheets. After heating, it is continuously hammered with a hammer machine to hammer the steel sheet and wrought iron into a tightly combined "sandwich" steel product. The thickness of this steel product will not exceed five millimeters. The steel sheet in the middle is extremely sharp after polishing. Steel is much more wear-resistant than the outer wrought iron, and the service life of the blade part is very long. The outer wrought iron provides the load-bearing part, and the thickness of the agricultural tool can be made relatively thin. In the countryside, sandwich steel is a very good agricultural tool; on the battlefield, the engineer shovel made of sandwich steel is a sharp weapon for hand-to-hand combat in trench warfare.

And wooden farm tools generally had a thickness of more than two centimeters. Both clumsy and not sharp, and the service life was also very short. It wasn't that there were no iron farm tools in the countryside, but the iron farm tools in the hands of farmers were not only expensive and few in number, but the quality could be said to be quite crude. Although rural blacksmiths also forged some farm tools, because they had not received good scientific education, plus the lack of many tools that required huge investment such as high-temperature furnaces and crucibles, the level of farm tool production was very low. Although blacksmiths knew that wrought iron was tougher but not wear-resistant, and cast iron [pig iron] was hard and wear-resistant but relatively brittle, they didn't know how to combine the two. Because of the lack of tools, the blacksmiths' level was very poor.

The base area needed a large number of farm tools during rush planting and rush harvesting. Without at least ten thousand metal farm tools, it was impossible to complete this arduous task. Chen Ke originally thought there were more farm tools in landlords' homes. After investigation, the farm tools in landlords' homes were only to meet their own farming needs. Hoarding farm tools was meaningless for landlords who were also in a small peasant economy. After defeating Zhang Youliang, they found that landlords with forts like Zhang Youliang were also like this. Plenty of money and grain, but not many farm tools.

The way to solve this problem was to collect iron bells from forts and other places, then melt these bells and recast them into farm tools. Only then was the problem solved by driving a duck onto a perch [forcing someone to do something beyond their ability]. The quality of these newly cast farm tools could not be guaranteed. Breaking and chipping happened many times every day during use. Barely providing metal farm tools, plus the common people working like their lives depended on it to survive, the huge work of rush planting and rush harvesting was completed.

Chen Ke firmly believed that in 1907, when the disaster situation had eased, it was impossible to stimulate this kind of enthusiasm of the masses. To eat full, grain production must be increased. In actual investigation, Chen Ke discovered a thing that made him very speechless: Anhui actually only planted one season of grain every year now. New China solved the grain problem by planting two seasons of grain every year. In 1907, with neither deep plowing nor chemical fertilizer, planting two seasons of grain would indeed consume the fertility of the land greatly. This is a fact. But if two seasons of grain cannot be planted, the famine problem will always be a big problem. Any random natural disaster can cause large areas of grain failure, forming a famine.

This is no longer a problem that can be solved by changing production relations through revolution. To solve these problems, it must be through establishing a socialist system and carrying out industrial development; this kind of comprehensive overall progress can solve the problem. Stable quality farm tools must be provided on a large scale; otherwise, the vast base area cannot have any development.

There were no systematic "enemies of the old era" in the base area anymore. Landlords handed over land, the government was also eliminated, and the people began to gather under the new system established by the People's Party. Shouting "revolution to the end" at this time was no longer a manifestation of high revolutionary enthusiasm, but an excuse to shirk responsibility. Chen Ke didn't want to shirk responsibility, so he came personally to solve the problem of large-scale production of farm tools.

Qin Tongren had cooperated with Chen Ke; he knew Chen Ke was not a guy who talked on paper [armchair strategist]. After handing a few trial-produced sandwich steel farm tools to Chen Ke, Qin Tongren watched Chen Ke's satisfied expression and immediately poured a bucket of cold water. "Although this kind of steel farm tool is good, it is not conducive to large-scale production. The price is also too high. I oppose producing this kind of farm tool."

Originally, the technical personnel who trial-produced this kind of farm tool were also quite happy to see Chen Ke's very happy expression. Making the highest leader of the base area happy meant promotion and reward. Unexpectedly, Qin Tongren actually opposed it directly like this. Amidst annoyance, the technical personnel also felt that Qin Tongren was asking for trouble. At least in their experience, big officials of Chen Ke's level never liked to hear people oppose so straightforwardly. Only when at the end of their rope and having to change would these big officials truly consider the opinions of subordinates. When in high spirits and being negated, no big official had ever been able to accept opinions sincerely.

What surprised and disappointed these people was that Chen Ke was not only not angry, nor did he have any sense of frustration. Instead, he said with great interest: "Engineer Qin, then tell me about it."

"This kind of sandwich steel gave me a lot of inspiration. I thought about it for a while and felt that what we need is the wear resistance of steel and the toughness and wear resistance of wrought iron. In the current situation, we ourselves also lack steel, but we don't lack cast iron and wrought iron. We don't use the sandwich method, but pour cast iron on the outside of wrought iron. Cast iron is hard and wear-resistant. This way the production speed is also much faster."

As soon as he heard this suggestion, Chen Ke immediately clapped his hands and applauded. "This method is good! Do we have a furnace that can melt cast iron?"

"Yes!" Qin Tongren answered.

Chen Ke pressed: "Are there any trial-produced products?"

"No."

"When can you let me see the trial-produced products?"

"Tomorrow night."

Chen Ke answered excitedly, "Then I will come over tomorrow night."

Watching Chen Ke's receding back, those technical personnel with their own ideas were very disappointed. Although they didn't say it with their mouths, they couldn't help cursing in their hearts: "Is my hard work wasted like this? Fortunately you are the head of the base area; being refuted by Qin Tongren like this, you just accept it?"

According to these people's thinking, Qin Tongren gave Chen Ke "embarrassment" unceremoniously. Chen Ke should find fault no matter what; otherwise, how could he control Qin Tongren in the future? Moreover, Qin Tongren doing this was obviously slapping the faces of these technical personnel who worked hard to make sandwich steel farm tools according to Chen Ke's opinion. Was such hard work wasted in vain? One sentence from Qin Tongren was like these technical personnel did wrong. These dissatisfactions made those few technical personnel change their expressions.

Qin Tongren turned a blind eye to the dissatisfaction of his subordinates. This was not him pretending, but he really didn't think so much. Chen Ke talked to him about the issue of large-scale popularization of cheap and durable metal farm tools, and Qin Tongren fully supported Chen Ke's opinion. So Qin Tongren's train of thought was on how to choose the production method of new-style farm tools. As for the meaningless question of whether face was saved for anyone, it didn't exist in Qin Tongren's thinking at all. In Qin Tongren's view, Chen Ke provided an idea, everyone tried this idea, and then felt this idea was not very good and needed modification. So he fed back this opinion to Chen Ke and got the agreement of Chen Ke, a guy who knew the trade. In this process, there was no question of who was good or bad. There was no question of who had face or not; it was just a normal technical exchange. If Qin Tongren had the ability to read minds and heard the voices of his subordinates, he would only feel bored and disgusted.

After determining the direction, the technical department started working immediately. The crucible for melting cast iron began to heat up, and the wrought iron load-bearing parts of several farm tools began to be forged. When Chen Ke arrived here the next day, a dozen new-style farm tools had been made. Compared with sandwich steel, this kind of farm tool appeared much clumsier, and the surface was not so smooth. The few technical personnel dissatisfied with Qin Tongren happily saw Chen Ke frown. But Chen Ke said nothing; he began to try them out under the illumination of moonlight and torches outside the house. Compared with wooden farm tools, these farm tools could be said to be quite good.

The illumination of the torches was still not bright enough. Chen Ke almost lay on the ground to examine the effect carefully. Only then did he say: "Old Qin, sorry. I didn't think carefully; I should have come during the day."

As soon as these words came out, those few technical personnel were immediately disappointed or even desperate in their hearts. They felt Chen Ke was an incredible existence. A person in a high position didn't care about his status at all, didn't care about his image at all. Acting as rustic as ordinary common people. What kind of person is this?

"I will start preparing now. The day after tomorrow, send a batch of farm tools to the army for trial first."
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Chapter 136: New Beginning (41)

Shi Dekuan wore the uniform of the Anhui New Army, only the red embroidered armband on his left arm read "Picket." This young man born in 1885 was just 22 years old this year. The four Yuewang Society members following Shi Dekuan all looked unhappy. The group walked silently on the streets of Anqing. It was not yet the fifteenth of the first lunar month; if in previous years, the streets should be extremely lively. Amidst sporadic firecrackers, children would run around the streets, and businessmen should also open their doors for business. But now, pedestrians on the street were scarce, shops were closed and locked, and the lively Anqing seemed to have become a dead city.

When the group patrolled near the entrance of the Anqing Governor's Yamen, they saw some people in long gowns surrounding the gate of the Governor's Yamen demanding to see Revolutionary Army Commander Chen Duxiu. The guards stopped this group of "Long Gown Party" from entering. The few people with Shi Dekuan saw this situation and couldn't help cursing in a low voice: "Those damn People's Party members."

Shi Dekuan didn't answer; he held the position of picket in the Yuewang Society, responsible for the internal discipline of the Yuewang Society. These gentry blocking the gate of the Anqing Revolutionary Government was not an internal dispute. Shi Dekuan and his comrades bypassed this group of people and continued their patrol work.

"Dekuan, let's go south," someone advised.

Hearing this, Shi Dekuan's pace slowed for a moment, then became firm and powerful again. Seeing Shi Dekuan didn't listen to advice at all, the speaker hurriedly caught up two steps and grabbed Shi Dekuan. "Dekuan, those secret society members act like this. And it's just visiting brothels; why are you so serious? When fighting starts, we still have to rely on the people under the secret societies."

" The Revolutionary Army is not allowed to sleep with prostitutes. If I, as a picket, don't manage it, who will?" Shi Dekuan asked.

"What use is it that you managed it so many times? Those people almost hate you to death. And who has ever supported you?" The comrade who spoke just now looked at Shi Dekuan with a gaze of "resenting iron for not becoming steel." The eyes of several other picket team members were also very unfriendly.

"Before, the People's Party abducted female students; after the secret societies entered the city, they gambled and slept with prostitutes. What exactly is wrong with this revolution? I can't control the People's Party, but can't I control the secret societies?" There was uncontrollable anger in Shi Dekuan's voice.

Just at this moment, a New Army signal soldier rushed up from behind. Seeing Shi Dekuan, the signal soldier shouted: "Mr. Shi, Commander Chen invites you back."

Hearing this, the expression of the comrades who dissuaded Shi Dekuan immediately became much more relaxed. Shi Dekuan glanced at the signal soldier angrily, but he didn't refuse this order either. Turning back, Shi Dekuan walked back towards the way he came.

Inside the Anhui Governor's Yamen was much livelier than on the street. People from the Yuewang Society went in and out of various rooms; this chaotic scene could stabilize people's mood very well. The main hall of the Governor's Yamen still maintained its majestic original appearance. Shi Dekuan passed through the main hall into the rear hall. The layout in the rear hall had changed greatly. The host and guest seats had been moved away; three square tables were put together to form a long table in the room. Sitting at the head was Chen Duxiu, the Commander-in-Chief of the current Anhui Revolutionary Government. On both sides of Chen Duxiu were the two major cadres of the Yuewang Society, Bai Wenwei and Chang Hengfang. Sitting further down were some other cadres. Some secret society leaders sat in even lower positions.

Chen Duxiu was talking with Bai Wenwei and Chang Hengfang. Seeing Shi Dekuan enter, the three stopped talking.

"Commander, what is the matter for calling me?" Shi Dekuan asked.

"Dekuan, I remember you are from Shouzhou," Chen Duxiu asked.

"Native of Shiji, Shouzhou." Shi Dekuan gave a more accurate answer.

Bai Wenwei took over Chen Duxiu's words: "We plan to appoint you as a representative to go to Fengtai County to talk with the People's Party once. It is too outrageous for the People's Party to abduct female students. Not only you go, but some gentry will go with you."

Hearing this, Shi Dekuan felt his spirit lifted, and his voice became louder. "Then when do we set off?"

Bai Wenwei replied: "Set off tomorrow. You go prepare now."

"Yes!"

Watching Shi Dekuan leave quickly, Bai Wenwei looked relieved. The secret society leaders looked at Shi Dekuan's back with disgusted eyes.

The history of the birth of the Yuewang Society was not long. In 1905, Bai Wenwei served as a gymnastics instructor at Anhui Public School in Wuhu, and Chen Duxiu also taught part-time at the Public School. The two agreed to visit Northern Anhui during the summer vacation. After returning, Bai Wenwei united with Chen Duxiu, Chang Hengfang, and other advanced students in Anhui Public School to establish the Yuewang Society. The meaning of the Yuewang Society was to admire King Yue [Yue Fei]'s spirit of serving the country with supreme loyalty. The address was at the Guanyue Temple [Guan Yu and Yue Fei Temple] in Wuhu at that time. The Yuewang Society was officially born in July or August 1905. There were more than 30 people participating in the organization initially. The first meeting read the oath at the Guandi Temple in Wuhu. And rented two rooms in Wuhu as a contact point. Most leaders of the Yuewang Society accepted the political program of the Tongmenghui at the same time. Except for Chen Duxiu, the main leading members all joined the Tongmenghui, and general members were considered to have joined collectively.

In October 1905, at the request of Zhao Sheng in Nanjing, Bai Wenwei went to the Ninth Division of the New Army to serve as the officer of the front team of the second battalion of the 33rd Regiment. In winter, Chang Hengfang went to Anqing to serve as the Dean of Discipline of Shangzhi School. Thus, the Yuewang Society was divided into three parts: the general headquarters in Wuhu, with Chen Duxiu as the President; Nanjing and Anqing as two branches, with Bai Wenwei and Chang Hengfang as branch heads.

By the end of February 1907, this revolutionary organization, which was born slightly later than the establishment of the People's Party, was less than two years old.

After experiencing the Battle of Anqing, everyone in the Yuewang Society knew that compared with the People's Party formed by Chen Ke, the strength of the Yuewang Society was definitely not just a little bit worse. Bai Wenwei had not been able to see the siege battle launched by the People's Party with his own eyes, but taking Anqing in one night, such a tough battle shocked Bai Wenwei very much. When he saw the traces of battle everywhere in Anqing City with his own eyes—large patches of blood, corpses, black traces left by hand grenade explosions—all demonstrated the intensity and cruelty of the battle. The People's Party with such armed forces was definitely not something the current Yuewang Society could challenge. In order to improve the strength of the Yuewang Society as soon as possible, they had to rope in secret societies as soon as possible.

"Mr. Bai, should today's military pay be issued?" A secret society leader sitting at the lower end asked shamelessly.

Since someone started, other secret society leaders immediately followed up. "Yeah, it's Chinese New Year; brothers have to ask for double shares no matter what, right?"

Bai Wenwei had to get used to such performance of the secret societies. These days, the secret societies did nothing but ask for money. He didn't even get angry anymore, just said calmly: "Didn't we agree on issuing pay every three days?"

regarding Bai Wenwei's statement, the secret society leaders simply didn't take it. "Mr. Bai, you seized Anqing; where is the lack of this little money? Give brothers double pay, so brothers will be willing to sell their lives when fighting starts."

"Eh? Gentlemen, we already agreed on pay every three days; we must talk about jianghu loyalty, right?" Bai Wenwei was long tired of dealing with these secret societies. Seeing the secret societies were relentless, his tone also became a bit impatient.

Hearing Bai Wenwei's tone became very impolite, a secret society leader suddenly slammed the table and shouted loudly: "Mr. Bai, I think you are a person who only knows how to talk! Our brothers follow you through birth and death; you are not even willing to pay this little money. What do you mean? Think we are easy to send away, don't you?"

"Show some respect." Before the secret society leader could continue speaking, Fan Chuanjia had already slammed the table and stood up. "When have we ever owed you the military pay we should give you? You went through birth and death—up to now, have you fought a battle? Or done anything? We only know how to talk? I think you are the ones who only know how to talk!"

The secret society leader didn't expect the Yuewang Society, which had always been polite to them, to suddenly become tough. Fan Chuanjia wore a New Army uniform, with a pistol tucked in his waist; standing up, he was also majestic and awe-inspiring. The secret society leader who scolded Bai Wenwei for "only knowing how to talk" just now dared not confront Fan Chuanjia directly either.

He turned his head not to look at Fan Chuanjia's eyes spraying anger, but looked at Chen Duxiu. "Commander Chen!" With this shout, the secret society leader's voice sounded as if he had suffered a great grievance. "Is this how you treat brothers? If there is anything, let's talk properly. Making it look so fierce and evil—are you letting us help you revolutionize? Doing this, aren't you afraid of chilling everyone's hearts?"

Chen Duxiu had a splitting headache over such things happening every few days. Looking like they got Anqing, Chen Duxiu's joy simply didn't last for a few days. He suddenly found that Anqing had become a hot potato, rather than the starting point of revolution as previously thought.

When the People's Party retreated, about 300 people from the Anhui New Army defected to the People's Party; they retreated to Fengyang Prefecture with the People's Party. The Anhui New Army had a total strength of more than 4,000 people. Originally, more than 300 people defected to the People's Party under Pu Guanshui's leadership. After the war, another 300 left. Plus those killed in battle, injured, and those who refused to defect to the revolution and fled. The military strength in the hands of the Yuewang Society was less than 1,800. These 1,800 people were extremely strained just defending Anqing, let alone organizing any expedition.

Without military strength, the Yuewang Society could only rely on the manpower of secret societies. But secret societies wanted money besides money. Without fighting a battle, the Yuewang Society had to fight a "war" with the secret societies first.

Originally in the plan of the Yuewang Society, the gentry near Anqing were the objects they could win over. Through the "donations" of the gentry, the Yuewang Society could gather a sum of money. This money used to hire the armed forces of secret societies everywhere could also open up the situation temporarily.

But the People's Party's act of abducting female students gave the Yuewang Society a huge headache. From Chen Ke's perspective, female students were naturally more likely to submit to realistic power. What the base area needed were intellectuals who could honestly be people's teachers, not a group of hot-headed young lads who didn't belong to the People's Party camp and had read books. But from the perspective of the female students' parents, their views were completely different. Gentry who were willing to pay for their daughters to study definitely loved their daughters dearly. Now that Anqing had undergone a military disaster, their daughters were nowhere to be found, dead or alive. The gentry naturally refused to cooperate with the Yuewang Society occupying Anqing. Not only refusing to cooperate, but they first demanded the Yuewang Society hand over their daughters.

The People's Party retreated extremely fast and took away all the horses of the Cavalry Camp. When the Yuewang Society learned the news that the People's Party troops had completely withdrawn from Anqing, they only hoped the People's Party would go as fast as possible. In the first few days of controlling Anqing, the Yuewang Society was completely immersed in a kind of ecstasy. It wasn't until Chen Duxiu and other cadres of the Yuewang Society general headquarters in Wuhu arrived in Anqing that the situation was preliminarily stabilized.

During this period, the revolutionary comrades of the Guangfuhui in Anqing City had all withdrawn to Chizhou on the south bank of the Yangtze River under the intentional exclusion of the Yuewang Society. It wasn't until more than thirty gentry "visited" Anqing Revolutionary Government Commander Chen Duxiu starting from New Year's Eve, asking about the whereabouts of their daughters, that the Yuewang Society knew the People's Party had abducted more than two hundred female students.

Chen Duxiu immediately sent people to chase the People's Party troops, but didn't even see a shadow. The Yuewang Society fell into a dilemma from then on. If they told the truth to the gentry that the one who conquered Anqing was the People's Party, and the Yuewang Society played no role in it at all, the gentry simply wouldn't believe it. They had never heard of the organization People's Party. And why would the People's Party retreat immediately after conquering Anqing and give Anqing to the Yuewang Society for nothing? There was no such reason under heaven.

But regarding the matter of female students, the Yuewang Society indeed took the blame [scapegoat].

To solve this matter, the Yuewang Society had to send Shi Dekuan to the People's Party's territory to ask for people. Of course, as a picket, Shi Dekuan had always been strict with discipline and offended the secret society leaders very much. Sending Shi Dekuan away was also a consideration.
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The financial resources of the Shi Dekuan family were quite substantial, substantial enough to allow Shi Dekuan and his cousin to study in Japan. In the Yuewang Society, Shi Dekuan held the position of "picket," which required traveling everywhere. Without a substantial family property, one simply couldn't bear the many expenses on the road. After receiving the order to lead some gentry to the People's Party in Fengtai County to ask for people, he immediately went to see the people from those gentry families.

Among these people were stout men in their forties and young men in their twenties, all wearing long gowns. Seeing Shi Dekuan, a 27-year-old young man, coming over, they stood up one after another. Everyone's behavior and conversation were considered polite, but that anxiety and dissatisfaction from the bottom of their hearts could not be hidden no matter what. Since the war in Anqing on February 2, their daughters had been missing; it had been almost a month now. The families of these women inquired everywhere and begged everywhere. With great difficulty, they got an accurate reply: the current owner of Anqing City, the "Yuewang Society," sent someone to lead these families to retrieve those female students. But now the leader was actually a young man less than 30 years old, which made these people feel uneasy again.

However, the families of these female students did not know that in the view of the Yuewang Society, this was a recognized hard job. In days of war and chaos, taking a group of family members to travel hundreds of li to the territory of the People's Party in Fengtai County to ask for people—no one in the Yuewang Society was willing to take this task. The Yuewang Society cadre who had been dealing with these family members hurriedly said a few words to Shi Dekuan, pushed the matter to Shi Dekuan, and left in a hurry. This attitude made these family members feel even more bleak about the future. Of course, if the families of these female students knew some inside information, they would probably feel even more desperate. In the Yuewang Society, someone even proposed a suggestion: since these female students had already been kidnapped by the People's Party anyway, the People's Party would definitely extort a large ransom or something. Rather than letting the People's Party extort ransom, the Yuewang Society might as well take advantage of the family members' ignorance of the situation and ask these people to "donate" a sum of revolutionary funds first.

Fortunately, Chen Duxiu was not muddled. He immediately rejected this suggestion, reprimanded this smart-alec guy in public, and strictly ordered that absolutely no extortion of the families of these female students was allowed. So these poor parents temporarily avoided the crisis of losing money. And the side effect of Chen Duxiu's strict order was also obvious: since the families of these female students had no profit to offer, the Yuewang Society kept them at a respectful distance.

Shi Dekuan had heard a little about this. regarding someone proposing such an unpromising idea, Shi Dekuan was quite disgusted. Of course, Shi Dekuan didn't know that the reason why he was appointed to this task was partly because Shi Dekuan was from Shijiaji, Shouzhou, very close to Fengtai County. A more important reason was that Shi Dekuan, as a picket, was quite serious. regarding various illegal acts in Anqing City, as well as behaviors of Yuewang Society members that did not conform to revolutionary morality, Shi Dekuan fully fulfilled the responsibility of a picket. This made him a thorn in the eyes of many people. Taking advantage of the opportunity of this hard job, many people enthusiastically recommended Shi Dekuan. They extremely hoped that Shi Dekuan, this "rash young fellow," would disappear from Anqing City quickly.

"Mr. Shi, your Yuewang Society has always said that the ones who kidnapped people are some People's Party from Fengtai County. But we have never heard of such a secret society in Fengtai County. Moreover, your Yuewang Society could conquer Anqing; how come you can't even manage a secret society?"

This was the question the family members had been asking but could never get an accurate answer to.

"The Girls' School was run by Teacher Qiu Jin; where is Teacher Qiu Jin now?" Some parents were completely disappointed with the Yuewang Society; they hoped to find Qiu Jin, the person in charge of the Girls' School.

Young people care about face. Hearing these two questions from the families of the female students, Shi Dekuan only felt his face burning. He couldn't say directly that the Yuewang Society was simply not the main force attacking Anqing, and its role in this war was even negligible. He couldn't say directly that after the Yuewang Society took over Anqing, the first thing they did was to squeeze the forces of the Guangfuhui out of Anqing City.

Chen Duxiu and Bai Wenwei hoped to cooperate with the Guangfuhui, but the young cadres below didn't buy the Guangfuhui's account at all. As a local force in Anhui, the Yuewang Society had an almost instinctive repulsion towards the Guangfuhui from Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Tao Chengzhang was also tactful; he took the initiative to lead the people of the Guangfuhui out of Anqing. It finally avoided a more intense conflict. As a main cadre of the Guangfuhui, Qiu Jin naturally withdrew from Anqing with Tao Chengzhang.

All this was the contradiction between the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui; the relatives of the female students didn't care about this at all. Seeing Shi Dekuan didn't speak, they continued to press questions. Just at this time, an older middle-aged man temporarily stopped everyone's questioning. He stood up and said: "Mr. Shi, I am Huang Chengxun."

Shi Dekuan was already somewhat unable to bear the pressure at this time. Seeing Huang Chengxun was still refined, he reluctantly got up and cupped his hands. "Mr. Huang, please speak."

"Mr. Shi, now people have been abducted. Your side says the ones who robbed people were not from the Yuewang Society, and Teacher Qiu Jin is not one of your people either. I think we might as well do this: you tell us where Teacher Qiu Jin is, and we will go to visit Teacher Qiu Jin together. Everyone speak clearly face to face, and come up with a charter to save people back. Mr. Shi, what do you think?"

Although this method took some trouble, it was not impossible. Shi Dekuan answered immediately after hearing it, "Okay." Shi Dekuan was a man of action; if asked to do things, he could do them. Asking him to wrangle endlessly with people like this, Shi Dekuan really couldn't bear it.

Everyone didn't expect Shi Dekuan to agree so thoroughly, fearing he was like those people from the Yuewang Society before, just perfunctory with words. Huang Chengxun pressed: "Then when will Mr. Shi set off?"

"How about leaving now?" Shi Dekuan said crisply.

"Good, we set off now." Huang Chengxun answered immediately.

The group took a boat from Anqing down the river first, and arrived at Chizhou in half a day. As soon as they got off the boat, they saw a team of people approaching with rifles. The leader shouted loudly: "Are you from the New Army?"

Shi Dekuan knew that the Anhui New Army uniform he wore aroused the other party's vigilance. He also shouted loudly: "I am Shi Dekuan of the Yuewang Society. Here to visit Mr. Tao Chengzhang and Teacher Qiu Jin."

Hearing Shi Dekuan report his name, the other party snorted from his nose. "Mr. Tao Chengzhang is very busy now; no time to see you."

"Then seeing Teacher Qiu Jin is also fine. regarding the Anqing Girls' School, I have some matters to visit Teacher Qiu Jin about."

Hearing this, the other party hesitated for a while before saying: "You wait first; we'll go report."

Watching those people enter the city, but leaving half of the people monitoring Shi Dekuan and the others, Huang Chengxun couldn't help asking: "Mr. Shi, has your Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui in Chizhou become incompatible like fire and water?"

Shi Dekuan couldn't help sighing. "That's not it. It's just... just everyone is busy with their own things."

"Then what is the relationship between the People's Party of Fengtai County you mentioned and the Yuewang Society?" Huang Chengxun pressed.

Shi Dekuan hadn't dealt with the People's Party originally. Being asked like this, he couldn't say anything instead. Huang Chengxun misunderstood Shi Dekuan's silence. He thought for a moment, then continued to ask: "Then how is the relationship between this Guangfuhui and the People's Party?"

Hearing this, Shi Dekuan suddenly thought that the relationship between the Guangfuhui and the People's Party seemed quite unusual. This time the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui had a very unpleasant quarrel; one of the superficial triggers was that the People's Party gave two cannons to Chizhou controlled by the Guangfuhui when retreating. After Tao Chengzhang accidentally mentioned this matter, the cadres of the Yuewang Society immediately became "filled with righteous indignation." Having mastered the remnants of the Anhui New Army beaten by the People's Party, the Yuewang Society immediately regarded themselves as the Anhui New Army. In their view, all armaments of the Anhui New Army should belong to the Yuewang Society. The People's Party ran away without a trace; the Yuewang Society naturally couldn't find trouble with the People's Party, but with two cannons transported to Chizhou close at hand, the Yuewang Society immediately felt they suffered a huge loss. Everyone in the Yuewang Society seemed to suddenly become artillery experts; they talked about the great significance of these two cannons for defending Anqing from various angles. And how important defending Anqing was to Chizhou.

Chen Duxiu and Bai Wenwei and other upper echelons knew they must cooperate with the Guangfuhui, so no matter what thoughts they had in their hearts regarding these things, they didn't say it with their mouths at least. But starting from the middle level, as long as the Yuewang Society could talk to Tao Chengzhang, without exception, they used coercion and bribery, wanting the Guangfuhui to return the two cannons. The matter of cannons, and some other things, made Tao Chengzhang finally decide to take the people of the Guangfuhui to withdraw from Anqing completely.

The People's Party took away a total of four cannons, gave two to the Guangfuhui, and only wanted two for themselves. From this perspective, the relationship between the People's Party and the Guangfuhui was very unusual.

While considering the complex situation, Shi Dekuan suddenly heard Huang Chengxun shout: "Teacher Qiu Jin, you are indeed here." Looking up, he saw Qiu Jin wearing the same short clothes as the armed soldiers of the Guangfuhui, walking with big strides accompanied by several people.

Most of the families of the female students had seen Qiu Jin. In their view, finding Qiu Jin was equal to half of finding their own family members. They left Shi Dekuan aside and scrambled to crowd towards Qiu Jin.

Huang Chengxun rushed at the very front. He shouted with a face full of anxiety: "Teacher Qiu, where exactly is my little girl? Please indicate clearly."

Hearing this, and seeing Huang Chengxun's anxious expression, a look of pain flashed across Qiu Jin's face. She never expected that Chen Ke would actually do such a thing as abducting female students. Not only that, to prevent Qiu Jin from intervening halfway, Chen Ke even used such despicable means as drugging.

But no matter how Qiu Jin regretted misjudging Chen Ke, the thing still happened. When Qiu Jin confirmed it was Chen Ke who abducted the students of the Girls' School, she also sent people to chase. But the People's Party marched too fast; the main force only left two days earlier, and the people sent by Qiu Jin could no longer find the traces of the People's Party. Hearing the news reported back by the dispatched comrades, Qiu Jin was furious. According to Qiu Jin's original intention, she wanted to chase all the way to Fengtai County. No matter what, she had to chase the female students back. But the situation changed extremely fast; the grievances between the People's Party and the Guangfuhui had not been resolved, and the contradiction between the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui immediately erupted. As an important cadre of the Guangfuhui, at the critical moment when the Yuewang Society tried to squeeze the Guangfuhui out of Anqing, Qiu Jin must ensure Chizhou occupied by the Guangfuhui.

With this back and forth, the plan to retrieve the female students had to be stranded. But Qiu Jin was always determined that as long as there was time, she must personally snatch back the students robbed by Chen Ke. So Qiu Jin specially instructed the Guangfuhui comrades defending Chizhou that as long as the parents of female students came to find them, they must report to her. If not for this strict order from Qiu Jin, with the current relationship between the Guangfuhui and the Yuewang Society, when Shi Dekuan reported his family as the Yuewang Society, the Guangfuhui comrades would never let him see Qiu Jin.

Qiu Jin still remembered Huang Chengxun, and also remembered Huang Chengxun's daughter Huang Yuyue was her student. "Mr. Huang. Your young lady and other students were taken away by a friend of mine."

Hearing Qiu Jin say the modifier "a friend of mine," Huang Chengxun felt his legs go soft. He originally thought Qiu Jin was an upright teacher; even as a revolutionary party member, she shouldn't associate with bandits who kidnap people. Holding a little illusion, Huang Chengxun asked with a trembling voice: "Were they taken away by the People's Party?"

"Yes. That bastard Chen Ke, my friend, is exactly the Chairman of the People's Party." Qiu Jin answered almost gnashing her teeth.
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Chapter 142: New Beginning (47)

Chen Ke could fool Shi Dekuan, but he didn't want to fool Qiu Jin. This might be because Chen Ke respected Qiu Jin more, or maybe because Qiu Jin had helped Chen Ke. Anyway, after dinner, facing the many requests raised by Qiu Jin, Chen Ke explained very seriously.

Qiu Jin's request was no different from Shi Dekuan's; summarized, it was "wanting money, wanting people, wanting guns."

"Teacher Qiu, are you still preparing to fight position warfare with the Manchu Qing?" Chen Ke tried to persuade Qiu Jin not to do such a foolish thing.

Qiu Jin was a revolutionary, but not a military expert. she asked somewhat puzzledly: "Without relying on the defense of the city wall, how do we fight?"

Chen Ke continued to advise: "Without troops outside that must be saved, there is no city inside that must be defended. If the Manchu Qing besieges Chizhou, where do the Guangfuhui comrades plan to get reinforcements? The *Romance of the Three Kingdoms* mentions the so-called pincer formation [horns formation] many times. It refers to the defending troops and the mobile troops outside the city forming an echo. Without such an echo, once the Manchu Qing adopts a siege, Chizhou is a dead place."

Hearing that Chen Ke actually didn't advocate occupying Chizhou, Qiu Jin immediately expressed denial. "Wen Qing, we finally occupied the city with difficulty. If we withdraw as soon as the Qing army comes, what will other revolutionary comrades in various places think? This is absolutely not okay."

Chen Ke could understand Qiu Jin's attitude, but he couldn't support Qiu Jin's strategic view. "Teacher Qiu, previously the Manchu Qing was in the open and you were in the dark. With calculation against lack of calculation, naturally you could fight many beautiful battles. Now you are in the open and the Manchu Qing is in the dark; you have to guard against the Manchu Qing all the time. Isn't this a bit too strenuous?"

"Why is Wen Qing unwilling to be our reinforcement? Are you prepared to watch the revolution fail helplessly?" Qiu Jin finally asked this sentence that made Chen Ke slightly disappointed.

If she wanted to sow discord between the Guangfuhui and the Yuewang Society, Chen Ke could have asked back: "Is the Yuewang Society farther away than us?" But Chen Ke knew very clearly that although the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui were close at hand, as long as the Manchu Qing naval forces cut off the channel on the Yangtze River, the two sides couldn't echo each other at all. In the earliest plan, Chen Ke didn't expect the two sides to cooperate effectively. Chen Ke was just a bit strange why the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui hadn't been able to fight their way out yet. The reason why the People's Party wanted to take down a city each in the north and south of the river was to let the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui each have a stronghold. Then the two sides would expand with their respective strongholds as the core. But looking at their current performance, neither side had the intention of fighting their way out. Was it because Anqing was the provincial capital and Chizhou was the prefecture capital, so the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui were blinded by these two big cities and insisted on occupying these two cities without letting go?

"Teacher Qiu, if I say I can send troops to echo, do you believe it?" Chen Ke tactfully put forward his own view.

"If Wen Qing can conquer such a large territory, if you say you can echo, I believe it." Qiu Jin didn't mean to let Chen Ke go.

"You believe, but I myself don't believe it yet." Chen Ke simply made it clear. "I can't beat the Manchu Qing warships on the Yangtze River. So I really can't help much."

Hearing Chen Ke speak so straightforwardly, Qiu Jin suddenly laughed. "Wen Qing is still the same as before, never deceiving people with big words. Mr. Tao sent me here this time not to ask Wen Qing to send troops, but just hoping Wen Qing could help. Since Wen Qing has said so clearly, I will talk about Mr. Tao's meaning. Mr. Tao wants me to ask Wen Qing, do you have any suggestions for our Guangfuhui's future strategy?"

regarding this question, Chen Ke answered without hesitation: "According to the current situation of the Guangfuhui, I think politically you should fight for the support of the gentry. Militarily, expand the territory to the south. I don't know much about the specific strength of the Guangfuhui, but the biggest problem of the Manchu Qing now is lack of money. As long as you constantly capture those inland county towns, the Manchu Qing will be exhausted, and finances will inevitably be tighter. It is unrealistic for the Guangfuhui to defeat the Manchu Qing head-on, but there is hope to drag down the Manchu Qing. Plus fighting for the support of the gentry politically, self-preservation is possible."

Qiu Jin frowned. "What Wen Qing said actually means we should avoid the sharp edge of the Manchu Qing? Does Wen Qing look down on us so much? You used only one year to have such a scale. I see that within a hundred miles, Wen Qing's power has fully entered the countryside. Why can you capture Anqing thousands of miles away, while we have to run around here and there? You have to explain this matter clearly to me."

Chen Ke originally intended to explain clearly. If the Guangfuhui could hold on for a while longer, it would be greatly beneficial to the People's Party. He said seriously: "Teacher Qiu, because we don't rely on the gentry; we rely on the common people. What the common people want in a disaster year is to survive. Since the Manchu Qing government can't save them, and we sincerely want to save the common people, then the common people naturally support us."

"Wen Qing, your words are wrong. You want to save the common people; don't we want to save the common people?" Qiu Jin was very dissatisfied with Chen Ke's attitude. This was clearly mocking her.

"Teacher Qiu, as the saying goes, injustice provokes outcry. Your revolutionary propositions are simply not what the common people want. The common people want to survive, to eat, to wear clothes, to live better. But your propositions are all long-term when talked about, like overthrowing the Manchu Qing, the people can do this and that. What does this have to do with the common people? The gentry want to hear this, because after overthrowing the Manchu Qing, they can be in power. But the common people don't care about this at all. What does the fall of the Manchu Qing have to do with the common people having enough to eat and wear?"

"Eh? Wen Qing, you are talking nonsense. Overthrowing the Manchu Qing and knocking down those who bully the common people, how can the lives of the common people not become better?"

"What the common people want is for their lives to improve immediately now, or at least not get worse. But Sister Qiu, you want to overthrow the Manchu Qing and drive away foreign invaders. To do these things, the people must tighten their belts to support you. Not only will the lives of the common people not get better, but they will get worse in the short term. Do you think the common people are stupid?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Qiu Jin was furious. She glared at Chen Ke and scolded: "This is short-sightedness."

"If the Manchu Qing doesn't fall today, it will fall tomorrow; if not tomorrow, then the day after tomorrow. But the stomach, if you don't eat for a day, you will be hungry. If you don't eat for three days, you will be too hungry to walk or work. The common people have a deep understanding of this." Chen Ke could only speak to this extent. Saying more, he felt it would be too much.

Qiu Jin was a character after all, and before coming to Fengtai County, Tao Chengzhang repeatedly instructed her to get methods from Chen Ke. She suppressed her anger and continued to ask: "Then why did Wen Qing start your family by relying on supporting the common people, but let us rely on the gentry?"

"Because Teacher Qiu, you are gentry yourself. The gentry can understand your set of things, and only the gentry are interested in accepting it. What the common people think is completely different from the gentry. Teacher Qiu has contacted so many secret societies; presumably, you should be extremely clear."

Hearing this, Qiu Jin was temporarily silent. The realistic degree of secret societies could be said to be haggling over every ounce; no matter what they were asked to do, it would eventually fall on money and grain. This was also the biggest puzzlement of Qiu Jin and Tao Chengzhang about how Chen Ke could command thousands of elites. If Qiu Jin and Tao Chengzhang were to command thousands of subordinates, they would have to scatter at least hundreds of thousands of silver dollars. Tao Chengzhang asked Qiu Jin to ask Chen Ke for advice; the most important point was how to build a force like the one Chen Ke had when attacking Anqing.

Qiu Jin pondered for a long time before continuing to ask: "Wen Qing, exactly how much money did you spend to build the team under your command?"

"If calculated according to the mode Teacher Qiu experienced, I spent at least tens of millions of taels of silver. But in reality, I spent about a million taels of silver."

Qiu Jin was scared by the number Chen Ke said. "How can the difference be so big?"

Chen Ke slowly calculated this account for Qiu Jin. "We have about two million people under our rule now. Even if one person eats half a jin of grain a day. Two million people eat one million jin of grain a day. For these two million people to eat for four months, they need 120 million jin of grain. Converted, it is one million piculs [dan] of grain. Now selling one picul of grain for ten taels of silver in the disaster area is not much. Isn't this spending more than ten million taels of silver?"

regarding this calculation, Qiu Jin was already dumbfounded. It took a long time before she continued to ask: "Then what is the algorithm for the more than four hundred thousand taels of silver spent?" [Note: Text says "more than 400,000" here but "1 million" earlier? Paragraph 34 says: `我花了一百万两银子吧` (I spent 1 million). Paragraph 37 asks: `那花出去的四十几万两银子又是怎么一个算法？` (What about the 400,000+ taels spent?). This implies Qiu Jin heard 400,000 or Chen Ke said 1 million but meant something else. Or maybe the text has a discrepancy. Actually, Chen Ke said "Spent 1 million". Qiu Jin asks about "400,000". Maybe Qiu Jin thinks 1 million is too much and asks about a smaller sum? Or maybe "1 million" included the 400,000 cash. Let's assume the text meant "What about the 1 million spent?". I will translate literally as "more than four hundred thousand" if the text says `四十几万`. Yes, text says `四十几万`. Maybe Chen Ke said 1 million total (cash+goods?), and Qiu Jin asks about the cash part? Or maybe Chen Ke said 400,000 earlier and I missed it? No. Let's stick to the text.]

"We only had a total of one million taels of silver, and up to now we only had this much money, all spent completely." Chen Ke gave the answer. "Of course, Teacher Qiu must be strange, where did we get these one million piculs of grain? Because the forts on both banks of the Huai River were breached by us. We raided those people's homes, so we had so much grain."

"You... how many people's homes did you raid in this year?" Qiu Jin no longer had the imposing manner just now. Chen Ke's attitude was gentle, but the words he spoke were full of the smell of blood.

Chen Ke said calmly: "Including Anqing, we killed about ten thousand people and raided more than seventy forts."

"Killed ten thousand people?" Qiu Jin was always known as heroic in the Revolutionary Party, but after hearing Chen Ke's words, her first feeling was confusion. What is the concept of killing ten thousand people? There were only tens of thousands of people living in Shaoxing City; if calculated according to the people living inside the old city wall, it was only ten thousand. The number of people Chen Ke killed in one year was as many as the people in Shaoxing City. The refined young man in front of her was actually a "butcher" with hands stained with blood? This gave Qiu Jin a great shock.

"Teacher Qiu, it is true that ten thousand people died, but how many people survived? At least hundreds of thousands. The vast majority of those who died were gentry and the thugs they kept. At least in the view of our People's Party, using the deaths of these people in exchange for the survival of hundreds of thousands of common people is a kind of justice. But the situation Teacher Qiu and you face now is different from ours. Jiangnan has not suffered such a big disaster, and the common people do not have such a high demand for revolution. In addition, if you want to get money and grain from the common people, it is far less fast than getting money and grain directly from the gentry. Moreover, your conscription of common people to fight might not be as convenient as directly using secret societies to fight. That's why I suggested you seize county towns and win over gentry. You are already influential among the gentry; uniting the gentry is easier for you."

Listening to Chen Ke state the suggestion calmly, Qiu Jin felt that if Chen Ke had a ferocious face at this time, perhaps it would make her feel more adapted. Chen Ke's attitude contained a disregard for the lives of the gentry. Whether killing gentry or uniting gentry, for Chen Ke, it was just a means to achieve the goal. This cold attitude made Qiu Jin shudder.

Looking at Qiu Jin's shocked expression, Chen Ke was actually quite helpless. He sincerely wanted to help Qiu Jin and the Guangfuhui, but the program and route of the People's Party were of no help to the Guangfuhui. Since the Guangfuhui was an old-style revolution, adopting a more pragmatic attitude was the most effective method. If the Guangfuhui were allowed to learn the People's Party's set, that would be true deception. Although he knew his image was completely destroyed in Qiu Jin's eyes. But out of a kind of true goodwill, Chen Ke had to propose such a suggestion to Qiu Jin.

Next, everyone felt very speechless. Qiu Jin went back to the dormitory to rest on the grounds of travel fatigue. Chen Ke continued to start work in the office. Because of receiving these two, a lot of work was delayed today; he could only work overtime to make up for this time. Now was a very critical moment. The People's Party must maximize the expansion of the base area before spring plowing, and complete the first harvest before the enemy attacked. Otherwise, the days in the second half of the year would be very difficult.
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Chapter 139: New Beginning (44)

The further they went into the base area, the stronger the atmosphere of spring plowing became. Although everyone's clothes had many patches, most were relatively neat. And the dark blue military uniforms that often appeared in teams in the fields, working seriously like other common people, appeared very eye-catching.

"Are these soldiers also farming?" Huang Chengxun couldn't help asking.

It was really a bit funny to say this. The "Blue Uniforms" waving hoes and shovels and other farm tools were definitely farming, and looking at the way they worked, they were all experts. Hearing this, no one in the small team laughed; everyone understood Huang Chengxun's meaning. Everyone had read books and heard of such things as military farming [Tuntian], but the problem was that military farming was a matter of the Ming Dynasty at the latest. These people never expected to see it with their own eyes in their lifetime.

"I'm afraid these are not people who fight battles." Qiu Jin couldn't help but respond. The army she saw not long ago was the army in her heart. In these years, it was only right and natural for soldiers to serve for food; if the army farmed personally, it felt very weird to Qiu Jin no matter how she thought about it. The reasonable explanation could only be that this group of people in the fields were not the army, but hired workers of the People's Party.

But the next question came out immediately: the hired workers of the People's Party could actually afford military uniforms. If hired workers could afford clothes, it meant life was not bad. If these clothes were given to hired workers by the People's Party, it meant the People's Party was rich. No matter which angle it was explained from, it formed a paradox with Fengtai County being a heavily hit disaster area.

This question required investigation, but the small team really didn't have the courage to ask the blue uniforms working in the fields, nor were they willing to waste time on this. After walking another dozen li, everyone saw even more wonderful things. Not only were people working in the fields, but they also saw blue uniforms planting tree saplings by the roadside. Having traveled for so long, everyone was tired. Plus, curious about these blue-clad people, everyone simply rested temporarily next to the people planting saplings.

"Brother, may I ask why you are planting trees by the roadside?" Huang Chengxun stepped forward to strike up a conversation.

The soldier planting trees looked at Huang Chengxun with suspicious eyes. "Where are you from? Listening to the accent, you are not locals."

"We are from Anqing, coming here to visit relatives." This was the common excuse discussed by everyone.

"Visiting relatives? Where are your relatives from?" The soldier continued to press.

"Shijiaji, Shouzhou." Huang Chengxun said hurriedly. Shi Dekuan's family was from Shijiaji; this wasn't a lie. But being questioned by a soldier like this, Huang Chengxun felt these people were probably going to extort him.

Seeing Huang Chengxun said nothing flawed, the soldier replied: "The troops have orders for us to plant trees by the roadside. So we plant trees by the roadside. There is no other reason."

"Then how is it okay to plant trees in other people's land?"

"Now everyone has distributed the land; public land and common people's land are divided very clearly. This road and the land on both sides of the road are public land; no matter what, we won't plant into common people's homes."

Hearing these words, all the gentry couldn't help looking at the soldier. At this time, they heard someone shouting nearby: "Stop talking, hurry up and work." The tone was not strict. Hearing this, the soldier continued to bury his head in digging pits and ignored Huang Chengxun and the others.

Huang Chengxun and the others rested for a while and continued on their way. "Has this People's Party already regarded itself as the government?" Huang Chengxun asked Qiu Jin.

Qiu Jin couldn't answer this matter well either. Although the Guangfuhui possessed Chizhou, it was only floating on the surface. Their power couldn't even manage the gentry of Chizhou, let alone penetrate comprehensively into the controlled area along the way like the People's Party. If there was manpower to plant trees, the Guangfuhui would rather let these people guard the city or collect taxes. The People's Party's move of managing the base area comprehensively and deeply made Qiu Jin both envious and puzzled. She could only answer reluctantly: "Chen Ke and the others have been managing Fengtai County for almost a year; it's not strange to have this scale."

Shi Dekuan didn't speak much along the way; at this time he couldn't help interrupting: "To manage to this extent, I'm afraid it's not a year's work. Teacher Qiu, the People's Party has such military strength; why didn't they rise up earlier?"

"I said one year, it is one year. I only met Wen Qing in May the year before last. At that time he was still alone, promoting revolution with us in Shanghai. In just one year he could achieve such a degree; I really dare not believe it without seeing it with my own eyes."

"You say relying on one person, a situation like this can be pulled up in one year?" Huang Chengxun had never seen so many unexpected things. The Revolutionary Party rebellion was just an unexpected event for Huang Chengxun; Anqing City being occupied was surprising enough. But far away from Anqing, there was actually such a large piece of territory that seemed to have completely broken away from the control of the Manchu Qing court, making Huang Chengxun feel even more surprised. Anqing was Huang Chengxun's hometown; the natural familiarity could always dilute the feeling of rulers. But thinking that the land under his feet was the territory of another group of rebels, Huang Chengxun and other gentry felt uncomfortable all over.

"No need to say more. We will know everything when we see Chen Ke." Qiu Jin said.

The next day, these people finally arrived at their destination, Fengtai County.

Approaching Fengtai County, these people thought they saw wrong. Anqing was already a big city, but compared with Anqing, the liveliness of Fengtai County now was not inferior at all. Ships shuttled back and forth on the waterway, and people came and went in the county town. But most were soldiers wearing dark blue military uniforms.

And unlike other places, the army set up checkpoints and inspected quite strictly. It was no longer appropriate for these people to say they were going to Shouzhou. When interrogated, Qiu Jin simply stepped forward. "I am looking for People's Party Chairman Chen Ke, and People's Party's Hua Xiongmao."

Hearing these two names, the soldier at the checkpoint frowned. He asked seriously: "May I ask who you are?"

"I am Hua Xiongmao's aunt." Qiu Jin answered.

Hearing Qiu Jin's statement, the soldier didn't show any sign of reverence. He continued to ask: "May I ask your surname?"

"My name is Qiu Jin." Qiu Jin answered proudly.

Hearing this name, the soldier frowned even tighter. He looked at Qiu Jin carefully, then took out a piece of paper to look. "Is it the Qiu of Autumn?"

"Uh?" Qiu Jin didn't expect the soldier to come up with this. She was stunned for a moment before answering: "Exactly."

"You wait here." After speaking, the soldier whispered something to the comrade beside him, then turned and left. A moment later, he brought a few people over. The leader looked at Qiu Jin for a while, then walked over quickly. "Teacher Qiu Jin, I trust you have been well since we parted."

Qiu Jin looked at this person carefully; he looked slightly familiar. That person introduced himself: "I am Pan Yinian of the Huangpu Study Society. I met Teacher Qiu before. I wonder what business Teacher Qiu has in Fengtai County."

"I came to find Chen Ke." Being recognized saved a lot of trouble. Qiu Jin sneered: "Chen Ke wouldn't be afraid of me coming, setting up a checkpoint specifically to block me, right?"

"That's not likely; Teacher Qiu worries too much." Pan Yinian replied, "It's just that Chairman Chen guessed Teacher Qiu would come, but didn't expect Teacher Qiu to come so late. I will take Teacher Qiu there now."

The entire Fengtai County was now a big military camp. Besides soldiers, those coming and going were still soldiers. In addition, some people in dark blue military uniforms with "Police" written on their chests and backs appeared from time to time. An atmosphere of tension.

At the gate of the military camp, Qiu Jin and her party were interrogated and questioned, then registered on the visitor list before being let in. Chen Ke didn't come to see them quickly. These people waited until noon and were treated to a simple free lunch. Roasted potatoes lacking salt with a duck egg. Qiu Jin asked the soldier delivering food when Chen Ke could see them. The soldier shook his head. "I'm just delivering food; I don't know when Chairman Chen is free." After speaking, the soldier strode away.

Qiu Jin was angered quite a bit by this cold hospitality etiquette, but after all, she was on Chen Ke's territory. She kept looking at the watch on her wrist given by Chen Ke. It wasn't until past three in the afternoon that someone took Qiu Jin and the others to see Chen Ke.

"Wen Qing! Where did you take my students?" As soon as she saw Chen Ke in the conference room, Qiu Jin asked bluntly.

Chen Ke had a harmless smile on his face. "They are all attending school in the schools in our base area."

"This is Chairman Chen, right?" Hearing Chen Ke admit this matter frankly, Huang Chengxun hurriedly came up and bowed. "Is my daughter Huang Yuyue brought to your honored place by Chairman Chen?"

"I'll check." Chen Ke picked up a list and glanced at it. "There is indeed such a person."

Hearing Chen Ke agreed, Huang Chengxun bowed deeply again. "Chairman Chen, I beg you to release my little girl. Your great kindness and virtue, we will never forget."

While inviting everyone to sit down, Chen Ke said: "No need to mention great kindness and virtue. I forcibly brought people to our base area; I don't know how you curse me in your hearts. Such cliché words are meaningless. Mr. Huang, and everyone present. I brought the girls of your families here definitely not for kidnapping and ransom. Everyone should be able to believe this matter."

The gentry nodded hurriedly. With the scale of Chen Ke's base area, if it were kidnapping, the families should have been notified long ago. This agreement was not forced.

Seeing everyone expressed agreement, Chen Ke continued: "Then we spent so much effort to bring so many people to our base area, to let them be teachers. If we get a bunch of pedantic scholars, let alone the number is extremely small, and that bunch of people hold themselves very high, completely not meeting our requirements. Instead, the girls of your families have some cultural foundation and good family education. Moreover, their age is just the time to learn things. We educate them on one hand, and let them teach and educate people on the other. I really can't think of anyone more suitable to be teachers than them."

These words left the gentry momentarily at a loss for how to respond. Chen Ke was praising the high quality of the gentry's daughters comprehensively. And these praises were exactly what the gentry themselves identified with. If not talking about the fact of separation of flesh and blood, just from Chen Ke's perspective, arresting these girls to the base area was indeed an extremely correct choice.

"Mr. Chen, if your People's Party lacks money..." Huang Chengxun still wanted to persuade Chen Ke.

Chen Ke interrupted Huang Chengxun without hesitation. "What do we want money for? Money is dead; people are the root. I can't hire such female teachers even with money."

Seeing Chen Ke's attitude so firm, Huang Chengxun simply began to beg: "Since my little girl was brought to Fengtai County by Mr. Chen, my wife has lost her appetite and is in poor health. Please, Mr. Chen, let my little girl go home to visit..."

Chen Ke replied immediately: "This is not to be feared. We can send someone to pick up your wife, or Mr. Huang can move your whole family to our Fengtai County. This way, the whole family can be reunited without delaying your daughter's progress. Isn't this the best of both worlds?"

"Mr. Chen, are you determined not to release people?"

"If I would release people just like this, why did I bring people to Fengtai County in the first place?"

Chen Ke's firm attitude left these gentry speechless. Before coming to Fengtai County, they had no understanding of Chen Ke. After seeing the strength of the People's Party with their own eyes, these people knew Chen Ke was definitely not that easy to deal with. Huang Chengxun probed: "Mr. Chen, I can always see my little girl first, right?"

"This is no problem. At this time, school should be over. I'll send someone to take everyone there."
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"One, two, one! One, two, one! One, two, three, four!" The crisp shouts of the girls were very special on the playground.

When Huang Chengxun and other parents saw their daughters, the students of the Girls' School were conducting afternoon military training on the playground. A group of girls with short bangs and neck-length short hair, wearing dark blue military uniforms, were running in neat formation under the leadership of a female instructor. Chen Ke said he arranged for these girls from Anqing to attend the Normal School. In everyone's imagination, the Normal School should be an old-style private school, where everyone attended class in a simple but quiet classroom. Seeing a group of little girls wearing men's standard military uniforms, running in formation full of vitality with their own eyes, the family members were all dumbfounded, not knowing how to react for a moment.

Instead, the complexions of Qiu Jin and Shi Dekuan became slightly better. What they worried about most was that Chen Ke distributed the snatched female students to the leaders of the People's Party. Judging from the situation seen now, the girls really received comprehensive education. At least they didn't fall behind in physical training.

Huang Chengxun tried to find his daughter from these girls with identical clothes and hairstyles. After looking several times, he finally saw Huang Yuyue. Huang Yuyue looked really changed a bit; Huang Chengxun had never seen such a focused look on that red, sweaty little face. If the person in front of him were not his daughter but his son, just this focused attitude would make Huang Chengxun feel a sense of gratification in his heart.

Accompanying the parents group was the People's Party female officer Ren Qiying. In order to solve the problem of the female students' parents, Chen Ke specially transferred Ren Qiying over. This was also one of the reasons why the parents waited so long. Along the way, Ren Qiying had repeatedly emphasized to the parents that parents were not allowed to talk to female students until break time. Seeing the family members stretching their necks, already having the intention to shout, Ren Qiying hurriedly said: "Please observe discipline. It is not just your family's child attending class now. We will definitely let you meet in a while. Shouting now will only disturb our normal teaching order."

Hearing this, the parents cursed secretly in their hearts: "The People's Party doesn't allow us to disturb the normal teaching order, but the People's Party disrupted the order of our families; how about that?" However, although cursing in their hearts, looking at those male soldiers around, these people thought they would suffer for nothing if they made trouble.

Ren Qiying had long seen through their thoughts from these parents' faces. She laughed: "Everyone is knowledgeable. The Manchu Qing will definitely perish. If our People's Party sits in the world [rules the country] ten years later, how will everyone view the matter of your daughters joining our team and becoming people's teachers?"

Hearing this, the parents who originally looked resentful were all stunned. The People's Party rebelling was already an ironclad fact. These parents instinctively hoped to stay away from rebellion, and were even less willing to let their daughters get involved in this muddy water. Hearing Ren Qiying say this, the parents felt an indescribable sense of incongruity.

Ren Qiying didn't wait for these parents to fully understand and continued: "The political proposition of our People's Party has always included the concept of equality between men and women. Women should also go to school and work like men, supporting themselves. The profession of teacher itself is very suitable for women. You let your daughters go to school; isn't it because you hope they have a future, isn't it because you hope they can better grasp their own destiny? As the saying goes, people go to high places, water flows to low places. If these students follow our People's Party, they will definitely have a very good future."

Li Qingjiang had always been reticent. Seeing other parents had been bluffed by Ren Qiying, he disagreed with Ren Qiying's point of view, so he said: "I don't care about the future or whatever, but you can't forcibly kidnap people like this. I let my daughter go to school for her to read books and understand principles, neither expecting her to show her face in public to work, nor letting her participate in any rebellion."

Ren Qiying smiled and said: "Hehe, this gentleman. You look like a scholar. May I ask if you know about Qin Shi Huang burning books and burying scholars? Do you know about Tang Taizong Li Shimin killing his brothers and forcing his father?"

"...I know." The Anqing area located by the Yangtze River had a very strong atmosphere of learning; reading was a tradition. Not only Li Qingjiang knew these two allusions, but all the parents who came to the base area this time actually knew these two allusions. They didn't know what Ren Qiying's purpose in asking this was, but these people subconsciously felt this was by no means a sign of good words.

"Qin Shi Huang has been scolded by Confucians for so many years because the Qin Dynasty perished in the second generation. Tang Taizong Li Shimin ended up with the evaluation of a wise ruler because he created the Rule of Zhenguan. What does this show?" Ren Qiying scanned the parents with a very polite cold smile on her face. Seeing all parents had to look back at her, Ren Qiying then said the following words: "History does not condemn the victor, and history cannot condemn the victor."

All parents never expected this young and capable woman in front of them to say such fierce words. These men who were gentry obviously felt they were about to be overwhelmed in momentum by this woman Ren Qiying. Such a heavy and clear topic pointed directly to the essence of history. If the People's Party seized the world, the matter of abducting female students would never be mentioned again. If this matter became material for attacking the People's Party, that would be after the failure of the People's Party.

Just when the parents didn't know how to refute Ren Qiying, Ren Qiying spoke again: "Gentlemen, the current era is already an era of revolution; revolution has begun to sweep across the whole of China. Regardless of whether you have realized the existence of revolution, regardless of whether you are willing to join the revolution, you are already in the torrent of revolution. It is impossible to stay out of it. Our purpose in inviting these female students here is not to kidnap these students, but to let our People's Party's revolutionary cause receive more powerful help, so that our revolution can succeed early. In our view, letting these female students join the revolution is beneficial to us and to these girls. So we will absolutely not compromise with anyone."

The parents' originally happy mood of seeing their daughters safe and sound flew completely to the nine heavens. They thought they could maintain their past peaceful life and not be affected by war and revolution. To chase back the peaceful life that continued less than two months ago, these people traveled thousands of miles to Fengtai County, trying to ask for their daughters back. In their view, they were just accidentally swept by the external storm; as long as they could be more careful, they would definitely not repeat the same mistake.

After listening to the words of this young girl Ren Qiying, these people finally understood that unless they completely gave up their daughters who fell into the hands of the People's Party, they had no other way to directly get rid of the connection with the revolution. And even if they gave up decisively now, it might not necessarily be of much use. Anqing City was now in the hands of another revolutionary party, the Yuewang Society. Even if they returned to Anqing, the situation they faced was what Ren Qiying just said: "They are already in the torrent of revolution." The difference was only knowing or not knowing.

Having figured out these things, these gentry did not have the joy after contacting the truth. Seeing clearly the situation they had to face, the faces of these people all became extremely ugly.

As the principal of the Girls' School, Qiu Jin also came with the parents. She wanted to confirm that her students were not treated badly. Hearing Ren Qiying's words, Qiu Jin couldn't help shouting applause: "Good! This sister said well! Now is already the era of revolution; regardless of whether you are willing or not, no one can escape. This sister is worthy of being Wen Qing's subordinate; well said."

Ren Qiying laughed: "Teacher Qiu Jin flatters me. Chairman Chen has always warned us People's Party members to seek truth from facts; I just said some current facts, not worthy of Teacher Qiu's praise."

Seeing Ren Qiying smiling gently at Qiu Jin, parents who still refused to give up began to act pitiful again. "Miss Ren, since my little girl arrived in Fengtai County, the family members have lost their appetite, and someone has already fallen ill. I also hope Miss Ren can put in a good word in front of Mr. Chen Ke. We will definitely give heavy gifts in return."

regarding this little trick, Ren Qiying, like Chen Ke, didn't care at all. A look of concern appeared on her face. "Since your daughter joined our team, she is our comrade. Our People's Party treats comrades as warm as spring. If someone in your family is sick because of longing, we can send someone to bring your family member to the base area. This way you can reunite as a family. May I ask this gentleman's surname and where you live? We can send someone there now."

Being pressed by Ren Qiying like this, the speaker was no longer willing to speak more. As the saying goes, when a scholar meets a soldier, reasoning is unclear. What's more, these people holding weapons were also quite eloquent, and in terms of learning, they might not be inferior to these gentry.

Just at this time, the female students finished running drills, and this verbal confrontation ended temporarily. Accompanied by female instructors, the female students met with their parents. Qiu Jin and Shi Dekuan didn't want to participate in such things that were destined to be tearful anymore. Qiu Jin had her own mission, and Shi Dekuan also bad one. The two coincidentally asked Ren Qiying to take them to see Chen Ke.

Unexpectedly to both of them, Ren Qiying asked someone to take Shi Dekuan to find Chen Ke first, while she accompanied Qiu Jin to arrange accommodation. Qiu Jin was very surprised, but felt relieved after a moment. This arrangement showed that Chen Ke was prepared to make time for a long talk with her. Shi Dekuan originally didn't have much dealing with Chen Ke; seeing Shi Dekuan first this time was at most just a polite meeting.

Shi Dekuan didn't care much about such an arrangement either. He wanted to see Chen Ke more out of curiosity about Chen Ke. The Yuewang Society arranged for Shi Dekuan to come and deliver people [parents]; the only task was to deliver people. Originally this was a hard job. The crowd of the Yuewang Society didn't know how the People's Party would deal with these female students. In their view, maybe the leaders of the People's Party had already divided the female students. In ordinary gossip, there were quite a few such erotic predictions. Shi Dekuan didn't quite believe these guesses that "the masses love to hear and see." He was just very puzzled why the People's Party could do such a thing.

What he saw and heard along the way touched Shi Dekuan quite a lot. Both the sphere of influence of the People's Party and the degree of penetration into society were things Shi Dekuan dared not even think about. Especially after seeing the insight of this woman Ren Qiying, Shi Dekuan felt he must have a good talk with Chen Ke no matter what. Chen Ke was a person worth talking to.

When led into Chen Ke's office, Chen Ke was writing furiously on documents. There were many documents piled on the desk, and civil servants came in and out, very busy. Compared with the helplessness of the Yuewang Society, the People's Party here could be described as orderly.

"Wait for me a moment, okay?" Seeing Shi Dekuan enter, Chen Ke raised his head and said.

"Mr. Chen, you are busy first." Shi Dekuan used honorifics almost instinctively.

Chen Ke smiled apologetically at Shi Dekuan, then buried his head in the paperwork again.
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Chapter 151: Chain Reaction (9)

After the Military Commission meeting adjourned, Hua Xiongmao hurried away from the venue. His heart was full of insights into the people's revolution. Just as he was about to step out of the military camp gate quickly, he suddenly heard a familiar voice shouting from behind: "Zheng Lan, don't go yet."

Hearing Qiu Jin's shout, Hua Xiongmao was shocked. After Qiu Jin came to the base area, Hua Xiongmao tried his best to avoid meeting her. He knew Chen Ke and the Party Central Committee's attitude towards the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui very well, and Hua Xiongmao himself supported this attitude. The People's Party had no obligation to provide military and political assistance to the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui. The greatest significance of these two revolutionary parties now was merely attracting the attention of the Manchu Qing in Anqing and Chizhou. Chen Ke was not a "good person"; after the Battle of Anqing, the reason why the People's Party handed Anqing and Chizhou over to the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui contained cruel considerations in Chen Ke's plan. The Yuewang Society was a local secret society party, and the Guangfuhui was a revolutionary party from Jiangsu and Zhejiang. It was unlikely that these two would be completely eliminated by the Manchu Qing. And the Manchu Qing would definitely want to exterminate these two political parties that created such a "commotion." Just rooting them out would consume a great deal of the Manchu Qing's strength. These two political parties would inevitably buy a lot of time for the People's Party.

Hua Xiongmao knew that Chen Ke was not plotting against Qiu Jin personally, but Qiu Jin was Hua Xiongmao's aunt after all. Hua Xiongmao could not violate confidentiality discipline to reveal internal secrets of the People's Party to Qiu Jin, and he had a sense of guilt towards Qiu Jin. The result was that Hua Xiongmao tried every means to avoid contact with Qiu Jin. Today, one slip in a hundred precautions, he was still blocked by Qiu Jin.

Pretending not to hear Qiu Jin's shout was certainly a way to solve the problem temporarily, but Hua Xiongmao couldn't bear to do so. He stopped his steps and turned his head, seeing Qiu Jin running over quickly.

Stopping in front of Hua Xiongmao, Qiu Jin said straight to the point: "Zheng Lan, I have something to beg you. Lend me some soldiers. You decide the number; not many, ten or twenty will do. But they must be able to help me and your uncle Xu Xilin."

"Aunt, I can't help with this matter." Hua Xiongmao replied regretfully, "Our People's Party is the Party commanding the gun; without the order of the Party Committee, I can't move a single person."

Qiu Jin stared at Hua Xiongmao as if looking at a monster. After a good while, she asked in that angry tone peculiar to being fooled: "Zheng Lan, you have thousands of people under your command, right? You refuse even when I ask you to lend me ten people?"

"Aunt, I'm not fooling you; our People's Party has such a system. Once the Party Committee makes a decision, I have to go out to fight with thousands of troops. Without the Party Committee's decision, I can't take away a single person." Hua Xiongmao tried hard to convince Qiu Jin.

"Zheng Lan, do you think these words can fool me?"

Hua Xiongmao didn't know how to explain to Qiu Jin because he had never thought about this problem. While trying hard to think, a thought suddenly flashed through Hua Xiongmao's mind. This was something he hadn't considered before, but now this thought flashed through his mind like lightning, giving Hua Xiongmao a sudden feeling of enlightenment. "Aunt, it is precisely because our army has such discipline that our People's Party can be invincible. Our army is the Party's army, not my personal army. Our army can win battles because we fight for the common people. If the army became my personal army, who would be willing to listen to me?"

If these words were said to the Military Commission of the People's Party and the soldiers of the troops, Hua Xiongmao could definitely convince them successfully. But he was facing Qiu Jin outside the People's Party now. Qiu Jin couldn't understand what Hua Xiongmao was saying at all. Because Qiu Jin also held important positions in Chizhou, she knew that as a leader of a political party, one must set an example. So Qiu Jin could understand the reason why Chen Ke couldn't agree to lend people. Today, when the People's Party also had to face the Manchu Qing siege, it was inconvenient for Chen Ke to explain to the people under the People's Party. Thinking over and over, Qiu Jin felt Hua Xiongmao could definitely help. With thousands of people under Hua Xiongmao, supporting a dozen or twenty people should be a very easy thing, right? She never expected that Hua Xiongmao would refuse her with such an incredible reason as "without the order of the Party Committee, I can't move a single person myself."

"Zheng Lan, can't you lend me a dozen people from your guard unit?" Qiu Jin was completely angry.

"My guard unit?" Although he saw Qiu Jin's angry face, Hua Xiongmao almost laughed out loud hearing this. Military cadres of the People's Party did not have their own guard units. The only guard battalion was the directly subordinate unit used to protect the Party Central Committee. The guards of commanders at all levels were all arranged by Commissar He Zudao. To put it bluntly, even if Hua Xiongmao was willing to follow Qiu Jin himself now, he dared not even bring a guard. Because the guard might not necessarily agree with Hua Xiongmao's idea of leaving privately. But this kind of problem couldn't be explained to Qiu Jin no matter what; Hua Xiongmao knew very well. Even if he explained it, Qiu Jin wouldn't be able to understand the organizational model of the People's Party at all.

Just when he didn't know how to handle it, Chen Ke's guard appeared. "Teacher Qiu, Chairman Chen invites you over."

These words finally saved Hua Xiongmao from the awkward situation, but this feeling of rejoicing didn't last too long. Qiu Jin glared at Hua Xiongmao with eyes full of anger. That resentment caused by extreme incomprehension made Hua Xiongmao feel a chill in his heart. He suddenly felt a grievance. The organizational model of the People's Party put an end to the private control of troops by military cadres in the army. The troops were completely controlled in the hands of the Political Department. All Hua Xiongmao's power came from the authorization of the Party Committee. Although Hua Xiongmao himself had a high status in the army, he was only a Standing Committee member in the Party Committee. He, this Standing Committee member, also had to accept the resolution of the Party Committee. And could not issue orders on his own initiative.

Qiu Jin didn't leave Hua Xiongmao a chance to explain; she turned and left with Chen Ke's guard.

Hua Xiongmao turned dejectedly and walked out of the military camp. To be honest, since following Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao never thought he could become a commander in charge of military orders for tens of thousands of troops so quickly. But the organizational model constructed by Chen Ke didn't show anything special at the beginning. Like-minded comrades were all young; facing the sudden flood, everyone had no experience, and everything had to be discussed. At that time, Chen Ke personally set an example on the front line, leading everyone through birth and death. Since Chen Ke wasn't afraid, what else could everyone say? Follow the founder of the People's Party, Chen Ke. A whole set of systems was established unknowingly in Chen Ke's seemingly inadvertent arrangement. Every comrade seemed to shoulder their own responsibilities, and every matter could find a relevant person in charge. Hua Xiongmao was very satisfied with this system. Today, he discovered that even for himself in a high position, it was absolutely impossible to use this system to do some private things for himself that violated the principles of the People's Party. If he wanted to send troops to help Qiu Jin privately, he must let this established system have huge artificially created loopholes. And Hua Xiongmao asked himself; he didn't want such artificial loopholes to appear.

What support Qiu Jin could get from Chen Ke had long been discussed by the Party Committee; the People's Party would send someone to escort Qiu Jin back to Chizhou. Since the systems of the Guangfuhui and the People's Party were completely different, any help given to the Guangfuhui could not have any real effect. Rather than wasting comrades' lives, it would be better simply not to help either side. The Guangfuhui once cooperated with the People's Party; as a return, the People's Party had already handed Chizhou over to the Guangfuhui. In the view of People's Party comrades, even if Chen Ke's strategic design was not indifferent [simple?], the Guangfuhui had greatly publicized its existence by occupying Chizhou. Capturing a city was something the Guangfuhui needed to pay a huge price to accomplish, and the People's Party did it for the Guangfuhui. Everyone had already cleared accounts with each other according to the originally agreed plan. As for what would happen later, the Guangfuhui got what it sought. They should have no complaints. However, Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin were Hua Xiongmao's relatives after all. Knowing they faced danger but being unable to help, this feeling was still very bad. Hua Xiongmao lowered his head and left the military camp. The guard had already prepared a horse for him; this was a warhorse of the New Army captured in the Battle of Anqing. After Hua Xiongmao mounted the horse, he couldn't help looking back at the direction of Chen Ke's office. Qiu Jin should have already started arguing with Chen Ke about the issue of aiding the Chizhou Guangfuhui at this time. Hua Xiongmao couldn't help sighing slightly thinking of this, and then urged the warhorse to rush towards the station in Yuezhangji.

The dispute between Hua Xiongmao and Qiu Jin happened at the gate of the Fengtai County military camp; many cadres saw it. Yan Fu came out with Hua Xiongmao; he also saw this scene of relatives arguing. Seeing Hua Xiongmao's dejected appearance, Yan Fu even felt a heartfelt sympathy. Sympathy aside, Yan Fu didn't think there was anything wrong with Chen Ke's attitude towards Qiu Jin. Yan Fu knew Chen Ke and Qiu Jin were old friends. Both wore expensive watches of the same style on their wrists, which was enough to prove that the relationship between the two was quite unusual. And as the Chairman of the People's Party, Chen Ke took the interests of the People's Party as the highest criterion. Yan Fu agreed with this attitude very much.

Before the Battle of Anqing, Yan Fu also had some illusions about the Yuewang Society. Hoping to get help from the Yuewang Society when attacking Anqing. Before Yan Fu mentioned the Yuewang Society, Chen Ke didn't even know the existence of the Yuewang Society. But Chen Ke could grasp the characteristics of the Yuewang Society based on imagination alone. In the Battle of Anqing, Chen Ke's positioning of the Yuewang Society was "malicious neutrality." At the summary meeting after the Battle of Anqing, everyone exchanged many things that happened when contacting the Yuewang Society, and comrades praised Chen Ke's foresight endlessly. "Secret societies" are unreliable; this was the unified idea of the People's Party high level.

But with Yan Fu's experience, the bottom layer he could imagine was just secret societies. Although Yan Fu heard Chen Ke say "people's revolution" countless times. But Yan Fu still couldn't quite accept the "people's revolution" mentioned by Chen Ke. In Yan Fu's view, the people need education from superiors. Whatever the People's Party says, the common people just follow. Isn't it only right and natural for superiors to guide and educate the people?

Yan Fu could feel that Chen Ke also had many thoughts like his in his heart, but Chen Ke himself tried hard to fight against such thoughts. Chen Ke not only constantly educated People's Party comrades "The people know reason, the people can distinguish right from wrong, trust the people." Moreover, Yan Fu could see that Chen Ke also tried hard to persuade Chen Ke himself to believe in this attitude all the time. When formulating policies, Chen Ke required People's Party cadres to explain clearly to the people in words the people could understand before execution. Yan Fu felt this was where Chen Ke contradicted himself. If the people can only understand the significance of the policy when they get benefits, doesn't this practice mean that the people are a group of villains who don't understand righteousness and only know how to pursue their own interests?

Whether secret societies or the people, neither is reliable. Yan Fu couldn't help thinking. However, Chen Ke still had relatively good vision. When conquering Anqing, he at least grabbed a batch of female students from Anqing Girls' School, preparing to train these female students into teachers. Although this method was really a bit radical, Yan Fu felt that in the long run, this was a good method. Moreover, Anqing was about to become a new battlefield soon; Yan Fu didn't believe in the military discipline of the New Army. Once the New Army retook Anqing, there would inevitably be a military disaster. These female students were much safer in the base area instead. The future base area defense war could not involve water battles. The Party Committee hoped Yan Fu would strengthen the education system of the base area as soon as possible. So Yan Fu decided to go to the Normal School to take a look.

When Yan Fu arrived at the Normal School, the female students had just completed the farming task of the day. Coming to the base area for so long, the habits of young ladies had weakened a lot. Everyone wiped their sweat with cloth towels while sitting on small stools they carried to rest. At this time, it was confirmed that Ren Qiying, acting as the temporary ideological commissar, was speaking to everyone.

"Students, everyone said yesterday that simplified characters are ugly; I admit this point. But simplified characters are easy to learn and recognize, far easier to learn than those traditional characters. We will all be people's teachers in the future. We teach, teach everyone to read, the purpose is to let the people master the tool of writing. Writing is a tool, not a symbol of status. Through reading, through learning culture, the people can learn many skills through more books. These skills can make the people's lives better. This is the purpose of education. We educate the people to teach the masses a skill for a better life. Not to cultivate a bunch of bastards who want to be people above people just because they recognize a few broken characters."

"Then Mr. Ren, why does the base area still conduct exams? I see in the regulations of the base area, civil servants recruited in the future all need to take exams?" a girl asked.

Hearing the girl's answer, Ren Qiying smiled. "The civil servants of the base area are public servants of the people. If they can't read, a lot of work will be inefficient. As the saying goes, a good memory is not as good as a bad pen; mastering cultural knowledge as a tool can work better. We promote cultural education to let everyone work better, not to be officials. This is the biggest difference between our base area and other political organizations. We must realize that at any time, we ourselves are common people exactly like everyone else, not becoming high-and-mighty masters just because we recognize a few characters. We are all equal."

"According to what you said, Chairman Chen Ke is also an equal common person like us?" the girl asked slightly timidly.

"Correct, in the base area there is only a difference in division of labor, no difference in status. Chairman Chen Ke is a political leader; this is an actually existing fact. But this does not mean Chairman Chen Ke has privileges overriding us."

"Then when we farm, why doesn't Chairman Chen Ke farm together?" A girl who looked slightly naughty whispered.

Ren Qiying was not angry at such a complaint. She laughed: "Then when Chairman Chen Ke fights battles, why don't you go fight?"

Hearing this, the girl who complained in a low voice flushed and dared not speak again.

"This is the difference in division of labor. Because we believe Chairman Chen Ke is indeed stronger than us in this aspect, we recommended Chairman Chen Ke to sit in the Chairman's position. Comrades, our People's Party does not engage in privileges. Chairman Chen Ke becoming the Party Chairman is also the result of everyone's vote. As a member of the People's Party, I also participated in the voting. Chairman Chen Ke was elected by us, not self-appointed by him. Nor did he get this position by coercion and bribery."

Hearing this, the girls who originally didn't agree with Ren Qiying's political education from the bottom of their hearts couldn't help widening their eyes. They originally didn't know that the instructor in front of them had such great power, actually able to participate in such a big event as electing the Chairman of the People's Party. In their view, Chen Ke was at least equivalent to a county magistrate. Manchu Qing magistrates were never elected by voting. This fact greatly impacted the girls' worldview.

And Yan Fu frowned slightly after hearing Ren Qiying's words. This was not because Yan Fu found it incomprehensible that Chen Ke was elected by People's Party members. In Yan Fu's view, education is a means for the government to transform the people, while in Ren Qiying's statement, education only lets the people master a tool to transform themselves. This almost diametrically opposed view made Yan Fu feel a true shock.
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Chapter 142: New Beginning (47)

Chen Ke could fool Shi Dekuan, but he didn't want to fool Qiu Jin. This might be because Chen Ke respected Qiu Jin more, or maybe because Qiu Jin had helped Chen Ke. Anyway, after dinner, facing the many requests raised by Qiu Jin, Chen Ke explained very seriously.

Qiu Jin's request was no different from Shi Dekuan's; summarized, it was "wanting money, wanting people, wanting guns."

"Teacher Qiu, are you still preparing to fight position warfare with the Manchu Qing?" Chen Ke tried to persuade Qiu Jin not to do such a foolish thing.

Qiu Jin was a revolutionary, but not a military expert. she asked somewhat puzzledly: "Without relying on the defense of the city wall, how do we fight?"

Chen Ke continued to advise: "Without troops outside that must be saved, there is no city inside that must be defended. If the Manchu Qing besieges Chizhou, where do the Guangfuhui comrades plan to get reinforcements? The *Romance of the Three Kingdoms* mentions the so-called pincer formation [horns formation] many times. It refers to the defending troops and the mobile troops outside the city forming an echo. Without such an echo, once the Manchu Qing adopts a siege, Chizhou is a dead place."

Hearing that Chen Ke actually didn't advocate occupying Chizhou, Qiu Jin immediately expressed denial. "Wen Qing, we finally occupied the city with difficulty. If we withdraw as soon as the Qing army comes, what will other revolutionary comrades in various places think? This is absolutely not okay."

Chen Ke could understand Qiu Jin's attitude, but he couldn't support Qiu Jin's strategic view. "Teacher Qiu, previously the Manchu Qing was in the open and you were in the dark. With calculation against lack of calculation, naturally you could fight many beautiful battles. Now you are in the open and the Manchu Qing is in the dark; you have to guard against the Manchu Qing all the time. Isn't this a bit too strenuous?"

"Why is Wen Qing unwilling to be our reinforcement? Are you prepared to watch the revolution fail helplessly?" Qiu Jin finally asked this sentence that made Chen Ke slightly disappointed.

If she wanted to sow discord between the Guangfuhui and the Yuewang Society, Chen Ke could have asked back: "Is the Yuewang Society farther away than us?" But Chen Ke knew very clearly that although the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui were close at hand, as long as the Manchu Qing naval forces cut off the channel on the Yangtze River, the two sides couldn't echo each other at all. In the earliest plan, Chen Ke didn't expect the two sides to cooperate effectively. Chen Ke was just a bit strange why the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui hadn't been able to fight their way out yet. The reason why the People's Party wanted to take down a city each in the north and south of the river was to let the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui each have a stronghold. Then the two sides would expand with their respective strongholds as the core. But looking at their current performance, neither side had the intention of fighting their way out. Was it because Anqing was the provincial capital and Chizhou was the prefecture capital, so the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui were blinded by these two big cities and insisted on occupying these two cities without letting go?

"Teacher Qiu, if I say I can send troops to echo, do you believe it?" Chen Ke tactfully put forward his own view.

"If Wen Qing can conquer such a large territory, if you say you can echo, I believe it." Qiu Jin didn't mean to let Chen Ke go.

"You believe, but I myself don't believe it yet." Chen Ke simply made it clear. "I can't beat the Manchu Qing warships on the Yangtze River. So I really can't help much."

Hearing Chen Ke speak so straightforwardly, Qiu Jin suddenly laughed. "Wen Qing is still the same as before, never deceiving people with big words. Mr. Tao sent me here this time not to ask Wen Qing to send troops, but just hoping Wen Qing could help. Since Wen Qing has said so clearly, I will talk about Mr. Tao's meaning. Mr. Tao wants me to ask Wen Qing, do you have any suggestions for our Guangfuhui's future strategy?"

regarding this question, Chen Ke answered without hesitation: "According to the current situation of the Guangfuhui, I think politically you should fight for the support of the gentry. Militarily, expand the territory to the south. I don't know much about the specific strength of the Guangfuhui, but the biggest problem of the Manchu Qing now is lack of money. As long as you constantly capture those inland county towns, the Manchu Qing will be exhausted, and finances will inevitably be tighter. It is unrealistic for the Guangfuhui to defeat the Manchu Qing head-on, but there is hope to drag down the Manchu Qing. Plus fighting for the support of the gentry politically, self-preservation is possible."

Qiu Jin frowned. "What Wen Qing said actually means we should avoid the sharp edge of the Manchu Qing? Does Wen Qing look down on us so much? You used only one year to have such a scale. I see that within a hundred miles, Wen Qing's power has fully entered the countryside. Why can you capture Anqing thousands of miles away, while we have to run around here and there? You have to explain this matter clearly to me."

Chen Ke originally intended to explain clearly. If the Guangfuhui could hold on for a while longer, it would be greatly beneficial to the People's Party. He said seriously: "Teacher Qiu, because we don't rely on the gentry; we rely on the common people. What the common people want in a disaster year is to survive. Since the Manchu Qing government can't save them, and we sincerely want to save the common people, then the common people naturally support us."

"Wen Qing you words are wrong. You want to save the common people; don't we want to save the common people?" Qiu Jin was very dissatisfied with Chen Ke's attitude. This was clearly mocking her.

"Teacher Qiu, as the saying goes, injustice provokes outcry. Your revolutionary propositions are simply not what the common people want. The common people want to survive, to eat, to wear clothes, to live better. But your propositions are all long-term when talked about, like overthrowing the Manchu Qing, the people can do this and that. What does this have to do with the common people? The gentry want to hear this, because after overthrowing the Manchu Qing, they can be in power. But the common people don't care about this at all. What does the fall of the Manchu Qing have to do with the common people having enough to eat and wear?"

"Eh? Wen Qing, you are talking nonsense. Overthrowing the Manchu Qing and knocking down those who bully the common people, how can the lives of the common people not become better?"

"What the common people want is for their lives to improve immediately now, or at least not get worse. But Sister Qiu, you want to overthrow the Manchu Qing and drive away foreign invaders. To do these things, the people must tighten their belts to support you. Not only will the lives of the common people not get better, but they will get worse in the short term. Do you think the common people are stupid?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Qiu Jin was furious. She glared at Chen Ke and scolded: "This is short-sightedness."

"If the Manchu Qing doesn't fall today, it will fall tomorrow; if not tomorrow, then the day after tomorrow. But the stomach, if you don't eat for a day, you will be hungry. If you don't eat for three days, you will be too hungry to walk or work. The common people have a deep understanding of this." Chen Ke could only speak to this extent. Saying more, he felt it would be too much.

Qiu Jin was a character after all, and before coming to Fengtai County, Tao Chengzhang repeatedly instructed her to get methods from Chen Ke. She suppressed her anger and continued to ask: "Then why did Wen Qing start your family by relying on supporting the common people, but let us rely on the gentry?"

"Because Teacher Qiu, you are gentry yourself. The gentry can understand your set of things, and only the gentry are interested in accepting it. What the common people think is completely different from the gentry. Teacher Qiu has contacted so many secret societies; presumably, you should be extremely clear."

Hearing this, Qiu Jin was temporarily silent. The realistic degree of secret societies could be said to be haggling over every ounce; no matter what they were asked to do, it would eventually fall on money and grain. This was also the biggest puzzlement of Qiu Jin and Tao Chengzhang about how Chen Ke could command thousands of elites. If Qiu Jin and Tao Chengzhang were to command thousands of subordinates, they would have to scatter at least hundreds of thousands of silver dollars. Tao Chengzhang asked Qiu Jin to ask Chen Ke for advice; the most important point was how to build a force like the one Chen Ke had when attacking Anqing.

Qiu Jin pondered for a long time before continuing to ask: "Wen Qing, exactly how much money did you spend to build the team under your command?"

"If calculated according to the mode Teacher Qiu experienced, I spent at least tens of millions of taels of silver. But in reality, I spent about a million taels of silver."

Qiu Jin was scared by the number Chen Ke said. "How can the difference be so big?"

Chen Ke slowly calculated this account for Qiu Jin. "We have about two million people under our rule now. Even if one person eats half a jin of grain a day. Two million people eat one million jin of grain a day. For these two million people to eat for four months, they need 120 million jin of grain. Converted, it is one million piculs [dan] of grain. Now selling one picul of grain for ten taels of silver in the disaster area is not much. Isn't this spending more than ten million taels of silver?"

regarding this calculation, Qiu Jin was already dumbfounded. It took a long time before she continued to ask: "Then what is the algorithm for the more than four hundred thousand taels of silver spent?"

"We only had a total of one million taels of silver, and up to now we only had this much money, all spent completely." Chen Ke gave the answer. "Of course, Teacher Qiu must be strange, where did we get these one million piculs of grain? Because the forts on both banks of the Huai River were breached by us. We raided those people's homes, so we had so much grain."

"You... how many people's homes did you raid in this year?" Qiu Jin no longer had the imposing manner just now. Chen Ke's attitude was gentle, but the words he spoke were full of the smell of blood.

Chen Ke said calmly: "Including Anqing, we killed about ten thousand people and raided more than seventy forts."

"Killed ten thousand people?" Qiu Jin was always known as heroic in the Revolutionary Party, but after hearing Chen Ke's words, her first feeling was confusion. What is the concept of killing ten thousand people? There were only tens of thousands of people living in Shaoxing City; if calculated according to the people living inside the old city wall, it was only ten thousand. The number of people Chen Ke killed in one year was as many as the people in Shaoxing City. The refined young man in front of her was actually a "butcher" with hands stained with blood? This gave Qiu Jin a great shock.

"Teacher Qiu, it is true that ten thousand people died, but how many people survived? At least hundreds of thousands. The vast majority of those who died were gentry and the thugs they kept. At least in the view of our People's Party, using the deaths of these people in exchange for the survival of hundreds of thousands of common people is a kind of justice. But the situation Teacher Qiu and you face now is different from ours. Jiangnan has not suffered such a big disaster, and the common people do not have such a high demand for revolution. In addition, if you want to get money and grain from the common people, it is far less fast than getting money and grain directly from the gentry. Moreover, your conscription of common people to fight might not be as convenient as directly using secret societies to fight. That's why I suggested you seize county towns and win over gentry. You are already influential among the gentry; uniting the gentry is easier for you."

Listening to Chen Ke state the suggestion calmly, Qiu Jin felt that if Chen Ke had a ferocious face at this time, perhaps it would make her feel more adapted. Chen Ke's attitude contained a disregard for the lives of the gentry. Whether killing gentry or uniting gentry, for Chen Ke, it was just a means to achieve the goal. This cold attitude made Qiu Jin shudder.

Looking at Qiu Jin's shocked expression, Chen Ke was actually quite helpless. He sincerely wanted to help Qiu Jin and the Guangfuhui, but the program and route of the People's Party were of no help to the Guangfuhui. Since the Guangfuhui was an old-style revolution, adopting a more pragmatic attitude was the most effective method. If the Guangfuhui were allowed to learn the People's Party's set, that would be true deception. Although he knew his image was completely destroyed in Qiu Jin's eyes. But out of a kind of true goodwill, Chen Ke had to propose such a suggestion to Qiu Jin.

Next, everyone felt very speechless. Qiu Jin went back to the dormitory to rest on the grounds of travel fatigue. Chen Ke continued to start work in the office. Because of receiving these two, a lot of work was delayed today; he could only work overtime to make up for this time. Now was a very critical moment. The People's Party must maximize the expansion of the base area before spring plowing, and complete the first harvest before the enemy attacked. Otherwise, the days in the second half of the year would be very difficult.
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Chapter 143: Chain Reaction (1)

There were two People's Party cadres responsible for supervising the meeting between female students and their parents: one was Ren Qiying, and the other was Zhang Xiuhua. Zhang Xiuhua was responsible for the military training of the female students; the performance of these young ladies in military training could be said to be quite good. Zhang Xiuhua was a female cadre who came out of the refugee camp. It took her three months to master basic military training such as marching in formation, turning left, turning right, and walking in step. But these female students were able to complete these drill contents neatly under the instructor's command in less than half a month.

Every time she saw these delicate young ladies, Zhang Xiuhua felt conflicted psychologically. In front of those upright and resolute male instructors, these girls always easily showed timid and fearful expressions on their faces, and often started crying at the slightest provocation. But such a group of people mastered the knowledge and skills that Zhang Xiuhua had to spend tremendous effort to master more easily.

Zhang Xiuhua was an activist for joining the Party and had already submitted her application for joining the Party. As long as she passed another three months of organizational testing, she could become a probationary party member. Since she took over the job of instructor for these female students, one of the tasks given to Zhang Xiuhua by the party organization was to monitor these people and not let them run away. Since receiving this task, Zhang Xiuhua had been very nervous. And what puzzled her was why the party organization had to guard against these female students on the one hand, but gave them education equivalent to key training objects on the other. These female teachers were lecturers at the Party School and Military Academy; when the base area developed to today's scale, they wouldn't give classes to ordinary people casually.

The Party Committee's explanation for this was "to gradually transform these students and make them qualified laborers for social construction." Zhang Xiuhua didn't understand what this meant. She didn't think too much about it either; since the organization instructed, Zhang Xiuhua confirmed that she only had to do two things: first, not let the female students run away; second, urge these female students to attend class in good condition. The families of these female students came all the way here. Zhang Xiuhua felt a little worried; if these fathers and daughters cried together, this situation would be hard to handle.

What surprised Zhang Xiuhua extremely was that although the girls cried like pear blossoms bathed in rain one by one, and those fathers were also tearful, no one begged to leave.

Looking at the situation in front of her, Ren Qiying had an indescribable feeling in her heart. She sincerely admired Chen Ke's vision and determination. The fact that these fathers could rush to the base area already showed that these fathers were by no means ordinary people. Like father, like daughter; these girls did not let down their fathers' love. They knew the power of the base area, and knew that with their fathers' ability, it was absolutely impossible to save them. So although they couldn't help crying after seeing their fathers, once their emotions calmed down, these female students began to comfort their fathers instead. Saying they lived very well in the base area and asking their fathers not to worry.

These were certainly polite words that had to be said, but these girls were only fifteen or sixteen years old. If they hadn't received good education at home, these female students couldn't possibly have such insight. Facing a powerless situation, they all chose the path that maximized the interests of themselves and their families.

Chen Ke should have calculated these before attacking Anqing, so he would be so decisive in forcibly bringing these female students back to the base area, right? Ren Qiying thought, it wouldn't take too long, just a year of training, at least these five girls in front of her could not only be competent for the position of teacher, but also competent for many grassroots official positions. The base area was promoting equality between men and women and encouraging women to come out to work; Ren Qiying could serve as a middle-level official now thanks to these policies. Seeing women who were very likely to compete with her, Ren Qiying couldn't feel happy no matter what.

Huang Chengxun was originally very apprehensive about the two People's Party female cadres monitoring nearby. He had originally made up his mind not to speak recklessly, but as soon as he saw his daughter appear before his eyes, these thoughts were immediately thrown to the nine heavens. Tears couldn't help flowing out哗哗. Let alone speaking with propriety, Huang Chengxun simply didn't know what to say. Blaming himself for being useless? Feeling his daughter was wronged? Hearing Ren Qiying's comment today that "we have all been swept into the torrent of revolution," although he had heartfelt dissatisfaction with Ren Qiying monitoring the meeting, Huang Chengxun had to admit that Ren Qiying's words pointed out everyone's situation. Since the People's Party was determined to overthrow the Imperial Court and showed enough strength, a war sweeping Anhui and even the whole country was inevitable. With Huang Chengxun's power, he simply couldn't fight the People's Party. After realizing this fact, Huang Chengxun also knew that it was impossible for him to take his daughter back this trip. Watching his well-behaved and sensible daughter comforting him instead, Huang Chengxun felt exceptionally uncomfortable.

Watching her father's painful expression, Huang Yuyue felt extremely uncomfortable in her heart. Just because she felt heartache for her father, she tried hard to comfort him instead. To be fair, Huang Yuyue didn't want to stay in the base area at all; she wished she could follow her father immediately. Because she truly wanted to leave, after repeated consideration, Huang Yuyue truly determined that she couldn't run away secretly. Being brought from Anqing to the base area, the hard journey of more than ten days made Huang Yuyue clearly understand one thing: without following a powerful team, in this situation of war and chaos, a woman simply couldn't return to Anqing from Fengtai County safely.

So after the fathers and daughters met and cried, they just asked about each other's well-being and informed each other of their respective situations. They didn't talk about leaving or staying at all. Since they were so tactful, Ren Qiying and Zhang Xiuhua were also much more relaxed.

The next day, Huang Chengxun and others wanted to visit Chen Ke again, but were told Chen Ke had no time to see them. Not only that, Ren Qiying, who was responsible for reception, told Huang Chengxun and others not to go out these few days. After speaking, Ren Qiying left in a hurry.

Something happened in the base area. Since the People's Party arrived in Fengtai County and continuously expanded the scope of the base area, the People's Party had always taken the initiative. But news came early this morning that the first violent incident in which opponents actively attacked the People's Party occurred within the base area. Although this matter was not big, it was the first time encountered for the base area. The People's Party Central Committee, which was already running at high speed, reacted immediately. Not only strengthening internal monitoring, but the main cadres also began to gather to discuss countermeasures.

This was a violent incident that occurred in Wuhe County. When the People's Party went on an expedition to Anqing, the civil affairs organ began to arrange for the disaster victims in the refugee camp to return to their hometowns in an organized manner. These more than a hundred thousand disaster victims gathering in Fengtai County put great pressure on public security. Plus the main force left the base area; appropriately diverting disaster victims back to their hometowns relieved internal pressure on one hand, and also prepared for spring plowing on the other.

Before the main force left, Chen Ke formulated this general direction, and the specific execution was handed over to the Party Committee members staying in the base area. Lu Huitian and others executed it well; through guidance and direction, they effectively evacuated nearly a hundred thousand disaster victims.

The local administrative institutions of the People's Party were now divided into three levels: Central, County, and District. County-level units were based on former county towns, while district-level administrative units were centered on conquered forts and larger market towns. As for smaller village-level units, because scattered settlements were basically destroyed after the flood, plus the problem of insufficient cadres, the base area had not yet been able to fully enter village-level units. News came early this morning that the disaster victims returning to Wuhe County suddenly attacked the District Government set up in Liujiapu. That is, the former fort of the Liu Eighth Family. The People's Party had an Armed Working Team [Wu Gong Dui] in each district, and the scale of each Armed Working Team was at least a company. There were more than four hundred people attacking the District Government. Because common people reported the news in advance, the Armed Working Team was fully prepared, and the attack of this group of people was completely smashed.

Specific combat details had not yet been sent. But in this battle, few enemies could escape; basically, including the leaders were caught. The People's Party didn't feel any joy about this victory; everyone wanted to know why these disaster victims who survived thanks to the People's Party attacked the grassroots organizations of the People's Party as soon as they returned to their hometowns.

Lu Huitian's face was ashen; the work of diverting disaster victims was his responsibility. With such a result, Lu Huitian knew he couldn't escape the blame. Seeing the complaining gazes of many comrades, Lu Huitian felt he couldn't remain silent like this. "I... I'll express my attitude first; I will take responsibility for this matter."

As soon as these words came out, even comrades who were not looking at Lu Huitian turned their eyes over. Now Lu Huitian felt even more uncomfortable. The People's Party claimed to serve the people wholeheartedly; now the result of service was actually people meeting in battle. This couldn't be justified no matter what.

Yuwen Badu was responsible for civil affairs work together with Lu Huitian. Seeing Lu Huitian made a self-criticism, he knew he absolutely couldn't get away with it. He became more uneasy in his heart. He said timidly: "Could it be that the working methods of the local comrades were not quite right?"

Just as he finished saying this, he immediately annoyed Chai Qingguo. "Badu, you are talking nonsense. How are the working methods of local comrades wrong? If they were wrong, it would at most be fighting and cursing. Could it lead to war? This is absolutely bad people in the local area."

Looking at Chai Qingguo's angry face, although Yuwen Badu ranked higher than Chai Qingguo, he couldn't help nodding repeatedly. "Makes sense, makes sense." Whether local comrades had problems with work or there were bad people locally, for Yuwen Badu, he had to push the responsibility away first.

"I think this matter cannot be separated from secret societies." Lin Shenhe couldn't help speaking. In the People's Party, the one who always maintained high vigilance against secret societies was Lin Shenhe.

Hearing Lin Shenhe's words, Lu Huitian suddenly regretted a bit. In the process of executing the work of evacuating disaster victims, Lin Shenhe, who was responsible for police work, proposed a suggestion to eliminate the leaders of various secret societies among the disaster victims, or at least control them temporarily. Lin Shenhe's reason was simple: these people also had rallying power locally; if they returned to other places in the base area, it would be inevitable for trouble to occur. Lu Huitian and others felt Lin Shenhe was making a fuss over nothing. These people behaved quite obediently when gathered in the base area; how could they dare to run wild and break the law when they returned home? Moreover, the People's Party was their savior after all. Now it seemed Lin Shenhe's vigilance was not unreasonable.

"Comrades, quiet down." Chen Ke spoke. As soon as he opened his mouth, others quieted down immediately.

Chen Ke was neither anxious nor angry. Such conflicts were only a matter of time. Chen Ke originally had some plans, and just took this opportunity to propose them. "Now that first-hand information hasn't arrived, it's useless for us to guess blindly. Today's meeting, I want to discuss the issue of army expansion with everyone."

The issue of army expansion had actually been put on the agenda long ago, but with frequent troop movements now, and army expansion not being a small matter, it couldn't be done just by saying it. The spring plowing period was busy, and there were wars to fight. Chen Ke just mentioned it a few times; everyone just listened tentatively, and many comrades didn't take it to heart. Now encountering the incident of enemies attacking grassroots governments, everyone had to focus on army expansion. If there were enough troops stationed locally, presumably such tragedies could be largely avoided. Everyone listened attentively to Chen Ke's next speech.

"I want to expand our troops to a corps, a scale of 40,000 people." Chen Ke said calmly.

Hearing this, almost everyone couldn't help sucking in a breath of cold air. 40,000 people; the troops in the base area now were at most 10,000. Chen Ke actually wanted to expand the army to eight times the scale [Note: 10k to 40k is 4 times. Maybe text implies from an earlier smaller number or "four times"? Text says "expand to eight times scale" (`八倍的规模`). Maybe current is 5000? Earlier text said 3000 went to Anqing, leaving some. 10,000 total mentioned before. 10k to 40k is 4 times. Maybe typo in text or math error by character/author. I will translate literally "eight times" but note it. Or maybe he means 8 brigades/regiments? No, "40,000 people". Let's assume the text means 40,000 is a huge jump.]

"By April, our base area population will be about four million. A force of 40,000 people is actually not much. Only one soldier in a hundred people. Moreover, these 40,000 troops are not all fighting; everyone knows our Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army supports itself. The burden on the masses is not heavy." Chen Ke explained. In history, many base areas could easily pull up a scale of forty or fifty thousand people, and those base areas were in economically backward mountainous areas. With the current strength of the People's Party occupying the vast plain area, pulling out 40,000 people was not much.

"Then how to arrange these 40,000 troops?" Pu Guanshui asked. After the Battle of Anqing, Pu Guanshui completely got rid of the relationship with the Anhui New Army and became a senior commander of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army. But he hadn't been assigned specific work yet; he was still a member of the Central Military Commission. If Chen Ke really wanted to expand the army to 40,000 people, Pu Guanshui could definitely be assigned practical work.

"One corps, four divisions. The base area will be divided into four military sub-districts, each stationing one division. And these four divisions are not completely concentrated, but stationed in various stations as regiments. Each regiment is stationed as battalions."

Hua Xiongmao reacted fastest. He said: "Then wouldn't every county be assigned a regiment?"

Chen Ke nodded. "About right. Our troops are different from old-style troops; our troops are propaganda teams and working teams. After the flood, the old social order is far from restored, and the new system has not been built yet. We say our new system is good, but the people haven't seen where it is good. We must prove through our own efforts that our system is indeed effective. This is the primary task of the troops after expansion. Fighting on one hand, engaging in production and construction on the other."

After this explanation, the comrades had a preliminary understanding of Chen Ke's purpose in expanding the army. Zhang Yu asked: "Then what about the local troops we have already started to organize? Should they be incorporated into the newly built regular troops?"

"Regular troops are to go out to fight. If local troops don't encounter special circumstances, they still focus on local battles. So we still have to maintain the existence of local troops. Even leave some backbones; otherwise, once the regular troops leave the base area, wouldn't the base area be singing the Empty City Strategy?"

"Then what about weapons and equipment? We don't have forty thousand guns. Weapons simply can't be replenished." Pu Guanshui cared about this issue very much.

"I said before, Manchu Qing politics relies on strongholds. Including their army is also like this. If we want to drive the Manchu Qing out of our base area, the best way is not defense, but offense. Destroy the Manchu Qing military forces around that can threaten us, seize their weapons and equipment. As long as our legs can reach places, we must destroy the enemies there. In this way, as this wanes and that waxes, we can absolutely gain strategic initiative."

After fighting Anqing, the morale of the troops was extremely high. Hearing Chen Ke's arrangement, the comrades of the troops expressed support first. Comrades in civil affairs were somewhat worried. "Then what about the grain problem?"

"For grain, the troops have to fight on one hand and farm on the other."

"Will that be too hard?" Comrades engaged in civil affairs had quite some scruples.

"Without these hardships, how do we know who is loyal to the revolutionary cause?"

While speaking, the guard brought a soldier into the conference hall.

The messenger saluted Chen Ke and then said loudly: "Report! I am the messenger sent by the Wuhe County Party Secretary. The preliminary investigation report of this rebellion incident has been delivered."

Chen Ke took the document, opened it and read it once, then asked: "Does Secretary Wu of the County Committee have any other message for you to bring?"

The messenger stood straight. "Secretary Wu asked me to bring a message: he apologizes to the Central Committee. This time he didn't take precautions; no matter how the Central Committee punishes him, Secretary Wu accepts it willingly."

"I know. You go down first."

The comrades in the conference hall all stared at the document in Chen Ke's hand. What they wanted to know most was how this rebellion was caused. Chen Ke handed the document to Qi Huishen and let him read the document.

This was a report written personally by Wuhe County Party Secretary Wu Liao. It turned out that among the disaster victims returning to near Liujiapu after the Spring Festival, a secret society leader named Liu Yongyi was a close relative of the Liu family destroyed by the People's Party. Learning that the local emperor Liu Eighth Master of Liujiapu was actually annihilated, and the Liu family's land was also distributed, this secret society Liu Yongyi simply mobilized the disaster victims, using looting grain as a rallying cry, and contacted secret societies in other areas to attack the fort.

Originally their plan was also detailed: first enter the fort through the Liu family's secret tunnel, and then attack from inside and outside to break the fort. They didn't expect that the common people were no longer on his side. The local area receiving reports from the masses organized military forces and caught Liu Yongyi and those he led in one net.

Hearing the report, the comrades couldn't help breathing a sigh of relief. Since it wasn't a direct conflict between local cadres and the masses, but bad people making trouble, this matter didn't need to be so worried about.

When Qi Huishen read the document aloud, Chen Ke had been thinking thoughtfully. When the document was finished reading, he looked up at Lin Shenhe. Lin Shenhe originally wanted to exterminate the secret societies in the base area completely. Seeing Chen Ke looking at him, Lin Shenhe immediately stood up. "Chairman Chen, local secret societies are always a scourge. I still think we should take advantage of now to get rid of them completely."

Hearing this, quite a few comrades couldn't help nodding. Up to now, the secret societies in the base area were still hiding quite deeply, and there was no sign of defecting to the People's Party. A Liu Yongyi could pull up a team of three or four hundred people; if other secret societies also made trouble like this, it would be endless trouble. Rather than responding passively, it would be better to strike first.

Chen Ke could understand everyone's thoughts. Actually, long before sending troops, he had considered whether to strike first to eliminate secret societies, but he finally didn't choose such a method. Seeing the comrades had roughly kept up with his previous train of thought, Chen Ke said loudly to the comrades: "We eliminate the secret societies, and then? They didn't do anything bad, but were eliminated by us; in the eyes of the common people, they are martyrs. This won't do. Hasn't this Liu Yongyi matter already proved that the common people have their own judgment? Between Liu Yongyi and our People's Party, the masses chose our People's Party. Since our purpose is to launch people's revolution and serve the people, then we must believe that the people are trustworthy. Deviating from this point, only playing with means of preventing trouble before it happens, what is the difference from the Manchu Qing?"

"But this is very likely to lead to the sacrifice of our comrades." Lin Shenhe continued.

Chen Ke did not agree with Lin Shenhe's view. "We talk about struggle for the sake of peace. Seeking peace in struggle, peace survives. Troops in various places should make full military preparations, but we absolutely cannot fire the first shot. The strength of secret societies lies in that to some extent they are rooted in the masses like us. Our struggle with secret societies is fundamentally a struggle for the masses. As long as we can win the masses over to us, what power do secret societies have? In this regard, don't comrades have confidence?"

Hearing this, although quite a few comrades still felt uncomfortable in their hearts, they couldn't help admitting that Chen Ke's view was reasonable.

Seeing the comrades had preliminarily accepted his view, Chen Ke continued: "Then let's discuss next how to compete with secret societies for the masses, how to let the masses know that secret societies are still products of the old era, and the new system we promote is what can truly save the common people. Then let's follow the previous convention, find the principal contradiction first, find the basis of the contradiction. Comrades, what are the characteristics of China's current countryside? Besides the small peasant economy, what are the characteristics of the countryside?"

Hearing this, Yuwen Badu couldn't help saying: "Chairman Chen, you'd better just say it straight. Letting us think, we can't think of the point no matter what."

"Secretary Yuwen, you are really lazy enough." Chen Ke said somewhat helplessly.

Yuwen Badu didn't look embarrassed at all for being criticized. He answered loudly: "Mainly there is no time. Being so busy now, delaying time won't do."

Cannot but admit, Yuwen Badu made sense. Chen Ke didn't mobilize the party members' thinking anymore. He said straightforwardly: "The characteristic of the countryside now, besides the small peasant economy, is the relief-oriented economy [assistance economy]. Whether clans or gentry, besides being in a leadership position, they also have to assume the responsibility and obligation of relief. Being fellow villagers, after something happens, these people have to pay money and help; this is the way they obtain rural leadership. And the flood completely destroyed the ability of these people to realize the relief-oriented economic model. This is the reason why our People's Party could obtain political power in Fengtai County, and further in such a vast area. Because our organizational model is a new model of government; whether from economic ability or administrative ability, we are comprehensively superior to the old model. When we enter the grassroots and combine with the masses, the masses will naturally choose us and abandon those old gentry and clans. And our next step is to win the masses over from the secret societies."
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Chapter 144: Chain Reaction (2)

In the morning, Zhou Yiying, Director of the Women's Federation of Liujiapu District, Wuhe County, was reclaiming land with a new hoe made in the base area. Behind her, several ridges of reclaimed field land were very soft and full of vitality compared to the uncultivated flat ground next to them. There were many floods along the Huai River; in such a harsh environment, women mostly did not bind their feet, and Zhou Yiying was no exception. She wore straw sandals made in the base area, stood steadily in the field, and waved her hoe vigorously. The flood had receded for a long time, but the ground became very hard because no one had cultivated it for too long. Every hoeing took a lot of effort, but the effect was not good. The experience summarized by Zhou Yiying after trying many times was that with her strength, to hoe the ground to a depth of 20 centimeters, five strikes were needed at the same position. Zhou Yiying bit her teeth slightly, counting a number for every hoeing: "One, two, three, four, five. One, two, three, four, five. One, two, three, four, five." In just a short while, sweat oozed from Zhou Yiying's forehead. She didn't wipe it either, continuing to work hard in the field.

Women in the countryside generally didn't do farm work like hoeing the land. It wasn't that their families were unwilling, but that girls couldn't use heavy farm tools. Iron farm tools were expensive in these years, and the quality was not very good either. If used vigorously like Zhou Yiying, they were easily damaged. Repairing farm tools cost a lot, and the number of blacksmiths was also very limited. Once farm tools were damaged, they often couldn't be repaired in time, delaying farm work instead. So the reason why farmers used heavy wooden farm tools was not that they didn't know iron farm tools were easy to use, but because they had very practical economic considerations. But wooden farm tools themselves required high physical strength, and women's natural physical quality could not use them effectively, so women were generally not considered among able-bodied laborers.

The iron farm tools newly issued by the People's Party after the beginning of spring this year were extremely easy to use. Not only light, but the hardness and sharpness were unprecedented for Zhou Yiying. Even a woman like Zhou Yiying could use them very well. She had used them vigorously for several days, and the hoe was still as sharp as when she first got it.

After hoeing two ridges of land, Zhou Yiying stopped to wipe her sweat. According to the experience of plowing these days, her physical strength could only support two ridges at a time. Then she needed to rest for about the time it takes to burn a stick of incense. And she couldn't sit down to rest; Zhou Yiying found that once she sat down, it would be very difficult to stand up again. Just struggling psychologically with herself would take a good while, so she simply stood and rested leaning on her hoe like those experienced farmers she usually saw in the fields.

Looking around, there were figures cultivating on the surrounding land. After the beginning of spring, the People's Party began to organize the masses to start cultivating on a large scale. Regardless of whose land it was first, land was distributed according to the standard of three mu per person, and everyone was called upon to start working. After the flood, land was actually not lacking, plus the People's Party also had enough authority. There were plenty of people dissatisfied in their hearts, but few dared to oppose directly. So many common people who firmly supported the People's Party began to work on the distributed land.

Liujiapu was originally close to the Huai River. Although disasters often occurred, the land itself was moist and fertile. Usually everyone planted wheat, which would generally be harvested before entering the flood season in summer. Because only one crop was planted every year, as long as there was a little natural disaster, life would immediately become unsustainable. Last year there was a big flood; Zhou Yiying's family was ruined, and only she and her third brother Zhou Yizheng were left alive in the whole family. If the People's Party troops hadn't brought her fifth brother Zhou Yisheng to Liujiapu, given everyone food, and had the doctor with the army treat the sick, Zhou Yiying would definitely have starved to death in her illness. Not only that, but the People's Party troops also broke the fort, opened the granary to release grain, and saved thousands of common people near Liujiapu.

Because her third and fifth brothers both joined the People's Party troops, and Zhou Yiying herself cooperated with the People's Party work very much, she was appointed as the Director of the Women's Federation of Liujiapu. Because both brothers joined the army, Zhou Yiying's family was only distributed three mu of land. Although the land was not much, if cultivated well, the grain produced would be enough for Zhou Yiying herself to eat for a year.

Every time she recalled the days struggling on the death line, Zhou Yiying felt very scared. If she hadn't always had a desire to survive in her heart at that time, always insisting on wanting to live. Or if the People's Party troops came even one day late, Zhou Yiying would absolutely not be alive now.

Thinking of this, Zhou Yiying felt a chill on her back, and then her whole person cheered up. The original fatigue was driven away completely by fear. she swung her hoe and continued to work.

"Director Zhou, Director Zhou." Just as Zhou Yiying had done half of the farm work in the plan, she heard someone calling her. Stopping her hoe to look, the one shouting was the messenger from the county. The young man was of medium height and very robust. Because he had walked a long way, his round face was red, and his forehead was full of sweat. He strode up to Zhou Yiying. "Director Zhou, Secretary Wu wants you to go to the county town now."

"What happened?" Zhou Yiying felt very puzzled.

"I don't know the specific situation either. Secretary Wu should tell you when you go to the county town." The messenger was tight-lipped and didn't reveal the specific situation at all.

Seeing she couldn't ask anything out, Zhou Yiying stopped asking more. But she looked at the half-cultivated farmland and couldn't help showing a trace of embarrassment.

"Director Zhou, Secretary Wu already explained before I came; I will do the farm work delayed for you." After speaking, the messenger took the hoe from Zhou Yiying's hand.

Zhou Yiying hurried to stop the messenger. "It's not appropriate to let you do it either; besides, you are exhausted from running so long."

The messenger laughed heartily. "Director Zhou, you see me running around every day but never see me work; do you distrust me? We all have our own land in the troops. Don't look at me running outside; when planting land, I don't do a bit less work. Besides, Director Zhou, you also specially learned how to do farm work in the troops. Do you still distrust us?"

Hearing the messenger say this, Zhou Yiying couldn't say anything more. She originally had no experience in reclaiming land either; the skills she learned now were all collectively trained during cadre training. How to hold the hoe, how to exert force, how deep to hoe, how to distribute physical strength reasonably, and how to fight against one's own inertia. As the saying goes, "Killing a pig by the head or by the butt, each has its own way." A method of training farming like the People's Party seemed very strange.

But the cadre responsible for training opposed this idea. Zhou Yiying still remembered that the seemingly very young cadre said: "The so-called 'each has its own way,' one of the biggest differences is whether one is willing to use one's full strength. If one doesn't really want to work in one's heart, naturally there are various sayings. If one only thinks about doing the work well in one's heart and thinks of nothing else, then the methods I teach you are summarized and refined, the best methods. If there are any differences, it is because of everyone's height, weight, physical strength—these actual existing gaps lead to different strengths and number of exertions. This is the so-called difference. But the method we teach everyone is not wrong."

Zhou Yiying didn't believe it at first, but after she tried it herself for a few days, she found that everything was indeed as the training cadre said. As long as she had other thoughts in her mind, whether wanting to be lazy or hoping to work faster. Anyway, as long as there were any thoughts in her mind other than working completely step by step, this farm work was very tiring. And she would always encounter some other problems disrupting the original plan. When she completely followed what the training cadre said, thinking of nothing, just completing it bit by bit step by step. Using as much strength as needed, resting when needed, this farm work could be completed on time and with quality instead. Although the body was tired, the heart was not tired at all. Instead, she ate well and slept soundly.

For this reason, Zhou Yiying specially asked the training cadre what exactly this was about. The training cadre said proudly: "This is the science Chairman Chen of our People's Party talks about."

What "science" is, Zhou Yiying hasn't figured it out yet, but she confirmed two things: first is to follow the People's Party, second is to listen to the People's Party and Chairman Chen. Up to now, as long as she did these two things, she hadn't suffered a loss.

"Then finish reclaiming the rest of my land." Zhou Yiying said while leading the messenger to confirm the range of her family's land.

"Where to send this hoe after use?" the messenger asked.

"Send it to the Peasant Association in the village. My hoe has a number on it. After you explain the situation, they will put the hoe away."

After asking the questions, the messenger didn't say much either. He just said simply "Okay!", then swung the hoe and started working. Zhou Yiying could see that this young man indeed worked completely according to the method trained by the People's Party. The movements were neither fast nor slow, completely in line with his own rhythm. Boys are strong; Zhou Yiying needed five strikes to reclaim to a depth of 20 centimeters, while the young man did it in only three strikes. The messenger concentrated on working without distraction like this; those stretching, natural, and vigorous movements looked pleasing no matter how she looked. Zhou Yiying was unable to move her gaze away from the messenger for a moment.

Not knowing why, looking at the vigorous figure of the messenger, Zhou Yiying suddenly felt her face burning a little, and an indescribable panic and nervousness in her heart, as if a little rabbit was jumping wildly in her chest. She endured this mood and turned towards the county town.

When Zhou Yiying rushed to the Party Committee office in the county, she saw that besides the County Party Secretary and the County Magistrate, there were several strangers sitting inside. Whether the County Party Secretary, the County Magistrate, or those few strangers, they all wore military uniforms. Especially those few strangers, not only wearing the four-pocket cadre uniforms, but also wearing leather belts instead of cloth belts at their waists, with pistols hanging on the belts. They looked majestic. These people didn't have much smile on their faces and didn't talk much. When listening to others speak, their eyes were always cold. Just looking at these people eye to eye, Zhou Yiying felt a chill on her back.

"This is Comrade Zhou Yiying, the Director of the Women's Federation of our Liujiapu District." County Party Secretary Wu Liao introduced both sides. "Comrade Zhou Yiying, these are... uh..." County Party Secretary Wu Liao suddenly paused.

The leader among those strangers interrupted calmly: "We are from the Investigation Section of the People's Internal Affairs Commission. We came here this time to understand the armed conflict incident that just happened. I heard Comrade Zhou Yiying played a big role in it, so we invite you to come and talk about the situation."

In these months, Zhou Yiying roughly understood the general functional departments of the People's Party and the new government. There were the Party Committee, the Military Commission, government organs at all levels, as well as departments such as Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court. There were also organizations such as the Armed Working Team and the Peasant Association. But she had never heard of such a department as the "People's Internal Affairs Commission." Looking at the County Party Secretary's slightly embarrassed look, Zhou Yiying didn't understand who these people were either. But so far, in the initial impression these people gave her, they were definitely not easy to deal with.

"Everyone sit down." The leader said. After everyone took their seats, he took out paper and pen and said calmly: "Comrade Zhou Yiying, please state your name, gender, and age."

"Ah?" Zhou Yiying didn't know what this meant. Asking her age, this was understandable. But sitting face to face, the other party called her name while asking her name and gender. Couldn't these people see she was a girl?

The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Commission looked at Zhou Yiying's confused look and wasn't anxious either. Instead, he said again in a calm voice that could almost be called cold: "Comrade Zhou Yiying, please state your name, gender, and age."

Facing such making things difficult, Zhou Yiying didn't know how to respond. She looked at County Party Secretary Wu Liao with a seeking help gaze. And County Party Secretary Wu Liao didn't have his usual cheerfulness either; he said in a helpless tone: "Comrade Zhou Yiying, just answer truthfully. Is there anything you can't answer?"

Since Secretary Wu Liao said so, Zhou Yiying braced herself and looked at the comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Commission. "My name is Zhou Yiying, female, 23 years old this year." After answering these three simple questions, Zhou Yiying felt uncomfortable all over. Especially admitting her female gender directly to men, Zhou Yiying felt so ashamed that she wanted to hide.

The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Commission calmly recorded these contents, and then continued to ask: "Introduce your family situation."

Hearing this question, a twitch suddenly appeared on the face of County Party Secretary Wu Liao. He stood up. "Comrades, if there is nothing else, I will go to work with the County Magistrate first."

"Okay, Secretary Wu, you go busy first." The comrade from the Internal Affairs Commission replied.

"Comrade Zhou Yiying, tell the truth about the questions asked. Just telling the truth is enough." Wu Liao exhorted again, then left the conference room with the County Magistrate.

Looking at the several calm and scary comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Commission in front of her, and listening to the collision sound when the door closed, Zhou Yiying couldn't help shivering slightly.

Perhaps seeing Zhou Yiying's uneasiness, the look on the face of the comrade opposite relaxed slightly. For the first time, there was a slightly comforting tone in his voice. "Comrade Zhou Yiying, please don't have any worries. Our investigation is just to figure out the sequence of events. We have no intention of making things difficult for you; this is our work process. Please cooperate with our work."

"I know." Zhou Yiying replied. She could only answer this way, because there was simply no reason to refuse this statement.

"Then Comrade Zhou Yiying, introduce your family situation."

The inquiry continued like this.
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Zhou Yiying had never faced a state organ like the People's Internal Affairs Commission, nor did she know the responsibilities of the People's Internal Affairs Commission. If she knew now, she would probably be too scared to speak. Perhaps thanks to "ignorance," Zhou Yiying could at least conduct a relatively smooth conversation with these comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Commission. In these conversations, she could feel that these people were extremely difficult to deal with.

No coercion or intimidation, no loud voices; the members of the People's Internal Affairs Commission just asked questions one by one according to the pre-formulated questions, and then recorded the answers. Besides this, they had no questions out of their own feelings at all, let alone any expressions out of their own emotions. These few people were cold as if dealing with things completely unrelated to themselves: questions, answers, recording.

The questions asked did not involve any personal subjective thoughts, only about the various existences of reality. Nothing more than time, place, people, events.

In this counter-revolutionary rebellion incident of Liu Yongyi, Zhou Yiying's role and experience were not complicated. As the Director of the Women's Federation of Liujiapu District, Wuhe County, one of the tasks Zhou Yiying received was to be a model of women's liberation and become a labor model in the district. To become a labor model among the masses, one must show first-class practical achievements in agricultural work. Liujiapu District was the first base area officially pioneered by the People's Party outside the Fengtai County Base Area. With the help and leadership of the troops, thousands of mu of winter wheat were finally planted in time at the end of last year. This part of the land was temporarily considered public fields. According to the plan, the comprehensive land reform in Wuhe County would be carried out after the wheat harvest. At this stage, the land distributed to each family was for temporary planting.

After receiving the task, Zhou Yiying began to work with new farm tools. The shiny new farm tools attracted the attention of the common people very much. Zhou Yiying, a woman, could actually reclaim land alone relying on this farm tool; as farmers, the common people naturally couldn't help but pay attention. A few days ago, after Zhou Yiying finished farm work, she visited the common people in the fort as usual. A family surnamed Liu finally asked about the new farm tools. According to the training, Zhou Yiying immediately began to describe the latest "Peasant Association Loan Scheme." As long as the common people who joined the Peasant Association cultivated the distributed "temporary planting land," they could borrow new farm tools from the Peasant Association for free.

Farmers have always been extremely interested in free things, let alone these very excellent farm tools. In order to penetrate the grassroots as soon as possible, the People's Party could be said to have exhausted all its abilities. Free lending of farm tools was one of the killer moves. Sure enough, this peasant household immediately showed great interest. The hostess was very interested in this, but the host of the family couldn't help saying a word of opposition: "What's the rush? Wait until Liu Yongyi and the others come back; who knows what will happen."

Zhou Yiying cared about this sentence very much; she reported this matter when reporting work. Then, the host of this family was suddenly taken away. A few days later, when Liu Yongyi launched an attack on the fort, he was caught in one net by the troops ambushed in advance. Zhou Yiying knew absolutely nothing about what happened in between.

The inquiry lasted for quite a while. Zhou Yiying was baffled by those almost identical questions. The comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Commission asked extremely detailed questions; every small matter had to correspond to time, place, people, and events. Except for no coercion, it was almost exactly the same as interrogating prisoners. Zhou Yiying tried several times to ask the comrades opposite what exactly this was for. But the comrades opposite only told Zhou Yiying that this was a routine inquiry. Zhou Yiying just needed to answer questions by seeking truth from facts.

When hearing the order that she could leave the office at the end of the inquiry, Zhou Yiying only felt a burst of relief in her heart, and the feeling of exhaustion immediately surged into her heart. Compared with being questioned, working in the fields all day was not so tired.

Leaving the office, Zhou Yiying went to the County Party Secretary's office first. She saw Secretary Wu Liao also working on official business with a tired face. Seeing Zhou Yiying come in, Wu Liao stopped the work in his hands and asked with concern: "Director Zhou, these people didn't make things difficult for you, right?"

How did organizational questioning become making things difficult? Zhou Yiying didn't quite understand, but being asked by Wu Liao like this, Zhou Yiying suddenly felt she indeed seemed to have been made difficult. While thinking about this, Wu Liao had already pulled a stool for Zhou Yiying to sit down. "What did they ask?"

Zhou Yiying found this question hard to answer. The comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Commission asked so many questions, so fragmentary and specific. Really asking her to say what was asked, she couldn't give a definition instead. Zhou Yiying had to answer: "They just asked me what exactly happened, and nothing else."

Hearing Zhou Yiying's answer, Wu Liao said slightly depressingly: "I already wrote a report and submitted it. After they came, they didn't listen to what I said, just asked about the matter again. They questioned all personnel related to this matter once. And asked so much, so detailed. That bunch of people clearly don't trust us."

Zhou Yiying listened to Wu Liao complaining, but didn't know what to say. She was just a Women's Federation Director in the district, far from Wu Liao's status. Wu Liao could only complain but dared not confront the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Commission directly; what could she, a sesame-sized small cadre, say?

"Forget it, let's not talk about it." Wu Liao gave up the plan to continue complaining after saying a few words of complaint. "Since you are here anyway, let's just talk about work. What do the masses in Liujiapu think about the Peasant Association? Are there many new people joining the Peasant Association?"

When Liujiapu was just conquered and the new regime established, the attitudes of local people in Liujiapu towards the People's Party presented two almost opposite attitudes. The common people inside the fort naturally didn't like the People's Party; their temporary silence was merely out of fear of the local troops. While the common people who had besieged the fort firmly supported the new regime.

When the People's Party troops began to plant winter wheat, the attitude of the common people inside the fort changed. No matter what, the common people had to eat. Although the People's Party taking over the granary inside the fort made these common people dissatisfied, these common people were not the owners of the granary after all; the granaries were managed by landlords and clans like Liu Eighth Master. Instead, the winter wheat planted by the People's Party in the name of public fields was the key. Since it was "public fields," it meant the grain was to be taken out and shared with everyone. The disaster year didn't just affect one year's harvest; life in the one or two years after the great disaster would be very miserable. Being able to restore basic field planting so quickly meant that as long as there were no continued natural disasters, the harvest of the second year was still basically guaranteed.

A charter was set at the local meeting convened by the People's Party. Thirty percent of the harvested winter wheat planted belonged to the People's Party government. The remaining harvest was distributed per capita, distributing one year's grain at one jin of ration per person per day. If there was a surplus, this part of the grain would be placed in the county for unified allocation as reserve grain. What the common people of Liujiapu had to do was to provide labor to take care of the crops.

In these years, the cost of hiring able-bodied laborers was not low. Thousands of elite laborers of the troops played a huge role in this planting. Plus the seeds were also provided by the People's Party; the common people actually took advantage of quite a bit. So this charter was passed. Consequently, the masses' resistance to the People's Party also decreased a lot. On this basis, the People's Party began to organize local Peasant Associations and provide new-style iron farm tools to the common people for free.

These works were all preparations for the large-scale implementation of comprehensive land reform after the summer harvest. Wu Liao was very anxious about this work. If land reform could not be completed by taking advantage of the natural disaster opportunity to establish the foundation of the new system, future work would be extremely difficult. So although the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Commission brought him considerable unhappiness, compared with the immediate work, this bit of unhappiness was nothing at all.

Wu Liao began to discuss his own work, and the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Commission were also discussing work. The leader this time was Qi Huishen. Although he looked calm when talking, when only the comrades of the committee remained, everyone also showed tired expressions. The questioned comrades had other work to do, but Qi Huishen and the others could only ask constantly, inquire constantly. This was also a severe test for their spirit and physical strength.

"Secretary Qi, is it a bit too harsh for us to do this to the comrades?" The one asking was Bi Qingshan. He was a new comrade brought by Qi Huishen from Shanghai. Bi Qingshan was from Taiyuan, Shanxi. During the Gengzi Incident, Shanxi destroyed churches very severely. As a result, foreigners demanded Shanxi not only restore churches but also build church schools vigorously. As a result, Bi Qingshan studied in a church school, accepted new ideas, and could speak fluent English with a Shanxi accent. After graduating from high school, Bi Qingshan went to Shanxi University. Reading Chen Ke's work *The Rise of Materialism and Chinese Cultural Inheritance* in the school, he and several classmates felt they found the leader in their hearts. They simply ran to Shanghai together to visit Chen Ke. But Chen Ke had already arrived in Anhui at that time; these young people only met Qi Huishen. After chatting with Qi Huishen, these people simply chose to enter Shanghai Renxin Medical College to study medicine. When Qi Huishen went to the base area, Bi Qingshan firmly requested to come along. After receiving training at the Party School, Bi Qingshan became a staff member of the newly formed People's Internal Affairs Commission.

Hearing Bi Qingshan's question, other comrades also had some similar thoughts. Everyone looked at Qi Huishen, wanting to hear how this secretary who began to gradually undertake the party and government work of the People's Party would answer.

"Qingshan, if without our investigation, someone suddenly says after a period of time that this Comrade Zhou Yiying had connections with bandits like Liu Yongyi. She reported these bandits only because she wanted to protect herself and had to betray her accomplices. Tell me, what should we do then?"

"It would still be in time to investigate then, right?" Bi Qingshan replied.

"Investigate then? Look at this Comrade Zhou Yiying's answer." Qi Huishen pointed to the inquiry record. "These places are obviously contradictory."

Several young comrades gathered around to look. Sure enough, Zhou Yiying said in the front that she just heard about Liu Yongyi's problem, and later said she specially asked about Liu Yongyi's matter. And regarding the question of time, there were also discrepancies before and after. Some mentioned morning, some mentioned afternoon. After reading these, the young comrades all frowned.

Looking at the vigilant expressions of the comrades, Qi Huishen couldn't help laughing: "I'm not saying there is any problem with this Comrade Zhou Yiying. Comrade Zhou Yiying has no problem; she has sufficient vigilance. But, from these answers, one can see the changes in Comrade Zhou Yiying's emotions. If she only answered questions by seeking truth from facts, there would only be erroneous memories of time, not differences between active inquiry and passive inquiry. Erroneous memory of time is because everyone is busy and didn't remember clearly. This kind of omission is very normal. But this contradiction between active inquiry and passive hearing is a problem of mentality."

Hearing Qi Huishen's words, Bi Qingshan thought for a while before asking: "Secretary Qi means, active inquiry appears very meritorious, while passive hearing is just duty work?"

"About like this." Qi Huishen expressed agreement with Bi Qingshan's analysis.

Bi Qingshan frowned slightly. "From our overall inquiry situation, Comrade Zhou Yiying only heard passively; she went to the masses' homes only for Peasant Association work matters. It had nothing to do with Liu Yongyi's matter. Isn't this telling lies?"

"Qingshan, you don't need to raise it to the level of principle like this. For Comrade Zhou Yiying, this is not telling lies, but a problem of mentality. According to what Chairman Chen said during our training, this is also human nature." Qi Huishen laughed. After laughing, his expression became serious again. "However, if this matter hasn't passed for a few days, and everyone hasn't had time to have so many thoughts, the emotion of claiming credit in this mentality has already changed the stated content somewhat. Without our current investigation, investigating again later, how much of this personal emotional stuff do you think will be in the intelligence obtained then?"
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Chapter 146: Chain Reaction (4)

The People's Party Central Committee dispatched a working group of the People's Internal Affairs Commission to investigate the "Liu Yongyi Counter-revolutionary Incident." Before interrogating Liu Yongyi and other counter-revolutionaries, the Internal Affairs Commission first investigated the relevant personnel of the local ruling organs in Wuhe County. This matter could be said to be a considerable stimulus for the party and government organs of Wuhe County. After the internal investigation ended, the Internal Affairs Commission did not go to interrogate the arrested Liu Yongyi and his accomplices, but held an internal work summary meeting by themselves. The comrades of the party and government organs of Wuhe County were not able to attend, which made Wuhe County Party Secretary Wu Liao quite dissatisfied.

However, on this matter, dissatisfaction was dissatisfaction; Wu Liao really had no reason to bring it up directly. First, the working group of the People's Internal Affairs Commission did not affect the normal work of local party and government organs. Second, the working group, except for not smiling and not exchanging pleasantries, did not lose their temper or criticize; they just asked some questions. What made Wu Liao truly dissatisfied was that the investigation method was too cold, making the investigated people feel very uncomfortable. But this problem happened to be impossible to complain about directly; the working group came to investigate problems, not to express condolences. One couldn't ask others to welcome them with smiles. In this dissatisfaction and unhappiness, Wu Liao simply didn't provoke the investigation group anymore.

The investigation group didn't care about County Party Secretary Wu Liao's mood at all. In the meeting hosted by Qi Huishen, the first thing analyzed was the work style of the ruling departments in Wuhe County. This was not because they had any opinion on Wu Liao and the comrades of Wuhe County; this was the work content arranged by Chen Ke before the People's Internal Affairs Commission working group set off.

Since the founding of the People's Party, the party organization had always lacked an institution for suppressing counter-revolutionaries. The reason was actually very simple: the People's Party had not yet established a revolutionary regime, so naturally there were no counter-revolutionaries to suppress. Although a Discipline Inspection Commission was also established, Chen Ke always felt that an institution for internal purging and rectification must be established. Although he recognized what Grandpa Mao said: "It would be strange if there were no factions within the party." "Where there are people, there are left, center, and right." But this did not mean Chen Ke thought he could indulge the disputes of various factions without limit.

Historically, Chinese dynasties were accustomed to adopting the model of "using divergent views to balance each other." That is, allowing various different political factions and ideas to exist in the imperial court. This allowed the monarch to control various factions relatively easily. Anyway, men are not sages; who is free from error? Wanting to find a reason to suppress a certain faction, one could completely use "if you want to condemn someone, you can always find a pretext." Qin Hui killed Yue Fei and could still say "perhaps there is" [Mo Xu You / Unwarranted charge]. The benefits of "using divergent views to balance each other" for playing power tactics can be said to be obvious.

For socialist political parties, this kind of ancient power tactic is completely harmful. The Party has always stressed unified thinking. Line debates, and even line struggles, are certainly inevitable. But this kind of struggle cannot be without a bottom line. The People's Party absolutely cannot unconditionally allow any debate. In order to ensure that the basic program can be implemented, an institution like the People's Internal Affairs Commission must exist.

Of course, Chen Ke wouldn't be so stupid as to say clearly now: "I established the People's Internal Affairs Commission for future purges." Moreover, as a figure from a technical background, Chen Ke believed that since there must be a purge, the purge must absolutely not be an unprincipled political strife. If it turned into a chaotic fight where comrades in the party used every means for power and position, Chen Ke felt he might as well use the People's Internal Affairs Commission to purge himself.

Purging is to clear out counter-revolutionaries and rectify wrong ideas. This is a technical work with extremely high theoretical and practical height. Taking the opportunity of striking at counter-revolutionaries within the base area, the level of the People's Internal Affairs Commission had been quite high since its establishment. As a member of the Central Standing Committee, Qi Huishen directly led the work of the Internal Affairs Commission, and he was equipped with many elite soldiers and strong generals under his command. Arriving in Wuhe County this time, besides investigating the problem of the "Liu Yongyi Counter-revolutionary Gang" clearly, they also had to analyze the development of work in Wuhe County.

"Judging from the situation collected now, the work enthusiasm of the comrades in the county committee and local areas is very high. According to the inquiry of items 1037, 1064, and 1079 of the base area regulations, Comrade Wu Liao has certain resistance to supervision, but his work is still relatively meticulous."

"Comrade Zhou Yiying is a military dependent and is very loyal to the Party. She has a psychology of repaying kindness, and her theoretical understanding is insufficient. According to the inquiry of items 2117 and 2200, her current thoughts are still on work."

"Comrades of the Armed Working Team..."

Specific examples and corresponding evaluations were reported and summarized continuously. While Qi Huishen watched the comrades analyze according to the pre-written inquiry outline, he felt a bit strange in his heart.

This was a psychological analysis method proposed by Chen Ke. Chen Ke himself admitted that this kind of regulation was very "metaphysical" and "mechanical" at this stage. The human heart is not an experiment that can be completely standardized and quantified. But Qi Huishen agreed very much with another view of Chen Ke: "What we need is to discover and promote People's Party members and cadres who stick to principles, obey discipline, and strive upwards. Although with the deepening and accumulation of work in the future, this analysis will become deeper and more detailed, the task of the People's Internal Affairs Commission for internal supervision is not to come up with some full analysis of human psychology. The task of the Internal Affairs Commission is to inspect and evaluate party members and cadres. What we must first determine is the psychological activity laws of qualified party members and cadres; how these qualified party members should think and act when encountering problems. If because some party members and cadres themselves are unqualified, and as a result their original intentions are misinterpreted in the evaluation because of the standards, then we have to accept and tolerate such unjust, false, and wrong cases for the time being."

Moreover, Qi Huishen believed that the requirements of the People's Party for party members at this stage were not excessive. "Seek truth from facts," "Speak the truth, do practical things." As long as party members could implement the oath made at the joining ceremony, it was enough. The internal party meetings of the People's Party often discussed how exactly to work. Including the current Wuhe County Party Secretary Wu Liao, everyone agreed with a basic point of view, that is, "Everyone makes mistakes. But this mistake should be divided into subjective and objective." Objective mistakes are just ability problems; ability can always be improved through work and study. But subjective mistakes are quality problems, which absolutely cannot be let off.

Up to now, the comrades of Wuhe County had not made any major mistakes subjectively. Everyone's goal was to do the work well, and they also stuck to their posts and responsibilities. Disliking supervision and hoping to exaggerate their own credit a little—this kind of ideological tendency was certainly dangerous, but at this stage, it could still be improved through organizing study and education. No need to raise it to the level of principle [politicize it] for the time being.

After analyzing the situation in Wuhe County, it was the turn of the "Liu Yongyi Counter-revolutionary Gang" problem. The attitude within the Party towards this gang was very consistent: "A batch must be killed!" Everyone's disagreement lay in how to kill and how many to kill.

The attitude of the comrades in the troops was the toughest; they basically thought "counter-revolutionaries can all be killed." The judicial department led by Xu Dian had no firm attitude on how many to kill and how to kill; they only insisted on one thing: sentencing must be done after trial by judicial organs. Those with a relatively "moderate" attitude were political work cadres and administrative cadres. Both He Zudao and Lu Huitian suggested adopting the mode of severe punishment for principal offenders and leniency for accomplices. But who exactly were the principal offenders and who were the accomplices? What standard should be used to judge principal offenders and accomplices? Without more specific investigation, everyone could only express their basic attitude and could not make a definite conclusion. Therefore, Chen Ke's proposal to establish the People's Internal Affairs Commission was passed. One of the responsibilities of this newly established department was to "purge counter-revolutionaries." The Party Committee appointed this newly formed department to investigate the matter itself first, and then discuss it based on the investigation report.

When Qi Huishen led the team to set off, besides instructing to investigate and inquire about the party and government departments, Chen Ke also repeatedly emphasized that a detailed investigation must be conducted on this armed gang. Find out what purpose these people had in participating in the counter-revolutionary action. Being attacked by armed forces from the populace, this was the first time for the People's Party. Zhang Youliang once clamored to carry out an armed attack on the People's Party, but Zhang Youliang, as a big landlord, could not be classified into the category of the people. Liu Yongyi himself was not a rich man; he even stayed in the refugee camp in Fengtai County for a while. In the initial intelligence collected, those accomplices following Liu Yongyi were also mostly ordinary common people. Chen Ke never blinked an eye about eliminating landlords in forts, but when violence had to be taken against ordinary common people, Chen Ke felt he must be cautious and cautious again no matter what.

After the working group divided the labor, they began to interrogate the "Liu Yongyi" counter-revolutionary group captured in the battle.

Internal discussion meetings of the People's Party always emphasized stressing science and democracy. The reason why Chen Ke could sit firmly in the position of Party Chairman until now and get everyone's support was that besides being able to come up with solutions to problems and always being able to set an example in work, Chen Ke's "theoretical guidance" in many fields was also an important reason. These days, Chen Ke had gradually stopped going to the front line. This didn't mean he started to enjoy a comfortable life. Since returning to this era, Chen Ke wrote down what he had learned whenever he had time. Of course, Chen Ke naturally wouldn't write boring stuff like anime and AV. He wrote down the social and technological knowledge he had seen and learned, regardless of whether it was correct or not, first.

Besides systematic textbooks, other contents were varied. Those with scientific basis and empirical data basis were okay. Those "knowledge" Chen Ke saw from movies and TV that were quite exaggerated and used as selling points [gimmicks], Chen Ke also wrote down equally. He just specially noted: "This content may not be reliable."

These documents recording various knowledge would be archived and opened to comrades within the party for reading according to levels. Chen Ke knew clearly himself that misremembered and omitted things in these gadgets, and views that might be fundamentally wrong, were piled up like a mountain. But the thoughts of the comrades were different. Just being able to write a million words in a year, in everyone's view, this itself was an incredible miracle. Not to mention that these contents were obviously different categories of knowledge. Everyone had never seen such a knowledgeable person. No matter how Chen Ke emphasized the unreliability of these contents, the habit of comrades within the Party was "read it first."

Before Qi Huishen and the others set off, besides learning from comrades in the public security system like Lin Shenhe, they also habitually went to the library to search for literature related to interrogation. Chen Ke's exposition on this part was scattered and fragmented; obviously, it was rambling, writing whatever came to mind. Thanks to Qi Huishen and the others having enough energy to finish reading these gadgets, and then after a series of discussions, everyone decided on their own plan.

Interrogation started with low-level personnel. Those who could become leaders were generally not incompetent people. Enough preparation was needed when interrogating them. It was best to make them feel that they were already betrayed by everyone and their kin, and all their former subordinates had betrayed them and abandoned them. When the psychology of these high-level personnel changed from a high-above state to a state of falling into a deep valley, only then could their arrogance be thoroughly knocked out. To achieve this step, enough intelligence and information had to be accumulated. Those who could provide such information were the low-level personnel.

When the low-level personnel of the "counter-revolutionary gang" were brought in by comrades dressed in such a way, their fear was very obvious. The attire of the People's Internal Affairs Commission reinforced this feeling in a sense. This clothing combination originated from one of Chen Ke's many disordered records.

"Making the interrogated feel powerless and fearful is one of the key points to overwhelm them spiritually." Chen Ke wrote in his discussion on interrogation techniques.

This idea was easily accepted by the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Commission. Chinese tradition emphasizes "majesty and ceremony" most. This little trick of Chen Ke was not an original creation. But the People's Party couldn't put on colorful official robes. Chen Ke's subsequent suggestion for the interrogator's clothing was "simple, powerful, metallic texture, and shiny." Of course, after this passage, Chen Ke heavily wrote the instruction "personal extremely immature idea."

The comrades exerted the People's Party's style of seeking truth from facts. After reading Chen Ke's suggestion, the committee split into two factions at that time. One faction believed that Chairman Chen's suggestion should be implemented to completely overwhelm those counter-revolutionaries in terms of clothing and momentum. The other faction believed that since the purpose this time was to investigate clearly why a part of the masses attacked the grassroots organization of the People's Party, it was better to dress more approachable. Both factions had their own reasons. As the leader of the People's Internal Affairs Commission, Qi Huishen adopted a compromise plan. After comparing various clothing combinations, he finally decided on the military uniform combined with a leather armed belt with a cross-shoulder strap. The armed belt wiped with lard had luster and texture; after fastening it, the whole person also looked more spirited, and the oppressive force increased significantly.

These low-level personnel had been locked up for several days; naturally, they couldn't eat well during the days of detention. Their already thin and weak bodies were held by the powerful arms of the working group comrades; they really felt great fear.

Many of these people were locals, so their personal information was prepared completely. After inquiring about basic information such as name and age, when further asking why these people participated in attacking the base area government, their answers were quite consistent: "For loyalty [Yi Qi]."

"Since Big Brother Liu spoke, and also promised us grain, we followed him." Almost every bottom-level person answered the same way.

regarding such an answer, the working group personnel had to ask: "You survived by eating the grain of our People's Party, and then attacked the fort of our People's Party; do you think doing this is loyal?"

The answers to this question became varied. Some swore solemnly that they didn't know Liujiapu had been occupied by the People's Party before attacking the fort. Some were not skilled in lying, so they could only say they were deceived. Or smiled apologetically saying they had eyes but failed to recognize Mount Tai, and resolutely wouldn't do such a stupid thing next time. Of course, there were more bizarre answers; participants said they didn't know they were going to fight at all; they participated just to join in the fun and see something rare. Some even said they were originally sleeping, were woken up from their dreams, went confusedly, and then were captured confusedly.

Regardless of what reasons these people used to explain their actions, no one expressed daring to oppose the People's Party government in the future.

When they finished talking about their own affairs and it was their turn to expose others' affairs, various information and materials began to gush out. In almost everyone's confession, others rushed in front, and they just followed behind as bystanders. In these confessions, the people rushing in front were different.

Thanks to considerable consideration for enduring mental power when selecting the first batch of comrades for the People's Internal Affairs Commission, the people selected were all relatively meticulous. Part of the comrades in the working group were responsible for interrogation, and another part began to cross-compare multiple confessions, screening out content with commonalities. More than a dozen names gradually surfaced in the summary.

"It seems Comrade Lin Shenhe's work was done very well." Qi Huishen couldn't help praising while looking at the lists in front of him. Before the working group came, Lin Shenhe provided a batch of lists he collected; these dozen names that appeared with great frequency in the confessions were impressively on the list. They were the names of the main secret society leaders near Wuhe County. The leaders who rose to oppose the People's Party were these secret society leaders.

Bi Qingshan didn't mean to echo Qi Huishen. He frowned and asked: "Should we comb through the accomplices again? Few of them told the truth. I'm afraid there are still some people who haven't been caught out."

Due to the adoption of advanced working methods, the lies of this batch of people already interrogated could be seen almost at a glance. Bi Qingshan was very disgusted with the performance of these people; he had quite a mind to investigate thoroughly to the end.

"Qingshan, are you really preparing to kill on a large scale?" Qi Huishen asked. "These people are all disaster victims. It hasn't been long since they returned to the local area, and they haven't joined our grassroots government. Saying they were coerced is not too excessive."

Bi Qingshan did not agree with Qi Huishen's idea. "Coerced? These people were all persuaded back by our local cadres; how could they not know who is in charge in the base area? These people went simply to grab grain. Just not bold enough, wanting to follow behind to get benefits. Just because the local area was fully prepared, they weren't given a chance. If they told the truth honestly, I would think we could let them go. Now that they are caught and still full of lies, what is this? We must teach them a lesson."

Looking at the indignant Bi Qingshan, Qi Huishen knew that what Bi Qingshan stated just now was exactly the reason why many People's Party comrades demanded severe punishment for this group of people. These disaster victims returned to their hometowns under the mobilization of cadres; to accept this group of people, the People's Party did a lot of work. It was impossible for these people not to know that the People's Party was in power in the base area. In such a situation, these people still dared to participate in the action of attacking the grassroots organization of the People's Party; this nature was definitely a contradiction between the enemy and us, not a contradiction among the people. Many comrades advocated killing all these people to eliminate future trouble.

Qi Huishen didn't like indiscriminate killing, and Chen Ke's attitude towards this counter-revolutionary incident was also relatively cautious. He didn't want a consensus of severe punishment to form in the working group first. Before personally commanding the investigation work, Qi Huishen hadn't felt how easy it was to fabricate charges. After personally participating in various inquiries, Qi Huishen felt that as long as there was a preconceived method, plus enough skills, it was really too easy to persecute a person to death. Needless to say these participants with actual counter-revolutionary actions, wanting to use this incident to bring down a batch of cadres in Wuhe County was not a difficult thing. Precisely because he personally felt the power of the People's Internal Affairs Commission, Qi Huishen hoped even more that the department he controlled would never have a strong violent impulse. He couldn't help advising: "In a disaster year, the common people's livelihood is precarious, and there are great changes in the base area. It is understandable that these people don't believe in our new regime."

Bi Qingshan didn't know Qi Huishen's thoughts. His heart was now full of anger towards counter-revolutionaries. "Use heavy punishment in troubled times. If we let these people off easily, what will other common people think watching? Moreover, they are full of lies now; this is opposing us, thinking they can muddle through. This is absolutely not okay."

Hearing this, even Qi Huishen couldn't say anything more. Although he thought there was no need to kill on a large scale, this tolerant attitude also needed a bottom line. Tolerance does not equal indulgence. These captured personnel indeed hadn't shown an honest attitude of admitting guilt so far. The People's Party advocated "leniency to those who confess, severity to those who resist." This group of people still had luck in their hearts and were still resisting the new government. From this perspective, at least their luck mentality had to be dispelled, and they must tell the truth to the working group. Holding a kind of worry, Qi Huishen let Bi Qingshan continue his work.

The newly started second round of interrogation was targeting those contradictory statements. The effect of persuasion with kind words was very unobvious. Seeing that the People's Party didn't use torture, many participants felt they could deny to the end. regarding their contradictory words, many tried to use the excuse that they remembered wrong or said wrong at the time. Some even bolder ones actually said the working group recorded wrong. They didn't say so originally. Facing such a situation, the originally calm questioning quickly became intense.

Qi Huishen looked at the various inquiries and sophistry in the interrogation room; he really felt very helpless. The purpose of these participants was nothing more than to get a better result for themselves, little knowing that their own efforts were pushing themselves in the completely opposite direction. Actually, as long as these people admitted their mistakes with bitter tears, and then honestly confessed what they did at that time, the People's Party could let them go. The sophistry of these people only pushed themselves to a more dangerous situation. What made Qi Huishen feel sad was that there were basically no people willing to admit they were wrong.

"Liu Chengkun, you won't shed tears until you see the coffin." Not long after Bi Qingshan started the third round of interrogation, he finally couldn't help shouting loudly, "Even if we originally wanted to release you back, listening to you say this, we can't release people instead. Liu Chengkun, do you really feel you did wrong? You are just pretending to be pitiful to me because you feel you were caught. You don't know you shouldn't have participated in this kind of thing at all, do you?"

Liu Chengkun could see that Bi Qingshan was really angry. He tentatively said: "I was wrong, I know I was wrong. Officer, I admit my mistake; can you let me go?"

With a slap, Bi Qingshan slammed the table. He shouted: "Knowing you were wrong, you still tell me lies? You first said you followed to transport grain. Then you said you were at the very back of that group of people. Someone has clearly proved that you were holding a stick and following Liu Yongyi at that time. Hmm, you also said let Liu Yongyi rest assured, you would never be a coward. I asked you several times, and you didn't tell me the truth; is this you knowing you were wrong?"

Hearing this, Liu Chengkun seemed to be scalded by a soldering iron; his face was full of the horror peculiar to having lies exposed. "This, who said this? This is wronging me!"

"Wronging you?" Bi Qingshan patted a stack of interrogation records. "How many things about others have you said yourself; I don't need to read it to you again, right? You can talk about others; won't others talk about you? And we don't talk about what others said. Liu Chengkun, you said seven or eight times here what that Liu Yongren standing next to Liu Yongyi said, what Liu Yongyi said, and how they talked. You said you stood at the end of the team; there were hundreds of people. Are you clairvoyant and clairaudient? Can you see them talking across hundreds of people, and hear what Liu Yongyi and Liu Yongren at the very front said across hundreds of people? Who are you deceiving?"

Liu Chengkun opened his mouth but couldn't speak after hearing this. Bi Qingshan's interrogation skills were quite brilliant. He listened at first, then asked some very fragmented questions, and even indulged Liu Chengkun to ramble on about a lot of true and false things. But these things that seemed completely unimportant, once verified before and after, Liu Chengkun's own lies were immediately thoroughly exposed. Since he could stand next to the mastermind Liu Yongyi, Liu Chengkun was not a small character either. Seeing the situation was bad, he simply lunged forward and knelt on the ground.

"I'll tell the truth. Ask me anything again and I'll only tell the truth. Please spare my life, my lord." This voice was full of fear. If the guard hadn't immediately dragged Liu Chengkun back to the stool forcibly, Liu Chengkun would have kowtowed like pounding garlic.

Seeing Liu Chengkun was finally subdued, Bi Qingshan sneered. "You want to tell the truth, right? Good, Liu Chengkun, then tell me again who those people walking at the very front were and where they were."

Starting from the third interrogation, with Liu Chengkun as the breakthrough point, these participants successively couldn't hold on and submitted. Various relatively true information began to be collected. Many people once considered small characters revealed their true colors, and some of them also began to confess. After comparing and summarizing the confessions of these people, the working group felt they could finally begin to interrogate those leading key figures.

Liu Yongyi, the leader of this counter-revolutionary incident, was brought to the interrogation room for the first time.

Different from the imagined fierceness, Liu Yongyi's appearance did not give a brutal impression. He was not tall, and looked quite delicate. Especially when he tightened his mouth, two dimples would appear on his face. He looked very shy. But in the eyes of the working group, Liu Yongyi did not have such a harmless feeling. Bi Qingshan stared into Liu Yongyi's eyes. From Liu Yongyi's pair of still bright eyes, Bi Qingshan saw a deeply hidden firm hostility and an indescribable ruthlessness. That was a kind of sight only present before a wild beast attacks.

This person is dangerous, Bi Qingshan thought.
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Chapter 147: Chain Reaction (5)

When the low-level personnel of the "counter-revolutionary gang" were brought in by comrades dressed in such a way, their fear was very obvious. The attire of the People's Internal Affairs Commission reinforced this feeling in a sense. This clothing combination originated from one of Chen Ke's many disordered records.

"Making the interrogated feel powerless and fearful is one of the key points to overwhelm them spiritually." Chen Ke wrote in his discussion on interrogation techniques.

This idea was easily accepted by the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Commission. Chinese tradition emphasizes "majesty and ceremony" most. This little trick of Chen Ke was not an original creation. But the People's Party couldn't put on colorful official robes. Chen Ke's subsequent suggestion for the interrogator's clothing was "simple, powerful, metallic texture, and shiny." Of course, after this passage, Chen Ke heavily wrote the instruction "personal extremely immature idea."

The comrades exerted the People's Party's style of seeking truth from facts. After reading Chen Ke's suggestion, the committee split into two factions at that time. One faction believed that Chairman Chen's suggestion should be implemented to completely overwhelm those counter-revolutionaries in terms of clothing and momentum. The other faction believed that since the purpose this time was to investigate clearly why a part of the masses attacked the grassroots organization of the People's Party, it was better to dress more approachable. Both factions had their own reasons. As the leader of the People's Internal Affairs Commission, Qi Huishen adopted a compromise plan. After comparing various clothing combinations, he finally decided on the military uniform combined with a leather armed belt with a cross-shoulder strap. The armed belt wiped with lard had luster and texture; after fastening it, the whole person also looked more spirited, and the oppressive force increased significantly.

These low-level personnel had been locked up for several days; naturally, they couldn't eat well during the days of detention. Their already thin and weak bodies were held by the powerful arms of the working group comrades; they really felt great fear.

Many of these people were locals, so their personal information was prepared completely. After inquiring about basic information such as name and age, when further asking why these people participated in attacking the base area government, their answers were quite consistent: "For loyalty [Yi Qi]."

"Since Big Brother Liu spoke, and also promised us grain, we followed him." Almost every bottom-level person answered the same way.

regarding such an answer, the working group personnel had to ask: "You survived by eating the grain of our People's Party, and then attacked the fort of our People's Party; do you think doing this is loyal?"

The answers to this question became varied. Some swore solemnly that they didn't know Liujiapu had been occupied by the People's Party before attacking the fort. Some were not skilled in lying, so they could only say they were deceived. Or smiled apologetically saying they had eyes but failed to recognize Mount Tai, and resolutely wouldn't do such a stupid thing next time. Of course, there were more bizarre answers; participants said they didn't know they were going to fight at all; they participated just to join in the fun and see something rare. Some even said they were originally sleeping, were woken up from their dreams, went confusedly, and then were captured confusedly.

Regardless of what reasons these people used to explain their actions, no one expressed daring to oppose the People's Party government in the future.

When they finished talking about their own affairs and it was their turn to expose others' affairs, various information and materials began to gush out. In almost everyone's confession, others rushed in front, and they just followed behind as bystanders. In these confessions, the people rushing in front were different.

Thanks to considerable consideration for enduring mental power when selecting the first batch of comrades for the People's Internal Affairs Commission, the people selected were all relatively meticulous. Part of the comrades in the working group were responsible for interrogation, and another part began to cross-compare multiple confessions, screening out content with commonalities. More than a dozen names gradually surfaced in the summary.

"It seems Comrade Lin Shenhe's work was done very well." Qi Huishen couldn't help praising while looking at the lists in front of him. Before the working group came, Lin Shenhe provided a batch of lists he collected; these dozen names that appeared with great frequency in the confessions were impressively on the list. They were the names of the main secret society leaders near Wuhe County. The leaders who rose to oppose the People's Party were these secret society leaders.

Bi Qingshan didn't mean to echo Qi Huishen. He frowned and asked: "Should we comb through the accomplices again? Few of them told the truth. I'm afraid there are still some people who haven't been caught out."

Due to the adoption of advanced working methods, the lies of this batch of people already interrogated could be seen almost at a glance. Bi Qingshan was very disgusted with the performance of these people; he had quite a mind to investigate thoroughly to the end.

"Qingshan, are you really preparing to kill on a large scale?" Qi Huishen asked. "These people are all disaster victims. It hasn't been long since they returned to the local area, and they haven't joined our grassroots government. Saying they were coerced is not too excessive."

Bi Qingshan did not agree with Qi Huishen's idea. "Coerced? These people were all persuaded back by our local cadres; how could they not know who is in charge in the base area? These people went simply to grab grain. Just not bold enough, wanting to follow behind to get benefits. Just because the local area was fully prepared, they weren't given a chance. If they told the truth honestly, I would think we could let them go. Now that they are caught and still full of lies, what is this? We must teach them a lesson."

Looking at the indignant Bi Qingshan, Qi Huishen knew that what Bi Qingshan stated just now was exactly the reason why many People's Party comrades demanded severe punishment for this group of people. These disaster victims returned to their hometowns under the mobilization of cadres; to accept this group of people, the People's Party did a lot of work. It was impossible for these people not to know that the People's Party was in power in the base area. In such a situation, these people still dared to participate in the action of attacking the grassroots organization of the People's Party; this nature was definitely a contradiction between the enemy and us, not a contradiction among the people. Many comrades advocated killing all these people to eliminate future trouble.

Qi Huishen didn't like indiscriminate killing, and Chen Ke's attitude towards this counter-revolutionary incident was also relatively cautious. He didn't want a consensus of severe punishment to form in the working group first. Before personally commanding the investigation work, Qi Huishen hadn't felt how easy it was to fabricate charges. After personally participating in various inquiries, Qi Huishen felt that as long as there was a preconceived method, plus enough skills, it was really too easy to persecute a person to death. Needless to say these participants with actual counter-revolutionary actions, wanting to use this incident to bring down a batch of cadres in Wuhe County was not a difficult thing. Precisely because he personally felt the power of the People's Internal Affairs Commission, Qi Huishen hoped even more that the department he controlled would never have a strong violent impulse. He couldn't help advising: "In a disaster year, the common people's livelihood is precarious, and there are great changes in the base area. It is understandable that these people don't believe in our new regime."

Bi Qingshan didn't know Qi Huishen's thoughts. His heart was now full of anger towards counter-revolutionaries. "Use heavy punishment in troubled times. If we let these people off easily, what will other common people think watching? Moreover, they are full of lies now; this is opposing us, thinking they can muddle through. This is absolutely not okay."

Hearing this, even Qi Huishen couldn't say anything more. Although he thought there was no need to kill on a large scale, this tolerant attitude also needed a bottom line. Tolerance does not equal indulgence. These captured personnel indeed hadn't shown an honest attitude of admitting guilt so far. The People's Party advocated "leniency to those who confess, severity to those who resist." This group of people still had luck in their hearts and were still resisting the new government. From this perspective, at least their luck mentality had to be dispelled, and they must tell the truth to the working group. Holding a kind of worry, Qi Huishen let Bi Qingshan continue his work.

The newly started second round of interrogation was targeting those contradictory statements. The effect of persuasion with kind words was very unobvious. Seeing that the People's Party didn't use torture, many participants felt they could deny to the end. regarding their contradictory words, many tried to use the excuse that they remembered wrong or said wrong at the time. Some even bolder ones actually said the working group recorded wrong. They didn't say so originally. Facing such a situation, the originally calm questioning quickly became intense.

Qi Huishen looked at the various inquiries and sophistry in the interrogation room; he really felt very helpless. The purpose of these participants was nothing more than to get a better result for themselves, little knowing that their own efforts were pushing themselves in the completely opposite direction. Actually, as long as these people admitted their mistakes with bitter tears, and then honestly confessed what they did at that time, the People's Party could let them go. The sophistry of these people only pushed themselves to a more dangerous situation. What made Qi Huishen feel sad was that there were basically no people willing to admit they were wrong.

"Liu Chengkun, you won't shed tears until you see the coffin." Not long after Bi Qingshan started the third round of interrogation, he finally couldn't help shouting loudly, "Even if we originally wanted to release you back, listening to you say this, we can't release people instead. Liu Chengkun, do you really feel you did wrong? You are just pretending to be pitiful to me because you feel you were caught. You don't know you shouldn't have participated in this kind of thing at all, do you?"

Liu Chengkun could see that Bi Qingshan was really angry. He tentatively said: "I was wrong, I know I was wrong. Officer, I admit my mistake; can you let me go?"

With a slap, Bi Qingshan slammed the table. He shouted: "Knowing you were wrong, you still tell me lies? You first said you followed to transport grain. Then you said you were at the very back of that group of people. Someone has clearly proved that you were holding a stick and following Liu Yongyi at that time. Hmm, you also said let Liu Yongyi rest assured, you would never be a coward. I asked you several times, and you didn't tell me the truth; is this you knowing you were wrong?"

Hearing this, Liu Chengkun seemed to be scalded by a soldering iron; his face was full of the horror peculiar to having lies exposed. "This, who said this? This is wronging me!"

"Wronging you?" Bi Qingshan patted a stack of interrogation records. "How many things about others have you said yourself; I don't need to read it to you again, right? You can talk about others; won't others talk about you? And we don't talk about what others said. Liu Chengkun, you said seven or eight times here what that Liu Yongren standing next to Liu Yongyi said, what Liu Yongyi said, and how they talked. You said you stood at the end of the team; there were hundreds of people. Are you clairvoyant and clairaudient? Can you see them talking across hundreds of people, and hear what Liu Yongyi and Liu Yongren at the very front said across hundreds of people? Who are you deceiving?"

Liu Chengkun opened his mouth but couldn't speak after hearing this. Bi Qingshan's interrogation skills were quite brilliant. He listened at first, then asked some very fragmented questions, and even indulged Liu Chengkun to ramble on about a lot of true and false things. But these things that seemed completely unimportant, once verified before and after, Liu Chengkun's own lies were immediately thoroughly exposed. Since he could stand next to the mastermind Liu Yongyi, Liu Chengkun was not a small character either. Seeing the situation was bad, he simply lunged forward and knelt on the ground.

"I'll tell the truth. Ask me anything again and I'll only tell the truth. Please spare my life, my lord." This voice was full of fear. If the guard hadn't immediately dragged Liu Chengkun back to the stool forcibly, Liu Chengkun would have kowtowed like pounding garlic.

Seeing Liu Chengkun was finally subdued, Bi Qingshan sneered. "You want to tell the truth, right? Good, Liu Chengkun, then tell me again who those people walking at the very front were and where they were."

Starting from the third interrogation, with Liu Chengkun as the breakthrough point, these participants successively couldn't hold on and submitted. Various relatively true information began to be collected. Many people once considered small characters revealed their true colors, and some of them also began to confess. After comparing and summarizing the confessions of these people, the working group felt they could finally begin to interrogate those leading key figures.

Liu Yongyi, the leader of this counter-revolutionary incident, was brought to the interrogation room for the first time.

Different from the imagined fierceness, Liu Yongyi's appearance did not give a brutal impression. He was not tall, and looked quite delicate. Especially when he tightened his mouth, two dimples would appear on his face. He looked very shy. But in the eyes of the working group, Liu Yongyi did not have such a harmless feeling. Bi Qingshan stared into Liu Yongyi's eyes. From Liu Yongyi's pair of still bright eyes, Bi Qingshan saw a deeply hidden firm hostility and an indescribable ruthlessness. That was a kind of sight only present before a wild beast attacks.

This person is dangerous, Bi Qingshan thought.
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Chapter 148: Chain Reaction (6)

The working group encountered great trouble when interrogating Liu Yongyi. No matter how the comrades of the working group asked, whether with a cold attitude, a stern attitude, or even anger, Liu Yongyi remained silent from beginning to end. If Liu Yongyi spoke nonsense and cursed the People's Party loudly, it wouldn't make the working group feel so tricky. But Liu Yongyi chose silence as his way of confrontation, which made the working group feel extremely difficult to deal with.

At the founding meeting of the People's Internal Affairs Commission, the instruction given by Chen Ke was: "The main task of the People's Internal Affairs Commission is not to physically eliminate counter-revolutionaries; the Internal Affairs Commission must first defeat these counter-revolutionaries spiritually. Counter-revolutionaries are not born; anyone's choice is gradually formed in life and learning afterwards. The reason why you comrades present can be selected into the organization of the People's Internal Affairs Commission and granted such great authority is because based on your previous performance, we believe you are firm revolutionaries. Since you are firm revolutionaries, then you comrades must firmly believe in the justice, advanced nature, and invincible essence of the revolution. Revolutionary violence can cut off a person's head, but may not be able to make a person bow his head. The commander of three armies can be captured, but the will of a common man cannot be taken away. In future work, when facing those counter-revolutionaries, I require everyone to first overwhelm them spiritually, let them understand that the justice these counter-revolutionaries think they have is wrong in front of the revolution."

It was because of Chen Ke's instructions that the comrades of the working group could face their work with a firm mentality. Since they firmly believed they were right, there was absolutely no need for the working group to really get angry. Anger is merely a means, a technique. Anger shouldn't be a completely useless way of venting adopted out of helplessness. But the comrades of the working group were all young people; facing Liu Yongyi's firm confrontation, everyone had almost unbearable anger in their chests.

"For such a diehard counter-revolutionary, just drag him out and kill him."

"He wants to resist to the end! Even if he refuses to confess, relying solely on others' exposure, he is dead for sure."

"No matter what, we must pry open this guy's mouth."

Listening to the murderous words of the comrades, Qi Huishen was very surprised by Liu Yongyi's attitude and method. Judging from now, Liu Yongyi had made up his mind to die. This was easy to understand; the People's Party could not let Liu Yongyi go. At this critical moment when the base area was expanding rapidly, even if only to establish prestige, actions like Liu Yongyi's could not be forgiven. Otherwise, what if others followed suit? Qi Huishen's rank was already very high; he knew very well the views on secret societies within the high level, especially Chen Ke's firm advocacy that the main work goal in the future was to build a strong grassroots government organization. To achieve this goal, various forces that once dominated the countryside must be wiped out. Qi Huishen understood Chen Ke's personality and attitude towards work very well; once he made up his mind, no matter what difficulties there were, Chen Ke would spare no effort to promote the established policy.

Thinking of this, Qi Huishen stopped everyone from continuing to get angry unnecessarily. "Comrades, Liu Yongyi seems to understand that he can absolutely not survive this pass. That's why he behaves like this. But I think there is something very strange here. If according to the norm, ordinary political organizations would have tortured Liu Yongyi long ago. I don't think Liu Yongyi can maintain this ruthlessness under torture. Why does he dare to do this to us? Does he know our People's Party doesn't allow torture, or did someone give him advice? I think this matter must be clarified first."

Hearing Qi Huishen's analysis, the young comrades immediately felt enlightened. Indeed, everyone only noticed Liu Yongyi's silence but forgot to analyze the reason for this silence. If whips, soldering irons, tiger benches, and chili water were used, Liu Yongyi should have "sung" long ago. Where would it be his turn to be so stubborn?

"Secretary Qi, where to start checking?"

"Look at the data; Liu Yongyi is detained alone. Then first investigate whether this person has had any in-depth contact with our People's Party, and at the same time check what the comrades guarding Liu Yongyi have said. Did they inadvertently reveal any details about the interrogation? In addition, when you interrogate Liu Yongyi again, I allow you to talk about his family."

Hearing Qi Huishen's words, everyone showed a surprised look on their faces. The regulations formulated by the working group did not allow mentioning the issue of threatening the prisoner's family. If the threat mode of implicating the nine clans [guilt by association] was adopted, the other party would be extremely easy to submit, but it also meant that both sides had actually completely torn their faces. On this issue, the working group was very cautious.

"Not to threaten Liu Yongyi with implication of his family. Change the way of saying it." Qi Huishen explained.

After intense preparation, the new interrogation began. This time the chief interrogator was Qi Huishen. Liu Yongyi sat on the stool with his hands tied behind his back without saying a word. Facing Qi Huishen, Liu Yongyi even closed his eyes, looking completely like a dead pig not afraid of boiling water.

"Liu Yongyi, you seem to be alone, but your next-door neighbor's daughter who married into Fengyang Prefecture shares the same father with you, right? What was her name again? Oh, I remember her name is Wang Chaihua. Fengyang Prefecture is also in our hands now. When you die, we will notify Wang Chaihua to collect your corpse."

When Qi Huishen spoke halfway, Liu Yongyi's closed eyes had opened completely. His breathing became rapid, his Adam's apple moving up and down constantly, as if some words were blocked in his throat.

"After Ms. Wang Chaihua married into Fengyang Prefecture, you went to see her several times. Presumably your relationship is very good. Moreover, although not of the same surname, she is your sister after all. She will definitely collect your corpse and won't let your corpse expose in the wilderness."

Hearing this, Liu Yongyi tightened his lips tightly, and a painful look appeared on his face.

Qi Huishen acted as if he didn't see it. "Liu Yongyi, don't think everyone doesn't know some things. The eyes of the masses are snow-bright. Many things everyone doesn't say with their mouths, but their hearts are like a bright mirror. Just like you used someone else's name to join our police organization in our base area. What was that name again? Let me see." While speaking, Qi Huishen opened a document and looked at it. "Oh, called Li Fugui. Speaking of which, Comrade Li Fugui, you have also been a policeman, so you are also our revolutionary comrade. Comrade Li Fugui, can you report to the organization why you launched a counter-revolutionary action?"

Liu Yongyi, who had remained expressionless throughout the interrogation, finally became expressive. Expressions of anger, surprise, and disappointment changed constantly on his face. Qi Huishen maintained a relaxed and calm look on his face all along; as if he saw nothing, he continued to ask: "Comrade Li Fugui, do you have anything to say to the organization?"

"I have something to say." Liu Yongyi spoke for the first time in the interrogation. "I f*ck your mother."

As soon as the voice fell, the guard next to him flew a kick onto Liu Yongyi's face, kicking him directly off the stool. Before Liu Yongyi fell completely, the guard on the other side had quick hands and sharp eyes; he reached out and grabbed Liu Yongyi's queue, forcibly holding him back and not letting him fall to the ground. Two guards held up Liu Yongyi, whose face was swollen, and forcibly pressed him back onto the stool to sit.

Qi Huishen still acted as if he saw nothing; treating enemies, People's Party comrades would never be soft-hearted. This is a most basic stance. Whether silent or speaking, Liu Yongyi had already shown an extreme attitude. There was no longer any stance to be polite to him.

"Liu Yongyi, since you have been a policeman of our People's Party, you must know what your end will be. So I think we don't need to waste these efforts anymore. You might as well tell the truth why you opposed our People's Party. We won't ask you about accomplices or helpers. No need for you to say; those people spoke much faster than you. You just need to say what you think in your heart, and then we won't bring you for trial anymore. This is also a matter of mutual convenience."

Qi Huishen's words were clear; Liu Yongyi knew he absolutely had no possibility of being spared. If he didn't speak the words in his heart at this time, he could only take them to the underworld. He moved his swollen cheeks slightly; the guard's kick used a lot of force, and speaking wouldn't be so fluent for a while. When he felt better, Liu Yongyi said viciously: "You broke my Big Brother Liu's fort and killed several of my good brothers. I absolutely cannot not avenge this hatred. Otherwise, how can I, Liu Yongyi, still mix in this Liujiapu?"

"Then you infiltrated the police force preparing to assassinate People's Party people?" Qi Huishen asked.

"There are plenty of people in the police force who want revenge; no need for me. I just wanted to see if I could rescue Liu Eighth Master."

Hearing these, Bi Qingshan immediately asked: "Who exactly wants..."

Just halfway through speaking, Qi Huishen pressed Bi Qingshan's shoulder, forcibly stopping Bi Qingshan from continuing to ask about the traitor issue.

"Liu Eighth Master is still locked up in the base area now. Why did you give up, Liu Yongyi? It seems jianghu loyalty is still not as precious as your own life, Liu Yongyi." After finishing speaking, Qi Huishen suddenly frowned as if suddenly realizing, "Oh~~~! I understand. You have tried to rescue anyway; this is already worthy of friends. Since you couldn't rescue him, it's not that you, Liu Yongyi, are incapable, only that Liu Eighth Master's luck is bad. I understand; continue."

This ridicule angered Liu Yongyi quite a bit; his swollen face turned red. But he didn't know how to refute Qi Huishen.

Seeing Liu Yongyi refused to speak again, Qi Huishen asked again: "Then why did you think of running back to organize people to attack the fort and grab grain? I actually understand this matter the least. Tell me about this, and I won't ask anything else."

"Hmph, your People's Party is just a hundred or so people, starting from a small county town. Relying on this Liujiapu, I will definitely not be worse than you. What I really didn't expect was that you were really willing to spend capital. You actually helped the local common people plant thousands of mu of wheat. If not for this, how could only three hundred or so people follow me to attack the fort?"

"Among these three hundred or so people, many were deceived by you, right?" Qi Huishen continued to strike Liu Yongyi slowly.

"Hmph, that bunch of people..." A look of contempt appeared on Liu Yongyi's face. "That bunch of people are simply mud that can't support a wall [worthless], and the ones inside the fort too. Just because every family was distributed grain from a few mu of wheat fields, they could betray me. After driving away your People's Party, the whole fort belongs to everyone. These people just refuse to take a long-term view. Not just the fort, even this Wuhe County could be ours. As a result, those people simply remember the food but not the beating; after being beaten by your People's Party, these people simply don't take it to heart."

"Liu Yongyi, what the common people want is to live a good life. Even if you promise the sky, as long as you can't make the common people live a good life, everyone won't follow you. We broke the Liujiapu fort, but we didn't break the fort for ourselves; we did it for the thousands of common people outside the fort who were about to starve to death. I said before, the eyes of the masses are snow-bright. They see clearly what we did. If we transported the grain in the fort back to Fengtai County, do you think the common people wouldn't know? If we did that, without your incitement, the common people themselves would rise up and fight us to the end. You think the common people were bought by a few mu of wheat fields per family, then let me ask you, in this disaster year, who sincerely planted wheat for the common people, who sincerely distributed a few mu of wheat fields to the common people per family? Is it you, Liu Yongyi, or the former owner of this fort, Liu Eighth Master? Which of you can sincerely do such things for the common people?"

After hearing this, Liu Yongyi fell silent again. And the expressions of the surrounding working group members became proud and solemn invariably. Qi Huishen was right; in this disaster year, no, in present-day China, except for the People's Party, no government, political party, gentry, or secret society would sincerely do even the smallest thing for the common people. Not for their own interests, but purely out of consideration for the interests of the common people. This fact made all revolutionary comrades who heard these words feel a pride and self-esteem from the bottom of their hearts.

Seeing Liu Yongyi silent, Qi Huishen continued to ask: "Then why didn't you speak during the interrogation? I'm quite curious about this matter. Please be sure to tell me."

Hearing Qi Huishen's words, a strange look appeared on Liu Yongyi's face; this look was actually shame. After a good while, Liu Yongyi said: "When I was a policeman, some principles were taught in the troops. If you did something wrong, don't explain. I quite agree with this. Since I was caught, I'm dead for sure naturally. If I explain, it's like I don't want to die. In the past, I wouldn't say hundreds responded to my call in this Liujiapu, but absolutely no one dared to betray me like this. Unexpectedly, I took such a fall in your hands; I don't want to lose face again. So simply say nothing. Losing face once is enough."

Qi Huishen nodded silently; he could understand this explanation very well. "Take Liu Yongyi down."

Liu Yongyi didn't expect Qi Huishen to end the interrogation just like this; he felt a bit surprised instead. When taken out, he turned his head to look at Qi Huishen. At this time, Qi Huishen didn't look up to watch Liu Yongyi being taken out, but buried his head and started writing things. With an inexplicable feeling of loss, Liu Yongyi turned his head back to look ahead.

Three days later, the report on the Liu Yongyi counter-revolutionary group in Wuhe County was sent back to the People's Party Central Committee, and the investigation in Wuhe County came to an end.
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Chapter 149: Chain Reaction (7)

The report of the People's Internal Affairs Commission caused a shock no less than an earthquake within the Party. The confessions and analysis reports of hundreds of people allowed everyone to see hundreds of detailed faces vividly. The sequence of events of the Liu Yongyi counter-revolutionary incident also presented a clear vein.

As a leader of a secret society, Liu Yongyi once provided manpower support to the leader of the Liujiapu fort as a "broker." After the People's Party broke the fort, Liu Yongyi became "unemployed." There was no space for "brokers" in the grassroots regime directly established by the People's Party. The Party communicated directly with the common people, and administrative power reached every common person in the base area. Under this system, Liu Yongyi had no place to use his skills. Plus, after the People's Party broke the fort, Liu Yongyi lost all his subordinates, and simply couldn't gain a foothold in the local area.

As a "local figure" of Liujiapu, Liu Yongyi did not wait for death facing such a predicament. He once tried to rescue the leader of the Liujiapu fort, hoping to make a comeback. For this, Liu Yongyi disguised himself as a disaster victim and went to the Fengtai County Base Area, and mixed into the police force of the base area through jianghu connections. Because the base area was heavily guarded, the attempt to rescue the leader of the Liujiapu fort failed. When the People's Party persuaded the fleeing common people to return to their hometowns, Liu Yongyi had to return to Liujiapu with the common people.

After returning to Liujiapu, Liu Yongyi found that the grassroots organization of the People's Party was stronger than before. It was impossible for him to resume his old "broker" life, so he had the idea of overthrowing the grassroots regime of the People's Party and establishing an independent force belonging to Liu Yongyi himself in Liujiapu. Of course, Liu Yongyi couldn't do such a thing alone. He first contacted secret society personnel in Wuhe County and surrounding areas who were also in an "unemployed" status. Those people were also extremely dissatisfied with the newly established grassroots government of the People's Party, so everyone hit it off instantly. Plus coercing some lazy guys who loved to eat but hated to work, this mob launched an attack on the grassroots organization of the People's Party in Liujiapu, Wuhe County.

At the end of the report, the People's Internal Affairs Commission concluded: The "relief-oriented small peasant economy" in the old rural system was completely destroyed by natural disasters. After the landlords and clans who were responsible for "relief" to a certain extent were completely neutralized, their relationship with the people changed from limited cooperation to comprehensive confrontation. After the People's Party destroyed the landlord class, the secret societies attached to this system also stood on the opposite side of the people. Because no larger-scale investigation was carried out, the People's Internal Affairs Commission could not determine whether areas outside Wuhe County were also in this situation, but the People's Internal Affairs Commission suggested conducting comprehensive investigation work within the base area. Because this group of people could provide employment opportunities to a certain extent, they could also be considered a "force" rooted in the people. Strict attention should be paid to those secret societies acting as "brokers."

Qi Huishen was an old party member who stayed in Shanghai during the initial period of the base area and was not well-known at the grassroots level. After being entrusted with heavy responsibilities by Chen Ke, many comrades were not completely convinced in their hearts. After this detailed and clearly analyzed report was submitted to the Party Central Committee, many people looked at Secretary Qi Huishen with new eyes.

"Who are our enemies? Who are our friends? It can be seen clearly now." Lu Huitian said when speaking at the Politburo meeting. The comrades attending the meeting didn't even nod in agreement, because everyone's thoughts were exactly the same as Lu Huitian's. During the flood, the disaster relief model led by the People's Party became the dominant force overriding everything. If the people didn't participate, obey, and cooperate, they couldn't survive. So the boundary between enemies and friends was not clear. When the flood began to subside and the absolute dominant power of the People's Party began to weaken, the contradictions originally covered by natural disasters, especially the contradictions between the new system led by the People's Party and the traditional old system in the countryside, emerged.

Lu Huitian looked at the comrades watching him attentively, and said loudly: "We must destroy this old system. As the backbone of the old system, this group of people must be ruthlessly eliminated."

Hearing this statement from Lu Huitian, a look of surprise appeared on many people's faces. One must know that before the People's Internal Affairs Commission set off for investigation, Lu Huitian advocated lenient treatment. Lu Huitian thought at that time that most of these people involved in the counter-revolutionary incident were coerced, rather than harboring any real hostility towards the People's Party. Unexpectedly, as soon as the report came up, Lu Huitian completely changed his attitude and demanded to kill these people mercilessly.

Lu Huitian knew the thoughts of the comrades. He said calmly: "Comrades, I once proposed an opinion of lenient treatment; that was made without actual investigation. On this point, I want to make a self-criticism. Without investigation, there is no right to speak. I just made my own judgment based on the situation I grasped at the time. After this report came out, I saw the actual situation in the local area, and my thoughts naturally changed. I have to admit that I didn't feel before that the cruelty of the struggle was already a comprehensive contradiction between the new and old systems. In this regard, I have great deficiencies. In view of my own lessons, I hope everyone can have sufficient understanding of this matter. Class struggle is not a joke; this concept must be established in the mind."

Hearing this, some comrades of the Politburo felt deeply sympathetic, while some couldn't fully understand. At this time, they heard someone start applauding. Everyone looked and saw that the one taking the lead in applauding was actually Chen Ke. Regardless of whether it was from the heart or not, the comrades started applauding with Chen Ke.

Lu Huitian glanced at Chen Ke with a grateful look. At this time, Chen Ke's support was too important for Lu Huitian. As one of the representative figures of the moderate faction, Lu Huitian knew the pressure he faced at this time. The situation of He Zudao, another representative of the moderate faction, was different from his. He Zudao's "moderation" was more directed against the "tough" style of shouting to fight and kill in the army. What occupied more weight in He Zudao's speech at that time was "cautious investigation" rather than "leniency." He Zudao believed that all participants should not be arbitrarily classified as counter-revolutionaries without investigation and then executed uniformly. He Zudao firmly approved of Chen Ke's formation of the People's Internal Affairs Commission and provided considerable manpower support.

The one who truly advocated "turning big issues into small ones" was Lu Huitian. After this report was submitted, Lu Huitian felt a sense of crisis at that time. The content revealed by this report could be said to be diametrically opposite to the specific local situation Lu Huitian thought at that time. Lu Huitian thought at that time that the people were just not used to the new system promoted by the People's Party, because the new system required everyone to pay more labor. But who is really willing to work hard? Human nature is to love ease and hate work. Guys like Chen Ke who work like their lives depend on it every day are the anomalies among the people. Given time, the people will eventually be able to get used to the high-intensity labor of the new system. Even now, Lu Huitian still thought his view made some sense.

But Qi Huishen's report was written from the perspective of class struggle and system contradiction, which completely overwhelmed Lu Huitian's thoughts at a theoretical height. Facing this report, Lu Huitian knew that if he couldn't accept Qi Huishen's view, he would inevitably encounter fierce opposition. Because Party Chairman Chen Ke had always advocated class struggle.

When Lu Huitian expressed support for the main line of class struggle in this report, he was still somewhat apprehensive. If comrades who expressed a tough attitude from the beginning expressed distrust of Lu Huitian, that would be a very troublesome thing. And Chen Ke's applause now was obviously giving Lu Huitian support. With such support, at least no one would trouble Lu Huitian temporarily.

The applause subsided quickly. At least after Chen Ke stopped applauding, the comrades in the army immediately stopped applauding. Without looking carefully at the expressions of those comrades, Lu Huitian could imagine their thoughts at this time. The urgent task now was not to entangle with these comrades about who was more revolutionary. As the leader of civil affairs work, Lu Huitian had to come up with a more reasonable solution. The People's Party had always opposed "empty talk." Lu Huitian could become the top leader in civil affairs work among so many comrades not because he could speak better than other comrades, but because he could always do more and more effectively than other comrades.

"In the subsequent work in the base area, regarding the adjustment of civil affairs work, my view is that we must first determine who we serve. The object we want to serve is the diligent working people. Developing productive forces relies on diligent working people; they are the objects exploited and oppressed by the old system. This is the object we must win over. And our enemies, I think, are landlords, counter-revolutionaries, and bad elements. Judging from the situation in Liujiapu, although the landlords in the fort were arrested by us, the old system operated with this group of people as the core. Even if they are gone, Liu Yongyi still hoped to rescue these people and let them regain power. They are the invisible core existence. Counter-revolutionaries like Liu Yongyi have the most activity ability; they try to obtain benefits through the old system. This group of people jumped out. And those following Liu Yongyi are those lazy bad elements. In order to get something for nothing, this group of people hates labor. The local government has organized them to participate in reconstruction work, and this group of people can even get a lot of benefits. But in order to get grain immediately, they dared to follow Liu Yongyi to attack our grassroots government. They absolutely cannot be spared either..."

The meeting unified thoughts. The resolution finally reached by the Politburo was to execute all main secret society elements such as Liu Yongyi. This group of people were not only local secret societies in the Liujiapu area; they came from many surrounding places. These secret societies also took risks to participate in counter-revolutionary incidents because the People's Party broke the local forts and they couldn't cooperate with the landlords of the local forts. The comrades of the Politburo unanimously agreed that the captured landlords from breaking these forts should be executed uniformly to eliminate future trouble.

As for how to treat the bad elements participating in this action, most comrades in the Party thought they should also be executed. But a few comrades did not support this. For example, Chen Ke thought this group of people were just people attached to landlords and secret societies. After eradicating landlords and secret societies, this group of people would have no foundation. Presumably, they could be sentenced to labor reform.

But Chen Ke's idea met with opposition from the comrades. The comrades of the military strongly opposed this view with a clear attitude. Everyone expressed understanding of Chen Ke's benevolent idea, but at this critical moment, it wouldn't do without killing one to warn a hundred. According to investigation, these people did not participate in the battle of the people spontaneously attacking forts; they chose to flee from famine. Eating the relief grain provided by the People's Party, they lived until now. And as soon as this group of people returned to the base area, they were not enthusiastic about participating in the construction of the base area at all, but easily participated in the action of attacking the grassroots organization of the People's Party. If they were not all killed, what mentality would this create for the people?

"Chairman Chen, your heart is too kind." Chai Qingguo said emotionally, "You just don't know how bad the hearts of that bunch of people are. If they were earnest working common people, having eaten our grain, they would have gratitude no matter what. They would always repay us to feel at ease in their hearts. But this bunch of people are simply white-eyed wolves [ingrates]. They absolutely cannot be kept. Now they jumped out; if we don't root them out, that would be wrong."

Chen Ke didn't really mean to let this group of people go either; he was just a bit worried that such slaughter would frighten ordinary common people. Comrades including "former moderate" Lu Huitian thought this group of people shouldn't be spared, and everyone's reasons were very sensible. Chen Ke agreed with the comrades' point of view.

Three days later, the first large-scale execution of counter-revolutionaries in the base area began. Including all more than four hundred people who participated in Liu Yongyi's counter-revolutionary action, and the captured landlords in the areas related to these personnel, a total of more than eight hundred people were publicly executed. The People's Party did not hide this matter; on the contrary, the reasons for execution were widely publicized in the base area.

"Landlords disregarded the life and death of the common people for their own selfish interests."

"Secret societies plotted against the new government."

"Bad elements were lazy and lived through the disaster year relying on relief provided by the People's Party, but turned around and participated in counter-revolutionary actions."

These reasons fully demonstrated the attitude of the People's Party and showed the People's Party's merciless stance towards opponents. It caused an uproar among the common people in the base area. Before this large-scale suppression of counter-revolutionaries, the image of the People's Party among the common people was "capable, able to fight, very amiable." After this large-scale execution, the people's view changed greatly. Although there were many ways to express it in language, summarized there was only one idea: "The People's Party started killing people; they are already the government of the base area." After the execution operation ended, the common people who originally followed the People's Party expressed absolute support. The attitude of the common people who had already started cooperating with the People's Party was not affected much. And the common people who were originally in a wait-and-see attitude began to participate in various new policies promoted by the new government tremblingly.

The uncompromisingly strict attitude had an excellent effect.

As the holder of the People's Internal Affairs Commission, Qi Huishen established his image in one fell swoop through this incident. The People's Internal Affairs Commission received the approval of the Party. After this incident, the People's Party lost trust in local secret societies. In order to prevent similar incidents that might occur in the future, the People's Internal Affairs Commission began to investigate the information and intelligence of secret societies in the base area with full force.

Qiu Jin didn't know about the internal policies of the People's Party. She only knew that the People's Party began to promote some important things. In this half month, it was extremely difficult for her to see Chen Ke. In the critical period of spring plowing, the entire People's Party and base area were involved in a high-speed track. The so-called lack of land in the countryside could only be said to be a kind of "relative lack of land," or more accurately "lack of good fields." Targeting this situation, the People's Party vigorously promoted the popularization of new farm tools on one hand, and personally led the masses to start expanding "food production" on the other. Not only were the army and government working, but even the female students of the Normal School were invested in labor. New farmland was opened in the school. After the troops carried out basic reclamation, the subsequent planting work was handed over to the female students of the Normal School to be responsible.

Those delicate young ladies waved small hoes and shovels and began to plant in the ground. When Qiu Jin saw it for the first time, she felt like her eyes were playing tricks on her. The base area allocated one hundred mu of land for these more than two hundred girls to plant; the planting content was peanuts. This was also one of the girls' social practices. It was to be counted in the assessment. Qiu Jin didn't expect Chen Ke to treat future "teachers" like this. In her view, women should engage in more technical industries, rather than cultivating in the land like men. Not to mention these educated women.

But Chen Ke simply didn't see her; Qiu Jin couldn't find anyone to protest to either. Not only did Chen Ke not see her, but Qiu Jin's nephew Hua Xiongmao also didn't see her, which made Qiu Jin even more depressed.

regarding the matter of female students participating in farming, the parents who came with Qiu Jin did not oppose it so fiercely. When Qiu Jin talked about this with Huang Chengxun, Huang Chengxun actually said: "Learning some ability to serve crops a little isn't a bad thing." This puzzled Qiu Jin very much.

Huang Chengxun didn't like a woman with a flamboyant personality like Qiu Jin. Moreover, after arriving at the base area personally, Huang Chengxun also understood that Qiu Jin couldn't help much with the matter of taking his daughter home. So he was unwilling to explain in depth. In this era, large-scale cities had not yet formed; farming and reading were still a tradition. The literary atmosphere in Anqing was very strong, and there was no contemptuous attitude towards farming. Of course, Huang Chengxun did not oppose the female students of the school participating in farming work. He went to see it personally; peanuts didn't need too deep plowing, which was more suitable for the physical condition of girls. In Huang Chengxun's view, organizing girls from the Girls' School to farm proved that the People's Party had no other ideas about the girls. Because Huang Chengxun himself also led his children to plant a fraction of a mu of peanuts in the courtyard at home. The People's Party's practical attitude didn't annoy Huang Chengxun at all. On the contrary, Huang Chengxun was worried about the People's Party's posture of making it clear they wanted to exist for a long time. If the People's Party really became strong, Huang Chengxun wouldn't be able to ask for his daughter back so easily.

regarding the revolution, Huang Chengxun neither approved nor fiercely opposed. What he was dissatisfied with was that the People's Party forcibly dragged him in like this. In previous days, Huang Chengxun still dared to oppose verbally. After the People's Party executed "counter-revolutionaries" on a large scale, Huang Chengxun dared not even say such opposition anymore.

Since Qiu Jin couldn't get support from others, she had to continue staying in the base area depressed. When she thought Chen Ke had completely forgotten her, Chen Ke suddenly sent someone to invite Qiu Jin over. Qiu Jin had a bellyful of words to say, but before Qiu Jin could speak, Chen Ke threw a heavy bomb at Qiu Jin: "Teacher Qiu, according to our news, the Manchu Qing's Hubei New Army is about to move out." Hearing this, Qiu Jin was stunned on the spot at that time.
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When Chen Ke informed Qiu Jin that the Hubei New Army was about to come to suppress the "Anqing Revolution," Qiu Jin's first feeling was actually a sense of "unreality." Qiu Jin was not mentally prepared for war. She knew the war had already begun; on the night of the Battle of Anqing, Qiu Jin was taking care of the terrified female students in the Girls' School. The sound of guns and cannons, shouts, and screams outside the school, as well as the crying and screaming of female students inside the school, all left a deep impression on Qiu Jin. In addition, the smell of gunpowder smoke and blood remaining in the air the next day, and the scars left by the war on Anqing City, all made Qiu Jin, a revolutionary, see the war.

But until now, Qiu Jin was still just a bystander rather than a participant in the war. Hearing Chen Ke tell her that the Hubei New Army had moved out and a new war was about to break out, Qiu Jin's breathing couldn't help but become rapid. She had also discussed with other cadres of the Guangfuhui facing the map. The Hubei New Army was upstream of Anqing and would inevitably go downstream with the current. The first to bear the brunt would be Anqing defended by the Yuewang Society, not Chizhou occupied by the Guangfuhui. But this was only a consideration on paper. Chizhou was not far from Anqing; if the Hubei New Army was frustrated in attacking Anqing and turned to attack Chizhou, the Guangfuhui couldn't count on receiving support from the Yuewang Society.

"Wen Qing, where did you get this news?" Qiu Jin asked nervously.

Chen Ke thought for a while before answering this question. "This is news obtained by our intelligence agency in Hubei. But we don't know exactly when it will be. It is estimated that the Hubei New Army will move out within a month at the latest."

This wasn't Chen Ke deliberately keeping people in suspense, but he really didn't know. The intelligence system of the People's Party was not considered "powerful." Chen Ke believed that the purpose of the intelligence system was to collect basic intelligence from various places, such as grain prices, supply levels, lists of local governments, and the location, quantity, and equipment of stationed troops. After entering the industrial age, the intelligence system was more about having a detailed understanding of the enemy's infrastructure and public sentiment. As for the proportion of so-called "classified intelligence," it was not that large. Due to the continuous rise in the intensity and severity of war, and the tighter composition of the whole society, a new intelligence system was an inevitable trend. Moreover, Chen Ke didn't have the time and connections to "penetrate into the enemy" now; he could only organize a simple intelligence system.

Of course, Chen Ke couldn't even tell Qiu Jin clearly that the purpose of this intelligence system was not even for war, but for the economy. The economy of the base area was an industrialized organizational model, that is to say, the products produced in the base area were for "trading." Wuhan and Wuhu along the Yangtze River were both trading ports; Chen Ke established the intelligence system to invest in product sales effectively in these areas and earn profits.

Qiu Jin obviously didn't realize the many pieces of information implied in Chen Ke's answer. At this time, she was completely immersed in her own imagination space.

"Within a month?" Qiu Jin first subconsciously beat her leg with her fist, then stood up and paced back and forth in Chen Ke's office. She looked up and saw the map of China in Chen Ke's office; she hurriedly rushed over and studied the map.

Qiu Jin's performance disappointed Chen Ke very much. Could this performance be called "embracing Buddha's feet only when in trouble" [making a last-minute effort]? If so, what Qiu Jin would do next would make Chen Ke very difficult.

Sure enough, studying the map, Qiu Jin looked more and more excited. She turned her head abruptly, staring at Chen Ke closely. "Wen Qing, you have to help us!"

Hearing this, Chen Ke couldn't help lowering his head. He thought in his heart: This isn't borrowing money, Sister Qiu. You definitely want me to help you defend Chizhou, and further let me help you make the revolution successful. Why should I help you? If I had this ability, why did I give up Chizhou in the first place?

Thinking of this, Chen Ke felt he must dispel Qiu Jin's unrealistic fantasy solidly. He raised his head and looked at Qiu Jin's expectant eyes. "Does Teacher Qiu have any plans?"

Qiu Jin didn't know Chen Ke's thoughts. She said loudly completely according to her most instinctive thoughts now: "Wen Qing, you have to send troops to help me."

Sure enough, Chen Ke sighed in his heart. He asked: "Teacher Qiu, how many troops do you think can win this battle?"

Qiu Jin didn't hear the firm refusal in Chen Ke's words at all. Hearing Chen Ke's inquiry, she even thought Chen Ke's words meant agreeing to lend troops. Qiu Jin's face immediately showed excitement. "I want five thousand people. No, seven thousand people. As long as there are seven thousand people, we can not only repel the Hubei New Army, we can even attack Wuhu."

Hearing this, Chen Ke only felt he said the wrong thing; he shouldn't have let Qiu Jin have illusions at all. If it were a cadre of the People's Party, hearing his words would immediately know this meant firm refusal. He was used to talking to comrades, and respected Qiu Jin very much usually, so he softened his heart and didn't explain clearly. Since he made the first mistake, he absolutely couldn't make the second one. Chen Ke hardened his heart and said calmly: "Teacher Qiu, I can't take out a single soldier now. Don't mention the matter of borrowing troops again."

"What?" Qiu Jin never expected Chen Ke to answer like this. Her eyes widened immediately, filled with shock.

After speaking the words of complete refusal, Chen Ke felt relaxed instead. He continued: "Our base area itself is still extremely short of troops; there is no military strength to support you at all. So, I want Teacher Qiu to set off for Chizhou now and tell Mr. Tao Chengzhang and Mr. Xu Xilin that since your lack of troops is such that you actually want to borrow troops from us hundreds of li away, then simply don't fight the Hubei New Army head-on. Take the troops to scour Chizhou immediately and retreat to the Jiangsu and Zhejiang area. If you retreat late, the little military strength you gathered so hard will also be wasted."

Qiu Jin was furious at Chen Ke's words. She saw the huge power of the People's Party with her own eyes in the base area these days, tens of thousands of troops and millions of obedient common people. This was the revolution Qiu Jin dreamed of. Since seizing Chizhou, the Guangfuhui also began to try its own revolutionary rule in Chizhou City. Tao Chengzhang, Xu Xilin, and Qiu Jin were busy all day long. The situation everyone faced could be simply described as "gentry don't buy it, people don't obey."

Although the Guangfuhui also organized speeches and invited prominent figures to talk, telling them a new revolutionary government was established. After overthrowing the Manchu Qing, the common people of Chizhou City could live a better life. But the gentry and common people responded to the Guangfuhui's efforts with "flight." Although the Guangfuhui set up gate checkpoints, people tried to escape from Chizhou City every day. Before Qiu Jin left for Fengtai County, the remaining population in Chizhou City was less than 70% of the original. Those remaining in Chizhou City were roughly of two types: one type had big families and businesses and couldn't escape, and the other type had nothing and didn't need to escape.

When the Guangfuhui discussed this matter internally, they reached a "consensus": without population, a larger-scale army cannot be organized; without a larger-scale army, effective management and defense cannot be organized; without effective management and defense, population outflow cannot be stopped even more. This is a vicious circle. One of the reasons why Tao Chengzhang sent Qiu Jin to Fengtai County was hoping to get manpower support from the People's Party, or at least hope to guide how the People's Party organized its own base area.

The suggestion given by Chen Ke now conformed to the Guangfuhui's cognition of the status quo in Chizhou. Only one point was different: all efforts of the Guangfuhui were to keep Chizhou. And Chen Ke's suggestion was to abandon Chizhou completely. regarding Chen Ke's suggestion, Qiu Jin scolded sternly: "We will absolutely not give up Chizhou!"

"Teacher Qiu, do you want to overthrow the Manchu Qing? Do you really want to overthrow the Manchu Qing?" Chen Ke asked.

"What are you saying? Our revolution is of course to overthrow the Manchu Qing." Qiu Jin's voice became even sharper.

"Then let me ask you, do you think it is better for you to be completely eliminated by the Manchu Qing in Chizhou? Or is it better to leave Chizhou and make the Manchu Qing feel like a fishbone stuck in the throat? Since the Guangfuhui has occupied Chizhou, just this reputation can make the Manchu Qing tremble with fear. As long as you are still alive and haven't been caught by the Manchu Qing, they will be unable to sleep at night. Comparing these two, which one is the real blow to the Manchu Qing? Moreover, your team has been rectified for so long and is much stronger than before. With such a batch of core members, there are plenty of places to attack. If you can't attack big cities, can you attack small county towns? The Manchu Qing is beaten by you today, and beaten by you tomorrow. Once the big army moves, the consumption is huge. Not to mention anything else, just the military expenditure spent on the road can make the Manchu Qing go bankrupt."

Qiu Jin really didn't expect Chen Ke to propose such a strange point of view, and couldn't think of a rebuttal for a while.

"Teacher Qiu, as long as the Manchu Qing takes Anqing and Chizhou, they will definitely attack our base area. Did you decide to set off now to report the news? Or are you prepared to stay in our base area and fight the Manchu Qing with us? You have to give me a result today, so I can determine whether to send someone to escort you back."

"Wen Qing, are you worried about the Manchu Qing attacking Fengtai County?" Hearing Chen Ke's words, Qiu Jin thought of this point.

"The Manchu Qing won't let you go; can they let us go?" Chen Ke laughed. "We are about to have a meeting soon; I have no time to say more. Teacher Qiu, think about it carefully."

After almost forcibly sending Qiu Jin out, the comrades of the Military Commission who had been waiting impatiently next door saw Chen Ke walk into the conference room. Chai Qingguo asked immediately: "Chairman Chen, how long do you think that bunch in Anqing can hold on?"

Chen Ke laughed: "If we defend Anqing, it's not a matter of how long we hold on, but how long the Manchu Qing can hold on. If it's that bunch in Anqing, I don't know. This has to be asked of Comrade Pu Guanshui; he is familiar with the New Army."

Chai Qingguo didn't care about Anqing matters at all. He continued to ask: "Then how do we deal with the Manchu Qing siege?"

Chen Ke laughed: "Qingguo, recite the 16-Character Mantra for me."

"The enemy advances, we retreat; the enemy camps, we harass; the enemy retreats, we pursue; the enemy tires, we attack." This was the basic course of the military academy. Chai Qingguo recited it fluently. Then he continued: "Chairman Chen, this is common sense. Can we beat the Manchu Qing relying on this?"

Not only Chai Qingguo, but other Military Commission comrades also stared at Chen Ke. Everyone didn't have Chen Ke's insight based on history, and the ability to link theory with practice was still insufficient. Although they won a big victory in Anqing and everyone felt they could beat the Manchu Qing army, Chen Ke had emphasized many times before that the strength of the Qing army in field battles might not be below the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army. Thinking that tens of thousands of Qing troops were about to besiege the base area on a large scale, none of the Military Commission comrades could maintain a calm state of mind.

Looking at the anxious looks of the comrades, Chen Ke felt it was time to explain to everyone some questions he didn't clarify at the time.

"Comrades, this meeting will be a top-secret meeting. Since it is a top-secret meeting, I think everyone should know the confidentiality regulations."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, excited looks appeared on the faces of the Military Commission comrades. For so long, the Military Commission had only made such a request once, during the campaign to attack Anqing. Since Chen Ke mentioned this confidentiality level issue again, this meant Chen Ke already had a comprehensive plan. Everyone was very confident in Chen Ke's strategic planning ability.

Seeing everyone had confirmed the confidentiality issue of this military meeting, Chen Ke continued: "When we launched the Battle of Anqing, the primary purpose was to obtain our own strategic initiative. The Manchu Qing government is an extremely evil and dirty government. They have a great characteristic, which is being keen on inciting inter-provincial contradictions. They hope every province regards neighboring provinces as enemies. Their purpose in doing so is to prevent everyone from uniting, so that no joint force will be formed to deal with the Manchu Qing government."

The comrades had heard Chen Ke talk about this matter. Now that Chen Ke mentioned it again, quite a few comrades already vaguely felt what Chen Ke was going to say. At least Hua Xiongmao, Chai Qingguo, Yan Fu, and Zhang Yu showed expressions of understanding.

"Now the Anhui New Army no longer exists. The Manchu Qing garrisons around the base area have also been swept away. The troops sent by the Manchu Qing can only be troops from other provinces. That is to say, before these troops from other provinces fight to our base area, the first thing they will harm is the local common people of Anhui. As the saying goes, 'bandits pass like a comb, soldiers pass like a grate, officials pass like a razor.' Plus the contradictions between provinces deliberately created by the Manchu Qing, how do you think this group of foreign provincial bandit soldiers of the Manchu Qing will harm the local common people of Anhui along the way?"

Everyone originally had this vague feeling. Now hearing Chen Ke say this, they all had a feeling of sudden realization. But Pu Guanshui couldn't help raising an objection: "I stayed in the Beiyang New Army; Beiyang's treatment is very good. Military discipline is also passable. If the Beiyang New Army comes, I think they may not necessarily harm the common people like this."

regarding Pu Guanshui's worry, Chen Ke smiled. "The Beiyang New Army might not harm the common people of Anhui too much. The problem is, how much does it cost for the Beiyang New Army to move out once? Does the Manchu Qing have money? How many Beiyang New Army troops can they mobilize to fight all the way from Hebei and Shandong to our base area? Their number will absolutely not be too many. We can deal with small-scale Beiyang New Army. The New Army in other places doesn't have the financial resources of Beiyang Zhili; they will inevitably loot in Anhui. Do you think what I said makes sense?"

Hearing this, comrades including Pu Guanshui nodded in agreement.

"Then let's return to the 16-Character Mantra. The 16-Character Mantra has an unspoken key point, which is the intelligence problem. The intelligence sources of the Manchu Qing are officials, gentry who support them, and other forces bought by them. And the Manchu Qing does poorly in this regard. After the Manchu Qing bandit soldiers enter the base area and start harming the common people, they have alienated themselves from the people. The people will absolutely not stand on the side of the Manchu Qing. Without the support of the people, the Manchu Qing troops are blind and deaf. What about our People's Party? Can we get the support of the people? Everyone should know in their hearts. So we can use the 16-Character Mantra, while the Manchu Qing troops absolutely cannot do it."

The Military Commission comrades already knew before the meeting that the Manchu Qing began military operations, and everyone was quite nervous. After listening to Chen Ke's analysis, the worry in the comrades' hearts had dissipated by more than half. Yan Fu couldn't help praising: "Hearing Wen Qing analyze like this, indeed 'people in the boat are all enemies'." Hua Xiongmao and Pu Guanshui immediately nodded in agreement; they agreed very much with Yan Fu's evaluation. These people had received a considerable degree of education and had read the *Records of the Grand Historian*. Yan Fu quoted a passage Wu Qi said to Marquess Wu of Wei.

Chai Qingguo had not received such profound cultural education. Originally because of some past events, Chai Qingguo's opinion of Chen Ke was not very good. Moreover, starting from the Insurance Corps era, the treatment of the troops was also quite hard. But since the rush planting and harvesting were completed, Chai Qingguo obeyed Chen Ke much more. Especially after the complete victory of the Battle of Anqing vigorously promoted by Chen Ke, Chai Qingguo's attitude towards Chen Ke changed greatly, from the original attitude of barely cooperating to firm support. He didn't understand Yan Fu's words, but Chai Qingguo was still very excited. "Let's hurry up and mobilize the troops now to help the common people of the base area complete the spring plowing before the enemy attacks."

This was actually what Chen Ke wanted to hear most. Chai Qingguo proposed letting the army help the common people complete spring plowing as soon as possible, which actually implied the meaning of letting the troops quickly enter the combat readiness period.

The people are the most pragmatic. No matter what you say with your mouth, the people can see through at a glance whether you are sincerely considering from the perspective of the people's interests in actual action. This was also one of the reasons why Chen Ke dared not carry out overly theoretical education after taking comrades to the base area. Marxism is great, and the ideal of communism is also very lofty; Chen Ke always thought so. However, if this is treated as political absolute correctness from the beginning, this itself violates Marx's discussion on relative truth.

The problem facing the base area now is first to develop productive forces by promoting the new system. Land reform and redistribution of land can certainly solve the problem of "not worrying about scarcity but about inequality," but what the people want is to eat more. If the level of productive forces cannot be improved to make the people's lives better than before, then the number of beneficiaries in the process of promoting land reform is still very limited. The disaster year has passed; the model of forcibly extracting labor force like last year is fundamentally unsustainable. To invest more labor force, besides the promotion of new farm tools, we can only rely on the revolutionary army to provide sufficient support.

Chen Ke spent great effort on army building. The compulsory knowledge education within the army was not to create an army with "highly educated qualifications," but to make this army itself possess stronger production capabilities. Whether civil engineering or organizational discipline, the improvement of these capabilities of the army means a great increase in production efficiency. This is the real power possessed by the People's Party.

In the war that is about to unfold, without the support of the people, there is no future for the People's Party. And to get the support of the people, the People's Party and the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army commanded by the People's Party must let the people gain benefits. Someone might say the people are short-sighted, but Chen Ke doesn't think so now. The people have suffered for thousands of years and endured thousands of years of sin. Without this short-sightedness, the people would have died without a burial place long ago. Since the People's Party takes liberating the people as its fundamental purpose, then the People's Party has the obligation to bear this toil and suffering. This consciousness of daring to bear suffering is the awareness that People's Party members should have.

"Then the Military Commission should grasp firmly to complete the matter of helping spring plowing. Including the troop's farms, we cannot slack off either." Chen Ke issued the order.
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After the Military Commission meeting adjourned, Hua Xiongmao hurriedly left the venue. His heart was filled with a new understanding of the People's Revolution. Just as he was about to stride out of the camp gates, he suddenly heard a familiar voice call out from behind him: "Zhenglan, don't go just yet."

Hearing Qiu Jin's shout, Hua Xiongmao felt a jolt in his heart. Since Qiu Jin had arrived at the base area, Hua Xiongmao had tried his best to avoid meeting her. He was well aware of Chen Ke and the Party Central Committee's attitude toward the Yue Wang Society and the Restoration Society, and he personally supported this attitude. The People's Party had no obligation to provide military and political aid to the Yue Wang Society or the Restoration Society. The greatest significance of these two revolutionary parties now was merely to attract the attention of the Qing court in Anqing and Chizhou. Chen Ke was not a "nice guy"; after the Anqing Campaign, the reason the People's Party handed Anqing and Chizhou over to the Yue Wang Society and the Restoration Society involved some rather cruel considerations in Chen Ke's plan. The Yue Wang Society was a local secret society, and the Restoration Society was a revolutionary party from Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Neither was likely to be completely wiped out by the Qing. However, the Qing court would certainly want to exterminate these two parties that had caused such a "commotion." Just rooting them out would consume a tremendous amount of the Qing's strength. These two parties would inevitably buy the People's Party a lot of time.

Hua Xiongmao knew that Chen Ke was not plotting against Qiu Jin personally, but Qiu Jin was, after all, Hua Xiongmao's aunt. Hua Xiongmao could not violate security discipline to reveal the People's Party's internal intelligence to Qiu Jin, yet he felt a sense of guilt toward her. The result was that Hua Xiongmao tried every possible way to avoid contact with Qiu Jin. Today, despite his caution, he had slipped up and been blocked by her.

Pretending not to hear Qiu Jin's call was certainly a way to solve the problem temporarily, but Hua Xiongmao could not bear to do so. He stopped in his tracks, turned around, and saw Qiu Jin running over quickly.

Stopping in front of Hua Xiongmao, Qiu Jin said straight to the point, "Zhenglan, I have a favor to ask. Lend me some troops. You decide the number, it doesn't need to be many—ten or twenty men will do. But they must be able to help me and your uncle, Xu Xilin."

"Aunt, I can't help with this," Hua Xiongmao replied regretfully. "In our People's Party, the Party commands the gun. Without an order from the Party Committee, I cannot mobilize a single person."

Qiu Jin stared at Hua Xiongmao as if looking at a monster. After a long while, she asked in that specific tone of anger that comes from being made a fool of, "Zhenglan, you have thousands of men under your command. You won't even lend me ten people?"

"Aunt, I'm not trying to fool you. This is the system of our People's Party. If the Party Committee makes a decision, I have to lead thousands of troops out to fight. Without a decision from the Party Committee, I can't take a single person away." Hua Xiongmao tried hard to convince Qiu Jin.

"Zhenglan, do you think these words can trick me?"

Hua Xiongmao didn't know how to explain it to Qiu Jin because he had never thought about this question before. As he struggled to think, a thought suddenly flashed through his mind. This was something he had not considered before, but now this thought streaked across his thoughts like lightning, giving Hua Xiongmao a sudden feeling of enlightenment. "Aunt, it is precisely because our army has such discipline that our People's Party can be invincible. Our army is the Party's army, not my personal army. Our army fights for the common people, which is why we can win battles. If the army became my personal army, who would be willing to listen to me?"

If these words were spoken to the Military Commission of the People's Party or the soldiers, Hua Xiongmao could absolutely successfully convince them. But he was now facing Qiu Jin, who was outside the People's Party. Qiu Jin could not understand what Hua Xiongmao was saying at all. Because Qiu Jin also held an important position in Chizhou, she knew that as the leader of a political party, one must set an example. So Qiu Jin could actually understand why Chen Ke could not agree to lend people. With the People's Party also facing the Qing siege today, Chen Ke could not easily explain it to his subordinates. After thinking it over, Qiu Jin felt that Hua Xiongmao could definitely help. Hua Xiongmao had thousands of men under him; wouldn't it be incredibly easy to support with ten or twenty men? She never expected that Hua Xiongmao would use such an inconceivable excuse as "without an order from the Party Committee, I cannot mobilize a single person myself" to refuse her.

"Zhenglan, you can't even lend me a dozen men from your personal guard?" Qiu Jin was thoroughly enraged.

"My personal guard?" Despite seeing Qiu Jin's angry face, Hua Xiongmao almost laughed out loud when he heard this. The military cadres of the People's Party did not have their own guard units. The only guard battalion was the direct unit used to protect the Party Central Committee. The guards for commanders at all levels were arranged by Political Commissar He Zudao. To put it bluntly, even if Hua Xiongmao wanted to leave with Qiu Jin right now, he wouldn't dare take his guards. Because the guards might not necessarily agree with Hua Xiongmao's idea of leaving without permission. But Hua Xiongmao knew clearly that he couldn't explain this problem to Qiu Jin. If he really explained it this way, Qiu Jin would still be completely unable to understand the organizational model of the People's Party.

Just as he didn't know how to handle the situation, Chen Ke's guard appeared. "Mr. Qiu, Chairman Chen invites you over."

These words finally rescued Hua Xiongmao from his awkward predicament, but this feeling of relief did not last long. Qiu Jin glared at Hua Xiongmao with eyes full of anger. That resentment, born of extreme incomprehension, made Hua Xiongmao feel a chill in his heart. He suddenly felt a sense of grievance. The organizational model of the People's Party eliminated the private control of military cadres over troops in the army. The troops were completely controlled by the Political Department. All of Hua Xiongmao's power came from the authorization of the Party Committee. Although Hua Xiongmao himself had a high status in the army, he was merely a member of the Standing Committee within the Party Committee. As a standing committee member, he also had to accept the resolutions of the Party Committee. He could not issue orders on his own initiative.

Qiu Jin did not give Hua Xiongmao a chance to explain; she turned and left with Chen Ke's guard.

Hua Xiongmao turned and walked toward the outside of the military camp, dejected. Honestly, since following Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao had never thought he would so quickly become a commander in charge of over ten thousand troops. But the organizational model constructed by Chen Ke did not reveal anything special at the beginning. The like-minded comrades were all young. Facing the sudden great flood, everyone lacked experience and had to discuss everything. At that time, Chen Ke personally led by example on the front lines, leading everyone through life and death situations. Since Chen Ke wasn't afraid, what could anyone else say? Just follow Chen Ke, the founder of the People's Party. A whole set of systems was established unknowingly in Chen Ke's seemingly inadvertent arrangements. Every comrade saw that they shouldered their own responsibilities, and every matter could find a relevant person in charge. Hua Xiongmao was very satisfied with this system. Today, he discovered that even for someone in a high position like himself, it was absolutely impossible to use this system to do private business that violated the principles of the People's Party. If he wanted to send troops privately to help Qiu Jin, there would have to be a huge man-made loophole in this already established system. And Hua Xiongmao asked himself, he did not hope for such a man-made loophole to appear.

The Party Committee had long discussed what support Qiu Jin could get from Chen Ke. The People's Party would send people to escort Qiu Jin back to Chizhou. Since the systems of the Restoration Society and the People's Party were completely different, any help given to the Restoration Society would not have any real effect. Rather than wasting comrades' lives, it was better to simply not help either side. The Restoration Society had once cooperated with the People's Party, and as a return, the People's Party had already handed Chizhou over to the Restoration Society. In the eyes of the People's Party comrades, even if Chen Ke's strategic design was not indifferent, the Restoration Society had already greatly publicized its existence by occupying Chizhou. Capturing a city was something the Restoration Society would have had to pay a huge price to accomplish, but the People's Party had done it for them. Everyone had already settled the account according to the previously discussed plan. As for what would happen next, the Restoration Society sought what it wanted and got it. They should have no complaints. However, Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin were Hua Xiongmao's relatives after all. Knowing they faced danger yet being unable to help, this feeling was still very poor. Hua Xiongmao lowered his head and left the military camp. The guard had already prepared a horse for him; this was a warhorse of the New Army captured in the Anqing Campaign. After Hua Xiongmao mounted the horse, he couldn't help but look back in the direction of Chen Ke's office. Qiu Jin should be arguing with Chen Ke about the issue of aiding the Chizhou Restoration Society by now. Hua Xiongmao thought of this and couldn't help but sigh slightly, then urged his warhorse to rush toward the station at Yuezhangji.

The dispute between Hua Xiongmao and Qiu Jin happened at the gate of the Fengtai County military camp, and many cadres saw it. Yan Fu came out together with Hua Xiongmao, and he also saw this scene of relatives arguing. Seeing Hua Xiongmao's dejected appearance, Yan Fu even felt a sympathy from the bottom of his heart. Sympathy aside, Yan Fu did not think there was anything wrong with Chen Ke's attitude toward Qiu Jin. Yan Fu knew that Chen Ke and Qiu Jin were old friends. Both wore the same style of expensive watch on their wrists, which was enough to prove that their relationship was quite unusual. Yet as the Chairman of the People's Party, Chen Ke took the interests of the People's Party as the highest standard. Yan Fu strongly agreed with this attitude.

Before the Anqing Campaign, Yan Fu had also harbored some illusions about the Yue Wang Society, hoping to get their help when attacking Anqing. Before Yan Fu mentioned the Yue Wang Society, Chen Ke didn't even know of its existence. Yet Chen Ke could grasp the characteristics of the Yue Wang Society based on imagination alone. In the Anqing Campaign, Chen Ke's positioning of the Yue Wang Society was "malicious neutrality." At the summary meeting after the Anqing Campaign, everyone exchanged the various things that happened when they contacted the Yue Wang Society, and the comrades were full of praise for Chen Ke's foresight. "Secret societies" are unreliable—this was the unified thought of the People's Party high command.

However, with Yan Fu's experience, the lowest level he could imagine was secret societies. Although Yan Fu had heard Chen Ke speak of "People's Revolution" countless times, he still couldn't quite accept what Chen Ke called "People's Revolution." In Yan Fu's view, the people needed to be educated by their superiors. Whatever the People's Party said, the common people just had to follow and do it. Wasn't it a matter of course for superiors to guide and educate the people?

Yan Fu could feel that Chen Ke also had many thoughts similar to his own in his heart, but Chen Ke himself was struggling hard against these thoughts. Chen Ke not only constantly educated the comrades of the People's Party—"The people know reason, the people can distinguish right from wrong, we must trust the people"—but Yan Fu could also see that Chen Ke was constantly trying to convince himself to believe in this attitude. When formulating policies, Chen Ke required People's Party cadres to explain them clearly to the people in words they could understand before execution. Yan Fu felt this was where Chen Ke contradicted himself. If the people could only understand the significance of a policy when they received benefits, didn't this approach imply that the people were a group of petty individuals who didn't understand righteousness and only knew how to pursue their own interests?

Whether it was secret societies or the people, neither was reliable. Yan Fu couldn't help but think. However, Chen Ke still had relatively good vision. When they captured Anqing, he had at least snatched a group of female students from the Anqing Girls' School, preparing to cultivate them into teachers. Although this method was indeed a bit radical, Yan Fu felt that from a long-term perspective, it was a good method. Moreover, Anqing was about to become a new battlefield immediately. Yan Fu did not trust the discipline of the New Army. Once the New Army retook Anqing, there would inevitably be a military disaster. These female students would be much safer in the base area. The future defense of the base area was unlikely to involve naval battles, and the Party Committee hoped Yan Fu would strengthen the education system of the base area as soon as possible. So Yan Fu decided to go to the Normal School to have a look.

When Yan Fu arrived at the Normal School, the female students had just finished their farming tasks for the day. Having been in the base area for so long, their habits as young ladies had weakened significantly. Wiping sweat with cloth towels, they sat on small stools they carried with them to rest. At this moment, it was confirmed that Ren Qiying, serving as the temporary ideological committee member, was speaking to everyone.

"Students, everyone said yesterday that simplified characters are ugly. I admit this. However, simplified characters are easy to learn and recognize, far easier than those traditional characters. We will all be people's teachers in the future. We teach, teaching everyone to read, with the goal of letting the people master the tool of writing. Writing is a tool, not a symbol of status. By reading, by learning culture, the people can learn many skills through more books. These skills can make the people's lives better. This is the purpose of education. We educate the people to teach the masses a skill for a better life, not to cultivate a bunch of bastards who want to be masters over others just because they know a few broken characters."

"Then Mr. Ren, why does the base area still have exams? I see in the base area's regulations that civil servants recruited in the future will all need to take exams?" a female student asked.

Hearing the student's question, Ren Qiying smiled. "The civil servants of the base area are public servants of the people. If they don't know how to read, many jobs won't be done efficiently. As the saying goes, a dull pencil is better than a good memory; only by mastering the tool of cultural knowledge can one work better. We promote cultural education to let everyone work better, not to become officials. This is the biggest difference between our base area and other political organizations. We must realize that at any time, we ourselves are common people just like everyone else, not lords high above just because we know a few characters. We are all equal."

"According to what you say, Chairman Chen Ke is also a common person equal to us?" the female student asked somewhat timidly.

"Correct. In the base area, there are only differences in division of labor, not differences in status. Chairman Chen Ke is a political leader; this is an already existing fact. But this does not equate to Chairman Chen Ke having privileges over us."

"Then when we were farming, why didn't Chairman Chen Ke farm together with us?" a student who looked a bit mischievous said in a low voice.

Ren Qiying did not get angry at such a complaint. She smiled and said, "Then when Chairman Chen Ke fights battles, why don't you go fight?"

Hearing this, the student who complained in a low voice blushed and dared not make another sound.

"This is the difference in division of labor. Because we believe Chairman Chen Ke is indeed stronger than us in this aspect, we elected Chairman Chen Ke to the position of Chairman. Comrades, our People's Party does not engage in privileges. Chairman Chen Ke becoming the Party Chairman is also the result of everyone's voting. As a member of the People's Party, I also participated in the voting. Chairman Chen Ke was elected by us, not self-appointed. Nor did he obtain this status through coercion and bribery."

Hearing this, the female students, who originally did not agree with Ren Qiying's political education from the bottom of their hearts, couldn't help but widen their eyes. They originally didn't know that the instructor before them had such great power, actually being able to participate in such a major event as electing the Chairman of the People's Party. In their view, Chen Ke was at least equivalent to a county magistrate. Qing county magistrates were never elected. This fact greatly shocked the girls' worldview.

Yan Fu frowned slightly upon hearing Ren Qiying's words. It wasn't because the fact that Chen Ke was elected by People's Party members puzzled him. In Yan Fu's view, education was a means for the government to transform the people, but in Ren Qiying's explanation, education was merely letting the people master a tool to transform themselves. This viewpoint, which was almost diametrically opposed, made Yan Fu feel a genuine shock.
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Qiu Jin banged on the table and cried in Chen Ke's office, but in the end, she was forcibly sent to the base area. This news quickly spread throughout the Central Committee of the People's Party. The middle and high-ranking cadres of the People's Party knew the relationship between Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao, and Qiu Jin. Seeing two senior cadres stand so firm in their position, the comrades felt reassured. However, seeing these two senior cadres being so impersonal, the comrades also felt a bit uncomfortable. In everyone's view, even just for the sake of Qiu Jin's relationship with the two, they should at least symbolically support her with a few dozen people. If it was just this amount of support, as long as Chen Ke gave the word, the comrades in the Party could accept it. But when Qiu Jin left, apart from the two soldiers escorting her, she couldn't take away a single soldier.

Not long after Qiu Jin left, the People's Party's intelligence network began to send back more news. These were messages from ten days ago or even earlier. After the Manchu Qing lost Anqing and Chizhou, the revolutionary situation seemed to have been temporarily eased by the Spring Festival. But after the Spring Festival, large-scale chaos suddenly erupted in Jiangnan. The Restoration Society launched a new uprising in Shaoxing, and spontaneous food riots by disaster victims broke out in Nanjing and Wuhu. Meanwhile, the various New Army units underwent different degrees of purges, aimed at thoroughly eliminating the revolutionaries who had infiltrated the New Army.

At this time, members of the several small teams sent out a few months ago began to return to the base area. Japanese people do not celebrate the Spring Festival (Lunar New Year), and the Party members who had volunteered to return to Japan to gather local revolutionary youths returned to the base area in three groups. Chen Ke never expected that the five Party members, including Kuroshima Jin, who went to Japan, would actually bring back over five hundred Japanese revolutionary youths.

When Kuroshima Jin saw Chen Ke, he was about to subconsciously bow respectfully, but saw Chen Ke already extending his hand. Kuroshima Jin then realized that after returning to Japan for several months, he had reverted to the Japanese habit of bowing. He hurriedly straightened his back, took a step forward, and shook hands tightly with Chen Ke. Kuroshima Jin said excitedly, "Chairman Chen, we are back."

"Comrade Kuroshima, you've worked hard." Chen Ke looked at the dark mass of Japanese people behind Kuroshima Jin, feeling a bit off in his heart no matter what. Although Chen Ke knew it was 1907 and not 1937, the arrival of the first batch of over two hundred Japanese youths in the base area gave Chen Ke a feeling of a Japanese invasion of China.

Kuroshima Jin was not clear about the thoughts in Chen Ke's mind. He pointed to several Japanese youths in the front row, "Secretary Chen, let me introduce them. These are descendants of the Sekihōtai."

Kuroshima Jin's words surprised Chen Ke slightly. "Sekihōtai? Could they be the descendants of Sagara Sōzō?"

"That's not it. I couldn't contact Mr. Sagara Sōzō's descendants. At that time, I heard you talk about the Sekihōtai, so after returning to my country, I began to inquire about this matter. I really didn't expect your understanding of Japan to be deeper than mine. These are the descendants of the Sekihōtai."

The Sekihōtai in the war to overthrow the Shogunate propagated "rent and interest reduction," which was far from the level of "People's Revolution." As a result, after the Shogunate fell, the Sekihōtai was exterminated by the Meiji Restoration government. When Chen Ke was in Shanghai, he had talked about this with Japanese comrades in the Party, but he never expected to see the descendants of this Sekihōtai with his own eyes. He stepped forward and shook hands with these revolutionary youths one by one.

Chen Ke's Japanese was learned during his university days to play Japanese games, watch original Japanese anime, and listen to Japanese songs. Asking him to translate Japanese technical materials would definitely be insufficient, but he was barely competent in daily conversation. The only problem was that Chen Ke didn't understand the layers of "honorifics" in Japanese at all, so when Chen Ke spoke Chinese-style Japanese with a Kanto accent and no honorifics, the expressions of those Japanese youths became a bit strange.

Seeing the expressions of the comrades, Kuroshima Jin immediately darkened his face and said loudly in Japanese, "You are very rude like this. His Excellency Chairman Chen is not familiar with Japanese; do not be so unruly."

Hearing Kuroshima Jin's rebuke, those Japanese youths immediately stood straight and said respectfully, "Hai!"

"Alright, Kuroshima-kun. Everyone is a revolutionary comrade. My Japanese level is not very good; everyone will get used to it slowly." Chen Ke hurriedly stopped Kuroshima's scolding.

Facing Chen Ke's criticism, the feelings of being accustomed and unaccustomed collided violently in Kuroshima Jin's heart at this moment. This was the attitude he had become accustomed to over the past year. People's Party members were used to finding problems in themselves first. But as a Japanese, a superior would never admit to subordinates that he was wrong, let alone admit that he caused inconvenience to subordinates. Kuroshima Jin's loyalty to the revolution largely stemmed from this atmosphere of the People's Party. Kuroshima Jin wanted to apologize to Chen Ke, but Chen Ke asked Kuroshima Jin first. "Comrade Kuroshima, regarding our People's Party's program that labor is the most glorious, have you explained it clearly to these comrades?"

"I have already explained it clearly," Kuroshima Jin replied immediately.

"Then after arranging their accommodation and eating, can these comrades go to the livestock farm to start work tomorrow?" Chen Ke asked further.

Kuroshima Jin didn't expect Chen Ke to be so anxious to arrange work for the Japanese comrades. After hesitating for a moment, Kuroshima Jin replied, "No problem. I have already told the comrades about these things."

Chen Ke did not want to make things difficult for Kuroshima Jin and these Japanese comrades. From his observation, the demeanor and behavior of these Japanese youths did not look like Japanese farmers. If Kuroshima Jin had the ability to incite hundreds of farmers, then Kuroshima Jin could well have started a revolution in Japan. These people were very young and judged to be of the petty-bourgeois type. To have the courage to cross the ocean to come to China to participate in the revolution, they were either determined revolutionaries or having an outburst of petty-bourgeois impulsiveness. Regardless of the background of this group, the best way to identify revolutionaries was to let them start from the most basic work. As long as they could persist in long-term and serious work, any kind of petty bourgeoisie could be transformed into qualified laborers.

Seeing Kuroshima Jin indicate there was no problem, Chen Ke then turned to the Japanese youths, only to see them looking at him with an expression Chen Ke couldn't read. Chen Ke had never been to Japan and didn't know what Japanese people looked like in daily life. He wasn't in the mood to figure this out either. With the base area so busy now, how could he have time to worry about this idle matter? Chen Ke shouted to the Japanese youths, "Welcome everyone to the base area to join the Chinese revolution. Our revolution is first of all about working diligently and steadily. Spring is here; if we don't hurry to work now, everyone will go hungry. I hope everyone can realize their revolutionary ideals through serious work in the base area. Now, everyone go rest and eat first."

The Japanese youths never expected Chen Ke to use such plain words as a welcome speech. Although they had various thoughts in their hearts, no one objected. They had traveled a long way to reach the base area; rest and food were what these youths needed most now.

The standard military barracks built of red bricks in the base area surprised the Japanese youths greatly. Seeing the standard eight-person dormitories with glass windows moved these Japanese youths even more. In 1907, although Japan had won the First Sino-Japanese War, the standard of living was far from surpassing China. The living conditions of the Japanese people were still very poor. Most common people lived in traditional wooden houses. Living in a multi-story building, and a brick one at that, was a very luxurious living condition in Japan.

In the meal provided by the base area afterward, there was sweet potato rice mixed with some rice. In addition, everyone was actually allocated two duck eggs. This made the Japanese youths feel that their life was approaching or even exceeding the average standard of living of Japanese landlords. When five large basins of oily cabbage stewed with duck meat were brought to the table, the Japanese youths looked at Kuroshima Jin and didn't even dare to move their chopsticks.

"What are you staring at? Start distributing," Kuroshima Jin shouted. Looks of joy appeared on the faces of the Japanese youths, but they still dared not move. No Japanese youth would resist eating meat. But these people strongly suspected what kind of lies Kuroshima Jin had told them. Living in red brick houses, having duck eggs and meat to eat every day. How was this a revolutionary base area suffering hardship? This was simply the happy life of a great Japanese landlord.

Kuroshima Jin looked at the Japanese youths who dared not move their chopsticks. He remembered that Japan had a system of individual servings. Although the duck was chopped into chunks, it was hard to compare which piece was bigger. Someone needed to distribute the food. These people all came with him; in their view, Kuroshima Jin should preside over the distribution work.

According to the method learned from the People's Party, Kuroshima Jin shouted loudly, "Everyone, don't just stare. Hurry up and elect representatives to distribute the food and divide the dishes evenly. By the way, the representatives distributing the food must be the last to receive their meal."

After the first half of the sentence, many among the Japanese youths were eager to try, but after hearing the second half, many froze on the spot. However, smelling the fragrant scent of cabbage stewed with duck meat, appetite conquered reason. The youths either recommended themselves or recommended others, and soon five people were selected to start distributing the food.

As soon as the dishes were distributed, the youths immediately started to fetch rice. Some checked which bowl suited their appetite, while others just took a bowl and left, sitting back in their seats to wolf down the food. After finishing the rice, sweet potato porridge was served. Everyone served the porridge in the bowls that had held the meat dish and slurped it down.

After the meal, Kuroshima Jin held a temporary meeting. A Japanese youth had obviously grabbed a bowl of stew with duck leg meat. biting on the duck leg bone, he asked, "Kuroshima-kun, is the food in the base area usually like this?"

Other Japanese youths looked at Kuroshima Jin with empathy, their eyes filled with the same question. When Kuroshima Jin gathered these revolutionary youths, he had said that life in the base area was extremely hard. Everyone needed to be sufficiently mentally prepared. For these Japanese youths to have enough courage to cross the ocean and travel thousands of miles to the base area, they were either completely despairing of the Japanese Meiji government or forced into a desperate situation by life. They were even prepared for life in the base area to be more cruel and difficult than in Japan. Red brick houses and duck eggs had already exceeded the highest hopes of these youths for living conditions, and the cabbage duck stew made them feel extremely satisfied. So, was this meal just an occasional improvement in diet, or was it the daily fare? This question was really impossible not to care about.

"I told you long ago, when we first started building the base area, life was extremely hard. How could everyone get enough to eat?" Kuroshima Jin said loudly. But mentioning not getting enough to eat, he felt a bit guilty. Japanese people didn't have large appetites. Even when the base area was at its hardest, Kuroshima Jin couldn't say he went hungry. After the duck raising in the base area showed some results, and duck eggs began to appear frequently in the food supply, Kuroshima Jin felt he could eat very full. On the contrary, during the few months he returned to Japan, the "big stomach" he developed in the base area was mocked by many Japanese compatriots.

"Gentlemen, this meal will appear frequently in the base area now because this is the fruit of the revolution." Kuroshima straightened his back and said loudly, "I told everyone, not long after I arrived at the base area, there was a huge flood here. The refugees everyone saw in the Manchu Qing territory along the way were the common people who were still displaced after the flood last year. Even now, they are still suffering from hunger and cold."

The Japanese youths indeed saw many refugees along the way, and even saw many corpses of refugees who had died on the road. It wasn't until they entered the base area that the whole situation looked better. The closer to the core base area, the better the situation looked.

"Then how do the comrades of the People's Party make everyone live a good life within the territory?" the Japanese revolutionary youths couldn't help but ask.

"It's very simple. In the base area, no one can deprive others of what they produce for their own private gain. During disaster relief, all food was distributed evenly. Chairman Chen Ke ate exactly the same food as us. After the rush-planting and disaster relief were completed, the grain produced by the people was all distributed to the people to eat, without anyone intercepting even a single grain. These duck eggs and duck meat were not seized from the people, but raised personally by the comrades of the People's Party and the troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. In the base area, no one can reap without sowing, and the people can eat what they produce. That's why life in the base area can get better day by day. This is the revolution!"

Hearing Kuroshima's impassioned words, a youth said excitedly, "Kuroshima-kun, can one go from not having enough to eat to frequently eating meat in just one year? If the revolution can really be like this, wouldn't it be too easy to mobilize the common people in Japan?"

Looking at the excited Japanese youths, Kuroshima Jin immediately poured a bucket of cold water on them. "Then you have to be able to defeat the army fed by the Japanese zaibatsu first. Gentlemen, we all know very well what the lives of the Japanese people are like after the Meiji Restoration. Which year has there been no Rice Riot? But which time has it succeeded? The blood of the people has flowed into rivers and gathered into lakes. But the power of the Japanese reactionaries is too strong, so it is absolutely impossible without a revolutionary army. My purpose in gathering everyone to come to China to participate in the revolution is to learn how to build a revolutionary organization, and then cultivate an army formed by our Japanese revolutionary youths. When the Chinese revolution succeeds, we can return to Japan, and even invite Chinese comrades to return to Japan with us, overthrow the corrupt Japanese government, and liberate all the suffering people in Japan."

The Japanese youths stared at Kuroshima Jin and looked at each other. Some could accept Kuroshima Jin's words, and some could not. But these people were a group completely disappointed with the Japanese government after the Meiji Restoration. Not to mention the descendants of the Sekihōtai, most of these youths came from the petty bourgeoisie. Coming from backgrounds of small landlords, rich peasants, and small workshop owners, their family livelihoods were constantly deteriorating under the expansion of big capitalists and zaibatsu. They also became the most radical group, most opposed to the Japanese government. But even so, these Japanese youths still couldn't quite accept the idea of borrowing troops from China as Kuroshima Jin suggested.

"If the goal of China's revolutionary party becomes conquering Japan, what then?" a youth asked. This was also the worry of these youths. In the First Sino-Japanese War, Japan defeated China, forming Japan's self-confidence towards China. But on the way to the base area personally, what these people saw was a vast and populous China. The People's Party had occupied a territory of several hundred *li* in just one year. For Japan's small land area, this was already the power of a super-feudal lord. If, as Kuroshima Jin said, the People's Party ruled the whole of China, would China have no ambition to conquer Japan?

This was not the first time Japanese comrades asked this question. Many youths who asked this question chose not to follow Kuroshima Jin to the base area. Kuroshima Jin didn't expect that even after arriving at the base area, there were still people worried about this problem. He said loudly, "Gentlemen, I don't think Japan and China need to fight a life-and-death war for hegemony in Asia. The purpose of the People's Revolution is to liberate the people. And if a liberated Japan and China join hands, we can definitely drive away all colonialists and liberate the entire Asia. Japan has no future isolated on a small island. If Japan launches a war, it might be able to defeat a government like the Manchu Qing, but the invading army can absolutely not win against an organization like the People's Party. Only by integrating into Asia and the world can Japan have a bright future. If everyone feels this or that worry, you might as well observe and learn diligently in the upcoming work to see if the People's Party is a political party with aggression as its goal. If everyone feels uneasy about the People's Party, you can choose to leave. I will not stop you."

Hearing these words, the Japanese youths didn't say anything more. Everyone expressed their willingness to work in the base area for a while and see the situation.

After the meeting, Kuroshima Jin went to find Chen Ke to report on his work. His purpose in returning this time was not simply to find comrades; Chen Ke had also entrusted Kuroshima Jin with other important tasks. The land in Japan is relatively barren, but earthworms grow big and fast, making them very suitable for feed. In the materials Chen Ke had seen, the name of feed earthworms contained the word "Japan." Chen Ke himself didn't know exactly what species they were, so he asked Kuroshima Jin to collect various earthworms after returning to Japan. Kuroshima Jin had indeed completed the task.

After handing over the matter of earthworms, Kuroshima Jin did not hide the content discussed by the Japanese youths in the meeting today. He introduced the situation to Chen Ke in full detail. Chen Ke nodded, "Comrade Kuroshima, I indeed have no intention of invading Japan. If the Japanese revolution succeeds, I hope the two countries can coexist peacefully and develop together. But there is one thing I have to say upfront. The current Japanese government is a thug for the British in Asia. Once we have a war with the British, the Japanese government will inevitably participate in the war. I am also a patriot first. As a patriot, I believe one should not belittle the patriotism of people from other countries. Chinese people have Chinese patriotism, and Japanese people have Japanese patriotism. If our People's Party and the Japanese government go to war, I hope you can determine your stance."

"Chairman Chen, I oppose all wars of an aggressive nature. You said before that wars between imperialist powers are to divert internal contradictions. If the Japanese government launches an imperialist war, I personally will absolutely not support it."

Chen Ke nodded, "Then let me change the question. Competition exists between any countries. The base area is about to start trying to produce raw silk and silk fabrics. You also know that since the base area does not consider production according to the capitalist way, then in order to be competitive, the price of our raw silk and silk fabrics will be very low. In Japan's exports to the United States in recent years, raw silk is a major part. Once our commodities compete with Japan, Japanese enterprises will definitely be affected. Maybe some people will lose their jobs or even starve to death. What do you think of such a situation?"

The question Chen Ke raised was quite sharp. This was not a theoretical discussion, but an extremely realistic problem. Kuroshima Jin was stumped by Chen Ke, but the silence in the office didn't last too long. Kuroshima Jin spoke, his voice trembling, but this trembling was not due to helplessness, but due to the passion brought by being overly firm. "Chairman Chen, after following you in the revolution, I finally understand one thing. As long as the man-eating system exists, people will always starve to death. I also once cheered for Japan winning the First Sino-Japanese War, thinking that Japan could become a powerful country from then on, and the lives of the people would also get better. But the fact was not like this. Under the rule of the Japanese government, people starve to death every day in Japan. People die if we win, and people die if we lose. Without overthrowing this system, the people cannot be saved. So I will absolutely not attribute this responsibility to the People's Party's revolution. If we want to save the Japanese people, the root lies within Japan."

"Hehe, haha." Chen Ke suddenly covered his mouth and laughed.

"Chairman Chen? Do you not believe me?" Kuroshima Jin asked excitedly.

"No, no. It's not that I don't believe you, Comrade Kuroshima. I completely believe that what you said is your sincere words. I just lament that I can meet such a firm revolutionary like you. How many of the Japanese comrades who came with you do you think can reach your level?"

Facing Chen Ke's question, Kuroshima Jin said loudly, "As long as they participate in the revolution truly to liberate the people, I believe they can all have my understanding."

Seeing Kuroshima Jin's face looking full of vitality due to being filled with firm conviction, Chen Ke couldn't help but praise in his heart: It's so good to be young! It is precisely because of believing in justice that one can have such a pure mentality. Chen Ke didn't think he was old. He knew that he was only because he came from the downstream of history, having seen more and understood more, so he inevitably felt constrained when solving the realistic problems he faced. It was precisely because he stood on the shoulders of those great men in history that Chen Ke's vision became broader. That was why Chen Ke knew how arduous it was to want to surpass these unparalleled historical great men and to let the people get more true liberation on the basis laid by these great men. There was one thing Chen Ke could be sure of: if he and Kuroshima Jin swapped places, Chen Ke himself would very likely not have Kuroshima Jin's consciousness.

Looking at Kuroshima Jin, Chen Ke suddenly remembered a sentence. "Those who put the burden of the times into their own hearts and unwaveringly shoulder their responsibilities—if they have such self-awareness, they are great men; if they do not have such self-awareness, they are saints."
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When Qiu Jin left the base area, she was full of resentment. Chen Ke's ruthlessness and Hua Xiongmao's betrayal of the family made Qiu Jin extremely annoyed. So she ignored the two People's Party comrades accompanying her back to Chizhou. But after just one day, Qiu Jin lost this spirit.

With her fierce personality, Qiu Jin initially walked with great vigor because of the anger held inside her. But after only half a day, she felt her physical strength couldn't keep up. The two comrades from the People's Party Reconnaissance Unit carried all the luggage, while Qiu Jin walked empty-handed, yet she still couldn't quite keep up with their pace.

This road was a very traditional route, going south from Fengtai County through Hefei and Luzhou to Anqing, then crossing the Yangtze River from Anqing to reach Chizhou. When they arrived in Hefei on the third day, looking at the red flag with the sickle and hammer flying at the head of the city, Qiu Jin didn't even have the mood for dissatisfaction. Regarding the Restoration Society leader Tao Chengzhang's experience of walking a hundred *li* a day, Qiu Jin always praised it sincerely. But when she herself walked over a hundred *li* a day, the immense consumption of physical strength even deprived her of the ability to think. Revolution, betrayal—none of it was important anymore. What Qiu Jin needed was rest. Her greatest wish was to lie down and sleep immediately.

On the fourth day, the two comrades hired a mule in Hefei for Qiu Jin to ride, while they continued to walk. Even so, these two comrades from the People's Party Reconnaissance Unit could still maintain a speed of marching over a hundred *li* a day. Qiu Jin noticed that whenever they rested, these two men would take out pencils and paper to record many things. Because Qiu Jin had been very rude to them at the beginning, apart from normal travel arrangements, they didn't speak at all. Qiu Jin was also embarrassed to ask them what exactly they were writing.

Rest times were very short. Logically speaking, being able to ride an animal should save a lot of energy, but long-distance travel didn't work like that. Sitting on the back of a swaying mule for over ten hours a day was also a huge drain on physical strength. Moreover, the fatigue accumulated from the first three days of walking hadn't completely recovered. Qiu Jin had long ceased to care about the scenery by the roadside; she only hoped to reach Chizhou as soon as possible and then have a good sleep. Never to endure the hardships of the road again.

In the afternoon of the sixth day, the squad finally arrived near Anqing. The two People's Party comrades took turns leading the mule, while Qiu Jin dozed off sitting on the moving mule. Between half-dreaming and half-waking, bursts of dull sounds from the distance felt very hypnotic. It sounded very much like the muffled thunder on the horizon on a summer afternoon in Shaoxing, followed by a heavy rain. On such days, taking a nap was very pleasant. This wonderful feeling was interrupted by the two comrades. "Mr. Qiu, Mr. Qiu." They woke Qiu Jin from her semi-sleeping state.

"Mn?" Qiu Jin didn't know what was going on and opened her eyes groggily.

"Mr. Qiu, there is fighting over in Anqing. Should we take a detour?" Reconnaissance soldier He Jinwu asked.

"Fighting? How do you know Anqing is fighting?" Qiu Jin had been traveling with the scouts the whole time; there was no reason for the scouts to know Anqing was fighting while she didn't.

"That noise is the sound of cannons," Reconnaissance soldier He Jinwu explained.

"Mn?" Qiu Jin listened carefully. It turned out the sound she thought was muffled afternoon thunder in her semi-sleep was the sound of cannon fire. Had the Hubei New Army started attacking Anqing? Qiu Jin's spirit roused, and her sleepiness instantly flew to the nine heavens.

"Mr. Qiu, should we bypass Anqing city?" Reconnaissance soldier He Jinwu asked.

"No, let's go to Anqing first to have a look. To see exactly what the fighting in Anqing looks like."

At the artillery position of Yingjiang Temple outside the East Gate of Anqing, Xiong Chengji was commanding the artillerymen of the Anqing Revolutionary Army to fire fiercely at the New Army naval vessels on the river. Since yesterday, Xiong Chengji had been commanding operations on the front line of the artillery. There were twelve gunboats on the river; four belonged to the Anhui New Army Navy, and the other eight were from the Hubei New Army Navy. They had been trying to destroy the artillery position of the Anqing Revolutionary Army set up at Yingjiang Temple with artillery fire, and then push into the Anqing docks. Xiong Chengji's combat mission was to block the New Army's naval vessels.

Shells exploded into splashes of water on the river surface. Every splash was very close to the New Army's gunboats, but they just couldn't hit the targets. Xiong Chengji stood inside the bunker of the battery, standing straight, holding binoculars to look at the New Army fleet on the river. Beside him, almost everyone was pressing against the bunker of the battery, or bending over as much as possible to expose themselves as little as possible. Because of the water mist raised by the artillery battle, plus the steam from the ships, visibility on the river was very poor. The New Army gunboats seen through the binoculars were small and unclear, let alone for the gunners responsible for shooting at the artillery position. They simply couldn't see the movements of the New Army ships clearly. Moreover, the commander of the New Army fleet was also very smart. The twelve gunboats spread out their formation as much as possible, exchanging fire with the Yingjiang Temple artillery position from the farthest distance. The command of each gunboat was quite effective; they fired in turns, and shells fell on the Revolutionary Army's artillery position almost every moment. Although their accuracy was about the same as the Anqing Revolutionary Army's artillery, the gunboats were moving back and forth, while the Yingjiang Temple artillery position could not move. Up to now, under the attack of the New Army fleet, the Revolutionary Army's artillery had lost four cannons, with over fifty dead and over a hundred wounded. The artillery position had reached a precarious situation.

Watching the New Army gunboats moving at irregular speeds on the river surface, because the speed and position of the ships could not be accurately judged, the shells always failed to hit the enemy effectively. The deputy artillery commander cursed loudly, "Damn it, it's all because the People's Party took away so many people and so many guns. Otherwise, we would have sunk these sons of bitches into the river long ago."

Honestly, Xiong Chengji did not agree with the deputy artillery commander's view. After this day of artillery battle, Xiong Chengji found that the Anhui New Army and Hubei New Army were worthy of being New Armies. So far, both sides had a common characteristic, which was that they refused close combat. The strategy of the Hubei New Army was obvious: they definitely wanted to knock out the Yingjiang Temple artillery position first. Xiong Chengji could roughly figure out that the New Army was preparing to rely on the naval gunboats to cover the siege. Just on this point, Xiong Chengji felt that neither the Anhui New Army nor the Hubei New Army could compare to the People's Party's army.

The People's Party's army fought in a different mode from the New Army. The People's Party simply did not adopt the mode of long-range shooting, although they also had some strange mortars that could fire powerful shells. But the People's Party simply didn't engage in any "infantry-artillery coordinated operations." Their artillery was entirely for supporting infantry close combat. The Anqing Revolutionary Army also had some "post-war summaries" because after the war, many officers and soldiers of the Anhui New Army defected to the Yue Wang Society. When they mentioned the Anqing Campaign launched by the People's Party, fear appeared on their faces. In the darkness, either they couldn't see the People's Party troops at all, with only annoying shooting harassing the New Army non-stop, giving them no peace; or People's Party troops would suddenly appear beside them. These soldiers wearing dark blue uniforms would shoot at close range while attacking the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers with powerful hand-held bombs. As long as they encountered the People's Party, it was immediately a mountain of corpses and a sea of blood.

Xiong Chengji had also witnessed the battle of the People's Party attacking the West City with his own eyes. With a single order, the troops launched the attack in an extremely skilled manner. Needless to say for the Anhui New Army, Xiong Chengji himself admitted that even the Anqing Revolutionary Army, which called itself revolutionary, would absolutely not perform better than the Anqing New Army if they encountered an attack by the People's Party. It was precisely for this reason that the Anqing Revolutionary Army now placed heavy troops on the defense of the city walls to prevent the Hubei New Army's assault, preventing the Hubei New Army from adopting the same tactics. But facts proved that the Hubei New Army was not the People's Party's army; they still adopted the most common tactic of New Armies: "Use firepower to strike the enemy from the farthest safe distance."

Not long after the deputy artillery commander's cursing ended, Xiong Chengji breathed a sigh of relief. The New Army fleet began to turn their bows, avoiding the firing range of the Anqing Revolutionary Army, and sailed upstream along the Yangtze River. For the past day, the New Army fleet had consistently followed this pattern: shell, replenish ammunition, continue shelling. Since Hubei had an arsenal, ammunition supply was no problem. But Anqing didn't have this condition. After fighting for only one day, shells began to appear insufficient. If the People's Party hadn't taken away a few guns, and the Hubei New Army hadn't destroyed a few more, if the artillery were fully equipped now, with the firing frequency of the past day, the shells would probably have been used up by now.

"The Hubei New Army's fleet has retreated." Xiong Chengji put down his binoculars and said to the deputy artillery commander.

After cursing the People's Party, the deputy artillery commander was preparing to curse the Restoration Society as well. Hearing Xiong Chengji's words, he couldn't bother cursing anymore. He hurriedly straightened up and raised his binoculars to look at the river. Seeing the retreating New Army fleet, the deputy commander shouted excitedly, "Comrades, comrades! We beat back the Hubei guys' fleet."

This shout, which should have greatly inspired morale, now had very few responders. Every time the Hubei New Army's fleet was beaten back, it wouldn't take long for them to make a comeback. After experiencing the excitement of "beating back the enemy" the first few times, the artillerymen turned a blind eye to such encouragement.

The soldiers of the Anhui Revolutionary Army, who had been hunching over to avoid the shells from the New Army gunboats throughout the battle, finally tried to straighten up at this time. Xiong Chengji hadn't said anything yet, but the deputy commander, who had been following Xiong Chengji—although he was close to the bunker wall, he was standing after all—scolded, "Are you so afraid of death? Hurry up and clean up. The Hubei guys' fleet has already run away."

Under the deputy commander's scolding, the soldiers began to clean up the position. Because everyone was getting better at taking cover, this round of attacks produced no dead or wounded. Everyone didn't feel there was anything that needed cleaning up. They straightened up and looked at the deputy commander with a strange look.

"Move those stones that are in the way. Find some soil to fill the pits on the ground." The deputy commander had begun to roar.

Hearing the deputy commander's roar, the soldiers of the Revolutionary Army began to work in a disorderly manner. But due to a lack of organization and management, the people working were also in a rush and completely missed the point. This immediately triggered stronger anger from the deputy commander. He jumped over, gesturing and issuing orders to the soldiers. But from beginning to end, the deputy commander didn't do a single concrete thing himself.

The reorganization work proceeded extremely slowly; a few craters hadn't been filled after a long time. Then a signalman was seen running over, "Commander Xiong, have we beaten back the Hubei New Army's attack?"

"Yes, they went back to replenish shells." Xiong Chengji told the truth.

This answer made the signalman's face look ugly. "Then when will they come back?"

Xiong Chengji looked at his pocket watch. "They probably won't come again today, right?"

The signalman's face immediately regained its radiance. "Then I'll go back and report to Grand Commander Chen." After speaking, the signalman immediately turned and ran.

Chen Duxiu, Bai Wenwei, and other senior cadres of the Yue Wang Society were meeting in the former Anhui Governor's Yamen. Rather than a meeting, it was better to say they were waiting for news. Since the Hubei New Army attacked, everyone had been sitting in the Yamen issuing orders. The rumbling sound of cannons tortured everyone's nerves. Apart from sending "heavy troops" to defend the city walls, everyone kept sending signalmen to the Yingjiang Temple artillery position located at the front line of the battle to "grasp" the latest situation at all times. But as for what to do after grasping the situation, everyone could only grasp it first and then see.

Fortunately, Xiong Chengji at Yingjiang Temple performed well. He had held out for over a day, preventing the Hubei New Army from attacking Anqing city. Every time the news that "the Hubei New Army has been defeated" was heard, there would be a burst of activity in the Anhui Governor's Yamen. Everyone either sighed with relief holding their chests or bragged, mocking the Hubei New Army as unable to withstand a single blow. This scene was enacted many times, yet everyone showed no sign of boredom at all.

Hearing the news that Xiong Chengji had "beaten back" the Hubei New Army once again, there was another burst of celebration in the Anqing Governor's Yamen. Regarding Xiong Chengji's judgment that "the Hubei New Army will not come again today," this excitement reached an even more intense level. Chen Duxiu was still relatively sober; he asked, "It's about to get dark soon. We have to guard against the Qing army launching a sneak attack in the dark."

"Don't worry, Grand Commander Chen. I have already made arrangements on the city wall. We will absolutely not repeat the same mistakes (*chongdaofuzhe*)." Bai Wenwei said loudly.

Chen Duxiu was a very excellent scholar. He heard that Bai Wenwei's use of the word "repeat the same mistakes" was obviously incorrect. Bai Wenwei was referring to the People's Party's night raid on Anqing, but at that time, the Yue Wang Society was not the defending side. However, at such a time, Chen Duxiu naturally wouldn't care about such trivial matters. The current Anqing Revolutionary Army had an almost frightened bird-like alertness to night raids. They even specifically arranged for rest during the day to guard strictly all night long.

"Then Commander Bai Wenwei will be responsible for this matter," Chen Duxiu replied. "In addition, have the branch societies everywhere sent people to Anqing?"

Hearing Chen Duxiu's inquiry, Bai Wenwei's face turned somewhat ugly. After occupying Anqing, the Yue Wang Society began to recruit manpower from "branch societies everywhere." It wasn't that there were no secret societies bringing people to "enter the city" happily; this group of people was actually quite numerous. But the purpose of these people was not for the revolution, but to "become officials, divide money, and divide grain." There was indeed some money and grain in Anqing city, but the People's Party had taken away a large part. The remaining money and grain were not small in amount, but how could it be enough for these green-eyed secret society members to divide? At the beginning, Bai Wenwei and others felt they could rally multitudes with a single call, so they were very generous in spending. Now the imagined situation did not appear, while the money and grain in the treasury were consumed rapidly. Bai Wenwei had to reduce expenditures, and recently secret society leaders had already left Anqing with their followers.

"Not for the time being. But they will come," Bai Wenwei said bracing himself.

Chen Duxiu was a smart man; he could see Bai Wenwei's embarrassment. Chen Duxiu was very clear about the embarrassed status quo they faced. He frowned and suddenly said, "A few days ago, Comrade Shi Dekuan brought back news from People's Party Chairman Chen Ke, willing to cooperate fully with our Yue Wang Society. And Comrade Shi Dekuan also looked around in the People's Party's territory. The People's Party now has a huge territory, and numerous troops and people. I think we should cooperate with the People's Party. What does everyone think?"

These words sounded very pretty, but the people of the Yue Wang Society all understood the content Chen Duxiu didn't say explicitly. This "full cooperation" meant borrowing troops from the People's Party. No one supported it, and no one opposed it. The People's Party acted extremely strangely. After they captured Anqing, they actually retreated on a large scale immediately according to the agreement, without staying at all. Even though they moved away a lot of things, in all fairness, compared with the secret societies under the Yue Wang Society, the People's Party's degree of self-restraint was really too good.

The people of the Yue Wang Society were deeply impressed by the elite troops of the People's Party. If they could get the support of such an army, Anqing could absolutely be held. The problem was, judging from the status quo of the People's Party, they had no intention of occupying Anqing before the war. Since Anqing had no attraction for the People's Party, and the distance between the two sides was so far, even if the People's Party cooperated, it was unlikely they would really send troops.

Just then, a signalman ran in. Seeing the signalman, the cadres of the Yue Wang Society all felt a burst of fear. Could it be that something happened?

"Reporting to the Grand Commander and all Commanders. At the North Gate, female Mr. Qiu Jin of the Restoration Society requests an audience."

The signalman's news surprised everyone somewhat. Everyone knew that Qiu Jin and Shi Dekuan arrived at the base area together. This could also explain why Qiu Jin appeared at the North Gate. But why did Qiu Jin think of visiting the Yue Wang Society at this time?

"How many troops did Mr. Qiu Jin bring?" Bai Wenwei asked.

"Mr. Qiu Jin only brought two people." The signalman provided accurate news.

Everyone looked at each other. Chen Duxiu said, "Dekuan, go and welcome Mr. Qiu Jin."

"Yes!" Shi Dekuan stood up and went with the signalman.

"Do you think Qiu Jin didn't borrow troops from the People's Party?" Bai Wenwei asked first.

"This is hard to say. But looking at it now, I'm afraid she didn't borrow any. If she borrowed troops, why would Qiu Jin need to come to us?" The one answering the question was former New Army officer Liu Daying. He was also an old Yue Wang Society cadre.

"I actually hope they could borrow some," Chen Duxiu voiced his own hope.
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Accompanied by Shi Dekuan, Qiu Jin and the others entered Anqing city. It had been nearly two months since the People's Party attacked Anqing. Compared to that time, Qiu Jin's most immediate feeling was that Anqing city had become dirty and chaotic. Before the war broke out, the city's operations were at least at a normal level; the government's cleaning work was functioning, and the common people's own cleaning work was also running. Urban hygiene was at least maintained at a basic level. The Yue Wang Society had occupied Anqing for nearly two months, but the urban sanitation that should have been led by the government had completely stalled. Although the people were also cleaning the hygiene in front of their own doors, it was impossible for everyone to transport the large amount of garbage in the city out of the city. The result was that garbage piled up like mountains everywhere, sewage flowed across the city, and excrement and urine were all over the ground. The once decent Anqing city was now completely polluted by filth and stench.

Walking along the way, Qiu Jin saw that the market in Anqing was extremely depressed, with every household closing their doors. Not only were no businesses open, but large locks hung on the gates of many courtyards. Presumably, the whole families had fled Anqing city. This situation was quite similar to Chizhou city. Qiu Jin had once thought that after the revolution, the people would enthusiastically support it. Reality ruthlessly gave Qiu Jin a lesson. Revolution is first of all destruction; before a brand-new system is built, the people will not support the revolution unconditionally.

Qiu Jin covered her mouth and nose, smoked by the pungent smell of excrement and urine. But she still couldn't help asking, "Comrade Lu Zhengping, how does your People's Party organize sanitation in Fengtai County?"

Lu Zhengping replied calmly, "In our view, urine and feces are very good fertilizers. From the beginning, we established public toilets to collect manure for fertilizer. Defecating anywhere is prohibited in the base area."

Qiu Jin sighed slightly. "Wenqing is always unexpected."

Lu Zhengping replied proudly, "When the base area first began to establish the agricultural fertilizer collection system, Chairman Chen personally scooped out public toilets and pulled manure carts."

In these times, scooping manure was considered a lowly job. Hearing that Chen Ke had personally done this, both Shi Dekuan and Qiu Jin were startled. Shi Dekuan looked at Lu Zhengping with shocked eyes, but saw Lu Zhengping's face full of pride, without the slightest sense of shame that the Chairman of the People's Party had done the work of scooping manure.

Qiu Jin shook her head slightly. "Why does Wenqing demean himself so much?"

"What do you mean demean himself?" Hearing Qiu Jin's words, He Jinwu, who came with them, was immediately annoyed. Along the way, Qiu Jin had ignored the two of them, and they hadn't gotten angry. But hearing Qiu Jin say that working was demeaning oneself, He Jinwu immediately couldn't suppress his anger. "Everyone in our People's Party, from top to bottom, has scooped manure pits and pulled manure carts. Without collecting fertilizer, where would the good harvest come from? Is this shameful? What's shameful about this? Besides, look, you occupy Anqing, so you should treat Anqing as your home, right? Look at the appearance inside the city; is there anyone who treats their own home like this?"

Being scolded by He Jinwu like this, both Shi Dekuan and Qiu Jin were embarrassed and didn't dare say anything more.

Lu Zhengping understood He Jinwu's anger very well. The People's Party's education had always emphasized "China is the home of all of us; we must treat her well." Besides such slogan-style propaganda, the People's Party also had detailed regulations regarding execution. In addition to resolutely forbidding troops from disturbing the people, as long as the troops had leisure, they had to be responsible for local public health work. Organizing garbage was one of them. Lu Zhengping was now a Political Commissar of a reconnaissance detachment of the People's Party. He had to attend the collective training at the Party School. Chen Ke served as the principal of the Party School. In the cadre training course, he specifically talked about specific working methods. "If we ignore public health, what kind of mentality do you think this is? This is a passer-by mentality, a bandit mentality. Our People's Party is bound to liberate the whole of China. Even if we exist in certain areas for only a short time, we must assume the responsibilities of the government during this period. If there isn't enough time and we can't do big things, can't we even do the small thing of cleaning up hygiene? From a military perspective, by cleaning up hygiene, everyone becomes familiar with the local terrain. From a political perspective, the eyes of the masses are sharp. The people know everything we do. Living in a clean environment is always more comfortable than living in a dirty environment. The people will absolutely not support roving bandits. If our actions cannot show that we have the intention of long-term construction, if our actions cannot prove that we are the people's army, then we cannot obtain the people's heartfelt identification and support."

Many of Chen Ke's courses had always baffled many comrades. One of the reasons was that the content was too trivial and overly detailed. When comrades discussed in private, they sometimes thought Chairman Chen Ke was often "more meticulous than a young lady." The work content covered everything big and small. After doing it according to Chen Ke's requirements, the effect was merely that the common people watched coldly without saying a word. It wasn't until he saw the status quo of Anqing city with his own eyes that Lu Zhengping understood what result would follow if they didn't do as Chen Ke said. Lu Zhengping firmly believed that if he were a resident of Anqing city, he would absolutely not support the rule of the Yue Wang Society.

The group entered the Anhui Governor's Yamen. The leaders of the Yue Wang Society received the three with barely polite hospitality. Everyone introduced their origins to each other, and Bai Wenwei asked straightforwardly, "I wonder how many people the People's Party comrades have brought."

"Only the two of us. We are responsible for escorting Mr. Qiu Jin back to Chizhou," Lu Zhengping said.

"Are there no other reinforcements?" Bai Wenwei asked.

"No," Lu Zhengping spoke directly.

Hearing there were no reinforcements, the atmosphere in the hall instantly turned cold.

Chen Duxiu hadn't thought of how to break this awkward situation when he heard someone on his side stand up and ask sarcastically, "I say, Mr. Qiu, and the two from the People's Party. Since you have no reinforcements, what are you doing in our Anqing? To see a joke?"

"May I ask who this is..." Qiu Jin asked with a frown.

"I am Diao Dezhang," the speaker responded carelessly.

Qiu Jin sneered, "I haven't even heard your name. Someone like you behaves wildly in front of me?"

Diao Dezhang never expected Qiu Jin to be so impolite. Feeling he had lost face, he stood up abruptly in anger.

Before the conflict could erupt, Lu Zhengping said loudly to Chen Duxiu, "Mr. Chen, are the words spoken by this Mr. Diao Dezhang your meaning?"

Chen Duxiu was suddenly put on the spot. He actually didn't completely disagree with Diao Dezhang's words. But he indeed had no intention of authorizing Diao Dezhang. At this moment, criticizing Diao Dezhang wasn't right, and not criticizing wasn't right either.

Diao Dezhang rolled his eyes, curled his lips, and sneered, "I didn't expect you to be so glib. Then I ask you, firstly you didn't send troops to rescue, secondly you didn't send money or grain. What are you doing in our Anqing? What 'come over to have a look,' isn't it just that bullshit about sincere cooperation. Without us holding off the Manchu Qing here, your Restoration Society's Chizhou, and whatever People's Party's Fengyang, would have been taken by the Manchu Qing long ago. Where would it be your turn to pretend to offer condolences hypocritically here. I, Old Diao, have seen it clearly. The People's Party simply has bad intentions. They poked such a hornet's nest in Anqing and let our Yue Wang Society take the blame for you."

Watching Diao Dezhang spitting as he cursed the People's Party and the Restoration Society, Qiu Jin's face turned iron-blue with anger. However, Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu felt that Diao Dezhang was a thorough Jianghu ruffian who "wouldn't get up early without profit." The upper echelons of the People's Party knew that handing Anqing over to the Yue Wang Society was originally an ill-intentioned move. It was just that the leaders of the Yue Wang Society couldn't see through the situation. Before the People's Party could speak, they rushed up hurriedly to take the blame themselves. The People's Party was also happy to do such a favor with little cost. But for someone like Diao Dezhang, whose purpose in occupying Anqing was to get rich, it wasn't easy to fall for this trap.

Just then, with a bang, Bai Wenwei slapped the table. "Diao Dezhang, what exactly do you mean by these words? With the great enemy before us, you don't talk about how to resist the enemy, but instead say all this stuff. What do you want to do?"

Facing the angry Bai Wenwei, Diao Dezhang didn't care at all. "Mr. Bai, I've wanted to say for a long time, this Anqing can't be kept. The Manchu Qing has so many people and so many gunboats. We only have four or five thousand people; how can we hold Anqing? My meaning is, let's withdraw from Anqing quickly. There will be plenty of opportunities to make a comeback in the future. Defending Anqing to the death is a dead end."

Bai Wenwei raged, "Withdraw from Anqing? Where do we go after withdrawing from Anqing? Follow you back to your hometown?"

The quarrel broke out in the conference hall just like that. Lu Zhengping originally thought Diao Dezhang wanted to attack the People's Party, but after listening for a while, he found that Diao Dezhang's purpose wasn't this at all. He actually wanted to flee before the battle. And there were actually a few people echoing Diao Dezhang.

The quarrel lasted for quite a while. Finally, Chen Duxiu said to Qiu Jin with a tired look, "Mr. Qiu Jin, let's go inside to talk. Dekuan, you come too."

Avoiding the quarrel in the Governor's Yamen hall, the Yamen's living room was much quieter. There were very few people at the meeting: Qiu Jin, Lu Zhengping, He Jinwu, Chen Duxiu, and Shi Dekuan. Not long after everyone took their seats, Bai Wenwei also walked in angrily.

The six people sat around the table. Although Chen Duxiu still looked tired, without those internal separatists present, he quickly regained the elegance peculiar to literati. He asked, "This Mr. Lu, I wonder if Chairman Chen Ke instructed you with any special matters when he sent you here this time."

Lu Zhengping was one of the earliest People's Party comrades to propose liberating areas outside the base area. In the battle of Liujiapu in Wuhe County, his attitude was firm and his performance outstanding. He accumulated a lot of combat merits in the many battles that followed. Now he was a Political Commissar of the Reconnaissance Battalion. The Reconnaissance Battalion was the absolute elite force of the People's Party and performed extremely well in the Anqing Campaign. Although organizationally it was only a battalion-level unit, in reality, it was half a level higher than other battalion-level units. If it were just to escort Qiu Jin, Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu, the Commander of the Second Company of the Reconnaissance Battalion, would absolutely not have been used.

"I wonder what the special matters Mr. Chen refers to are?" Chen Ke had indeed given Lu Zhengping some tasks. Under permissible conditions, he asked Lu Zhengping to provide some military command assistance to the Yue Wang Society and the Restoration Society. But Chen Ke also made it extremely clear that even if he couldn't save the Yue Wang Society and the Restoration Society, Lu Zhengping had to return to the base area alive with He Jinwu. Lu Zhengping was extremely moved by Chen Ke's attitude of caring for comrades so much. So Lu Zhengping didn't rush to answer.

Chen Duxiu didn't beat around the bush either. He said frankly, "Now the Manchu Qing has attacked. We need support. Your party's troops are brave and good at fighting. We only need to borrow one thousand men. One thousand men is enough."

"Then how does Mr. Chen plan to use these one thousand men?" Lu Zhengping continued to ask. "Defend the city, or go out of the city to fight?"

Chen Duxiu didn't understand military affairs, so Bai Wenwei took over the topic. "We want your unit to go out of the city to fight."

Hearing this, He Jinwu turned his face away. It turned out the Yue Wang Society borrowing one thousand men from the People's Party was to use them for a suicide mission. Seeing He Jinwu's reaction, Bai Wenwei also felt very embarrassed. He couldn't continue with what he was going to say.

Lu Zhengping didn't mind this too much. He continued to ask, "Then what is the wartime situation now? Can Mr. Chen inform us?"

"Starting yesterday, the Qing army's navy stormed Anqing. They were beaten back many times by our batteries." Chen Duxiu could only talk about the combat achievements he could show.

Lu Zhengping acted as if he hadn't heard. He continued to ask, "I heard that the Hubei New Army came. I wonder where the Hubei New Army's navy is stationed? Where is the army stationed? How many people are there in total? Who commands these troops?"

"This... we haven't found out clearly yet." Chen Duxiu was also very disappointed about this.

The Yue Wang Society had occupied Anqing for nearly two months, yet they didn't even have a decent intelligence system. The People's Party was thousands of *li* away, but probably had more news than the Yue Wang Society. Lu Zhengping was an active soldier in the reconnaissance troops and was extremely disappointed with the Yue Wang Society's performance. If Chen Ke asked Lu Zhengping these questions, Lu Zhengping would rather commit suicide than have the face to say the words "haven't found out clearly."

The enemy came knocking on the door, yet they didn't know the basic intelligence of the enemy, and still wanted to borrow troops to go out to fight a field battle. This proved that the Yue Wang Society had completely failed militarily. The excrement-filled Anqing city outside was enough to explain the Yue Wang Society's political failure. The internal strife just now was enough to prove that the Yue Wang Society had also failed organizationally. Politics, military, internal organization—all failed. Lu Zhengping really didn't know what kind of "Revolutionary Party" the Yue Wang Society was.

As a member of the People's Party, Lu Zhengping knew very well that compared to People's Party Chairman Chen Ke, his ability was worlds apart. But compared to the Yue Wang Society, Lu Zhengping believed he was absolutely competent to be the leader of such a "Revolutionary Party."

Forcing his train of thought back from these useless feelings, Lu Zhengping began to consider how to help the Yue Wang Society. But thinking left and right, apart from letting the People's Party completely take over the Yue Wang Society and Anqing, there was surprisingly no other method.

But the situation now was that a dead horse had to be treated as a live one. Lu Zhengping recalled several military plans Chen Ke had told him about for a while, and then asked, "Mr. Chen, how many people in your unit can actually be pulled out to fight? I mean, how many people do you think can travel three to five hundred *li* in four days and still fight?"

"This..." Chen Duxiu turned his head to look at Bai Wenwei.

Bai Wenwei didn't know Lu Zhengping's meaning. "What does Mr. Lu mean by this? Are you laughing at us for not being able to fight?"

"Absolutely not. As far as I know, the ones coming this time are the Hubei New Army." As Lu Zhengping spoke, he took a map out of his satchel and spread it on the table. This was a battlefield map provided by the People's Party's Mapping Section.

"Since it's the Hubei New Army, their navy is also quite formidable. Within a hundred *li* along the Yangtze River, I'm afraid it has already been blockaded. So we have to walk at least one hundred and fifty *li* to avoid detection when crossing the river. I originally thought the Yue Wang Society knew the stationing situation of the New Army, and then we wouldn't fight north of the river. Instead, we would cross the Yangtze River and circle behind the Hubei New Army to fight. And we can't go east; Chizhou is to the east, and the Hubei New Army certainly has defenses. We must cross the river from the west. That's why I asked how many troops your unit has that can be taken out for three to five hundred *li* in four days."

Everyone's eyes moved on the map following Lu Zhengping's finger. They had never seen such a detailed drawing before. It was densely marked with various place names.

"Of course, if the Yue Wang Society and the Restoration Society cooperate fully, it would be better for both sides to send troops simultaneously." Lu Zhengping glanced at Qiu Jin after finishing, then continued, "Since everyone is here, I think we might as well tell the truth. Exactly how many capable soldiers do the Yue Wang Society and the Restoration Society have?"

Bai Wenwei and Qiu Jin looked at each other in dismay. Marching over three hundred *li* in four days—they had no concept of this standard at all, let alone having conducted training. It wasn't that they didn't want to answer Lu Zhengping's question, but that they simply couldn't answer it. Bai Wenwei probed, "I wonder how many people under the People's Party can achieve this level?"

Hearing this question, Qiu Jin immediately thought that Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu could absolutely do it.

Lu Zhengping replied seriously, "Mr. Bai, the one occupying Anqing now is the Yue Wang Society, not our People's Party. Don't you think you're straying too far from the subject with all this talk?"

Bai Wenwei argued, "Our army has about five hundred people who can meet this standard. But now the Manchu Qing army is at the city gates, and we find it difficult even to defend the city. how can we send these elites out of the city?"

Lu Zhengping immediately retorted, "Why are you defending this Anqing to the death? As long as the Hubei New Army is eliminated, this Anqing city will inevitably belong to the Yue Wang Society. If the Hubei New Army cannot be eliminated, the Yue Wang Society will inevitably be beaten passively. Mr. Bai, you should be able to figure out this bit of logic."

"Mr. Lu, according to what you say, did your party not want this Anqing city because you knew long ago that it couldn't be held?" Bai Wenwei couldn't help asking. In fact, he had long been puzzled by the People's Party giving up Anqing so readily. Although he was very dissatisfied with Diao Dezhang wanting to escape, Bai Wenwei actually agreed with Diao Dezhang's accusation against the People's Party.

Hearing Bai Wenwei's accusation, Lu Zhengping didn't even feel unhappy anymore. He asked Bai Wenwei in return, "As far as I know, before the war, the Yue Wang Society insisted on having this Anqing city. Now that you have obtained Anqing city, are you instead going to blame our People's Party for giving you this city?"

Seeing the situation turning into meaningless accusations again, Chen Duxiu, who had long been extremely bored with this, hurriedly interrupted the two. "Mr. Lu, is there no other way besides going out of the city to fight?"

"Mr. Chen, our People's Party has always advocated field warfare, and we only know field warfare and siege warfare. Asking me to defend a city, I really don't know how. Moreover, according to what we know, the Hubei New Army currently only has the strength of one Division plus one Brigade. The total number is no more than seventeen thousand. Those who can be pulled out to attack Anqing are at most ten thousand. When we war-gamed the Anqing defense battle, we felt we couldn't fight positional warfare with the Hubei New Army. Hubei has an arsenal; their bullets and shells are superior. If we let them suppress us, morale will be damaged no matter what. Only by weakening their firepower advantage in field battles and concentrating forces to fight a war of annihilation can we win. I wonder what Mr. Chen's military plan is?"
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After nightfall, Anqing city had quieted down. The core cadres of the Yue Wang Society gathered together to hold a meeting. Everyone first explained the "active attack" plan proposed by Lu Zhengping during the day. But what the attendees cared about more was the map provided by Lu Zhengping. This detailed map thoroughly aroused the enthusiasm of these people to point to the imagined world and steer the country. That feeling back then was so good, truly "returning to Jiangling in a day from a thousand *li* away." Imaginary troops, an imaginary world; everyone moved freely across them, transforming this world according to the ideals in their minds.

"Grand Commander Chen, if we act according to the People's Party's words and send all our elites out to fight for seven or eight days, what if the Qing infantry suddenly attacks Anqing? Relying on Anqing city is the best way."

"Circling behind the Hubei guys is also a way. But that really requires walking hundreds of *li*."

"Who leads the team? Who to take?"

No different from usual, waves of arguments unfolded. Apart from lacking specific plans with "feasibility," all kinds of "possibilities" were mentioned one by one, and everyone poured so much energy into these "possibilities" that everyone sounded reasonable.

Not long after, even plans like "assassinating the Governor-General of Liangjiang," "assassinating Manchu princes," and "assassinating the old hag Cixi" were proposed. Moreover, these bizarre plans were theoretically correct. Once the high-level figures were assassinated, the upper echelons would be shaken, and at least the Hubei New Army might not have the mind to continue fighting. This could also be called the strategy of "besieging Wei to rescue Zhao."

Finally, even the plan of infiltrating the Hubei New Army and inciting them to rebel was formally proposed and discussed. If this discussion were seen by Chen Ke, he would definitely feel a very familiar sensation. Discussion threads on forums were mostly like this: "Talking about details when discussing strategy, talking about strategy when discussing details; possibilities are infinite, but never mentioning how to execute."

If it were before, everyone would talk until late at night, and then disperse back to rest with unfinished interest. But Chen Duxiu absolutely had no intention of letting this kind of daily discussion continue this time. He interrupted the conversation, "Gentlemen, talk about these things later. Are we going to send troops or not?"

Looking at the silent Shi Dekuan, Chen Duxiu asked, "Dekuan, what is your view?"

Shi Dekuan pursed his lips; it seemed he had summoned great courage before speaking. "Grand Commander Chen, if it doesn't work, let's just retreat to the People's Party's side. The People's Party definitely won't send troops to save Anqing. I went once, and the journey alone took almost ten days. Mr. Qiu returned from the People's Party this time and also took six days to reach our Anqing. Just the time spent on the road, plus preparing equipment and food... even if we set off now to contact the People's Party, by the time their reinforcements arrive in Anqing, it will take a month. I'm afraid we can't last until then."

"Dekuan, you are disturbing the morale of the army," Chang Hengfang immediately stood up to oppose.

"What Dekuan said makes sense." Xiong Chengji expressed his support. At this meeting, besides Shi Dekuan, Xiong Chengji was the only one who hadn't spoken. After a whole day of artillery battles with the Hubei New Army, Xiong Chengji no longer had his usual sharpness. "What's the use of us all dying in battle in Anqing? It might be better to withdraw to the People's Party's territory first. They are revolutionary comrades after all; it's better than us fighting to the death with the Manchu Qing here."

This plan was the most feasible plan so far. After Xiong Chengji expressed support for Shi Dekuan's idea, no one in the room spoke for a while.

"I think we still have to fight. Even if we retreat, we can retreat to Huaining," Bai Wenwei mumbled after a silence. Retreating gloomily without fighting a single battle—Bai Wenwei couldn't accept it no matter what.

Not many people echoed Bai Wenwei. Everyone didn't speak much. When it was really time to make a decision, the crowd lacked the courage instead.

Chen Duxiu asked, "Can we hold Anqing city?"

No one answered. On this issue, the crowd once thought Anqing could be easily held. High city walls, cannons, rifles—all these once made them think that as long as they occupied Anqing city, they could easily resist an enemy army of a hundred thousand. But the fact that the People's Party's three thousand troops conquered Anqing city overnight and annihilated the Anhui New Army ruthlessly told these people that Anqing city was not enough to be relied upon. The People's Party could do this with inferior forces, and the Anqing Revolutionary Army, whose strength was far inferior to the Anhui New Army, was now facing over ten thousand Hubei New Army troops. Unless a miracle happened, everyone knew they couldn't hold Anqing.

Seeing the Yue Wang Society comrades falling silent one by one, Chen Duxiu knew the result. He said without hesitation, "If we can't hold Anqing, we won't be able to hold Huaining either if we retreat there. Since this is the case, we will withdraw to the People's Party's territory. We will regroup there and make a comeback."

Hearing this, everyone secretly breathed a sigh of relief. Although this result wasn't good enough, it was still much better than imminent destruction. But another practical problem appeared before the Yue Wang Society: how exactly to retreat? The People's Party's exemplary role in this aspect was also extremely powerful. They had once retreated cleanly from Anqing with a large amount of captured supplies and equipment in just one day. If the Yue Wang Society wanted to retreat, what to take and what not to take? This was a key point.

"Let's invite the two gentlemen from the People's Party to discuss it," Chen Duxiu said.

"Grand Commander, why ask outsiders to intervene in our own affairs?" Chen Duxiu's idea was hard for these true backbones of the Yue Wang Society to accept.

Chen Duxiu smiled. "Comrades, I led everyone to establish this Yue Wang Society. I originally didn't expect us to be able to occupy Anqing. Even less did I know that after occupying Anqing, we would face such a situation. I am unqualified as this Grand Commander; none of us were ready. But Mr. Yan Fu and Chairman Chen Ke of the People's Party are ready. We might as well go and join these two first. It is far better than dying meaninglessly in Anqing."

Bai Wenwei felt very unconvinced in his heart. "Grand Commander, Mr. Sun of the Tongmenghui has already asked us to hold fast to Anqing, saying reinforcements will arrive immediately. As long as we can hold on, there will be absolutely no problem."

Chen Duxiu was unwilling to explain. "Gentlemen, since everyone elected me as Grand Commander, I am issuing this order now. is everyone willing to obey?"

The crowd looked at each other. Everyone knew they couldn't come up with a solution to the problem, and destruction was only a matter of time if they persisted like this. At this point, although various "possibilities" flew through their minds, no one dared to say anything more.

Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu were somewhat puzzled about being suddenly invited to the Yue Wang Society in the middle of the night. They originally wanted to escort Qiu Jin away during the day, but the Yue Wang Society insisted on keeping them in Anqing to rest for a day. Now the Yangtze River was blockaded by the Hubei New Army, finding a boat to cross the river wasn't easy, and the ferry crossing on the other side of the river was also occupied by the Wuhan New Army, so everyone had to stay in Anqing city. Since they were there, they might as well take it easy. Both of them were tired too, so they lay down and slept after eating. Until they were woken up by people from the Yue Wang Society, looking at the dark sky outside, Lu Zhengping asked somewhat strangely, "How long have we slept?"

It was Shi Dekuan who came to call them. He replied, "About three *shichen* (six hours). Gentlemen, our Grand Commander Chen invites you."

Only Chen Duxiu received the two. He told them that the Yue Wang Society hoped to withdraw from Anqing and defect to the People's Party.

"The Yue Wang Society wants to defect to our People's Party?" Neither Lu Zhengping nor He Jinwu expected Chen Duxiu to actually make such a request. Before departure, Chen Ke had made some predictions about the situation in Anqing and Chizhou for the two. These predictions didn't include the Yue Wang Society wanting to defect to the People's Party at all. Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu looked at each other, and looks of surprise couldn't help but appear on their faces. What should be done? Notify Chairman Chen immediately? Or refuse immediately?

Before Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu recovered from their surprise, Chen Duxiu immediately threw out a new bombshell. "I asked you two to come because I want to ask for a favor. Your views on military affairs this afternoon were very insightful. Your party retreated from Anqing not long ago in an orderly manner. I want to ask you two to be responsible for the withdrawal matters of our Yue Wang Society. I wonder if you two can help?"

"Mr. Chen, what exactly do you mean by this?" Lu Zhengping asked. He strongly suspected that Chen Duxiu was setting some trap for him. How could there be such an easy retreat?

Chen Duxiu looked at Lu Zhengping's face full of doubt. He smiled and said, "Mr. Lu, in your opinion, can our Yue Wang Society hold Anqing city?"

"..., I'm afraid it won't be that easy." Since Lu Zhengping didn't know what exactly Chen Duxiu meant, he simply told the truth.

At this point, Chen Duxiu didn't care about saving face anymore. He said frankly, "Since we can't hold it, why should we defend it to the death? Moreover, our Anqing Revolutionary Army is a newly built army, far inferior to your party's army. We hope Mr. Lu, on the basis of being revolutionary comrades, can help us formulate a retreat plan."

Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu looked at each other again. Although Chen Ke hadn't anticipated the Yue Wang Society wanting to retreat, he had specifically instructed that if the two saw that the Restoration Society in Chizhou obviously couldn't hold out, they should advise them to give up Chizhou and withdraw back to Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Unexpectedly, the Yue Wang Society here saw the situation clearly even earlier. Helping the Yue Wang Society formulate a retreat plan wasn't impossible, but neither of them was clear about Chen Ke's attitude towards the Yue Wang Society. Compared to the Restoration Society, the Yue Wang Society was more estranged from the People's Party. The two simply didn't know what the Yue Wang Society's attitude towards the People's Party actually was. If they rashly led the Yue Wang Society people to the base area without clarifying this point, and something happened, whether the two would be punished wasn't that important, but causing irreparable bad consequences for the base area would be terrible.

Chen Duxiu didn't press Lu Zhengping. Watching Lu Zhengping's uncertain expression, he waited quietly. Chen Duxiu could see that Lu Zhengping was not a literati. Lu Zhengping didn't have the feeling of self-control strictly trained into literati. What Lu Zhengping had was a focus peculiar to people who do practical work. This focus was different from the straightforward, clear-purposed "philistinism" of secret society members like Diao Dezhang. Diao Dezhang's straightforwardness stemmed from only caring about benefits and nothing else. Lu Zhengping didn't have a trace of this philistine flavor, but rather a very simple and honest feeling. Chen Duxiu hadn't had much contact with Lu Zhengping, only meeting him once today. In this contact, Lu Zhengping neither bragged nor pretended to be polite. Chen Duxiu hadn't seen many people like this. Although Yan Fu could reach this level, Yan Fu relied on long-term accumulation. Lu Zhengping looked only twenty-three or twenty-four, yet this young man had a temperament very similar to Yan Fu. If it had to be described, it was a feeling that made people feel convinced. Chen Duxiu heard Lu Zhengping's self-introduction; he was not a senior cadre of the People's Party. And a cadre undertaking the task of escorting Qiu Jin wouldn't have too high a rank. If the middle and low-ranking cadres of the People's Party had such quality, Chen Duxiu became more and more curious about the true strength of the People's Party.

"If Mr. Chen wants me to organize the retreat, how much of the plan I formulate can Mr. Chen obey?" Lu Zhengping finally broke the silence and spoke.

"As long as it's not excessive, I will definitely follow your advice," Chen Duxiu replied.

"If that's the case, forget it. The plan I want to propose will certainly be considered extremely excessive by the Yue Wang Society," Lu Zhengping replied, and after speaking, he stood up preparing to leave.

"Wait," Chen Duxiu hurriedly called Lu Zhengping back. "Mr. Lu, there is nothing greater than reason in this world. If Mr. Lu feels his request is correct, you might as well reason with me. Although I am dull, I consider myself a reasonable person."

"Mr. Chen, our Party Chairman Chen Ke said: The truths in this world are actually just those few, but it depends on what standpoint you view these truths from. Where your butt sits, you will naturally consider problems from there. According to the words of our People's Party, this is called 'the butt decides the head'."

"The butt decides the head? Haha, well said." Chen Duxiu was amused by these simple words. Although the words sounded a bit crude, they gave Chen Duxiu a sudden feeling of enlightenment. "Where does Mr. Lu think our butts should sit now? Sit over to the People's Party's side?"

Regarding Chen Duxiu's teasing, Lu Zhengping didn't find it funny at all. "No, Mr. Chen, your butts should sit over to the people's side."

Chen Duxiu was very puzzled by Lu Zhengping's accusation. He asked strangely, "Sit over to the people's side? Our revolution is originally for the people, for China."

"You are for the people, yet you let the entire Anqing soak in shit and piss? This is your revolution?"

"This..." Chen Duxiu completely didn't expect that Lu Zhengping's reason for criticizing him turned out to be public hygiene. "We indeed did not do well in this. But the situation is so tense; we really have no leisure to pay attention to this point."

"Do not fail to do good even if it's small; do not do evil even if it's small. Our People's Party talks about principles. Our Chairman Chen said that thousands of years ago in China, there was a senior named Xunzi who said, 'There are not two Ways in the world; the Sage does not have two hearts.' If you are really a revolutionary, then every single thing will meet the standards of a revolutionary. Revolutionaries are for making the common people live better. Don't look down on a small matter like defecating anywhere; for true revolutionaries, they would absolutely not let themselves do such a thing. If you don't have others in your heart, of course, you can just pull down your pants and shit or piss anywhere. If you have others in your heart, if you have the people's interests, then you absolutely wouldn't do this."

Hearing this, Chen Duxiu's face had become extremely grave. He was also a famous scholar and naturally knew the words cited by Lu Zhengping better than anyone. This was the first time he heard someone discuss revolution from such an angle. Speaking as Lu Zhengping did, not only did it not violate the teachings of the sages, but it sounded like the sages were educating those who studied sage books on how to be revolutionaries more than two thousand years ago. Chen Duxiu found that he surprisingly had no room for rebuttal. If he insisted on quoting classics to use excuses like "expediency" or "circumstances compel," Chen Duxiu knew very well that even if his tongue bloomed with lotuses, he was merely sophistry. Because standing from the standpoint of the people of Anqing city, during the month or so the Yue Wang Society was in Anqing, the people had indeed suffered. The people didn't enjoy any benefits of the revolution at all, nor did the comrades loyal to the revolution enjoy any benefits. The only ones enjoying benefits were those secret society members who attached themselves to the revolution, then divided money and grain, and urinated and defecated everywhere.

Facing a youth several years younger than himself, Chen Duxiu frankly admitted his mistake. "Mr. Lu, your reasoning is correct. I was wrong. According to what you say, what should we do?"

"Being particular about doing things means having a beginning and an end. Before every battle, our People's Party must unify our thinking, and after the battle, we must also unify our thinking. Where is this thinking unified? Unified on whether this matter should be started, and whether it is finished. I don't know how Mr. Chen sees it, but in my view, from the perspective of our People's Party, you have failed in Anqing. Even if you fight back next time, occupy Anqing, and the Hubei New Army attacks again and is annihilated by you, you have already failed this time. To retreat effectively, you must unify this thought. In this battle of Anqing, you have already lost." This was the working method Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized during the political commissar training. Seeking truth from facts means first facing reality. Even if reality makes people despair, one must face reality squarely. Refusing to face reality will inevitably lead to telling lies. As lies pile up one by one, the revolutionary cause will irretrievably head toward destruction.

Even an excellent literati like Chen Duxiu, who had read so many books and had such prestige, when Lu Zhengping made him face the reality of failure in Anqing, Chen Duxiu still couldn't do it. He only felt his face burning and his mouth dry. Chen Duxiu could admit he made a mistake, but Chen Duxiu strongly wanted to deny that he had failed in Anqing. Mistakes can be corrected, but failure cannot be repeated. This meant admitting that the matter of capturing Anqing, for which he had prepared for so long and spent so much effort, had ended in complete failure. This was a fact Chen Duxiu absolutely could not accept.

Chen Duxiu's face turned red and white by turns, looking even a bit hideous under the late-night lamp light. Lu Zhengping felt a bit scared in his heart; he worried what if Chen Duxiu suddenly went crazy? Looking at it now, making Chen Duxiu truly admit defeat seemed a bit too difficult. While worried, Lu Zhengping was also a bit strange. In the People's Party, those comrades who hadn't read many books found it very easy to accept the fact of failure. And they could conduct criticism and self-criticism very well. Wasn't it just admitting a failure? The facts were there; what was there not to admit? Comrades who hadn't read much and only learned knowledge in the People's Party could face failure. Yet Chairman Chen Ke, with such great learning, absolutely didn't cover up failure. Seeing that Chen Duxiu was also an educated person, he seemed to be harmed by reading books. A three-year-old child who couldn't read could admit they couldn't do something or failed at something. On the contrary, someone like Chen Duxiu who had read books and was already an adult couldn't even do a small thing like admitting failure.

Fortunately, Lu Zhengping had already slept for a while, so he didn't feel sleepy late at night. He exchanged a glance with He Jinwu. Lu Zhengping saw a very helpless feeling in He Jinwu's eyes. Lu Zhengping sighed slightly; no wonder Chairman Chen Ke would rather not have Anqing and quickly draw a clear line with these "Revolutionary Parties" like the Yue Wang Society. Cooperating with such an organization required worrying about so much nonsense. Lu Zhengping admired Chen Ke's vision from the bottom of his heart.

After waiting for a long time, Chen Duxiu's expression returned to normal. "Mr. Lu is right. Our Yue Wang Society has indeed failed. I will post notices in the city tomorrow to explain this matter to the common people. Then we will withdraw from Anqing."

He Jinwu couldn't stand it anymore after hearing this. He asked, "Mr. Chen, why post notices?"

"Eh? We have to explain this matter to the people. We made the people suffer so much..."

He Jinwu had an impatient temper, so he blurted out unpleasant words on the spot. "Explain my ass. Hurry up and clean up Anqing city, then pack up and run. Explain what? Post what notices? Do you think the common people don't know you can't hold on? What are you thinking?"

Compared to Lu Zhengping's words which were at least polite, He Jinwu's words were much more frank and straightforward. This confused Chen Duxiu instead. "Just now this Mr. Lu said we must stand on the people's standpoint and admit failure."

He Jinwu was the Commander of the Second Company of the Reconnaissance Battalion. The reason he didn't become a political commissar was that He Jinwu thought being a political commissar meant talking all day long, and his impatient temper couldn't handle it. But this didn't mean his view on problems would be any different from Lu Zhengping. Chen Duxiu's actions originally made He Jinwu angry beyond belief. Hearing Chen Duxiu say he wanted to post notices, He Jinwu could no longer hold back. He smiled and said, "Mr. Chen, if you want to stand on the people's standpoint, then clean up the shit, piss, and garbage in the city. If you want to stand on the people's standpoint, keep enough grain left in the official granary for yourself to eat on the road, and then distribute the remaining grain, no matter how much, to the common people. This is called standing on the people's standpoint. You can't beat the Hubei New Army; do you think the common people don't know? If you run now, the common people will definitely know you were scared away, beaten away. Is there any need to post any bullshit notices?"

If Lu Zhengping's words only made Chen Duxiu feel a kind of reflection and despair, He Jinwu's words made Chen Duxiu feel a great shame. He replied with a blushing face, "We'll do as Mr. He says. We'll do as Mr. He says."

"Wait." Lu Zhengping hurriedly stopped the flushing Chen Duxiu. "Mr. Chen, don't rush. Let's first consider clearly who you want to take away and who will go with you. This matter must be clarified first."
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The shelling of Anqing's Yingjiang Temple by the Hubei Navy continued the next morning. While the navy shelled, Hubei New Army infantry finally appeared west of Anqing city. The Yue Wang Society cadres, who had originally vowed to "kill all" the New Army soldiers, were clearly divided into two factions.

Hearing that the Hubei New Army's land forces had joined the battle, a secret society leader asked with a look of nervousness and fear, "Can we beat the Hubei New Army?"

"What's so great about the Hubei New Army? Once they get under the city walls, we'll shoot them all down!" Others were bold and eager to try. These secret society members had never participated in combat and had no understanding of war. Surveying from the high city walls of Anqing always gave them a heroic mindset.

Unlike the secret societies, the regular troops of the Anqing Revolutionary Army, established with the New Army as the core, had war experience and knew that these city walls meant nothing. The commanders of these regular troops frowned and said nothing, clearly having their own worries.

"We have four or five thousand people, guns and cannons, and Anqing city. How could we not hold Anqing city? If the People's Party hadn't taken away so much equipment, we would have rushed out and killed all the Hubei guys." Some Yue Wang Society cadres continued to spread clichés. These words still received support from quite a few people.

"Exactly, what is there to be afraid of. We should go out of the city now to meet the Hubei New Army and see what they are capable of." Some secret society leaders even requested to attack proactively.

Seeing the attitude of these secret societies, Chen Duxiu couldn't help but feel the urge to fight a decisive battle with the Hubei New Army in Anqing. After nearly two months of "sit-ins" in Anqing, the enemy finally attacked. What the Yue Wang Society faced now was a test of the revolution! Although he was forced to admit "failure" to Lu Zhengping of the People's Party a few hours ago, that admission wavered and was even about to vanish after seeing the room full of "revolutionary comrades." Chen Duxiu felt that he had only admitted "failure" in a shaken state because he was in a bad mood at the time. Actually thinking about it, the Yue Wang Society had four or five thousand people. Even if the New Army had over ten thousand people, in a siege battle, the attacker having a two-to-one advantage wasn't really a big advantage. Moreover, the combat effectiveness of the New Army might not be as strong as the People's Party. Chen Duxiu began to list various reasons why it was possible to defeat the Hubei New Army in his heart.

Just as Chen Duxiu began to fall into the fantasy of "revolutionary success" again, Qiu Jin was introducing Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu to Tao Chengzhang, who had come to welcome them at the gate of Chizhou city.

Last night, after Lu Zhengping finished explaining his views to Chen Duxiu, he bid farewell to Chen Duxiu. This had been told to Chen Duxiu beforehand. The Hubei New Army had blockaded the river surface, so it wasn't easy to cross the river during the day. Therefore, Lu Zhengping and the others had to get up in the middle of the night to set off downstream from Anqing and then find an opportunity to cross the river. Chen Duxiu admired Lu Zhengping deeply at the time, so he simply had someone take Lu Zhengping to the water gate of Anqing to pick a boat. Lu Zhengping wasn't polite either; he went to wake up Qiu Jin with He Jinwu, then picked a small boat at the Anqing water gate. They set off under the cover of night. Both Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu came from the Water Detachment and had excellent boat-driving skills. They had also followed the fleet transporting steel and sailed on the Yangtze River during the Anqing Campaign. Although it was just a small boat, they traveled extremely fast and arrived in Chizhou in the morning.

Hearing Qiu Jin's introduction, Tao Chengzhang knew that Chen Ke had not been able to provide reinforcements. He didn't care too much about this matter. Chen Ke was far away in Fengyang Prefecture; it would be strange if he could provide a large number of troops. Hearing Qiu Jin talk about the hardships of the journey, Tao Chengzhang knew profoundly from his own experience what energy and willpower long-distance travel required. Looking at Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu in front of him, although they were travel-stained, they didn't look exhausted at all. His evaluation of these two people became extremely high in his heart.

After the group entered the city, they found Chizhou was similar to Anqing, but at least there were a few shops operating. The ground was also far less dirty and messy than Anqing. In the morning, people sweeping the streets could actually be seen. Although judging from their attire, they were still the people responsible for cleaning in Chizhou city before. But compared to the total failure of Anqing, Chizhou was still much better.

The group entered the Chizhou Prefecture Yamen. People were coming in and out of the Yamen, and there were not many people waiting in the hall. It seemed that the efficiency of the Restoration Society was better than that of the Yue Wang Society, and their airs were far less grand than the Yue Wang Society.

Not long after they took their seats, Xu Xilin hurried in from outside. Seeing Qiu Jin, he revealed a relieved smile, "Xuanqing, you're back!"

Qiu Jin also stood up hurriedly, "Bosun, I just arrived. Mr. Tao said you took people to check the enemy situation; you're back so soon?"

Hearing this, Xu Xilin's smile vanished instantly. He said to Tao Chengzhang, "Duke Tao, the Hubei New Army has set up checkpoints more than twenty *li* away from us. I saw they were checking very strictly, so I didn't continue forward."

"It doesn't matter. You can't speak the local Anhui dialect; going up rashly would be inappropriate instead." Tao Chengzhang didn't mind. "Since Bosun has also returned, our people are all here. Let's listen to what message Mr. Lu has brought from Wenqing."

After speaking, Tao Chengzhang looked at Lu Zhengping with piercing eyes.

Because the Restoration Society was a secret society from Zhejiang, no local Anhui secret societies came to defect. So there were not many people participating in this meeting, only seven. The crowd gathered around a square table, looking at the map Lu Zhengping took out. "Our Chairman Chen Ke suggests that the Restoration Society's best strategy against a strong enemy is to leave."

"Flee without fighting?" There was no emotion in Tao Chengzhang's voice. On the contrary, Xu Xilin looked up at Lu Zhengping after hearing this.

"Since you definitely can't win, why make meaningless sacrifices here?" Lu Zhengping said.

No one refuted, no one argued. The eyes of the Restoration Society leaders fell on Tao Chengzhang. Tao Chengzhang was silent for a while before saying, "After fighting Anqing, I finally understand that I am inferior to Wenqing in matters of fighting. For the past two months, we have only occupied this Chizhou city, and there has been no progress in mobilizing the revolution. The gentry shirk responsibility, and the common people don't believe us at all. Since Wenqing thinks we should withdraw, we might as well withdraw back to Zhejiang."

Xu Xilin hurriedly said, "Duke Tao, we have to fight at least a little bit. Returning to Zhejiang so gloomily, how can we explain to Mr. Cai Yuanpei? Moreover, Anqing is still there, and the Hubei New Army is unlikely to attack us mainly. Why should we flee first like this?"

Before Tao Chengzhang could speak, Lu Zhengping said, "Anqing cannot be held. I just came from Anqing; I can see without fighting that Anqing absolutely cannot be held."

"How long did you stay in Anqing?" Xu Xilin asked suspiciously.

"Less than a day."

"Can you know Anqing can't be held in such a short time?"

"There are no troops outside that must come to the rescue, and no city inside that must be defended. The Yue Wang Society only thinks about defending the city and has no idea of eliminating the Hubei New Army at all. Can they hold it just by blindly defending? It is no longer the days of broadswords, spears, bows, and arrows. After being equipped with new firearms like rifles and cannons, the advantage of the defending side has been greatly reduced. Not to mention that the defenders of Anqing are simply a mob."

Xu Xilin didn't know much about military affairs. Hearing Lu Zhengping say this, he was still skeptical, doubting more than believing. Tao Chengzhang took over the conversation decisively, "How long does Mr. Lu think Anqing can hold?"

"It will definitely fall within ten days."

"Why ten days?" Tao Chengzhang was puzzled by this accurate number.

"Because I don't know exactly how the combat power of the Hubei New Army is. But since it is a New Army, presumably they won't stop fighting after encountering a slight setback. Before I came this time, Chairman Chen Ke specifically counted the number of cannons and shells on the Anqing side. Once the fighting starts, Anqing's cannons can last at most five days. After five days, the shells will be used up. With the strength of that group in Anqing, they can't withstand two days of shelling on the city wall. Once the city wall is taken from them, morale will definitely be low. Failure is just a matter of one day. So I say they will definitely be defeated within ten days."

Lu Zhengping spoke with numbers, explaining the ongoing battle in Anqing in a quantified way. The people of the Restoration Society were skeptical after hearing it. Cadre Ping Zhichu, who was at the meeting, asked, "Fighting doesn't necessarily mean defending the city. If the Yue Wang Society adopts methods like night raids, they might not necessarily lose to the New Army, right?"

Regarding such an erroneous view that could already be considered "very common sense," Lu Zhengping felt that the Restoration Society's level was indeed much higher than that of the Yue Wang Society. He explained, "Definitely not. The New Army has much more various drills than the Yue Wang Society. Novices fighting experts will absolutely have no chance of winning. This is not a single combat where chaotic punches kill the old master. This is a large-scale battle of thousands or tens of thousands of people. Without strict training, victory is impossible."

Ping Zhichu was still skeptical of Lu Zhengping's words. He looked at Tao Chengzhang and saw Tao Chengzhang nodding slightly, obviously agreeing with Lu Zhengping's attitude. It was no longer convenient for Ping Zhichu to say more.

"Then how to retreat? Does Mr. Lu have any advice?"

"The route of retreat, the speed of retreat, and contingency plans for emergencies." Lu Zhengping said without hesitation. He pointed to the map, "How long do you prepare to retreat to where? This depends on how much material you can bring. This determines the speed of retreat..."

Lu Zhengping talked for half an hour before finishing the basic essentials of retreat. In fact, when Chen Ke taught this knowledge in the military academy, he used moving house as an example. At that time, Chen Ke used relaxed and happy words, and the students often couldn't help but roar with laughter. But since Lu Zhengping had fought so many battles, he couldn't help but mix in his own military experiences. It was the first time the Restoration Society people heard someone explain "military operations" relatively systematically. Even a seemingly simple retreat had so many tricks in it. Everyone was dumbfounded listening. In their view, retreat was fleeing in defeat. But they never expected that even fleeing had so much knowledge in it.

Tao Chengzhang was the first to recover. His eyes widened, and he said fervently, "Mr. Lu, can you stay in our Restoration Society? I want you to command this retreat."

Lu Zhengping didn't expect Tao Chengzhang to react so intensely. The People's Party's military operations were all formulated by staff officers, and Lu Zhengping was not a staff officer. He hurriedly declined, "I am also just talking on paper. I have never commanded a retreat operation myself."

Tao Chengzhang didn't care about Lu Zhengping's explanation at all. He said firmly, "Mr. Lu hasn't commanded a retreat, and we haven't commanded a retreat either. At least Mr. Lu has learned how to retreat. Did Wenqing send Mr. Lu here just to go through the motions?"

When Chen Ke sent Lu Zhengping, he only asked Lu Zhengping to act according to the circumstances and give the Restoration Society as much help as possible. Chen Ke actually thought the Restoration Society would very likely choose to stick to Chizhou. Unexpectedly, the Restoration Society could choose to retreat so decisively, which was beyond Lu Zhengping's expectations. He exchanged a glance with He Jinwu, who frowned slightly. After pondering for a while, He Jinwu asked, "We cannot retreat to Zhejiang with you."

"No need to go back to Zhejiang." Tao Chengzhang said, pointing to the map. "Just crossing Wuhu is enough. From Chizhou to Wuhu, there are many Manchu Qing garrisons along the way. As long as we pass Wuhu, we have comrades to meet us."

This was the truth. One of the reasons Tao Chengzhang could make up his mind to retreat so quickly was that the Qing army had cut off the connection between Zhejiang and Chizhou, making it difficult for supporting comrades from Zhejiang to reach Chizhou. He knew the Restoration Society was isolated and weak in Chizhou, so he made up his mind to retreat.

Hearing this, He Jinwu couldn't find a reason to oppose anymore. Before he and Lu Zhengping came, Chen Ke's instructions were that if the Restoration Society and the Yue Wang Society had no intention of cooperating at all, then the two could return directly to the base area. If these two revolutionary parties were genuinely willing to cooperate, especially if the Restoration Society was willing to cooperate, then give as much help as possible. Of course, the premise was that Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu couldn't get themselves killed. Looking at it now, the Restoration Society's intention to cooperate was extremely firm, and the two were only responsible for retreat matters, so it didn't violate Chen Ke's orders.

"Political Commissar Lu..." He Jinwu hinted.

Lu Zhengping nodded. "Then we will temporarily help everyone as assistants. If you feel we are not doing well, just say it directly. We will absolutely not delay your affairs."

Tao Chengzhang hurriedly responded, "What are you saying, Mr. Lu? Since we asked Mr. Lu to command, we will absolutely not disobey Mr. Lu's orders."
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"Brigade Commander, the rebels in Anqing sneaked out of the city," a signalman reported to Li Yuanhong, the Brigade Commander of the 21st Brigade of the Hubei New Army.

It was already approaching evening. Hearing this news, Li Yuanhong immediately perked up. "How many people did the rebels send out?"

"Reporting to the Commander, about a hundred rebels sneaked out of the city, heading towards our 41st Regiment. The Regiment Commander asked me to report to you that he will absolutely not let the rebels succeed in their sneak attack."

"Mn. Tell the Regiment Commander of the 41st Regiment that he must not let a single rebel escape. Go down."

Not long after the signalman left, dense gunfire was heard in the distance. The gunfire didn't pause for long before a signalman, led by a personal guard, entered Li Yuanhong's central army tent panting. "Brigade Commander, the Regiment Commander of the 41st Regiment reports that the squad of rebels leaving the city has been completely annihilated."

"Well done!" Li Yuanhong breathed a slight sigh of relief, then hurriedly added, "Let the Regiment Commander send the captured rebels to the central army immediately. I want to interrogate them personally."

"Yes." The signalman responded and quickly left the central army tent.

The staff officers who had been in Li Yuanhong's central army tent also breathed a sigh of relief. "Commander, it seems these Anqing rebels are also vulnerable in front of our Hubei New Army."

"How did these people capture Anqing? Was the Anhui New Army that vulnerable?"

Listening to the skillful flattery of the staff officers below, a smile appeared on Li Yuanhong's face. The fall of Anqing and Chizhou had shaken the court and the public. Li Yuanhong never expected that he, a Brigade Commander, would lead troops to pacify the Anqing rebels. He really didn't want outsiders to see his nervousness and excitement. If he could successfully exterminate the rebels and retake Anqing and Chizhou, how great this credit would be was something Li Yuanhong didn't need to remind himself repeatedly. The more he faced such credit, the more Li Yuanhong had to remind himself to be cautious. Because the fall of Anqing and Chizhou was truly too surprising.

"Brigade Commander, should we start attacking the city?" The staff officers didn't have Li Yuanhong's thoughts. Learning that the rebels leaving the city were eliminated so easily, everyone was excited. Generally speaking, those who dared to go out of the city to fight were elites. If the rebels' elites were so vulnerable, let alone those shrinking inside the city.

"No rush. Let's wait until I finish questioning those captured rebels," Li Yuanhong said calmly. Although he said this, Li Yuanhong also couldn't help but feel a burst of excitement and pride in his heart. To cover up this excitement, Li Yuanhong simply buried his head and pretended to look at the map. But how could that proud expression deceive the clever staff officers? The staff officers hurriedly gathered around and began to point at Anqing city. Their words inside and out meant letting Li Yuanhong send troops in force quickly to take Anqing city rapidly.

Li Yuanhong knew the true thoughts of these staff officers. After the rebels captured Anqing and Chizhou, the court was in chaos. Anqing was the provincial capital of Anhui after all, and the Anhui New Army was stationed there. As a result, Anqing fell in one day, and the New Army was wiped out. One must know that the New Armies of various provinces were troops established with great effort by the court. When did such a rebel force that could easily eliminate the Anhui New Army suddenly emerge? The court was terrified from top to bottom.

Conflicts and disputes between court ministers had always been directed at people rather than issues. Any trivial matter, once it reached the court, could turn into a fierce struggle between factions. Let alone such a major event as the fall of Anqing. Even Li Yuanhong, far away in Hubei, heard that this struggle had turned into a fierce struggle between Yuan Shikai of the Beiyang clique and the various princes, as usual. The upper-level struggle was too complex and fierce; Li Yuanhong couldn't grasp the main points. The New Armies around Anqing were extremely fearful of this "Revolutionary Party" that suddenly popped up. Since the news obtained by the court indicated that the Anhui New Army was very likely involved in a collective rebellion, under the strict orders of the court, the New Armies of various provinces all launched strict internal investigations to catch the revolutionaries who had infiltrated the New Army. With such a major search, plus the New Year, the New Armies around Anqing couldn't move.

After the New Year, because many rebels in Jiangsu and Zhejiang echoed the Anqing rebels, the southern New Armies dared not move easily. The heavy responsibility of suppressing bandits fell on the shoulders of the Hubei New Army. Regarding who to send to lead the troops, there were multiple opinions within the Hubei New Army. Most people thought that Zhang Biao, the Division Commander of the Hubei New Army, should lead the troops. But the Hubei New Army had just undergone a movement of "checking for revolutionaries within the New Army." Under the management of Lord Zhang Zhidong, the Hubei New Army was very "advanced," and there were quite a few people internally inclined towards the Revolutionary Party. There were also some officers and soldiers who didn't want to go to suppress the Anqing rebels. If Division Commander Zhang Biao left Hubei, some feared these New Army soldiers would cause trouble. In the end, the heavy responsibility of commanding the troops fell on Li Yuanhong. And Division Commander Zhang Biao wasn't stingy either. The troops dispatched included the 21st Brigade under Li Yuanhong, as well as the Hubei New Army Navy which had gathered the Anhui New Army Navy's warships. Zhang Biao also allocated the 29th Regiment under his own command to Li Yuanhong's command. Li Yuanhong's troop strength reached seven thousand.

If Li Yuanhong could easily take Anqing, not only could Li Yuanhong be promoted, but these staff officers following Li Yuanhong could also be promoted. Seeing the great victory in the first battle and the rebels being so vulnerable, which related to their own promotion and fame, the staff officers' minds became even more eager.

The Hubei New Army under the city temporarily maintained caution because of Li Yuanhong. This was originally good news for the Yue Wang Society inside the city. But none of the Yue Wang Society cadres could realize this. The unit that went out of the city to fight was a particularly brave and loyal secret society unit. They almost volunteered to ambush outside the city, preparing to "raid the camp" at night. But unexpectedly, they were ambushed by the New Army instead, and the whole army was wiped out in a moment. For the Yue Wang Society, this blow was too heavy.

The defenders of the Yue Wang Society on the city wall whispered to each other, uneasy. This rapid defeat made many defenders who came from the Anhui New Army couldn't help but recall the failure facing the People's Party. That failure was equally rapid, simple, and neat. Many defenders even thought superstitiously: as New Army soldiers, they lost battles; after becoming revolutionaries, they still lost battles? Could this Anqing be a place where they were destined to be unlucky?

The lower-level soldiers were in a state of panic, and the upper level of the Yue Wang Society fell into the same feeling. The secret society members who had originally shouted about going out of the city to fight were now silent as cicadas in winter, daring not utter such big words anymore. And those secret society members who originally advocated abandoning Anqing and running away had flickering eyes. They exchanged glances, then looked at Chen Duxiu and others sitting at the head with a hesitant look.

Chen Duxiu didn't notice the eyes of the secret society members. His mood had fallen into a blank state due to the great ups and downs. Chen Duxiu didn't understand military affairs. To him, revolutionary war should be one victory after another. Otherwise, how could there be the final victory of the revolution? After the Hubei New Army demonstrated its superior strength, it also demonstrated its strong combat effectiveness. Chen Duxiu was stunned by this clean and neat military failure.

As a military cadre, Chang Hengfang, who came from the New Army, could accept this failure. "This is just a small defeat. As long as we guard Anqing city well and don't go out of the city easily, the Hubei New Army won't be able to fight into the city so easily."

These words failed to inspire morale. The crowd acted as if they hadn't heard these words at all; those dazed remained dazed, those timid remained timid.

"Let's arrange the team for guarding the city tonight. Defend carefully. Tonight..." Speaking of this, Chang Hengfang paused. He wanted to say "Tonight won't be easy," but the atmosphere in the room was so low that Chang Hengfang felt he couldn't say this somewhat depressing sentence no matter what.

Seeing Chang Hengfang hesitating to speak, Diao Dezhang swallowed his saliva and then said, "Grand Commander Chen, given the current situation, I'll take my brothers to guard the North Gate." After finishing, Diao Dezhang thought for a moment and added, "The shelling is fierce. The brothers didn't rest well yesterday. We'll rest for the first half of the night and guard the second half."

Seeing that Diao Dezhang, who consistently advocated surrender, could be so righteous, Chen Duxiu couldn't refuse. He nodded, "Let's do it this way. Hengfang, you go arrange the troops guarding the city tonight. Be careful."

Chang Hengfang began to arrange the deployment for guarding the city. As a result, the followers of various secret societies were sent to the city wall. On the contrary, apart from half of the New Army troops controlled by the Yue Wang Society being placed at the West City and several other key defense points, the other half were kept in the barracks inside the city. This wasn't because Chang Hengfang had any selfishness. There was destined to be a big battle tomorrow during the day. If they exhausted their energy guarding the city at night, the number of troops capable of fighting would be extremely insufficient when the fighting started tomorrow.

The secret society members hesitated to speak, clearly dissatisfied with Chang Hengfang's arrangement.

Seeing the cowardly appearance of the secret society members, Chang Hengfang said angrily, "What are you afraid of? Aren't our troops defending the West City? There are New Army brothers at other key points. If the Hubei guys come to sneak attack, everyone just needs to hold on for a little while, and our reinforcements can arrive."

The secret society leaders knew this was true, but they were still very uneasy in their hearts. A secret society leader named Zhou Xingchen said timidly, "Commander Chang, then let me guard the North Gate with Brother Diao. Brother Diao has many people, I have few. I want to guard the city with him."

More people could embolden courage; Chang Hengfang could understand Zhou Xingchen's thought. He adjusted the order of night watch, and the secret society leaders left one after another.

When only the cadres of the Yue Wang Society were left in the conference hall, Chang Hengfang said in a tragic tone, "Grand Commander, we can hold it."

"With no reinforcements outside, how long can we hold?" Chen Duxiu's voice seemed to be questioning, yet also seemed to be affirming. The people in the conference hall were silent after hearing this. Before facing the New Army's land forces head-on, everyone still had thousands of "scenarios." When the Hubei New Army's infantry lined up under Anqing city, all "scenarios" were ruthlessly dispelled by reality. When the eyes of these people were forced onto this only path, every one of them suddenly discovered that the end of this path was very likely complete destruction. Many in the Yue Wang Society had to face such a reality: "Perhaps they knew this result long ago, but they always averted their gaze to avoid facing it."

In such a miserable atmosphere, Xiong Chengji stood up and said, "Grand Commander, comrades, we have also drilled diligently for more than a month. Our backbone can fight. The only problem is just that the secret societies don't listen to orders. Anqing city is too big; without the secret societies, we can't defend it completely. We place our own elite troops inside the city. Once the New Army attacks the city, we will transfer troops to where the New Army attacks. Presumably, we can hold it."

Xiong Chengji was a professional military academy graduate after all; his suggestion was not bad. Hearing this, Chang Hengfang was the first to agree, "Indeed so. The New Army can fight against secret societies. But there are also quite a few New Army veterans in our troops. Everyone is New Army; what is there to be afraid of? Do the Hubei guys have three heads and six arms?"

Encouraged by these two young military men, the conference hall gradually gained some vitality. Many people were still uneasy in their hearts, but they were young people after all and had a spirit of refusing to admit defeat. The performance of the secret societies these days had proved that they couldn't fight at all. But when both offensive and defensive sides were New Army, the Anqing side had the city wall as a reliance. Being in a high position looking down would be much better after all. It was uncertain who would win.

If he hadn't met Lu Zhengping, Chen Duxiu would also have been inspired by the enthusiasm of the young comrades. But he couldn't forget the conversation with Lu Zhengping last night. "The secret societies are unreliable. The New Army comrades are insufficient in number. Anqing is so big. Even if we beat back the first few attacks of the Hubei New Army, once the Hubei New Army increases troops, or the Nanjing New Army increases troops, this Anqing still can't be held. Since this is the case, why must we defend to the death?"

Chen Duxiu agreed relatively with Lu Zhengping's view, but commanding the retreat of several thousand people wasn't an easy task either. The retreat plan provided by Lu Zhengping was to first prepare dry food and send people to scout the path. Then disband the secret societies, let the core troops daring to fight attack the Hubei New Army fiercely, and suddenly retreat when the Hubei New Army thought Anqing wanted to go out of the city for a decisive battle. This could both buy time and improve efficiency. Chen Duxiu also agreed deeply. The problem was that Chen Duxiu was a revolutionary, or more accurately, Chen Duxiu was a literati and revolutionary theorist. He lacked the ability to fully execute this plan, and even more lacked the boldness to persuade comrades to execute this plan.

Thus, amidst everyone's chaotic thoughts, Chen Duxiu almost drifted with the current and wasted a day with everyone. Now seeing the comrades so enthusiastic, Chen Duxiu didn't know how to bring up the matter of retreat even more.

Chang Hengfang had already made up his mind to fight a decisive battle. Seeing that other cadres had reached a consensus, he said to Chen Duxiu, "Grand Commander, if there is nothing else, I will go organize the night watch."

"Mn..., good. Let it be so for now." Chen Duxiu responded.

Chang Hengfang took Xiong Chengji and others out together. Only Bai Wenwei was left in the conference hall. Chen Duxiu suddenly realized that he had lost another opportunity to persuade comrades to retreat at this time.

"Strictly guard the camp; beware of rebel sneak attacks." Li Yuanhong issued an order.

"Yes, Brigade Commander. Commander, what is the password for the camp tonight?" The staff officer asked while answering.

Li Yuanhong looked at the dishes on the table in front of him. He wanted to use a dish name as the password casually, but he couldn't help remembering Cao Cao's password "Chicken Ribs." Suppressing the urge to use a dish name, Li Yuanhong said, "Let's use 'Night Raid Anqing' as the password."

"Night Raid Anqing." The clerk hurriedly wrote down the password. After presenting it to Li Yuanhong for review, he applied the seal.

After the staff officers went out, Li Yuanhong ate a few mouthfuls of food boredly, and let the personal guards take the leftovers away. The staff officers dared not eat at the same table with Li Yuanhong, so the big tent was quiet. After the personal guard brewed tea, Li Yuanhong took a casual sip, and his brows couldn't help but frown.

This wasn't because the tea wasn't tasty; Li Yuanhong had his own worries. In the afternoon, Li Yuanhong personally interrogated the captured rebels. But he found that the rebels were simply a mob. These people were beaten severely after being captured. When they were brought to Li Yuanhong, every one of them had wounds all over their bodies and faces. There was no arrogance to speak of. Li Yuanhong's inquiry was very smooth. These people explained the situation inside the city in full detail. These circumstances not only didn't make Li Yuanhong feel relieved but made him feel even more confused.

When Anqing fell more than a month ago, it truly shook the world. Anqing was a provincial capital and a famous city. The fact that it was captured in a single day made many people pessimistic about the court even think that the comprehensive collapse of the Great Qing was about to begin. Regarding exterminating the Anqing rebels, opinions within the court were clearly divided into two factions. One faction advocated immediate suppression, while the other advocated finding out what happened first.

Officials advocating immediate suppression upheld the court's consistent attitude over the years: ruthless measures must be taken against those who dare to rebel to deter rebels. But those advocating finding out first were some more prudent ones. Although the Anhui New Army was not a unit good at fighting among the New Armies, it was a whole Brigade of New Army. Being wiped out in one day showed that the rebel forces were far beyond imagination.

Party struggles were fierce in the court, but there was no party politics in Hubei. The officers of the Hubei New Army thought that with nearly ten thousand people including New Army and officials at all levels in Anqing city, someone should have been able to run out to report the news. Unexpectedly, the Hubei New Army waited for half a month and didn't wait for any news to come out. In the past half month, the Hubei New Army also sent many spies, but the results were very different. Various diametrically opposed intelligence reports were numerous, yet when summed up, they couldn't piece together a decent general situation.

What the Hubei New Army knew was that the Yue Wang Society occupied Anqing, and the Restoration Society occupied Chizhou. This intelligence was better and could justify itself. regarding the Anqing New Army and the officials filling the city, the intelligence was varied. Some said all officials from En Ming down were killed by the revolutionaries; some said En Ming and others had defected to the revolutionaries; some said the entire Anhui New Army had defected to the revolutionaries. Anyway, the whereabouts and lives of the officials filling the city were unknown. This extremely strange matter made the Hubei New Army somewhat at a loss.

In a blink of an eye, the New Year passed. The Hubei New Army learned that because the refugees displaced to Nanjing and other places by the flood last year began to cause trouble, the court ordered the Governor-General of Liangjiang, Rui Fang, to appease them properly, and he was unable to send troops to Anqing at all. Moreover, after the fermentation of a New Year, various news became even more unpredictable. generally speaking, not only were the whereabouts of the civil and military officials filling Anqing still unknown, but it was also heard that a new revolutionary party, the "People's Party," had risen in northern Anhui. The sayings about the People's Party were even more varied. Some said the People's Party was subordinate to the Yue Wang Society; some said the People's Party was subordinate to the Restoration Society. Every statement seemed reasonable. Finally, Lord Zhang Zhidong, far away in Beijing, issued an order for the Hubei New Army to prepare to send troops. Lord Zhang Zhidong was now a Grand Councilor in the capital; presumably, his words would absolutely not be wrong. The Hubei New Army began to prepare for war, but there was no news from the court for a long time. It wasn't until ten days ago that the Hubei New Army formally received the court's order to send troops to suppress.

But through today's interrogation, the captives confessed that the one who conquered Anqing was unexpectedly not the Yue Wang Society or the Restoration Society, but some People's Party that was not in Anqing at all. Moreover, the People's Party was not a subordinate of the Yue Wang Society or the Restoration Society. According to the captives, the People's Party was a revolutionary party established long ago and now controlled the area of North Anhui. North Anhui suffered floods, and news didn't get through; even if there was news, it was bad news. Such a group of revolutionaries suddenly rose in the disaster area. With poor communication between North Anhui and Hubei, Li Yuanhong really didn't know if he should listen to the captives' words. Sipping tea, Li Yuanhong was really undecided in his heart.

But after thinking for a while, Li Yuanhong put down his worries. Although the captives mentioned such a People's Party, they all said that the People's Party had returned to Fengyang long ago. Fengyang was hundreds of *li* away from here, so there was no need to fear. As long as Anqing and Chizhou were retaken, it would be a great merit. Let the court worry about whatever People's Party in Fengyang.

After determining these, Li Yuanhong ordered, "Notify all battalions to cook at the third watch tomorrow (around midnight to 2 AM? Usually means early morning). As soon as it gets light, start shelling the West City of Anqing."

"Yes, Brigade Commander."

"Wait, go and instruct all battalions again to strictly guard against Anqing rebels raiding the camp tonight." Li Yuanhong still maintained the principle of caution first.
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In the latter half of the night, the troops who had been staring wide-eyed guarding the Anqing city walls for most of the night finally looked forward to their replacements. The secret society members guarding the first half of the night were already sleepy, plus they had been on tenterhooks for half the night. With someone coming to replace them, everyone hurried down the city wall to return to the barracks to rest. It was early April now, and the nights were still very cool. No one noticed that the secret society members who went up to the North City wall were mostly wearing thick clothes.

Diao Dezhang's face still wore a depressed look. Since the Hubei New Army attacked, he had always looked like this. After getting on the city wall, Diao Dezhang first ordered his followers to find their positions behind the battlements, and then began to patrol. It took quite a while for the chaos on the city wall to subside. In the darkness of the night, only a dozen torches on the Anqing city wall showed a little vitality.

Zhou Xingchen had over forty men under him, while Diao Dezhang had over two hundred. These three hundred men occupied more than half of the city wall. It was pitch black below the city, but no one dared to light more torches. This was no longer the age of bows and arrows. These days, the secret society members had seen the range of rifles. Rifles that could kill people from such a long distance truly terrified them. If the city wall were brightly lit as storytellers described, it would only make themselves targets.

Zhou Xingchen secretly leaned close to Diao Dezhang. Seeing no one around, he lowered his voice and said, "Brother Diao, I want to ask you a favor."

Looking at Zhou Xingchen's sneaky appearance, Diao Dezhang frowned. "What is it?"

Zhou Xingchen leaned into Diao Dezhang's ear and said, "Brother Diao, when you take your brothers out of the city later, I hope you can take our brothers with you."

Diao Dezhang pushed away Zhou Xingchen, who was leaning close to his ear, then grabbed the clothes on Zhou Xingchen's chest and pulled him in front of himself, saying in a voice deliberately suppressed extremely low, "What nonsense are you talking about?"

Zhou Xingchen's voice was filled with a kind of weakness and shame. "Brother Diao, our brothers don't want to die. This Anqing city is a death trap. Now the Hubei New Army hasn't surrounded the city yet, we still have a way out. Brother Diao, if you didn't want to leave, why did you make the brothers wear such thick clothes? Isn't what's stuffed inside those clothes the reward money from these days?"

Diao Dezhang never expected Zhou Xingchen's eyes to be so sharp. He had actually made up his mind to leave Anqing city long ago. But since the Hubei New Army arrived outside the city, the defenders at the city gates were all direct subordinates of the Yue Wang Society. It was absolutely impossible to leave the city legitimately, so he requested to guard the city in the latter half of the night. Even so, Diao Dezhang didn't dare tell his plan to all his brothers; he only told a hundred relatively reliable ones. For the remaining hundred or so, he planned to let the trusted aides left behind persuade them to leave after he had left the city. Suddenly having his mind spoken by Zhou Xingchen, Diao Dezhang felt a mix of shock and anger.

Although his collar was grabbed in Diao Dezhang's hand, Zhou Xingchen already knew he had absolutely not misjudged Diao Dezhang. He leaned into Diao Dezhang's ear again and said, "Brother, let's not speak like strangers. If we want to leave, we leave now. Any later and it will be too late."

The sorrowful look on Diao Dezhang's face had long flown to the nine heavens. He gritted his teeth slightly and pushed away Zhou Xingchen again. His voice also became calm and firm. "Zhou Xingchen, I'll take some brothers down first, and you follow me down. Then we go our separate ways. But I'll say this upfront: if you fight us for the path, don't say I'm impolite."

Zhou Xingchen nodded hurriedly. "Yes, yes. Brother Diao, I just think you are a sensible person, that's why I want to follow you. I absolutely won't fight with Brother Diao. Whatever Brother says goes."

Not long after, several ropes were quietly lowered from the city wall. Diao Dezhang first sent trusted aides down the wall to scout the path. Since the Anhui Revolutionary Army didn't plan to go out of the city to fight at all, there were no checkpoints below the city. The only thing to worry about was whether the Hubei New Army had an ambush outside. Diao Dezhang pursed his lips, standing in the darkness of the city wall, staring closely at the darkness outside the city. Zhou Xingchen couldn't help pacing back and forth. After an unknown amount of time, a few bird calls were heard from outside. A moment later, a few more.

Zhou Xingchen guessed this was the signal. He leaned close to Diao Dezhang with a look of joy. Before he could speak, he heard Diao Dezhang shout in a low voice, "Shut your mouth." Zhou Xingchen obediently shut his mouth as if his throat had been choked.

A few more people went down the wall, and then there was no movement. After an unknown amount of time, the bird call signaling news came from below the city. Only then did Diao Dezhang relax. He hurriedly directed his trusted aides to go down the wall.

"Brother Diao, what about me?" Watching people go down the wall one by one along the ropes, Zhou Xingchen became anxious.

Diao Dezhang looked at Zhou Xingchen coldly, his tone full of contempt. "What's the panic? Hurry up and take your people to go down the wall here." After speaking, Diao Dezhang had already leaped onto the city wall, grabbed a rope, and started sliding down.

"Diao..." Zhou Xingchen wanted to ask more, but Diao Dezhang could no longer be seen from the city wall. He slapped his thigh and turned to call his subordinates.

If Lu Zhengping, who was currently in Chizhou, saw Diao Dezhang's practice, he would very likely not be able to help but offer a compliment. This decisiveness and caution were indeed qualities required for commanding a retreat.

In less than an hour, all the secret society members on the North City wall had gone down the wall, and then left Anqing city under the leadership of the scouts who had set off in advance.

After Zhou Xingchen's feet stepped on the land outside Anqing city, he immediately felt extremely relaxed in his heart. Finally free! Finally broke away from this death trap of Anqing. No longer need to feel fear amidst the sound of shell explosions and gunfire. After walking a short distance forward, Zhou Xingchen gathered his brothers and stopped in place. This action was extremely conspicuous in the flow of people trying their best to leave Anqing city, and these dozens of people stopping motionless also blocked the way for those behind.

"Why aren't you walking?" Diao Dezhang, who was walking in front, rushed back and asked in a low voice.

Zhou Xingchen took out a money pouch with a fake smile. "Brother Diao, you really helped me a lot this time. This little token is just a small gesture from me, your brother. Let's part ways here. The green mountains do not change, the green water flows forever. Next time Brother Diao has any instructions, I, your little brother, will definitely serve you faithfully."

"Are you stupid? The Hubei New Army is just outside. We have already scouted the path; you hurry up and follow us." Diao Dezhang said in a low voice.

Seeing his brothers already gathered together, Zhou Xingchen not only didn't look intimidated at all but even raised his voice. "That's not necessary, Brother Diao. For going down the wall with Brother Diao just now, I am very grateful. We left without saying goodbye, and the commotion just now wasn't small; I'm afraid the Yue Wang Society already knows. I'll cover the rear for Brother. If people from the Yue Wang Society chase us, we'll block them."

The place where Zhou Xingchen and others were located wasn't too far from the city gate. Diao Dezhang looked at the city gate, then looked at Zhou Xingchen and his followers who had completely gathered. Diao Dezhang smiled. "Then I'll trouble Brother Zhou. See you later." After speaking, he disappeared into the night with his subordinates.

After walking for a good while, Diao Dezhang suddenly stopped those trusted aides, while others continued forward. He quietly turned back with this group of people. But from afar, he saw Zhou Xingchen and others still gathered together, with no intention of moving at all. The two groups of people stood quietly separated by the night. Until there was a trace of light on the horizon, Diao Dezhang knew he couldn't hide any longer, so he unwillingly led his trusted aides to retreat quietly.

The sky brightened a few more shades. Zhou Xingchen looked around as far as he could see. Seeing that there was indeed no one around, he sent a few brothers to scout ahead before starting to retreat.

"What? The North City is empty now?" Chang Hengfang's voice was filled with doubt and shock.

The one replying was a petty officer of the New Army. He said somewhat anxiously, "Commander Chang, we don't know when all the people on the North City left. We don't know if they were captured by the Hubei New Army."

"I..." Hearing this, Chang Hengfang wished he could go up and slap this petty officer twice. This was obviously the secret societies fleeing privately; how could this petty officer think it was the Hubei New Army going up the city to catch people in the middle of the night? If the Hubei New Army could do this, why would they retreat? Killing their way down directly from the North City would be more effortless, and they could take Anqing immediately.

But this wasn't the time to scold his own people. Chang Hengfang shouted, "Have the troops defending the city all gone up to the wall now?"

"Yes. Commander Xu Yingxin has already taken brothers up to the North City."

Chang Hengfang roared, "You tell Commander Xu now, absolutely no one is allowed to enter or leave the city gates. If there are still secret society members wanting to go up the wall, drive them down immediately. Go now!"

After the officer left quickly, Chang Hengfang felt he had nowhere to vent his depression. He suddenly grabbed a chair beside him, raised it high, and then smashed it onto the table with all his might. Chang Hengfang used all his strength, as if in front of him was not a table but Diao Dezhang's head. The hardwood chair smashed onto the table surface, first making a loud bang, followed by a series of cracking sounds. A large hole was smashed into the table surface, and three of the chair's four legs were broken. Chang Hengfang was still not relieved. He waved the broken chair and continued to smash it onto the table surface non-stop.

The orderly outside saw Chang Hengfang so angry and hurriedly rushed in to hold Chang Hengfang's arm. "Commander Chang, no need for this. No need for this."

Blocked by the orderly, Chang Hengfang smashed a few more times before throwing down the disassembled chair, panting heavily. "These treacherous bastards. I absolutely won't spare them." Chang Hengfang roared. But he knew this was impossible. Before long, the Hubei New Army's new day of attack would begin. It was already extremely difficult to cope with the Hubei New Army's attack; where would there be troops to chase the secret society members who fled out of the city? And even if they caught up, so what? Persuade them to come back? Or simply kill Diao Dezhang and the others?

As if to prove Chang Hengfang's judgment, the sound of cannons suddenly came from outside. This was not the cannon sound from the river south of the city, but from the direction of the West City. The Hubei New Army began the formal siege battle.

Among the many New Armies of the Manchu Qing, the Beiyang New Army naturally ranked first. But the Hubei New Army also had its own many strengths. For example, Hubei's arsenal could manufacture firearms and ammunition itself. Moreover, when Zhang Zhidong established the Hubei New Army, he paid considerable attention to education. New Army generals mostly came from modern military academies, and their cultural quality was relatively higher than soldiers. In the early days of Zhang Zhidong's establishment of the Hubei New Army, it was explicitly stipulated that "only those under twenty who can also read are allowed to be recruited." He also listed "half of the soldiers entering the camp must be literate" as the first article of "Essentials of Hubei Troop Training." At the same time, Zhang Zhidong also attached great importance to the education of soldiers after entering the camp. Zhang Zhidong set up large and small "lecture halls" and "reading rooms" in each banner and battalion of the New Army, which was undoubtedly conducive to improving the cultural quality of soldiers. In particular, Zhang Zhidong showed ingenuity by creating the Hubei Army Special Primary School, selecting those "fluent in writing and reasoning" from the soldiers, ordering them to "come to the hall to study subjects during the day and return to camp at night," "graduating in turns and entering camp in turns," thereby "embedding the meaning of universal education in troop training." So in the Hejian Autumn Maneuvers of 1905, the Beiyang New Army "won with courage," and the Hubei New Army "won with learning."

Able to manufacture armaments themselves and having relatively high cultural literacy, the level of the artillery troops, which had the most technical content in the Hubei New Army, was outstanding among the New Armies. With an order from Li Yuanhong, the ready artillery troops began to bombard the West City wall of Anqing. After several rounds of test firing, the Hubei New Army's artillery constantly adjusted firing data. Shells began to fall accurately on the city wall.

The Anqing Revolutionary Army's initial idea was to rely heavily on the city wall for defense. Li Yuanhong knew this basic idea clearly. He held binoculars and looked at the city wall, only to see that after every shell landed on the city wall and exploded, sandbags, sand and soil, and shattered human limbs flew in the air. There were even scenes of whole people being blown into mid-air. Li Yuanhong put down the binoculars with satisfaction. Those on the city wall now should all be the elites of the rebels. Such a round of shelling would definitely cause heavy casualties to the rebels.

"Brigade Commander, should we attack the city?" The staff officers also saw the appearance of the city wall and asked with joy.

Li Yuanhong waved his hand. "What's the rush? Wait until the navy captures the Yingjiang Temple battery."

"If we press on now, we will definitely be able to capture the city wall." The staff officers advised.

Li Yuanhong sneered. "The rebels only have the city wall to rely on; they will definitely not give it up. Attacking the city now will only waste troops for nothing. No rush. After fighting for a while longer, we will stop and give the rebels time to climb the city wall. When they stabilize their footing on the city wall, we will use cannons to bombard again. Isn't this much better than fighting hard?"

"Brigade Commander has brilliant foresight." The staff officers quickly began to flatter him.

"Contact the navy quickly and ask them to capture the Yingjiang Temple artillery position today. Without the artillery position, let's see what the rebels use to hold this Anqing." After finishing, Li Yuanhong sat steadily on the folding chair. Although he was the Brigade Commander of the 21st Brigade of the Hubei New Army, Li Yuanhong was not from a military academy. He was a graduate of the Beiyang Naval Academy and also a student of Yan Fu. Li Yuanhong had participated in the naval battle of the First Sino-Japanese War. After the war, he defected to Zhang Zhidong and was highly regarded, so he rose all the way in the Hubei New Army. From his heart, Li Yuanhong trusted the navy more. As long as the navy took the Yingjiang Temple artillery position and then captured the water gate of Anqing, under the pincer attack from the south and west, Li Yuanhong firmly believed that the Anqing rebels couldn't last long.

The staff officers were somewhat puzzled. "Commander, a pincer attack from two sides is certainly good, but the rebels guarding the Yingjiang Temple battery are still resisting stubbornly."

Li Yuanhong came from the naval academy and had participated in the naval battle of the First Sino-Japanese War. There was one thing his attention and sensitivity far exceeded others in the Hubei New Army. "Even if the rebels can stick to the Yingjiang Temple position, they don't have that many shells. By this afternoon at the latest, they will have no shells to use. At that time, the naval warships will shoot at close range. No matter how stubborn those rebels are, they can't stop the shells."

"Brilliant foresight, brilliant foresight!" The staff officers flattered him again.

This time Li Yuanhong didn't pay attention to the staff officers anymore. He steadily picked up his teacup and began to sip.

Everything was almost the same as Li Yuanhong predicted. The defenders on the city wall were all the core troops of the Yue Wang Society. This dense shelling caused heavy casualties to the defenders on the city wall. Seeing this posture of the Hubei New Army, the Anqing Revolutionary Army worried that the Hubei New Army was preparing to take advantage of the situation to seize the West City wall. So they had to rush to send more troops to the city wall. In this back and forth, the number of casualties exceeded three hundred. When the army officers ordered reinforcements again, cases of disobedience had already appeared among the subordinates.

When this news reached the headquarters of the Yue Wang Society in the Anhui Governor's Yamen, Chang Hengfang, who was apologizing to Chen Duxiu and Bai Wenwei, roared furiously at the signalman, "First the secret societies fled, now is it the turn of the New Army?"

"Commander Chang, you can't say that." Bai Wenwei immediately stopped Chang Hengfang's loss of composure. At this point, everyone had to pull together. Chang Hengfang's words were obviously intensifying conflicts.

However, it never rains but it pours. Not long after, Xiong Chengji, the commander at the Yingjiang Temple artillery position, also sent an emergency report saying that the shells at Yingjiang Temple were few and far between. He hoped Chang Hengfang could send people to help defend the battery. The Yingjiang Temple battery had been the psychological pillar of the Anqing Revolutionary Army for the past two days. Hearing the rumbling sound of cannons, everyone felt they were using powerful artillery to persist in fighting the enemy. Because Xiong Chengji commanded well, amidst the chaos, no one had paid attention to the shell problem. If people were lacking, everyone could still transfer troops, but there was nowhere to get things like shells. Receiving Xiong Chengji's news, everyone looked at each other in dismay, not knowing what to say. Without cannons, should they use rifles to shoot against the enemy's cannons? Heaven knew how many shells the Hubei guys had and how long they could fight.

In this silence, Chang Hengfang roared, "Let's go out of the city and fight it out with these Hubei guys!"

"Hengfang, calm down." Bai Wenwei hurriedly advised.

Chang Hengfang threw caution to the wind at this moment. His eyes were wide open in anger as he shouted at Bai Wenwei, "Calm down for what? How did the People's Party win? They had no cannons and no guns. Wasn't it by close combat? letting the Hubei guys fight like this, we are simply waiting for death. Since we die anyway, we might as well fight to the death."

"What's the use of you fighting to the death? You can only take about a thousand people out now. Can you beat the Hubei New Army?" Bai Wenwei also got angry. "If you fight to the death, who will defend this Anqing?"

Regarding Bai Wenwei's words, Chang Hengfang immediately retorted, "Anqing is a pit dug for us by the People's Party. The People's Party knew they couldn't hold Anqing, so they simply pushed us out. The Manchu Qing attacked our Yue Wang Society with all their strength, and the People's Party watched the joke from behind. If you ask me, we shouldn't have wanted this Anqing at all. Let the People's Party give it to whoever they want. Isn't there still the Restoration Society? We didn't need to stick our necks out."

"The People's Party didn't plan to want Anqing from the beginning; it was I who insisted on occupying it." Seeing the comrades almost losing their reason, Chen Duxiu finally spoke. Hearing this, the comrades couldn't help but shiver. Although Chen Duxiu's words were the truth, no one was willing to admit it. And Chen Duxiu didn't mean to let everyone reflect. He knew that if he didn't make up his mind and sat watching the situation develop naturally, the final result would be meaningless destruction. "I thought as long as we occupied Anqing, the situation would change immediately. Looking at it now, I was completely wrong. If we can't completely defeat the Manchu Qing, occupying one or two cities is meaningless. It only lets everyone die in vain. Gentlemen joined the revolution for the success of the revolution, not to let the Manchu Qing use our heads to scare other revolutionary comrades. We retreat, retreat to Hefei which the People's Party just conquered."

Chen Duxiu's words shocked everyone. They never expected Chen Duxiu to make such a decision. "Grand Commander, can the People's Party tolerate us?" Bai Wenwei hurriedly advised.

"What is there to tolerate or not. We rose in revolution to overthrow the Manchu Qing and establish a new China. The so-called tolerate or not is just us wanting to swallow the People's Party, or the People's Party wanting to swallow us. Such partisan struggle is very meaningless. Comrades, what is the purpose of our Yue Wang Society?"

Hearing Chen Duxiu's question, the cadres of the Yue Wang Society stiffened their necks one by one and refused to answer.

Chen Duxiu didn't continue to force everyone. He said frankly, "The purpose of our Yue Wang Society is to emulate Yue Wumu resisting the Liao and Jin, unchanging until death. We must inherit his will and do our best to expel the Manchus. If the People's Party also has this purpose, what does it matter if we obey the People's Party's orders?"

"Grand Commander, we are in danger now, and the People's Party has no intention of rescuing us at all." Chang Hengfang was still relentless.

Addressing this common understanding among the Yue Wang Society cadres, Chen Duxiu asked, "Then when we occupied Anqing and were riding high, when did we ever care about the People's Party? Our Yue Wang Society occupied Anqing, but what did we do for the local people of Anqing? What benefits did the people get from our revolution? Did the people eat a grain of our rice? Or spend a penny of ours? Just the money we spent on Diao Dezhang and Zhou Xingchen could benefit how many common people? But did we do it? Now when we are defending the city, can we see the common people on the street? Comrades, being a person always requires talking about some morality (*daoyi*). Since we cannot establish China above, nor save the people below, then at least don't let revolutionary comrades die in vain with us."

Chen Duxiu's spirit at this moment overwhelmed the despairing Yue Wang Society cadres. Especially when Chen Duxiu mentioned morality, the cadres felt speechless. One of the foundations of the establishment of the Yue Wang Society was "morality." Like other "Revolutionary Parties" of this era, the Yue Wang Society had neither a comprehensive revolutionary concept nor specific revolutionary methods. They felt the misery of China and then directed all their resentment at the Manchu Qing government. But this passion born of justice could only be maintained in reality by "morality" and "Jianghu loyalty" in Chinese tradition. And the secret societies were undoubtedly unreliable, and Chen Duxiu personally criticized the "morality" that the Yue Wang Society prided itself on. For these revolutionaries, nothing was more drastic than this denial.

Seeing everyone silent, Chen Duxiu continued, "Everyone blaming the People's Party is blaming the wrong person. The one who was impatient to take Anqing into his hands back then was me, this Grand Commander. If comrades feel that I am still the Grand Commander, then listen to my order. We retreat to Hefei now. As long as we can preserve our backbone, the Yue Wang Society will surely have a day to make a comeback."

The cadres actually knew that if they didn't retreat now, when the Hubei New Army's infantry moved, it would be too late to retreat. And now the only one they could defect to was the People's Party. But for over a month, because of occupying Anqing, the Yue Wang Society had developed an arrogant mentality. Everyone felt that no matter how powerful the People's Party was, with one word from the Yue Wang Society, the People's Party would still hand over Anqing city obediently. Although everyone knew this thinking was wrong, the Yue Wang Society crowd had formed this concept in their hearts. Being driven out of Anqing by the Hubei New Army at this time and defecting to the People's Party gloomily—everyone found it unacceptable psychologically.

Chen Duxiu didn't care so much anymore. He began to issue orders. "If no one has any objections, we will start retreating now. Hengfang, you let the comrades on the various positions withdraw. Commander Bai, you take people to the silver vault now and bring all the gold and silver. Dekuan, you go and bring as much grain as possible from the grain depot. It must be enough for us to eat on the way to Hefei. As for the secret societies, tell them to disperse. Let those who want to leave go. For those willing to follow us, explain clearly to them that following us this time, there is no pay or provisions."

"What about the cannons and machine guns?" Chang Hengfang asked angrily.

"Leave them for the Hubei New Army to loot. Without these things for them to loot, I'm afraid the New Army won't let us leave so easily."

Everyone stood in place, wanting to raise objections. But facing the future of doomed destruction if they stayed in the city, no one could come up with a better way. After a long while, Chang Hengfang responded angrily, "I'll go gather the troops now." After speaking, he went out angrily.

"Grand Commander..." Bai Wenwei wanted to step forward and persuade him further.

"Commander Bai, whether we can retreat from Anqing unscathed is still uncertain. If we are caught up by the Hubei New Army on the road, it will be a bloody battle. Bring the money well. If we can reach Hefei, this will be the capital for our Yue Wang Society's revival."

Hearing that Chen Duxiu hadn't given up on the revolution, Bai Wenwei finally felt relieved. "Grand Commander, I will definitely guard our military funds well on the road."

"Dekuan, you go too." Chen Duxiu said to Shi Dekuan who stood dumbfounded in place.

"Grand Commander..."

"Go now, Dekuan. If we have no grain, are we going to be bandits robbing grain along the way?" Chen Duxiu said unquestionably.

"Yes." Shi Dekuan obeyed Chen Duxiu's instruction.
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Li Yuanhong did not expect the rebels in Anqing city to decide to retreat. Without any special reason, Li Yuanhong firmly believed that those rebels would not be willing to leave Anqing city. Under such judgment, Li Yuanhong ordered a temporary halt to the shelling. Although Li Yuanhong appeared to be conducting the war methodically, he actually had far more confusion and doubts in his heart than outsiders could see.

This battle to recover Anqing was not just a military operation; it also had a deeper political background. Li Yuanhong was just a soldier and knew very little about what exactly happened in the court. He only knew what happened in Hubei. After the fall of Anqing, Lord Zhang Zhidong suddenly went to Beijing. Before leaving for Beijing, Lord Zhang spoke: without Lord Zhang's personal order, no matter whose order it was, the New Army was not allowed to "act rashly." The meaning of this phrase "no matter whose order" was very rich. Theoretically, the Hubei New Army was the court's army and also under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Army. If these two issued orders, the New Army must obey. But Lord Zhang's meaning, put plainly, was "If I don't give the order, the Hubei New Army is absolutely not allowed to move."

Li Yuanhong didn't know exactly what happened in the court, nor did he have much impulse to know. The Hubei New Army was an army created single-handedly by Lord Zhang Zhidong, so naturally, they followed Lord Zhang's lead. Whether it was the court or the Ministry of Army, without Lord Zhang's order, not a single soldier of the Hubei New Army would move. After everyone prepared for more than a month, Lord Zhang Zhidong's personal order finally arrived in Hubei. The content was very simple: "Caution is the priority. Retaking Anqing and Chizhou is the main point. Do not be greedy for merit."

Li Yuanhong's understanding of this passage was: "Few deaths, no rush, fight slowly." The only thing Li Yuanhong didn't understand was that when the New Army sent troops, the court usually gave money, but this time the Hubei New Army was sent without a penny. But since Lord Zhang had spoken, it was impossible for the Hubei New Army to make a fuss over this little money. So Li Yuanhong proceeded with the battle step by step and did not adopt the tactic of surrounding Anqing city on four sides. He didn't know that his "conservatism" gave the rebels in Anqing city a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Because there were no Hubei New Army troops outside the North Gate, Chen Duxiu set the breakout route at the north of the city.

Of course, even if Li Yuanhong knew that the rebels in Anqing city were preparing to break out, he would not change his deployment. Lord Zhang Zhidong had explained very clearly: "Retaking Anqing and Chizhou is the main point." As for the rebels in the city, Li Yuanhong believed that Lord Zhang's words had already made it very clear: "Do not be greedy for merit."

When Chen Duxiu led more than nine hundred core members of the Yue Wang Society to leave the North Gate of Anqing, the situation was surprisingly smooth. Without any obstruction, they left Anqing city carrying the remaining hundred thousand taels of silver from the silver vault and over thirty thousand *jin* of grain from the granary. Two hundred backbone soldiers were left in Anqing city; Chang Hengfang led them to be responsible for the rearguard. Watching the high Anqing city getting farther and farther away, these Yue Wang Society backbones felt a strong sense of loss in their hearts. When could they return to this big city? None of these people had any idea. Just at this moment, the Hubei New Army's cannons fired again. The rumbling sound of cannons seemed to be a bugle call, encouraging these Yue Wang Society personnel who had withdrawn from Anqing to turn their heads north and walk quickly.

Chang Hengfang was extremely indignant about the betrayal of the secret societies. The reason he accepted the order to cover the rear was, on the one hand, that as a military commander, he was considered very capable and prestigious. On the other hand, Chang Hengfang had a burst of evil fire in his heart that he wanted to vent; he volunteered to be responsible for the rearguard himself.

"Commander Chang! We can't go up this city wall." The secret society leader cried and knelt down, then hugged Chang Hengfang's legs tightly. "Commander Chang, the Hubei guys' shelling is so fierce; going up the city wall means death. If you make us go up the wall, that's asking for our lives. Commander Chang, this wall cannot be climbed."

"Are you trying to betray the revolution?" Chang Hengfang roared. Behind him, two hundred fully armed Yue Wang Society backbone soldiers glared at the secret society leaders in front of them. They also knew about Diao Dezhang and Zhou Xingchen fleeing. Regarding the betrayal of the secret societies, these soldiers were as angry as Chang Hengfang. As long as Chang Hengfang gave an order, these soldiers would shoot the secret society members without hesitation.

Chang Hengfang stared closely at those trembling secret society leaders. "In the past month or so, each of you has earned at least fifty taels from us. When it's time for you to go into battle, why don't you have that vowing vigor from back then? Was everything you said back then just farting?"

None of the secret society leaders dared to make a sound. The loud noise and violent vibration of the exploding shells completely deprived these people of their courage. They dared not go up the wall no matter what, but facing the angry Chang Hengfang and the group of angry Anqing Revolutionary Army soldiers behind him, they also dared not refuse.

Chang Hengfang originally wanted to scold the secret societies again, but at this moment, he really didn't have the extra time. "It's fine if you refuse to go up the West City wall. You go guard the East City and South City for me right now. There are no Hubei guys under the East and South walls."

Hearing Chang Hengfang show mercy, this group of people nodded repeatedly. Chang Hengfang didn't say more; he ordered the soldiers to escort this group of people, making them take their followers up the city walls of the South City and East City. Under the wall, Chang Hengfang called the secret society leaders together again. "We have now circled from the north of the city to behind the Hubei guys. This is to fight a decisive battle with the Hubei guys. You must guard the East and South of the city for us. Do you hear me?"

"Commander Chang, we can definitely hold it, we can definitely hold it." Regardless of what they thought in their hearts, the secret society leaders said non-stop with their mouths.

"When we come back after winning the battle, if you are not on the wall, don't say I'm impolite." Chang Hengfang made the final threat, then led the troops towards the North Gate.

By midnight, Chang Hengfang finally caught up with Chen Duxiu and the others who had already left the city. The combined force of more than one thousand one hundred people didn't care about anything else and marched overnight with torches. Everyone knew that the Hubei New Army had cavalry. If they couldn't get out of the cavalry's attack range as soon as possible, just these one thousand one hundred people really wouldn't be enough for the New Army Cavalry Battalion to fight. Urged by fear, plus having a clear destination, the troops burst out with unprecedented marching ability, actually walking more than forty *li* in one night.

Li Yuanhong learned that Anqing was already an empty city that night. Several gentry who ran out of Anqing city cried and asked Li Yuanhong to enter the city. After the secret societies left in Anqing city discovered that the Yue Wang Society had run away, some began to retreat, while others with great courage had already begun to loot in Anqing city. These gentry came to find Li Yuanhong to ask for rescue troops.

Whether by torture or gentle questioning, since the gentry told the truth, naturally no other result would be asked. Li Yuanhong readily sent out scouts. The scouts soon returned to report that the situation in Anqing city was indeed as the gentry said. Li Yuanhong kept the regiment left to him by Division Commander Zhang Biao to guard the main camp, and sent two regiments under his own command to "rescue the people of Anqing." This was a fat job. Since Anqing was already an empty city, everything left in this city could be taken arbitrarily by these Hubei New Army soldiers. Especially those secret society members; they definitely had valuable things on them. Killing these rebels, firstly, heads could be exchanged for rewards; secondly, the property on these secret society members would completely belong to the New Army.

There were no defenders on the city wall long ago. Li Yuanhong's troops didn't lose their reason because of this huge profit in front of them. They first went up the city wall, then quickly occupied the various city gates. Looking down from a high position at this time, they saw fire and wailing rising together in the city. After guarding the city gates and walls, these rebels in the city found it hard to escape even with wings. Some Hubei New Army soldiers watched the secret societies looting and were anxious to go down and get rid of these misbehaving "rebels." The officers calmly stopped the soldiers' impulse. "What's the rush? Let them rob for a while longer."

The soldiers didn't figure out the twist in this, but the officers knew it clearly. As long as these rebels were annihilated, the property carried by the rebels would all be obtained by the New Army. Under such circumstances, the more the rebels robbed, the better. The Hubei New Army had absolutely no reason to save money for the people of Anhui.

The Yue Wang Society's backbone troops fleeing towards Hefei had good luck. The Hubei New Army's choice gave them a night's time. And the Yue Wang Society's good luck continued. After dawn broke, the Hubei New Army killed their way down from the city wall and annihilated the secret societies. Although the captured secret society members didn't know where the Yue Wang Society went, they knew where other secret societies went. The Hubei New Army cavalry dispatched immediately and began to pursue those fleeing secret societies. To survive, the secret society members told the truth, and the Hubei New Army Cavalry Battalion gained extremely rich harvests. To get more money, the Hubei New Army cavalry adopted a policy of extermination towards the secret societies they caught up with. The property searched from the secret societies made the cavalrymen eclectic with joy.

Under such good luck, the Yue Wang Society gained another day of marching time. Li Yuanhong didn't have the idea of catching up with the Yue Wang Society to exterminate them. Of course, if the Yue Wang Society was only thirty or fifty *li* away from Anqing, Li Yuanhong wouldn't easily let go of the Yue Wang Society remnants. But by the time the Hubei New Army began to search for the whereabouts of the Yue Wang Society, the Yue Wang Society had finally escaped the attack range of the Hubei New Army.

While triumphantly ordering the news of retaking Anqing to be sent back to Wuhan, Li Yuanhong gathered troops to start attacking Chizhou. When he arrived at Chizhou, he discovered that the gentry of Chizhou were already waiting respectfully at the gate to welcome him. The Restoration Society followed Lu Zhengping's suggestion; before retreating, they specifically organized the Chizhou gentry to maintain order in Chizhou to avoid the Hubei New Army rushing into Chizhou to loot.

As the saying goes, one doesn't slap a smiling face, not to mention there were quite a few *Juren* (provincial graduates) among these gentry. Li Yuanhong couldn't go too far. Chizhou finally escaped a calamity.

The news that Li Yuanhong, Brigade Commander of the 21st Brigade of the Hubei New Army, led troops to recover Anqing and Chizhou in two days quickly reached Beijing. This should have been good news for the Qing government, but at the end of a dynasty, the effects brought by any good news were negative. The political dispute that had already begun to intensify did not subside because of this; on the contrary, the struggle in the capital became increasingly fierce.

Yuan Shikai knelt and kowtowed respectfully before the spirit tablet in the mourning hall. As a filial son, Wang Shizhen also knelt in mourning dress to return the salute. Wang Shizhen's great-grandfather Wang Chaozheng was skilled in medicine and good at calligraphy. His grandfather Wang Lü'an was a *Xiucai* (county graduate); besides medicine, he was good at martial arts and was known as a "military scholar." Wang Shizhen's father and uncle died early. He and his widowed mother depended on each other for survival, living in his aunt's natal home inside the East Gate of Zhengding city, relying on his mother doing needlework for others to make a difficult living. Wang Shizhen was the heir to two branches of the family. He entered a private school to study poetry and books at the age of 9. Because he was smart and eager to learn, when Wang Shizhen was 15, he was favored by Ye Zhichao, the Brigade Commander of Zhengding, and taken under his command as an orderly. Only then did he embark on the military path.

His birth mother passed away a few days ago, and Wang Shizhen immediately applied to stay at home for mourning. Mourning was originally a mandatory thing for officials. Even if Yuan Shikai was now deep in party struggles, he couldn't forcibly make Wang Shizhen continue to come out to work. So after Yuan Shikai learned the news, he immediately rushed to offer condolences. With his status, after paying homage, Wang Shizhen had to invite him to sit in the back for a while.

As soon as the two sat down, Yuan Shikai spoke. "Pinqing, restrain your grief and accept the change. Your mother raised you so hard, and you also had to take care of your aunt. Today you are the Admiral of Jiangbei; your mother can also be at peace."

Wang Shizhen knew that Yuan Shikai's purpose for this trip was by no means simple condolences. Although he was very sorrowful in his heart, Wang Shizhen had always served by his mother's side when she was critically ill, so he wasn't completely overwhelmed by grief at this moment. "Many thanks, Duke Yuan. Duke Yuan coming here, presumably there are other matters."

"Pinqing, Li Yuanhong of the Hubei New Army retook Anqing and Chizhou in two days. This matter has shaken the court and the public." Yuan Shikai introduced the latest situation changes.

Wang Shizhen listened quietly. Since the fall of Anqing, although Wang Shizhen was serving his sick mother, he still immediately sent people to investigate the situation in detail. The news sent back truly shocked Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen. The Yue Wang Society and the Restoration Society had long shown their banners, which wasn't hard to investigate. But the spies reported that the People's Party, which had disappeared in Shanghai, actually appeared in the Fengyang Prefecture area. Not only that, from Fuyang to Hefei, the People's Party quietly occupied a vast territory in northern Anhui. Moreover, it was the People's Party that conquered Anqing and Chizhou, not the Yue Wang Society and the Restoration Society.

Yuan Shikai simply dared not believe it after getting this news. But these spies were personally trained by Wang Shizhen; it was absolutely impossible for them to get some fake intelligence to fool him. Chen Ke, who had once disappeared without a trace, silently caused such a big event in Anhui. Yuan Shikai still dared not believe it even now.

But these were not the most important things. In 1905, five ministers including Zai Ze and Duan Fang went abroad for investigation. Returning home the following year, Zai Ze submitted the "Secret Memorial on Petitioning the Qing to Announce Constitutionalism," pointing out that constitutional monarchy could make "the imperial throne solid forever," "foreign threats gradually lighter," and "internal rebellion eliminable." As soon as this memorial came out, the court and the public were shaken. On September 1, 1906, the Qing court finally promulgated the edict of "Preparing for Constitutionalism." The Beiyang clique led by Yuan Shikai was originally the successor of the Westernization Movement. Since the court had made up its mind to "establish a constitution," Yuan Shikai felt this was a good opportunity to display his ambitions. Yuan Shikai, who had always advocated "reform," began to strive to promote the Beiyang clique to lead the "constitutionalism."

Starting from September 1906, on the one hand, Yuan Shikai gradually handed over part of the power in his hands to befriend the Manchu nobles in the court and alleviate the suspicion Cixi might have towards him. On the other hand, Yuan Shikai presided over the compilation of the "Outline of Constitutionalism," attempting to occupy the theoretical guidance of future constitutionalism. For this reason, Yuan Shikai had even thought of summoning Yan Fu, a famous idealist figure, and Yan Fu's "disciple" Chen Ke to Beijing to participate in the editing work of the "Outline of Constitutionalism."

Chen Ke had already proved with practical actions that he was simply a thorough great rebel. There was no trace of Yan Fu and his whole family. Presumably, they either went to avoid disaster, or Yan Fu was simply the commander behind Chen Ke. Yuan Shikai now had absolutely no thought of figuring out the relationship between the two. The threat he faced now did not come from Yan Fu and Chen Ke at all, but from another extremely powerful force within the court.

As the Beiyang Minister, the Beiyang clique led by Yuan Shikai himself started in 1895. Within ten years, it rapidly expanded from a purely military group into a huge bureaucratic group encompassing politics, economy, military, and diplomacy, unprecedented in the history of the Manchu Qing. Monarchical power and ministerial power are a pair of natural contradictions that wax and wane. Against the growth of the Beiyang power, under Cixi's intentional or unintentional support, three forces contending with Yuan Shikai's Beiyang clique appeared visibly or invisibly within the Manchu court.

The one launching the attack on Yuan Shikai was among these three forces, another "New Policy Constitutionalist Group" that firmly supported constitutionalism like Yuan Shikai but denounced Yuan Shikai's Beiyang clique as a "Turbid Stream" while regarding itself as a "Pure Stream." The leaders of this group were Cen Chunxuan, the "Official Butcher" known as the last incorruptible official of the Manchu Qing, and the famous New Policy official Zhang Zhidong.

Wang Shizhen saw clearly these matters in the Manchu court. Whether it was the Beiyang clique led by Yuan Shikai or this "Pure Stream" preparing to drive Yuan Shikai completely out of power, their attitude towards "constitutionalism" was completely consistent. They all believed that only through "reform" and "constitutionalism" could China's crisis situation be saved and the Manchu court be saved. If these two forces could cooperate fully, they could absolutely overwhelm all conservative forces and completely dominate the court's "constitutionalism." But these two forces had no idea of cooperation. At least the force as the "Pure Stream" had no intention of cooperating with Yuan Shikai at all. Not only that, the "Pure Stream" tried its best to overthrow Yuan Shikai and then seize the dominance of "constitutionalism." This fact could not but make Wang Shizhen feel sincere regret.

Unlike Yuan Shikai, Wang Shizhen had absolutely no idea of participating in this matter. What Wang Shizhen wanted to be loyal to first was the Manchu court, so Wang Shizhen's thoughts fell on the latest situation in Anhui. He asked, "After retaking Anqing and Chizhou, what does Lord Zhang Zhidong say?"

Yuan Shikai sneered. "What does he say? Zhang Zhidong immediately impeached En Ming for dereliction of duty in his post, actually causing the situation of collective rebellion of the Anhui New Army."

En Ming's whereabouts were unknown now. The only thing that could be confirmed was that En Ming did not defect to the rebels. Zhang Zhidong impeaching En Ming at this time pointed directly at En Ming's father-in-law, Prince Qing Yikuang. Everyone in the court knew that Yikuang and Yuan Shikai had formed a solid alliance. Zhang Zhidong's impeachment was simply making a statement against Yuan Shikai.
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Yuan Shikai believed that Zhang Zhidong's impeachment of En Ming was a gesture of opposition to himself. Wang Shizhen's view was subtly different from Yuan Shikai's. He advised, "Duke Yuan, I don't think Zhang Zhidong necessarily means that."

From Yuan Shikai's heart, he didn't want to fall out with Zhang Zhidong at all. Although Wang Shizhen's words were refuting his thoughts, Yuan Shikai was not annoyed but asked eagerly, "Pinqing, how do you explain this?"

"Duke Yuan, you and Zhang Zhidong are both external officials. Why was Zhang Zhidong suddenly called into the capital now?"

"This?" Yuan Shikai was also very puzzled about this matter. Although he had many doubts in his heart, Yuan Shikai dared not guarantee that he could accurately grasp Cixi's psychology.

Wang Shizhen didn't guess Cixi's psychology. He continued, "Although Zhang Zhidong prides himself on being a Pure Stream, he can definitely cooperate fully with Duke Yuan to promote constitutionalism. Since Zhang Zhidong sent troops to retake Anqing and Chizhou, impeaching En Ming is a matter of course. It may not necessarily be malicious towards Duke Yuan. Moreover, the court plans to make Zhang Zhidong a Grand Councilor. I think Zhang Zhidong impeaching En Ming means he wants his own man to serve as the Governor of Anhui."

"So that's it." Yuan Shikai's eyes lit up. The position of Grand Councilor looked high and powerful, a goal for countless people to strive for. But for "external officials" like Yuan Shikai and Zhang Zhidong, it was an arrangement of apparent promotion but actual demotion. As the Governor-General of Huguang, Zhang Zhidong controlled a Division of New Army, and his students and former subordinates were all over the court. Although he was outside the court, he could control the court situation remotely. But now that he was in the court, although his status seemed higher, he would be subject to many constraints. Once he handed over the position of Governor-General of Huguang, Zhang Zhidong would lose his direct support forces. Yuan Shikai was proficient in the power tactics of officialdom, but being besieged on all sides now, he just hadn't thought it through for a moment. Hearing Wang Shizhen's hint, Yuan Shikai suddenly saw the light.

Once some things are figured out, there is no need to continue talking. As long as Wang Shizhen's judgment was correct and Zhang Zhidong just hoped to place his own man in the position of Anhui Governor, then Yuan Shikai knew exactly how to execute it without asking Wang Shizhen at all. As long as he got rid of Zhang Zhidong's hostility, Yuan Shikai could concentrate on dealing with his biggest political enemy, Cen Chunxuan.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai breathed a sigh of relief. His purpose for this trip was to resolve the conflict with Zhang Zhidong. Since Wang Shizhen had pointed out the solution, Yuan Shikai felt that the purpose of coming to offer condolences today had been achieved. He had no thought of continuing the conversation. Although Wang Shizhen was Yuan Shikai's confidant, Wang Shizhen himself was not good at conspiracies and tricks. More accurately, Wang Shizhen simply didn't like participating in under-the-table conspiracies. Dealing with Cen Chunxuan required exactly conspiracies, so Yuan Shikai prepared to bid farewell.

Unexpectedly, just as Yuan Shikai was about to bid farewell, Wang Shizhen asked, "Duke Yuan, how do you plan to deal with the People's Party in Anhui?"

"Mn? What does Pinqing mean? Zhang Zhidong has already sent troops to retake Anqing and Chizhou; presumably, they won't let the People's Party off." Yuan Shikai perfunctored.

Wang Shizhen knew Yuan Shikai was perfunctory with him. The Manchu court needed to pay money to mobilize the New Army to suppress rebellions. The New Armies were now in the hands of local authorities everywhere. Mobilizing them once cost a lot, so except for large-scale civil uprisings, local small rebellions were ordered to be suppressed locally. But in this Anqing rebellion, the People's Party struck extremely ruthlessly, taking out the provincial capital of Anhui first and capturing all provincial officials in one net. Moreover, the People's Party grasped the timing extremely well. Anhui was under the management of the Governor-General of Liangjiang. After the great flood last year, at least three million refugees were wandering everywhere. Civil rebellions rose one after another in various places, and Governor-General of Liangjiang Rui Fang simply couldn't attend to everything. In addition, the Yue Wang Society and Restoration Society occupying Anqing and Chizhou surprisingly just defended the cities and waited for external responses, without being able to expand their territory substantially. So the task of suppression finally fell on the head of the Hubei New Army commanded by Huguang Governor-General Zhang Zhidong. Zhang Zhidong could send troops to take Anqing and Chizhou along the Yangtze River, but Zhang Zhidong would absolutely not send troops deep into Anhui to attack the People's Party in Fengyang Prefecture.

Wang Shizhen was well aware of Yuan Shikai's difficulties. Even as the dignified Beiyang Minister commanding the Beiyang clique, Yuan Shikai couldn't do whatever he wanted. But Wang Shizhen still insisted on his own idea. "Duke Yuan, I have checked Chen Ke's matters. A year ago, his followers were at most a hundred or so, but in less than a year he could destroy the Anhui New Army. He had no money and no grain, yet he could accomplish such things. If the court ignores the People's Party, give him another half a year or a year, Chen Ke will definitely become a major threat."

"Then what does Pinqing plan to do?" Yuan Shikai had enough respect for Wang Shizhen.

Wang Shizhen answered firmly, "Duke Yuan, why not let Zhang Xun cut the weeds and dig up the roots?"

Hearing Wang Shizhen's words, Yuan Shikai's eyes lit up. "This is excellent."

When coming out of Wang Shizhen's house, Yuan Shikai was in a very good mood. As long as the problem of Zhang Zhidong could be solved, Yuan Shikai could concentrate on dealing with Cen Chunxuan. Sitting in the carriage, Yuan Shikai re-sorted the sequence of events in his mind.

After the court decided on constitutionalism, everyone inside and outside the court knew that this would be a major event determining future political fate. The characteristic of constitutionalism was nothing more than a "responsible cabinet." To put it in more understandable terms, the power once held in the hands of Manchu nobles and the central government would be formally transferred to the cabinet and provincial assemblies through "constitutionalism." The Mutual Protection of Southeast China in the Gengzi year essentially established the semi-independent posture of various places, especially the southern provinces. Once past the Huai River, except for a few treaty ports that could barely be controlled by the court, local financial power was basically semi-independent.

In recent years, this situation was still just a default state for everyone. Once constitutionalism was established, this political pattern would be established in the form of law. The Qing court, which held total power, would transfer most of its power to the cabinet and localities.

Regarding constitutionalism, Yuan Shikai's wishful thinking was definitely to dominate the center. He proposed a plan to replace the Grand Council with a cabinet and secretly decided to let Prince Qing Yikuang be the future Prime Minister of the Cabinet and Yuan Shikai be the Deputy Prime Minister.

But for such a major event, other forces would absolutely not sit and watch Yuan Shikai's Beiyang clique monopolize power. The group led by Qu Hongji and Cen Chunxuan prided themselves as leaders of the "Pure Stream" and were actually quite active privately. Cen Chunxuan, who was still Governor-General of Liangguang at the time, intervened in Shanghai, the area where constitutional forces were most active in modern China, and instigated the establishment of the first domestic constitutional organization—the Constitutional Preparation Association. Cen Chunxuan's old subordinate Zheng Xiaoxu served as the president, and Cen Chunxuan was naturally the self-evident backstage boss. In the organization of constitutional groups, the "Pure Stream" obviously took the lead. Yuan Shikai had no choice but to go out personally, frequently sending amorous glances to some leading figures of the constitutionalists, repeatedly declaring "I can give up being an official, but the constitution cannot fail to be established."

On November 6, 1906, the Qing court announced the central official system. The Beiyang plan to establish a cabinet was completely overturned by Cixi, who was persuaded by Qu Hongji. The Grand Council was retained unchanged. Minister of Personnel Lu Chuanlin, Minister of Army Tie Liang, Minister of Civil Affairs Xu Shichang, and Minister of Education Rong Qing all left the Grand Council. Only Yikuang and Qu Hongji remained in the original Grand Council. Later, Grand Secretary Shi Xu and Guangxi Governor Lin Shaonian were added upon Qu Hongji's recommendation. This restructuring also forced Yuan Shikai to resign from eight concurrent posts and hand over the military power of the four Beiyang divisions.

The "Pure Stream" actually took the lead in the central government. The upper level didn't work, but Yuan Shikai's action to seize real power locally went smoothly because of Yikuang's cooperation. On September 11, 1906, Liangguang Governor-General Cen Chunxuan was first transferred to be Governor-General of Yun-Gui. Yun-Gui Governor-General Ding Zhenduo was transferred to govern Min-Zhe. Min-Zhe Governor-General Zhou Fu succeeded Cen, making Liangguang fall into the hands of Yuan Shikai's relative by marriage, Zhou Fu. It was difficult for Cen Chunxuan to accomplish anything in the border areas of Yun-Gui. On October 19, Yikuang's eldest son, Minister of Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce Zai Zhen, and Grand Councilor Xu Shichang went to the three northeastern provinces to inspect. It seemed that the power of the three northeastern provinces could be held in the hands of Yuan Shikai's Beiyang clique.

But Cen Chunxuan didn't buy this at all. He didn't go to Yunnan to take office but ran to Shanghai, where information and transportation were convenient. "Started by feigning illness, then asked to go abroad, and finally blackmailed the Qing court to allow foreign loans," intending to sit and watch the situation, waiting for an opportunity to move. The Qing court was helpless. On March 3, 1907, Cen Chunxuan was transferred to be Governor-General of Sichuan, but Cen Chunxuan still sat still.

A few days ago, on March 30, Minister of Posts and Communications Zhang Baixi died of illness. This was a fat vacancy. The postal system had rich returns. In the current situation, whoever could control the Minister of Posts and Communications could make a large number of people switch to their sect. Yuan Shikai would absolutely not let it go. Once he seized the Minister of Posts and Communications, Yuan Shikai believed he could master a sufficient number of supporters in the court, completely suppress the "Pure Stream," and seize the leadership of constitutionalism.

However, the closer it got to this time, the fiercer the counterattack of political enemies. According to reports from Yuan Shikai's spies, Cen Chunxuan was preparing to enter Beijing. In the places where this Cen Chunxuan, known as the "Official Butcher," served, countless officials were killed. He abruptly dyed his hat button red with the blood of so-called "corrupt officials." Yuan Shikai had never had a shred of good feelings for such people who fished for fame and were harsh and ungrateful. Cen Chunxuan claimed to be an incorruptible official, but why were those he killed always opposing factions and officials who disobeyed orders? To put it plainly, wasn't this still attacking dissenters? It was laughable that contemporaries were deceived by Cen Chunxuan's false appearance, actually coming up with something like "Southern Cen and Northern Yuan." Could a true gentleman disobey the court's transfer order and hide in Shanghai feigning illness to avoid disaster? Thinking that he had to be mentioned in the same breath as such a hypocrite as Cen Chunxuan, Yuan Shikai felt nauseous.

But a hypocrite like Cen Chunxuan should absolutely not be underestimated when striking with full force. Yuan Shikai originally had a lot of preparations, but he never expected that he actually had some flaws. When Chen Ke entered Beijing the year before last, Yuan Shikai saw that Chen Ke was a disciple of his old friend Yan Fu and was from Henan. The person looked very good too, quite having the demeanor of a disciple from a noble family. He had a moment of soft-heartedness and actually helped Chen Ke make a match. He never expected Chen Ke to turn around and run to Anhui to rebel. Now there was party struggle in the court. The characteristic of party struggle is to use any means necessary; who reasons with you? Once Cen Chunxuan seized this handle, he would definitely exploit it greatly. Wang Shizhen worried that Chen Ke would become a major threat; Yuan Shikai understood the reason for Wang Shizhen's worry very well. But in this situation, Yuan Shikai would rather no one knew that Chen Ke was rebelling in Anhui. As long as he could seize the leadership of constitutionalism, when Yuan Shikai held great power, he could naturally send troops to eliminate Chen Ke. No matter how capable Chen Ke was, Yuan Shikai firmly believed that as long as the Beiyang Army moved, they could easily exterminate Chen Ke. But in the current situation, it happened to be the time when Yuan Shikai least wanted Chen Ke's affairs to cause a sensation in the world.

Sorting through these things in his mind, Yuan Shikai felt his mood gradually calm down. Thinking about it, Wang Shizhen's suggestion wasn't bad. Zhang Xun was now serving as the Admiral of Jiangnan, commanding the New Army Ninth Division stationed in Nanjing. Some time ago, because of the floods in Anhui, plus more than fifty thousand refugees in Nanjing causing trouble due to hunger, and the strict investigation of revolutionaries within the New Army Ninth Division in Nanjing, Zhang Xun was unable to move. Now that the Hubei New Army had retaken Anqing, should the Ninth Division be allowed to send troops to eliminate the People's Party?

Thinking carefully, Yuan Shikai felt it was inappropriate again. If the Ninth Division eliminated the People's Party, then the Hubei New Army would have to withdraw from Anqing and Chizhou. After all, Anhui was under the jurisdiction of the Governor-General of Liangjiang. As subordinates of the Governor-General of Huguang, the Hubei New Army's presence itself involved endless bureaucratic disputes. Since Yuan Shikai wanted to reach a compromise with Zhang Zhidong, he had to give Zhang Zhidong face. Thinking back and forth, Yuan Shikai felt he still couldn't use the Ninth Division. If he couldn't use the Ninth Division, the remaining choices were only the local defense troops, training troops, and Green Standard Army. But using these forces would be worse than using the Ninth Division.

The problem with the court sending troops now was not a lack of soldiers, but a lack of money. It wasn't that wars hadn't been fought in recent years, but after every war, big trouble would arise due to military funding issues. Yuan Shikai had impeached Cen Chunxuan using the issue of military funding for the Western Campaign in 1904. Now if Yuan Shikai dared to launch such a big battle, it would simply be giving Cen Chunxuan an excellent excuse. The reason Zhang Zhidong could send troops in the name of the Governor-General of Huguang was precisely because Zhang Zhidong didn't ask the court for military funding for this dispatch. Zhang Zhidong could do this, but Yuan Shikai couldn't.

Thinking it over and over, Yuan Shikai had to choose a compromise plan. Temporarily ignore Chen Ke's affairs. As long as the Hubei New Army was still in Anqing, presumably Chen Ke wouldn't dare to act rashly. As long as he could obtain the leadership of constitutionalism, Yuan Shikai could do whatever he wanted then.

"Chen Ke, as long as you don't blow things up, I'll let you live a few more months." Yuan Shikai thought angrily in his heart.

Chen Ke, far away in Anhui, didn't know that Yuan Shikai had let him off the hook again. Chen Ke's history knowledge wasn't great; he knew nothing about the "Political Tide of Dingwei Year (1907)" that decided the fate of the Manchu Qing. Moreover, since Chen Ke followed Grandpa Mao's line of people's revolution, people's revolution requires mobilizing the people. Just implementing this program, the very immature organization of the People's Party had reached the limit of its ability. Even if Chen Ke knew history, he simply had no power to intervene in this internal struggle of the Manchu Qing.

Chen Duxiu acted extremely quickly. As soon as he arrived at the Hefei base area and met Qin Wu'an, the Party Secretary of Hefei, he immediately demanded to see Chen Ke. Regardless of whether Qin Wu'an was willing, he wanted to set off immediately. Qin Wu'an had no choice either. The Yue Wang Society came with more than a thousand people. The Hefei base area was newly opened. The troops had now gone down to the local areas. Including cadres and troops, there were only just over three hundred people in Hefei city. With more than a thousand Yue Wang Society people stationed outside Hefei city, Qin Wu'an dared not make a move himself. He had to send people to escort Chen Duxiu and several other main cadres of the Yue Wang Society to Fengtai County, while he worked and secretly guarded against the Yue Wang Society followers. Fortunately, the Yue Wang Society brought a lot of grain and money before coming out, plus Chen Duxiu took the hardliners in the Yue Wang Society, Bai Wenwei and Chang Hengfang, with him when he left, leaving the relatively moderate Xiong Chengji and Shi Dekuan to temporarily manage the troops. So no conflict had arisen yet.

When Chen Duxiu and the others appeared in Fengtai County like a bolt from the blue, Chen Ke was startled. Originally, Chen Ke thought that even if the Yue Wang Society ran away, they wouldn't defect to him. Given the high-spirited attitude of the Yue Wang Society at the time, how shameless would they have to be to run to defect to the People's Party? He never expected Chen Duxiu to actually be able to swallow his pride.

But Chen Ke couldn't ignore Chen Duxiu. Even if just for the more than a thousand people Chen Duxiu brought, Chen Ke had to figure out what exactly Chen Duxiu planned to do.

Chen Ke's impression of Chen Duxiu was mainly "Right opportunist capitulationist." Since Chen Ke had this view in his mind, seeing Chen Duxiu really surprised him greatly. The Chen Duxiu in front of him didn't have the weak feeling of a "Right opportunist capitulationist" leader at all. On the contrary, Chen Duxiu's eyes were bright, and there was actually an aggressive flavor in his attitude. This wasn't something he deliberately put on, but a tough attitude from the heart. Chen Ke really felt it strange that such a person became the representative figure of "Right opportunist capitulation." Generally speaking, such a person should be unyielding rather than submit.

Because of a lack of sympathy for losers and no enthusiasm for being a "revisionist," Chen Ke had never paid attention to Chen Duxiu's history. Facing Chen Duxiu, Chen Ke had to treat him as a completely ordinary person.

The Yue Wang Society cadres traveled all the way here. Whether Hefei city or Shouzhou city, although not comparable to Anqing, they were also famous cities. The People's Party's sickle and hammer flag could be seen everywhere, and people in blue military uniforms working with the common people could be seen everywhere. The Yue Wang Society cadres couldn't even count how many People's Party members were in the base area. And the leader of this huge area, these several large cities, and at least tens of thousands of People's Party members, was the person before their eyes.

It was the first time Chen Duxiu and the others met Chen Ke. Chen Ke was at least more than half a head taller than all of them. His sturdy figure gave people a feeling of pressure. But what surprised these people even more was Chen Ke's youthful appearance. The leader commanding this huge force was actually a young man in his twenties. The Yue Wang Society crowd couldn't help but feel a sense of jealousy in their hearts.

Sitting down in the conference room, the Yue Wang Society people introduced themselves. Whether Chen Duxiu the "Grand Commander," Bai Wenwei and Chang Hengfang the "Commanders," or several other "leaders" with exaggerated titles. Anyway, according to these titles, the Yue Wang Society would need at least over a hundred thousand people to be worthy of the names. Chen Ke's side was much simpler: People's Party Chairman Chen Ke, Deputy Director of the People's Party Fengtai County Office He Yaqing, and two guards. This wasn't Chen Ke deliberately slighting the Yue Wang Society. With the continuous expansion of the base area, the cadres of the People's Party had already been sent out. Those left in Fengtai County seat were some low-level cadres. Moreover, the People's Party never supported idlers. If He Yaqing, the Deputy Director of the County Party Office, hadn't come to report work to Chen Ke today and been forcibly pulled by Chen Ke to keep him company, Chen Ke would have had to face this group of Yue Wang Society people alone.

Chen Duxiu was straightforward, but he revealed his weakness as soon as he opened his mouth. "Mr. Chen Ke, we ask you to support the revolution."

As the leader of the Yue Wang Society, these words were not wrong from the standpoint of the Yue Wang Society. The Yue Wang Society had fallen into a low valley now; from their perspective, they needed the support of the People's Party at this time. And Chen Duxiu also had reasons to say so. The Yue Wang Society considered itself a local force in Anhui, and their comrades came from all over Anhui. In their view, the People's Party was pure outsiders. Many Yue Wang Society cadres still had a psychological advantage of "I am a local." Even now, the Yue Wang Society still had its own wishful thinking. They hoped the People's Party could give them a piece of territory to let them regroup and fight back to Anqing. Of course, if the People's Party was willing to help the Yue Wang Society take Anqing like two months ago and let the Yue Wang Society return in glory, that would be even better.

As a cadre of the Yue Wang Society, Chen Duxiu naturally couldn't fail to support his comrades' ideas. Moreover, when Chen Duxiu founded the Yue Wang Society, he used Yue Wumu as a rallying call. Since the Yue Wang Society had already raised the banner of Yue Wumu, the People's Party should show some submission to the great cause no matter what. Although there was no such clear thought in his heart, in his subconscious, Chen Duxiu thought "justifiable" was still deserved.

Hearing Chen Duxiu's words, Chen Ke felt it necessary to broaden his horizons. He asked, "What kind of support do you gentlemen hope to get?"

"Mr. Chen, if possible, we want to recruit troops in Hefei and then fight back to Anqing." Chen Duxiu said hurriedly.

After hearing this sentence, Chen Ke lost the patience to continue listening. What were these revolutionaries thinking? The Yue Wang Society recruiting soldiers and buying horses in Hefei—then what was the People's Party? Doing work for others for free? Chen Ke felt it was necessary to let the Yue Wang Society see the situation clearly. He said, "Our People's Party has already established a new government in Hefei. Recruiting soldiers is within the authority of the new government. It is rather inappropriate for you gentlemen to recruit soldiers in Hefei."

Before Chen Duxiu could answer, Chang Hengfang took over the conversation. "Mr. Chen, your words are wrong. Since we are all revolution, why distinguish between you and us? You took so many things in Anqing; did our Yue Wang Society ever say anything? Now, we just want to recruit some soldiers in Hefei. What is inappropriate?"

Before Chen Ke could say anything, Bai Wenwei had already secretly tugged at Chang Hengfang's sleeve. Chang Hengfang thinking for the Yue Wang Society wasn't wrong originally. The problem was that this was so irrational that even Bai Wenwei, a revolutionary activist, couldn't listen to it anymore. After stopping Chang Hengfang, Bai Wenwei said, "Mr. Chen, Anhui is so big. Our Yue Wang Society wants to borrow a piece of land from Mr. Chen. Hefei or other places are fine. Let us shelter there temporarily. When we retake Anqing, we will definitely return that place. I wonder what Mr. Chen thinks?"

Chen Ke originally planned to find time to hold a Party Committee meeting to discuss how to solve the Yue Wang Society matter. Hearing Bai Wenwei's words, he could already imagine what the comrades would say about this in his mind.

At this time, someone in the conference hall was heard saying, "You are 'Borrowing Jingzhou'." The speaker was He Yaqing, the Deputy Director of the Fengtai County Office sitting next to Chen Ke. In his university days, Chen Ke had participated in a small project regarding the sewage treatment problem of small paper mills using wheat straw as raw material along the Huai River. Chen Ke prepared to copy a few of these small paper mills, which must be completely shut down in the late 20th century, in the early 20th century. He Yaqing came to listen to Chen Ke's work arrangements but was forcibly pulled to sit with him. Hearing the speeches of the Yue Wang Society cadres, Chen Ke could still maintain a calm state of mind, but He Yaqing couldn't stand it anymore.

Bai Wenwei turned to He Yaqing. "Brother, your words are wrong. Back then, Sun Wu united to resist Cao, only then was there the great victory of the Battle of Red Cliffs..."

He Yaqing didn't want to hear Bai Wenwei's nonsense at all. He immediately interrupted Bai Wenwei. "Liu Bei at least had Jiangxia at that time; what do you have? I said it wrong just now; you are not borrowing Jingzhou. Wasn't Anqing lent to you by our People's Party? As a result, you lost Anqing, and now you run here to ask for territory? You really have the nerve to say such things."

The evaluation of the Yue Wang Society within the People's Party was not high. Since the People's Party withdrew from Anqing to the base area, the Yue Wang Society had never sent anyone to express gratitude. This arrogant and rude behavior made many comrades in the Party very dissatisfied. It was just that everyone was busy to death and had no energy to think about the Yue Wang Society's affairs. Unexpectedly, after the Yue Wang Society failed in Anqing, they actually ran to the base area to talk nonsense to Chairman Chen Ke. He Yaqing immediately retorted mercilessly.

As long as anything involves real interests, everyone will haggle over every ounce. Chen Ke might still be able to consider from a long-term perspective, but He Yaqing wouldn't consider that far ahead; he just wanted to consider from the immediate interests. The People's Party worked hard to conquer the territory and started even harder construction work, yet the Yue Wang Society ran over to demand a share of the spoils. He Yaqing would absolutely not allow such a thing to happen.

Encountering such fierce opposition, the cadres of the Yue Wang Society fell silent. They once thought the People's Party's power was not very strong. During the Anqing Campaign, the People's Party dispatched three thousand troops, and the Yue Wang Society thought that was the entire military force of the People's Party. So although Shi Dekuan once said the People's Party had many troops, the cadres of the Yue Wang Society felt it was at most five or six thousand people. When withdrawing from Anqing, the Yue Wang Society still had more than one thousand one hundred people. In their view, the People's Party still needed the Yue Wang Society's military strength to fight the Manchu Qing together. But after the Yue Wang Society cadres saw the base area with their own eyes, they realized that the number of troops in the base area far exceeded their imagination. Troops in dark blue uniforms could be seen everywhere along the way. They were already diffident. Seeing Chen Ke so young, they wanted to bluff Chen Ke. After being fiercely criticized by He Yaqing, these people didn't even dare to toughen up to refute.

After a while, Chen Duxiu asked, "Then what does Mr. Chen Ke plan to do?"

Chen Ke originally wanted to broaden his horizons, but with the situation changing like this, he had to state his decision. "We have a children's song in our base area. The song sings: 'Where does a happy life come from? It relies on labor to create.' If you gentlemen want to stay in Hefei, it is also possible. We will first designate a piece of land for you, and you can start by doing military *tuntian* (military farming)."
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"April is the cruelest month," sang a certain foreign devil poet. In China, the common people were far less sentimental than foreign poets. Their evaluation of April was more direct and accurate: "The green crops are not yet ready, and the yellow grain is exhausted (*qinghuangweijie*)." Thousands of years of accumulated civilization made Chinese people's view of the world so realistic. Poets could only use hollow words to express their feelings, while the people pointed out the cause of the "cruel" result with a single prick of blood. Last year's flood destroyed all production, and the grain stored in the base area was about to hit bottom. Facing such a dilemma, the People's Party's solution was somewhat similar to Emperor Hui of Jin, with the only difference being that Emperor Hui only verbally asked, "Why not eat meat porridge?" The People's Party provided the poultry and eggs from the breeding farms to the people of the base area to the maximum extent. Such a food supply model undoubtedly also benefited the five Yue Wang Society cadres who were "guests" in the People's Party base area.

After gnawing on a duck leg allocated to him, Chang Hengfang's gaze couldn't help falling on another duck leg in the basin. However, in terms of status, both Chen Duxiu and Bai Wenwei were above him. So no matter how much he wanted to eat it in his heart, Chang Hengfang couldn't touch that duck leg. He picked out a duck rib from the basin and chewed it with the soup. Chen Duxiu was not polite either; the food along the way hadn't been good, so he ate with abandon like the other comrades. The five people ate the meal delivered to them cleanly. After the People's Party orderly cleared the table and withdrew, Chang Hengfang secretly opened the doors and windows, checked carefully to find no one eavesdropping, and then nodded to everyone.

"This Chen Wenqing puts on quite an air, actually dismissing us like this." Bai Wenwei was the first to express his dissatisfaction. It wasn't really Bai Wenwei being picky; logically speaking, Chen Ke should have hosted a banquet for the Yue Wang Society people in the evening no matter what, or at least sat with them during the meal. But Chen Ke actually used busy official duties as an excuse, directly letting the guards send a few people to stay. Then he completely ignored them.

"How busy can he be? Busier than the emperor?" Chang Hengfang had a deep-rooted distrust of the People's Party. Hearing Bai Wenwei start attacking the People's Party, he immediately followed up.

Chen Duxiu didn't think so. He waved his hand. "I don't think Chen Ke is such a petty person. The People's Party and we were established almost together. We now have a total of only a thousand or so people up and down. Chen Ke now has such a large territory; he must be extremely busy."

Bai Wenwei had always engaged in party activities and cared very much about etiquette. Hearing Chen Duxiu finish, he said, "Grand Commander, even if he's busy, can't he spare time for a meal together? I think Chen Ke is deliberately slighting us."

"If he wanted to show us his power, he just needed to leave us hanging for a few days. Why meet us as soon as we arrived?" Chen Duxiu said. "What I care about is not this matter. Regarding what Chen Ke said, why we are the Yue Wang Society and they are the People's Party. I really feel it has deep meaning."

Hearing Chen Duxiu's words, everyone remembered the dialogue with Chen Ke. When Chen Ke proposed the request for the Yue Wang Society to engage in military farming (*tuntian*) themselves, the cadres of the Yue Wang Society were both surprised and angry. At a time when the revolution was so critical, Chen Ke actually wanted the people of the Yue Wang Society to farm. Such a "long-term plan" suggestion was immediately rejected by the Yue Wang Society comrades.

Chang Hengfang was the first to stand up and oppose. "Mr. Chen, if you are unwilling to help, just say it directly. Why use such words to decline?"

The Yue Wang Society cadres didn't expect that after hearing Chang Hengfang's opposition, Chen Ke's face actually showed a confused look. "If you don't do military farming, what will everyone eat? Fight the Manchu Qing on an empty stomach?"

Chang Hengfang immediately retorted loudly, "You are using distant water to quench immediate thirst!"

"Then what do you gentlemen think is the urgent matter?" Chen Ke asked almost knowingly.

"Of course, it is to gather troops and fight back to Anqing." Chang Hengfang's voice was loud beyond the scope of politeness.

Regarding Chang Hengfang's loss of composure, He Yaqing's face had already changed greatly. Chen Ke waved his hand to stop He Yaqing who was preparing to stand up. He continued to ask calmly, "After the tossing by the Yue Wang Society and the Hubei New Army, how much grain do you think is left in this Anqing? Even if you retake Anqing now, what will you eat when defending the city?"

Hearing this, Chang Hengfang didn't know how to respond. Chen Ke pointed out the key point straightforwardly: Anqing city had no grain left.

"Not to mention your Yue Wang Society, our People's Party's grain has also hit bottom now. If there is no harvest this year, the people in our base area will all starve to death. Without military farming, what do we eat? What do the troops eat when they go on campaign?" Chen Ke said further.

This was originally an upright statement, but for some reason, it aroused Chang Hengfang's great resentment. He immediately retorted, "Our revolution is for righteousness; the people will definitely support us."

After talking for so long, Chen Ke frowned for the first time. "The people support you? The revolution should have let the people live a better life. You frantically squeeze the people; why should the people support you? How do you plan to raise grain? Rob from the people's homes?"

"Overthrowing the Manchu Qing is righteousness; how could the people not support us? Mn! Our Yue Wang Society inherits the spirit of Yue Wumu. If Yue Wumu knows underground, he will definitely support us too."

Because of anger, Chen Ke's voice became deep. "Yue Wumu's spirit? The Yue Family Army would rather freeze to death than dismantle houses, rather starve to death than loot. This is for the people; this is Yue Wumu's spirit. Did your Yue Wang Society achieve this? If you were really like Yue Wumu in Anqing, how could you be driven away by the Manchu Qing? When asked to farm, you make excuses; when asking for people, guns, and territory, you are unwilling to lag behind others. You are simply stealing Yue Wumu's name. That's why you are called the Yue Wang Society, and our People's Party chose the People's Party as our name."

Being scolded like this, Chang Hengfang was almost driven mad with anger. Chen Duxiu immediately stood up and stopped Chang Hengfang. "How can a defeated general speak of bravery? Since we lost the battle, let's say nothing more. Just listen to Mr. Chen Ke's arrangement."

Chen Ke completely lacked the politeness of the first meeting at this time. He said coldly, "My arrangement is very simple. Since you gentlemen have arrived at our base area, we naturally won't drive you away. We will allocate a piece of land for you to farm on one hand and train soldiers on the other. Wait for the opportunity to fight back to Anqing."

The meeting broke up unhappily like this.

Recalling this matter, Chang Hengfang felt extremely annoyed. "Grand Commander, Chen Ke said that about us; what else is there to mention?"

"Then why can the People's Party win battles, but we can't?" Chen Duxiu asked.

This question had never been seriously discussed within the Yue Wang Society. When they first took Anqing, everyone was arrogant; who would be willing to think so much? After the New Army attacked, everyone had even less time to think. After being driven out of Anqing, everyone was full of thoughts about how to fight back. They had never thought about why the People's Party could succeed. Now that Chen Duxiu asked, no one could answer.

Seeing everyone silent, Chen Duxiu said frankly, "Since the People's Party can win and we lost, it naturally shows that the People's Party has superior qualities. Let's do as Chen Ke said and start military farming and troop training. Take a good look at how the People's Party can win against the Manchu Qing. Once we learn it, we can naturally retake Anqing."

"Grand Commander, how long will that take?" Chang Hengfang asked anxiously. "The situation changes several times a day. At that time, the People's Party hadn't conquered Hefei. If the People's Party becomes strong and takes Anqing, they might not be willing to give Anqing to us again this time."

Chen Duxiu said frankly, "If they don't give it, they don't give it. Even if the People's Party occupies the north of the Yangtze River, can't we go south of the Yangtze River? The urgent task now is to learn the People's Party's method of revolution. They have only been in Anhui for a year and can be like this. If we learn from them for a year, with our current manpower, we can still create a career south of the Yangtze River. I have decided; we will do this."

Seeing Chen Duxiu make up his mind, the other cadres of the Yue Wang Society had no other way. Bai Wenwei tentatively said, "Shall we meet Mr. Yan Fu and see what Mr. Yan says?"

Chen Duxiu replied immediately, "Losing face once is enough; let's not look for Mr. Yan. If after seeing Mr. Yan, he says the same thing as Chen Ke, what do you plan to do?"

Seeing Bai Wenwei speechless, Chen Duxiu said, "If there are no other ideas, everyone go to sleep. Tomorrow I plan to meet Chen Ke again. Ask properly for advice on how to promote the revolution."

Early the next morning, the Yue Wang Society people ate breakfast and went to visit Chen Ke. After the guard reported, he led these people into Chen Ke's office. Everyone looked curiously at this ruling center of the People's Party. Compared with the Anhui Governor's Yamen, Chen Ke's office was really very simple. However, there were thick piles of documents on the desk. The Yue Wang Society people saw that Chen Ke's face looked a bit dimmer than yesterday, and there were slightly bloodshot eyes. Apart from this, his clothes and hairstyle were exactly the same as yesterday.

Chen Duxiu studied quite hard. Seeing Chen Ke like this, he couldn't help asking, "Mr. Chen, did you not sleep all night?"

Chen Ke's spirit was okay. He smiled and said, "There were slightly more things to do, so I didn't want to sleep. Gentlemen coming so early, presumably you have made a decision?"

Chen Duxiu never expected Chen Ke could be busy to this extent, but he didn't want to say much more. "Exactly. We decided to accept Mr. Chen's advice and start military farming. But I wonder where Mr. Chen plans to let us farm?"

"No rush for this. Gentlemen presumably have no experience in military farming. I will send someone to take you to visit the military farming in our base area. Walk around the base area. We'll talk in detail when you return." After Chen Ke finished, he immediately arranged for someone. He surprisingly didn't give the Yue Wang Society time to continue talking at all.

The Yue Wang Society people were not familiar with Chen Ke. Since Chen Ke arranged it, they had to obey. The group started the itinerary of visiting the base area under the leadership of the staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee.

Fengtai County was not much different from other county towns of this era. Out of the county town were farmlands. As the People's Party's longest-held base area, the rural areas of Fengtai County were very different from those in other parts of Anhui. The first thing that caught the eye was the neat field ridges. Anhui has many mountains and rivers. Floods are frequent, so land ownership changes drastically. Field ridges have always been crisscrossed, with large and small fields ranging from a dozen *mu* to a few fractions of land. But after the land distribution in the People's Party base area, the land was reallocated. Although responding to the terrain, the shape of the entire farmland might not be regular, the interior of the farmland was uniform. The advantage of this was facilitating irrigation and drainage, leaving space for roads and water conservancy facilities. Fengtai County base area now planted wheat on a large scale. In early April, the wheat was heading, and patches of green wheat fields looked delightful.

Between the fields, according to the terrain, there were some ponds. The common people didn't waste them at all. Lotus leaves and reeds grew in the ponds, and flocks of ducks swam in the ponds. Girls and women scattered some things on the ground and into the water. Every time some things were scattered, the ducks rushed up to snatch them madly. Bai Wenwei couldn't help asking, "What are they scattering?"

"Feed," replied the comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee.

"Feed?" Bai Wenwei didn't understand the term.

The comrade taking them on the tour squatted down and wrote these two characters (*Si Liao*) on the ground.

The Yue Wang Society people looked curiously at these two characters, then asked, "Just let the ducks find food themselves. Why feed them specially?"

To such lay words, the People's Party comrade replied with a smile, "Ha, in such a small pond, where is there so much to eat? Without feeding, we can't raise so many ducks at all."

"Then what are they fed?"

"Earthworms and small fish and shrimp."

"What? You even have people specially digging earthworms? Netting fish and shrimp?" Bai Wenwei was even more surprised. Seeing those women scattering handfuls of earthworms and fish and shrimp, if this was specially dug out from the ground and netted from the river, how much manpower would it take!

"How could anyone do that? These are earthworms and fish and shrimp we specially farm." The staff member explained proudly.

The Yue Wang Society people fell silent. The People's Party was really weird everywhere. Could earthworms and small fish and shrimp also be farmed?

The crowd continued forward, and stretches of farmland stretched endlessly. Not all the fields were planted with wheat; there were rape, soybeans, peanuts, and hemp. In some obviously not very good fields, other crops were planted. upon inquiry, they learned it was alfalfa for raising livestock.

There were not many people in the orderly fields, which puzzled everyone. If ordinary farmers had such good land, they would move to live by the fields. But there was no one here.

"The field work is done by those female comrades and a small number of male comrades. It's all everyone's own land; the people are very reassured."

Hearing the staff member's explanation, the Yue Wang Society people were even more surprised. The folk customs in North Huai were tough. Not watching their own land properly, where did those people go? Sleeping at home? They immediately asked this question.

"Everyone has work to do. How could they sleep?" The staff member explained. The base area experienced a flood last year; everyone was destitute, and many families didn't even have bowls and chopsticks. So under the organization of the People's Party, handicraft industry really developed. To engage in handicraft industry, you must have raw materials. So everyone had a job: planting trees, planting bamboo, working in ceramic workshops, and working on various mining and coal digging sites. As long as you worked, there was money to earn. The People's Party's Supply and Marketing Department was also established. The Supply and Marketing Department provided various daily necessities and did not accept gold, silver, or copper coins, but only the "Renminbi" issued by the base area. Renminbi was paper money. You could exchange it with gold, silver, and copper coins, or earn Renminbi by working in various factories or construction sites opened by the "public." Where did the people have money after the flood? Moreover, since there was a place to make money, in order to buy household necessities, everyone participated in labor to earn Renminbi. That was why there were few people in the fields.

The Yue Wang Society cadres listened to this, and incredible expressions appeared on their faces one by one. These things didn't sound like particularly strange principles, but the People's Party could actually start doing this in a single county, and looking at it now, it had a considerable scale. Chen Duxiu felt that the People's Party doing this was simply putting the cart before the horse. Spending so much energy to build these things in the base area—if the Manchu Qing army broke into the base area, wouldn't everything built with hard work vanish in smoke? Was the People's Party so confident? But Chen Duxiu thought again; the People's Party could even take Anqing easily, so naturally, they were not afraid of the Manchu Qing's attack. Seeing that the People's Party already had such strength, Chen Duxiu really couldn't figure out what method the People's Party used to complete such a feat in one year.

Other Yue Wang Society cadres thought about their own concerns and remained silent.

The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee acting as a guide observed the performance of the Yue Wang Society cadres. The words and deeds of these Yue Wang Society people had to be reported back. As a carefully selected comrade within the People's Party, what should be said and what could be said in this guiding action had actually been stipulated long ago. For example, this comrade absolutely could not reveal one thing, which was the gist of the People's Party regarding currency calculation. Since Renminbi was fiat money, paper money, it had no value in itself. The actual calculation of the People's Party was based on the grain produced. And now that grain was scarce, the People's Party was completely playing the trick of "white wolf with empty gloves" (gaining something for nothing).

But obviously, this group of people from the Yue Wang Society simply didn't have knowledge in this aspect, and their thoughts didn't go deep into this level. The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee secretly breathed a sigh of relief.

The beautiful rural scenery on both sides of the road made the Yue Wang Society people more and more depressed the more they looked. They really couldn't figure out how to achieve such a feat with just their current thousand or so people. Managing hundreds of thousands of *mu* of land in perfect order—this kind of work was really beyond these people's imagination. Chang Hengfang had always held a grudge against Chen Ke's refusal to give Hefei to the Yue Wang Society. He originally thought that with these few backbones of the Yue Wang Society plus more than a thousand people, governing a small Hefei would be more than enough. Now seeing the situation in Fengtai County with his own eyes, he had to admit that his original request was too arrogant. Chang Hengfang secretly lowered his request by one level; he hoped to let the Yue Wang Society govern the territory of a county. Instead of just allocating a piece of land for them to farm.

After walking for a good while again, the front suddenly became lively. Compared with the vast and sparsely populated areas along the way, a large piece of land ahead where nearly two thousand people gathered seemed extremely lively. The People's Party comrade pointed there and said to the Yue Wang Society cadres, "That is the place for our military farming."

This was a huge piece of land. Compared with the fertile fields on both sides of the road, the land here was obviously not that good. But fortunately, it had obviously been organized once, and there were no hindering things like stones and tree roots. Moreover, this land was surrounded by some saplings into many obvious squares. Except for looking insufficiently reclaimed, it was extremely neat.

"What grain to plant on such big land?" Bai Wenwei asked.

"All cotton."

"What? All cotton?" Bai Wenwei was impressed by the People's Party's strong planning, but large stretches of grain fields were one thing. This large piece of land stretching almost out of sight was actually going to be planted entirely with cotton.

"Exactly how big is this land?"

"About five thousand *mu*."

"Planting five thousand *mu* of cotton? Why plant so much?" The Yue Wang Society cadres were extremely puzzled by the People's Party's practice.

"This land is not good. Even if we count it as top-notch, one *mu* of land can harvest four hundred *jin* of cotton. That's only two million *jin* of cotton. Our base area now has at least two million people. If calculated at four *jin* of cotton per person, that would require eight million *jin* of cotton. Not only Fengtai County but other places will also start large-scale cotton planting soon."

Hearing this, Chen Duxiu could no longer endure these stimulations. He asked loudly, "Does the People's Party actually want to manage the clothing and food of all the common people?"

For Chen Duxiu, this practice of the People's Party was really too radical. For revolutionaries of this era, personally leading the people to overthrow the Manchu Qing and then letting the Chinese people have no worries about food and clothing—this was a dream they all had. But seeing the People's Party actually beginning to practice this dream, Chen Duxiu felt a great shock and loss.

The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee looked at Chen Duxiu's loss of composure, feeling amusement and contempt in his heart. The Huai River basin often suffered from floods, and farming was quite difficult, but there was an advantage here that couldn't quite be called an advantage: the land didn't lack water. So the local people actually already had a trend of planting cotton on wasteland. The People's Party didn't create anything special at all, just learned from the people under the leadership of Chairman Chen Ke. These things the people had already mastered, these skills that could have allowed the people to have no worries about food and clothing, actually seemed incredible to Chen Duxiu. In the eyes of the People's Party comrades, it was instead a kind of "incredible."

Moreover, along the way, the People's Party comrade had been waiting for Chen Duxiu and others to ask a question, which was about some pillars made of cement by the roadside. Text was also carved on these pillars.

In fact, the purpose of these pillars was very simple. The Huai River often flooded. With the current strength of the People's Party, it was impossible to cure it completely. These pillars were markers, intended to be used as landmarks after the flood. Although it was unknown whether the goal could be achieved, as long as these pillars could survive the flood, the locations of some infrastructure that had been carried out could be clearly determined. Playing a guiding role for rapid reconstruction after the disaster. Since the Huai River flood could not be temporarily eradicated, the People's Party had an obligation to minimize the losses from the flood.

But having walked all the way, none of the Yue Wang Society people asked. This couldn't help but make one feel somewhat regretful.

Everyone stood by the land preparing to be reclaimed, only to hear a distinct gong sound.

"What is this doing?" Bai Wenwei looked at dozens of people wearing military uniforms or ordinary civilian clothes standing in front of the land and asked curiously.

"This is the Digging Grand Competition. These are the challengers who came out to see how much farm work one person can do at most. This five thousand *mu* of land has been initially reclaimed once. Reclaim it one more time before planting cotton this time. Our troops sent more than a thousand people, plus a few hundred civilians. Two thousand people can dig two and a half *mu* per person per day. Deep plowing once more tomorrow, and we can start planting. Five days later, this will be a planted cotton field."

Just after speaking, the gong sounded again. These young guys were seen swinging their hoes and starting to work. Dust flew on the ground, and soil particles splashed. Chang Hengfang suddenly pointed at one of the young soldiers and said in surprise, "Isn't that Zhou Yisheng of the New Army?"

"Comrade Zhou Yisheng and his brother Zhou Yizheng are model workers of our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Let's see which of the two brothers can win the championship of this Digging Competition."

Chang Hengfang was completely speechless. He knew Zhou Yisheng. When in the New Army, although Zhou Yisheng was honest, he was very listless. If Chang Hengfang wasn't very familiar with Zhou Yisheng, he would absolutely not recognize that this lively and vigorous young soldier in the farmland was that Zhou Yisheng.
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Zhou Yisheng did not know that his old acquaintances were nearby. His heart was filled with only one thought at this moment: he must compete with his older brother Zhou Yizheng in the digging competition. Last year during the flood, the People's Party saved his brother and sister, so Zhou Yisheng joined the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army with a heart full of gratitude. For half a year, Zhou Yisheng, who had been a soldier before, remained a platoon leader. Although he participated in many battles, his performance in combat could only be described as mediocre. On the contrary, his brother Zhou Yizheng, who had never been a soldier, performed extremely eye-catchingly and was now a company commander. Zhou Yisheng once asked his brother Zhou Yizheng for the reason, and even summoned the courage to ask the political commissar in the army. The answers of the two were surprisingly similar: "You think too much."

On this point, Zhou Yisheng did not deny it. He was indeed relatively afraid of death. In every battle, he hoped to win with minimal casualties. Of course, if the superiors of the unit issued an order, Zhou Yisheng could always complete the order. But when Zhou Yisheng commanded personally, he couldn't help but look ahead and behind. In comparison, his brother Zhou Yizheng was resolute and decisive, daring to fight and charge. And comparing casualties, the casualties of Zhou Yizheng's subordinates were not necessarily greater than Zhou Yisheng's.

After the Anqing Campaign, the troops turned fully to rural work. Because the work instructions were extremely strong, Zhou Yisheng also did quite well. This time reclaiming cotton fields, Zhou Yisheng learned that his brother had signed up for the digging competition. He also signed up, wanting to compete with his brother in the contest.

Meeting an acquaintance, Chang Hengfang wanted to see how capable Zhou Yisheng, this formerly inconspicuous "New Army comrade," really was, so he stood by to watch. He saw the hoe being wielded like a small windmill in Zhou Yisheng's hands. Under vigorous digging, Zhou Yisheng had already surpassed the people next to him by quite a bit.

"It seems Zhou Yisheng can win," Chang Hengfang couldn't help saying to Bai Wenwei beside him. Bai Wenwei didn't know Zhou Yisheng; he just casually agreed with Chang Hengfang's praise. Then his gaze turned to the people working hard on the broader land. Dark blue military uniforms were mixed with miscellaneous civilian clothes, same hoes, same labor. Thousands of people formed countless lines working in the fields. The bustling work scene looked very inspiring.

"The board inserted in every piece of land says 'Dig Facing East', right?" Bai Wenwei noticed a detail.

Chen Duxiu also noticed this detail. He also noticed that on the other side of every piece of land stood a board with another six characters written on it: "Dig Facing West".

The People's Party staff member replied, "Correct. This is our method of teaching everyone to read. Learning for application. When soldiers and common people dig, they can see these characters when they look up. During breaks, we will also specifically teach everyone these characters. After seeing them many times, they can always remember them."

"But these characters are all simplified characters," Chen Duxiu asked.

"This is the standard script currently being promoted in our base area, simplified characters. In the future, all official documents in our base area will be in simplified characters. For this purpose, we are compiling a *Xinhua Dictionary* as the general dictionary for the base area."

"What? You are even compiling a dictionary?" Chen Duxiu could barely control himself. In fact, he wanted to say a couple of profanities to express his mood at this moment. Only in a prosperous age are dictionaries compiled. Every time a dictionary is compiled, it creates great momentum and is known to the whole world. Such a big thing as compiling a dictionary was spoken by an ordinary staff member of the People's Party as simply as eating a meal. As a literati, Chen Duxiu felt this was simply an insult.

"Mn. It is being compiled. It is estimated that it will come out before long." The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee didn't think this was a big deal. "Gentlemen, let's go see the logistical management work now. Physical consumption is high during labor, so logistical work is extremely important."

Chang Hengfang had no concept of dictionaries. Since Bai Wenwei was not very enthusiastic about the digging competition, he couldn't help asking the People's Party staff member, "Brother, who do you think will win the digging competition?"

The staff member looked up. Zhou Yisheng was in the lead, and Zhou Yizheng lagged at least two meters behind his younger brother Zhou Yisheng. The staff member smiled and said, "I think Zhou Yizheng can win. Gentlemen, let's go. The competition won't end now."

The logistical work of the People's Party seemed simple, nothing more than drinking water, sweat towels, and food. The Yue Wang Society didn't pay much attention when they first saw it, but when the two thousand people started the first round of rest, they realized the power of the logistical work. Several large barrels of water were drunk clean by two thousand people, one bowl per person. To prevent catching a cold, everyone had to wipe the sweat off their heads dry. This required dozens of people to observe and remind. The work of the cadres required considerable seriousness and meticulousness. The cadres of the Yue Wang Society were only used to shouting a couple of times, and the rest was done by the subordinates themselves. In their view, if disobedience led to illness, it was actually a good educational method; after suffering once, everyone would know better. The meticulous work style of the People's Party seemed to them simply looking for trouble. The common people weren't that delicate.

Special water carts brought water, which was boiled in large iron pots. At the same time, people began to cook. After working for more than three hours, everyone rested and began to eat. Everyone first washed their hands in front of a dozen hand-press wells, then lined up to receive food. The Yue Wang Society people were surprised to find that the food for the troops and the common people was exactly the same as what they ate yesterday: pumpkin and potato rice mixed with rice, cabbage stewed with duck meat, and everyone could also get a duck egg.

"You feed soldiers this?" Chang Hengfang found it incredible.

"Our base area only has these to eat now. Our People's Party talks about officers and soldiers being one; everyone is the same. But for those doing manual labor, more duck meat is given. For those not doing manual labor, the ration of duck eggs is one every two days. For those participating in manual labor, one per meal."

Hearing the staff member's introduction, Chang Hengfang suddenly remembered that there were no duck eggs in the meal provided by the People's Party yesterday. His face immediately turned ugly.

Staff members selected by the People's Internal Affairs Committee were extremely sharp. Seeing the change in Chang Hengfang's face, the staff member smiled and said, "Not only did you not have duck eggs, but Chairman Chen Ke also didn't have duck eggs. This is our People's Party's rule: reducing supply starts from the leading cadres. The first to be cut is Chairman Chen Ke's ration. Priority is given to guaranteeing the food of front-line workers."

"This is a bit too harsh," Bai Wenwei murmured.

"Chairman Chen Ke said that our People's Party engages in a people's revolution. Since it is a people's revolution, how can there be a reason for those who work personally not to get food to eat?" Although the staff member tried to keep his tone calm, the pride and self-esteem from the heart couldn't be hidden no matter what.

The Yue Wang Society people were clear that this was the People's Party setting rules for them. However, the Yue Wang Society people couldn't accept such harsh rules in their hearts. So they didn't respond, just washed their hands with everyone, and then went to receive their meals.

The afternoon visit was mainly about the storage and scheduling of materials. Although the Yue Wang Society people greatly admired the strict style of the People's Party system, they really didn't figure out the knack inside. The only three words these people could understand were "managed strictly."

"Why is this military reclamation only carried out now? I see other farmlands were reclaimed long ago. Why not let the common people help with military reclamation?" Bai Wenwei was very puzzled that the People's Party only started reclaiming cotton fields now.

"The farmlands were plowed by our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army helping the common people, so only now can we reclaim the military farming fields."

Bai Wenwei was even more puzzled. "Why help the common people plow the fields first? Do you collect land tax?"

"We collect thirty percent land tax. But the common people only need to pay thirty percent land tax; the other harvests belong to the common people themselves. Thirty percent land tax is already a lot. If we don't help the common people plow the fields, I'm afraid the common people will be very unhappy in their hearts."

Bai Wenwei completely couldn't understand what the People's Party was thinking at this moment. Logically speaking, soldiers eating grain and officials collecting grain were matters of course. But the soldiers of the People's Party not only had to plant grain and cotton themselves but also had to worry about whether the common people were happy when collecting taxes. It was natural for common people to pay taxes; they hadn't been seen happy about it for thousands of years. The People's Party really stopped at nothing to win the people's hearts. Bai Wenwei asked, "Aren't you afraid that the brothers following you will be chilled by doing this?"

"Why would our troop warriors be chilled following us? The army of our People's Party is the army of the people's sons and brothers. Most of the warriors are locals. Helping the common people farm is helping their relatives. The parents, brothers, and sisters of the warriors are all in the base area. If everyone's relatives can finish farming earlier, they will have time and energy to do more work and earn more money. Life at home will be much better. What are they unhappy about? Moreover, the common people know that their sons in our army neither eat, drink, whore, nor gamble, nor learn bad things, but do things for the common people solidly. They are naturally reassured handing their sons to us. The common people are happy, and the soldiers naturally won't have any complaints."

Listening to the staff member's explanation, Bai Wenwei suddenly understood one thing: the People's Party troops were all locals. That meant the People's Party was basically a local armed force. Having figured this out, Bai Wenwei felt extremely lost. He originally thought Chen Ke and others were outsiders, and even if they started a revolution in Anhui, they were an external force. But now he discovered that Chen Ke had already deeply taken root in Fengtai County. If Chen Ke did this in the vast base area, the People's Party would be rapidly localized. Compared with Chen Ke, although the Yue Wang Society originated from Anhui locals, compared with the People's Party led by Chen Ke, they became out-and-out outsiders instead.

Couldn't beat them in fighting, couldn't beat them in revolutionary construction, and now even the advantage of being Anhui natives had become a disadvantage. Bai Wenwei only felt that the Yue Wang Society had failed completely and utterly. Bai Wenwei fell into great frustration and completely turned a deaf ear to what the People's Party staff member said later.

The sun began to slant westward. Chang Hengfang remembered the digging competition and urged everyone to go back and have a look. Chen Duxiu and others had never seen thousands of people digging together and also wanted to see what result thousands of people could produce in a day. Returning to the edge of the military reclamation fields, the Yue Wang Society people were dumbfounded. Five thousand *mu* of land had actually been dug. And the digging competition had also entered the final stage. The older brother Zhou Yizheng was far ahead. Since the morning, his movements had always been stable and powerful like that. With every hoe strike, the sharp hoe blade cut deeply into the ground. After working for six or seven hours, his movements didn't seem to have changed at all. Except for sweating profusely and breathing much heavier, one couldn't tell that Zhou Yizheng had been digging for a day. While Zhou Yisheng sweated more, his breathing was almost disordered. Besides falling behind Zhou Yizheng by a very long ridge, his movements were completely out of shape. Although the hoe was still swinging, it could only insert a shallow layer into the ground, obviously reaching the point of exhaustion. Someone was specially wiping sweat and feeding water to the contestants.

"How can the difference be so big?" Chang Hengfang completely didn't expect the result to be like this.

The staff member of the People's Internal Affairs Committee replied calmly, "Comrade Zhou Yisheng is not incapable, he thinks too much. What's the use of just thinking about surpassing others? With a mind full of others, where is the mind to think about one's own affairs? Comrade Zhou Yizheng just thinks of nothing and concentrates on doing his own work. Using as much ability as he has. Instead, he can excel."

While speaking, a gong sounded. It turned out Zhou Yizheng had taken the lead in completing the work of four *mu* of land. He leaned on his hoe and stood in front of the "Dig Facing West" sign, taking deep breaths according to the mode in the military education of the troops to let his body recover as soon as possible. Other contestants also stopped their hoes, panting one by one. Someone immediately rushed up to deliver water and wipe sweat. At this time, the troops had assembled. A simple commendation ceremony was held in front of the team. Comrades who dug more than three *mu* were commended and given a prize of "four duck eggs." And the top three comrades were also put on big red flowers besides the prizes, accepting the warm applause of all officers and soldiers.

The troops sang songs and lined up to return to the barracks. The majestic singing voice of "Forward, forward, forward! Our team is like the sun..." made the Yue Wang Society group turn their heads frequently to look at the queue of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

"Grand Commander, why didn't we think of developing in North Huai back then?" Chang Hengfang whispered to Chen Duxiu with considerable regret.

Chen Duxiu didn't make a sound. What he saw and heard today gave Chen Duxiu an extremely unreasonable idea: this is not China; this is a completely different country. Chen Duxiu accidentally came to another world. Although he knew this idea was absurd, Chen Duxiu couldn't get rid of it cleanly no matter what. It wasn't until he returned to the county town that this strange feeling subsided a lot. Many of the common people still wore queues, and the familiar traditional characters on the street were constantly proving that this was still an ordinary county town in China called Fengtai County.

Chen Ke still didn't receive the Yue Wang Society people, and the Yue Wang Society didn't care about this at all. They talked all night but couldn't figure out what the People's Party was doing no matter what. The next morning, the Yue Wang Society people got up early again, preparing to go see Chen Ke like yesterday. Before they went out, the People's Party comrade who accompanied them yesterday arrived. He brought Chen Ke's order: asking the Yue Wang Society cadres to return to Hefei immediately now. It was said that Li Yuanhong was preparing to advance on Hefei. Chen Ke wanted the Yue Wang Society to prepare for military farming on one hand and await instructions on the other.

Hearing that the Hubei New Army was preparing to attack Hefei, the Yue Wang Society cadres were anxious. Chen Duxiu asked what Chen Ke was doing, and the reply he got was that Chen Ke was preparing for military operations and really had no time to see the Yue Wang Society people. At this time, Chen Duxiu and others couldn't care so much anymore. They hurriedly followed the People's Party comrade to the dock by the Huai River. If the Yue Wang Society's troops were wiped out by Li Yuanhong again, they would have no capital left.

"Wenqing, is it appropriate for you to deceive the Yue Wang Society like this?" Yan Fu asked Chen Ke. The main cadres of the base area had gone down to the local areas. Now the only senior cadres left in the base area were Chen Ke and Yan Fu, who was in charge of the education system.

"Mr. Yan, we can't rule out the possibility that Li Yuanhong is obsessed and attacks Hefei." Chen Ke laughed. "Moreover, if Chen Duxiu doesn't leave, he will definitely pull us to ask this and that. Everyone is so busy now; where is the leisure time to receive them?"

"Chen Duxiu is also a talent; why not recruit him to our banner?" Yan Fu still hoped to pull more "famous scholars" into the People's Party.

Chen Ke disapproved of this. "Chen Duxiu is still following the path of upper-level revolution, nothing more than seizing political power and then commanding the people to serve them. Our people's revolution follows a bottom-up path. Basically, different paths cannot make plans together. talking is also useless talk."

"But we lack cadres now." Yan Fu mentioned a very realistic problem.

"With so many people, how can we lack cadres?"

"Then why prioritize literacy when selecting cadres?" Yan Fu asked jokingly.

"We choose cadres firstly because these people meet our standards for cadres. Literacy is just for assigning different work. Literacy is a tool, not a status." Chen Ke explained. Speaking of this, he remembered something. "How is the compilation of the *Xinhua Dictionary* going?"

"About four thousand common characters have been compiled, but the annotations are still incomplete."

"Are the Pinyin writing and radical search completed?"

"This is completed."

Chen Ke breathed a sigh of relief lightly. "That's enough. You might as well hand it over to the students of the Normal School and let them help proofread. After proofreading, show me the manuscript. Once our paper mill is set up, we are ready to start printing."

Seeing Chen Ke so anxious, Yan Fu hurriedly stopped him. " The matter of the dictionary cannot be rushed. If there are omissions, wouldn't it be a joke?"

"Let it be a joke. What matters in this kind of thing is speed. It will be constantly modified in the future. How can a dictionary remain unchanged for thousands of generations? The key is that we want to popularize education on a large scale. Without a general dictionary, it will delay things extremely."

Seeing Chen Ke's attitude so firm, Yan Fu didn't prepare to oppose. He actually had his own question. "Wenqing, I am very puzzled about the finance in the base area. I want you to explain it in detail."

"Mr. Yan, one of the theoretical foundations of our revolution is labor power. So the core concept of finance in the base area is that currency corresponds to the sediment of products produced by labor power."

"I am already clear about this. But I am very curious about the method of calculating currency issuance by the bank and the Ministry of Finance newly built by Wenqing. I wonder if Wenqing can describe it." Yan Fu was knowledgeable, but like other scholars of this era, he was rich in theory and lacked practice. Compared with others, Yan Fu already possessed considerable professional literacy. But Yan Fu was very puzzled by Chen Ke's practice of "creating many departments out of thin air," especially the base area financial department created single-handedly by Chen Ke, which made Yan Fu feel amazing. In the Manchu Qing era, finance was always a big problem. The "Renminbi" issued by the People's Party out of thin air was already the currency in circulation in Fengtai County. Yan Fu really couldn't help but want to figure this out.
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Yan Fu consulted Chen Ke on "fiscal policy." Chen Ke would rather delay the work in hand for a while to talk to Yan Fu about this. Chen Ke liked talking to Yan Fu. The other comrades in the base area were about the same age as Chen Ke, and none could match Yan Fu in terms of knowledge and experience. Moreover, after studying, Yan Fu had always worked on the front line, from industry to military; he was not the kind of character floating on the surface, so he didn't have too much literati air. Of course, because he was seriously Westernized, Yan Fu occasionally acted a bit foolish. For example, he once advocated promoting English education in primary schools in the base area, which was fiercely criticized by People's Party comrades. Chen Ke's "New Chinese" education suited Yan Fu's taste, so he stopped proposing his "unique insights."

As a "political official," Education Minister Yan Fu was undoubtedly very qualified. The old handsome man praised the specific method proposed by Chen Ke to strengthen cultural education "at all times." One of the differences between Yan Fu and other literati was that he "didn't care about dignity." Although the old handsome man looked quite scary when he kept a straight face, and the children in the school often dared not breathe loudly in front of "Teacher Yan," the old handsome man was still very happy when he took the school children to stick "character learning boards" in the various "new agricultural villages" of Fengtai County.

This was a specific measure to promote cultural education in the base area. There was a "character learning board" on the wall at the door of every household, updating a Chinese character, a word, or a sentence every day. For example, the base area was currently engaging in personal hygiene, so what was written on the board was "Mosquitoes, flies, fleas, infectious diseases." "Flies and mosquitoes can transmit germs." "Bacteria can be seen under a microscope." "Brushing teeth can remove oral bacteria."

These texts were not updated casually. The glass manufacturing industry in the base area had developed well recently. Several glass craftsmen were brought from Shanghai, and the base area selected a group of people to learn glass grinding with them. Recently, a batch of microscopes capable of magnifying one hundred times were produced. The microscopes were very rough, but even rough microscopes were still microscopes. In accordance with the attitude of the people's revolution, these microscopes, which should have been "very precious" in other parts of China, were immediately put to use among the broad masses of the people.

In their spare time, the masses in the base area were organized to learn the concept of "bacteria." Farmers were scared stiff when they saw so many living "little bugs" in the tartar picked from their own mouths. There were also so many "little bugs" called "bacteria" in the dirt in fingernails and ears. The farmers finally established the concept of bacteria intuitively. And the theory that bacteria are transmitted through flies, mosquitoes, and fleas was accepted by the masses. Personal hygiene and public hygiene conditions immediately improved greatly. Not only washing faces, bathing, and brushing teeth became a new fashion, but family hygiene and public hygiene environments were also improved spontaneously by the people.

This "fashion" also brought some unexpected benefits. Many farmers were unwilling to cut their queues, and the People's Party had never forced them. But queues easily harbored lice. One of the results of this hygiene campaign was that some farmers who worried that lice and fleas would spread diseases simply cut off their queues and kept the soldier-style short hair of Chen Ke and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

Yan Fu strongly agreed with this change in folk customs. The old handsome man originally didn't have short hair. Seeing the common people starting to cut short hair, he also specially cut the same short hair. The popular "short hair" in these years was the side-parted hairstyle called "traitor head" in old movies. Since Yan Fu cut a crew cut voluntarily, other comrades who still kept side-parted hair quietly cut crew cuts too.

Chen Ke couldn't help but welcome Yan Fu's style of setting an example and connecting with the masses. So when Yan Fu asked about the fiscal policy of the base area, although Yan Fu was not a cadre of the financial department, Chen Ke still explained in detail.

"The characteristic of the Manchu Qing's finance is collecting in-kind and metal currency. The drawbacks of this tax model have been discussed for thousands of years, so let's not continue to discuss it. The tax revenue of the base area is centered on the allocation of labor. This kind of tax revenue requires a prerequisite, which is a strong central government. In this era, if we want to save China, we must establish an unprecedentedly powerful government. The new government deprives a large number of powers originally belonging to the gentry and rural autonomy from the old social system. It can be said that under the new system, local power is extremely shrunken."

Chen Ke didn't explain the financial system directly; he started from the overall political system. If one couldn't understand this change in the political system, even a figure like Yan Fu wouldn't be able to understand the financial system alone.

Yan Fu nodded frequently; as the Minister of Education, he felt this deeply. The education system created by the People's Party was vastly different from the imperial examination. The imperial examination system was an examination system where the state controlled the selection of officials, while the basic education system itself was actually out of the state's control. The People's Party was different. The basic education system was completely under the control of the government. Through this education system, the state popularized various knowledge it hoped to instill in the people among the people through various methods. As a pragmatist, Yan Fu had been working in education for nearly twenty years. He felt that compared to the total education popularization in those twenty years, it was hard to say which side was more compared to his work in the base area in these few months. The old handsome man was very satisfied with this.

Having personally handled so much work, Yan Fu could also understand Chen Ke's thoughts. He laughed, "I originally thought officials were incompetent vegetarians, and the gentry being in the countryside would be better at least. Now it seems the gentry are even worse than those officials. It is right to seize their power."

Chen Ke might not necessarily support Yan Fu's idea, but since the People's Party wanted to completely destroy the old system, neither officials nor gentry could escape, so Chen Ke didn't dwell on the matter of who was more reliable between officials and gentry.

"Mr. Yan, put plainly, the old tax revenue was also collecting products produced by labor. But there were layers of middle classes between the government and the people: officials, gentry, landlords. After this layer-by-layer exploitation, originally ten percent tax fell on the people, actually amounting to at least twenty or even forty percent exploitation. So the core of the new finance in the base area is to eliminate all middle classes. The government contacts the people directly, and grassroots political power is built directly into the villages. I won't talk about other forces, but the landlords must inevitably be eliminated."

Confucianism did not oppose the political view of "land to the tiller" at all. Historically, radical Confucian disciples even always hoped to restore the well-field system. Yan Fu also had land in his family. He didn't mind distributing his family's land to the common people. What Yan Fu cared about was whether this distribution method was reasonable. Hearing Chen Ke's view on eliminating landlords, Yan Fu nodded slightly but didn't speak.

"In our base area, each person gets three *mu* of land. We try to pick good land for the people just to ensure social stability, so as not to trigger comprehensive resistance due to radical land policies. In these years, how many people have fifteen or sixteen *mu* of land per family? What proportion of the rural area do they account for? I think less than thirty percent. According to the investigation summary of our base area, it's actually less than fifteen percent. Even within this fifteen percent, it's only thirty to fifty *mu*. Their loss on land is actually limited. Moreover, we are in a disaster area, so the resistance is even weaker."

Yan Fu couldn't help smiling bitterly after hearing this. When Yan Fu read Chen Ke's books back then, he thought Chen Ke was like other people who wrote books and established theories, liking to talk about great principles. But after contact these days, Yan Fu already knew that Chen Ke was actually more like a guy who loved to calculate people. Although he wouldn't haggle over every ounce and only care about petty profits, once touching the question of "who is a friend, who is an enemy," Chen Ke wasn't sloppy at all; he would definitely figure it out.

"But since each person is allocated three *mu* of land in the base area, that means one person only has three *mu* of land. Other lands and resources on the land belong to the government. This is the most critical thing. Because no matter what, it is absolutely unrealistic for the common people to rely on these three *mu* of land for birth, aging, illness, and death after paying grain tax. It is also absolutely impossible. One person, three *mu* of land. Now our base area runs cooperatives. There is much slack time in farming and little busy time. We must let the common people work to earn money. If they work spontaneously, it would be too wasteful of labor. And heaven knows what the common people will do. At this time, the government has to step in. The government opens many factories and workshops, and the common people earn Renminbi through labor. We are lucky to have encountered a flood. The things the common people want to buy are still simple, just some basic household items. And our Chinese common people are particularly reasonable. They know that some things really can't be bought now, but they don't blame the new government's supply and marketing cooperative for not being able to provide products."

Hearing this, Yan Fu somewhat understood the financial characteristics of the base area. "According to Wenqing, our base area occupies public land, uses minerals and materials produced on public land to run handicraft industries. The common people work in factories or participate in production, thus earning money, and then use this money to buy daily necessities."

Chen Ke nodded. "Exactly so. The core point is the issue between state ownership and private ownership of land. Now the common people are full of thoughts about harvesting more grain. So oil, cloth, and daily necessities are very scarce. On the public land of the base area, cotton, hemp, rape, peanuts, bamboo, alfalfa, and trees are planted. The water surface of lakes is used to raise fish and ducks, and there are various breeding farms raising sheep and pigs. Although many things won't show results in the short term, they are very effective in the long run. To buy daily necessities and ironware, the people must get Renminbi. Since they can earn Renminbi by labor, the common people naturally refuse to exchange gold and silver for Renminbi. Plus everyone needs a lot of things, Renminbi is definitely not enough. For the time being, there is no need to worry about the common people running on the bank's gold and silver with Renminbi. And in the long run, after this year's cotton harvest, we can open textile factories. On the one hand, it provides a lot of employment; on the other hand, the people can also have money to buy cloth by working in textile factories. Moreover, the cloth in the supply and marketing cooperative is also cheap. As long as cloth tickets are issued, we are not afraid of people reselling cloth."

"This is indeed a large fiscal revenue." Yan Fu suddenly saw the light.

"This revenue is not large at all. We cannot set the price of products within the base area very high. If the price is very high, people reselling goods outside will have an opportunity. We forcibly distort prices through the system of supply and marketing cooperatives. As long as it is a commodity we can produce ourselves, goods from outside cannot break into the market of our base area. This is a trade barrier."

Fortunately, Yan Fu was considered a modern figure and had a relatively strong ability to understand new vocabulary. Even so, he asked Chen Ke to write down "distort prices" and "trade barrier" specifically to understand what they meant. Yan Fu originally thought Chen Ke's economic policy aimed at a society of "men plowing and women weaving," but he didn't expect it to be not the case at all.

"Then what is the use of distorting prices and trade barriers?"

"Very simple. Distorting prices can allow the people to buy more commodities, and many commodities that were originally very expensive are now affordable for everyone. Without distorting prices, the lives of the common people cannot improve in the short term. For example, our new farm tools. Relying on the grain produced by those three *mu* of land, many common people may not be able to afford them in a year. If we don't distort prices, everyone can't afford our products. After everyone buys these products, the promotion effect on production is immediate. The standard of living has also improved a lot. As people's lives improve, coupled with our propaganda and education, the people naturally know that the new system is beneficial to everyone. It is worthy of support. As for trade barriers, it's even simpler. The money of our base area cannot be earned by other places. And by limiting purchases per household, we can also avoid someone using the space of our distorted prices to engage in reselling activities."

"Then aren't we losing money?" Yan Fu was confused. The purpose of distorting prices was to let the common people afford products. So what was originally worth five yuan is now sold for three yuan. This is tantamount to losing money.

"How can we lose money? This is the advantage under the new system. Our finance is integrated. Some projects lose money, but some projects make money. As long as a fiscal balance is maintained. For example, our base area issued one million yuan of Renminbi at the beginning of the year. By the end of the year, we withdrew this one million yuan of Renminbi. We don't owe the people, and the people don't owe us. But on the originally barren land, many new workshops have been built, many trees have been planted, and we still have a large surplus of products. In this year, the people's living standards have improved significantly, so we have made a big profit overall."

This concept was a bit difficult to understand. Yan Fu thought for a long time before suddenly realizing it. "No wonder I didn't figure it out before; so that's how it is. I still felt that it counts as a surplus only when gold and silver are in hand, but I forgot that improving people's lives is the purpose of the revolution. So that's it, so that's it."

"Our fiscal surplus is not the improvement of people's lives, but those factories built and these surplus products. Now the base area is not just Fengtai; other new base areas also need daily necessities, and the common people have no money or grain. These surplus products can be used exactly in other new base areas. In this way, the issuance of Renminbi is larger. On the one hand, it can ensure the implementation of the new system, and on the other hand, it can exchange for more labor. It can also do more things. This is like rolling a snowball. We use Renminbi to buy labor, and the common people use Renminbi to buy cheap daily necessities. So the people's living standards have improved, and our product output has also increased. The new system has also received the support of the people."

Seeing Yan Fu nodding repeatedly, Chen Ke added another sentence, "Renminbi was originally just a paper note, useless in itself. The banknote only has meaning when Renminbi can be exchanged for labor and commodities. This is the significance of the general equivalent mentioned in *Das Kapital*. As long as we can ensure fiscal balance, all surplus products are our profit."

Yan Fu was Yan Fu after all. Although he felt extremely happy, he didn't get carried away. Yan Fu then asked a very technical question, "But constantly expanding production like this, there must be a limit."

"Mr. Yan is absolutely right. Certain products in our base area will inevitably reach a limit in the short term. In the long run, all products will encounter production limit problems. Then since we can ensure fiscal balance, we can dump at extremely cheap prices outside the base area. Every penny earned is our profit. Exchanging for products that cannot be produced in our base area but we need very much is all our profit."

"Why does this sound like foreigners?" Yan Fu asked somewhat doubtfully.

"Foreign commodity dumping in China is also like this, but their dumping is far incomparable to ours. Foreign dumping is enterprise dumping; every enterprise's goal is to make money after all. Foreign dumping is dumping by a certain enterprise, and the product is relatively single. But ours is the joint dumping behavior of state-owned enterprises under the leadership of the government because we have an overall accounting internally. So dumping is even more unscrupulous and pervasive."

Chen Ke's answer left Yan Fu speechless. At the beginning, listening to Chen Ke talk about financial issues still had a somewhat warm flavor, but when financial issues rose to higher and higher levels and involved wider and wider scopes, the discussion unknowingly became cold and ruthless. Yan Fu knew the result caused by foreign commodity dumping in China; it directly caused the bankruptcy of Chinese workshops and economic chaos. And the dumping of the base area would undoubtedly cause the same problems in areas outside the base area. Thinking back and forth, Yan Fu found that he had no sense of guilt at all. If the dumping of base area commodities led to this chaotic situation, then other areas could completely resolve this contradiction by joining the revolutionary ranks.

"Mr. Yan, the economy of our base area will definitely improve greatly in the near future. The biggest reason is the change in the system. The biggest problem in rural China now is hidden unemployment. Everyone has no other means of making a living besides farming. Under the new system, the people own land equally, and by eliminating the middle rentier class, the government directly mobilizes the people's labor force, which greatly increases the employment rate. Labor force can also be effectively utilized. Moreover, our base area advocates equality between men and women. Equality between men and women is not just about those few *mu* of land. Equality between men and women is first of all a question of political correctness. We guarantee equality between men and women institutionally and legally. And the manifestation of equality between men and women in the economy is that we provide a large number of employment opportunities to women. Besides having land, women can also earn money. Coupled with institutional support, after the implementation of the new *Marriage Law*, women can request a divorce. And without the consent of the husband's family, government consent is enough. In such a situation, who dares to discriminate against women and bully women? Women can just get a divorce if they can't stand the bullying. Women can feed themselves by relying on themselves, and the state protects women's personal freedom. Women don't have to live by relying on men. This is first of all liberating the people. Secondly, women will also join the labor army. It invisibly increases the labor force we can mobilize."

The combination of politics and economy has always been cruel and ruthless. Yan Fu silently looked at Chen Ke, who was talking with fervor. An enthusiastic revolutionary and a cold-blooded ruler—these two almost completely different images were strangely combined together, and then constituted the person Chen Ke. Chen Ke could not only construct a political concept from a moral height but also use extremely realistic means to ensure the execution of this concept. Yan Fu couldn't quite distinguish whether this young man Chen Ke was enthusiastic or cold. But what Yan Fu knew was that Chen Ke had absolute confidence and an unwavering attitude. And the talent Chen Ke possessed was absolutely incomparable to other Chinese politicians of this era. Yan Fu also supported improving women's status and had some ideas, but compared with Chen Ke's design ideas, Yan Fu was far behind in terms of magnanimity or feasibility.

Chen Ke didn't notice Yan Fu's expression. At this moment, he also spoke with some excitement. "To ensure that this liberation will not be distorted, to ensure that women will not be tied at home by children, we must vigorously run education. From nurseries to primary schools, we must run them all. On the one hand, we solve the pressure on families; on the other hand, we also place children in our education system and start educating the next generation of New China from an early age. In this regard, Minister Yan, you will have to work hard."

"Oh? What brilliant views does Wenqing have on child education?" Yan Fu replied reluctantly.

"Not child education, but national education. I think kindergarten from three to six years old is enough. Children in kindergarten need to receive common sense education. First of all, they must know from kindergarten that the earth revolves around the sun. The changes of the four seasons, twenty-four hours a day. Be disciplined, pay attention to hygiene. Learn to line up, listen to commands. These are also common sense things. Of course, when singing and playing games, try to learn Pinyin and speak Putonghua (Mandarin). Simple counting is enough. In general, children at this stage just need to learn some necessary common sense. We don't need to strive to cultivate geniuses who can read at three and write poems at four."

"This is natural." Yan Fu couldn't help laughing.

"Primary school education is from six to eleven years old. Of course, because universal education has not been achieved now, it can be relaxed appropriately. Six to twelve years old can be enrolled. Since many older ones have already participated in work, adult education is carried out through remedial classes. Of course, during the busy farming season, children also have holidays to participate in labor, and school starts again after the busy season."

"Mn, children over twelve are already treated as adults in many places." Yan Fu also agreed with this.

"The two foundations of revolution are science and democracy. These are what we want to start educating among adults in the near future. The people pursue a better life, and this better life can only be realized through science and democracy. Science is not just educating cultural knowledge but also cultivating a worldview. There are no gods and ghosts in this world, only natural laws. Children can also accept the cultivation of this theoretical knowledge systematically in schools. But in the short term, we must fight for the people's awakening through science point by point."

"Just like we use microscopes to let the common people know what bacteria are?" Yan Fu was deeply impressed by this matter.

"We use glass bottles to grow plants; haven't the common people finally known what the root systems of various plants look like?" Chen Ke referred to an important activity in the recent popularization of agricultural technology. The base area didn't lack glass. The newly established agricultural technology department started planting many plants in glass bottles from spring. During the growth of plants, many root systems grew against the glass bottle walls, and various exquisite and subtle root structures could be observed very well. The common people were very interested in this.

"Mn." Yan Fu didn't understand agriculture, so he could only agree roughly.

"By the way, Mr. Yan, speaking of this, I have to talk about another problem in finance, which is the problem of long-term investment and short-term investment. Short-term investment, for example, we planted rape. Planting rape invested labor at the beginning. A few months later, the rape was harvested and pressed for oil. Selling the oil recovered the cost. The cycle of this investment is a few months. But for example, steelmaking, we have to select ore, build blast furnaces, and debug. This process may take a year or even longer. These staff engaged in steelmaking need to be paid wages, and the production or purchase of these equipments also requires wages. When the first furnace of iron, the first furnace of steel comes out, our cost is far from being recovered. It is very likely that the cost can only be recovered in the fifth year. The cycle of this investment is five years."

Yan Fu was already a bit dizzy from Chen Ke's complex explanation. Although he didn't regret asking Chen Ke about financial issues, Yan Fu never expected that a fiscal policy could involve such extensive political and economic issues when asking. Moreover, Chen Ke obviously still had many things not fully explained. Yan Fu looked at his young "disciple"; he really couldn't figure out where exactly Chen Ke learned so much knowledge.

Chen Ke didn't care about Yan Fu's thoughts. He thought there was a most important issue that must be made clear to Yan Fu, the Education Minister. "The longest-term investment is not even industry. The longest-term investment is education. Mr. Yan, if a child goes to kindergarten at three, primary school at six, junior high school at eleven, and high school at fourteen. When he graduates from high school, he is seventeen. This is fourteen years. If this child goes to university after high school, four years of university, this is eighteen years. In these eighteen years, the teacher educating this child may educate fifty people at the same time. And this education system needs eighteen years to educate a person. In these eighteen years, this education system is a gold-swallowing beast."

"Ah?" Yan Fu had never considered the education system like this. At this moment, he was completely unable to consider the education system from a financial perspective.

Chen Ke asked, "You can probably understand what a fiscal budget is now, right?"

"No, Wenqing, I completely don't understand what a fiscal budget is now." Yan Fu admitted frankly. "Our base area only has half of Anhui. If finance can really be considered so thoroughly, when we govern the world, we will definitely not lack financial talents."
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Yan Fu almost asked for trouble by inquiring about fiscal policy. His head was still dizzy after coming out of Chen Ke's office. Because he hadn't recovered from the financial world constructed by Chen Ke in a short time, Yan Fu felt that the world seemed different. Everyone around him seemed to have different amounts of Renminbi pasted on their heads. In such a distorted world, Yan Fu felt the need to go to an environment where he could relieve such pressure.

The People's Party's Normal School was now basically female students. The reason for saying "basically" was that Shen Zengzhi and Feng Xu had moved from the military camp into the Normal School. Both old men were getting on in years, and their conduct had always been upright. After Yan Fu vouched for the two, Chen Ke personally approved the note. The two Jiangnan scholars moved into the Normal School. Feng Xu was currently the Curator of the Museum of Literature and History and the Leader of the *Xinhua Dictionary* Editing Group.

Although Shen Zengzhi was unwilling to be a "puppet official," for the sake of Yan Fu's face, Shen Zengzhi temporarily served as the Curator of the "People's Library." After the People's Party conquered several cities, they didn't take too much money but moved all the archives of the local government offices away. Chen Ke felt that with the flames of war flying in the future, expecting those future warlords to protect archives was completely unrealistic. So the People's Party transported these archives away for safekeeping. In the "People's Library" managed by Shen Zengzhi, most of the piles were archives from various places. The archives were built directly on the campus of the Normal School. However, Chen Ke said that after a while, the archives would be moved into Shouzhou city. Although Shen Zengzhi was skeptical, he temporarily settled down.

As soon as he entered the room, he saw Feng Xu and Shen Zengzhi surrounded by a pile of *Kangxi Dictionaries*, discussing issues of characters and definitions.

"Brother Jidao is here." Seeing Yan Fu, the two scholars hurriedly made room for him. After Yan Fu sat down, looking at the stacks of books and the thick manuscripts in front of the two, his mood couldn't help but relax.

"How is the editing of Pinyin and radical search going?" Yan Fu asked.

"This Chen Ke obviously looks down on Southerners." Shen Zengzhi was quite dissatisfied with this. "This new Pinyin pronunciation is extremely different from the Southern pronunciation, not to mention being the same as the ancient pronunciation."

Feng Xu supported Chen Ke more. He said, "Brother Shen, regarding that history of the evolution of Chinese pronunciation written by Chen Ke, I actually think it's well said..."

Shen Zengzhi didn't accept these explanations at all. He said angrily, "How old is that Chen Ke? Making up nonsense there and treating it as his own reasoning. He keeps saying 'no investigation, no right to speak.' Has he, Chen Ke, investigated himself? He is just playing the lute to a cow (talking nonsense)." After criticizing Chen Ke with Chen Ke's words, Shen Zengzhi added a sentence at the end, "That brat Chen Ke actually dared to write a book to mock us."

Seeing Shen Zengzhi's angry appearance, Yan Fu and Feng Xu looked at each other, and smiles couldn't help but appear on their faces. To coordinate with the editing work of the *Xinhua Dictionary*, Chen Ke also wrote a playful essay called "The War of Small Seal Script." This article, plagiarized from "Ma Qinwang" (Prince Ma) of the 21st century, had quite ingenious tailoring and conception of historical events, cited quite a lot of allusions, and the content was also quite pungent. Yan Fu and Feng Xu both had a profound foundation in classical Chinese and history. They couldn't help laughing out loud when reading it. Feng Xu said while laughing, "This Chen Wenqing is a bit too unkind." But after Shen Zengzhi read it, not only did he not laugh, but he flew into a rage instead.

Yan Fu and Feng Xu both knew Shen Zengzhi's thoughts. Chen Ke's article was very impolite. When mentioning the process of text promotion, Chen Ke borrowed Li Si's ideas to mention the promotion steps: "1. Come up with a plan for simplified characters. 2. Promote it to the thirty-six commanderies of the world. 3. Get rid of all opponents." This arrogant explanation was enough to show Chen Ke's attitude. Moreover, Chen Ke actually mapped "burning books and burying scholars" as the Confucians bringing humiliation upon themselves by resisting the new culture. Confucians were simply rats crossing the street, facing unanimous opposition from all sides. This naked contempt and threatening attitude towards the literati class, especially towards Confucianism, was the real reason for Shen Zengzhi's dissatisfaction.

"Chairman Chen has decided today to proofread the text of the first draft of the *Xinhua Dictionary*. If there are no typos, he is preparing to print it." Yan Fu suddenly remembered this matter.

"So fast?" Feng Xu was somewhat surprised.

"A dictionary is just a reference book; as long as there are no errors, it's fine. Incomplete parts will be revised on a large scale later. Dictionaries are not for scholars to read, but for the common people to use." Yan Fu said. After speaking, he suddenly felt that his speech was not quite right. This was obviously Chen Ke's habitual attitude. The idea completely centered on practicality and popularization ran completely counter to the kind of "planning for ten thousand generations" that literati almost implemented into their marrow.

Shen Zengzhi immediately expressed opposition. His reason came down to two words: "Not rigorous." Yan Fu looked at Feng Xu. Feng Xu, the Leader of the *Xinhua Dictionary* Editing Group, secretly nodded to Yan Fu. Yan Fu found an excuse and left the office. Shen Zengzhi's words were not unreasonable, but the key was that they were not practical.

After reading the satirical essay "The War of Small Seal Script," Shen Zengzhi's "literati backbone" was thoroughly stimulated. Not only did he not resign from the position of Deputy Leader of the *Xinhua Dictionary* Editing Group, but he became doubly serious. The *Xinhua Dictionary* was not just characters, but also definitions for corresponding words in "vernacular Chinese." Shen Zengzhi strove for rigor in the annotation of these word meanings and absolutely allowed no "misunderstanding."

But as stated in "The War of Small Seal Script": "If handed over to scholars, they will first consult a large number of ancient classics, then conduct textual research and analysis one by one, cross-reference, and publish a series of papers. Sound, form, and meaning cannot be omitted. Every character must conform to Cangjie's original intention and take into account the traditions of the Three Dynasties. Every addition or deletion of strokes must have a basis. Culture needs inheritance; this point cannot be sloppy. Optimistically estimated, the whole project will probably be completed around the time of Qin the Eighth or Qin the Ninth."

What Chen Ke wanted was to popularize it immediately in large-scale compulsory education. The draft must be finalized before the base area produced paper from wheat straw on a large scale. Shen Zengzhi's attitude certainly had its merits, but his method of doing things was obviously nonsense. If not for Shen Zengzhi's tossing about, the first draft would have been basically determined half a month ago. Yan Fu and Feng Xu didn't want Shen Zengzhi to suffer. If Chen Ke knew Shen Zengzhi's performance, he certainly wouldn't burn Shen Zengzhi cracklingly as described in "The War of Small Seal Script," but he would definitely kick Shen Zengzhi out of the editing group. Yan Fu and Feng Xu both felt that if a talent like Shen Zengzhi couldn't contribute to the *Xinhua Dictionary* project, it would be a pity for both the dictionary editing work and Shen Zengzhi himself.

Leaving the dictionary editing office, Yan Fu turned to the back of the school. Behind the teaching building was the peanut field opened up by the school. At this time, female students were working in the field, and the peanut seedlings were growing green and well. Seeing Yan Fu pass by, the students straightened up one by one to gaze at him respectfully. If it were usual, Yan Fu would have nodded and passed. Today he didn't want to do so. He stopped and asked, "How is the field?"

A female student named Huang Yuyue replied cautiously, "The peanuts are growing well. Fewer people will be needed to manage them in the future."

For some reason, this sentence put Yan Fu in a great mood. He couldn't help but ask, "How much manpower can be reduced?"

Huang Yuyue replied cautiously, "We asked the old gentleman who taught us farming. He said half the people used before would be enough."

The "old gentleman" mentioned by the female students was an old farmer specially invited by the base area to teach peanut planting. Since he said so, it presumably wasn't wrong. "Very good," Yan Fu confirmed that something within his jurisdiction was finally on track, and a smile couldn't help but appear on his face. Whether finance, dictionary work, or education work, countless things needed to be done. After listening to the complex financial system introduced by Chen Ke, Yan Fu's mood became terrible. But seeing the diligent and cautious attitude of the young people, Yan Fu felt that these worries suddenly lightened a lot. No matter how many theories, how many visions and prospects there were, if one couldn't start from the foundation, nothing would change.

"Just keep working hard like this." Yan Fu gave an instruction. Then he strode towards his office.

Yan Fu's mood could become extremely bad just after listening to the complex financial system. But Chen Ke, who presided over the creation of this financial system, had no fluctuations in his mood. Or rather, Chen Ke's heart was unmoved like iron and stone. After Yan Fu went out, Chen Ke immediately called the comrade who accompanied the Yue Wang Society. The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee began to report his observations of the Yue Wang Society.

All the power of the People's Party was used to enter the rural areas of various places, and the same was true in the Hefei area. For the petty thieves in the rural areas of Hefei, the local troops of the People's Party could absolutely eliminate them easily. For government or political party forces, Hefei city would inevitably be their first choice target. In Chen Ke's view, there was no need to defend Hefei city to the death at this stage. Hefei city was actually a bait, a stage, letting all forces jump out fully to perform. After the People's Party controlled the countryside, and the hidden enemies had fully displayed their figures on the stage, it would be much easier to deal with this group of people then.

So Chen Ke didn't care whether Hefei city would be lost. What he cared about was the safety of the three hundred comrades in Hefei city. The Yue Wang Society had over a thousand troops after all. If they wanted to seize Hefei city, the People's Party would definitely suffer great human losses. So he had to judge the Yue Wang Society's thoughts and formulate corresponding safety plans.

In the report, Chen Duxiu and the others behaved quite properly and didn't have a particularly fierce attitude towards the People's Party. This made it harder to judge instead. After thinking for a while, Chen Ke asked, "Comrade Zhou Zhizhong, are you willing to go to Hefei to be our liaison with the Yue Wang Society?"

"Ah?" Zhou Zhizhong was somewhat puzzled by Chen Ke's order.

"To put it plainly, it is to monitor the movements of the Yue Wang Society. Their group of people are used to staying in the city. If they are made to stay away from the city, they will absolutely not be able to stand it. Rather than letting the Yue Wang Society people feel dissatisfied, it is better to allocate a piece of land for them outside Hefei city. This requires a liaison. The best case is that the grassroots of the Yue Wang Society gradually accept the program of the people's revolution and become our comrades. I am generally not so optimistic about the upper echelons. Comrade Zhou Zhizhong, you happened to have dealt with the high-level of the Yue Wang Society. Do you think you can accept this job?"

Zhou Zhizhong felt a burst of excitement in his heart. The People's Internal Affairs Committee was not just a department presiding over internal discipline and suppressing counter-revolutionaries; foreign espionage and infiltration work was also one of the responsibilities of this department. The work of infiltrating the Yue Wang Society was actually given to him to do. Zhou Zhizhong was both excited and nervous. His voice trembled slightly, "Chairman Chen, I will definitely do the job well."

Having determined the work in Hefei, Chen Ke called Lin Shenhe over. "Comrade Lin Shenhe, is the preparation work for Liuan County ready?"

Lin Shenhe handed over a roster. "These are the local secret societies we have contacted. They verbally support us entering Liuan County. But, Chairman Chen, do we have enough troops to enter the Dabie Mountain area now?"

At the Central Committee meeting of the People's Party, Chen Ke proposed a plan to develop the Dabie Mountain base area in the coming year. Facing this plan, the comrades of the Central Committee did not support it enthusiastically. The Dabie Mountain area was vast, but living conditions were harsh, and the local people were very poor. Compared with the existing base areas, the Dabie Mountain area could be said to be a typical example of "large investment, slow results."

Chen Ke naturally couldn't use the famous "Dabie Mountain Base Area" of later generations to persuade comrades, so no one opposed Chen Ke's plan, nor did anyone actively ask to undertake this work. Chen Ke knew there was no helping it. Now that the base area was expanding fiercely, the problem of the lack of cadres in the People's Party became prominent. Moreover, the actual working time of the oldest qualified cadres of the People's Party was only one year. There was a shortage of people everywhere now. Leaving wealthy areas undeveloped and putting precious human resources into remote and poor areas was unreasonable no matter what.

Not only did the comrades of the Party Central Committee not support it, but even Lin Shenhe, who had always followed Chen Ke closely, expressed doubts.

Chen Ke said with emotion, "If there are not enough people, send fewer people. If there are not enough troops, mobilize the secret societies. generally speaking, although the Dabie Mountain area is poor, it has its own advantages. Where the economy is backward, various social contradictions are doubly fierce. The people doubly hope for liberation."

Chen Ke didn't research revolutionary history very much. One of the reasons why the Oyuwan Base Area in the Dabie Mountains could make Chen Ke care so much was that his ancestors had sacrificed in the Dabie Mountain area. Moreover, the banking and financial work in the Dabie Mountain area was done very well. Back then, with a population of over three million in the Dabie Mountain Base Area, an army of over forty thousand people was formed. Many counties were Red Counties and General Counties. Chen Ke was absolutely unwilling to let go of such a revolutionary area proven by history. Historically, the Oyuwan Base Area had an army of forty-five thousand people. Chen Ke could absolutely transfer twenty thousand of them to fight in North Huai now. With troops of such scale, the military strength of the entire North Huai Base Area would inevitably be greatly improved. Even if just for these twenty thousand Red Army soldiers, Chen Ke believed that the Dabie Mountain Base Area must be opened up.

But these words couldn't be said now. If said, comrades going to work in the Dabie Mountains would easily turn the goal into recruiting soldiers instead of carrying out revolutionary work. So Chen Ke could only pin his hopes on the comrades' work performance.

Although Lin Shenhe didn't know why Chen Ke paid so much attention to the construction of the Dabie Mountain Base Area, he had always followed Chen Ke's command closely. Seeing that his advice was not accepted by Chen Ke, he put all his thoughts on the standpoint of doing the job well to the maximum extent. "According to our investigation, these secret societies are relatively unreliable. Many of them have connections with bandits in the Dabie Mountain area."

The bandits in the Dabie Mountain area were very famous. Due to the outbreak of the flood, the bandits temporarily stopped operating in the disaster areas of Anhui. According to intelligence, a large part of them ran to Henan and Hubei areas to roam. But before long, this group of people would reappear around the Anhui base area. Thinking of this, Lin Shenhe felt that opening up the Dabie Mountain Base Area wasn't a bad choice. With a base area in the mountains, they could effectively deal with bandits. The people in the mountains and the people in the plain areas had always been at odds. The plain areas thought the mountain people were poor and savage. The mountain people thought the plain people were mercenary. After robbing things, bandits ran to the mountains and distributed the looted things to the people, often gaining the support of the mountain people. Government troops often suppressed bandits but always had little effect. Now that the base area was getting richer and richer, if it were looted wantonly by bandits, the losses would also be much greater.

Chen Ke also scratched his head listening to the report. He had always lived on the plains and had only occasionally looked at mountainous areas casually; he didn't understand the specific situation at all. There were very few discussions about mountainous areas on the Internet, and he didn't even have anything to use for reference. At this point, Chen Ke had to force himself to say, "No matter what, the number of local tyrants and evil gentry in the mountainous areas is actually greater than in the plain areas. As for this troop problem, we must have a reliable troop go there."

Seeing Chen Ke rarely speaking some clichés, Lin Shenhe probed, "Chairman Chen, why don't you let the Yue Wang Society people go to the Dabie Mountain area?"

"Mn?" This suggestion lifted Chen Ke's spirits. Although the idea was slightly absurd, if the more than one thousand people of the Yue Wang Society could enter the Dabie Mountain area, it would really be a very good thing.

"Chairman Chen, what the Yue Wang Society people want most now is territory. If we leave them in Hefei, I dare say they will cause trouble sooner or later. Instead of this, we might as well tell the Yue Wang Society that we will help them attack the Dabie Mountain area. As for the territory, everyone manages it together. There will definitely be people in the Yue Wang Society who oppose and people who support it. Then no matter what, these people will split up. In this way, as long as a part of them goes with us to the Dabie Mountains, the threat of the Yue Wang Society to us will be much less. And as long as we can make good use of them, some of them will choose to join our team. This method is a bit easier."
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Since arriving at the base area, Lin Shenhe had always chosen to follow closely in Chairman Chen Ke's footsteps. Facing the problem of the Yue Wang Society, Lin Shenhe put forward his own political strategy for the first time. To his disappointment, Chen Ke rejected this strategy after only a slight hesitation. "Comrade Lin Shenhe, revolution is revolution. Using such a method to deal with the Yue Wang Society is a deviation from the revolution."

In Lin Shenhe's impression, Chen Ke had never been a rigid person. Why did Chen Ke suddenly become stubborn when facing the Yue Wang Society? Lin Shenhe hurriedly explained, "Chairman Chen, if we don't divide the Yue Wang Society, they will cause trouble sooner or later."

"I don't oppose your idea of dividing the Yue Wang Society; what I disagree with is letting the Yue Wang Society join our work." Chen Ke gave a more precise answer. "If we feel that the Yue Wang Society is our enemy, we can simply send troops to eliminate them. Last time we killed more than eight hundred counter-revolutionaries in one go, and the people were not fearful or uneasy because of this. Although the masses did not appreciate this act of mass killing, they at least understood why we killed people. If we feel that the Yue Wang Society is our friend and is consistent in the political stance of opposing the Manchu Qing rule, then we can let the Yue Wang Society understand through various exchanges that the people's revolution is the only correct path. But once the Yue Wang Society intervenes in the people's revolutionary actions we are promoting, given their current level, they will definitely do many wrong things. How do we explain to the people? Do we say that our People's Party wants to play some conspiracies and tricks now, so some things naturally go wrong?"

Only then did Lin Shenhe understand that the reason for Chen Ke's opposition was actually worrying about not being able to explain to the people. "Chairman Chen, the Yue Wang Society will definitely do bad things under our banner..."

"If they do that, we will hold them accountable." Chen Ke answered immediately.

"Since Chairman Chen also thinks we will definitely conflict with the Yue Wang Society in the future, why not strike now?"

Chen Ke looked at Lin Shenhe seriously and said in a deep voice, "Comrade Lin Shenhe, I never feel that we will have any conflict with the Yue Wang Society. Our People's Party wants to liberate the people and liberate China through the people's revolution. And it is not our People's Party that created this people's revolution; the broad masses of the people themselves need liberation and revolution. Our People's Party merely conforms to the people's wishes to realize this revolution. From this perspective, when our People's Party judges who is a friend and who is an enemy, we must judge from the perspective of this revolution. Not just from the perspective of our People's Party's own interests."

Lin Shenhe had no interest in Chen Ke's "high profile." After determining that Chen Ke would not agree to his plan, Lin Shenhe no longer wanted to continue arguing with Chen Ke about this issue. He turned the topic to establishing the police system in each county of the base area. Chen Ke didn't force Lin Shenhe to have any profound political insights either. When Lin Shenhe talked about specific work, Chen Ke also followed to talk about specific work.

Not long ago, the secret societies in Wuhe County set off a counter-revolutionary riot. From then on, there was a consensus within the People's Party that the main enemy at the current stage was the secret societies within the base area. This group of people must be squeezed out of the masses. But since the base area killed more than eight hundred people in one go, the secret societies were quite deterred, and so far they had behaved relatively honestly. The high-level officials of the People's Party had now gone down to the grassroots of various prefectures and counties to personally command work including land reform and post-disaster reconstruction. In addition to using military force as a deterrent, the police system, especially the establishment of an armed police system, was a very important job for the current base area.

Lin Shenhe left after talking about work. Chen Ke only felt a strong sense of unease in his heart. Up to now, the People's Party's revolution had achieved great results. But Chen Ke felt that these results were somewhat lacking. Unlike the revolution after 1927 in history, the revolution in Anhui had not encountered any real enemies so far, at least the revolution in Fengtai County had not encountered enemies. After the flood, because the people immediately started concentrated living, in a sense, the people of Fengtai County had been thoroughly mobilized. The extremely few landlords were quickly isolated, subdued, and even eliminated. The new system began in the most violent way of "collective life," so it was established quickly.

Natural disasters completely destroyed the old system, and the people rallied around the People's Party for survival. The People's Party didn't even stir up strong social contradictions. In the absence of enemies, the new system was established step by step. The Manchu Qing was not the Kuomintang of those years; their sensitivity to the People's Party and the people's revolution was surprisingly low. This regime on the verge of collapse had the kind of dullness, slowness, and chaos peculiar to before collapse. This status quo was diametrically opposed to the degree of difficulty of the revolutionary path Chen Ke knew.

This kind of thing should have made people breathe a sigh of relief, but Chen Ke felt an increasingly uneasy feeling. Chen Ke knew that his knowledge and confidence came from that fierce and cruel revolutionary history. Facing intense crises and pressures existing both internally and externally, the Party in history burst out with unprecedented progressiveness. In this era, whether internal or external, the strength of the enemy was far less powerful than the enemies the Party faced in history. So what problems would the people's revolution in this era encounter? Chen Ke only felt more and more uneasy.

"Maybe I should go to the local areas personally to carry out investigations?" Chen Ke couldn't help thinking. Since the historical era had essential differences, if he mechanically applied revolutionary experience again, mistakes would definitely occur.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke looked at the pile of documents on the desk. These documents were all about very specific work matters. Mainly problems with newly established handicraft industries. If he wanted to solve them thoroughly, relying solely on the office was no longer appropriate. Instead of remote control in the office, it would be better to simply go down to the grassroots to have a look. Chen Ke finally made up his mind. Now the Party Central Committee in Fengtai County was actually empty. Chen Ke called Yuwen Badu and asked Yuwen Badu to go to the countryside with him to solve problems.

Yuwen Badu was somewhat surprised and somewhat apprehensive. He asked cautiously, "Chairman Chen, are you dissatisfied with the current work in Fengtai County?"

Chen Ke smiled. "Badu, when our People's Party first arrived in Fengtai County, we were on the front line, working at the grassroots level. I haven't been to the grassroots much in this half year. I don't know what changes there are in grassroots work compared to our time back then. Let's two old buddies go to the countryside to have a look together. What do you think?"

Yuwen Badu knew that Chen Ke had already made a decision. Even if he didn't go, Chen Ke would go personally. Since this was the case, Yuwen Badu felt that going with Chen Ke was still the best choice. He nodded, "Since Chairman Chen says so, let's go and have a look."

Hearing this, Chen Ke frowned slightly. What is "let's just go and have a look"? Yuwen Badu was now concurrently the Party Secretary of Fengtai County; managing the work of Fengtai County well was his duty. In the past, the Party Central Committee was in Fengtai County, so there were many constraining forces, and Yuwen Badu couldn't fully display his skills. Looking at it now, Yuwen Badu seemed not to have changed from that state yet. Chen Ke suddenly felt that going down to the grassroots this time was very necessary.

But going down to the grassroots was not going through the motions. Leading the Yue Wang Society people to visit the base area was just looking at flowers from horseback. Just look at some superficial things. If Chen Ke also did this, the whole process would be to inspect, and then Chen Ke would say some lay words to the front-line staff, and the front-line staff would respond with some insincere nonsense. In short, it was all superficial work. In addition to collecting first-hand information, going down to the grassroots was importantly to solve problems. At least be able to sort out methods and ideas for solving problems. To achieve this goal, a lot of preparatory work was needed before going down to the grassroots. First, many reports on problems submitted by the grassroots recently had to be aggregated. Chen Ke didn't lack these reports in hand, but Chen Ke felt that these things should be done by Yuwen Badu.

Since Shang Yuan left the administrative work of Fengtai County, Yuwen Badu had concurrently served as the Magistrate of Fengtai County. Although he didn't expect Yuwen Badu to become a qualified magistrate in the short term, Chen Ke still hoped Yuwen Badu could perform a bit better. However, Yuwen Badu disappointed Chen Ke very much. Talking about the work to be prepared for going down to the grassroots, Yuwen Badu was actually submissive and couldn't say anything relevant.

Obviously, Yuwen Badu didn't understand how to be a magistrate at all. Yuwen Badu was only limited to the level of "knowing all" about various situations in the county. As for what to do next? Yuwen Badu "didn't know."

Facing this situation, Chen Ke barely held back his dissatisfaction. Yuwen Badu being able to become one of the nine Standing Committee members was originally to make up the numbers. He was a local. If Yuwen Badu wasn't given a place, it was considered "buying horse bones for a thousand gold" (a gesture to attract talent). The local masses felt there was one of their own in the People's Party. In actual work, the only aspect where Yuwen Badu could truly show his ability was architecture. Looking at it now, perhaps certain personnel adjustments were already some kind of necessity.

Chen Ke looked at Yuwen Badu, who was somewhat at a loss. He smiled, "Comrade Badu, call Comrade Ren Qiying over. Let her assist you in making arrangements for this work in the countryside."

Yuwen Badu had always been used to obeying everyone's assignment on specific work. Chen Ke gave the execution method, and Yuwen Badu immediately went to execute it. This was his biggest advantage. But as the Party Secretary of a county, the positive effect of this advantage could increasingly not make up for the shortcomings in Yuwen Badu.

However, plans couldn't keep up with changes. Just as Chen Ke began to organize the key points of work for going down to the grassroots, the guards sent several messages one after another. One of the earliest Party members of the People's Party, Wu Xingchen, who hadn't been heard from for a long time, first arrived in Shanghai and had now arrived in Wuhe County. He would soon arrive in Fengtai County. Coming with Wu Xingchen were also several Guangzhou revolutionaries Chen Ke had invited; Lin Juemin's famous name was impressively on the list. At the same time, what made Chen Ke happiest was that Wang Bin in Shanghai had obtained three coal gas internal combustion engines. The coal gas internal combustion engines were escorted by Wu Xingchen and would soon arrive at the base area. In addition, Wang Bin reached an initial agreement with an American trading firm; the American merchant agreed to exchange coal gas internal combustion engines for raw silk. And Wang Yuelong in Nanyang also sent news; after he contacted the French, the French agreed to exchange coal gas internal combustion engines for silk and tea.

Chen Ke held the letter and looked left and right. Ignoring the guard beside him, he laughed up at the sky, "Finally we can enter the electrical age!"

The coal gas internal combustion engine was a transitional machine type; its fuel was carbon monoxide rather than diesel or gasoline. Early coal gas internal combustion engines were used for power generation. Chen Ke had never invested much energy in steam engines. A very important reason was that steam engines required too high a standard for cylinder production, which the base area simply couldn't do. But once coal gas internal combustion engines were obtained, the base area could get a stable power supply. Although the scale of electricity wouldn't be large, Chen Ke firmly believed it was enough to solve many problems. Because the mechanical equipment Chen Ke had come into contact with in this life, except for advanced steam engines like steam locomotive heads, were all electrical age technologies. Chen Ke was simply not a person of the steam age.

The guard was startled by Chen Ke's behavior, but seeing that Chen Ke was not crazy but genuinely happy from the bottom of his heart, the guard also felt very happy. Since plans couldn't keep up with changes, Chen Ke didn't force it. He decisively postponed the grassroots investigation for a few days and ran to the industrial zone to guide the preparation work himself.

Yuwen Badu obviously didn't know he had escaped a disaster. According to the habit he had developed, Yuwen Badu still wanted to run with Chen Ke to get involved in the work of the industrial department. Ren Qiying, who was temporarily transferred to assist Yuwen Badu's work, immediately stopped Yuwen Badu's behavior. Looking at Yuwen Badu's puzzled expression, a doubt arose in Ren Qiying's heart: Was this Yuwen Badu playing dumb, or was he really dumb?

According to Ren Qiying's observation, none of the cadres of the People's Party from top to bottom were freeloaders. Needless to say for Chen Ke; Ren Qiying felt Chen Ke knew everything from astronomy to geography, governing the army on horseback and governing the people off horseback. Other senior cadres also had extremely strong abilities. After the expansion of the base area this time, in the nine Standing Committee members of the Party Central Committee, except for people in the military department and Yuwen Badu, everyone else volunteered to go to various counties to concurrently serve as County Party Secretaries. The promotion of the revolution indeed required everyone to work hard, but most importantly, these people were establishing their own connections and teams through practical work.

The People's Party initially started in Fengtai County, and Chen Ke was actually the Party Secretary of Fengtai County. Now that the base area had expanded, although military power was in the hands of the Military Commission, various Politburo Standing Committee members and Central Committee members were striving to obtain the positions of County Party Secretary and Magistrate. At least they were also striving for positions in various competent departments. Among the Politburo members, only Yuwen Badu didn't understand the current situation. Even less did he understand the situation he faced. In Ren Qiying's view, someone in the high level of the People's Party was obviously preparing to abandon Yuwen Badu intentionally or unintentionally.

After stopping Yuwen Badu's act of messing around blindly, Ren Qiying couldn't help thinking, "What should I do?" Chairman Chen Ke asked Ren Qiying to assist Yuwen Badu in preparing for the work in the countryside, which obviously had two meanings. The first was a very clear expression of recognition for Ren Qiying's working ability. But Ren Qiying couldn't quite determine the second meaning. Did Chen Ke hope to keep Yuwen Badu's current position? Obviously, Chen Ke was already very dissatisfied with Yuwen Badu. If going down to the grassroots this time couldn't be done well, Yuwen Badu would definitely be finished. And was Chen Ke preparing to let Ren Qiying replace Yuwen Badu's position, or to let Ren Qiying be this scapegoat? This was a big question that must be figured out.

Ren Qiying was quite troubled by this. While starting to help Yuwen Badu prepare the key points of work for going to the countryside, she thought left and right. Such matters couldn't be asked about randomly outside. The trend in North Huai was to love being an official. Now the People's Party had established its own status as the government. Even for the officials of such "rebels," many locals had begun to flock to them. Many local cadres in Fengtai County had been promoted, and everyone was working at the grassroots level. In a sense, Ren Qiying now had direct access to the high level. If she said the wrong thing or chose the wrong team, the result would be very bad.

Before Ren Qiying finally sorted out a clue, someone ran to Ren Qiying's door that night. The person who came was Ren Qiying's cousin, Xu Youli. "Sister, I heard Chairman Chen asked you to assist Secretary Yuwen's work?" Xu Youli spoke straight to the point.

Ren Qiying immediately became alert in her heart. She smiled and said, "Preparing for the work of going to the countryside, just helping temporarily."

Xu Youli said enviously, "Sister, this is a good opportunity. Recently I see Chairman Chen values you very much, and has entrusted you with many internal and external matters. You are going to be promoted."

These words made Ren Qiying feel a burst of pride in her heart. Many people saw Chen Ke's high regard for her. This was the future Ren Qiying earned through hard work by choosing the right team early on. When others were either forced by life to follow the People's Party, Ren Qiying actively chose the People's Party herself. At that time, Ren Qiying's purpose was entirely for the family, and she even made many bad preparations. But she never expected that the political program of the People's Party actually supported "equality between men and women" and "liberation of women." So Ren Qiying unexpectedly became a model. Being a woman was originally a disadvantage, but now in the base area, it had become a huge advantage instead. Such luck really greatly exceeded Ren Qiying's imagination.

Xu Youli's purpose in coming this time was to quickly build connections. If Ren Qiying was promoted, it would be extremely beneficial for him as a relative. So after praising Ren Qiying's cleverness and capability, Xu Youli wanted Ren Qiying to help him get a government job. "Sister, it's getting more and more tiring in the countryside after the land distribution. I don't want to farm anymore; I want to find a cushy job with the People's Party. You have to help me with this matter."

Hearing Xu Youli's words, Ren Qiying's face changed on the spot. "Cousin, our base area says labor is the most glorious. Who isn't working from top to bottom now? You want to find a cushy job; there isn't a single one in the base area. If there is nothing else, please go back!"
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Ren Qiying's new house was an ordinary courtyard in New Village No. 10. The People's Party never liked to spend effort on naming things; all new residential points in Fengtai County were arranged by numbers. Courtyard No. 22 of New Village No. 10 was Ren Qiying's home. Ren Qiying almost pushed and shoved her cousin, who was full of nonsense, out of the gate. Then she closed the courtyard door with a bang. This was a standard courtyard with five rooms, and Ren Qiying lived alone in one room. Ren Qiying didn't rush back to her room either; she stood in the dark gritting her teeth. She wished that people like her cousin Xu Youli would disappear from the world immediately. What were they thinking? Did they think the leaders of the People's Party were so easily fooled? A cushy job? Ren Qiying could be sure that once people like Xu Youli got a job, they would immediately try every way to embezzle money. Ren Qiying saw the faces of these people clearly.

While trying to calm the anger in her heart, Ren Qiying heard the door of the main room open. Her father Ren Yugang stood at the door. Ren Yugang said in that specific majestic tone of a father, "Qiying, come in here."

The father and daughter hadn't spoken formally for a long time. Since Ren Qiying followed the People's Party, for the sake of the family's interests, Ren Qiying's father had always ignored the People's Party, while Ren Qiying followed the People's Party wholeheartedly. But unknowingly, the fake act turned into a real one. After Ren Qiying joined the People's Party and assumed more and more responsibilities and work, she found that there were so many people within the People's Party who were stronger and wiser than her father. Unknowingly, she couldn't quite accept her father's authority in her heart.

Seeing his daughter walk into the main room and sit down somewhat reluctantly, Ren Yugang closed the door first, then asked, "Qiying, what exactly happened? Why did your cousin run to our house to talk nonsense?"

Ren Qiying replied angrily, "Humph, he wanted to secure personal gain. That's why he ran here!"

Ren Yugang didn't criticize Xu Youli's move. He looked at his daughter seriously. "Flies don't bite seamless eggs. Since he dared to come, I'm afraid you are also somewhat at fault."

Hearing her father's words, Ren Qiying felt extremely aggrieved. She knew her father Ren Yugang was a scholar with very upright conduct. In everything, he blamed himself first and would never criticize others. Even if he met a bastard, her father never preached any big principles, always maintaining the "gentleman's style" of "not fighting over spirit." But being criticized by her father like this, Ren Qiying really couldn't stand it. She defended herself aggrievedly, "Dad, they wanted to come themselves. What could I do?"

"Then you shouldn't have moved back to live at all!" Ren Yugang pointed out the key to the problem straightforwardly. "If you still lived in the military camp, would a bastard like your cousin dare to go to the military camp to find you? With a casual word from you, he couldn't even enter the gate. A rich man's son doesn't sit under the eaves (to avoid danger), but you have to find the right place to avoid danger."

Ren Qiying's anger was instantly knocked to the nine heavens by her father's blame. On the contrary, Ren Qiying's mother saw that Ren Yugang's tone was so impolite, so she hurried to persuade him, "Isn't our daughter also worried about our family?"

Hearing his wife's words, Ren Yugang's anger was instantly stirred even higher. He turned to his wife, "It's you who are worried. The sons are still young, and it wasn't easy for a daughter to make good and become an official. You wish you could walk in front of your daughter every day, fearing that others don't know you are Qiying's mother. From today on, stay honestly at home. If I don't let you go out, you are not allowed to go out a single step."

After scolding his wife, Ren Yugang turned to Ren Qiying again. "Move back to the military camp to live early tomorrow morning. If anyone asks you why, just say your father kicked you out of the house. If those bullshit relatives come to talk nonsense to you again, let them come to me, let them come to your mother. They are our relatives first, then yours. You don't need to do anything for them; just let them come to me."

Ren Qiying's mother's surname was Xu. Although Ren Xu Shi had always feared her husband, hearing her husband say such words at this time, she immediately tried to refute, "Old man, have you lost your mind? How can you kick your own daughter out? You are letting others laugh at us. If others know, what will they say about our daughter?"

Ren Yugang glared at his wife with a look of wishing iron could turn into steel. "Which of those people outside genuinely cares for our daughter? Which of them coming to the door isn't after the little bit of power in our daughter's hands? If we as parents can't block them for Qiying, are we waiting for them to trap Qiying?"

Ren Xu Shi saw her husband was really angry. She was also a bit scared in her heart, but still said timidly, "Qiying is an official; they are common people. What can they do to Qiying?"

"This is bastard talk. Is the People's Party easy to get along with? Look at their regulations; dare you handle personal affairs after becoming an official? Do you think they are the Manchu Qing government?"

Ren Xu Shi was really unconvinced in her heart. She replied, "Officials protecting each other is an old rule. If their own people don't protect their own people, then why does Qiying follow them? Our family's land was distributed; was it distributed for nothing?"

"Since the People's Party became the government, we have to accept the land distribution. Our family didn't rely on farming for a living anyway."

"Not relying on farming for food was because you taught before. Now the People's Party runs schools themselves; who still hires you as a teacher?"

"If I can't open a private school, I'll go to the People's Party's school to teach. If I can't teach, I'll honestly farm at home. I have hands and feet; can I starve to death?"

"Then you farm. I want to see how you farm."

Watching her parents quarrel, Ren Qiying felt extremely annoyed. If it were before, she could only persuade in a low voice, but now Ren Qiying had troubles in her heart, plus she had been a cadre for so long and had scolded others for a long time. Ren Qiying said loudly, "Dad, Mom, can you stop arguing!"

Ren Qiying had always been well-behaved; she had never been so rude in front of her parents. Ren Qiying's mother, Ren Xu Shi, was stunned on the spot. Ren Yugang looked at his daughter's extremely rare anxious look. He said, "Qiying, let's go to your room to talk." After speaking, he pulled his daughter up involuntarily and left the main room.

In Ren Qiying's room, Ren Yugang asked seriously, "What exactly happened?"

"Dad, some things are difficult to handle recently." Although Ren Qiying didn't really want to talk about these complex internal issues, the only person she could trust now was her father. Ren Qiying told her father about the personnel change trend within the People's Party. After finishing, she couldn't help adding, "Dad, don't go out and gossip about this."

Ren Yugang patted his daughter's head. "Girl, I'll say it to you again. Never say useless words like 'don't go out and gossip.' You can't control others. Since you dare to tell others, don't expect others to keep secrets for you. Not to mention keeping secrets for you, even if others repeat your words exactly as you said them, you've met a good person. Are there few people who specifically arrange your words in a bad way?"

Hearing this, Ren Qiying only felt her spirit lifted. She nodded hurriedly, "Dad, I know."

Seeing his daughter full of worries and restless, Ren Yugang sighed. "Girl, your father refused to come forward to follow the People's Party back then. It wasn't that I had any views on the People's Party. The world is bad now; none of the officials are good things. The people in the court humiliate the nation and forfeit sovereignty, not caring about the safety of the world at all. In such times, one shouldn't come out to be an official. Not to mention bad people are in power now; in this world, good people also learn to be bad. But your father was also timid back then and afraid of the People's Party. I am very happy that you are willing to come forward. But in this past year, I see the People's Party is indeed not ordinary. It has the atmosphere of a new dynasty about to rule the world. Since this is the case, I advise you to work hard."

"Dad, I know I should work hard. But how?" Ren Qiying said annoyedly.

"How did you do it before? Wasn't it just doing proper work? Now you just continue to do proper work, isn't that enough? Although your father is timid, I see the People's Party governs Fengtai County in perfect order, and everyone concentrates on doing proper work. That's why I didn't stop you. Otherwise, risking my life, I wouldn't let you learn to be bad with bad people."

"Dad, it's not about doing proper work now..."

"That's bastard talk. Chairman Chen Ke asked you to prepare for going to the countryside with Secretary Yuwen; this is proper work! You became an official of the People's Party, so you have to do things for the common people. If the People's Party hadn't been doing things for the common people all along, why do you think the common people of Fengtai County listen to the People's Party?"

"But..., but Secretary Yuwen doesn't know what to do now. This is obviously going to cause trouble. Other secretaries are engaging in land reform, planting grain, recruiting soldiers, and building organizations outside. Secretary Yuwen can't do any of them well. Chairman Chen is actually very unhappy."

"Don't worry about whether Chairman Chen is happy or not. If Chairman Chen thinks that kid Yuwen Badu is very capable, does he still need you to help him? Since he let you help him, it means Chairman Chen thinks you can help Yuwen Badu. If Chairman Chen thinks Yuwen Badu is not even worth helping, he could just wash his hands of him. Do you think you can see that Yuwen Badu is incompetent, but others can't see it? I dare say, as long as Chairman Chen washes his hands of him, there will naturally be people waiting to see Yuwen Badu's joke."

Hearing Ren Yugang's analysis, Ren Qiying's eyes lit up. "Dad, do you mean Chairman Chen wants to protect Secretary Yuwen?"

Ren Yugang shook his head somewhat helplessly. "Qiying, whether Chairman Chen wants to protect that kid Yuwen Badu is not important at all. You became an official of the People's Party, so you must do things. Chairman Chen fundamentally wants to get things done. He thinks you can do things, so he promoted you. Don't get involved in officialdom matters."

After saying this, Ren Yugang sighed helplessly. Ren Qiying felt her father had hit the key point, but seeing her father's helpless look, she also felt very worried. She hurriedly stood behind her father and gently massaged Ren Yugang's shoulders. After a while, Ren Yugang let Ren Qiying sit next to him.

"Qiying, I didn't want you to be an official because officialdom is a pool of muddy water. The People's Party is full of vitality now. You feel that what you do is all proper business, so you wish you wouldn't be stained by any spots. This is human nature. When your father passed the *Xiucai* exam back then, someone also said that as long as I spent money to buy a title, I could be a county magistrate as soon as there was a vacancy. But I was unwilling. The Manchu Qing officialdom is filthy; I didn't want to be this county magistrate. I think one should be upright in life. As long as one can have a clear conscience when asking oneself, that's enough. The People's Party has done so many things up to now; I think when you ask yourselves, you should have a clear conscience."

Hearing this, Ren Qiying nodded gently.

"Girl, it's already a remarkable thing for tens of thousands of you to have a clear conscience. Why do you trouble yourself? If Yuwen Badu can't do it, can Chairman Chen Ke use you as a scapegoat? If he uses you as a scapegoat, that's also not bad; you just come home and farm with me. We won't be this official anymore."

"Dad..." Ren Qiying couldn't help shouting.

Looking at Ren Qiying's anxious look, Ren Yugang couldn't help laughing. "Haha, now you know the thoughts after becoming an official. Once power is in hand, orders are carried out. You usually think what you do is proper business, big business. No matter what you say, once you are not allowed to be an official, your heart can't stand it."

Having her little secret completely exposed by her father, Ren Qiying felt ashamed on one hand, but felt much more relaxed on the other. She laughed, "Dad, what exactly should I do?"

"Be an upright person, do upright things. Qiying, I have taught and educated people for so many years. Many talented and promising children finally went astray. It wasn't that they couldn't do things, but that they thought too much. For example, being an official is originally to do some proper business and seek benefits for the people. Just like the current officials of the People's Party, whether you distribute fields, run workshops, or open schools. In the final analysis, it's all to make everyone's life better. So, I think it's not wrong for you to follow the People's Party."

Ren Qiying never knew her father Ren Yugang supported the People's Party so much. While secretly surprised, she listened carefully to her father's teachings.

"But some people, after becoming an official, what they see and think about is not how to do the things in their hands well. What they see in their eyes is how many people they can command, how many people can bow and scrape to them. These people don't understand that while others look like they are bowing and scraping on the surface, they don't know how they are cursing you in their hearts. What's the meaning of this? I am unwilling to deal with those vulgar people. Since you want to be this official, don't become a vulgar person yourself. Daughter, the reason I haven't said these things all along is that I see when you are under Chairman Chen Ke, you are never a vulgar person. Besides doing proper business, you never do anything trivial. I think this is very progressive, this is very good. What you think about these days is: has everyone eaten on time? Worked on time? Rested on time? Have they finished the work according to the rules? Are the rules set well enough to let everyone finish the work? If there are loopholes in the rules, how to patch them? These are all proper business; this is all progress. The gentlemen (*junzi*) of ancient times were nothing more than this. As for currying favor, you don't think about it at all."

Ren Yugang spoke sincerely, and Ren Qiying was somewhat moved. These days, everyone in the People's Party had been working hard in this direction. She didn't think there was anything wrong with this. This was the life the common people wanted to live. She never expected that these things were actually the style of a gentleman in her father's eyes.

"The atmosphere of your People's Party is so pure and good that those boastful villains cannot mix into your People's Party. So Qiying, you must never become a villain yourself. You said others are extremely capable; is this kid Yuwen Badu incapable? I see he is quite good at building houses. He just can't do well as the County Party Secretary now, so Chairman Chen Ke asked you to help him. Use as much ability as you have to help Yuwen Badu. Don't be afraid; work boldly."

"But Dad, what if someone picks faults?"

"Chairman Chen Ke can train tens of thousands of you into this appearance; do you think he doesn't know who is a villain? If a villain jumps out, do you think Chen Ke can tolerate those people?"

Ren Qiying felt the knot in her heart was untied by her father. She said in a low voice, "Many thanks, Father."

Ren Yugang touched his daughter's hair and said lovingly, "Don't worry about what your mother says. Move away early tomorrow morning. This is good for you."

"Yes, Father, I will leave tomorrow."

"By the way, I went to find people in the county these days, wanting to find a teaching position in the school. I also met Mr. Yan Fu. Mr. Yan asked me to go to the Normal School to teach and study at the same time. I'm telling you this first so you won't be surprised when the time comes."

Seeing her father actually cared about her to this extent, Ren Qiying didn't know what to say. Ren Yugang held Ren Qiying's shoulder. "Remember, whoever asks you to do private business for them, don't do it. If they have no food to eat, let them find me. I will handle these things for you. You being this official is not to do private business for them. If you dare to do one thing for them, you won't be able to finish the subsequent things at all. I am your father; at this time, it's time for me, the father, to come forward. Qiying, you must remember this for me. Not to mention those bullshit relatives and friends, even me, even your mother, your brothers and sisters, if you dare to do private business for them, don't say I won't recognize you in the future."

Ren Qiying nodded with a firm look. "I know, Father."

Early the next morning, Ren Qiying packed a few clothes and left. With her father backing her up, Ren Qiying only felt the sky was blue, the water was green, and her mood was relaxed beyond compare. Getting rid of those complicated interpersonal relationships, Ren Qiying felt her steps were light enough to almost fly.

Entering the office, she saw Yuwen Badu sitting among a large pile of official documents with a frown. It seemed Yuwen Badu hadn't slept all night. His eyes were full of bloodshot lines, and he looked exhausted to the extreme. Seeing Ren Qiying come in refreshed, Yuwen Badu stood up like seeing a life-saving straw. "Comrade Ren Qiying, you finally came."

Ren Qiying's face was full of affectionate smiles. After listening to her father's guidance, she felt her thinking was extremely clear at this moment. After the two sat down, Ren Qiying first simply categorized the official documents, then picked up a document and handed it to Yuwen Badu. Yuwen Badu read: "Outline of Granary Construction?" After reading, he looked up. "Is this what we need to deal with urgently now?"

Ren Qiying nodded. "This harvest is unlike previous years; the amount of public grain is huge. We don't know if the granaries in the county can hold it. Moreover, it is unlikely for the base area to transport all the grain to the county. Have granaries been built in other districts? How much grain can they hold? We must figure this out. Since we are going to the countryside, we might as well calculate this clearly first."

"Should this be done first?" Yuwen Badu hesitated.

"Secretary Yuwen, you manage construction. Building granaries is your specialty."

"True, true." Yuwen Badu couldn't help nodding repeatedly.
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You Gou and Qin Tongren sat face to face on both sides of the table. Several sheets of paper with data lists were scattered on the table. "Comrade You Gou, is this your final view?" Qin Tongren asked. Although he used the standard term "Comrade," there was no "comradely warmth" in Qin Tongren's voice and expression; his tit-for-tat emotion with You Gou was very obvious.

Since the always calm Qin Tongren behaved like this, the passionate You Gou was even less likely to be cooperative. She pressed her hands on the table and stared closely into Qin Tongren's eyes. "Comrade Qin Tongren, I think this allocation is very reasonable. Each period should have different focuses."

Before the argument could continue, Chen Ke had already strode in from outside. "Comrades, good news!" Chen Ke's cheerful voice rang in the room.

Seeing Chen Ke carrying a bulging satchel diagonally, Qin Tongren and You Gou knew Chen Ke was here to assign tasks again. You Gou was not at all encouraged by the "good news" mentioned by Chen Ke. She stood up abruptly. "Chairman Chen, you can make the final decision; you come and make a judgment."

"What's wrong again?" Chen Ke was not surprised at all by You Gou's emotions. These days, You Gou and Qin Tongren had argued quite a few times, and Chen Ke was long used to it.

You Gou spoke before Qin Tongren. "I think we shouldn't use steel for steam engines in the near future, or even start large-scale steelmaking. It's better to produce more farm tools that women can use."

"And Comrade Qin Tongren?" Chen Ke looked at Qin Tongren with a smile.

Qin Tongren glanced at You Gou, then turned his head and said, "Chairman Chen, if we don't develop steam engines, what about power? We must have some long-term plans."

These two were responsible for the industrial development of the base area, and arguments had to happen every now and then. You Gou tended towards plans with short time and quick results, while Qin Tongren constantly thought about developing heavy industry. Chen Ke actually supported Qin Tongren very much from the bottom of his heart. The problem was that the various foundations of the base area were so weak that developing heavy industry was too difficult. So every judgment racked his brains. But today Chen Ke showed none of the previous embarrassment. He laughed, "This question is very well asked. If not for the good news brought this time, I really couldn't make a decision."

"What exactly is the good news?" You Gou was a young woman after all, easily moved by fresh things.

Chen Ke put the satchel on the table and said excitedly, "The coal gas internal combustion engines I mentioned last time are finally going to be shipped here. Our base area shouldn't stay in the steam age for too long. Everyone grit your teeth and head straight for the electrical age."

"Coal gas internal combustion engines." Qin Tongren felt very speechless. Since coal gas internal combustion engines appeared in the 1880s, they had never been the mainstream power source. Qin Tongren only knew about them but didn't research them much.

"It's the coal gas engine Wang Bin got, right?" You Gou asked excitedly.

"I still feel steam engines are more reliable." Qin Tongren was not too happy.

"Besides knowing 'Multi-rivet Steam Steel' (*Duo Mao Zheng Gang*), what else do you know?" You Gou immediately retorted. When Chen Ke chatted with everyone about industrial development before, he had talked about weapon development. When joking, he occasionally mentioned the "Multi-rivet Steam Steel Cult." You Gou remembered this clearly. Hearing a complaint from the 21st century suddenly, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing out loud.

You Gou didn't care about Chen Ke's loss of composure. She said with high spirits, "Senior Brother Qin, electricity will be the mainstream in the future. When I was in Germany, the Germans put a lot of effort into this."

Qin Tongren's sense of humor was not as rich as Chen Ke's. He also ignored Chen Ke and said seriously, "I also stayed in Germany and know very well about Germany's development of electricity. The problem is, have you seen a coal gas internal combustion engine? The size and weight of that thing are not much different from a steam engine. And it's much more complicated than a steam engine."

You Gou was not persuaded by Qin Tongren at all. She immediately retorted, "How complicated can it be? If you say the coal gas internal combustion engine is more complicated than a boiler, I believe it. If you say it's more complicated than a steam engine, I really don't believe it."

The dispute in the industrial department entered a common situation again, and Chen Ke was unwilling to mediate anymore. He interrupted You Gou's words. "Comrades, we only have tens of thousands of tons of iron now. No matter how you toss about, it's just 'doing a dojang in a snail shell' (making do in a small space). Without our own steel plant, everything is useless. It is serious business for us to catch up with the electrical age quickly."

Qin Tongren felt Chen Ke's words were a bit biased. He replied without enthusiasm, "Chairman Chen, it's not like we can catch up just because you say so. Chinese industry is so far behind Germany. Our base area is not an advanced area in China either."

Chen Ke was too lazy to educate Qin Tongren anymore. He made the final decision decisively. "It is precisely because we are backward that we must catch up in thinking first. Don't just think of steam power, steam power when considering mechanical power sources. Turn this idea around for me first; consider power from electricity first. Steelmaking should continue, but this steel is mainly used as parts for repairing firearms. We got a lot of copper back this time. Everyone start researching copper wire processing and prepare to make electric motors."

After speaking, Chen Ke opened the satchel. Inside were part of the technical core outline of the electrical age written by Chen Ke, and various motor knowledge Chen Ke could recall.

You Gou sat back in her seat with a triumphant smile. Seeing that Chen Ke had made up his mind, Qin Tongren picked up a pamphlet and prepared to look through it.

Before this discussion meeting started, Chen Ke said with a serious expression, "One more thing. I entrusted someone to buy a lot of technical books and materials from Europe. Translation work needs to be done by everyone. I can't participate in the preliminary translation myself; you have to cultivate manpower yourselves. I plan to establish the Ministry of Industry. One of the jobs of the Ministry of Industry, besides engaging in industry, is to establish its own school system."

Qin Tongren was somewhat strange. "Isn't there a Ministry of Education for education?"

"The Ministry of Education now manages basic education. Even if people are educated, can your industrial department use them immediately? So, on one hand, you recruit professional workers for me, that is, workers who no longer farm and specialize in industrial production. In addition, you have to provide vocational education for them. Eliminating illiteracy can rely on the Ministry of Education, but the Ministry of Education doesn't know what kind of workers the Ministry of Industry needs. This can only rely on yourselves."

Hearing this, Qin Tongren and You Gou couldn't help looking at each other. This time, neither saw any hostility in the other's eyes; they saw the same heaviness.

Qin Tongren said, "Chairman Chen, then you have to send us people. If you want immediate results, you have to send us people from the army. The Engineer Battalion is best."

As soon as Qin Tongren finished speaking, You Gou added, "Also need to send cadres, cadres from the army. I want political commissars."

"Political commissars again, and Engineer Battalion. You think beautifully!" Chen Ke laughed. "I don't have a single person here. You don't look; I am still singing the 'Empty City Stratagem' in Fengtai County myself. Compiling courses, setting systems, I might be able to help. You want people? Wait until the year after next."

Qin Tongren said seriously, "If we want to catch up with European standards as soon as possible, it won't work without suitable people."

"Everyone is very confident. Asking me for some backbones will catch up with Europe as soon as possible. Europe has been engaged in industry for more than a hundred years. It is unrealistic for you to want to catch up in a few years. Use whatever we have in our hands. And don't retake the old road of the European steam age. Europe's electrical age has also just begun not long ago; let's start from the electrical age."

After Chen Ke finished speaking, he didn't entangle with the two from the industrial department anymore. He began to talk about the basic characteristics and organizational model of the electrical age.

When Chen Ke left exhausted, You Gou was so tired that her eyes were dim. Because of excessive mental consumption, she lay on the table drowsily. Qin Tongren pressed his temples with his fingers, which was his usual way of recovering his spirit. After rubbing for a long time, Qin Tongren spoke, "You Gou, Chairman Chen studied industry before, right?"

Hearing this question, You Gou propped up her upper body. "I actually think Chairman Chen went to a military academy."

"Why do you say that?" Qin Tongren was very surprised.

You Gou's voice was ethereal, like sleep-talking. "I see him doing everything like commanding a battle. First formulate a plan and deploy troops, then rush forward with a single order." After speaking, You Gou lay back on the table. "I'm sleepy. I want to sleep here for a while."

"Why not go back to the dormitory to sleep?"

"Used to it. It was like this when I followed Wenqing in Shanghai. We made medicine together. If he was sleepy, he slept on the table, and I continued working. If I was sleepy, I also slept on the table, and he continued working. We worked desperately like that back then, making medicine to earn money. Otherwise, where would there be money for revolution?"

Qin Tongren had heard that You Gou and Chen Ke made medicine together before, but it was the first time You Gou mentioned things from that time herself. Hearing You Gou speak of the hardships of the past in a nostalgic tone while half-asleep, Qin Tongren suddenly felt a little envious.

You Gou continued to say what she wanted to say as if in a delirium. "At that time, everyone dared to do anything. Knowing the molecular formula and equation, we bought chemicals and started making them. We never thought that if we failed, we would lose everything. Not like now, clearly having things in hand, but daring not do anything easily. Before working, start arguing first."

Hearing this, Qin Tongren was unhappy. "Wait, Comrade You Gou, what do you mean by this?"

"I am saying you don't cooperate at all. When we had no money back then, we didn't think about any ambitious goals. We just picked projects that could make money immediately and started working. Finish what can be done first. So the goal was clear, and the effect was significant. You shout about steam engines and big industry all day long. Use this energy to fire glass and porcelain properly. Iron farm tools haven't even been popularized in the base area. In many newly opened base areas, three or four people share one hoe. You still insist on using steel to build steam engines. I think this is wrong."

Although You Gou was tired, she didn't let go of the dispute with Qin Tongren not long ago. This persistence peculiar to women made Qin Tongren feel sincere admiration.

"To develop industry, what to do without reliable mechanical power?" Qin Tongren asked.

"I'm not talking about these things. I think you haven't understood one thing until now: we are engaging in revolution. The things we produce are to be used for the revolution. Of course, industrial construction requires manpower and material resources, and these manpower and material resources must be obtained from the revolution." You Gou recovered some spirit; she looked up at Qin Tongren while speaking.

Qin Tongren was obviously not interested in You Gou's revolutionary theory, which could be seen from his impatient look.

Seeing Qin Tongren so unenlightened, You Gou snorted from her nostrils with a feeling of wishing iron could turn into steel. "Senior Brother Qin, let me speak plainly. I actually think your idea is correct, but your method is wrong. If you think you can't solve the problem, go to Wenqing for ideas, people, and things. Instead of arguing with me here. What's the use of the two of us arguing back and forth?"

Qin Tongren disagreed with You Gou. "Chairman Chen can't conjure things out of thin air either. It's useless for me to find him."

"Even if Wenqing doesn't have things, he knows how to get things out. You feel a lack of power; Wenqing knows about the lack of power better than you. So you go talk to Wenqing early. He can definitely tell you what to do."

You Gou's words left Qin Tongren speechless. Judging from the present, Chen Ke indeed hadn't ignored industrial work because of military and political work.

Seeing Qin Tongren finally stop refuting her, You Gou said heavily, "I think the problem of our industrial department now is very simple: disunity of opinion. I do mine, you do yours. Unless fighting for things, you don't come to see me at all. You don't listen to me; I can understand. Now you don't even want to listen to Chairman Chen's opinion; you just know to take your group of people and do what you want to do. This is wrong. Many things have been delayed like this. If you had asked Wenqing for instructions early, you wouldn't have clung to the steam engine. I can tell you today, we have already produced some of the insulating ceramic components needed on electric wires. What preparations have you mechanical guys made? I think you haven't prepared anything, right?"

Hearing this, Qin Tongren's face didn't change much, but his heart was churning. You Gou wasn't wrong; the industrial department was indeed factually split now. Qin Tongren could only temporarily suppress his subordinates so that they wouldn't try to overthrow You Gou's leadership position. But these subordinates of the Beijing Gang also had a strong centrifugal force. Most of them didn't understand electrification, and these people's ideal was to rebuild a Tianjin Machinery Bureau in Anhui. Chen Ke had no time to manage the industrial department, and these people didn't listen to You Gou, so the "Beijing Gang" led by Qin Tongren was completely unprepared for the electrical age.

Being pointed out the problem so clearly by You Gou, Qin Tongren felt quite panicked. You Gou usually didn't seem to like talking about big principles, and she and those following her were busy with "small projects." Qin Tongren thought You Gou was just an ordinary intellectual woman who could endure hardship and work. But hearing You Gou's words today, Qin Tongren finally understood why You Gou could sit firmly in the position of the nine Standing Committee members of the People's Party Central Committee. This was definitely not just because You Gou was senior and willing to work.

At this time, Qin Tongren knew that the situation had changed greatly. Chen Ke used to just give some specific work to the industrial department, only caring about the result and not interfering with the internal operation of the Ministry of Industry. Now Chen Ke had proposed the overall idea and direction of the Ministry of Industry, and You Gou was the highest leader of the industrial department. You Gou followed the future industrial direction proposed by Chen Ke very closely. Then the dominance of the industrial department had actually fallen into You Gou's hands. If the "Beijing Gang" continued to confront like this, You Gou could really strike the "Beijing Gang" comprehensively.

Facing such a situation, Qin Tongren could only determine You Gou's thoughts first. "Comrade You Gou, what do you think should be done?"

You Gou didn't look tired at all at this time. She stared at Qin Tongren with a stern look. "I think everyone must know what they are here for. Since I followed Wenqing, I knew I was here for the revolution, to overthrow the Manchu Qing and establish a new China. To achieve the goal of the revolution, the base area needs industry. So I came to engage in industrial work. But many comrades don't think so. They think they are here to realize their own life ideals. This ideal is to establish their own industrial system and industrial empire. To realize this ideal of theirs, they want to use the power of the revolution. I think this idea is wrong and must be corrected."

The bright gaze in You Gou's beautiful phoenix eyes made Qin Tongren feel guilty. For the first time in so long, Qin Tongren actively avoided You Gou's gaze. He was suppressed by You Gou in momentum.

Is this the true revolutionary Chen Ke talked about? Qin Tongren couldn't help thinking. You Gou usually had no airs and could get along well with everyone regardless of knowledge and status. Except for those who were dissatisfied with You Gou, everyone was also willing to be with You Gou. You Gou didn't like small talk or gossip. All words revolved around work, around how to do the work well. Working with You Gou was very hard. But no one complained, no one opposed, no one fled before battle or slackened. Because You Gou always arranged the work well.

Thinking of this, Qin Tongren suddenly recalled what You Gou said about Chen Ke: "I see him doing everything like commanding a battle. First formulate a plan and deploy troops, then rush forward with a single order." And when You Gou worked, she was exactly the same as Chen Ke. Also formulating a plan, deploying personnel, and then doing things step by step. Although the work was hard, the difficulty wasn't high. Plus You Gou set an example and would demonstrate personally in all links. She unknowingly gained the respect and obedience of the comrades.

But the "Beijing Gang" led by Qin Tongren was completely not like this. Facing specific work, they could also be forced to do it and complete it. But once there was no work pressure, everyone's thoughts were completely each for himself; everyone had ideas, everyone had plans. If not for Qin Tongren's absolute prestige, plus Yan Fu in the base area strongly supporting Chen Ke, heaven knows what these ambitious "Beijing Gang" members would have stirred up.

Thinking of this, Qin Tongren turned his head and said, "I will have a good talk with everyone about this matter."

Hearing Qin Tongren's words, You Gou responded with a firm tone, "Not a good talk. But must convince everyone. Senior Brother Qin, Wenqing respects you very much and believes in you very much. That's why when I applied for a political commissar, Wenqing didn't agree to transfer people to me. So I think you should take on the role of this political commissar. If you can't convince those people, I will definitely ask Wenqing to transfer a political commissar over. We are making a revolution, not playing house. Please think this through clearly."
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The spring wind blew across the Huai River. Due to the activity of aquatic plants, the river wind carried a faint fishy smell. This was very different from the fishy smell mixed in the sea breeze. Lin Juemin and several revolutionary comrades stood at the bow of the boat, gazing at both banks of the Huai River. According to the guide's introduction, this was already the territory of the People's Party revolutionary base area. There were seven or eight young people who came with Lin Juemin this time, all of whom were extremely radical revolutionaries. Their dream was to one day stand on Chinese land where the Manchu Qing rule had been expelled. Now they finally saw the first piece of Chinese land that had truly "expelled the Tartars." This excitement made them feel that everything in front of them had an indescribable novelty. Even the strange river wind made them feel so comfortable.

Standing next to Lin Juemin was Fang Shengdong. He frowned slightly and asked, "Why haven't the common people working on both banks cut their queues?"

For these passionate young people, they didn't know what social development should look like after the revolution. But they firmly believed that after the revolution, the queues on their heads must be cut. Because they had this intense attitude in their hearts, they naturally thought that everyone in the People's Party base area should have cut their queues. Seeing that the majority of people in the base area still kept their queues, these young people felt very uncomfortable in their hearts.

"Maybe because there hasn't been time to manage these things?" Luo Nailin interjected.

Fang Shengdong had a fierce personality. Hearing this, he couldn't help but retort, "Brother Luo, to have conquered such a large territory without promoting the revolutionary spirit first and cutting the queues on these heads—this revolution is a bit like child's play, isn't it?"

Luo Nailin was the oldest among the young people on this trip. He knew Fang Shengdong's temper. Seeing Fang Shengdong starting to get anxious as usual, Luo Nailin smiled slightly but said no more.

Lin Juemin was also concerned about this issue. Since entering the People's Party base area, some people in the various organs and troops of the People's Party had cut extremely spirited short hair, but many people still kept their queues. He had also asked privately, and the guide from the Water Detachment accompanying them explained that because part of the work had to be carried out in the Manchu-occupied areas, it was more convenient to keep the queues temporarily. Lin Juemin could accept this explanation. But seeing that the vast majority of common people in the base area still kept their queues, he felt very uncomfortable.

Just then, the boat shook slightly. Lin Juemin didn't need to turn his head to know that among the people on the boat, only Wu Xingchen could create such an effect just by stepping onto the deck.

"Hello, Mr. Wu." Luo Nailin was the first to greet Wu Xingchen.

Wu Xingchen nodded slightly and replied, "Hello, Mr. Luo." After speaking, he stood quietly on the deck and looked around.

Seeing Wu Xingchen's calm appearance, everyone wanted to say something to him but didn't know what topic to find. They had all heard that Wu Xingchen was an old Party member of the People's Party. The old revolutionaries they had contacted were all enthusiastic, talking eloquently and endlessly. Everyone originally thought Wu Xingchen should also be of this type, but they never expected Wu Xingchen to be a taciturn character. Usually, apart from polite greetings, he didn't say a word. If everyone asked too much, Wu Xingchen would simply turn around and leave in silence. Wu Xingchen was over 1.9 meters tall and burly. Once he kept a straight face, there was an extra sense of oppression. When keeping a straight face and not speaking, he had an unfathomable attitude. Although the young people were repeatedly treated coldly, they couldn't really generate hostile emotions in their hearts.

"Mr. Wu, what kind of person is Mr. Chen Ke, the Chairman of the People's Party? You must know very well." Fang Shengdong was one of the few young people who didn't give up after hitting a wall. Every time he saw Wu Xingchen, he wanted to get some news out of Wu Xingchen's mouth, and he was also the one ignored by Wu Xingchen the most times.

Wu Xingchen remained silent as usual, just looking around. A moment later, everyone heard Wu Xingchen say in his deep voice, "Chairman Chen is a very young man, about the same age as you gentlemen."

"Oh? How old is Chairman Chen exactly?" Fang Shengdong was very interested in this.

"Twenty-six or twenty-seven," Wu Xingchen said.

"So young!" Fang Shengdong was very surprised. Not only Fang Shengdong, but the other young people at the bow were also very surprised. The reason they traveled thousands of *li* from Guangdong to Anhui was partly because friends who had already joined the People's Party brought articles written by Chen Ke. "A Madman's Diary" resonated greatly with the young people, and several of Chen Ke's manuscripts made them feel that Chen Ke's views on revolution were extremely profound. Plus, Chen Ke's book on materialism already had a considerable reputation in the south. Since such a revolutionary leader invited them warmly, the young people felt they couldn't refuse Chen Ke's face. Moreover, the revolutionary base area highly praised by friends from Anhui also made the young people yearn for it.

Everyone had more or less some opinions about the base area, but this opinion was not so much dissatisfaction as "criticizing severely because of deep love." The greatest feeling the young people had for the base area was a strong sense of satisfaction. Since entering the base area, at least the organization of the army and various local governments was completely different from the Manchu Qing. It looked like a new government at a glance. The southern revolutionaries launched uprisings continuously, but the result was repeated defeats. The People's Party had already built such a vast base area. Even if there was only this little bit, everyone felt elated.

Hearing that the leader Chen Ke, who had achieved such a situation, was actually about the same age as themselves, everyone was quite surprised. When they wanted to chase and ask Wu Xingchen, they saw Wu Xingchen turn around and walk towards the back of the boat. Like the previous few days, this was Wu Xingchen's unique way when he was unwilling to answer questions anymore. Everyone didn't know what mystery Wu Xingchen was playing, or which sentence was wrong and made Wu Xingchen unhappy.

In fact, the reason Wu Xingchen avoided them was not what these revolutionary youths thought. He hadn't worked with Chen Ke for long. Since Wu Xingchen went to Shandong to carry out rebellion activities, contact between the two sides had been cut off for more than a year. Regarding the Anhui revolutionary base area, Wu Xingchen didn't know much more than these youths from the south. Moreover, these southern youths all had Guangdong and Fujian accents. Although they also tried to speak Mandarin, they had mixed accents after all. Wu Xingchen didn't understand southern dialects very well originally, and after returning to the north for more than a year, he surprisingly couldn't understand much. To avoid trouble, Wu Xingchen tried his best to avoid these southern youths.

Seeing those young people didn't chase over to ask, Wu Xingchen breathed a sigh of relief in his heart. Looking at the unfamiliar environment of Anhui, Wu Xingchen guessed what Chen Ke would look like when seeing him again. The People's Party had changed a lot. The small political organization that once had only eight people had now become a behemoth. Just the Water Detachment Wu Xingchen saw had dozens of boats and a scale of nearly a thousand people. And in such a vast area along the coast, there must be thousands or tens of thousands of new Party members. Wu Xingchen didn't know any of the People's Party cadres who came to receive him. Or maybe Chen Ke had long forgotten him. Wu Xingchen couldn't help thinking.

The fleet didn't move fast. Wu Xingchen had seen the iron machines carried in the big boat with his own eyes. It took more than a dozen people plus equipment to lift these few iron guys onto the boat. Wu Xingchen still remembered the small equipment Chen Ke made when dyeing cloth in Shanghai before; at that time, he felt those things were quite efficient. But looking at those dark iron things, Wu Xingchen felt those small equipments were just like toys. How exactly did Chen Ke plan to use these machines? Wu Xingchen was very curious.

No matter how long the journey, there will be an end. After the fleet docked in Fengtai County, the first thing Wu Xingchen saw was several high racks, which should be the same things as the hoisting equipment on the docks managed by foreigners in Shanghai. Many people were busy around the hoisting equipment. As soon as the ship stopped steadily, the long rack turned over, and someone went down to the ship along the rope hanging from the rack and began to tie ropes to those equipments.

Wu Xingchen didn't care about so much. Under the leadership of the guide, he went onto the dock. Not far away, he saw Chen Ke surrounded by You Gou and a group of other strangers, discussing something facing a large sheet of paper.

Everyone had changed so much. Originally, some wore long gowns, some wore short clothes, and some wore Western suits. Now they were all in uniform blue clothes. Not only clothing, but hairstyles had also changed greatly. Especially You Gou cut a short hair like a boy; Wu Xingchen almost didn't recognize her. But these changes were external. If one must say, everyone's skin color and appearance hadn't changed much. Careful identification could still find clear images in memory.

The biggest change was everyone's demeanor. Whether Chen Ke or You Gou, their expressions had become much more mature. When establishing the Revolutionary Party originally, everyone talked and talked every day, their expressions changing like children. Now Chen Ke and You Gou looked extremely focused; their attention was on the paper in their hands. These two obviously knew what they wanted to do. When speaking to others, they unknowingly revealed an irrefutable firm attitude. Although their clothing and hairstyles were no different from the people around them, just standing there, the two were different from the people around them, and others would absolutely not fail to pay attention to them.

Chen Ke and You Gou talked for a good while, and Wu Xingchen waited patiently on the side. Chen Ke finally finished the arrangement. He handed the large sheet of paper to You Gou, and then walked quickly towards Wu Xingchen.

So you saw me long ago. Wu Xingchen thought to himself. He didn't know whether he should feel that Chen Ke now had such a big air. Obviously, Chen Ke was busy, not deliberately leaving Wu Xingchen aside. Moreover, Wu Xingchen himself never had the consciousness of being a People's Party member. So reasonably speaking, Chen Ke had the right to leave Wu Xingchen aside, but Wu Xingchen still felt a bit unhappy in his heart. That was a mixed emotion of jealousy and loss. And this emotion lasted for quite a while.

"Brother Wu, long time no see." Chen Ke's smile didn't change much from when he was in Shanghai. If there must be a change, it was that Chen Ke looked more frank. There was no longer anything artificial in his expression. Wu Xingchen wasn't quite sure if this was because Chen Ke no longer had the more or less hypocritical things from before, or if these things were skillfully hidden by Chen Ke.

"Brother Chen, we haven't seen each other for more than a year." Wu Xingchen also said frankly.

Chen Ke said with a smile, "It wasn't easy for you to come back; let's have a good chat. Our old comrades are basically in the base area. Comrade You Gou is responsible for carrying equipment at this moment, as you also saw. Huishen, Qingguo, and Zudao are all in the base area. It's just that they are all in other counties now, so we can't meet for a while. Now that you are back, our old comrades are all here."

Wu Xingchen knew that Chen Ke had to make this small talk, but he didn't want to say so many useless things. "Wenqing, I came back this time to ask you a few things. The most important one is, is Pang Zi listening to your orders now?"

"No. Chen Tianhua was with Pang Zi last year, but when the Beiyang Army went to suppress Pang Zi, everyone split up." After answering Wu Xingchen's question, Chen Ke asked strangely, "What trouble has Pang Zi caused again?"

"He has returned to Nangong County. Recently, he has caused quite a stir. I sent people to contact him, but I couldn't reach him no matter what. Moreover, I heard that you caused so many things in Anhui, so I felt I had to come back and have a look no matter what."

Chen Ke looked at the people coming and going around. "Let's talk about these things when we go back."

Wu Xingchen nodded. Chen Ke greeted the new revolutionaries from the south again, asked someone to take them to settle down first, and then returned to the military camp with Wu Xingchen.

"Wenqing, do I still count as a member of the People's Party?" Wu Xingchen asked straight to the point as soon as he sat down.

"Comrade Wu Xingchen, you are also an old comrade who participated in the Party admission oath. If you feel you are a People's Party member and solidly achieved the discipline that a People's Party member should abide by, then you are still a People's Party member."

Hearing Chen Ke's answer, Wu Xingchen nodded. "Wenqing, according to what you say, I'm afraid I can no longer be considered a Party member now."

Chen Ke felt this question was not easy to answer. He used to read about many historical events where the Party had to conduct strict reviews and screening of Party members who had interrupted contact for a time. At that time, Chen Ke felt this practice was a bit unreasonable. But facing Wu Xingchen, an old Party member who had "interrupted contact for a long time," he realized that such strict review and screening was not unreasonable, but a responsible practice for the organization itself.

Wu Xingchen volunteering to go to Shandong for activities a year ago was agreed by Chen Ke. This matter was beyond reproach. Wu Xingchen suddenly came back now; Chen Ke didn't suspect that Wu Xingchen had betrayed the revolution. Wu Xingchen had an irreconcilable hatred with the Manchu Qing; he couldn't defect to the Manchu Qing. But this standard was simply insufficient to determine Wu Xingchen's Party member status. If more than a year ago, Wu Xingchen could still determine his Party member stance by anti-Qing sentiment, today, more than a year later, the organization and discipline of the People's Party were highly strengthened. Wu Xingchen had been away from the Party's leadership for a long time, and he himself at least didn't try very actively to establish contact with the Party organization. According to the current organizational model of the People's Party, Wu Xingchen had actually been demoted to peripheral personnel. If Wu Xingchen really hoped to be accepted by the Party again, his Party spirit and principles would undoubtedly be severely questioned, which would mean shedding a few layers of skin. In this regard, Chen Ke dared not come forward to protect Wu Xingchen.

Seeing Chen Ke hesitating and not speaking, Wu Xingchen smiled. "Wenqing doesn't need to be so embarrassed. We haven't contacted for so long; I myself don't have the face to say I am an old Party member of the People's Party. Wenqing, you might as well speak frankly if you have anything."

Thinking about it, Chen Ke felt there were only two roads to go now. Either decide to treat Wu Xingchen as peripheral personnel, or let Wu Xingchen pass a strict review. Chen Ke believed that he also had a great responsibility for leaving Wu Xingchen isolated outside. At least Chen Ke didn't try to establish contact with Wu Xingchen. For the past year, the Party organization had fully built the Anhui base area, and Chen Ke had almost completely forgotten Wu Xingchen. So Chen Ke still hoped to redeem his mistake. But this redemption would have to make Wu Xingchen suffer grievances. Chen Ke was very worried whether Wu Xingchen could accept such grievances consciously and voluntarily. After thinking it over, Chen Ke decided to tell the truth. "Comrade Wu Xingchen, our People's Party has changed a lot now. You might as well take a good look and study well in the base area. If you still want to continue working in our People's Party, you have to pass the organizational review."

Wu Xingchen was silent for a long time after hearing this, then said, "Wenqing, is the review you mentioned a *toumingzhuang* (certificate of allegiance)?"

"Not a *toumingzhuang*. I think it's much stricter than a *toumingzhuang*. Comrade Wu Xingchen, if you want to continue following the Party, you have to make the Party believe you are sincere. I was also wrong in this matter; I shouldn't have ignored you. But no matter how big my mistake is, you have to accept the Party's review. Only by confirming that you are sincerely following the Party will it work."

" asking me to submit a *toumingzhuang*, Wenqing, you have to draw a path for me." Wu Xingchen asked.

"There are two paths. The first path is for you to restart work in the base area. Report what you did in Shandong to the Party organization. Don't worry about Shandong's affairs in the future; just concentrate on working in the base area. This path is the most convenient and won't toss you too much. But Comrade Wu Xingchen, you have been in Shandong for so long; are you willing to leave Shandong? This is what I am more worried about."

After hearing Chen Ke's words, Wu Xingchen felt that the conditions proposed by Chen Ke were surprisingly reasonable. He secretly breathed a sigh of relief. "I came back this time, firstly because of Pang Zi's matter, and secondly because I have been working alone outside for so long, and I sincerely feel that what you said before, Wenqing, makes sense. So I also made up my mind this time coming back. I will hand over all the forces I managed in Shandong to our Party to preside over. I will no longer set up my own banner in the future. However, I still hope to be able to return to Shandong. If I want to go back to Shandong to continue working, is it okay if I hand over the power?"

Chen Ke was most worried that Wu Xingchen would use his power in Shandong as a background to disobey the Party organization's arrangement. The base area was about to open up base areas in a larger scope. If Wu Xingchen was tolerated in such a situation, then the base area construction in the future would definitely become the beginning of mountain stronghold factions within the Party. The history of the Party had long proved that if the revolution was to succeed, the Party Central Committee must control the Party organization, and independent or semi-independent forces within the Party could not be allowed to exist.

Wu Xingchen's statement made Chen Ke feel much more at ease. However, Chen Ke didn't become blindly optimistic. "Comrade Wu Xingchen, the review will be a very strict matter. You will definitely suffer grievances. You must be prepared for this. In addition, the review will not be just a few short days; it will go through a long time. Not only in the base area, but also going to Shandong. The final result is very likely that you hand over the forces developed in Shandong to our Party organization, but you are transferred away from Shandong. Although I can assure you that if such a result occurs, it is not targeted at you personally; this is the unified arrangement of the Party organization. But whether you can sincerely accept the arrangement of the Party organization depends on whether you yourself can achieve the integrity of a People's Party member."

"Wenqing, if I don't agree to either of these two roads, does that mean expelling me from the Party?" Wu Xingchen asked.

"Yes. I also have responsibility for this matter, so with a responsible attitude towards you, I will ask for your expulsion from the Party. We can still cooperate in the future, but you will no longer be a member of our People's Party."
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Qi Huishen never expected that the reason Chen Ke urgently called him back to Fengtai County was to conduct the first political review work. He expected even less that the object he had to review was actually Wu Xingchen. Political review was not a particularly strange treatment for the current People's Party. As the number of People's Party members continued to increase, in addition to the insurance measure of "joint liability" of the introducer, the People's Party also re-conducted the "political review" of Party members. Throughout the People's Party, except for Chen Ke, all Party members and probationary Party members underwent preliminary political reviews by the People's Internal Affairs Committee. Chen Ke, who set an example in other matters, extremely rarely requested the People's Internal Affairs Committee not to conduct a political review on himself. He stated that he could disclose any information about himself after May 1905. But for information before 1905, Chen Ke really couldn't cooperate.

The People's Internal Affairs Committee led by Qi Huishen had not planned to conduct any political review on Chen Ke. Although Chen Ke's words aroused various curiosities in the Internal Affairs Committee, everyone only dared to guess privately; no one really dared to violate Chen Ke's will. Of course, Chen Ke also provided information such as name, gender, nationality, and native place. These basic materials were enough to deal with outsiders.

The political reviews that had been conducted were all primary reviews for basic data collection. Holding a political review for the purpose of "loyalty inspection" was the first time in the base area. Qi Huishen had no experience with this. After listening to Chen Ke's introduction of the task, he asked somewhat awkwardly, "Chairman Chen, what purpose does this review aim to achieve?"

Chen Ke's answer was concise and to the point. "Since it is a loyalty inspection, the purpose is to determine that Comrade Wu Xingchen is a politically reliable comrade."

"Then just let Comrade Wu Xingchen stay and work in the base area. Why is there a need for a loyalty review?"

"Because Comrade Wu Xingchen not only hopes to be recognized by the organization but also hopes to hand over the forces he developed in Shandong to the Party organization."

Qi Huishen was even more puzzled. "Then just send someone directly to Shandong?"

"I hope to give Comrade Wu Xingchen an explanation so that he won't be considered a peripheral force. Moreover, I don't want this work to become the beginning of mountain-strongholdism (*factionalism*) within the Party. If we don't want mountain strongholds in the Party, then the persons in charge of all base areas must be appointed by the Party Central Committee. We will definitely appoint a new Party Secretary and will absolutely not let Comrade Wu Xingchen concurrently serve as the local Party Secretary. This political review is not just a review, but also a communication. Not a communication between private individuals, but a communication between Comrade Wu Xingchen as a Party member and the Party organization."

Qi Huishen asked hesitantly, "That is to say, we have to make Comrade Wu Xingchen understand that he has to step aside?"

"Not that he steps aside, but that the Party Central Committee and the People's Party Shandong Branch want to lead the local revolutionary work. Does Comrade Wu Xingchen want to choose to exist as the leader of the local progressive forces, or choose to exist as a Party member of the People's Party?"

"What's the use of relying on words for this kind of thing?" Qi Huishen was somewhat puzzled. The People's Party had not developed its own power in Shandong at all now. If Wu Xingchen only expressed his stance verbally but resisted in actual action, the significance of this stance could be said to be meaningless. The transfer of power is not a simple matter. Qi Huishen now concurrently served as the Party Secretary of the Fengyang Prefecture region; he deeply realized how difficult it was to seize real local power in less than a month.

"If there isn't even a statement of position, there is no possibility for the future. Moreover, I have a responsibility for things getting to this extent. If I had at least established contact with Shandong at that time, things wouldn't have come to this." Chen Ke frankly admitted his responsibility. "So I want to give Comrade Wu Xingchen a chance. This is also where my responsibility lies."

Since Chen Ke said so, Qi Huishen also roughly understood the gist of his work. Wu Xingchen was taken to the office of the People's Internal Affairs Committee to write a report, first explaining his experiences over the past year or so in writing. Then there would be a conversation, followed by targeted questioning. Qi Huishen had little confidence in how long Wu Xingchen could persist under questioning. With the People's Party developed to today's level, all Party members in the base area had carried out a lot of work under the direct leadership of the Party, and daily assessments had long been conducted unknowingly. Wu Xingchen had a somewhat independent flavor when in Shanghai, and had experienced alone outside for so long. Qi Huishen could imagine Chen Ke's helplessness. If Wu Xingchen insisted on returning to work in Shandong as soon as possible, his discipline would be questioned first. The organizational discipline of the People's Party emphasized "obey orders and listen to commands" most. Whether Party members did big things or small things, they had to obey the resolutions of the Party Committee. Party members could not act on their own. Wu Xingchen had undoubtedly greatly violated this discipline.

When Qi Huishen took charge of the work of the People's Internal Affairs Committee, he knew he would encounter many thorny problems in this job. He didn't expect to encounter such unpleasant work so soon. He suddenly felt that it would be better if Chen Ke personally took charge of the People's Internal Affairs Committee.

Chen Ke didn't know Qi Huishen's thoughts. Even if he knew, Chen Ke would only tell Qi Huishen that this was the division of labor in revolutionary work. Chen Ke couldn't manage all the affairs of the People's Party alone. To make this increasingly developing organization run well, Chen Ke had to distribute power gradually.

As the Chairman of the People's Party, Chen Ke found himself increasingly far from the grassroots. In the past, Chen Ke could personally stand at the forefront of work; now Chen Ke could only solve problems through reports and conversations. Regarding this, Chen Ke had to lament how much helplessness was contained in the brilliant word "Revolutionary Leader." In addition to strategic design and ideological propaganda, leaders often can only wait for results. Regardless of what the subordinates accomplished or failed to accomplish, leaders undoubtedly had to bear the responsibility of the highest leader. That is to say, the work of "taking the blame."

If it were a failed political organization in history, their tradition would be to push the responsibility to the subordinates, but Chen Ke didn't want to repeat the mistakes of these people at all. The Party in history succeeded by relying on the style of "correcting mistakes if any, eliminating counter-revolutionaries if any." Chen Ke had no idea of shirking his responsibility at all. Not only could he not shirk responsibility, but all Party members of the People's Party could not shirk responsibility.

Besides being responsible for Wu Xingchen, Chen Ke also had to face the revolutionaries from the south. Regarding inviting the "Martyrs" of Huanghuagang, Chen Ke felt he was a bit rash. At that time, the People's Party had not launched the Anqing Campaign, and the People's Party up and down didn't know much about secret societies. Plus, at that time, Chen Ke himself didn't have enough confidence; he felt that anyone with revolutionary enthusiasm should be a comrade. So Chen Ke inevitably unconsciously had an overly high judgment of those revolutionary "predecessors" who died generously.

The various "deeds" of the Yue Wang Society after occupying Anqing were collected by the People's Party's intelligence department and submitted in the past two days. Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu also returned safely after commanding the retreat of the Restoration Society. After Chen Ke understood the general situation, he was almost petrified. His confidence in the old-style revolutionaries was at an all-time low. The commendable thing about these revolutionaries might only be that they stood up when someone was needed to step forward. But Chen Ke no longer had any hope of relying on the spontaneous efforts of these people to build a strong new China.

With a different mindset, the attitude was also different. When Chen Ke met Lin Juemin and others, he unconsciously became calmer. Compared with Chen Ke's attitude, Lin Juemin, Fang Shengdong, and others appeared extremely excited. After both sides met and exchanged greetings, Fang Shengdong immediately asked excitedly, "Mr. Chen, I wonder when you plan to raise troops to overthrow the Manchu Qing?"

"Aren't we raising troops to overthrow the Manchu Qing right now?" Chen Ke poured a bucket of cold water on him.

Fang Shengdong completely misunderstood Chen Ke's meaning. He asked excitedly, "Could it be that you are going to raise troops to march north and attack Beijing, the lair of the Manchu Qing, in the near future?"

Chen Ke didn't explain much anymore. He asked straightforwardly, "Revolutionary comrades, I want to ask something. Is the purpose of your revolution to overthrow the Manchu Qing, or to save the common people and let them live a good life?"

"This..." Fang Shengdong was stumped immediately. He asked doubtfully, "Is there any difference? After overthrowing the Manchu Qing, the common people will naturally be able to live a good life."

Chen Ke looked at Fang Shengdong and others calmly. Chen Ke had spoken about this level of revolutionary principle too many times; he didn't even have excited emotions anymore. "Overthrowing the Manchu Qing is overthrowing the Manchu Qing; this is completely different from letting the common people live a good life. It's not just the Manchu Qing court that harms the people. I wrote *A Madman's Diary* just to tell everyone that the current social system eats people. If the common people want to live a good life, they have to be liberated from this system. The ancient poem says: 'Behind the vermilion gates meat and wine go to waste, while out on the road lie the bones of the frozen and starved.' 'There are no idle fields in the four seas, yet farmers still starve to death.' This is not a poem from the Manchu Qing era, but what is the difference from the China ruled by the Manchu Qing now? Just to overthrow the Manchu Qing is nothing more than toppling a Manchu Qing and standing up another dynasty. Changing the soup but not the medicine."

After hearing Chen Ke's calm words, Fang Shengdong couldn't help but praise loudly, "Well said, Mr. Chen, you said it well! That's why we want to overthrow the Manchu Qing and implement a republic! If we engage in monarchy or constitutional monarchy again, China will absolutely have no future. Only under a republican system, adopting democratic parliamentary politics, can the people have a way to live. Mr. Chen's insight is indeed extraordinary. Apart from Mr. Sun Yat-sen, I really haven't seen anyone who can explain this issue so clearly."

Hearing that he was actually compared to Sun Yat-sen, Chen Ke was very unhappy at the time. He couldn't help sneering, "Don't mention me in the same breath as Sun Dapao (Sun Cannon) and his ilk."

Seeing Chen Ke's face looking very ugly, Fang Shengdong and others were stunned one by one. Chen Ke knew these young people respected Sun Yat-sen very much. He felt there was no need to intensify unnecessary conflicts on this issue. He smiled and said, "Mr. Sun Yat-sen and I are not on the same path. There is no comparability."

"Why do you say that?" Luo Nailin asked with interest.

"Sun Yat-sen pursues power in the hope of obtaining political power and authority after overthrowing the Manchu Qing. Our People's Party first liberates the common people from the man-eating old system, and obtains power by gaining the recognition and support of the common people. The foundations of the two are completely different. So there is nothing to compare."

Luo Nailin hadn't spoken all along; even the introduction just now was done by Lin Juemin on his behalf. But hearing Chen Ke's explanation, he pursued, "Then what exactly is the difference between the two?"

"The difference is that our People's Party risks our lives for the people so that the people can obtain power. As for Mr. Sun's revolution, to put it bluntly, it is letting others risk their lives for him."

"Mr. Chen's words are a bit too harsh, aren't they?" Fang Shengdong immediately retorted excitedly.

Chen Ke couldn't bear it anymore. He retorted unceremoniously, "Then where was Mr. Sun when the people of Anhui faced the flood? He was taking his Japanese mistress around lobbying for money, wasn't he? Where was Mr. Sun when the revolutionaries launched uprisings everywhere? He was remotely commanding in Japan. Where was Mr. Sun every time faced with death? Anyway, not in a dangerous place. Our People's Party doesn't have such revolutionaries. Our People's Party stresses practical work."

Because some things hadn't happened yet, Chen Ke couldn't say more about things that hadn't happened. Sun Dapao's life, besides being keen on playing with underage girls, was about grasping power and finding financiers. And then there was mass killing of former "revolutionary comrades." The only time that could be called "facing death" was when he was in Guangdong. Chen Jiongming opposed Sun Yat-sen collecting taxes by opening opium dens and casinos, and also opposed Sun Yat-sen's Northern Expedition. Sun Yat-sen wanted to assassinate Chen Jiongming, but because he was isolated and weak, no one listened to his assassination order. As a result, Sun Yat-sen was driven away by troops loyal to Chen Jiongming instead. At that time, the troops besieging the "Presidential Palace" didn't want Sun Yat-sen's life at all. They opened the main road to let Sun Yat-sen leave, only symbolically seizing the "Presidential Palace" as a statement. As a result, after Sun Yat-sen boarded the warship, he immediately ordered the warship to bombard Guangzhou city in retaliation for several days, killing hundreds of Guangzhou citizens. A "Grand President" who ordered warships to fire on citizens, Sun Yat-sen was also quite a unique one.

As for Sun Yat-sen's diehards killing the Restoration Society members madly after the Xinhai Revolution, including the mysterious assassination of Song Jiaoren, Sun Yat-sen's figure was always behind them. If Sun Yat-sen couldn't control these subordinates, it could only be said that Sun Yat-sen was incompetent. If Sun Yat-sen could effectively control these subordinates, then Sun Yat-sen was the mastermind, or at least approved of these people's actions. Moreover, in many materials Chen Ke saw, Sun Yat-sen already had the idea of "purging the Communists" before his death. It was only because he died at that time, and Chiang Kai-shek launched the April 12 counter-revolutionary coup to seize power later. Tracing the source, Sun Yat-sen absolutely couldn't get away with it.

The more materials he read, the lower Chen Ke's evaluation of Sun Yat-sen became. "Low character, vicious means." This was Chen Ke's impression of Sun Yat-sen. If there was a chance, Chen Ke felt he must strike first to remove Sun Yat-sen and his subordinates Chen Qimei, Chiang Kai-shek, and others. Without them, China would only be better.

Contrary to Fang Shengdong's desire to refute Chen Ke strongly, Luo Nailin praised, "Mr. Chen said it well." Everyone's eyes were originally on Chen Ke. Hearing Luo Nailin say this, Fang Shengdong's angry eyes fell on Luo Nailin's face.

Luo Nailin didn't care about others' gazes at all. He smiled, "Mr. Chen, these gentlemen are all from the Tongmenghui (Alliance Society). I am from the Restoration Society. Although everyone knows Mr. Huang Xing, we are not of the same party."

These words surprised Chen Ke greatly. He never knew the relationship between the Tongmenghui and the Restoration Society in 1907. But seeing the Tongmenghui killing the Restoration Society after the Xinhai Revolution, plus Luo Nailin's statement, it seemed that the contradiction between these two political parties was by no means only intensified after the Xinhai Revolution.

Luo Nailin continued, "Mr. Chen, I admire the People's Party greatly for being able to achieve so much. But I wonder what advice Mr. Chen has for calling us to Anhui. It can't be just to let us have a look."

"I originally heard that you are all revolutionary comrades, so I hoped everyone could join our People's Party and create a new world for the Chinese people. But our People's Party absolutely does not allow people in the Party to have dual political party identities. So I feel I was rash."

"Does Mr. Chen want us to join the People's Party?" Lin Juemin asked.

"Yes." Chen Ke looked at Lin Juemin, feeling quite pity in his heart. Chen Ke still cared about a figure like Lin Juemin.

Lin Juemin smiled. "I have joined neither the Tongmenghui nor the Restoration Society. I wonder if Mr. Chen can recruit me."

Seeing Lin Juemin's expression, Chen Ke knew that Lin Juemin had no intention of joining the People's Party at this time. He also smiled, "Our People's Party only recruits comrades who join voluntarily. And even if they join voluntarily, if they don't truly agree with our People's Party's revolutionary program, we won't recruit them either."

"May I ask what the political proposition of the People's Party is?"

"People's revolution, establishing a regime of people's democratic dictatorship."

"People's democratic dictatorship?" Lin Juemin put away his smile. "Democracy is democracy, dictatorship is dictatorship. How can it be both democratic and dictatorial? Is Mr. Chen telling a joke?"

"Then what does Brother Lin think democracy is?" Chen Ke also put away his smile.

Lin Juemin said seriously, "Naturally, it is a republican system, parliament electing representatives to govern the country. Liberty, Equality, Fraternity."

Chen Ke asked, "When has the parliamentary system ever been able to represent the people?"

"Members of parliament are elected by the people; how can they not represent the people?" Lin Juemin looked at Chen Ke with surprised eyes as he spoke. He didn't believe Chen Ke didn't even understand such a basic principle.

Chen Ke said seriously, "The parliamentary system is a place where various interest groups play games. How can such a place elect democratic representatives representing the interests of the people? For example, the members of parliament from Fujian, dare they propose a policy that is beneficial to the country to some extent but harms the interests of Fujian? For votes, they must represent, or at least superficially represent, the interests of the voters. How can you say such a system can elect representatives representing the interests of the entire Chinese people?"
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In the world of 1907, anyone who could support a "republican system" instead of a monarchy was considered a leftist. In China, such people were definitely radical revolutionaries. So when Lin Juemin heard Chen Ke sneer at the parliamentary system, his face suddenly flushed red. For a moment, Lin Juemin suddenly had a suspicion: he suspected Chen Ke was a royalist. Or Chen Ke himself was preparing to be the emperor.

But Lin Juemin thought again and felt his idea was a bit too extreme. Because Lin Juemin knew that most of his dissatisfaction was because Chen Ke had relentlessly ridiculed the "parliamentary system" just now.

Calming himself down, Lin Juemin asked, "Mr. Chen, don't you think we should promote equality and freedom?"

Chen Ke asked in return, "What is equality, and what is freedom? You have to give a reason, right?"

Lin Juemin tentatively said, "It means no one can override others; this is equality. Whatever you do cannot be stopped by others without reason; this is freedom."

"I won't play word games with the freedom to kill and set fires. I'll ask a very realistic question: Does anyone here believe that praying to the Dragon King in a dry field will bring rain?"

The revolutionary youths looked at each other. These youths were considered enlightened youths and didn't believe much in feudal superstition. But even so, they were not thorough atheists like Chen Ke.

Seeing the uncomfortable looks of the youths, Chen Ke changed his wording. "Then let me ask a simpler question. Gentlemen, before taking the boat, did you offer incense to Mazu?"

These youths were from Guangdong and Fujian. They dared not be disrespectful to a sea goddess like Mazu. Everyone nodded or simply admitted it frankly.

"Our People's Party are materialists; we don't believe in gods or Buddhas. As for you gentlemen, if you want to seek peace of mind, then go worship gods; I don't think there is any problem. We believe there should be the right to freedom of religion. If a person prays to gods and Buddhas just for their own peace of mind, this is personal freedom. Although I think it's ridiculous, this is a permissible freedom. But if someone manipulates religion for personal purposes to achieve their own pursuit of interests, do you think this kind of religious freedom can exist? For example, those foreign missionaries who come up and say you are guilty, and then threaten and intimidate people into believing in their religion. Do you think this kind of freedom is allowed to exist?"

The revolutionary youths roughly understood Chen Ke's meaning, and everyone expressed their stance that such freedom must not be allowed to exist.

"So, what I want to say is that any freedom, any power of the people, has a bottom line. This bottom line is science and democracy. Science is not just those common-sense knowledges. Science is a materialist attitude. Science first makes us understand that this world can ultimately be known by us, but we haven't realized the whole of the world yet. So we must expand our cognitive range by developing productive forces. Instead of coming up with some illusory thing to fool everyone. And democracy is built on the basis of science, promoting the people's living standards, cultural levels, and cognitive levels by developing science and productive forces. So for us, many things must be thoroughly overthrown, and must be suppressed by means of people's dictatorship. We do not allow anti-scientific and anti-democratic things to exist. Even less do we allow opposing science and democracy under the banner of equality and freedom."

Lin Juemin fell silent. He had always advocated equality and freedom, and Lin Juemin had been smart and eager to learn since childhood. Talking about politics with friends in school, he could always impress everyone. But facing Chen Ke's revolutionary theory opposing "equality and freedom," he felt surprisingly powerless to refute. Although he didn't know Chen Ke's entire theoretical basis, Lin Juemin intuitively felt that what Chen Ke said was only a very small part of this set of theories.

"Does that mean we don't want equality and freedom?" Lin Juemin couldn't help asking finally.

"Equality and freedom are not theoretical things because equality and freedom are just vocabulary used by humans to express their feelings. Vocabulary is definitely not something universally applicable. But science is different; science treats everyone equally. Everyone should know that the earth is not flat; what is under our feet is a planet called Earth. Whether you believe it or not, this actually exists. Because of the existence of gravity, if you throw a stone into the sky, it will definitely fall to the ground. As long as you are on Earth, whether Chinese or foreigner, old or young, the result of throwing a stone into the sky is the same. This universally applicable science is the program our People's Party adheres to. And the grain grown by farmers is taken away by the officials, gentry, and landlords under the old system through the exploitation system, so the people cannot eat the grain they grow themselves. This is a fact that any farmer must face. So overthrowing this old system and establishing a new system where laborers can eat is the program of our People's Party."

Chen Ke's attitude was very serious. He no longer wanted to "persuade" others to join the Party through persuasion and education. Mobilizing the masses is one thing; "persuading" others to join the Party is a completely different matter. The events in Anqing opened Chen Ke's eyes greatly. He assumed that if he were in Anqing city, the result of his reflection was that he had no better way other than using systems and violence to restrain. Any system without the support of violence is weak and ineffective, and for a revolution, an unprecedentedly violent movement, weakness and ineffectiveness mean failure and destruction.

So facing the brave and fearless "revolutionary predecessors," Chen Ke chose a straightforward statement. He had figured it out now; even without these "revolutionary predecessors," the people's revolution would inevitably triumph. If these people couldn't accept fierce revolutionary theories, Chen Ke felt it was serious business for everyone to part on good terms.

"So, in the process of the people's revolution promoting science and democracy, I don't care what words those people use to describe it; I only look at what they do. If those people oppose the revolution, no matter how much they shout about democracy and freedom, I will overthrow them. Even if they shout science and democracy, I must overthrow them!"

Lin Juemin fell completely silent, and the revolutionary youths who came with him didn't speak either. Fang Shengdong had a fierce personality. After hearing Chen Ke's violent words, he stood there frozen, staring straight at Chen Ke as if immobilized by magic.

Luo Nailin was the oldest and recovered earliest. He looked at Chen Ke with awe. "Mr. Chen, then your revolution is not just to overthrow the Manchu Qing and restore China?"

"Not my revolution, but the people's revolution. The people have suffered for so many years; they want to live a better life. Only science and democracy can save the people. So the entire old China must be completely shattered, and then a new China must be rebuilt on the theory of science and democracy. Instead of overthrowing the Manchu Qing and then using theories like parliamentary republicanism that fool children to create warlord chaos."

"Why is Mr. Chen so hostile to the parliamentary republican system?" The tone of Lin Juemin's question this time was no longer a rebuttal caused by anger; he was truly puzzled by Chen Ke's attitude.

Chen Ke could understand Lin Juemin's attitude. To Lin Juemin, the parliamentary republican system was a form that had never appeared. At least theoretically, the parliamentary republican system was indeed much more advanced than the current system of the Manchu Qing. But Chen Ke stood downstream of history a hundred years later. He knew that the people's revolution like a violent storm had washed away the dust and created a brand-new powerful China.

In 1949, that man solemnly announced on the Tiananmen Gate tower, "The Chinese people have stood up." And China at that time was just a recognized weak country. It could be said that in 1949, traitors had no door to sell the country. Because if foreigners wanted to plunder anything from China, they could just attack directly. But after the Korean War, those traitors finally had a powerful motherland to sell for a price.

And just 23 years after 1949, US President Nixon's visit to China in 1972 proved that China was already a decisive force in the world. All middle exploitation classes were cleaned out. On the basis of poverty and blankness, the average life expectancy of Chinese people doubled, massive agricultural water conservancy facilities were built, and basic people's education was realized. Several foreign wars proved China's strong military power to the world, and the "Two Bombs, One Satellite" proved China's technological capabilities.

23 years could make China grow from the abyss into a universally recognized important force in the world again. And from 1911 to 1949, a full 38 years, China's world status declined day by day. How could Chen Ke have any good feelings for the parliamentary republican system? No matter how bewitching this thing sounded, if this theory couldn't actually set China on the road to revival, then the value of this theory was not even as good as a pile of dog shit that could fertilize the land.

Moreover, if this system was merely useless, it would be fine. Chen Ke knew how much evil and slaughter forces under the banner of parliamentary republicanism created in China after the Xinhai Revolution. He knew even better what crappy things these European and American countries that flaunted democracy and freedom did. He even had the opportunity to see what kind of crisis Europe and America caused due to the defects of the capitalist system itself.

So regarding Lin Juemin's rhetorical question, Chen Ke felt unable to answer and disdained to answer. He couldn't tell Lin Juemin that this was the proof of history Chen Ke saw. And Chen Ke was never a person who held deep sympathy for losers. Chen Ke believed that following correct and effective theories was a matter of course. It was a basic quality that a person unwilling to be abandoned by the times should possess.

However, Chen Ke couldn't say nothing. He pondered for a while before saying, "Regarding this kind of thing, I only insist on my own point of view. As for what it will become in the future, history will naturally have a public verdict."

"History's public verdict?" Luo Nailin repeated in a low voice, then asked, "What exactly is Mr. Chen's intention in calling us here?"

"I originally heard that you are all excellent revolutionary youths, so I hoped everyone could join the People's Party and contribute to the people's revolution. But at that time, I didn't know you had already joined other parties. Our People's Party is willing to cooperate fully with other parties to promote the revolution. But we absolutely do not accept people who insist on other political views joining the People's Party, let alone accepting people from other parties joining the People's Party as individuals. So if you are interested in the People's Party, you might as well stay in our base area to have a look, or participate in work within your capacity. If you are not interested, we will give you travel expenses to go home."

"What are you saying, Mr. Chen?" Fang Shengdong had recovered from the shock just now. "We came to the base area originally wanting to contribute to promoting the revolution. Since we came, we didn't plan to leave. Whether to join the People's Party can be discussed later, but serving the people's revolution is our duty."

Chen Ke was psychologically unmoved. He smiled, "If that's the case, our base area welcomes you. We will arrange for you to work in the base area."

Chen Ke asked the Logistics Department to arrange these people to work in the logistics department, which wasn't deliberately making things difficult. The Logistics Department was now responsible for breeding farms, which could be said to be the agricultural sector with the highest technological content in China now. Moreover, the breeding farms employed a large number of female laborers and were also the most gender-equal labor enterprises in China now. This world is constantly changing. For example, in the major industrial countries of the 21st century, even the conservative right wing promotes the political view of "equality between men and women" to a certain extent; this political view is already a consensus. But in 1907, if any political party dared to publicly support "equality between men and women," it would definitely be considered an out-and-out extreme leftist. Since Lin Juemin and the others were revolutionaries, Chen Ke thought they needed to accept the views of "labor is the most glorious" and "equality between men and women." If these revolutionary youths felt they shouldn't "do these menial farm jobs," then these people could leave. Chen Ke had no thought of retaining them at all.

Fang Shengdong and the others didn't know Chen Ke's arrangement. They participated in the "revolutionary movement" with joy and apprehension. They all knew the People's Party's base area was very large. So they couldn't imagine what work would be arranged for them. That night they found themselves actually incorporated into hundreds of Japanese people. This shock left these revolutionary youths speechless. Lin Juemin was the most surprised. If not for Chen Ke's invitation, Lin Juemin would have gone to Japan to study. He had even specially learned Japanese. Lin Juemin was very eager to learn and mastered Japanese quickly. He was originally worried about his limited Japanese level and planned to learn Japanese properly from Japanese people when he arrived in Japan. He now discovered that following the Japanese to improve his Japanese level didn't require going to Japan at all.

After finishing the morning drill the next day, the revolutionary youths first attended class, and then were force-fed some basic biology. They came into contact with the concepts of "food chain" and "protein."

Starting from the third day, everyone went to the countryside to participate in "revolutionary work," which was the work of slaughtering ducks. Female ducks could be kept for laying eggs, while male ducks could only provide meat. Although Lin Juemin and the others felt they dared to go into battle to kill the enemy, asking them to slaughter ducks deftly was a considerable stimulation. Holding a butcher knife in one hand and pinching the duck's neck in the other, Lin Juemin just couldn't cut down. The instructor had seen much of this kind of thing. He came over and asked pleasantly, "Do you still want to recite the *Rebirth Mantra* for this duck?"

Lin Juemin blushed. He looked up at the instructor's kind but uncompromising expression. Hardening his heart, he didn't dare look at the duck's neck and cut down with one stroke. The duck in his hand was originally obedient, but with this cut, the duck struggled its neck out of Lin Juemin's hand in severe pain, then quacked and flew and jumped around. Because the neck was injured, duck blood sprayed, and Fang Shengdong next to him got a lot splashed on his face. Startled, Fang Shengdong applied force with his palm. The duck in his hand felt suffocated and immediately struggled desperately. Fang Shengdong was afraid the duck would run away, so he grasped the duck's neck tightly with both hands. Not long after, the duck became honest, not because it no longer felt fear, but because it was strangled to death by Fang Shengdong.

The Japanese comrades were already quite skilled at killing ducks. The reason they couldn't go to other posts was that their Chinese education hadn't been completed yet. They killed ducks and drained blood skillfully. For every duck Lin Juemin, Fang Shengdong, and others killed, they killed at least four. This made these southern revolutionary youths very embarrassed.

The instructor didn't criticize these people. Everyone was the same at the beginning; it would be fine after doing it more. But when the Japanese revolutionary comrades began to pluck feathers skillfully, the instructor called the southern revolutionary youths together to start dissecting the duck corpses. If duck raisers didn't even know the physiological structure of ducks, it would be too much like child's play. The dissected duck corpses were bloody, and the southern revolutionary youths felt nauseous watching and smelling them.

In the evening, eating duck meat soup, more than half of the southern revolutionary youths had no appetite. Luo Nailin practiced martial arts and recovered much faster than others. He usually didn't like to talk, but seeing the comrades' performance, he had to say, "Eat quickly. Where will you get the strength to work tomorrow without eating?"

After everyone finished eating, they went back to the dormitory to rest. Lin Juemin didn't want to learn any Japanese anymore. He heard Fang Shengdong in the lower bunk ask, "Is this revolution?"

None of these southern revolutionary youths came from a poor background. When they made uprising plans, logistical work was always done by buying. They were very unaccustomed to the People's Party's self-sufficient model. During class, the instructor had talked about simple issues of the People's Party's logistical supply system. Lin Juemin could accept this self-sufficient model in his heart, but he didn't know how to answer Fang Shengdong's question.

No one answered this question, and Fang Shengdong didn't fully expect others to answer. He let out a long breath, but it wasn't known what he was thinking, and he didn't ask anything more. After a tired day, Lin Juemin only felt sleepier and sleepier. He didn't understand his work very well. Preparing food for comrades wasn't outrageous, nor was it a job to be looked down upon. Lin Juemin had an inexplicable resistance in his heart, yet felt he didn't know how to describe it. Various knowledge, insights, and practical work experiences mixed together, making Lin Juemin's head dizzy. Young people slept well; thinking and thinking, he fell asleep unknowingly.
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When Chen Tianhua was called back to the Party Branch from Bengbu District, he had a rough guess about Chen Ke's purpose. Since evacuating from Xingtai County, Chen Tianhua's greatest hope was to fulfill his promise to the Peasant Association comrades: return to Hebei as soon as possible to promote the revolution. While in the base area, he worked hard on one hand and strengthened his study on the other, preparing to carry out revolutionary actions better. When he saw Shang Yuan and Chai Qingguo in the conference room, Chen Tianhua guessed that changes had occurred in Hebei.

"I plan to establish the Northern Bureau of the People's Party and the Henan Party Branch. The Northern Bureau will govern the revolutionary work in Shandong and Hebei. The Henan Party Branch will be directly led by the Party Central Committee. You three comrades have all requested to return to work in the north. I want to know if everyone still insists on their own ideas." Chen Ke's idea greatly exceeded Chen Tianhua's guess. Chen Tianhua always thought Chen Ke would focus on the south. Although he wanted to return to Hebei very much, Chen Tianhua had not mentioned this matter again in public or private. A Party member must first obey the Party's command; this discipline invisibly restrained Chen Tianhua's words and deeds. Hearing that Chen Ke actually wanted to expand the work of the People's Party to the entire Henan, Hebei, and Shandong, he surprisingly couldn't express his thoughts for a moment.

Chai Qingguo never shrank back in expressing his stance. After Chen Ke finished speaking, Chai Qingguo immediately replied, "I want to go back to work in Shandong." Chen Tianhua glanced at Chai Qingguo and saw that Chai Qingguo didn't have a look of joy on his face, but a magnanimous and serious expression. Chen Tianhua envied Chai Qingguo's attitude in his heart. In terms of frankness in words and deeds, Chai Qingguo never lagged behind others.

At this moment, Shang Yuan said, "I obey the organization's arrangement."

This highly organized speech made Chen Tianhua feel another kind of envy in his heart. Shang Yuan's calmness was something Chen Tianhua couldn't achieve. Because this was also Shang Yuan's heartfelt words; Shang Yuan didn't care about the organization's arrangement, he would do his best to practice the obligations of a Party member.

Seeing Chen Ke looking at him, Chen Tianhua didn't know how to express his stance for a moment. He wanted to be as frank as Chai Qingguo, and also wanted to be as organized as Shang Yuan, but these two attitudes couldn't be unified together no matter what. "Is this what is called 'you can't have both'?" Chen Tianhua thought annoyedly. Finally, he chose Shang Yuan's statement, "I obey the organization's arrangement."

Seeing that all three had clearly expressed their stance, Chen Ke said, "Comrade Wu Xingchen has established a certain organization in Shandong. This time I will first appoint everyone to go to Shandong to take over these forces in the name of the Shandong Party Committee. Comrade Wu Xingchen will assist everyone. Moreover, according to the intelligence provided by Comrade Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi has returned to Hebei. He has caused quite a stir in Xingtai. So Comrade Chen Tianhua, I plan to send you to restore contact with Pang Zi. I don't want him to turn into an out-and-out bandit in Hebei this time."

After going around in a circle, Chen Tianhua was actually going back to work in Hebei. Chen Tianhua thought depressedly, if he had known this earlier, he might as well have directly requested to work in Hebei.

Chai Qingguo didn't have so many thoughts. He asked in surprise, "Chairman Chen, you don't mean for us to take over Brother Wu's team, do you?"

Chen Ke looked at Chai Qingguo and could see that Chai Qingguo didn't want to seize the team in Wu Xingchen's hands. Chen Ke said calmly, "Comrade Wu Xingchen has arrived at the base area now. In a few days, he will go to Shandong with the comrades. Now you prepare to hand over the work at hand. The organization will select fifty comrades to go north with you."

Chai Qingguo hesitated to speak, but finally nodded. "Resolutely obey orders."

Shang Yuan asked, "Chairman Chen, what is the key point of work in Shandong this time? Is it to launch a large-scale people's revolution, or to commit to establishing a base area? Or simply to fight with the Beiyang Army?"

"The situation in the north is different from Anhui. Shandong and Hebei are both territories heavily managed by the Beiyang clique. The enemy's power is very strong, so the focus of work in the north is to compete for the masses. To snatch the masses from the hands of landlords and gentry. This cannot adopt the work model of Anhui. Regarding work methods, I will specifically explain to comrades later. You hurry up and hand over the work at hand now. We can't leave a pile of unattended stalls just because you left."

Hearing that Chen Ke had already formulated work methods, Chen Tianhua immediately felt much more at ease. He said, "My work can be handed over quickly. Then I'll be ready to set off at any time."

"Chairman Chen, Brother Wu, oh, will Comrade Wu Xingchen also go to Shandong with us?" Chai Qingguo was somewhat worried about this.

"Correct, Comrade Wu Xingchen will go to Shandong with everyone. But the forces established by Comrade Wu Xingchen now are not completely revolutionary forces. So after comrades arrive in Shandong, you must pay attention to the establishment of the organization. We are a revolutionary party, not common people falling into banditry. Chai Qingguo and Shang Yuan comrades have both worked their way up from the Anhui base area. You are not unfamiliar with how to establish an organization. But don't be dogmatic, thinking that doing it this way in Anhui was successful, so you do it exactly the same in Shandong. This approach cannot have good results. I will discuss the work methods in Shandong with everyone specifically."

"Then how is the work distributed?" Shang Yuan didn't care much about theoretical training, but he was not sloppy at all about organizational arrangements.

"You three comrades will first take office as Shandong Special Commissioners. After the special detachment is formed, you will set off for Shandong. After Shandong is sorted out, Comrade Chen Tianhua will work in Hebei as a Special Commissioner."

"What if that kid Pang Zi can't hold out during this period?" Chai Qingguo asked.

"According to the intelligence provided by Comrade Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi is now a roving bandit; if he can't win, he can still run, right? If he really can't hold out, it can only be said that his luck is bad."

Chen Ke rarely used the word "luck." Hearing him use bad luck on Pang Zi this time, Wu Xingchen couldn't help but chuckle.

After the three received the notification, they immediately began handing over work. Two days later, the three met with Wu Xingchen. They also conducted a two-day training with the selected fifty comrades. Then the Hebei Special Detachment set off quietly.

During the training, Chai Qingguo didn't have time to chat much with Wu Xingchen. After getting on the boat, the two old brothers could finally sit together and talk.

"Brother, you look thinner." Chai Qingguo didn't dare to say directly that Wu Xingchen was haggard, so he had to change to a gentler word.

Wu Xingchen just smiled but didn't speak.

"Brother, why didn't you notify me when you arrived at the base area? What have you been busy with these days?" Chai Qingguo insisted on getting to the bottom of it.

Wu Xingchen's face changed, but he finally just said, "I talked about some things with Comrade Qi Huishen. Haven't seen each other for a long time; some things are more troublesome to talk about."

Seeing that Wu Xingchen didn't want to explain clearly to him, Chai Qingguo didn't pursue these questions anymore. "Brother, what exactly did that kid Pang Zi do in Hebei?"

Regarding this question, Wu Xingchen smiled bitterly. "After returning to Nangong County from the Taihang Mountains, Pang Zi went on a killing spree. Pang Zi didn't spare any of the landlords who betrayed him back then. He killed the whole families of these people, young and old. He caused a huge mess in Xingtai County. This news even reached Shandong."

Even a hot-tempered person like Chai Qingguo couldn't help sucking in a cold breath hearing that Pang Zi actually engaged in exterminating families. "There are quite a few people from the Pang family there; could he bring himself to do it?"

"I don't know where Pang Zi got the news, but Pang Zi killed those who betrayed him. I just heard he killed a lot of people. As for whether there were members of the Pang clan, I'm not clear. But this guy Pang Zi is crazy. After killing people, I heard he forcibly distributed the clan fields to the local common people. But I sent people to Nangong County to find Pang Zi, but couldn't find his whereabouts no matter what. This matter is very strange."

Chai Qingguo didn't have any surprised reaction to distributing fields. If talking about distributing fields, the base area distributed them much more ruthlessly than Pang Zi. At this time, he had recovered from the matter of Pang Zi exterminating families. Seeing no one nearby paying attention, Chai Qingguo said in a low voice, "Brother Wu, our People's Party's regulations and methods are very different from when you were still here. When we get to Shandong, Brother Wu, you'll have to bear with many things."

Hearing the issue of Party discipline, Wu Xingchen frowned immediately. "Qingguo, I know what you mean. But you and I are both members of the People's Party. Don't worry about me. Since I dared to come back this time, I have no other thoughts. After arriving in Shandong, the Party Committee decides the work arrangement. I am also just a Party member. Brothers are brothers, but on Party discipline, let's not make mistakes. It's enough for me to make a mistake once."

Hearing Wu Xingchen's words, Chai Qingguo confirmed that the Party Committee had punished Wu Xingchen severely this time. Otherwise, Wu Xingchen wouldn't need to say such distant words to him. But since Wu Xingchen said so himself, Chai Qingguo felt it was useless to say more. He grabbed Wu Xingchen's hand. "Brother, I absolutely won't let you suffer grievances."

Looking at Chai Qingguo's firm gaze, Wu Xingchen could only pat the back of Chai Qingguo's hand to express his gratitude.

This topic couldn't continue here. Chai Qingguo turned the topic back to the forces Wu Xingchen built in Shandong.

"The situation in Shandong is okay now. There are more and more people opening factories and doing business, and more and more foreign goods. Shandong has had several incidents of boycotting foreign goods in a row. But I wasn't in the city, just heard about it. I have now united several teams in the Yimeng Mountains. It's just that this group of people still have that virtue. Letting them be bandits is okay, but letting them do some serious work is extremely difficult. I see that continuing to stay in Shandong is no different from before. That's why I made up my mind to come back."

"Secret society bandits are unreliable." Chai Qingguo agreed. "I used to think those people weren't loyal enough, but now I feel even more that these people are bastards. Brother, these people are unreliable. That kid Pang Zi finally took the path of banditry; he can't go on like this."

Wu Xingchen couldn't tell whether Chai Qingguo was talking about Pang Zi or himself. Looking carefully at Chai Qingguo's expression, he couldn't see any clues, so he inevitably felt some resentment in his heart. He perfunctored, "This time the Party Committee wants to rectify these people properly."

"Brother, rectification is useless. I see it clearly now. As long as they only think of themselves in their hearts, rectification is useless." Chai Qingguo couldn't help sighing. "That kid Pang Zi suffered on this point."

Unknown if it was telepathy, when Chai Qingguo mentioned Pang Zi, Pang Zi couldn't help sneezing loudly.

Not long after, a cloak carrying body warmth was draped over Pang Zi's shoulders from behind. "Master, don't catch a cold."

Pang Zi turned his head and said to the woman who put the cloak on him, "I'm fine. You should be careful of your body. It's still too cold in these mountains."

"Master, I've been in the mountains for so many years; I'm more resistant to cold than you." The woman also laughed.

Although it was late spring, it was still very cold in the Taihang Mountains. Pang Zi wore a single layer of clothes sitting in the hastily built hall of the mountain stronghold and still felt very cold. After putting on the cloak, he soon felt somewhat warm and comfortable. Just then, the woman beside him asked, "Master, seeing you haven't spoken all morning, what are you thinking about?"

Hearing this, Pang Zi's body stiffened slightly, then he said, "I remembered things from the past. I met a few people at that time."

"Did they offend you?" The woman's voice immediately became fierce.

"They didn't offend me. It's just that they wanted me to work with them back then, and I didn't agree. thinking about it now, I should have learned more skills from them at least."

"Hehe, Master, your skills are already not small; what else do you need to learn? In terms of riding horses and shooting guns, who in our mountain stronghold is your opponent?" The woman leaned against Pang Zi and said with a smile.

Pang Zi pushed the woman outward. "It's broad daylight; letting others see you sitting like this will only make people laugh." Seeing the woman unwilling to leave his side, Pang Zi simply stood up from the chair.

As if to prove Pang Zi's foresight, several people hurried into the door. Seeing Pang Zi standing in the middle of the hall, they hurriedly stepped forward to salute and said happily, "Master Pang, the people in the village have sent several cages of chickens over. They keep praising your method."

"Yes, Master. The people in the village see us like seeing relatives. Really a thousand thanks. Do you want to meet them?"

Pang Zi nodded with satisfaction. "No need. Go tell them, in the future, the chickens and pigs raised, everyone splits half. If they encounter anything, let them come directly to us. We'll stand up for them."

"Yes." Those few people went out immediately.

Seeing the minions leave the hall, the woman leaned over immediately. "Master, when my father was in charge of this stronghold, the surrounding villages were scared to death one by one. After you became the leader, this filial piety has increased, and the villages are even willing to come to the door to offer filial piety to us. I say you are capable, and that's not wrong at all."

Hearing the woman's flattery, Pang Zi's face turned ugly instead. "Capable? If I were capable, how could I be driven here from Xingtai by others? If I were capable, I would have gone all out in Xingtai. I learned some superficial knowledge from others, and I can make the common people pay tribute to me obediently. You can imagine how great those people's abilities are!"

Seeing her words made Pang Zi unhappy instead, the woman hurriedly grabbed Pang Zi's arm. "Master, I don't know those people you mentioned. I don't care if they are capable or not; I just need to follow you."

Pang Zi pushed away the woman beside him. "Follow me shrinking in this mountain gully? Even if you are willing, I am not willing."

"Master, wherever you go, I will follow you. Didn't I follow you when you went back to Xingtai to do such a big job last time? If you find it boring in the mountains, I'll follow you to Xingtai again."

The woman's intention was still to please Pang Zi, but her words obviously made Pang Zi even more unhappy. Pang Zi pulled off the cloak on his shoulder, stuffed it into the woman beside him, and left the stronghold hall without looking back.

The sun was shining outside, and the temperature was actually warmer than inside the house. Pang Zi saw the minions arrogantly sending a few mountain people out of the stronghold gate. Then they gathered around the cages of chickens on the ground, smiling broadly. Pang Zi couldn't help cursing in his heart, "Things with no experience, what have you seen? Just a few cages of chickens make you so happy. These few cages of chickens are not enough for the banquet I used to hold at the entrance of a village."

Recalling the glorious days of the past, Pang Zi felt a burst of pain in his heart. At that time, hundreds of brothers were lively and vigorous, engaging in business that took both black and white paths. There was also the Peasant Association in his hometown providing endless wine and meat, and the escort agency business was making money hand over fist. Mentioning his name, King Pang, was resounding for a hundred *li* around. That was the good life. Now Pang Zi only had forty or fifty men under him, and the territory controlled was just a dozen villages. Although it wasn't starving, his subordinates could be so happy seeing a few cages of chickens. Pang Zi felt a kind of sorrow from the bottom of his heart. Is this the so-called end of a hero?

Looking at the unpromising appearance of his subordinates, Pang Zi didn't want to join in their fun at all. He wanted to relax, so he turned and went towards the back mountain.

Since being scattered by the Beiyang Cavalry Battalion, Pang Zi fled west desperately with the remaining brothers. Relying on having many horses and knowing the road, Pang Zi actually shook off the Beiyang pursuers and fled to the Taihang Mountains in one breath. He didn't dare to stop much and drilled directly into the Taihang Mountains. There are multiple east-west transverse valleys in the Taihang Mountains. Such transverse valleys used as passages are called *Xing*. The eight throat passages crossing the Taihang Mountains between the three provinces of Shanxi, Hebei, and Henan in ancient times were called "Taihang Eight Xings." They have always been important military passes on the borders of the three provinces. Famous ones include Jundu Xing, Puyin Xing, Feihu Xing, Jing Xing, Fukou Xing, Bai Xing, Taihang Xing, Zhiguan Xing, etc.

Pang Zi ran directly into Fukou Xing from Xingtai, and then ran all the way into Wangwu Mountain. At this time, only eight people were left by his side. Everyone hid here for a few days first, then felt it was unsafe here, and had to summon up courage to run out again. Along the way, they didn't encounter Beiyang pursuers. After running fearfully for a few days, they finally arrived at a stronghold they knew before. Pang Zi was extremely fortunate to escape with his life. He didn't know at all that the reason he survived was actually that the Peasant Association cadre Jing Tingwen assassinated two officers of the Beiyang Cavalry Battalion, so the Beiyang Army had to stop the plan to exterminate Pang Zi.
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When describing beautiful scenery in China, the phrase "green hills and clear waters" (*shan qing shui xiu*) is often used. Pang Zi had no interest in literature. As a rural man from the Hebei plain, in his view, mountainous areas that looked like green hills and clear waters from afar meant extremely barren land. To relax, Pang Zi climbed up the back mountain along the rugged path trodden by people. The soil on the mountain presented a nutrient-free pale yellow, either forming a hard shell as hard as stone or like powder, causing dust to fly with one step. Rugged mountainous areas have this kind of land. With Pang Zi's poor farming experience, he also knew that the soil on the mountain could only be called "raw land," which required a long time of fertilization and repeated cultivation to grow crops. under the current circumstances, it was simply not suitable for planting crops. Not to mention that places with soil here were the minority; more were various miscellaneous trees growing with difficulty in exposed rock crevices.

And this large piece of barren mountain forest was Pang Zi's territory. Within a radius of thirty *li*, four small villages without even village names were scattered. This was the entire range from which Pang Zi's mountain stronghold could regularly collect tribute. Further away were some larger towns, but there were teams organized by wealthy households there, so the difficulty of going there to sponge off others was too great.

Pang Zi stood on the back mountain, looking at this "green hill," only feeling waves of twitching in his heart. He once thought he was a very lucky person, whether in Beijing during the Gengzi year (1900), following Uncle Jing Tingbin, or later raising his own banner to work alone. Every time he encountered danger, he could escape death. But thinking carefully, his life was going downhill day by day. From fighting with the armies of various countries in the capital, to fighting the Beiyang Army across Hebei, and then to escorting in Nangong County. His scope of activity was getting smaller and smaller, and the ending was getting worse and worse. In this uninhabited poor mountain gully before his eyes, with less than forty subordinates in total, and more than five hundred common people who regarded him as a bandit. This was everything Pang Zi had now. And being able to get these was already extremely lucky.

The second leader of this mountain stronghold was a Boxer brother Pang Zi knew when he was in the capital. Their friendship was not very deep. It was just that they had some contact later. In desperation, Pang Zi had to defect there to avoid the limelight. After arriving at the mountain stronghold, Pang Zi immediately saw greed in the eyes of the stronghold leader. Although Pang Zi was down and out, the eight brothers following him had twelve horses after all, and everyone had long and short guns. For bandits, this was a great wealth.

The big leader of the stronghold didn't understand Pang Zi at all; he just saw that he was young and came in distress. Although he wanted to attack Pang Zi, he wanted to get the consent of the second leader. This negligence gave Pang Zi time to think. Pang Zi knew he couldn't wait any longer. He took his brothers and cleanly staged a "Fire-merge Wang Lun" (seizing power by killing the leader). Although the strength of Pang Zi and his brothers couldn't deal with the Beiyang Army, it was more than enough to deal with a group of bandits. Nine people killed their way into the hall and easily finished off the big leader. The second leader was also very sensible; he simply took his own people to "forsake darkness for light" and destroyed the big leader's subordinates together with Pang Zi.

The second leader now became the big leader, and he recruited Pang Zi as his son-in-law. Pang Zi had nowhere to go at the time and had to stay in the mountain stronghold temporarily. But Pang Zi knew very well that either there would be a second internal strife, or he would leave quickly after the limelight passed. But the new big leader had bad luck. Not long after taking charge, he accidentally fell and was seriously injured. After returning, he handed the stronghold to his son and died not long after.

The planned internal strife broke out immediately in front of the mourning hall. As the saying goes, a girl faces outward (sides with her husband); Pang Zi's wife was indeed on Pang Zi's side. She revealed her own brother's plan to Pang Zi, and Pang Zi won easily. This time he didn't kill anyone, just drove away his several "in-laws" and the people of their faction. Pang Zi finally occupied the mountain stronghold. After these two internal strifes, the stronghold, which originally had more than forty people, only had twenty or so left. Four of them were Pang Zi and his brothers. The remaining dozen people were old and weak with nowhere to go. Their purpose in being bandits was simply to get a meal, completely unfit for heavy responsibility. Pang Zi had nowhere to go himself, so he simply became a "bandit" temporarily.

After gazing at the mountain forest for a while, Pang Zi sat on a stone and began to calculate. While thinking, he heard light footsteps. There were not many people on the mountain; just listening to these footsteps, he knew it was Pang Zi's "wife" Gu Liangyu coming.

"Master, what are you thinking about?" Gu Liangyu was dead set on Pang Zi; wherever Pang Zi went, she couldn't help following him.

Pang Zi had no feelings for this "wife" of his. He agreed to marry her at the time only because he had to. But Gu Liangyu stood on Pang Zi's side during the second internal strife, and Pang Zi couldn't ignore this kindness. Moreover, although Gu Liangyu had rough hands and big feet, her appearance was also regular, so Pang Zi tolerated her existence. Patting the stone beside him, Pang Zi said, "Sit."

Hearing Pang Zi say this, Gu Liangyu leaped to Pang Zi's side like a fawn and sat close to him. "Master, I see you have been thinking about things recently. What are you thinking about?"

Pang Zi replied casually, "I remembered that a gentleman told me a lot of things before, but after a long time, I forgot a lot of things."

"Have I heard of that person?" Gu Liangyu asked.

Hearing this, Pang Zi immediately became unhappy in his heart. This was one of the reasons why Pang Zi didn't like Gu Liangyu very much: mountain people had no knowledge and liked to ask blindly about everything. Gu Liangyu didn't think about it; how could she have heard the names of Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua?

"You haven't seen them; both of them are Southerners." Pang Zi was unwilling to haggle with his wife after all; he explained with maximum patience.

"Master, what did they tell you? To make you miss them so much."

"The methods of raising earthworms, raising chickens and pigs were taught to me by them."

Hearing Pang Zi mention this, Gu Liangyu immediately became excited. "Master, your method is really amazing. With this method, people in several villages admire it very much. At least a few hundred more chickens can be produced this year."

Pang Zi was really desperate about his wife's knowledge. When he was in Nangong County last year, he often ate hundreds of chickens a day. The few hundred chickens in these few fart-small villages counted for nothing in Pang Zi's eyes. If Chen Tianhua was still there, presumably these villages would not just have these few hundred more chickens; there would definitely be more.

The emotion in his heart was immediately expressed in action. Pang Zi pushed Gu Liangyu outward, not letting her lean on his shoulder. Gu Liangyu was also used to Pang Zi's performance. She wasn't angry, just continued to ask, "Then where does this gentleman live?"

"He seems to have gone to Shanghai."

"Where is Shanghai?"

"Shanghai is thousands of *li* away from here; how do I know where it is!" Pang Zi said grumpily.

"So far?" Gu Liangyu actually didn't know how far thousands of *li* was at all. She asked tentatively, "How much farther than to your hometown?"

Pang Zi wiped his face with his hand. What he didn't want to mention most was the matter of returning to Nangong County not long ago, and Gu Liangyu really brought up the pot that wasn't boiling.

After the beginning of spring, Pang Zi, who had hidden for a winter, could finally come out of the mountain. He didn't want to be a bandit at all, so he took his brothers back to Nangong County. When he returned to Gaojiazhai in Nangong County, what he saw was ruins. Some people began to rebuild their homes on the ruins. At that time, the Peasant Association organized everyone to evacuate Gaojiazhai, and the folks took away everything they could take. When the Beiyang Army burned the village to vent their anger, they only burned the houses. The richer the households, the greater the loss; the losses of common people's families with thatched roof houses were very limited. Pang Zi's home was completely burned. Seeing Pang Zi actually had the face to come back, the extremely wealthy households immediately surrounded Pang Zi and cursed.

And other common people also watched coldly. Seeing his family's courtyard burned to white ground, Pang Zi was already unhappy in his heart; how could he listen to such a torrent of abuse? The wealthy households intentionally or unintentionally revealed a lot of news in their curses. Whose family was kidnapped by Beiyang for ransom, who sued the official to report Pang Zi.

Pang Zi still remembered that he was completely disappointed with these wealthy households, but other common people had received a lot of favors from him anyway. He called the ordinary people together and swore to everyone that as long as these people supported him, Pang Zi would absolutely not disappoint the folks. Pang Zi even swore that as long as everyone gave Pang Zi another chance, he would distribute the clan fields to everyone. The final result was that Pang Zi was disappointed. Many people looked at Pang Zi with contemptuous eyes, turned and left without listening to what Pang Zi said. Pang Zi grabbed the people from the Peasant Association, hoping they could help explain to the people. Pang Zi saw with his own eyes that the Peasant Association's breeding farm was also being restored. Some people had already started working there again.

Peasant Association member Jing Side answered simply, "If Mr. Chen vouches for you, I might be able to say something. Mr. Chen hasn't come back, so I can't say anything." These words pushed Pang Zi to a desperate situation. He never expected that as a local, his credit in the eyes of the folks was not as good as an outsider who had been here for less than a year. These people ate his food and drank his drinks back then; was this eating and drinking for free?

Hearing that Pang Zi actually shouted to distribute clan fields, those wealthy households were even more furious. But after all, Pang Zi was with several brothers riding horses and carrying guns, so they didn't dare to provoke him head-on. They immediately forced Pang Zi to pay money to redeem those kidnapped by the Beiyang Army.

Naturally, Pang Zi wouldn't think of paying for those who were extorted. His heart was full of those who reported him. On that day, Pang Zi went to find the graves of those brothers who died in battle. At that time, the Beiyang Army killed hundreds of brothers, and they were unwilling to spend effort to bury them. They found some laborers to dig pits casually and buried the bodies. Some brothers were captured alive and later taken to the county town to be killed.

Finding the burial place of the brothers in Gaojiazhai, Pang Zi didn't stay at all. That night, he went to the home of a small landlord named Zhao more than ten *li* away, and with his brothers, wiped out the whole family of fifteen. Taking these fifteen heads, Pang Zi ran to the brothers' graves and cried loudly. But this case was really too big. Pang Zi had to leave Nangong County. He had nowhere to go, so he had to return to the mountain stronghold temporarily.

This experience let Pang Zi know, recalling the angry and disgusted eyes of both the poor and the rich in the township, Pang Zi actually knew very clearly that unless he could have a powerful team to make the locals thoroughly convinced and absolutely not be driven away by any force. Otherwise, he would never think of returning to Gaojiazhai in Nangong County in his life. But he only had this few people in his hands now, unable even to take care of himself, where would he have the strength to deal with others? Of the eight brothers who followed Pang Zi back to Gaojiazhai, on the way back to the Taihang Mountain stronghold, three left without saying goodbye, and two bid farewell to Pang Zi. Only three brothers were left following Pang Zi.

For Gu Liangyu, following Pang Zi to Nangong County in Xingtai was already the farthest road she had traveled in her life. She didn't know how far thousands of *li* was, so she could only compare it with this long journey. And this long journey was also a desperate long journey for Pang Zi. What he didn't want to mention most was this matter. Pang Zi didn't leave his native place; he was homeless.

After being silent for a long time, Gu Liangyu asked again, "Master, it's also very good for us to stay in this mountain stronghold. You are so knowledgeable and capable. As long as you manage it well, this mountain stronghold will definitely prosper. We will have many babies, and when they grow up, they will inherit this stronghold."

Listening to Gu Liangyu's vision for the future, although Pang Zi felt some comfort, he didn't believe he would have such a future at all.

Maybe I should go find Mr. Chen Tianhua? Pang Zi thought. Chen Tianhua would definitely have a way. Or go find Wu Xingchen? No, it should be said that anyone following Chen Ke would have a way.

Just thinking about the future whereabouts, he saw someone running over in a hurry. looking closely, it was one of Pang Zi's brothers, Qian Yujie. He ran close panting, "Brother Pang, something happened. That guy Gu Liangsheng ran over to grab territory with us?"

"What? Did they fight to our mountain stronghold here?" Pang Zi asked anxiously.

Qian Yujie replied, "No, just now people from the village came over and said that Gu Liangsheng took people to the village and wanted those villages to pay tribute to them in the future. The common people in the village refused, and Gu Liangsheng beat and injured the people in the village. Brother, you have to go and see quickly."

Pang Zi hurried to the mountain stronghold. He suddenly regretted it. If he hadn't been benevolent and spared Gu Liangsheng at that time, but cut the weeds and dug up the roots cleanly, it would have been fine. But thinking again, Gu Liangyu was kind to him after all. At that time, no matter what, he couldn't lay such a heavy hand. Even this time, if it wasn't to the point where he had to kill, Pang Zi couldn't kill Gu Liangsheng. This was not only to give Gu Liangyu an explanation; if Pang Zi was so cruel and merciless in doing things, what would his subordinates think?

Entering the mountain stronghold, he saw a young man covering his head with his hands. His forehead and face were stained with blood; it seemed the injury was not light. Seeing Pang Zi, the young man shouted, "King Pang, you have to make the decision for us. Our tribute to you is already not light. Now another batch comes; is this trying to force us to death?"

Pang Zi felt a burst of disgust in his heart after hearing this. He himself had no intention of being a bandit at all. The so-called tribute was also set by the previous stronghold leader. Since Pang Zi became the stronghold leader, not only did he not demand tribute, but he also helped these mountain people build chicken farms. Although this was Pang Zi's behavior out of boredom, no matter what, Pang Zi thought he was kind to the people. Looking at the appearance of these people, a thought suddenly arose in Pang Zi's heart. Someone coming to grab territory was not bad; he might as well take the opportunity to leave the mountain stronghold. Originally, Pang Zi had no will to be a bandit; he was purely here for refuge. Although he caused quite a stir this time, Pang Zi already knew that the Beiyang Army was no longer wanting him everywhere. He could run to Shandong to find Wu Xingchen, or simply go to Shanghai to find Chen Tianhua and Chen Ke.

What Chen Ke said to him before was exactly before Pang Zi was ambitious and prepared to do a big career. Pang Zi still remembered Chen Ke's words clearly: "If making a small trouble, Brother Pang, you can make trouble casually. Anyway, if you make trouble, the government will send people to arrest and kill you and your brothers. The end is definitely death. So any trouble is fine." At that time, Pang Zi was furious. But the result of the matter was exactly the same as Chen Ke's prediction. Before Pang Zi had time to rebel, the government put a hat of rebellion on Pang Zi.

Pang Zi also remembered that Chen Ke said another remark: "If Brother Pang makes a big trouble, in the end, it still has to be revolution." Pang Zi wanted to see what Chen Ke had done up to now. If Chen Ke really started a revolution as he said, then Pang Zi would simply defect to Chen Ke. Small fights and troubles mean death; it's just dying early or late. Making things big, making it into a revolution is at most death too, so it's better to make it big.

Thinking of this, Pang Zi was preparing to tell the villager in front of him that he didn't care about this matter, and then he would leave with his brothers. But looking at the anxious villager in front of him, Pang Zi seemed to see the eyes of the disaster victims looking at Chen Tianhua when Chen Tianhua evacuated them. They were all the same panicked, anxious, and help-seeking eyes. And what Pang Zi chose at that time was to completely ignore this appearance, while Chen Tianhua was completely different. He led the members of the Peasant Association to persist until the people were completely evacuated before leaving. Pang Zi asked Chen Tianhua at that time why he fought so hard. Chen Tianhua's answer was simple: "Our People's Party cannot let the common people suffer losses."

If he washed his hands of it now as before, Pang Zi knew very well what the consequences would be. In the future, he should never think of returning to this poor and remote place again. When the mountain people here mentioned Pang Zi, they would only ignore or simply ridicule him. Also retreating, Pang Zi could no longer be accepted by the people of his hometown in Nangong County. But Chen Tianhua was not forgotten and rejected by everyone. At least those members of the Peasant Association were still willing to believe in Chen Tianhua and support Chen Tianhua. And these people ruthlessly abandoned Pang Zi.

Pang Zi had to admit that Chen Tianhua was more responsible than himself. In Nangong County, Chen Tianhua seemed to integrate into the life of Nangong County easily. Pang Zi once reflected on where this difference lay. He only figured it out a bit later. Chen Tianhua made friends with everyone through labor that let everyone live a good life together. And Pang Zi himself wanted to stand out, so when Pang Zi was successful, everyone just didn't speak. When Pang Zi suffered disaster, no one supported him.
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"Brother Pang, what exactly should we do?" asked Liu Yongfu, standing beside Pang Zi. Liu Yongfu was one of the four old brothers who still continued to follow Pang Zi. Pang Zi turned his head to look at Liu Yongfu, only to see that this old brother also had a depressed look. Pang Zi's heart skipped a beat. On the way back to the stronghold from Nangong County, the other brothers who left without saying goodbye or bid farewell all had this look on their faces at that time. It was a look of hopelessness for the future.

"What do you think we should do?" Pang Zi asked subconsciously.

Liu Yongfu looked at Pang Zi strangely. "Brother Pang, you are the boss in this stronghold; you have to make a decision for the brothers."

Pang Zi knew he had to make a decision for the brothers, but he now found that he had only one thought: there could be no fewer brothers following him. If these four brothers were gone too, Pang Zi himself would be abandoned in this mountain stronghold, with enemies outside and useless old and weak people inside. This was no different from taking Pang Zi's life.

Having reached such a desperate state, Pang Zi simply threw caution to the wind. "Brothers, I have long wanted to tell you what's in my heart, but I couldn't lose face before. Now that this matter has come up today, I have to say it. I, Pang Zi, have always felt that people walking in the Jianghu must stress loyalty, so no matter what business I do, I want the brothers following me to live well. Now I see I was wrong. Fearing death ends in death anyway. Back in Nangong County, if we had listened to Mr. Chen's words, instead of scattering silver everywhere, we had engaged in the Peasant Association with Mr. Chen, we wouldn't have fallen into this state today no matter what. If we had run when the Beiyang Army came, we wouldn't have ended up like this. I was wrong before, and I can't be wrong again in the future. I feel that maintaining such a mountain stronghold is useless. I don't want to be a bandit at all, just temporarily avoiding the limelight here. Now since those people are fighting back, then I will leave. Brothers willing to follow me, we will go to Shandong to find Big Brother Wu Xingchen together. If you are not willing to follow me, I will give travel expenses now. The green mountains do not change, the green water flows forever; we will still be brothers when we meet in the future."

The people in the mountain stronghold never expected Pang Zi to make such a decision. Before Pang Zi's few brothers could speak, the mountain people rushed over anxiously and grabbed Pang Zi's arm. "King Pang, you can't leave."

"Why?" Pang Zi was very strange. Being treated as a bandit, he only heard that the common people were happy when bandits wanted to leave; he had never seen anyone not letting bandits leave.

The mountain people said anxiously, "King Pang, leading this stronghold, at least you never increase the amount of tribute. Moreover, you are willing to go to the village to teach us the business of raising chickens. If you leave, and people like Gu Liangsheng come back, our days will be even harder."

Pang Zi asked strangely, "So what if he comes? Isn't the tribute still the same?"

An old bandit interjected and explained, "King Pang, you don't know the rules in these mountains. When the stronghold changes the master, generally a 'Sitting Stronghold Fee' must be collected again. The previous master relied on you to conquer the stronghold, so he didn't collect it. You didn't collect it when you became the master. But if this Gu Liangsheng becomes the master of this stronghold, he will definitely collect it."

Liu Yongfu interjected, "Since we are all leaving, what does it have to do with us whether the Sitting Stronghold Fee is collected or not in the future?"

The mountain people knew Liu Yongfu's reasoning was correct, but they simply didn't want Pang Zi to leave. In desperation, the mountain people knelt down to Pang Zi. "King Pang, you can't leave. Our village has nothing originally and can't stand the tossing. If you are here, at least you can protect everyone. If you are not here, isn't this making us suffer?"

Pang Zi never knew before that bandits collecting tribute had such particulars. Looking at the excited and fearful expressions of the mountain people, although Pang Zi had sympathy, he was still unwilling to risk his life for these people. He pulled the mountain people up, preparing to tell them that he had made up his mind. But he heard the old bandit beside him say, "Master, we don't want you to leave either. Look at my age; I don't have many years to live. But I am not willing to end it myself. After following you, the Master is benevolent and takes good care of the brothers. But that Gu Liangsheng never treated us as people of their Gu family. If you leave, we will suffer."

After all, everyone had lived in peace for these few months. Hearing the old bandit say this, Pang Zi couldn't help explaining, "Old brother, what am I staying in this mountain for? I didn't want to be a bandit originally, and I can't be a bandit staying here."

"King Pang, you are a capable person. Since you are unwilling to be a bandit, we will follow you to do some legitimate business. But if that Gu Liangsheng takes charge of this stronghold, we will absolutely not have a good life."

The mountain people also hurriedly said, "King Pang, people in our village say you don't look like someone sitting in a stronghold at all. Since this is the case, I think King Pang, you shouldn't leave either. Our village provides for you every year. You form a horse team to run cargo. We have few people in the mountains and don't understand the ways of those people outside the mountains. You are originally from outside the mountains. Running mountain goods makes a lot of money."

Hearing these people talking back and forth, actually hoping Pang Zi would run an escort agency (*zou biao*), Pang Zi only found it very ridiculous. Last time running an escort agency in Nangong County, Pang Zi suffered a great loss, and the whole army was almost wiped out. He barely saved his life. Running an escort agency again, heaven knows what the outcome would be.

Pang Zi said, "I appreciate everyone's kindness, but I have decided to leave."

Seeing that Pang Zi was really not playing tricks, the old bandit said seriously, "King Pang, if you insist on leaving, we won't stop you. Just beg you to destroy Gu Liangsheng and those people, giving us a way to live. Otherwise, if they return to this stronghold, we are really dead."

Pang Zi decided to leave precisely because he didn't want to risk his life for others. If he still had the mind to fight Gu Liangsheng, why would he need to leave? But on second thought, Pang Zi felt very unwilling. He wasn't nostalgic for the life of a bandit leader in this stronghold. What Pang Zi felt depressed about was that everywhere he went, the final result was actually being driven away alive, never able to return. Was he really fated to clash with everything? The balance in Pang Zi's heart wavered between wanting to fight for breath and not wanting to risk his life for others.

How exactly to choose, Pang Zi really wasn't clear. Raising his head to look around, Pang Zi's gaze couldn't help falling on his "wife" Gu Liangyu. The reason he felt this matter was troublesome was because of Gu Liangyu's existence. If he wanted to drive Gu Liangsheng away, the goal couldn't be achieved in once or twice. To solve the problem, he had to cut the weeds and dig up the roots. But with Gu Liangyu here, Pang Zi really couldn't lay such a heavy hand. Weighing left and right, Pang Zi still decided to walk away.

At this time, Liu Yongfu said, "Brother Pang, we even dared to fight the Beiyang Army back then. What is Gu Liangsheng? Didn't we beat him to pieces back then too? If you hadn't let them off, the grass on their graves would be tall. We don't need to fight big either, just go over and teach them a lesson. They won't have the guts to come and cause trouble again. It won't be too late to leave then."

Pang Zi was originally depressed and beating a retreat in his heart, naturally wanting to avoid any trouble. But hearing Liu Yongfu say this, Pang Zi felt it was very appropriate. "Let's do it this way."

Once the determination was made, Pang Zi's brain became much more flexible. He first asked the mountain people and a few people to go back to scout for news. The mountain people asked excitedly, "King Pang, when will you arrive at our village?"

"You go first; I'll call the men and horses and arrive shortly." Pang Zi ordered.

Hearing about fighting, and fighting the former defeated opponent Gu Liangsheng, everyone in the stronghold was quite confident. "Master, this time we must teach that kid Gu Liangsheng a good lesson." Besides the three old brothers following him, eight younger subordinates were added, forming a team of twelve people. Gu Liangyu insisted on going with them; it seemed she was very worried about her brother. Pang Zi didn't really want Gu Liangsheng's life anyway, and Gu Liangyu's attitude was very firm, so he tacitly agreed.

Pang Zi, his few old brothers, and Gu Liangyu rode horses, while the other eight people walked. The group went towards the village. Near the village entrance, Pang Zi asked people to stop. According to the agreement, those who went first would come to report news. Pang Zi was much more cautious now; for unreliable news, Pang Zi dared not believe it at all. The villagers didn't look like they were lying, but in case the villagers lied, Pang Zi absolutely couldn't bear such a loss.

After waiting for a while, he saw the original villager running out happily. "King Pang, we have already caught Gu Liangsheng?"

"What?" Everyone who heard this couldn't believe it. Just now he was beaten with blood all over his head and face; in this moment, Gu Liangsheng was caught. Could this be some trap?

Pang Zi hurriedly sent Liu Yongfu in to have a look. Liu Yongfu soon returned to report that what the villager said was absolutely correct. Gu Liangsheng was indeed caught. Only then did Pang Zi and the others enter the village. At the head of the village, four people were bound with ropes. The leader was indeed Gu Liangsheng. It seemed the villagers were very impolite to Gu Liangsheng. Not long after being caught, Gu Liangsheng had been beaten with injuries all over his face. At this time, there were still villagers holding sticks and beating Gu Liangsheng and others randomly.

"What exactly happened?" Even seeing it with his own eyes, Pang Zi still didn't understand.

The old bandit who came back with the villagers laughed, "Master, after we came back this time, knowing you were coming soon, our courage was much stronger. Seeing that kid Gu Liangsheng, this brother couldn't hold back for a moment and went up to beat him directly. Other common people also followed up to beat him. Look, that kid Gu Liangsheng was caught by everyone."

It seemed the villagers were very happy to be able to solve Gu Liangsheng so easily. Seeing Pang Zi appear again, everyone immediately gathered around. "King Pang, you have to let us treat you to a meal."

Pang Zi hurriedly refused, "Folks, no need to eat. Last time you already gave chickens; this time no need for everyone to spend money."

But the villagers were enthusiastic one by one; they dragged and pulled, insisting that Pang Zi and others stay in the village for a meal. Pang Zi and the three old brothers looked down on the food in the mountains. Although the few of them didn't want to eat, how could those bandits from the stronghold resist the temptation of eating? Smelling the aroma of roast chicken, their legs trembled. Pang Zi looked at the pitiful eyes of those bandits one by one. Although he cursed these people for being spineless in his heart, he was unwilling to disappoint these people too much. Anyway, Pang Zi was going to leave too, so he agreed.

Building house walls in the mountains was not like adobe walls or brick walls on the plains, but walls built with stones. The family hosting them seemed to be a wealthy household too, actually having three rooms. In the main room, Pang Zi, his wife Gu Liangyu, and three old brothers sat at one table. The other eight bandits from the stronghold set up a table in the side room. Pang Zi had no heart to eat or drink at all. Gu Liangyu kept urging Pang Zi to come forward and release her brother. The other brothers saw Pang Zi and his wife arguing and were unwilling to move their chopsticks. On the contrary, the bandits next door ate freely. The mountain people treated them well, actually having wine. Only shouting and guessing fingers (*drinking games*) could be heard from next door, very lively.

"Master, are you going to release him or not?" Gu Liangyu loved her brother after all; she was forcing Pang Zi to take a stand again. "Let my brother apologize to you properly, teach him a lesson, and it will be fine. Why make it so stiff?"

Hearing this, the face of the villager sitting with them immediately became very nervous. Pang Zi wished Gu Liangsheng would suffer more; how could he easily give the word. Seeing Pang Zi not speaking, the villager sitting with them hurriedly came up to propose a toast.

Gu Liangyu had already blocked toasts several times. Seeing the villager still relentless, she couldn't bear it anymore. She snatched the wine cup from the villager's hand and splashed a cup of wine directly on the villager's face. The villager screamed subconsciously, turned around, and ran out of the room. Seeing no one in the way, Gu Liangyu grabbed Pang Zi's arm again. "Master, are you releasing him or not?"

Pang Zi secretly laughed in his heart that this villager was making a fuss over a trifle, and was extremely annoyed by his wife's behavior. He was just about to say release the person after eating. But he felt something was very wrong in his heart. Was being splashed with a cup of wine on the face worth such a fuss? Turning to look at another villager accompanying the drinking, he saw his face turning slightly pale, his shoulders stiff, actually also afraid.

Pushing his wife away, Pang Zi stood up and pulled out the pistol at his waist. "Brothers, grab your weapons." The three old brothers had all experienced tests of life and death. Although they didn't know why Pang Zi did this, they didn't hesitate and also pulled out the pistols at their waists.

Kicking open the room door, Pang Zi glanced outside. He saw people faintly hiding behind the stone wall outside this courtyard. After the three brothers pulled out their guns, they had already subdued the common person left in the room. Pang Zi stepped forward and asked, "What did you put in the wine for us?"

"King Pang, we didn't put anything!" The villager was so scared his voice trembled.

"Put nothing? Good, come, drink this cup of wine for me." After speaking, Pang Zi picked up a wine cup on the table.

The villager stared at the wine cup in horror. He said repeatedly, "I don't drink alcohol, I can't drink alcohol."

"As long as this cup of wine is not poisoned, drinking one cup won't hurt." Pang Zi grinned hideously and extended the wine cup to the villager.

Unknown where the villager got the strength, he exerted force suddenly and actually broke free from the people holding him down on both sides. Then the villager rushed towards the gate. Pang Zi was prepared; he punched the villager on the temple, knocking the villager unconscious on the ground instantly.

"Watch him!" Pang Zi said to the brothers. seeing the brothers had already torn a piece of cloth and tied up the fallen common person. With a hostage in hand, Pang Zi shouted outside, "Which hero is outside? Announce your name."

At this time, there was completely no movement next door. Presumably, those bandits who ate and drank gluttonously had been put down by the poison in the wine cups. Pang Zi felt extremely fortunate. If it weren't for his fierce eating and drinking back then, his old brothers simply looking down on these meals, plus his wife constantly making trouble. Once they drank the wine, they would probably have died here now.

After a long time, someone outside shouted, "King Pang, we are local common people. Not heroes from anywhere."

"Then what exactly do you want to do?" Pang Zi shouted.

The person outside shouted, "We don't want anything; we just want the lives of these bandits. King Pang, I heard you are preparing to leave. We don't want to block your way either. As long as you swear never to return, we will let you go."

"Bullshit." Liu Yongfu knew he had escaped death. Hearing the people outside actually ask them to swear never to return, he immediately cursed back, "What kind of things are you? When did our Brother Pang ever mistreat you? He even taught you to raise earthworms and chickens. He never touched your property either. You know you can't touch us now, that's why you say pretty words. Who knows what evil thoughts you have!"

These words were scolded righteously, and there was no immediate answer from outside. After a while, the person outside continued to shout, "Since you became the leader of this stronghold, how do we know what you think? Moreover, these bandits owe us so much, and they are your subordinates now; we had no choice either. Since the bandits have been put down by us now, we don't want to cause any more casualties. As long as King Pang you leave honestly, we will absolutely not make a move."

Pang Zi looked at the brothers. Although the brothers were burning with anger one by one, there were nervous looks on their faces. Although Pang Zi and his group brought long and short guns, the other bandits also had local guns. Pang Zi had never investigated how many guns the villagers had. If they really fought, although the villagers would certainly have casualties, Pang Zi and his group would definitely not end up well.

But delaying too long would be useless. Pang Zi shouted outside, "Letting us go, that is also acceptable. But since you know I want to leave this mountain stronghold, besides horses, I have to return to the stronghold to get some travel expenses and clothes. Otherwise, how do we leave?"

"You still want horses and travel expenses? It's good enough to leave you a life!" Someone outside shouted.

Pang Zi felt he absolutely couldn't lose in momentum at this time, plus Pang Zi had never offended the villagers. He asked the three brothers to watch the captive and his wife, and Pang Zi himself strode out of the house door.
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The sun was shining brightly outside the house. Pang Zi stood in the middle of the courtyard and looked around. About a hundred men and women formed an encirclement circle near and far, with this small courtyard used to entertain Pang Zi and others as the center. These people looked nervous, angry, or complacent. In the case of extreme numerical superiority, the villagers still felt they had the victory in hand.

It was not the first time Pang Zi was surrounded by so many people. In the battles he fought back then, there were many scenes of larger scale. But this was the first time he encountered a scene with such a disparity in strength between the two sides. Five people, including Pang Zi's wife, faced twenty times the enemy. In such an unfavorable situation, Pang Zi felt disheartened. These villagers should have deep hatred for the bandits in the stronghold, right? Pang Zi himself hadn't squeezed the village, so he wasn't clear about the grudges of these people. Pang Zi was also unclear about the villagers' attitude towards him.

The villagers close to the house held weapons in their hands, ranging from muskets, spears, and firewood knives to wooden sticks and hoes—all kinds of weapons were available. What reassured Pang Zi was that none of these weapons could shoot accurately. Pang Zi had two box cannons (Mauser C96 pistols) in his hands and a rifle on his back. If a fight really broke out, he could at least drag a few people down with him. Anyway, the worst ending was just death. It was not bad to have someone to accompany him in death. Thinking of this, Pang Zi's despair suddenly relaxed a lot.

Pang Zi shouted at the villagers, "Folks, I, Pang Zi, and these few brothers have no grudge against you normally. We don't want to care about your affairs with those people in the mountain stronghold either. If it weren't for your people kneeling on the ground insisting on pulling us here, I would have taken my brothers out of the mountains long ago. Now we still want to leave; will you let us go or not?"

The villagers couldn't answer such a simple request for a moment. They looked at the weapons in Pang Zi's hands and on his back. Although they hadn't seen these new firearms, they subconsciously felt that these sophisticated-looking things were probably not easy to deal with. Everyone's eyes fell on a short-haired young man in the crowd. Seeing everyone looking at him, the short-haired young man didn't retreat. He stepped forward a few steps and shouted at Pang Zi, "King Pang, you are the head of this stronghold. Although you haven't done anything, we can't just believe your words like this."

Another short hair! Pang Zi sneered in his heart. Chen Ke had short hair, Chen Tianhua had short hair; both of them were revolutionaries and were considered capable. He wondered how capable this short-haired young man in front of him was. Thinking of this, Pang Zi laughed loudly, "You can ask your people. If it weren't for him kneeling on the ground dragging me to help, I would have left long ago. Since things have reached this point, you should also make your words clear. If you say you wanted my life, Pang Zi, from the beginning, then let's see the truth with swords and guns. Life and death are up to fate. That would be straightforward."

These were Pang Zi's heartfelt words. Since things had reached this point, there was not much hope for a peaceful settlement. If Pang Zi couldn't reach a real agreement with these people, the other party would definitely try every means to take the lives of these few people. Instead of passively welcoming the enemy's sneak attack, it was better to simply rely on the advantage of weapons to fight out. This was the experience accumulated by Pang Zi through life and death. This was the experience and lesson summarized from countless failures when Pang Zi fought against powerful enemies together with ordinary people. Villagers were not government soldiers after all. They had courage when there were many people, but as long as the enemy was not overwhelmed by the villagers' momentum but attacked the villagers fiercely, as long as a batch of villagers were killed or injured and their spirit was dampened, they would have no courage to continue fighting. Only in this situation could Pang Zi rush out. Thinking of this, Pang Zi cocked the hammers of his pistols with both hands. As soon as there was a disagreement, he decided to fight desperately regardless of everything.

The young man saw Pang Zi cocking the hammers of the box cannons, and saw Pang Zi's face become extremely calm. This clearly showed a posture of fighting desperately. Whether a person has made up his mind to risk his life, the momentum is completely different. Although there were many villagers outside and Pang Zi was only one person, as his gaze scanned the surrounding villagers, the restrained awe-inspiring killing intent made many sensitive villagers feel a chill on their backs. Because Pang Zi was not looking at people, but looking at everyone's vital points, and observing who was the first target to strike.

"King Pang, wait." The young man shouted. He was not a man without experience. Once Pang Zi started, he really wouldn't stop. Although the young man didn't quite believe Pang Zi could win, the villagers would definitely suffer heavy casualties. Now that most of the bandits had been eliminated, a complete victory was close at hand. At this time, there was absolutely no need for so many people to be lost.

"Speak." Pang Zi dropped a word coldly. He made up his mind at this moment: as long as the other party's next sentence was not agreeing to let him go, then Pang Zi would open fire regardless of anything.

The young man intuitively felt the danger. Although he didn't know where the danger came from, he just felt he couldn't say anything wrong no matter what.

"King Pang, I'll let you go." The young man shouted.

"How?" Pang Zi pursued.

"You release our man in the house; I'll be your hostage." The young man said loudly.

Pang Zi originally thought that nothing could be negotiated. No matter what sweet words the other party used to deceive him, Pang Zi decided to fight. He never expected the young man to say such a sentence. Pang Zi hesitated. Looking at this young man's appearance, he should be the leader. If he took this young man as a hostage, maybe he could really get out.

But Pang Zi was not a child after all. He didn't believe this young man was really willing to cooperate like this. He said, "You come into the house with me first; let's make things clear."

Hearing this, the villagers immediately made a noise. "Who do you think you are? You say enter the house and he enters?"

"Brother Zhou, don't trust the bandit's words."

"We have many people; what are we afraid of?"

Seeing the situation was about to get out of control, the young man hurriedly shouted, "Folks, don't be afraid. King Pang and these bandits are not completely in the same group. I'll go into the house with him." After speaking, the young man raised both hands and walked towards Pang Zi. Pang Zi immediately raised two box cannons pointing at the young man's chest. The young man smiled, bypassed Pang Zi with big strides, and entered the house. Although he still didn't trust the young man in his heart, Pang Zi followed into the house.

Pang Zi's brothers tied up the young man without saying a word. The young man didn't resist either, letting them do it. Pang Zi sat by the table, asked his brothers to watch the door, and then asked, "What is your name, and what exactly do you want to do?"

"I am Zhou Wencai. I studied outside before and haven't been back long. I planned this attack on the mountain stronghold." Zhou Wencai answered cleanly and neatly.

"Impressive indeed." Pang Zi sneered. "Then what exactly do you plan to do?"

"King Pang, I asked the person who went to the stronghold. He indeed said you were leaving. To tell the truth, we want to catch all the bandits in one net, but I never expected King Pang, you actually left a table full of wine and meat without eating or drinking. Not even looking at it. If it were anyone else, either they would have become suspicious long ago, or they would have started eating and drinking. You, King Pang, are really not a bandit."

Pang Zi was not interested in these compliments at all. He shouted, "Cut the crap, tell me quickly what to do?"

Zhou Wencai smiled. "King Pang, I just want to ask you one question: do you really not want to stay here anymore? Will you never come back in the future?"

"Come back for what? To be a bandit?" Pang Zi replied grumpily.

"Then you can ride the horses away, but don't think about travel expenses. Our several villages have contacted each other. We caught all the people who came out in one net. Someone has already gone to attack the stronghold on the mountain."

Pang Zi immediately cursed, "Bullshit, without travel expenses, how do I go? Be a bandit robbing along the way?"

Zhou Wencai really hadn't thought this matter through perfectly. In fact, he had considered what if Pang Zi became suspicious at the wine table first, or what if he didn't become suspicious. But he really didn't calculate that Pang Zi had no interest in eating and drinking, but was bent on leaving quickly. Because this change wasn't calculated, all the original designs fell through. Zhou Wencai just pondered for a moment and had a plan. "We have some mountain goods here; you take them with you. Consider it as payment for teaching everyone to raise chickens. When you get out of the mountains, sell the mountain goods; you can exchange them for some money anyway. What do you think?"

Actually, Pang Zi's biggest headache was how to get out of the villagers' encirclement. Since there were travel expenses, he didn't dwell on the issue of returning to the stronghold anymore. "Then how can I believe what you said is true?"

Zhou Wencai stood up and shouted outside, "Fourth Uncle, come in."

After a while, the young man who originally went to the stronghold walked in with some fear.

"Fourth Uncle, bring that bag of mountain goods from my house. Especially those two *Lingzhi* (Reishi mushrooms); make sure not to leave them behind." Zhou Wencai ordered.

"Wencai, what do you mean? You want to give these things to these bandits?" Zhou Wencai's Fourth Uncle was very puzzled.

"Fourth Uncle, you also saw that this King Pang has nothing to do with that group of people on the mountain. Moreover, King Pang taught us some ways to live after all. These things are considered a thank-you gift."

"Wencai, you are wrong. We have so many people; we can trap these people to death even by sieging them. What are we afraid of?" The young man seemed very unconvinced.

Hearing this, Liu Yongfu sneered, "Relying on you? I fought with the government, fought with the Beiyang Army, and survived among thousands of troops and horses. You mountain people dare to say you can trap us?"

Mountain people are straightforward. Although he was surrounded by Pang Zi, how could Zhou Wencai's Fourth Uncle believe it? Pang Zi sneered, "Yongfu, let them see our marksmanship."

Liu Yongfu responded happily. Surrounded by so many people just now, Pang Zi and others were startled at first. Now seeing that the villagers didn't really have the determination to risk their lives, everyone had already seen through the reality of these people. Liu Yongfu picked up his rifle, walked out of the door, aimed at a house door in the distance for a moment, and fired three shots in succession. These days, Pang Zi and his group had never neglected practicing marksmanship. These were new-style rifles with excellent accuracy. Liu Yongfu was determined to establish prestige.

Seeing Liu Yongfu not aiming at themselves, the villagers didn't know what he was going to do. After the gunshots, Liu Yongfu's three shots actually knocked down two strings of red peppers hanging on the wall more than thirty meters away. Where had the villagers seen such precise shooting? Everyone knew that if Liu Yongfu aimed at them, three people would probably be lying dead on the spot by now. Like a pot exploding, the villagers who were watching immediately ran away. Those villagers who originally held weapons preparing to annihilate Pang Zi also immediately hid behind the walls, daring not poke their heads out again.

Zhou Wencai's Fourth Uncle's eyes widened round; the arrogance just now vanished. The reason Zhou Wencai was willing to be a hostage was that he didn't want Pang Zi and others to jump over the wall in desperation and fight the villagers to the death. He compromised temporarily just because he didn't want to give Pang Zi a chance to build up courage. As a result, his Fourth Uncle didn't understand the reasoning here at all. Seeing these three shots completely knocked out the villagers' spirit, Zhou Wencai couldn't help sighing in his heart. "Fourth Uncle, listen to me, go get the things. Let's part on good terms."

After the person went out, Pang Zi's group in the room had regained their momentum. Liu Yongfu couldn't help asking, "Brother Pang, let's just kill our way out. These people count for nothing."

Pang Zi glared at Liu Yongfu. "Do you really want to be a bandit? These people have no grudge against us. What's the point of getting involved in these messy things?"

Gu Liangyu didn't dare to speak at first. seeing that they could really leave at this time, she hurriedly grabbed Pang Zi's arm. "Master, take my brother too."

Hearing Gu Liangyu mention her brother Gu Liangsheng, Pang Zi's anger flared up. He grabbed the lapel of Gu Liangyu's clothes and said viciously, "If it weren't for the trouble your brother caused me, I would have left long ago. Why would I be trapped here? If you want to save your brother, stay yourself. I won't care about that bastard."

Gu Liangyu knew Pang Zi wasn't speaking out of anger. Although she was still worried about her brother, it was better to leave early at this time.

After a long while, Zhou Wencai's Fourth Uncle brought a small package in. Opening it, it was quite clean inside. Zhou Wencai said there were two *Lingzhi*; there were really only two *Lingzhi* in the package. Pang Zi ran a medicine shop when he was in Nangong County. Looking at them, he knew the quality was decent and could sell for seven or eight taels of silver. If a few people lived frugally, they could last for a month or two.

"Give us our horses." Pang Zi said.

"The horses have already been led away; I'm afraid we can't get them back?" Zhou Wencai's Fourth Uncle was really bold; he seemed not to care about life and death at all. It was really hard to say whether he was brave or dull.

Zhou Wencai knew that the reason Pang Zi asked for horses was that he really wanted to leave. He also hurriedly advised, "Fourth Uncle, give them the horses and let them go."

"Wencai, what I say about the horses doesn't count; you have to go out and say it." Zhou Wencai's Fourth Uncle said.

Small tricks. Pang Zi sneered in his heart. He pretended to agree, "Then you go out and say it."

As soon as Zhou Wencai and his Fourth Uncle reached the door, Pang Zi suddenly pushed them on their backs. Caught off guard, the two stumbled out of the door. Then they were knocked to the ground by two wooden sticks outside the door. Pang Zi grabbed a wooden stick beside him and rushed out the door. He saw three people ambushing outside the door, all holding wooden sticks. Seeing they hit the wrong people, they all froze in place. Pang Zi practiced martial arts with Uncle Jing Tingbin and had excellent skills. He waved the wooden stick and gave each of the three guys a blow on the head. The three were immediately knocked to the ground like sacks.

At this time, except for one of the other three brothers staying in the room to watch the captive, the other two rushed out. The villagers originally ambushed to prepare for a sneak attack on Pang Zi, but they never expected Pang Zi to see through their plan. Five young men rushed over with wooden sticks preparing to save people. How could Pang Zi give them a chance? He rushed up with big strides carrying the wooden stick.

Since being plotted against today, although Pang Zi also fought with wits and courage, always taking leading the brothers to escape safely as the highest goal, the sullen anger of being plotted against in his heart was getting fiercer and fiercer. Seeing that those five people didn't hold muskets, Pang Zi stabbed straight with the wooden stick, stabbing the person in front in the chest like a spear. That person was immediately poked over on the ground. The other four fought with a burst of courage. Courage was commendable, but they didn't have combat power to match the courage. Mountain people were fierce, but not martial arts practitioners. None of the few people meant to retreat; they still rushed fiercely towards Pang Zi.

This was what Pang Zi feared least. He didn't even blink, still thrusting the stick to stab fiercely. This time he poked one person in the lower abdomen. That person knelt on the ground holding his stomach in pain. The remaining three had already rushed to Pang Zi's side, preparing to wave their sticks, but forgot that Pang Zi's two brothers had already rushed out. These two actually didn't want to kill people either. Each of them targeted a villager, punched the villager's neck fiercely, and knocked down two more in an instant. The last villager suddenly found himself surrounded. In a moment of daze, Pang Zi kicked this young man to the ground with a flying kick.

"Tie them all up!" Pang Zi roared.

The situation changed so drastically that Zhou Wencai regretted it too late. He never imagined that his carefully planned bandit suppression plan would turn into this appearance in the end. Zhou Wencai was a child of a local landlord, studying outside. After accepting some new ideas, he simply cut off his queue. It was nothing outside, but in the mountains, losing a queue made people "look at him differently." To justify his name, Zhou Wencai happened to know that internal strife occurred in the nearby mountain stronghold, so he put his idea on the stronghold.

Zhou Wencai first persuaded the local villagers, then contacted villagers from several other villages. This place was originally poor, and the stronghold leaders always squeezed the people very hard. Seeing that Pang Zi had no intention of managing the stronghold properly, and learning that there were few people in the stronghold, the villagers of various villages agreed to this plan. It happened that Gu Liangsheng took three people to the village to cause trouble. Zhou Wencai's plan was to let Pang Zi have internal strife first, and then take the opportunity to deal with Pang Zi. The first half of the plan was executed completely according to Zhou Wencai's prediction, and the process was extremely smooth.

Hearing from his Fourth Uncle that Pang Zi was preparing to leave, Zhou Wencai just thought Pang Zi had other plans and didn't take it to heart. But Zhou Wencai never expected that Pang Zi was really not a bandit. No matter how careful ordinary bandits were, it was impossible for them to be unmoved facing a table full of wine and meat. But Pang Zi could remain motionless for a long time.

After the flaw in the plan, everything went wrong. Now Pang Zi had captured ten hostages, and the dominance of the situation fell completely into Pang Zi's hands.
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"Big Brother, good skills," Liu Yongfu praised happily while tying up the villager writhing in pain on the ground. Like Pang Zi, Liu Yongfu had never fought a battle with such a disparity in numbers in his life. One against twenty, and to fight like this, was an unparalleled encouragement to self-confidence.

Pang Zi didn't care about the praise; everyone was far from out of danger at this time. Pang Zi looked around holding his gun, looking for where the villagers had hidden their horses on one hand, and observing a safe breakout route on the other. The villagers' aggressive encirclement not long ago had vanished. They hid behind walls or other places that could cover their bodies, only occasionally showing their faces when peeking at Pang Zi. From those movements and faces, Pang Zi could see the villagers' panic. This village was not big, with a total of less than 150 people. The ten knocked down were all young guys; it could be said that nearly half of the young people in this village had been captured.

Just as Pang Zi was considering, he suddenly heard cries of pain "Ouch!". Liu Yongfu and others tied them very hard, fearing these people would break free. The villagers had been beaten originally; how could they stand such desperate force? They couldn't help groaning in pain one by one.

Pang Zi ordered, "Brothers, just tie them tight. No need to risk your lives like that. We weren't here to fight these people in the first place."

"Brother, we didn't come to fight them. But these people came to take our brothers' lives," Liu Yongfu said indignantly.

Seeing Liu Yongfu still relentless, Pang Zi smiled helplessly. "Yongfu, these villagers want to kill bandits. We are now bearing the name of bandits; we can't blame the villagers for doing this."

Everyone who heard this froze in place. It wasn't because Pang Zi said something wrong, but because these words were so reasonable that they didn't sound like words that could be spoken by Pang Zi, who was treated as a bandit. Seeing Liu Yongfu and the other two brothers frozen in place, Pang Zi urged, "Hurry up and tie them. After tying, we will make things clear with the villagers. We'll ask for the horses back and leave. We'll release these people after taking them past the mountain pass."

Zhou Wencai endured the pain and asked loudly, "King Pang, are you serious?"

Pang Zi looked down at Zhou Wencai and said very seriously, "Brother Zhou, there is a misunderstanding between us. Everyone had to fight to survive. Now we don't have to fight anymore. After we get the horses back, we will go our separate ways. If you don't believe me, I have no way either. But a gentleman once told me some words before: if a person only thinks about his own gains and losses when doing things, things will never be settled. If one only thinks about what exactly this matter is, then it's enough for a matter to have a beginning and an end. Regarding our matter, you want to eliminate bandits and no longer be bullied. We encountered difficulties and had to run here to avoid the limelight. Now we want to leave the mountains and never return. Everyone fought to the death just now for the things each wanted to do. When we leave the village safely, our business is done. What's the point of harming you gentlemen again? So you don't have to be afraid. As long as you let us leave your village safely, we will neither retaliate nor return."

Zhou Wencai felt Pang Zi's words were very credible. He said loudly, "King Pang, since you say so, I provoked this bandit fighting. When you leave, you naturally need to take hostages, so you might as well take me alone. Don't touch the others."

"This Brother Zhou is very righteous. Since you are so righteous, I'll say this upfront: these horses were brought by us from outside the mountains, not your horses. As long as you give us the horses first, we'll do it this way. If you don't give us our horses, these brothers will inevitably suffer some physical pain."

Pang Zi spoke so seriously that Zhou Wencai knew Pang Zi was absolutely not joking. He hurriedly responded, "Then release my Fourth Uncle and let him bring your horses."

The subsequent matters were much smoother. The villagers obediently handed over the horses. Pang Zi and the others mounted the horses and took Zhou Wencai along. The horse team went all the way out of the village. The villagers watched from a distance. As soon as Pang Zi and the others left, the villagers ran towards those tied in a pile.

No one intercepted them on the road. After leaving the village far behind, presumably safe, Pang Zi asked everyone to stop and then put Zhou Wencai on the ground. Liu Yongfu asked, "Brother, should we..." He made a gesture as he spoke. Zhou Wencai had given everyone such a big fright; the crowd had no good feelings for him.

"I said just now, once we leave safely, this matter is done. Killing people again will only add trouble." Pang Zi himself had risked his life to deal with the villagers just now. Now that he finally left the danger, he was unwilling to do anything that would cause complications in his heart.

Liu Yongfu and others naturally dared not violate Pang Zi's thoughts. Just as they were preparing to leave, they heard Zhou Wencai shout, "King Pang, don't go back to the mountain stronghold now. Someone has already gone to attack there now. If you go rashly, I'm afraid you will meet those people."

"Thank you for your kindness, Brother Zhou." Pang Zi responded, then urged his horse away.

This time Pang Zi could be said to have lost completely, losing even his last foothold. Yet Pang Zi didn't feel sorry for himself at all in his heart. He made up his mind that as long as he found Chen Tianhua and Chen Ke, he would follow them wholeheartedly. Once a person has a clear goal, he doesn't have so many thoughts. The group went all the way east after leaving the mountains. Everyone had walked this road many times and wouldn't get lost at all. Moreover, although Pang Zi's belongings were left in the mountain stronghold, he still carried some money with him. Just this money was enough for the travel expenses to Shandong. They didn't dare to go through Nangong County, but detoured towards Baoding first. Pang Zi knew that the two *Lingzhi* in his hand could sell for a good price in big cities. Although he was "renowned" in Xingtai and Nangong County, no one knew him in Beijing at all.

The weather was already hot, making travel convenient. Everyone marched lightly and arrived in Beijing in a few days. The group found a place to rest near Beijing, and Pang Zi entered the city alone to sell the *Lingzhi*. As soon as he entered Beijing city, he saw police everywhere on the road. Pang Zi mixed in the crowd to watch and couldn't see any special people, but the whole atmosphere in Beijing was tense, looking like something big was about to happen.

Just as Pang Zi was looking for a medicine shop to sell the *Lingzhi*, Cen Chunxuan was standing with his hands down in front of Cixi, saying loudly with emotion, "Old Buddha, your subject is willing to be a watchdog for the Two Palaces, sparing no effort until death."

Ten days ago, on April 20, the official system of the Three Northeastern Provinces was published. Xu Shichang was the Governor-General, Tang Shaoyi was the Governor of Fengtian, Zhu Jiabao was the Acting Governor of Jilin, and Duan Zhigui was the Acting Governor of Heilongjiang. All four were from the Beiyang clique. The Beiyang clique seized power unscrupulously. As soon as the appointment was announced, it caused strong repercussions in the court and the public. The timing for a joint counterattack against Beiyang was maturing. With Qu Hongji's secret assistance, Cen Chunxuan used the name of going to Sichuan to take office, took a boat to Wuhan, and soon submitted a memorial requesting to see the Empress Dowager "on the way." Expecting that this memorial would be rejected by Yikuang and others, he took the Beijing-Hankou train north day and night without waiting for a reply. On the way, Qu Hongji's fellow townsman, Censor Zhao Qilin, made a special trip to Baoding Station to welcome him and accompany him into Beijing.

On the night of May 1, Cen arrived in Beijing. In the early morning of the next day, he knocked on the palace gate, unveiling the Dingwei Political Tide. In the following May 2 and May 3, Cen Chunxuan was summoned by Cixi twice in a row. Cen Chunxuan was an official promoted by Cixi after the "Westward Hunt" (flight to Xi'an) in the Gengzi year. Cixi greatly appreciated Cen Chunxuan's reputation as a "Blue Sky" (upright official) who "feared no violence." Plus, Cen Chunxuan himself always supported the New Policies promoted by Cixi, so Cixi always regarded Cen Chunxuan as a usable person in her hand.

This time, in order to lead the constitutionalism, Beiyang frantically placed its own people among the high officials of various provinces. Cixi also felt that Beiyang's actions had reached an unscrupulous level. Although Cen Chunxuan first violated the state's appointment and then secretly ran to Beijing, Cixi didn't blame Cen for his fierceness. Instead, after he arrived in Beijing, she immediately met him to consult on national policies. Relying on Cixi's trust, Cen Chunxuan impeached Yikuang for corruption and Yuan Shikai for forming cliques for private gain face to face after meeting.

Although Cixi had a pathological desire for power, she hoped to accomplish something when she was in power after all. But she was an old woman deep in the palace after all. Compared with the ministers in the Manchu court, they were actually birds of a feather. They all had the same fatal flaw, which was "not professional enough." Engaging in power tactics was excellent; everyone in the Manchu court knew this clearly. But when she truly wanted to do something for this country, her shortcomings were immediately exposed.

Cen Chunxuan, known as the "Official Butcher," stood in front of Cixi. This leader of the Pure Stream, known as the last incorruptible official of the Manchu Qing, was extremely excited at this time. The sovereign and subject had been talking for quite a while. When Cixi talked about "the current situation is worsening day by day, and every step is difficult," she couldn't help shedding tears. Regarding Cixi's tears, Cen Chunxuan felt "empathy." He first said loudly, "Old Buddha, your subject is willing to be a watchdog for the Two Palaces, sparing no effort until death." After saying this, Cen Chunxuan couldn't help crying aloud too.

Cen Chunxuan's performance was not affected; at least he didn't think it was affected. Cen Chunxuan believed this was out of loyalty to the court. He had repeatedly explained to Cixi that the government affairs were ruined in the hands of this group of nobles. The political body was terminally ill from top to bottom and helpless. The reason lay in high-level corruption, which had become a consensus. But the nobles formed a web of interests and couldn't move. Any move would make the Pure Stream constitutionalists die without a burial place.

Watching Cen Chunxuan, a grown man, crying like a child, Cixi, as a woman, couldn't help taking out a handkerchief to wipe her tears. She calmed down, turned her head and gave a few instructions, and someone went out immediately. Cixi asked, "Lord Cen, I wonder what you think about asking you to take office as the Minister of Posts and Communications?"

Hearing this, Cen Chunxuan was overjoyed. He immediately knelt down and said loudly, "Your subject will definitely not disappoint the Old Buddha's hope."

Cixi was 72 years old this year after all. Although she still wanted to talk more with Cen Chunxuan, her strength was failing. The palace maids and eunuchs below obviously saw Cixi's fatigue and hurriedly poured a bowl of ginseng soup for Cixi. Although Cen Chunxuan was nicknamed "Official Butcher," he dared not really tire Cixi out. After all, to bring down the Beiyang clique this time, he must get Cixi's support.

Smelling the scent of ginseng tea, Cen Chunxuan asked to leave. Although Cixi wanted to say more, her body was exhausted after all. She said, "Lord Cen, I will continue to summon you into the palace tomorrow."

That day, the news that Cixi granted Cen Chunxuan the post of Minister of Posts and Communications spread throughout the capital. This was an extremely obvious signal. Everyone up and down the court knew that the political offensive launched first by the Pure Stream had successfully taken the first step.

By the evening of this day, twenty-seven young people gathered in a courtyard in Beijing. This was the place where they often met. Nearly half of the attendees were members of the political group Chen Ke formed in Beijing before. That time Chen Ke just wanted to see if there were any capable people in Beijing. Finally, the few people he selected followed Chen Ke south. The other part was left in Beijing unattended. These people were all young people. They finally found some companions with a common language. Although Chen Ke, Shang Yuan, Xu Dian, and others left, the remaining people still had no plan to disband this organization.

These people came very fully today because a very important figure had returned to Beijing. Everyone had been waiting for news of this person for a long time. While waiting together, the young people naturally chatted about everything, and Cen Chunxuan's matter was naturally the focus.

"Brother Zheng, you are from Beiyang; what do you think?" Someone asked Zheng Wenjie, who was sitting aside smoking a cigarette.

Zheng Wenjie exhaled smoke, then said, "I have no thoughts. Cen Chunxuan came prepared. After seizing the position of Minister of Posts and Communications, he will definitely attack Prince Qing and Lord Yuan. It just depends on how he does it and when he does it. How can a pawn like me know such things?"

"Can it be that Lord Yuan and Prince Qing can't beat Cen Chunxuan, this Official Butcher?" Someone said somewhat doubtfully.

Zheng Wenjie continued to smoke his cigarette as if he hadn't heard.

"Brother Zheng, what exactly are you thinking about?" Li Yongzhong leaned over and asked. "It's rare to see you so depressed."

Zheng Wenjie saw many people looking at him and knew his recent performance was indeed very abnormal. Since Chen Ke and Shang Yuan left, Zheng Wenjie had become the generally recognized leader in this "Revolutionary Interest Group." He simply stopped hiding his thoughts. Zheng Wenjie said loudly, "Gentlemen, everyone knows that one of the earliest initiators of our group was Chen Ke. He has now started a very big situation in Anhui."

Hearing this, the expressions of several attendees became strange. Not having seen him for more than a year, these people couldn't even remember clearly what Chen Ke looked like now. What they could remember was that these people who stayed in Beijing had tried to remove Chen Ke from the position of "leader." And they drove Chai Qingguo out of the group meeting. When Chen Ke had to leave Beijing in a hurry because of something happening in his southern lair, these people were very jubilant.

If one must say, the common point of these young people was that they all believed the Manchu Qing was incurable, and constitutionalism was also incurable. There must be a revolution to let them ascend to the position of leaders themselves and guide China out of its current miserable fate. Although Chen Ke claimed to be an international student and indeed wrote such a book, the problem was that Chen Ke was an unknown person. It was impossible to make these people convinced. The reason why this group of people failed to bring down Chen Ke when he was in Beijing was only because Shang Yuan and others strongly supported Chen Ke. And this group of people hadn't elected a leader they identified with yet.

Since Chen Ke left, the eyesores also disappeared one after another. The members of the Beijing "Revolutionary Group" became a group of people who could accept each other. Not long after, these people felt that although the atmosphere in the Revolutionary Group made them more comfortable, compared with when Chen Ke was there, this group no longer had that style of doing practical things. Everyone could say whatever they wanted now, and the result was that saying anything was useless. Everyone tried to issue orders themselves and let others do things. The problem was that everyone in this "Revolutionary Group" had similar status, and no one was willing to be under others. Those who were willing to be under Chen Ke back then had all left with Chen Ke. There were no longer people willing to be under others here.

Zheng Wenjie was from the Beiyang Army. More than three months ago, he accidentally learned that Wang Shizhen sent people to investigate Chen Ke. He took this matter to heart. Later, he got the news that Chen Ke actually had territory in Anhui. Zheng Wenjie dared not be sloppy about this. He told the "Revolutionary Group" this news, and everyone appointed Wang Simiao to make a special trip to Anhui to find out about this matter. It had been almost two months. Wang Simiao arrived in Wuhan a few days ago and immediately sent a telegram. The telegram said he was taking the train back to Beijing, extremely urgent. This was the code Zheng Wenjie agreed upon in advance. If Chen Ke made a big name in Anhui, naturally no handle could be left in the telegram, so "extremely urgent" was used to replace it. Tonight, Wang Simiao was coming back.

Most of the people in the "Revolutionary Group" now were new people. They didn't even know who Chen Ke was. They just knew there was such a former member. New members naturally didn't know the grudges between old members; they were jubilant instead.

While talking, the courtyard gate rang. A moment later, two people entered the room door. It was Wang Simiao and Meng Shu who went to the station to welcome him. Wang Simiao looked both excited and nervous. As soon as he entered the door, he looked at Zheng Wenjie. Others were mixing in various official circles; how could they not know what this look meant? Someone already shouted, "Brother Wang, you've worked hard. Just say whatever you have."

Zheng Wenjie didn't think there was any need for a private conversation either. He poured a cup of tea for Wang Simiao. "How is it exactly?"

Wang Simiao drank the tea in one gulp, then said, "Close the door tight and watch it. It's a big deal."

Half an hour later, there was silence in the room of the Beijing "Revolutionary Group." Wang Simiao had finished talking about the intelligence he personally went to the base area to see. The People's Party occupied half of Anhui and formed an army of tens of thousands. Everyone knew Wang Simiao was not a person who boasted and deceived others, so they sent him to Anhui to check the situation.

After Zheng Wenjie was silent for a long time, he asked, "Did you see Chen Ke?" Wang Simiao was a member of the group at that time and had seen Chen Ke. Zheng Wenjie suspected whether the head of the People's Party who made such a big name was Chen Ke or not. Or maybe just a person with the same name.

"I saw him; it was indeed Chen Ke." Wang Simiao replied solemnly.

No one in the room spoke. Everyone looked at the comrades they were familiar with, and could see various thoughts in each other's eyes. Finally, someone couldn't help asking in an expectant tone, "Brother Wang, what exactly did Chen Ke say?"

Wang Simiao's face became slightly ugly. "Chen Ke sends his regards to everyone, saying it's been a long time since we contacted. He misses everyone very much and hopes to contact more when free."

Such polite words were obviously a condescending refusal. If Chen Ke really took the Beijing Group seriously, he would absolutely not say so. New members were very dissatisfied with Chen Ke being so arrogant, while the old members didn't speak one by one. They knew very clearly that they treated Chen Ke like that back then; Chen Ke being able to say this was already a very cultivated performance.

Zheng Wenjie already knew why Wang Simiao wanted to talk to him alone at the beginning, but regret was meaningless at this time. Thinking that Chen Ke, whom he didn't put in his eyes at all back then, actually had such achievements, Zheng Wenjie felt a strong sourness rising in his heart. For a moment, Zheng Wenjie was so jealous that he wanted to kill Chen Ke.
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"Gentlemen, speaking about Chen Ke's affairs does no good for any of us. The court is in such chaos now; if we say something wrong, I'm afraid someone will immediately get crooked ideas." After Zheng Wenjie finished speaking loudly, he couldn't help covering his mouth and yawning. From dark until now, everyone had talked for five or six hours, and it was almost two o'clock. The members of the Revolutionary Group also yawned repeatedly.

Looking at the listless crowd, Zheng Wenjie continued, "Let's stop here for today and continue tomorrow." Hearing this, everyone got up to leave while saying to each other, "Must come tomorrow."

Zheng Wenjie was busy with his duties absent-mindedly all morning; in fact, he was thinking about Chen Ke's affairs in his heart. By noon, he felt he could no longer bear it and had a strong urge to find Wang Simiao immediately. If it were usual, Zheng Wenjie could still find an excuse to leave, but now the Beiyang clique was in a state of anxiety from top to bottom. Since Cen Chunxuan was appointed Minister of Posts and Communications, not only did he not take office immediately, but Cixi continued to call Cen Chunxuan into the palace to discuss state affairs. This was the third consecutive day of entering the palace for an audience. If anyone said that nothing earth-shattering would happen in the capital next, only a fool would believe it. So Zheng Wenjie dared not run around at this critical juncture. It wasn't that his duty was so busy, but if Zheng Wenjie himself was not at his post, his whereabouts would be maliciously interpreted by "interested people." As a member of Beiyang, he couldn't break away from the group's actions at this time.

After drinking an unknown amount of tea and going to the toilet many times, he finally waited until getting off work. Declining all dinner invitations, Zheng Wenjie ran home all the way, ate, and as soon as it got dark, he immediately went to the meeting place.

Others had arrived long ago. As soon as Zheng Wenjie entered the door, he saw the room buzzing with lively talk. Several old members were talking about the past with spittle flying. "Who looked up to Chen Ke back then!" Meng Shu curled his lips and said, "A person of unknown origin wanting to dictate in the capital. At that time, brothers were unwilling to lower their status, otherwise, they would have torn their faces and driven him away long ago. If it weren't for the brothers' help, Chen Ke wouldn't have known Shang Yuan at all."

The newcomers looked at Meng Shu bragging with envy and jealousy. Zheng Wenjie knew Meng Shu was talking nonsense. Back then, Chen Ke knew Shang Yuan first, and then met these people. It wasn't like what Meng Shu said at all. But hearing Meng Shu's extremely contemptuous words about Chen Ke, Zheng Wenjie felt very good in his heart.

"Brother Meng, then if we go to Anhui, presumably we can also take on heavy responsibilities?" The newly joined members asked excitedly.

"Tch, that Chen Ke is very heartless and ungrateful, treating subordinates very thinly. There was a Boxer bandit who followed him before, called Chai something. Brother Zheng, what was that person's name?"

"Seems to be called Chai Qingguo?" Zheng Wenjie responded.

"Right, just called Chai Qingguo." Meng Shu embellished the story of how Zheng Wenjie made things difficult for Chai Qingguo and finally voted to drive Chai Qingguo out of the Revolutionary Group meeting. The people in the "Revolutionary Group" now were all in official circles; hearing the "wonderful parts," they couldn't help laughing out loud.

"Finally, that Chai Qingguo was driven out, left Beijing immediately, and hasn't been heard from since." Meng Shu concluded with an arrogant look.

"Chen Ke is a bit too heartless." Liu Yongnian was a newcomer; hearing this, he couldn't help shaking his head repeatedly. "Then how did he gather such a large force?"

This question voiced the heartfelt thoughts of the new Party members. Meng Shu had spoken too fully at the beginning, and now it wasn't easy to end immediately. But he refused to say anything good for Chen Ke, so Meng Shu snorted, "There was a brother named Shang Yuan with Chen Ke. He was about to take office in Fengtai County, Anhui. Without Shang Yuan's support, Chen Ke would have had no way."

This explanation was extremely serious; even if Chen Ke himself were here, he couldn't refute it. Liu Yongnian nodded in realization. "Brother Wang, what position does this Mr. Shang Yuan hold in the base area now?"

Wang Simiao had been silent. He knew the status quo of the base area better than anyone. Meng Shu's words were completely wishful thinking. Hearing someone ask him, Wang Simiao had to answer, "It is said that he holds a high position, but I haven't seen him. He shouldn't be in Fengtai County."

"See, I said Chen Ke is heartless." Meng Shu immediately began to display his "foresight."

Hearing this, Zheng Wenjie shook his head secretly. If Meng Shu had stopped just now, his previous words could still be self-justifying. But these last few sentences were completely superfluous.

Boasting is quite bluffing if done occasionally. But if one boasts too much, many logical contradictions appear. If Chen Ke was really as heartless as Meng Shu said, why did so many people follow Chen Ke? Zheng Wenjie saw that someone had already realized this deep logical contradiction. But these people hadn't been to the Anhui base area, and saying so directly would blatantly refute Meng Shu's face. But the original enthusiastic expressions quickly became cold. Obviously, they disapproved of Meng Shu's words somewhat.

Liu Yongnian was one of those who had begun to realize the truth. He completely ignored Meng Shu and said to Zheng Wenjie, "Brother Zheng, we must have a charter for this matter. Everyone is waiting for you to come and discuss it together."

Zheng Wenjie was very satisfied with Liu Yongnian's attitude. If everyone started without waiting for him, it would clearly not give him face. But satisfaction aside, Zheng Wenjie hadn't thought of how to use Chen Ke until now. Beijing and Anhui were too far apart. The People's Party founded by Chen Ke never contacted Beijing. Everyone could call themselves masters in Beijing and ridicule Chen Ke wantonly in Beijing. Once in Chen Ke's territory in Anhui, let alone Zheng Wenjie, even the nonsense-talking Meng Shu would have to bow his head and listen to Chen Ke's instructions obediently. Zheng Wenjie knew the principle of "a county magistrate is better than a current administrator" very well.

Meng Shu really knew this principle well. Hearing Liu Yongnian ask, Meng Shu immediately said, "He walks his sunny path; we cross our single-plank bridge. Don't think about relying on Chen Ke. If he encounters a hurdle he can't pass, he will naturally come to beg at our brothers' door obediently."

Zheng Wenjie agreed with this view to a certain extent. If Chen Ke wanted to rely on this group of brothers in Beijing, he should have sent someone to contact them long ago; he wouldn't have been silent for so long. But Liu Yongnian obviously didn't think so. Regardless of what Meng Shu said, Liu Yongnian continued to ask Zheng Wenjie, "Brother Zheng, do you think Chen Ke can win against the Beiyang Army?"

"He definitely can't win." Zheng Wenjie said proudly. Zheng Wenjie had great confidence in the strength of the Beiyang Army. This was an army smashed out with money. The officers and soldiers' pay, weapons and equipment, and daily training were all the best. Chen Ke couldn't have such financial resources no matter what.

Liu Yongnian was from the Ministry of Revenue; he actually agreed with Zheng Wenjie's view. "Then Chen Ke's matter will definitely be known by Lord Yuan. When the Beiyang Army goes to Anhui to suppress bandits, Chen Ke will be doomed?"

"Lord Yuan already knows about Chen Ke. Lord Wang Shizhen sent someone to Anhui specifically; how could Lord Yuan not know?" Zheng Wenjie replied. "However, Chen Ke's luck is really too good, or his timing is too good. At this time, Lord Yuan is too busy dealing with Cen Chunxuan to deal with Chen Ke at all. Anhui can still be free for a while."

The attendees were all middle and low-ranking bureaucrats in the court after all, and they also had some understanding of the current situation. As soon as Zheng Wenjie spoke, everyone nodded. Zheng Wenjie had always wanted to be the leading figure of this "Revolutionary Group." Seeing his words recognized by everyone, he immediately continued to analyze, "When Chen Ke got married, it was Lord Yuan who helped him propose. Now Cen Chunxuan and others are trying every means to find trouble for Lord Yuan. Apart from clichés saying Lord Yuan is corrupt and forms cliques for private gain, Cen Chunxuan actually can't come up with any other arguments. But if Chen Ke's matter is known by Cen Chunxuan, that would be a huge handle. On the root of this matter, Lord Yuan has no room for defense. As long as it is confirmed, Lord Yuan will have to resign."

"Then who should we help?" Liu Yongnian asked.

Zheng Wenjie smiled. "Rather help Lord Yuan than let Cen Chunxuan get off cheaply. If Cen Chunxuan, this fame-fishing hypocrite, controls the court administration, can we have any good ending? Moreover, Lord Yuan and those Manchus are actually not on the same path at all. Even if we brothers don't help Lord Yuan, we absolutely cannot stab him in the back at this time."

"Although Cen Chunxuan fishes for fame, he isn't necessarily a hypocrite, right?" Liu Yongnian still disbelieved somewhat.

Zheng Wenjie said firmly, "If everyone doesn't believe it, let's wait and see. See what tricks this Cen Chunxuan can play. If he can really not engage in party struggles but come up with a set of constitutional systems alone, then count me, Zheng Wenjie, as having poor judgment and being blind."

Seeing Zheng Wenjie so solemn, everyone was stunned. Zheng Wenjie actually already had his own ideas about Chen Ke's affairs, but the urgent task was not Chen Ke thousands of *li* away, but how to take advantage of the current opportunity to thoroughly establish his status within the "Revolutionary Group." Since he had decided to do something, Zheng Wenjie simply burned his boats. "Brothers, let's ignore Chen Ke's affairs for now. Let's look at the result of this party struggle first. In the future, everyone will gather daily to sort out and see through this party struggle. I feel that this party struggle has already decided the life and death of the court."

Things developed exactly as Zheng Wenjie expected. On the day Cen took office as Minister of Posts and Communications, he verbally impeached the Left Vice Minister Zhu Baokui. At this time, Cen Chunxuan was favored by Cixi and supported by a group of "Pure Stream" behind him. Left Vice Minister Zhu Baokui was immediately dismissed. Cen Chunxuan then directly attacked Yikuang for engaging in fake constitutionalism, being corrupt by nature, and appointing bad people.

As an important imperial clan minister, Yikuang had always held great power after the Gengzi Incident. Cixi had long been very dissatisfied with him. It was just that Yikuang and Yuan Shikai were closely linked, and the Beiyang clique was deeply rooted, so she couldn't move easily for a while. Once Cen Chunxuan impeached Yikuang, Yikuang knew his position was precarious and had to submit his resignation to Cixi.

The "Revolutionary Group" had people from various government offices and factions; their efficiency in gathering intelligence was faster than the high level. In the meetings of these days, everyone had heard that Cixi was even brewing a plan to dismiss Yikuang; rumors spread on the Beijing-Tianjin road that Cen Chunxuan would replace Yuan Shikai as Governor-General of Zhili. Even Yuan Shikai said resentfully, "I have long wanted to leave, and I wish Cen Chunxuan or Sheng Xuanhuai of Wujin would replace me." From this point of view, replacing Yuan with Cen was by no means just hearsay.

Up to now, although a personnel change had great clues, it was still on the right path. Everyone knew Zheng Wenjie regarded Cen Chunxuan as a hypocrite. Everyone generally thought Zheng Wenjie's view was incorrect. However, the subsequent development of events made everyone look at Zheng Wenjie with new eyes.

To coordinate with Cen Chunxuan's attack, on May 7, Zhao Qilin submitted a memorial accusing Duan Zhigui of buying the singing girl Yang Cuixi in Tianjin for 12,000 gold and presenting her to Zai Zhen, and also raising 100,000 gold from Wang Zhulin of the Tianjin Chamber of Commerce as a birthday gift for Yikuang, thereby leaping from a Dao Tao (Intendant) to a Governor. Cixi was furious after seeing it. She immediately ordered the removal of Duan Zhigui's Acting Governor of Heilongjiang position and ordered Prince Chun Zai Feng and Grand Secretary Sun Jianai to investigate the case. The "Yang Cuixi Case" became a hot spot of public concern and the focus of the struggle between the Beiyang forces and the incorruptible forces.

Such gift-giving was common among the princes and ministers of the court. Many people in the "Revolutionary Group" originally thought Cen Chunxuan would seize the dominance of the court administration by seizing status and promulgating constitutional laws. They never expected Cen Chunxuan to start with a singing girl. Everyone immediately lost their appetite. If such things could also be used as excuses, at least half of the officials in the court would lose their hats. Regarding such dirty practices, the members of the "Revolutionary Group" immediately had a 180-degree turn in their views on Cen Chunxuan.

Seeing his prediction indeed became reality, Zheng Wenjie said loudly at the gathering, "Cen Chunxuan has always had the name of an incorruptible official. If Cen Chunxuan promoted constitutionalism with his prestige, many people would probably be temporarily neutral. If Cen Chunxuan's goal was only Yikuang and Lord Yuan, and he could unite the two factions of constitutional forces after bringing down these two people, then he would definitely win. But this hypocrite only engaged in party struggles. He prided himself on being a Pure Stream, yet actually used the methods of corrupt officials attacking each other. He didn't think about how Yikuang and Lord Yuan climbed to this position; can this method work? Just this one thing exposed Cen Chunxuan's true face of a villain completely."

Although everyone admired Zheng Wenjie's vision very much, Cen Chunxuan was the attacking side now, with Cixi's support. Many people thought that even if Cen Chunxuan was a hypocrite, he might not necessarily lose.

Zheng Wenjie scoffed at everyone's view. "I don't know who will win in the end, but Cen Chunxuan will definitely not win. Not everyone in the court is a Pure Stream or a corrupt official. If Cen Chunxuan is allowed to open this hole, and he does the same after he takes power, how many people will die without a burial place? Look forward, everyone; such people will absolutely have no good ending."

After finishing speaking, Zheng Wenjie said no more, sat down, and started smoking. Watching everyone talking spiritedly, Zheng Wenjie calculated his own affairs in his heart. A few days ago, he had privately sent someone to Anhui with many details of the latest changes within the court. The person sent was Zheng Wenjie's cousin and his confidant. Although these latest changes in the court were not important news to Zheng Wenjie, they were absolutely very important things to Chen Ke. Zheng Wenjie even wrote a letter, roughly discussing the impact of the recent court party struggle on Chen Ke.

If Chen Ke was just an ordinary rebel bandit, the value of these things would be very limited. If Chen Ke really aimed to establish a new China as he said more than a year ago, then the value of this intelligence was invaluable now. After Wang Simiao returned to Beijing, Zheng Wenjie had talked with Wang Simiao privately several times. He had a certain understanding of the size, military strength, and financial resources of the base area established by Chen Ke. Zheng Wenjie had many doubts about Chen Ke's actions, but the fact that Chen Ke created such a large territory and could still remain "unknown" convinced Zheng Wenjie that Chen Ke had extremely strong control capabilities. Historically, which rebel force occupying half a province didn't make a stir in the world? Making such a force silent was much harder than being famous all over the world. Zheng Wenjie firmly believed that Chen Ke, who could do this, indeed had real stuff.

It was naturally extremely difficult to persuade the "Revolutionary Group" to reach a unified view, but it was much easier to reach an agreement with Chen Ke privately. Zheng Wenjie expressed goodwill to Chen Ke first before others took action. The rest depended on how Chen Ke responded.

Wang Simiao was capable. He met Chen Ke in Anhui this time, and the two negotiated an "intelligence traffic line." The current intelligence traffic line was divided into two routes, or one and a half routes. Both starting points were from Beijing. The courier took the train south, got off halfway, and went through Fuyang to Fengtai County. One route went to the terminus Hanyang, then took a boat by water, down the Yangtze River, into Chaohu Lake, and then to Hefei.

Zheng Wenjie knew he had offended Chen Ke before. If he went to Chen Ke shamelessly, he would only ask for trouble. But by collecting intelligence through the "Revolutionary Group" and then providing this intelligence to Chen Ke, the relationship between Zheng Wenjie and Chen Ke would be equal cooperation. If Chen Ke really succeeded in the revolution in the future, Zheng Wenjie's credit would be great. No matter what, he could protect himself in the great tide of revolution.

Watching the comrades of the "Revolutionary Group" in front of him still arguing about court affairs, Zheng Wenjie laughed secretly in his heart. But the look on his face became more and more solemn.

The two factions fighting fiercely within the court didn't know that such a small group with ulterior motives had appeared within themselves. Since the struggle turned into a scope familiar to Yuan Shikai and others, Yuan Shikai immediately launched a counterattack.

After the "Yang Cuixi Case" broke out, Zai Zhen hurriedly sneaked into Tianjin to discuss remedial plans with Yuan Shikai. Yuan immediately sent subordinates to pick up Yang Cuixi to Tianjin. At the same time, he used the trick of substituting people, letting others falsely claim Yang Cuixi. And he manipulated newspapers like *Ta Kung Pao* and *Shuntian Times* in Tianjin and other places to publish articles correcting the "Yang Cuixi Case" pretentiously.

By the time Zai Feng and Sun Jianai sent personnel to Tianjin to investigate, everything had been arranged properly. Yang Cuixi had become a maid bought by Tianjin salt merchant Wang Yisun, with a "written pledge" as proof. Chamber of Commerce President Wang Zhulin also declared that he couldn't take out so much money to lend to Duan Zhigui for gift-giving at all. A "public case" stated with certainty turned out to have no evidence.

Zai Feng, who was responsible for verifying this case, was young and inexperienced. The responsibility for investigation mainly depended on Sun Jianai. Sun was an important figure in the old officials' group. Although dissatisfied with Beiyang, he was not interested in the incorruptible faction either. He mainly considered this matter from his own interests. Liu Tire's *Yi Ci Lu* has a close description of his mentality at that time: Sun knew deeply that "it is easy to win the jubilation of public opinion," but he worried that: First, Yikuang was a prince. Even if dismissed, if he still stayed in Beijing, he might still be summoned on festivals and auspicious days, and it was very likely he would "make a comeback." Second, even if Yikuang could be overthrown, Yuan Shikai might not necessarily be overthrown together. If not overthrown, getting bitten back would be even less worthwhile. Third, "my every word and action affects the Emperor greatly." Sun was originally a heavy minister of the Emperor's Party. He was implicated during the Reform Movement of 1898 and only resolved it after the Gengzi year. Thinking of this, "trembling with fear, how dare I be slightly negligent." Dominated by this state of mind, on May 16, Zai Feng and Sun Jianai reported back that the matter reported by Zhao Qilin was "baseless." Cixi immediately dismissed Zhao Qilin for the crime of "arbitrary slander." Thus, the "Yang Cuixi Case" was covered up. But Yikuang and his son had a guilty conscience after all, so they had to sacrifice the rook to save the marshal. On the 17th, Zai Zhen submitted a resignation letter, petitioning to be removed from the Minister of Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce and all errands, which was approved immediately.

Censors originally had the privilege of "impeaching based on rumors" (*fengwen yanshi*), but Zhao Qilin was dismissed for impeaching powerful nobles. Public opinion was in an uproar for a time.
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Wang Simiao was the only one in the Beijing Party Group without a substantive post. His father was a *Jinshi* (metropolitan graduate) in the Tongzhi era. Wang Simiao studied under his father's strict orders since childhood, but by the time the court abolished the imperial examination, he had only passed the *Xiucai* (county level) exam. It wasn't that Wang Simiao's studies were much worse than others, but because he didn't like practicing calligraphy. The imperial examination in the late Qing Dynasty didn't pay much attention to articles anymore; whether the handwriting was good or not was a key factor. Wang Simiao was beaten a lot since childhood for practicing calligraphy. Under such high pressure, Wang Simiao's disgust for the Manchu Qing system was deep-rooted. So failing the imperial examination, Wang Simiao was unwilling to be an official, just relying on connections in officialdom to do some quick speculative business.

These days, as the political situation of the court entered a stalemate, Wang Simiao was full of thoughts about how to benefit from this situation. Thinking left and right but finding no way, he had to swallow his pride and ask Zheng Wenjie for advice. After all, the two had reached a preliminary small alliance relationship. As an exchange of interests for sharing the intelligence system, Zheng Wenjie had to give Wang Simiao advice.

After listening to Wang Simiao's ideas, Zheng Wenjie asked with a smile, "Brother Wang, how do you want to make a profit?"

Hearing this, Wang Simiao felt unhappy in his heart. If he already knew how to make a profit, why would he come to ask Zheng Wenjie for a way? Zheng Wenjie's condescending habitual attitude had always been unlikable. In everyone's eyes, Zheng Wenjie was a person who loved to grasp power. Since joining the Beijing Party Group, Zheng Wenjie had been committed to obtaining leadership status. He squeezed out Chen Ke and drove away Chai Qingguo. After Chen Ke and Shang Yuan left, Zheng Wenjie acted even more freely. Everyone came from officialdom; how could they not understand Zheng Wenjie's thoughts? Many people, including Wang Simiao, instinctively resisted Zheng Wenjie.

But Wang Simiao had to admit that Zheng Wenjie had real talent. Talking about politics, Wang Simiao never thought he was worse than others. He firmly believed that he didn't pass the *Juren* exam only because of the system. At least in the Beijing Party Group, Wang Simiao felt he could definitely rank in the top three. Until seeing Zheng Wenjie's performance with his own eyes, Wang Simiao had to admit that he was not as excellent as he imagined.

After receiving the news of Chen Ke's success, the Beijing Party Group didn't form a unified view at all. Even Wang Simiao himself only thought of establishing an "intelligence traffic line" with Chen Ke because of business reasons. At this time, Zheng Wenjie didn't waver at all. After discussing with Wang Simiao privately, he almost forced Wang Simiao to agree not to make the traffic line public for the time being. The two temporarily monopolized the intelligence exchanges with Chen Ke. This resolute and decisive approach really compelled admiration.

"Brother Zheng, do you have any good plan?" Wang Simiao endured the unhappiness in his heart and said with an expression of seeking advice.

Seeing Wang Simiao so keen on making a profit, Zheng Wenjie had to advise with good intentions, "Brother Wang, it's not that I refuse to help you. Now the situation is chaotic and unclear. Unless you are willing to stand on the cusp of the storm, where is the opportunity? Seeking wealth in danger is correct, but one side must be able to win. I see neither side can win now. Why are you anxious?"

Zheng Wenjie's words were truly from the bottom of his heart. He had already made a plan to exclude Wang Simiao from the "intelligence line." As soon as an intelligence agreement was reached with Chen Ke, the plan to monopolize the intelligence line could begin. So at this stage, he had to keep Wang Simiao in check no matter what and not let him get into trouble.

Wang Simiao had prejudice against Zheng Wenjie. Zheng Wenjie said not to get involved in the recent chaotic political situation easily; Wang Simiao's understanding was that Zheng Wenjie prepared to monopolize the benefits. He couldn't help tapping, "Brother Zheng, the benefits in front of us are so big now; can you monopolize them alone? Since we are cooperating, why not treat each other frankly?"

These words startled Zheng Wenjie. He thought Wang Simiao had figured out the vast future benefits of cooperating with Chen Ke. At this time, Zheng Wenjie had to deal with it with ambiguous words first. "People say the mantis stalks the cicada, unaware of the oriole behind. Betting must be placed on the oriole. But where is this oriole so easy to find?"

Wang Simiao stared at Zheng Wenjie. Since acknowledging Zheng Wenjie's political vision, Wang Simiao believed that Zheng Wenjie had already chosen the final winner. Hearing Zheng Wenjie say this, Wang Simiao couldn't help asking, "If neither Beiyang nor the Pure Stream can win, then who is the final winner? Please explain to me, Brother Zheng."

Seeing Wang Simiao's look so serious, Zheng Wenjie immediately figured out what Wang Simiao's tapping words just now meant. It turned out that Wang Simiao didn't count Chen Ke in the category of the oriole at all; his mind was full of thoughts about how to benefit from the immediate court situation. Having figured this out, Zheng Wenjie couldn't help making a judgment on Wang Simiao in his heart: "Short-sighted."

Even within Beiyang, Zheng Wenjie was considered a radical. Zheng Wenjie was also a *Xiucai*. The reason he didn't continue to take the *Juren* exam was that he felt he couldn't pass, so he didn't even have this thought. After obtaining the title of *Xiucai*, Zheng Wenjie defected to Beiyang cleanly. Although the Beiyang clique relied heavily on Prince Qing, the struggle between the Beiyang clique and the Manchu stubborn faction was quite fierce. After the south had shown limited disobedience to the court through "Mutual Protection of Southeast China," the Beiyang clique, with Zhili as its core foundation, hoped to eventually gain dominance in court administration by suppressing the Manchu group.

Zheng Wenjie followed Wang Shizhen around and saw many things with his own eyes. Zheng Wenjie was more radical than most people in Beiyang. He firmly believed that the Manchu Qing couldn't hold on. The Manchu ruling class actually allowed the Beiyang clique to expand to this extent. From a historical perspective, it was only a matter of time before the Beiyang clique replaced the Manchu Qing.

The reason Zheng Wenjie bet on Chen Ke was that he had seen clearly that the Beiyang clique didn't recognize the situation clearly at all. The idea of most high-level officials was to seize the dominance of court administration, not to replace it. Chen Ke, like Zheng Wenjie, firmly believed that the demise of the Manchu Qing was imminent. So when Chen Ke had few people in his hands, he dared to make up his mind to overthrow the Manchu Qing. In contrast, the Beiyang clique already showed obvious lethargy.

Seeing Wang Simiao was like the people of Beiyang, with his mind full of struggles within the court, Zheng Wenjie felt relieved instead. Wang Simiao would absolutely not compete with him for cooperation opportunities with Chen Ke. Since Wang Simiao was so disappointing, Zheng Wenjie thought there was no need to save Wang Simiao anymore. He laughed, "Brother Wang, think about it. Beiyang is no longer favored by the Empress Dowager, and Cen Chunxuan won't win either. The Empress Dowager is advanced in years and must always consider matters after her death. Brother Wang has read history books; how was it done in history at this time?"

Wang Simiao didn't read books very well; he got a headache looking at big history books. After hearing Zheng Wenjie finish, Wang Simiao simply asked directly, "Brother Zheng might as well speak frankly."

"Brother Wang, if you want to find that oriole, ignore how the stage sings. Just find the person the Empress Dowager will ultimately trust after the dust settles."

"The person the Empress Dowager trusts?" Wang Simiao didn't quite understand.

"Not the person the Empress Dowager trusts, but the person the Empress Dowager will *ultimately* trust." Zheng Wenjie laughed.

Zheng Wenjie's words were very mysterious; Wang Simiao didn't understand at all. The people in the court, whether Yuan Shikai or Cen Chunxuan, looked like they were trusted and relied upon by Cixi. And among other powerful people, who wasn't trusted by Cixi? If he wanted to find the person Cixi ultimately trusted from among them, it was really hard to judge.

"Please speak more clearly, Brother Zheng." Wang Simiao asked urgently.

"The one the Empress Dowager ultimately trusts is neither the Constitutionalists nor the Royalists. Those who can only gain power by relying on the Empress Dowager's support are the ones the Empress Dowager ultimately trusts." Zheng Wenjie simply made it completely clear. "These people on stage now all want the Empress Dowager's support. They are actually not the Empress Dowager's people. If the Empress Dowager passes away and the Emperor rules personally, this group of people can still stand on the court without the Empress Dowager. Do you think the Empress Dowager can really trust this group of people? Now some people in the court are unwilling to create waves anymore, so Cen Chunxuan, who caused such a big thing, definitely has no chance. And since the Empress Dowager can attack Lord Yuan, she naturally won't let Lord Yuan continue to be so glorious. So, since Brother Wang wants to bet, then defect to the Empress's Party (Hou Dang)."

This analysis was very reasonable. The problem was that Zheng Wenjie overestimated Wang Simiao's ability. After thinking for a long time, Wang Simiao still asked the question he cared about most, "Brother Zheng, which lord do you think I should follow?"

If someone else asked this, Zheng Wenjie would have said unpleasant words long ago. Wang Simiao now held the initial intelligence line, so Zheng Wenjie really couldn't do this. He laughed, "Brother Wang might as well try Prince Chun Zai Feng. Investigating the Yang Cuixi case this time, the Empress Dowager personally appointed Zai Feng. It can be seen that the Empress Dowager thinks this person can be entrusted with heavy responsibilities. And although Zai Feng doesn't understand government affairs, he knows when to advance and retreat. After investigating the Yang Cuixi case, he jointly signed the document and then resigned. He can be considered daring to take responsibility and knowing the general situation. Plus Zai Feng is young and has no wings of his own. If Brother Wang takes his path, there will definitely be gains."

Wang Simiao never expected Zheng Wenjie to recommend Zai Feng. Zai Feng was only twenty-four this year and had no popularity at all. Defecting to Zai Feng, when would there be a future? "Brother Zheng, do you have other recommendations?" Wang Simiao was very unhappy with this recommendation.

"Brother Wang, you came to me because you trust me. I am very grateful for this high regard. Since you trust me, why should I deceive you, Brother Wang? Think about it, other people are high-ranking and powerful; even if you go, Brother Wang, you won't be taken seriously. Zai Feng is so young; suddenly getting someone to defect to him, how do you think he will treat you?"

Wang Simiao was still reluctant and kept asking Zheng Wenjie to give another suggestion. But Zheng Wenjie insisted on Zai Feng. He simply didn't recommend anyone else. Seeing he really couldn't twist it, Wang Simiao had to give up.

And the change of events proved Zheng Wenjie's foresight once again. Wang Simiao focused on Zai Feng's connections starting from the end of May. At this time, Zai Feng had already taken office as the Commander-in-Chief of the Plain Red Banner Manchu, responsible for the Jianrui Camp affairs. Although this position was high, it was just the internal affairs of the Manchus themselves. In this era when the court was building the New Army, adjusting the official system, and preparing for constitutionalism, everyone thought the power of the Manchus was destined to be greatly limited. Although these official positions and powers looked high, they were just embroidered pillows.

After Wang Simiao defected to Zai Feng, he received considerable courtesy. Not long after the subordinate relationship between the two sides was confirmed, on June 19, Cixi suddenly appointed Zai Feng to "walk in the Grand Council." This young man of only twenty-four suddenly intervened in the power center of the Manchu Qing and became a hot new noble. Consequently, Wang Simiao's political speculation also achieved great success.

Because he followed the right master, Wang Simiao immediately became busy. Zheng Wenjie also got peace and quiet. At this time, his cousin had brought back Chen Ke's message. Chen Ke sent someone to Beijing to establish a liaison station. In the future, Zheng Wenjie only needed to hand over the latest collected news directly to the Beijing liaison. Without Chen Ke specifically explaining, Zheng Wenjie already understood that the intelligence line reached between Chen Ke and Wang Simiao had become a less important line. Zheng Wenjie was very satisfied in his heart. He not only reached a tacit agreement with Chen Ke but also could obtain intelligence he couldn't access before through Wang Simiao's line.

Wang Simiao had a handle in Zheng Wenjie's hands, so he dared not touch Zheng Wenjie. As long as Chen Ke's forces were not destroyed devastatingly, Zheng Wenjie himself already possessed an unbreakable position.

The Beijing Party Group was no longer the organization when Chen Ke was there. Chen Ke wanted to gather comrades willing to practice revolution personally back then. He had long stated, "Without the consciousness of tying one's head to the belt and starting from farming, that is not really wanting revolution." This was also the real reason for Zheng Wenjie's dissatisfaction with Chen Ke. Zheng Wenjie didn't want to practice personally in this era at all; Zheng Wenjie knew clearly that this was not what he was good at.

Seemingly operating an intelligence organization in obscurity, although not famous, but hiding high behind the curtain of history, manipulating the progress of history—this was the position Zheng Wenjie hoped to possess in this era. Whether Manchu Qing, Beiyang, Chen Ke, or whatever forces in the future. What Zheng Wenjie hoped for was to witness them running under his intelligence manipulation. This feeling, this self-recognition was what Zheng Wenjie needed.

After Chen Ke established the People's Party's specialized intelligence line, news from inside the Beijing court was transmitted to Anhui unimpeded. These materials presented a large part of the "Dingwei Political Tide" that would decide the fate of the Manchu Qing to Chen Ke. Chen Ke didn't know about such a political struggle originally. Now the time he got this news was only two days later than Beijing.

Since the dismissal of Censor Zhao Qilin, the reaction of the Censorate aspect of the Beijing court was the strongest. The *Peking Gazette* hosted by Wang Kangnian, a disciple of Qu Hongji, published a special issue: "Officials gathered at Songshan Thatched Cottage to plan a joint petition to support Censor Zhao." On May 19, Censor Zhao Binglin submitted a memorial stating that censors should not be punished, and speech paths should not be blocked, and protested by resigning. Censor Yun Yuding also drafted a memorial "Censors should not be punished for retaliation," opposing Zhao's dismissal. On May 23, Jiang Chunlin submitted another memorial, detailing various doubts in the reply of Zai Feng and Sun Jianai, demanding the court overthrow the case and reinvestigate.

But these attacks were already a spent arrow. The position of Yikuang and others stabilized again. In the turning political tide, Yikuang and others were able to escape adversity. besides Sun Jianai, Xu Shichang, Cheng Xun, and others pleading for them, there were two key people. One was Grand Secretary and Grand Councilor Shi Xu. His relationship with Yi and Yuan was originally close, and he worried that Qu and Cen would be used, "suffering Old Qing and Yi in vain, which is not beneficial to Manchus." So, during a solo audience one day after the "Yang Cuixi Case" broke out, he pointed out with hidden meaning that Yikuang and Chunxuan "have long had grievances," making "Cixi's mind slightly relieved." The other was Yikuang's daughter, the Fourth Princess. She was Cixi's pet, "crying and stating grievances for her father and brother day and night." Of course, more importantly, the strength of the Beiyang clique far exceeded the Incorruptible Faction, and Cixi hadn't finally made up her mind to abandon Beiyang.

May 27 to August 21 was the third stage. After disintegrating the offensive of the Incorruptible Faction, the Beiyang clique began to organize a counterattack.

When Cen Chunxuan first arrived in Beijing, Cixi allowed him to enter for an audience at any time. Cen didn't decline either, repeatedly asking for an audience or submitting memorials, speaking without restraint, causing frequent waves in the court and the public. Cixi thus gradually had "intentions of weariness." Yi and Yuan took the opportunity to use strategies, letting Liangguang Governor-General Zhou Fu and Min-Zhe Governor-General Song Shou send telegraphs one after another reporting that the Triads in Raoping, Huanggang, Qinlian, and other places "combined to loot," difficult to pacify. On May 27, Yikuang had a "solo audience" with Cixi, vigorously exaggerating the military situation in Liangguang, claiming that no one but Cen Chunxuan could pacify it, and proposing to let Cen serve as Governor-General of Liangguang again, which was agreed by Cixi. Cen and Qu didn't know the content and couldn't take countermeasures. Soon, the edict for Cen Chunxuan to take office as Governor of Guangdong was issued clearly. Cen Chunxuan, who had been Minister of Posts and Communications for only 25 days, was squeezed out of Beijing. Cen was surprised and angry, shouting: "The court employs people like this! Since there is today, why move me from Dian and Shu back then?" Immediately submitted a memorial, pleading illness and unwillingness to take office. On the 23rd, the Qing court ordered him to take office again. Cen wanted to meet the Two Palaces to redeem the situation, but was also dismissed hurriedly by Cixi with a few words. Cen knew that the capital could no longer tolerate him, and was unwilling to go to Guangdong angrily, so he had to use his old trick again, returning to Shanghai under the name of recuperating.

One of the two commanders of the Incorruptible Faction was gone, and their strength was greatly reduced. The Beiyang clique made persistent efforts and aimed at Qu Hongji again. On May 23, Censor Yun Yuding, who had once tended towards the Incorruptible Faction in the political tide, went to Tianjin to discuss Beijing-Tianjin railway matters with Yuan Shikai. During this period, he was won over by Yuan and accepted a bribe of 18,000 gold, willing to be a hired gun. On June 16, Yun submitted the memorial impeaching Qu Hongji drafted by Yang Shiqi, the Right Vice Minister of the Ministry of Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce. The next day, Qu was dismissed. Yun's impeachment memorial pinned four crimes on Qu: 1. Secretly communicating with newspapers; 2. Instructing censors; 3. Secretly connecting with external aid; 4. Distributing partisans. A prominent Grand Councilor was dismissed quickly without investigation, causing widespread suspicion among people. Another important figure of the Incorruptible Faction, Grand Councilor Lin Shaonian, publicly protested after the decree was issued, "How is this enough to convince people?" When entering for duty with the shift, he strongly requested an investigation. Cixi couldn't shirk, so she had to let Sun Jianai and Tie Liang investigate this matter, but declared, "Lin wants to investigate; I don't know how to investigate?" Sun Jianai asked for the original impeachment memorial. Cixi actually replied: "You just investigate; why need the original memorial?" Sun and Tie naturally wouldn't ask for a snub; the Qu case ended up with nothing definite.

The Incorruptible Faction lost power, but Cen Chunxuan still held the title of Governor of Guangdong. Moreover, this gentleman was quite unwilling to be lonely. Before leaving Beijing, he submitted more than ten memorials in a row, discussing court politics everywhere. To eliminate future trouble thoroughly, Beiyang hit Cen when he was down again. On June 1, a partisan of Beiyang detected that Cen was going to Shanghai and sent a secret telegram to Liangjiang Governor-General Duan Fang: "Xilin Cen Chunxuan leaves Beijing as soon as his leave expires. No other intention, but no tolerance for him looking elsewhere." On July 8, Censor Chen Qinggui impeached Cen for "repeatedly transferring but not going, arrogant and lawless, rare in more than two hundred years." The attachment listed Cen's four major crimes of "greed, violence, arrogance, deception," and there were many implications of Sheng Xuanhuai, saying Cen and Sheng relied on power to operate enterprises jointly. The memorial also mentioned that Cen had relationships with the "rebel party" Kang Youwei, Liang Qichao, Mai Menghua, etc., and repeatedly "courteously invited" Mai Menghua to "assist the shogunate (staff)." But after the memorial was submitted, Cixi only extracted the two articles implicating Sheng Xuanhuai and handed them to Duan Fang to secretly investigate Sheng Xuanhuai who was in Shanghai at the time, while keeping the content impeaching Cen in the palace. Seeing that they couldn't fundamentally shake Cixi's trust in Cen, Beiyang adopted a more powerful killer move. Regarding the specific details of this "killer move," contemporaries and later generations have considerable accounts, but opinions vary and no one agrees. The more popular version is planning the so-called "fake photo incident," that is, Liangjiang Governor-General Duan Fang forged a group photo of Cen with Kang, Liang, Mai Menghua, and others in front of the *Shi Bao* (The Eastern Times) office through Yuan's partisan Cai Naihuang, gave it to Yi and Yuan, and Yikuang presented it to Cixi face to face during a solo audience. Cixi was shocked and terrified after seeing it and dismissed Cen from his post immediately.

Seeing that Beiyang actually provided "composite photos," Chen Ke couldn't help shaking his head repeatedly. He regretted very much why he didn't bring a laptop when he went shopping before time traveling. Using PS software to synthesize photos would definitely be much more realistic than the composite photos of 1907.

But not long after, new news came. Chen Ke was like a butterfly suddenly flying into this era, and the butterfly effect would eventually show up. Suddenly someone made Chen Ke's relationship with Yuan Shikai public, and the "court was shaken."



★


Chain Reaction 36

Volume 3 - Chapter 178

❧ ❧ ❧


Chain Reaction (36)

He Ruming sat with his head down in the living room of Wang Shizhen's house. Only a few tea stems remained in the tea bowl on the coffee table. The servant only poured tea once symbolically and then disappeared like avoiding the plague. He Ruming didn't have the guts to go to the back hall to find someone, so he could only sit anxiously in the living room. Since marrying his daughter He Ying to Chen Ke, He Ruming thought he had climbed onto Yan Fu, a celebrity of the Beiyang Navy, and thus thoroughly boarded the big ship of Beiyang. The actual situation also showed signs of this. Through activities, He Ruming's job would soon be transferred to the Ministry of Posts and Communications, which was a recognized lucrative post. His sister He Qian also chose a marriage; the other party was a mid-level officer of Beiyang and a student who studied in a German military academy. His character and family background were good. He Ruming breathed a huge sigh of relief. He Qian had already married over during the New Year. Finding a good family for his sister, He Ruming was also happy in his heart. He felt he had fulfilled the responsibility of the eldest brother and could be worthy of his deceased parents.

In addition to the smooth family affairs, the trade in special medicine between the He family and Shanghai had not been interrupted. Although He Ruming's son-in-law Chen Ke made the molecular formula public, and many thoughtful people also began to produce this drug, helplessly, those people's abilities were too poor, and the mortality rate of the drugs produced reached twenty percent. The authentic drugs obtained by He Ruming had only killed three people so far. By comparison, He Ruming's pharmacy established a very good reputation instead. The profit of more than eight thousand taels of silver last year allowed the He family to begin a resurgence.

He Ruming was not a naturally cold person. With the family resurgence and official promotion close at hand, he missed his daughter very much. He also mentioned to his sister these days that Chen Ke was not authentic in doing things. Even if he was thousands of *li* away in Shanghai, now that there were steamships and trains, was it so difficult to go home to visit relatives? For more than a year, He Ruming asked the people delivering medicine about his son-in-law Chen Ke and daughter He Ying. The delivery people all said they were just runners and didn't know about the two. If it weren't for the business Chen Ke brought back then still making huge profits, He Ruming would have suspected Chen Ke was a big liar.

He Ruming's sister He Qian's view on this surprised He Ruming a bit. He Qian said, "Big Brother, since you did it for this official position and money back then, now that you have got what you wanted, don't look for trouble yourself." His sister's words were blunt, and He Ruming was naturally unhappy. That gathering ended unhappily for the brother and sister.

Three days ago, He Ruming finally understood why there was "no news at all" from Chen Ke and his daughter for more than a year. Since Cen Chunxuan entered Beijing to launch party struggles, Yuan Shikai had played a very exquisite political trick. He let Liangguang Governor-General Zhou Fu and Min-Zhe Governor-General Song Shou send telegraphs one after another reporting that the Triads in Raoping, Huanggang, Qinlian, and other places "combined to loot," difficult to pacify. Yikuang immediately had a "solo audience" with Cixi, vigorously exaggerating the military situation in Liangguang, claiming that no one but Cen Chunxuan could pacify it, and proposing to let Cen serve as Governor-General of Liangguang again, which was agreed by Cixi. As a result, Cen Chunxuan was squeezed out of the capital.

Although the "Pure Stream" failed in the Dingwei Political Tide, they followed suit. The remaining Pure Stream in the Censorate impeached Yuan Shikai for personally acting as a matchmaker for the Anhui rebel Chen Ke. Now Chen Ke was entrenched in North Huai and had become a major threat. Yet Yuan Shikai blocked the news, and the intention of raising bandits to respect oneself was extremely obvious. The Censorate also impeached Zhang Zhidong and Yuan Shikai as "birds of a feather." After the Hubei New Army retook Anqing and Chizhou, they stayed put for several months, only harming the people in Anqing and Chizhou, indulging the rebels to grow big. Their hearts were punishable.

The people of the Censorate obviously accepted the lesson from not long ago. They didn't say Yuan Shikai "intended to rebel," but used a more neutral judgment like "raising bandits to respect oneself." Cixi originally intended to weaken the Beiyang power. Learning this news, she was immediately "furious" and ordered Yuan Shikai to submit a memorial to defend himself.

This news scared He Ruming badly. His "son-in-law" Chen Ke was actually a great rebel. Although Yuan Shikai proposed this marriage, and if he really wanted to defend himself, He Ruming would have an excuse instead. But if Lord Yuan fell because of this, He Ruming's life would absolutely not be easy.

He Ruming's sister He Qian came to visit personally to advise He Ruming not to look for people everywhere at this time. No matter how He Ruming defended himself in such matters, there would be no good result. It would only make people laugh for nothing. It was better to take things as they came. He Ruming agreed relatively with his sister's view this time, but if he couldn't find someone to "tell his grievances and express his feelings," He Ruming felt he couldn't be at ease no matter what. He naturally dared not hit a wall at Yuan Shikai's door. He tried to contact a few Beiyang acquaintances these days, but everyone avoided him like the plague. Finally, He Ruming thought of Wang Shizhen, who acted as Chen Ke's "guardian" at that time, being at home for mourning (*Dingyou*). He came to visit Wang Shizhen. Wang Shizhen let He Ruming in anyway, but didn't come out to receive him immediately.

After waiting for a good while again, He Ruming strongly suspected whether Wang Shizhen wanted him to retreat in the face of difficulties. However, he had always known that Wang Shizhen was not such an irresponsible villain, so he decided to wait. Perhaps the servant felt it was inappropriate, so he finally came to add water. He Ruming, who had been thirsty for a long time, drank the tea in one gulp before the servant went down. After drinking three bowls of tea in a row, He Ruming felt a bit more comfortable.

After waiting for a long time again, he saw Wang Shizhen walk in from the gate. It looked like he had just returned from going out. After seeing He Ruming, Wang Shizhen just said indifferently, "Lord He has been waiting for a long time."

He Ruming hurried up to bow. "Lord Wang is too polite."

The two took their seats as host and guest. Wang Shizhen stated his opinion straightforwardly. "Lord He, if there are no other major matters, don't look for people everywhere. With the matter reaching this stage, what's the point of you adding to the mess like this?"

"Lord Wang is right." He Ruming said subconsciously. As soon as the words left his mouth, He Ruming felt something was wrong. What he hoped most was actually to defend himself. He had nothing to do with the "rebel" Chen Ke originally; everything was not his fault. In He Ruming's view, he was a victim. Now amidst such a fierce political struggle in the court, if those big figures above brought He Ruming out as a scapegoat, He Ruming himself had no way to resist.

Wang Shizhen said coldly, "Lord He, for some things, if you don't worry about them unnecessarily, you will be fine instead. If you insist on distinguishing right from wrong, then who do you think is right and who is wrong between you and Lord Yuan? If you say you didn't know, then Lord Yuan knew?"

Wang Shizhen didn't see He Ruming many times. His attitude towards He Ruming naturally couldn't be called polite, but a feeling of just right. What appeared on Wang Shizhen's face now was a chilling look. That was not a threat, but a look of "advice" from a powerful person to an incompetent person. This attitude made He Ruming shudder involuntarily.

Seeing that He Ruming had softened, Wang Shizhen continued to stare at He Ruming opposite with cold eyes. Knowing that He Ruming was on pins and needles under his gaze, Wang Shizhen said, "Lord He, it was Chen Ke who wanted Lord Yuan to be the matchmaker. At that time, he knew you first. Among the rebels, there is also Pu Guanshui of the Anhui New Army. How Chen Ke knew Pu Guanshui, you should know better than me, right? You did medicinal business with Chen Ke; do I need to tell you how much money you made in this year and more?"

Listening to Wang Shizhen stating his contact with Chen Ke one by one, He Ruming was already sweating profusely. And Wang Shizhen had no intention of letting He Ruming go. He continued, "At this time, you don't shut your door and reflect on your mistakes. Instead, you are thinking of dragging Lord Yuan into the water. What crime do you think you deserve?"

He Ruming couldn't bear it anymore. He knelt on the ground with a thump. "Please save me, Lord Wang. I was obsessed; I really didn't see that Chen Ke was a rebel at that time. This..., this was because Mr. Yan Fu wrote a letter to me, so I befriended Chen Ke."

"Yan Fu has also become a rebel." Wang Shizhen said coldly.

"What?" He Ruming was frightened by this news. "Even Yan Fu rebelled?"

Wang Shizhen couldn't stand He Ruming's ugly state anymore. He turned his face away to calm his emotions, then turned back. "Lord He, go home obediently now, resign from your job, and reflect behind closed doors. The court will naturally handle this matter. This matter involves a wide range of people. If you are honest, naturally nothing will happen. But if you are obstinate, or incited by others, vainly thinking of dragging others into the water, how do you think I will deal with those people?"

He Ruming had heard some stories about Wang Shizhen. When in Shandong, Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen's bloody suppression of the Boxers annoyed the Qing nobles Prince Duan Zaiyi and Prince Zhuang Zaixun because it hindered their attempt to use the Boxers for personal gain. In June 1900, Prince Duan and Prince Zhuang sent a Senior Brother of the Boxers to find Yuan Shikai with the Qing government's arrow of command (*Lingjian*), saying Prince Duan ordered Yuan Shikai to appease the Boxers and allow them to set up altars to continue drilling. Yuan was very surprised and immediately summoned his subordinates for a meeting to discuss. The subordinates believed: if agreeing to set up altars, the Boxers would flourish and rebel against the government; if not agreeing, it would be hard to avoid severe condemnation from Prince Duan and Prince Zhuang. Looking at each other pale-faced, they couldn't come up with a solution. At this time, Wang Shizhen stood up and said, "Please hand him over to me for interrogation!" He immediately took the Boxer leader out and beheaded him for the crime of stealing the arrow of command of Prince Duan and Prince Zhuang. At this time, the meeting convened by Yuan had not yet disbanded. Yuan asked Wang, "How was the interrogation?" Wang replied, "Already executed. The arrow of command can be sealed and returned to Prince Duan and Prince Zhuang." Yuan Shikai suddenly realized and admired Wang Shizhen's "decisive" handling of affairs very much.

Wang Shizhen was never a bloodthirsty person, but this didn't mean Wang Shizhen was indecisive. When it was time to act, Wang Shizhen was also known for making prompt decisions. Thinking of this, He Ruming dared not speak anymore.

"Go back." Wang Shizhen ordered.

After He Ruming left Wang Shizhen's residence obediently, Wang Shizhen immediately ordered the housekeeper to start packing luggage. "Master, where are we going?" The housekeeper couldn't help asking.

"I will take office as the Admiral of Jiangbei (*Jiangbei Tidu*) in a few days." Wang Shizhen said calmly.

On July 17, Chen Ke received intelligence that the Manchu court ordered Li Yuanhong's troops currently stationed in Anqing to move north immediately. And Wang Shizhen had also left to take the post of Admiral of Jiangbei. He would arrive in a few days. In addition, the Manchu court also ordered the local Green Standard Army and Training Army in Henan to prepare to go south. Jiangnan Admiral (*Tidu*) Zhang Xun also prepared to participate in exterminating the "Yan-Chen Bandit Gang of Anhui."

Looking at these familiar names, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing out loud. These people were all prominent figures in the early Republic of China. "Dragon of Beiyang" Wang Shizhen, "Beiyang Grand President" Li Yuanhong, "Braid General" Zhang Xun. Each was an indispensable figure in history textbooks. Chen Ke couldn't help thinking, in the middle school history textbooks of this spacetime, what appearance would these three people appear with? As winners, or losers? Or just a footnote in history?

A moment later, Chen Ke expelled the boring thoughts that only a time traveler would have from his brain. If he couldn't win the battle about to happen, Chen Ke knew he would definitely become one of the many "revolutionary predecessors" in history who ended in failure. Chen Ke didn't want to play such a role at all.

The guard saw his beloved Chairman Chen first laughing happily like a child, then his expression turned into the kind of excited look peculiar to before a big battle. He was also inexplicably excited. Guards were not allowed to ask questions casually; this was organizational discipline. So the guard couldn't help standing straight. At this time, he heard Chen Ke say loudly, "Go notify the comrades of the Military Commission to meet now."

The cadres of the Military Commission knew a few days ago that the Manchu court had learned the news of the existence of the base area. Chen Ke ordered the General Staff to start formulating a combat plan. The combat plan assumed Li Yuanhong attacking Hefei directly. This plan had actually started to be formulated since the Yue Wang Society retreated from Anqing. But Chen Ke predicted at that time that Li Yuanhong would absolutely not act before the summer harvest. Such a "heroic" prediction once made the comrades of the Party Central Committee and the Military Commission feel that Chen Ke was too arrogant. Now facts had proved that Chen Ke judged correctly. So as soon as the meeting started, Hua Xiongmao couldn't help asking Chen Ke the reason again.

"The Hubei New Army is absolutely unwilling to pull chestnuts out of the fire for others." Chen Ke repeated his previous statement. War was a very expensive action for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in the base area. The last Anqing Campaign almost exhausted the grain reserves of the base area. But compared with the war expenses of the Manchu Qing, this consumption of the base area was simply a drop in the bucket. The new system of the base area was government control directly to the village level unit. All taxes and grain were transported directly into the granary without consumption. While the Manchu Qing's dispatch of troops involved too much intermediate exploitation. They needed layers of bureaucratic procedures and exploitation by handlers at each level, so every war cost hugely. So spending so much money to fight was a heavy burden for both the Manchu court and local governments. Zhang Zhidong might be loyal to the Manchu court, but no matter how loyal Zhang Zhidong was, he didn't know the magic of excreting gold and urinating silver. Can't fight without money; this is an eternal truth.

After Chen Ke finished explaining, other comrades of the Military Commission also finished reading the latest intelligence delivered.

Pu Guanshui asked, "Chairman Chen, is the person delivering this news reliable?"

Hearing this question, many comrades looked at Chen Ke with concern. Thanks to Chen Ke's predictions that never failed, everyone was used to engaging in production leisurely in an environment surrounded by strong enemies. Now that the enemy suddenly launched a comprehensive attack, everyone couldn't help feeling a sense of unreality.

Chen Ke didn't answer this question. He asked, "How are our military grain preparations?"

"Thirty percent higher than planned. The military grain stock reached ten million *jin*." Qin Wu'an, now serving as the Minister of Logistics, hurriedly took out his notebook and said.

The effect of vigorously developing the breeding industry in the base area had been shown. The grain feed originally needed by the breeding industry was now replaced by earthworms and small fish and shrimp. Anhui didn't lack water surfaces. After women were put into the production movement as labor force, the breeding industry supported almost thirty percent of the food. Although the taste of proteins like duck eggs and duck meat wasn't delicious, they could at least equal or even exceed the same amount of grain.

"Thirty thousand people, one and a half *jin* a day; this grain can last for a year, right?" Chen Ke asked.

"The production of military canned food is still insufficient. Glassware suitable for long-distance transportation is not made too well." Qin Wu'an still had some doubts about this.

"We are fighting on inner lines (*neixian zuozhan*); we don't need to care so much about this." Chen Ke laughed.

"Inner line operations? Are we going to let Li Yuanhong into the base area?" Pu Guanshui was somewhat surprised.

"Why not let him in? If we don't let Li Yuanhong in to close the door and beat the dog, how can we fight a war of annihilation?" Chen Ke asked back.

He Zudao couldn't help asking, "Chairman Chen, if we let him in, what if Li Yuanhong causes wanton destruction? How do we explain to the common people?"

"Li Yuanhong will absolutely not go to the countryside. He will definitely want to occupy Hefei. We will let him occupy it. When he occupies Hefei, we will annihilate him in Hefei." Chen Ke said as if talking about how to eat.

Before everyone continued to ask, Chen Ke said, "However, once Li Yuanhong is solved, Wang Shizhen must be let into the base area to fight. He is not easy to fight."

In 1901, Yuan Shikai inherited Li Hongzhang's mantle and became the Governor-General of Zhili and Beiyang Minister. To consolidate his foundation, Yuan Shikai paid more attention to the compilation and training of the army. He appointed Wang Shizhen as the Commander of the Left Division of the Beiyang Standing Army, concurrently managing the Army Training and Defense Affairs Office, specifically in charge of training. Soon Wang Shizhen went to southern Zhili to recruit soldiers. Together with local officials, he selected more than 6,000 people and concentrated them in Baoding to compile and train them into the Beiyang Standing Army (i.e., New Army). During this period, to promote the New Army for Yuan Shikai, he wrote the "Regulations for Standing, Reserve, and Successive Reserve Armies." Wang Shizhen also had a set of methods for training troops. He didn't beat or scold soldiers, moving people with kindness. If an officer made a mistake, he never questioned the officer in front of the soldiers to maintain the soldiers' respect for the officer. He also tried his best to cultivate the soldiers' absolute obedience and loyalty awareness, making them believe that Yuan Shikai was their parents providing food and clothing, and only by obeying him could they be promoted and get rich.

Wang Shizhen was the person Chen Ke dreaded. As for Li Yuanhong, he was far less important.
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The reason Wang Shizhen was called the "Dragon's Eye" of Beiyang was largely because Yuan Shikai's official documents were basically drafted by Wang Shizhen, and Wang Shizhen would also make the final review before sending them out. In terms of familiarity with Beiyang military and political affairs alone, Yuan Shikai was below Wang Shizhen.

Cixi ordered Yuan Shikai to submit a memorial to "defend himself." Wang Shizhen naturally had to revise this memorial concerning Yuan Shikai's future fate in detail. Wang Shizhen had already modified more than a dozen places on the memorial. After modifying these small details, Wang Shizhen stared at the memorial for a long time. Yuan Shikai had never seen Wang Shizhen spend so much time on a memorial. But Yuan Shikai absolutely did not urge him. Since Wang Shizhen thought it would take so long to revise the memorial, Yuan Shikai firmly believed that it indeed required so long.

Seeing Wang Shizhen lift the brush with determination, Yuan Shikai felt relaxed in his heart. The two had revised memorials together countless times. This was the unique expression when Wang Shizhen made up his mind. Yuan Shikai quietly picked up the tea bowl, sipped a mouthful of plain water from the tea bowl silently, and swallowed the water into his stomach silently. He originally thought Wang Shizhen would write furiously as usual, but unexpectedly saw Wang Shizhen actually put the writing brush back on the brush rack.

"Pinqing, no rush, take your time." In a major event concerning his life and property, Yuan Shikai not only did not urge but comforted him instead.

But Wang Shizhen said, "Duke Yuan, let's just submit this current memorial."

"Oh?" Yuan Shikai was somewhat surprised. He took the revised memorial and read it. This memorial was not so much a memorial of trembling fear, apologizing and defending himself, as a warm narrative family letter. Here, it first narrated the history of interaction between Yuan Shikai and Yan Fu, and then took the process of Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke's acquaintance as the main line, stating Chen Ke's actions in Beijing. But what kind of person was Yuan Shikai? This memorial extremely sincerely mentioned that the Gengzi Incident was the process of Yuan Shikai's loyalty and service to Cixi, and the Beiyang clique's loyalty to the court. Although these contents were mixed in the history of Yuan Shikai and Yan Fu's interaction, a few words were written with deep emotion. The whole memorial actually had no false words, just saying Yuan Shikai's concern as a loyal elder for a younger generation. The description of Chen Ke did not deliberately demonize him, but also wrote the appearance a younger generation should have towards an elder.

After reading the memorial, Yuan Shikai couldn't help sighing, "Pinqing wrote well."

These two were first-class heroes. They both knew that if they submitted words like "deserve ten thousand deaths" and "crime unforgivable" at this time, it would only give others an excuse. At such a critical moment, when the other party clearly harbored malicious intentions, Yuan Shikai precisely shouldn't be trembling with fear, but instead argue strongly on just grounds.

"Pinqing, since you have already written this memorial, why did you want to change it greatly just now?" Yuan Shikai asked curiously.

Wang Shizhen sighed, "Duke Yuan, Chen Ke is very talented. I was thinking a bit too much just now."

Yuan Shikai also felt empathy. "I let such a person go so easily; I also regret it now."

Hearing Yuan Shikai's words of cherishing talent, Wang Shizhen immediately advised seriously, "Duke Yuan, Chen Ke absolutely has no intention of defecting to Beiyang. Even when he met Duke Yuan for the first time, he might have had such a trace of thought. Now the opportunity has passed; Duke Yuan must not be soft-hearted towards Chen Ke. This person is already irreconcilable with the Great Qing, and incompatible with our Beiyang like water and fire. We must not have the slightest contempt for this person. Duke Yuan, I think the best strategy now is to mobilize the six Beiyang Divisions, plus the Hubei New Army, Jiangbei New Army, and Jiangnan New Army to exterminate him together. We must not underestimate the enemy."

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai couldn't help smiling bitterly. He didn't think Wang Shizhen's suggestion had no merit; the reason he smiled bitterly was that the current court situation simply didn't allow for the possibility of simultaneous suppression from multiple routes.

At the same time, in the Fengtai County base area of Anhui, the People's Party Military Commission's meeting regarding the upcoming counter-encirclement campaign was also becoming more intense. In every military meeting, Zhang Yu didn't like to speak first, but in every military meeting, Zhang Yu had to speak relatively early. He picked up the latest intelligence from Beijing and looked at it again, then asked, "Chairman Chen, will the Beiyang New Army go south?"

"If we destroy the troops of Li Yuanhong and Wang Shizhen, the Beiyang New Army will definitely go south." Chen Ke answered clearly.

Hearing this, Zhang Yu couldn't help frowning. As the leader of the People's Party, Chen Ke's opinions were ultimately executed in every decision of the People's Party. But this didn't mean comrades would obey Chen Ke submissively. It wasn't that Zhang Yu couldn't understand Chen Ke's plan. In the early stage, Zhang Yu always agreed with Chen Ke's judgment of the enemy. However, having worked in the army for more than a year and with his military ability growing day by day, Zhang Yu cultivated an increasingly cautious personality instead. Although the People's Party's opponent, the Manchu Qing, was rotten, Chen Ke's attitude was a bit too arrogant. In case the Manchu Qing occasionally went crazy and changed their previous style slightly, the People's Party would immediately face a dangerous situation. Chen Ke's practice of never leaving room for his own side made Zhang Yu very worried.

"What if the Beiyang New Army leads the attack?" Zhang Yu finally reminded.

"Beiyang New Army leading?" Chen Ke felt Zhang Yu was really telling the biggest joke. If the Beiyang New Army could become the leader of the national New Armies, the Manchu Qing would absolutely not perish.

Yuan Shikai knew that Wang Shizhen was loyal to both himself and the court. So he was unwilling to pour cold water on Wang Shizhen. But in the current situation, even if Yuan Shikai could extricate himself from Chen Ke's matter, he could no longer be trusted unconditionally. The six Beiyang New Army Divisions were all trained by Yuan Shikai single-handedly. Without Yuan Shikai commanding personally, these people might not obediently risk their lives for the Manchus. Regarding the loyalty of the Beiyang New Army to Yuan Shikai, Wang Shizhen could be said to have contributed greatly.

Since he couldn't state this clearly, Yuan Shikai had to discuss the strategic issue of suppressing bandits. "Pinqing, do you think Li Yuanhong is not Chen Ke's opponent?"

"Li Yuanhong is absolutely not Chen Ke's opponent. Duke Yuan, if I were asked to lead 3,000 men, raid a thousand *li*, and break Anqing in one night, I absolutely couldn't do it. Not to mention that the troops in Chen Ke's hands were gathered hastily by him in less than half a year. How many people from North Huai are there in our Beiyang foundation? Duke Yuan also knows that the folk customs in North Huai are tough, and there are many gangs and secret societies. Chen Ke, an outsider, logically shouldn't be able to establish a foothold locally. But since Chen Ke can establish a foothold now, the local people follow Chen Ke. Li Yuanhong brings the Hubei New Army, and Anhui people don't welcome Hubei people. I don't think Li Yuanhong can win against Chen Ke."

Yuan Shikai agreed with this view very much. "Zhang Zhidong obviously leans towards the Pure Stream now. Even if I go to advise him, he will only treat it as wind past his ears. If I propose using troops cautiously now, how many people in the court will immediately use this as a handle? I can't persuade Li Yuanhong."

Wang Shizhen knew that the internal struggle in the court was far from over. Wang Shizhen could figure out what those guys fighting for power and profit would do. He said seriously, "Duke Yuan, if Li Yuanhong is defeated, southern Anhui will definitely be in chaos. I'm afraid the Jiangnan New Army will go to the South Anhui area. I can only fight with the Jiangbei New Army. If the situation becomes like this, I only ask Duke Yuan to send Duan Qirui south."

"Pinqing, don't worry. I will never let you fight alone."

Chen Ke absolutely didn't believe that with the current internal situation of the Manchu Qing, they could reach the level of unified combat in the short term. Most importantly, the Manchu Qing had no money. After listening to Chen Ke's analysis, although Zhang Yu agreed, he was very fearful of the Beiyang New Army. "Chairman Chen, according to what you said before, after we fought Anqing, we would have strategic initiative for about a year. Now less than a year has passed, and the Manchu Qing has begun to besiege the base area. To what extent will this battle be fought? Now if the Beiyang Army wants to attack us, there are three routes to take. The first is through Henan, attacking from Fuyang. The second is through the Grand Canal, attacking from Jiangsu. The third is through Wuhan, attacking from Anqing. Even if we have intelligence, will it be hard to defend against everything?"

Chen Ke said confidently, "So we have to fight in the mode of inner line operations. No matter how the Beiyang Army fights, the primary target is the city. In fact, not only the Beiyang Army, but also Li Yuanhong. I don't know how Wang Shizhen will fight; he might chase our main force to fight. But there is nothing to be afraid of. We station our main force in the city; Wang Shizhen can't possibly go to the countryside first. When they come over, we will retreat into the countryside to fight."

"But will this really work? What if the Beiyang Army attacks the Fengtai base area directly?" Zhang Yu was still a bit worried. Not only Zhang Yu, but other comrades of the Military Commission also had such worries. The main industries of the People's Party were in Fengtai County. Other cities could be abandoned, but the industrial center of Fengtai County must be preserved no matter what.

Zhang Yu had always pursued stability. He continued, "Our troops now only have fifteen thousand people. Let's not talk about Li Yuanhong. If Wang Shizhen takes charge of the Jiangbei New Army, he will have more than ten thousand people under him. The Jiangnan New Army also has more than ten thousand people. Any division of the six Beiyang Divisions has tens of thousands of people. Our military strength does not have much advantage. Moreover, the summer harvest has just ended, and our troops have only been concentrated for training for a month. These realistic difficulties cannot be ignored."

Chen Ke laughed, "So I want to expand the troops to a scale of thirty thousand now. In addition to the centralized training of the current troops, all counties in the base area must start recruiting soldiers."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, He Zudao couldn't help saying, "I'm afraid the newly built troops won't be a match for the New Army."

Chen Ke explained patiently, "I don't plan to let these people fight the New Army. These troops just coordinate with the work of the main force."

Zhang Yu didn't know what medicine he took wrong; he still entangled with the Beiyang matter. "The key now is still the Beiyang New Army..."

Chen Ke was no longer willing to argue with Zhang Yu on this matter. He slapped the table. "Comrade Zhang Yu, are you afraid? What is there to be afraid of about Beiyang? A group of transitional troops. Let them fight city battles, and they might be okay. Fighting mobile warfare with us, they are a bunch of trash. I will personally lead you to fight these few battles this time. If you feel unconfident, say it now; we don't lack confident comrades."

It was the first time all the comrades of the Military Commission saw Chen Ke so angry. Although everyone had their own concerns, no one wanted to be labeled as "shrinking before battle."

Chen Ke stood up abruptly. "What are you afraid of? Isn't it just fearing that the pots and pans at home will be smashed? You feel that it wasn't easy to save up this family property, and you can't bear to let yourself suffer any loss. Let me make it clear to you. I think this thought is very good, but spend this thought on considering for the common people for me. If the enemy kills their way into the base area, everyone must effectively help the masses transfer property and grain so that the Manchu troops cannot harm the common people. We fight on inner lines; we have people and news. The Manchu Qing fights on outer lines; they can't see a single common person in the base area at all. They are just blind. As long as we have the support of the people, do we still need to be afraid of fighting a group of blind people? Is there such a reason in the world?"

Zhang Yu was fiercely criticized. If it were someone else, they would probably lose face. But Zhang Yu didn't lose his propriety at all. He stood up and said, "I'm just worried that if asked to stand alone, I can't do it. Since Chairman Chen commands personally, then I have nothing to fear. Chairman Chen, you order me how to fight, and I will absolutely complete the task."

Hearing this, Hua Xiongmao felt extremely awkward in his heart. Zhang Yu wants to stand alone? Then what should Hua Xiongmao do? But at this time, Hua Xiongmao couldn't say more. He fiercely recorded a debt for Zhang Yu in his heart. After this battle is over, Hua Xiongmao prepares to settle accounts with Zhang Yu properly.

As the principal of the military academy, Yan Fu was qualified to attend the Military Commission meeting. He could remember his student Li Yuanhong. Although the two hadn't seen each other for many years, they were both from the Beiyang Navy after all. He said, "Chairman Chen, Li Yuanhong is relatively careful in doing things. I don't think he will easily take risks to attack Hefei, right?"

Chen Ke had just lost his temper, and his anger hadn't subsided yet. His voice was hard. "It is precisely because Li Yuanhong is careful that he will only attack Hefei. Now the party struggle in the Manchu court is complex. If Zhang Zhidong wants to accomplish something, he must make achievements in the military. So Li Yuanhong must capture Hefei as soon as possible to give Zhang Zhidong capital to prove his ability. So the target Li Yuanhong can attack is precisely Hefei."

Seeing the blank expressions on the faces of many comrades, Chen Ke felt his military education was really a failure. But on second thought, the comrades hadn't fought such a big battle. The opponent wasn't the New Army either. It wasn't strange that they didn't know how to apply the knowledge and power they mastered in a hurry.

Chen Ke asked, "Comrades, I said long ago that the Manchu Qing's war mode relies on traffic lines. They have very few targets to choose from. Everyone started from the countryside. Everyone is familiar with the countryside and understands the countryside. And has enough experience and ability to march and fight. But the Manchu army doesn't have this ability. You can't imagine this ability for the Manchu Qing out of thin air."

Seeing everyone was still skeptical after listening to his words, Chen Ke said loudly, "I will command personally this time. If anyone feels afraid to fight, say it now, and I can let him leave the army immediately. But if you are unwilling to leave now, execute orders as I command. I don't care about victory or defeat; I only look at who fears the enemy like a tiger and who cannot persist in completing the task. If anyone dares not fight at the critical moment, then only military law will deal with it."

There were no cowards among the members of the Military Commission. The reason they had many doubts was mainly because of lack of experience. And things came a bit hastily. Seeing Chen Ke so confident, the comrades naturally refused to be cowards. Everyone stood up together and answered almost in unison: "Resolutely complete the task."

Whether it was the Beiyang Group or the People's Party base area, the high-level officials of both sides had recognized the current situation based on their own experience and ability, and established the direction of military struggle in the near future. But Cixi didn't have such preparation. She didn't understand military affairs originally, plus the party struggle was fierce now, the seventy-two-year-old Cixi had no energy to pay attention to this matter.

The political tide turned, treacherous and unpredictable, overflowing the norm. Cixi originally wanted to use the Incorruptible Faction to suppress the Beiyang Faction, but ended up falling into Beiyang's scheme and got it reversed. Superficially, the Beiyang Faction was the winner of the Dingwei Political Tide, but it didn't take any advantage. The Incorruptible Faction lost power, and the Beiyang Faction didn't gain power either. The ending was a lose-lose situation. After the political tide, Cixi's doubts about Beiyang were not dispelled but deepened instead. She began to support other nobles and old official forces to confront Beiyang.

Because of Chen Ke's matter, before Yuan Shikai submitted his self-defense memorial, logically he couldn't preside over court duties. Cixi immediately summoned Zhang Zhidong for several consecutive days. She was eager to find a third party detached from these two factions to discuss with. Zhang Zhidong was undoubtedly a very suitable candidate.

When dismissing Qu Hongji, Cixi originally wanted to dismiss Yikuang as well. Cixi summoned Sun Jianai, Shi Xu, Lu Chuanlin, and others to secretly discuss the issue of Yikuang's advancement and retreat. Sun and others proposed that removing Yikuang suddenly "has no one to take over and is unhelpful to matters." On the 19th, Cixi ordered Prince Chun Zai Feng to enter the Grand Council to study and walk, intending to support Zai Feng to counter and even replace Yikuang. Seeing this situation, Yikuang had to retreat to advance, proposing resignation to probe and threaten. Cixi considered that Zai Feng had just entered the Grand Council and was young and lacked experience. He couldn't pick up the overall work of the Grand Council at once. Qu Hongji was gone; if Yikuang followed to retire, the central mechanism might appear chaotic or even paralyzed. She immediately issued a decree to comfort and retain him. This was really a stopgap measure Cixi had to take. Besides Zai Feng, Cixi also reused nobles like Shi Xu, Zai Ze, and Shan Qi. Prince Su Shan Qi and Duke Zai Ze took office as Ministers of Civil Affairs and Finance respectively. General history books attribute the formation of the situation where nobles controlled the country in the late Qing Dynasty to Zai Feng, which is unfair. In fact, Cixi had already begun to implement this change in the late Dingwei year.

After Qu Hongji was dismissed, the Grand Council became even more vacant. Beiyang wanted to take the opportunity to stuff Yang Shiqi in. Yikuang specially recommended him to Cixi for this. Cixi wanted to cite Sun Jianai into the Council, but Sun felt "old and sick, incompetent for heavy responsibility." However, Sun told Cixi bluntly, "Shiqi has little talent and is actually crafty by nature. He is my fellow villager, and I know him best. As the ancients said, rely on people when hungry, and fly far away when full." He opposed using Yang and recommended another important figure in the old officials' force, Lu Chuanlin. Lu Chuanlin thus entered the Council again. Not only that, Cixi also implemented the strategy of praising Zhang and suppressing Yuan to divide Yuan's power. She appointed Zhang Zhidong as Assistant Grand Secretary, and then as Grand Secretary of Tiren Pavilion. Not long after Yuan Shikai's self-defense memorial was submitted, Cixi commented "Understood," and immediately appointed Zhang Zhidong and Yuan Shikai as Grand Councilors simultaneously. A new combination was formed in the Grand Council. The Beiyang wing had Yikuang and Yuan Shikai. The anti-Beiyang wing had Zai Feng, Zhang Zhidong, and Lu Chuanlin. Shi Xu was a fence-sitter. The Beiyang faction did not occupy an advantage in the power center.

Reaching the base area along with this internal news was the news that Li Yuanhong began to send troops.
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On July 24, 1907, Li Yuanhong sat on a warship of the Hubei Navy. He was commanding the troops of the Hubei New Army, preparing to seize Hefei city occupied by the "Yan-Chen Bandit Army." It had already entered the *Sanfu* days (dog days of summer). It was already hot inside the warship, and now it was like a furnace. Li Yuanhong was dressed in strict military attire, sweating like rain. A large patch behind his thin summer military uniform was already wet. Not knowing how many times he had wiped his face, Li Yuanhong felt his head was a bit muddled. He couldn't help thinking of his concubine. If he were in Wuhan, his concubine would be fanning Li Yuanhong at this time, trying every means to please him. Thinking was one thing, but Li Yuanhong still didn't have the guts to openly bring his concubine onto the warship to serve him during wartime. Wiping his face with a sweat towel, while pretending to look at the map, Li Yuanhong sighed slightly.

The staff officer standing next to him completely misunderstood Brigade Commander Li Yuanhong's thoughts. The staff officer immediately said, "Brigade Commander, although the rebels are resisting stubbornly, our army will definitely be able to capture Hefei this time."

Looking at the subordinates below who were trying to "make contributions and establish careers" one by one, Li Yuanhong felt very helpless. He knew what the "rebels resisting stubbornly" referred to by the staff officers meant. Not long after taking Anqing, Li Yuanhong began to send a large number of scouts north. The Hubei New Army scouts could approach or even enter Hefei city, where the People's Party's military strength was weak; it was very easy to inquire about news in Hefei. But once the scouts continued north, news was lost very quickly. Up to now, the Hubei New Army had lost contact with more than forty scouts. These were more than forty horses and more than forty elites. Logically speaking, it should be difficult to enter Hefei, and easy to enter the villages to the north. The current situation was exactly the opposite. This abnormal situation made the Hubei New Army completely unable to understand what was going on.

As a guest army, the Hubei New Army didn't want to rely on locals, and the Anhui locals didn't welcome Hubei people either. Being a soldier wasn't a glorious job these years, and locals welcomed the Hubei New Army even less. The New Army's looting in Anqing aroused dissatisfaction from top to bottom. Although no one dared to resist, no one was willing to cooperate with the Hubei New Army either. This non-cooperation led to passivity in the Hubei New Army's intelligence work. The news collected from locals was varied; all kinds of strange theories made the Hubei New Army dare not believe them themselves.

Just regarding the number of People's Party troops, there were different figures such as hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands, and even hundreds of thousands. Everyone who provided intelligence swore solemnly. But the gap in these orders of magnitude was a bit too large. As for the characteristics of the People's Party, from all blue clothes to blue hair and blue eyes, except for teeth not being blue, there were even rumors that the skin color of the People's Party members was blue.

Although Li Yuanhong was not a knowledgeable person, he graduated from the Beiyang Naval Academy after all and had seen many foreigners. There were foreigners with blue eyes, but he had never heard of blue hair. Li Yuanhong didn't believe this fallacy at all.

After losing trust in Anhui's local news, Li Yuanhong simply stopped caring so much. At that time, he thought he would be able to return to Hubei soon. But he didn't expect the changes in things to be far beyond his grasp. Li Yuanhong was not a tender baby who didn't know the depth of officialdom. When he first conquered Anqing, there were rumors that Division Commander Zhang Biao was preparing to come to Anqing to replace Li Yuanhong. But as soon as the Dingwei Political Tide rose, the news of Division Commander Zhang Biao setting off disappeared immediately. Li Yuanhong also requested several times to lead troops back to Wuhan, but the reply he got every time was "Strictly guard Anqing." These people were all old slickers. The Hubei New Army stationed in Anqing was a position that would cause countless troubles. As soon as there was a change in the political situation, everyone adopted the attitude of "better to avoid trouble," and didn't get involved in such troublesome things at all.

The Dingwei Political Tide began to settle. The news that Lord Zhang Zhidong took office as a Grand Councilor soon reached Hubei, and the entire Hubei officialdom was boiling. This appointment meant that Lord Zhang Zhidong would hold the authority of "constitutionalism" in the court. Now "constitutionalism" was what everyone expected, especially in the southeast region. Since the "Mutual Protection of Southeast China," officials and gentry in these regions hoped to obtain greater political independence, especially to seize power originally belonging to the court through constitutionalism. Now that Lord Zhang Zhidong presided over constitutionalism, they naturally felt that Hubei could rightfully get great benefits. To have a greater say, political achievements were needed. Although Lord Zhang had outstanding achievements in local administration, he didn't have many achievements in the court. Recently, only by exterminating the "Yan-Chen Bandit Gang" could he gain a say.

When Lord Zhang ordered Li Yuanhong to go north to exterminate the "Yan-Chen Bandit Gang," Li Yuanhong felt an even more uneasy feeling. He regretted very much why he didn't run back to Wuhan early to feign illness. If he ran back to Wuhan to feign illness at that time, as a hero who retook Anqing and Chizhou, Li Yuanhong could get benefits no matter how things developed in the future. The situation now was completely different. Whether Beijing or Wuhan, how many people's eyes were watching him. At this time when success seemed to bring fame and status, there were always more people tearing down the stage than helping in officialdom.

People up and down were urging Li Yuanhong to advance quickly, but the supply of weapons and ammunition was basically non-existent. Such a small matter was enough to show that someone had already started to trip up Li Yuanhong. And the excuse used by these people was also very justifiable: Li Yuanhong didn't consume too much ammunition in fighting Anqing, and the ammunition brought out now was enough to support him. Li Yuanhong was not a three-year-old baby; he knew very well that it was not the case at all. Li Yuanhong indeed didn't lack ammunition, but even if the rear transported a boat of ammunition symbolically, it could explain the attitude of those people in the rear. Their practice of paying more attention to the quantity of supplies than Li Yuanhong showed that someone started to play dirty tricks.

But Li Yuanhong didn't even have the chance to feign illness before battle now. There was Lord Zhang in the court, and a pile of civil and military officials "eagerly expecting victory" behind. The small trick of feigning illness couldn't deceive them at all. So after Lord Zhang personally sent a telegram urging Li Yuanhong to advance, Li Yuanhong had to send troops.

With extreme helplessness, Li Yuanhong continued to wipe his sweat while asking the staff officers who were also sweating profusely on the boat, "What's the news from the scouts?"

"Except for the remnants of the Yue Wang Society stationed outside Hefei city, there are still not many People's Party people inside Hefei city." The staff officers answered excitedly immediately.

The People's Party seemed not to care about the gain or loss of Hefei at all. Except for the remnants of the Yue Wang Society stationed near Hefei, there were not many bandits in the city. The current strength of the Hubei New Army could definitely take Hefei city easily. This time the troops traveled by water. A fleet composed of a large number of official and civilian ships carried nearly five thousand Hubei New Army soldiers. The fleet entered Chaohu Lake from the Yangtze River, and would then attack Hefei along the Fei River.

Although they couldn't find out exact news about the People's Party base area, the Staff Department of the Hubei New Army believed they should take advantage of the emptiness of military strength in Hefei city to take Hefei in one fell swoop. At that time, no matter what tricks the bandits had, as long as we occupied Hefei city, the bandits would be helpless. This combat plan was already a common conventional combat method of this era, and Li Yuanhong didn't think there was anything wrong with it. No matter what unease was in his heart, he also thought these troubles would only be encountered after taking Hefei. With the strength and equipment of the Hubei New Army's navy and army, it was absolutely impossible for the People's Party to stop the Hubei New Army.

Different from what the staff officers thought, Li Yuanhong had already decided in his heart to hold still after taking Hefei. Wait until the reality of the People's Party's territory was figured out. With the military merit of retaking Hefei, no matter how Li Yuanhong paused, others would have nothing to say.

The long fleet of the Hubei New Army sailed on the water surface, and the leading ships had already entered Chaohu Lake. Chaohu Lake is located in the central part of Anhui Province, bordering the Yangtze River, also known as Jiao Lake. It is the largest lake in Anhui Province. The Chaohu water system is developed, known as "three hundred and sixty branches" since ancient times. The Nanfei River was anciently called Shi Water, originating from the southern foot of Changgang (ground elevation 72 meters), a remnant of the Dashu Mountain in the Jiang-Huai watershed. Flowing southeast, it enters Dongpu Reservoir at Xiadaying, exits the reservoir south of Dayangdian, passes Bozhou Road Bridge, receives water from Sili River and Banqiao River on the left through Hefei urban area, passes Tunxi Road Bridge to Heshangkou, receives water from Ershibu River on the left, reaches Sanchahe and receives water from Dianbu River on the left, turns southwest, and injects into Chaohu Lake at Shikou, with a total length of 70 kilometers.

And the ultimate goal of the Hubei New Army, Hefei, anciently called Luzhou, is located in central Anhui, between the Yangtze River and Huai River, on the shore of Chaohu Lake. It has always been known as "the head of Jiangnan, the throat of the Central Plains," "the lapel and throat of the Right Huai, the lips and teeth of Jiangnan." Accessing the river and reaching the sea through the Nanfei River, it has important location advantages of connecting east and west, connecting the Central Plains, and running through north and south. Hefei is named after the confluence of the East Fei River and South Fei River here (another theory says it was named because the ancient Luzhou was renamed Hezhou). It has always been famous in the world as "the lapel and throat of the Right Huai, the lips and teeth of Jiangnan," "the old land of the Three Kingdoms, the hometown of Bao Zheng." The name of Hefei first appeared in "Records of the Grand Historian: Biographies of Money-makers" by the great writer and historian Sima Qian: "Hefei receives the north and south tides; it is a gathering place for leather, abalone, and wood."

The site of Hefei city has changed repeatedly. "Taiping Huanyu Ji" records: The Hefei county seat in the Han Dynasty "is north of the current county (city)," located near the present Sili River, with a very small area. In the late Eastern Han Dynasty, wars were incessant, and the old city was abandoned. In the fifth year of Jian'an of the Eastern Han Dynasty (200 AD), Liu Fu, the Inspector of Yangzhou, went to take office alone and rebuilt Hefei city. During the Three Kingdoms period, Hefei was a military town favored by Cao Cao. Eastern Wu launched more than ten battles to fight for Hefei, giving birth to the famous Battle of Xiaoyaojin. In the first year of Qinglong of Wei (233 AD), Wei general Man Chong built another "Hefei New City" at the foot of Jiming Mountain west of the old city to form a pincer movement with the old city. After the Western Jin Dynasty unified the country, the new city built during the Three Kingdoms was abandoned, and it moved back to the old site. The old city of Hefei was low-lying. In the Southern and Northern Dynasties, Liang general Wei Rui broke Hefei by damming water.

The historically famous Battle of Feishui broke out near here. Li Yuanhong didn't think of this war of "wind-sound crane-cry, grass-wood all soldiers" (panic and paranoia). He was only concerned about whether the Nanfei River could allow the Hubei Navy's warships to pass freely now. As the leading small boat began to measure the water depth, the speed of the entire fleet also slowed down. No one noticed that every two hours, a pigeon flew up from a hidden place along the coast, flying alone towards the northern sky.
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Shi Dekuan and Lu Zhengping hid together in the reed marshes. Both had short hair, so they didn't need to disguise themselves as common people. They wore yellow and green "camouflage uniforms" and had hats woven from reed leaves on their heads. There were many mosquitoes in summer. In addition to tying the cuffs and trouser legs of their clothes, they also applied anti-bite ointment mixed with concentrated wormwood juice and other plant juices on their exposed skin. In a humid and hot environment, the steam evaporating from the reeds penetrated the clothes warmly. Coupled with this equipment, Shi Dekuan felt extremely uncomfortable.

Looking at Lu Zhengping beside him, Shi Dekuan couldn't find any look of happiness or unhappiness. Lu Zhengping raised a monocular and carefully observed the movements of the Hubei New Army in the distance. After watching for a while, Lu Zhengping would use a pen to record many things in a notebook. Shi Dekuan had taken a look at that notebook when he had time. It contained the hull numbers of the Hubei New Army naval vessels, some situations on the ships, and the positions reached by these ships at different times. Shi Dekuan was the cadre in the Yue Wang Society who had dealt with the People's Party the most, and also one of the cadres in the Yue Wang Society who had the best impression of the People's Party. Although he didn't fully understand Lu Zhengping's purpose in doing this, Shi Dekuan at least knew that this was not the time to speak.

Reconnaissance work was not endless observation. Lu Zhengping took Shi Dekuan to observe for a while, and then retreated quietly. Deep in the reeds, the Reconnaissance Company established its own observation base. That is to say, a patch of reeds was cut down in the dense reeds. To facilitate retreat, some passages were also cut in the reeds. These passages were true and false, marking the purpose of various passages in a special way. Shi Dekuan was very puzzled by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army under the People's Party. They seemed never to be idle; as long as they had time, they started working. For example, the scouts who had returned used local materials to weave many mats with the fallen reeds. Some of these mats were used for sleeping, and some were built into low temporary huts. The soldiers of the Reconnaissance Company resting in the huts were indeed much more comfortable than in the open air.

Seeing the two return, Reconnaissance Company Commander He Jinwu put down the half-woven mat in his hand, stood up, and asked, "How is it?"

"The Beiyang Army is still conducting water depth mapping. It seems they won't come over for a while," Lu Zhengping replied. While speaking, the intelligence gathering staff had already taken the notebook from Lu Zhengping's hand.

"I didn't expect this group of people to be quite scientific," He Jinwu laughed.

"If even the navy doesn't talk about science, we wouldn't have to work so hard," Lu Zhengping also laughed.

In the Reconnaissance Company, such concise dialogue was enough for the soldiers to clearly understand each other's meaning. Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu could even joke about the Hubei New Army. But Shi Dekuan standing next to the two didn't understand what these two were laughing about at all. This couldn't be blamed on Shi Dekuan; the reconnaissance troops of the People's Party had undergone professional training. Knowledge of the navy was taught by Yan Fu personally. Behind these simple words, there were dozens or hundreds of hours of study as a foundation, and dozens or hundreds of field trainings as a foundation. Not to mention these non-professionals of the Yue Wang Society, even in the Hubei New Army Navy, which claimed to attach importance to cultural education, those whose basic knowledge could exceed that of the reconnaissance troop soldiers could be counted on one's fingers.

Shi Dekuan was originally sent by the Yue Wang Society to liaise. The People's Party had no idea of using the Yue Wang Society as cannon fodder. As soon as they received the news that Li Yuanhong's troops were attacking Hefei, the People's Party immediately sent people to contact the Yue Wang Society. The Yue Wang Society was somewhat frightened when hearing about the Hubei New Army. Chen Duxiu and others immediately sent people to contact the People's Party. Chen Ke proposed a "joint operation" to the Yue Wang Society, and the Yue Wang Society and others agreed immediately. Shi Dekuan was sent as a liaison officer, and as a result, he was sent to the reconnaissance troops.

As a guest of the People's Party, the requirement of the reconnaissance troops for Shi Dekuan was to obey basic orders and not to talk or walk around indiscriminately. Apart from this, the People's Party did not ask Shi Dekuan to join the labor. In these two or three days, apart from following the troops for reconnaissance, Shi Dekuan spent the rest of the time watching everyone work. He was thus politely excluded from the People's Party group. Everyone was young; after the freshness of the first day or two passed, it was easy to get bored. Watching others working in full swing, Shi Dekuan felt uncomfortable all over.

When attacking Anqing, Shi Dekuan saw the combat effectiveness of the People's Party with his own eyes. He originally thought that the battle of the People's Party would be the same as the Battle of Anqing: the People's Party occupied Hefei city, deployed heavy troops on the city wall, and both sides opened up the formation to bombard with cannons and shoot with muskets. The Yue Wang Society was driven out of Anqing by the Manchu Qing, and Shi Dekuan wanted to see how the People's Party would hold Hefei.

Up to now, the People's Party seemed to have no intention of defending Hefei at all. As a liaison officer, Shi Dekuan was also responsible for transmitting the latest enemy situation back to the Yue Wang Society. Seeing that the Hubei New Army had reached the Nanfei River and was close to Hefei, yet the reconnaissance troops of the People's Party could still weave mats unhurriedly, Shi Dekuan felt that the People's Party people were a bit too trifling. Out of politeness, Shi Dekuan had not spoken much, but now he finally couldn't help it. "Company Commander He, at this time, weaving mats can be done by subordinates. Are you not anxious yourselves?"

"Comrades have their own work. I'm free now; I have to do something," He Jinwu answered while his fingers continued to work nimbly. He was somewhat puzzled by Shi Dekuan's accusation. In the base area, Chairman Chen Ke lined up for meals, and occasionally when he went early, he would help the comrades in the canteen carry tables. How could a company commander like himself be so busy? Now the headquarters of the Reconnaissance Company was here. The weather was so hot, and rest wasn't good in this reed marsh anyway. He couldn't let the soldiers who went out for reconnaissance sleep on the ground after returning, right?

Shi Dekuan still didn't agree with He Jinwu's view. "Wouldn't it be much safer to send more people for reconnaissance?"

"Comrade Shi Dekuan, don't just think we are scouting others. If the reconnaissance troops move too frequently, it will easily expose our tracks. Doing things requires just the right amount." He Jinwu continued to explain.

Being told this, Shi Dekuan couldn't answer either. He didn't know to what extent it counted as just right. For Shi Dekuan, he wished to figure out all the action plans of the Hubei New Army clearly, and annihilate the enemy in one fell swoop when his side occupied the favorable climatic, geographical, and human conditions. But Shi Dekuan was a guest after all; he couldn't dictate to the People's Party. Although he absolutely didn't agree with He Jinwu's idea in his heart, Shi Dekuan at least shut his mouth and didn't make a sound anymore.

These few days were sunny, and the sun was fierce. When Shi Dekuan had nothing to say, he had to hide under the pergola made of reed mats. He still couldn't get over the fact that He Jinwu, a company commander in charge of hundreds of people, actually wove mats himself. In the Yue Wang Society, let alone managing a hundred or so people, even a leader managing a dozen people wouldn't weave mats for subordinates.

Since the Yue Wang Society retreated to Hefei in defeat, the People's Party allocated a piece of military farming land to the Yue Wang Society. In the following days, this group of people caused countless troubles. Hefei was not spared from the great flood last year, and the military farming land was also a blank land. The people in the Yue Wang Society were used to city life. Now letting them do military farming outside Hefei city, which was close at hand, was killing this group of people. The lowest-level people were okay, but many in the upper level of the Yue Wang Society questioned why the People's Party didn't let the Yue Wang Society station in the city. This group of people didn't dare to tear their faces with the People's Party now, so sayings like "assisting the People's Party to defend the city," "maintaining Hefei's public security," etc., emerged one after another.

Fortunately, Chen Duxiu and others could suppress the situation, and they brought a lot of silver from Anqing. In the first two months, they relied on buying things from Hefei city, plus part of the supplies sent by the People's Party. Although the military farming of the Yue Wang Society made no progress, it could maintain a not-too-bad life. But if the Yue Wang Society didn't engage in production itself, no matter how much money there was, they would sit and eat the mountain hollow. Although the Yue Wang Society was a local revolutionary party in Anhui, they were defeated soldiers. Who would invest in defeated soldiers? Although they went everywhere to contact local gentry, they couldn't get a penny. After more than two months, tens of thousands of taels of silver were simply not enough to spend.

The People's Party never stationed heavy troops in Hefei city. Over these two months, the cadres of the Yue Wang Society knew they had no money. If this continued, they would eat the mountain hollow in less than three months. Apart from asking for grain from the People's Party, there was no other way. Facing such a dilemma, "public sentiment was incited" within the Yue Wang Society. Many mid-level cadres were already shouting to enter Hefei city and establish the Hefei Revolutionary Military Government, maintaining the existence of the Revolutionary Military Government through taxation. Fortunately, Chen Duxiu, Bai Wenwei, and Chang Hengfang were not muddled, plus Xiong Chengji and a group of mid-level cadres firmly opposed being enemies with the People's Party, so the situation was barely maintained.

Until hearing that the Hubei New Army attacked, the talk inside the Yue Wang Society changed again. Many people thought that the People's Party was preparing to cheat the Yue Wang Society again, letting the Yue Wang Society take the blame in Hefei. Not long after being driven out of Anqing last time, many people in the Yue Wang Society firmly believed that the People's Party cheated the Yue Wang Society thoroughly last time, and now was preparing to repeat the old trick. They completely lost interest in Hefei city, and some simply proposed to rob Hefei city and leave.

Chen Duxiu and others initially focused on maintaining unity within the Yue Wang Society, but this time they couldn't bear it anymore. Those cadres who proposed to rob Hefei city and leave were called over, and Chang Hengfang scolded them severely. As revolutionaries, they must have some sense of shame. It was too much to say that revolutionaries turned into bandits. After being scolded, four mid-level cadres left without saying goodbye that day. The soldiers below were originally incited by "revolutionary slogans." When in Anqing, they were at least a "big force." In the two months here, any revolutionary enthusiasm was worn away completely. Since officers took the lead, soldiers below also began to leave. In the following days, the troops of the Yue Wang Society disintegrated at an alarming speed. Up to now, the Yue Wang Society only had more than three hundred people left. Even these three hundred people remained only because cadres like Bai Wenwei and Chang Hengfang vowed that the People's Party could absolutely destroy the Hubei New Army, and after this battle was fought, the Yue Wang Society could return to Anqing.

As the inspector of the Yue Wang Society, Shi Dekuan knew the current situation very well. If Bai Wenwei and Chang Hengfang hadn't stopped it, relying solely on loyalty to the revolution, the Yue Wang Society would have at most a hundred people left. Among the current three hundred people, many obviously just wanted to see the result of the battle between the Hubei New Army and the People's Party. Many people just had excessive curiosity and wanted to see this big scene. If the People's Party lost, the Yue Wang Society itself would probably collapse completely. Therefore, Shi Dekuan had a fear from the bottom of his heart regarding the People's Party reconnaissance troops' leisurely attitude. If the reconnaissance troops were so "inattentive," what good performance could the main force of the People's Party have?

Shi Dekuan didn't know that the main force of the People's Party had arrived near Hefei at this time, and Chen Ke's command post was only fifty *li* away from Shi Dekuan's position. Chen Ke was very satisfied with the intelligence provided by the reconnaissance troops. Every two hours, the latest intelligence was transmitted to the command post via carrier pigeons.

"Li Yuanhong's troops move so fast," Hua Xiongmao said somewhat guiltily.

Unlike the advanced pre-war mobilization before every battle in the past, as soon as Chen Ke took office as the commander-in-chief of this Hefei campaign, he immediately mobilized troops to start marching. Fortunately, after the assembly of the People's Party more than a month ago was completed, the combat readiness alert level had been constantly improving. So the mobilization of troops was barely satisfactory. In recent months, central cadres had gone to various counties to grasp work, and the speed of forming grassroots governments in the base area was quite fast. There were disaster areas everywhere, and the People's Party could provide grain and materials. Plus the fortified villages everywhere were broken, the People's Party effectively mastered political power under favorable climatic, geographical, and human conditions.

This march impressed Hua Xiongmao deeply; this was his first time marching so far on land. Chen Ke required the troops to take the land route instead of the water route as usual. As the commander of the Water Detachment, Zhang Yu was rarely the first to question. Chen Ke's explanation stunned the comrades of the Military Commission. "If the people in the base area didn't see with their own eyes that we have so many troops, do you think the people in the base area would believe we can win the battle?"

Chen Ke's words sounded nice, but the unspoken content in these words was, "Must prove the strength of the base area by showing off force." Comrades knew that Chen Ke always believed politics was the first priority, and effectively winning the hearts of the people was the first priority. But Chen Ke could actually carry this attitude through to the end when the Hubei New Army was pressing down on the border. This practice really opened the eyes of the Military Commission comrades.

The marching route that should have been the most economical and effective was abandoned. The troops that should have marched all the way were divided into three routes. Most of the areas passed by the routes were areas that had not completely accepted the existence of the People's Party until now. Needless to say about the military discipline of the People's Party; they didn't commit the slightest offense against civilians wherever they went. The soldiers marched in neat formation singing military songs through county towns, towns, and villages. It wasn't that the people in the base area hadn't seen the People's Party troops, but the people had never seen a march on the scale of thousands of people in their lives. The onlookers were dumbfounded.

High-flying red flags, neat queues, neat dark blue military uniforms, and marching packs carried on the soldiers' backs, rifles carried on their shoulders. And cavalry of the Communication Battalion responsible for transmitting orders between various troops. Once a force had discipline, even if it just passed by, it made those who saw it feel a strong sense of oppression. Most of the people's understanding of the People's Party came from grassroots organization personnel entering various areas, and rumors from various places. Everyone might not be convinced in their hearts. Until seeing this force with their own eyes, the people knew how powerful the military force of the People's Party was. A sense of awe for the People's Party arose spontaneously.

Because of the marching route problem, the final assembly time of the troops was much later. Less than four days after arriving near Hefei city, Li Yuanhong's fleet entered Chaohu Lake. by the standards of this era, the marching speed of the Hubei New Army commanded by Li Yuanhong could not be said to be slow. If the commander-in-chief of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was not Chen Ke but another comrade, he might really have been caught off guard by Li Yuanhong.

Chen Ke did not panic about the news from all sides. For a time traveler, traveling thousands of *li* from morning to evening is just a norm. In the concept of modern people, the march of the army is actually slower than normal people. Chen Ke often had the idea of traveling in the morning, and might already be at the destination thousands of *li* away in the evening. This mentality seemed useless, but for a supreme commander of the entire army, the calm and composed attitude formed by this mentality was quite useful.

During the march, the military meeting was actually completed while walking. Chen Ke's ambition was not only to destroy Li Yuanhong, but Chen Ke wanted to snatch the naval warships of the Hubei New Army into his hands. With this as the combat goal, Li Yuanhong must be separated from the navy, and Li Yuanhong must be made to go ashore.

"There was an iron lock across the river in ancient times; we might as well learn from the ancients." Chen Ke explained his combat plan this way.

The comrades of the Military Commission could understand the term "iron lock across the river," but the base area simply didn't have time to forge iron chains now, and this thing couldn't withstand explosives residue either. At first, no one understood Chen Ke's meaning very well. The first one to react was Zhang Yu. He asked loudly, "Do we have to use cement?"

Even with such an obvious hint, there were still comrades who didn't understand. They looked nervously at Chen Ke, then at Zhang Yu. Hua Xiongmao also understood at this time. He laughed, "It's getting some bamboo cages, pouring cement into blocks, and pushing them into the river. In this way, the Hubei New Army's navy can't pass these obstacles and can only take the land route. Separating the Hubei New Army's navy and army, we have a chance to defeat them one by one." With Hua Xiongmao's explanation, the comrades suddenly realized.
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In ancient times, both the Nanfei River and the Dongfei River were called Fei Water (*Fei Shui*). One flowed into the Yangtze River and the other into the Huai River, nurturing the two historical cities of Hefei and Shouchun. The Nanfei River and the Dongfei River converge near Hefei, and the name Hefei comes from this water. The "Battle of Feishui" made Fei Water famous throughout the world. Among them, the Nanfei River, also known as Shi Water, passes through Hefei city and flows into the Yangtze River via Chaohu Lake, being the "Mother River" of Hefei.

Anhui suffers from frequent floods and has always been a poverty-stricken disaster area. Chen Ke knew that after the liberation, the Republic paid a huge amount of manpower and material resources to govern the Huai River, purely relying on a huge net investment of astronomical figures to tame the Huai River, which took the Republic twenty years. If Anhui hadn't been a hot area for revolution between 1907 and 1911 in history, Chen Ke wouldn't have dared to set the base area in Anhui initially.

It wasn't until Chen Ke personally arrived in Anhui that he realized he had made the mistake of "carving a mark on the boat to find the sword" (using static measures for changing conditions). The Anhui floods faced by the Republic were different from the Anhui floods in 1907. First of all, although the Manchu Qing was rotten, it at least managed the river channels. Since the fall of the Manchu Qing, the Beiyang government occasionally managed the Huai River, but the subsequent Baldy Chiang (Chiang Kai-shek) regime had no interest in managing the Huai River.

By 1938, Baldy Chiang even ordered the bombing of the Huayuankou embankment. The Yellow River rolled south, forming a large "Yellow Flood Area" in southeastern Henan. The Yellow Flood Area not only devastated the people of Henan, but the water of the Yellow River flowing south rushed directly into the Huai River. Until 1947, in order to stop the PLA's offensive, Baldy Chiang began to rebuild the Yellow River embankment, hoping to turn large areas of shallow river channels into difficult "barriers." Chen Ke was a native of Zhengzhou, and Huayuankou was in Zhengzhou. He often rode bicycles to the Yellow River with friends during holidays. He was extremely familiar with this history.

From 1938 to 1947, nine years of Yellow River flooding had another direct consequence: the Yellow River deposited more than one billion tons of sediment in the plains and river channels every year. More than half a century has passed, and the people and professional workers on both sides of the Huai River are still working hard to digest and discharge these leftover substances. Experts even vividly compared the Huai River to a "river without a bottom," almost reaching the point of "turning pale at the mention of Yellow." They said that the main stream of the Huai River had to climb a slope more than two meters high starting from Bengbu to enter Hongze Lake, and Hongze Lake had long been a suspended lake full of crises.

Since the formation of the Yellow Flood Area, Anhui, which originally had serious floods, suffered heavy waterlogging with heavy rain, light waterlogging with light rain, and drought with no rain. Chen Ke never understood why some people still flattered Baldy, nor did he know if these people had the face to face those common people who struggled painfully and lost their lives in the Anhui floods.

It was 1907 now. Although the Huai River problem was serious, it hadn't reached the tragic level of later generations. At least in Chen Ke's view, Anhui in the Huai River basin was still an area with smooth waterways and convenient navigation. In the Anqing Campaign at the beginning of the year, if Chen Ke hadn't been afraid of alerting the enemy after attacking Hefei, the most economical route for the troops would have been to take the two Fei rivers and enter the Yangtze River through Chaohu Lake. Now Li Yuanhong's troops took the completely opposite path; they entered Chaohu Lake from the Yangtze River and reached Hefei via the Nanfei River.

At this time, the Nanfei River was still very wide. According to the hydrological data captured by the People's Party from Anqing and Luzhou Prefecture and the results of their own surveying, the river bottom of the Nanfei River was 30-80 meters wide, with a water depth elevation of 6-6.5 meters, 7 meters in the high-water period, and about 8 meters in the flood period. If the warships of the Hubei New Army were not afraid to sail along the fixed route in the center of the river channel, they could definitely pass smoothly. The People's Party now lacked heavy artillery and could not pose an effective threat to the navy of the Hubei New Army.

The high-level theoretical training of the People's Party had basically completed the concept of "scientification," and no one among the high and middle-level comrades believed in the Dragon King anymore. As soon as Chen Ke proposed "Iron Lock Across the River," Hua Xiongmao explained the concept of cement piles in detail, and everyone started working immediately. When the troops moved out this time, Chen Ke had actually completed his plan long ago, so he specially brought You Gou along. You Gou was directly responsible for cement, glass, and ceramic production. She had long wanted to come to the battlefield to have a look, and this time she found a place to use her skills.

The soldiers were very familiar with Secretary You Gou, and many officers had worked under her. With the female secretary leading the team personally, everyone was full of energy. At the three shallowest parts of the Nanfei River channel, mixing frames were fixed with boats and rafts. Small cement piles were sunk first, followed by large cement piles. In one and a half days, the water depth at these three obstacles was filled from more than five meters to one and a half meters. Non-motorized small boats could pass freely, but the steam-powered ships of the Hubei New Army couldn't pass at all.

Without cement and cement pouring technology, creating a barrier at the bottom of the river in a short time would be a daydream. Without cement, stones would have to be used. Small stones would be washed away by water, and large stones couldn't be transported in a short time. With cement, it only took a certain amount of time to build obstacles of any size. Moreover, You Gou didn't just work; she also conducted training on cement knowledge. The unit making obstacles this time was the newly established "Engineering Corps" of the base area. Chen Ke set the rank of the Engineering Corps extremely high. The Engineering Corps would have jurisdiction over engineering troops and railway troops in the future. Chen Ke stated clearly that the Commander-in-Chief of the future Engineering Corps would be only half a level lower than the Minister of Defense. That is to say, the Commander-in-Chief and General Political Commissar of the Engineering Corps would directly become members of the Military Commission and strong competitors for the Vice Chairman of the Military Commission.

Now the Engineering Corps was temporarily subordinate to the Commission of Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense. The Director and Political Commissar of the Commission were temporarily held by You Gou concurrently. So You Gou, a woman without military rank, also controlled a powerful paramilitary force. No one in the Military Commission dared to gossip about this, because this Engineering Corps was not equivalent to "sappers." The "sappers" of the People's Party were combat troops. The engineering soldiers were expanded from the cement-burning unit personally led by You Gou last year. This was a unit brought up by You Gou single-handedly.

Some local civil affairs cadres worried that these barriers would hinder future channel navigation. Zhang Yu directly showed everyone the new diving equipment made by the People's Party. This was a ship-use diving equipment. The most striking items in the diver's full set of equipment were a hand-cranked air supply machine, an iron respirator with a glass observation window, and an air supply tube made of silk and bamboo tubes. With this set of equipment, divers could set explosives underwater. After the Battle of Hefei ended, these three underwater interception walls would be blown up. After the blasting, larger obstacles would be salvaged to reinforce the river channel, and small pieces would be left at the bottom of the river.

Zhang Yu said to the enlightened comrades, "Our People's Party has always stressed having a beginning and an end in doing things. Secretary You Gou has long considered such matters."

Regarding Zhang Yu's flattery, You Gou just laughed heartily, then commanded the engineering troops to evacuate the construction site. More than a year ago, when Chen Ke personally led the team to drive boats to rescue the people, there were only six or seven loyal Party members Chen Ke could trust. Zhang Yu had also been You Gou's deputy. You Gou knew very well that apart from laughing heartily now, any word she said would be superfluous.

The People's Party talked about science themselves and also attached importance to intelligence collection. Their only worry was whether Li Yuanhong had forgotten all the things he learned in the Beiyang Naval Academy back then. If Li Yuanhong marched forcibly without talking about science, the ships of the Hubei Navy would definitely run aground, which would only delay everyone's time. If Li Yuanhong talked about science and conducted detailed channel surveys, he would obediently divide his troops into two routes. The People's Party had already opened the bag, waiting for the Hubei New Army's land forces to walk right into the trap.

Li Yuanhong undoubtedly hadn't forgotten his old profession completely. The leading survey ship soon reported the abnormality at the bottom of the river. After receiving this news, Li Yuanhong felt an indescribable discomfort. He knew his "teacher" Yan Fu was now a high official of the People's Party, and this military operation of the Hubei New Army was known as "exterminating the Yan-Chen Bandit Gang."

Li Yuanhong went to check the front personally. On the wide water surface of the Nanfei River, a neat water pattern appeared. This water pattern divided the narrowest part of the Nanfei River into two. That was the undercurrent formed on the water surface when the water flow of the river channel was suddenly blocked by the underwater obstacle traversing the river channel and forced to flow upward. Li Yuanhong came from the navy and could understand the significance of this obstacle even more. To be able to create an obstacle tens of meters long—what organizational ability was this? Li Yuanhong was shocked.

Of course, if this shock were known by the officers and soldiers of the Engineering Corps under You Gou, they would probably laugh at Li Yuanhong for making a fuss. The engineering soldiers only used more than two thousand bags of cement and more than a thousand bamboo cages. More than two thousand bags of cement could be produced in the base area in five days. Weaving these double-layer bamboo cages only took five days. The reed mats used as mold partitions could be reused, consuming even less time. Compared with this siege, the engineering soldiers generally believed that the construction of various water conservancy projects they participated in was the headache-inducing work. With rich surveying data and equations, calculating the water flow speed and impact force, simply piling up a temporary obstacle didn't involve much technical content at all.

Facing this obstacle, Li Yuanhong was scared. He summoned the staff officers to discuss the matter. Now between the Nanfei River and Hefei, the scouts of the Hubei New Army passed unimpeded. Every message they reported was "no trace of the People's Party found." The staff officers couldn't explain clearly why the People's Party built such an obstacle. The only certainty was that with this obstacle, the Hubei New Army had to get off the boat and walk to Hefei fifty *li* away. This indeed took a lot of time, but small boats and most official boats could pass this underwater obstacle. That is to say, this obstacle only blocked the steam-powered gunboats of the navy.

"Lord Li, speed is precious in war. We came so fast; presumably, the rebels want to use this method to block us, right?" A staff officer put forward this view.

"How long does it take you to build such a thing underwater?" Li Yuanhong asked.

The staff officer was immediately speechless. Building such a thing was definitely not the work of one day and one night.

"My Lord, I'm afraid this thing was built by the bandits long ago. Moreover, walking fifty *li* is just one day's time. Now scouts come and go like wind. Regardless of what the bandits think, after occupying Hefei city, we can accomplish a lot. Why worry about such a small obstacle?" An impatient officer suggested.

Although Li Yuanhong thought so in his heart, he felt he couldn't help but be cautious. After thinking for a long time, Li Yuanhong said, "Stay where we are; let's watch first."
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The scouts of the Hubei New Army galloped between the fleet and Hefei city, searching outside the range of the city wall's fire. The People's Party troops inside the city had already begun to defend; all city gates of Hefei were tightly closed, and soldiers appeared on the city walls. What surprised these scouts was that they noticed seven or eight people on the city wall looking down with binoculars or monoculars. Binoculars were not cheap goods; in the Hubei New Army, only officers were equipped with them. Seven or eight people with binoculars appeared on just one side of the Hefei city wall, which indicated that the defending troops must be at least nearly a thousand strong.

News about the Hefei defenders was faithfully transmitted back to Li Yuanhong's headquarters. After listening to the scouts' report, Li Yuanhong frowned slightly. According to the original military plan, Li Yuanhong hoped to sail the gunboats to the foot of Hefei city and attack Hefei with infantry-artillery coordination. Now the navy obviously had no hope of continuing to advance. Sailors familiar with water had already gone down to check. The artificial undercurrent created by the People's Party in the Nanfei River looked very neat from the surface, but the underwater flow was actually very irregular. Of the eight Hubei New Army sailors with good swimming skills who went down, four were swept away by the undercurrent. Thanks to the timely rescue by the New Army navy, two had drunk their fill of water, while the other two actually drowned. This result gave Li Yuanhong an ominous feeling. Those who went underwater came up to report that the underwater obstacles were actually piled up with huge, neat stones. There were no good quarries near Hefei; heaven knows how the People's Party got so many big stones.

The scouts also captured some villagers from the surrounding villages. According to the villagers' confession, these river-blocking obstacles were actually created by the People's Party just a few days ago. There were also traces of large troops stationed near the river bank, but there were no traces of transporting stones. Did the People's Party people know magic? Could they create these big stones out of thin air? After another investigation and sampling, Li Yuanhong finally recognized that these things underwater were actually cement. The origin of the obstacles was finally clarified, but Li Yuanhong fell into new confusion. The People's Party could actually throw expensive cement into the river. If it was just to block the Hubei New Army, this was really sparing no cost.

Now there was no way to get the cooperation of the fleet's artillery, and there were at least a thousand People's Party troops in Hefei city. The original plan of advancing quickly to raid Hefei had fallen through. Li Yuanhong felt that his march could not be said to be slow, yet the news leaked so badly. The People's Party could actually get the news a few days in advance. Could there be People's Party spies in the Hubei New Army?

The staff officers didn't dare to respond after listening to Li Yuanhong's thoughts. This was not only because they dared not sing a different tune from Li Yuanhong, but also because the People's Party's practice exceeded these people's imagination. To block the Hubei New Army's navy, the People's Party actually built such a high obstacle in the wide Nanfei River.

Li Yuanhong let the New Army scouts come out in full force to search for the whereabouts of the People's Party. It had been more than a day now. Apart from the increasing number of defending soldiers on the city wall, the news sent back was exactly the same. There were no People's Party troops around Hefei; all People's Party troops were inside Hefei city.

The staff officers and officers all wanted to get promoted through this battle to attack Hefei, but this didn't mean they considered everything. Analyzing from the perspective of these people's experience and learned military knowledge, no matter what tricks the People's Party had, as long as the Hubei New Army could take Hefei city in one fell swoop, the People's Party couldn't play any tricks. So parking the Hubei New Army near the river channel, firstly, the troops couldn't get rest, and secondly, the People's Party would constantly increase troops.

They had to persuade Li Yuanhong in various ways. "Brigade Commander, it's not a solution for our army to stop here. Lord Zhang Zhidong ordered us to exterminate the rebels quickly. If we can't even take Hefei, we can't explain it."

"Commander, as far as we know, the number of bandits exceeds five thousand, mostly fierce bandit types. If we can't take Hefei as soon as possible, and the bandits coerce the common people to defend the city again, it will be even harder for us to fight Hefei."

"The purpose of the bandits blocking the river is nothing more than to confuse our army. Our army cannot advance or retreat now, which has too great an impact on military morale."

These persuasions guided Li Yuanhong's thoughts constantly towards the direction of continuing to advance troops, but the reason that finally made Li Yuanhong make up his mind did not come from the statements of the staff officers and officers. After the People's Party blocked the river, the water level of the Nanfei River gradually rose, and the river water began to expand to both sides of the river bank. If Li Yuanhong didn't decide to march, the original ferry crossing would be completely unusable, and Li Yuanhong would have to retreat to a ferry crossing twenty *li* away to land. These twenty *li* were still the distance by water. If changed to land, there would be an extra distance of more than forty *li* out of thin air. If marching fifty *li* to raid Hefei, Li Yuanhong still had confidence. Letting him lead troops to walk a hundred *li* first, Li Yuanhong knew this would be too unfavorable for the Hubei New Army.

"The Hubei New Army has landed." This news soon reached the frontline command post of the People's Party. The comrades of the Military Commission became excited one by one. The People's Party's combat plan was carried out relying on the changes of the Hubei New Army. The slowness of Li Yuanhong's orders was really anxious. Chen Ke looked at the comrades of the Military Commission; he wanted to see who was more qualified from the expressions on these people's faces.

Although observing words and expressions was relatively unreliable, Chen Ke could no longer be in the troops as often as before. His method of judging and grasping his own side was the report on the execution of orders, and the rest was various monitoring agencies. The last remaining thing was the observation of these comrades.

Before, Chen Ke didn't understand what exactly observing words and expressions meant. After being a "leader" for so long, Chen Ke finally gained some insight. Observing words and expressions also had different scopes of application. Generally speaking, the more scientific the comrades, the more loyal to their duties and serious in their work, the more they could master the general laws of things.

Taking military affairs as an example, the strategy of the troops is built on the characteristics and power comparison between the enemy and us. The so-called knowing oneself is to figure out what one has, and what material and human resources one can possess in the near and long term. On this basis, targeted military tactical training must be carried out. The training of the People's Party troops stressed science more: marching, shooting, grenade throwing, and attention training. These could not be done just by talking; without boring repetitive training time and time again, it was fundamentally impossible for soldiers to master.

Human nature hopes for comfort. Such strict repetitive training consumes too much of the energy system, so this is the work of the political commissar. Political commissars must let soldiers know why they fight and for whom they fight. This is the real magic weapon for the invincibility of the people's army.

If they are qualified military commanders and political commissars, their energy is focused on work; preparation and training are never too much. These people generally have a strong look of focus. And when speaking, they generally answer with specific numbers. Talking with them is very relaxing. Those unqualified military commanders and political commissars generally have louder voices and speak more emptily. And after encountering problems, because they cannot solve them very well, there is often a tendency to consciously or unconsciously avoid talking about some key issues. The so-called "key issues" are thorny problems that everyone finds hard to solve. If those responsible commanders and political commissars find it hard to solve, those irresponsible comrades are even less able to solve them.

These were just Chen Ke's initial feelings. He knew that today, as he increasingly detached from the grassroots, he must learn "Commanding generals" (*Jiang Jiang*) instead of "Commanding soldiers" (*Jiang Bing*).

After observing his comrades, Chen Ke couldn't help thinking of his current opponent Li Yuanhong again. Chen Ke knew some things about Li Yuanhong, so this made it harder for Chen Ke to be objective. Knowing oneself and knowing the enemy are not compatible things.

On the morning of the second day of the Wuchang Uprising, the revolutionary army found Li Yuanhong at Huangtupo, immediately took him to Chuwangtai, and then escorted him to the Consultative Bureau, asking him to serve as the Governor. But Li Yuanhong insisted on refusing. He said: "This matter is of great importance and must be cautious. I am not a revolutionary; I am not qualified to be the Governor. The one qualified is Sun Wen; why don't you pick him up to serve as the Governor?" At this time, the revolutionary army took out the pre-drafted notice to reassure the people and asked Li Yuanhong to sign it. Li Yuanhong said repeatedly like being afraid of a snake bite, "Don't harm me, don't harm me!" Li Yuanhong's passive resistance attitude angered the surrounding revolutionaries. They scolded angrily, "Li Yuanhong doesn't know how to appreciate favors; he is a faithful running dog of the Manchu Qing," "Let's just give him a bullet to eat." Li Yidong, who was present, was also furious. He raised his gun at Li Yuanhong and roared: "You are originally a Manchu Qing slave and deserve to be killed! We don't kill you but elect you as Governor, yet you are unwilling. If you are willing to be a Qing dynasty slave, I will shoot you and elect another Governor." Saying this, he was about to pull the trigger, scaring Li Yuanhong pale and sweating all over. For the next few days, Li Yuanhong had no appetite and remained silent. He made up his mind not to be a Qing official anymore, nor was it appropriate to hold a position in the revolutionary army. Until October 13, Li Yuanhong still refused to take office as Governor, so the revolutionary army had to put him under house arrest in the military government. He had a sad face all day long, heavy with thoughts. Thinking, this is the end; the court treats me as a traitor, the party people treat me as a prisoner; wife, concubines, and children cannot meet. If I had a pistol on me, I might as well shoot myself to end it all. This shows how great Li Yuanhong's determination of passive resistance was at that time.

However, with the development of the revolutionary situation, and with the recovery of Hankou and Hanyang successively, the revolution centered on Wuchang had a tendency to form a magnificent momentum. Under this situation, Li Yuanhong saw that the three towns of Wuhan were under the control of the civil army, so his attitude also began to change. The primary sign of this change was cutting off the long queue.

Li Yuanhong had a very strong duality. Chen Ke wasn't quite sure which kind of performance the Li Yuanhong he faced now would tend more towards.
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Li Yuanhong did not know that his opponent had the leisure to consider his duality. If Li Yuanhong really knew, he would probably say aggrievedly, "I am just a military officer; where do I get so many thoughts?"

The Hubei New Army had landed and begun to walk to Hefei. As the supreme commander of the Hubei New Army attacking Hefei this time, Li Yuanhong now felt extreme embarrassment. Li Yuanhong knew the training level of the Hubei New Army very well, but the strength of the opposing People's Party bandit army far exceeded Li Yuanhong's imagination. This army had super strong engineering capabilities and powerful organizational capabilities. Li Yuanhong thought this was the handiwork of his "teacher" Yan Fu. The original raid plan had now turned into a frontal attack. To grasp a more comprehensive plan, Li Yuanhong ordered the scouts to accelerate intelligence gathering.

Li Yuanhong's troops pulled out very thoroughly. Since the fleet could no longer go upstream, they temporarily dropped anchor and stopped at the starting point of the army, ensuring that the distance between the two sides could be minimized. Not only that, Li Yuanhong even hoped that the navy could tie ropes to the large underwater cement blocks and drag the obstacles apart by the power of steam engines, trying to let the navy keep up with the army's actions as much as possible. Shallow-draft navy sailing ships carrying logistical supplies crossed the obstacles and continued upstream.

After the main force of the Hubei New Army pulled out, the sailors didn't want to get off the ship at all, and there were very few people left on the shore. The landing site, once bustling with shouting people and neighing horses, soon became deserted. The sailors were long used to the busy Yangtze River. Facing a wide and quiet Nanfei River with no ships on the water surface, and the deafening cicada songs ringing in the woods on both banks of the Nanfei River—it would be the Beginning of Autumn before long, and these cicadas were using their last strength to sing the songs of summer. Apart from this, there was no other movement. This silence amidst the noise made the sailors feel very uncomfortable.

In the woods unnoticed by the Hubei Navy, several clumps of bushes suddenly swayed unnaturally. Soon, a piece of ground with plants rose obliquely. Two people covered in mud all over their faces and bodies climbed out naked. They carried clothes that were also covered in muddy water. First, they carefully observed the surrounding environment. Seeing no scouts ambushed by the Hubei New Army, these two people imitated the cuckoo's call a few times. Another well-camouflaged observation point soon opened its camouflage cover. Two People's Party Reconnaissance Company soldiers also climbed out.

It was already the hottest time of the *Sanfu* days (dog days). It was wet and hot inside the hiding spot. Their lean bodies coated with grease had already been marked with streaks by sweat. Everyone didn't care about the scorching sun at all. Compared with inside the hiding spot, the fresh air in the woodland and the warm feeling of sunlight on the body were too comfortable.

While panting, everyone covered the lid first. One person from each observation point was sent to report the situation, while the other comrades remained in place to investigate the situation, preparing to meet the next wave of scouts. Putting on straw sandals, the two selected comrades walked quickly to the meeting point.

"It really suffocated me to death." A scout complained.

"This ointment felt cool at first, but it didn't last too long." The speaking scout rubbed his body as he spoke. He referred to the anti-mosquito ointment, which had turned into mud paste inside the hiding spot.

It was not unusual for the comrades of the reconnaissance troops to complain like this. Persisting for two days in such harsh conditions was indeed very hard. But everyone knew that to hide under the enemy's nose for so long, everyone was mentally prepared long ago. The People's Party also did its utmost in preparation work. In addition to anti-mosquito ointment, everyone prepared at least instant food and refreshing candy. Hard candy mixed with wormwood, mint, and other refreshing plants could indeed refresh everyone well when held in the mouth.

After casually saying a few words about physical discomfort, the comrades' topic turned to the Hubei New Army that had left not long ago. "These Hubei guys stayed here for almost two days. Not deciding quickly whether to leave or fight—do they still want to fight like this?"

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would absolutely not have such problems. It wasn't that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would have any special performance when encountering such unexpected situations beyond common sense. But the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would send out reconnaissance forces long in advance. They would absolutely not make the mistake of knowing that the enemy had set up obstacles a few days ago only when they arrived in front of them.

The scouts retreated quickly according to the pre-set route. There was still some distance from the meeting point. Originally, using pigeons to transmit information would be much faster. Helplessly, pigeons couldn't be kept in the hiding spot; this was the result of tests. Pigeons' tolerance to the environment was far inferior to humans. Well-trained scouts could hide in underground hiding spots for two days and still be lively and vigorous. General test results showed that if they stayed in a hot and humid hiding spot for more than 16 hours, pigeons would either fall ill or simply die in the harsh environment.

Approaching the meeting point, the sound of a cuckoo came from not far away. This was the agreed signal. The scouts replied with the sound of crickets.

"Why did you come over naked?" The comrade who came to meet them laughed.

"If you stayed there for two days, you wouldn't be much better than us." The scouts also laughed. After walking for a while in the woods, their bodies really felt completely recovered. Everyone felt much better after putting on the clothes warmed by the sun.

Intelligence was exchanged quickly; reconnaissance was not just about looking. The People's Party's enhanced cultural education showed results. The scouts were cooped up in the hiding spots for two days, and each person recorded a thick stack of information. There were special annotations behind each piece of information. When and where the intelligence was seen. The People's Party never stingy with materials; each intelligence agent was equipped with a pocket watch produced in the base area. Although it didn't run very accurately, everyone wound it on time. After finally transmitting it to the general headquarters, these times would be finally calibrated with Chen Ke's watch, and roughly accurate times could still be judged.

Chen Ke once thought that the so-called revolutionary spirit was the explosion of infinite progressiveness. Nothing more than disregarding one's own interests, selfless dedication, and the like. As he personally participated in the revolution, Chen Ke's view changed. Grandpa Mao's selected works repeatedly emphasized: "What is feared most in the world is the word 'seriousness,' and the Communist Party is most serious." Whether one is revolutionary or not depends not on slogans, or on who brags louder. It depends on the attitude of doing things, the degree of seriousness in doing things. If these intelligence agents didn't have a serious and responsible attitude towards the revolution, they would either not write these intelligence summaries properly or simply write nonsense. Not serious and responsible about time either. If the Military Commission formulated tactics based on such intelligence, something big would go wrong.

Hiding in a hot and humid environment for two days indeed required great perseverance and dedication. This action itself meant an attitude towards the revolution. No need to say more; just look at what was done.

Intelligence was quickly transmitted to the headquarters through the traffic line. The People's Party established more than a dozen fixed observation points and various mobile observation points. The collected intelligence was summarized one by one according to the formulated screening method, and conflicting intelligence would also be picked out. The war machine of the People's Party operated with extremely high efficiency.

Chen Ke watched the comrades of the Military Commission and the Staff Department analyze this intelligence and start formulating plans according to the intelligence. Some people had obviously mastered the methods of warfare, while some were undoubtedly unskilled in their own work. Everyone's concentration was different, which could be seen from their faces. Every time he saw these vastly different expressions, Chen Ke often felt a sense of helplessness that perhaps only a time traveler would have.

Everyone's understanding of science was too different from Chen Ke's. These comrades couldn't be blamed for their lack of knowledge. In just over a year, these comrades who were originally a group of absolutely non-professionals could basically operate a command post managing tens of thousands of officers and soldiers; this in itself was a miracle. But many comrades, especially some comrades Chen Ke favored, did not master these war science knowledges to a degree that satisfied Chen Ke.

In all fairness, among all senior officers, Chen Ke disliked Zhang Yu the most. This person gave Chen Ke the feeling that he was too proficient in interpersonal relationships and lacked sufficient revolutionary firmness. Before this Battle of Hefei, the one who dared to jump out publicly to express that he didn't want to "break the pots and pans" was Zhang Yu. If Chen Ke hadn't immediately stated that he would command personally, just these words could cause considerable damage to morale. And after being criticized by Chen Ke, Zhang Yu immediately expressed support for Chen Ke's command without feeling embarrassed at all. Chen Ke found it hard to generate a sense of trust in such a slick guy.

And Chen Ke hoped most that Hua Xiongmao could take up the heavy responsibility of the entire army, but Hua Xiongmao also disappointed Chen Ke a bit. Not that Hua Xiongmao didn't work hard, but that Hua Xiongmao thought too much in his heart. Hua Xiongmao didn't put his mind entirely on military command. Chen Ke always had a feeling that Hua Xiongmao subconsciously always wanted to be responsible to Chen Ke alone, and get Chen Ke's praise through various military victories.

This loyalty certainly had its beneficial side, but this impure attitude prevented Hua Xiongmao from considering the laws of war itself realistically. In formulating plans, Hua Xiongmao often pursued the result of "victory." "Victory" is never pursued; victory itself is walking on the path of victory, making correct choices one by one, and finally completing a job. Hua Xiongmao obviously didn't understand this point. Or rather, because of his own psychological reasons, he gave up this approach.

As for the newly joined Pu Guanshui, his problem lay in his thinking being relatively outdated. Pu Guanshui was a professional soldier. He had a "professional soldier's scientific attitude" towards military affairs, but this scientific attitude prevented Pu Guanshui from understanding the essence of "People's War." People's War first unites the people; war is first built on the basis of conforming to the people's interests. So Pu Guanshui could execute all policies dogmatically. But this execution was specious. If encountering real pressure, he would definitely have problems and drop the chain.

Looking at these main cadres of the Military Commission, Chen Ke felt that none of them could stand alone, making Chen Ke relieved to hand over the command to these comrades. This was really a very regrettable thing for Chen Ke.
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"Li Yuanhong's vanguard has reached Point 34."

"Enemy scouts have begun attempting to cross our alert zone."

"Li Yuanhong's troops have begun to slow down their march."

"Li Yuanhong's navy is still parked in the Nanfei River."

"There is no guard force at the junction of Chaohu Lake and the Nanfei River."

News from the intelligence department came in one by one, and the air in the Military Commission's frontline command post seemed to tense up. On the large map, the marker representing Li Yuanhong's troops was constantly moved to new positions on the blackboard. Everyone could see the latest changes in the situation just by looking up.

"Chairman Chen, can we start?" Pu Guanshui asked.

The pre-war plan differed greatly from the current specific situation. Chen Ke once thought he had to blockade the channel between Chaohu Lake and the Yangtze River to blockade the Hubei Navy. He never expected the Hubei New Army Navy to dare anchor in the Nanfei River. The ambush location of the People's Party Water Detachment was relatively far from here. Moving from the ambush location to the mouth of the Nanfei River would take at least half a day. Seeing such a good opportunity, Chen Ke ordered part of the Water Detachment to blockade the Chaohu exit as originally planned, and urgently mobilized part of the reserve troops to the mouth of the Nanfei River to implement an emergency blockade.

Li Yuanhong was about to arrive at the designated location, but Chen Ke still hadn't issued the order to attack.

"Chief of Staff Pu, if I want Li Yuanhong to stop where he is first, do you have any suggestions?" Chen Ke asked.

Pu Guanshui was somewhat surprised. The Staff Department had long formulated many contingency plans, and there were several plans to make Li Yuanhong stop temporarily. Chen Ke's current question lacked some necessary conditions, and Pu Guanshui couldn't quite guess Chen Ke's true intention. He simply asked straightforwardly, "Chairman Chen, are you worried about Li Yuanhong's navy retreating?"

"Yes." Chen Ke replied somewhat helplessly. "We lack ships now. Nor do we have the ability to repair large ships. So I still really want to capture these ships without any damage."

Before Pu Guanshui could answer, Chen Ke continued somewhat anxiously, "Start the operation according to the original plan."

"Chairman Chen, we really lack ships now." Pu Guanshui couldn't help advising Chen Ke instead. He could fully understand Chen Ke's thoughts. The base area couldn't build warships itself. The opportunity to capture them this time was so good; even changing the combat plan slightly wasn't impossible.

Chen Ke suddenly regretted a bit; as a commander-in-chief, he still made some mistakes. If the supreme commander of a campaign cannot stick to the original campaign plan when there is no major error in campaign judgment, but demands perfection and chases small details relentlessly, the specific executors below will be at a loss. Whether the operation could be completed better should have been the responsibility of the battlefield execution officers; Chen Ke really thought too much. Worst of all, Chen Ke actually spoke out this thought. He had to correct the problem he created himself. Chen Ke said loudly to Pu Guanshui, "Chief of Staff Pu, don't consider the issue of the enemy navy. Execute according to the initial plan. Issue the attack order now."

Pu Guanshui wasn't clear about the thoughts in Chen Ke's heart. He was just somewhat puzzled by Chen Ke's "fickle" practice. But now was not the time to discuss with Chen Ke. Since Chen Ke no longer focused on the plan to annihilate the enemy navy completely, Pu Guanshui immediately began to convey combat orders to the troops.

Facing the power displayed by the People's Party, Li Yuanhong attached great importance to his scouts. He ordered the scouts to reconnaissance everywhere non-stop. Exactly like other Qing troops of this era, Li Yuanhong's scouts took exactly the same route, which was the marching route of Li Yuanhong's troops. The People's Party first had to solve Li Yuanhong's scouts, turning Li Yuanhong's large troops into "blind men."

The reconnaissance force of any army selects the most elite soldiers. In this regard, there is no difference between the People's Party and the Hubei New Army. But Li Yuanhong made a serious mistake: he used his reconnaissance force excessively. Lü Dashun, Commander of the Reconnaissance Battalion of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, only said one sentence to his subordinates: "Those Hubei guys are almost exhausted to death; everyone go kill them all now." After saying this, Lü Dashun was afraid that the soldiers would execute his order incorrectly. "Kill the people, but don't kill the horses."

Lü Dashun dared not underestimate the Hubei New Army scouts at all. To get maximum intelligence in an unfamiliar environment, Li Yuanhong really sent out scouts in all directions. The People's Party had long built its own reconnaissance system. Various fixed intelligence points and mobile intelligence points were arranged very reasonably, plus the transmission of carrier pigeons. Moreover, the Reconnaissance Battalion of the People's Party was a whole battalion, a force of nearly a thousand people. The Hubei New Army only had more than two hundred scouts. But the workload of these two hundred people was really not small. The soldiers in the People's Party observation points even memorized the appearance of most scouts. Since they dared not underestimate the New Army scouts, the scouts of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had to adopt the most ruthless means. Not long after this order was issued, the outpost battle between scouts unfolded rapidly.

After galloping back and forth these days, the Hubei New Army scouts were already very familiar with the road surface and the scenery on both sides of the road. A small squad of New Army scouts saw a slight difference in the scenery ahead. Originally, there was a pit on one side of the road in front of them, and two broken wooden sticks were scattered by the pit. These wooden sticks looked like they had been soaked in water and then thrown casually by the roadside. The wooden poles presented a pale color, which was quite conspicuous in a patch of grass. Now these two wooden sticks had been moved and placed by the pit. This slight change didn't make the scouts feel any unease. But just as they urged their exhausted horses forward, the two wooden sticks suddenly stood up simultaneously in the pit. A puff of dust also rose from the ground. It turned out that the two wooden sticks were connected by a rope. Standing up like this instantly became a tripwire (*banmasuo*).

The New Army scouts hurriedly tightened the reins. The horses were also exhausted these days; they didn't run fast originally, and stopped just before the rope. Before the scouts could see clearly what was going on, gunshots rang out behind them immediately. Several soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had stood up from the hiding spots dug long ago and shot at the backs of the scouts close at hand. Several scouts were killed on the spot. Hearing the gunshots, the horses started running subconsciously. The tripwire also played a role at this time, stopping the horses. The scouts hurried up and caught the horses. The base area was in short supply of warhorses now, and these horses were extremely precious.

In some places, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army used tripwires, while in other places it was more straightforward. New Army scouts saw walking farmers unexpectedly appear on the road. If they didn't stop their horses to inquire, they would be shot by the farmers from behind. If they stopped to inquire, the farmers immediately pulled out handguns (*shouchong*) and shot the scouts head-on.

Gunshots near and far made the scouts on the road raise their vigilance. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had also discussed this. The first round of close-range attacks ended subsequently. The sharpshooters (*snipers*) of various units began to appear. This was a more cruel slaughter. Generally, three people ambushed and sniped one scout simultaneously. Long-range sniping always aimed at vital parts. After a round of gunshots, every scout would be hit by at least two bullets, completely losing the chance to survive.

The slaughter lasted less than an hour. More than one hundred and seventy New Army scouts on the road were all eliminated. In the half hour after that, the twenty-odd scouts sent by Li Yuanhong also all died. The Hubei New Army completely lost its organized reconnaissance capability.

Since the gunshots rang out, Li Yuanhong almost instinctively chose a relatively conservative strategy: strengthening vigilance. This reaction was what the People's Party hoped for most. As the saying goes, "Know yourself and know your enemy, and you will never be defeated in a hundred battles." Li Yuanhong might know himself, but he didn't understand the People's Party. Since the power of the People's Party was fundamentally at the grassroots level, his early reconnaissance work had no effect at all. On the contrary, Li Yuanhong occupied Anqing himself, and all actions were exposed in the city, so it was easy to figure out clearly.

Since Li Yuanhong didn't want to be thrown into confusion by the People's Party, the People's Party could have ample time and space to complete its tactics. After losing the scouts, Li Yuanhong let the New Army troops scout for news on foot in units of ten. These walking scouts proceeded cautiously along the main road and soon encountered the snipers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. In a blink of an eye, the ten people at the very front were killed or wounded. The people behind tried to shoot back at the invisible ambushers, but unexpectedly another burst of bullets came from the nearby reeds. The remaining New Army soldiers dared not resist anymore and ran back in a puff of smoke.

Li Yuanhong was confused by such a round of peripheral harassment. Attacks didn't just come from the front; he also tried to send people to contact the fleet left behind, and the soldiers sent out were also attacked. The New Army going to Hefei to suppress bandits was suddenly "attacked from front and back." If he hadn't encountered such a situation personally, Li Yuanhong wouldn't have believed it no matter what.

"Brigade Commander, the chaotic bandits are just ahead."

"Commander, the chaotic bandits should be ambushing behind."

"I think they have gathered troops on our flanks."

The staff officers put forward various views. Every view was very reasonable, but what surprised Li Yuanhong most at this time was not these. In any civil rebellion, as long as the rebelling common people encountered government troops, even if they encountered dozens of government troops, even if there were thousands of rebelling common people, they would be easily defeated. Most importantly, the government troops could see the "rebels" gathered on a large scale. Now Li Yuanhong encountered rebels, but in the intelligence sent back from various places, the number of rebels was not mentioned. All estimated figures were simply deduced based on the number of casualties of the New Army itself.

The New Army was in marching state now. After the sudden attack, various units spent a lot of effort to turn the marching state into combat state. Especially the artillery unit, placing cannons and preparing to shell the bandit army, had not been fully prepared until now. But these preparations didn't see the enemy at all. This weird performance made Li Yuanhong feel very uneasy.

What exactly did the rebels of the People's Party plan to do?
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The infantry of the Hubei New Army always believed that war was about bombardment with cannons and exchanging fire in formation. They had undergone considerable training in this regard, and both strategy and tactics were completely centered around this idea of war. The battles they were accustomed to were carried out simultaneously in units of at least a hundred people.

The combat mode of the vanguard troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was completely different. The two companies first deployed relied on prepared positions for harassment ambushes. Except for the side facing the river where there were no ambush positions, on other positions communicated by individual bunkers and temporary communication trenches, the troops fired in units of squads and platoons. Every shot was directly commanded by the squad leader. Although the bullet density was not high, the gunfire never stopped; now south, now north, gunfire was everywhere.

Facing enemies hiding in the dark from all directions, the Hubei New Army formed a formation similar to the hollow square of the early musket era, centered on the road. Artillery and baggage were in the middle, surrounded by infantry formations on all four sides. Commanders stood in the center of the safe formation, commanding the infantry to fire in formation. The soldiers of the New Army squatted in the front row and stood in the back row. Rows of rifles looked quite neat. It must be said that the Hubei New Army was well trained. With the commander's order, the soldiers began to fire in rows. It had a flavor of strict discipline.

The power of a volley of at least a hundred people naturally goes without saying. The reeds at the dense fire concentration points were broken at the waist, and dust rose from the ground. Since setting out to exterminate the "chaotic bandits," the land forces of the Hubei New Army had no chance to appear on stage. Now it was finally their turn to fight with real swords and guns. Excited looks of going onto the battlefield for the first time appeared on the faces of the New Army soldiers. Although they had trained many times, everyone was still a bit flustered. When loading bullets and shooting, their hands trembled a bit. Listening to the sound of comrades firing in rows, the intense gunfire made the blood of these young soldiers boil. Unknowingly, shooting had become a subconscious action. Load, aim in the direction where the enemy seemed to be hiding in front, pull the trigger.

The result of this confrontation was obvious. Although the group shooting of the Hubei New Army had great momentum, their line shooting was too rigid. Each line occupied too broad a front. Although there were many people, the real attack points were very few. The concentrated attack points of each round of shooting did not exceed 8. The number of troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was only more than four hundred people in two companies, but the 32 squad leaders of these two companies invested in the battle. The firing surface covered almost the entire array of the New Army, and there were at least 32 concentrated firing points. Moreover, one side stood together for formation shooting, while the other side hid in bunkers to shoot. Both sides used Hanyang 88 rifles to shoot at each other at a distance of 200 meters.

Liu Xiushan was a platoon leader of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army participating in this attack. His platoon actually had to be responsible for a front nearly 100 meters wide. According to the education of the military academy, Liu Xiushan arranged his four squads into a concave shape. The two squads that usually trained most effectively were located in prominent positions, and the other two squads were arranged behind. The army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army attached the most importance to three links: first, bayonet and grenade charge; second, digging trenches; third, basic shooting skills. Usually, the soldiers had to do water conservancy projects, and everyone was proficient in civil engineering. And various rifle postures were practiced for hours at a time. The training model guns used in the early stage were much heavier than real guns. Various movements were required strictly and strictly again; not a trace of deviation was allowed.

Usually, Liu Xiushan always pointed to the large banner on the training ground and shouted to the soldiers: "Sweat more in peacetime, bleed less in wartime!" The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army stressed systems and quantification most. As a platoon leader, Liu Xiushan never knew there were so many training contents, and various assessments were never interrupted. At first, he was dizzy with busyness. When he slowly got used to it, he had to consider how to complete the training content of his platoon. Various cultural and scientific knowledge training was carried out without interruption.

In the past, the intensity of battles was not too strong, and targeted training was enough. Now he finally felt how great the role of usually so much training was. Although Liu Xiushan knew that the thickened part in front of the individual bunker could block bullets, after the bullets of the Hubei New Army hit like splashing water, the front of some bunkers that were not dug thinly was forcibly drilled through by bullets. The bullet density at the impact point of the New Army's formation shooting was really too high. After two rounds of shooting, four soldiers around him with insufficient concealment were killed or wounded immediately. Everyone hugged their rifles and hid in the bunkers, daring not raise their heads under the bullets of the Hubei New Army.

Liu Xiushan could be elected as a platoon leader; his courage was not small. His heart was also thumping wildly, scared by the dense gunfire. But as soon as he heard the direction of the gunfire turn to other directions, he heard the deputy platoon leader responsible for observing the enemy situation shout: "Platoon leader, the enemy has turned." Liu Xiushan hurriedly raised his head and looked out, only to see people falling down from time to time in the formation of the Hubei New Army. The New Army had turned their muzzles and fired in other directions.

Liu Xiushan looked at the New Army formation completely exposed within range and roared loudly: "Fire!"

Some soldiers immediately obeyed the order and began to shoot, but some soldiers were obviously frightened; they looked at Liu Xiushan hesitantly. Liu Xiushan said nothing, dragged these soldiers by their collars to pull them up, and ordered the soldiers to continue shooting. Looking at other positions, there were already casualties on other positions, and the squad leaders also dragged up the soldiers who dared not show their heads and began to continue shooting.

"Medical team, go down the communication trench to carry the wounded down." Liu Xiushan shouted. The so-called communication trench was a shallow trench built according to the terrain. If a person crawled, most of the body could be covered. The medical team hurriedly moved out. They moved to the position with skilled movements. The bodies of the unfortunately sacrificed soldiers were moved back first. After brief wound treatment for those wounded soldiers, lightly wounded soldiers continued to stay and fight, and the medical team took the seriously wounded soldiers down first. Liu Xiushan's platoon had four squads, plus the platoon leader, deputy platoon leader, and signalman, totaling more than fifty people. In less than ten minutes of fighting, twelve comrades were completely lost. The People's Party attacked nearly five thousand people of the Hubei New Army with a force of nearly five hundred people in two companies. The firepower gap was really a bit too large.

After Liu Xiushan's platoon engaged in shooting, the Hubei New Army soon turned the shooting target back. This time Liu Xiushan dared not resist hard anymore. Seeing the muzzle direction turning to his side, Liu Xiushan shouted loudly, "All take cover."

Hearing this shout, the soldiers immediately hugged their guns and sat with their backs against the trench. A moment later, with dense gunfire, the impact of bullets concentrating on the bunker came from the ground. Due to effective command, only one soldier in Liu Xiushan's platoon was injured in this round of exchange of fire.

The casualties of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were not small, while the casualties of the Hubei New Army were even greater. At the beginning, the Hubei New Army still had a burst of courage to dare to shoot at the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. But after the comrades around them were knocked down one after another, the remaining New Army soldiers immediately became fearful in their hearts. Moreover, the casualty ratio of rifle exchange fire was roughly three to one or even five to one. Fewer were killed directly, and more were wounded. In the military discipline of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, it was emphasized not to shout after being injured. Because shouting could affect morale most. Since soldiers were not allowed to shout, naturally it was impossible to let soldiers wait in vain after being injured. In addition to the deputy squad leader being responsible for temporary treatment, the medical team of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had to engage in treatment work immediately.

The Hubei New Army had absolutely no consideration in this regard. Soldiers could only lie there after being injured. Although the hierarchy in the Hubei New Army was strict, the wounded were people after all. Especially those seriously injured, consciously feeling severe pain in the wound after injury, blood gushing out. Pressing the wound with hands, after a while their palms were like soaking in bloody water. They felt they were doomed, so how could they care about so much? Wailing, asking for help, hugging uninjured comrades to ask for help. These various behaviors greatly weakened the fighting will of the Hubei New Army. And greatly affected the shooting efficiency of the Hubei New Army. Looking at piles of wounded on the ground, New Army soldiers naturally had to consider whether they would become these wounded.

But the battlefield is not a training ground. Once the battle started, everyone had no time to think so much and fought completely according to training. Standing shooting in the New Army was easy to be hit, and the horizontal formation of the hollow square prevented the firepower from being fully utilized. The actual firepower of the five thousand New Army invested in the battle did not exceed 2000. The casualties of the first-line troops far exceeded the casualties of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. When the casualties of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were more than seventy, and the combat effectiveness loss exceeded 10%, the casualties of the New Army had reached more than 400, and the casualties of the first line had reached 20%. Coupled with shaken morale, the fire density immediately weakened. The firepower of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not weaken at all. As long as they could fight, officers and soldiers all fired fiercely. So the casualties of the New Army increased even more.

Encountering this situation, the New Army could generally choose the mode of line replacement. However, troops that can execute this tactic are those well-trained troops that have experienced the test of war. Deploying troops under the enemy's fierce fire, the first-line troops have to bear great damage, and the second-line troops cannot adapt to facing the enemy's shooting immediately at the beginning. This kind of tactical command existing on paper, only the PLA could execute in Chinese history, but the PLA would never choose such a tactic.

It was impossible for the Hubei New Army to have such military literacy. Their hollow square immediately began to fall into chaos. Li Yuanhong showed the command ability he should have at this time. "Shelling!" Li Yuanhong ordered loudly.

"Brigade Commander, where to shell?" The artillery commander asked immediately.

Hearing this question, Li Yuanhong almost pulled out his pistol to execute this unqualified artillery commander. But he also knew it was wrong to lose his temper at the artillery commander. Hollow squares can be effectively shelled when facing hollow squares. And shelling should have started before the battle began. But in this battle, these "Yan-Chen Bandits" opposite were so cunning. They set up ambush positions in advance. The bandits hid in trenches to shoot, and the artillery team simply couldn't find the specific location.

Looking at the bewildered artillery commander, Li Yuanhong shouted loudly, "Shell towards the general direction, correct while shelling."

With the rumbling sound of cannons, the artillery of the Hubei New Army finally began to shoot indiscriminately.

Liu Xiushan heard the rumbling sound of cannons and then finally felt the violent vibration produced after the shell explosion. Compared with the momentum of shelling, the dense bullet exchange just now like flying locusts simply felt like light rain.

"Retreat." Liu Xiushan issued the order without thinking.

The Military Commission did not believe that a desperate onslaught could completely eliminate the Hubei New Army. Chen Ke agreed with this conclusion, but Chen Ke did not agree with everyone's thinking. Most comrades thought the Hubei New Army could fight, and it was too unlikely to solve Li Yuanhong with the same military strength on both sides. Chen Ke believed that the Hubei New Army's morale was okay now, and ammunition was sufficient. If there was a decisive battle, the casualties of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would be relatively large. New Armies like Li Yuanhong's couldn't become braver with each setback, so adopting the "16-Character Decisive Battle Method" to weaken the combat effectiveness of the Hubei New Army to the maximum extent first, and finally annihilating it in one go was the best way.

So in the combat plan for the first engagement, it was emphasized that once the Hubei New Army started shelling, as long as a melee was not formed, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would begin to retreat. Of course, it was impossible for the Hubei New Army to fire indiscriminately at both the enemy and us mixed in a melee.

As soon as Liu Xiushan's order was given, the troops immediately began to retreat according to the training mode. The ambulance team had already transported the wounded and the bodies of some sacrificed soldiers. According to the rule that the forefront troops retreat first, each squad at the forefront withdrew with the bodies of soldiers, and the troops retreated in echelon.

The Hubei New Army was already in chaos at this time. After the shelling started, various units also began to shrink their arrays to rectify discipline. Plus the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cooperated very well to stop shooting and start retreating. In an almost completely "tacit" state, the battle ended.

The actual combat time of this fierce and short encounter was less than half an hour. Added to the previous battle between the New Army scouts and the reconnaissance troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, according to the statistics after the end of the entire Anhui Campaign, up to this point, the Revolutionary Army lost nearly a hundred people. While the casualties of the Hubei New Army approached nine hundred.

Staff officers and officers dared not mention the topic of continuing to attack Hefei anymore. The weapons and equipment, fighting will, and ambush combat mode displayed by the "Yan-Chen Bandits" in this battle greatly exceeded their imagination. Moreover, they were unfamiliar with the people and place in Anhui. After losing almost all scouts, they no longer had the strength to inquire about news remotely.

Looking at these depressed subordinates and listening to the screams and wails of wounded soldiers not far away, Li Yuanhong ordered decisively, "Troops begin to occupy various key points for defense, and quickly send people to open up the passage back to the landing place."

Not too long after, the sun reached the western horizon, and the red setting sun dyed the battlefield blood red. The cavalry unit temporarily acting as scouts sent people back to report to Li Yuanhong that they were ambushed by the "Bandit Army" five *li* away. No further proof was needed; the dense gunfire in the distance could already prove that Li Yuanhong's retreat route had been completely cut off.

"Did the Bandit Army use cannons?" Li Yuanhong's face was reflected blood red by the sunlight, and the sweat sliding down his face also shone with red light.

"The Bandit Army used land mines. That land mine is powerful. One land mine can kill ten brothers." The cavalryman said here, his voice already carrying a crying tone. "We didn't dare to arrange the team so densely anymore. As a result, many brothers exploring the road were killed by the ambushing Bandit Army, and the headquarters couldn't advance at all."

Li Yuanhong looked at the staff officers and officers surrounding him, one by one with faces full of "red light," and said a sentence with a slightly trembling voice, "The whole army attacks the Bandit Army behind; we must annihilate the Bandit Army completely."

Almost at the same moment, Chen Ke received the news from the carrier pigeon: "The Water Detachment Special Task Force has completely blocked the Nanfei River exit by sinking ships."
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As the "liaison officer" of the Yue Wang Society with the People's Party, Shi Dekuan participated in the battle to eliminate the Hubei New Army scouts. Shi Dekuan originally hoped to participate in the frontal elimination action of the plainclothes team. As a young man, Shi Dekuan liked frontal combat with swords against swords and guns against guns. But this application was rejected without hesitation by Reconnaissance Company Political Commissar Lu Zhengping. The reason for rejection was simple: Shi Dekuan's temperament belonged to that of a "rich scholar"; he would be recognized by scouts at a glance walking on the road.

Since there was no large mirror, Shi Dekuan couldn't be sure what was wrong with him. What he could see was that after the plainclothes soldiers of the Reconnaissance Company put on ordinary people's clothes, they looked like the most common people on the roadside. Except for being in better spirits, they wouldn't give people any abnormal feeling at all. This perfect identity change compelled Shi Dekuan's sincere admiration. So he had to participate in the ambush operation.

Shooting from a dug hiding spot was an easy job. Shi Dekuan aimed at the Hubei New Army scout stopped by the tripwire. It was not a burly figure. The scout was trying hard to control his horse, which almost wanted to rear up, and his back was exposed defenselessly under Shi Dekuan's muzzle. Shi Dekuan didn't have time to think so much and pulled the trigger hard. With the gunshot and the violent vibration in his hand, a black hole first appeared on the scout's back, and the scout himself stiffened as if immobilized by magic. The horse was even more panicked by the gunshot. After a few jumps, the scout on the horse was thrown off like a flour sack.

This was the first person Shi Dekuan had killed in his life. He always thought he dared to fight the Manchu Qing army. Seeing that he hit the enemy, Shi Dekuan felt a sense of joy in his chest. But this self-created feeling of joy was too weak. A moment later, he felt a discomfort, a strong questioning of himself. "I killed someone?" This thought popped up instinctively, and Shi Dekuan immediately felt cold sweat breaking out on his back. Just then, the ambushing scouts ran up, stopping the horse on one hand and checking the New Army scout who fell on the ground on the other.

The New Army scout was seriously injured. Ignoring the enemies in front who wanted his life, he grabbed the arm of a Revolutionary Army soldier and begged with all his might, "Save me! Save me."

"Still breathing." The scouts shouted.

"Ask him if he surrenders?" The scout commander shouted.

Hearing this, the New Army scout said repeatedly, "I surrender, I surrender. Save me quickly."

Hearing this, the commander shouted, "Then take him to the roadside. See if he can be saved."

Learning that the New Army scout wasn't dead, Shi Dekuan immediately felt much better in his heart. He suddenly didn't understand his reaction. Isn't this war? Isn't war life and death? Why did he actually have two completely opposite thoughts?

But the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't have Shi Dekuan's mentality at all. When ambushing enemies, everyone was naturally merciless, but there was a rule in the People's Party's military education: treat domestic personnel as much as possible without endangering oneself. The scout said to the New Army scout, "Don't shout, don't make noise. We will save you."

"Really?" The New Army scout said in surprise.

"If you shout again, we won't save you." The scouts had received training on how to effectively capture enemies. They tried their best to make the New Army scout lose consciousness of resistance. The injured New Army scout shut his mouth wisely. The scouts put him on the horse and led the horse away. Arriving at the assembly point, many injured New Army scouts had already been transported here. Doctors undid the scouts' clothes and checked their injuries.

"We'll arrange surgery for him," the military doctor said. After speaking, several medics took off the clothes of the New Army scout, then tied a rope loop with a tag on the scout's ankle. Another rope loop with a tag was tied to the handle of a wicker basket. After comparing that the numbers on the two tags were the same, the medics put the property on the New Army soldier into the wicker basket.

"What is this for?" Shi Dekuan couldn't help asking the scout beside him.

The scout said, "This is to preserve this person's personal belongings. If he can survive, we will return the things to him after he regains consciousness. If this person can't hold on, we will try our best to return these things to his family through channels."

"Everyone is fighting; no need for such trouble, right?" Shi Dekuan asked puzzledly.

"This is our discipline; stripping captives of personal property is not allowed."

"What about those killed?"

"Those killed are another matter. But once he surrenders and becomes a captive, he is under our protection. This is the revolutionary humanitarian spirit." The scout signed the hospital document as he spoke.

Shi Dekuan was stunned on the spot by these words, but heard the medic ask, "What is your name? Where do you live? If you unfortunately can't hold on, we will bury you and notify your family."

"You, didn't you say you would save me?" The New Army scout obviously couldn't quite accept the possibility that he might die.

"Brother, we are just doctors, not gods. We will try our best to save you, but if doctors were always effective, there would be no dead people in this world. Confess quickly so we can anesthetize you."

"What is anesthesia?"

"It means getting the bullet out of your body. Digging out the bullet alive, I'm afraid it will hurt you to death. After anesthesia, you won't feel pain..."

Shi Dekuan watched the People's Party soldiers handle various problems in an orderly manner. Perhaps because he had just tried to kill someone with his own hands, or perhaps because he had considered the difference between the Yue Wang Society and the People's Party for a long time. After seeing all this in front of him, he suddenly had a strong feeling: People's Party people can kill and save people. Whether killing or saving, it is so orderly. So what exactly does the People's Party want to do? The Yue Wang Society always says to overthrow the Manchu Qing and save China. But this slogan has thousands of interpretations; everyone has their own views on the revolution and the future brought by the revolution. While these people of the People's Party seem not to have so many thoughts at all; they all act according to a set of rules from top to bottom. This is the fundamental difference between the People's Party and the Yue Wang Society.

Having figured these out, Shi Dekuan asked the scout beside him, "Comrade, what exactly do your People's Party troops want to do? Why do you want revolution?"

The scout had finished signing. He said casually, "Our revolutionary army is the army of the common people's sons and brothers. Revolution is to let the common people live a good life. By the way, hurry back to the unit; there are many things to be busy with next."

The captured personnel of the Hubei New Army could at least get maximum treatment, while the wounded Hubei New Army soldiers cared for by their own people were far less lucky. Although the Hubei New Army also had a medical battalion, the medical battalion only did simple bandaging. They had neither the ability to perform surgery nor the courage to perform surgery by lamp light. And after dark, the People's Party's night raid also began.

The New Army's camp at this time was roughly a shape seven hundred meters long and more than four hundred meters wide. The People's Party invested harassment troops of two battalions and eight companies. The reason for investing so many troops was to prevent the New Army from jumping over the wall in desperation and engaging in field warfare.

The harassment troops first used the most traditional method: putting firecrackers in iron buckets. Snipers also hid and shot. The flames spewing from the muzzle were very conspicuous in the night. The Hubei New Army immediately regrouped and began to "return fire." This time they also learned to be smart and lay down to shoot. This gave the New Army artillery a chance; they could finally see the enemy's "muzzle flash." So they opened fire on the "enemy."

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cooperated very well. Once the New Army fired cannons, the harassment paused. As soon as the cannons stopped, the harassment continued. In every round of "Bandit Army" attacks, New Army soldiers were injured, and screams were particularly loud in the night. having experienced a fierce exchange of fire during the day, thinking of the enemy's ceaseless shooting, the Hubei New Army felt their hearts tighten. If the situation became like that again, people fighting on the periphery were dying in vain.

In this mood, the Hubei New Army in the dark subconsciously shrank back; no one was willing to die in the front. Officers soon found themselves unknowingly at the forefront of the line. They had to go back and scold those timid soldiers. After Li Yuanhong learned of this situation, he had no choice either. With the New Army in this situation, there was no need to consider marching at all. If attacked from the side during the march, the whole team would probably collapse immediately. With no way out, Li Yuanhong had to order the artillery to fire as much as possible. Firstly, to inflict great casualties on the "Bandit Army," and secondly, to boost the morale of his own troops.

This choice could not be said to be wrong from Li Yuanhong's perspective. If they were ordinary rebels, under such fierce artillery bombardment, these ordinary rebels would probably not be able to hold on and scatter. But Li Yuanhong faced the troops of the People's Party. The degree of importance attached by the People's Party to civil engineering was simply unimaginable to Li Yuanhong. Chen Ke's military tutorial copied the tactics of Grandpa Mao and the PLA. At any time, if tactical operations could be completed by sweating, the engineers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would work tirelessly to complete them. No one cried out suffering or fatigue; everyone knew that digging pits could save comrades' lives to the greatest extent. The harassment troops relied on trenches and anti-artillery holes to protect the lives of soldiers extremely effectively during close harassment. Moreover, when the New Army artillery bombarded fiercely, the engineers would dig fiercely taking advantage of the sound of cannons. Extending the tunnels and bunkers forward as much as possible.

Throughout the night, the Hubei New Army didn't even have time to sleep for a while. They had traveled on the water by boat for a few days in this *Sanfu* weather (dog days), and their physical consumption was huge. During the day, they started marching after getting off the boat in the morning, and fought for a while after being attacked in the afternoon. Tossing about non-stop all night, especially the roar of cannons, made it impossible for anyone to really relax and rest. After the sun rose in the morning, the eyes of the Hubei New Army soldiers were swollen huge. illuminated by the sun, everyone felt sore eyes, and tears couldn't help flowing out.

Just then, a dull sound rang out. The troops of the People's Party had transported the projection cannons used in the attack on Anqing into the tunnels. In the morning sunlight, those silk explosive packs emitting white smoke flew into the New Army formation in heavy arcs. This was a merciless attack. Chen Ke liked to copy these weapons that were powerful and simple to make. The "Heartless Cannon" on the Huaihai battlefield had amazing killing power against enemy bunker groups. Chen Ke's reduced version of this throwing weapon might not be able to destroy cement bunkers, but it was fatal for unprotected soldiers. Every violent explosion would set off a bloody storm. The New Army officers and soldiers at the center of the explosion turned into fragments and blood mist that used to be human bodies. People on the periphery were pushed directly to the ground by air waves and shock. Those who fell either bled from seven orifices or only had a small amount of bleeding from the corners of their mouths and nostrils, but their internal organs had been shattered. Those further out were injured and knocked down by various human fragments and other things flying at high speed.

Chen Ke watched the battle he commanded personally with his travel binoculars on a highland in the distance. The tragic scene was clearly visible in the twenty-power binoculars. Chen Ke only felt his stomach contracting in spasms. "Do we really have to go this far?" he couldn't help thinking. Although the distance was far enough that Chen Ke couldn't hear the screams, and couldn't see the expressions on the faces of the Hubei New Army clearly in the smoke, seeing their miserable state of running like wolves, and the miserable state of being knocked down in rows by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army approaching through tunnels, Chen Ke could fully imagine the panic of the Hubei New Army at this time.

"Should I order to persuade surrender first?" Chen Ke thought. According to the plan, next was a comprehensive charge to solve the New Army in one fell swoop. Facing such a chaotic New Army, the killing in this charge could be imagined. After full rest, the soldiers with high morale at this time would absolutely not be soft-hearted. Any New Army soldier who did not surrender in time would inevitably be completely destroyed. If persuaded to surrender, it was very likely that more people could survive.

But nothing in the world can be done without paying a price. Chen Ke also knew that if he persuaded surrender at this time, the New Army might have a breathing spell. Surely some would surrender, and some would not. If those who didn't surrender seized this opportunity to regroup, it would cause unexpected damage to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Chen Ke didn't think he had the right to use the lives of soldiers to practice his "humanitarian spirit." He ultimately said nothing.

In just this moment of thought, with the sharp sound of the charge bugle, the attack troops who had replaced the harassment troops' positions before dawn began to charge.
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To annihilate Li Yuanhong's troops, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dispatched the fully equipped and fully staffed 104th Division. The organization of the 104th Division was a "traditional" four-four system unit. In this infantry division, which would serve as a model in the future, Chen Ke surprisingly abolished the brigade level. A division had four directly subordinate infantry regiments and one artillery regiment. Each infantry regiment had four infantry battalions, one infantry battalion had four infantry companies, and so on; each company had four platoons, and each platoon had four squads. The total number of officers and soldiers in the 104th Division was as high as 21,000, four times that of Li Yuanhong's subordinates.

Fighting with the Hubei New Army yesterday day and night was the 2041st Regiment, the 1st Regiment of the 104th Division. All their officers and soldiers had fully realized firearms equipment, with a rifle in every hand. The total number of the 1st Regiment was as high as 4,000, comparable to the number of Li Yuanhong's troops. Yesterday, only the 1st Battalion of the 1st Regiment participated in the battle. The reason for sending the entire 1st Regiment to fight was that the Military Commission didn't know how strong the offensive spirit of Li Yuanhong's troops was. According to the tactics of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, an attack should be launched immediately after encountering the enemy. Behind the harassment troops, the other three battalions of the 1st Regiment were already ready for battle.

Li Yuanhong shrank back and did not come out. This response baffled Regiment Commander Yang Baogui of the 1st Regiment. If the 1st Regiment adopted such a tactic of passively taking a beating after encountering the enemy, Yang Baogui would be dismissed immediately.

The 1st Regiment fought smoothly. Yang Baogui felt that relying solely on his 1st Regiment, coordinating with the division's directly subordinate Artillery Regiment and Reconnaissance Battalion, could completely solve Li Yuanhong. However, the task of solving Li Yuanhong in the plan was assigned to the 2nd Regiment, and Yang Baogui's request for battle in front of Chen Ke was rejected.

At that time, Xiong Mingyang, the Political Commissar and Regiment Commander of the 2nd Regiment, was also there. Xiong Mingyang patted Yang Baogui's shoulder and said proudly, "Brother, oh, Regiment Commander Yang, you can't let your 1st Regiment take all the good things."

The 2042nd Regiment, the 2nd Regiment of the 104th Division, was used in the final charge. The 2nd Regiment originally belonged to Chai Qingguo's leadership. After Chai Qingguo went north, Regiment Political Commissar Xiong Mingyang temporarily served as the Regiment Commander. Two battalions in the 2nd Regiment achieved firearms equipment, equipped with captured "Hanyang 88s." In the other two battalions, one company each achieved firearms equipment, and other troops were all equipped with spears (*suobiao*). Rushing at the very front were the two battalions with firearms.

Although column attack was the most common in daily troop training, the situation today was special. The enemy adopted the hollow square mode. If encountering the Hubei New Army's formation shooting during a column attack, the Revolutionary Army's counter-fire would be slightly weaker. So Xiong Mingyang simply let the deputy regiment commander lead the 1st Battalion to attack from the north, and he personally led the 2nd Battalion to attack from the south.

When they arrived at the departure position along the communication trench, the shooting of the Division Artillery Regiment reached its climax. Amidst the "bang bang" firing sounds, the New Army's front line had completely collapsed from the bombing. Xiong Mingyang failed to observe the battle yesterday; he only heard that the New Army only knew how to take a beating passively, and the 1st Regiment fought extremely smoothly. Seeing the result with his own eyes, Xiong Mingyang was really scared. Not to mention the New Army, even if he led the 2nd Regiment to take a beating passively like this, Xiong Mingyang didn't believe he could be much better than the New Army.

"Battles are won by attacking; passively taking a beating is a dead end." Xiong Mingyang couldn't help recalling Chen Ke's words in the military academy course. But a moment later, these useless thoughts were thrown to the back of his mind by Xiong Mingyang. Now was not the time for reflection. The New Army was completely chaotic; how to win this final battle was the key. How to fight? Xiong Mingyang hadn't quite thought it through.

In daily training, the opponents were comrades of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Everyone was taught by Chen Ke, and tactics were basically similar. Interspersing encirclement, feint attack and main attack. If the troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army really reached such a desperate situation, there was no need to consider it; the troops would have split into two waves. The first wave of probing troops would have fixed bayonets and rushed over. As long as the enemy didn't have machine guns to hold the line, as soon as the first wave began to engage in hand-to-hand combat, the main force would split into two routes, advancing side by side left and right, and start a desperate charge.

It was the first time Xiong Mingyang saw so many enemies crowded together like this. Even in Anqing, for whatever reason, the defenders relied on the civilian houses of Anqing city to set up defenses layer by layer. In that Anqing street battle, the defenders relied on machine guns and sandbags and other fortifications to cause considerable trouble for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. But the Hubei New Army obviously didn't care about digging fortifications in field battles, and as a result, they were completely exposed under the guns of the Revolutionary Army like lambs.

After pondering for a moment, Xiong Mingyang ordered, "Wait for the artillery to stop, the troops shout the slogan 'Kneel and don't kill,' and charge straight into the enemy center."

Second Battalion Commander Heidao Ren (Kuroshima Jin) asked, "Regiment Commander, how to determine this center?" Heidao Ren had never seen such a situation either; heaven knew what was in the enemy's center.

Xiong Mingyang pondered for a moment before saying, "Take the enemy's artillery position as the center; we must seize their cannons."

"Yes!" Heidao Ren replied.

After the order was conveyed, Xiong Mingyang ordered the charge bugle to be blown. Heidao Ren ordered the 1st Company to start charging, and he led the 2nd Company into the reserve position. The soldiers of the 1st Company leaped out one after another, shouting the slogan: "Kneel and don't kill!" and rushed towards the Hubei New Army.

In the era when Chen Ke went to university, university courses still continued the style of the old era. That is to say, the whole country still continued the mode of preparing for a comprehensive world war. Under this mode, although the possibility of China falling into a mutually destructive world war was very small, and this school organization mode was already very loose, the curriculum and organizational form were still built on such a mode: "After communication is interrupted, each unit can quickly fight on its own." So undergraduates like Chen Ke had to study military courses and a full set of physical exercise courses. And this organizational model undoubtedly fully conformed to the world Chen Ke faced. Chen Ke taught all his military and kinematics knowledge to the troops.

To run fast, you have to use force in your thighs. If the martial artists of this era realized this kind of physical education through master-apprentice inheritance, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army promoted "military science" in a mode of larger-scale scientific training and information collection and improvement. Under long-term training, the soldiers had long turned the force generation mode into a habit of their own. More than two hundred people of the 1st Company leaped out of the trenches more than half a person high, their movements all equally light and powerful. The soldiers almost sprinted like a hundred-meter dash, crossing a distance of more than seventy meters in a dozen seconds and killing their way to the front of the Hubei New Army. Such rapid speed left the Hubei New Army's chaotic formation, huddled here and there, with no time to react.

The soldiers were boiling with blood after charging. The soldiers rushing in front were old soldiers. They knew that there was absolutely no room for mercy before the enemy knelt down and surrendered their guns. "Kneel and don't kill!" After shouting this slogan, the soldiers immediately opened fire.

Close-range shooting was more accurate. It was the first time the Hubei New Army was so close to the People's Party in dark blue military uniforms. Their chaotic brains hadn't even formed the concept of "this is the enemy." In such a daze, a new close combat unfolded fiercely.

At this time, the distance between the two sides was only a dozen meters, and the formation was so dense. The soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army knew they couldn't hold back; everyone shot at vital parts. Nearly a hundred New Army soldiers were killed or wounded in an instant. Some New Army soldiers were scared silly and stood there to be shot dead. Some began to return fire subconsciously. Although the New Army soldiers who dared to return fire were shot dead in a blink of an eye, or stabbed to death by bayonets of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers who had emptied their bullets, the return fire still caused casualties to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was not frightened by the casualties. All soldiers not only didn't retreat but accelerated their attack speed instead. While firing, they quickly approached the Hubei New Army, inflicting fierce casualties with bayonets. If the New Army still had a little courage during the exchange of fire, after the hand-to-hand combat where bayonets saw red began, the New Army, like the Qing army of the old era, collapsed completely in a blink of an eye. Even if they had guns in their hands and bullets in their guns, watching the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers pull out bloody bayonets from the bodies of New Army soldiers and then pounce on themselves, the soldiers of the Hubei New Army let out almost inhuman screams, turned their heads, and ran.

When Heidao Ren was in Japan, he heard how vulnerable the Qing army was in the First Sino-Japanese War. He had an extremely oppositional attitude towards the government after the Meiji Restoration in Japan, so Heidao Ren didn't quite believe these. Today's performance of the Hubei New Army made Heidao Ren discover that these rumors were actually true. He was truly surprised in his heart. But Heidao Ren had no time to think deeply. He was participating in the battle as a member of the People's Party now. The Manchu Qing army was the enemy of the People's Party; the enemy being vulnerable was a good thing. He was originally preparing to see where the charge direction of the 2nd Company should be. Since the Qing army was so vulnerable, there was no need to think so much.

"2nd Battalion, charge in echelon." After Heidao Ren shouted the order, he personally led the 2nd Company to charge up. After receiving the order, the 3rd and 4th Companies followed the two companies charging in front and killed towards the Hubei New Army. This column easily broke open the "crowd" of the Hubei New Army which could no longer be called an organization at all, knocked down all enemies in front who dared to resist and might resist, and cut deeply into the hollow square of the New Army.

In the north, the 1st Battalion led by the deputy regiment commander also killed into the camp of the Hubei New Army. The slogan "Kneel and don't kill" resounded through the entire battlefield. The New Army fled like lambs under spring thunder towards the east where there were no enemies. Those who couldn't run away simply knelt down and surrendered.

Xiong Mingyang didn't expect the Hubei New Army to turn from chaos to collapse so quickly. He dared not wait any longer and ordered a comprehensive attack. A red signal flare rose into the sky drawing a bright trajectory, and immediately the charge bugle sounded in the east. The 3rd and 4th Battalions took the companies equipped with rifles as the vanguard, and other troops thrust spears to kill towards the fleeing Hubei New Army. These soldiers charged against the light. The New Army running east already had swollen eyes, and blinded by the sunlight, they couldn't see anything clearly. How could they withstand such a fierce charge? The New Army was completely surrounded by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army from the north, south, and east. To the west was the Nanfei River. The desperate New Army soldiers either surrendered or threw down all burdens they could throw down and fled desperately towards the Nanfei River.

When the New Army collapsed completely, Li Yuanhong had already escaped onto a boat. Although the underwater obstacles set by the People's Party prevented the navy warships from advancing, ships with a draft of no more than one and a half meters could still sail in the river. Under the continuous attack of the People's Party, Li Yuanhong couldn't organize the Hubei New Army to escape by water. Moreover, Li Yuanhong was unwilling to abandon his cannons and flee. Seeing that the Hubei New Army couldn't hold on anymore, Li Yuanhong said nothing and ran to the riverside with his personal guards. Among the boats that went north to attack Hefei with the New Army, there were steam launches. Li Yuanhong boarded a steam launch and began to flee south for his life. The officers of the headquarters also followed Li Yuanhong to the riverside, grabbed boats, and left.

The fleet had been on tenterhooks all night since last night. Fortunately, no People's Party troops appeared on the opposite bank of the river, and the fleet was not attacked. So they barely stopped by the river obeying Brigade Commander Li Yuanhong's order. Now that Brigade Commander Li Yuanhong took the lead in fleeing, how could the fleet be willing to stay? The boats that were ready long ago all weighed anchor, either turning on full steam power, or hoisting all sails, or paddling with all their might. Sailing downstream was convenient. Before long, all ships had left the shore and fled towards the south.

After those New Army soldiers who tried to board the boats to escape ran to the riverside, they found the fleet had already run away. It was summer now, and most New Army soldiers could swim a little. They jumped into the Nanfei River one after another and began to swim towards the boats. A few with better swimming skills barely caught up with the last few boats. Most New Army soldiers failed to catch up.

Chief of Staff Pu Guanshui watched all this through binoculars. Holding binoculars for an hour continuously was a considerable test for the body. Even if he didn't feel it mentally, his body couldn't stand it. When he put down the binoculars, his palms trembled uncontrollably.

"Is the battle over?" Pu Guanshui asked in a tone of profound doubt.

"The battle against the Hubei New Army infantry is over. The battle of the Hubei Navy is not over yet." Chen Ke said calmly.

Pu Guanshui didn't expect Chen Ke's thoughts to have already jumped from the massive battle in front of him to a farther place. For a moment, he felt his train of thought couldn't keep up with Chen Ke's rhythm at all. Pu Guanshui tried to imagine the water battle dozens of *li* away, but his excited nerves forced him to raise the binoculars again to look at the battlefield in front of him. The Hubei New Army had completely collapsed and been annihilated. Those who didn't surrender were all put down by bullets, bayonets, or spears. The entire battlefield had become a Asura field (slaughterhouse). All crisscrossing the battlefield were excited soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

"Chairman Chen, the Hubei New Army shouldn't be so weak." Pu Guanshui couldn't help saying a sentence that was extremely untimely. But this was Pu Guanshui's sincere words. He knew the training of the Beiyang New Army. Even if the Hubei New Army couldn't compare to Beiyang, looking at it now, the Anhui New Army was more capable of holding out instead.

Chen Ke originally wanted to smile slightly, but the corners of his mouth just pulled stiffly at an angle; he couldn't smile at all. Chen Ke simply gritted his teeth slightly and said, "If the Hubei New Army attacked against us, it indeed shouldn't have ended so dismally. But the Hubei New Army didn't know why they were fighting, so these soldiers considered getting benefits first. They fought for themselves. Standing behind the New Army soldiers was just a group of Manchu officials oppressing the common people. Of course, they would fail."

Pu Guanshui looked at Chen Ke in surprise. He didn't expect Chen Ke to explain this battle from a political perspective. Pu Guanshui had always been uninterested in political issues. He believed a professional soldier should stay away from complex politics.

Chen Ke knew Pu Guanshui's thoughts. He hoped Pu Guanshui could understand the essence of People's War. People's War is fought for the interests of the people. If he couldn't understand this, Pu Guanshui's operational command would encounter insurmountable obstacles in the future.

"Guanshui, if a person only thinks for himself, then doing things is completely driven by interests. To win a war, naturally, there are laws conforming to war. Without a scientific attitude, failure is destined." Chen Ke said.

Pu Guanshui could feel Chen Ke advising him, but the established military concepts in his heart resisted involuntarily. Although he didn't deliberately want to oppose Chen Ke, Pu Guanshui still asked, "Chairman Chen, then if we enter Hubei to fight, will these New Army soldiers have a reason to fight?"

"If we go to Hubei to fight to protect the interests of Anhui people, then the Hubei New Army might fight to the death for the interests of Hubei people. So, our people's revolution is not to create new oppressors, but to liberate the people of the whole of China. In our future foreign wars, it is not to let China ride over the world and rule and enslave the people of the whole world for thousands of generations. Instead, it is to liberate the whole world and let the people of the whole world get freedom. This is the essence of the people's revolution."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Pu Guanshui was speechless. He could understand the concept of liberating the whole of China, but he couldn't accept Chen Ke's concept of liberating the whole world. If possible, Pu Guanshui also hoped to fight to Europe, but he didn't want to be a "liberator," but an "avenger." He hoped to make the European powers pay the price for their bullying of China. As for the European people, Pu Guanshui thought they were in the same group as the powers.

Seeing Pu Guanshui didn't accept his concept, Chen Ke also felt very helpless. Because Chen Ke also had exactly the same thoughts as Pu Guanshui, hoping to let the whole white-skinned world bleed into rivers, so that Chen Ke could wash away the strong sense of humiliation he felt when reading history. But Chen Ke didn't think so now. If a system itself is to create oppressors, then this system is destined to oppress its own people. Chen Ke himself was like what was said in that joke: he hated two kinds of people most, racists and black people. Chen Ke also believed that China could not introduce black people, but up to now, Chen Ke also firmly believed that China's future could not follow the old path of empires. The socialist system itself is a science, and there is no room for discrimination in a scientific attitude.

Although he wanted to continue persuading Pu Guanshui, the words turned into other content when they reached his lips. "Let the medical team hurry up to take in the wounded and seize the time for treatment."

Li Yuanhong stood on the steam launch, his mind in chaos. The bumping of the ship and the sound of the steam engine working at full power failed to make Li Yuanhong feel anything. He had completely lost himself. Various thoughts entangled in his mind like a mess of hemp. He lost the battle. Division Commander Zhang Biao, Lord Zhang Zhidong, and even the people in the court would absolutely not spare him. This thought appeared erratically in Li Yuanhong's mind but couldn't make Li Yuanhong feel the slightest fear.

This tragic battle completely occupied Li Yuanhong's brain. He could even clearly recall the command when first engaging, and the deployment of various units. Then it was the battle that hadn't stopped for a whole day. This is war. Li Yuanhong, as a soldier, participated in the war, commanded the war, and then he was defeated.

The merciless war method of the People's Party completely destroyed Li Yuanhong's understanding of war. It made the consciousness of this Brigade Commander of the Hubei New Army as a soldier infinitely strengthened and then completely shattered. Li Yuanhong's spirit collapsed.
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When Yan Fu was a teacher at the Beiyang Naval Academy, he had been extremely serious. Although Li Yuanhong had entered the Beiyang Naval Academy in 1883, which was now twenty-four years ago from the current year of 1907, Yan Fu still vaguely remembered Li Yuanhong's appearance. Being a teacher yet having to personally destroy his own student gave Yan Fu somewhat mixed feelings.

Zhang Yu could roughly tell that Yan Fu's spirits weren't very high. While noting this down in his heart, he asked Yan Fu for instructions, "Commander Yan, shall we continue the pursuit?"

In the distance, four sailing ships had hoisted all their sails and were fleeing desperately towards the south. Around Yan Fu's command ship, over a dozen Hubei New Army ships were either burning and sinking or had already been captured by the People's Party. The flagship Yan Fu was on was the largest sailing ship the People's Party currently possessed. A machine gun was set up on the centerline of the bow; the vast majority of the battle results were to the credit of this single machine gun.

"Hasn't the interception force already arrived? Signal them to intercept. We will pursue as well," Yan Fu ordered without hesitation. This was the first true surface battle Yan Fu had participated in for over a decade. The Water Detachment commanded by Zhang Yu had now been formally named the "China Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Navy Inland River Fleet." Zhang Yu held the post of Deputy Commander of the Inland River Fleet, and in normal times he assumed the duties of Commander in his capacity as Deputy Commander. But when actual combat began, Yan Fu, the current Commandant of the Military Academy, temporarily assumed the post of Commander.

Some people privately guessed that Zhang Yu might be unhappy about this, but Zhang Yu actually wasn't that bored. When he was the Detachment Commander of the Water Detachment, the Water Detachment was actually a marine corps doing the work of the army. When it came to naval warfare, Zhang Yu had absolutely no intention of competing with Yan Fu for status.

After hearing Yan Fu's order, the captain of the Inland River Fleet's flagship immediately shouted in a resounding voice, just like the captain of a formal naval warship from an industrial nation in this era: "Hard to port!" The same resounding voice immediately came back from the helmsman's position, "Hard to port!" The flagship, which had already raised all its sails, began to slowly turn its fairly massive hull.

"Right oars, all down!" The captain did not rely solely on wind power; manual power was still very important in this period.

"Oar position one ready!" "Oar position two ready!" "Oar position three ready!" "..."

Reports came quickly from the rowing positions. A moment later, the commander in charge of the right oars ran over, "Report, right oars are all ready."

The captain stood by the right gunwale and took a look, then shouted loudly, "Six strokes per minute, start rowing!"

A big ship had big oars. The soldiers serving as oarsmen, in groups of three, shouted chants and heaved the oars in unison with all their might. The oars kicked up splashing spray. After the ship's bow had turned about, the oarsmen on the left received the order to row, and the flagship's speed increased noticeably.

This kind of momentum was not at all comparable to the battleships Yan Fu had once experienced, but Yan Fu still felt the feeling of those years. Anhui had a rich water system, so there weren't many landlubbers. However, these soldiers had undergone Yan Fu's formal training for no more than half a year. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was full of vigor from top to bottom, always brimming with enthusiasm for mastering new technologies and new knowledge. In just half a year, the soldiers were already comparable to the officers and men of the Beiyang Navy who had trained for a long time. Although their education level before joining the army couldn't compare, all other performance was above that of Beiyang. As a military educator, faced with these two attitudes, Yan Fu also had to consider whether there had been problems with his own previous educational methods. Yan Fu had asked Chen Ke about this issue, and Chen Ke's answer surprised Yan Fu greatly: "Our soldiers adopt hard study in order to be able to win. The Beiyang Navy's goals and motives were impure. They thought too much about themselves."

Yan Fu naturally couldn't accept Chen Ke's words, "Wenqing, it is of course common sense for people to think of themselves, which is why we need discipline, order..."

Chen Ke interrupted Yan Fu, which was rare for him, "Mr. Yan, those traditions of honor and glory, the so-called 'white gloves' of the navy, do not fit the needs of the people's revolution at all. The people don't need that set of theories. To put it plainly, the navy's own so-called glory is built on the foundation of relatively high salaries. To support their families, to earn more money, ordinary sailors from common backgrounds have to play along with you blowing your own horns like coaxing children. That stuff is fundamentally nonsense."

Yan Fu knew Chen Ke looked down on the Manchu Qing army, but Chen Ke's "prejudice" actually extended to naval traditions, which Yan Fu found particularly jarring.

Since the conversation had reached this point, Chen Ke didn't hide anything either, "Mr. Yan, let me ask a question. Why must the deck be scrubbed to such a clean degree?"

"The navy needs such a style. This should be the tradition of naval servicemen," Yan Fu answered almost without thinking.

"Mr. Yan, if you say that, I can only say you are telling lies. Or that you aren't telling the truth. To put it even more unpleasantly, your attitude is unscientific," Chen Ke immediately refuted Yan Fu's answer. "In the earliest times, because navigation paid no attention to hygiene and the lifestyle was unscientific, diseases spread on ships and the death rate was very high. Later, hammocks were invented, hygiene was emphasized, decks had to be scrubbed frequently, and there were many other hygiene requirements, so the problems of sickness and death were largely solved. If we don't explain these things clearly to the comrades in the navy, but just blindly talk about some tradition and honor, isn't that all bullshit! No one wants to get sick, no one wants to die of illness. After explaining the scientific principles clearly, and then telling everyone why such a strict naval system must be established, everyone will be able to understand. If they understand, they can execute it. Even if there are problems in execution, when they are criticized, the comrades will know right from wrong. Isn't this much better than empty talk?"

Yan Fu was indeed an educator. His official duties were busy and his schedule was extremely full, so he had never been able to get involved in basic education. Hearing Chen Ke's evaluation, he finally had a sudden realization. No wonder the People's Party navy performed much better in terms of hygiene than the Beiyang Navy; Chen Ke's words made Yan Fu understand the real reason.

"The officers of the Manchu Qing use these basic common sense practices as a way to maintain their status/identity. In reality, isn't it just because the living space is cramped, there are many people, the environment is warm and humid, and bacteria breed easily? Everyone doesn't want to get sick and doesn't want to die, so the navy has to be extra serious about cleaning, right? Let alone being a soldier, even as a commoner, don't you still clean your own house? To put it plainly, the officers are either doing it for selfish reasons or they are lazy and want to be oppressors, so they turned a simple division of labor system into a system of exploitation and oppression. Then they concoct a pile of so-called tradition and honor bullshit to fool people. The masses, and the officers and soldiers, aren't stupid. Do you think people who do work are stupid? Those who personally do the work understand best how hard the work is. If you use a pile of bullshit to trick the people doing the work, can you trick them? Won't they just slack off on you? On normal days the officers and soldiers aren't of one heart, and at the critical moment, the officers expect the soldiers to be of one heart with you? This joke is a bit too big."

After this frank conversation, Yan Fu suddenly saw the light. He finally understood why the People's Party could have even stricter discipline. Since the officers taught knowledge to the soldiers, and through microscopes and modern medical education, the soldiers already understood that the purpose of this strict naval discipline was for everyone's health, plus the officers worked hard together with everyone, no one would oppose obeying discipline. You say lazy? Everyone is lazy. In this regard, officers and soldiers are equal. So select those who can be not lazy in normal times and have a scientific attitude to be officers, and the soldiers naturally won't oppose it. Moreover, inside the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, officers couldn't cover the sky with one hand; there were political commissars above and soldier committees below. If officers couldn't prove their ability in military command, their status would also be precarious.

Under the new military system, officers had to prove their qualifications by learning scientific knowledge, by establishing a more scientific attitude, and by improving their sense of responsibility and professionalism. This positive cycle greatly enhanced the combat effectiveness of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. And the outward manifestation of this improvement in internal combat effectiveness was a kind of "increasingly professional" excellent performance.

The Inland River Fleet's flagship had large sails and many oars; it didn't take long to catch up with the four small fleeing sailing ships. Yan Fu saw that the figures of the interception fleet had already appeared ahead. Although only People's Party fleets could possibly be on the lake surface right now, Yan Fu still raised his telescope and observed carefully. As the commander of the fleet, since Yan Fu required the officers and men to be scientific, he himself had to have a scientific and cautious attitude even more; taking things for granted was unacceptable. Sure enough, the distant fleet was flying the flags of the People's Party.

"Signal them and ask," Yan Fu ordered.

The signalman began to wave the signal flags in his hands. After a while, the observer reported nervously, "Commander Yan, opposite us is the interception fleet. They say they arrived to intercept according to plan. However, news came from the Chaohu Canal side an hour ago that two steam launches coming from the direction of the Yangtze River wanted to pass our interception line. They have been captured after we damaged them. As for the specific situation, they aren't too clear either. The fleet asks us to be careful, as there may be new enemy fleets attacking the base area."

"What?" Yan Fu was actually startled. These two steam launches were very likely here to deliver orders. The Manchu Qing navy had very few ships of their own; reasonably speaking, the Manchu Qing navy couldn't possibly commit too much naval strength to a battle so far from the Yangtze River. Calming himself, Yan Fu quickly made his decision: wipe out Li Yuanhong's troops first. He shouted to the communications officer: "Let the interception fleet participate in the battle to capture these four ships first. The enemy must absolutely not be allowed to escape."

The battle itself was nothing special. After the machine gun on the Inland River Fleet's flagship shot the sails of the four ships full of holes, the people on these four ships immediately chose to surrender. The New Army navy soldiers served to eat rations. At a critical moment, since the People's Party allowed them to surrender, no one was willing to be buried along with the Manchu Qing.

By the time Yan Fu's main fleet rendezvoused with the interception fleet and then rushed back to the confluence of the Nanfei River and Chaohu Lake, the silhouettes of Li Yuanhong's navy steamships were also faintly visible.

The People's Party had a whole day to prepare for this interception, so everyone's preparations were extremely sufficient. Several ships had been sunk directly in the deepest part of the river channel, and quite a few cement blocks and sandbags were piled up on both sides of the river channel. Yan Fu believed there was no need to build any dam. To attack water targets, the People's Party's "Heartless Cannons" used specialized waterproof ammunition packaging. Tests had shown that this kind of ammunition, sealed with multiple layers of silk and tung oil, could explode underwater as well. In such a narrow river channel, the damage to the ship hulls from shells exploding underwater would be equally significant. As long as they could sink a few more enemy ships, the river channel would naturally be blocked dead.

If one were to talk about the magnificence and beauty of artillery duels in fierce "naval battles," the People's Party's forces could be described as "rustic to the core." If Yan Fu were to evaluate it with a scientific attitude, the People's Party represented the "limit of practicality" built on a foundation of complete understanding of water warfare.

Sure enough, the Hubei Navy initially didn't think the People's Party's crude facilities could stop them. When the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army used large loudspeakers to demand their surrender, the navy responded with naval gun fire. Furthermore, fast boats and small ships began to charge first. The artillery positions ambushed in the reed marshes immediately fired according to the firing data measured long ago, and the small ships were soon all sunk.

The artillery units immediately shifted positions and adjusted parameters according to new firing data, just waiting for the Hubei Navy's large ships to begin their assault. As long as they could sink one large ship, the entire river channel would be completely blocked. To achieve this goal, in this round of shooting, the primary targets were the large ships, not the small ones. The officers and men of the artillery units all had their lips pressed tight, their gazes constantly patrolling between the signalman and the gun bodies. Everyone was waiting for the decisive order. It was just that the waiting time this time was a bit too long.

"Li Yuanhong requests to surrender?" Yan Fu looked doubtfully at the New Army naval officer standing before him.

"Yes, Mr. Yan. Brigade Commander Li is preparing to surrender." The New Army naval officer looked at Yan Fu worriedly. "However, Brigade Commander Li said that you must personally come to our fleet to prove your sincerity. Also, you must guarantee our safety, and then we will surrender."

"Acceptable," Yan Fu answered without even thinking.

"Mr. Yan, do you really dare to come?"

Yan Fu laughed, "Before four o'clock this afternoon, you must surrender. If you don't surrender, we will launch an attack. If I alone can save so many lives, what wouldn't I dare? Don't think that our navy can't function without me. Even if I am on your ship, when it's time to attack, our troops will still attack."

Li Yuanhong also hadn't expected his teacher Yan Fu to arrive on his ship so quickly. Seeing his own teacher and opponent, Li Yuanhong felt a bit caught off guard. He currently had absolutely no desire to fight anymore. The complete annihilation of the land forces had already scared the wits out of Li Yuanhong. Now seeing that large expanse of sails on the lake in the distance at the river mouth, and the obstacles on the river channel, especially those sunken ships in the water with only their masts showing, Li Yuanhong knew he had completely fallen into the People's Party's trap. The only thing Li Yuanhong worried about now was his own life and death, which was why he sent a small boat flying a white flag to request a meeting with Yan Fu. Actually, Li Yuanhong didn't require Yan Fu to board the ship personally; even if they could bring back a verbal message from Yan Fu guaranteeing his safety, Li Yuanhong would surrender. Surrender or whatever, anything was fine, as long as he could escape this hellish war, Li Yuanhong could accept anything.

After choosing his words for a moment, Li Yuanhong stood at attention according to the rules of the Beiyang Naval Academy back in the day and said, "Instructor Yan, I request to surrender."

Yan Fu stepped forward and held Li Yuanhong's hand, "Songqing, surrendering is good for everyone. Since it has reached this point, there is no need to let everyone throw away their lives for nothing."

Li Yuanhong knew Yan Fu was a man of his word. He said anxiously, "Instructor Yan, after we request surrender, everything is left to you, Instructor Yan."

Yan Fu spoke completely in accordance with the People's Party's regulations: "Our army treats captives leniently. We will not snatch everyone's personal belongings, nor will we insult or beat everyone. If you are willing to join our People's Party and participate in the revolution to overthrow the Manchu Qing together, we welcome you. If you are not willing, we will also release you."

"Release us?" Li Yuanhong and the officers around him thought they had heard wrong. They were fighting to the death just moments ago, yet they could be released after surrendering? Was there such a good thing in the world? Let alone that Yan Fu actually said personal property wouldn't be confiscated. These people had gotten quite a few good things from Anqing these past days; the amount of gold and silver carried on their persons alone was not small. That Yan Fu would actually let go of such a large fortune was truly unbelievable to these people. If it were Yan Fu falling into the hands of the Hubei New Army right now, Yan Fu definitely wouldn't need to think about such treatment.

Li Yuanhong had originally been bent on surrendering, but hearing these conditions, he actually got scared. "Mr. Yan, you aren't joking, right?" Li Yuanhong asked cautiously.

"Songqing, we of the People's Party have our People's Party military discipline. Everything I said above is our military discipline. Since such discipline has been set, we naturally must abide by it. Moreover, you traveled entirely by water on your way here and didn't harm the common people in the base area. If you had harmed the common people, then we couldn't release you so easily. You would have to pay back the debt owed to the common people first."

"Mr. Yan, we didn't commit the slightest offense against civilians on the way, not the slightest offense," Li Yuanhong hurriedly explained.

Yan Fu smiled, "Relax, I know. You moved so rapidly on the way; we saw it all."

Hearing Yan Fu's explanation, Li Yuanhong finally relaxed. Having reached this point, although many in the Hubei Navy were unwilling in their hearts, they also refused to risk their lives anymore. With the famous Yan Fu personally coming to negotiate the surrender details, the crowd stopped saying much. The only thing that puzzled them was that Yan Fu requested the doctors in the fleet to assemble immediately and participate in the treatment operations. "Your army casualties are too many, and our doctors aren't enough. The military doctors in the fleet must hurry and go participate in the treatment for me. Save as many people as possible."

Although they didn't know why Yan Fu was acting so "compassionate," there was no way to pick flaws in this reason. What's more, these people had already surrendered now, so they dared not raise any doubts to Yan Fu. Of course, these people were still very unwilling in their hearts. If it weren't for the army fighting so poorly, how could their navy have been captured so easily! The crowd in the navy held a kind of completely egoistic indignation.

Taking in captives, handing over equipment. This was very tedious work, and it was barely completed by evening. Yan Fu first comforted Li Yuanhong and the other officers in the temporary camp for captives, and then took them to the headquarters located in Hefei.

Chen Ke did not receive Li Yuanhong. After wiping out Li Yuanhong's forces, Chen Ke set his next target on Anqing. The Hubei New Army had dispatched a total of seven thousand men when attacking Anqing and Chizhou. Li Yuanhong had brought out over five thousand men to attack Hefei. There were less than two thousand men left in Anqing and Chizhou. The Hubei New Army actually in Anqing numbered no more than one thousand five hundred at most. Yet such a small garrison was guarding a large amount of weapons, ammunition, and supplies. Even if just for these supplies, Chen Ke believed it was necessary to attack Anqing a second time.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had attacked Anqing once half a year ago, so a surprise attack on Anqing again wasn't a problem. The problem lay in how to deal with Anqing after taking it this time. Anqing guarded the Yangtze River and was a very sensitive city. If the People's Party formally occupied Anqing, then they would be in a state of continuous war with the Manchu Qing. The Manchu Qing possessed an overwhelming advantage in naval forces up to now. Plus, Anqing was downstream from Wuhan; there was no guarantee the British wouldn't stick a hand in too. But if they didn't occupy Anqing, there would be just as many problems.

As soon as Yan Fu entered the conference room, he saw First Regiment Commander Yang Baogui and Second Regiment Political Commissar and Commander Xiong Mingyang arguing like fighting cocks. Yang Baogui had a sincere look on his face like a weasel paying respects to a chicken, "Your Second Regiment has already exerted effort in this charge, and you have the problem of large-scale re-equipping right now. Let our First Regiment go this time."

Xiong Mingyang also had a smile that wasn't a smile, "Regiment Commander Yang doesn't need to worry about us. Everyone has re-equipping problems. Look, the Third and Fourth Regiments also have to re-equip. Troops can't rely on training alone; they have to fight battles."

When Third Regiment Commander Ji Baixiong and Fourth Regiment Commander Mao Taiping heard Xiong Mingyang pulling a united front, they immediately expressed support for Xiong Mingyang. "Exactly. Isn't it just five hundred former New Army troops? If our two regiments go over, we can definitely win. You two have worked hard leading your troops. We can just happen to test the new equipment too."

Xiong Mingyang was quite dissatisfied with these two guys who "lived off the family but helped outsiders." This ability to climb up the pole was a bit excessive.

Ji Baixiong was not moved by Xiong Mingyang's dissatisfied look at all. "Our unit had few Hanyang rifles to begin with. Moving them back and forth like this would waste too much manpower. If our two regiments go, we can receive the equipment right after the battle. High efficiency."

The young people were full of vigor. Yan Fu just smiled after hearing this dialogue. Chen Ke, on the other hand, had a solemn expression, not looking like he had won a victory at all. Mao Taiping was more observant. He said seriously to Chen Ke, who could decide who would send troops, "Chairman Chen, our Fourth Regiment can definitely complete the mission. Please entrust this Anqing battle to us."

To such a sincere request for battle, Chen Ke answered with an equally sincere attitude, "Your Fourth Regiment only has one battalion equipped with rifles. Calculating strictly, it doesn't exceed one thousand two hundred rifles. The Hubei New Army defending the city has one thousand five hundred men. If only your Fourth Regiment goes, Regiment Commander Mao, don't you think the casualties will be too great?"

Hearing this, the four regiment commanders knew that Chen Ke actually already had his own ideas. No one dared to joke anymore, and they stood at attention almost simultaneously.

Chen Ke said, "The First Regiment and Fourth Regiment will go. Depart tomorrow. The Division Artillery Battalion will go with you. Your two regiments total eight thousand men. You must be fast. The faster you reach Anqing now and the fiercer you hit, the smaller our losses will be."

"Yes!" Yang Baogui and Mao Taiping answered at the same time.

"In addition, have you thought about who will guard Anqing?" Chen Ke asked next.

"This..." The four regiment commanders all fell silent. They had only thought about the war merit of seizing Anqing and hadn't considered what to do next after taking Anqing at all.

"I convened this meeting now precisely to discuss this matter. However, Regiment Commander Yang and Regiment Commander Mao don't need to participate. You hurry and go organize the troops for the march."
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Chain Reaction (48) The March

The order of battle for the second attack on Anqing included the division headquarters of the 104th Division, two regiments, and the division artillery regiment. Half a year ago, everyone had traveled by land from Anqing back to Fengtai County, and this march chose the same route as last time. The long marching column threaded through the foothills of the Dabie Mountains. The summer scenery was very beautiful; the blue sky, white clouds, mountain forests, and cool breezes made everything feel very pleasant.

However, the grassroots cadres of the Fourth Regiment had no mind to look at the scenery. The Fourth Regiment was a new unit, and soldiers who had enlisted no more than two months ago were everywhere. Compared with the veteran units, the basic military training of these new comrades was very inadequate. "Lift your legs when walking! Don't drag your feet, lift your legs!" The grassroots cadres had to correct the basic marching movements of the comrades.

Long-distance raids placed the greatest emphasis on scientific marching: how to most effectively allocate stamina, and how to adopt the most effective movements. This was all science. When Chen Ke was in the 21st century, he enjoyed hiking and had specifically asked for advice from many experts, especially military experts. The PLA in history was known as "Iron Soles." This wasn't to say those revolutionary predecessors were genetically modified humans, but rather that they had accumulated tremendous marching knowledge through long-term military struggles. This knowledge derived from practice was unreservedly passed on to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army of 1907.

Lifting the legs to walk seemed very tiring, but in reality, most of the movement was borne by the muscles, and the wear and tear on the joints was precisely much less than walking by dragging the legs. When dragging the legs, most of the shock was borne by the joints. Incorrect marching posture over a long time was not only inefficient and easily fatiguing, but more importantly, it was very harmful to the body. There was a very famous saying in the 21st century: "Attitude determines everything." Chen Ke naturally put this saying to use. Doing anything required a progressive attitude. Marching using the strength of the thighs made the posture look full of vitality. Chen Ke felt this was perhaps a manifestation of an "upward attitude."

As the Regiment Commander, Mao Taiping could not personally go up to criticize the soldiers. The army emphasized not "skipping levels" the most. This "skipping levels" didn't just mean subordinates couldn't skip levels to report; superiors normally also couldn't "skip levels" to command subordinate units. So regarding the command of the low and mid-level officers, Mao Taiping merely watched and listened; he himself didn't say a word about the soldiers' performance.

Not making a sound didn't mean he had no thoughts. Mao Taiping was also observing his own troops. Which soldiers had better mastered military knowledge and skills? One couldn't grasp the actual situation of this stuff just by listening to reports, and watching drills wasn't necessarily useful either. As the saying goes, "The layman watches the scene, the expert watches the method." The so-called "method" was precisely most truly reflected in this seemingly boring marching.

After looking at many units, Mao Taiping finally gave up on the idea of selecting special talents from the ranks. No matter how he looked at it, the level of the veteran units far exceeded that of the new units. The marching movements of the veteran units were always the most standard, and their marching attitude was also the most correct. Chen Ke had repeatedly emphasized in the military academy, "A genius's first cry will absolutely not be a good poem." If training was insufficient, everything was in vain.

The gap between the veteran units and new units within the Fourth Regiment was obvious. The First Regiment marching together with them was entirely a veteran unit. Most of them had participated in the previous Battle of Anqing, so in the performance of basic military skills, the First Regiment was a cut above. When quite a few soldiers of the Fourth Regiment were already gasping for breath from exhaustion, the soldiers of the First Regiment still had plenty of energy to spare while marching.

"After this Battle of Anqing ends, we must definitely increase training in the regiment." Looking at the two units with drastically different performances, Mao Taiping made up his mind.

Comparison spells death for people, just as comparison spells the trash heap for goods. While Mao Taiping was full of self-reflection, there was another group of people in the column setting out for Anqing who were even less adept at marching than the soldiers of the Fourth Regiment. They were the guide unit sent by the Yue Wang Hui. As soon as the Battle of Hefei ended, the "liaison officers" of the Yue Wang Hui in the People's Party troops immediately brought the news of the total annihilation of the Hubei New Army back to the Yue Wang Hui. Those who had remained until now were all backbone members of the Yue Wang Hui. They couldn't believe the People's Party had wiped out the Hubei New Army in just two days. And clever fellows like Chang Hengfang had already thought that the People's Party's next target would be Anqing. They immediately sent people to recommend themselves to Chen Ke, requesting to act as guides.

Reasonably speaking, these people were the elites picked from the remaining three hundred or so members of the Yue Wang Hui. As a result, the guides took only half a day to get dumped from the front of the main force to the very tail of the column. It wasn't that these people didn't try hard; in the beginning, they were also high-spirited. But in order to maintain marching speed, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army rested at fixed times. The people from the Yue Wang Hui could still hold on for the first few hours, but by the afternoon, their legs felt as if filled with lead as they walked, and they couldn't move them anymore. Watching squad after squad of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers overtake them, their small team unknowingly went from the head of the marching column to the end. The more anxious they were, the slower they walked. At the very beginning, they had secretly laughed at the People's Party for resting too much, but later they discovered that no matter how much they rested, they couldn't recover.

Shi Dekuan counted as someone who could walk very well among them. The reason he was left at the very end was because he had to maintain team unity with his Yue Wang Hui companions. With such a long column, one could be separated if not careful. Seeing that his companions really couldn't walk anymore, Shi Dekuan hurriedly grabbed a People's Party soldier walking on the outside of the column. This soldier's shoulder insignia was Second Lieutenant; he should be a platoon leader. Shi Dekuan asked, "Comrade, when do we rest?"

"Another twenty *li*," the platoon leader said. Looking at the swaying and crooked team behind Shi Dekuan, the platoon leader couldn't help but advise, "You guys should support each other a bit too. Those with strength should help others more. Otherwise, everyone will get left behind." Just after saying these few sentences, the platoon leader found that he had already fallen from the front of his platoon to the back. He hurriedly said, "Support each other, that's right." After speaking, this platoon leader broke into a trot and rushed back to the lead position of his own unit.

Shi Dekuan agreed very much with this platoon leader's words, yet he didn't dare say this to the group of Yue Wang Hui comrades behind him. In the Yue Wang Hui with only three hundred or so people left today, there were more officers than soldiers. He, a "monitor," was far from being able to issue orders to his own comrades. Shi Dekuan's gaze couldn't help but fall on Chen Duxiu, the highest commander of this guide mission.

Chen Duxiu was also panting heavily, but his spirit was better than the other comrades. Hearing the platoon leader's words, Chen Duxiu hurriedly said, "Let's everyone support each other." The Yue Wang Hui crowd all felt these words were good, and they gathered together and extended their hands to each other. Then they started staring awkwardly at each other. Who supported whom was a very realistic problem. A very strange thing appeared here: those who wanted to go support others were mostly carrying more personal luggage and looked more exhausted. While those waiting for people to support them were mostly walking empty-handed and looked in not bad spirits.

If it were before, the Yue Wang Hui themselves wouldn't have paid too much attention to this practice. But when marching together with the People's Party, everyone in the People's Party carried a marching pack. Those not carrying packs were all officers with rank, and these officers ran back and forth in the column, busy like frolicking dogs. They obviously didn't need people to support them. Chen Duxiu had walked such a long way, and his complexion was originally very rosy. Seeing his own comrades behave like this, his face instantly turned from rosy to purple-red. Not long after, Chen Duxiu's whole body suddenly went limp, as if he was about to collapse. The Yue Wang Hui people immediately went up to support Chen Duxiu to sit down.

Chen Duxiu rested for quite a while before catching his breath. He raised his head, his gaze first stern, but soon the sternness turned into sorrow. The Yue Wang Hui crowd had all participated in the march; they knew exactly what Chen Duxiu's attitude meant. Quite a few people lowered their heads in shame.

"Comrades, the People's Party is revolution, we are also revolution. Why can't we compare to the People's Party? Everyone knows now, right?" Chen Duxiu's voice was trembling when he spoke. Shi Dekuan even suspected that Chen Duxiu might just cry next. Anyway, every time he compared the People's Party with the Yue Wang Hui, Shi Dekuan always wanted to cry from depression. Chen Duxiu wasn't as fragile as Shi Dekuan thought. If not for Chen Duxiu himself being immersed in the emotion of shame, he would want to fly into a rage right now. Shi Dekuan looked at the other cadres again: Bo Wenwei, Chang Hengfang, Xiong Chengji. These people likewise had faces like dead ashes, a look of disheartened despair.

With the People's Party retaking Anqing this time, although quite a few people in the Yue Wang Hui wanted to let the Yue Wang Hui take charge of Anqing again, at any rate, these people weren't that shameless. They had been utterly defeated in Anqing last time, and none of them wanted to repeat the same mistake. Chen Duxiu, however, showed the demeanor of a leader; he actively proposed organizing a "Guide Team." If the Yue Wang Hui didn't go to Anqing this time and huddled up in Hefei, then the Yue Wang Hui would absolutely have no future. If they did nothing, the Yue Wang Hui wouldn't even have an excuse to return to Anqing.

Chen Ke very generously agreed to the Yue Wang Hui's request. The Yue Wang Hui crowd all carried weapons when setting out this time. their own plan was to perform well in battle and prove themselves. Chang Hengfang, Xiong Chengji, and others had all expressed that even if they died in Anqing this time, they couldn't lose face for the Yue Wang Hui again. In their hearts, these people actually had a kind of "the wind soughs and the water of the Yi River is cold" sentiment. Their plan was to charge at the front, not fearing even sacrifice. If they sacrificed themselves, it might instead win some grounds for the Yue Wang Hui to share power in Anqing.

The tragic and heroic mood of these people was beyond reproach, but today's march had already plainly displayed a result: the Yue Wang Hui's marching ability was too poor. According to the current situation, by the time these people from the Yue Wang Hui arrived in Anqing, the People's Party's battle would probably be over. The people of the Yue Wang Hui hadn't reached the level of shamelessness where they did nothing themselves and then demanded Anqing from the People's Party with empty words. Achieving "viewing death as a return home" was already not easy, but when the mindset of "viewing death as a return home" met the fact of "seeking death but being unable to," it was no wonder Chen Duxiu and the Yue Wang Hui senior cadres all had pale faces.

The Yue Wang Hui people didn't know what else could be said at this moment. Everyone felt that saying anything would only add more humiliation to themselves. But sitting here wasn't a solution either. The People's Party's troops didn't stop for a step; the marching speed of each unit was not much different from when they first set out. Everyone's pace was steady and brisk, and the column passed by the Yue Wang Hui "Guide Team," which had stopped in place, in an orderly manner like a winding long dragon. Every People's Party officer and soldier was fully focused on marching, not even looking at the Yue Wang Hui people by the roadside. This attitude bordering on indifference made the Yue Wang Hui crowd even more ashamed.

"Why have we ended up like this?" Chen Duxiu said a sentence. This was actually not questioning the comrades, but questioning himself.

At this point, Shi Dekuan didn't care about that much anymore. He said bluntly, "Because the People's Party has practiced. In the few days I've been with the People's Party, I asked about quite a few things. The People's Party wasn't born knowing how; they told me that everything they do is just something they practiced long ago. Any small matter that looks insignificant, they have practiced hundreds of times."

Shi Dekuan's status wasn't high. If he didn't want to bury his head in the ground from shame right now, he wouldn't have spoken so bluntly.

Chang Hengfang had always been a hardliner; he was most unwilling to bow his head to the People's Party. Hearing Shi Dekuan's words, he didn't retort sarcastically like usual, but said with a sobbing tone, "Then how does the People's Party know what should be practiced? There are so many things that can be done in the world; how come the things they practice are all useful? And everything we do is useless?"

No one took up this sentence. If an explanation had to be given, it could only be said that the People's Party's leader Chen Ke commanded well. Although this was the fact, no one was willing to refute Chen Duxiu's face to his face.

"It is I who delayed everyone," Chen Duxiu took over the conversation.

Chang Hengfang knew he had said the wrong thing. He hurriedly said, "Commander, I didn't mean that."

Chen Duxiu stood up and held the shame-faced and annoyed Chang Hengfang, "No, Hengfang, your words were correct. I also don't deserve to be called any Commander. A battalion of the People's Party has over a thousand men, and they only dare to call themselves Battalion Commander. We only have three hundred or so people, and if I call myself Commander again, that would be too unappreciative of the situation."

Chen Duxiu was a famous talent in Anhui, and everyone had always respected him. Hearing Chen Duxiu being so depressed, Chang Hengfang wished he could slap himself twice. Why did his mouth have no gate like this?

Chen Duxiu scanned the crowd, then let out a sigh of relief as if putting down a thousand-jin burden, "Everyone shouldn't think so much either. If we can't walk anymore, then let's rest first. Hengfang, take some people and distribute the luggage to everyone. Let's not want the useless luggage for now. Everyone carry guns and dry rations. Let's learn from the People's Party's way, stride out and walk. Rest when tired, and continue walking when the leg muscles relax. Even if we can't lead the way, we can't let people dump us at the very end to eat dust."

At a time like this when people's minds were wavering, if Chen Duxiu quit and started feeling sorry for himself, then this team would immediately fall apart. Instead, at this critical moment, Chen Duxiu showed the appearance of a leader.

Chang Hengfang didn't say much and immediately began to distribute luggage.

By the time the Yue Wang Hui regrouped, the main column of the People's Party had already passed, and the supply carts remaining at the rear came over. Chang Hengfang didn't want to waste things either. He packed the luggage the Yue Wang Hui crowd didn't need into several large bundles and forcefully stuffed them onto the carts. How could the commander of the logistics unit dare to let them casually stuff things onto the important supply carts? But the logistics unit commander also knew that these guys walking with them were people from the Yue Wang Hui. Then he heard Chang Hengfang say with a look of burning one's boats: "We're giving the stuff to you. If you don't want it, just throw it away."

People in the logistics department all had to deal with people. The commander knew this bunch couldn't carry these things anymore. He took out a pencil and wrote a receipt. Chang Hengfang resolutely refused the receipt, so the commander came over directly and asked, "Who is the commander of the Yue Wang Hui?"

Chen Duxiu answered hurriedly, "I am."

The commander handed the receipt to Chen Duxiu, "We can transport the luggage for you, but keep the receipt safe. After arriving in Anqing, you still have to use this receipt to get the things back. Everyone is cooperating, so please don't make it difficult for us. You must come to us to pick up the luggage after arriving in Anqing. Our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army has a system; if no one takes these extra things, I will be held responsible."

Chen Duxiu hurriedly expressed his thanks. The commander didn't say much either; after saying goodbye, he immediately returned to his own unit.

Bo Wenwei knew why Chang Hengfang was unhappy. Chang Hengfang didn't want to owe the People's Party a favor. If they didn't want the things, the Yue Wang Hui and the People's Party would be even. But if they took the receipt, this favor would be a big matter.

Watching the retreating figure of the logistics unit commander, Chen Duxiu sighed, "I have only read about troops with such strict discipline and soldiers so reasonable in books when I was studying."

Shi Dekuan had always respected Chen Duxiu very much. Hearing this, he asked, "Commander, what is special about this kind of person?"

"Dekuan, in charge of supplies is the place most prone to embezzlement. Even if the supplies are enough, those in charge of supplies usually say there aren't enough supplies. Where is there anyone afraid of having extra supplies? If he worries about being held responsible for extra things, that means the People's Party's discipline is strict to the point where orders are executed and prohibitions are obeyed. And under such strict discipline, everyone usually prefers to do one less thing than one more. Even throwing our luggage away directly would be common. Yet that person gave us a receipt; it seems he is very considerate of our difficulties. Such a person is reasonable; I really haven't seen one before. If we go by what Confucius said, this person is simply a gentleman (*junzi*)."

Shi Dekuan was young and hadn't seen many people, and most of those he associated with were those who called themselves heroes of the *jianghu*. For *jianghu* heroes, as long as they talked about "righteousness," they should act like this. Shi Dekuan didn't feel that owing the People's Party a favor was that big of a deal; on the contrary, that receipt made him feel it was a bit superfluous. That Chen Duxiu praised this People's Party commander so highly really made Shi Dekuan feel very puzzled.

But with the luggage settled, everyone also reorganized their mood. The Yue Wang Hui crowd continued the march. Along the way, everyone held a breath in their hearts. At this time, it was no longer to die heroically, but for a more realistic purpose: to be able to keep up with the People's Party's column and rush to Anqing City together. No one in the current Yue Wang Hui team wanted to let others exert effort for them anymore; each and every one of them hurried on with their whole heart and mind. With no distracting thoughts in their hearts, their footsteps seemed to become lighter. When resting at night, they followed at the end of the infantry battalion and actually hadn't fallen behind.
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Chain Reaction (49) - Surrender Ceremony

The second Battle of Anqing was even easier than the first. The People's Party marched more than 200 *li* in two days and arrived near Anqing city. After the city gates of Anqing opened in the morning, the reconnaissance troops disguised as common people and seized the city gates. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was already very familiar with the city situation of Anqing, and intelligence personnel provided a detailed map of the Hubei New Army's stationing. The 1st Regiment entered the city to encircle and suppress the enemy, while the 4th Regiment besieged the enemy's strongholds outside the city, blocking more than a thousand Hubei New Army soldiers in various strongholds.

The Hubei New Army never expected that Brigade Commander Li Yuanhong took more than five thousand New Army soldiers to exterminate the "rebel bandits," but seven days later, tens of thousands of rebel bandits actually "raided" Anqing. The Hubei New Army also had combat experience; they had participated in some "bandit suppression" operations. In the past "bandit suppression," they had encountered "bandits" with absolute numerical superiority. As long as the New Army pulled out and shot firmly at the "bandits," the bandits would collapse immediately after some were killed. The New Army then pursued, and there was no great victory.

Facing the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army they had never seen before, some Hubei New Army troops attacked in formation according to their habitual way. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had not received military training in line shooting. Officers and soldiers relied on various bunkers to shoot at the Hubei New Army, so the line shooting turned into a unilateral massacre. The Hubei New Army didn't expect the "bandits" to dare to shoot at the government army. They could still hold on when the exchange of fire just started. But after the troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army began to outflank, the Hubei New Army couldn't hold on anymore. They found that they were actually not much better than the "bandits" they had defeated. When the comrades around them were knocked down by whistling bullets, the hearts of the Hubei New Army officers and soldiers were also filled with fear. In the hail of bullets, they also couldn't withstand the pressure of fear and turned to run. When the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army pursued the routed soldiers of the Hubei New Army, those troops who dared to go out to fight couldn't even keep their strongholds.

However, some officers were relatively smart. Looking at the huge number of enemies, they wanted to rely on the strongholds to resist stubbornly. Hiding in the strongholds, with their backs to the enemy several times their number, the officers shouted loudly to the panicked Hubei New Army soldiers that the rebels were playing the trick of "besieging Wei to rescue Zhao." As long as they persisted until Brigade Commander Li Yuanhong rushed back, the rebels would be finished.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was well prepared for this. Among the captives caught in the Battle of Hefei this time, there were many mid-to-low-level officers. They had already been scared out of their wits in the battle. Seeing that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army tried their best to treat the injured officers and soldiers of the Hubei New Army after the battle, and knowing that Brigade Commander Li Yuanhong had surrendered, they showed a great cooperative attitude. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army guaranteed these officers that as long as they helped persuade the Hubei New Army in Anqing to surrender, they would be released after Anqing was taken. Some mid-to-low-level officers had relatively flexible minds. Since they were already obediently captives, they didn't talk about integrity anymore. Besides, no integrity was more attractive than being released immediately.

The Hubei New Army belonged to the New Army troops with relatively advanced cultural education, and the education level of officers and soldiers was generally relatively high. The officers explained the military wisdom of the people of Qi in the Warring States period, "besieging Wei to rescue Zhao," to the New Army soldiers, but they didn't expect that what the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army learned was the old trick of the Han army in the Chu-Han Contention, "surrounded on four sides by Chu songs." Dozens of New Army mid-to-low-level officers who had been out for only six or seven days appeared in the ranks of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and began to persuade surrender. The rhetoric of "besieging Wei to rescue Zhao" collapsed without being attacked. Thanks to the relatively high education level of the New Army, the "persuasion team" composed of these "surrendered troops" held written manuscripts and talked about the prisoner policy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to their comrades, which was also sincere and logical.

Although the Hubei New Army couldn't compare with the fighting will of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, as soldiers, surrender could always trigger a sense of shame. Although they didn't choose to break out desperately like their Jing-Chu senior Xiang Yu, they were unwilling to choose the path of surrender easily either.

To effectively eliminate the sense of shame of the New Army, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had to fire a few shots at the top of the Hubei New Army's strongholds. So the New Army accepted the request of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army for "negotiation." The military leaders of both sides conducted rational and frank negotiations. Everyone finally reached two agreements. First, the Hubei New Army formally surrendered to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. And a surrender ceremony would be held. Second, after the surrender ceremony, the Hubei New Army would immediately leave Anqing carrying personal non-military items, and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army must not stop them. All "so-called personal property" that needed to be transported had to be left behind. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army stated clearly about this: "You came to Anhui to fight; it is impossible to bring any large items. These large items must be the property you looted from the local people. It is already very benevolent of us not to pursue the crimes you committed against the people; you cannot take the things away."

When Chen Duxiu and the others entered Anqing city, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had just reached a negotiation agreement with the Hubei New Army. Chen Duxiu didn't have much opinion on the second content. He secretly asked Hua Xiongmao, the commander of the 104th Division, why the first article was that a surrender ceremony must be held. Hua Xiongmao was in a good mood, so he answered this foolish question, "If the name is not right, the words will not be smooth (*Ming bu zheng yan bu shun*)." This answer made Chen Duxiu blush with shame.

The surrender ceremony was planned by Chen Ke. In fact, the Hubei New Army and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army both lined up. The officers of the Hubei New Army handed over the military flag to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, and then the soldiers handed over their guns in turn. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had already seized the ferry crossing guarded by less than a hundred people on the other side of the Yangtze River. Throughout the surrender process, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army guaranteed that the personal safety and dignity of the Hubei New Army would not be infringed upon. After the surrender ceremony, the officers and soldiers of the Hubei New Army were sent across the river by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, and then the Hubei New Army could arrange future matters on their own.

Something like a ceremony looks simple, but it is not easy when really done. Knowing that their personal safety and personal property were guaranteed, most of the New Army really breathed a sigh of relief. Surrender is just surrender; everyone can't die in vain. When both armies lined up, the Hubei New Army, as the surrendered army, stood in neat queues, handing over military flags and weapons according to rank order under the gaze of tens of thousands of victors. Some people with a more serious nature in the Hubei New Army felt an unprecedented sense of shame. Their faces were pale, their arms trembled slightly, and many people had tears in their eyes during the surrender ceremony. Those were tears of humiliation and pain.

Hua Xiongmao stood in the front row of the surrender ceremony. The expression on his face was serious and earnest, and no trace of emotion could be seen at all. In fact, the pride in his heart had reached an indescribable level. The People's Party and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army never talked about oppression internally, and fundamentally did not allow various oppressions to exist. Whoever dared to bully people in the army would cause big trouble. Hua Xiongmao was tired to death every day for work. He felt that the term "public servant" proposed by Chen Ke was really too appropriate. As a cadre, working for everyone every day, working for the interests of the people and the revolutionary cause, being an official was like being a grandson. And holding this surrender ceremony drew a full stop to the complete victory of the People's Party in a polite, restrained, and lukewarm way. He felt like he had eaten a Ginseng Fruit in his heart; all thirty-six thousand pores in his body relaxed, and he felt incomparable satisfaction and comfort in his heart.

Just at this moment, suddenly a young New Army soldier burst into tears with a "wah." This New Army soldier looked no more than eighteen or nineteen years old. The cry was not the wailing of an adult when sad, but like the aggrieved weeping of a child after losing a game. With this child taking the lead, many New Army officers and soldiers couldn't help sobbing in low voices. Some officers of the Hubei New Army felt these soldiers lost face. Since Hua Xiongmao and others had said publicly long ago that beating and cursing were not allowed at the surrender ceremony, the officers of the Hubei New Army didn't dare to beat or curse the soldiers in front of the square formation of tens of thousands of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers, so they had to suppress their anger and start scolding.

The muscles on Hua Xiongmao's face twitched slightly. As a senior officer in the base area, he had visited army kindergartens and ordinary kindergartens. The little ones with poor athletic ability looked foolishly at the older ones playing, and started screaming and crying if they were slightly unhappy. The babies who could run all over the ground turned the kindergarten upside down, like a monkey mountain. Teachers were not allowed to hit children. Encountering this situation, they could only scold like the officers of the Hubei New Army. The surrender ceremony was originally a very serious matter in the army. Now with this tossing, it looked like the flavor of a kindergarten in the base area.

Not everyone had the self-control honed by Hua Xiongmao. Many officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had smiles on their faces, and some officers and soldiers looked even more serious. Hua Xiongmao turned his head to look at Division Political Commissar He Zudao beside him. He Zudao looked serious and thoughtful. Hua Xiongmao knew He Zudao's thoughts because He Zudao had discussed surrender with Hua Xiongmao. He Zudao believed that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army should allow the enemy to surrender, but the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army itself had no need to surrender to any enemy.

Although Hua Xiongmao felt the same, he knew that when reached a desperate situation, it wasn't that if you said let the cadres and soldiers fight to the last breath, everyone would be willing to risk their lives with you for no reason. He asked He Zudao what he thought. He Zudao replied, "I feel this way: the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army absolutely cannot fight a battle without reason. Before every battle, officers and soldiers must know the reason for their fighting, and sincerely believe that these reasons are to protect the interests of the masses, including everyone's relatives. Only in this way, when fighting, will everyone only think about how to complete the task and how to eliminate the enemy. When the situation is unfavorable, everyone will not respond passively, let alone think of surrender."

Thinking of this, the little bit of humor stimulated by the Hubei New Army in Hua Xiongmao immediately flew to the nine heavens. The equipment of the Hubei New Army was much better than that of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. This didn't need in-depth investigation; it could be seen just from the weapons and ammunition they handed over. But this army didn't show combat capability and fighting will matching such excellent weapons in the Battle of Anqing at all. When the People's Party first arrived in Anhui, they had nothing at all. At that time, the best weapons in everyone's hands were a few guns. The best pistol was the one He Zudao now wore at his waist. At that time, the owner of this pistol was the girl You Gou.

At that time, everyone didn't know how to carry out the revolution specifically, and the comrades were not clear about the concept of "serving the people." Only in the crisis of the flood, they had no choice but to follow Chen Ke. But in the process of standing with the people personally and fighting for the interests of the people, the people who were "cunning and ignorant" in Hua Xiongmao's original impression were unexpectedly reasonable. These people just didn't have the background and culture of the initial People's Party comrades. In other aspects, they were the same as these Party members. Facing natural disasters, everyone wanted to survive. After natural disasters, everyone wanted to pursue a richer and more dignified life. With Chairman Chen Ke leading the way in front, as long as they were not the kind of people who were lazy beyond cure, or the kind of common people whose minds were full of relying on others or only thinking about living by oppressing others, there was no one who didn't follow the revolution wholeheartedly. Now, of the tens of thousands of soldiers led by Hua Xiongmao, which one was not from a common background? Which one did not once fear the government like a tiger?

Now, an army composed of such ordinary people could sweep across Anhui and trample the once arrogant enemy completely underfoot. Make them obediently bow their heads, admit defeat, hand over guns, and surrender. A kind of pride suddenly arose in Hua Xiongmao's heart. He just wanted to shout "Long live the revolution! The revolution will win!"

The Yue Wang Society also participated in the surrender ceremony. Seeing tens of thousands of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers lining up neatly, the Yue Wang Society people didn't even dare to breathe loudly. This was the power they had fantasized about countless times when looking forward to the revolution and bragging. Tens of thousands of troops with strict discipline, uniform actions, conquering every attack and invincible in every battle. When truly seeing such an army, the Yue Wang Society knew that they were "Ye Gong who loves dragons" (professed love of what one actually fears). The People's Party was the "friendly army" of the Yue Wang Society. The Yue Wang Society was scared by its own friendly army.

Chen Duxiu was a smart man, and his knowledge was also considerable. Compared with other Yue Wang Society comrades, Chen Duxiu truly saw the gap between himself and the People's Party. The officers and soldiers of the People's Party had a temperament; they knew where their real goal was, and they also knew what exactly to do. Everyone had a backbone. Compared with the People's Party, the revolution of the Yue Wang Society was a castle in the air. The People's Party considered what to achieve; the Yue Wang Society considered what favorable situation to leverage. So it was only logical that the revolutions of the two had such a world of difference.

Take this surrender ceremony for example. The People's Party seemed to stand there with nothing special, even politely. But the formation of the People's Party could suppress any possible disturbance of the Hubei New Army at any time. Being able to be polite and restrained to this extent, the commander of the People's Party was indeed not an ordinary person.

Not only cadres were moved by the surrender ceremony; soldiers also had their own deep touches. Especially those new recruits who were somewhat educated and defected to the People's Party for revolutionary ideals were even more moved. Fang Shengdong, Lin Juemin, and others were now new recruits of the 4th Regiment. Originally, according to the plan, these southern revolutionary youths had to undergo three months of labor internship. However, with the large expansion of the People's Party army, they were transferred out in advance and arranged into the troops. After joining the army, it was arduous training. It was not their turn to participate in the fiercest battle in the Battle of Hefei. Afterwards, the 4th Regiment had been marching. Unexpectedly, just by marching, the People's Party could win a complete victory. These young people participated in a military operation on the scale of tens of thousands of people for the first time. Naturally, there were various romantic longings in their hearts. Even the long march didn't make them give up the romantic bloody battlefield they had fantasized about. Unexpectedly, without firing a shot, they came to participate in the surrender ceremony.

These youths were scattered into various units, and they couldn't see each other. Although their blood was boiling, they couldn't speak freely due to discipline reasons. Especially Lin Juemin, who once thought revolution was a very arduous thing. He never expected that in the troops of the People's Party, as a "cultured person," not only was it not his turn to educate others, but he was educated instead. He learned more useful things in a few months than he had learned in a few years. The enthusiasm for learning of those soldiers from peasant backgrounds was only higher than that of "educated" people. Lin Juemin came from an official family. He saw very clearly that soldiers from peasant backgrounds were only limited by lack of knowledge. As for whether lack of knowledge was a bad thing, it was hard to say.

Although these simple soldiers had habits developed in life, paying more attention to some personal interests and habitually making a fuss when encountering things, this habit also made them simple and pragmatic, stressing efficiency in doing things. Moreover, the moral level and cooperative spirit of these simple soldiers were not worse than educated people at all. The People's Party stressed cooperation most, and also stressed the rationality of cooperative distribution most. On the contrary, educated people were more calculating and paid more attention to vanity. Ordinary soldiers didn't know the existence of those "vanity and face" at all. They might lose their temper because of a direct reprimand, but they would never be dissatisfied because they had to work hard and risk their lives. In this regard, Lin Juemin felt ashamed of his inferiority.

In Lin Juemin's short army career so far, he felt that the common people didn't care about work; what they cared about was not being bullied. For a seemingly unintentional sentence, they would absolutely not let it go with you. But scholars could often accept verbal ridicule, and even thought that bearing such ridicule was a sign of self-cultivation. On the contrary, when facing work, they made excuses; even if they didn't say it with their mouths, they were unhappy in their hearts. Of course, it would be best if one could bear complaints without complaint and be modest. But where can such people be easily met? Wanting to reach this realm is even more difficult. Lin Juemin was a bit confused now. Between the life of the masses who were not afraid of labor but calculated every ounce, and the life of scholars who seemingly didn't calculate but were unwilling to work seriously under others, which lifestyle was the more dignified life?
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Ever since the "Dingwei Political Struggle" ended, Yuan Shikai had finally heaved a sigh of relief. Cixi had finally recognized the true face of hypocrites like Cen Chunxuan who called themselves "*Qingliu*" (Pure Stream). The fame-seeking *Qingliu* in the court were almost swept away. And after Yuan Shikai submitted a memorial in his own defense, the matter of Chen Ke was considered to be turned over. Although Cixi's apprehension towards the Beiyang clique was almost public—three of the five Grand Councilors were non-Beiyang, or rather "anti-Beiyang," and Yuan Shikai was also forced to hand over many concurrent "errands"—Yuan Shikai could accept these changes. This was merely the normal behavior of rulers throughout history; whenever a powerful group like Beiyang appeared in any court, the sovereign power would instinctively suppress it.

On August 1, 1907, just after Yuan Shikai got out of bed, his butler came in to pay respects with a strange look. Yuan Shikai knew the butler definitely had urgent business. He washed up simply and sat upright in the small living room. Yuan Shikai had this habit: no matter where he was, whether sitting in an armchair or on a sofa, he never loved to lean back, but sat with his back straight. Added to the bearing developed over a long time, he was awe-inspiring even at home.

The butler didn't dare say too much. While presenting a piece of paper peeled off a wall, he said cautiously, "Master, many such proclamations were posted in the capital city this morning."

Yuan Shikai opened it to look, and his eyes immediately widened. He had seen many big scenes in his life, seen many absurd things, and heard much shameless boasting or arrogant and rebellious nonsense. But today, he truly learned that there were still things in the world beyond his imagination. The name of this proclamation was excessive at first glance: "Open Letter to the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang." This was a notice from the People's Party. The content wasn't special; it used vernacular Chinese. The first half told the whole country that the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang's lackey Zhang Zhidong had ordered the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang's thug Li Yuanhong to lead the Hubei New Army to attack the People's Party base area, and now the seven thousand Hubei New Army troops had been completely wiped out. In the second half, the People's Party announced that this was a great victory for the people's revolution, and such victories would come one after another until the people's revolution thoroughly exterminated the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang.

At the end of the announcement, the People's Party warned the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang's female bandit chief Cixi, as well as the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang's lackey and thug Yuan Shikai, the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang's lackey Zhang Zhidong, and others, that the victory of the people's revolution was a historical inevitability. They advised the female bandit chief Cixi to recognize the situation and surrender quickly. The People's Party would justly and publicly try and liquidate the crimes of the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang and give them their deserved end.

In these times, there were countless people who cursed Yuan Shikai as a living Cao Cao, but calling Yuan Shikai a lackey and thug was a first. While surprised, Yuan Shikai actually sorted out the outline of the People's Party's address. The Manchu Qing regime was called the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang by the People's Party; Manchu Qing civil officials were called bandit gang lackeys; Manchu Qing military officers were called bandit gang thugs. And Yuan Shikai, holding both military and political power, had the honor of concurrently holding the titles of lackey and thug. It seemed the People's Party evaluated Yuan Shikai extremely highly, actually ranking Yuan Shikai as the number two figure in the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang, second only to the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang's female bandit chief Cixi.

According to the People's Party's proclamation, Zhang Zhidong's seven thousand Hubei New Army troops were all finished within four days? Yuan Shikai didn't quite believe this. Not long ago, Wang Shizhen had made a prediction, believing that Li Yuanhong was not the People's Party's opponent. But both Wang Shizhen and Yuan Shikai believed this would be a tragic battle. The People's Party might be very good at fighting, but Li Yuanhong led seven thousand men. The two sides were bound to have a tragic battle where both would suffer. Yuan Shikai knew the strength of the Hubei New Army; this was one of the very few New Army units in the country that could compete with the Beiyang New Army. Since Hubei could manufacture its own weapons and equipment, the equipment and training of the Hubei New Army had always been quite considerable. Let alone seven thousand Hubei New Army soldiers, even seven thousand pigs couldn't possibly be killed off within four days.

Just as he put down the announcement, a servant at the door came to report, "Master, someone has come to deliver an urgent official document." An ominous feeling immediately arose in Yuan Shikai's heart.

The official document didn't mention Li Yuanhong's fate, only saying that the People's Party had retaken Anqing. The Hubei New Army troops defending Anqing were released after surrendering. Yuan Shikai was also from an old military background; if Anqing, hundreds of *li* away from Hefei, had been taken, "besieging Wei to rescue Zhao" wasn't played like this. Li Yuanhong was mostly likely in grave danger.

After putting down the official document, Yuan Shikai ordered: "Send people to investigate quickly, who exactly posted this notice. Also, prepare a horse; I'm going to Wang Shizhen's place."

Actually, not many people posted the notices. Yuan Shikai had been very unlucky recently, so the Yuan family was very alert to any disturbance outside. Wang Shizhen didn't have this leisure; he read the notice and the official document carefully twice before saying: "Li Yuanhong is finished."

Yuan Shikai also knew Li Yuanhong was definitely finished. On the way, he was thinking about other things. "Pinqing, you are about to go to your post as the Provincial Commander of Jiangbei. How do you think the situation will change?"

Wang Shizhen also had no way to assess the situation in a short time. Although Yuan Shikai was anxious, Wang Shizhen didn't want to talk nonsense. After pondering for a good while, Wang Shizhen said: "Since Li Yuanhong is already finished, and Chen Ke has occupied Anqing, he will either go to seize the Grand Canal and cut off the grain transport, or he will send troops out to Wuhan. No matter what Chen Ke does, the next period is destined not to be peaceful."

On normal days, Yuan Shikai agreed with Wang Shizhen's views very much, but this time he didn't quite agree with Wang Shizhen's view. Perhaps because Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke had somewhat similar identities—both commanding a military-political group—they always subconsciously started from the big picture when considering problems. Yuan Shikai asked: "Pinqing, are you saying Chen Ke wants to find a way to solve the money problem?"

Beiyang controlled the finances of Zhili, spending money like flowing water every year. Chen Ke was in such a poor place as Anhui, which had also suffered floods last year. War was a gold-swallowing beast; Yuan Shikai could imagine how strapped Chen Ke was.

Wang Shizhen didn't manage Beiyang's finances; he only knew about financial problems but couldn't be called an expert. Yuan Shikai's question made Wang Shizhen afraid to answer easily. Thinking for another while, Wang Shizhen brought up another topic, "Duke Yuan, the Hubei New Army lost soldiers and generals this time, but Your Excellency must not speak easily on this matter. However, Zhang Zhidong suffered such a great defeat; he certainly won't let the matter drop. Although Chen Ke's text is arrogant, it is beneficial to Duke Yuan. He spoke wildly about Duke Yuan, being extremely disrespectful. But to prove himself, Zhang Zhidong will inevitably talk nonsense about Duke Yuan. Duke Yuan needs to be careful."

Yuan Shikai had already thought about Zhang Zhidong's possible reaction. The Hubei New Army had lost almost half its strength. The remaining troops were ten thousand at most. These ten thousand might not even be enough to defend Hubei. If Chen Ke sent troops out of Huangpi Pass and fought directly to the three towns of Wuhan, if the three towns of Wuhan were lost, or even just Hanyang on the north bank of the Yangtze was lost, the Hubei New Army's arsenal would be finished. If Zhang Zhidong wanted to retrieve the situation, he would either have to ally with Yuan Shikai or push the responsibility onto Yuan Shikai. After all, Yuan Shikai's "failure to judge people" was already public knowledge. If Yuan Shikai had seen earlier that Yan Fu and Chen Ke were both "rebels," there wouldn't be today's result.

"I really underestimated Chen Ke," Yuan Shikai sighed. "Such a figure actually refuses to exert himself for the country. Pinqing, since Zhang Zhidong's Hubei New Army can't be relied on, I'm afraid the Beiyang New Army will still have to act to suppress the rebellion."

This was actually what Wang Shizhen worried about the most. He had also seen the Hubei New Army during the Hejian Autumn Maneuvers. Even the Beiyang New Army was unlikely to catch all seven thousand Hubei New Army troops in Hefei and Anqing in one net within four days. Moreover, if the Beiyang New Army were to suppress the rebellion, it would be an expedition far from home, and there were too many unfavorable situations. Heaven knew what Chen Ke had turned Anhui into now. Being cautious when the enemy situation was unclear was the best policy. He answered: "Duke Yuan, I will go to my post immediately. Then I will carefully investigate Chen Ke's situation. Furthermore, the court suspects Duke Yuan very deeply now; I'm afraid it won't be that easy for Duke Yuan to want to personally lead troops to suppress the rebellion. And Duke Yuan, even if you personally lead the troops, as long as there is a small setback, those with ulterior motives will definitely make a big fuss. Please be careful on this point, Duke Yuan."

Yuan Shikai knew how many people were waiting for him to make a mistake now; even Zhang Zhidong had this thought. It wasn't that Zhang Zhidong wanted to hit him when he was down, but if Yuan Shikai lost a battle, Zhang Zhidong would immediately have a reason to defend himself. At that time, Zhang Zhidong definitely wouldn't hit him when he was down, but would "support" Yuan Shikai a bit. That way, under the so-called "law does not punish the majority," responsibility for Zhang Zhidong's previous failure could also be easily pushed away. Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai couldn't help but smile bitterly. With a major enemy before them, he, as a heavy minister of the court, could only worry about his own safety and status. This war was already fraught with difficulties before it was even fought.

The two didn't say more after talking to this point. Yuan Shikai wasn't an idler; he had to prepare for the coming turbulence in the court. Moreover, he was already suspected; having too much contact with Wang Shizhen wasn't good for Wang Shizhen either.

Sure enough, as soon as Yuan Shikai arrived at the Grand Council, he saw the other four Grand Councilors waiting there with gloomy faces. Zhang Zhidong spoke first, "Duke Yuan, the Empress Dowager orders you and me to have an audience."

Cixi's face was extremely ugly. Although this old lady in her seventies knew the news of the defeat, she absolutely hadn't expected that as the actual power holder of the Great Qing Dynasty, notices cursing her as the "Manchu Qing Bandit Gang's Female Bandit Chief" would actually be posted in the capital city. Originally, the eunuchs didn't dare tell Cixi about this, but Cixi knew this bunch of slaves very clearly. She could see the thoughts of these slaves from their faces with a casual glance. These people were originally responsible for asking about news outside. Seeing that the faces of the eunuchs responsible for inquiring about news weren't very good, Cixi knew something big had happened. No one dared to refuse to answer Cixi's questioning. After a few forceful questions, the eunuchs told the truth with fear and trepidation. Under Cixi's strict order, the announcement was tremblingly handed up by the eunuchs. The official document from the Ministry of War that followed made Cixi understand what exactly had happened.

"Lord Yuan, just what kind of talent is this Chen Ke, that he could make Lord Yuan value him so much and personally act as a matchmaker?" Cixi's words were full of malice.

Yuan Shikai had climbed to his current position relying on Cixi's trust. After hearing these words, Yuan Shikai prostrated himself tightly on the ground. Unlike those fools who only knew how to ask for punishment, Yuan Shikai knew he couldn't say that. He answered cautiously: "Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, Chen Ke is the disciple of the rebel party member Yan Fu. Your subject has old ties with Yan Fu. Since Chen Ke asked your subject for help, your subject felt I couldn't not help."

"Hmph." As a woman, Cixi didn't detest or oppose such things as acting as a matchmaker for others. She actually didn't intend to pursue this matter relentlessly either. But having been cursed by Chen Ke all the way to the capital city, the gloomy anger in Cixi's heart couldn't be easily dissipated without scaring Yuan Shikai a bit.

After asking Yuan Shikai, Cixi looked at Zhang Zhidong again. This heavy minister of the New Policies was someone Cixi relied on now. Up to now, Zhang Zhidong's impartial style satisfied Cixi very much. Cixi had originally wanted Zhang Zhidong and Yuan Shikai to promote such a major event as constitutionalism together. Unexpectedly, of these two heavy ministers, one acted as a matchmaker for the great rebel Chen Ke, and the other let the great rebel Chen Ke wipe out seven thousand of his trusted troops. Just what kind of person was this young man Chen Ke?

"Lord Zhang, can the Hubei New Army still fight?" Cixi asked next.

Zhang Zhidong was just afraid Cixi would ask this. If he said they could fight, given the current situation, he was afraid they couldn't win a victory in the short term. If he said they couldn't fight, then the political credit Zhang Zhidong had accumulated up to now would go bankrupt in an instant. But Zhang Zhidong was an old hand in officialdom after all; he didn't panic too much when encountering such a situation. Zhang Zhidong answered: "Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, if we want to exterminate the Anhui bandit trouble, relying only on the Hubei New Army would inevitably be protracted. The best policy at this time is to mobilize various New Army forces to encircle and suppress them together. The Beiyang New Army fights from north to south, the Hubei New Army goes down the river, and the Provincial Commanders of Jiangnan and Jiangbei fight from east to west. Under a three-sided encirclement, the Anhui bandit trouble can definitely be quelled."

Hearing Zhang Zhidong say "relying only on the Hubei New Army would inevitably be protracted," Cixi felt a burst of annoyance in her heart. She had heard too many words from such old hands. Bandit suppression cost a huge amount. If, as Zhang Zhidong said, the forces of the Beiyang New Army, Hubei New Army, and the Jiangnan and Jiangbei Provincial Commanders were used, she was afraid more than half of the court's income this year would have to be used on exterminating the Anhui bandit trouble. The court's income was already not making ends meet; imagining fighting another war with such huge consumption made Cixi feel a headache.

Regarding matters of fighting wars, Cixi trusted Yuan Shikai more. She turned her head and asked, "Lord Yuan, how do you see it?"

Yuan Shikai had long had a plan for such a question. He said calmly: "Matters of bandit suppression can be arranged with full authority by the Ministry of War."

The ones controlling the Ministry of War now were the hardliners of the Imperial Clan Party. Although they couldn't convince the Beiyang Six Towns for the time being, they could at least make Cixi feel at ease.

Hearing Yuan Shikai's answer, Cixi waited a long time before replying: "I know."

However, Cixi still brooded over Chen Ke's "great disrespect." She wasn't from the main palace line. In the long court life, Cixi had suffered so many sarcastic remarks to ensure her own life safety. Having managed to hold power with great difficulty, she was actually cursed as "Manchu Qing Bandit Gang Female Bandit Chief." This breath was truly hard to swallow. "After catching Chen Ke, he must be escorted to the capital for me."

Chen Ke only learned there had been such a meeting from intelligence sent from Beijing a few days later; the specific content wasn't too detailed either. At least he didn't know about Cixi wanting to get him into the capital. But it must be said, when Chen Ke issued this announcement, he knew Cixi would definitely want to cut him into a thousand pieces. But Chen Ke actually also wanted to say a sentence to Cixi: "After you old woman die, I will drag you out of your tomb to sun in the sun."

When Chen Ke was young, he had watched *The Eastern Mausoleum Robber*. He actually didn't completely negate the actions of "Archaeologist Sun Dianying." Chen Ke had actually decided that among the Manchu Qing emperors, except for Yongzheng, there was a complete necessity to carry out "archaeological excavations" on the tombs of other Manchu Qing royals, regardless of gender. After finishing the archaeology, those grave mounds could be flattened. Keeping these graves was truly an eyesore.

Chen Ke could completely anticipate the Manchu Qing's renewed encirclement and suppression. Before annihilating the Hubei New Army, Chen Ke had been somewhat worried about military operations. Li Yuanhong's destruction gave Chen Ke a clear understanding of the Manchu Qing's military capability. Under the strategy and tactics learned from Grandpa Mao, the Manchu Qing's combat power could basically be described as unable to withstand a single blow.

In the two small campaigns before and after annihilating the Hubei New Army this time, the Hubei New Army had over nine hundred dead and over two thousand two hundred wounded. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had over one hundred thirty dead and three hundred thirteen wounded. The comrades of the Military Commission could be said to be extremely satisfied with such battle results. Hearing that the Manchu Qing was preparing a large army for encirclement and suppression, although most comrades of the Military Commission were still nervous, they weren't as panicked as when facing Li Yuanhong's troops.

"Chairman Chen, how do you say we should fight the coming battles?" Hua Xiongmao was the first to state his position. He was no longer prepared to engage in independent campaign planning. Since Chen Ke planned better than him, it was more appropriate to let Chen Ke state his position first.

Chen Ke actually hadn't fought a campaign of such a large scale either, but the campaigns he had studied on the internet with scales larger than this were everywhere. So although Chen Ke wasn't some strategist, the knowledge he learned from those most excellent strategists in human history was enough to deal with this bunch of dregs of the Manchu Qing whose combat power barely exceeded five.

"In this battle, we cannot let the enemy twist into one rope. We must concentrate superior forces and defeat them one by one. So intelligence work must be done well. Who to hit first, who to hit next; this order cannot be wrong." Chen Ke began to do the general campaign planning.

During the War of Liberation, the Party's troops could win with fewer numbers because they relied on how to choose the enemy. They always chose the enemy with the deepest contradictions with other troops and who was most isolated to hit. Utilizing the characteristic that enemies wouldn't risk their lives to rescue, they concentrated superior forces to fight battles of annihilation.

Regarding Chen Ke's strategic planning, the comrades were already unwilling to question it. The situation Chen Ke faced now was far better than Grandpa Mao's situation back then. Grandpa Mao had not been the core leader of the Party for the first dozen years; later, the revolution had no other way, so the predecessors had to admit Grandpa Mao's leadership. Chen Ke had created the People's Party single-handedly, plus he hadn't made mistakes up to now, so the comrades' obedience to Chen Ke's authority was almost instinctive.

After talking about the general strategic planning, Chen Ke talked about the key to execution again. "Comrades, our troop strength is currently the minority, so we can only rely on our mobility, on intelligence gathering, and on methods like cutting the enemy's communication lines to isolate the enemy. So our own marching ability must be improved."
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Comrades in the Military Commission of the People's Party who were relatively familiar with Chen Ke's working style probably all knew one thing now: after Chen Ke finished deploying strategy, he would generally talk about civil administration issues. Sure enough, after the grand strategy for the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign was discussed, Chen Ke requested various units to assist the local common people in straightening out road traffic problems.

The Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign placed extra emphasis on the issue of interior line operational maneuvers of the troops. Chen Ke believed that the marching ability of the troops within the base area must be improved now. Establishing a transportation system solely for the military would be too wasteful; the efficiency of main roads used by both the military and civilians was the best.

After hearing Chen Ke's words, Hua Xiongmao didn't quite agree. "Chairman Chen, regarding the construction content of the transportation system, who do you plan to let take charge?"

The labor intensity of the army was too great; this was the consensus within the army. This wasn't because the army was lazy. From the founding of the army until now, practically all officers and soldiers hadn't rested much. Every day, apart from training, there was work. Hua Xiongmao very much hoped to take the opportunity after the end of this campaign to annihilate Li Yuanhong to conduct a major rest and reorganization, to restore the energy and physical strength of the troops. On this matter, even He Zudao supported Hua Xiongmao.

He Zudao followed up, saying: "Chairman Chen, fighting two battles in a row this time, some units walked hundreds of *li* in just over ten days. Plus, the troops began preparing for war just after completing the summer harvest. I feel we should let everyone rest a bit."

Both the chief military administration and military command officers believed the troops needed rest, so the comrades below stopped making a sound. If Chen Ke insisted on requiring the troops to continue working hard, they wouldn't oppose it. But when there was a chance to rest, they absolutely wouldn't oppose it either.

Chen Ke didn't think resting was wrong; he had just forgotten to consider this matter. Since everyone said so, he wasn't prepared to oppose. "Resting is allowed, but resting cannot be lying at home sleeping. During this major rest and reorganization period, I plan to conduct local elections. Since it is a people's government, grassroots organizations at all levels need election by the people. If we must rest, then let's split it into two parts to complete. First, each unit will concentrate for rest and reorganization; everyone will carry out maintenance of weapons and equipment. At the same time, conduct ideological education. Next, each unit will go home to visit family. During the family visit period, conduct the local government elections."

Although it was local civil administration elections, Chen Ke planned to rely on powerful military force as a background to deter the locality. Now, the common people had to be made to thoroughly understand who exactly held power in the base area.

Being able to rest, the comrades of the Military Commission were quite happy. As for the issue of ideological education, that was the work of the political work department; the military department would be much more relaxed. Before they could be happy for a minute, Chen Ke continued: "In addition, we must organize a portion of the elite troops to enter the Dabie Mountain area for work. We must take down the Dabie Mountain area before next year."

The Dabie Mountain area was an old revolutionary base area and also the area where enemy forces were weakest. This wasn't just a question of it being easy to carry out revolutionary work in the Dabie Mountain area; the Dabie Mountain area also had several important passes. Controlling these passes, the People's Party could freely attack Hubei, Henan, and even Sichuan. The military cadres, who had been happy for less than a minute, immediately fell silent.

After finally determining that the Third Regiment would undertake the work of entering the Dabie Mountain area, Chen Ke asked about the issue of injured captives before dismissing the meeting. In these two campaigns, quite a few Hubei New Army soldiers were captured. The captives from the second battle of Anqing, except for the military doctors, were all released. The Battle of Hefei was fought very miserably. Among the more than two thousand wounded Hubei New Army soldiers, those with light injuries were released after their wounds were treated and basically healed without causing issues like suppuration. There were still over one thousand four hundred people whose injuries were relatively heavy and couldn't leave. Given the Manchu Qing's current medical level, if they were allowed to return to Hubei, probably half of them wouldn't survive. So the base area simply kept them in Hefei locally for treatment.

Since the base area had already released a batch of uninjured captives and those whose light injuries had basically healed, the mood of the other injured captives was stable. Many people were just waiting to leave the base area after they recovered. The POW camp had no major problems for the time being. Chen Ke requested the troops to strengthen ideological education and revolutionary propaganda among the captives. A large part of Zhang Zhidong's Hubei New Army came from Hubei local families with innocent backgrounds. Chen Ke didn't expect them to thoroughly accept the revolutionary attitude just after dealing with the People's Party this one time. However, regarding the injured captives, the People's Party had some articles to write. The injured Hubei New Army soldiers definitely had dissatisfaction. At this time, one could talk about why everyone fought to the death, and when treating the Hubei New Army, one could talk about the revolutionary humanitarian spirit. The so-called "no discord, no concord" actually also had this process within it.

The comrades of the Military Commission disbanded after receiving a pile of tasks. The troops could rest, but the cadres couldn't rest. Not only could they not rest, but they were actually busier than when fighting. Military cadres were used to rectifying equipment, so that was fine for them. The troops had to promote election education internally and strive for the wounded soldiers of the Wuhan New Army externally. The military cadres were very tactful and dispersed early. Hearing Chairman Chen Ke give a speech on ideological and political education, everyone dared not listen inattentively. If He Zudao pulled everyone together for another such session, no one could stand it.

He Zudao held a briefing first with the four regiment political commissars in the division. Hearing that a big battle was to be fought, the political commissars were all very excited. Hearing that elections were to be held locally, these political commissars began to scratch their heads. The army was a unit that realized elections relatively early. The Soldier Committee was an institution truly produced by one person, one vote elections. Just discussing this form, the troops weren't strangers to it at all.

Looking at the varying performances of the political commissars, He Zudao expressed his own view. "I was thinking, these elections in our army are very different from elections in the locality. In the army, no matter who is elected, they must first obey discipline and listen to command, so no matter how they are elected, nothing will go wrong. After the local elections are completed, a large part of the power will be transferred to the hands of these locally elected organizations. If someone harbors unfathomable motives, then that wouldn't be right."

Originally, the political commissars' views each had their own focus. After hearing He Zudao's question, the political commissars immediately unified their thinking.

"Political Commissar He, how do you plan to handle this matter?" Xiong Mingyang asked.

He Zudao's working method was very democratic. He answered: "Let's list a constitution first. What exactly are the problems, what are the worries, what are the doubts? Write them all down, and then go ask Chairman Chen clearly together."

The regiment political commissars then summoned the battalion political commissars and the instructors of each company. The organization of the 104th Division completely imitated the PLA. Previously, when the troop scale was small, political commissars had been set up at the company level. Now, instructors were set up at the company level. Chen Ke wasn't serious when doing things back then; he had never considered why "the branch is built on the company," yet the branch head in the company wasn't called political commissar but instructor. Only when he really started formal troop organization did he "figure it out" using his own thinking.

Chen Ke believed that for a company, giving a pile of profound Marxist political philosophy was obviously unnecessary. The key now was that there had to be someone setting an example. As the Party branch secretary within the company, the company instructor must set an example for the soldiers and other party members in every word and deed. So Chen Ke believed calling them "instructor" was far more apt than calling them political commissar.

The company instructor was the secretary, and the company commander was generally the deputy secretary of the Party branch. But this time, military cadres were also summoned for a meeting to discuss the rectification of armaments, so those attending the meeting were all political work cadres.

The day after the battle ended, Chen Ke had already gone to the military hospital to comfort the injured comrades. That consolation was of a very high level; Chen Ke, He Zudao, Hua Xiongmao, and a group of cadres all went. There weren't many injured people in the troops, and they were all gunshot wounds. As long as the treatment was appropriate, there wouldn't be any major problems. The soldiers all knew that the troop leaders would come to comfort them after the battle. Although their mood was happy, they weren't very agitated.

Now Chen Ke prepared to take advantage of his free time to visit the POW camp. The POW camp was set up inside the city. One of the reasons for not setting it up outside the city was that the natural environment outside was bad. It was about to be the Beginning of Autumn, and Anhui's rainy season was also arriving. Wounds couldn't touch dirty water, otherwise they would easily get infected. Another reason was to silently boast of victory to the common people of Hefei city.

The second goal had been completely achieved. The People's Party had occupied Hefei for some days. The common people inside the city didn't resist, nor did they cooperate much. Only after thoroughly exterminating the Hubei New Army this time, holding the surrender ceremony, and transporting in so many Hubei New Army wounded soldiers, did the locals of Hefei truly know that the People's Party not only had a multitude of people but was also capable of fighting. The court's army of nearly ten thousand was completely wiped out in just over a day. The common people inside the city originally had no thoughts of resistance, and the wealthy households inside the city, as well as people with a bit of influence, dared not oppose now either. They saw with their own eyes that even the government army couldn't withstand a single blow, so what did their bit of power count for?

Through the construction over this past year and more, the fastest progressing technical branch in the People's Party was the military medical department. Chen Ke had started training medical students from the Shanghai era. In these years, China never lacked people dying violent deaths; in disaster years and wars, unclaimed bodies numbered in the thousands and tens of thousands. Chen Ke's actions were also grand; he directly allocated over two thousand people to engage in medical work.

After these two thousand-plus people underwent basic medical knowledge education, they started with dissecting cadavers. Very quickly, over two hundred of the two thousand people couldn't withstand the stimulation and quit. Of the remaining one thousand eight hundred or so, over seven hundred more were forced to go learn sanitation and epidemic prevention knowledge. The remaining one thousand-plus people finally managed to begin studies in internal medicine and surgery.

Chen Ke purchased a batch of medical books from abroad. Wang Qinian and some doctors from Shanghai, including medical professionals among the Japanese revolutionary youths, were gathered together. Added to this was Chen Ke's own medical knowledge. As the saying goes, practice brings true knowledge. Through massive cadaver dissection and re-suturing of cadavers, plus combat first aid during these days, progress was extremely fast in basic medical knowledge areas like treating gunshot wounds, extracting bullets from the body, preventing suppuration, as well as bone setting and treating falls and contusions.

Since the military doctors were soldiers, they naturally obeyed military orders. Every treatment had to be documented, and various discussions and experiments had to turn into literature and journals. The military medical system that developed full of vigor didn't have the slightest trace of academic tyranny; the atmosphere was extremely upright. Were it not so, the more than two thousand New Army wounded simply couldn't have been treated in time.

Calling the POW camp a field hospital might be more appropriate now. Almost everyone running back and forth wore white coats. Boiling cauldrons cooked blood-stained gauze bandages. Women hired to wash gauze wore dark blue work clothes and masks, busily working with sweat covering their heads. Except when cleaning and disinfecting, the operating rooms were performing various surgeries all the rest of the time. The other treatment rooms for bandaging and changing dressing were equally overcrowded. The smell of lime water permeated the air.

The deputy commandant of the POW camp was a vice-director of the military hospital. He was an epidemic prevention expert, so he didn't enter the operating room. When Chen Ke found him, this Vice-Director Li Cunxiao was directing people to burn those gauze bandages that had been thoroughly contaminated by bloodstains. Seeing Chen Ke arrive, Li Cunxiao saluted Chen Ke and then continued directing the burning work. Cloth prices weren't low these years. Even cloth strips thoroughly contaminated by blood that couldn't be washed clean no matter what, some laundry workers hired from outside would steal and take them out. To cut off this kind of problem, only burning them completely would do.

Seeing Li Cunxiao finish the matters at hand, Chen Ke asked: "How is it? Are there any difficulties?"

Li Cunxiao smiled bitterly, "Blood shortage. Too many people in the Hubei New Army have severe blood loss this time. Our comrades never have an opinion when donating blood to our own comrades. But asking them to donate blood to these Hubei New Army soldiers is extremely difficult."

Hearing Li Cunxiao's words, the guard beside Chen Ke couldn't help glaring at Li Cunxiao. Li Cunxiao knew why Chen Ke's guard wanted to glare at him. In these years, donating blood was seen by ordinary people as an almost life-threatening major event. To correct this attitude, at least to correct this attitude within the army, Chen Ke had already led by example and donated blood four times in public over the past year. Since Chairman Chen Ke had personally donated blood, other high-ranking cadres naturally couldn't fall behind. All high-ranking cadres donated blood in public. With these leaders setting an example, the party members, cadres, and soldiers below could naturally accept it. Plus, the troop casualties had always been small, so blood donation was also limited.

The soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could be as warm as spring to their own comrades, but facing their enemies, even surrendered enemies, everyone absolutely refused to give their fresh blood for nothing. Treating the enemy's wounded soldiers was already a matter of extreme humanitarian spirit in this era. If the victors still had to provide their own blood to the defeated for free, this kind of thing was a bit shocking to the world no matter how you looked at it.

And the Hubei New Army themselves were equally extremely fearful of blood donation. Even if their own comrades needed blood donation, as soon as they heard their own blood was to be drawn out, they were already scared half to death and refused no matter what was said.

But many of these Hubei New Army soldiers were injured very severely and had lost massive amounts of blood. Those with lighter injuries could still be solved by infusing saline and glucose, but the severely wounded could only rely on blood transfusion to save their lives. Before the war, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had a pre-war grand blood donation drive. When blood stocks were relatively high, it was barely enough. Now that the Revolutionary Army soldiers had mostly passed the critical period, where would there be anyone continuing to donate blood? Already thirty or forty Hubei New Army wounded had died from shock and various complications caused by postoperative blood loss. Li Cunxiao was a doctor after all; he still hoped to save those who could originally be saved. Without Chen Ke's push, the POW camp absolutely couldn't get enough blood supply.

Li Cunxiao didn't meet Chen Ke often. his original intention was to hope Chen Ke would push this matter, so he turned a blind eye to the guard's glare. After listening, Chen Ke pondered for a moment before asking: "Roughly how much blood is needed now?"

"Probably need twenty thousand milliliters." A light of joy already appeared in Li Cunxiao's eyes.

Chen Ke nodded. "How about this? I'll take the lead and donate 200 milliliters here. Then I'll go back and find party members to donate blood. But each person donates at most 100 milliliters. Director Li, list the required blood types and quantities clearly for me. Don't waste everyone's donated blood."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Li Cunxiao was not only unhappy but actually frightened. Only now did he understand why the guard actually glared at him. Li Cunxiao knew Chen Ke had already donated blood multiple times this year. He originally thought Chen Ke would go back and make arrangements, but he didn't expect Chen Ke to actually lead by example in such a matter right here. If he had known Chen Ke was going to donate blood personally this time, give Li Cunxiao two guts and he wouldn't have dared to speak like that. Li Cunxiao didn't know if it was his psychological cause, but he saw the guard's gaze was no longer a glare, but a furious stare.

"Chairman Chen, this absolutely won't do." Li Cunxiao hurriedly stopped him.

Chen Ke laughed, "What won't do? Director Li, if I don't personally take the lead in such matters, I have no way to ask the comrades to do so. If even I can't think it through, how can the comrades think it through? Besides, those being saved are all Chinese; I don't oppose it. Come, lead the way. I'm going to the medical room to donate blood."

"This absolutely won't do. Chairman Chen, you are asking for my life. If this gets out, do I still want to live?" Seeing Chen Ke wasn't playing fake, Li Cunxiao was scared into speaking his inner thoughts.

Hearing Li Cunxiao's heartfelt words, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing heartily. "Relax, Director Li. Our People's Party won't make things difficult for you on such matters. Moreover, you did nothing wrong. If we want to save these people, if I don't take the lead, absolutely no one will donate blood to them."

How could Li Cunxiao dare to agree? He grabbed Chen Ke and refused to let Chen Ke go donate blood for the life of him. While the two were entangled, a person wearing a Hubei New Army uniform secretly ran over. Seeing no one paying attention to him, he rushed over violently, knelt on the ground, and hugged Li Cunxiao's legs. "Director Li, please save my younger brother. Is it not okay if I donate blood to him?"

Chen Ke's guard's attention had been attracted by the entanglement, and he never expected such a person to suddenly pop out. If this person harbored evil intentions and acted strangely, perhaps it would have triggered the guard's attention. But he happened to act naturally and without any murderous aura. In a moment of negligence, he actually ran over. The guard was startled; he flew a kick and kicked the person flying to the side. Then he pulled out his gun and pointed it at that person. That person took a heavy kick but acted as if he didn't care. Seeing someone forcing him with a gun, he dared not walk forward anymore, but knelt down on the spot and kowtowed like pounding garlic. "Director Li, is it not okay for me to give blood to my brother? I've already looked for everyone I know, but not a single person is willing to donate blood. I beg you, Director Li, my brother is visibly failing. Is it not okay if I donate blood?"

Li Cunxiao knew this wasn't the chance to speak, but Chen Ke took over the conversation. "What blood type are you? What blood type is your brother? If it's not the same blood type, you can't transfuse blood indiscriminately. It's not that our doctors don't let you transfuse indiscriminately; if the blood types don't match, transfusing blood isn't saving your brother, it's harming your brother."

The People's Party's military uniforms and hairstyles didn't differ much, and that person couldn't tell what official position Chen Ke held. Hearing Chen Ke take the conversation, "This officer lord, this comrade, my brother is... is D type. I am, I am... Ai type." Chen Ke couldn't hear clearly where in Hubei this dialect was from either. What was clear was that this Hubei New Army soldier obviously didn't know knowledge of blood types, and was even less clear about the pronunciation of these foreign letters A, B, O, AB. Chen Ke really couldn't figure out what blood types this D type and Ai type were.

Ten minutes later, a piece of news spread inside the POW camp. The Chairman of the People's Party, that is, the second ranked in the "Yan-Chen Rebel Gang," Chen Ke, was going to personally donate blood to a wounded soldier. This news shocked all the POWs and also frightened the officers and soldiers of the POW camp troops.

But Chen Ke didn't care. He donated blood on a platform. Below stood full of POWs who could move relatively freely. These people were wrapped in gauze bandages; some still had to rely on others for support. The POWs watched Chen Ke roll up his sleeve. Director Li of the POW camp first tied Chen Ke's arm with a cloth strip, and then drew out a tube of blood with a very thick syringe. Seeing the dark red blood in the glass syringe, the POWs turned pale with fright one by one.

That severely blood-loss POW had already been carried out, and this tube of blood was infused into the POW's blood vessel. Throughout the process, the POWs whispered to each other. The brother of that heavily wounded POW stood by the side. Seeing his younger brother's pale face actually improve a bit after the blood transfusion, he dared not approach Chen Ke either, but knelt on the spot, tears and mucus flowing across his face, kowtowing repeatedly. "Many thanks, Chairman Chen, for saving his life! Many thanks..." Speaking to the end, he was already choked with sobs.

When Chen Ke was in the 21st century, he often donated blood. At that time, it was 400 milliliters each time, and Chen Ke had no adverse reactions. This 200 milliliters was no big deal either. Pressing the needle hole with an alcohol cotton ball, Chen Ke said loudly to the POWs: "Donating blood is actually just such a thing. Everyone is a soldier; you all know people will die if they bleed too much. To replenish blood, we can only rely on external transfusion. You are all from Hubei; when you can save a fellow villager, I feel you should save him once. If you are unwilling to save him, then we of the People's Party are also willing to save him once. Why? Because everyone is Chinese, and Chinese saving Chinese is also a duty."

Quite a few Hubei New Army soldiers still couldn't recover from the scene of blood donation, but some had a look of shame.

Chen Ke's speech this time wasn't actually to solve the blood donation problem. He stopped talking about this topic and began to talk about other matters. "Everyone ran to Anhui to fight; I want to ask everyone, what was it for?"

The New Army soldiers below the stage didn't make a sound; they dared not make a sound.

Chen Ke smiled: "I heard the Hubei New Army stresses loyalty to the monarch and serving the country the most. In our People's Party base area, we actually don't talk about this. Our troops only talk about one thing: our army is the sons and brother soldiers of the common people. The common people are our fathers and mothers. We want to serve the common people, serve our fathers and mothers."

Having worked in the countryside for so long, the life of the people in the base area was witnessed by Chen Ke with his own eyes, so he naturally spoke of it very familiarly. The common people of Anhui and the common people of Hubei had no essential difference. They all farmed, labored, worked to death during the busy farming season, and relied on a craft or selling strength to eat during the slack farming season. Under the new system of the base area, the state assumed responsibility, not only guaranteeing everyone's land but also guaranteeing sufficient employment opportunities during the slack season. In fact, the lives the common people pursued were all about the same: having food and drink, having money to earn. Being able to go to school was even better.

Listening to Chen Ke describe the familiar labor life of ordinary peasants, as well as the unfamiliar new government and new system, the officers and men of the Hubei New Army were all entranced.

After talking about the changes in the Anhui base area, Chen Ke finally made a summarizing statement. "Brothers of the Hubei New Army, the army of our base area is the same as you; they all came out of common people's homes. They are all sons, brothers, and husbands of common people's families. The reason they want to fight is not for the high position and great wealth of me, Chen Ke alone. Nor is it for the high position and great wealth of our People's Party or the army commanders. Our People's Party is absolutely not about dyeing our top buttons and peacock feathers red with the blood of soldiers. Our soldiers want to defend the new life they have obtained now. No more landlords collecting rent from them, no more officials extorting them. Everyone relies on their own hands to work, and they can feed themselves, and can eat meat, eat rice and white flour. If you win this time, such good days will never exist again. First, their land will be snatched back by the landlords. The government office will extort everyone again. Everyone is from a commoner family; can the commoners' family belongings withstand the government's tossing about? This tossing about means ruined families and dead people. You say, why wouldn't our army risk their lives against you? You lost the battle, and there is still us, the People's Party, to care for you. If we lose the battle, we will die without a burial place. So, we must win, and we have won."
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"Mr. Chen, does your base area really not collect taxes?" A voice suddenly popped up from the group of captives. It was a wounded soldier with a bandage wrapped around his arm.

"May I ask, regarding the 'not collecting taxes' you refer to, when did I say that?" Chen Ke asked.

"You said just now that you don't collect taxes," the excited captive shouted loudly.

"Just now, regarding taxes, I only said two things. First, there are no landlords collecting rent. Second, there are no officials extorting money. But our base area still has to collect taxes. If we don't collect taxes, our base area also has officials; everyone has to eat too." Chen Ke couldn't say the base area didn't collect taxes, because that wasn't the fact. Rebels of all eras always loved to shout about not collecting taxes, like the slogan of the rebels at the end of the Ming Dynasty, "When the Dashing King comes, we don't pay grain tax." It sounded very cool, but in actual operation, that was nonsense.

"Since you collect taxes, what's the difference between you and the Great Qing?" the wounded soldier continued to shout. Hearing such inflammatory words, quite a few wounded soldiers who originally had looks of longing on their faces immediately looked as if they had suddenly seen the light.

It seemed this person was a spoiler. Chen Ke looked at this wounded soldier's clothes; he looked like an officer. He probably felt indignant after hearing Chen Ke's words, so he wanted to stir up trouble.

Chen Ke wasn't afraid of this level of provocation at all. One doesn't know the cost of fuel and rice without running a household. When Chen Ke was a commoner in the 21st century, he was very unhappy about paying taxes. Once this identity changed, he now felt that collecting taxes was mandatory. No one was willing to pay taxes. If taxation was called a "vice" of the state, then this was a "necessary evil."

Chen Ke said loudly: "Most of you are injured. I won't talk about the blood donation thing for now. If there were no doctors, if there were no syringes for drawing blood, even if I cut an opening on my body with a knife and let out a big bowl of blood, this blood couldn't be transfused into the bodies of the wounded. Everyone saw this with your own eyes, right?"

Hearing this, the attention of the captives who had started to disapprove began to concentrate again. In fact, over half of the people these days had experienced injections, and the vast majority had seen scenes of others getting injections. These exquisite needles and large quantities of transparent glassware surprised the officers and men of the Hubei New Army very much.

"These medical devices are all manufactured by our base area ourselves. We have specialized factories to produce and manufacture these medical devices. The workers manufacturing these devices need to eat and drink; we must pay wages to these workers. They themselves don't farm, but everyone has to eat every day. We don't steal or rob; if we don't collect taxes, what will these people eat? These doctors all need to learn the knowledge of curing sickness and saving people. When they learn this knowledge, they can't farm while learning; they also have to eat, and they also have to wear clothes. Without the taxes of the base area, it would be impossible to have such a large group of people. Without such a large group of people, who would treat everyone's illness? Everyone is a soldier; having suffered such injuries, if no one treated you, what would be the result? To treat everyone, our base area spent a large sum of money. Where did this money come from? It came from taxes."

After hearing this, the New Army wounded soldier who came out to pick a quarrel just now also stopped making a sound. No matter how deep their feelings for the Manchu Qing or Zhang Zhidong were, the ones who saved this group of people now were the People's Party. The Manchu Qing and Zhang Zhidong only drove them to this deadly battlefield, and then Li Yuanhong led them from failure to destruction. The diehards in the Hubei New Army, having reached this point, might have the courage to pick flaws with Chen Ke, but they didn't have the courage to point directly at Chen Ke and shout abuse.

Seeing that he had made the Hubei New Army wounded soldiers accept his statement again, Chen Ke continued: "We collect taxes, but we don't collect exorbitant taxes and levies. The agricultural tax is thirty percent, and you don't need to pay silver, just paying grain is fine. The tax for doing business is ten percent, and apart from this, there are no other taxes. Most importantly, our base area has no landlords, no tax collectors who live by collecting taxes. The government collects taxes directly from the common people; everyone basically doesn't need to suffer layer upon layer of exploitation."

A major problem of the tax system in the Manchu Qing era was not collecting goods in kind, but wanting money. This tax model led to grain being cheap and money being expensive. If farmers wanted money, they could only rely on selling labor power or selling grain. In a society with a small-peasant economy, how could making money be that easy? After the First Opium War, China's silver flowed out in massive amounts, which further led to the bankruptcy of the rural economy. Wait until foreign goods began to impact the Chinese market; first, the outflow of metallic currency accelerated, and second, rural handicraft industries continued to go bankrupt. The entire small-peasant economy began to go bankrupt at an accelerated pace.

Chen Ke previously thought the Manchu Qing government "was just rotten, just rotten," but Chen Ke wasn't too clear on why it was so rotten. Only after returning to this era did he begin to understand where the Manchu Qing was rotten. The corruption of the Manchu Qing's own personnel was a major reason, but the fundamental problems of the Manchu Qing system were a more primary factor.

"The most critical thing is not just collecting taxes, but where the state uses the tax revenue. The government of our base area opens factories, and we have to pay wages to the workers. Our base area opens schools, and we have to pay wages to the teachers. Our base area builds bridges and paves roads, having specialized engineering troops. We also have to pay wages to the engineering troops. In this place where we all are now, the doctors, nurses, and those workers hired to wash bandages, I also have to pay wages. Where is the money collected from taxes used? It is used in these places. If you don't believe what I say, you can go ask. If you don't believe the staff of our People's Party, you can go ask those female workers hired to wash bandages. See if we gave money. Of course, you are soldiers eating rations, and the Manchu Qing also paid you money. But apart from you people, how many common people in your Hubei can be provided employment and given wages by the state? You might as well think about it properly."

After these words were finished, the wounded soldiers of the Hubei New Army made no more sounds. Everyone actually wasn't unreasonable; it was just that no one had ever reasoned with everyone like this before. The Manchu Qing regime's propaganda on "hierarchy" was extreme; officials could easily decide the life and death of common people. An official who bullied people less was a good official. Who dared to ask Manchu Qing officials where the taxes they paid went?

After Chen Ke finished saying these things, he suddenly thought of the Republic in the 21st century. The Republic was also far from being some paradise on earth, and the transparency of taxation wasn't that great either. But to give a simple example, Chen Ke himself went from elementary school to finishing university, and his family's finances were also very relaxed. Compared to the situation in Europe and America where one had to pay back student loans for decades after finishing university, Chen Ke and his peers were happy beyond bounds. Although not in the 21st century, Chen Ke's "Wumao" (50-cent party/patriotic) nature was still there; he couldn't help defending the Republic a few sentences in his heart.

The guy who tried to spoil the situation just now triggered this association in Chen Ke. Once the people at the bottom had revolutionary ideas, such ideas would instinctively seek to overthrow everything currently oppressing them. The pain felt by the people was nothing more than taxes and the people who bullied them in reality. History proved one thing: the spontaneous disorderly power of the people basically represented destruction. This power could destroy an old world. But revolution did not equal destruction; the great meaning of revolution lay in creating a new and better world. If this power couldn't be guided correctly, the situation would be even worse after the destruction work was completed. The fall of the Manchu Qing was a clear proof. In the 38th year after the fall of the Manchu Qing, China was truly unified by a political party unparalleled in Chinese history. In those 38 years, the regions outside the Party's rule were filled with wailing victims.

Chen Ke knew he was actually powerless to stop the occurrence of this historical inevitable process. He only hoped to rely on his own efforts to make this stage as short as possible. To pass this stage early and enter the new stage of China's strong revival. If one hoped to shorten this painful process, then one must give more explicit guidance. This was Chen Ke's work, and this was also where Chen Ke's mission lay.

Seeing that what he said had touched the hearts of the captives to some extent, Chen Ke didn't want to "draw feet on a snake" (ruin the effect by adding superfluities). Whether others accepted his reasoning was their own business. Pulling up seedlings to help them grow was harmful and useless. Chen Ke said one last sentence: "Everyone rest well and recover early. During this period, everyone might as well think properly about why exactly you are selling your lives for the Manchu Qing, and whether this selling of lives is worth it or not. Especially after you return to Hubei, it is very likely you will have to fight us again under the drive of the Manchu Qing. I think everyone should think this question through clearly. The troops of our People's Party know that entering the war is for ourselves, for our fathers and elders and relatives, and for the common people of the world. Who are you fighting for?"

After saying this, Chen Ke got off the platform. After checking the basic work of the POW camp, he returned to the command headquarters.

Back at the command headquarters, He Zudao had already brought several political commissars to wait for Chen Ke. They weren't anxious at all because of the wait; instead, they were discussing some work matters enthusiastically. Seeing Chen Ke enter the door, the political commissars stood up and saluted, and Chen Ke returned the salute. Just as everyone sat down, He Zudao said: "Chairman Chen, regarding the work of this election, we political commissars held a meeting. Now we want to report our work to you."

Seeing Chen Ke nod to express agreement, He Zudao expounded on the political commissars' ideas. The main view of the political commissars was that the area where elections were implemented must be the old areas of the People's Party; there was no need to rush in the newly liberated areas. The People's Party's actual influence hadn't entered the entire base area. If elections were held, they were afraid dregs would float to the surface. The political commissars all believed there were still some forces in the locality that needed to be eradicated first, and these forces happened to be quite influential locally. If this bunch were elected as representatives of the people's government, eradicating them later would be too much trouble. Moreover, the common people's view of this would also be very poor.

From the perspective of control, the political commissars' view made a lot of sense. For example, the Jianghu secret societies Chen Ke always wanted to eradicate actually didn't have too bad a reputation right now, and some landlords were far from being some pardonably wicked people. If this bunch became officials, even Chen Ke felt it would be relatively troublesome.

"I know the comrades' views, but I don't agree with some of everyone's views. In the short term, elections will indeed cause some chaos. The common people don't have any election experience. And I also believe that one-person-one-vote elections will become very nonsensical things a lot of the time." This was Chen Ke's heartfelt word. He knew quite a few local grassroots cadres. Ever since village-level elections were promoted, many "vote-buying" incidents had occurred, and local gang forces in many places also began to pop up. This election stuff was actually an action dominated by "personal interest." It had quite a flavor of "After me, let the floodwaters roar!"

Seeing the political commissars nodding secretly in agreement one by one, Chen Ke poured a basin of cold water right on their heads next. "But have comrades considered a problem? Elections aren't just those bastards participating; our People's Party, and the people masses, are also participating. Comparing numbers, the number of the people masses is overwhelming. Do everyone feel that our People's Party comrades can't get the support of the people masses?"

The political commissars stopped making sounds after hearing this. "Speaking from the angle of political struggle, letting that bunch of ox ghosts and snake spirits jump out isn't a bad thing. Especially at this current stage, that is simply a good thing."

"Chairman Chen, why do you say that?" Even He Zudao didn't quite understand Chen Ke's meaning.

"The common people elect representatives they identify with because they believe these people can bring them benefits. But do everyone think anyone in this bunch really starts from the perspective of the people's interests? They will definitely scoop up gains for themselves. I've said many times, the eyes of the people masses are snow-bright. Whether this bunch is scooping for themselves, the people masses see clearly. Similarly, our People's Party stands on the people's interests; the people masses will know once they compare. Now our People's Party is doing it all ourselves, and the people masses have received tangible benefits; this is true. But the current view of the people masses is that as long as they meet a good official, it's fine. It doesn't necessarily have to be your People's Party. We will let everyone see through elections that in this current world, only the People's Party stands together with the people."

The political commissars were dumbfounded. Normal people prioritized reducing current troubles. Chen Ke not only didn't try to reduce troubles, but now even actively took on troubles.

Looking at the appearance of this group of political commissars, Chen Ke knew he had scared this bunch. Because although all of Chen Ke's thoughts were inherited from Uncle Karl and Grandpa Mao, Chen Ke came from the downstream of history. Uncle Karl and Grandpa Mao certainly had the greatness of founders, but they couldn't see the process the cause went through. Speaking from a seek-truth-from-facts perspective, Chen Ke was located downstream in history; he had seen all those things that actually happened. Naturally, he had a bit less of the theoretician's passion and a bit more of the doer's grimness. Most importantly, regarding the "unhappened" things of this era, Chen Ke had seriously seen countless manifestations of them, so he naturally acted with a kind of calmness and confidence.

The People's Party established by Chen Ke wasn't a "magic stick" (charlatan) organization; Chen Ke himself always explained the development of things and reasons clearly. This was also the reason Chen Ke could establish huge prestige in less than two years. Facing the future revolutionary prospects, these comrades couldn't see clearly and couldn't understand, but the revolutionary situation Chen Ke "predicted" turned into reality almost without distortion. After this happened a few times, no comrade in the Party dared to oppose anymore. Big matters and small details were all correctly predicted by Chairman Chen Ke; everyone didn't have time enough to follow, so except for ambitionists, who would think of opposing?

Since the People's Party wasn't a "magic stick" organization, Chen Ke had the obligation to explain the reasons for his considerations clearly.

"Comrades, let's still consider according to the basic line of thought. First, on material preparation. The land in the base area now is divided into land owned by the masses themselves and state-owned land. State-owned land belongs to the State-owned Asset Management Committee. It is currently temporarily attached to the Commission of Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense. This means that through land reform, we have already obtained the ownership of the majority of the land. So the grassroots government organizations can only manage the people functionally; they don't have extra land to carry out extraction. Our People's Party talks about people's interests. That other bunch considers themselves; they don't have extra land to utilize, so apart from exploiting the common people, what other tricks can they play?"

Last year when Chen Ke proposed the allocation standard of three *mu* of land per person, quite a few comrades felt this land given was a bit much. Some even proposed giving two *mu* was enough. Now listening to Chen Ke's explanation, everyone finally suddenly saw the light. The reason Chen Ke gave more land was that the People's Party actually obtained control of more land. In the later stages, they would have more advantages. Some comrades looked at Chen Ke with eyes that weren't quite right. At that time, Chen Ke didn't mention these current reasons at all, only saying how three *mu* of land was necessary for the people masses; it simply had the meaning of telling lies with eyes open.

Chen Ke didn't care about this kind of gaze at all. Although he marked this political commissar's name in his heart—Chen Ke planned to record it in his diary after the meeting adjourned later to save himself from forgetting it later—his heart was calm and unruffled, and his tone continued to explain equally calmly and unruffled: "Second, speaking from employment means. Everyone already understands the situation in the countryside very well. Apart from farming, the common people go out to work. Our state-owned enterprises have already basically unified the factories up and down the base area. Moreover, there are many workers working in our state-owned enterprises, so we accumulate fast. What's more, private enterprises want to earn profits, so their exploitation will inevitably be much fiercer than ours. I'll say the same sentence again: the eyes of the people masses are snow-bright; everyone knows how to compare. Under comparison, who do comrades think can win the final competition?"

As the saying goes, with grain in hand, the heart doesn't panic. Money was hard currency. After Chen Ke finished explaining these, the political commissars were already convinced that state-run enterprises could master the largest and most wealth. Having grain, money, and guns, there was fundamentally no need to fear those "ox ghosts and snake spirits" playing any new tricks.

"Third point, on the organizational model. Our People's Party's organizational model stresses science the most. We treat problems with scientific methods and thinking. And those people haven't learned this, haven't experienced this. Their organizational model will inevitably be unscientific. Unscientific things will inevitably be defeated by scientific ones. So I actually hope they jump out now. They haven't learned the things our People's Party promotes; they are even hostile to them. Since they are hostile, naturally it's impossible for them to learn our scientific attitude and methods. If we wait until these people have contact and learn it, our struggle with these people will be more difficult instead. At that time, the situation will be much harder than now. So I hope they jump, and I hope they jump as high as possible."

The political commissars were speechless by this point. They originally felt that once people's elections were promoted, it would immediately be a matter full of hidden dangers and difficulties. After listening to Chen Ke's explanation, this situation looked bright instead. This one-hundred-eighty-degree turn in thinking was so rapid; the beautiful prospect and huge contrast made the political commissars grin foolishly one by one, unable to speak.

"Fourth point, I also want to talk about the issue of settling accounts after the autumn harvest. Some people, they just want to come be this official and satisfy their craving. This is also human nature. But everyone can imagine, once power is in hand, they will exercise it. How they will use this power is imaginable. They will commit crimes; at least they will offend people. At this time, we should settle accounts after the autumn harvest. We know they will definitely do these bad things, but when they haven't actually done them yet, if we get rid of them, the common people will think they are pitiful, and think we are tyrannical and unreasonable. Wait until they have done these bad things, and then we get rid of them; the common people will only feel happy and glad. We removed harm for the people. So wait for them to jump themselves; why let these guys be martyrs? They aren't worthy."

Xiong Mingyang was relatively tough. After hearing this, his face was full of joy and a ferocious smile. "Chairman Chen, I know. Now I know how to speak to the soldiers."

Chen Ke stopped Xiong Mingyang's enthusiastic statement right then. "You, ah, you don't know. Let me ask you a question. Do you think my way of considering the problem is playing conspiracies?"

"How could it be! Chairman Chen, I don't feel this is a conspiracy at all." Although he said this with his mouth, Xiong Mingyang's expression had already betrayed his thoughts.

Chen Ke said to Xiong Mingyang with a serious expression: "Comrade Xiong Mingyang, all these deductions of mine are not me deliberately luring those ox ghosts and snake spirits. It is that as long as there is a chance, the ox ghosts and snake spirits will jump out themselves to do this. This is their nature. They didn't do this only because they didn't have the chance to do this."

Xiong Mingyang obviously just wanted to put Chen Ke at ease now, so he agreed repeatedly. "Correct, correct."

Chen Ke didn't have the slightest intention of perfunctory politeness. "Comrade Xiong Mingyang, and the comrades attending this meeting. First, you must keep the content of this meeting confidential. Second, starting tomorrow, you must come to me to participate in the meeting discussing mobilizing the soldiers. Whichever of you can't truly understand it, that person cannot participate in the propaganda activities to mobilize the soldiers. I'm waiting to see your performance."
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Chain Reaction (53) He Zudao's Loyalty

He Zudao always followed Chen Ke's footsteps closely; this was a generally recognized fact within the People's Party. Even so, it was the first time He Zudao saw that Chen Ke, who always appeared with a posture of integrity and justice, actually had a completely different side. He Zudao didn't consider Chen Ke a "great sage," at least not the kind of great sage who was full of righteousness from head to toe. What he couldn't figure out was exactly what kind of insight Chen Ke used to see through enemies. He Zudao also didn't understand why, after understanding the psychology of bad people, Chen Ke wasn't angry at all, as if this was something that should happen naturally.

For this reason, He Zudao specifically went to find Chen Ke at night privately to ask for advice. Everyone was busy, and Chen Ke was even busier, so He Zudao only dared to go visit Chen Ke after nine o'clock at night. Chen Ke yawned as he put down the official document in his hand, "Zudao, what's the matter?"

He Zudao asked straight to the point: "Chairman Chen, I want to ask, why do you know the thoughts of those bad eggs, yet you aren't angry at all?"

Chen Ke yawned again before saying: "Zudao, you do political work. I ask you, what do you think politics is? What is the State?"

Although he didn't understand why Chen Ke asked this, He Zudao still answered concisely: "Politics is interest. The State is a tool for class rule."

Chen Ke looked exhausted too. While yawning, he said: "Since you know very well that politics is interest and the State is a tool for class rule, then why get angry?"

"But, I just can't swallow this breath." He Zudao was speaking his heartfelt words. The more he strove to practice revolution, the harder it was to endure those people and things that destroyed the new system.

Chen Ke couldn't help laughing after hearing this. "Zudao, when I was young, I also loved to get angry. I felt this in the world was wrong, and that was wrong; anyway, no one was right. Resenting heaven, resenting earth, resenting the air; after resenting the Soviet Revisionists, I resented the American Imperialists."

Actually, Chen Ke wasn't much older than He Zudao, but when the two talked privately, Chen Ke always spoke in the tone of an elder, and both were very accustomed to this.

"Chairman Chen, what are Soviet Revisionists and American Imperialists?" He Zudao asked.

"This, well, you'll know in twenty or thirty years." Chen Ke skillfully avoided the topic and continued: "As a communist, as a member of the People's Party, our starting point should be life, not revolution. The purpose of revolution is to let everyone live better and obtain liberation. Not just liberation in terms of productive forces, but also self-liberation. My family was extremely strict with me since childhood. At that time, I longed for freedom, to be able to go wherever I wanted just like I had wings. Later, I discovered that so-called flying freely was just like that, nothing more. The thing I longed for changed; I hoped to be able to have a clear conscience. I hoped that every time I patted my chest and asked myself, 'Old Chen, do you have a guilty conscience?' I could answer righteously, 'I have a clear conscience.' Then I discovered that ever since I could remember, I hadn't done many things with a clear conscience."

Hearing Chen Ke talk about this topic, He Zudao was very interested. Chen Ke loved to say "A genius's first cry is not a good poem either." In He Zudao's view, Chen Ke was a genius, and He Zudao was very interested to know exactly how Chen Ke grew into a genius.

"Why do I always have a guilty conscience? Because for any single thing I did, I didn't do it for the sake of doing the thing itself, but to get the result I wanted. For example, I cared about a person with the goal of hoping the other party would be good to me, not because I cared so much about that person. It was just that I personally was empty and lonely. Anyway, generally speaking, it was all this kind of foolish practice of doing things to achieve a goal, so the process was never sincere. Haha." Speaking of his own past foolish conduct, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing.

He Zudao's character was very serious. Or rather, people in this Late Qing era were all struggling for life and death; basically, there were no bored people like Chen Ke. He couldn't understand how a person could do things unrelated to their own likes and dislikes.

Chen Ke didn't want to say more about these things either. He continued: "Later, I also participated in quite a few businesses, and they all failed. Only when I truly reflected on these failures did I understand why I failed. Because in these things I participated in, everyone's goal was success, to make big money after success. Because we had this kind of thought, we lost the scientific attitude. The scientific attitude is to respect the objective laws of things. It's not what you think this thing is like, but to objectively observe, participate in, and experience the laws of these things themselves. If you yourself are objective, your own emotions are unnecessary. Anger is a personal problem, while objective laws have nothing to do with you personally; they exist objectively. Just like those bad people; whether you get angry or not, they will do that anyway."

He Zudao felt Chen Ke was really tired right now; his attention was obviously not focused, and he spoke incoherently, turning seven corners and eight bends before reaching the main topic. As a result, in the end, it was just a simple sentence: " The emotion of anger is unnecessary." It wasn't that He Zudao didn't know he shouldn't get angry; it was just that after thinking of those bad eggs who would commit outrages, he got angry involuntarily. More accurately, when thinking of these people, his instinctive first reaction was to execute these people.

Seeing He Zudao frowning with a look of indignation—his face was a bit flushed because his emotions were relatively agitated—and seeing this appearance of a "man of justice suffering grievance," Chen Ke couldn't help laughing heartily again. "Zudao, my expression when I was young was exactly like yours," Chen Ke said while laughing. Being laughed at by Chen Ke like this, He Zudao's face was no longer just flushed, but held back until it was somewhat purple.

He Zudao had been a political commissar for so long after all; his loss of composure in front of Chen Ke only lasted a short while. Looking at Chen Ke's gentle gaze, He Zudao quickly recovered a certain degree of composure. "I really want to solve all problems immediately. Your method is a bit too slow."

"I think to be accurate, it is slower than you think," Chen Ke corrected. "Zudao, when you go upstairs, you definitely know you have to pass every single step. This has nothing to do with whether you are anxious or not. You can't just rush at the surface of the goal. This time, looking from the surface, it's about getting rid of those people. You rush up and kill those people; do you think this achieves the goal? If it were as simple as killing people, do you think I am an indecisive person? I executed over eight hundred people in one breath back then without blinking an eye."

Mentioning that suppression of counter-revolutionaries, He Zudao actually calmed down. The number of people killed that time was so large that He Zudao was quite frightened at the time. He knew Chen Ke's only hesitation back then was because he was moved by compassion, but in the end, those eight hundred or so people were still all killed. After the great execution ended, the atmosphere in the base area immediately improved a lot, and no one dared to openly oppose the government orders of the new government anymore. This was also one of the important reasons why many comrades leaned towards violent implementation this time.

"Chairman Chen, the situation this time is relatively similar to the last time, so quite a few comrades feel we can adopt violent means," He Zudao explained.

"The difference is huge. Last time, those people had already done bad things. We killed them, and the people masses knew the rules we set could not be challenged. Most importantly, the land reform system we promoted indeed let the people enjoy benefits and improved their standard of living. The people felt that with such good policies, this bunch actually attacked our People's Party government; these people were indeed seeking their own destruction. Now those bad eggs haven't jumped out yet, and they haven't done bad things yet. If you kill them, what does that count as?"

He Zudao still felt he couldn't quite accept Chen Ke's idea. "Chairman Chen, since those people are scourges, why must we wait until those people have done bad things before acting?"

Chen Ke guided him around a big circle before He Zudao finally asked the relatively core question. Chen Ke also felt relieved. "Zudao, assume, assume the path I pointed out is absolutely correct. How many people do you think can do as I say?"

He Zudao fell silent. The answer was obvious; not many people could do it. He Zudao believed that many people actually didn't sincerely support the policies Chen Ke promoted. When specifically executing them, everyone might still abide by these regulations, but no one really cared why Chen Ke wanted to do so. Only after Chen Ke's predictions turned into reality could people, including He Zudao, understand the ingenuity within. The premise of understanding was still Chen Ke saying it himself. When Chen Ke didn't speak, there were quite a few people guessing Chen Ke's thoughts, but not a single one could guess correctly.

After determining this issue, He Zudao suddenly saw the true reason for his anger clearly. He believed he was useless and couldn't share the work for the beloved Chairman Chen. He Zudao actually knew his ability was constantly improving, but precisely because of the improvement in ability, He Zudao saw the gap between himself and Chen Ke like a chasm even more clearly. This was also the thing He Zudao found hardest to accept. He Zudao hoped that as long as Chen Ke uttered a sentence, he could do the thing to Chen Ke's degree, or at least to a degree that satisfied Chen Ke. The actual situation was that He Zudao found he couldn't even truly understand Chen Ke's meaning. This couldn't help but make He Zudao anxious, couldn't help but make He Zudao angry.

Chen Ke didn't know He Zudao's thoughts. At this moment, what he truly hoped was that He Zudao could make a breakthrough. Seeing He Zudao silent, Chen Ke simply explained: "I know it's hard for everyone to do it, because everyone hasn't seen the new system and doesn't understand it. Comrades and the common people in the base area still use the thinking of the old era to view problems. To let them transform their thinking to the thinking of the new era requires great effort, which is why I want to let those bad eggs jump out. These bad eggs are actually capable; precisely because they are capable, they can contrast with us better. Only because there is a contrast can the difference between the new system and the old system be seen by everyone, and can everyone know of the existence of a new world different from the old system. Even if just to complete our cause, we have to let them jump."

Looking at Chen Ke's calm expression, the sense of shame in He Zudao's heart rose a lot again. He asked: "Chairman Chen, then why can't everyone directly accept what you say? Wouldn't that be faster?"

"Accepting any new thing requires a process; this is a normal law. And I believe the people masses can accept new things, because everyone's goal is to make their own life better. The new system is obviously more effective than the old system. So I'm not anxious at all. Zudao, the reason the old system can exist is that the old system definitely has its rationality. Since the old system has already existed for thousands of years, it's impossible for the new system to completely replace the old system in just a few years. Such an attitude is unscientific. We are not immortals; we can't rely on a mouth to convince the comrades, to convince the common people. Only by working steadfastly, by the scientific attitude of doing without saying and not claiming credit, can we win over the common people."

After Chen Ke finished speaking, He Zudao felt even more ashamed. "Chairman Chen, I've disappointed you," he said sincerely.

Chen Ke was somewhat surprised by these words from He Zudao. "Zudao, did someone say something?"

He Zudao hurriedly said: "No, Chairman Chen, no one said anything. I just feel I'm useless. Seeking instant success and quick profits only makes you worry more."

"Zudao. You haven't disappointed me. With you here, I'm very at ease about the political work department. I'm already busy like this now; without you here, I couldn't hold up even if I worked myself to death." After speaking, Chen Ke patted He Zudao's shoulder. "Zudao, I thank you very much. You have put in a lot of effort for the revolutionary work; I see it all. It's just that I am sometimes too lazy and have strong dependency. You do well, and I feel it's as it should be; this way of mine made you misunderstand."

"Chairman Chen, please never say that." He Zudao hurriedly explained. Everyone saw the heaviness of Chen Ke's work with their own eyes. As long as he wasn't resting, Chen Ke was working. As a married person, Chen Ke actually rarely had time to sit there and eat a meal with his wife. Chen Ke often approved documents and made plans all night in the office. Now that the work in the base area was so heavy, many mid-level comrades wished Chen Ke could take on more work. Executing orders was always much easier than making a plan. When Chen Ke started self-criticism, He Zudao immediately felt very fearful.

"Zudao, this revolution we launched is not just my cause. This revolution is also your cause, and everyone's common cause. I feel you have a shortcoming: you lack a dominant attitude too much. Let me put it this way: if I die, do you hope I die with peace of mind?"

"Chairman Chen..." He Zudao's face flushed red with shame.

Chen Ke raised his hand to stop He Zudao from continuing. "Zudao, if you want me to die with peace of mind, then it means I'm not worried at all that there will be no successors to the revolutionary cause after I die, and that the revolutionary cause will definitely be able to be pushed forward and achieve complete victory. In this Battle of Hefei, Li Yuanhong requested surrender, and Mr. Yan dared to go to Li Yuanhong's fleet alone. Why was that? Because Mr. Yan knew that even if he was killed by a desperate Li Yuanhong jumping over a wall, we could still win this campaign completely. He wasn't afraid at all. Zudao, I said long ago that revolution isn't my personal cause. Don't revolutionize just to be loyal to me. This mindset is unscientific. If you truly want to be loyal to me, then you must treat the revolution as your own responsibility, not just be responsible to me. Our power comes from the people; you must be responsible to the people."

He Zudao never thought Chen Ke had such deep expectations for him. Although the sense of shame hadn't completely disappeared, what occupied He Zudao's heart at this moment was a kind of touching emotion and satisfaction from the bottom of his heart. This was the emotion of having one's value acknowledged by the person one respected. He Zudao suddenly felt that everything he had done in the past had been rewarded. The previous various dissatisfactions and anxieties vanished in an instant.

Although Chen Ke couldn't completely understand He Zudao's psychology, he could see that the thing confusing He Zudao had disappeared. He couldn't help but urge again, "In the future, don't consider me when considering problems; consider problems from the perspective of the people."

The next day, the political commissars held a meeting. They suddenly discovered that He Zudao seemed to have changed into a different person. If yesterday He Zudao was still about the same level as everyone in considering problems, then today He Zudao had obviously kept up with Chen Ke's train of thought. The political commissars actually involuntarily leaned Chen Ke's ideas towards conspiracies and tricks, while He Zudao obviously took winning over the masses as the core goal.

Since He Zudao originally had similar thoughts to these comrades, now he connected to Chen Ke's thoughts above and could understand everyone's thoughts below. After half a day of discussion, several political commissars finally understood Chen Ke's true thoughts.

After understanding the core program of "fighting for the masses," the political commissars discovered an extremely nonsensical thing. This was originally the problem Chen Ke had explained from the beginning. It was just that after explaining this core program, Chen Ke talked about the specific execution methods again. As a result, everyone thought this method had too much of a calculating flavor, and instead lost the true direction of the policy.

Seeing that the political commissars understood the essence of the matter, Chen Ke said: "Comrades, I am not engaging in conspiracy. I said earlier, conspiracy is deception based on interest. I feel I can call this method of mine an 'Open Stratagem' (*Yang Mou*). Because those people, based on their class position, will definitely do this. We are just giving them the chance to jump out and do this. I emphasize again. Our revolutionary cause is to serve the interests of the people masses. In the revolutionary cause, who is our friend and who is our enemy, we must distinguish clearly. We must neither treat the masses as our enemies nor treat the enemies as our friends and let the enemies sneak into our ranks. This point must be distinguished clearly."

Xiong Mingyang had studied at Fudan Public School after all; he had thoroughly understood Chen Ke's meaning. He lost yesterday's fickleness and said with a slight frown: "Chairman Chen, why must we promote the local election system? Our strong leadership is actually more efficient."

"We are engaged in a people's revolution. The two pillars of a people's revolution are Science and Democracy. If we don't let the people participate in this people's revolution through local elections, then the people won't have a political stance based on their own interests. That means the people haven't participated in this people's revolution. To put it more bluntly, the people cannot sincerely support us. All our victories up to now are based on the people's support. Perhaps because we promote local elections, some people will sincerely oppose us. But, because we promote local elections, the majority of the people will choose to support us. We cannot fail to promote local elections just because we have to face some small difficulties and are afraid of trouble."

Xiong Mingyang nodded slightly. Thinking of the difficulties to be encountered in this local election, just thinking of a part of the difficulties, Xiong Mingyang couldn't get excited no matter what.

Chen Ke wasn't excited either. He said with a serious expression: "Of course, I must emphasize one thing. Our People's Party Constitution states clearly that our People's Party is the vanguard representing the interests of the Chinese people. To forge iron, one must be strong oneself. Besides accelerating the recruitment of party members, we must strengthen Party construction. This local election will be a challenge more difficult than revolutionary war. I hope everyone can have sufficient mental preparation and must do this work well."
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Chain Reaction (54) Elections and Production Teams (Part 1)

The matter of local elections wasn't something Chen Ke just brought up now. As early as a year ago, Chen Ke had proposed the concept of elections to the landlords. However, with wars following one after another, no one had time to bring this up again. After the soldiers learned that local elections were to be held, their biggest feeling was "bewilderment." It wasn't that they supported or opposed it; the troops had long said that local elections would happen, and the soldiers knew what local elections were for. Everyone just didn't know why they were holding local elections at this critical juncture.

The political commissars were full of praise for the "sensitivity" of the soldiers. Chen Ke said the eyes of the people were snow-bright, and these words were fully confirmed. One of the purposes of promoting local elections was to complete the legitimacy of the regime. Once the people of the base area formed their own grassroots government, it effectively meant that the people of the base area had thoroughly drawn a clear line with the Manchu Qing regime. Chen Ke didn't dare to directly raise the banner of revolution a year ago precisely because he was worried that raising the banner too early and forcibly requiring the people to take sides would be counterproductive.

For Chen Ke, this wasn't much. His revolutionary goal was actually not to overthrow the Manchu Qing; Chen Ke wanted to build a new China, and overthrowing the Manchu Qing was merely a task in the process of this cause. But the goal of the common people was to live a good life; they had no interest in overthrowing the court either. So Chen Ke's approach was disaster relief and establishing a new order; these actions that could tangibly meet the needs of the people masses easily received everyone's response.

Chen Ke viewed the Manchu Qing as dry bones in a tomb, but most comrades didn't have this magnanimity and understanding. The vast majority of comrades believed the Manchu Qing was the greatest enemy and were holding back their strength to overthrow the Manchu Qing. No matter how Chen Ke propagandized that "revolution is for the people," everyone subconsciously wouldn't think so. Fortunately, these successive great victories against the New Army gave the comrades confidence. Plus, with Chen Ke personally leading the preparatory work, the propaganda finally didn't result in the political commissars contradicting themselves. The political commissars didn't mention a word about the Manchu Qing, only propagandizing that the "people's revolution" was to let the people masses be masters of their own house. The people should manage their own affairs, so grassroots elections naturally had to be decided by the people.

Through this propaganda, the soldiers roughly understood what grassroots elections were exactly for. Chen Ke absorbed lessons from history. In history, grassroots regimes possessed enormous power; at the peak, village cadres could decide the life and death of villagers. These powers created quite a few inappropriate incidents. Limited by current communication levels, if grassroots units didn't have great power, it would be complete chaos. Chen Ke knew there were people wronged to death in every dynasty and generation. This wasn't Chen Ke deliberately turning a blind eye to this, but realistic technical means constraining the operation of much power. To solve these problems, Chen Ke had to appropriately weaken grassroots power.

First was the concentrated living of the population. The so-called "many mouths, mixed talk" could be seen as a certain degree of people's supervision. If it was a natural village with few people, then the village cadres might be able to clamp down on the common people of the entire village. If it was a large village or even a large town, the cadres couldn't possibly clamp down on so many people. After the base area suffered floods, resistance to concentrated living was small. At least in several old base areas, small villages had already been replaced by collectively built residential points.

Second was the division of land. The people's contiguous land, army farms, state-run farms, and cash crop farms were intermixed in location, greatly improving the government's mandatory management capability.

Finally, the elected official positions were also determined. Village heads, town heads—only these official positions and people's representatives were produced by election. People's representatives mainly participated in tax distribution issues. Actually, the so-called participation was just participating in discussions and then notifying everyone of the news. The base area had established state-owned enterprises, and these state-owned enterprises in the base area actually controlled the financial power. Whether village heads and town heads, or the assembly of people's representatives, they were all clear-water government offices (agencies with little power/profit). These situations would be adjusted in the future, but at the current stage, it was so. If one must say, the People's Party just needed to obtain legal tradition through the system of the assembly of People's Party representatives, proving its power was not self-appointed but came from the people's election.

Chen Ke played such political tricks under the banner of the people. He himself actually felt a bit embarrassed in his heart, but the situation was stronger than the person. If Chen Ke really promoted a thorough election system, that would only be seeking his own destruction. It would be fundamentally impossible to complete the revolution.

What the soldiers cared about wasn't political tricks; they didn't care about such things. Speaking extremely, whether the People's Party was in power or the Manchu Qing court was on stage, the people didn't care. What everyone cared about was living a good life. The political structure of the People's Party wasn't content the soldiers cared about at all; what everyone cared about was more detailed content. For example, the "Production Team" launched by the People's Party. This new policy triggered immense attention from the soldiers.

In these few days of propaganda, the most common sentence among the soldiers was "Brother So-and-so, after we go back, let's persuade our families to form a production team, okay?"

The production teams run by the Party in history were very cute; they were a great integration of "Leftist Egalitarianism." When Chen Ke was in the 21st century, he knew some "powerful running dogs" of large American capital consortiums. Everyone had discussed the agricultural issues after land reform. Since these brothers could mix to the status of "powerful running dogs," their insight was naturally extraordinary. They had detailedly criticized the problems of the old-style production teams. The biggest problem of rural production teams at that time was deviating from the basic principles of economics; politics interfered with the economy, and at the same time, state intervention was missing.

According to the views of those few brothers, the purpose of forming production teams was to realize the effective combination of "production capital and labor force." Egalitarian "big pot rice" was unacceptable. The state forcibly engaged in "matching" back then, letting strong labor power and weak labor power be distributed together. It even deviated from the basic principles of socialism. Socialism talks about "distribution according to work." Letting strong labor power and weak labor power take the same remuneration satisfied no one. Under the erroneous guidance of "egalitarianism," both strong labor power and weak labor power felt they took too little. Strong labor power felt they worked more and took less; weak labor power felt they needed more care and should take a bit more. The government's idea of "internal relief" ended up pleasing neither side.

Rather than pleasing neither side like this, Chen Ke positioned the government in the role of a referee, and let the masses form production teams themselves. The government was only responsible for guaranteeing contract execution.

The army was a highly specialized large group organization. Its members were all uniform young adults. Even positions like military doctors who weren't good at fighting all possessed professional skills. The organizational model looked more average, but precisely was not "big pot rice." The soldiers of the troops actually didn't care about elections. Now that the election system was public, the army only needed to ensure no riots occurred during the elections.

The People's Party's land reclamation let the soldiers personally experience the benefits of collective labor. Dozens or hundreds of people working together had high efficiency. Soldiers with land reclamation experience all hoped to increase their own grain output by forming their own production teams. Since the People's Party provided a large number of positions in breeding and industrial sectors, and these positions could earn quite a lot of money, the land could be cultivated by strong male laborers, and women could go work in those breeding farms and factories. This model could greatly increase family income. If a single family did it themselves, efficiency would be lower instead.

Comrades-in-arms were a simple relationship tempered on the battlefield. These soldiers inevitably wishfully thought they could persuade their own families. After receiving this feedback, Chen Ke felt very satisfied. Actually, soldiers might not necessarily be able to persuade their own families. Farming together with other families, just the income distribution would require long-term discussion, and cooperative labor needed even more running-in. This wasn't something that could be done overnight. What made Chen Ke happy was that after the soldiers experienced the advanced production mode, they actively began to promote it to the broad masses. Regarding these spontaneous actions of the soldiers, Chen Ke strictly ordered the political commissars not to participate. If soldiers asked political commissars for advice, political commissars could provide opinions, but they absolutely couldn't make mandatory requirements of the soldiers.

While the discussion in the troops was in full swing, the situation in the base area was even livelier. Hearing that village officials were no longer dominated by clan elders or local tyrants, the common people were happy but also uneasy. Everyone could vote, but for those big families with many people and great influence, who exactly should they vote for?

The Standing Committee members each led a county. It could be said that except for Yuwen Badu, the other Standing Committee members understood Chen Ke's meaning after reading the documents and letters sent by Chen Ke. In other counties, the People's Party cadres in the countryside began propaganda work. The propaganda naturally wouldn't be "You must elect our People's Party," but propaganda on "What exactly is a good life."

Yuwen Badu had been partnering with Ren Qiying these days, and his work had improved greatly. After reading the documents and letters, his first reaction was to call Ren Qiying over.

Ren Qiying had now been formally promoted to Director of the County Committee Office. After finishing the documents Yuwen Badu handed over, Ren Qiying already had a calculation in her heart. "Secretary Yuwen, actually this matter is easiest to handle in our Fengtai County. We have a good foundation; Secretary Chen completed the preliminary preparations long ago. Just doing it according to the regulations will do."

Yuwen Badu had roughly understood the regulations, but he lacked confidence. "Director Ren, what do you think we should do?"

"What we need to do is explain to the common people what these official positions are used for. When common people encounter problems, who should they go to? Who the common people elect is the common people's own business. Let's not participate."

"But other counties have started propaganda; shouldn't we propagandize?" Yuwen Badu didn't quite understand.

"Whatever should be propagandized in our Fengtai County has already been propagandized. Doing it again is useless," Ren Qiying answered very crisply.

"True, true." Yuwen Badu nodded repeatedly.

Seeing Yuwen Badu being so obedient, Ren Qiying was also quite proud in her heart. She continued: "Since Secretary Chen did the work ahead, then we have to be a step ahead of other counties. I suggest we focus on grasping the matter of forming production teams."

"Good, we must definitely complete the formation of production teams." Yuwen Badu continued to nod in agreement.

As soon as these words came out, Ren Qiying immediately felt a bit stifled. To save Yuwen Badu's face, Ren Qiying handed Chen Ke's letter to Yuwen Badu. "Secretary Yuwen, Chairman Chen specifically said in the letter that the government is not allowed to forcibly form production teams."

Reading the letter again, Yuwen Badu indeed found this sentence. He was a bit confused; since Ren Qiying had already noticed this matter, why did she want to treat forming production teams as a key point to handle?

"Secretary Yuwen, Chairman Chen specifically said at the party cadre training meeting that our People's Party cannot do things with a head but no tail. If we start, we must finish. If production teams are forcibly formed, that equates to production teams formed by our government. What difference is there between that and the state-run farms currently opened? This production team requires the people to form it spontaneously. We want to propagandize and guide, but we absolutely cannot have the slightest coercion, or even let the common people feel we are instigating."

Hearing Ren Qiying say this, Yuwen Badu scratched his head. "Director Ren, doing it like this, what is the difference from not grasping the formation of production teams?"

Ren Qiying laughed: "Secretary Yuwen, Chairman Chen repeatedly emphasized at the training meeting that everything requires preparation. Which departments will sign the contracts for the production teams? Production teams can apply for loans from the government; which department should they go to for these loans? We have to contact and arrange these well. Moreover, after production teams are formed, there will definitely be quite a few people coming to work in factories. Which factories are recruiting? We also have to contact and arrange this, right? If we do these preparations, no matter how many common people actually form production teams, the subsequent work won't make us flustered. This is the proof of us opening up a new situation."

These words were a bit complex for Yuwen Badu, but at any rate, Yuwen Badu had done so much work with many Standing Committee members. Although designing these things wasn't his strong suit, Yuwen Badu had wide connections and much experience. Frowning and thinking about who to contact, Yuwen Badu suddenly beamed with joy. "Right, not to mention anything else, after the cotton is harvested, the textile factory will start work immediately. This just happens to need people. This solves a big chunk of labor demand."

Ren Qiying smiled as she watched Yuwen Badu finish talking about the textile factory and then list a long string of departments needing labor. Looking at Yuwen Badu's elated appearance, Ren Qiying felt somewhat helpless. Yuwen Badu actually wasn't a bad person, nor could he be said to lack ability. But this thing couldn't be compared. Compared with Chen Ke and other Standing Committee members, Yuwen Badu appeared inadequate. Even without comparing to others, Ren Qiying felt that if she weren't a woman, with her ability, she absolutely wouldn't be willing to be subordinate to Yuwen Badu.

However, this thought only surfaced for an instant and disappeared. It wasn't Yuwen Badu who promoted Ren Qiying, but Chen Ke. Ren Qiying firmly believed that Chen Ke had long anticipated the current situation. If Ren Qiying tried to climb up without obtaining Chen Ke's authorization, Chen Ke would absolutely not turn a blind eye.

Thinking of this, Ren Qiying said: "Secretary Yuwen, since we want to form production teams, I'll go home first to talk to my family. You know too, my family's manpower isn't good. My father doesn't know how to farm. My family actually needs to organize a production team the most, to produce jointly with families with thriving manpower. So can I go home for two days?"

"Sure, sure!" Yuwen Badu agreed profusely. He actually didn't quite want Ren Qiying to steal his limelight at this critical moment either. People had already started making strange remarks, saying things like Fengtai County was actually being managed by the County Committee Office. Ren Qiying was transferred by Chen Ke's order, so everyone dared not say anything about Ren Qiying's promotion. So the fire was concentrated on Yuwen Badu. Having finally thoroughly understood Secretary Chen Ke's meaning with great difficulty, Yuwen Badu still wanted to clear his name. It was actually better if Ren Qiying wasn't here at this time.

As soon as Ren Qiying returned home, her mother Ren Xushi immediately came to welcome her daughter with a face full of spring breeze. Ren Qiying was now serving as the Director of the County Committee Office, and rumors outside said she was about to serve as County Magistrate. The neighbors didn't know how many good words they said about Ren Qiying to her face. With her daughter being so credit-worthy, Ren Xushi naturally had great face. Seeing her daughter, Ren Xushi's face almost bloomed with smiles.

"Mother, where is Father?" Ren Qiying asked. Before coming back, she had actually run to the Education College to look for her father Ren Yugang, who studied and concurrently taught there. As a result, the news she got was actually that her father Ren Yugang had asked for leave to go home. Ren Qiying was quite worried that something had happened at home.

While speaking, the door of the main room opened, and Ren Yugang walked out. "Girl, go to your room to talk." Obviously, there were some things Ren Yugang didn't want Ren Qiying's mother to mix in. If in the main room, they couldn't drive out Ren Xushi, the mistress of the house. In Ren Qiying's room, they could largely shut Ren Xushi out.

After the father and daughter sat down, Ren Yugang first listened without a word to Ren Qiying finish talking about the general situation of the recent elections and the detailed ins and outs of forming production teams. He listened very seriously, and Ren Qiying wasn't worried at all that Ren Yugang would miss anything. This attentive attitude was Ren Yugang's style, and Ren Yugang had also required Ren Qiying to do this since she was free (young?). When she was small, Ren Qiying felt her father was a bit too strict. Only after joining the People's Party did Ren Qiying know what precious wealth her father's education was to her.

"Girl, is your meaning to let our family form a production team with other families first?" Ren Yugang asked.

Ren Qiying answered: "Father, if you feel forming a production team with others is too troublesome, then we can also not get involved in this matter."

Ren Yugang shook his head. "There's no trouble in this. You also know our family has no one to farm. Your mother is no good at working in the fields, and I only understand teaching. Your younger brothers and sisters are still small and are all studying now. Our family's land actually has no one to farm it at all. Our family's land is currently entrusted to your uncle's family to farm. Forming a production team is quite good; with the government guaranteeing the contract, there won't be so many troublesome things."

After saying this, Ren Yugang looked at Ren Qiying's slightly flickering gaze and tightly pursed lips. He asked: "Girl, do you have any ideas that are hard to say?"

Ren Qiying thought for another moment, gritted her teeth, and finally said: "Father, have you ever thought that we could simply make the production team bigger?"

"How so?" Ren Yugang knew his daughter had quite some ambition. Since she hesitated for a long time before saying this, presumably she had some clue.

"Some time ago before the war, I reported work to Chairman Chen. Talking about rural issues, Chairman Chen casually said a sentence: small-scale peasant production teams are very good, but small-scale farms might be more suitable for China. I asked a few follow-up questions. Chairman Chen said he hadn't done rural work. Although those large-scale farms of tens of thousands of *mu* have high overall efficiency, they may not be suitable for China. China has little arable land, so this kind of production team of one or two hundred *mu* also has high yield per *mu* and relatively high efficiency. Perhaps it is more suitable for China's situation. After Chairman Chen finished speaking, I went to check Chairman Chen's documents. Chairman Chen has written many things about this aspect. Although chaotic, they are very interesting."

Ren Yugang listened to his daughter explaining these farming matters to him. He actually really didn't understand farming. The reason he listened here was only that as a father, he must support his child. And he also had to watch that they didn't walk the wrong path. As for what specific work to do, Ren Yugang felt that as long as one did their utmost, it was fine. So he only roughly understood what Ren Qiying said. Ren Qiying planned to contact a few more farming households to form a production team of 150 *mu* in size. This production team would comprehensively imitate the production methods of the army farms and state-run farms currently being set up. And not just a few families uniting to supply each other's needs.

As a layman in farming, Ren Yugang actually understood the introduction by Ren Qiying, who was also a layman. And he even felt it was very feasible. He was very satisfied with his daughter's considerations. However, what Ren Yugang asked was another question. "Girl, did you say you learned these from the things written by Chairman Chen?"

"Yes." Ren Qiying was a bit puzzled by this digression of her father. After answering the question, she looked at her father with slight surprise.

"Exactly how many things has Chairman Chen written?" Ren Yugang continued to ask.

"That's a lot. I think there must be a million words in total." Ren Qiying answered.

Ren Yugang nodded slightly. "Girl, I won't say anything else. Chairman Chen has such great ability. You must not be disloyal to Chairman Chen."

Hearing her father's words, Ren Qiying said seriously: "Father, don't worry. I won't make a mistake about who I should follow."
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After obtaining her father's approval, Ren Qiying prepared to go out. At this moment, Ren Qiying's younger brothers and sisters just happened to return home from school. As soon as they saw their long-absent sister, the little ones rushed up and grabbed Ren Qiying, asking this and that, calling "Sister" continuously.

Watching his daughter playing and frolicking with her young siblings, a worry peculiar to fathers arose in Ren Yugang's heart: his daughter had really grown up. Ren Yugang couldn't help but say, "Go out after eating."

"Sister, eat together!" the little ones immediately cheered.

Ren Qiying had originally intended to run to the state-run farm to ask about some technical questions and sponge a meal at the farm by the way. Looking at her younger siblings, Ren Qiying was already very happy in her heart. Since her father had also spoken, she had even less reason to decline.

The summer harvest in Fengtai County this year was very good. The basic water conservancy projects built by the People's Party played a big role; both irrigation and drainage came in handy. The common people had suffered a disaster last year, so after being allocated good land this year, their production enthusiasm was originally quite high. There were also many breeding farms that could provide meat cheaply. Especially after the summer harvest, the government indeed only collected thirty percent grain tax. Quite a few women participated in social labor and also earned quite a bit of money. The income of most common people was much better than in previous years. Compared with previous years, not only could they eat rice and white flour, but they didn't even lack meat and vegetable oil.

Although no one in Ren Qiying's family farmed—the land was given to her uncle's family to farm, and the two families agreed to split the harvest half-and-half—the Ren family was well off because two people were earning money, and the children ate for free at school. Their days weren't bad; besides rice and green vegetables on the dinner table, there was even pig head meat and fish. Ren Xushi watched with a beaming face as the children buried their heads in eating. She saw Ren Qiying picking up food for her father, mother, and siblings from time to time, but not eating much herself. She hurriedly picked up a chopstick of fish meat for her eldest daughter. "Qiying, you eat too."

"Mhm." Ren Qiying ate the fish meat with rice and ate a few chopsticks of green vegetables. At this time, Ren Qiying's younger brother had almost finished eating. With rice in his mouth, the little guy asked: "Sister, what do you eat in the county government?"

"About the same as in your school." As the Director of the County Committee Office, Ren Qiying knew the school's funding. The students' meals were actually a large expenditure; although they might not eat too full, they absolutely wouldn't starve.

"Do you also get duck eggs to eat?" Ren Qiying's brother continued to ask.

"Yes."

"You swallow that mouthful of rice in your mouth before speaking to me." Ren Xushi saw her husband's face wasn't very good, so she hurriedly spoke first. Originally, no one dared to speak when the Ren family ate, but now the little ones ate at school, and the teachers couldn't manage that finely. Ren Xushi was afraid her husband would get angry, so she had to scold them first herself.

The little guy was quite obedient; he immediately buried his head and didn't make a sound, continuing to eat.

However, the little guy's topic triggered Ren Xushi's curiosity. She couldn't help asking: "Qiying, what does Chairman Chen usually eat?"

Ren Qiying answered casually: "Chairman Chen eats in the cafeteria with us. Whatever we eat, he eats."

"There isn't a cook specifically cooking for Chairman Chen? Does Chairman Chen have nothing he loves to eat?" Ren Xushi continued to ask.

Ren Qiying really hadn't paid attention to what Chen Ke usually loved to eat. Thinking for a while about Chen Ke's actions on normal days, she suddenly remembered something. "Chairman Chen often works all night. At that time, he also eats some extra meals or something with the comrades on night shift."

Hearing that Chen Ke also had extra meals, Ren Xushi said enviously: "That must be eating something good."

Ren Yugang's face changed instantly. He slapped his chopsticks on the table with a *pa*. "What nonsense are you talking about? Is what Chairman Chen eats something you can make up blindly?"

Ren Xushi was startled. However, she was used to being scolded by her husband, plus she felt this wasn't any big deal, so she said resentfully: "Isn't it just talking about what he eats? What's the big deal?"

Ren Yugang looked at his wife angrily. "What's the big deal? You are arranging him behind his back. Those in high positions hate it most when others arrange bad words about them behind their backs. You didn't hear it from the girl's words..."

Speaking to here, Ren Yugang looked at the two small children staring at him blankly. He said helplessly, "Eat first."

After finishing the meal and cleaning up, Ren Yugang called his wife and Ren Qiying to the main room and closed the door. Only then did he say: "According to what Qiying said, Chairman Chen is an extremely self-disciplined person. He is in a high position and has endless official business every day. If one day he is suddenly free and chats casually with the people around him, and as a result of chatting, he hears someone arranging bad words about him behind his back. Say, if Chairman Chen asks casually again, 'Who said this?', what will the people around Chairman Chen think, and what will they do?"

These words were actually said extremely implicitly. Ren Yugang didn't want to say Chen Ke was hypocritical, but since he was a person who kept himself clean, few didn't care about their reputation at all. Ren Yugang knew very well that if you ruined someone's business, at most everyone wouldn't interact in the future, but if you ruined someone's reputation, that was never-ending.

But he was afraid his wife and daughter didn't understand where the problem lay, so he couldn't help saying: "Misfortune comes from the mouth!"

Ren Xushi was actually just extremely proud in her heart because her daughter had become a high official, so her actions inevitably had a flavor of getting carried away. Hearing her husband say this, she thought of Chen Ke's status, and then thought of the more than eight hundred people killed a few months ago. Her face was instantly scared somewhat pale.

Ren Qiying completely hadn't expected that her father was actually so proficient in the human heart of officialdom. She had met Chen Ke many times and knew Chen Ke's personality was actually quite generous; he might not really view vain reputation that heavily. Never engaging in special privileges was just a matter of Chen Ke's personal integrity. But the matter of "ruining someone's reputation" that her father Ren Yugang reminded her of gave Ren Qiying a new idea.

Chen Ke resolutely didn't allow the government to forcibly guide the formation of "production teams" this time; she was afraid there was the reason of worrying that if the government didn't do the work well, its "reputation would be ruined" instead. It seemed people proficient in the human heart were all like this; things could be not done, but they couldn't be done recklessly. The matters of taking the blame and wiping asses were actually mostly borne by those above. Even if the subordinate who made a mistake was punished severely, once this reputation was ruined, it couldn't be retrieved no matter what.

Thinking of this, Ren Qiying suddenly regretted a bit. Was the risk of her striving to promote the production team model a bit too big?

Ren Yugang saw Ren Qiying's flickering gaze and knew his daughter had words she wanted to say to him alone. He said: "Girl, aren't you going out? I'll send you off."

The father and daughter went to Ren Qiying's room. Ren Qiying told her father her worries once. Ren Yugang smiled: "This doesn't matter. Since Chairman Chen thinks production teams will be run sooner or later, making a model is nothing. Girl, actually, I've been studying with Mr. Yan Fu these days and also read some of Chairman Chen's books. I admire the scientific attitude they both emphasize very much. What passes in this world is reason; this science is reason. Just do it according to this scientific reason. The only troublesome thing isn't science, it's the human heart. If this person has too heavy a selfish heart, or gets confused, that is a big troublesome matter. I support your meaning. The reason Chairman Chen let the common people form production teams themselves is also worrying about encountering some confused eggs who can't be reasoned with clearly. One piece of rat dropping ruins a pot of soup; sometimes not letting confused eggs mix in is actually a good thing."

Hearing Ren Yugang explain the reason clearly, Ren Qiying felt she had a bottom in her heart. She smiled: "Thank you, Father, for the advice."

Ren Yugang nodded. He asked somewhat hesitantly: "Girl, do you think the People's Party can withstand the court's attack?"

"Uh?" Ren Qiying was very puzzled by this sudden question. The People's Party had continuously won several great victories on the battlefield; how come Ren Yugang started worrying instead?

Ren Yugang thought for a while before saying: "Girl, I heard they are going to do household registration (*hukou*)."

Ren Qiying also knew this matter. This was proposed by Chen Ke; in the future, it would be divided into urban household registration and rural household registration. Ren Qiying didn't know Chen Ke prepared to promote a strict urban-rural dual household registration policy. In history, during the early days of the founding of the People's Republic, because the household registration issue wasn't solved, the population flow issue caused many troubles. Chen Ke felt that rather than causing such problems, he might as well promote a strict household registration policy in the early stage. As the level of education and economic development improved, plus the enhancement of state management means, relaxing it slowly later wouldn't cause a huge impact.

Although she didn't know Chen Ke's plan, Ren Qiying knew about this matter. "Father, what's wrong?"

Ren Yugang answered: "I was thinking, our family might as well switch to urban household registration. We aren't good at farming either, and I don't want your younger brothers and sisters to farm in the future. You and I both work in the county; it's not a good thing for a family to always be separated like this. Let's just hand over the land and join the urban household registration."

Although he said this, Ren Yugang's thoughts just now were far from this simple. To really make him give up all his land, it wasn't that easy for Ren Yugang to make up his mind in his heart. He even worried that if the People's Party lost the battle, at that time he wouldn't even be able to return to the countryside to farm. But on second thought, his daughter was already a high-level official, and he was teaching here in the People's Party. Even if there was land in the countryside, if the People's Party were destroyed, would he have good fruit to eat? Since it was so, he let go instead.

Ren Qiying knew her father was a knowledgeable person. Making the whole family into urban household registration wasn't a big deal. It was just that she wanted to promote production teams now, and she originally hoped her family could participate. It wasn't for that bit of income, but if her own family didn't lead, this matter couldn't be justified. But thinking about it, the People's Party opposed exploitation the most. Her whole family didn't farm but gave the land to her uncle's family to farm. Speaking of this, it wasn't some very aboveboard matter. Since her father just said "don't ruin one's reputation," her practice probably could also be classified into the category of bad reputation.

Thinking of this, Ren Qiying nodded. "Father, I'll go back now and handle this matter immediately."

In late August, people's elections began in all areas of the base area except Anqing. The troops returned to the localities on leave. Although the common people knew the troops had won a great victory, the common people all wanted to hear clearly from these soldiers of their own village and land how exactly this battle was fought. The soldiers had all accepted the task; although they couldn't mention the names of their unit commanders, they could mention the war.

Listening to the soldiers recount how thousands of Hubei guys were beaten to pieces and not a single one escaped, the elders of Anhui were all very happy. After listening to the stories, everyone began to ask about the election. The soldiers all had experience in Soldier Committee elections, and the political commissars had explained the reasoning thoroughly to everyone, so they naturally spoke at length about the significance of the election.

The common people of Shouzhou counted as a relatively early liberated area. In Shijiaji, after an old man finished listening to the local soldier explain the election system, he couldn't help asking doubtfully: "Sanwa, according to what you said, after this election, the ones in power won't be your People's Party, but us common people?"

The soldier called Sanwa was named Shi Yousan; he was just ranked third. His older brother was called Shi Yousheng, not the Japanese kind of name ranked by numbers. These two brothers were both soldiers of the People's Party. This time, not all troops were disbanded on the spot. Because of war preparations, a considerable portion of backbone and new recruits remained. For this quota of returning home to visit family, Shi Yousan went home to visit, while Shi Yousheng stayed in the army.

The one asking was an old master of Shijiaji, Shi Xiuyu. Shi Yousan answered: "Fifth Grandfather, this world originally belongs to us common people. Elections are to choose officials we approve of ourselves. These officials naturally have to serve us common people. Otherwise, why would we elect him as an official?"

Shi Xiuyu laughed: "Where in this world is there a reason for officials to serve the common people? Sanwa, were you deceived by someone?"

Hearing this, quite a bit of laughter also came from the surrounding villagers. Shi Xiuyu's words spoke everyone's heartfelt thoughts. In generations of ancestors, where had they heard of such officials as Shi Yousan described?

"Since these officials are elected by everyone, if they don't do things for everyone, then we won't elect them," Shi Yousan said loudly.

Shi Xiuyu saw Shi Yousan's attitude was so tough. He naturally couldn't lose to a junior in momentum. He asked: "Then Sanwa, let me ask you. If an official is elected, then who do you soldiers listen to? Listen to the elected official, or listen to your People's Party?"

This question could be said to be very tricky. Fortunately, the political commissars had also specifically raised these questions in the meeting. If the political commissars hadn't prepared fully, Shi Yousan would really have been stumped. "Our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army is the Party's troops. Naturally, we listen to the Party."

Shi Xiuyu felt his words had succeeded and was preparing to continue. Shi Yousan snatched the lead and continued: "The official elected in our Shijiaji this time is elected by everyone to do things for our Shijiaji. If the official elected in our Shijiaji doesn't do things for our Shijiaji, but instead manages Yuezhangji in Fengtai County across the river, does everyone think this makes sense?"

Hearing this, the crowd surrounding Shi Yousan couldn't help laughing heartily. Actually, everyone was fellow villagers; they all knew Shi Xiuyu's thoughts. When Shi Xiuyu was young, he loved to seek personal gain, but in the end, he didn't even manage to become a *Lizhang* (village head). Now he wanted to be an official, but hearing that officials had to do things for the common people, he was naturally unwilling. That was why he talked nonsense like this.

A young man couldn't help teasing: "Fifth Grandfather, actually, managing Yuezhangji in Fengtai County would be wasting your talent too much. I feel that after our Shijiaji elects, you should just go to the capital city to be the Emperor. If you became the Emperor, you could just look after us people, and we could also borrow your light. Say, wouldn't that be great?"

As soon as these words came out, there was an even greater roar of laughter. Shi Xiuyu's face flushed red. He pointed at the young man who spoke and cursed a few sentences, then pushed through the crowd and left angrily.

Looking at Shi Xiuyu's back, Shi Yousan said: "We have been bullied by officials for so long. In the future, in our liberated area, no one can bully us common people anymore. The officials are elected by us ourselves. The People's Party and us common people are of one heart. Our troops have always educated us that our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army is the sons and brother soldiers of us common people. So everyone has nothing to be afraid of. Boldly elect officials that make us feel at ease ourselves. Whoever is willing to do things for everyone can recommend themselves. As long as what you say can make everyone believe, and everyone is at ease with how you handle affairs on normal days, then everyone will elect you."

The young people listened with shining eyes one by one. Although they didn't dare completely believe what Shi Yousan said was true, young people all hoped they could establish meritorious deeds. This opportunity to elect officials looked like an opportunity for promotion in the short term.

A young man asked: "Third Brother, how about you participate in this election? We'll all elect you."

"We military men cannot participate in local elections. This is the rule." Shi Yousan refused very appropriately according to the content of the political commissar's education.

"Then Third Brother, who do you think can get elected?" Learning that a soldier like Shi Yousan who had such a big backer as the People's Party wouldn't run, the youths let go of a big stone in their hearts. They wanted to get some words out of Shi Yousan's mouth again.

Shi Yousan continued: " everyone elects, naturally electing people they trust themselves. I naturally can't say anything; this is also discipline."

There was still a youth who couldn't hold his breath. He asked: "Third Brother, tell the truth. Is it okay if we don't elect People's Party people this time?"

This question was the matter most emphasized by the political commissars. Soldiers absolutely couldn't canvass votes for personnel dispatched by the People's Party to the grassroots. Shi Yousan answered: "Elections are to elect people who can do things for everyone and make everyone feel at ease. What does this have to do with whether he is a People's Party person or not? We common people elect people we can be at ease with ourselves, not elect People's Party people. Everyone doesn't need to worry about our People's Party retaliating. We are here to let everyone live a good life and let everyone not be bullied. We ourselves will absolutely not bully everyone."

"Third Brother, does what you say count?" The youths were still uneasy.

"I'm sitting here not moving. You can go ask the People's Party cadres in the locality now. See if the cadres say the same thing. If they don't say the same thing, I'll go reason with them," Shi Yousan said loudly.

While Shi Yousan was propagandizing the election system to the common people of Shijiaji in Shouzhou, Wu Liao, the County Committee Secretary of Wuhe County, glared with round eyes, pointing at the clerk Zhou Fengxiang in front of him and questioning loudly: "You say, who let you tell the common people that they must elect People's Party cadres in this election?"

Zhou Fengxiang had never seen Secretary Wu Liao lose such a big temper. He was so scared he lowered his head and dared not make a sound.

Such a pitiful appearance couldn't quell Wu Liao's anger at all. Wu Liao never expected that after he urged repeatedly at the Wuhe County cadre meeting that cadres were absolutely not allowed to coerce common people to elect themselves, a person like Zhou Fengxiang still appeared. Moreover, Zhou Fengxiang was caught this time because when Zhou Yizheng, a military cadre home on leave, was propagandizing the election system, masses reported to Zhou Yizheng that Zhou Fengxiang asked common people to elect him. After understanding the situation, Zhou Yizheng found Wu Liao to talk about this matter.

Zhou Fengxiang was a clerk in logistics; he wasn't a candidate the organization prepared to recommend at all. He privately asked common people to elect him; this had already greatly destroyed the People's Party's discipline. This could be counted as a major event destroying organizational discipline. Wu Liao came from an early military background; he knew what this meant in the army. Although he was now a civil administration cadre, Wu Liao still had the habits of a soldier.

Zhou Fengxiang was scolded by Wu Liao for a good while. Wu Liao didn't just curse him out but also asked Zhou Fengxiang to state the reason. Seeing he couldn't dodge it, Zhou Fengxiang simply asked back: "Secretary Wu, since the election system says people over 18 can all run for election, why can't I run? I feel this regulation is unfair."
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"Unfair?" Wu Liao asked back after hearing his subordinate's answer.

"Correct, unfair." Zhou Fengxiang knew Wu Liao had a big temper. Since he had already enraged Wu Liao anyway, he threw caution to the wind.

Wu Liao didn't lose his temper. He looked Zhou Fengxiang up and down, then asked with a sneer: "If it's unfair, why didn't you say so during the meeting?"

Zhou Fengxiang fell silent again. Wu Liao had indeed specifically asked everyone if they had any other opinions during the meeting. At that time, Zhou Fengxiang hadn't dared to stand up and speak. The People's Party hadn't given up the election of all positions; the Women's Federation, Education, Agriculture, and Hygiene—the People's Party was determined to win these departments. They only gave up positions like Village Head and Town Head.

Seeing Zhou Fengxiang silent again, Wu Liao pressed him with a sneer hanging on his face: "Speak. Weren't you quite daring just now?"

"I..." Zhou Fengxiang wanted to say something like the People's Party should take all positions, but when the words came to his lips, Zhou Fengxiang couldn't say them. Among the People's Party participants running in the Liujiapu District, Zhou Zhengying was running for the Women's Federation, Zhou Longsheng, the current principal of Liujiapu Primary School, was running for Education Director, and the Agriculture and Hygiene departments also had professionals participating in the selection. Although the election quota this time was circled by the organization, everyone had a scale in their hearts. Zhou Fengxiang himself knew he couldn't compete with them at all. So how could he dare to speak at the meeting?

As a small cadre in the logistics department, Zhou Fengxiang was in charge of the Supply and Marketing Cooperative work in Liujiapu. It wasn't any remarkable position in the county, but in Liujiapu District, it was impressive and majestic. Now, if the farmers in the base area wanted to buy cheap daily necessities, they would choose the rural Supply and Marketing Cooperative. As long as they held Renminbi and the purchase tickets distributed to them, they could go to the Supply and Marketing Cooperative to buy commodities that used to cost a huge amount at very low prices. As the supervisor of the Supply and Marketing Cooperative, Zhou Fengxiang could be said to have unlimited glory. As soon as he arrived in Liujiapu, everyone greeted him with "Comrade Zhou this" and "Comrade Zhou that." This kind of treatment, like stars surrounding the moon, made Zhou Fengxiang feel very happy in his heart.

In this election activity, Zhou Fengxiang didn't feel anything special during the meeting. After the meeting ended, he went to Liujiapu, and quite a few people asked Zhou Fengxiang what position he was actually running for. Zhou Fengxiang actually wanted to participate in the election very much. At first, he could still say relatively calmly that he wasn't running. But seeing those people who asked him first look stunned and then immediately turn cold in attitude, Zhou Fengxiang felt extremely lost in his heart.

If one must say, Zhou Fengxiang actually didn't really want to be elected to anything; he just hoped he could be listed on the candidate list. So he told some "moderate lies"; for example, he hinted or stated explicitly that he might run. Because he was afraid of being exposed, he actually chose people who looked like they wouldn't go out and talk nonsense very carefully to make this kind of hint. Unexpectedly, he was still caught.

Facing Secretary Wu Liao's anger, Zhou Fengxiang could only tough it out. As a person who cared about face, being caught violating discipline was already bad enough. If there was anything worse than this, it was admitting he told lies.

After venting his anger like this, the anger in Wu Liao's heart had dissipated quite a bit. Being selected as County Committee Secretary meant he wasn't useless. Although he couldn't completely see through Zhou Fengxiang's psychology, Wu Liao could still see that Zhou Fengxiang hadn't told the whole truth. However, this kind of thing wasn't the main point right now; first, he had to retrieve the adverse effects caused by Zhou Fengxiang. "Comrade Zhou Fengxiang, I now require you to immediately return to Liujiapu District and admit to the common people that you have no intention of running for election."

Wu Liao's words made Zhou Fengxiang shudder involuntarily. This was the most fatal blow. Zhou Fengxiang no longer looked pitiful; he said emotionally: "Secretary Wu Liao, if I say that, how can I mix in Liujiapu in the future?"

"What do you mean?" Wu Liao actually didn't understand for a moment.

"A man lives for a face; a tree lives for a bark. If I say that, who will still look up to me in the future?" Zhou Fengxiang really threw caution to the wind this time.

Wu Liao was made furious by these words. Because he was too angry, Wu Liao didn't explode directly. He looked at Zhou Fengxiang with eyes like looking at a mental patient. "You weren't a candidate selected by our People's Party to begin with. What opinion do you have about being asked to tell the truth? Are you unwilling to continue working on the People's Party side?"

The thought of refusing to lose face had completely gained the upper hand in Zhou Fengxiang's heart. Hearing Wu Liao say this, he also knew he had no future in the People's Party this time. At this point, Zhou Fengxiang felt a burst of willfulness surge up. He said loudly: "If I don't work, I don't work. I just want to run for election this time."

Wu Liao was choked into silence, but this loss of composure only lasted a few seconds. He raised his hand, pointed at the door, and said only one word: "Get out."

Hearing this word, Zhou Fengxiang suddenly felt relaxed all over. He raised his head and strode out with big steps. Just before he walked out of the main gate, Wu Liao shouted again, "Wait."

"What is it!" Zhou Fengxiang no longer had the slightest feeling of a subordinate. He turned his head carelessly, thinking in his heart that no matter what Wu Liao said, he wouldn't work for the People's Party anymore.

Wu Liao's face was a mixture of anger and surprise, but what he said had nothing to do with either. "Before you go, finish handing over the work to me." After speaking, Wu Liao opened the door to the next room and instructed the comrades of the County Committee Office to handle the handover work.

Not only Wu Liao's Wuhe County, but every county in the base area encountered this kind of thing. Comrades in the localities actually all wanted to run for Village Head and Town Head. There were actually more than thirty cases of violating regulations. The largest number was in Fuyang County, where Lu Huitian served as Secretary. Fuyang County was a newly liberated area and was right next to Henan. Not only was there civil administration work, but they also had to guard against the Qing army in Henan, so military work was also quite heavy. Lu Huitian had relatively more experience in local work, and he himself hoped to have experience in both military and political aspects like Chen Ke, so he chose Fuyang.

Chen Ke read Lu Huitian's report once, and then read the People's Internal Affairs Committee's report once. Lu Huitian at least didn't hide anything regarding the number of cadres with problems. Just for this point, Chen Ke felt very satisfied. He didn't want to pursue so-called "responsibility" at all. What the People's Party lacked most now wasn't people, nor troops, but cadres. Lu Huitian had only been there for half a year, and Fuyang wasn't small; Lu Huitian simply didn't have enough time to select enough cadres. Being able to keep the work below basically not going astray already proved Lu Huitian's ability, so it was reasonable that there were many problems.

Looking at the report again, among these cadres who violated discipline, nearly half chose to leave the organization, and the remaining half also suspended work. It seemed quite a few comrades still didn't take organizational discipline seriously. The People's Party wasn't an organization where you could come and go as you pleased. They thought "If this place doesn't keep the master, there are other places that will." In Chen Ke's view, this was a terribly wrong idea.

He Zudao sat opposite Chen Ke. He couldn't see any definable emotion on Chen Ke's face. The situation this time was the first large-scale outbreak of internal contradictions within the People's Party. It was absolutely impossible to say Chen Ke wasn't angry. Even if the number of these cadres who actively left wasn't large, the outbreak of such fierce contradictions within the People's Party before the election wasn't a good thing for the masses to see after all.

Thinking of this, He Zudao couldn't help advising: "Chairman Chen, I suggest we talk to these comrades again. Everyone might just be fighting out of spite."

"Zudao, these people are all deserters," Chen Ke replied with a smile.

He Zudao couldn't help shuddering. If deserters appeared on the battlefield, the commander could immediately execute battlefield discipline. That meant execution on the spot. Chen Ke actually used this as an example; the murderous aura in this was a bit too strong. He dared not answer for a moment.

Chen Ke looked at He Zudao's careful expression and couldn't help laughing. "I didn't mean I want to shoot them. I'm just used to using the word 'deserter' to describe these people who run away as soon as they encounter some difficulties. Aren't these people just for personal power and position? Quite a few of them feel that after joining the government organization, they are not ordinary people anymore. Others can be officials, why can't they? It's just this kind of thought. Actually, it's a good thing they left. Getting rid of this kind of black sheep early on makes me feel more at ease if we really encounter greater pressure in the future."

He Zudao knew Chen Ke always took things lightly, but he never expected Chen Ke to have such a view on the comrades who left. But on second thought, Chen Ke wasn't wrong either. If these people encountered a situation with greater pressure, heaven knew what they would do.

"Zudao, the comrades in the troops performed very well this time. You political commissars did a good job," Chen Ke praised. These incidents that broke out this time were all problems discovered when the soldiers of the troops propagandized the new election regulations. The comrades in the troops obviously observed discipline more than the cadres in the localities. Chen Ke was very satisfied with this point.

He Zudao wasn't entirely happy. This time, the troops and the localities counted as having a conflict. At the political commissars' work meeting, some comrades raised this view. Local supervision work originally didn't belong to the army, but when the common people complained to the army, the result was effective. It was inevitable that the common people would have the idea that the army's status was above the local government. The local government definitely wouldn't be happy about this idea of the common people. However, He Zudao didn't plan to complain to Chen Ke. Chen Ke was already busy like this; there was no need to let Chen Ke be annoyed by these personnel struggles.

"Chairman Chen, what do you plan to do?" He Zudao finally couldn't help asking.

Chen Ke was amused by He Zudao's words. He laughed: "Do nothing. We have already arranged the work; everyone has things to do. The election work has just started; what can I do? I just have to stay here and watch the work continue."

Looking at He Zudao's embarrassed expression, Chen Ke had to reassure He Zudao first. "Zudao, any matter will encounter problems. Let alone this election work done for the first time, even if we do it ten or twenty times, new problems will be encountered each time. It's not strange for problems to arise; it would be strange if problems didn't arise. As long as everyone doesn't stop moving forward, or deceive superiors and hide from subordinates, but strives towards the direction of solving problems, what can I say? If I speak now, it will affect everyone psychologically instead. The one who should keep their mouth shut the most right now is actually me."

He Zudao could roughly understand the reasoning Chen Ke wanted to state, but he couldn't accept it in his heart. Since things hadn't developed according to the meeting arrangements, but chaos had occurred internally from the beginning, leaving Chen Ke aside, He Zudao felt it was necessary to take action to correct it.

Seeing He Zudao's expression, Chen Ke said seriously: "Comrade He Zudao, you have your own work; focus on doing your own work well for me. This election matter hasn't ended yet; it's just the beginning now. So I don't allow you to have any comments on this. Moreover, after you go back, convene a meeting of political commissars. The political work system is not allowed to have any public comments on this. Personal comments are only allowed to be raised in political work meetings; silence must be maintained externally. Comrade He Zudao, watch the political work system well for me. No nonsense affecting the election work is allowed to be spoken."

Chen Ke raised the requirement so seriously that He Zudao knew there was no room for discussion. He nodded vigorously. "Chairman Chen, I know."

Almost at the same time, Yuwen Badu also convened a Fengtai County Committee work meeting. Chen Ke was still staying in Hefei now. The work of Fengtai County was completely the responsibility of Yuwen Badu. He said seriously: "No one is allowed to evaluate the election work of other counties and districts, and even less allowed to gloat or talk nonsense behind their backs."

Ren Qiying quietly listened to Yuwen Badu emphasize organizational discipline. This wasn't an idea she gave Yuwen Badu, but Yuwen Badu's own understanding. Yuwen Badu's theoretical level wasn't high, and his speaking skills were also limited. Ren Qiying felt a bit regretful in her heart; if this paragraph had been drafted by her, it would definitely have been much more organized and persuasive. Actually, Ren Qiying didn't notice the deeper reason for the regret in her heart. In the work these days, Ren Qiying had somewhat looked down on Yuwen Badu to some extent. She originally thought she needed to tell Yuwen Badu how to treat the problems in the election work, but without Ren Qiying, Yuwen Badu still made the extremely correct choice. This gave Ren Qiying a huge sense of loss.

After emphasizing organizational discipline, Yuwen Badu continued: "Now let Comrade Ren Qiying talk about the formation of production teams."

Ren Qiying stood up. In the past few days, she first transferred the household registration of her family to the county, and then handled the transfer of land ownership. Only after these two big things were done did she begin the investigation work on production teams. After standing on the podium, Ren Qiying naturally couldn't say these things. She went straight to the preliminary results of the investigation. "Comrades, I did some investigations these past few days. The matter of forming production teams is actually not as easy as I imagined."

Everyone didn't expect Ren Qiying to say this as soon as she came up, and they were all startled.

"Due to the popularization of peasant associations and cooperatives, ordinary families basically have new-style iron farm tools. Production efficiency has generally improved. According to my investigation, the biggest difficulty for farmers now lies in the lack of large livestock. In the case of three *mu* of land per person, to be able to finish cultivating their own land with quality and quantity without missing the farming season, except for families with relatively more strong laborers, most families have already reached a limit as of now. So to form production teams and make production teams profitable, the problem of large livestock must be solved. Only after continuing to improve production efficiency will the common people have spare energy for production teams."

The People's Party members and government cadres all knew that it was Chairman Chen Ke who proposed the idea of forming production teams. It wasn't that no one in the People's Party dared to sing a different tune from Chen Ke, but Ren Qiying was at least the first person in Fengtai County to believe with reason and evidence that the policy proposed by Chen Ke had problems. However, like Chen Ke, Ren Qiying used facts to speak. The participating cadres didn't know whether they should support or oppose.

After a long while, He Yaqing, the Deputy Director of the County Committee Office, asked: "Director Ren, then does the matter of forming production teams just stop like this? Since we have already propagandized the suggestion to form production teams, having no follow-up might not be good. The matter of large livestock might not be unsolvable either. If we spare some evenly from the army farms and state-run farms, there should be some surplus."

He Yaqing was thirty-three years old this year, considered relatively older in the People's Party. Everyone originally thought he should be able to become the Director of the County Committee Office, but besides being much younger than He Yaqing, Ren Qiying didn't fall behind in qualifications and ability at all. Plus with Chairman Chen Ke's promotion, the County Committee Office became a situation where a young female led an older male. Even in such an open-minded organization as the People's Party and the new government, this combination made quite a few people laugh behind their backs. Plus He Yaqing's words weren't unreasonable, so quite a few male comrades almost subconsciously nodded in agreement with He Yaqing.

Ren Qiying was not moved at all. She said: "Regarding this year's farming, the army farms and state-run farms have already used livestock on average to the maximum limit. But there is still quite a lot of land plowed by manpower. There are basically no livestock to buy in the surrounding areas. Our breeding farms have given birth to some small calves, but it will be the year after next at the earliest before they can be put to use. So regarding the production teams, I feel it will be in time to do it again next year."

"Next year?" Some relatively sharp comrades discovered a strange point in the timetable proposed by Ren Qiying. Calves can only be used after growing to two years old, which would be the year after next no matter what. Why did Ren Qiying say production teams could be promoted next year?

Looking at the bewildered or puzzled expressions of the comrades below, Ren Qiying couldn't help feeling a burst of pride in her heart. She finally experienced the power of knowledge now. Besides investigating and inquiring below these past few days, Ren Qiying also read some documents written by Chen Ke. Fortunately, these documents were edited with keyword indexes. Ren Qiying really wasn't afraid of trouble; she learned from Chen Ke to work late into the night and forcibly read through all the indexes once. As a result, in the mechanical literature she didn't understand at all, Ren Qiying saw the index of four words: "Agricultural Machinery." Calling out the document to look, she actually saw content about tractors. Chen Ke stated bluntly in it that tractors would inevitably replace plow oxen and thoroughly liberate agricultural productive forces. This made Ren Qiying feel like she had found a treasure.

Ren Qiying's father Ren Yugang now worked under Yan Fu. Everyone in the base area knew Yan Fu was a great expert who understood machinery. Ren Qiying borrowed the literature and ran to find Yan Fu for advice. Yan Fu had a very close relationship with the National Defense Science and Industry Committee. After reading the materials, he suggested Ren Qiying go to the National Defense Science and Industry Committee to ask. Ren Qiying didn't go to find Qin Tongren, who had a close relationship with Yan Fu, but found You Gou, the general person in charge of the National Defense Science and Industry Committee, who was also a member of the People's Party Women's Federation.

You Gou had already commanded the blasting of the river-blocking obstacles in the Nanfei River and had just returned less than two days ago. Looking at the tractor materials Ren Qiying brought, she greatly appreciated the sensitivity of this female comrade Ren Qiying and broke precedent to reveal a piece of news to Ren Qiying. The base area had obtained not only gas internal combustion engines, but the inflowing materials also contained data on "hot bulb engines." After this data was handed to Chen Ke, Chen Ke actually had a sudden realization at the time, and immediately instructed the base area to divide the direction of engines into two types: one to continue researching gas internal combustion engines, and the other direction to start the research and development of hot bulb engines. And this hot bulb engine could be used as the power for tractors.

Through You Gou's explanation, although she still didn't understand the principle and production of hot bulb engines, Ren Qiying knew the base area prepared to strive to produce hot bulb engines next year. This gave Ren Qiying confidence.

Facing the doubts, Ren Qiying said loudly to the comrades of the County Committee: "Agriculture in the future must not only be animal-powered but even more mechanized. This is our future direction. This is also the direction Chairman Chen is striving to push forward."
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"Knowledge is power!" Regardless of how low the character of Bacon, who said this sentence, was, the sentence itself pointed out part of the truth and reality.

Ren Qiying didn't know about Bacon's personal affairs. When she stood on the platform and told the comrades below about the future expectations mixed almost entirely from Chen Ke's literature and You Gou's statements, looking at the dumbfounded comrades below, Ren Qiying really felt a kind of illusory powerful force.

Although Chen Ke's literature also had some descriptive content, as far as Chen Ke's mentality at the time was concerned, these descriptions were cold. But this was just Chen Ke's own view. If he saw Ren Qiying describing with an almost "sacred" attitude that tractors only need maintenance but can work regardless of wind or rain, cold or heat, Chen Ke might feel caught between laughter and tears.

Tractors replacing large livestock is not just because of the power of tractors; the maintenance of mechanical equipment is actually simpler than raising large livestock. Tractors also have problems, but compared to the complex diseases and feeding of large livestock, they are easier to solve. When Chen Ke wrote these things, what arose in his heart was just an engineering student's feeling about practical application. But the cadres who had used large livestock felt that an absurd and bizarre brave new world was unfolding before their eyes.

Whether a suggestion made by a cadre in the base area can get everyone's support depends largely on whether this cadre can turn Chairman Chen Ke's meaning into words that everyone can understand. Ren Qiying didn't really understand why the base area would eventually become like this, but she intuitively felt this model. Sure enough, after learning that "mechanization" was Chen Ke's idea, more comrades began to support Ren Qiying.

Yuwen Badu watched all this, and the taste in his heart was really not good. In fact, Yuwen Badu knew why there was such an effect. In the traditional political organization model, the people at the top actually do the least practical work and are mainly responsible for the operation of the system. Yuwen Badu could have such a profound understanding not because he had such a level of understanding of politics, but because as one of the nine Standing Committee members, he could participate in the highest-level meetings and training, which were all content Chen Ke had talked about.

When mentioning the current base area construction, Chen Ke pointed out the difference between the People's Party and other political forces. The official system, or bureaucratic system, of the People's Party is a "system of affairs officials." That is to say, the officials of the People's Party are not so much "officials" (*Guan*) as "clerks" (*Li*). They are all officials promoted from specific work, executing various specific tasks. Those acting as "political officials" in other political forces are "Party members." Party members are not produced by reading the Four Books and Five Classics, nor by imperial examinations. Party members are comrades selected after learning "revolutionary theory," joining the Party voluntarily and earnestly, and passing the test of revolution.

Compared with the current system of the Manchu Qing, the "officials" of the Manchu Qing represent the interests of the ruling class group, while the Party members of the People's Party are the vanguard of the revolution, representing the interests of the Chinese masses. The "clerks" of the Manchu Qing are the lower-level lackeys of the ruling class, while the "officials" of the People's Party are formal government employees serving the people, or called "public servants." From the perspectives of organization, discipline, and regularization, the organizational model of the People's Party comprehensively surpasses the Manchu Qing, and can even be called one of the most advanced in the world.

With Yuwen Badu's cognitive ability and level, he could only barely understand these. His understanding of these party and government organizations mentioned by Chen Ke was relatively "mass-oriented," that is to say, he realized that all the "science, democracy, and liberation" promoted by Chen Ke practically developed productive forces, reduced labor intensity, improved labor efficiency, and allowed more people to effectively invest in social labor. So life in the base area took on a new look.

In Yuwen Badu's view, the entire base area was like a spinning top. No matter how big the top was, the real pivot point was only such a small sharp cone. The tip of the cone was undoubtedly Chairman Chen Ke. The layer up was the nine Standing Committee members, further up were Party members, above Party members were cadres and the army, and above this cone bore the cylindrical main body of the spinning top. This main body was undoubtedly the people of the entire base area. No matter how huge this main body was, without the small sharp tip at the bottom, no matter how huge this main body was, it absolutely had no way to stand up.

After having such cognition, Yuwen Badu also had his own ideas about revolution. Without high-speed rotation, the spinning top cannot stand up either. The "high-speed rotation" driving the operation of the People's Party and the base area is the "revolution" Chen Ke talked about. The people need a better life and need to obtain their own liberation and dignity; this is the motive force for the spinning top to rotate. Before the People's Party led by Chen Ke, including Yuwen Badu, arrived in Anhui, the main body of the people could not stand up relying on any political force as a pivot. So this huge main body was blown by wind and rain, ravaged by natural disasters, trampled by corrupt officials, rolling helplessly and wailing. Until Chen Ke led the People's Party as a pivot to prop up the people, the people in the base area got rid of the painful life of the past and marched towards a life with hope, future, and dignity.

Being able to be a member of the "People's Party" bearing the interests of the people, especially as a member of the lowest "nine Standing Committee members" next to Chairman Chen Ke in the "spinning top," Yuwen Badu consciously realized that his actions were not for his own interests alone, but bore the heavy "hope" of the people. Yuwen Badu felt a kind of fear. He was afraid that he would do wrong things, disappoint Chairman Chen Ke and the people, and cause losses to this flourishing life. This was what Yuwen Badu worried about most on weekdays.

Every time a job was completed, and a matter was settled normally, this fearful mood would temporarily dissipate. At this time, what filled Yuwen Badu's heart was a kind of true pride. So Yuwen Badu gradually discovered one thing: he never knew he was actually a person with extremely strong jealousy. Leaving aside the nine Standing Committee members with the same status as him and other members of the Politburo of twenty-five, every time he saw comrades with lower status than him showing excellent talent, a strong sourness would rise in Yuwen Badu's heart. He extremely longed to possess talents overriding these comrades. Although he himself could consciously and voluntarily submit to Chairman Chen Ke and follow and look up to Chairman Chen Ke, Yuwen Badu didn't want to look up to others.

Ren Qiying's advantage in knowledge allowed her to gain a lot of support temporarily, but she was not Chen Ke after all. If Chen Ke talked about mechanization, comrades would support unconditionally regardless of whether they could understand it or not. These issues regarding agricultural mechanization were not thought up by Ren Qiying herself after all, but obtained by reading literature and listening to others' explanations in a short time. When He Yaqing, Deputy Director of the County Party Office, asked "When can this mechanization process begin next year?", Ren Qiying discovered her fatal problem. — She herself was dazzled by the prospect of this mechanization.

Everyone in the base area knew that Chairman Chen Ke didn't talk big. So after reading the literature written by Chen Ke and getting "news" from You Gou, Ren Qiying habitually took this unknown thing as the basis for establishing her own policy. And the prospect of mechanization was so wonderful. Not only Ren Qiying, but even You Gou was unusually excited when mentioning this matter. She talked to Ren Qiying about the benefits of machinery and even took Ren Qiying to see the coal gas internal combustion engine.

The huge steel body of the coal gas internal combustion engine and the rumbling sound emitted during operation made Ren Qiying feel fear. This coal gas internal combustion engine drove the water lifting system of the People's Party waterworks. As the settled population in Fengtai County increased, the supply coverage of the tap water network naturally became larger and larger, and the original water supply power was far from enough. The coal gas internal combustion engine was first used in the waterworks. Ren Qiying had become accustomed to using clean and convenient tap water. In just over a year, she could no longer get used to the way of carrying water in rural areas. This was also one of the many reasons why she was willing for her family to give up rural land and enter urban life.

You Gou was the same. Although Fengtai County was now just a small county town in Anhui, the level of mechanical power used per capita was not much different from Shanghai, and even above Shanghai in many aspects. You Gou was not a hedonist, but she would absolutely not refuse an easier life. You Gou firmly believed that mechanization must be accelerated, and successfully instilled this concept into Ren Qiying, making Ren Qiying's heart surge and blood boil.

Hearing He Yaqing ask whether the mass production of hot bulb engines could be determined next year, the always emotional Ren Qiying finally recovered some calmness. She realized that all her expectations were actually built on absolute trust in Chen Ke. Whether the base area could complete the manufacture of hot bulb engines, the only one who could truly be counted on was Chen Ke. Ren Qiying used to obey orders and listen to commands. She always placed herself in a position below Chen Ke, at least she thought so herself.

When Ren Qiying tried to promote her own policy for the first time, she suddenly realized she was wrong. Chen Ke was never high above. Only when facing danger and difficulties would Chen Ke appear at the very front of the line. In ordinary times, Chen Ke was always at the bottom. Everyone who hoped to obtain better methods and better tools could get support and help from Chen Ke. If Ren Qiying wanted to promote mechanization, apart from Chen Ke, no one in the base area could give Ren Qiying real support.

Suddenly discovering that the operation mode of the base area was not the traditional top-down mode, but the completely opposite bottom-up mode, Ren Qiying was stunned by her discovery. She stood on the platform tongue-tied, completely at a loss. Thousands of thoughts and memories in her mind were quickly guided and recombined under this new understanding. Then a clear result was reached. All changes in the base area now came from Chen Ke alone. All science and new methods were provided by Chen Ke without exception, or at least guided by Chen Ke.

It was unknown how long the dazed state lasted. "Comrade Ren Qiying, are you okay?" The surprised shout called Ren Qiying's thoughts back to reality. She saw the comrades below looking at her in astonishment. Ren Qiying knew she was distracted, but the new understanding was like a huge torrent, making Ren Qiying unable to hold other thoughts in her heart. She forced herself to say, "Comrades, my thoughts are a bit messy right now. Please allow me to leave for a while." After speaking, without everyone's consent, Ren Qiying walked quickly out of the conference room. She just wanted to straighten out her thoughts quietly, so she rushed to the dormitory in the County Party Committee courtyard. As soon as she entered the door, she closed the door tight and then covered herself tightly with a bed sheet.

When Ren Qiying tried to spread her wings and fly towards Chen Ke's figure she thought existed, she suddenly found that she was standing on Chen Ke's shoulder originally. The tall figure she saw originally was just a fantasy she imagined. When the so-called flying was just leaping into the void of nothingness, this huge contrast made Ren Qiying feel a kind of panic and suffocation. At this time, what was in Ren Qiying's mind was not only theoretical summary but also realistic considerations. If she wanted to promote agricultural mechanization, someone must provide mechanization. Ren Qiying wanted to promote it next year, so this person must guarantee to provide machinery before next year. If this person was Ren Qiying's subordinate, Ren Qiying could request and order. But this person happened not to be Ren Qiying's subordinate; this person was Chen Ke, the highest leader of the base area. So Ren Qiying found she was wrong, and wrong ridiculously. She had no power or reason to demand Chen Ke to complete the task.

The error of this thought brought Ren Qiying a great sense of fear. She knew Chen Ke was not a petty person. Even if Chen Ke knew about this, Ren Qiying could imagine that Chen Ke would show a very simple smile and then say: "Comrade Ren Qiying, some things are not accomplished just because I want to accomplish them." Chen Ke had always been very tolerant of excessive demands from subordinates. Ren Qiying hadn't seen this kind of response just once or twice.

Thinking of Chen Ke's tolerance, Ren Qiying felt much more relaxed in her heart. Another thought immediately appeared in her mind: "Is the way to achieve one's goal downward rather than upward?"

Ren Qiying's father Ren Yugang liked a sentence in Laozi's *Tao Te Ching* very much: "The highest good is like water. Water is good at benefiting all things without striving, dwelling in places that the multitude detest, so it is close to the Tao. In dwelling, it is good to be close to the land; in heart, it is good to be deep; in giving, it is good to be benevolent; in speech, it is good to be trustworthy; in government, it is good to bring order; in affairs, it is good to be capable; in action, it is good to be timely. It is only because it does not strive that it is without fault." This was Ren Yugang's way of conducting himself, and also one of the moral standards Ren Yugang taught Ren Qiying.

Regarding such a high moral level, Ren Qiying actually had quite a few criticisms in her heart. She never thought she could really meet such a person. Even her father Ren Yugang, Ren Qiying felt that her father might not have reached this moral realm. Until experiencing this matter, Ren Qiying realized what true "dwelling below" was. Everything Ren Qiying obtained now was not suddenly obtained at this moment; everything was accumulation and preparation from before. Without her father's education since childhood, without study and experience in the People's Party, Ren Qiying absolutely couldn't understand everything now. Everything was built on accumulation. Anything Ren Qiying used now came from her father, from Chen Ke, from the accumulation of those walking at the very front.

The reason Ren Qiying felt these people "did not dwell below" was only because what she saw was the superior status of these people. Now it seemed that these were just superficial illusions. Because these statuses were not self-appointed by them, but given and recognized by others. Just as no one in the People's Party dared to challenge Chen Ke's status now, even Ren Qiying elected Chen Ke as the Party Chairman willingly. If Ren Qiying proclaimed herself the Chairman of the People's Party without knowing the height of the sky and the depth of the earth now, would anyone recognize it?

Why was everyone willing to give Chen Ke this status? Because Chen Ke gave everything of himself to everyone. Through the hard work of People's Party comrades, these forces changed the lives of the people in the base area. As long as they were laborers, they could get a better life by relying on themselves, so everyone followed Chen Ke and followed the leadership of the People's Party willingly.

"The People's Party is really a group of hopeless fools." Ren Qiying couldn't help laughing out loud. Lying there, tears ran down her cheeks from the corners of her eyes.

Working so hard for the happy life of others should have been something only fools would do. Why did she not feel absurd at all in her heart? Why did she feel very happy? Ren Qiying wiped her tears randomly with the bed sheet. Why didn't she feel wronged at all? Was it because there were people working harder, striving more, and seeking less reward than herself?

Ren Qiying didn't join the revolution to save others. She just intuitively felt that the People's Party could be dealt with. In the flood, only such a group of people could be relied on and cooperated with. So for her parents and younger siblings, she could only choose to stand out and sacrifice herself. Perhaps the reason she decided to choose the People's Party at that time was the so-called "birds of a feather flock together"?

Ren Qiying, who held the idea of sacrificing herself for the family, walked together with another group of people who decided to sacrifice themselves for this country. Ren Qiying never thought of leaving this team. She felt very strange herself. Thinking about it now, comrades including Ren Qiying were following behind that biggest fool. Was it because that most foolish guy walked at the forefront of this team that she felt she could go on together?

Although she still didn't understand what "liberating the whole of China" was all about, Ren Qiying could already feel that this group of big fools, including herself, no matter what purpose they had, relied on serving the happiness and interests of others to have everything today. Precisely because everyone sank to the very bottom, the people trying to break free from the flood had a support point and a foothold. And the one located at the very bottom of these fools was Chen Ke, the biggest fool.

Taking a deep breath, Ren Qiying felt the inhaled air mixed with a faint salty taste, which was the smell of her tears. "I want to follow this person." Ren Qiying thought. Only now did she understand why people like You Gou, Shang Yuan, Hua Xiongmao, and He Zudao, who were far older, smarter, and more powerful than You Gou (Note: Should be "than herself" or referring to You Gou being smarter than Ren Qiying, text says "than You Gou" which might be a typo in source or comparison to the young Ren Qiying. Context implies these capable people follow Chen Ke), would be with Chen Ke. Because everyone knew Chen Ke was serving others, everyone would consciously or unconsciously believe in Chen Ke, believe that the unknown new world Chen Ke wanted to create would definitely come.

"I also want to follow this person." Ren Qiying made up her mind.
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Life in Hefei

Chairman Chen Ke could actually be restless, which surprised the staff around him, especially his wife He Ying. He Ying had been responsible for mapping work for more than a year. To avoid trouble, Chen Ke dared not let comrades see his hiking atlas. It was good to have a wife; Chen Ke could trust He Ying on this point. It accomplished confidentiality work and also found a job for He Ying.

When the Battle of Hefei began, He Ying also arrived in Hefei as a cadre of the Mapping Department. After the battle ended, He Ying stayed in Hefei. When the Mapping Department determined the personnel to stay in Hefei, He Ying was naturally assigned to Hefei. He Ying went to work very on time and left work very punctually. Comrades didn't say a word about this. If He Ying worked overtime with them, these people would be truly surprised.

Like young ladies from prestigious families of this era, He Ying didn't like to talk much, although she was young. This was also the reason why Chen Ke wanted to marry a lady from a prestigious family. His ancestors once highly praised the family style of Yan Xishan's family. In such a huge family, no sound could be heard on weekdays. A big family of dozens of people was even quieter than a small family of a few people. Although this strict family style sounded very harsh, it was not the case in Chen Ke's view.

If a person can be their own master, know what they should do, and have work that must be completed seriously, just communicating with people at work has already exhausted their tongue, and completing the work has exhausted their mental effort; where is the leisure time to gossip after returning home? The warmth of a family is that the family members know that this home is a place for them to rest, and the relatives at home are the closest people who spend life with them. Outside, one has to reason; at home, what reason is there to talk about? Assuming one's own work at home and making family members happy together is enough. This is family life.

He Ying was such a girl. She didn't talk much, but she didn't say less than necessary. For example, when washing vegetables and cooking with Chen Ke, the two would also communicate about how to cook, but when eating, they buried their heads in eating without saying a word. When the housework was not finished, He Ying did housework with Chen Ke. After the housework was done, she always stuck with Chen Ke. Whether it was couple's life or taking a bath or shower together, she never acted coyly. In short, she was such a seemingly simple woman who never perfunctory.

Chen Ke couldn't figure out how his old father-in-law He Ruming, who looked not so great, educated such an outstanding daughter. This was really something that genetics couldn't explain. Neither Chen Ke nor He Ying liked to accumulate any "family belongings." When they went from Beijing to Shanghai, they left in a hurry, and He Ying didn't bring extra things originally. There were not many clothes and luggage with her. After arriving in Anhui, He Ying never bought any clothes. A dark blue military uniform looked clean and simple. Apart from a few personal items and simple clothes and bedding, there was nothing else in the couple's home. Chen Ke once joked that if a thief came here to steal things, he would return in disappointment. He Ying just didn't understand what was funny about this joke. Her beautiful big eyes looked at Chen Ke doubtfully, wanting to figure out what Chen Ke meant. Chen Ke never dared to make such boring jokes at home since then.

Not only did she not like to accumulate family belongings, but He Ying also never cared about so-called "face." She always went out in military uniform, no different from others. He Ying was always dressed strictly outside. No matter how hot the weather was, the collar hook was always fastened tightly. She would rather wear sleeve covers than roll up her sleeves. Outsiders would never guess that her underwear was modified from the clothes she brought. Whatever silk and satin, cut what should be cut, tailor what should be tailored. Completely pursuing her own comfort. Chen Ke praised this attitude towards life extremely. As a result, after he spoke the words of praise, He Ying smiled slightly out of politeness. Chen Ke could see that his flattery definitely didn't hit the right spot. Since then, he never dared to say meaningless nonsense at home.

But this didn't mean He Ying had no enthusiasm for family life. At least He Ying could truly relax at home. When she leaned on Chen Ke, she would always choose the posture she felt most comfortable with. If she got tired of one snuggling posture, she would also change the way to lean together. In short, the two lived so almost plainly, as if this life was eternal.

Chen Ke knew what kind of self-discipline and extremely high quality such plainness was built upon. The vast majority of people will pursue external stimulation. The eyes like to see five colors, the ears like to hear five sounds, and the mouth likes to taste five flavors. If one cannot become one's own master through self-cultivation, then one is destined to become a slave to desire. This is a fundamentally merciless self-war. In terms of self-discipline, Chen Ke dared not say he could surpass He Ying, which was also the reason why Chen Ke liked He Ying extremely. He Ying was not only Chen Ke's wife and life partner but also a mirror for Chen Ke. Chen Ke felt he could learn many things from He Ying that he had always wanted to achieve but failed to notice.

So when the two leaned together quietly, He Ying unexpectedly asked if Chen Ke was worried about something. Chen Ke's first reaction was not feeling that there was someone to confide in. He moved his body slightly uneasily. "Can you tell? Is it obvious?"

"Mn." He Ying responded but didn't pursue.

Chen Ke didn't mention his worries at all, just said, "It seems my cultivation is not enough."

He Ying was silent for a while, and finally said calmly, "As long as you feel at ease, it's fine."

Chen Ke didn't respond to his wife's words. He indeed felt very uneasy. But he couldn't find a way to make himself at ease.

Near Hefei, more precisely near the Chaohu Lake area, there were pyrite and magnetite mines. Chen Ke even roughly knew where they were. He liked to visit friends in the 21st century and had been to Hefei. Everyone also talked about industrial development in various places, and a friend in Hefei happened to mention this matter. For the current Chen Ke, if he didn't know this, he might feel better.

China lacked prospectors. Chen Ke could imagine the difficulty of prospecting. On this issue, he had done his best. As early as the Shanghai era, Chen Ke relied on the Shanghai Renxin Medical College to help build a prospecting school. The person in charge of this major was Yao Hongye.

Yao Hongye was from Xiametang, Yiyang, Hunan. Historically, this brother went to Japan to study in 1904, set up a road and mine school, and was the first to advocate protecting road and mining sovereignty. He joined the Tongmenghui in 1905. In 1906, he returned to China to protest the "Rules for the Regulation of Qing Students" promulgated by the Japanese Ministry of Education aimed at prohibiting the activities of Chinese students. He rented a house in Shanghai with Qiu Jin and Yu Youren to start a school, founding the China Public School, pioneering private new schools. Later, due to difficulties in funding and school buildings, plus slander and rumors, he threw himself into the Huangpu River and died on Qingming Festival (March 7) after Chen Tianhua's coffin arrived in Shanghai.

Regarding such un-famous small figures, Chen Ke naturally didn't know these anecdotes. He only knew that after Chen Tianhua joined the People's Party, naturally there would be no suicide problem. History also changed accordingly. This classmate Yao Hongye did not follow the old path of history either. He returned to Shanghai in December 1905. At this time, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua were active in Beijing. Yao Hongye first participated in the social investigation activities launched by the People's Party with Qiu Jin. In the social investigation activities, he vigorously lobbied Qi Huishen to fund a mining university. Qi Huishen was very interested in his plan, but Qi Huishen naturally couldn't make decisions on such a big matter easily. After Chen Ke returned to Shanghai from Beijing, Yao Hongye met Chen Ke personally and continued to lobby Chen Ke to open this school. Chen Ke's reply was simple: opening a school was naturally possible, but the main campus of this school must be located in Anhui. Shanghai could only open a branch school.

Yao Hongye's enthusiasm was doused by a basin of cold water. He originally wanted to open a school in Shanghai. He certainly couldn't accept Chen Ke taking them to the remote hinterland of Anhui. However, the situation was stronger than people, and Yao Hongye finally agreed to Chen Ke's request. Plans couldn't keep up with changes. Chen Ke didn't expect to encounter a flood after arriving in Anhui. The plan to move the prospecting school to Anhui also completely failed. Yao Hongye got his wish and opened a mining school in Shanghai.

Now was the time to see if this mining school could help the newborn People's Party complete the iron ore exploration work. Long before the Battle of Hefei, Chen Ke had sent people to notify the Shanghai Party Branch to quickly organize students from the mining school to go to Hefei. Chen Ke didn't want to run back and forth between Fengtai County and Hefei either. Hefei was a newly liberated area, and Chen Ke sitting in Hefei could also look after the local base area construction.

Pyrite is an important raw material for the production of sulfuric acid among the three acids. The slag after desulfurization can be used as raw material for iron smelting. The main component of magnetite is ferroferric oxide, which is an excellent material for iron and steel smelting. The base area currently had no large-scale iron and steel smelting capacity. Even an iron mine with a scale of one million tons, based on the estimated smelting capacity of the base area, could at least allow the entire base area to mine for several years. Moreover, Chen Ke's friend in Anhui said that the Lujiang area was a large vein area, and the ore provided was definitely not just this little bit.

This was the first time Chen Ke faced a field he didn't understand at all and had to hand over the work to others. This also made Chen Ke very uneasy. Once the prospecting was successful, the base area could completely get rid of the demand for external steel. This would be a huge change. With steel, they could start building many mechanical equipments themselves. What this meant for the future needed no emphasis.

Chen Ke didn't have much experience in dealing with people like Yao Hongye. He didn't know how capable Yao Hongye was, and he didn't believe this person could really risk his life to prospect. People like Yao Hongye were traditional petit-bourgeoisie. Their actions were extremely arbitrary; they might have the passion to die recklessly, but lacked the perseverance to endure long-term hard work. When facing hardships, such people would definitely be the first batch of deserters. For the petit-bourgeoisie, Chen Ke always kept a respectful distance. This was not just Chen Ke's cognition; Chen Ke himself used to be such a big bastard. Although the bastard things he did couldn't be said to be endless, Chen Ke recalled his past and surprisingly didn't find many things he could have a clear conscience about.

The simplicity of the common people is because they devote all their energy to life and still cannot guarantee food and clothing. The focus of the big bourgeoisie and big landlords is because they have big businesses. If they play boring tricks, their family businesses will definitely perish. The fanaticism of the petit-bourgeoisie is because they don't have to care too much about life, so they don't care about life at all, but blindly pursue actions of pursuing desires under the name of "making contributions and establishing careers." If a person doesn't care about life at all, he can do any evil thing. Facing a group of bastards who were very likely the same as himself, and having to hand over such important prospecting work to these people, Chen Ke was not reassured at all. But there was no other way recently. He really didn't have trustworthy people in his hands.

"Sleep." Chen Ke said. There was still work to be done tomorrow. If he couldn't rest well, how could he work well?

"Mn." He Ying responded. The two first took off their clothes and put them neatly on the stool beside the bed. After checking that there was nothing needing special attention in the room, they blew out the candle and went to sleep.

Facts indeed did not disappoint Chen Ke. By the end of August, Yao Hongye brought more than a dozen students to the base area. After meeting, Yao Hongye talked big about his admiration for Chen Ke, defeating the Qing army repeatedly, famous and powerful, etc. If it were before, Chen Ke might really care about this nonsense. Now he felt annoyed hearing this nonsense. Chen Ke asked Yao Hongye to come to the base area for prospecting, not to listen to Yao Hongye chatter about revolution.

Suppressing his unhappiness, Chen Ke led the topic to prospecting. "Mr. Yao, we reached an agreement to run a school before. Now is the time for Mr. Yao to exert effort."

"Don't worry, Mr. Chen. I can definitely find big mines and good mines." Yao Hongye was speaking passionately. Hearing Chen Ke mention the school, he became even more triumphant. He immediately poured out his hardships in running the school over the past three to five years to Chen Ke. Chen Ke was originally extremely unhappy in his heart, but after listening for a while, his mood actually brightened, and he laughed loudly with Yao Hongye.

This was not because Chen Ke agreed with Yao Hongye's practice. Chen Ke felt awkward listening to these words at first. Later he discovered that what Mr. Yao Hongye said was what Chen Ke loved to say before: empty content. The whole core, besides proving how hard he worked and how great his contribution was, also intentionally or unintentionally emphasized repeatedly in his words how he was stronger than others and more capable than others.

"So I used to be this kind of stuff." When he discovered this fact, Yao Hongye happened to be talking about his self-proclaimed "brilliance," feeling proud in his heart. Chen Ke couldn't help laughing, and seeing Yao Hongye also wanted to laugh proudly, he simply took this opportunity to laugh out loud. Both were laughing loudly. Chen Ke laughed from the bottom of his heart; the laughter was extremely happy and pure. While Yao Hongye's laughter was full of self-righteous feelings. Compared with Chen Ke's laughter, that feeling of affectation was revealed completely.

The dozen or so students who came with him were basically half-grown teenagers of seventeen or eighteen. Most of them didn't understand what Chen Ke and their principal were laughing at. Chen Ke's gaze swept over casually, and he saw two of the teenagers were different. One had a perfunctory smile piled on his face, but his eyes were full of worry. The other teenager didn't smile at all; he just looked up at Chen Ke, looking thoughtful.

Chen Ke was very satisfied. At least these two shouldn't be mediocre. After stopping his smile, Chen Ke began to ask about what he really cared about. First was the school's textbooks and curriculum. Chen Ke couldn't accept Yao Hongye being a principal in the base area. If such a guy without professional spirit became a principal, there could be no upright academic atmosphere. So Chen Ke must get the textbooks and curriculum.

Yao Hongye didn't understand Chen Ke's meaning at all. While saying he brought them all, he bragged about how advanced these tutorials were and how hard it was to get these tutorials.

Chen Ke nodded calmly, then asked if ore specimens were brought. Hearing this, Yao Hongye was even more proud. He talked about the hardships on the road this time. The box containing ore specimens even fell into the water once. Thanks to everyone rushing into the water to save it, otherwise it would have been terrible.

When mentioning fishing for ore specimens, Yao Hongye's voice paused slightly. Chen Ke saw that several of the dozen students looked at the two distinctive students just now. Chen Ke didn't cast his gaze on those two students. He smiled and said, "The students taught by Mr. Yao are extraordinary. Rare, rare."

Yao Hongye was extremely excited. He turned back and pointed to the student with a fake smile on his face. "This is my student Cheng Xuhu. He was the one who led the way into the water to fish for the box." After saying this, Yao Hongye pointed to the other thoughtful student. "This is my student Linghu Guang. He also helped a lot."

"Hello, two students." Chen Ke then smiled and said to the two.

Hearing Chen Ke speak to them, Cheng Xuhu and Linghu Guang stood up at the same time, saying neither humbly nor arrogantly one after another: "Hello, Chairman Chen." Listening to the accent, Cheng Xuhu actually had a Southern Anhui accent, while the Linghu family almost all gathered in Shanxi, and sure enough, it was a Shanxi Taiyuan accent.

Chen Ke waved for them to sit down, and asked about the school's field trip courses. As Chen Ke thought, the school had never conducted field trip subjects until now. Originally, Chen Ke was very disappointed with Yao Hongye, but seeing these two potentially good students, although Chen Ke didn't change his view of Yao Hongye, the disgust in his heart faded a lot.

Before Chen Ke prepared to let the students of the mining school come to the base area, to understand the situation of the school, Chen Ke specially wrote a letter to Qi Huishen. Qi Huishen replied to Chen Ke with the situation of the school and his own perception. The evaluation of Yao Hongye inside was only four words: "Still usable." Since the disgust was reduced a lot, Chen Ke's mentality also returned to the usual level. He felt that no matter how many problems Yao Hongye had, the credit for pioneering could not be erased. The real reason for Chen Ke's dissatisfaction was just that Yao Hongye didn't meet Chen Ke's expectations. Yao Hongye also wrote the tutorials that should be written, and prepared some of the ore specimens that should be collected. As a principal of a Chinese mining school in 1907, Yao Hongye could not be said to be unqualified.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke breathed a sigh of relief. Although Yao Hongye couldn't become the dean of the Mining Academy in the base area in the future, he could at least continue to stay in Shanghai as the principal of the mining school.

After discussing work, Chen Ke asked the reception staff to receive the group. After the students went out first, Yao Hongye suddenly showed a strange look of bearing a major mission and said to Chen Ke, "Mr. Chen, I have one more thing to tell you."

"What is it?" Chen Ke felt it definitely wouldn't be anything good.

"My classmate studying in Japan was entrusted by Mr. Sun Yat-sen to ask me to deliver a letter to you." After speaking, Yao Hongye took a letter out of his bosom. The excited look on his face proved that he thought this letter was extremely important.

Chen Ke took the letter and didn't open it. He asked, "Does Mr. Yao plan to take my reply with you when you go back?"

Seeing Chen Ke's expression was very gentle, Yao Hongye hurriedly said, "Yes. My classmate in Japan said in the letter to me that Mr. Sun admires your revolutionary feat very much, Mr. Chen, and wants to join hands with you to promote the revolutionary cause. Once you write a reply, I think I can give my classmate a response as soon as possible."

Chen Ke laughed, "Let's not talk about such a big matter for now. Go eat first. I will read this letter specifically tonight."

Seeing Chen Ke call Sun Yat-sen's matter a big matter in his words, Yao Hongye was also happy in his heart. "Good, good. Eat, eat."

When Chen Ke returned to the office after hosting and settling Yao Hongye and his party, it was already late. He greeted He Ying in advance that he wouldn't go back to eat. He Ying expressed that in that case, she would go to the canteen to eat. When Chen Ke returned home, He Ying was already at home. Chen Ke sat down and started reading the letter. After reading it, he turned back and read the key parts of the letter several times. Throwing the letter paper on the table casually, Chen Ke began to ponder the content of the letter.

He Ying walked over naturally, tidied up the letter paper, and placed it on Chen Ke's left hand. Then she asked, "Washing clothes?" Today was laundry day. According to custom, Chen Ke's military uniform needed washing. He took off his military uniform, and He Ying took it and left. She surprisingly didn't say a word about Chen Ke's official business.

"I still lost my composure." Chen Ke criticized himself in his heart. Anger is useless; except for leaking one's emotions, it has no practical significance. He warned himself that after reading a letter in the future, he must put the letter to the left very seriously. Even if the letter was full of nonsense, he couldn't disturb his emotions. After criticizing himself, Chen Ke felt his emotions recovered a lot. He continued to consider the content of the letter.

Sun Yat-sen's letter was very polite. First, he gave Chen Ke a few high hats (flattery), and then talked about the origin between Chen Tianhua and the Tongmenghui. Finally, he invited Chen Ke to join the Tongmenghui and assist in the great cause of revolution together. Grandpa Mao never "assisted" anyone in any great cause. He always advocated "taking me as the main force." Chen Ke praised this attitude very much.

According to the news provided by Chen Ke's intelligence network, big problems had arisen within the Tongmenghui now. The conflict between the Restoration Society (Guangfu Hui) and the Tongmenghui was almost completely public. There was even news that the Restoration Society would withdraw from the Tongmenghui. The People's Party had never had any involvement with the leadership of the Tongmenghui. The Yue Wang Society in Anhui claimed to have joined the Tongmenghui, but this so-called "joining" had no practical significance. The People's Party had cooperated with the Restoration Society many times. Since the Restoration Society was about to fall out with the Tongmenghui, and Chen Ke originally had no intention of cooperating with the Tongmenghui, he would not let the Restoration Society be dissatisfied with the People's Party at this time.

There was no need to think too much about what to do with Sun Yat-sen's invitation. Just write a letter back flattering the other party but without any substantive meaning. But on second thought, with the virtue of secret societies, giving them any chance and excuse would be used to death by them. Don't let it be that he just wanted to show goodwill, but ended up causing other trouble. Now Chen Ke was in Hefei alone. He could handle "foreign affairs" with the Tongmenghui himself; this wasn't a big deal originally. But if any moth (trouble) came out, Chen Ke couldn't explain to the comrades.

Or not reply? Chen Ke thought. But this method obviously wouldn't work either. Chen Ke didn't need to make things so stiff. How to balance all parties? Chen Ke felt his handling method was obviously inappropriate. Chen Ke picked up a piece of paper and divided the interests of all parties on the paper according to "principal contradiction, secondary contradiction, who is the enemy, who is the friend." Chen Ke already understood where his previous mistake was.

Dividing from the perspective of the interests of the People's Party, the People's Party and the Tongmenghui were in a state of actual semi-hostility, while the People's Party and the Restoration Society were in a state of semi-cooperation. In reality, the Tongmenghui and the Restoration Society were in a state of semi-hostility. Then it would be wrong for Chen Ke to contact the Tongmenghui alone, putting aside the Restoration Society.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke already had the final idea. First, write a polite letter full of emptiness to the Tongmenghui. Not replying to the Tongmenghui was not acceptable. Since the Tongmenghui had begun to pay attention to the People's Party, they wouldn't give up just because of one refusal. might as well let them perform.

At the same time, write a letter to the Restoration Society, notifying the Restoration Society about the letter from the Tongmenghui. And invite the Restoration Society to the base area to discuss matters of the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign.

Third, write letters to several main cadres explaining this arrangement and reasons.

Having thought of the solution, Chen Ke felt relaxed in his heart. As for who would deliver the letter to the Tongmenghui. Then wait for these two days to see if Yao Hongye had the ability to prospect on the spot. If not, Yao Hongye could be asked to deliver the letter. The two benefits of doing this were: first, satisfying Yao Hongye's wish to act as a liaison between the People's Party and the Tongmenghui. Second, just separating Yao Hongye from the students of the mining school, Chen Ke could command these students to prospect with relatively scientific methods.

After determining the general steps, Chen Ke considered the interests of all parties again. Feeling that he hadn't made any fundamental mistakes, he began to draft the letters to all parties.

At this time, He Ying had finished washing clothes and returned. Chen Ke knew He Ying had no experience in washing clothes, but coming back so soon was a bit too fast. He glanced at He Ying but didn't say anything. He Ying knew Chen Ke's meaning. She didn't want to say anything at first, but finally, to reassure Chen Ke, she said, "If it's not clean enough, we'll try reducing the interval between washing clothes by one day next time."

Chen Ke was really convinced by his wife's attitude. Since Chen Ke couldn't guarantee that he would wash clothes himself, he knew he absolutely couldn't blame He Ying. So Chen Ke nodded, "Hard work." After speaking, Chen Ke began to write letters.
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Chapter 59: Iron Mine

Yao Hongye indeed did not choose to stay in the base area. When Chen Ke asked Yao Hongye whether he wanted to continue prospecting or act as a messenger, Yao Hongye chose the task of delivering the letter to the Tongmenghui without hesitation. He sincerely hoped to accomplish the "big event" of delivering the letter. Since Yao Hongye would rather be a "postman," Chen Ke didn't force him. Chen Ke also had this mentality before, thinking that participating in a "big event" and undertaking one of the "links" made him complacent. In fact, honestly doing the job of the mining school is a more promising job in both the long and short term, and can even be said to be an extremely decent job. But when Chen Ke was young, he always chose things that seemed "radiant" but were actually meaningless.

Perhaps because of the change in mentality, Chen Ke actually couldn't remember why he was so foolish back then. Perhaps because he was no longer the original Chen Ke, he simply couldn't reconstruct the thinking mode of that year. The only thing he could remember was that Chen Ke was lazy at that time. Hard study took too much time. What Chen Ke wanted to do was to stand in that illusory light, absolutely refusing to do things down-to-earth.

Before sending Yao Hongye away, Chen Ke had sent an intelligence agent to deliver another letter to the Restoration Society. Departing at the same time as the intelligence agent were notification letters to senior cadres of various key departments in the base area. After dealing with all this, Chen Ke began to deal with the prospecting issue.

Chen Ke had never been in contact with prospecting. What he knew was just some news seen from news and character introductions. The impression left by Chinese prospectors on Chen Ke was just two words: "Hard work." Running outside all day, not going home for years. Chen Ke knew two students of Li Siguang at home. These two were unmarried all their lives and dedicated everything to the prospecting cause. As senior experts in prospecting work, ending up unmarried for life shows how hard their work was.

Mr. Li Siguang was not only a scholar with excellent practical work ability, but Chen Ke recalled that he also proposed many theories conforming to China's actual characteristics regarding the characteristics of China's minerals. Chen Ke didn't know these theoretical knowledges at all, and there was only one discussion about the characteristics of China's mining industry on the forum.

Facing the students of the mining school and the soldiers of the prospecting unit selected by Chen Ke, Chen Ke delivered the first discourse on mining knowledge in his life. "Students, everyone knows that China has a long history. One of the results of a long history is that many minerals easily mined in the shallow surface layer were used up long ago. Most of what remains on the surface now are minerals that were not easy to utilize with the smelting technology and smelting process at that time. So, the degree of your hard work can be imagined. You have to mine underground. You have to run in inaccessible mountainous areas for years. This is the reality facing prospectors. Are you mentally prepared for this?"

The officers and soldiers of the prospecting unit answered in unison, "We are prepared!"

Chen Ke nodded with satisfaction. After all, they were comrades in the army; their organization and discipline were different. This prospecting unit was organized two months ago. Chen Ke's map marked a mining area in the Longqiao area of Lujiang. This unit had already begun trying to drill mineral veins in that area. Chen Ke watched Antarctic science and education films and also saw the mode of drilling ice layers in the movie "2012." The drilling equipment was a power-driven Luoyang shovel. If they felt there might be a mineral vein underground in a certain area, they would start drilling down and analyze the extracted rock strata. If they were lucky enough to drill it, they would continue drilling nearby until the location and size of the mineral vein were determined.

Chen Ke felt this required special equipment and very wear-resistant drill bits. The base area didn't have any of these high-tech equipments now, so they could only rely on digging holes. Digging holes couldn't be done straight up and down. Not to mention anything else, without ventilation equipment, it was impossible to drill a large cave. Drilling personnel would suffocate to death after going down tens of meters deep. The People's Party had experience in digging coal mines, but no experience in digging metal mines. The general prospecting mode was to find a mountain that might have mineral veins, feel there might be hope here according to scientific or unscientific modes, and then find a place mostly at the foot of the mountain to dig a hole obliquely downward, support the tunnel walls with beams, and keep digging until digging into the mineral vein or deciding not to continue digging down.

Prospecting involves large investment and complex geological conditions. Heaven knows if you dig directly into a geological water-bearing zone. A geological water-bearing zone is an area similar to the source of well water. If you dig into such a place, you can only consider yourself unlucky. Water flows out rolling, completely submerging the mine tunnel. Either wait for the water to dry up, then pump out the water accumulated in the mine tunnel and continue digging down. Or only re-select a site to dig a new tunnel. Chen Ke didn't know how risky the prospecting industry was before. He just combined scattered knowledge with mining accident news, and could imagine why it was said back then that if prospecting succeeded, one would become rich immediately, and if prospecting failed, one would be bankrupt immediately.

Whether the People's Party was "rich" showed its advantage at this time. What prospectors fear most is not finding ore, and secondly, after finding ore, the minerals are taken away by others. So they have to smooth relationships and possess an armed force. Also involved are many interest relationships. The cost of these is so huge that ordinary merchants simply cannot bear it.

The base area is different. The base area controls political power, financial power, and possesses strong armed forces. There is only the possibility of the People's Party exterminating other mine owners and local forces. If other forces blindly want to snatch the People's Party's minerals, the People's Party doesn't mind killing a chicken to scare the monkeys. This unified huge force ensures the minimization of internal consumption.

When Chen Ke was really determined to do this, no one in the base area dared to disobey orders. Moreover, labor in the base area is cheap, and various materials belong to unified planning and will not be increased in price layer by layer during the purchase process. The accounting calculation formula is almost simplified to the level of "grain = labor." Chen Ke ordered to dig a hole at a 15-degree angle without saying a word, and dug a tunnel more than ninety meters deep in two months. Chen Ke also spared no expense to provide a coal gas internal combustion engine as power for ventilation equipment. In these two months, except for not knowing what the ore looked like, like Chen Ke, the prospecting unit already had a certain level of blasting and drilling exploration shafts. The various stones dug out piled up like a mountain. And luck was good; they didn't dig into a water-bearing zone.

Those students from the mining school didn't have such experience; most of them were at a loss. Students never thought about field work problems. For them, the whole of prospecting was everything they saw and learned in school. Running in mountainous areas for years was simply beyond the students' imagination.

Facing this group of confused students, Chen Ke cast his gaze on Cheng Xuhu and Linghu Guang. In the exam designed by Chen Ke, these two people really ranked in the top two as Chen Ke expected. Cheng Xuhu's score was even higher than Linghu Guang's. The exam content was simple: identifying ores and answering questions about metal properties. Only these two people recognized all the ore specimens carried, and only these two people didn't have a blank look on their faces. Cheng Xuhu looked a bit worried, while Linghu Guang had an indifferent expression.

Chen Ke was not prepared to incite the students' enthusiasm. Ideological work was the responsibility of the political commissar of the prospecting unit. What Chen Ke had to do was explain the work content. "I don't ask you to come up with any mineral theory now. I ask you to identify ores for me now. The hardest part of prospecting is finding where the mineral veins are. I already know where part of the mineral veins are. What you have to do is find out the depth of these mineral veins and the composition of each section of the mineral veins. Prospecting requires blasting, drilling, and drilling to collect samples. These tasks are completed by the specialized blasting team of our troops. In addition to learning this knowledge at work, fellow students also have to analyze samples. I see these knowledges are taught in textbooks. Besides analyzing samples, you also have to collect specimens. This is a meticulous and tedious job, and it is also a glorious job. Please do it well, students."

No one among the students spoke. Chen Ke's purposeful imperative lecture put great pressure on the students. Linghu Guang summoned up courage to ask, "Chairman Chen, how long do we have to work?"

"Prepare to work for five years first." Chen Ke answered without thinking.

Linghu Guang hurriedly said, "But the contract the school signed with us only says prospecting for three years."

"From now on, you don't need to go back to school anymore. Just work in the troops. Adding up, it's about five years." Chen Ke had seen the syllabus; students studied for three years. Now they have studied for more than a year. The remaining more than a year plus the three-year contract adds up to almost five years.

Hearing this answer, Linghu Guang fell silent.

"The troops will prepare today, and everyone will set off tomorrow." Chen Ke made such a conclusion.

With the troops responsible for commanding the students, Chen Ke was very relieved. In fact, the prospecting unit didn't need to go into the deep mountains and old forests at all; just prospecting near Lujiang was enough.

After solving the problem of the prospecting team, Chen Ke felt a big stone lifted from his heart. He began to discuss the military deployment in the Anqing area and the work arrangement for troops entering the Dabie Mountain area with the Military Commission. Many people in the troops were still visiting relatives, so the military meeting was not only a strategic deployment but also included a short-term training class. Cadres from low to high levels in various units had to undergo targeted training. It is estimated that this training will take two weeks.

Three days after the prospecting team set off, they sent someone back in a hurry to report that the prospecting unit had dug into a pyrite vein at 92 meters of the prospecting tunnel opened in these two months. Hearing this news, Chen Ke didn't know what to say. The one reporting was the deputy captain of the prospecting team. He was once eclectic with joy for this, but the excitement was worn away while running all the way on the road. Now the deputy captain was occupied by a feeling of helplessness. The students compared with the ore specimens and roughly determined it was pyrite. But the mine tunnel wasn't big originally. How big the entire vein was, where it extended, and what the content was, the students were confused, and the officers and soldiers of the prospecting unit were also confused. What they wondered most was how Chairman Chen Ke knew there was a vein there.

The cadres of the People's Party would make full preparations before reporting. Although everyone felt they must report the good news to Chairman Chen Ke under surprise, they knew nothing about how to continue after reporting the good news. How to build an iron mine, Chen Ke didn't know either. The People's Party had experience in digging coal mines, but coal hardness is low, and shovels and mine scoops can deal with it. The hardness of pyrite is much greater than coal. Chen Ke didn't know how to crush these iron ores and transport them out.

Chen Ke couldn't let the comrades wait in vain. He calmed down and said to the deputy captain, "Everyone continue prospecting first; don't slack off. Check information; the books provided by the mining school this time are our source of knowledge. The organization will go to Daye Iron Mine to get some technical personnel. Don't worry too much; there will be a way."

After speaking, Chen Ke asked the deputy captain to take all the prospecting books away and organize the troops to study by themselves. He felt it wasn't enough, so he asked people to transfer some chemistry teachers and coal mine technical personnel from Fengtai County to study together.

After the deputy captain left, the comrades of the Military Commission present were also at a loss. Hua Xiongmao looked at Chen Ke's frowned brows and asked, "Chairman Chen, can we smelt iron ourselves?"

"Far from it. I know nothing about prospecting either; we can only rely on the comrades' own efforts." Chen Ke told the truth.

If even Chen Ke was unclear about a problem, the comrades couldn't be optimistic either. Hua Xiongmao, who originally wanted to join the fun, stopped talking. Other comrades dared not act rashly.

Chen Ke knocked on the table. "Don't consider this problem; everyone continue to talk about the defensive deployment in the Anqing area."

After Anqing fell into the hands of the People's Party again, the opinion in the Military Commission was surprisingly unified: Anqing was too tricky; it would be better to give it up. But since the Yue Wang Society was driven away by the Hubei New Army last time, their reputation in Anqing was already ruined. If Anqing was handed over to the Yue Wang Society again, not to mention the Yue Wang Society would definitely be completely destroyed, the People's Party would also be implicated this time.

Chen Ke proposed an idea: simply promote elections in Anqing and elect their own local government. But Chen Ke also explained his worries. He couldn't predict whether this "local government" could be established and how long it could last. Including Chen Ke, everyone hoped Anqing would become a place to consume the Manchu Qing troops. It would be great if the Manchu Qing had the idea of never giving up until occupying Anqing. The problem was that looking around the surrounding areas, no Qing army with such courage was found.

Needless to say for the Hubei New Army, they only had ten thousand people left now. Defending Wuhan was already fearful; it was absolutely impossible to send troops to Anqing. The Jiangnan New Army was now made paranoid by the Restoration Society in the south. It would be good if the Jiangnan New Army could maintain public security in Jinling (Nanjing) now. If New Armies further away wanted to reach Anqing, they had to defeat the Anhui base area first.

Although Chen Ke hoped comrades could come up with good ideas, the result of the discussion was still to launch the Anqing local election first. At least a "Maintenance Committee" had to be created to maintain the normal operation of Anqing. The troops of the 1st and 4th Regiments occupying Anqing spent a whole month cleaning up the garbage in Anqing city. Since there was no landfill technology in this era, according to the report of Anqing garbage cleaning, half of the Yangtze River surface outside Anqing was covered with various garbage dumped into it.

The troops couldn't be responsible for garbage cleaning when they had nothing to do, but the new government had no money to hire cleaners. The expense of occupying a city and maintaining its operation was definitely not a small amount. When politics and economy were mixed together, Chen Ke dared not make a judgment easily. This problem dragged on and on; after talking for three days, there was no final solution.

Other comrades couldn't participate in the discussion because they didn't understand. Hua Xiongmao understood more, and his worries were actually no less than Chen Ke's. Chen Ke felt he couldn't drag on anymore. He proposed a final vote. Everyone finally breathed a sigh of relief; vote then. Solve the hot potato first. Just before voting, Zhang Yu, who hadn't spoken much, suddenly said, "Chairman Chen, I want to go to Anqing to preside over the work."

The comrades of the Military Commission were shocked after hearing this. Zhang Yu actually had such courage.

"How many people do you want?" Hua Xiongmao asked urgently. What he wanted most was to withdraw the troops back.

Zhang Yu said, "One battalion is enough."

Chen Ke didn't think much. "Comrade Zhang Yu, talk to me alone after the meeting."

While the People's Party was acting, Yao Hongye was also acting in a hurry. He wanted to rush back to Shanghai as soon as possible. Yao Hongye knew Sun Yat-sen when he was in Japan, but he didn't have the chance to talk about revolution with Sun Yat-sen freely. Mr. Sun Yat-sen usually either took his Japanese concubine around to contact Japanese officials and rich people, or talked about revolution with Chinese revolutionary leaders in Japan. In fact, he didn't have much time to discuss specific steps of the revolution in depth with ordinary overseas students.

The continuous military victories of the People's Party made the Tongmenghui very excited for a time, but when asked who the leader of the People's Party was, the Tongmenghui was not clear. The contradiction between the Restoration Society and the Tongmenghui had always been deep. Although Cai Yuanpei, the leader of the Restoration Society, had inclined towards the Tongmenghui, the backbones of the Restoration Society responsible for specific revolutionary work had a tendency to run counter to Cai Yuanpei. The Tongmenghui also asked Cai Yuanpei what kind of organization the People's Party was. Apart from getting the news that the leader of the People's Party was a returned student named Chen Ke, Cai Yuanpei actually had no other news to provide.

After asking around, the Tongmenghui gathered some information. For example, the leaders of the People's Party were actually Yan Fu and Yan Fu's disciple Chen Ke. Chen Tianhua did not join the People's Party. There was also some scattered news. Although the People's Party already possessed huge military power in Anhui, the Tongmenghui couldn't find a way to establish contact with the People's Party. This was an extremely surprising thing for the Tongmenghui. So they contacted Yao Hongye.

And as soon as Yao Hongye returned to Shanghai, he learned a piece of news. The Restoration Society announced its withdrawal from the Tongmenghui.

The purpose of the Restoration Society was very similar to the content of the Chinese Tongmenghui's "Expel the Tartars, Restore China," indicating that the two were consistent in their anti-Manchu stance. "Restoration and Alliance, separation and combination varied before and after, purposes were not very different, both aimed at racial revolution." Therefore, when the Tongmenghui was established, some Restoration Society members in Tokyo, Japan, joined the Tongmenghui.

But the political program of the Tongmenghui also included "Equalize land rights, establish a Republic," which was the key for the Tongmenghui to be different from old-style secret societies and become a modern political group. Revolutionaries headed by Sun Yat-sen advocated establishing a bourgeois democratic republic in China after overthrowing the Qing rule. On this point, the Restoration Society did not agree. The Restoration Society advocated restoring the Han house and establishing a regime ruled by Han people. Xu Xilin, Tao Chengzhang, and even Zhang Taiyan all had different degrees of imperial ideology. Tao Chengzhang once said: one of the leaders of the Restoration Society: Cai Yuanpei "Revolution is rebellion... changing dynasties." Zhang Taiyan believed in "On the Affirmation and Negation of Representation" that "one emperor holding power is better than constitutionalism; there is nothing bad." On the issue of revolutionary purpose, there were serious differences and antagonisms between the Restoration Society and the Tongmenghui. In addition, in terms of the mode of revolutionary operation, the Restoration Society advocated "besides propagating revolution, mainly lies in the exertion and implementation of revolution," and "democratic politics can only be implemented after seizing power by violence"; believing that "although the Tongmenghui also attaches importance to armed revolution, its leadership resides abroad mostly, so propaganda is more than exertion," and did not agree with this.

Due to different interests from the Tongmenghui purpose, "the gap was hard to sew," the Restoration Society withdrew from the Tongmenghui not long after and continued to carry out activities independently in the name of the Restoration Society.
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The event of the Restoration Society withdrawing from the Tongmenghui in history also played out in the history where Chen Ke was. Moreover, the attitude of the Restoration Society was much more determined than in history. This was the influence caused by the rise of the People's Party. In this new space-time, not only did Chen Ke regard the Restoration Society as a semi-partner, but after experiencing the cooperation in Chizhou, the Restoration Society also regarded the People's Party as a potential major partner.

Originally, the Restoration Society paid more attention to military action than the Tongmenghui. The Restoration Society took over Chizhou and then retreated from Chizhou, seemingly gaining nothing. In fact, during the few months of governing Chizhou, the Restoration Society finally got enough practical training opportunities. How a revolutionary party should operate a city had always been the knowledge most lacking among revolutionaries. Besides lack of experience, they also lacked the mentality of a ruling party.

In this regard, the People's Party led by Chen Ke had no such problem at all. Not only did the education Chen Ke received include systematic knowledge of forming a government system, but from the beginning, the People's Party had Shang Yuan as the Magistrate of Fengtai County. Everyone knew in their hearts that they wanted to overthrow the Manchu Qing, but the identity of the magistrate allowed the People's Party to always exist in the form of a local regime. The People's Party, which should have been a "rebel," had ample experience in "operating a revolutionary regime." This was also an important reason why the People's Party could quickly issue orders with a "government" mentality in the newly liberated areas. The People's Party had always received training for a revolutionary regime.

The experience in Chizhou also gave the Restoration Society an opportunity for this kind of training. Because the Restoration Society retreated in an orderly manner, there was no loss of personnel. After being forced to withdraw from Chizhou, the Restoration Society also felt depressed in their hearts, but there was no blow of disastrous defeat like the Yue Wang Society.

When they first returned to Zhejiang, the Restoration Society had to enter underground work. Thanks to the terrible detective ability of the Manchu Qing, the Restoration Society did not suffer personnel losses. During the "dormant" period, the Restoration Society was not idle either. The treasury silver transported back from Chizhou effectively activated the operational capability of the Restoration Society, and the captured guns from Chizhou improved the military strength of the Restoration Society. More importantly, the Restoration Society had confidence.

In 1907 in history, the Restoration Society launched an uprising with a mindset of burning their boats. As a result, except for the assassination of En Ming, other actions were completely defeated. With the existence of the People's Party, the despair in the heart of the Restoration Society was swept away. Not only did they not launch an uprising like in history, but they calmed down and began to expand their influence and operate the organization of the Restoration Society. Although they didn't say it with their mouths, the main cadres of the Restoration Society all had an idea in their hearts that something like Chizhou might not necessarily happen a second time.

After the People's Party annihilated Li Yuanhong's troops and retook Anqing, the world was shaken. The notices calling the Manchu Qing the "Manchu Qing Bandit Gang" and Cixi the "Manchu Qing Bandit Gang Female Bandit Chief" were not only posted in Beijing but also posted in various scales in major cities. The Manchu officials in Jiangsu and Zhejiang were all terrified. All major cities shrank their troops to strictly prevent being raided by the People's Party. Under such circumstances, the activities of the Restoration Society immediately became active.

As a symbolic event, the Datong School resumed classes. The Restoration Society had announced its existence after capturing Chizhou. To gather strength to go to Chizhou, they temporarily closed the Datong School. Shaoxing Prefect Gui Fu also pretended to seal the Datong School.

After the People's Party retook Anqing, more than a dozen self-sacrificing Restoration Society members volunteered to tear off the seals and restationed in the Datong School. Regarding such things, Shaoxing Prefect Gui Fu adopted an attitude of "turning a blind eye." In the late Qing Dynasty, from officials to the people, there was a common understanding of the inevitability of the collapse of the Manchu regime. So even if the "rebels were so rampant," Gui Fu himself still had no reaction. He did report this matter to the Hangzhou Governor's Yamen. Although Hangzhou Governor Zeng Yun was a bannerman like Gui Fu, Zeng Yun was very smart. Since Gui Fu refused to act against the Restoration Society himself, how could Zeng Yun be willing to take the blame? He wrote three words on this official document: "Understood." Then he asked someone to take it back to Gui Fu. Gui Fu understood immediately upon seeing these three words. So he also "understood."

The reason for restarting the Datong School was actually mainly to cover the real meeting place of the Restoration Society, the Tongyi School in Donghu (East Lake), Shaoxing.

Donghu Tongyi School was a new-style school run by Shaoxing gentry Tao Junxuan. In 1901, he converted the Donghu Academy he donated into Donghu Tongyi School. The school hired "six Chinese and foreign teachers, teaching mainly the Five Classics and Four Books, supplemented by history and foreign politics and art, and also teaching mathematics, physics, and foreign languages," which is the so-called "Tongyi" (Mastering Arts). Tao Chengzhang, Shou Xiaotian, He Langxian, Zhou Zuoren, and others taught at the school successively. Tao expanded the school, added dormitories, and built a library to donate various books from his family collection. All the Nine Classics, Official Histories, Nine Encyclopedias, Philosophers, and Collections were roughly available, and new books translated from the East and West, maps, instruments, and surveying tools were purchased for students to examine. A wooden seal was carved for office documents and giving students diplomas in the future. The school regulations were drafted by Cai Yuanpei.

Now the school was on "vacation," and it only became lively after the cadres of the Restoration Society used it as a gathering place. The founder of the school, Tao Junxuan, was relatively supportive of the revolution. Although he resolutely refused to join the Revolutionary Party, he was willing to lend the school to the Revolutionary Party for use. Tao Junxuan's attitude towards the revolution was self-evident.

Xu Xilin returned relatively late. After returning from Chizhou, he went to Jinhua to contact and train secret societies under the order of Tao Chengzhang. Returning with him this time were also the local secret society leaders of Jinhua. As soon as he entered the Tongyi School, he only saw some other Restoration Society cadres, but Tao Chengzhang and others were not there. Upon inquiry, he learned that Tao Chengzhang and Qiu Jin accompanied Zhang Taiyan for a walk by the East Lake.

At this time, the three actually had the mood to take a walk; Xu Xilin knew there must be something strange in it. Just as he was preparing to find the three, Chen Boping, who had worked with Xu Xilin in Anqing, stopped Xu Xilin. "Mr. Xu, I have some unclear points reading Mr. Chen Ke's book recently. I wonder if Mr. Xu has time."

Since Chizhou, Chen Ke's books had become must-read books for Restoration Society cadres daily. The Restoration Society all believed they could find the secret of the People's Party's success from this set of books, and all cadres were studying intently. The circulation of this set of books was not large originally; the only good thing was that there were many volumes, so everyone could exchange them to read. When Xu Xilin was in Jinhua, he even encountered Restoration Society cadres running from Chuzhou specifically to ask to exchange different volumes with him.

If it were normal times, Xu Xilin could also explain to Chen Boping, but he was anxious to tell Tao Chengzhang about Jinhua now. He asked Chen Boping to wait until the evening, and then hurried out.

The location of Shaoxing East Lake was originally a bluestone mountain. When Qin Shi Huang toured the east, he once stopped here to feed horses, so it was called Ruokui Mountain. After the Han Dynasty, Ruokui Mountain became a stone quarry in Shaoxing. After thousands of years of chiseling and axing, and adopting a special stone quarrying method, half of the green mountain was moved away, forming a cliff more than 50 meters high. Laborers quarrying stone also generally went deep underground for more than 20 meters, some even forty or fifty meters. Over time, a clear water pond more than 200 meters long and about 80 meters wide was formed. Tao Junxuan, the founder of Tongyi School, had a unique vision. He used the quarry to build a wall and slightly widened the water surface, thus forming East Lake with mountains and rivers reflecting each other, becoming a wonderful landscape bonsai created by nature and man.

Xu Xilin knew that if Tao Chengzhang chatted, he would probably go to Xiachuan Bridge. Sure enough, he saw Tao Chengzhang and the other two standing by the bridge from a distance. Seeing Xu Xilin rushing over, Tao Chengzhang laughed, "We were just talking about Bosun, and Bosun arrived."

After everyone greeted each other, Zhang Taiyan also laughed, "Seeing Bosun so anxious, presumably there is good news."

Xu Xilin said, "There are far more secret society leaders joining our side in Jinhua than expected. I can't handle it. I want Huanqing to transfer people over to help."

Hearing Xu Xilin's words, Tao Chengzhang laughed, "But no rush."

Tao Chengzhang was usually the most radical, always afraid of any delay in launching revolutionary uprisings. Hearing "but no rush" from his mouth, Xu Xilin even suspected if he heard wrong.

"Bosun, I just returned from Nanjing. The People's Party and the Manchu Qing are bound to have a big battle in the near future. As long as we wait for the People's Party to win, we will first take Shaoxing, then take Hangzhou, and finally march on Nanjing. At that time, there will be the People's Party in Jiangbei and our Restoration Society in Jiangnan. The two sides echo each other; the Manchu Qing will inevitably perish." Tao Chengzhang's voice contained extreme enthusiasm, not looking like "no rush" at all.

"Oh? But when?" Xu Xilin also became excited.

"When is unknown. Now Jiangnan Admiral Zhang Xun is leading his defense army to monitor the Ninth Division of the Jiangnan New Army, fearing that the Ninth Division will rebel. Seeing them like this, even if they cross the river, they will probably collapse at the first touch. Our comrades in the Ninth Division said that this time not only the Ninth Division, but the Jiangnan Admiral, Jiangbei Admiral, Beiyang New Army, and Hubei New Army will jointly attack Anhui. It is even said that the Sichuan New Army and Henan New Army will also participate. It seems like a big battle array." Talking about the four-sided siege the People's Party was about to face, Tao Chengzhang didn't feel nervous at all. Since he learned that the People's Party annihilated Li Yuanhong's troops, he had extreme confidence in the combat effectiveness of the People's Party.

Qiu Jin laughed after hearing this, "Wenqing is going to work hard."

Zhang Taiyan hadn't met Chen Ke. Seeing these three comrades actually had such confidence in Chen Ke, he was also somewhat surprised. "Is Mr. Chen Ke really less than 30 years old?"

"Although Wenqing is young, he is a hero. In fact, just looking at Wenqing's appearance, it wouldn't be strange to say he just turned 20." Qiu Jin said with a smile.

Tao Chengzhang nodded. "Wenqing is not only a hero; I think he has an Imperial air (*Di Qi*)."

These words changed the faces of the other three. The purpose of the Restoration Society was to overthrow the Manchu Qing regime. As for whether the future China would be a republic or a monarchy, the Restoration Society might actually prefer a monarchy. The meaning in Tao Chengzhang's words was very profound.

Xu Xilin asked tentatively, "Mr. Tao, do you..."

Tao Chengzhang waved his hand. "It is still early to talk about some things, but our Restoration Society should not contend with the People's Party in Jiangbei. The Yue Wang Society overestimated themselves and suffered a great defeat in Anqing. There is no need for the Restoration Society to follow their example."

Zhang Taiyan was very puzzled by Tao Chengzhang's words. Tao Chengzhang had a fierce temper and his style was even a bit domineering. Moreover, Tao Chengzhang always regarded himself as a revolutionary predecessor. If younger revolutionaries dared to conflict with Tao Chengzhang in stealing the limelight, Tao Chengzhang would not give face. Unexpectedly, this "revolutionary predecessor" also had times when he softened.

Seeing that everyone might have misunderstood his meaning, Tao Chengzhang explained, "Wenqing knows propriety and will absolutely not be like those people in the Tongmenghui. As long as we don't contend in Jiangbei matters, we can definitely coexist."

The Restoration Society knew the true strength of the People's Party. Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin both nodded in agreement.

Zhang Taiyan was a literati and didn't understand military affairs. Seeing these cadres organizing the army had a consistent attitude, he couldn't interrupt. But Zhang Taiyan had his own ideas about Chen Ke's revolutionary thoughts. "Gentlemen, I have read Chen Ke's book; it is refreshing. But I feel he talks about the past but not the present. He only said half of the words, making people feel unsatisfied."

This was not just Zhang Taiyan's personal view. Now that the People's Party rose strongly, people who read Chen Ke's set of "Chinese Cultural Heritage and the Rise of Materialism" indeed felt refreshed looking at China's past from a "materialist" perspective. But the purpose of knowing the past is to change the fate of the present. Chen Ke didn't say a word about how exactly to change the world today. Many revolutionaries hoped to see Chen Ke point out a new path, letting themselves, who didn't know where the future lay, see the true direction of China.

Looking at the comrades feeling the same, Tao Chengzhang laughed, "Although Wenqing didn't write it, he did it solidly in Anhui. He is very secretive; he absolutely refuses to take out such good things for everyone to see."

This couldn't be said to wrong Chen Ke. Chen Ke indeed had no intention of showing the "Selected Works" copied from Grandpa Mao to the revolutionaries of this era. The internal construction and educational materials of the People's Party were not passed on to outsiders. Although not strictly guarded, there was absolutely no intention of making them public. And the fact that the People's Party achieved great success itself proved the advanced nature of the People's Party's own thoughts and systems. Other revolutionaries of this era were extremely curious and envious of the People's Party's "Success Science."

Hearing this, Zhang Taiyan's face became a bit ugly. Tao Chengzhang hurriedly said seriously, "Mr. Taiyan, I was joking. Wenqing helped us a lot. On the way back from Chizhou, the two revolutionary comrades he sent specially could be said to have taught us everything they knew. Mr. Taiyan, please don't misunderstand."

On the way retreating from Chizhou to Anhui (base area), Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu of the People's Party commanded the retreat. Although the Restoration Society also engaged in military training, it was all low-level training like queuing, and they knew nothing about relatively deep things like how to arrange tactics effectively. The extremely scientific and effective command of Lu Zhengping and the others opened the eyes of this group of people, really giving a feeling of sudden enlightenment. Tao Chengzhang was convinced by Chen Ke in the first Battle of Anqing, and after this great retreat, he was completely convinced by the strength of the People's Party.

Just as they were talking, a Restoration Society cadre ran over in a hurry. "Mr. Tao, Mr. Huang Xing and Mr. Song Jiaoren of the Tongmenghui are asking to see you." Hearing this, the main cadres of the Restoration Society all darkened their faces.

Zhang Taiyan couldn't help asking, "What are they here for?"

"These two said they have important matters to discuss."

Huang Xing was a doer in the Tongmenghui, while Song Jiaoren had strong party operation capabilities. Sun Yat-sen was neither good at political party operation nor armed struggle, but he had a "sensing" ability for the situation. Regarding the direction of changes in the situation, Sun Yat-sen had a very strong sensing ability. He could feel "who is Sun Yat-sen's friend, and who is Sun Yat-sen's enemy."

Historically, the climax of the uprising in 1907 was originally led by the Restoration Society. Now the People's Party became the one standing on the cusp of armed struggle. Historically, the Yue Wang Society started another wave of uprising climax in 1908, but now the Yue Wang Society, as a member of the Tongmenghui, was completely finished and had to take shelter under the banner of the People's Party.

In the old space-time, the failure of the uprisings in 1907-1908 made the Tongmenghui gradually become the core force of the revolution. In any case, the Tongmenghui headquarters in Japan had never suffered losses. In many competitions, it is not necessarily the person who pays the greatest sacrifice who can win, but the person who can stand at the end when the curtain falls on the stage becomes the winner.

The current situation had changed greatly. The forces that the Tongmenghui could still contact all suffered defeat. Instead, the People's Party, which had nothing to do with the Tongmenghui, rose strongly. The Restoration Society, which broke away from the Tongmenghui, although failing to get Chizhou, didn't suffer any personnel losses. On the contrary, the Tongmenghui, after losing the Yue Wang Society, plus the success of the People's Party and the growth of the Restoration Society, saw its influence sliding all the way down.

Sun Yat-sen assessed the situation and first wrote a letter to Chen Ke, inviting Chen Ke to join the Tongmenghui. As a person who could see where his own interests lay, Sun Yat-sen didn't think the People's Party would really be interested in joining the Tongmenghui, but Sun Yat-sen had to use the success of the People's Party to expand his influence. The purpose of his letter was just a stepping stone. Without waiting for Chen Ke's reply, Sun Yat-sen sent Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren back to China together.

When Tao Chengzhang and others returned to the Tongyi School, Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren had been waiting for a while. Huang Xing had an impatient temper and was already a bit impatient after waiting for such a while. Song Jiaoren sat there steadily, not caring at all whether he was treated coldly.

Seeing Tao Chengzhang and others come in, Song Jiaoren stood up enthusiastically and stepped forward. "Huanqing, long time no see." If one didn't know, one wouldn't think that the two sides had officially parted ways not long ago.

Everyone was an acquaintance, so they were not so polite. After sitting down as hosts and guests, Tao Chengzhang asked, "What advice do you two have for coming here?"

Song Jiaoren looked at Tao Chengzhang sincerely. "Huanqing, I think it is inappropriate for the Restoration Society to withdraw from the Tongmenghui. If revolutionary ideals are different, I think everyone can discuss frankly and honestly. Facing a formidable enemy, unity leads to victory, division leads to defeat."

Although Tao Chengzhang didn't have much dissatisfaction with Song Jiaoren, he had long been impatient with the Tongmenghui. He laughed, "Some things are not just about different ideas. I really can't stand the style of many people in the Tongmenghui. With national disaster looming, everyone doesn't say doing their best to overthrow the Manchu Qing. I don't know how much revolutionary work the Tongmenghui has done, whether in Japan or Shanghai, but they are keen on visiting brothels and playing with women. Is this the appearance of a revolution?"

Song Jiaoren knew that Tao Chengzhang was not making a fuss over a trifle. Most members of the Restoration Society were locals from Jiangsu and Zhejiang, and their personal integrity was much better than that of the Tongmenghui. Shanghai, mentioned by Tao Chengzhang, referred to Chen Qimei. As for Japan, there were many international students in the Tongmenghui. Finally free from family control, young people indulging themselves was definitely not limited to one or two people.

"These are all minor details." Song Jiaoren had to refute weakly.

Tao Chengzhang sneered. "Minor details? With money and time, why not use them on the revolution? If it is like this before the revolution, what will happen after the revolution succeeds?"

Huang Xing had never been pointed at the nose and scolded for his character. Hearing Tao Chengzhang say this, Huang Xing was so angry that his face changed color.

Tao Chengzhang glanced at Huang Xing. "Speaking of unity leads to victory. When the Yue Wang Society and I were on both sides of the Yangtze River, we defended Chizhou. Chizhou city is small, Anqing city is big. Instead, the Yue Wang Society came to our Chizhou all day to ask for money and goods. On the contrary, the People's Party, I haven't seen anyone help them, but they can succeed. I have also met people from the People's Party. Chairman Chen Ke commands such a large place in Anhui, yet his clothes are the same as ordinary soldiers. He eats what soldiers eat. I have never seen him different from others, nor have I seen Chen Ke ask for anything from others. Maybe this integrity and independence are not minor details at all, but the main cause."

Hearing this, not only Huang Xing but also Song Jiaoren's face changed. The meaning in Tao Chengzhang's words was very clear: the Restoration Society would absolutely not cooperate with the Tongmenghui again. Not only that, the Restoration Society had completely denied the positive significance of the Tongmenghui.
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Song Jiaoren's self-restraint was better than Huang Xing's, so Tao Chengzhang thought that after he verbally refused to cooperate with the Tongmenghui, Huang Xing would lose his temper first. He never expected that before Huang Xing spoke, Song Jiaoren had already slapped the table and stood up, "Brother Huanqing, these are all bastard words."

Tao Chengzhang first looked at Huang Xing; most of the surprise on Huang Xing's face was because of Song Jiaoren's intense performance. In fact, there were contradictions between Huang Xing and Sun Yat-sen, and Huang Xing's personal cultivation was not bad; he didn't get along well with gang members and international students like Chen Qimei either.

Turning his head back, Tao Chengzhang looked straight at Song Jiaoren. "Mr. Song, please enlighten me."

"Revolution is a major event. Minor details naturally cannot be ignored, but unity cannot be destroyed on the grounds of minor details. Now the Royalists and Constitutionalists are clamoring. Mr. Sun is exposing the face of these people's fake constitutionalism and real royalism in Japan. You are splitting the Tongmenghui and attacking comrades now; you are helping the enemy!" Song Jiaoren spoke very sincerely and painfully.

Hearing Song Jiaoren's words, Tao Chengzhang sneered. "If we can overthrow the Manchu Qing directly, what Royalists, Constitutionalists? These are not important. If Mr. Sun personally leads the Tongmenghui to fight on the battlefield of killing enemies, I, Tao Chengzhang, will follow without a second word. Mr. Sun watches others sacrifice in Japan, but regards himself as a revolutionary leader. I, Tao Chengzhang, just can't stand this."

Song Jiaoren said seriously, "We came back this time to launch an uprising..."

"Launch an uprising, very good, I support it!" Tao Chengzhang said loudly. "Our Restoration Society will absolutely not sit back and watch disadvantages. We send one hundred guns and ten thousand silver dollars as funds. What do you think, Mr. Song?"

Hearing there were guns and money, Huang Xing's eyes lit up. Every uprising he launched failed, and the guns accumulated with great difficulty before the uprising were lost completely after the failure. To contact the organization personnel again, a large sum of money was needed.

After hearing these words, Song Jiaoren's face became even gloomier. He had guessed that persuading Tao Chengzhang would be extremely difficult, but now he knew that the difficulty in reality was actually greater than imagined.

One reason why Sun Yat-sen and others could become leaders in the Tongmenghui was that Sun Yat-sen proposed the most complete revolutionary concept and propagated it very early, which could be said to be accumulated by qualifications. Another reason was that Sun Yat-sen was relatively capable of raising funds. This was also why Song Jiaoren could accept the fact that Sun Yat-sen's personal behavior was relatively romantic.

Song Jiaoren knew the situation of the Restoration Society very well. Because the Restoration Society had been promoting actual revolution, it was in desperate need of money and weapons and equipment. Sun Yat-sen didn't want the Restoration Society to grow big because there were many people from Jiangsu and Zhejiang in the Tongmenghui. If the Restoration Society grew big, Sun Yat-sen's influence in Jiangsu and Zhejiang would naturally decrease. Song Jiaoren knew this struggle for interests clearly.

The reason why Song Jiaoren came to contact the Restoration Society personally this time was that after the rise of the People's Party, a political force completely unrelated to the Tongmenghui, the eyes of revolutionaries all turned to Anhui where the People's Party was located. Just now Tao Chengzhang said that after overthrowing the Manchu Qing, the Royalists and Constitutionalists were nothing great. This was true, but if the Manchu Qing fell, not only the Royalists and Constitutionalists, but the revolutionary parties in Japan would also have no value to speak of. If the People's Party, which had nothing to do with the revolutionary parties in Japan, took power, they would absolutely not recognize Sun Yat-sen's status as "Revolutionary Leader." The entire Tongmenghui would be completely marginalized.

Song Jiaoren believed that even if he endured some unhappiness temporarily at this time, he must cooperate with the Restoration Society, which was also in a weak position. The Restoration Society had connections and manpower. The Tongmenghui had certain financial resources and influence. If the two cooperated, they could contend with the People's Party. At that time, the whole situation would be different.

Tao Chengzhang proposed sending guns and money; this was not expressing goodwill at all, but "dismissing a beggar." If Song Jiaoren really took these guns and money, then the Tongmenghui would never be able to raise its head in front of the Restoration Society in the future. Tao Chengzhang's little trick couldn't fool Song Jiaoren at all.

Enduring the anger of being insulted, Song Jiaoren tried his best to say calmly, "Brother Huanqing, why be impulsive? We have differences; we can talk. We want to establish democratic politics; we ourselves must also have democratic consciousness first. Any differences can be discussed."

Tao Chengzhang vented just now, and the anger in his heart dissipated a lot. Plus he didn't dislike Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren originally. Seeing Song Jiaoren could swallow his pride quite well, he also softened a bit. Everyone sat down again, and Tao Chengzhang also said calmly, "To tell you the truth, when attacking Anqing at the beginning of the year, I followed Mr. Chen Ke of the People's Party on the front line. Although it was called a command post, Mr. Chen Ke commanded more than three thousand people, but the command post was only two or three *li* away from the front line. The gunshots were heard clearly. If the Manchu Qing had cannons in the city, one shot could hit our command post."

Listening to Tao Chengzhang's description, Huang Xing couldn't help exchanging a look with Song Jiaoren. They didn't know the real situation of the Battle of Anqing. Now listening to the introduction of Tao Chengzhang who was on the front line, several doubts were also revealed. In the rumors outside, the People's Party mobilized tens of thousands of troops. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren had personally led uprisings; they knew what tens of thousands of people looked like. Both knew that the People's Party absolutely didn't have tens of thousands of troops.

But Chen Ke took Anqing with only more than three thousand people, which showed that these more than three thousand people were not troops pulled casually, but at least troops as well-trained and well-equipped as the New Army. Otherwise, attacking a city defended by three or four thousand people with only more than three thousand people would be simply a joke.

Tao Chengzhang didn't care about the views of these two. He continued to speak according to his own thinking, "Since that time, I knew that if we want to overthrow the Manchu Qing, hiding behind is absolutely not acceptable. Mr. Sun talks about equalizing land rights, and our Restoration Society also thought about eliminating mergers. We just talk about it, but the People's Party has already done this in Fengtai County, Anhui. The people there, regardless of gender or age, are all allocated three *mu* of land per person, and the government does not allow land to be transferred at will. Whether equalizing land rights or eliminating mergers, the People's Party has already done it. Their current situation was not achieved by speaking, but by doing. Two brothers, I advise you, don't hide in Japan all day calling on others to rise up in revolution. Doing it personally is better than anything."

"Does the People's Party also practice democracy?" There was uncontrollable excitement in Song Jiaoren's voice.

Tao Chengzhang sneered, "Brother Song, if you want to pick fruits in the name of a revolutionary pioneer, I think you'd better not humiliate yourself. The People's Party now has tens of thousands of elite soldiers under its command. Do you think Chairman Chen Ke and those people know less than you? I know Brother Song has a close relationship with Mr. Chen Tianhua, but Mr. Chen Tianhua refused to join the Tongmenghui back then and threw himself into the People's Party instead. Now Mr. Chen Tianhua will not cooperate with you again. Why waste this useless effort?"

Hearing Tao Chengzhang's words, Song Jiaoren shivered in his heart. Chen Tianhua gave up the readily available position of Minister of Propaganda of the Tongmenghui and risked great danger to return to Shanghai to follow Chen Ke. Now that the People's Party was obviously becoming successful, who Chen Tianhua would choose was self-evident. Moreover, although Chen Ke never propagated democratic republicanism, judging from Chen Ke's books, his understanding of democratic republicanism would absolutely not be worse than the Tongmenghui. Although he didn't know what banner Chen Ke would eventually raise, Song Jiaoren didn't think Chen Ke was the kind of character who could be persuaded by just a few casual words.

"Brother Huanqing, can we really not cooperate anymore?" Song Jiaoren asked again with slim hope.

Tao Chengzhang said sincerely, "We have different aspirations and paths, and our methods of doing things are even more diametrically opposed. Brother Song, some things cannot be forced."

After listening, Huang Xing showed a disappointed look on his face. Song Jiaoren could fully understand Tao Chengzhang's thoughts. The cooperation between Sun Yat-sen's faction and the Restoration Society was originally based on realistic interests. At that time, Sun Yat-sen hoped to obtain the status of the supreme leader of the revolution, while the Restoration Society hoped to obtain more realistic support. Various factions participating in the Restoration Society all had the idea of huddling together for warmth. As a result, everyone found that most of those gathered together were hedgehogs; they felt cold when apart, and felt painfully uncomfortable when together. The Restoration Society didn't get actual material support, so naturally they refused to carry the sedan chair for Sun Yat-sen for free. Withdrawing from the Tongmenghui was an inevitable matter.

On the matter of treating the People's Party, the starting points of the two revolutionary parties actually hadn't changed. The Tongmenghui now hoped to let the People's Party carry the sedan chair for the Tongmenghui, while the Restoration Society still hoped to get realistic support. This time the Restoration Society achieved its goal, so they naturally refused to let go of the big tree of the People's Party. And because the Tongmenghui had not contacted the People's Party, they hoped to get benefits even more eagerly.

This time Sun Yat-sen sent Song Jiaoren to contact the People's Party, offering conditions like the position of Vice President of the Tongmenghui. Sun Yat-sen even gave full authority to Song Jiaoren. If the People's Party was willing to let the Tongmenghui become some main officials of the Anhui government, then "anything can be discussed." The People's Party could occupy such a large territory in Anhui and have so many troops; as long as Chen Ke could let the cadres of the Tongmenghui get enough official positions and master real power, Song Jiaoren knew that Sun Yat-sen didn't mind letting Chen Ke become a very high-level cadre of the Tongmenghui. Although he didn't know what purpose Tao Chengzhang held, Tao Chengzhang also saw the purpose of Song Jiaoren's trip and tactfully persuaded Song Jiaoren to give up this plan.

Song Jiaoren knew that Chen Ke could never be a little doll at anyone's mercy, but the situation was already like this; even if there was only a glimmer of hope, Song Jiaoren had to try.

"Thank you, Brother Tao, for your advice." Song Jiaoren replied.

"Brother Song is too polite." Tao Chengzhang responded. He and the cadres of the Restoration Society treated Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren to a meal. When Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren bade farewell, Tao Chengzhang didn't ask them to stay. After sending the two away, Tao Chengzhang couldn't help saying to the Restoration Society cadres around him, "Does the Tongmenghui think Chen Ke is easy to fool?"

Some cadres of the Restoration Society were relatively sensible, while others didn't understand what exactly the Tongmenghui wanted to do. Tao Chengzhang explained to everyone the Tongmenghui's plan to use the influence of the People's Party to expand its own strength. Many people understood the reason.

"Even if we cooperate, what's wrong with that?" Chen Boping couldn't help asking.

Hearing this, Xu Xilin glared at Chen Boping, and even Qiu Jin's face looked ugly. Chen Boping didn't know what Xu Xilin meant, but people like Qiu Jin and Tao Chengzhang knew Xu Xilin's thoughts.

Chen Ke cooperated with Xu Xilin earliest. At that time, Chen Ke was alone, without relatives or friends, and even the initial money was exchanged by pawning a watch to Qiu Jin. If it were someone else, they would definitely choose to cling to the thigh of the Restoration Society in this situation, but Chen Ke didn't rely on anyone at all and carved out a world by himself. Every time Xu Xilin thought of this, he felt regret. He hated himself deeply for not recognizing talent. If he could do it again, he would absolutely not leave Chen Ke aside. Not only Xu Xilin, but even Tao Chengzhang often regretted it. If he hadn't been so self-righteous at that time, but paid more attention to Chen Ke and entrusted Chen Ke with heavy responsibilities, the one rising now would not be the People's Party, but the Restoration Society.

Even though they had helped Chen Ke so much, people including Xu Xilin couldn't say anything to Chen Ke. Because Chen Ke never took advantage of others. The money was pawned with a watch. Qiu Jin liked this watch very much, and a wealthy merchant once wanted to buy it for five hundred taels of silver immediately after seeing this watch. After Chen Ke made money, he also gave Xu Xilin a lot of money. Including Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin, they admitted that Chen Ke didn't owe them any favors. If just talking about normal personal interactions, Chen Ke paid more instead.

Tao Chengzhang got Chizhou city from Chen Ke. When the Hubei New Army attacked, Chen Ke even sent people to help the Restoration Society retreat. From the perspective of two political factions, the Restoration Society couldn't say that the People's Party owed the Restoration Society anything either.

Tao Chengzhang and others didn't know that this was actually not Chen Ke's political wisdom, but the political wisdom Chen Ke learned from Grandpa Mao and Premier Zhou. The Party in history never owed favors; personal interactions were personal interactions. When Grandpa Mao raised funds for overseas students to work and study in Europe, he borrowed twenty thousand silver dollars from Zhang Shizhao. Zhang Shizhao never thought of asking Grandpa Mao to repay this money. But Grandpa Mao always remembered. In 1960, when Grandpa Mao had royalties, he repaid 2,000 every year himself, and it took ten years to pay it off. After paying off the principal, he continued to give 2,000 yuan of interest every year until Zhang Shizhao died in 1973.

In interactions with foreign countries, the Party never owed favors either. Some people thought this was "slapping one's face to look fat" (puffing oneself up to look impressive), but the elders in Chen Ke's family never saw it this way. Chen Ke's ancestor pulled a rickshaw in Taiyuan, similar to a taxi driver now. The income was so-so. Whenever relatives and friends came to Taiyuan to make a living, his ancestor had nothing else to give, just a 50-jin bag of mixed flour of miscellaneous grains and white flour. At that time, fifty *jin* of flour could let a family eat for half a month no matter what.

Not only acting righteously, but as a rickshaw puller, his ancestor could let his two children study and go to university. But when mentioning this matter, the evaluation of his family elders did not boast about how capable he was, but said, "At that time, the Taiyuan foreign school didn't require tuition fees, only book fees. We could afford it."

Chen Ke's grandfather sometimes secretly talked about this matter, saying that those who went to missionary schools back then were either rich or noble. In the whole school, only the two brothers were children of "migrant workers entering the city," but the school uniforms were exactly the same. The two grandfathers wore school uniforms and didn't announce their family background themselves, so they were no different from other students. Not only that, when it was windy or rainy, when school was over, Chen Ke's ancestor wouldn't take a fare no matter how much money was offered. He would go to the school gate to pull his two sons back. When going, he still carried two sesame seed cakes in his arms, giving one to each child when they got on the cart. Outsiders thought these two children were from a wealthy family that could hire a rickshaw specifically for their own family.

Later, after Chen Ke's grandfathers graduated from the Railway University, they came back to open an auto mechanics repair shop. A few months later, they earned thousands of ocean dollars (silver dollars) a month, and the family business was quickly established and flourished. Chen Ke's grandfather married a female classmate he fell in love with in high school. In the early 20th century, regarding children's free love, Chen Ke's ancestors didn't say a word. The female classmate's family was the only daughter of a local big capitalist. No matter how many people proposed to the woman, the Chen family turned a blind eye to it. They had no plan to climb up the social ladder at all.

It wasn't until they had their own industry that the Chen family went to propose marriage. The other party knew the specific situation of the Chen family and agreed. A new family arose as the times required. After the Japanese invaded China, the two grandfathers didn't choose Yan Xishan, with whom they had friendship, but took the family business to defect to the Party.

So Chen Ke's family always educated children that as long as they knew how to work, they wouldn't lack money. As long as they knew how to live, they wouldn't be unable to enjoy the happiness of life. How many rich people accumulated money bitterly, and then bragged to each other about how rich they were in the business field; that was all fake. Letting their own children walk home in the wind and rain, Chen Ke's ancestor thought this was wrong. Earning less money is not a problem; what if my child falls and gets hurt?

Chen Ke didn't understand before. After arriving in this era, he suddenly realized. Owning a favor means borrowing without returning; borrowing without returning means having a beginning but no end. So Chen Ke himself absolutely didn't owe favors. He thought if pawning one watch wasn't enough, I could not wear a watch and sell all the watches. But as long as I rely on myself to work solidly and do proper business, and know where the interests of all parties lie, there is no hurdle that cannot be crossed.

Compared with the difficulties Chen Ke encountered, the Party was a hundred times more difficult than Chen Ke, yet even so, the Party still didn't owe favors. Chen Ke had his ancestor's experience and the Party's experience; Chen Ke simply wouldn't choose to owe others things.

This attitude made the Restoration Society very uncomfortable. On the one hand, they couldn't criticize Chen Ke; on the other hand, they had actually received great support from Chen Ke. If they made excessive demands on the People's Party again, everyone was a person who wanted face, and they really couldn't do such crappy things. The Restoration Society was not the Tongmenghui after all. The Restoration Society believed that its moral level was not bad.
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Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren left Shaoxing and went directly to Anqing. The Tongmenghui's influence in the middle reaches of the Yangtze River was not large. Plus, information was not smooth in this era, and the two left relatively hastily. They even suspected whether the People's Party had already moved its headquarters to Anqing. If so, the two could save a lot of unnecessary travel.

When the boat reached Nanjing, the Qing troops patrolling the boat increased. Fortunately, the two received guidance from Tao Chengzhang and chose to disembark directly in Nanjing instead of continuing upstream. Both of them were people who had traveled extensively and seen the world; their temperament alone was distinctive. The Tongmenghui also had some connections in Nanjing. With the help of local comrades, the two took a boat to Wuhu. Although Wuhu was heavily guarded, because there was no large-scale garrison, it was not that troublesome. With someone to meet them, the two finally boarded a boat to Anqing.

There were very few people disembarking in Anqing. This was already the People's Party's controlled area. Except for a few people who had to disembark here, no one wanted to ask for trouble. The empty dock proved that Anqing's once active shipping economy had suffered a major blow. Song Jiaoren breathed a sigh of relief. If the dock were lively now, it would show that the People's Party had already won the hearts of the people. If the People's Party won the hearts of the people, they would absolutely not want to deal with the Tongmenghui much.

Although there were few people on the dock, there were soldiers responsible for monitoring the dock. This was the first time Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren saw soldiers of the People's Party. They all had short hair and wore dark blue military uniforms. The soldiers didn't stand still; some were responsible for directing traffic, and some actually led some people wearing light yellow vests to clean up. Huang Xing had sharp eyes; he recognized that the four black characters "City Sanitation" were written on the shoulder blades of these yellow vests, and there were numbers under the characters.

Although it wasn't the bright yellow silk vest of the Manchu Qing, seeing such attire, Huang Xing felt it was even more nondescript. Those wearing yellow vests all kept queues, while the People's Party soldiers all had short hair. Such a group of people mixing together and working seriously gave a feeling of indescribable coordination and discord existing at the same time.

The two stood in place looking at the environment constantly, which immediately attracted the attention of the soldiers. Four soldiers with guns held the rifles carried on their shoulders in their hands, and a person who might be an officer walked over. "You two, go this way after disembarking."

Looking at this posture, Huang Xing knew something was wrong; he and Song Jiaoren were being watched. He hurriedly explained in a low voice, "I am from the Tongmenghui and want to see Chairman Chen Ke of your party."

The officer's eyes lit up upon hearing this. "Please follow me, you two."

The soldiers on the dock didn't follow, but they didn't lift the alert state immediately either; instead, they stared closely at Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. The two were taken into a house outside the dock. There were other people in charge inside the house. The officer said a few words to the people in the room and actually left just like that. Although the people here didn't carry rifles on their backs, they were physically strong and looked very skillful. Their waists were bulging, all tucking pistols.

"Sit." The leader in the room was quite polite. But the stools Huang Xing and the others sat on were truncated cones. Huang Xing didn't know that these were special tables and chairs for the People's Party when interrogating prisoners. Practice has proved that this thing is uncomfortable to sit on, but the interrogated person absolutely cannot wield it as a weapon.

The officer didn't care whether Huang Xing sat comfortably or not. He took out a notebook and asked, "Name."

This attitude like interrogating a prisoner made Huang Xing extremely unhappy. Song Jiaoren saw Huang Xing's face change and hurriedly tugged at Huang Xing's sleeve. Song Jiaoren said, "I am Song Jiaoren, and this is Mr. Huang Xing. We want to see Chairman Chen Ke of your party."

Song Jiaoren originally thought these people of the People's Party should know his famous name, or at least know Huang Xing's famous name. Unexpectedly, the officer opposite didn't care at all. He exchanged a glance with another officer. The officer went into the back room and came out with a booklet after a while. Then one of the two officers began to ask questions facing the booklet.

These questions were actually relatively simple, all about the life deeds of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, and some questions were deliberately asked wrong. This made Huang Xing furious. Is there such a way to humiliate people? He couldn't help shouting loudly, "I heard that the Yue Wang Society has returned to Anqing now. You just need to call someone from the Yue Wang Society to identify us, and you'll know if we are imposters."

The officer wasn't angry at being shouted at by Huang Xing. He nodded, "That's also a way. May I ask who you two know?"

Three hours later, Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were finally led out by Chen Duxiu and others. Huang Xing, who was already dissatisfied with the officer's style, was stopped again before going out. The officer actually wanted Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren to sign the release document. If not for being in the People's Party's territory, Huang Xing would absolutely refuse to suffer this grievance.

After the group left the room, Chen Duxiu laughed, "Mr. Huang Xing doesn't need to be angry. Actually, it's not just you; the People's Party does things like this. If you refuse to sign, the People's Party cadres can't report this matter to the superiors."

Since Chen Duxiu said so, Huang Xing couldn't say anything more. The group chatted while walking. Huang Xing was somewhat disappointed to learn that Chen Ke was not in Anqing. Just as they were talking, the sound of gongs and drums suddenly sounded not far away. Looking over there, they saw another place around the corner of the street, blocked by civilian houses and invisible. However, several other people were very conspicuous. They wore black vests, the style was the same as the people cleaning the dock, but four characters "City Management" (*Cheng Guan*) were written on the shoulder blades on the back, and there were also numbers below.

"What does this City Management do?" Huang Xing saw these people were all strong young men but didn't know what exactly they did.

"These are Chengguan, equivalent to the police in Japan. Responsible for maintaining public security." Chen Duxiu explained.

"How many people did the People's Party bring exactly?" Huang Xing found it incredible.

"These Chengguan are not People's Party people, but recruited by the People's Party in Anqing city." Chen Duxiu explained.

"The People's Party is very rich?" Huang Xing couldn't help saying. To recruit personnel locally, the People's Party definitely had to pay remuneration. In such a depressed port as Anqing, the People's Party actually had the financial resources to recruit manpower; this was really rich and imposing.

Chen Duxiu's face changed slightly, but he didn't answer. Song Jiaoren saw a kind of loss in Chen Duxiu's expression. He continued to ask, "Mr. Chen, is there anything strange about recruiting manpower?"

Since Song Jiaoren asked, Chen Duxiu spoke frankly. When recruiting these personnel, the People's Party didn't give any gold, silver, or copper coins, but paid a kind of paper money called "Renminbi." These paper notes could be used to buy grain and daily necessities in the "Supply and Marketing Cooperative" opened by the People's Party in Anqing. The goods in the Supply and Marketing Cooperative were cheap, and only accepted Renminbi; no gold, silver, or copper coins were accepted.

Huang Xing didn't understand economics, and Song Jiaoren also didn't understand what significance this "Renminbi" had. Chen Duxiu looked at the two confused people with mixed feelings in his heart. He didn't understand why the People's Party spent such effort at first, but after really implementing it for this month, he figured out the People's Party's plan. "You two, the market in Anqing is depressed now, and there is no business at all. The common people have a hard time, but as long as you go to work in factories opened by the People's Party and other so-called municipal departments, you can earn Renminbi. Only after earning Renminbi can you buy food and daily necessities. If you don't work under the People's Party, life is extremely difficult. Speaking of which, I am ashamed. Our Yue Wang Society was in Anqing for a few months and actually brought Anqing to a situation where all businesses withered..."

Seeing Chen Duxiu falling into a mood of self-blame, Huang Xing still didn't understand what this economic policy meant. Song Jiaoren was smarter; he probably heard the clue. "Mr. Chen, do you mean the People's Party is the only merchant in the city with surplus grain for sale now?"

"Yes, the People's Party hires labor to buy grain nearby, and also transports some grain from other places. Then sells it at a fair price. To avoid hoarding, they don't use gold and silver but Renminbi. If you want to earn Renminbi, you can only get it by working for the People's Party. This at least gave the people of Anqing a way to live." When Chen Duxiu spoke of these, his tone was full of regret. He didn't completely regret the Yue Wang Society's rule back then; he cared more about why he didn't have such insight back then. If the Yue Wang Society could adopt such a method when occupying Anqing, they wouldn't have eaten the mountain hollow.

After the implementation of this economic policy of the People's Party, the common people had to contact and cooperate with the People's Party. With the joining of Anqing people, the People's Party at least restored order and hygiene to a desolate and chaotic Anqing. Even though life was still relatively difficult, the attitude of the common people towards the People's Party changed a lot.

"Mr. Chen, isn't there anyone printing fake money?" Song Jiaoren couldn't help asking.

Chen Duxiu took out a "Renminbi." Song Jiaoren was surprised after seeing it. Although this paper currency was not printed as beautifully as the Japanese yen and foreign currencies, the paper was tough and stiff, and the printed patterns were clean and neat. It was extremely difficult to counterfeit. Don't even think about counterfeiting it in a hurry. His first thought was that Chen Ke actually got foreign banknote printing equipment.

This was not imported equipment. Chen Ke had worked in a factory producing PS plates. He knew the difference between positive printing and negative printing. Positive printing is relief printing; the protruding part is lipophilic (ink-loving), and the non-protruding part is hydrophilic. When printing, the protruding part adsorbs ink. Negative printing is just the opposite; the part needing printing is recessed, absorbing ink, and the protruding part does not absorb ink. Foreign newspaper printing is mostly negative printing, so the handwriting is clear and the patterns are neat.

After the base area built a small paper mill close to the pollution level and technical level of the early 21st century, after experiments, raw silk and cotton were mixed into the paper fiber to make banknote paper. This method copied some paper formulas used as gimmicks in a movie about Jews making counterfeit banknotes for Nazis in WWII. Unexpectedly, the effect was actually quite good.

Chen Ke also used intaglio printing technology. You Gou led some core technical personnel and finally solved the refining of hydrophilic electrolytic aluminum and the rosin-based ink-adsorbing material. Even so, printing banknotes took a lot of effort. The yield rate was less than 30%, and waste banknotes were all burned.

Song Jiaoren simply couldn't understand the adoption of these technologies. He looked at the banknote carefully. Besides patterns, in the center of the front of the banknote were portraits of four figures side by side. The one on the left held a hammer, looking like a worker. The one in the middle wrapping a headscarf and holding a hoe should be a farmer. The one on the right was a People's Party soldier. The one on the far right was a woman holding a pickaxe, looking quite like a village girl. Below the four figures was a sentence: "The people of the whole country unite, overthrow the Manchu Qing together, and build a New China." In the upper right corner of the banknote, "Five Mao" (*Wu Mao*) was written in Chinese characters, and an Arabic numeral "5" was printed below.

Turning it over, there were also various patterns on the back. In the middle was a symbol of a sickle and hammer. Below was a line of words: "People's Bank of China" (*Zhongguo Renmin Yinhang*).

"Chinese people are very capable (*Zhongguo Renmin Hen Hang*)?" Huang Xing read beside him. Song Jiaoren couldn't help correcting, "It's People's Bank of China (*Zhongguo Renmin Yin Hang*)."

This five-mao note used all simplified characters, so no wonder Huang Xing misread it. Blushing, Huang Xing turned his face away.

Returning this five mao to Chen Duxiu, Song Jiaoren asked, "How much can this five mao money buy?"

"Two *jin* of rice." Chen Duxiu replied.

"Such a piece of paper is worth two *jin* of rice? The People's Party's money is very valuable." Huang Xing said in surprise.

"So they only issue this Renminbi to people who work. Now there is trading of Renminbi in the black market, but the People's Party controls the issuance of currency extremely strictly. It is really hard to get a single note." Chen Duxiu replied.

While talking, everyone arrived at the station of the Yue Wang Society. This was a large courtyard in the city. The members of the Yue Wang Society now had less than three hundred left. This large courtyard and several nearby houses were enough to accommodate them.

After Chen Duxiu sat down with Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing, Song Jiaoren said, "Mr. Chen, the matter of Anqing this time made the comrades of the Yue Wang Society suffer."

Chen Duxiu smiled. "Mr. Song, Mr. Huang, you came just in time. Our Yue Wang Society has decided to join the new government of Anhui. Although not joining the People's Party, we revolt together with the People's Party. So I just wanted to notify you that our Yue Wang Society formally withdraws from the Tongmenghui."

This news hit Song Jiaoren even harder than the withdrawal of the Restoration Society. Song Jiaoren felt his heart falling straight towards a bottomless abyss. Chen Duxiu's attitude towards the People's Party just now couldn't be said to be very friendly, but Song Jiaoren knew that Chen Duxiu and the Yue Wang Society had made up their minds to defect to the People's Party. Song Jiaoren didn't even have the courage to retain them anymore; he just looked at Chen Duxiu in astonishment.

Chen Duxiu didn't care much about Song Jiaoren's mood either. He said, "Our Yue Wang Society's hasty uprising this time was not only useless to the revolution but harmed the people of Anqing instead. The Yue Wang Society up and down are very distressed about this. So we decided to join the Anhui People's Government and do some practical things for the people of Anhui. Since this is the case, the Yue Wang Society can no longer stay in the Tongmenghui. Please convey this matter to Mr. Sun when Mr. Song returns."

Huang Xing couldn't help saying, "Mr. Chen, you are climbing a high branch."

Song Jiaoren was afraid Huang Xing would say even uglier words, so he hurriedly stopped him, "Brother Huang..."

Chen Duxiu was not moved by Huang Xing's attitude at all. "Brother Huang, before the uprising, Anqing couldn't be called prosperous, but at least the people's life was passable. You didn't see the miserable state of Anqing when our Yue Wang Society retreated from Anqing. It was the People's Party that returned to Anqing for a month and worked hard to rectify it that Anqing has today's appearance. If our Yue Wang Society still claims to be revolutionary heroes, that would be shameless. So we can only redeem our sins by doing practical things for the people."

"What does that have to do with withdrawing from the Tongmenghui?" Huang Xing found this unacceptable.

"Our ideal in joining the Tongmenghui was to overthrow the Manchu Qing. Now that the People's Government has been established in Anhui, the Manchu forces have been swept away. We feel we have fulfilled our obligations. In the future, it's about doing things, not talking about revolution. So everyone's choices are different, and staying in the Tongmenghui has no meaning anymore."

Huang Xing was still relentless, but since Chen Duxiu had made up his mind, he was not moved at all. Whether Huang Xing mocked or pleaded sincerely, Chen Duxiu had no intention of changing his mind. Seeing there was no other room, Song Jiaoren had to express that he would inform Sun Yat-sen of the Yue Wang Society's matter. Song Jiaoren asked where Chen Ke was again. Chen Duxiu was not sure either. He suggested Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing ask Zhang Yu, the Mayor of Anqing City of the People's Party.

When resting at night, Huang Xing sat on the bed sulking, and Song Jiaoren also said nothing. The strength shown by the People's Party made Song Jiaoren feel extreme unease. He also once thought that once the revolutionary government was established, it would immediately trigger a chain reaction nationwide, and the Manchu Qing would collapse instantly. In fact, a chain reaction did occur, but this reaction turned out to be a reshuffling of revolutionary party forces. The Tongmenghui, which once held the leadership of the revolution, now faced a situation of betrayal and separation. The People's Party had become the revolutionary center around Anhui. Various revolutionary forces actively or passively abandoned the Tongmenghui and turned to the People's Party. And until now, the People's Party hadn't shown their attitude towards the Tongmenghui at all. Song Jiaoren felt a great uneasiness.

The next day, after seeing Zhang Yu, Song Jiaoren confirmed his idea even more. Zhang Yu was very young, less than thirty years old. Revolutionaries these years were generally young. What impressed Song Jiaoren was that Zhang Yu didn't look like a revolutionary at all, but like a shrewd and capable young senior official. Except for not having a queue and cumbersome etiquette, Zhang Yu was an official in military uniform. He didn't smile, his eyes were deep, neither strict nor indulgent. When greeting Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing, they actually didn't know what Zhang Yu was thinking.

But not long after, Song Jiaoren saw the difference between Zhang Yu and Manchu officials. Zhang Yu had no airs, let alone official prestige. After calmly listening to Song Jiaoren's request to see Chen Ke, he quickly gave an answer. "Chairman Chen may be in Hefei now, but I received a notice a few days ago that Chairman Chen will return to Fengtai soon. Since both of you are revolutionary comrades of the Tongmenghui, I suggest you go to Hefei first. If you don't meet Chairman Chen, then go from Hefei to Fengtai County. Gentlemen, do you need guards?"

This matter-of-fact attitude impressed Song Jiaoren deeply. Zhang Yu showed neither hostility nor goodwill. Just proposing a solution to the problem matter-of-factly confused Song Jiaoren instead. If it were a Manchu official, they would always show their existence intentionally or unintentionally. Either to show they had status, or to show they had background, or simply hoping the other party would "pay respect" to their official status. But Zhang Yu didn't; Zhang Yu just told Song Jiaoren how to solve the matter. Everything else seemed to have nothing to do with Zhang Yu.

Was this respect or disregard? Song Jiaoren couldn't figure it out.

Zhang Yu waited politely for a while. Seeing Song Jiaoren silent, he asked again, "Do you want a guide?"

Facing this unenthusiastic but thoughtful attitude, Song Jiaoren had to reply, "Then I'll trouble you."

Zhang Yu let Song Jiaoren see what efficiency was. He spent a minute conveying the order to the clerk. The clerk spent ten minutes inviting a guide, and then Zhang Yu suggested Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing hit the road.

Song Jiaoren didn't know whether he should trust Zhang Yu, but what could he trust if not trusting him? He had to follow the guide out of the door, only to see three horses already outside. The guide mounted a horse first, and soon the three left the gate of the Anqing Municipal Committee.

"Mayor Zhang, they have set off." The clerk notified Zhang Yu of the news.

"Send a message to the base area." Zhang Yu ordered. After saying this, he threw Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing to the back of his mind. Zhang Yu's affairs were piled up like a mountain; how could he have the mind to focus on these two guys? Moreover, Chen Ke had already sent a circular letter to cadres everywhere. If they met Tongmenghui cadres coming, send them directly to Chen Ke after verifying their identities. Zhang Yu didn't have the mind to think that much.
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Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing arrived in Hefei first, but Chen Ke had already returned to Fengtai County. Urged by the guide, the two had no time to look around Hefei. The only feeling was that the situation in Hefei looked better than Anqing. From Hefei to Fengtai County, they traveled by water. On the dock, they could see a row of barges, and at the very front of the barges was actually a steamship.

"Brother, what is this steamship about?" Huang Xing found it very puzzling. Not to mention a small place like Hefei, even in Guangzhou, steamships were not common, let alone this kind of tugboat connected one by one like train carriages.

"This is the newly opened transport fleet, making a round trip every week." The guide explained. While explaining, the guide looked curiously; it was also his first time seeing a tugboat in reality. The internal training classes of the People's Party paid great attention to common sense. The range of common sense in this era was vastly different from that in the 21st century. Chen Ke had discovered this problem before. His thinking span easily detached from the basic thinking within the Party, and one important reason was that "common sense" differed too much. To solve this problem, the internal training of the People's Party paid special attention to education in this regard, and the latest means of transportation were key contents. Although this kind of tugboat was only in the trial voyage period, the training for cadres and guides in the base area had completed education in the form of pictures.

This was also the reason why the base area opened art classes. As a person from the 21st century, Chen Ke originally positioned the concept of "fine arts" on "art." Now he understood that for a regime, the practical role of "fine arts" was far greater than he imagined. Without a large number of art talents, many propaganda and education works would be extremely difficult. For example, now the students of the Mapping Department on the dock were sketching the steamship with pencils.

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren both saw this group of people in military uniforms sitting on the dock and felt very curious. Leaning over to look, this group of soldiers was actually drawing, which made Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren feel extremely puzzled. Learning to draw was a pastime for rich people these years; they didn't understand why the soldiers of the People's Party had such a pastime hobby.

Those who could serve as guides were smart and clever soldiers in the base area. He had seen pictures in class and knew that these pictures were drawn by soldiers. Facing "outsiders" like Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, he felt there was no reason to explain the internal working methods of the People's Party to these people. Facing the questions of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, the guide answered according to the requirements in the regulations: "I don't know."

The tugboat fleet was composed of five flat-bottomed boats dedicated to inland rivers designed by Yan Fu. Since there were not many people going to Fengtai County, four were cargo ships and one was a passenger ship. A pergola was built on the passenger ship. The wooden boards made according to the size of the cabin deck had several very practical card slots and support rods. These small designs firmly clamped the rows of seats on the sturdy wooden boards. This easy-to-disassemble seat was designed by the department of the National Defense Science and Technology Commission itself. There was a strong "Chen Ke" style in this model. Furniture in the 21st century is becoming more and more standardized. Easy to disassemble, easy to combine. What Chen Ke loved most was furniture of this model. In the training of the industrial department, Chen Ke paid great attention to the promotion of this model. Craftsmen of this era did not lack hands-on ability; what they lacked was this design idea. What was lacking even more was the concept of "maintenance." In this era, "heirlooms" were generally liked, and a piece of furniture was wished to be used for hundreds of years. Since it was this idea, and there were no cheap steel products, all things naturally took the route of being thick and large.

The industrial department of the base area also had this idea at the beginning. Chen Ke gave lectures many times and conducted detailed cost accounting. The result was that if malicious damage could be effectively avoided, products of this easy-to-disassemble combination type had the highest efficiency. It's just that the processing difficulty increased, and the requirements for materials increased. Due to the use of coal gas internal combustion engine power generation equipment, primitive electric lathes also appeared. Although the thickness of copper wires was not uniform enough, the power was low, and the precision of bearings was far inferior to the level of industrial countries. But with these inferior machine tools, the processing difficulty was immediately reduced a lot. So the work that originally required many skilled craftsmen, as well as work that consumed huge time, became much simpler. The base area was finally able to mass-produce some relatively "standardized" products.

Not just seats, the four cargo ships adopted the concept of "containers." If it were before, just sawing out the wooden boards for "containers" would require a huge manpower investment. Now the only two small electric saws in the base area increased the efficiency of sawing wood by more than ten times. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren didn't know that to reduce costs, the sawmill actually used a lot of female labor. The base area said equal pay for equal work, but in fact, it was far from reaching such an average level. The actual wages of female labor were only less than half of male labor, so for these jobs with little demand for physical strength, "state-owned enterprises" were more inclined to hire women.

Design ideas and operation modes determine efficiency, and the development of containers greatly improved efficiency. Then the remaining problem was accumulating experience in work. Chen Ke didn't understand the specific design of containers; he just proposed this idea. The specific experience of shipping depended on everyone deepening it themselves. In fact, what this thing needed to deepen was the influence of cargo assembly on hull balance. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren could catch this boat because the balance was not mastered well in this loading and unloading. After several adjustments, the departure time was affected.

Despite multiple adjustments, these flatbed tugboats also had some slight deviations. At least the simple mercury levels installed on the ships showed deviation angles within the allowable range. The four ships either deviated to the left or to the right, and the balance between front and back was also barely satisfactory. But everyone couldn't wait indefinitely. The fleet commander issued the order to sail. As soon as the whistle sounded, the tugboat set off.

This was the third trial voyage. With the sound of the whistle, the number of people watching on the dock suddenly increased. Men and women, old and young, were quite excited watching the steamship without sails, but with white smoke coming out of the chimney, making a huge roar and starting slowly by its own power. Children couldn't help running forward with the tugboat team. Their speed was much faster than the ship that had just started. This transport ship captured from the Hubei Navy towed the long tugboat team, moving difficultly but ceaselessly towards the front.

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren both returned from Japan. Looking at this familiar appearance, they suddenly had an illusion. Huang Xing couldn't help whispering to Song Jiaoren, "Do you feel like we are back at a Japanese dock?"

Song Jiaoren nodded. He also didn't expect the People's Party to do this. There were not many passengers on the ship. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were very good at making friends with people. From waiting for the ship to start, they chatted with the passengers in front and behind. Ticket sales did not accept gold and silver, only Renminbi. From Hefei to Fengtai County, two yuan of Renminbi was needed, which meant eight *jin* of rice was needed. If not taking a boat but using other means of transportation, eight *jin* of rice was absolutely not enough.

The passenger sitting in front of Song Jiaoren looked a bit pale because he was worried about the ship capsizing. He held the back of the seat in front tightly and refused to let go. But he still firmly chose the tugboat as a means of transportation. The brother sitting next to him looked very relaxed; he even had a cigarette produced in the base area in his hand. Cigarettes in the base area were relatively cheap, one yuan a pack, twenty cigarettes a pack. In the conversation, it was learned that this brother went to the base area to buy cigarettes and then sell them to Wuhu.

"Brother Wang, why doesn't the People's Party sell it themselves, but allow you to sell it instead?" Huang Xing was somewhat puzzled.

"We have people in Wuhu and can buy cheap rice." Merchant Wang laughed proudly. The Manchu Qing blocked the sales of the Wuhu rice market to the base area. But the Manchu system was never reliable. Merchant Wang could get rice. He bought cigarettes and glass products from the base area. Then transported them to Wuhu, and then bought rice from Wuhu and transported it to Anqing. After Anqing accepted the rice, a receipt was issued. If Merchant Wang couldn't transport enough rice, he had to pay the purchase money to the base area for the gap, and also pay 20% tax. If the amount of rice transported by Merchant Wang exceeded the predetermined amount, the base area would provide equivalent cigarettes or glass products according to the receipt issued by Anqing.

After listening to Merchant Wang's triumphant bragging, Huang Xing couldn't help asking, "Brother Wang, this kind of remote delivery exploits people most. Are you not afraid?"

Merchant Wang couldn't help laughing out loud. "To tell you the truth, I offended people in the government office and encountered some difficulties from the government, almost ruining my family business. It happened that the People's Party people fought over and destroyed the Manchu government office. Only then was I spared. But my family was also tossed enough. Brother, I don't want my life anymore; I carry my head to do this. The People's Party does things really differently from the Manchu Qing. I have run several times and never defaulted on a penny. However..." Speaking of this, Merchant Wang kept suspense.

"What?" Huang Xing hurriedly joined in with an enthusiastic voice. Huang Xing was really interested in Merchant Wang's speculation being so successful.

Merchant Wang lowered his voice and said, "I see the People's Party manages extremely strictly. If they were Manchu officials, encountering such business, their eyes would always turn red, and they could always deduct. Although the people in the People's Party do things cumbersomely, they all mean to finish the matter and report back as soon as possible. It is the first time I have seen such a government office."

"So that's it." Huang Xing showed a look of sudden realization. He continued to flatter, "That's also because Brother Wang is a figure; the People's Party has to look up to Brother Wang."

Being worn this high hat, Merchant Wang's mood was even higher. Coupled with the skillful flattery of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, he couldn't help bragging that he didn't originally take the Wuhu-Anqing route, but transported rice from Wuhu back to Hefei. But Anqing occupied by the People's Party lacked grain, so they gave Merchant Wang a special preferential price, so he transported rice to Anqing. This route was very profitable. The only problem was that Merchant Wang couldn't find goods to transport back to Wuhu from Anqing. Every time he walked back to Hefei from Anqing by land, he was empty-handed, which distressed him very much. If he could open another trade route from Anqing to Hefei, this would constitute a "triangular trade," and the income would be greater.

He went to the Fengtai County base area this time, firstly because regular shipping was opened, and he wanted to enjoy it. Secondly, he wanted to visit the high officials he knew in Fengtai County to build relationships. Thirdly, he wanted to discuss if there were any new trade routes that could be opened.

Speaking of this, Merchant Wang said regretfully, "Although the People's Party lets you make money and doesn't deduct, the People's Party manages too strictly, and the profit is just that big. If I can't open more trade routes, I still can't make a big fortune. Especially the People's Party absolutely does not allow ironware trading. They have so many cheap farm tools; selling them to Wuhu would be huge profits. And cotton, the People's Party planted a lot of cotton and harvested a lot. Now the price of cotton in places like Shanghai is skyrocketing. Transporting cotton to Shanghai is even bigger business. But the People's Party would rather sell these profitable things to the common people extremely cheaply than sell them to other places. It's really a pity."

Merchants knew very well what could make big money. Merchant Wang naturally didn't know the fiscal policy of the People's Party. For consumer goods like cheap glass and tobacco, the People's Party didn't care about exporting in large quantities at all. Ironware and cotton were important products to improve people's lives. The base area didn't have enough for its own use, so naturally, it absolutely refused to export.

Neither Huang Xing nor Song Jiaoren understood economics. They neither had the concept of economic "unified accounting and industry subsidies" nor understood the economic means of "distorting supply and demand." Regarding why the People's Party depressed the prices of ironware and cotton, which should have been expensive, to such an extent, the two didn't understand either. From Merchant Wang's great praise of the advantages of iron farm tools in the base area over wooden farm tools, and that women could also farm independently after using these iron farm tools, they could roughly imagine the help of these farm tools to the livelihood of the common people.

Despite being very fearful of the People's Party, Song Jiaoren still couldn't help praising, "Cheap farm tools is also a benevolent policy."

Although the guide comrade who had been listening quietly beside didn't make a sound, his heart was full of thoughts. Comrade Guide was a staff member of the People's Party, and his home was in Fengtai County. Along the way this time, he hoped very much that Chairman Chen Ke was not in Hefei, so he could take the opportunity to go back to his home in Fengtai to have a look. He disliked people like Merchant Wang very much. The dislike was not only because of the "opposing exploitation" in the political education of the People's Party. Chinese common people didn't welcome merchants originally either. Everyone thought merchants did not engage in production, relying on buying low and selling high, hoarding and speculating for profit. Merchant Wang did nothing, but could earn more money than People's Party and government department personnel just by selling things. The guide was naturally extremely dissatisfied in his heart.

But Song Jiaoren's praise sounded extremely comfortable to the guide's ears. The guide was already married, and his wife gave birth to a son for him. Being able to give birth to a son to carry on the family line, the woman's status at home would be higher anyway. Regarding the People's Party's women's liberation movement, the guide didn't care much about the meaning in terms of "morality." It wasn't that he didn't talk about morality, but being good to others is a very basic moral tendency. As long as it doesn't involve one's own interests, everyone agrees that one should be good to others. The reason is actually quite selfish: if others are good to "others," it also means others will be good to oneself.

Since the People's Party provided a large number of new employment opportunities, Comrade Guide's wife, as a military dependent, naturally had to "respond to the call." What this call brought was actual benefits. First of all, his wife could earn money. Every time Comrade Guide returned home, his mother would chatter that the daughter-in-law was not filial. Even Comrade Guide knew that his mother had her eyes on the wages earned by his wife.

As military dependents, they can enter military enterprises and state-owned enterprises with priority. Plus the child can enter kindergarten, his wife's livelihood is absolutely no problem. This put Comrade Guide in a dilemma; filial piety to his mother was proper. But the People's Party didn't allow bullying.

There had been such things in the troops. Some soldiers ordered their wives to give all money to their parents, but the wives were unwilling. According to tradition, the soldier beat his wife. As a result, female comrades from the Women's Federation came to the door on the same day to "criticize and educate" the soldier. The soldier naturally refused to accept it. "It's my family affair; since when is it your turn to manage it?" Although he was polite with his mouth, he was even more annoyed in his heart. His own wife dared to use outsiders to "suppress" her husband?! Turning the sky upside down!! As a result, there was another good beating that night.

Unexpectedly, the people of the Women's Federation were extremely "serious" in doing things. The next day, they actually came to this soldier's home to look again. Seeing the soldier's wife with a face full of wounds, the female comrades of the Women's Federation were furious. Seeing faces torn, the soldier simply quarreled loudly with the comrades of the Women's Federation. At the end of the quarrel, he drove the Women's Federation comrades out directly.

On the third day, the local army political commissar came to the door. The soldier dared to quarrel with the female comrades of the Women's Federation, but absolutely dared not drive the political commissar out. The political commissar criticized fiercely and finally ordered the soldier to apologize to his wife. The soldier had to apologize.

This matter was not over yet. After the soldier returned to the army, he was called by the political commissar of his own unit for "profound ideological education" and even criticized in a circular. And the local civil affairs department also cooperated very well, directly allocating a house to this soldier, and his wife moved out with the child to live. The household registration (*hukou*) was also separated.

The social system of the base area is quite perfect. As long as you follow the People's Party, the government can always come up with a way to let you exert your labor. Being able to labor can cover food and drink. This incident directly led to a wave of family separation in the old base areas. Those military dependents who refused to live with their in-laws and suffer anger applied for independent household registration and housing one after another. These applications were basically satisfied.

There were extremely many military dependents in the unit where this Comrade Guide's wife was located. She also simply applied for separate housing. Comrade Guide was a filial son. Since he was not by his parents' side, he also hoped his wife could take care of his parents more. The problem was that some things were not entirely up to him to decide. His elder brother and sister-in-law were very enthusiastic about the younger brother and sister moving out to live alone. The reason was simple: after the younger brother and sister moved out, a lot of space would be free in the house.

Thinking of family affairs, Comrade Guide felt a lot of helplessness in his heart. Although he also missed his parents, wife, and child, sometimes he really didn't want to go home. In the army, officers and soldiers were equal; everyone was young and congenial. There were so many good comrades-in-arms and good comrades. Everyone helped each other and lived very well. Once he went home, various family affairs came one after another. As the saying goes, even an upright official finds it hard to settle family affairs. As a member of the family, Comrade Guide's words didn't count absolutely at home. Various family relationships annoyed him to death.

Just thinking about his own affairs, a whistle sounded suddenly from the front. Everyone was attracted by this sound. Leaning out from the side of the boat to look, they saw a tugboat fleet coming from the opposite side. Comrade Guide was somewhat surprised. According to internal education, there was only one tugboat fleet running the line between Fengtai County and Hefei now. Why did a new fleet suddenly appear on the river?
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Passing each other in opposite directions on an inland river is troublesome for fleets. The width and depth of the river channel, and the dry and wet seasons greatly limit the free navigation of fleets. According to regulations, both fleets reduced speed and used semaphore and whistles to determine their respective positions and actions.

Experts watch the knack, while laymen watch the excitement. The passengers on the boat were a group of laymen. They just watched the two fleets moving slowly and crossing each other. They couldn't understand the nervousness of the two captains and first mates at all. Just looking at the parts of the ships on the water surface sailing side by side in opposite directions didn't show any danger. The problem was that the undercurrents stirred up by the underwater parts of the ships were unimaginable. Fast speed was bad, but too slow speed actually had more disastrous consequences. This would make the two ships inevitably collide. Fortunately, Mr. Yan Fu was indeed proficient in piloting and ship knowledge. Although the two captains who graduated from the Naval Academy of the base area were on tenterhooks, no problems occurred during the crossing. The relieved captains ordered whistles to be blown to greet each other in a friendly manner, and the two fleets gradually disappeared from each other's vision.

After watching such a leisurely fleet crossing at close range, Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren's interest in talking with Merchant Wang decreased greatly. The direction of everyone's discussion turned to when they could arrive in Fengtai County. And the one who seemingly had the final say on the ship was this Comrade Guide. The guide hadn't taken a tugboat either, so he had to frankly admit that he didn't know either. Song Jiaoren knew the guide didn't like to talk and barely said a word during the entire journey, so he didn't say more.

The tugboat fleet didn't travel slowly; the average speed per hour could reach 10 kilometers. Except for adding water and coal at the anchorage, it didn't stop in the middle. The group arrived at the destination, the current headquarters of the People's Party, Fengtai County, in less than 20 hours.

"It's really not slow." Huang Xing said. Song Jiaoren just nodded but didn't speak. In front of him was the ruling center of the People's Party, the capital of a real "state within a state." Having seen so many big cities, before seeing Fengtai County with his own eyes, Song Jiaoren couldn't help but imagine this current revolutionary center of China as a real metropolis. If it wasn't a real metropolis, how could the People's Party sweep half of Anhui with this as a base?

When he really saw Fengtai County, Song Jiaoren couldn't help being disappointed. This was a not-so-large county town. Compared with Anqing and Hefei, and even compared with the thousand-year-old ancient city of Shouzhou seen on the waterway, Fengtai County was relatively small. However, looking closely, Fengtai County had places different from other cities. Some tall buildings stood in Fengtai County town. And the dock of Fengtai County was far livelier than other places, even the current Anqing couldn't compare with it.

As soon as they went onto the dock, a strong lively atmosphere rushed over. Loaders, either with coiled queues or short hair, loaded and unloaded goods with the help of simple machinery. Did such a small Fengtai County have so many goods to load and unload? Song Jiaoren was very surprised. Before he could observe in detail, the guide urged Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing to go to the reception desk quickly.

Leading from the dock to the county town was a newly built gravel road. The road surface was quite flat and comfortable to walk on. After walking for a while, Song Jiaoren discovered that his original impression of Fengtai County might not be correct. On both sides of the road were newly built red brick houses. There were not many shops, but the people coming and going on the street obviously had businesses, and everyone looked very energetic. This appearance puzzled Song Jiaoren a bit. Prosperous areas are places where shops gather. Fengtai County looked quite prosperous now, but there were surprisingly few merchants. This street scene was a bit too weird.

Continuing forward for a while, Song Jiaoren discovered another special feature. There were too many people wearing "uniforms" in Fengtai County. On the contrary, the proportion of common people in ordinary clothes was far lower than various people in "uniforms." Under the influence of the uniformed crowd filling the street, Song Jiaoren even felt whether he had arrived in a military city.

The reception desk was in front of a row of houses in Fengtai County. People came and went here even more lively, but it was not a downtown area at all. Song Jiaoren saw the house open facing the street, with two signs hanging on both sides of the main entrance. The sign on the left read "Fengtai County Government, Anhui Province," and the right read "Fengtai County Committee of the Chinese People's Party." The characters were written extremely well, obviously from the hand of a master.

Although he recognized the characters on these signs and understood the meaning of the characters, Song Jiaoren really couldn't connect the Yamen of Fengtai County with the government Yamen he imagined. There were neither high walls surrounding it nor a grand hall and other traditional layouts. Except that this row of houses was a bit distant from the street, leaving a space similar to a field, the Fengtai County Government looked just like an ordinary house of a wealthy family. Moreover, trees were planted neatly in this open space, and there were some stone seats of strange texture under the trees. Apart from this, there was absolutely no setting that reminded people of majesty. Those entering and leaving the county government were also ordinary people, going in and out of the county government gate like visiting neighbors. Who would be willing to deal with the government office if they had nothing to do these years? This abnormal appearance surprised Song Jiaoren extremely.

"You two, let's go in." Seeing Song Jiaoren looking left and right unwilling to continue walking, the guide couldn't help urging.

As soon as he entered the door of the county government, Song Jiaoren saw tables and chairs in the room, but not high above like in a traditional grand hall. The floor of the entire room looked like stone, smooth and hard, yet a whole piece. Several ordinary tables were placed in the middle. Two men and two women sat behind the tables, and common people were waiting in front of the tables.

"You ask about grain sales; go to the second door on the left corridor."

"Housing application requires obtaining a household registration (*hukou*) first, or a certificate issued by the unit. Proving that you work in that unit... The certificate of a private unit won't do; private units need to issue a certificate at the Industry and Commerce Bureau. Proving that they hired you to work there... You ask why? If a private unit defaults on wages, you can go to the Industry and Commerce Bureau to apply for legal mediation... The legal mediation I mentioned means the court or the judicial section in the district is responsible for this matter..."

"If you want to file a lawsuit, you have to go to the court. The court is out the door and walk west for about a hundred steps... Our government is different from the original government office; our government is not responsible for lawsuits. Lawsuits are the responsibility of the court."

There were many people in the room. Several cadres in military uniforms in the main room explained to them where to go to handle affairs. They also had to be responsible for some explanatory work. Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing saw that these four cadres were all very young; one little girl looked less than twenty years old.

The three queued up to wait. Listening to the skilled answers of these receptionists, Song Jiaoren admired them more and more in his heart. He was knowledgeable. Although he didn't understand the formation mode of the new government, after listening for a while, he could also feel that in Fengtai County under the rule of the People's Party, someone was specifically responsible for everything. Instead of managing everything like the original government office but managing nothing well.

The common people were not familiar with the government's work. Some people saw the government people received them kindly and pestered them endlessly. The staff could only stand up helplessly and lead the common people to the department specifically responsible. There were also some common people, especially those applying for housing, who were obviously confused facing complicated procedures. As a result, it wasn't known what result they got inside; anyway, they ran out again to pester the receptionists, really saying all good words. But the receptionists were not actually responsible for the work, so they got entangled. Song Jiaoren listened to the content, which was nothing more than issuing certificates.

Some common people didn't know how to issue certificates at all. At this time, some clerks also returned from outside. The receptionists asked these clerks, who were obviously responsible for leading the way, to take the common people to issue certificates. Song Jiaoren watched with relish, but Huang Xing was a bit impatient. The trivial matters of the common people were concentrated in this room, and a group of super patient clerks were responsible for telling them who to find for solutions. Huang Xing was exhausted from the journey, tired and sleepy, and his mood became terrible. After standing for a long time, it still hadn't reached Huang Xing and the others.

However, one thing surprised Huang Xing very much. He had organized some revolutionary actions involving public participation before, and the public's performance was extremely unruly. As a result, in this county government, everyone queued up. As long as someone dared to jump the queue, other common people immediately scolded and stopped them. This spontaneous rule was completely different from common people in other places. While waiting impatiently, Huang Xing asked Song Jiaoren, "Is the folk custom in Fengtai County different from other places?"

At this time, a common person coming out from inside wanted to talk to the clerk. The common people queuing behind immediately clamored, "Queue up, queue up!"

Those common people who wanted to jump the queue originally wanted to pretend not to hear, but the clerk also darkened his face and said to the common person trying to jump the queue: "Please go to the back and queue up."

"I'll just say one more thing." The common person trying to jump the queue pleaded.

"You go to the back and queue up first." The clerk didn't accommodate at all. The common person was helpless and went to the back to queue up sheepishly.

After watching these, Song Jiaoren whispered, "Brother Huang, queueing is always a rule."

Huang Xing wanted to speak, but heard the guide who had been silent beside him say in an unfriendly tone: "Queueing is not for talking about rules; queueing is the most efficient. Also the fairest, first come first served. After finishing one thing, start a new thing. Crowding together in a swarm, nothing can be done."

This tone was impolite, but quite reasonable. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren turned to look at the guide, only to see the guide turn his head somewhat contemptuously, looking listlessly at the clerk at the front of the queue.

"Brother, your words are too arbitrary. Talk about rules in everything..." Huang Xing was somewhat unconvinced.

The guide was also very tired. Physically exhausted, his mood naturally wouldn't be much better. He continued to say grumpily: "The purpose of making rules is to solve problems faster and more effectively. So obeying rules is not for the rules themselves, but to get things done well. Everyone is willing to queue because they feel that although waiting in line is anxious, it is already the best method. If swarming up can get things done well, you see everyone will definitely swarm up."

Being rebuked, Huang Xing was naturally unconvinced. Song Jiaoren hurriedly stopped Huang Xing. He agreed with the guide's words in his heart, but he couldn't speak for the guide. So stopping Huang Xing from continuing the conflict was Song Jiaoren's only choice.

After waiting for a while, it was finally Huang Xing's turn. The one receiving them was the youngest girl in the reception desk. She had noticed Huang Xing and the others for a while. The girl looked up and asked, "What help do you need?"

The guide said, "These two are comrades from outside who want to see Chairman Chen. May I ask who is responsible for reception?"

The girl stood up after hearing this. "Comrades, please follow me."

Entering the corridor on the right hand, "Foreign Affairs Office" was written on the door of the innermost room. Several people entered the room, and the girl said with a smile, "I am Ren Qiying, Director of the Fengtai County Party Office. I am responsible for reception work."

The guide knew the status of the Director of the County Party Office. Those who could reach this position were basically members of the Standing Committee of the County Party Committee and Executive Deputy Magistrates. In the base area, especially an old base area like Fengtai County, this was already a senior cadre. The guide immediately stood at attention and saluted, "Comrade Ren Qiying, I am Ma Hongsheng, a guide from the Office of the Anqing Municipal Committee. These two are Mr. Huang Xing and Mr. Song Jiaoren of the Tongmenghui. Mayor Zhang Yu ordered me to bring the two to see Chairman Chen Ke. Report completed."

Although Guide Ma Hongsheng said "Report" with his mouth, his attitude was so confident and natural, as if a noble big shot was introducing his guests to a distinguished guest.

After listening, Ren Qiying extended her hand to Ma Hongsheng. "Comrade Ma Hongsheng, you've worked hard. Is there anything else to explain?"

"No more." Ma Hongsheng answered while shaking hands with Ren Qiying.

"Then I will write a certificate for you now." After Ren Qiying finished speaking, she sat on the left and began to write documents.

Song Jiaoren was very surprised watching the two handing over tasks. These two seemed to be in a subordinate relationship, but there was not a trace of superiority or inferiority. Except for the different levels of work, the two seemed completely equal. No status suppressing people, no claiming credit and arrogance. This attitude felt completely unreasonably absurd in this era.

Song Jiaoren certainly didn't know that "guides" like Ma Hongsheng came from the Reconnaissance Troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, and Ren Qiying was a young cadre Chen Ke appreciated quite a lot. Both were outstanding talents and backbones in departments in the base area. He thought that the cadres of the People's Party all had such quality and cultivation. This startled Song Jiaoren quite a bit.

Ma Hongsheng took the certificate and read it carefully once, then put the certificate into an envelope. After bidding farewell to everyone, he left the reception office relaxed.

Ren Qiying stood up and invited Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren to sit down, then poured water for the two. The base area office used glass cups, not to show off wealth, but because glass utensils were cheap in the base area now and could be recycled. Song Jiaoren didn't know this situation. Looking at the glass windows of the office, the glass water pitcher and glass cups holding water, the "wealth" of the People's Party surprised this senior cadre of the Tongmenghui quite a bit.

"I have heard of you two. Mr. Huang Xing manages military affairs, and Mr. Song Jiaoren manages government affairs. You are Mr. Sun's right-hand men in the Tongmenghui." Ren Qiying spoke very politely. These were all contents in Chen Ke's letter. After briefly introducing the situation of the Tongmenghui, Chen Ke wrote unceremoniously that if the Tongmenghui sent people, don't care too much, just send them directly to Chen Ke.

She didn't care about Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren in her heart, but Ren Qiying wouldn't be rude. The host flattering the guest is also etiquette in dealing with people.

Sure enough, Huang Xing's unhappy look brightened a lot. He laughed, "Miss Ren, we are entrusted by Mr. Sun Yat-sen, President of the Tongmenghui, to come and visit Mr. Chen Ke, Chairman of the People's Party. Is Mr. Chen Ke in Fengtai County?"

"Chairman Chen has gone to the rural areas near Fengtai County to inspect local elections and is not in the county town now. Did you come by tugboat?"

"Yes."

Ren Qiying said heartily, "Then you must be tired. How about this, I'll arrange for you two to rest first. Wait until tomorrow to see if Chairman Chen has returned. We'll talk then, okay?"

After hearing this, Song Jiaoren said seriously, "Miss Ren, as far as we know, it is very likely that the Manchu Qing will send troops to attack the People's Party base area within a month. Aren't you anxious?"

"Anxious? Is being anxious useful?" Ren Qiying asked back in a friendly manner.

Song Jiaoren thought all the way. Apart from pointing out the "crisis situation" of the People's Party, he couldn't think of any better way to persuade the People's Party to join the Tongmenghui. Along the way, he saw the huge territory of the People's Party. Although he couldn't see the number of troops, the number of Anhui people who had already attached themselves to the People's Party was really quite large.

Knowing one's own family affairs, Song Jiaoren knew that the current strength of the Tongmenghui couldn't help the People's Party at all. If the People's Party won again in the upcoming war, the Tongmenghui would never be able to interest the People's Party in the slightest. He had actually given up the idea of letting the People's Party join the Tongmenghui. What Song Jiaoren hoped for was "cooperation." As long as the People's Party could announce even one call through the Tongmenghui, such as a call to Chinese students in Japan, Song Jiaoren was confident he could maximize this opportunity.

Ren Qiying's answer made Song Jiaoren feel a kind of nervousness, but he hadn't given up yet. He felt Ren Qiying was just a young girl who didn't understand military affairs. Although Ren Qiying said "anxiety is useless," that was just a wrong view.

"Miss Ren, the Manchu army is pressing down on the border; the situation cannot be said not to be critical." Song Jiaoren had to continue bluffing.

Ren Qiying stood up and pointed to the map of China on the wall. She asked with a smile, "Since Mr. Song says so, then I want to ask Mr. Song, the Manchu army is pressing down on the border; what is their marching route? Where are their troops stockpiled? What are the unit numbers? How many are there? Who is the commander? Can Mr. Song explain to me facing the map?"

Song Jiaoren only felt the muscles on his face twitching. When he saw Ren Qiying, he felt Ren Qiying was young and very kind. She completely lacked the "impulsive and passionate" temperament of female revolutionaries like Qiu Jin. So he couldn't help feeling Ren Qiying was a weak girl. Being rebuked by Ren Qiying with a gentle attitude and a smiling face, Song Jiaoren felt he really misjudged. The girl in front of him was not weak at all, but a true smiling tiger.
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Ren Qiying used the management methods learned in the "Labor Camp" during the flood last year, plus some knowledge about logistics learned from Yuwen Badu, and casually asked about basic aspects such as enemy strength and marching. She immediately exposed Song Jiaoren's lies. Song Jiaoren's face turned red instantly.

Seeing the situation was wrong, Huang Xing hurriedly smoothed things over for Song Jiaoren. He said with a straight face, "How can such a major event be told to a girl like you!"

Ren Qiying did not pursue the victory. She just wanted to give Song Jiaoren a head-on blow. For those who were full of big words, giving them "rules" was also a last resort. Since Huang Xing began to be poor in words, she should also make some statement on this matter. Ren Qiying laughed heartily, "I am just a civil official, not a soldier. Indeed, I cannot intervene in military command matters."

Although the words were polite, Ren Qiying clearly pointed out that she "could not intervene in military command" only because of institutional reasons. This did not mean that Ren Qiying could not participate in military operations. But the meaning of these words was too subtle. If it were Chen Ke, he would naturally understand. Ren Qiying didn't know if Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren could understand.

There was no point in continuing the conversation here. Ren Qiying suggested the two rest, but Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were anxious to see Chen Ke. Seeing their attitude was very firm, Ren Qiying had to send a communicator from the county to take them to Yuezhangji. Chen Ke was inspecting the election in Yuezhangji.

Yuezhangji was once the target of the first military operation of the People's Party, and now it was the earliest rural base area of the People's Party. The main road leading to Yuezhangji had basically been completed. Different from the lively area near the dock centered on cargo loading, unloading, and storage, the roadside from Fengtai County to Yuezhangji was the technological essence area of the People's Party. Units including schools, scientific research, and factories were connected one by one. From the perspective of this era, these units each enclosed a large piece of reserved land.

Because they were unhappy in their hearts, Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren didn't speak. Even looking at the large unit parks, the two didn't ask the communicator walking beside them. But after walking for a while, the two were still attracted by the scenery on the roadside. In fact, this scenery was nothing special. If it were a person from the 21st century, they would definitely not feel anything special because the scenery on the roadside was very monotonous.

The People's Party implemented "Big Government," and the entire agriculture was considered preliminarily planned. Not to mention the small trees planted neatly by the roadside, it was also the same in regional planning. On the vast fields, trees, bamboo forests, and crops were planted in neat large patches. Even the open fields after harvest were continuous in patches. The neat ridges only had a certain degree of curvature when encountering ditches and ponds; otherwise, they extended straight away. In between were not-so-narrow dirt roads.

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were dumbfounded. The farmland in Fengtai County was very different from the rural areas in the south composed of small pieces of land with different shapes. Compared with the orderly vast land here, the rural areas in the south were like a beautiful and gentle Jiangnan girl, while Fengtai County was a rough and heroic big man.

"I didn't expect the land here to be so regular." Huang Xing sighed.

The communicator in the county was a young man, just twenty years old. His knowledge couldn't compare with Guide Ma Hongsheng, who came from the reconnaissance troops. Hearing Huang Xing say this, the communicator said proudly, "There was a big flood here last year. A year ago, it was still a large mud pond. These are all lands we opened up ourselves. When opening new land, Chairman Chen personally led people to plan. Originally, we didn't believe we could make it so regular ourselves. As a result, we really made it this year; we were also very surprised ourselves."

Huang Xing looked at the fields stretching as far as the eye could see. He was truly shocked. "Could it be done like this in just one year?"

The communicator also participated in rural construction. He replied enthusiastically, "Yes, men and women, old and young, all went into battle together. Chairman Chen personally took the lead. Party members of the People's Party, cadres and soldiers of the troops all personally repaired ridges and reclaimed land for farming. We spent a lot of effort. I was responsible for planting bamboo at that time. Look at the bamboo forest by the pond over there; it was planted by our County Party Committee."

Following the direction of the communicator's finger, sure enough, there was a large bamboo forest by the pond. The bamboo was not yet as tall as a person; it should be planted this year.

"When the bamboo grows tall, the scenery should be good." Song Jiaoren laughed. Ponds, lotus flowers, bamboo forests. If a pavilion were built for people to fish leisurely, this would be one of the favorite sceneries of literati.

"Bamboo is used as building material." The communicator didn't have such elegance. He talked about the original purpose of planting bamboo forests.

Seeing this new scenery, Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were quite excited and talked more. The communicator knew that the two were going to see Chairman Chen Ke, thinking that they should not be enemies. Plus young people love to show off, so he talked about the rural construction of the base area all the way.

The communicator ran everywhere originally, transmitting orders and news, and had much more knowledge than ordinary action personnel. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren also wanted to know the situation of the base area. At first, chatting with the communicator, the two sighed with emotion. Listening later, the two spoke less instead.

Many members of the Tongmenghui came from landlord and merchant backgrounds, and many were also from big landlord backgrounds. However, these people's understanding of rural system construction was limited to their own land. There was not a single person who had a comprehensive understanding like this People's Party communicator. This was not just farming, but from land measurement and division to the construction of irrigation systems and the rational allocation of various lands. Just knowing these things would be considered extremely knowledgeable and capable in the Tongmenghui. This communicator was ordered by You Gou (Note: Context implies You Gou is a superior, possibly implying he works under her or general command). Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren felt that the status of the communicator was not high. Even a small clerk with not high status in the People's Party could have his own understanding of the entire county. Huang Xing didn't feel this fact deeply, but Song Jiaoren felt a strong discomfort.

To manage a place, there must be personnel familiar with the local situation. If an official is parachuted to a certain place, he is basically blind. Song Jiaoren originally thought that the People's Party became a force by gathering a group of desperadoes. As a senior cadre of the Tongmenghui, Song Jiaoren really didn't think there were many real revolutionaries in China. He took it for granted that most revolutionaries who "understood revolutionary concepts" were now in organizations like the Tongmenghui or the Restoration Society. Now seeing this communicator, he truly felt to what extent the power of the People's Party had grown.

Of course, without the vast and neat fields in front of him, and without the communicator "pointing out the rivers and mountains" (commenting on state affairs), Song Jiaoren would not admit this fact. Only after seeing with his own eyes that the People's Party had transformed the countryside on a large scale did Song Jiaoren know that the Tongmenghui had been left far behind by the People's Party.

"Is the appearance of this countryside planned by Mr. Chen Ke personally?" Song Jiaoren asked.

Mentioning Chen Ke, the communicator became even more spirited. "This was Chairman Chen personally organizing surveying teams, organizing engineering teams, and mobilizing the masses to participate in labor. Before these lands were sorted out, Chairman Chen had people draw a huge picture. The current appearance is exactly the same as in that picture. But that picture was removed this year; you two can't see it."

Hearing this, Song Jiaoren pursued a question, "Is Mr. Chen a native of Fengtai?"

Mentioning Chen Ke's origin, the communicator was stunned. He really hadn't thought about this question. After thinking for a while, the communicator replied, "Chairman Chen is a Northerner. But our Fengtai County people feel he is one of our own in Fengtai County."

Song Jiaoren fell completely silent. If Chen Ke was a native of Fengtai County, it was possible that Chen Ke had had the idea long ago. Since Chen Ke was not a local of Fengtai County, it meant that Chen Ke designed the appearance of the new Fengtai County only after arriving in Fengtai County. Song Jiaoren couldn't think of anyone in the Tongmenghui who could have such management and planning capabilities.

The communicator talked for so long and was tired. He asked Song Jiaoren, "Mr. Song, where is the base area of your Tongmenghui?"

Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing knew that the communicator didn't mean to embarrass them, but even so, awkward looks appeared on their faces. Song Jiaoren thought for a while before answering, "We have our own territories in Guangdong and Hunan. But our headquarters is in Japan."

"Why did you go to Japan to set up headquarters? It's too far from your base area. How to communicate? You have to take a boat across the sea." Although the communicator didn't know the situation of the Tongmenghui, he had received certain geographical knowledge education. Imagining the Tongmenghui according to the base area's situation, he immediately raised questions peculiar to communicators.

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were even more embarrassed after hearing this. They couldn't say that the Tongmenghui had no base area in China at all, and many uprisings were eliminated by the Manchu Qing. Although those engaged in politics have to accept the problem of spitting in one's own face and letting it dry, insisting on comparing the situation of the Tongmenghui with the People's Party, both of them had self-esteem. They really couldn't do things like lying boastfully or humiliating themselves.

Song Jiaoren was relatively quick-witted. He laughed, "I see that Miss Ren Qiying in your county is young, but her position is not low. You call her Director. What official in the Manchu Qing does this Director correspond to?"

Although the communicator was young, he had seen quite a few scenes. He knew Song Jiaoren was changing the topic. He answered every question Song Jiaoren asked, but Song Jiaoren was secretive. Facing such an attitude, the communicator also became unhappy. To this question, he answered coldly, "Equivalent to a County Magistrate."

A girl looking less than twenty years old being a magistrate? Although their imagination had been constantly refreshed in the People's Party base area, this answer greatly impacted the limit of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren's imagination. "Is this Miss Ren Mr. Chen's confidant?" Huang Xing asked.

The communicator was very disgusted with this remark. "What confidant or not? We talk about work ability here, not personal relationships. Director Ren works very well, so she can naturally undertake this job."

"Talk about work ability, not personal relationships." These words were really resounding. Although Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren didn't believe it at all, psychologically they were still overwhelmed by the communicator's righteousness.

The communicator was not telling lies. Everyone was watching Ren Qiying's promotion. Nothing more than following the Party early, working hard without complaint, and being the most arduous. Moreover, Ren Qiying had a great advantage: she never hid secrets. If there were any new work ideas, Ren Qiying always held meetings to discuss with everyone. If there were any new work methods, Ren Qiying always promoted them in the unit. Of course, Ren Qiying had another great benefit. Although the communicator himself had this feeling, he didn't clearly use it as a standard to judge Ren Qiying.

People in the County Party Office felt that Ren Qiying would continue to be promoted. The base area was not a "small government" like the Manchu Qing, but a genuine "Big Government." The number of government employees was large. If everyone worked well, there was no lack of promotion opportunities. Following a leader like Ren Qiying, one could learn things, and promotion was not hopeless. Although the communicator himself didn't have the consciousness of being a "bureaucrat," in this environment, he naturally developed this kind of thinking.

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren naturally didn't know the communicator had such ambition. Compared with the People's Party, the Tongmenghui's current revolution was basically a grassroots troupe entertaining themselves. Specific promotion issues were not within their consideration at all. How to pull people to risk their lives was the urgent task of the Tongmenghui. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were also afraid that the communicator would continue to ask questions about the strength of the Tongmenghui, so they stopped talking. The three began to hurry silently.

Shocked by what they saw along the way, Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were full of chaotic thoughts. So much so that they forgot to consider one thing: since cadres at all levels of the People's Party had such insight, how could Chen Ke, the leader of the People's Party, be worse than these people?

The election in Yuezhangji was very lively. Where had the common people elected officials themselves for thousands of years? The principle of this election was not difficult to understand. The propaganda these days had made it clear that the new socialist system promoted by the People's Party was to let the common people live a better life. Science and democracy were the two pillars of the socialist system. Officials were the government organization mode ensuring scientific promotion from the national system. So the newly set positions included town head, village head, culture and education, health, sports, and other positions.

Chen Ke had been resisting talking about the meaning of revolution extensively, and now he was finally rewarded. Due to actually doing a lot of construction work, the people also got tangible benefits from these construction works. Most importantly, the People's Party did not monopolize knowledge but taught the principles and methods of why doing so to the people. The people were not just passive onlookers. Under the threat of floods, the people actively participated in it to survive. Various scientific and technological means could also prove that what the People's Party said was true reasoning.

Taking health cadres as an example, the People's Party didn't talk about epidemic prevention, things the common people thought were mysterious. As soon as microscopes were promoted to the countryside, taking something out of everyone's teeth gaps and nail dirt, and then looking under the microscope, seeing so many "little bugs" inside was immediately better than a thousand words. The people believed that the "bacteria" mentioned by the People's Party existed, and then many normal extensions began to appear on this principle.

The same was true for farming. The common people knew to select seeds. The seeds grown by the specialized seed cultivation center on artificially created fertile land were large and full, looking like good seeds at a glance. Everyone was naturally willing to spend some money to buy these good seeds. Of course, these policies and services were not forced on the people. Chen Ke absorbed lessons from history. The Party in history really demanded absolute unity on these matters, which caused many problems instead.

In dealing with such problems, the American way was not bad. There was a section of highway in the United States that was very dangerous. So the Highway Administration hung various signs in dangerous places, but car accidents were more than before. Later, they used reverse thinking and simply removed these signs, only writing "This road is dangerous, please pay attention to protect yourself" in large letters at the entrance of the highway. The number of car accidents fell sharply instead.

Finally, American experts concluded that when those signs were hung out, the drivers who saw them not only didn't feel dangerous but subconsciously thought the danger had been forewarned. This thought gave drivers a deeper psychological hint: "The danger has been removed." Under this hint, drivers' attention was not focused instead. Only when drivers were told there was danger on the road but not told where the specific problem would occur, would drivers concentrate fully.

This theory was used by the American right wing to oppose "Big Government." Although Chen Ke himself was a "Big Government" advocate, he believed that even "Big Government" could not learn the European social security policy from birth to grave. Facts have proved that "high welfare," a thing decadent capitalism tried to buy the people with, was destined to go bankrupt.

Big Government only provides basic "guarantees" and adheres to the basic concepts of the socialist system. Managing their own affairs still has to be practiced by the people themselves. Chen Ke firmly believed that normal people ultimately hoped for "life." Not shedding blood and sacrificing lives for some bullshit concept. Since the people could fight others desperately for an offensive sentence, Chen Ke also firmly believed that the people would fight the enemy to the end to defend the happy life provided by the socialist system to the people.

Then what this socialist system has to do is not to incite the people to sacrifice, but to guide the people onto the path of science and democracy. Even if there are some rebellious guys among the people, when they turn over a new leaf, the state still has to give them a way to live a normal life.

Because Chen Ke didn't propagate these things, nor did he propagate the bright future of communism much. The common people naturally didn't know Chen Ke's thoughts, and even most comrades of the People's Party didn't know Chen Ke's true thoughts. Because of this, the more practical propaganda slogans proposed by Chen Ke, "Labor is the most glorious," "The People's Party is the vanguard of the people's interests," "The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army is the army of the people's sons and brothers"—these things that could be practiced most concretely became everyone's unified view, and were implemented one by one in hard work. Professional party hacks hadn't appeared in the People's Party yet.

The same was true for the election. Chen Ke certainly couldn't say, "You just elect like this first. When you make jokes and bump your heads in the attempt process, you will believe that what I, Chen Ke, said is correct."

He could only say to the people, "Since under the new system the people are masters of their own house, the people should choose officials they trust to serve the people."

So Chen Ke stripped the grassroots government bare through land reform policies. Reality told Chen Ke that as long as there was still land in the village that could be sold freely, village officials would definitely have designs on these lands. Not giving people opportunities to make mistakes is the greatest protection.

Based on various preparations in the early stage and absolute foreknowledge of future inevitable mistakes, Chen Ke was very relaxed. He had only one purpose for inspection, which was to effectively ensure that the people's election indeed achieved "fairness, justice, and openness." This is the basic concept and basic rule of democracy. Chen Ke formulated this rule, so he had the obligation to guarantee the normal operation of this rule.

The arrival of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren surprised Chen Ke a bit, but he didn't have any special feeling. As the host, Chen Ke needed to entertain guests. The item for entertaining guests was not eating and drinking, but going to participate in the election work together.

The common people were very excited about the new thing of election. They couldn't understand the significance of their doing so yet. Although the whole thing helped the common people establish the thought of being masters of the country, it was just a beginning now. The whole election situation looked like a lively temple fair. Like other places in the base area, the People's Party did not run for some nominal leadership positions including village heads and town heads. Instead, they aimed for medical, scientific and educational positions requiring professional knowledge, and extremely important political positions like the Women's Federation.

A few days ago, the elections for these positions had ended. The People's Party members encountered no competition at all and easily got all "service positions." Today was the "highlight," electing the village head of Yue Wang Ji Village.

The election of the village head required proposing an election platform. People from the People's Party didn't participate, so no candidate could speak a complete set of election standards clearly, let alone systematically propose concepts of serving the masses or developing Yue Wang Ji. The whole platform statement felt quite like a farce.

Chen Ke accompanied Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren to watch the election. He scanned the venue seemingly aimlessly and saw a few familiar faces. Those were members of the "People's Internal Affairs Committee." Their job was to collect intelligence and see how many people would speak anti-Party remarks on this day when everyone was easily excited. These anti-Party remarks and remarks the common people were more concerned about would be collected and summarized. Providing services for policy formulation.

"Folks, after I am elected village head, I will definitely be able to manage everyone well." The one currently on the stage was shouting his campaign manifesto hoarsely.

"Uncle, just manage yourself well." A young man's voice came from below. This was terrible; the dark crowd of onlookers all burst into laughter. The face of the candidate on stage turned red, and he couldn't go on for a while. But it seemed this one was somewhat educated. After being embarrassed for a moment, he gritted his teeth and simply took out a written manuscript from his pocket and read from it.

Now the common people clamored even more. When the People's Party ran for other positions, they all released campaign platforms without scripts. No one had ever read from a script like this before. Some frowned, and some simply mocked the candidate again. The scene became very chaotic. The cadres of the People's Party hurriedly maintained order and managed to quiet the common people down with difficulty.

Chen Ke was also amused by the sentence "After I am elected village head, I will definitely be able to manage everyone well" at the beginning and laughed loudly. But he laughed for a moment and stopped. Just watching the candidate on stage quietly.

Huang Xing was attracted by this lively scene, looking left and right very excitedly. Song Jiaoren had been secretly observing Chen Ke. Chen Ke's youth surprised Song Jiaoren very much. Song Jiaoren was born in 1882 (Note: Text says 1892, but historically Song was born in 1882. 1907-1882=25. Text says "born in 1892, 25 years old in 1907" - math error in text. 1907-1892=15. Assuming 1882 is correct for age 25). Chen Ke was "two years younger" than him (implies Chen Ke is ~23? Previous text said 26-27. Inconsistency in text or Song's perception). Chen Ke's appearance looked younger than Song Jiaoren, making it hard to see the age difference between the two. Moreover, Chen Ke was different from those "majestic, enthusiastic, graceful, and temperamental" revolutionaries Song Jiaoren often saw. Chen Ke's behavior and speech were very natural. At any time, people felt Chen Ke was not deliberate. When he wanted to laugh, Chen Ke showed a "heartless" smile. When not laughing, the muscles on his body and face were completely relaxed. Coupled with his tall and sturdy figure and piercing eyes. It gave Song Jiaoren a feeling of hair standing on end on his back.

Song Jiaoren couldn't figure out what Chen Ke was thinking, but he intuitively felt that Chen Ke knew exactly what he was thinking. Just like after meeting the two, Chen Ke kindly invited them to watch the election together. Regardless of expression and movement, Chen Ke was extremely magnanimous. The content he spoke didn't have a single word of nonsense, nor did it contain any implied content. All showed that Chen Ke sincerely invited the two to visit.

The election was indeed very fresh, and Song Jiaoren also loved to watch it. It was the first time in thousands of years that Chinese common people chose officials they identified with. While Song Jiaoren was excited, he felt Chen Ke was too natural, as if the election he had never seen before was something Chen Ke had experienced dozens or hundreds of times. Chen Ke saw the past and future of the election clearly.

Such demeanor made Song Jiaoren feel both fascinated and fearful. Precisely because Chen Ke didn't deliberately put on an unfathomable appearance, this unfathomableness was even more frightening. With this mood of awe, Song Jiaoren made a correct judgment instead: "It is simply impossible to make Chen Ke truly cooperate with the Tongmenghui."

Chen Ke didn't care how Song Jiaoren saw him. His mind had long thrown Song Jiaoren to the nine heavens. What Chen Ke thought about was another matter. Following this election was the election of local people's representatives. The representatives elected by the people's representatives after the second election would form the first Anhui Provincial People's Congress. The People's Congress was not just representatives from various places; the People's Congress would formally establish the legal tradition (*Fatong*) of the new government, which was the legal tradition from the broad masses of people. This was a political trick Chen Ke had to play, and also something Chen Ke had to maintain and defend. Regarding the fact of the establishment of this legal tradition, Chen Ke felt his attitude was a bit too inclined towards Machiavellianism. He was pondering how exactly to establish his own position.

Behind these three people with different moods and almost completely different thoughts and positions. Chen Ke's guards pressed their hands on their waists. They watched the surrounding crowd vigilantly, especially Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. As long as Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren made any move that posed a threat to Chen Ke, they would immediately stop or even shoot Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren.

At this time, noise rang out in the venue again. The candidate on stage had finished reading the manuscript. As he stepped down, another candidate with a tense face and trembling legs began to ascend the stage.
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The election continued. Chen Ke felt there was no need to watch any further halfway through. But having a beginning and an end is the key to doing things. Since Chen Ke could understand speech, his family instilled this concept in him. But until before the time travel, Chen Ke couldn't do it. He felt he could control the situation, and it wasn't impossible not to see some things through to the end. Moreover, Chen Ke's mind was not on the election at all now. Even if he forced himself to watch, he couldn't concentrate on gaining any insight from the election. After weighing for a while, Chen Ke finally decided to leave the venue.

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren followed Chen Ke back to the barracks of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army near Yuezhangji. Finally able to have a face-to-face talk with Chen Ke, both felt a little nervous. Along the way, they saw that the People's Party governed the base area in an orderly manner. Although the people's lives didn't seem to have improved significantly, they were not necessarily worse than those in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. One must know that this was not an ordinary year; Anhui had just suffered a flood last year. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren saw many refugees in Nanjing who hadn't been able to return to their hometowns until now. Compared with those ragged refugees, the life in Fengtai County, which was similar to ordinary years, seemed very abnormal.

After sorting out his mood, Huang Xing said, "Mr. Chen, our Tongmenghui President, Mr. Sun Yat-sen, invites the People's Party to join the Tongmenghui. Mr. Sun said that with the revolutionary achievements of the People's Party, after joining the Tongmenghui, we will definitely let you serve as the Vice President of the Tongmenghui."

While Huang Xing was speaking, Chen Ke kept his eyes focused on Huang Xing. The bright gaze made Huang Xing feel very uncomfortable. In a moment of distraction, Huang Xing couldn't continue. He paused before continuing, "I wonder what Mr. Chen thinks."

Chen Ke said frankly, "Mr. Huang, I am very grateful for Mr. Sun's kind invitation, but now the Manchu Qing army is about to press on the border. We really have no time to deal with this matter. Why don't we discuss this matter after we beat back the Manchu Qing? What do you think, Mr. Huang?"

What Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren feared most was this. If the People's Party beat back the Manchu Qing alone, then this victory would have nothing to do with the Tongmenghui. Sun Yat-sen's meaning was clear: the Tongmenghui must pull the People's Party along no matter what. This was a major event concerning the future development of the Tongmenghui. The Restoration Society accused the leaders of the Tongmenghui of hiding abroad, not looking like revolutionaries at all. Although the Tongmenghui also launched many uprisings, each uprising ended in complete failure. Just one victory—what the Tongmenghui needed now was just a victory that could prove their strength.

If according to what Chen Ke said, Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren would have to return to Japan now. It was unknown when they could negotiate with the People's Party again. Huang Xing had an impatient temper. Only because of his high prestige and Sun Yat-sen's unwillingness to return to China, Huang Xing had to serve as the negotiator this time. After being skillfully rejected by Chen Ke, Huang Xing didn't know how to continue the topic.

Seeing Huang Xing tongue-tied and unable to continue speaking, Song Jiaoren hurriedly took over the conversation. "Mr. Chen, Mr. Sun has already said that the position of Vice President of the Tongmenghui is now vacant waiting for you, Mr. Chen. You are busy with military affairs now, so you don't need to go to Japan personally. Just say a word, and the Vice President of the Tongmenghui is yours."

Chen Ke knew Sun Yat-sen's plan like a mirror in his heart. As the President of the Tongmenghui, Sun Yat-sen had to do his best for the political interests of the Tongmenghui. Chen Ke could understand Sun Yat-sen very well, but Chen Ke would not have the slightest bias towards the Tongmenghui because of Sun Yat-sen's reputation in history. As the Chairman of the People's Party, Chen Ke also had the obligation to maximize the interests of the People's Party. The constitution of the People's Party clearly stipulated: "Members of the Chinese People's Party must sever all ties with parties and groups that run counter to our program before joining our ranks."

History has proved that the political programs of the Tongmenghui and the Kuomintang derived from the Tongmenghui run counter to communism. What Sun Yat-sen and the others tried to establish was a capitalist republic, while the People's Party wanted to establish a socialist country. The two were basically incompatible like water and fire. Chen Ke regarded the Tongmenghui as a potential enemy of the People's Party. For this reason alone, Chen Ke could not only not agree to cooperate with the Tongmenghui but also would not let the Tongmenghui use the name of the People's Party.

Looking at Song Jiaoren's expectant gaze, Chen Ke didn't feel moved at all. He said calmly, "The reputation of our People's Party is exchanged by the hard work of the People's Party comrades and the sacrifice of those revolutionary martyrs. I cannot link the reputation of the People's Party with other political parties. This is our principle. I appreciate the revolutionary enthusiasm of Mr. Sun Yat-sen and everyone in the Tongmenghui, and I thank Mr. Sun again for his kindness, but I will absolutely not take the position of Vice President of the Tongmenghui. Before the People's Party Committee holds a full representative meeting for discussion, I cannot allow any connection between the People's Party and the Tongmenghui to happen."

This diplomatic rhetoric confused Huang Xing for a moment. He thought carefully before understanding what Chen Ke meant. Huang Xing's eyes widened, and his voice was full of humiliation and indignation. "Mr. Chen, does this mean you absolutely will not cooperate with our Tongmenghui?"

"For the interests of the Chinese revolution, we will cooperate when everyone needs it. Now I don't see the basis for cooperation for the time being. If you two have nothing else..."

"Mr. Chen," Song Jiaoren knew Huang Xing was not good with words, so he interrupted Chen Ke, "Mr. Chen, why must revolution always be divided between you and us? Isn't it good to cooperate to overthrow the Manchu Qing?"

Looking at Song Jiaoren's face full of anxiety and Huang Xing's face full of anger, Chen Ke couldn't decide for a moment whether he wanted to tear his face completely. He had no experience in fighting with outside political parties. With Chen Ke's temper, once he tore his face, there would absolutely be no tolerance left. Although Chen Ke didn't have the character of "a small person taking revenge from morning to night," once someone offended him, he could also make the choice of never interacting till death. But the moral conduct of the Tongmenghui in history was not as tolerant as Chen Ke. The matter of the Tongmenghui killing the Restoration Society members after the Xinhai Revolution was known even to people like Chen Ke who didn't know much about the history of the Restoration Society. Not only against the Restoration Society outside the Tongmenghui, but Song Jiaoren, one of the leaders of the Tongmenghui who showed an inexplicable look in front of Chen Ke now, was also a victim. The assassination of Song Jiaoren was confusing and confusing. Many people believed that the mastermind behind the assassination of Song Jiaoren was Sun Yat-sen, or at least Sun Yat-sen knew and acquiesced.

Chen Ke's nature was very afraid of unnecessary trouble. He believed that dealing with that group of hooligans in the Tongmenghui, once faces were torn, the only way was to exterminate them completely. Chen Ke also knew that he was not the kind of person who could keep his cool very well. Once he made up his mind now, unless the goal was achieved, this matter would always exist in his heart. Now was not the time to haggle with the Tongmenghui; Chen Ke's main enemy was still the Manchu Qing. But asking Chen Ke to perfunctory, he really hadn't learned how to stabilize these people of the Tongmenghui.

How to choose exactly? Facing a difficult problem, Chen Ke habitually traced his train of thought back, hoping to find a corresponding solution from the education he received. He remembered one thing. When Chen Ke was a teenager, he also thought revolution was a great cause of overthrowing counter-revolutionaries. Once he talked about this with his parents and was greatly laughed at by his parents as a brat talking nonsense. Chen Ke was poor in words and shouted loudly in anger: "I understand politics." His parents stopped laughing at Chen Ke but burst into laughter. There was no targeting in that laughter, but the kind of laughter naturally triggered after hearing the most outrageous joke. This laughter made Chen Ke feel extreme humiliation.

Now Chen Ke occasionally recalled this matter, and he himself would burst into laughter when no one was around. regarding his childishness back then, Chen Ke felt it was really ridiculous and terrible. Politics is about interests; politics is about stance. Standing on the angle of the exploiting class naturally has the stance of the exploiting class; standing on the angle of the exploited class has a completely different stance. Chen Ke completely understood where his problem was back then not long ago, because the young Chen Ke regarded revolution as a "great cause" like a game, and didn't stand on any stance at all. That was just a delusion formed by a child playing games excessively. With that trifling attitude, not to mention the exploited class wouldn't regard Chen Ke as their guide, the exploiting class would also dismiss Chen Ke. This is stance. No one will accept a person who regards life-and-death political struggle as a game as a comrade-in-arms.

The current Chen Ke finally felt he stood on the stance of the people. Then "who is the enemy of the revolution, who is the friend of the revolution," there is no need to think more. Grandpa Mao said, "Seek unity through struggle, and unity survives; seek unity through compromise, and unity dies." Chen Ke's current idea of trying to compromise temporarily was the manifestation of his political immaturity.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke said to Song Jiaoren, "Mr. Song, our People's Party overthrows the Manchu Qing for the interests of the people. In my opinion, your Tongmenghui intervenes in this war so enthusiastically, the purpose is nothing more than wanting to truly expand the interests of your Tongmenghui through this. If I take office as the Vice President of the Tongmenghui now, and our People's Party fails, the Tongmenghui itself has no loss and can still propagate that the Tongmenghui launched another tragic uprising. If our People's Party succeeds, the Tongmenghui can announce that you have won a great victory. As the Chairman of the People's Party, I can absolutely not agree to use the blood of our People's Party soldiers to dye the hat buttons (*official insignia*) of your Tongmenghui red. If I agreed, that would be a betrayal of the People's Party; I would be the biggest traitor of the People's Party."

After saying these, Chen Ke felt relaxed all over. This might be the so-called "firm revolutionary stance." Chen Ke felt that after considering problems only from the stance of the people's revolution, all troubles disappeared completely. On one side was the pure revolutionary cause, and on the other was the complex existence of self. A transparent but tangible barrier isolated the two. Although emotions belonging to the individual like fear, sympathy, worry, and pity still existed, they were no longer an inseparable part of Chen Ke himself. Chen Ke felt this feeling was very good. Then, he even forgot this feeling. The whole world was different.

Huang Xing knew Chen Ke was right, but knowing the fact and being able to accept the fact calmly were two different things. He stood up angrily, pointed at Chen Ke, and shouted, "Chen Ke, your words are too excessive."

The guards behind Chen Ke saw Huang Xing was about to act rashly and had already pulled out their pistols. The black muzzles pointed at Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. If it were before, Chen Ke would always subconsciously feel this hurt harmony and was not good. Now Chen Ke just felt Huang Xing standing in the room was inconvenient for talking. Ignoring the guards behind him, he pointed to the stool behind Huang Xing and said calmly, "Mr. Huang, please sit."

Huang Xing didn't choose to sit down, but Song Jiaoren stood up too. Seeing that both wanted to argue with him, Chen Ke gave up the effort to overwhelm the other party in momentum. He waved his hand. The guards then put away their pistols.

Song Jiaoren was quite outstanding politically. Being able to become the actual founder of the Kuomintang in history was definitely not just because of his seniority. Unlike Huang Xing, Song Jiaoren had seen that Chen Ke opposed cooperating with the Tongmenghui not just because of "partisan interests." Song Jiaoren didn't know why Chen Ke's attitude was so determined; he wanted to figure this out very much. "Mr. Chen, I know we definitely can't cooperate this time. But I have one thing unclear. Leaving aside the interests of your party and mine, I see Mr. Chen completely denies our Tongmenghui. Please explain this point clearly, Mr. Chen."

Chen Ke appreciated Song Jiaoren's political sensitivity very much. Speaking with a sensible person is very easy. "The gentlemen of the Tongmenghui regard themselves as revolutionaries; they want to lead the people to revolution. Right?"

This question was really beyond the expectation of Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing. They frowned. Although they instinctively wanted to deny Chen Ke's words, they couldn't deny it.

"Our People's Party always believes that we ourselves are also the people. It is not our People's Party that wants revolution, but the people, including our People's Party, need revolution. This is the essential difference between our People's Party and the Tongmenghui. You are *Yangchun Baixue* (Highbrow Art/Elitist), we are *Xialibaoren* (Popular Art/Commoners). You want to use the people, while we are with the people ourselves."

"The purpose of our revolution is for China!" Huang Xing really thought so. When he said this, his attitude was firm.

"If it is for the people, then bring benefits to the people. You came to our base area. I think except for wanting to get benefits from us, I haven't seen any actual benefits you have for our base area. So your words are not persuasive."

Song Jiaoren replied, "Mr. Chen, if you become the Vice President of the Tongmenghui, your reputation will go to a higher level, and everyone in the country will know your prestige, Mr. Chen. This is of great benefit to the revolutionary cause."

If it were in the past, Chen Ke might smile first before speaking. Now there was no expression on his face, only answering calmly, "Being the Vice President of the Tongmenghui is just my personal benefit. What benefit does the people get from me getting personal fame? Imposing the victory belonging to the people on my head, saying for the common people with the mouth, but actually stealing the interests of the people. Then I, Chen Ke, am just a person who deceives the world and steals fame."

Chen Ke spoke so bluntly, and Song Jiaoren also simply spoke his heartfelt thoughts. "Mr. Chen, must you let the People's Party monopolize the credit for overthrowing the Manchu Qing?"

"Mr. Song, your words are the essential difference between the People's Party and the Tongmenghui. It is not our People's Party that wants to overthrow the Manchu Qing, but the people want to overthrow the Manchu Qing. If you don't understand this, then we have no need to talk further. Your Tongmenghui can continue your revolution, get a sum of money from rich people, spend it yourselves, and then get some people to rise up. You take your sunny road; we cross our single-plank bridge."

Huang Xing was not good at this kind of theoretical debate originally. Although he also propagated revolution, he always propagated how bad the Manchu Qing was and how wolf-like the foreigners were. Seemingly hitting the current evils, in fact, it was high above. When Chen Ke talked about people's revolution, Huang Xing didn't have the ability to debate systematically. But Chen Ke's implicit ridicule of the Tongmenghui cheating money for themselves touched Huang Xing's sore spot. He pulled Song Jiaoren, who was about to speak, and his originally indignant tone became heavy. "Mr. Chen, many revolutionaries in China think our Tongmenghui is very rich. In fact, we have no money. Not to mention others, I, Huang Xing, have revolutionized until now, penniless. Brother Song Jiaoren received a letter from his brother a few days ago, saying that the clothes at home were almost pawned, and the fields where green shoots just grew were also sold. His old mother misses him very much, hoping he goes home, and hoping he can send money home or bring it home himself to alleviate the family's financial difficulties. After reading the letter, Brother Song was miserable and helpless. He wished he could grow wings and fly home to visit his mother, and thought about where to find a way to get a sum of money to send back, but he thought left and right, and finally had no way at all! We have no money. Every comrade who supports our revolution supports the revolution by bankrupting their families. You say other things; I admit I am shallow in talent and learning. You are a natural genius; we can't compare. But I absolutely do not allow you to put a shit pot on the head of our Tongmenghui for no reason." Huang Xing's initial tone was very heavy. Speaking later, Huang Xing stared closely at Chen Ke, his voice firm, obviously moved with true feelings.

Chen Ke looked at Song Jiaoren's suddenly heavy look and knew in his heart that Huang Xing wasn't telling lies. In fact, how much money could the Tongmenghui really embezzle? With their ability, the money cheated was definitely limited. If the Tongmenghui was rich and imposing, wasting a little money might not have such a big impact. But when financial resources were exhausted, getting a sum of money and bragging like a villain who achieves his ambition, and squandering it a little, became even more disgusting.

After deliberation, Chen Ke said, "You two, you are both revolutionary predecessors. Including the Tongmenghui, everyone's credit for initiating the revolution cannot be erased. However, the stance of the Tongmenghui is different from ours. Our People's Party wants to establish a socialist system against exploitation, and your revolution going on is destined to make you choose the stance of the exploiting class. In this regard, we have nothing to cooperate on. If the two gentlemen really regard themselves as ordinary people, and really stand on the standpoint of seeking welfare and creating a tomorrow for ordinary people, then why not join our People's Party? Here, you two will definitely see thousands of comrades revolutionizing for a better life. But if you two are only for the interests of one person or one family, or only for the interests of one party or faction, then our People's Party absolutely will not accept you."

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren originally wanted to persuade Chen Ke to join the Tongmenghui, but in the end, Chen Ke persuaded the two to join the People's Party instead. They all knew there was no possibility of further discussion. Song Jiaoren replied, "We appreciate Mr. Chen's kindness. Since Mr. Chen refuses to cooperate with the Tongmenghui, we will go back and report to Mr. Sun."

Chen Ke nodded. It wasn't bad for this matter to come to an end here. "That's good too. In addition, I am preparing to return to Fengtai County immediately. Please travel with me, you two."

The three didn't speak on the road. As soon as they returned to Fengtai County, Chen Ke asked the guard to go to the People's Bank to withdraw one hundred silver dollars from Chen Ke's account. He handed two oil paper rolls, each wrapped with fifty silver dollars, to Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. "You two, I am the Chairman of the People's Party, so naturally I cannot take the Party property of the People's Party. This is my private money, not to support your revolution. This is a little token I ask you two to bring to your elders. Please do not refuse. In addition, if you two are not worried about the base area being besieged by the Manchu Qing, you can temporarily move your families to Fengtai County. I don't mean to take your families as hostages. In our base area, it is not a problem for the common people to survive. Life is not straitened either."

Song Jiaoren naturally refused. Huang Xing knew Song Jiaoren had noble conduct and never took the private property of the Tongmenghui. Huang Xing knew his family situation very well, and it was he who mentioned this matter to Chen Ke. Huang Xing simply accepted both packets of money. He smiled bitterly and said, "I accept Mr. Chen's kindness. Our families naturally dare not trouble Mr. Chen to take care of them. Consider this money borrowed by me, Huang Xing. I will definitely return it to Mr. Chen in the future."

The parting between Chen Ke and Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren was nothing special. Everyone shook hands and said goodbye. Chen Ke and Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren turned and walked in their respective directions, without looking back.

Although Chen Ke sincerely gave money to Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, he was also a poor ghost himself. Part of this money was his wife He Ying's private money. Taking this money, Chen Ke also felt very embarrassed. After work, Chen Ke returned home and told He Ying about this matter hesitantly.

He Ying just frowned slightly. "Wenqing, if you think this money should be given, then give it. But our family really doesn't have more money. This giving money matter must not become a rule."

Seeing his wife wasn't angry, Chen Ke hurriedly replied, "I know. No money in the pocket; I can't continue to show off even if I want to."

Hearing Chen Ke's pitiful words, He Ying laughed angrily. But He Ying suddenly blushed. She said fairly generously, "Wenqing, I seem to be pregnant."

Chen Ke didn't understand what this meant at first. Then Chen Ke suddenly shuddered. Without knowing it, Chen Ke's eyes widened. He was going to be a father; this was something Chen Ke had never imagined. Although he could command thousands of troops and bear the livelihood of millions of people in the base area, Chen Ke felt for the first time that something could press on him so heavily. Thousands of thoughts seemed to boil in Chen Ke's head, yet it seemed there was nothing.

"Hehe." A silly laugh finally woke Chen Ke up from this situation, and then Chen Ke realized this was his own silly laugh.

"Haha!" He Ying saw her husband's silly look and couldn't help laughing out loud. This was the first time He Ying laughed out loud after marriage. Chen Ke felt this laughter was very pleasant. Anyway, he felt it was indescribably beautiful however he listened. Listening to He Ying's laughter, Chen Ke felt his bones were going soft. The couple didn't know what to say. At a loss, they simply hugged each other tightly.

Feeling his wife's soft body and smelling the fragrance on his wife's body, Chen Ke felt that since marriage, he truly felt a sense of being truly connected with his wife for the first time. That was not something rational could explain; that was a feeling, that was a belief.

"Wenqing, I like you." He Ying said in Chen Ke's ear.

"Me too." Chen Ke felt his breathing was not smooth. He said with short breath.

The couple loosened their arms and stood face to face. He Ying was less than 19 years old this year. Chen Ke felt his state of mind was like a teenager. He couldn't help laughing foolishly again. He Ying was also smiling. That was a smile from the heart; her beautiful eyes were full of tenderness.

If someone hadn't knocked on the door, heaven knows when Chen Ke and He Ying would have stood holding hands like this. He Ying suddenly twisted her body shyly, but Chen Ke pulled back He Ying's twisted shoulder. This was the first time Chen Ke felt the idea of wanting to take his wife by his side openly and righteously. Looking at Chen Ke's gaze, He Ying also understood Chen Ke's meaning. She smiled and pushed Chen Ke, "Go open the door."

It was the communicator of the County Party Committee who came in. "Chairman Chen, some people in Yuezhangji demand a re-election of the local election."

"Why?" Chen Ke was confused. The election was going well when he left.

"Everyone is dissatisfied with the candidates and demands a re-election." The communicator said, "The Director of the District Committee of Yuezhangji will come to report the specific situation soon."

"I know. I'll go to the office immediately." Chen Ke said.

After the communicator left, Chen Ke felt that the part of the happy emotion just now that made him overwhelmed had disappeared. He took his wife He Ying's hand. "Junjie," Chen Ke addressed his wife's courtesy name, "don't tell others about the pregnancy, okay?"

"Okay." He Ying nodded.

Chen Ke was afraid his wife wouldn't understand, so he explained, "As the Party Chairman, I can't start this precedent. We don't accept gifts."

"Accepting gifts requires returning gifts. I'm lazy; I don't want to bother with this." He Ying laughed. Chen Ke could see this was his wife's sincere words.

"Well said, I love you!" Chen Ke kissed his wife on the face as he spoke.

He Ying took Chen Ke's hand and sent him to the door. Chen Ke turned his head and looked at his wife several times before suddenly remembering, "I won't come back for dinner tonight; you go to the canteen to get some food."

"Okay, I'll go now."

"When I come back, we'll discuss how to set the menu."

"Okay, I'll wait for you to come back."

"I..." Chen Ke stammered, not knowing what to say. Finally he said, "I'm leaving."

"Mn, be careful on the road."

Reluctantly letting go of his wife's hand, Chen Ke followed the communicator waiting outside the gate.
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"Chairman Chen, we didn't do our job well, so the common people are dissatisfied with this election." The Party Secretary of Yuezhangji District said nervously to Chen Ke. His fear was not without reason. Although the election was also chaotic when Chen Ke was there, the common people at least didn't raise objections to this election on a large scale. After Chen Ke left, some common people expressed dissatisfaction with all candidates; they demanded a re-election and recommended new candidates themselves.

Looking at the nervous district secretary, Chen Ke laughed, "Comrade Yue Mingjie, I must correct one thing first: your statement is unscientific."

Being criticized by Chen Ke as unscientific, Yue Mingjie's face turned much paler. The People's Party has always advocated "science," and this criticism was very severe.

Chen Ke was not angry. He still asked with a smile, "First of all, whether your work is done well or not, the standard of evaluation is whether you have completed the work according to the predetermined plan. As far as this election is concerned, have you propagated it in place to every person who meets the election conditions? Have you explained clearly to everyone what the significance of the election is and why we need an election? Comrade Yue Mingjie, can you answer me on this question?"

"This..." Yue Mingjie couldn't answer for a moment. He asked himself and felt he had achieved these. Even those common people who demanded a re-election had received election propaganda. However, it was also the first time for Yue Mingjie himself to do this kind of work. Since the reaction of the common people exceeded his initial imagination, Yue Mingjie didn't dare to say he did well.

"Chairman Chen, I definitely have places where I didn't do well." Yue Mingjie finally had to choose a vague statement.

"Where didn't you do well?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

"..." Yue Mingjie didn't know where he didn't do well either. He wanted to speak, but couldn't.

Chen Ke looked at Yue Mingjie like this; he really sympathized with this comrade. If he were the kind of person who only considered his own interests, he would definitely have shirked responsibility or looked for reasons around whether he executed according to the plan now. Yue Mingjie's performance was that he couldn't justify the final result. Chen Ke really felt regretful about this. He had to say, "Comrade Yue Mingjie, let me ask you, did you execute strictly according to this work arrangement?"

After making a great determination, Yue Mingjie squeezed out a sentence, "I indeed executed according to the work arrangement."

"Then did you explain clearly the rules of the election, when candidates start registering, and when it ends?"

"Chairman Chen, I explained it all clearly." Yue Mingjie was confident in the execution of this matter. In fact, when he discussed this matter with the common people who raised opinions at the beginning, he specifically mentioned this matter. The common people also admitted that Yue Mingjie did say it, but they firmly demanded adding candidates again.

Chen Ke darkened his face. "Then, I want to ask you now, did you report the work to me by seeking truth from facts? You came up and said you didn't do your job well; do you mean you want me to punish you according to the principles and discipline of the Party organization?"

Only then did Yue Mingjie understand what he said wrong; his face looked even uglier. Looking at Chen Ke's gloomy face, Yue Mingjie mustered up courage with difficulty and said, "Chairman Chen, I was wrong."

"Then next time, what will you do when reporting?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

Yue Mingjie didn't expect Chen Ke to let him off so easily; he even suspected if he misunderstood Chen Ke's thoughts. But at this point, he had no other statement. Yue Mingjie whispered, "Next time, I will definitely explain the specific situation clearly first. And I won't talk nonsense like this again."

"Louder, I can't hear." Chen Ke said loudly.

Yue Mingjie cheered up, straightened his back, and said loudly, "Chairman Chen, next time I report, I will definitely explain the specific situation clearly first. I won't talk nonsense like this anymore."

Chen Ke nodded. "Okay. You continue to report the work to me now."

Yue Mingjie sorted out his thoughts and reported the occurrence of the whole incident and the failed mediation between the district committee and the masses. Thoughts in the district committee were divided into two types. One was to agree to the masses' request, extend the election time, and let the masses who signed up voluntarily participate in the election. The other was believing that this precedent could not be set. If they did this, what if the common people demanded re-election like this time in future elections? Comrades holding two attitudes had their own reasons, and Yue Mingjie felt he really couldn't make up his mind. He had to run to find Chen Ke.

Chen Ke didn't answer directly. He asked, "Comrade Yue Mingjie, what is your own opinion?"

Seeing that Chen Ke really didn't have the idea of pursuing responsibility, Yue Mingjie calmed down in his heart and spoke more fluently. "My opinion is that we can re-elect this time, but not as a precedent. But some comrades raised that doing so is unfair. If we want a by-election, then simply re-elect. I think re-election delays time, and if everyone is still dissatisfied after re-election, then we absolutely cannot re-elect again. Moreover, according to the regulations, each election requires half a month of preparation time. Once re-elected, it will be delayed for half a month. I am really worried that re-election will affect the progress of the entire election work. If Yuezhangji Village is not elected, the whole district will have to be postponed. And once this kind of thing spreads, I am afraid common people in other places will also demand re-election. Chairman Chen, I can't bear this responsibility."

Chen Ke nodded slightly. Yue Mingjie's worry was not unreasonable. In fact, after hearing Yue Mingjie's introduction of the situation, Chen Ke initially felt that by-election was good, and then felt that re-election was also okay. But when he really thought about whether it would affect the entire local election work, Chen Ke's evaluation of Yuezhangji District Party Secretary Yue Mingjie rose a lot. As a district head, being able to consider problems from the perspective of the entire election work, this quality is quite high.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke replied, "Let Yuezhangji re-elect. Since it is an unexpected situation, change the preparation time from half a month to three days. If masses in other places demand re-election, that is not your responsibility. For the first election, the masses having such participation enthusiasm is a good thing. You must explain clearly, not as a precedent. Everyone has no experience in the first election, so some changes can be understood. Next time everyone must participate in the election according to the election system, and absolutely no such post-event re-election situation will be accepted."

"Yes." Yue Mingjie replied as if relieved of a heavy burden. "Chairman Chen, do you have anything else to explain?"

"No more, you hurry back to arrange the work." Chen Ke said.

After Yue Mingjie left, Chen Ke had long thrown the matter of his wife's pregnancy to the back of his mind. This election work is a big event, not only to determine the legal tradition of the new government, but also after this local election is the election of people's representatives. The convening of the People's Congress is not letting a group of people come to have a meeting and party. Including the formulation of the local financial system, the formulation of various financial publicity systems. And the formulation of the audit budget system. Chen Ke is not Grandpa Mao. Although there were many factions and mountain strongholds in the Party when Grandpa Mao was in power, at least there were outstanding people like Premier Zhou working together. Chen Ke himself has to be the leader of the Party in charge of ideological issues, and also undertake the operation of the government. Not to mention these internal problems, there are also external war problems. Chen Ke also needs to take charge of the planning of the Second Counter-Encirclement War. If these tasks are completed, heaven knows what will happen. In the days to come, Chen Ke doubts how much time he has to rest, let alone accompany his pregnant wife He Ying.

Is this a challenge that time travelers must face? Chen Ke thought with his eyes closed. Chen Ke's success is completely based on the level of understanding of social development. He can copy a set of extremely mature systems and methods of later generations to operate the base area. Chen Ke also once mocked the "Aura of a Tyrant" (*Wang Ba Zhi Qi*). As a generally "anti-authoritarian" youth in the new era, Chen Ke didn't think there was any aura of a king or tyrant. Now Chen Ke recalls the era of Grandpa Mao in Jinggangshan. At that time, Grandpa Mao could easily persuade many rebellious talents to let these people obey the base area. In fact, that wouldn't be any aura of a king or tyrant, but that Grandpa Mao could come up with effective ways to solve problems. Could let those people understand the social status quo, understand how a stronger government should operate, and how to solve problems. In order to survive and develop, those people were actually unconvinced with Grandpa Mao in their hearts, but they couldn't help following him.

Grandpa Mao relied on unparalleled talent, while Chen Ke relied on the insight accumulated by history. It's really hard to say now who is more advanced. In Grandpa Mao's era, the comrades below could work freely. If you didn't do well, you could be promoted or removed at any time. If the problem was bad, you could be beheaded immediately. If the revolution Chen Ke started now also began to behead people, let alone Chen Ke himself didn't have this decisiveness, at least Chen Ke was not used to solving problems in this way. Moreover, whether the comrades below can accept this severe management model is also a question.

Throwing aside these annoying things, Chen Ke considered an even more annoying thing. The People's Party cannot always operate on the basis of "low-level theories." The full set of theories of communism and socialism still has to be brought out, and brought out very quickly. Once this theory based on opposing exploitation is brought out and propagated, Chen Ke can imagine what the result will be. There are very few people who truly understand this set of theories. Perhaps some radicals will verbally use these theories to justify their actions, but close to one hundred percent of China's exploiting class and the appendages of the exploiting class will hate this set of theories and the People's Party guided by this set of theories to the bone. At that time, it will really be a situation where "everyone under heaven is an enemy." Chen Ke knew the inevitability of this result, but Chen Ke found that he was not mentally prepared to accept this result.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke got up and opened the cabinet, taking out a large box from inside. Inside were manuscripts written by Chen Ke on theorizing socialist concepts. Volume after volume of manuscripts were all written by Chen Ke by hand. Millions of words were only a small part of the original content in Chen Ke's view. He also needed to take a lot of time to write new content, and then modify and organize it. Looking at the time, without two years, there might not be any real results.

"I actually underestimated theorists; I was really young back then." Chen Ke said with a bitter smile in his heart.

Just considering whether to write for a while longer, the guard led the confidential clerk of the Intelligence Department into the office. The confidential clerk held a very thick document bag. "Chairman Chen, this is the latest intelligence transmitted from Beijing."

Chen Ke just had the mood to write things, but now he had to give up the construction of theory. He took the document bag, asked the confidential clerk to go out, put away the theoretical manuscripts, and then began to read the documents transmitted from the Beijing intelligence station.

Chen Ke always felt that the slow response of the Manchu Qing was wonderful. He originally thought that the Manchu troops attacking the base area should be arriving soon by now. Chen Ke even considered that the first resolution of the People's Congress would be to issue a "Liberation War Order," but the slow movement of the Manchu Qing simply couldn't match the efficiency of the base area. Intelligence from a few days ago showed that even in the face of such a strong force as the People's Party, and even representatives of the Tongmenghui came to the base area, those high officials within the Manchu court still "couldn't stop eating shit like dogs." All energy was spent on internal strife. Although this was a good thing for the base area, Chen Ke's original idea of using the Manchu action to strengthen the internal propaganda effect fell through one by one.

There were two main sources in this intelligence. Part of it was basic news collected by the intelligence network established by the People's Party, and part was news provided by Beijing officials who defected to the People's Party. The news provided by the officials provided internal officialdom struggle situations. Around the issue of command of the Beiyang New Army, large-scale internal strife broke out within the Manchu Qing. Chen Ke actually didn't believe those so-called "surrendered officials." He compared the intelligence collected by the People's Party intelligence network with the intelligence provided by the officials and found that both sides confirmed that there was no sign of the Beiyang New Army moving now. Chen Ke tentatively believed that the news provided by the "surrendered officials" was true.

These news were indeed true. The loyalty of the Beiyang New Army established by Yuan Shikai to Yuan Shikai was far higher than to the Manchu Qing. The reason for maintaining the existence of the Beiyang New Army was "money." A large part of the Manchu Qing's finance was used to build and maintain the New Army. For the New Army up and down, they felt happier taking money from Lord Yuan Shikai than from the Manchu Qing. Although Yuan Shikai already showed signs of losing power, this made the New Army up and down feel that the Manchu court was not a good thing, actually wanting to fix Lord Yuan. Sun Yongsheng was a representative of such mid-level officers.

Sun Yongsheng held the post of Regiment Commander (*Tongdai*) in the Cavalry Battalion of the 3rd Division. According to the organization of the Beiyang Army, he commanded 809 officers and soldiers. The 3rd Division was Duan Qirui's old unit, so Sun Yongsheng was naturally an absolute supporter of Yuan Shikai and Duan Qirui. Because he supported Yuan Shikai, Sun Yongsheng's brother-in-law was an official named He Ruming in the Beiyang faction. According to kinship, the leader of the Anhui rebels, Chen Ke, would have to call Sun Yongsheng "Uncle" (*Yifu*) when meeting him. For this "nephew-in-law" Chen Ke, Sun Yongsheng had no familial affection at all. He had quite a plan to "eat the flesh and sleep on the skin" (hate deeply) of Chen Ke, the leader of the rebel party.

For mid-level officers of the Beiyang Army who knew some "inside information," they believed that if it weren't for Chen Ke, this rebel, rebelling, Lord Yuan wouldn't have been hit so miserably. Lord Yuan kindly acted as a matchmaker for Chen Ke, but was implicated by Chen Ke instead. These mid-level officials were full of hostility in their hearts. Of course, although Sun Yongsheng showed no signs of being implicated by Chen Ke yet, he felt that the colleagues around him looked at him wrongly. Some tactless guys even teased Sun Yongsheng with Chen Ke, this "nephew-in-law." This made the "Regiment Commander" very annoyed in his heart.

Because of these reasons, Sun Yongsheng had ignored his wife He Qian these days, and his attitude was bad. He Qian could understand Sun Yongsheng's thoughts. She was also cautious and unwilling to cause trouble. So when He Qian suddenly took the initiative to speak to Sun Yongsheng at night, Sun Yongsheng felt a little surprised.

"Yongsheng, I heard that Lord Duan is very likely to lead the troops in this troop dispatch?" He Qian asked. The Lord Duan she mentioned referred to Duan Qirui.

Duan Qirui was from Taipingji, Liuan County, Anhui Province (now Taiping Village, Sanshipu Town, Jin'an District, Liuan City). Born on March 6, 1865 (the ninth day of the second lunar month in the fourth year of Tongzhi in the Qing Dynasty) in the ancestral home three *li* north of Taipingji, Liuan County. His grandfather Duan Pei (courtesy name Yunshan) had trafficked private salt with Liu Mingchuan in his early years, organized militia training, had merit in suppressing the Nian Army, and was an official Huai Army commander leading troops outside. His father Duan Congwen farmed at home, making a living by renting land for cultivation. His mother was née Fan.

In early 1869, to avoid revenge from the local bullies of the Liu family (local bullies Liu Nan and Liu Shu ran rampant in the countryside; Duan Pei killed them out of justice, thus forging a feud), Duan Congwen moved his family to Yanliumiao in Shouzhou. In 1870, Duan Pei returned home to visit relatives and decided to move to the countryside of Dataogang, Chengxiqiao, Hefei (now Taogang Village, Sanshigang Township, Feixi County) to settle down, purchasing more than a hundred *mu* of fields. In 1872, grandfather Duan Pei served as the commander of the 3rd Battalion of the Cavalry directly under the Ming Army. Duan Qirui followed to the barracks in Suqian, Jiangsu, to study in a nearby private school. On April 22, 1879 (the second day of the third intercalary month in the fifth year of Guangxu), grandfather Duan Pei (promoted to the rank of Admiral and registered as Brigadier General for merit, awarded brave Baturu, granted Ronglu Grand Master and General of Zhenwei) died. Duan Qirui cried and escorted the coffin back to Dataogang, Chengxi Township, Hefei for burial. Since then, the family declined. He dropped out of school after continuing to study in a private school in Houdawei Village for one year.

Because Duan Qirui was from Anhui, the call for him to lead the troops this time was very high.

"Probably so." Sun Yongsheng replied.

"Yongsheng, can you feign illness for a while?" He Qian said.

"What?" Sun Yongsheng felt if He Qian was sick. Sun Yongsheng was free from illness and disaster; why feign illness?

"If the court sends troops to Anhui this time, I think you'd better not go." He Qian looked cautious, but what she said was not "cautious" at all.

"Why?" Sun Yongsheng felt very puzzled.

"You also know that my family has dealt with Chen Ke. I have met that person; he is not easy to deal with." He Qian said. He Qian was a very smart girl, but in terms of insight, Sun Yongsheng was actually far inferior to He Qian. She didn't just want to persuade Sun Yongsheng now. Seeing that the troop dispatch was chaotic, this chaos meant that the court would definitely send troops. She didn't mention this matter too early either. Wait until the time for dispatching troops was close, He Qian began to persuade Sun Yongsheng.

Sun Yongsheng actually didn't hate He Qian, and the couple's life after marriage was acceptable. He just had to make some gestures because of recent events. He Qian's words made Sun Yongsheng unhappy, but Sun Yongsheng said fairly kindly, "A group of chaotic bandits, okay for dealing with Anhui and Hubei New Armies. Encountering our Beiyang New Army, they are absolutely vulnerable."
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Since the news of Chen Ke's rebellion shook the world, He Qian's status in the Sun family plummeted. With He Qian's intelligence, she knew that unless Chen Ke could overthrow the Manchu Qing and ascend to the position of China's supreme ruler, her life in the Sun family would not be easy. Whether Chen Ke could overthrow the Manchu Qing, He Qian actually didn't care at all. Even if she cared, He Qian only cared about her niece He Ying. If Chen Ke perished, He Ying would definitely not have a good ending, which was something He Qian didn't want to see.

However, He Qian knew she was already a member of the Sun family, and she must guarantee the interests of the Sun family. In these days, He Qian paid great attention to the war that was bound to happen. When she learned that Duan Qirui might lead the troops, He Qian began to worry. Duan Qirui was the old commander of the 3rd Division. If he led the troops, the 3rd Division to which Sun Yongsheng belonged would definitely go on the expedition. He Qian didn't want her niece He Ying to suffer, and she didn't want her husband to be killed either. From the wars that had occurred so far, He Qian didn't see any clear proof that the Beiyang New Army could defeat the People's Party army. He Qian had to persuade her husband not to participate in this war.

"Yongsheng, Chen Ke is not such a simple character. I don't understand fighting, but which rebel in recent years didn't rise and perish quickly? I know Chen Ke originally had a little fame in Shanghai. He didn't stay in Shanghai but ran to Anhui where he had never been. As the saying goes, 'A strong dragon does not suppress the local snake.' The Anhui New Army was the local snake, and Chen Ke could exterminate them too. The Hubei New Army could take Anqing relying on the Yangtze River, but once they left the Yangtze River, they were completely annihilated. Yongsheng, although the Beiyang New Army is good at fighting, going to Anhui to fight is an expedition far from home after all. You have a straightforward character again. To wash away the connection with Chen Ke, once you go to the battlefield, you will definitely take the lead. So I think you shouldn't go to Anhui."

He Qian's voice was quite anxious when making these analyses. Sun Yongsheng knew his wife was worried about him, which made him very happy. Sun Yongsheng thought his wife didn't understand military affairs, and he didn't believe how strong the People's Party really was. He Qian's hint that the People's Party might defeat the Beiyang New Army made Sun Yongsheng very unhappy in his heart. He just shook his head gently and didn't want to discuss this matter with his wife at all.

Seeing Sun Yongsheng completely didn't care about her statement, He Qian was also a little anxious. "Yongsheng, I have read all of Chen Ke's books, and I have met him personally. Chen Ke is by no means a desperado who doesn't know the height of the sky and the depth of the earth..."

Sun Yongsheng felt his wife's words sounded very much like singing praises for Chen Ke. He couldn't listen anymore and interrupted his wife directly. "Listening to your meaning, Chen Ke is still quite talented? If he has talent, he can't even mix in Beijing? After fighting the Hubei New Army, he actually dared to post notices in Beijing city. Isn't this clearly looking down on our Beiyang Army?"

"Chen Ke can post notices in Beijing; how many people do you think Chen Ke has under him?" He Qian didn't agree with Sun Yongsheng's idea. He Ruming cared very much about Chen Ke's affairs. He Ruming secretly collected a notice posted by the People's Party in Beijing city. He Qian saw this notice when she returned to her brother He Ruming's house. He Qian was scared by the confidence shown in this notice and the condescending attitude towards the Manchu Qing.

Sun Yongsheng frowned. "There are many madmen posting notices in the capital. Just give them a few coins, and they dare to do anything."

"Yongsheng..., have you seen that notice?" He Qian could see that Sun Yongsheng didn't know her feelings at all, so she asked tentatively.

"Seen it!" Mentioning that notice, Sun Yongsheng's voice became louder due to anger. Chen Ke called Yuan Shikai "Manchu Qing Bandit Gang Running Dog and Thug" in the notice. Such an arrogant and contemptuous title aroused the unanimous anger of Beiyang officers.

He Qian knew that everyone had different views on things. She and her brother He Ruming were siblings and received the same education from their father since childhood, but their views on the world were widely different. Instead, He Qian was more like her father. And after such a period of marriage, He Qian had to admit that her husband Sun Yongsheng's cognitive level of politics was not as good as her brother He Ruming. Sun Yongsheng's attitude was full of anger, without a trace of vigilance, which made He Qian disappointed and worried.

He Qian's father, Old Master He, loved reading books. He Qian was smart and clever since childhood, and her attitude towards things was very correct. Old Master He loved her very much. When at home on weekdays, Old Master He taught He Qian to read. In the history books He Qian had read, almost all rebels actually envied the rulers of that era in their hearts. So such notices were nothing more than saying the ruler lost virtue, so the ruler should be overthrown. If the person in power was a woman, they would definitely go on "personal attacks." For example, in Luo Binwang's "Denouncing Wu Zetian," he scolded Wu Zetian as "defiling the harem" and "fox charm capable of confusing the master."

There was no content of personal attacks in the People's Party notice. Instead, it was like a notice posted before executing criminals, directly calling the Manchu ruler Cixi "Manchu Qing Bandit Gang Female Bandit Chief." This condescending contemptuous attitude towards those in power could absolutely not be possessed by narrow-minded people. He Qian couldn't express her feelings in words. She could feel Chen Ke's condescending mentality. Because facing incompetent people who simply didn't understand reason, He Qian also had this contempt and disregard in her heart.

Looking at the expression He Qian couldn't help revealing, Sun Yongsheng finally determined his wife's true thoughts. He frowned tightly and asked, "Do you think our Beiyang Army can't beat the rebels in Anhui?"

Originally, Sun Yongsheng felt his wife cared about him. Even if slightly offended, Sun Yongsheng could accept it. But after understanding his wife's distrustful attitude towards the Beiyang New Army, this understanding was driven to the nine heavens by extreme unhappiness. After the establishment of the Beiyang New Army, it won almost every battle. Among the various New Armies of the Manchu Qing, no one dared to compare with it. This army had no rival in China. This was Sun Yongsheng's firm confidence. Moreover, the Beiyang New Army had high salaries and high status. As a Cavalry Regiment Commander, Sun Yongsheng's annual income exceeded that of a middle-level landlord. This gave Sun Yongsheng an absolute sense of belonging to the Beiyang New Army. Confidence and sense of belonging, these two attitudes encountered He Qian's denial, and Sun Yongsheng really got angry.

Sun Yongsheng said extremely impolitely, "What equipment does our Beiyang New Army have? Cannons, horses, telegraphs; we have whatever we want. What do the Anhui rebels have? Just a few thousand broken guns snatched. After our Beiyang arrives in Anhui, Chen Ke and the others will just wait to be captured with hands tied."

He Qian frowned, but quickly tried hard to restrain herself and calmed her expression. Sun Yongsheng was not considering fighting at all now; he was just bragging. He Qian was extremely disappointed with Sun Yongsheng's attitude. Before arriving in Anhui, he bragged like this first. Chen Ke won such a big victory, yet there wasn't a single arrogant word in the notice posted in Beijing. Comparing the two sides, the superiority was immediately judged.

Seeing his wife staring at him calmly, Sun Yongsheng thought he had persuaded his wife. He continued, "The Anhui New Army was useless originally, and the Hubei New Army is all flowery frames. What Hubei New Army is number one in learning? Fighting relies on this spirit. Chen Ke is a madman, only knowing how to talk big..."

Hearing this, He Qian smiled bitterly in her heart. Madman? comparatively, her husband looked more like a madman, right? If Chen Ke were a madman, he might also have a delusional condescending attitude. But there wasn't a single word of self-bragging in the entire notice. When Old Master He told He Qian about the ways of the world, he specifically said that the more incompetent people were, the more they loved to brag. Winning a battle and not bragging, how could such a person be a madman?

Old Master He warned He Qian that if she met a person whose speech was simple and never spoke lies, big words, or empty words, she must be extra careful. He Qian didn't understand what Old Master He's words meant at that time. She only remembered Old Master He looking at her lovingly at that time, sighing rarely, "This world is bad originally; people's hearts are broken. If the world were clear and bright, and I could live until you get married, I would definitely find such a person to be your husband. You won't suffer following him. In this world now, if you really get involved with such people, there will absolutely be no good end."

Hearing her most respected and loved father talk about recruiting a son-in-law, He Qian blushed for no reason. She pulled her father and said coquettishly, "Dad, I'll follow you all my life; I don't want to recruit any son-in-law."

Seeing his daughter acting coquettishly to him, Old Master He hugged his daughter and laughed loudly.

After laughing and playing for a while, He Qian asked, "Dad, the person you mentioned isn't a bad person."

Old Master He put away his smile and said seriously, "Girl, do you think bad people are those who swindle, abduction, eat, drink, whore, and gamble? Those are stupid people. Now the world is broken. If a person is truly upright, he can only be the kind who has a little fame, relying on the shelter of the national imperial examination, no one is willing to actively trouble scholars, and he himself hides cautiously to teach, daring not even buy family property. If one wants to mix in this world relying solely on integrity, he will definitely not survive a day. If an upright person still dares to walk in the world, how capable must he be, and how ruthless and vicious must his means be to survive. Such people cannot be without ambition. With such people, hundreds of thousands or millions of people will die in this world. This world is so bad; overthrowing it and starting over is not bad. But you are my daughter, and you are a girl; I am absolutely unwilling to let you get involved with such people."

"...Do you think we can't win?" Sun Yongsheng's fierce voice interrupted He Qian's recollection. Unknowingly, Sun Yongsheng looked excited, staring closely at He Qian. He Qian knew what her husband wanted to hear, but He Qian didn't want to watch her husband encounter danger. Just as she didn't know what to say, a voice came from outside the house, "In the middle of the night, what are you arguing about?" This was the voice of Sun Yongsheng's father. It seemed the dispute between Sun Yongsheng and He Qian disturbed the old man.

"Dad, it's nothing. You go to sleep first." After Sun Yongsheng finished speaking, he glared at He Qian fiercely. He Qian lowered her head. She knew she absolutely couldn't persuade her husband. The disappointment in her heart was beyond words.

He Qian remembered that back then she thought her father was a bit alarmist. If a person is upright, he won't deliberately harm people. Now He Qian thought of her father's words again, and she really couldn't help admiring her father's understanding of worldly affairs. Whether Chen Ke was a truly upright person, He Qian dared not assert. But Chen Ke just showed the style of "not speaking lies, big words, or empty words" on a notice, and He Qian, who was related to Chen Ke by accident, had already been swept in. Not only He Qian, nor just the He family, even the Sun family He Qian married into was swept in by the vortex stirred up by Chen Ke in this era. It was simply like "implicating nine generations." People related or unrelated to Chen Ke were all swept in completely without choice.

Chen Ke definitely didn't do this on purpose, nor did he mean to calculate the He family maliciously. If one must say, this is the will of heaven.

For herself, for her husband, for the two families He family and Sun family connected with her, He Qian now wanted to try her best to let these people related to her break away from this vortex. But her painstaking efforts only brought her husband's anger and her father-in-law's annoyance. He Qian suddenly hated herself very much. If she didn't know so much, maybe she wouldn't live in such fear.

The couple had nothing more to talk about, and both went to sleep without a word. Sun Yongsheng seemed not to have calmed down his anger; he turned over with his back to He Qian. If it were in the past, He Qian would inevitably be very unhappy in her heart, but now she felt relieved in her heart. Being able to have a little space of her own made He Qian feel that thinking was much smoother.

Lying quietly, thoughts surged in He Qian's heart. She didn't meet Chen Ke many times. Having not seen him for more than a year, she couldn't remember Chen Ke's appearance clearly. The deepest impression in memory was Chen Ke's bright eyes, and what He Qian hated most was Chen Ke's eyes. He Qian could see a profound confusion in those eyes. Every time Chen Ke appeared, he was mostly with others. He Qian forgot who those people were. She always felt that no matter who Chen Ke was with, he seemed lonely. This was a person who hadn't found himself. Although Chen Ke was older than He Qian, he was still like a child. Profound confusion about this world was revealed in his eyes.

In the dark, He Qian pursed her lips tightly. She never let her imagination run wild, let alone troubled herself to construct a world out of thin air. Like those extremely excellent people, He Qian's life unfolded completely down-to-earth. Starting from cultivating herself, then expanding circle by circle from relatives, family, and friends around her. Asking her to try to understand a stranger like Chen Ke was really too demanding.

He Qian liked reading the *Analects*. Old Master He believed that the Analects narrated but did not write (create new things), telling the great way of conducting oneself. Regarding the political books written by Chen Ke, He Qian felt there were some keen insights in these books, but for the person who wrote such books, He Qian thought he was definitely a guy who recognized a few words and didn't know how much he weighed (how many buns he ate and how many bowls of soup he drank). He Qian's fear of Chen Ke was because Chen Ke solidly built his own power, possessed strong armed forces, and could obtain terrible battle results. When this power threatened He Qian's normal life, coupled with He Qian's aversion to Chen Ke himself, this gave rise to a strong killing intent towards Chen Ke in He Qian's heart.

How good it would be if Chen Ke died now. For the first time, He Qian sincerely hoped a person would die. This thought made He Qian feel much better in her heart.

Sun Yongsheng was still very unhappy after getting up the next day. After breakfast, he rushed to the Ministry of Army. Recently, for the matter of dispatching troops, the Ministry of Army made a lot of mess, and even got mid-to-high-level officers to Beijing. Saying it was for admonition and war preparation, in fact, it was simply to divide the Beiyang Army. Sun Yongsheng and most mid-level officers simply didn't want to pay attention to the current Ministry of Army, but they had to come here to listen to the officials of the Ministry of Army talk nonsense.

As soon as he entered the Ministry of Army, Sun Yongsheng found that he came relatively early. Many officers lived in Beijing. Theoretically, they should live in the barracks, but actually those whose homes were in Beijing ran home to live. Those living in the barracks were lazier and came less timely. The big shots of the Ministry of Army were not as good as mid-level officers. Looking at the sparse comrades, Sun Yongsheng remembered that when in the barracks, Lord Yuan always got up early himself, and officers dared not get up late even more. After Lord Yuan was forced to leave Beiyang, military discipline began to slacken in this capital city. Sun Yongsheng found that he still liked the strict discipline when Lord Yuan was in charge of Beiyang.

In the reform of the Manchu official system in 1906, the Ministry of War, the Army Training Office, and the Court of the Imperial Stud were unified into the Ministry of Army. Tie Liang left the Grand Council and served exclusively as the Minister of the Ministry of Army. Cixi feared Yuan Shikai becoming too powerful to control, so she placed the 1st, 3rd, 5th, and 6th Divisions of the six Beiyang Divisions under Tie Liang's command, creating a "balance of power" where Tie Liang confronted Yuan Shikai. The current Minister of the Ministry of Army, Tie Liang, originally participated in training the Beiyang New Army with Yuan Shikai, but he was not from a military background; the real execution was completed by Yuan Shikai's faction. Now as the Army Minister, controlling the elite Beiyang New Army, the Beiyang Army was not convinced by Tie Liang at all.

In this military operation to exterminate the Anhui rebels, if Yuan Shikai were still in charge of the Beiyang Army, with Wang Shizhen, Duan Qirui, Feng Guozhang, and others handling military affairs, the Beiyang Army should have moved out long ago. Now Tie Liang was in power. Wang Shizhen took office as the Admiral of Jiangbei and had already gone to take office. As Yuan Shikai's ironclad follower, there was a saying that Duan Qirui should be responsible for the supervision of various army schools. Feng Guozhang held the post of Army Advisory Envoy, in charge of formulating troop training policies. In Yuan Shikai's period, Feng Guozhang could naturally be of great use. But now Tie Liang could logically make Feng Guozhang a "consultant."

It was easy to make these Yuan Shikai ironclads figureheads. From the perspective of seizing power, Tie Liang achieved his goal. But this is only suitable for peacetime. Now that a big war was to be fought, after making these people figureheads, Tie Liang basically had no one to use. Although he also tried hard to rectify the Beiyang New Army, mid-to-high-level officers unanimously disliked Tie Liang, and he was helpless. Although Cixi knew Tie Liang's difficulties and didn't urge too much, Tie Liang was anxious himself.

Half an hour after Sun Yongsheng arrived at the Ministry of Army, Tie Liang arrived at the Ministry of Army with red eyes. As soon as he entered the Ministry of Army, he asked someone to invite Duan Qirui over. Although Duan Qirui now had many concurrent jobs and even held the post of Brigadier General of Tingzhou Town, Fujian, he was still the Commander of the 3rd Division and worked in the Beiyang Army.

Duan Qirui entered the room to see Tie Liang. After saluting, Tie Liang asked Duan Qirui to sit down. "Commander Duan, this bandit suppression is of great importance. I have decided to let you lead the 3rd Division south to suppress bandits."

Hearing Tie Liang's words, Duan Qirui cursed secretly in his heart, "Such a small order dragged until now to decide; what were you doing before?" Although cursing in his heart, Duan Qirui stood up and replied, "I obey the order."

Seeing Duan Qirui didn't disobey, Tie Liang relaxed a lot. In these days, Tie Liang also wanted to make a decision early, but those princes of the Imperial Clan dragged Tie Liang to attend Imperial Clan meetings all day long. The princes' idea was simple: since Tie Liang managed to take charge of the Ministry of Army with difficulty, he should take advantage of now to purge Yuan Shikai's forces in the Beiyang New Army and let the Imperial Clan completely control the Beiyang New Army.

Although he also hoped to curb Yuan Shikai's power, Tie Liang didn't like these princes and beiles either. If they were allowed to control the Beiyang Army, the Beiyang Army would collapse instantly. Tie Liang wanted the Beiyang Army to become the confidant of the court and the defender of the state. Not wanting the Beiyang Army to become a New Eight Banners who only knew how to carry bird cages, visit brothels, and smoke opium. Because of Tie Liang's refusal, these princes were extremely dissatisfied with Tie Liang. And the Beiyang New Army believed that Tie Liang drove away Yuan Shikai in a vain attempt to dominate the Beiyang New Army alone. They also absolutely didn't cooperate with Tie Liang. Tie Liang was caught between these two forces, and the crossfire made him physically and mentally exhausted.

"Commander Duan, the Ministry of Army thinks this bandit suppression should go through Xuzhou." Tie Liang said.

"Why not take the Beijing-Hankou line? Attacking Fengtai County where the bandit leader is entrenched from Fuyang is very convenient." Duan Qirui felt puzzled.

Tie Liang explained, "The Ministry of Army thinks it's better to combine forces. After the 3rd Division arrives in Xuzhou, exterminate the rebels together with Admiral Wang Shizhen. Plus the Jiangnan Admiral and the Hubei New Army send troops at the same time; encircling and suppressing from three routes, we should be able to win a great victory."

Hearing Tie Liang's words, Duan Qirui sneered in his heart. What Ministry of Army? It was just Tie Liang's own idea. The Ministry of Army sounded loud, but there was no one inside who could really do things. At least Duan Qirui didn't know any decent staff officers in the Ministry of Army. Letting the Ministry of Army formulate military plans was like asking a tiger for its skin. Thinking of staff officers, Duan Qirui couldn't help thinking of Pu Guanshui who defected to Chen Ke now. When Pu Guanshui was in Beiyang, Duan Qirui's evaluation of Pu Guanshui's military cultivation was acceptable. It seems he definitely had to lead troops on the expedition. Among his opponents was a traitor like Pu Guanshui who knew the foundation of Beiyang; he had to consider this problem carefully.

"What other thoughts does Commander Duan have?" Tie Liang asked.

"Who is responsible for commanding the troops this time?" Duan Qirui cared more about this. Previously when Beiyang moved out, Yuan Shikai was the commander-in-chief. Now in Tie Liang's plan, the 3rd Division, Jiangbei New Army, Jiangnan New Army, and Hubei New Army attacked from four routes. There was no difference in the official positions of the commanders of the four troops, so someone had to come out to command.

"This time it will be commanded by the Ministry of Army personally." Tie Liang replied. "Now the telegram speed is extremely fast; if there are any problems, just telegraph back and forth directly. Moreover, this time, the 1st Division and the 2nd Division will also prepare to send troops. If the bandit suppression situation is unsatisfactory, then these two divisions will go south immediately."

"Does the Ministry of Army command from thousands of *li* away?" Duan Qirui felt Tie Liang's idea was too magical.

"If there is any military situation, the telegram arrives in a few hours. The Ministry of Army will absolutely not delay things on major issues. With Commander Duan on the front line, I am very relieved." Tie Liang laughed.

Learning that the Ministry of Army would not interfere too much, Duan Qirui was relieved. But he fought to the death on the front line, and as a result, all the credit would be taken by the group of good-for-nothings in the Ministry of Army; Duan Qirui felt very aggrieved.

"Since this is the case, why wait until now to decide to send troops?" Duan Qirui asked.

Tie Liang knew Duan Qirui's words were very ill-intentioned. He smiled reluctantly, "The defeat of the Hubei New Army this time is too strange. I have ordered the Hubei New Army to review this matter, and ordered them to send some defeated soldiers to Beijing for questioning by the Ministry of Army personally. Plus it is the rainy season in Anhui now, inconvenient for marching. So it was delayed for some time."

"So that's it. I wonder what was asked from the Hubei New Army?" Duan Qirui was very happy in his heart seeing Tie Liang's embarrassment and thinking of seeing the joke of the Hubei New Army.

"This has to be discussed in a special meeting." Tie Liang replied.

After the talk, Duan Qirui came out and summoned the officers of the 3rd Division. Just as the people were gathered, news came from the Ministry of Army to hold a meeting regarding the great defeat of the Hubei New Army. Duan Qirui originally thought Tie Liang saying to hold a review meeting was just a statement. He didn't expect Tie Liang to actually hold a meeting, which surprised him a bit.

The review meeting first explained the reasons for the failure of the Hubei New Army facing the map, nothing more than bullshit like advancing lightly. But when some defeated officers were brought in, Duan Qirui really looked at Tie Liang with new eyes. Not that these defeated soldiers could tell the truth; Duan Qirui knew that defeated soldiers spoke most unreliably to shirk responsibility. What surprised him was that Tie Liang could actually get people from the Hubei New Army. This was a huge slap in the face of the Hubei New Army. Tie Liang's ability was a bit too strong.

These defeated soldiers were all soldiers and low-level officers, and mostly officers and soldiers defending Anqing. Mentioning the defeat, they all said that the bandit soldiers were powerful, the main force of the Hubei New Army was taken away by Li Yuanhong, tens of thousands of bandit soldiers attacked, and the more than a thousand Hubei New Army soldiers couldn't beat them at all.

Duan Qirui had no interest in this nonsense. He absolutely didn't believe there could be tens of thousands of rebels in Anhui. He picked out the officers who were defeated in Hefei and questioned them.

The officer had indeed participated in the bloody Battle of Hefei. Although he had been asked many times, he was a bit tired of answering questions. But when Duan Qirui's stern gaze fell on the officer's face, the officer still shuddered. He began to repeat the Battle of Hefei with some stuttering. Hearing that the People's Party actually built a river-blocking obstacle in two days, Duan Qirui's face became extremely ugly. Then speaking of the People's Party suddenly eliminating hundreds of scouts of the Hubei New Army. Then suddenly attacking the Hubei New Army. After a fierce battle all night, by day, countless People's Party bandit troops rushed up and destroyed the Hubei New Army.

"Nonsense!" Duan Qirui slapped the table and stood up. "Tens of thousands of people rushing up, have you seen tens of thousands of people? Encountering the enemy, you don't say serving the court to the death; after losing the battle, you don't tell the truth, but still only know to shirk. What crime do you deserve!"
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Duan Qirui had no good feelings for the Hubei New Army. In the Hejian Autumn Maneuvers, the outside world generally evaluated the Hubei New Army as "winning with learning" and the Beiyang New Army as "winning with courage." In the Qing Dynasty, being educated was evaluated higher than having courage, which was something Duan Qirui was extremely dissatisfied with. The Minister of the Army, Tie Liang, ordered some defeated soldiers of the Hubei New Army to be escorted to Beijing for questioning, which gave Duan Qirui a chance to vent. Of course, Duan Qirui's outburst was not entirely for revenge; he also wanted to intimidate the defeated soldiers so that they wouldn't dare to lie.

When Duan Qirui scolded the defeated soldiers angrily, he was really murderous. If it were in the Beiyang Army, Duan Qirui shouting angrily like this would really mean killing people. The officer of the defeated soldiers was scared out of his wits. He knelt down with a thud but hugged Tie Liang's leg. "My Lord, you said before entering Beijing that you would absolutely not kill us. Spare my life, My Lord."

Except for the officer scolded by Duan Qirui, the other soldiers were also frightened. Seeing the officer asking Tie Liang for help, they also knelt down and begged. The inquiry, which was proceeding normally, suddenly became chaotic.

Tie Liang glanced at Duan Qirui blamingly, but at this time he couldn't refute Duan Qirui's face because of these defeated soldiers. With a cold snort, Tie Liang said, "Just speak honestly; don't make things up. Saying not to kill you is to ask you to speak honestly. If you are dishonest again, can't the Ministry of Army kill you?"

The defeated soldiers "understood" Tie Liang's words. In the subsequent questioning, they tried their best to speculate on Duan Qirui's meaning when speaking. Duan Qirui really had no experience in interrogating defeated soldiers. At this time, to survive, how could the defeated soldiers still be willing to tell the truth? Every sentence was shirking responsibility. And the biggest person responsible was naturally Brigade Commander Li Yuanhong. Some defeated soldiers were even scared confused and actually directed some responsibility towards Zhang Zhidong.

"This is forced confession under torture," Duan Qirui couldn't help thinking. He regretted it a bit himself. In fact, Duan Qirui really wanted to figure out what ability his opponent, the People's Party, had. He didn't expect it to turn out like this. But on second thought, Duan Qirui had a calculation. He just needed to get a copy of the confessions of these defeated soldiers and leak some news everywhere. Of course, these news would definitely not mention what Duan Qirui himself did, but hint to other aspects that Tie Liang wanted to deal with Zhang Zhidong by interrogating defeated soldiers. These news would definitely reach Zhang Zhidong, and Duan Qirui believed Zhang Zhidong would absolutely not ignore it. If Zhang Zhidong fought with Tie Liang, firstly it would suit Duan Qirui's wish, and secondly it would also be helpful to Yuan Shikai.

Seeing the inquiry turn into this appearance, Tie Liang was also extremely dissatisfied in his heart. He could get these defeated soldiers not by suppressing Hubei with any authority, but by relying on the Manchu Battalion set up in the Hubei New Army. At the beginning of this year, rebels caused trouble in Anhui. To strengthen control over the New Army, the court set up Manchu Battalions in various New Armies. The purpose was to let these Manchus spy on military intelligence and catch revolutionaries. Tie Liang relied on the efforts of the Manchu Battalion in the Hubei New Army to send the defeated soldiers to Beijing.

Tie Liang actually had his own sense of propriety. He absolutely didn't want to turn the inquiry into forced confession under torture, so he repeatedly emphasized to the officials interrogating these defeated soldiers that absolutely no forced confession or inducement was allowed. Duan Qirui was the Commander of the 3rd Division. Out of status, Tie Liang didn't instruct Duan Qirui, but trouble still occurred. "How could Duan Qirui be such a person?" Tie Liang was very disappointed. In the Beiyang Army, Duan Qirui had a good reputation. This was also the reason why Tie Liang was willing to let Duan Qirui lead the 3rd Division on the expedition.

But since the matter had happened, saying anything more to Duan Qirui would only intensify the conflict. Tie Liang had to swallow this anger. At the same time, he recorded a mark against Duan Qirui in his heart.

After the inquiry ended, the Ministry of Army began to discuss the gains and losses of the Hubei New Army in the Anhui Campaign. Since the Hubei New Army was annihilated too thoroughly, this battle naturally couldn't talk about any "gains." As for "losses," the people in the Ministry of Army knew long ago that Tie Liang wouldn't let them pursue responsibility, so they couldn't say too much.

Duan Qirui was an old soldier after all. Ignoring the meaning of the Ministry of Army, he raised his questions directly. The first was the problem of the "river blocking dam." Duan Qirui resolutely didn't believe that the People's Party could build a dam at the bottom of the river. The second problem was the scout problem. Duan Qirui didn't completely disbelieve that the People's Party destroyed the scouts of the Hubei New Army in a short time; he thought there must be a problem here. The third was the hollow square formation deployed by the Hubei New Army. The hollow square formation was obviously for line attack. The Hubei New Army turned this formation into a situation of passively taking a beating. Duan Qirui felt there was something very fishy here. A group of chaotic bandits of the People's Party, where did they have the ability to suppress the Hubei New Army in firepower? If they had such ability, these bandits of the People's Party would absolutely not just shrink in Anhui. To the north was Henan, to the east were Jiangsu and Zhejiang; these were all rich places. The People's Party should have attacked these places long ago. It was impossible to shrink in Anhui which had suffered floods. The disaster situation of the flood last year was serious, and Duan Qirui in Beijing knew a lot of news. It was lucky for the People's Party to survive in the mud nest; how could they create such a tough army?

Duan Qirui didn't know what arduous efforts the People's Party had made under Chen Ke's leadership. Of course, even if Duan Qirui heard about such things, he would think it was "nonsense." But the questions raised by Duan Qirui hit the nail on the head. Most people in the Ministry of Army didn't like Duan Qirui, but they nodded frequently after hearing these questions.

Tie Liang frowned and remained silent. After a long while, he said, "Commander Duan, this bandit suppression is urgent. If we want to clarify these things, I'm afraid it will drag on for a while. I think we still have to send troops as soon as possible."

Duan Qirui thought to himself: "You know it's urgent now? If you hadn't seized Lord Yuan's military power, Chen Ke and these rebels would have been destroyed long ago."

Although he thought so in his heart, Duan Qirui absolutely couldn't say so with his mouth. He asked, "How does Your Excellency plan to handle it?"

Tie Liang replied, "Commander Duan, hurry up and prepare for the troop dispatch now. I will investigate what you said in detail. I will definitely solve Commander Duan's doubts."

Since Tie Liang said so, Duan Qirui couldn't question him to his face. He had to continue asking, "Then when to send troops?"

"Troops must be sent within fifteen days." Tie Liang replied.

"Within fifteen days?" Duan Qirui's eyes widened. This was not him pretending. The 3rd Division had tens of thousands of troops and horses, and huge baggage. It was absolutely unrealistic to send troops within fifteen days. If Wang Shizhen were here, this might be possible, but Duan Qirui hadn't even formulated a military plan now; it was fundamentally unrealistic.

Tie Liang also knew where the problem lay, but he couldn't wait any longer. "It is not necessary to move out completely. You can send a part of the troops south first, but in any case, within thirty days, the 3rd Division must all arrive in Xuzhou. Then advance into Anhui together with the Admiral of Jiangbei."

When coming out of the Ministry of Army conference room, Duan Qirui was furious. No matter how he explained, Tie Liang refused to relent. Tie Liang was not without reason. In 1905, an uprising broke out in Liuyang and Liling, echoing Shangli. In less than 10 days, the rebel army reached more than 30,000 people, and its prestige spread to several provinces in the middle reaches of the Yangtze River. The officers and soldiers of Hunan and Jiangxi provinces were in chaos and called for help frequently. The Qing court issued "Imperial Edicts" repeatedly, urgently ordering the four provinces of Hubei, Hunan, Jiangxi, and Jiangsu to send capable troops quickly to "gallop to suppress together," and transferred the navy to Jiujiang and Wuhu to embolden them. For a time, the Qing army gathered reached forty or fifty thousand. This was the largest troop dispatch by the Qing Dynasty in the south since the failure of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom. Even the Beiyang Army far away in Tianjin sent a cavalry battalion to participate in the suppression of the uprising.

Duan Qirui certainly knew about that incident, but at that time the Manchu Qing could still cooperate internally, and the commanders of various armies didn't have such obvious factional disputes as now. Moreover, that incident couldn't be compared with this time. Who could have thought that such a rebel team would suddenly emerge from the center of the flood? When the court discovered it, this team had actually become a force.

Duan Qirui didn't realize that because he didn't know the specific situation, his judgment of the People's Party's strength actually changed with his different mentality. Now Duan Qirui didn't reflect on his own thoughts at all. It was easy for Tie Liang to give orders, but Duan Qirui, who executed the orders, had to face countless difficulties. Gathering the officers of the 3rd Division, Duan Qirui issued the order to send troops.

The officers of the 3rd Division didn't expect to send troops so soon either. When Duan Qirui issued the order with a gloomy face, no one dared to say anything. When Duan Qirui ordered the meeting to adjourn, the officers immediately packed their luggage and returned to Tianjin. The officers exchanged glances secretly. Sun Yongsheng originally felt that the discipline of the Ministry of Army was lax, but knowing that he would soon be plunged into intense preparations for dispatching troops and would soon travel thousands of *li* to participate in the war, he actually felt that this comfortable life became nostalgic.

After the meeting, some officers began to contact each other to go out for a heavy drink at night. Everyone felt that they should have a good time before sending troops. It would be several months before the next enjoyment.

The officers of the Beiyang Army were not short of money, and it was common for everyone to take turns hosting drinks. This troop dispatch was a big event, and everyone felt that ordinary drinking couldn't be enjoyable enough, so they simply pooled money to go to the Eight Great Hutongs to drink flower wine (drink with courtesans). The group changed into casual clothes first, gathered at the agreed place, and marched mightily to the Eight Great Hutongs. Sun Yongsheng found that there was actually one more person among those who came, which was Zheng Wenjie who was now working in the Ministry of Army. Zheng Wenjie was once Wang Shizhen's subordinate and could be considered a Beiyang person. He didn't say much.

This flower wine was drunk very heartily. Needless to say about the banquet, the dishes were naturally excellent. The courtesans accompanying the wine flattered deliberately, plus there were people singing tunes beside. A group of officers hugged the courtesans and drank heartily. Then the sound of a pipa rang out, and the woman singing the tune sang a song. This song was said to be a tune but not a tune, an opera but not an opera.

"The night is deep, why is the paper window lit. That is not waiting all night, the candle you lit for me. It's just an encounter, that dream of the Red Chamber. My landscape, all faded, like washed by heavy rain. The scenery in the cup is ghostly, forgetting who I am. The mood is like the night cool as water. Holding a butterfly cup in hand, flying alone, not returning until drunk. Made a mistake in the flower field, agreed to forget before dawn. Made a mistake in the flower field, the embrace became torment, made a mistake in the flower field, made a mistake... Like being obsessed with the boredom of flowers in the mirror and moon in the water, made a mistake in the flower field, please forgive my affectionate disturbance." (Lyrics from "Hua Tian Cuo" by Wang Leehom)

The singing woman's voice was clear and high. The song, which was originally very provocative, did not use a gentle and soft way, but a straightforward and crisp voice. The officers came to "make mistakes" originally. Hearing this song, they felt it fit the scene very well, and everyone was extremely happy. An officer laughed, "I have been here many times and heard this song many times. Every time I hear it, I feel endless aftertaste." After speaking, he couldn't help singing along with the tune.

After hearing this, an officer laughed, "Girl, how about sitting in my arms and singing?" These words were rude and heroic, making the group of officers laugh loudly.

After drinking for a while, everyone was a bit drunk and began to lose control of their mouths. An officer said to Zheng Wenjie beside him, "Brother Zheng, you met Chen Ke before. What kind of person is that guy?"

Zheng Wenjie laughed loudly, "That guy looks like a bad person at first glance. I didn't bother to pay attention to him. Chen Ke has pitted our Beiyang miserably. If I had known he was such a rebel, I should have stabbed Chen Ke to death at that time."

The officers laughed loudly after hearing this. An officer didn't know if he was really drunk; he said in a malicious voice, "Brother Zheng, you are really lucky. Lord Yuan was implicated by this fellow Chen Ke and lost his job. You, old brother, were promoted to the Ministry of Army instead. This is really quite different."

Zheng Wenjie's face changed immediately upon hearing this, but he thought about it and didn't flare up.

Sun Yongsheng was very unhappy hearing this. Although he had never met Chen Ke, he felt he was implicated by Chen Ke. Now the Beiyang Army and the Ministry of Army didn't get along. Although Zheng Wenjie came from Beiyang, he was inevitably suspected of becoming an "outsider" at this time. He snorted heavily, and then drank the wine in the cup in one gulp.

There is never a shortage of instigators in this world, let alone after drinking heavily, there are even more people who can't control their mouths. An officer laughed, "Brother Sun, you are now the uncle of that fellow Chen Ke. You have to place righteousness above family loyalty in this troop dispatch."

Sun Yongsheng was angry hearing this, but he couldn't lose his temper at the Beiyang Army brothers. He didn't have enough time to clear himself now. If he made a fuss, in case someone deliberately played dirty tricks behind his back, Sun Yongsheng would definitely not end up well. Unable to vent the pent-up anger in his heart, Sun Yongsheng saw Zheng Wenjie opposite, and immediately felt that Zheng Wenjie first befriended Chen Ke, then joined the Ministry of Army; this fellow Zheng Wenjie was worse than himself. Sun Yongsheng also said drunkenly, "I am just Chen Ke's uncle; I can't decide on relative matters. But when it comes to making friends, I will absolutely not choose the wrong person."

The group of officers knew the meaning in Sun Yongsheng's words and laughed loudly.

Zheng Wenjie heard this, and the anger on his face flashed and disappeared. He piled up an expression like a smiling tiger. "Brother Sun, I toast you a cup."

Sun Yongsheng stood up carelessly and clinked glasses with Zheng Wenjie. After the two sat down, Zheng Wenjie said with a smile, "I indeed made careless friends. This can't be helped; I can't compare with you, Brother Sun. You are lucky, really good. Back then when Chen Ke wanted to propose to the He family, Lord Yuan asked who the object of the proposal was. Chen Ke originally thought of proposing to He Ruming's sister. Later, someone persuaded him, saying He Ruming's daughter was much better than He Ruming's sister. Then Chen Ke changed his mind. I look down on such fickle guys the most. But if Chen Ke hadn't changed his mind and married He Ruming's sister, then I'm afraid Brother Sun would have to call Chen Ke uncle now. Brother Sun, your luck is really good."

Hearing this, there was another burst of laughter among the officers. Sun Yongsheng didn't smile. Not only did he not smile, but blue veins popped out on his forehead, and his face became hideous.

Zheng Wenjie just wanted to see such a scene. He showed a fake smile and continued, "Brother Sun, I heard that when He Ruming's daughter got married back then, the eldest lady of the He family was actually very unhappy. I don't know if the eldest lady of the He family said anything to you about your troop dispatch this time, Brother Sun."

The officers at the same table were originally watching the fun, grinning foolishly one by one. But after hearing these words, some guys who were still somewhat upright lost their smiles. Someone said, "Brother Zheng, you drank too much."

But not all officers were so upright; some laughed loudly instead. Zheng Wenjie also knew how to join in the fun. After fiercely fighting back against Sun Yongsheng's provocation, he was in a great mood, so he followed the pole and laughed, "I drank too much, drank too much. Haha." Then he picked up the wine cup, but found there was no wine in the cup. Just as he was about to take the wine pot to pour wine, he heard Sun Yongsheng say loudly, "Come, I'll pour wine for you."

Everyone's eyes fell on Sun Yongsheng, only to see his face had turned iron blue. He grabbed a wine pot in his hand and was about to go around the table to Zheng Wenjie. Everyone knew something was wrong. Some people hugged the courtesans preparing to watch the excitement. Some officers felt uneasy. Zheng Wenjie knew Sun Yongsheng was not coming to pour wine for him at all, but to beat him up. Zheng Wenjie was very confident in his skills, and Sun Yongsheng had many flaws in his fury. Fighting was nothing to Zheng Wenjie, but Zheng Wenjie was now the person providing information to Chen Ke. If a fight broke out, the matter would definitely blow up. At that time, after the Beiyang Army was defeated, there might not be people who would wag their tongues baselessly. This would be unfavorable to Zheng Wenjie instead. As long as Zheng Wenjie fought with Sun Yongsheng, winning or not winning was bad. Although he was happy to gain an advantage in speech. Zheng Wenjie secretly pulled the sleeve of the officer Wu Yongfu beside him.

Wu Yongfu had a good relationship with Zheng Wenjie; this time he dragged Zheng Wenjie to drink together. As soon as Zheng Wenjie pulled Wu Yongfu's sleeve, Wu Yongfu knew what it meant. He hurriedly stood up and stopped Sun Yongsheng who was walking over with the wine pot. "Brother Sun, don't be like this." Several other officers who didn't want to make things big also stood up hurriedly and stopped Sun Yongsheng together. Seeing he couldn't go over to beat Zheng Wenjie up, Sun Yongsheng cursed loudly, "Zheng Wenjie, what kind of thing are you?"

Seeing the fight couldn't start, Zheng Wenjie also stood up and bowed to everyone in a circle. "I drank too much; I'll take my leave first. I'll pay for Brother Sun's wine." After speaking, Zheng Wenjie left a stack of silver dollars on the table, and then walked out of the flower hall leisurely. Sun Yongsheng looked at Zheng Wenjie's back and wanted to smash the wine pot at Zheng Wenjie with all his might, but was stopped. He had to curse at Zheng Wenjie loudly.

Listening to Sun Yongsheng's curses, Zheng Wenjie didn't care at all. He came this time originally to spy on specific intelligence, and he already knew what he wanted to know during the banquet. Originally Zheng Wenjie still had some thoughts; he really might not want to notify Chen Ke of the news of the Beiyang Army's dispatch so timely, but now he changed his mind. If Sun Yongsheng was killed by Chen Ke in Anhui, Zheng Wenjie would be very happy.
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Chapter 69: Preparations Before the Second Counter-Encirclement (1)

When the intelligence provided by Zheng Wenjie was transmitted to the Confidential Section of Fengtai County, Chen Ke was in a meeting. The first phase of the election work was basically completed, and the heads of district committees of various counties and districts returned to the base area first for a summary meeting. Chen Ke should not have been easily disturbed at this time, but the classification of this intelligence was very high. Not only did Zheng Wenjie's report come, but also the report from the Beijing Station. The Beiyang officers who had gathered at the Ministry of Army in Beijing had returned to Tianjin or the Beijing barracks. Moreover, the requisition of ships also appeared in the canal shipping.

The confidential clerk sent the document to the venue, and the staff passed the intelligence to Chen Ke. At this time, Lu Huitian was speaking. "The situation facing Fuyang is mainly that we haven't been able to take root in the countryside. There are still too many areas that cannot be effectively managed. This takes time and cadres. Even in the areas we can enter, many areas have not undergone land reform; only a work team entered the area. Most of the work that can be done is still some health and education. The local people do not cooperate..."

This was actually not just the situation in the Fuyang area. Except for thoroughly controlling the area of Fengtai, Shouzhou, and Wuhe County, the situation in other areas of the People's Party was very complicated. It presented a situation quite similar to the Manchu rule. It was a situation of gradually expanding outward with the county seat and prefecture seat as the center. Now it is not the countryside surrounding the cities at all, but the cities radiating to the countryside. What is most lacking is nothing but cadres.

Yuwen Badu listened to the report and felt fortunate in his heart. If he hadn't taken up the work in Fengtai County but gone to a new area to undertake work like Lu Huitian, he knew he absolutely couldn't do it. Lu Huitian was already a quite capable one in the base area, with seniority and high status, so he dared to frankly admit that the work encountered great problems. But Yuwen Badu thought again; who among those who can be county-level cadres now has shallow seniority and low status?

Because he didn't have the same work experience, Yuwen Badu didn't resonate much with Lu Huitian's work. Chen Ke's act of silently flipping through the stack of newly transmitted documents attracted Yuwen Badu's attention. Watching Chen Ke looking through the documents expressionlessly, Yuwen Badu was very curious about what was written in the documents. Just then, "Cough, cough!" Ren Qiying beside Yuwen Badu coughed twice again.

The meeting level was high, so the doors and windows were closed. Since the base area could produce cigarettes, a considerable number of leading cadres with high work pressure had developed the hobby of smoking. Now the venue was filled with smoke, and Ren Qiying, who didn't smoke, was choked and coughed repeatedly.

Chen Ke raised his hand to ask to speak. Lu Huitian paused to let Chen Ke speak first. "Comrades, let's smoke during the recess. The venue is rolling with thick smoke; what if someone comes in to fight a fire? Either open the windows, and comrades who don't smoke sit upwind."

A burst of good-natured laughter came from the venue. "Which of the two methods do you choose?" Chen Ke asked next.

"The second one." Smokers expressed one after another. Smoking was to relieve pressure. Being so busy all day long, smoking a cigarette to refresh oneself was also a habit hard to get rid of. Comrades who didn't smoke didn't oppose either, so everyone stared at Chen Ke.

"Don't look at me; hurry up and open the windows and change seats." Chen Ke laughed.

After everyone changed seats, due to air circulation and movement, the mood also became much livelier. Chen Ke laughed, "I got news that the Beiyang Army will arrive in Xuzhou within a month at the latest. There's going to be a war."

A loud uproar rang out in the conference hall. Having fought big battles several times, the comrades were no longer as sensitive as before. The tense atmosphere no longer existed. The reason for such a big reaction was that the Beiyang Army disrupted the upcoming People's Congress election work.

Chen Ke laughed, "Comrades, we can't control when the Beiyang Army comes, but we can always control ourselves. Work still has to follow the plan. The matter of the People's Congress continues. If we follow the plan, the People's Congress meeting will have been held before the Beiyang Army arrives in Xuzhou."

Lu Huitian looked at the wide-open windows. "Chairman Chen, should we pay attention to confidentiality work?"

"What we are discussing now is not internal Party work, but administrative work like elections. What is there to keep secret? In the future, when conditions permit, I think these meetings should allow the people to observe. Since we serve the people, the people have the right to know how we serve the people."

Comrades looked at each other in dismay. In a meeting of this level, if some common people sat in to observe, no comrade could accept this practice.

"Observing must have rules; observers certainly cannot speak, and not all content can be observed. Please rest assured about this. Okay, let's not talk about this first. Let me talk about the work of this counter-encirclement campaign. First, the locality and the army cooperate to strengthen walls and clear fields (*Jianbi Qingye*). Help the masses hide grain, and valuable things should also be hidden well. Including where the masses hide after the Manchu Qing comes to avoid Manchu harassment. These all need to be prepared. Of course, *Jianbi Qingye* is voluntary. If the masses are willing to believe that the Manchu Qing will not commit the slightest offense against civilians, let them go. But what should be said, what should be told, what should be advised, we must do ourselves."

When Chen Ke spoke, many people began to record in their notebooks. Those who wrote fast were okay; some were obviously unskilled in writing and recorded very incompletely. They wrote while thinking, their faces red with difficulty.

Slowing down a bit, Chen Ke continued, "Second, land reform and election work must continue to be propagated. We must mobilize the masses and let the masses understand that these policies are sincerely serving the masses and can bring real benefits to everyone."

After saying these, Chen Ke suddenly remembered some words he had neglected before. "Let me add a point. Regarding *Jianbi Qingye*, the Manchu Qing won't come to some areas, so *Jianbi Qingye* doesn't need to be done so urgently. However, we must explain the matter of the Manchu Qing besieging the base area to everyone clearly."

This statement was very surprising. Not too long ago, less than a year ago, when the People's Party first started fighting against the Manchu Qing, Chen Ke paid great attention to blocking news. Not to mention the Manchu Qing attacking, even after a great victory, commendation meetings were only held in the core base area. This time Chen Ke actually asked to inform about this matter throughout the base area. Comrades whose thinking couldn't quite keep up with the situation inevitably began to be confused. The main leaders knew Chen Ke's meaning, especially Lu Huitian, who couldn't help showing a cold smile.

During the noon recess, Lu Huitian found Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, I want to ask you for a person."

"Who?" Chen Ke asked.

"Can you transfer Comrade Ren Qiying to me to be the Director of the County Party Office?"

"Hehe," Chen Ke laughed, "Why don't you discuss it with Yuwen Badu?"

Lu Huitian also laughed, "Discussing with Yuwen Badu is like asking a tiger for its skin. If you are unwilling to come forward for this matter, then I won't say anything."

"I definitely won't come forward now; there are also many things in Fengtai recently. Moreover, it's not just Fuyang that lacks cadres in our base area. And I am also considering one thing: whether to move the command post to Hefei. If passed through discussion, I will take Comrade Ren Qiying to Hefei."

"Sigh..., it is easy to get a thousand soldiers but hard to find one general." Lu Huitian also sighed.

"Yes, we all have to step up cadre training." Chen Ke expressed profound agreement.

"Chairman Chen, I want to say something. I never understood why you have to be so tired. We are all relieved about the things you handle, but..."

"But I am a bit too dictatorial, right?" Chen Ke laughed.

"I never thought so." Lu Huitian said seriously. "Originally, I thought that when I arrived in Fuyang, the conditions were much better than when we first arrived in Fengtai County. When I really started working, I found it was much harder than when we were in Fengtai County. I really wish there could be a flood in Fuyang now."

"Haha, Comrade Huitian, I know your feeling. When we first started working in Fengtai County, with you comrades here, the work was indeed much easier to do. I look dictatorial now, actually because many comrades still don't know how to work. If I let them do it freely, they will make mistakes. How about your side?"

Lu Huitian didn't think there was anything wrong with Chen Ke's words. He had a rare look of frustration on his face. "Same on my side. Not to mention comrades don't know how to do it; I don't know how to do many things either. Letting them do it freely, they definitely caused trouble. The current situation is very different from when we were in Fengtai. Criticism and self-criticism; I criticize myself every day now. Where is the problem?"

"The problem is that land reform is originally an extremely difficult task. When we were in Fengtai County, the timing, geographical location, and human harmony were all with us, so land reform looked very easy. In fact, it's not like that. I failed to analyze this matter clearly to comrades; this is my work error." Chen Ke spoke his heartfelt words. For Chen Ke, land reform was just a result. Land reform had been completely finished decades before he was born. Discussions and reflections on the Republic's policies were all new policies implemented after the complete completion of land reform. Under such inertial thinking, plus the land reform in Fengtai County encountered no decent resistance at all, Chen Ke forgot with what superior force the Party forcibly promoted land reform after the founding of the People's Republic back then. Later, after local situations were constantly fed back, Chen Ke realized he had made this mistake.

Lu Huitian seemed to have really realized how difficult things were. He laughed, "If land reform cannot proceed, we cannot win over the people. I used to be responsible for the work of the labor camp and felt I was very capable. I could manage tens of thousands of people in perfect order. After arriving in Fuyang and letting me do this job myself, I knew I really couldn't hold on..."

Chen Ke knew exactly what Lu Huitian wanted to say. He immediately responded, "Don't ask me for Comrade Ren Qiying. Even if you ask me, I won't give her to you. Comrade Ren Qiying is particularly good at organizational work; I know it as well as you. When I promoted her, I didn't discuss it with the Organization Department. Now many comrades in Fengtai County still have knots in their hearts. If I give her to you, something will happen. It's not guaranteed that someone will say strange things; I can't do this."

Seeing he couldn't get Ren Qiying, Lu Huitian refused to give up. He said, "Then you have to transfer two more crack soldiers and capable generals to me, otherwise I can't hold on."

Chen Ke was also extremely embarrassed. Where were there so many excellent cadres now? Those who performed well had long been divided up by various departments. If he demanded people forcibly, various departments would absolutely refuse to release people. After thinking for a while, he suddenly remembered a person. "Huitian, are you afraid of Mr. Yan Fu?"

Hearing Yan Fu's name, Lu Huitian was a little timid, but at this time, getting people was the most important thing. He mustered up courage and said, "If I can get people, Mr. Yan Fu can beat or scold me as he pleases."

"He should have outstanding people under him, but they haven't done specific work. High quality doesn't mean work can be done well immediately. You have to understand this point. Also, whether Mr. Yan Fu is willing to recommend to you, I can't guarantee either."

Yan Fu was in charge of the Ministry of Education. The Ministry of Education in this era paid special attention to personal morality and quality levels. The only problem was that most of Yan Fu's subordinates were women. But Lu Huitian could ask for Ren Qiying by name, indicating that he didn't care about gender issues at all. That's why Chen Ke recommended Yan Fu to Lu Huitian.

With this connection, Lu Huitian couldn't sit still anymore. After bidding farewell to Chen Ke, he left happily. As soon as Lu Huitian left, Qi Huishen came in and said as soon as he opened his mouth, "Wenqing, transfer people to me. It's unrealistic to ask you for ten or eight; just give me Comrade Ren Qiying."

Ren Qiying didn't know she was already hot property. She was eating with Yuwen Badu. Yuwen Badu had a question in his heart and couldn't ask it in public, so he pulled Ren Qiying back to the County Committee for lunch. After getting food, he called Ren Qiying to his office to eat and talk. "Director Ren, does our Fengtai County also need to strengthen walls and clear fields (*Jianbi Qingye*)?"

regarding this "question" of Yuwen Badu, Ren Qiying felt it was too childish. Chen Ke actually made it extremely clear long ago, just short of assigning specific work. Although *Jianbi Qingye* is to let the people suffer less loss, there is a real purpose that hasn't come out. Chen Ke hoped to distinguish who followed him and who refused to follow him. Ren Qiying even suspected that Chen Ke planned to start killing on a large scale after winning the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign. Yuwen Badu only understood what was said and didn't understand what Chen Ke didn't say.

But Ren Qiying dared not guess wildly. After all, this might involve killing people, and large-scale killing at that. The order in Fengtai County had been established, and executing counter-revolutionaries on a large scale again was unrealistic. The only ones who could be executed on a large scale were those who had been locked in jail for a year. Ren Qiying knew this matter involved too much, so she refused to guess on her own initiative. But since Yuwen Badu asked to such an extent, she couldn't say nothing. After thinking about it, Ren Qiying hinted, "If the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign is won, it must be properly propagated in the base area. At that time, we can do a lot of things."

"Yes, many tasks including conscription, the masses will definitely cooperate more." Yuwen Badu replied.

Ren Qiying knew Yuwen Badu was just at the level of a magistrate in peaceful times, but she couldn't say much more. When Ren Qiying followed the People's Party back then, she really had the consciousness of putting life and death aside. For the interests of the family, Ren Qiying even had the mental preparation to lose her life. Yuwen Badu was not like that. Although he joined the Party early, Yuwen Badu followed the People's Party only because he had nowhere to go. He hadn't experienced the ideological struggle of facing death and stepping forward like Ren Qiying.

"Secretary Yuwen, since there is this task, let's propagate this task. After all, the Manchu Qing knows that Fengtai County is the base camp of our People's Party; they definitely want to fight into Fengtai County. It's not wrong to be prepared. There are so many people here now; retreating is not a simple matter." Ren Qiying said following Yuwen Badu's train of thought.

"True, Director Ren has to work hard with me on this matter." Yuwen Badu said with a slight frown. Thinking of carrying out *Jianbi Qingye* on the scale of hundreds of thousands of people in Fengtai County, Yuwen Badu felt a lot of pressure.

"I will work hard." Ren Qiying replied. Although saying so, Ren Qiying felt very helpless in her heart. If Fengtai County really wanted to *Jianbi Qingye*, how could it be Yuwen Badu's turn to come forward? Chen Ke would have issued orders personally long ago. Fengtai County gathered many units that were directly under the central government. Not to mention anything else, the arsenal of the National Defense Science and Technology Commission was in Fengtai County. And You Gou, the person in charge of the National Defense Science and Technology Commission, was also a member of the Standing Committee of the Central Committee, whose status and influence were only above Yuwen Badu. If *Jianbi Qingye* was really needed, who would lead whom was not certain yet. But these words could absolutely not be spoken. Ren Qiying cleared all thoughts irrelevant to work from her mind and then buried her head to start eating.

After hearing Ren Qiying's explanation, Yuwen Badu felt much more settled in his heart. After relaxing, he could also focus on eating. Of course, if Yuwen Badu knew that during the time he got food and ate, the persons in charge of three counties had already run to Chen Ke to ask for Ren Qiying, he would immediately feel like sitting on pins and needles now.

The reason Ren Qiying became famous was because of work. She improved the workflow of the County Party Office. As a member of the bureaucratic system, Ren Qiying's practice was unanimously praised and valued by revolutionary comrades, which was not easy.

The bureaucratic system has never received any good reviews, which is basically the same in countries around the world where the central government can effectively lead the local government. Bad reviews of bureaucrats are not divided by political stance. People in socialist countries scold bureaucrats, and people in capitalist countries scold them too. Even in this Manchu era, scolding bureaucrats is also the most basic norm.

Bureaucrats actually felt quite wronged. In fact, every bureaucrat doing specific work didn't have absolute power in their hands; power was dispersed in the entire bureaucratic system. Not to mention other political systems, just in the government system of the People's Party, power was also quite dispersed for effective management. Taking the housing application problem Ren Qiying encountered most frequently recently as an example, it was impossible for Ren Qiying or the staff of the department responsible for housing management to decide who to give a house to and who not to give a house to with a slap of the table. The current land system has determined that apart from the three *mu* of land for the people, the remaining land is directly owned and controlled by the state. Whether you have a rural *hukou* or an urban *hukou*, you live in concentrated housing after the state builds houses. Houses cannot be wasted there after building a lot. Leaving aside those with unit housing, those whose units do not provide housing have to apply to the government for housing.

Applying for housing must meet the application standards. Bureaucrats sitting in offices cannot follow the common people everywhere to investigate like detectives, so stamping official seals has become a necessary means.

Moreover, with the economic development of the base area, other departments also have their own scope of authority. The so-called bureaucratic style cannot but be established. The People's Party also tried its best to propagate government functions, but when the common people didn't use this knowledge, who would listen to you talking about a lot of content fundamentally unrelated to themselves like fantasy tales? Not preparing at ordinary times, naturally not knowing who to find when handling affairs.

And the essence of the bureaucratic system has never been responsible to the people. The bureaucratic system is responsible for state power, so the construction direction of the bureaucratic system is "to provide the highest service efficiency for the operation of state system regulations." The proportion of people in this system is not particularly large. So the style of the bureaucratic system is meticulous and rigorous, and it simply does not exist to make the people feel happy and comfortable. Even an organization like the People's Party cannot make any essential changes to this.

Now that the government is in its infancy, the bureaucratic systems everywhere have suffered a lot under the program of "serving the people." To improve work efficiency, Ren Qiying formulated new regulations for the Fengtai County Party Office. All office personnel must take turns doing front desk reception work. And leading cadres take double shifts.

The reason for this regulation is simple. Office personnel are more familiar with the organizational structure of the county committee and know which departments need to be responsible for which work. Their responsibility for reception can greatly improve reception efficiency. Ren Qiying grasped the main point. Now not only the common people don't know the operation mode of this new government, but in fact, including various government departments themselves, they are not completely clear about what exactly they should do and shouldn't do. After rotating reception, the understanding and comprehension of government comrades on their own work deepened greatly, and persons in charge at all levels could also experience the hardships of grassroots comrades when facing the people directly.

Not only improving the bureaucratic style, Ren Qiying also effectively improved the efficiency of meetings. Comrades faced tedious work and ignorant people all day long. Doing too much reception work would naturally make one irritable.

Every time Ren Qiying held a meeting, she discussed with comrades how to fight against irritable mentality. Naturally, she wouldn't talk about bullshit like "carrying forward revolutionary enthusiasm" at the meeting. Ren Qiying said clearly, "It is impossible not to be upset. Only by solving the masses' life problems more effectively can comrades' work be easier. To solve the masses' life problems, we have to rely on propaganda and guidance."

In addition to encouraging comrades ideologically, caring for comrades, and cheering up comrades. Ren Qiying further improved the bureaucratic working methods. Originally, comrades sat in offices. Now, except for personnel who must stay in the office, other county government staff began to personally lead the masses to handle various procedures. After the physical work intensity increased, Ren Qiying adopted the method of shortening working hours. Reception of new work would be terminated one hour in advance every day. After solving the problems of the people who had already been numbered, there would still be some time before getting off work. Everyone had to summarize the work content handled that day. In addition to summarizing the work content of the day, see what work was more today, and what work was more a few days ago. Why did these things related to people's life and work increase recently? Was a new factory opened? Or was some new policy implemented? In general, members of the bureaucratic system could basically grasp the relationship between policies and the people.

This was a remarkable thing. Not only was it a direct link between policies and their impact on people's lives, but it also gave the Party a more scientific basis for summarizing the influence of its own work. The statistics department could even use charts and curves to calculate the development direction after policy formulation. Although this curve needed to be constantly modified, having a relatively scientific prediction was always better than having none by several streets.

After establishing this train of thought, comrades working in the government could even effectively predict what would happen based on experience. After knowing in advance what annoying things they would encounter, people would always be more likely to be calm. Coupled with targeted advance organization and guidance propaganda, the operation speed and efficiency of Fengtai County's bureaucratic system greatly improved. People's satisfaction also improved greatly.

The People's Party stresses practical work. After Ren Qiying's practice was made into a document and released to various regions for propaganda, the persons in charge of various regions praised it greatly. At this time when excellent cadres, especially bureaucratic cadres, were extremely scarce, there was not just one or two people who had designs on Ren Qiying.

Ren Qiying didn't know she was being targeted. She finished eating and washed the bowl. There was still a while before the afternoon meeting. She went back to the dormitory to set the alarm clock. This was an alarm clock she bought with nearly a month's salary. A new product launched by the base area. The timekeeping was definitely not accurate, but the twenty-minute nap time could be guaranteed relatively accurately. Setting the alarm clock, Ren Qiying lay down and fell asleep.
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Chapter 70: Preparations Before the Second Counter-Encirclement (2)

Chen Ke implemented many new policies in the base area. Whether it was land distribution, state-owned enterprises, or providing compulsory education, most comrades understood them well. These policies were not unprecedented innovations in Chinese history and did not exceed the comrades' imagination. Only one policy had caused indescribable confusion among comrades up and down the base area, and that was the monetary policy of the base area. Chen Ke had explained the essence of currency as a "general equivalent" in detail in Party classes. Renminbi had been circulating in the base area for some time, but many comrades still felt amazed when buying various commodities with reasonably pretty small pieces of paper.

During the afternoon meeting, Chen Ke began to discuss financial issues.

"Comrades, since we already have the People's Congress (NPC), financial budgeting and accounting are key issues. Specific financial work is responsible by the Ministry of Finance, but the NPC holds the power of reviewing the financial budget." Speaking of this, Chen Ke also wavered slightly in his heart about whether to really give the NPC such great authority. So Chen Ke couldn't help adding a sentence, "At least now the NPC holds this authority."

Even though the level of attending cadres was not low, at least half of the cadres had absolutely no concept of finance. Chen Ke knew this situation. Let alone these comrades, even Chen Ke himself felt quite tricky about this work. Glancing at Zhang Yingchen sitting next to him, Chen Ke said, "Now Comrade Zhang Yingchen, the Minister of Finance responsible for financial work, will give a report to everyone."

The comrades' eyes focused on Zhang Yingchen. Zhang Yingchen didn't react to these gazes at all. He stood up coldly and walked to the blackboard. The People's Party stressed "treating comrades as warm as spring," so this frosty attitude was not common. However, neither Chen Ke nor Zhang Yingchen cared. Before Zhang Yingchen took over the position of Minister of Finance, the two had a deep talk. Chen Ke told Zhang Yingchen clearly that the Ministry of Finance adopted military law. Inside, no matter who maliciously embezzled state property, the final death penalty was almost inevitable. Zhang Yingchen replied expressionlessly at the time: "Including me, we will not disappoint the organization. We welcome organizational supervision."

Standing on the podium expressionlessly, Zhang Yingchen explained the latest financial budget plan of the base area. Finance might involve profound theories behind it, but the guiding principles of fiscal expenditure at the practical level were actually very simple. The current financial budget was aimed at those eating financial rice (government employees). The army was managed by the Party, and its finance was independent. How many state administrative personnel were there in each county? After making a register, apply for a budget. As long as the NPC could pass these budgets, the Ministry of Finance would give money according to the number. As long as there were no deductions and interceptions in the middle, there would be no problems causing conflicts.

The trouble did not lie in these "fixed wages," but in the local construction issues of each county. For example, infrastructure construction cannot requisition people's labor for free. So every year or even every quarter, the locality has to submit a financial budget. For projects to be built locally, the labor force needed to be mobilized, and the required expenditure, a detailed financial budget report must be submitted.

The persons in charge of the Party committees of various counties understood. They couldn't help frowning. The situation in each county was very complicated. Except for the core base area, other counties hadn't even completely mastered the local political power. In such a chaotic situation, wanting to submit financial reports systematically was a fantasy. This required strong management capabilities over the government. Not only relying on military background to promote government construction, but also needing to conduct effective surveys of population, environment, and resources in areas already included in the management system. At this point, the persons in charge of the county committees really understood one point: why Chen Ke built professional teams including surveying and mapping and civil engineering so early back then. And why strengthen cultural education. Without surveying and mapping troops, without a large number of comrades who could read and carry out statistical work, just census registration and land measurement would make the locality overwhelmed.

"What if the financial budget report can't be made?" Lu Huitian asked.

Zhang Yingchen replied coldly, "Now a financial budget report is submitted once every quarter. If you can't catch up this quarter, you have to wait for the next quarter."

"Then who manages taxation?" Qi Huishen asked.

"Taxation is now managed by the Ministry of Finance." Zhang Yingchen gave a clear answer.

All persons in charge of county committees showed dissatisfied looks. If taxation was managed by the Ministry of Finance, then the Party committees and governments close to the tax departments could not command the local tax departments. Instead, they had to rely on the Ministry of Finance to remotely control the local tax departments.

Zhang Yingchen saw everyone's expression. He continued, "Now the tax revenue of each county is basically zero, so local tax revenue has little impact on the county."

Hearing this, Yuwen Badu was also very dissatisfied in his heart. The financial resources of the People's Party were now basically concentrated in the old base area dominated by Fengtai County. That is to say, the old base area had to bear the financial expenditure of the entire base area. This might be a glorious task, but it was definitely not a happy task. The problems encountered in building the base area were even more than when conquering the base area. Thinking of this, Yuwen Badu couldn't help glancing at Ren Qiying sitting next to him, only to see Ren Qiying recording rapidly in her notebook. Yuwen Badu relaxed in his heart; as long as Ren Qiying could figure it out, there would be no problem with Fengtai County's finance. This relaxation only lasted for a moment. Yuwen Badu suddenly thought of something. If all work relied on Ren Qiying to complete, what about Yuwen Badu himself? Just wait helplessly until the next election to be voted out?

Thinking of his future, Yuwen Badu felt lost in his heart, and actually didn't listen to the subsequent meeting content.

What Lu Huitian wanted to learn most was how Chen Ke built the base area almost empty-handed in Fengtai County. After his biggest competitor Shang Yuan went north, Lu Huitian felt that as long as he did a good job in the revolution in Fuyang, he could sit in the position of Governor of Anhui Province sooner or later. After listening to Zhang Yingchen's introduction on the financial budget, Lu Huitian was very unhappy. Before he could display his skills, he was already shrouded by the shadow of the Ministry of Finance. Lu Huitian felt he must fight for a better situation for himself. "There will be many unexpected problems when carrying out work locally. If finance relies entirely on approval, what should we do when facing emergencies? Robbing Peter to pay Paul (*Chaidongqiang buxiqiang*)?"

"Then what problems does Comrade Lu Huitian think will be encountered?" Zhang Yingchen asked.

Lu Huitian was immediately speechless. Yes, what problems would be encountered? The troops were not under the jurisdiction of the county committee. Before completing land reform, any state-owned enterprise construction was completely out of the question. The People's Party had occupied Fuyang not long ago, and Renminbi didn't have much credibility at all. Lu Huitian was very smart. He knew his most important work recently was to complete land reform in the entire Fuyang and promote the new system. And these jobs happened not to need money most. Knowing is one thing, but being constrained by the Ministry of Finance, Lu Huitian felt he couldn't swallow this breath no matter what.

The persons in charge of other county committees more or less had some thoughts similar to Lu Huitian's, but seeing that Lu Huitian couldn't even outtalk Zhang Yingchen, everyone was unwilling to stick their necks out again.

Since the financial budget matter had been accepted by the comrades, Chen Ke began the next topic: the proportion of People's Party seats in the People's Congress (NPC), and the NPC's approval power over the financial budget. Being suppressed by the Ministry of Finance, who were comrades, everyone could still accept. But the NPC was not opened by the People's Party; it was elected. There were quite a few NPC representatives from non-People's Party backgrounds inside. Everyone was suppressed within the Party, so they absolutely refused to be suppressed by people outside the Party again. Lu Huitian said, "Since we have already given up positions like village heads and town heads, there is no need to give up NPC seats. I think it is best for the NPC to be all our own comrades of the People's Party."

This view was agreed upon by a considerable number of comrades. No one wanted to ask for trouble. After seizing power with hard work, being dictated to by others again, no one could be willing.

Chen Ke looked at the excited comrades and suddenly thought of other problems in his heart. One of Grandpa Mao's most famous sayings back then was, "Fighting with heaven is endless joy, fighting with earth is endless joy, fighting with people is endless joy." Back then, Chen Ke felt these words were too aggressive and had a murderous flavor. Unknown if his state of mind changed, or just because his work experience was enriched, Chen Ke now agreed with this passage very much. Various reactionary forces in the locality had not been purged at all, and reactionary forces and old forces still occupied an advantage in many places. If these people were not lured to the big stage of revolution to let them perform, how could the people see through the true faces of these people, and how could they agree with the new system promoted by the People's Party?

But many comrades seen now didn't want to promote the revolution through profound and meticulous struggle at all, but hoped to obtain superficial victory through a mode of eagerness for quick success and instant benefits. Chen Ke didn't know if comrades in the Party in Grandpa Mao's era also had the same problem. It is impossible to win people's hearts by violence and killing. In-depth and meticulous work is the only way to revolutionary success. This is like going upstairs; from the first step to the last, not a single step can be missing. But the comrades now looked like they wanted to jump directly to the roof from the ground. This attitude made Chen Ke very worried.

The meeting became more difficult as it went on. Originally, comrades' understanding of the NPC was that the People's Party obtained legal tradition through the NPC. Now looking at it, it wasn't like that at all. As the future highest authority organ of the base area, the NPC possessed powers everyone had never thought of before. It was impossible to act independently bypassing the NPC. This was originally nothing. If all or the vast majority of NPC representatives were People's Party members, the NPC would still be not worth mentioning. But Chen Ke's meaning was actually to use the NPC as a stage for political struggle, and this NPC was not simply "luring snakes out of holes." The NPC also had to truly play the role of the People's Representative Assembly. Just thinking about such unheard-of complex work gave many comrades a headache.

The high-level cadres of the People's Party had relatively high education. Everyone knew the idiom "drawing a cake to satisfy hunger." After establishing legal tradition through the NPC, the regime could be nominally stabilized. But everyone knew clearly that what really fought for this new regime was the army, state-owned enterprises, and governments at all levels. And these struggling comrades hadn't seen this "big cake." Looking at this unknown big cake, many people felt mostly boredom in their hearts. The NPC could certainly establish legal tradition, but many comrades strongly suspected whether establishing the NPC would become "cocooning oneself" (spinning a cocoon around oneself - getting trapped in one's own trap).

Lu Huitian said again, "Chairman Chen, I think the people in the base area are still used to the government mode now. Our government is definitely much better than the Manchu Qing. Propaganda is certainly important sometimes, but we can't let propaganda restrict ourselves, right?"

These words received a lot of agreement. Zheng Tairong, Secretary of the Hefei Municipal Committee, followed Lu Huitian's words and said, "Now the Manchu Qing is about to attack. Solve the Manchu Qing first, and many enemies can be solved along the way. After eliminating internal and external enemies, it will be much more efficient to promote these elections then. I think we should pay more attention to priorities."

Chen Ke asked, "Comrades, I want to ask, if we do this, what is the difference between us and the Manchu Qing? The Manchu Qing also wants constitutionalism now. The Manchu Qing at least keeps saying in propaganda that they love the people like children. Sometimes they even punish some corrupt officials who failed in political struggles."

Zheng Tairong replied, "We sincerely serve the people. The work we do now is enough to prove that our People's Party is different from the Manchu Qing."

Chen Ke scanned the senior cadres in the venue and then continued to ask, "Since we are sincerely serving the people, since we firmly believe that we are different from the Manchu Qing, then why should we be afraid of struggling in the NPC? Also elections, may I ask everyone, have you ever been afraid of elections within our Party? Have you ever been afraid of the election of soldiers' committees in the army? At least I haven't seen any comrade in our Party who has been afraid. Then everyone says they want to serve the people; why should we be afraid of the people's election? What promotes historical progress is struggle, not drawing a so-called blueprint for thousands of generations and then standing still and stagnant. Whoever did this, which one had a good end?"

No one dared to speak again in the venue. Chen Ke rarely lost his temper. Now Chen Ke was obviously angry.

After calming his emotions, Chen Ke continued, "Comrades, establishing the NPC is not the goal, and establishing the NPC is even less to let anyone ride on the head of our People's Party. I can make this point clear to everyone."

After saying this, Chen Ke scanned the comrades again and saw that everyone's expression had calmed down a bit.

"Comrade Lu Huitian, I want you to answer, what are the two pillars of the socialist system?" Chen Ke called his name and asked.

Lu Huitian stood up reluctantly and replied, "Science and democracy."

"Please sit down." Chen Ke said.

After Lu Huitian sat down, Chen Ke continued, "Democracy can be interpreted as the people being masters of their own house. But I think the essence of democracy is led by the interests of the people. One of the ways to be led by the interests of the people is to let the people participate in the revolutionary cause, rather than shutting the people out. Establishing the NPC is not the goal; the NPC is just a tool, a platform, allowing the people to participate in democratic construction. Through this platform, the people know that they are the main body of the country. Let them know that there is a better system that can guarantee a better life for the people. This NPC election will definitely elect some bastards, and even elect some counter-revolutionaries. But this election will definitely elect many people's representatives. Who do you think these people's representatives will fight with in the NPC? If the people recognize the essence of our People's Party clearly and know that our People's Party represents the interests of the people, will these people's representatives fight with our People's Party? They will definitely fight with those bastards and counter-revolutionaries. On the platform of the NPC, we won over the people with maximum efficiency. Science is to develop productive forces and improve efficiency. Establishing the platform of the NPC is to improve our efficiency. For the current stage of the socialist system, the NPC is the most scientific choice."

The comrades of the People's Party still didn't speak. Chen Ke wasn't sure if these words could make everyone understand thoroughly, but he didn't hold too high expectations himself.

He had to continue, "The purpose of establishing soldiers' committees in the army is not to let soldiers override officers. The Soldiers' Committee is also a tool to let soldiers participate in army building and make army work run more efficiently. If political commissars and commanders lead everything in the army, and soldiers just follow political commissars and commanders without knowing anything, then how can our soldiers understand what nature of army our army is, and what is the purpose of our army's fighting? If soldiers don't understand the essence of our army as the people's sons and brothers, if they don't understand that the purpose of our revolutionary war is to make everyone's life better, then how can soldiers go to fight, and even bleed and sacrifice together with our People's Party comrades to defend this better life?"

Chen Ke reasoned with his mouth, but he also paid close attention to observing the comrades' expressions. He could see that these words actually didn't move all comrades; even a considerable number of comrades were not moved at all. This made Chen Ke very disappointed. He could actually understand the thoughts in the hearts of many comrades now. For these comrades, what they hoped to get was success, and the status, promotion, and honor brought by success. Revolution was merely a means for them to achieve these goals. It was unknown whether these comrades had profound enough cognition of themselves to clearly understand the thoughts in their own hearts. They chose revolution for success, not struggling hard for revolution.

In this awkward atmosphere, Lu Huitian stood up instead. "Chairman Chen, I was wrong. Although I don't know exactly where I am wrong, I know I am wrong. I will work hard and find my mistakes. In this NPC election, I firmly support your opinion, Chairman Chen."

These words were not what Chen Ke wanted to hear most. If Chen Ke scored Lu Huitian's statement, it would only be a passing grade of sixty. But Ren Qiying applauded at this time. With her taking the lead, many comrades also hurriedly followed to applaud. Amidst the applause, comrades who opposed Chen Ke just now stood up one after another to express their stance, firmly supporting Chen Ke's leadership. Those comrades who originally supported Chen Ke couldn't help breathing a sigh of relief. In any case, ensuring unity within the Party was the first priority. But Chen Ke could see that even if they expressed maintaining Party unity and supporting Chen Ke's leadership, some comrades were sincere, and some comrades were far less sincere.

This was not the time to pursue responsibility. Chen Ke waved his hand to silence everyone, and he began to continue the next topic.
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Chapter 71: Preparations Before the Second Counter-Encirclement (3)

Pu Guanshui had met Yuan Shikai. He admired Yuan Shikai's bearing of keeping his back straight at all times; this was a bearing that a soldier must persist in. As Pu Guanshui, who was determined to become a professional soldier, naturally imitated this practice. But at this time, Pu Guanshui was not sitting straight like Yuan Shikai. He rested his elbows on the table, fingers crossed, chin resting on his thumbs together. On the wall opposite Pu Guanshui hung a military map of Anhui Province. Although Pu Guanshui's gaze fell on the map, he turned a blind eye to it completely.

From the moment the war against the Manchu government started, everyone in the Military Commission knew clearly that the war between the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and the Beiyang Army was only a matter of time. From that time on, the Military Commission began to collect intelligence on Beiyang and make various targeted operational plan estimates. Pu Guanshui came from the Beiyang Army and provided a considerable amount of intelligence.

This morning, the news of the Beiyang New Army's dispatch had been sent to the Military Commission. Seeing those familiar names on the copied document, Pu Guanshui felt an extreme sense of boredom for no reason. Although he wanted to continue working, Pu Guanshui was emotional and couldn't calm down no matter what. After trying reluctantly a few times, he still couldn't continue working. Pu Guanshui simply sat here in a daze.

Pu Guanshui now served as the Deputy Division Commander of the 104th Division. Seeing him dazed, everyone didn't disturb him.

"Commander Pu, what are you thinking about?" Finally someone said beside Pu Guanshui.

Pu Guanshui looked up and saw He Zudao standing beside him. Although he wanted to cheer up, Pu Guanshui's voice was still somewhat weak. "Commissar He, is there anything?"

"You received the notice of the Beiyang Army's dispatch, right?" He Zudao asked.

Pu Guanshui nodded but didn't speak.

Looking at Pu Guanshui's performance, He Zudao was somewhat puzzled. Other comrades in the army were high-spirited because they were going to fight a big battle. Pu Guanshui's low mood was very special. "Does Commander Pu have any concerns?" He Zudao asked. He looked at the gazes around looking at their side. "Why don't we go out and talk?"

Pu Guanshui didn't want to move originally, but thinking that his worries would have to be said sooner or later, talking to He Zudao about this matter was actually the most appropriate. He stood up reluctantly. "Commissar He, let's talk outside."

The two stood in a secluded place. Pu Guanshui said, "Commissar He, I don't plan to talk about my understanding of Beiyang at this military meeting."

He Zudao didn't show any surprise, but listened to Pu Guanshui seriously. This attitude made Pu Guanshui feel much better. He continued, "I have left Beiyang for almost two years. I don't understand many situations in Beiyang anymore. Especially some intelligence I provided later, there was a lot of content I speculated and summarized. This may not conform to the actual situation of Beiyang. I have to consider problems from the perspective of the Revolutionary Army now; I can't always simulate Beiyang."

"Mn." He Zudao nodded. "What you said makes sense. Our strategy and tactics and war guidance mode are different from Beiyang. Beiyang fights Beiyang's way; we fight ours. I support your idea. How about this, at this Military Commission meeting, I will raise this question first. What do you think, Commander Pu?"

Pu Guanshui thought for a moment before answering, "It's better for me to say it first."

"Then I will follow to express my stance and support Commander Pu." He Zudao laughed.

Pu Guanshui breathed a sigh of relief and felt much better.

He Zudao continued, "However, Commander Pu, if you have any concerns and ideas about fighting Beiyang, you can communicate with me first. Pre-war preparation is to solve everyone's ideological problems. When fighting, there won't be time to think so much."

Pu Guanshui touched his forehead. He did have thoughts in his heart. "I feel now that I really want to fight Beiyang. I sincerely want to fight a battle with them and win against them."

He Zudao nodded. Although the political commissar was in charge of the military and political work of the army and was also the person in charge of the Party branch in the army, he didn't have a combat target he particularly wanted to target. He Zudao didn't particularly understand Pu Guanshui's enthusiasm for war. But he wouldn't dampen this enthusiasm either. "Then let's fight out the style of our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. We will definitely win."

Talking about military issues, Pu Guanshui immediately became enthusiastic. "We must apply the tactics mastered by our troops reasonably. Beiyang is unlike the Hubei New Army. In general battles, they still dare to risk their lives with you."

"Then let's go back to the conference room to talk." He Zudao suggested.

When the two returned to the conference room, several senior military and political cadres were already sitting at the table, discussing the upcoming war enthusiastically. Seeing He Zudao and Pu Guanshui, everyone stood up and saluted. After He Zudao and Pu Guanshui returned the salute, everyone's topic went straight to the war.

He said he wouldn't talk about Beiyang's military situation, but Pu Guanshui just didn't want to report to everyone like interrogating a prisoner. And he also knew that his report would not be regarded as a real strategic backbone before it could be verified. In this kind of normal discussion now, he still unknowingly told the situation he knew. "Beiyang is fed by silver. Whether enough money can be issued during war actually determines Beiyang's fighting will. On this point, the Beiyang Army is very similar to the Hubei New Army. The will of the commanding officer has a great influence on the troops. Li Yuanhong's original attitude was very passive, so the march relied entirely on the trained mode. We deployed for combat specifically, and Li Yuanhong was immediately beaten passively."

The military academy training in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army only reached the platoon level training now, and the platoon level training was not completely finished either. In terms of military literacy and theoretical analysis, Pu Guanshui now ranked after Chen Ke. Yan Fu was navy. In terms of army command alone, Pu Guanshui was absolutely not below Yan Fu. Other comrades had their own strengths in specific combat command, but when analyzing before the war, they still listened to Pu Guanshui more.

"Then what kind of commander is this person Duan Qirui?" Deputy Chief of Staff Gao Yujie asked.

"Actually, I'm not worried about Duan Qirui. I'm worried about Wang Shizhen. I don't know what performance Wang Shizhen can have facing a strong enemy, but this person is meticulous and knows how to observe very well. He will absolutely not act emotionally when doing things, and he is extremely decisive. Duan Qirui will definitely lead the vanguard. With Wang Shizhen supporting him behind, this battle is not easy to fight."

Deputy Chief of Staff Gao Yujie frowned and thought for a while. "Mn... Then why don't we let Duan Qirui into the base area first, and then concentrate forces to eliminate Wang Shizhen. After all, we have so many ships and have advantages in inland river maneuvering. The old troops also have experience in long-distance raids by water. We could march on a large scale in the Manchu-controlled area. Now we are on our own territory; marching efficiency will only be higher not lower."

Pu Guanshui's mind was full of thinking about how to solve Duan Qirui's 3rd Division. Originally he considered how to complete "closing the door and beating the dog" against Duan Qirui's 3rd Division. The military plan proposed by Gao Yujie made Pu Guanshui's eyes light up. The tactic the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army focused on training now was mobile warfare. Using large-scale water maneuver to conduct long-distance mobile warfare, Duan Qirui would absolutely not expect such a situation. Once Wang Shizhen was annihilated first, Duan Qirui would be trapped deep in the base area without reinforcements. This would be out-and-out closing the door and beating the dog.

"The farther the distance, the lower the degree of controllability." He Zudao expressed a relatively cautious attitude. This was not denying the strategic deployment proposed by Gao Yujie, but asking Gao Yujie to come up with more detailed ideas.

Gao Yujie knew this well. He laughed, "At this time you know how to make things difficult for our Staff Department. There is absolutely not only one military contingency plan. Formulating each contingency plan takes a lot of time. Looking at the notice, Beiyang will arrive in Xuzhou within a month. This battle is estimated to be fought in 40 days. There must be fifteen days of preparation time. You wait for our Staff Department to risk our lives with you first. If you still have a breath, the Logistics Department will continue to risk their lives with you."

"Beiyang is not easy to fight." Pu Guanshui said this again.

Other comrades couldn't help nodding. The Beiyang Army was the trump card in the hands of the Manchu Qing after all. If they could annihilate Duan Qirui's 3rd Division and destroy the troops of Admiral of Jiangbei Wang Shizhen at the same time, then the vast area from Anhui to Xuzhou would be completely open to the People's Party. Especially the canal grain transport (*Cao Yun*); the People's Party could completely control a section of it. The Beijing-Hangzhou Grand Canal includes multiple sections: 1. Tonghui River. (2) North Canal; (3) South Canal. (4) Lu Canal; (5) Middle Canal; (6) Inner Canal; (7) Jiangnan Canal. The Ming and Qing dynasties maintained the foundation of the Yuan Canal. In the Ming Dynasty, the river section in Shandong that had been silted up at the end of the Yuan Dynasty was re-dredged. From the middle of the Ming Dynasty to the early Qing Dynasty, canal projects such as Kaijiaokou Canal, Tongji New River, and Middle River, which separated the Yellow River and the Canal, were carried out between Xiazhen (now Weishan County) of Weishan Lake in Shandong and Qingjiangpu (now Huai'an). And the Moon River was excavated between the Yangtze and Huai Rivers, carrying out the project of separating the lake and grain transport. After the victory of the People's Party, fleets departing from Yangzhou shouldn't even think of going north without the consent of the People's Party. This blow to the Manchu Qing would be fatal.

While Pu Guanshui and others were talking, other comrades of the Military Commission arrived continuously. Soon the Military Commission members including Hua Xiongmao and Yan Fu were all present. Hua Xiongmao clapped his hands. "Comrades, Chairman Chen is holding a Politburo meeting now and won't attend the Military Commission meeting first. We formulate the military combat plan now, and examine and approve it together after Chairman Chen arrives."

Although Gao Yujie jokingly said the work of the Staff Department was heavy, in fact, the Staff Department had already had several preliminary plans long ago. The strategic layouts were similar, all luring the enemy in deep and adopting the mode of mobile warfare to close the door and beat the dog. The difference between these plans lay in to what extent the People's Party allowed the enemy to penetrate. The combat of the Manchu Qing had a core characteristic, which was relying on traffic lines for combat. Railways, main roads, and shipping were the combat core of the Manchu Qing. The People's Party was different. Due to mastering the countryside, the People's Party had a broader space for movement. If the Manchu Qing didn't leave the main road, then their traffic lines and supply lines were extremely fixed and fragile. If they left the main road, they could only adopt the mode of small unit action. It was impossible for the Manchu large troops to march into the countryside at will. Tens of thousands of people in the wild with unknown conditions, let alone fighting, just drinking water was a big problem.

After speaking a few basic ideas first, the comrades' eyes fell on Yan Fu in unison. Inland river shipping was the key in this battle. Anhui had dense waterways, plus capturing the ships of the Hubei New Army, the People's Party's inland river force was strong. So Duan Qirui either had a decisive battle with the People's Party on the inland river first to eliminate the inland river troops first. Leaving aside whether the Beiyang Army had this naval strength, many ships were not small in size. Once the inland river fleet sank in large numbers, even without man-made obstacles by the People's Party, just clearing the river channel would be enough to keep the Beiyang Army busy for a few months.

Those from the army occupied the majority in the Staff Department, but after several meetings, everyone had discussed these details of the navy. If Duan Qirui wanted to fight quickly, he had only the land route to take. Then as a naval expert, Yan Fu's opinion was particularly important.

Looking at the gazes of the young comrades, the old handsome man Yan Fu laughed, "If I were Duan Qirui, I definitely wouldn't attack the base area."

Listening to the old handsome man's joke, the young comrades couldn't help laughing out loud.

Yan Fu had a very serious personality originally, but since joining the People's Party, the smiles on his face increased day by day. In fact, Yan Fu was not a rigid person. The old handsome man was also quite active when he was young, but the surrounding environment forced him to be "serious and rigid." In the base area, the army stressed "serious, earnest, tense, lively." The old handsome man was with these vigorous young revolutionary soldiers; everyone had consistent ideals, and there was no internal strife or factional struggle. Yan Fu could originally achieve the first three of these four articles. Since he didn't need to bother with officialdom problems anymore, the fourth article also naturally emerged in Yan Fu.

Hearing Yan Fu's words, Hua Xiongmao laughed, "Then in the final analysis, we still have to discuss the enemy's strategic deployment?"

Saying lively, it wasn't comrades talking nonsense indulgently. Although they laughed, neither Hua Xiongmao nor Yan Fu spoke nonsense.

Yan Fu nodded. "So reconnaissance work must be done well. Moreover, our army cannot let the Manchu Qing block us in the Huai River now. The enemy is not stupid either. They know we captured the gunboats of the Hubei New Army; they will definitely worry about our fleet problem too. If the Beiyang Army marches along the river, it's not guaranteed when they will be shelled by our gunboats. They cannot accept this happening. So the Beiyang Army must at least consider blocking us in the Huai River so we won't cut off their rear. Duan Qirui is not an incompetent person, and Wang Shizhen is even known as the Dragon of Beiyang, considering problems very meticulously. They won't fail to think of this point."

The comrades of the Military Commission nodded in agreement. Predicting the enemy's action is a very troublesome thing, unless there are our own people inside the enemy, or we know the enemy very well. Otherwise, underestimating the enemy's ability is definitely not okay, and overestimating the enemy's ability is even less okay. And the less incompetent the enemy is, the more they know how to collect intelligence and observe and judge changes in the battlefield situation. It is not easy to make such an enemy fall into the trap pre-set by the People's Party easily.

"Then how did Chairman Chen predict Li Yuanhong?" Someone asked this question.

Hua Xiongmao replied, "Chairman Chen emphasized this repeatedly. He didn't predict, but made Li Yuanhong have only one choice to make. Now the Beiyang Army has quite a few choices."

"I know the Beiyang Army has many choices. Then we analyze them carefully one by one and exclude them one by one."

This suggestion was approved by the comrades.

Gao Yujie saw that everyone was about to discuss this issue immediately, and this issue could definitely not be solved in a short while. He hurriedly said, "Please wait a moment; I have a strategic idea. We don't fight Duan Qirui first, but wipe out Wang Shizhen behind Duan Qirui first. No matter how they imagine, the enemy will think we fight Duan Qirui at the front end first. Wang Shizhen is behind, so prevention is relatively less. We don't care what tricks Duan Qirui plays, or even whether Duan Qirui leads the vanguard or Wang Shizhen leads the vanguard. As long as we annihilate the Manchu troops located behind, the Manchu troops leading the vanguard will be trapped deep in the base area, and destruction is only a matter of time."

This idea opened up the thinking of many comrades at that time. Yan Fu and Hua Xiongmao both showed smiles of approval. Pu Guanshui hurriedly added a sentence, "I came from the Beiyang Army. At least when I was in the Beiyang Army, I absolutely didn't know what People's War meant. If I were the vanguard, even if I couldn't win and wanted to retreat, I would also think that the vast countryside is free to pass."

Hearing this, almost all comrades laughed. Yes, before everyone learned People's War, everyone also thought that the vast countryside could be passed at will. Uninhabited fields, villages and towns where supplies could be obtained. Although one wanted to retreat, the enemy couldn't grow wings and fly ahead. But now, the revolutionary soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were all clear. When a non-people's army entered the vast countryside, in front of the People's War, they just fell into a death trap. If they broke out relying on traffic lines regardless of life and death, there might be a slight possibility of survival.

"We don't know what the Beiyang Army will do, but does everyone have ideas on which strategy to choose?" Seeing his suggestion received praise, Gao Yujie continued to ask.

"What about the Hubei New Army and the Jiangnan New Army?" Pu Guanshui asked. He was very concerned about the dynamics of these two troops.

Hua Xiongmao replied, "Although we also have to guard against them, Chairman Chen's meaning is very clear. The Hubei New Army will absolutely not repeat the same mistake this time. Through small unit attacks, the Hubei New Army will probably make a show of attacking Anqing this time. The Restoration Society has great power in the Jiangnan New Army. Chairman Chen has sent people to contact the Restoration Society. He doesn't want the Restoration Society to stop the Jiangnan New Army from moving out, nor does he want the Restoration Society to incite the New Army to rebel. He only wants the Restoration Society to propagate one thing in the Jiangnan New Army: wait for the opportunity to move."

Hearing these arrangements, the comrades of the Military Commission nodded repeatedly. Chen Ke's attitude was actually very clear, which was to knock out the strongest Beiyang Army route. As long as the Hubei New Army and the Jiangnan New Army could be stabilized temporarily, after the People's Party annihilated the Beiyang Army, these two armies would immediately choose to retreat. This was inevitable.

"So, what do you think?" Gao Yujie continued to ask.

The comrades of the Military Commission looked at each other. Yan Fu spoke first, "I approve of Comrade Gao Yujie's plan."

"I also approve." Hua Xiongmao followed to express his stance.

After voting, the Military Commission passed Gao Yujie's plan to hit the rear first and then the front.
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Chapter 72 The Collapse of the Tongmenghui

While the Military Commission formally determined the campaign model for the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign, the envoy sent to visit the Guangfu Society had arrived at his destination, Shaoxing.

Shaoxing now had the flavor of a revolutionary center in Jiangnan. There were many slogans of "Down with the Manchu Qing, Create a Republic" on the streets, and revolutionaries shouting themselves hoarse doing propaganda on street corners. It must be explained that this was not a strange sight in the late Qing. Historically, after Qiu Jin was arrested, the Shaoxing Prefect Gui Fu killed Qiu Jin. Local gentry raised protests, striving to "rehabilitate" Qiu Jin. The gentry's reason was simple: "Qiu Jin was only inciting revolution, not actually rebelling. And without a confession, the Manchu Qing killing Qiu Jin was killing an innocent person indiscriminately." Leaving aside whether Qiu Jin was innocent, posting slogans and doing revolutionary propaganda in the city was really quite a common thing.

The reason Shaoxing city was different was that those guarding the city gates and patrolling the city in formation all had short hair. Moreover, from a military perspective, the deployment of these people had quite a few commendable points.

The People's Party envoy was named Cheng Mingmiao. Before he arrived in Shaoxing, Chen Ke had already contacted the Guangfu Society through the liaison station. Guangfu Society comrades welcomed Cheng Mingmiao early on. Originally, the Guangfu Society comrades wanted to take Cheng Mingmiao directly to the Guangfu Society headquarters, but Cheng Mingmiao proposed to go look at the gate of the Shaoxing Prefect's Yamen.

"Mr. Cheng, what is there to see?" Although saying this with his mouth, the voice of Chen Boping, who was responsible for reception, had a feeling of pride. Arriving at the gate of the Prefect's Yamen, they saw that those guarding the gate were no longer Qing soldiers, but armed personnel with short hair.

Cheng Mingmiao smiled and asked: "This Prefect is still inside, right?"

"That's right. Because the Lord Prefect is in poor health, government affairs are now handled by deputies." Chen Boping answered very appropriately.

Hearing this, Cheng Mingmiao nodded vigorously.

In the few months in Chizhou, the main cadres of the Guangfu Society had personally experienced how difficult it was to operate a local government. A few months of arduous practical experience was more effective for those willing to learn than studying books for a few years. This uprising of the Guangfu Society on its own turf showed considerable progress. Although they still hadn't been able to deepen their strength into the countryside, at any rate, before the revolution, the Guangfu Society had already built corresponding departments in a tit-for-tat manner and actually controlled a considerable part of the real power in Shaoxing city.

There was also some luck in the success of these actions. Before the start of the Second Counter-Encirclement, the Manchu Qing troops in Jiangnan had already begun to contract comprehensively. This wasn't the local troops slacking off; because once the Ninth Town of the New Army in Nanjing crossed the river north, Jiangnan would be completely empty. The Manchu Qing's military strength could at most be used to guard strongholds. At this time, the Guangfu Society took the lead in seizing control of Shaoxing and encountered basically no resistance.

Cheng Mingmiao felt the Guangfu Society had a bit of the flavor of learning from the People's Party. The development of the People's Party in Fengtai County also seized control of the county town first. Thinking this in his heart, Cheng Mingmiao didn't make any comments. He came to visit the Guangfu Society to request cooperation, not to inspect as a high official. Dictating to the Guangfu Society was a very impolite action.

Tao Chengzhang received Cheng Mingmiao in the Datong School. As the "Cadre School" of the Guangfu Society, the status of the Datong School was quite critical now. After the two sides met, there was no superfluous nonsense. Cheng Mingmiao handed Chen Ke's handwritten letter to Tao Chengzhang and then waited quietly.

After reading the letter, Tao Chengzhang passed the letter to Zhang Taiyan beside him. He looked at Cheng Mingmiao with burning eyes. "Mr. Cheng, your party's Chairman Chen is always so polite."

Cheng Mingmiao smiled: "Everyone wants to overthrow the Manchu Qing; such matters still need the cooperation of Guangfu Society comrades."

Chen Ke didn't make excessive demands in the letter. He only hoped that the Guangfu Society personnel in the Jiangnan New Army would vigorously propagandize "waiting for the opportunity to act," letting these people incite a "bystander mood" among officers and soldiers. Ever since the People's Party annihilated the seven thousand Hubei New Army troops in Hefei and Anqing, the various Qing armies lost their arrogance when facing the People's Party. What Chen Ke wanted to utilize was this attitude. Historically, the Qing army didn't coordinate operations to begin with. Chen Ke only hoped they would maintain this tradition; when the People's Party dealt with the Beiyang New Army with full force, other New Armies could just watch the battle.

The current Qing army was like the troops of various warlords and the Kuomintang later; if one wanted to fight a tough battle, one had to give rewards. The Kuomintang scattered silver dollars widely before moving out back then, and the current New Army was about the same. Chen Ke didn't plan to use too much strength to deal with the Jiangnan New Army. Besides military action, if this bystander mood could be strengthened and incited in the New Army, the effect would naturally be better.

Tao Chengzhang didn't understand Chen Ke's plan too deeply. He just felt Chen Ke's style of never making excessive demands was very satisfying. The only thing that made Tao Chengzhang regretful was that the request Chen Ke made was a bit too simple. Sending someone specifically for such an easy thing casually showed Chen Ke's degree of importance, but the Guangfu Society couldn't claim any kindness to the People's Party because of this favor.

"I wonder if Chairman Chen has other words for Mr. Cheng to bring?" Tao Chengzhang asked.

"The things Chairman Chen wanted to say are all written clearly in the letter; there are no other matters for me to handle." Cheng Mingmiao confirmed his mission again.

While speaking, the main cadres of the Guangfu Society had already finished reading the letter. Zhang Taiyan said: "Does Mr. Chen not want us to send troops to help?"

"If the letter didn't say it, then there isn't. I'm only responsible for delivering the letter." Cheng Mingmiao laughed.

Although the Guangfu Society cadres were deeply impressed by the People's Party, the only ones who had truly dealt with Chen Ke were Tao Chengzhang, Xu Xilin, and Qiu Jin. Chen Ke's request was so low that quite a few Guangfu Society cadres couldn't quite believe it. Even if Chen Ke didn't send someone specifically to contact them, the Guangfu Society would have done this anyway. They could all distinguish the basic situation. If the People's Party were crushed, the pressure on the Guangfu Society would definitely increase sharply. The Guangfu Society wouldn't shed blood and sacrifice for the People's Party; they could only try their best to prevent the Jiangnan New Army from attacking the People's Party with full force.

Seeing the doubtful gazes of the Guangfu Society cadres, Cheng Mingmiao smiled: "Gentlemen, there is another matter I should mention. Some time ago, Mr. Huang Xing and Mr. Song Jiaoren of the Tongmenghui arrived in our base area and invited us to join the Tongmenghui. Chairman Chen has already rejected this matter. Although this matter has nothing to do with the war about to happen, since the Guangfu Society has already withdrawn from the Tongmenghui, we can't fail to tell everyone about this matter."

"Hmph hmph." Tao Chengzhang gave a cold laugh. He knew the People's Party would absolutely not join the Tongmenghui, so he just gave a cold laugh. "Mr. Cheng, let me introduce you. These are our Guangfu Society comrades."

After the introduction, everyone naturally had to talk to each other. The Guangfu Society cadres began to ask about the People's Party base area, either intentionally or just out of curiosity. Cheng Mingmiao explained everyone's questions in words the Guangfu Society could understand. During this Q&A, Cheng Mingmiao realized that Chen Ke's evaluation of the Guangfu Society before he came really hit the mark. Chen Ke's original words were: "The Guangfu Society is a very unprofessional organization."

Where the difference between "professional" and "unprofessional" lay, Cheng Mingmiao didn't understand. Cheng Mingmiao was just a not very outstanding mid-level cadre in the People's Party. He also felt there were many problems in his daily work; he hadn't learned many things of the Party organization, let alone understood them effectively. He originally thought he might not be able to see through problems like Chairman Chen, but shortly after talking with the Guangfu Society, Cheng Mingmiao felt where the gap between the two sides lay.

Regarding practical problems, the Guangfu Society only saw what could be seen with the naked eye. Regarding the conflicts and contradictions hidden under the appearance, the Guangfu Society rarely paid attention. Cheng Mingmiao felt the Guangfu Society cadres considered conflict and contradiction a problem that couldn't be put on the table for discussion. The People's Party was completely different; the People's Party's work was to find contradictions, then analyze contradictions, and finally find methods to solve contradictions.

This difference, which seemed like the People's Party focused on "abstract principles" and the Guangfu Society focused on "practical matters," when really applied to specific problems, the superiority was immediately decided. After the People's Party encountered a problem, through analysis of internal contradictions, various specific methods to solve the problem came out immediately.

For example, the rural issue the Guangfu Society cared about considerably; they hoped the People's Party could give various suggestions. But the reason Cheng Mingmiao was considered "not outstanding" in work was that his performance in rural work wasn't good. Even Cheng Mingmiao, who wasn't highly evaluated in the People's Party, hearing the Guangfu Society talk big about going to the countryside to propagandize revolution, uniting gentry, and forcibly cutting queues, also felt these Guangfu Society members full of enthusiasm in front of him were a bit too childish.

Cheng Mingmiao could be selected as a messenger not because the People's Party treated this job as a "demotion" post. Acting as a messenger required the ability to tell lies with eyes open, and Cheng Mingmiao happened to have this aptitude. Although this aptitude couldn't effectively promote work at the grassroots level, it was a rare advantage in diplomacy. Although he had many thoughts in his heart, Cheng Mingmiao could answer or refuse to answer the Guangfu Society's questions with a serious and sincere attitude, politely and appropriately.

The People's Party had many meetings. Cheng Mingmiao didn't need to rack his brains to think of anything; he just needed to take out those words comrades said in his memory that had been proven wrong, and it was enough to make these people of the Guangfu Society resonate. regarding such a matter no different from deception, Cheng Mingmiao had no inner condemnation. He was originally delivering a letter; it was the Guangfu Society who wanted to pull him to chat idly. Since it was so, Cheng Mingmiao had absolutely no reason to spread the People's Party's political concepts. How good it was to let everyone be happy.

While the Guangfu Society comrades and Cheng Mingmiao "chatted happily," the Tongmenghui representatives Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, who had basically completely broken with the People's Party, returned to Tokyo to report work to the Tongmenghui. The withdrawal of the Guangfu Society actually dealt a bigger blow to the Tongmenghui than imagined. Since the Guangfu Society was a local force in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, it had close relations with the gentry. And among the students in Japan, those from Jiangsu and Zhejiang who leaned towards the Guangfu Society were quite large in number. Moreover, at this time, there was another big problem: Sun Yat-sen accepted funding from the Japanese government without public discussion.

The Japanese government's shelter and support for Sun Yat-sen had a long history. According to credible historical materials, Sun Yat-sen established contact with the Japanese government in the first year he swore to overthrow the Qing court. In the years since, Sun Yat-sen traveled to and from Japan as if entering an uninhabited land. But at this time, perhaps because the Japanese government needed help from the Manchu Qing government on the issue of the Three Northeast Provinces, or perhaps because the constitutional movement led by the Qing government proceeded smoothly, giving the Japanese government new hope, they resolutely abandoned Sun Yat-sen.

Of course, the Japanese government didn't completely accept the Manchu Qing government's request to "deport" Sun Yat-sen. Actually, they were betting on both sides. They were unwilling to offend the Manchu Qing government just like that, nor were they willing to make things too difficult for Sun Yat-sen and the revolutionaries. Who knew what the situation would be like in ten or twenty years? So the Japanese government was unwilling to use coercive means to oppress Sun Yat-sen. Instead, through Toyama Mitsuru, a Japanese person close to Sun Yat-sen and the revolutionaries, they persuaded him to leave voluntarily, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and a commercial institution each provided 18,000 yuan in funding. For the Japanese government, this method of pleasing both sides offended no one. They could explain to the Qing government: after all, you asked Sun Yat-sen to go, and he left. It was also easy to talk to Sun Yat-sen: look, there's really no way, avoid it for a while. Anyway, Japan's door is open to you; Mr. Sun can still come back when the environment changes in the future.

In history, this event directly led to the Guangfu Society announcing its withdrawal from the Tongmenghui. But in this era of Chen Ke, the Guangfu Society was because they couldn't accept Sun Yat-sen's attitude of hiding overseas to make revolution. Plus the Yue Wang Hui, which bore the name of the Tongmenghui at the time, once occupied Anqing and had many conflicts with the Guangfu Society, so there was no cooperation to speak of. These things all led to the Guangfu Society's utter disappointment with the Tongmenghui.

Now Sun Yat-sen still took this funding from the Japanese, and the Japanese spoke so sincerely, so Sun Yat-sen had to leave Japan. But Sun Yat-sen was unwilling before leaving; he made a final effort, letting Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren go to Anhui, hoping to pull Chen Ke into the Tongmenghui. Figures like Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were forced to be lobbyists, also completely out of helplessness. If the People's Party joined the Tongmenghui, then Sun Yat-sen would have many means. Whether for external propaganda or even bargaining with the Japanese, there would be room. Learning that the People's Party cleanly refused cooperation, Sun Yat-sen was very disappointed. After a moment of silence, Sun Yat-sen said: "I have already ordered Hanmin to build the Tongmenghui headquarters in Nanyang (Southeast Asia). Let's go south temporarily. Since there is Beiyang in the north, the People's Party in Anhui, and the Guangfu Society in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, our Tongmenghui should still go to Liangguang (Guangdong and Guangxi)."

Because Sun Yat-sen's revolutionary party lacked armed forces under its own control, it naturally couldn't be like the People's Party, raising the banner first and then attacking cities and seizing land. Sun Yat-sen and the others' uprisings were a bit like doing business: first raising capital, buying firearms, spending money to smuggle them back, and also spending money to buy participants, from secret societies to New Armies and even Defense Battalions. Even the activity funds for uprising backbones, from transport and accommodation to money for food, had to be prepared in advance. Quite a few revolutionaries like Sun Yat-sen were originally professional revolutionaries who had to rely on donations to support themselves; money was loose for a while and tight for a while. Raising a large sum of rebellion funds was really not easy. Whenever party members had property, most of it couldn't be kept. Sun Yat-sen's brother Sun Mei bankrupted his family to support his younger brother's revolution. And another revolutionary rich man, Zhang Jingjiang—it is said that the secret codes for his remittances to Sun Yat-sen were A, B, C, D, E representing 10,000, 20,000, 30,000, 40,000, and 50,000 respectively. And Sun Yat-sen frequently sent him a C or E, leaving him struggling to cope. However, the biggest financial source for the revolutionary party was still Nanyang. After all, the revolutionary party soliciting donations could only rely on overseas Chinese, and the place with the most Chinese was Southeast Asia. Europe and America had to rank second. And among the people in the Tongmenghui, the one with the most overseas resources and strongest fundraising ability was still Sun Yat-sen. Only Sun Yat-sen had the most connections among overseas Chinese. What needs to be mentioned is that the donations back then were not entirely out of the revolutionary consciousness of overseas Chinese. Quite a few donations were actually a bit of betting investment by Chinese people in the revolution. When revolutionaries solicited donations, they often promised donors some official titles after the revolution succeeded. Of course, the vast majority of these official titles had no possibility of being honored after the revolution succeeded.

Whenever money was involved, disputes were inevitable. The outspoken Zhang Taiyan tore face and made a big scene with Sun Yat-sen over the *Min Bao* funds; behind this was actually the long-term dissatisfaction of some Tongmenghui members from the Southeast and Central regions with Sun Yat-sen. In their view, investing too much capital in Sun Yat-sen's hometown area of Liangguang was obviously due to regional bias. However, considering the source of funds, Sun Yat-sen probably could only choose this way. After all, Chinese overseas in Nanyang mostly came from Liangguang. If they could occupy a piece of land in Guangdong, it would also be convenient to strive for overseas aid. In Sun Yat-sen's eyes, a place like Wuhan, a battleground of four directions, was especially not to be considered. Therefore, after the Zhang Taiyan incident, the Tongmenghui was actually in a state of partial split. Some former Guangfu Society members acted on their own in the Southeast region. And former Hua Xing Hui members from the Central region also did their own thing. Of course, they couldn't count on Sun Yat-sen's fundraising relief.

After the Guangfu Society withdrew from the Tongmenghui, Sun Yat-sen had already made such a decision. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren both knew it. Hearing Sun Yat-sen mention this matter again, the two looked at each other, as if making a great determination. Huang Xing said: "Mr. Sun, I don't plan to go to Nanyang. I want to go back to Hunan with Jiaoren and comrades from the Hua Xing Hui to have a look."

"Why?" Sun Yat-sen felt very surprised.

Song Jiaoren took over the conversation. "Since the People's Party can fight out Anhui relying on their own strength, we can also return to Hunan and start from the foundation; we may not necessarily be inferior to the People's Party. Moreover, the Manchu Qing's encirclement this time is menacing; if it fails, the world will be shaken immediately. Officials everywhere, to protect themselves, won't dare to persecute the revolutionary party so ruthlessly, and we can also have more room for maneuver."

Sun Yat-sen looked at Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. The forces once gathered under the banner of the Tongmenghui really had a bit of a "national" flavor: Jiangsu-Zhejiang, Lianghu (Hunan/Hubei), Guangdong, plus overseas students from all over the country. Everyone engaged in the Tongmenghui in Japan, plus the Royalist Party Kang Youwei and others in Japan; it actually became a confluence area for various Chinese political forces.

But now, this situation had changed greatly. First, the Royalist Party Constitutionalists began to lean towards Beiyang's Yuan Shikai, while the Guangfu Society clearly raised the banner of cooperation with the People's Party. Now if Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren of the Hua Xing Hui in the Lianghu region withdrew again, what remained of the Tongmenghui would be the overseas Chinese and the Guangdong region.

Is this the end of the Tongmenghui? Sun Yat-sen thought.
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Chapter 73: Repatriation (1)

The plaques at the gate of the Anhui Governor's Yamen had been replaced by two new ones: "Anqing Municipal Committee of the People's Party" on the left and "Anqing Municipal People's Government" on the right. However, both plaques were very crude, just logs casually brushed with varnish and then written with names by someone with good handwriting. Zhang Yu, the Mayor of Anqing, didn't take these two plaques too seriously himself. As the most forward outpost of the People's Party, Anqing City now had only one battalion stationed. This battalion was a full-strength four-four system unit with a total of one thousand people. Including Zhang Yu, no one in the unit felt that these one thousand people could hold Anqing by force. It was no secret that the Hubei New Army would attack again. The troops knew this very well. But the troops didn't have the idea of quitting. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army naturally had its own practices and style. The troops had already formulated retreat routes and plans. After determining the retreat route, the troops carried out their work without any worries.

Under Zhang Yu's organization, this battalion was not so much a garrison as a work team. Restore order and operate city life. Zhang Yu and the comrades worked enthusiastically and with relish. Since returning to Anqing, the first thing restored was urban hygiene, and then the dock resumed operation at least. Although the number of merchants decreased greatly, the life order in Anqing returned to normal anyway. Next, the People's Party opened cooperatives and established the Anqing Municipal Bank. Relying on grain transported from outside and the issuance of Renminbi, life in Anqing could also be maintained. Anqing City, which had experienced war three times in the past six months, finally managed to operate normally.

Now within the People's Party, Zhang Yu undoubtedly had the largest office. The office of the Anhui Governor was now occupied by Zhang Yu and the Municipal Party Secretary. Early in the morning, Zhang Yu arrived at the office. He had an important job today, which was the task of handing over the wounded soldiers of the Hubei New Army. In the Battle of Hefei, the People's Party captured many wounded soldiers. Those who couldn't hold on had died, and those who could hold on were completely out of danger. Now that a war was about to break out, the People's Party sent these wounded soldiers to Anqing, and then Zhang Yu sent them across the Yangtze River, thus completing the repatriation work.

Although Anqing claimed to have complete Party and government teams, in fact, no one took this seriously. Zhang Yu served as the Mayor of Anqing and the Minister of the Armed Forces of Anqing, while the Municipal Party Secretary was Battalion Political Commissar Lu Zhengping. These two sets of teams were completely the military team putting on the title of civil institutions. Since the main leaders were all soldiers, there was naturally no such tenderness when discussing repatriation issues.

"There is only one company of troops escorting the captives. Should we keep this company?" Lu Zhengping asked. Although his current status was actually higher than Zhang Yu's, Lu Zhengping was still not used to giving orders to his old boss. When discussing problems, he involuntarily centered on Zhang Yu.

Zhang Yu replied, "I have already sent a report to the Military Commission. We will know when we wait for the Military Commission's reply." When war could break out at any time, even just one more company might have a different impact on the war situation.

"In addition, it is said that some ashes of the war dead were sent this time. Where should the families set up the mourning hall?" Lu Zhengping was engaged in political commissar work after all, and he had sufficient sensitivity to these civil affairs works. The People's Party didn't hide anything. Before this repatriation of captives, the People's Party specially sent several captured Hubei New Army officers and soldiers to Wuhan to notify Zhao Erxun, the Governor-General of Huguang who had only been in office for a few months. And let them inform Zhang Biao, the Commander of the Eighth Division of the Hubei New Army. Hoping they could send ships to pick up these New Army officers and soldiers.

Neither the military nor the government of Hubei responded. Instead, many families of captured Hubei New Army soldiers rushed to Anqing, preparing to pick up their relatives. The People's Party arranged for them to live collectively in the Ma Ying barracks in the west of the city. Of course, many spies of the Hubei New Army mixed in with these people. The People's Party had caught many people carrying guns, but these people insisted they were relatives after being caught. After confiscating their guns, the People's Party still allowed them to live in the barracks.

Facing this memorial problem, Zhang Yu replied, "Let them set up their own mourning halls in Ma Ying. By the way, notify the merchants in Anqing who engage in funeral business to prepare to sell paper money, incense, and candles. They are not allowed to raise prices."

After discussing some details for a while, the two felt there were basically no problems, so Lu Zhengping went out to arrange work.

In Anqing city, besides the People's Party, there was another political force. They were the Yue Wang Society returning to Anqing. Now the reputation of the Yue Wang Society in Anqing was very low. The people of Anqing remembered the trouble brought by the Yue Wang Society vividly. Except for brothels and casinos, no one was willing to pay attention to them. And this time Chen Duxiu and others strictly enforced the discipline of the Yue Wang Society. Any member of the Yue Wang Society was absolutely not allowed to visit prostitutes or gamble. As a result, the Yue Wang Society was completely ignored in Anqing now. Chen Duxiu was not discouraged; he actively asked to undertake work. So he was assigned the task of guarding the families of the Hubei New Army temporarily living in Ma Ying.

More than four hundred people of the Yue Wang Society were divided into three shifts, guarding the key points of Ma Ying and patrolling day and night. It was Chen Duxiu's shift in the morning. He led the patrol team out for inspection. Halfway through, Bai Wenwei and Fan Chuanjia joined the team with a few people. Chen Duxiu knew they must have something, so he slowed down his pace. Sure enough, Bai Wenwei pulled Chen Duxiu. "Mr. Chen, news came from the Tongmenghui. Mr. Sun has gone to Nanyang, saying he wants to rebuild the Tongmenghui headquarters in Nanyang."

"Rebuild?" Chen Duxiu was very surprised by this word. Literally speaking, this word meant that the headquarters of the Tongmenghui was destroyed. Even if the headquarters of the Tongmenghui no longer remained in Japan, it could only be said to be a "transfer." Did the Tongmenghui really fall apart? Although the Yue Wang Society withdrew from the Tongmenghui, Chen Duxiu still paid close attention to the Tongmenghui. "What exactly happened?" Chen Duxiu asked.

Bai Wenwei's face looked very bad. He took out two letters. "This is what I received today."

The first letter was from Sun Yat-sen. In the letter, Sun Yat-sen vigorously praised the contribution of the Yue Wang Society in "initiating revolutionary forces to occupy the provincial capital," followed by some words about continuing sincere cooperation.

The second letter was jointly signed by Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. The letter said that the Huaxinghui originally active in Lianghu was re-established. As "neighbors," they hoped to cooperate fully with the Yue Wang Society.

Chen Duxiu was a smart man. He had guessed that Sun Yat-sen had parted ways with Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. Sighing slightly, Chen Duxiu put away the letters.

"Mr. Chen, what does the letter say?" Xu Youfeng, who was following Chen Duxiu, asked.

"Read it yourself." Chen Duxiu didn't want to speak ill of the Tongmenghui. He handed the letter to Xu Youfeng.

"Mr. Chen, if the Tongmenghui moves to Nanyang, what should we do? Cooperate with Mr. Huang Xing?" Fan Chuanjia had read the letter and asked somewhat anxiously.

"Company Commander Fan, since we decided to cooperate with the People's Party, let's not provoke other forces." Chen Duxiu replied. His words were already very impolite. And Bai Wenwei simply glared at Fan Chuanjia. After returning to Anqing this time, some people in the Yue Wang Society were originally quite honest. But seeing that the People's Party only left one battalion of troops in Anqing, and the number of people in the Yue Wang Society reached four hundred again. Those who were originally unconvinced with the People's Party began to have thoughts in their hearts again. Fan Chuanjia was a representative of them.

"Grand Commander, why should we be under the People's Party?" Although Fan Chuanjia knew this was unrealistic, he couldn't help complaining, "Grand Commander, you have outstanding prestige in Anhui; you should be the Mayor of Anqing anyway."

"What if I become the Mayor of Anqing? Let the Hubei New Army drive me away again?" Chen Duxiu asked.

Now Fan Chuanjia was silent. The Hubei New Army would attack sooner or later. This news was not a secret. If the People's Party withdrew, the Yue Wang Society would absolutely not stay alone to defend Anqing to the death. When there were thousands of people, the Yue Wang Society couldn't hold Anqing; now with four hundred people, it was even more impossible to hold.

While talking, a messenger of the People's Party ran over from a distance. The messenger brought news that the wounded soldiers of the Hubei New Army had arrived in Anqing, and Zhang Yu asked the Yue Wang Society to prepare to receive the wounded soldiers. After the messenger ran away, Xu Youfeng returned the letter to Chen Duxiu. Everyone didn't say much anymore and went towards Ma Ying. At the camp gate, Xu Youfeng took an opportunity to leave Chen Duxiu's side. He called over a member of the Yue Wang Society and instructed him for a while. That person quietly left Ma Ying.

Zhang Yu might be the only person in the entire People's Party who cared about the fate of the Tongmenghui. He had been collecting news about the Tongmenghui. This was not because Zhang Yu cared about "revolutionary comrades." The Yue Wang Society once joined the Tongmenghui. Even today when they announced their withdrawal from the Tongmenghui and cooperated fully with the People's Party, there were still many people in the Yue Wang Society who had illusions about the Tongmenghui. And although the current Yue Wang Society was spurned by the citizens of Anqing City, Zhang Yu, as the Mayor of Anqing City, still dared not underestimate the Yue Wang Society. After all, the People's Party had only one battalion in Anqing, while the Yue Wang Society now had nearly four hundred people.

Since the Yue Wang Society returned to Anqing, many people who had left the Yue Wang Society returned. Those who defected to the People's Party were sent to Hefei by Zhang Yu. Some former Yue Wang Society members were unwilling to go, so these people chose to rejoin the Yue Wang Society. The number of members of the Yue Wang Society recovered somewhat. Of course, some members of the Yue Wang Society "returned to the Yue Wang Society" under Zhang Yu's arrangement. Their task was to provide information to Zhang Yu. Xu Youfeng was the person in charge among this group of people. Sending someone to deliver the latest news to Zhang Yu, Xu Youfeng found Chen Duxiu again and began to get busy.

Some of these families waiting for the Hubei New Army soldiers had arrived for five or six days, and some had just arrived. Hearing that their relatives were about to arrive, everyone gathered at the camp gate with apprehension. The People's Party provided a list to the Hubei military and government, but obviously, Hubei did not publish these lists. The families learned the news that their relatives were captured and repatriated through those soldiers. But as to who survived and who died, they only saw the roster after arriving in Anqing.

Seeing the names of relatives who were still alive on the roster, their families were naturally overjoyed. Those families who saw that their relatives had died in battle cried loudly at that time, but they held the hope that the People's Party made a mistake. Hearing that relatives were coming, no matter whose family they were, they had anxious looks on their faces and stretched their necks to look.

When the long queue of wounded soldiers finally appeared in sight, the families couldn't help but want to rush up. The members of the Yue Wang Society immediately lined up to block the families preparing to rush out. "Don't be chaotic, don't be chaotic." The soldiers of the Yue Wang Society shouted. They managed to block the families with difficulty, but dense running sounds came from behind. The people of the Yue Wang Society turned their heads and saw the officers and soldiers of the Hubei New Army running quickly. After entering the city, they were told that some people's families came to meet them. Most of them thought this was a joke played by the People's Party. Unexpectedly, seeing the figures of familiar relatives from afar, the soldiers were ecstatic in their hearts. After experiencing that cruel and bloody battle, they really didn't expect to see their relatives so soon. Seeing some people with guns blocking their relatives, they couldn't care about so much anymore, and everyone ran towards their relatives.

"Make way." Seeing the situation was uncontrollable, Chen Duxiu shouted hurriedly.

The people of the Yue Wang Society hurriedly dodged to the side. The two streams of people rushed together directly like this.

Everyone was looking for their relatives. Relatives reunited were happy, calling father and mother, calling brother, calling pet names, jumping and laughing. Those who didn't find their relatives temporarily couldn't help walking around in the crowd, asking if their family members had come when seeing acquaintances and neighbors.

In this jubilant atmosphere, someone suddenly began to cry loudly. Those were the relatives who confirmed that their loved ones had died in battle beginning to cry bitterly. Watching this scene where pain and joy coexisted, both the people of the Yue Wang Society and the comrades of the People's Party had mixed feelings.

Those who could run from Hubei to Anhui were from families not short of money. Their number was actually limited. At least more than half of the New Army soldiers had no one to pick them up. Watching others' family reunions, these Hubei New Army soldiers felt extremely uncomfortable in their hearts.

Seeing everyone had met almost enough, the leader of the People's Party shouted with a megaphone: "Brothers of the Hubei New Army, elders of Hubei. We have sent people to notify the Governor-General of Huguang and Commander Zhang Biao of the New Army Eighth Division, asking them to send ships to pick everyone up. Now the ship has not arrived yet. But we cannot let everyone stay here for long. Those who want to cross the river now, we have ships to send you. If you want to go back via Jiangbei, please hit the road."

Hearing this, the faces of many New Army families changed. They hurriedly grabbed their newly reunited relatives. The leader of the People's Party thought everyone misunderstood his statement, so he shouted again: "Everyone, we ask everyone to leave quickly not meaning to harm you. A war is about to be fought again soon; it is really inconvenient for everyone to stay here. Please understand our difficulties."

"Comrade, can we rest here for a while?" A Hubei New Army soldier shouted.

"Resting here is allowed. We also provide you with food. Although not much, seven days of dry food for each New Army brother is available. In addition, if there are relatives who want to pay homage to the relatives killed in battle here, we also sell incense, candles, and yellow paper. Because our troops don't have these things to use, everyone has to pay money to buy them from merchants. Don't worry, we will absolutely not raise prices to cheat everyone."

Hearing such humane treatment, the faces of the New Army and their families looked much better. At this time, someone was heard shouting: "Everyone, we don't want these rebels' things. They killed many of our brothers; we absolutely cannot let it go with them."

Hearing this, everyone was stunned. The people of the Yue Wang Society all carried guns, and many people prepared to raise their guns to aim at the crowd. Seeing the situation was wrong, Chen Duxiu immediately shouted loudly: "No one is allowed to move guns. Our Yue Wang Society comrades return to the city."

Hearing Chen Duxiu's order, the Yue Wang Society crowd suppressed their anger and began to retreat. During the retreat, someone shouted from the crowd of captives and families: "Who are you? You are not our brother; why are you shouting randomly?" Listening to this, it was obvious that the newly released captives caught the person who shouted randomly just now.

A moment later, several released captives had dragged a person out of the crowd. Under the supervision of the People's Party, the Yue Wang Society had searched the bodies and luggage carried by these families. At that time, both Zhang Yu and Chen Duxiu strictly ordered that body searches were allowed, but absolutely no property of the common people could be taken; violators would be killed without pardon. So many weapons were found. Everyone saw the person dragged out clearly and had an impression. This person carried a very nice pistol. The pistol had been confiscated and now belonged to Chang Hengfang of the Yue Wang Society.

Seeing he was dragged out, the person obviously failed in his action to incite the captives. He simply stiffened his neck and shouted: "Are you blind? Look who I am!"

The officers among the captives looked carefully, and someone couldn't help shouting: "He is a Regiment Commander (*Guandai*) of the Manchu Battalion."

As soon as these words came out, the New Army and families were stunned.

There was a Manchu Battalion in the Hubei New Army, responsible for searching for revolutionaries. Equivalent to supervising the army, these Manchus regarded themselves as superior and were usually very arrogant. Now seeing people from the Manchu Battalion appear, and an officer at that, the New Army already knew clearly in their hearts. Although the Hubei official side did not send ships, they were actually prepared.

Seeing his identity exposed, the Manchu Battalion Regiment Commander sneered, "Don't believe the words of these chaotic bandits buying people's hearts. When we fight back another day, we will definitely take these people's lives."

But the families obviously didn't believe this. Suddenly someone shouted: "Everyone go back to Hubei by yourselves; never go with him. The New Army soldiers who returned to Hubei a while ago were tormented miserably by these people."

The difference between new and old sources of soldiers inevitably affects the inherent quality of soldiers. Old troops "are all rabble, come and go without constancy," "residence is uncertain, good and bad are hard to distinguish," "inveterate bad habits, incurable," so the "New Army" adapted from this inevitably carried strong bad habits of the old army. Zhang Zhidong also tried to adapt the old army at first, but after finding that the Guard Army Central Battalion adapted from the Wu Armor Left Battalion "showed no improvement in training," he immediately "ordered complete abolishment." Since then, he basically gave up adapting the old army and concentrated on "recruiting other strong and robust men." When recruiting new soldiers, in addition to requiring physical strength and health, it was stipulated that the family address must be reported, clans and neighbors must guarantee, and "those who are usually restless and have committed crimes" were rejected. The new recruits raised in this way must be mostly simple and robust young people. That is to say, compared with the Beiyang New Army adapted half from the old army, the Hubei New Army composed basically of new recruits had relatively simple soldiers with fewer prejudices and habits.

However, Hubei's implication and punishment of the New Army had not relaxed at all. The purpose of these families rushing here was to take their relatives away from the New Army quickly.
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Chapter 74: Repatriation (2)

After the Battle of Hefei, the People's Party released captives in two stages. The first stage was the collective release of uninjured Hubei New Army soldiers after the battle. The second stage was the collective release of injured Hubei New Army soldiers after treatment before the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign began. Since some injured New Army soldiers had suffered permanent disabilities, the People's Party notified Hubei, hoping they could send ships to pick them up.

The People's Party's policy of lenient treatment of captives determined that only such a method could be adopted. So the officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not expect that the Hubei New Army's attitude towards wounded soldiers was complete distrust.

After the Manchu Battalion officer who disguised himself and infiltrated the team of family members was exposed, there was fear in his eyes when looking at the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers, but when he turned to the wounded soldiers of the Hubei New Army, he immediately became arrogant. The officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army naturally didn't care about this. Zhang Yu ordered that no bloody conflict should occur during the release of captives. To avoid accidents, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army strictly searched the family members, confiscated illegally carried weapons, and strictly controlled the temporary residential camp. Although the Manchu Battalion officer had his own ideas, he didn't have the guts to launch an attack on the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army with his unarmed subordinates.

Chen Duxiu strictly ordered the people of the Yue Wang Society not to use force. Not only that, Chen Duxiu even mobilized the people of the Yue Wang Society to stand behind the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. If the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't move, the Yue Wang Society would never take the initiative either. Chang Hengfang didn't agree with this. He said, "Grand Commander, why act like this?"

Chen Duxiu knew he couldn't explain it clearly in a short time. He asked back, "Are you going to disobey military orders?"

Since returning to Anqing, the Yue Wang Society had strengthened discipline up and down. When Chen Duxiu asked this, Chang Hengfang dared not say anything more. He shouted, "Comrades of the Yue Wang Society, line up and follow me." After all, they had undergone serious training for a month. The troops lined up almost habitually and left this place of trouble.

Seeing no one stopped him anymore, the Manchu officer looked much more relaxed. "Everyone, line up quickly and follow us back to Wuhan."

Seeing an officer issuing orders, the released New Army officers and soldiers were about to lean over, but they were held tightly by their relatives. "Come home with me. We are not soldiers anymore."

These New Army officers and soldiers were stunned on the spot. They didn't understand what their relatives meant.

Seeing their relatives stupidly wanting to follow the officer back to Wuhan, the family members couldn't care about so much anymore. Someone shouted loudly, "Do you know what suffering the last batch of people sent back suffered? Many of them were beaten to death."

Hearing this, all the released officers and soldiers were stunned.

With someone taking the lead to tell the truth, the families of the New Army naturally had no more scruples. More families grabbed their relatives and shouted, "Don't go back to the New Army; go home quickly."

Seeing their relatives so anxious, the New Army officers and soldiers also knew something was wrong. And the family members also began to explain to them what exactly happened.

The first batch of captives released by the People's Party naturally would not choose to join the revolution, let alone defect to the "Anhui guys." They all chose to return to Hubei. These Hubei New Army soldiers knew that what awaited them would naturally not be a welcome. But they never expected that after returning to Hubei voluntarily, the Hubei side didn't think these people were loyal. On the contrary, both the Hubei military and government began a large-scale investigation of the first batch of captives.

The disastrous defeat in the Battle of Hefei made Zhang Zhidong feel extremely dissatisfied. As a Grand Councilor, he actually suffered a disastrous defeat when serving the country. If the People's Party had killed all the captives, the Hubei New Army could still say "fought to the end, all loyal." But the People's Party released all the captives, so this statement of "loyalty" couldn't be used. Historically, killing captives was a tradition of the Manchu Qing. Since these Hubei New Army soldiers were not "loyal," the Hubei authorities had to "figure out" why these Hubei New Army soldiers were so "disloyal."

So the first batch of captives who went back suffered. First, their pay was stopped, followed by various interrogations and torture. The first batch released two or three thousand people, which was a huge number. To interrogate these people, the Hubei side was exhausted. In the interrogation process, the Hubei side had to use some special people, that is, the "Manchu Battalion." Since 1904, the Eight Banners stationed in Jingzhou served as soldiers in the Hubei New Army, and mainly concentrated in the 30th Regiment of the Eighth Division. Their commander was also a bannerman. After the first Battle of Anqing in early 1907, Beijing sent many bannermen to various New Armies. These people acted as "supervisors" and "spies."

Zhang Biao, the Commander of the Eighth Division, originally thought of interrogating these New Army soldiers and sending them home, but these bannermen thought they should be strictly investigated to the end. Although Zhang Biao didn't lead the troops personally, he was the commander-in-chief of the Hubei New Army. After this disastrous defeat, he couldn't say much more. So the Banner Battalion took on the interrogation work. These people originally wanted to gain credit by "finding out the revolutionaries." Now there was an opportunity. For these "disloyal captives," the bannermen naturally tried every means to prove that these people colluded with the Revolutionary Party. For a time, a bloody storm was set off in the Hubei New Army. More than three hundred captured officers and soldiers who had grievances with the Manchu Battalion became "rebels."

What added fuel to the fire of this action was that the Hubei side sent the first telegram of "reporting rebels" to Beijing, which actually received strong praise from the Ministry of Army. Moreover, the Ministry of Army issued a notice to Hubei that anyone who reported ten rebels with conclusive evidence could be promoted one level. The Ministry of Army was just encouraging this practice of reporting rebels. But when this telegram document reached Wuhan, the people below really wanted to "report ten rebels," and they definitely wanted to get conclusive evidence.

Ten heads could be exchanged for a promotion of one level. These two or three thousand captured New Army soldiers could let two or three hundred people be promoted one level. No one could resist such temptation. The Manchu Battalion immediately worked overtime to fabricate charges. They tried their best to induce confessions from the captives. As long as they got the "confession" and waited for the captives to sign, they immediately took the captives away and threw them into the death row. After gathering a certain number, they would be executed collectively.

By the time Zhang Biao, the Commander of the Eighth Division, discovered something was wrong, more than seven hundred captured New Army soldiers had died unnaturally. Zhang Biao was also decisive. He immediately led people to snatch all the captured New Army soldiers over, and then kicked them out of the New Army on the charge of "disloyalty." Zhang Biao was not entirely out of public justice either. If the Manchu Battalion was allowed to continue unscrupulously like this, after killing the captured personnel who returned to the team, heaven knows what else they would do.

After listening to their families' narration, these injured and cured New Army soldiers turned pale with fright. These families who could run from Hubei to Anqing to meet their relatives were not poor people and had more knowledge. They actually discussed these days, and the relatives understood one thing: free treatment was absolutely abnormal in this era, let alone providing free treatment to the enemy.

The People's Party treated the wounded soldiers of the Hubei New Army, and the families worried that the People's Party did something to the wounded soldiers. Even if the People's Party really healed the wounded and saved lives, these wounded soldiers couldn't explain clearly now. The wounded soldiers now owed the People's Party a great favor. Without the treatment of the People's Party, they wouldn't be alive now. In this era, even if the government ordered the New Army to "go die," the government knew clearly in its heart that the grace of saving lives was greater than the grace of the government. After these wounded soldiers returned to Hubei, they would absolutely not be spared.

Hearing their families explain the stakes, many wounded soldiers were trembling with fear. They knew they didn't defect to the People's Party at all, but now they indeed couldn't explain themselves even with a hundred mouths. "I'm going home, I'm going home. I won't be a soldier anymore." Some wounded soldiers were already shouting repeatedly in fear.

The commander of the Manchu Battalion never expected that the families of these wounded soldiers dared to tell the truth directly. But since the truth was told, he also knew that he couldn't take these wounded soldiers back easily anymore. The commander shouted hurriedly, "Brothers, these are all rumors. We are all brothers of the New Army; who wants to kill whom? Isn't it normal for officers to ask questions after returning to camp? Not to mention officers ask questions after you fought a battle; don't officers ask questions on normal days?"

The New Army officers and soldiers also felt this made sense, but how could the families let their relatives go back to die in vain? Someone shouted immediately, "We won't be soldiers and won't eat rations anymore."

The Manchu Battalion commander suddenly sneered, "I risked such great danger to come to meet you, but you suspect me of having bad intentions instead. You know the rules of our Hubei New Army; families must guarantee each other (*Lian Bao*). If you don't go back, I won't say more."

After speaking, the Manchu Battalion commander greeted his subordinates and actually left just like that.

Most of the Hubei New Army were children of good families, and they needed the joint guarantee of the village to be soldiers and eat rations. This was originally a means adopted by Zhang Zhidong to wash away the old atmosphere in the New Army, but when it was used as a threat now, both the officers and soldiers of the New Army and their families were scared.

Seeing that it was impossible for any mutiny of the New Army to occur, the commander of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army began to return to Anqing with the troops. Seeing the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army taking action, Chen Duxiu didn't act on his own either, taking the troops of the Yue Wang Society to withdraw into the city together.

As soon as they entered Anqing, the troops closed the city gate immediately. Chen Duxiu went to the Municipal Committee to report back to Zhang Yu.

After introducing the situation and what he heard, Chen Duxiu asked, "Mr. Zhang, are you going to let such a good opportunity go?"

Zhang Yu knew what Chen Duxiu was referring to. He laughed, "Mr. Chen, do you want to mobilize these New Army soldiers? If you want to develop in Hubei, I have no objection."

"If we raise our arms and shout at this time, I'm afraid these Hubei officers and soldiers will rise up against the Manchu Qing for their own lives." Although he wanted to do this very much in his heart, Chen Duxiu had already made up his mind that he would absolutely not do things that the People's Party dared not do.

Looking at Chen Duxiu's eager look, Zhang Yu asked, "Mr. Chen, the revolutionary comrades we want to unite cannot be people who are greedy for life and afraid of death. At least they must be people who dare to turn their weapons around because they don't want to die. Even if we kill that Manchu Battalion commander now and incite these Hubei New Army people. So what? They just take shelter with us, and what those people think in their hearts is not just their own survival. They sincerely want us to save their families who might be implicated. Do we have this strength?"

Chen Duxiu fell silent. Although Zhang Yu's words were a bit philistine, they indeed penetrated the true thoughts of the Hubei New Army. If the People's Party was powerless to save the families of those Hubei New Army soldiers who defected to the People's Party, then once these Hubei New Army soldiers learned the news that their families suffered, they would naturally resent the People's Party. Now, although watching the Hubei New Army go to die, at least the Hubei New Army wouldn't transfer this resentment to the People's Party.

Zhang Yu was only in his twenties, yet he could be so unenticed by immediate petty profits. This firmness and coldness made Chen Duxiu have to admire. "No wonder Chairman Chen appointed Mr. Zhang as the Mayor of Anqing; I am indeed inferior."

Regarding Chen Duxiu's praise, Zhang Yu acted as if he hadn't heard it. He asked, "Mr. Chen, the Hubei New Army will come to attack Anqing before long. We might retreat. I also hope Mr. Chen makes preparations early."

"Retreat to where?" Chen Duxiu asked.

"Just near this Anqing. If the Hubei New Army occupies Anqing and is still not satisfied, and wants to continue attacking the base area, then we will fight them. We absolutely cannot let them continue north."

Chen Duxiu knew that the People's Party didn't care about Anqing. After taking Anqing last time, the People's Party left as they said. Zhang Yu giving up Anqing this time was not a surprise. But he didn't expect that what Zhang Yu wanted to give up was only Anqing city. Chen Duxiu asked, "Mr. Zhang, since you gave up Anqing, why not retreat to other places conducive to sticking to?"

Zhang Yu replied, "This is my task. The Hubei New Army must absolutely not be allowed to go north."

Seeing Zhang Yu replying to him so decisively, although he still didn't understand Zhang Yu's thoughts, Chen Duxiu asked, "Then how can I help?"

"If we give up Anqing, we need other strongholds in the locality where we can station troops. Mr. Chen is a local. I want to ask Mr. Chen if there is any intelligence to provide. We don't want to persist for too long either. Once the Hubei New Army occupies Anqing, we only need to use those places for two months."

Chen Duxiu was confused by Zhang Yu's statement.

Just then, a communicator ran in. He saluted Zhang Yu and said, "Commander Zhang, dozens of Hubei New Army officers and soldiers want to see you."

Zhang Yu knew that there would definitely be wounded soldiers of the Hubei New Army who refused to go back, but he didn't expect someone to make up their mind so quickly. "Bring their leader over." Zhang Yu said.

Naturally, it was impossible for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to let dozens of people see Zhang Yu together. Before long, three New Army soldiers had arrived in front of Zhang Yu. They all looked excited. "Lord Zhang, my life was saved by the People's Party. If Chairman Chen Ke hadn't transfused blood to my younger brother, my brother would have died. Now if we go back to Hubei, it is certain death. Lord Zhang, I have dozens of brothers asking you to take us in. Can you write a booklet saying we didn't survive? This can protect the safety of our families."

"Are there any seriously injured among you who cannot move?" Zhang Yu asked.

"No, not a single one." The Hubei New Army soldiers answered hurriedly.

Zhang Yu replied, "Then your names are not there. We don't have ships to transport these people who are inconvenient to move. So we only notified Hubei of their names and total number, asking them to send ships to pick them up. As for others, we didn't make a roster. If you want to pretend to be dead, I can hide it for you, but if you want us to write a letter to Hubei specifically, wouldn't that be covering one's ears and stealing the bell (deceiving oneself)?"

The New Army officers and soldiers felt it was reasonable, but they couldn't fully trust Zhang Yu. Chen Duxiu beside him saw this and had to agree that Zhang Yu's judgment of the matter was indeed very correct. But he felt it was a pity. If he could incite the New Army, Hubei might not be that difficult to take.

Chen Duxiu actually didn't think wrong. The Wuchang Uprising in history broke out because of such a relatively accidental reason.

In 1911 in history, for Hubei revolutionaries, October 10 began with an ominous sign—Liu Yaochheng and two other young revolutionaries were executed early in the morning.

When citizens speculated on the nature of the Manchu officials' search and arrest, rumors spread in the markets and barracks. Most people were convinced that the authorities had mastered the roster of revolutionaries and would slowly arrest those on the list. Some believed that officials were compiling a fake roster of all Han soldiers. A more widespread rumor was: anyone who did not keep a long queue, no matter who, had to be arrested and beheaded according to law. The three people including Liu Yaochheng killed that morning all had no long queues. This fact made this story even more credible.

The rumors flying in the strong wind made the leaders of the revolutionary grassroots organizations realize that it was necessary to execute the uprising plan that had been aborted the day before again that night. Unless acting quickly, the search and arrest would eventually fall on their heads. In this way, the revolutionary cause and even their own lives would come to an end.

When rumors were rife, any Han soldier in the New Army, especially those who had removed their queues during the queue-cutting wave at the beginning of the year, could easily believe that risking everything to join the revolution was less dangerous than simply sitting and waiting for death.

The fact was that the revolution was ripe in Wuchang. The measures ordered by Rui Cheng were carefully considered and very wise, but they couldn't stop the rolling torrent.

They searched the revolutionary organs, closed the city gates, and cancelled the leave system of the troops to prevent revolutionaries from communicating with each other. These measures were logical, and they tried to avoid provocative arrests among soldiers. But these minor palliative measures were enough to create an atmosphere of fear and distrust, creating an idea—everyone thought the Manchus were arresting and slaughtering Han people indiscriminately.

For soldiers and civilian officials who did not understand the scale of the revolutionary party in Wuchang, the arrest of 32 people and the execution of 3 people created a large-scale and retaliatory terror. Whether you were guilty or innocent, you were equally threatened. The mood in Wuchang on October 10 was a mixture of fear and sympathy (sympathy for the young people sacrificed under the Manchu suppression).
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Chapter 74: Old Revolution vs. New Revolution (1)

Chen Duxiu left Zhang Yu's place and walked towards the new station of the Yue Wang Society. Since many people had returned to the Yue Wang Society these days, their original station was no longer enough. Moreover, under the governance of the People's Party, Anqing gradually restored order, and the common people also began to return to Anqing gradually. After negotiation, the People's Party allocated an area in the military camp currently stationed to the Yue Wang Society for stationing.

As soon as he entered the military camp, he saw the People's Party troops busy as usual. Since new troops escorting wounded soldiers had arrived in Anqing, the People's Party was arranging for these soldiers to be stationed. The rooms for these soldiers to live in the military camp were prepared long ago, and the soldiers lined up to be assigned rooms. The only thing that seemed a bit underprepared was some equipment carried by these troops. To transport the wounded soldiers, the troops carried stretchers and other spare items. These things had to be sorted out and stored. Moreover, some wounded soldiers needed to change gauze and so on. Before sending them away this time, they changed their gauze for the last time and did bandaging and finishing. And the removed gauze also needed to be washed and dried for reuse.

The People's Party was short of manpower. The hired female laborers were ready long ago, and they had already started their work. Steam filled the air above the boiling cauldrons, and women stood by the cauldrons holding long poles stirring the gauze. The boiled gauze was picked out with long poles, cooled slightly, and then washed.

Chen Duxiu had always attached great importance to observing the People's Party. He wanted to figure out what was different about the People's Party. In these days, Chen Duxiu didn't see the People's Party do anything shocking. Just eating when it's time to eat, sleeping when it's time to sleep, washing clothes when it's time to wash clothes, taking a bath when it's time to take a bath. Patrolling the streets, moving supplies, various military training and drills. In short, this organization, this army, was all very normal. Busy from morning to night every day.

After watching for a while, Chen Duxiu turned back to the area where the Yue Wang Society was stationed. Before entering the gate, he heard the noise inside. Although the People's Party had more people than the Yue Wang Society, the two sides were almost completely different. When there was noise in the People's Party camp, it was mostly during collective actions. On weekdays, they didn't speak loudly. Especially the officers; Chen Duxiu had never seen officers shouting loudly at soldiers. This was diametrically opposed to the Yue Wang Society. In the Yue Wang Society, whoever had a loud voice and sufficient volume must be of higher rank, or at least thought he was not of low rank.

The people of the Yue Wang Society disapproved of the quiet style of the People's Party. They even ridiculed the People's Party privately as "like women." The playground of the People's Party dedicated to drying clothes was always full of clothes. Although during tense periods, such as this time when there were a large number of medical items that needed to be washed and dried, the People's Party also hired laundry people, but usually, the cadres and soldiers of the People's Party washed their own clothes. Big men washing clothes themselves was rare in this era, let alone thousands of big men doing this. Chen Duxiu had seen the scene of Zhang Yu and people from the People's Party government departments washing clothes together in the evening.

But the Yue Wang Society was different. No one liked to do these small things personally. Even if there were, except for a few people who could persist, the others gradually stopped washing under the ridicule of their companions. So the two camps were close at hand, but the smell in the air was very different.

As soon as he entered the camp gate, he saw people from the Yue Wang Society gathering in groups bragging. The content was naturally about this handover. Nearly a thousand family members came to pick up the wounded. The Yue Wang Society had never had the experience of managing so many people's eating, drinking, and sleeping at one time. Talking about these families, almost everyone in the Yue Wang Society had a superior expression on their faces. Some mocked the "Hubei guys" for speaking unpleasantly, some said the "Hubei guys" were relatively rich, and some maliciously ridiculed the mourning of the deceased's families as too unruly. There were also some who talked lustfully about the few pretty young wives among these families.

"Yue Wang Society is good, Hubei guys are bad!" This was the core view of the conversation. On this point, the grassroots personnel of the Yue Wang Society were quite consistent.

Entering the conference hall, the main cadres of the Yue Wang Society had already gathered together. Seeing Chen Duxiu come in, Bai Wenwei hurriedly came up. "Mr. Chen, what did those surrendered Hubei New Army soldiers say?"

Chen Duxiu replied, "Mayor Zhang let them think clearly for themselves, whether to choose to stay with the People's Party or choose to go home by themselves. Those Hubei New Army soldiers are still considering. What's wrong?"

"Mr. Chen, why don't we go and contact those Hubei New Army soldiers now? They are desperate now. Without joining the revolution, there is absolutely no way to live. This time we can definitely persuade many Hubei New Army soldiers to join us." Bai Wenwei proposed the result of these high-level discussions to Chen Duxiu.

Chen Duxiu had not failed to consider this issue. He asked Bai Wenwei, "Leaving aside whether the Hubei New Army can join us, what will they eat after joining? We don't have grain for them to eat."

The People's Party provided grain to the Yue Wang Society, but the supply method was supplying three days' grain at a time. This was calculated per capita, neither more nor less. Now if the grain for the Hubei New Army was suddenly increased, the Yue Wang Society would have to apply to the People's Party in advance. Otherwise, the Yue Wang Society would have to pay to buy grain themselves. And in the current Anqing, except for the People's Party's supply and marketing cooperative which could still supply grain cheaply, those grain shops had either closed long ago or sold grain at extremely expensive prices.

Chang Hengfang immediately said habitually, "The People's Party is guarding against our Yue Wang Society in their hearts."

If it were before, someone would definitely echo Chang Hengfang's words, but now that these words were said too much, everyone was tired of it long ago. No one paid attention to Chang Hengfang at all. Shi Dekuan even looked at Chang Hengfang with disgust. "Mr. Chen, if we want to pull people in now, we don't have enough grain at all."

Chen Duxiu knew what Shi Dekuan wanted to say. He said, "Dekuan, the Hubei New Army simply won't recognize our Yue Wang Society. We are the defeated opponents of the Hubei New Army, while the People's Party is the victor now and saved the lives of these New Army soldiers. If they defect, they will also defect to the People's Party. Impossible to defect to our Yue Wang Society."

Chang Hengfang saw that his instigation just now didn't get everyone's response at all, and hearing Chen Duxiu explain the matter clearly, he knew Chen Duxiu was right. He felt even more unhappy in his heart, and he started talking about how the People's Party didn't talk about morality. Shi Dekuan ignored him completely. He asked, "Mr. Chen, the People's Party lets us live in this Anqing and also gives grain supply. They also let us do some things together, but why don't they mention cooperating with us? I don't see you mentioning this matter either, Mr. Chen."

Chen Duxiu smiled bitterly. "Everyone sit down first." He waved his hand.

The cadres of the Yue Wang Society sat down in turn. Chen Duxiu then said, "It's not that I don't want to mention it. When marching to Anqing this time, everyone said on the road that we should learn from the People's Party properly. But after arriving in Anqing, having a house to live in and grain to eat, I see everyone slacked off immediately. A few days ago, you still washed your own clothes. Now? Except for drill being somewhat punctual, where else has everyone learned from the People's Party? That drill is not our own credit either. Every day when the People's Party blows the wake-up call, we follow to move. Calling people to get up is not that easy either; every day there are always people unwilling to get up. The People's Party has the Three Main Rules of Discipline and the Eight Points for Attention (*San Da Jilu Ba Xiang Zhuyi*). We also learn to sing this song like others, but in reality? How much have we truly achieved ourselves?"

Listening to Chen Duxiu analyze specific work item by item, the people of the Yue Wang Society lowered their heads one by one and stopped speaking.

Chang Hengfang reacted fastest. He looked up, "Mr. Chen, our discipline is indeed not good. But comrades are always not fighting now and have nothing to do; this morale can't be maintained either. I know some people are not good at doing things, but we only have this few people. If we drive some people away, what do we have left? If we only have one or two hundred people left, who will still take us seriously?"

Chang Hengfang's words resonated with many Yue Wang Society cadres. After experiencing painful lessons, the Yue Wang Society had completely lost faith in things like "raise an arm and shout, and eight directions respond." The people did not echo the revolution launched by the Yue Wang Society. The secret societies that echoed the Yue Wang Society ran away without a trace after making a big profit. Now that the People's Party retook Anqing, not a single secret society member appeared. Moreover, the People's Party itself seemed to have no interest in secret societies either and didn't recruit troops on a large scale at all.

The Yue Wang Society had no money anymore. If not for the supply from the People's Party, plus earning some wages by working for the People's Party, the Yue Wang Society would have fallen apart long ago. In fact, Chen Duxiu was very surprised that these comrades could gather until now without completely disintegrating.

After listening to this, Shi Dekuan didn't refute Chang Hengfang anymore. He said, "Mr. Chen, I think we should formally propose joining the People's Party. I know everyone originally wanted to rectify the team first, and then joining the People's Party would have confidence. Looking at it now, if our own rectification is tight, the comrades below are unhappy. If it is loose, it is like now. I think if it really doesn't work, then simply join the People's Party first, and then talk about rectification. I wonder what Mr. Chen thinks."

Before Chen Duxiu could speak, Chang Hengfang spoke up, "Dekuan, listening to you, if Mr. Chen doesn't mention joining the People's Party, are you going to defect to the People's Party yourself?"

Hearing Chang Hengfang question his stance, Shi Dekuan was not angry. He said, "If our Yue Wang Society is still like this now, I will go to the People's Party myself. This is obviously not the appearance of making a revolution. What's the use of everyone muddling along like this? At this point, I think we also have to figure out whether we want revolution or maintain our Yue Wang Society. If we want revolution, we might as well follow the People's Party to revolutionize vigorously. If you gentlemen just want to maintain the Yue Wang Society, then I quit."

If someone said this before, internal strife would definitely break out immediately in the Yue Wang Society. But this time Shi Dekuan made it clear, and even Chang Hengfang didn't have the energy to refute. He just sighed deeply and didn't continue to say anything. Chen Duxiu saw that none of the cadres opposed it. He laughed, "If everyone has no objection, then I will go talk to Mayor Zhang about this matter. Dekuan, come with me."

Everyone didn't expect that Chen Duxiu didn't let backbones of the Yue Wang Society like Bai Wenwei and Chang Hengfang go with him this time, but found the young Shi Dekuan to go with him. Astonished looks appeared on their faces. Chen Duxiu didn't care so much; he got up and left with Shi Dekuan.

The two didn't walk very fast. Shi Dekuan could see that Chen Duxiu had something to say to him, so he also slowed down and followed Chen Duxiu.

"Dekuan, what do you think is the difference between the People's Party and our Yue Wang Society?" Chen Duxiu asked. He thought about this question for a long time, but he hadn't been able to come up with an explanation that convinced himself.

"Looking everywhere is the same, but everywhere is different. Letting our Yue Wang Society do what the People's Party is doing now, if it's a few days, maybe it's okay, but we will absolutely not do it for months or even years like this. But the feeling the People's Party gives me is that if they decide to do something, they will definitely do it for years or even a lifetime. And they seem to be more and more energetic as they do it. I have contacted the People's Party a lot these days. Their revolutionary principle is actually based on how to live a good life, and this good life actually looks harder than ordinary life. It's really puzzling."

Chen Duxiu knew what Shi Dekuan was talking about. The fastidiousness of the People's Party's style really exceeded Chen Duxiu's imagination too much. Everything the soldiers did, from maintaining personal hygiene, washing clothes, cooking, purchasing, or operating the city and issuing currency. From top to bottom, they could actually attribute things to themselves. Officers and soldiers all believed that making their lives more regular, cleaner, and tidier was an important part of revolutionary work.

As for fighting, from soldiers to officers, they knew the purpose of those battles they had fought. Everyone spoke logically, but in the final analysis, it was to eliminate "bad guys" and give the common people a bright sky. An army that can attribute everything to itself, yet fights for the people. This kind of thinking made Chen Duxiu feel incredible.

Confucius did mention such people, but those were all gentlemen (*Junzi*). Few cadres and soldiers of the People's Party had read the *Analects*, yet they acted like Confucius. This couldn't help but make Chen Duxiu feel a strong sense of unreality.

"I must ask clearly this time what is different about the People's Party. Dekuan, don't talk too much." Chen Duxiu instructed.

Shi Dekuan nodded. "I know."

Chen Duxiu had always done his best to observe the actions of the People's Party. From the execution level, Chen Duxiu could completely understand what the People's Party was doing. In fact, not only Chen Duxiu, ordinary people could also basically understand what the People's Party was doing. In fact, whether patrolling or cleaning, the daily work that the common people had to do, the People's Party was doing. But Chen Duxiu completely didn't understand why the People's Party did certain things at a certain time. Chen Duxiu already understood that this was the reason why the People's Party could continue to win, but he couldn't understand how the People's Party came up with this order of doing things.

Chen Duxiu was very puzzled about the captives this time. An army of benevolence and righteousness naturally wants to save people; this is a matter of course. Not forcing others to join one's own team, this is also the attitude that benevolent people should have. However, the enemy seemed to try every means to cooperate with the People's Party, messing things up first themselves. Originally, after the base area released the captives, the Hubei New Army got a batch of soldiers who knew the reality of the base area. If propaganda was organized well, it could have allowed the Hubei New Army to fight better when facing the People's Party again. But the Hubei New Army insisted on persecuting these released New Army officers and soldiers.

After persecuting the first batch, if the Hubei New Army sent ships openly to pick up the second batch of people, at least it wouldn't cause unrest in the second batch of New Army soldiers, and they could still transport these people back to persecute slowly anyway. But the Hubei New Army could forcefully force its own troops to the point where some people defected to the People's Party.

When Chen Duxiu arrived at the municipal government again, after Zhang Yu arranged those soldiers who came to surrender, Chen Duxiu frankly asked Zhang Yu why the People's Party arranged the wounded soldiers like this.

After listening to Chen Duxiu's question, Zhang Yu looked at Chen Duxiu with some confusion. After thinking for a long time, Zhang Yu said, "Mr. Chen, you and the Hubei New Army both committed a fault, which is thinking too much. You only see the result, you only want to get the desired result, you never care how difficult it is to do one thing."

Being criticized by Zhang Yu like this, Chen Duxiu completely couldn't understand what Zhang Yu was saying. Fortunately, Zhang Yu didn't mean to be pretentious. He continued, "Mr. Chen, you only see that the Hubei New Army is unstable internally now, and we can repatriate the wounded of the Hubei New Army on a large scale. That is because we cured so many wounded. Being able to cure so many wounded is because we built military hospitals early, so we could save so many people. Building military hospitals was because we opened the Shanghai Renxin Medical College in Shanghai two years ago, so there were teachers, and there were various technologies and knowledge accumulated gradually. Otherwise, even if a bunch of people were pulled in temporarily, they wouldn't know how to treat injuries. If you don't look at these processes, what's the use of just looking at the result?"

Chen Duxiu was an extremely smart person. As soon as Zhang Yu said this, he felt as if he could grasp the vein that he could feel before but had never been able to see. Lowering his head and thinking about Zhang Yu's words repeatedly for a while, he suddenly realized and said, "Could it be that from the moment the People's Party arrived in Anhui, this victory was already destined?"

"What do you mean by destined?" Zhang Yu could roughly understand Chen Duxiu's thoughts at this time. "Chairman Chen often educates us usually. If there are one hundred steps in a matter, then you cannot miss a single one of these one hundred steps. The problem is that whether it's your Yue Wang Society or the Manchu Qing, you only know to run for the result. As long as you have the result you want, you don't care what the process is at all. This is putting the cart before the horse."
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Chapter 75: Old Revolution vs. New Revolution (2)

Since the Yue Wang Society started dealing with the People's Party, Zhang Yu hadn't thought much of the Yue Wang Society. Moreover, Zhang Yu had a strong aversion to Chen Duxiu. This was not just Zhang Yu's attitude alone. In the People's Party, including government cadres and staff throughout the base area, everyone's understanding gradually tended to be unified. Anyone who reaped without sowing could be classified as an enemy.

The Yue Wang Society believed that it had given the People's Party "immense help," but in the eyes of the People's Party cadres, the Yue Wang Society was a group of bastards who relied on the power of the People's Party to act wildly. But everyone was busy and had no time to think so much, and Zhang Yu had to deal with the Yue Wang Society frequently due to work reasons. He had to pay attention to the Yue Wang Society he looked down upon.

Zhang Yu knew he was not a magnanimous person. Even after volunteering to Chen Ke and finally taking office as the Mayor of Anqing, Zhang Yu didn't think he had made any progress in compassion. He didn't attack the Yue Wang Society, firstly because Chen Ke had instructed that the Yue Wang Society was a local snake after all, and letting the Yue Wang Society exist was more valuable. Secondly, since Chen Duxiu returned to Anqing, he had also begun to rectify the style of the Yue Wang Society. Although that rectification seemed like nonsense to Zhang Yu, at least the Yue Wang Society no longer dragged the People's Party back casually.

Now Chen Duxiu ran to find Zhang Yu with a modest look of asking for advice. Zhang Yu found that he actually had no idea of reprimanding Chen Duxiu. It wasn't that his view of Chen Duxiu or the Yue Wang Society had changed; Zhang Yu still thought the Yue Wang Society was incompetent and Chen Duxiu was an unqualified leader. If he had to say there was any change, Zhang Yu felt he could actually understand these "revolutionaries" including Chen Duxiu.

Chen Duxiu didn't know Zhang Yu's true thoughts; he could only clearly feel Zhang Yu's hidden dissatisfaction. Despite this dissatisfaction, Zhang Yu spoke with genuine advice and explanation, without making things difficult at all. This magnanimous act made Chen Duxiu admire Zhang Yu somewhat. He said, "Mayor Zhang, I admire the achievements of the People's Party very much. I very much hope that the Yue Wang Society can be like your party."

If it were before, even if Zhang Yu didn't scold immediately after hearing this, he would at least scold secretly in his heart. If the Yue Wang Society succeeded, what would happen to the People's Party? Now Zhang Yu not only didn't want to scold, he even couldn't help laughing out loud. "Mr. Chen, you have taken a fancy to what we the people have achieved. If you were really asked to repeat what we have done, I personally don't think you would still have such an idea."

What Chen Duxiu wanted to know most was the specific execution process of the People's Party. Seeing Zhang Yu meant to introduce it, Chen Duxiu's eyes lit up immediately. "That's not necessarily true."

Zhang Yu originally wanted to talk about the hard work of the People's Party in the past two years, but he felt it was meaningless. If Chen Duxiu heard it, his first thought would probably be to find a flooded place to try. In fact, in the rise of the People's Party, the Anhui flood certainly played a great role, but even without this flood, Chen Ke and the comrades would still succeed. Thinking of this, Zhang Yu felt he still made a mistake. He knew he didn't actually want to introduce the work of the People's Party to Chen Duxiu, but just wanted to gain a sense of psychological achievement by stating his hard work.

After sorting out his thoughts, Zhang Yu managed to pull his thoughts back to reality with difficulty. "Mr. Chen, I want to ask you one thing now. What exactly do you want to do here this time? If you just want to hear the history of our People's Party, I can find an old soldier to tell you. Everything I have experienced, the old soldiers have also experienced."

A look of disappointment appeared on Chen Duxiu's face, and he was even more disappointed in his heart. Even now that he decided to sincerely defect to the People's Party, once there was an opportunity to understand the experience of the People's Party, Chen Duxiu still didn't want to let it go. This experience contained success, victory, glory, and an infinite future. Anyone with ambitions to make contributions and establish a career would not let go of the opportunity to learn "success science." If Chen Duxiu hadn't truly realized that the gap between the Yue Wang Society and the People's Party was too large, he wouldn't have been forced to give up the interests of his own group.

Forcing himself to suppress his mood, Chen Duxiu said, "Mayor Zhang, I came here this time to talk about the Yue Wang Society joining the People's Party."

"Do you have the ability to make the Yue Wang Society join the People's Party?" Zhang Yu couldn't help blurting out the truth.

"..." Chen Duxiu was speechless for a moment. Zhang Yu's truth made Chen Duxiu feel extremely embarrassed. Zhang Yu was telling the truth. Everyone in the Yue Wang Society wanted to learn from the People's Party's success, but no one wanted to give up what they had obtained.

"Then what is Mayor Zhang's opinion?" Shi Dekuan interrupted seeing the situation was wrong. Shi Dekuan sincerely wanted to join the People's Party. He had a low rank in the Yue Wang Society, so he had fewer worries.

Zhang Yu looked at Shi Dekuan's clean clothes up and down. He laughed, "Comrade Shi Dekuan, if it were you, I think you could join our People's Party, and I think a few others are okay too. But for the vast majority of the rest, I don't think they can join our organization. What everyone wants is different."

Hearing Zhang Yu's recognition of himself, Shi Dekuan felt relaxed in his heart. He always felt that the People's Party suited his temper very well, but he couldn't say exactly where it suited his temper. Shi Dekuan asked, "Where exactly is this difference?"

"What is the reason for your Yue Wang Society's revolution?" Zhang Yu asked.

Chen Duxiu never forgot the purpose of the Yue Wang Society. He replied, "Emulating Yue Wumu resisting the Liao and Jin, unchanging until death. We must inherit his will and do our best to expel the Manchus."

Zhang Yu nodded. Revolutionaries of this era were all the same; they had nothing except "righteousness." Zhang Yu was also annoyed. As the Mayor of Anqing, his work piled up like a mountain every day. Talking nonsense with Chen Duxiu like this was just delaying work.

"Let me put it this way, Mr. Chen. Your Yue Wang Society wants to join our People's Party now; I cannot agree. Because you group of people want to come and be masters (*Daye*). Letting you collect taxes, you dare to play corruption on me. Letting you do physical work, you feel your talents are wasted. Letting you do government department work, you will criticize the common people arbitrarily. Everything you do is for one result: to make the common people admit that you are capable, admit that you have ideals and morals. And then willingly push you to high official positions..."

Chen Duxiu felt Zhang Yu was a bit too harsh. Just as he wanted to refute, Zhang Yu raised his hand to stop Chen Duxiu's thought of speaking. "Mr. Chen, don't say anything. I'll just ask you a question: what aspect of work does your Yue Wang Society want to undertake in Anqing City?"

"This..." Chen Duxiu hadn't thought about it either. Recently, apart from guarding the camp for the families of the Hubei New Army, the Yue Wang Society hadn't actually done any work.

"If you haven't thought about it, I also think I should give you job opportunities. I want you to be responsible for the municipal sanitation work of Anqing City."

"Municipal sanitation?" Chen Duxiu's face became ugly. Municipal sanitation means sweeping streets, transporting garbage, and especially cleaning toilets. In Chen Duxiu's view, this was a rather lowly job. If the cadres and soldiers of the People's Party hadn't done these jobs personally, Chen Duxiu would have rejected Zhang Yu's request on the spot.

"If you want to join our People's Party, you have to pass the test. Do you think sweeping and cleaning manure pits is shameful? When in Fengtai County, Chairman Chen personally led us to sweep the floor and clean manure pits. Officials of our People's Party from top to bottom have all swept floors and cleaned manure."

Chen Duxiu looked at Zhang Yu with doubtful eyes. The credibility of these words was actually not low. Although he hadn't seen Zhang Yu clean manure personally, Chen Duxiu had seen Zhang Yu personally lead soldiers to sweep the streets more than once. As long as there was no urgent work, Zhang Yu would lead the cleaning of the streets at the facade of the Anqing Municipal Government on time.

"Do it or not." Zhang Yu asked.

"If it is as government personnel, we can do it." Chen Duxiu drew the final bottom line. Without the identity of government personnel, Chen Duxiu knew he could absolutely not persuade the comrades of the Yue Wang Society to do these "menial" jobs.

"Then our Anqing government will hire you for three months first. These three months are a probation period. If you can pass this three-month probation, then you can be hired long-term. If unqualified, then we will not bear any responsibility for the personnel dismissed by the Yue Wang Society in the future." Zhang Yu proposed his own idea. He had long wanted to kick the Yue Wang Society people out of Anqing. If the Yue Wang Society just stuck together and lingered in Anqing like this, Zhang Yu would have to provide grain to them every day. If they chose to become government employees, it would be much simpler; unqualified people could be told to scram.

"Is this how your People's Party treats revolutionary comrades?" Chen Duxiu sensed this trap.

Zhang Yu laughed, "I don't ask you to do any amazing big things; I only ask you to do some small things within your capacity. I ask you to treat yourselves as ordinary people, work and live honestly. Mr. Chen, do you think living seriously is easy?"

Chen Duxiu indeed felt living seriously was easy, and he simply nodded in admission.

"Living seriously is not easy at all." Zhang Yu replied, "Living means eating, wearing clothes. Learning, working, resting. But in this era, wanting to live like this is actually very, very difficult. To eat, you must first have land to grow grain. The common people didn't have much land originally, plus one *mu* of land can only harvest more than one hundred *jin*. Encountering a natural disaster or something, the common people will starve to death. To wear clothes, there must be cloth; can the common people afford cloth? To learn, there must be schools; can China now provide these schools? It is not easy to find a business that can make stable money in rural areas; it is not that you can work if you want to work. As for rest, the purpose of rest is for better work and life. When the common people have no work in hand, they sit there and start worrying: where will tomorrow's meal come from? Without secured work, there is simply no rest..."

"So that's why we need revolution..." Chen Duxiu interrupted Zhang Yu.

"Revolution? Being able to let the common people eat, wear clothes, go to school, and rest now, this is revolution. This is the thing I and the comrades rack our brains every day and still can't do well. Mr. Chen, you open your mouth and say revolution, close your mouth and say revolution. As long as specific work is not involved, you can think of anything and say anything. Once specific work is involved, you pick and choose, either headache or ball ache. This is the biggest difference between the People's Party and the Yue Wang Society."

"Then someone has to fight." Chen Duxiu suppressed his dissatisfaction to the greatest extent and stated the work he hoped to undertake.

"You want to engage in military work?" Zhang Yu asked.

"Yes." Chen Duxiu replied.

"Okay, but I'll say this first. Fighting requires obeying discipline and listening to commands. When I ask you to fight, don't say I, Zhang Yu, am borrowing a knife to kill (*Jie Dao Sha Ren*)."

"It's a deal." Chen Duxiu felt that reaching such an agreement could always be explained to the comrades of the Yue Wang Society.

"However, even if you engage in military work, you still have to clean up." Zhang Yu added a sentence.

Hearing this, Chen Duxiu suddenly remembered that the troops of the People's Party still had to clean up and clean toilets every day. He thought about it again; among the People's Party troops he had seen, it seemed no one could avoid these jobs. This was also where the Yue Wang Society looked down on the People's Party most.

"How about this, Mr. Chen, you go back and discuss it again to see if you are willing to work and live honestly. If you are willing to work and live honestly like us, then we will talk again. If you are unwilling, we can't accept you either. In addition, Comrade Shi Dekuan, if you are willing to come to our People's Party here, I can arrange work for you now."

Shi Dekuan looked at Chen Duxiu in embarrassment. If he followed the People's Party now, it meant he broke away from the Yue Wang Society. This was to bear the reputation of "disloyalty." Shi Dekuan couldn't accept such a reputation yet.

"Comrade Shi Dekuan, if you think reputation is very important, then I won't force you." Zhang Yu laughed.

"I..., I am willing to come here to work now." Shi Dekuan answered hurriedly.

"Then that's it. Does Mr. Chen have anything else to say?" Zhang Yu issued an order to expel the guest.

After Chen Duxiu left the municipal government, Zhang Yu arranged for Shi Dekuan to work in the police department. Shi Dekuan engaged in inspection work in the Yue Wang Society. Zhang Yu knew that Shi Dekuan contributed greatly to the Yue Wang Society being able to maintain current discipline. This was also the reason why Zhang Yu was willing to accept Shi Dekuan. The Chengguan department in Anqing lacked cadres. An outsider like Shi Dekuan, who was impartial and familiar with the situation in Anqing urban area, was instead a suitable candidate to lead the work of the Chengguan department.

Having gained a general and shown his cards to Chen Duxiu, Zhang Yu's mood became much more relaxed. He leaned back in his chair with satisfaction and cast his gaze on the map of Anqing on the wall. A big reason why Zhang Yu could become the Mayor of Anqing was that Chen Ke believed Zhang Yu might have the ability to command a strategic direction. The Hubei New Army would definitely move out again, and Chen Ke couldn't put a regiment in Anqing. The level of Zhang Yu's command ability was of great significance to this front.

Although he hoped Zhang Yu could display his strength, Chen Ke still gave Zhang Yu the authority to give up Anqing freely. For this point, Zhang Yu was very grateful. He didn't want to fight hard with the Hubei New Army, so flexible command authority was of great significance to military commanders.

Staring at the map for a while, Zhang Yu still found that he didn't have enough troops to complete the strategic concept. To make the Hubei New Army stop near Anqing, resisting hard wouldn't work. Not to mention anything else, it was impossible to withstand the shelling of the Hubei New Army Navy on the waterway alone. The only way was to make problems arise within the Hubei New Army. After confirming his idea again, Zhang Yu asked someone to call Political Commissar Lu Zhengping back.

Lu Zhengping was arranging those "Liberated Warriors" of the Hubei New Army. Facing the attack of the Hubei New Army now, Lu Zhengping couldn't completely trust these "Liberated Warriors" either. Since these "Liberated Warriors" had decided to defect to the revolution, Lu Zhengping asked them to cut their queues first. He originally thought these "Liberated Warriors" would hesitate. Unexpectedly, the "Liberated Warriors" agreed carelessly.

After cutting the queues, Lu Zhengping arranged for the new comrades to stay and didn't ask about the internal situation of the Hubei New Army. Such considerate practice moved the soldiers very much. "Lord Lu, we want to tell you about the Hubei New Army." These soldiers actively asked to provide intelligence.

"Comrades, I ask you one thing first." Lu Zhengping said. The "Liberated Warriors" immediately stood at attention, waiting for Lu Zhengping's admonition.

"In our People's Party, there is no distinction between high and low status. I am the same as you; everyone is equal. In the army, we call each other comrades. My name is Lu Zhengping; you can call me Comrade Lu Zhengping, or Commissar Lu. But you can't call me any Lord (*Daren*). Please remember this point."

Hearing Lu Zhengping's words, the new soldiers looked at each other in dismay. They also knew this when they were in the POW camp, but they always felt that was the internal affair of the People's Party. At that time, many people laughed at the People's Party for not understanding hierarchy. Unexpectedly, the People's Party also treated these new recruits equally. The new soldiers felt very wrong.

"Regarding the military discipline of our People's Party, we have a military song called 'The Three Main Rules of Discipline and the Eight Points for Attention.' I think everyone doesn't need to learn anything else today; just follow our art and literature committee member to learn this song first and be able to sing it as soon as possible. What you should do is sung very clearly in this song."

In this era, there were also military songs in the New Army, and content regarding discipline would also be compiled into songs to sing. At least the Beiyang Army was like this. Just after arranging for the new soldiers to start learning songs, the communicator came to find Lu Zhengping. Handing over the work of new soldiers to the art and literature committee member and the life officer, Lu Zhengping rushed back to the municipal government.

After briefly introducing the situation of the new soldiers, Lu Zhengping made a small summary. "The new soldiers look quite simple. The materials say most of the Hubei New Army are children of good families; it should be true."

"Let's not have too high expectations for these people; it's fine as long as they can become qualified soldiers." Zhang Yu instructed.

"Doesn't Mayor Zhang want to use this repatriation matter?" Lu Zhengping was somewhat puzzled.

"If we intervene now, the intention is too obvious. It will be counterproductive instead. Chairman Chen specifically mentioned this matter when he wrote." Zhang Yu said.

Lu Zhengping came from a reconnaissance background. Reconnaissance soldiers are the troops with the most courage and offensive spirit. Even knowing Chen Ke's arrangement, Lu Zhengping didn't want to be so passive. He also hoped to perform better in the upcoming war.

"I don't want to give up Anqing actively." Zhang Yu said. Hearing this, Lu Zhengping's eyes lit up. Zhang Yu had never expressed any opinion on the war. It seemed that Zhang Yu was finally going to break the long-standing silence now.
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Chapter 76 The Third Battle of Anqing (Part 1)

Lu Zhengping never thought he could become the Municipal Committee Secretary of Anqing. The position of Municipal Committee Secretary belonged to civil administration. Lu Zhengping came from the army; he had never thought that one day he would actually engage in civil administration work. So although he was a civil official, his mindset was still that of an army political cadre. Lu Zhengping served as both Municipal Committee Secretary and Political Commissar of the troops. He knew the significance of his position as Municipal Committee Secretary was even thinner; Chairman Chen wanted Lu Zhengping to do the work of the army well. In the upcoming war, Lu Zhengping, who came from the reconnaissance troops, hoped the troops could be more active when facing the Hubei New Army.

Zhang Yu came from being the captain of the Water Detachment and was also Lu Zhengping's old superior. When Zhang Yu talked about military struggle, Lu Zhengping listened to Zhang Yu's views very seriously.

"Regarding the actions of the Wuhan side, we must obey the command of the Central Committee and cannot act unauthorizedly." Zhang Yu's words were simple and clear, full of political correctness.

Listening to this speech which sounded like nonsense, Lu Zhengping really couldn't figure out what Zhang Yu was up to. Fortunately, there was no pretentious atmosphere in the meetings of the People's Party. Zhang Yu explained immediately. The People's Party didn't have enough troops now, and the Anqing side didn't need to count on reinforcements from the Central Committee at all. Without reinforcements, with the current more than 1,200 troops in Anqing, plus the nearly 400 people of the Yue Wang Hui who couldn't be counted on, facing the Hubei New Army which occupied advantages in numbers and equipment, even if the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had small tactical victories, it was impossible to have a major impact on the situation.

"Then what exactly is Mayor Zhang's idea?" Lu Zhengping asked.

"My idea is to see if we can concentrate forces to fight a battle of annihilation. We definitely can't deal with the Hubei New Army's navy. Fighting south of the Yangtze River, it is very likely that the enemy's navy will cut off the route across the river. So except for leaving a small unit guarding the ferry crossing on the opposite bank of the river, our main force should withdraw back to the north of the river. If the Hubei New Army relies on the navy, then we will withdraw from Anqing according to the Central Committee's plan. If a part of the Hubei New Army troops takes the north of the river, we will see if we can annihilate their land forces north of the river."

"I agree with Captain Zhang's plan," Lu Zhengping said. He inadvertently addressed Zhang Yu by his old title, but Lu Zhengping didn't notice the difference at all.

Zhang Yu's entire plan indeed obeyed the Central Committee's established policy: "We can abandon Anqing, but we cannot let the Hubei New Army continue north." Lu Zhengping absolutely supported this plan. If they could annihilate the Hubei New Army troops north of the river, even if the Hubei New Army didn't withdraw troops, or captured Anqing with the navy as the vanguard, their troop numbers wouldn't allow them to continue attacking the base area.

Seeing his plan received Lu Zhengping's support, Zhang Yu just nodded simply. This was actually the first step of Zhang Yu's real plan. "Commissar Lu, I want to ask you a question. Have you ever thought about working in Anqing all the time? I don't mean purely military work, but continuing to work as the Anqing Municipal Committee Secretary."

Lu Zhengping really hadn't thought about this question. He looked at Zhang Yu doubtfully. Was Zhang Yu considering working in Anqing long-term now? "Work arrangement issues still have to be decided by the organization," Lu Zhengping answered.

"The organization's decision is only one aspect; the comrades' own intention is also a very important part," Zhang Yu explained. "If we have the intention to work in Anqing, and our work performance in Anqing is excellent, then we should be able to continue."

Zhang Yu didn't think his whole life should be persisted in as a soldier to the end. The reason he engaged in military work was that the base area lacked military personnel at that time, and he obeyed the organization's arrangement. Zhang Yu came from an official family; his interest in civil administration work was far stronger than engaging in military affairs. Like most other County Committee Secretaries in the base area now, Zhang Yu's life goal and reference was Chen Ke, the Chairman of the People's Party. Chen Ke's outstanding strength in military and political affairs made Zhang Yu admire him extremely. Zhang Yu was also a young man, and his age was not much different from Chen Ke's. If he hadn't met Chen Ke, it would be fine, but the experience of participating in building the Anhui base area together with Chen Ke made Zhang Yu want to try and see if he could reach Chen Ke's level. Zhang Yu didn't want to stand above Chen Ke, but similarly, he didn't want to only be able to look up at Chen Ke's back.

Lu Zhengping didn't have such thoughts. His pursuit in life was very simple: do his own job seriously and well. So he couldn't understand this thought of Zhang Yu. He felt that where exactly he worked, whether in the troops or in civil administration work, would naturally be arranged by the organization. Zhang Yu could understand Lu Zhengping instead; precisely because of this, Zhang Yu wanted to cooperate with Lu Zhengping. Zhang Yu continued to persuade: "Commissar Lu, Anqing is a very thorny place for the entire base area now. Anqing is too easily subjected to military strikes. Moreover, as a commercially developed area, if Anqing cannot be effectively utilized, this city will become a burden to the base area instead. I believe you and I can definitely open up a situation here. Make Anqing a treasure bowl for our base area. I trust Commissar Lu's character and ability. I won't talk about the organization's thoughts; I just want to ask Commissar Lu, do you want to create a situation for our base area or not?"

If he used official position and future to persuade Lu Zhengping, Zhang Yu thought the effect wouldn't be too good. But since Lu Zhengping was loyal to the organization, persuading from the perspective of being responsible to the organization would have the best effect. The situation was indeed as Zhang Yu thought. Lu Zhengping thought for a while before saying: "Captain Zhang, I definitely hope to do more work for the organization. But if the organization has any new arrangements for me, I will also definitely prioritize the organization's intention."

Zhang Yu nodded. "I am not choosing the plan to defend Anqing as much as possible for my own status. If we can defend Anqing at a small cost, it will have the greatest benefit for the revolutionary cause. What does Commissar Lu think?"

Lu Zhengping also expressed agreement with this. Chen Ke gave the Anqing side sufficient freedom of decision, so defending Anqing and destroying the enemy was of course the best. Moreover, Zhang Yu had already stated he wouldn't let the troops fight recklessly, so Lu Zhengping had no reason to oppose.

The two leaders of military command and military administration reached a common combat determination. They first discussed the overall idea, then gathered the cadres of the troops to hold an operational meeting.

Chen Ke was a supporter of Grandpa Mao, so he didn't completely copy Grandpa Mao's way of building the army. In terms of troop construction, Chen Ke proposed the army building idea of imitating a part of the German General Staff. The German General Staff had very distinctive characteristics in personnel arrangement. At least in the various materials Chen Ke saw, the German General Staff didn't adopt a model where military commanders and staff officers were completely separated. Low-level military commanders would enter military academies for further studies after experiencing front-line combat tempering, and then return to work in the troop staff department. After experiencing staff work, they would go to the front line to engage in command work again. Since the founding of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army over a year ago, it had adhered to the program of the Party commanding the gun, and implemented a rotation system for officers and staff officers in troop construction.

Staff officers emphasized planning, while military commanders emphasized grasping opportunities and military determination during combat. Although there would definitely be some people who tried to draw a tiger but ended up with a dog (failed to imitate well), gathering the characteristics of despising preparation that military commanders were prone to commit and the lack of decisive determination peculiar to staff officers, the essence of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was the Party commanding the gun. Such people simply couldn't rely on any "connections" to get promoted in the troops, nor could they exist in the troops for a long time. And those soldiers who could combine the commander's determination and the staff officer's emphasis on preparation were all soldiers with strategic vision. Even if only 5% of the commanders in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could reach this realm, Chen Ke could wake up laughing from his dreams.

There were more than 40 main commanders in Anqing, all of whom had participated in short-term military academy training. There were 14 who had served as both military commanders and staff officers. Zhang Yu let them form a Staff Section. Regarding Zhang Yu's plan, the attitude of the Staff Section was very consistent. The People's Party's military academy emphasized military preparation extremely; the slogan "Do not fight a battle without preparation" was written on the most conspicuous wall of the military academy.

"Besides intelligence from the base area, how do we collect intelligence from Hubei?" The first question raised by the Staff Section was this. Before Zhang Yu made up his mind to fight the Hubei New Army head-on, the Staff Section had been formulating a military plan to adopt guerrilla warfare on the periphery after abandoning Anqing.

"Although we don't have enough people, I think everyone can pool wisdom and analyze the war situation ourselves," Zhang Yu answered. He led by example and proposed his own ideas. Before the Hubei New Army persecuted the officers and soldiers captured by the People's Party on a large scale, Zhang Yu actually didn't really want to fight the Hubei New Army head-on. Since the Hubei New Army acted perversely themselves, the thousands of officers and soldiers captured in the Battle of Hefei could no longer become the combat power of the Hubei New Army. The Hubei New Army at the beginning of the year had a force of 16,000 people. After the 7,000 troops participating in the attack on the base area were expelled from the Hubei New Army sequence, the Hubei New Army only had 9,000 people left. In the upcoming battle, the troops the Hubei New Army could send out couldn't exceed 4,000. And once these 4,000 people were divided into two routes, north and south of the river, the number on the north bank would very likely be just over 2,000. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army now had more than 1,200 troops in Anqing. With such a force ratio, Zhang Yu was confident in annihilating the enemy.

"Captain Zhang, this is the most favorable consideration for us. If the enemy changes slightly, or if the Hubei New Army lets those captives take the lead, our plan won't be able to proceed. If we must fight, more plans are needed," Operations Section Chief Li Yuanjie said.

Zhang Yu was also very clear about this nature of staff officers. He answered: "I have already made the determination to fight the enemy head-on north of the Yangtze River. I now need the Staff Section to provide military plans in this regard. What is the upper limit of enemies we can handle in a frontal battle? Moreover, what kind of combat means do we need to adopt, and where to engage the enemy? These all need comrades to complete together."

The participating commanders looked at each other. This was the first time they fought independently, separated from the command of the Central Military Commission. Previously, they won every battle because under the direct leadership of Chairman Chen Ke, no matter how big the battle was, everyone didn't worry. Now asking everyone to make decisions and judgments themselves, even the most confident comrades couldn't help feeling a sense of unease.

Zhang Yu knew the comrades' unease; he himself also had a sense of fear. Once separated from the support of the Central Committee, with only 1,200 troops facing the entire Hubei New Army, it would be strange if there was absolutely no unease. But Zhang Yu quickly thought of Chen Ke. Did Chen Ke have no unease in so many campaigns he commanded? In military meetings, Zhang Yu was the person who expressed the most doubts. He knew Chen Ke sometimes didn't have completely fail-safe preparations either, but Chen Ke had unshakable military determination. And facts proved that every command of Chen Ke achieved unprecedented victory. So Zhang Yu forcibly suppressed his uneasy mood and said loudly: "All military responsibilities will be borne by me. I now issue the order, requiring comrades to start formulating plans to annihilate the enemy north of the river."

When the commanders still didn't dare to be completely sure, Lu Zhengping said: "I support Captain Zhang's opinion. We will fight the Hubei New Army head-on north of the river."

Since the leaders of the military command and military administration departments reached an agreement, the commanders stopped opposing. The topic of discussion entered specific execution aspects.

Zhang Yu and Lu Zhengping soon personally felt the talent gap between the Central Base Area and Anqing. If it was just executing the plan given by the Central Military Commission to "withdraw from Anqing and fight on the periphery," the commanders in Anqing could still be competent. But to formulate a plan for comprehensive combat with the Hubei New Army north of the river—there were more than forty participating commanders, while the Central Military Commission had no more than twenty people. The comrades in Anqing were double the number of comrades in the Central Military Commission, but the efficiency of formulating plans was several times higher in the Central Military Commission than the comrades in Anqing.

"I indeed can't compare to Chairman Chen." Zhang Yu thought to himself. Chen Ke alone could formulate the overall concept of strategy. Zhang Yu himself could only provide a goal; he himself couldn't straighten out the train of thought for the war. The direct result of being unable to straighten it out was that Zhang Yu involuntarily thought from the perspective of the "best case scenario." He also wanted to "consider problems comprehensively," but grasping the overall war situation was beyond Zhang Yu's ability. The military meeting was held all afternoon, and everyone discussed until late at night, but they still couldn't produce a complete plan.

Exhaustedly announcing the adjournment, Zhang Yu returned to his dormitory. He suddenly suspected whether he was doing a stupid thing. If following the original plan of the Military Commission, the troops in Anqing were absolutely enough. Let alone the Hubei New Army sending out 4,000 people, even if the Hubei New Army sent out 6,000 people, they would have to station at least 3,000 people in Anqing. In the guerrilla warfare on the periphery, Zhang Yu could absolutely use the 1,200 people in his hand to solve these 3,000 people. Wait until the central troops annihilated the Beiyang New Army; if the Hubei New Army didn't flee, they would only end up with the whole army being wiped out. The difference between the two was just Anqing changing hands once more. And his own combat idea might be correct, but this really exceeded the strength of the current Anqing garrison troops.

Tired all day during the day, Zhang Yu felt exhausted. Thinking over and over, Zhang Yu felt his eyelids getting heavier and heavier, and he actually fell asleep unknowingly.

The military meeting continued the next morning. Everyone racked their brains on how to fight this battle. Approaching noon, the duty officer of the intelligence room ran into the conference room. He handed a document to Zhang Yu. This was a communication text written on thin paper made by the People's Party with its greatest effort. Carrier pigeons were responsible for communication. The code above was actually very simple, just Pinyin. However, the nine Pinyin letters "abcdefghi" were replaced by "123456789." Of course, the final pronunciation could only be understood using Putonghua. Without undergoing the People's Party's formal cultural education, no one could crack this code at present.

Since it was a communication from the Central Committee, everyone exerted great effort to start translating. After many discussions, what was finally spelled out was an operational suggestion. The Central Military Commission had learned the news of the Hubei New Army persecuting captives on a large scale. Based on this latest change, the Central Military Commission suggested that the troops stationed in Anqing conduct combat with the Hubei New Army north of the river when conditions were ripe.

Seeing the Central Committee supported Zhang Yu's combat idea which hadn't been reported yet, the comrades in Anqing felt a burst of relief in their hearts. With Chairman Chen's support, everyone was full of confidence in victory. Even Lu Zhengping, who supported Zhang Yu from the beginning, showed a smile on his face.

On one hand, Zhang Yu was satisfied that his adaptability didn't go in the wrong direction, but Chen Ke's quick reaction made Zhang Yu feel disappointed in himself.

This document explained that a more detailed combat plan would be sent subsequently, but the Central Military Commission suggested the main combat mode adopt the "16-Character Tactics" method of guerrilla warfare. Choose areas where the Hubei New Army troops north of the river were separated from the support of the Hubei Navy's naval guns to fight the enemy. Moreover, to allow the troops to fight more effectively, the Central Intelligence Department in Hubei would send people to transmit intelligence directly to Anqing. Specific situations would be contacted with Zhang Yu and Lu Zhengping by special personnel arriving in Anqing later.

And the document specifically stated that during this operation, they must be careful of the Yue Wang Hui. If possible, it would be more appropriate to send them away.

Chen Duxiu didn't know the People's Party's evaluation of him. When he left the Anqing Municipal Government, he felt the whole world had changed. The sky was gloomy, and the scenery in his eyes also became unrecognizable. Chen Duxiu had never felt so useless. If the failure of the revolution was still a problem of ability, then being unable to even handle normal life was a problem of character. Zhang Yu used simple words to let Chen Duxiu realize where the essential difference between the People's Party and the Yue Wang Hui lay. Chen Duxiu found there was a gap like a chasm between the two. This gap was simply not something Chen Duxiu could bridge.

Long ago, Chen Duxiu felt that the people of the People's Party, whether officers or soldiers, had extremely alternative temperaments and styles. Now he finally figured it out: in this abnormal era, thousands and tens of thousands of officers and soldiers of the People's Party living a normal life was the biggest abnormality in this era.

Looking up at the surroundings, the common people of Anqing were busy one by one, looking like they also began to gradually live a normal life. Anqing City was an important city along the Yangtze River. Before the People's Party took Anqing twice, this city had experienced tragic siege and defense battles during the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom period. Chen Duxiu was from Huaining County, Anhui. Huaining County belonged to Anqing in the 21st century. So regarding that tragic war, Chen Duxiu had heard his family talk about it when he was young. In 1861, the Taiping Army and the Xiang Army fought fiercely in Anqing. After a series of cruel battles, on September 5, Zeng Guoquan ordered the Xiang Army to resist the attack of Chen Yucheng's troops with a part of the force, while the main force launched a fierce attack on Anqing. The Xiang Army's cannons blasted down the north city wall of Anqing, and the Xiang Army swarmed in. At this time, the Taiping Army inside the city was so hungry they couldn't even hold their guns, but everyone fought to the death and absolutely refused to surrender. The Xiang Army killed and set fire everywhere in the city, slaughtering a total of more than 16,000 soldiers and civilians in the city. Countless corpses flowed down the Yangtze River, densely packing the river channel. Thus, Anqing City fell, and the defending Taiping Army was completely annihilated.

After two wars, the People's Party didn't destroy Anqing but quickly restored the normal rhythm of life. The Yue Wang Hui, on the other hand, made Anqing live through a terrible period. Chen Duxiu felt ashamed just thinking about it.
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Chapter 77 The Third Battle of Anqing (Part 2)

After Chen Duxiu told the cadres of the Yue Wang Hui about the plan proposed by Zhang Yu, the upper echelons of the Yue Wang Hui, which were already not very united, immediately fell into a confrontational situation. All cadres who had faced reality and accepted that the Yue Wang Hui simply did not have the ability to promote revolution alone expressed that they could accept Zhang Yu's arrangement. Cadres who still believed the Yue Wang Hui could make a comeback were completely opposed. Even if these hardliners knew that People's Party officers and soldiers had to engage in labor, they still stubbornly believed that they were different from the People's Party, and as cadres, they shouldn't do "menial" work.

The debate went on for most of the day. Cadres including Chang Hengfang and Fan Chuanjia couldn't accept the People's Party's style, and Chen Duxiu couldn't persuade these comrades of the Yue Wang Hui either. Cadres represented by Bo Wenwei had already accepted reality; they simply refused to discuss with the hardliners. The meeting broke up in discord.

The next day, Chang Hengfang and others found Chen Duxiu. As the representative figure, Chang Hengfang spoke first: "Mr. Chen, we are preparing to leave Anqing for Hubei."

Although he knew early on that this conflict was almost inevitable, Chen Duxiu couldn't help feeling a bit sad. The Yue Wang Hui, which had been established for nearly two years, finally reached its end. After Chang Hengfang and others left, those who chose to stay in Anqing would join the People's Party's ranks, and the signboard of the Yue Wang Hui would be no more.

"Are you preparing to go defect to Mr. Huang Xing?" Chen Duxiu asked.

"Defecting to anyone is better than following the People's Party." Chang Hengfang said almost gritting his teeth. This wasn't just Chang Hengfang's true attitude; other Yue Wang Hui cadres also held the same view.

"Mr. Chen, aren't you going with us?" A Yue Wang Hui cadre asked. They still hoped Chen Duxiu could go to Hubei with them.

This was a difficult question to answer. Chen Duxiu felt he couldn't say words of refusal no matter what. In a sense, these Yue Wang Hui cadres who chose to leave Anqing were persisting in the existence of the Yue Wang Hui, while Chen Duxiu, the founder, chose to break away from the Yue Wang Hui instead.

"Forget it, everyone has their own aspirations." Chang Hengfang stopped these cadres who hoped Chen Duxiu would go with them.

Taking this opportunity, Chen Duxiu hurriedly said: "Going to Hubei requires travel expenses. Let's distribute the remaining silver to everyone."

Last time they occupied Anqing, less than three thousand taels remained of the silver the Yue Wang Hui seized from the Anqing silver treasury. This money, kept with great difficulty, was not just a sum of money; it also signified the peak period the Yue Wang Hui once had. Chen Duxiu ordered that all Yue Wang Hui members who didn't want to leave Anqing get one tael each, and those willing to leave Anqing would divide the remaining money equally. Finally, more than one hundred seventy people were unwilling to leave Anqing, and the remaining two hundred people chose to leave. Some of those choosing to leave wanted to go to Hubei, and some chose to leave the Yue Wang Hui. Regardless of the reason, Chen Duxiu distributed the money to them. Although giving money wasn't elegant, at this end, giving money was the most practical approach.

As the money seized by the Yue Wang Hui from the Anqing silver treasury was distributed completely, this organization that was once famous in China completely dissolved.

Chang Hengfang and the others were also unwilling to stay long. The market in Anqing was depressed, and they couldn't even find a hotel to hold a farewell banquet. Moreover, these people loathed the People's Party to the extreme. Since they decided to leave, they didn't want to see the People's Party for even one more glance. They took their luggage and boarded the ferry across the river. After gathering on the opposite bank of the river, Chang Hengfang held a simple meeting. "Since the People's Party doesn't put us brothers in their eyes, we have no need to follow the People's Party and make fools of ourselves. Now that Mr. Huang Xing and Mr. Song Jiaoren have returned to Hubei, we might as well go defect to them."

These people choosing to leave Anqing might not really have any long-term goals; many just wanted to get rid of the current stagnant state but refused to join the People's Party, so they had to choose to leave. Hearing Chang Hengfang say he wanted to take them to Hubei, thinking of the long distance, these people felt great anxiety in their hearts. They were used to spending money lavishly; a dozen taels of silver looked like a lot, but actually, it wasn't enough to spend at all. Relying on this silver for travel expenses might be enough to find Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, but what then? If they couldn't get a large sum of money again, life would still be extremely difficult.

Chang Hengfang could see these people's thoughts. "Wealth and honor are sought in danger. Now the People's Party has become powerful in Anhui. If we still stay in Anhui, we will be suppressed by the People's Party no matter what. Everyone knows that most of the People's Party leaders are not locals. If we work in Hubei, we may not necessarily be worse than the People's Party."

Even with Chang Hengfang's strong persuasion, more than one hundred people still chose to go home. Finally, more than seventy people chose to go to Hubei to join Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. Others went in various directions, while this small team of more than seventy people marched towards the west without looking back.

The People's Party's controlled area in Jiangnan wasn't very large to begin with. Chang Hengfang led the crowd and left the People's Party's controlled area in less than two days. While resting, Chang Hengfang reorganized the personnel. The remaining seventy-plus people imitated the military system of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and were organized into a unit of one company and four platoons. Chang Hengfang appointed himself as Political Commissar and appointed Fan Chuanjia as Company Commander. Disliking the People's Party was one thing; learning from the People's Party was another. The Yue Wang Hui troops were reorganized, copying the model to establish "officers and soldiers as one, branches built on the company." These two organizational models came from the People's Party. Politically, since the old purpose of the Yue Wang Hui couldn't be used, and there was no time to create a new political program temporarily, Chang Hengfang took "Expel the Tartars, Restore China" as the current slogan.

After all, it was a team that had experienced war. After some rectification, the remnants of the Yue Wang Hui could be said to have boosted morale. They even imitated the People's Party and sent out advance scouts, and the main force continued all the way towards the southwest.

In Wuhan, further west than the new Yue Wang Hui, the larger-scale and better-equipped Hubei New Army had also moved out at this time. The Manchu Qing strictly ordered the Eighth Town to participate in suppressing the Anhui chaotic party. According to convention, sending troops required giving money. Hubei didn't rely on the court for money at all last time they sent troops; it was completely Zhang Zhidong sending troops out of his own political considerations. Fortunately for the Manchu Qing, the current Huguang Governor Zhao Erxun was an official firmly opposed to revolution. The court agreed to exempt Hubei's tax revenue to offset the cost of sending troops, so Huguang Governor Zhao Erxun agreed to send out the Hubei New Army.

The Commander of the Eighth Town, Zhang Biao, immediately began preparations with gongs and drums. He first ordered the troops of the Thirty-first Regiment to take the lead. This order received the unanimous approval of officers and soldiers inside the New Army except for the Thirty-first Regiment. The Thirty-first Regiment was now called the "Manchu Battalion" (Manchu Regiment); this regiment had the most Manchus and was also the most enthusiastic unit in the so-called "purging the revolutionary party" action. Zhang Biao was extremely disgusted with them, so he took the opportunity of fighting to send them to the front line.

Of course, the reason was also the most sufficient. To block the retreat of the Thirty-first Regiment, Zhang Biao specifically wired the Ministry of Army, claiming the Thirty-first Regiment "purged chaotic parties, has firm will and is loyal and devoted. In the battle against the People's Party chaotic bandits, they will definitely have excellent performance." Even if the Ministry of Army knew Zhang Biao's little calculation, they couldn't openly stop the Thirty-first Regiment from going to the front line. When replying by telegram, they inevitably used a few official phrases like "fight the enemy bravely, repay the court."

With the Ministry of Army's reply telegram, Zhang Biao immediately strictly ordered the Thirty-first Regiment to take the lead, while the Thirtieth Regiment, which also had Manchu soldiers, set off as the follow-up force. As soon as these two regiments moved out, less than fifty *li* away from Wuhan, Zhang Biao began to release the unjustly imprisoned, releasing the surrendered soldiers who had been beaten horribly, forming a new "Logistics Battalion." In Zhang Biao's view, no matter what, these soldiers didn't surrender to the chaotic party but chose to return to the Hubei New Army here; this loyalty could be praised. The Thirty-first Regiment's way of acting recklessly was truly undesirable.

For the Hubei New Army, the "Manchu Battalion" going to fight meant that the reign of terror once blowing inside the Hubei New Army had also come to an end. The officers and soldiers all heaved a big sigh of relief; quite a few officers and soldiers even ran out to drink and celebrate. And this news naturally leaked out.

The intelligence system set up by the People's Party in the three towns of Wuhan quickly got the news. These news were immediately transmitted back through the People's Party's intelligence network.

After Zhang Yu learned the news of the New Army moving out, he heaved a big sigh of relief. It was actually the Manchu Battalion taking the lead; this matter made Zhang Yu feel it was incredible. The Hubei New Army's arrangement was fundamentally out of political calculations, not military considerations. Because the Thirty-first Regiment was sent out in a hurry, the Hubei New Army's most advantageous naval forces didn't even coordinate. What Zhang Yu worried about most was the Hubei New Army navy transporting troops to the opposite side of Anqing, and the army attacking the city while the navy carried out shelling.

The People's Party could certainly use street fighting means to cope, but the Military Commission always opposed turning Anqing into a battlefield now. This wasn't just because they had to consider the feelings of Anqing citizens; using Anqing to lure the enemy to station, and then annihilating the enemy completely—this tactic could bring a huge amount of captured materiel.

The Military Commission had the Military Commission's view; Zhang Yu had Zhang Yu's view. Since he didn't want to evacuate Anqing, what Zhang Yu wanted to see least was the Hubei New Army using their naval advantage to fight.

Now that the Thirty-first Regiment had exited Huangpi Pass and advanced east, it was clear that political struggle dominated military struggle. Regarding the "Manchu Battalion" acting recklessly within the New Army, the Hubei New Army's reaction was to kick the Thirty-first Regiment out first.

The largest-scale military operation Zhang Yu participated in commanding was the campaign where the People's Party attacked Anqing for the first time. In that campaign, the People's Party adopted the war means of exterior line operations. The reason for victory was certainly because the People's warriors were well-trained and brave in battle. But the Anhui New Army completely failed to consider that war would break out suddenly, reacted slowly, and was completely led by the nose by the People's Party; this was also an extremely important reason. In this campaign, Zhang Yu deepened a viewpoint. An army's psychological cognition of the "war zone" was very important.

The Anhui New Army didn't realize Anqing city was a war zone, so they were slack and slow. Facing a sudden war, they had no preparation at all. Failure was also expected.

The Hubei New Army was the same. If they were allowed to reach the vicinity of fifty *li* from Anqing city, the Hubei New Army would naturally think they were in a war zone. Psychologically, they would become nervous first, and naturally, there would be many precautions. If the Hubei New Army marched in an area they considered safe, a slack mood was simply unavoidable.

Zhang Yu's plan was a surprise long-distance march, setting an ambush on the Hubei New Army's marching route to severely damage or even annihilate the Thirty-first Regiment. Once a victorious battle was fought on the territory the Hubei New Army psychologically defaulted as theirs, the follow-up troops would be shaken psychologically and naturally wouldn't dare to act rashly.

To achieve such a military objective, accurate intelligence work was essential. Zhang Yu was very assured about intelligence work because although the troops stationed in Anqing were only one battalion, one company was the Reconnaissance Company of the Water Detachment. In intelligence warfare, and even in outpost skirmishes dealing with Hubei New Army scouts, Zhang Yu had confidence in inevitable victory.
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Chapter 78 The Third Battle of Anqing (Part 3)

The two major pillars of the Yue Wang Hui used to be the weapons and silver in their hands. After a series of defeats and retreats, there were still some usable weapons. When Chang Hengfang and the others left, they selected the best weapons, and each person took eighty rounds of ammunition. This was already all of the Yue Wang Hui's ammunition. The less than three thousand taels of silver were also distributed completely.

Having lost military force and financial power, the former Yue Wang Hui members who chose to stay in Anqing City, except for those who eagerly hoped to join the People's Party, inevitably felt empty in their hearts. After living a life without worry about food and clothing for more than half a year, and now having nothing again, this unadapted state was also a normal reaction. Regarding this state, Zhang Yu and the others had actually evaluated it in the Party Committee meeting long ago: "The people of the Yue Wang Hui have always felt they are very formidable. They never thought that in these few months of good life, they spent almost the entire fiscal revenue of Anhui Province for a year. Describing them as prodigals is not excessive at all."

Regarding the matter of the Yue Wang Hui wanting to join, Zhang Yu naturally wouldn't be unconditionally optimistic. Back then, Chen Ke opposed recruiting "bad elements" into the People's Party most. Since the founding of the base area, recruiting "honest family sons" had been a hard standard. Zhang Yu didn't understand it very well originally, but now he finally understood Chen Ke's "foresight." Honest family sons had families and careers; their purpose in participating in the revolution was very clear: "defend the fruits of the revolution." Although they lacked some unconstrained "imagination," honest family sons possessed a strong sense of belonging, and their attitude towards learning was very correct. If looking at the Yue Wang Hui from the perspective of "honest family sons," the Yue Wang Hui belonged to the kind of prodigals whose "hearts have run wild."

Chen Ke had made a very classic analogy between "honest family sons" and "prodigals": honest family sons who come out to revolutionize are great heroes (*Daxia*), while prodigals who come out to revolutionize are wanderers (*Langzi*). Great heroes make their home wherever they are; wanderers have no home to return to. Revolution is a big family, not a shelter. Revolutionary comrades will first have a family-like sense of belonging to the revolutionary team.

As the saying goes, "A prodigal son returning is more valuable than gold." If this saying is interpreted, it means that no matter how much gold the family spends, it is impossible to make a prodigal son truly return to the family. Now in the base area, let alone gold, even paper for making "spirit money" was very scarce. Zhang Yu was very afraid of the terrible job of reforming prodigals.

However, they couldn't just leave the Yue Wang Hui aside unconditionally. Zhang Yu ordered people to first organize the former Yue Wang Hui into a company unit, confiscated their weapons completely first, and then sent a new political commissar and life committee member. He didn't let the Yue Wang Hui undertake any special work either, just letting them learn to clean the camp sanitation first, and also learn to wash their own clothes on time. Good living habits meant identification with oneself. Whether prodigals showed arrogance or inferiority, firstly it was non-identification with themselves and hostility towards social order.

The comrades of the People's Party, especially those developed in Anhui, were not anti-government, let alone anti-society. Their anti-"Manchu" sentiment wasn't even very strong. These comrades' unwavering determination to overthrow the Manchu Qing wasn't because of hatred. After engaging in revolutionary work, these comrades confirmed one thing: "To be able to live a better life, we must destroy the Manchu Qing regime and the old order represented by the Manchu Qing regime. The Manchu Qing regime and the old order absolutely do not represent the interests of the broad masses of people."

As the saying goes, "Cutting off someone's wealth is worse than killing their parents." When the people masses realized that the interests represented by the Manchu Qing and the old order ran completely counter to the interests of themselves and their relatives, the revolutionary spirit that erupted was immeasurable. And this "political consciousness" was completely different from the political consciousness of old-style revolutionary parties like the Yue Wang Hui. The new and old political consciousnesses were even incompatible like water and fire. Zhang Yu felt he wasn't a god who could create the world with just a mouth. Only after the Yue Wang Hui treated themselves as part of the people masses would Zhang Yu have the confidence to persuade these people to walk on the true revolutionary path.

Of course, if the people of the Yue Wang Hui really treated themselves as the people masses, then Zhang Yu wouldn't need to waste his breath instilling revolutionary principles at all; the people masses would spontaneously seek revolutionary theory. When the base area propagandized tax policies, they never talked about nonsense like "paying taxes is glorious." The content of government propaganda was quite simple: "After handing over what belongs to the state, the rest is all your own."

So the common people asked, "How much do we have to hand over to the state?"

The propaganda personnel informed them clearly, "Hand over thirty percent."

The people continued to ask, "Why hand over thirty percent instead of ten percent?"

If they were officials of the old era, they would naturally view the people asking such "treasonous and heretical" questions as "unruly people." Even not necessarily Manchu Qing officials, the people of the Yue Wang Hui would probably also view the common people this way.

The propaganda personnel of the People's Party were overjoyed upon hearing this question. If the people asked this, it meant the people treated the People's Party as their own. They immediately explained the use of taxes. The common people had no patience to listen to these complicated financial statements and number games. What they truly cared about was actually whether the base area's army could guarantee the safety of the common people, guarantee the current life from enemy harassment, guarantee factories continued to open, guarantee income from working in factories, guarantee the continued supply of cheap goods in cooperatives, whether hospitals could treat the common people's illnesses, whether schools and nurseries could continue to let all children enroll like now, and provide a lunch.

After obtaining these guarantees, the common people willingly handed over thirty percent of their grain harvest to the government. This was the great Chinese people; this was the true greatness of the Chinese people. They firmly believed in living a normal good life first. They didn't live for ideals, they didn't live for propaganda; they lived only for life. When the people truly lived a good life with hope, they would sincerely defend the fruits of the revolution.

This was the revolution of the People's Party. Those who thought they stood above the people couldn't possibly understand this, nor could they sincerely defend the people's interests. Zhang Yu was extremely sure of this because when he asked himself, he knew he wasn't fighting for the people's interests. Zhang Yu hoped to realize his life value of "establishing merit and career" through this revolution. To realize his life value, Zhang Yu had to tangibly realize the people's interests first.

Zhang Yu's understanding of the Yue Wang Hui was far deeper than other comrades. In a sense, Zhang Yu and the Yue Wang Hui were fellow travelers. It was just that Zhang Yu knew the path chosen by that bunch of fools in the Yue Wang Hui could absolutely not succeed. Zhang Yu only needed to follow Chen Ke closely, implement the revolutionary theory pointed out by Chen Ke, and carry out the revolutionary methods proposed by Chen Ke to the letter, and then he could easily obtain the great success that old-style revolutionaries envied and were jealous of. So Zhang Yu was very vigilant about the harmfulness of these former Yue Wang Hui members.

But even so, Zhang Yu couldn't put his current energy on the Yue Wang Hui. He had more urgent work; he must take the initiative to attack and repel the offensive of the Hubei New Army. As the former commander of the Water Detachment, Zhang Yu's rank was equivalent to a brigade commander. His level of cognitive understanding of strategy was deeper. To ensure no problems occurred on the Hubei New Army front, Chen Ke stationed the elite of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in Anqing. The main regular army forces of the base area were only twenty thousand now. Once the Hubei New Army could be made to stop sending troops—don't look at Anqing having only 1,200 troops—once these 1,200 elite troops had the opportunity for free action, their influence on the war situation would be considerable. Depending on the changes in the war situation, this elite force of 1,200 could choose to cross the Yangtze River south to seize vast areas, or choose to attack east against the Jiangnan New Army. At critical moments, they could also return to the base area to participate in the battle against the Beiyang New Army. If Chen Ke intended to expand the base area towards Henan, he could even transfer Zhang Yu north to enter Henan for combat.

These various possibilities all meant Zhang Yu could establish greater merit. Of course, to achieve these, he must complete the first combat mission: annihilate or at least severely damage the Thirty-first Regiment, which acted as the vanguard of the Hubei New Army.

Other comrades in the Anqing troops didn't understand Zhang Yu's deepest inner thoughts. Everyone focused on the fact that after annihilating the Thirty-first Regiment of the Hubei New Army, they wouldn't have to worry about Qing troops from the Hubei direction anymore. And the Thirty-first Regiment just happened to give the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army an excellent opportunity. From the three towns of Wuhan to Anqing, the best way was to take the water route. This was also why Chen Ke's earliest idea was the military plan of abandoning Anqing and using guerrilla warfare outside Anqing to block the Hubei New Army.

But the persecution of surrendered soldiers by the Thirty-first Regiment led them to become the public enemy within the New Army. To banish this black sheep far away as soon as possible, Zhang Biao, the Commander of the Hubei New Army, let the Thirty-first Regiment exit Huangpi Pass and take the route south of the Dabie Mountains. That is to say, the Thirty-first Regiment had to cross continuous mountain ranges to reach the base area. Many comrades stationed in Anqing were old troops of the Water Detachment; they knew the complexity of naval preparation. Zhang Biao doing this probably had another layer of meaning: Zhang Biao, lacking troops, didn't want to send troops in a hurry either. Letting the Thirty-first Regiment dawdle on the road could prove the Hubei New Army had already moved out, and also drag out the time of this dispatch very long. It was truly an excellent bureaucratic trick.

With a major enemy before them, they were still playing such tricks of internal strife; the commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army couldn't understand it. However, they didn't need to understand so much. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army now had to fully utilize the opportunity actively delivered by the enemy to complete the victory of the battle.

"Do not fight a battle without preparation, do not fight a battle without assurance." This was the benchmark for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army when establishing combat plans. Ever since arriving in Anqing, the reconnaissance troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had begun reconnaissance of the surrounding areas. The mapping department provided a large number of maps, and the reconnaissance troops relied on these maps to determine the terrain and road conditions around Anqing. Especially regarding land routes, the reconnaissance troops had even sent small reconnaissance teams directly to Huangpi Pass. The paper supply in the base area was relatively good; the reconnaissance troops used up more than four hundred *jin* of paper and more than six thousand pencils in a month. The initial intelligence work for combat was prepared relatively fully.

Now the Staff Section needed to complete their work.

"Report, the marching plan for the Fifth Zone has been drafted."

"Make another plan for passing through the Fifth Zone with light equipment."

"Report, the marching plan for the Third Zone has been drafted."

"Make a plan for temporary stationing and rest in the Third Zone."

"Report, the plan for the Eighth Combat Location has been drafted."

"Report, the plan for the Ninth Combat Location has been drafted."

... ...

To surprise attack the enemy, one must determine how to march and where to fight. The determination of marching routes and stationing locations were all the work of the Staff Section. Whether the battle was conducted during the day or at night required adopting completely different combat methods. Different combat methods required different equipment. "Know the enemy and know yourself, and you can fight a hundred battles with no danger of defeat." Leaving aside "knowing the enemy," just "knowing yourself" was absolutely not an easy task. Once the combat plan exceeded expectations, the physical strength and energy of the troops would have different situations. These changes could very likely turn the original combat plan into waste paper.

The Staff Section divided the road between Anqing and Huangpi Pass into twelve sections, and formulated corresponding marching plans for each section. Moreover, quite a few sections had county towns. How to pass through county towns, and pass through county towns without leaking news—whether to attack by force or sneak past—all needed careful consideration.

Most participants in the Staff Section were Party members, and the rest were probationary Party members. The Party Committee meeting was simply held together with the Staff Section meeting. At the meeting, tired comrades asked a question: "This operation and the first Battle of Anqing are both exterior line operations. So where lies the difference between the two operations?"

"Although the first Battle of Anqing was an exterior line operation, for the water route march, Comrade Pu Guanshui was responsible for organizing the official ship fleet. When returning to the base area from Anqing, the more we walked, the closer we were to the base area. For Anqing city where the actual fighting took place, we had sufficient understanding of the city defenses. There were even some insiders. So the many disadvantages of exterior line operations were weakened to the greatest extent. And the element of surprise attack was very high." Speaking of this, Zhang Yu smiled. "Comrades, in terms of formulating strategy and grasping strategic timing, I indeed cannot compare to Chairman Chen."

Zhang Yu told the truth, and everyone took it for granted that Chen Ke's level of warfare exceeded Zhang Yu's. No one laughed along with Zhang Yu at his last joke.

Zhang Yu originally just cracked a joke casually; he didn't feel it was a big deal that no one responded. He stood up and pointed to the marching route map which was already marked densely. Zhang Yu continued: "This operation, we are completely in exterior line operation. Leaving aside that we don't know much about the Thirty-first Regiment, the Thirty-first Regiment is also marching. Their position is also changing at any time. What we need to determine now is where to fight the Thirty-first Regiment. Considering from combat preparation, the combat location is of course the closer to us the better. But the closer the Thirty-first Regiment is to us, the more vigilant they will be. Considering from actual combat, the combat location is actually the farther the better. Because the farther the Thirty-first Regiment is from us, the faster their marching speed, the faster fatigue accumulates, and the formation won't be maintained too well. What choice exactly should we make? Do comrades have any opinions?"

The comrades were also thinking. Whether to consider from combat preparation or from specific tactical implementation was indeed a difficult matter. This was no longer a part that could be calculated with paper and pen and intelligence accumulation. The moment to determine combat determination had arrived.
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Chapter 79 The Third Battle of Anqing (Part 4)

Yingshan County is located in the center of the Dabie Mountains hinterland, on the border of Hubei and Anhui. It is the gateway to eastern Hubei, facing Huangshi and Jiujiang across the river 50 kilometers to the south, connected to Hefei City, Anhui Province 200 kilometers to the east, and 170 kilometers to the west is the great Wuhan City, the thoroughfare of nine provinces. It has always been known as the Jing-Yang Avenue, the throat of Wu and Chu, the fortress of Jiang-Huai, and the thoroughfare of Wan-E (Anhui-Hubei). After discussion, the Anqing Party Committee set the battlefield to solve the Thirty-first Regiment of the Hubei New Army near Yingshan County.

Since the decision was made, Zhang Yu only left a platoon of troops to guard Anqing. Cooperating with this platoon were Chen Duxiu and others. Since Anqing had already built a city operation system, and most of the *Chengguan* (City Management) and sanitation systems hired local common people, as long as no one came out to cause trouble, the normal operation of Anqing City would have no problems.

Because the troops almost turned out in full strength, Chen Duxiu and the others received orders to help transport materials. Although there is a saying "no load is light on a long journey," which probably means that a long march is definitely very tiring, and being a bit lighter or heavier doesn't make much difference. But the People's Party obviously didn't think so; minimizing the burden during the long march of troops was very important. So besides marking the road, the advance troops also had to complete the preparation of rest points along the way as much as possible, including transporting materials to supply points and departure points. The saying "food and fodder go before troops and horses move" referred to this link.

The supply materials of the People's Party were very special. To improve handling efficiency, all materials were packages of almost the same size. These packages were put into customized wooden crates. The size and weight of these wooden crates were relatively suitable for handling. With planning and preparation to such a detailed degree, Chen Duxiu and others really had their eyes opened. Relying on the Anqing Arsenal, the People's Party opened some new factories, one of which was a sawmill. At that time, Chen Duxiu and the others didn't understand what the busy sawmill was doing every day; now they finally knew.

No matter how planned the preparation was, material transportation required many laborers. Zhang Yu also unceremoniously let the Yue Wang Hui people, especially Chen Duxiu, participate in the transportation work. When setting off, the former Yue Wang Hui people were still praising the full preparation of the People's Party's material packaging. After only moving materials for half a day, their physical strength was exhausted. The burden on their shoulders seemed to weigh a thousand *jin*, and those pulling carts couldn't pull the carts anymore. They were all sweating profusely and panting. The cadre in charge of logistics had to let Chen Duxiu and the others stop to rest.

"Time to eat," the cadres shouted loudly. The officers and soldiers of the People's Party were long accustomed to this manual labor. Actually, everyone's daily good diet, rest, and training aimed to enhance physical fitness through good living habits and learn to eliminate fatigue and restore physical strength to the maximum extent. Hearing the order, the comrades immediately stood up and gathered together to start receiving dry rations.

Where had Chen Duxiu and the others experienced such hard work? They sat by the roadside crookedly from the start of the rest. Due to excessive physical consumption, they had no appetite at all. If not for the troop cadres coming over to urge them, plus Chen Duxiu and others reluctantly taking the lead to stand up and set an example, this bunch probably couldn't get up at all.

The meal wasn't hot food cooked on the spot. The troops just boiled hot water and then provided military dry rations. Each person was distributed two salted duck eggs and a rectangular block wrapped in oil paper. It felt a bit heavy in hand. After opening, inside was a square block composed of some small fragments. Seeing the People's Party soldiers biting it in small bites, Chen Duxiu also learned to take a bite. He quickly tasted that this block was mixed with peanuts, walnuts, and flour. Not only these, but this thing was sweet; it should also contain sugar. It actually tasted like a snack.

"What is this?" Chen Duxiu asked the cadre beside him.

"Compressed biscuits," the cadre said while distributing materials. Compressed biscuits were materials Chen Ke had to choose as a last resort. Due to the need for mobile warfare, it would be best if the troops could be provided with luncheon meat. The breeding industry in the base area was relatively developed, so meat wasn't unavailable. But the base area couldn't manufacture can tinplate in large quantities. If glass was used as a container, it would be too heavy instead. Moreover, the development of military fuel in the base area couldn't be put on the schedule at all now. So individual rations adopted compressed biscuits with a high-calorie formula.

Even so, this kind of compressed biscuit was only used during exterior line operations. If it weren't for the original plan that Zhang Yu's troops would fight guerrilla warfare outside Anqing city, they wouldn't have been able to get such high-grade goods as "compressed biscuits."

Since Zhang Yu decided to actively attack the Thirty-first Regiment, stable supplies couldn't be obtained on the road. And obtaining supplies from along the way might not necessarily be a high-efficiency practice. The route to be traversed was the southern foot of the Dabie Mountains, which was a poor place. It was hard enough for the troops to buy grain from the common people, plus getting fuel and making a fire to cook; just to eat a meal, if smooth, would take at least four or five hours of tossing about. This was extremely unfavorable for combat operations. Although compressed biscuits were high-grade goods, Zhang Yu used them without hesitation.

Sweet compressed biscuits, paired with salted duck eggs, could adjust the taste quite well. These were all foods with not low sugar and oil content. The portion didn't look big, but one would feel full easily after eating. Plus hot water, the effect of restoring physical strength was quite obvious.

After eating and resting for twenty minutes, when the troops began to continue moving materials, Chen Duxiu and the others could cheer up again. That night, the transport troops worked until the sky turned completely dark before stopping the advance. Tired after a day, Chen Duxiu couldn't care about that much anymore; he wrapped himself in the marching quilt and lay down to sleep. Even when shaken awake, Chen Duxiu still felt he hadn't rested well.

The sky was still pitch black, and the transport troops had already woken up all members. At this time, hot water had been boiled. After eating breakfast, everyone began to hold torches and continue advancing. After walking for more than an hour, the eastern horizon gradually began to turn white. Extinguishing the torches, the troops continued to march desperately.

After walking for only more than two hours, Chen Duxiu was panting again. He pursed his lips and pushed the cart desperately. If it were a march of the Yue Wang Hui, they would naturally be dragging their feet on the road, but the strength everyone didn't use up on marching would be used on their mouths. The team would definitely be full of "laughter and joyous chatter." But Chen Duxiu discovered that few people spoke when the People's Party troops marched. Now Chen Duxiu fully understood the reason. When all strength was used on marching, where would there be extra strength to joke? Especially when moving materials, it was even more impossible to speak. Chen Duxiu had a rather competitive personality; since he joined the logistics troops, he decided never to slack off before collapsing from exhaustion.

Just as Chen Duxiu was striving to squeeze out his last bit of physical strength, the officer ordered everyone to rest. Hearing this order, the crowd almost immediately collapsed to the ground. Chen Duxiu was the same; he leaned against the cart wheel, feeling weak all over. The vigor of working to death just now disappeared completely in an instant. Although the back of his head was pressed against a protruding part of the wheel, feeling very uncomfortable, Chen Duxiu didn't even have the strength to move his neck. He couldn't help thinking that the purpose of rest was to restore physical strength, and after restoring physical strength, he had to work to death again. If he really died of exhaustion now, perhaps it would be much more comfortable than this constant working to death.

Thinking of this, Chen Duxiu panted heavily, forced himself to cheer up, propped up his body, and stood up. He saw the comrades from the Yue Wang Hui background collapsing on the road one by one really like dead dogs. Looking at the comrades from the People's Party background again, although they sat back to back according to their usual training, their foreheads were also covered with sweat, and there were obvious water stains soaked by sweat on their military uniforms. Since everyone couldn't change uniforms yesterday, there were layers of white salt stains on their dark blue uniforms. This was very normal; when everyone set off yesterday, the materials to be moved were distributed evenly. As the physical strength of the comrades from the Yue Wang Hui was exhausted, the comrades from the People's Party silently took on more work of transporting materials. If not for this, the entire team simply couldn't have persisted until now without anyone falling behind.

"People's Party soldiers are human too," Chen Duxiu said in his heart. They would also feel exhausted and tired, so they put all their energy into fighting against this exhaustion and tiredness. Instead of being like the Yue Wang Hui, with minds full of showing off but unwilling to truly face hard work. The difference in achievements between the Yue Wang Hui and the People's Party, wide as heaven and earth, was gradually pulled apart from every such small link, from every section of marching. By the time the Yue Wang Hui saw the gap, it was fundamentally impossible to catch up.

Although he still wanted to continue observing, Chen Duxiu felt a burst of blackness before his eyes, and his consciousness disappeared along with the darkness surging like a tide.

When Chen Duxiu woke up, he didn't even know what had happened. He only saw himself surrounded by several comrades from the Yue Wang Hui. Chen Duxiu wanted to raise his body, then discovered his strength seemed to have disappeared completely; he couldn't even move a bit. The comrades from the Yue Wang Hui hurriedly helped Chen Duxiu up. Someone brought water over. "Mr. Chen, drink some water."

After drinking water, Chen Duxiu felt much better. Supporting himself on the comrades' shoulders, he stood up, only to see there were more than thirty people with him, but the transport troops were nowhere to be seen. "Where did the transport team go?"

"Mr. Chen, after you fainted, the transport team left the comrades who couldn't walk behind, and they set off themselves. This bunch really doesn't give face," someone said very dissatisfiedly.

Chen Duxiu shook his head. "What kind of talk is this? Since we can't walk anymore, there is no reason to delay the troops from continuing to advance. If they stayed, wouldn't it be much easier? Continuing to advance is even harder."

After being criticized by Chen Duxiu, the comrades from the Yue Wang Hui dared not retort. They asked: "The troop cadres let us wait here. Mr. Chen, what do you think we should do?"

Chen Duxiu looked ahead for a while but couldn't see any trace of the troops at all. It seemed the main force had gone far. "Let's wait here."

Everyone was waiting for this sentence from Chen Duxiu. Since Chen Duxiu also stated his position, everyone helped Chen Duxiu sit down, and they also sat down along the way, or simply lay down. They had never experienced such hard work; at this time, their bodies and mental strength had reached the limit long ago. Quite a few people fell asleep not long after lying down. Chen Duxiu also fell asleep unknowingly.

It wasn't until noon that Chen Duxiu woke up. He didn't wake up naturally but was startled awake. The footsteps of the large troops marching in the distance vibrated the ground. Although no one spoke in this troop, this vibration still stimulated the most instinctive alert nerve of humans. Not only Chen Duxiu, but others were also startled awake.

Chen Duxiu took out his pocket watch and looked; it was 1:30 in the afternoon. He knew the main force set off in the dark early this morning to not disturb the citizens and not leak news. The transport troops walked for a day and a half; the main force completed it in half a day. This speed was truly surprising.

As the main force got closer and closer, Chen Duxiu could see that the main force's physical strength hadn't been consumed too much. The soldiers looked focused and walked briskly, marching on the mountain road without the slightest sluggishness. Exchanging situations with the troop's courier, the main force continued to advance without stopping. The troop of 1,000 people soon disappeared on the mountain path.

It wasn't until evening that the logistics troops came back pulling carts. And the vast majority of those who came back were cadres from the Yue Wang Hui background; most of the logistics troops from the People's Party background continued to set off with the main force.

When Chen Duxiu and the others stumbled on the return journey, the officers and soldiers of the Hubei New Army Thirty-first Regiment had already set up camp. They didn't have the marching mode of carrying compressed biscuits and salted duck eggs, so they brought their own grain when sending troops. Marching on the mountain road every day naturally couldn't be very fast. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't need to make fires to cook, but the New Army had to cook. Just cooking and eating would take at least four hours every day. The tradition of the New Army sending troops was to issue money. The court had no money to give Hubei but could use tax deductions. However, the Huguang Governor had no intention of giving the New Army so much money, just giving a bit of start-up fee symbolically.

The Thirty-first Regiment shouted "loyal to the court, exterminate chaotic parties" the loudest with their mouths, but loyalty to the court was definitely not without a price. This bit of start-up fee absolutely couldn't make the officers and soldiers of the Thirty-first Regiment feel their loyalty received the deserved reward. Thus, the change in the mood of loyalty led to them walking less than twenty *li* a day. Now there was still a distance of more than seventy *li* from Yingshan County. The Commander of the Thirty-first Regiment was even more unwilling to walk so fast, setting up camp early to rest.

With the Hubei New Army marching so swaggeringly, they naturally wouldn't pay attention to passers-by. Anyway, passers-by had long been scared by this large troop into hiding by the roadside, not daring to approach. The scouts of the People's Party disguised as passers-by, closely monitoring the movements of the Thirty-first Regiment.
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Chapter 80 The Third Battle of Anqing (Part 5)

Wu Cunxiao was a squad leader of the reconnaissance platoon. At this moment, disguised as a porter carrying a load of tea, he, along with three other soldiers and a group of passersby, was blocked by several New Army scouts in a hollow by the roadside. On the mountain road not far from him, the troops of the Thirty-first Regiment of the Hubei New Army were marching. From officers to soldiers, no one had any intention of rushing; they walked slowly on the mountain road one by one as if sightseeing. The troop of more than two thousand people was organized into a large column with two people in a row, stretching out for several *li* like a super-long roundworm. Walking at the very front were the logistics troops; mules and horses carried grain, and conscripted laborers carried heavy luggage. Although the marching speed of the logistics troops was already very limited, they could still walk at the front of the team.

After seeing this team, Wu Cunxiao clicked his tongue in his heart. If the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dared to march like this, the troop commander would probably have been removed from office long ago. This formation was simply not a marching formation. Although there was the problem of narrow mountain roads, at any rate, the troops should be divided into multiple marching columns according to their units. With this formation, if suddenly attacked, the entire team would be in chaos immediately. Wu Cunxiao knew the Hubei New Army felt the road section they were marching on now was still very safe. When they really got close to the base area, they wouldn't be so careless either. But marching in a safe area, shouldn't they adopt a more efficient marching method? The Hubei New Army claimed to "win by learning" among the various New Armies; this military literacy was a bit too childish.

It wasn't easy to wait for the main force to pass. Just as he was thinking of waiting for the New Army scouts in front to leave, he saw twenty or so officers and soldiers walking towards the direction of the hollow where Wu Cunxiao was. This hollow was a dead end of thirty-some meters formed by rock. Not only Wu Cunxiao was stopped inside, but also some travelers. All were driven here when the scouts of the Hubei New Army were scouting the road. These unfortunate people totaled more than 20. Looking at their appearance, most were merchants. In groups of a few or a dozen, each group had people pushing wheelbarrows and carrying loads on shoulder poles. Wu Cunxiao and the three soldiers disguised themselves as selling tea; Wu Cunxiao carried the load, and the other three pretended to guard the tea load. All four had queues and didn't stand out in the crowd at all.

Seeing the New Army scouts coming this way, almost everyone's face changed greatly. Some timid ones had already started to retreat with their goods. As the saying goes, "common people don't fight with officials," let alone facing several thousand Hubei New Army soldiers now. In this wild mountain ridge, facing a group of Manchu Qing "*Qiu Ba*" (soldiers), it would be strange if everyone wasn't afraid.

"Everyone, what goods are you all carrying?" The questioning officer had a hypocritical smile piled on his face. This kind of weasel-paying-respects-to-a-chicken smile made everyone's face change even more.

"Don't be afraid, everyone. We are the government army; we won't disturb the people." The officer continued to say with a hypocritical smile, "We are going to Anhui to fight chaotic parties. This has delayed everyone's journey. This officer apologizes to everyone here."

These merchants were experienced. If the officer came up and scolded viciously, it would just be extortion; losing some wealth would settle it. Now this officer spoke logically, or rather made conversation when there was nothing to say; that wasn't a matter of extortion and paying a little money. This was a precursor to making everyone bleed heavily. Although knowing they were doomed, no one spoke. This was also human nature; even knowing death was imminent, perhaps not responding would make death come a bit slower.

Seeing no one dared to respond, the officer still smiled fake: "This officer doesn't distrust everyone either, but one must always be careful on the march. Everyone is carrying loads and pushing carts. If there are weapons in these loads and carts, I can't ignore it. I have to say, I have to let everyone suffer a little grievance. We want to inspect everyone's luggage."

As soon as these words fell, a timid merchant already shouted: "Official Lord, we are good people. We are not chaotic parties."

The reason the merchant broke the silence just now was simple. Marching soldiers "inspecting goods" meant robbing openly. At this time, the merchant could no longer continue to be silent.

The officer waved his hand. The New Army soldiers behind him had already lined up and raised their rifles, black muzzle holes aimed at this group of merchants. The officer pulled a long face. "If you don't have ghosts in your hearts, why not let us inspect? This clearly shows there are ghosts in your hearts. Someone, bring those few people out." As soon as the voice fell, several New Army soldiers had already rushed forward, grabbed the merchant who spoke just now, and pulled him out. The merchant's partners wanted to stop it but dared not really shove the New Army soldiers. During this pause, that New Army officer had already raised his hand and pointed to the companion who was obviously in the same group as this unlucky merchant. "Bring these few people out too."

The New Army soldiers answered and immediately started to arrest people. While shoving, a New Army soldier suddenly shouted: "They carry guns on their bodies."

As soon as these words came out, both the officer and the soldiers changed their expressions. In an instant, several more people rushed up, pressed that merchant and his companions to the ground, and tied them up firmly. The soldiers searched the merchant's body and sure enough found two pistols.

"Honestly speaking, where are you chaotic parties from?" the officer shouted.

The merchant was pressed on the ground, with soldiers pointing rifles at his head around him. The merchant shouted hoarsely in fear: "Official Lord, we are decent businessmen."

"Decent businessmen? What guns do decent businessmen carry?" the officer sneered.

"It's unsafe on the road; we carry guns for self-defense."

"Unsafe? In this bright and peaceful world (*Lang Lang Qian Kun*), how can it be unsafe? You are speaking ill of the court; what is your crime?" the officer continued to sneer and said.

Wu Cunxiao pressed his hand over his mouth, as if afraid he would accidentally say the wrong thing. He looked at the other few comrades, only to see everyone either lowering their heads or turning their bodies and heads away like they were afraid. But from the subtle movements of facial muscles, Wu Cunxiao could roughly tell that the comrades were holding back laughter just like himself, afraid of revealing flaws. This was really a "bright and peaceful world"; everything happening before their eyes was enough, where was the need to specifically speak ill of the court?

What happened next was really not worth mentioning; an old-as-can-be drama was staged once. Everyone was searched, and the traveling goods were also opened and rummaged through.

Wu Cunxiao and the others didn't bring pistols, only daggers. And his merchant team all had their own weapons. These various weapons thrown on the ground were everyone's "evidence of crime." Everyone was forced by gun muzzles and dared not move. And these goods were nothing special, just common things like salt, cloth, sundries, and tea. The New Army took all these things away. Even most of the money on everyone was taken away.

The merchants wailed, but what else could they do besides wailing?

The officer gave a cold laugh. "Lord (referring to himself) has killed I don't know how many chaotic parties in the New Army. Sparing your lives today is your blessing." After speaking, the New Army officers and soldiers left swaggeringly with the merchants' items and "captured" weapons.

Merchants running on mountain roads were all doing small capital business; how could they bear being tossed about like this? The owners among them cried as if dead. And other transporters or bodyguards also mourned silently with sad faces. When the New Army "inspected" the goods, they were really "heroic." A lot of salt and tea was spilled on the ground. Although the cloth was taken away, quite a few places were also torn. Some sundries were dropped, but not knowing where the New Army got that "hostility," they deliberately stomped on the sundries with their feet when leaving. The sundries merchant picked up these broken sundries and held them in his arms, crying even more sadly.

Wu Cunxiao had a gloomy face; fire almost sprayed out of his eyes. Is this the usual face of the Manchu Qing army? Although Wu Cunxiao had fought many battles with the Manchu Qing army, everyone settled it on the battlefield; it was either you die or I live, fighting with real swords and guns. As the victorious side, although Wu Cunxiao had sufficient pride, he wouldn't have any special disgust for the Manchu Qing army. Now seeing the evil deeds of the Manchu Qing army against the people with his own eyes, Wu Cunxiao couldn't control his emotions no matter what. A strong sense of abhorrence burned his soul like fire.

Fortunately, in every war, the People's Party didn't give the Manchu Qing a chance to wreak havoc; in every war, the People's Party completely annihilated the Manchu Qing troops. This was just an ordinary march, and the Manchu Qing poisoned the common people so much. If they were allowed to win a battle, heaven knew what these beasts could do. Just imagining it, Wu Cunxiao felt a chill on his back.

"Let's go," Wu Cunxiao said to the comrades. The comrades were equally full of anger; they followed Wu Cunxiao closely and left the crowd. Without carrying the load, Wu Cunxiao felt his steps were also much lighter. After taking a few steps, he turned back again. Bending down to grab a handful of tea mixed with soil from the ground, Wu Cunxiao clenched his fist tightly. He felt his palm stung painfully by the tea stems. I will definitely make you pay back these debts. Wu Cunxiao stared at the back of the long New Army team, swearing secretly in his heart.

When the New Army plundered merchants, the People's Party troops also encountered the problem of merchants. The troops just put them under temporary custody. Large troop marching was different from small team marching. Actually, some small paths might not be un-fast; a few people passing through might be faster. But large troops couldn't do it. Although they often had to detour, generally speaking, marching on the main road was more efficient for large troops overall. So the merchants and mountain people encountered along the way could only have their freedom of movement restricted temporarily. Only after the main force had gone far could they be released.

The comrades left to guard these people were all very good at marching; they could always catch up with the troops. This made Zhang Yu very assured.

However, this measure only lasted for two days according to the plan. Starting from the third day, the troops advanced at full speed. In this march, all soldiers carried their own luggage and dry rations. Calculating from the news constantly sent back by the base area's forward reconnaissance troops, the distance between the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and the Thirty-first Regiment of the Hubei New Army had shortened to less than two days. Moreover, the Thirty-first Regiment was less than thirty *li* away from Yingshan County, while the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was still more than eighty *li* away from Yingshan. If the Thirty-first Regiment was allowed to enter Yingshan county town, it would cause a huge loophole in the entire combat plan. So the troops accelerated their march; they must launch the attack before the Hubei New Army entered Yingshan county town.

"Full speed ahead," Zhang Yu issued the order.
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Chapter 81 The Third Battle of Anqing (Part 6)

"Thirty *li* of mountain road; how long does this Thirty-first Regiment intend to walk?" While the troops rested at night, Zhang Yu and others couldn't rest. Everyone was studying the map carefully. The People's Party marched close to 50 *li* a day. Now they were just over 30 *li* from Yingshan County. Originally according to calculation, the troops were only 40 *li* away from the enemy. According to intelligence sent back by the reconnaissance troops, the actual distance was farther than this. The Hubei New Army actually walked no more than twelve *li* on the mountain road yesterday.

Zhang Yu didn't care exactly how far the Hubei New Army walked; it was useless for him to care about this. He wanted to know how the Hubei New Army could possibly walk only a dozen *li* a day. No matter how hard the mountain road was, it shouldn't be slow to this degree.

"I think there might be several factors. First, the Hubei New Army's clothing is wrong," Political Commissar Lu Zhengping said. The distance between the two troops didn't exceed 50 *li*. The reconnaissance troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had almost turned out in full force. Plus the news collected before, it was much more convenient to grasp the specific situation of the Thirty-first Regiment. "It's cold in the mountains, and the Hubei New Army was still wearing summer clothes when they set off. If they don't camp early, they can't stand it."

This reason was very easy for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to understand. When the comrades set off, they brought marching quilts, and the camp didn't prepare temporary tents. They just found places as sheltered from the wind as possible. In the chilly mountain wind, everyone wrapped themselves tightly in quilts; some soldiers simply wrapped themselves completely in quilts. If the soldiers of the People's Party who had undergone targeted training were like this, and the troops had trained in various field camping methods, it was impossible for the Hubei New Army to pay more attention to these practical technologies than the People's Party.

The Hubei New Army very traditionally used New Army tents. The result was that they had to set up tents every day when camping and pack up tents before marching. Just the consumption of this time was huge. Besides setting up and dismantling tents, transporting these heavy logistics materials during the march, it would be strange if the marching speed could be raised.

"Second, they also don't have too many places suitable for camping," Lu Zhengping said.

Mountains are not like plains; on plains, places to camp are everywhere. Mountain roads cannot provide wide places for thousands of people to rest at the same time. Even if there were such open places, the mountain wind could freeze you to death. The troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were now divided into many small camping areas along the mountain road. Soldiers wrapped in quilts resting on the mountain road was already the best way for military efficiency and physical health. At least the area "suitable for rest" was much larger. Under trees, behind rocks, or simply wrapped in quilts leaning against mountain rocks to rest; the methods fully utilized imagination. But if these troops lived in tents, there was absolutely no need to consider military efficiency issues.

Lu Zhengping analyzed very well, and the other participating cadres agreed very much. After Zhang Yu understood the reason why the Thirty-first Regiment was so slow, he didn't relax. He said with a cold face: "The biggest problem now is when to fight the Thirty-first Regiment. We don't want to fight a hard battle with them. Fighting a hard battle, we suffer losses."

The Thirty-first Regiment had more than two thousand people, while the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had only one thousand one hundred people. In terms of troop strength and equipment, the Thirty-first Regiment had a huge advantage. Zhang Yu thought he had made up his mind to fight, but when really only one day's journey away from the enemy, with the battle imminent, Zhang Yu felt his preparation for the war was far from enough. At least compared to the standard of absolute victory, Zhang Yu was still far off.

Ignoring Zhang Yu's nervousness, Political Commissar Lu Zhengping asked: "Are we adopting the daytime combat mode or the night combat mode?"

There was a combat plan before the battle, but the situation was unclear at that time, and the comrades couldn't make a final decision then. Now being so close to the enemy, they could finally determine which combat method to use to solve the enemy.

Every commander was under great psychological pressure. This choice determined the future fate of one thousand one hundred Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers. It even determined the development of the war situation on the entire southern line of the base area. Everyone hoped to obtain a decisive victory. However, before the war began, no one could guarantee the inevitability of victory.

Seeing no one spoke, Lu Zhengping said: "I suggest fighting during the day. Our troops can march and intersperse better. When fighting for various commanding heights with the enemy, it's also easier to fight. Besides, the troops' night combat training is still very insufficient. Adopting night combat hastily might not be a good thing."

The participating officers nodded after hearing this. Zhang Yu felt a burst of regret in his heart. Actually, the analysis Lu Zhengping just mentioned was the result summarized when Zhang Yu discussed with Lu Zhengping privately, but Zhang Yu himself failed to propose it first because of worrying about gains and losses. Now hearing Lu Zhengping analyze the war situation clearly and logically, including Zhang Yu himself, had to admit that this choice was almost the only reasonable choice. Precisely because this choice was reasonable, there was a place that couldn't be bypassed at all: even if the Thirty-first Regiment of the Hubei New Army fell into an encirclement, as long as they gritted their teeth and resisted desperately, it would take several days to completely annihilate the Thirty-first Regiment.

"Exactly how strong can the enemy's resistance spirit be? What do comrades think?" Zhang Yu asked.

"Who cares how they resist? Just suppress them completely and finish them off." As long as it didn't involve things at the campaign design level, the lower-level cadres became active. Up to now, every battle of the People's Party was blade against blade, gun against gun, adopting the way of seeing red with bayonets to finally resolve the battle. From attacking fortified villages to many subsequent campaigns. Every time there was close-quarters combat at the end. Especially in the Battle of Hefei, annihilating Li Yuanhong's troops was like this. To limit the actions of Li Yuanhong's troops, the army consumed huge manpower and material resources and prepared for a long time. Finally resolving Li Yuanhong completely was just that last big charge.

Seeing he had no other choice, Zhang Yu said loudly: "Then let's do it this way."

The troops went to sleep around 8 PM. By around 3:30 in the morning, all troops were woken up. The cadres and soldiers ate breakfast, and then received the news: the troops put down all luggage and advanced with light packs. Everyone was very clear about the meaning of this order. The final battle was finally about to start. The troops from top to bottom became excited and uneasy.

The sky was still dark. Under the illumination of a few torches, political commissars and instructors began to carry out the final mobilization. Why fight this battle? Everyone analyzed very clearly. If the troops stuck to Anqing city, under the attack of the Hubei New Army's naval guns and infantry, the losses suffered by the troops would definitely be very large. As long as the Thirty-first Regiment of the Hubei New Army was annihilated, then due to lack of manpower and the psychological shock, the Hubei New Army would never dare to attack again. This was the most basic explanation. The troops had fought quite a few battles and held even more meetings. Everyone could understand these explanations.

After explaining the campaign ideological design, what remained was the mobilization of combat determination. "We attack actively, and losses will be smaller instead. If we say we are not adapted to fighting in the mountains, those people of the Hubei New Army are even less adapted. Bring into play the troop's style of daring to fight; the enemy is definitely not our opponent."

The People's Party didn't talk about empty things. After telling the honest truth to the soldiers of the troops, the morale of the troops quickly rose. When the sky was slightly bright, the troops left behind all other equipment except military equipment and began to advance towards the enemy.

The landform of Yingshan County was called "three mountains sandwiching two rivers." The entire territory of Yingshan was dominated by medium and low mountains, known as "eight mountains, one water, and one field." The main peak of the Dabie Mountains in the north, Tiantangzhai, extended to the northeast, forming a series of peaks such as Yunfengding, Shiguzhai, Wufengshan, and Huangmeijian. Then branching westward into three major mountain ridges, sandwiching two rivers in the east and west, running through the entire territory, forming a terrain gradually tilting from northeast to southwest. The highest point, Tiantangzhai, is 1729 meters above sea level, and the lowest point, Chuanxingyuan, is 90 meters above sea level, with a height difference of 1639 meters and an average slope of 17°.

This terrain and landform were very suitable for guerrilla warfare, which the comrades of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were naturally very clear about. Because they were well-trained, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army felt it was a bit too clear. There were many mountain paths in the entire Yingshan area. Even though the reconnaissance troops spent great effort, without the cooperation of local common people, they couldn't figure out many road compositions besides the official roads.

Chen Ke had never revealed the issue of "future history" to the comrades, so the comrades naturally didn't know that Yingshan County was also an "old revolutionary base area." The only thing they could know was that this place, Yingshan, was too poor. This was also something that couldn't be helped; due to the lack of land, although Yingshan was a strategic pass, the entire area was poor to death.

Yingshan is a piece of red land, which has nurtured a large number of fruitful people with lofty ideals. Jin Guangti, the Minister of Justice who presided over the corruption case of Heshen in the Qing Dynasty; Fu Huichu, a veteran of the Xinhai Revolution; Wang Shuwen, the Siberian investigation commissioner who provided exact basis for Sun Yat-sen to determine the three major policies of "Allying with Russia, Allying with the Communist Party, Assisting Peasants and Workers"; Li Cishan, the president of the Shanghai Bar Association who organized the rescue of the "Seven Gentlemen" during the Republic of China period; Fu Weiyu, who succeeded Zhou Enlai as the Secretary of the Central Military Commission of the CPC; Peng Ganchen, who succeeded Zhu De as the Garrison Commander and Public Security Bureau Chief of Nanchang, etc., occupied a place on the stage of Chinese history. Among the students of the first, second, and third terms of the Whampoa Military Academy, the number of people from Yingshan ranked first in the country. Yingshan is an old revolutionary Soviet area. The CPC party organization was established as early as 1927, and the Soviet regime was established in 1931. The Fourth Front Army of the Red Army marched west from here, the Twenty-seventh Army of the Red Army was formed here, this was the guerrilla base of the Twenty-eighth Army of the Red Army, and also the starting point of the Long March of the Twenty-fifth Army of the Red Army. The Liu-Deng Army leaping thousands of *li* into the Dabie Mountains used Yingshan as a main military passage, fighting fierce battles here in a roundabout way. During the Red Army period, 22 leaders above the division level were created. Among the population of only 180,000 at that time, more than 30,000 children were sent to the main forces, and more than 7,000 sacrificed their lives. It was known as the red Soviet area where "blood dyed the red earth three feet deep."
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Chapter 82 The Third Battle of Anqing (Part 7)

After Reconnaissance Platoon Squad Leader Wu Cunxiao and three comrades rushed back to the troop station, they reported the collected intelligence to the troop intelligence department. It wasn't just their four-man squad reporting; as the distance between the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and the Hubei New Army got closer and closer, the reconnaissance troops probed intelligence in formations of four or two, determining feasible marching routes.

The scouts who completed their missions rushed back to the station. While chewing compressed biscuits and salted duck eggs, they pointed at the map, narrating the intelligence they collected to the intelligence officers. Some soldiers ran over a hundred *li* of mountain roads in a day; their bodies were already extremely exhausted, so they simply wrapped themselves in quilts and lay down to sleep.

After Wu Cunxiao finished reporting his work, he was just about to get up to receive the next task when soldier Li Chengdong standing beside him hurriedly stopped Wu Cunxiao. Li Chengdong whispered: "Squad leader, I think we should rest first too."

"What? Body can't hold up?" Wu Cunxiao asked.

"We want to participate in the upcoming battle," Li Chengdong said excitedly. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was going to attack an enemy twice its size; this would be a fierce battle. Judging by the current situation, by the time the battle started, the reconnaissance troops wouldn't have the physical strength to fight anymore. In the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, there were no "disposable items" like in the old-style armies. When it was time to rest, the troops not only wouldn't force everyone to go into battle but would also mandatorily require rest.

The other two soldiers also nodded repeatedly, supporting Li Chengdong's idea. When selecting reconnaissance personnel, the most important thing was firm will and serious attitude. One of the basic functions of reconnaissance troops was to scout roads. Not only did they have to walk the main roads, but more often they had to walk small paths, and for a large part of the time, they even had to walk unnecessary paths. If the reconnaissance troops walked the unnecessary paths, the troops could walk fewer unnecessary paths during marching and combat. If one didn't have firm willpower, one couldn't accept this kind of hard work in the first place. If scouts told lies, the impact on combat would be terrible. Therefore, the requirements for the character of scouts were even higher than the requirements for physical fitness.

Since the scouts were such excellent soldiers, they naturally didn't want to miss the battle. Especially a crucial battle like encircling and annihilating the Thirty-first Regiment of the Hubei New Army. The mobilization slogan of the troops this time was "Annihilate the Thirty-first Regiment, no big war in Anqing." The analysis of the war had already been conveyed to every soldier; everyone knew clearly what the battle meant. So no one wanted to miss this battle.

Suppressing the impulse to fight in his own heart, Wu Cunxiao persuaded: "Comrades, if we can't fight in the battle, it must be because our reconnaissance work was done well; we ran all the roads we should run. Think about it, everyone, after we run so many roads, tired like dead dogs one by one, going onto the battlefield like this is being irresponsible to everyone. Comrades, we can't just think about being red flowers; there must always be someone to be green leaves, and someone has to be cow dung. You say, in a battle, which link can be missing? Since we are reconnaissance troops, we must first do our own work well. Chairman Chen emphasized repeatedly that we must be good screws of the revolution. We can't think so much; focus on doing our own work well."

Chairman Chen Ke's words were brought out, so the soldiers of the reconnaissance troops naturally couldn't oppose Chairman Chen Ke's teachings. But everyone's eager thought to fight floated on their faces.

Wu Cunxiao tilted his head and asked: "Comrades don't think pathfinding is too boring and tired, do you?"

"Squad leader, I was just afraid you would think so," Li Chengdong hurriedly explained. "Which of us in the reconnaissance troops hasn't fought a dozen battles, big and small? Now we can't fight in such a critical battle; I feel stifled in my heart."

"Yeah, just pathfinding, not fighting, we don't feel at ease in our hearts either," the soldier beside him hurriedly said.

"Why wouldn't you feel at ease?" A loud voice asked with a clear tone from the side. Everyone turned their heads to look; it was the Troop Political Commissar Lu Zhengping.

"Commissar!" The soldiers saluted hurriedly. "This time we did all the work ourselves, so we don't feel at ease in our hearts."

After returning the salute, Lu Zhengping didn't speak immediately. It wasn't just the soldiers who didn't feel at ease; the Party Committee, including Lu Zhengping, didn't feel at ease either. After all, this battle wasn't ordered by Chen Ke personally. Without Chairman Chen Ke's order, the comrades always felt something was missing.

"Did everyone follow the plan, follow the usual training, and the experience accumulated in battle?" Lu Zhengping asked.

"We did it all," the soldiers looked straight at Lu Zhengping and answered firmly.

Seeing the comrades so serious, Lu Zhengping laughed: "Then that's fine. Comrades, these were all taught to us by Chairman Chen; Chairman Chen also fights battles like this. Following what Chairman Chen said is absolutely correct."

"Commissar Lu, after all, our numbers are small. We indeed did our best, but if something goes wrong, how can I face the comrades?" A scout said. Quite a few scouts had the same feeling; the more they prepared, the more suspicious places they would find. But the soldiers of the reconnaissance troops were also human. In this unfamiliar territory, everyone couldn't possibly walk every single small path on the mountain road. They had already done their best.

"Comrades, do you trust our comrades-in-arms?" Lu Zhengping asked. This question, seemingly unrelated to what the scouts were worried about, stunned the comrades.

Lu Zhengping continued: "The comrades of the troops absolutely trust you. If you say there is a road somewhere, everyone believes there will absolutely be a road there. We will indeed encounter various problems during battle, but I hope everyone puts down the burden. We must believe that the comrades of the troops can definitely overcome all difficulties and annihilate the Thirty-first Regiment. So, everyone focus on doing your own work now, finish collecting intelligence, and then hurry to rest. Don't worry, when everyone is needed to fight, I will absolutely not let comrades fall behind. When we win, we will let comrades from our reconnaissance troops rush back immediately to report the good news to Chairman Chen. Chairman Chen will definitely be happy."

Lu Zhengping's words untied the knots in the hearts of quite a few comrades. This battle was completely different from previous battles. Not only was the highest commander no longer Chairman Chen whom the comrades were convinced by, but the initiation of this battle was also decided by Zhang Yu and Lu Zhengping themselves. Although Chen Ke allowed the Anqing troops to choose for themselves, the psychological impact brought by different commanders couldn't be ignored. Chen Ke's status was recognized by all cadres and soldiers, but the status of Zhang Yu and Lu Zhengping was given by Chen Ke. After all, the base area had only been built for over a year; the so-called "seniority" hadn't formed deep-rooted ideas at all. Especially Lu Zhengping; there were plenty of people in the reconnaissance troops who enlisted at the same time as him.

When Lu Zhengping guaranteed everyone that members of the reconnaissance troops would "report the good news" to Chairman Chen, the comrades finally felt relieved. There were so many people in the reconnaissance troops; naturally, it was impossible for all to go back to "report the good news" to Chairman Chen. What the comrades cared about was that the work of the reconnaissance troops itself would receive Chairman Chen's praise. Whether it was their turn to report back personally became less important instead.

Having solved the pre-war psychological fluctuations of the reconnaissance troops, Lu Zhengping returned to the command post with the preliminarily drawn map. Zhang Yu hadn't slept much for two days; with red eyes, he gathered around the map with the comrades of the Operations Section. The landform of Yingshan County was called "three mountains sandwiching two rivers"; the whole territory was dominated by medium and low mountains, with many rivers. This also meant there were many possible road combinations.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, which was at an absolute disadvantage in numbers, didn't prepare to have a simple frontal battle with the Hubei New Army, but wanted to achieve victory by means of an encirclement and annihilation battle. This required as comprehensive an understanding of the terrain as possible. On this basis, they needed to possess overwhelming efficiency in the use of firepower. All of this required detailed maps for support.

Looking at the dense road signs, Zhang Yu felt a burst of irritability in his heart. Intelligence became a burden at this time; what to choose and what to discard wasn't an easy thing. Zhang Yu closed his eyes and recalled Chen Ke's command for the umpteenth time in his heart. Chen Ke's command wasn't complicated. Zhang Yu felt Chen Ke always seemed to pick a route casually, and then carried it out to the end according to this route. For Chen Ke, all this seemed to be logical. There was neither unease nor anxiety. At least Zhang Yu had never seen Chen Ke reveal unease and anxiety.

Thinking of this, Zhang Yu opened his eyes. He tried hard to exclude all his other thoughts, thinking only of finding the most effective and reasonable marching route in his heart. He didn't know if this attitude of having no distracting thoughts worked, or if accumulated experience worked; anyway, Zhang Yu finally determined five routes for the siege. The Operations Section analyzed the five routes and also felt there were no problems. This analysis didn't have any special basis originally. Unless large troops tried them one by one personally, judging against the map, every route had its rationality, and one could definitely pick out a pile of faults too.

The operational plan for a five-route siege was finally determined.

The Thirty-first Regiment of the Hubei New Army didn't know their fate had already been decided on paper. At this time, they were sleeping soundly. Long-distance mountain road marching consumed physical strength very much, especially mental energy. The Thirty-first Regiment had no experience in mountain marching, let alone mountain combat experience. They were still within the Hubei boundary now. With their imagination, they absolutely couldn't imagine that the "Bandit Army" would actually besiege the Government Army within Hubei territory. The mountain wind was very cold. Along the way, one-third of the soldiers of the Thirty-first Regiment caught a cold for various reasons. Either having a fever from a cold or having sore legs and feet. This was also the reason their marching speed was extremely slow.

After dawn, the Thirty-first Regiment didn't continue to set off but continued to stay put. Mountain marching lacked reliable water sources. The higher the altitude, the more inconvenient it was to fetch water. Just collecting water for people and horses to drink consumed huge energy. The Government Army had to have the "style" of the Government Army; if enough water wasn't obtained, it meant marching "preparation" was insufficient, and the officers of the Thirty-first Regiment refused to set out. The officers also had their own difficulties. The reward money given for sending troops this time wasn't enough to begin with. If they "coerced too much," heaven knew what trouble would arise.

By the time the laborers and low-level soldiers transported enough water, it was actually almost noon. After drinking water and filling their portable bamboo tubes with water, the huge team of the Thirty-first Regiment slowly tossed about on the mountain road for a long time before finally continuing to advance towards Yingshan County.

Zhang Yu watched the actions of the Thirty-first Regiment through binoculars. He suddenly somewhat understood why Chen Ke could always make combat determinations easily, and win the planned victory every time. How could one not win fighting against such trash? The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army set off at four in the morning. The troops advanced with light packs, spending five hours walking more than forty *li* of mountain road. Originally, everyone was determined to have a storm-like mobile battle. As a result, after various troops entered the predetermined positions, the Thirty-first Regiment hadn't set off yet. Now they were still four *li* away from the "pocket" (ambush circle). With their speed, heaven knew how long it would take to enter the pocket.

Zhang Yu decided not to waste time with this group of Manchu Qing trash. He issued an order to the Operations Section: "The whole army rest."

The comrades of the Operations Section raised no objection at all. Running on the mountain road for so long, everyone was really tired. Soon, except for the security personnel, the officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, including Zhang Yu, lay down and slept at the ambush location. Today the sky was clear for thousands of *li*. In a relaxed and tranquil atmosphere, neither the ambushers nor the ambushed had any murderous aura on them. The distance between them was shortening extremely slowly.

Zhang Yu didn't sleep very soundly. He woke up intermittently several times in between. Every time he woke up, Zhang Yu thought he would hear the voice of the Operations Section personnel waking him up immediately. But he didn't hear it. Fatigue soon conquered this young man. Until the last time he woke up, because of the recovery of energy, Zhang Yu suddenly felt a huge panic in his heart. Did the Operations Section all oversleep? Did they let the enemy pass? Fear drove away the remaining sleepiness cleanly. Zhang Yu leaped up from the ground; he ran hurriedly to the observation point and looked down with binoculars. He saw the Manchu Qing troops were still acting unhurriedly. Most of the team had already entered the encirclement circle, and only less than one-fifth of the troops were still outside the attack range.

"Did I not sleep at all?" Such a thought suddenly arose in Zhang Yu's mind. His repeated waking up was just him accidentally dozing off just now. Thinking of this, Zhang Yu took out his pocket watch. The hands had moved a large angle from the last time Zhang Yu looked. Zhang Yu rubbed his eyes, only then confirming that the Manchu Qing actually spent a full three hours walking less than four *li*. Moreover, looking at it now, the troops of the Thirty-first Regiment actually intended to set up camp and cook. No wonder the comrades of the Operations Section hadn't woken him up until now; Zhang Yu thoroughly understood what was going on.

"Let's attack as soon as they stop," Zhang Yu ordered.
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Chapter 83 The Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign (Part 1)

After entering September, there was no summer heat in Xuzhou even during the day. Duan Qirui naturally didn't know that the average temperature a hundred years later was a bit higher than in 1907, while Duan Qirui's biggest opponent now, Chen Ke, was privately satisfied with this temperature. In any case, it was impossible for Duan Qirui to have such a concept as annual average temperature.

Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen sat facing each other in the official hall. The temperature inside the room was lower than outside, but even so, Duan Qirui didn't feel cool; he only felt his palms were always somewhat clammy. A notice was placed in front of the two; this was the notice posted by the People's Party in Beijing city. The stimulation brought to Duan Qirui by this arrogant practice was far less impactful than the content of the notice: the People's Party annihilated the Thirty-first Regiment of the Hubei New Army. Such a big event, Duan Qirui actually saw it from the People's Party notice sent over by the Ministry of Army. Such an absurd thing made Duan Qirui very depressed.

"This matter shouldn't be a false statement made by Chen Ke." Wang Shizhen was much calmer than Duan Qirui, at least his speech looked no different from usual.

Duan Qirui respected Wang Shizhen very much. Actually, not just Duan Qirui, but the vast majority of Beiyang officers were convinced by Wang Shizhen. Although anxious in his heart, Duan Qirui still waited silently for Wang Shizhen to finish speaking, because Wang Shizhen never spoke lightly.

Sure enough, Wang Shizhen didn't let Duan Qirui wait in vain. He stood up and pointed to the map, saying: "The Thirty-first Regiment should be finished; the Hubei New Army can no longer be counted on. The notice also said the People's Party advanced troops to Huangpi Pass; these words are probably a feint, just to make the Hubei New Army dare not move. Not only the Hubei New Army, but if the People's Party sends a thousand or so people now to feign an attack on Wuhu, the Jiangnan New Army will have to return to Jiangnan immediately. The original three-pronged siege had many flaws; the Ministry of Army thought to make Chen Ke attend to one thing and lose another. But after the Hubei New Army route retreated in defeat, it became a situation where only our route is confronting the People's Party head-on. We can't count on others anymore."

What Wang Shizhen said was simple strategic situation. Duan Qirui knew Wang Shizhen's meaning wasn't to talk about strategy; what Wang Shizhen wanted to emphasize was the last sentence: "We can't count on others anymore."

"Old brother, do you think we can't win against Chen Ke?" Duan Qirui asked.

Wang Shizhen didn't answer directly. He continued: "I've carefully watched these battles fought by Chen Ke. He never fights head-on; it's either surprise attacks or setting up ambushes for encirclement. As long as Chen Ke makes a move, he will definitely wipe out a government army completely. The government army only sends out one or two routes each time, but every time they think perfectly beforehand: if they can do this and that, they can put Chen Ke in a desperate situation. But Chen Ke annihilates the government army at the key points where the government army has to fight, making the government army's situation collapse completely instead. Advancing separately to attack together will only give Chen Ke the opportunity to defeat them one by one."

Duan Qirui nodded slightly. Although a rare complaining flavor appeared in Wang Shizhen's words, Duan Qirui agreed quite a bit. Actually, this military plan of a three-pronged joint attack on Chen Ke wasn't bad. Only after the separate advance and joint attack failed completely now did Duan Qirui figure out how to fight. In terms of paper work, it should have been Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen's troops engaging Chen Ke head-on first, suppressing Chen Ke completely so he was powerless to divide his forces, and then the Hubei New Army and Jiangnan would attack from two other sides. Theoretically, Chen Ke definitely couldn't withstand such a situation. But in this troop dispatch, the three parties had no coordination at all, and it could even be said that each had ulterior motives and performed perfunctorily. As a result, after the weakest Hubei New Army was annihilated, the situation transformed in a direction favorable to Chen Ke. Chen Ke not only didn't have to worry about Hubei, but the troops in Anqing still had spare energy to make the Jiangnan New Army unable to move.

Thinking of this, Duan Qirui had to sigh: "Old brother, we really can only rely on our own Beiyang people."

"We can only send troops immediately!" Wang Shizhen was concise, and Duan Qirui nodded immediately. Both were heavyweights of a region. Chen Ke's victory triggered strong dissatisfaction from the Ministry of Army; telegrams and documents urging the two to advance came one after another. Moreover, Chen Ke wantonly mocked Cixi as "Manchu Qing Bandit Gang Female Bandit Chief"; this appropriate metaphor thoroughly enraged Cixi. And Cixi's anger was genuine. For Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui, the higher the position, the less freedom of choice. Complaining about some things was useless; it was better not to mention them.

"Old brother, let's send troops immediately. I'll take the lead," Duan Qirui said firmly.

This battle must be fought. Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen were both Beiyang backbones. If the two really refused to advance on the grounds of the Hubei New Army's failure, even if the court's strict order failed, at most they would be replaced. Even replacement wasn't certain; the court would just reprimand them verbally. But if the two did this, it would only add frost to the snow for the Beiyang faction which had already suffered heavy blows. They would only give those attacking the Beiyang faction more excuses.

In addition, there was another matter the two had to consider. This troop dispatch cost a lot. It took a month for the Beiyang Third Town troops to all arrive in Xuzhou. Fortunately, Wang Shizhen was in Xuzhou; he arranged many things well, so the more than ten thousand troops of the Third Town at least had food and shelter. But the total number of their subordinates was close to twenty thousand. At least twenty thousand *jin* of grain a day; over a month, more than five hundred thousand *jin* of grain were eaten up just like that. The grain that could be collected around Xuzhou was all collected, and grain prices kept rising. Buying grain was simply a bottomless pit. As long as the court choked off the grain and pay, Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen could only watch their troops starve. If fighting a war turned into a troop mutiny—leaving aside other generals—Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui would absolutely not allow such a bast*rd thing to happen to them. If they didn't want this kind of thing to happen, sending troops as soon as possible became the only choice.

The post of Provincial Commander of Jiangbei held by Wang Shizhen was converted from the Governor of Jianghuai. Its predecessor was the Governor of Grain Transport, so he had the power to govern the locality and also concurrently managed grain transport affairs. Wang Shizhen had considerable authority and money and grain in his hands. But involving fighting a war, Wang Shizhen couldn't invest money from grain transport and the locality into the war for a long time either. Fortunately, the one cooperating with Wang Shizhen was Duan Qirui, a sensible person. If it were someone else, they would probably have blocked Wang Shizhen every day asking for money and grain long ago.

Having made the decision to send troops, the two Beiyang generals began to prepare. As the earliest westernized army in China, Beiyang attached great importance to the role of staff officers. Wang Shizhen actually counted as a very qualified chief of staff; he was meticulous in thought and good at observation, and formulating plans was never prone to errors. The Beiyang Third Town used to be Wang Shizhen's subordinates, and now the Staff Department had no intention of resisting at all. With Wang Shizhen sitting in the Staff Department, plans for sending troops were completed one by one.

"Zhou Yong, hurry up and harness the cart," Kong Zhang shouted to the assistant in the grain shop.

"Alright, Young Master," Zhou Yong answered while running towards the livestock shed in the back.

Kong Zhang's grain shop wasn't large in scale, just seven or eight people, but Kong Zhang had been very close to Wang Shizhen recently, so Wang Shizhen also took care of his business. Zhou Yong was twenty-three or twenty-four years old, a helper Kong Zhang newly hired a few months ago. After the flood, many Anhui disaster victims ran to Xuzhou to make a living, asking for very low wages. Zhou Yong knew how to drive a cart and was honest and willing to work. At that time, Kong Zhang had just taken over this grain shop; when hiring people, he took a fancy to Zhou Yong in the crowd at a glance. Even now, Kong Zhang didn't fully understand why the ragged Zhou Yong was so different back then. Perhaps it was Zhou Yong's fearless expression when facing strangers, or perhaps it was that magnanimous temperament on Zhou Yong. Anyway, Zhou Yong could always organize himself in good order. Before being hired by Kong Zhang, although his clothes were worn out, they were carefully patched now. Although not washed spotless, they were obviously washed on time. Old but not dirty. Moreover, Zhou Yong spoke and handled affairs very logically; knowing was knowing, not knowing was not knowing. Unlike other disaster victims who were impetuous and fearful due to bewilderment about future life, afraid others wouldn't know they were capable at all times, wanting to prove they were capable in everything. These all made Kong Zhang like him very much.

Soon, the carts were harnessed. Going together wasn't just the cart driven by Zhou Yong, but also two other carts. Kong Zhang sat directly on Zhou Yong's cart. "Go, to the barracks."

Kong Zhang liked sitting in Zhou Yong's cart. Besides the fact that Zhou Yong never had any strange smell on him, Zhou Yong was also different from other helpers. He never tried to get close to Kong Zhang. Driving was driving; Zhou Yong didn't talk nonsense. Same as usual, Zhou Yong shook the reins, waved the whip, and shouted "Giddyup." After the mule cart started, Zhou Yong, whose driving level was originally just so-so, had improved a lot after working in Kong Zhang's grain shop for a few months. The mule cart went fast and steady. After the cart ran normally, Zhou Yong didn't say another word.

"Zhou Yong, let me ask you something," Kong Zhang spoke first this time. "I want to raise your wages."

"Thank you, Young Master," Zhou Yong answered without looking sideways. Although there was some happiness in his tone, there wasn't the ecstatic feeling others had after encountering such a good thing.

"Zhou Yong, are you preparing to return to your hometown in Anhui?" Kong Zhang couldn't help asking.

"Who doesn't want to go home," Zhou Yong answered calmly.

Kong Zhang heard that Zhou Yong meant he was preparing to go home. He was a bit unhappy. "Zhou Yong, your wages aren't high now, at most enough for your own food and drink. Look, you haven't even bought a set of new clothes in the few months you've been with me. Going home now, you have to bring some more money back to your family, right?"

"What you said is true, but a letter was brought from my hometown in Anhui saying that land has been distributed at home, and life is passable. It's just that there's suddenly going to be a war again, so I didn't leave. At any rate, waiting to see the result after this war is fought. Sigh." After finishing, Zhou Yong sighed.

"What do you mean by this?" Hearing Zhou Yong speak honestly, Kong Zhang immediately became interested.

"Young Master, if the Government Army wins, I will go home immediately. After this military disaster, it won't do if no one supports the family. If the Government Army doesn't win, I can instead earn a bit more money in Xuzhou before going back. So I appreciate Young Master's kindness. You raising my wages is naturally wanting me to work here for a while longer, but I can't even decide my own staying or leaving. If the Government Army wins, I have to leave immediately, which would trouble you instead. So regarding this wage raise, I can't let down Young Master's kindness," Zhou Yong answered calmly.

Hearing this, Kong Zhang didn't know what to say for a moment. Zhou Yong spoke honest words, but Kong Zhang really didn't expect there to be such a reasonable person as Zhou Yong in these years. Kong Zhang felt moved in his heart. He patted Zhou Yong's shoulder. "Zhou Yong, you told me this truth; I can't let your good intentions fall flat like this. How about this? We will still raise the wages, but not that much. I will also ask around for news more recently, and will send you to the barracks to deliver grain more often. You also pay attention to ask for news yourself. The Government Army has set the date for sending troops; it's just a matter of three or four days. Once there is a result, I won't stop you from staying or leaving."

Hearing this, Zhou Yong also looked at Kong Zhang with emotion. He said seriously: "Then thank you very much, Young Master. You might as well start asking if there are any drivers now; don't wait until I leave to look."

"Drivers?" Kong Zhang smiled bitterly. "Now the Government Army is looking for drivers everywhere for grain transport manpower before sending troops. Looking for people will have to wait until this battle is over no matter what. By the way, you also be careful; follow me closely. Don't transport a trip of grain only to be conscripted."

The people at the gate knew Kong Zhang. Seeing him come, they didn't check the vehicles at all and let them into the camp gate. Inside the Beiyang Army camp, it was already bustling with activity at this time. Everyone looked nervous and dashed around madly. Officers had huge tempers; seeing anyone slightly displeasing to the eye, they scolded loudly. Seeing the scene of people shouting and horses neighing, Zhou Yong confirmed that the news Kong Zhang said about the Beiyang Army moving out soon was indeed correct. Because he had learned Putonghua in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Zhou Yong could quite understand what the Beiyang Army was arguing about. Actually, it was nothing more than those marching preparation issues. In the Beiyang Army, the higher-ranking officers were actually more agitated. Zhou Yong saw a senior officer with Regiment Commander shoulder insignia cursing loudly because his horse wasn't fed well. This style made Zhou Yong very disgusted in his heart. If the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were sending troops, these tasks would have been completed by the grassroots commanders below long ago. How big a blunder would have to occur to make a Battalion Commander commanding a thousand people burn with rage? The system in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was complete, or at least constantly perfecting various systems. Battalion Commanders, Political Commissars, and Soldier Committees would have rectified these matters through meetings time and again on normal days; where would it be the turn to fly into a rage before sending troops?

However, according to the specialized training for intelligence work, Zhou Yong just looked curiously once and turned his gaze away. This wasn't just acting; Zhou Yong was really looking at these things with a humble learning attitude.

"May I ask if Provincial Commander Wang is in?" Kong Zhang asked the quartermaster with a smile.

"Mr. Kong, Provincial Commander Wang is in," the quartermaster also laughed. "You go in to see Provincial Commander Wang."

"This isn't appropriate, right?" Kong Zhang said hurriedly. "Provincial Commander Wang is very busy now; I can't disturb him."

"Provincial Commander Wang instructed that for someone doing large-scale grain business like Mr. Kong, he must meet personally. Mr. Kong, please enter," the quartermaster explained.

Kong Zhang instructed the other few drivers to watch the vehicles and let Zhou Yong follow him into the central army tent.

Wang Shizhen wasn't afraid of tediousness in doing things. Logistics and forage were of great importance in this troop dispatch. He was afraid the people below would mess things up, so for anyone selling more than three hundred *shi* of grain, he received them personally. After the personal guard reported, Wang Shizhen ordered someone to bring Kong Zhang in.

"Provincial Commander Wang, this student pays respects here." Kong Zhang stepped forward and bowed.

Wang Shizhen nodded and waved for Kong Zhang to sit down. After thanking him, Kong Zhang sat on the seat beside him. Zhou Yong naturally stood behind Kong Zhang.

"This is..." Wang Shizhen looked at Zhou Yong and asked.

"This is my personal helper; many things in the shop are handled by him," Kong Zhang answered.

Wang Shizhen sized up Zhou Yong carefully before turning his gaze back to Kong Zhang. "Kong Zhang, is the grain ready?"

Kong Zhang bowed slightly. "Provincial Commander Wang, the agreed grain is all ready. But grain after that cannot be guaranteed. Buying too much grain here recently, the grain that can be collected nearby has all been collected. To prepare more, we have to go to farther places. Your business is urgent, Provincial Commander Wang; my father asked me to explain it to you. Within one month, three hundred *shi* can still be raised. More cannot be guaranteed."

Wang Shizhen looked at Kong Zhang with slightly narrowed eyes. Kong Zhang's family was a big household in Xuzhou, known as Kong Ten Thousand Mu. Kong Zhang was the fourth son of the current family head. Originally, he had no share when dividing the family property. The old man let Kong Zhang choose a livelihood himself. Kong Zhang ran to England to study, but learned electricity generation. Kong Zhang thought he had mastered the latest technology and wanted to display his skills. To show what he learned, he even got a hand-cranked generator when he came back. Seeing electric sparks crackling between two metal balls, and listening to Kong Zhang's explanation of electricity, a phrase involuntarily surfaced in the minds of the relatives and friends who came to see the novelty—"Thunderstruck" (*Tian Da Lei Pi*). Old Master Kong only knew after seeing this "trick of pretending to be a ghost" that this son spent thousands of taels of silver to learn such a currently useless "daddy-pit" profession. The old man was so angry; he got sick from anger that night. He didn't give Kong Zhang a good face for many days in a row.

Kong Zhang once ran to Shanghai wanting to work in a power plant. He thought that as a student who studied in England, he should be taken seriously by the British at any rate. As a result, the British looked down on him completely, only giving him a position as an ordinary technician. Kong Zhang worked for a while and felt really depressed, so he ran home. When he returned home, the old man didn't have the heart to let his son be an idler, so he gave him a grain shop business.

Wang Shizhen knew Kong Zhang had a nickname in this Xuzhou city, called "Thunderstruck." Wang Shizhen knew a lot about new technologies; actually, he quite agreed with the electricity industry Kong Zhang engaged in. But China's industry was poor to begin with, and Xuzhou didn't even have a power plant, so Kong Zhang's learning was wasted. Wang Shizhen had thought that if he could exterminate Chen Ke, he would find a way to raise funds to build a power plant. Kong Zhang would have full utility value. So Wang Shizhen had been walking quite close to Kong Zhang during this period.

However, at this moment, Wang Shizhen didn't have any positive thoughts because of cherishing talent. Kong Zhang's old dad "Kong Ten Thousand Mu" was really an old fox. He sold one thousand *shi* of grain to Wang Shizhen this time, but made it clear he didn't want to sell more. Now the Beiyang Army had almost bought up all the grain in Xuzhou. After a while, grain prices would definitely skyrocket, and the grain hoarded by the Kong family could make a big profit. But the Kong Zhang in front of him was the son of Xuzhou's "Kong Ten Thousand Mu" after all, and the Kong family also had a *Jinshi* in the current dynasty, so it wasn't good to offend them.

Although Kong Zhang carried the reputation of "Thunderstruck," he wasn't rigid. Wang Shizhen used both coercion and inducement, but Kong Zhang spoke exactly the same from beginning to end: collecting grain was difficult, really having the will but lacking the strength. Wang Shizhen knew he really had no time to deal with Kong Zhang now, so after agreeing on when the three hundred *shi* of grain would be delivered, he let Kong Zhang go.

Having achieved his goal, Kong Zhang didn't lack any etiquette when leaving leisurely. Wang Shizhen looked at Kong Zhang's back but couldn't help casting his gaze on Zhou Yong. Wang Shizhen clearly felt Zhou Yong was really different from the masses. Zhou Yong was really too relaxed; that was the expression only people with a well-thought-out plan would have. As Kong Zhang's helper, having such performance was really too abnormal. What made Wang Shizhen particularly concerned was that when Zhou Yong left with Kong Zhang, his demeanor and movements were a bit too appropriate. This showed Zhou Yong completely understood the content of the conversation between Kong Zhang and himself. If Zhou Yong was Kong Zhang's shopkeeper, that attitude of being unmoved by the conversation content wasn't normal either. This demeanor made Wang Shizhen couldn't help thinking of a person, that person was Chen Ke. When Chen Ke met Yuan Shikai back then, he also had quite this feeling. That was an attitude of not being subordinate to anyone; that was an attitude of having a very strong backbone. Wang Shizhen thought Chen Ke was too arrogant at the time; later he understood Chen Ke couldn't even be called arrogant. That was simply the attitude one would have only if they didn't treat Yuan Shikai as their own person.

Unexpectedly seeing such a person again today, Wang Shizhen felt very unhappy in his heart.

Kong Zhang didn't have the insight accumulated by Wang Shizhen's experience. The reason he pulled Zhou Yong to see Wang Shizhen was to let Zhou Yong know there was a future in following him. Zhou Yong worked seriously, and also could read, understanding addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division arithmetic. Plus driving was also not bad; it would be a pity not to keep such a person.

After going out the door, Zhou Yong still drove as usual, not saying an extra word. Kong Zhang finally understood that Zhou Yong was determined to return to his hometown in Anhui.

Returning to the grain shop, Zhou Yong had nothing else to do. Waiting until before lunch at noon, he secretly took out a pencil and wrote a note. After eating, he went out towards the City God Temple. Not far after walking, he saw a beggar sunning himself against the wall, with three words "Do good deeds" written in white ash in front of him.

"Beggar, go home," Zhou Yong laughed.

The beggar hurriedly said: "Reward three mantou to eat."

"Three? Not even one," Zhou Yong laughed.

"Not even one, then you ate it yourself. Do a good deed; we are all from poor backgrounds. Looking at your physique, five mantou a meal isn't the end. Rewarding half a mantou is always possible, right?"

"Scram!" Zhou Yong spat.

"Where do you want me to scram to? I want to scram home," the beggar said lazily.

"Who doesn't want to go home," Zhou Yong sighed.

Seeing Zhou Yong had feelings of homesickness, the beggar hurriedly came up to hold Zhou Yong's hand. Zhou Yong hurriedly shook off the beggar's dirty hand and walked away quickly with a look of disgust. That beggar chuckled and secretly tucked the piece of paper in Zhou Yong's palm into his bosom.

In the evening, Zhou Yong went out again. The location agreed on the note was very secluded; someone was already waiting there in the shadows. Zhou Yong identified carefully; he couldn't see the face clearly but knew it wasn't the beggar from the day. The two exchanged secret codes, and Zhou Yong told the collected intelligence to the liaison officer. The liaison officer listened carefully, not saying a word from beginning to end. When Zhou Yong finished reporting, the liaison officer only said "Understood" and got up to leave.

"Wait, comrade, I want to ask, when can I return to the troops?" Zhou Yong asked. The comrades who came to Xuzhou with him this time were all capable generals selected by the organization. Xuzhou city wasn't small either; everyone hadn't met since dispersing. Zhou Yong almost felt he was abandoned by the organization until he encountered important intelligence. He went to contact according to the contact method, and sure enough found the intelligence system was really working. And what Zhou Yong cared about most was when he could return to the troops. When selected at that time, Zhou Yong felt he could be competent for this job. After actually doing it, he felt he really didn't understand himself.

"I will report your request to the organization. Do the work well first now."

"Please be sure to report this matter to the organization. I really want to go back to fight."

"Mhm." The courier responded and left the meeting place along the shadows.

Early the next morning, in a private house outside the city, several pigeons flew over the wall, flapping their wings towards the western sky.

The report of Zhou Yong requesting to return to work in the troops was transmitted back to the base area along with the intelligence. After the intelligence officer parsed the document, he categorized the two pieces of intelligence and sent them to the departments they should be sent to respectively. It wasn't the first time the Special Service Section responsible for exterior line intelligence work received such an application. In fact, all dispatched intelligence officers submitted the same application, which made the Section Chief of the Special Service Section frown tightly.

The Operations Department was beaming with joy. Intelligence from various places indicated the movements of the Beiyang New Army, and the intelligence transmitted by Zhou Yong was especially useful. The quantity of grain collected by the Beiyang Army was simply too critical a datum. The grain price in Xuzhou could certainly reflect problems; for example, the continuously high grain price indicated someone was buying grain on a large scale. But exactly how much was bought was unknown. What could be known now was that Wang Shizhen presided over this matter. It would be better if it could be more detailed.

The Operations Department reported this idea to Chen Ke. Chen Ke answered very simply: "No need for the time being." Chen Ke always attached importance to intelligence work, but Chen Ke felt the comrades had walked into a misunderstanding regarding intelligence work recently. There were often things like "stealing secret letters" in storytelling, as if a battle was decided by those few letters or operational plans. Actually, with the execution ability of the Manchu Qing army, they simply couldn't carry out the operational plan they formulated without distortion. Even if the opponent was the Beiyang elite, Chen Ke didn't think the Beiyang Army could do these. Being overly addicted to the "accuracy" of intelligence would only cause negative effects.

Not only the Beiyang Army, but the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was also the same. Zhang Yu's victory on the southern line directly led to a big change in the initial deployment. The troops originally used for emergency on the southern front were greatly reduced. If the earliest operational plan was stolen by Beiyang, then when the fighting really started, Beiyang would find the number of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops was more than in the plan. The Military Commission replaced a regiment stationed in Hefei in the original plan with a newly formed reinforced battalion. All troops of the 104th Division were used for the campaign to annihilate the Beiyang Army.

Due to the ample troop strength, the plan re-formulated by the Military Commission was bolder and more aggressive. The original plan was to attack the group located in the enemy's rear first. Now in the new plan, a regiment would be sent to attack Xuzhou. Once Xuzhou was lost, no matter how much courage and resourcefulness Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen had, they couldn't persist. In the process of their withdrawal, there were countless opportunities to utilize. If fighting according to the original plan, Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen would definitely be careful at every step, and there would be too few opportunities to take advantage of.

This bold plan was proposed by Zhang Yu. He originally volunteered to undertake this work. But Chen Ke gave him another order. Chen Ke ordered Zhang Yu to feign an attack on Wuhu after crossing the Yangtze River, letting the Jiangnan New Army return to the south of the Yangtze River. The new operational plan had a far larger operational scope than the initial plan, and the deterrence to the Manchu Qing was equally greater. Chen Ke even suspected whether the Manchu Qing could bear this failure.
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The Beiyang Army had the style of a government army. When Duan Qirui sent troops, he specifically set the departure ceremony outside the west gate of Xuzhou city. All units of the Beiyang Third Town—town, brigade, regiment, and battalion—flew their respective military flags. The autumn wind was strong; as the cool autumn wind passed, various flags fluttered, truly a display of waving banners. Duan Qirui wore the military uniform of a Commander, and the yellow tassels looked majestic and solemn too.

Maintaining order for the Beiyang Army were government Yamen runners. They looked enviously at the Beiyang Army in bright clothes, and envious gazes were mainly cast on those officers in bright military uniforms. Fortunately, the onlookers looked at the huge military array and curiously wanted to get closer in their hearts, but were frightened by the murderous spirit of these soldiers. At least no one recklessly wanted to squeeze forward too much.

Kong Zhang brought Zhou Yong to watch the troop dispatch too, but the Kong family could get a better position. On the second floor of a teahouse near the open ground temporarily serving as a drill ground, Kong Zhang and Zhou Yong sat by the window overlooking the neat military array. Kong Zhang knew the evaluation of people around him; the nickname "Thunderstruck" had long reached Kong Zhang's ears. Kong Zhang showed no reaction on the surface, but in his heart, he looked down extremely on these ignorant rats who criticized him. If he invited these rats to watch such an exciting scene as troop dispatch, heaven knew what boring words they would say. But bringing those subordinates who only knew how to flatter him submissively was equally boring. In comparison, Zhou Yong, who could deal with him normally, showed his value.

Moreover, Kong Zhang was Zhou Yong's employer after all, so he consciously felt some psychological superiority. Zhou Yong didn't care what Kong Zhang thought at all. He went up to the teahouse with Kong Zhang completely normally. The waiter served tea, and Zhou Yong poured tea and water for Kong Zhang, fulfilling the necessary etiquette. When Kong Zhang turned his head to look at the Beiyang military array, Zhou Yong also turned his head to observe. Looking from different heights and angles, the feeling was also completely different. Zhou Yong was a deputy platoon leader in the troops and had undergone short-term training in the military academy. In his view, the Beiyang Army in front of him could indeed be called a formidable enemy, but the Beiyang Army lacked many extremely critical things. A very specific feeling, Zhou Yong couldn't explain it clearly either. If he had to say it, this army wasn't a whole, but composed of many distinct parts. Whether senior officers, mid-level officers, or soldiers, the distance between them was so close, yet it was like being separated by something invisible. Most importantly, whether officers or soldiers, they were accustomed to these separations, and even considered them natural. In the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, this was absolutely abnormal.

While observing, Zhou Yong heard Kong Zhang beside him suddenly laugh: "Zhou Yong, could it be you have also been a soldier?"

Zhou Yong turned his head and saw Kong Zhang looking at him, with a somewhat strange expression on his face. Zhou Yong actually didn't dislike Kong Zhang. Kong Zhang came from a big household and was an overseas student, but because his major was too advanced, he couldn't display his ambition. In his depression, he actually didn't have any hostility, which could be considered rare. Although Kong Zhang's demeanor was very rude, Zhou Yong didn't take it to heart. He smiled. "Young Master, I haven't been a soldier."

Kong Zhang was very puzzled by Zhou Yong's frank smile. Just now Kong Zhang was also looking at the military array. "The layman watches the scene, the expert watches the method." Kong Zhang was completely watching the scene. If others watched with Kong Zhang, they would inevitably shout and talk nonsense like other spectators in the teahouse. Zhou Yong's silent reaction was already unique enough. Kong Zhang glanced at Zhou Yong very casually and saw Zhou Yong looking at the Beiyang military array with a focused expression. Kong Zhang was very familiar with this kind of gaze; he had seen it on many European technicians and engineers. They had such gazes when studying mechanical equipment of their profession. It was very abnormal for Zhou Yong, a disaster victim, to have such a reaction to the Beiyang military array.

Zhou Yong looked back at Kong Zhang with bright eyes. That simple and steady gaze made Kong Zhang not know what to ask. Just at this moment, the Beiyang military band began to play. The military music "*The Beiyang New Army is Advancing*" was a tune Chen Ke plagiarized from "*Soviet March*" in *Red Alert 3*. That fierce aura shocked one's heart after hearing it. The departure ceremony led by Duan Qirui had ended. Hearing this tune with European style, Kong Zhang couldn't help being attracted. Plus he also knew he couldn't ask anything more from Zhou Yong, so Kong Zhang simply turned his attention back to the window.

Duan Qirui and other senior officers on the platform still stood there, and the soldiers below had lined up and begun to march according to deployment. The second floor of the teahouse was far from the platform, so he couldn't see the expressions of these people clearly. But the excited and high-spirited movements of the marching soldiers were quite interesting.

Kong Zhang couldn't help looking at Zhou Yong again. Zhou Yong looked at the ranks of the Beiyang New Army thoughtfully; that gaze was definitely not something a military layman would have. What exactly did Zhou Yong do? Associating Zhou Yong's Anhui origin and his usual calm and unhurried style, Kong Zhang couldn't help feeling a shock in his heart.

Zhou Yong didn't care what Kong Zhang would think. He had already received the notice from the organization. The latest military operation might be launched in Xuzhou. Other comrades had already been incorporated into the new combat department inside Xuzhou city. Zhou Yong might contact the military camp in Xuzhou, so he wasn't transferred to the new action department. As a veteran soldier of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Zhou Yong had participated in a series of campaigns. Especially participating in the first Battle of Anqing; that was his first time traveling a thousand *li*. After this campaign, the imagination of the cadres in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was greatly improved. Once the Beiyang Army sent troops on a large scale, Xuzhou would be empty, and the difficulty for the People's Party to surprise attack Xuzhou would also be greatly reduced. After the first Battle of Anqing, the People's Party didn't occupy Anqing, which puzzled quite a few comrades at the time.

There were some basic strategy courses in the military academy. Chen Ke specifically talked about "Lose land to save people, people and land both survive; lose people to save land, people and land both lost" in class. The comrades understood but couldn't accept it. Later, the several battles for Anqing proved Chen Ke's penetrating insight in strategy. The current Xuzhou was also the same. As long as it wasn't for occupying Xuzhou long-term, the difficulty for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to seize Xuzhou was very small. For Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen, Xuzhou was their old nest; after losing Xuzhou, they would definitely panic. Since there was no intention to occupy Xuzhou originally, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could completely sweep Xuzhou's armaments clean and then withdraw to the base area. There was no Manchu Qing army between Anhui and Xuzhou, so the People's Party could naturally traverse the two places without worrying about anything else. Even if the Manchu Qing retook Xuzhou, so what? If they wanted to rebuild their military and political rule in Xuzhou, they would need a large amount of investment. Even if they rebuilt the military and political affairs of this Xuzhou, so what? If these troops huddled inside Xuzhou city, it would be meaningless. If the Manchu Qing still conducted mobile warfare with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could still do the same thing again and retake Xuzhou.

Regarding these strategic issues, Chen Ke had talked about them all. The more Zhou Yong savored them, the more reasonable they seemed. What he wanted most now was to finish fighting quickly and return to the troops to continue engaging in familiar military work. The intelligence department was indeed key; Zhou Yong admitted this himself. Now Zhou Yong was convinced he really wasn't suitable for this revolutionary work. Looking at the ranks of the Beiyang Army, what Zhou Yong thought of was the comrades far away in Anhui. They should be ready to go, or even already embarked on the journey, right?

Zhou Yong didn't think wrong; the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had indeed completed the final general mobilization. The troop scale of the 104th Division was larger, stationed in four areas of the base area. Chen Ke didn't engage in any concentration; he personally went to the four areas to review the troops. After Zhang Yu solved the problem of the Hubei New Army on the southern line, the four regiments of the 104th Division were stationed along the Huai River. The most elite First Regiment was stationed in Wuhe County; they undertook the heavy responsibility of attacking Xuzhou. After the Beiyang Army went south into the base area, the First Regiment would bypass the Beiyang Army and go north to attack Xuzhou. To avoid the attack of the Jiangnan New Army, Zhang Yu had already commanded the troops to cross the Yangtze River and was now advancing east. If there were no accidents, Zhang Yu should have already taken Tongling, which was weakly defended.

First Regiment Commander Yang Baogui personally accompanied Chen Ke to review the troops. As the creator of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Chen Ke already knew what exactly to look for during a review. Neat queues meant the discipline of the troops; people were not wooden stakes that wouldn't move if placed there. Whether the soldiers had enough energy and physical strength to maintain the neatness of the queues for a long time meant the training level. And the firm will contained in the soldiers' eyes was the indication of whether the political work of the troops was in place. Doing political work well wasn't making soldiers think a lot and making their gaze complicated. After political work was done in place, the soldiers of the troops would solve all doubts; they knew what they were fighting for, and the remaining thought in their hearts was an extremely simple gaze. Overwhelming all problems and obtaining the final victory.

Striding past the front of the neat queue of more than four thousand people of the First Regiment, when meeting the soldiers' eyes, what Chen Ke saw was sufficiently firm gazes. Chen Ke's gaze was equally firm. Without avoiding any line of sight at all, Chen Ke even actively inspected the expressions of thousands of soldiers. Amidst the gazes of thousands of people, Chen Ke was calm and composed; his mind was clear and bright. As the supreme commander of this army, Chen Ke could already put these thousands of soldiers before his eyes, as well as the tens of thousands of soldiers he had reviewed, into his heart. These people were the revolutionary army Chen Ke represented. Chen Ke could even clearly distinguish which gazes were firm, which gazes were overly excited or slightly fearful, and which gazes were awe or longing.

"Hello, comrades!" Before every square formation, Chen Ke would shout loudly.

"Hello, Chief!" The soldiers responded in unison.

"Comrades have worked hard!"

"Serve the people!"

As the commander of this parade, First Regiment Commander Yang Baogui followed behind Chen Ke with He Zudao. Hearing this dialogue full of aura, Yang Baogui only felt the hair on his back stand up like being struck by lightning. Although he was a regiment commander, he actually didn't have much experience of reviewing troops formally like this. The response of the troops blew past Yang Baogui's body like a storm, as if trying to push Yang Baogui away. Yang Baogui felt the hair on his body seemed to stand up under this force. Looking up at Chen Ke in front, he saw Chen Ke walking calmly in front of the team. All the sound waves couldn't shake Chen Ke's figure at all, and Chen Ke was communicating with the soldiers through dialogue. Yang Baogui suddenly felt an awe from the bottom of his heart. At least for now, Yang Baogui knew he couldn't achieve Chen Ke's calm communication. Although Yang Baogui was the First Regiment Commander, the First Regiment was still Chen Ke's troop. If the soldiers were asked to choose, the soldiers would definitely choose Chen Ke first.

After reviewing the formation on foot, Chen Ke ascended the reviewing stand accompanied by He Zudao, Yang Baogui, and others. He stood in front of Chen Ke, raised his hand in salute, and then said loudly: "Chairman Chen Ke, can the march-past begin now?"

"Begin," Chen Ke answered clearly.

With the order, the square formations of the troops began to form teams one by one and passed the reviewing stand in high spirits.

After the review ended, Chen Ke convened a military meeting of the First Regiment. "Regiment Commander Yang scouted the road personally this time; it was truly hard work," Chen Ke laughed.

Hearing this, Yang Baogui felt warm in his heart. To grasp more detailed intelligence, Yang Baogui and the Chief of Staff formed a small team and personally walked the land route once. Along the way were plain areas, and travel was also convenient. Even with such not very detailed pathfinding, Yang Baogui felt much more assured in his heart. Maps, no matter how detailed, couldn't compare to walking a trip personally like this. Chen Ke confirmed such hard work first; not only Yang Baogui, but the comrades accompanying him were also very encouraged.

Yang Baogui asked: "There aren't many enemies on the marching route; the troops should be able to arrive in Xuzhou smoothly. I just want to ask how long we have to hold Xuzhou; I hope the Military Commission can give a precise word."

"This kind of thing depends on the reaction of Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui. The distance is just three or four hundred *li*; running fast, they arrive in five or six days. The Military Commission doesn't think it will trigger a chain attack from the Manchu Qing. The key depends on which path the Beiyang Army chooses. At that time, the Beiyang Army will be desperate and definitely will risk their lives."

"Chairman Chen, then let's simply block Duan Qirui in Suzhou (Anhui)," Yang Baogui worried most that he wouldn't have a battle to fight. Since this campaign was personally commanded by Chen Ke, he suspected the Beiyang Army basically had no ability to escape the base area. Suzhou was south of Xuzhou, closer to the base area. If they wanted to effectively influence Xuzhou after the war, occupying Suzhou was imperative.

"If we can prevent the Beiyang Army from plaguing the base area, I still don't want to let the Beiyang Army plague it. But if the troops fight against Beiyang in field battles, I feel the losses will be too great. We can't bear such losses." Chen Ke stated his thoughts very bluntly. "Drag Duan Qirui down and skinny first, then annihilate him in one blow. Fighting when the Beiyang Army still has spare energy, we suffer losses."

"Encounter the enemy where they are, and defeat them there. If no enemy is encountered, then strike straight at the bandit army's nest, Fengtai." This was the strategy formulated by Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen. Duan Qirui himself was from Anhui, ancestral home Lu'an. His grandfather Duan Pei (courtesy name Yunshan) had trafficked private salt with Liu Mingchuan and organized militia training in his early years, gaining merit in suppressing the Nian Army. He was an official Commander of the Huai Army, leading troops outside. Local tyrants Liu Nan and Liu Shu ran rampant in the countryside; Duan Pei killed them out of righteousness, thus forging a feud. Duan Qirui's father Duan Congwen farmed at home, living by renting land for cultivation. In early 1869, to avoid revenge from the local tyrant surnamed Liu, Duan Congwen moved the whole family to Yanliumiao, Shouzhou. Although the Duan family moved to Hefei a year later, the young Duan Qirui could still vaguely remember the peaks of Shouzhou. Shouzhou was only thirty *li* from the Fengtai County base area. Duan Qirui not only looked forward to eliminating the chaotic party Chen Ke through war, but Duan Qirui also had sufficient enthusiasm for fighting back to the hometown he once lived in.

From the map, Fengtai County was in a position slightly west of the south of Xuzhou. After entering October, the weather was clear. The Beiyang Army divided into two groups. Wang Shizhen was in front, and Duan Qirui's Third Town was in the rear instead. Jiangsu was Wang Shizhen's territory after all; him acting as the guide was more efficient. This journey was also very smooth. The two armies paused briefly in Suzhou to rest and reorganize. Duan Qirui then took the lead; the Third Town continued south as the vanguard, heading straight for Huaiyuan. Huaiyuan had already fallen into the hands of the People's Party; both Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen believed that place would likely be the first battlefield.

The closer to Huaiyuan county town, the more abnormal the surrounding scenery became. Although Duan Qirui was from Anhui, his time in the north far exceeded his time in Anhui. In the Anhui of his memory, fields were scattered, but the land of the base area entering Duan Qirui's line of sight changed according to the terrain, but the land was connected into large blocks. Between the fields, there were obviously unfinished projects, looking very much like water conservancy projects. But they were divided into sections; Duan Qirui couldn't figure out for a moment how the gap in between was solved.

These doubts were just small problems. Wang Shizhen had explained to Duan Qirui in detail the "New Deal" promoted by the People's Party in the bandit area. While the Qing court was still arguing about "constitutionalism," in the bandit area, not only was there no argument, but various places had elected their own "People's Representatives" and formed local governments. Of course, before promoting "constitutional government," the People's Party had already breached all the fortified villages within its sphere of influence. Among these "People's Representatives," the number of mud-legs (peasants) was very large; they were all firm followers of the bandits. Thinking that the "constitutional government" Lord Yuan Shikai strove to design was actually realized first in Anhui in such a mode, Duan Qirui had an indescribable feeling in his heart.

Regarding land reform in the bandit area, Duan Qirui also knew a lot. Regarding the matter of the People's Party bandits personally building water conservancy, Duan Qirui scoffed at it. A group of bandits with today but no tomorrow, even if they engaged in some water conservancy construction, it was just pretending to deceive the common people. Only after personally seeing these farmlands and seeing the unfinished but large-scale water conservancy projects did Duan Qirui realize he was wrong. These bandits were not perfunctory; they were really engaging in construction.

As the march proceeded, Duan Qirui saw with his own eyes that this kind of large-scale land was not just in one or two places, but appeared constantly. The intervals between large patches of fields were also some unsuitable land. These weren't left empty either; bamboo forests and tree forests covered these lands unsuitable for cultivation in large patches. Duan Qirui even saw many mulberry trees. Although they were all small trees, small trees would always grow up. The People's Party not only emphasized agriculture but also sericulture. They really treated the bandit area as their own territory.

The scenery of the farmland was nice, but there were no farmers in the fields. Even less was there the scene of common people lining the streets to welcome the "King's Army." The more he saw, the uglier Duan Qirui's face became. It wasn't rare for common people to hide from military disasters, but hiding so cleanly was rare. Large troop marching was a rare thing after all. According to Duan Qirui's experience, no matter how sparse the population in the fields was, there would always be people watching the excitement. Marching for two days, they actually hadn't seen any common people watching the excitement. This was a bit too worrying.

Scout cavalry galloped back and forth between Huaiyuan County and the long main force of the Beiyang Third Town. Two scouts rushed to Duan Qirui's central army. "Reporting to Commander Duan, Commander Sun has already taken Huaiyuan county town."

"How many bandit troops are inside Huaiyuan county town?" Duan Qirui asked closely.

The two scouts looked a bit strange. They paused before answering: "There are no bandits in the county town; the city gates were wide open. Commander Sun entered the county town directly."

Although Sun Yongsheng asked these two scouts to say some good words for him, Duan Qirui wasn't that easy to fool. The scouts finally told the truth.

Regarding easily occupying a county town in the bandit area, the Beiyang Army officers following Duan Qirui were all beaming with joy. Duan Qirui said with a cold face: "Understood, go."

Watching the scouts leave like lightning, an officer already leaned up. "Commander Duan, now the bandits dare not accept battle..."

While talking, gunshots suddenly rang out on the open field. Not just one place; gunshots sounding simultaneously in seven or eight places plunged the main force of the Beiyang Army into chaos instantly. The units not attacked were still advancing, while in the attacked units, due to casualties appearing, the formation fell into chaos instantly. When the comrade beside him fell on his shoulder screaming, the first feeling of the nearby Beiyang Army soldier was panic and fear. The attackers used repeating rifles; in a moment, the five bullets in the magazine were all fired. In the chaotic and panicked gaze of the Beiyang Army, someone saw some figures flash at the places where wisps of gunpowder smoke rose from shooting, and then no other movement could be seen.

"Line up, line up!" The low-level officers of the Beiyang Army shouted immediately. These were quite qualified Beiyang Army officers. Being attacked directly led to the confusion of the Beiyang marching column; if order couldn't be restored in a short time, the impact on the Beiyang Army would be disastrous.

"Send people to chase immediately! Order, heavy rewards for catching these people." Duan Qirui issued the order without even thinking. At this time, they absolutely couldn't be beaten passively; this was just common military sense. Others had already attacked; if he still just watched and took the beating, this kind of thing was fundamentally impossible to happen in the Beiyang Army which "won by courage."

Soon, small units rushed out from the crowd, charging towards the places where shots were fired. "Heavy rewards for catching these bandit soldiers!" In the charging teams, officers shouted loudly. This shout of heavy rewards instantly overwhelmed the panic of being attacked in the hearts of the Beiyang Army. Soldiers of quite a few units already looked at the officers of their own units with eager eyes, hoping such a good thing could fall on their heads.

As if to guide the Beiyang Army, figures in dark blue military uniforms were seen in several places. Those people carried guns, and no one knew how they ran to that position. Anyway, those figures leaped into the unfinished ditches everywhere with skilled movements, and then disappeared from the Beiyang Army's field of vision. In an instant, more than a dozen Beiyang Army small units left the ranks, chasing in the direction of the attackers.

The plain in autumn was open. The attackers carefully selected retreat routes; they fully utilized the terrain and unfinished water conservancy facilities to avoid the Beiyang Army's line of sight. But there were no continuous hiding places on the plain. After running far, the figures of these people were finally completely exposed. Their wildly running figures were seen clearly by the Beiyang Army tailing behind. The low-level commanders of the pursuing Beiyang Army said nothing more and immediately ordered their small units to line up and shoot. However, this distance was a bit too far, and the enemy was a bit too cunning. They didn't run in a straight line at all; although running fast when fleeing for their lives, they always ran obliquely. This made aiming with gun muzzles quite difficult. Several rounds of shooting by the Beiyang Army didn't hit a single enemy. Those people ran for their lives as if they hadn't heard the gunshots. Seeing that they were about to get out of rifle range.

"Chase!" The Beiyang officers issued the order. The main force naturally couldn't divide into several routes to chase these very few enemies. A total of about four hundred Beiyang troops broke away from the main force, divided into seven teams, and chased over.

The Beiyang Army had always trained hard, but the escaping enemies seemed even more hardworking. Seeing them agile and vigorous one by one, running without stopping at all. This was the first battle after the Beiyang Army entered the base area. How could the attacking Beiyang Army let them escape? As long as they could capture alive or kill these people, the first merit would properly fall on their heads, and reward money naturally wouldn't be lacking. Since the enemies were all out of range, the Beiyang Army stopped shooting; they also buried their heads and chased fiercely all the way.

"Commander Duan, should we set up camp temporarily?" A New Army staff officer leaned up and asked. Just now some troops chased out, and some troops chased a bit but couldn't continue. The originally neat marching column already had confusion.

"How many brothers are injured?" Duan Qirui asked.

"This, still under detailed investigation."

"Reorganize the team temporarily, calculate the number of injured quickly." Duan Qirui answered with a cold face. He never expected the first battle to start like this. Duan Qirui had seen many bandits; those people relied on numbers to embolden themselves. Even if it was a "sneak attack," the number dispatched was quite large. The Beiyang Army marched quite carefully, sending sentries on both sides. But Chen Ke's bandit crowd actually used groups of three or four people, with seven groups launching attacks simultaneously. This tactic was something Duan Qirui had never seen before. Presumably, these attacking bandits must be the elite dare-to-die soldiers under Chen Ke. If these people couldn't be eliminated, the Beiyang marching would have to worry about attacks from both sides at all times; how could they march then?

Soon, the Beiyang team restored order, and the casualty statistics result also came out. Hearing the result of eighteen dead and fifty-two wounded, the faces of Duan Qirui and the officers gathered around him became extremely ugly. In the blink of an eye, it was seventy casualties. If it went on like this, how could this war be fought?

"How are the pursuing troops?" Duan Qirui asked ferociously.

As if to inform Duan Qirui of the fate of the pursuing troops, the marching staff officer didn't answer. From the direction the Beiyang Army pursued, several dull explosion sounds came from afar. Then dense gunshots violently broke the silence in the empty fields. The Beiyang Army pursuers seemed to have encountered an ambush.

When the Beiyang Army divided into large groups and began to sortie, and the large groups of men and horses arrived at the seven battlefields cautiously and tremblingly, what they saw were extremely bloody scenes. Either there were large pits formed after landmines exploded on the ground, with complete or incomplete Beiyang Army dead and wounded scattered around the explosion point. Or a ground full of dead bodies, with a few wounded soldiers occasionally wailing and groaning in the pile of dead bodies. Apart from these, not a single piece of Beiyang Army weapon could be seen. Asking the surviving wounded, they groaned and told the arriving Beiyang Army that many bandit soldiers rushed out from the ambush locations. Regardless of whether the Beiyang wounded lived or died, they snatched the weapons and ran.

In the first battle with the Bandit Army, Beiyang suffered nearly five hundred casualties. This was the first time in the history of the Beiyang Army. The enemy dispatched large troops, but these troops fled immediately after a successful hit. Except for footprints all over the ground, not even a shadow of a person could be seen. The Third Town had twelve thousand people, a very large number. But these twelve thousand people placed on the vast wilderness counted for nothing.

Looking as far as the eye could see, the wilderness seemed like a boundless ocean, while the Beiyang Army seemed like a small handful of sand grains. Facing such vast land, from officers to soldiers, fear arose in the hearts of almost every Beiyang Army officer and soldier.
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"The Beiyang Army is really silly enough; once lured, they really followed. Haha!"

"Isn't this known as the Manchu Qing's number one strong army? I don't think they are that great. Fighting like this, the Beiyang Army will be finished after a few times."

"Our Second Regiment is capable of fighting. Fighting Beiyang relies on us."

"Chairman Chen arranged for us to fight like this before the war. When has Chairman Chen ever been wrong? Following Chairman Chen properly is absolutely right."

Laughter and joyous chatter filled the station of the Second Regiment. The first battle was a great victory, annihilating close to five hundred enemies. Nearly four hundred intact or broken guns were brought back. The soldiers of the Second Regiment had reason to be so happy.

"Dinner today is stewed meat! It's still the old recipe from when Chairman Chen comforted the troops." After this news spread, it triggered the joy of the troops even more. A pig was worth half a political commissar; being able to taste delicious food after the war was immeasurable for boosting morale. Many soldiers of the Second Regiment came from Fengtai County. A year ago, Chen Ke brought pork to comfort the troops, which even caused a stampede in the labor camp, leading to accidental casualties. It was the first time the soldiers ate pork stewed with so many spices. Eating this kind of stewed meat every time over the past year or so could make everyone extremely excited.

As the greatest contributors to this battle, the 28 soldiers responsible for the ambush were arranged together and personally commended by Second Regiment Political Commissar Xiong Mingyang.

"Comrades did very well. The regiment will record a First Class Merit for every comrade. I hope comrades will carry forward the spirit shown in this battle and make persistent efforts." Xiong Mingyang's words had no personality, but now he could only use such simple words to praise these soldiers who had walked a circle before the gates of hell.

There were no overly excited expressions, no ecstatic actions after meritorious service. The emotions of these 28 soldiers hadn't completely recovered from the battle. Facing tens of thousands of Beiyang troops like a long dragon, daring to pull the trigger to shoot, and then running for their lives along the pre-arranged route, was not an easy task.

Entering the ambush position, shooting, and running away—such a simple military action took nearly a month just for training. These 28 people were the most excellent soldiers in the Second Regiment, elites selected from the 4,000 people of the whole regiment. The reason they were selected was that they could make themselves implement military orders. With tens of thousands of enemies behind them and hundreds of enemies shooting at them, their legs didn't go soft, and they ran for their lives along a diagonal line instead of a straight line without looking back.

Everyone in the troops knew that running for one's life along a straight line could open the distance from the enemy fastest. The selected soldiers were told that running along a diagonal line could effectively avoid bullets. There were not many people in the 4,000-man Second Regiment who overcame the instinct to escape in a straight line and strictly executed military orders.

The soldiers of the commando team could all remember that even after practicing so many times, they still needed great willpower to keep themselves from turning their heads to look at the situation behind. When the gunshots sounded like popping beans, they still couldn't adopt the method of escaping in a straight line. Although they ran very fast, and the wind in their ears almost covered the gunshots, and because of the wild running, their rapid breathing almost made their lungs explode, the soldiers were still very clear in their hearts that the distance between themselves and the enemy hadn't been opened with maximum efficiency. The commando team members were not escaping death; for the victory of the subsequent ambush, the soldiers were dancing with death. The soldiers had to use their lives as the price to defeat death. And all this was told clearly before the war. Before entering the ambush position, every soldier of the commando team was asked clearly again if they knew what they were doing. These 28 soldiers also answered clearly: "I know, I volunteer to join the commando team."

So everyone knew long ago that they would earn merit, and everyone knew long ago that in the subsequent battles, they would still face dangers like this ambush countless times. Compared with the death experienced not long ago, all the honors obtained now were not worth making a fuss about.

Looking at the comrades who were neither arrogant nor impetuous, Xiong Mingyang was also very happy in his heart. He subconsciously adjusted his standing posture before saying: "Comrades, I want to tell everyone another thing. For the comrades among you who applied to join the Party, the application has been approved. Now these comrades are already probationary Party members. And for the comrades who applied to become full members, the application has also been approved. Now these comrades are already full members. Once our battle ends in a few days, an initiation ceremony will be held. Now, as the Political Commissar of the Second Regiment of the People's Party, I welcome everyone to join the ranks of our People's Party."

Hearing this news, smiles appeared on the faces of the 28 commando soldiers for the first time. Quite a few soldiers breathed a long sigh of relief, and tears were already flashing in some soldiers' eyes. Becoming a member of the People's Party was becoming a person like Chairman Chen Ke, or at least becoming a person with the identity of a People's Party member like Chairman Chen Ke. For these soldiers, this was a truly proud identity. This was an honor truly recognized in the base area and in the troops. To obtain this honor, it was worth using life as the price.

Among the 28-man commando team, Party members and probationary Party members accounted for half, and the rest were also activists for joining the Party. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was the army of the People's Party; there was no reason to hand over such arduous work to ordinary soldiers.

"Welcome new comrades to join!" Xiong Mingyang took the lead in applauding. All cadres and soldiers participating in this meeting followed closely and applauded together. This simple action contained full emotions. Some soldiers clapped their hands red with excitement.

Compared with the full emotions of the People's Party troops, the Beiyang Army was shrouded in a gloomy and miserable atmosphere. The main force stopped advancing temporarily in a defensive posture. Duan Qirui issued an order prohibiting whispering and spreading rumors in the troops. However, this ban wasn't very useful. The arrogant soldiers of Beiyang soon knew the truth. Those Beiyang troops who once rushed at the very front, chasing straight after the fleeing bandit troops, those hundreds of Beiyang troops who were once envied for getting high rewards, fell into an ambush and had been completely wiped out. This terrible fact made the Beiyang Army silent as cicadas in winter.

The Beiyang Army had fought countless chaotic bandits in Hebei and Shandong; when had they ever had such a disastrous defeat? Knowing one's own family affairs, Beiyang's equipment and training were second to none among the New Armies. Even if the People's Party chaotic bandits could destroy the Hubei New Army, in the eyes of the Beiyang Army, the People's Party was still a group of bandits. Where was the reason for bandits to defeat the Beiyang Army so cleanly? Even knowing the truth, the Beiyang Army from top to bottom still couldn't accept this fact.

Duan Qirui personally inspected several ambush positions. Quite a few individual cover works and trenches were hastily dug on the positions. Even if the shell casings on the ground were minimal, these works had obviously been used by someone. Duan Qirui pursued his lips tightly, carefully examining everything on the battlefield. Duan Qirui was proficient in military affairs. This soldier who graduated from the Artillery Department of the Tianjin Military Academy with "optimal" grades and was sent to Lushun to supervise the construction of forts, this soldier who carried shells for the position together with military academy students to resist the Japanese army during the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895, had already seen the clues. The distance between these individual cover works and the ambush battlefield was too close, not even exceeding 30 meters. That is to say, within such a close distance, the pursuing troops of the Beiyang Army were suddenly attacked by a storm. The People's Party bandit troops not only planted landmines but also used hand grenades. The battle simply didn't last too long from beginning to end.

Several battles didn't start at the same time. That is to say, when other ambushes had already started and the Beiyang Army pursuing troops further back were already alerted, these People's Party bandit troops still lay in ambush here calmly, waiting for the Beiyang Army to enter the ambush circle before delivering a fatal blow. Such cunning and endurance, such discipline and training. Duan Qirui felt a chill on his back; he was actually going to fight with true desperadoes.

Some of the officers who came to inspect the battlefield had already seen the method; they were silent like Duan Qirui. Some obviously didn't see the facts implied in the battle. "Dammit, this bunch of chaotic bandits really has big guts," someone cursed.

"If only the cavalry were here; we absolutely wouldn't have let these chaotic bandits escape," someone also said hatefully.

Hearing this, Duan Qirui felt a shock in his heart. The main cavalry force had already gone to Huaiyuan county town. In the Beiyang Army's operational plan, the cavalry troops would first cut off the routes around Huaiyuan county town defended by the People's Party bandit troops with their mobility. But the People's Party didn't place troops in Huaiyuan county town at all, but left an empty city to the cavalry. So when the battle started, the cavalry with the greatest mobility was actually sitting idly in Huaiyuan county town. And the very small number of scout cavalry couldn't play any big role due to road problems. The People's Party retreated immediately after succeeding in one blow. If there were cavalry, Duan Qirui at least wouldn't have let the enemy retreat so smoothly. No matter what, he had to make the People's Party bandit troops leave a group behind. But the fact was that the cavalry had lost contact with the main infantry far away. Was this situation planned by the People's Party long ago?

Thinking of this, Duan Qirui immediately ordered: "Send someone, order Sun Yongsheng's cavalry to return."

"Commander Duan, it's already late; let the cavalry return now?" The officer asking this question was a sensible person. Marching in this wilderness was very hard. Since the cavalry had seized the county town, not to mention anything else, being able to live under a roof was always more comfortable than this wind and sun exposure. Asking the cavalry to give up the county town and return to the wilderness, Sun Yongsheng and the others would definitely be unconvinced in their hearts.

"Does Sun Yongsheng dare to disobey military orders?" Duan Qirui asked back.

"This..." The officer who spoke just now didn't dare say anything more.

Raising his head to look at the sky, Duan Qirui supplemented the order just now. "Sun Yongsheng must rush back before dark."

"We must inflict heavy damage on Sun Yongsheng's troops," Pu Guanshui said firmly at the pre-war meeting of the Fourth Regiment of the 104th Division.

Originally, Chen Ke hoped Pu Guanshui would become the Chief of Staff, but Pu Guanshui solemnly requested Chen Ke to consider other candidates. Pu Guanshui thought his reason was sufficient: the Staff Department didn't lack people suitable to be Chief of Staff now; whether it was Deputy Chief of Staff Gao Yujie or Chen Ke himself, they could absolutely operate the Staff Department effectively. Moreover, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army adopted the mode of two-level pre-war operational meetings of the Party Committee and within the troops. Although it looked very rustic, the actual effect was quite good. Plus Chen Ke promoted the rotation system of the German General Staff; troop commanders entering the Staff Department to work was only part of their military career. Troops, Staff Department, military academies at all levels—if there were no accidents, officers would go back and forth between these three, rotating over and over from low level to high level. Pu Guanshui believed he should work in the troops at the current stage, not take office in the Staff Department.

If it were someone else, Chen Ke would probably have made a note against Pu Guanshui in the black book long ago. Even Pu Guanshui himself heard that within the Military Commission, especially among the political commissar faction, there was considerable dissatisfaction with Pu Guanshui disobeying organizational arrangements. If not for Chen Ke coordinating in between, Pu Guanshui's days would probably not be easy now. But Pu Guanshui didn't care about this matter; he believed he was a soldier, and at the current stage, the Staff Department actually didn't lack a Chief of Staff. Pu Guanshui knew that the responsibility of the German Chief of Staff was to formulate campaigns, while the responsibility of formulating plans in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was actually borne by the Military Commission. The Chief of Staff had a high position nominally, but was actually just a position of a big staff officer. If one must say, the status in the Military Commission was outside the top ten.

When Chen Ke ordered Pu Guanshui to be responsible for the work of the Fourth Regiment as Deputy Division Commander, Pu Guanshui didn't even have the slightest objection. Being able to command the combat of a whole regiment was the job he dreamed of.

In the operations against the Beiyang Army, the most elite First Regiment was responsible for attacking Xuzhou, the Second Regiment was responsible for the first mobile warfare, the position of the Third Regiment was slightly to the north and west of Duan Qirui's troops, and corresponding to the Third Regiment's position was the Second Regiment. This was the arrangement to close the door and beat the dog when Wang Shizhen's troops went south. Only the Fourth Regiment was truly located between Duan Qirui's troops and the Fengtai County base area.

Even so, the Fourth Regiment still undertook the task of doing their best to strike Duan Qirui's cavalry troops in the first operation. This was one of the many plans in the first operation. If Duan Qirui's troops indeed let the cavalry occupy Huaiyuan County as Chen Ke expected, and the Second Regiment also gave Duan Qirui a fierce blow in the first engagement, then Duan Qirui was extremely likely to call the Beiyang cavalry troops back into the main Beiyang group. At this time, the Fourth Regiment would have the opportunity to fight.

The operational plan to strike the Beiyang cavalry troops was very simple: conduct a frontal strike on the main road when the cavalry troops led by Sun Yongsheng retreated. The troops used by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were not many, only three companies, six hundred people. Compared with the more than eight hundred people of Sun Yongsheng's troops, they were greatly at a disadvantage in numbers.

After the signal soldier sent the notice to prepare for combat to Pu Guanshui, Pu Guanshui immediately led the troops into the preset position. There were many intelligence networks of the People's Party on the vast wilderness. Through flag signals, those scattered communication points could transmit intelligence very effectively. The speed was only higher than paths with no secrecy methods like wolf smoke and signal flares.

After waiting for a while in the concealed location, more accurate intelligence came out: Sun Yongsheng's troops left the county town.

"Set up the position," Pu Guanshui said coldly. This attitude wasn't feigned by Pu Guanshui; there was a person in this troop combat sequence who made Pu Guanshui very unhappy. That was a squad leader named Jia Yongsheng. In the military training of the Fourth Regiment, Jia Yongsheng, who was then still an ordinary soldier, accidentally damaged important machine gun equipment. Pu Guanshui was furious at the time. The People's Party still couldn't manufacture machine guns themselves, and the significance of machine guns for combat was too great. Jia Yongsheng damaged it during training. Although scolding soldiers loudly wasn't allowed in the troops, Pu Guanshui still flew into a rage at Jia Yongsheng. The reprimanded Jia Yongsheng admitted his improper operation, but regarding Pu Guanshui's attitude, Jia Yongsheng demanded Pu Guanshui make a self-criticism in the Soldier Committee. The reason was simple: the People's Party's attitude towards work was "target the matter, not the person." Pu Guanshui losing his temper indiscriminately was obviously targeting the person, not the matter. More importantly, Jia Yongsheng believed the accidental damage to the machine gun happened accidentally during the attempt on combat equipment; Pu Guanshui obviously didn't figure out the ins and outs of the matter.

This matter caused quite a stir. From the Soldier Committee to the Political Commissar, the final ruling was for Pu Guanshui to apologize publicly. A mere soldier actually made the Deputy Division Commander bow his head; this matter caused quite a stir in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Pu Guanshui felt his dignity suffered great damage. However, the development of the matter made Pu Guanshui even more depressed. Not only did Jia Yongsheng not suffer any other difficulties, but he was even promoted to the squad leader of the machine gun squad because of "contributions to machine gun shooting." Now this Squad Leader Jia was actually arranged on the position where Pu Guanshui was. Although Pu Guanshui considered himself of noble character, seeing Jia Yongsheng concentrating on organizing the machine gun, he was still very unhappy in his heart.

The movement speed of the Beiyang cavalry was very fast. Just as the troops built a simple temporary defense line on the main road, they saw a large group of cavalry appearing in the field of vision like a black cloud from afar.

Sun Yongsheng's mood today could be described as great ups and downs. Occupying Huaiyuan County was really exciting. As the vanguard, Sun Yongsheng's task was blockade; now he achieved "occupation." Attacking cities and seizing land, this credit and reward money would definitely not be small. However, in the afternoon, the messenger brought Duan Qirui's order, asking the cavalry to rush back to the main Beiyang Army immediately. The implication in the messenger's words was actually that Duan Qirui wasn't happy, and even felt occupying Huaiyuan county town was a mistake. This couldn't help but make Sun Yongsheng feel aggrieved.

Withdrawing from the county town with the cavalry troops, Sun Yongsheng hadn't liberated himself from the negative emotions in his heart. What did Beiyang being ambushed have to do with Sun Yongsheng? Duan Qirui ordered Sun Yongsheng to attack; could this be Sun Yongsheng's fault?

"Bad luck, bad luck!" Sun Yongsheng thought. Thinking of bad luck, Sun Yongsheng suddenly thought of his wife He Qian. Drinking flower wine before setting out was originally a good thing, but because of the disturbance of Zheng Wenjie, this Beiyang traitor, everyone broke up in discord. Sun Yongsheng thought of what Zheng Wenjie said, that Chen Ke originally had a good relationship with He Qian but ended up marrying He Ying; he couldn't help having a knot in his heart.

As soon as he returned home, Sun Yongsheng, smelling of alcohol, didn't give He Qian a good face. He Qian happened to anxiously try to persuade Sun Yongsheng again to pretend illness and not participate in the troop dispatch. Sun Yongsheng's original suspicion erupted immediately. Taking advantage of the alcohol, he shouted: "Are you afraid I'll kill that kid Chen Ke?"

How could a smart person like He Qian not hear the flavor in the words? Her face changed instantly. He Qian had heard a little that Chen Ke seemed to have had the intention of proposing to her, but changed his mind temporarily. When Sun Yongsheng said this, He Qian felt her heart was as cold as being frozen.

Sun Yongsheng actually didn't suspect his wife had an affair with Chen Ke; he brought this up only because of anger. He Qian was educated and sensible, which might be good. But Sun Yongsheng always felt as if He Qian always had something on her mind she didn't say. When the couple talked about things, they could never talk together. Even if they occasionally could talk together, He Qian often looked somewhat absent-minded. Plus having been married for so long, He Qian hadn't become pregnant yet, so Sun Yongsheng was naturally very unhappy. This incident was just a pretext; Sun Yongsheng's accumulated dissatisfaction erupted together.

Finally, it was the old man of the Sun family who came forward to calm this family quarrel. Watching He Qian, who was usually calm and unhurried, looking greatly wronged, although Sun Yongsheng also had some regret in his heart, a kind of happiness after venting occupied the main emotion.

However, after sending troops, Sun Yongsheng felt he might have overdone it. To calm this self-questioning, he found a new excuse for "self-consolation." He Qian might be somewhat "unlucky." Anyway, people related to He Qian were quite unlucky. He Qian had broken off an engagement once; Sun Yongsheng knew this. The man caught a venereal disease. And since then, the He family first became "bandit relatives," and the Sun family was also implicated. This might be bad luck. "After killing Chen Ke and going back, I'll find monks and Taoists to perform rituals to get rid of the bad luck," Sun Yongsheng thought.

Just thinking of this, gunshots like popping beans suddenly sounded in the distance. Sun Yongsheng's spirit shook. Did they encounter the People's Party chaotic bandits?

"Commander Sun, we encountered chaotic parties on the main road ahead." The scout reported quickly.

Sun Yongsheng frowned. These People's Party chaotic bandits were too bold, actually daring to fight openly on the main road. He asked: "How many chaotic parties?"

The scout answered hurriedly: "More than three hundred people, all using rifles, firepower is very fierce. We had quite a few brothers injured at once."

Sun Yongsheng made up his mind instantly; he must defeat this group of chaotic parties. Commander Duan had already been ambushed. If he couldn't defeat the chaotic parties after being attacked, he couldn't explain it.

When he spurred his horse to the front, he saw a group of chaotic parties wearing dark blue military uniforms retreating as a whole in the distance. On the open ground between the two armies, thirty or forty people lay scattered. Not far away, the warhorses of the Beiyang cavalry dead and wounded were startled and fleeing. Raising his binoculars, he saw these chaotic parties were dividing into three routes, covering each other in retreat, retreating towards a place with uneven ground by the roadside. Further away was a forest. Once the chaotic parties retreated into that area, the cavalry would really have a hard time chasing.

"Divide into three teams, two teams outflank and go around. We absolutely cannot let these chaotic parties run away." Sun Yongsheng gave the order.

The Beiyang cavalry was also elite in the Beiyang Army. After being suddenly attacked, they quickly stabilized their position. Under Sun Yongsheng's command, two teams of two hundred cavalry each separated from the more than eight hundred cavalry, outflanking from the left and right in two routes.

The black mass of cavalry maintained a neat formation sweeping across the wilderness, outflanking the bandit army's rear flank. As long as the bandit army's way was blocked, with Sun Yongsheng's experience, the earth-shaking sound of horses' hooves could scare the wits out of these bandit troops. As long as their formation loosened slightly, he could use charging tactics to defeat the enemy in one fell swoop.

"They finally started to take the bait." Pu Guanshui watched the Beiyang cavalry's action nervously. He combed through the combat plan over and over in his heart. And the combat plan that originally seemed to have no problems seemed to have countless problems when facing actual combat.

The "cavalry expert" once claimed in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was Chai Qingguo, but Chai Qingguo went to Shandong before showing his cavalry ability. Although Chen Ke was recognized as knowing how to fight best within the People's Party, Chen Ke himself admitted long ago that he had no cavalry combat experience. Under Chen Ke's guidance, Pu Guanshui formulated this combat plan with those officers of the cavalry troops. There was no problem with this combat plan in theory, but the guiding ideology adopted was never seen before, so Pu Guanshui didn't know the real effect either.

Under the squeeze of the Beiyang cavalry, the retreat speed of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was also accelerating. The troops of three hundred people felt the vibration of thousands of horses' hooves striking the ground coming from the ground. This feeling was hard to describe. The biggest impact was not physical but psychological. The originally orderly retreat column began to become chaotic in response to the terrain as the retreat speed accelerated. The formation could no longer be maintained. Pu Guanshui shouted: "Don't panic, don't panic." As if in response, the team accelerated into chaos instead. Everyone began to run faster, as if this way they could be farther away from the enemy.

Seeing the expected situation happen, Sun Yongsheng gave a cold laugh and immediately issued an order. If these bandit troops could maintain formation, the Beiyang cavalry would really find it hard to act against a hedgehog-like formation. But the bandit troops collapsed psychologically first. Seeing them running one by one like rabbits, they really meant to escape for their lives effectively. But how could two legs compare to four legs? As long as the cavalry spurred their horses up to chase and kill, after killing a batch of bandit troops, the entire bandit army would collapse immediately. That would be the time for unrestrained harvesting.

The Beiyang Army cavalry originally controlled their riding speed and distance, trying to maintain distance from the enemy, with outflanking as the goal. Now with the change of the central army's flag signal, the cavalry outflanking on two wings urged their horses, chasing straight towards the enemy.

The speed of the bandit army's retreat became faster and faster. At this time, no formation could be seen at all; only a stream of more than three hundred people rushing straight towards the forest could be seen. Because the cavalry cautiously opened the distance with the bandit army earlier, plus the ground wasn't very good, Sun Yongsheng felt this distance was really hard to say. If the bandit army was allowed to push into the forest and resist desperately, the casualties of more than four hundred people would inevitably be relatively large. The effect of cavalry charge was actually that the larger the number, the better the effect. The enemy seemed to have more suspicious targets to shoot at, but actually, it might not be so. Watching the overwhelming cavalry killing their way over, the infantry were more easily overwhelmed. Moreover, when cavalry with numerical advantage attacked, once engaging the enemy, the number of enemy counterattacks would be fewer instead. Cavalry casualties would also be much fewer.

Sun Yongsheng's central army also began to move. Soon the three routes of cavalry converged into a black torrent, seeing that they were about to catch up with those routed enemy troops. Shooting accuracy on bumpy horses was too low. The Beiyang cavalry held their sabers high one by one, the bright blades dancing out rounds of bright full moons in the air. They let out earth-shaking roars and rushed towards the enemies with their backs to them.

"Da da da..." Many covers made of grass were suddenly lifted on the ground, revealing machine gun positions one by one. The black machine gun muzzles sprayed tongues of fire, shooting frantically at the Beiyang cavalry charging thirty or forty meters away.

This was the core of the combat plan provided by Chen Ke. The People's Party captured a total of twenty-four machine guns. Chen Ke let these twenty-four machine guns form a deep position. For Chen Ke, this was just copying several famous battles of machine gun positions against cavalry in history. And the one who truly adopted this tactic with purpose in history was "the Eastern Front campaign of WWI that broke out a few years later." Russian cavalry charged the German-Austrian army positions. The German army basically didn't set up a large number of troops on the position, but just set up a large number of machine gun positions. Thus, the cavalry of several divisions lay dead all over the field in the machine gun positions.

Hearing the roar of machine guns, Pu Guanshui shouted loudly: "Line up!"

Immediately, various unit commanders also began to shout one after another. The three hundred Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers who were running for their lives just now stopped immediately, and then ignoring the Beiyang cavalry rushing towards them violently, quickly began to reorganize the formation. Although the formation wasn't completely deployed, Pu Guanshui saw at least seventy percent of the soldiers had completed the queue, and the remaining thirty percent who ran too far ahead were also rushing back desperately. He shouted loudly: "Fire!"

More than two hundred rifles began to volley at the rushing Beiyang cavalry. Volley fire didn't talk about accuracy, but about angle and discipline. Volley fire was like the arrow rain of ancient times, relying on dense and continuous shooting. The Fourth Regiment was a relatively new unit; what Pu Guanshui focused on training was discipline. This was exactly the time to verify.

These troops used Hanyang "five-rounders," which could fire five bullets in one breath. Pu Guanshui's only worry was that the soldiers didn't have enough discipline and couldn't help firing all five bullets in one breath. To train this, the cavalry troops of the base area simulated Beiyang Army charges, and tactical exercises had been conducted many times. However, a few soldiers still couldn't help firing continuously. Chen Ke talked about the "mass effect" on the battlefield in the military academy. In excited and agitated emotions, once someone did this, the soldiers would imitate completely subconsciously. And what was needed to stand out at this time were the low-level officers. Sure enough, the squad leaders immediately stopped these random shots. Even so, thirty or forty people in the entire troop had already started to follow suit and shoot.

This was still after training! Pu Guanshui was very unhappy in his heart. If they hadn't trained, he was afraid the soldiers of the troops would have started shooting frantically long ago.

Pu Guanshui's position couldn't overlook the whole situation; he could only control these three hundred-plus soldiers. There were also more than two hundred soldiers distributed on various machine gun positions. The fighting of these comrades depended entirely on whether the platoon leaders could effectively realize their training.

The ammunition supply in the base area was a big problem. Even after winning several battles and capturing quite a few guns and ammunition, satisfying the supply of the 104th Division pushed logistics to the limit. Machine gun arrays were big consumers of bullets. Even so, Chen Ke still proposed the tactic of machine gun arrays against cavalry. To train these machine gunners, a large amount of ammunition was consumed. Three hundred riflemen facing these eight hundred-plus Beiyang cavalry were simply not enough to look at. The real protagonist in this battle was those twenty-four machine gun positions. Speaking extremely, these three hundred soldiers including Pu Guanshui were actually just bait.

That round of shooting just now only knocked down a batch of Beiyang cavalry at the front. After the cavalry main force began to charge, the changes on the battlefield were truly instantaneous. Although also dazed by the machine gun array, the Beiyang cavalry were still carried by horses rushing towards the neatly arranged formation of three hundred people.

"Fire." Pu Guanshui had to shout again. With the order, another row of bullets whistled towards the swarming Beiyang cavalry. Bullets hit cavalry or hit warhorses, but the posture in running wasn't so easy to change. People kept being hit and falling off horses, but the overall charging posture didn't change.

Pu Guanshui hardened his heart and issued the order to burn the boats: "Continuous fire!"

Gunshots like popping beans immediately rang out in the infantry formation, but only lasted for a moment before stopping. Pu Guanshui could even hear the sound of infantrymen pulling empty triggers.

"Infantry reload, machine guns fire!" Pu Guanshui continued to shout. In front of the infantry formation, four machine gun positions were set up; this was the last line of defense.

Machine guns began to roar. The dense bullets fired by four machine guns instantly exceeded the sum of bullets fired by the three hundred infantrymen just now in quantity. Dense bullets swept across the cavalry formation with powerful kinetic energy. The Beiyang cavalry finally showed a scene of men and horses turning over.

Sun Yongsheng didn't know what happened at first. Even if a dozen machine gun positions suddenly appeared, these small machine gun positions were too insignificant compared to the torrent composed of more than eight hundred cavalry of the Beiyang Army. Even when brothers were swept down in patches like cutting wheat, Sun Yongsheng didn't understand what was going on. The only thing he knew was that he was ambushed.

The cavalry at the rear of the formation hadn't fully accelerated yet. They almost subconsciously began to rein in their warhorses. Quite a few warhorses reared up under the double effect of dense gunshots and their masters forcibly reining them in. The entire team was immediately in chaos. The cavalry in the front row had already accelerated. The panicked Beiyang Army team soon turned into two sections.

It was hard to say which part was luckier. The charging team crashed into the muzzles of infantry and machine guns. While the cavalry who stopped in the back row sat high on horses, becoming excellent targets for machine guns. Machine gunners didn't need to shake the muzzle effortlessly at all; just using the recoil of the machine gun to turn the muzzle slightly, the fan surface formed by the rain of death bullets was enough to cover the Beiyang cavalry.

"Commander Sun..." An officer just shouted a sentence to Sun Yongsheng, then his entire neck was cut off flush by bullets, and hot blood sprayed on Sun Yongsheng's face. Sun Yongsheng shuddered and shouted subconsciously: "Retreat! Retreat!" While shouting, Sun Yongsheng turned his horse's head in the chaotic army and began to retreat. Before him, some Beiyang cavalry had already started to flee. Amidst the roar of machine guns, the Beiyang Army's cavalry unit was like a big snake twisting in pain; the entire formation collapsed completely.

If counting from when the machine guns started shooting, the real battle lasted no more than ten minutes. More than half of the Beiyang cavalry were annihilated. Solving and eliminating the last remnants took less than half an hour. Pu Guanshui felt this whole time seemed like an instant, yet also seemed like an extremely distant thing.

The ground was full of wounded and dead. Looking out, except for those Beiyang cavalry who had already fled far away and could still be seen a little bit of shadow, far and near were startled horses. The battle was over.

At this time, the troops responsible for finishing up also appeared, with cavalry and infantry. Everyone was chasing those horses. Military horses were too important for the base area. In the operational arrangement, the number of troops responsible for catching horses far exceeded the number of troops engaged in combat.

Looking at the ground full of dead people and dead horses close at hand, as well as the struggling wounded and injured warhorses again, Pu Guanshui couldn't help biting his finger. Victory, and this victory came so unrealistically. During the battle, when pretending to flee in defeat, the panic in his heart wasn't feigned; Pu Guanshui's heart was really full of fear. He once thought he was a brave soldier who didn't fear death, but even knowing clearly that he was feigning retreat, knowing clearly that the faster he ran and the closer he was to the machine gun position, the safer he was. But the earth-shaking horse hooves behind still filled Pu Guanshui's heart with fear of death.

When he really saw victory, the original fear surged up uncontrollably, completely overwhelming the joy of victory. Pu Guanshui felt his legs go soft, and he just sat limply on the ground.

However, Pu Guanshui was a soldier after all. At this time, a small part of his brain cells were still engaged in thinking related to military affairs. This wasn't the war Pu Guanshui was familiar with. Everything Pu Guanshui learned in the German military academy and in the Beiyang Army was shaken. Pu Guanshui suddenly suspected that military strategists like Zhuge Kongming seen in *Romance of the Three Kingdoms* who calculated without error really existed. Chen Ke hadn't been on the battlefield for a long time; at least Pu Guanshui had never seen Chen Ke personally go to the first line. Even in the first Battle of Anqing, Chen Ke was just in the command post very close to the front line. The only time he could be a commander was when facing the last stubborn resistance of the Anhui New Army inside Anqing city, Chen Ke ordered everyone to break through the wall and attack.

The hardest thing for officers was to come up with effective solutions immediately when facing rapidly changing situations. But these difficulties seemed not to exist for Chen Ke at all. Chen Ke could always come up with the best method with a clear goal to solve problems in front of him, or tens or hundreds of *li* away.

If Pu Guanshui were to formulate the plan, relying on the military education he had received, Pu Guanshui absolutely couldn't figure out how five hundred infantry could deal with more than eight hundred cavalry. Even less possible to be like Chen Ke, letting the Staff Department use the "Chen Ke Equation" to calculate the firepower distribution problem. Pu Guanshui closed his eyes tightly. Chen Ke's appearance emerged in his mind. That was a conversation between Chen Ke and Pu Guanshui after formulating this operation. With a little regret on his face, Chen Ke said: "If our plan can luckily succeed this time, future battles can only follow the absolute orthodox path. The Beiyang Army are not fools; having suffered such a big loss, they will definitely not act rashly again."

Pu Guanshui believed Chen Ke's prediction now. The first stage of the campaign had ended; next, it depended on how Duan Qirui performed.

Duan Qirui didn't know that Pu Guanshui, this Beiyang "rebel general," was thinking of him at this time. Because there was no telepathy, Duan Qirui neither sneezed nor shuddered. This Commander of the Beiyang Third Town didn't know that the remaining two hundred or so people of the cavalry unit were fleeing for their lives towards the Beiyang central army. On the first day of engagement with the enemy, the Beiyang Third Town lost nearly one-tenth of its own strength.



★


Second Counter Encirclement 4

Volume 3 - Chapter 230

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 85 The Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign (Part 4)

"The first battle was a great victory." When the news of victory reached Fengtai County, all civil administration cadres remaining in the old base area immediately fell into an excited mood. The combat power of the Beiyang Army was undoubtedly feared by the People's Party. As the leader among the Manchu Qing New Armies, the Beiyang Army was actually the representative image of the Manchu Qing. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army won every battle and indeed accumulated a reputation for being brave and skillful in battle. However, "foreign monks can chant scriptures better" (outsiders are better) was also a traditional Chinese view. Before this battle, the civil administration cadres in the base area naturally had no confidence in their hearts. The news of victory was transmitted back to the base area: more than 1,100 Beiyang troops were completely annihilated in one day. The cadres all felt the big stone in their hearts was completely put down. This joyful atmosphere was soon transmitted to Chen Ke through various channels.

Chen Ke didn't go to the front line to command like in the previous few wars but stayed in the base area. His reason for doing so was simple: war always had to be handed over to these military cadres to complete. If Chen Ke commanded personally every time, it would be very unfavorable for the growth of military cadres. Moreover, with Chen Ke sitting in the base area, even if the front line encountered trouble, Chen Ke going to the front line at that time could at least play a role in boosting morale. If Chen Ke were at the front line and the troops still suffered setbacks, the psychological impact on the base area would be huge.

However, everything has its pros and cons. The matter of He Ying's pregnancy was known to everyone among the base area cadres. After all, the base area had only been around for two years; even the cadres didn't have steel-like confidence in victory. Some cadres with insufficient psychological endurance actually questioned secretly in private whether Chen Ke "cared too much about his wife." Such bastard words were of course immediately criticized severely by other cadres. Chen Ke originally didn't expect that someone among the cadres would actually say such rumors and gossip. After he knew, it really made him depressed for a while. Fortunately, the first battle was a great victory; Chen Ke felt those timid cadres could at least stop for a while.

After He Ying became pregnant, although Chen Ke couldn't accompany her often, he would go home for dinner whenever possible. After receiving the news of victory, Chen Ke naturally went home for dinner with perfect assurance. The Chen Ke couple didn't talk much. After entering the door, Chen Ke started to make a fire without saying a word. The Fengtai County base area had begun large-scale use of honeycomb briquettes, reducing the difficulty of cooking a lot. He Ying washed vegetables and rice. The guards ate relatively on time and had already eaten at this time. With the cleverness of the guards, they naturally wouldn't intervene too much in Chen Ke's private life; guarding the door well was enough.

Just as the couple finished cooking and picked up their chopsticks, the guard came in to report that Yan Fu and Feng Xu came to visit. Chen Ke couldn't quite guess what exactly these two people wanted. Official business could be done at the office. As for private matters, the base area now really had a bit of the ancient style: "Going out from his door, entering the public gate; going out from the public gate, returning to his home, no private affairs." There wasn't much private interaction between each other. Adhering to the etiquette of hospitality, Chen Ke invited the two in.

Neither of them was an ordinary person. They originally thought the meal would be ready when Chen Ke returned home, so they roughly estimated the time to come. Unexpectedly, they arrived right when Chen Ke was eating. Chen Ke invited the two to eat some together, and they didn't decline. He Ying brought bowls and chopsticks, and the four began to eat without saying a word.

Yan Fu had a slightly more impatient temper. After eating a few mouthfuls, he suddenly asked: "Chairman Chen, you stir-fried this dish, right?"

If someone else asked this, Chen Ke would think this person very likely inquired about his private affairs. But Yan Fu never did such things as inquiring about privacy. Chen Ke couldn't help asking: "How did Minister Yan taste it?"

"The stir-frying technique doesn't look like it came from a woman's hand. The pot was too hot when this piece of green vegetable was put in." Yan Fu stuffed that vegetable leaf scorched black by the hot pot into his mouth while speaking.

"I'm just at this level; Minister Yan, just make do with it," Chen Ke laughed.

Hearing Chen Ke grinningly admit to cooking in the kitchen himself, Feng Xu's face couldn't help changing. In this Late Qing era, men originally didn't manage domestic affairs, let alone cook. This was Feng Xu's first time at Chen Ke's home. Except for being clean and tidy, the furniture was simple, and the dishes were just at the normal level of the cafeteria in the base area. His chopsticks couldn't help pausing for a moment.

"Brother Feng, eat quickly. We can talk business after eating," Yan Fu said immediately.

The crowd ate the meal clean. Chen Ke cleaned up the bowls and chopsticks habitually, took them to the kitchen, and washed them clean with a clatter. He Ying wiped the table and swept the floor. She also poured plain water for the two visitors. After Chen Ke came back, He Ying took the clothes out to wash.

Yan Fu ignored Feng Xu's complicated eyes after seeing these things. He said straightforwardly: "Chairman Chen, I came this time to recommend Mr. Feng to come out and work. If this kind of thing is discussed at the office meeting, it involves too much. I thought it would be more appropriate to talk privately."

Yan Fu was right. If discussed at the office meeting, this would be an issue of using old Manchu Qing personnel. The high-level cadres of the People's Party more or less knew one thing: once the Second Counter-Encirclement ended, a large-scale purge action was extremely likely to be carried out. Leaving aside others, just regarding the handling of Anhui Governor En Ming—once the People's Party expanded the controlled area to Huoshan, where En Ming once massacred the people opposing foreign religions—Chen Ke would send En Ming to Huoshan for public execution. If waiting until then, it would be absolutely impossible for Feng Xu to get appointed.

"Mr. Feng worked excellently in the editing of the *Xinhua Dictionary*; it is truly a great contribution." Chen Ke laughed. He didn't dislike Feng Xu. Also a Confucian scholar, because Feng Xu had many practical work opportunities, his work achievements were much better than Shen Zengzhi. "Minister Yan, you have appointment authority yourself. If you use civil servants according to regulations, the Organization Department can't say anything either, right?"

"Civil servants require political examination. If Chairman Chen, you don't come forward, the Organization Department simply doesn't dare to let Mr. Feng take the exam," Yan Fu answered very appropriately.

Feng Xu didn't fully understand the tricks in the dialogue between the two, but Feng Xu could see that Chen Ke's expression relaxed a lot. Chen Ke didn't oppose people like Feng Xu becoming state civil servants; he just didn't want to set a precedent for leading cadres to appoint civil servants. Moreover, Chen Ke was very worried whether a great Confucian scholar like Feng Xu, who once held a high position, would be willing to take a low-level civil servant exam. The civil servant exam wasn't simple. As the threshold of the bureaucratic system, the function of the civil servant exam lay in testing "the degree of mastering cultural level." Even an organization like the People's Party couldn't let a group of complete illiterates be bureaucrats.

The reason the People's Party wanted to edit the *Xinhua Dictionary* was to promote cultural education. Based on this modern Chinese education, revolutionary ideological education would be conducted. Finally, a new government bureaucratic system with "administrative officials" as the main body would be established. For Feng Xu's cultural level, passing the exam wasn't difficult. The difficulty was that Feng Xu had to start climbing the steps of this bureaucratic system from the lowest-level clerk. For civil servants from commoner backgrounds, this was a path to a bright future. For Feng Xu, who had been the Provincial Administration Commissioner of Anhui, this was more like an insult.

Even if Yan Fu made a guarantee, Chen Ke still dared not quite believe that Feng Xu's breadth of mind actually reached the level of accepting starting from scratch. "Mr. Feng, even if you take the civil servant exam, you can only get the treatment of a junior clerk. Let me say the ugly words first: this level can be obtained by those teenage female students in school after graduation."

"Minister Yan has already told me about this matter many times," Feng Xu laughed.

"Moreover, Mr. Feng, our bureaucratic system is an administrative official system. Being a civil servant isn't being a political official. These jobs are all jobs engaged in by those petty clerks. Of course, in the base area, engaging in this work is not some lowly service. But in this system, promotion depends on work performance and attitude towards the revolutionary cause. This point is the same for every civil servant. It's not that being older or having higher learning can raise one to a higher status. Mr. Feng, as our consultant now, your treatment level is not worse than grassroots civil servants."

Hearing Chen Ke admit frankly that "treatment is not worse than grassroots civil servants," both Feng Xu and Yan Fu couldn't help showing smiles. The treatment of these cadres of the People's Party really couldn't be considered bad. In the state's distribution system, cadres could eat their fill, and food, clothing, housing, and transportation were a big step better than before the flood. As long as one didn't think about widening the distance from the life of ordinary common people, apart from hard work, there were no overly scarce problems in such a life. But the life Feng Xu once had was far richer than the current days. This comparison was really a bit nondescript.

Feng Xu said to Chen Ke seriously: "Chairman Chen, this old man has been an official in Anhui. What Chairman Chen did in Anhui, I dare not even think about. Not to mention anything else, just the matter that these more than a hundred thousand children can attend new-style schools, no second place in the world can do it. This expenditure doesn't disturb the people or increase taxes. If discussing the way of administration, it is already shocking to the world. I discussed the employment issues of children after graduation with Minister Yan, and Chairman Chen also has arrangements. I was originally a captured person. Even if I edited the *Xinhua Dictionary*, in other places, it would just be lingering on in a steadily worsening condition. Here in the base area, my name can actually be listed at the head of the compilation. If I swore to be a prisoner of Chu (prisoner loyal to the old dynasty), I would just be a person fishing for fame. This low-level civil servant is enough. Being able to truly do some things is fine."

Feng Xu spoke seriously, and Chen Ke also answered seriously: "Being a civil servant of the People's Party isn't just about working. The concept of revolution cannot be different either. Mr. Feng said I let children go to school without increasing taxes; it seems so. Actually, it's not such a simple matter. The grain and materials the base area can produce are just this much. It won't do if I don't liberate the labor force. Women come out to work; who takes care of the children? It won't do if I don't run schools. It's not that I want to run industry; I have to let everyone live well, right?"

It wasn't a bad thing for someone like Feng Xu to join the government, but if Feng Xu propagandized some wrong concepts in the government, this wasn't acceptable to Chen Ke. The enlightened faction or revolutionaries in the late Qing had absolutely no concept of how to build an industrial country. Even the outstanding figures among them only saw superficial things. Nothing more than strong ships and sharp cannons, or factories and mines. They had absolutely no concept of the social system and supporting social systems needed to build these things. Wrong goals, wrong methods; if there could be correct results, that would be the biggest joke in the world.

Yan Fu watched Feng Xu listening very seriously to the young Chen Ke talking about some basic social concepts, and he was also very emotional in his heart. Back then, he felt Chen Ke could point out many problems and sort out China's cultural characteristics, which was already quite appreciative of Chen Ke. Seeing Chen Ke could settle the people and build an army, he felt Chen Ke was a talent. But the more he worked with Chen Ke, the more Yan Fu discovered his thoughts were actually wrong. The reason Chen Ke was different was not what he could do, but that Chen Ke's view of the world was different to begin with. Speaking extremely, even if it was "exploitation," Chen Ke knew how to exploit better than others. The Manchu Qing government and the common people had a "zero-sum relationship"; if the government took more, the common people naturally took less. Chen Ke adopted the method of developing more productive forces. Even if Chen Ke took away ninety percent of the extra things produced, the common people could also get one percent more. What's more, what Chen Ke took away wasn't used up by himself or the People's Party but continued to be used to develop productive forces.

Taken from the people, used for the people. This saying had been shouted for thousands of years. Yan Fu saw with his own eyes that the base area actually turned this into reality. Yan Fu wasn't surprised at all by Feng Xu's request to join the base area civil servant system.

Such a smart person as Feng Xu, who also had local administrative experience, naturally understood what Chen Ke said very clearly. The base area's economic policy of "distorting supply and demand" wasn't strange at all in theory. There were quite a few people who did this in Chinese history. The problem was what to do next after doing this, how to develop; Chinese history had never solved this. Once encountering people's livelihood problems, any radical change ended up with no result. Before meeting Chen Ke, Feng Xu could only rely on historical experience to be an official, trying to solve problems in traditional ways. Only with Chen Ke was there a big government truly promoting the development of local people on a large scale.

Looking from history, this kind of person and practice of Chen Ke was destined to be a flash in the pan. If not for participating in editing the *Xinhua Dictionary*, Feng Xu wouldn't be willing to wade into this muddy water either. "Leave a name for ten thousand ages in a scroll of book," let alone a dictionary that was the foundation of national culture. After finishing editing the *Xinhua Dictionary*, Feng Xu had clearly figured out one thing: if he really wanted the name "Feng Xu" marked on this dictionary to go down in Qing history, then only Chen Ke seizing the world would do. So after learning the news that the People's Party severely damaged the Beiyang Army, Feng Xu urged Yan Fu to help him get an introduction.

After listening to some programmatic issues briefly introduced by Chen Ke, Feng Xu answered: "Since I joined as a civil servant, I naturally won't act on my own."

Chen Ke didn't pick and choose at this time either. Since Feng Xu said so, Chen Ke turned to Yan Fu and said: "Political examination needs someone to guarantee. Mr. Yan, you can guarantee for Mr. Feng. You go through the procedures for the application document and guarantee document first. According to the current regulations of the base area, you will get a reply within fourteen working days. If passed, naturally there is no problem. If not passed, you can request arbitration. At that time, I will have the opportunity to intervene in this matter."

Hearing this, Yan Fu nodded. He was relatively clear about the process of this bureaucratic system. Compared with the internal organization of the People's Party, the systems of government departments in various aspects were more imperfect, and system operation was even less experienced. The Party Committee could discuss problems through Party Committee meetings. But government departments couldn't, so high-level cadres of the base area had the power to specially participate in "arbitration power meetings." Originally, these powers should belong to the "NPC," but now that the "NPC" was still a decoration, cadres concurrently held this power. If a certain cadre attending the meeting could forcibly express bearing responsibility, some things could be passed in some relatively low-level administrative matters. If even if a cadre was willing to bear responsibility, these things still couldn't be passed, the arbitration meeting would adopt a voting method, and a simple majority vote could pass it.

Every once in a while, a routine "arbitration meeting" would be held. Chen Ke undoubtedly possessed the greatest influence. Of course, if this power was exercised in the arbitration meeting, it meant paying a huge political price. Even among the high-level cadres of the People's Party, no one was willing to do this easily.

Feng Xu didn't know the operation mode of these internal systems. He only knew that the People's Party established the base area for less than two years. Chen Ke's words clearly showed that the People's Party government system could actually be built to a system where a responsible person could be found for anything. This really couldn't help but surprise outsiders like Feng Xu.

After Yan Fu and Feng Xu left, Chen Ke heaved a sigh of relief. As the possessor of the greatest power within the Party, he must bear the greatest responsibility. The cadres above took the blame; a lot of time it was taken like this. And regarding taking the blame, rather than taking it secretly, it was better to take it openly like this. Fairness, justice, and openness were certainly great restrictions on those in power, but also great protection for those in power. Rather than letting black materials accumulate and be released at a critical moment, it was better to define it through this kind of arbitration meeting. The arbitration meeting was definitely imperfect, but it could be accepted by all parties. Thinking of this, Chen Ke couldn't help shaking his head; let's hope this doesn't go down the evil path of the American Congress.

Since he was home, Chen Ke was also willing to think about some things quietly. Throwing the matter of Feng Xu to the back of his mind, Chen Ke began to consider strategic issues. What reaction would the Beiyang Army have after suffering such a heavy blow? This was a matter many people in the base area cared about, but Chen Ke felt this matter wasn't anything particularly remarkable. As an emerging regime, the problem Chen Ke faced was "cannot afford to lose." He originally didn't think of this matter; the stronger the strength in his hands, the more clearly Chen Ke saw this fact.

Precisely because Chen Ke involved such a base area in the revolution, any failure would trigger completely unpredictable internal turmoil. Many emerging regimes were actually like this; seemingly victorious all the way, one failure and they were completely finished. Chen Ke originally just copied what he learned from his historical knowledge. Only now did he understand how lucky he was. Take the first Battle of Anqing for example; Chen Ke theoretically didn't have the ability to defend Anqing, so he let the Yue Wang Hui control Anqing. If Chen Ke hadn't been able to make a prompt decision, but forcibly occupied Anqing beyond his ability, the base area would probably have perished long ago.

At that time, the gap in strength between the enemy and us was large, and the comrades were also clear about it. So Chen Ke's view easily received the comrades' support. After the victory of the Second Counter-Encirclement, Chen Ke might not necessarily be able to persuade the comrades so easily to give up the territory within easy reach.

Moreover, politics is very interesting; sometimes propping up a few scapegoats is also necessary. The Yue Wang Hui acted as the first scapegoat. After the Second Counter-Encirclement, a new scapegoat must be set up. If the Manchu Qing only had the People's Party as an enemy, then they would fight to the death. If there were several enemies, and other enemies seemed easier to defeat, the Manchu Qing would tackle the easy ones first and the difficult ones later, leaving development time for the People's Party. The Guangfu Society was undoubtedly such a new scapegoat. Chen Ke had no ill feeling towards the Guangfu Society and had enough respect for these pioneers of the revolution, but when it was time to let the Guangfu Society die, Chen Ke didn't have the slightest unease either. The only question was to what extent to discuss this matter within the People's Party.

In propaganda to Party members, it was naturally impossible to speak out strategic issues so openly. The truth could only be told "in part." Of course, the truth had to be told in the Politburo, but looking at it now, even in the Politburo, there were unqualified revolutionaries. This made Chen Ke feel very scratching his head (troubled). Yuwen Badu naturally didn't need mentioning; he could be completely excluded. Hua Xiongmao was as ruthless as winter when facing enemies, but facing his own relatives, could Hua Xiongmao watch helplessly and do this behind their backs? If Hua Xiongmao didn't have a bit of compassion for relatives, Chen Ke would be afraid instead. But would this compassion make Hua Xiongmao make some "clever" moves? For example, not explaining directly, but helping in a roundabout way. This practice was absolutely not allowed. Thinking of these, Chen Ke sighed long.

A cup of plain water was placed in front of Chen Ke. Raising his head, Chen Ke saw his wife He Ying sitting beside him somewhat restlessly. "What's wrong?" Chen Ke asked.

"Wenqing, I heard there is someone named Sun Yongsheng in the Beiyang Army coming this time?" He Ying's words were very implicit.

"There is indeed such a person," Chen Ke answered.

"This person..." He Ying didn't know how to continue. Choosing words, He Ying said slowly: "We can definitely win, right?"

"The Beiyang Army is dead for sure," Chen Ke answered his wife's question decisively.

"That's good." He Ying finally said nothing more.

Chen Ke also wanted to pretend not to hear this, but the one speaking was his wife after all. In this world, He Ying was Chen Ke's closest person. Although Chen Ke didn't want to hear his wife curse Sun Yongsheng, if He Ying really cursed Sun Yongsheng loudly, Chen Ke would also sincerely feel happy. But He Ying finally said nothing. Chen Ke always couldn't help suspecting He Ying would worry that if Sun Yongsheng died in battle, He Ying would find it hard to face her aunt He Qian. And Chen Ke knew this thought was simply certain.

In such an era, the state was not an object the people could rely on. In Chen Ke's era, no matter how you cursed the state, the state system at least provided sufficient social services. Moreover, although the great achievements created by New China weren't enjoyed by the people to the last penny, the bulk was enjoyed by the people to the greatest extent. Most importantly, from the perspective of political correctness, the view that the people should enjoy all the fruits created by their own labor was established. By the time Chen Ke traveled through time, at least no one dared to completely overturn this theory.

In the era of 1907, there was basically no such saying. The winner is king; the winner takes all. Actually, in a sense, the People's Party was also practicing the concepts of this era. The hundreds of fortified villages in the base area all had history of decades or even hundreds of years. For the people to survive, under the leadership of the People's Party, all fortified villages were breached. Those insufferably arrogant masters of the fortified villages and their families, as long as they weren't beaten to death on the spot, were all locked up. The fate of these thousands of people was to be executed collectively after the Second Counter-Encirclement.

When they died, they weren't even "martyrs of the old era." The People's Internal Affairs Committee had long been collecting evidence of their crimes of oppressing the common people and bullying the countryside. Plus some other people being watched, in this Great Purge, at least ten thousand people would die. When they died, they would be sinners. The authority executing them wasn't Chen Ke; it was the people demanding their execution. Chen Ke hadn't known ten thousand people in his era. Now he formulated a strategy, and it decided ten thousand lives. If adding the predictable destruction of Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen, just in the year 1907, Chen Ke could kill at least forty thousand people without doing it himself. Nationwide, the people dying because of Chen Ke were estimated to exceed one hundred thousand.

These people all had their own relatives and friends. Everyone was connected to several times or even a dozen times the social relations. The Party members of the People's Party wouldn't be completely uninvolved with these people either. Historically, before the Party reached Shaanxi on the Long March, an official in charge of purges was airdropped to the Northern Shaanxi Base Area. With only the identity of a purge cadre, he could lock up Liu Zhidan and others. No matter how much the Northern Shaanxi Red Army didn't understand, there was no mutiny at all. This was the Party's discipline. Relying on this steel-like discipline, the Party completed unprecedented great achievements.

When Chen Ke was young, he also thought the purges in the Jiangxi Soviet Area back then were too brutal. Thinking about it now, if there were no purges, how could discipline be established? From this angle, those killed in purges might not necessarily be "bad people"; those killed were people within the Party who couldn't obey discipline and couldn't unconditionally adhere to the Party's command. "A good dog protects three neighbors; a good fellow protects three villages." Who doesn't have their own plans? Who doesn't have their own relatives and friends?

Thinking over and over, Chen Ke suddenly felt his murderous aura was a bit too strong. Thinking of the butcher's knife for Party organization problems, this thinking leap was a bit too big. However, this was also a troublesome logical problem. With tens of thousands of old Red Army soldiers with firm will who had experienced purges and the Long March, future purges and rectifications could be done without killing.

Finding his thoughts finally disturbed by subjective assumptions, Chen Ke expelled all these things from his mind. Talk about such things when really encountered. The current problem was to hurry and think of a way to let the Guangfu Society jump out actively. Whether Hua Xiongmao could achieve the principles Party members should abide by was also a test for Hua Xiongmao. If Hua Xiongmao couldn't hold on, then educate him first. If Hua Xiongmao couldn't be educated, then remove him from office. Such things could only be taken one step at a time.

Thinking this through, Chen Ke felt those small thoughts of his wife He Ying didn't count as anything at all. A tiny Sun Yongsheng; if he was killed on the battlefield, that was his fate. If he wasn't killed but captured, then just handle him as a captive. Chen Ke could only do this much.

Sun Yongsheng's days were not easy. Having more than seventy percent of the cavalry troops killed by machine gun positions, Sun Yongsheng managed to escape with his life. If he hadn't also lost a battle, Duan Qirui would almost have killed Sun Yongsheng on the spot. The Beiyang Army couldn't travel overnight, so they had to camp on the spot. The terrifying night descended on Duan Qirui's head.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army brought "harass the enemy when they camp" to the limit. In cold gun and cold cannon activities, the People's Party even used specialized harassment rocket launchers. Rocket launchers were mainly a design concept issue. If this thing wanted to achieve battlefield precision, with the strength of the base area, it would naturally be extremely difficult. But if just wanting the rockets to explode within a large area of the enemy's camp, it was much easier. Even the lethality of the explosive part didn't need to be too sufficient; the key was to be loud enough.

Things dragging long tail flames flew into the camping area over a distance of several *li*, and then exploded with a bang. This was a lot of gunpowder. The People's Party didn't have so much gunpowder to waste like this. So Duan Qirui's troops only took five shots all night. As a result, the Beiyang Army stayed awake all night.

Finally enduring until dawn, the cavalry began to search the main road with fear and trepidation, only to find their communication lines hadn't been cut off at all; the main road was unobstructed. Duan Qirui couldn't let the Beiyang Army sleep during the day and then be harassed at night. He could only order people to contact Wang Shizhen on one hand, and order the troops to continue marching on the other, at least entering Huaiyuan county town. Relying on the city wall, harassing enemies wouldn't succeed easily.

The main force of Beiyang began to advance amidst private complaints. When they finally arrived in Huaiyuan County with difficulty, they found Huaiyuan county town had become a true empty city. This was thanks to Sun Yongsheng. After killing his way into Huaiyuan County yesterday, Sun Yongsheng "investigated chaotic parties and interrogated traitors" in the county town according to tradition. Those who could stay in the county town were no traitors; they were all people supporting the Manchu Qing. After this action by Sun Yongsheng, these people also completely despaired of the government army. Plus the People's Party killed six hundred Beiyang cavalry and returned some property that was obviously robbed to the residents in the county. Under the persuasion of the People's Party, all people in the county assessed the situation and made the decision to flee collectively. So the stove pits in quite a few houses were still warm, but not a single resident could be seen.

Occupying such an empty city, Duan Qirui felt extremely depressed. But an empty city at least had enough houses to live in, so the Beiyang Army smashed open all the doors and found places to live. Having not slept for two days and one night, the Beiyang Army was really exhausted.

The People's Party didn't care about the contact between the Beiyang armies. Wang Shizhen received Duan Qirui's notice very smoothly. As a senior Beiyang soldier, Wang Shizhen understood Duan Qirui had encountered great trouble. Wang Shizhen's choices were few. Either he waited for Duan Qirui to withdraw to Suzhou and then return to Xuzhou together. This practice was equivalent to declaring the end of their military careers. Or stay put, watching Duan Qirui be destroyed. Wang Shizhen couldn't do such a thing either. The remaining choice was for Wang Shizhen to personally lead troops south, join forces with Duan Qirui, and then thrust straight into Fengtai County with superior forces. With a thousand dissatisfactions in his heart, Wang Shizhen still sent troops.

The People's Party didn't harass Wang Shizhen. Plus Wang Shizhen's excellent staff ability, the time he spent escorting grain and fodder to arrive in Huaiyuan County was two days shorter than Duan Qirui's marching time. When Wang Shizhen entered Huaiyuan county town, he was immediately startled by everything he saw. The morale of the Beiyang Army was low, and the number of wounded soldiers greatly exceeded Wang Shizhen's imagination.

Duan Qirui didn't dare tell Wang Shizhen the truth; he didn't sit and wait for Wang Shizhen's support. On the second day of entering Huaiyuan county town, Duan Qirui sent out his scouts. These scouts ran directly into the Reconnaissance Battalion of the People's Party. Scouts taking the main road fell into ambushes; at least corpses could be found. Those taking small paths never returned; alive no person seen, dead no corpse seen.

In the meantime, Duan Qirui also launched several searches in units of a hundred people. There were no people in Huaiyuan county town, but there should be people in the countryside at least. Once the search team disappeared from the field of vision of the city wall, after a long time, a few blood-covered wounded soldiers would come back supporting each other. The others had all been wiped out. Asking about the combat process, those scared-witless wounded soldiers all said dark masses of enemies suddenly besieged them; everyone fought a bloody battle and repelled the enemy army before running back. This ghost talk couldn't fool Duan Qirui. If it were really so, why were these people all empty-handed? Where did their guns go?

Duan Qirui once sent a regiment of troops to set an ambush, wanting to lure out the People's Party chaotic bandits. The chaotic bandits didn't take the bait at all. No one could be seen from this regiment during the day. At night, the chaotic bandits suddenly attacked the drowsy Beiyang Army fiercely. Under the fierce counterattack of the Beiyang Army, they rushed into the minefield preset by the chaotic party. Bounding mines sprayed into mid-air by gunpowder exploded ruthlessly, killing and wounding the Beiyang Army in a large circular range. The chaotic bandits were nowhere to be seen. Having lost nearly two hundred people, this regiment returned to Huaiyuan county town dejectedly. From then on, the Third Town dared not attack in units of a regiment anymore. Daring not to attack in units of a regiment, and unable to attack with the whole army, Duan Qirui trapped in an empty city actually looked like he was at the end of his rope.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't cut off the communication line of the Beiyang Army this time at all; this counted as a kind of psychological warfare. If communication was really cut off, it would make the Beiyang Army make up its mind to fight instead. If the communication line could be unimpeded, the Beiyang Army wouldn't easily jump over the wall in desperation. Living in the city would greatly consume the combat will of the troops. The sense of security given by the city wall was a subtle thing. The People's Party now still needed to use the city wall to wear down the psychology of the Beiyang Army.

"Chairman Chen, I think we can fight the Beiyang Army head-on." At the Military Commission meeting, Second Regiment Political Commissar Xiong Mingyang said.

Chen Ke rushed to the front line on the same day Wang Shizhen entered Huaiyuan county town. He brought two pieces of news. First was that Zhang Yu succeeded in the surprise attack on Wuhu; the Jiangnan New Army had hurriedly crossed the Yangtze River and returned to Jiangnan. Zhang Yu didn't linger in battle either; he just moved the silver taels of the government office and withdrew from Wuhu. Now he had safely withdrawn to Tongling. The second news was that the First Regiment had begun to move north, heading straight for Xuzhou. If no problems arose, Xuzhou with empty troops couldn't resist the attack of the First Regiment at all.

Stimulated by these two pieces of news, the combat consciousness of the front-line troops was also ignited. First was Xiong Mingyang, then Pu Guanshui and others also expressed that under the attack of three regiments, the Beiyang Army inside Huaiyuan county town would absolutely be unable to withstand a single blow.

"Comrades, it's not that we can't fight like this. Fighting like this, we suffer losses," Chen Ke laughed.

Everyone laughed along. Because troop strength was superior and there was no gap in weapons, the casualties of the People's Party's guerrilla warfare were very small. Having killed and wounded six or seven hundred people of Duan Qirui's troops, the casualties of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were less than fifty. Most of the casualties were injured by stray bullets. If fighting head-on, the number of casualties would increase substantially.

"But our troops stay in the wild; everyone's physical consumption is quite large." Hua Xiongmao proposed a very valuable view. The People's Party's field combat advantage didn't fall from the sky. Every day the troops camped in the wild and had to tense their attention to prepare for combat at any time. Although hygiene was very noted and no large-scale disease broke out, the consumption of physical strength was extremely obvious.

"It's okay now. If it rains, we simply can't live in the wild," Pu Guanshui followed. The clouds in the sky had thickened these days; sudden rain wasn't a baseless imagination. Autumn rain lingers; once it starts raining, who knows how long it will take to stop.

"This isn't too worrying, right? Anyway, I suspect we'll have a battle to fight in these few days," Chen Ke continued to encourage everyone.

"Could it be around the issue of firewood?" Pu Guanshui asked. The front-line troops weren't idle either; everyone also constantly discussed places where battles might break out. The Beiyang Army had sent small units to prepare to cut firewood several times, all of which were wiped out by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Everyone had been considering whether to focus on setting ambushes in the direction of the forest. When persuading the common people to leave Huaiyuan County, the troops specifically checked the quantity of firewood in the city. This quantity wasn't enough to support for too long.

"Comrades are prepared very sufficiently." Chen Ke was very satisfied. Actually, fighting a war was absolutely not simple blade against blade, gun against gun. Horses could eat raw food, but unless forced to the last resort, humans always had to eat cooked food. This point made no difference to the People's Party and the Beiyang Army. The People's Party in the wild could easily obtain fuel instead. The Beiyang Army in the city was much more embarrassed. Not to mention the weather was getting cold now, and the demand for firewood was also constantly increasing.

As if to confirm the Revolutionary Army's idea, that night, large troops of the Beiyang Army sneaked out of the city, preparing to enter the forest area. They were attacked by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army lying in ambush long ago. However, the Beiyang Army didn't retreat this time but stubbornly launched a night battle with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The number of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers in ambush wasn't large; after a fierce exchange of fire, they had to retreat finally. The troops suddenly suffered more than thirty casualties. Chen Ke said nothing further and directly ordered harassment rocket launchers to move out. After three rockets flew into Huaiyuan county town, the Beiyang Army finally didn't continue to attack on a large scale.

Although they made a fuss all night, during the day, large numbers of Beiyang Army wood-cutting troops moved out. Reaching this point, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army knew Beiyang lacked firewood now; how could they let this opportunity go? A cruel positional battle unfolded in the forest.

"Old brother's judgment was indeed correct." Duan Qirui could finally engage the People's Party on a large scale head-on. He even felt somewhat excited at this moment.

Wang Shizhen smiled bitterly in his heart. From the intelligence provided by Duan Qirui, Wang Shizhen roughly understood the People's Party's combat. But that the People's Party could carry out harassment tactics to this degree, Wang Shizhen was also somewhat surprised. The People's Party's method was a bit too ruthless. The firewood in the city was already exhausted; now that Wang Shizhen's more than six thousand people arrived, there was simply no firewood to use. Wang Shizhen was actually just guessing roughly out of habit; he didn't expect to actually guess right.

"Brother, since it is so, let's have a good contest with this group of chaotic bandits," Wang Shizhen said.

The cruelty of the war far exceeded Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen's imagination. The one meeting the Beiyang Army was the Fourth Regiment. This was the youngest unit in the 104th Division and also the unit with the most average equipment. If it weren't for Duan Qirui losing more than a thousand people before and after, the Fourth Regiment couldn't even manage one rifle per person. Even so, the Beiyang Army still didn't gain the slightest upper hand.

Directly at the very front was the First Battalion. In yesterday's night battle, although the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army encountered the problem of small numbers, and the military plan originally required "run immediately if the situation is bad," this was also the first battle where the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was beaten away in so long. Battalion Commander Chen Guansheng never expected this "honor" to fall on his battalion's head. He resolutely demanded to take the lead in the daytime battle.

It was actually not easy to dig works in the forest. Chen Guansheng personally went to the front carrying a shovel, urging the troops to dig works. Chen Ke was afraid the First Battalion would see red (get too aggressive); he specifically required the troops to emphasize combat discipline. Absolutely cannot open fire until the enemy approaches to a certain degree. The Beiyang Army inherited many combat methods of the Huai Army, that is, knowing how to fire volleys and shoot in waves. Even in line-infantry battles, they might not necessarily fall behind. The People's Party didn't have so many bullets to consume. So they emphasized "every bullet wipes out an enemy" extra. To achieve this effect, they had to let the enemy get close to fight. So the position was inside the forest. It wasn't easy to organize formations in the forest. It was unfavorable for the Beiyang Army to exert its advantages.

So after Beiyang poured a round of bullets into the forest first, they began to attack. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army adopted infantry squad and platoon tactics. The equipment of Chen Ke's troops wasn't much worse than that troop which crossed the Yalu River valiantly and spiritedly. The troops had no machine guns, but hand grenades were sufficient. After the Beiyang Army killed their way into the forest, they suffered a fierce blow at close range. Immediately, men and horses turned over, and a patch fell.

What surprised the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was that even so, there were still Beiyang troops daring to brave the rain of bullets, straightening their bodies to start charging. This attitude of "winning by courage" bluffed the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. "Throw grenades!" Squad and platoon leaders shouted loudly while taking the lead to set an example. After a burst of rumbling explosions, those "heroic" Beiyang soldiers fell. Next, the Beiyang soldiers behind no longer had the courage just now; they turned around and actually ran away just like that. The forest provided cover impartially to both sides; a large part of the bullets chased by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in the forest were intercepted by the forest. The Beiyang Army managed to escape.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, whose position was almost breached by Beiyang, began to re-formulate specific tactics according to what was taught in the military academy. Squad leaders said to soldiers: "See that? If the Beiyang Army rushes to that pine tree, start throwing grenades."

"You guys use them sparingly; the grenade supply isn't that much." Platoon leaders said to squad leaders while patrolling the position, ordering people to collect enemy guns.

"Platoon leader, hurry up and dig trenches and foxholes; be careful of enemy shelling." The courier sent by the company commander instructed the platoon leader.

"Second Company center withdraw ten meters for me; this way we can organize firepower more effectively. Stronger compatibility." Battalion Commander Chen Guansheng ran to the front line personally and ordered after seeing the distribution of enemy dead bodies and wounded soldiers.

"You bunch of trash." Duan Qirui pointed at the commander responsible for the first wave of attack and cursed loudly.
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While Duan Qirui was scolding his subordinates furiously, Wang Shizhen frowned and raised his binoculars to observe the forest ahead. The forest wasn't dense, just some ordinary woods. Through the binoculars, he could vaguely see some shadowy things deep in the forest, but couldn't see the figures of enemy soldiers. If he hadn't seen the fierce exchange of fire just now with his own eyes, Wang Shizhen wouldn't even dare to believe that a huge number of enemy troops were hidden in the forest.

At this time, Duan Qirui had finished scolding his subordinates. He turned his head and said to Wang Shizhen: "Old brother, it seems whether we can annihilate the chaotic party depends on this battle."

"Eh? How so?" Wang Shizhen didn't quite understand.

Duan Qirui pointed in the direction of the forest and said loudly: "Look, the chaotic parties in this forest are completely different from those ordinary chaotic parties. We beat them like this, yet they actually didn't retreat at all. These people must be the elite of the chaotic party. As long as we destroy these people, the remaining chaotic parties are nothing to worry about."

In this era, any army had to have elites. That is, after feeding them full with silver, then intimidating them with cruel military law. Finally, a batch of "tiger and wolf troops" was selected. At critical moments, this batch of people had to brave the rain of bullets and rush forward. "Those who advance are heavily rewarded; those who retreat are beheaded." The reason Beiyang could become the leader among the New Armies was that Yuan Shikai could rake in money and feed the Beiyang Army full. Since Duan Qirui understood the army this way, he determined that he was facing the elite troops of the People's Party.

Wang Shizhen agreed with Duan Qirui's view. Every time they suppressed bandits, after the Beiyang Army's volley fire array opened fire fiercely, the enemy soldiers collapsed immediately. Not only did the People's Party troops in the forest not collapse, but they could also resist tenaciously. It would be strange if this wasn't the elite.

"Old brother, we will surround this forest and attack from three sides. We should be able to win," Duan Qirui said.

"Move the artillery team over first and bombard with cannons," Wang Shizhen added. Beiyang originally just wanted to cut firewood, but didn't expect it to develop into such a battle. Up to now, the Beiyang artillery hadn't moved out yet.

If Pu Guanshui knew that his former superiors in the Beiyang Army thought so highly of him, he might be very moved. The Fourth Regiment belonged to the relatively weak new troops in the 104th Division. It was only because Pu Guanshui requested battle that they got a series of opportunities. The tasks and stationing positions of the Second and Third Regiments were to completely surround the Beiyang Army; they were participating in the battle temporarily now. Moreover, Chen Ke was now at the Fourth Regiment headquarters with Division Political Commissar He Zudao. If Pu Guanshui didn't fight well, this face would really be lost big time.

Chen Ke didn't really want to command by skipping levels. As the Chairman of the Military Commission and Chairman of the Party, he convened a joint wartime meeting of the Fourth Regiment.

"I am not clear now whether our Fourth Regiment can inflict heavy damage on the Beiyang Army. I want to ask everyone, are you willing to try?" The expression on Chen Ke's face when speaking wasn't relaxed at all.

Hearing this, the comrades below became excited one by one. The Fourth Regiment was also a full-strength unit; one regiment had more than four thousand people. The Beiyang Army opposite now had a little over fifteen thousand. Fighting one against four; just thinking about it made the hair on the comrades' backs stand up.

"The Second and Third Regiments are rushing over under the leadership of Division Commander Hua. After they arrive, the Beiyang Army will definitely withdraw back into the city. Everyone doesn't need to worry too much that we won't be able to pull back if we fully deploy." Chen Ke gave everyone a reassurance pill first. "According to the news from the courier, we only need to fight for another four hours."

"Chairman Chen, how do you plan to let us fight?" Fourth Regiment Political Commissar Zeng Hongqing asked.

"We fight how we trained. Looking at it now, it's flanking tactics. Since we are at a disadvantage in numbers, our efficiency in projecting lethality must be higher." Chen Ke said calmly.

The PLA, as the world's strongest light infantry, relied on infantry squad and platoon tactics. In infantry squad and platoon tactics, outflanking and side attacks were just common meals. Back then, the world's number one power, the United States, was still driven back three hundred kilometers from the Yalu River by the Volunteer Army. In the Korean War, the US military had tenacious war will and firm combat determination. Heavy artillery shaved mountains, bombs washed the ground, fighting desperately when attacking, and not dragging mud and water when retreating. The US officers and soldiers could fight bravely against temperatures of minus thirty or forty degrees; they really fought remarkably well. If their opponent weren't the Volunteer Army, but any other opponent, the US military would have won completely long ago.

Chen Ke once thought revolutionary spirit was the key to victory. Only after he engaged in revolution personally did he understand he was wrong. No matter what revolutionary spirit, if the officers and soldiers couldn't see the hope of victory at all, then everything was in vain. Only when the inevitability of victory existed could the soldiers overcome the fear of personal death. If there was no possibility of victory in the war at all, no one was a fool willing to die. To make the soldiers convinced of the inevitable victory of the battle, it had to rely on usual training. The soldiers must know the purpose of the tactical training they conducted, and where the scientific nature of these tactical trainings lay. When the cadres of the Fourth Regiment asked how to win the battle, Chen Ke could only ask everyone starting from this most basic question.

The training of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was indeed grasped very tightly; otherwise, the battle in the forest wouldn't have been withstood so easily. At the beginning, facing an enemy with superior numbers, everyone could only choose the defensive mode. Hearing Chen Ke ask this, the cadres immediately began to discuss the offensive issue. According to usual training, the method of attack naturally chose side attacks.

Offense wasn't for sending people to death. One battalion of the Fourth Regiment fought defense in the forest. How many troops should the flanking force invest exactly? How to realize the offense? Since the number was at a disadvantage, close-range shooting naturally wouldn't work. What could be chosen was to adopt the mode of front-line movement, first raid the enemy's flank, disrupting the enemy's deployment. Then invest troops to conduct hand-to-hand combat. Before this battle, the Fourth Regiment still had quite a few soldiers using cold weapons, and they had also conducted specialized drills for this combat mode. The problem was that hand-to-hand combat was very unfavorable for troops with inferior numbers.

The discussion reached this key point in less than ten minutes. With a ratio of one to four, offense became a very bad choice.

Although facing Chen Ke, and the result of the discussion was that offensive warfare was unfavorable, the comrades' faces were quite ugly. Even so, the comrades still formally proposed the final view to Chen Ke. Full-scale offense was not feasible.

Chen Ke wasn't unhappy at all. Seeking truth from facts was the People's Party's program of action; what was shameful about telling the truth? He said seriously: "If we can't fight, then we can't hold. Being beaten passively here is just losing troops for nothing; attrition warfare is meaningless. Fight if we can win, leave if we can't win. If everyone thinks the situation is like this, we can prepare to retreat now."

"Then what if we only hit one route of the Beiyang Army?" He Zudao spoke up. The Political Commissars of the People's Party were not civilian officials; in battle, Political Commissars also fought bravely on the front line. Xiong Mingyang of the Second Regiment once served concurrently as Political Commissar and Regiment Commander; this kind of concurrent situation wasn't rare in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

He Zudao continued: "If the Beiyang Army can't take it down frontally, they will definitely adopt the tactic of outflanking from two wings. We knock out one of their wings; this troop strength is still enough. Now the battlefield width is five *li*. This requires the troops inside the forest to be able to block the superior enemy, preventing them from rescuing the friendly forces close at hand. The Beiyang Army will use cannons to bombard our positions in the forest. The comrades in the forest will have to bear the enemy's attack from three sides. This position must be arranged well."

Hearing He Zudao's plan, the Party cadres of the Fourth Regiment felt their heartbeats accelerating involuntarily. He Zudao's plan was feasible, but everyone could imagine the arduous battle to be carried out within it. Everyone's eyes turned to Chen Ke.

Chen Ke laughed: "I still say that: fight if we can win, leave if we can't win. I am not acting as an army supervisor here, forcing everyone to fight some great victory. I am here just to see how comrades fight. To see if everyone can persist in their own combat plan to the end."

As the Political Commissar, Zeng Hongqing spoke first: "We were originally to stop the Beiyang Army from cutting firewood, but the battle developed to this stage. Even if we retreat now, the Beiyang Army still can't cut much firewood. This combat objective has been achieved. I think we should choose to retreat. Bury landmines in the forest before retreating, enough to stop the Beiyang Army from cutting firewood on a large scale. Moreover, once the Second and Third Regiments arrive nearby, the Beiyang Army indeed has no way to continue cutting firewood."

Pu Guanshui didn't agree with this view. "Even if the Second and Third Regiments rush over, we didn't make a concerted attack combat plan beforehand. We cannot coordinate combat effectively. If we persist in the forest for a while, it will be somewhat helpful for subsequent combat."

Zeng Hongqing shook his head. "If we want to hold the forest, we can only follow the tactic Political Commissar He just mentioned. The troops have never trained to besiege a point to strike reinforcements across this width of five *li* braving enemy artillery fire. We cannot take this risk."

Hearing this reason, Pu Guanshui couldn't say anything either. He knew time was tight, so he said decisively: "Retreat."

War had broken away from control since the first shot was fired. Wanting to advance and retreat freely on the battlefield wasn't such an easy thing either. This was also thanks to the People's Party emphasizing training; before the troops were put into battle, the retreat plan was also formulated accordingly. According to the predetermined retreat route, the troops in the forest withdrew from the position quietly. The main force was also retreating at the same time.

At this time, the Beiyang cavalry had long begun reconnaissance in groups of twenty or thirty. The retreat of the main force was quickly seen by them. Although these cavalry dared not approach to harass, reporting news was always possible. Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen frowned upon learning the news of the People's Party troops retreating.

"Commander Duan, Provincial Commander Wang. Let's hurry and chase up." Hearing this news, the officer beside them immediately beamed with joy. In the past, when facing peasant rebel armies, the rebel army starting to retreat meant they couldn't hold on. The Beiyang Army chasing up never failed to have a great victory. The Beiyang Army was beaten miserably in the People's Party's ambush a few days ago. Now there was finally an opportunity to hold their heads high.

"Old brother, what do you think?" Duan Qirui certainly hoped to catch up and fight a winning battle. But he had suffered so many losses after all, so he dared not act rashly. Moreover, past peasant rebel armies retreated and scattered after the frontal combat collapsed. The People's Party didn't fall behind at all in the forest. This retreat was an active retreat. It was hard to say if there were any ambushes inside.

Facing the opportunity for combat, Wang Shizhen was more decisive than Duan Qirui. "Morale can be drummed up but not leaked. If we don't chase a bit now, the blow to morale will be excessive. Let's not chase too urgently; just be careful there are no ambushes. We select three thousand elites to chase a bit."

As soon as the main force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army broke away from the front line, they quickly completed the formation of the marching column. The movement speed increased immediately. The base area had its own cavalry originally. Relying on cavalry to expel the Beiyang cavalry squads, the march wasn't disturbed at all. And intelligence was transmitted back equally quickly.

"The Beiyang Army sent three thousand people to chase over?" Chen Ke marched with big strides while listening to the report.

Several main cadres of the Fourth Regiment and Pu Guanshui, who was commanding the Fourth Regiment now, were beside Chen Ke. Hearing this news, the eyes of several cadres lit up. Four thousand people fighting fifteen thousand people was indeed unrealistic, but four thousand people fighting three thousand people wasn't a very difficult thing. The Beiyang Army was unfamiliar with the place in the wilderness; wasn't this walking right into the trap?

Chen Ke turned his head to look at the Reconnaissance Battalion Commander beside him. "Can you make the Beiyang Army blind?"

"That bit of Beiyang cavalry is nothing." The Reconnaissance Battalion Commander grinned.

This was a standard PLA-style mobile annihilation battle. The cavalry dispatched by the Beiyang Army on the left flank suffered an ambush because they chased too far ahead. Just as they passed a small slope, they were suddenly attacked by superior cavalry. This Beiyang cavalry squad was completely annihilated immediately. The Beiyang Army didn't feel the danger in it, only slowing down slightly.

That hateful bandit army troop marching in front did this obviously just wanting to get rid of the Beiyang Army's pursuit. Since they were targeted by the Beiyang Army, there was no reason to let the bandit army escape easily. The bandit armies that were chased relentlessly by the Beiyang Army and finally collapsed during the march were not just one or two.

"You don't say, the Beiyang Army really has a way with marching," Chen Ke said grinningly to Pu Guanshui beside him.

"They seem not to have brought dry rations." Pu Guanshui was very familiar with Beiyang and observed this situation through binoculars.

"That means they won't chase relentlessly?"

Pu Guanshui wiped the sweat from his forehead. "Anyway, they can't persist for too long."

"Then let's take them a bit farther." Chen Ke laughed.

"Dammit, this group of bandit troops is actually eating." The leading Beiyang officer put down the binoculars and cursed.

The People's Party troops slowed down their marching speed just now. The Beiyang Army thought the troops couldn't hold on. Unexpectedly, the reason the People's Party troops slowed down was actually taking out some food to eat while walking. The Beiyang pursuing troops advanced with light troops; the People's Party obviously carried very complete marching equipment, but the Beiyang Army couldn't catch up no matter what. Seeing the People's Party troops eating, the Beiyang Army officers felt empty fire rising even more.

"Sir, can we catch up?" A low-level officer beside him asked. After chasing for more than two hours, the Beiyang Army was really tired out, and had no food. They couldn't hold on a bit.

"Put in more effort; we can definitely catch up. Wait, look." The officer pointed ahead. In the direction the People's Party troops were going, there was a village. The Beiyang Army hadn't scouted much in this direction. Seeing the People's Party went towards the village, the officer immediately thought that there were people in the village, and if there were people, there was grain. Everyone could eat. Looking at it now, the People's Party had no intention of engaging in battle at all. Even if they couldn't catch up, they might as well eat first and then talk about later things.

"Continue chasing!" The officer shouted.

Two hours later, the officer lay on a patch of grass in a very comfortable posture. His hand was placed on his chest. Although the clouds in the sky looked thick, sunlight still poured down between the clouds. If not for the blood gurgling out from the wound under the officer's palm, this would be a nice afternoon nap.

The surprise attack came too suddenly. After the Beiyang Army main force approached the village with curling cooking smoke, they suddenly saw several puffs of white smoke rising in front of the village. With several *thump-thump* explosions, shells fell into the Beiyang Army's formation. Then gunshots rang out from the rear.

This was a temporary station of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Fourth Regiment. The two companies left behind here had received notification long ago and then lay in ambush. When the Beiyang Army entered the ambush circle, they immediately launched an attack from the rear and middle section of the Beiyang Army. Two companies, four hundred people, killing their way into the Beiyang Army's ranks was naturally unrealistic, but disrupting the Beiyang Army's marching formation was more than enough.

Suffering an unexpected attack, the Beiyang Army was in chaos immediately. And the Fourth Regiment, which changed deployment after bypassing the village, let out shouts like mountains calling and seas roaring, killing their way back towards the Beiyang Army. The pursuing Beiyang Army had no accompanying artillery or machine guns at all. The Beiyang Army, who once wanted to gather the team and resist with volleys, became good targets for artillery. Shells exploded one by one in the dense crowd. The battle turned into a one-sided slaughter.

The Beiyang Army chased the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army for several hours, and their physical strength was almost exhausted. Facing such a situation, the entire troop collapsed completely. Soldiers let out meaningless shouts, dodging shells and bullets like headless flies. The soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had eaten anyway, and now took off the New Army equipment on their bodies. Their physical strength was much better than the Beiyang Army. The counterattack quickly turned into an encirclement.

Due to the judgment of the Beiyang Army's combat power being above reality, the troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't consider persuading surrender at all. Facing the Beiyang Army like human targets opposite, bullets were fired like splashing water. The Beiyang Army didn't even have the leisure to organize a breakout; the whole troop was scattered like sheep. Their act of fleeing in all directions was mistaken for a breakout. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers threw hand grenades *whoosh-whoosh* into the chaotic ranks of the Beiyang Army running over.

Every grenade took away several lives, making the dense Beiyang Army formation in the smoke sparse. Subsequent shooting knocked down the remaining people one by one. The Beiyang Army had rich experience fighting rebel armies in various places. They had treated failed rebel armies bloodily. When they were surrounded and faced the fate of complete destruction, these people couldn't think of surrendering. They had massacred surrenderers on a large scale, so they instinctively feared surrendering. Despite facing the situation of destruction, the Beiyang Army let themselves be slaughtered, but not a single person uttered a voice of surrender.

By the time Chen Ke discovered something was wrong and ordered the troops to start shouting surrender slogans, this battle, which could only be called a massacre, was already nearing its end. The ground was full of dead and wounded; there were few people who could stand on the spot.

It was also the first time Chen Ke truly adopted mobile warfare. Facing victory, he naturally had great joy and excitement in his heart. But the Shura field (carnage) before his eyes froze the smile on Chen Ke's face. As if to vent the uncomfortable feeling in his chest, Chen Ke sighed long. He said to Pu Guanshui beside him: "If the Beiyang Army hadn't chased so urgently, I'm afraid they wouldn't have lost so miserably."

Pu Guanshui's face also looked extremely ugly. He also didn't expect that just a simple returning horse spear (counterattack) could easily annihilate three thousand Beiyang troops. Chen Ke was right; if the Beiyang Army hadn't chased so urgently, they definitely wouldn't have suffered such tragic destruction. But the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers were also humans. They also experienced a march of the same distance as the Beiyang Army, and immediately engaged in battle after marching. Shelling and surprise attacks only disrupted the Beiyang Army's formation. What truly annihilated the Beiyang Army was the Fourth Regiment soldiers who turned back to kill.

Senior officers might still have some pity or sadness, but the soldiers who invested great energy and willpower and did their best in fierce combat didn't have such emotions at all. "Victory!" "Victory!" The soldiers raised the weapons in their hands and cheered loudly.

"Long live Chairman Chen!" Unknown who shouted this slogan first. Immediately, other soldiers shouted in unison, "Long live Chairman Chen!" "Long live Chairman Chen!"

This was a shout from the heart. Chen Ke, who marched with them and fought with them today, was the person who saved everyone from the death line, the person who created this army and led this army from one victory to another.

Before, although the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also won a few battles, those were indeed battles carefully ambushed and meticulously prepared. And those battles were also taught by Chairman Chen on how to fight to win. Now this hearty and dripping great victory, this great victory that thoroughly trampled the Beiyang Army, which was once high above in everyone's eyes, underfoot, thoroughly stimulated the excitement and admiration of the soldiers.

"Long live Chairman Chen!" This slogan aptly shouted out the heartfelt wishes of the soldiers.

"Chairman Chen!" A cadre from the Intelligence Section walked over with a sweating courier. He shouted while walking: "Chairman Chen, Division Commander Hua commanded the Second and Third Regiments to arrive at Huaiyuan county town. Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen retreated back into the city. We can surround them."

After annihilating these three thousand Beiyang troops, the People's Party's three regiments had twelve thousand people. The Beiyang Army in the city also only had a little over twelve thousand left. Moreover, Wang Shizhen himself was from Beiyang, but the subordinates he commanded as Provincial Commander of Jiangbei were not Beiyang Army. The Beiyang Army under Duan Qirui was now less than six thousand. Before the war, the People's Party even prepared to open the main road and let the Beiyang Army thrust into Fengtai County. Unexpectedly, after really starting the fight, the Beiyang Army only entered Huaiyuan County and reached their dead end.

Fighting to this extent, the most elite First Regiment of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army hadn't even participated in the battle. The First Regiment was rushing towards Xuzhou, the starting point of the Beiyang Army in Jiangsu. Although Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen hadn't been finally annihilated yet, the complete victory of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was already a visible result. This couldn't help but make the Intelligence Section cadre beam with joy.

"After cleaning the battlefield, start the encirclement," Chen Ke said calmly.
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Chapter 86 The Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign (Part 6)

When Chen Ke rushed back to Huaiyuan county town with the Fourth Regiment, Hua Xiongmao hurried over to welcome him. Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen weren't scared into the city by Hua Xiongmao; before they had to retreat into Huaiyuan county town, the two also fought a battle.

The winner of this battle was undoubtedly the two regiments commanded by Hua Xiongmao. Before the battle started, Hua Xiongmao had learned that the Beiyang Army had been greatly weakened. Even though he only had two regiments with more than eight thousand people under his command, facing nearly twelve thousand Beiyang troops, Hua Xiongmao was still full of confidence.

"The Beiyang Army doesn't know how to fight!" This was already the consensus of the high-level cadres of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The People's Party's exercise object could only be its own troops. In the exercises, fire coordination, front-line movement, flanking attacks, surprise attacks, bayonet fighting. After repeating these tactics, the troops faced a large number of problems after each exercise. As the principal of the military academy, Chen Ke taught the basic tactical concepts and the reasons for adopting these tactics to the troops. From top to bottom, the troops felt confused; if one had to say, it was learning a lot but understanding little.

Before engaging Beiyang, the troops involuntarily looked up to Beiyang. They felt that if people like themselves who just learned to fight still had to face these complex problems, old troops like the Beiyang Army probably solved the problems long ago. Once they really engaged, the troops discovered that compared to themselves, the Beiyang Army was a group of "fledglings" who only knew superficial skills through and through. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army lured the enemy casually, and Beiyang foolishly drilled into the trap. The communication, reconnaissance, including marching and fighting adopted by Beiyang revealed a strong "silly air." The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was far from meeting Chairman Chen Ke's requirements, but even so, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's mobile warfare was more than enough to deal with the Beiyang Army.

In frontal combat, the confident Hua Xiongmao adopted the extremely ordinary frontal combat tactics taught in the military academy. Digging works according to the terrain, arranging firepower in echelons; Hua Xiongmao commanded the troops to prepare for battle calmly. In the past, Hua Xiongmao had Chen Ke above him and the Military Commission as colleagues. Although Division Political Commissar He Zudao didn't steal credit, he pressed on Hua Xiongmao in the organizational system. The various military commanders below also grew up rapidly, and Hua Xiongmao consciously felt the presence of his position becoming thinner and thinner. Now Chen Ke and He Zudao were both in the Fourth Regiment. Hua Xiongmao directly commanded two regiments in combat as a division commander for the first time; this was his time to display his skills.

Although quite a few people thought Hua Xiongmao maintained the status of the number one person in the army by seniority, these people didn't figure out that being able to maintain the status of the number one person in the army by seniority in a situation without actual military merit itself explained Hua Xiongmao's extraordinariness.

The battle started with a very ordinary situation; the artillery of both sides fired first. The base area had experience in large-scale manufacturing of iron farm tools, and entrenching shovels were also researched and produced. Simple foxholes had been dug many times, which was nothing remarkable for the troops. However, the experience of being bombarded frontally by cannons was the first time for most soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Shells came and exploded violently on the position. Huge vibrations were transmitted to every soldier, and every soldier's face changed nervously. They hugged their guns, shrinking tightly inside the foxholes. When training these civil engineering works before, everyone had absolutely no concept of digging foxholes. After experiencing shelling, quite a few soldiers were suddenly enlightened about the design concept of foxholes amidst fear. No matter how many times the troop cadres lectured, it couldn't compare to experiencing it personally once for educational value.

Learning that tens of thousands of bandit troops were approaching Huaiyuan County, Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen originally felt this was a good opportunity to accomplish the whole task at one stroke. They couldn't care about cutting firewood anymore and immediately mobilized all troops to prepare for an attack.

The one responsible for the attack was not the Beiyang Army but Wang Shizhen's troops. Duan Qirui's Third Town had experienced a series of battles, and the one chasing the Fourth Regiment was also the Beiyang Army elite. Wang Shizhen wasn't a petty person; Duan Qirui only had less than five thousand people left, so it was really inappropriate to let Duan Qirui fight this battle again. Wang Shizhen commanded his troops to enter the battle. Wang Shizhen's troops were the 13th Mixed Brigade, plus some Green Standard Army soldiers, totaling about six thousand people. Unlike the Beiyang Army, this troop didn't have any combat experience. Being able to be brought to Huaiyuan County by Wang Shizhen completely proved Wang Shizhen's outstanding command ability.

Once the artillery battle started, these New Army soldiers originally felt it was very fresh, stretching their necks to look one by one. As a result, not long after the Beiyang Army fired, shells whistled over from the opposite chaotic party position immediately. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army shivered in the artillery position, but at least they had a place to hide. The New Army had no such concept at all. They were deployed on several offensive positions; when shells exploded beside them, this bunch was scared bad.

The first round of shelling by both sides counted as a demonstration battle, proving to both enemy and us simultaneously, "We have cannons!" Next, the artillerymen began to adjust firing data, starting to shoot at targets considered valuable under the guidance of artillery observers. From this time on, the Beiyang Army began to suffer losses. Duan Qirui, who graduated from the Artillery Department of the Tianjin Military Academy with "optimal" grades, personally commanded the Beiyang artillery. Beiyang had always valued artillery among the various New Armies. Most of the fired shells hit the position of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

A considerable part of the artillerymen in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army came from the Anhui New Army, and the others were trained by the base area itself. Really exchanging fire with Beiyang, even if they didn't fall to the disadvantage, they couldn't show obvious advantages either. However, the advantage of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army lay in being able to fully utilize all technical means. After two artillery observation balloons rose slowly into the sky in the sight of the Beiyang Army, the advantage of the artillery battle quickly turned to the side of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

Standing high, seeing far. Not to mention that professional personnel were configured inside the artillery observation balloons. Looking down from above, trenches and communication trenches on the position of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wound and interlaced. While the position on the Beiyang Army side didn't change much. Large numbers of troops hiding behind natural terrain were simply seen at a glance. Under effective guidance, shells were fired fiercely in the direction of the enemy's large troops. The observers saw very clearly that when shells exploded in the enemy ranks, bloody flowers were raised among the ant-like crowd; the blown-away mud and human bodies were components of the flowers. And the ant colony that originally looked reasonably regulated scattered instantly, losing order completely.

"Artillery Third Company continue shooting." Flag signals transmitted messages to the position below, "That is the enemy's troop assembly area."

The greatest role of shelling at the current stage was actually destroying the enemy's offensive organization; this point had long been taught in the military academy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The best situation was undoubtedly inflicting heavy damage on the starting position of the enemy troops.

Even as steady as Wang Shizhen, seeing his troops scattered and fleeing by shells, his face became extremely ugly. Originally Wang Shizhen thought that even if the People's Party opposite were fierce bandits and had certain combat power, they couldn't possibly play any special tricks. The People's Party indeed didn't play any tricks; the People's Party just displayed the level a formally militarily educated army should have. Artillery observation balloons were originally not rare things; Beiyang had also engaged in them. Wang Shizhen was not unfamiliar with this at all. However, in this battle, neither Duan Qirui nor Wang Shizhen brought balloons, and secondly, they didn't expect the People's Party to actually apply this technology so openly and aboveboard.

This wasn't the time to hesitate. If the artillery battle was allowed to continue like this, without positional warfare, Wang Shizhen's subordinates wouldn't be able to hold on. "Cavalry attack!" Wang Shizhen gave the order decisively.

When the cavalry attacked, the Beiyang Army's artillery had to stop shooting. The troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were immediately called out from the foxholes by platoon leaders and squad leaders. "Enter position! Enter position!"

The position originally with only a few troops was instantly filled with infantry, black rifle muzzles aimed uniformly in the direction of the enemy.

"Beiyang cavalry is coming; no shooting without orders!" This was a matter trained countless times. Platoon and squad leaders shouted to the soldiers almost instinctively. In the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, becoming cadres at all levels didn't depend on how smooth your interpersonal relationships were. Although the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wanted to educate seriously on basic politeness to others, military cadres were not selected by being polite. Whoever trained well, whoever could complete military command, only then had the opportunity to be elected as officers at all levels. So the first reaction of these cadres was to arrange the battle according to usual training, experience accumulated in war, and military skills accepted in pre-war discussion meetings at all levels, post-war summary meetings, and training in military academies at all levels.

None of the company commanders hid in the back at this time. They all went to the first line to inspect troop deployment, emphasizing again the aspects to pay attention to during combat. The enemy was about to launch an attack immediately. Even for troops with strict training like the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the work company commanders had to do was still plenty. Thanks to the even more ineffective organization of these New Armies, the 13th Mixed Brigade attacked sluggishly after being shelled. The front line of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army received the news of the enemy cavalry moving out and finally completed comprehensive preparations.

Compared with the storm-like shelling just now, the sound of horse hooves of hundreds of cavalry felt like a breeze to the soldiers. Squad and platoon leaders suppressed their nervous feelings, their eyes patrolling back and forth in the direction where the soldiers and company commanders were.

Company commanders pursed their lips tightly, waiting for the signal for the next step of combat. The sound of horse hooves and the shouting of cavalry opposite were clearly audible on the quiet position of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. But the position of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army remained silent, as if there was no one on the position.

"Da da da..." The machine guns began to ring when the enemy entered a distance of about thirty meters before the position. Without looking at the effect of the machine guns at all, the company commanders roared almost simultaneously, "Fire!"

Hundreds of rifles joined the ranks of shooting at the same time. Like cutting wheat, the New Army cavalry were knocked down in patches. Men shouted and horses neighed at the front of the position, a chaotic mess.

Hua Xiongmao heaved a long sigh of relief. The troop's performance completely met the highest requirements. The tactics that should be adopted, the troops executed meticulously. No matter how many times practiced on normal days, it couldn't compare to real combat. Training was practicing with one's own people; combat was fighting with living enemies. Until the moment of engaging fire, you couldn't guess the enemy's most specific reaction. What the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was best at was urban warfare and siege warfare; field warfare happened not to be the content they were best at. Facing the Beiyang Army, except for Chen Ke, no one in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had confidence in their hearts. Now, Hua Xiongmao could already determine that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army occupied the upper hand in field warfare.

War victory is obtained by offense. Hua Xiongmao didn't prepare to defend to the end originally. The Second Regiment had already dispatched flanking troops. In the plan, this troop was to wait until the enemy's infantry launched an attack, then cut fiercely into the enemy's attack formation from the side, attacking fiercely and violently, annihilating the enemy in one fell swoop. Now the flanking troop had entered the predetermined position; after the Beiyang Army opposite began to attack, they continued to conduct front-line movement forward. But Beiyang seemed to be scared out of their wits. After the cavalry was wiped out, the Beiyang Army actually had no intention of continuing to attack. Not only that, the Beiyang Army troops even began to retreat.

"Prepare to take cover; be careful of Beiyang Army shelling." Hua Xiongmao didn't have the intention of being beaten passively at all. Beiyang Army doing this was probably preparing for large-scale shelling, right?

"Let the Second Regiment send two companies towards the direction of tree cutting." Hua Xiongmao continued to order. The courier had already explained the cause of today's battle clearly. Since the Beiyang Army cavalry had already suffered a heavy blow, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army now occupied a huge advantage in mobility. Not letting the Beiyang Army cut trees was also a very important tactical goal.

Wang Shizhen's face was already gloomy to the extreme. He never expected the enemy opposite to be so capable of fighting. As a qualified military commander, he was very clear that continuing to attack like this now was just losing troops in vain. Moreover, after this artillery battle, the 13th Mixed Brigade under him completely lost the will to fight. The New Army had the courage to bully ordinary bandits; facing regular troops with machine guns and cannons, the courage of the 13th Mixed Brigade began to melt instantly like ice and snow under the scorching sun. Especially the reconnaissance balloon high in the sky made these New Armies lose their "superiority in equipment." Stuff that could fly in the sky was high technology; that meant the "chaotic party" opposite had "power" exceeding the New Army. Plus the dense formation preparing to set off suffered a blow; the dense formation suffered a heavy blow in an instant, and the New Army also needed time to reorganize its troops.

Duan Qirui had rushed over at this time. He stared hatefully at the observation balloon. This hateful thing made all government troops who could see the balloon feel uncomfortable all over. Being watched from so high above, no one could feel good.

"Old brother, let's break through." Duan Qirui said ferociously.

Wang Shizhen shook his head. "Withdraw troops first. The 13th Mixed Brigade is already in chaos." The shells falling into the Mixed Brigade troops during the artillery battle caused great chaos to the government army. Even with ability like Wang Shizhen's, he still hadn't completely tidied up the situation. Plus the cavalry also suffered heavy damage; counting on the 13th Mixed Brigade to take the lead again was completely unrealistic. Moreover, Wang Shizhen had a strong unease in his heart; he always felt that if they continued fighting, something would definitely happen.

Duan Qirui could also see that organizing an attack again couldn't be completed in a moment. The Beiyang Army had already suffered considerable losses. Plus the elite troops went to chase the fleeing People's Party bandit troops; the remaining troops also needed to catch their breath. The two began to rectify their subordinates separately.

Bad news came one by one subsequently. First, the cavalry of the pursuit troops fled back in fear and trepidation, reporting that the three thousand pursuit troops were completely wiped out. Then the wood-cutting troops were suddenly attacked from inside the forest. The People's Party bandit troops opposite began to launch shelling on the government army's position again. Forced helplessly, the government army all withdrew back into the city.

Hua Xiongmao introduced the battle situation to Chen Ke. He felt very regretful that the Beiyang Army didn't continue to launch attacks. If the government army's infantry charged again, Hua Xiongmao firmly believed that with the strike of the flank ambush soldiers, he could definitely give the Beiyang Army sortie troops a heavy blow.

"Division Commander Hua, you have already done very well." Chen Ke praised Hua Xiongmao first. "Now the Beiyang Army has no ability to escape for their lives anymore. This encirclement can definitely finish them off."

"Brothers of Beiyang, the troops you sent out were destroyed by us. Now we send the captured Beiyang officers and soldiers back to you. We have already bandaged them; you hurry up and do the rest of the life-saving things yourselves." Although full of Anhui local accent, the vigorous Northern Anhui Mandarin could still be heard clearly by the Beiyang Army from Zhili.

Duan Qirui at the city wall head already knew the three thousand troops chasing the People's Party were completely wiped out. Before hearing this news personally, he still had some illusions in his heart that those cavalry fleeing back for their lives were just talking nonsense. When the People's Party asked the Beiyang Army to receive the captives, Duan Qirui knew this bad news was true.

But he couldn't refuse the People's Party's request immediately either. In the binoculars, he had already seen the Beiyang Army wounded soldiers and POWs being brought to the front of Huaiyuan county town by the People's Party. Duan Qirui couldn't refuse to take these people back no matter what. If he dared to refuse, someone would really dare to shoot him in the back.

Not only the POWs and wounded from today's several battles, but the Beiyang Army captured by the People's Party a few days ago were also in the released ranks. Although these people were their own comrades-in-arms, watching the blood-stained wounded soldiers being carried into the city, the faces of all Beiyang Army and 13th Mixed Brigade New Army soldiers were very ugly.

Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen hurriedly began to question the captives, hoping to get the truth about the People's Party from them. The news obtained was naturally that the People's Party had a multitude of people; the number of People's Party troops ranged from thirty thousand to fifty thousand, according to the captives' different statements.

When Duan Qirui sent troops, the Third Town actually dispatched eleven thousand people, and Wang Shizhen's troops had six thousand people. After several consecutive battles, casting aside the wounded, the number of troops on both sides added together that could still fight was less than ten thousand. According to the intelligence provided by the captives, the People's Party had at least thirty thousand people. The combat power of these thirty thousand was at least equal to the Beiyang Army. Fighting one against three, both Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen knew there was no chance of winning at all. This Huaiyuan city was extremely likely to be their burial place.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were all from peasant backgrounds; officers and soldiers were good at civil engineering. After experiencing battle, the whole army was very clear about the meaning of fortifications. To besiege the government army inside the city, it was absolutely impossible without fortifications. Without much mobilization, the troops began to dig fortifications vigorously. First were various areas convenient for breakout, as well as combat key points.

Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen sat face to face in the command post, their faces like the sky outside. God was really blind; these days were cloudy, and even dropped a few drops of rain occasionally. But the autumn rain didn't fall at all. Once it rained, the People's Party bandit troops definitely couldn't persist. The fortifications they dug could effectively resist the Beiyang Army's attack, but with continuous autumn rain, no matter how fierce and brave the People's Party was, it was impossible to hold on in the mud all the time. At that time, there would be a chance to break out.

There were only two choices for the breakout route, either north or east. Huaiyuan County faced the confluence of the Guo River and Huai River. To the west was the Guo River, and to the south was the confluence of the Guo River and Huai River. The People's Party now deployed heavy troops in the north and east. Which route to choose exactly, the two hadn't made up their minds for the time being.

While discussing, a guard barged in with a panicked scout. "Commander Duan, Provincial Commander Wang. A fleet has come on the river surface. There are gunboats in the fleet."

"There are gunboats?" Duan Qirui looked happy; in these years, fleets with gunboats were definitely government forces.

"The gunboats are flying the flag of the People's Party." The scout hurriedly corrected Duan Qirui's wrong idea.

Wang Shizhen's face changed greatly. "That is the warship of the Hubei Navy captured by the People's Party!"

Hearing Wang Shizhen say this, Duan Qirui immediately realized suddenly. He shouted angrily: "This bunch of trash of the Hubei New Army!"

Before the voice landed, a dull roar sounded from outside the city. Shells flew into Huaiyuan city with sharp whistling sounds.

This was the People's Party inland river fleet commanded by Yan Fu. To annihilate the Beiyang Army completely and achieve the effect of military training, Chen Ke spared no capital. Blockade on land, using fleet shelling on water. Observation balloons rose on the opposite bank of the river; artillery observers high above guided the fleet to bombard Huaiyuan county town fiercely.

It wasn't just ordinary shells fired into the city, but also aluminum-based incendiary shells. The quantity wasn't large, but the effect was really very good. The high heat released by the thermite reaction quickly ignited civilian houses. And the shells themselves ignited quite a few fire heads. The autumn wind was strong; once the fire started, it couldn't be withstood anymore. The Beiyang Army was unwilling to come out to fight the fire braving artillery fire. By the time they realized they had to save it, the fire was already so big that they couldn't save it at all.

Rolling thick smoke and flames could be seen from the city. The city gates soon opened wide, and the completely disordered Beiyang Army rolled out from inside the city.

"Kill!" The commanders of various units of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had no other choice; this opportunity was once in a blue moon. Many Beiyang troops held weapons, but more Beiyang troops didn't even have weapons. Compared to field warfare, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was better at urban warfare. Various units didn't have time to fully reorganize the teams and sent out advance attack troops.

Looking at the menacing Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army killing their way over, the Beiyang Army still thought of resisting, while the troops of the 13th Mixed Brigade had already given up the plan to resist. Screaming, they rushed back into the city again. This time, they also dispersed the formation of the Beiyang Army trying to organize. The officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't give them a chance at all. The closer to the city wall, the more familiar the officers and soldiers felt. "Throw bombs!" Platoon leaders and squad leaders shouted almost simultaneously.

One side was well-trained, the other was chaotic and unable to meet the battle at all. The battle developed quickly from the city gate to the city wall. Officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army chased the government army, killing their way into the city all the way. They didn't rashly continue into the city either, but seized the commanding heights of the city wall first, blocking the city gates.

Just at this time, perhaps the airflow disturbed by the big fire in the city played a role, the rain that Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui once looked forward to incomparably finally fell from the gloomy sky. Dense raindrops soon turned into heavy rain. The Beiyang Army's last chance to restore the command system was ruthlessly washed away by the heavy rain. In rain battles, it depended on who was more organized. Gunshots mixed in the rain water; one couldn't distinguish east, west, south, and north at all. Heavy rain obscured vision and made roads slippery. And the big fire in the city seemingly extinguished by rain, the fire scene drenched by rain emitted high-temperature steam in all directions, still making people unable to enter the fire scene to hide.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had sufficient urban warfare experience. After they seized a part of the city wall, the Beiyang Army lost the last chance.

The battle was fought from approaching noon to the afternoon when the rain turned into light rain. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army completely occupied the city wall, and the remnants of the Beiyang Army were surrounded in several strongholds.

Although the rain became smaller, the sky became even darker. Duan Qirui took out his pocket watch with stiff fingers and looked; it was already past four in the afternoon. The sky was gloomy as if it were night. The sound of guns and cannons in the city also gradually stopped. There were less than seventy Beiyang Army soldiers following Duan Qirui. They were now guarding a courtyard burned by the fire. The Beiyang Army didn't eat breakfast, and as result, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army broke in before lunch. Up to now, including Duan Qirui, the dozens of Beiyang troops trapped here hadn't eaten for a day and a night. Their clothes had long been soaked by rain. Originally they could still feel the clothes were cold; now they didn't even have the feeling of coldness.

Someone shouted in the loudspeaker outside the wall: "Duan Qirui, you have been surrounded. Surrender now; our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army treats captives leniently. I now announce our captive policy to you: First, body search, but only confiscate weapons, not your personal property. Second, no cursing captives, no killing captives. Third..."

These voices entered Duan Qirui's ears; he knew the other party was shouting, but he couldn't listen to a single word of the specific content. Duan Qirui only had a feeling of confusion in his heart. He knew he was finished but couldn't accept this fact. Is this my end? Traveling thousands of *li* from Beijing to Anhui, in less than ten days, Duan Qirui, who once commanded tens of thousands of Beiyang troops, had less than seventy people left by his side? And those bandits of Anhui local origin were persuading surrender to the Beiyang Army Commander so triumphantly? Even in the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895, Duan Qirui hadn't suffered such a crushing defeat.

Duan Qirui even suspected he was having a nightmare; as long as he could wake up, all this would disappear. He was still the Commander of the Third Town, with over ten thousand elite soldiers under his command, trying every means to exterminate the Anhui chaotic party.

Raising his hand to touch his forehead, neither his fingers nor his forehead had a real tactile sensation. Everything seemed to be in a dream; knowing fingers and forehead existed, but having no feeling. Duan Qirui had been in the army for so long; this was the closest battle he had ever fought with the enemy, and also a war Duan Qirui hadn't been able to fully understand from beginning to end. In the next instant, Duan Qirui completely lost consciousness; he fainted.

Chen Ke completely didn't expect the war to end in this way. Before the war started, Chen Ke thought this would be a war where the Beiyang Army pounced straight on Fengtai County, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army resisted layer by layer, constantly weakening the Beiyang Army, and finally ended with a complete encirclement and annihilation battle. Waiting until Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen were surrounded in Huaiyuan County, Chen Ke thought again that what would finally resolve the battle would be the field battle of the Beiyang Army breaking out. Never expected that the battle finally resolving the Beiyang Army was the siege warfare the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was best at.

"I am really an unqualified commander. Those historical military strategists could lead the battle into the track they predicted. While Chen Ke's strategic vision changed again and again, vastly different from the original plan." Chen Ke couldn't help making a self-criticism. This thought only appeared for an instant, and Chen Ke completely gave up the plan to continue deep thinking.

Winning the battle wasn't the end; the things after the battle were the multitude of loose ends. Gathering captives, treating the wounded. In this Huaiyuan county town ravaged by fire and battle, there were simply not enough places to live. Rainwater mixed with blood water; the entire Huaiyuan county town was truly a bloody storm. It was about to be dark soon; not only did the troops have no time to celebrate, but they had to use greater effort to clean up the battlefield instead.

Wiping the rain off his face, Chen Ke began to divide the work with the Military Commission comrades, starting the tense and complicated winding-up work.
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Chapter 87 Chaos Under Heaven (Part 1)

Since the battle in Huaiyuan County ended, it rained for five consecutive days. Working in the freezing autumn rain was truly very arduous work. Chen Ke didn't return to Fengtai County; his command post was set up in a straw shed hastily built on the street. At such times, as a leader, sitting in a clean and warm room issuing orders absolutely couldn't make the comrades of the troops feel that the troop leaders were sharing weal and woe with them.

Appearing on the front line also required attention to methods. If leading cadres just put on a show of "sharing weal and woe," it would be better not to go. Unable to solve practical problems, standing there acting as army supervisors would only have counter-effects. On this point, Chen Ke finally understood what "the fresh atmosphere of a nascent group" meant. Besides solving problems and proposing plans under the straw shed, Chen Ke mainly led the guards and logistics comrades to engage in the transportation of guaranteed materials, inspecting work along the way.

Seeing Chairman Chen personally pushing carts, carrying loads, and delivering hot water, food, and washed towels to them, the cadres and soldiers were all very excited. Chen Ke didn't say any bullshit about asking after their well-being either. "Comrades, hurry up and work! After finishing, we'll go back to the base area." These words were what everyone truly hoped for. Although the revolutionary cause was "making home wherever one is," having experienced fierce battles and facing the almost ceaseless autumn rain, everyone hoped to return to clean and tidy barracks. Hearing Chen Ke's words, the comrades immediately drummed up their enthusiasm and continued working.

Chen Ke delivered things while inspecting. Whether the People's Party or the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, some comrades indeed were unwilling to work so hard because of fatigue, but they just avoided it. At least that kind of old slicker hadn't appeared yet. Lazy comrades could still be counted as "honest people"; old slickers were the terrifying ones. Chen Ke believed that if he started a purge, he would have to get rid of the old slickers first.

Huaiyuan county town was ravaged miserably by the war. More than a hundred civilian houses collapsed completely just from the fighting. Even more were burned by the fire. The Beiyang Army also plagued quite a few houses, but these accounts were invariably recorded on the head of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. This was also human nature.

First, transport the Beiyang Army's weapons, ammunition, and military equipment back to the base area by ship, then transport the wounded of both sides by ship to receive treatment. The captives of the Beiyang Army were temporarily guarded. Once the rain stopped, except for officers, the soldiers would be repatriated after the rain stopped.

Lists had to be made for the war dead, and their belongings cleared. This was a method Chen Ke came up with. He wanted to post these lists in Beijing. People dying in war was something everyone could understand. Although it would inevitably accumulate hatred, this kind of hatred was generally "public grievance." If the families of the deceased wanted revenge, most would choose to join the Qing army and settle this account on the battlefield. If they were tortured to death or something, that would be a private feud. Then the families would seek revenge by any means necessary. Better to knot a public grievance than a private feud. This was the result of discussion within the People's Party.

Posting such lists in Beijing, on one hand, could very practically show how huge this victory was. On the other hand, it could also resolve the private feud problem to a large extent.

The posted text was transported to Beijing by rail. On a dark and windy night, quite a few of these things were posted inside Beijing city.

Due to several previous examples, the Beijing government office tore down notices as soon as they found them. But no one dared to tear down the notice this time. The news spread to the Ministry of Army immediately. When beacon fires link the sky, a letter from home is worth ten thousand gold. No matter what kind of regime, as long as it wasn't foolish beyond cure, low-level officials generally didn't dare to easily destroy such death lists. If the family members learned who destroyed this notice, causing them not to be able to learn the news of their relatives in time, this wouldn't be just a matter of being cursed for eight generations of ancestors.

The Ministry of Army in the capital soon learned this news. Almost at the same time, Cixi also knew about this list. The old lady immediately ordered a copy of the notice to be sent into the palace.

The notice was the same as before; the top still advised "Manchu Qing Bandit Gang Female Bandit Chief Cixi to recognize the situation and surrender quickly." The vigor of Cixi's anger had long passed. After coldly scanning these words, Cixi's gaze fell on the list behind.

The Beiyang Third Town and 13th Mixed Brigade totaled more than eighteen thousand troops who went to suppress the bandits. As of the time the notice was issued, there were a total of seven thousand seven hundred and sixty-four dead. More than five thousand wounded, and more than six hundred missing. Arranged by surnames and places of origin, the dense list made Cixi feel a chill in her heart as she read. Every name meant a life. This could be considered Cixi's first true contact with military affairs. In previous military content, Cixi just listened to her subordinates saying a pile of bullshit she could understand or couldn't understand. She had absolutely no concept of what a battlefield was like or what war was like. When this long list was placed in front of Cixi, she finally knew how many dead there would be in a war.

The characters on the paper weren't big. The People's Party had to protect the safety of their own comrades anyway. If they wrote so many big characters, the time needed for the person posting the notice would be long, the workload large, and the possibility of being caught also very high. Cixi didn't know the People's Party's considerations. she closed her eyes slightly, thinking about the ratio of these small characters to real human size. The old lady shuddered. If so many corpses were spread out, Cixi couldn't imagine how large an area of land this would occupy. Opening her eyes and glancing at the paper in front of her again, Cixi's body couldn't help crumbling.

The eunuchs and palace maids beside her were frightened bad. "Old Buddha..." Li Lianying screamed and stepped forward to quickly support Cixi. The little eunuch already sensibly put away the notice on the table hurriedly.

Cixi gasped weakly a few times. She opened her eyes and said: "Summon Tie Liang."

"Old Buddha, Tie Liang is already waiting outside the palace gate." Because of worry, Li Lianying's sharp eunuch voice became even sharper, only Li Lianying's throat was obviously extremely dry, and the voice sounded like sweeping over a rough stone surface.

"Let him in." Cixi became agitated. The old lady's voice became rarely strong and powerful. "Let him in!"

Tie Liang didn't know what he was thinking all the way. He had also seen the notice. Having built the Beiyang Army together with Yuan Shikai, Tie Liang was very familiar with Beiyang Army soldiers, especially the names of officers. The names on the notice weren't made up by the People's Party. If they hadn't really fought the battle of annihilation mentioned in the notice, it would be impossible for the People's Party to write such a list.

The reason Tie Liang became the Minister of Army was very unusual. Yuan Shikai purged Manchu forces in the Beiyang Army; Tie Liang naturally bore the brunt. Moreover, Yuan Shikai almost succeeded at that time. As a result, the Dingwei Political Struggle arose; Cixi wanted to suppress the Beiyang faction, so Yuan Shikai's attack on Tie Liang fulfilled Tie Liang instead. To balance the power between factions, Cixi promoted Tie Liang to Minister of Army. Yuan Shikai had to hand over the Beiyang Army afterwards, and Tie Liang became the powerful figure controlling China's most elite troops.

In this aspect, Cixi had "gratitude of recognition" (*Zhiyu zhi en*) to Tie Liang. The destruction of the Third Town and the 13th Mixed Brigade proved that Tie Liang failed Cixi's high hopes. Following the eunuch walking in the Forbidden City, Tie Liang simply didn't know what he was thinking. There seemed to be thousands of thoughts in his head, yet it also seemed there were no thoughts at all. Tie Liang knew he had no room for rebuttal at all, but he was also unwilling to assume responsibility, leaving Cixi to dispose of him as she pleased.

In this groggy feeling, Tie Liang entered the main hall. As soon as he entered the door, he knelt on the ground. "Slave Tie Liang pays respects to Old Buddha." After speaking, Tie Liang's forehead pressed against the cold floor, daring not lift it again.

"Tie Liang!" Cixi popped this name out word by word from between her teeth. "A good errand you handled."

"Slave deserves ten thousand deaths!" Tie Liang didn't argue at all, just saying this sentence.

"What use is your deserving ten thousand deaths?" Cixi asked. In the decades she held power, Cixi had heard "deserve ten thousand deaths" too many times. None of these men who claimed to "deserve ten thousand deaths" died. They jumped around alive outside doing what they should do, that is to say, continuing to create various messes for Cixi, making Cixi rack her brains to wipe these people's asses. In this instant, Cixi really wanted to order people to drag Tie Liang out and chop him. But this thought was only a matter of an instant. Cixi knew that at this time, she couldn't do this. The situation outside was chaotic like this. She managed to strip Yuan Shikai of military power with great difficulty and replaced him with Tie Liang, who still counted as understanding military affairs, to control the Ministry of Army. If Tie Liang was chopped, enable Yuan Shikai again? Or hand the Ministry of Army to that group of Imperial Clan members who had long been eyeing military power with red eyes? Doing so would be worse than letting Tie Liang continue to control the Ministry of Army.

"How exactly was this battle lost?" Cixi asked.

Hearing this question, Tie Liang felt a burst of confusion in his heart. Yes, how was this battle lost? He completely didn't know. Since Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen led troops leaving Xuzhou, the front line matters were truly thousands of *li* away from Beijing. Regarding the "telegram communication" formulated before the war, Tie Liang didn't take it seriously, and Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen didn't take it seriously either.

But not answering at this time wouldn't do either. Tie Liang said: "Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen advanced lightly and rashly, falling into an ambush. Leading to the complete defeat of the whole army."

This very standard answer didn't make Cixi able to accept it directly. She shouted angrily: "The court spent so much silver to build the New Army. Several drills were praised by Chinese and foreigners as the New Army having proper training methods. Facing a group of bandits, you could also lose the battle. Defeated again and again. Anhui New Army, Hubei New Army, Jiangbei New Army, Beiyang New Army. Having spent tens of millions of taels of the court's silver, could it be you only know how to lose battles when encountering bandits?"

Cixi's anger made cold sweat break out on Tie Liang's back. Cixi's question was also Tie Liang's problem. The intelligence of the People's Party wasn't some completely ungraspable secret for the Manchu Qing either. Chen Ke took a hundred or so people running to flood-ravaged Anhui, and in just over a year pulled up a team of tens of thousands, attacking cities and seizing land, building a government by himself. Dealing with such a group of completely native Anhui bandits, the court's elite New Army was powerless to resist. Now even the Beiyang Army Third Town was destroyed. Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen, the names of these two major military generals highly praised since Li Hongzhang's former Beiyang times, were listed at the top of the captured personnel. Cixi didn't understand what was going on, and Tie Liang didn't understand either.

"Old Buddha, slave failed Old Buddha. Slave will immediately send people to check the situation, and mobilize New Armies from all over the country. Slave will personally lead the troops this time; I will definitely exterminate the Anhui chaotic party." Tie Liang spoke very sincerely. This was actually Tie Liang's only choice too.

Cixi took a breath. Tie Liang's words were indeed a method, but had no operability at all. Cixi knew clearly in her heart the magnitude of the cost of sending troops. Only the Third Town was dispatched this time; wasn't it because the court had no money to send troops? Tie Liang doing this was just a stance.

"First find out the true situation of the Anhui chaotic party!" Cixi said coldly. "What exactly is this Chen Ke's background? Check it clearly for me."

"Zha!" Tie Liang answered.

"In addition, Chen Ke married the daughter of the He family, right? Put the He family in prison." Cixi ordered.

Tie Liang completely didn't figure out why Cixi thought of implication (collective punishment), but this kind of question wasn't something he dared to ask either. Tie Liang couldn't even protect himself now; what did the life or death of the He family have to do with him?

Watching Tie Liang leave with the order, Cixi supported her body forcefully so she wouldn't collapse into the seat like suffering collapse. Putting the He family in prison wasn't actually a decision Cixi made to vent anger. Tie Liang suffered such a big defeat; there were definitely many people who wanted Tie Liang to step down. The He family was Beiyang's people. Arresting the He family was making a stance. There were quite a few people in Beiyang related to the He family. If they didn't want disaster to extend to themselves, Beiyang people had better shut their mouths and say nothing. Just dealing with that group of Imperial Clan people was headache enough for Cixi; Beiyang absolutely shouldn't add more chaos. Cixi believed that with Yuan Shikai's intelligence, he could understand the meaning of this order.

A notice was placed in front of Yuan Shikai; his face was iron blue. None of the family members dared to touch bad luck at this time. The servants held their breath and concentrated their attention even more, daring not let Yuan Shikai notice their existence at all.

However, these people worried too much. Yuan Shikai really had no mind to find someone to vent anger on at this time. When the Hubei New Army suffered heavy damage, Yuan Shikai watched Zhang Zhidong's extremely ugly face, feeling great in his heart. He felt that even if the Beiyang Army couldn't win, they wouldn't lose. But he was wrong. Chen Ke proved the combat power of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Ever since Wang Shizhen left the capital to be the Provincial Commander of Jiangbei, Yuan Shikai had no one to discuss with confidentially. Looking at the two names Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui at the top of the captured list again, Yuan Shikai felt like his heart was being cut by a knife.

"Someone, invite Mr. Sheng Xuanhuai." Yuan Shikai ordered. He must redeem these two people back; Yuan Shikai made up his mind. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army announced this time that they would release all captured soldiers, but not a single officer. Yuan Shikai could understand Chen Ke's idea. As long as there was money, there were as many soldiers as wanted. But these officers were the backbone of Beiyang. Not only were they fed full with countless silver, but they were also cultivated by Beiyang with great effort. Losing these officers, Yuan Shikai couldn't control the Beiyang Army effectively. No matter what, he had to think of a way to get Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui back first, and then talk about redeeming other officers. Redeeming people required giving money. The only one who could take out this money was Sheng Xuanhuai.

The news spread extremely fast; soon everyone in the capital knew about this great defeat. Although the notices were torn down quickly, the matter of the list could no longer be concealed. The Ministry of Army and the Police Bureau now faced countless visitors. Those coming were the Beijing family members of the officers and soldiers of the Beiyang Third Town who sent troops. They demanded to see the list, to see if the names of their relatives and old friends were on the list.

The Sun family was already burning with anxiety. He Qian's mother-in-law sat crying in the hall; the Sun family sat here waiting anxiously. Sun Yongsheng's father had already taken people to the Police Bureau to find people, hoping to see the list. He Qian stood in the room without saying a word. The Sun family cursed the Anhui chaotic party and Chen Ke loudly, and also spoke coldly and sarcastically to He Qian. He Qian's face was ashen; she let these people talk nonsense as if she hadn't heard.

On the contrary, He Qian's mother-in-law didn't say much. Before this troop dispatch, He Qian sincerely persuaded Sun Yongsheng not to send troops with earnest words. For this, Sun Yongsheng made a big scene at home; Sun Yongsheng's parents were very clear about this. So no matter what others said, Sun Yongsheng's parents didn't say a word to He Qian. If they criticized He Qian again, that would be wanting He Qian's life.

A burst of footsteps outside the door; Sun Yongsheng's father had already strode back. "Did you find it?" Sun Yongsheng's mother immediately stood up and shouted.

"Found it. Yongsheng is injured." Sun Yongsheng's father said anxiously. He took out a stack of papers; this was the announcement he copied, and a part of the list.

Hearing this, Mother Sun wailed loudly immediately. Her son didn't lose his life; this was a good thing. But her son was injured and still in the hands of the bandit army. As a mother, Mother Sun still couldn't accept it.

Hearing this, He Qian, who had been silent all along, walked to Sun Yongsheng's father and knelt down quietly. "Father, I have a request. Please let me go to Anhui and bring Yongsheng back. I am a member of the Sun family, and I know Chen Ke. If I don't go, it would be better to let me die."
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The whole Sun family never expected He Qian to propose going to Anhui to rescue Sun Yongsheng. A wife traveling a thousand *li* to find her husband wasn't rare in operas, but it was extremely rare in real life. Let alone a woman traveling a thousand *li*, even men traveling a thousand *li* were a minority.

"Then who pays for this?" Sun Yongsheng's older brother Sun Yongkang asked. Hearing his son's words, Sun Yongsheng's father frowned slightly.

He Qian answered calmly: "I'm going to Anhui to find my niece He Ying. He Ying married Chen Ke. As long as she still recognizes me as her aunt, Yongsheng's matter naturally won't need any money. As for travel expenses, my own money is probably enough."

The Sun family crowd was frightened by He Qian's boldness. Sun Yongsheng's brother hesitated for a long time before asking: "Sister-in-law, I wonder who you will go to Anhui with?"

If it was cursing Chen Ke, everyone still had enough guts in Beijing. But really going to the "bandit area" a thousand *li* away, these people's guts shriveled up quickly like deflated balls. He Qian could be unafraid of death, but they were afraid of death.

"Sister-in-law, this matter should be discussed at length, discussed at length." Sun Yongsheng's brother Sun Yongkang said.

"Looking at the copy of the notice father just got, it says Yongsheng was injured. If no one goes to Anhui quickly, letting outsiders watch over Yongsheng, it definitely won't do." Speaking of this, He Qian knelt on the ground and turned her head, looking up at Sun Yongsheng's father and said: "Father, please let me set off now."

"At any rate, our family has some relation with Chen Ke; Chen Ke should take care of us no matter what." Sun Yongkang muttered.

"Bastard words!" Sun Yongsheng's father was angry immediately. "When did our family have relations with Chen Ke?"

After reprimanding his son, Sun Yongsheng's father helped He Qian up. "Since you want to go, let's start preparing now." Speaking of this, the old master suddenly sighed, "Sigh, it's a pity Yongsheng didn't listen to you back then."

He Qian lowered her head. Everyone only saw He Qian's tears flowing down her cheeks, but couldn't see the anger in He Qian's eyes. This anger wasn't directed at Sun Yongsheng, but at the Sun family people. Except for bullying her as an enemy, this bunch of Sun family people had no strength at all. Listen to what Sun Yongsheng's brother said: first considering money, then afraid of going to Anhui, and finally shamelessly thinking the Sun family and Chen Ke were relatives. Before Sun Yongsheng sent troops, the Sun family up and down hoped Sun Yongsheng could chop off Chen Ke's head and establish great merit. Who treated Chen Ke as a relative? Now they felt they were Chen Ke's relatives, and Chen Ke had to take care of them. was there such logic in the world? If they really felt Chen Ke was a relative, how good would it have been not to participate in sending troops early on?

Originally, He Qian was also quite afraid of going to Anhui. A girl traveling a thousand *li* far away; all kinds of unknowns made her afraid. Now He Qian suddenly wanted to escape from the Sun family quickly. Being together with this group of unreasonable people and having to constantly cater to them, He Qian only felt she was about to suffocate.

Since they were going to save people, the Sun family's actions were still quite fast. The route was simple: take a train from Beijing via the Beijing-Hankou Railway to Hankou, then take a boat from Hankou to Anqing. He Qian planned to find the local government upon arriving in Anqing and reveal her identity. Then arrive in Fengtai under the arrangement of the local government. The cost of this trip was around fifty taels. The Sun family ultimately didn't send their own family members either, but found a distant nephew of the Sun family to accompany He Qian. He Qian endured all these. For her, leaving the Sun family as soon as possible was her biggest thought now.

The train started slowly. He Qian looked at the people seeing her off outside the window; even going to rescue their own family member, only Sun Yongkang saw her off. Somehow, He Qian's tears rolled down. Ever since her father passed away and her niece He Ying married, He Qian felt more and more lonely in this world. Surroundings were people who didn't understand her, or people who only cared about their own interests. Everyone's interests were different; He Qian had an invisible chasm with them. Except for her husband Sun Yongsheng, He Qian had no one else sharing weal and woe. And her husband never thought so. This strong sense of loneliness was like a big mountain, about to crush He Qian completely, devour her completely. He Qian wiped her tears. What use was crying? She not only had to deal with her own people, but she also had to face an even more ferocious enemy. Chen Ke was absolutely not a kind person; a kind person absolutely couldn't defeat the government army repeatedly. For her husband, for her own future, He Qian must become stronger.

He Ying gently stroked her already bulging abdomen, a smile appearing on her face uncontrollably. This was a completely instinctive reaction. Her gaze turned to her husband burying his head in eating beside her. Chen Ke, like usual, devoured the meal. After finishing the meal, Chen Ke would clean up the bowls and chopsticks deftly and wash them clean. After sweeping the room and resting for a while, he would continue to work. He Ying didn't oppose Chen Ke doing this; men always had to do things. He Ying just enjoyed the current feeling very much: in front was the meal made with her husband, beside her was her husband, and inside her belly was her child. She possessed all this before her eyes; this was enough.

Whether a revolution happened in the outside world, such things had a very illusory feeling for He Ying. Every time Chen Ke left home and threw himself into the front line, He Ying's feeling of parting was far greater than the fear war gave her. Thinking of war, He Ying couldn't help thinking of the Beiyang Army, then thought of her aunt, and finally thought of the person she should call uncle (*Gufu*).

He Ying couldn't help asking: "Wenqing, I heard Uncle is also in the Beiyang Army this time."

"Mhm, there is such a person. Injured and captured; he should be in the military hospital now." Chen Ke said carelessly. Regarding Sun Yongsheng, Chen Ke spent a little energy on the list, and as a result, saw Sun Yongsheng's name in the serious injury column. Knowing Sun Yongsheng didn't die was the only attention Chen Ke could achieve. For this relative flying from the sky, Chen Ke had no feeling at all. Moreover, as the Party Chairman, Chen Ke believed he absolutely couldn't give special preferential treatment to this person. In the future, let alone this kind of relative flying from the sky, Party cadres might very likely have to fight with their own brothers on the battlefield. Comrades below could privately explain to treat captured relatives and friends well, but Chen Ke himself couldn't start this system.

"Wenqing, is Uncle's injury heavy?" He Ying asked.

While continuing to eat, Chen Ke said carelessly: "This I don't know. I'm not optimistic. After the battle ended, it rained for several days in a row; the death rate of the wounded increased a lot. This is even with us transporting the wounded to the military hospital by boat. Let alone the wounded, quite a few uninjured officers and soldiers also caught colds and fevers."

"Wenqing, have you not given any instruction to the people below at all?" He Ying's face changed slightly.

"How to instruct? Say he is my uncle? Casualties in our troops were not small in this battle either; the military hospital is overcrowded..."

"He is our relative anyway..."

Chen Ke was a bit puzzled by his wife's words. "Yes, he is our relative. We have already treated all injured captives. I did my best."

"Then you have to say something at least." He Ying asked.

"What do I say? I really don't know; you have to teach me." Chen Ke asked somewhat confusedly.

"You..." He Ying was choked. Chen Ke's confused expression carried a bit of dissatisfaction; He Ying felt this very clearly. She intuitively felt Chen Ke's thoughts, but as a woman, He Ying didn't approve of Chen Ke's attitude. "Wenqing, Sun Yongsheng led troops to kill into the base area. You fought with him, or even killed him on the spot, I wouldn't say anything. This is... this is business. But Sun Yongsheng was captured; at any rate, as a relative, go see him. This is human feelings."

"I go see him, and then say what? Take good care of him? We don't even have time to treat our own comrades; putting Sun Yongsheng to the front of treatment—I can't do such a thing." Chen Ke was also a bit dissatisfied.

"When did I let you put Sun Yongsheng to the front?" He Ying asked with a frown.

"If I don't say anything, I'm afraid someone will do this." Chen Ke answered.

"Your reasoning is wrong." He Ying said decisively. "If you don't say anything, the kind of person who puts Sun Yongsheng to the front of medical treatment himself—even if you don't go see Sun Yongsheng, this kind of person will also do this on his own initiative. He is a sycophant. If you think this practice is wrong, you should speak out openly and aboveboard. You say nothing; what does this count as?"

Chen Ke had never been scolded like this since returning to this era. His brows couldn't help furrowing.

He Ying ignored the change in Chen Ke's expression completely. She continued: "You ignore it like this; those sycophants might even think you have some deep hatred against Sun Yongsheng. They would dare to kill Sun Yongsheng without saying a word. Wenqing, if you sincerely think so, then treat it as if I said nothing just now. If you don't sincerely want Sun Yongsheng to die but are too lazy to pay attention to him, then you precisely need to go see him once, and then state that all captives must be treated equally. This is the way to give an explanation to those below. You know Sun Yongsheng is your relative; don't the people below know? The people below see you make no move, and they don't know how to treat Sun Yongsheng either. It's fine if Sun Yongsheng didn't die, but if Sun Yongsheng dies, what is the explanation? You can't let the people below have no bottom in their hearts."

"Wait, do what should be done. I don't speak to Sun Yongsheng; this is respecting the comrades." Chen Ke didn't understand this very well.

He Ying had been with Chen Ke for so long; she knew that although Chen Ke was very excellent in many aspects, similarly, Chen Ke wasn't actually a person with deep schemes. Seeing Chen Ke frowning, He Ying suddenly felt Chen Ke was very cute for some reason. She couldn't help laughing in anger. "Wenqing, saying nothing is disrespecting the comrades; you are quitting your responsibility. I know you don't like Sun Yongsheng, and I don't like this person either. Since he could lead troops to attack the base area, he didn't treat us as relatives. But that was during the fighting. Now he isn't brandishing swords and guns; he is a captive. We have to go see him. We are not going to let others give him special treatment; our two families are relatives, this is a fact. Even if you don't acknowledge this kinship, we are still relatives. He has fallen into your hands now. You as a relative don't even look; what do others think of you?"

Chen Ke finally understood what his wife wanted to say. Thinking carefully, He Ying wasn't wrong.

He Ying took a breath. She pressed her hand on the back of Chen Ke's hand. "Wenqing, you often say doing things must have a beginning and an end. I originally thought what you said was very reasonable. Sun Yongsheng falling into your hands is just the result of him attacking the base area. Whether he is beaten to death, injured, or didn't lose a single hair, this is his fate. But Sun Yongsheng entered the military hospital; this is a beginning. If you want to kill Sun Yongsheng, you have someone drag him out for public execution. Even if I don't support such a decision of yours, I know you gave Sun Yongsheng a result. You go see Sun Yongsheng; this is your conclusion to the matter of Sun Yongsheng entering the military hospital. You say some words that can conclude this matter, and it counts as finishing this matter. Whether Sun Yongsheng can survive this hurdle in the military hospital or not, that is also his fate. We can't control Sun Yongsheng's fate, but we can't have a beginning without an end."

"Right, I thought wrong. I thought wrong." Chen Ke nodded repeatedly.

He Ying laughed out loud in anger. "Wenqing, relatives' matters are the hardest to get along with. It's nothing if you didn't think it through for a moment. But if you want to deal with those sycophants, you first have to understand that those sycophants have this idea themselves. This has nothing to do with you. He is this kind of person; he just wants to secure personal gain. If there is a chance, he will take it; if there is no chance, he will also find a chance. Dealing with this kind of person, you have to speak clearly about this kind of thing openly and aboveboard. Not allowing this to be done. You don't say a word; do you think you aren't giving this kind of person a chance? Exactly wrong; if you don't make a sound, they jump even more happily."

"High opinion. Madam, go work in the Political Department," Chen Ke couldn't help praising.

"What Political Department work should I go to? You group of men revolutionize; what does it have to do with me? I'll just draw my maps well in the Map Section. Work seriously, take money on time. In the future, I have to raise our children; who will go to the Political Department to work with you?"

"Well said, Madam. If everyone in the world had your idea, realizing socialism would be just around the corner." Chen Ke had long lost the aversion after being criticized by He Ying; he praised sincerely. Sun Yongsheng's matter was also a difficult problem for Chen Ke. Chen Ke subconsciously wanted to ignore it. Now getting a better solution, Chen Ke felt much happier in his heart.

"Then when shall we go?" He Ying asked.

"Tomorrow. I'll organize a condolence visit. Visit him by the way. Do you want to go together?" Chen Ke answered.

"Okay."

After cleaning up the room, Chen Ke went to the office refreshed. He Ying's words not only solved Chen Ke's difficult problem regarding Sun Yongsheng but even untied a big problem Chen Ke faced now. From two years ago to now, Chen Ke used more energy on organizational construction. In ideological construction, Chen Ke didn't have much achievement. If everything before was for survival, for the revolutionary organization of the base area to survive. Chen Ke now had to put energy into ideological construction.

Chen Ke had never engaged in political work. Even if there was, it was teaching everyone how to distinguish political interests. But this kind of political interest was high-level construction work. Actually, it was the issue of taking sides. Whether standing on the People's Party side or the Manchu Qing side, everyone in the base area had to make a choice.

After this great victory, the Manchu Qing lost the ability to attack the base area with armed forces for a relatively long time. The imminent life and death problem had been solved. Then how to establish a brand new system, ideology, and work style was what Chen Ke must solve.

For example, dealing with slickness, dealing with sycophancy, dealing with those attitudes and working methods that were hundred percent harmful and zero percent beneficial to revolutionary work; Chen Ke had to point them out with a clear banner. He Ying was right; the reason these people did this was that they were this kind of people. It would be extremely difficult for Chen Ke to transform them. But there were still vast numbers of cadres and soldiers who were not this kind of people. If a new direction couldn't be pointed out, these comrades would fall into bewilderment.

Chen Ke suddenly thought of what Grandpa Mao said: "Our Party has nothing that cannot be said openly to the people." One of Grandpa Mao's great achievements lay in explaining the way of governing the country, which was passed down by word of mouth in ancient times, clearly to the broad masses of people. If not so, how could people like Chen Ke come into contact with Grandpa Mao's thoughts, and through learning these, constantly understand society and understand the world?

Sitting in the office, He Zudao was already waiting for Chen Ke. The two agreed to discuss the selection of Party members in the troops tonight. Chen Ke originally felt this was a very difficult problem. Now he still felt it was difficult, but felt much brighter in his heart.
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Chapter 89 Chaos Under Heaven (Part 3)

"Obey orders, listen to commands, have a strong offensive spirit. The most important point is, they must not be boastful. Those who complete tasks silently and don't complain about hardship or fatigue; a list of these comrades must be made, and the organization will talk to these comrades. Cultivate these people." Chen Ke explained his thoughts to He Zudao one by one.

After recording in his notebook, He Zudao thought for a while before saying: "Chairman Chen, we have long begun cultivating these comrades. Comrades who can stand up to complete tasks at critical moments all meet these standards."

"Then those who are not boastful on normal days, although they can't step forward immediately when encountering a crisis, can complete basic tactics according to usual training; these comrades should be talked to properly. If they can overcome fear, they can also be listed in the ranks of cultivation."

"Chairman Chen, as long as they don't talk much on normal days and concentrate on training, their performance on the battlefield is good. Comrades who perform poorly on the battlefield are all comrades whose training is not very good on normal days. Poor training is usually because they think too much, and a part of them really can't understand tactics. No matter how they train, it's all for 'hitting the bell for as long as one is a monk' (doing the bare minimum); it seems they can't adapt to war."

Since He Zudao spoke so honestly, Chen Ke could only nod slightly. "Then what proportion do comrades who meet the standards occupy in the troops?"

"About one in five. Not boastful on normal days, able to train seriously, not thinking too much on the battlefield, daring to fight and charge. These comrades are all backbones in the troops and are generally promoted. But one unit is relatively special; that is Comrade Zhang Yu's unit. He was very careful when selecting personnel at that time. The average quality of cadres and soldiers in his unit is quite high. Basically, seventy percent are excellent cadres and soldiers. Before he went to Anqing, he almost hollowed out the Water Detachment."

"Then take these current Party cadres as the core and start a big discussion. Discuss what war is, why we fight. Why we work so hard. I feel the reason many comrades can't accept war is that they don't have a sense of belonging yet. They still treat themselves as mercenaries and haven't been able to integrate into the organization. The Political Department must treat this work as an important task for the near future."

"Mercenaries? What does this mean?" He Zudao was somewhat puzzled.

"In the Beiyang Army, when encountering life-and-death battles, those so-called dare-to-die squads all have to be stimulated by spending big money. In our troops, those who step forward at critical moments regardless of life and death are Party members and activists. Why do they stand up regardless of life and death? Because these comrades treat the revolutionary cause as their own cause, not purely to be soldiers and eat rations in the troops. While those other unexcellent comrades often don't have this attitude. Their purpose in coming here is to be soldiers and eat rations. They came for the treatment, or had nowhere else to go, so they hit the bell for as long as they are monks."

"Then how to distinguish this kind of thought?" He Zudao asked.

"First, the Political Department must solve its own problems; the Political Department itself must first have a revolutionary attitude. Then the Political Department will naturally know what to do." Chen Ke's answer was profound and mysterious. But He Zudao didn't have a very confused look; he subconsciously tightened his lips while thinking.

After a long time, He Zudao answered: "This is very difficult. Those excellent comrades are very clear about the benefits revolution can bring to everyone. They genuinely like labor; they are not afraid of labor. Laziness is human nature. Wanting to change laziness is too difficult. Let alone these comrades, I myself have to fight laziness every day, and have to criticize and self-criticize every day. Even so, I myself often get lazy."

Hearing He Zudao speak so sincerely, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing: "Then explain clearly to everyone in the troops why one cannot be lazy, and the fatal harm of laziness in various works. Once a person is lazy, they can't find methods to do things; without methods to do things, they can't complete work well."

"Some comrades already feel they have contributed to the revolution and have completed the work they should complete. What about this?" He Zudao raised a very practical question.

Chen Ke answered decisively: "If they can't be educated, then let them be demobilized. Iron barracks, flowing soldiers; we will demobilize a portion of soldiers recently, and will also recruit a portion of soldiers. Regarding the ideological education work of new soldiers, the Political Department must grasp it tightly. Those excellent cadres and soldiers must be kept. They are the most precious wealth of our troops. The atmosphere of the troops is driven by these excellent comrades. In the troops, we must propagandize this atmosphere with great fanfare, making excellent comrades feel they are doing right. Commend the advanced, encourage the backward. We absolutely cannot harm this healthy and upward revolutionary atmosphere in the troops."

"I understand," He Zudao answered.

Chen Ke added another sentence: "Whatever deficiencies there were in previous work must be summarized. This is not settling accounts after the autumn harvest, but so that the same mistakes won't be made in the future. Party Committee construction is the top priority. We don't force comrades to sing high tunes, but to look at problems, analyze problems, and solve problems seeking truth from facts. On this point, I trust you, Commissar He; I trust the Party organization."

After finishing work discussion with He Zudao, Chen Ke invited Hua Xiongmao over. After the two sat down, Chen Ke said straight to the point: "Zhenglan, I want to talk to you about a very private issue now, which is also a very un-private issue. You know we want to support the Guangfu Society to establish their regime in Jiangnan, right?"

Hua Xiongmao was very smart. As soon as Chen Ke said this, he roughly understood what Chen Ke wanted to say. "Wenqing, you want to ask me about the issue of Party spirit (Party nature)."

"Correct. In the political program of the Guangfu Society, the basic content is to cooperate with landlords, gentry, and petty bourgeoisie to form a regime. Even if there is a part related to people's liberation in their political program. In my opinion, these contents are both childish and unrealistic. So, in my personal prediction, they are destined to fail. At the beginning, I had the idea of playing power tricks, wanting to use the weaknesses of the Guangfu Society to do some Machiavellian designs. Now I feel this idea of mine is relatively childish."

Hua Xiongmao nodded. "The Party Constitution requires that before joining our ranks, People's Party members must sever all connections with those parties and groups that run counter to our program..."

"Yes, I also want to make a self-criticism. When I considered the Guangfu Society issue, I started from the perspective of political interests or party interests, not from the Party program. Our People's Party's core program is serving the people. Any political force that runs counter to our Party's program is our enemy. Our cooperation with the Guangfu Society is built on the basis of current principal contradictions and secondary contradictions."

Hua Xiongmao looked at the tabletop, only nodding slightly.

"Zhenglan, you definitely know Sun Yongsheng; that person is my uncle (*Gufu*). Although I have never met him. I thought Sun Yongsheng was a trouble for me. On this point, I didn't do well; I valued my own interests too much, valued my own political interests, and discarded some most fundamental human things instead. We should treat enemies ruthlessly, but for those who have laid down weapons and no longer do evil, we should give some care. I should go see Sun Yongsheng. Before I figured this out, I once felt that in the cooperation and struggle with the Guangfu Society, if you harbored pity for Mr. Xu Xilin and Ms. Qiu Jin, it might be inappropriate. I know I was wrong now; having compassion is not a mistake. I just ask you to be firm in political stance, but regarding personal matters, I don't want to make any criticism or evaluation of you. Zhenglan, can you understand my meaning?"

Hua Xiongmao sighed slightly. "Wenqing, you've said this much; what else can I not understand? I absolutely will not leak our Party's internal secrets and resolutions to those two and the Guangfu Society. However, I still hope those two can recognize the situation clearly, and even become members of our People's Party in the end. Wenqing, you telling me these things today, actually I should thank you. I've thought a lot about this matter these days. But I didn't know how to tell the comrades. If I say nothing, everyone knows I am relatives with those two. If I speak, I worry everyone will misunderstand my meaning. I feel stifled in my heart too. Wenqing, you opened your heart to me; this big stone in my heart can be considered to have landed."

Chen Ke also smiled bitterly. "Zhenglan, an elder educated me before, saying only victors can be magnanimous. Because you already possess it, you can choose to give. Before this victory, we actually couldn't afford to lose. If we lost once, we would lose everything we have now. So a lot of times it's not that everyone deliberately wants to be mean, but if we don't pick faults, we can't survive. Of course, even now, we must be more serious and cautious, and cannot be boundlessly lenient. However, the once relatively distorted mentality also has to be adjusted. Treat comrades as warm as spring, treat work as hot as summer, treat individualism like the autumn wind sweeping fallen leaves, treat enemies as cruel and ruthless as severe winter. This mentality of tension and relaxation is what we must establish now. As the highest commander of the troops, you and I both have to achieve these."

"Wenqing, don't worry about this. As long as I don't encounter malicious misinterpretation, I won't lose my composure." Hua Xiongmao said hurriedly.

"Zhenglan, your words are still a bit low-taste. When encountering malicious misinterpretation, we must present facts, talk reason, and clarify things. As Party members, we cannot let these dark things exist in our Party and in our army. This is not for our own reputation; reputation is others' evaluation of us. It has nothing to do with us. As Party members, we must be responsible for the revolutionary cause. Our revolutionary cause does not allow these unscientific things to exist. So we must fight against these things."

Hua Xiongmao smiled bitterly: "Wenqing, you can understand me; these are relatives who are somewhat out of keeping with the times for both you and me."

"It has nothing to do with being out of keeping with the times; relatives are relatives, this exists objectively. Let's face reality. Let's not talk about these; I discussed demobilization and conscription with Commissar He. This matter must be grasped tightly. The Manchu Qing finally gave us time and opportunity with great difficulty. Within this time, we must solve internal problems to the maximum extent."

"Chairman Chen, don't talk about solving internal problems. Quite a few comrades are already shouting about going north, fighting into Beijing. Liberating all of China."

"Do they not consider logistics issues? Our troops can at most implement tactical maneuvers within the base area. Where is the ability to fight into Beijing?"

"The comrades who proposed this view trust you very much, believing Chairman Chen can definitely solve the logistics problem."

"Haha!" Chen Ke laughed loudly. "Then I am going to disappoint these comrades. I can't solve these problems. Not only can't I solve this problem, before we completely control the Dabie Mountain area, I won't let the troops have military operations to expand the base area. Our base area is already a pig bladder. Blown big, but actually it's not like that at all."

Chen Ke pointed to the map and laughed: "Except for the Dabie Mountain area, now we have occupied the whole of Anhui, and even occupied parts south of the Yangtze River. In reality? The areas we truly control are only Fengtai County, Shouzhou, Wuhe County, such a small area. Land reform hasn't been completed in many areas. In some areas, like parts of Jiangnan, we are the same as the Manchu Qing, merely occupying the county towns and prefecture cities. The troops now need to demobilize unsuitable comrades, recruit new soldiers, and conduct military training and political education. If there are any military operations, it's just to knock out the armed forces and strongholds around us that can threaten our base area. Make them unable to threaten the normal operation and life of the base area. Internal work is piled up like a mountain; where is the energy to continue expanding? Let alone fighting into Beijing."

"Large-scale demobilization will weaken the combat effectiveness of the troops for a certain period of time." Hua Xiongmao's tone didn't reveal whether he was confirming this matter or opposing it.

"New troops will have stronger combat effectiveness. Now there are quite a few old-timers in our troops; among these old-timers, there are very, very many people who cannot meet the revolutionary requirements. After demobilization, then recruiting new soldiers, the strength of the troops will increase instead. Because the composition of the cadre team is much better than before. The so-called big waves washing the sand is just like this. Caring only about the number of veterans, but unable to choose and select effectively, means there is no way to give those excellent performing comrades enough opportunities."

"Expand the army after demobilization?" Hua Xiongmao stared at the map of Anhui Province and asked.

"The Dabie Mountain area is an excellent source of soldiers," Chen Ke answered.

"Poor mountains and fierce waters produce unruly people (*Diao Min*)," Hua Xiongmao cracked a joke.

Chen Ke's face changed instantly. He frowned and said: "Division Commander Hua, I require you never to say such bullshit again in the future. What is meant by unruly people? People all want to live a better life, but does the old system give people opportunities? We liberated the people; people join the army to defend the fruits of the revolution. We must believe in the people, we must rely on the people, we must liberate the people. This world is the people's world, not our People's Party's world. This point is one of our political programs."
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Chapter 90 Chaos Under Heaven (Part 4)

Regarding the base area shifting all work to internal affairs, Chen Ke wasn't joking. Like before discussing other major resolutions, Chen Ke convened a meeting of the main Politburo members. However, the Politburo members were basically all posted outside. In the base area, the comrades of the Military Commission were relatively complete. Except for the First Regiment far away in Xuzhou, and the cadres of the inland river fleet organizing a fleet to welcome the First Regiment, other personnel of the Military Commission were all present.

"Start preparing for the first demobilization work?" Many comrades of the Military Commission didn't quite understand this term. Chen Ke took out a *Xinhua Dictionary*. Inside the *Xinhua Dictionary*, under the character "Fu" (recover/return), there were several commonly used words related to it, and demobilization (*Fuyuan*) was one of them. The comrades originally didn't understand why such a dictionary had to be compiled. If it was just for recognizing characters, having a teacher teach was enough. Seeing the usage of words, these comrades felt the dictionary was really useful.

This was the reason Chen Ke spent huge effort to compile the dictionary. This dictionary was not only for promoting simplified characters but also had the function of promoting modern words. Without a huge number of modern vocabulary words, the technology and culture of Chen Ke's era couldn't interface smoothly with the late Qing.

Moreover, these words themselves also had their meanings. "Demobilization" (*Fuyuan*) had the meaning of restoring the original status. This status involved the household registration issue again. Whether it was agricultural household registration or urban household registration, this was the key point of recent government work.

Having discussed with He Zudao and Hua Xiongmao in advance, and having discussed a certain result with the two, Chen Ke's meeting was convened very methodically.

"How to adjust this household registration? Is it assigning work, or letting them return to their original domicile?"

"Are the demobilized cadres and soldiers to serve as militia backbones?"

"What is the method for recruiting new soldiers? Once demobilized, is the troop replenishment transferred in before demobilization, or does recruitment start only after demobilization?"

"How long is the new recruit training time? Do the cadres and soldiers remaining in the troops need to undergo military academy training?"

The topics seemed simple, but the work involved was a multitude of loose ends. The Military Commission members raised questions one after another. Chen Ke was responsible for explaining and discussing these issues with the comrades. Compared with before, the Military Commission comrades' understanding of military work was really much deeper, no longer the look of only knowing how to fight with their heads down.

The result of the meeting was to recruit first, then demobilize. If the number of troops was weakened too severely, in case something special happened, having no soldiers available to fight would be too ridiculous. Moreover, after this great victory, if a grand celebration couldn't be held, there was simply no way to give an explanation to the troops.

The focus of the discussion quickly shifted to a question of "violating the principle of treating captives": whether to parade captured officers through the streets at the celebration meeting. Once this proposal came out, even Chen Ke had no reason to oppose it. How much the people of the base area could support depended on the people's confidence level. Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen and others certainly had to suffer some humiliation, but since they chose the Manchu Qing, this was also their obligation of loyalty to the Manchu Qing. Finally, no one mentioned whether parading through the streets violated the policy. The Military Commission formulated the process of the grand parade. This bunch of people must be paraded through the streets to the public, proving the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was invincible.

Participating in the ceremony were not only the common people of the base area, but also local government cadres from various places, especially the elected People's Representatives; not a single one could be missing. The Military Commission didn't trust these people at all; when it was time to knock (warn) them, they had to be knocked.

After the First Regiment returned from Xuzhou, the grand celebration prepared long ago was finally convened. When going to attack Xuzhou, the First Regiment walked on legs; when coming back, they came back by boat in the canal. The official granaries in Xuzhou didn't have much grain to begin with. The troops just swept the treasury silver, weapons, and equipment clean. Xuzhou local officials weren't arrested either. The only person brought back was Kong Zhang.

Kong Zhang was worthy of being from a famous family; since he was brought back to the base area, he was also free and easy enough. Chen Ke heard Kong Zhang actually studied electricity, so he had to meet him. China faced the challenge of the Second Industrial Revolution; talents in the electrical profession were extremely rare. Kong Zhang didn't disappoint Chen Ke. Chen Ke asked him if he was willing to exert effort for the base area. Kong Zhang opened his mouth and said: "Chairman Chen, I was brought here by you; I accept it. Letting me work is fine, but I have to figure out how much money you give me first. Pay how much money, do how much work."

Such a rogue intellectual's free and easy appearance was inexplicably liked by Chen Ke. "Mr. Kong, if you can rely on the conditions the base area has now to build a thermal power plant for me. You say how much money you want?"

Kong Zhang stopped making a sound then. His studies were actually quite good, which was also the reason Kong Zhang dared to challenge like this. And the reason Kong Zhang was brought here was mostly out of helplessness, and a small part was really that he wanted to come himself. After the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army First Regiment easily occupied Xuzhou, which was almost an empty city, the common people naturally closed their doors and windows. First Regiment Commander Yang Baogui "invited" Xuzhou's prominent figures to "discuss matters."

When Kong Zhang was forcibly brought over, the doubts in his heart were far greater than fear. The officer who invited him didn't look like a scholar at first glance, but his bearing and temperament were very unusual. Facing those assistants who looked ashen and held weapons guarding the inner room, the officer just smiled kindly and didn't care. He announced the troops would absolutely not rob. But now Mr. Kong, who returned from studying abroad, must attend the meeting. Since returning from studying abroad, this was the first time Kong Zhang encountered such high-standard treatment and invitation. The other party knew his background so well, indicating the other party cared about him very much. Kong Zhang really felt a bit complacent.

Moreover, Kong Zhang was just a small grain merchant. If these bandit troops came to rob the grain shop, they could just rob it directly; there was no need to come specifically to take him away so solemnly.

The place for discussion was in Wang Shizhen's Jiangbei Provincial Commander's Yamen. As soon as he entered, he saw some familiar faces, all prominent figures locally in Xuzhou. Not only these figures, but the heads of the Xuzhou government office were also there. Everyone looked ashen but dared not whisper to each other. Seeing Kong Zhang enter leisurely, the crowd was somewhat surprised instead. But this surprise didn't last too long. A young man wearing a military uniform followed several people who were obviously big officers of the bandit army in. People familiar with Kong Zhang recognized him; this was Kong Zhang's personal helper Zhou Yong.

As if afraid this bunch of officials and powerful people didn't recognize him, First Regiment Commander Yang Baogui introduced himself, then specifically introduced Zhou Yong. "This Comrade Zhou Yong, presumably some of you have seen him. He is our intelligence officer. He stayed in this Mr. Kong Zhang's shop for a period." Hearing this, Kong Zhang saw the eyes of the Xuzhou officials and powerful people looking at him became very strange.

The content of the discussion was simple: first, no money; second, no grain. Just telling these prominent figures of Xuzhou that Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui were finished. The Jiangbei New Army and Beiyang Army were also finished. He roughly introduced some policies and concepts of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Then he told everyone that now the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't have the ability to occupy Xuzhou, so the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wouldn't forcibly occupy Xuzhou. And they wouldn't burn, kill, and loot in Xuzhou. Just taking away Xuzhou's treasury silver and weapons and equipment. To prove the innocence of the Manchu Qing officials, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army gave the Manchu Qing officials a receipt, writing clearly the materials taken away. There would also be the seal of the First Regiment of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army on it. If the Manchu Qing didn't believe it, they could send someone to the base area to verify the receipt. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wasn't the kind of people who dared to do but not dare to admit; they would absolutely not make things difficult for those who went to verify, or deny the account.

The people present heard this and only felt a strong sense of absurdity. Are bandits so humorous now too?

Yang Baogui didn't care what these people thought at all. He continued: "We can't gain a foothold this time, so we leave. Next time if we fight over again, everyone need not be afraid. We won't rob; we only strike the Manchu Qing army. I think everyone should prioritize protecting yourselves; sometimes messing around with things is meaningless. What do you say?"

The Xuzhou powerful people naturally refused to mess with idle matters. The faces of Xuzhou officials changed suddenly with anger. Being captured by bandits was already shameful enough; being warned by bandit troops not to mess with idle matters was too losing of face. But with bandit troops carrying live ammunition standing behind them, asking this bunch of officials to surrender to the bandit troops, they naturally refused. But being loyal to the Manchu Qing and standing up to curse the bandit troops at this time, they were also unwilling to do.

After finishing the lecture, Yang Baogui said: "This Mr. Kong Zhang is an overseas student and has learning. We want to take him away. Our People's Party Chairman Chen Ke said, doing things must have a beginning and an end. If you prominent figures and government office of Xuzhou trouble the Kong family because of the matter of Mr. Kong being taken away by me, then when I return to Xuzhou again, we won't care how many people participated; all will be beheaded. Even if heads roll, we don't care. Of course, if the Kong family people feel Mr. Kong is with us, and you join the Manchu Qing side fearlessly to serve them, then needless to say, after we fight back, the Kong family will also be arrested and killed as they should be. These are two different things; must be distinguished clearly. Our revolution is not for killing people, but, regarding enemies of the revolution, we will kill as many as there are; hands won't be soft, and eyes won't blink. So I hope everyone can recognize the situation clearly and don't look for trouble yourselves."

After finishing speaking, Yang Baogui waved his hand, and immediately soldiers dragged Kong Zhang out of the Yamen. "Gentlemen, our military affairs are busy; we are leaving immediately. After we leave, gentlemen are free; do whatever you need to do. Won't delay your affairs."

Kong Zhang, who was taken away, was very happy and very afraid. "I (Laozi) am finally taken seriously!" This was the reason Kong Zhang was happy. "What do these bandits want me (Laozi) to do?" This was the reason Kong Zhang was afraid.

Zhou Yong and Kong Zhang shared a boat. Looking at Kong Zhang's fluctuating face, Zhou Yong laughed: "Mr. Kong, our base area needs talents in electricity generation, so I specifically applied to invite you away."

"Hmph!" Kong Zhang hmphed but didn't answer. Zhou Yong betrayed Kong Zhang's trust; Kong Zhang didn't want to talk to him.

"Mr. Kong, I haven't studied for many days, just roughly heard a little knowledge about electricity. This coil cutting magnetic field produces electricity. And what alternating current, direct current. I heard to the end and didn't understand what was going on. Can you explain it?"

Kong Zhang was confused at the time. The understanding of electricity by Chinese people in these years was estimated to be at the level of "thunderstruck." Hearing words like coil cutting magnetic field from a bandit's mouth, Kong Zhang suspected if he had hallucinations. The mood of fear was instantly thrown to the nine heavens; Kong Zhang couldn't help snorting.

When Zhou Yong took out two magnets, a copper coil, and even a roughly made voltmeter with a glass cover, Kong Zhang could no longer turn a blind eye. He tentatively talked about electricity with Zhou Yong. Soon Kong Zhang discovered Zhou Yong wasn't talking nonsense; he really knew very little about electricity. Many concepts were chaotic and unclear. But Zhou Yong was willing to learn, and his attitude was very humble, without the slightest arrogance of a victor over a loser. This really suited Kong Zhang's temper. The more Kong Zhang spoke, the more excited he became, completely forgetting where he was. These people around were no longer bandits, or rather Kong Zhang didn't care what this group of people around him did. Only this group of people took the knowledge Kong Zhang studied hard seriously. Kong Zhang's depressed mood for several years was expressed today. His emotions became more and more agitated, almost hysterically recounting the great function of electricity.

After Kong Zhang stopped speaking with a dry mouth, the soldiers all over the boat suddenly applauded together. Looking at the excited and surprised faces, and the praise applause from the bottom of their hearts, Kong Zhang's face was covered with tears. I (Laozi) finally found people who can understand my value.

When Kong Zhang's emotions calmed down a bit, Zhou Yong took out two books. Kong Zhang was dumbfounded at a glance. "Junior High School Physics" and "Senior High School Physics" were written on the covers. After opening, inside was all physics knowledge. Kong Zhang naturally didn't know Chen Ke copied his own textbooks once. As an expert, Kong Zhang flipped through the books. Much of the knowledge inside was only taught in European universities. Various formulas were not wrong at all. The reasoning was clear, and the content was detailed. Asking Zhou Yong, Zhou Yong told Kong Zhang that this was part of the education system promoted in the base area. Four years of elementary school, three years of junior high, three years of senior high. There were no university courses for the time being, but they were also in preparation. The base area had only been established for two years, so many people only got elementary school diplomas; no one had got a junior high diploma for the time being. Inviting Kong Zhang to the base area wasn't to let Kong Zhang teach, but hoping Kong Zhang could help the base area build a power plant.

After being hit on the head by these two books, Kong Zhang no longer had the idea of lecturing. This group of bandits seemed to have really hardened their hearts to engage in industry. This answer made Kong Zhang himself disbelieve it. Expectation and fear existed simultaneously. Kong Zhang couldn't figure out why no matter what; he simply made up his mind: no matter what I am asked to do, if money isn't given, I absolutely won't exert effort for you.

However, this reserve didn't last too long. Chen Ke came up and smashed this bit of arrogance of Kong Zhang with a few sentences. Since talking about science, Chen Ke talked about power generation from the perspective of an engineering student. Theory and such could be discussed easily, but how to ensure power generation could run normally wasn't something one person could completely handle. Hydropower stations were easier to talk about; although Chen Ke hadn't done it personally, he had seen some blueprints and such stuff anyway. Using this to convince Kong Zhang was really an extremely easy thing.

The problem was that Anhui lacked water conservancy resources. Hydropower stations could be built in mountainous areas, but long-distance power transmission was a big problem. Kong Zhang originally thought he was already a rare electricity expert in China. Compared with Chen Ke, Kong Zhang could fully understand that Chen Ke's words were proof of his proficiency in electricity.

Regarding hydropower, how to build dams, how to install water turbines, how to ensure dam water storage, how to calculate these data—the two talked with jubilation, yet felt it was extremely difficult. As for thermal power stations, that was even high-tech work. Chen Ke stated clearly that he only knew the surface. With just this bit of surface, Kong Zhang also felt what he knew wasn't much more than Chen Ke.

Chen Ke poured water into the big bowls in front of himself and Kong Zhang. The two picked up the bowls and drank a lot before putting down the bowls. Having talked for so long, both had dry mouths. Chen Ke wiped the water from the corner of his mouth and said: "Mr. Kong, you and I share a common view: electric drive is the direction of future industry. Without developing the electric power industry, there is no future. So, I hope you can work here with us."

Kong Zhang was exhausted. Don't look at it as discussion; the knowledge he learned in his mind was almost completely mobilized and combed through once. This mental labor really consumed Kong Zhang's physical strength greatly. He leaned on the chair and answered almost in a state of collapse: "Mr. Chen, I'm convinced by you. Letting me work here is fine, but you have to give me money. Working for free won't do."

"How much do you want?"

"How much do I want? Let's put it this way, my request isn't high. However much you take, Mr. Chen, I'll take that much." Kong Zhang wanted to put on an air.

"Haha, however much I take, you take that much? Hahahahaha!" Chen Ke laughed out loud.

"What's so funny?" Kong Zhang asked strangely.

Chen Ke managed to hold back his laughter with difficulty. He looked at Kong Zhang with a pitying gaze. "Mr. Kong, how about this? I'll give you a chance. After you understand my income, I'll let you quote a salary request to me again. If you take as much as I do, I'm afraid you'll feel you suffered a loss."

"Eh!? Mr. Chen, you even have an Emperor's style!" Kong Zhang was very smart; he immediately heard the meaning in Chen Ke's words.

"How do I have an Emperor's style?" Chen Ke asked with a smile.

"Emperor, well, the whole world is his. Of course he can take not a single cent."

"Ugh~~! Then I don't have that. I also eat on salary. But government personnel here eat in the cafeteria; as long as you don't order extra dishes, it basically costs no money. Clothing..." Chen Ke patted his military uniform, "This is also provided by the government; you don't need to spend money either. But it won't be provided to you limitlessly. Just these few sets of clothes every year. My monthly income, calculated according to the outside, is about five silver dollars. My wife also works; our combined income is about eight or nine silver dollars a month. Mr. Kong, I'm afraid you can't accept that."

Kong Zhang's face changed after hearing this, but he still said stubbornly: "When Mr. Chen sits on the world (rules the country), this world will all be yours. At that time, what you get will be much more."

"What our People's Party wants to build is a republic; no one will be Emperor. Even if I become the leader, I also work and take a salary. This is a system. The state's property belongs to the state; I have no qualification to turn the state's things into mine."

Kong Zhang knew talking about this with Chen Ke was meaningless. Chen Ke made it clear he wanted to do big things; it was meaningless for him to argue about this with Chen Ke. He nodded. "Then like this, I want 50 silver dollars a month."

"50 silver dollars a month, okay. Then you have to take responsibility; you have to complete the tasks handed to you."

"Of course I will take responsibility, but you can't restrict my personal freedom. When I want to leave, you have to let me leave."

"Wanting to leave is no problem, but we have to sign a contract each time. Starting from five years. After the contract terminates, if not renewed, you are free. You can go wherever you want." Chen Ke answered fluently with Kong Zhang.

Kong Zhang knew it was impossible for him to leave now, and he might not really want to leave either. However, Kong Zhang couldn't help asking: "Mr. Chen, if your base area can't withstand the court's encirclement..."

Chen Ke laughed: "Don't worry, we don't have the dirty idea of pulling people to be buried with us. And we are currently in flourishing days, so we are exceptionally confident. I'll tell you now, if we reach that stage, no matter how long the contract has left, you, Mr. Kong, can leave."

Kong Zhang nodded. He couldn't help asking: "Mr. Chen, why don't you want money? When I studied, I read about this kind of person recorded in books, but I never understood why."

"I don't know about others. As for myself, I feel I don't need money to prove my value. I established merit and career; I created a new era and new life for the people. This is the result that proves my value. What do I want money for? Piling a pile of money at home, don't you think it's boring?"
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Chapter 91 Chaos Under Heaven (Part 5)

He Qian's journey was unusually smooth. She took the train from Beijing all the way to Hankou, and then took a boat from Hankou down the river. Originally, she thought the distant relative of the Sun family was an incapable young man, but unexpectedly, this silent young man handled things very briskly.

Whether on the train or on the boat, what everyone discussed was nothing more than the major event of the People's Party annihilating the Beiyang Army recently. Among various versions, irresponsible claims accounted for 100%. Some said the People's Party killed the Beiyang Army until corpses piled up like mountains, and even led all Beiyang Army captives to the Huai River and chopped off their heads. The corpses filling the river blocked the Huai River completely. Some corpses even floated into the sea along the Huai River. Others said a part of the Beiyang Army fought a bloody path and escaped back to Xuzhou. When someone mentioned the People's Party's notice calling Cixi the "Manchu Qing Bandit Gang Female Bandit Chief," everyone shook their heads and sighed, saying the People's Party had too much guts.

He Qian couldn't help wanting to laugh hearing this. The People's Party had rebelled openly; was there still any question of guts being big or small?

Listening all the way, people on the train generally didn't mean to support the People's Party's rebellion. Everyone sighed that the Manchu Qing was about to perish, but no one thought about whose hands the Manchu Qing would perish in. Revolutionary parties like the Tongmenghui and Guangfu Society didn't have much influence among the common people, and no one really took these people seriously. The People's Party, which rebelled armed and defeated the Beiyang Army, was the focus of everyone's attention. But no one really treated the People's Party as a new government capable of replacing the Manchu Qing. At least on the Beijing-Hankou Railway train, the People's Party was not accepted by the crowd.

When taking the boat from Wuhan, the discussions around were different. There weren't many passengers on the boat to Anqing. Everyone's discussion was whether the People's Party would attack the three towns of Wuhan. The Hubei New Army suffered two consecutive major defeats, and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had appeared at Huangpi Pass as a deterrent. These facts had a more real impact on Hubei people. Since the People's Party could eliminate tens of thousands of Beiyang troops, the Hubei New Army with less than ten thousand people was simply unable to withstand a single blow; this was the consensus of Hubei people. The three towns of Wuhan were a wealthy area; the People's Party couldn't turn a blind eye to Wuhan. Those rebel troops wearing dark blue military uniforms might attack at any time.

Precisely because of such realistic considerations, Hubei people on the boat had a more pragmatic understanding of the People's Party. For example, everyone could accept the local public security order in Anqing. It was just that doing business couldn't evade taxes, but there was no extortion either. This was the thing Hubei people on the boat understood least. This was a very strange view: if paying a certain amount of money to the people handling things below, everyone could accept it. If it was completely government tax collection, everyone couldn't fully accept this fact instead.

He Qian didn't rest well along the way, feeling groggy all over. She could still listen to some discussions of fellow travelers in the first few days, but after rocking on the boat, she got seasick and couldn't listen to other discussions anymore.

Entering Anqing city, He Qian endured the physical discomfort, asked the City Management personnel for the location of the government, and went straight to the door. Hearing that He Qian was a relative of Chairman Chen Ke coming to visit Chairman Chen Ke, the reception staff didn't look respectful but frowned instead.

"Please follow us to the back, okay?" The staff said vigilantly.

He Qian didn't expect the People's Party staff to have this reaction. She and the distant relative of the Sun family were taken to the back and questioned separately. While He Qian explained her relationship with Chen Ke, the distant relative of the Sun family faced the staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee and said frankly: "My humble name is Sun Yongying. I am here by the order of Lord Yuan Shikai to pay respects to Mr. Chen Ke. To discuss how to redeem the captured Beiyang officers and soldiers."

After listening to the two reports, Zhang Yu kept a gloomy face and didn't make a sound. The speed of Beiyang's movement was really somewhat unexpected. Zhang Yu originally didn't plan to intervene in such troublesome matters, but Zhang Yu was somewhat unhappy about the scope of authority of the People's Internal Affairs Committee. This newly built organization, like the Discipline Inspection Commission, was an internal department. Zhang Yu came from a bureaucratic background and understood system operation extremely deeply. When Chen Ke established various systems originally, they were already very complete. with the existence of these two powerful departments, Zhang Yu vaguely felt a kind of unease.

Thinking over and over, Zhang Yu still didn't want to intervene in matters outside his scope of authority. If this was Chen Ke's decision, Zhang Yu's opposition would be even more meaningless. After the Second Counter-Encirclement, Chen Ke's prestige in the army completely reached an unparalleled level. Not only Chen Ke, but Hua Xiongmao who commanded the siege battle, and the inland river fleet that shelled Huaiyuan County, had their status fully recognized. No matter how great Zhang Yu's credit on the southern line was, his fame was completely suppressed. If there was a collision with these two inspection departments at this time, with a transfer order from Chen Ke, Zhang Yu had absolutely no possibility of opposing.

"Send these two people to the base area as soon as possible." Zhang Yu issued the order.

He Qian was really tough too. She traveled without stopping along the way, taking a boat after riding a horse. Where had a person of young lady origin like her experienced such wind and sun exposure? Even if her body was almost about to collapse in such intense travel, He Qian still kept a string tight in her spirit: "Absolutely don't let people see my suffering and tiredness; absolutely cannot fall behind." Regarding the matter of four people "escorting" the two of them, He Qian didn't take it to heart at all. Since she had already fallen into the hands of the People's Party, He Qian didn't care about this matter anymore.

Arriving in Fengtai County almost groggily, as soon as He Qian went ashore, she saw crowds gathered everywhere. The pier was decorated with lanterns and colored streamers, as if celebrating some grand festival.

"Brothers, what is being celebrated here?" Sun Yongying's physical strength was still okay. He asked several People's Party escort personnel who either read books or kept silent along the way.

"It should be the celebration of this great victory," the staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee answered. The four comrades also wanted to watch this celebration in their hearts, but the work at hand hadn't been handed over completely, so they had absolutely no time to participate. They urged: "Let's hurry to the reception department."

The "reception department" of the People's Internal Affairs Committee was also in the county town. The group managed to pass through the dense celebrating crowd and walked forward slowly. The county town was full of excited crowds, and police troops maintained order everywhere.

"Down with the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang!"

"Long live the People's Government!"

"Long live Chairman Chen!"

"......"

Cheers rose one after another in this crowded throng. Some spectator square formations simply began to sing songs. "Unity is strength, unity is strength. This strength is iron, this strength is steel. Harder than iron, stronger than steel..."

Thousands and tens of thousands of people gathering was a kind of power, a kind of atmosphere in itself. This song was a popular song within the base area. People's Party members, government cadres, and members of state-owned enterprises; there was not a single one who couldn't sing it. In Fengtai County, the proportion of these people accounted for more than half. Someone started, and immediately people followed and sang loudly. This was the most instinctive reaction of the masses. When they could finally open their mouths to express their emotions, singing together became the best choice.

Not only were the people masses influenced by this celebration, even the staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee were the same. While watching He Qian and Sun Yongying go to the reception department, they couldn't help singing together too. "Fire in unison at the counter-revolutionaries, let all undemocratic systems die! Towards the sun, towards freedom, towards New China, emitting ten thousand rays of light!"

As the song fell, a burst of cheers erupted from the crowd immediately. He Qian was already very uncomfortable. This earth-shaking chorus shook her extremely uncomfortably, and her stomach immediately churned. He Qian covered her mouth tightly and retched a few times. If she hadn't eaten nothing, she might have vomited in public.

The dissatisfied gazes of the surrounding masses immediately gathered on He Qian. The base area didn't block the news of Beiyang attacking. The base area even held several grand banquets for comprehensive evacuation. Everyone lived in fear for so long, and what they got was the news of annihilating Beiyang. After the big stone in everyone's heart fell, the uncontrollable ecstasy went without saying. This grand celebration not only had many celebrations and commendations, but the captured Beiyang high officials were also to be paraded through the streets to the public. On such a good day, He Qian's haggard look was already unsightly, and her appearance of wanting to vomit in the crowd was even more out of place.

However, He Qian's discomfort was only a small matter. Soon someone sang loudly again: "We workers have power! Hey! We workers have power! Busy with work every day, hey! Busy with work every day, built high-rise buildings, built railways and coal mines, transformed the world into a new look! ..."

The number of workers in Fengtai County was large. These songs praising labor workers were extremely popular among workers. In this era, there were plenty of opera programs praising various emperors, generals, ministers, scholars, and beauties, but there wasn't a single song praising laborers positively. Even if there were songs about laborers, they were all mournful, about how hard they worked to live but were trapped by food and clothing.

Songs like *We Workers Have Power* were generous and heroic, shaping the power of workers to change heaven and earth. How could any worker not sincerely love songs praising themselves? The chorus immediately rang out earth-shakingly. Everyone clenched their fists one by one, singing the people's songs with various accents and various scales. This was the people's celebration; this was the people's festival. No longer needing to praise others, or watch others' joys and sorrows. At this moment, what filled the hearts of the people was their own feelings, their own excitement. Quite a few people were already moved to tears. Many people didn't even notice tears already overflowing on their faces. Everyone forgot everything, just singing loudly praising their own songs. The loud singing pierced the sky of Fengtai County, rushing straight towards the vast horizon.

Listening to the song and looking at the excited crowd around, Sun Yongying felt a chill from the marrow of his bones in his heart. Yuan Shikai ordered him to come discuss redeeming Beiyang officers. Sun Yongying remembered the almost unconcealable unease on Lord Yuan's face. Nearly twenty thousand New Army troops completely annihilated; Sun Yongying himself actually didn't quite believe it. Not only these twenty thousand New Army troops, but two leaders among the Beiyang Army, Lord Wang Shizhen and Lord Duan Qirui, actually fell into enemy hands at the same time. A group of bandit troops could actually be so capable?

Along the way, Sun Yongying actually tried his best to observe, but everything he saw couldn't prove that this poor place Anhui had such ability. Although order was orderly, and there were steamships traveling in the river channel. But compared with prosperous Beijing and Tianjin, these counted for nothing.

Until seeing this celebration with unknown number of participants with his own eyes, seeing this jubilation almost like another world. Sun Yongying finally understood how much influence the People's Party had in Anhui. There were many carriages of princes going out in Beijing city, and naturally, there were many onlookers. But those people either gestured and praised the majesty of the government office, or those who had seen much critiqued the details of the carriage. Some bored ones arrogantly showed off various anecdotes of the princes. Where was there such a situation of millions of people of one mind?

Sun Yongying had also participated in quite a few Beiyang Army drills. Soldiers were just completing drill tasks. Except for paydays, it wasn't actually that lively in the troops. Although everyone in training was also fierce and brave, compared with this celebrating crowd, they were obviously strong in appearance but weak inside. This emotion from the bottom of the hearts of the celebration crowd absolutely didn't exist in the Beiyang Army. Let alone the pride, self-esteem, and strong meaning of sharing hatred against the enemy overflowing in these songs. If each of these people were given a gun, Sun Yongying had no doubt they could ignore the rain of bullets and rush forward, crushing all obstacles daring to block in front.

"These are really fierce bandits." Sun Yongying said silently in his heart.

A resonant bugle sound suddenly rang out in the singing, and cheers sounded like a sea tide immediately. The singing gradually fell, and almost everyone stretched their necks to look forward. Red flags fluttered; a team of soldiers singing a resonant song strode along the street under the guidance of the red flag. "Forward! Forward! Forward! Our team faces the sun, stepping on the motherland's earth, bearing the nation's hope, we are an invincible force. We are the sons and brothers of workers and peasants, we are the people's armed force..."

The number of soldiers naturally couldn't compare with the spectating masses, but that resonant voice wasn't overwhelmed by the cheers of the masses like a sea tide at all. Amidst the military song, the soldiers of the troops carried rifles on their backs, stepping with marching steps, rumbling past the crowd. The masses were not deterred by this tough military style; on the contrary, seeing the valiant and spirited sons and brother soldiers, the cheers became exceptionally intense.

These troops draped in red and colorful silk were all meritorious personnel in the battle. Many in the crowd knew the soldiers among them. Watching their own relatives holding their heads high, this pride and joy soared to an unparalleled height.

After the team of sons and brother soldiers passed, a clamor suddenly rose in the crowd. "Down with the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang!" "Down with the Beiyang Army!" "Down with counter-revolutionaries!"

What came over at this time was the Beiyang Army officials parading through the streets. Not only Beiyang officials, but previously captured Anhui high officials, Anhui Governor En Ming and others were also mixed with Beiyang Army officials and brought out.

He Qian and Sun Yongying squeezed into the crowd almost subconsciously; both wanted to see the captive team. The staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee immediately grabbed the two. "What do you want to do?"

"Let me look." He Qian said hurriedly. She was very worried that her husband Sun Yongsheng was also in this team. But she couldn't help hoping Sun Yongsheng was in this team. If she could see Sun Yongsheng, it would at least prove he was still alive.

Sun Yongying didn't care much about Sun Yongsheng; he just wanted to see if Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui were in the team. Yuan Shikai had instructed that he must try every means to save these two back.

"Stop looking. Hurry to the reception center." The comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee were afraid the two would do something out of line. So rather than guarding against the two, it was better to take the two away and be done with it. No matter how the two resisted, it was still easy for four people to deal with two people. Dragging and pulling, He Qian and Sun Yongying were forcibly taken away.
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Chapter 92 Chaos Under Heaven (Part 6)

He Qian sat by the table with a pale face. The interrogator opposite looked stern but poured her a cup of water. It was cold water. Because He Qian hadn't eaten anything and was exhausted from the long journey, after drinking a cup of cold water, her body soon began to feel cold. The staff expressionlessly repeated the unchanging questions of "Name, Age, Native Place, Purpose." He Qian answered again with a numb brain. The interrogators looked at each other, leaving He Qian alone in the interrogation room. After finishing the record, the two went out. Not knowing how long passed, He Qian heard the door being pushed open, and a familiar voice shouted: "Aunt."

Looking up, she saw a figure at the door. After identifying carefully for a while, He Qian recognized that this woman in dark blue clothes was He Ying. Seeing the niece she hadn't seen for nearly two years, the big stone in He Qian's heart finally dropped. She swayed, wanting to stand up, but her legs had no strength at all.

He Ying rushed forward and held He Qian. The temperature from that warm palm penetrated the clothes, making He Qian unable to help shivering greatly. Numbness, coldness, panic, helplessness; all the emotions He Qian had forcibly frozen surged into her heart in this instant. He Qian first covered her mouth tightly with her palm, then simply bit her own palm fiercely, which prevented her from wailing loudly.

He Ying hugged her aunt tightly. She was called here urgently. Hearing that her aunt He Qian actually rushed to the base area, He Ying's first feeling was disbelief. Until seeing her haggard aunt with her own eyes, He Ying believed she wasn't dreaming. Seeing her usually resolute aunt frowning, maintaining control of emotions completely by biting her palm tightly, He Ying couldn't imagine how much suffering and grievance her aunt had endured. He Qian didn't cry, but He Ying's tears streamed down.

Having controlled her emotions with great difficulty, He Qian released her palm from her teeth. She asked: "How is Yongsheng?"

"Uncle's injury has stabilized. Wenqing and I visited him in the POW camp a few days ago; there should be no danger to his life," He Ying answered hurriedly.

Hearing this news, He Qian's body trembled slightly. She continued to ask: "You didn't drag him out to parade through the streets, right?"

He Ying answered: "No, we don't parade wounded soldiers. However, according to rank, Uncle's rank should also have been tied up and paraded. I have already told Uncle about this matter. I see Uncle is a person who cares about face; if I didn't explain it clearly to him, I was afraid he would feel we looked down on him in his heart."

"Thank you." A big stone in He Qian's heart finally fell to the ground. He Ying handled the matter very thoughtfully. Sun Yongsheng was a person who regarded face as more important than life. If Chen Ke and He Ying ignored Sun Yongsheng, Sun Yongsheng would definitely be angry. If Sun Yongsheng was paraded through the streets to the public, Sun Yongsheng would naturally think he suffered a great humiliation. Not letting Sun Yongsheng parade with Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen, Sun Yongsheng's self-esteem would also feel hurt.

He Ying pulled He Qian up. "Aunt, let's go home."

After signing her name on the document, He Ying supported He Qian and left the "Reception Office" of the People's Internal Affairs Committee together.

The noise of the celebration outside could be heard far away in the residential area of government department personnel. He Ying cooked and boiled water deftly. He Qian sat on the bed, her mind numb. Only after eating and taking a hot bath did she feel that inexplicable sense of panic disappear a lot. She was a young woman just twenty years old after all; experiencing and bearing these changes was too intense for He Qian. The experience of traveling a thousand *li* only accumulated new fears constantly. Only by the side of her relative did He Qian feel her constantly tense nerves gradually relaxing. She originally wanted to say something to her niece He Ying, but fell asleep without any consciousness.

It was almost dark when Chen Ke returned home. He Ying welcomed Chen Ke with a look of relief. Chen Ke hugged his wife gently and kissed her on the forehead. "Are my clothes ready?"

"Ready," He Ying answered.

"Then I'll go live in the dormitory," Chen Ke laughed. "If Aunt wants to visit the prison, you just write an application directly. No need to find me. Also, don't cook these days; go eat in the cafeteria."

"Okay." He Ying hugged Chen Ke, resting her head on Chen Ke's chest. "Should I tell Aunt about my family's matter too?"

"Tell her. Let her not worry. As long as our base area hasn't reached a desperate dead end, the Manchu Qing dare not really harm the He family."

"Mhm," He Ying answered.

"Go bring my clothes out; I won't go in," Chen Ke said.

Coming out of his own home, Chen Ke didn't go directly back to the office but went to the reception office of the People's Internal Affairs Committee. Yuan Shikai's reaction was so fast; Chen Ke was also somewhat unexpected.

Sun Yongying was searched several times. At this time, he had also eaten and sat honestly by the table. He had seen Chen Ke's portrait before coming. When seeing this number one bandit leader of the Manchu Qing appear in front of him with his own eyes, Sun Yongying still felt a shock. Chen Ke was too young, looking just in his early twenties, moving extremely steadily yet full of vitality. Sun Yongying was twenty-six this year and considered a person with an official position. He was by no means obscure among his peers. Compared with Chen Ke, who was similar in age to him, Sun Yongying's reputation and power were far behind. Although Chen Ke was called a bandit and chaotic party member, even Lord Yuan Shikai dared not underestimate Chen Ke. Thinking of these, a strong jealousy suddenly arose in Sun Yongying's heart.

The proposal brought by Sun Yongying was simple: hoping Chen Ke would release Wang Shizhen, Duan Qirui, and other Beiyang officers for the sake of the Beiyang lineage connection. Even if not releasing them temporarily, don't harm them.

Chen Ke answered: "Tell Mr. Yuan when you go back that we have our own prisoner of war policy. We will not kill prisoners. Our People's Party's prisoner policy, I think it is already written clearly in the notice, right?"

Sun Yongying hurried to smile apologetically. "I have seen this."

Next, Sun Yongying hoped to discuss the return of prisoners with Chen Ke. Actually, there was nothing to discuss. The People's Party unilaterally controlled a large number of Beiyang Army prisoners; whether to release them or not depended entirely on Chen Ke's will.

"We will release some seriously injured and disabled Beiyang officers. And if the relatives of the Beiyang Army want to come and transport the corpses back, let them come as soon as possible. It's cold; the corpses can be preserved."

"Then Lord Wang Shizhen and Lord Duan Qirui..."

"Those two are too capable; I can't release them in the short term. Moreover, we want to prove we have the ability to crush all attacks of the Manchu Qing, so we inevitably need the two to exert some effort and help out. So these two can't leave for the time being."

"Then can I meet these two lords?" Sun Yongying said. Yuan Shikai required Sun Yongying to meet Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui no matter what. The life and death of these two were too important to Yuan Shikai.

"Meeting them is fine," Chen Ke answered.

"Then I thank Mr. Chen first. Also, when Lord Yuan ordered me to come, he also said if Mr. Chen can send the Beiyang officers and soldiers back, Lord Yuan will definitely think of a way to protect the He family people." Sun Yongying finally had some confidence when saying this. This was the only "advantage" the Manchu Qing could grasp.

"Hmph!" Chen Ke gave a cold laugh but didn't answer.

Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui never expected Yuan Shikai's rescue reaction speed to be so fast. The two were locked in the same cell, grief-stricken in their hearts. Neither could imagine that as dignified high officials of the court, the top generals in Beiyang, they would actually suffer such a defeat.

Chen Ke did come to see the two once. Wang Shizhen had acted as Chen Ke's elder during Chen Ke's wedding anyway, and had received Chen Ke's kneeling bow. There was some unusual friendship after all. Chen Ke asked if the two were healthy; Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui turned a deaf ear to such nonsense. Contrary to their expectations, Chen Ke didn't persuade surrender or threaten. After normal etiquette and care, Chen Ke first explained the captive policy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to the two. Then he apologized to the two that he had to organize the Beiyang Army captives to parade through the streets; this practice violated the captive policy. He hoped the two would forgive him. Chen Ke guaranteed to the two that the People's Party absolutely had no intention of insulting the captives.

Veins popped out on Duan Qirui's forehead in anger. Wang Shizhen gave a cold laugh. "It seems we have to thank Wenqing for telling the truth."

Chen Ke answered calmly: "Although it is said that only victors can be magnanimous, our new government has been established not long ago. The masses still have a certain fear of the court and officers and soldiers. After you gentlemen are paraded through the streets, the masses see that the court and officers and soldiers are nothing to be afraid of; this psychological problem is easily solved. This helps our base area construction. The situation is stronger than people; even if it violates the captive policy, I have no choice. But I really have no personal malice towards you two, so I tell you two first. I hope you don't take the parade matter to heart either. This is public business, not private business."

It was thanks to the great self-restraint of the two; even as captives, they could care for their dignity, so the situation of the two jumping up and pointing at Chen Ke to curse didn't happen. Wang Shizhen even mocked himself: "I didn't expect this old man to have such use; rare, rare."

"There are few capable people in the Manchu Qing; you two are already top figures. Fighting with you two, I racked my brains. Look at the bearish appearance of the Hubei New Army; I'm not worried at all." Chen Ke also tried his best to comfort the two.

Having said that, the two were really frightened during the parade. Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui already knew the troops of the People's Party were definitely not bandits, and the attitude of the base area common people frightened the two even more. Common people watched parades just for the excitement, but the People's Party's parade was completely different. Tens of thousands of people shouting to beat and kill the two really didn't scare them. Being able to insult people of high status was truly excellent fun for the common people; Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui could completely imagine it.

The common people in the base area were not like this. What they exuded was not the stimulation and venting pleasure brought by "insulting high court officials," but a collective fanaticism for victory. Tens of thousands of people sang the same song together and shouted the same slogans. That earth-shaking situation was something Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen had never seen before. What these common people exuded was identification with the People's Party regime.

Those faces flushed with excitement, those arms waving neatly, those slogans of having completely overthrown the Manchu Qing regime, those confidences in building a new country. Just as Chen Ke said, parading through the streets was merely to prove that the People's Party didn't fear the Manchu Qing court and had the ability to crush any attack from the Manchu Qing court. When the common people saw these captives, they believed the People's Party had the ability to protect the base area common people. Duan Qirui, Wang Shizhen, and those Beiyang officers and Anhui officials were like the roasted pigs and sheep carried in a sacrificial ceremony; they served as "tributes," as symbolic things like "sacrificial animals and jades."

Even the Beiyang Six Towns had never had such a united activity. Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen were both excellent people of this era; they were understanding people. Chen Ke thoroughly possessed the hearts of the people in the base area. By closely surrounding Chen Ke, the people obtained a sense of collective power. Both were clear that if Chen Ke went back on his word and ordered the Beiyang Army officers killed now, these common people in the base area wouldn't feel they were killing high officials of the court. The common people thought they just killed the "sacrificial offerings" in the celebration. They would happily kill the Beiyang Army officers and then offer these "sacrificial offerings" to Chen Ke's feet.

The status and identity of Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen in the Manchu Qing regime had no meaning to these common people. These common people completely didn't consider themselves subjects of the court; they considered themselves Chen Ke's people, people of the new government led by Chen Ke and the People's Party. The common people of the base area no longer considered themselves "rebels of the court"; this Anhui was already an "enemy country."

After the parade celebration ended and the two were taken back to the cell, Duan Qirui saw strong fear on Wang Shizhen's face for the first time.

"Old brother..." Duan Qirui couldn't help shouting. It wasn't that he had anything he must say, but unknowingly trembling, Duan Qirui felt if he didn't say something to break the silence, he couldn't bear the psychological pressure.

Wang Shizhen's body was also trembling slightly. "Brother Duan, I really misjudged back then. When Chen Ke was in Beijing, he was just a not-very-remarkable youth. I never expected he could win the hearts of the people so much. The hearts of the people in Anhui are no longer with the court."

Duan Qirui understood Wang Shizhen's words. The Beiyang Army had suppressed so many rebellions; the People's Party's army and common people were completely different from those rebels. Rebels and common people were never of one mind, so rebels were more excited and inflammatory than common people. In the base area, the fanaticism of the people even exceeded the troops fighting on the front line. It wasn't the People's Party fighting the court; it was these common people fighting the court.

"Monster (*Yao Nie*), this Chen Ke is a monster." Wang Shizhen muttered. He understood military affairs and was even more proficient in civil administration. In this aspect of feeling, Wang Shizhen was much stronger than Duan Qirui.

"Old brother, what do you say we should do?" Duan Qirui asked in a low voice.

"If we fight again, only by slaughtering all these people, leaving not a single one." Wang Shizhen said almost absent-mindedly, "These people are all scourges."

Duan Qirui agreed with Wang Shizhen's idea immediately. He suddenly understood why after entering the base area, not even a shadow of a commoner could be seen. Chen Ke's degree of control over the common people completely exceeded Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen's imagination.

Militarily, wanting to weaken Chen Ke's power by slaughtering common people seemed very difficult. The combat power of the People's Party army was absolutely not below the Beiyang Army. The Beiyang Army moving out in units of a regiment was now seen as meat buns hitting a dog—gone forever. Only by relying on a large army with overwhelming numbers to sweep through could they echo each other and achieve the goal of slaughtering all. However, with the current financial resources of the Manchu Qing, really gathering a force of such scale, the Manchu Qing's own finances would go bankrupt without waiting for the troops to arrive in Anhui.

"Still organizing *Tuanlian* (militia), following the path of Zeng Guofan and Lord Li back then?" Duan Qirui asked.

"Chen Ke is already a new Taiping Bandit Army in Anhui. Except for this method, I'm afraid there is no other method." Wang Shizhen answered. "The court gathers a large army to fight Chen Ke head-on, and other *Tuanlian* break Chen Ke's forces in various places. If we cannot tilt the power of the whole nation, it is absolutely impossible to destroy Chen Ke."

The time since the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom passed wasn't long yet; this encirclement and suppression strategy was far from being forgotten.

"If we can't destroy Chen Ke and let him go on like this, the one who destroys the Great Qing will undoubtedly be Chen Ke," Wang Shizhen said. Although Wang Shizhen didn't like the Manchu Qing court, suddenly seeing a force like Chen Ke that truly had the ability to overthrow the court, Wang Shizhen almost instinctively began to think about methods to destroy this new force.

Duan Qirui had the same thought, but his starting point was slightly subtly different from Wang Shizhen. Duan Qirui frowned. "If my Beiyang Army fights Chen Ke again, we must be careful and absolutely cannot repeat the same mistake. I see this person Chen Ke has quite a breadth of mind and tolerance. If Lord Yuan completely controls the situation of the court, we can still fight. Now there are too many people in the court intending ill against Lord Yuan. Those people's eyes are full of their own power and influence; they don't take the court's affairs to heart at all. This point is really thorny."

Hearing Duan Qirui say this, Wang Shizhen also felt very depressed in his heart. He couldn't help saying: "When a country is about to perish, monsters will surely appear. Below is Chen Ke; above are those people who hold sinecures. Foreign powers are also pressing step by step. This Great Qing's empire..."

Although he wanted to maintain the Manchu Qing court extremely instinctively, Wang Shizhen wasn't completely suppressed by his emotions over his reasonably clear strategic view. Chen Ke was already very strong, but the court was trapped in endless internal strife. Cixi was old; once Cixi died, the contradiction between the Emperor's Party and the Empress's Party would definitely erupt comprehensively. There were only a few people in the court who could prop up the overall situation. Zhang Zhidong was already seventy years old; as the saying goes, it is rare for people to live to seventy since ancient times. Seeing Zhang Zhidong had today but maybe not tomorrow, it was absolutely impossible for him to carry the main beam. Although Yuan Shikai had the ability to carry the main beam, he was of the Empress's Party, and the Emperor's Party all believed Yuan Shikai betrayed Guangxu. Once Cixi passed away, the Emperor's Party would definitely not let Cixi go. No matter how critical the situation was, the Emperor's Party would say nothing to agree to Yuan Shikai holding power. But where did those wastes of the Emperor's Party have the ability to prop up the Great Qing's situation?

Thinking about the People's Party side again, Chen Ke was only in his twenties, young to an excessive degree. The people gathered around Chen Ke, at least those Wang Shizhen saw, were similar in age to Chen Ke. These people were already showing their sharp edges now; giving them a few more years to practice, they would definitely be harder to deal with than now. These young people didn't even need to win completely militarily; time was completely on Chen Ke's side. Most of the capable people in the Manchu Qing emerged during the "Tongzhi Restoration"; they were already old. A few years later, even if not dead, they would be candles in the wind. Among the figures Wang Shizhen saw, there was basically no one who could prop up the situation. If the People's Party couldn't be destroyed as soon as possible, the People's Party would have no opponents by then.

Under emotional excitement, Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui didn't pay attention to secrecy at all. Talking about strategic planning to destroy the People's Party, they were almost self-forgetful. They thought no one guarded their cell, but completely ignored the saying "walls have ears." The comrades responsible for monitoring had already recorded their conversation.

When Sun Yongying went to "visit the prison," not long after Chen Ke returned to the office, the organized materials were delivered to Chen Ke. Flipping through a few pages, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing out loud. This looked just like Baldy Chiang's strategy for encircling the base area back then no matter how you looked at it. Moreover, Baldy admired Zeng Guofan very much. Chen Ke couldn't help comparing Baldy's encirclement of the base area and Zeng Guofan's strategy of defeating the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom. Not to mention, there was really a spiritual resemblance. "Beiyang really has talents," Chen Ke thought.

"Chairman Chen, these two people are really diehard counter-revolutionaries," the comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee said angrily.

"This is inevitable. If they don't stand on the people's side, they must stand on the opposite side of the people. This stance is absolutely irreconcilable. It is normal for them to think so." Chen Ke comforted the staff member.

"We spared their lives, yet they didn't think of gratitude but wanted to slaughter the common people of the base area instead!" The comrade of the Internal Affairs Committee glared with round eyes; that was anger from the bottom of his heart.

Chen Ke hurriedly advised: "Not killing captives is our discipline, our own integrity. It has nothing to do with the enemy. A dog eats shit because it is a dog; it definitely wants to eat, it must eat. As humans, we can't make ourselves like dogs, right?"

Although angry enough to smoke from seven orifices, Chen Ke's analogy still made the comrade opposite laugh in anger.

Chen Ke continued: "I know in this war, some comrades thought we made a fuss over nothing by preparing for strengthened defense and clear fields (*Jian Bi Qing Ye*). Some comrades even thought we were scaring ourselves, wasting effort for nothing. But I know our enemy is very ferocious. Since they are people who exploit the common people, they can do things like robbing and killing the common people. We would rather suffer more tiredness ourselves than give them the chance to harm the common people."

The comrade of the Internal Affairs Committee nodded repeatedly. As an internal security department, the Internal Affairs Committee also had to participate in this work of strengthened defense and clear fields, so there were not few complaints internally. Now he understood why Chen Ke wanted to do this thankless task.

The reason Chen Ke engaged in strengthened defense and clear fields originally was just that he completely learned the Party's practice during the Anti-Japanese War, but the conversation between Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui really touched Chen Ke's emotions. He could finally "connect theory with practice."

Chen Ke continued: "Some comrades think we are afraid. We are not afraid of Beiyang, nor the Manchu Qing. What we are afraid of is that because our work is not in place, the people get hurt. This is also the reason why our work is very hard, because we are not the masters of the people; we are the People's Party serving the people. This is our Party's purpose. No matter when, we cannot violate this principle."

Members of the Internal Affairs Committee were all Party members or activists for joining the Party. Hearing Chen Ke's words, the comrade of the Internal Affairs Committee looked at Chen Ke with bright eyes, stood at attention, and saluted Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, I will definitely strictly observe the Party's purpose and resolutely serve the people."

Chen Ke nodded. "I believe in the comrades. Take this material and report to Comrade Qi Huishen. Comrade Qi Huishen has returned to Fengtai County and will also completely transfer back to the Internal Affairs Committee work. The Internal Affairs Committee should hold a meeting to discuss it. After all, these two people spoke their heartfelt words; our comrades also need to know what exactly the enemy thinks. How should we deal with their thoughts. But I emphasize again, we must abide by our own discipline. No abusing or making things difficult for captives. Dogs can eat shit; people can't."

"Yes."

While Chen Ke was conducting ideological education, Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui faced Yuan Shikai's envoy, moved into a mess.
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In Beiyang, Sun Yongying was an insignificant small character compared to Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui. However, he was outside the cage and still had personal freedom. These two high officials were inside the cage. Sun Yongying felt great in his heart, but at the same time had a strong sense of unease. If he swapped places with the two inside the cage, Yuan Shikai would absolutely not bother to rescue him.

Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui didn't care what this small character in front of them thought. Sun Yongying appearing here by Yuan Shikai's order proved everything. The two expressed that they had failed Yuan Shikai's deep love.

Sun Yongying hurriedly relayed Yuan Shikai's words: "Gentlemen, this time it was the Ministry of Army that was incompetent. Lord Yuan believes you two have done your best."

For high officials, stopping at the point was enough; this sentence already thoroughly explained Yuan Shikai's coping strategy. The three-pronged attack was planned by the Ministry of Army. Before the Third Town moved out, the Hubei New Army retreated to Wuhan after a great defeat, and the Jiangnan New Army ran to the south bank of the Yangtze River on their own. The pre-war strategy had long been unrecognizable. The Beiyang clique would absolutely refuse to carry this black pot and bear the responsibility for the defeat. The expressions of Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui immediately showed that the two understood the meaning in Yuan Shikai's words. After exchanging information, Sun Yongying left the cell.

The next day Sun Yongying asked to see Chen Ke but was told Chairman Chen Ke had official duties now. Sun Yongying had to return to the residence where he was under house arrest. He guessed whether Chen Ke was reviewing the troops at this time, or drinking and making merry with the officers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army at the celebration banquet? Sun Yongying didn't expect that Chen Ke was currently in the prison.

"Chairman Qi, how did the talk go?" Chen Ke and Qi Huishen sat in the prison office exchanging intelligence.

"After the parade yesterday, this group's attitude changed very quickly. I talked all night, and they all expressed agreement." Qi Huishen said while rubbing his red eyes. There was a very special square formation in the spectator crowd of the victory celebration. This group of people looked withered one by one; one look and you knew they had suffered a lot. The People's Party broke almost all fortified villages in the base area; these people were the owners of the fortified villages. A few months ago, a secret society in Wuhe County tried to attack the local government under the banner of "rescuing fortified village folks" and was caught in one net. More than eight hundred counter-revolutionaries were executed from top to bottom, which counted as a major event. Since then, no local secret society was willing to test the law with their own bodies.

However, Chen Ke never found a reason to kill all the captured fortified village landlords. The land of this group of landlords had been distributed by the local grassroots government, and no heroes of the *Jianghu* came to try to rescue these former local powerful figures. Since the People's Party arrived in the base area, landlords with blood debts were also dragged out for public trial and execution. Although the remaining few hundred people must have committed evil deeds before, the People's Party hadn't arrived in the base area at that time; the retrospective period had passed. Really killing them all along with their families—there was no such radical view within the Party, and Chen Ke himself hadn't sorted out a reason for such a massacre.

So Chen Ke first let them watch the victory celebration. In the celebration, this group of former powerful figures was trembling with fear. They themselves had many connections with the Beiyang Army. Some people even recognized some Beiyang officers in the captive ranks. These people had been locked up for a year and didn't have much courage to begin with. They occasionally fantasized that the court's government army could fight back to save them. After the court's government army fought back, they also became captives of the People's Party. The cruel fact completely crushed the will of this group.

Qi Huishen talked to them, asking them to write a document handing over land to the government. The former powerful figures were all ashen-faced. Those with backbone simply wrote it obediently without a second word, and after writing, asked Qi Huishen to give them a quick death. Those without backbone immediately knelt on the ground and began to beg for mercy; they expressed willingness to hand over land, but only begged for their lives.

It wasn't that there were no diehards; only two people refused to write even unto death. They declared: writing is death, not writing is also death. So they would rather die than write. Qi Huishen told these two that after writing the document of "voluntarily donating land to the government," not only would they not be killed, but land would also be distributed to them according to regulations. As long as they lived law-abidingly in the future, the government would protect their legitimate rights and interests. These two didn't believe it at first. After Qi Huishen guaranteed to them that the government wouldn't deceive them, these two also obediently wrote the document.

"Chairman Chen, really release these people?" Qi Huishen asked. He knew Chen Ke was originally prepared to kill this group completely.

Chen Ke nodded. "Give them another chance. If we just kill them like this, I'm afraid the common people will misunderstand that we don't let property owners go. Although I can't be sure what impact doing this will have in the future, human heads aren't chives after all; they won't grow back after being cut. Public execution is one thing; indiscriminate killing is another."

Although Qi Huishen knew this group would definitely make trouble as long as there was a chance, he agreed with Chen Ke's idea very much. It wasn't that Qi Huishen opposed killing counter-revolutionaries, but this method of killing indeed didn't have a rigorous explanation. The Internal Affairs Committee held the authority to eliminate counter-revolutionaries; it could be said to be an extremely powerful department. Precisely because he held such great power, Qi Huishen understood that standards couldn't be set randomly. Especially in terms of liquidating the old era and old system, if the standard wasn't set right, then really everyone in the world could be killed. Instead of tangling in this aspect, it was better to put down the burden of the old era and fully strike at the counter-revolutionaries appearing after the promotion of the new system.

Seeing Qi Huishen didn't refuse, Chen Ke stood up and said: "Since they all signed, then I'll give them a speech, and we'll release people."

When the former powerful figures were gathered together, their hearts were all uneasy. After signing the document, they knew they already had nothing. Of course, they actually knew their own land had been distributed long ago, but signing the document meant their own abandonment; this symbolic meaning was still quite significant. Before signing the document, they could feel they were martyrs; after signing, the desire to survive became exceptionally strong.

When learning that the People's Party Chairman, that is, the current local emperor of the base area, Chen Ke, was standing on the platform in front of them, these landlords felt even more uneasy in their hearts. A single sentence from Chen Ke could completely decide their life and death, and no one could make Chen Ke change his mind again.

Chen Ke's sharp gaze swept over these people once before he opened his mouth and said: "Gentlemen, you are about to be released immediately. Before releasing everyone, I want to talk to everyone."

A slight commotion erupted in the crowd below. Chen Ke said he wanted to release them; this shouldn't be fake. But Chen Ke wanting to talk to them, presumably he wanted to extort them fiercely. Looks of joy and pain flashed alternately on these people's faces, but finally, the look of joy gained the upper hand.

Seeing it was quieter below, Chen Ke continued: "Gentlemen, the new government adopts a state-owned land system. This land doesn't belong to me, doesn't belong to the People's Party, but belongs to the People's Government. Those willing to farm, whether men or women, old or young, can be allocated three *mu* of land per person. They have the usage rights of this land. So after gentlemen go back, if you are willing to farm, then you can apply for land. Our new government won't make things difficult for everyone."

The landlords below looked at Chen Ke with surprised expressions. This news completely exceeded the imagination of this group. It wasn't about how much three *mu* per person was—which of these people hadn't once sat on thousands of *mu* of fertile fields? This policy showed that the new government didn't intend to kill these people to the last one. This was incomprehensible instead.

"In addition, I don't know if everyone noticed, what we asked everyone to sign was a document handing over land. Your shops, whether in the countryside or in the city, we didn't confiscate. We want land. Land is state-owned, so no one is allowed to have land ownership. In the new government from top to bottom, no one has land permanently belonging to their name that can be inherited by children after death."

"Mr. Chen, you mean, our family's shops still belong to us? We can still operate?" A landlord asked with a trembling voice.

"Correct. However, during the flood, some shops were damaged. I can only guarantee that our People's Party didn't go to destroy them. But our new government cannot be responsible for compensating you for these property damages." Since Chen Ke said the former part, he thought it necessary to clarify things, lest this group go out holding unrealistic ideas and then suffer a blow. That would weaken the People's Party's goodwill instead.

These former powerful figures could understand Chen Ke's meaning. Actually, that Chen Ke could claim not to confiscate the businesses they operated was already greatly beyond these people's expectations.

"In addition, gentlemen were all caught here because you resisted our army. So there isn't much floating wealth left in your homes either. I also have to explain this point to everyone. After gentlemen go back, I personally hope everyone can concentrate on labor. Now our Anhui government develops production and invigorates the economy. As long as gentlemen put down past grudges and work hard, this life can definitely get better quickly. I can guarantee this point to gentlemen. If gentlemen feel unconvinced and insist on distinguishing high and low with us, then I suggest gentlemen can leave our base area and throw yourselves to the Manchu Qing; we will absolutely not stop you. I want to tell everyone in advance, if you stay in the base area to live but act as insiders for the Manchu Qing, then all will be beheaded. Where to go depends on gentlemen's own choice. After everyone finishes eating in a while, we will send people to send everyone back to your hometowns. Let's disperse."

"Chairman Chen, please wait a moment." Someone shouted. Everyone's eyes fell on that person. Chen Ke didn't know this person; he only saw he was over forty years old, looking quite capable. He shouted loudly: "Chairman Chen, I am convinced by the People's Party. I want to sell my life for the People's Party. I wonder if I can join under Chairman Chen's command."

Hearing this, the faces of quite a few landlords were twitching. Someone changing allegiance so quickly was really greatly beyond everyone's expectation.

Not only the landlords, but the surrounding soldiers and staff of the Internal Affairs Committee also changed their expressions. Chen Ke laughed: "The new system promoted by our People's Party is a system that allows everyone to obtain a better life through their own labor. We guarantee the people's right to obtain the fruits of their reasonable labor, so we don't need people to sell their lives. If you sell your life to us, we can't afford this life-selling money. If you want to follow us, then rely on your own hands to work hard, cooperate well with the common people, and live a better life together. If you live such a life, that is truly following us. To us, human life is of vital importance; we cherish every commoner's life. We don't buy anyone's life."

After speaking, Chen Ke waved his hand, signaling the staff to take these people away. Chen Ke himself turned and left without looking back.
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If one asked the common people in the base area who the most influential person in the Anhui base area was, everyone would choose Chairman Chen Ke without exception. If one continued to ask who the second most influential person in the Anhui base area was, the answers would be diverse. Let alone the common people, even the People's Party and local cadres were completely unclear about who the number two figure in the base area was. From the perspective of organizational studies, if Chen Ke died suddenly, no one in the base area could immediately stand in the position of the second-generation leader.

Chen Ke was very clear about this, and the surrounding central leading comrades were equally clear. So Chen Ke strengthened the role of the Party Committee, and efforts in this regard received unanimous support from all parties. If the leader was gone, everyone at least still had the organization to rely on. With the Party Committee, there was always a platform to realize democratic centralism. Comrades could obey an outstanding leader with joy; similarly, although not with joy, everyone could also accept the principle of democratic centralism.

Chen Ke knew everyone's thoughts, and he also paid extra attention to the organizational principle of democratic centralism. Only when he himself couldn't theoretically elaborate on the principle of action, but Chen Ke obtained exact answers from the Party's history and Grandpa Mao's actions, would Chen Ke force a resolution through relying on his prestige and status. As long as he could theoretically elaborate on the problem, Chen Ke always persuaded and educated comrades tirelessly.

However, this didn't mean Chen Ke never considered the issue of a successor. He was still an ordinary person in this era, which meant that laboring under the sun would also tan him, or even peel his skin. Bumping into things would also cause sprains or bleeding. Chen Ke didn't obtain an immortal body, so for a political figure, his own death was also a problem that needed to be considered.

Different from other comrades' thoughts on the successor, Chen Ke believed that if he died accidentally, the one most likely to ascend to the position of successor was Yan Fu.

Later generations evaluated Yan Fu as a "famous bourgeois enlightenment thinker, translator, and educator in the late Qing Dynasty." As a translator, the books Yan Fu translated were all famous.

Translated Huxley's *Evolution and Ethics* (*Tian Yan Lun*) from 1896 to 1898. Translated Adam Smith's *The Wealth of Nations* (*Yuan Fu*) in 1901. 1903 was the peak period of Yan Fu's translation work. In this year, Yan Fu translated several books in succession. Spencer's *The Study of Sociology* (*Qun Xue Yi Yan*). John Stuart Mill's *On Liberty* (*Qun Ji Quan Jie Lun*). John Stuart Mill's *A System of Logic* (*Mu Le Ming Xue*). Jenks' *A History of Politics* (*She Hui Tong Quan*). Starting from 1904, Yan Fu began to translate Montesquieu's masterpiece *The Spirit of the Laws* (*Fa Yi*).

The theories and thoughts in *The Spirit of the Laws* had an extremely profound impact on the bourgeois revolutionary movements in the world. Especially the popular theory of separation of administrative, legislative, and judicial powers, checks and balances, and safeguarding civil liberties proposed in it, was praised by the bourgeoisie of all generations. The first to use Montesquieu's theory to build a bourgeois country was the United States. The leaders during the American War of Independence were all familiar with *The Spirit of the Laws*, and incorporated Montesquieu's theory of separation of powers into the Constitution. The *Declaration of the Rights of Man* issued during the French Bourgeois Revolution in 1789 also declared that there is no constitution without the separation of powers. Through the practice of the French and American bourgeois revolutions, it had become the organizational principle for bourgeois countries to build democratic systems and political regimes.

Being able to translate these masterpieces into Chinese meant Yan Fu at least had to understand what was being said in these books. Talking about solid theoretical foundation, Chen Ke considered himself inferior to Yan Fu. For the People's Party to survive, it had to establish an effective organizational model first. As the founder, as Chen Ke who tangibly solved specific survival problems, he could sit in the position of leader. Once Chen Ke died now, the only person who could give theoretical guidance to the organization of the People's Party was probably Yan Fu. Chen Ke didn't understand these before; with his own growth, Chen Ke understood now.

Releasing landlords meant Chen Ke decided to settle the past. From now on, a brand new work stage unfolded. Future work would mainly be internal affairs. Party building, government formation, economic work, system construction. These all required theoretical support without exception. So Chen Ke went directly to Yan Fu.

Yan Fu hadn't shown his face much these days. The destruction of the Beiyang Third Town didn't make Yan Fu feel like the fox mourning the death of the hare (sympathizing with like-minded people). But he was a Beiyang person after all. If he sat on the rostrum to watch these former colleagues, Yan Fu couldn't bear it, and he was also a bit worried about outsiders' views. No matter what, Yan Fu also had the mark of Beiyang on him. Chen Ke knew the difference between Li Hongzhang's Beiyang and Yuan Shikai's Beiyang. Most people in the base area didn't know, or deliberately pretended not to know.

Seeing Chen Ke visit, Yan Fu was slightly surprised. After the two sat down, Chen Ke spoke his thoughts straight to the point.

Yan Fu listened quietly. Chen Ke's core requirement was simple: in the process of Chen Ke carrying out comprehensive theoretical construction, he didn't want Yan Fu to jump out and propagandize the bourgeois set of theories.

Listening to Chen Ke say seriously: "Although truth becomes clearer the more it is debated, we don't have the leisure to discuss theory now; let's build the base area first. I don't have time to conduct systematic theoretical research now, so some things are not discussed."

Yan Fu couldn't help smiling. "I know Wenqing's worry, but why does Wenqing think I am this person who will cause trouble?"

"Mr. Yan, I'm not saying you want to cause trouble, but the core issue of system construction is interests. The political system is the rule determining the division of interests. In the books you translated, the theories of checks and balances of power and interest games will inevitably be used maliciously by people, becoming excuses for interest groups to fight for power and defend their own privileges. For example, we eliminated landlords in our base area, but in China, landlords exist in large numbers. Our People's Party and the new government stand on the stance of laborers, and landlords stand on the stance of exploiters. The two sides have no common value standards at all; the two sides are incompatible like water and fire. Checks and balances of power and interest games are things within a system of common political standards and value standards. And we already have the people's democratic dictatorship and democratic centralism. Regarding landlords, we are in class struggle. Everyone doesn't have this foundation; it's either the victory of landlords and the exploiting class, or the victory of the laboring masses. There is no third road to take. And your theoretical research in this area will undoubtedly lead to a lot of unnecessary confusion."

Yan Fu continued to listen quietly. At the age of twenty-something, Chen Ke could distinguish class struggle ruthlessly and clearly point out the incompatible interest contradictions between exploiters and laborers. Yan Fu was quite appreciative. Although he felt Chen Ke's attitude was too tough, Yan Fu didn't feel it was unacceptable at all. Yan Fu was a true great scholar in the late Qing, and also one of the first batch of people who could truly open their eyes to see the world. If not so, Yan Fu wouldn't willingly submit to the young man Chen Ke.

Seeing Chen Ke frankly state the theory of not agreeing to engage in a bourgeois regime, and then looking at himself with burning eyes, Yan Fu nodded and said: "I know. I am also a People's Party member. Obeying the Party's command and abiding by the Party's discipline is the integrity of a Party member. I will stick to integrity."

Chen Ke was somewhat surprised. He originally thought Yan Fu would discuss with him for a while. Yan Fu worked hard to translate so many books and introduce so many theories; now he would completely stop propagandizing these. Chen Ke himself didn't believe it.

Seeing Chen Ke's surprised look, Yan Fu explained: "Chairman Chen, you said a sentence I agree with deeply: checks and balances of power and interest games are things within a system of common political standards and value standards. If the base area had adopted the things I translated from the beginning, it would definitely have perished early on. I am very clear about this. Since these things are useless now, if I use them for propaganda, it is only for my own reputation and status. I don't want to do this."

Yan Fu spoke openly and aboveboard; Chen Ke couldn't question anything anymore. He nodded. "Mr. Yan, I came this time not just to talk about this matter. I have a plan that needs Mr. Yan's full support. This involves Western affairs. Whether translators or staff members, without Mr. Yan's training, I'm afraid they will get half the result with twice the effort."

"Let's hear it," Yan Fu asked.

"Duan Qirui, Wang Shizhen, and the Beiyang officers, I am going to release. And extorting a large sum of cash from Yuan Shikai is also unrealistic. I have a plan; I don't know if it can be realized. I want to do a business deal with Yuan Shikai, Sheng Xuanhuai, and the foreigners."

Yan Fu listened to Chen Ke's plan seriously. As the plan was explained, Yan Fu sometimes frowned tightly, sometimes nodded repeatedly. Or looked serious, or simply looked astonished. When Chen Ke finished explaining the whole plan, Yan Fu was actually somewhat at a loss.

He pondered repeatedly over the plan Chen Ke just elaborated, and managed to say a sentence with difficulty: "This is a bit too whimsical."

Chen Ke didn't agree with Yan Fu's view. "We can't do business at a loss. Releasing people is fine, but we have to get something no matter what. Moreover, contradiction and unity are a pair of dialectical relationships. There are indeed some contradictions between us and Yuan Shikai that will not end until death. But everyone also has places where we can cooperate. We also have some common enemies. If cooperation can be reached, it means all participating parties have common interests. I feel there is no need to adopt an opposing attitude in everything. Business is business; it is nothing else."

Yan Fu thought back and forth, and finally nodded. "If it can pass in the Party Committee meeting, then I will definitely complete the work I should undertake."
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Chapter 95 Attitude of the Guangfu Society (Part 1)

"Mr. Tao, now we occupy the fertile lands of Wu and Chu. As long as we raise an arm and call, it will immediately be a situation where the whole world responds. Even if our Guangfu Society does not covet power and position, this merit of advocating the founding of the nation will certainly not be buried." The young man sitting opposite Tao Chengzhang said with saliva flying everywhere.

Even knowing these words were thorough nonsense, Tao Chengzhang still felt these words sounded pleasing to the ear. The only dissatisfaction was the word "our" in these words, but Tao Chengzhang didn't criticize anything. Moving his body slightly, Tao Chengzhang changed to a more comfortable sitting posture and continued to listen to that person speak.

Fundamentally speaking, Tao Chengzhang's cultivation wouldn't indulge in flattery, but flattery could indeed soothe people's pressure sometimes. Reality was too cruel; this was Tao Chengzhang's greatest feeling recently. When striving for the revolution, what everyone saw was often that high peak of revolutionary success. After climbing up this mountain with all kinds of hardships and difficulties, two different feelings surged up at the same time. The coldness at the high place was certainly one of the feelings, but more importantly, countless extremely realistic problems rushed towards him mercilessly.

For any regime, nothing was more important than two things. First was grain, second was money. The cadres of the Guangfu Society and the troops of the Guangfu Army all needed to eat, drink, and be paid. Even if the high-ranking cadres could sympathize with the current difficulties one by one and not ask for pay, how many high-ranking cadres were there? This bit of saved salary silver was just a drop in the bucket for the current scale of the Guangfu Society. Tao Chengzhang once thought the situation would take on a new look after the success of the revolution. Even after experiencing the painful lesson of having no grain and no silver in Chizhou, Tao Chengzhang still felt that if it were in Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and other places which were the base areas of the Guangfu Society, the Guangfu Society could solve the problem of grain and pay.

In fact, Tao Chengzhang was very disappointed with the Jiangsu and Zhejiang regions.

There were quite a few people coming to ask to see Tao Chengzhang. Now Tao Chengzhang didn't need to work hard to visit various places at all. The number of people actively asking to see him every day was quite large, and he had to receive several people at the same time for each reception.

The young man who spoke just now praised Xu Xilin greatly. Tao Chengzhang knew the purpose of this young man very well. He laughed: "I am clear about Young Master Zhao's purpose. Since Young Master Zhao supports the revolution so much, there should be no problem with the money and grain of Mozhuang this year. On behalf of the Guangfu Society, I thank Young Master Zhao very much."

Hearing Tao Chengzhang's words, Young Master Zhao was like being struck by lightning; he opened his mouth wide and couldn't speak. Not only Young Master Zhao, but several people beside him also had uneasy looks on their faces. They were all landlords near Shaoxing. The purpose of coming to visit Tao Chengzhang was hoping to persuade Tao Chengzhang not to levy grain taxes this year. Unexpectedly, Tao Chengzhang spoke first and sealed this issue dead. Everyone was both shocked and angry in their hearts. But Tao Chengzhang was now the biggest "rebel" in Jiangsu and Zhejiang; they simply didn't have the courage to resist to his face. The fierce momentum of the Guangfu Society's rise was completely unimaginable to these landlords and gentry beforehand.

The People's Party posted notices in Hangzhou. On the third day after the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army completely annihilated the Beiyang Third Town and the New Army 13th Brigade, the troops prepared by the Guangfu Society in various places immediately raised flags and attacked various prefectures and counties in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Before this, the rebellion preparation of the Guangfu Society was almost open. In Shaoxing, Zhuji, Yiwu, Jinhua, Lanxi, and other places, the Guangfu Army under the banner of the Guangfu Society recruited soldiers and bought horses, and also constantly threatened the government office and lobbied Qing troops in various places. In Shaoxing, the core area of the Guangfu Society, the headquarters of the Guangfu Society was set up in the Datong School not far from the Shaoxing Prefect's Yamen. Shaoxing Prefect Gui Fu simply dared not make any move.

More than a month ago, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army defeated the Hubei New Army, and then crossed the Yangtze River to attack Wuhu. The entire Jiangnan was shaken. In 1907 when communication was extremely backward, except for a few big cities with telegraphs that could still get relatively accurate news, the news obtained in other areas was mostly rumors and hearsay. Landlords and gentry naturally couldn't get accurate battle reports. What they saw with their own eyes was the Guangfu Society's completely open rebellion preparation. Facing these blatant rebellion preparations, the government offices in various places not only didn't send troops to suppress them but shrunk back instead. Completely looking like turtles with today but no tomorrow. As for the runners, petty officials of various government offices, and soldiers in various places, they asked people to establish connections with the Guangfu Society early on, lest they suffer collateral damage in the upcoming wave of rebellion.

The landlords didn't know that under the deterrence of the People's Party, troops in the Jiangsu and Zhejiang area were gathering towards the cities where the Governor-General and Governors were located to cope with the People's Party that heaven knew when would attack. Big cities like Hangzhou had sensitive news. The Hubei New Army troops attacking the People's Party were completely wiped out within Hubei territory. The People's Party, which annihilated the Hubei New Army, had already begun attacking Wuhu. And the Beiyang Army dispatched by the court out of Xuzhou was fighting with the People's Party. This situation didn't look optimistic no matter how you looked at it. Even out of tradition, they had to gather troops to cope with future wars. Hangzhou Governor Zeng Yun was very clear about the Guangfu Society's rebellion preparation. He was even clearer that if the military operation to suppress the Guangfu Society failed, Zhejiang would immediately change color completely. Hangzhou Governor Zeng Yun wanted to see the battle results of the Beiyang Army first. If the Beiyang Army won, he could mobilize troops to deal with the Guangfu Society.

After the results of the complete annihilation of the Beiyang Army and the capture of Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui reached Hangzhou, Hangzhou Governor Zeng Yun was scared cold in hands and feet, but also felt lucky that he had already gathered the troops of Zhejiang, so he could defend Hangzhou at any rate. As for what would happen in other places, Hangzhou Governor Zeng Yun felt that since the Beiyang Army had been annihilated, the court simply had no time to pay attention to him.

The Guangfu Society learned the war results through the liaison officer with the People's Party. They immediately raised troops to attack the prefecture cities in various places. Rather than attacking, it was more accurate to say taking over. Tao Chengzhang still remembered the situation at that time clearly. when the "Guangfu Army" formed by the Guangfu Society pounced on Shaoxing aggressively, no one resisted at all. The officers and soldiers guarding the city gates, as well as the runners and petty officials of the Shaoxing locality, either hid without a trace or simply defected to the Guangfu Society through connections.

When attacking the Shaoxing Prefect's Yamen, the tree fell and the monkeys scattered from inside out long ago. Learning that the Guangfu Society was entering the city, several petty officials waited at the city gate early. Seeing the Guangfu Army with white bands wrapped around their heads, these few people trotted over bowing their waists and asked to lead the way. When the Guangfu Army arrived at the entrance of the Prefect's Yamen, the gate of the Yamen was wide open. Shaoxing Prefect Gui Fu had run away without a trace long ago.

Within a few days, the Guangfu Society occupied a large piece of territory. The core of these territories was naturally Shaoxing city. With the experience in Chizhou, the Guangfu Society's ability to rectify local government affairs improved a lot. Posting notices to reassure the people and restoring order in the locality generally didn't cause any big problems. However, Tao Chengzhang's plan to start levying taxes in various places spread like wildfire. The gentry who originally held an attitude of fear and watching from the sidelines towards the "revolution" began to come to the door to lobby one after another.

Most members of the organization Guangfu Society gathered under the banner of "anti-Qing." Tao Chengzhang didn't know Chen Ke's evaluation of the Guangfu Society at the People's Party meeting. Chen Ke believed the Guangfu Society was "a group of anarchists, a group of quasi-reactionary forces demanding landlords and gentry implement thorough local autonomy. If anti-Qing is the standard, they can be temporarily classified as revolutionaries. If viewed from the perspective of people's revolution, the Guangfu Society is also quite reactionary."

Tao Chengzhang hadn't learned Grandpa Mao's thought, let alone understood what class struggle was. He had absolutely no scientific analysis method for the class nature of the Guangfu Society. But Tao Chengzhang was very clear that within the Guangfu Society, there were quite a few cadres advocating that the government office shouldn't levy taxes on the locality. In the view of these people, after overthrowing the Manchu Qing, they could return to Jiangsu and Zhejiang to govern the countryside. Whether landlords, gentry, or guild leaders and secret society leaders in various places, each occupied their own one *mu* three *fen* of land (small territory) and managed it well.

The purpose of the Guangfu Society was "Restore the Han nationality, return our rivers and mountains, dedicate oneself to the country, retire after success." In this regard, the leaders of the Guangfu Society spoke sincere words. They originally believed that after overthrowing the Manchu Qing, China could be strong, and the new Chinese government would no longer continue to forfeit sovereignty and humiliate the country. As for what exactly New China would look like, the Guangfu Society had no real consideration at all. Anyway, the Guangfu Society would go home to play autonomy by then. As long as the new government didn't affect their own interests, the Guangfu Society was unwilling, or rather they were unable to consider what exactly a new government should look like.

If not for the few months of painstaking management in Chizhou, if not for seeing the bleak ending of the once powerful Yue Wang Hui, Tao Chengzhang would still think so now. But after being in charge and knowing how arduous governing a place was, Tao Chengzhang had to face terrible practical problems.

Relying on the grain and money obtained from the government treasuries, the ten thousand or so people of the Guangfu Army would eat up the mountain in less than a year. As for fighting, the grain and pay of the Guangfu Army simply couldn't support three months. If a tax system belonging to the new government of the Guangfu Society couldn't be built quickly, the performance of the Guangfu Society wouldn't be much better than the Yue Wang Hui.

Tao Chengzhang was considering how to build this system when he heard the elder among the several local gentry visiting this time say: "Mr. Tao, national tax burden, taken from the people, used for the people. I heard Mr. Tao talk about these before and agreed deeply. Now the common people, not to mention having no clothes to cover their bodies and no food to fill their stomachs, their livelihood is also quite arduous. This regime of the Guangfu Society has just been established; it is precisely the time to win people's hearts. Even if not opening granaries to release grain, at least delay tax collection for a year. Only then will there be the atmosphere of a new government."

These words stimulated Tao Chengzhang greatly. In Chizhou, Tao Chengzhang had heard exactly the same gentry suggestions. These people reasoned sonorously, but inside they all had only one purpose: "No handing over grain, no paying taxes."

"Gentlemen, listening to your words, presumably you all support the revolution." Tao Chengzhang sneered.

The gentry were all silent as cicadas in winter. They all had big families and businesses in Shaoxing. At this time, they had to come to negotiate with Tao Chengzhang. Actually, these people knew clearly in their hearts that Tao Chengzhang would definitely extort a sum from them. It seemed this was the time for Tao Chengzhang to open his mouth.

Tao Chengzhang scanned the crowd once before saying: "Now the Manchu Qing might send troops to attack in a blink of an eye. If I, your brother, can't withstand the siege of the Manchu Qing, then I will let down the revolution and the tens of thousands of revolutionary comrades following me. Fighting without money and grain won't do. Since gentlemen support the revolution, then I, your brother, want to discuss with gentlemen how much gentlemen want to contribute to the revolution. Let's set a number. Of course, I, your brother, won't take yours for free either. These money and grain will be deducted from gentlemen's taxes next year."

Hearing these words, the landlords and gentry were no longer silent as cicadas in winter, but faces ashen like death.

The headquarters of the Guangfu Society was set up in the Shaoxing Prefect's Yamen. Sending away those gentry, Tao Chengzhang returned to the front hall with a gloomy face. Unlike Tao Chengzhang, the Guangfu Society cadres coming in and out still looked happy and full of spirit. The uprising was really too easy. The Manchu Qing was like a broken house; the Guangfu Society just kicked it, and the Manchu Qing's rule in Zhejiang collapsed by half. The Guangfu Society crowd worked in the Shaoxing Prefect's Yamen. Going out to handle affairs, the common people in the city all looked up to everyone. This pleasure of being high above simply couldn't be described in words.

"Huanqing, how did the talk go?" Xu Xilin was considered the most experienced senior cadre in the Guangfu Society; he didn't get carried away like other young cadres.

Tao Chengzhang didn't answer. He looked at the crowd in the room, frowned, and asked: "Why aren't everyone here? I said let everyone have a meeting. I was just delayed for a while; can't you wait for even this little time?"

The crowd looked at Tao Chengzhang, their faces not looking very good. Tao Chengzhang was very smart; he soon understood the meaning of these faces. Tao Chengzhang's eyes widened round. "Could it be that the few people not here haven't arrived yet?"

No one dared to answer. This silence already proved Tao Chengzhang's judgment was correct. Tao Chengzhang looked left and right, veins almost popping out on his forehead. "Send someone to tell those few people now that they don't need to come in the future."

The young cadres were scared into silence one by one. The youths who had good relations with the few people who didn't come all looked at Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. These two were cadres with status second only to Tao Chengzhang. If they persuaded Tao Chengzhang, Tao Chengzhang couldn't reject their face. But Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin also looked dissatisfied and had no intention of persuading at all.

Tao Chengzhang ignored those few people anymore. He waved his hand. "Gentlemen, is there still no news from the Jiangnan New Army side?"

"Zhang Xun sent the Green Standard Army to block the four gates of Nanjing city. Seeing anyone without a queue, they immediately arrest them as revolutionaries. It is said quite a few people were beheaded. Inside the Jiangnan New Army, there were even massive searches and arrests. Quite a few of our comrades were arrested." The cadre responsible for contacting the Jiangnan New Army answered.

Failing to incite the defection of the Jiangnan New Army was a huge setback in the Guangfu Society's plan. In the original plan, the Guangfu Society thought they could easily incite the defection of the Jiangnan New Army and then seize Nanjing. After the uprising Jiangnan New Army was incorporated into the Guangfu Army, the large troop would head straight for Hangzhou, and the entire Zhejiang could be taken.

However, the progress of things was completely unsatisfactory. No matter how the lobbyists of the Guangfu Society and the Guangfu Society members infiltrated into the New Army lobbied, and how the mood in the New Army was excited, this uprising just couldn't be launched at all. With great difficulty, the Guangfu Society members inside the New Army decided to rise up, but this time was postponed twice again. The reason for the two postponements was very simple. Before Zhang Xun sent troops, he gave the Jiangnan New Army a sum of troop dispatch reward money, so the originally enthusiastic New Army felt embarrassed. And when Zhang Xun returned troops to Jiangnan to go to Wuhu, the People's Party troops immediately withdrew troops and returned to Anhui. Since no war was fought, the Jiangnan New Army felt the People's Party was nothing special instead, and this uprising enthusiasm dropped greatly. Moreover, the day for paying military pay was coming soon. The revolutionary officers and soldiers in the New Army all hoped to take one more month of military pay before talking.

As a result, as soon as the New Army returned to Nanjing, Zhang Xun immediately mobilized the Green Standard Army to monitor the New Army, and killed "revolutionaries" in Nanjing on a large scale. The revolutionary situation immediately entered a freezing point. Tao Chengzhang couldn't understand why the well-equipped and well-trained New Army could actually be watched by the Green Standard Army, whose number and combat capability were far inferior to the New Army. As long as these New Armies could strike back, Jiangnan would change color completely. But just for two payments of salary, these officers could be indecisive. Now not only could the revolution not be launched, but they themselves might also be unable to protect themselves.

Tao Chengzhang stood up. A large map hung in the conference hall. This was one of the materials the People's Party supported to the Guangfu Society. He pointed to the map, his voice almost squeezed out from between his teeth. "The Jiangnan New Army is in Nanjing, and a part of Zhejiang Green Standard Army is in Hangzhou. If they send troops, how do we deal with them?"

No one answered this question. Not that these cadres dared not fight; they just didn't know what to do facing this situation. After a while, Qiu Jin stood up. "Huanqing, let me lead the Guangfu Army to attack Hangzhou."

With Qiu Jin taking the lead, several cadres responsible for training the Guangfu Army also stood up and said: "We will attack Hangzhou together with Commander Qiu."

Tao Chengzhang shook his head slightly. He knew the Guangfu Army hadn't even fully equipped rifles yet. Thousands of people relying only on rifles basically couldn't attack Hangzhou. "Bosun, what do you think." Tao Chengzhang asked Xu Xilin.

Hearing Tao Chengzhang's question, Xu Xilin directly threw out two choices: one was for the Guangfu Society to attack Hangzhou with full force, and the second was to ask the People's Party to send troops.

This proposal triggered a silence in the conference hall. Just at this moment, a person rushed in from outside. It was the late cadre. Before he stood steady, Tao Chengzhang shouted, "Get out!" That person still wanted to argue, but Tao Chengzhang ordered him to stand outside the door without saying a second word. Everyone dared not persuade, and the late cadre dared not disobey Tao Chengzhang either, so he had to go stand outside the door with a look of grievance.

Tao Chengzhang looked up at the map again. Hangzhou was in the center of Zhejiang Province, Shaoxing was south of Hangzhou, and there were only a hundred or so *li* between the two cities. If the Guangfu Society couldn't take Hangzhou, it was fundamentally impossible to advance into northern Zhejiang. Let alone Nanjing, which was north of Hangzhou and close to the Yangtze River. But if the Guangfu Society didn't attack Hangzhou, the Green Standard Army in Hangzhou could go south and arrive in Shaoxing in two or three days. The current situation couldn't even be talked about as being beside the couch; it was simply a situation where a dagger was pressed against the ribs.

While thinking, he heard a Guangfu Society cadre muttering: "Why should Anhui people intervene in our Zhejiang people's affairs." The voice wasn't loud, but everyone could hear it.

Tao Chengzhang felt a shock in his heart but couldn't say anything. The Guangfu Society's attitude towards the People's Party underwent a great change in the days of great success after the Guangfu Society raised troops. This was unexpected to Tao Chengzhang.

The cause was that not long ago Tao Chengzhang discussed tax matters with comrades. In between, the importance of money and grain to the troops was naturally mentioned. Young cadres lacked financial concepts; they asked if the People's Party being so brave and skillful in battle had a close relationship with grain and pay.

"The People's Party has people, money, and guns; traversing Anhui is no problem at all. While the Yue Wang Hui, which rose with the People's Party, had nothing after leaving Anqing city. No amount of money could withstand such spending. Let's not say whether we can gather ten thousand Guangfu troops; even if gathered, bringing these people under Nanjing city, there would be no grain." The one speaking was an old cadre who had participated in the first Battle of Anqing; he was very clear about the situation in Anqing and Chizhou.

"Where did the People's Party's grain come from?"

"The People's Party seized all the landlords' land and then distributed it equally to the common people. The People's Party's new government manages directly to the villages; the People's Party can levy and allocate the harvested grain immediately. Of course they don't lack grain."

Many Guangfu Society cadres heard of such things for the first time. Looks of surprise and astonishment appeared on the faces of these cadres. The People's Party's policy of completely eliminating landlords made most cadres in the Guangfu Society feel cold air on their backs. They mostly came from landlord and gentry families. If the People's Party occupied Jiangsu and Zhejiang, and then did this once in Jiangsu and Zhejiang...

Thinking of this, quite a few Guangfu Society cadres shuddered.

"Our Jiangsu and Zhejiang affairs should be handled by us Jiangsu and Zhejiang people ourselves. Letting Anhui people intervene in Jiangsu and Zhejiang affairs may not be appropriate." A cadre had already put forward his own view. This view immediately received the approval of quite a few Guangfu Society cadres. The Guangfu Society also had policies to restrict land annexation, although such policies hadn't been fully discussed, being merely the ideas of Tao Chengzhang and others. Everyone couldn't directly oppose this policy, so the evaluation of the People's Party became "Zhejiang people's affairs, not Anhui people's turn to intervene."

Actually, most Guangfu Society cadres knew that most of the main cadres of the People's Party were not Anhui people. They came from all over the country, and there were even quite a few People's Party cadres who were Zhejiang people. But these Guangfu Society cadres who opposed the People's Party's land policy would rather classify the People's Party all into the ranks of Anhui people. Absolutely not allowing the People's Party to promote "Anhui people's land reform" in Zhejiang; this became a quite powerful consensus within the Guangfu Society. Even facing the current crisis situation, these Guangfu Society cadres first instinctively opposed the People's Party intervening in Zhejiang revolutionary matters.

Qiu Jin didn't have such strong opposition. She had been to the People's Party base area. In the eyes of Zhejiang people, Anhui was a poor place. But what Qiu Jin saw and heard was that the livelihood of the common people in the base area was generally much better. The revolution didn't cause the base area common people to suffer any losses, and the People's Party also controlled local tax revenue through land reform, directly solving the problem of grain and pay. Although Qiu Jin didn't plan to carry out land reform in Zhejiang too, Qiu Jin didn't think Anhui was a scourge.

"Asking the People's Party to attack Hangzhou together isn't a bad thing either. The People's Party is also quite reasonable. As long as we discuss it beforehand, they won't stay in Zhejiang either." Qiu Jin actually wanted the brave and skillful People's Party to participate in this war very much. Carrying the remaining prestige of annihilating the Beiyang Army, the Green Standard Army in Hangzhou would naturally be unable to withstand a single blow. I'm afraid the Jiangnan New Army in Nanjing would also rise up following the trend.

"As far as I know, the Yue Wang Hui also raised troops with the People's Party. Where is the Yue Wang Hui now? Already vanished without a trace. We can't repeat the same mistake." The opponent's view also had many supporters. The Yue Wang Hui claimed a hundred thousand members and once occupied Anqing. Yet such a huge force was completely destroyed in just a few months. Mentioning the Yue Wang Hui, Guangfu Society cadres inevitably felt like the fox mourning the death of the hare.

At this point, Tao Chengzhang could only make a decision relying on his identity as the leader of the Guangfu Society. "I've decided. Still send someone to ask the People's Party to send troops to recover Zhejiang together first."

As soon as the voice fell, someone already stood up to oppose. "Mr. Tao, as the saying goes, it's easy to invite a god but hard to send him away. In case the People's Party stays in Zhejiang and refuses to leave, how do we explain to the common people of Zhejiang?"

Before Qiu Jin could stand up to oppose, Tao Chengzhang already said loudly: "The People's Party will absolutely not be like this. As long as we talk well beforehand, they will still keep their promise. I guarantee this for the People's Party. Bosun, please go see Chen Ke this time, how about it?"

"Good." Xu Xilin stood up and answered.

"Mr. Tao, I'll go too." Immediately a cadre volunteered to be an envoy to Anhui.

The corners of Tao Chengzhang's mouth pursed slightly. He laughed: "Going to find the People's Party this time, I won't decide on my own to cede Zhejiang land to the People's Party. I will discuss the negotiation conditions properly with everyone."

This statement finally received the tacit approval of the Guangfu Society crowd. So the Guangfu Society began to discuss the requirements for the People's Party.

In the evening, Xu Xilin found Tao Chengzhang when no one was around. As soon as he entered the room, Xu Xilin said: "Brother Huanzhang, everyone's request this time is a bit too excessive."

Tao Chengzhang smiled bitterly. This request was indeed extremely excessive. Everyone thought the People's Party absolutely couldn't occupy any territory in Zhejiang. Not only that, the People's Party also needed to provide grain and munitions themselves. Captured munitions and materials would all belong to the Guangfu Society. Moreover, the People's Party troops must obey the command of the Guangfu Society and couldn't act on their own.

Even so, there were still Guangfu Society cadres who didn't trust the People's Party. They even proposed that the People's Party's weapons and ammunition be controlled by the Guangfu Society. Tao Chengzhang didn't want to trigger serious differences within the Guangfu Society, so he didn't say anything about the previous requirements for the time being. Hearing this requirement that almost asked the People's Party to disarm, he directly expressed opposition clearly.

Actually, the Guangfu Society cadres also knew this requirement was very excessive, and most expressed support for Tao Chengzhang. Under such circumstances, the cadre who proposed this requirement actually spoke plausibly: "Since they are friendly troops, these requirements cannot be accepted. Where is the logic of friendly troops being so suspicious of the main army?"

Xu Xilin saw Tao Chengzhang's bitter smile. He hurriedly said: "Brother Huanqing, that person Chen Ke will absolutely not compromise on such major issues because of personal friendship. If we propose such requirements, it is absolutely impossible to make the People's Party send troops."

"Do you think I don't know? If someone dared to propose this requirement to us in Shaoxing, I'm afraid he wouldn't be able to leave the room alive." Tao Chengzhang expressed complete agreement.

"Then why didn't Brother Huanqing speak at the meeting?" Xu Xilin couldn't help asking.

"I don't want our comrades to sacrifice for nothing. Although comrades speak unreasonably, they are our comrades after all." Facing Xu Xilin, Tao Chengzhang revealed his heartfelt words. "Besides, letting you go negotiate, I'm afraid I have to let you, Bosun, tell some lies. Even if we cede some places to the People's Party, we have to agree now."

"Brother Huanqing, my personal reputation is nothing. But back then the Yue Wang Hui asked for Anqing, and the People's Party gave them Anqing. We wanted Chizhou, and the People's Party gave us Chizhou. What was the result? Neither the Yue Wang Hui nor we could hold it. Now Anqing and Chizhou both belong to the People's Party; no one fights with them anymore. Even if we wanted to cede land, the People's Party might not necessarily want it. Offending the People's Party completely now, if there is any crisis in the future, what face do we have to beg at the People's Party's door again?"

Tao Chengzhang actually fully supported Xu Xilin's view. He asked: "Then what does Bosun think?"

Xu Xilin said frankly: "The plan for today is either we rely completely on ourselves to take Zhejiang. No matter how many people are sacrificed, we fight it down ourselves. This is the best. If we can't do it, then simply let the People's Party send troops to help. Whatever they want, we give them. Looking at it now, the People's Party didn't want Anqing and Chizhou at the beginning of the year at all; it was just the Yue Wang Hui and us who couldn't hold our breath and revealed the bottom first. As a result, the People's Party occupied the moral high ground, and later we couldn't hold it. The result was the People's Party owed us no favors at all. Instead, we ourselves can never mention Chizhou matters again. This is a lesson from the past; we absolutely cannot repeat the same mistake this time."

"Comrades will absolutely not agree," Tao Chengzhang answered.

"If they don't agree, then let these people fight Hangzhou. As the saying goes, inviting a general is not as good as goading a general. Since they are unconvinced, they will exert their full strength instead. Since we decided to rise up, naturally we put life and death aside. Brother Huanqing cherishes the lives of comrades, but for the People's Party to have today's situation, which time wasn't it fought out by themselves? If Brother Huanqing is determined to fight ourselves, I am willing to personally lead troops to march on Hangzhou."

Xu Xilin spoke decisively. Tao Chengzhang couldn't bring out other reasons either. Thinking for a while, Tao Chengzhang nodded heavily. "Then let it be decided so. Fight Hangzhou; we Guangfu Society will fight it personally."
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Chapter 96 Attitude of the Guangfu Society (Part 2)

Early winter was a good time for various congresses to be held. As the year was coming to an end, farm work was basically finished, and the slack farming season had begun. Taking advantage of this period, what should be summarized was summarized, and what should be looked forward to and prepared for was looked forward to and prepared for. The Anhui People's Representative Congress was held again in Fengtai County.

Unlike the hastily organized congress last time, at that time, let alone the representatives, the People's Party itself was preparing various evacuation works, as if the Manchu Qing was about to invade Fengtai County immediately. This frightened the representatives from various places. Some were so scared that they took their whole families and ran to other places after returning home. Except for the representatives who resolutely followed the People's Party, other representatives all hid, afraid that the Manchu Qing would pursue and arrest "bandit crowds" after the People's Party was destroyed.

Only more than a month later, the Beiyang Army was completely annihilated. The People's Party ordered NPC representatives from various places to Fengtai County to attend the first government work report meeting. Only 80% of the total number of representatives could be notified. The proportion of People's Party internal representatives, as well as NPC representatives who firmly followed the People's Party, surged from less than 60% originally to nearly 80%.

On the first day of the congress, the first agenda item was to strip these fleeing people of their NPC representative qualifications. In the secret ballot, 95% of the people voted in favor.

These papers looked the same, but actually had secret marks. The People's Internal Affairs Committee quickly counted who exactly cast the 5% opposing votes. Chen Ke required the Internal Affairs Committee to keep it secret; this was just making some preparations, not flaring up on the spot or settling accounts after the autumn harvest. If these representatives were really of one heart and mind with the People's Party, it would be an incredible thing instead.

After stripping those people of their NPC representative qualifications, the number of people at this congress changed from absent to full. Starting from the second day, representatives were organized to visit the base area. The psychological change brought by military victory was quite large. NPC representatives who dared to stick to their homeland when the Beiyang Army attacked either sincerely supported the People's Party or were particularly bold. The proportion of speculators among the latter was quite high; they were now full of joy, thinking their choice was so correct. A bright future unfolded before them.

As the saying goes, experts watch the method, laymen watch the scene. The representatives basically couldn't understand industrial construction. What impressed them deeply was visiting the gas hot bulb engine. That huge iron machine emitted a chugging roar; the rapidly rotating wheels on the machine drove belts, which in turn drove various mechanical equipment. The People's Party cadres forced scientific and cultural education, so they didn't feel anything unexpected about this. Representatives not from the People's Party felt dazzled.

Wanting to understand industrial progress and technological breakthroughs required sufficient scientific knowledge; non-Party representatives could only watch the excitement. Until visiting agricultural development, these non-Party representatives saw something significant. As the capital of the base area, the current wealth of Fengtai County really surprised these non-Party representatives. Quite a few of these people had experience managing large tracts of land. Vast and flat farmland, large-scale water conservancy channels crisscrossing between farmlands. Various roads built, concentrated residential areas in rural towns. Everything in perfect order shocked the representatives.

What surprised them even more were the social facilities in these concentrated residential areas. Schools, post offices, clinics, supply and marketing cooperatives, assembly squares serving as both villager meeting places and performance venues. Not to mention the almost identical red brick houses for every household. The powerful strength possessed by the new government of the People's Party was demonstrated vividly.

And the People's Representative Congress composed of NPC representatives was theoretically the master of all this. At least the non-Party representatives had a cognition that they, the representatives, controlled everything before their eyes, or at least they thought they could get a share of the pie from it. This feeling was really too good.

The visit lasted for two days. Starting from the fourth day, the NPC began to formally listen to the government work report. There were three main contents in this government work report. The most important was undoubtedly requiring preliminary land reform to be realized within the base area within one year, that is, land nationalization, people regaining land use rights, and beginning to build new towns.

Ranking second was the census work of urban and rural residents. Governments at all levels in the base area had to start population census and corresponding household registration establishment.

Ranking third was the construction of a universal education system.

The government representative making the report was Ren Qiying. Originally, this work was intended for Yuwen Badu, but Yuwen Badu tried to make the report several times; reading documents was okay, but letting him explain, Yuwen Badu would stutter and become somewhat incoherent. No way out, this work finally fell on Ren Qiying, who was recognized as eloquent.

At the meeting, Chen Ke required Ren Qiying to make the report in reverse order starting from the most superficial universal education system. Even with Ren Qiying's cleverness, she didn't understand what was going on at first. Chen Ke rarely didn't explain much but handed the work to the two sets of Party and government teams in Fengtai County to discuss. Ren Qiying guessed a part of Chen Ke's mind; this was to test Ren Qiying's ability. As long as this work could satisfy Chen Ke, it meant Chen Ke would entrust Ren Qiying with important tasks. However, Ren Qiying was still a young girl after all; no matter how capable she was, her perspective on viewing problems still couldn't synchronize with Chen Ke. Ren Qiying stated clearly at the time that she completely didn't know what to do.

Amidst the complicated gazes of the comrades, Chen Ke stated his view calmly: "The NPC is different from our Party and government organizations. Especially this NPC meeting; the purpose is not to let representatives make resolutions and judgments. Our purpose is to let them know how the government operates. So we can't talk about class struggle in the NPC. Talking about class struggle makes this not an NPC meeting but a struggle session. Starting from the universal education issue is going from shallow to deep, letting them gradually understand government operation. Everyone knows receiving education is a good thing. We start from the result of doing good things, and finally talk about land reform issues. Only then can the representatives understand why we want revolution. Without revolution, they can't enjoy the fruits of universal education."

Chen Ke already felt he spoke very clearly, but the comrades who could understand could be counted on one's fingers. Ren Qiying was one of them; she clearly stated that she would undertake this work.

After the meeting started, Ren Qiying made the government report according to prior preparation. Representatives from the People's Party had an understanding of these several topics. Everyone had participated in related work more or less, and quite a few comrades were responsible for related work in various places themselves. Representatives from outside the Party felt confused listening to these topics.

The least controversial topic was universal compulsory education. In Chinese tradition, reading books was a good thing; as long as there was an opportunity to read, everyone wouldn't let it go. Previously, reading required hiring a teacher; this expense wasn't something every family could bear. Even in small landlord families, there were plenty who couldn't afford to read. Representatives from the People's Party naturally had to fully promote compulsory education because this was the Party's policy. Representatives not from the People's Party also supported this policy.

Under the superficial consensus, different views appeared. In this era, the purpose of reading was to become an official. Why promote universal education, why let everyone read and write—different people naturally had different understandings of the inherent meaning of this practice.

From the perspective of the People's Party, compulsory education contained a complete core of theory and practice. From the perspective of political power, the education process was originally a process of condensing the masses. Especially the people who received government education since childhood would naturally distance themselves from the old era. From the perspective of social operation, putting children in kindergartens and schools could effectively reduce family pressure and better liberate labor force, especially female labor force. From the perspective of developing productive forces, universal education was the most effective way to improve labor quality.

These contents could still be said openly at the NPC meeting. Ren Qiying dared not say the contents discussed within the Party at the NPC. Chen Ke only talked about the "problem of revolutionary successors" to high-level cadres. School education could set various tests by the school. Those who could let "human sociality" develop to the maximum would naturally know to follow the Party and know to enter the social system. Even with a very unoptimistic ratio, 50% of the people educated in the education system understood the structure of society, and 5% understood they had to follow the Party and understood that personal safety and value must be realized through social operation. Chen Ke firmly believed that even relying only on this 5%, the People's Party could thoroughly manage the country. Moreover, China's greatness lay in the general consensus that individuals must rely on the state to realize their value. The people not only accepted the existence of a strong central government but even eagerly longed for the existence of an almost omnipotent strong central government.

So a comprehensive compulsory education system must be promoted. If a powerful central government was controlled by the elite education system, instead of graduates selected from the people of the whole country through comprehensive compulsory education controlling the government, the result could only be China rapidly becoming an imperialist country exploiting internally and invading and expanding externally. Chen Ke would absolutely not allow the people's revolution he painstakingly created to fall into such a state.

Comrades within the Party couldn't fully understand these contents Chen Ke recounted either. This was viewing compulsory education from a national perspective, and also viewing compulsory education from the perspective of past and future. Although Chen Ke wasn't a genius, he was in the downstream of history and truly saw the process of history. So Chen Ke could establish his faith from the history he saw. And could establish what he wanted to stick to. Comrades within the Party didn't have this historical practice; for everything Chen Ke said, everyone could only find explanations from what they had already learned.

However, the People's Party had its own discipline and system. If one could understand the Party Central Committee's policy, then strive to implement the policy in work. If one couldn't understand, one also had to gradually understand the Party Central Committee's policy in work.

These representatives outside the Party hadn't received the internal education of the People's Party at all; it was even less possible for them to understand the many meanings contained in compulsory education. They could only interpret the People's Party government's policies based on the world they knew. Thus, various discussions in the NPC meeting that made Chen Ke feel very helpless unfolded.

The most typical thing was that representatives outside the Party actually viewed the compulsory education system as a profit-making industry. After opening schools, how much money should each student pay? Someone actually asked this stupid question. One hearing this question knew they didn't listen to the government work report properly. The government work report clearly pointed out that compulsory education was free. Not only not collecting money from the common people, but the state also had to pay a large sum for school buildings, educational equipment, and teacher salaries. What students had to pay was merely books and miscellaneous fees.

Understanding that running education not only didn't make money but also lost money, representatives outside the Party were frightened without exception. In the intelligence collected by the People's Internal Affairs Committee, representatives outside the Party discussed privately one after another whether the People's Party would apportion this cost to the rich. Quite a few representatives thought that if this forced apportionment happened, they would resolutely oppose it.

The government work report was carried out in sections because the People's Representatives had absolutely no concept of a modern state, let alone knew how to operate various policies of this modern state. Not only representatives outside the Party, but representatives within the People's Party were not just People's Party members; a large number of mass representatives who firmly supported the People's Party also didn't understand these policies and related implementation methods and processes. The People's Party government must undertake comprehensive explanation work. Instilling a brand new concept into people who had no concept at all was far more difficult than directly taking a gun and killing this person. Even compulsory education, which everyone supported, encountered this arduous process.

With the progress of the meeting, Chen Ke discovered a situation he hadn't thought of at all originally. The seats of the representatives were self-chosen; you could sit wherever you loved to sit in the venue. People's Party members naturally sat together. And other representatives sat in patches according to region. With the progress of the meeting, the pattern began to change. The People's Party still sat together. For representatives not from People's Party member backgrounds, based on their own political stance, representatives supporting the People's Party naturally chose to sit next to the People's Party. Those representatives who didn't stand on the stance of the people masses, with the deepening of understanding of the topics, gradually formed a situation of sitting together. Regional factors quickly gave way to political factors. The discussion on the content of the government work report made political factors dominate everyone's stance and emotions even more. The polarization expanded at a surprising speed.

Originally, the seats in the venue were one carrot one pit, one stool per person. After Chen Ke discovered this problem, he deliberately had a dozen more stools filled every day. After the meeting was held for a few days, looking down from the rostrum, the People's Party and followers sat darkly on the left, while representatives with different political views sat darkly on the right. An area was forcibly left empty in the middle. Only a few representatives who held themselves aloof, neither willing to follow the People's Party nor willing to mix with those other people, sat sparsely in the middle zone. Political view division completely replaced regional division, although many representatives had never even heard of the term "political view."

The government work report was naturally the work of the bureaucratic system. Chen Ke had no prejudice against the bureaucratic system. Bureaucrats were also people; they also needed methods and systems to work. The bureaucratic system needed scientific and humane systems and methods even more than other systems. So the government work report didn't talk about isms and ultimate ideals at all.

At the current stage, compulsory education wasn't just about building a school education system, but also comprehensive literacy work for the people. To eliminate illiteracy, one had to know how many people were in the base area and the education level of these people. So as to formulate corresponding specific implementation methods. This required building a household registration system.

And the household registration system involved the urban-rural dual household registration issue. The dual household registration needed to be carried out on the basis of completed land reform. These works had stages. Roughly speaking, land reform was first, household registration followed closely, and compulsory education was last. Of course, those masses who followed the People's Party closely had already let their children join the opened schools first, and they were also receiving education themselves. This showed a situation that didn't completely conform to the general work sequence.

One doesn't know the cost of fuel and rice without running a household. The government listed the contents of these works one by one. Not to mention anything else, just the demand for paper made these representatives dumbfounded. In these years, paper was precious, especially white paper used for writing was not cheap. To complete the household registration system statistics and other work needs, just this white paper would require more than a hundred thousand *jin*. Converted to market price, it would cost at least more than a hundred thousand taels of silver.

The population of the Anhui base area was estimated to be more than ten million now; no one knew the specific number. Just the paper used for the household registration construction of the common people, calculated at one tael of silver for one thousand *wen* of money, the government would spend at least ten *wen* of white paper on each person. As for ink, plus the wages of government personnel and the salaries of auxiliary personnel to be mobilized, it was another large expense. Some representatives outside the Party who were proficient in calculation estimated privately that just the census work would require spending at least five hundred thousand taels of silver. And the People's Party shouldered this money alone.

Among the representatives outside the Party, one representative's family ran a paper-making workshop. He was very happy about this news. Such a huge demand for paper gave his workshop extremely large profit possibilities. When he overestimated himself at the meeting and proposed willingness to supply paper "cheaply," Ren Qiying, the spokesperson for the People's Party government work, smiled and told this representative that the People's Party had already collected all the paper. Of course, Ren Qiying also smiled and told this representative with a face full of astonishment and depression that if there was demand, the government would contact this representative.

Watching this live drama, almost all government department personnel attending the meeting laughed secretly in their hearts. At that time, Chen Ke spent considerable manpower and material resources to open a paper mill; quite a few comrades didn't quite understand. Now they understood that Chairman Chen's style in this matter was exactly the same as usual, always preparing before problems occurred.

The paper mill used processing techniques for two raw materials: wheat straw and rice straw. In the past, common people used wheat straw and rice straw as kitchen fuel or burned them for ash fertilizer. After the People's Party paper mill purchased wheat straw and rice straw, the common people were naturally extremely happy. Things that originally couldn't be sold for money at all could now be exchanged for income; this was a good thing like a pie falling from the sky. Common people going to purchase points in various places to sell wheat straw and rice straw came in an endless stream. After selling wheat straw and rice straw, the common people's faces bloomed with smiles when counting banknotes. And the paper mill obtained stable and homogeneous raw materials, so it could naturally produce paper products stably and homogeneously.

The impact of this matter on comrades was quite large. Originally listening to simple and obscure "large-scale stable homogeneous raw materials, large investment built factories, mass production of cheap products," everyone hadn't seen this industrial production route, so it was naturally impossible to imagine it out of thin air. Leaving aside the various complex process technologies adopted by the paper mill, just in the process of paper mill construction, raw materials, and products, comrades in government departments had a feeling of sudden enlightenment.

Representatives outside the Party were shocked by the People's Party's great wealth on one hand, and instinctively felt a huge threat on the other. In their experience, whatever the government office wanted to do, they always had to rely on local gentry. Either contributing money, or organizing local labor, or government procurement. Although the struggle between the government office and gentry was extremely fierce. But as long as money was used in place, the gentry could still earn considerable benefits.

Now, although the People's Party didn't plunder gentry, it also didn't rely on gentry. By building grassroots political power, the People's Party step by step grasped the common people who originally didn't deal with the government office in their hands. If this went on, the gentry who had held the leading position in the countryside for thousands of years would be marginalized step by step, completely thrown outside the political power and the people.

If they hadn't participated in the People's Representative Congress, representatives outside the Party wouldn't have been able to understand this. Attending this congress, not only were the eyes of the People's Party followers opened to view society, but these representatives outside the Party who once occupied the mainstream of society also had their eyes opened.

In the intelligence collected by the People's Internal Affairs Committee, in the first few days, the gentry were almost still talking nonsense according to their social status. As the meeting proceeded, their private discussions became more and more interesting. When these backbones of the old era society originally scattered in various places gathered together to discuss problems, the depth and breadth of their view of problems were also constantly strengthening. These people could also view the immediate problems seriously.

While on the surface it was still peaceful, but internally wind and clouds were surging, news of the Guangfu Society capturing Hangzhou came. For the People's Party, this news was really a bit insignificant. Chen Ke just instructed the intelligence department to strengthen inquiries; specific countermeasures would be carried out after the NPC meeting.

When issuing this instruction, Chen Ke hadn't even finished reading the intelligence content completely. Until the meeting adjourned in the evening, after Chen Ke finished discussing the specific work of the day with comrades in the Party, and Chen Ke's trusted secretary handed this report to Chen Ke again, Chen Ke remembered there was such a thing.

A thick stack of intelligence content was detailed. The People's Party hadn't infiltrated into the Guangfu Society, so this was intelligence collected by the intelligence networks built by the People's Party in various places in Zhejiang through public content. In the view of the intelligence network trained by the People's Party, except for the internal meeting content of the Guangfu Society which needed some time to get, the actions of the Guangfu Society had no secrecy to speak of. Learning that the Guangfu Society was going to attack Hangzhou, the People's Party intelligence network specifically sent observers. As a result, after the observers arrived in Hangzhou and waited for four days, the Guangfu Army under the Guangfu Society arrived outside Hangzhou city.

What surprised Chen Ke slightly was that Zhejiang Governor Zeng Yun almost turned a blind eye to the Guangfu Society raising troops in southern Zhejiang. But when the Guangfu Army attacked Hangzhou, Zhejiang Governor Zeng Yun showed unusual integrity. Zeng Yun decisively rejected the Guangfu Society's persuasion to surrender. And he personally supervised the Defense Army, Training Army, and Green Standard Army already gathered in Hangzhou, organized defense, and deployed positions. About three thousand troops of various routes gathered inside Hangzhou city; this was already all the troops in southern Zhejiang.

Long before getting the news of the Guangfu Society moving out, Zeng Yun gathered these troops by the West Lake and delivered a public speech. The speech content had an appendix. After reading it, Chen Ke had a strong feeling of meeting a bosom friend. Reading the sincere parts, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing out loud.

Zeng Yun mentioned neither loyalty to the court nor personal loyalty. He simply and briskly explained the source of grain and pay for these Qing troops in front of him. The grain and pay of these Qing troops were all issued by the court. If the court fell, this grain and pay would naturally have no source. Zeng Yun stated that the Guangfu Society had its own army and would absolutely not recruit these Defense Army, Training Army, and Green Standard Army soldiers. Even if recruited, they wouldn't treat them as their own people. If these Qing army brothers thought they could live well without relying on the court, they could go to the Guangfu Society side now, or disperse by themselves. If they felt they only had food to eat by relying on the court, then defend the city well. Everyone could decide for themselves where to go.

For the Chinese people, as long as the reasoning spoken was the truth, everyone could understand. Zhejiang Governor Zeng Yun didn't cheat or coax; his reasoning was clear, and logic complete. The Defense Army, Training Army, and Green Standard Army were all clear that as long as Hangzhou was taken, they would immediately lose their livelihood, and had no means to make a living immediately at all. Among the more than three thousand people, except for less than four hundred guys who were indeed afraid of death choosing to leave, the others all chose to stay and defend the city.

Zeng Yun immediately issued reward money and called the commanders of various units together to discuss city defense matters. At any rate, a defense line was built before the Guangfu Army arrived.

The experience of the battle wasn't anything special. The military literacy of both sides was naturally the defending Qing army having the advantage, while in terms of morale, the Guangfu Army was higher. When exchanging volley fire, the defenders had relatively sufficient bullets. The Guangfu Society suffered a loss in the attack on the first day. The next day, seeing they could hold Hangzhou, the Qing army's morale was greatly boosted, and combat performance was better than the first day. Plus with artillery help, although the shell accuracy was very poor, the rumbling sound of cannons also stimulated morale very much. The Guangfu Society's attack on the second day was thwarted again.

On the third day, the Guangfu Society didn't attack the city. Zeng Yun immediately rewarded the three armies. The Qing army became even more energetic.

However, as the saying goes, joy begets sorrow. In the battle on the fourth day, after the excited Qing army repelled the Guangfu Army again, heaven knew if the alcohol from the previous day hadn't worn off, or if someone offered a heavy reward, they actually began to pursue the retreating Guangfu Army. At first, the pursuit was very smooth. According to the development of the situation, the Guangfu Army might collapse across the board. Suddenly, a troop attacked the flank of the sortieing Qing army.

The comrade writing the report seemed to have captured the Qing army officer participating in the sortie. The report contained a paragraph of literary language: "More than eighty enemy elites suddenly appeared on our flank, all with white cloth wrapped around their heads, bare-chested, wearing only white short jackets. Led by three women and two youths. Holding bombs, short guns (pistols), and Japanese swords in hand. First threw bombs, then shot with short guns, and after bullets were exhausted, engaged in hand-to-hand combat with Japanese swords. Our army was then defeated."

The subsequent battle was very traditional for the Qing army. The sortieing Qing army troops routed back to the main camp. The Guangfu Army dare-to-die corps tailed behind chasing and killing, rushing into the Qing army's defensive position. The Qing army collapsed in hand-to-hand combat. After the main force of the Guangfu Army killed their way into Hangzhou city, Zhejiang Governor Zeng Yun actually didn't flee but conducted stubborn resistance relying on the Governor's Yamen. Because of street fighting in the city, the attacking Guangfu Army lacked room to maneuver; casualties were heavy in several hard attacks. Until the next day, they dragged cannons into the city and forced the artillerymen among the captives to operate the cannons. The captured artillerymen were actually quite loyal and refused to obey. The Guangfu Army chopped off the heads of several captured artillerymen before someone personally operated the cannons to shoot at the Zhejiang Governor's Yamen.

Only after the main gate and surrounding walls of the Governor's Yamen were blasted down did the defense collapse. Even so, the personal soldiers of Zhejiang Governor Zeng Yun still resisted for a long time. The Guangfu Society paid a considerable price to obtain the final victory. As for the end of Zhejiang Governor Zeng Yun, the report said it uncertainly. Some said he was killed by a shell, some said he committed suicide, some said after being captured, the Guangfu Society hated Zeng Yun for resisting desperately in a corner and executed Zeng Yun on the spot. Anyway, the result was that Zhejiang Governor Zeng Yun died.

Putting down the materials, Chen Ke thought, the Guangfu Society should be very happy, right? This was Chen Ke's only thought on this matter. Two minutes later, Chen Ke fell asleep lying on the temporary bed in the room next to the office.



★


Attitude of the Guangfu Society 3

Volume 3 - Chapter 243

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 97 Attitude of the Guangfu Society (Part 3)

"Xuanqing, I'm getting ready to leave now. Do you have anything else to entrust?" Xu Xilin sat in front of Qiu Jin's sickbed and said with a seemingly relaxed expression.

Qiu Jin leaned on several pillows, covered with a thick quilt. Hearing Xu Xilin say this, a concerned look appeared on Qiu Jin's pale face; her weak voice was full of concern. "Bosun, how long will you be gone to Anhui this time?"

"This is hard to say; I will rush there as soon as possible and return as soon as possible. But you, Xuanqing, have to recuperate well. I will bring a doctor back from Anhui as soon as possible." Speaking of this, Xu Xilin's voice trembled a bit.

"Is there any news from the comrades who went to Shanghai?" Qiu Jin pressed on about the matter she cared about most.

Xu Xilin pretended to be cheerful and said: "There should be news in a few days."

Qiu Jin saw Xu Xilin's expression and knew that the Guangfu Society sending people to Shanghai to find doctors and buy medicine wouldn't be optimistic. She grabbed Xu Xilin's hand. "Bosun, when you go to Anhui this time, don't listen to those people talking nonsense. No matter what, you must ask Wenqing to help us. The injured comrades are all daring warriors in our Guangfu Society. We can't watch them die helplessly."

Xu Xilin knew exactly how severe Qiu Jin's injury was, but Qiu Jin didn't mention herself at all; her heart was full of thoughts about other injured comrades. Xu Xilin could no longer maintain the relaxed expression he pretended before. His nose soured, and tears flowed down. He held Qiu Jin's cold palm back. "Xuanqing, don't worry. Wenqing and the others fought so many big battles, and we have all seen Wenqing's military hospital personally; there won't be a lack of good doctors. This time I will ask Wenqing for help no matter what."

Hearing Xu Xilin speak firmly, Qiu Jin nodded. "That's good. Bosun, hurry up and go; go early and return early. I'll definitely be fine; you don't need to worry."

Xu Xilin didn't say more either. He wiped his tears, got up and tucked the quilt for Qiu Jin, and then strode out the door.

Before the Battle of Hangzhou, the Guangfu Society from top to bottom thought they understood war. Only after truly experiencing the Battle of Hangzhou did they know they were still far from understanding war. The end of the battle didn't mean everything was fine; on the contrary, a multitude of things just began at this time. None of the Guangfu Society members had received the military education of the People's Party, so they naturally couldn't have heard Chen Ke lecture on the concept of "late Qing disposable army" in the military academy.

The core of the concept of "disposable army" refers to the lack of comprehensive support for the troops. After throwing officers and soldiers onto the battlefield, life and death are up to heaven. If they are lucky enough not to die or get injured, they can be treated as the next round of disposable army. The entire system treats officers and soldiers as consumables and doesn't do its utmost to make support work reach the maximum effort.

Since the Guangfu Society had no war experience, they didn't do this intentionally. However, objective facts always ignore subjective wishes. Regardless of whether the Guangfu Society had this idea, in fact, the pre-war preparation level of the Guangfu Society was at the standard "disposable army" level.

The Battle of Hangzhou lasted for five days. Both sides conducted more than a dozen offensive and defensive battles. The casualties of the Guangfu Army reached more than five hundred. Among these more than five hundred people, no more than seventy died on the spot. But in the three days after the battle ended, more than forty injured Guangfu Army soldiers died. This was even based on the situation where the Guangfu Society collected almost all doctors that could be found in Hangzhou and the controlled area. Both Tao Chengzhang and Xu Xilin had seen the People's Party's field hospital in the first Battle of Anqing. Although they didn't have as many specially trained military doctors and nurses as the People's Party, the Guangfu Society also learned to set up big pots to boil gauze. Due to the use of disinfected bandages, plus it was early winter, the probability of bacterial infection was much lower, and the death toll finally didn't rise sharply.

But both Tao Chengzhang and Xu Xilin knew this was only temporary. Without a large number of professionally trained doctors for treatment, those injured personnel whose bodies were getting weaker and weaker probably couldn't hold on for too long. But Traditional Chinese Medicine couldn't solve these injuries; Western medicine was only available in Shanghai. And most were foreigners; they couldn't possibly come to Hangzhou to treat diseases. Tao Chengzhang sent people to Shanghai to try hard to invite doctors on one hand, and let Xu Xilin go to Anhui to ask Chen Ke for help on the other.

The cadres who originally resented the People's Party extremely had no nonsense this time. Most of the young and energetic cadres went to the front line to fight, and their proportion among the injured was not low. When it concerned their own lives, no one dared to speak arrogantly anymore. Last time they didn't want the People's Party to come to Zhejiang, so naturally, they deliberately made things difficult when proposing conditions. But now they were all very clear that regarding asking the People's Party to send doctors, even if all good words were said, the People's Party might not be willing to help sincerely. If they spoke wildly and deliberately made things difficult at this time, it would be better not to send anyone.

Coming out of Qiu Jin's ward, someone was already waiting for Xu Xilin outside the door. Horses and simple luggage were ready. Xu Xilin and several comrades mounted horses and headed towards the official road outside the city. Tao Chengzhang also rode along; he and several other cadres personally sent Xu Xilin to outside the city. Everyone looked anxious. The injured comrades were all daring warriors in the Guangfu Society. Actually, by the fourth day of fighting, the Guangfu Society's military strength was already exhausted. Before going onto the battlefield for the first time, many people looked impatient and fearless of death. After really experiencing the battlefield where bullets flew across, seeing comrades around them injured and falling to the ground, listening to the screams of comrades beside them, listening to the roar of enemy cannons, the little bit of courage of many people was quickly stripped clean.

If the Qing army hadn't attacked actively, if the last wave of dare-to-die corps organized hastily hadn't accidentally hit the flank of the attacking enemy, if the leader wasn't Qiu Jin..., every time Tao Chengzhang thought of these, his heart felt like falling into an ice cave, feeling an indescribable chill all over his body. Without these preparations, the Guangfu Society would probably have lost this Battle of Hangzhou for sure.

The Battle of Hangzhou was won at any rate, but the post-war Guangfu Society absolutely couldn't bear the large number of deaths caused by lack of treatment. These people were all true daring warriors of the Guangfu Society.

The group had a thousand words in their hearts, but no one dared to mention anything more. Cadres other than Tao Chengzhang and Xu Xilin had said too much big talk before the war and expressed too much hostility towards the People's Party. People always have to leave some shame for themselves. On the way to Anhui to ask for help, whatever these people said would be slapping their own faces.

Inside Hangzhou city was now deserted. The originally bustling streets were empty at this time. Shops that plucked up courage to open didn't have any customers either. Passing by pharmacies or doctor's clinics occasionally, one could see door panels or shop boards forcibly broken and smashed. Seeing a large group of riders passing through the street, the citizens' faces became nervous. There was no look of universal jubilation after "Restoration" (Guangfu) at all.

The group arrived at the official road outside the city and reined in their horses. Looking at Tao Chengzhang's haggard and tired expression, Xu Xilin also felt very unbearable in his heart. A few years ago, Tao Chengzhang ran around Zhejiang, Fujian, and Anhui in ragged clothes and worn shoes to contact revolutionary aspirants. He often tied his waist with hemp rope and wore straw sandals, running around various places in Zhejiang, "walking one hundred and ten *li* a day, sparing no pains." Hangzhou was only separated from his home by a river, yet he "arrived in Hangzhou four times without returning home." Once, when he arrived in Hangzhou, it was already the 26th of the twelfth lunar month. Wei Lan advised him to go home for the New Year. He replied: "Fortunately, my old father is still healthy, and the family livelihood is worry-free. Once I go to my hometown, I fear being tied down by human feelings and unable to come out again! Since I dedicate myself to running for the country, how can I still be concerned about home!"

At that time, Tao Chengzhang was full of energy and high-spirited; how could he be haggard like now? Xu Xilin said: "Mr. Tao, just send us here; you shouldn't work too hard either.

Although Tao Chengzhang looked haggard, there was a steadiness in his demeanor that he didn't have before. He nodded, thought for a moment, and then opened his mouth to say: "Huanqing, when you see Chen Ke, you must bring these words: if Chen Ke is willing to send doctors, regardless of whether they can save or not, my Guangfu Society has absolutely no complaints. If we meet again another day, I, Tao Chengzhang, will definitely personally thank the People's Party for the kindness of helping."

Xu Xilin was somewhat surprised. Tao Chengzhang had actually said these words to him already. But in a flash of thought, Xu Xilin understood that these words were actually spoken to the accompanying Guangfu Society comrades.

Nodding again, Xu Xilin answered solemnly: "I will definitely bring these words. Mr. Tao, farewell here."

When everyone parted, there were no useless words. Although Tao Chengzhang's words were a bit "servile," those Guangfu Society cadres who once declared "never let Anhui people intervene in Zhejiang affairs" didn't say a single word mentioning whether Tao Chengzhang's words were appropriate.

After the Guangfu Society captured Hangzhou, no one in western Zhejiang dared to show a trace of hostility towards the Guangfu Society anymore. Before Xu Xilin set off, someone had already arranged the itinerary ahead. The Guangfu Society once returned to Shaoxing from Chizhou all the way; walking the road once walked again naturally gave experience. Xu Xilin was burning with anxiety. Along the way, except for lying down to sleep for a while when he was too tired to bear, all other time was used on rushing.

After entering the People's Party's territory, the Guangfu Society had long contacted the People's Party. Jiangnan was Zhang Yu's territory. Hearing that Tao Chengzhang came to ask for doctors, Zhang Yu was rarely surprised once. In the past, Chen Ke really had a bit of prescience; generally, when something was about to happen, he could always tell the comrades beforehand. Everyone was psychologically prepared. Now Chen Ke put all his energy into internal construction. Convening the NPC took up all the energy of the Central Committee. Zhang Yu didn't receive any instructions related to the Guangfu Society here.

Fortunately, there was carrier pigeon contact between base areas. As soon as the advance party of the Guangfu Society arrived in Anqing and implored the People's Party to send doctors, Zhang Yu sent people to deliver a letter by land, and simultaneously used the precious carrier pigeon communication. The next day, he received a reply. "First use the medical power in Anqing locality to support the Guangfu Society as much as possible."

When Xu Xilin arrived in Anqing exhausted, Zhang Yu met Xu Xilin immediately.

"A medical team composed of six doctors, six nurses, and twenty intern students is ready to go." Zhang Yu never liked to squeeze out any friendly expression; he said with a completely business-like attitude, "Mr. Xu, we have very few military doctors in Anqing. Now we can only send this many people. You explain the traffic line to us clearly now; we will personally send troops to escort the small team to Hangzhou." After finishing speaking, Zhang Yu placed a prepared military map in front of Xu Xilin.

Zhang Yu had heard that in the People's Party, a rising political star named Ren Qiying rose rapidly. No matter how others said, Zhang Yu disapproved of Ren Qiying somewhat. Just discussing the level of administrative officials, Zhang Yu believed he should be above Ren Qiying. As for the level of political officials, Zhang Yu disdained treating Ren Qiying as a competitor at all. Looking at the People's Party, the only person Zhang Yu sincerely admired was Chen Ke. Even for Yan Fu, Zhang Yu only thought he didn't have that bit of time Yan Fu dedicated to learning.

Looking at Xu Xilin's shocked expression after hearing the arrangement, Zhang Yu was a bit bored.

Xu Xilin naturally had reasons to be shocked. The People's Party never liked to joke when doing things; Xu Xilin knew that. But without waiting for Xu Xilin to beg, Zhang Yu produced thirty-two people, and explained clearly what work these thirty-two people were responsible for, what each person's major was, roughly how their level was, including how the Guangfu Society needed to coordinate in cooperation. Such efficiency exceeded Xu Xilin's imagination. As long as the People's Party was willing to do something, they could always avoid wrangling, and there were very few flaws in handling affairs. This style made Xu Xilin feel a surge of powerlessness and fear in his heart simultaneously.

For Zhang Yu, he rarely had any emotion of being moved anymore. As a child from a bureaucratic family, Zhang Yu had an almost innate feeling for the steps to complete a thing. He had seen too many things. Regarding the many greeds and deceptions imposed on things that should have been extremely simple, Zhang Yu could understand, but sincerely couldn't accept.

In the days with the People's Party, Zhang Yu could finally handle affairs to his heart's content according to the laws of things themselves. This pleasure was something he could only have in fantasy before. However, this sense of pleasure was also constantly decreasing with day-after-day work. Every matter was different; the pressure accumulated by such meticulous work wasn't so easy to release. After arranging the support for the Guangfu Society, Zhang Yu only felt a kind of fatigue. He hoped Xu Xilin would never say a pile of meaningless grateful nonsense again. Of course, if Xu Xilin said it, Zhang Yu would also listen. No matter how boring this link was, it was still one of the inevitable links in the matter of "contacting Xu Xilin." Zhang Yu wouldn't evade his responsibility and obligation.

Looking at Zhang Yu's serious expression and the sufficient preparation made for the rescue, Xu Xilin couldn't help asking, "Mr. Zhang, are you from a doctor background?"

"I don't understand medicine." Zhang Yu answered coldly. "Saving people must be hurried. Mr. Xu, you hurry up and arrange the route so we can set off."

Xu Xilin explained the route with extreme excitement and arranged manpower. After the liaison personnel of the Guangfu Society ran out with faces full of joy to contact Hangzhou, Xu Xilin stood up and bowed deeply. "Mr. Zhang, my Guangfu Society from top to bottom will never forget your kindness."

"This is not my personal decision, just the decision of our Anqing Party Branch. If it were me personally, I wouldn't be qualified to mobilize such a large number of personnel." Zhang Yu still answered calmly. Zhang Yu didn't say this was the decision of the Party Central Committee. Even if others knew the People's Party had the mode of carrier pigeon communication, Zhang Yu would absolutely not say such words revealing the internal situation of the People's Party himself. Using the Anqing Party Committee to cover for the Party Central Committee, Zhang Yu still had this responsibility.

"Mr. Xu, are you preparing to go back with the team, or preparing to continue to Fengtai County?" Zhang Yu continued to ask.

Xu Xilin answered hurriedly: "I still want to go to Fengtai County. Mr. Zhang, it's not that I don't trust the doctors here; that you can help us is already a great kindness. It's just that some of our comrades are heavily injured; we still hope to have more doctors."

"Exactly how many injured do you have, and what is the approximate injury situation?" Zhang Yu asked another question. As soon as these words came out, he regretted it. This question was asked wrong. If the other party were Chen Ke, after this question was asked, Chen Ke would give Zhang Yu an excellent answer: how many people injured, how many gunshot wounds, how many knife wounds, how many burns, approximate statistics of various injured parts. But Zhang Yu wasn't facing Chen Ke.

Sure enough, Xu Xilin only gave a definite number of injured; there was no more detailed content at all. Xu Xilin himself was confused by concern and began to state garrulously according to impression. Those people following Xu Xilin saw the People's Party was willing to help and couldn't help interrupting, beginning to supplement the situation of various injured in the conversation.

While cursing his own stupidity in his heart, Zhang Yu decisively chose his own method to save time. He interrupted these people's words: "Mr. Xu, you guys organize the situation of the injured yourselves first. In this way, when you arrive in Fengtai County, you can also present accurate data. What do you think?"

Although Xu Xilin also lost clarity in his heart, hearing Zhang Yu say this, he understood immediately. "Mr. Zhang, we will go down to collect statistics now. After statistics are done, we'll talk about this matter with you again."

Zhang Yu laughed: "That's not necessary; saving people is like fighting fire. You set off now. There is a section of water route. While sitting on the boat, you have time to collect these statistics. Mr. Xu, what do you think?"

Xu Xilin and others felt this method was good. Ignoring physical fatigue, they stood up to take their leave. After Xu Xilin went out the gate, Zhang Yu summarized the beginning and end of the matter in his heart and felt he had done everything he should do. He turned his head and asked the secretary, "Recorded everything?" The secretary answered hurriedly, "Recorded." Zhang Yu browsed the record and saw no mistakes. He signed the time under the record and threw this matter completely to the back of his mind. If every matter was remembered in the brain, it would tire people to death. Things that should end must end immediately.

However, Zhang Yu couldn't help thinking that Chen Ke could absolutely see the places where Zhang Yu didn't do his best in this matter. Wonder what Chen Ke would think. But this thought only surfaced for an instant; Zhang Yu immediately "deleted the file" of this thought in his mind.

Two days later, Chen Ke received a group of red-eyed rescue seekers from the Guangfu Society. Sure enough, as Zhang Yu had thought, when Chen Ke asked about the process, he already discovered where Zhang Yu slacked off. When Xu Xilin handed the statistical data of the injured to Chen Ke, he mentioned casually that this was compiled under Zhang Yu's suggestion. Chen Ke understood then that Zhang Yu himself didn't care about the life and death of the Guangfu Society wounded. If Xu Xilin had compiled these data early on, Zhang Yu might have used the precious carrier pigeon intelligence network to exchange information. This way, some time could also be saved. The Guangfu Society might have fewer deaths. Obviously, the Guangfu Society's habit of not paying attention to statistics made Zhang Yu feel it delayed his time, and that little bit of kindness generated occasionally vanished immediately.

Chen Ke didn't want to blame Zhang Yu at all. Zhang Yu firmly executed the instructions of the Party Central Committee, but in details, Zhang Yu didn't support the Guangfu Society at all. He even felt Zhang Yu's practice was a bit cute.

But this thought only flashed for a moment, and Chen Ke began to feel he was too frivolous. If a leader only saw these details and then guessed randomly according to his own thoughts, the result would be fatal. Like Zhang Yu, Chen Ke quickly expelled this matter from his mind. This was a ability Chen Ke practiced in work recently; this ability was "forgetting." Focus attention on important things; other thoughts would naturally be replaced. As long as not intentionally remembering, these things would be forgotten. Where was the leisure time to consider these trivial and useless matters?

"Brother Bosun, this statistics of yours is very good. We will form a medical team now; it can set off today." Chen Ke said to Xu Xilin.

"Then thank you very much." Xu Xilin's face was pale, and his two eyes were red, looking a bit scary. But hearing Chen Ke say this, Xu Xilin felt completely relaxed in his heart. As soon as these words were finished, his body swayed back and forth involuntarily. After swaying a few times, Xu Xilin fell softly to the ground.

"This is a united congress; this is a successful congress." Chen Ke was making a closing speech on the rostrum. Xu Xilin came very coincidentally, just catching up with the closing day of the NPC meeting. If Chen Ke hadn't been revising his speech draft, Xu Xilin might not really have been able to see Chen Ke.

Chen Ke made the final summary according to various congress speech drafts copied from later generations. But now Chen Ke had different views on the content of these drafts. "United congress" meant the People's Party held the fort at the congress, and all representatives recognized the leadership of the People's Party. "Successful congress" meant all proposals of the People's Party were passed. As for "serious exchange," "in-depth discussion," these words were not lies, but "only stated a part of the facts." On this point, Chen Ke agreed very much with the Party's articles. Never telling lies is a must. If one cannot understand the facts and accuses others of telling lies, this itself only explains one's own ignorance.

As soon as the NPC meeting ended, the People's Party's own Party Congress was convened immediately. Summarizing the process of this NPC meeting and formulating the Party's work for next year—this was extremely important work. Chen Ke had long put the matter of Xu Xilin and others aside.

Chen Ke had already explicitly helped these rescue seekers from the Guangfu Society. But as the saying goes, good intentions are rewarded with donkey liver and lungs (ill will). Quite a few people in this group saw the People's Party helped so crisply and immediately revealed their true colors. They didn't dare speak ill of Chen Ke. But when they went to the hospital, they actually dared to ask the reception staff: "Didn't Mr. Chen Ke come?"

Hearing such a question not knowing the height of the sky and depth of the earth, the People's Party reception staff changed their expressions almost simultaneously. Everyone simply didn't answer this incredibly stupid question. Xu Xilin was still in a coma. If he were in the team, he would definitely find a way to solve these contradictions. Unfortunately, he was not there. So the people of the Guangfu Society actually didn't figure out why the attitude of the People's Party people towards them became cold.

Coldness was coldness; comrades wouldn't slack off on tasks assigned by the Party. However, the leaders of the military hospital department secretly changed the team members, replacing several young comrades who were straightforward and not deep in scheming. Replaced with several comrades who were more tolerant. This time was to save people, not to make trouble. The Guangfu Society dared to say "Didn't Mr. Chen Ke come?" in the base area. When comrades arrived at the Guangfu Society's territory, heaven knew what they would say.

The adjusted team also set off. The base area had already learned that the Anqing side sent twenty students. So the team was composed of ten doctors and ten nurses. No students were added. After liberating Hefei, the People's Party's water route was unimpeded. The fleet could enter the Yangtze River all the way from Fengtai County by the Huai River. The inland river fleet specifically dispatched a motorized boat to transport the medical team. Considering Xu Xilin's body, he didn't set off with the team. This was a kind of luck for Xu Xilin. He originally had other responsibilities. If he got on the boat in a coma, Xu Xilin could only get off halfway after waking up, walking quite a lot of unnecessary roads.
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Chapter 98 Attitude of the Guangfu Society (Part 4)

The meeting attendance of the Guangfu Society was very regular, imitating the model of the Hall of Loyalty and Righteousness of mountain kings. Tao Chengzhang was in the center, with various cadres arranged in order of status on both sides. This had already become the accustomed seating model of the Guangfu Society.

"Mr. Tao, there are Hangzhou gentry wanting to give Zeng Yun a lavish burial again," a cadre in the Guangfu Society said. Hearing this, almost all Guangfu Society cadres showed impatient expressions on their faces.

Zhejiang Governor Zeng Yun's official reputation wasn't bad. If not for his stubborn resistance in Hangzhou, judging by his previous performance, he couldn't be called severe towards the revolutionary party. Such a high Manchu Qing official died in the Battle of Hangzhou; the attitude of the local gentry in Hangzhou naturally couldn't be called rejoicing. The call asking the revolutionary party to give Zeng Yun a lavish burial had never stopped among the Hangzhou gentry. The gentry even expressed that if the Guangfu Society wasn't willing to give a lavish burial, the gentry could pay for it.

Tao Chengzhang naturally saw through the political tricks in this. The dead are the greatest; giving Zeng Yun a lavish burial didn't violate custom. Even if the Guangfu Society was in power, they couldn't pick any fault. However, the deeper purpose of this group of gentry was to win a reputation by giving Zeng Yun a lavish burial. If the Guangfu Society was driven away by the Manchu Qing, they could naturally seek their own safety by participating in giving Zeng Yun a lavish burial. At least when the gentry defended themselves saying "I am not in the same group as the Guangfu Society," it could be considered justified.

"This bunch really knows how to seek personal gain!" Most Guangfu Society cadres came from landlord and gentry backgrounds, so they knew the gentry's thoughts clearly. "Mr. Tao, should we catch a few diehard Manchu Qing running dogs and kill one to warn a hundred?"

The idea of killing one to warn a hundred was still quite attractive to Tao Chengzhang, but he was the leader of the Guangfu Society after all, so naturally, he couldn't be so reckless. Tao Chengzhang persuaded: "It is human nature for them to have such thoughts in their hearts. There is still the Governor-General of Liangjiang and the Jiangnan New Army in Jiangsu and Zhejiang; they naturally have thoughts. As long as we can break Nanjing, these people will no longer have extra thoughts."

This was the recent strategy of the Guangfu Society. After capturing Hangzhou, the only organized enemies left were the Jiangnan New Army in Nanjing, and the Qing troops in Shanghai and Fujian. The Fujian Qing troops didn't dare to move at all, so they weren't a big problem temporarily. The movements of the Shanghai Qing troops were unclear instead; the Guangfu Society tried their best to inquire about the situation. And the biggest and most dangerous enemy before the Guangfu Society was undoubtedly the Jiangnan New Army in Nanjing. Nanjing wasn't far from Hangzhou. In the current situation, Nanjing was sandwiched between two major revolutionary forces, the Guangfu Society and the People's Party. It was the last stronghold of the Manchu Qing in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Once Nanjing was captured, the Guangfu Society and the People's Party would be connected. The People's Party blocked the Manchu Qing forces in the north and west, and the Guangfu Society could concentrate on dealing with the east and south. The whole situation could be said to be suddenly open and clear.

"Our Guangfu Society must take Nanjing!" A young and energetic cadre in the Guangfu Society said almost gritting his teeth. This kind of strategic analysis wasn't hard to do. Checking against the map the People's Party supported to the Guangfu Society, one could see the situation clearly. Nanjing city was like a fat sheep surrounded by a pack of wolves, extremely eye-catching.

There were also relatively mature and prudent ones in the Guangfu Society. These cadres advised: "To attack Nanjing, I'm afraid our military strength is insufficient. Now we must let Guangfu Society comrades from various places bring troops to gather in Hangzhou as soon as possible. Attack Nanjing together."

Tao Chengzhang nodded after hearing this. "Grain, pay, and weapons; these must be prepared first. Let comrades from various places bring troops here as soon as possible. As long as we take Nanjing, neither grain, pay, nor money will be a problem. The most important thing is that seeing the Manchu Qing is unable to withstand a single blow, the hearts of the people will also turn to us."

Guangfu Society cadres nodded one after another. Tao Chengzhang's words represented their recent consensus. Neither local gentry nor common people showed clear intention to support the Guangfu Society. Although these people had various hostilities towards the People's Party, they all believed that the People's Party possessing current strength and influence was completely built on the basis of a series of military victories.

"Mr. Tao, did the People's Party medical team say they want to leave?" A cadre asked.

Hearing this question, Tao Chengzhang's face sank. "Yes. Mr. Huang leading them said since they have finished treating the wounded soldiers, they will leave tomorrow."

Hearing this news, the expressions of the Guangfu Society cadres changed from united to widely different. Some said anxiously: "Mr. Tao, since we are about to attack Nanjing immediately, the military doctors in our hands are indeed not good enough."

Tao Chengzhang's face became even gloomier. Of course he knew the Guangfu Society's military doctors were indeed not good enough. To save the lives of Guangfu Society comrades including Qiu Jin, Tao Chengzhang, who was quite reserved in his bones, really asked Chen Ke for help with a sincere attitude. Chen Ke also sent a medical team very briskly. This matter was considered running well up to this stage.

The performance of the People's Party medical team, in Tao Chengzhang's view, was dedicated. As soon as they arrived in Hangzhou, without even saying rest, they immediately began to set up the medical room, classifying the injured Guangfu Army officers and soldiers into treatment levels according to their injuries. Giving treatment according to different treatment levels.

"I want to ask everyone what your views are on this matter." The emotion contained in Tao Chengzhang's voice wasn't "unhappy," but "very unhappy."

The Guangfu Society cadres either lowered their heads or turned their faces away to avoid Tao Chengzhang's stern gaze.

"We invited people here. You treated them like this." There was uncontrollable anger in Tao Chengzhang's voice. "I ask you, if you went to the People's Party and were treated like the gentlemen of the medical team, and the People's Party treated you like you treated them, what would you think?"

The atmosphere in the conference hall became more and more awkward with Tao Chengzhang's questioning.

Seeing the comrades didn't make a sound, Tao Chengzhang continued: "I originally thought of treating the gentlemen of the medical team well, so when we attack Nanjing, we wouldn't have to wait until after the war to invite these people again. Instead, we could invite the medical team to follow us to attack Nanjing together. Think about what you did; how do you let me open this mouth now!"

While Tao Chengzhang scolded the Guangfu Society comrades angrily, the comrades of the People's Party medical team were also holding a meeting. A total of fifty-two doctors, nurses, and intern students came in the medical team. The troops sent two squads of soldiers as guards. Now the soldiers guarded the outside strictly, and the medical team's internal meeting was also formally convened.

Everyone looked very tired. These comrades couldn't help but be tired; the People's Party medical team had been in Hangzhou for eight days. All military doctors hadn't even taken off their clothes except for changing into surgical gowns. When sleepy, they slept with their clothes on. Besides eating and sleeping, it was treating injuries and saving people; the comrades were exhausted.

"Comrades, I have already told the Guangfu Society that we leave tomorrow." Huang Zhengchun, the temporary political commissar of the medical team, said.

Hearing this news, the comrades below all showed relaxed looks.

Huang Zhengchun also showed a smile. "Hangzhou West Lake is a good place, but I feel under the current situation, everyone doesn't need to visit West Lake specifically. We don't need to look for trouble for ourselves. No matter what the Guangfu Society says, we will definitely set off tomorrow."

"Don't worry, Commissar Huang. Even if the Guangfu Society asks us to stay here, we won't stay. Watching West Lake requires a mood. Seeing the faces of those people in the Guangfu Society, the mood to watch West Lake is completely gone." A comrade below said.

Immediately, comrades expressed agreement. "Correct. If we want to see West Lake, we'll come specifically next time. Besides, when we go back, we'll pass Chaohu Lake. I think Chaohu Lake looks better than West Lake."

All comrades from top to bottom expressed they would obey orders and leave Hangzhou immediately. Including those twenty intern students from Anqing Medical School also stated their position. Although these teenage children looked like they didn't quite dare to express their attitude clearly.

Seeing the children's appearance, Huang Zhengchun couldn't help laughing: "Little comrades, don't be afraid. If you want to see West Lake, just say it. You are children and don't hold grudges. Our adult affairs have nothing to do with you."

After speaking, Huang Zhengchun said: "How about this? We send a squad to escort these little comrades to walk around West Lake. This way, when they return to Anqing, they also have something to tell their parents. What does everyone think?"

People's Party comrades had a natural affection for teenagers. These students were not old; some were just fourteen or fifteen, and the oldest didn't exceed seventeen.

Zhang Yu was never a person who shrank back in work. He knew well that Chen Ke never worried about comrades' work ability being too strong. In Anqing, Zhang Yu could be said to be working freely. The literary atmosphere in Anqing was flourishing, and the local masses valued education. Zhang Yu opened several schools, mainly targeting ordinary common people who couldn't afford school. Especially the medical school; before entering school, one had to sign a ten-year work contract after graduation. Even with such harsh conditions, more than two hundred people signed up for admission in the end. Zhang Yu deliberately set such admission conditions. The nature of the medical school was special; doctors on normal days, military doctors in wartime. If students still had many illusions of returning home to open a clinic after learning medical skills upon admission, that would be irresponsible to the work.

Originally Zhang Yu thought not many local people in Anqing would really sign up, but he was exactly wrong. As a port trading city, Anqing's cognition of modern medicine wasn't bad. Harsh admission conditions and work contracts gave the common people an inexplicable sense of trust instead. If one couldn't learn real skills in this school, this school wouldn't dare to take out such conditions openly.

These teenagers brought out this time were all top students selected from the medical school. In practical work, these children performed very satisfactorily. Although the medical team had a thousand angers towards the Guangfu Society, everyone was unwilling to let these children suffer grievances with them. Soon, a squad of soldiers escorted these children towards the direction of West Lake.

The conflict between the People's Party and the Guangfu Society was comprehensive. If it had to be elevated to the level of principle, this conflict was a conflict between two political concepts. Since a meeting was held for discussion, the medical team might as well explain this matter thoroughly; otherwise, the depression in everyone's heart simply couldn't be completely dissolved.

The medical school students all went out. Huang Zhengchun spoke more directly. "Comrades, I've seen quite a bit of the whole situation. Everyone also told me a lot. My view is simple: these people of the Guangfu Society shout revolution with their mouths, but they just want to overthrow the Manchu Qing. They have no intention of conducting a people's revolution at all. They feel they are masters one by one, nobler than the people. In this point, they are no different from the Manchu Qing."

Members of the medical team were all absolutely trusted by the base area. If untrustworthy people were put in positions that could decide everyone's life and death, who dared to be at ease? Huang Zhengchun was a party member with old qualifications. An "old revolutionary" who followed the People's Party since the Huangpu Book Society period. Before coming to Hangzhou this time, the Political Department specifically sent someone to talk to Huang Zhengchun. At that time, Huang Zhengchun didn't quite understand the People's Party Political Department cadres' evaluation of the Guangfu Society. Now he felt the Party organization's view of the Guangfu Society was completely correct.

The comrades below didn't have such a level of understanding. Although they were also full of anger, the anger and dissatisfaction came more from their own experiences. Far from reaching the height of the political level. Hearing the Political Commissar say this, the comrades couldn't help asking: "Commissar, tell us about it."

Huang Zhengchun made the first judgment without hesitation. "First, the Guangfu Society are not our revolutionary comrades. They turned to any doctor in illness; the Guangfu Society doesn't trust us at all."

In December 1907, there were no "professional medical disturbance makers" (*Yi Nao*) in China yet. The high death rate accustomed to in life allowed the common people to accept the fact of death relatively calmly. Saved, it was the doctor's high level; not saved, it was the patient's bad fate. The people masses generally held this simple idea. Officers and soldiers in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wouldn't suspect the military medical department even more. If someone wasn't saved, absolutely no officer or soldier would feel the doctor didn't do their best.

Moreover, Chen Ke never had a good impression of medical disturbances. The base area had long promulgated the "Medical Accident Regulations." Anyone who thought there was a medical problem could appeal to the Medical Management Committee. However, for those causing trouble in the hospital, the regulations clearly stipulated: regardless of whether reasonable or not, detain for seven days first to observe the aftereffect. If you don't trust the hospital, you can choose not to go to the hospital for treatment. Since you arrived at the hospital, it means you handed your life to the doctor. If even this trust relationship couldn't be established, Chen Ke felt there was no need to accept such patients.

So the entire medical department emphasized "revolutionary humanitarian spirit of healing the wounded and rescuing the dying" on one hand, and equally emphasized "must establish a minimum doctor-patient mutual trust relationship" on the other. Doctors were also citizens; there was no reason to order a part of citizens to give unilaterally. This attitude was unscientific.

"Hmph hmph." Some comrades sneered. Other comrades expressed complete agreement with this.

"Second, the Guangfu Society still has the old idea of the Manchu Qing that having power and status means owning everything." Huang Zhengchun's next judgment was extremely severe. In the base area, if someone was labeled with this hat, needless to say, this comrade would definitely be transferred from the post for education.

Doctors, especially Western medicine doctors, all had a very latent consensus: whether you are an emperor, general, minister, scholar, beauty, or beggar, hooligan, monk, Taoist, stripped naked and cut open, there is no physiological difference. The concept that people are born the same, in the eyes of doctors, is just a "repeatedly verified" common sense. Doctors most easily accept the concept that "men are created equal"; this is the scientific attitude that must be adhered to in their professional field. If a doctor feels a patient has high status and their physiological structure will also be different from ordinary people, then this is absolutely harming people rather than treating illness.

The Guangfu Society from top to bottom obviously lacked this concept. The more lower-class the Guangfu Society members were, the more they respected the People's Party medical team instead. This wasn't just respect for life-savers, but also a quite simple and traditional respect for intellectuals. The higher the status of the injured, the stronger the sense of looking down on intellectuals by the power holders. Various things completely contrary to the basic operation mode of the People's Party appeared constantly.

For example, in the People's Party here, battlefield treatment was divided by injury level. If a regiment commander suffered a minor injury, perhaps he could be treated first in the minor injury queue. But no matter how much, a doctor performing major surgery couldn't put down the injured person in hand and run to bandage the regiment commander. This example was a public example widely discussed in the People's Party and troops. The purpose was to distinguish what "fairness" is, and also to distinguish clearly why "absolute egalitarianism" should be opposed.

After arriving at the Guangfu Society, the military doctors of the People's Party naturally acted according to the regulations and concepts of the People's Party. And the Guangfu Society distinguished relationships between people by status rather than by system. The first ones sent in were a group of cadres with relatively high status. These people had been injured for some days; the wounds of those with through-and-through wounds had even begun to heal, and some were just simple abrasions. Even so, learning that Western doctors had come, this group immediately ran over righteously demanding to treat injuries first.

Medical Team Captain Huang Zhengchun was only twenty-eight years old, already an "older" comrade in the base area. He had followed the People's Party since he was in Shanghai. Where had he seen such "unreasonable" people in more than two years? Tao Chengzhang had already clearly handed over the entire military hospital to the People's Party medical team to be responsible. Huang Zhengchun distinguished the treatment order according to injury severity without a second word.

That group of higher-status Guangfu Society cadres didn't know the composition structure of the People's Party medical team at first, so they mistakenly thought those examining and bandaging them were doctors. When they learned these little dolls were just a group of intern students who had attended medical school for less than half a year, the conflict erupted immediately.

In the view of these slightly injured cadres of the Guangfu Society: with my status, at least a few doctors with the highest level should come to see me. Getting some intern students who attended school for half a year, you are treating human life as grass. The People's Party medical team believed: the one responsible for dividing medical levels was the most experienced surgeon in the team. No matter how big the cadres in the base area were, they didn't make a sound when accepting treatment arrangements. Who do you slightly injured Guangfu Society cadres think you are?

Young people all love to be serious. Guangfu Society cadres considered themselves "people with status," while the People's Party medical team completely adhered to the "revolutionary humanitarian spirit of healing the wounded and rescuing the dying." "Status hierarchy" and "mass equality"—these two concepts conflicted fiercely immediately. Fortunately, Tao Chengzhang could hold the fort, and the medical team didn't oppose prioritizing treatment for cadres under equal injury conditions. The first wave of conflict was barely suppressed.

Seeing comrades accepted his view, Huang Zhengchun then made a new judgment on the Guangfu Society. "Third, the Guangfu Society doesn't understand science, doesn't talk about science, and doesn't learn science."

This was a new conflict that erupted after the injury level division, namely the "maggot incident." Chen Ke had read quite a few novels before, which contained cases of using "maggots" to treat infected wounds. This was indeed a treatment method adopted by the British during WWI. The base area lacked antibacterial drugs; regardless of native or foreign, useful methods were used. Medical flies and maggots were sterilely cultivated for more than ten generations; they would absolutely not cause bacterial infection problems. This was already a relatively common method for treating infected trauma in the base area.

How could the bumpkins of the Guangfu Society know such medical problems? When treating those with infected wounds, someone screamed in fear on the spot, immediately alarming the entire wounded camp. Even Tao Chengzhang, learning of this situation, ran over in fear to ask what happened. Even though Tao Chengzhang had met Chen Ke and had basic trust in the People's Party, seeing the densely wriggling white maggots on the red and white pus-filled wounds of the wounded soldiers after infection, Tao Chengzhang's stomach also contracted in waves, and the food in his stomach had a tendency to burst out.

Wanting the Guangfu Society people to accept this treatment method, Tao Chengzhang also felt he didn't know where to start. Fortunately, the Guangfu Society also collected Manchu Qing wounded soldiers. It was quite easy to find some wounded soldiers with infected wounds from among them. Selecting ten Manchu Qing wounded soldiers who could hold the fort, whose infected wounds were scary, and treating them with the maggot method; the originally sickly wounded soldiers showed no signs of worsening injuries, and the wounds scabbed over quickly instead. Tao Chengzhang suppressed it with all his might, plus the injuries of wounded soldiers treated with maggots healed very quickly, so the situation was barely suppressed.

Listening to Huang Zhengchun criticize the Guangfu Society item by item, the mood of the medical team comrades was also much more comfortable. These comrades were also young people. Young people were actually often prone to "stubbornly sticking to reasoning." But if they could be proven completely correct—the medical team were all young male comrades; everyone wasn't that petty. After fiercely criticizing the Guangfu Society, this anger dissipated a lot.

"Commissar Huang. We just won't provoke the Guangfu Society next time; let it go this time." Someone expressed a tolerant attitude. The medical team were doctors after all. As healers, as members of the revolutionary team, they would naturally be angry when encountering unhappy things. Once this anger was dissolved, everyone naturally became tolerant.

Huang Zhengchun was the same as everyone. Although some people in the Guangfu Society did things very unethically, overall, the Guangfu Society was generally cooperative. And there was one thing; these young military doctors and nurses also had a sense of guilt in their hearts. This sense of guilt largely alleviated the medical team's disgust for the Guangfu Society.

One of the hardest injuries to treat on the battlefield was the type where the bullet remained in the body. The bullet went in from one side of the human body and came out from the other side; this was a through-and-through wound. Through-and-through wounds looked large with much bleeding, but as long as no major arteries were broken or damaged, bleeding stopped, and suppuration and infection prevented, it was actually not easy to have accidents. The kind with bullets remaining in the body required surgery to remove the bullet. And heaven knew what dirt the bullet would bring into the human body. Metal warheads remaining in the human body would also cause pathological changes in the body, belonging to extremely difficult to treat. If the bullet left multiple fragments in the human body, it would be even harder to treat.

The field hospital of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had always followed the troops on the battlefield, and really had no experience dealing with old injuries of more than ten days. For these Guangfu Society wounded soldiers with bullets not removed, some wounds healed on the surface, and some wounds festered. Once cut open, it would very likely lead to bacteria entering the blood vessels, which was fatal.

Tao Chengzhang was a magnanimous person. He knew if not treated in time, it would cause many deaths. So he stated clearly that regardless of whether they could be saved or not, the Guangfu Society would only be grateful for the People's Party's kindness in helping. As a result, the youths of the People's Party medical team really believed it. Although these "silly children" had conflicts with the Guangfu Society, their minds were really full of thoughts of saving people, completely forgetting they were not in the base area at all now. Everyone racked their brains to formulate surgical plans. The chief surgeons even rested for a few more hours before surgery to devote themselves to surgery with full spirit.

As expected, in the two days of surgery, among more than one hundred such severely wounded, nine people didn't make it off the operating table alive. For the remaining wounded, the post-operative situation wasn't too good either. This couldn't be helped; these more than one hundred people had been injured for more than ten days, and their physical strength was consumed greatly. After surgery, the situation naturally couldn't improve immediately. On the first day after surgery, another five wounded died.

Feeling guilt for these wounded who died in surgery was the common mood of these doctors. "If I could pay more attention to that blood vessel, if I could be more careful when making the incision. Then the wounded might very likely have survived."

If a doctor failed to save a patient during surgery and felt no guilt at all, just thinking "I have done my best; this patient's death is purely bad luck," this kind of doctor is unqualified. The People's Party itself absolutely dared not hand over the lives of soldiers to such cold-blooded doctors. So when training doctors, ideological education in this aspect also kept up. As long as one was willing to study and research diligently, medical skills would always improve constantly. But if medical ethics were corrupted, this doctor was basically hopeless.

As the Political Commissar, even if these comrades' "humanitarian spirit" made everyone more tolerant of the Guangfu Society's rudeness, Huang Zhengchun still thought this was a good thing.

When the People's Party meeting reached its end, the Guangfu Society meeting was proceeding with difficulty. Tao Chengzhang and most of those Guangfu Society cadres had a consensus: when attacking Nanjing, try to have professional military hospitals as much as possible. The dare-to-die warriors were the true ace of the Guangfu Society now. Since they didn't even fear death, it meant these people must be thrown into battles extremely close to death. Even ignoring the morale-boosting effect of military hospitals, just out of their own conscience, once these dare-to-die warriors who were the backbone of the Guangfu Society were injured, they had to be treated with all efforts. The Guangfu Society didn't have a military medical team like the People's Party themselves, and they were also desperately looking for doctors in Shanghai. By the time the People's Party medical team basically completed the treatment work and prepared to leave for Anhui, they still hadn't found any surgeons willing to come to Hangzhou from Shanghai.

Tao Chengzhang didn't realize the contradictions between the People's Party and the Guangfu Society based on deep levels; what he cared about was the comprehensive conflict on the surface.

Before the surgery, Tao Chengzhang strictly ordered Guangfu Society cadres that regardless of whether they could be saved, they were not allowed to trouble the People's Party medical team. The Guangfu Society cadres also agreed. No one died in the early trauma treatment, and the condition of the wounded improved. But suddenly a dozen died during and after surgery. These people were fine originally, only dying after accepting surgery. The relatives of the deceased naturally couldn't accept it under the huge psychological gap.

The medical team's prior notice was interpreted as a reason to shirk responsibility. Actually, there were also medical disturbances in these years. When patients from big families saw doctors, if the doctor didn't cure them, it wasn't rare for the big family to make a scene and make the doctor lose his family fortune. It wasn't unheard of to lose one's life. In this Battle of Hangzhou, Guangfu Society cadres also rushed at the front of the attack team, and the injured cadres were not just one or two. Six of the dead were cadres, and their relatives in the Guangfu Society were also cadres. These people dared not rush into the wounded camp to attack the medical team, but they dared to point at the medical team and curse loudly.

Tao Chengzhang wasn't clear that the People's Party medical team actually didn't care about such things. They could understand the mood of relatives and comrades-in-arms unable to accept separation by death immediately. "Five stages of grief": denial, anger, bargaining, depression, to acceptance. This was psychological knowledge that surgeons generally had to learn.

Chen Ke loved watching American dramas. Although there was no data and empirical support, these theories were popular in the West for a long time. Chen Ke also accepted this kind of knowledge that could be used as guidance in reality.

What Tao Chengzhang worried about most was that this kind of accusation would lead the People's Party medical team never to cooperate with the Guangfu Society next time. Although Tao Chengzhang's analysis of the matter was widely different from the People's Party's cognition, the result coincided somewhat.
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The Guangfu Society's meeting had a very orderly seating arrangement, modeled after the style of mountain bandits' assembly halls. Tao Chengzhang sat in the center, with various cadres arranged on both sides in order of status. This had already become the Guangfu Society's customary seating pattern.

"Tao Gong, more Hangzhou gentry want to give Zeng Yun a lavish burial," said a cadre within the Guangfu Society. Hearing this, almost all the Guangfu Society cadres showed expressions of impatience.

Zhejiang Governor Zeng Yun's official reputation wasn't particularly bad. If he hadn't stubbornly resisted in Hangzhou, his previous conduct couldn't be called harsh toward the revolutionaries. This high-ranking Qing official had died in the Battle of Hangzhou, and naturally the local Hangzhou gentry weren't exactly jubilant. The calls from Hangzhou gentry demanding the revolutionaries give Zeng Yun a lavish burial had never ceased. The gentry even said that if the Guangfu Society was unwilling to arrange a lavish burial, the gentry would pay for it themselves.

Tao Chengzhang naturally saw through the political games here. The dead should be honored; a lavish burial for Zeng Yun didn't violate custom. Even with the Guangfu Society in power, they couldn't find fault with it. However, these gentry had a deeper purpose: to gain a reputation through giving Zeng Yun a lavish burial. If the Qing drove the Guangfu Society away, they could naturally use their participation in Zeng Yun's lavish burial to seek their own security. At the very least, when the gentry defended themselves saying "I wasn't in cahoots with the Guangfu Society," it would be justified.

"These people really know how to maneuver!" Most Guangfu Society cadres came from landlord-gentry backgrounds and knew the gentry's thinking like the back of their hands. "Tao Gong, should we arrest a few die-hard Qing lackeys and make an example of them?"

The idea of making an example was indeed attractive to Tao Chengzhang, but as the leader of the Guangfu Society, he naturally couldn't be so reckless. Tao Chengzhang advised, "It's only human nature for them to have such thoughts. Jiangsu and Zhejiang still have the Viceroy of Liangjiang, still have the Jiangnan New Army, so naturally they have their considerations. Once we break Nanjing, these people won't have any extra thoughts."

This was the Guangfu Society's immediate strategy. After capturing Hangzhou, the only remaining organized enemies were the Jiangnan New Army in Nanjing, plus the Qing forces in Shanghai and Fujian. The Fujian Qing forces didn't dare move at all and weren't a major problem for now. It was the Shanghai Qing forces whose movements were unclear that the Guangfu Society was desperately trying to gather intelligence on. And the Guangfu Society's largest, most dangerous enemy before them was none other than the Jiangnan New Army in Nanjing. Nanjing wasn't far from Hangzhou, and in the current situation, Nanjing was sandwiched between the two revolutionary forces of the Guangfu Society and the People's Party. It was the Qing's last stronghold in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Once Nanjing was captured, the Guangfu Society and People's Party would be connected as one. With the People's Party blocking the Qing forces from the north and west, the Guangfu Society could focus on dealing with the east and south. The entire situation could be said to open up completely.

"Our Guangfu Society must take Nanjing!" The young and hot-blooded cadres in the Guangfu Society almost gnashed their teeth as they spoke. This strategic analysis wasn't difficult to make. Looking at the map the People's Party had provided to the Guangfu Society, one could clearly see the situation. Nanjing City was like a fat sheep surrounded by wolves, extremely eye-catching.

There were also some more mature and steady cadres in the Guangfu Society who offered advice: "If we attack Nanjing, our forces alone may be insufficient. We need to quickly have comrades from various Guangfu Society branches bring troops to assemble in Hangzhou and jointly attack Nanjing."

After listening, Tao Chengzhang nodded: "Provisions, weapons—these all need to be prepared first. Quickly have comrades from various places bring troops here. Once we take Nanjing, provisions and funds won't be a problem. Most importantly, seeing the Qing crumble at the first blow, popular support will also come our way."

The Guangfu Society cadres nodded in agreement. Tao Chengzhang's words represented their recent consensus. Whether local gentry or common people, none showed obvious support for the Guangfu Society. Although these people harbored various hostilities toward the People's Party, they all believed that the People's Party's current strength and influence was entirely built on a series of military victories.

"Tao Gong, didn't the People's Party medical team say they were leaving?" a cadre asked.

Hearing this question, Tao Chengzhang's face darkened. "Yes. Their team leader, Mr. Huang, said that since treatment of the wounded is complete, they'll leave tomorrow."

Hearing this news, the expressions of the Guangfu Society cadres changed from united determination to various different looks. Some were already anxiously saying: "Tao Gong, since we're about to attack Nanjing, our military doctors really aren't capable enough."

Tao Chengzhang's expression became even gloomier. He of course knew that the Guangfu Society's military doctors really weren't capable. To save the lives of Guangfu Society comrades including Qiu Jin, the inherently rather proud Tao Chengzhang had sincerely and earnestly asked Chen Ke for help. Chen Ke had also promptly sent a medical team. Up to this point, things had gone well.

As Tao Chengzhang saw it, the People's Party medical team's performance had been wholehearted and dedicated. As soon as they arrived in Hangzhou, they didn't rest but immediately began setting up treatment rooms, classifying the wounded Guangfu Army officers and soldiers by severity of injuries. They began providing treatment according to different treatment levels.

"I'd like to ask everyone what they think about this matter." The emotion in Tao Chengzhang's voice wasn't "unhappy" but "very unhappy."

The Guangfu Society cadres either lowered their heads or turned their faces to avoid Tao Chengzhang's stern gaze.

"We invited these people here. And this is how you treat them." Tao Chengzhang's voice contained barely suppressed anger. "I ask you all, if you went to the People's Party and treated the sick like this medical team's doctors, and the People's Party treated you the same way you treated them, how would you feel?"

The atmosphere in the meeting hall became increasingly awkward with Tao Chengzhang's questioning.

Seeing his comrades not speaking, Tao Chengzhang continued: "I originally thought to treat the medical team's doctors well, so that when we attack Nanjing, we wouldn't have to wait until after the battle to invite these people. Instead, we could invite the medical team to accompany us in attacking Nanjing. Think about what you've done—now how can I even bring this up!"

While Tao Chengzhang was berating the Guangfu Society comrades, the People's Party medical team comrades were also having a meeting. The medical team had a total of fifty-two doctors, nurses, and intern students. The army had sent two squads of soldiers as guards. Now the soldiers guarded the outside while the medical team's internal meeting was formally underway.

Everyone looked exhausted, and it was no wonder these comrades were exhausted. The People's Party medical team had been in Hangzhou for eight days. All the military doctors had only changed into surgical gowns; they hadn't even changed their regular clothes. When tired, they slept fully clothed. Besides eating and sleeping, all they did was treat and save people. The comrades were utterly exhausted.

"Comrades, I've already told the Guangfu Society that we're leaving tomorrow," said Huang Zhengchun, the medical team's temporary political commissar.

Hearing this news, the comrades below showed relaxed expressions.

Huang Zhengchun also smiled. "West Lake in Hangzhou is a beautiful place, but I feel in the current situation, there's no need for everyone to specifically go see West Lake. We don't need to invite trouble upon ourselves. No matter what the Guangfu Society says, we're definitely leaving tomorrow."

"Don't worry, Commissar Huang. Even if the Guangfu Society wanted us to stay here, we wouldn't stay. Seeing West Lake requires being in the mood. After seeing the faces of those Guangfu Society people, all desire to see West Lake is gone," said a comrade below.

Immediately another comrade agreed: "Exactly. If we want to see West Lake, we'll come specifically next time. Besides, when we go back we'll pass by Chaohu Lake—I think Chaohu is even more beautiful than West Lake."

All the comrades above and below indicated they would obey orders and immediately leave Hangzhou. Including the twenty intern students from the Anqing Medical School who also expressed their position. Although these teenagers didn't seem too eager to clearly express their attitudes.

Huang Zhengchun looked at the children's expressions and couldn't help but smile: "Young comrades, don't be afraid. If you want to see West Lake, just say so directly. You're children; you don't hold grudges. The matters between us adults have nothing to do with you."

After speaking, Huang Zhengchun said: "How about this—we'll send a squad to escort these young comrades to West Lake for a stroll. That way when they return to Anqing, they'll have something to tell their parents. What does everyone think?"

The People's Party comrades had a natural fondness for young people. These students weren't very old; some were only fourteen or fifteen, and the oldest were no more than seventeen.

Zhang Yu was never someone who was timid in his work. He knew well that Chen Ke was never worried about comrades having too strong work capabilities. In Anqing, Zhang Yu could be said to work with a free hand. Anqing had a very strong literary tradition, and the local masses valued education. Zhang Yu had opened several schools, mainly for ordinary people who couldn't afford schooling. The medical school was special: before enrollment, one had to sign a ten-year work contract upon graduation. Even with such harsh conditions, over two hundred people eventually enrolled. Zhang Yu had deliberately set such enrollment conditions; the medical school was special in nature—normally they were doctors, in wartime they were military doctors. If students still harbored fantasies of opening their own clinics after learning medicine, that would be irresponsible to the work.

Originally, Zhang Yu thought the local Anqing people might not have many applicants. He was quite wrong. As a treaty port city, Anqing's awareness of modern medicine wasn't bad. The harsh enrollment conditions and work contract instead gave the people an inexplicable sense of trust. If this school couldn't teach real skills, it wouldn't dare to openly propose such conditions.

The young people brought out this time were all outstanding students selected from the medical school, and in actual work, these children performed very satisfactorily. Although the medical team had a thousand kinds of anger toward the Guangfu Society, everyone was unwilling to let these children suffer along with them. Soon, a squad of soldiers escorted these children toward West Lake.

The conflict between the People's Party and the Guangfu Society was comprehensive. If one had to put it in ideological terms, this conflict was a clash of two political philosophies. Since they were having a meeting to discuss it, the medical team might as well thoroughly explain this matter, otherwise there would be no way to completely resolve the depression in everyone's hearts.

With the medical school students all gone, Huang Zhengchun spoke more directly: "Comrades, I've observed the overall situation quite a bit. Everyone has also told me a lot. My view is simple: these people in the Guangfu Society shout revolution with their mouths, but they just want to overthrow the Manchu Qing. They have no intention of carrying out a people's revolution at all. Each and every one of them thinks they're lords, that they're nobler than the people. In this respect, they're no different from the Manchu Qing."

The members of the medical team were all absolutely trustworthy people from the base area. Who would dare put people they didn't trust in positions that could determine everyone's life and death? Huang Zhengchun was a party member with very senior credentials. He had followed the People's Party since the Huangpu Bookstore era—an "old revolutionary." Before coming to Hangzhou this time, the Political Department had specially sent someone to talk with Huang Zhengchun. At the time, Huang Zhengchun hadn't fully understood the People's Party Political Department cadres' assessment of the Guangfu Society. Now he felt the Party organization's view of the Guangfu Society was completely correct.

The comrades below didn't have this level of understanding. Although they were also full of anger, their fury and dissatisfaction mostly came from their own experiences. They were far from reaching a political level of height. Hearing the commissar speak this way, the comrades couldn't help but ask: "Commissar, tell us about it."

Huang Zhengchun didn't hesitate to make his first judgment: "First, the Guangfu Society are not our revolutionary comrades. They came to us out of desperation, like seeking a doctor in an emergency. The Guangfu Society fundamentally doesn't trust us."

In December 1907, China didn't yet have "professional medical troublemakers." The high death rate that was commonplace in life allowed the common people to accept the fact of death with relative equanimity. If someone was saved, the doctor was skilled; if they couldn't be saved, the patient had bad luck. The common people generally held this simple view. The officers and soldiers in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army even more so wouldn't doubt the military medical department. If someone couldn't be saved, absolutely no officers or soldiers would feel the doctors hadn't tried hard enough.

Moreover, Chen Ke had never had any fondness for medical troublemakers. The base area had long promulgated the "Medical Incident Regulations." Anyone who believed there were medical problems could appeal to the Medical Management Committee. However, those who caused trouble at hospitals—the regulations clearly stated—regardless of whether they were right or wrong, would first be detained for seven days to observe their behavior. If you didn't trust the hospital, you could choose not to go to the hospital for treatment. Once you went to the hospital, it meant you'd entrusted your life to the doctors. If this kind of trust relationship couldn't be established, Chen Ke felt there was no need to accept such patients.

Therefore, the entire medical department on one hand emphasized the "revolutionary humanitarian spirit of healing the wounded and rescuing the dying," and on the other hand equally emphasized "the need to establish basic mutual trust between doctors and patients." Doctors were also citizens; there was no reason to order one group of citizens to give unilaterally. This attitude was not scientific.

"Hmph." Some comrades sneered. Other comrades expressed complete agreement with this.

"Second, the Guangfu Society still has the old thinking that having power and status means they can possess everything." Huang Zhengchun's next judgment was extremely severe. In the base area, if someone was labeled with this, needless to say, this comrade would definitely be transferred from their position and undergo education.

Doctors, especially Western doctors, all had an implicit consensus: whether you were an emperor, general, scholar, beauty, beggar, hoodlum, monk, or Taoist priest, stripped naked and cut open, physiologically there was no difference. The idea that all people are born the same, in the eyes of doctors, was merely a piece of "repeatedly verified" common sense. Doctors were most likely to accept the concept that "all people are created equal"—this was a scientific attitude they had to uphold in their professional field. If a doctor thought that a patient's high status meant their physiological structure would differ from ordinary people, that would definitely be harming people rather than treating illness.

The Guangfu Society clearly lacked this kind of philosophy from top to bottom. Ironically, the more lowly-born Guangfu Society members were actually more respectful toward the People's Party medical team. This wasn't just respect for life-savers, but also a quite simple and traditional respect for intellectuals. The higher the status of the wounded, the stronger the sense of condescension from those in power toward intellectuals. Various things that completely contradicted the People's Party's basic operating model kept appearing.

For example, in the People's Party, battlefield treatment was classified by injury severity. If a regiment commander was lightly wounded, perhaps they could be treated first among those with light wounds. But under no circumstances could a doctor in the middle of surgery on a critically wounded patient be made to drop their patient and come bandage the regiment commander. This example was a public topic widely discussed in the People's Party and the army, aimed at clarifying what was meant by "fairness," while also clarifying why they opposed "absolute egalitarianism."

After arriving at the Guangfu Society, the People's Party military doctors of course operated according to People's Party regulations and philosophy. But the Guangfu Society distinguished relationships between people according to status rather than systems. The first to be sent in were a group of relatively high-status cadres. Some of these wounded had been injured for several days, and some with through-and-through wounds had even begun healing. Some even had just simple scrapes. Despite this, upon learning that Western doctors had come, these people immediately took it for granted that they should come and demand treatment first.

Medical team leader Huang Zhengchun was only twenty-eight years old, already considered "relatively old" among comrades in the base area. Since his days in Shanghai following the People's Party, after more than two years, when had he ever seen such "unreasonable" people? Tao Chengzhang had already clearly and explicitly handed the entire military hospital entirely over to the People's Party medical team to manage. Without a second word, Huang Zhengchun classified treatment order by injury severity.

Those higher-status Guangfu Society cadres initially didn't know the organizational structure of the People's Party medical team, so they mistakenly thought those examining and bandaging them were doctors. When they learned these young kids were just intern students who had been in medical school for less than half a year, the conflict immediately erupted.

In the eyes of these lightly wounded Guangfu Society cadres, with my status, at least some of the highest-level doctors should come take a look at me. Getting some intern students who've only been in school for half a year—you're treating human life like grass. The People's Party medical team believed: the one responsible for classifying medical treatment levels was the most experienced surgeon in the team. In the base area, cadres of tremendous rank didn't make a peep when receiving their treatment assignments—who did these lightly wounded Guangfu Society cadres think they were?

Young people all liked to argue stubbornly. The Guangfu Society cadres considered themselves "people of status," while the People's Party medical team completely adhered to the "revolutionary humanitarian spirit of healing the wounded and rescuing the dying." "Hierarchy of status" versus "equality for all"—these two philosophies immediately clashed fiercely. Fortunately, Tao Chengzhang could keep things under control, and the medical team didn't oppose prioritizing treatment for cadres among those with equal injuries. The first wave of conflict was barely suppressed.

Seeing his comrades accept his viewpoint, Huang Zhengchun went on to make a new judgment about the Guangfu Society: "Third, the Guangfu Society doesn't understand science, doesn't follow science, and doesn't learn science."

This was a new conflict that erupted after the injury classification issue—the "Maggot Incident." Chen Ke had previously read quite a few novels with cases of using "maggots" to treat festering wounds. This was indeed a treatment method the British used during World War I. The base area lacked antibacterial drugs, so whether indigenous or foreign, any useful method was employed. Medical flies and maggots were all cultured bacteria-free for over a dozen generations and absolutely wouldn't cause any bacterial infection issues. This had already become a fairly common method in the base area for treating festering external wounds.

The bumpkins in the Guangfu Society had no idea about such medical matters. When treating those with festering wounds, some people screamed in horror at the time, immediately alarming the entire wounded soldiers' barracks. Even Tao Chengzhang, upon learning of this situation, ran over in fright to ask what was going on. Even though Tao Chengzhang had met Chen Ke and had basic trust in the People's Party, when he saw the dense white maggots wriggling on the soldiers' festering wounds—red and white, covered with pus—Tao Chengzhang's stomach also contracted repeatedly, with the food in his stomach having a strong tendency to burst forth.

Getting the Guangfu Society people to accept this treatment method—even Tao Chengzhang didn't know where to begin. Fortunately, the Guangfu Society had also rounded up captured Qing soldiers. It was easy to find some with festering wounds among them. Ten Qing soldiers who could be controlled were selected; all had frighteningly festering wounds. After treating them with the maggot method, the originally sickly soldiers showed no signs of their condition worsening, and instead their wounds quickly scabbed over. With Tao Chengzhang's strong suppression, plus the rapid recovery of soldiers treated with maggots, the situation was barely kept under control.

Listening to Huang Zhengchun criticize the Guangfu Society point by point, the medical team comrades also felt much more relieved. These comrades were also young people. Young people were actually often prone to "stubbornness on principles," but if they could be proven completely correct, the medical team was all young male comrades, and everyone wasn't that petty. After fiercely criticizing the Guangfu Society, this anger had dissipated considerably.

"Commissar Huang. Let's just not provoke the Guangfu Society next time; let this one go." Someone expressed a tolerant attitude. After all, the medical team were all doctors. As healers, as members of a revolutionary force, they naturally got angry when encountering unpleasant things. Once this anger was resolved, everyone naturally became tolerant.

Huang Zhengchun was the same as everyone else. Although some people in the Guangfu Society behaved quite improperly, overall the Guangfu Society had been cooperative. And there was one thing—these young military doctors and nurses also felt guilty about in their hearts. This guilt greatly alleviated the medical team's dislike of the Guangfu Society.

One of the most difficult injuries to treat on the battlefield was when bullets remained in the body. A bullet entering from one side and exiting from the other was a through-and-through wound. Through-and-through wounds looked like large wounds with heavy bleeding, but as long as no major arteries were broken or injured, once the bleeding was stopped and infection prevented, they actually weren't likely to cause problems. The type where the bullet remained in the body required surgery to remove the bullet. And heaven knows what filth the bullet might have brought into the body. Metal bullet fragments remaining in the body could also cause changes in the body—these were extremely difficult to treat. If the bullet left multiple fragments in the body, it was even harder to treat.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's field hospital had always followed the troops on the battlefield and truly had no experience treating wounds that were over ten days old. Among the Guangfu Society wounded with bullets that hadn't been removed, some wounds had surface healing, some had festered. Once cut open, bacteria might enter the bloodstream—that could be fatal.

Tao Chengzhang was a magnanimous person. He knew that without timely treatment, there would be many deaths. So he clearly stated: regardless of whether they could be saved or not, the Guangfu Society would only be grateful for the People's Party's life-saving grace. As a result, the young people of the People's Party medical team really took him at his word. These "naive children," despite having conflicts with the Guangfu Society, really had their minds full of thoughts of saving people and completely hadn't considered that they were no longer in the base area. Everyone racked their brains to formulate surgical plans; the lead surgeons even rested a few extra hours before surgery to be in peak mental condition for the operations.

As expected, during the two days of surgery, out of over a hundred such critically wounded patients, nine couldn't live through the operating table. The remaining wounded all weren't doing well after surgery. This was unavoidable—these hundred-plus people had been wounded for over ten days and their physical strength had been considerably depleted. After surgery, their conditions naturally couldn't improve immediately. On the first day after surgery, five more wounded died.

Feeling guilty about those who died during surgery was a common sentiment among these doctors. "If I could have paid a little more attention to that blood vessel, if I could have been more careful making the incision, then the wounded might have survived."

If a doctor couldn't save a patient during surgery and felt no guilt at all, only thinking "I did my utmost; this patient's death was purely bad luck"—such a doctor was unqualified. The People's Party absolutely wouldn't dare entrust soldiers' lives to such cold-blooded doctors. So when training doctors, ideological education in this regard was equally kept up. As long as one was willing to diligently study and research, medical skills would constantly improve. But if medical ethics were corrupted, that doctor was basically beyond saving.

As the political commissar, Huang Zhengchun felt that even if these comrades' "humanitarian spirit" made everyone more tolerant of the Guangfu Society's rudeness, he still considered this a good thing.

As the People's Party meeting was reaching its end, the Guangfu Society meeting was proceeding with difficulty. Tao Chengzhang and most of the Guangfu Society cadres shared a consensus: when attacking Nanjing, they should have a professional military hospital if possible. The dare-to-die warriors were now the Guangfu Society's true trump card. Since they weren't even afraid of death, it meant these people had to be committed to battles extremely close to death. Setting aside the morale-boosting effect of a military hospital on troops, merely out of their own conscience, these dare-to-die warriors who formed the Guangfu Society's backbone had to be treated to the best ability once wounded. The Guangfu Society didn't have a military medical team like the People's Party's, and they were desperately searching for doctors in Shanghai. By the time the People's Party medical team had basically completed treatment and was preparing to return to Anhui, they still hadn't been able to find surgeons in Shanghai willing to come to Hangzhou.

Tao Chengzhang hadn't recognized the deep-rooted contradictions between the People's Party and the Guangfu Society. What he cared about was the comprehensive surface-level conflict.

Before surgery, Tao Chengzhang had strictly ordered the Guangfu Society cadres: regardless of whether patients could be saved, they were not permitted to cause trouble for the People's Party medical team. The Guangfu Society cadres had all agreed. In the early external wound treatment, no one died, and all the wounded's conditions had improved. But when suddenly over a dozen died during and after surgery—these people had been fine originally; they had only died after receiving surgery—the relatives of the deceased naturally couldn't accept this given the huge psychological gap.

The medical team's prior notification was understood as an excuse to shirk responsibility. Actually, there was medical troublemaking in this era too. When patients from wealthy families sought treatment and the doctor couldn't cure them, if the wealthy family caused trouble, it wasn't unusual for the doctor to be ruined. There were even cases ending in death. In this Battle of Hangzhou, the Guangfu Society cadres had also charged at the front of attacking formations, and quite a few cadres were wounded. Six of the deceased were cadres, and their relatives in the Guangfu Society were also cadres. These people didn't dare rush into the wounded soldiers' barracks to attack the medical team, but they dared to point at the medical team and curse loudly.

What Tao Chengzhang didn't know was that the People's Party medical team actually didn't mind this sort of thing. They could understand that relatives and comrades couldn't immediately accept being torn apart by death. "The Five Stages of Grief"—denial, anger, bargaining, depression to acceptance. This was psychological knowledge that surgeons generally had to learn.

Chen Ke loved watching American TV dramas. Although there was no data or empirical support, these theories had been popular in the West for quite a long time, and Chen Ke also accepted this kind of knowledge that was fairly practical for guidance in real life.

What Tao Chengzhang was most worried about was that this kind of accusation would cause the People's Party medical team to never cooperate with the Guangfu Society again. Although Tao Chengzhang's analysis of the situation differed greatly from the People's Party's understanding, the results happened to coincide somewhat.
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Chapter 99 A New Beginning

The cold wind in early winter in Anhui was colder than in Jiangsu and Zhejiang; this was Xu Xilin's feeling about Anhui. Xu Xilin had been to many places. Although the winter in the north was cold, it was relatively dry. Wearing more clothes could withstand it. The winter in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, although the air was humid, the temperature was much warmer. Anhui combined coldness and humidity; when it got cold, it really felt bone-chilling.

When rushing from Hangzhou to Fengtai County, Xu Xilin didn't bring many clothes, and he couldn't think of so much either. Fortunately, the People's Party provided greatcoats to these guests from afar, which finally resisted the chill. Xu Xilin naturally didn't know that this greatcoat was a general winter clothing customized by Chen Ke imitating the style of cotton greatcoats on the railway. And the greatcoats on the railway were themselves made imitating military greatcoats. Plus cotton hats and gloves, the whole person seemed wrapped in a cotton bale, still very warm.

This kind of thermal clothing, which could be called "strange attire" in 1907, was only issued to those eating public meals (government employees) in the base area. Different from the cotton robes worn by relatively rich families, these cotton greatcoats with high standing collars were all double-breasted with buttons, plus large signs of various departments on the chest, looking quite martial.

Learning that Chen Ke had no time to meet him, Xu Xilin wasn't angry or anxious. People of the People's Party didn't like to slight people; since Chen Ke didn't see him, he should really have no time. Xu Xilin didn't wait idly either; he applied to the staff of the reception department to conduct an inspection in Fengtai County. The reception staff finally gave them an inspection suggestion, not only in Fengtai county town but also suggesting they go to the countryside near the county town to have a look.

The military greatcoat was an extremely common clothing in Fengtai County; about one-third of adults wore this kind of clothes. Xu Xilin soon discovered in the inspection that as long as one was a formal state staff member, regardless of gender, there would be free cotton greatcoats issued. In this point, the cotton greatcoat worn by Chen Ke was no different from the cotton greatcoat worn by ordinary workers. But this treatment was a thorough one-size-fits-all approach; if you were not "eating public meals," you absolutely didn't have such benefits. In the countryside outside the county town, unless on the water conservancy project construction sites where engineering troops gathered in large numbers, or formal staff in the establishment of local governments, ordinary families couldn't see such cotton greatcoats unless they made them themselves.

"This greatcoat is not bad; let's go back and make a batch too." A Guangfu Society cadre who came along praised with his hands tucked in his sleeves.

"Where to get so much cotton?" Xu Xilin smiled bitterly. He had participated in fundraising many times and had done some business; he was very sensitive to prices. Cotton was so expensive now; making one greatcoat would cost a lot of money.

Xu Xilin's words received the approval of the comrades. Someone continued to ask: "Mr. Xu, I see the People's Party here seems very wealthy. This shouldn't be. No matter what, Anhui is not better than our Zhejiang."

This was the doubt of many people about the Anhui base area. When the living standard of the people improved on a large scale, this doubt would definitely surface. Although ordinary common people didn't have cotton greatcoats provided by the state, no one was seen without clothes to cover their bodies either. In the red brick houses built on a large scale in the countryside, every household's life looked passable. Not to mention anything else, just this red brick house, even in Zhejiang, not everyone could afford to live in it. Let alone the smell of meat food in the air of the village during meals. This couldn't help but make the revolutionaries from Zhejiang feel surprised.

Everyone discussed the wealth of Anhui and the stability of the people's lives in the base area. But no one mentioned the People's Party's policies. The Guangfu Society knew the People's Party's land reform policy. In the field inspection of these two days, they confirmed that landlords no longer existed in Fengtai County. All land was nationalized. Land was allocated by person; as long as you were willing to farm, you could get the usage rights of three *mu* of land per person. On this point, the People's Party did what they said. But there were no more landlords.

The Guangfu Society didn't oppose the equalization of land; at least Tao Chengzhang and Zhang Taiyan supported this policy. However, the Guangfu Society now had neither a land program unanimously agreed upon by all members nor the strength of the People's Party to turn political concepts into practical systems. These few Guangfu Society cadres remaining in Anhui were very clear that if they wanted to forcibly promote this land policy like the People's Party, internal strife would start within the Guangfu Society first. In conversations with common people, these few people asked if landlords opposed land reform. The common people said with a smile: "As long as they are not afraid of death, of course they can oppose." The murderous aura contained in these words made the Guangfu Society people dare not ask more about the fate of those "unafraid of death" landlords.

However, there were always times when words in the heart couldn't be held back. After visiting for a few days, these visitors of the Guangfu Society accumulated a lot of thoughts in their hearts. Not speaking these thoughts out really felt like a fishbone stuck in the throat.

Lying on the borrowed beds at night, everyone first talked about the details seen during the visit as a routine, but talking about these for several days in a row, everyone couldn't raise their spirits either. Finally, someone couldn't help saying: "I feel the point where the People's Party is stronger than us is one thing: they can enforce orders and prohibitions, and do what they say. We are basically a tray of loose sand now. Everyone looks like they are under the banner of the Guangfu Society, but their hearts can't be used in one place."

Once the topic was opened, it naturally couldn't be stopped. Someone immediately followed and said: "Not only enforcing orders and prohibitions, the People's Party can also be prepared, absolutely not discovering things are wrong only after starting to do them. Before the event, someone among us also mentioned bandaging, but when really seeing gunshot wounds, it was completely different from what we thought before."

"They seem powerful in fighting, but compared with their engaging in internal affairs, fighting actually didn't take the greatest effort. The Yue Wang Hui claimed a hundred thousand members, but actually, except for fighting, they had nothing instead." The one speaking was an old cadre who had stayed in Anhui; he mentioned the weakness of the Guangfu Society very implicitly.

At this time, Xu Xilin couldn't remain silent either. His biggest doubt was elsewhere. "Although our Guangfu Society considers a lot, we can do little. On the contrary, although the People's Party does things one after another, it always gives people the feeling that it wasn't planned for a long time. How exactly do they arrange these things?"

Xu Xilin indeed hit the point. The People's Party indeed didn't have so much time to discuss various things. The structure of this organization destined that as long as the Central Committee gave an order, the departments below would act immediately. Moreover, compared with other political forces of this era, the actions of the People's Party could be considered somewhat methodical. For example, after the NPC meeting, the first to start acting intensively was the People's Internal Affairs Committee.

"Land reform must be implemented everywhere. The Party Central Committee has determined that the method of land reform is encroachment. Centered on areas where land reform has been completed, promote it to surrounding areas village by village." Since it was an internal Party meeting of the People's Internal Affairs Committee, all discussions went straight to the theme, including implementation methods and means; naturally, there was nothing to hide from Party members. Chairman Qi Huishen made a speech.

"Comrades, there will definitely be people opposing land reform. Some are because of economic interests, wanting to earn more benefits for themselves in land reform. This will be persuaded and educated by government departments. Some just oppose land policy. For these people, of course, we must also criticize and educate. If criticism and education don't work, and this group still wants to continue opposing land reform on the stance of exploiters, then we can only list them in the ranks of counter-revolutionaries. The work of our People's Internal Affairs Committee is to find out the counter-revolutionaries among the opponents and deal with them."

Some comrades below took notes, and some listened quietly. Qi Huishen spoke to here and paused slightly. After everyone finished recording the content, he continued: "Where is the difference between counter-revolutionaries and revolutionaries? Who can answer?"

Young comrades looked at each other; no one was willing to answer for a moment. Discussion at Party meetings had a characteristic: generally, the first one to speak was easily the one who said the wrong thing. Everyone wasn't quite willing to make a fool of themselves. Qi Huishen knew everyone's thoughts. Seeing no one was willing to stand up and speak, he laughed: "Our People's Party indeed wants to unify thinking. Chairman Chen talked to me a few days ago and mentioned this matter. Unifying thinking is not wrong, but this cannot become the leader's will. It cannot be that because you are in a high position, everything you say is correct. This is official standard (*Guan Ben Wei*), not unifying thinking. Just like the distinction of counter-revolutionaries, based on the Party's stance, we inevitably have unified views, and we inevitably have different views. Where is the unity, where is the difference? What kind of consensus will our Party members reach in the end? This is work that absolutely cannot be sloppy."

This was a bit too theoretical; young comrades were even less willing to express their views. Qi Huishen was both satisfied and disappointed with the comrades' reaction. Suppressing two kinds of emotions, Qi Huishen continued: "The core of politics is interest. The stance we revolutionaries should possess is this: power from the Party belongs to the Party; this power is to serve the Party. All power from the people belongs to the people; the purpose of operating this power is to serve the people. The power in our hands does not belong to us personally. That is to say, you cannot use the power given to you by the Party and the people to seek private gain for yourself. For example, we determine there are counter-revolutionaries within the Party, but there are comrades in our ranks who feel they have good personal relationships with this counter-revolutionary and can't bear to see their good friend have a bad end. So they notify their friend privately, letting him try every means to evade punishment. Does everyone think doing this is right?"

The deterrent power of these words was extremely great. Some comrades didn't have so many thoughts in their hearts, so they showed very simple expressions on their faces. Some comrades' expressions were relatively complicated. Qi Huishen took all these expressions into his eyes. He didn't call names directly either but continued: "From a personal perspective, caring about family members and friends is human nature. From the perspective of personal conduct, we can even praise this attitude. But, from the perspective of our organization, this person, or these people, using the power given by the organization to seek personal benefits for themselves—this is a crime. This person, these people betrayed the trust of the organization; this is absolutely unacceptable to the organization."

Speaking to here, what exactly Qi Huishen wanted to say was already very clear. Several people were already restless. Everyone was a member of the People's Internal Affairs Committee; everyone knew clearly what work the People's Internal Affairs Committee exactly did. Their strange expressions also attracted the attention of surrounding comrades. Being at the focus of gazes, the comrades who originally had strange expressions changed their looks even more.

Qi Huishen acted as if he didn't see it. He continued: "Our People's Party doesn't require everyone to kill father and mother to make revolution. From a personal perspective, regardless of the reason relatives and friends suffered disaster, we take our own money to help a bit, take our own grain to send some; this kind of thing is personal behavior. The organization neither supports nor opposes it. Because this is everyone's own interest; everyone has this right and this freedom. However, some people use the power obtained from the organization to serve themselves, serve their relatives and friends; this is absolutely not allowed by the organization. Party power for Party use, public power for public use; grasp one's own income and rights oneself. These powers do not mix with each other, nor do they infringe on each other. But if some comrades just don't understand this point, thinking that once power is in hand, they can use it according to their own ideas, and Party power and public power belong to themselves—I want to ask everyone, is such a person a qualified Party member?"

"This kind of person is basically not our People's Party member." Young Party members already said angrily.

"Correct, they are basically not Party members." There were quite a few young Party members speaking like this. While expressing their attitude, everyone glared fiercely at those people who were ashen-faced or trembling slightly.

Qi Huishen waved his hand. "Comrades, this statement is wrong. No matter what this kind of person did, as long as they joined our People's Party, they are our People's Party members. This is a fact. Just like we drew a stroke on a white wall; no matter how we think this stroke shouldn't be drawn, how ugly it is drawn, this is a fact. We can't deny the fact that they are People's Party members just because some people committed crimes and became scum. Facts are facts; as People's Party members, we must learn to face facts and accept facts."

These words effectively alleviated the comrades' emotions, but this relief was also temporary. After criticizing comrades with wrong understanding, Qi Huishen's spearhead pointed at those comrades who violated Party discipline again. "Our People's Internal Affairs Committee is a very special institution; the work targets we have to face are mostly enemies. If the distinction between Party power, public power, and personal power in other departments is just work distribution, the situation we face is more of a contradiction between the enemy and us. Therefore, after this meeting ends, all comrades must accept investigation. Every comrade must explain their own situation, and every comrade must also explain clearly the situation of other comrades they know. This is not the organization making things difficult for everyone; this is the organization protecting everyone. The current situation is, we will deal with those comrades who violated discipline, but we won't kill people. Because the current struggle hasn't reached this level yet. However, after this investigation, the reorganized People's Internal Affairs Committee will possess stricter discipline, and disciplinary actions and punishments will also be severer."

After saying this, Qi Huishen saw that the faces of all comrades were not looking good. Dealing with others was one thing, but when the investigation reached one's own head, and one had to explain other comrades' matters oneself, this was another matter. Those who could still maintain a happy mood after hearing these could only be said to have a special mental structure.

Qi Huishen laughed: "Comrades, this kind of investigation is just part of our work. I'm not asking everyone to be informers. Since everyone used Party power and public power, everyone has to be responsible for these powers. I still say that: as members of the People's Party, we must learn to face facts and accept facts. This is part of the ideological construction of Party members, and also part of the Party organization construction to be strengthened in the future."

Seeing comrades still didn't make a sound, Qi Huishen took out a list and let some comrades go to accept investigation first. Among these people, most were those comrades whose expressions changed greatly, and some were quite unexpected comrades. For example, some comrades who consistently performed quite well were also named to go out and accept investigation. Such a fact made the participating comrades feel extremely surprised. Some named comrades were trembling with fear, and some had gloomy faces. Someone simply shouted: "Chairman Qi, I am wronged!"

Qi Huishen smiled helplessly. "No one wants to convict you now; where does this grievance come from? Go quickly to accept investigation; don't delay everyone's work."

Most of those accepted for investigation went out the door themselves, but there were one or two who stayed on the stools and refused to leave. Qi Huishen waved his hand; several guards immediately picked up the people unwilling to move and dragged them out. The youths originally had some feeling of sympathy for like-minded people in distress, but seeing these scoundrel-like guys, a feeling of contempt arose greatly in their hearts. The original worry was diluted a lot instead.

After these comrades went out, Qi Huishen said: "Remaining comrades, let's continue the meeting content. Counter-revolutionary problems that will be encountered in land reform. How to judge whether these people oppose out of personal interest or out of opposition to the revolution; does anyone have any thoughts?"

Not only was the People's Internal Affairs Committee conducting internal investigations, but almost all departments were conducting internal investigations within a certain range. Ren Qiying never expected that she would be the first investigation target in the government department. After making the report as a government representative at the NPC meeting, almost all comrades of the Fengtai County Committee thought it was only a matter of time before Ren Qiying got promoted. As for which position Ren Qiying would be promoted to, opinions varied. Some thought Ren Qiying would be promoted to the post of County Magistrate of Fengtai County, and some thought Ren Qiying would be transferred laterally to work in other counties. There were also those who feared the world wouldn't be chaotic, thinking Ren Qiying was very likely to replace Yuwen Badu and be promoted to County Committee Secretary.

Ren Qiying didn't have this optimism. At this time, she was in a very idle period. When preparing the government work report, Ren Qiying handed over the work to other comrades; she was equivalently completely transferred away from the County Committee Office. Now that the government report was finished, Ren Qiying still hadn't received notice to resume work. The whole person hung here like this. So when comrades from the Discipline Inspection Commission and the People's Internal Affairs Committee came to find Ren Qiying together, Ren Qiying really felt a bit uneasy. These two departments were not personnel departments at all, but departments dealing with people (punishing/investigating). Why would they find her?

Being taken to the location of the People's Internal Affairs Committee by the investigation team, when the joint investigation team of the two departments started with "Comrade Ren Qiying, please put down your ideological burden and answer the organization's questions seeking truth from facts," Ren Qiying was sure her judgment was completely correct; there should be something bad.

In terms of rank, Ren Qiying's rank was far higher than these few staff members. But the Discipline Inspection Commission and the People's Internal Affairs Committee didn't care about your rank. This was repeatedly emphasized in the training within the Party and government departments. There was also corresponding content in the exams. Although sure she didn't make mistakes, really being investigated by these two departments, Ren Qiying still felt uneasy in her heart. Theoretically, the Discipline Inspection Commission could take down any cadre of the same level. As for the People's Internal Affairs Committee, their achievements in suppressing counter-revolutionaries were illustrious. Ren Qiying knew that if these two departments were bent on making things difficult for her, her official position and life might both be handed over.

Although feigning calm on her face, Ren Qiying was a young girl after all; saying she wasn't afraid in her heart was impossible.

The comrades of the Discipline Inspection Commission set a tone first: the application investigation of Party power, public power, and private power—the three powers—was the core content of this investigation meeting. Hearing these, Ren Qiying couldn't help breathing a sigh of relief lightly. Ren Qiying's father Ren Yugang talked about these things to Ren Qiying whenever there was a chance. With her father backing her up at home, whenever relatives and friends came to beg at Ren Qiying's door, Ren Qiying sent them all to her father Ren Yugang. Ren Yugang never let Ren Qiying do things for relatives. This wasn't out of any lofty ideals; Ren Yugang was definitely not a pedantic person. His view of human nature was very penetrating. He always educated Ren Qiying: "Girl, none of those who come to beg at your door consider for you. If they bring things to you, that's just them wanting to bribe you. The things they give you, they definitely want to get back ten times, a hundred times the benefits from you. Although our family is not some golden branch and jade leaf (nobility), I feel if a person can be open and aboveboard, they are not lower than the emperor when seeing him. If it were still the Manchu Qing's way, you couldn't help being a bad person after becoming an official. Now with this Anhui built by Chairman Chen, I feel good people can have good rewards."

Whether good people had good rewards, Ren Qiying didn't care. Being an official had nothing to do with being a good person, but Ren Qiying liked being open and aboveboard. Being open and aboveboard meant everyone was equal, all relying on ability to eat. Regardless of your gender, regardless of your origin, you could compete freely. This was like giving you a pair of wings to fly freely. If you insisted on binding yourself with complex relationships, that could only be said to be asking for trouble. Whether others wanted to do this, Ren Qiying couldn't control; Ren Qiying herself was absolutely unwilling to have someone bind her wings.

Even if Ren Qiying was so confident in herself, the investigation was still merciless. As long as it was content decided by Ren Qiying herself, there were corresponding investigations. For example, regarding Ren Qiying promoting the spontaneous production team construction in the countryside, the investigator directly asked why Ren Qiying once applied to let her own family's clan form a production team. This question was very severe. Looking from a bad angle, there was a trap contained in it. Since forming a production team was very likely to get government support, then this method of letting family members try first very likely had the suspicion of using public power for private use.

"Fabricating charges is probably this kind of practice, right?" Ren Qiying felt the hair on her back stand up. Although the investigators didn't induce it this way at all, Ren Qiying could feel the danger in it. She couldn't help rejoicing that she gave up this idea after discussing with her father at that time. She decisively gave up all interest dealings with the clan; the whole family gave up rural household registration, gave up land, and moved into the city. If this matter had really been done, heaven knew what trouble there would be.

Although somewhat scared after the fact, Ren Qiying still explained her thoughts and process clearly to the investigators seeking truth from facts. This was the first time Ren Qiying saw those few youths opposite with solemn to even stern faces look at each other, revealing surprise in their expressions.

Various questions were laid out one by one. Seeing Ren Qiying answer the previous questions calmly, a comrade from the Discipline Inspection Commission couldn't help asking: "Comrade Ren Qiying, what plans do you have for family arrangements?"

Hearing this, Ren Qiying frowned for the first time, a strong unhappiness arising in her heart. This question really infringed on Ren Qiying's private rights. Moreover, the matter of family arrangement wasn't public business at all. Just as Ren Qiying considered whether to make a verbal counterattack, the comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee touched the comrade who spoke just now gently. That youth quickly understood he lost his composure. He hurriedly said: "This is my personal question, not the organization's review content. You don't have to answer this question."

Ren Qiying endured her anger and nodded. "Then I won't answer this question." After speaking, Ren Qiying quickly thought that her answer would definitely be recorded. Perhaps it would bring bad influence to herself. But Ren Qiying didn't care at all in her anger. She said secretly in her heart: "Let them record it. Our family relies on our own ability to eat; why care what others think?"

The inquiry lasted for a whole day. In the evening, Ren Qiying wasn't allowed to go home. She was arranged into a "rest room." That is to say, there was a lock outside the door, and it could also be opened from inside. A simple wooden bed, a set of bedding, that was all. The window wasn't a French window, but high on the wall near the roof. Ren Qiying looked at the height; if she jumped up with all her might, perhaps she could grab the window sill. But even grabbing the window sill was useless; the window wasn't a glass window but a wooden bar. This rest room was probably used as a prison.

Thinking of this, Ren Qiying panicked a bit. She pulled the door hard; the door opened with her hand. The door wasn't locked from the outside. Ren Qiying looked outside, only to see sentries guarding both ends of the corridor. Without waiting for the sentries to speak, Ren Qiying hurriedly returned inside the door and closed it.

In the morning, she was the Director of the County Committee Office, and in the evening, she was in such a place. The strong contrast made Ren Qiying feel great panic. A strong sense of doubt surged into her heart suddenly. Ren Qiying began to reflect on everything she had done. Did she really do something wrong? So much so that she had to be given such treatment? But no matter how she recalled, Ren Qiying couldn't remember what exactly she did wrong.

There were no tables or chairs in the room. Ren Qiying shrank onto the bed, wrapping the military greatcoat tightly around her body. When facing the investigators, Ren Qiying could still maintain composure. Now alone, thousands of thoughts surged in her mind. Ren Qiying was completely confused.

The review the next day was still very process-oriented. After finishing the work questions not finished yesterday, the investigators closed the record. They said completely formulaically: "Comrade Ren Qiying, the questions have been finished. You can look at the record. If there are no problems, please sign your name."

The interview record was very, very long. Ren Qiying really didn't expect she could talk about so many things. Although it was just finished yesterday and today, when Ren Qiying flipped through the record, she actually had a strong sense of strangeness. Are these the words I said? Ren Qiying felt doubtful more than once.

After flipping through all the content, Ren Qiying signed her name. Then the investigators left Ren Qiying in the room and left first. This was the first time Ren Qiying seriously sized up the room reviewing her. She suddenly discovered one thing: this room was actually no different from the room she was allowed to live in. Same size, same window high on the wall without glass but only wooden bars. The difference was that this room only had tables and chairs, while the residence only had a bed. This discovery made Ren Qiying recall that helpless feeling yesterday. The room seemed to become cold immediately. Ren Qiying couldn't help pulling the military greatcoat closer again.

What exactly will be done to her next? Ren Qiying had no bottom in her heart at all. Could it be that she really had some mistakes in her work? Ren Qiying had to consider this. Once the train of thought turned to this direction, the always confident Ren Qiying also felt she lost confidence. For her, solving problems was always solving the current things first. As for long-term arrangements, that was the responsibility of the Party Central Committee. The bureaucratic system didn't have its own ideas; they just completed tasks according to the plan. And Ren Qiying knew her own affairs. The ingenious methods praised by comrades were, in the final analysis, just willing to exert a bit more effort. She was just the one who knew best what purpose the common people wanted to achieve. What Ren Qiying did was just pushing the common people to relevant departments as fast as possible, willing to lead the common people to the accurate "relevant departments" to solve problems. Really saying Ren Qiying did any earth-shattering big things, that was absolutely out of the question.

She was just a high-level errand runner; Ren Qiying suddenly realized this strongly. After understanding her role, Ren Qiying discovered the arrogance she hadn't noticed before, that mood of thinking she was superior to others. In this investigation, Ren Qiying discovered many very private questions. If it was a report submitted, let it be. Many things discussed only by a few people together were also known by the comrades reviewing her this time. Needless to say, someone must have reported in other occasions. The organization's control over cadres actually reached this level; Ren Qiying felt both afraid and dissatisfied.

However, when she felt she was just a high-level errand runner, although this mood couldn't be said to dissipate cleanly, it dissipated greatly. She must have made quite a few comrades unhappy on normal days, right? Ren Qiying thought. Recalling this arrogance of hers, Ren Qiying couldn't help thinking of many small details in the past. That unconscious resistance of some comrades should be the instinctive reaction to this arrogance of hers. Actually, a lot of times she was also boasting, forcefully bragging about her work methods to solve troubles. If she was wrong, this was definitely her own fault. Thinking of this, Ren Qiying felt she still hadn't achieved her father's expectations and hadn't truly become an open and aboveboard person.

Not knowing how long she thought, the door was pushed open. It was a clerk from the Personnel Department who came in. He was all smiles. As soon as he entered, the clerk said happily: "Comrade Ren Qiying, I formally notify you that you will accept a one-week cadre training. Please go back with me now."

Ren Qiying couldn't guess what she would encounter next either. Since the Personnel Department clerk said so, Ren Qiying had to obey. Without anyone stopping them, the two came out of the People's Internal Affairs Committee office. When they stopped at the main gate of the former People's Party barracks in the county town, now changed into a joint office of multiple organs and the location of military training institutions, Ren Qiying was truly sure she was going to accept training, not the next round of review.

The training room was very ordinary, but this only referred to the room having no personality. However, the location of this classroom was extremely critical. In this former barracks, now still the location of multiple key departments of the People's Party heavily guarded, this room was used when high-level cadres held meetings. As soon as she entered the door, she saw quite a few people sitting in the room. Chen Ke sat on the podium. Below were several high-ranking Politburo Standing Committee members in charge of work in various counties. Not only them, Yan Fu, You Gou, these big cadres in charge of economic construction were also present. Besides them, there were some young cadres of the base area who performed very well in various places. Ren Qiying wasn't unfamiliar with these people. In the NPC meeting that just ended a few days ago, these people were all non-voting attendees. It could be said that the elites of the base area government and economic work gathered together.

Chen Ke waved for Ren Qiying to sit down. He said loudly: "Since everyone is here, let's start the training. Let me state the main point of this training: what exactly are we going to do in the First Five-Year Plan. After this Counter-Encirclement ends, we are unlikely to encounter large-scale enemy attacks. Of course, the premise is that the Manchu Qing doesn't borrow heavily from foreign countries and then arm the army desperately to launch attacks on us."

Ren Qiying couldn't adapt to such a change for a moment. Not long ago she was like a prisoner, and now she was accepting Chen Ke's training together with top cadres. And the content Chen Ke talked about was completely different from ordinary work. It was actually considerations concerning the overall situation. This wasn't a level a Director of the County Committee Office could touch.

The level of this meeting seemed very high. Paper and pens were already prepared on every table. Ren Qiying picked up the pen and started recording almost subconsciously.

Chen Ke laughed: "I'm not afraid of everyone saying I'm a dictator this time. Because I have no way to fully prove many things involved to everyone. If you insist on saying I'm talking nonsense, then I really have no way to prove I'm not talking nonsense."

The comrades below couldn't help laughing kindly. Chen Ke had always been relatively serious; he didn't like joking much. But today Chen Ke looked very excited, which was quite different from before.

"Comrades, the training starting today will cover my judgment and expectations for the future. Especially expectations in industrial construction. I can tell comrades clearly now that many of my considerations and efforts in the past were prepared to realize this expectation. Why didn't I tell everyone these before? That's because I thought everyone's horizon hadn't opened up, and the difference with my expectation was too large. I was very worried everyone couldn't understand these things. Those here now are the first-class cadres in our base area. I believe that regardless of knowing what future development will look like, everyone can grasp their own pace and still do the current work well. Instead of being full of beautiful blueprints of the future and losing yourselves as a result. Most importantly, I believe everyone can have this self-awareness. Can grasp yourselves."

Hearing Chen Ke putting high hats on everyone first, quite a few comrades let out a burst of kind laughter again. This was indeed a rare scene.

Chen Ke had a feeling of radiance. His eyes were shining, and his face was full of a kind of high spirit. "Comrades, then let's start now. I'll start telling everyone from the Age of Discovery. Please remember, it's impossible for me to prove to everyone that what I say is correct now. And my memory is limited; surely some things are remembered wrong, or I didn't research thoroughly at the time. Please listen to the class with a critical attitude on this point."

If these words gave comrades a relaxed feeling at the beginning, then the content Chen Ke recounted next soon made people feel a kind of shock. Some of these things Chen Ke had talked about in textbooks, but more were things Chen Ke hadn't talked about at all. Chen Ke started from the Age of Discovery first, to the discovery of the New World, to the Great Triangle slave and sugar trade. The Spanish Armada, the Sea Coachman Dutch, to the rise of Britain, the French Revolution, the Napoleonic era, to the establishment of Prussia and Little Germany, the American Civil War.

Matching various maps, Chen Ke used three days to recount the approximate world history to the comrades. The high-level cadres of the People's Party all had a cultural foundation that absolutely couldn't be considered poor, even the young Ren Qiying was so. But when the history of the major industrial countries on this earth for hundreds of years unfolded to them, these people still felt dazzled. Even as learned as Yan Fu, he hadn't been able to research world history so systematically either.

Sure enough, as Chen Ke said, what these cadres felt was more doubt, rather than a realization of sudden enlightenment due to obtaining knowledge.

In the next day, Chen Ke focused on elaborating the Industrial Revolution and the capitalist system. This part of the content was what Chen Ke had talked about.

The highlight was the next two days. Chen Ke made a bold elaboration on how to build a brand new China, what kind of organizational form and ideology this China would have, and how these seemingly vague contents could be roughly realized, especially in industry, from technology, the relationship between these industrial technologies and the social development process.

If in the first few days, comrades still felt Chen Ke was a erudite scholar, the training content of the last few days made comrades almost think Chen Ke was a "fantasist."

Countless technologies never heard of, or even unimaginable, were combined strangely but seemingly reasonably in Chen Ke's elaboration. These sciences could also be organically combined with society. What surprised everyone most was that Chen Ke didn't construct a picture of the final social form. Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized the interaction between the process of various technological developments and society. This strong sense of layering made everyone almost think these things really existed when listening to the class. Everyone seemed to travel through time, seeing the profound changes that would happen in the world within decades.

Chen Ke didn't dare to tell everyone about technologies completely detached from reality like the large-scale network yet; what he elaborated was merely the technological era reaching the level of WWII. And regarding many technologies already discovered in this era, Chen Ke "distorted" them a bit, directly deriving technologies that comrades could roughly understand.

Even so, these contents were already shocking to the world.

When Chen Ke ended the course with aircraft carrier operations, and told comrades that if the future China wanted to become a powerful force carrying weight in the world, it would ultimately rely on sea power and global free trade to maintain, all comrades listening to the class looked at Chen Ke with a tired and numb expression. They finally understood why Chen Ke made such a statement at the beginning of the lecture. No one really believed everything Chen Ke described could be realized. More accurately, they couldn't imagine at all that someone in this world could depict a world to them.

Although the base area now had a history of more than a year, although everyone completed achievements they never imagined they could achieve. But compared with what Chen Ke elaborated, all this was so insignificant. Wanting to cross this barrier of thinking really exceeded the existing capabilities of the comrades. Actually, not only the comrades, actually Chen Ke himself didn't have this ability either. He had merely seen history with his own eyes and understood history. And the era Chen Ke experienced was also an era of China accumulating strength and bursting forth, as if instantly letting China kill its way from the Second Industrial Revolution directly into a great era capable of contending with the United States.

After a week of training, Chen Ke no longer had the high spirit at the beginning; elaboration also almost exhausted Chen Ke's energy. He said with a hoarse voice: "Comrades, I still say the original sentence. I believe everyone can not lose themselves in front of such a description. We can definitely walk to that era. A journey of a thousand *li* begins with a single step. We accumulate bit by bit, complete step by step. Everyone present here can see that era."

"Heh, hehe, haha." Yan Fu suddenly laughed a bit neurotically. His cultural foundation and technological level were simply not comparable to other young comrades. So among the crowd present, the one who resonated most with Chen Ke's narration content in the end was none other than Yan Fu.

"Wenqing, oh, Chairman Chen, you can really endure." Yan Fu stared at Chen Ke with shining eyes. "When I read the books you wrote, I felt you already had great foresight. But only now do I know you only spoke a surface at that time."

Regarding such severe accusation, Chen Ke was somewhat mentally prepared. He swallowed saliva, trying to make his hoarse throat feel better, then said: "I told everyone everything I know. Now everyone is on the same line. What we have to do is realize the world I told everyone. This is the thought I haven't changed from beginning to end."

No one dared to take up this sentence. Everyone looked at Chen Ke with eyes like looking at a monster, and then looked at the comrades around them. In the eyes of comrades, everyone could only see extreme confusion.

"Chairman Chen, exactly to what extent do we have to develop productive forces?" You Gou broke the silence. As the leader of the National Defense Science and Industry Committee, You Gou was really frightened by everything Chen Ke elaborated. There was almost a hysterical feeling in her voice.

Chen Ke nodded. "Then let me give everyone an example. Duckweed in a pond doubles its area every day. It can cover the full pond in thirty days. Then how long does it take for this pond to be covered half?"

Comrades almost all frowned. This question had absolutely no parameters that could be calculated from the beginning. Ren Qiying wasn't too good at math, but she had a flash of inspiration first; the answer was actually the twenty-ninth day. After thinking about it repeatedly several times, Ren Qiying was sure she wasn't wrong. She said timidly: "The twenty-ninth day."

Almost all comrades hearing this answer didn't have a look of sudden enlightenment; some comrades frowned even more confusedly instead.

"Correct, it's the twenty-ninth day." Chen Ke answered. "If someone told comrades a year ago that we could annihilate tens of thousands of Beiyang troops a year later, would everyone believe it? At that time, how many people did we have, how many guns? How big was our base area? Compared with that time, the strength of our base area has increased not just one or two times. Why could we do these? Who can tell me?"

The comrades still didn't answer; too much stimulation had occupied the vast majority of their spirit.

Chen Ke didn't intend to force everyone to speak either. He continued: "That is because every one of us completed our own work. We united under the banner of people's revolution, advancing together for a common goal. This is not the victory of me, Chen Ke alone; this is the common victory of all comrades. Not too long, keep working down-to-earth; thirty years, thirty years to realize everything I said. The younger comrades present are also twenty years old. These twenty years look long, but when really passed, it's just a snap of the fingers. Another twenty years later, everyone thinking of these twenty years, it will also be just a snap of the fingers. I say these to everyone, and everyone is not thinking infatuatedly now about how great it would be if such a situation could be achieved. I am very happy because comrades indeed were not confused by the things I said. The days ahead are our new beginning. Just like before, everyone work down-to-earth. That's all for today, class dismissed."

This was the "least intense" response in Chen Ke's previous trainings, but Chen Ke had no way either. The Party in history was first composed of a group of elite "returnees." Secondly, in the development of the Party, there was the Soviet Union as a benchmark anyway. Regardless of what happened after the founding of the nation, during the revolutionary war, slogans like "The Soviet Union's today is our tomorrow," as well as Soviet construction exhibition rooms, effectively improved the yearning for the communist system.

And Chen Ke absolutely didn't have such conditions. In the period when the base area was about to expand practically on a large scale, without higher pursuit, Chen Ke couldn't guarantee whether the various regions separated from the direct control of the Central Committee would embark on the path of standing still and refusing to make progress. In this point, the organizational system Chen Ke strove to strengthen became a bad factor instead. If the leader had no high pursuit at all, building a passable system, the existing organization could absolutely cope with it. This was simply a devastating blow to the revolution. The rigidity of the organization meant interest groups would be born soon. Chen Ke absolutely didn't believe the current him could have the political skill to eradicate "mountain strongholds" (factions) within the organization.

Since he couldn't choose this way, the remaining choice was to "prescribe strong medicine." On one hand, give everyone strong stimulation on the future blueprint; on the other hand, start a large-scale rectification. Interest groups would appear no matter what; Chen Ke could only hope now that before interest groups appeared, he could make the scale of the cake the largest first.

Besides core cadres, there were also a dozen or so excellent cadres carefully selected from various places listening to the class this time. Chen Ke considered having exhausted all his accumulated political prestige in this training. Before accumulating huge prestige again, if Chen Ke had any deviation, these backbones would definitely doubt everything Chen Ke said.

But the revolutionary career of more than two years made Chen Ke have a kind of enlightenment: making revolution really requires wholehearted devotion; looking forward and backward absolutely has no good end.

"I believe comrades can gradually understand me and accept everything I said." When leaving the classroom, Chen Ke said to himself as if cheering himself up.
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Chapter 1 Every Family Has Its Own Difficult Sutra to Read (Part 1)

At the end of October 1908, Chen Ke led the cadres of the Fengtai County Government to the rural areas for inspection. The land reform in Fengtai County had already been completed, and the work focus had shifted to infrastructure construction. This was not a small matter. According to the plan of the Party Central Committee, the construction of water conservancy and roads was the top priority. The original villages were being merged, and the new residential areas were planned to be near the main roads and waterways as much as possible.

Before this, the county government had already conducted detailed mobilization and explanation. The common people were actually quite happy about this. The new houses were all red brick and tile houses, much better than the original adobe houses. Moreover, the new residential areas were planned uniformly, with complete supporting facilities. The school, supply and marketing cooperative, and clinic were all available. For the common people who had lived in poor and remote areas for generations, this was simply a dream-like good thing.

However, good things were good things, but there were also many specific difficulties in the implementation process. The biggest problem was the distribution of homesteads. The Chinese people had a deep attachment to the land, especially the homestead, which was regarded as the foundation of the family. Everyone wanted to occupy a good position, preferably close to the road and the water, and also sunny and ventilated. But there were only so many good positions, so naturally, not everyone could be satisfied.

Chen Ke came to the countryside this time to solve these specific problems. He didn't engage in any grand pomp and circumstance, just bringing a few cadres and guards, riding bicycles along the newly built dirt road into the village.

"Chairman Chen, look at this piece of land." The village party secretary pointed to a piece of open space in front and said, "We plan to build three rows of houses here, a total of 50 households. But now there are more than a dozen households who want the first row, and no one is willing to give in. We have mediated several times, but it didn't work."

Chen Ke looked at the open space. The location was indeed good, backed by a small hill and facing a small river, with a wide view. No wonder everyone wanted to grab it.

"What are the specific reasons?" Chen Ke asked.

"Some say their family has many elderly people and needs to be close to the road for convenience. Some say their family has many children and needs a bigger yard. There are also those who say their family contributed the most during the land reform and should be taken care of first." The village party secretary said helplessly.

Chen Ke nodded. These reasons sounded reasonable, but they couldn't be the basis for distribution. If distribution was based on who had more reasons, it would only lead to endless quarrels.

"How did you plan to distribute it originally?" Chen Ke asked.

"We originally planned to draw lots." The village party secretary said, "But everyone disagreed, saying that drawing lots depends entirely on luck, which is unfair."

"Drawing lots is indeed a method, but it is not necessarily the best method." Chen Ke thought for a while and said, "How about this? Let's hold a villager meeting and let everyone discuss a constitution together. Since everyone wants good positions, there must be a rule that everyone accepts. For example, can we consider allocating according to work points? Or prioritize taking care of martyrs' families and military dependents? Or adopt a bidding method, where those who choose good positions pay more money or contribute more labor?"

The village party secretary's eyes lit up. "This method is good! Let everyone discuss it themselves, and no one will have anything to say when the time comes."

"Don't rush to be happy." Chen Ke waved his hand, "This matter is not that simple. You must guide everyone to discuss, not let everyone quarrel. You must let everyone understand that we are a collective, and everyone's interests are linked together. Only when everyone is united can we build a good life. If we only care about our own petty profits, we won't be able to do anything in the end."

"I understand." The village party secretary nodded repeatedly.

In the next few days, Chen Ke visited several villages in succession and encountered various problems. Some were disputes over homesteads, some were contradictions over water conservancy irrigation, and some were discords between neighbors. These problems seemed trivial, but they were major events related to the vital interests of the common people. If not handled well, it would affect the prestige of the party and the government in the hearts of the people.

Chen Ke solved these problems one by one with great patience. He didn't simply use administrative orders to suppress them, but guided everyone to solve problems through democratic consultation. He knew very well that the foundation of the People's Party lies in the people. Only by truly relying on the people and mobilizing the enthusiasm of the people can the revolutionary cause be invincible.

During the inspection, Chen Ke also found a gratifying phenomenon. That is, the spiritual outlook of the broad masses of peasants has undergone tremendous changes. In the past, peasants were numb, ignorant, and resigned to adversity. Now, they were full of confidence and hope, daring to think and act, and daring to fight against difficulties. This change made Chen Ke feel very relieved. He knew that this was the result of the People's Party's long-term propaganda and education, and also the result of the land reform allowing peasants to truly turn over and become masters.

On the way back to the county town, Chen Ke said to the cadres around him: "Comrades, we must see our achievements, but also our shortcomings. Our work is still far from enough. The demands of the common people are constantly improving, and our work must also keep up. We must always maintain close ties with the masses, listen to their voices, and care about their sufferings. Only in this way can we lead the masses to create a better future."

The cadres nodded one after another, expressing that they would keep Chairman Chen's teachings in mind and do their work better.

Back at the county committee compound, Chen Ke saw a familiar figure as soon as he entered the office. It was his wife He Ying. He Ying was holding a document and reading it carefully. Seeing Chen Ke come back, she put down the document and stood up with a smile.

"You're back." He Ying said softly.

"En." Chen Ke walked over, held He Ying's hand, and asked with concern, "Why haven't you rested yet? Pay attention to your body."

He Ying was now six months pregnant, and her belly was already obviously bulging. But she still insisted on working and refused to rest at home.

"I'm fine." He Ying smiled, "There are some documents from the Map Section that need to be processed urgently. I'll go back to rest after finishing them."

Chen Ke looked at his wife's somewhat tired face and felt a pang of distress in his heart. He knew He Ying was trying to share his burden. Since the start of the war, Chen Ke had been busy with military and political affairs, having almost no time to care about family matters. He Ying silently took on all the housework and also did her job well. Such a good wife was really hard to find with a lantern.

"Don't work too hard." Chen Ke helped He Ying sit down and poured her a glass of water. "How is the situation at home?"

"Everything is fine." He Ying took the water glass and took a sip. "Aunt came over yesterday and brought some baby clothes she made herself. She also said she would come to take care of me when I give birth."

"That's good." Chen Ke nodded. He knew He Qian had always felt guilty about the Sun family's affairs. Now that she could take the initiative to come and care for He Ying, it showed that she had let go of the burden in her heart.

"By the way, there's one more thing." He Ying hesitated for a moment and said, "My father sent a letter saying he wants to come to Fengtai to see me."

"Oh?" Chen Ke was slightly stunned. He Ruming was an old bureaucrat of the Beiyang faction. Although he was now idle at home, his identity was sensitive after all. Him coming to Fengtai at this time was probably not just to visit his daughter.

"Did he say anything else?" Chen Ke asked.

"He didn't say anything specific, just said he missed me and wanted to come and see." He Ying said, "But I guess he might want to intercede for those captured Beiyang officers."

Chen Ke smiled coldly. "Intercede? He thinks too highly of himself. Those Beiyang officers are war criminals. We didn't kill them, which is already the greatest leniency. Wanting to release them is absolutely impossible."

"I know." He Ying sighed, "But he is my father after all. If he really comes, we can't turn him away."

Chen Ke patted He Ying's hand. "Don't worry, I know what to do. If he comes just to see you, we welcome him. If he wants to talk about business, then let him go to the government departments. I won't interfere."

He Ying nodded gratefully. She knew Chen Ke was taking care of her face.

Just then, the guard came in to report: "Chairman Chen, Comrade Qi Huishen is here."

"Let him in." Chen Ke said.

Qi Huishen walked into the office with a heavy expression. "Chairman Chen, something happened."

"What happened?" Chen Ke asked calmly.

"There was a rebellion in a labor reform camp in Shouzhou. Hundreds of labor reform prisoners killed the guards and escaped into the mountains." Qi Huishen said.

"What?" Chen Ke stood up abruptly. "How could this happen?"

"According to the preliminary investigation, it was the remnants of the local secret societies who colluded with the prisoners inside and launched a riot while they were working outside." Qi Huishen explained.

"Secret societies again!" Chen Ke slapped the table heavily. "These guys are really lingering ghosts! Order the Shouzhou garrison to quell the rebellion immediately and capture all the escaped prisoners! We must track down the secret society elements behind the scenes and punish them severely!"

"Yes!" Qi Huishen answered and turned to execute the order.

Chen Ke sat back in his chair, his mood becoming heavy. He knew that although the base area seemed calm on the surface, undercurrents were actually surging. The feudal forces and reactionary forces were not reconciled to their defeat and were always thinking of making a comeback. This rebellion sounded the alarm for the People's Party again. The revolution had not yet succeeded, and comrades still needed to work hard.

He Ying walked behind Chen Ke and gently massaged his temples. "Don't worry too much. With the People's Party here and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army here, those clowns won't be able to make any waves."

Chen Ke held He Ying's hand and showed a comforting smile on his face. "You're right. We have the support of the people and a strong army. Any enemy who dares to invade will be smashed to pieces by us!"

He looked out the window. The sky was getting dark, but the lights in Fengtai County were bright. This was the light of hope and the light of the future. Chen Ke firmly believed that as long as they adhere to the correct line and rely on the broad masses of the people, the Chinese revolution will surely win the final victory!

(End of this chapter)
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Dear readers, Crimson here solemnly announces that from now on, the daily update time will be moved from 12:00 AM to 12:00 PM. Thank you all for reading. ^^

***

As the Spring Festival approached, the liveliness in Anhui Province far exceeded that of previous years. This was especially true in the old base areas, where the atmosphere was extraordinary. Batches of New Year's goods were transported into the cities, where various factories then hauled them away to distribute to their workers. Workers carried large and small bags back home. Under the People's Party's industrial system, the number of workers who had transitioned to urban residency had reached over twenty thousand. During the agricultural slack season, temporary workers employed in factories or on construction sites could double that number. And this only included those who could be fully classified as "industrial workers." The laborers in the various farms and livestock farms established by the People's Party could actually be called "agricultural workers," but this portion of the labor force had not yet been included in the base area's worker statistics.

This was a change of epoch-making significance. When capitalist industry rose, it was spontaneous in nature, engaging in industry for profit. A system that completely combined industry with a social system—in this spacetime, the People's Party's base area was a pioneer. The National Defense Science and Industry Commission possessed the largest industrial system. As the Chairwoman of the Commission, You Gou never imagined she could be this busy. Spring Festival benefits, year-end bonuses, and Spring Festival gala activities for tens of thousands of people. Then there was the scheduling for the Spring Festival: shifts, time off, and duty rosters for various departments. While You Gou didn't need to arrange every detail personally, the various factories had no experience with this. Telling everyone specifically what to arrange still required You Gou to step in.

Different enterprises had different situations, so you couldn't just apply a one-size-fits-all approach. To get even more detailed, workers were returning to their rural homes to visit relatives, and everyone had to rush back after the Lantern Festival. Leaving aside other matters, during the "Spring Festival travel rush," the fleets on the various waterways couldn't rest at all. It was only now that You Gou understood just how necessary it was to have a complete plan. The shipping department had established a work-rest schedule from its inception. Work two days, rest one day, but there were absolutely no standard holidays. The more it was this kind of holiday, the more everyone had to be on duty.

As one of Chen Ke's die-hard supporters and one of his political pillars, You Gou no longer had her previous optimistic praise for this. Having finally finished arranging the work, You Gou went directly to find He Zudao. The military system where He Zudao worked didn't really have a Spring Festival; the various troops were stationed in different places to begin with, and while the Military Commission could usually stay at the base headquarters, during such important festivals, they instead had to go out to various locations to comfort the troops. You Gou made an appointment to talk with He Zudao before he set off. If it were anyone else, He Zudao might not necessarily have been willing to squeeze out his precious time. But for You Gou, He Zudao did his utmost and finally managed to rush to You Gou's residence in the evening.

As soon as he entered You Gou's house, he smelled the scent of alcohol and meat. The People's Party's supply system included "alcoholic beverages," but the quota for each person was very low. Each person only got one bottle of wine a year. Moreover, this alcohol supply could be exchanged for other things. He Zudao never expected that You Gou would actually cash in this quota.

"Zudao, come, drink with Big Sister," You Gou said heartily.

If it were before, He Zudao would definitely have been flustered. Now, He Zudao responded calmly, took off his military greatcoat and cap first. After hanging up his clothes, he washed his hands, then sat opposite You Gou and began to drink.

After three rounds of drinks, You Gou exhaled. "Zudao, you also participated in the last training session. What's your take on the stuff Wen Qing said?"

"I don't have any take on it, just do the work honestly," He Zudao replied with a smile.

You Gou glared at He Zudao. In her eyes, He Zudao was becoming more and more like Chen Ke in some ways, such as his seemingly heartless answer just now. Yes, everyone knew that you only get results if you do the work, but You Gou felt like she couldn't swallow this breath. She said angrily, "Wen Qing won't tell us anything. We've known each other for more than two years, and he's just been fobbing us off with so much nonsense in between, right? He always says, 'These things rely on everyone, I trust the comrades.' In reality, which of these things is he not fully aware of? He just coaxes us like children!"

He Zudao didn't comfort You Gou. He asked very seriously, "Sister You Gou, let me ask you. If Chairman Chen had told us everything back when he first met us, do you think we could have reached this step today?"

You Gou was instantly choked off. She hugged her arms across her chest and remained silent in contemplation. After a long while, You Gou replied sullenly, "If he had said it, at least we could have avoided many detours, right?"

"If Chairman Chen had said it back then, we absolutely wouldn't have reached where we are today." He Zudao bluntly pushed You Gou's words back. "No need to talk about too long ago. Just consider when we first arrived at the base area and encountered the flood. How many people stayed willingly? And how many stayed only because they couldn't leave? At that time, Sister You Gou, you led the team to save people personally. You should know better than anyone, right?"

You Gou pursued her lips and didn't make a sound. You Gou knew very well how difficult this revolutionary road was and how many hardships they had gone through. Even if it was out of utter hatred for the old era, and although You Gou had never once thought of leaving the team, when she thought of her life as the eldest young miss at home, You Gou absolutely couldn't say she hadn't missed it.

"If we hadn't experienced so much, if everyone hadn't suffered so much hardship and endured so much sin, we simply wouldn't have the opportunity to understand the things Chairman Chen tells us," He Zudao said to You Gou very seriously, looking into her eyes.

You Gou really didn't like He Zudao's attitude. Her purpose in inviting He Zudao to dinner was to find someone to vent the gloom in her heart to, and incidentally to scold Chen Ke for being dishonest together. She never expected He Zudao to follow Chen Ke so firmly. You Gou sneered, "You, the Great Commissar, are doing your political work on me now."

He Zudao wasn't affected by You Gou's words at all. He continued in a steady tone, "Sister You Gou, precisely because I do political work, I feel that what Chairman Chen did wasn't wrong at all. He was also forced not to tell everyone these things. When he felt he could tell everyone, didn't he reveal everything?"

"Then why didn't he say it before?" This was the point You Gou couldn't accept the most.

"Because before, everyone couldn't count as a true People's Party member yet." He Zudao's answer was very straightforward.

"What?!" You Gou never imagined He Zudao would say such a thing. She jumped up like a cat whose tail had been stepped on. You Gou pointed her left finger at He Zudao, her long, narrow phoenix eyes almost glaring round.

He Zudao looked at You Gou very calmly. "None of us were qualified Party members back then. I think Chairman Chen not speaking then was for our own good."

You Gou was so angry she laughed coldly. "Very good, Zudao. Well said. You've really grown up!"

"Sister You Gou, as a matter of self-cultivation for a Party member, the first thing is to seek truth from facts, right?" He Zudao asked.

You Gou never lost her composure like this usually. She quickly realized that being so agitated wasn't appropriate. Coupled with He Zudao's calm attitude, You Gou quickly recovered her usual coolness. She sat back down, calmed her emotions, and then replied, "That's right. Indeed, we must seek truth from facts."

"Then what is the end point of life?" He Zudao continued to ask.

"This..." You Gou couldn't answer for a moment.

"The end point of life is death," He Zudao gave the answer.

Hearing He Zudao state the cruel fact in a calm tone, You Gou felt her breathing pause involuntarily. An inexplicable fear suddenly surrounded You Gou. She tried to refute He Zudao's words but found she couldn't come up with a better argument.

"So how long is our life? The Buddhists put it well: life is between breaths. When our troops fight, heaven knows where a bullet might fly from and hit you. Heaven knows when an artillery shell might fly over and blow you to death. With the standard of that Beiyang Army bunch, most of the bullets that hit you weren't aimed at you originally. You breathe in this breath, and if you can't breathe it out, you're dead. I've seen too many such things on the battlefield." He Zudao's voice was calm and gentle. Just listening to his tone, one couldn't imagine that He Zudao had passed through a hail of bullets many times and brushed past death many times.

You Gou originally had a feeling about He Zudao, that he was her little brother. Listening to He Zudao describe death so simply and calmly, You Gou suddenly realized that this young man sitting opposite her, who was younger than her, had unknowingly grown into a man. She couldn't help but frown again.

"Sister You Gou, only after experiencing these things more did I start to understand Chairman Chen. Because Chairman Chen is a true soldier. As a soldier, if before the battle you only think about achieving a complete victory, about establishing great merit, about wearing red and flowers and parading on a horse after the war—then I won't say anything else, but when the charge bugle sounds, he definitely won't be able to charge out. Those who can charge out are those comrades who think of nothing, who have trained countless times on ordinary days, and who just prick up their ears waiting to hear the charge bugle sound before the charge." Speaking of this, He Zudao's voice became a bit agitated.

"Before the charge, the enemy's artillery rumbles. When attacking a city, you can see the enemy's rifles densely pointed at you. What do you do? If you charge up stupidly, you're absolutely dead. So usually, military training—lying down, taking cover, crawling forward, throwing grenades, shooting—not a single one can be missing. Sweat more in peace, bleed less in war. This isn't a slogan; this is a fact proven by human lives."

You Gou listened quietly. Although she wasn't quite sure why He Zudao was telling her these purely military matters, You Gou seemed to see the cruelty of the battlefield with her own eyes following He Zudao's narration.

"Usually trained in a hundred ways, mistakes will still be made on the battlefield. Gripping the grenade, pulling the string, throwing. The throwing distance requirement is at least nineteen meters. If you don't reach this distance, you might be blown up by the grenade you threw yourself. Throwing postures include standing, squatting, and lying down. Under various postures, this set of throwing movements has been experimented with countless times and then summarized. How to swing the hand, how to support the body, how to exert force. Before combat, these basic combat skills have to be practiced hundreds of times, until you don't even have to think about it. Even so, every time we clean up the battlefield, we can find quite a few grenades that haven't had their strings pulled at all. Don't look at how many times they trained before the war; when the fighting really starts, the soldiers get anxious and forget. They take out the grenade and throw it without pulling the string."

Hearing He Zudao speak interestingly, You Gou couldn't help but chuckle. This was the first time she had smiled since sitting down to eat.

"Sister You Gou, the ones I'm talking about are the true soldiers. The kind of soldiers who never think about being combat heroes, nor about wearing red and flowers after the war. There are some comrades in the troops who usually have extremely loud voices and brag about themselves to the skies. Listening to them, they can take care of a squad or even a platoon of enemies alone. But then, once on the battlefield, it's these people—when it's time to charge, they always fall behind, and some people can't even charge out at all. During the march, they always run the slowest. Encountering enemy activity, they are either at a loss or immediately hide in a safe place. In terms of combat results, they always have the fewest. But when cleaning up the battlefield, they violate discipline the most. When it comes time to evaluate merit, look at how energetic they get; they want to snatch even the tiniest bit of credit. On the contrary, those comrades with outstanding war exploits don't like to make a sound at this time."

"Zudao, are you saying I am this kind of person?" You Gou finally heard some flavor in it.

He Zudao shook his head. "Sister You Gou, I don't think you are this kind of person. But I feel there are some things you haven't thought through right now. From my observation of the soldiers, and from my reflection on myself, I feel that most people do things for a purpose. But, once there is a purpose one hopes to achieve, one often deviates from the attitude of seeking truth from facts and becomes unobjective. Just like military production—everyone sets processes, sets systems, and has layers of inspections. Why is this? Because this process, this system itself can produce qualified parts to the greatest extent. If a worker processing parts only thinks 'every part I make must be a qualified product,' instead of focusing on the operation of every step, focusing on the dimensions of every part before processing, can he produce a qualified part? Whether a qualified part is produced has nothing to do with what he thinks, but rather how he does it determines whether the part can be qualified. Even putting all one's energy into doing the work, mistakes will still be made. If one's brain is only filled with the desired result, then I can say, there is no one who won't make mistakes."

Product quality issues were a huge headache for You Gou. Hearing He Zudao speak like this, You Gou instantly felt a sense of finding a kindred spirit. No wonder Chen Ke paid so much attention to the construction of political commissars. He Zudao growing from a child-like youth to his current level was truly beyond You Gou's expectations.

"Sister You Gou, when Chairman Chen hadn't told everyone these things, we still built up our current achievements. To have the current results, we indeed relied on Chairman Chen's wise leadership. However, without so much work, without detailed research into the laws of things themselves, relying only on that seemingly magnificent blueprint, we were destined not to achieve the current extent. Chairman Chen was afraid everyone would go astray, so he kept daring not to say too much. What he told us is actually the true method of doing things: that is, through doing things time and again, through studying and understanding the laws of things themselves, and acting according to these laws, can we achieve our goals. Thinking only of the result is not only useless but also greatly harmful. Of all our combat heroes who wear red and flowers and parade on horses, not a single one is a soldier who thought about these things beforehand. Those boasting comrades, we are going to clear them all out of the troops in this major demobilization. They are a scourge in the troops."

You Gou felt very unhappy listening to the last paragraph. But by this time, she had understood what He Zudao's purpose was in circling around such a big loop. "Zudao, do you mean to say that I don't need to care about what Wen Qing said, just do my own work well?"

He Zudao shook his head, however. He stared at You Gou's eyes extremely earnestly and said seriously, "Sister You Gou, you have very, very excellent qualities. When you do many things, you don't have that many thoughts at all. You can really go all out, not stopping until you reach your goal. But in my view, this is like a kind of instinct. It's just that you are naturally excellent; in these aspects, you can instinctively conform to the objective laws of things. However, you lack a kind of self-awareness. You lack the effort to transform your own thinking according to the objective laws of things. And this is the biggest difference between you, me, and Chairman Chen. Chairman Chen is transforming himself every moment. He always forces himself to face reality, recognize reality, and transform reality. On this point, Chairman Chen is a true People's Party member, and we are all far behind."

You Gou had absolutely no anger towards He Zudao anymore. He Zudao's words explained many things You Gou originally hadn't seen clearly. However, from this brand-new angle, You Gou suddenly discovered she had never truly seen Chen Ke clearly, nor had she ever understood Chen Ke. Chen Ke, who worked together, struggled together, and experienced all kinds of hardships and difficulties together with them, seemed like a stranger. This made You Gou feel a sense of loss. Her gaze lowered, but she turned a blind eye to what entered her vision. The thousands of thoughts churning in her heart couldn't sort out a clear train of thought. After a long while, You Gou whispered, "Why did Wen Qing never tell us this?"

He Zudao felt very helpless. From his perspective, Chen Ke had long since stated all of this clearly. Although he didn't want to belittle the Sister You Gou he admired at all, He Zudao couldn't help but think that perhaps this was a problem of a revolutionary's consciousness. The reason You Gou participated in the revolution was her strong dissatisfaction with the old era and her great determination to establish her own achievements. While Chen Ke's reason for launching the revolution was built upon broad knowledge, a profound recognition of objective laws, and a strong belief in the people's revolution and the socialist system itself. The gap between the two was indeed somewhat too large.

The room fell into an awkward silence.

You Gou was silent for a long time again. When she raised her head again, the confusion and disappointment in her eyes had dissipated quite a bit. "Zudao, I know Wen Qing is extremely loyal to the revolutionary cause, and Wen Qing is equally open-hearted with us. Although I can't catch up to Wen Qing's level right now, I don't want to keep being left behind by him like this. Zudao, I want you to help me. Not to speak of reaching Wen Qing's level, at least I have to get to your level. Okay?"

He Zudao immediately felt much more relaxed in his heart. You Gou was indeed not the kind of person unwilling to progress. Having worked as a commissar for so long, He Zudao's breadth of mind and sophistication had opened up quite a bit. He didn't dare tell You Gou that usually, when He Zudao had things he couldn't understand, he always ran to find Chen Ke to talk. Precisely because of this, He Zudao himself could make such progress. He Zudao knew that if he spoke so "honestly," the result would just be creating new misunderstandings and unhappiness for no reason.

He nodded. "Sister You Gou, let's schedule a time in advance."

"No need to schedule then, just say some things you think are the most important right now. You're so busy, and I won't have time at any moment either," You Gou laughed.

"The most important? I feel it's to complete the things one hasn't finished oneself. Go into battle with a light pack, and absolutely don't think about things that don't belong to you."

"How so?"

"Sister You Gou, I feel there are some things you haven't let go of right now. This leads to your motives not being pure. One part of your purpose in participating in the revolution is to prove to your previous social relations that you can accomplish great things. But revolution is a cause that looks forward. Revolution itself is to build a brand-new world, not to prove to the old world that we can occupy high positions."

"Zudao, are you saying my purpose in participating in the revolution is to prove to my parents that I have ability?"

......

......

The originally oppressive atmosphere in the room vanished unknowingly. He Zudao and You Gou discussed eagerly. Then they found the food had gone cold, so they heated it up again. Everyone ate and talked, talking about revolution, talking about ideology, and even slowly talking about the future, and they both felt very happy.

It was getting late. He Zudao and You Gou both still had mountains of work the next day, so the conversation ended at ten o'clock. The two agreed to continue talking after He Zudao returned. When You Gou saw He Zudao to the gate of the residential compound, He Zudao spoke somewhat hesitantly, "Sister You Gou, I think you can actually talk more with Chairman Chen. In this regard, his understanding is much deeper than mine."

You Gou laughed, "Zudao, are you unwilling to talk to me? Do you think my consciousness is low?"

"Absolutely not," He Zudao replied quickly. All night, this was the first time He Zudao felt flustered.

"Then I'll make do with you for now. Wen Qing is busy like that; sometimes I really don't have the heart to disturb him," You Gou sighed.

"Then let's meet when we have time." In the night, He Zudao's blushing face wasn't seen by You Gou.

"Okay, it's a deal. You hurry back, be careful on the road," You Gou laughed.

He Zudao stood still. You Gou didn't know what else He Zudao wanted to say. But she saw He Zudao suddenly extend his hand. You Gou grasped He Zudao's palm.

The weather was already very cold, but both of their palms were hot. After shaking You Gou's hand firmly a few times—a hand that had grown many calluses and whose skin could be said to be somewhat rough—He Zudao let go. He seriously gave You Gou a military salute. "Sister You Gou, goodbye."

"Zudao, goodbye."

He Zudao left with large strides.

Returning to her room, You Gou finished tidying up and lay on the bed. The feeling of complete relaxation made You Gou feel extremely comfortable. The various feelings of dissatisfaction and loss from these past days had kept her mood quite low. It was only today that You Gou let go of this feeling. Recalling the blueprint of the future Chen Ke had spoken of again, You Gou suddenly felt that blueprint no longer had that eerie feeling she first heard. Thinking about it carefully, that future society actually really had a majestic yet delicate beauty. And the words He Zudao said tonight floated in You Gou's mind again: "A true revolutionary must be a person liberated from the old system and old society. That is a person who has liberated themselves and is then able to create a new world."

"Wen Qing, are you really a person who has liberated himself?" You Gou thought. Recalling the clumsy things Chen Ke did when she first met him, You Gou suddenly felt it was very laughable. Then, You Gou suddenly fell asleep.

Chen Ke didn't consider himself a person who had completely liberated himself. He knew deeply that his attitude of being incompatible with the old system and old society was merely because Chen Ke was fundamentally a person living in the future. As for liberating himself, Chen Ke felt that "The road ahead is long and has no ending; I will seek with my will unbending." Leaving others aside, just Chen Ke's own household affairs made him feel somewhat difficult to cope with.

After He Qian moved into Chen Ke's house, Chen Ke moved out to live. So when He Ying asked Chen Ke to definitely go home tonight, Chen Ke knew that going back this time would definitely mean facing some difficult problems. Sure enough, as soon as he got home, He Qian requested Chen Ke to release Sun Yongsheng.

Chen Ke scratched his head subconsciously. This was a rare action for him. "I say, Auntie, when we caught Sun Yongsheng, it wasn't because I had any personal feud with Sun Yongsheng. He was captured during the fighting. Since it's official business, I can't handle releasing Sun Yongsheng as a private matter."

He Qian could understand the logic in these words, but she completely couldn't accept the fact within them.

"Chairman Chen, you are the Chairman of the Anhui People's Government. In Anhui, you are the emperor. You've caught these several hundred Beiyang officers; if you release Yongsheng, there's no loss. Could it be that anyone dares to gossip about you?" He Qian simply used a method of goading.

He Ying's expression changed. Although she felt sorry for her aunt, He Ying's stance was naturally with Chen Ke. He Ying also saw clearly He Qian's goading method.

Chen Ke didn't get angry. He felt that He Qian doing this was completely within the range of what could be understood and accepted. If such a smart girl like He Qian didn't do this, it might have made Chen Ke feel strange.

"Public business is public business, private business is private business. In our Anhui People's Government, public and private are separated very clearly. Auntie, I can't do this for you." Chen Ke's answer was extremely crisp.

"Chairman Chen, then how much money do I need to redeem Yongsheng back?" He Qian changed to another tactic.

"We have our own arrangements for captives. We are not considering the issue of private redemption right now." Chen Ke gave a clear reply.

"Then you can at least let Yongsheng move out first, right?" He Qian lowered her demands.

"Prisoners of war must live in the POW camp."

"Then can you let me move in to be with Yongsheng?"

"Only prisoners of war can live in the POW camp."

After all attempts failed, He Qian's eyes suddenly reddened and she began to cry. Chen Ke stood up without a word. "Auntie, I've explained all the requirements to you clearly. I have things to do tonight, so I'm leaving first." Disregarding what reaction He Qian might have, Chen Ke hurriedly left the house and headed towards his office.

Upon entering the office, he saw Qi Huishen already waiting there. "Chairman Chen, Yuan Shikai has sent someone again."

"Oh? Have they brought the person?" Chen Ke asked.

Qi Huishen's expression was like a smile yet not a smile; it seemed he had encountered something very strange. "The person was brought, but this time Yuan Shikai is a bit strange. The person he sent actually brought us a message. It's about the Manchu Qing Ministry of Army. The message says the Ministry of Army has formulated a strategy to fight other revolutionary parties first and finally attack the base area."

Both Chen Ke and Qi Huishen had access to intelligence transmitted back from the Beijing intelligence station. Both knew of this Manchu Qing strategy. But for Yuan Shikai to show goodwill like this was really a bit bizarre.

"It seems Yuan Shikai really expressed sincerity in order to get us to release people," Chen Ke said to Qi Huishen.

"You're preparing to accept Yuan Shikai's sincerity?" Qi Huishen said with a smile.

"This bit of sincerity naturally isn't enough yet. Bring the person in; I'll talk to him. In addition, select three comrades from the Internal Affairs Committee. I want to let them take our sincerity to meet Yuan Shikai." Chen Ke also said with a smile. This was the one thing he felt happiest about today.
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Xu Xilin spent ten days inspecting the Fengtai County base area and finally met with Chen Ke before leaving. The People's Party expressed sufficient sincerity to the Restoration Society. regarding the upcoming Nanjing campaign by the Restoration Society, the People's Party indicated they could dispatch a medical team, no smaller in number than the one sent previously, to provide battlefield medical treatment. As for the question of whether to send troops to help, Xu Xilin didn't bring it up, and Chen Ke didn't mention it either. Xu Xilin also hoped the People's Party could provide support in terms of firearms, ammunition, and money. He stated that once Nanjing was conquered, the Restoration Society would certainly repay them.

Regarding this request, which was like throwing a meat bun at a dog—gone forever—Chen Ke said he could discuss it with the comrades. And Chen Ke really did bring up this matter at the regular meeting. It was just that at this time, the comrades were not fond of Chen Ke, and the discussion was not enthusiastic at all. In the end, it was decided to support the Restoration Society with three hundred rifles and fifteen thousand rounds of ammunition.

Xu Xilin returned to Hangzhou with these results, which by no means could be considered meager, but most comrades of the Restoration Society didn't feel happy at all.

"The People's Party wiped out tens of thousands of New Army soldiers; surely they can take out a thousand guns?"

"Only guns? No aid in money and grain?"

"Doctors come and go; at least leave some doctors here with us. Do we not get sick normally?"

Those speaking were all Restoration Society cadres with no experience in raising money and grain. To them, revolution meant taking up weapons and attacking the big cities entrenched by the Manchu Qing. Just like what they had done in southern Zhejiang, ever since the capture of Hangzhou, the revolution in Zhejiang immediately became blazing hot. Except for Shanghai, the Restoration Army began to attack prefectures and counties everywhere. The troops Zhejiang could gather had been wiped out in one net at Hangzhou. The Restoration Army did not encounter strong resistance.

Of course, compared to the previous speeches by young Restoration Society cadres who didn't know the height of the sky or the depth of the earth, these remarks were actually "restrained" enough. Moreover, there weren't many cadres at the meeting. At this time, Hangzhou had become a great gathering place. People of all stripes speaking various Jiangsu and Zhejiang accents gathered in Hangzhou one after another. They came in response to Tao Chengzhang's call. There was only one goal: to conquer Nanjing.

In less than a month, the situation in Zhejiang had turned upside down, which greatly exceeded Xu Xilin's imagination. The mood that should have been excited didn't really get excited. After explaining the mission to Anhui, Xu Xilin went to visit Qiu Jin. Qiu Jin's surgery was very successful; both bullets in her body had been removed. Her face still lacked color, but it was no longer that sickly pallor or flush.

Seeing Xu Xilin return, Qiu Jin was naturally happy. Seeing that Qiu Jin's injuries had improved a lot, Xu Xilin's hanging heart also settled back into his belly. Both had been to the base area, so talking about the trip to Anhui naturally gave them a common language. Both had a strong feeling about the intense sense of order displayed by the base area. It had been more than half a year since Qiu Jin last went to the base area. Listening to Xu Xilin describe the appearance of the base area, Qiu Jin recalled the situation she saw last time and lamented that the speed of the People's Party's development was beyond imagination.

Xu Xilin sighed, "Xuanqing, coming back this time, I suddenly had a thought. Why does the People's Party led by Wen Qing far surpass the Yue Wang Society and also far surpass our Restoration Society? It lies in Wen Qing's ability to mobilize the common people. This time I returned to Hangzhou, and we are going to attack Nanjing. Inside Hangzhou city, our Restoration Society people are everywhere. Only now do I have a feeling of sudden enlightenment. When inspecting Anhui, the People's Party members and cadres in each place in Anhui were actually not numerous. But these party members and cadres are spread all over Anhui. Although they have many troops, they are also stationed in various places. In wartime, they fight; in peacetime, they also have to engage in a lot of infrastructure work. Building water conservancy projects, dredging river channels. There are even farms and factories belonging to the army. The People's Party, with tens of thousands of people, has completely managed Anhui with its population of ten million. Directing them like using one's arms and fingers, scheduling effectively. The several great victories seem to be by no means a fluke."

Last time, Qiu Jin went to demand the return of the female students from Chen Ke, so she hadn't looked at things so much or so carefully. Listening to Xu Xilin speak at length, she was also quite full of praise.

Xu Xilin continued, "Look at our attack on Jinling (Nanjing) this time. Nearly ten thousand people have gathered in Hangzhou city. Leaving aside that these comrades do not belong to each other, we completely have no one in the prefectures and counties we conquered in various places. I actually think privately, so what if we don't attack Jinling? If we were like Anhui, rectifying the order of the Restoration Society and also building a new government. If these ten thousand people could organize five hundred thousand people, it wouldn't be difficult to train ten or twenty thousand elite soldiers from them. Then wouldn't attacking Jinling be as easy as turning over a hand?"

Qiu Jin nodded slowly but said, "Time waits for no one. If we don't sweep away the Manchu Qing forces in Jiangsu and Zhejiang now, we certainly won't have peace."

"Why is it us who won't have peace? Right now, the ones who are startled three times a day should be the Manchu Qing," Xu Xilin replied.

This answer confused Qiu Jin for a moment. Yes, the ones who felt most surprised and panicked now were the Manchu Qing. Why couldn't Qiu Jin have this feeling? She only felt a heavy pressure. Did the experience in Chizhou make Qiu Jin lose confidence in herself?

"Bosun, Zhejiang is surrounded by enemies on all sides. Without taking Jinling, we are indeed struggling," Qiu Jin gave an explanation she didn't even believe herself.

Xu Xilin disapproved of this. "Is Anhui not surrounded by enemies on all sides? Why is it that when we mention Anhui, we feel the People's Party attacks out in all directions, but when we mention Zhejiang, we are surrounded by enemies on all sides? If the common people of Zhejiang were like those in Anhui, following our Restoration Society in revolution, with Zhejiang's large population and fertile land, we could very well attack out in all directions."

Although Qiu Jin was injured, her heroic spirit had not been worn away. Hearing Xu Xilin speak decisively, Qiu Jin nodded vigorously. "Then what thoughts do you have, Bosun?"

"We must attack Jinling at present, but only to expel the Manchu Qing forces and control tax revenue and finance. To collect taxes in Zhejiang, the landlords and gentry are absolutely unavoidable. If we can't conquer Jinling, the gentry won't sincerely support our Restoration Society. But from what I saw in Anhui, the People's Party doesn't care about the landlords and gentry at all. Moreover..." Speaking to here, Xu Xilin stopped talking.

The People's Party seized ruling power in Anhui by eliminating the landlords and gentry; Xu Xilin already understood this clearly. Without the landlords and gentry, plus the People's Party fully taking over local operations, Xu Xilin saw the prosperity of Fengtai County clearly. But all along this way, Xu Xilin just couldn't genuinely accept doing this in Zhejiang. And even if Xu Xilin was determined to do so, there were so many cadres in the Restoration Society who came from landlord and gentry backgrounds; these people wouldn't really agree.

After Qiu Jin was seriously injured, everyone dared not let her move again, so she didn't know much about the Restoration Society's recent movements. Seeing Xu Xilin hesitate so much, Qiu Jin pressed, "Bosun, why don't you continue."

Xu Xilin finally said, "I think in the current situation, the Restoration Society must co-govern Zhejiang with the gentry. If they are enlightened gentry willing to cooperate, then give them power and positions. If they insist on being buried with the Manchu Qing, then we absolutely cannot show mercy. If we can't act like this as soon as possible, our Restoration Society absolutely cannot withstand the slightest failure."

After listening, Qiu Jin nodded slightly, her eyes already brightening. "Since the end of last year, we've fought so many times in Anhui, Jiangsu, and Zhejiang. Originally, we thought that as long as we could raise the great banner and wave our arms, the world would definitely be like dry wood and raging fire. Not to speak of far away, these five provinces of Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Fujian, Anhui, and Jiangxi would immediately rise up against the Qing together. As a result, many battles have been fought, but wherever there is anti-Qing territory now, without exception, it was won by fighting. Duke Tao strongly wants to conquer Jinling, and this is also the intention. But looking at it now, among the various parties, Wen Qing's People's Party is the leader. Once you said this, Bosun, I became clear: Wen Qing not only can fight but can also govern."

After all, she was just recovering from a serious illness. Qiu Jin was already panting after speaking up to here and couldn't go on. Tao Chengzhang nodded heavily. Qiu Jin pointed out that waiting for the Manchu Qing to collapse on its own seemed completely unrealistic. Although various forces were dissatisfied with the Manchu Qing, it was impossible for them to rise up in response to a call. To completely eliminate the Manchu Qing, the concept of using armed force to completely overthrow the Manchu Qing must be implemented. Although Tao Chengzhang also had such a feeling, he couldn't speak as clearly as Qiu Jin.

Tao Chengzhang nodded vigorously. "That's right. Going to Anhui personally this time, I've understood. If we want to fight, we must first be able to govern. With the current situation, just raising an army for a moment absolutely won't do. No need to say much; the money and grain in our Restoration Society's hands right now are absolutely not enough to last six months. If we can't govern, then there's no grain or pay. As long as the Manchu Qing can pressure us, within a year we will fall apart on our own."

The two reached a consensus and were both overjoyed. However, the Restoration Society actually hadn't discussed much on how to "govern" Zhejiang. Because in the Restoration Society's philosophy, government taxation was actually an "evil deed," something that could only be done when there was no other choice. Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin's new view was that they must be able to collect taxes extremely effectively to support the long-term progress of the revolution. Quite a few key members in the Restoration Society were private smugglers and secret society members; they hated taxation immensely. If the Restoration Society had a reason, it was to be able to not pay taxes. Although Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin were both important cadres in the Restoration Society, if they proposed suggestions to rectify taxation, it would probably be extremely difficult to pass easily.

Thinking of this, Xu Xilin couldn't help but sigh. He now suddenly understood why Chen Ke spent great effort to establish a government while forcefully destroying the landlords and gentry. The People's Party government managed the common people directly, so collecting taxes was naturally convenient. Plus, the People's Party farmed land and opened factories themselves, and this income naturally entered the government's hands. That was why the People's Party could have such strong financial power.

"Xuanqing, I'll go find Duke Tao to discuss this matter right now." Xu Xilin felt he couldn't wait any longer. If he waited on this kind of matter, he didn't know when it would drag on until.

"That's not necessary. I'll have someone invite Duke Tao over. Let's discuss this privately first. If others know about this kind of thing, I'm afraid it will cause quite a stir." Qiu Jin was a woman after all, and her methods were much softer than Xu Xilin's.

Tao Chengzhang heard that Qiu Jin's "condition had relapsed" and was quite anxious in his heart. He pushed aside the matters at hand and rushed over. Listening to Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin's new ideas by the sickbed, Tao Chengzhang remained silent in contemplation.

"Overthrowing the Manchu Qing is a long-term war; it's impossible to rely on a quick victory." Tao Chengzhang could now completely agree with this conclusion. "Co-governing Zhejiang with the gentry." Tao Chengzhang didn't like this very much. The gentry were basically all landlords, and Tao Chengzhang opposed land mergers. The revolutionaries in the Restoration Society who came from yeoman farmer backgrounds were not few. Compared to landlords, the money these yeoman farmers could take out wasn't much. Then the landlords who took out the most money would naturally demand more. If they gathered the Jiangsu and Zhejiang gentry in the name of "co-governance," but those who paid more didn't get benefits, wouldn't that force the landlords to rise up against the Restoration Society?

The theoretician in the Restoration Society, Zhang Taiyan, strongly opposed parliamentary democracy. He believed parliamentary democracy was a system where the rich had the final say. Xu Xilin's view certainly made sense, and if really implemented, it would naturally be helpful to the revolution in the near term. But in the long run, there were also many harms.

Tao Chengzhang actually also wanted to ask Xu Xilin about his feelings on visiting the People's Party base area, but things were busy at the time, and he didn't have time. Now that he was "tricked" here by Qiu Jin, he might as well resolve this matter.

Listening to Xu Xilin explain the People's Party base area's administrative measures, Tao Chengzhang could still smile when hearing about various government operations and land equalization mentioned earlier. But when he heard that the People's Party leveled the great powerful families in the various fortified villages and fully suppressed the landlords and gentry, Tao Chengzhang could no longer smile.

The targets the People's Party struck at were precisely one of the main forces of the Restoration Society. Although the achievements the People's Party had established so far were impressive, if the Restoration Society acted like this, it would collapse itself first. This was a route Tao Chengzhang absolutely could not imitate and was absolutely unwilling to imitate.

Although there was no definite evidence, Tao Chengzhang now believed that the People's Party led by Chen Ke must have a complete revolutionary program. If there weren't such a thing, the People's Party should be like the Restoration Society now, stuck in a dilemma.

If Chen Ke had the ability of telepathy and could hear Tao Chengzhang's thoughts at this moment, he would probably tell Tao Chengzhang in a sympathetic tone, "Grandpa Mao said long ago: Who are our enemies? Who are our friends? This is the primary question of the revolution."

On this point, Chen Ke always had the firmest stance. Whether playing open schemes or hidden conspiracies, the bloody facts Chen Ke saw from history had long told him who was a friend and who was an enemy. But precisely because he had such a firm stance first, precisely because he had the confidence that it was impossible to recognize an enemy as a friend, Chen Ke dared to fully utilize the contradictions between enemies instead.

Personally arriving in this era and knowing things he hadn't known before, Chen Ke had a new understanding of how Yuan Shikai usurped the Manchu Qing's power. Chen Ke now believed that Yuan Shikai didn't plan to overthrow the Manchu Qing from the very beginning. Yuan Shikai definitely wanted to be a powerful minister; this was beyond doubt. However, Cixi's traditional political skill of not letting any force become dominant checked Yuan Shikai. In this regard, Cixi was really a "traditional politician." For any matter, Cixi's consideration was not the matter itself, but how to use this incident to adjust the structure of the Manchu Qing court to achieve the result of not letting any force become too big. Cixi certainly gained some power because she gave birth to the only son of the Xianfeng Emperor, but for this old lady to be able to call the wind and summon the rain for decades, she relied on this unique political skill. If comparing just this ability, Chen Ke admitted defeat.

However, this skill of political balancing might work in the old era, but it absolutely wouldn't work in this new industrialized era. Industry stresses specialization, institutionalization, and precise management. Once any country adopts industrialized production methods, it must have systems and operational methods that match it politically. Cixi's set of power tactics ran completely counter to industrialization.

Although Chen Ke was disliked by the comrades because he revealed the expectations and plans for the next thirty years, the efficiency of the base area's operations did not decrease because of this. High-ranking cadres could dislike Chen Ke, but faced with mountains of work, if they didn't handle and solve it in an organized way, problems would immediately arise in the work. So being satisfied or dissatisfied with Chen Ke was a private matter; in public business, comrades still had to obey Chen Ke's command according to the system.

Just when Tao Chengzhang, Xu Xilin, and Qiu Jin were racking their brains over the question of who is the enemy and who is the friend, Chen Ke convened a cadre meeting. At the meeting, he recounted his bold plan.

The base area's steel inventory was mainly the batch of steel bought from the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works before the capture of Anqing. Now the inventory was basically exhausted. And before the spring plowing of 1908, to implement land reform, there had to be enough metal farm tools to put into the areas preparing to complete land reform. The output of the newly mined pyrite in the base area was not high, only a dozen tons a day. Moreover, desulfurization processing equipment was even more insufficient. One of the values of pyrite was that the sulfur it contained could be used to produce industrial sulfuric acid. High-temperature desulfurization of large chunks of pyrite was fundamentally undesirable. If they wanted to crush this pyrite, they needed steel crushers. Leaving aside whether the base area had the mechanical ability to design and produce this crushing device, even if it were designed, there was no steel to manufacture this device.

Chen Ke's idea was to obtain control of the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works, or at least obtain the sales rights for the steel produced by the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works. More bluntly, it was to get the steel from the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works.

If Chen Ke were to seize the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works by force, he could indeed capture the factory area. But the transportation of iron ore and coke would become a new problem. Rather than creating new problems endlessly like this, it was better to try to master the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works. Having defeated the Hubei New Army this time, and with the opportunity of Yuan Shikai wanting to redeem the captured Beiyang officers, Chen Ke decided to fully utilize this opportunity to stick his hand into the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works.

Listening to Chen Ke's plan, the high-ranking cadres who originally looked serious all relaxed to varying degrees. Almost all comrades felt that Chen Ke might show signs of madness. But this plan continued Chen Ke's consistent style—that is to say, it was definitely not thought up by slapping his head just now, but premeditated long ago. And this premeditation was also built on the foundation of many previous successful actions.

Yan Fu spoke first this time. "Chairman Chen, I'd like to ask, when did you start planning this operation?"

The handsome old man knew clearly that before Chen Ke shook out his crazy plan for the next thirty years, he had asked Yan Fu to conduct foreign language training. No need to ask more; it was definitely for this matter of the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works.

Chen Ke answered frankly, "Probably when I asked Mr. Yan to buy steel last time, I had this plan. However, many preparations weren't completed at that time. Now that the opportunity has arrived, I naturally want to realize this plan."

"Then what is the extension plan related to this plan?" Yan Fu immediately pursued. This was the thing that stifled Yan Fu the most. Being kept in the dark and treated like a puppet on strings—no one would accept this arrangement.

Chen Ke answered frankly, "Next, on one hand, use this steel to produce farm tools; on the other hand, use this steel to produce hot bulb engines, and continue to develop the pyrite mine in Hefei."

"And after that?" Yan Fu continued to pursue.

Chen Ke stood up and pointed to the place known as "Ma'anshan" in later generations on the map. "Wait until we control this area. There is high-quality iron ore in this belt, better than the Daye Iron Mine. We will use our Anhui coal and the ore here to produce even higher quality iron ore."

Yan Fu didn't pursue further; he just nodded. Chen Ke's answer proved Chen Ke wasn't crazy. Not only was he not crazy, but Chen Ke's thinking was very clear, and his consciousness was completely normal. It didn't match the image of a "charlatan" talking big about the development of the next few decades in the clouds.

The next to ask was You Gou. "Chairman Chen, why don't we seize this area directly now?"

"This is Jiangsu. This area is on the opposite bank from Nanjing. If we want to fight over, we first have to solve Nanjing. Using Nanjing to screen this core industrial zone. Poking Nanjing would be a bigger trouble. Our current strength is completely insufficient." Chen Ke answered You Gou's question clearly and briskly.

If it were before, everyone would naturally be enthusiastic about this plan. But the emotion when struggling alone was completely different from the emotion when realizing one was just a member of a decades-long plan arranged by others long ago. If they had known this blueprint for the future from the beginning, it would have been better. Suddenly receiving this shock when they were halfway through and full of ambition—the feeling of loss was definitely not something that could be recovered in a short while.

Chen Ke hadn't expected his expectations would have such a negative effect. He originally thought that even if the comrades couldn't fully understand, they would at least be aroused in spirit and united in will. Since the attendees of this meeting were all members who listened to the lecture last time, Chen Ke simply opened up and said, "Comrades, I can see everyone is very unhappy. I hope everyone upholds the principle of democratic centralism of our People's Party and speaks the words in their hearts."

After speaking, Chen Ke scanned the comrades at the meeting, waiting for everyone to speak.

Yuwen Badu looked at Chen Ke with innocent eyes; he didn't have any dissatisfaction with Chen Ke at all. Yuwen Badu actually didn't understand much of what Chen Ke explained; the massive amount of information only made Yuwen Badu feel extremely confused and puzzled. Yuwen Badu just wasn't used to Chen Ke's high-spirited emotions. There were a few comrades who shared his feeling. They naturally chose not to make a sound.

The first among these cadres to come out and speak was Qin Wuan, the Head of the Logistics Department who usually didn't like to speak up proactively. Qin Wuan joined the People's Party organization at the same time as He Zudao. He sat steadily in the position of Head of Logistics with his honesty and willingness to work. Just looking at emotions, Qin Wuan wasn't dissatisfied with Chen Ke. Now he was the first to stand up and speak. This surprised quite a few comrades.

"Chairman Chen, I have always admired you. I still admire you very much now," Qin Wuan said calmly.

Hearing this opening remark, Hua Xiongmao's gaze immediately became very unfriendly. This kind of opening often meant strong opposition. Although Hua Xiongmao was equally unhappy with Chen Ke's training this time in his heart, this didn't mean Hua Xiongmao approved of anyone coming out to challenge Chen Ke's authority and status.

Qin Wuan ignored others completely and continued, "Our People's Party was indeed founded by you, Chairman Chen, and I don't have the ability to criticize the details of the thirty-year plan you proposed. The only thing I can't accept is that you, Chairman Chen, cannot violate organizational principles and forcibly make this thirty-year plan the guiding direction for the Party's future work. If these contents are discussed in the Party Committee and pass a Party Committee resolution, then I will absolutely execute them seriously. However, making an undiscussed plan the direction—I do not agree with this practice."

Hearing these words, the dissatisfied emotions on the faces of many comrades were instantly relieved. In fact, there were many reasons for everyone's dissatisfaction; many comrades didn't even know clearly what they were dissatisfied about. In just a few short days, everyone came into contact with too much new knowledge and heard too many new views in one go. The confusion brought by these impacts combined with some indescribable emotions, plunging the comrades into considerable puzzlement.

Not only the comrades who felt dissatisfied with Chen Ke, but even those who strongly supported Chen Ke expressed great agreement with Qin Wuan's fair words. Everyone's eyes fell on Chen Ke's face. They saw that Chen Ke was neither angry nor lost. Instead, he revealed a look of sudden enlightenment.

"If comrades feel dissatisfied about this matter, it is as it should be. It was my own lack of consideration. I did wrong." Chen Ke admitted his mistake frankly.

"That means, if not discussed by the Party Committee, the training content you created, Chairman Chen, will not become a Party resolution," Qin Wuan continued to ask.

Chen Ke answered loudly, "That's right. In our Party's constitution, it absolutely does not recognize content undiscussed by the Party Committee becoming a Party resolution."

Qin Wuan's expression remained calm. "Then from an organizational perspective, I don't have any objections. Of course, from a personal perspective, I always support Chairman Chen and support the Party Central Committee. Even if I personally didn't completely understand Chairman Chen's training content, I think the training content still makes a lot of sense. That's all the opinion I have."

Qin Wuan's statement was like an antidote, dissolving the negative emotions accumulated in the comrades' hearts these days almost completely. Of course, this was also because everyone didn't have the slightest thought of holding Chen Ke accountable. Every comrade wanted to resolve the unhappiness in their hearts, not to overturn Chen Ke from the position of Chairman. Ultimately, the comrades had extreme trust in Chen Ke's personal character. If after Qin Wuan criticized Chen Ke, Chen Ke had explained his actions, that would have probably exceeded the comrades' expectations.

Qin Wuan's reasonable, well-grounded, and restrained statement made many people look at him with new eyes. Everyone's gazes were cast on Qin Wuan, while Qin Wuan sat quietly in his seat as usual, with neither fear nor reserve in his expression.

Chen Ke really had mixed feelings in his heart, with joy occupying a huge proportion. As far as Chen Ke's true intention was concerned, his devotion to Party organization construction was a rational instinct. But in his sensibility, he often forgot the basic principles of the Party organization. And Qin Wuan's persistence on the Party's basic principles this time gave Chen Ke a great sense of security. In the past, Chen Ke always felt he had to rely on himself to prop up the Party organization and the base area. Even facing comrades, he had to carefully consider what exactly to say to give the comrades the most positive guidance. This heavy feeling sometimes even pressed on him so hard he couldn't breathe. Chen Ke often had to forget this pressure through crazy work; only by constantly promoting the development of the base area and strengthening the Party's ability could Chen Ke feel safe.

Today, when the comrades used the Party's organizational principles to restrain Chen Ke's own radical actions for the first time, Chen Ke suddenly discovered that these comrades of his could finally no longer be his subordinates, but comrades equal to him. This feeling didn't make Chen Ke feel frustrated; his feeling was actually true peace of mind.

"Thank you, comrades," Chen Ke said. He wanted to say something more but couldn't find suitable words, so Chen Ke said again, "Thank you, comrades."

After the internal problem was resolved, the People's Party organization quickly returned to its previous state. The plan proposed by Chen Ke to control the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works was generally approved. The rest was more detailed preparatory work.

In Chen Ke's plan, it wasn't just about controlling the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works, but also arranging People's Party technical personnel and workers inside the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works. To learn technology and knowledge of steel manufacturing through actual work.

The comrades who regained their vitality began to raise broader questions about this. When dispatching personnel, should they make corresponding arrangements for seizing Hubei in the future? How to guarantee the safety of our personnel? Governor of Huguang Zhao Erxun was a stubborn running dog of the Manchu Qing; would he be sensible?

"This depends on how much sincerity Yuan Shikai actually has. If Yuan Shikai sincerely wants to redeem the captured Beiyang officers, he has to make this cooperation have minimal credibility. And we not only have to have preparations for political struggle but also preparations for military struggle. So, for this land reform, I plan to dispatch a unit into the Dabie Mountain area. First, we must seize control of Yingshan County." Chen Ke pointed to Yingshan County near Anqing on the map.

"This area, I..." Chen Ke almost said I've been there. He stopped for a moment before continuing, "This area is very poor but has great potential. Although Yingshan County lacks land suitable for cultivation, it doesn't lack mountainous land. Tea can be grown on the mountains, and mulberries can be planted to raise silkworms. Moreover, Yingshan County has many hot springs, which can be used to boil cocoons and reel silk. Since we want to enter Wuhan, it is very necessary to fully utilize the trade channels within the Wuhan concessions."

In the twenty-first century, Chen Ke had gone to Yingshan for fun with the "Dabie Mountain Red Tour." He had four impressions of that place: the hot springs were nice, the girls were pretty, and then there were tea gardens and mulberry gardens all over the mountains and plains. And in the intelligence collected by the People's Party, the current Yingshan County was an extremely poverty-stricken place. Apart from a dozen or so notorious local tyrants, there were no decent landlords. This was simply too favorable for unfolding work. After opening up a base area in Yingshan County, not only would they obtain a stable bridgehead for attacking Hubei, but they could also screen Anqing's flank. Moreover, in Chen Ke's view, by establishing state-owned tea factories, planting mulberry trees on a large scale, and establishing a raw silk industry, the local common people could break away from the situation of extreme poverty through tea and silk within two years.

Listening to Chen Ke introduce the plan content, the comrades quickly found back the feeling of "rallying around the Party Central Committee with Chairman Chen at the core." Actually, these days the comrades were also reflecting and connecting, reviewing their experiences since the revolution in discussions. Everyone felt that because they were in the ranks of the revolution, they were used to the process of revolution. In fact, under the leadership of Chairman Chen Ke, the things the People's Party achieved were all unusual in themselves. So Chen Ke's seemingly radical blueprint might not be unreasonable. It was just that the comrades hadn't found the reason why they felt dissatisfied.

Qin Wuan pointed out the reason for the comrades' dissatisfaction, and Chen Ke's frank admission of his mistake resolved everyone's dissatisfaction. The People's Party Central Committee, which had undergone a shock, returned to a united situation again. However, the comrades didn't discover that their view of the world seemed to have undergone some real changes. At least, when Chen Ke proposed utilizing the trade channels of the Wuhan concessions, no comrade was surprised by the involvement of foreigners. Everyone just accepted this fact very naturally.

Intervening in Hubei was a big plan. As usual, Chen Ke spent a lot of effort explaining the content of the plan. The Party Committee accepted this plan, and then the division of labor began. Different departments started to operate rapidly. The first to bear the brunt was the Military Commission deciding which unit to dispatch to Yingshan. And which military sub-district this unit should belong to also entered the agenda.
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Whenever he thought of Chen Ke, Yuan Shikai always felt a sigh that fate makes sport of people. Logically speaking, as an elder who helped Chen Ke with matchmaking, Chen Ke should have taken the initiative to strive to come under Yuan Shikai's wing according to traditional rules back then. Chen Ke didn't do so; instead, he ran off to Anhui to realize his long-premeditated rebellion career. Not only did he deal a heavy blow to the matchmaker Yuan Shikai, but even Wang Shizhen, who acted as Chen Ke's elder at the wedding, was captured by Chen Ke. However, this "ungrateful" behavior didn't make Yuan Shikai harbor any resentment towards Chen Ke. On the contrary, Yuan Shikai even felt he could understand Chen Ke somewhat.

When a person can obtain more by their own ability, what can stop such a choice? In 1884, Kim Ok-gyun and others of the "Enlightenment Party" launched the Gapsin Coup, attempting to overthrow the regime controlled by the "Sadae Party." The Japanese troops stationed in Korea also took the opportunity to act, wanting to hold the royal family under duress. King Gojong sent people to the Qing camp for help. Yuan Shikai commanded the Qing troops to repel the Japanese troops, maintaining the Qing court's suzerainty and other privileges in Korea. Yuan Shikai's suppression of the Gapsin Coup in Korea was of great significance; it beat back Japan's infiltration forces, smashed Japan's attempt to seek Korea during the Sino-French War, and delayed the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War. Yuan Shikai was also valued by Li Hongzhang and others because of this event. At the age of only 26, he was appointed as the "Imperial Resident of Seoul," with a rank equivalent to a third-rank Daotai, controlling the Korean political situation, acting just like the Overlord of Korea.

As a "rebel," Chen Ke was precisely 26 years old when he started his uprising, the same age as when Yuan Shikai became famous in one stroke. This couldn't help but make Yuan Shikai feel a sense of marvelous destiny. In addition, Yuan Shikai believed in "fate" quite a bit. He had never told his subordinates one reason why he viewed Chen Ke in a different light. The Yuan family's generational naming ranks were "Bao, Shi, Ke, Jia; Qi, Wen, Shao, Wu." Yuan Shikai was of the "Shi" generation. Although Chen Ke had a single-character name which was quite strange in the Manchu Qing era, it happened to be "Ke," which meant Chen Ke was of the "Ke" generation. This was the same rank as Yuan Shikai's sons and nephews. This was the important reason why Yuan Shikai was willing to be a matchmaker for Chen Ke.

However, Yuan Shikai didn't realize his deeper consciousness: if Chen Ke hadn't succeeded greatly in his rebellion career and put tremendous pressure on the Qing court, Yuan Shikai wouldn't possibly have the high evaluation of Chen Ke he had now. Of course, these were just Yuan Shikai's private feelings. He was, after all, the leader of the Beiyang clique. Before considering private feelings, Yuan Shikai had to make the overall interests of the Beiyang clique his primary goal to maintain. He definitely had to rescue the captured Beiyang officers from the hands of the People's Party.

Sitting in front of Yuan Shikai was Chen Ke's messenger, Lu Huitian. Taking on the dangerous job of a messenger with the position of Fuyang Regional Secretary, Lu Huitian didn't have the slightest fear. Achievements are accomplished by oneself. In the People's Party Committee, Lu Huitian's ability was sufficient to complete this task, and Lu Huitian seemed to be the most suitable candidate as well. Of course, Lu Huitian didn't reveal his position; right now, he was just a messenger.

In Yuan Shikai's view, the cadres of the People's Party were all very young, and their shrewdness and capability were even greater than the youth of the Beiyang clique. When ordinary people sat in front of Grand Councilor Yuan Shikai, they only dared to sit on half a buttock cheek, ready to stand up at any time. The People's Party's young messenger Lu Huitian sat firmly on the chair, yet he didn't make people feel any affectation at all. His attitude was calm and focused, his attention highly concentrated. The People's Party's great victory over Beiyang didn't make this youth have the slightest reserve or arrogance. Talking about the war, the youth seemed to be talking about a matter as common as can be. This narrative language really didn't fit Yuan Shikai's usual conversations.

After first introducing the current situation of the captured Beiyang officers and informing him that they received the best treatment and most officers were in good health, Lu Huitian saw Yuan Shikai's expression relax before continuing, "Mr. Yuan, if we calculate the ransom based on the income of the captured Beiyang officers for two years, do you think this calculation method is appropriate?"

"Income?" Yuan Shikai keenly judged the keyword within. Military pay and income were two completely different calculation methods. Calculating solely based on military pay, the income of over eight hundred captured officers a year would be just over two hundred thousand ocean dollars. But calculating based on "income," that would have to at least double. Moreover, the income of the Admiral of Jiangbei and Duan Qirui would have to be multiplied even higher.

Lu Huitian nodded. "Correct, calculated based on income. For two years, these people must have at least an income of 1.2 million silver dollars. This isn't a small amount. Even if Mr. Yuan sits on the Bank of Communications, we think paying it off in one go is also not an easy matter."

"Oh?" Even if he agreed with Chen Ke's view in his heart, Yuan Shikai just gave an unfathomable smile.

Lu Huitian didn't react to this smile at all. He continued, "Our Chairman Chen means, if this 1.2 million silver dollars is not paid directly but serves as capital for shares in the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works, does Mr. Yuan think it would be much better for everyone's economic situation?"

This proposal was truly beyond Yuan Shikai's expectations. Chen Ke had no intention of going north, yet he wanted to interfere in the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works. The deeper hidden meaning was to interfere in the Hanyang Arsenal. This deal was absolutely profitable with no loss. The People's Party was already very powerful now; if they could get enough weapons, the quality of Hanyang-made weapons was famous domestically.

"It's hard on Chen Wenqing to think so much for me." Yuan Shikai still maintained his unfathomable appearance.

"To persuade Governor of Huguang Zhao Erxun, relying solely on military force won't work. Our side believes a two-pronged approach of politics and military is needed. So we hope Mr. Yuan can provide political help. If we are needed to intimidate Zhao Erxun with force, we will naturally dispatch troops. At that time, if Mr. Sheng Xuanhuai is also in Hubei, this kind of thing will be easy to handle. But no matter what means are used, what we want is the production capacity of the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works. What's the point of smashing the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works? That would just be destroying our China's important industrial enterprise for nothing. Zhao Erxun might not feel the heartache, but we of the People's Party would feel the heartache."

Even if Yuan Shikai was serious again, he couldn't help but chuckle after hearing this. If Beiyang and the People's Party played a double act, Yuan Shikai had confidence in making Zhao Erxun submit obediently. But this meant Beiyang had to reach a political offensive and defensive agreement with the People's Party. The two sides were still fighting a bloody battle a few months ago, and merging like this a few months later—perhaps this was the biggest joke.

"Could it be that Wen Qing still wants to muddle along for an official position in the court?" Yuan Shikai exercised his humor cells.

"The Manchu Qing will fall in a few years; who wants to be buried with it?" Lu Huitian spoke even more bluntly.

This plan wasn't entirely undesirable. Asking Yuan Shikai to take out 1.2 million silver dollars at once was also an amount he absolutely couldn't easily bear. By comparison, if it could be done covertly, the control rights of the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works were actually a completely acceptable bargaining chip. Even if the People's Party got the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works, so what? The Hanyang Iron and Steel Works was so big; the People's Party absolutely couldn't move the steel plant to Anhui. Driving away the People's Party might not be easy, but destroying the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works would be very easy. No need to destroy the factory area directly; just cutting off the transportation of iron ore and coke would make the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works stop work immediately. Not to mention that the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works actually already had the intervention and control of Beiyang's Sheng Xuanhuai. The probability of success for this deal was actually quite high.

The only thing that worried Yuan Shikai was the risk of this private transaction. The biggest risk was that the People's Party actually didn't want to cooperate at all, but wanted to trap Yuan Shikai. When the transaction was completed and the evidence was conclusive, the People's Party would expose this transaction completely. At that time, Yuan Shikai would simply be unable to extricate himself.

While contemplating, Yuan Shikai heard Lu Huitian say, "Mr. Yuan, I know where your worry lies. It's just fear that we will burn the bridge after crossing and sell you out. Then let me put it this way: if we wanted to harm you, we wouldn't need to spend so much effort. It's rumored in the Manchu Qing court that during the Hundred Days' Reform, Guangxu gave you a secret edict asking you to enter the capital to save the Emperor. As a result, you gave the edict to Cixi and struck back, causing Guangxu to be imprisoned. The Emperor's Party hates you to the bone. Cixi is over seventy years old this year; how many days does she have left to live? Once Cixi dies, if the Emperor's Party rises to power, how do you think they will treat you?"

This matter was one of Yuan Shikai's biggest sore points recently. Being punctured in one stroke by the young Lu Huitian, Yuan Shikai was greatly alarmed in his heart. However, he could still suppress it on his face.

He heard Lu Huitian continue, "If we wanted to use any conspiratorial means, we wouldn't need to do anything with the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works matter at all. We could spread rumors in the capital right now, saying you are worried that Guangxu will regain power after Cixi dies, so you are preparing to poison Guangxu. Let him die before Cixi. Think about it, Cixi is such a smart person; doesn't she know Guangxu hates her to the bone? We can add a little piece of news: heard that Cixi is sick now, and after Guangxu learned of this, he sighed, saying, 'Good that she's sick.' Then wouldn't Cixi put Guangxu to death before she dies? And at that time, with Guangxu and Cixi dying one after another, whether the Emperor's Party comes to power or the Empress's Party comes to power, how do you think they will treat you?"

This was already a naked threat. When had Yuan Shikai suffered such malice in all these years? His face instantly became gloomy, and his fists couldn't help but clench.

Lu Huitian acted as if he didn't see it. He continued with a frank look, "Mr. Yuan, we will absolutely not adopt this method. Please rest assured on this point; our People's Party rose up in revolution to save the country. Since we want to save the country, naturally we must adopt the method most beneficial to China. Among those in the world who can be called outstanding heroes, you, Mr. Yuan, are one of the few. Zhang Zhidong is pedantic and old and muddled, hanging himself on this crooked neck tree of the Manchu Qing. The so-called Pure Stream led by Cen Chunxuan are all hypocrites fishing for fame. As for that bunch of imperial clansmen of the Manchu Qing, they are shortsighted and have a morbid desire for power. After the Manchu Qing falls, Zhili and the North will inevitably be in chaos. You are not unclear about the unbearable appearance of these people; besides selling China's interests to foreigners, what else can they do? Foreigners are eyeing us covetously and have long been peeping at China. Now with insiders, China is destined to reach a point of eternal damnation. Our People's Party believes that once the Manchu Qing falls, it is the best choice for the Beiyang led by you to take over the Manchu Qing's political legacy. At that time, whether Beiyang and our People's Party are at war or at peace, there is much room for discussion. Even if in the end our political views don't agree and we meet on the battlefield. For you, Mr. Yuan, to unify China, that is also a not bad choice. If we used these dirty methods of the Manchu Qing officialdom to bring you down, leaving China with one less pillar—you say, if we did this, would we be doing right by China? Would we be doing right by the common people of the world?"

Yuan Shikai had received positive evaluations from many people since childhood, but the evaluation received from this enemy, the People's Party, could be undisputedly called the highest praise. Other positive evaluations all came from the interests of the family, the clique, or the court. This was the first time someone closely linked Yuan Shikai with the interests of the common people of the world. And gave an evaluation concerning the future of the common people of the world.

Constantly emphasizing in his heart that "the People's Party messenger Lu Huitian who can say such words is very dangerous," Yuan Shikai found that deep in his heart he still liked these words very much, and even had an impulse to want to believe them. But he was, after all, a politician with real power. Since everyone had said what should be said. From the perspective of political negotiation or political blackmail, what Lu Huitian said was even a bit too much. Although it couldn't be said to have reached the point of painting legs on a snake, there was also some suspicion of talking to himself.

Yuan Shikai wasn't in a hurry to give Lu Huitian an answer. "I already know Mr. Lu's meaning. This kind of thing cannot have a result in the short term. Let's talk up to here for now."

Lu Huitian nodded. "Mr. Yuan, I have delivered all the words Chairman Chen entrusted me to bring to Mr. Yuan on this trip. Since Mr. Yuan already knows, I will set off back to Anhui now. When Mr. Yuan has a decision, just send someone to inform us."

"Eh? Mr. Lu is leaving now?" Regarding Lu Huitian's choice, Yuan Shikai absolutely hadn't thought of it beforehand.

Lu Huitian laughed, "That's all I have to say. Even if I say it back and forth a hundred times, it's still this much. Mr. Yuan is busy with official duties; that you could take time out of your busy schedule to see me, I already feel deeply the great kindness. Staying in Beijing to continue disturbing you is extremely inappropriate. Mr. Yuan, when the time comes, just send someone to tell us the result, and we will fulfill our promise. Before this, the Beiyang Army brothers, we will definitely take good care of them according to our base area's prisoner regulations and absolutely won't let them be wronged. Mr. Yuan, I bid you farewell."

Letting Lu Huitian leave quietly, Yuan Shikai sat back on the chair in the reception room. If before Yuan Shikai couldn't understand or even believe that the calculating Wang Shizhen and the brave and battle-wise Duan Qirui would actually suffer such a huge defeat at the hands of this young man Chen Ke, now he could understand somewhat. Lu Huitian, a nameless junior, talked about politics and the political situation with him, and they could actually talk completely on the same page. Although too many words were too blunt, and the method of threat was also a bit too immature. Of course, this immaturity was only relative; Lu Huitian made clear what should be said. Moreover, behind Lu Huitian was the powerful People's Party. The power of the People's Party was enough to make this immaturity harmless, and even look a bit sincere.

As an excellent politician with real power, Yuan Shikai knew very clearly that the People's Party, which could see the complicated political situation so profoundly and accurately select a partner, was truly a terrifying adversary. Among Yuan Shikai's subordinates, those comparable to Lu Huitian were at least twenty years older than Lu Huitian. And Chen Ke, whom Lu Huitian followed, was so young that Yuan Shikai was somewhat jealous. The Beiyang clique was already considered the young guard in the Manchu Qing court, but compared to the gathering of even younger talents like Chen Ke and Lu Huitian, Beiyang appeared old and decaying. Not to mention how many years it would take for the Manchu Qing to collapse. Even if the Manchu Qing collapsed in seven or eight years, if the Beiyang clique and the People's Party really went to war, they wouldn't even need to wait for a winner on the battlefield. If the People's Party dragged it out for another three to five years, many leaders of this generation of Beiyang would wither away themselves. This panic based on extremely realistic reasons made Yuan Shikai feel a chill.

The People's Party, with such fine talents and abilities, must absolutely not be underestimated. When Lu Huitian was leaving, Yuan Shikai hadn't thought about killing Lu Huitian, or at least imprisoning him. But Lu Huitian spoke of the Beiyang captives with a sincere and gentle attitude. Being able to release a threat Yuan Shikai couldn't refuse so affectionately, he was by no means a simple messenger.

Forcibly suppressing the thought of sending someone to arrest Lu Huitian, Yuan Shikai considered his own plans. It had to be said that the comprehensive cooperation proposal put forward by Lu Huitian was very attractive. Yuan Shikai knew his own affairs best; he seemed to have high position and heavy power, but what he lacked was precisely true collaborators. The Beiyang force was huge, but Beiyang was a fruit borne on the tree of the Manchu Qing. Yuan Shikai's outstanding status was because he could provide opportunities to others within the largest scope inside the Manchu Qing system. If someone else could offer a higher price than Yuan Shikai, then the people of Beiyang would also abandon Yuan Shikai without hesitation and defect to other forces. If the People's Party and Beiyang truly cooperated, any of Yuan Shikai's political enemies would be unable to cope at all.

Beiyang was in the court, the People's Party was in the wild. Beiyang was the soldiers, the People's Party was the bandits. Yuan Shikai's enemies in the court wouldn't even know how they died. Whether Yuan Shikai was in power in the court or leading troops outside to avoid disaster, he would be very free. Of course, if the People's Party obtained the cooperation of Yuan Shikai's Beiyang clique, with the strength they had already displayed, they would naturally be able to sweep through invincible. And even a very simple cooperation between the two was already destined to mean the demise of the Manchu Qing.

Yuan Shikai knew that as long as he cooperated with the People's Party, he would immediately change from one of the most powerful people in the Manchu Qing to the biggest traitor of the Manchu Qing. Absolutely no one could compete with Yuan Shikai for this "distinction." Watching the Manchu Qing collapse by pushing the boat with the current, Yuan Shikai could do it, but letting Yuan Shikai personally act in the role of a traitor was not something Yuan Shikai could accept.

Thinking of Lu Huitian's immaturity, Yuan Shikai suddenly gave birth to a burst of anger. He was the Minister of Beiyang, a Grand Councilor. Such a wet-behind-the-ears kid actually wanted to play him in the palm of his hand? Let them dream their pipe dreams. Even if the Ministry of Army decided now to first exterminate the chaos parties around Anhui and then encircle Anhui. If Yuan Shikai made up his mind to promote the extermination of Anhui now, he prided himself on being able to change the strategic plan. If he integrated the remaining Beiyang garrisons and personally led troops to attack Anhui, Yuan Shikai didn't believe Chen Ke was truly invincible. Just when he was preparing to stand up and find Zhang Zhidong to talk about this matter, Yuan Shikai inexplicably lost heart.

Lu Huitian was right; now Yuan Shikai was really surrounded by enemies on all sides. Back then he sought refuge with Cixi and got promoted. This was his biggest fatal wound now. The Emperor's Party naturally hated him to the bone; even if Yuan Shikai wanted to switch sides now, the Emperor's Party would absolutely not accept him. Not to mention the Empress's Party would absolutely not let Yuan Shikai off either. Even if it was the Empress's Party, so what? There were plenty of princes and officials in the Empress's Party who regarded Yuan Shikai as a "living Cao Cao."

Even if Yuan Shikai mobilized the remaining Beiyang Army now and completely wiped out Chen Ke, what then? The ancients said, "If the matter succeeds, you are a duke; if it fails, you are boiled." But Yuan Shikai knew very clearly that if he fought a decisive battle with the People's Party, he faced the situation of "boiled if fails, boiled even more if succeeds." The Manchu Qing court tabooed subjects with merit overshadowing the master the most, not to mention heaven knew how long Cixi could still live now. If Yuan Shikai led troops to establish great merit at this time, that would absolutely be a place without burial ground.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai suddenly felt disheartened. Having served the court for so many years, was this just the result? Even a group of rebellious young people could see these things clearly.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai called in his close attendant. "Go find that Mr. Lu from just now. Within two months, we will give the money according to the number they said. No need to talk about other matters."

When the attendant went out, Yuan Shikai sneered. Did Chen Ke and the others think they could do whatever they wanted just because they won a few battles? Leaving aside whether anyone who wanted to deal with him could succeed, he at least had the path of being buried with the Manchu Qing. As long as he made this determination, Yuan Shikai had plenty of ways to make these young chaos party members like Chen Ke suffer; at most, the fish would die and the net would break together. Moreover, did these brats like Chen Ke really think Yuan Shikai couldn't take out 1.2 million silver dollars?

"Want to bully onto my head! You're still too tender!" Yuan Shikai finally cursed aloud.

Lu Huitian was confused by Yuan Shikai's determination. Before he set off this time, everyone specifically conducted "combat drills." Regarding what to say and what kind of performance Yuan Shikai would probably have, the young comrades gave full consideration. Personally negotiating with Yuan Shikai, the situation wasn't anything inappropriate. Lu Huitian never expected that Yuan Shikai could make up his mind so quickly.

Naturally, going back to find Yuan Shikai now wouldn't work. Lu Huitian rushed back to Anhui as soon as possible according to the plan. Along the way, Lu Huitian repeatedly pondered his performance and hadn't made any mistakes. What should be said was said, threats that should be made were made, and flattery that should be given wasn't missing at all. According to the comrades' expectations, the possibility of success was already very high. Why did it fall short of success at the last stage?

Lu Huitian didn't get off at Wuhan but got off at the station nearest to Fuyang. Comrades were already waiting there long ago. Rushing back to Fengtai County at the fastest speed, Lu Huitian reported the situation to the Party Committee.

Although the comrades also had contingency plans for this, everyone originally thought the possibility of success was high. Getting the news of the negotiation failure, the comrades all looked at Chen Ke. Chen Ke also felt very surprised. Could it be that Yuan Shikai really made up his mind to be buried with the Manchu Qing? This was impossible. If it was said that historically Yuan Shikai was mentally unprepared and almost got killed as a result. But after that, Yuan Shikai's performance fully embodied the characteristics of a formidable hero. Lu Huitian's words were collectively discussed by the Party Committee. With Yuan Shikai's intelligence, it was impossible for him not to have thoughts. Then where did the problem lie?

Zhang Yu had already returned to the center to participate in the discussion of the Hubei plan at this time. After listening to Lu Huitian's report, Zhang Yu suddenly asked, "Yuan Shikai said he agreed to use 1.2 million ocean dollars to redeem people?"

"Yes," Lu Huitian replied.

Hearing Lu Huitian answer crisply, Zhang Yu said, "Then Yuan Shikai definitely doesn't want to be buried with the Manchu Qing. It must be that there are some things we haven't made Yuan Shikai feel assured about."

"Then how on earth does this old thing Yuan Shikai want to be assured?" Hua Xiongmao had no fear or respect for Yuan Shikai at all. "Send a few of Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui's fingers to Yuan Shikai, tell this old thing his beloved generals are still alive?"

"Commander Hua, we aren't kidnapping for ransom; doing this isn't appropriate. Moreover, Yuan Shikai expressed agreement to give money; we can't lay hands on the 'meat tickets' either." Zhang Yu said the People's Party weren't bandits, yet he used bandit jargon. Chen Ke felt it was both funny and annoying listening to it.

"How about this, let's invite Yan Fu over to talk," Chen Ke said.

"Mr. Yan Fu also listened when formulating the plan. He thought it was okay. Is it appropriate to find him again after something went wrong?" Lu Huitian asked.

"Among us, only he is familiar with Yuan Shikai; it won't do not to find him," Chen Ke said helplessly.

Yan Fu arrived at the headquarters. After listening to Lu Huitian state the content, he also had no way to determine why Yuan Shikai refused. But Yan Fu was Yan Fu after all. He pondered for a moment and suddenly said, "There is one person who definitely can know what's going on. Finding him won't be wrong."

"Who knows?" Lu Huitian instantly became spirited.

"Wang Shizhen," Yan Fu replied.

When Wang Shizhen was led out of prison, he wasn't quite clear on what had happened. These days, the People's Party hadn't mistreated him and Duan Qirui. Except for sometimes when people came to ask the two about the situation of the Manchu Qing and Beiyang, nothing special happened. And these people were all cursed away by Duan Qirui. However, the People's Party was quite magnanimous; although cursed at, they didn't make life difficult for the two.

Being led out alone this time, Wang Shizhen thought the People's Party wanted to question them separately. He had already decided to learn from Xu Shu: no matter what the People's Party asked, he wouldn't say a word. However, Wang Shizhen found he was actually taken out of the prison. Suddenly returning to the marketplace and seeing the bustling stream of people, Wang Shizhen suddenly felt the long-lost freedom was really nostalgic. The group arrived at a residence. After entering the door, Wang Shizhen saw two people; one of them was actually Yan Fu.

"Brother Wang, it looks like your complexion is good," Yan Fu greeted with a smile. Wang Shizhen hadn't seen the person next to him, and Yan Fu quickly introduced, "This is Mr. Shen Zengzhi."

Wang Shizhen had heard of Shen Zengzhi. This Anhui Provincial Administration Commissioner was captured in the Anqing battle launched by the People's Party. Looking at him now, although he still had a queue, he was wearing a military greatcoat; presumably, he had already defected to the People's Party. However, this wasn't the time to curse Shen Zengzhi roundly. Wang Shizhen nodded slightly to Shen Zengzhi but didn't speak.

The few people entered the main hall. Waiting inside was Chen Ke. Wang Shizhen hadn't seen the person next to him, but it looked like he was also a base area cadre. Chen Ke introduced Lu Huitian to Wang Shizhen, and only then did the few people take their seats.

Chen Ke said straightforwardly, "The thing is this: we negotiated with Mr. Yuan regarding the matter of redeeming the Beiyang Army brothers. The one who went was this Comrade Lu Huitian, but the result was very unsatisfactory. We want Mr. Wang to take a look at what exactly happened."

Wang Shizhen stared at Chen Ke, wanting very much to know what exactly was in Chen Ke's brain. He would actually come to ask Wang Shizhen for advice on this kind of matter. Could it be that Chen Ke wanted to use a stratagem of sowing discord to provoke the relationship between Wang Shizhen and Yuan Shikai?

Lu Huitian didn't wait for Chen Ke to say more; he explained the detailed dialogue and Yuan Shikai's performance carefully. Wang Shizhen listened quietly. After listening, everyone looked at Wang Shizhen, waiting for him to speak. Wang Shizhen initially looked up at Lu Huitian, but when hearing more than half, Wang Shizhen closed his eyes and lowered his head. After Lu Huitian finished explaining the process completely, Wang Shizhen didn't speak for a good while. Just when everyone didn't know if Wang Shizhen would speak, Wang Shizhen suddenly opened his eyes and stood up abruptly. He pointed at Chen Ke and asked, "Chen Ke, who do you think you are?"

Chen Ke was stunned. "Mr. Wang, can you speak clearly?"

This sincere expression not only didn't make Wang Shizhen's anger subside, but on the contrary, Wang Shizhen's anger was fanned doubly. "It was my incompetence to be defeated in your hands. But Chen Ke, on what basis do you use the matter of my capture to insult Lord Yuan?"

"Brother Wang, Wen Qing and the others are still children and consider problems incompletely. You calm down." Yan Fu quickly stood up to persuade.

Wang Shizhen showed absolutely no sign of calming down. He turned to Yan Fu and said sternly, "Yan Jidao, a scholar can be killed but cannot be humiliated. I was defeated in Chen Ke's hands; that was my lack of ability. You are at least one of our Beiyang people; how can you let these juniors go mock our Beiyang people like this?"

Lu Huitian saw this old captive Wang Shizhen was so arrogant, and he got angry right then. He was just preparing to get up when Chen Ke, with quick hands and sharp eyes, grabbed Lu Huitian's arm. He managed not to let Lu Huitian stand up.

"Brother Wang, it is beyond reproach for Wen Qing and the others to consider for the People's Party. But they also meant well. The Empress Dowager is advanced in years, and Yuan Xiangcheng is indeed on the cusp of the storm. There are plenty of people in the court who want to be disadvantageous to him." The one speaking was Shen Zengzhi.

This made sense, and Wang Shizhen knew it too. But Lu Huitian looked even younger than Chen Ke; Yuan Shikai's son was even older than Lu Huitian. Yuan Shikai was a hero with a forthright character, quite warm-hearted in the old way, and very tolerant of people. But having such a little baby run to Beijing to threaten Yuan Shikai at his door, Yuan Shikai had to endure it in the end.

During the Boxer Rebellion in the past, Princes Duan and Zhuang sent a Boxer Eldest Brother to find Yuan Shikai with the Qing government's arrow of command, saying Prince Duan ordered Yuan Shikai to appease the Boxers and allow them to set up altars to continue drilling. Wang Shizhen beheaded this person without a second word. Speaking of which, this person was a lackey of the court. Now Lu Huitian was a genuine rebel. For the sake of the captured Beiyang brothers, Yuan Shikai didn't dare say a harsh word after being humiliated, nor dare touch a hair on Lu Huitian. And this Lu Huitian, because he didn't achieve his goal, actually ran shamelessly to ask Wang Shizhen the reason. Thinking of this, Wang Shizhen really felt like a knife was twisting in his heart. Unknowingly, Wang Shizhen was already streaming with tears. Suddenly, Wang Shizhen wanted to commit suicide immediately.

Just then, Chen Ke said loudly, "Mr. Wang, you feel Mr. Yuan was humiliated because of you. If you commit suicide or self-mutilate at this time, wouldn't Mr. Yuan have suffered humiliation for you in vain? Mr. Wang, even if for Mr. Yuan's sake, please take care of yourself. Mr. Yuan definitely hopes to see you again."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Wang Shizhen woke up immediately. He was originally a person with a steady character; he only lost composure because of the great stimulation. Quickly suppressing the emotions in his heart, Wang Shizhen slowly sat back on the stool. Seeing Chen Ke's words had an effect, everyone also relaxed. The people standing in the room all sat back into their chairs.

"I must declare first, we indeed had the intention to threaten, but we didn't have the intention to insult Mr. Yuan. Public business is public business; what meaning is there in us insulting Mr. Yuan? Our purpose is to want to cooperate with Mr. Yuan. If possible, we hope to cooperate until the Manchu Qing perishes. Moreover, Mr. Yuan..."

"Chen Wenqing, you keep saying Mr. Yuan this and Mr. Yuan that; would it kill you to call him Senior Yuan?" Wang Shizhen couldn't help but shout, interrupting him.

Chen Ke understood one of his mistakes right then. The Party Committee believed the People's Party and the Manchu Qing were equal, so they used equal forms of address. After Wang Shizhen shouted like this, Chen Ke also felt the idea of insisting on being on the same level as Yuan Shikai was a bit excessive. After all, the comrades of the People's Party were much younger than Yuan Shikai in age.

"Senior Yuan is now attacked from front and rear in the Manchu Qing court. If such a hero is harmed by villains, it would be China's misfortune..."

"Chen Wenqing, do you talk to your parents and elders like this too?" Wang Shizhen couldn't endure it even more. A group of juniors actually lectured an elder with a condescending attitude; Wang Shizhen had really never seen such rude people.

As a child, Chen Ke was always spoiled when with elders. And when elders discussed things with him, it was mainly discussion and reasoning, not caring about any strict distinction between senior and junior. They just told Chen Ke to be polite, to talk from the perspective of solving the problem, to learn to listen to others, and to be neither humble nor arrogant in his speech. After arriving in this era, Chen Ke had always been leading everyone to do things, and simply no one dared to raise anything like "distinction between senior and junior" to Chen Ke. He naturally didn't understand.

Glancing at Lu Huitian, he saw Lu Huitian's face full of unconvinced defiance. However, this defiance was very much like the defiance of a child who feels they are reasonable and have the upper hand towards an older person. Chen Ke suddenly suspected that because the Party Committee was full of young people, when discussing the wording, Chen Ke wasn't clear how juniors spoke to elders in these years, while everyone felt there was no need to care about Beiyang at all, so they deliberately used some words that were "insubordinate" in this era, right?

At this time, Chen Ke remembered Hua Xiongmao referring to Yuan Shikai directly as "old thing," while the surrounding young comrades were completely indifferent to this form of address. Chen Ke felt his guess was extremely likely to be correct.

Seeing this scene, Shen Zengzhi wanted to laugh but couldn't. Judging from Chen Ke's expression, Chen Ke probably really hadn't received education on the distinction between seniors and juniors. And Lu Huitian looked like he was desperately holding back his dissatisfaction to avoid jumping up and cursing Wang Shizhen. Shen Zengzhi was self-aware of his captive status; since he was a captive, there was simply no such thing as dignity. However, according to Shen Zengzhi's observation, these young revolutionaries of the People's Party didn't apply the logic of senior and junior selectively; they practiced their own set of equal etiquette and completely abandoned the traditional set. And Wang Shizhen obviously didn't realize this; regarding the various "rudeness" of Chen Ke and others, Wang Shizhen thought Chen Ke did it on purpose.

Thinking of this, Shen Zengzhi looked at Yan Fu. Yan Fu happened to look over too. In Yan Fu's eyes, Shen Zengzhi saw a kind of helplessness. Presumably, Yan Fu had also completely understood what was going on. Shen Zengzhi knew Yan Fu had always hated the officialdom set, plus Yan Fu was a master of Western learning and didn't support many traditions either. Shen Zengzhi sighed secretly; it would be a strange thing if the "diplomatic language" discussed by such a group of old and young people could be accepted by Wang Shizhen.

Everyone was waiting for Chen Ke to speak, and Chen Ke spoke up, living up to expectations. "Senior Wang, speaking from our hearts, we respect Senior Yuan very much. We believe Senior Yuan is a true politician and a hero who can support the world. regarding politics, we talk about interests. Now what we want to talk about is the political interests of the Beiyang clique and our People's Party. We believe that at this current stage, cooperation between the Beiyang clique and our People's Party can allow both sides to obtain the greatest benefits. We don't believe Senior Yuan refused our request for cooperation because we juniors lacked etiquette. Senior Yuan is absolutely not such a boring person. I want to ask you now, in your heart, are you loyal to the Manchu Qing first and then to Senior Yuan? Or are you loyal to Senior Yuan first and then talk about loyalty to the Manchu Qing? Can you give an answer?"

Hearing Chen Ke ask this, Wang Shizhen didn't make a sound. Wang Shizhen was loyal to both Yuan Shikai and the Manchu Qing. Although he was more loyal to Yuan Shikai in his heart, Wang Shizhen didn't think it was necessary to let a group of rebels know this.

Seeing Wang Shizhen refuse to answer the question, Chen Ke continued, "Senior Wang, you might feel we are chanting high-sounding tunes. But we truly believe that after the Manchu Qing perishes, it is beneficial to China for the Beiyang clique to inherit the Manchu Qing's political legacy. We will support and approve of things beneficial to China. But if Senior Yuan insists on standing with the Manchu Qing, then we will utilize the Manchu Qing's own contradictions and use the dirty means customary in the Manchu Qing court to put Senior Yuan, the most powerful lackey of the Manchu Qing, to death. Losing Senior Yuan, the Beiyang clique as the Manchu Qing's lackey will be a sheet of loose sand and won't constitute a threat to our People's Party."

Seeing Chen Ke finally tough up, Lu Huitian's originally dissatisfied expression finally calmed down. Yan Fu and Shen Zengzhi's expressions were also very calm. Since talking about interests nakedly, there was no need to bring personal feelings into public business.

"Senior Wang, I feel now that Senior Yuan doesn't trust us very much. To increase Senior Yuan's confidence in us, do you think it's better for you to return to Beijing first, or let Senior Duan return to Beijing first? Can you give a suggestion?"

Wang Shizhen never expected Chen Ke to actually ask such a question at the end. He truly felt surprised.
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This was Feng Xu's first time participating in a high-level operation of the People's Party. Prior to this, Feng Xu had only led the compilation of the "Xinhua Dictionary," participated in the planning of the comprehensive education system, and reviewed and proofread various textbooks. He even participated in the People's Party's five-year primary school exams and had already passed the third-grade exam content. What Feng Xu regretted was that no matter how learned he was, he could never get full marks in mathematics. There were always some tricky questions on the test paper, like "a pool being filled with water and drained at the same time." Feng Xu's rational thinking wanted to rebuke such questions that completely did not conform to realistic theories no matter what. As a result, he failed to get full marks.

Although he constantly encountered various strange and weird things in his work and life, generally speaking, Feng Xu was quite satisfied with his current life. Especially after the first edition of the "Xinhua Dictionary" was printed, Feng Xu specially ran to the warehouse to look. Pulling one out at random from the mountain of dictionaries, the first name of the compilers was Feng Xu. Even though this old gentleman known as a Jiangnan talent could be considered "indifferent to fame and wealth," he still felt his eyes heat up and his nose sour slightly. These were tens of thousands of dictionaries. In this era, among all the scholars in China, few people's books could be printed in tens of thousands of copies at one time. While Feng Xu himself was naturally extremely excited, he noticed that Shen Zengzhi, who went with him, also looked filled with deep emotion after seeing his own name.

Because he had to deal with some matters, Feng Xu arrived relatively late. At this time, the initial conflict had already come to an end, and both sides were in a stalemate. Yan Fu signaled Chen Ke and the others with his eyes. Chen Ke, Lu Huitian, Shen Zengzhi, and the other four left first, leaving Yan Fu alone to persuade Wang Shizhen. Feng Xu didn't know what had happened before, so Lu Huitian and Shen Zengzhi retold the matter in detail. Feng Xu shook his head helplessly, "Chairman Chen, you were a bit too bullying."

What Lu Huitian wanted to hear least was this. As soon as Feng Xu's voice fell, Lu Huitian's eyebrows furrowed. On the contrary, Chen Ke asked for advice very seriously, "Please instruct us, Mr. Feng."

"Chairman Chen, everyone says to convince people with reason. The People's Party wouldn't want those who are greedy for life and afraid of death either. Take me for example. If at the time of capture, Chairman Chen asked me, do I want to die or thoroughly submit to the People's Party? Victory and defeat are common things in military affairs, but the commander of three armies can be captured, yet the will of a common man cannot be forced. Although I am afraid of death, I would have had no choice but to stretch out my neck for the execution."

Hearing this, Shen Zengzhi forcibly held back a laugh and turned his face away. Lu Huitian didn't fully understand the meaning, but Chen Ke kept a smiling face and continued to listen to Feng Xu's reasoning.

"As the former Provincial Administration Commissioner of Anhui, I managed Anhui's finance and accounting. The People's Party's ability to govern Anhui is definitely not something I can compare with. After seeing the industrialized financial concepts proposed by the People's Party, if you ask me now if I submit to the People's Party's finance and accounting, I am convinced heart and soul. The People's Party runs education, from promoting the education system, formulating educational content, to compiling the 'Xinhua Dictionary,' I am also convinced by this whole set of theoretical practices. Giving me the opportunity to serve the common people of Anhui, I naturally do not decline to shoulder the responsibility."

Feng Xu spoke sincerely. Chen Ke's expression became respectful, and Lu Huitian also felt it sounded pleasing to the ear.

"However, if you ask me now, saying if I don't want to die I must be docile and obedient, although this old fellow is afraid of death, I can only stretch out my neck for the execution." The implication of accusation in Feng Xu's words was very severe.

Shen Zengzhi couldn't help staring at Feng Xu. The time interval between Feng Xu being captured and coming out to work was very short, so Shen Zengzhi had always been somewhat disdainful. But listening to the meaning in Feng Xu's words now, there was a meaning of absolutely not submitting to violence. Shen Zengzhi didn't know if Feng Xu was posturing or had some deeper thoughts.

Lu Huitian heard Feng Xu speaking back and forth like this, yet always straying thousands of miles from the topic, and he got a bit anxious. "Mr. Feng, you said just now that we were too bullying; what do you mean by that?"

Feng Xu looked solemnly at the somewhat agitated Lu Huitian, and his voice also became somewhat severe. "Yuan Xiangcheng is certainly surrounded by enemies on all sides now, and even faces the peril of death. This statement is definitely not intimidation, but Secretary Lu, you are threatening Yuan Xiangcheng, not sincerely wanting to help Yuan Xiangcheng. Those words Chairman Chen said to Wang Shizhen were also threats. Both of them are famous figures; do you think they haven't encountered life-and-death situations? Are they afraid of death? Not to mention Yuan Xiangcheng holds great power now, is still a Grand Councilor, and the leader of Beiyang. Even if you caught Yuan Xiangcheng now, and you held a knife telling him that if he doesn't submit you'll kill him, do you think Yuan Xiangcheng wouldn't dare to die?"

Almost out of a kind of instinct, hearing these words, the killing intent in Lu Huitian's eyes flourished greatly. Although Lu Huitian didn't make a sound, Feng Xu could tell that if they really encountered the situation Feng Xu hypothesized, Lu Huitian would really cut down Yuan Shikai with one knife. Sighing slightly, Feng Xu looked at Chen Ke.

Chen Ke obviously took Feng Xu's words in. After pondering for a while, Chen Ke had figured out the sequence of events. He looked at Feng Xu with bright eyes. "Thank you for your instruction, Mr. Feng. I indeed acted with undue haste and lost my sense of propriety."

Seeing that Chen Ke had understood the key point, Feng Xu also let down a big stone in his heart. But he was afraid Chen Ke would make mistakes in other places, so he couldn't help saying a few more sentences. "Chairman Chen, young people are naturally prone to be eager for quick success and instant benefits. Thinking back to when I was young, no matter how gentle and respectful I looked on the surface, in my heart I actually absolutely didn't submit to anyone either. Now the People's Party are all young comrades, and you have established such great achievements in just over a year. Being arrogant and impetuous is all too common. If you didn't act like this, you wouldn't be young people instead. But the more peaceful the days, the more one must be cautious and self-disciplined, accumulate more, and form more good karma. With the preparations at this time, when encountering wind and rain in the future, only then can one go all out..."

Watching Chen Ke listening to Feng Xu's speech with heartfelt respect, Shen Zengzhi felt a trace of jealousy suddenly arise in his heart. He originally thought Feng Xu was a bit greedy for life and afraid of death; Feng Xu was captured even later than Shen Zengzhi, yet he joined the ranks of the People's Party earlier than Shen Zengzhi. Hearing Feng Xu talk big about "not fearing life and death" just now, Shen Zengzhi still had mockery in his heart. These teachings Feng Xu gave to Chen Ke, pointing out these key points, Shen Zengzhi had actually discovered long ago. But the difference between the two was that Feng Xu could say it straightforwardly, and his attitude was correct; he indeed had the demeanor of a teacher. On this point, Shen Zengzhi was far from being able to position himself as correctly as Feng Xu.

Shen Zengzhi was now somewhat skeptical about the People's Party's ability. Although he admitted the People's Party had excellence in organizational programs and actual policies, he still couldn't truly believe that these nameless youths could really achieve the great cause of overthrowing the Manchu Qing and establishing a new China. But seeing Feng Xu, who was over sixty, with white hair and beard and a dashing demeanor, educating Chen Ke with the absolute right path before his eyes, and the young Chen Ke who controlled powerful military forces and whose name moved the world completely understanding principles that even these old pedants might not truly understand, listening seriously to Feng Xu's teachings. Such a scene couldn't help but make Shen Zengzhi jealous.

Chen Ke possessed extremely strong ability himself; otherwise, he couldn't have today's achievements. If Chen Ke could continue to learn the right path and grow constantly, I'm afraid the one who would sit on the throne in the future would be Chen Ke. At that time, Feng Xu would be the Emperor's teacher. Thinking of Feng Xu's name being ranked first in the "Xinhua Dictionary" while Shen Zengzhi followed behind, Shen Zengzhi felt a bit unreconciled. But Shen Zengzhi was a great Confucian scholar after all; this bit of stray thought didn't last too long. He quickly focused his attention back on Feng Xu's teachings.

Lu Huitian bore the heavy responsibility of negotiation this time but failed to succeed. Although during the negotiation process, what he said and did were all organizational resolutions. With the People's Party's organizational system, the responsibility for failure couldn't fall on Lu Huitian's head. But these old cadres of the People's Party originally had the characteristics of being proud and radical in character. Especially in the past 1907, after the People's Party officially raised the banner of armed revolution, they were invincible in all military struggles. In civil administration construction and the political field dealing with the Yue Wang Society and the Restoration Society, they really calculated without missing, turning their hands into clouds and turning their hands into rain. Everyone mouthed serious and earnest, seeking truth from facts. In fact, in their hearts, they regarded "the current marquises of ten thousand households as dung." Cixi was nothing more than "the female bandit chieftain of the Manchu Qing bandit gang," and "the Manchu Qing's number one thug and lackey Yuan Shikai"—what was there to be smug about? Yet the first time they used political diplomatic means to deal with Beiyang's Yuan Shikai, they suffered such a defeat. Lu Huitian completely couldn't accept this fact.

Listening to Feng Xu talk big about "morality" and "not fearing death," Lu Huitian felt sick of it in his heart. But Chen Ke listened seriously. Lu Huitian looked down on Yuan Shikai, but he absolutely dared not show the slightest disrespect to Chen Ke. He could only listen with patience.

At this time, Feng Xu had finished speaking these great principles. Chen Ke nodded repeatedly. "Mr. Feng, I don't know if Wang Shizhen can listen to what I say again after I offended him like this?"

Feng Xu smoothed his long beard. "Wang Shizhen is a decisive man. His flying into a rage out of humiliation just now wasn't because he couldn't stand the humiliation. He just felt sorry for Yuan Shikai, letting Yuan Shikai be humiliated for nothing. When talking to him again, treat him with sincerity, and it should be fine."

"Mm." Chen Ke nodded, but turned to ask Lu Huitian, "Secretary Lu, can you record everything said just now?"

The People's Party always had meeting minutes. If a problem needed to be discussed, having records could always reconstruct the scene at that time to the greatest extent and find problems from it. Usually, a meeting recorder would be designated first for meetings. But this happened not to be a formal meeting. Lu Huitian didn't write fast and had never had the honor of serving as a recorder. So he hadn't worked hard in this direction. When Chen Ke asked this, Lu Huitian was stunned.

Lu Huitian had done revolution for two years after all; in his basic literacy, he wouldn't lie about such small matters anymore. He pondered for a moment and replied, " relying on memory to record, I certainly can't do it."

Hearing Lu Huitian say this, Chen Ke turned to look at Shen Zengzhi. "Mr. Shen, I heard you have the talent of photographic memory. Can I ask you to lend a hand in this matter?"

Shen Zengzhi never expected Chen Ke to actually ask him to act as a "clerk." He was surprised in his heart, but he had no reason to refuse. Shen Zengzhi replied, "This old man may not necessarily be able to record it all."

Chen Ke quickly said, "Then please, Mr. Feng, record together. This matter is very meaningful; we have to go back and discuss it well at the meeting."

Shen Zengzhi wasn't very clear about the People's Party's organizational model. He couldn't help asking, "Why bring it to a meeting for discussion?"

"This negotiation with Yuan Xiangcheng, what to say to Yuan Xiangcheng, and what to do, were all discussed at the Party meeting. Now since the situation has changed, we need to record the important parts clearly and discuss and analyze them carefully at the Party meeting. Find our problems, and make a summary of how to handle such things when we encounter them again." Chen Ke explained simply.

"Wasn't the content of the negotiation with Yuan Xiangcheng prepared by aides?" Shen Zengzhi heard the mystery within.

Chen Ke answered crisply, "Our People's Party resolutely opposes any form of aide model. Public business is public business; naturally, everyone discusses it together and then executes it. Finding aides, is that public business or private business? Our People's Party relies on the Party Committee to discuss solutions to problems, and then hands them over to various specific executive departments for execution. Power belongs to the Party Committee; there is no issue of official rank standard."

Hearing this explanation, Shen Zengzhi was quite shocked in his heart. The Manchu Qing stressed "each performing their own functions," but each performing their own functions itself meant officials controlled all power; this was a system responsible to superiors but not subordinates. But from Chen Ke's words, this model of the People's Party was vastly different from the Manchu Qing. Chen Ke, as the Party Chairman, operated this matter personally, yet had to report and summarize to the Party Committee afterward. This meant that in front of the Party Committee, Chen Ke, who specifically executed this matter, was just a "runner doing the work." This was simply unimaginable in the Manchu Qing system.

The so-called "an official a level higher crushes people to death"; Chen Ke possessing the highest status meant Chen Ke himself possessed the highest power of decision, and could be said to "determine the life and death of subordinates with one word." But obviously, in the People's Party's organizational model, Chen Ke did not possess this power.

Shen Zengzhi was an extremely smart person. He had done quite a bit of research on foreign countries and also knew some information about the People's Party's organization. Soon he could roughly imagine what a People's Party meeting looked like: a group of young Party Committee members listening to the report of the specific executor. Regardless of your status, you could speak at the Party Committee meeting. What ultimately decided a matter was not the person with the highest status making the final decision, but everyone voting after discussion. Thinking of this, Shen Zengzhi suddenly had a feeling of sudden enlightenment. "No wonder this group of People's Party youths has absolutely no cognition of the order of senior and junior or the dignity of status." In this system where everyone is equal and calculated by votes, you, an eighty-year-old man, are one vote, and a yellow-mouthed child is also one vote. A man is naturally one vote, and a woman is also one vote. The order of senior and junior, the distinction between men and women, have no meaning in this system at all.

Using great concentration to forcibly hold back from thinking further, Shen Zengzhi nodded. "Since Chairman Chen thinks highly of this old man, this old man will do this task."

"Then many thanks." After Chen Ke finished speaking, he went to another room with Lu Huitian. They had to hurry and discuss how to negotiate with Wang Shizhen in the second round of negotiations.

Shen Zengzhi no longer had the slightest curiosity about Chen Ke's departure. He really couldn't figure out how effective policies could be reached in such a system with no distinction between big and small.

"Brother Shen, what are you thinking about?"

Hearing Feng Xu's question, Shen Zengzhi said subconsciously, "If everyone speaks, isn't that the same as no one speaking?"

"That's not necessarily true. The key depends on what is being discussed. If discussing interests, naturally the more talk, the more chaotic. If discussing how to do things, instead, it pools the wisdom of the masses," Feng Xu replied.

These words gave Shen Zengzhi a feeling of sudden enlightenment. He looked up at Feng Xu. He heard Feng Xu continue, "Just like us discussing how to negotiate with Wang Shizhen this time, how the mistakes were made, why they were wrong, and what is correct to do. This discussion produced a result. If this matter can be accomplished in the end, Chen Wenqing will take all the recorded content back to their Party Committee to discuss with others, and the crowd can continue to check for omissions and fill in the gaps. They can reflect even more on the shortcomings within. They are not only doing work but also learning."

Shen Zengzhi was stunned for a while before replying, "Brother Feng is right."

After saying this, Shen Zengzhi intended not to speak anymore, but eventually couldn't hold back. He sighed, "I've always been strange. I've also seen some people who rebel. Looking at history books, rebels ancient and modern are not much different. They are all a few bandit chieftains, taking advantage of natural disasters or civil uprisings. Even if they can raise their arms and get a response, it's just coercing some common people. Moreover, these bandit chieftains usually have some reputation; it's certainly not to the extent of never having been heard of. But the uprising of the People's Party was actually a sudden emergence of a group of nameless juniors side by side. Looking at their ability to govern the locality now, they should have had some reputation long before the uprising; even being illustrious wouldn't be rare. Looking at it now, these people are actually rebelling while learning. This is truly unheard of."

Feng Xu listened and couldn't help laughing. "That can only mean Yan Jidao taught a good student."

Shen Zengzhi was amused by these words. "That Yan Jidao was the Chief Instructor at the Beiyang Naval Academy; he had even more students. Yet I haven't seen him teach anyone so outstanding. Otherwise..." Speaking of this, he felt that mentioning the failure of the First Sino-Japanese War was speaking ill of people behind their backs, so Shen Zengzhi immediately shut his mouth.

Feng Xu was originally joking too. Hearing Shen Zengzhi misunderstand his meaning slightly, he took over the conversation. "Brother Shen, now you should be able to see that although these young people are quite talented, they are young after all. Letting them do as they please, they will certainly do many outrageous things. The reason I decided to come out and do some things at that time was actually that Yan Jidao begged me to contribute some effort. When these young people act recklessly, someone has to come out and tell them. But looking at it now, although Chen Ke is young and sometimes does things completely unreliably, he is a person willing to listen to correct words and walk the right path. Brother Shen's learning is superior to mine; why not come out and do some things together?"

"With the People's Party's fierce methods against landlords and gentry, I really can't come out to work," Shen Zengzhi sighed.

Feng Xu was also speechless upon hearing this. The People's Party's fierceness towards landlords and gentry, from the logic of the People's Party's survival and development, indeed made sense. And after actual execution, countless common people indeed survived the flood. However, this wasn't the reason Feng Xu was willing to come out and work. Shen Zengzhi was called a great Confucian scholar, and the world praised his outstanding learning. Feng Xu was also called a Jiangnan talent, and his learning wasn't much worse than Shen Zengzhi's.

He refused to come out at first because after understanding the People's Party's cruel suppression of local gentry, Feng Xu believed the People's Party certainly wouldn't last long. Landlords and gentry might not be good people, especially in a relatively poor place like Anhui; landlords and gentry with fortified villages were local bullies. Feng Xu had been an official in Fengyang Prefecture and knew the landlords in the fortified villages very well. But these landlords and bullies could at least maintain order in the locality. If a place had no one to maintain order, it was often worse than when there were landlords and bullies maintaining bad order. On this point, Feng Xu, who had rich experience in local administration, was very clear.

Precisely because he was clear about this, Feng Xu cared extra about the People's Party's aspect of order establishment. After investigation and research, Feng Xu was really shocked. Regarding the level of understanding of order, Feng Xu actually couldn't find anyone in the Manchu Qing court who could compare with them. Before destroying, Chen Ke was already very clear on how to rebuild. Moreover, there was a group of educated youths around Chen Ke. Not only were there these youths, but Chen Ke was also constantly devoted to the education of his People's Party subordinates. In order to get educational manpower, Chen Ke even dared to snatch female students from Anqing to the base area to be teachers.

Under Chen Ke's efforts, the old maintainers of social order were certainly eliminated, but the new maintainers of social order caught up immediately. Although these new people were young and lacked experience, the People's Party, through the model of establishing new systems, didn't rely on outstanding officials to govern the locality, but organized a Party organization model of "learning while working, promoting learning through work, and advancing work through learning." This newborn organization was young and vigorous; although its ability was naturally far from perfect, it was much better than those overthrown landlords and bullies. The situation of "great chaos under heaven" that Feng Xu originally thought would happen simply didn't happen, and very likely wouldn't happen at all.

This was the true reason why Feng Xu was willing to come out and work. As an official and scholar with basic conscience, Feng Xu believed he had an obligation to do something for China. Although it was completely impossible for him to make the Manchu Qing improve in the slightest, facing these youths with infinite possibilities, Feng Xu believed he should shoulder the educational obligation that an elder should shoulder. Of course, the premise was that these young people were willing to learn from Feng Xu.

However, Feng Xu ultimately didn't say so much to Shen Zengzhi. Feng Xu knew very well that a twisted melon isn't sweet. Since Shen Zengzhi couldn't accept the People's Party's policies, Shen Zengzhi naturally couldn't accept the People's Party's concept of "serving the people" even more. If he forcibly dragged Shen Zengzhi out to work, he feared the result would harm Shen Zengzhi instead.

"Brother Shen, let's record the content of this conversation," Feng Xu said.

In the room next to Shen Zengzhi and Feng Xu, Chen Ke and Lu Huitian went through a discussion and finally decided on a new negotiation strategy and way of speaking. Despite this, Lu Huitian was still somewhat dissatisfied. "Chairman Chen, isn't it too showing weakness for us to speak like this?"

"We talked about it just now. We said too much at the beginning and said everything Yuan Shikai should have said. We said what Yuan Shikai should have said, so what is left for Yuan Shikai to say? Didn't he have nothing to say? This isn't showing weakness; this is negotiation," Chen Ke explained.

Lu Huitian still wanted to persuade Chen Ke to change strategy a bit. "Now Yuan Shikai has obvious weaknesses. We don't talk about Yuan Shikai's weaknesses but only talk about our weaknesses. This makes people feel wrong no matter what."

Chen Ke explained, "Yuan Shikai definitely knows his own affairs better than we do. We talk about our own weaknesses to tell Yuan Shikai why we are doing this next. Otherwise, Yuan Shikai won't believe we will really adopt which strategies."

Lu Huitian felt Chen Ke's attitude was a bit outrageous. "We and Yuan Shikai are in a life-and-death struggle between enemy and us. We tell him our weaknesses; isn't this aiding the enemy?"

"Whether we tell Yuan Shikai or not, these weaknesses will exist. It's just that some weaknesses Yuan Shikai will know sooner or later, and some weaknesses Yuan Shikai may not necessarily know. What we are saying are things Yuan Shikai will know sooner or later. This is naturally not aiding the enemy." Chen Ke explained patiently.

Lu Huitian actually knew this too; he just simply didn't want to show weakness to Beiyang. After the second counter-encirclement campaign, the People's Party annihilated Beiyang's most powerful Third Division. The People's Party's attitude towards Beiyang took a 180-degree turn. From fear to complete contempt. The comrades believed that neither Beiyang nor the Manchu Qing could beat us at all. Since they can't beat us, what is there for Beiyang to be smug about? Carrying this arrogance to express "goodwill" to the "defeated opponent" Yuan Shikai, they were actually "refused" by Yuan Shikai. The young Lu Huitian naturally couldn't accept this.

Although there were no other excuses, Lu Huitian still continued to ask, "Chairman Chen, we talk to Wang Shizhen again and again like this. If Wang Shizhen gets annoyed and perfunctory with us, what do we do?"

"Liu Bei visited the thatched cottage three times to invite Zhuge Liang out of the mountains. We certainly don't have Liu Bei's eloquence, and Wang Shizhen has a hostile relationship with us. If it takes only three times to make Wang Shizhen annoyed, that actually shows we are doing not bad, right? Secretary Lu, I think there is one thing that can be certain. No matter how Wang Shizhen opposes the content of what we say, Wang Shizhen doesn't refuse to negotiate with us in his heart. Beiyang has suffered such a big blow now; Wang Shizhen definitely wants to get more intelligence from us. So no matter how we talk, Wang Shizhen may not necessarily get annoyed."

Lu Huitian could no longer find other excuses. He responded, "Hope so."

"Alright, let's check each other to see if our clothes are tidy, cheer up, and continue negotiating!"

The two youths straightened each other's military uniforms, making the cotton-textured uniforms as neat as possible. Then the two strode into the main hall where Wang Shizhen was. Upon entering, they saw Wang Shizhen and Yan Fu saying nothing to each other, just sitting silently on the chairs. However, Chen Ke noticed a detail: the snack plate used to treat guests was placed on the table next to Wang Shizhen, and the snacks had already been finished by Wang Shizhen.

"Admiral Wang, these snacks are all local products of our Anhui and can't compare with Beijing's snacks. We only have this condition; please make do," Chen Ke laughed.

Hearing Chen Ke's form of address finally became reliable, Wang Shizhen hummed but didn't answer.

Chen Ke didn't intend to make Wang Shizhen express thanks either. He was reminding Lu Huitian that Wang Shizhen had eaten and drunk his fill; this was preparation for a long talk. It was just that Chen Ke couldn't ask Lu Huitian openly or secretly if he understood. A person as smart as Wang Shizhen would hear it as soon as he heard it. That would only make Wang Shizhen look down on Chen Ke and Lu Huitian for nothing.

After sitting down, Chen Ke said, "Admiral Wang, just now we said too many threatening words. Thinking about it now, it's actually quite boring. We were also afraid of the Beiyang Army, so we had to say a few more threatening words to embolden ourselves. Please forgive us, Admiral Wang."

Wang Shizhen glanced at Chen Ke and answered slowly, "Wen Qing is too polite. How dare I, a defeated general, speak of bravery."

Lu Huitian couldn't help blinking. The matter really was a bit like what Chen Ke said just now; after the form of address and the angle of speaking changed, Wang Shizhen really spoke more cooperatively.

"Admiral Wang, you also know we are surrounded by enemies on all sides. Guns need to be repaired, and weapons need to be forged. It really won't do without steel."

As soon as Chen Ke's voice fell, Wang Shizhen asked, "Not just weapons, right? I heard the farm tools Wen Qing forged are not bad, and the price sold to the common people isn't high. The common people are grateful."

"Haha," Chen Ke gave two dry laughs. "I originally thought Admiral Wang didn't know, so I thought of muddling through. Since Admiral Wang already knows, then I have nothing to hide. We indeed have to rely on farm tools to buy people's hearts. So the 1.2 million silver dollar ransom we proposed to Mr. Yuan was just an excuse. What we truly want is only Hanyang's steel. As for the other things we said, except for wanting to cooperate with Mr. Yuan being our sincere words, the rest were just posturing."

"Wen Qing is too modest. Actually, regarding the rumor-mongering Wen Qing mentioned, I thought about it carefully just now, and it's not without reason. Wen Qing has such insight at such a young age; rare, rare." Wang Shizhen sneered twice.

"Regarding the Manchu Qing court's affairs, our People's Party is a bystander. The so-called bystander sees clearly. Moreover, you also know I've read some history books. As for what Cixi has done, it's nothing more than a bit of power tactics. History books have long talked about it countless times. And regarding preparations before an emperor's death, history books talk about it even more. Most importantly, we don't need capital to spread rumors. There are already many people in the capital who love to gossip, plus the various guild halls in Beijing; they just love to spread and believe rumors. We make up a few lies and say them, post some notices, and then we don't need to care. Naturally, interested people will help spread them. This kind of thing is easy to do." Chen Ke answered very relaxedly.

Wang Shizhen looked at Chen Ke's face full of simple and honest silly smiles and wished he could extend a few hands from his heart to strangle Chen Ke to death. He was really strange; as the leader of the People's Party commanding tens of thousands of brave and battle-wise troops, how on earth did Chen Ke smile so innocently? And Yan Fu and Lu Huitian beside Chen Ke turned a blind eye to Chen Ke's silly smile; it seemed they were used to it.

Just then, Chen Ke asked, "Admiral Wang, since Admiral Wang knows clearly that we must get Hanyang's steel, what view does Admiral Wang have on this? We hope very much that Admiral Wang can explain this matter clearly to Mr. Yuan, let Mr. Yuan understand our difficulties, and lend a hand."

Hearing Chen Ke speak sincerely, Lu Huitian raised his hand to cover his mouth; otherwise, he felt heaven knew when he would laugh out loud.

Wang Shizhen didn't want to laugh. He pondered for a moment and suddenly asked, "Wen Qing, I want to ask something. Who did you hear about Cen Chunxuan's matter from?"

Although he knew the People's Party certainly had spies in the capital—otherwise those notices couldn't have been posted all over the capital—what Wang Shizhen was truly concerned about was the evaluation of Cen Chunxuan that Lu Huitian mentioned. This evaluation of "hypocrite" was said by Yuan Shikai. Although quite a few people also evaluated Cen Chunxuan this way, Wang Shizhen felt very awkward in his heart.

"Cen Chunxuan knows quite a few people in Japan, and these people know the Tongmenghui. You also know, those people in the Tongmenghui don't have a gate on their mouths. Stuff them a few coins, and they'll do whatever you let them do, say whatever you let them say. We are also a revolutionary party; it's very convenient to inquire about news from them."

Lu Huitian naturally knew this wasn't a fact at all, but seeing Chen Ke casually make up a plausible lie, he couldn't help praising him greatly in his heart.

Wang Shizhen really didn't think this was a lie; he thought the credibility of these words was quite high. Beiyang knew about Cen Chunxuan and Liang Qichao being in cahoots. Liang Qichao was in Japan, and between him and the Tongmenghui, although they said they were fighting, privately the entanglements were definitely deep. Chen Ke's words were by no means empty. However, Wang Shizhen didn't ask more about who specifically revealed the news. Although Chen Ke had a face of innocent silly smiles, Wang Shizhen didn't think Chen Ke would be silly enough to say the real name of the news provider.

"Wen Qing, I heard you say you would release the captured Beiyang soldiers. I wonder if releasing them requires a ransom?" Wang Shizhen asked.

Chen Ke put away his smile. "We brought all these soldiers to Suzhou. There isn't even a minor officer among them. Our People's Party's prisoner policy does not allow looting prisoners' property. Before the battle, the Beiyang Army had already issued enough reward money; they are all not short of money. We will give them some dry rations and prepare to release them all after a collective lecture."

"These are all soldiers? Not a single officer among them?" Wang Shizhen immediately became alert.

"Correct. The officers are all in the POW camp here in Fengtai County."

"What lecture is Wen Qing preparing to give?" Wang Shizhen's voice was rarely a bit trembling.

This time Chen Ke no longer had any fake smile. He said loudly, "Admiral Wang knows about the Hubei New Army persecuting the Hubei New Army captives we released, right? And when we defeated the Hubei New Army greatly this time, it was the time before we fought with our Beiyang Army. We caught quite a few Hubei New Army captives again. They said that among the captives we released last time, quite a few were sent to Beijing. We don't intend to say anything else, just tell the facts to the Beiyang brothers. We treated these captives with good intentions, but we don't want these brothers to suffer again after releasing them."

"You cannot!" Wang Shizhen couldn't help saying. Before his voice fell, Wang Shizhen knew he had leaked the bottom line by doing this. But he had no choice; these words had to be said.

Chen Ke actually knew why Wang Shizhen wanted to stop the People's Party from releasing captives like this. The Beiyang New Army was commonly known as the Beiyang Six Divisions. But there was another saying: "Of the Beiyang Six Divisions, the Third Division is the most capable of fighting." Duan Qirui was called the Tiger of Beiyang, relying on the Third Division with the strongest combat effectiveness, and the Third Division was especially loyal to Yuan Shikai. If Chen Ke released them after intimidating them like this, the soldiers of the Third Division would certainly not dare to return to their unit easily. Then even if the officers of the Beiyang Army Third Division were released, the court couldn't possibly allow this bunch of officers who had been captured to be the backbone to rebuild the Third Division.

The reason Yuan Shikai was anxious to redeem the captured officers was that he wanted these officers to take the released soldiers and return to the unit. With Yuan Shikai coordinating in the middle, plus the unit organization was not chaotic, they only needed to replenish weapons. The Third Division would still exist. If Chen Ke tossed about like this, and the soldiers of the Beiyang Third Division were gone, Yuan Shikai's idea would naturally fall through. The officers and soldiers of the Beiyang Army were all fed full by Yuan Shikai with silver; to build such a new army division again, even Yuan Shikai's financial resources couldn't support it. Yuan Shikai absolutely couldn't accept losing the most loyal and most capable Third Division. This was also why Yuan Shikai didn't refuse to redeem people even though he refused to cooperate with the People's Party.

Moreover, Chen Ke actually had even colder calculations in it. He even prepared to distribute some weapons to the released soldiers of the Beiyang Army on the grounds of "letting brothers protect themselves from being robbed along the way." Chen Ke knew very clearly that once these released Beiyang Army soldiers had weapons in their hands, it would be easier for them to act in groups. And among the soldiers acting in groups, there were no officers at all; naturally, those fellows who were usually brave and fierce would become temporary leaders. Such a large force of several thousand people would divide into several large action organizations. This was enough to make the government offices along the way full of various precautions exceeding the normal range. And the soldiers who were already worried couldn't accept this stimulation.

Then the only certain result would be that with those brave and fierce soldiers acting as temporary leaders, it would inevitably cause the soldiers of the Third Division to loot heavily along the way. With several thousand soldiers looting wantonly, at least before they entered Zhili and approached their hometowns, the places along the way would definitely suffer great crimes. Leaving aside that the soldiers participating in the looting wouldn't dare to return to the unit. Even if the soldiers who didn't participate in the looting returned, they were destined to be "arrested for interrogation." In these years, information was not smooth. Once soldiers were arrested for interrogation, the claim Chen Ke made beforehand that "the court persecutes released New Army soldiers" would naturally be "confirmed." This would be a very fatal blow to the Beiyang Army. Fighting desperately for the court, clearly not having defected to the rebel party but returning from thousands of miles away to rejoin the unit, yet being persecuted. The Beiyang Army was not a Party army but an old army with a mercenary nature. This fact would be a heavy blow to the other units of the Beiyang Six Divisions.

This was the plan Chen Ke had never told the comrades. Chen Ke was very glad now; if he had told the comrades in advance, he was afraid this real threat would have been told to Yuan Shikai.

Wang Shizhen was quite a character too. Since the bottom line was leaked, he no longer hid it. Moreover, Chen Ke's lack of surprise also revealed that Chen Ke had already calculated this matter. Wang Shizhen stared at the calm-looking Chen Ke and said, "It seems Wen Qing is determined to get Hanyang's steel?"

"Correct. I am indeed burning with anxiety," Chen Ke answered sternly.

"Then presumably Wen Qing can also guarantee that the officers and soldiers of the Third Division and the Mixed Thirteenth Brigade will definitely be released together in Suzhou?" Wang Shizhen asked next.

"I am confident I won't let Mr. Yuan and Admiral Wang down," Chen Ke replied.

"Then I can go back and talk to Duke Yuan," Wang Shizhen replied.

"Then I'll trouble Admiral Wang to take the trouble."

Sending Wang Shizhen back to the cell, Lu Huitian couldn't help asking, "Wang Shizhen leaked the bottom line so quickly?"

"Because Wang Shizhen is a person who loves peace," Chen Ke replied.

"Loves peace?" Lu Huitian completely didn't understand what Chen Ke wanted to say.

"Admiral Wang Shizhen of course loves peace," Chen Ke replied. "Seeking peace through compromise results in the death of peace; seeking peace through struggle results in the survival of peace."

After saying this famous saying of Grandpa Mao, Chen Ke added a modified sentence of Mr. Lu Xun, "Abuse and threats are not fighting."
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February 1, 1908, was New Year's Eve. The sound of firecrackers in the capital had not stopped since morning, and the sporadic popping from children playing continued endlessly. Visiting relatives and friends was a major activity during this important festival. For official circles, these visits were even more critical. Paying respects to superiors in the same faction and exchanging gifts with those of shared interests turned normal social interactions into laden gestures within the bureaucracy.

Yuan Shikai had been "ill" these past few days. Although gifts and receptions could be handled by his chief steward, the operations of the Yuan household had not ceased despite his illness. However, "closing the door to guests" on the grounds of illness was itself a rare signal. The official circles immediately reacted. Some said Minister Yuan was disheartened; others said he was starting to bide his time; some even claimed Yuan Shikai was too ashamed to put on airs after the Beiyang Army's defeat. Various plausible and implausible guesses emerged, but none were correct.

Despite learning that the People's Party had released Wang Shizhen, Yuan Shikai dared not fully believe Chen Ke would show such sincerity until Wang Shizhen truly returned to Beijing. Only when he saw Wang Shizhen appear before him with his own eyes did Yuan Shikai relax. A smile inevitably appeared on his face.

Seeing Yuan Shikai's sincere smile, even a man of such self-control as Wang Shizhen felt his eyes moisten. Stepping forward, Wang Shizhen gave Yuan Shikai a solemn military salute. "Yuan Gong, I have failed your expectations."

Yuan Shikai stepped forward and took Wang Shizhen's hand. "Victory and defeat are common in war. It is enough that Pinqing has returned. When you were captured, I was extremely worried, fearing Chen Ke might have laid a vicious hand on you. Pinqing, come, sit down quickly."

Although moved, Wang Shizhen did not indulge in sentimental posturing. As soon as he sat down with Yuan Shikai, he spoke anxiously, "Yuan Gong, if you wish to rebuild the 3rd Division, I fear Chen Ke has already made arrangements against it."

Yuan Shikai had intended to ask about Wang Shizhen's hardships on the road and whether he had suffered in captivity, but hearing this, his face immediately turned serious. "How does Pinqing know this?"

Repeating his conversation with Chen Ke to Yuan Shikai, Wang Shizhen analyzed Chen Ke's arrangements for the Beiyang captives. Wang Shizhen had remained silent throughout his journey back to Beijing, repeatedly turning over the words he had heard, trying to discern the People's Party's true intent. He now had his own ideas. "Yuan Gong, regardless of whether Chen Ke is sincere or fierce, he currently seeks to win over the hearts of the people in Anhui, so he urgently needs steel. He likely knows you wish to rebuild the 3rd Division as soon as possible, so his earlier words were all strictures; the real killer move is how he treats the 3rd Division. He separated the officers and soldiers and provided medical treatment. The goal is to make an issue out of this..."

Check Yuan Shikai nodded slightly as he listened. He indeed wanted to gather the defeated soldiers of the 3rd Division to rebuild it as soon as possible. But the People's Party's actions exceeded his expectations. After capturing nearly ten thousand officers and soldiers of the 3rd Division and the 13th Mixed Brigade, they neither slaughtered nor released them, but temporarily detained them. This completely disrupted Yuan Shikai's initial plan. Hearing Wang Shizhen's reasoning, Yuan Shikai felt relieved; even after capture, Wang Shizhen had not lost his usual calm.

If Chen Ke could hear Wang Shizhen's analysis at this moment, he would find that different perspectives could lead to the same deduction. Chen Ke's policy toward captives was completely plagiarized from Party history. The only difference was that Chen Ke knew he couldn't convert the Beiyang officers and soldiers into "Liberation Warriors" right now, so he naturally treated these Beiyang soldiers as "bombs" to use against the enemy.

Wang Shizhen happened to have the same view. He believed the People's Party separated officers from soldiers to strip the officers of their command and then "confuse the military mind." As a high-ranking Beiyang officer, Wang Shizhen knew his own army well. If thousands of released Beiyang soldiers returned to Beijing without officers leading them, it would be impossible for them not to cause major trouble. If that happened, Yuan Shikai would not only fail to rebuild the 3rd Division but would also lose significant control over the other five Beiyang divisions.

Yuan Shikai rose to power through military merit. Although Wang Shizhen's analysis didn't penetrate the core of the People's Party's operations, it was enough for Yuan Shikai. A major defeat for the Beiyang Army directly shook Yuan Shikai's foundation. The young cadres of the People's Party had a common problem, influenced by Chen Ke's knowledge: everyone couldn't help but want to "take the long view." Chairman Chen was far-sighted and profound, so the comrades naturally felt they had to consider problems from a "grand perspective." Therefore, the People's Party generally believed the overall political danger was the greatest threat facing Yuan Shikai. But Yuan Shikai truly didn't think so. When the "pillar" supporting him—the Beiyang Army—suffered a heavy blow, the first thing Yuan Shikai had to accomplish was to stabilize the Beiyang Army.

As for Cixi's life or death, or the threats from the Emperor's Party and the Empress's Party, those were surely important. But the Qing Court was not the People's Party, doing things with wind and fire. To topple a Grand Councilor required the support of many people and a long period of maneuvering. But if the Beiyang Army became alienated from Yuan Shikai, his destruction would be immediate.

"Pinqing, so now we just let Chen Ke extort us for a bit?" Yuan Shikai asked. Although extremely unwilling in his heart, Yuan Shikai remained unagitated. Being able to bend and stretch was one of the most important qualities of a power holder.

"Yuan Gong, since Chen Ke is bent on seizing the Hanyang Iron Works, we might as well let him dream for a few days. However, I see Chen Ke is not entirely a delusional man. At least tens of thousands of tons of steel must be let go to him," Wang Shizhen gave an accurate answer.

At this point, Yuan Shikai had no other method. Since Chen Ke wanted to use farm tools to buy over the people, and spring plowing was imminent, Yuan Shikai could imagine his urgency. If Chen Ke felt he couldn't get what he wanted and turned his anger into a direct attack on Yuan Shikai, Yuan Shikai would indeed face great trouble.

Finally, Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen set the Beiyang bottom line: they could provide a portion of steel to Chen Ke as quickly as possible. And in the long run, they would stall Chen Ke regarding the Hanyang Iron Works. But the captured Beiyang officers of the 3rd Division must quickly return to their captive units and leave the People's Party's control in a "dignified manner" as soon as possible.

"Pinqing, between Yan Fu and Chen Ke, who actually holds power?" Yuan Shikai asked a seemingly unrelated question.

Wang Shizhen knew this meant Yuan Shikai was preparing to resolve himself to cooperate with Chen Ke. The real meaning was whether Chen Ke was reliable. If the true wielder of the People's Party was Yan Fu, Yuan Shikai could have enough trust in him. Whether in terms of integrity or ability to execute agreements, even if Yan Fu was an enemy, he could largely be trusted.

"Yuan Gong, the leader of the People's Party is indeed Chen Ke. Yan Fu currently only manages the navy and the Ministry of Education," Wang Shizhen gave a clear answer.

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai sighed slightly. He still had a great distrust of Chen Ke's credibility. Yuan Shikai had seen too many villains who got lucky; they would always maximize the use of the "chips" in their hands. Breaking agreements and eating their words were common meals for such people. They had insatiable appetites. Chen Ke was very likely such a person. even if Chen Ke wasn't, he was still a young man. Young people were eager for quick success and profit, and when facing a favorable situation, they would always do something outrageous.

But Yuan Shikai didn't ask "Is Chen Ke reliable?" Whether Chen Ke was reliable or not, the one ultimately deciding to trade with him was Yuan Shikai. If something went wrong, Yuan Shikai had to be responsible for his own decision. After a long silence, Yuan Shikai finally said, "I'll trust Chen Ke this once."

Having made the decision, a negotiator had to be selected. Yuan Shikai felt the current person suitable to negotiate with Chen Ke was Wang Shizhen, but having just escaped the tiger's mouth, it wasn't appropriate to send him back. Just as he was wondering how to raise this with Wang Shizhen, Wang Shizhen spoke up clearly, "Yuan Gong, please let me return to Anhui to negotiate with Chen Ke. Firstly, Chen Ke trusts me somewhat; secondly, after the deal is done, I can organize the troops on the spot and leave Anhui as quickly as possible."

Suppressing his happiness, Yuan Shikai said, "Pinqing, you have worked hard."

After the general framework was determined, the two hammered out some details. Only then did Yuan Shikai ask Wang Shizhen how exactly the defeat happened. As Wang Shizhen detailed the process of the battle with the People's Party, Yuan Shikai's expression changed. Rebel armies were usually rabble, only capable of fighting with the wind at their backs; encountering government troops with strong firepower like the Beiyang Army, they would collapse at the first touch, unable to fight a protracted war.

The People's Party troops could not only hold their own against the Beiyang Army but could also wipe out three thousand Beiyang elites in one fell swoop after a long march. Such combat effectiveness was already above the Beiyang Army. Not to mention, the People's Party had Yan Fu, a naval commander. Wang Shizhen still had lingering fears about the fierce bombardment from the People's Party's river fleet. That the Beiyang Army collapsed so quickly was largely due to the shelling completely disrupting their order. The People's Party's rich experience in siege warfare had been fully utilized.

Frowning, Yuan Shikai remained silent for a long time. The Beiyang Army hadn't been ambushed due to rash advancement, but had been thoroughly crushed in a series of high-level battles. Both Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen were veterans; the battles fought by the People's Party required high-level command ability and a strong grasp of the entire battlefield. From Beiyang's experience, without a large group of extremely capable commanders, even if Chen Ke were Zhuge Liang reborn, he couldn't fight these battles alone.

This led to another question: where did these high-level commanders pop out from? Yuan Shikai absolutely did not believe the People's Party was supported by captured personnel from the Anhui New Army. Yuan Shikai knew the capabilities of the Anhui New Army; if they had such ability, it would have been impossible for Chen Ke to travel a thousand miles and break Anqing City overnight, wiping out the Anhui New Army.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai spoke slowly, "Pinqing, you stay in Xuzhou. No matter what, you must find out exactly what kind of people are under Chen Ke. Looking at it now, Chen Ke is definitely not alone; he must have a large group of people under him."

"Yes." Wang Shizhen thought exactly the same as Yuan Shikai. He had discussed the war with Duan Qirui many times. Although lacking materials on the People's Party, the Beiyang Army was commanded by the two of them. After repeated deductions, they reached a depressing result: once Wang Shizhen brought his troops to merge with Duan Qirui, defeat was only a matter of time. The two couldn't find any possibility of defeating the People's Party. Especially when Wang Shizhen proposed simulating the People's Party's side in a wargame, he found that even if he acted as Chief of Staff, he couldn't command with the People's Party's combat characteristics. that mercury-spilling-on-the-ground fluidity, that tit-for-tat combat when facing strong enemies, and the decisiveness to fight or leave at will. It was definitely not something government troops who had only carried guns for a year could command.

Wang Shizhen never guessed blindly, so he wanted to figure out who his opponent was even more than Yuan Shikai did.

However, these matters of war could be discussed later. Since the basic content was agreed upon, Wang Shizhen set off back to Anhui. Normally, the People's Party detaining nearly ten thousand soldiers of the Beiyang and Jiangbei New Armies would consume a lot of grain daily. This was a heavy burden for the People's Party. Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen actually hoped to drain the People's Party this way. But now, what Beiyang feared most was the People's Party releasing these soldiers, so the People's Party's pressure became something extremely terrifying instead.

Yuan Shikai immediately invited Sheng Xuanhuai. Due to the financial issues of the Hanyang Iron Works, starting from 1906, Sheng Xuanhuai had largely taken over its finances. If Chen Ke insisted on getting some steel first, Sheng Xuanhuai was sufficient to operate this. Sheng Xuanhuai had arrived in Beijing. Despite having many conflicts with Yuan Shikai, Sheng Xuanhuai knew this was not the time to kick someone when they were down. Regarding Yuan Shikai redeeming the Beiyang Army, Sheng Xuanhuai's view was identical to Yuan Shikai's: it must be completed as soon as possible. Sheng Xuanhuai didn't take the opportunity to ask for a price, and Yuan Shikai didn't mention it either. For figures of their level, some things were best left unspoken. Sooner or later, Yuan Shikai and Sheng Xuanhuai would cross paths again, and at that time, Yuan Shikai would certainly repay the loss Sheng Xuanhuai suffered this time. This was the most basic rule.

When Wang Shizhen rushed back to Fengtai County, it was already the third day of the first lunar month. Fengtai County was truly bustling with a festive atmosphere; the streets and alleys were full of people, turning the entire county town into a huge market. Wang Shizhen had no mood to care about this. Chen Ke was already waiting, and a new round of negotiations began immediately. Feng Xu and Shen Zengzhi were absent; Chen Ke, Yan Fu, and Lu Huitian represented the People's Party in talks with the Beiyang plenipotentiary representative, Wang Shizhen.

Regarding the immediate release of captured personnel, Chen Ke agreed. Contrary to Wang Shizhen's expectations, Chen Ke sincerely suggested, "Commander Wang, if you leave with the Beiyang Army, I'm a bit worried there will be chaos when you reach Xuzhou. I feel we might as well divide into two parts. The officers and soldiers of the Jiangbei New Army can return to Xuzhou with Commander Wang first. Once things on the road are prepared, you can then verify and receive the Beiyang Army brothers heading north."

Even knowing Chen Ke's method of releasing in batches was to ensure the Beiyang side wouldn't immediately renege on the deal, Wang Shizhen wasn't angry. Since he hadn't expected the People's Party to be so reasonable beforehand, Wang Shizhen hadn't thought the People's Party would release the Jiangbei New Army first. It wasn't impossible for Wang Shizhen to go as an advance party, but after all, he was a defeated general. Once he went back to formally take charge of the Jiangbei Commander's affairs, putting aside other things, he would first have to submit a memorial awaiting punishment. He wouldn't be able to handle other matters so easily. Pondering for a moment, Wang Shizhen nodded, "That is fine as well. But I fear I cannot wait too long in Xuzhou."

"That is not a problem. As long as Commander Wang can stabilize the local order in Xuzhou so that the Beiyang Army brothers won't disturb the locality when they pass through, it will be fine," Chen Ke replied.

"Wenqing, you are being too generous," Wang Shizhen began to ask about Chen Ke's intentions.

Sure enough, as Wang Shizhen thought, Chen Ke's demands were straightforward. Before the Beiyang Army moved out, the inventory of the Hanyang Iron Works had to be allowed to be taken away by the People's Party. And the steel produced afterward had to be sent to Anhui.

"Agreed." These requests did not exceed Wang Shizhen's bottom line for negotiation.

After the preliminary agreement was reached, Wang Shizhen immediately asked Chen Ke to send ships to the Hanyang Iron Works to pick up the steel now; Sheng Xuanhuai had already settled matters there. Chen Ke agreed on the spot.

This time, Wang Shizhen came as a negotiating representative, and Chen Ke arranged for him to live in the city. But Wang Shizhen requested to go back and stay in prison with Duan Qirui. Chen Ke didn't try to persuade him otherwise; since Wang Shizhen had things to say to Duan Qirui, Chen Ke didn't want to play tricks on such small matters.

Waiting was anxiety-inducing, and Chen Ke didn't invite Wang Shizhen out. Wang Shizhen had already prepared to stay in prison for a month. Unexpectedly, in less than seven days, Chen Ke invited Wang Shizhen out. "Commander Wang, you can begin withdrawing the troops."

"You've already received the steel?" Wang Shizhen was truly surprised, but this was the only reason Chen Ke would agree.

"Got a portion," Chen Ke smiled. "Now, please, Commander Wang, go to Suzhou and take the Jiangbei New Army brothers away. You have so many people eating and drinking every day; if Commander Wang can take the brothers back to Xuzhou a day earlier, we can save ourselves a bit more here."

The withdrawal action began from Suzhou. Returning to Suzhou, Wang Shizhen was truly filled with emotion. When he led troops south from here, he never expected a defeat unlike anything he had ever seen awaiting him. Even more unexpected was that the war would end in such a strange mode.

When the captured officers and soldiers lined up, Wang Shizhen was even more surprised. He had thought only high-ranking officers like himself would receive preferential treatment, while ordinary officers might get a bite to eat. As for the soldiers, naturally, it was fine as long as they didn't starve to death, or even if they did, it didn't matter. And now it was winter, the troops had no winter uniforms. God knows what the Jiangbei New Army subordinates would look like under freezing and starvation.

But seeing the Jiangbei New Army formation with his own eyes, Wang Shizhen knew he was truly wrong. Although one couldn't say they were radiant and in high spirits, the Jiangbei New Army didn't look skeletal or haggard. What surprised Wang Shizhen most was that many New Army soldiers had white gauze wrapped around their heads or bodies; clearly, they had been wounded, but it looked like the injuries were healing. Many New Army officers and soldiers also had burn scars left on their heads and faces. These were the permanent traces left on them by this campaign. Moreover, although this army was a captured defeated army, looking closely, the Jiangbei New Army soldiers had various patches on their clothes, and the washed uniforms could even be called clean. No need to think much, this was definitely taken care of by the People's Party.

Wang Shizhen initially didn't believe the "captive policy" stated by the People's Party, but seeing the facts with his own eyes, he had to believe it. Chen Ke was definitely not a person with the benevolence of a woman; Wang Shizhen firmly believed this. But with these living examples before him, Wang Shizhen couldn't figure out what exactly Chen Ke wanted to get from the defeated soldiers. If it was steel, Chen Ke just needed to treat the Beiyang Army soldiers well. However, this wasn't the time to think in detail. Wang Shizhen had the officers organize the troops, while he himself talked with Pu Guanshui, who had accompanied him, about when he could lead the troops away.

"Commander Wang, to prevent the brothers from being unprepared if they encounter danger on the road, we are gifting you three hundred rifles and ten thousand rounds of ammunition," Pu Guanshui said.

"What?" Wang Shizhen was truly surprised. Wang Shizhen had absolutely no goodwill toward Pu Guanshui, this Beiyang traitor. But he didn't have much malice either. The success Pu Guanshui had achieved now was something Beiyang couldn't give him no matter what. But hearing Pu Guanshui say he would give three hundred rifles for self-defense, Wang Shizhen suspected this Beiyang traitor was making a friendly gesture privately.

"Does Chen Wenqing know about this?" Wang Shizhen asked. Chen Ke hadn't told Wang Shizhen this beforehand.

Pu Guanshui smiled, "This is Chairman Chen's arrangement. However, he felt letting Commander Wang have a bit of surprise might be a good thing."

Although he didn't know what exactly Chen Ke wanted to do, these three hundred rifles were very important to Wang Shizhen. To command the troops now, he could only rely on his official position as Jiangbei Commander. But since everyone in the Jiangbei New Army knew Wang Shizhen was also a captive, the prestige brought by this position was greatly discounted. But with these three hundred rifles, Wang Shizhen had confidence. He also had enough ability to suppress his subordinates.

After a moment of silence, Wang Shizhen replied, "Please tell Chen Ke, I accept his kindness."

There were several phalanxes in the send-off team, mostly People's Party troops. As a defeated army, the Jiangbei New Army absolutely had no goodwill toward the People's Party troops. But when passing a group of People's Party medical corps wearing white coats, many Jiangbei New Army officers and soldiers revealed grateful expressions. Because there were officers in the ranks, they dared not say anything. But when the doctors and nurses of the medical corps waved goodbye to them, many injured officers and soldiers actually waved back. They knew their lives had been saved by these People's Party medics wearing strange white clothes. If not for them, the wounded soldiers would absolutely not have survived in the autumn rain and the subsequent winter. The wounded soldiers received better care, their conditions perhaps even better than the uninjured New Army soldiers. As enemies, it was duty to kill each other on the battlefield. There was nothing to say about that. But as captives, they were treated, treated completely as human beings, not consumed as expendable items in the army. The Jiangbei New Army never expected to be treated like this. The gratitude was indeed sincere.

Wang Shizhen was on horseback; from his high vantage point, he took all this in. Although he didn't know the full mind of the People's Party, Wang Shizhen could guarantee that if these people had to fight the People's Party again next time, they probably wouldn't fight to the death first. If surrounded and without a chance, if the People's Party asked these New Army soldiers to surrender, they would immediately surrender.

"Chen Ke is truly greatly treacherous and evil," Wang Shizhen couldn't help but think. A person who could perform such acts of great mercy and compassion must be a hero. Since ancient times, heroes have not been kind; Chen Ke's deep planning and foresight even left Wang Shizhen unable to think of a counter-strategy. The People's Party was brave and skillful in battle; if they were just press-ganged men, they would crumple before the People's Party. But if he were to train another Jiangbei New Army, Wang Shizhen couldn't scrape together that much silver even if he smashed his pots and sold the iron. The only thing he could rely on was this captured New Army. And through the captive policy, Chen Ke not only effectively dissolved the hatred of the New Army but also made this New Army far easier to surrender than before. If Wang Shizhen led troops to fight again, he feared he would lose even more miserably than this time.

Wang Shizhen didn't want to watch anymore. He spurred his horse toward Xuzhou. This territory of the People's Party had given Wang Shizhen defeats and blows he had never encountered in his life; he didn't want to stay here a moment longer.
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Chapter 7: The Guangfu Society Strikes (1)

The Guangfu Society (Restoration Society) was quite concerned about the movements of the People's Party. Although the Guangfu Society didn't have its own secret service intelligence agency, it still collected intelligence as much as possible every day. On the tenth day of the first lunar month, news reached Hangzhou about the movement of a large number of ships in Anqing during the Spring Festival, which really made the cadres of the Guangfu Society feel nervous. currently in the middle reaches of the Yangtze River, only the People's Party had the ability to mobilize a large-scale fleet. The news said there were quite a few steamships in this fleet, which made the Guangfu Society even more certain that this was the People's Party's fleet.

Many Guangfu Society cadres suspected that the People's Party was preparing to go down the river to continue expanding its territory, but the news stated that this fleet only stayed in Anqing for a while, and a large part of the ships entered Chao Lake along the river. That should be going to Fengtai County via water routes. What puzzled the Guangfu Society cadres most was that this fleet actually came from Wuhan, yet no fighting occurred in the Wuhan area. It was said that the market was calm and people's lives were not disturbed in the slightest.

The Guangfu Society had a certain influence in the three towns of Wuhan. They all knew that Wuhan was now in a state of constant panic, and Governor of Huguang Zhao Erxun was most worried that the People's Party would forcibly seize Wuhan while the Hubei New Army's strength was insufficient. Yet such a huge fleet did not trigger war and panic; it was truly puzzling.

By the fifteenth of the first lunar month, more accurate news arrived. This fleet had moved a lot of steel from the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works, and although no fleet of such scale went to Hanyang afterward, small-scale fleets ran back and forth, continuously transporting steel.

The Guangfu Society cadres exploded after confirming this news was true. Regardless of their perception of the People's Party, everyone in the Guangfu Society believed the People's Party was resolutely anti-Qing. Facts also proved that the People's Party had adopted a policy of firm military struggle against the Manchu Qing. The People's Party, which had been beating the Manchu Qing violently for a year, not only didn't attack Wuhan with arms this time but moved a lot of steel like bandits instead, obviously starting to enjoy the dividends of war. As the saying goes, "If you take from others, your hand is short; if you eat from others, your mouth is soft." The People's Party transported supplies peacefully, making it clear they had reached some agreement with the Manchu Qing, or at least with the Wuhan side.

Indignant emotions spread at the Guangfu Society meeting. Tao Chengzhang's purpose in convening the meeting was not to discuss the People's Party, but ever since the fact of the People's Party moving supplies was recounted at the beginning of the meeting, abuse against the People's Party occupied the vast majority of the content in the following hour or so. There were many Jiangsu and Zhejiang dialects, and various accents and local terms differed quite a bit, but Tao Chengzhang had traveled all over Jiangsu and Zhejiang, so he could understand everyone's words. The words in the venue, which buzzed like a big beehive, made Tao Chengzhang feel a bit dizzy. The only thing certain was that everyone's abuse could be summarized in three words: "Envy, Jealousy, Hate."

Just as Tao Chengzhang was considering how to calm this indignation, the indignant emotions automatically slid towards some unified understanding. "If we conquer Nanjing, we'll have whatever we want too!"

"Right, the People's Party conquered many big cities, that's how they can have whatever they want. Didn't we conquer Hangzhou, and the surrounding places followed in being recovered? If we conquer Nanjing, let alone Jiangsu, even Shanghai could be easily recovered."

"Correct, let's attack Nanjing now. Nanjing has plenty of good things, and an arsenal too. At that time, our weapons and ammunition will absolutely not be worse than the People's Party."

Tao Chengzhang originally wanted to discuss attacking Nanjing. He didn't expect the People's Party's success to actually greatly promote the Guangfu Society's consensus on attacking Nanjing.

Xu Xilin was usually quite impassioned, but ever since he returned to Hangzhou after inspecting the People's Party base area, he had become somewhat depressed. On his usually shrewd and capable face, his brows always furrowed inadvertently. Some people thought Xu Xilin was worried about Qiu Jin, who was injured in the Hangzhou campaign, and those Restoration Army soldiers of the Dare-to-Die Corps. After all, these people all came from the Guangfu Society's initial military school, the "Datong School," and Xu Xilin was the founder of the Datong School. Many of these people had a very close relationship with Xu Xilin.

Some more mature people thought Xu Xilin was worried about the battle to attack Nanjing. The battle to attack Nanjing itself wouldn't be easy. Leaving aside the disparity in numbers between the Guangfu Society and the Nanjing garrison, the gap in weapons between the two sides was even larger. Most of these more mature people were old cadres of the Guangfu Society; they had experienced more things. Unlike those new participants who felt the Restoration Army had the power to fight the New Army just because they got rifles and saw artillery, these cadres had a level of understanding that "training is needed for weapon use." Getting weapons didn't equate to gaining combat effectiveness. Battles of blood and fire gave these people a more advanced cognition.

These guesses could only be said to have guessed a small part correctly. Xu Xilin himself didn't fully understand his own troubles, and this was where Xu Xilin was most troubled. Among the cadres of the Guangfu Society, Xu Xilin was an extremely distinctive one. If Cai Yuanpei was number one in learning within the Guangfu Society, and Tao Chengzhang was number one in action, then Xu Xilin was undoubtedly the extremely rare number one "administrative talent." The reason he didn't devote himself to pursuing official rank was that Xu Xilin believed working for the Manchu Qing was absolutely unacceptable. But Xu Xilin's capability was beyond doubt. When he was with En Ming, Xu Xilin won En Ming's appreciation with extremely flexible political skills and outstanding handling ability, becoming the main person in charge of a series of newly run schools in Anhui. Because of jealousy, surrounding "colleagues" gave Xu Xilin a nickname, "Xu Xiaodao" (Xu the Driller). The general meaning was that Xu Xilin was good at social climbing. However, En Ming accepting Xu Xilin as a disciple was really not just because Xu Xilin had social climbing ability; being a solid "administrative talent" was the fundamental reason Xu Xilin could be put in an important position.

After experiencing a series of battles, liaisons, training, and uprisings, Xu Xilin found his feelings towards the Guangfu Society becoming increasingly complex. The young comrades' enthusiasm to overthrow the Manchu Qing was real, but the disorder, or rather the ridiculousness, of the young comrades' handling of affairs was equally real. The experience with En Ming made Xu Xilin realize just how large the investment needed to manipulate relatively large projects was. The inspection at the People's Party made Xu Xilin see even more what "governing the world" meant.

Whether military administration or civil administration, what was needed was precisely not impulsive revolutionary enthusiasm, but ruthless order. Even if ruthless wasn't needed, it had to be meticulous and rigorous. As for why it had to be done this way, Xu Xilin actually hadn't fully figured it out either. Xu Xilin's experience was not yet enough to raise his revolutionary theoretical knowledge to the level of thinking about problems systematically, and his revolutionary consciousness hadn't been able to go "from spontaneous to self-conscious." Despite this, this "number one administrative talent" in the Guangfu Society still felt uncomfortable all over. His train of thought jumped east and west, his attention couldn't concentrate, and the things he saw before his eyes always made him involuntarily give birth to many associations. One moment he thought of the shrinking so-called inspection at the People's Party base area, and the next he thought of the days being an official in Anhui.

"Comrades, who among you is willing to take the lead?" Tao Chengzhang didn't want to waste this morale that had risen spontaneously with great difficulty. He asked loudly.

"We comrades from Jinhua dare to take the lead!" Someone immediately shouted in response.

"Good! Any comrade who dares to take the lead will be given a settling-in allowance first, and will definitely be heavily rewarded after conquering Nanjing." Tao Chengzhang immediately gave monetary stimulation.

Hearing Tao Chengzhang, who could make decisions, say this, Guangfu Society comrades from other places immediately got excited.

"We from Yiwu absolutely dare not fall behind others."

"We comrades from Wenzhou are willing to send a Dare-to-Die Corps!"

Watching the increasingly swelling passion of the Guangfu Society comrades to attack Nanjing, Xu Xilin felt an indescribable discomfort. Even now, Xu Xilin still hadn't found a reason why they had to attack Nanjing. In the news coming from Nanjing, a panic-stricken atmosphere pervaded the Jiangnan New Army and Nanjing city. They absolutely couldn't attack actively in the short term, and the Guangfu Society was unlikely to be attacked from Nanjing in the coming months. Why not use the precious time to rectify the order in the areas currently recovered? Thoroughly eradicate the remnant forces of the Manchu Qing and unite the gentry class. In fact, Xu Xilin had already sent his trusted aides to start doing some liaison work. The results were quite good; at least the enlightened gentry who were relatively supportive of the Guangfu Society before expressed considerable interest in "convening a Zhejiang regional assembly."

And there was another even more important matter, which was that the Guangfu Society had occupied most prefectures and counties in Zhejiang and controlled quite a number of money and grain warehouses. How to effectively utilize this money and grain, especially avoiding this money and grain being embezzled, was the thing Xu Xilin cared about most. Tao Chengzhang sent reliable old cadres of the Guangfu Society to take over these money and grain warehouses, but the results sent back were not optimistic. In some places, the money and grain warehouses had already been embezzled for private use by a large portion. And exactly who embezzled it, there was no definite news even now. Even more serious was that the "Guangfu Society" in some places simply refused to cooperate with the people sent by Tao Chengzhang. Although everyone was a member of the Guangfu Society, and those local Guangfu Societies also admitted that Tao Chengzhang and these people were the leaders of the Guangfu Society, facing the reality of controlling "money and grain," the local Guangfu Societies didn't care much about wrestling with Guangfu Society leaders like Tao Chengzhang.

Tao Chengzhang originally also thought they needed to hurry up and rectify the gentry in Zhejiang and unite various forces. But because of the problem with the money and grain warehouses, he had to send all the capable cadres to the localities first, and the original plan to integrate Zhejiang was thoroughly stranded. Moreover, in the Hangzhou campaign, most of the Guangfu Society's backbone threw themselves into the war, and casualties were quite heavy. This was undoubtedly adding frost to snow for solving internal problems.

Even so, Tao Chengzhang still insisted on conquering Nanjing, and Xu Xilin couldn't dissuade him no matter what. Tao Chengzhang's opinion was simple: without conquering Nanjing, it wasn't enough to grasp huge economic benefits. Even the current fiscal revenue of Zhejiang Province was not as much as Nanjing alone. As long as they occupied Nanjing, the Guangfu Society could use Nanjing as a base to build a strong army. Then turn back to tidy up Zhejiang.

Xu Xilin felt this reason seemed reasonable but couldn't stand scrutiny at all. If occupying big cities could achieve such an effect, then Fengtai County where the People's Party started was a truly poor place. And after occupying Anqing, why did the People's Party view it as a hot potato and hurriedly throw it to the Yue Wang Society? After the Yue Wang Society, as the local snake of Anqing, occupied Anqing, didn't it still collapse within a few months? Except for over a hundred die-hards who were forced to leave their homes and run to Hunan, the Yue Wang Society that once claimed a hundred thousand members could be said to be no more. Saying the "lesson from the overturned cart ahead" was not far, could it be that this lesson was only "resolutely not getting involved with the People's Party"? If they had such backbone, why did the Guangfu Society beg the People's Party bitterly to dispatch a medical team? Xu Xilin simply couldn't see what the difference was between the Guangfu Society's current actions and the Yue Wang Society.

However, such words couldn't be said so bluntly.

A big reason why these Guangfu Society comrades from various places gathered in Hangzhou had such passion now was that they didn't get benefits from the local regimes in various places after the political power fell into the hands of the "Guangfu Society" in Zhejiang, or the local benefits were limited and not enough to satisfy these comrades. They gathered in Hangzhou in small or large groups under Tao Chengzhang's call. These days, Tao Chengzhang encouraged everyone's morale with the wonderful situation after conquering Nanjing. Plus the stimulation from the People's Party today, these comrades' will to fight surged. If Xu Xilin said discouraging words now, it would really be extremely inappropriate.

Not only could he not say discouraging words, but Xu Xilin had to stand up and say some words to encourage morale against his will to everyone. For Xu Xilin, this "hypocrisy" was just a basic skill; when he was under En Ming, his performance was even more flexible than now. Tao Chengzhang encouraged the Guangfu Society comrades on one side while staring at Xu Xilin with a slightly blaming look. Xu Xilin immediately cheered up and spoke words contrary to his heart even more devotedly.

Since it was decided to attack Nanjing, the attack route had to be arranged. There were quite a few merchant corps in Zhejiang, and the number of merchant corps possessing armed forces or hiring armed forces was quite large. Among the armed forces gathered under the Guangfu Society banner this time, some were dispatched by merchant corps, and some were independent armed forces wanting to come and make a profit.

Tao Chengzhang said loudly, "Comrades, to attack Jinling this time, let me say it beforehand. Jinling is a key place; there are quite a few who established capitals and founded states here. Not to mention far away, the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom occupied Jinling and established a state. In our attack on Jinling this time, we still need everyone to do their best and not fear sacrifice. I, your brother, will say it again: after success, perhaps because of necessity, a president will be temporarily established, publicly elected by everyone, for a term of five years or eight years. Although the time limit is not fixed, it cannot be passed down to sons and grandsons. Or use a civic polity, or even determine it as anarchy with no president—it is unknown. However, we must look at the level of our nationals at that time. But no matter what, the imperial throne can never be occupied forever. You who have great ability come out and do things for everyone, and the rest of the common people will absolutely not be like today, suffering to the extreme, poor to the extreme, while those who are emperors and high officials are still happy to twelve thousand degrees. At that time, there will be no land [ownership?], no big rich people, no bitter common people, taxes will be light, likin taxes and customs will all be abolished, soldiers will be fewer. From then on everyone will have food to eat, not worry about cold, and thus can be peaceful and never need to rebel or revolutionize forever. This is the long life of our Chinese nationals."

This was the viewpoint on the political system in Tao Chengzhang's "Statutes of the Longhua Society." Tao Chengzhang spread this text everywhere, and it had great influence in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Many local forces were willing to defect to the Guangfu Society precisely because they agreed with this organizational concept of the new government. Most of the crowd had been bullied by local government offices. Although they were bent on revenge, they were deeply afraid of the Manchu Qing coming to suppress them. So quite a few comrades responded to the call and came to gather to attack Jinling together. Now hearing Tao Chengzhang reiterate the Guangfu Society's purpose in public, everyone knew Tao Chengzhang would absolutely not break his promise. Thinking that once they could conquer Nanjing, they could not only make a big fortune but also return home to become local leaders. It was a good thing for both the country and the individual, so they clamored together.

"Conquer Jinling City, establish a New Republic!" Someone shouted. This was actually shouted by someone Tao Chengzhang instructed beforehand at this moment.

Hearing this slogan, everyone felt it fit their intentions perfectly. Quite a few people couldn't wait to shout along.

"Conquer Jinling City, establish a New Republic!"

"Conquer Jinling City, establish a New Republic!"

For a time, the sound of slogans shook the sky. Comrades waved their fists or vigorously waved whatever they could wave in their hands. Some young and aggressive ones simply stood on the stools, shouting loudly from a high position. Soon their faces turned red and their necks thick. In such an atmosphere, the comrades' mass emotions quickly reached a level near madness.

The military operation to dispatch troops to Jinling was officially determined.



★


The Guangfu Society Strikes 2

Volume 4 - Chapter 8

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 8: The Guangfu Society Strikes (2)

On the eve of the great battle, even the Guangfu Society had quite a few meetings. Since being injured in the attack on Hangzhou, this was the first time Qiu Jin attended a Guangfu Society operational meeting. The wound sutured after the military doctor's surgery was no longer in severe pain; replacing it was an occasional stinging pain plus a numbing and itching sensation. The military doctor said this was the feeling of healing. Qiu Jin was impatient; since the wound had started to heal completely, she actively requested to come out and work. Tao Chengzhang and Xu Xilin naturally disagreed. After much persuasion, Qiu Jin finally managed to attend the meeting.

Time was tight now, and there was no time to say much more. Tao Chengzhang just introduced everyone to each other briefly and immediately convened the operational meeting. Unlike the last operation to attack Hangzhou, Qiu Jin didn't know half of the members attending the meeting. Hearing their titles like Chief of Staff, Intelligence Bureau, etc., Qiu Jin assumed the Guangfu Society must have established a General Staff Department, Intelligence Department, Logistics Department, and other departments. The People's Party also had similar institutions. Chen Ke had once told Qiu Jin that this organizational structure itself was not unique; China had similar military institutions since ancient times.

Qiu Jin sized up the crowd in the conference hall. Most people felt a bit dispirited, while the few who looked spirited were obviously restless and agitated. Besides those in plain clothes, some wore New Army uniforms with the collar badges and hat insignias removed. Xu Xilin had said that Rui Fang, the Governor-General of Liangjiang in Nanjing, ordered Zhang Xun, the Admiral of Jiangnan, to slaughter revolutionaries heavily. Recently, quite a few revolutionaries in the Jiangnan New Army escaped the tiger's mouth and arrived in Hangzhou, which greatly increased the Guangfu Society's military strength.

While sizing up the venue, Qiu Jin heard a cadre ask, "Duke Tao, it's time to contact the People's Party and ask them to dispatch a medical team to assist in the battle, right?"

Unlike last time, no cadre gossiped about the People's Party anymore. The Guangfu Society crowd seemed as if they had never spoken ill of the People's Party; they just simply and seriously proposed this quite reasonable request.

"Mm, Bosun, who shall we send for this matter?" Tao Chengzhang asked with a rather majestic expression.

Qiu Jin felt this expression and tone seemed familiar. After thinking for a while, she remembered it was actually somewhat similar to Chen Ke. However, Chen Ke didn't do it intentionally; he just had a colder temperament. When talking about official business, he had a calmness completely disproportionate to his age. When speaking, he involuntarily carried a bit of questioning tone. Plus Chen Ke's status, it gave people an illusion of being relatively majestic. In fact, Qiu Jin knew that Chen Ke often revealed a heartless smile, looking like a teenager. Compared to Chen Ke, Tao Chengzhang really had some majestic appearance.

Tao Chengzhang didn't know Qiu Jin's perception. In his heart, he didn't have any thought of imitating Chen Ke. During the first Battle of Anqing, Tao Chengzhang followed in Chen Ke's headquarters. When Chen Ke commanded the battle, his words were neither too many nor too few, and that look of having a well-thought-out plan opened Tao Chengzhang's eyes. Storytellers were used to describing capable commanders as "calm and composed" when commanding thousands of troops and horses. This was the first time Tao Chengzhang could connect the imagined content with a real person. After that, when giving orders, Tao Chengzhang often thought of Chen Ke's appearance. If asked if he was imitating intentionally, naturally he wasn't, but if one said Tao Chengzhang wasn't influenced by Chen Ke, that wouldn't be completely correct either.

Hearing Tao Chengzhang raise the question, Xu Xilin pondered for a moment before replying, "Let Chen Beping go."

Tao Chengzhang nodded. "Good. Let Chen Beping go. Bosun, you go arrange it now."

As soon as Xu Xilin left, Tao Chengzhang began to continue issuing orders, actually not caring at all whether Xu Xilin, this main cadre, was present. This surprised Qiu Jin considerably. Qiu Jin actually didn't understand military affairs. Asking her to rectify discipline, implement military training, and lead the Dare-to-Die Corps to charge, Qiu Jin could do it. But Qiu Jin couldn't quite understand the arrangement of the entire military plan. She listened seriously, but didn't understand many places. When Tao Chengzhang finished speaking, someone stood up and asked, "Duke Tao, will firearms and ammunition be distributed before this battle?"

"The march is already quite tiring for everyone. Transporting firearms and ammunition to Nanjing collectively, and distributing them when we reach Nanjing. Let's dispense with unnecessary toil." Tao Chengzhang answered very simply.

Qiu Jin saw clearly that a look of disappointment immediately appeared on that person's face. While on the faces of quite a few old Guangfu Society cadres, there was a faint look of mockery. The speaker was a newly recruited secret society leader from Quanzhou. He had over three hundred men under him, which could be considered a not small force. But they only had forty-something guns. So among those who wanted to replenish weapons most, he was a representative figure.

If it were before when he lacked experience, Tao Chengzhang might really have replenished weapons for these local armed forces. Now the situation didn't allow Tao Chengzhang to do so. Even though a large amount of weapons and ammunition was captured in Hangzhou, it was still insufficient to provide unified equipment for the nearly ten thousand troops gathered. At the previous meeting, Tao Chengzhang revealed a little bit of the idea of distributing weapons to other armed forces, and the old cadres of the Guangfu Society exploded. Everyone's reason was very sufficient: "These weapons were captured by everyone risking their lives in Hangzhou; why give them to those who came later to pick up bargains?"

This was very reasonable. Even if Tao Chengzhang knew the cadres saying this had their own selfishness, he couldn't refute it in principle. This was indeed a fact Tao Chengzhang couldn't deny. The result of the final discussion was: if you want weapons, establish merit in battle. The Guangfu Society gave other revolutionary comrades the opportunity to participate in combat equally.

"Then how do we march? When do we start attacking Nanjing?" Seeing they couldn't get weapons and equipment before the battle, the leaders of other secret societies very simply began to ask about the attack time.

"Troops will be dispatched starting three days later. At that time, everyone will be distributed grain. Once you get the grain, everyone sets off for Jinling. In Hangzhou, except for the wounded and the troops remaining to guard the city, no one will be left in Hangzhou at that time. Either kill the enemy at the front, or go directly home. Hiding in the back is absolutely impossible." Tao Chengzhang's method was crisp enough. The teams from various places didn't bring their own food. As long as the Guangfu Society could choke off the food supply, absolutely no one could stay in Hangzhou and freeload.

Qiu Jin didn't know what exactly happened. In the Hangzhou campaign two months ago, Tao Chengzhang still had enough tolerance before the campaign started. At that time, Tao Chengzhang would rather suffer some losses himself than do things so absolutely. But that was Tao Chengzhang doing it this way now. And what surprised Qiu Jin was that Tao Chengzhang actually publicly appointed generals to solve this matter. "Xuanqing, you are injured and can't go to Nanjing. I want you to be responsible for Hangzhou affairs together with Mr. Zhang Taiyan. If anyone doesn't listen to Mr. Zhang's dispatch or refuses to fight, let them leave Hangzhou. For those who don't leave, we don't need to be polite."

"Understood." Qiu Jin replied somewhat hesitantly. After saying this, Qiu Jin couldn't help looking outside the door. Xu Xilin not being here made Qiu Jin feel extremely uneasy. Tao Chengzhang's performance was really too unexpected.

Xu Xilin was currently talking with Chen Beping. To avoid other people's eyes and ears, they specially chose a secluded room. There were six youths participating in the meeting, and Xu Xilin was obviously their leader.

"Gentlemen, this time going to Anhui, I want you to go together. Whatever differences there are between the People's Party in Anhui and your concepts, I hope you can abandon these thoughts. After asking Chairman Chen Ke to dispatch the medical team, you don't need to come back for the time being. Concentrate on learning the knowledge and methods of how to govern a locality in Anhui."

The youths didn't express any surprise at Xu Xilin's words. On the contrary, they all nodded to show they heard.

"If Zhejiang continues like this, something big will definitely happen. Duke Tao is now determined to implement the election system. If it were a time of peace, his method might still work. Now everyone can see that in the places under Manchu Qing rule, no one responds to the revolution at all. This time, whether we can conquer Jinling or not, the places in Jiangsu will absolutely not rise up in rebellion. If the Manchu Qing sends troops to Zhejiang, the only ones we can rely on are ourselves."

Xu Xilin spoke hurriedly. This was the only thing he could do now. Learn the method of governing a locality from the People's Party and build a strong government like the People's Party. In the internal meetings of the Guangfu Society, Xu Xilin suggested learning from the People's Party many times. Tao Chengzhang didn't completely oppose Xu Xilin's suggestion, but Tao Chengzhang himself opposed "strong government." Chen Ke's kind of super-strong government had a fundamental conflict with the "small government" in Tao Chengzhang's ideal.

So no matter how Xu Xilin suggested or lobbied, Tao Chengzhang remained unmoved. Xu Xilin settled for the second best, asking to postpone launching the Nanjing campaign and complete the integration of Zhejiang first. Tao Chengzhang resolutely opposed this; he even accelerated the pace of organizing and launching the Nanjing campaign. In many places, it looked a bit like forcing too much. This was obviously expressing opposition to Xu Xilin's attitude in another way.

The divergence between the two giants within the Guangfu Society also affected the main cadres of the Guangfu Society. In this regard, Xu Xilin didn't get the support of the majority, which made Xu Xilin feel extremely disappointed. Since he couldn't realize his ideas with Tao Chengzhang or within the Guangfu Society, Xu Xilin could only rely on the youths he trusted to go to Anhui to "learn the scriptures." Xu Xilin decided that as soon as this Nanjing campaign ended, he would leave the center of the Guangfu Society. Whether going to Shaoxing or elsewhere in Anhui, in short, Xu Xilin definitely wanted to build a firm base area.

"Mr. Xu, since Duke Tao refuses to accept advice all along, why must you participate in the Battle of Jinling? Now the various places below are very chaotic; wouldn't it be better for you to go down and straighten out these places?" Chen Beping asked.

"Beping, I must participate in this Battle of Jinling. At this time, Duke Tao needs people; I absolutely cannot quit at this time." Xu Xilin answered categorically.

Chen Beping couldn't help saying, "Mr. Xu, do you not understand? Why are the suggestions you propose at the meeting always opposed? Those cadres with no opinions don't know how to integrate local forces, so they can only adopt this model of local autonomy. Those cadres who have considerable influence locally, if there is a strong government governing the whole of Zhejiang now, they won't be able to guarantee their own strong positions locally in the future. Mr. Xu, these people put their own benefits first now. You are known as the commander of the Restoration Army now, but in reality, there are many people below who don't submit to you. Why do you ask for trouble like this?"

These words could be counted as heartfelt advice. Chen Beping was Xu Xilin's die-hard supporter. Not only had he followed Xu Xilin closely since the Anhui period, but he also firmly supported Xu Xilin's political views. Regarding the struggle within the Guangfu Society, Chen Beping saw it very clearly.

The youths with Chen Beping didn't have Chen Beping's insight. Hearing this, their faces all changed greatly.

"Beping, you are never allowed to say such words to me again in the future." Xu Xilin stopped Chen Beping's speech without a second word. Looking at Chen Beping's agitated expression, Xu Xilin couldn't help saying, "Beping, since I have dedicated myself to the revolution, I no longer care about my own safety. Quite a few people already say I hide behind greed for life and fear of death. This time I must go to the front line. Everyone can die; why can't I, Xu Xilin, die?"

"Mr. Xu..." Chen Beping couldn't bear it anymore. Just after saying the beginning, he was interrupted by Xu Xilin again.

"Beping, I just have different views from Duke Tao, but it's not that Duke Tao suppresses me out of selfishness. You absolutely cannot mistake this point, nor can you be instigated by others. Although Duke Tao does things a bit domineeringly, he is definitely not a person with selfishness. You are not allowed to go out and talk nonsense in the future either."

"Even if Duke Tao has no selfishness, it's not like he can do whatever he wants." Chen Beping still couldn't accept Xu Xilin's statement.

"That's why I let you go to Anhui to learn for me. After learning, we will implement our ideas locally. If you really think we are right, then you shouldn't think so much. Do the things I entrusted to you well."

Having finally persuaded Chen Beping and the others with great difficulty, Xu Xilin hurriedly rushed back to the council hall. The meeting at this time had already ended. Tao Chengzhang was waiting for Xu Xilin. Seeing him return, he pulled Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin to discuss matters privately together. Also sitting with them was Zhang Taiyan; the main cadres of the Guangfu Society were basically all present.

Xu Xilin originally thought Tao Chengzhang would go straight to the topic and criticize Xu Xilin's views again. Unexpectedly, Tao Chengzhang first briefly introduced the content of the meeting. Tao Chengzhang expressed that he didn't care much about the medical team problem. Compared to the medical team destined to arrive on time, the things Tao Chengzhang had to care about were piled up like a mountain. Dispatching troops required provisions, and the Restoration Army couldn't fight with broadswords and spears either. At least weapons and ammunition had to be distributed to the main force troops. Because Tao Chengzhang himself simply wasn't clear how many people he actually had under him. Even for a hero like Tao Chengzhang who had traveled all over Zhejiang, he still hadn't been able to remember the names of all the troop leaders under the "Restoration Army" banner completely.

Tao Chengzhang certainly didn't know that Chen Ke, whom he couldn't help comparing with subconsciously, had a rough understanding of all commanders and commissars above the company level in the People's Party. Chen Ke could also roughly know the names of most company-level commanders. This wasn't because Chen Ke had the ability of photographic memory, but simply because names appearing repeatedly in a large number of documents, and the events connected with them, made it easier for Chen Ke to remember these commanders and commissars.

But Tao Chengzhang also admitted that not being able to manage all the troops under the Guangfu Society's command was indeed bad. However, Tao Chengzhang himself had no choice. He traveled all over the place; although he met many people, more news was heard. Even if he heard the name of a certain hero, because these heroes were also running all over the place, the news obtained wasn't accurate. Not to mention that regarding names, titles, and nicknames, these heroes were very "particular" in these places. It was very likely that heroes with different images in several places were actually the same person. For example, the hero Zhou Congwen from Wenzhou. In Wenzhou, he was the leader of a merchant corps guard team locally, and everyone called him Fourth Master Zhou. In Jinhua, he was known as Zhou Zhiyong, mainly in the medicinal herb business. In Hangzhou, he was a traveling merchant named He Yongshan, selling everything. There were also opposite examples. There was a hero named Liu Xuhu in Ningbo, famous for being heroic and chivalrous. In reality, there were two heroes using this name. One was a local enlightened faction member who was a successful candidate in the military examination, and the other was a Jianghu figure with some flavor of a chivalrous thief, doing some business of escorting goods and also doing some business that couldn't quite see the light.

Out of various reasons and thoughts, heroes mixing outside wouldn't easily tell their real information to others. Tao Chengzhang himself traveled all over and also had quite a few aliases. Many times, he heard others say there was a hero XXX in XXX, but it was actually Tao Chengzhang himself. Various far-fetched stories were pinned on Tao Chengzhang's head, even if Tao Chengzhang didn't know about these things at all.

When a large number of heroes who used to wait and see gathered in Hangzhou, Tao Chengzhang initially wanted to meet them one by one, probe, persuade, and integrate. Soon he found he simply didn't have so much time and energy. Before deciding to dispatch troops, Tao Chengzhang had to adopt a more generalized method, which was to publicly announce rewards and punishments. Whoever was willing to be the vanguard would be heavily rewarded. Whoever exerted themselves bravely in battle would be heavily rewarded afterward.

After saying these, Tao Chengzhang finally told Xu Xilin and others his true thoughts on why the Nanjing campaign must be launched. In Xu Xilin's view, a group of rabble, unorganized and undisciplined, launching a revolutionary war purely on a burst of passion, would have great losses and might not necessarily succeed. This was a meaningless huge waste. But Tao Chengzhang precisely believed that this kind of anti-Qing action from the folk itself conformed to the Guangfu Society's tenet of "Recover the Han nationality, return our rivers and mountains, dedicate oneself to the country, and retire after success." Zhejiang people spontaneously overthrowing the Manchu Qing, and then spontaneously establishing a Zhejiang government of Zhejiang people in Zhejiang—this was Tao Chengzhang's true thought, and this kind of thing was also the best. Tao Chengzhang hoped to become a revolutionary founding father admired by everyone in Zhejiang, but didn't hope to establish a government led by himself. For Tao Chengzhang, this was a moral issue.

If someone else said this, Xu Xilin might not believe it. But when Tao Chengzhang said it concerned a "moral issue," Xu Xilin believed it. "Brother Huanzhang, rest assured, I trust you," Xu Xilin said firmly.

"Many thanks, Bosun. I have a matter to entrust to you now. In this attack on Nanjing, our Restoration Army should be the vanguard. Since Xuanqing is injured, can you lead the troops?" Tao Chengzhang said to Xu Xilin.

"Okay," Xu Xilin replied. He actually also knew Tao Chengzhang's thoughts. Tao Chengzhang had always doubted whether Xu Xilin was a true revolutionary; Tao Chengzhang even suspected that Xu Xilin wanted to be a high official himself and didn't dare to undertake combat tasks at all. Xu Xilin originally also felt he might as well fight to the death on the front line. Even if he died in battle, he could prove that he was simply not a person greedy for life and afraid of death.

Without waiting for Qiu Jin and Zhang Taiyan to interject, Tao Chengzhang made the final decision. "Then I'll hand our Guangfu Society's Dare-to-Die Corps over to Bosun."
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Chapter 9: The Guangfu Society Strikes (3)

Tao Chengzhang was not a petty person. Since he had handed the Guangfu Army's Dare-to-Die Corps over to Xu Xilin, he didn't play any small tricks. Xu Xilin was even more so; since everything he wanted to say had been said, when it came time for bloody battle, Xu Xilin didn't want to talk nonsense at all.

The Dare-to-Die Corps was a permanent military unit within the Guangfu Army. This military unit undertook assaults and storming fortifications; whenever there was a battle with the greatest casualties and highest danger, the Dare-to-Die Corps had to undertake the majority of it. Not only in the Guangfu Society, but in the armed forces formed by other revolutionary parties, the military unit of the Dare-to-Die Corps existed without exception. This could also be considered a tradition. Historically, this kind of troop had a title called "Tooth Soldiers" (Ya Bing). It probably took the meaning of the sharp fangs and teeth of a fierce beast when attacking.

Of course, as a Dare-to-Die Corps, while facing much higher risks, they also enjoyed more privileges. For example, in terms of equipment, besides each man having a standard long gun, officers also had short guns (pistols). The supply of bombs was also provided to the Dare-to-Die Corps on a priority basis. Ordinary organic Guangfu Army units only had long guns. As for the troops developed and led by Guangfu Society members who rushed over later, each unit was given a certain number of firearms. For other vassal troops that came along, the Guangfu Society only had verbal appeasement and the provision of food support.

This was also something that couldn't be helped. The Guangfu Society was not a great god possessing brainwashing techniques; it was impossible to turn everyone standing under the Guangfu Society banner into a warrior who feared not death. This organization could only distinguish closeness and distance based on the degree of obedience to the organization. From this perspective, the gap in closeness and distance between the various heroes within the Guangfu Society was no smaller than the relationship gap with the People's Party.

Now the Dare-to-Die Corps had about five hundred people, which wasn't much different compared to before the Hangzhou campaign. It was just that the old Dare-to-Die Corps now had nearly two hundred wounded soldiers who hadn't returned to the unit, and the newly replenished ones were personnel recommended by various factions from different places afterward. The Dare-to-Die Corps not only had preferential treatment in equipment, but the Dare-to-Die Corps itself was also a status. In front of other Guangfu Society comrades, one didn't need to put on other airs; just saying proudly "I am from the Dare-to-Die Corps" would immediately make one be looked upon highly. Now there was also a rumor outside regarding the Dare-to-Die Corps: "Wait until Nanjing is conquered, everyone in the Dare-to-Die Corps will be given an official title." Under such stimulation, after Xu Xilin took charge of the Dare-to-Die Corps, people coming personally to recommend themselves or asking others to intercede came in an endless stream. Most of the interceders were of humble origin, aiming to get a chance to sell their lives by joining the Dare-to-Die Corps. If they didn't die on the battlefield, they would be an official of some size in the future and would never be ordered about by others again.

Xu Xilin originally thought of taking advantage of the last few days before setting off to rectify the Dare-to-Die Corps well, but his work was interrupted time and again by people coming to intercede. This couldn't help but make Xu Xilin feel very annoyed. For the first two days, he personally handled this; later, Xu Xilin simply refused to see such people at all.

When inspecting Anhui, Xu Xilin and others had also inspected the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. At that time, Xu Xilin really had his eyes opened. From basic skills like marching in formation to weapon assembly and maintenance, and even more advanced things like shooting and grenade throwing, the military literacy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army gave Xu Xilin a great intuitive cognition of how an army fights. When Xu Xilin really wanted to pass this precious knowledge on to the Dare-to-Die Corps, he suddenly understood an idiom: "Handan Toddle" (imitating others and losing one's own ability).

It is said that the person who went to Handan to learn the walking posture didn't manage to learn the elegant walking posture of the Handan people; instead, he even forgot how he used to walk before, and finally had to crawl home. Take the training of "weapon disassembly" for example. The People's Party's training purpose was very clear: first let everyone know the structure of the firearm and the shooting principle. When encountering problems during rifle shooting, one could quickly troubleshoot and continue to engage in combat. Rifle malfunctions were very common in these years, and mastering such technology was very necessary; Xu Xilin agreed deeply with this.

The problem lay in that Xu Xilin simply didn't figure out why the People's Party attached such importance to firearm maintenance. Because they adopted infantry squad and platoon tactics, the People's Party's troop deployment density was far lower than the infantry tactics adopting line infantry volley fire ("queuing up to be shot"). If one rifle in a People's Party squad dared to malfunction, it meant losing nearly 10% of the firepower on a very long battle line. But for the formation model adopting line infantry volley fire, on a defensive line where the People's Party used a squad as a unit, they could put three or even five times the troops of the People's Party. If just one or two guns malfunctioned, the problem simply wouldn't show.

Seeing only the manifestation but failing to understand the deep reasons under this appearance, the results of Xu Xilin's weapon disassembly training were greatly discounted. Not to mention that firearm disassembly itself was also a science. On the first day of training, firearm disassembly led to several rifles being damaged. And quite a few people installed the rifle parts back, and when the rifle was roughly restored to its original state, they found there were a few "extra" parts they didn't know where to install.

Rifles were very precious equipment for the Guangfu Society. Damaging firearms before fighting even started made the Guangfu Society cadres, who had no concept of logistical maintenance at all, feel great heartache. After finally installing the firearms and exchanging them for new ones with great difficulty, the logistics department cadres begged in a pitiful tone, "Mr. Xu, please don't add to our mess anymore. We beg you."

There were few people who understood firearm installation to begin with. If Xu Xilin insisted on conducting this kind of dangerous training again, this part of the personnel would be tired to death just wiping Xu Xilin's ass. Looking at the pleading gazes of these personnel, Xu Xilin had to agree to their request.

If firearm disassembly couldn't continue, the subsequent "test firing and calibration" training naturally couldn't proceed smoothly. Xu Xilin had once asked Chen Ke a question: how can one shoot a gun accurately? As the side with inferior troop strength, Xu Xilin hoped very much that "every bullet wipes out an enemy." Chen Ke then talked about "test firing." Originally, Chen Ke didn't understand these either. Chen Ke once thought maintenance was just wiping the gun and oiling it to prevent dust and sand from entering the bore. Although he knew about the rifling inside the barrel, Chen Ke's understanding of maintenance absolutely didn't include "calibration."

The first ones to bring the concept of "calibration" into the army were actually a few "gunners" (hunters/bandits) who joined the "Insurance Corps." As "gunners" who made a living by shooting, although they lacked theoretical knowledge, they knew that without sufficient "calibration," they simply wouldn't know "where the bullet would skew to." These "gunners" didn't shoot purely by aiming; they could adjust the aiming angle according to the different firearms in their hands.

At the "Soldiers' Meeting," the gunners who performed excellently in shooting training stammeringly confessed their secrets under the questioning of the soldiers. The troops immediately spontaneously started primitive "calibration." Later, at the military democracy meeting, "calibration" was learned by the Military Commission. After a discussion linking theory with practice, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, still named "Insurance Corps" then, began to formulate a systematic "calibration" system. Every rifle had to undergo "calibration" adjustment regularly. This greatly improved the shooting accuracy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in combat.

The knowledge Xu Xilin got from the People's Party was all superficial knowledge. He couldn't possibly be very clear about the significance of "calibration." Moreover, "calibration" was to coordinate with infantry squad and platoon tactics. If there was no column offensive training, but instead nesting in a bunch for massed shooting, the importance of "calibration" was even more greatly discounted. With the time to do this kind of fine work, it would be more efficient to practice throwing bombs more.

Grenade throwing training also failed to achieve the results Xu Xilin imagined by far. The People's Party used standard hand grenades. Grenade throwing training was completely standardized large-scale training. The Guangfu Society used homemade bombs. Leaving aside the explosive power of the bombs, just in terms of mass and volume, they were all different. Throwing relied entirely on personal aptitude and imagination, and the effect couldn't be guaranteed even more.

After undergoing this training, the Guangfu Society's Dare-to-Die Corps consumed tremendous energy but failed to universally improve combat levels. The comrades all felt extremely exhausted, and their spirits were even worse than before training. Helpless, Xu Xilin accepted the suggestion of cadre Xu Shuisheng to suspend training and let the Dare-to-Die Corps rest completely and thoroughly.

"Shuisheng, how do you think we should train next?" Even the energetic Xu Xilin showed fatigue after a few days.

"Mr. Xu, the plan for today is nothing better than letting everyone dare to rush forward during battle. When two armies meet, the brave one wins. Doesn't our Restoration Army rely on courage to surpass the Qing army?" Xu Shuisheng's suggestion was quite serious.

"Mm." Xu Xilin nodded in agreement.

Although he proposed a very serious suggestion, Xu Shuisheng felt quite complicated in his heart. Xu Shuisheng was a People's Party man. He was originally doing business in Anhui. During the first Battle of Anqing, he was forcibly taken back to the base area as a Manchu Qing official for some reason. After screening, it was found they caught the wrong person. So they issued travel expenses and dry rations to let him go home. This kind of "benevolence and righteousness" was inevitably too shocking in this era. Xu Shuisheng was initially like a fish slipping through the net, but after walking in the disaster area for three days, he found he simply couldn't walk out on his own. Although there were still dry rations, money couldn't buy food in the disaster area. In desperation, Xu Shuisheng ran back to Fengtai County and boldly asked if he could follow the People's Party's fleet back to Zhejiang.

The People's Party arranged for them to leave with the next round of the fleet. During the stay, having more contact with the People's Party, Xu Shuisheng's fear gradually faded, and he became interested in the People's Party instead. He was originally a relatively down-and-out small merchant, so he naturally hoped to attach himself to a big power. Back and forth, Xu Shuisheng expressed his willingness to work in the base area. At that time, the base area lacked people. Since Xu Shuisheng requested it himself, Xu Shuisheng, who could write and calculate, was recruited.

Half a year ago, Xu Shuisheng was ordered to return to Ningbo to form a team and join the Guangfu Society. Xu Shuisheng's hometown Ningbo didn't lack coolies; money was enough to raise a team of twenty or thirty people. Tao Chengzhang called on the Zhejiang revolutionaries to gather in Hangzhou, and this unit possessing seven or eight guns went to Hangzhou. The treatment for having guns and not having guns was different, especially for small units that had no connection with the Guangfu Society before. After all, having worked in the base area, while Xu Shuisheng's insight improved, his feeling for military affairs was naturally different too. When attacking Hangzhou, Xu Shuisheng and his unit performed quite outstandingly and soon became one of the main forces of the Dare-to-Die Corps.

At the same time, the People's Party's intelligence agency obtained a large amount of internal news of the Guangfu Society relying on this insider line, Xu Shuisheng.

Xu Shuisheng didn't know before why the base area talked big about standardization. "Close enough is fine," this was Xu Shuisheng's view. Only after comparison did he understand now that this wasn't a problem of "close enough," but a big problem of "a miss is as good as a mile." Close enough applied to products like standard weapons; there would definitely be various differences. But if there were differences in guiding ideology, don't look at how similar the external imitation is; in reality, it's not the same thing at all. Xu Shuisheng even realized a problem close to the philosophical field: under Chen Ke's leadership, the People's Party was "acting according to laws," while the Guangfu Society was pursuing "the result they hoped for." What exactly was the difference between the two, Xu Shuisheng couldn't see clearly no matter what, but he could feel that the difference between the two was as far apart as heaven and earth.

Taking back his wild thoughts, Xu Shuisheng pulled his attention back to the problem facing reality. Because he performed well usually, Xu Xilin handed the daily work over to Xu Shuisheng to manage. After dealing with the matters at hand, Xu Shuisheng went to report. At Xu Xilin's door, he heard an argument going on inside, but heard a woman's voice asking, "What if the foreigners send troops?"
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Chapter 10: The Guangfu Society Strikes (4)

The Guangfu Society didn't discriminate much against women, the main reason being the existence of Qiu Jin. Many new Guangfu Society members experienced a great sense of unfamiliarity; when a woman discussed state affairs and planned uprisings together with men, this was something not easy to get used to no matter what. To overcome the idea that women lacked insight, male comrades had to go through a lot of psychological discomfort.

During the days after the Hangzhou campaign ended when Qiu Jin temporarily didn't appear due to injury, the comrades who had gotten used to Qiu Jin's presence felt a bit unaccustomed. In any case, as long as Qiu Jin was present, the men seemed less presumptuous in language and action. Compared to being mocked by male comrades, being mocked by female comrades was undoubtedly very terrifying. And with the existence of female cadres in the organization, men would also instinctively maintain some demeanor and enterprising attitude. When Qiu Jin was absent, a meeting of purely a group of males was always subtly different from before.

In the People's Party base area, gender equality and women's liberation were one of the most basic political propagandas. It could be said with certainty that among the various revolutions, the People's Party undoubtedly had the largest proportion of women. Because he had long been accustomed to the existence of women, Xu Shuisheng wasn't as sensitive as other Guangfu Society cadres. Hearing a woman speaking loudly with Xu Xilin, Xu Shuisheng's first feeling was surprise, as the content of this conversation was quite sensitive.

Although Qiu Jin hadn't fully recovered yet, she had a tenacious personality. As long as she was allowed to come out to work, it was impossible for her to lie back in the sickbed. Qiu Jin's original job was commanding the Dare-to-Die Corps. Now that Xu Xilin had taken charge of the Dare-to-Die Corps, Qiu Jin naturally wanted to help Xu Xilin more and hold the line. After coming out to work, Qiu Jin quickly discovered a problem. She couldn't help but run to question Xu Xilin, "Dispatching troops to Nanjing this time, what if the foreigners send troops?"

The British had designated the Yangtze River basin as their sphere of influence, and British warships had the right of free navigation on the Yangtze River. This was clear proof of the Manchu Qing forfeiting sovereignty and humiliating the nation, and also something that made revolutionaries feel heartache. Driving the foreigners out of China was not just the idea of common people like the Boxers; most revolutionaries also had such ideas.

Ideas were ideas, but once war really unfolded, who the foreigners would stand with was a consideration that couldn't be avoided. Nanjing was a trading port city. Although there were no concessions, British warships always had to pass through Nanjing. Qiu Jin was very worried about this. Qiu Jin hadn't participated in meetings during her injury. After her "comeback," she found that when comrades in the Guangfu Society mentioned this issue, most people asked hadn't considered this problem, and the rest pretended to be deaf and dumb, talking about other things. Having no choice, Qiu Jin could only run to find Xu Xilin to force an answer.

Like other comrades, Xu Xilin also adopted an attitude of pretending to be deaf and dumb regarding the foreigner issue. Qiu Jin couldn't help quoting Chen Ke's words. "Bosun, pretending not to see won't work. Wen Qing has said many times, we have to face reality."

Xu Xilin naturally could hear the meaning in Qiu Jin's words. He knew even more clearly that if he couldn't give Qiu Jin an explanation, it would be impossible to get away easily today. Xu Xilin finally said seriously, "Xuanqing, if the foreigners send troops, what do you say we should do?"

"What to do? Fight them!" Qiu Jin answered cleanly and neatly.

"How to fight? If the foreigners fight land battles with us, we fight them. If the foreigners fight water battles with us? How do we fight?" Xu Xilin's question was very direct.

Qiu Jin didn't answer immediately. She frowned and sized up Xu Xilin. Until she looked so much that Xu Xilin avoided Qiu Jin's gaze, Qiu Jin continued to ask, "Fighting land battles, can we win?"

The question touched on the key point Xu Xilin hadn't dared to face directly all along, and he fell silent again. This wasn't just a problem Xu Xilin dared not face directly; comrades who could think of this problem all felt it was extremely thorny. No one was willing to provoke trouble for no reason, especially the big trouble of the British. Facing the British, whether the Guangfu Society could win, the comrades were not clear. Many comrades from local areas simply had no concept of the British strength.

Looking at the aggressive Qiu Jin, Xu Xilin finally said, "Xuanqing, look, Wen Qing occupied Anqing, and the British likewise had no reaction. If we attack Nanjing, the British shouldn't interfere."

"Then..." Qiu Jin wanted to say something more. But she was interrupted by Xu Xilin. "Xuanqing, whether we can conquer Nanjing by attacking with full force now is still between two possibilities. If we consider the British in again, do we still want to fight this battle?"

This was the true thought of the people of insight within the Guangfu Society. The New Army plus the Green Standard Army in Nanjing city had at least twelve or thirteen thousand men. The Guangfu Society had a bit over ten thousand troops on hand. The troop strength was at a disadvantage. If they considered the foreigners in at this time, the Guangfu Society simply had no way to formulate a response strategy. So the Guangfu Society ignored this from top to bottom; this was also something that couldn't be helped.

Qiu Jin understood Xu Xilin's meaning, but she still couldn't let it go. "Bosun, this Nanjing campaign is definitely not easy to fight. If we can't conquer it, absolutely don't force it. Even if we don't occupy Nanjing, we can still hold Zhejiang."

Xu Xilin just nodded. Actually, according to his intention, there was no need to attack Nanjing at all. Just then, a knock on the door was heard. Xu Xilin felt relieved of a heavy burden. Explaining many things to Qiu Jin was really a heavy burden. He let Xu Shuisheng in, and the content of the discussion naturally turned to the training and preparation of the Dare-to-Die Corps.

After reporting the situation of the Dare-to-Die Corps, Xu Shuisheng asked, "Mr. Xu, when do we set off?"

"In these two days, our Dare-to-Die Corps will set off first." Xu Xilin answered crisply.

Things developed as Xu Xilin said; the various units of the Guangfu Society set off very quickly. The first to move out was naturally the Dare-to-Die Corps; they bore the responsibility of the vanguard. Following closely was the Guangfu Army under the Guangfu Society banner.

At the same time the Guangfu Society Dare-to-Die Corps set off, Tao Chengzhang had already notified the heroes from various paths that starting from that day, the Guangfu Society would no longer provide food to the heroes of various paths. Those unwilling to go attack Nanjing could scatter on their own; Tao Chengzhang would absolutely not force them. But if the heroes of various paths thought Hangzhou was empty and started to act wildly, the troops of the Guangfu Society staying behind in Hangzhou would absolutely not talk about any feelings anymore.

Those who originally planned to attack Nanjing naturally didn't need to be told; they followed the main force and started going north. As for those teams in a wait-and-see state, seeing Qiu Jin patrolling with the Guangfu Army every day, they dared not make any unusual moves. They originally gathered here at the Guangfu Society with the intention of collecting guns, money, and grain. Tao Chengzhang's policy was in place and cut off their thoughts very well. The Guangfu Society cut off the food supply, and staying in Hangzhou buying food on their own was meaningless. Most teams chose to go north with the main force, and a small number chose to return directly to their hometowns.

Four days after the Dare-to-Die Corps moved out, Qiu Jin went to report, "Duke Tao, inside Hangzhou city, besides our own troops, there aren't many other revolutionary comrades left."

Tao Chengzhang just gave a hum but didn't answer.

"Duke Tao, why don't you take me to attack Nanjing together this time?" Qiu Jin still wanted to return to the front line.

"Xuanqing, I will lead troops north today or tomorrow. If you go with me, who will Hangzhou be handed over to?" Tao Chengzhang resolutely disagreed. Hangzhou was the foundation of the Guangfu Society; Tao Chengzhang was absolutely not at ease letting others guard Hangzhou.

Without waiting for Qiu Jin to say anything more, Tao Chengzhang ordered, "Xuanqing, you drive away all those remaining who still want to sponge food and drink now. No need to be polite to them at all."

Seeing Qiu Jin leave with the order, Tao Chengzhang felt relieved. Now Tao Chengzhang didn't want to discuss the matter of dispatching troops with anyone anymore. Even knowing that this dispatching of troops had big problems and many unthorough places, Tao Chengzhang was still unwilling to discuss. Before dispatching troops, everyone was used to considering how much strength they had in their hands, and the Guangfu Society was the same from top to bottom. Talking about tens of thousands of troops and the achievement of easily sweeping through Zhejiang, comrades all felt attacking Nanjing wasn't a big problem.

However, as the troops set off one by one, and Hangzhou city, which was once full of manpower, became emptier and emptier, Tao Chengzhang actually had panic in his heart. Consideration of the enemy entered his train of thought more and more. The number of defenders in Nanjing, and the stubborn action of wantonly slaughtering revolutionaries shown by the enemy, all proved that this battle was definitely not something that could be solved so easily. The more one considers one's own advantages, naturally the more confident one is. The more one considers the enemy's true strength, the more one loses confidence. Tao Chengzhang knew this kind of thing very well, but what Tao Chengzhang didn't know before was that no matter how much he wanted to encourage himself or calm himself down, in reality, he simply couldn't do it.

When imagining out of thin air, the wish to succeed naturally occupied the vast majority of the train of thought. When really about to face the enemy, the emotion of panic naturally occupied the majority of thinking again. This was simply not led by Tao Chengzhang's own will; it just happened so realistically. To cheer himself up, Tao Chengzhang had to use the situation when Chen Ke first attacked Anqing to give himself confidence. At that time, the Guangfu Society felt the People's Party attacking Anqing was completely unreliable, but facts proved, didn't the People's Party break Anqing in one stroke just the same? At that time, the People's Party only had over three thousand people. Now the Guangfu Society has over ten thousand people; on what basis can Chen Ke do it, but I can't?

Thinking of this, Tao Chengzhang asked, "Is there still no news from Chen Beping and the others?"

Chen Beping had been gone for several days to contact the People's Party to provide a medical team. According to previous experience, news from the People's Party liaison personnel should have been received by now. The significance of the medical team was already very clear to the Guangfu Society from top to bottom. Without the treatment of the medical team, everyone felt very uncertain in their hearts. Tao Chengzhang stayed in Hangzhou partly because he had to hold the fort; otherwise, those sponging food and drink might not be willing to leave. On the other hand, he also wanted to confirm the movement of the medical team personally; otherwise, the panic in his heart couldn't be driven away no matter what.

"Duke Tao, still no news."

Tao Chengzhang originally wanted to say wait a bit longer, but felt doing so was inevitably too cowardly. He gritted his teeth, stood up and said, "Forget it, let's prepare to set off. We leave today."
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Chapter 11: The Guangfu Society Strikes (5)

Forty-four years after Zeng Guofan conquered Nanjing in 1864, quite a few human heads hung on the city gates of Nanjing. Of course, in terms of quantity, these heads in 1908 were far fewer than in Zeng Guofan's time. Back then, after the Hunan Army fought into the capital of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, they unleashed soldiers to massacre and set fires. In Nanjing city, which had been renamed "Tianjing" (Heavenly Capital), corpses piled up like mountains, blood flowed like rivers, and the death toll was counted in hundreds of thousands. Now, at least, Nanjing city was still in the hands of the Manchu Qing, so the killing was far from reaching the level of that year. Several hundred heads existed merely as a deterrent; even so, they indeed frightened the common people inside and outside Nanjing city badly.

Because they had been hung up for public display for a relatively long time, the skin of the heads had turned blackish-brown. But the people who tried to use these heads for public display wanted to keep them from rotting for a long time, so they pickled them multiple times with lime. The layers of white lime stained on the blackish-brown skin, combined with those pale eyeballs and the black tongues inside the crooked mouths, made the heads of these dead look somewhat miserable and twistedly alive instead.

Killing these "rebel party members" was the order of Rui Fang, the Governor-General of Liangjiang, and the personal executor was Zhang Xun, the Admiral of Jiangnan. The Admiral of Jiangnan was originally an official position in Jiangsu. His authority was limited to the banners, brigades, and battalions of the various prefectures and counties in the lower Yangtze. The Admiral of Jiangnan also controlled the two Generals of Langshan (including Yangzhou Battalion, Taizhou Battalion) and Susong (stationed in Chongming, governing three battalions of the headquarters banner and various battalions in Chuansha and Wusong). After the formation of the New Army, nominally the New Army Ninth Division belonged to Zhang Xun's command, but in reality, the Ninth Division was basically not under Zhang Xun's direct jurisdiction. The Ministry of Army had always regarded the New Army as its own forbidden meat; how could they be willing to let the Admiral of Jiangnan control it directly? So between the Admiral of Jiangnan and the New Army Ninth Division, the Ministry of Army inserted itself again in a nondescript way. This was also a tradition of the Manchu Qing; in order to play power tactics to the greatest extent, Manchu Qing official positions were chaotic, and concurrent posts ran rampant.

It wasn't until the rise of the People's Party that the Manchu Qing began to feel uneasy about the New Army, and Zhang Xun received the order to "monitor the Jiangnan New Army." Only then did Zhang Xun temporarily obtain full jurisdiction over the New Army Ninth Division. At this time, Zhang Xun was not yet the Pigtail General who restored the Manchu Qing, but Zhang Xun's loyalty to the Manchu Qing was exactly the same.

On February 19, 1908, early in the morning, Zhang Xun summoned a meeting at the Admiral's Yamen. When his subordinates arrived, Zhang Xun asked, "What movements has Xu Shaozhen made recently?"

Xu Shaozhen was the Commander of the New Army Ninth Division. Everyone from top to bottom knew that even if this person wasn't a revolutionary, he was at least resolutely anti-Qing. Governor-General of Liangjiang Rui Fang was extremely fearful of Xu Shaozhen. Fear aside, without conclusive evidence, neither Rui Fang nor Zhang Xun could really take down a New Army Commander easily.

"Admiral, there were already many rebel party members in the Nanyang New Army. What Xu Shaozhen thinks exactly is no longer important," Defense Army Commander Wang Youhong replied. Wang Youhong was the Commander of the Defense Army and also Zhang Xun's die-hard supporter. The River Defense Army under his command was now stationed at various passes in Nanjing city, undertaking the main task of supervising the New Army Ninth Division.

"Nanyang New Army!" Zhang Xun said almost gritting his teeth. The origin of the New Army Ninth Division had nothing to do with the Beiyang Army. In July of the thirty-first year of Guangxu (1905), Acting Governor-General of Liangjiang Zhou Fu memorialized to train a division of New Army in Jiangning (Nanjing) first, suggesting the name "Temporarily Organized Nanyang Army Ninth Division, infantry units named Temporarily Organized Seventeenth, Eighteenth Brigades, Thirty-third, Thirty-fourth, Thirty-fifth, Thirty-sixth Regiments, and after cavalry, artillery, engineering, and logistics units are replenished, named Temporarily Organized Cavalry Regiment, Artillery Regiment Ninth, Engineering Battalion, Logistics Battalion Ninth." The Army Training Office discussed and approved it, granting the designation "Temporarily Organized Army Ninth Division." In October, Zhou Fu recommended Xu Shaozhen, the General of Susong Town, as the Commander of the Ninth Division.

After the rise of the Self-Strengthening Movement, the Manchu Qing was divided into Beiyang (Northern Ocean) and Nanyang (Southern Ocean). The two sides were not only divided by region but also represented two different forces. Beiyang was the Huai Army and the Zhili faction, while Nanyang was the confluence of the Liangguang and Hunan Armies. The court in Beijing had never trusted the Nanyang New Army and had repeatedly struck and weakened it. Anything crowned with Nanyang New Army naturally had a great psychological estrangement from the North. During the Boxer Rebellion (Gengzi Incident), the southern provinces proposed "Mutual Protection of Southeast China," which was a kind of statement.

Admiral of Jiangnan Zhang Xun was absolutely loyal to the Manchu Qing. In this regard, he had a great divergence with the Nanyang New Army faction. Not only Zhang Xun, but Zhang Xun's direct line, the River Defense Army, was the same. The loyalty of the River Defense Army stemmed from worry about their rice bowls. Not long ago, when defending Hangzhou, the Green Standard Army and Defense Army in various places in Zhejiang were able to hold fast to Hangzhou. Because they knew that even without the Manchu Qing falling, as long as the Governor of Hangzhou was finished, their rice bowls would be finished too. The Defense Armies were responsible for various checkpoints and trade routes; the superiors ate meat, and the subordinates could drink soup no matter what. Once the rice bowl was gone, wanting to find such a livelihood again was absolutely unrealistic.

"The Jiangnan New Army eats the court's rations but does anti-court things. Admiral, we absolutely don't need to be polite to such things that eat inside and crawl outside." Wang Youhong's boiling loyalty was by no means false emotion.

"The Guangfu Society rebels haven't done enough chaos in Zhejiang, and now they come to attack Nanjing again. What response methods do you gentlemen have for this?" This was what Zhang Xun cared about most now.

"Sir, most of the rebels we are executing now are outsiders," Wang Youhong replied.

The content of this hint was quite vicious. Upon hearing it, Zhang Xun immediately had a sudden enlightenment. Just as Wang Youhong said, most of the revolutionaries in the New Army Ninth Division were outsiders. After the local New Army shouldered guns and ate rations, their livelihood improved greatly; where would they have so many anti-Qing thoughts? Even if they were dissatisfied with the status quo, after their livelihood improved, most held the idea of sweeping the snow in front of their own doors. While those outsider revolutionaries desperately incited anti-Qing thoughts, pushing all problems and contradictions onto the court, thus inciting the New Army to be impetuous. Even so, because Zhang Xun listened to Wang Youhong's suggestion, at several critical moments, he used the method of "announcing imminent pay issuance" to calm the impetuous mentality of the New Army soldiers. He crossed the danger safely several times during New Army mutinies that were extremely likely to break out.

Such a strategy not only calmed the danger of the New Army rebelling but also exposed the revolutionaries. Zhang Xun planned to scare and kill them together. Revolutionaries either fled or had their heads chopped off by Zhang Xun and hung on the Nanjing city gates, becoming material to deter other revolutionaries. Zhang Xun could clearly feel that the New Army Ninth Division units that had been purged of outsiders were obviously much more obedient.

"What thoughts does Commander Wang have?" Zhang Xun asked.

"Admiral, when the New Army was transferred to deal with the Anhui rebels last time, although the various armies were very timid, they had no intention of hooking up. In this humble officer's view, the New Army is also picky about revolutionaries. Jiangsu people look down on Anhui people. Even if the Anhui rebels are so powerful, the rebels inside the New Army have no plan to join hands," Wang Youhong analyzed.

Not only Zhang Xun, but even other generals of the River Defense Army couldn't help nodding. When troops were transferred to defend Wuhu, which the People's Party was attacking, although the New Army hesitated and didn't advance quickly, there was no sign of mutiny.

"Therefore, this humble officer believes that for the New Army now, we must both use and guard against them. Use them to fight the revolutionaries, and guard against them by exterminating the outsider rebels inside the New Army. As long as there are no outsider rebels to liaise, the New Army itself will exert force in fighting the rebels. Regardless of what is thought inside the New Army, fighting some battles with the rebels, the more rebels killed, the less likely the New Army will stand on the rebels' side. At that time, if Your Excellency rewards those with merit heavily and kills those who collude with the enemy, you can naturally subdue the New Army to be submissive."

When Wang Youhong spoke up to here, Zhang Xun was already slapping the table in praise, "Well said. Yuan Xiangcheng said..." Speaking up to here, Zhang Xun felt he had misspoken a bit. This kind of art of controlling subordinates passed down by word of mouth shouldn't have been said in public. But on second thought, at this time there were simply not so many scruples to speak of. If Nanjing was lost, Zhang Xun himself would lose everything. Compared to that, what was the big deal about telling everyone this bit of power tactics?

Zhang Xun continued, "Yuan Xiangcheng said he has two hands in commanding troops: reward the obedient, kill the disobedient. We must do the same for the Jiangnan New Army. Those who dare to fight the revolutionaries, reward money and promote. Those who dare not fight, demote or even behead. With clear rewards and punishments, the New Army cannot help but submit. Without the rations given by the court, can that group of revolutionaries issue military pay?"

"Admiral has high views!" Wang Youhong said immediately. Other generals also praised Zhang Xun's true knowledge and deep insight one after another.

Zhang Xun was a person of forthright disposition. Hearing this flattery from his subordinates, he also felt quite satisfied in his heart. When the subordinates' flattery reached a pause, Zhang Xun asked, "Commander Wang, regarding the Guangfu Society rebels coming to attack Nanjing this time, what views do you have?"

Wang Youhong had been waiting for this question long ago. He quickly replied, "This time the rebels seem to be coming menacingly with a large crowd. However, we can defeat them one by one. In the news reported by scouts, the rebels do not belong to each other, and the front army and rear army are pulled far apart. We don't need to use all the troops of the New Army Ninth Division. Instead, let Xu Shaozhen transfer a portion of men and horses to defeat the rebels at the head. After Your Excellency rewards this portion of the New Army according to merit, do not send them back first. Instead, transfer another portion of men and horses from the Ninth Division to attack the rebels. We humble officers will step up the guard on the New Army. Anyone attempting to send letters to the rebels or inciting the New Army rebels, don't let them go if there's any mistake. After a few times like this, the New Army Ninth Division will naturally be submissive."

"What if Xu Shaozhen doesn't give troops?" Other generals saw Wang Youhong showing his face greatly and couldn't help but come out to perform a bit too.

Zhang Xun sneered, "I am the Admiral of Jiangnan. The court clearly ordered me to command the New Army Ninth Division. If Xu Shaozhen doesn't listen to dispatch, does he want to rebel?"

Xu Shaozhen really wanted to rebel. After receiving Zhang Xun's order, Xu Shaozhen stared tightly at the document, the expression on his face so gloomy it almost dripped water. The troops Zhang Xun gathered were precisely the New Army units where the revolutionary forces had been cleared most cleanly. Inside the New Army Ninth Division, the revolutionaries were all from other places. The Tongmenghui and the Guangfu Society were infiltrating the New Army Ninth Division at the same time. The people dispatched by the Tongmenghui were mostly from Guangdong, Hunan, and Hubei, while the revolutionaries sent by the Guangfu Society were from Zhejiang, Anhui, and other places. Rui Fang and Zhang Xun slaughtered revolutionaries heavily; they didn't dare kill locals too much, so they had to slaughter outsiders heavily. This actually hit the mark by mistake. The forces of the revolutionaries suffered major damage.

Moreover, after Zhang Xun listened to Wang Youhong's suggestion, he actually used the method of beating the grass to startle the snake. Before they acted against revolutionaries of outsider origin, they would release rumors first. As a result, quite a few revolutionaries either ran away in fear or prepared to launch an uprising ahead of time like a dog jumping over a wall in desperation. As a result, the uprising wasn't launched, but the linkage of the revolutionary organizations was broken. Then Zhang Xun killed people with truly "conclusive evidence." Wang Youhong also persuaded Zhang Xun that for the local New Army soldiers, as long as there was no conclusive evidence, or even if the implication wasn't deep, they would let them off. They even magnanimously told the New Army soldiers of local origin that it was excusable for them to be incited and bewitched by revolutionaries, and as long as they didn't commit it again, let bygones be bygones.

The strategy of one hard hand and one soft hand greatly destroyed the revolutionary organization of the New Army Ninth Division. What was even more irritating was that many revolutionaries saw the situation change so drastically and slipped away for their own safety. This invisibly confirmed Zhang Xun's propaganda: "Outsider revolutionaries are just cheating us Jiangsu people to sell our lives for them."

In the soldier class, deep contradictions between different regions were also hard to bridge. The Manchu Qing paid special attention to provoking provincial boundary contradictions; this was also a basic point of Manchu Qing power tactics. If there were no contradictions between provinces, the Manchu Qing court would feel restless. So people from different places looking down on each other was something the Manchu Qing court was happy to see. The result was that Zhang Xun, by propagating inter-provincial confrontation to the soldiers, extremely effectively neutralized quite a few New Army soldiers inclined towards revolution.

"Commander Xu, I wonder when you can dispatch troops?" The officer who came to transmit the order asked respectfully.

"Is this how you speak to a superior?" Xu Shaozhen asked sternly. He had to say this; institutionally, Xu Shaozhen had no reason to refuse Zhang Xun's transfer order. With Xu Shaozhen's intelligence, he could see Zhang Xun's thoughts. Once the revolutionaries and the New Army killed each other and formed a feud, Xu Shaozhen didn't believe the revolutionaries could have that tolerance to not care about this. To delay time, Xu Shaozhen could only pick bones in an egg.

Just after getting angry, he heard someone outside respond, "Right, how can you speak to a superior like this?"

Following the voice, Zhang Xun strode into Xu Shaozhen's headquarters. Without a second word, Zhang Xun gave the transmitting officer two slaps left and right. After hitting, Zhang Xun kicked the transmitting officer. "Get out of here."

That transmitting officer was Zhang Xun's trusted aide. He knew Zhang Xun did this deliberately for Xu Shaozhen to see. Zhang Xun had spoken to the transmitting officer specifically beforehand, so although he was angry about being beaten, he put all his resentment on Xu Shaozhen. Glaring fiercely at Xu Shaozhen, the transmitting officer covered his face and went out.

Zhang Xun was Xu Shaozhen's superior after all. No matter how unwilling he was in his heart, Xu Shaozhen had to stand up to welcome him. After saluting, Zhang Xun said, "Commander Xu, the Zhejiang fellows are attacking our Jiangning. The situation is critical; please allocate troops and horses quickly to quell the rebellion. Please hurry up on this matter, Commander Xu."

"This... this humble officer understands." Xu Shaozhen had to say perfunctorily.

Zhang Xun had a heroic character. When coming to the New Army camp this time, he didn't bring many soldiers. At this time, Zhang Xun sat down openly and said to Xu Shaozhen with a smile, "Commander Xu, not only the Zhejiang rebels, but I am even more worried about the Anhui rebels attacking Jiangsu. Governor-General of Liangjiang Lord Rui Fang and I both feel that the only one who can deal with the Anhui rebels is you, Commander Xu. In the next few days, I plan to transfer Commander Xu to lead troops to Wuhu to guard against the Anhui New Army. Now I come to invite Commander Xu to go see Lord Rui Fang with me. Before going, please allocate the troops to me, Commander Xu."

Hearing this, a strong killing intent immediately arose in Xu Shaozhen's heart. Zhang Xun's words had already stated the future arrangements clearly. What inviting to see Rui Fang to discuss—this was basically stripping Xu Shaozhen of military power in disguise. But unless he completely fell out with Zhang Xun at this time, he could only obey Zhang Xun. Several times in his heart he wanted to shout for his personal guards to arrest Zhang Xun, but Xu Shaozhen couldn't make this determination. Now that the revolutionaries had been greatly damaged, even if he arrested Zhang Xun, so what? The New Army Ninth Division had no preparation at all; it was impossible for them to rise up with Xu Shaozhen. Struggling in his heart for a good while, Xu Shaozhen had to agree to Zhang Xun's order.

Before Zhang Xun came to Xu Shaozhen, he had somewhat planned to put life and death aside. Seeing Xu Shaozhen submit, Zhang Xun smiled even more happily. After getting the warrant to mobilize troops, Zhang Xun pulled Xu Shaozhen to see Rui Fang together. On the way, Zhang Xun said loudly, "Commander Xu, the Anhui rebels slaughtered landlords and gentry in Anhui, committing monstrous crimes. Against this bunch of heinous people, you must shoulder the heavy responsibility of protecting our Jiangsu gentry."

Seeing Xu Shaozhen nod and agree reluctantly, Zhang Xun talked big about the various specific evil deeds of the Anhui rebels.

If the content Zhang Xun talked big about were heard by the People's Party, believe that although the People's Party comrades wouldn't agree with Zhang Xun's verdict of "heinous" on the People's Party, they would also be surprised that the facts Zhang Xun narrated were actually quite accurate. Needless to say, the high levels of the People's Party would be like this; at this time, Heidao Ren, the political commissar of the People's Party medical team more than a hundred li south of Nanjing city, would also agree.

The total number of members of this medical team was far greater than last time. Besides one hundred doctors and nurses, the People's Party specially dispatched a guard force of two companies, more than four hundred people. Last time the support medical team went to Hangzhou, the Guangfu Society had already captured Hangzhou, and the whole journey was still safe. This Nanjing campaign faced a war zone; the People's Party absolutely wouldn't let the military doctor team they had trained painstakingly encounter danger. Not only were two companies of more than four hundred troops dispatched with the team, but a battalion of troops was also transferred to the border of the People's Party liberated area. If any news was received, this force of over a thousand people would immediately go to reinforce.

Before setting off, Chen Ke specifically talked with Political Commissar Heidao Ren. "Commissar Hei, many problems will definitely be encountered during this support process. I hope you must grasp the situation. Don't be incited by any other forces."

Heidao Ren's current Chinese name was "Surname Hei (Black), Given Name Dao Ren (Island Man)." Most soldiers simply didn't know Heidao Ren was a Japanese, let alone Heidao Ren's original name "Kuroshima Jinichirō." Heidao Ren himself even began to forget his identity as a Japanese. Regarding Chen Ke's blunt statement, Heidao Ren didn't quite understand.

"Chairman Chen, what do you mean by this?" Heidao Ren asked.

"Commissar Hei, where do you think the difference lies between our People's Party and the Guangfu Society?" Chen Ke asked.

Heidao Ren had never engaged in external work; on this point, he really didn't know. He hesitated and dared not answer.

"Then let me ask you, how does our People's Party view anti-Qing?" Chen Ke lowered the difficulty of the question.

To this question, Heidao Ren answered very fluently, "To carry out the people's revolution, to establish a new socialist system, to save the masses of the people, so we must overthrow the reactionary rule of the Manchu Qing."

Chen Ke nodded. "Correct. Overthrowing the Manchu Qing is not the purpose of our People's Party. It is a step that needs to be completed in the progress of the revolutionary cause to overthrow the Manchu Qing rule. But for the Guangfu Society, overthrowing the Manchu Qing is their goal. They believe that having overthrown the Manchu Qing, the revolution they imagine is completed."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, a look of surprise couldn't help appearing on Heidao Ren's face. "Isn't this a joke?"

"You think this is a joke, but the Guangfu Society doesn't think so. The reason driving these people to rise up against the Qing is that they felt pain. Pain in life, pain in spirit. Seeing foreigners running rampant without scruples, they feel pain. Seeing repeated defeats in foreign wars, forfeiting sovereignty and humiliating the nation, they feel pain. Seeing their own talent unable to be displayed, they feel pain. Seeing the livelihood of the common people being hard, they feel pain. With foreign goods impacting the Chinese market, dealing a fatal blow to the handicraft workshops run by landlords and gentry, they feel pain."

When Chen Ke said this, there was no excited expression on his face at all. On the contrary, Heidao Ren felt a sense of pain like a fox mourning the death of a rabbit (empathy). The pain felt by these revolutionaries of the Guangfu Society, Heidao Ren had quite a few same or similar feelings when he was in Japan. Even though Japan had undergone the Meiji Restoration and experienced victories one after another, the life of the people in Japan showed no sign of improvement. Not only that, after the original social structure was destroyed, the oppressors showed an even more ferocious side. The big consortiums lived in extravagance, while the poor fell to the point where they could only barely scrape a living by entering factories and suffering great devastation. Moreover, the big consortiums not only exploited the poor ferociously but also caused a large number of the middle and small bourgeoisie, who originally lived passable lives, to fall into the proletariat. A pitch-black future where the end seemingly couldn't be seen made Heidao Ren feel both painful and desperate. If not for this, he wouldn't have traveled far across the ocean to come to China to seek a revolutionary path.

Chen Ke said calmly, "For the Guangfu Society, they push all pain onto the current rulers, onto the Manchu Qing court. They believe that overthrowing the Manchu Qing court will end all pain. I am not trying to defend the Manchu Qing. What I want to point out is that after overthrowing the Manchu Qing, this pain will not disappear. It will even be more painful."

Hearing this, Heidao Ren nodded repeatedly. It could be said that among the People's Party comrades, none had more actual feeling about this than Heidao Ren.

"The reason I want you to be the political commissar of this medical team is that I hope you can distinguish these very easily confused things clearly. I hope you can help the comrades see the problems of the Guangfu Society clearly in thought, and not let these comrades have any misunderstanding about our People's Party's revolutionary actions."

After Chen Ke finished speaking, Heidao Ren answered immediately, "Yes. I will definitely work hard to complete the task."

After answering, Heidao Ren hesitated again. He pondered for a moment and asked again, "Chairman Chen, then how can these pains be eliminated?"

Seeing Chen Ke didn't answer immediately but looked at him with bright eyes, Heidao Ren quickly explained in more detail, "Chairman Chen, I feel the reason most people devote themselves to revolution is that they felt pain, and to get rid of pain, they had to solve their respective painful feelings by participating in the revolution. So I want to ask, how to view the relationship between pain and revolution?"

This question was a bit big. Chen Ke felt a bit embarrassed; even Chen Ke himself couldn't say he had really solved this problem. He thought for a while before answering, "To solve pain, everyone's path will be different. Please confirm this first, Commissar Hei. There are no two identical leaves, nor two completely identical people. My method might suit myself, but may not necessarily suit others. For myself, I think the key points to solving pain are nothing more than two points. First, open your eyes to see the world. Second, become a warrior."

Heidao Ren listened very seriously. For him, after joining the People's Party, the previous pain had been relieved to a large extent, but new problems and pains were constantly being produced. If there could be a once-and-for-all method, Heidao Ren naturally hoped to understand it as early as possible.

"Opening your eyes to see the world means being able to seek truth from facts, instead of trying to fantasize the world into the appearance you think. In that way, you know pain and hardships are inevitable, and you don't consider the issue of pain. Because considering whether it's painful or not is completely useless."

Chen Ke's answer was truly beyond Heidao Ren's expectations, although Chen Ke's words did make sense. However, this attitude of simply not considering pain because knowing feeling pain is useless really had a flavor of "plugging one's ears while stealing a bell." Heidao Ren felt he might not necessarily be able to accept it.

"Second, as a warrior. What we seek is doing things. Through trying, through groping and summarizing, we discover the laws of things and can control these things. Then we can also minimize unnecessary painful feelings to the greatest extent. Of course, from another angle, when you do one thing with your whole heart and mind, your head doesn't hurt, your balls don't itch; you simply have no mind to feel whether it's painful or not."

After Chen Ke finished speaking, he felt these principles still didn't truly speak his feelings. He thought for a while again before adding, "Of course, I feel that for me now, whether it's painful or not is simply not within my scope of consideration. I just strive to do things seeking truth from facts, simply not to get rid of pain, or consider whether I can get rid of pain. In my feeling, there is simply no concept of pain. I try to understand pain merely to understand others. For myself, I don't have this feeling."

These words were really beyond Heidao Ren's scope of understanding. When Heidao Ren discovered Chen Ke seemed to be able to solve any pain easily, he heard Chen Ke say he simply didn't have the feeling of pain. This huge contrast made Heidao Ren suspect if Chen Ke was a normal human being.

However, this suspicion didn't last too long. Chen Ke suddenly said with some sudden enlightenment, "Commissar Hei, I didn't notice one thing just now. We have a misconception first, which is the definition of pain. I attribute the feelings after seeing those unacceptable facts to pain. I don't know if you feel the same way?"

"Yes." Heidao Ren's face immediately lit up.

"Then this problem is knowable and unknown." Chen Ke replied. As he spoke, he picked up a pen and drew two concentric circles. Pointing to the concentric circles, Chen Ke said, "Look, when the scope you can control and accept is only as big as the small circle, everything outside this small circle is unknown and unacceptable. Whether you accept it or not, you will inevitably see and contact it. When your ability expands to the level of this big circle, then have the things you can accept increased? Indeed they have increased, but you will see and contact more unacceptable facts."

Heidao Ren looked at the two circles on the paper. Chen Ke's explanation was shown so clearly on the paper that there was simply no room for argument.

Chen Ke looked at Heidao Ren sympathetically. Chen Ke had encountered all the problems Heidao Ren raised. And to cross this line, many, many memories were left for Chen Ke. Chen Ke certainly didn't have the evaluation of painful or not painful now, but the vast majority of those memories were failures, failures time and again, almost endless failures. Chen Ke once suspected countless times: can I succeed once in this life? It wasn't until Chen Ke crossed that line that he thoroughly believed Grandpa Mao's sentence, "History spirals upward." Before Heidao Ren walked back to the origin and completed the first cycle, it was very difficult for him to understand this principle.

Regardless of whether Heidao Ren understood Chen Ke's words, what Chen Ke could see was that the sense of responsibility finally returned to Heidao Ren. His gaze began to brighten again, and his inadvertently furrowed brows also smoothed out. "Chairman Chen, what is the key point regarding explaining the difference between us and the Guangfu Society to the comrades?"

"The key point is, we, the People's Party, stress doing things. What we want to master are the laws of things themselves, utilizing a part of the laws already mastered to do things better. While the Guangfu Society wants the result of things; as for what the laws of things themselves are, it is not what they pursue. When they believe they can overthrow the Manchu Qing by force, they will rise up in rebellion. If they believed that fasting and chanting Buddha's name could achieve the goal, they would also immediately throw down the weapons in their hands to fast and chant Buddha's name. This point must be explained clearly to the comrades." Chen Ke made a concluding speech.
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Chapter 12: The Guangfu Society Strikes (6)

"Brothers, the Zhejiang people have fought their way to our Jiangning (Nanjing)," Wang Youhong asked the officers of the Thirty-sixth Regiment of the New Army Ninth Division. The Thirty-sixth Regiment was the regiment that had cleared out outsider revolutionaries most thoroughly. It was also the regiment Wang Youhong suggested Zhang Xun focus on winning over.

The officers sat around the wine table, but they were far from enthusiastic enough. Wang Youhong didn't care about this. As a field army, the New Army engaged in military training specifically and considered themselves capable of fighting, so they looked down on the Jiangnan Patrol Battalions which served as defense. This was an open contradiction.

"Brothers, the Zhejiang people are shouting revolutionary slogans and fighting their way to our Jiangning. are they really doing it for the revolution? Definitely not. What they have their eyes on is our Jiangning where merchants gather in clouds; what they have their eyes on is the taxes we sit and collect in Jiangning," Wang Youhong said loudly. Since the strategy of dividing the New Army and the revolutionaries was decided, Wang Youhong didn't care about speaking bluntly at all. If he could persuade the New Army with the last combat effectiveness to stand on Zhang Xun's side, Wang Youhong didn't mind sharing some benefits with the officers in the New Army.

"Zhejiang isn't poor to begin with; compared to our Jiangsu, it's not inferior at all. Moreover, Jiangning is attacked from two sides. If the Anhui people and Zhejiang people don't attack us, we would be thanking Amitabha Buddha; where would we have the mind to attack Zhejiang? But in the news sent back, the Zhejiang revolutionaries say they are afraid we will attack Zhejiang. They also say whoever can conquer Jiangning first will be given huge titles and rewards. Brothers, everyone is a sensible person; what do you think these Zhejiang fellows are really after by fighting their way to our Jiangning?"

Wang Youhong was telling the truth. The officers present were not fools either; they still had the ability to distinguish basic truth from lies. Although they despised the Defense Battalions in their hearts, quite a few officers also developed considerable aversion to the Zhejiang revolutionaries.

Seeing his words successfully resonate among the officers, Wang Youhong continued, "Brothers, up to now, has our military pay ever been short? Isn't it issued on time and in full every month? As long as the court exists for one day, I dare say this military pay will absolutely not be short for everyone. If we let the Zhejiang revolutionaries conquer Jiangning, do you still believe this military pay can be issued on time? The Zhejiang fellows come to our Jiangning empty-handed, holding only guns; could it be they will give everyone money? Moreover, once war starts, trade routes will be cut off. Anqing first fell into the hands of the Yue Wang Society, and later into the hands of the People's Party. Up to now, those doing business basically don't go to Anqing. The common people in the whole city can almost hardly survive. Even less possible is there any commercial tax. Everyone serves as soldiers to eat rations and also has to support a family. No need to say much; if there is no military pay for three months, how will everyone live their days?"

If only fighting was mentioned, the officers of the New Army Ninth Division might still feel quite confident. But when military pay and family were mentioned, the officers began to look at each other for the first time. Revolution can be done anytime, but not eating for a day won't do. These officers had mixed to their current status with great difficulty. Their families were not only proud of them, but the livelihood of many officers' families really depended on these officers' military pay to live.

"Brothers, Commander Xu banned gambling and whoring; I, your brother, admire him very much. Men, sometimes playing a few dice games, pushing a few rounds of Pai Gow, playing with a few women—these are all liked, but they all cost money. After banning gambling and whoring, the money everyone can send home is really much more. This is for everyone's good. But if you are incited to revolution by those rebels, what about everyone's military pay after the revolution? Have those revolutionaries said anything? What they say about overthrowing the court and driving away foreigners sounds nice. If these are really achieved, can they raise everyone's pay by one copper cash? Next time you meet revolutionaries, you might as well ask. Listen to see if they can say anything decent."

"Commander Wang, what exactly do you want to say?" An officer asked.

Wang Youhong laughed once. "What do I want to say? What I want to say is, if the whole world rebelled now, and everyone wanted to rebel, I wouldn't say anything. But now, except for Anhui and Zhejiang, no one in this world is rebelling at all. Why should we Jiangsu people muddy this water? Moreover, some say the court is bad, but now the court is about to implement a constitution immediately. After the constitution, local gentry, and the relatives and friends of you brothers become parliament members, what they say will count. If you don't trust the court, you can trust your own fellow villagers and elders, right? We leave a good life unlived but insist on following the revolutionaries. Isn't this looking for trouble for ourselves?"

Listening to Wang Youhong's description of the future, the officers who were originally almost all like wood carvings and clay sculptures finally began to become active. Some subconsciously touched their chins, some frowned, some couldn't help touching the mustache on their upper lips, and some showed a look of restlessness.

Seeing his words had an effect, Wang Youhong said, "Brothers, I don't want everyone to do anything either. Since you are the New Army, at least you have the responsibility to protect the borders and comfort the people. If we let these Zhejiang fellows kill their way into our Jiangsu, do you think they will really commit no offense against the people? We honest people don't speak dark words; among the brothers present, I'm afraid some know these revolutionaries. If there are brothers who know them, you might as well send someone to persuade them not to attack our Jiangning. We Jiangsu people absolutely have no intention of attacking Zhejiang. Once this war starts, how many merchants won't be able to do business? If they want to get money, Shanghai is richer than our Jiangning. Why should the Zhejiang fellows seek far and neglect near, coming to attack our Jiangning?"

These words were spoken sincerely. The New Army officers and soldiers actually knew that up to now, whether it was the New Army Ninth Division or Zhang Xun's direct line, there was simply no plan to dispatch troops to Zhejiang. After the annihilation of Admiral of Jiangbei Wang Shizhen's entire army, the troop strength of the Jiangnan New Army and the New Army Ninth Division wasn't even enough to defend the whole of Jiangsu, let alone deal with the revolutionaries in Anhui to the west. Under this situation, where would they have the energy to deal with the Guangfu Society in Zhejiang?

Officers had already started whispering to each other, speaking of their worries in low voices. Wang Youhong was right; once fighting started in Jiangning, there would definitely be considerable losses. The New Army officers didn't realize that after clearing out people from other provinces, Jiangsu localism could quickly trigger resonance among officers of Jiangsu origin in the New Army.

Wang Youhong immediately struck while the iron was hot. "Brothers, if the People's Party attacks, let's not talk about whether we can beat them or not for now. But the Yue Wang Society once occupied Anqing; they were locals, yet they tossed Anqing into misery. Everyone hasn't unheard of what Anqing turned into. Let's not say anything else; could it be that you gentlemen will watch helplessly as the Zhejiang fellows toss Jiangning into that kind of appearance too? Watch helplessly as the Zhejiang fellows wrap up our Jiangsu's money and wealth and leave? Our Jiangsu people's money, no matter what, has to be spent by us Jiangsu people ourselves, right?"

The miserable state of Anqing under the rule of the Yue Wang Society had long spread throughout the Yangtze River basin; many merchants had seen it with their own eyes. If the Guangfu Society did this once in Jiangning too, the New Army officers of Jiangsu origin absolutely couldn't accept it.

"Commander Wang, what exactly is your idea?" This question was much friendlier.

Wang Youhong said loudly, "My idea is very simple. We are the New Army, so naturally we must protect the borders and comfort the people. The Guangfu Society wants to talk revolution? No problem. Wait until they take Shanghai, then we can talk with them. If they can't take Shanghai but take our Jiangning instead, don't you feel the Guangfu Society people will let everyone go attack Shanghai?"

The officers exchanged glances. An officer asked, "Commander Wang, what if the Guangfu Society refuses to leave our Jiangsu?"

Hearing this, Wang Youhong was overjoyed in his heart, but showed no joy on his face. He replied in an extremely inflammatory tone, "What to do? Brothers, everyone is the New Army, concentrating on drilling all day, training daily. Do you really feel you can't beat that rabble of the Guangfu Society? Could it be that just because that rabble shouts revolution with their mouths, everyone doesn't need to test how much weight they carry, and just obediently obey the Guangfu Society like this?"

Since the New Army were soldiers, their confrontation consciousness was naturally stronger than others. Wang Youhong's words thoroughly stirred up the fighting spirit of the New Army officers. Immediately an officer shouted, "That's right. If the Guangfu Society wants to be masters in our Jiangsu, they have to ask our New Army first."

Wang Youhong achieved great success. After a fierce dispute within the New Army, without the connection and incitement of revolutionaries from other provinces, and without the existence of New Army Ninth Division Commander Xu Shaozhen, the officers of the Second Battalion of the Thirty-sixth Regiment of the New Army Ninth Division expressed they wanted to "meet" the Guangfu Society. Even if other officers didn't want to fight with the Guangfu Society, they likewise didn't want to let the Guangfu Society enter and leave Jiangsu so easily and freely. Under the situation of high localist sentiment, the Thirty-sixth Regiment of the New Army Ninth Division waveringly stood on the opposite side of the Guangfu Society.

Zhang Xun was skeptical about Wang Youhong's report. In his view, the New Army were all revolutionaries, or at least the reserve team of the revolutionaries. Letting the New Army fight with the rebels was a good strategy, but inevitably a bit wishful thinking. Since this topic was very confidential, there were only Zhang Xun and Wang Youhong in the room.

"Admiral, this humble officer has words to say to Your Excellency. Please forgive this humble officer's crime of disrespect first," Wang Youhong said.

"Commander Wang, speak without reserve." Zhang Xun believed Wang Youhong was sincerely loyal to the court, so he was naturally quite tolerant.

"Admiral, now chaos parties are rising everywhere in the world. This humble officer feels that the court's inability to tolerate people is one of the reasons." Although Wang Youhong's tone was humble, the content was sharp.

Zhang Xun was a person of forthright character. Although he trusted Wang Youhong very much and had expressed his attitude beforehand, hearing these sharp words, his face still immediately became gloomy. Cold light shot from his pair of eyes.

Since Wang Youhong had mentioned this topic, naturally there was nothing more to fear. He completely ignored Zhang Xun's gaze that looked like he wanted to eat people and continued frankly, "Admiral, since the revolutionaries can incite the crowd, could it be what they say makes no sense? The court suffers repeated defeats, and various incidents emerge endlessly; the livelihood of the common people isn't easy. If we who are loyal to the court really want to be loyal to the court, we precisely cannot gloss over faults. The Empress Dowager Old Buddha works hard to promote the Westernization Movement and prepare for the constitution. Isn't it just to enrich the country and strengthen the army through these measures? To re-establish the Great Qing's prestige in the hearts of the common people. This humble officer feels that the more it is this kind of matter, the more we as subjects must keep the world calm. Let the benefits of these measures show. For the rebels, we naturally absolutely cannot let them off. But we cannot force people to rebel."

Zhang Xun pursed his lips tightly. Because his teeth were clenched tight, the muscles on his cheeks bulged high. Zhang Xun had two thick eyebrows and also grew two thick mustache whiskers. Because he was forcibly suppressing his agitation, his eyebrows and mustache seemed about to stand upside down, and they were still trembling slightly. Obviously, various thoughts were fighting fiercely in Zhang Xun's mind. After a long time, the expression on Zhang Xun's face relaxed. He said slowly in his Jiangxi mandarin, "In the Gengzi year (1900), the Eight-Nation Alliance fought into Beijing. I escorted the Emperor. After 'returning to the capital,' the Empress Dowager Old Buddha summoned me at the Hall of Benevolence and Longevity in the Summer Palace. I was moved at that time, and for a moment I even forgot my surname and name. At this time I only called out the word 'Subject' (Chen), then was tongue-tied and couldn't speak. Just then I looked up and saw the plaque on the hall written 'Hall of Benevolence and Longevity' (Renshou Dian), so I patted my chest, extended my thumb and said, Subject Renshou Dian..."

If it were someone else, they might be smiling along at this time. Wang Youhong just listened quietly; he knew Zhang Xun didn't need anyone to echo him at this time. He saw Zhang Xun sigh deeply before continuing, "At that time, the people in the hall wanted to laugh but dared not laugh. Logically speaking, this was a breach of etiquette and should be punished; even pushing me out to be beheaded wouldn't be strange. The Empress Dowager Old Buddha acted as if she didn't hear it, asked me a few sentences as if nothing had happened, and let me go back. People say a prime minister's belly can pole a boat; the Empress Dowager Old Buddha's breadth of mind is higher than mountains and deeper than seas. I, Zhang Xun, am loyal to the Old Buddha with no second heart. If it is for this world of the Great Qing, so what if I tolerate those bastards fooled by the revolutionaries?"

Just as Wang Youhong relaxed in his heart, he heard Zhang Xun say sternly, "I tolerate these bastards now, but it doesn't mean I will tolerate them going on like this in the future. Commander Wang, remember this clearly for me. If they still don't know how to restrain themselves and are not loyal to the court, I, Zhang Xun, will absolutely not let them off in the future."

"Admiral, this is not the time to create incidents. As long as the New Army and the rebels fight, whatever thoughts they have, we have to tolerate them. Now Anhui and Zhejiang are in great chaos, and our Jiangsu is attacked from two sides. If we ourselves are chaotic too, then from Hubei to Shanghai, the court will no longer have a foothold along the river. Admiral understands righteousness deeply and is loyal to the court. If it's just for a moment of pleasure but ruins the court's major affairs, we are all sinners of the court." Wang Youhong spoke extremely crisply.

Zhang Xun nodded. "Just follow Commander Wang's method. If the New Army fights the rebels effectively, I will absolutely not be stingy with rewards."

Hearing Zhang Xun say the most crucial words, Wang Youhong finally put his heart back in his belly. Only Rui Fang and Zhang Xun could give rewards to the New Army legitimately. Even if Rui Fang gave rewards, he couldn't make the New Army officers and soldiers submit. The most suitable candidate remaining was naturally Zhang Xun. And if Zhang Xun didn't sincerely understand the reason for giving rewards, he would inevitably bring out dissatisfaction, which would be worse than not rewarding at all.

Wang Youhong's idea was that no matter how much he wasted his tongue, he had to make Zhang Xun abandon his prejudice against the New Army out of consideration for the overall situation. Unexpectedly, Zhang Xun himself understood the key to the matter so quickly. This breadth of mind made Wang Youhong very happy.

After the two determined these basic points, Zhang Xun was somewhat doubtful whether the New Army would fight the rebels. Wang Youhong had great confidence in this. He believed that within three days of the New Army leaving the city for defense, they would definitely start a war with the rebels. However, the progress of events was far faster than imagined. News came back the next day: the Second Battalion of the Thirty-sixth Regiment of the New Army continuously defeated three groups of invading rebels. Wang Youhong's prediction came true; not only was he happy, but Zhang Xun was also quite excited. Worried that this was news fabricated by the New Army, Zhang Xun sent people to investigate and go to the battlefield to check. The news sent back repeatedly verified that the Second Battalion indeed engaged in fierce field combat with the enemy; at least forty-odd rebels died, and more than thirty captives were caught.

"Interrogate the captives quickly." Zhang Xun bit the word "interrogate" loudly and heavily.
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Chapter 13: The Guangfu Society Strikes (7)

"What? Are you sure it was the New Army and not the Patrol Battalion?" Tao Chengzhang shouted almost roaring. Veins popped up on his forehead, and his expression looked quite ferocious.

The change in the situation was truly beyond Tao Chengzhang's expectations. Although Zhang Xun slaughtered revolutionaries heavily in the New Army, Xu Xilin always believed the New Army was still willing to revolutionize. He never imagined that the first opponent encountered in attacking Nanjing city would actually be the New Army, not the River Defense Battalion responsible for defense work.

"It was indeed the New Army." The vanguard troops who fled back also had faces full of inexplicable grief and indignation. Before dispatching troops this time, the Guangfu Society always believed the New Army would defect to the revolution. Suffering a fierce blow from the New Army was also greatly beyond these people's expectations.

Tao Chengzhang calmed himself. Even after getting confirmation, he still couldn't believe this fact. "How exactly did you start fighting with the New Army?" Tao Chengzhang pursued.

"This..." The vanguard troops who fled back immediately hemmed and hawed a bit. However, there were also quick-witted ones among them, who immediately defended, "We saw the New Army setting up checkpoints on the road, so we went up to ask them to join the revolution. As a result, these people opened fire on us indiscriminately."

"Right, those people in the New Army are simply Manchu Qing people. They agreed to defect to the revolution, but their words didn't count at all."

"Commander Tao, the New Army deceived us."

Listening to these people criticizing the "betrayal" of the New Army all at once, Tao Chengzhang suddenly felt an impulse. He clenched his fists tightly to stop himself from rushing up and giving this group of vanguards a round of slaps.

The group fighting as the vanguard for the Guangfu Society were not the Guangfu Army, but secret societies from various places. Tao Chengzhang had issued an order that anyone who dared to take the lead would be heavily rewarded. This stimulated the local secret societies; there were always people who considered themselves brave and battle-wise. These people took the lead and walked in front. Presumably, they thought the New Army was the insider, and as long as they raised the banner of the Guangfu Society, the New Army would defect cheerfully. When the facts didn't develop as they thought, these people pushed all their resentment onto the New Army.

"Where are those New Army soldiers now? Which battalion's banner were they flying?" Tao Chengzhang asked. Regardless of who the New Army opening fire on the opposite side was, since the other side dared to make a move, the matter definitely wouldn't end well.

"This... everyone retreated fast, didn't see." The vanguard troops who fled back spoke very implicitly.

Tao Chengzhang felt he couldn't ask any further. It wasn't that he was worried he couldn't ask anything out of these vanguard troops, but Tao Chengzhang didn't know what he would say if he asked further.

"Commander Tao, you must avenge us. Those New Army soldiers struck too ruthlessly." These people didn't feel Tao Chengzhang's mood at all, but kept clamoring for revenge.

"I know. You go down first. Those injured hurry to the medical camp to treat injuries." Tao Chengzhang could still suppress his emotions. And mentioning the medical camp, this leader of the Guangfu Society felt much better in his heart. The People's Party didn't break their promise; the medical team caught up before the main force of the Guangfu Society arrived at Nanjing.

Having finally sent these people down, Tao Chengzhang immediately called the cadres responsible for liaising with the New Army. They were all officers from the New Army; before the war, they were asked to go and contact the New Army.

"Duke Tao, Zhang Xun has blockaded the roads now. It is really difficult for us to make contact. And the Patrol Battalions guarding various places arrest anyone without a queue as soon as they see them. We have already lost several comrades." The liaison cadre kept complaining. Most of the Ninth Division New Army had cut their queues, especially the progressive officers inclined towards the revolutionary party. Usually, this was their pride, but now it became their fatal wound.

"Is there not a bit of news?" Tao Chengzhang also felt the situation was quite thorny. In this Nanjing campaign, the Guangfu Society believed that even if the New Army wouldn't rise up immediately, they would at least stay neutral. But Zhang Xun guarded the various passes extremely strictly, and not a bit of news leaked out.

While they were talking, several common people suddenly barged in from outside. These people were sweating profusely and panting heavily, which startled Tao Chengzhang and the others. Looking closely, they were the comrades sent out to contact the New Army. Ignoring whether these people's actions were rude, Tao Chengzhang and the others asked quickly, "Did you make contact?"

After panting for a while, these people recovered their breath slightly. They answered anxiously, "Duke Tao, something big has happened. The New Army Commander Lord Xu Shaozhen was forced to take a regiment of troops to Wuhu, saying they were needed to defend Wuhu and guard against the People's Party attacking Nanjing from both sides. The other troops have all fallen into Zhang Xun's hands. Moreover, we risked death to sneak into the military camp, but heard comrades in the New Army say a rumor is spreading inside the New Army now. It says we are attacking Nanjing because we have no money, and because we are afraid of the foreigners and dare not attack Shanghai, so we come to attack Nanjing."

Hearing this news, Tao Chengzhang couldn't help widening his eyes. Before he could ask, the returning comrades continued, "Quite a few people in the New Army believed this. They all said on what basis do Zhejiang people come to rob Jiangsu people's money. Some also said that if the Guangfu Society can conquer Shanghai and then come to attack Nanjing, only then will they be willing to surrender. Otherwise, please let our Guangfu Society go back to Zhejiang first."

Tao Chengzhang wasn't angry at these localist words. He had seen so many people; Tao Chengzhang had heard words even more magical than this. "Which unit exactly fought with us?" This was what Tao Chengzhang cared about most.

"What? Already started fighting?" The comrades who went to contact were greatly surprised. After listening to other comrades' explanations, these comrades thought for a while, "It should be the Thirty-sixth Regiment. Their officers were taken away by Zhang Xun. When we went, we didn't see their people."

"Good, it's good to know who it is. No matter what they say, we must conquer Nanjing city this time!" Tao Chengzhang said loudly.

"Duke Tao, how do we fight?" Comrades of New Army origin still couldn't accept the Guangfu Society fighting the New Army head-on for a moment.

"Whoever blocks in front of us, we fight them." Tao Chengzhang answered very crisply.

Tao Chengzhang was not a person who dragged things out. Having determined the fighting method, he immediately began to organize the attack. The Nanjing area is long from north to south and narrow from east to west, oriented directly north-south; the straight-line distance from north to south is 150 kilometers, the width from east to west in the middle is 50-70 kilometers, and the width from east to west at the north and south ends is about 30 kilometers. The south is a geomorphic complex composed of low mountains, hillocks, river valley plains, lakeside plains, and riparian lands. The Guangfu Society took the route along the river this time. If they took the mountain passes in the south, the Guangfu Society, lacking artillery, would find it difficult to implement a breakthrough. Although the water system in the riparian area was crisscrossed, it was a plain after all. Fighting enemies there, the Guangfu Society's troop strength could be fully utilized.

Since the attack was decided, the main force of the Guangfu Society began to march. Soon, the road along the river was occupied by a large number of the Restoration Army. At this time, news of the war had long spread around Nanjing. There were no pedestrians on the road at all, which reduced the effort of checking suspicious characters.

Lieutenant Colonel Remington Churchill was the captain of the British Far East Fleet's HMS *Hind*. Roughly the same as other captains, Remington's official position was bought. The system of selling official posts in the tradition of the Royal Navy had a long history; not only the Navy, but the Army units were also the same. As long as one was willing to give money, after getting the official position, one could act as the commander of various units. In this colonial era, don't look down on these official positions. Through wars and various interventions, officers could make a big fortune through various means and spoils of war. The money for buying the official post could easily be earned back. As for war, in front of the invincible British, were there any real enemies? Moreover, as long as the deputy captain and the first officer were capable soldiers, it was fine. As a captain, as a commander, what was needed more was diplomatic skills and a business mind.

Recently, the situation in the Yangtze River basin changed quickly, and the British Far East Fleet had to strengthen its patrols on the Yangtze River. China's Yangtze River basin was the British sphere of influence; on this point, the British would absolutely not be sloppy in the slightest. However, before Lieutenant Colonel Remington set off, the headquarters also had instructions not to intervene in China's civil war for the time being. The Fleet Commander's instruction was very clear: "Recently, the Qing government's attitude towards Britain is very tough. In this period, wait until the Manchu Qing government can't deal with the rebels, and they will automatically beg at the door of the British Empire."

Lieutenant Colonel Remington agreed with this instruction very much. But he also had his own views.

After receiving the order to carry out the patrol mission, Lieutenant Colonel Remington showed a style different from the past. He rarely stayed in his comfortable captain's cabin but often appeared at the command post. He would even appear on the lookout post, holding a telescope to observe both sides of the Yangtze River.

When the long team of the Guangfu Society appeared on the riverbank road, Lieutenant Colonel Remington was observing them through the telescope. Soon, Lieutenant Colonel Remington returned to his post. He issued an order to the deputy captain very relaxed. "Open fire on those people!"

"What?" The deputy captain wondered if he heard wrong. Leaving aside that this was the first time Lieutenant Colonel Remington issued a combat order, this order was really quite unexpected.

"What did you say?" The deputy captain asked.

"Open fire on those yellow monkeys, did you hear clearly?" Lieutenant Colonel Remington replied.

"Why?" The deputy captain asked almost subconsciously.

"Why? Because I am the captain." Lieutenant Colonel Remington gave a clear answer.

"But they haven't issued any provocation to us." The deputy captain was still puzzled. The headquarters didn't want to participate in China's civil war now. Although the deputy captain had long seen those armed forces walking on the riverbank, except for looking at the warship curiously like others, they didn't have the slightest hostile behavior.

"I don't like the look of them, so I fire a few shots at them. Do you think there's a problem? Does the British Empire need a reason to fire on Chinese people? Mr. Deputy Captain, are you joking with me?" Lieutenant Colonel Remington asked in surprise.

Although he had doubts in his heart, Lieutenant Colonel Remington's explanation wasn't wrong. In Asia, the British Empire could fire on whoever it wanted to fire on. The only thing the deputy captain worried about was that it was hard to explain to the headquarters. The headquarters naturally couldn't know about the warship firing on its own, but the replenishment of shells would be hard to hide.

But Lieutenant Colonel Remington's demeanor clearly showed that he was determined to fire. As a deputy captain, discussion with the captain was only possible on major issues concerning life and death, and firing on Chinese people obviously wasn't work within this category. Lieutenant Colonel Remington Churchill came from a big background and had deep backing. The deputy captain felt there was no need for him to disobey his order.

Feeling puzzled on one hand, the deputy captain began to issue instructions on the other. Soon, the various gun positions on the destroyer began to adjust rapidly. After another moment, the main gun on the HMS *Hind* spewed out flames. The shell whistled and flew towards the marching column of the Guangfu Society.
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The sudden shelling instantly disrupted the marching formation of the Guangfu Society. Lieutenant Colonel Remington saw clearly from the bridge: the long snake-like column first paused for a moment after the shelling began, and in the blink of an eye, centering on the impact points of the shells, the entire column scattered like a frightened colony of ants.

The main and secondary guns on the warship opened fire fully. The rate of fire was not fast; every shell was fired towards the dense crowd. In less than ten minutes, more than forty shells were fired.

"Cease fire!" Lieutenant Colonel Remington ordered. The destroyer didn't carry a large amount of ammunition. Although he had his own ideas, Lieutenant Colonel Remington knew that if he fired all the shells, he wouldn't be able to report back to the base when he returned.

The shelling stopped instantly. Although it couldn't be heard clearly on the bridge, the miserable cries of wounded soldiers on the riverbank and the screams of those fleeing could be faintly heard. With a sneer mixed with smugness on his face, Lieutenant Colonel Remington ordered the warship to advance at full speed. Breaking through the surface of the Yangtze River, the warship's speed increased very quickly.

"Deputy Captain, is that a Red Cross flag?" Lieutenant Colonel Remington asked suddenly.

The deputy captain also raised his telescope. In the chaotic crowd on the riverbank, people wearing white military medical uniforms were running towards the shelling point under the lead of a white flag with a red cross. Against the background of chaos, this Red Cross flag was so eye-catching that the deputy captain suddenly wanted to order the warship to go back and see what was happening.

"It is indeed the Red Cross flag of the Medical Society. Could it be that there are foreigners among these Chinese rebels?" the deputy captain replied. The British also used the Red Cross flag in their medical department, so this symbol was quite familiar to the people on the warship.

The sneer on Lieutenant Colonel Remington's face disappeared. This discovery was truly beyond his expectations. If other foreign powers had intervened in China's civil war first, then the efficiency of the British intelligence department would inevitably be too low.

"Go to Nanjing and dock." Lieutenant Colonel Remington issued the order.

The blow given by the shelling to the Guangfu Society was too heavy. Although there were only forty-odd shells, they caused hundreds of casualties in an instant. In the troops, the ones most stimulated were the artillery members of the People's Party troops. The five-hundred-man aid team included not only medical personnel and guard troops but also members of technical arms such as artillery and surveyors. The People's Party was already a force that paid great attention to military training. Although the artillery units didn't have many shells, they tried their best to maintain live-fire shooting. To improve the troops' feeling for the battlefield, when artillery conducted live-fire training, infantry also tried to experience it as much as possible.

The high level of the British warship's shelling left the artillerymen in the troops dumbfounded. Under direct aiming conditions, the speed of fire and the precision of the impact points were something the People's Party artillerymen couldn't even achieve in their wildest imagination, let alone hit such a level themselves. Everyone swallowed their saliva and looked at each other. On the faces of other comrades, the artillerymen seemed to see the word "inconceivable."

Regardless of how the People's Party viewed this shelling, the Guangfu Society troops were completely in chaos. Some were scared into fleeing far away, while others were inexplicably grief-stricken and indignant, shouldering their guns and wanting to chase up to shoot at the British ship. But the ship on the river surface looked like it wasn't moving fast, yet it broke through the river surface going against the current, and soon left the Guangfu Society warriors relying on two legs far behind.

Tao Chengzhang and others were lucky not to be in the firing range, but with the entire marching column in such chaos, he knew they simply couldn't continue marching. Having no choice, Tao Chengzhang could only order the troops to return to the starting point.

After a lot of tossing about, the troops finally returned to the starting point. Tao Chengzhang immediately convened a military meeting. Although cadres gathered continuously, no one spoke. Cadres who hadn't seen the miserable state of the shelling location all had looks of confusion. The intervention of the British was truly unexpected; the sudden appearance of a strong enemy left the Guangfu Society feeling at a loss. Cadres who had seen the miserable state of the shelling location had a kind of grief and indignation besides confusion. With flesh and blood flying and severed limbs and broken bodies at the shelling point, the vast majority of Guangfu Society cadres instinctively vomited due to the thick smell of blood. War far exceeded the imagination of these cadres. These people either had pale faces or stiffened their bodies subconsciously; some even started biting their nails in public. The slight creaking sounds finally gave the venue some noise.

"We won't go by the riverside," Tao Chengzhang suppressed the shock in his heart and said in as calm a voice as possible. "We will avoid the British warships and attack from the south."

"Duke Tao, the British fired on us. Could it be that the foreigners in Shanghai are preparing to attack our Zhejiang?" A cadre asked with a trembling voice.

Hearing this, many cadres couldn't help shivering. They were not afraid of the Qing army because before setting off, Guangfu Society comrades in Shanghai had also inquired about the news of the Shanghai Qing army. The Shanghai Qing army was startled three times a day and only thought about self-preservation now; they had no plan to move out at all. But these comrades were not clear about the movements of the foreigners.

Looking at the terrified comrades, Tao Chengzhang knew he must speak. If he allowed the atmosphere of panic to spread, let alone attacking Nanjing, he feared the team would dare to scatter on its own. Suppressing the uneasiness in his heart, Tao Chengzhang said, "I said long ago, when we start the revolution, if foreigners do not come to help the Manchus, we will treat them all with courtesy. Where our military force reaches, whether they are missionaries, merchants, or travelers in China, they must be protected well; or if they do not wish to live long in the place where we are fighting, we will send them out of the border. When we have pacified the Manchus, we will establish treaties of special preferential treatment; no matter which country, interests will be shared equally. If someone helps the Manchus, not to mention foreigners, the more they are Han traitor spies, the more we must kill them to extinction. Foreigners go without saying. But what we kill are foreigners who fight us."

This was the content in the "Statutes of the Longhua Society," which most of the attending cadres had read. Hearing Tao Chengzhang repeat it like this, quite a few people understood in their hearts. Tao Chengzhang's attitude was very clear: "If you want war, I will give you war."

But one warship gave the Guangfu Society such a big blow. If they continued to fight...

"Comrades, British warships can't drive onto the shore no matter what. If we encounter British ships by going along the river, then we won't go along the river. I said just now, avoid British ships and attack from the south."

"What if the British come ashore to fight us?" Cadres were quite worried about the British sending troops.

Hearing these timid words, Tao Chengzhang roared in anger, "If they fight us, we fight them! What are you afraid of? So many hundreds of brothers were killed and wounded by the British; are we just going to pretend we didn't see it?"

After saying this, Tao Chengzhang stood up abruptly. "From the moment I dedicated myself to the revolution, I, Tao Chengzhang, have never been afraid of death. Whoever is afraid of death, stand out for me and get out with your people right now. My Guangfu Society cannot tolerate cowards who fear death!"

Xu Xilin originally had thousands of thoughts in his heart too. Hearing Tao Chengzhang roar like this, a surge of hot blood also rushed up. He also stood up abruptly. "Being killed by the Manchu Qing is a death; being killed by foreigners is also a death. Anyway, it's all death; what is there to fear? If you gentlemen are afraid, then follow behind our Guangfu Army Dare-to-Die Corps and let us go first. Whether it's the Manchu Qing or foreign devils, whoever blocks in front of us, either we die or they die! This battle must be fought!"

The crowd was originally indecisive and lost their bearings. Seeing Tao Chengzhang and Xu Xilin make up their minds, the original fear went away, and fierce courage immediately gained the upper hand. Cadres stood up one after another and shouted, "Fight! Fight them! Avenge our brothers!"

The Restoration Army adjusted the direction of attack. The troops chose a route far from the riverbank and re-selected the attack route from the southeast direction. This shelling not only didn't suppress the offensive spirit of the Guangfu Society, but because they completely lost their scruples, after the troops reorganized their mentality, the will to fight became even stronger.

The next day, under the leadership of Xu Xilin, the Guangfu Army Dare-to-Die Corps mixed with other troops daring to fight continued to advance towards Nanjing. The first to confront them were the troops led by Wang Youhong.

Wang Youhong was not just a talker. After he did his best to make the various Manchu Qing troops in Nanjing reach a consensus to hold fast to Nanjing and resist the Guangfu Army's attack as much as possible, he personally led the troops to the front line. The mixed force under his command was not only the River Defense Battalion but also troops from the New Army Ninth Division.

The Ninth Division had infantry, cavalry, artillery, engineer, and logistics branches, as well as medical, balloon, military band, and telecommunications teams. Compared with the old armies of that time, namely the Eight Banners and Green Standard Army, it could be called complete. The infantry's firearms were mostly purchased from foreign countries, including Japanese Type 38s, German Mausers, and a small number of Hanyang-made rifles. The artillery used by the artillery corps included Japanese flat-trajectory guns and German recoil-operated guns.

The Ninth Division was rated for 12,512 men. (Town means Division) It governed the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Brigades. The Seventeenth Brigade governed the Thirty-third and Thirty-fourth Infantry Regiments; the Eighteenth Brigade governed the Thirty-fifth and Thirty-sixth Regiments; there were also one Cavalry Regiment and one Artillery Regiment, plus Engineer and Logistics Battalions; later there were three Gendarmerie Battalions, with a Gendarmerie Commander established.

New Army Ninth Division Commander Xu Shaozhen was "exiled" to Wuhu. When he left, he took away the Thirty-third Regiment with the most revolutionaries. The remaining Thirty-fourth, Thirty-fifth, and Thirty-sixth Regiments all fell under Wang Youhong's command.

Learning that the Restoration Army was lunging menacingly from the southeast, Wang Youhong took the Thirty-sixth Regiment and stood at the front. He set up a position on a hill blocking the main road. The balloon of the Balloon Observation Unit rose high. After this behemoth rose into the sky, even the New Army soldiers who often saw observation balloons couldn't help looking up. The encouragement to morale was undoubted.

On the opposite side, the gathering Guangfu Army troops seemed to turn a blind eye. Under the leadership of officers, the Guangfu Army soldiers raised their weapons and launched the first round of assault.

Wang Youhong was right on the front line. He drew his command saber with a swoosh and shouted, "Fire!"
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"Charge!" With the command, the Guangfu Society assault team charged straight body at the Qing positions opposite them. The Qing troops were arranged in platoons, forming multiple dense fire points along a single line. Each combat unit was separated by a dozen meters. Ten meters behind the first line were machine gun positions, and ten meters behind those, Qing troops crouched together in groups of ten, rifles leveled forward. Black Island Ren, the Political Commissar of the medical team's combat unit, watched clearly through his binoculars. Although it was a defensive position, such a position looked uniform and orderly. It had a flavor of strict discipline.

Beside Black Island Ren, the commanders of the medical team's guard unit all raised their monoculars. Their expressions were grave; everyone knew that let alone the Guangfu Army, even if the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army suddenly launched a charge against such an array, the casualties would absolutely not be small. It was even highly possible that they would pay a huge price in casualties and still fail to break through these Qing troops frontally. Even so, the commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army remained silent. It was absolutely useless to gesticulate at the Guangfu Society. At the general meeting, Black Island Ren had required all comrades of the medical team to absolutely not say anything unrelated to medicine, so as to avoid any unnecessary misunderstandings.

Moreover, the commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army actually had some thoughts of their own; they wanted to see the combat effectiveness of this Qing army formation. Even if the guiding thoughts of combat were inconsistent, no one could guarantee they wouldn't encounter this situation in the future. If the People's Party had to forcefully charge such a position, how could they achieve the maximum effect? Without seeing the Qing army's performance with their own eyes, the commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had no certainty in their hearts.

"Why do the various Qing units keep such a distance between them?" a junior commander of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army couldn't help but ask. In the People's Party's squad and platoon tactics, the distance between unit positions wasn't this large. A company of over two hundred people could form a continuous front of over two hundred meters.

"It's hard to observe and command if they don't separate. Such an overly neat formation will definitely become chaotic once engaged in close quarters," an intermediate commander whispered in reply. "That's why our commanders are all on the front line. Look at the Qing commanders."

Through the binoculars, it was clear that the Qing commanders were all behind the soldiers. The commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army coincided in thinking of snipers. In the recent major reorganization of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, every platoon had selected sharpshooters. Every company had snipers. In battle, they could opt out of volley fire on the front line and had the small flexibility of prioritizing fire on enemy commanders. Everyone couldn't help but look at Political Commissar Black Island Ren. Black Island Ren didn't make a sound. He didn't even put down his binoculars. Other comrades also raised their binoculars to continue watching this battle.

The 9th Division of the New Army was indeed well-trained. Before the enemy entered range, even though the Guangfu Army charged over, they didn't fire. The Guangfu Army didn't have many bullets and had even less formation training, so they couldn't play any marching fire. They had to kill their way close to the enemy before they could attack. Just as they rushed to the pre-designated firing area before departure, the roar of artillery came from behind the Qing positions. Shells streaked through the air with a characteristic sharp whistle, exploding into balls of dirt, stone, and smoke on the ground. Although the timing was accurate, the landing points of the shells really couldn't be complimented; of the dozen shells, not one hit the Guangfu Society's assault formation. The distribution of impact points was huge. Everyone had seen the ferocious shelling of the British warships yesterday; compared to that, the Qing army was too child's play.

The actual effect of the shelling wasn't great, but it caused a lot of psychological pressure on the Guangfu Society fighters. clearly, some accelerated their charge, while others went a bit weak in the knees. Before the Guangfu Army raised their rifles, the 9th Division's formation began to open fire on the opposing Guangfu Army.

Amidst the pervasive gunpowder smoke and the bean-popping sound of gunfire, Guangfu Army soldiers were hit one after another. Those not hit began to return fire without fear. The result of a dense Qing team exchanging fire with a scattered Guangfu Society didn't even need to be looked at. Junior commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had already put down their binoculars, straining to gaze at this tragic scene. When facing death, these fighters still pulled triggers at the enemy, then reloaded amidst flying bullets, attempting to shoot at the enemy again. Bullets crowded these fearless fighters, freezing their movements in the moment they were hit, or flipping them backwards due to the impact. Even so, not a single person fled. On the contrary, some fighters even stopped reloading, roaring as they rushed towards the Qing ranks, only to be knocked to the ground by the enemy's volley.

"Fight well!" The junior commanders felt almost as if they were experiencing it themselves, unable to stop themselves from shouting loudly. Even if the outcome of death in battle wouldn't be reversed, the fighting spirit shown by the Guangfu Society gave these commanders a huge stimulation. Even the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, who had fought dozens of battles big and small, had never experienced such a disparity in strength between enemy and self.

No matter how intense the battle, the huge gap in strength had long determined the result of this charge. The wounds of these fighters were all on the front; not a single person died from a wound in the back.

"Commissar Black!" some commanders shouted. Unknowingly, their eyes had turned red.

Black Island Ren put down his binoculars. His lips were also trembling slightly. The troops sent here were all quite combat-experienced; to protect the doctors and nurses of the medical team, the troops had to have combat effectiveness. Such tragic solemnity made Black Island Ren inevitably think of the Japanese evaluation of the Chinese army after the First Sino-Japanese War: surrendering, fleeing, unable to withstand a single blow. Whether they couldn't withstand a single blow, Black Island Ren couldn't be sure, but everything before his eyes thoroughly pulverized those mockings. Even if it was only the fighters who had already sacrificed themselves before his eyes, Chinese soldiers or fighters engaged in war indeed possessed bravery, fearlessness, and a spirit and attitude of regarding death as returning home.

If he didn't help these true fighters, Black Island Ren felt he couldn't bear it in his heart.

Black Island Ren made up his mind. He walked towards Xu Xilin not far away. Xu Xilin's eyes flashed with sharp light as he commanded his subordinates for a second charge. The morale of the Guangfu Society hadn't been crushed by this blow; on the contrary, the Guangfu Society was seething with fighting will. "It seems the Manchu military strength is all here. Go around behind them and launch an attack."

"Mr. Xu, let us go one way too."

"Mr. Xu, we'll attack frontally."

People kept asking for orders to attack. They seemed completely unaware of what life-and-death tests such a battle would entail, just wanting to stand out and participate in the battle.

Black Island Ren pushed through the crowd to Xu Xilin. "Mr. Xu, we want to help operate the artillery. Do you think that's okay?"

In the Hangzhou campaign, the Guangfu Society had captured some cannons, but at the start of this campaign, there were no artillerymen who knew how to shoot. In several test firings, they even lost a cannon. Now only two cannons had been brought up, and after tinkering for a long time, they hadn't figured out a method.

"No need to help, the cannons are handed over to you. Relying on those people simply won't solve the problem." Xu Xilin didn't care at all right now if Black Island Ren was People's Party or not. He ordered the messenger officer to lead Black Island Ren to the artillery.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army artillery unit divided into two teams. One team began looking for an artillery position, and the other began inspecting the cannons. The cannons turned out to be Gruson 57mm mountain guns. It could be seen that no one had maintained or repaired the cannons for a long time. The gun barrel was cleaner due to transport, but the dust and rust inside the muzzle, and the accumulated grime in every crevice, proved the cannons had many problems. The artillerymen of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dismantled the cannons with tools. Fortunately, the parts were neither missing nor damaged. It was just that they hadn't been cleaned after multiple firings, and the grime caused many parts to malfunction.

Before coming this time, the various branches of the unit had prepared quite fully, with a complete set of repair and cleaning tools. According to the regulations trained many times, the unit began to clean the cannons. Big and small hog bristle brushes dipped in oil began to tidy up various parts of the cannons. Simple rust removal, grime removal, wiping, oiling—after a series of procedures, the parts of the cannons were reassembled.

During this process, the artillery position had long been chosen. Behind a small hillock was a flat piece of land. It wasn't exactly very flat, but it was relatively close to the Qing army. After hastily building gun emplacements with sandbags, the surveyors had roughly measured the distance. The 57mm mountain gun was the artillery piece the People's Party had captured the most of. The troops were extremely proficient in training with it on weekdays. After adjusting the firing data, test firing began.

The Qing army obviously hadn't expected the Guangfu Army to have artillery here too. When the first shell traced a long trajectory and landed in front of the Qing position, signs of fluctuation finally appeared on the orderly Qing position. Xu Xilin clearly felt this change. He hurriedly asked, "Is there news from the comrades attacking on the two flanks?"

This time the troops were divided into three routes, preparing to attack simultaneously. To catch the Qing army off guard as much as possible. Now that the artillery had deterred the enemy, there was now a possibility to prepare for an attack.

"No news yet," someone replied. Just regarding speaking, another muffled sound was heard, followed by the sound of a shell whistling through the air. The comrades of the Guangfu Society held their breath and focused, all looking towards the enemy's position. This time the shell landed directly into the Qing position.

"Holy crap!" The observing artillery team captain suddenly shouted. This shell was unbiased and landed exactly in the open space between the New Army units. Although it blew up a large cloud of dust and gray smoke, the artillery captain still discovered one thing: why the New Army formed formations in units of about ten meters.

Originally everyone thought such a layout was to solve problems of observation field and troop movement. Now the artillery captain discovered that, let alone heavy artillery shells, the shells of the 57mm gun couldn't cause any particularly effective killing to enemies outside a ten-meter diameter circle. And the spacing between the various dense Qing units was about ten meters. Unless directly hitting the enemy, or the shell was very close to the enemy, otherwise it couldn't effectively kill the enemy. Watching the shell explode on the position, practically the killing effect might not necessarily be much greater than a direct grenade attack.

If there were enough guns and enough shells, a coverage fire mode wouldn't be impossible. The problem was there were only two guns, and less than fifty shells. God knows how the Guangfu Society considered artillery. this bit of firepower simply wasn't enough to produce a fatal result.

clearly, the artillery captain of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army slightly misunderstood the Qing army's fighting will. When the shell accurately hit the Qing position, what the artillery captain saw was "unable to effectively constitute killing." What the Qing army saw was "unable to effectively avoid shells." This shell didn't hurt anyone; that was luck. What about the next shell? The one after that?

Just at this moment, a sharp whistle came from the air again. The Qing army felt a start in their hearts, but then discovered it was their own artillery starting to bombard. The target was naturally the opponent's artillery position. Firing was easy; the problem was that no one could see where the shots were coming from, so they had to bombard randomly. During the Qing bombardment, the Guangfu Society's shells also began to return fire.

Also at this moment, several fireworks suddenly rose from both sides of the Qing position. This was the signal. The Guangfu Society teams attacking on the two flanks had arrived at the agreed location.

Xu Xilin shouted, "Brothers of the Zhu family, charge! Avenge our brothers!"

The Guangfu Army's dare-to-die squads did not hesitate at all. Following the order, they charged towards the Qing position again without looking back.

The artillerymen of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also had no way to discuss in detail. "Fire half the shells out," the artillery captain ordered.

Both sides' artillery began to fire vigorously. The Guangfu Society charged forward regardless of everything. Relying on a chest full of fearless momentum, the Guangfu Army got closer and closer to the Qing army. Although there were only two cannons on the Guangfu Society side, every shell hit the Qing position. The Qing army, which had originally been trying its best to maintain strict order, began to waver. Many people's gun muzzles were no longer pointed forward; after subconsciously shrinking into their bodies, the position of the rifle was no longer an issue of concern.

This round of attack quickly entered the stage of rifle exchange. when the dense sound of shooting rang out again, Xu Xilin stared wide-eyed at the front line.
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V04C016 The Guangfu Society Strikes (10)

"Five-round clips can definitely open a breach!" facing the intense battle, Black Island Ren tried to lower his voice as much as possible. No matter how he suppressed his voice, the uncontrollable slight trembling still betrayed Black Island Ren's emotions.

This battle unfolded on the flat ground between two hills. The fighting between the Guangfu Society and the New Army was extremely fierce. Not long after the start of the second attack, the slaughter had already reached a white-hot stage. The 9th Division of the New Army was indeed well-trained, but their equipment was really insufficient. The number of Hanyang Type 88 rifles that could load five rounds was too small. Most importantly, this unit had completely no concept of direct aim. After the Qing army's three ranks of fire, the Guangfu Army's offensive momentum didn't diminish in the slightest. The Guangfu Army simply ignored their comrades falling in front, shouting as they continued to rush forward, reaching an extremely close distance in moments.

The Guangfu Army's dare-to-die squads focused on using bombs. On this point, the People's Party was even more so; they paid great attention to the use of grenades in battle. The Guangfu Army charged close to the Qing army, and bombs flew into the Qing ranks trailing sparks. The gunners following behind also continued to shoot at the Qing army. Because the distance was very close, even if the direct aiming level was terrible, as long as the muzzle direction and angle didn't deviate, they could always hit the enemy. Regardless of whether the wound location was fatal or not, the enemy would lose fighting capability. The originally orderly formation also showed great chaos.

This was already a critical moment. Black Island Ren, who had participated in a dozen battles, saw clearly that whether shooting or throwing bombs, as long as they could increase the firepower a bit more, as long as a few more volleys of bullets or a round of grenades came, the Qing army's formation would definitely be completely smashed. Then it would be close-quarters melee combat. The number of fighters in the Guangfu Society holding cold weapons was not small. The Qing army's rifles didn't have bayonets attached. Fighting with unbayoneted rifles against shining cold weapons, the result could be imagined. The People's Party had achieved complete victory like this in many battles.

But Black Island Ren was disappointed. The 9th Division of the New Army being called the Nanyang Model Army wasn't an empty reputation. Even in such a critical moment, the troops of the 9th Division could actually continue to load bullets and maintain a minimum volley fire. At this time, the accuracy was naturally extremely poor, but the volley could still knock down the Guangfu Army fighters charging at the very front. Even if a few Guangfu Army fighters had rushed in front of the 9th Division New Army and attacked the New Army soldiers fiercely with the weapons in their hands, their numbers were too few to cause a decisive impact on the war situation.

Black Island Ren saw with his own eyes a Guangfu Army fighter thrust a long spear into a Qing soldier's lower abdomen. In severe pain, that Qing soldier grabbed the spear shaft with force. The Guangfu Army fighter tried to pull out the long spear but simply couldn't do it. Just in this moment, several Qing soldiers who had finished loading bullets pressed their muzzles against this Guangfu Army fighter's chest and fired. This brave fighter was penetrated by several bullets. He first stiffened as if struck by lightning, then limply fell to the ground.

Such scenes played out repeatedly. The distance between the two armies became closer and closer, but every step the front line approached meant the Guangfu Army had to pay the price of a dozen lives. Meanwhile, shouting and gunfire also appeared on the two flanks of the Qing army. The flanking Guangfu Army troops had also begun to attack.

Black Island Ren had mixed feelings in his heart. Seeing through the Qing army's combat level, Black Island Ren roughly figured out a way to fight. But looking at it this time, the Guangfu Army's desperate attacks probably would find it hard to achieve the goal of defeating the Qing army. Just at this moment, the booming of the two cannons suddenly stopped. Since just now, the Guangfu Army's only two cannons had played a big role. Not referring to real lethality, but referring to the morale boost for the Guangfu Army's attack, as well as the blow to the Qing army's morale. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's artillery shooting level was so-so, but at least every shell exploded on the Qing position. This was also the fundamental reason why the Guangfu Army only had to face the very front line troops of the Qing army.

When the cannons were booming, everyone only cared about watching the fierce battle on the front line, so they didn't have any special feeling. Once the shelling stopped, many people immediately discovered the change.

"What happened?" Black Island Ren shouted.

The artillery captain shouted high: "Commissar, half the shells have been fired!"

This was agreed upon before the battle: only half the shells would be fired. After all, there were still battles later; if the shells were used up this time, what to do later? But the situation before their eyes had reached a critical moment. If they couldn't endure winning this battle, there wouldn't be any issues of future battles.

"Continue firing!" Black Island Ren immediately ordered.

Just as the sound of cannons rang out again, the First Company Commander and Second Company Commander came up at the same time, "Commissar, do you want us to attack and help? Fighting like this, it really won't do."

Black Island Ren gritted his teeth and sighed: "Too late. When you rush up there, the Guangfu Society's troops will likely be wiped out. Chairman Chen let us protect the medical team, not let us charge into enemy lines."

"Just watch so many people die in vain?" The Second Company Commander couldn't bear it.

"They shouldn't have fought this battle in the first place." The First Company Commander's attitude was quite proper. The People's Party didn't have much interest in attacking large cities. If they couldn't control the vast countryside but merely controlled a city, the commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had countless ways to annihilate the army inside the city. In the military academy, what everyone learned was the strategy of "encircling the cities from the countryside." Chen Ke told everyone about various other strategies and tactics, all for the purpose of proving the correctness of this set of strategies.

Just as they were speaking, suddenly a burst of cheers erupted from the crowd watching the battle. Black Island Ren and the others hurriedly looked at the battlefield, only to see that two Qing army units leaning together actually collapsed instantly. From the smoke not yet dissipated at the unit positions, it could be seen that two shells had actually miraculously hit these two units at the same time.

"There's a chance!" Black Island Ren and the two company commanders shouted almost simultaneously.

Sure enough, the Guangfu Army didn't let this opportunity pass at all. They swarmed into this large breach from the already quite weak front line troops. Amidst the flashing of swords and guns everywhere, melee combat formally began.

Heaving a long sigh of relief, the commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army watching the battle knew that the current situation had entered a favorable phase for the Guangfu Society. In melee combat, cold weapons naturally held a great upper hand. The Qing army front line units now not only had to face frontal attacks, but attacks from the flanks also made it impossible for them to maintain formation. If a line collapsed from the side, a chain reaction was almost inevitable. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had even conducted repeated tests on this. If the Qing commander was a smart person, he would now either throw all his forces into a desperate gamble or start attempting to retreat. After all, the troops hadn't completely entangled with the Guangfu Society yet. Retreating still had a chance.

The Guangfu Society had invested more troops. Looking down from the hillside, streams of troops converged into a human river, rushing towards the Qing line that had already started to scatter. On the entire battlefield, shouts shook the heavens and earth. Seeing the dawn of victory, all Guangfu Society fighters went crazy. Occupying an overwhelming numerical advantage, when the Qing front line began to disintegrate in chaos, every unit launched fierce attacks.

The expressions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army commanders returned to calm. This battle allowed everyone to reach a consensus. No matter what, do not fight this kind of battle. apart from meaningless consumption of human lives, one really couldn't see the necessity of this kind of battle. Even now, with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army shaking the world, the total regular troops were actually only over twenty thousand. If they had consumed like this since the army founding period, these twenty thousand people would have died out long ago.

"Stop shelling," Black Island Ren ordered. At this time, the Qing front line began to collapse rapidly under the fierce attacks of the Guangfu Army. The middle troops also tried to shoot with machine guns, but because the crowd was mixed with fighters from both sides and hard to distinguish, they stopped after barely firing a few shots. Just as the situation was rapidly tilting towards the Guangfu Society, another New Army unit appeared on the hillside occupied by the New Army opposite. They quickly deployed on the hillside. At first, it was infantry; not long after, artillery and machine gunners also appeared on the hillside. They didn't stay put and watch; cannons and machine guns also began to fire. With their addition, plus the Guangfu Army having fought for a while and their physical strength declining somewhat, after the frontal New Army threw down their weapons and ran for their lives behind the position of this newly appeared New Army, the Guangfu Army's pursuit was quickly hit by artillery and machine guns. After one or two attempts, the Guangfu Army's attack had to stop. Dragging many weapons left behind by the New Army, the Guangfu Society at least occupied the battlefield just now.

The wounded began to be transported back to the hospital side. The unit had already built a field hospital in the rear. Black Island Ren and the others took up the work of transporting the wounded. Nearly ten thousand Guangfu Army troops facing over a thousand enemies resulted in over four hundred wounded. As for the dead, because they hadn't been transported over, they couldn't be counted yet. According to observation, the commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army generally believed the casualties on the New Army side were around three hundred.

"Didn't they say our Anhui folk customs are fierce? How come the Zhejiang people look more fearless of death?" The commanders discussed in low voices.

"So-called fierce folk customs, that's being brave in private fights but cowardly in public war. Actually, us Huaibei people are most afraid of the government." Commander Liu Zhengxiao from Anhui spoke quite frankly. "Asking me to charge straight like the Guangfu Society, I can't do it."

"That's because we train a lot. In the beginning, when everyone rushed forward, who didn't keep their body straight? Cat waist, small steps, fast run—how many times did we practice? When just practicing, we had to use white lime to mark every footfall point on the ground. Otherwise, we wouldn't even know how to take a step." The commanders recalled the old days.

Black Island Ren recalled the old days and couldn't help smiling bitterly. At that time, as the commander of the whole army and combat training officer, Chen Ke told everyone how to stand, how to walk, how to run, how to crawl. Not only teaching, but holding meetings to discuss. Through repeated training summaries and combat summaries, tactical actions and tactical concepts gradually combined. The things Chen Ke first proposed had been modified a lot. In the military training that started more than two years ago, the comrades were drilled to the point of feeling life was worse than death. Now, even if you killed the comrades, it would be impossible to make them not follow tactical actions.

"I think there's no way to help the Guangfu Society improve their combat level now. What does everyone think?" Black Island Ren asked.

"That's right."

"Indeed can't help."

"We haven't practiced methods to make their kind of tactical actions more effective."

"I feel the Guangfu Society doesn't have the concept of tactical actions."

The comrades replied all at once.

Everyone agreed with Black Island Ren's view. The comrades didn't say it explicitly, but in their hearts, they all confirmed one notice: "Do not talk nonsense to the Guangfu Society on military matters."

"If the Guangfu Society keeps fighting like this, how long can they fight?" A comrade asked in a low voice.

Liu Zhengxiao answered irrelevantly, "I just wonder how Chairman Chen actually views the result of the Guangfu Society."

No one echoed this sentence. The comrades could hear the timidity in these words. If they kept fighting like this, don't look at the Guangfu Society having ten thousand people, they wouldn't last too long. This concern wasn't unique to Liu Zhengxiao; every comrade was somewhat worried about this.

Chen Ke, far away in Fengtai County, was currently facing inquiries from the Military Commission comrades. Everyone was not optimistic about the future of this Guangfu Society battle. Chen Ke didn't look unoptimistic at all; he originally didn't believe the Guangfu Society could win.

"According to the intelligence we obtained, there are over forty thousand Qing troops in Nanjing City. Some Qing troops certainly have no combat effectiveness, but this doesn't equal the Guangfu Society being able to win. Looking at it now, the gentry of Jiangsu haven't supported the Guangfu Society."

Just as Chen Ke's voice fell, Zhang Yu asked, "Then the Jiangsu gentry are preparing to follow the Manchus?"

"The Preparatory Constitutionalism is about to start immediately. The Jiangsu gentry haven't reached a desperate dead end yet. What good does rebelling against the court do? If we hadn't wiped out the Beiyang Army this time, perhaps the Jiangsu people would still rise up and make some noise. Now they are just worried about the scourge of war; how would they be willing to act rashly?" Chen Ke replied.

"Then if we release Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui, won't the Jiangsu people think we are colluding with Beiyang?" Zhang Yu continued to ask.

Hearing Zhang Yu finish, Chen Ke smiled, "Comrade Zhang Yu, army expansion has to wait a bit longer. Now is not yet the time for major army expansion. Our source of troops is in the Dabie Mountains, not in the newly liberated areas."

Zhang Yu originally wanted to steer the topic to army expansion in a roundabout way, but Chen Ke exposing it all at once made him feel much more relaxed. "Chairman Chen, currently the troop strength in Anqing is seriously insufficient. And the Military Commission is considering demobilization. I feel the timing isn't right."

"Currently, a large portion of fighters don't meet our army's requirements. Why must we keep them in the army?"

"Do those masses in the Dabie Mountains meet the army's requirements?" Zhang Yu never simply echoed Chen Ke's words.

"You're right, many of the masses in the Dabie Mountains do meet them. They face more cruel class oppression and have conducted more spontaneous struggles. Many comrades in our troops joined the army just to eat. In this current stage full of crises, we cannot aim merely to form a National Defense Army; what we want is a revolutionary army. If the troops don't hate the old system to the bone, if the purpose of joining the army isn't to protect the fruits of the revolution, combat effectiveness will be greatly discounted. Our troops are not just an army; they are also a propaganda team, a work team." Chen Ke's answer was also very straightforward.

In recent days, the Military Commission comrades had heard Chen Ke say this many times, but they were quite puzzled by it. Chen Ke had never been to the Dabie Mountains area; his result without sufficient investigation made everyone feel it wasn't very reliable. Chen Ke's words very definitely accused many people in the base area of not being "revolutionary." Although ordinary masses had no obligation to risk their lives for the revolution, these words sounded awkward no matter how one listened. The People's Party relied on the common people of the old base areas to have today; Chen Ke's statement always gave people an impression of being "ungrateful."
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Chapter 109 The Grassroots (Part 1)

Chen Ke's love for the Dabie Mountain area stemmed entirely from inheriting history. This area, where life was arduous, had many red counties and general counties. In the revolutionary cause, the Dabie Mountain area contributed hundreds of thousands of outstanding sons and daughters. And the total population of this area was no more than five or six million. If they hadn't been forced by life to the point where they couldn't survive without revolution, it would be absolutely impossible for so many masses to embark on the revolutionary path.

The reason he hadn't developed here before wasn't that Chen Ke worried the masses wouldn't revolt. He worried that the People's Party wasn't revolutionary enough to truly mobilize these masses. Chen Ke selected the advance party very carefully. He had to ensure the revolutionary nature of the team to the greatest extent, and also ensure that this team had enough drive. He had to ensure that the cadres and soldiers in the team had true understanding and resonance with the suffering masses. If "outsiders" went to carry out the revolutionary cause with pity and a condescending attitude, it would be better not to go.

"Must not be arrogant! Absolutely not allowed to view the local masses with a condescending mentality. The Dabie Mountain area is indeed very poor, but poverty does not mean being inferior in personality. We are not going to lead the masses from high above, but to sink down and mobilize the masses." Chen Ke emphasized repeatedly to the comrades of the Military Commission, but he was still not at ease. Actually, these days, Chen Ke had been seriously considering whether he should lead the team to the Dabie Mountain area personally.

"Chairman Chen, Comrade He Zudao has already been arranged to go to the Dabie Mountain area; what else is there to worry about?" Hua Xiongmao rarely saw Chen Ke so anxious, and couldn't help asking.

"Comrade He Zudao might be more suitable to preside over the demobilization work in the base area." Chen Ke spoke his thoughts. The comrades of the Military Commission were actually quite puzzled about arranging He Zudao to work in the Dabie Mountains. Hearing Chen Ke say this, several people showed joy on their faces.

"I feel if it really doesn't work, perhaps it would be more appropriate for me to lead the team personally." Chen Ke's next words shocked the comrades of the Military Commission greatly.

"Chairman Chen, if you are not here, who will preside over the work? Is the Dabie Mountain area that good?" The Military Commission meeting exploded immediately.

Chen Ke waved his hand to quiet everyone down. "Comrades, I feel I have started to detach from the masses now, and I can't grasp the upcoming work at all. I need to go to various places for field inspection personally now. Moreover, the base area has Party Committees. Even if I'm not in the Central Committee, everyone completes work through the Party Committees according to the principle of democratic centralism; I feel there should be no problem."

"Negotiations with Beiyang, issues of machinery production, judgment of foreign relations. Chairman Chen, if you leave, who will preside over these?" Hua Xiongmao immediately came out to oppose.

Chen Ke answered: "I have discussed all these key points with everyone. Even if I am not in the Central Committee, everyone just needs to work according to their own understanding. What are you worried about?"

"We are worried we can't do it to the degree of Chairman Chen. If handled completely by us, there will definitely be mistakes." Hua Xiongmao said very bluntly. The comrades of the Military Commission weren't angry; this was the view of all comrades.

"Comrades, this attitude of everyone is correct; at least you know to be modest and prudent. A comrade who knows to be modest and prudent, a comrade who knows he can't do the work well, won't make the mistake of advancing rashly. However, the current work is laid out here. Although I firmly require building the base area well now, we will eventually liberate the whole of China. At that time, everyone will be responsible for the work of various provinces; what to do then? Everyone has to improve their ability through work now."

Chen Ke's words didn't make the comrades feel relaxed. If some comrades were not quite convinced by Chen Ke before, now such comrades no longer had this arrogance. Comrades of the Military Commission persuaded Chen Ke one after another not to leave the Central Committee. Someone even expressed that if Chen Ke wanted to work in the locality, it must pass the decision of the Party Central Committee.

"Comrades, this statement is very good." Chen Ke couldn't help laughing out loud. Bringing out the Party Central Committee to suppress Chen Ke's personal arbitrary action was indeed a very good practice.

"My going to work in the locality is not just because I have a special view of the Dabie Mountain area. I myself also need to accumulate experience in practical work. My previous experience didn't include mobilizing the masses; this is my shortcoming. Now we are not under huge external pressure. My absence from the Central Committee won't lead to disastrous results. Regarding the error problem Comrade Hua Xiongmao mentioned just now, I want to talk to comrades about this matter. We cannot accept making mistakes (*fan cuo* - errors in principle/line), but we can accept failure (*shi bai*). If we couldn't accept failure before, now we can finally withstand the impact of failure. I want to talk to everyone about this issue."

The example Chen Ke gave was simple: the negotiation with Beiyang this time. It could be said that the People's Party failed negotiations twice in a row. Failed once when meeting Yuan Shikai, not achieving the desired result. Failed once in the first negotiation with Wang Shizhen, also not achieving the desired result. But by analyzing these two failures, the People's Party also grasped Beiyang's thoughts, and finally, this matter was settled overall. The People's Party obtained the steel they wanted most, and in a sense reached some mutual trust with Yuan Shikai of Beiyang.

"So some say, failure is the mother of success. Failure is not scary at all. Actually, in doing things, failures are many, and successes are few. Going to the Dabie Mountain area this time, I long had the psychological preparation to encounter failure at the beginning. Who can succeed as soon as they start?" Chen Ke summarized.

"Then Chairman Chen, when we first arrived in Anhui, why did we never fail?" Someone asked.

"How can it be called never failed? At the earliest time, we organized a fleet, and everyone couldn't paddle well after getting on the boat. The boat capsized the first time it went out; isn't that called failure?" Chen Ke answered.

Everyone in the conference room burst into laughter. The people here were either on the boat at that time or saw with their own eyes comrades with ropes tied around their waists falling into the water one by one because of the capsizing. Comrades were frightened bad at the time; looking back now, they felt those days of suffering were so inspiring.

"We experienced failures again and again, constantly held meetings to summarize, constantly conducted research. Constantly asked people for advice, only then do we have today's success. In future work, the mistakes we make will only be more, not fewer." Mentioning the past, Chen Ke also had the same high spirit. "However, comrades. We can have today because we didn't make mistakes (in principle/line). Failure is because we didn't master the laws of things, so naturally we would fail. But making mistakes is a question of line. If we didn't adhere to the line of people's revolution, if we didn't adhere to the line of opposing exploitation, then we would be making mistakes. If we committed this kind of mistake, we absolutely couldn't have today's success. Just as if we didn't have the accumulation of so many failures, we absolutely couldn't have today's success either."

Hua Xiongmao nodded slightly. Looking back now, everyone indeed experienced too many failures, but never made mistakes. "Chairman Chen, you mean, if we mobilize the revolutionary movement in the Dabie Mountains with a condescending mentality, that would be making a mistake?"

"Correct, this is absolutely a big mistake. This mentality is a betrayal of the people's revolution. We must rely on the people masses and mobilize the people masses. The essence of the people's revolution lies in the fact that the people need to solve the problems they encounter through revolution. So the revolution itself is already bred among the people. What we have to do is help the people realize the revolution. This doesn't mean just killing a few local tyrants and evil gentry, overthrowing landlords and distributing land is revolution. Revolution is to overthrow the old system and establish a new system. This requires a full understanding of the old system, and a profound understanding and sympathy for the people masses."

Listening to Chen Ke elaborating on the understanding of theory, the comrades' agitated emotions just now also calmed down.

Chen Ke seemed to have no intention of letting the comrades return to calm. He continued: "In this aspect, although I know, I haven't done enough. my awareness in this aspect is far inferior to many comrades. Current me has my advantages and strengths in formulating systems, but I haven't worked at the grassroots level for too long, and have never been to the Dabie Mountain area. Because of the lack of practice, I have the problem of disconnection between theory and practice. So I need to go to the locality for practical work."

At this point, Chen Ke had already persuaded the comrades of the Military Commission. Even if most comrades were still unwilling to let Chen Ke go to the Dabie Mountain area, the comrades also admitted that Chen Ke's reason for working in the locality made sense.

Seeing the comrades began to understand his statement, Chen Ke also breathed a sigh of relief in his heart. While the base area developed greatly, Chen Ke discovered his most fatal flaw more and more. All the knowledge and training he received in the 21st century were to shape Chen Ke into a "capable professional technocrat," not a professional revolutionary in the true sense. This was also the reason why Chen Ke could easily get support among intellectual youths. These youths were originally people inside the old bureaucratic system; they were really "birds of a feather" with Chen Ke. Even if they had different views on the world, that was just a gap based on scientific knowledge and social insight. Essentially, the earliest group of people in the People's Party were completely one class.

To reverse this defect, there was no other way but to work on the front line personally. Actually, Chen Ke also worried that many jobs would have flaws, but these jobs were all external work. That is to say, the problem of "a big customer bullying the shop, a big shop bullying the customer." As long as the People's Party could maintain its strong position, before the other party completely changed the balance of power between the two sides, they had to admit many things while holding their noses. But to maintain the dominant position of the People's Party, the only way was to continue deepening the Party building and base area construction of the People's Party. Chen Ke firmly believed that if he wanted to improve his theoretical level, he could only rely on a large amount of practical work.

After persuading the comrades of the Military Commission, Chen Ke convened a meeting of the Politburo Standing Committee members staying behind. After some discussion, the comrades also accepted Chen Ke's opinion. Agreed that Chen Ke lead the team personally to work in the locality. As for the Standing Committee members outside, Chen Ke definitely had to deal with them. Needless to say, at least the Party Secretary of Lu'an County would have to partner with Chen Ke for a long time.
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Chapter 110 The Grassroots (Part 2)

"I still have some family matters to deal with; I don't want to work overtime today. Can I go home first?" As soon as Chen Ke said these quite humane words, the comrades of the Central Politburo were immediately shocked. They originally thought Chen Ke would be like before, working all night to handle official business. In these few years, between work and family, Chen Ke always prioritized work.

Everyone knew the little troublesome matters in Chen Ke's family. Among the released Beiyang Army prisoners of war, there was Chen Ke's "Uncle" (*Gufu*) Sun Yongsheng, and Chen Ke's "Aunt" (*Gugu*) He Qian was currently living in Chen Ke's home. Relatives were often harder to serve than immediate family members; everyone knew that. But Chen Ke actually chose not to work overtime for a meeting temporarily because of relatives' matters. This reasonable thing felt quite unexpected instead.

Everyone looked at each other, completely unable to think of a reason to oppose Chen Ke. Chen Ke misunderstood the comrades' attitude a bit; he said somewhat embarrassedly: "After finishing the talk, I will come back to continue handling work. The meeting will continue early tomorrow morning."

This workaholic attitude made everyone can't help feeling a strong sympathy for Chen Ke. As the Chairman of the People's Party, Chen Ke's requirements for himself were a bit too harsh. If Chen Ke were a person fishing for fame, it would be fine. But Chen Ke's performance wasn't to pressure comrades, but really feeling that doing things for his own family would delay revolutionary work. This simple shame made quite a few comrades feel embarrassed instead.

"Chairman Chen, if you really don't want to delay work, then please be sure to deal with the matters at home thoroughly first, and then come to work. You might not think about your family affairs while working, but I can't help thinking about your family affairs now. So please, don't torture us, okay?" Unlike the sympathetic mentality of ordinary comrades, Qi Huishen's words were extremely thorough.

You Gou was a woman; she had long been dissatisfied with some of Chen Ke's life attitudes and practices. Finally finding an opportunity this time, You Gou simply frankly put her dissatisfaction clearly in the open. "Chairman Chen, as the Chairman of our People's Party, you cannot set a wrong example for the Party. Work is not a haven to escape your family problems. Even if you clearly know you can't solve family affairs well, you have to try your best to solve them. Fear and evasion are useless. If you can't do your utmost to solve it and have a clear conscience, you will definitely regret it in the future."

If someone else said this, perhaps there would be a feeling of shaking people's hearts. But in the eyes of many male cadres, You Gou herself hadn't handled her own family affairs well either. You Gou's brother came to the base area several times to persuade You Gou to go home, and the live-in son-in-law You Gou's family found for her actually had no intention of giving up on You Gou completely, coming to the base area with You Gou's brother every time. Chen Ke's practice might be called "too strict with oneself" in the eyes of men, while You Gou's performance was somewhat incredible in the eyes of men.

"Comrades are right. Because I failed to deal with family affairs in time myself, I indeed caused trouble for everyone. Then I won't work overtime today. Meeting adjourned now." Chen Ke understood; never cause trouble for others. Sometimes causing trouble didn't really lie in substantially asking comrades to do anything. Since Chen Ke was the Party Chairman, he had the obligation to do his own things well. The ostrich policy behavior in family affairs was also irresponsibility to revolutionary work. Moreover, You Gou was right; Chen Ke actually didn't know how to solve his own family affairs, so he was a bit afraid.

He Ying didn't expect Chen Ke to go home on his own initiative. Ignoring the resentment towards Chen Ke in her heart, she went up and grabbed Chen Ke. "Wenqing, you finally came back. Help me persuade Aunt too."

"Does Aunt have to go back?" Chen Ke scratched his head about this matter.

"You guys come in; what does it count as whispering outside." He Qian shouted from inside the room.

Since He Qian shouted, Chen Ke and He Ying entered the room together. After the three sat down, He Qian said frankly: "Wenqing, I know you don't treat me as your relative, and it's even less possible to treat Yongsheng as your uncle. To put it bluntly on this point, Yongsheng and I are like you; we don't treat you as a relative either. So Wenqing, you don't need to hypocritically think about how to put on an act for outsiders to see. A real man acts according to his conscience. If you care too much about others' views, it's just asking for trouble."

These words were extremely clear. Chen Ke felt a big stone in his heart fall to the ground instantly. Just as He Qian said, Chen Ke used reason to tell himself He Qian and Sun Yongsheng were his relatives, but his feelings were completely unwilling to accept this fact. That's why he was in a dilemma. He Qian being so frank, Chen Ke developed some respect for He Qian instead.

"Aunt, you are right. I am too poor at conducting myself. Originally, I had to pretend well in such matters. But I really can't pretend. My petty places made Aunt laugh." This was the first time Chen Ke called He Qian Aunt without feeling uncomfortable at all. Since the attitude was corrected, Chen Ke spoke without the previous awkwardness. "The He family up and down have all been put in prison. Aunt, if you go back, it's not guaranteed you won't be implicated. Wait until we overthrow the Manchu Qing; Aunt, you can go wherever you want. It won't be too late to go back then."

"I am no longer a member of the He family; I am now a member of the Sun family. I am now Sun-He Shi (Mrs. Sun née He)." There was a faint vigilance in He Qian's voice.

How could Chen Ke understand the marriage relationship in 1908? He completely didn't understand He Qian's attitude. Even with a basin of cold water poured on his head, Chen Ke still didn't understand He Qian's meaning. He continued to persuade: "What future does Sun Yongsheng have following Beiyang? Aunt, why must you follow Sun Yongsheng to be buried with Beiyang and the Manchu Qing?"

Just after these words were finished, He Qian gave a cold laugh with sarcasm on her face. "Hehe."

And He Ying beside her was already so angry her face turned a bit green.

"Wenqing, what a big tone you have. You just won these few battles, as if you have already entered Beijing and become the Emperor now." He Qian said with a sneer, "Since Wenqing you mentioned the He family, that means you treat me and He Ying as daughters of the He family. Then let me ask you, when did my family's He Ying know you were a rebel?"

"Uh?" Chen Ke was very surprised by this question. He was actually also a bit strange; even if He Ying knew clearly more than a year ago that he wanted to rise up and rebel, He Ying's attitude towards him didn't change at all. She still followed him without hesitation.

"How big a territory did you have when you just rose up to rebel, how many troops? Could my family's He Ying not know? But has He Ying ever been afraid? Did she abandon you because you were alone and weak?" He Qian's voice was full of sarcasm. "Marry a chicken and follow the chicken, marry a dog and follow the dog. Since you think both He Ying and I are daughters of the He family, my He family's daughters don't have the family education of abandoning their husbands to flee for their lives because of fear."

Being mocked by He Qian like this, Chen Ke immediately felt a burst of burning on his face. But his ashamed mood at this time was far less strong than the emotion of admiration. Regardless of whether it was He Qian's stubbornness of feudal ethics, or ignorance of not recognizing the situation clearly. Just this personal loyalty attitude couldn't help but make Chen Ke feel admiration. Moreover, Chen Ke could feel that He Ying was absolutely not an ignorant person; she knew what she was doing.

"Aunt, actually I don't care about Sun Yongsheng's life or death at all. He Ying loves you very much, respects you very much, and cares about you very much. I also feel I have an obligation to your personal safety. If you encounter danger, He Ying will be very sad."

He Qian knew these were Chen Ke's sincere words. Actually, even if those "shameless boasting" words Chen Ke said before made He Qian quite unhappy, she didn't have any disgust for Chen Ke himself. He Qian was just a bit strange; how did someone like Chen Ke, who had no scheming and was self-righteous, win incredible victories one after another? Why did a big figure like Yuan Shikai misjudge Chen Ke? A guy like Chen Ke who didn't understand human relationships and worldly wisdom at all actually achieved great success in the hopeless profession of "rebel." Except for "frankness," He Qian couldn't see any other advantages in Chen Ke worth following. If forced to compare, Sun Yongsheng fit the positive evaluation of this era far better than Chen Ke.

However, anyone who fit the positive evaluation of this era was all defeated by Chen Ke. He Qian suddenly felt perhaps she should understand a little bit about what ability Chen Ke exactly had.

"Then what does Wenqing want me to do?" He Qian asked.

"Aunt, in our base area, distribution is according to work. Everyone has the right to employment. Look, He Ying can also support herself by working now. Aunt is also extremely learned; whether being a teacher in school, or employed in factories, government, or hospitals. All can have their own development. I feel, even if you don't divorce Sun Yongsheng, stay and work in the base area. Wait until things calm down later, then talk about future things. No need to go back to Beijing now. I wonder what Aunt thinks."

If He Qian was originally prepared to listen to Chen Ke's suggestion because Chen Ke mentioned He Ying sincerely, after Chen Ke mentioned the suggestion of "divorce," He Ying's face became as ugly as it could be. He Qian hadn't heard the word "divorce," but she could understand the meaning of this word. Her original patience flew completely to the nine heavens.

"Chen Ke. Why don't you go die?" He Qian gave Chen Ke an extremely clear answer.

He Ying could no longer care about correcting Chen Ke's words or smoothing things over for Chen Ke. "Aunt..." He Ying shouted.

"He Ying, are Wenqing's words your meaning?" He Qian asked He Ying coldly.

He Ying paused. Asking herself honestly, she actually didn't oppose Chen Ke's words. She just thought Chen Ke's words were really unskillful. With He Qian asking so directly, He Ying bit her lip and was silent for a moment. She nodded seriously. "Aunt, I think you shouldn't be with Sun Yongsheng anymore. That person is not a good companion."

"Haha." He Qian really didn't expect He Ying to say this. She laughed in anger. "Indeed, Yongsheng is inferior to Wenqing. He is older than Wenqing, and now he is just a small officer with less than a thousand men under him. Can't compare with a big rebel like Wenqing sitting on Anhui. However, I said, I am Sun-He Shi. Living I am the Sun family's person; dying I am the Sun family's ghost. This is my fate. I accept it. I thank you two for your good advice. But our views on life and death are different. Wenqing, if you are unwilling to lose status by forcibly keeping people, I hope you send me back to Beijing tomorrow, okay?"
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Chapter 111 The Grassroots (Part 3)

Chen Ke had done quite a few things watching others go to die helplessly. For Chen Ke, if someone was destined to die, why bother to persuade them? Whether the Yue Wang Hui or the Guangfu Society, no matter how much these revolutionary predecessors tossed about, Chen Ke just wanted to obtain maximum benefits from the path these people were bound to take. As for the people masses, Chen Ke knew the people masses didn't want to die. As long as a lifestyle that didn't lead to death could be provided, the masses could only follow the general trend for themselves.

Even a hero like Yuan Shikai, in the situation where his subordinates were captured, could only silently endure the insults of a few brats coming to his door. Although Chen Ke had reflected on his own immaturity, this didn't mean Chen Ke would have true sympathy for Yuan Shikai when judging the situation.

But facing the impervious He Qian, Chen Ke felt he simply encountered a rolling knife meat (tough person). His kindness was completely ignored; He Qian didn't care about Chen Ke's worry at all and insisted on returning to Beijing. Chen Ke became more and more annoyed in his heart. If He Qian cared so little about He Ying's feelings, he might as well let He Qian go herself. Chen Ke felt he had done his utmost.

He Ying was pregnant and originally had various worries in her heart. Now encountering her aunt's matter, and Chen Ke quit these days and didn't go home at all. He Ying was Chen Ke's wife, but the People's Party didn't care about your identity at all. Without organizational status, no one's relatives had privileges. This group of young people who took clarifying the world as their own responsibility was in a period full of drive. Anything that made people feel unreasonable had no market at all among the high-level officials of the People's Party. Everyone was polite to He Ying, but He Ying couldn't do anything no matter what she wanted.

Seeing Chen Ke and He Qian's dispute turned into a battle of will, He Ying subconsciously pressed her bulging abdomen gently with her arm. This action was just an instinctive movement of pregnant women, but concerned looks appeared on the faces of both Chen Ke and He Qian.

He Ying knew this was her last chance to speak. "Aunt, Wenqing absolutely has no malice." She had to stabilize He Qian first. After speaking, He Ying turned to Chen Ke, "Wenqing, just listen to Aunt obediently, okay?"

These words were just the most basic conversational cultivation for He Ying, but for Chen Ke, they were like a flash of lightning, instantly finding the answer to the problem Chen Ke worried about most recently. Chen Ke's eyes suddenly lit up; a look of ecstasy appeared on his face, and the whole person looked unusually excited and happy.

These days, Chen Ke racked his brains on how to design the optimized revolutionary route. Any design idea would encounter insurmountable difficulties. Chen Ke even thought he absolutely couldn't solve this problem. He Ying's simple sentence made the dark clouds all over the sky disperse immediately. "Listen to others!" Correct, just listen to others.

In the beginning, facing the death brought by the flood, everyone didn't need to say anything. Everyone understood that if they didn't work hard, they would die. Afterwards, for Chen Ke to establish a new system, what he said were specific steps to establish the system. Chen Ke was the Party Chairman; whatever he said, everyone just did it.

Arriving at a brand new stage, Chen Ke actually didn't need to say anything. When it was time to listen to others, everyone's demands were different. The people needed revolution, and there was also a revolutionary base area, a revolutionary banner, and power. Did Chen Ke still need to say anything? Saying anything more would be drawing feet on a snake. The hardest stage had passed; Chen Ke no longer needed unconditional support from others. Now was the time for Chen Ke to support everyone. What was needed at this time was no longer chattering endlessly, but listening to others patiently and carefully, finding revolutionary needs from others' words.

Although he wanted to show a calm and composed bearing, lifting heavy weights as if they were light, the ecstasy of this realization made Chen Ke close his eyes and sigh to the sky. If not facing the pregnant He Ying, Chen Ke actually wanted to laugh loudly to the sky. Sometimes, some truths were just that simple. But being in the maze, after having strong subjective "delusions," the essence of Chen Ke as an immature little boy was revealed completely.

Managing to calm his emotions with difficulty, Chen Ke swept other thoughts out of his mind completely. If one couldn't maintain focus at all times, efficiency would drop to the lowest. This was the simplest skill hard work taught Chen Ke. To maintain focus, one's mind must be clear and bright, with no distracting thoughts disturbing the train of thought.

Both He Ying and He Qian looked at Chen Ke with eyes like looking at a mental patient. Such abnormal behavior was really surprising. However, after Chen Ke recovered to normal soon, He Ying wanted to save some face for Chen Ke, so she didn't say a word. He Qian didn't have any special concern for Chen Ke; the surprise only lasted for a moment. Like usual, He Qian quickly expelled all other thoughts from her mind, waiting quietly to hear what earth-shattering words Chen Ke would say. Since he performed like a shaman dancing, Chen Ke definitely had to say something.

"Aunt, He Ying loves you very much, respects you very much, and cares about you very much. I also feel I have an obligation to your personal safety. If you encounter danger, He Ying will be very sad." Chen Ke repeated the words just now. He already understood that this was the basic point where he could communicate with He Qian.

He Qian nodded slightly. These words just now really moved He Qian. But what Chen Ke said next was all bullshit. She pursed her lips, ready to hear what Chen Ke prepared to say this time.

"What exactly does Aunt plan for the future? Please tell me and He Ying. We hope to help Aunt as much as possible. Even if we can't help..., no, even if Aunt doesn't want us to help. At least if Aunt tells us the future plans frankly, we also feel in our hearts..., also feel as if we are not too far from you."

If calculated based on a full score of one hundred, what Chen Ke said this time could score at most sixty. But He Qian didn't feel these words were annoying at all. Relatives, saying this was normal.

Seeing Chen Ke speaking incoherently but finally not talking nonsense, He Ying's face immediately appeared radiant.

He Qian calmed herself. Actually, regarding what would happen in the future, she didn't have a complete plan herself either. The speed of change in this era greatly exceeded He Qian's expectations. Ever since the Beiyang Third Town was destroyed and the whole He family was imprisoned, He Qian had completely lost any possibility of deciding her own future direction.

Watching He Qian pondering, He Ying hurriedly seized the opportunity to say: "Aunt, you might as well stay with us. I am pregnant now, and Wenqing spins around like a small mill every day. With you by my side, I also feel at ease. Anhui is so far from Beijing; I can't go home even if I want to."

Seeing her niece He Ying pretending to be pitiful like this, He Qian smiled bitterly. "It won't do if I don't return to Beijing. I know you worry someone wants to harm me after I go back. But if I don't go back, there are so many people who want to harm Yongsheng, want to harm our Sun family. As long as Wenqing doesn't lose battles, the court definitely won't dare to touch our He family, but there are as many people as you want who dare to use the Sun family as a scapegoat. Letting me ignore the Sun family, I can't do it."

Hearing this, tears were already in He Ying's eyes because of anxiety. He Qian smiled and pressed her niece's hand. "If Wenqing can really fight into Beijing city, by then your child will also be able to speak. Bring the child to see me then; I, as a grandaunt, have prepared the gift money long ago."

After confirming that He Qian insisted on leaving, there was no meaning for Chen Ke to stay either. He left first on the grounds of arranging He Qian's itinerary. Arranging the itinerary wasn't troublesome at all; the traffic line of the People's Party was quite mature. Confirming to let He Qian leave with comrades would do.

In the office, Chen Ke lay on the bed for a while, and then got up to flip through records; his train of thought jumped completely back to work. "Listening" was just a general term. This didn't mean Chen Ke listened to others speaking everywhere; this meant handing over the work completely to comrades to do. Chen Ke just undertook the work and responsibility his position needed to undertake. What he had to do was listen to reports, and then verify and summarize the content done by comrades. If before it was Chen Ke teaching comrades to make revolution, now it was comrades letting Chen Ke see how revolution was done exactly, and Chen Ke deciding whether it should be done this way. In this process, the first point was being able to "listen to others speak." Regardless of whether Chen Ke was willing to accept it or not, the vast majority of practice in revolutionary work had begun to transfer into the hands of local comrades.

Without sleeping all night, Chen Ke read through the intelligence from the localities once. Originally, Chen Ke always held a strong view of "commanding like an arm using fingers." This time he combed through the local personnel arrangements completely from the perspective of supervision rather than command. Only then did he discover that quite a few of his previous arrangements were quite unreasonable. Calling out various meeting discussion contents to flip through again, dawn broke before he finished reading.

At the daytime meeting, Chen Ke rarely didn't set the tone first, and the comrades also felt a bit unsure of what to say. The Party Chairman going out was originally a very unusual thing, let alone Chen Ke going to the locality to carry out work personally. Chen Ke waited for half a day and didn't hear comrades say any very reasonable suggestions either.

Helplessly, Chen Ke proposed two requirements for work: "First, the principle of Party Committee leadership must be implemented. Second, no rash advance is allowed; according to the formulated plan, carry out land reform first in areas with land reform conditions." Generally speaking, except for Chen Ke not presiding over work in the Central Committee, proceed according to the pre-decided work plan.

The only thing that could be called a big change was that regarding the cadre team Chen Ke originally wanted to select carefully, now he just wanted to gather the comrades from Lu'an local origin in the troops. Locals are good for talking about local matters. He also transferred a company of troops to go with him. Lu'an was a poor place; if thousands of people were sent there, not to mention anything else, just the rations of these troops could eat the local finance to collapse.

The departure time was scheduled after He Qian left. Although Chen Ke didn't care much about life and death, if He Qian knew Chen Ke went to Lu'an, and accidentally leaked this news, it would be a joke. Regarding this, comrades knew clearly in their hearts, but no one pointed it out.

Just as Chen Ke was preparing to go to Lu'an for work, something in the documents routinely sent back from the Shandong base area where the Northern Bureau was located shook the Party Central Committee. The Northern Bureau responsible by Shang Yuan, Chen Tianhua, Wu Xingchen, and Chai Qingguo was newly built, and Beiyang hadn't been hit at that time, so the Central Committee absolutely didn't think the Shandong base area could effectively attract Beiyang troops. So the focus at that time was asking them to form a team first and establish a stable base area. The eight hundred *li* of Mengshan and Yishui was once a place of "four blocked strongholds, boats and carts impassable, foreign goods not entering, local goods not exiting," and also an old red revolutionary area. Chen Ke suggested building the base area here, and Shang Yuan executed it tangibly.

Anhui and Shandong were far apart. Actually, the Shandong base area basically acted on its own. The work was fine in the previous period; the base area was established in the Wangzhuang area of Yimeng Mountain. As a result, suddenly the Northern Bureau sent a batch of "Anti-Qing National Salvation Bonds." A report written personally by Northern Bureau Secretary Shang Yuan. Because the Northern Bureau really lacked funds, they had to raise a part of funds through the method of "issuing bonds." The issuing method was very traditional, which was inviting important figures from some rich families to "discuss state affairs," and finally the rich families "consciously and voluntarily" subscribed to a certain amount of "Anti-Qing National Salvation Bonds."

Shang Yuan asked the Party Central Committee very implicitly how much the Central Committee wanted to draw from this fund.

"After a scholar has been away for three days, one should look at him with new eyes." Chen Ke never expected that the Northern Bureau led by Comrade Shang Yuan would have the style of Shandong bandits (*Xiang Ma*) so quickly. Although the team Wu Xingchen gathered in Shandong was frankly a group of bandits, the Party Central Committee sent Shang Yuan and the others to Shandong to transform these bandit teams, not to let the bandits transform the revolutionary team in reverse.

Chen Ke was never a moralist. In the history of the Party, kidnapping and extortion were also done quite a lot. The famous Marshal He Long (*He Huzi*), and Comrade Liu Zhidan, were experts in this regard. Regarding the comrade who came to report, Chen Ke wanted to complain actively very much, for example, "Is the Shandong base area so short of money?" "Are the meat tickets (hostages) easy to invite recently?"

Thinking was thinking; Chen Ke still listened to the report honestly. The comrade who came to report seemed to feel embarrassed about this matter too; he didn't mention this matter directly. He started talking from launching "resisting rent and tax, cracking down on cults" in the Yimeng Mountain area.

As Zhili (province directly under central government), Shandong was controlled quite strongly by the Manchu Qing. That is to say, the tax collection intensity of the Manchu Qing regime was quite large. The Northern Bureau launched the revolution with "resisting rent and tax" according to local conditions. The connection between peasants and the government office was actually "taxation"; once "resisting rent and tax," it was rebelling.

In Chinese traditional rebellion, "no paying grain, no paying tax" had been an inherent slogan for thousands of years. Greenwood armed forces (bandits) also always adopted this slogan. Since they wanted to transform the greenwood armed forces in Shandong and launch revolutionary work, the comrades of the Northern Bureau thought propagandizing the superiority of some "socialist system" had no practical effect at all. "Whoever bullies the common people, beat him down." This attitude of distinguishing kindness and hatred clearly was the most appropriate method.

People's revolution ultimately had to fall on the result of the people masses "turning over (standing up) and being liberated." The development in the early stage was quite rapid. After getting rid of the Manchu Qing forces in the Yimeng Mountain area, distributing fields and land, the base area was also prosperous. But recently, cultists in various places suddenly had strong hostility towards the base area, and the conflict between the two sides intensified quickly.
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Chapter 112 The Grassroots (Part 4)

In June 1907, the Party Central Committee of the People's Party established the Northern Bureau. Shang Yuan served as the Secretary of the Northern Bureau, with main cadres including Chai Qingguo, Chen Tianhua, and some comrades willing to work in the north. Relying on the armed forces established by Wu Xingchen in Shandong, the Northern Bureau became the first external base area in the true sense.

Shandong belonged to Zhili (province directly under central government) and was the territory of Yuan Shikai's Beiyang clique. From the establishment of the Northern Bureau, the Central Committee's suggestion was for the Northern Bureau to take root in the Yimeng Mountain area, launching revolutionary work in the poorest area where enemy forces were weakest. Revolutionary work was not to overthrow the Manchu Qing, but to guide the spontaneous revolutionary needs of the masses to conscious revolutionary needs step by step. And then achieve the revolutionary goal of overthrowing all oppressors pressing on the people's heads.

The Northern Bureau developed methodically. Unlike the greenwood heroes (bandits) who dared to rise up and pull the pole in Shandong, greenwood heroes pursued getting rich overnight, hoping to rely on force to become perpetrators overriding everything. This was vastly different from the people's revolutionary organization like the Northern Bureau, which willingly sank down and struggled to eke out a living from the soil together with the people.

The Shandong base area and the Anhui Central Committee were a thousand *li* apart; a round trip for reporting would take more than a month. So actual instructions were meaningless. In a sense, the first "mountain stronghold" (faction) within the People's Party in the true sense was established. No matter how strange the Northern Bureau's way of raising revolutionary funds was, as long as there was no problem with the general direction, Chen Ke had to wait and see the effect. And couldn't make a direct judgment at the time.

The comrade who came to report was naturally extremely proud of the development of the Shandong base area. Even facing Chen Ke, he was still full of confidence. Chen Ke also listened attentively. Until the report ended, Chen Ke raised doubts about the matter he cared about most: to what extent had the Party building work in the Shandong base area been done?

The reporting comrade answered frankly: "Chairman Chen, all our Party members have entered the grassroots now. Helping the masses solve various life problems. Although our Shandong base area eliminated the Manchu Qing government office and suppressed local tyrants and bullies, and the people's living standard has improved. But overall, the Yimeng Mountain area is still too poor. To improve the people's living standard, we still need the Central Committee to support more agricultural technology. Especially the breeding industry; the scientific breeding promoted by Secretary Chen Tianhua in the base area has very good results. Secretary Shang Yuan asked, can iron and steel smelting be carried out locally in the Yimeng Mountain area? Or does the base area have a way to provide metal farm tool products? The bonds issued this time are intended to be used to purchase metal products."

Getting metal products was really an extremely arduous task in these years. If in the previous agricultural era, the demand for metal products was actually limited, so trading could barely be carried out towards the big market of rural areas. But with the development of Chinese cities, the demand for metal grew explosively. This also greatly destroyed the metal sources of old-style rural areas. Selling metal to cities was more profitable than selling to rural areas. Even if the price wasn't high, the demand for metal in cities was large, and transportation was convenient. It was far more profitable than transporting metal products to rural areas. Without multiple times the profit, merchants were simply unwilling to transport ironware to poor places like the Yimeng Mountain area with great difficulty, and multiple times the profit directly led to the people masses in the Yimeng Mountain area being unable to afford it.

"Is the Yimeng Mountain area so lacking in metal products?" A comrade from the Politburo asked. Not only Chen Ke was listening to the report, but comrades from the Politburo were also listening.

"A few days before I set off, an evil bully group was just executed in the base area. Someone inside opened a shop, first giving credit to the masses who couldn't afford daily necessities. After the debt accumulated, he began to collect debt. The masses couldn't pay it back, so the usurers in this evil bully group issued usurious loans to the masses. The masses had to borrow usurious loans to repay debts, and as a result, this became a vicious circle. This group of people colluded with bandits (*Xiang Ma*). If the masses refused to repay debts, they would come to snatch men and dominate women, plundering land."

Listening to such vivid examples, the comrades of the Politburo all smiled bitterly. Like the Anhui base area, forcibly promoting metal farm tools in rural areas through the state system was unique in the whole of China. Relying on trade, merchants only pursued profit maximization; who cared about the life and death of you farmers? Under the impact of the industrialization era, the Manchu Qing and local gentry could no longer maintain the old order in the countryside, and the bad gentry among the gentry rose taking advantage of the situation. Plundering the locality through economic means.

Chen Ke had long talked about this process of "bad gentry driving out good gentry." Because the base area promoted the new system, this situation basically had no soil to occur. The content narrated by the Shandong comrade gave the committee members a profound practical lesson.

The Shandong comrade had seen quite a lot of such things. He said proudly: "When we knocked out this batch of evil bully groups, quite a few masses just felt that finally someone made decisions for them. The people masses are really very kind. The evil bully group didn't treat the masses as fellow villagers, but the masses still treated them as fellow villagers. Some among the masses even suggested letting these people spit out the benefits plundered from the masses, and spare their lives. After we did deep work, telling the masses that these people used the system to commit crimes, and the system behind this group of people was evil. The masses' level of political understanding improved a lot. The masses finally realized that what bullied the masses was this system. Fair trading is one thing, but using the system of fair trading itself is evil. When this batch of evil bullies were all shot in the end, it was really empty alleys (everyone came out to watch). This struggle session was held very fiercely."

"Well done!" Some Politburo members already praised with a smile. Shang Yuan and Chen Tianhua were both extremely driven comrades. Shang Yuan had extremely strong work ability; everyone was convinced.

Seeing the Politburo members expressed great approval, the Shandong comrade finally defended the action of "issuing Anti-Qing National Salvation Bonds." The Yimeng Mountain base area had no industrial technicians at all. Although they brought quite a lot of scientific and technological materials, what could really start to be promoted was related to agriculture. Even if agricultural cooperatives were established, wanting to improve the productivity of the base area relatively quickly was extremely difficult. As a last resort, to solve current problems and improve the quality of farm tools. Only by getting a sum of money temporarily, the base area organized its own transport team to get iron farm tools. Getting these farm tools to the maximum extent before spring plowing would be of great help to this year's agricultural production.

China's current iron smelting center in the true sense was only Hanyang Iron and Steel. The Politburo from top to bottom knew Chen Ke's plan to utilize Hanyang Iron and Steel to the maximum extent. Listening to the Shandong comrade elaborating on the various realistic difficulties encountered by the Yimeng Mountain base area, the desire of the Politburo comrades to take down Hanyang Iron and Steel increased a lot immediately. The significance of Hanyang Iron and Steel needed no elaboration now; how to take it down most efficiently was the most realistic problem.

"After we entered the countryside, a large number of masses joined the peasant association. The original secret societies (*Hui Dao Men*) were cold-shouldered. The relationship between these people and us is getting worse and worse. Even in some areas, incidents of secret societies inciting the masses appeared." The Shandong comrade introduced the biggest contradiction recently.

"Against these people, we must struggle to the end. We must snatch the masses back from their hands." Chen Ke never had a good impression of these organizations.

"Okay, Chairman Chen." The Shandong comrade hurriedly recorded Chen Ke's instruction.

"In addition, there seem to be quite a few Taoist temples in the Yimeng Mountain area, right?" Chen Ke asked.

"Yes."

"As long as this Taoist priest doesn't talk about reincarnation of life and death, but only talks about becoming an immortal and cultivation, they belong to the objects we can win over. If the Taoist temple is relatively dilapidated, some of our comrades can enter the Taoist temple to work as little Taoist priests temporarily. Shandong has many Taoist temples; using the identity of a Taoist priest as cover is relatively convenient." Chen Ke said this partly for work, and partly because he had a relatively natural affinity for Taoism. Chen Ke had recited the full text of *Tao Te Ching* hundreds of times; he respected Laozi very much.

"Then should Buddhist temples be treated like this?" The Shandong comrade asked.

"Anyone who talks about reincarnation of life and death, anyone who talks about the world after death, can basically be treated as a cult. Even if it's a Taoist priest, if they talk about this kind of thing, no need to be polite."

The Shandong comrade could feel Chen Ke looked highly upon Taoism. Although still a bit strange, he couldn't ask more. He could only answer: "Yes. Chairman Chen, I remember. There is another thing; some people from the Tongmenghui came to Shandong recently. This group didn't go to Yimeng Mountain but was active in other areas. Secretary Shang is collecting intelligence. After sorting out a clue, it will be sent to the Central Committee." The Shandong comrade notified the People's Party Central Committee of this content.

Since explicitly refusing to have relations with the Tongmenghui before the Second Counter-Encirclement, the organization Tongmenghui had completely faded out of the People's Party Central Committee's thinking. Suddenly hearing the news that the Tongmenghui ran to Shandong for activities, the comrades' biggest feeling was a bit surprised. Chen Ke didn't have any feeling about the Tongmenghui either. In history books, the Tongmenghui was also famous, and the Tongmenghui in this spacetime didn't change much. Taking advantage of the chaos under heaven, the Tongmenghui's lobbyists looked for cooperation partners everywhere.

"We focus on entering rural work. As long as the Tongmenghui hasn't entered the countryside, then we don't need to care about them at all." After Chen Ke finished this sentence, he threw the matter of the Tongmenghui completely to the back of his mind.

After this report from the Northern Bureau, the People's Party Central Committee discussed and decided to support a batch of iron farm tools to the Shandong base area. There was the convenience of the canal from the base area to Shandong. The People's Party didn't lack Beiyang Army uniforms at all now, nor did they lack Beiyang Army seals. Ten thousand farm tools and repair tools were enough to be transported by a small fleet. The transport troops planned to take the canal, and after passing Xuzhou, put on Beiyang Army uniforms. As long as enough money was given on the road, try not to alarm the Beiyang Army as much as possible.

"If discovered and intercepted, then simply declare our name. There is still a batch of Beiyang Army officers detained in our hands. They dare not do anything to us. If this batch of farm tools can be transported to Shandong, we must enrich the agricultural cooperatives as much as possible. Being closely connected with the people is the foundation of the base area." Although knowing Shang Yuan and Chen Tianhua would definitely do so, Chen Ke couldn't help exhorting repeatedly.

"Don't worry, Chairman Chen. I will definitely complete the task."
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Chapter 113 The Grassroots (Part 5)

When Chen Ke set off, he didn't make a big fanfare. The People's Party still had the most basic concept of confidentiality up to now. Lu'an was theoretically one of the base areas of the People's Party, but this thing was just a theory. After occupying Lu'an county town, revolutionary work had been hovering on the "edge of mobilization." The People's Party only completed the construction of many strongholds, and these strongholds were also built to protect Anqing and inland transportation.

Before leaving, Chen Ke unexpectedly received news from Beijing. Sun Yat-sen led the Tongmenghui to occupy Zhennanguan in Guangxi and seized three forts in Zhennanguan. The Qing court was terrified upon hearing the news, urgently wiring Guangxi Governor Zhang Mingqi, Border Defense Supervisor Long Jiguang, Commander Lu Rongting, and others, ordering them to retake the Youfushan Fort within a week, otherwise they would be dismissed from office and sent to Beijing for punishment.

Chen Ke looked at the map; from Shandong to Anhui, then to Zhejiang, and now Zhennanguan on the Sino-Vietnamese border. This route of armed uprisings by revolutionaries stretched for thousands of *li*, like a long sword piercing through the essence area of southeast China. The Manchu Qing's days were really not easy. Chen Ke was very curious about what moves Cixi would adopt. Thinking was thinking; Chen Ke didn't comment on this. After bidding a simple farewell to the comrades seeing him off, he led the troops onto the troop carrier.

Cixi's mood at this time could only be described as heart-burning anxiety. In front of her was also a map, far less detailed than the map in Chen Ke's hands. But Cixi herself obtained more rebellion intelligence than Chen Ke. Not only had Anhui and Zhejiang fallen into the hands of the revolutionary party, but before the Zhennanguan Uprising broke out in Guangxi, an uprising also broke out in Changde, Hunan, and the rebel army had already occupied Changde city. As for the "bandit trouble" in Shandong, in Cixi's view, it counted for nothing at all.

Scanning the chaos on the map, Cixi's gaze couldn't help falling back on Anhui. Anhui was undoubtedly the earliest among all uprisings. But Anhui made Cixi feel a great confusion. Once other revolutionary parties occupied territory, the first thing was to announce their existence to the outside world. Only Anhui never did this. The more information collected about Chen Ke and the People's Party, the more uneasy Cixi, as a politician, felt.

Cixi once thought the Yue Wang Hui was the earliest chaotic party in Anhui. The more intelligence she collected, the more Cixi could see the clue of the matter. Chen Ke openly and aboveboard forced the Yue Wang Hui to a dead end. Cixi was very familiar with this kind of political trick; she did things the same way. The biggest rebel of the Great Qing now was such a person; Cixi couldn't help feeling a chill on her back.

Now two documents were placed in front of Cixi. One was the People's Party's "Constitution of the Anhui People's Government." Although Cixi had read it many times, she couldn't help flipping through it again.

Article 1: The Anhui People's Government is a people's democratic government led by the Communist Party of China and based on the alliance of workers and peasants.

Article 2: All power of the Anhui People's Government belongs to the people. The organs through which the people exercise power are the Anhui Provincial People's Congress and local people's congresses at all levels. Democratic centralism is practiced in the Anhui Provincial People's Congress, local people's congresses at all levels, and other state organs.

Article 3: The Anhui People's Government is a unified multi-ethnic government. All ethnic groups are equal. Discrimination and oppression against any ethnic group are prohibited; acts that undermine the unity of various ethnic groups are prohibited.

Article 4: The Anhui People's Government relies on state organs and social forces to ensure the gradual elimination of the exploitation system and the establishment of a socialist society through socialist industrialization and socialist transformation.

These clichés of the revolutionary party jumped into her eyes, and Cixi only felt a burst of extreme disgust. She opened the carefully determined "Outline of Constitution by Imperial Order." Her originally stern expression also showed signs of softening.

1. The Emperor of the Great Qing rules the Great Qing Empire, for ten thousand generations in one line, forever respected. 2. The Emperor is sacred and inviolable. 3. The power to imperially order the promulgation of laws and dispatch bills. Laws, although resolved by the parliament, cannot be implemented without the imperial mandate approving and promulgating them. ... 5. The power to set official positions, determine salaries, and promote or demote all officials. The power of employment is held by the Emperor, assisted by ministers; the parliament shall not interfere. 6. The power to command the army and navy and determine the military system. The Emperor deploys the national army and determines the standing army quota, executing with full authority. All military affairs are not for the parliament to interfere. 7. The power to declare war, make peace, conclude treaties, dispatch envoys, and accept envoys. Diplomatic affairs are decided by the Emperor personally, not submitted to the parliament for resolution. 8. The power to declare martial law. In times of emergency, the freedom of subjects can be restricted by imperial order. 9. The power of conferring titles and granting pardons. Grace comes from the Emperor, not for subjects to arrogate. ... 13. Royal expenses shall be determined by the Emperor as a fixed amount, drawn from the national treasury; the parliament shall not discuss it. 14. Royal ceremonies shall be decided by the Emperor supervising the royal family and special ministers; the parliament shall not interfere.

Looking at these constitutional articles determining the Emperor's power one by one, Cixi carefully confirmed there were no loopholes. Although these contents just turned the supremacy of imperial power into a constitution, Cixi still felt it was very insufficient. Actually, what she hated most was the matter of having to establish a constitution. The sovereign had to rely on laws to guarantee his power; this matter itself meant the sovereign no longer possessed absolute power. For Cixi, this was a true failure. But she couldn't help accepting this concession.

Those opposing the Great Qing were not those officials; the true opponents were the gentry. Cixi regretted a bit that she abolished the imperial examination hastily for a moment. After abolishing the imperial examination, the channel for scholars to enter the official career through the imperial examination was blocked for a while. The court required newly recruited officials to understand Western science and technology, but the Great Qing didn't have so many schools. The result was that a large number of people went to study abroad. Revolutionaries incited revolution among these students. Those young students went abroad without parental discipline; they were originally like runaway wild horses, how could they withstand the nonsense of chaotic parties? Cixi knew too well what bastard things young people could do. Her biological son Tongzhi and her nephew Guangxu both acted recklessly. Even born in the imperial family and ascending to the supreme throne of the Emperor, these two young people didn't listen to advice at all.

Although the older generation of gentry didn't make trouble like young people, they had their own reasons for dissatisfaction. The invasion of foreigners made the livelihood of gentry deteriorate day by day. Conservative gentry naturally were full of resentment towards the court, while those gentry who didn't recognize their ancestors simply became compradors and followed foreigners.

Cixi was very clear that for most officials, choosing between the court and the gentry, officials would definitely choose the gentry. Officials came from the gentry; what they represented was the interest of the gentry. So this "Outline of Constitution by Imperial Order" was actually not for officials to see at all, but used to appease the gentry. Establishing a parliament, the purpose was to provide gentry with more opportunities to intervene in central politics. So there was no need to be polite with the "Outline of Constitution by Imperial Order"; since the gentry were given the opportunity to interfere in politics, they had to know that the sovereign was the biggest.

Thinking of this, Cixi suddenly thought of the People's Party led by Chen Ke. Chen Ke and Cixi were the same; both knew very well the importance of gentry to politics. But Cixi chose the whip to discipline the gentry. While Chen Ke simply eradicated the gentry drastically. From the "Constitution of the Anhui People's Government" promulgated by the People's Party, Chen Ke completely wrote relying on common people to rebel into the constitution. In terms of implementation means, the People's Party broke the fortified villages of Anhui gentry, plus implemented the policy of equal distribution of land. Now the entire Anhui only had the People's Party and the Anhui common people left. Cixi appreciated Chen Ke's ruthlessness at such a young age. Once deciding to do something, don't leave any backhand. Cutting grass without removing the roots only leaves future trouble. Chen Ke, who had such ruthless means, standing on the opposite side of Cixi, was a very terrible thing.

Might as well let the gentry and Chen Ke have a decisive battle; Cixi had already made such a plan. The land policy of the People's Party was to be the enemy of the gentry of the whole world. Even not just gentry; as long as there were self-cultivating farmers with a dozen *mu* of land, they couldn't accept Chen Ke's land reform policy. As long as good propaganda could be made, Chen Ke would be the public enemy of the world. And Cixi could guide the public opinion of the world.

"The revolutionary party is a group of robbers! They want to snatch all the land!" Cixi could fully imagine what kind of panic the gentry would be in after recognizing the true face of the People's Party. And at this time, only by uniting under the banner of the court could the gentry avoid the fate of having their land taken by the People's Party. The fear of the People's Party could also easily implicate all revolutionary parties.

This plan had taken shape in Cixi's mind for several days. What troubled Cixi was who exactly to let take the lead in propagandizing this matter. Cixi had three people in mind. The first was Cen Chunxuan who was "recuperating." Although Cen Chuanxuan ruined things and was forced to "recuperate," this hypocrite had the ability to deceive people, and many people believed him.

The second candidate was Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai's appeal was above Zeng Chunxuan. Although the *Qingliu* (Pure Stream) were dissatisfied with Yuan Shikai, regarding...

The third candidate was Zhang Zhidong. Zhang Zhidong had quite some appeal among the Westernization Reformists. And he was also a veteran of the Zeng Guofan Xiang Army Nanyang faction. With revolutionary parties rebelling everywhere, the first to bear the brunt was the Jiangnan region. If Zhang Zhidong came forward, the persuasiveness would naturally be extremely strong.

Once the gentry could be made to panic, whether letting gentry contribute money to build new armies, or letting gentry organize *Tuanlian* (militia) spontaneously. Or simply frightening the gentry a bit, letting them gather on the court's side again. The court could have various means available.

However, this must be based on the court being able to extinguish Chen Ke's rebellion in Anhui. Thinking of this, Cixi's face became ugly again. Looking at it now, the court didn't have such a person. Could it be like the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom time, asking foreigners to send troops to help?

Just as Cixi was calculating how to arrange the next step, she saw Li Lianying coming in with a face full of joy. Li Lianying wasn't afraid of disturbing Cixi this time either; as soon as he entered the hall, he knelt on the ground. "Old Buddha. Tie Liang of the Ministry of Army asks for an audience."

"What is it?" Cixi knew Tie Liang must have told Li Lianying something; otherwise, Li Lianying wouldn't show such an expression.

"The Jiangning garrison repelled the chaotic party of the Guangfu Society. Jiangnan Provincial Commander Zhang Xun has already begun to pursue the chaotic party." Li Lianying knew this was rare good news; his joy came from the bottom of his heart.

"Summon Tie Liang in." As Li Lianying thought, Cixi indeed looked happy. It had been so long; this was a true piece of good news.

Regardless of how excitedly Tie Liang reported the good news to Cixi. The Manchu Qing maintained the consistent style of exaggerating facts; the active retreat of the Guangfu Society turned into Jiangning actively repelling the Guangfu Society. But the pursuit matter was finally told truthfully. Wang Youhong had been on the front line these days. He cleverly didn't interfere with the combat command of the Ninth Town of the New Army, but participated in military operations with an identity similar to an army supervisor.

Wang Youhong truly exercised the function of an army supervisor. In the fierce battle in the valley south of Nanjing city, he didn't hide in the rear at all times. His observation of combat merits during the battle was reasonable and in place. After the battle, he suggested various rewards to Zhang Xun, which were basically fair and just. The phenomenon of unfair rewards and punishments originally worried about by the Ninth Town of the New Army actually didn't happen, which really drummed up the fighting will of the Ninth Town of the New Army.

On the third day after the Battle of the Valley, the Ninth Town of the New Army attacked actively, launching an offensive against the Guangfu Society. From the start to entering fierce fighting, the battle didn't last too long.
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Chapter 115 The Grassroots (Part 7)

The smell of blood permeated the thick gunpowder smoke. In addition to these smells that made one's hair stand on end, the air was also filled with the screams and groans of the wounded. Since the New Army's artillery didn't really achieve any combat results, the dead still maintained intact bodies. Gunshot wounds on the body only resulted in large amounts of blood loss; blood stains on clothes were still within an acceptable range. The miserable sight of many holes and depressions created by bullets on the head, or simply a large piece of the head being blown off, greatly challenged the limit of human spirit.

The New Army was still quite spirited, especially since these people had never been on the battlefield. When entering the battle, the fervent atmosphere of the battlefield swept through the entire youth of the New Army, and the feeling of death was not strong. Or rather, they didn't have time to notice the existence of death. When these people returned to the Shura field they personally participated in creating, seeing with their own eyes the lives destroyed by war, and those who were crying and gradually dying, they knew what a battlefield was and what death was.

"You guys, go see if there are any surviving brothers in that pile of people." An officer couldn't help roaring. New Army soldiers were instinctively avoiding the dead with tragic appearances, especially avoiding the death line where the most wounded and dead accumulated at the end of the battle.

Although under the urging of officers, these New Army soldiers with no battlefield medical experience had to start finding the wounded and gathering the dead together. But their pale faces, frowning brows, and fearful eyes all revealed the psychological activity of these New Army soldiers wanting to turn and flee.

To avoid the miserable sight in front of them, the New Army had to look up often. They saw the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army not far away didn't have this problem at all. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't have the fear of the New Army at all. Seeing confirmed survivors, they carried them out deftly and performed battlefield first aid immediately. There were also some soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dividing areas on the position and probing one by one. They pressed their fingers on the necks of motionless people. After a while, they called people over to help with treatment, or continued to check the next person lying prone or sideways.

Perhaps because they had seen too many bloody scenes, or perhaps because the medical knowledge and practice of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were richer. Or simply because they had seen too many seriously injured comrades-in-arms or enemies recover their health after treatment, so the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had no fear of the tragic battlefield in their minds at all. Everyone had only one thought in their minds: seizing time can save comrades-in-arms. Not only comrades-in-arms, but the fearless fighting shown by the soldiers of the Guangfu Society was also very admired by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army as friendly forces. Their hearts were full of desire to save lives, and every comrade's movements were swift and accurate.

Fortunately, the Ninth Town of the New Army had uniform military uniforms, so the wounded and dead could be easily distinguished from the Guangfu Society. Even the few New Army members in the Guangfu Society had removed their collar badges and torn off their armbands. So it was easy to distinguish.

The New Army opposite the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was surprised to find that the People's Party didn't simply carry people away, but performed simple treatment first. Use gauze to block the wound, or tie a rope belt on the legs or arms of those wounded. Although they didn't understand the significance of the tourniquet, the New Army clearly saw the bleeding speed of the wound decrease, and they instinctively felt that those white gauze were clean and effective.

"Brother, can you give us a few pieces of your white cloth?"

"Big brother over here, this person is a brother of our battalion. Look at this blood gurgling out. Help block it."

The military doctors hesitated slightly. Although both sides agreed not to carry weapons, there were guns everywhere on the battlefield now. One should not have the intention to harm others, but one must have the intention to guard against others. Officers and soldiers gathering wounded and dead on both sides had long armed themselves with weapons on the ground. Since the New Army didn't rush onto the core position of the Guangfu Society in the end, there were few overlapping areas between the two sides on the battlefield. This work of gathering one's own casualties was generally carried out in areas tacitly approved by both sides. Once crossing this tacit line, heaven knew what would happen.

During this hesitation, the New Army also felt something was wrong. The leading New Army officer seemed to have little hostility towards the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. He bit his lip and looked guiltily towards the direction of the New Army position. When he turned his head back, there was already a determined look on his face. "Brothers of the People's Party over there, saving a life is better than building a seven-level pagoda. You can't just watch people die like this. How about this, if you are willing to save our brothers. Up to here, all guns on the ground are yours!"

The position where the officer stood was the area where the furthest dead of the Guangfu Society lay. This person was very clever; from the time he led people onto the battlefield, he stood at this position, equivalent to drawing the bottom line for the New Army side. The People's Party was unwilling to create side issues, so when collecting weapons, they had to give up a part of the area. Since this officer said so now, the New Army actually suffered very limited losses.

There were injured people everywhere on the battlefield, knowing it concerned their own life and death. The wounded of the New Army didn't care whether those people in blue clothes were enemies, nor did they care who inflicted their injuries. They all wanted to receive treatment. For a time, cries for help rang out on the position.

In the case of being able to save, the benevolence of a healer is an instinct. Providing treatment to the locality was also a common meal for the troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. After discussing slightly, the military doctors began to treat the wounded soldiers carried over by the New Army. Bandaging, and even simple probing, extracting bullets, suturing wounds; the military doctors' techniques were extremely proficient. The New Army wounded knew their own affairs; the New Army lacked military doctors, and wounded soldiers injured a few days ago hadn't received treatment yet. Now although it was People's Party military doctors performing treatment, everyone was already in pain to death; no matter how painful it was, it couldn't be more miserable. Surprisingly, not a single person resisted treatment.

The New Army was awed by the prestige of the People's Party, and seeing these people's proficient techniques, they also let New Army officers and soldiers help during treatment. As for the treatment methods and treatment content used, they were also completely within the scope of understanding. Everyone originally worried that the People's Party military doctors would play dirty tricks, but later psychologically it vaguely turned into a kind of trust.

When both sides finished gathering the dead and wounded, the sun was also leaning west. Wang Youhong didn't expect the People's Party military doctors to be willing to treat the New Army. Even if the People's Party was buying people's hearts, Wang Youhong knew he absolutely couldn't delve into this matter. Seeing the troops had absolutely no will to fight after the big battle, he also ordered the troops to retreat slightly and set up camp.

Both sides finished gathering weapons within the tacit dividing line, and the battle of this day finally came to a complete end.

These days, the military doctors of the People's Party treated the injured with all their strength. Minor injury cases were bandaged, and serious injury cases underwent surgery. Except for the wounded who were completely immobile, Tao Chengzhang specifically sent people to escort the Guangfu Society members who couldn't continue fighting back to Hangzhou. There weren't many wounded left in the military hospital. With this fierce battle today, the number of wounded rose sharply. Although they had to send troops to guard key points, patrol, and be ready for combat at any time. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, putting full effort into treating the wounded, was really unable to send too many people.

The troops of the Guangfu Society bringing up the rear, plus the rescued wounded, totaled more than a thousand. If it were normal days, they would definitely not obey the command of the People's Party. Fortunately, Xu Xilin didn't lose his clarity before falling into a coma from serious injuries. He called the leaders of various Guangfu Society units remaining here and asked them to obey the command of the People's Party completely. The Guangfu Society from top to bottom, having walked a circle before the gates of hell, knew the necessity of working together; no one opposed. The remaining more than two hundred uninjured or lightly injured troops of the Guangfu Society were divided into squads of ten, each squad led by two People's Party comrades. The People's Party sent an equal number of troops, and the entire mixed group stabilized the position.

The tightly closed operating room in the People's Party military medical camp was bright all night. Portable hand-cranked generators were cranked all night. Plus the power supply of lead-acid batteries, surgeries in the shadowless operating room barely made by the People's Party using electric lights and large mirrors were performed one after another.

Hei Dao Ren didn't know whether to feel proud of the People's Party's achievements or feel distressed for so many wounded. He returned to sit in the command post after patrolling the camp. Mental excitement and physical fatigue simultaneously invaded the body and mind of this Japanese revolutionary youth. Perhaps in such a time of mental and physical exhaustion, people are prone to think of the past. Hei Dao Ren suddenly thought of his motherland Japan. Two years ago, Hei Dao Ren, who completely despaired of Japanese domestic politics, resolutely went to China to pursue the revolutionary path and defected to the People's Party highly recommended by Chen Tianhua.

Two years passed in a blink of an eye. Hei Dao Ren was shocked to find that every time he recalled Japan, this motherland that once made him heartbroken seemed to be getting farther and farther away from him. Compared with the intense and vivid days now, the past life was like a gradually yellowing photo. Hei Dao Ren once hoped to return to Japan with brand new revolutionary concepts and revolutionary paths. After he participated in the Chinese revolution launched by the People's Party, what he saw and experienced every day. Especially the cause created together as true "equal comrades" for the first time captured Hei Dao Ren's body and mind more and more.

Hei Dao Ren had gradually forgotten that he was a Japanese named "Kuroshima Jinichiro." He didn't think he was a Chinese named "Hei Dao Ren" either. Now there existed only a People's Party member Hei Dao Ren. A Hei Dao Ren who worked for the welfare of the people and created tomorrow together with other revolutionary comrades. Even if these people were Chinese, even if the objects of treatment were People's Party comrades, or the Guangfu Society as a friendly force of the People's Party, or captured Qing troops. But essentially, all the work Hei Dao Ren did was saving lives. Even if he picked up weapons to fight war, Hei Dao Ren still didn't think he was a slaughterer. This feeling was indescribably different from being a Japanese or a Chinese. As a savior, a revolutionary, there was something beyond country or camp.

This unspeakable thing made Hei Dao Ren both confused and fascinated.

However, the situation didn't allow Hei Dao Ren, a revolutionary, to have too much time to face his personal problems. Not long after resting, the courier excitedly led two youths in plain clothes rushing into the command post where Hei Dao Ren was. Seeing Hei Dao Ren, the courier immediately shouted: "Commissar Hei, comrades from the support troops have arrived!"

It was absolutely impossible for the People's Party to leave any troop outside and ignore them. Before the medical team set off, the base area organized a battalion of reinforcement troops. In the battle a few days ago, Hei Dao Ren and other commanders agreed that the Guangfu Society couldn't win. The reinforcement troops began to move closer to the battlefield. But Hei Dao Ren didn't expect to contact the reinforcement troops so quickly.

"How far are the troops from here?" Hei Dao Ren immediately stood up and asked.

"Commissar Hei, the troops are still a day's journey from here." The liaison officer of the support troops answered while saluting.

If it were just the medical team and the guard team, Hei Dao Ren was absolutely confident in easily throwing off the New Army opposite and retreating safely back to the base area. But now there were still thousands of Guangfu Society wounded on the position. Making Hei Dao Ren make up his mind to abandon them and retreat alone was a very difficult thing.

Liaison officers were all capable comrades. He didn't rush here just to bring good news to Hei Dao Ren. The liaison officer asked seriously: "Commissar Hei, we have sent people to report the current situation to the support troops. I wonder if Commissar Hei plans to send these Guangfu Society wounded back to Zhejiang, or let them act on their own. Or should we take them back to our base area?"

Most of the Guangfu Society personnel left here were injured, and weapons and ammunition were almost exhausted. Letting them return to Zhejiang on their own was no different from letting them die. If the New Army chased from behind, these people were doomed.

Sending them back to Zhejiang was also very inadvisable. The base area was short of troops now. The battalion of support troops was called support, but actually also served as the advance troops for defending the base area. If the Jiangnan New Army was obsessed and launched an attack on the base area, this troop must serve as the first line of defense. Transferring a whole battalion of thousands of troops to go thousands of *li* to Zhejiang was really a big joke.

Since neither of the first two was very advisable, the remaining relatively rational choice was only to take the Guangfu Society wounded back to the base area. But Hei Dao Ren was just a regiment-level political commissar now; he couldn't completely decide on such a major event. But the situation in front of him was that including the Guangfu Society wounded, fully counted seventeen or eighteen hundred people were facing Nanjing with tens of thousands of troops. And this troop was the rear guard. If the Qing army in Nanjing made up their mind to pursue the fleeing Guangfu Society, they must break through Hei Dao Ren's unit close at hand.

Hei Dao Ren suddenly remembered his "savior's realization" not long ago. To be a savior, one can only stand at the forefront of difficulties at all times, letting oneself bear the wind and rain of harsh reality. Only in this way can the people behind suffer less hardship.

Seeing Hei Dao Ren pondering silently, the liaison officer asked tentatively: "Commissar Hei, what plan do you have?"

Hei Dao Ren asked: "What does Commissar Xu think?"

"Commissar Xu definitely wants to bring the whole battalion here. The Party Committee's idea is to definitely bring the medical team safely back to the base area." The courier said very simply.

Hei Dao Ren's rank was one level higher than the battalion political commissar of the reinforcement troops. In terms of command, the battalion political commissar couldn't command Regiment Political Commissar Hei Dao Ren. Moreover, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would absolutely not let the precious medical team encounter any accidents.

"Then wait until everyone arrives, and we will hold a Party Committee meeting to decide this matter." Hei Dao Ren was unwilling to make a decision so early. If it concerned the lives of thousands of people, even if the other party was the Guangfu Society, even if the Guangfu Society left the People's Party friendly troops behind without hesitation. Hei Dao Ren still couldn't issue the order to abandon these people completely.

After arranging for the courier to go down, Hei Dao Ren decided to sleep for a while no matter what. No matter which choice was adopted, enough energy was needed to act. If he didn't rest now, when it was time to act, he absolutely wouldn't do well.

At dawn the next day, the military doctors who had been busy all night finally completed basic treatment. The camp in the early morning was filled with a smell of blood and disinfectant water. The troops guarding all night changed shifts one after another. Early morning was the most dangerous time. In the military textbooks of the People's Party, early morning and afternoon were considered good times for surprise attacks, especially the early morning when the sky just brightened. The night watch was already extremely tired, and the relieving troops hadn't entered the state yet. It was exactly the time when mistakes were most likely to occur.

The Qing army seemed to have exhausted their energy in yesterday's battle and had no plan to attack at all. As the sun rose, the camp centered on the hospital fortifications gradually had some lively feeling. The soldiers of the Guangfu Society didn't speak either. After dawn, they presented two states: a part of people completely obeyed the command of the People's Party. The other part gathered again, whispering to each other.

Hei Dao Ren got up to patrol the camp and saw the blank faces of the Guangfu Society soldiers. Those soldiers who were fearless of death yesterday now became like wooden figures one by one. While suspecting whether these people had suffered too much stimulation, he saw several Guangfu Society leaders leaning over.

"Mr. Hei, we are leaving." The leaders spoke very straightforwardly. Since the rear guard troops had temporarily guarded the rear route, and the Qing army showed no sign of continuing to attack, they believed their responsibility had arrived and there was no reason to continue staying here.

"Then what do you plan to do with your injured Guangfu Society comrades?" Even knowing these defectors wouldn't be willing to take people away, Hei Dao Ren couldn't help stimulating them a bit.

"Some brothers with minor injuries are willing to go with us; we'll take them. As for those other people, we can only rely on you brothers of the People's Party." The leaders answered very crisply. "Mr. Hei, we remember your life-saving grace."

Hei Dao Ren really didn't know how to answer. Looking at the nervous appearance of the leaders, Hei Dao Ren thought these people were worried that taking the wounded would slow them down. While hesitating, he heard the leaders continue: "Mr. Hei, we have to leave now. If we leave late, I'm afraid the Qing army will attack up."

Only then did Hei Dao Ren understand that the nervousness on the leaders' faces wasn't because they felt embarrassed, but because they were unwilling to fight anymore. Having completely despaired of these people in his heart, Hei Dao Ren was unwilling to say meaningless ugly words anymore. "You take the lightly wounded and go."

The Guangfu Society people left in a hurry. They didn't care at all how the People's Party and those Guangfu Society members unwilling to leave viewed them. Saying they took the lightly wounded, actually, they took those wounded who only needed slight bandaging. They didn't take a single one of those with inconvenient movement.

The Qing army seemed to know what happened in the People's Party camp; the sound of bugles rang out from afar. Hei Dao Ren hurriedly led the troops to the high ground. The Qing army sent troops. Looking from afar, the ant-like Qing army troops lined up in not very neat units began to form rows on the opposite side of the valley again. Under the command of officers, the formation of artillery, machine gunners, and front-row infantry became neater and neater. What annoyed Hei Dao Ren was that two observation balloons even rose on the New Army position. The balloons rose higher and higher, soon exceeding the hilltop high ground in altitude. The entire position of the People's Party was completely exposed within the field of vision of the observation balloons.

This was the last chance to retreat. Hei Dao Ren's face was gloomy. He said to the courier: "Convene a Party Committee meeting!"

Major decisions in the troops had to pass through the Party Committee; the more urgent the matter, the more so. At the Party Committee meeting, Hei Dao Ren briefly told the comrades the situation faced. After finishing, Hei Dao Ren added an introduction: "Comrades, we didn't have any casualties before because the Guangfu Society was fighting. For our great victory yesterday, if there hadn't been Guangfu Society comrades holding out at the very front line, we couldn't have done it easily either. Now if we start a war, all casualties will be borne by ourselves."

The Party Committee meeting wasn't going through the motions. Immediately a comrade stood up and said: "It's no longer a question of bringing up the rear. According to the intelligence brought back by the scouts we sent, the Guangfu Society is at least fifty *li* away now. Even if we are not here now, the Qing army can't catch up with the Guangfu Society. Our problem now is how to treat the Guangfu Society wounded."

Comrades nodded one after another; this was the key to everything.

"If we take them with us now, how many people can we take?"

"Can't take many. The medical team is exhausted now, and we still have quite a few pieces of equipment to transport. Taking the equipment ourselves is already the limit. Key metal parts inside the equipment are dismantled and taken away; other wooden parts are left behind. We are already so tired ourselves; in this situation, we can't walk fast either."

"There are also quite a few weapons of the Guangfu Society and the New Army. If we take these things, I'm afraid we can't outrun the Qing army."

"I observed; the troops dispatched by the Qing army this time are not the group from yesterday. The physical strength of this group won't be bad."

Everyone gathered various situations together. Same as previous meetings, Hei Dao Ren found that comrades' observation and understanding of the war situation were no less than his own. This was the meaning of the Party meeting. If comrades couldn't pool this intelligence together, it would be absolutely impossible to have a comprehensive understanding. Even less possible to let everyone reach the most scientific decision.

"Commissar Hei, if we can't retreat, let's fight them."

"Yeah, reinforcement troops arrive today. No matter what, we can hold out until that time."

"The Qing army's tactic is simply a tactic of sending people to die. I don't think they can come up with a tactic different from yesterday today."

"The key is that we don't have enough troops; outflanking is too dangerous. Even if we disrupt the enemy's formation, the frontal troops are not enough to launch a charge to solve the enemy."

"Except for positional warfare, there is no other way; we can only fight shooting against shooting."

"Having a machine gun would be good. Even if not, having shells for the cannons would be good."

Although democratic centralism was very efficient, going off-topic as soon as discussion started was also the most common problem. Hearing comrades had made up their minds, Hei Dao Ren interrupted the discussion on details. "Does everyone agree to fight?"

"Agree."

"There's no better way than fighting."

"Agree to fight!"

"Then start arranging the position."

Facing the People's Party, Wang Youhong had made up his mind. The Qing army's scouts had actually been sent far out. Last night, scouts captured a dozen Guangfu Society people. Since they were defeated and retreating, the captives of the Guangfu Society didn't have such high spirits either. Even so, Wang Youhong used both soft and hard tactics. After a good while of torture, Wang Youhong explained, "Only want news of the People's Party." Learning it wasn't betraying the Guangfu Society, only then did some Guangfu Society personnel who couldn't stand the torture tell the intelligence of the People's Party.

Learning that the opposite was only five or six hundred People's Party troops, among whom was a large group of doctors, Wang Youhong was overjoyed. Although he didn't know why the People's Party wanted to defend the hospital to the death, Wang Youhong knew very well this was his biggest opportunity. Wounded soldiers moved inconveniently; unless the People's Party left these people behind completely, otherwise they definitely couldn't leave.

The Ninth Town of the New Army indeed suffered quite a few casualties, but since the main force of the Guangfu Society fled, Nanjing gathered more than thirty thousand troops overall. There was no lack of cannons and machine guns. Wang Youhong didn't believe at all that five or six hundred People's Party people could block the rotational attacks of troops of such scale.

As soon as dawn broke, Wang Youhong began to mobilize troops, not only the New Army. Wang Youhong's backbone River Defense Army was also mobilized over. Looking at the empty hilltop opposite, Wang Youhong ordered the balloon troops to lift off.

The news was exciting. The People's Party didn't retreat. In the binoculars, some people ran far away, but their attire wasn't dark blue military uniforms. That is to say, even the remnants of the Guangfu Society abandoned the People's Party troops.

"Heavy rewards for those who advance! Beheading for those who retreat! Pass the order, those who go up the hilltop first, reward one hundred taels!" If he could annihilate five hundred People's Party people, Wang Youhong would be the commander of the Manchu Qing's greatest victory against the People's Party. Wang Youhong didn't care about rewards at all.

Stimulated by the bounty, the Qing army troops showed considerable excitement. Officers incited: "Brothers, how many things can one hundred taels buy! Eat and drink what? Everyone knows, right!"

A burst of clamor erupted immediately in the Qing army queue. This attraction was absolutely not something the Qing army could resist.

"Brothers, the money Lord Wang rewards is rewarded by Lord Wang. I promise everyone benefits from my side. If we win this time, I'll book the Yixiang Pavilion and invite the brothers who rush up to have fun!"

Troops in the late Qing were extremely addicted to eating, drinking, whoring, and gambling. This call of sensory stimulation was far more powerful than loyalty to the court. The noise in the Qing army became even louder.

"What is there to fear about the People's Party!"

"In Wuhu, we beat them back. What is there to fear about them here in our Nanjing."

Accompanied by the high emotion, the first Qing army troop held the military flag high and set off towards the People's Party's position.

Same as yesterday, on the mountain ridge where the People's Party was, except for a lonely red flag, there was nothing else.
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Chapter 115 The Grassroots (Part 7)

The smell of blood permeated the thick gunpowder smoke. In addition to these smells that made one's hair stand on end, the air was also filled with the screams and groans of the wounded. Since the New Army's artillery didn't really achieve any combat results, the dead still maintained intact bodies. Gunshot wounds on the body only resulted in large amounts of blood loss; blood stains on clothes were still within an acceptable range. The miserable sight of many holes and depressions created by bullets on the head, or simply a large piece of the head being blown off, greatly challenged the limit of human spirit.

The New Army was still quite spirited, especially since these people had never been on the battlefield. When entering the battle, the fervent atmosphere of the battlefield swept through the entire youth of the New Army, and the feeling of death was not strong. Or rather, they didn't have time to notice the existence of death. When these people returned to the Shura field they personally participated in creating, seeing with their own eyes the lives destroyed by war, and those who were crying and gradually dying, they knew what a battlefield was and what death was.

"You guys, go see if there are any surviving brothers in that pile of people." An officer couldn't help roaring. New Army soldiers were instinctively avoiding the dead with tragic appearances, especially avoiding the death line where the most wounded and dead accumulated at the end of the battle.

Although under the urging of officers, these New Army soldiers with no battlefield medical experience had to start finding the wounded and gathering the dead together. But their pale faces, frowning brows, and fearful eyes all revealed the psychological activity of these New Army soldiers wanting to turn and flee.

To avoid the miserable sight in front of them, the New Army had to look up often. They saw the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army not far away didn't have this problem at all. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't have the fear of the New Army at all. Seeing confirmed survivors, they carried them out deftly and performed battlefield first aid immediately. There were also some soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dividing areas on the position and probing one by one. They pressed their fingers on the necks of motionless people. After a while, they called people over to help with treatment, or continued to check the next person lying prone or sideways.

Perhaps because they had seen too many bloody scenes, or perhaps because the medical knowledge and practice of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were richer. Or simply because they had seen too many seriously injured comrades-in-arms or enemies recover their health after treatment, so the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had no fear of the tragic battlefield in their minds at all. Everyone had only one thought in their minds: seizing time can save comrades-in-arms. Not only comrades-in-arms, but the fearless fighting shown by the soldiers of the Guangfu Society was also very admired by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army as friendly forces. Their hearts were full of desire to save lives, and every comrade's movements were swift and accurate.

Fortunately, the Ninth Town of the New Army had uniform military uniforms, so the wounded and dead could be easily distinguished from the Guangfu Society. Even the few New Army members in the Guangfu Society had removed their collar badges and torn off their armbands. So it was easy to distinguish.

The New Army opposite the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was surprised to find that the People's Party didn't simply carry people away, but performed simple treatment first. Use gauze to block the wound, or tie a rope belt on the legs or arms of those wounded. Although they didn't understand the significance of the tourniquet, the New Army clearly saw the bleeding speed of the wound decrease, and they instinctively felt that those white gauze were clean and effective.

"Brother, can you give us a few pieces of your white cloth?"

"Big brother over here, this person is a brother of our battalion. Look at this blood gurgling out. Help block it."

The military doctors hesitated slightly. Although both sides agreed not to carry weapons, there were guns everywhere on the battlefield now. One should not have the intention to harm others, but one must have the intention to guard against others. Officers and soldiers gathering wounded and dead on both sides had long armed themselves with weapons on the ground. Since the New Army didn't rush onto the core position of the Guangfu Society in the end, there were few overlapping areas between the two sides on the battlefield. This work of gathering one's own casualties was generally carried out in areas tacitly approved by both sides. Once crossing this tacit line, heaven knew what would happen.

During this hesitation, the New Army also felt something was wrong. The leading New Army officer seemed to have little hostility towards the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. He bit his lip and looked guiltily towards the direction of the New Army position. When he turned his head back, there was already a determined look on his face. "Brothers of the People's Party over there, saving a life is better than building a seven-level pagoda. You can't just watch people die like this. How about this, if you are willing to save our brothers. Up to here, all guns on the ground are yours!"

The position where the officer stood was the area where the furthest dead of the Guangfu Society lay. This person was very clever; from the time he led people onto the battlefield, he stood at this position, equivalent to drawing the bottom line for the New Army side. The People's Party was unwilling to create side issues, so when collecting weapons, they had to give up a part of the area. Since this officer said so now, the New Army actually suffered very limited losses.

There were injured people everywhere on the battlefield, knowing it concerned their own life and death. The wounded of the New Army didn't care whether those people in blue clothes were enemies, nor did they care who inflicted their injuries. They all wanted to receive treatment. For a time, cries for help rang out on the position.

In the case of being able to save, the benevolence of a healer is an instinct. Providing treatment to the locality was also a common meal for the troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. After discussing slightly, the military doctors began to treat the wounded soldiers carried over by the New Army. Bandaging, and even simple probing, extracting bullets, suturing wounds; the military doctors' techniques were extremely proficient. The New Army wounded knew their own affairs; the New Army lacked military doctors, and wounded soldiers injured a few days ago hadn't received treatment yet. Now although it was People's Party military doctors performing treatment, everyone was already in pain to death; no matter how painful it was, it couldn't be more miserable. Surprisingly, not a single person resisted treatment.

The New Army was awed by the prestige of the People's Party, and seeing these people's proficient techniques, they also let New Army officers and soldiers help during treatment. As for the treatment methods and treatment content used, they were also completely within the scope of understanding. Everyone originally worried that the People's Party military doctors would play dirty tricks, but later psychologically it vaguely turned into a kind of trust.

When both sides finished gathering the dead and wounded, the sun was also leaning west. Wang Youhong didn't expect the People's Party military doctors to be willing to treat the New Army. Even if the People's Party was buying people's hearts, Wang Youhong knew he absolutely couldn't delve into this matter. Seeing the troops had absolutely no will to fight after the big battle, he also ordered the troops to retreat slightly and set up camp.

Both sides finished gathering weapons within the tacit dividing line, and the battle of this day finally came to a complete end.

These days, the military doctors of the People's Party treated the injured with all their strength. Minor injury cases were bandaged, and serious injury cases underwent surgery. Except for the wounded who were completely immobile, Tao Chengzhang specifically sent people to escort the Guangfu Society members who couldn't continue fighting back to Hangzhou. There weren't many wounded left in the military hospital. With this fierce battle today, the number of wounded rose sharply. Although they had to send troops to guard key points, patrol, and be ready for combat at any time. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, putting full effort into treating the wounded, was really unable to send too many people.

The troops of the Guangfu Society bringing up the rear, plus the rescued wounded, totaled more than a thousand. If it were normal days, they would definitely not obey the command of the People's Party. Fortunately, Xu Xilin didn't lose his clarity before falling into a coma from serious injuries. He called the leaders of various Guangfu Society units remaining here and asked them to obey the command of the People's Party completely. The Guangfu Society from top to bottom, having walked a circle before the gates of hell, knew the necessity of working together; no one opposed. The remaining more than two hundred uninjured or lightly injured troops of the Guangfu Society were divided into squads of ten, each squad led by two People's Party comrades. The People's Party sent an equal number of troops, and the entire mixed group stabilized the position.

The tightly closed operating room in the People's Party military medical camp was bright all night. Portable hand-cranked generators were cranked all night. Plus the power supply of lead-acid batteries, surgeries in the shadowless operating room barely made by the People's Party using electric lights and large mirrors were performed one after another.

Hei Dao Ren didn't know whether to feel proud of the People's Party's achievements or feel distressed for so many wounded. He returned to sit in the command post after patrolling the camp. Mental excitement and physical fatigue simultaneously invaded the body and mind of this Japanese revolutionary youth. Perhaps in such a time of mental and physical exhaustion, people are prone to think of the past. Hei Dao Ren suddenly thought of his motherland Japan. Two years ago, Hei Dao Ren, who completely despaired of Japanese domestic politics, resolutely went to China to pursue the revolutionary path and defected to the People's Party highly recommended by Chen Tianhua.

Two years passed in a blink of an eye. Hei Dao Ren was shocked to find that every time he recalled Japan, this motherland that once made him heartbroken seemed to be getting farther and farther away from him. Compared with the intense and vivid days now, the past life was like a gradually yellowing photo. Hei Dao Ren once hoped to return to Japan with brand new revolutionary concepts and revolutionary paths. After he participated in the Chinese revolution launched by the People's Party, what he saw and experienced every day. Especially the cause created together as true "equal comrades" for the first time captured Hei Dao Ren's body and mind more and more.

Hei Dao Ren had gradually forgotten that he was a Japanese named "Kuroshima Jinichiro." He didn't think he was a Chinese named "Hei Dao Ren" either. Now there existed only a People's Party member Hei Dao Ren. A Hei Dao Ren who worked for the welfare of the people and created tomorrow together with other revolutionary comrades. Even if these people were Chinese, even if the objects of treatment were People's Party comrades, or the Guangfu Society as a friendly force of the People's Party, or captured Qing troops. But essentially, all the work Hei Dao Ren did was saving lives. Even if he picked up weapons to fight war, Hei Dao Ren still didn't think he was a slaughterer. This feeling was indescribably different from being a Japanese or a Chinese. As a savior, a revolutionary, there was something beyond country or camp.

This unspeakable thing made Hei Dao Ren both confused and fascinated.

However, the situation didn't allow Hei Dao Ren, a revolutionary, to have too much time to face his personal problems. Not long after resting, the courier excitedly led two youths in plain clothes rushing into the command post where Hei Dao Ren was. Seeing Hei Dao Ren, the courier immediately shouted: "Commissar Hei, comrades from the support troops have arrived!"

It was absolutely impossible for the People's Party to leave any troop outside and ignore them. Before the medical team set off, the base area organized a battalion of reinforcement troops. In the battle a few days ago, Hei Dao Ren and other commanders agreed that the Guangfu Society couldn't win. The reinforcement troops began to move closer to the battlefield. But Hei Dao Ren didn't expect to contact the reinforcement troops so quickly.

"How far are the troops from here?" Hei Dao Ren immediately stood up and asked.

"Commissar Hei, the troops are still a day's journey from here." The liaison officer of the support troops answered while saluting.

If it were just the medical team and the guard team, Hei Dao Ren was absolutely confident in easily throwing off the New Army opposite and retreating safely back to the base area. But now there were still thousands of Guangfu Society wounded on the position. Making Hei Dao Ren make up his mind to abandon them and retreat alone was a very difficult thing.

Liaison officers were all capable comrades. He didn't rush here just to bring good news to Hei Dao Ren. The liaison officer asked seriously: "Commissar Hei, we have sent people to report the current situation to the support troops. I wonder if Commissar Hei plans to send these Guangfu Society wounded back to Zhejiang, or let them act on their own. Or should we take them back to our base area?"

Most of the Guangfu Society personnel left here were injured, and weapons and ammunition were almost exhausted. Letting them return to Zhejiang on their own was no different from letting them die. If the New Army chased from behind, these people were doomed.

Sending them back to Zhejiang was also very inadvisable. The base area was short of troops now. The battalion of support troops was called support, but actually also served as the advance troops for defending the base area. If the Jiangnan New Army was obsessed and launched an attack on the base area, this troop must serve as the first line of defense. Transferring a whole battalion of thousands of troops to go thousands of *li* to Zhejiang was really a big joke.

Since neither of the first two was very advisable, the remaining relatively rational choice was only to take the Guangfu Society wounded back to the base area. But Hei Dao Ren was just a regiment-level political commissar now; he couldn't completely decide on such a major event. But the situation in front of him was that including the Guangfu Society wounded, fully counted seventeen or eighteen hundred people were facing Nanjing with tens of thousands of troops. And this troop was the rear guard. If the Qing army in Nanjing made up their mind to pursue the fleeing Guangfu Society, they must break through Hei Dao Ren's unit close at hand.

Hei Dao Ren suddenly remembered his "savior's realization" not long ago. To be a savior, one can only stand at the forefront of difficulties at all times, letting oneself bear the wind and rain of harsh reality. Only in this way can the people behind suffer less hardship.

Seeing Hei Dao Ren pondering silently, the liaison officer asked tentatively: "Commissar Hei, what plan do you have?"

Hei Dao Ren asked: "What does Commissar Xu think?"

"Commissar Xu definitely wants to bring the whole battalion here. The Party Committee's idea is to definitely bring the medical team safely back to the base area." The courier said very simply.

Hei Dao Ren's rank was one level higher than the battalion political commissar of the reinforcement troops. In terms of command, the battalion political commissar couldn't command Regiment Political Commissar Hei Dao Ren. Moreover, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would absolutely not let the precious medical team encounter any accidents.

"Then wait until everyone arrives, and we will hold a Party Committee meeting to decide this matter." Hei Dao Ren was unwilling to make a decision so early. If it concerned the lives of thousands of people, even if the other party was the Guangfu Society, even if the Guangfu Society left the People's Party friendly troops behind without hesitation. Hei Dao Ren still couldn't issue the order to abandon these people completely.

After arranging for the courier to go down, Hei Dao Ren decided to sleep for a while no matter what. No matter which choice was adopted, enough energy was needed to act. If he didn't rest now, when it was time to act, he absolutely wouldn't do well.

At dawn the next day, the military doctors who had been busy all night finally completed basic treatment. The camp in the early morning was filled with a smell of blood and disinfectant water. The troops guarding all night changed shifts one after another. Early morning was the most dangerous time. In the military textbooks of the People's Party, early morning and afternoon were considered good times for surprise attacks, especially the early morning when the sky just brightened. The night watch was already extremely tired, and the relieving troops hadn't entered the state yet. It was exactly the time when mistakes were most likely to occur.

The Qing army seemed to have exhausted their energy in yesterday's battle and had no plan to attack at all. As the sun rose, the camp centered on the hospital fortifications gradually had some lively feeling. The soldiers of the Guangfu Society didn't speak either. After dawn, they presented two states: a part of people completely obeyed the command of the People's Party. The other part gathered again, whispering to each other.

Hei Dao Ren got up to patrol the camp and saw the blank faces of the Guangfu Society soldiers. Those soldiers who were fearless of death yesterday now became like wooden figures one by one. While suspecting whether these people had suffered too much stimulation, he saw several Guangfu Society leaders leaning over.

"Mr. Hei, we are leaving." The leaders spoke very straightforwardly. Since the rear guard troops had temporarily guarded the rear route, and the Qing army showed no sign of continuing to attack, they believed their responsibility had arrived and there was no reason to continue staying here.

"Then what do you plan to do with your injured Guangfu Society comrades?" Even knowing these defectors wouldn't be willing to take people away, Hei Dao Ren couldn't help stimulating them a bit.

"Some brothers with minor injuries are willing to go with us; we'll take them. As for those other people, we can only rely on you brothers of the People's Party." The leaders answered very crisply. "Mr. Hei, we remember your life-saving grace."

Hei Dao Ren really didn't know how to answer. Looking at the nervous appearance of the leaders, Hei Dao Ren thought these people were worried that taking the wounded would slow them down. While hesitating, he heard the leaders continue: "Mr. Hei, we have to leave now. If we leave late, I'm afraid the Qing army will attack up."

Only then did Hei Dao Ren understand that the nervousness on the leaders' faces wasn't because they felt embarrassed, but because they were unwilling to fight anymore. Having completely despaired of these people in his heart, Hei Dao Ren was unwilling to say meaningless ugly words anymore. "You take the lightly wounded and go."

The Guangfu Society people left in a hurry. They didn't care at all how the People's Party and those Guangfu Society members unwilling to leave viewed them. Saying they took the lightly wounded, actually, they took those wounded who only needed slight bandaging. They didn't take a single one of those with inconvenient movement.

The Qing army seemed to know what happened in the People's Party camp; the sound of bugles rang out from afar. Hei Dao Ren hurriedly led the troops to the high ground. The Qing army sent troops. Looking from afar, the ant-like Qing army troops lined up in not very neat units began to form rows on the opposite side of the valley again. Under the command of officers, the formation of artillery, machine gunners, and front-row infantry became neater and neater. What annoyed Hei Dao Ren was that two observation balloons even rose on the New Army position. The balloons rose higher and higher, soon exceeding the hilltop high ground in altitude. The entire position of the People's Party was completely exposed within the field of vision of the observation balloons.

This was the last chance to retreat. Hei Dao Ren's face was gloomy. He said to the courier: "Convene a Party Committee meeting!"

Major decisions in the troops had to pass through the Party Committee; the more urgent the matter, the more so. At the Party Committee meeting, Hei Dao Ren briefly told the comrades the situation faced. After finishing, Hei Dao Ren added an introduction: "Comrades, we didn't have any casualties before because the Guangfu Society was fighting. For our great victory yesterday, if there hadn't been Guangfu Society comrades holding out at the very front line, we couldn't have done it easily either. Now if we start a war, all casualties will be borne by ourselves."

The Party Committee meeting wasn't going through the motions. Immediately a comrade stood up and said: "It's no longer a question of bringing up the rear. According to the intelligence brought back by the scouts we sent, the Guangfu Society is at least fifty *li* away now. Even if we are not here now, the Qing army can't catch up with the Guangfu Society. Our problem now is how to treat the Guangfu Society wounded."

Comrades nodded one after another; this was the key to everything.

"If we take them with us now, how many people can we take?"

"Can't take many. The medical team is exhausted now, and we still have quite a few pieces of equipment to transport. Taking the equipment ourselves is already the limit. Key metal parts inside the equipment are dismantled and taken away; other wooden parts are left behind. We are already so tired ourselves; in this situation, we can't walk fast either."

"There are also quite a few weapons of the Guangfu Society and the New Army. If we take these things, I'm afraid we can't outrun the Qing army."

"I observed; the troops dispatched by the Qing army this time are not the group from yesterday. The physical strength of this group won't be bad."

Everyone gathered various situations together. Same as previous meetings, Hei Dao Ren found that comrades' observation and understanding of the war situation were no less than his own. This was the meaning of the Party meeting. If comrades couldn't pool this intelligence together, it would be absolutely impossible to have a comprehensive understanding. Even less possible to let everyone reach the most scientific decision.

"Commissar Hei, if we can't retreat, let's fight them."

"Yeah, reinforcement troops arrive today. No matter what, we can hold out until that time."

"The Qing army's tactic is simply a tactic of sending people to die. I don't think they can come up with a tactic different from yesterday today."

"The key is that we don't have enough troops; outflanking is too dangerous. Even if we disrupt the enemy's formation, the frontal troops are not enough to launch a charge to solve the enemy."

"Except for positional warfare, there is no other way; we can only fight shooting against shooting."

"Having a machine gun would be good. Even if not, having shells for the cannons would be good."

Although democratic centralism was very efficient, going off-topic as soon as discussion started was also the most common problem. Hearing comrades had made up their minds, Hei Dao Ren interrupted the discussion on details. "Does everyone agree to fight?"

"Agree."

"There's no better way than fighting."

"Agree to fight!"

"Then start arranging the position."

Facing the People's Party, Wang Youhong had made up his mind. The Qing army's scouts had actually been sent far out. Last night, scouts captured a dozen Guangfu Society people. Since they were defeated and retreating, the captives of the Guangfu Society didn't have such high spirits either. Even so, Wang Youhong used both soft and hard tactics. After a good while of torture, Wang Youhong explained, "Only want news of the People's Party." Learning it wasn't betraying the Guangfu Society, only then did some Guangfu Society personnel who couldn't stand the torture tell the intelligence of the People's Party.

Learning that the opposite was only five or six hundred People's Party troops, among whom was a large group of doctors, Wang Youhong was overjoyed. Although he didn't know why the People's Party wanted to defend the hospital to the death, Wang Youhong knew very well this was his biggest opportunity. Wounded soldiers moved inconveniently; unless the People's Party left these people behind completely, otherwise they definitely couldn't leave.

The Ninth Town of the New Army indeed suffered quite a few casualties, but since the main force of the Guangfu Society fled, Nanjing gathered more than thirty thousand troops overall. There was no lack of cannons and machine guns. Wang Youhong didn't believe at all that five or six hundred People's Party people could block the rotational attacks of troops of such scale.

As soon as dawn broke, Wang Youhong began to mobilize troops, not only the New Army. Wang Youhong's backbone River Defense Army was also mobilized over. Looking at the empty hilltop opposite, Wang Youhong ordered the balloon troops to lift off.

The news was exciting. The People's Party didn't retreat. In the binoculars, some people ran far away, but their attire wasn't dark blue military uniforms. That is to say, even the remnants of the Guangfu Society abandoned the People's Party troops.

"Heavy rewards for those who advance! Beheading for those who retreat! Pass the order, those who go up the hilltop first, reward one hundred taels!" If he could annihilate five hundred People's Party people, Wang Youhong would be the commander of the Manchu Qing's greatest victory against the People's Party. Wang Youhong didn't care about rewards at all.

Stimulated by the bounty, the Qing army troops showed considerable excitement. Officers incited: "Brothers, how many things can one hundred taels buy! Eat and drink what? Everyone knows, right!"

A burst of clamor erupted immediately in the Qing army queue. This attraction was absolutely not something the Qing army could resist.

"Brothers, the money Lord Wang rewards is rewarded by Lord Wang. I promise everyone benefits from my side. If we win this time, I'll book the Yixiang Pavilion and invite the brothers who rush up to have fun!"

Troops in the late Qing were extremely addicted to eating, drinking, whoring, and gambling. This call of sensory stimulation was far more powerful than loyalty to the court. The noise in the Qing army became even louder.

"What is there to fear about the People's Party!"

"In Wuhu, we beat them back. What is there to fear about them here in our Nanjing."

Accompanied by the high emotion, the first Qing army troop held the military flag high and set off towards the People's Party's position.

Same as yesterday, on the mountain ridge where the People's Party was, except for a lonely red flag, there was nothing else.
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Chapter 116 The Grassroots (Part 8)

The reconnaissance balloon hanging high in the sky made the People's Party comrades feel extremely unaccustomed. It wasn't that everyone was unaccustomed to the existence of reconnaissance balloons, but unaccustomed to the fact that reconnaissance balloons had risen on the enemy's side.

"Can we shoot the balloon down?" Several commanders couldn't help complaining to Hei Dao Ren.

Looking at the balloon in the air far away, Hei Dao Ren felt like he had eaten a fly. Even so, what Hei Dao Ren said was something else: "Comrades, I have been on a balloon. The New Army's binoculars don't have high magnification; they actually can't see clearly at this distance. Everyone look with binoculars; can you see the people on the balloon clearly? Let's hide well; they can't see us. Everyone explain clearly to other comrades, let everyone hide well and fight with ease."

Among the comrades, quite a few had already raised binoculars to look at the balloon. The New Army soldiers in the balloon basket were shadowy and couldn't be seen clearly at all. Hearing Hei Dao Ren say this, everyone relaxed. The soldiers just felt awkward in their hearts. Commanders at all levels explained this reason clearly, plus letting comrades look at the balloon one by one with binoculars, finally solving this problem.

Hei Dao Ren rejoiced secretly in his heart. Although his words were true, Hei Dao Ren didn't explain clearly that the magnification of the People's Party's binoculars was limited. If the enemy held binoculars with larger magnification, they might not necessarily be unable to see clearly.

"Absolutely never fight this kind of meaningless positional warfare again in the future." Hei Dao Ren made up his mind secretly. If it were in the vast countryside, Hei Dao Ren was absolutely confident in using five hundred people to drag tens of thousands of enemies around. If the enemy dared to chase relentlessly, Hei Dao Ren was confident in spending a few days leading these tens of thousands of enemies by the nose until they fell apart. Finally, the exhausted enemy army would be led into an ambush circle, and other ambush troops waiting at ease would annihilate the enemy in one blow.

Previously mentioning the countryside, everyone felt the countryside was bitter and tiring. After the People's Party devoted itself to building the countryside, there was great potential in the vast countryside of the base area. As long as they were closely united with the broad masses of people, any enemy could be easily defeated. Don't look at the tens of thousands of enemies in Nanjing gathering together like hedgehogs now, seemingly difficult to deal with. As long as these tens of thousands of people entered a county in the base area, this bit of military strength counted for nothing at all.

Thinking of this, a sense of annoyance arose in Hei Dao Ren's heart. If he had this realization before sending troops this time, he definitely wouldn't have been confused by things like a decisive battle of tens of thousands of people. Arranging retreat routes, urgently settling and transporting the wounded. Although the effect might not necessarily be great, it would always be better than now. As long as they could break away from such a close distance with the enemy, even if fighting a blocking action, there were many other methods that could be adopted. But at this time, thinking so much was useless. Hei Dao Ren expelled thoughts unrelated to the battle, and his attention began to return to the battlefield.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army never gave up building fortifications. Even if there were enemy balloons in the air, the communication trenches connecting various positions could also cover the figures of troop movements. Cat-waisted, crawling and running, Hei Dao Ren walked through the defensive positions of the two companies completely. Boosting the morale of comrades, checking the characteristics of the defense system. Even if the Qing army brigade began to advance towards the position of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the final preparatory work before the war still couldn't be sloppy.

The morale of the soldiers was high; they didn't have the slightest fear because the disparity in military strength was too great. Everyone greeted Hei Dao Ren who passed by in low voices. The supreme commander came to their side personally, meaning they were not ignored by the command post. The command post knew what kind of situation they were facing; this was a great encouragement to the soldiers' psychology.

The soldiers didn't observe the enemy situation nervously but began to check their rifles for the last time. Whether the front sight was loose, whether the front sight position was fixed on the mark engraved after calibrating the gun. Some agile soldiers even disassembled and reassembled the gun roughly again, ensuring there were no problems with the operation of internal parts.

While the soldiers were making final preparations before the battle, Hei Dao Ren had finished inspecting the position and returned to the command position. The command position was in a part with the best field of vision in the middle of the battle line. Not too many troops were deployed here. Inside the bunker, Hei Dao Ren looked down from above as the enemy gradually approached. The Qing army rushing up in front and back groups totaled about more than six hundred people, presenting a standard line attack mode. It could be said to be exactly the same as the New Army's performance yesterday.

"Do these people not learn a lesson at all? Haven't sent enough people to die?" The Second Company Commander beside Hei Dao Ren couldn't help saying. The troops didn't all go to the front line. Deployed on the first line were the troops of the First Company; the Second Company only sent one platoon. The other three platoons remained as reserve forces in a position further back. The Second Company Commander was naturally observing the enemy situation at the front line.

"Can't help it; they only learned to fight like this." There was a feeling of relief in Hei Dao Ren's tone.

"Hope so. If they attack like this, we can definitely hold." The Second Company Commander also felt somewhat relieved.

Wang Youhong really didn't expect that the Qing army's advance wasn't attacked by the People's Party at all. The two vanguard battalions not only crossed the position in the middle of the valley but even crossed the "line of death" composed of corpses used by the New Army under the fierce blow of the People's Party yesterday. The noise of the Qing army attacking troops gradually faded away, and the hilltop guarded by the People's Party was still a lifeless silence.

"Ask the people on the balloon where the People's Party is exactly!" Wang Youhong urged for the unknownth time.

After a while, the news came back. "There are people in the People's Party hospital. There are some People's Party troops hiding behind rocks on the hilltop. Can't see clearly."

"Let them look carefully! Say clearly where exactly they are hiding!" Wang Youhong raged. Several times asking, the people on the balloon all said the People's Party was hiding on the hilltop. Isn't this nonsense! Wang Youhong knew the People's Party was hiding behind rocks on the hilltop without looking. Where is the specific location? The observers on the balloon were vague. If he didn't feel like keeping his status, Wang Youhong wished he could go up on the balloon to see personally.

Picking up the binoculars, Wang Youhong looked at the position. The Qing army leading the charge had reached below the opposite hillside; the ant-like crowd climbed towards the hilltop. The People's Party didn't open fire. The Qing army climbed up the hillside, crossed the mountainside, and got closer and closer to the hilltop.

"Could it be the chaotic party ran away?" Wang Youhong couldn't help asking the people around him.

"This..." The officers around Wang Youhong couldn't answer either. When more than five hundred people faced tens of thousands of people, they couldn't imagine how much courage was needed to hold fast.

Wang Youhong himself also began to suspect that the People's Party had actually run away long ago. He looked at the hilltop with binoculars again; the flag of the People's Party was still stuck lonely on the mountain ridge. It gave people a weird feeling no matter how you looked at it. Just at this moment, gunshots suddenly came from afar. The field of view of the binoculars wasn't wide enough; Wang Youhong put down the binoculars, searching for the place where the battle broke out.

The ones firing were the Qing army. The Qing army about to rush up the mountain ridge stopped. The front row tried hard to form a line to fire at the mountain ridge, and the Qing army behind constantly tried hard to keep up, trying to maintain a battle line and suppress the enemy with firepower. This was one of the most standard tactics of line infantry ("queue shooting").

Hurriedly raising the binoculars to aim the lens at that battle line, Wang Youhong tried hard to see more clearly. Then Wang Youhong saw clearly that gaps were punched out in the Qing army's battle line one after another at an incredible speed. The terrain near the mountain ridge was steeper; the knocked-down Qing army rolled down the hillside like gunnysacks. Although heavy rewards greatly stimulated the morale of the Qing army, and the Qing army behind rushed up constantly to fill into the queue regardless of the enemy's fierce firepower, no matter how they filled people, the entire queue became sparser and sparser. It couldn't be seen very clearly in the lens; Wang Youhong couldn't help putting down the binoculars and shouting, "What's going on!"

Hei Dao Ren was close at hand to the battle line; he saw extremely clearly. In the original plan, it was intended to let the Qing army get closer before shooting. During deployment, the troops had formulated a shooting zone. But not long after the Qing army entered the shooting zone, they began to scream and stop to shoot. Presumably, some soldiers didn't hide well enough and were discovered. The troops naturally couldn't be beaten passively, so the exchange of fire began.

The Qing army was trained well. Some firing soldiers stood, some squatted; looking at the appearance alone, it was quite decent. But flashy moves were useless; the firing rate of single-shot rifles was too slow. Although the firing speed of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's five-round Hanyang-made rifles was deliberately suppressed, that was to pursue accuracy. The distance between the two sides was only more than twenty meters. Every two shots, several Qing soldiers were hit. The seemingly sparse gunshots had amazingly high lethality. The Qing army originally tried to maintain a battle line of fifty people for volley fire. In less than a minute, with Qing troops constantly replenishing the battle line, the fifty-person battle line shrank to less than thirty people.

Another minute passed, and the thirty-person battle line shrank to ten people. In Hei Dao Ren's observation, at least fifty Qing troops were knocked to the ground in this minute. The Qing army trying to maintain the battle line fired one shot at most; standing there for less than ten seconds, they were overturned to the ground by bullets. The leading Qing troops could no longer continue fighting; they began to flee.

The "shooting zone" designated by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was an area that could guarantee the best shooting effect. Bullets flew ruthlessly from behind. Because the fleeing Qing army had movement, the situation where originally two bullets could knock down one Qing soldier turned into four bullets hitting one Qing soldier. The shooting density of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army increased slightly, and the escaping Qing troops died one after another. Since they ran down the mountain, the momentum after the corpses fell was greater. Hei Dao Ren saw some Qing troops even rolling down from the hillside, crossing the mountainside, and stopping only when they almost reached the foot of the mountain.

When the originally not dense gunshots stopped, the Qing army suffered more than two hundred casualties, and the first wave of charge was completely defeated. The Qing army soldiers who escaped with their lives retreated all the way into the valley before stopping.

Without Hei Dao Ren urging, the troops had already begun to count casualties. After hearing the report, Hei Dao Ren couldn't help widening his eyes and asking: "Are you sure there is no mistake?"

"Yes, only one comrade was injured, hit by a bullet in the shoulder. The injured comrade has been sent to the hospital; there are no other casualties." The courier ran through the entire battle line himself; the intelligence obtained was absolutely unmistakable.

"Hehehe!" The laughter of the Second Company Commander couldn't be distinguished whether it was a sneer or a big laugh; anyway, it blended the two emotions of happiness and mockery.

Hei Dao Ren looked at the Second Company Commander a few times and found he actually had nothing to say.

"The 11th Battalion completely wiped out?!" Wang Youhong's eyes widened round. One must know, fighting with tens of thousands of Guangfu Society troops for a day yesterday, the New Army casualties didn't exceed a thousand. Even less did it say that an event of a battalion of three hundred people being completely wiped out occurred. Now fighting with the People's Party for less than ten minutes, the 11th Battalion of the River Defense Army rushing at the very front was actually completely wiped out. Soon, more accurate intelligence came back. Of the 11th Battalion with three hundred people, officers were either dead or injured; there were less than forty people in the whole battalion who were not injured.

Wang Youhong went up and kicked over the courier who came to report. "Falsely reporting military intelligence is a capital crime!" Wang Youhong shouted.

Seeing Wang Youhong furious, the courier hurriedly climbed up and knelt down. "Commander Wang, the result of checking ahead is indeed so; this small person absolutely dares not deceive Milord."

The faces of the officers around Wang Youhong were also ugly to the extreme. When just engaging in battle, the troops rushing at the very front definitely had larger casualties; everyone could think of this. But for a troop's casualties to reach ninety percent in a moment, this was a bit too shocking.

Just when the officers didn't know how to speak, they heard Wang Youhong say fiercely: "Pass the order, let the 35th Regiment attack. No matter what, attack up the hilltop for me."

Wang Youhong's voice was full of anger and resentment; the intensity of his tone was terrifying.

The New Army's attack was more methodical; at least shelling began. The only problem was that the observer on the balloon couldn't point out the specific location of the People's Party position at all. The artillery only received the instruction "fire at the hilltop." This made the artillerymen feel extremely difficult. However, it must be explained that even if the observers on the balloon pointed out the specific location, with the level of the New Army artillery, their probability of accurate hitting depended entirely on luck.

Fortunately, the People's Party gave up the valley completely. The New Army artillerymen set up their position in the area forward of the middle of the valley. Amidst the rumbling sound of cannons, many smoke clouds rose randomly on the hilltop. When shells occasionally landed near the hilltop, a burst of cheers erupted in the Qing army queue.

Even low-level shelling, with sufficient shells, really caused casualties to the People's Party. The position of a squad of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was hit by a shell, causing a situation of one dead and two injured.

"Does the New Army think shells don't cost money?" The Second Company Commander became a bit nervous. Within an hour, the New Army fired at least more than a hundred shells. If the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had so many shells, at least they would have knocked out several important enemy firepower points, or scattered several enemy heavy troop charge groups.

"Don't worry, they can't last long." Hei Dao Ren persuaded.

Sure enough, the artillery soon received Wang Youhong's order, "Don't fire anymore!"

Shells cost a lot. Wang Youhong's reason in rage could still understand the principle of not wasting money. The battle changed from an artillery battle to an infantry charge mode again.

The New Army fought back and forth with only one characteristic: line attack, volley fire. The skirmish line of the People's Party didn't distribute troops evenly to the entire battle line. In some places, there were only a few people on the broad battle line. While on firepower key points, a squad of troops might be placed. On the entire battle line, containment and elimination coexisted. As the Qing army troop attack route changed, the configuration on the defense line also changed accordingly.

After beating back the fourth attack of the Qing army, although not participating in the battle, Hei Dao Ren, who was equally exhausted because of observing and commanding, suddenly quoted an old Chinese saying: "Books are hated to be few when needed!"

The Second Company Commander could fully understand what Hei Dao Ren wanted to say. In the command post, one had to observe and command during the battle. During the battle cessation period, one had to study troop deployment and have predictions and assessments of the enemy's actions. Just a battle commanding more than five hundred people, with a battle line of at most one thousand meters. But it exhausted the comrades' energy.

The fourth battle was actually fought very dangerously. Recalling it, the Second Company Commander felt a chill on his back. When the Qing army tried to exert its superiority in military strength and attack from three directions, it really made all comrades in the command post feel bursts of chill in their hearts.
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Chapter 117 The Grassroots (Part 9)

Mobile warfare is the PLA's special skill. On this earth, ever since this great army established this set of tactics, until the beginning of the 21st century, no army of any other country had shown a trend of surpassing the PLA in this field.

The core of mobile warfare is "mobility," or more bluntly, moving military strength to the position where it can exert maximum effectiveness, and starting combat in the most effective mode. This was originally common sense that military commanders could understand. But exerting common sense to the limit using a mode conforming to its laws is the greatest achievement of the people's army founded by Grandpa Mao in the military field.

Chen Ke had never been a soldier; before time travel, he was a guy who read books without seeking deep understanding but only seeking excitement. For offensive warfare, there were some battle examples to draw lessons from. For defensive warfare, he only knew the bloody battle of Shangganling. "Oil-adding tactics" (piecemeal reinforcement) and "reverse slope fortifications" could only exert their power when facing enemies with powerful firepower. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army always emphasized offense, so skirmish lines and communication trenches were the limit of Chen Ke's subjective speculation.

Hei Dao Ren didn't know that in this Nanjing rear-guard defensive battle, the troops made a spontaneous breakthrough in the practice of mobile warfare for the first time. To defend against enemies from multiple directions, the troops set up three positions. There were communication trenches connecting each position. Wang Youhong of the Qing army chose three directions for three attacks, all ending dismally with heavy casualties.

If it were another Qing army commander, he would have been dispirited and stopped attacking long ago. But Wang Youhong wasn't such a person. Since unilateral attacks didn't work, Wang Youhong organized the Qing army to launch attacks from three directions simultaneously.

Watching the ant-like Qing army pressing over darkly from three directions, the atmosphere in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army command post was tense to the extreme for a moment. The weakness of insufficient troops was completely exposed when the enemy implemented heavy troop assaults from multiple aspects.

It wasn't Hei Dao Ren who stepped forward to offer suggestions; couriers, similar to scouts, were the elite within the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. They saw much and ran much. After the commander's order reached the front line, the first-line troops encountering serious problems definitely couldn't drag the high-level commander to the front line, so most would complain to the courier. How to accurately report the problems seen to the superior required considerable standards. As the saying goes, "The prime minister's doorkeeper is a seventh-rank official"; the importance of reporting news had never been ignored in China.

Courier Qian Wenchhu, like most couriers, had received training in the junior military academy. at this critical moment, Qian Wenchhu boldly proposed the idea of "positional movement." Hei Dao Ren originally thought Qian Wenchhu's suggestion was to distribute troops evenly, and the mobile force would implement oil-adding tactics as a "fire brigade." The troops would rely on shooting levels exceeding the Qing army to wear down the Qing army. This was also Hei Dao Ren's initial idea.

Letting comrades finish speaking before evaluating was the rule of the People's Party. Even if he felt somewhat disapproving in his heart, Hei Dao Ren and other commanders still gave Qian Wenchhu the chance to speak. And the suggestion proposed by Qian Wenchhu greatly exceeded the commanders' imagination.

Qian Wenchhu believed that distributing troops evenly meant the minimization of efficiency. He boldly proposed using firepower strikes and containment to create intervals in the three enemy attacks. Except for leaving a small number of containment troops on the position, the main force would fully utilize this time difference to conduct "positional movement," ensuring the effect of maximum firepower strikes on the enemy in the main combat direction. That is, defeating them one by one based on the "defense system."

This topic was a bit big, or rather too big. The defensive tactics research and training of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were far from reaching this depth. When Qian Wenchhu just started speaking, some commanders simply didn't understand what was going on. When a few of the sharpest commanders understood, this bold idea immediately made the command post active.

"How to make a time difference appear in the Qing army's attack?" Someone immediately pointed out this most critical question.

"Combining terrain and enemy mobility, use the advantage of rifles and shooting to contain the slowest moving enemy. For troops with medium mobility, send small units forward to block and delay their movement. Let the enemy troops rushing fastest advance freely. Concentrate firepower first to strike the fastest moving enemy troops, defeating them in one fell swoop. Then choose one of the other two troops to strike." Qian Wenchhu took out the result of his final consideration.

After saying these, Qian Wenchhu saluted Hei Dao Ren. "Commissar Hei, I request to personally participate in the troops moving forward to block the enemy with the second fastest movement speed."

In the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, it was impossible to get promoted by only proposing theoretical suggestions without practical participation. Unless it was a figure like Chen Ke who could propose a theoretical system as a whole, the possibility of those wanting to rely on sudden whims to get achievements was completely blocked. This was an open standard. Chen Ke knew his own bad roots deeply; he loved to play small tricks back then, always trying to let some "whimsical idea" of his be a blind cat meeting a dead mouse, luckily establishing great merit, and then lie on the credit book without worrying about food and clothing for a lifetime. In the revolutionary process, Chen Ke understood that this bad idea was one of the culprits why he could never achieve success before. This attitude was in the same strain as those pedantic scholars of the Donglin Academy in the late Ming Dynasty: "Talk about mind and nature with hands in sleeves when nothing happens; make excuses that the water is too cold when danger approaches."

Advocating empty talk and radical speech was a common failing in the late Qing. Chen Ke didn't want this bad behavior to ruin the revolutionary cause, so he made specialized policy adjustments specifically for this situation.

In the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, everyone had the opportunity to speak, and various suggestions would also be summarized and submitted through institutional channels. But if one wanted to establish achievements, one must practice personally and charge at the first line personally. Qian Wenchhu knew this rule, so when proposing suggestions, he spoke frankly. Once the suggestion was made, he actively requested to participate in combat on the most dangerous battle line.

This set of "positional movement" ideas received praise. Because time was limited, the whole plan wasn't complete enough. But theoretically, it conformed to the essence of mobile warfare: "Move military strength to the position where it can exert maximum effectiveness, and start combat in the most effective mode."

The biggest problem commanders faced was that there was no corresponding training for this set of tactics at all. From the command system to communication characteristics, arrangements were lacking. The victories of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army up to now were basically victories of training; comrades brought training into play and obtained victory. Take the first Battle of Anqing for example; to train climbing city walls, before setting off from the base area, they even built a training ground identical to the Anqing city wall. Even fighting in places never visited before, commanders only needed fine-tuning, without needing temporary major improvisation. Qian Wenchhu's suggestion greatly violated the habits of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

"Let's vote!" Hei Dao Ren had to get the comrades' choice in a short time.

The First Company Commander came back from the front line to participate in the discussion. He raised his hand to request to speak. After being allowed, the First Company Commander stood up. "I'll say two sentences, just two sentences. I support Comrade Qian Wenchhu's suggestion; at worst, it will just turn into average oil-adding (piecemeal reinforcement)."

After speaking, the First Company Commander sat down.

The commanders looked at each other and soon began to vote. The voting result was unanimous approval to adopt Qian Wenchhu's operational suggestion.

Combat deployment unfolded immediately. Hei Dao Ren recalled the education received in the military academy, but with a multitude of loose ends, there was no way to straighten out a train of thought. He couldn't help recalling a paragraph Chen Ke said in the temporary short-term training class for intermediate commanders: "As a soldier, a commander, the most precious quality is spiritual firmness. War—especially larger-scale wars in the future—after material and technical conditions are determined, the highest requirement for commanders is spiritual firmness. Victory never has only one fixed tactic. But when you choose a tactic, you must execute this tactic to the end. Adjusting according to circumstances is not wavering, nor changing original intention after encountering setbacks, but bringing out the essence of tactics according to the current situation. Comrades please be sure to keep this in mind."

The subsequent battle was indeed as Chen Ke had described. Judging which route of enemy would be the fastest rushing enemy; the command post made a mistake in this choice. The New Army certainly had its own weaknesses: backward tactics, rigid and conservative. But combat will couldn't be seen under this appearance. When the enemy judged by the command post as the slowest suddenly accelerated and launched a fierce attack on the extremely weak battle line of the People's Party, the command post immediately fell into panic.

Only a flash of surprise passed over Hei Dao Ren's face, and he immediately ordered: "Reserve team come up to hold. Mobilize troops to participate in the battle immediately."

This was a cruel battle. That Qing army with the most combat will turned a blind eye to the situation where comrades beside them were constantly knocked down. Sporadic firepower constantly killing and wounding actually had no effect of delaying their attack. This group once approached a distance of less than ten meters from the defense line, exchanging fire with the frontal troops of two squads of the People's Party. Even when a platoon of reserve troops of the People's Party was thrown into battle, they didn't retreat. After the People's Party used grenades, it only temporarily curbed the Qing army's fierce attack. Because the difference in military strength between the two sides was too large, the defense line was once precarious. In the exchange of fire between sixty-some people and six hundred-plus people, every person lost by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army meant a loss of 2% firepower density. Losing six people meant losing 10% firepower density.

In just ten minutes of fighting, the personnel loss of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army exceeded several times the sum of all losses before this battle. The five-round Hanyang-made was only five rounds; reloading after bullets were finished took longer. The number of grenades wasn't infinite either. Qian Wenchhu's blocking troops had to cross the battle line and launch a blocking battle suddenly; to enhance firepower, Hei Dao Ren let them take away most of the grenades. In the moment when firepower weakened, the Qing army launched a fierce charge. At this critical moment, the commanders and fighters of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army picked up the big swords and long spears beside them and launched a counter-charge.

Hand-to-hand combat lasted another five minutes; the casualties of the sixty-man troop exceeded seventy percent. Blood bought time; the main force rushing over gave the enemy a heavy blow. Less than ten percent of the more than six hundred Qing troops could retreat to the starting position unscathed.

Even so, when the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was fighting fiercely with the second route of Qing army, people from the Guangfu Society suddenly ran to report that an enemy force of more than three hundred people attacked from behind. Hei Dao Ren looked askance at the Guangfu Society people. "Do you have guns in your hands? Do you have bullets? Do you have big swords and long spears? If they come, you fight them! We can't send out a single reinforcement now."

The Second Company Commander was also furious at this time. His words were even more stimulating and aggressive. "Your Guangfu Society main force has already left us all behind. If you want to leave your own wounded behind and run, no problem, help yourselves!"

Words like knives turned the faces of the Guangfu Society members into the color of pig liver. That person roared, turned, and left. Before long, fierce gunshots and shouts of killing came from behind the position.

Hei Dao Ren forced himself to observe the battlefield coldly, maneuvering troops to fight. The plan originally to play time difference ended with a cruel combat mode extremely similar to oil-adding. The defensive battle finally turned into an offensive battle. The blocking troop where Qian Wenchhu was located firmly held one route of Qing army. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army launched an attack on another route of Qing army actively. Almost annihilated it in the attack. Then the troops sandwiched the third route of Qing army from two routes. The whole battle ended only with the complete defeat of the Qing army.

"Books are hated to be few when needed!" After the battle ended, Hei Dao Ren said almost in a state of collapse in the command post. His Chinese level was insufficient; actually, what he wanted to say was that he still underestimated war too much. Actually, if he could have studied tactics more before the war, Qian Wenchhu's suggestion might not necessarily have failed to be realized better.

And a crueler reality pressed up immediately. Post-war statistics were quickly fed back to the command post. In this battle, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army sacrificed thirty-three comrades, and seventy-eight were injured. Among them, twenty-eight were seriously injured. Among the sacrificed comrades was Qian Wenchhu's name. And according to preliminary estimates, the Qing army lost more than two thousand people this day.

With four hundred troops, facing an enemy totaling thirty times their own number, facing the crazy group attack of enemies nearly five times their own, achieving such a battle result counted as a genuine great victory. But the four-hundred-man combat troop lost 25% of its strength; the pressure to maintain this battle line was unprecedentedly great.

The dilemma Hei Dao Ren faced was difficult, but in the heart of Commander Wang Youhong opposite, it wasn't huge pressure, but a thorough despair. He finally knew why the People's Party could annihilate the Beiyang New Army. He finally knew why the People's Party, with merely hundreds of people, facing tens of thousands of Qing troops, dared to arrogantly plant a lonely red flag on the mountain ridge. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army opposite were simply not human. The performance of the Jiangnan New Army and River Defense Army was already extremely outstanding. Wang Youhong was also a member of the guard accompanying Cixi on her "Western Hunt" (flight to Xi'an) back then; he had seen the Beiyang New Army. Even if the Jiangnan Qing army faced an equal number of Beiyang New Army today, they wouldn't encounter such a tragic failure.

The gap between the two sides exceeded Wang Youhong's imagination. Throughout the entire battle, Wang Youhong couldn't even see the figures of the People's Party troops. Even when the battle was in full swing, and the Qing army rushed towards the People's Party like moths to a flame under the stimulation of excess rewards, and then were beaten down in patches. In Wang Youhong's binoculars, he could still only see a small part of the figures of the People's Party troops. The People's Party appeared and disappeared mysteriously; their presence was everywhere on the entire battle line. Wang Youhong couldn't imagine how a troop of several hundred people managed to defend such a long mountain ridge.

The officers beside Wang Youhong held their breath. In these few days, Wang Youhong showed strong fighting will and vitality, and could even be said to have shown command ability of considerable standard. Although they lost the battle, these officers asked themselves honestly; there were no mistakes in Wang Youhong's command and arrangement. Perhaps the only mistake was that Wang Youhong shouldn't have launched an attack on the People's Party at all. Thinking of this, the officers were even more cautious, afraid Wang Youhong would use them as punching bags.

Just at this moment, new bad news came. Wang Youhong dispatched a cavalry unit to implement outflanking from afar, and now the scattered cavalry troops returned in disastrous defeat. The defeated soldiers brought back news: a huge People's Party troop was rushing to the battlefield, at least several thousand people. Hearing this news, the faces of all officers became extremely ugly.

"Gather the troops; we are not fighting anymore." Wang Youhong's voice was very calm.

"Commander Wang, retreat?" An officer asked tremblingly.

"No, camp right here. I will send people to carry back our brothers; hurry up and prepare for treatment." Wang Youhong's firm and clear words surprised the officers.

Seeing the officers' timidity, Wang Youhong sneered: "What is there to be afraid of? Just these few thousand People's Party members can't take our Jiangning city. We'll just guard here and see what tricks the People's Party can play."

The envoy sent by Wang Youhong was very respectful to Hei Dao Ren. After saluting properly, the envoy said: "This Lord, my Commander Wang wants to ask Lord, do you want to continue fighting with us?"

"Does Commander Wang still want to fight?" Hei Dao Ren sneered.

The envoy's attitude was neither humble nor arrogant. "If gentlemen want to attack Jiangning, Commander Wang will absolutely not wait for death with tied hands. However, Commander Wang feels gentlemen of the People's Party have already fulfilled benevolence and righteousness towards the Guangfu Society. The one who provoked the war was the Guangfu Society, and the one who left gentlemen to flee for their lives was also the Guangfu Society. What meaning is there for our two sides to fight to the death like this?"

"Then what is Commander Wang's meaning?" Hei Dao Ren laughed.

"If gentlemen want to withdraw back to Anhui, Commander Wang will absolutely not block." The envoy offered the price.

"Then you send people to transport your wounded and dead back. But guns cannot be taken away." Hei Dao Ren also offered his price.

The envoy pondered for a moment, but made a very marvelous request. "The matter of guns is not difficult. It's just that yesterday we saw your army's military doctors have miraculous medical skills. Quite a few officers in my army are heavily injured. If your army is willing to send military doctors to treat injuries. Commander Wang guarantees not to detain your army's doctors. Regardless of the treatment result, we will send your army's military doctors back to Anhui in three days. And we will definitely offer a thank-you gift."

"Treating injuries is fine; you send the people here to us for treatment." Hei Dao Ren gave a response without even thinking.

The ceasefire agreement between the two sides was formally reached.

Starting the next day, the converging main force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army took the Guangfu Society wounded and withdrew towards Anhui. On the fourth day, after the military medical unit finished preliminary treatment for more than four hundred officers of various ranks of the Nanjing Qing army, they took a "thank-you gift" of twenty thousand silver dollars and withdrew towards Anhui. Wang Youhong immediately led troops to kill towards Zhejiang. After the troops stopped at the border of Jiangsu and Zhejiang, a joint memorial by Liangjiang Governor-General Rui Fang, Jiangnan Provincial Commander Zhang Xun, and Wang Youhong was sent to Beijing.

Defeating the Guangfu Society, repelling the People's Party, advancing troops to Zhejiang. The war report from Nanjing really made Cixi overjoyed. Although knowing there must be hidden facts untold in this, which memorial of Manchu Qing officials Cixi had met didn't have "hidden facts"? People reporting to Cixi from Nanjing were not only Rui Fang, Zhang Xun, and Wang Youhong. Although other reports had different evaluations, the fact that the Guangfu Society was beaten away and the People's Party withdrew actively was correct. Even if Wang Youhong stopping at the Zhejiang border was completely bluffing, Cixi was still very satisfied.

The government army in Shanghai had already attacked Hangzhou at this time. If Hangzhou could be retaken. The rebellion of the once influential Guangfu Society chaotic parties would be curbed. This was the first good news the Manchu Qing court received in more than a year.

Cixi issued commendations to the Jiangnan Qing army, especially promoting Zhang Xun to Governor of Zhejiang and promoting Wang Youhong to Jiangnan Provincial Commander. This news immediately shook the court and the public.

Examples of being promoted to governor by military merit were still things from the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom era. At that time, half of the governors in the world were Han people. Quite a few people realized that this might be a strong signal. Facing the rising rebellions of revolutionary parties, the era of rewarding military merit first might have started again.
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Chapter 118 Reformist Ambition and Revolutionary Ambition (Part 1)

The Zhennanguan Uprising was a major event of epoch-making significance for Sun Yat-sen. On March 13, 1908, Sun Yat-sen arrived at the front line of the uprising for the first time. He not only bandaged the wounded on the position but also fired the cannon personally, which was surprisingly accurate. Sun Yat-sen said with emotion: "Opposing the Qing government for more than twenty years, only today did I get to fire at the Qing army personally!" In the afternoon of that day, Lu Rongting sent a woodcutter woman holding a letter to ascend the platform, expressing willingness to lead more than 600 people to join Sun Yat-sen's command, and informing that the Qing army was coming with large reinforcements; the situation was extremely urgent, praying for self-preservation.

Receiving Lu Rongting's letter, Sun Yat-sen immediately decided to return to Hanoi to raise funds and weapons, ordering Huang Mingtang to hold fast for five days; as soon as pay and weapons arrived, they would advance to take Longzhou. That night, Sun Yat-sen and others went down the mountain and returned to Annam. On the 17th, the Grand Council handed over Guangxi Governor Zhang Mingqi, who lost Zhennanguan, to the Ministry for punishment proposal, and ordered him to atone for his crimes by meritorious service and "recover it immediately." The Qing army besieged with a force of 4,000 people. That night, Qing army commander Lu Rongting, who had written to Sun Yat-sen expressing defection to the revolution, led the Qing army to pounce fiercely on Beitai. Huang Mingtang persisted for several days; ammunition ran out, and on the night of the 18th, he abandoned the platform and retreated to the Swallow Mountain in Annam. The guns and ammunition transported by Sun Yat-sen from Vietnam were detained by the French side in Wendeng. The Zhennanguan Uprising thus failed.

While the People's Party and the Guangfu Society set off a revolutionary storm in the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze River, the Tongmenghui's uprising in the southern border of China rose and fell rapidly. Zhang Mingqi kept his official position, and Lu Rongting continued to "lurk" in the Qing army waiting for opportunities. The Zhennanguan Uprising, with which the Tongmenghui attempted to open up a situation, didn't create enough influence on the vast land of China at all.

By April 16, 1908, Cixi surprisingly promulgated the "Outline of Constitution by Imperial Order" to the whole country. Several heavy ministers advocating constitutionalism, including Yuan Shikai and Zhang Zhidong, actually didn't receive any news beforehand. Promulgated simultaneously with the "Outline of Constitution by Imperial Order" was the proclamation of punitive expedition against the People's Party. The content was simple and brisk; the proclamation focused on criticizing the evil deeds of the People's Party "destroying gentry and distributing land." Considering the People's Party bandit gang's crimes unpardonable and heinous. The Qing government informed the world that the contracts of land distribution by the People's Party were completely illegal, and such contracts had no legal effect. Once the court eliminated the People's Party, the local gentry of Anhui still within the borders of Anhui and those who fled outside Anhui would regain land ownership.

The scholar who wrote this proclamation had a lot of imagination. Since the flag of the People's Party was a red flag, plus the People's Party called the Manchu Qing the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang, so in the proclamation, the Qing government called the People's Party "Red Bandits" (*Chi Fei*). This title also became the standard appellation for the People's Party in Manchu Qing proclamations.

Chen Ke was in the Lu'an area where traffic was not very convenient. When he saw the title "Red Bandits," a sense of pride arose spontaneously. This was the exclusive title of the Party back then. The People's Party actually got this title; in Chen Ke's view, it was simply supreme glory. However, the Party Central Committee seemed to lack this feeling. The comrades of the Central Committee wrote a refutation proclamation without saying a second word. The content was nothing more than a war of words. Chen Ke wrote instructions on the back of the proclamation: "In the future, the Party Central Committee can decide such issues on its own, but I suggest not to engage in a war of words. Our People's Party has always been the object of scolding; we grew up amidst the curses of the reactionary exploiting class. The fiercer the enemy scolds, the better we are doing. Focus energy on land reform; only by closely uniting with the people do we have true strength."

The comrades of the Party Central Committee were just angry for a moment. During the time Chen Ke was away, the comrades were highly nervous. With such a big stall, although the leadership changed from Chen Ke alone to a mechanism of five Standing Committee members discussing matters, more people didn't mean higher efficiency. Every matter that could reach the Party Central Committee was a major event. Now the scope of the base area included the entire future Anhui region. Anhui is located in the hinterland of East China, bordering Jiangsu, Shandong, Henan, Hubei, Jiangxi, and Zhejiang. The entire base area was divided into 16 prefecture-level cities and 62 counties.

Before Chen Ke went to work in Lu'an City, he left a core task for everyone: "In the core area, at least let the masses have one dry meal and two liquid meals (porridge) every day throughout the year, have a meal of fish or meat once a week, have oil and salt normally, be able to buy two *chi* (feet) of cloth a month, and change two farm tools every year."

The population of the base area now counted was about 12 million, and the population of the core base area where land reform was implemented was as high as 3.5 million. "One dry and two liquid" meant drinking porridge in the morning and evening, and having dry rice at noon no matter what. This meant that these 3.5 million people, on average, each person had to eat at least one *jin* of rations a day. Calculating one year as 360 days, the core base area needed to produce 1.26 billion *jin* of grain to achieve this number.

The core base area was in the plain area, and the total amount of land was not small either. The cultivated farmland counted was 15 million *mu*. If the average yield per *mu* reached 100 *jin*, this goal could be completed. Based on the experience of Fengtai County, after the rural water conservancy irrigation and drainage system was done well, and high-quality seeds produced by breeding bases were adopted mandatorily, the average yield per *mu* could reach 280 *jin*. Theoretically, there was no problem. The only problem was that in practice, it was all problems.

One of the biggest problems was the shortage of labor. Labor was lacking everywhere during the busy farming season, and industrial production almost stopped completely. Last year's experience told everyone that factories couldn't completely absorb enough labor during the slack farming season.

In this chaotic planning and scheduling, a seemingly inconspicuous piece of news was ignored. Liangjiang Governor-General Rui Fang, Zhejiang Governor Zhang Xun, and Jiangnan Provincial Commander Wang Youhong jointly submitted a memorial, requesting to open a trial parliament in Jiangsu to observe the aftereffect. Cixi's reply to this memorial was extremely fast, writing one word "Approved" with a vermilion brush on the memorial.

When Yuan Shikai got this news, it was like a thunderbolt from a clear sky ringing over his head. The diehard Royalist Party member Zhang Xun now became the first person in constitutional practice. The most magical thing was that Jiangsu engaged in constitutionalism, and Zhejiang Governor Zhang Xun could actually stick a hand in. In the joint memorial of the Liangjiang Governor-General, Zhejiang Governor, and Jiangnan Provincial Commander. Because Zhejiang Governor Zhang Xun temporarily didn't have the troops to fight back to Zhejiang, he became the general person in charge of the preparation of the Jiangsu Parliament. Jiangnan Provincial Commander Wang Youhong, a military officer, became the deputy. The temporary speaker of the Jiangsu Parliament was acted by Liangjiang Governor-General Lord Rui Fang. These three diehard Royalists transformed into pioneers of reform (*Wei Xin*).

For Cixi's political skills, Yuan Shikai admired her prostrate on the ground. Cixi grasped the current political lifeline, that is to say, what the gentry pursued was "Reform" (*Wei Xin*), not "Constitutionalism" (*Li Xian*). Being able to enrich the country and strengthen the army, and giving gentry the opportunity to stand out and participate in politics when the imperial examination was abolished; this was the idea of the vast majority of gentry. The gentry didn't understand the difference between Constitutionalism and Reform at all; they mistakenly took Constitutionalism as the entirety of Reform.

Different from the universal pursuit of the gentry, the core of the "Constitutionalism" designed by the Beiyang Group led by Yuan Shikai was to establish a "Responsible Cabinet," not "Constitutional General Election." The "Responsible Cabinet System" mainly promoted was something tailored for the Beiyang Group. Once Yuan Shikai's "Constitutional Plan" was passed, Yuan Shikai could stand under one person and above ten thousand people as the Prime Minister of the Cabinet. The Beiyang Group, having seized the personnel rights of various ministries of the Cabinet, would also formally overwhelm all political enemies. Therefore, Cixi didn't engage in a responsible cabinet now but promoted the "Imperial Power Constitution," which could be said to have shattered Yuan Shikai's wishful thinking in one blow.

Such profound cognition, and astute response, made Yuan Shikai really both respect and fear Cixi whose life span was ending.

The court and the public didn't think highly of the Constitutional Reform engaged in by the three diehard Royalists at all. The leader of these three Royalist dregs was a Manchu, and the other two were of martial background. What did they know about "Constitutional Reform"?

Reality was far more magical than imagination. It only took less than two months for the Jiangsu Parliament to open. This session of parliament was fully called "Jiangsu Transitional Parliament," electing three members per county, with a term of half an year. Leading the election work of the next session of parliament members.

Many years later, in the book *Record of Imperial Qing Constitutionalism* compiled jointly by the adherents of the former dynasty, there was a very interesting detail. Wang Youhong showed Zhang Xun a constitutional plan. After reading it, Zhang Xun asked hesitantly: "This was written with Hui ink (*Hui Mo*), right?"

Wang Youhong asked strangely: "I never ask the source when using ink; how does Milord know?"

Zhang Xun answered: "The ink has a bad smell."

Wang Youhong laughed and answered: "Don't know where the ink comes from; as long as it can write."

Two warriors discussing stationery supplies seriously was a strange thing in itself. Why this matter was recorded in this book singing praises for the Manchu Qing, most people didn't know for a long time.

The person who wrote the book understood the principle of "concealing faults for the venerable" very well. Actually, the discussion that day wasn't so quiet and peaceful at all. Zhang Xun pointed at Wang Youhong's nose and cursed loudly, "Why did you copy the People's Party's NPC election process?"

Wang Youhong immediately replied, "Could it be copying Beiyang's?"

Zhang Xun was choked for a moment. Actually, the main promoter of this matter was Wang Youhong, not Zhang Xun and Rui Fang. And the People's Party never hid the election system; Wang Youhong got this process without spending any effort.

Seeing Zhang Xun fundamentally disagreed with this plan, Wang Youhong persuaded: "Milord, the treacherous and evil part of the People's Party lies in that they elect mud-legs (peasants). Great treachery and evil must have great wisdom and courage. Although we utilized this rule, what we elect are gentry. Jiangsu chaotic parties mostly have to rely on gentry. Isn't gathering the gentry in the parliament better than pushing them to the chaotic party? Moreover, the 'Outline of Constitution by Imperial Order' mainly promotes loyalty to the sovereign. A parliament organized according to this, it won't do not to be loyal to the sovereign."

This reasonable suggestion was considered tacitly approved by Zhang Xun. Of course, the most important reason was that Zhang Xun believed Wang Youhong, who fought a tragic war with the People's Party, was absolutely not a chaotic party member, and Zhang Xun himself completely lacked the thinking and ability to organize a parliament. However, Zhang Xun pointed out one strip sharply: "Whether gentry can become parliament members must pass the consent of me and you."

Wang Youhong answered: "The world knows Milord is loyal and righteous, stressing brotherhood. Above wanting to repay the court, below also knowing to win the trust of the common people. If establishing military orders but not keeping them, it's better not to establish them. Please think thrice, Milord."

Although Zhang Xun hadn't read books, he was a smart person. He immediately understood Wang Youhong's meaning. Depressed for a while, Zhang Xun answered: "Just as Provincial Commander Wang says."

The election of temporary parliament members was not a general election, but a recommendation system. Gentry with fame and titles in various places held a meeting, and then recommended highly respected temporary parliament members. Wang Youhong specifically emphasized that the elected parliament members must not elect gentry with the title of *Juren*. If one had the title of *Juren*, as long as one was willing to spend money, one could have held an official position long ago. Actually, there were not few rich *Xiucai* becoming officials. Wang Youhong's emphasis was a strong signal sent to those gentry who couldn't take office. The vast number of formal parliament members of the next session would also be selected from among them.

The founding meeting of the Jiangsu Temporary Parliament, "Former Temporary Speaker," Liangjiang Governor-General Rui Fang had a detailed description in the memorial. "On the day of the parliament's establishment, all parliament members bowed to the north, wishing the Empress Dowager Old Buddha and His Majesty golden body peace." "Under the leadership of the Temporary Speaker, parliament members read the 'Outline of Constitution by Imperial Order'." "The first day's parliament topic, discussing the matter of punitive expedition against Anhui Red Bandits."

These were all superficial efforts. Gentry were in the locality and knew local problems. Loyalty to the court might be proper, but gentry neither understood fighting nor had the obligation to fight. After perfunctory handling for the first two days, various bills concerning local matters began to appear one after another. In 1908, the "bad gentry" group attached to European and American empires hadn't appeared yet. The discussion content revolved completely around local gentry and people's livelihood issues. Native folk voices were transmitted to the Manchu Qing Jiangsu bureaucratic group on a large scale for the first time.

After busy work, Wang Youhong finally had time to go home. He dismissed everyone in the study. Everyone knew the habit Wang Youhong developed over the past year or so; when reading, absolutely no one was allowed to enter. Everyone retreated far away, letting Provincial Commander Wang Youhong, who had been infinitely glorious recently, calm down to read.

Carefully checking the door was closed tight, Wang Youhong took down a set of brand new *I Ching* from the bookshelf. He was originally from a military background; he learned to recognize characters in the army but absolutely couldn't read such profound books. Opening the beautiful book case. Inside several brand new books was sandwiched a small booklet that had been flipped through many times.

Wang Youhong let out a breath, gently opened the booklet, and soon turned to the chapter he wanted to read. This was Wang Youhong's handwritten copy. The first paragraph on it was like this: "Who are our enemies? Who are our friends? This is a question of the first importance for loyal ministers. The basic reason why all past revolutionary struggles in China achieved so little is their failure to unite with real friends in order to attack real enemies. Loyal ministers are the guides of the gentry, and no loyal minister ever led the way wrong without the reform failing. To ensure that we will definitely not lead the way wrong and achieve success in our reform, we must pay attention to uniting with our real friends in order to attack our real enemies. To distinguish real friends from real enemies, we must make a general analysis of the economic status of the various classes in Chinese society and their respective attitudes towards the reform."
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"Folks, everyone wants to earn more money and get more goods. We are all working people, who doesn't have this mindset?" A member of the Guangde County Lijiaji Rural Work Team hadn't even finished speaking, but such plain and clear words already triggered a burst of laughter among the villagers.

Amidst the laughter, a villager from Lijiaji asked, "Comrade Li, we heard that buying things would be cheaper after joining the cooperative, so we came to take a look. Hearing you talk like this, it sounds like you won't give us things easily."

"The name 'cooperative' has a meaning. 'Co' means everyone coming together. 'Operative' means everyone working together. Since it's about working together, it can't just be us taking things out from one side. Do you think that makes sense, folks?" Comrade Li replied.

"The New Government wants our land, huh," the villagers were extremely concerned about this issue. In these times, losing land meant losing one's lifeblood; no one was willing to let go.

Comrade Li said loudly, "We are not just taking the land; everyone will also be distributed land. You folks surely know this, right?"

The villagers did know about the land distribution. If they didn't know about that and only heard the government was demanding everyone's land, that would have been enough to make them pick up weapons and fight the New Government to the end.

Seeing everyone falling silent, Comrade Li continued his propaganda, "I've already told everyone the regulations for land distribution. First, land distribution is to ensure everyone has land to farm and food to eat. We also want to build water conservancy projects. I won't say we can guarantee harvests despite droughts and floods, but we can at least withstand small disasters. The government hopes everyone's life can be better, not simply to take everyone's land away."

Although he was trying his best to persuade them, Comrade Li knew very well that these words didn't actually have much power. The cadre training class had emphasized that mobilizing the masses should not be rushed. The common people had hard lives and could least afford turmoil. Before seeing the benefits of things like land acquisition and distribution, how could the masses easily join in?

Comrade Li continued, "We'll talk about the land distribution later. Let's talk about the matter at hand. The Base Area needs to collect bamboo, and our Lijiaji has been assigned a quota of ten thousand poles. One hundred bamboo poles can be exchanged for a set of a hoe and a sickle. Anyone willing to do it can sign up."

After speaking, he took out the samples of the hoe and sickle he had brought with him and let everyone pass them around. These were standard agricultural tools finalized after more than a year of use in the Base Area. The hoe was made entirely of wrought iron, with the blade edge treated with molten cast iron, sharpened to be very keen. The sickle was cast from white cast iron. Although white cast iron was a bit brittle, it was very hard and quite wear-resistant. After being ground with a grinding wheel, the blade edge was extremely sharp. The common folk were all experts at farm work; once they got the tools in their hands, they couldn't bear to put them down. The people who got them first simply didn't want to pass them to anyone else.

"How do we sign up for this!" someone immediately shouted.

Comrade Li held up a thick moso bamboo sample next to him. "Folks, this doesn't mean you can just cut any random bamboo to exchange for things. The bamboo we want cannot be thinner than this one. And when you transport it here, there can't be any damage. We want complete bamboo poles. If the bamboo is split, we won't be able to accept it easily."

"Oh..." A sound of dissatisfaction immediately rose from the crowd. This moso bamboo, while not rare in thickness, wasn't the thin kind either. To actually cut and transport it out would require quite a bit of manpower.

"Also, we definitely want new bamboo. Old ones are not wanted," Comrade Li added a sentence.

Some of the originally enthusiastic masses who wanted to sign up immediately beat a retreat. This labor was quite arduous. To cut down such thick bamboo and transport it away intact required more than just simple labor.

At this moment, a man in his forties stood up and asked, "Comrade Li, do your words count?"

"Fellow villager, our words certainly count," Comrade Li replied.

"If your words count, then why not give us these farm tools first? We will definitely give you the bamboo." As soon as the middle-aged man's voice fell, the masses immediately echoed in agreement.

"Yes, give us the farm tools first. Then we'll believe you."

"Exactly, we aren't going anywhere. What are you afraid of?"

The few comrades of the work team looked at each other. Comrade Li said loudly, "We can understand that folks don't trust us. We can also understand that everyone likes these farm tools. Whether you are willing to do this with us or not, think it over carefully. Or we can talk about this again tomorrow."

Seeing the ambiguous attitude of the work team comrades, a look of disappointment appeared on everyone's faces.

After the meeting dispersed, the work team held their own internal meeting. There were six members in the work team. Besides the four comrades from the People's Party, Comrade Ji Ye and Comrade Zhao Ziyong from the Guangfu Society were also following along to observe and learn. Ji Ye was a girl, seventeen years old now in 1908. A native of Jinhua, Zhejiang. From a landlord background, her brother Ji Congyong was the leader of the local Anti-Tax Secret Society Alliance, and Ji Ye had followed her brother into the revolution.

In the Battle of Nanjing, Ji Congyong, who was responsible for the rear guard, died in battle, and Ji Ye was slightly wounded. She and a large number of wounded from the Guangfu Society retreated to Anhui with the main force of the People's Party. Xu Xilin was seriously wounded, but he convened a general meeting of Guangfu Society members while sick. Xu Xilin requested the entire Guangfu Society to learn how to conduct revolution from the People's Party. Ji Ye was assigned to work in Guangde County.

Zhao Ziyong was from Shaoxing. Because he was not good with words, he was relatively dull in demeanor. Although he had seniority, he had never been able to obtain a high position.

"What does everyone think about this matter?" Comrade Li asked. Comrade Li's name was Li Shouxian, 22 years old this year. A native of Shouzhou, Anhui, he had been in the revolution for over a year and was the captain of the Lijiaji Work Team.

"The villagers still don't trust us," Ji Ye replied. After saying this, Ji Ye asked with slight nervousness, "Captain Li, is there any news from Nanjing?"

Guangde County was located in the southeast of Anhui Province, bordered by Jiangsu to the east, and was not far from Nanjing at all. The People's Party work teams were all small units, at most not exceeding ten people, usually around six or seven. If the Qing army from Nanjing attacked Guangde County, the work team definitely couldn't resist. These days, the comrades of the People's Party didn't seem to care about this at all, as if the tens of thousands of troops in Nanjing didn't exist. But Ji Ye couldn't let go of the threat close at hand no matter what.

Li Shouxian laughed, "Relax, Nanjing won't send troops just for a few of us no matter what. After the fight in Nanjing a while ago, Zhang Xun and the others know our strength at least. They won't do things like rashly sending out troops."

After the Battle of Nanjing, the Qing troops in Jiangsu simply didn't want to fight the People's Party anymore. Guangde County was right next to Nanjing. Because of the close distance, the Qing army's control over their troops was actually stronger. The Qing army withdrew their troops from the border between the two places, and the People's Party didn't amass heavy troops on the border either. Accidental clashes were actually harder to happen.

"Comrade Ji Ye, what do you think of the request raised by the masses?" Li Shouxian asked.

Ji Ye thought for a moment, "We've been here for a short time, and the masses don't trust us. If it really doesn't work, maybe we can give them some of the farm tools first."

"What do other comrades think?" Li Shouxian continued to ask.

Some of the other comrades felt they shouldn't give them. Money for goods, that was the rule. Giving the farm tools first, what was that about?

"Comrade Zhao Ziyong, what do you think?" Li Shouxian asked Zhao Ziyong, who had remained silent.

"Whatever everyone says to do, I'll do," Zhao Ziyong maintained his usual style: work more, speak less.

"Comrade Zhao Ziyong, we work together, and discussing this issue is also part of the work. You cannot evade this work." Li Shouxian organized the meeting strictly according to the People's Party's working methods.

Zhao Ziyong knew that the People's Party required every comrade to speak, but he was always unaccustomed to such things. After thinking for a good while, Zhao Ziyong barely managed to say, "These people look like they don't want to work at all. I can't say clearly why, but this group of people just gives me that feeling. They seem to just want the things."

"Well said! Comrade Zhao Ziyong, well said!" Li Shouxian praised.

The other comrades didn't expect Li Shouxian to have such a low evaluation of the masses. Including Ji Ye, the comrades couldn't help but frown.

"They are asking us for farm tools. If someone asked us for axes or saws, it would show they are thinking about working. Without these tools, how can they cut bamboo? Bite it with their teeth? Smash it with stones?" Li Shouxian spoke quite bluntly.

"We didn't mention cutting tools either," Ji Ye couldn't help but ask.

"Work is work! If they really wanted to work, they would naturally think about how to cut the bamboo. Sickles and hoes are for farm work; can you cut bamboo with those things? Since the masses didn't bring up cutting bamboo, it shows these things haven't entered their train of thought for labor at all," Li Shouxian replied.

"The masses should have tools in their hands, right?" Ji Ye felt Li Shouxian was really being a bit nitpicky.

"Comrade Ji Ye, before our work team came here, we discussed the purpose and method of our work team coming here to work. do you still remember those things?" Li Shouxian asked.

"This..." Ji Ye had actually forgotten a bit. She thought for a moment and simply took out the work manual she carried with her. It was written very clearly in the first paragraph.

Seeing Ji Ye do this, Li Shouxian approved very much in his heart. Some people, hindered by pride, would absolutely refuse to take out the manual and check it in public. Leaving aside work ability or cognitive ability, just this lack of vanity proved that Ji Ye had high quality. She had the potential to become a revolutionary.

"Our working method is to obtain leadership in the local area by solving the problems faced by the people and leading the people in labor." Ji Ye read a passage from the manual.

This was the result after the discussion at the Land Reform Work Conference. Chen Ke's understanding of historical land reform wasn't actually very thorough. It was just that in the early 21st century, some remnants of the exploiting class attacked land reform, and as a result, it was discussed on forums. Birds of a feather flock together; the forum Chen Ke was on naturally firmly supported land reform. Among them, there was no lack of "powerful running dogs of imperial finance" working in large foreign financial institutions like Goldman Sachs. Although most of these guys were descendants of big landlords, they clearly supported land reform.

However, standing on the position of supporting land reform, these people also had many reflections on it. Based on considerations of developing productive forces, everyone believed that land reform had many problems, one of which was the lack of the concept of land as capital. Whether land was concentrated or equally distributed, those who treated land monopoly as a goal and selling land as a profit-making purpose naturally had to be ruthlessly struck down. But actions aiming at managing land were considered by these guys to need great encouragement.

Divergences within the same camp supporting land reform became prominent in these discussions. Some people believed that land must be equally distributed. Since the goal was land management, if a portion of people with more flexible minds took the lead in possessing a large amount of land management rights, new wealth polarization would be generated immediately. While another portion of people believed that allowing people willing to work hard at managing land to possess more land wasn't a bad thing.

The debates on the forum naturally couldn't have any serious outcome. Finally, someone dug out the Party's documents on land reform from back then. The Party's serious attitude towards work truly opened Chen Ke's eyes.

In the Party's documents, it was discussed very clearly. The biggest problem with land reform was that in the process of adoption, it was easy to fall into an extreme misunderstanding. To encourage the masses to support land reform, there had to be immediately visible benefits. The result was that the masses who rose up for land reform killed landlords and tycoons and divided the floating wealth, but still couldn't effectively make everyone prosperous. So after killing landlords, they killed rich peasants; after killing rich peasants, they killed well-off middle peasants. The Party tried hard to stop this wrong approach, but the excited masses claimed, "Whoever doesn't let everyone divide property is a counter-revolutionary."

Those guys who hoped to get rich overnight, in order to defend their predatory behavior during land reform, dared to label the Party as "counter-revolutionary". This historical fact left Chen Ke dumbfounded.

And where such things occurred most frequently was in Shandong, during the land reform led by Liu Xiuyang (Liu Shaoqi). Because much of the land reform in Shandong's rural areas turned into killing landlords as the goal in the end, running completely counter to the original intention of land reform, the result was that the children of landlords organized "Homecoming Legions". These "Homecoming Legions" were not at all for overthrowing the revolution or taking back land, but for blood revenge. They carried out massacres of entire villages in rural Shandong.

Chen Ke never had any psychological pressure about killing counter-revolutionaries, but this kind of meaningless mutual slaughter was also what Chen Ke opposed. Revolution was to liberate productive forces and give laborers equal opportunities for development, not to leave corpses strewn everywhere and heads rolling.

Based on the consideration of this real outcome, under Chen Ke's leadership, the Party Central Committee finally reached a land reform direction aimed at "organizing and developing production". Implementing land reform with bayonets was only for situations where a minority of big landlord reactionaries firmly resisted the revolution. But for the people, they needed to be guided to labor, which required more meticulous work.

Ji Ye had joined the People's Party's land reform action for less than a month, and she herself was certainly not some communist revolutionary. So after reading this work program, Ji Ye not only didn't suddenly see the light but felt confused instead. She asked doubtfully, "Captain Li, isn't our goal to implement land reform?"

Li Shouxian smiled and said, "Land reform is a method, not the goal. Even if land is distributed equally, if everyone cannot manage these lands well, life won't become better after land reform. The socialist system is built on the basis of developing productive forces and opposing exploitation. Opposing exploitation means we have to get rid of landlords. But simply getting rid of landlords doesn't mean everyone can become rich. Where does a happy life come from? It relies on labor to create it."

As a backbone of the Guangfu Society, the political concepts around Ji Ye were nothing more than "Overthrow the Manchus, Restore China". If there were any more political views, it was autonomy and not paying taxes. Her brother had embarked on the path of anti-Qing revolution because of resisting tax payments. But since being with the People's Party, these political views had undergone earth-shaking changes.

The People's Party not only wanted to establish a government stronger than the Manchu Qing, but its attention to taxation and degree of organization could be said to be "appalling". Of course, the People's Party also had its benefits. It wasn't about extortionate levies but achieved the goal of "increasing fiscal revenue" by improving the people's production capacity and letting the common people earn more money. Just in the aspect of tax collection, the common people didn't encounter the predicament of "extortionate levies" of the Manchu Qing.

However, this work was a bit too tedious. Ji Ye always heard that the People's Party had over a hundred thousand party members and troops. After witnessing the People's Party's powerful combat effectiveness with her own eyes, she had always been puzzled why such a powerful armed force didn't commit to a military operation to attack Beijing right now. Even if they didn't attack Beijing, Jiangsu surrounding Anhui definitely couldn't resist. It wasn't until she joined the People's Party work team that Ji Ye finally understood why the People's Party wasn't in a hurry to expand.

The Anhui Base Area had 16 cities and 62 counties. Conservatively calculating with five hundred villages and towns under each county, if a work team of 6 people was sent to each village and town, 150,000 staff members would be needed. The People's Party's army couldn't be dispersed, and its party cadres were at most forty to fifty thousand, far from the scale of 150,000 people.

Even if the work teams arrived at these villages, it wasn't possible for the people to obey immediately with just a wave of the arm. Ji Ye personally experienced this problem. The conditions in Lijiaji were considered quite good; location-wise, it was close to the county seat. There was a troop stationed in the county seat, so the masses at least knew that the People's Party had driven away the imperial court and had become the leaders of this place. The common people had no support for the Manchu Qing government, so they naturally wouldn't attack the New Government to restore the Manchu Qing government's rule. After the New Government opened for business, it didn't harass the people either, only sending work teams to the local areas to unite with the masses.

In this situation, seeing that the work team was amiable, put on no official airs, and were all young people, the people naturally didn't take the work team very seriously. Ji Ye had only heard that the People's Party was invincible; she hadn't expected that when facing the masses, the work team was actually a vulnerable group. Lijiaji had about a thousand people. Facing the six young men and women of the work team, the locals presented an overwhelming advantage. When Ji Ye, a girl, followed the large gang of the Guangfu Society, she could still have a bit of "majestic prestige". But facing a thousand locals in an unfamiliar place, she really felt a huge maladjustment. The panic she felt these days was actually more of the unease generated when facing the masses. If it were really fighting against the Manchu Qing, Ji Ye believed she wouldn't be afraid at all while in the People's Party's troops.

Li Shouxian didn't understand Ji Ye's thoughts, or rather he simply had no time to consider the thoughts of the Guangfu Society comrades. This bamboo purchasing work was very troublesome. As the first deal with the masses for the People's Party, Li Shouxian absolutely didn't want it to fail.

"Our work must be established on the basis of laboring together with the masses. In the past, the Manchu Qing government cooperated with the gentry or local forces. That is to say, even if the Manchu Qing government could take out money or things, they gave them directly to the gentry or the local secret societies. Then the gentry and the secret societies would exploit a layer from the middle. Since we want to establish effective influence, we must skip these people. We absolutely cannot let these people make a profit from the middle." Li Shouxian's attitude was very firm.

Hearing this, Ji Ye felt an almost instinctive resentment. Her family was from a secret society background. If the secret societies didn't make a profit from local commercial activities, they would have no basis for existence at all. Ji Ye couldn't help but say, "Captain Li, secret societies still value loyalty and righteousness. If we cooperate with the secret societies, I'm afraid this work would be completed faster."

"What is meant by anti-exploitation? It means no work, no gain. The reason why we, the People's Party, claim to serve the people is that when we provide labor opportunities, we don't charge fees. But for the gentry and secret societies to command the local area, they rely on monopolizing labor opportunities and employment opportunities. The People's Party's tax revenue is to operate the social service system, while the gentry and secret societies want to strengthen themselves first. Money in their hands cannot possibly be shared with the masses." Li Shouxian's answer was clanging and powerful; this was also the reason why he could become the work team captain. Li Shouxian was a graduate of the first term of the People's Party Cadre Training Class. Logically speaking, if he wanted a promotion at this time, he could at least mix into a district mayor position. However, before Chen Ke went to work in Lu'an this time, he required that outstanding comrades in the local areas be sent to the front line to work. This was also the Party's tradition; without arduous practical work, gaining status just by relying on going to school, what difference was there from leaping over the Dragon Gate through the imperial examination?

After working personally on the front line, Li Shouxian's understanding of the theories from the Party School education became deeper and deeper. If the People's Party wanted to seize political power in China, it had to thoroughly smash the current true grassroots ruling forces in China. It was essential to unite the masses around the People's Party through labor relations.

Ji Ye was still very unconvinced. Zhao Ziyong had always disliked speaking. The other three comrades nodded repeatedly. "Who are our friends, who are our enemies." This was a thinking method repeatedly emphasized by the People's Party in work. From the national level down to a village or town, to carry out work, this question absolutely could not be mistaken.

Li Shouxian finally said, "Then let's split up and visit door to door, asking the masses who is willing to come and do this thing. I require comrades to listen, not speak. Don't say how good our farm tools are; praising one's own wares has no meaning. The masses know in their hearts whether the farm tools are good or not. We just explain this matter clearly, and then listen to the masses' attitudes. If they are willing to work, they will definitely raise problems encountered in labor. This is the intelligence we need to care about and collect. Find the masses willing to labor, find the masses willing to cooperate with us in labor."

The six people divided into three groups and began visiting the masses. Ji Ye and Li Shouxian were in one group. Before the visits, because Ji Ye had emotions in her heart, her attitude wasn't really very correct. But Li Shouxian was the work team captain after all, so Ji Ye didn't feel it right to interrupt. She simply didn't want to talk.

But visiting family after family, Ji Ye slowly became interested. The development of things was indeed as Li Shouxian had said. Since Li Shouxian's purpose was clear—just introducing a job opportunity—after the masses understood this matter without ambiguity, everyone's attitude also became clear.

Those who neither believed in the People's Party nor were willing to work naturally only talked about things other than work. From the weather to Li Shouxian and Ji Ye's backgrounds, from the past to the future, anyway, straying thousands of miles from the topic. Li Shouxian didn't waste time either; encountering such people, he politely expressed that he would visit again next time.

Those who had concerns about working expressed cautious skepticism about the People's Party's credit.

Of course, among them, there was no lack of those who patted their chests guaranteeing they could undertake all the work, volunteering to be labor contractors. Or those who looked like swindlers at first glance, guaranteeing that after getting the farm tools first, they would absolutely do the work to satisfaction.

After visiting more than thirty households, they finally encountered four families with correct attitudes. Everyone first expressed willingness to work, then expressed they didn't have tools. After Li Shouxian informed everyone that the People's Party could provide axes, these masses then asked about the construction period requirements with a correct attitude. Li Shouxian told them that the People's Party hoped every household could be assigned the work of one hundred bamboo poles, so that the farm tools could also be obtained by every household relatively evenly.

Ji Ye thought these families would express that their single family could undertake more tasks. To her surprise, none of these farming households did so. Instead, they proposed that their families cut and transport one hundred bamboo poles first to try it out.

Coming out of the common people's homes, Ji Ye asked almost in disbelief, "Captain Li, the masses are too honest."

"Are you asking why these people didn't cut more bamboo?" Li Shouxian asked.

"Yes. No one is competing with them now. Isn't it good to take on more work?" Ji Ye was very puzzled about this.

"We are all fellow villagers; you always have to leave a way for others to live. This is the smart way of doing things. This is what a working person looks like." Li Shouxian's evaluation of these few families of common people was quite high.

Although Ji Ye understood Li Shouxian's words, she couldn't accept this attitude very well. in the education she received, this world was a winner-takes-all world. If one wanted to get benefits, it was absolutely impossible not to fight for them. The weak must attach themselves to the strong. And these few households neither expressed attachment to the People's Party nor occupied more benefits absolutely. Seventeen-year-old Ji Ye completely couldn't understand this way of doing things.

Visiting thirty-something families, Li Shouxian also felt the mental exhaustion was too great. He said to Ji Ye, "That's it for today, let's go back first and then talk."

"Why not try hard to finish visiting all the families?" Ji Ye was even more puzzled.

"Someone has to come out and set an example. And we also have to prepare. Leading the masses to work, if we don't prepare anything, what is that?" Li Shouxian explained the working method.

"Letting them work, what do we prepare?" Ji Ye was very astonished.

"Haha," at Ji Ye's immaturity in work, Li Shouxian smiled somewhat helplessly, "Which patch of bamboo to cut, how to transport it down. We have to think it through for the people. Even if we prepare these, we still have to see if the masses are willing to accept our arrangements. The things we think of might not necessarily fit the masses' needs. Comrade Ji Ye, whether we can do well the work that we are supposed to complete is still uncertain. You can't eat hot tofu if you're impatient; let's do it step by step."
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The hardship of the work far exceeded Ji Ye's imagination. Before starting work, Ji Ye had half-sarcastically said that Li Shouxian was more meticulous than a woman. But once the actual work began, problems of insufficient preparation were exposed one by one.

The bamboo forest was on the mountain south of the market town. Since arriving at Lijiaji, Li Shouxian had already inspected the terrain around the area. Not only Li Shouxian, but other comrades including Ji Ye had also inspected the terrain. What surprised Ji Ye was that at daybreak the next day, Li Shouxian took everyone to inspect it again.

"Captain Li, didn't we go there once already?" Ji Ye was very puzzled by such meaningless repetitive work.

"We went there a while ago," Li Shouxian corrected Ji Ye very implicitly.

"Why go again now?" Ji Ye was very perplexed.

"Don't know if there have been any changes recently," Li Shouxian replied.

Ji Ye was extremely baffled by such fussy actions. What was even more baffling was that the work team split into two groups, carrying ropes and wooden sticks, advancing along two small paths leading up the mountain respectively. Since they had just been there not long ago, the scenery and road conditions along the way seemed consistent with Ji Ye's memory. Perhaps because she was carrying heavy luggage, Ji Ye felt that the road this time seemed much longer than last time.

But walking on the mountain path, Ji Ye was surprised to discover that there were suddenly quite a few fellow villagers on the originally uninhabited mountain. They seemed to be "strolling" aimlessly on the mountain. Ji Ye immediately became alert; what made her feel even more uneasy was that some people were holding wooden sticks and ropes, as if they wanted to do something strange.

"Captain Li!" Ji Ye asked Li Shouxian in a low voice.

"It's fine," Li Shouxian comforted.

The masses on the mountain also saw Li Shouxian. Embarrassed expressions appeared on their faces, or they simply pretended not to see him. Li Shouxian ignored these people completely. He walked a big circle around the mountain and finally pointed to a large patch of moso bamboo, saying, "Comrade Ji Ye, let's fence off this bamboo forest together."

A large part of Ji Ye's attention was not on Li Shouxian. The villagers on the mountain were following the two of them somewhat sneakily; some could no longer be seen. Hearing Li Shouxian speak, Ji Ye asked nervously, "Captain Li, what exactly do they want to do?"

"Maybe just coming up the mountain for a stroll," Li Shouxian didn't care about these things at all. He just took out a revolver and handed it to Ji Ye.

The revolver was beautiful, with a dense blue-black layer on the gun body. Ji Ye gritted her teeth and asked, "Are we going to fight?"

"Fight what war, comrade?" Li Shouxian couldn't help laughing. "Those villagers are just coming up to see if we are here. If we aren't, people will think we are talking nonsense and not really wanting to buy bamboo. The villagers are diligent. Besides checking if we are here, they are also checking along the way to see which good bamboo forest they can stake out first. If they decide to participate, isn't it more convenient to be closer to the foot of the mountain?"

"Then why give me a gun?" Ji Ye was very puzzled about this.

"Didn't you feel afraid in your heart? Giving you a gun to embolden you. Besides, you are a girl; carrying a gun looks quite good," Li Shouxian answered while unfastening the holster and handing it to Ji Ye.

The pigskin belt attached to the holster did look quite good. At least in Ji Ye's view, it was very imposing and gave her a lot of security. The two took ropes and began to enclose a large area of bamboo forest. Just as they were busy, the other team of comrades also arrived. The situation they brought was the same as here; people had already appeared on the mountain.

The bamboo forest to be cut was determined, and the road was also determined. Leaving two comrades to guard, Ji Ye firmly requested to go back with Li Shouxian to lead the villagers. Being alone on the mountain made her feel very uneasy. In the desolate mountains, if someone had evil intentions... Ji Ye felt afraid just thinking about it.

Li Shouxian walked back while saying, "Comrade Ji Ye, to judge if there is hostility, you first have to judge what the other party is plotting. Is it to stop us from cutting bamboo? Or block the road to demand a toll? None of these situations can happen right now. I'm not saying whether they are capable of doing such things. It's just that right now, no one is taking the lead to do this kind of thing. And for these one hundred sets of farm tools, it's not worth it."

"Are you saying these people will come to rob us by force?" Ji Ye couldn't help asking. Her uneasiness was actually an indescribable uneasiness; having to specify the content of the uneasiness was really beyond Ji Ye's ability.

"Robbery pursues efficiency. The things robbed must either be something we definitely need, so if they rob it, we are forced to redeem it. With bamboo all over the mountains, we are not lacking these ten thousand poles at all. If they want to block the road, this mountain forest doesn't belong to the masses either. This mountain belongs to the county. Since we drove away the Manchu Qing, this belongs to us. Blocking the road, they can't come up with a justification. You don't need to be afraid," Li Shouxian replied.

"Then what if someone has evil intentions and kidnaps us?" Ji Ye knew about bandits kidnapping people for ransom in the mountains.

Li Shouxian was really somewhat helpless regarding Ji Ye's timidity. He laughed, "Kidnap us? Leaving aside whether these people exist or not, or if they can succeed in kidnapping. Even if we are kidnapped, the Party and the government will definitely come to save us."

"But what if..." Ji Ye was actually scared by Li Shouxian's analysis of the possibilities of danger. She felt the gloomy bamboo forest gave her an extremely uneasy feeling.

Li Shouxian was defeated by Ji Ye. He said helplessly, "There are no what-ifs. Fearing wolves ahead and tigers behind, what kind of revolution are you doing? Besides, kidnapping is for money. what property does our work team have? Are we wearing gold and silver, silk and satin? Or do we have piles of luggage in big and small boxes? Bandits with brains definitely know that provoking us has no benefit in the long run. Bandits without brains have no immediate benefit from robbing us either. What are you afraid of?"

"But there are always bad people, right?" Ji Ye became more and more uneasy as she was told.

"Bad people are divided into two kinds. One kind sets rules to harm people. As long as you are on their turf, they use these bad rules to harm you. Since we arrived in Guangde County, we have already killed quite a few of this kind of bad people; no need to fear them. The other kind of bad people covet petty profits right before their eyes and can't help reaching out to take something that isn't theirs. So our work team doesn't have anything valuable on us, not giving them the chance to do bad things. Most importantly, Guangde County is far from being pushed to that extent now; it's impossible for bad people to be everywhere." Speaking of this, Li Shouxian's voice suddenly deepened, and his face became very grim.

"Why hasn't it been pushed to that extent?" Ji Ye was just a seventeen-year-old child, and hadn't been "roaming the Jianghu" for long. Hearing that Li Shouxian made sense, she couldn't help getting to the bottom of it.

"Nothing! Just do your own work well!" Li Shouxian suddenly shouted angrily in a vicious tone.

Just a moment ago he was explaining gently and rationally, and suddenly he became full of malice. Ji Ye had never been shouted at with such a disgusted tone from childhood to adulthood. She first stopped in her tracks, stunned on the spot, and suddenly her nose soured, and her eyes turned red.

Li Shouxian walked another two steps before seeing that Ji Ye hadn't followed. He stopped, turned his head to look at Ji Ye. Li Shouxian pulled a long face and sighed deeply, "Comrade Ji Ye, have you seen the aftermath of a flood?"

Seeing Ji Ye covering her mouth and not speaking, Li Shouxian changed his phrasing, "You should have seen people selling sons and daughters in famine years. Being too poor to live, so they sell children. First, the adults can survive; second, after the children are sold to others, they can also survive. But after a great flood, selling sons and daughters won't help you survive. No one buys. At that time, doing bad things isn't for anything else, just to live for another half a day or a day, snatching a couple of mouthfuls of food from others. If you snatch someone's food, the person robbed will starve to death. At that time, for hundreds of miles around, there is nothing left; you can't even dig up Guananyin soil (kaolin clay). Even if you snatch a few mouthfuls of food, that stuff is usually something pigs wouldn't eat, dogs wouldn't eat."

Li Shouxian had struggled to survive the great flood in Anhui. That massive flood, which covered a vast area from Anhui and Eastern Henan to Northern Jiangsu and caused the deaths of over a million people, left very few survivors in Li Shouxian's family, which had never been considered poor. The remaining family members managed to survive only after barely reaching the Fengtai County Base Area before death by starvation ruthlessly destroyed them. Whenever he recalled that tragic experience, Li Shouxian felt as if a thousand-jin boulder was pressing on his heart.

This was the reason Li Shouxian couldn't help showing malice towards Ji Ye. That hellish experience made one shudder just to recall it.

Ji Ye had never experienced that kind of suffering, and she couldn't imagine what that terrifying scene actually looked like. The only thing she could be sure of was that Li Shouxian's malice was not directed at her. This made Ji Ye feel much better in her heart.

"There is a lot of work to do; let's hurry back and prepare." Li Shouxian left this sentence and went towards Lijiaji without turning his head.

Under the mobilization of the work team's three groups yesterday, a total of ten households came out to cut bamboo. Neither Li Shouxian nor the other comrades expected that these families would mobilize men, women, old, and young. A large moso bamboo had a diameter of over ten centimeters and a height of over ten meters. When the moso bamboo stood there like a jade tree in the wind, it didn't feel like much. But after cutting the moso bamboo down with the axes provided by the work team, when dragging the bamboo, one felt it was truly heavily deadly. Although the comrades didn't participate in the work of cutting moso bamboo, it didn't mean everyone stood by with folded arms as overseers. They helped pile the cut bamboo together and cut off the bamboo branches with choppers. After doing this work for a while, they were covered in sweat.

Everyone was burying their heads in work, and the masses didn't react at all to the People's Party joining the labor. When it was time to eat, the People's Party took out bamboo tube chestnut braised rice, salted vegetables and duck eggs, and canned meat in large glass jars to share with the common people. Only at this time did the masses actively express their gratitude. But they didn't say many words of thanks either; the bamboo chopsticks in everyone's hands moved swiftly, sending meat, salted duck eggs, and vegetables rich in salt and chili into their mouths, then burying their heads to vigorously eat the white rice mixed with chestnuts.

Ji Ye secretly looked at the food brought by the masses themselves. It was mixed grain rice with wild vegetables and chestnuts. The green vegetable juice dyed the rice an ugly color. The food was not only poor in quality but also small in quantity. Although the work team usually didn't eat that well either, relying on the breeding farm near the county seat, they could still eat duck eggs and meat twice a week. Even though Ji Ye's family wasn't poor, she wasn't able to eat meat so openly like this. So Ji Ye couldn't help looking up at Li Shouxian, who looked calm and ate slowly. She really couldn't imagine if Li Shouxian had truly suffered the torture of hunger he spoke of.

After cutting the moso bamboo, it had to be transported, and the problem of road arrangement was exposed. From the mountain to the foot of the mountain were small paths. Even if they were "small paths", they were trodden out by people. This kind of small path definitely pursued the efficiency and convenience of single-file walking. Dragging or carrying heavy objects like large moso bamboo, the small path was completely unsuitable. How to choose a road convenient for transport was a big problem. Men of short stature, three of them carrying a large bundle of moso bamboo, had to walk six or seven li along the winding small path to return to Lijiaji.

Ji Ye also tried carrying a moso bamboo and walked for a while. It was okay at the beginning. But before long, she felt the hard moso bamboo pressing painfully on her shoulder. Moreover, as she walked, the elastic bamboo bounced up and down or even slid, making her shoulder hurt even more. Forced to slow down, Ji Ye walked slowly on the mountain path and was soon left behind by the men in front.

Not only was she left behind by the male laborers, but those female commoners also shouldered moso bamboo and walked on the mountain path, and soon Ji Ye also fell behind them. Ji Ye was someone who had been on the battlefield. The battlefield seemed terrifying, but when really in the midst of it, everyone only knew to shoot, shout, run forward, or retreat. Being hit by a bullet was just that. The crazy battlefield atmosphere sucked everyone in, forcing you to face the battlefield and turn into a beast killing each other on the battlefield. Precisely because it was so close to death, it was easy for people to escape death by forgetting death.

But laboring was completely different. The road was fixed, the object of labor was fixed. What was needed was unavoidable exhaustion and even pain. persisting for another while, the pain in her shoulder made Ji Ye feel her eye sockets heating up in waves. Six or seven li seemed to have no end. The soles of her feet wearing straw sandals felt painful. A gust of mountain wind blew, and the clothes soaked in sweat made Ji Ye feel a chill. Finally carrying a moso bamboo back to Lijiaji with great difficulty, Ji Ye felt as if her whole person was about to collapse. Sweat mixed with possible tears made the corners of her mouth salty. It wasn't until she almost collapsed onto the bamboo chair and wiped the thick salty taste from the corner of her mouth with her hand that she discovered that at some point, the hair at her temples had also run into her mouth along with the corner of her mouth.

Compared to such hard labor, Ji Ye suddenly felt the battlefield wasn't that scary. At least back then there were comrades charging and killing together with Ji Ye. Completely unlike now, where Ji Ye could only walk alone on the long and arduous small path.

Wiping sweat while looking towards the bamboo forest, against the background of the sky starting to dim, the road appeared extremely long. Thinking that she had to do this one more time, great worry couldn't help rising in Ji Ye's heart. Could she carry another heavy moso bamboo down from the mountain? At this point, Ji Ye completely forgot that she had once worried about people robbing the moso bamboo. If someone really robbed it, Ji Ye would give the big burden of moso bamboo to others without hesitation.

While Ji Ye walked once, the women among the villagers participating in labor had already walked twice. And the male laborers including Li Shouxian had already gone back and forth three times. A huge pile of moso bamboo was piled up in front of the work team's residence.

"Comrade Ji Ye, you don't need to go. Count the moso bamboo here. Then watch over it." Li Shouxian dropped this sentence and walked towards the mountain again with other villagers.

There weren't many people participating in labor, but quite a few onlookers came to watch the excitement. When Li Shouxian and the others walked past with that simple and cold expression unique to hard laborers, these people knew better than to cause trouble. Seeing Li Shouxian and the others walk far away, they surrounded Ji Ye and struck up a conversation.

From where exactly these moso bamboos were to be used, to how many were needed. Some cared about what price moso bamboo could sell for, or where the ironware provided by the work team came from and at what price. There were also some who were very interested in the private intelligence of the work team. Ji Ye was tired to death at this moment and simply had no mood to chatter nonsense with this bunch of idlers. She said coldly, "Folks, don't delay my work, I still have to count the bamboo."

Immediately someone volunteered to help Ji Ye count the bamboo. The hypocritical enthusiasm of these guys who didn't work made Ji Ye want to kick them flying.

However, there were finally some people behaving much more normally. Seeing someone start cutting bamboo, some villagers asked formally, if they also participated tomorrow, would people still be needed here?

"Wait until Captain Li comes back to talk about this kind of thing. I can't make the decision." Ji Ye replied. She was so tired now that she didn't want to talk to these people at all. Not only tired, although the burning pain on her shoulder was weaker, once soaked by sweat, the skin stung as if pricked by needles. Leaving aside physical fatigue and pain, the work of counting bamboo wasn't finished yet. Ji Ye's mind was full of thoughts of finishing quickly and then resting for a while. Talking with this bunch of villagers, wait until Ji Ye was in the mood.

After counting the bamboo, seeing more and more villagers gathering outside, Ji Ye had to deal with the villagers' questions for quite a while. Li Shouxian finally returned to the station with the large group of people. Wiping his sweat, Li Shouxian first checked personally once before asking Ji Ye for the original count of bamboo. Sixty or seventy people spent a day to transport over a hundred bamboo poles.

Just at this moment, a middle-aged man over forty from among the villagers participating in labor walked out. "Captain Li, us guys have discussed it. We've scraped together a hundred bamboo poles anyway, can you give us a set of farm tools first?"

"Do the fellow villagers have any objections?" Li Shouxian asked loudly.

The villagers participating in labor expressed they had no objections one after another.

Li Shouxian strode into the room, took out a set of sickle and hoe, and seriously handed it to the middle-aged man who came out to speak. The middle-aged man's face was full of joy. He turned back and smiled at everyone, "I said it, the comrades of the work team won't tell lies."

Hearing the heartfelt voice of the masses mixed with joy and surprise, Ji Ye suddenly wanted to say something unpleasant, "Do you think we came to your poor mountain valley to cheat you? With this leisure time, I might as well go fight the Manchu Qing."

But these words couldn't possibly be spoken. The work team repeatedly emphasized discipline, resolutely not allowing abusive language towards the masses. All complaints were strictly forbidden to be said to the masses.

Instead, she heard Li Shouxian say loudly, "Folks, let's set off early tomorrow morning and finish cutting the bamboo as soon as possible. I'll say this upfront, for us people, we only provide meals for three days."

"Captain Li, look at what you're saying, we'll do it even without providing meals!" A hearty voice came from among the villagers participating in labor. Ji Ye could tell that was the one who ate the fastest and most during the meal.

Other common people who hadn't participated in labor immediately requested to join the second day's labor. Li Shouxian again told the masses his idea of hoping every household could be distributed a set of farm tools. This train of thought received unanimous approval from everyone. There were two or three households in the village lacking male laborers; obviously letting them participate in moso bamboo cutting, it was estimated they might not complete the task even in half a month.

"We walk all the way carrying bamboo, everyone gets thirsty too. How about this, let the masses of these few families boil water. At the place where bamboo is cut, in our market town, and on the road, set up places to drink water. These few households of villagers will deliver water to everyone. Everyone is a fellow villager; each household cutting a few more bamboo poles will be enough for them. What does everyone think?" Li Shouxian's voice was particularly loud in the crowd.

Li Shouxian held the power of distributing farm tools, so the masses had to give some face no matter what. Moreover, this request really wasn't excessive, so the masses agreed one after another. Li Shouxian seemed to have made a plan long ago. He calculated an account for everyone: if each family participating in cutting bamboo cut one hundred and eight bamboo poles, the task could be completed.

Getting definite news, the masses then dispersed. The masses dispersed, but Li Shouxian didn't take the comrades to rest. He first went door to door visiting those few mass families assigned the water boiling task. Because these families knew they couldn't do this heavy work, two families hadn't even joined in the excitement. Even hearing neighbors come back to give them the "good news", they still dared not believe there could be such a good thing. In these times, a lack of male laborers meant being bullied; good things absolutely wouldn't be their turn. It wasn't until Li Shouxian visited personally to tell them that these people knew the neighbors weren't telling lies.

Li Shouxian agreed with them to come and call them up early in the morning to boil water. The excited villagers expressed they wouldn't sleep tonight and would boil water overnight. Then Li Shouxian came back to organize the work of boiling and transporting water. This place in Guangde County didn't lack bamboo; bamboo tubes were the most commonly used water containers by villagers. Filling hundreds of bamboo tubes was a very heavy job. Those firing the stove fired the stove, those transporting firewood transported firewood. Food also had to be prepared. These advance arrangements could be described as complicated. Ji Ye was sleepy and tired, so she went to sleep early.

When she woke up, the sky was already dim, approaching dawn. She saw Li Shouxian preparing things to be used during the day in the firelight of boiling water. Heaven knew if Li Shouxian slept last night.

"Comrade Ji Ye, you are literate. You take charge of the bookkeeping work," Li Shouxian said to Ji Ye.

Ji Ye recognized a few hundred characters. Although reading the Four Books and Five Classics wasn't very realistic, she could count as an intellectual in this era. She had confidence in the bookkeeping work. Li Shouxian explained some key points and was dragged up the mountain by the impatient villagers.

Ji Ye originally thought this job wasn't hard, just bookkeeping—record however much bamboo came. But when she really started doing it, Ji Ye realized this was a very complicated job. Villagers threw down the bamboo and prepared to hurry for the next trip. And Ji Ye hadn't recognized all the villagers at all; she had to pull and drag to stop people from leaving, count the number of bamboo poles, and then record it in the book. Since she hadn't received training in bookkeeping, the account book Ji Ye wrote was simply a bit "magical".

Fortunately, Li Shouxian looked it over once when he returned for the first trip. Suppressing his laughter, he taught Ji Ye the method of using the character "Zheng" (tally marks) to keep accounts. And he helped Ji Ye check the previous accounts once. Finally, no mistakes were made.

Everyone worked for three days in a row. At the very end, Ji Ye encountered a new problem. Nearly half of the families cutting bamboo hadn't cut enough of the one hundred and eight poles. They were all short by two or three. And at this time, the villagers said one after another, "Doesn't matter about those few." "My family is busy." "We've cut enough of our one hundred."

Some even simply said first, "I'll find someone to substitute for me." Then they pulled over other villagers, and unknown if these people were in collusion, they resolutely denied they had agreed to cut bamboo for others. Requiring Ji Ye to "go find that person."

Fortunately, Ji Ye figured it out this time. She stated, "If the quantity isn't enough, we won't issue farm tools to you." This reasonable request finally ended the fantasies of escaping labor for those guys who wanted to slack off. However, these guys indicated they would deliver the bamboo tomorrow.

When summarizing work at night, Ji Ye reported this matter to Li Shouxian. Li Shouxian immediately ordered, "Tonight, gather the few families of villagers boiling water to watch the site. We will also take turns patrolling and keeping watch. Absolutely won't let anyone steal a single one."

Things turned out exactly as Li Shouxian expected; there were quite a few who came to steal bamboo in the middle of the night. Seeing the site where bamboo was piled was heavily guarded, they had to leave resentfully.

After the bamboo cutting work was finally completed, the county issued an order to transport the bamboo to the county seat. Ji Ye was quite strange why this work wasn't arranged from the very beginning. If the villagers were asked to transport the bamboo to the county seat, these farm tools would probably be enough to tempt the villagers.

"In the initial stage, we cannot overuse labor so excessively. Moreover, we also have things the masses need." Li Shouxian answered this question raised by the comrades at the work meeting.

"Next step we should organize the work of the mass cooperative. We are unlikely to pay a large amount of money in the village. Nor is it necessary to pay a large amount of money. In our area, the main daily necessities the masses need in the near future are iron, salt, and cloth. We can provide all these products."

"Then why not distribute them directly to the common people? This way, quite a few common people would be willing to follow us to fight." Ji Ye was a bit baffled. The Guangfu Society had always been troubled by the difficulty of gathering military strength. Rather than laboriously collecting daily necessities, giving money and promises would actually be easier.

Li Shouxian was very speechless. In the People's Party's mass work, solving the masses' livelihood problems was the entry point, and they were determined to do it first before talking. Or even do it without talking. The Guangfu Society's working method really gave Li Shouxian some ideas of wanting to say something. But the gap between the two sides was so big that he didn't even know what to say.

Although he learned various training in the cadre school and party school, that was for the masses and the People's Party members and cadres. The masses' goal was a better life; overthrowing the Manchu Qing and establishing a new socialist country wasn't what the masses pursued. And the masses wouldn't have any special interest in this.

The members of the Guangfu Society were different; their needs were more political. This brought greater difficulties to communication.

After thinking for a moment, Li Shouxian replied, "Let's finish discussing the immediate work before talking about these issues."
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Credit is accumulated gradually. After the work of cutting bamboo was completed, Li Shouxian convened a work meeting for transporting bamboo. When the masses learned that the remuneration for this labor was one jin of salt for transporting one hundred bamboo poles, people signed up immediately. Li Shouxian wasn't in a rush either; he took out the sample again to let the masses see—it was white, fine salt packed in oil paper bags. With the salt right before their eyes, plus the satisfaction the masses felt after trying out the newly obtained farm tools, polite remarks like "Would we still distrust Captain Li?" came out one after another. Impatient ones began asking when work would start or how this labor would be arranged.

Facing such a situation, Li Shouxian was very happy in his heart. Although he was currently just a work team captain, as a graduate of the Cadre School, Li Shouxian knew the Party's plan for Guangde County. Growing crops in the Jiangnan mountainous areas wasn't easy, but mulberry trees could be planted. The immense profit of the raw silk trade was clear to all People's Party cadres. The bottlenecks restricting it were nothing more than the various checkpoints and likin taxes of the Manchu Qing. There was no such thing as likin tax inside the People's Party's Base Area. State-owned mulberry gardens and silk factories were even less likely to have various exploitative taxes. The Base Area could rely on armed forces to protect its raw silk and transport it directly to Wuhan, Anqing, and Wuhu to trade directly with foreigners. The money obtained from the trade would be used to purchase machinery and equipment to strengthen the industrial power of the Base Area.

The cadres of the Cadre School had, without exception, visited the industrial zone in Fengtai County. The rumbling machines, various ingenious designs—although the industrial varieties at the current stage weren't many, they were all what the Base Area needed most. For example, ironware, cement, glass, and electricity-driven textile mills. Li Shouxian didn't know much about industry; precisely because he didn't know much, after witnessing such scenes, Li Shouxian developed a blind trust in industry. He firmly believed that an industrialized Base Area would definitely have a bright future. And Li Shouxian himself was one of the capable generals participating in this bright future.

Among the masses, there were some people Li Shouxian paid more attention to. During the investigation in Lijiaji these days, the work group continuously gathered intelligence, and a few names appeared more and more frequently in the reports. If judged by general views, these few people counted as "capable"; that is to say, they occasionally acted as brokers, occasionally solicited some business, or did some shady buying and selling. There were no large clans in the mountainous area. Because of poverty, there weren't many shamans either. So these few people appeared particularly conspicuous.

Since Li Shouxian arrived at the front line to work, he had always kept in mind a lesson Chen Ke taught in the People's Party Cadre School, "Why can't China be managed well? Why does everyone feel there is so much suffering? One of the most important reasons is that there are too many middlemen exploiters. When common people want to exchange the fruits of their labor for a better life, they are inevitably exploited layer by layer by forces like the government, gentry, and secret societies. In the end, not only can they not achieve a better life, but they can't even preserve their original life. In the new system we want to establish, power belongs either to the state and government or to the people's self-governance. Any stratum other than these two must have its current social power deprived until not a bit is left. In the future China, the ruling class will be the alliance of laborers, and those guys who are not laborers must either honestly shut their mouths and take some leftovers to keep from starving, or we will make them shut their mouths."

Whether those few "capable" people in Lijiaji chose to become laborers or had other plans, Li Shouxian was prepared to wait and see.

While Li Shouxian continued to push the work with full confidence, Ji Ye also had her own considerations for the future. She had begun to get used to the style of the People's Party. She calculated how she should imitate this model after returning to Zhejiang, but after thinking it over and over, she couldn't find a precise direction. It was really too difficult for a seventeen-year-old girl to construct a social system by pure imagination. First of all, Ji Ye wasn't clear where the People's Party got so many iron farm tools. In fact, Ji Ye herself completely didn't know the difference between pig iron, wrought iron, and white cast iron. If Ji Ye knew that these farm tools were transported from Wuhan thousands of li away through the People's Party's logistics system, the little girl would probably scream in fright.

The workers of the steel plant located in Hanyang didn't know that the farm tools produced by the factory could actually be sold to Guangde County. In fact, the vast majority of Hanyang Iron Works workers, as well as the vast majority of Hubei people, didn't know that in the current Great Qing, there was such a place called Guangde County. A place a few hundred li away was out of reach for these ordinary common people. Even with steamships now, those who could travel far were still the minority.

Recently, Hanyang Iron Works finally knew a bit more about Anhui. This understanding didn't come from rumors about the Anhui People's Party. Rumors were like myths; they actually didn't bring a shred of knowledge. A batch of Anhui people had recently joined the Hanyang Iron Works. Although the leaders were Northerners speaking Mandarin, the workers and technicians below were solid Anhui people.

From the technical department to the front-line workers, these people were assigned to various posts in the Hanyang Iron Works. What surprised the steel plant workers was that these people's posts would also change. For example, people from the engineering department would enter front-line work, while those from the technical department would go to work in engineer posts.

Regarding the origins of these people, Hanyang Iron Works workers at most used it as gossip material after tea and meals. However, Viceroy of Huguang Lord Zhao Erxun couldn't help but send people to monitor closely. Zhao Erxun wasn't some "fledgling" in officialdom. Ever since Sheng Xuanhuai hurriedly rushed from Beijing to Wuhan during the Spring Festival and specially had a fleet of large ships take away over a hundred thousand tons of steel, he knew there was a transaction hidden behind this matter. Only the People's Party could dispatch such a fleet now. Sure enough, not long after, he heard that the New Army captured by the People's Party "fought their way out" of Anhui and returned to Xuzhou.

Lord Zhao Erxun sniffed at such petty tricks. The New Army became captives of the People's Party even when fully armed. How could they fight their way out after becoming captives? Who were they trying to fool!

However, as a defeated general, Lord Zhao Erxun was the first of the three route suppression armies to be completely wiped out. Heaven knew what the People's Party was thinking to actually release all the Hubei New Army captives. So Lord Zhao Erxun was the person least qualified to make irresponsible remarks about this.

But Lord Zhao Erxun couldn't help but be vigilant about the subsequent matters. Hanyang Iron Works had always been poorly managed, and Sheng Xuanhuai injected capital three years ago. Now Sheng Xuanhuai had great say over Hanyang Iron Works. The People's Party taking away over a hundred thousand tons of steel clearly was the ransom from Beiyang to the People's Party. Not long after the fleet left, Sheng Xuanhuai placed a large batch of Anhui people into Hanyang Iron Works.

Zhao Erxun had once inquired about this matter indirectly. Sheng Xuanhuai answered with a bitter smile, "These are some Anhui merchants preparing to invest in Hanyang Iron Works."

Afterward, Sheng Xuanhuai even set up a banquet, inviting Zhao Erxun and the "Anhui merchants" to gather.

How were these Anhui merchants? That group of Northerners speaking fluent Hebei or Tianjin dialect had mostly worked in the "Tianjin Machinery Bureau" built by the Beiyang Navy. They claimed to have gone to Anhui to make a living after the destruction of the Tianjin Machinery Bureau. Zhao Erxun looked at this group of "rebels" with dignified behavior, then looked at Sheng Xuanhuai's bitter smile. Then he suddenly realized. The Anhui rebels coveted the steel of the Hanyang plant; they sent people to learn and investigate at the same time.

But even knowing this, Lord Zhao Erxun decided to turn a blind eye. Hanyang Iron Works was built with court funds, and now the main funder was Beiyang's Sheng Xuanhuai. What did this have to do with Lord Zhao Erxun? If the Anhui rebels attacked Wuhan, Lord Zhao Erxun could arrest these people first. But the People's Party colluded with Beiyang; if Lord Zhao Erxun took the initiative to arrest these people, and then the enraged Anhui rebels sent troops to attack Wuhan, wouldn't that be looking for trouble out of thin air?

Since he harbored such thoughts, Lord Zhao Erxun completely let go. The "Anhui merchants" bought a large piece of land in Hanyang; Lord Zhao Erxun turned a blind eye. When the "Anhui merchants" came to ask him for approval, he approved. Lord Zhao Erxun even calmly accepted the "brush fee" (bribe) paid by the "Anhui merchants" according to the rules. Lord Zhao was very smart; since the Anhui rebels were willing to do this, it showed they temporarily didn't want to attack Wuhan by force. Having such a group of people in Wuhan could actually serve as a weather vane to observe the Anhui rebels' thoughts at any time.

However, when the "Anhui merchants" planned this piece of land as a whole, built water towers and tap water pipes imitating the concessions, built sewage systems, built roads, and began to build residential areas, Lord Zhao Erxun was really quite surprised. In his view, rebels were always destroyers and not builders. The performance of the Anhui rebels had always been distinctly different from other rebels who only knew how to incite rebellion. Treating wounded captives, releasing captives, and even not snatching captives' private property. Let alone rebels, even government troops definitely couldn't do to this extent. Lord Zhao Erxun had understood the Hubei New Army; although defeated by the People's Party, when mentioning the People's Party, the Hubei New Army soldiers didn't have any heartfelt hatred; quite a few even admired the People's Party's righteousness.

This was also one of the reasons why Lord Zhao Erxun was unwilling to forcibly move against the "Anhui merchants". If the People's Party came under the banner of "Only killing Zhao Erxun", Zhao Erxun didn't think the Hubei New Army would sincerely defend him.

"Lord Zhao, an accident happened again when Hanyang Iron Works tapped steel today. Several workers were burned to death; one of them was an Anhui rebel." A subordinate spy excitedly reported the latest news to Zhao Erxun.

Hearing this news, Zhao Erxun felt a joy in his heart, "Oh? Those rebels are still working?"

"They have been working all along. Heaven knows what they are thinking. Several people have already died, yet these rebels are still not afraid of death." The spy was disguised as a factory worker, so he knew quite a bit about the steel plant. Working in an environment of over a thousand degrees, the molten iron emitted suffocating heat waves. Workers often had to observe the furnace, walking on the overhead bridge above the blast furnace. A slight carelessness and falling down meant death. Even if very careful, when releasing molten iron and steel, splashing of steel juice often occurred. That stuff splashing on the body meant death or injury; there was simply no way to defend against it.

"Are these people sincerely here to learn steelmaking?" Zhao Erxun was very puzzled about this.

Perhaps the spy wasn't familiar with Lord Zhao Erxun's speaking characteristics, or maybe having to participate in labor in the factory made him somewhat admiring, so he replied, "These rebels are learning seriously. Quite a few are already doing quite well inside the steel plant."

"What? Could it be the rebels have already bewitched quite a few workers?" Zhao Erxun was startled.

The spy didn't know how to answer. The Anhui rebels didn't incite the workers to rebel. Through serious work, they gradually became quite capable members inside the steel plant. Since they worked well and were amiable, whenever ordinary workers asked for advice, these rebels never held back secrets and always answered ordinary workers' questions seriously. The workers naturally admired them.

For some reason, the spy disguised as a worker felt that no matter how he explained, Lord Zhao Erxun in front of him might not necessarily understand this matter. After thinking, the spy answered following Zhao Erxun's meaning, "The rebels haven't started bewitching workers yet, but this lowly one feels they are almost about to start bewitching workers."
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Mao Ping could be counted as one of the earliest People's Party comrades to work in Wuhan. In 1905, the People's Party only had eight formal members. After Chen Ke and You Gou completed the development of the specific drug "606", Mao Ping went to Wuhan to work as a doctor in the capacity of a member of the "Whampoa Book Club". Now in April 1908, Mao Ping, who had returned to Wuhan to work again, was not just a doctor. The People's Party's financial power at this time far exceeded that of 1905. Mao Ping was ordered to open a "Wuhan Medical School" in the "Hanyang New District" created by the People's Party. According to the tradition of the medical field, the "Affiliated Hospital of Wuhan Medical School" was also built. Mao Ping served as both the principal of the medical school and the dean of the affiliated hospital, counting as a rising figure in the intellectual circles.

The Wuhan Medical School and hospital presided over by Mao Ping were located near the steel plant. Because the fees were not high and it was Western medicine, the hospital was crowded with people every day. Mao Ping also sat for consultations on ordinary days. After asking about the condition of a fever patient, Mao Ping said, "Go get a blood test."

There were many cases of infectious diseases recently. The transition between spring and summer was often when epidemics broke out. The three towns of Wuhan were a big city with a large population and many people coming and going, so the possibility of an epidemic outbreak was also greater. As a low-lying wetland, Hanyang New District had illness as a common problem. To expand its influence, the People's Party had held sanitation popularization lectures many times in the three towns of Wuhan. The effect of the lectures was naturally quite good; of course, the result was that business at the Affiliated Hospital of Wuhan Medical School was "booming".

"Dean Mao, there's been an accident at the steel plant! Six dead, four injured." A messenger rushed hurriedly into the outpatient clinic where Mao Ping was.

Mao Ping stood up immediately, "Call the comrades of the medical team, we are going right now."

The steel industry was a high-risk industry. Let alone now, even after the liberation, every large and medium-sized steel plant had a three-digit "death standard" every year. That is to say, as long as the number of deaths due to various reasons did not exceed three digits annually, the steel plant was not considered to have management problems. This wasn't disregarding human life; it was determined by the working environment of the steel plant. High temperature, high heat, high noise, and various blinding lights. Workers and technical personnel couldn't just hide in a safe place with saving their lives as the sole purpose. Workers and technical personnel had to observe and handle metal liquids at over a thousand degrees. A slight carelessness by oneself, or a slight unexpected event in the production process, would lead to injury or disability. Mao Ping had seen with his own eyes a worker on the overhead bridge directly above a blast furnace accidentally fall into the blast furnace. By the time Mao Ping got onto the bridge, there were no longer any traces of a human in the boiling molten iron below. In the high-temperature environment of over a thousand degrees, the whole person was burned into flying ash.

So death itself didn't cause any more surprise for Mao Ping. Any surprise was meaningless; this was the reality everyone faced.

As soon as he went out, Mao Ping saw the gloomy sky, and he felt inexplicably uneasy in his heart. These continuous clouds looked very much like the clouds he saw during the flood in Anhui back then. That flood gave Mao Ping memories that were too deep. Composing himself, Mao Ping took the medical team wearing white coats and rushed towards Hanyang Iron Works.

Injuries or deaths in the steel plant were not news, so the order inside the plant was orderly. Instead, those foreign technical personnel would greet Mao Ping kindly when they saw them. When these foreign devils first saw Mao Ping and the others wearing white coats with round white-background red cross symbols on their medical kits, they once thought they were doctors from foreign hospitals. When they learned that this group were local Chinese doctors, the foreign devils immediately became dismissive.

It wasn't until Mao Ping's medical team showed decisive and effective ability during treatment—once saving a foreign devil's life—that they treated Mao Ping and the others with the respectful attitude truly accorded to doctors. After all, hospitals opened by foreign devils didn't have doctors who would rush over at any time without a house call fee. In this dangerous working environment, heaven knew what one would encounter. Treating doctors well was treating oneself well.

Mao Ping and the others didn't stop because of others' greetings. The medical team advanced rapidly with their usual focused attitude, arriving directly at the place where the injured were under the lead of factory personnel. As usual, amidst the pungent smell of burnt flesh, the injured workers were groaning or crying.

The one crying had already lost a section of his left leg; the blackened fabric was cauterized onto the leg. Exposed outside was the black and red stump. "Let me die!" The worker was crying in despair, "What meaning is there for me to live on! Let me die!"

This was something that couldn't be helped. In the Wuhan area where employment competition was cruel, it was very hard for such disabled people to find a decent job again. This world showed no mercy to a person without the ability to support a family; there were only two choices: a slow death or a quick death.

No matter how scary the wounded's injuries were, or how miserable the wounded's wailing was, rescue work began immediately. First, simple treatment of the wounds, then wrapping the wounds with gauze. The wounded were lifted onto stretchers, and the rescue team ran towards the hospital.

"Principal Mao!" A foreman stopped Mao Ping. "Principal Mao, my relative is among them. Please take extra care."

"Don't worry. We will treat the patients well." Mao Ping replied.

"This is fate. This is fate." The foreman said it several times in a pained tone before speaking his mind, "Suffering like this, he might as well be dead."

Mao Ping knew what the foreman meant. The words the foreman didn't say were, "If the cost is too high, then don't bother saving him." Mao Ping understood the hospital's situation very well. The People's Party's hospital couldn't possibly save this kind of patient at all costs. The current hospital simply had no large income. If the People's Party wasn't aiming to accumulate enough doctors, and if the People's Party's investment in doctors wasn't small in itself, this school and hospital wouldn't have been able to sustain themselves long ago.

The three towns of Wuhan were a big city. As a thoroughfare of nine provinces, there was also a huge concession area. This place was called "Chicago of the East" by Americans. But in the deformed urban development, there was precisely a lack of a medical system, let alone any social security system. Apart from doing their best to treat the disabled personnel within their own system, the People's Party would also arrange many jobs within their capacity for them. For unmarried personnel, they would even arrange treatment like marriage for them. But that was the Base Area. The People's Party basically controlled the entire Base Area, having numerous enterprises and factories with too many employment opportunities. In Wuhan, no work for a day meant no food for a day. Too many people were waiting for too few employment opportunities. Once eliminated by the labor force because of major disability, the end was very miserable.

Even if the person was saved, what was the meaning? Mao Ping couldn't help thinking, if Hanyang Iron Works belonged to the People's Party, then the People's Party naturally wouldn't ignore these worker comrades. But in the current situation, the People's Party had neither the financial power nor the obligation to provide more help to these people beyond treatment.

"Being saved is his fate. Let him resign himself to fate." Mao Ping said to the foreman. The foreman looked at Mao Ping with understanding and grateful eyes, saying "Thank you" repeatedly.

To calm the emotions in his heart, Mao Ping couldn't help saying to himself secretly: "Exert the revolutionary humanitarian spirit of healing the wounded and rescuing the dying." Mao Ping even recalled Chen Ke saying to him with an extremely serious attitude, "Comrade Mao Ping, you've worked hard."

Thinking of this, Mao Ping felt he had recovered the courage to persist in his work, doing as much as possible for China's impoverished medical work. However, if Mao Ping could know what Chen Ke was thinking in his heart, he would probably turn pale with fright. Facing the crude public medical system he strove to establish, Chen Ke often thought that with the average patient death rate of nearly 10% for these hardworking staff, if it were in the 21st century, they would probably be blocked at the gate by medical disturbance mobs until they wanted to commit suicide.

Holding the spirit of revolutionary humanitarianism, Mao Ping took the medical team and left Hanyang Iron Works. The school and hospital were built on a large piece of open land; this was the territory of Hanyang New District.

In 1905, Zhang Zhidong, then Viceroy of Liangjiang, started construction of the "Zhang Gong Dike" in Hankou, stretching from Dijiao in Hankou in the east to Duoluokou in the west. Since its completion, over a hundred thousand mu of low-lying land in the back lake area rose to become dry land, which caused the Hankou Citadel to lose its flood prevention function. Later, the Yudai River gradually silted up, so at the end of the Qing Dynasty, the Hankou Citadel was demolished and rebuilt into a broad road, which is today's Zhongshan Avenue. The embryonic form of today's Hankou was thus gradually formed.

The People's Party intervening in Wuhan at this time wasn't planned in advance. Nor was it that Chen Ke's understanding of history was so detailed. It was purely stumbling into it by mistake, sticking a foot into Hankou where there was a large amount of vacant land. These hundred thousand mu of depression were originally wetlands with few inhabitants. By 1908, the groundwater level dropped, and this place could finally undergo large-scale construction.

The medical team entered the hospital, which was still crowded with people. In this era, whether in China or abroad, infectious diseases occupied the majority of hospital beds. Although the masses didn't know the principles of infectious diseases, they knew the manifestations of infectious diseases. Keeping an infectious patient at home would bring disaster to the whole family. Sending them to the hospital, firstly, fulfilled their duty to their relatives, and secondly, avoided bringing disaster to the family. If it were in the New China period, the hospital and the national health and epidemic prevention system would naturally solve these epidemic prevention problems. But now it was 1908; the Manchu Qing government had neither the will nor the ability to solve social problems. Private hospitals were opened to make money, to earn silver for their own pockets, not to spend huge amounts from their own pockets to provide services to society.

Therefore, until the People's Party intervened in Wuhan, even if there were only large-scale hygiene propaganda campaigns, the prototype of a true health and epidemic prevention system finally appeared in Wuhan.

Seeing the medical team carrying the wounded in, everyone knew the matter was serious and made way one after another. Mao Ping and the others successfully entered the operating room and began further treatment work.

This was in April 1908. Lord Zhao Erxun was still in the position of Viceroy of Huguang.

And two months later, in June 1908, when the Jiangsu Provisional Assembly was formally established, Lord Zhao Erxun had already re-assumed the post of Viceroy of Sichuan as he wished. He threw away the hot potato of Hubei and rushed hurriedly to Sichuan. He didn't even wait for his successor.

Entering summer, heavy rain fell in the Wuhan area, and water levels everywhere rose sharply. Hubei was seeing that it would encounter large-scale floods for the fifth consecutive year. And at this time, Mao Ping was mobilizing comrades in the hospital and students in the school to prepare for disaster relief and epidemic prevention.

Not only the hospital, but the comrades of the Wuhan Work Team were also making emergency mobilization. Before coming to work in Wuhan, Chen Ke had said to the Wuhan Work Team, "Comrades, the revolution can take the way of first controlling a region with military power, then unfolding the work of establishing a new system in civil administration. At the same time, the revolution can also take the mode of first unfolding work in civil administration, and finally implementing military takeover. No matter which mode, strong military power is needed as backing. But relying only on military power cannot create a new regime. The ultimate goal of the revolution is nothing more than allowing the people to labor better and live better. This is the end point of all true revolutions, and also the goal of all revolutions."

The People's Party had the ability to cope with floods; the party members and cadres had almost all struggled out of floods alive. Although the comrades of the People's Party had all studied materialism and firmly stated that there were no ghosts or gods in this world, facing the current situation, they very much doubted whether Chen Ke had the ability to predict the future. When the People's Party began to project power in Wuhan, without needing to go into battle to kill, without needing class struggle, Heaven actually used the cruel method of a flood to give a helping hand.

The messenger brought news: the work team led by Chairman Chen Ke in the Dabie Mountain area was very effective. Up to now, a team of tens of thousands had been recruited. And this team had already begun preparing to march to Wuhan. Not for military struggle, but for disaster relief work. The People's Party could now unfold its work to its heart's content in a social situation with no competitors.
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The Party's political work had always been both meticulous and frank. For example, a widely circulated saying was "One pig is worth half a political commissar." And historically, uprisings started with white steamed buns were not rare. Although Chen Ke knew this was true, he only knew it as a fact. When he personally encountered such things, he was still quite shocked.

Lu'an, Anhui, was an old Red area. Chen Ke knew that the masses in this place had a strong demand for revolution. After meeting with the Lu'an Municipal Party Secretary, Chen Ke formulated the action program of "Clearing out local tyrant landlords and uniting the revolutionary masses" at the Party Committee meeting. Local comrades in Lu'an targeted seven local tyrants and landlords who had blood debts. Among them, a local tycoon surnamed Liu even had a grudge against Duan Qirui's grandfather. After Duan Qirui's grandfather killed someone from the Liu family, he moved his whole family to Shouzhou for refuge. At that time, Duan Qirui's grandfather was already a commander of the Huai Army, which showed how arrogant the local tycoons were.

"Strike the local tyrants, divide the land!" Once this news spread, it immediately caused a sensation in the entire Lu'an area. The reconnaissance team found that the tyrant landlords didn't flee at all but shrank into their fortified villages. In the days before the scheduled attack on the fortified villages, common people from all over had already gathered in Lu'an County, everyone excited.

Learning that Chen Ke in front of them was the famous Number One leader of the People's Party, the gathering masses, carrying sacks and shoulder poles, enthusiastically requested to work with Chen Ke.

"Great King Chen, we heard long ago that making a living is easy over in Shouzhou; you must take us with you."

"Great King Chen, after you conquered Anqing, the Anqing area became much better. But you can't ignore us in Lu'an."

The simple words contained the pursuit of wealth and a better life. Chen Ke always believed that the people would not follow the revolution for nothing; the revolution must give the people a reason to follow it. Simply killing people and dividing family property could not trigger a true revolution.

"Folks, you must have heard that we, the People's Party, have killed quite a few people. We've killed people from the government, we've killed local tyrant landlords. We've also killed government troops fighting us on the battlefield. But we, the People's Party, have principles in killing people; killing the innocent indiscriminately is not allowed. Why kill that person? Folks, we have to make it clear to ourselves first!" Chen Ke shouted loudly to the hundreds of gathered common people.

The common people looked at each other in blank dismay. Chen Ke actually didn't actively announce the evil deeds of the targets and then lead everyone to attack them together, but instead asked the masses for the reason. Following the People's Party to attack fortified villages was something everyone could easily follow. As the saying goes, when a wall is about to fall, everyone pushes it. After breaking the fortified village, getting things was the serious business. As for why? The reason was simple: because stomachs were hungry. Those local tyrant landlords indeed oppressed the common people, but truly speaking, the masses who had made up their minds that those people must die were still the minority.

"They bully people!" Someone hid in the crowd and shouted.

"Who are they! Whom have they bullied!" Chen Ke asked without hesitation.

Below immediately became silent. This was asking the victims to come out and speak. Since Chen Ke made the determination to learn to "listen", all actions were striving in these directions. The common people were always very honest; they knew very well that once they stood out, they would have to be responsible for what happened after standing out. No one was willing to be responsible for such things; only common people with true blood feuds would come forward.

After a moment, finally, a man with an ashen face came out from the crowd. He arrived in front of Chen Ke, suddenly knelt on both knees, and shouted heart-wrenchingly, "Great King Chen, I have no grudge or enmity with those people in the fortified villages. I came here to beg you for one thing..."

Chen Ke hurriedly pulled the man up, "This big brother, I am not some mountain king. You can just call me Chen Ke."

Although the man saw Chen Ke was tall and big, he didn't expect Chen Ke's strength to be quite great; just one pull lifted him up. The man couldn't care about so much; he tightly grabbed Chen Ke's arm, "Chen... Great King Chen, I heard you fight the government. My family had five brothers; En Ming ordered four of them killed. Great King Chen, if you are willing to avenge us, I will sell my life to you!"

This man was named Fan Youdi, from Huoshan, Lu'an. Because he participated in anti-foreign religion actions, En Ming ordered the suppression of mass activities in 1906. His whole family suffered disaster; only Fan Youdi escaped with his life. It wasn't until the People's Party conquered Anqing that Fan Youdi returned to Lu'an. During this period, Fan Youdi also went to Anqing and joined the Yue Wang Society which occupied Anqing at that time. After the Yue Wang Society was defeated and retreated, Fan Youdi didn't go with the Yue Wang Society but returned to his hometown in Lu'an. Hearing that the People's Party fought their way here this time, he came alone to beg Chen Ke.

Chen Ke was very satisfied with this entry point. In these years, "religious cases" were extremely numerous. The focus of the conflict was, on the one hand, the customary conflict between foreign religions and the people, and on the other hand, the purpose of believers joining foreign religions was to obtain a superior status. After having such status, the church used the background of foreigners to coerce local officials, always able to get the support of the government in civil conflicts. For those believing in Christianity or Catholicism, oppressive policies in religion were the essence of the Christian/Catholic religious system. Let alone engaging in this hierarchy of believers in China, even in England, the English who believed in Protestantism still oppressed the Irish who believed in Catholicism.

To expand their sphere of influence, foreign missionaries in China adopted this method of creating a believer group with a higher privileged status to expand the influence of religious forces. And those who defected to foreign religions were mostly people who couldn't occupy a position in the mainstream of the populace; most of them were even rejected by the masses. That was why they believed in foreign religions to raise their status. The original "lowlifes" suddenly got the support of the government; how could the masses accept this change? Not to mention, after these guys believed in foreign religions, they thought they followed the right master and were very arrogant and domineering among the people. The "religious cases" at the end of the Qing Dynasty were filled with this kind of intense struggle.

"Brother Fan, you want to seek revenge on En Ming; I can promise you. But you have to do something for me." Chen Ke stared at Fan Youdi and said.

Fan Youdi never expected Chen Ke to speak so clearly in public. He immediately shouted, "Great King Chen, you say it. Mountain of swords or sea of fire, I, Fan Youdi, won't even frown."

Chen Ke nodded, "Brother Fan, the Huoshan common people harmed by En Ming are not just your family. Go back and bring the harmed common people to Lu'an; our People's Party will definitely uphold justice for everyone."

Regarding En Ming's end, the People's Party had never announced it to the outside. Many people simply didn't know that En Ming, who had disappeared for a long time, had fallen into the hands of the People's Party. Hearing Chen Ke's words, a look of disappointment appeared on Fan Youdi's face. Just because of this young man Chen Ke's empty talk, he had to run back to Huoshan County? And bring those many harmed common people back to Lu'an together?

Just as Fan Youdi felt Chen Ke was deceiving him, he saw Chen Ke ask the staff behind him to bring a bag and a string of coins. Fan Youdi hesitantly opened the bag; revealed inside were white steamed buns.

"Brother Fan, can't let you make the trip for nothing. These steamed buns are for you to eat on the road, and this money is for you to use on the road. Please invite those harmed common people to Lu'an. Our People's Party will definitely uphold justice for everyone!" Chen Ke said seriously.

When Fan Youdi left, he was very silent, with neither words of gratitude filling his mouth nor any special expression. Chen Ke very much doubted what choice Fan Youdi would make. To believe the People's Party? Or not to believe the People's Party?

Regardless of whether the common people believed the People's Party, at least the People's Party should believe the masses. Chen Ke silently explained to himself in his heart.

Fan Youdi left, and the enthusiasm of the masses seemed to have dropped a lot. The People's Party's white steamed buns and that string of coins left the masses somewhat confused. It was the People's Party that said "Strike local tyrants, divide the land." But now the People's Party made it clear they wanted the masses themselves to state the reasons for "Striking local tyrants, dividing the land." This approach greatly exceeded the masses' imagination. In any case, words like "Rob money, rob grain, rob women" couldn't be spoken. And asking themselves honestly, the purpose of most common people was related to looting, but there was an inexplicable gap in between.

"Folks, our People's Party wants everyone to live a good life! But I wonder if you folks have thought about what a good life looks like in your hearts," Chen Ke smiled.

"A good life is just having enough to eat and not being poor," someone replied.

"What does having enough to eat and not being poor have to do with striking local tyrants and dividing the land?" Chen Ke pressed.

The common people couldn't quite grasp Chen Ke's questions. After a long silence, someone said, "With more land, naturally one won't be poor."

Chen Ke smiled, "If the land of local tyrants is distributed to everyone, with so many common people in our Lu'an, after dividing it equally among everyone, how much more land can one get? With this little extra land, can one not be poor?"

This saying wasn't actually Chen Ke's original creation. When striking local tyrants in Anhui, local tyrants had questioned the People's Party cadres and soldiers like this, and had once rendered the cadres and soldiers speechless. Hearing this, the masses of Lu'an were also speechless.

The popularization discussion of these revolutionary issues should originally have undergone a preparation of quite a long time. Because people all have inertia; if the land were really distributed, the masses would be too lazy to pay attention to the People's Party. If the entire Lu'an area couldn't be included in the scope of social transformation, and only a minority of masses daring to take risks got benefits, that wouldn't be a promotion of the revolution, but a huge regression.

On this point, after Chen Ke arrived in Lu'an, he praised the cadres in the Lu'an area for not taking rash actions. The comrades spent great energy investigating the specific situation of Lu'an. These precious preliminary preparations greatly reduced the difficulty of Chen Ke's work.

Facing the silent masses, Chen Ke shouted loudly, "Striking local tyrants is because they owe the common people blood debts. In the past under the Manchu Qing, they could do whatever they wanted. Now that the People's Party is here, these people should pay the price for their actions! Heavenly principles and justice have returned!"
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More than a year after the "fall" of Anqing, Cixi finally received news of En Ming. Ever since Anhui formally entered Cixi's political vision, the Manchu Qing court had sent a large number of spies to Anhui. The "female bandit chieftain of the Manchu Qing bandit gang, Cixi", as the People's Party called her, once fantasized about obtaining accurate news of the People's Party through these spies. However, for every major piece of news, Cixi's source of intelligence was the notices posted by the People's Party inside Beijing city. After entering Anhui, the spies were like clay oxen entering the sea, vanishing without a trace. This couldn't help but make Cixi feel extremely dissatisfied.

In April, the People's Party claimed in a notice that because En Ming massacred the masses in the anti-foreign religion movement in Huoshan, Anhui, he owed a massive blood debt to the people. Therefore, the Anhui People's Government held a public trial for the "Huoshan Massacre Case" in Yingshan City. The result of the trial was sentencing the intentional murderer En Ming to death. And it was executed in public after the trial ended. At the end of the announcement, the People's Party informed En Ming's family that they could send people to Anhui to claim En Ming's body.

The arrogance displayed by the People's Party in the announcement left people dumbfounded. The dignified Governor of Anhui of the Great Qing, just for killing a few unruly commoners, paid with his own life. And he was publicly executed by the rebels after a public trial. That is to say, in this trial presided over by the rebels, En Ming was not treated as a court official, nor as a captive, but as a criminal. Quoting the content of the People's Party announcement, En Ming's identity during the trial was "criminal suspect".

Not only Cixi, but the entire Beijing court was frightened by this arrogant style of the People's Party. In the struggle between the two political forces of the Manchu Qing court and the rebel People's Party, if Manchu Qing officials refused to surrender to the People's Party after being captured and were killed as a result, they could still be counted as "martyred" loyal ministers. But because En Ming killed common people, he was executed after a public trial; this meant the People's Party was executing court officials in the name of the common people. The implication within this was vastly different. An official's life had to pay for a commoner's life; the government and the gentry cultural class absolutely could not accept this concept.

"Rites do not extend to commoners, punishments do not apply to officials." After obtaining an academic degree, one's status and position became that of a scholar-official, possessing various privileges granted by law. As for scholars becoming officials, officials possessed the power to dispose of common people arbitrarily. If a commoner wanted to sue an official, they first had to "roll on the nail board"—the whole person had to lie prone on a board covered with sharp steel nails, letting the steel nails pierce into the flesh. In such a painful and desperate situation, the commoner suing the official also needed to "recite the complaint without missing a word"; if one word was wrong, the lawsuit would not be accepted. After reciting the complaint, they still had to accept questioning while suffering from thousands of nails piercing their flesh. Even if successful, regardless of the final result of the lawsuit, the plaintiff would be exiled three thousand li after the trial ended. The "Case of Yang Naiwu and Little Cabbage", which had ended not long ago, was called a strange case partly because Yang Naiwu's sister dared to roll on the nail board.

En Ming killing "unruly commoners opposing foreign religions" was a completely reasonable and lawful practice in the Manchu Qing official circles. Even if not commended with great fanfare, it was something officials would nod and praise as "acceptable". But the People's Party didn't care about anything else; since En Ming killed common people, he had to pay with his life. If things were done according to the People's Party's way, what was the point of being an official? If the various factions within the Manchu Qing court originally had many attitudes towards the People's Party based on their own interests, after En Ming was publicly tried and executed, the court's attitude towards the People's Party only had two kinds left: fear and opposition from the bottom of their hearts.

If Cixi had some slight praise for Chen Ke before, after En Ming was publicly tried and executed, Cixi already understood that the Great Qing she controlled had encountered an opponent with whom compromise was absolutely impossible. The only choice left for the People's Party was thorough annihilation.

At this time, Cixi recalled Zhang Zhidong's suggestion a few months ago: "Destroy the People's Party first, then sweep away other rebel parties." An old minister was an old minister after all; the term "experienced and prudent in governing the country" could indeed be applied to Zhang Zhidong. So when the five ministers of the Grand Council knelt in unison before Cixi to pay respects, Cixi first let them rise, then ordered someone to bring a stool for Zhang Zhidong.

"What plans does the Grand Council have for extinguishing the Anhui rebels?" Cixi asked.

"Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, this slave has discussed with the Grand Council ministers, and we all believe we must exterminate the Anhui rebels first," Zaifeng replied. This royal youth already had an assignment walking in the Grand Council, and it looked like he might serve as a Grand Council Minister. Which of the other Grand Council ministers wasn't a shrewd person? So before being summoned by Cixi this time, they all actively let Zaifeng speak.

"Zhang Zhidong, what do you think?" Cixi didn't respond to Zaifeng's words but asked the minister she favored.

"Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, your subject believes that exterminating the Anhui rebels allows no delay." Zhang Zhidong's answer completely followed the general trend.

"Yuan Shikai, what do you think?" Seeing Zhang Zhidong's firm attitude, Cixi turned to ask the minister in the Grand Council who was most knowledgeable about military affairs.

"Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, your subject also believes we should immediately exterminate the Anhui rebels." Yuan Shikai answered the same way.

Cixi wasn't satisfied with such answers; she already knew the Grand Council's thoughts. She had made up her mind to exterminate the Anhui rebels, and this matter was immediately known by the court. The People's Party's attitude towards the gentry needed no embellishment; as long as the execution of En Ming was explained in depth, she believed gentry all over the country would understand what kind of stuff the People's Party was. And which Governor or Viceroy didn't have some human lives on their hands? By the People's Party's standard of executing En Ming, every one of these people could be killed. Before Cixi personally inquired about the ministers' stance and attitude, memorials requesting to thoroughly smash the Anhui rebels had already flown onto Cixi's desk like snowflakes. Just looking at the enthusiasm, the Manchu Qing court had achieved an unprecedented unity, which was extremely rare.

But what one wanted to do and what one could do were two completely different things. Not only was the Beiyang Army defeated, but the Nanyang New Army, with over ten thousand men besieging a hill guarded by over five hundred bandit troops of the People's Party, suffered three or four thousand casualties after a day of fierce attacks. In the end, not only did they fail to take the hill, but the People's Party eventually retreated unscathed. Cixi had already investigated this matter clearly. This wasn't because Cixi had magical powers to get such news. Duanfang, Zhang Xun, and Wang Youhong organizing the Zhejiang Assembly had offended many people. A large number of memorials unfavorable to the three of them stated their various "incompetence and dereliction of duty" very clearly.

After experiencing the Boxer Rebellion, Cixi's cognition of military affairs was much higher. The Great Qing's army was not good at fighting; Cixi knew this clearly in her heart. But why was the People's Party so brave and skillful in battle? Cixi felt full of anger just thinking about it.

"What do the gentlemen of the Grand Council plan to do?" Cixi asked coldly.

Neither Zhang Zhidong nor Yuan Shikai answered. It was Zaifeng who was young; he said excitedly, "Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, this slave thinks we should offer a high bounty for the heads of the rebel chieftains of the People's Party. The court should also send capable death soldiers; it will surely make the People's Party rebel chieftains live in constant fear."

Even though Cixi tried her best to cultivate Zaifeng, hearing such an absurd suggestion, Cixi couldn't help frowning slightly. Cixi had long lost confidence in the Great Qing royal clan, but she didn't expect this bunch to come up with such a trick. Assassination was easy to say, but was the court the only one who could conduct assassinations? The People's Party posting notices in provincial capitals, prefectural cities, and even the capital city everywhere was in a sense warning local governments that the People's Party had the ability to act in these places. The People's Party wasn't doing this now because the People's Party had a military advantage.

Revolutionaries everywhere had planned many assassination incidents against princes and nobles in the capital; it was only because these people had poor ability that they didn't succeed. Even so, the travel of court princes and high officials was already heavily guarded. If the court set a precedent for assassination, and the People's Party openly retaliated with assassination... Did Zaifeng think the capital wasn't chaotic enough!

Even so, Cixi couldn't criticize Zaifeng directly. Zaifeng was the person Cixi wanted to prop up, so she must save face for Zaifeng. Cixi said lightly, "There is no need for a bounty. A group of rebels is not worthy of our court personally offering a bounty. Naturally, people in the local areas will do such things."

The Grand Council ministers had all experienced the sea of officialdom; hearing Cixi's words, they knew what was going on. Yuan Shikai lowered his head, not daring to make a sound. Since Cixi couldn't accept Zaifeng's suggestion anymore, the next person to be questioned would inevitably be himself.

"Yuan Xiangcheng, can Beiyang really not defeat the People's Party's bandit army?" Just this form of address, Cixi's words could completely be described as ill-intentioned.

Yuan Shikai almost subconsciously wanted to kneel on the ground, but his legs only swayed slightly back and forth centered on the knee joints, and he steadied his figure. "Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, your subject has failed the Empress Dowager's expectations. The Anhui New Army was completely wiped out, the Hubei New Army was defeated again and again. The Anhui bandit army uses Hanyang-made weapons. The armaments made by the various Hanyang factories are all top quality, so the defeat of the Beiyang New Army is really due to insufficient troop strength compared to the bandit army. Ordinary equipment is similar to the bandit army. Moreover, the New Army was stationed by the Wo River; the Anhui rebels' troop ships captured from the Anhui Water Force and Hubei Water Force passed through unimpeded. There were large armies besieging the city on the outside, combined with fierce bombardment from gunboats on the water. Beiyang's troop strength and armaments were both inferior to the enemy, hence the great defeat."

Zhang Zhidong never expected Yuan Shikai to respond like this. Although analyzing the defeat of the Beiyang Third Division, the focus was actually on the Hubei New Army. But what Yuan Shikai said were all facts; even if it was somewhat twisting logic, it wasn't unreasonable pestering. Zhang Zhidong even somewhat admired Yuan Shikai's eloquence.

"Even if it is as Yuan Xiangcheng said, the rebels have good weapons. But the New Army has been prepared and trained for many years and is well-trained. Chen Ke and other rebels have only raised troops for a little over a year. Why do the various New Armies collapse at the first touch?" Cixi had no expression on her face, just asking indifferently.

"Reporting to Empress Dowager, Old Buddha. Chen Ke returned from overseas; as far as your subject knows, this person is very proficient in military affairs. As for the Anhui Yan-Chen bandit gang, Yan Fu was the chief instructor of the Beiyang Naval Academy and has unparalleled talent in naval affairs. The bandit gang's capable general Hua Xiongmao comes from a Military Graduate background. There is also Pu Guanshui, a traitor general who studied in Germany, assisting them. The court perhaps can afford to lose, but if the Anhui rebels lose once, they are doomed to destruction. Therefore, the Anhui rebels all fight for their lives. Thus, the morale of the rebels is better than the government troops, only because they live in a place of death. The Beiyang Third Division had never encountered an opponent and has always been proud and underestimated the enemy. As the saying goes, an arrogant army is bound to lose. So it is not strange that the encirclement and suppression failed." Although Yuan Shikai's words this time were shirking responsibility, what he spoke was entirely reasonable. Even if Chen Ke heard it, he would probably praise Yuan Shikai for indeed having some insight. Cixi was also a shrewd person; hearing these words, she could accept them.

"Yuan Shikai, do you have any solution?" Cixi finally dropped the mocking address "Yuan Xiangcheng".

Yuan Shikai immediately stood at attention, his body straightening perfectly. Not only was his military bearing strict, but his eyes stared straight at Cixi, "Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, your subject is willing to personally lead troops to exterminate the Anhui bandit gang. Beiyang will dispatch three divisions, joining forces with the Henan New Army, advancing separately from Henan and Jiangsu to attack together. The Jiangnan New Army has fought the rebels many times; with them dispatching troops this time, as long as they use troops cautiously and don't advance rashly, they can certainly hold their ground. While the Beiyang three divisions advance to suppress, even if we cannot win quickly, we can heavily damage the morale of the Anhui bandit army. Since the Anhui bandit army raised troops, they haven't tasted a single defeat. So now their arrogance is extremely heavy. The Beiyang New Army has just been defeated; if they fight the rebels again, they will certainly place themselves in the position of an army burning with righteous indignation. As the saying goes, an army burning with indignation is bound to win. As long as the Anhui rebels experience a few defeats, the bandit area will lose confidence in the rebels. At that time, mobilizing government troops from all places to suppress together, Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, can rest assured that the Anhui rebels will certainly be exterminated then."

Cixi listened seriously, pondered for a while but didn't give Yuan Shikai a reply. She turned her head to ask the other few people, "What thoughts do the Grand Council ministers have?"

Hearing that Yuan Shikai wanted to lead troops again, Zaifeng was already anxious. He hurriedly said, "Empress Dowager, mobilizing three divisions of Beiyang New Army is a major event; I still ask Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, to think thrice. Why not ask Minister of the Army Tie Liang first."

Cixi understood that Zaifeng and the Manchu Qing imperial clan behind him were absolutely unwilling to let Yuan Shikai hold military power again. She disapproved very much of Zaifeng's uncomposed behavior in her heart. Cixi's gaze skipped over Zaifeng and fell on Zhang Zhidong again. "Zhang Zhidong, what do you think?"

"Replying to Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, if Yuan Shikai is willing to lead troops, he is indeed an excellent candidate for commander." Zhang Zhidong replied.

"If Yuan Shikai leads the troops, it won't be in vain that he redeemed the two New Army units from Anhui." Cixi replied seemingly blandly.

"Empress Dowager, Old Buddha!" Yuan Shikai could no longer stand; he hurriedly knelt down. "Empress Dowager, your subject was also forced to do it."

"Yuan Shikai, you have done a favor for Chen Ke. He extorted you a bit and returned the people to you; this counts as repaying your favor. However, if I let you lead the troops, whether the officers and soldiers of the Third Division feel that the favor hasn't been fully repaid, that's not certain, right?" Having said this, a trace of a smile hung on the corner of Cixi's mouth.

"Empress Dowager, the reason your subject redeemed the people, firstly, is that the New Army officers and soldiers are indeed the elite of Beiyang. Secondly, these officers and soldiers absolutely have no thought of surrendering to the rebels. So once released, the officers and soldiers all came back. Your subject also ordered Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen to investigate strictly. Among them, anyone who had involvement with the People's Party has been arrested and interrogated strictly..." There was uncontrollable fear in Yuan Shikai's voice.

Cixi interrupted Yuan Shikai's confession, "Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui, these two people, I still trust. Yuan Shikai, you don't need to speak good words for them anymore. I know what you all mean. You may withdraw. Zaifeng, after you go out, summon Tie Liang to come in."
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As soon as Yuan Shikai returned to his residence, he immediately ordered people to send telegrams to Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui, asking Duan Qirui to bring a few main officers back to Beijing to submit memorials admitting guilt. Wang Shizhen was, after all, still the Commander-in-Chief of Jiangbei, so he only needed to submit a memorial admitting guilt separately. After arranging these matters, Yuan Shikai ordered people to prepare simple luggage. He himself began to pick up a brush to write documents.

After writing, Yuan Shikai summoned the whole family to the main hall. Yuan Shikai had one wife and nine concubines in his life, who bore him a total of seventeen sons and fifteen daughters. In the anecdotes of Chen Ke recorded in later generations, Chen Ke saw Yuan Shikai's family situation and couldn't help sighing, "Truly a diligent man."

Yuan Shikai himself didn't have this realization of diligence. Facing the large family, he said loudly, "I asked you to come here today to tell you that I am very likely to dispatch troops this time. Once troops are dispatched, it's either I die or Chen Ke dies. I have already written my will. In case I die, just execute it according to the will."

"Master!" Yuan Shikai's First Concubine Shen Shi turned pale with fright. Shen Shi was a famous courtesan in Suzhou. When Yuan was down and out, she had financially supported him to seek official rank. Yuan Shikai swore never to let her down, and sure enough, after he rose to power, he took Shen Shi as a wife (concubine treated as wife). Because Yuan Shikai's principal wife Yu Shi was weak and incompetent and couldn't be presented in public, Yuan treated Shen Shi as the Madame and often took her to attend some diplomatic occasions.

Yuan Shikai looked at the flustered concubines, then looked at his sons and unmarried daughters, and waved his hand calmly, "You don't need to speak. It is fate that I met Chen Ke; there is no need to blame god or man for this matter. After I dispatch troops, none of you are allowed to leave the residence and walk around. If I die, you all move back to the old home for me. There is nothing else; you may withdraw."

After saying this, ignoring how surprised and astonished the Yuan family members were, Yuan Shikai got up and returned to the study. This family of over forty people never expected Yuan Shikai to be so cold before dispatching troops this time, and they all stayed where they were. First Concubine Shen Shi had always been favored by Yuan Shikai. Under the gaze of the whole family, she stood up quietly, first ordered the maid to prepare a pot of tea, and then Shen Shi personally carried the tea towards the study.

"Inform the Master that I am bringing him tea." Shen Shi didn't barge into the study but said to the personal soldiers guarding the door outside the study.

As soon as her voice fell, she heard Yuan Shikai say inside the study, "Come in."

Entering the study, Shen Shi carefully closed the door, placed the tray on the table, and then lowered her head to kneel gracefully in front of Yuan Shikai. When she raised her head, there were already tear stains on her pretty face. "Master, you scared me to death." Shen Shi choked with sobs, "Everything is fine, why did you talk about death?"

Pulling up his beloved First Concubine from the ground, Yuan Shikai gave a bitter smile, "You don't know, Chen Ke is extremely good at using troops. If I were in his place, facing the Third Division led by Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui, I definitely couldn't have fought to that result."

"That Chen Ke really has a wolf's ambition. Master, you treated him well in vain!" Seeing Yuan Shikai speak so frighteningly, Shen Shi scolded Chen Ke while tears rolled down.

Yuan Shikai suddenly said in a low voice, "Er-niang (Second Mother), I have a matter for you to handle. If I am really killed by Chen Ke, you absolutely must not hold a grudge. If Chen Ke conquers the world, you must personally go to see Yan Fu or Chen Ke. Ask him, for the sake of our old friendship and the fact that I acted as a matchmaker for Chen Ke, to be lenient to our Yuan family."

"Master!" Shen Shi never expected Yuan Shikai to make such an arrangement, and for a moment she was so astonished she even forgot to cry.

Yuan Shikai held Shen Shi's hand and said solemnly, "This matter concerns the lives of our Yuan family. Er-niang, although you didn't bear any offspring for our Yuan family, these children usually call you their own mother. None of them are capable; I can only rest assured if this matter is handed over to you. I killed many people in my life and made many enemies. There are already many people in the court who want to be disadvantageous to our Yuan family. If I die, you let the older children go overseas. If the young children can't leave, let them all return to the old home in Xiangcheng. I entrust them to you."

"Master, you are wise and martial; how could you lose to a few rebels!" Shen Shi's mind was in chaos, and she could only say this generally.

"Blue comes from indigo but is bluer than indigo (the student surpasses the master). If one of our Yuan family's children could be like Chen Ke, I wouldn't be afraid of anything even if I died." Yuan Shikai sighed. This was his heartfelt word. After letting First Concubine Shen Shi go out, Yuan Shikai sat in his seat and recalled his interactions with Chen Ke. Now he had long forgotten Chen Ke's appearance; the two had only met casually once or twice. No matter how he recalled the situation at that time, Yuan Shikai couldn't think of any special performance by Chen Ke. But this kind of hiding one's light under a bushel met with Yuan Shikai's approval. Yuan Shikai had seen too many self-righteous youths; when they had no status, these youths always tried to prove their "greatness" to those with status. Chen Ke's performance at that time seemed truly great now.

"What is Chen Ke like now?" Yuan Shikai asked himself silently. He saw the danger of this troop dispatch very clearly. Apart from Yuan Shikai himself, there were no talents in the Manchu Qing court capable of commanding the three divisions of the Beiyang New Army. Since Empress Dowager Cixi decided to eliminate the People's Party, she could only send Yuan Shikai to lead the troops. If adding Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui plus the Henan New Army, this amounted to fifty thousand New Army troops. In the various intelligence collected by the Qing court, it was generally reported that the People's Party troops were no more than twenty-something thousand. Fifty thousand against twenty thousand, the victory of the Beiyang Army should be extremely probable.

However, war is dangerous. When the Beiyang Third Division and Jiangbei New Army attacked Anhui, no one thought they would encounter such a huge defeat. In case Yuan Shikai was defeated this time, only two New Army divisions would remain in the North. A total force of over twenty thousand men was insufficient even for self-protection. And with the prestige of defeating the three Beiyang divisions, no one in the world would dare to be an enemy of the People's Party anymore. At that time, where Chen Ke's military edge pointed...

"Hmph!" Yuan Shikai suddenly sneered. It wouldn't do for him not to dispatch troops either. Cixi was getting old, and Jiangsu had started a parliament; the title of Constitutional New Policy had already been snatched away. The constitutional situation led by Yuan Shikai had undergone tremendous changes. Many people who originally pursued constitutionalism had already adopted a wait-and-see attitude. With the situation at this point, Yuan Shikai remaining in Beijing would be seeking his own destruction.

What if he made a private deal with Chen Ke? It wasn't that Yuan Shikai hadn't had such a thought, but En Ming's end had proved that Chen Ke would absolutely not let go of an official known as a "butcher of the people" like Yuan Shikai. Chen Ke had some remnants of the former Boxers under his command. To buy the hearts of the people in Lu'an and Huoshan, Anhui, Chen Ke killed En Ming. Then to buy the hearts of the people in Hebei and Shandong, Yuan Shikai's head was undoubtedly the best thing.

"Chen Ke, let's see who can laugh last." Yuan Shikai made up his mind.

On July 1, 1908, Duan Qirui returned to the gate of the Beijing Ministry of War with the main officers of the Beiyang Third Division tied up. The Ministry of War immediately imprisoned these defeated generals. Among them was Cavalry Commander Sun Yongsheng. Sun Yongsheng had had a particularly hard time in the Beiyang Army these days. Many people who saw Sun Yongsheng would call him "Sun Aunt-husband" with a slight teasing tone. Because the People's Party treated captives well, it was hard to say there was too much malice in this form of address.

As a defeated general, Sun Yongsheng met his niece He Ying and niece-in-law (relative) Chen Ke for the first time in the POW camp. Although before dispatching troops, Sun Yongsheng had vowed to cut off Chen Ke's head, when he saw Chen Ke coming towards his sickbed surrounded by guards with loaded guns, what Sun Yongsheng felt first was a fear from the bottom of his heart.

As a soldier, Sun Yongsheng could feel the true coercion from Chen Ke. That was the feeling unique to people who didn't care about killing. Although there was also a polite smile on Chen Ke's square face, this smile was the kindness of a man-eating tiger. Sun Yongsheng had experienced the most tragic battles between the People's Party and the Beiyang Army. Whether it was the machine gun positions mowing down swathes of Beiyang cavalry like cutting wheat, or the fierce shelling from warships on the river, as well as the burning cities and the storm-like shooting of thousands of People's Party infantry on the city walls. Every time Sun Yongsheng thought of it, he felt fear. The creator of this Beiyang Army nightmare was Chen Ke. It was impossible for Sun Yongsheng not to fear Chen Ke.

Returning to Xuzhou with the Beiyang officers and soldiers, Beiyang had no warhorses, so Sun Yongsheng's position as Cavalry Commander became a thorough sinecure. Sun Yongsheng didn't complain, nor did he volunteer; he just honestly obeyed orders from above. Returning to Beijing with Duan Qirui to admit guilt, Sun Yongsheng also obeyed the order silently. After the Third Division officers were thrown into jail, Sun Yongsheng sat quietly in the corner listening to the uneasy low discussions of other comrades-in-arms. What he thought of was his wife He Qian. Sun Yongsheng regretted a bit; if he had listened to He Qian's suggestion and not participated in the troop dispatch, he certainly wouldn't have fallen to today's state. But he just refused to listen and even took He Qian's advice as malice. It wasn't until He Qian personally went to Anhui to save him that Sun Yongsheng knew at the time how the People's Party would deal with these officer captives. Seeing his wife He Qian's face thinned by the rush, Sun Yongsheng suddenly felt he had a true sense of security. He Qian even returned to Beijing before Sun Yongsheng was released. Sun Yongsheng really wanted to apologize to He Qian after returning home, or at least pour He Qian a cup of tea.

Cixi didn't plan to pursue the responsibility for the Third Division's defeat. On July 3, all officers were released from jail. The Ministry of War ordered these officers to stay in a military camp to await questioning. The characteristic of lax discipline in the Manchu Qing army appeared immediately. That night, except for Duan Qirui, the officers with homes in Beijing all sneaked away completely. Having managed to survive with difficulty, everyone wanted to go home and reunite with their families.

Sun Yongsheng naturally couldn't stay in the military camp. He ran home in the dark. When he knocked open the door of his home, Sun Yongsheng saw that it was actually his father who opened the door. His tears flowed down with a splash. As soon as he entered the door and closed it, Sun Yongsheng only shouted "Dad!" and knelt down to his father.

The joy of the Sun family could be imagined. Sun Yongsheng escaped death and arrived home safely. Sun Yongsheng's parents finally put their hearts back in their stomachs. Sun Yongsheng's mother cried like a tearful person. Although Father Sun wasn't so excited, his face was also full of smiles. He Qian had thinned a lot; seeing Sun Yongsheng return, she sat close to Sun Yongsheng, her face also full of smiles.

However, the reunion couldn't be too long. Although no one cared if he ran home at night, he had to return to the military camp in the morning. The Sun parents let He Qian go to sleep first, and they called Sun Yongsheng into their own room. Old Man Sun gave a rough introduction to the recent situation. Ever since the People's Party publicly executed En Ming, the court was preparing to dispatch troops again and was determined to exterminate the Anhui rebels.

Sun Yongsheng no longer had the high spirits of the last time. He lowered his head and said, "Dad, this time I want to claim illness."

"Claim illness?" Sun Yongsheng's father sneered. "If you claimed illness last time, it would have been fine. This time the court has made such a determination. If you claim illness at this time, are you preparing to let the Sun family die without a burial place?"

"This?" Sun Yongsheng was somewhat puzzled.

Father Sun felt extremely dissatisfied with his son's political immaturity. "Yongsheng, last time you claimed illness, it could be said to be avoiding suspicion. If you claim illness this time, others will say you are fleeing before the battle! Empress Dowager Old Buddha has made up her mind. Those who want to show loyalty, or those who want to make trouble for Lord Yuan, are all holding back their strength. If you claim illness at this time, isn't it seeking death?"

Sun Yongsheng only felt a burst of cold sweat on his back. He nodded hurriedly, "Dad, I know. I definitely won't talk nonsense."

"Not talking may not necessarily get you through this pass. It's not just you; the Sun family has bad luck. Getting stuck with the He family's daughter. Yongsheng, don't want this wife anymore. We are unlucky." Father Sun said with a heavy tone.

Sun Yongsheng was quite unhappy with his father's words, but he absolutely couldn't say his father was wrong. He lowered his head and remained silent, only to hear Old Man Sun say, "Yongsheng, go see your wife. Leave after seeing her. Never let others catch a handle on you; our family can't withstand this anymore."

Seeing Sun Yongsheng enter the room, He Qian stepped forward and hugged Sun Yongsheng, tears already flowing out. "Yongsheng, it's good that you are okay!" He Qian said crying.

"You... you've worked hard." Sun Yongsheng hugged his wife, but couldn't say a single word of what he had originally thought of.

He Qian cried for a while before letting go of Sun Yongsheng. "Yongsheng, go back to the military camp quickly. Absolutely don't come back these days. If the court asks you to dispatch troops, you dispatch troops. Don't say anything; absolutely don't let people catch a handle!"

His wife's instructions made Sun Yongsheng feel overwhelmed with emotion. "Madame, you are so good to me!"

Hearing these intimate words, He Qian's eyes reddened, and tears flowed down again. She said in a low voice, "Yongsheng, we are husband and wife; it is right for me to be good to you. Yongsheng, you must take good care of yourself this time. Absolutely don't act on impulse and let people use you as a knife. The People's Party doesn't kill indiscriminately. If it comes to a critical moment, you must prioritize yourself."

If he heard this before, Sun Yongsheng would immediately fly into a rage. Crawling back from the death line this time, Sun Yongsheng finally knew the value of life. He nodded and said, "Rest assured."

He Qian walked Sun Yongsheng out of the room door but didn't walk him to the main gate. At the main gate was Father Sun. Seeing his son leaving, the old man couldn't bear it in his heart but didn't keep him longer. He said to Sun Yongsheng again, "Yongsheng, don't want this wife anymore. With her here, our Sun family will have to die with her. For the sake of our Sun family, when you come back, we will find you another wife."

Sun Yongsheng wasn't satisfied with his father's view in his heart, but this wasn't the time to argue. He only said, "Dad, you and Mom take care." Then he left the house.

Along the way, recalling his wife's tenderness and reasonableness, Sun Yongsheng felt warm in his heart. However, an uneasy feeling unknowingly began to become intense. Although feeling uneasy, Sun Yongsheng dared not think of the reason. Until approaching the camp gate, Sun Yongsheng couldn't endure it anymore. Recalling his father's words twice, Sun Yongsheng shuddered greatly. "Don't want your wife anymore," his father's words echoed repeatedly in Sun Yongsheng's heart.

Did his parents prepare to divorce He Qian on their own initiative? Sun Yongsheng thought. But if Sun Yongsheng didn't write a divorce letter, this matter wouldn't be easy to handle. At most, they would just drive He Qian out of the house. And He Qian still had relatives in Tianjin; presumably, He Qian still had a maiden home to return to. Even if his parents did so, he could just take He Qian back when the time came. Sun Yongsheng thought. Moreover, with his salary, it wouldn't be difficult to buy a house and live together with He Qian.

Despite making the "worst plan", Sun Yongsheng's feeling of uneasiness showed no sign of subsiding. To put himself at ease, Sun Yongsheng hurried into the military camp.

"Yo, Sun Aunt-husband came back so early?" A nonlocal officer in the same room joked.

If it were in the past, Sun Yongsheng would have retorted a few sentences. This time, with an ashen face, he didn't even take off his clothes. He lay on the bed and pulled the quilt to cover his head. Perhaps because of the echo in the quilt, Sun Yongsheng could clearly hear the thumping sound of his own heart beating. He desperately excluded all thoughts from his mind. Under this peculiar agitated emotion, sleep actually became Sun Yongsheng's refuge, and he fell asleep before long. However, the dreamscape was completely uncontrolled by Sun Yongsheng's rationality. In Sun Yongsheng's dream, He Qian was terrified in pitch-black darkness, and then a bright knife stabbed ruthlessly into He Qian's chest. Sun Yongsheng's body trembled violently; he let out a groan of unclear meaning and woke up with a start.

At this time, the sky outside the window was pitch black. This low groan slightly disturbed the sleep of the officers in the same room. Sun Yongsheng heard one or two officers mutter something, and then amidst deep breathing and slight snoring, they fell asleep again quickly. Sun Yongsheng curled up into a ball on the bed, trembling, and never fell asleep again.

Sun Yongsheng followed the advice of his father and He Qian and never went home again. By July 8, the court ordered the officers of the Third Division to return to Xuzhou quickly to "atone for crimes with meritorious service". On July 9, when boarding the train, the officers in the same carriage looked at Sun Yongsheng with a very strange meaning in their eyes. When the train left Beijing, an officer who usually had a good relationship with Sun Yongsheng secretly took Sun Yongsheng to a corner and whispered to him, "Brother Sun, they all say your wife died. Don't know if it's true."

What surprised this officer was that hearing this news, Sun Yongsheng didn't show the surprise of hearing unexpected news. Sun Yongsheng just widened his eyes, and then the tough man suddenly covered his face and wailed loudly.

It wasn't just the officers of the Third Division going out this time. The newly appointed Viceroy of Huguang, Chen Kuilong, also embarked on the road to assume office extremely reluctantly. This Lord was originally appointed as Viceroy of Sichuan after Zhao Erxun was transferred from Viceroy of Sichuan to Viceroy of Huguang. As a result, Chen Kuilong's wife, Madame Xu, was the "adopted daughter" of Prince Qing Yikuang's Primary Consort. Madame Xu felt that the journey to Sichuan was far away and was unwilling to take office. So she persuaded Prince Qing Yikuang to let Chen Kuilong become the Viceroy of Huguang. The result of this maneuvering really took effect. Because Sichuan was becoming more chaotic by the day, the court originally intended to let Zhao Erxun, who dealt with rebels with an iron fist, return to Sichuan. Chen Kuilong had maneuvered before and greeted various factions in the court. When others were unwilling to take the hot potato of Viceroy of Huguang, Chen Kuilong was appointed as Viceroy of Huguang.

Now Madame Xu panicked. She went to beg her godmother, the Primary Consort of Prince Qing Yikuang. Prince Qing Yikuang told Madame Xu clearly that when seeking the official position for Chen Kuilong back then, the lobbying had reached Empress Dowager Cixi Old Buddha. The Old Buddha approved this matter. Now letting Chen Kuilong take office was ordered by the Old Buddha; this absolutely could not be declined.

Madame Xu knew it couldn't be declined, but she was also unwilling to let her husband Chen Kuilong go to Hubei to die. So Chen Kuilong used the traditional method of "claiming illness". At present, when Zhao Erxun had already hurriedly dumped Wuhan and run all the way to Sichuan, the position of Viceroy of Huguang was actually vacant.

Cixi didn't fly into a rage. She just called Prince Qing Yikuang over and asked if Yikuang should send some medicine to Chen Kuilong. Prince Qing Yikuang wasn't a fool; he immediately rushed to Chen Kuilong and scolded him severely. Chen Kuilong had to hurry to take office. Thinking on the train that life and death were unpredictable after going to Wuhan, Chen Kuilong's wife Madame Xu couldn't help hugging the only beloved daughter of her and Chen Kuilong, crying like a tearful person too.

The Manchu Qing court mobilized officials and troops; a new great war was already on the verge of breaking out.
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"If not for Chairman Chen!" This was no longer a flattery of the People's Party, but a solid belief. After the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign, the People's Party's confidence reached an unprecedented height. Comrades simply didn't think the Manchu Qing or Beiyang had anything left to fear. It wasn't until Chen Ke went to the Dabie Mountain area to start grassroots work and handed over the entire work of the Base Area to the Party Central Committee that the comrades personally leading the Base Area—almost every Politburo member or Standing Committee member—discovered something they should have discovered long ago: even if Anhui was only a small piece on the map, this small piece was still an unknown world to them.

When Chen Ke presided over the work at the center, everyone could ask Chen Ke various questions. Although Chen Ke often had to work all night to solve problems or come up with answers that could convince the comrades, Chen Ke working all night alone could at least solve the problems. The comrades of the Party Central Committee working all night often couldn't solve the problems.

In the early stage of the revolution, comrades thought Chen Ke was a thorough returned student; many even thought Chen Ke was born and raised overseas. By mid-July 1908, this view had undergone a major change. Comrades in the center believed that Chen Ke likely only went abroad for an extremely short time, and the rest of the time was spent traveling throughout the country. Otherwise, how could Chen Ke have such a profound understanding of China?

Yuan Shikai was about to command the forces of three Beiyang divisions to go south and attack the Base Area. Adding other troops, the total force would reach fifty thousand. The People's Party's original twenty thousand troops had ten thousand demobilized. Only ten thousand remained. At this critical period, Chen Ke led a large force of thirty thousand new recruits back to the Fengtai County Base Area from the Dabie Mountain area. The regular field army was instantly organized from ten thousand into a force of two divisions totaling forty thousand men. And the more than ten thousand demobilized personnel, as the main force of militia units everywhere, were quickly organized into a transport force of sixty thousand militiamen.

The military strength of the Base Area turned into an establishment of one hundred thousand men in a short time, double the sum of the Beiyang troops that would invade the Base Area in the future. The original panic vanished like smoke; the cognition of thoroughly overwhelming the Beiyang Army and winning the Third Counter-Encirclement Campaign became the mainstream thought of the center.

However, after Chen Ke returned, a "rumor" appeared in the Base Area that made most party members extremely angry. The rumor said that the purpose of Chen Ke bringing troops back was to see his wife give birth. This was a difficult issue to defend against; not long after Chen Ke returned, on July 27, Chen Ke's daughter was born. The "rumor" was also quite capable of advancing with the times; the circulated content immediately changed to "Chairman Chen saw it was a daughter, so he continued to work."

Chen Ke repeatedly said within the Party, "Don't be afraid of being scolded; our People's Party grew up amidst scolding!" But the one being attacked like this was the respected Chairman Chen Ke within the Party. Saying Chen Ke prioritized private matters was clearly not "scolding" but a rumor full of malice. Even comrades with relatively broad minds couldn't help burning with anger upon hearing such news.

Although the People's Party couldn't be said to "preserve heavenly principles and extinguish human desires", it wouldn't allow cadres to run home to see their wives without asking for leave either. And in the People's Party's policies, liberating women and protecting the legal interests of women and children were key. Female infants and girls were quite protected. These two rumors, especially the latter one, were felt by many keen comrades to be a vigorous attack on the "Protection of Women and Children Act" recently promoted in the Base Area.

In this era, infanticide was common in every place. Old Commander Zhu clearly recorded in his article "Recalling My Mother": "Mother gave birth to thirteen children in total. Because the family was poor and couldn't raise them all, only eight were left; those born later were forced to be drowned. What a painful, sorrowful, and helpless thing this was in Mother's heart! Mother raised eight children to adulthood single-handedly. But most of her time was occupied by housework and farming; she couldn't take much care of the children and had to let them crawl in the fields."

As a poor place, Anhui naturally couldn't be different from others. Before the People's Party's management entered the grassroots, the problem of infanticide was very common. In the early stage of work, People's Party comrades lacked experience; they decided to pay money to buy newborn infants prepared to be drowned from the masses. The young comrades, including Chen Ke, immediately encountered a result that confused them extremely. It was rumored everywhere that the People's Party was "acquiring infants", so the market price of infants and young children in Anhui skyrocketed to an astonishing level for a time.

With "supply and demand", many people immediately turned the nature of having children into a "transaction". In the case where the buyer was the People's Party government with seemingly unlimited financial power, as the seller, they naturally had to raise the price to a sufficient height.

This "infant trafficking" disturbance, which gave young revolutionaries a profound lesson, finally ended with the People's Party strictly banning human trafficking and conducting large-scale executions of various human traffickers. After executing all found traffickers, the People's Party notified the Base Area that if there were children they didn't want to raise, send them to the government; the government had the obligation to raise children without labor ability.

The compassion of the People's Party's young comrades, detached from the actual situation, met with a shameful failure. This was one of the few things where Chen Ke announced that the People's Party's train of thought was wrong. A considerable part of the people would rather drown the children or let the children starve to death than let the government get custody of the children, to prove that they were unqualified parents.

The indignant young cadres supported the implementation of the "Protection of Women and Children Act" with redoubled enthusiasm. In this law, the government had the right to intervene in people's family life. It had the right to adopt necessary measures to deprive parents of custody. Especially regarding the protection of female infants and girls, Chen Ke even said publicly at the Party Committee meeting: "If I have to choose whom to save between an adult and a child, I will definitely choose to save the child. If choosing between a boy and a girl, I will definitely choose the girl."

In the movement of forcefully promoting the liberation of productive forces in the Base Area, female labor force was naturally the most potential part. This also encountered opposition from the populace for the first time. So the rumors targeting Chen Ke made the young comrades, who already had strong antagonistic psychology in these aspects, even more vigilant.

However, with a formidable enemy ahead, comrades with work experience all believed not to artificially intensify conflicts. Just enduring this breath for now would be fine. But quite a few comrades kept a black account in their hearts, preparing to settle this account properly after dealing with the Beiyang Army.

As the initiator, Chen Ke wasn't that excited. In the life circle of this 21st-century urban youth, having a girl was not a sorrowful thing at all. The brothers and sisters around Chen Ke generally thought, "You have two daughters, you are dying of happiness." Because the key point of the revolution faced in 1908 was liberating women, Chen Ke had never dared to speak his true thoughts.

The matriarchal system was maintained for tens of thousands of years. Even with the development of productive forces and technology, in the thousands of years of the patriarchal system establishment, women's say in the upper strata of the ruling class was still very large. The existence of Cixi now was one of the proofs. As for after the productive forces continued to develop, under the Party's promotion, women obtained complete labor rights and financial rights. Women relied on their innate characteristics of enduring patience and their instinctive pursuit of family, leading to the internal power of the family being mastered in women's hands. Although the restoration of matriarchal society was unlikely for the time being, the trend of women gaining family dominance was almost irreversible.

This future-based view wasn't suitable for propaganda right now, so Chen Ke could only remain silent about it.

War couldn't be started with just a command; the People's Party placed the most importance on preparatory work. Two years of revolutionary work experience was "As long as preparation is insufficient, the chain can drop at any time." Military organization, training, and political work were all absolutely indispensable.

After the youths from the Dabie Mountain area joined the revolutionary army, special arrangements had to be made for them due to their numbers. First of all, organization completely mixing up the sources couldn't be implemented. The ultimate goal of the People's Party's military work was "enlisting from different places, scattering the organization." Relatives were not allowed to exist in a unit as much as possible. No matter how advanced the revolutionary theory was, this was a summary from later days. For the creature called human, pursuing a familiar environment and being with familiar people as much as possible was a universal instinct.

Therefore, various units were first divided by region; for example, youths from one village were prioritized to be arranged together. Reliable personnel selected from them served as deputy commanders. The principal positions and political commissars were served by members of the old units that had finished reorganization. In this way, while ensuring no problems in combat command, new soldiers could also familiarize themselves with the organizational system of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army as soon as possible.

One veteran leading three recruits; this was also a relatively reasonable method. Dealing with the Beiyang Army, especially the large number of Beiyang troops, actually didn't require such elite warriors. As long as the People's Army's operations had no problems, Beiyang's quantity was actually Beiyang's disadvantage.

Starting from July 18, the People's Party's large-scale new recruit formation and training began to be executed. Since Chen Ke was sitting in the center, even actions of sharpening the spear before battle still made the comrades very reassured.

And Yuan Shikai finally obtained a new official position on July 22. He was removed from the position of Grand Council Minister and transferred to the post of Governor of Henan. At the same time, he served as the supreme commander of the punitive army. Cixi didn't give Yuan Shikai the power to intervene in Jiangsu. Since he was the Governor of Henan, Yuan Shikai naturally used the Beijing-Hankou Railway to transport troops and launched the attack on the People's Party from the Henan direction.

Yuan Shikai didn't shrink back either. After arriving in Zhengzhou first on August 10, he summoned Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen to Zhengzhou for a meeting. A new command center was quickly established.

"Lord Yuan, are you really prepared to fight to the death with Chen Ke?" Wang Shizhen asked Yuan Shikai privately.

"It's not that I want to fight to the death with Chen Ke, but Chen Ke wants to fight to the death with me," Yuan Shikai replied.

Such a meaningful answer left Wang Shizhen speechless for the moment. Yuan Shikai writing a will and even arranging funeral affairs before dispatching troops had spread widely in official circles. Wang Shizhen once thought Yuan Shikai was really too rash. After such a simple dialogue, Wang Shizhen realized that Yuan Shikai had very effectively deceived everyone.
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Based on Wang Shizhen's understanding of Yuan Shikai, he didn't think Yuan Shikai was essentially a treacherous person. Although Yuan Shikai's methods were tough, Yuan Shikai was a man of action. In this respect, he exceeded other Manchu Qing officials a hundredfold. As for the tricks he had to adopt, that was because the other party only understood such tricks, or rather, the other party only bought such tricks. As Yuan Shikai's "Dragon Eye", Wang Shizhen bore most of the work of proposing various political maneuvers.

"Lord Yuan, if Chen Ke doesn't fight to the death with our Beiyang, they will undoubtedly die." Wang Shizhen hoped to understand Yuan Shikai's true thoughts. These days, Wang Shizhen had been striving to study the defects of the People's Party. The training and coordination of the People's Party troops were superior to the Beiyang Army; Wang Shizhen was certain of this. Then the only weakness was that compared to the entire national power of the Manchu Qing, Anhui was at a disadvantage. However, Wang Shizhen absolutely didn't believe the Manchu Qing really had the ability to gather the power of the whole country to deal with Anhui. The only one capable of a decisive battle with Chen Ke was Beiyang. And the only one capable of commanding the Beiyang Army was Yuan Shikai. So Wang Shizhen wasn't optimistic about this military action. He continued:

"Lord Yuan, it is called encirclement and suppression, but actually, it's just our Beiyang family. If Chen Ke fights to the death (fish dies and net breaks), I'm afraid the Beiyang Army will also suffer heavy casualties."

Although Yuan Shikai hadn't participated in actual combat, this didn't mean Yuan Shikai didn't know Beiyang's own affairs. He laughed, "Pinqing, can we advance troops into Anhui in the short term?"

"Absolutely not," Wang Shizhen replied immediately.

Yuan Shikai continued to ask, "If Chen Ke wants to fight me desperately, he has to send troops out. Do you think Chen Ke will take the initiative to send troops?"

"Of course not," Wang Shizhen answered decisively as before.

Wang Shizhen's serious attitude made Yuan Shikai smile, "So, I say it's not that I want to fight Chen Ke to the death, but Chen Ke wants to fight me to the death. We just need to be prepared to fight Chen Ke to the death. If Chen Ke shrinks back like a turtle and doesn't come out, we listen for intelligence and advance gradually, leaving Chen Ke no opportunity to take advantage of."

"This person Chen Ke is treacherous and cunning; he will certainly come up with various schemes." Wang Shizhen thought Yuan Shikai was being a bit too overconfident. Even if the troop strength of the Beiyang Army exceeded the People's Party by a lot, this might not have reached the quantity to guarantee victory.

Seeing Wang Shizhen still confining his gaze to the military battlefield, Yuan Shikai felt slightly regretful. "Pinqing, if Chen Ke were a man who only knew how to fight wars, he wouldn't have lived till now."

Wang Shizhen didn't agree with Yuan Shikai's hint, "Lord Yuan, apart from being able to call the wind and summon the rain in Anhui, Chen Ke can hardly move a single step in other places."

"Pinqing, we have all underestimated Chen Ke; this kid is cunning. If dealing with our Beiyang, he might only be able to fight hard, but dealing with the court, I really don't think highly of those people in the court." Speaking of this, Yuan Shikai laughed: "Since things have come to this, letting Chen Ke give us a surprise isn't bad either."

Before Chen Ke returned from Lu'an with the large force, the comrades thought they would see a jubilant Chen Ke. But when they really saw Chen Ke, quite a few felt somewhat disappointed. Chen Ke had obviously changed, but the Chen Ke who used to have some "airs" had become more ordinary. Even walking at the front of the team, Chen Ke no longer stood out at a glance like before. Because they had been apart for several months, the contrast effect was very obvious. The previous faint arrogance, as well as the indifference and sharpness from the bottom of his heart, had disappeared a lot from Chen Ke. The current Chen Ke gave people more tolerance and sincerity, even making people feel a kind of warmth. A bit like a big brother next door. Although possessing this warmth and tolerance, Chen Ke's originally young appearance looked even younger.

Military aspects no longer needed Chen Ke to arrange every detail. After reorganization, the troops left were all outstanding officers and soldiers, working more effectively. After assigning work, Chen Ke first went home to see his wife who was about to give birth. This kind of action was something Chen Ke would never have done so naturally before. In a sense, humanity seemed to have revived in Chen Ke. That sharp and tough young man seemed to have suddenly turned into an adult.

However, the comrades' anxiety couldn't possibly disappear because of Chen Ke's change. No one could treat the attack of fifty thousand Beiyang troops as a joke. According to the last military plan, "Strengthen the walls and clear the fields, lure the enemy deep". The Military Commission produced a simulated plan.

When Chen Ke finished reading the plan, he raised his head and replied with a clear voice: "Let's try using political methods to solve this problem first."

"Political methods?" The comrades very much doubted if they heard wrong. Did the People's Party still have any means of political solution to the conflict with the Manchu Qing?

"Who is the driving force behind the Beiyang Army this time?" Chen Ke asked.

"Cixi." "Yuan Shikai." Two answers were issued almost simultaneously. However, the comrades who proposed "Yuan Shikai" quickly realized their consideration was ill-conceived and hurriedly corrected themselves one after another, "It's Cixi."

"What if Cixi dies? With Yuan Shikai holding heavy troops outside, the end of the Manchu Qing will arrive," Chen Ke answered simply.

The Party Committee had discussed negotiations with Yuan Shikai last time. Cixi and the Imperial Clan were the biggest rivals for Yuan Shikai. If Cixi died, Yuan Shikai indeed had no reason to continue attacking the Base Area. But could political means kill Cixi? In the current Manchu Qing, no person or political faction had the ability to execute Cixi.

Seeing the astonished looks of the comrades, Chen Ke smiled, "I can only try. Write a notice first, then write a pamphlet. Maybe Cixi will die after reading it?"

Is Chairman Chen sick? Comrades exchanged looks with each other. Hua Xiongmao had confidence in Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, are you preparing to imitate Zhuge Liang cursing Wang Lang to death?"

"Wang Lang still had a sense of shame; would Cixi feel ashamed?" Chen Ke asked strangely. "This old lady didn't die of shame when she fled to Xi'an to eat mutton soup with bread while the Eight-Nation Alliance fought into Beijing. Do you expect her to have such a thing as a sense of shame?"

"Then how to write this notice and pamphlet?" Yan Fu asked. He worried Chen Ke would make an issue of dirty palace scandals. The old handsome man Yan Fu made up his mind; if Chen Ke wanted to write like that, he would stop it no matter what.

"Tell the truth, of course," seeing Yan Fu's serious look, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing out loud. "I see that comrades in our People's Party are not good at telling lies; let's play to our strengths and tell the truth."

Qi Huishen frowned and asked, "Chairman Chen, that means during war preparations, you won't participate in military affairs but lead the formation of a writing team?"

Chen Ke nodded, "Regarding military training, I think comrades can definitely do very well. In terms of politics, the new comrades from Dabie Mountain joined the army and came outside the mountains to defend the fruits of the revolution; we must lead them on the right path. Don't blindly emphasize the significance of the revolution to the whole country; first explain clearly how the revolution can save everyone themselves. Absolutely, absolutely don't engage in grand ideals. I think, seeking truth from facts, grand ideals can easily be misled into becoming high officials and getting rich for these simple comrades living hard lives. Our People's Party doesn't preach this anyway."

Comrades nodded one after another. Everyone felt a bit strange in their hearts. In the past, when Chen Ke talked about these slightly dark things, he usually carried sharp sarcasm. But this time, he used an open and earnest teaching attitude. Although comrades weren't quite used to it, it was obviously easier to accept Chen Ke's attitude. At least Chen Ke admitted that selfishness and wrong attitudes were common mistakes, instead of demanding all comrades resolutely not have such mistakes with a nitpicking attitude.

"Chairman Chen, if we want to politically solve Cixi, is it possible to politically solve Yuan Shikai? For example, spreading some theories about Yuan Shikai being a threat?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

"Cixi is not petty-minded. Since she dared to release Yuan Shikai, someone must have mentioned this Yuan Shikai threat theory long ago. We don't need to waste this useless effort," Chen Ke replied.

Quite a few comrades looked at Hua Xiongmao with teasing eyes. Hua Xiongmao stuck out his tongue and made a nonchalant grimace, then sat back in his seat.

Since the division of labor was decided, Chen Ke, Yan Fu, Feng Xu, and Shen Zengzhi formed a writing group and began the work of "politically solving" Cixi.

Cixi indeed didn't have any suspicion about the "Yuan Shikai threat theory". Countless people publicly cursed Yuan Shikai as a living Cao Cao. If Cixi really believed this, she would have eliminated Yuan Shikai long ago. For a person proficient in political power tactics like her, subordinates must have ability and loyalty. If an official didn't have much ability nor was loyal, Cixi wouldn't say she couldn't tolerate this person. As long as this guy could be a shit-stirrer at critical moments, Cixi would also give opportunities and policies.

A prime minister's belly can hold a boat; if one cannot tolerate all kinds of people, it won't work. A poisonous snake also has the use of guarding treasures. There are no unusable people in the world, only people who cannot use others. Cixi firmly believed this.

But Cixi wasn't a nice person without a bottom line. For her bottom line, subjects absolutely couldn't have the ability to complete political operations independently; the monarch must be the leader and controller. Once politics could operate smoothly without the monarch's interference, what was the use of the monarch? Being a woman in the palace, Cixi couldn't leave the palace at will. Naturally, she couldn't have a huge range of activities like a male monarch. So mixing sand (diluting power) and using factional conflicts were Cixi's masterpieces. Personnel power meant she could make things operate un-smoothly; pulling one faction to hit another faction was to balance the two factions fighting for interests, not to let one faction become dominant.

Now Cixi was very clear that the current priority was to destroy the Manchu Qing's greatest enemy, the People's Party. Regarding the various slanders of the Imperial Clan Party, Cixi cleverly kept them without acting. But she didn't believe a word of the bullshit that "a general in the field may refuse orders from the sovereign". If it were the old times without rapid communication capability thousands of li away, it would be one thing. Telegraph offices could easily deliver military intelligence to all parts of the telegraph network. Cixi asked Minister of the Army Tie Liang to maintain close contact with Yuan Shikai. Once there was military intelligence, report immediately.

In the final analysis, Cixi knew she had made a very dangerous move this time. Yuan Shikai was indeed very loyal to Cixi, but Yuan Shikai's loyalty was only directed at Cixi. Cixi knew she would die eventually, and this day was getting closer and closer. If Yuan Shikai won, that would be fine. If Yuan Shikai failed, the entire Great Qing would immediately encounter the biggest crisis. During the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom rebellion back then, even though the South was beaten into a pulp, there were actually officials in the North who didn't know the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom rebelled.

Now the People's Party's rebellion seemed nothing, but with information so smooth now, every failure was a huge blow. The Great Qing Dynasty was now swaying in the midst of a storm, far from the Xianfeng era where the country could still hold up even with great chaos sweeping the South. Continuous blows made the Manchu Qing tottering. Cixi recalled Yuan Shikai saying that the Anhui rebels fought desperately because one failure could make the Anhui rebels completely destroyed. But how much of a blow could the Great Qing withstand?

September 2, 1908.

"Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, Zaifeng requests an audience." Li Lianying bowed cautiously and said with a suitable volume that Cixi could hear clearly but wouldn't startle her.

Without listening to Zaifeng's report, Cixi knew what Zaifeng wanted to say. This group of men from the Imperial Clan had no existence that could be presented. Every one of them was either greedy for money or greedy for power, or both greedy for money and power. And without exception, this group of people were incompetent. Cixi waved her hand in disgust, "I'm tired today, not seeing him."

Watching Li Lianying go out to pass the word, Cixi closed her eyes slightly. These people simply didn't know what she was thinking. Cixi would absolutely not let Guangxu regain power, so who would inherit the Manchu Qing throne after Cixi died was a huge problem for Cixi. In such a chaotic period, she definitely had to pick a general from among dwarfs; according to common sense, an older monarch should be established.

Although Guangxu was also an extremely unbearable one, Guangxu ascended the throne from childhood after all. He was Cixi's own nephew (sister's son), and by blood, Guangxu was also Cixi's husband's own nephew (brother's son). This strong blood relationship and long reign at least ensured that everyone accepted the existence of such an emperor. But among the Imperial Clan, this bunch of crooked melons and cracked dates, not one could convince the public. Even if they were given great power, none of this bunch could keep their own authority and position. This bunch always thought Cixi protected Yuan Shikai; actually, if Cixi didn't help either side, Yuan Shikai would have probably made this group of Imperial Clan members wish they were dead long ago.

Cixi wasn't worried about Yuan Shikai; actually, whether she was worried or not wasn't important essentially. Cixi knew very well that no one's loyalty was without a price; the key lay in whether they were given enough temptation, so there must be checks and balances. The Imperial Clan was theoretically the best check and balance against Yuan Shikai, but now Cixi had to use Yuan Shikai to check and balance the Imperial Clan in reverse. This was the reason why Cixi felt nauseous seeing the Imperial Clan.

It was already September, more than half a month since Yuan Shikai left Beijing. Cixi didn't understand military affairs but had to care about a field she was completely unfamiliar with. For this old lady over seventy, it was really a burden too heavy to bear.

Closing her eyes to rest for a while, Cixi felt short of breath and guilty instead. She opened her eyes and glanced at the table; Li Lianying hurriedly served the tea bowl. Cixi drank a few mouthfuls and felt a bit more comfortable.

"Is there any news?" Cixi asked Li Lianying.

This was a specific inquiry designated by Cixi, referring to the hateful notices of the People's Party. Although the announcements brought bad news to Cixi every time, the People's Party's news wasn't exaggerated or fake. It could be considered a rare source of intelligence. Li Lianying replied with a calm face: "Replying to Old Buddha, no news."

Cixi saw some clues from this calmness. Li Lianying pretended too well; if it were in the past, no matter what, Li Lianying's expression wouldn't be so calm. If Cixi didn't know Li Lianying too well, others would definitely be deceived by Li Lianying. Associating with Li Lianying passing the word to let Zaifeng go back so obediently and readily, Cixi was even more certain of her judgment.

"Little Li, take the thing out," Cixi said gently. Li Lianying wouldn't deceive her deliberately; Cixi knew this. But something that made Li Lianying keep a secret like this definitely had great weight.

"Replying to Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, this slave indeed didn't receive anything." Li Lianying's voice could still maintain calm, but the expression on his face could no longer be disguised.

"Little Li, it's already this time. What else do we have to fear?" Cixi smiled bitterly, "Take it out let me see, what did the People's Party say again."

"Empress Dowager..." Li Lianying's voice contained a feeling of considerable pain.

"Little Li, if you don't give it to me now, sooner or later someone will show it to me. A few days earlier or later, what difference can there be. Eunuchs cannot interfere in politics; can you make those ministers hide this news together?"

"Yes, Empress Dowager." Li Lianying retreated.

Cixi drank another mouthful of tea; this was very abnormal. Usually, she was an extremely noble person and had great discipline in everything she did. But at this time, Cixi needed more courage and energy to face the impending blow.

Li Lianying handed over two items, one was a notice, the other was a small pamphlet. One look at the paper and binding showed they were things from the People's Party rebel bandits. Cixi even noticed Li Lianying's hand trembling slightly.

Could it be that Yuan Shikai was annihilated? Cixi couldn't help thinking.

Li Lianying watched Cixi take the two items; he retreated to the side, his attention focused on Cixi's face.

Just reading the beginning of the notice, Li Lianying saw Cixi's expression relax. Li Lianying had read these two items; the notice title was "This Life of Cixi". Anhui called Cixi the female bandit chieftain of the Manchu Qing bandit gang; from the angle of rebels, the title of this article wasn't that shocking.

But Li Lianying wasn't relieved in the slightest because Cixi's face was relaxed. Although he wanted to lower his head, he couldn't help but pay attention to Cixi's expression at all times.

Sure enough, as Li Lianying expected, Cixi's expression became more and more dignified. After finishing the notice, Cixi didn't speak for a long time. When putting down the notice to pick up the pamphlet, Cixi rarely had a trace of pause and hesitation due to fear.

"Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, the rebels are talking nonsense; no need to read it at all!" Li Lianying wanted to shout this, but these words couldn't come out of his mouth no matter what. Li Lianying watched helplessly as Cixi picked up that pamphlet with a rare panic, and then began to flip through it.

Reading and reading, Cixi's eyes turned red. She blinked a few times as if wanting to relieve fatigue, but tears actually rolled down her cheeks.

"Empress Dowager!" Li Lianying choked with sobs.

"...Leave," Cixi replied.

"Old..." Li Lianying wanted to continue saying something.

"Leave!" Cixi shouted, "Everyone get out!"

The palace maids and eunuchs in the palace hall dared not disobey Cixi's will. Under Li Lianying's signal, everyone quietly retreated from the main hall.

When these people were all gone, Cixi wiped her eyes with a handkerchief. As a woman, Cixi had experience crying many times. Cixi cried when her father died in her youth; Cixi cried when her husband Xianfeng died in her youth; Cixi cried when her biological son Tongzhi died in her middle age. Cixi cried when made difficult by the East Empress Dowager Ci'an. Cixi cried when talking about the political situation with ministers. But the pain at those times was partly because of others, or Cixi simply had to cry.

This shedding of tears was a very fresh or very distant feeling for Cixi. Cixi shed tears of self-pity for herself; Cixi had completely forgotten when was the last time she had this emotion. Cixi couldn't even determine if she had ever cried for herself.

"This Life of Cixi" didn't contain any abusive content. Because it used the vernacular, Cixi could read the faint feeling of sympathy in the text. The notice was equivalent to a comment, and the pamphlet was the main text. Cixi had never seen such truth-telling stuff. Although this kind of thing should be written after a person died, the People's Party wrote Cixi's life from the perspective of giving a final verdict on Cixi.

Don't know who the writer was, but obviously, they knew Cixi's life quite well. Various major historical events were narrated clearly, and the records of Cixi's various actions were also quite clear. What Cixi never expected was that this pamphlet made many analyses and evaluations of Cixi's actions throughout her life. Not criticism, not approval, not cursing, and naturally not singing praises. Cixi's education, the established concepts, things learned in various experiences, and some characteristics. The pamphlet narrated them extremely reasonably.

If the pamphlet was nonsense or blind criticism, Cixi would absolutely not have such agitation. But precisely because there was a meaning of sympathy inside, it touched Cixi instead.

For so many years, for the first time, someone truly treated Cixi as a person, especially as a woman. Cixi was also once a lovely child, once a young woman hoping to be a good wife, and also a mother who truly loved her son. Also a royal family member hoping to save the Great Qing. This pamphlet didn't avoid these things at all but stated them frankly.

Therefore, the conclusion drawn by this pamphlet, Cixi couldn't completely ignore or laugh off.

"Cixi's failure is not only her personal failure but also the failure of the old system. Cixi's sin is not only Cixi's personal sin, but the sin of the Manchu Qing's decaying system. If a definition must be given to Cixi, Cixi, that is Yehenara Xingzhen, is the most stubborn adherent of the Manchu Qing's old system, and also one of the most steadfast and powerful defenders of the Manchu Qing's old system. If she dies, she can say to the Manchu Qing emperors in the underworld without shame: I did my best."

Reading this, Cixi couldn't help weeping. As a woman, when someone, especially an enemy, could give such an upright evaluation, recalling the hardships of her life, how could Cixi not feel self-pity?

But a rebel was a rebel. Besides giving Cixi a relatively fair evaluation, they also analyzed the various tricks implemented by Cixi. The text clearly described the characteristics, operation methods, and effects of these tricks. It criticized these tricks adopted purely based on the leader's personal interests and incompetence, and attributed their evil to the Manchu Qing's decaying system. However, seeing these reasonable evaluations, these things that must be hidden in the deepest depths being exposed clearly in broad daylight, Cixi felt inexplicably panicked.

Especially the last part was a description of Cixi's future. It stated clearly that Cixi must now support the stubborn conservatives onto the stage. Because if other factions were in power, Cixi might not even be buried seriously. The article mocked the incompetence of the Imperial Clan and talked about the uselessness of the conservatives. Because of Cixi's long-term playing of political tricks, it was simply impossible to let the country embark on any truly reasonable road. Once Cixi died, following the road opened by Cixi, the Manchu Qing would plunge headlong into the abyss of death.

Of course, the text also explained Cixi's strategy of "establishing a young monarch" and "killing Guangxu" clearly.

At the end, the pamphlet concluded with these words, "Today, when the Manchu Qing court and the people are full of demands for constitutional reform and modernization, Cixi has to act against history to continue maintaining the Manchu Qing's decaying old system. Cixi naturally won't see it after she dies, but this reaction is destined to be smashed. In a few years, everything Cixi tried to maintain will be smashed. This is a situation that cannot be reversed by Cixi's personal will. Our purpose in writing this article is to hope Cixi and the Chinese people can see this general trend clearly."

Like being possessed, no matter how much Cixi wanted to put down this book, this seventy-four-year-old lady couldn't help reading the pamphlet about herself over and over again. Until Cixi suddenly felt a burst of dizziness, and then knew nothing.

On September 3, 1908, Cixi ordered the imprisoned He family to be thrown into death row. On the 4th, the Sun family was implicated, but because He Qian was already dead, the Sun family escaped a disaster.

On the 5th, Guangxu and Cixi died successively.
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"Chairman Chen, that old thing Shen Zengzhi is seeking death and life; why are you going to see him? With that time, wouldn't it be better to go inspect the 105th Division with me? Yuan Shikai claims he wants to complete Cixi's unfulfilled command and is shouting about exterminating our People's Party. Everyone in the army wants to see you." Yang Baogui, commander of the 105th Division, advised with a smile. He ran over early in the morning on September 9 to invite Chen Ke to inspect the troops, but caught Chen Ke going to visit Shen Zengzhi. The members who participated in writing the "Book that Killed Cixi" were all influential figures recently. After Shen Zengzhi received the news of Cixi's death on September 7, he first set up an incense table and wailed loudly to offer sacrifices, and then began to "act crazy and play dumb". After getting this internal news, Yang Baogui's goodwill towards Shen Zengzhi immediately took a 180-degree turn.

"Commander Yang, it is inappropriate to use 'old thing' to address Mr. Shen Zengzhi," Chen Ke corrected.

"Yes, yes. Mr. Shen has worked hard; just let him rest for a while. The soldiers in our unit talk about you, Chairman Chen, as if talking about an immortal. No matter what the political commissars say, it's no use. It's inappropriate for you not to go see the soldiers." Yang Baogui grinned. Mentioning the changes in the last two days, Yang Baogui was so happy he forgot himself. Yang Baogui had long been fully mentally prepared for the arduousness of fighting the Beiyang Army. The troops had put in hard work during the training for more than a month. He never expected that Chairman Chen wrote a book, and Cixi died after reading it. Even if he wasn't very clear about the organizational structure of the Manchu Qing, Yang Baogui knew that the retreat of the Beiyang Army was only a matter of time.

"I have already planned to see Mr. Shen today, and I haven't prepared to go to the unit to inspect the troops. Let's talk about going to the unit later." Chen Ke really wasn't clear what to do in the unit right now. The political commissars had long done sufficient explanation work; Chen Ke didn't know magic arts, nor was he an evil Daoist; Cixi died completely of natural causes. But the simple and honest soldiers didn't think so. Except for storytellers telling such things, where had everyone seen such a divine person? Not only the soldiers, but even many cadres were very suspicious whether Chen Ke had some "Daoist attainment". The more it was this time, the less Chen Ke dared to act rashly.

"Then how about this, I'll accompany Chairman Chen to see Mr. Shen, but Chairman Chen, you must go to hold a meeting for the political commissars and cadres of the unit. Now it's spread like crazy in the unit. Something will happen if you don't show your face again." Yang Baogui said relentlessly. He had no choice either; the political commissars and cadres in the unit firmly requested to see Chen Ke. As the division commander, Yang Baogui couldn't forcibly suppress this passion either.

"Okay. Let's do it this way," Chen Ke replied.

Shen Zengzhi lived in the Normal College. As soon as Chen Ke and Yang Baogui walked into the gate of the Normal College, it immediately caused a sensation. The students up to now were still mainly female students "captured" from Anqing. These children had all seen Chen Ke many times. The matter of the "Book that Killed Cixi" had also spread like crazy among the girls, and Mr. Shen Zengzhi's wailing like he lost his parents these few days made the female students who didn't know the inside story have all kinds of guesses. As soon as they saw the protagonist of the event, Chairman Chen Ke, appear, the students immediately began to inform each other. Before Chen Ke and the others had walked halfway through the school, a large crowd of people stood at the entrances of various teaching buildings, windows, and all kinds of open spaces where they could see Chen Ke without being noticed. Everyone whispered to each other and pointed. Even Chen Ke, who had commanded a great battle of tens of thousands of people, felt uncomfortable all over. The 105th Division Commander Yang Baogui had even less experience of being gazed at by hundreds of girls at the same time. Following behind Chen Ke, he giggled while twisting and turning uneasily, almost forgetting how to walk.

Shen Zengzhi was indeed somewhat crazy as reported. Before entering Shen Zengzhi's large dormitory room, they heard Shen Zengzhi shouting, "Feng Xu, you harmed me miserably!"

Chen Ke hurriedly walked into the door quickly, only to see Feng Xu standing opposite Shen Zengzhi with a gloomy face. Shen Zengzhi seemed to have suffered inner torture these few days; his hair wasn't combed, his face wasn't washed, and he appeared much older. Only in his red eyes was there a strange light.

"Mr. Shen, I heard your health isn't very good; I came to see you." Chen Ke said hurriedly.

Seeing Chen Ke, Shen Zengzhi's eyes almost spurted fire. "Chairman Chen Ke, when you asked me to help write things, you didn't say what you wanted to write was a death warrant! You took the draft I wrote and changed and added to it recklessly! You, you pitted me to death!"

"Mr. Shen, don't get excited." Chen Ke explained hurriedly, "Cixi read that thing, correct. If she died right after reading it, you could still say this thing might have had a major impact on Cixi's life. But Cixi obviously died several days after reading it, so the connection between the two is very limited."

"Connection limited?!" Shen Zengzhi was almost driven mad by these words. He tremblingly picked up a printed pamphlet, "Here it writes first establishing a young monarch in the name of the Emperor. Then the Emperor and the Empress Dowager pass away on the same day. The Emperor passes away first in the morning, the Empress Dowager passes away later at night. Things happened exactly like this; what else do you have to say?"

Yang Baogui was extremely dissatisfied with Shen Zengzhi's attitude. He stepped forward, "This thing happened, which shows Cixi prepared exactly like this. What does it have to do with Chairman Chen?"

"This is obviously sowing discord between mother and son! How could I be confused for a moment and participate in this matter?" Shen Zengzhi was extremely annoyed, and his speech was already somewhat illogical.

Feng Xu had remained silent originally. Seeing Shen Zengzhi losing his composure so much, he couldn't help advising, "Brother Shen, I know you feel uneasy inside. No matter how wise the Empress Dowager looked before, this thing happened. Why do you have to self-righteously take the matter onto yourself?"

After all, being people in officialdom, Feng Xu could better understand the pain in Shen Zengzhi's heart. Shen Zengzhi was originally going to be an Education Commissioner. The Manchu Qing boasted about "filial piety and fraternal duty" themselves, but as a result, the matter of mother and son killing each other happened nakedly. How could Shen Zengzhi, who adhered to the Qing court's cultural propaganda work, accept such a fact? Not to mention Shen Zengzhi had put great effort into the editing work of this "Book that Killed Cixi".

When Chen Ke gathered Yan Fu, Shen Zengzhi, and Feng Xu, he only said he wanted to write a book "This Life of Cixi". Shen Zengzhi, following Confucius's principle of "concealing faults for the honorable", beautified Cixi quite a bit in it. Chen Ke compiled this classical Chinese into modern Chinese, and Shen Zengzhi specially scrutinized the text many times to ensure there was no malicious distortion of Cixi. At that time, Shen Zengzhi even praised Chen Ke for writing things "impartially, peacefully, and uprightly."

Hearing that Guangxu and Cixi both died, the surprised Shen Zengzhi just set up an incense table to offer sacrifices. As a result, hearing a guy with a loose mouth next to him say Cixi died after reading the book, the shocked Shen Zengzhi immediately demanded the formal manuscript from Yan Fu. After reading the manuscript, Shen Zengzhi was silent at first, and then collapsed.

"If not for someone sowing discord inside, how could such a matter violating human relations happen!" Shen Zengzhi finally spoke his mind.

Chen Ke advised, "Mr. Shen, we and the Qing court are irreconcilable. You know it, Cixi also knew it. Even if we sowed discord, normally Cixi should have acted against our statement. Since facts proved our prediction was correct, that means Cixi had made such preparations long ago. Whether you can accept it or not, this is the fact!"

Shen Zengzhi seemed to have calmed down mentally after hearing this. He was silent for a moment, then suddenly raised his head and said in a tone of grief and indignation: "Chairman Chen Ke, you are extremely intelligent, deeply scheming, and your methods are ruthless. I should have praised you as a hero. But encountering such a tragedy of human relations, you didn't stop it, which would be one thing, but you even added fuel to the flames and exploited it to the utmost. Where is your humanity! Confucius said, 'Did the initiator of this have no posterity?' You will definitely have retribution."

"Bullshit!" Yang Baogui couldn't listen anymore. Hearing Shen Zengzhi curse Chen Ke so viciously, the young division commander of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, in a rage, waved his fist wanting to go up and beat this old thief Shen Zengzhi soundly.

Chen Ke stopped Yang Baogui with one hand and shouted sternly, "Commander Yang, what do you want to do!"

Shen Zengzhi didn't care at all whether he would be beaten at this time. He stood straight. This old man emitted a strange aura, as if he were a ghost who had seen hell. Shen Zengzhi opened his mouth and said, "Chairman Chen, you say revolution is to save the common people. Since the People's Party's actions are done this way, I naturally can't slander the People's Party either. The Manchu Qing acting against the tide and violating human relations like this, what will be the result? The Empress Dowager can establish a young monarch, but once this is done, who sincerely sees that young monarch as the Emperor? Do you know why this is? Because there is a word 'Reason' (Li) above you and me. Once morality and justice are exhausted, the fate is exhausted. This is something no one can save. Even if the shameless princes and ministers in the court whitewash it however they want, the Manchu Qing is finished. No matter how the Manchu Qing acts against the tide, this isn't an excuse for you, Chairman Chen, to promote this tragedy of human relations under the guise of revolution. What is the difference between what you do and the Manchu Qing's perverse acts?"

These words sounded somewhat reasonable at first hearing, but Chen Ke felt something was wrong with them no matter what. He thought about it with a bitter smile before understanding, "Mr. Shen, if the broom doesn't reach, the dust won't run away by itself. If not for us People's Party fighting here, when would the Manchu Qing fall? We have no reason to be responsible for this matter."

"You shouldn't be responsible, but it doesn't mean you should use this matter for profit! You are accomplices!" Shen Zengzhi said angrily.

"What accomplices!" Yang Baogui immediately retorted, "You are obviously reversing cause and effect. Originally, Chairman Chen wrote this thing, and Cixi should have restrained her bad thoughts after seeing it. Not only did she not restrain, but she did it flagrantly instead. That shows she was determined to do so. If not for our People's Party exposing it in advance, how long would it take for this matter to be known? If not for our People's Party, Mr. Shen, you would be kowtowing three times and nine times to that little brat who became the new emperor willingly, shouting long live. Where would it be your turn to pretend to be a moralist here?!"

Shen Zengzhi was choked into silence by Yang Baogui's words and couldn't say anything else for a while. Seeing his coming had no effect, Chen Ke said, "Mr. Shen, no matter what you think, things have happened. Look on the bright side, look on the bright side. I'll leave first. Take care of yourself."

Taking Yang Baogui and leaving Shen Zengzhi's large dormitory, Feng Xu also followed out. As the three continued to walk towards the gate under the gaze of hundreds of people and thousands of eyes on the playground, Feng Xu whispered as if no one was around: "Chairman Chen, someone will definitely make an issue of this matter."

"Why care about them!" Yang Baogui held a bellyful of fire and couldn't help venting to Feng Xu, "Chairman Chen did nothing wrong; let those bastards bark themselves."

Being choked by Yang Baogui, Feng Xu smiled bitterly, "Haha. What this comrade said also has some reason. But... truly didn't expect things to turn out like this."

Chen Ke laughed, "The Manchu Qing is just such a thing; nothing strange. Yongzheng was an honest emperor; this bro was attacked badly before he died. He couldn't help writing a book 'Record of Awakening from Delusion of Great Righteousness' (Da Yi Jue Mi Lu) to defend himself. People said Yongzheng poisoned his father. Yongzheng explained that the day before he sent medicine to his father Kangxi, and the next day his father didn't make it. This bro was too honest; reading it makes people feel compelled to sympathize. As a result, after Qianlong came to power, he immediately confiscated and destroyed the 'Record of Awakening from Delusion of Great Righteousness' and executed Zeng Jing and others who wrote the book by lingchi (slow slicing). We only distributed a few copies of 'This Life of Cixi'? It's just that the Manchu Qing can't deal with our People's Party, so this case can be known to people."

Although the analogy was a bit nondescript, and Feng Xu didn't know much about "Da Yi Jue Mi Lu", Feng Xu could understand the general meaning. It's just that hearing Chen Ke call Yongzheng from more than a hundred years ago "bro" made Feng Xu frown. "Chairman Chen, no matter what kind of case this is, I'm afraid there won't be a day when the truth really comes out. But we have to deal with Yuan Shikai; you absolutely must not be impolite in your address."

Chen Ke was stunned first, then couldn't help laughing, "Thanks, thanks. What Mr. Feng says is true."

Seeing Chen Ke answer very casually, Feng Xu really didn't hold any illusion about whether Chen Ke could "thoroughly reform his past faults". But this was originally just a trivial matter. Feng Xu continued to ask, "What views does Chairman Chen have on the development of future events?" No matter how casual Chen Ke was, Feng Xu would absolutely not despise Chen Ke's judgment on the situation.

"Now it depends on whether the conservative faction overwhelms the reformist faction in the Qing court, or the reformist faction overwhelms the conservative faction. But no matter who overwhelms whom, the Qing court won't last long. The difference only lies in how it dies." Speaking of this, Chen Ke suddenly realized something. He looked at Feng Xu with surprise and joy and said, "Could it be that Mr. Feng is willing to go as an envoy to Yuan Shikai?"

"If Chairman Chen orders, I am naturally willing to make the trip." Feng Xu answered frankly.

Chen Ke said joyfully, "That would be great. I will discuss this matter at the Party Committee meeting. If passed at the Party Committee meeting, someone will talk to Mr. Feng."

For external negotiations, the personnel sent were crucial. Feng Xu and Yuan Shikai presumably had more common language. Chen Ke would absolutely not send Yan Fu to negotiate; in case Yuan Shikai harmed Yan Fu, the People's Party couldn't afford such a loss.

Separating at the gate of the Normal School, Yang Baogui insisted that Chen Ke go to the unit with him now. Having seen Shen Zengzhi's performance, Chen Ke felt it was very necessary to communicate with the comrades in the unit. He himself never expected that copy of "This Life of Cixi" to have such an effect. Actually, Chen Ke thought this book would only take effect after Cixi died. Everything is a unity of opposites; if this book could play the role of "forcing Cixi to death", then Chen Ke had to bear the reputation of a "shaman". This was very unfavorable to revolutionary work. If this disadvantage couldn't be resolved as soon as possible, the side effects would be too great. The People's Party was a revolutionary organization that stressed science and democracy; if the person in charge of the organization was regarded as a "charlatan", the trouble would be too big.

The unit station was not far from the school. Because the 105th Division was newly built, it was still maintaining the step of large-scale concentrated training. As soon as the officers and soldiers in training saw Chen Ke appear, the comrades immediately swarmed over.

"Chairman Chen!" "Chairman Chen!" Amidst enthusiastic greetings, comrades in the back couldn't help shouting loudly: "Chairman Chen, tell us what exactly happened!" "Can you predict the future?"

Hearing such nonsense, Yang Baogui shouted loudly, "What predict the future! How many times have I said, we don't talk about this feudal superstition!"

Under the persuasion of commanders and political commissars, the soldiers finally went back to continue military training with difficulty. It was just that everyone's eyes were fixed on Chen Ke.

"Chairman Chen, do you think it's okay not to hold a meeting?" Yang Baogui said hurriedly.

"The problem is I really haven't thought about what to say. Some things the Party Committee hasn't decided, and I can't talk nonsense either. And I see Commander Yang, you guys did a good job in opposing feudal superstition." Chen Ke was really quite embarrassed about the content of the conversation.

"Then you have to give a reasonable explanation." Yang Baogui himself had no way to make comrades sincerely believe the explanation against feudal superstition.

"Reasonable explanation. The reasonable explanation is that the troops are very likely to set off for Hubei in the near future. Hubei has flooded; we are going to provide disaster relief. During disaster relief, I'm afraid there won't be fighting. After the disaster relief, the area north of the Yangtze River in Hubei will definitely fall into our hands. Commander Yang, I don't need to emphasize the significance of Hanyang steel again, right?"

Yang Baogui's eyes lit up, "If we can get Hanyang steel, the rifles of our unit can be fully equipped."

Chen Ke replied, "Yes, now it depends on how far we can negotiate with Yuan Shikai. If Yuan Shikai can obediently return to Beijing to seize power, we will have half a year to a year. When Yuan Shikai finishes seizing power, Hubei will also be pacified. With Anhui and Hubei, there will be sufficient strategic room for maneuver. At that time, we can concentrate on grassroots work. In the final analysis, the grassroots of our Party is still too weak, too weak."

"Cadres are never enough at any time." Yang Baogui nodded heavily, "Chairman Chen, what you said at the Military Commission meeting was good; it's still that the labor is not enough. First, not fearing hardship; second, not fearing death. Dying is easy, being able to endure hardship is hard."

Hearing that Chairman Chen wanted to hold a general meeting, the political commissars and cadres of the 105th Division immediately rushed to the assembly point hurriedly. Seeing Chen Ke, the political commissars swarmed up immediately, "Chairman Chen, you can't just hold a meeting for us; our persuasiveness is not enough. This matter has become too big."

"Yes, if holding a meeting, hold a general meeting, meeting regiment by regiment."

"This matter isn't an organizational resolution transmission; I feel this matter concerns you personally, Chairman Chen, more."

Chen Ke was very surprised; the quality of the political commissars was truly jaw-dropping. Analyzing things actually didn't need so many magical modes. The most basic was just "having a beginning and an end", "determining who is the responsible person, who is responsible for whose responsibility". This was the training content of Chen Ke himself in the Party School. The requests raised by the political commissars now showed they had mastered the basic key points. As long as the entry point and key points were not wrong, the work wouldn't go wrong. At least it wouldn't create things like confusing one thing for another, or acting in a way that defeats one's purpose.

It seemed He Zudao's political commissar work was done very well. Chen Ke thought.

Thinking was one thing, but Chen Ke shouted to the excited comrades: "Comrades, things happened suddenly, and I wasn't prepared for what to say either. I'll hold a meeting for everyone first; everyone listen to whether my explanation makes sense. Comrades check it for me, how about it?"

"Good!" Everyone answered with a boom.

Standing in front of the dense formation of about a thousand people, Chen Ke shouted loudly: "This time Cixi died suddenly. According to the analytical method we require comrades to master, this matter has its inevitability and contingency."

"Cixi was 74 years old this year. It's rare for people to live to seventy since ancient times; the King of Hell doesn't summon one who goes by himself (meaning she was old enough to die naturally). She didn't have many days left to live originally; this is one of the inevitabilities."

A burst of sighs came faintly from the crowd. If it were 2008, a lifespan of 74 years wasn't anything strange; ordinary people could expect themselves to live to that day. In 1908, living to 60 was a very magical thing, especially in poverty-stricken Anhui, where ordinary people could only live to over 40. Cixi's lifespan of 74 indeed surprised everyone.

"We are all young, yet after intense exercise, this heart still thumps wildly. Sometimes when the amount of exercise is too large, we young comrades will also faint. After Cixi read the book, her mood was agitated; a 74-year-old lady is even more prone to accidents. These are inevitabilities. Inevitability based on actual physical condition."

After shouting these, Chen Ke looked at the comrades. There were expressions of understanding on everyone's faces. This reassured Chen Ke a lot.

"Then next is contingency. Everyone has been on the battlefield. Getting shot in the head leads to death, getting shot in the chest leads to death, getting shot in the arm or thigh can also lead to death. Exactly how Cixi died, we can't determine which accidental factor caused the death before an autopsy. If we really want to determine the factor of death, wait until we conquer Beijing, dig Cixi out for an autopsy, and we will know where the cause lies."

This statement made some comrades grin and smile bitterly. The People's Party didn't cover up the problem of autopsies existing in the Base Area. In fact, Chen Ke hoped the very good method of autopsy could be promoted in China. Although thinking that he would be cut and sawed after death made Chen Ke feel very uncomfortable too. But since it was correct, there was no reason to refuse.

"What I just said was existence on the physiological level. Next, I want to talk about the problem of Cixi's death from a social perspective. Some people might think Cixi's death is the credit of our book-writing group. I want to say, this view is wrong. The real credit doesn't lie with me, but lies with the comrades, lies with the soldiers of our vast troops, lies with our millions of party members and cadres. If there were only the few of us writing the book, do you think Cixi would take the few of us seriously? Precisely because there are millions of comrades supporting us behind, millions of comrades fighting one victorious battle after another, Cixi cared so much about our book. If just a few random people among the populace wrote a book, would Cixi read it? She wouldn't read it at all. If there is any credit in this matter, that credit is also shared by everyone, not possessed by the few of us."

This kind of collectivist propaganda sounded very good to the comrades. Although Chen Ke had to take a large part of the credit, comrades also agreed with the collective power Chen Ke spoke of. And the credit occupied by the collective power in this matter also diluted the feeling of Chen Ke being a "charlatan" a lot. The matter of "writing a book to kill Cixi", which originally looked extremely mysterious, suddenly appeared very normal now. Understanding smiles had appeared on comrades' faces.

"Comrades, we won't hide this book either; soon this book will also be distributed to the troops. Everyone can take a look; the content everyone sees is the same as the content Cixi saw. Everyone can see that this book has nothing remarkable. If there is anything different, it is that this book is a book only our People's Party, our revolutionary army could write. There is only one key point adhered to in this book, and that is telling the truth."

Hearing this, a real sensation appeared in the comrades' array for the first time. Quite a few comrades hadn't read this book, so they thought there was a lot of magical content written in this book. Unexpectedly, Chairman Chen Ke, whom everyone respected very much, actually told everyone that only "truth" was written in this book.

Comrades could no longer remain quiet; immediately a comrade shouted loudly: "Chairman Chen, can telling the truth curse someone to death?"

"To be accurate, not cursed to death. Scared to death," Chen Ke answered loudly.

"Buzz!" A roar erupted from the queue of comrades. This inconceivable answer exceeded almost everyone's imagination.

"Comrades, would our People's Party's policies be afraid of the people knowing? We are only afraid the people don't know, especially afraid the people can't understand correctly after knowing. Because we are an alliance of laborers; everyone gathered together because working together is more efficient and working together can get a better life. Telling lies brings a hundred harms and no benefit to us, to the revolutionary cause."

This truth, which was like nonsense, was a bit confusing. The comrades' emotions, which had already become excited, suddenly lost their resonance point; everyone looked at Chen Ke in astonishment.

"The Manchu Qing is different. The foundation of the Manchu Qing's existence is lies and deception. The true foundation of this system's existence is exploitation and oppression. If they told the truth, the common people wouldn't approve of this system. So the Manchu Qing made up all kinds of lies to deceive the people, what Son of Heaven, what Mandate of Heaven. These are all lies. In the final analysis, the Manchu Qing wants everyone to think that the Manchu Qing rulers and their running dogs ruling and exploiting us common people is correct and unchangeable. This is a lie; this is deceiving people."

Chen Ke suddenly felt extremely happy in his heart. After accumulating for so long, the Base Area could finally use reality to counterattack the lies of the exploiting class. Chen Ke raised his left fist high, and the comrades' emotions became equally excited.

"Comrades, in our Base Area, this lie has already been punctured. No emperor, no exploiters, only an equal alliance of laborers. Aren't we living just fine now! Not only are our days much better than before, but they will also get better day by day. Why is this? Because in the past, the fruits of our labor were taken away by the exploiting class and their running dogs; our blood and sweat were eaten and drunk clean by these people. Not only did they want to eat, but they also wanted to explain that their eating was reasonable. Now the Base Area is telling these people: Exploiters get out, we want to live better, we can live better."

After saying this, Chen Ke waved his arm raised high in the air down forcefully, as if to split the air in half at once. As if responding to Chen Ke's movement, the comrades also couldn't help waving their arms and roaring.

"Right!" "Good!" "Exploiters get out!" "Emperor get out!" "Running dogs go to die!"

Chen Ke raised his arm high again, then pressed down. The wave of sound immediately subsided temporarily, but that wasn't silence; that was the stillness before a bigger explosion. Every party member and cadre stared at Chen Ke with shining eyes, staring at their leader. Waiting for a bigger thunderclap.

"A lie is a lie; saying it a thousand times won't turn it into the truth. Exploiters taking our grain is true. Exploiters taking our money is true. Exploiters using this grain and money on their own debauchery is still true. So they are afraid of hearing the truth; they are afraid of the people seeing the facts. Because if the people know the facts, they will definitely knock them to the ground. Our Base Area has already risen up and knocked down the exploiters; we have already let the whole of China see the reality that the people's revolution makes people's lives better. As a representative of the exploiters, what Cixi feared most was seeing the facts and hearing the truth. When that pamphlet wrote the truth and told the truth. She was scared by the comrades' revolution! She was scared to death by the comrades' revolution!"

"Oh!!!" Cheering like a mountain tsunami sounded again. Chen Ke's explanation not only gained the comrades' approval but even more gained the comrades' support. That was an indescribable cheering sound mixed with collectivist confidence, looking down on the enemy from a commanding height, and all kinds of excitement, confidence, and passion.

"Long live the revolution!" "Long live Chairman Chen!" The comrades' cheering resounded through the sky above the meeting place.

The newly enlisted soldiers weren't qualified to attend this meeting; they could only stand not far away watching and listening. Because of the distance, perhaps they could see Chen Ke's impassioned gestures and movements, but they couldn't hear the specific content. All new soldiers were anxious, wishing they could rush into the meeting place to hear what exactly that god-like Chairman Chen Ke said. They once had such an urgent impulse; that was when joining the army, to get rid of hunger, to protect the land distributed to the family in the revolution, to let the family join the cooperative that got many new farm tools. The young people joined the revolutionary ranks without turning back. For a better life, the young and simple soldiers followed the ranks to distant places they had never reached before without turning back.

Now seeing that impassioned scene in the distance, the young soldiers' mood became urgent again. They wanted to hear what Chairman Chen Ke said; more bluntly, they wanted to get closer to the center point of the People's Party's mysterious power. This was an impulse difficult to explain, but everyone instinctively thought that by getting one step closer to that center point, they could possess more power.

The cheers of the political commissars and cadres suddenly paused for a moment. The young soldiers felt quite surprised by this change. But a moment later, loud singing erupted from the queue of political commissars and cadres. That was a song everyone had heard but hadn't learned yet.

"Arise, ye prisoners of starvation! Arise, ye wretched of the earth! For justice thunders condemnation, a better world's in birth! No more tradition's chains shall bind us, arise, ye slaves, no more in thrall! The earth shall rise on new foundations, we have been naught, we shall be all! ..."

Because they hadn't completely learned Mandarin yet, plus the dialects of various places differed quite a bit, although the young soldiers could understand a few words, they still couldn't understand the meaning of this song. Even so, the vigorous and sincere tune still touched the hearts of these young people. They held their breath and focused their attention on the singing coming into their ears. Such concentration took effect; in the second round of lyrics, the young comrades understood a bit more.

"There has never been any savior, nor do we rely on immortals or emperors! To create human happiness, we rely entirely on ourselves! We want to take back the fruits of labor, let thoughts break through the cage! Quickly burn that furnace fire red hot, only striking while the iron is hot will we succeed! This is the final struggle, unite until tomorrow, the Internationale shall be the human race! This is the final struggle, unite until tomorrow, the Internationale shall be the human race!"
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Yuan Shikai knew Chen Ke would bring him surprises. For his own life and death survival, Chen Ke, who had always performed outstandingly, was bound to do his utmost. Even with this relatively sufficient mental preparation, the official news of Cixi and Guangxu passing away successively still gave Yuan Shikai a shock from the soul. With mixed grief and joy, Yuan Shikai immediately ordered the "whole army to wear mourning" and organized a mourning ceremony.

Leading the Henan officials and the Beiyang Army to weep bitterly, Yuan Shikai's tears were very sincere. Sincere and joyful weeping was an extremely rare experience in Yuan Shikai's life. Among the two dead people, Guangxu's death gave Yuan Shikai a joy of removing a huge trouble in his heart. As for Cixi, Yuan Shikai's loyalty was from the bottom of his heart. Before dying, the old lady let Yuan Shikai become the Governor of Henan, commanding the four Beiyang divisions, and also in charge of the Jiangbei Commander-in-Chief and the Henan New Army. The current situation was that Yuan Shikai had territory if he wanted territory, and troops if he wanted troops. Self-protection was absolutely no problem.

After the mourning ceremony, Yuan Shikai immediately announced he would strive to suppress the Anhui rebels. These days, the Imperial Clan had worked hard to mix sand and infiltrate the Beiyang New Army. These guys whom Yuan Shikai had long wanted to remove were named one after another; they formed a team ordered to attack the Base Area. After sending this group of eyesores to the front line, Yuan Shikai firmly believed Chen Ke would definitely continue to give him surprises.

After doing the superficial work, Yuan Shikai anxiously waited for news from Beiyang's own people. Official news was just official news; more accurate news could only rely on his own people. When the real news was transmitted to Yuan Shikai, although not to the extent of being scared to death, Yuan Shikai still felt a strong chill on his back. As a Westernization Movement proponent and ruler, Yuan Shikai was absolutely not a superstitious person. Even so, the thought "Does Chen Ke know some sorcery?" occupied Yuan Shikai's mind for a short time.

Notices and pamphlets, the People's Party distributed more than three hundred copies in Beijing city. The Imperial Clan searched for these pamphlets everywhere like mad dogs. Because the implication was too big, even Beiyang people dared not keep such things privately. Since the content wasn't much, in a very short time, the people Beiyang left in Beijing sent five handwritten copies. The dozen or so backbones of the four Beiyang divisions all finished reading these things at this time. Yuan Shikai wanted to hear everyone's thoughts, but unexpectedly everyone at the meeting had the same mind. Silence, ah, silence; the core of the Beiyang New Army sat there like Bodhisattvas.

"Pinqing, what do you think?" Yuan Shikai asked Wang Shizhen, whose expression was still considered normal.

Wang Shizhen was silent for a rare moment, then said a meaningless nonsense sentence. "How did Yan Jidao teach such a disciple."

The nonsense triggered resonance among the Beiyang generals. Actually, after reading "This Life of Cixi", everyone had great confusion and opposition in their hearts. Beiyang's feeling towards Cixi was "an old lady with amazing tricks". They didn't oppose Cixi's tricks, only grumbled about being fixed by these tricks. Essentially, whether it was the Beiyang Army or other forces of the Qing court, everyone was ruthlessly competing for and exchanging interests around political resources and economic resources, telling lies to fool the gentry, and adopting forceful suppression against the common people. The methods they implemented were no different.

So lies were like soap bubbles to this bunch; if one broke, just blow another. Promotion in this system depended on who could understand the laws of lies in human relations, who could integrate into this system, and tell lies better.

The People's Party led by Chen Ke was completely different. They explained the secrets passed down by word of mouth within the traditional ruling class clearly and plainly in words the common people could understand. This was no longer a power struggle; this was overturning the table of current power. Because Chen Ke was Yan Fu's disciple, and Yan Fu was a capable general of Li Hongzhang's former Beiyang, the Beiyang Army also considered Chen Ke a person of the Beiyang lineage. However, it must be explained that the biggest reason these arrogant Beiyang New Army backbones had this feeling was that Chen Ke showed tyrannical strength. If Chen Ke were obscure now, the Beiyang New Army backbones wouldn't treat Chen Ke as one of their own at all.

Others were still considered cultured; for example, Duan Qirui just snorted, but subconsciously ground the heel of his military boot on the floor a few times, as if trying to crush something invisible.

But Cao Kun was the first to open his mouth and curse: "What exactly is Yan Jidao trying to do! Did he read too many foreign books and read his brain silly!"

As soon as Cao Kun's voice fell, several cold snorts immediately sounded in the room.

Yuan Shikai didn't come to hear these people scold Yan Fu or Chen Ke. He waved his hand to stop Cao Kun's likely continued scolding, "Everyone has their own aspirations in this matter; ignore them. The Empress Dowager and the Emperor have passed away; what thoughts does everyone have?"

Who among the people present didn't know the meaning of Yuan Shikai's words? Now the situation was so chaotic, yet full of various opportunities. Yuan Shikai summoned everyone first to see everyone's attitude. Cao Kun immediately replied: "I look to Lord Yuan as the horse's head (follow your lead). Wherever Lord Yuan asks me to hit, I will hit there! Brothers present, we have all followed Lord Yuan for so long; what do you think?"

"Hmph!" Duan Qirui sneered but didn't commit himself. He was Yuan Shikai's diehard; there was no need to express his stance with such a tough attitude.

"Lord Yuan, at least leave some face for the court." Wang Shizhen's stance was the mildest and richest in meaning.

Other people expressed their stances one after another. Between the court and Yuan Shikai, they all chose Yuan Shikai.

Receiving everyone's support, Yuan Shikai was somewhat relieved but also somewhat disappointed. Although he held heavy troops now, Yuan Shikai didn't plan to be Dong Zhuo. Or rather, he had absolutely no intention of repeating Dong Zhuo's mistakes.

In Chen Ke's book "Chinese Cultural Heritage and the Rise of Materialism", the content about political changes took up several volumes. Talking about Han politics, Chen Ke didn't think Dong Zhuo was a treacherous minister. The Ten Attendants and the Imperial Relatives killed each other in the capital; Dong Zhuo brought Xiliang troops into the capital to support the crumbling regime. Of course, it triggered the expansion of local autonomy that began during the Yellow Turban Rebellion. Dong Zhuo might have been boorish, but he himself was still a vine attached to the big tree of the court system. If the court was gone, Dong Zhuo had no way to exist independently. The eighteen warlords crusading against Dong Zhuo was actually also a military and political action by local forces to legalize their separatist behavior under the guise of resisting Dong Zhuo.

After Yuan Shikai read this section, he slapped the table in praise at that time. The current situation of the world was similar to the end of the Han Dynasty. The center seemed to be able to dispatch officials smoothly and maintain normal operation on the surface. In reality, it was already riddled with holes and tottering. Yuan Shikai was now the Governor of Henan, commanding a large army. If he dared to lead troops into the capital and promote a journey of power with military force as the background, the viceroys and governors of the world would instantly become "enemies". Eighteen warlords crusading against Dong Zhuo might not necessarily happen, but "pointed at by a thousand accusing fingers, dying without a disease" (dying under public condemnation). If Yuan Shikai were cursed by the world, that taste would not be pleasant at all.

Especially since the little emperor on stage now came to the throne extremely improperly, simply insufficient to convince the public. Yuan Shikai wasn't in a hurry to return to the capital at all. But not returning to the capital didn't mean doing nothing. Now a nationwide networking was needed, and waiting for an opportunity in Beijing. At that time, when Yuan Shikai led troops back to the capital openly and aboveboard, that would be "what the people hope for", and no one could shake Yuan Shikai in the slightest.

Actually, Yuan Shikai wanted his key subordinates to propose suggestions in this regard, but he was disappointed. Apart from simple oaths of allegiance, no one mentioned the serious business. "If Chen Ke were under my command, this kind of consideration should be a piece of cake, right." Yuan Shikai thought with considerable regret.

However, Yuan Shikai didn't realize that this kind of thing actually required the group leader to plan personally. Since Yuan Shikai hoped his subordinates would take the initiative to talk about this matter, it already proved his lack of confidence in the Beiyang group, and especially proved that Yuan Shikai himself lacked the firm conviction to rebel against the Manchu Qing system. Having been a slave for a long time, it wasn't that easy to twist the mentality to the position of a master first.

"Let's talk about how to fight with the People's Party." Seeing no one spoke about the core issue, Yuan Shikai had to propose another topic to cut into the problem.

After Cixi died, Yuan Shikai's Beiyang "swore to exterminate the rebel bandits", but the Shanghai Qing troops attacking the Zhejiang Guangfu Society immediately withdrew to Shanghai.

"Lord Tao, the Qing troops really withdrew towards Shanghai!" Listening to the returning scout's report, Tao Chengzhang stood on the city wall of Hangzhou; no trace of the Qing troops could be seen in the telescope anymore. Actually, this was superfluous; the scout's range of activity was far larger than the range the telescope could reach. Tao Chengzhang suddenly felt his legs go soft, almost wanting to sit on the city wall.

Ever since the defeat under Nanjing city, the main force of the Guangfu Society retreated all the way back to Hangzhou. This was a defeat, so naturally there were no benefits like spoils of war. Many troops left the Guangfu Society main force and went home directly when passing near their hometowns. Often after a night's rest, many camps that should have had people stationed were already empty. This attrition halfway continued until Hangzhou; the original main force of tens of thousands left less than four thousand.

This loss wasn't actually the most important. In several key battles south of Nanjing, the Guangfu Society lost most of its elite troops. During the retreat, they even left behind their own wounded and the People's Party's medical team. This was the real loss.

Although in the news obtained later, the People's Party medical team single-handedly withstood the fierce attack of the Qing army unit of Wang Youhong, and finally, under the reception of the People's Party main force, thousands of Guangfu Society wounded retreated safely to Anhui. But the elite troops were now all injured; it was impossible to let them return to fight in the short term.

The Guangfu Society started cursing the People's Party again this time, "Why didn't you send out capable troops to help earlier? When dividing spoils, it's impossible not to give the People's Party a share." This bunch completely forgot that many of them had insisted that when the People's Party brought weapons to Zhejiang, they had to hand over the weapons to the Guangfu Society for management first.

But scolding the People's Party was hollow no matter what. The Shanghai Qing troops attacked all the way. Since the Guangfu Society's troops were concentrated in Hangzhou, the Qing troops advanced "like splitting bamboo" along the way; more than three thousand Qing troops fought all the way to the foot of Hangzhou city before stopping. Fortunately, the Guangfu Society had undergone the cruel tempering of the Battle of Nanjing. Having experienced war or not made a big difference. Only after fierce shooting would the Shanghai Qing troops approach to attack the city with fear and trembling. The Guangfu Society could even manage to hide on the city wall without firing a shot, waiting until the Qing troops approached the city wall before conducting disciplined volleys. The Qing troops often suffered a dozen casualties and the attack would be defeated.

After attacking a few times, the Shanghai Qing troops immediately changed their mode; they began shelling the top of the wall. The Guangfu Society adopted staying under the wall and placing a small amount of troops on the wall. Once the Qing troops attacked within range outside the city, the Qing artillery stopped firing. The Guangfu Society troops hurried up the wall to resist the enemy. The Qing army quantity was inferior to the Guangfu Society, plus the Guangfu Society's tactics were reasonable, the Qing army couldn't take Hangzhou, and the two sides simply fell into a staring war.

However, as the Beiyang New Army moved south, Cixi also strictly ordered the Shanghai Qing troops to attack Hangzhou. The Qing army increased by two thousand soldiers, and the fighting finally became a bit fiercer. The Guangfu Society didn't have much weapons and ammunition originally, and consumption was huge in the early defense battles. Facing the Qing army's attack, each gun had less than ten bullets. Although the siege battle showed no improvement, the Qing army effectively blockaded Hangzhou. The Guangfu Society couldn't get supplies of food and weapons and ammunition; the situation inside the city was precarious.

At this time, Qiu Jin stood out. Qiu Jin publicly executed more than a dozen deserters and personally took over the command. All bullets were managed centrally; no firing unless it was a critical moment. The Qing army was still that cowardly appearance; apart from firing cannons, there was no progress. Every attack was not resolute. Even so, to create enough gunfire momentum, the Guangfu Society's ammunition was still consumed continuously. It wasn't until Qiu Jin finally remembered the People's Party's method of setting off firecrackers inside iron buckets to create "gunshots" that the utilization rate of bullets was greatly improved.

After Cixi died, the Qing army retreated. In the entire Hangzhou city, the total number of bullets of the Guangfu Army remained less than three thousand rounds. If the Qing army really launched a fierce attack, the Guangfu Army would soon have to fight the Qing army with broadswords and spears.

Qiu Jin walked to Tao Chengzhang's side. These days she led the newly formed Dare-to-Die Corps to patrol day and night, participating in combat during wartime. Qiu Jin had thinned a lot. The once plump complexion now gave people a withered feeling, and many white hairs appeared at her temples. Qiu Jin, in her thirties, looked fully ten years older now.

"Lord Tao, ask the People's Party for help," Qiu Jin's throat had been hoarse for a long time; her voice sounded rough like sandpaper at this time.

"Send whom?" Tao Chengzhang asked somewhat sluggishly. This once energetic and enthusiastic revolutionary leader also lost his former appearance. His vitality had been drawn away by more than half by daily fighting and hardship; the remaining part could only maintain normal speaking and patrolling.

Qiu Jin glanced at the Guangfu Society soldiers in the city. The long siege warfare tortured these people into haggard appearances and slow movements. Qiu Jin was very puzzled about this. The People's Party actually experienced more battles, and the bloody and cruel degree was simply not comparable to the Guangfu Society. But why couldn't she see these things on the People's Party at all? From Chen Ke to the officers and soldiers below, everyone looked focused and full of vitality.

"Where do we fall short compared to them?" Qiu Jin thought silently. These days, there were actually quite a few people privately cursing Xu Xilin for hiding in safe Anhui and not returning, letting the Guangfu Society brothers in Hangzhou city die. Every time Qiu Jin heard these words, she gave a severe scolding.

Xu Xilin and the others had already done their best under Nanjing city. The Guangfu Society members who abandoned Xu Xilin and others to flee back to Hangzhou had no right to make irresponsible remarks. Without Xu Xilin and others bringing up the rear, the Guangfu Society being chased by the Jiangnan New Army, complete annihilation might not have been impossible. The People's Party also withstood the Qing army only after cruel fighting. The wounded escaped with their lives after fighting hard, yet they had to suffer such slander. Qiu Jin's dissatisfaction could be imagined. In fact, Qiu Jin even hoped Xu Xilin wouldn't return rashly. If Hangzhou unfortunately fell, those elite troops of Xu Xilin were the last connections of the Guangfu Society.

"Lord Tao, if there is no one, I will go now." Qiu Jin requested orders.

"No. Xuanqing, if you leave now, I'm afraid this city will scatter immediately." Tao Chengzhang looked sluggish, but actually could still judge the situation effectively.

"Lord Tao, everyone is full of complaints now. Sending them, heaven knows what the comrades will say." Qiu Jin also had sufficient thinking ability.

Tao Chengzhang swept a glance at the Guangfu Society members leaning everywhere. The retreat of the Qing army should be a happy thing. But there was only the look of survivors on these people. Some held the city wall and looked out timidly, some simply covered their faces and wept for joy. There was absolutely none of that excitement and high spirit after winning a defensive battle.

"Xuanqing, you stay to reorganize the troops. I will go ask for help." Tao Chengzhang said wearily.

"Lord Tao!" Qiu Jin never expected Tao Chengzhang to choose this.

"Xuanqing, no need to decline. These days, the only one who can lead everyone to persist is you. Apart from holding on desperately like other comrades, I can't accomplish anything. I feel reassured handing Hangzhou city to you. Going to see Chen Ke this time, I will go personally. Since I am the leader of the Guangfu Society, even if I have to kneel to death at Chen Ke's place, I will definitely request aid back." Tao Chengzhang's tone was extremely flat, as if talking about going for an outing.

"Lord Tao, you'd better stay in Hangzhou. Besides you, who else here can contact Guangfu Society comrades in various places?" Qiu Jin still opposed Tao Chengzhang leaving.

"Haha," Tao Chengzhang laughed neurotically upon hearing this, "Contact Guangfu Society comrades in various places? This siege has lasted for months; who among the people we sent out to contact brought anyone back? The comrades from Shaoxing came, but Shaoxing was already emptied by us; what use are those few dozen people who came? The only ones reliable now are the comrades in Anhui. I heard Besun (Xu Xilin) let the comrades engage in revolution with the People's Party in Anhui and learn seriously. Presumably, they also learned quite a lot. If we continue like this, it definitely won't work. The Guangfu Society must learn the People's Party's methods."

Qiu Jin agreed with these words. She stopped obstructing and instead smiled as heartily as possible: "Then Lord Tao doesn't need to worry about my side. As long as I am still here, I can definitely hold this Hangzhou city. Don't rush; come back after getting things done. Guns and ammunition, various aids, ask for as much as possible. Don't be polite with Wenqing (Chen Ke)."

When Tao Chengzhang set off for Anhui, the Central Committee of the People's Party also reached an agreement. Mobilize the second batch of 15,000 troops enlisted from the Dabie Mountain area to Fengtai County. Form the 106th Division with the remaining 5,000 troops. The 104th and 105th Divisions, which had finished reorganization and training, marched into Wuhan in the name of disaster relief. From July to August 1908, Hubei suffered "excessive rain causing disaster" in summer. "The three territories of Wuhan lake districts had no harvest, residents in the city were mostly in accumulated water." The disaster area covered 29 prefectures and counties. In heavily hit areas like Huanggang, Macheng, Huang'an, Qianjiang, Huangpei, "most became watery kingdoms, countless people drowned, disaster victims filled the wild." Because of disasters for five consecutive years, the suffering of the people was indescribable.

Before Cixi died, the People's Party troops had to confront Beiyang and had no power to move at all. Once Cixi died, the People's Party Central Committee approved the plan to march into Hubei after discussion. The purpose of this troop dispatch was to seize all areas north of the Yangtze River in Hubei. Especially the Hanyang Iron Works and related military industries; the People's Party was determined to get them. To achieve this goal, the elite troops of the People's Party turned out in full force, heading to Hubei for "disaster relief" under the leadership of General Political Commissar He Zudao.

The troops remaining in the Base Area were the 106th Division about to be formed on paper. The division commander was served by Pu Guanshui, and the political commissar was Xiong Mingyang who performed outstandingly. To stabilize the army's morale, Chen Ke personally commanded this force to confront Beiyang. With Chen Ke sitting in command, it seemed to give the comrades the confidence of five divisions. Comrades who originally opposed the main force entering Hubei also compromised temporarily.

Not only was the Anhui Base Area moving, but Military Commission Vice Chairman Hua Xiongmao and a portion of comrades from the Military Commission and Staff Department went to the Shandong Base Area. The four Beiyang divisions were fighting outside, and Beijing's troop strength was empty. After a year of construction, the gradually stable Shandong Base Area already had the ability to fight externally.

Chen Ke requested the Shandong troops to harass the Manchu Qing's Beijing city fiercely during this period, creating chaos. Let Yuan Shikai's attention be placed more on Beijing. To alleviate the threat the Base Area might receive.

After three years of revolutionary experience, starting from 8 people, this revolutionary party that grew up in countless temperings engaged in large-scale dispersed combat for the first time. Although Chen Ke didn't say it, there was great panic in his heart. If he faced complex situations and dangers himself, he might not even twitch an eyebrow. But these cadres and soldiers were all brought up by Chen Ke painstakingly; Chen Ke once used all his ability to protect them. And this protection had now reached the end; they had to stand alone.

No matter how he used "this is an inevitable process" to persuade himself, Chen Ke couldn't let it go. Hua Xiongmao departed first. Although their troops weren't many, they were all elites in the command system accumulated by the People's Party over these years. Chen Ke held Hua Xiongmao's hand and didn't want to let go no matter what.

Hua Xiongmao revealed a resolute smile, "Wenqing, don't worry. I will definitely coordinate well with the Shandong comrades and turn Hebei and Beijing upside down."

"Zhenglan!" Chen Ke wanted to say something to this comrade-in-arms who always followed by his side, but whether saying take care or be careful, it always felt wrong. Actually, what Chen Ke wanted to say was, "Don't die no matter what." But these words felt unlucky however he thought about it. Chen Ke finally let go of Hua Xiongmao's hand.

"Zhenglan, work well." This was the only sentence Chen Ke felt he could say smoothly.

Hua Xiongmao didn't expect Chen Ke to squeeze out such a sentence in the end. His expression instantly became solemn. Saluting Chen Ke seriously, Hua Xiongmao replied: "I will definitely listen more and learn more, and won't cause trouble for the Shandong comrades."

Chen Ke also returned the salute with a solemn expression. The two shook hands again, but neither spoke. Letting go of Chen Ke's hand, Hua Xiongmao walked towards the pier with other jubilant comrades.
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The work of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army going to Hubei for disaster relief had entered the track. The Staff Department and command organs at all levels had obtained the complete action plan. Because the People's Party's cultural popularization work was in place, at least commanders at all levels could read orders. Once culture, originally high above, entered the grassroots, its power was unparalleled. Not only in the general direction, but commanders even checked and counted various equipment against records. "A good memory is not as good as a rotten pen tip"; this was consistently propagated in the army. Being able to write and calculate had long been nothing strange; an army without culture had no combat effectiveness. Grandpa Mao said so, and Chen Ke carried out this guidance to the end firmly.

Since the troops could operate normally, He Zudao, as the supreme commander, was relaxed before dispatching troops. At this time, You Gou came to visit He Zudao. As soon as they met, You Gou asked urgently: "Zudao, do you think local production in Hanyang can be restored within two months this time going to Hubei?"

He Zudao smiled and replied: "I can't calculate this kind of thing; after all, disaster relief is the main focus. Moreover, once industrial production in the Wuhan area is restored, I will report this matter to the Central Committee immediately."

Hearing He Zudao's gentle, frank, yet neither humble nor arrogant reply, You Gou sighed, "Before when we didn't have designs on Hubei, our National Defense Science and Technology Commission (NDSTC) was okay. Now the people in the NDSTC are restless, wishing to take over Wuhan's industry fully tomorrow. Zudao, although work has to be done step by step, I still hope you can understand our urgent mood."

"Haha," He Zudao laughed, "Sister You Gou, we are also very anxious. There are tens of thousands of Hanyang-made rifles in the Hubei warehouses, not to mention bullets. Going to Wuhan this time, the troops left many weapons for the 106th Division; everyone is also waiting to change equipment upon arriving in Wuhan."

A few simple sentences had thoroughly exchanged and communicated the positions and thoughts of both sides. You Gou already knew there was no need to talk about work anymore. Looking up at He Zudao, the feeling of a frail youth was completely gone. Although he was still not tall, that kind of introversion, steadiness, and sincerity was definitely not the appearance of a teenager.

"Zudao, going to Wuhan this time, the work must be very hard. You take care." You Gou smiled.

"Sister You Gou, you take care too." Although He Zudao really wanted to say something else, the current situation was completely not the time to talk about private matters. Having done political work for so long, He Zudao knew very well what result would come from saying inappropriate words at an inappropriate time. No matter what thoughts he had in his heart, He Zudao controlled his emotions very effectively.

You Gou was a woman after all, and had instinctive sensitivity to this kind of emotional matter. She smiled and stepped forward to pat He Zudao's shoulder, "Zudao, you have really grown up. Our NDSTC is waiting here for your good news."

On September 13, 1908, He Zudao led the First Regiment of the 104th Division of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to set off for Hubei.

The deaths of Cixi and Guangxu didn't calm China down. On the contrary, various forces that had once done a lot of superficial work for their own interests all began full-scale operations to fully utilize this opportunity of change.

The Hangzhou Guangfu Society commanded by Qiu Jin, counting only the number of people, was also a force that could be counted in China at this time. Sitting on a force of more than three thousand troops, influencing nearly ten thousand men and horses within a province, it could already count as a Viceroy, or at least a Prefectural level force. But the more than three thousand people of the Guangfu Society made no move in Hangzhou during this period. After the once imminent crisis passed, the Guangfu Society from top to bottom wanted to enjoy the rare relaxation.

The war ended temporarily, and Hangzhou, as a trading center, finally restored a little economic circulation. For the Guangfu Society, which hadn't seen realistic benefits for a long time, this was simply a good thing dropping from the sky. Although Qiu Jin had wisely requested not to rob, only allowing normal tax collection. To ensure the execution of these orders, Qiu Jin grasped this matter strictly. It couldn't be said there were no results, but it didn't take much time for Guangfu Society members to degenerate into the "tax collectors" they once detested extremely. Picking up the Manchu Qing's set of tricks, the Guangfu Society could be said to be driving a light carriage on a familiar road.

Qiu Jin's indignation at this could be imagined, but the gap between "harboring the ambition to cleanse the world" and "actually cleansing the world" was something Qiu Jin hadn't anticipated originally. Ideals, especially ideals lacking effective technical means support, were always beaten to smithereens after facing reality.

The fatal weakness of the Guangfu Society lacking governing concepts and political ability was exposed extremely clearly at this time. The People's Party's intelligence agency belonged to the People's Internal Affairs Committee. Their profession was only professional intelligence collection officers, not professional government affairs personnel. Even so, these intelligence personnel couldn't help expressing great regret for Qiu Jin's behavior in the intelligence reports.

"Facing complaints from numerous small vendors, besides setting up various daily patrols, Qiu Jin personally led people to patrol Hangzhou every day whenever she was free. But according to our observation, Qiu Jin has never established the vision of a police system, nor does she have cognition of a police system. Her motivation for action seems more like adherence to the traditional thinking of 'eliminating violence and pacifying the good', rather than aiming to establish effective management of Hangzhou. The result is that the bad elements quickly figured out the patrol patterns; they only implemented various small-scale bad incidents after the patrol team passed. On the other hand, the patrol team nitpicked various small matters. Because the Guangfu Society law enforcement personnel couldn't position themselves correctly, most personnel had the mentality of considering themselves 'Blue Sky Grand Lords' (upright officials). Not only did it not help solve the actual problems they found, but it intensified and expanded these actual problems instead. The result is that these meaningless actions pursuing 'absolute justice judgment' not only lowered the efficiency of patrols but even made the Hangzhou common people view the patrol team as another kind of trouble."

The comrade who wrote this report was named Li Tianxia. Because of this report, Li Tianxia was even specially noted by Chen Ke. Only then did he learn that Li Tianxia was a young talent highly regarded by Lin Shenhe, the current Vice Minister of Public Security of the Base Area. But Lin Shenhe dared not stop Qi Huishen from poaching people, so he was poached from the Ministry of Public Security to the People's Internal Affairs Committee. Chen Ke knew his authority wasn't suitable for forcibly transferring personnel posts over the Personnel Department. He had to stop his action at the level of "paying attention".

However, criticizing Qiu Jin's actions with Li Tianxia's report was undoubtedly incomplete. The reason Qiu Jin put her energy into Hangzhou's public security was that Qiu Jin's action of requesting Guangfu Society comrades from all over Zhejiang to come to Hangzhou failed completely. Guangfu Society members in various places either controlled local political power in various parts of Zhejiang or suffered heavy losses and were unable to fight again. No matter which reason, the result was perfunctory coping with the Guangfu Society Hangzhou Center controlled by Qiu Jin. No tearing of faces, nor any substantial aid actions. Even Qiu Jin's request for them to provide bullets received no reply from anyone.

Facing such a situation, Qiu Jin could only do her best. She hoped to "handle well" the immediate matters in Hangzhou, so that when Tao Chengzhang returned with a large amount of aid, the situation in Hangzhou at least hadn't deteriorated.

By the morning of October 1, Qiu Jin once again led people she trusted to patrol. Just about to go out, she saw someone rushing into the Hangzhou Governor's Yamen sweating profusely and panting. As soon as he entered the door, the man shouted out of breath: "Mr. Qiu, Qing troops are attacking."

Qiu Jin was startled. To monitor the movements of the Shanghai New Army, Qiu Jin had already sent several groups of scouts. But the one coming to report wasn't those scouts, but a sentry in the northwest direction of Hangzhou. The sentry's alert range was only twenty li.

"Where are the troops from?" Qiu Jin asked hurriedly.

Hearing the inquiry, the sentry's voice already had a crying tone, "Don't know. Those Qing troops looked to be over a thousand. We reported immediately after seeing them. Unexpectedly, those Qing troops ran extremely fast. Although we were three or four li ahead, the Qing troops started chasing after seeing us, and they caught up. Other brothers were killed by the Qing troops; I ran faster, only then did I make it back."

The sentry's report just reached here when gunshots rang out outside the North Gate of Hangzhou. Qiu Jin couldn't care about questioning the sentry anymore. She shouted to the comrades gathering around her: "Hurry and notify others, close the city gates. Also, let the Dare-to-Die Corps follow me to the North Gate."

The Dare-to-Die Corps was the core force of the Guangfu Society. When attacking Nanjing, the number once reached around a thousand. But after the Battle of Nanjing, the Dare-to-Die Corps either died in battle, were injured and didn't withdraw, or followed Xu Xilin to bring up the rear. The current backbone of the Dare-to-Die Corps was less than one hundred soldiers who were injured when attacking Hangzhou and had to stay in Hangzhou. The total number was only about four hundred.

Qiu Jin had always been very reassured about this team. At such a critical moment, only the Dare-to-Die Corps could implement defense before the Qing troops seized the North Gate.

It took more than ten minutes for the Dare-to-Die Corps to rush to the North Gate. However, the Qing troops didn't plan to seize the North Gate urgently. When Qiu Jin ascended the city wall, she saw the Qing troops begin to line up outside the moat of the North Gate. There were already more than three hundred Qing troops facing the North Gate directly, and more troops were running over from afar. The clothing of these Qing troops should be New Army, but it was quite different from the attire of the Shanghai Qing troops. Many of them, especially officers, wore blue long trench coats. Don't look down on just adding this trench coat; this Qing army team immediately appeared much more dashing, with a style completely overwhelming the Shanghai Qing troops.

The Guangfu Society personnel on the wall were pointing at the strangely dressed Qing troops when they saw a team of horses galloping over. Outside the range of the Guangfu Society, the horse team stopped. The person in the center raised a telescope to look towards the top of the wall. From the blue military uniform and the yellow bands all over the shoulders, chest, and cuffs, it could be seen that this person was a high official.

Qiu Jin also picked up a telescope and looked down. Perhaps because people holding telescopes were a minority in both queues, Qiu Jin saw in the lens barrel that the telescope of that Qing army high official was aimed right at her.

Duan Qirui saw a woman holding a telescope standing on the North Gate of Hangzhou, looking at him with a telescope. He put down the telescope and asked: "I heard there is a woman named Qiu Jin in the Guangfu Society rebel party, right?"

The officer following Duan Qirui immediately answered: "Commander Duan, there is indeed such a person. According to the news we heard from Shanghai, this woman inevitably holds a Japanese sword at the front line every time she fights; she is very brave."

"Japanese sword?" Duan Qirui did vaguely see something like a Japanese sword hanging at the waist of the woman opposite.

"Wait for the troops here to arrive fully, fire a few rounds first." Duan Qirui ordered.

"Lord Commander, actually if we could run a bit faster just now, we probably could have seized the North Gate." An officer said regretfully.

"Consider them lucky; we don't have many cavalry. Moreover, they ran four or five li first, didn't we almost catch up too." Duan Qirui didn't care too much about this kind of purely luck-based thing. The war with the People's Party gave Duan Qirui a profound lesson: any advantage that seemed easy to get often hid a dangerous trap.

In the war between the Beiyang Third Division and the People's Party, the Beiyang Army used troop strength several times the size of the enemy to try to eat up small groups of People's Party troops, and without exception, all fell into traps. In the last battle, the People's Party's water and land forces gathered, and Beiyang was already at a comprehensive disadvantage, let's not talk about that. But when the two sides lined up frontally for combat, the People's Party didn't take any advantage in two battles.

If they had advanced rashly with light troops just now, and the vanguard couldn't fight into the city but was blocked at the city gate instead. At this time, if Beiyang invested more troops for the attack, the city gate would become a meat grinder. The Beiyang Army simply couldn't withstand such losses now. So Duan Qirui chose the frontal attack method for attacking Hangzhou this time; he wanted to use the Beiyang Army's sufficient training and experience to overwhelm the rebels inside Hangzhou city.

It took a while for the troops to assemble. The Beiyang Third Division rebuilt in Xuzhou had nearly six thousand men. Duan Qirui brought out more than three thousand elites this time. However, one thousand of them split off to outflank the south of Hangzhou city. When Duan Qirui stormed the North City, this force would launch a surprise attack. So remaining in front of Duan Qirui were only more than two thousand men.

Duan Qirui rode his horse to the front of the team and stopped, "Brothers, before coming to Zhejiang this time, I asked everyone if you were willing to seek wealth in danger! At that time, brothers said you were absolutely not afraid of death. Now facing this Hangzhou city, I ask again, are you willing to seek this wealth!"

"Willing!" The officers and soldiers of the Beiyang Third Division shouted in unison.

Duan Qirui shouted loudly with a gloomy face: "Why attack Zhejiang? I can tell everyone now. After the Empress Dowager and the Emperor passed away, in this world of the Great Qing, the only place our Beiyang can intervene is Zhejiang. Those princes in the court just find our Beiyang Army unsightly and want to stop our supplies. Lord Yuan is in Henan, but that place Henan can only support the other three divisions. Our Third Division is in Jiangsu; how Jiangsu treats us, everyone knows very well. Letting us not starve to death, they feel they have given us great grace. Are you willing to suffer this bullshit anger?"

"Absolutely not suffering this bullshit anger!" The officers and soldiers of the Third Division shouted in unison. When in Beijing, these officers and soldiers ate well and drank well, living a comfortable life. But ever since the defeat, such good days were gone forever. This was also the reason why these more than three thousand people were willing to follow Duan Qirui thousands of li to Zhejiang.

"Brothers, Zhejiang is in the hands of these Guangfu Society rebels. If our Third Division wants to turn over, it won't work without military merit. Seeking revenge on the People's Party isn't for this moment. Now the main force of the Guangfu Society rebels is inside this Hangzhou city. I won't say any nonsense about loving the people like children. Capture this Hangzhou city, and brothers will absolutely not return empty-handed. I, Duan Qirui, guarantee everyone here, the things taken will all be given to brothers. I, Duan Qirui, won't take a single coin. Are you willing to gamble for this wealth?"

Since losing to the People's Party, when the Beiyang Third Division learned they could keep their lives, everyone felt very lucky. But after being released, the officers and soldiers knew they would have no future anymore. The court would absolutely not have a good face for a defeated army. Fortunately, Xuzhou was Lord Wang Shizhen's territory, so at least they didn't starve. But compared to the previous life of the Beiyang Third Division, such a life was worlds apart. So when Duan Qirui wanted to take everyone to raid Zhejiang, quite a few people were worried and didn't choose to participate. But more than half of the officers and soldiers finally chose to follow Duan Qirui on the expedition to Zhejiang.

After entering Zhejiang, the Third Division didn't encounter armed forces like the People's Party, and everyone's hearts in their throats slowly dropped back into their stomachs. And today when chasing those Guangfu Society scouts, everyone still ran leisurely, afraid of falling into an ambush. Unexpectedly, even so, they still almost annihilated the Guangfu Society scouts. This fact greatly encouraged the courage of the New Army.

Now hearing Duan Qirui's clear indication, the officers and soldiers roared in unison: "Willing!" "We are willing!"

The wealth of Jiangnan far exceeded the imagination of the Beiyang Army officers and soldiers. Not to mention the warm and humid climate, along the way the Beiyang Army marched hard, the patches of fertile fields on both sides of the road, and the clothing of the people by the roadside, obviously the area around Beijing city couldn't compare. Once Hangzhou city was taken, how many good things were inside the city naturally didn't need to be said. Moreover, Hangzhou city was in the hands of rebels; everyone didn't need to worry about so much after the battle. Plus Duan Qirui's guarantee, the Beiyang Army's morale was really a hundredfold.

"Good! Since everyone is willing, I won't say more. Start attacking the city!" Duan Qirui turned his back to Hangzhou city and issued the order.
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On the top of the North Gate of Hangzhou, Qiu Jin's eyebrows couldn't help trembling as she looked down. The roar of the New Army below the city wall could be heard clearly on the wall. They were all Northerners; Qiu Jin, who had stayed in Beijing, judged this fact clearly. Connecting with the attire of the New Army, their identity was already about to come out.

"Beiyang New Army!" Qiu Jin squeezed these few words out from her tightly clenched teeth.

The Guangfu Army Dare-to-Die Corps beside Qiu Jin didn't hear the words "Beiyang New Army"; their attention was attracted by the Beiyang New Army. Everyone's expression was different; the more Dare-to-Die Corps soldiers who had experienced fierce battles, the more solemn their expressions were. Precisely because they had experienced the test of life and death, they could feel the heavy killing intent emanating from these New Army soldiers below the city. These New Army soldiers below the city had not only killed people, but more terrifyingly, they knew how to kill people and had a strong desire for combat.

With a fluidity that the Shanghai New Army couldn't compare with at all, the New Army officers and soldiers under Hangzhou city began to check weapons and organize queues. Those officers riding horses just retreated slightly. They were not leaving the battlefield to hide in a safer rear; the riding officers just made way for the open space to facilitate the attack of the first row of New Army soldiers. The soldiers of the Guangfu Society Dare-to-Die Corps saw one of the officers draw a saber with a *shua* sound and raise it high in the air. Following this action, in the array of the Manchu Qing New Army, the flag bearers held their heads high and chests out, raising the military flags high at the same time.

"Ping!" Ji Ye's hoe hit a stone under the soil layer. Because Ji Ye used too much strength when waving the hoe, the reaction force numbed her hands. Letting the hoe chop crookedly into the soil, this seventeen-year-old girl Ji Ye suddenly raised her hand to cover her eyes and started crying.

The work of the Guangde County Lijiaji Work Team finally made progress. After finishing the work of cutting ten thousand bamboo poles a few months ago, a large open space was cleared on the mountain. The work team arranged for the villagers to learn techniques for raising earthworms to feed chickens, ducks, and pigs on one hand, and began planting mulberry trees on this large open space on the other.

Moso bamboo was a plant with extremely tenacious vitality; just cutting down the bamboo on the ground couldn't stop the moso bamboo from growing. The huge root system deeply rooted underground was intricate and connected; one had to rely on deep digging and ruthless digging to remove these root systems. Otherwise, the mulberry root system could hardly compete with the moso bamboo. Raising chickens and ducks showed results quickly, so the masses naturally favored this kind of scientific technology more. For planting mulberry trees, which required huge labor, less than fifteen families were willing to participate. Even among these fifteen families, five were weak labor families. They didn't put the main energy of the family on moso bamboo either, but just sent some people to come and help. Even so, many of the people sent were half-grown kids. The children weren't lazy, but their attention was too easily attracted by other things. Seeing things dug out of the soil, the children would swarm up to watch. Or if snakes and other animals appeared in the ground, the children would immediately scream and swing the farm tools in their hands to beat them indiscriminately.

Regardless of whether the attitude of the people was positive or not, the Lijiaji Work Team spent the rest of their time on labor, besides teaching, imparting agricultural knowledge, and helping the masses solve unexpected problems every day. Where did Ji Ye have experience with such heavy labor? The little girl ground blood blisters on her hands; when the blood blisters broke, calluses formed. Because it didn't hurt much after having calluses, she used too much force when waving the labor tools, and as a result, new blood blisters formed under the calluses. Sorrow suddenly came from within Ji Ye, and she wailed loudly.

The children who came to help were not on the mountain now. The comrades of the work team just looked up to see if Ji Ye was injured. Seeing Ji Ye wasn't injured, everyone immediately buried their heads and continued working. More than half a month ago, two students from the Base Area Agricultural School came to the work team. They brought some materials about bamboo and mulberry trees written by the Base Area Agricultural School. Combining theory with practice, the speed of eliminating bamboo root systems improved a lot visibly. Seeing that the dozen mu of land on the mountain were finally cleared up, some mulberry saplings transported from the Base Area had already been planted. The slogan of the work team was "Put in more effort, finish the first phase of the project as soon as possible."

After crying a few times, Ji Ye put down the hand covering her eyes and continued to wave the hoe while sobbing. Soon, the sobbing was gone too. The grievance in Ji Ye's chest turned into a kind of grief and indignation, and grief and indignation turned into strength. This seventeen-year-old girl waved the hoe desperately, digging randomly on the ground.

The arm raising the hoe high was grabbed by someone. Ji Ye turned her head and saw Work Team Captain Li Shouxian standing beside her. Li Shouxian sighed, "Comrade Ji Ye, take a rest."

These warm words calmed Ji Ye's grief and indignation a bit, but then she heard Li Shouxian say: "You are not efficient working like this."

Hearing that Li Shouxian cared not about her grief and pain but about her work efficiency, Ji Ye suddenly really wanted to choke Li Shouxian's neck with both hands and strangle Li Shouxian to death like a chicken in vigorous shaking.

However, this kind of thing was just a thought. Leaving aside that Li Shouxian had too much advantage in height and weight relative to Ji Ye, in the heavy work of Lijiaji, Li Shouxian had trained a strong body and developed muscles. Even so, Li Shouxian wasn't satisfied; he always held the People's Party's "Exercise Manual" and urged everyone to maintain exercise every day. Li Shouxian claimed that heavy physical labor did not equal exercise. Comprehensive physical training and paying attention to physical adjustment were the correct ways to maintain a strong revolutionary physique.

Ji Ye actually wanted to scold Li Shouxian severely, "If you trained so strong, then go fight a war. What are you messing around with a group of villagers in the village for?!"

But everyone was working, and Ji Ye felt it would be too silly to lose her temper like this, so she suppressed her anger, picked up the hoe, and continued to work. After all, she had several months of labor experience. The People's Party's work team training repeatedly taught everyone how to work. When Ji Ye calmed down to work, the effect was quite good. Perhaps she had vented just now, and her emotions were relieved. Moreover, after digging out and cutting off the root system, she needed to be careful of the sharp roots poking out and hurting her feet. Ji Ye's attention quickly returned to the labor itself. When the sun was about to set, Ji Ye looked up and found that there wasn't much left to complete.

"Call it a day! Continue tomorrow." Li Shouxian shouted.

Ji Ye couldn't help answering: "Just put in some effort and finish it today, wouldn't that be fine?"

"The problem is we can't finish it today. Such a piece of land, we have to work until tomorrow afternoon. When it's time to relax, let's not push ourselves too hard. Everyone rest well after going back; we still have to gather tree planting personnel. Tomorrow will be busy enough." Li Shouxian replied.

Ji Ye immediately recalled Li Shouxian discussing opening a mill a while ago. Needless to say, after the mulberry planting was completed, the next step was the start of the mill. Guangde County not only produced moso bamboo abundantly but also produced chestnuts abundantly. Eating too many chestnuts would cause dryness and constipation, but chestnut flour mixed with white flour could be steamed into wowotou (steamed corn/grain bread). And mixing chestnut flour with some other stuff could make "mixed pellet feed". It was said to be very useful stuff. There were chestnuts, moso bamboo, and mulberry trees near Lijiaji. Li Shouxian believed that if they continued like this, Lijiaji would take on a completely new look in a few years.

Thinking of this, Ji Ye asked: "Captain Li, how long are we going to work in this place?"

"What do you mean how long?" Li Shouxian didn't quite understand.

"I mean, are we going to live in this place and not leave in the future?"

"This depends on the organization's arrangement." Li Shouxian replied lightly.

"If the organization ignores us, will we keep working in this remote and poor place forever?" Ji Ye was scared by Li Shouxian's words of sticking to organizational principles.

"How is it called a remote and poor place? This place is not bad." Li Shouxian replied somewhat strangely.

Ji Ye looked down the hillside and saw patches of dilapidated thatched cottages standing in the setting sun. The black and yellow dry moso bamboo used as roof beams exposed a tattered section from the thatch. Although there was cooking smoke, the people entering and leaving every house were in ragged clothes. Children and dogs frolicked outside the doors. The only decent thing was a bamboo tube water diversion channel built under the lead of the work team not long ago, leading a spring directly into the village from the hillside.

Because she was responsible for education work, Ji Ye suddenly remembered a question in math class, "If the inlet pipe and outlet pipe of a pool are opened at the same time, how long does it take to fill a pool." Such a magical exercise became a reality in Lijiaji. At the end of the water pipe down the hill was a newly built multi-layer pool. Looking down from directly above, it looked like concentric circles. Several steps provided access for the masses to climb up this layered pool. The spring water led down poured into the top of the pool, and the overflowing water filled the layers of pools below layer by layer. Finally, the flowing water entered a pond dug on the ground. And after the pond water was full, it flowed along a ditch dug far away into a distant creek.

This arrangement not only ensured that the villagers could always get clean drinking water from the upper pools, but the lower pools could be used for washing clothes. When fetching water that didn't need to be so clean, one could just use a bucket to fetch water below. For a pool that took so much thought, most villagers were just watching the excitement when it was built. As a result, after it was built, without needing explanation, the villagers naturally saw the way. When they fetched their own drinking water, they always fetched it from the highest pool.

And the drainage ditch also played a role in the rainy season; rainwater rolled away along the drainage ditch, and no accumulation problem appeared at all. The villagers were not stingy with praise, but they were stingy with their own physical strength. As long as it was working for themselves and seeking welfare, the villagers were absolutely enthusiastic. Whenever doing something for the work team or for the collective interests of Lijiaji, there were very few followers. Only when "judging reasoning" (resolving disputes) did the villagers remember the work team. Every "judging reasoning" was a nagging and quarreling session that almost drove people crazy.

Having stayed in Lijiaji for only a few months, Ji Ye felt her energy seemed to be drained clean by this poverty-stricken mountainous area. She really couldn't see where "this place is not bad".

"Captain Li, do you plan to be in this place for a lifetime?" Ji Ye said with obvious dissatisfaction.

Li Shouxian packed up tools with everyone and replied casually, "A lifetime? How can I think that far? If the organization lets me work here, I work. If the organization asks me to go to other places, I go. Why think so much."

These words choked Ji Ye badly. She paused for a while before continuing to ask: "Then don't you have things you want to do yourself?"

"Things I want to do myself?" Scraping the mud stuck on the hoe with a bamboo piece on the ground, Li Shouxian then replied, "I used to want to do many things. The result was not only did I accomplish nothing, but my whole family almost starved to death. Now following the organization, everything can be accomplished. This bamboo is cut, mulberry trees can also be planted soon. Before long, if the mill is built, we can even provide grain to the county. With chestnut trees all over the mountains, how much chestnut flour will this grind? Exchanging for cloth, salt, and ironware, we are taking a huge advantage."

"That advantage didn't fall into your pocket either." Ji Ye really wanted to argue with Li Shouxian properly.

Li Shouxian frowned imperceptibly, but he soon laughed: "How is it called not falling into my pocket? We have to taste the chestnut flour ground from the best chestnuts first. Golden wowotou steamed with the best white flour transported here and this chestnut flour, plus duck meat, salted bamboo shoots. By the way, bamboo shoots stir-fried with big fat meat, that is very delicious. Once the mill is finished, I will go to the county and ask them to prepare a few pigs. Spices must also be prepared well. You don't know, we ate stewed pork made by Chairman Chen; thinking of it makes me drool. Not only having these dishes, I'll get some more wine, and everyone eat and drink well."

Ji Ye was still a seventeen-year-old girl after all. Hearing Li Shouxian's vivid description, she also felt her mouth watering, and her stomach began to rumble. And other comrades around, hearing Li Shouxian's description, couldn't help cheering.

"Let's go, go back to eat!" Seeing everyone had finished packing tools, Li Shouxian casually picked up the largest bundle of tools and carried it on his shoulder, taking the lead to walk down the mountain.

After labor, naturally, the appetite was wide open. The comrades of the People's Party paid great attention to personal hygiene. Besides the water diversion channel, public facilities in the village also included a bathhouse. However, only showers were provided. A branch pipe separated from the bamboo water pipe led directly to a large black thin iron bucket above the bathroom. After filling up, it would slowly flow into a pool below. On sunny days, the water in the big iron bucket was heated piping hot every day. After some adjustment, one could take a satisfying hot bath. However, such preferential treatment only existed when the People's Party work team tried it out in the first few days. Later, the common people spontaneously occupied the advantage of washing first.

Fortunately, it was only October now, and the weather wasn't too hot, so cold water baths weren't too cold either. After taking a bath, everyone bent over the table and chewed heartily. Just halfway through the meal, someone came in. Everyone looked; it was a messenger from the county. The messenger was a very cute-looking boy, less than twenty years old, very funny when speaking, and everyone liked him very much. Pulling the messenger to sit down and eat together, the messenger said while eating: "I came this time to notify the Guangfu Society comrades; Mr. Xu Xilin summons you back."

Ji Ye looked at the messenger gobbling down food. She was originally smiling, but hearing this news, the smile gradually faded from her face. Zhao Ziyong, the Guangfu Society comrade who came with Ji Ye, became very solemn.

"Did something happen?" Ji Ye asked hurriedly.

"Heard that the Guangfu Society repelled the Shanghai Qing troops. There is no other news. Not only Lijiaji, but all Guangfu Society comrades in other areas also have to return to the county seat. It seems this time it's possible to let all Guangfu Society comrades gather and return to Zhejiang together." The messenger continued to gobble; having run dozens of li, he was really hungry.

Returning to the Guangfu Society, this had always been Ji Ye's dream. To roam the battlefield with comrades again, not having to be with these unruly and difficult villagers. Ji Ye hoped countless times that this day would arrive soon. She knew she should show a happy smile, but why did her face seem to be smiling, but her heart wasn't happy at all? Ji Ye didn't understand this point very well.

After the meal, Ji Ye pulled Guangfu Society comrade Zhao Ziyong to a secluded place to talk about this matter. Zhao Ziyong usually didn't like to talk. Facing Ji Ye's inquiry, Zhao Ziyong managed to squeeze out a sentence with difficulty, "If they let us go back, we go back."

Ji Ye was immediately choked by this. She thought for a long time, then suddenly asked Zhao Ziyong in a low voice, "Brother Zhao, do you want to go back?"

Zhao Ziyong didn't speak this time. After a long time, he sighed. The conversation ended in silence like this.

Lying on the bed, Ji Ye tossed and turned, unable to sleep. If she went back, she would participate in war, while the present Lijiaji was... peace? Thinking of this, Ji Ye felt the things she couldn't figure out before suddenly became clear. When she first arrived at Lijiaji, Ji Ye couldn't walk into a peaceful life because of the war. And now, no matter how boring this peace looked, Ji Ye found it hard to return to the battlefield. Thinking of this, Ji Ye felt her body trembling uncontrollably. Returning to the battlefield meant facing death again. She didn't want to die.

This world was very big. When Ji Ye followed her brother and the Guangfu Society team to many places in Zhejiang, she thought this was already a very vast space. But outside Zhejiang, there were Jiangsu and Anhui, and there were more and broader worlds. when members of the work group talked about Fengtai County, the core base of the People's Party, they talked about the factories and schools there, the vast fields, the flocks of ducks, and the scenery on both sides of the Huai River. If taking a boat from Fengtai County, going east could reach the vast Hongze Lake. Ji Ye heard them talk about these and really wanted to go and see.

Not only this vast world, but there were also many, many delicious foods. Even if she couldn't eat the delicious food from afar, just the sumptuous feast after the mill was built described by Li Shouxian, Ji Ye really wanted to eat it. But once returning to the battlefield, these all became extravagant hopes.

Just in this wavering, Ji Ye suddenly remembered her brother. Her brother died in the war with the Manchu Qing, and the Manchu Qing hadn't been defeated yet. Ji Ye once swore to overthrow the Manchu Qing and avenge her brother. At least break through Nanjing city. But the current situation was far from that time. Thinking of her brother's death, fear disappeared completely from Ji Ye. A strong emotion that had been forgotten arose abruptly. Peace was nothing anymore; fear seemed to no longer have meaning. As long as she could take revenge! Ji Ye was willing to go to the battlefield again.

Without doubts, Ji Ye calmed down quickly. Perhaps the excitement consumed too much energy, and of course, the daytime labor also accumulated enough fatigue; Ji Ye fell asleep before long.

Her left leg kicked violently; Ji Ye woke up suddenly. At this time, she didn't know what time it was; anyway, it was pitch black outside. Ji Ye felt drowsiness had disappeared completely. The habit of getting up early formed these days made Ji Ye unable to lie down. She turned over and got off the bamboo bed. Ji Ye put on her clothes and walked out. Just out of the gate, she heard someone ask in the dark: "Who!"

"Ah!" Ji Ye was scared into screaming. Looking closely, she saw a figure in the moonlight. Identifying carefully, it was actually Li Shouxian.

"Captain Li, it's me!" Ji Ye patted her chest with her hand and replied.

"Oh, Comrade Ji Ye." Li Shouxian laughed.

"Captain Li, why are you up so early?" Ji Ye felt her heart was still pounding from fright.

"You are leaving soon; preparing some food for you on the road."

Hearing this, Ji Ye felt warm in her heart. Although yesterday she really wanted to strangle Li Shouxian alive, Ji Ye herself had long forgotten that unhappiness completely. She smiled: "I'll help you."

"Okay, let's go fetch water together." Li Shouxian finished speaking and handed the few bamboo tubes in his left hand to Ji Ye.

The moonlight was very bright; there was no one by the pool. As a public living facility convenient for the masses, the enthusiasm of the masses to participate was still there. Using bamboo as pillars and thatch to weave the roof, a simple covering room like a pavilion was finally completed with the participation of the masses. Inside and outside the pool were pasted with cyan stone pieces using cement, so it felt very good. The villagers said this was the place spitting water. Unknown where they got a hollow dragon head; putting it on the bamboo tube, the cool and sweet spring water sprayed out continuously from the dragon's mouth.

"Captain Li, I originally came here to learn revolution with you guys. But I didn't learn well; I still don't understand how to make revolution until now." Ji Ye said somewhat regretfully.

"The party organization mentioned this matter. I think you've learned just about enough." Li Shouxian replied.

"What does 'just about enough' mean?" Ji Ye asked in surprise.

"'Just about enough' means that you are unwilling to accept these revolutionary principles now, but you have heard all the revolutionary principles."

"Then what exactly are revolutionary principles?" This was the question Ji Ye didn't understand the most.

"I think the revolutionary principle you lack now is mainly the lack of cognitive method, which is how to do things. Take this pool for example. The pool we see, the effort spent when building it was only one-tenth of the whole thing. Nine-tenths of the effort was preparing materials and preparing manpower organization. If only looking at the labor of building the pool, or thinking that only building this visible actual construction is the whole thing, that is wrong. Anything requires a lot of preparatory work. Without these invisible preparatory works, there will absolutely not be the result you can see."

Ji Ye was also a smart child, plus she personally participated in the ins and outs of this project. After thinking for a while, she suddenly saw the light, "Captain Li, it's what you said before: one thing has a hundred links, and not a single link can be missing. Missing one, the thing can't be done. Right."

"That's it." Li Shouxian replied, "I know Guangfu Society comrades really want to know how our People's Party does things. Our People's Party actually didn't do anything amazing; it's just that for these hundred links, we did them all personally. Please note, did them personally. Instead of letting others exert effort for us."

"But we also exchanged a lot of things with the masses." Ji Ye asked.

"Right, the things we exchanged with the masses, we also produced them ourselves, right." Li Shouxian replied.

Ji Ye forgot to fetch water. Carrying the bamboo tubes, she thought left and right. Everything the work team got from the masses was something the work team actually owned. Every single thing was the fruit of the work team's labor. Recalling the Guangfu Society's style, Ji Ye discovered that the real things the Guangfu Society could actually take out were actually very, very few.

"Why can the People's Party comrades take out so many things?" Ji Ye asked.

"Because we are laborers. Laborers are creators. We created a lot of things through labor, so of course, we have products that can be used for exchange."

Seeing Ji Ye falling into thought again, Li Shouxian said: "I have also heard of some secret society styles. How to say it? The best way to make people believe is to use the real things you have now to exchange voluntarily with the masses. If the masses are unwilling to exchange, that's already very bad. If you have nothing, and you draw a pie in the sky, saying you give me what and what, and I will definitely let you have this big pie in the future. What do you think this looks like?"

"Haha, this is a Jianghu swindler." Ji Ye laughed. But just after laughing, she understood what Li Shouxian really wanted to point out. Ji Ye stopped laughing instantly.

After a good while, the heat on her face caused by shame subsided, and Ji Ye continued to ask: "But our Guangfu Society doesn't have so many things. If we don't get support, we can't fight the Manchu Qing at all."

"It's not that the Guangfu Society doesn't have things, but the Guangfu Society doesn't know what the common people really want. Before we came to Lijiaji, the masses here wanted a better life. Suppose our work team leaves now and doesn't stay in this Lijiaji anymore; what the masses want is still a better life. This is the need of the masses."

Hearing Li Shouxian's words, Ji Ye immediately became excited, "Right, right. If the Manchu Qing is overthrown, the common people can live a good life immediately. So we have to overthrow the Manchu Qing first."

"Haha, Comrade Ji Ye. Your view is wrong. If we don't overthrow the Manchu Qing, the Manchu Qing will come to kill us revolutionary people. Overthrowing the Manchu Qing is for the immediate life and death survival of us revolutionaries. What does this have to do with the common people?"

"Huh?" Ji Ye had never heard such a strange argument and was stunned for a moment.

Seeing Ji Ye had no way to figure out these principles, Li Shouxian changed the angle, "Let's put it this way. Everyone says the Manchu Qing is bad, corrupt officials, extortionate levies. This is correct. But our People's Party conquered Guangde County; there are no corrupt officials, no extortionate levies. But where has the life of the common people become better?"

Ji Ye didn't make a sound. In these few months in Lijiaji, the people's life was very bitter and poor. This was why Ji Ye called Lijiaji a "remote and poor place".

"Then aren't they better now?" Ji Ye replied almost a bit roguishly.

"It's better now because the masses labored, and the fruits of labor were obtained by the laboring masses. Then life will naturally become better. More labor in the future, life will also become better."

"Our Guangfu Society says so." Ji Ye said this with no confidence.

Li Shouxian mercilessly exposed Ji Ye's last card, "Your Guangfu Society says so, but your Guangfu Society has never done so."

Ji Ye didn't make a sound. Although she really wanted to use the unique rebuttal method of children when they couldn't win an argument, that is, "You didn't do better than me," the fact of working together made Ji Ye unable to say even this.

Li Shouxian didn't pursue and attack relentlessly, "Comrade Ji Ye, we People's Party believe that what the revolution wants to establish is an alliance of laborers. What is a laborer? People like you and me are laborers. Like the masses who took the initiative to participate in cutting bamboo for the first time, they are laborers. Revolution is uniting such laborers."

Ji Ye couldn't help nodding slightly because she also liked working with these people. If the problem faced with these people was only "suffering from fatigue", then being with others meant being with all kinds of disgusting and angry things.

"Comrade Ji Ye, suppose the Manchu Qing fights back to Guangde County now, and we flee in panic. Do you think those laboring masses will bring the Manchu Qing to chase and arrest us?"

"Definitely not."

"What if the Manchu Qing offers a reward of one hundred taels of silver?"

"This..." Ji Ye thought for a moment before saying, "I think not."

Li Shouxian lowered his voice and said: "What if it's those few loafers in the village?"

"Haha." Ji Ye laughed.

"So, our friends are laborers. Comrade Ji Ye, if you return to Zhejiang, you must remember this matter clearly. Who are our friends, who are our enemies? This is the primary question of the revolution."

Fetching water and cooking. After dawn, everyone ate breakfast and prepared luggage. Ji Ye, Zhao Ziyong, and Li Shouxian went to the county seat together. Hurrying along the way, when they arrived at the agreed gathering point in the county, they already saw many Guangfu Society comrades there. Ji Ye smiled: "Captain Li, if I can come back, you have to treat me to the meal of chestnut flour wowotou you talked about."

"Okay, I will definitely choose the best chestnut flour wowotou, and other dishes mentioned, I will treat you to all of them." Li Shouxian answered with a smile.

The three shook hands and said goodbye. Li Shouxian didn't return directly to Lijiaji; he went to the People's Party Guangde County Committee.

After seeing Li Shouxian, the County Committee Director handed a transfer order to Li Shouxian. "Comrade Li Shouxian, in view of your outstanding work results in Lijiaji, the Organization Department transfers you to work in the Wuhan three towns area of Hubei. This is the transfer order. Go back and prepare, depart immediately."

"Yes!" Li Shouxian answered in a loud voice.
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Flames were burning ragingly inside a dilapidated Xuande furnace covered in rust and blackened by smoke and fire. On a rush cushion in front of the Xuande furnace sat a man cross-legged in ragged clothes, with a pair of ragged straw sandals tied to his feet. Unlike ordinary people wearing queues, this man didn't comb the hair on his forehead back like the common people of this era; such a hairstyle would expose a shiny forehead. This man's front hair was cut into short bangs, and the hair at the back wasn't braided either but gathered into a bun, held casually by a white wooden hairpin.

If Chen Ke saw this man's look, he would immediately associate it with Ng Man-tat's look in "A Chinese Odyssey". This man, who looked quite like Ng Man-tat, had his eyes closed tight, muttering incantations in his mouth. He had quite the style and mystery of performing magic arts. A group of men wearing queues, each holding a red-tasseled spear, stood four or five meters away from the man, looking at him anxiously. Just as they were waiting anxiously, the man on the rush cushion suddenly stood up. He fiercely sprinkled the powder in his hand into the Xuande furnace. The powder flew into the flames which had started to die down, and suddenly ignited a plume of thick smoke. Although they had seen this kind of ritual, the onlookers still instinctively took a step back in unison.

The man performing the ritual pulled out a sheet of yellow paper from his bosom, picked up a brush from a chicken blood bowl on the ground, and scribbled a spell. Then he threw the yellow paper into the Xuande furnace. The yellow paper turned into ashes in an instant, and fly ash particles rose straight into the air with the rising airflow in the furnace.

The man threw down the brush, closed his eyes, and fell back onto the rush cushion. Just at the moment when everyone couldn't help moving forward slightly in anxiety, this hero performing the ritual suddenly jumped up from the rush cushion. He trembled all over, his eyes staring round. Then he shouted with a sharp voice that was quite difficult for ordinary people to imitate: "Taiyin (Great Yin/Moon) comes from the West, the Red Flag enters the world. Twin reds meet, beholders' lives hang in the balance."

After shouting this verse twice in a row, the man sat back on the rush cushion and regained his calm. The fire in the Xuande furnace behind him also gradually extinguished.

When the man opened his eyes and stood up with a normal expression, the people around immediately surrounded him, "Master Wu, what exactly does this divination mean?"

When "Master Wu" regained a calm expression, he looked like a very steady middle-aged man. After this tossing about, the master repeated the verse with a tired look before starting to explain. The content was roughly that a force flying a red flag would be disadvantageous to the Red Spear Society in front of them.

"Since both are crimson red, they must clash. The Old Master of the Red Spear Society suddenly got a strange illness a while ago and fell ill; why did a healthy person get sick just like that?" Master Wu explained with a focused attitude, "I think the red flag itself clashes (fan chong), and that talisman on the flag is the chief culprit."

"So that's it!" The leading man suddenly saw the light, "That was when the People's Party just came to our place."

"I felt it was evil looking at that flag of the People's Party. No words written on the flag, but a ghost talisman painted instead."

"Go talk to them, ask them to change the talisman on the flag for us."

Those who came to ask Master Wu for divination results were one of the sub-branches of the Shandong Red Spear Society at Menglianggu. The Old Master suddenly fell ill a while ago, and seeking medical advice and medicine didn't work. Having no other choice, they came to ask this famous Master Wu to point out a way. Since they got the result, the Red Spear Society congregation offered a considerable amount of incense money and then went out.

Menglianggu was a small rocky mountain located in the Yimeng Mountain area in south-central Shandong Province. Located between Mengyin and Yinan counties. "Gu" was the local common name for square mountain terrain with flat tops and steep slopes. Menglianggu belonged to low mountains, with an average altitude of about 400 meters, and the highest peak Dadingzi was 575 meters. Menglianggu was located on the north-south traffic artery of the Yimeng Mountain area; the terrain was dangerous, and it had been a place contested by militarists since ancient times.

The People's Party's Shandong Base Area was initially set up in the south of Yimeng Mountain. With the expansion of strength, the advance troops had already entered the Menglianggu area. The Shandong Base Area believed that after controlling this area, they could fully enter the northern part of Meng Mountain and complete the full control of the Yimeng Mountain area.

Shandong men had simple and honest characters. Since they believed Master Wu's words, each one was "filled with righteous indignation" and immediately organized a team to look for the People's Party, wanting the People's Party to change the "ghost talisman" on the flag.

Everyone just arrived at the foot of the mountain when they heard the rumbling sound of horse hooves coming from behind the hills in the distance. This group of horsemen was huge; the Red Spear Society brothers simply couldn't hear exactly how many cavalrymen there were. A moment later, they saw two teams of cavalry bypass the hills and appear in front of everyone. All horses were shod, knocking out crisp sounds on the rocky ground. And with countless cavalrymen advancing together, the crisp sounds converged into a thunderous roar.

Two flag bearers at the head of the two cavalry teams held high two red flags. On the crimson flags fluttering in the wind, bucket-sized yellow hammer and sickle symbols were clearly visible. Although shocked by the might of this large cavalry unit, the Red Spear Society brothers didn't flinch at all. They raised their red-tasseled spears one after another and formed a formation.

Seeing someone blocking the way, the cavalrymen slowed down and soon stopped on the road. Soon two horses came out from the crowd; they were Pang Zi and Chai Qingguo. Chai Qingguo stopped his horse more than thirty steps away from the Red Spear Society members.

"Are those brothers from the Red Spear Society in front? I am Chai Qingguo, coming to pay respects to the mountain." Chai Qingguo shouted.

Sure enough, the rightful owner came! The Red Spear Society brothers exchanged glances, and their leader also walked out of the Red Spear Society queue. "Just talking about finding you, and you delivered yourselves to the door."

Although the Red Spear Society's tone was unkind, Chai Qingguo still cupped his fists in salute. "Wonder what advice these brothers have?"

Although the Red Spear Society people knew the strength of the two sides was disparate, Shandong people were honest; once they made up their minds, they were afraid of nothing. The leader told Chai Qingguo straightforwardly to ask the People's Party to change the symbol on the flag. After finishing, the leader shouted: "I'll leave my words here today; if you don't change the flag, don't think about entering our mountain."

Chai Qingguo wasn't angry at all. He turned his head to look at Pang Zi beside him; a sneer hung on the corner of Pang Zi's mouth, but he didn't speak.

Turning back, Chai Qingguo smiled: "Gentlemen care about the Old Master; I think that's not wrong. But the Old Master is sick; instead of finding a good doctor, you believe that bullshit nonsense; isn't this asking for trouble? If everyone says our flag hindered the Old Master, didn't the Old Master get sick before we came? When he was sick a few years ago, I even asked someone to send medicine to the Old Master. Is this sickness the same as last time?"

As a famous "former horse bandit" in Shandong, Chai Qingguo had wide connections. Actually, he really hadn't met the Old Master, but the other party was the Red Spear Society. There were only those few famous people in this lineage; Chai Qingguo was confident he could quickly establish a relationship with the Old Master.

Sure enough, this lie told without blushing or heart skipping immediately intimidated this bunch of youngsters. Everyone had heard of Chai Qingguo's name; that was a senior. According to the seniority of various branches, if the Old Master met Chai Qingguo, he would probably have to call him Junior Uncle. These juniors were just annoyed in a moment of urgency, so they challenged Chai Qingguo regardless of everything. Hearing Chai Qingguo say this, their momentum disappeared immediately.

"So you say, you can cure the Old Master's illness?" The leader asked half-believingly.

Chai Qingguo said loudly: "I am not a doctor; I don't understand treating illnesses. But there are doctors in our team who will try their best to treat the Old Master. Listening to what you said, the Old Master is seriously ill. Lead the way quickly. Seeing the patient is important."

The military doctor was newly transferred to the Shandong Base Area. Like the military doctors cultivated on a large scale by the People's Party, he was very young but had three years of study and practical experience. Upon examination, he found it was appendicitis. And it had reached a very dangerous late stage.

"Must operate quickly," the military doctor said to Chai Qingguo.

"Can you guarantee safety? How sure are you?" Chai Qingguo asked in a low voice.

"Can't guarantee this; I don't even know if it has perforated. Operating now, there is still a forty percent hope. If not saved, he won't last three days." The military doctor gave a definite answer. In these years, medical care was extremely scarce, and the death rate after getting sick was very high. The People's Party never lacked various dissection and observation subjects.

Chai Qingguo pondered for a while. In these years, it wasn't strange at all if people died of illness. It wasn't strange if treatment had no effect and the patient died. But once the knife was used for surgery and the person died, the patient's family would absolutely not let the doctor go. They would definitely think the cause of death was the doctor intentionally harming people. Everyone lacked medical knowledge, so saying anything wouldn't work.

But the current situation was even more difficult. The Old Master was already delirious from illness, and those youngsters believed the shaman's words, insisting that the People's Party's flag hindered the Old Master. If the treatment was unsuccessful, that would be resentment absolutely impossible to dissolve. As the leader of the troops, Chai Qingguo was really in a dilemma.

"Regardless, treat him. Can't just watch a person die in front of us like this." Chai Qingguo made up his mind quickly.

Members of the medical team immediately began to prepare for surgery. Chai Qingguo called the current leader over, "The intestine inside the Old Master's belly is swollen. We have to cut open the belly and cut off this swollen intestine."

"What?!" The current leader was the Old Master's nephew. Hearing this, he roared as if scalded by a branding iron.

"I knew you wouldn't believe it; what have you seen, you little brat." Chai Qingguo didn't explain at all, just giving him a severe scolding right away. Not to mention, this awe-inspiring high-pressure posture actually took effect. The Red Spear Society people didn't know what illness the Old Master had. If he explained blindly to the Old Master, it would instead make people with no concept of medicine think wildly. Chai Qingguo coming up to scold the young dolls for knowing nothing effectively suppressed the scene.

The Old Master's nephew wilted. Hearing about doing some surgery, cutting open the Old Master's belly, taking out the swollen intestine. The young man who usually didn't fear knives and guns was scared pale at this time.

"The Old Master was a hero all his life; taking knives and guns on his body, he didn't even blink. How does he have such a worthless nephew like you!" Chai Qingguo scolded right in his face.

"Chai, Senior Chai. I can't make the decision on this matter. In case he can't be saved..."

"If he can't be saved, that's fate. Who do you think you are; can you bear such a big matter? Go, call the brothers of the sub-branch together for me." Chai Qingguo shouted.

The sub-branch actually only had forty or fifty people; the only one who could make decisions was the Old Master. A group of young people heard Chai Qingguo finish talking about cutting open the belly to cut the intestine, and they were also scared ashen.

Chai Qingguo looked at this group of people with the contemptuous expression unique to elders for a while before saying: "We came here to save people; telling you is just to make it clear. The Old Master and I have both fought the court before; a friendship of life and death. The Old Master has a tough life; if he can survive this pass, we are naturally happy. If the Old Master can't survive this pass, I, Chai Qingguo, will personally order people to wear mourning for the Old Master and carry the coffin to the end. You guys prepare the funeral affairs now, wash away the evil spirit (Chongsha)!"

Folk belief held that there were two extreme methods of saving people as a last resort: "Chongxi" (joyous event to wash away bad luck) and "Chongsha" (preparation for death to trick the spirits). Chongxi was letting the critically ill person marry a new wife; Chongsha was preparing the spirit shed and funeral affairs, pretending to do it. Chai Qingguo proposed the Chongsha plan as an elder, and these youngsters obeyed the order. They started to build the spirit shed. Because they got rid of the responsibility, these people felt much lighter in their hearts.

Here he suppressed those reckless young lads, and the surgery started quickly. After ether gas anesthesia, the surgery began. Accurately cutting open the abdominal cavity, they saw the extremely large appendix swollen due to inflammation. The military doctors breathed a slight sigh of relief. The Old Master came from a martial arts background, and his constitution was quite good. Even though inflamed, the appendix hadn't ulcerated yet. As long as bacteria didn't enter the abdominal cavity, this surgery would be much easier to handle. After a tense surgery was completed, the military doctor came out to tell Chai Qingguo that the hope of saving the patient reached sixty percent. But because the appendicitis dragged on for a relatively long time, the white blood cell count in the patient's body was extremely high. The old man was also over fifty; whether this body could withstand the post-operative period was still a big question.

Chai Qingguo asked the doctors to treat him well and began arranging accommodation for the troops. By the second half of the night, the Old Master finally woke up. The family members saw the old man's condition improve, and everyone was extremely happy. The original hostility towards the People's Party instantly transformed into extreme friendliness and trust.

The Old Master finally understood the ins and outs of the matter, and immediately scolded these youngsters with a weak voice, "You believed that Old Ghost Wu's words too? Isn't this clearly cheating us?"

"Old Brother, you just finished surgery; don't make yourself angry again." Chai Qingguo advised.

The next day, Chai Qingguo let Pang Zi lead the troops to continue advancing, while he himself stayed here with the medical team comrades. After all, one couldn't be completely at ease about the situation after surgery. Moreover, Chai Qingguo always wanted to confirm something. Bullying outsiders was human nature. As a newcomer force in Shandong, it wasn't too outrageous a guess that shamans pushed the results of various unfavorable divinations onto the People's Party. But almost all shamans did this; Chai Qingguo always felt this was too magical.

The People's Party wasn't an annoying organization in Shandong. Known as the eight hundred li of Meng Mountain and Yi River, the People's Party spent more than a year gradually building its own regime in the south. The mass base also gradually settled down. Moreover, there was a small piece of border area between Anhui and southwestern Shandong. Many Shandong comrades also planned on the map to establish a base area including southern Shandong and northern Jiangsu, reaching straight to the seaside. In such a situation, the unanimous opposition of shamans to the People's Party was really puzzling and implicitly worrying.

The Old Master's body didn't recover fast; after all, he was a person over fifty. This surgery only had the effect of saving his life. On the sickbed, while accepting infusion, the Old Master wanted to thank the doctors in person. The military doctors had already gone to the village to treat the masses for free. Thanks could only be postponed again. The Old Master asked about the purpose of Chai Qingguo's trip. The news of the People's Party's large troop passing through had already spread.

"Old Brother, we are going to fight the Manchu Qing. Now coming to pay respects to the mountain first, to see the meaning of brothers from various routes." Chai Qingguo replied.

"Fight the Manchu Qing? Where are you preparing to fight? Jinan?" The Old Master was very puzzled.

"Although Shandong will be fought, that's a matter for later. This time we are going to Hebei to rob the Imperial Estates (Huangzhuang)." Chai Qingguo replied lightly.

"Rob Imperial Estates?" Not only the Old Master but the surrounding youths were also startled.

"Old Brother, if we fight too hard in Shandong, I'm afraid when we withdraw, the government troops will chase over and harm the common people. In previous years, we suffered a big loss from this." Chai Qingguo brought up history.

Mentioning old matters, the Old Master couldn't help sighing. When fighting Beiyang back then, everyone ran home when defeated. As a result, Beiyang chased relentlessly, and quite a few relatives died instead. Hearing Chai Qingguo say this, the Old Master felt much lighter in his heart. Even so, the Old Master still didn't feel reassured, "Brother Chai, it's not for me to lecture you. Can you win fighting all the way to Hebei? Following Chief Zhao back then, so many brothers, finally didn't win either. How many men and horses do you have now?"

Since the Old Master didn't believe Chai Qingguo could win this time, Chai Qingguo changed the subject, "Old Brother, I was just passing by this time. Just happened to meet these youngsters blocking the road because you were sick, only then did I know you were sick. If not for these youngsters, I would really have missed it."

"This is my good luck, meeting you, brother. This injury to the internal organs, how could one survive. Brother, I thank you."

"Being brothers, naturally one must step forward when encountering things. By the way, Old Brother, later our medical team will patrol the mountains to treat illnesses. When they arrive here, can you let them stay at your place?"

"Of course!" Hearing that doctors would travel to treat illnesses later, the Old Master was overjoyed. Because of excessive excitement, it pulled the wound, and he couldn't help frowning.

"Old Brother, don't rush. Let the people under you handle this kind of thing. You rest well now."

Coming out from the Old Master's place, Chai Qingguo took a few comrades and went to see Master Wu under the lead of the Red Spear Society sub-branch brothers. Along the way, the Red Spear Society brothers cursed "Master Wu" as a liar, claiming they would burn Master Wu's "dog kennel" later. Chai Qingguo didn't commit himself. The group arrived at Master Wu's place. They saw a dilapidated temple from unknown years ago, with fallen walls and leaning rooms. Just wondering how much courage Master Wu must have to dare live in this broken house. The Red Spear Society brothers had already led everyone to the back of the temple. There was a shack there, and they saw Master Wu carrying a broken pot out of the shack. Seeing the crowd coming aggressively, Master Wu stopped there and said with relief: "Gentlemen came so fast, it is beyond my expectation."

This "speechcraft" bluffed the Red Spear Society brothers. Chai Qingguo was knowledgeable and experienced, and secondly, under Chen Ke's instructions, the Shandong Base Area had studied the "speechcraft" tricks of these Jianghu swindlers. Although slightly shaken in his heart, Chai Qingguo quickly recovered his calm.

The Red Spear Society brothers were still young and couldn't hold back. Stunned for a moment, they took the initiative to curse Master Wu for deceiving people. In this scolding, the secret was quickly leaked. Hearing that the People's Party had good doctors, a trace of joy flashed in Master Wu's eyes. But Master Wu sighed, "This is Heaven's Will. Divination always brings disaster to oneself. I leaked too many heavenly secrets, and misunderstanding Heaven's Will is also possible. Not only is the Old Master sick, my wife also suffered heavenly punishment." After speaking, Master Wu went into the house and led a woman out.

They saw a tumor the size of a fist swelling high behind the woman's cheek. The few Red Spear Society brothers stepped back in fright.

Master Wu said: "Gentlemen, the People's Party's flag is a crimson flag, using the Fire Virtue Star Lord. The Manchu Qing values black, using black flags. That is Water Virtue. Water and fire are absolutely incompatible; either Fire Virtue starts a prairie fire, or Water Virtue covers the earth. My attainment is shallow, always deducing unclearly about this. But even so, divining Heaven's Will created heavenly punishment. This divination, I said whatever I divined. Although ambiguous, it wasn't a bad hexagram. This People's Party brother, can I borrow the auspicious number of this hexagram to save my wife? Heaven has the virtue of loving life; planting good causes yields good results. I still hope this brother has pity."

These words bluffed the Red Spear Society people into a daze. Seeing the terrible shape of that woman's tumor, they lost the intention to beat Master Wu soundly. Instead, Chai Qingguo felt between laughter and tears. An old Jianghu slicker was an old slicker. The Red Spear Society called Master Wu a liar; Master Wu didn't say he was a liar, only admitting the divination wasn't accurate. And he pulled out his wife with a malignant disease as a shield. As long as the Red Spear Society believed "Destiny and Heaven's Will" existed, they would think Master Wu wasn't a liar but "not skilled enough". Then this set of feudal superstition stuff could continue to be played. And the current situation was that Master Wu still held the scene.

Seeing he held the scene, Master Wu then begged Chai Qingguo and the others bitterly to save a life. Not only begging like this but also putting high hats of flattery like "People's Party occupying Fire Virtue" and "Heaven's Will" on Chai Qingguo's head one by one. Not to mention, even though Chai Qingguo already believed feudal superstition was nonsense, hearing these sets of rhetoric refined by Jianghu swindlers, Chai Qingguo still felt quite good in his heart.

Of course, Chai Qingguo was a People's Party member after all. The discussion results at the Party Committee meeting also echoed in Chai Qingguo's mind, "Chairman Chen's evaluation of the existence of feudal superstition is like this: rulers need the feudal superstition system to brag for them, to whitewash for them. After twisting the people's worldview, the Manchu Qing rule deceiving the people can get an important pillar. Why must our People's Party oppose feudal superstition? Because supporting our People's Party is science and democracy, is seeking truth from facts. So our struggle with feudal superstition is an arduous and long-term struggle. If we want to obtain final victory in this struggle, we must popularize science among the masses. And popularizing science is definitely not something that can succeed overnight; this requires thirty to fifty years, seventy to eighty years, or even a hundred years. So comrades must not only have unwavering confidence but also be mentally prepared for a long-term struggle."

Hearing these words at the Party Committee meeting, Chai Qingguo also felt his heart filled with lofty aspirations to eliminate feudal superstition. But really crossing hands with an old slicker of feudal superstition, Chai Qingguo discovered he actually didn't have any advantage. Killing this Master Wu was easy. With the favor of Chai Qingguo saving the Old Master, the Red Spear Society brothers would absolutely not stand on the side of such a "not skilled enough" shaman. But, what meaning did this have? If the Red Spear Society brothers didn't believe this shaman, they would go believe another shaman. In the final analysis, he still failed to pull them out of feudal superstition.

Moreover, meaningless killing would only have negative effects. For example, at least Master Wu wouldn't speak bad words about the People's Party in the future, and the science and medical care mastered by the People's Party would also have a good reputation locally. If Master Wu was killed, and another shaman changed here, he would probably still treat the People's Party as an enemy. From the perspective of political interests, saving Master Wu still had benefits.

This kind of crappy matter made Chai Qingguo feel as disgusting as eating a fly, but disgusting or not, you had to endure it. Seeking momentary pleasure would only bring more trouble.

The final result was that Chai Qingguo took Master Wu and his wife back to the village. He emphasized to the young people not to believe Jianghu swindlers; to treat illness, one must talk science. Obviously, because Chai Qingguo had practical cases to show, the youths had confidence in the People's Party's medical skills.

Chen Ke had proposed the theory of "benign tumors" and "malignant tumors". But saying was one thing; besides knowing tumors were produced after one's own cells became cancerous, malignant tumors would constantly devour other cells to proliferate and spread, while benign tumors didn't spread, Chen Ke didn't understand how to distinguish between benign and malignant either. Even so, Chairman Chen's "medical knowledge" already made Chen Ke "more shaman than shamans" in the medical department of the Base Area.

The medical team performed surgery on Master Wu's wife and removed the tumor. When Chai Qingguo and the medical team left three days later, Master Wu's wife was also alive and kicking without incident. "At least this place won't oppose the People's Party anymore..." Chai Qingguo took this expectation and chased the main force with the comrades.

The cavalry unit holding a grand armed parade in the Yimeng Mountain area was an instruction from the Shandong Base Area. Before advancing to Hebei for mobile warfare, it was very necessary to display the People's Party's armed forces to the Base Area masses to stabilize the people's hearts and deter the petty people. Not far north past Menglianggu, it was no longer the range reached by the People's Party. So after advancing a part slightly, the main force withdrew.

Chai Qingguo led the main force back to the Base Area to make final preparations for troop dispatch. Pang Zi led a small detachment of fifty people to leave the Base Area, heading to the Hebei and Taihang Mountain areas to negotiate with local heroes everywhere to dispatch troops together for this job.

"Third Brother, you must be obedient this time dispatching troops. Don't act on your own." Chai Qingguo said to Pang Zi. Pang Zi's dishonesty was well known. Besides daring to fight and risk his life, and also knowing how to retreat, Pang Zi's revolutionary consciousness was really impossible to evaluate. Rebelling against the Manchu Qing, Pang Zi did without turning back. But obeying commands in all actions...

This was why Wu Xingchen and Chai Qingguo and others were holding the fort here. Wu Xingchen had publicly evaluated Pang Zi, "He is the Monkey King under the Five Finger Mountain." But the Monkey King also had the Monkey King's advantages. To contact the various "local heroes" in Hebei and Taihang Mountains, the Shandong Base Area really had no candidate more suitable than Pang Zi.

Hearing Chai Qingguo's words, Pang Zi didn't have the so-called "Monkey King's" impetuousness at all. His tone was very indifferent, "It's good enough if I can complete the task; act on my own my ass."

This steady attitude had the unique vigor of a pragmatist. Without doing it personally, how would one know the hardships of getting things done. This was also the real reason why the Military Commission could agree to let Pang Zi mobilize "local heroes".

Pang Zi didn't care about Chai Qingguo's approving gaze at all. He tucked in his upper lip, extended his lower lip slightly forward, blew air towards his own nostrils, and then said: "Old Chai, I still say that. It's good enough if I can bring those heroes out. Don't expect them to have any 'Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention'. If trouble happens, you guys can't say I didn't try my best."

"Don't worry, we roamed the Jianghu together back then; who doesn't know this matter." Chai Qingguo replied. But then Chai Qingguo's tone became strict, "Whether they pay attention or not, we can't say, but you can't take this opportunity to indulge yourself like a wild horse. This is what I'm worried about."

"Tch, boring." Pang Zi snorted coldly, "Let's put it this way, if you are reassured, I'll leave now."

"Okay, Third Brother, you go. Be careful on the road." Chai Qingguo said. Just based on Pang Zi's performance just now, Chai Qingguo was ninety-nine percent sure Pang Zi was going to act wildly in Hebei. "Just hope this bastard doesn't overdo it and get himself involved." Chai Qingguo thought discouragingly.

The team of fifty cavalrymen plus spare horses was not small in scale. When Pang Zi charged forward, he blew the whistle held in his mouth. The reason "Shandong Mounted Bandits" (Xiangma) were called Xiangma (Sounding Horse) was that they would fire sounding arrows and blow this special whistle before attacking.

On the other side, the People's Party's cavalry brigade turned their horse heads in an orderly manner, rumbling towards the assembly point designated by the Military Commission in good order.

After Cixi and Guangxu died, although the Qing court "established" a new monarch, the situation of the world galloped from chaos towards even greater chaos.
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Chairman Chen Ke seemed to have something on his mind recently. Ever since writing "This Life of Cixi", Chairman Chen was often lost in thought every day. Even if he wrote something, he would burn it after writing. Although Chairman Chen always looked similar before planning big events usually, the planning time this time was a bit too long. For a whole week, Chairman Chen was like this. Since most of the central cadres had gone to work in other provinces, and the remaining few were also in local areas, while those remaining in Fengtai County were office staff, this situation didn't arouse more suspicion.

When Chen Ke began to summon the main leading cadres in Anhui Province back to Fengtai County, the staff saw the clues. Something big was definitely going to happen in the Base Area.

This was indeed the case. After Qi Huishen, Yan Fu, Yuwen Badu, these Central Committee members who were just enough for a vote gathered, everyone was surprised to find that Feng Xu, a middle-level cadre currently in the civil service system, also attended the meeting as a non-voting delegate. After everyone sat down, Chen Ke dropped a big bomb in front of the comrades directly. "I plan to talk to Beiyang again."

This wasn't very strange. The effect of the first cooperation between the People's Party and Beiyang was very good. More than a hundred thousand tons of steel, as well as metal products from Hanyang Iron Works, greatly satisfied the massive needs of the Base Area. But after Chen Ke's subsequent narration, a brief silence appeared in the venue. Three minutes of silence made the guards couldn't help turning their heads to look into the venue. Everyone wanted to say something, but couldn't say anything.

After a long time, Zhang Yu asked in a voice that could be said to be ill-intentioned: "Chairman Chen, do you mean we spent so much effort just to support Yuan Shikai onto the stage?"

"Not supporting Yuan Shikai onto the stage, but letting Yuan Shikai face reality." Chen Ke immediately gave Zhang Yu a forceful counterattack.

"But this result is obviously that Yuan Shikai becomes the top leader." Zhang Yu emphasized this result again.

"Not only now, if this plan succeeds, in the future, Yuan Shikai's Beiyang will still occupy the central position." Chen Ke didn't avoid this question at all.

"Then we work hard, risking our lives, and in the end cook a pot of food for Yuan Shikai?" Zhang Yu's antagonistic emotion became higher and higher.

Chen Ke also rarely engaged in tit-for-tat confrontation, "We are engaging in revolution now; engaging in revolution is the process of overthrowing reactionaries. But reactionaries are just a general term; each group of reactionaries has its own characteristics and stance. In different historical periods, our main enemies are also different. The material world is dynamic, not static and unchanging. In different periods, there is not only one way to promote revolution. It is not that our People's Party holding political power from beginning to end proves the revolutionary path is correct. Moreover, our People's Party hasn't controlled China's national power until now."

This meeting lasted for three days. Feng Xu, as an auditor, had no right to speak. But even listening exhausted the old man. He originally thought the People's Party was just a group of vigorous young lads rising up to rebel. After these three days, Feng Xu finally understood what was called "temple calculation" (grand strategy planning). Compared with this group of young lads, Feng Xu thought all the policy designs he had done in the government in his life were as simple and childish as children playing house.

On the last day of the meeting, the voting process was extremely difficult. Feng Xu could see that all the People's Party comrades participating in the voting had no confidence in the content of the discussion. Feng Xu imagined that if he had the right to vote, his feelings would probably be exactly the same as these people. Chen Ke's plan was reasonable to an incredible degree. So no one really believed that this kind of thing would really proceed according to Chen Ke's prediction.

Before voting, Zhang Yu spoke with mental exhaustion and a solemn expression, "Chairman Chen, I vote this time not because I support your plan. I just believe that you have never predicted wrong before. I will obey the decision of the party organization, but I personally reserve my opinion."

Chen Ke's energy looked more abundant than other comrades. He replied calmly: "Even if this plan is passed at the Party Committee meeting, it still depends on whether Yuan Shikai accepts it. If Yuan Shikai doesn't accept it, then there is no need to execute this plan. At that time, we will continue to revolutionize according to the current method."

Perhaps this statement finally persuaded the extremely exhausted comrades; they breathed a sigh of relief and began to vote one after another. Beyond Feng Xu's expectation, Chen Ke's suggestion actually passed unanimously.

Chen Ke didn't let Feng Xu audit for the purpose of winning him over. After the voting ended, the resolution of Feng Xu as an envoy was also passed by vote. After the meeting adjourned, Chen Ke began to talk with the exhausted Feng Xu.

"Mr. Feng, how likely do you think Yuan Shikai is to accept this content?"

After all, he was old, and fatigue was hard to eliminate in a short time. Feng Xu spoke with some panting, "Don't know. I can only tell Yuan Shikai what can be told to him according to the regulations. However, there is already too much stuff to talk about."

Chen Ke let out a slight breath. Feng Xu could see that Chen Ke wasn't disappointed; this was a movement mixed with helplessness and self-relaxation. Feng Xu asked: "Chairman Chen, there is one thing I don't understand. Why choose such a strategy at this time?"

"Although we are revolutionizing, and the process of revolution is certainly to overthrow all reactionaries. But for China's vitality (Yuan Qi), preserve a point if we can." Chen Ke replied.

Feng Xu nodded with deep feeling. In this meeting, Chen Ke emphasized this issue more than once. Revolutionary war could certainly destroy the enemy, but reconstruction required too much and too great power, and destruction inevitably made reconstruction more difficult.

Seeing Feng Xu accept his explanation, Chen Ke felt somewhat relieved on one hand, and felt he was really helpless on the other. The Party's history was arduous and outstanding; Chen Ke admired it very much. But admiration didn't equal being able to copy it. The current revolutionary situation could absolutely not push the People's Party to that extent. If he wanted the People's Party members to possess the brilliant standard of the Party members back then, he must utilize the characteristics of this current era.

Chen Ke spent several days thinking hard, just trying to apply the methods taught by Grandpa Mao to find such a way. Although Chen Ke felt he found it, like other comrades, Chen Ke's rationality was persuaded by Chen Ke himself, but his sensibility was completely not persuaded.

"Chairman Chen, do you want me to be an envoy, or be a lobbyist?" Feng Xu asked.

"What is the difference?" Chen Ke heard the difference between the two words.

Feng Xu replied: "Envoy, tell Yuan Shikai there is such a thing, and try hard to persuade Yuan Shikai. Lobbyist, make Beiyang accept this matter."

Chen Ke didn't propose his own judgment on Feng Xu's statement. He asked: "Why is Mr. Feng so enthusiastic about this matter?"

"It is best if the common people of the world can suffer less from the pain of war." Feng Xu replied with full emotion.

Let the people suffer less? Chen Ke felt alert almost instinctively. Historically, whenever the Qingliu (High-minded critics) who claimed to take the world as their responsibility tried to "let the people suffer less", the days of rivers of blood were probably imminent. A person of Yuan Shikai's nature was even less likely to buy this rhetoric.

Chen Ke paused before replying: "Mr. Feng also listened to our meeting. I hope, or rather I fantasize, that Yuan Shikai can see the facts clearly, see the situation clearly, and make the correct choice. Only if our two sides can reach a consensus is there a possibility for the people to suffer less. But if everyone feels their own interests are not satisfied, everything else is out of the question. Our People's Party naturally will struggle to the end. Yuan Shikai is known as the butcher of the people. Mr. Feng, your aspirations are lofty; I trust you. But using the idea of letting the people suffer less to persuade both sides, I'm afraid it won't be of much use."

Hearing this, Feng Xu not only wasn't annoyed but nodded repeatedly. "Well said. It was my rash speech."

Chen Ke didn't know if Feng Xu was sincere or had other thoughts, but heard Feng Xu say: "At the meeting, Chairman Chen said, seeking peace through struggle, peace survives; seeking peace through compromise, peace dies. I will keep this attitude firmly in mind."

Hearing Feng Xu had such understanding, Chen Ke felt reassured. After a few days of preparation by Chen Ke, Yan Fu, and Feng Xu, Feng Xu finally embarked on the road north.

Henan Governor Yuan Shikai was relatively annoyed recently. He once thought Chen Ke would put on a facade of fighting to the death but actually hold his troops still. So Yuan Shikai sent some troubles he wanted to get rid of to the front line, hoping Chen Ke would catch this bunch of guys in one net.

The result was a series of news proving Yuan Shikai's predictions all failed. The People's Party changed its previous combat style; this time the Party didn't appear in front of the Beiyang Army at all. That bunch of people sent to the front line were already trembling with fear, fearing the enemy like a tiger. No matter how Yuan Shikai urged, they refused to go deep into the People's Party's controlled area. So they were all still surviving until now.

If it were only these things, it would be fine; maybe it could be explained that the People's Party held an attitude of making peace. As a result, at the end of September, news came that large groups of People's Party troops entered the Hubei Wuhan area and began disaster relief. Yuan Shikai knew the People's Party started by disaster relief in Anhui; with the flood in Hubei, the People's Party's purpose of intervening in Hubei was already beyond doubt.

Just wondering where the People's Party got such courage facing tens of thousands of Beiyang troops, the news of Duan Qirui conquering Hangzhou and capturing the female bandit leader Qiu Jin made Yuan Shikai very happy.

But following closely behind this news was that large groups of bandits appeared in Hebei. They didn't attack cities or seize land, but wantonly looted the Imperial Estates in Zhili, as well as the manors of princes and ministers. The vanguard of the bandits even arrived under Beijing city and began looting. At the same time, several groups of mounted bandits in Shandong wantonly broke into military camps and looted arsenals. Because many Beiyang troops stationed in Shandong moved south, the barracks were empty at this time.

Without any verification, Yuan Shikai knew this was definitely a trick played by the People's Party. The Beiyang Army killed bandits in Shandong until heads rolled; Shandong bandits dared not approach Beiyang barracks at all. Lending them a few guts, they wouldn't dare to loot Beiyang barracks. As for looting successfully, Yuan Shikai knew there were no such heroes in Shandong at all.

Chen Ke advancing troops to Hubei on one hand, was this engaging in "Besieging Wei to rescue Zhao" in Zhili on the other hand? Or rather, the People's Party had no troops in Anhui at all, just singing an Empty City Strategy? What was hateful was, heaven knew what the situation in Anhui was now; once Beiyang Army spies entered Anhui, it was like clay oxen entering the sea, with no information. Yuan Shikai completely couldn't find out the actual situation in Anhui.

Inside Beiyang, there was already a quarrel about this. There were those advocating returning troops to Zhili, and those advocating moving south to attack Anhui. There were even some weirdos who thought they could secretly take a train straight to Hankou and raid the People's Party troops in Hubei. If the People's Party were so easily raided, a strategist as cautious and meticulous as Wang Shizhen, and a general as decisive as Duan Qirui, would have destroyed the People's Party long ago.

Just at this time, someone reported that Feng Xu came to visit. Yuan Shikai felt he had some clue. Chen Ke must have planned some huge conspiracy, letting this old captive Feng Xu trick him.

"Chen Wenqing, your uncle I will take a good look at what tricks you have!" Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai ordered, "Bring Feng Xu in."

Feng Xu's attitude was calm, having the style of a lobbyist. He first handed Chen Ke's letter to Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai didn't open it either, asking: "Mr. Feng, what advice does Chen Wenqing have sending you here."

Looking at the room full of Beiyang generals, Feng Xu asked: "Lord Yuan, can these people listen together?"

"Speak without worry." Yuan Shikai said frankly. Those in the room were Yuan Shikai's diehards; Yuan Shikai had confidence in these people.

Seeing Yuan Shikai behave like this, Feng Xu frankly narrated Chen Ke's suggestion.

Chen Ke believed the world could now be divided into three types of people: Revolutionaries, Reformists, and Die-hard Extreme Royalists. The characteristic of the die-hard royalists was demanding the maintenance of the Manchu Qing's monarchical dictatorship system; they were already rats crossing the street, spat upon by revolutionaries and reformists. Although Yuan Shikai was loyal to the Manchu Qing, Yuan Shikai himself was a representative of the reformists. Chen Ke believed that in this period, the People's Party as the biggest force of the revolutionary party and the Beiyang clique representing the reformists joining hands to get rid of the die-hard royalist party would have major practical interests for both sides.

Regarding operational methods, Chen Ke suggested that the People's Party fiercely attack the Imperial Estates outside the capital in Zhili, forcing the last military power of the die-hard conservatives to attack. Then destroy them in field battles. And send troops to attack the construction site of Cixi's tomb. Fully exposing the reality of the die-hard conservatives' weak strength.

And at this time, Yuan Shikai could unite with the governors of various provinces to reach a consensus on "Constitutional Federation of Autonomous Provinces". The die-hard conservatives had no foundation in various provinces originally, plus with the capital harassed like this, it was even less possible to cause any real trouble for Yuan Shikai. Once Yuan Shikai reached an agreement with the governors of various provinces, the People's Party would cooperate with Yuan Shikai returning to Beijing and withdraw all troops in Zhili. Originally, this little Emperor Xuantong coming to power was unclear. Yuan Shikai, with the support or acquiescence of the governors of various provinces, plus military force as backing, could naturally adopt a constitutional system and establish Yuan Shikai's political dominance.

Whether sitting on a grand tutor chair, a sofa, or other places, Yuan Shikai always sat upright, with strict character. Moreover, Yuan Shikai wasn't petty-minded; normal talk could hardly anger him. Listening to Feng Xu speaking the suggestion clearly and logically with simple words, Yuan Shikai only felt that this grand tutor chair seemed to have grown teeth, making him want to stand up immediately and order someone to beat this old knave Feng Xu out.

No wonder Chen Ke wrote a book and Cixi died after reading it. If an enemy pointed out the most beneficial path for oneself so clearly and logically, no one could stand it. The most important thing was that the People's Party acted first and spoke later. Attacking the arsenals and Imperial Estates in Zhili, the People's Party was already doing it in full swing. Presumably, Cixi's tomb construction site had also been attacked now.

The Old Empress Dowager was angered to death by Chen Ke when alive, and after death, she was messed with by Chen Ke so that she couldn't even be buried on time. The face of these die-hard royalists had probably been shaved until nothing was left, right? But... why thinking of the panicked and anxious faces of those bastards of the Imperial Clan in the capital, did Yuan Shikai feel a kind of pleasure in his heart?

Because of sufficient preparation, Feng Xu was concise. Soon he talked about "Constitutional Federation of Autonomous Provinces". To put it bluntly, this system was establishing the reality of the Manchu Qing in the form of law. Each province established a parliament, established its own provincial constitution, and the laws of the province. As for the center, the parliament would meet every year to discuss the financial amount each province paid to the center. The MPs would discuss legislation, and then they could piss off home. The parliament had no substantial control over the center.

"Lord Yuan, because of provincial autonomy. As long as Beiyang doesn't enter our People's Party's territory, wherever your Beiyang fights to, which provinces you control, our People's Party won't say a word and will turn a blind eye. As long as Beiyang controls many provinces, whether you become President or Prime Minister, it will naturally be logical. At that time, these generals of Beiyang becoming Military Governors (Dudu) in various provinces, holding great power, and Lord Yuan commanding in the center, it is a good thing for Beiyang." Feng Xu threw out the promise Chen Ke gave to Yuan Shikai.

Hearing this key content, the eyes of the Beiyang generals lit up one by one. If there really could be such a situation, this bunch of generals loyal to Yuan Shikai could definitely each lead a province. At that time, everyone wouldn't just have a military post, but grasp both military and government affairs. The future prospects were beautiful enough to dazzle the eyes.

"Mr. Feng, have you finished your nonsense?" Yuan Shikai finally opened his mouth to ask.

Feng Xu laughed: "This is not nonsense. The general trend of the world today is set. Whether government, gentry, or scholars, everyone wants reform and constitution. Compared with so many people, those who thoroughly oppose reform and constitution are just that extremely small handful of people. Lord Yuan is loyal to the Empress Dowager; everyone knows. Now the Empress Dowager is gone. The work of striking that small handful of people, our People's Party will do. Lord Yuan only needs to conform to the general trend. How can this be called nonsense?"

Seeing Yuan Shikai still had an unmoved expression, Feng Xu said: "Lord Yuan, if Heaven gives and you don't take, you will suffer the blame instead. Even if for your own reputation you are unwilling to bear this responsibility, you should also think for these people of the Beiyang lineage who follow Lord Yuan."

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai's expression finally changed a bit.
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"Someone come, take him out for me!" Yuan Shikai shouted.

Immediately personal soldiers rushed in. Feng Xu didn't need anyone to drag him; he just followed the personal soldiers calmly. The Beiyang generals watched Feng Xu leave, wanting to advise but daring not to advise Yuan Shikai. The atmosphere in the room quickly fell into an awkward situation. Fortunately, Yuan Shikai shouted again: "You all get out too."

The generals immediately filed out. Yuan Shikai glanced out the window and saw Wang Shizhen heading in the direction where the personal soldiers took Feng Xu, then he breathed a sigh of relief. When there was no one left inside or outside the room, Yuan Shikai picked up the letter Chen Ke gave him. The envelope was very large; weighing it in hand, there were quite a few things inside. Opening it to look, sure enough, a thick stack of paper.

On the top sheet was Chen Ke's letter. The content was very polite, nothing more than what Feng Xu had just said. The end of the letter said the back part was an article written by Chen Ke, asking Yuan Shikai to correct it.

Could this be "This Life of Yuan Shikai"? Although he knew in his heart this was obviously impossible, Yuan Shikai still worried for a moment. The content indeed had nothing to do with Yuan Shikai himself, but was about the political design of the Federation of Autonomous Provinces.

The forum where Chen Ke was did not evaluate Yuan Shikai badly. Everyone thought Yuan Shikai didn't understand democratic politics. Because of Yuan Shikai's experience, he maintained extremely deep vigilance against democratic politics. And a major "tragedy" of the Beiyang government was that because they didn't understand the democratic parliamentary system, Beiyang actually created a parliamentary system most unsuitable for Beiyang in the end. Those foolish MPs in the parliament were all semi-celebrities and professional "political troublemakers". Because every bill of the Beiyang government's parliament had to be reviewed by that group of foolish MPs. So this bunch of MPs holding the attitude of "power not used is void after expiration" made things difficult desperately. The Beiyang military leaders headed by Yuan Shikai were extremely annoyed in order to deal with this group of foolish MPs.

With this cognition, Chen Ke proposed the suggestion of "Federation of Autonomous Provinces". "Federation of Autonomous Provinces" was bluntly the American set. The United States was formed by rebel states back then, so since its establishment, it opposed a strong center. Besides the federal constitution, each state had its own set of laws. This situation was extremely similar to China now.

Talking to Yuan Shikai about great sentiments or eternal fame was useless. Chen Ke was a rebel bandit in Yuan Shikai's eyes; Yuan Shikai didn't think Chen Ke had any moral advantage. The reason why the two sides seemed equal was entirely built on the basis of military power. Then Chen Ke would only talk about military affairs. This actually suited Yuan Shikai's appetite.

Chen Ke clearly pointed out that the Federation of Autonomous Provinces seemed to have a bright future, but actual operation was full of hardships. In China today, only Yuan Shikai had the strength to lead this situation. He requested Yuan Shikai, for himself and for China, to dare to be the first in the world and bravely take up this responsibility.

After reading the whole article, Yuan Shikai even nodded slightly. This was what a man of action would say, not avoiding the hardships in the operation process at all. And he grasped many key nodes. Even if Yuan Shikai firmly believed Chen Ke harbored evil intentions, the things on the surface were still said clearly.

While Yuan Shikai studied Chen Ke's letter, Wang Shizhen had already arranged accommodation for Feng Xu. The accommodation conditions naturally wouldn't be bad. Whether it was house arrest or protection, Beiyang still adhered to the traditional attitude—never be rude. Letting personal soldiers guard the gate strictly, Wang Shizhen and Feng Xu began to talk.

Actually, Wang Shizhen felt Feng Xu's approach today was a bit silly (Er). The negotiation rule had always been that the subordinates would talk openly. Yuan Shikai could say "speak frankly without worry" to your face, but Feng Xu couldn't just pour beans out of a bamboo tube like this. Feng Xu wasn't a reckless young lad; as Yuan Shikai's "Dragon Eye", Wang Shizhen definitely had to bear the responsibility of negotiation. Since they had to talk sooner or later, Wang Shizhen felt he might as well clarify things with Feng Xu now.

"Brother Feng, you spoke too bluntly today." Wang Shizhen got straight to the point as soon as he started.

"Commander-in-Chief Wang, the matter of the Federation of Autonomous Provinces is easy to say, but doing it involves thousands of threads. If I didn't speak bluntly, Lord Yuan wouldn't listen to me." Feng Xu answered calmly and composedly.

Wang Shizhen was also a pragmatist; hearing this, he immediately felt a sense of agreement. He had always opposed revolution, not because Wang Shizhen was hostile to revolution, but because those revolutionaries described the future with flying spittle; as a pragmatist, Wang Shizhen felt what the revolutionaries said was completely inconsistent with practical operation.

The reason Wang Shizhen was hostile to the People's Party was not that the People's Party was a revolutionary party, but that the People's Party solidly opposed the court and Beiyang. Wang Shizhen had always been interested in the People's Party's program.

"Then what exactly does the People's Party think?" Wang Shizhen asked.

"Commander-in-Chief Wang, what exactly does your Beiyang think?" Feng Xu asked back.

Such a direct question made it a bit difficult for Wang Shizhen to cope. More than a month ago, it was under Wang Shizhen's vigorous lobbying that Beiyang dispatched Duan Qirui to attack Zhejiang. The effect was quite good; after occupying Zhejiang, Beiyang obtained two territories, Henan and Zhejiang. Plus the forces in Zhili and other places, the Beiyang situation was considered somewhat opened up. Yuan Shikai's original intention was to continue watching. But the drastically changing situation in the court and local areas made the whole situation extremely chaotic, so let alone Yuan Shikai, even Wang Shizhen couldn't grasp where the situation would develop.

After thinking it over, Wang Shizhen told the truth, "We indeed don't know how this situation will change. People say stones from other hills may serve to polish jade; on this matter, I still hope Brother Feng gives advice."

"Chairman Chen loves to say, who are our enemies, who are our friends; this is the primary question of the revolution. At the current stage, our enemies are the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction. There is absolutely no possibility of reconciliation between the People's Party and the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction. Either the People's Party perishes, or the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction perishes. Between us and the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction, we must unite friends to the maximum extent to isolate the enemy. This is the situation of the world now." Feng Xu listened to this Party Central Committee meeting the whole time and understood this general trend very thoroughly.

"The world (Tianxia)?" There was a hint of mockery in Wang Shizhen's words.

"Correct, it is the world." Feng Xu answered categorically, "What is the characteristic of other provinces and the Manchu Qing court forces? It is that they have no army projection capability at all. Without army projection capability, they have no strength and no qualification to participate in the matters dominating the world situation. In current China, there are nothing more than two families possessing such projection capability: one is Beiyang, one is the People's Party. No matter how other forces shout, they can only hole up in their own nests and be beaten passively."

Wang Shizhen had heard of Feng Xu's background as a genuine First Class Third Place Jinshi in the 12th year of Guangxu. In various rumors, Feng Xu was a virtuous and capable financial official, and also a famous scholar. But he didn't expect Feng Xu to actually show the insight of "understanding military affairs". Just the term "projection capability", Wang Shizhen couldn't find a more vivid military description vocabulary.

Viewing the current situation from this angle, Wang Shizhen, who was proficient in military affairs, suddenly saw the light.

"Brother Feng, according to what you say, the People's Party is already prepared to seize the world by military force?" Wang Shizhen also went straight to the topic.

"The People's Party is not fully prepared for this now. Maybe we still have the ability to compete for dominance, but the preparation for unifying the world is far from sufficient." Feng Xu followed Chen Ke's instructions and told the truth completely.

"Then how does Chen Wenqing see our Beiyang?" Wang Shizhen wanted to determine this core issue.

"It's not how the People's Party sees Beiyang, but what Beiyang prepares to do itself. The world today has reached this situation; what we think is not important at all. It's where Beiyang prepares to stand. Is Beiyang prepared to view itself as a part of the Manchu Qing? Or prepared to rise up and maintain its own interests? I came under orders this time just to know how Beiyang prepares to choose? Does Beiyang decide to seek its own interests, break with the Manchu Qing from now on, and deal with them perfunctorily? Or decide to continue tied to the Manchu Qing's war chariot and go down like this. Commander-in-Chief Wang, this is having Beiyang's stance first, then the People's Party's view. Not the People's Party self-righteously imagining a situation and then arranging future work according to this imagined situation."

Hearing Feng Xu finish, Wang Shizhen shivered in his heart. Wang Shizhen himself always handled things this way, but this was the first time someone pointed out this principle with such straightforward words. While Wang Shizhen felt a great sense of finding a soulmate, he suddenly gave birth to a sigh unrelated to current events. Whether Yan Fu or Feng Xu, or even Pu Guanshui, the famous "traitor general" of Beiyang now, why did so many capable people defect to the People's Party?

If these few people stood under the banner of Beiyang now, using their wisdom to give advice, how would Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen be lonely worrying about future situation changes?

"Brother Feng, since you came under orders, presumably there are some things you know but cannot say. Brother Feng, you might as well frankly tell what you know and can say; I, your brother, thank you here first." Wang Shizhen said sincerely. This question pointed directly to the real bottom card of the People's Party; Wang Shizhen wanted to figure it out very much.

Feng Xu actually hadn't been a lobbyist. Although he liked the scene of Zhuge Liang debating the scholars in Eastern Wu in "Romance of the Three Kingdoms", Feng Xu himself always felt lobbyists were people who told lies. Until personally participating in the People's Party's central meeting this time, Feng Xu discovered for the first time that truth was actually far more powerful than lies. So after arriving at Beiyang, he maintained a frank attitude from beginning to end. To Wang Shizhen's probing words, Feng Xu replied frankly: "Commander-in-Chief Wang, what I want to say is actually said very clearly. Lord Yuan and Commander-in-Chief Wang are both sensible people; telling lies to you two is meaningless. The People's Party has made up its mind to thoroughly overthrow the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction. To overthrow the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction, it is absolutely impossible to bypass Beiyang. And Beiyang and the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction are not fellow travelers now; there is still a chance for cooperation between the two sides. Even if there is only a one percent chance, we must show one hundred percent sincerity to strive for it. This is the purpose of my coming."

"That is to say, the People's Party wants our Beiyang to betray the court?" Wang Shizhen pointed out this key point.

Seeing Wang Shizhen finally understood this, Feng Xu felt quite relaxed in his heart. He nodded and smiled: "Exactly. If Beiyang led by Lord Yuan is willing to stand on its own, then we can continue to talk. If Lord Yuan disagrees, then I will leave now."

"If Lord Yuan disagrees, will the People's Party have a showdown with my Beiyang?" Wang Shizhen couldn't help asking next.

"This is a question I don't know so I can't say." Feng Xu borrowed Wang Shizhen's words just now.

"Brother Feng is so frank; I thank you." Wang Shizhen ended this conversation with these words.

Coming out of Feng Xu's room, Wang Shizhen saw Yuan Shikai's personal soldier waiting outside the gate. Seeing Wang Shizhen, the personal soldier immediately stepped forward to salute, "Commander-in-Chief Wang, Lord Yuan invites you."

It seemed Yuan Shikai was also waiting for the result of Wang Shizhen's discussion with Feng Xu, so the personal soldier waited so honestly without going in to report. Arriving at Yuan Shikai's place, Wang Shizhen told Yuan Shikai all the results of this meeting.

"Feng Xu is a talent." Yuan Shikai didn't evaluate Feng Xu's suggestion but gave birth to the same sigh as Wang Shizhen. Mentioning celebrities in the late Qing Dynasty, it was naturally "North Yuan (Shikai) South Cen (Chunxuan)". Feng Xu, a mere scholar, didn't rank at all. But hearing Feng Xu's words, his judgment of the general trend of the world was sharp and profound, not entangled in details, pointing directly to the core problem. Speaking only of understanding the court, Yuan Shikai was naturally far above Feng Xu. But regarding the analysis of the current situation, Yuan Shikai didn't have Feng Xu's cognitive angle. This couldn't help but make Yuan Shikai admire him a bit.

"Lord Yuan, do you want to detain Feng Xu?" Wang Shizhen asked.

"Pinqing, when you were captured by Chen Ke back then, were you afraid of death?" Yuan Shikai asked.

Hearing this, Wang Shizhen already understood Yuan Shikai's meaning. Feng Xu dared to come; naturally, he had thought about life and death. If Feng Xu as a lobbyist could realize the situation of the world, it was even less likely that the People's Party didn't know. Threatening the People's Party with Feng Xu's life would be useless.

Thinking through this point, Wang Shizhen sat on the chair without saying a word. Yuan Shikai also sat on the chair without saying a word. The two backbones of Beiyang were people of extreme self-cultivation; maintaining silence was too easy for them. The two thought about their worries, letting time pass gradually.

Breaking the silence was a personal soldier, "Lord Yuan, telegram from Beijing."

Yuan Shikai unfolded the telegram to look; the content was Regent Zaifeng urgently ordering Yuan Shikai to wave his army south to exterminate the Anhui rebels. The tone of the telegram was very tough. Yuan Shikai naturally wasn't afraid of Zaifeng. From the telegram, Yuan Shikai could already guess that outside Beijing city must be messed up horribly by the mounted bandits.

Putting down the telegram, Yuan Shikai didn't ask Wang Shizhen to make plans as usual. The crappy matters in Beijing were meaningless now. Although Feng Xu spoke politely, the meaning behind it was very tough. The People's Party had issued an ultimatum now. If Yuan Shikai decided to stand with Beijing, or prepared to stand by and watch the People's Party fight the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction, then the People's Party would fight a decisive battle with Yuan Shikai. According to the term "military projection capability" described by Wang Shizhen, as long as the People's Party thoroughly smashed the Beiyang Army, the only combat-capable force under the Manchu Qing banner, the demise of the Manchu Qing court would only be a matter of time.

And in the current strategic situation, the People's Party temporarily controlled Hanyang. Although they didn't annex Hubei temporarily, the forty to fifty thousand guns and millions of rounds of ammunition in the Hanyang arsenal definitely fell into the hands of the People's Party. Intelligence from Hubei said the People's Party entering Wuhan numbered as many as seventy or eighty thousand. Because the methods were reasonable, through relief for disaster victims, order in the disaster area had gradually been restored. Even if the People's Party transferred these tens of thousands of people away from Hubei, it was absolutely impossible for Hubei to use troops against Anhui within a year or so.

The destination of these tens of thousands of people didn't need consideration; they were definitely transferred to the front of the Beiyang Army. The People's Party capable of relieving Hubei disaster victims absolutely didn't lack grain. Seventy or eighty thousand people facing forty thousand Beiyang New Army troops, Yuan Shikai didn't think he could easily defeat the People's Party. Even if it was a pyrrhic victory, what was the significance? Just as Feng Xu said, in front of this once-in-a-lifetime major opportunity, if Yuan Shikai's Beiyang lost the troops that could be projected, then he lost the possibility of dominating the situation.

If the People's Party and the Beiyang Army both suffered heavy losses, the biggest beneficiary would be the "Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction" that the People's Party swore to overthrow. And this bunch of "Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction" was not only the enemy of the People's Party but also the enemy of Yuan Shikai.

Looking purely from interests, not only did Yuan Shikai have no reason to perish together with the People's Party, but there were plenty of reasons to cooperate with the People's Party.

However, this was the step Yuan Shikai couldn't take no matter what. Deep in his heart, no matter how much he wanted to seize the dominance of the Manchu Qing court, no matter how much he wanted to thoroughly suppress the Manchu group, this was all built on the standpoint that Yuan Shikai himself was a subject of the Manchu Qing. Letting Beiyang become independent, Yuan Shikai was completely unprepared for this thought.

Not only did Yuan Shikai know this thought of his own, but he also knew Wang Shizhen's attitude was the same as his. Wang Shizhen might agree with Yuan Shikai entering the capital to "save the Emperor" or even "clear the Emperor's side" (remove bad advisors). But Wang Shizhen wouldn't sincerely approve of Yuan Shikai replacing the Manchu Qing. "Powerful Minister" and "Rebel" were two completely different things.

But the People's Party opposite was eyeing them covetously, and their position was also stated extremely clearly. Either the Manchu Qing perishes, or the Manchu Qing perishes together with Yuan Shikai. There was no third road to take.

"Who are our friends, who are our enemies, this is the primary question of the revolution." Yuan Shikai recited this sentence silently, suddenly unable to help laughing loudly. This young man Chen Ke was really different. Yuan Shikai thought with envy, even if he recognized friends and enemies clearly, he might not necessarily be able to choose the real friends and enemies. After Chen Ke recognized friends and enemies, he dared to choose.

If the People's Party joined hands with Beiyang, the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction would immediately die without a burial place. To promote the demise of the enemy as soon as possible, Chen Ke could negotiate peace with the Beiyang Army facing each other with weapons now. Then after the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction perished, who would be Chen Ke's next enemy? Would it be Yuan Shikai's turn?

But why, even knowing there was this possibility, did Yuan Shikai not have the slightest hatred for Chen Ke? Yuan Shikai really wanted to know, if there was such a day, what reason would Chen Ke use to prove that in the war between Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai, Chen Ke was the side with moral superiority?

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai said with a smile to the bewildered Wang Shizhen: "Pinqing, go bring Feng Xu over; I want to talk to him."
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Yuan Shikai respected literati relatively more. Since Feng Xu was a Jiangnan talent, he naturally looked at him with high regard. This meeting between the two sides was extremely open and honest. When all problems concentrated on a contradictory focus, any deception was meaningless. Yuan Shikai believed that no matter what result Feng Xu spoke of in this meeting, he could accept it.

Facing Yuan Shikai's question, "If Beiyang cooperates with the People's Party, in which direction will things develop after the Die-hard Faction is eliminated?" Feng Xu stated that based on the fact that both Beiyang and the People's Party would seek dominance over China's political power, the contradiction between the two sides would always exist.

Wang Shizhen didn't hope for an agreement between the People's Party and Beiyang at all. Even knowing clearly that the contradiction between the "Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction" and Yuan Shikai was unavoidable, Wang Shizhen still didn't hope Yuan Shikai would be reduced to a "rebel". In any case, betraying the old master wasn't a glorious thing. Feng Xu explained the contradiction between Beiyang and the People's Party so clearly that Wang Shizhen felt a hope rising in his heart; he hoped Yuan Shikai wouldn't stand together with the great enemy, the People's Party.

While holding hope, Wang Shizhen looked at Yuan Shikai who heard these words. A smile appeared on Yuan Shikai's face, completely understanding Feng Xu's statement. Not only smiling, Yuan Shikai was also nodding slightly in praise. This praise was naturally directed at Feng Xu's frankness and correct judgment of the future situation.

Seeing this, Wang Shizhen suddenly inserted a sentence, "Mr. Feng, when the Empress Dowager passed away, did the People's Party celebrate?"

Feng Xu laughed upon hearing this, "When the Empress Dowager passed away, the People's Party was stepping up military training. Everyone is a person who does things; where is the leisure to care about these? Instead, it was I and Brother Shen Zengzhi who set up an incense table to offer sacrifices to the Emperor and the Empress Dowager."

"Oh?" Wang Shizhen responded half-surprised, half-sarcastically.

Since it was rare for Wang Shizhen to give such an opportunity, Feng Xu narrated the quarrel between Shen Zengzhi and Chen Ke afterwards, including Yang Baogui's angry rebuke of Shen Zengzhi at the end; Feng Xu spoke clearly.

Yuan Shikai listened seriously. He knew Feng Xu was persuading him very cleverly. In this world, there were people loyal to Cixi, for example, him, Yuan Shikai. There were also people loyal to Guangxu, for example, Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao. But under this heaven, it could be said there wasn't a single person loyal to Xuantong and Regent Zaifeng from the bottom of their hearts. Some of Shen Zengzhi's words were correct; after losing morality and justice, the current Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction only possessed the Manchu Qing's set of "Legitimacy" (Fa Tong). And this thing "Legitimacy" was only useful after being recognized by others. The People's Party never recognized the Manchu Qing's legitimacy, so the People's Party absolutely wouldn't think opposing the Qing was betrayal; they felt opposing the Qing was their supreme glory instead.

Since he had this opportunity, Feng Xu continued to persuade. The People's Party not only distributed "This Life of Cixi" in Beijing but also distributed this manuscript in many surrounding provinces. It could be said that after Cixi's decision before death, the Manchu Qing's legitimacy encountered a major crisis. Now the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction hoped very much to get public support from the powerful viceroys and governors to maintain their tottering legitimacy and status. So the People's Party sent troops to attack Zhili fiercely, exposing the Manchu Qing's weakness thoroughly in front of all viceroys and governors.

"Lord Yuan, you must be very clear that the vast majority of viceroys and governors in the world support reform (Weixin). No matter who works in the local areas, opening new-style schools, setting up telegraphs, running manufacturing bureaus—this is already the trend. No need to speak of too long ago; thirty years ago, when Lord Li Hongzhang was around, whoever did this would be the Westernization Faction (Yangwu Pai) suppressed by others. Now? Those who opposed the Westernization Faction before, I'm afraid they do things even more Westernization-style than the Westernization Faction back then. Promoting China's industrial construction, Lord Yuan, you have contributed greatly." Feng Xu talked about history.

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai couldn't help smiling.

"The Empress Dowager who was in power at that time, no matter how she commented on the Westernization Faction, no matter how she suppressed those who wanted to seize power through the Westernization Movement, the Empress Dowager didn't suppress the Westernization Movement itself." Feng Xu cleverly turned the topic to the real key point. Actually, this was also the content expounded in "This Life of Cixi". Feng Xu, who participated in editing this book, was extremely familiar with these contents and fully agreed with Chen Ke's view.

Seeing Yuan Shikai nod slightly, Feng Xu continued: "Lord Yuan, now the Constitutional Movement has become the new Westernization Movement and has received support from many provinces. On this matter, the Empress Dowager still didn't suppress the Constitutional Movement. She only suppressed people attempting to obtain power using the Constitutional Movement. The Empress Dowager promulgated the 'Imperially Chartered Constitution Outline' a few months ago, and even allowed Jiangsu to organize a trial parliament according to this Imperially Chartered Constitution Outline first."

Yuan Shikai was the "person attempting to obtain power through the constitution" who had been struck by Cixi; it was impossible for him not to be clear about these things. Yuan Shikai originally thought his little thought of borrowing the Constitutional Movement could deceive Cixi. When he saw the relevant content in "This Life of Cixi" not long ago, Yuan Shikai really had a feeling of suddenly seeing the light. Cixi grasped the dynamics of all parties clearly.

"Lord Yuan, you engage in constitution, so naturally you are very clear. Constitution means the constitution is supreme; all power comes from the constitution. And parliament is to let more people participate in politics. Constitution and parliament are originally two different things unrelated to each other, but now the world mistakenly thinks they are the same thing. The Qingliu (High-minded critics) may not support the constitution, but they absolutely support establishing a parliament. This is also the reason why Chairman Chen suggests Lord Yuan adopt the Federation of Autonomous Provinces..."

Feng Xu was preparing to explain the characteristics of the Federation of Autonomous Provinces to Yuan Shikai in detail, but was interrupted by Yuan Shikai, "Then why didn't Chen Wenqing contact the Qingliu but came to me instead? As the saying goes, one who is unaccountably solicitous is hiding evil intentions. Chen Wenqing is a man of extreme depth; he ran to Beijing to pit me once, cheated a wife out of it, and as a result, he patted his butt and left. How do I know he isn't playing the same old trick this time?"

"Because even if the People's Party defeats the three Beiyang divisions Lord Yuan has gathered in Henan now, this world will just fall into a situation of warlord scuffle. As a revolutionary party, the People's Party is originally for overturning the table. Even if the table is overturned, it is impossible for the People's Party to unify China immediately. But our China has suffered for too long. The Sino-Japanese War, the Hundred Days' Reform, the Boxers, the Boxer Protocol. Natural and man-made disasters have been constant these years. Lord Yuan, if warlords fight each other again, how much suffering will the common people of this world have to endure?"

"Hehe." Yuan Shikai sneered. Wasn't the People's Party one of the chief culprits inciting the world?! But seeing Feng Xu speak with sincerity, it really seemed like that. The People's Party actually feared warlord scuffles? The People's Party, this group of fearless rebels, also had things they were afraid of? An uncontrollable sense of absurdity surged in Yuan Shikai's chest like a tide. "Hehe, heihei, haha." Yuan Shikai couldn't help laughing loudly.

Since the People's Party was determined to rebel, a person like Yuan Shikai naturally wouldn't be so boring as to attack the People's Party to their face with "bringing disaster to the world". The People's Party was meant to bring disaster to the world; saying this again was meaningless. Seeing the People's Party finally feared warlord scuffles, Yuan Shikai suddenly felt his chest filled with a sense of justice. These bastard kids finally knew the world wasn't what they imagined.

Feng Xu understood Yuan Shikai's thoughts. He waited for Yuan Shikai's laughter to subside before continuing: "Now Japan is desperately engaging in industry; they are eyeing China covetously. Foreign devils are waiting for China to fall into chaos, then carve up China. But do the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction have the ability to defend China's interests? They don't. Even if our two families perish together, and the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction has no enemies, they still can't defend China. The reason why our People's Party insists on overthrowing the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction is that we see the face of this group of people clearly. As long as they are on stage for one day, China has no hope for one day. As long as the Die-hard Faction is on stage for one day, we will not hesitate even if it triggers warlord scuffles."

This statement had to be made clear. Feng Xu knew he wasn't here to surrender to Beiyang on his knees. Because the People's Party didn't lack the ability to destroy Beiyang's three divisions in Henan. This was also why, with Chen Ke's almost absolute power in the People's Party, he still spent so much effort to barely make the young comrades accept the decision to try negotiating with Yuan Shikai.

But this foundation was so fragile. The People's Party never handed the initiative to others. Even Chen Ke, who proposed the negotiation, was still preparing for total war intensely. Once Yuan Shikai didn't choose cooperation in the short term, the People's Party would mobilize troops to annihilate Yuan Shikai's units in Henan.

Feng Xu really didn't want a total civil war; at least he firmly agreed with Chen Ke's view. Now wasn't the best time for a total civil war.

"Lord Yuan, we want to ask you to preside over the situation of this world. You are a hero known to all; the people of the world have great expectations of you. At this time, as a hero of the world, you have the obligation to stand out; you must stand out. The People's Party is confident in winning the comprehensive victory of the Chinese revolution in the long run. But at this critical time point, Lord Yuan, you have the ability to become the person dominating China's situation. What benefit do warlord scuffles have for China? Once the People's Party and Beiyang reach a consensus now and build a new China, everyone will definitely develop production, engage in economy, industry, and agriculture. When the world is at peace, the people's livelihood will always get better. The many machines and equipment we bought, these family possessions accumulated by the Westernization Faction for decades, can always be operated well. Even if it comes to the time when both sides meet with weapons, and Beiyang wins, you can still easily unify China. Fighting wars, China will also suffer much less loss and pain. Moreover, problems may not necessarily be solved by fighting in the future."

Being placed with such high hopes, Yuan Shikai was naturally very happy. But he also faced a huge problem. Waving his hand to interrupt Feng Xu, Yuan Shikai asked: "Mr. Feng, you mean you insist on me betraying the Manchu Qing!"

Feng Xu shook his head heavily, "Lord Yuan, the Manchu Qing's fate is exhausted. On this point, Lord Yuan, you don't need to whitewash for the Manchu Qing. With the breadth of enmity the Manchu Qing has contracted and the depth of offending the people of the world, once the parliament opens, the parliament will definitely request to Lord Yuan, demanding the Manchu Qing abdicate. It's not Lord Yuan betraying the Manchu Qing, but Lord Yuan bearing the heavy hope of the world, realizing the call of the millions of people in the world. Yao, Shun, and Yu (ancient sage kings) were nothing more than this."

Wang Shizhen felt a bone-chilling cold transmission up his spine; he shuddered greatly. Turning to look at Yuan Shikai, he saw Yuan Shikai's skin exposed outside his clothes densely covered with goosebumps. Although his expression remained stable, the excitement and shock in Yuan Shikai's heart could no longer be hidden.

After a long pause, Yuan Shikai asked: "Then can the parliament abolish the Qing Emperor..."

"Lord Yuan, that is why our People's Party wants to promote the Federation of Autonomous Provinces. This is planning for ourselves, and also planning for Lord Yuan."

Feng Xu no longer concealed anything; he explained the characteristics of the Federation of Autonomous Provinces and the operating mode contained therein to Yuan Shikai thoroughly. Since the center had no right to appoint or remove provincial commanders, the provincial commanders were produced by the provinces themselves according to their own provincial political models. To put it bluntly, whoever became the President was whoever occupied more territory. Beiyang generally believed that quantitative accumulation was the best way to accumulate strength. While the People's Party believed that tapping internal potential was the source of strength. The People's Party would be satisfied with a certain territory; for Beiyang Army's military and political actions to seize other provinces, the People's Party would absolutely not interfere. In return, Beiyang couldn't interfere when the People's Party seized the predetermined territory.

"Then how much territory does Chen Wenqing want exactly?" Yuan Shikai asked with a slightly sarcastic tone. The People's Party captured cities and seized land, now already intervening in Hubei; there was no sign of satisfaction no matter how one looked.

Feng Xu took out a map. After unfolding it, Yuan Shikai frowned. This was a map of China. Anhui, Hubei, Jiangxi, and a peculiar "Huaihai Province" were all colored red. And Lianyungang in Jiangsu near the sea was highlighted. The People's Party not only wanted to occupy the Yangtze River basin but also wanted to obtain a seaport.

"This is the territory we want; other areas, Lord Yuan can take at will." Feng Xu gave the answer. After speaking, Feng Xu looked at Yuan Shikai quietly.

Even seeing Chen Ke carve away a large piece of Zhili and Shandong, Yuan Shikai still didn't get angry, nor did he have the sarcasm of "Chen Ke has a big appetite". Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen looked at the map for a while, then ordered someone to send Feng Xu back to his residence.

If there was bargaining, it would show Yuan Shikai took Chen Ke's proposal to heart. Now with this situation of not even discussing, Feng Xu thought with extreme disappointment that this negotiation had absolutely no effect.

After sending Feng Xu away, Wang Shizhen looked at the map again. The red area occupied the heartland of China, especially "Huaihai Province", which cut off the southern part of Shandong. No wonder Chen Ke was willing to cooperate with Beiyang; he had obtained results on the negotiation table that were far from obtained on the battlefield. Just then, Wang Shizhen suddenly heard Yuan Shikai ask: "Pinqing, tell the truth, can my thirty thousand Beiyang troops defeat Chen Ke's fifty thousand troops?"

Wang Shizhen shivered; he really wanted to say they could win. But these words couldn't come out of his mouth no matter what. Just based on the power the People's Party showed last time, thirty thousand Beiyang troops absolutely couldn't defeat fifty thousand People's Party troops.

"Lord Yuan, did you believe the People's Party's words?" Wang Shizhen asked anxiously.

"Pinqing, if warlords really scuffle, are you afraid?" Yuan Shikai's answer made Wang Shizhen feel like falling into an ice cave. This wasn't just because Yuan Shikai's attitude had undergone a great change. Wang Shizhen knew that the intelligence conveyed by Feng Xu was definitely not the People's Party alarmist talk.

"Even if warlords scuffle, the People's Party as the chief culprit cannot escape the blame." Wang Shizhen resisted weakly.

"Chen Ke certainly cannot escape the blame, but even he knows to fear warlord scuffles. Are we inferior to those little bastards of Chen Ke?" Yuan Shikai's tone was very heavy.

Wang Shizhen felt his chest filled with ice blocks; his breathing almost stopped. Although Yuan Shikai rarely cursed Chen Ke, the meaning behind it couldn't be clearer. Yuan Shikai was moved by Feng Xu.

"Lord Yuan, no matter how the court acts against the tide, it is still the court." Wang Shizhen's voice trembled. This was extremely rare.

"Even you, Pinqing, can say the court acts against the tide; then what use is it for our Beiyang to sacrifice ourselves in vain?" There was true grief in Yuan Shikai's voice, "Chen Ke is a man of action like our Beiyang. If we don't make a decision, I dare say that before long, he will transfer troops from Hubei. Now Zhili is in chaos; the Beijing-Hankou Railway is absolutely unsafe. When Chen Ke gathers fifty thousand troops here, what good plan do you have, Pinqing? Do we fight Chen Ke to the death in Henan?"

Wang Shizhen fell silent. He couldn't say to Yuan Shikai, "Let's be loyal to the Great Qing." Wang Shizhen's sense of shame prevented him from betraying the Great Qing, but this sense of shame also prevented Wang Shizhen from saying against his conscience that today's Great Qing was worth dying for.

As if to prove what kind of stuff the Great Qing Die-hard Faction in Beijing was, a personal soldier suddenly came in to report outside the door. After Yuan Shikai looked at the delivered item, his face turned ashen. He handed the letter to Wang Shizhen. Wang Shizhen took it and saw it was Duan Qirui's letter. The court ordered Duan Qirui to take the New Army Third Division back to Beijing to accept commendation. And Zhejiang would be handed over to Zhejiang Governor Zhang Xun.

This herd of pigs! Wang Shizhen cursed secretly in his heart. After Cixi was gone, the level of the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction had dropped to this extent. Playing tricks so childishly and laughably. If it were Cixi, she would probably immediately use the method of mixing sand, letting Zhang Xun, the nominal Zhejiang Governor, take office, and then arrange an official position below Zhang Xun for Duan Qirui. Let Zhang Xun fight Duan Qirui fiercely. How could she directly let Duan Qirui piss off? Where was the appearance of a ruler in this?

"Lord Yuan, this person Chen Ke will absolutely not sincerely support you as Feng Xu said." Wang Shizhen had no better rhetoric.

"Since we are all people who do things, who can deceive whom. Chen Ke thinks the People's Party can win in the end; I feel our Beiyang can unify the world. Let's wait and see." Yuan Shikai finally made up his mind.

The progress of things was exactly as Yuan Shikai expected. It wasn't that after Beiyang and the People's Party reached an agreement, the world belonged to the two families. To change the situation effectively, there was still countless work to be done.

The first thing was that the two families established a communication organization. The People's Party had long planned to establish a Base Area telegraph system. But the Base Area couldn't make telegraph wires. Or rather, the Base Area's high-quality electrolytic copper was insufficient for making generators and motors, and the copper of insufficient quality had to be used for bullet casing manufacturing. The Base Area's simple wired telegraph network used iron wires that could just be produced in small batches. Yuan Shikai immediately provided a batch of telegraph wires to the Base Area. In return, the Base Area released more than two hundred captured Beiyang spies.

The news brought back by this group of captured personnel surprised the Beiyang Army greatly. The People's Party controlled extremely strictly. In the past, checkpoints were set up to check passing people. But the Base Area simply didn't allow people from various villages to travel at will. Without a pass, detain first. So the Beiyang spies were like moths flying into the fire, walking into the trap one by one.

The People's Party's management of the Base Area reached such a level; Yuan Shikai rejoiced that he didn't put all his eggs in one basket to attack the Base Area. Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui had suffered from the People's Party's strengthened walls and cleared fields; once they entered Huaiyuan County, they immediately went blind. If Beiyang's thirty thousand troops fought into the Base Area, the difficulties encountered would only be greater than Wang Shizhen and the others.

"Tell Chen Ke, I want to meet him." Yuan Shikai ordered.
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The weather in October wasn't cold yet. At the border of Henan and Anhui, the temperature hadn't reached a freezing degree. Before the meeting between the leaders of the two largest armed forces in China in 1908, the cavalry of both sides had repeatedly patrolled the surroundings of the meeting place. However, what was a bit embarrassing was that the military horses on both sides bore the Beiyang mark. Those were military horses originally produced by Beiyang and military horses captured by the People's Party.

The location of this meeting was in a pavilion at the junction of Fuyang, Anhui, and Zhoukou, Henan. Both sides inspected the pavilion separately first, then inspected the pavilion jointly. No bombs, no assassins. The almost digging-three-feet-deep inspection was to protect the safety of the leaders of both sides.

The substantive significance of this meeting wasn't great. The meeting of the supreme leaders was just to tell the subordinates on both sides that the direction of cooperation had been reached. The remaining work required a large amount of communication and consultation between the two sides to complete. But its symbolic significance was so great that no comment could be overstated. This was a formal expression of cooperation. No matter how big the differences and conflicts were between Beiyang and the People's Party, based on the common stance of dealing with the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction, the two sides finally came together.

No matter how cautious the people below were, Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke had no fear. Both of them had experienced too many dangers. Because they bore the fate of too many people, they didn't care about their personal life and death anymore. When it was time to meet, Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke each took two attendants and galloped towards the pavilion from two sides together. Behind both sides were dense cavalrymen eyeing covetously. This wasn't a peaceful meeting.

Neither Yuan Shikai nor Chen Ke planned to have a life-and-death struggle in the pavilion. Dismounting separately, they exchanged greetings in the pavilion, and the two sat down. Yuan Shikai smiled: "Haven't seen Wenqing for a long time; can't remember Wenqing's appearance clearly anymore."

"Lord Yuan is still the same as in Beijing." Chen Ke also replied with a smile.

"Wenqing, there is something I have always been puzzled about. Since you are so anti-Qing, why spend such great effort to negotiate peace with me." Yuan Shikai asked straightforwardly.

Chen Ke smiled: "If Lord Yuan becomes the Grand President, I can bow my head to Lord Yuan. But those chicken-stealing and dog-robbing types of the Manchu Qing are simply not worthy."

Although he knew this was Chen Ke's flattery, Yuan Shikai was still very happy in his heart. He also smiled: "Wenqing is a youth to be regarded with awe; I admire you very much too."

Chen Ke put away his smile, "Lord Yuan, in terms of talent, you are above me, and your experience is even richer. If I have some points that look desirable, it's just that I never follow anyone, so I can act freely. Lord Yuan has lived under Cixi for too long; sometimes you are inevitably overly cautious in doing things, easy to be seized the opportunity by others. But since Lord Yuan has decided to put Beiyang's interests first now, then I have no advantage to speak of."

A person as smart as Yuan Shikai knew the meaning in Chen Ke's words as soon as he heard it, "Wenqing, after all is said and done, you still refuse to let the Manchu Qing go. This persistence is indeed something I can't compare with."

"Without destroying these pests of the Manchu Qing, China will definitely have no way out. In this aspect, Lord Yuan must feel very deeply." Chen Ke replied frankly.

Yuan Shikai just smiled but didn't continue this topic. "Wenqing, since I proposed the marriage for you, I can't ignore the He family's affairs. Rest assured, someone in the capital is taking care of the He family."

Chen Ke wasn't too surprised by Yuan Shikai's statement, "Then many thanks to Lord Yuan. If Lord Yuan has any orders, if I can do it, I will definitely serve Lord Yuan."

Yuan Shikai originally wanted Chen Ke to do something, so he also went straight to the topic, "You killed En Ming; the dead cannot come back to life. But can you send En Ming's coffin and his family here together. So I can have an explanation for the people in the capital."

"Does Lord Yuan want anyone else?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

"Oh? Whom does Wenqing want?" Yuan Shikai smiled. This kind of transaction was one-to-one; you yield one to me, I yield one to you. Chen Ke opened his mouth first, so Yuan Shikai had an excellent grasp of the asking price.

"The Guangfu Society has quite a connection with our People's Party. When I was in Shanghai, Mr. Qiu Jin took care of me in many ways. Since Commander Duan under Lord Yuan conquered Zhejiang, can you return Mr. Qiu to me?" Even if Chen Ke couldn't let the Guangfu Society participate in this change dominating the situation of the whole China, he was unwilling to ignore the Guangfu Society. Not to mention anything else, Tao Chengzhang had been making a fuss at Chen Ke's place for a while; Chen Ke had to help no matter what.

This request wasn't a small problem. Yuan Shikai didn't think of how to ask Chen Ke for a price for a moment. What Chen Ke demanded was actually not just Qiu Jin alone. If Qiu Jin was released, other captured Guangfu Society personnel couldn't be killed either. As far as Yuan Shikai knew, hundreds of people were captured. After thinking, Yuan Shikai replied: "Wenqing, you ask for Guangfu people; I can give you Qiu Jin. I can even give you those hundreds of captured people. But if I give you the people, you have to guarantee that the Guangfu Society won't return to Zhejiang within a year. They can't cause trouble for my Third Division."

This requirement was also quite excessive. Chen Ke refused directly, "It is a private matter between me and Mr. Qiu, not official business. So I can't intervene in the Guangfu Society's affairs."

Yuan Shikai could understand Chen Ke's thoughts very well. He nodded, "In that case, I can release Qiu Jin. But please, Wenqing, bring a message to the Guangfu Society people for me, let them send someone to see me. And I also ask now, the matters between me and the Guangfu Society, does Wenqing want to intervene?"

"Since I have an agreement with Lord Yuan, wherever Lord Yuan goes, I will not intervene." Chen Ke replied immediately.

Yuan Shikai laughed loudly, "Wenqing is indeed a man of his word."

Many people always thought the meeting of supreme leaders would talk about profound things. Actually, the negotiation between the two sides was just stating basic positions to each other; specific details wouldn't be discussed by the two sides at all. The two just needed to assign specific affairs to subordinates. Instead, some private matters closely related to the leaders of both sides could be discussed openly and honestly. Chen Ke couldn't send someone to rescue his father-in-law's family and Qiu Jin in Beijing. It was obviously unrealistic for Yuan Shikai to lead troops into the Base Area to seize the coffin of Prince Qing's son-in-law En Ming. As for personally sending a message to the Guangfu Society, it was even less likely to be effective. So in this meeting, there was an opportunity to solve these tricky small matters instead.

Since quite a few positions were determined and respective private matters were solved, the two agreed on the person responsible for specific contact for their own side next step, and then bid farewell.

The protagonists of the meeting were relaxed and at ease, but those who came with them were extremely nervous one by one. Whether it was the People's Party cavalry or the Beiyang cavalry, the officers strictly ordered absolute discipline. But while strictly preventing their own people from causing misunderstandings on the other side, they also had to monitor at all times if the other side had unusual movements. Although the meeting time wasn't long, everyone in the cavalry teams on both sides was sweating profusely. Seeing the leader of their side return safely, everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

"Lord Yuan, what exactly did that Chen Ke say?" It was Cao Kun who accompanied Yuan Shikai. Duan Qirui wasn't there; Wang Shizhen had to sit in Henanfu. Although Cao Kun had a rougher nature, he was an excellent guard commander and cavalry commander. But the characteristic of rough nature was also shown at this time. If it were Wang Shizhen or Duan Qirui who came along, the two of them would absolutely not ask such a low-level question.

Yuan Shikai snorted, "Come over in a few days to transport En Ming's coffin back to Henan for me."

"Just these?" Cao Kun continued to ask. Ever since learning about the political arrangement of the Federation of Autonomous Provinces, Cao Kun had been full of interest in it. Among the Beiyang generals, Cao Kun was the first to take the initiative to run to find Feng Xu to pry for news. After learning in more detail about the powerful autonomy possessed by the provincial supervisors after the Federation of Autonomous Provinces, Cao Kun was elated. Even the frontier officials of the Manchu Qing never had such great power. Asking Cao Kun to betray Yuan Shikai, he naturally didn't have the guts. But as long as he could get Yuan Shikai's approval and become a Military Governor of a province in the future, that would be a genuine local emperor.

Therefore, in the negotiation with the People's Party, Cao Kun tried his best to show the attitude of following Yuan Shikai's lead, and at the same time firmly hoped to implement the political model of the Federation of Autonomous Provinces.

Yuan Shikai knew this clearly in his heart. Cao Kun just showed it plainly because he had shallow depth. Regardless of what attitude the Beiyang generals held towards the People's Party, they had a strong interest in the Federation of Autonomous Provinces. On this point, as long as Yuan Shikai dared to promise territory to these people, they would dare to go through a mountain of knives and a sea of fire, doing anything to the Manchu Qing and all forces daring to prevent this group from gaining status. This could also be said to be "morale available" in a sense, but Yuan Shikai wanted to smile bitterly. The human heart was just so fragile. No wonder Chen Ke could rise in such a short time; even Feng Xu, who defected to Chen Ke halfway, didn't show such impatient desire.

"Hmph, go back." Yuan Shikai threw a cold face to Cao Kun and urged his horse to leave. Receiving this treatment, Cao Kun sobered up a bit instead. He shouted to the horse team, then followed closely behind Yuan Shikai without saying a word and galloped away.

After Chen Ke returned to Fengtai County, the cadres of the People's Party Central Committee had all rushed back to Fengtai County. For the central meeting Chen Ke held at that time, the Central Committee attendance only reached the minimum limit. Now Chen Ke issued an order; all Central Committee members across the country who could come back must come back for the meeting. After the news spread to various places, except for the troops currently in Hubei who really couldn't get away and only sent a Central Committee member and a Party Committee representative back to the Base Area, Shang Yuan, Chen Tianhua, and others from the Shandong Base Area rushed back to the Base Area hurriedly.

The magnitude of this change could be said to be a bolt from the blue. One moment they were fighting to the death with Yuan Shikai, and in the blink of an eye, the two sides reached an agreement. Let alone comrades who didn't participate in the last meeting, even comrades who participated in the last meeting felt it was incredible.

"The recent military work is like this. Before Yuan Shikai leads troops north, we mainly carry out the work of seizing Hubei and Jiangxi. Once Yuan Shikai goes north, we withdraw the troops in Zhili immediately. Then enter northern Jiangsu to fight. Seize the Subei area centered on Xuzhou. And seize Lianyungang." Chen Ke proposed the military strategy.

Quite a few comrades thought the People's Party's peace negotiation was a disguised surrender. Hearing Chen Ke's arrangement, this worry was eliminated immediately. According to this arrangement, the attack range of the troops far exceeded the previous plan. The scale of military operations was several times larger.

Hua Xiongmao originally broke out in a cold sweat hearing Chen Ke wanted to "negotiate peace" with Yuan Shikai. Now hearing the plan, he couldn't help laughing: "Chairman Chen, you are going to tire us out."

"If this can tire you to death, then I think future work can tire everyone back to life." Chen Ke laughed, "In the eight to ten years starting from now. We will have countless work to do. Party building, agriculture, industry, education in the new Base Areas. And war preparations for liberating the whole of China. Everyone be prepared to work yourselves to death."

Hearing about liberating the whole of China, a cold light flashed in Zhang Yu's eyes, "Chairman Chen, eight to ten years later, Beiyang will already occupy a comprehensive advantage. At that time, we work ourselves to death, I'm afraid it will just be serving as a dish for Beiyang."

"Comrade Zhang Yu, your words are wrong. Beiyang can't beat us now; it's even less possible for them to beat us in the future." Hua Xiongmao immediately began to refute.

"Even if we expand now, it's just four times the current territory. What Beiyang controls then will be the whole of China. Are we that awesome? One fighting ten." Zhang Yu had a very tit-for-tat attitude.

"How many people were we when we just arrived in Anhui? Just over a hundred people. Anhui has more than ten million population. According to your statement, we really are that awesome; one has to fight ten thousand." Hua Xiongmao immediately retorted sarcastically.

Being caught in a logical error by Hua Xiongmao, Zhang Yu didn't fly into a rage out of humiliation. He asked Chen Ke: "Chairman Chen, I don't understand. Even if we cooperate with Beiyang temporarily, we don't need to give up the area south of the Yangtze River. Hunan, Hubei, Sichuan, Yunnan, Guizhou, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Liangguang. It's not like we can't conquer them."

This view had a lot of market in the center. The People's Party's illustrious military exploits were where the confidence of all comrades lay. Just arrived at the Base Area with a hundred people, in just over three years, they had beaten the Manchu Qing until only Beiyang remained as a mobile force. Any province only had the share of shivering in front of the People's Party. The Central Base Area already had three divisions with sixty thousand men, and the Shandong Base Area also had more than four thousand cavalry; they were roaming Zhili with thousands of Jianghu heroes. Burning, killing, and looting under Beijing city. With such power, the People's Party had no reason to bow and scrape to Beiyang.

But the one formulating this plan was Chen Ke. Within the Party, you could question anyone for being timid and fearful. But only Chen Ke couldn't be questioned for being timid and fearful. Chen Ke led comrades to complete military actions one after another that they dared not even think of: Long-distance raid on Anqing, annihilation of Li Yuanhong by land and water, breaking three-route siege, wiping out Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen. If questioning Chen Ke was wrong, everyone felt that questioning themselves as wrong made them more reassured.

Chen Ke nodded slightly with a sullen face. Everyone knew this was the behavior Chen Ke often had before saying words that shocked comrades. Sure enough, a trace of sarcastic expression appeared on Chen Ke's face. His voice was calm at first, but in the process of speaking, it quickly became intense, "Comrades, the enemy we face is not just the Manchu Qing. As China, we are to compete with the whole world. Everyone thinks our sixty or seventy thousand people are amazing. Within the scope of China, we can say so. But in Europe, a tiny country can mobilize an army of three to five million. The equipment of every soldier in this army is not worse than ours, and the artillery possessed by every division of this army is several times more than the artillery possessed by our entire Base Area!"

Chen Ke's voice vibrated the entire conference room like thunder. And this scene he described left all comrades, including Zhang Yu, speechless.

"Yes, we have a population of over twelve million. But these sixty thousand soldiers have reached our limit. These sixty thousand troops fight north to Henan, west to Hubei, east to Jiangsu and Zhejiang, south to Jiangxi; this reaches the limit. The entire south of the Yangtze River? Fighting south to the southernmost part of Jiangxi, the food supply will be cut off. Now everyone feels we seem to hit wherever we point; that's because we rely on water transport. Without these captured small steamboats, how do you transport troops and grain? Breaking away from water supply, walking on mountain roads can drag ourselves to death! What to do without food? Do we become bandits?"

All comrades who once optimistically estimated the revolutionary situation wilted; even Zhang Yu lowered his head. But Zhang Yu was Zhang Yu after all; he raised his head quickly, "Chairman Chen, what I said earlier was wrong. I will never have such wrong thoughts again in the future; I reflect."

Chen Ke nodded. He let out a breath, calming his agitated emotions, and then continued: "Comrades, revolution is in stages. Just like primary school has primary school lessons, middle school has middle school lessons; when you get to university, you not only have to learn knowledge but also learn research methods. Just like we are now in these few small river ditches, such a tiny broken boat is enough. Even these few broken boats, we can't build them ourselves now. Revolution is not just overthrowing counter-revolutionaries but also learning construction. This construction is not just industry and agriculture; in the future, there must also be ideological construction. I personally think, in the next eight to ten years, can we build this piece of land we circled to the level of Europe? I think we can't even do that."

Among the cadres here, Yan Fu and Pu Guanshui had been abroad to see. After listening, they nodded slowly. Chen Ke's standard was really not low. If this piece of land could reach the level of Europe, unifying China would really be a matter of snapping fingers.

"In Europe, with such a large territory and so many people, that would have to be a Germany. The country of Germany, when mobilized, the army can have 3 million, tens of thousands of artillery pieces. The navy can have hundreds of warships of several thousand tons. Warships of ten thousand tons can number forty or fifty. One such warship requires tens of thousands of tons of steel. That is to say, the steel Germany uses just for building warships is ten million tons. Ten million tons, comrades. Up to now, the steel used by our entire Base Area is not much, and iron is even less. Adding up, it's less than two hundred thousand tons. Only one-fiftieth of Germany. Just expanding territory without engaging in construction won't work."

The central comrades originally had various attitudes, but now they were all scared by this huge gap. Everyone was silent. Those who originally wanted to follow Zhang Yu to question Chen Ke felt ashamed and wished to bury their heads under the table.

"Eight to ten years time, everyone work hard; I think an annual steel output of three million tons is still achievable. And in this large new Base Area, if children can all go to school, plus adults start learning, I think millions, or even tens of millions of high school students, I think can still be had." Chen Ke's tone became much more soothing at this time, no longer indignant, but trying his best to persuade the comrades. And this number proposed by Chen Ke, while stimulating comrades greatly, also brought great hope and confidence to comrades. Producing three million tons of steel a year, although sounding exaggerated, this was said by Chen Ke. Invisibly, it made comrades feel a possibility of realization.

Chen Ke continued to calm his emotions before continuing: "But to engage in such large-scale construction, we need a peaceful environment. If China's power holder is the Manchu Qing, then resolutely no; even if not engaging in construction, we must knock out the Manchu Qing first. If the nominal ruler is Beiyang, I think it is acceptable. After all, Beiyang is also a relatively modern group; they also know how to engage in industry and construction. Moreover, Beiyang comes from a Westernization background; they know how to deal with countries around the world. On this point, we still have to learn from Beiyang. And these people in Beiyang, deep in their bones, are not traitors. If conditions permit, they will also do their best to maintain China's interests. The final result of the revolution will definitely be our People's Party obtaining the final leadership, but we must be able to endure the long and arduous process during the revolution."

"Chairman Chen, how do we deal with Beiyang in the future? According to what you say, they have advanced nature." The one asking was Chen Tianhua. This once "radical" revolutionary was already the Director of the Political Department of the Shandong Base Area. When other comrades dared not make a sound, Chen Tianhua wasn't scared.

Chen Ke finally had a smile. He replied: "Beiyang has advanced nature. The knowledge they possess now, and many methods they will adopt in the future, have places we can learn from. However, Beiyang's system is too backward compared to our system. My view on Beiyang is: watch him build a red tower, watch him entertain guests, watch his tower collapse."

"Haha." Some comrades with a relatively strong sense of humor couldn't help laughing upon hearing these last words. Chen Ke's contempt for Beiyang boosted everyone's confidence a lot.

Seeing the dull and depressing feeling dissipate a lot, Chen Ke returned to his usual calmness, "Comrades, construction is harder than destruction. To advance the revolution most effectively, I think practicing internal strength hard is the most important. Reviewing our revolutionary work in these three years, the power spent on construction far exceeded the power consumed in military struggle. It can be said that without these constructions, there would be no military victories of ours time and again. Without our deep and extensive combination with the people, it would be impossible to have such a vast Base Area now, let alone so many troops. We are now about to step onto the political stage of the entire China, and in the future, onto the larger stage of the entire world. I think it is necessary for us to strengthen our construction capabilities even more. This is the fundamental reason why I think we should reach an agreement with Beiyang."

Yan Fu began to applaud, followed by Pu Guanshui, Hua Xiongmao, Yuwen Badu, Ren Qiying. Soon all central comrades began to applaud enthusiastically. Chen Ke didn't fail the comrades' trust; he still fulfilled the responsibility a party leader should bear, choosing the path for the party and explaining the reasons to the Party Central Committee.

Chen Ke waved his hand, and the applause subsided quickly. According to custom, Chen Ke should continue to fulfill his obligation to the Party Central Committee, formulating execution steps with comrades after determining the direction.

"Comrades, now we seem to have reached an agreement with Beiyang, but we must also be prepared for Beiyang to turn hostile at any time. Preparations for military struggle cannot be relaxed at all. The organization of Beiyang is originally a very loose alliance. Yuan Shikai is used to being a slave; if you let him rise to be the master of the house himself, he is very unaccustomed to it. Maybe he will give you a case of one step forward, three steps back. We cannot harbor illusions about them."

As soon as Chen Ke finished these words, the conference room roared with laughter. This was the Chen Ke everyone was familiar with, the leader who would absolutely not entrust the Party's fate to others. Also the leader to whom everyone was willing to entrust their lives and fortunes.
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Of the famous Beiyang Six Divisions (Zhen), except for the First Division composed of Bannermen which Yuan could not completely control, the remaining five divisions were all Yuan's direct lineage. Of these six Beiyang divisions, the Fifth Division was stationed in Jinan, Shandong, and the other five were all stationed in Hebei.

By October 1908, with the start of the war, the Third Division was stationed in Hangzhou, Zhejiang, under the leadership of Duan Qirui. The Second, Fourth, and Sixth Divisions moved to Henan. The Fifth Division was still stationed in Jinan. The only one left in Zhili Hebei was the First Division stationed north of Beijing.

The First Division was a force composed of Bannermen, so Regent Zaifeng was relatively reassured. Logically speaking, the military strength in Zhili Hebei was not lacking. Besides the First Division, there were also "suspected armies" (nominal/useless armies) of various Banners and battalions in the capital. In addition, Regent Zaifeng and the Imperial Clan formed a "Royal Guard" imitating the German Imperial Guard model.

To be fair, although the Little German Empire established by diplomat Prime Minister Bismarck claimed to be "founded on military power", what Prussia was actually best at was "disguising itself as a military power". The Royal Guard was less about combat effectiveness and more about forcing those Junker bumpkin aristocrats to accept modern scientific education and discipline compulsorily, so they wouldn't disgrace themselves in future life.

Zaifeng only knew the how but not the why. The Noble Academy (Guizhou Xuetang) petitioned to be established in 1905 was originally intended to cultivate military talents for the Imperial Clan to grasp military power. But those children were mostly good-for-nothings. As mocked in the "Bamboo Branch Lyrics" of the late Qing: "Nowadays nobles are listed in special classes, their homework averages mostly on whoring and gambling; the most amazing thing to pass on is that they can also sing a few military songs". The "Anecdotes of the Qing Palace" also recorded such a farce, saying that the students of the Noble Academy were mostly princes, beiles, or imperial clan children, so the meals in the school were extremely rich and exquisite. Each person had a table, costing seven or eight taels of silver a day. If it didn't suit their taste slightly, these people would throw basins and bowls at the table and scold loudly. Even the superintendents and instructors of the school were treated as slaves, allowed to be yelled at by the A-ge (brother/sir) students, obeying orders blindly. What was even more absurd was that for students to attend class every day, the instructor had to send someone to invite them. Sometimes they had to be invited four or five times before they reluctantly arrived. And when they arrived, it happened to be lunch time, so these people ordered food, wiped their mouths after eating, and swaggered off. There were also those who occasionally came to the lecture hall once; sometimes when the mood struck, they would sing a Beijing opera tune loudly in the classroom. Such shapes were too numerous to mention.

In fact, Zaifeng's three brothers were all students of the Noble Academy, but apart from attending the opening ceremony slightly, when did they really go to the academy for class? The Regent himself was perfunctory; the others could be imagined.

Zaifeng never expected that such a group of bastards would also have a day to go to the battlefield.

The nightmare began in early October. As if popping out of the ground, groups of mounted bandits suddenly looted various Imperial Estates outside Beijing city. The mounted bandits not only looted, but their methods were also extremely bloody. The managers and fellows in the Imperial Estates, anyone sent by the Imperial Clan families, were all beheaded. Since October was a good time for travel and outings, among those visiting the Imperial Estates were quite a few princes, beiles, fujins (consorts), and ge-ges (princesses/ladies) of the Imperial Clan. These Imperial Clan princes and beiles were all beheaded. The fujins and ge-ges vanished without a trace; it seemed they were carried off by the mounted bandits.

What frightened the Imperial Clan most was that it seemed there were characters with "Longyang addiction" (homosexuality) among these mounted bandits. Several pink and tender bodies of princes and beiles had no trousers...

The Shenjiying (Peking Field Force) guarding the capital immediately moved dawdlingly from Wangfujing to the Fengtai Camp. This "suspected army" composed of Bannermen was immediately raided by mounted bandits after entering the Fengtai Camp. The mounted bandits killed into the Fengtai Camp under the cover of night. The Shenjiying, this "suspected army", had no combat experience at all; combat effectiveness was basically negative. Being raided, they had no way to cope, allowing the mounted bandits to chase and chop them down while fleeing for their lives. While creating corpses all over the ground, the mounted bandits also looted the munitions and then set fire to the Fengtai Camp. Residents of the capital saw the flames of the Fengtai Camp burning all night.

At this point, the Beiyang First Division stationed north of Beijing had to commit troops to suppress the bandits. The cavalry battalion chasing the bandits was completely wiped out after being ambushed. Just as the infantry entered the capital, the mounted bandits broke into the First Division barracks north of Beijing, and the fire burned all night again.

Next to suffer was the Cixi mausoleum under construction. They dispersed the craftsmen, massacred the eunuch officials, and burned the timber on the construction site together.

This large group of mounted bandits also understood the importance of intelligence very well. They removed all telegraph lines leading from the capital to various places. Relay stations everywhere were looted, and equipment was swept away. The station houses were burned down. Beijing instantly became blind and deaf.

News of attacks everywhere came continuously through messengers. Regent Zaifeng, having no choice, forced the New Army First Division infantry to attack. Getting news of mounted bandits rampaging from Tongzhou, the New Army First Division attacked helplessly. They were intercepted halfway, and the First Division was almost completely wiped out. Since then, the regular army in Zhili could be said to be gone. After annihilating the Manchu Qing regular army, the mounted bandits immediately scattered to operate in various places.

In the huge Beijing, the almost usable troops at this time were only the police and various "suspected armies" sent to the city walls for defense. But rumors were rife in the capital, three scares a day, no peace for a moment. At this point, Zaifeng remembered the "Noble Academy". No matter what, having these people in command could at least boost morale a bit. But this wishful choice was worse than not choosing it. The personnel arrangement was arranged, but no noble children of the Noble Academy went to take office. Some relatively honest troops even specially sent people to visit and invite them. The result could be imagined. Either these nobles claimed illness and didn't come out, or they simply drove these annoying ghosts guarding the city out of the door. The blow to morale was fatal. The military heart that had already begun to slacken now reached the level of disunity.

The Imperial Clan ministers could talk big on ordinary days; "wiping out enemies while talking and laughing" on paper was fine. Facing such a situation really, every one of them was dumbfounded. Zaifeng knew Yuan Shikai wouldn't be stupid enough to walk into the trap and come to Beijing. In desperation, he conveyed the order to Duan Qirui, who was far away in Zhejiang, to bring the Beiyang Third Division back to Beijing to receive awards. Zaifeng thought this clever plan of killing two birds with one stone had a completely opposite effect, which was not something Zaifeng's IQ could understand.

Zaifeng also thought about asking foreigners for help, but the foreign troops were to protect the legations. When the telegraph was completely interrupted, they naturally couldn't help Zaifeng. Not only did they not help, but the diplomatic corps of various countries questioned Zaifeng about what was going on. Under these internal and external difficulties, Zaifeng just hid in the Prince's Mansion and didn't come out.

A large number of Imperial Clan officials went to Zaifeng's Prince's Mansion asking him for a solution, but they were all shut out. It wasn't until Empress Dowager Longyu sent someone to call Zaifeng that Zaifeng had to enter the palace to report this matter. But what effect could reporting have? Stating the problem realistically didn't mean being able to solve the problem effectively. Empress Dowager Longyu had no other way besides lamenting and crying.

The messenger sent to Shandong for help never returned. The mounted bandits cut off the railway line again. Beijing, the power center of China, became the most unsafe place in China at this time.

The terrible situation finally extended from outside the city to inside the city. Mounted bandits infiltrated the capital. Because the students of the "Noble Academy" refused to serve as commanders of various city gates, and the mounted bandits showed no sign of attacking the city walls, the defense of the capital was actually extremely lax. On October 29, with coordination from inside and outside, the mounted bandits suddenly broke through the Chaoyang Gate of the capital and killed directly into the Prince Yi's Mansion inside Chaoyang Gate.

The ancestor of Prince Yi was the 13th Prince (Yinxiang), brother of Yongzheng, whom many danmei girls never forgot. However, this generation suffered repeated misfortunes. In the Gengzi year (1900), because Pujing indulged the Boxers, the foreign diplomatic corps strongly demanded Pujing's execution. After Pujing died of anxiety, Cixi immediately stripped Pujing of his princely title and bestowed the title on Yuqi, the young son of Pujing's younger brother Puyao. But inheriting the princely title required waiting and seeing, undergoing a "two-year observation and probation period".

Prince Yi's Mansion had originally experienced the looting by the Eight-Nation Alliance troops and suffered severe blows from Cixi, resulting in a slump. However, the mounted bandits weren't trying to beat a drowning dog. "Lax defense, close to the city gate" was the reason for Prince Yi's Mansion's bad luck.

Those who killed into the Prince's Mansion were genuine mounted bandits. Slaughtering princes was really a great pleasure for these people. That night, except for a few good-looking young women who were carried off, everyone else in Prince Yi's Mansion, regardless of gender or age, was beheaded without exception. When a big fire began to burn in Prince Yi's Mansion, the last fig leaf of the Manchu Qing was also torn off. Displayed in front of the capital and the viceroys of the world was the miserable image of the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction weak enough to be trampled upon by anyone.

The fact that the Manchu Prince Yi was wiped out in the city and female relatives were looted scared all the princes out of their wits. Especially princes with many family members; this terrible ending of extermination made the Prince Gong's family make a foolish move first. They tried to escape from Beijing city and hide in Tianjin where public security was still good. The vanguard of Prince Gong's family moving in disguise was immediately attacked. The whistling mounted bandits threw a string of heads at the Beijing city gate and whistled away. The terrified city gate guards dared to go collect the heads only after a long time. The people of Prince Gong's Mansion always liked to swagger through the streets; the heads with distorted mouths and eyes were immediately recognized.

Prince Gong's family disguised themselves to leave the city; not many people knew this news. Who leaked the news, causing these people not to escape the murderous hands? At this point, the Manchu princes didn't even have the courage to investigate the murderer anymore. Every household gave up hope. The men held weapons to defend their families; the women all carried sharp weapons in their bosoms, ready to commit suicide or destroy their looks when encountering mishaps to avoid humiliation.

In a Mountain God Temple, Pang Zi, as the liaison officer and commander of the "Local Heroes", laughed up to the sky after hearing this news, then fell to the ground and wailed loudly. Eight years, a full eight years. The blood debt owed by the Manchu princes to the heroes of Hebei and Shandong finally began to be repaid a little.

For this military operation, Pang Zi had long made up his mind to kill a batch of Manchu princes ruthlessly for revenge. The People's Party's attitude towards this operation was very ambiguous. The troops of the Shandong Base Area were mostly from grass-roots backgrounds. This bunch of people had grudges with Beiyang more or less. Brothers like Pang Zi who came from the Boxers and participated in the Jing Tingbin and Zhao Sanduo uprisings were not rare. For killing former enemies, these comrades had no psychological burden at all. And Pang Zi summoned many "local heroes" from the Taihang Mountains in Hebei. These people were willing to come down the mountain to do this job for nothing more than "robbing money, robbing grain, robbing women". This destined that this quasi-military operation could absolutely not be a dignified fight like between two armies, with preferential treatment for captives.

Combining various realistic situations, the disciplinary requirement for this operation became "Troops are absolutely not allowed to participate in actions of rape and slaughtering women and children." Troops were not allowed to do so, but it didn't mean forcibly imposing the regulation on the "local heroes". Moreover, requiring genuine bandits to abide by such regulations obviously belonged to the category of not seeking truth from facts. Pang Zi fully utilized this regulation.

Although bandits looked fierce usually, they actually all had a strong inferiority complex. Inflicting violence on people of the Prince's Mansions with "noble status" in society could give their inferior souls great satisfaction. Pang Zi didn't deliberately incite; he just chopped off a few heads as if nothing happened, proving that these killings wouldn't trigger any terrible consequences. The subsequent matters didn't need Pang Zi to instigate anymore. All killings were done personally by the Jianghu heroes. Before starting, Pang Zi would also move the troop comrades away. Listening to the wailing and screaming of those princes, nobles, and running dogs, don't mention how happy Pang Zi was in his heart.

Mounted bandits also had rules. In the team, one could laugh loudly, shout loudly, curse loudly, but crying loudly was not allowed. Heroes generally believed that wailing loudly would bring bad luck. On this issue, the psychological analysis department of the Base Area didn't have such superstitious views at all. The view summarized by the Base Area psychological analysis department according to certain "tentative theories" proposed by Chairman Chen Ke was that sincere crying would bring great emotional release, while the biggest psychological motivation for looters was the high emotional accumulation triggered by "desire". The two were contradictory.

After emotional release, people's attention intensity would decrease, and subjective initiative would decrease. "Details determine success or failure"; lack of concentration would trigger various mistakes, and decreased subjective initiative would trigger being "one step slow" at critical moments. Combining them, the probability of failure increased greatly. Mounted bandits obtained laws over a long time. Lacking a more scientific classification summary theoretical framework, they had to use various "superstitions" to explain, but the specific experience obtained from practice was definitely not superstition.

When discussing these theoretical contents before the action, Pang Zi discovered just after listening for a while that without needing to loot, just studying these "messy" things could make people completely lose the desire and impulse to loot. But now when he wailed loudly with joy, these theories popped out of his mind inexplicably. Since it was weeping for joy, Pang Zi stopped crying very quickly. He wiped his face casually, shouted a throatful, "Eat." Then he went to the fire to fill a bowl of rice and started eating.

This practice was also suggested by the psychological department. The so-called relaxation and tension in degree; to maintain high emotion in the specific execution of looting actions, one should suppress psychological excitement in peacetime instead, just like accumulating floodwater upstream to sweep across the downstream when bursting.

The mounted bandits were all experts of many years. Although they didn't know why Pang Zi changed so fast, since Pang Zi fully restored the "traditional rules", everyone immediately felt reassured and also lowered their heads quietly to start eating together.

The group of mounted bandits Pang Zi was with wasn't large in number, totaling more than fifty people, but they were the bravest gang in the Taihang Mountains. It was they who bloodwashed Prince Yi's Mansion and grabbed quite a lot of things. The reason Pang Zi acted with them was to take revenge on Prince Yi who deceived the Boxer brothers. Back then Prince Yi and Gangyi used all kinds of clever words to trick the brothers into entering Beijing; Pang Zi remembered clearly. Regardless of what end Prince Yi Pujing had, Pang Zi never extinguished this thought of revenge.

Sitting next to Pang Zi was People's Party Political Department cadre Hou Peifeng. His public task was to act with Pang Zi, "avoiding excessive situations and supervising/protecting Pang Zi from making mistakes". Actually, these were all auxiliary tasks. Hou Peifeng's real task was to observe and study the characteristics of mounted bandits, providing effective research for dealing with bandits in the future and large-scale comprehensive bandit suppression in the farther future.

The People's Party wouldn't allow the situation of bandits running rampant to exist for a long time. In a certain period, bandits were unavoidable objects to deal with. Taking advantage of this operation, a considerable number of cadres received such tasks. While eating, Hou Peifeng observed the mounted bandits naturally. This group was different from the intimate organization of the People's Party. From the first day he arrived here, Hou Peifeng felt a feeling of being in a wolf pack. Although all bandits had clear division of labor and good coordination of action, there existed a range of individual territory between everyone. With the increase of looted spoils, this situation of drawing a prison on the ground became more and more obvious. Waiting until returning to the stronghold to share common property vs property that could be directly occupied privately. The relationship between bandits changed constantly with the change of the situation. The words exchanged also changed constantly.

Observing carefully, all these changes were in a dynamic that seemed to follow rules but changed at any time. Hou Peifeng could become a Political Department cadre and had undergone a lot of thinking training. Even so, he still couldn't fully master the characteristics and changes of these bandits in a short time.

After eating, it was the entertainment time for the bandit gang. Fifty-something people drew lots. The bandit leader smiled at Pang Zi: "Great King Pang, since you brought us here, the lot hasn't fallen on you and this brother for several times. I'll make a decision here; you and this brother don't need to draw lots this time."

Pang Zi laughed loudly, "Brothers, I, Pang Zi, am a person who loves vain face. Brothers were willing to come out of the mountain to help; I, Pang Zi, have to let brothers be happy first. Otherwise, if I, Pang Zi, brag about how much I stress loyalty in the future, I will feel guilty myself. Now there are many wolves and less meat; no need to say anything else, draw lots."

Bandits who robbed homes and plundered houses usually lacked women, and had never played with such "high status" women. The Chief inviting "Great King Pang" to share the fujins and ge-ges was mostly polite words originally. Since Pang Zi wanted to be more "presentable", everyone wasn't polite. The draw ended; Pang Zi and Hou Peifeng got their wish and didn't win. The bandits with good luck went to the side room where the fujins and ge-ges were tied up and lined up enthusiastically to vent their beastly desires.

Hou Peifeng knew he couldn't integrate into such a gang no matter what. From the beginning, he didn't say a word, just working honestly. The mounted bandits also treated Hou Peifeng as an honest person. Although they didn't take Hou Peifeng seriously, they didn't make things difficult for him for Pang Zi's sake.

Hou Peifeng knew that after this entertainment ended, the mounted bandits would extinguish the bonfire and enter a quiet time of coexistence of alertness and rest. He took out a small pamphlet and seized the time to start reading by the firelight.

"Thus it can be seen that the first step in the process of cognition is contact with the objects of the external world; this belongs to the stage of perception. The second step is to synthesize the data of perception by arranging and reconstructing them; this belongs to the stage of conception, judgment and inference. It is only when the data of perception are very rich (not fragmentary) and correspond to reality (are not illusory) that they can be the basis for forming correct concepts and theories.

Here two important points must be emphasized. The first, which has been stated before but should be repeated here, is the dependence of rational knowledge upon perceptual knowledge. Anyone who thinks that rational knowledge need not be derived from perceptual knowledge is an idealist. In the history of philosophy there is the 'rationalist' school that admits the reality only of reason and not of experience, believing that reason alone is reliable while perceptual experience is not; this school errs by turning things upside down. The rational is reliable precisely because it has its source in sense perceptions, otherwise it would be water without a source, a tree without roots, subjective, self-engendered and unreliable...

The second point is that knowledge needs to be deepened, that the perceptual stage of knowledge needs to be developed to the rational stage — this is the dialectics of the theory of knowledge. To think that knowledge can stop at the lower, perceptual stage and that perceptual knowledge alone is reliable while rational knowledge is not, would be to repeat the historical error of 'empiricism'. This theory errs in failing to understand that, although the data of perception reflect certain realities in the objective world (I am not speaking here of idealist empiricism which confines experience to so-called introspection), they are merely one-sided and superficial, reflecting things incompletely and not reflecting their essence. ... Respecting experience but despising theory, and therefore unable to have a comprehensive view of an entire objective process, lacking clear direction and long-range perspective, and being complacent over occasional successes and glimpses of the truth. If such persons direct a revolution, they will lead it up a blind alley."

This was Hou Peifeng's favorite "On Practice". No matter how he read this article, it wasn't easy to connect theory with practice, yet he inadvertently generated strong resonance between the lines. Reading "On Practice" while combining the current work of observing bandit characteristics with theory.

Is my perceptual observation insufficient? Or have I fallen into the predicament of "idealist empiricism of introspection"? Various thoughts conflicted repeatedly within the framework of "criticism and self-criticism". Immersed in the learning process, Hou Peifeng simply couldn't hear the strange sounds coming from the queue next door.

Pang Zi was also learning and reflecting. This joint operation was divided into two parts. The regular army, mainly the Shandong Base Area cavalry brigade, with the support of the People's Party Hebei intelligence agency's intelligence network, gave the Manchu Qing regular army a devastating blow. Although not knowing how deep the intelligence agency's infiltration into the Manchu Qing was, accurate and effective intelligence made every military attack a huge success.

Attacks on various manors and princes and nobles were all borne by "Jianghu heroes". The heroes resolutely opposed "showing their faces" when facing "official people", so they held the style of acting of "kill all, loot all".

The large-scale looting operation had reached this time; according to the rules of mounted bandits, everyone should also disband. Thinking of this, Pang Zi couldn't help taking out a piece of paper already worn somewhat damaged from his bosom.

This was a "looting yield curve chart" drawn by Chen Ke, and a "guess theoretical formula" was also listed. Chen Ke had no looting experience, but his university president was a famous mathematician. Although Chen Ke wasn't from the mathematics department, when he was in school, he also pretentiously listened to this old scholar's lecture on "Mathematics and Life" in a large lecture theater packed like sardines.

All students, including Chen Ke, were deeply touched. The praise of this group of laymen, having more emotion than professionalism, was "Mathematics is the dog of this old gentleman's family; it does whatever he tells it to do."

Mathematics is a very magical discipline; it can depict reality without relying on the actual situation at all. Only after engaging in revolution did Chen Ke understand why foreign movies esteemed mathematicians so much. Over-mythologizing mathematics wasn't scientific. But making full use of mathematics was significant.

If not for the fact that these comrades like Pang Zi mostly only mastered quadratic equations in two variables, Chen Ke actually really wanted to use calculus, double integrals, multiple integrals, and higher mathematics methods of finding trends to analyze the optimal choice for looting for them. Looting targets, action routes, transportation difficulty, carrying difficulty; after these basic parameters were determined, mathematical methods could be used completely to arrange the action optimally and reasonably. And the benefit-risk ratio could also be easily calculated quantitatively.

Pang Zi originally treated looting from a practical perspective; those ghost-talisman-like formulas gave him an instinctive resistance. But linking theory with practice was the same for any industry. Patiently listening to a theoretical explanation, Pang Zi suddenly discovered that the principles inside coincided with his long-term practice. The only difference was that the terms used by both sides were different. The practitioner sought the maximum success rate of each action based on experience, while the theorist pointed out the universal situation under the macro situation based on laws.

From unwilling learning at the beginning to spontaneous and active acceptance later. Pang Zi even inferred other things from one instance and understood a sentence in military academy education, "Strategy succeeds because it is correct; tactics are correct because they succeed."

Pang Zi already understood that the larger the scale of plunder, the more obvious the correctness and universality of theoretical guidance. on the intuitive coordinate curve, it was about to reach the inflection point of looting yield and effort. Proceeding further down, unless expanding the looting range, the yield rate would plummet.

Having such a tool, Pang Zi really wanted to figure out what magical power these simple numbers and images contained, to be able to tell the direction of development before things started. But his little bit of knowledge was simply insufficient to understand such a degree of mathematical problems. This was just like Chen Ke, before learning higher mathematics, completely didn't understand what the significance of drawing coordinate curves was.

After studying for a while, Pang Zi still didn't understand. In boredom, he took a wooden stick with the front end burned into black charcoal and drew the curve chart and several quadratic equations in two variables on the wall. Not long after finishing drawing and looking at it, the queuing activity was finished. Regardless of whether they relaxed or not, the mounted bandits should rest. Everyone lay down within the sphere of influence of their own property and began to rest. No more fuel was added to the fire, and it slowly extinguished.

At dawn, all the mounted bandits got up. Packing up horses and spoils well, they galloped towards the scheduled next gathering place.

Maybe it was these people's luck, or maybe Pang Zi's crying time and intensity last night weren't enough, "insufficient bad luck attracted". More than two hours after they left, a large group of German cavalry came whistling. These were the guards of the legation quarter. The looting and cutting of communications by the mounted bandits finally made the diplomatic corps feel they had to symbolically display their existence.

Anyway, learning through channels provided by the Manchu Qing that a certain group of mounted bandits rested here, the Germans moved out. The commander of this unit was Second Lieutenant Heinz. After cautiously determining that there were no mounted bandits inside the ruined temple, but signs of a large group of people stationed there, Second Lieutenant Heinz dismounted and entered the ruined temple to search.

There were various signs in the empty ruined temple, such as women's underwear in the side room, and some abandoned damaged but quite expensive fabrics. It seemed the mounted bandits indeed rested here, but there was no physical evidence that could clearly prove where they fled. The Second Lieutenant, who originally suspected the inaccuracy of Manchu Qing intelligence, cursed in German and wanted to leave. However, with an inadvertent glance, Heinz stopped his steps.

The Second Lieutenant had mixed in the Royal Guard; he went to China to be a military attaché in the embassy to gild himself. In the juvenile military academy, mathematics was a required course. Seeing the familiar coordinate curve chart on the wall, Second Lieutenant Heinz felt a twitch on his palm. Military academy teachers used corporal punishment on students; Second Lieutenant Heinz was bad at mathematics back then, so he suffered a lot.

Moving closer to look, sure enough, familiar coordinates and equations. Written on the wall with very fresh charcoal; the charcoal stick used for writing still had gray soil rubbed off from the wall.

Raising his head again, Heinz scrutinized this ruined temple carefully. He had a very strange hope, that is, if God could give a clear indication, exactly what kind of group of bandits lived here yesterday! Even in Germany, most people didn't understand this kind of advanced mathematical knowledge!
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"Mr. Yan, I have a matter I'd like to ask you to go see Yuan Shikai for," Chen Ke said as he invited Yan Fu to take a seat.

Entering November, the temperature dropped sharply. Yan Fu wore a military cotton overcoat but still felt cold. He warmed his hands over the coal stove for a while before feeling much better. Unlike Beijing and Tianjin, Anhui was very damp and cold. Chen Ke had considered establishing heating supply, but there was no large thermal power station, no boilers. Steel was also insufficient, and there were no galvanized heating ducts or chimneys, so they had to use coal stoves for heating.

"Wenqing, just give the order." Yan Fu didn't quite understand Chen Ke's words, so his answer was full of probing. After the cooperation between the two sides was reached, Yan Fu really developed a kind of admiration for Chen Ke. If it were an ordinary person, facing the flood of information, they should have been indecisive and in a dilemma. Chen Ke seemed to see the situation in the North with his own eyes, able to find the most critical parts quickly from countless intelligence reports. So Yan Fu couldn't guess what exactly Chen Ke wanted him to talk to Yuan Shikai about.

Chen Ke handed a plan to Yan Fu. Yan Fu's expression became more and more solemn as he read it. After flipping through it several times, he nodded, "This matter indeed requires me to go talk to Yuan Shikai."

"Mr. Yan, the Manchu Qing stole China. Let's not talk about destroying books and tampering with history. But when we overthrow the Manchu Qing, we absolutely cannot let the documents and materials handed down to the present be destroyed. But Yuan Shikai doesn't look like someone who would pay attention to such details no matter how you look at him. If I emphasize this matter, Yuan Shikai won't take it to heart either. I'm afraid he might even think I either have improper motives or am making trouble out of nothing. I thought about it, and only if Mr. Yan goes to mention this matter, Yuan Shikai might listen. Although compared to those materials, Mr. Yan is more..."

Yan Fu interrupted Chen Ke's words rarely. In his solemn expression was an excitement hard to suppress, "Chairman Chen, I truly admire you for having this thought. You said before that the faith of my China is our detailed history recorded for thousands of years. Going to see Yuan Shikai for this matter, my personal safety is not worth mentioning. If I die for this, I, Yan Fu, obtain benevolence as I sought it; how happy that would be. I'll go back to arrange work and set off immediately."

"This matter involves a lot; please, Mr. Yan, tell Yuan Shikai that my People's Party attaches extreme importance to this matter!" Even though Yan Fu's attitude was firm, Chen Ke couldn't help urging repeatedly.

Yan Fu felt empathy for Chen Ke's anxiety. He nodded repeatedly, "Since Chairman Chen mentioned this matter, my heart is also burning with anxiety. If there is nothing else, I will go back now."

Three days later, Yuan Shikai was stunned to hear that Yan Fu came to visit. These two old brothers both served under Li Hongzhang in the former Beiyang. When in Tianjin, they and some other people of insight often discussed current politics and explored various ways to strengthen the country together. At that time, Old Master He, that is, the father of Chen Ke's father-in-law He Ruming, was still alive. They had also gathered at Old Master He's house a few times. In a blink of an eye, ten years had passed without seeing each other. Since Yan Fu became a rebel, Yuan Shikai also remembered Yan Fu often. Although the matters at hand were piled up like a mountain, Yuan Shikai still put down all current matters. He stood up and said: "Please let Mr. Yan come in."

Yuan Shikai's etiquette was very heavy; he descended the steps in the central courtyard to welcome him. Originally, the host's status was higher than the guest's, and the Manchu Qing had particularly many stinking rules. With Yuan Shikai's status, waiting in the living room would be an extremely polite attitude. Generally, when a guest with extremely high status came to visit, they were only ushered into the living room to wait for the host Yuan Shikai to come out and meet them. Being able to wait for Yan Fu under the steps of the central courtyard, the face Yuan Shikai gave was huge.

Since before the Boxer Rebellion, they had been busy separately. Not seeing each other for ten years, the two generals of the former Beiyang were much older than the image of the other in their respective memories. Yan Fu was born in 1854, Yuan Shikai in 1859. When they were together, Yan Fu was less than forty, and Yuan Shikai was a young man in his early thirties then. These years Yuan Shikai's official career had been smooth sailing, so the change wasn't big, only fatter. Yan Fu had experienced hardships these years, but still maintained the same well-proportioned physique as when he was the Chief Instructor of the Beiyang Naval Academy. But both felt the vicissitudes of years accumulated on the other person. The once high-spirited middle-aged men were now inevitably beginning to step into old age.

"Brother Jidao, I finally see you." Yuan Shikai smiled and welcomed him. Among the old brothers of the former Beiyang, in terms of learning, Yan Fu was the well-deserved number one. Yuan Shikai had always admired this point.

"Brother Xiangcheng, I missed you very much too." Yan Fu also admired Yuan Shikai's resourcefulness, capability, and vigorous and resolute style. Because he engaged in military education work for a long time, Yan Fu's vision was extremely high. Although Yuan Shikai had outstanding achievements, pacifying Korea and promoting Westernization, Yan Fu always felt Yuan Shikai cared too much about power. While admitting Yuan Shikai's ability, he felt somewhat disapproving. Looking back now, Yan Fu felt he was still too bookish back then.

Both were top figures in China today, and time was precious, so there weren't so many empty courtesies. Yuan Shikai pulled Yan Fu into the living room. He said while walking: "Brother Jidao, why did that good disciple of yours let you come? How big must this matter be?"

"It is really a matter as big as the sky. This time I came to ask for orders from Brother Xiangcheng!" Yan Fu answered straightforwardly.

Sitting side by side on the guest seats next to each other, Yuan Shikai frowned slightly. Yan Fu never engaged in alarmist talk; how big must the matter be to make Yan Fu anxious like this?

"Those people in the capital feel their lives are precarious now; I'm afraid documents and books will suffer a great disaster. Brother Xiangcheng, I am here to beg you. My China is China precisely because these documentary records have not been interrupted for thousands of years. So under Wenqing's order, I come to beg you, Xiangcheng, to save China." After Yan Fu finished speaking, he stood up and bowed deeply to Yuan Shikai.

Yuan Shikai looked Yan Fu up and down; that sincere expression and voice were really not faking. Moreover, everyone knew Yan Fu's character; a true scholar. For him to be anxious about such things... wasn't surprising.

"Brother Jidao, I will care about such matters." Yuan Shikai replied.

"Not just care about it; I come to beg Brother Xiangcheng to treat it as the most important of important tasks to handle." Yan Fu immediately emphasized his position.

"This..." Protecting classics and documents, Yuan Shikai really hadn't thought about it originally. Reminded by Yan Fu, Yuan Shikai also felt doing so was correct, but he didn't feel at all that this importance needed to rise to the height mentioned by Yan Fu.

"This is Wenqing's letter." Yan Fu handed Chen Ke's letter to Yuan Shikai.

Yuan Shikai couldn't help laughing loudly after reading only half of it, and laughed heartily after reading it all. Ever since deciding to cooperate with Chen Ke, Yuan Shikai himself found that the number of times he laughed loudly was much more than before. Both were people who did practical things and loved doing things. After reading various plans, they could understand them in their hearts. Thinking of the subtleties therein, Yuan Shikai felt a great sense of finding a soulmate.

"Brother Jidao, do you know what is written in this letter?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"I read this letter several times."

"But the things mentioned in this letter are clearly not for classics and documents." Yuan Shikai was very surprised.

"We don't care about those properties at all. Falling into Beiyang's hands naturally means falling into our China's hands. The National Archives, the National Grand Library, must be established. We want to send people to participate. The library director must be designated by us." Yan Fu spoke extremely seriously.

Yuan Shikai thought for another while and had already comprehended the essence, "Brother Jidao, doing this matter really requires a lot of manpower."

"We know how much effort and heart this will take. That's why I came personally to beg Brother Xiangcheng. If someone else came, no matter what he said, Brother Xiangcheng probably wouldn't believe the intention of protecting documents and classics, right." Yan Fu looked at Yuan Shikai seriously.

Yuan Shikai really wanted to agree to Yan Fu, but the words couldn't come out of his mouth no matter what. Yuan Shikai was a person with extreme responsibility and never deceived people with big words. Saying words was easy, but doing it was difficult. Thinking over and over, Yuan Shikai lost the joy of the beginning. He sighed, "Brother Jidao, your good disciple Chen Wenqing really knows how to find trouble."

"China is so big; wanting to do some practical things for China is definitely incomparable trouble. That's why I ran here to beg Brother Xiangcheng." Yan Fu's attitude remained consistent.

Yuan Shikai didn't respond. He picked up Chen Ke's letter and read it carefully again. This plan was extremely clever and dignified; it didn't damage moral integrity at all, publicly or privately. But to really execute it, even Yuan Shikai felt it was quite detailed, requiring very meticulous skills and operations. Looking at the entire court, only Yuan Shikai alone could do it. This didn't look like something a young man in his twenties could come up with no matter how one looked at it.

"Brother Jidao, this matter... I can't agree to all of this matter. I can do the big parts, but for the details mentioned in this letter, I can only do my best. You also know what those dog slaves below are like. If you don't take classics seriously, those rough fellows know shit; they won't even think of targeting classics. But if you take classics seriously, this bunch will rack their brains to steal them. After stealing, they have no use for them, just pasting walls. But in the end, I'm the one carrying the black pot." Speaking of that group of bastards below, Yuan Shikai was both angry and annoyed.

Yan Fu replied: "That's why Wenqing specially wrote a letter and entrusted me to bring it. This isn't ordering Xiangcheng around. It's also that Wenqing knows how hard it is to get things done and wants to offer plans and strategies to Xiangcheng. Brother Xiangcheng, people say leaving a good name for eternity; this is a major event that will leave a good name for eternity. The First Emperor burning books, Xiang Yu burning Xianyang; mentioning it now is still infamy. If you can handle this matter, let alone hundreds of years, even thousands of years later, when our bones have turned to ash, which person of later generations mentioning this matter won't praise Brother Xiangcheng's achievement."

Yuan Shikai reached out and touched his bald forehead, "Brother Jidao, no need to say these words anymore. If this matter can be done, I naturally know what evaluation I will have after I die. Wenqing doing this is also out of good intentions; I know very clearly. I thank you here."

Speaking of this, Yuan Shikai suddenly sighed, "Brother Jidao, you really accepted a good disciple. As long as this matter can be recorded in history books, Brother Jidao's merit of advocating it will be immortal for a thousand years. I can also benefit from your light. Speaking of understanding scholars, Brother Jidao is much stronger than me."

Yan Fu was just about to explain that this wasn't thought of by him first. But seeing a personal soldier come in from outside, stepping forward to hand over a visiting card. After Yuan Shikai read it, he couldn't help laughing: "Speak of scholars, and a scholar arrives. Brother Jidao, Cai Yuanpei asks for an audience; this identity is actually the President of the Guangfu Society."

Of course, Yan Fu knew Cai Yuanpei was the President of the Guangfu Society. Cai Yuanpei's philosophy wasn't quite the same as Tao Chengzhang and others. Although he started the Guangfu Society initially, Cai Yuanpei later walked very close to the Tongmenghui. After the rise of the People's Party, the Tongmenghui's power was greatly affected. First, the Anhui Yue Wang Society rose for a time, then vanished in a few days. The remnants either merged into the People's Party or ran to Hunan. Then the Guangfu Society broke away from the Tongmenghui. Then Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren took the revolutionaries of the Huaxinghui back to Hunan to start a situation. Under several blows of splitting, the Tongmenghui slumped and almost lost its voice. Yan Fu, who was in the Central Committee of the People's Party, hadn't heard news of Cai Yuanpei for a long time. Unexpectedly, after Chen Ke passed the news that Yuan Shikai wanted the Guangfu Society to see him to Tao Chengzhang, Cai Yuanpei actually came out personally.

"Since Brother Xiangcheng has agreed, I will go back first." Yan Fu stood up to bid farewell.

"Eh?" Yuan Shikai hurriedly stopped Yan Fu, "Why is Brother Jidao in such a hurry? I know you are also extremely busy over there. But you always have time to see Cai Yuanpei, right? And after seeing him, we brothers will have a meal. Haven't seen you for so long, I really miss Brother Jidao."

Yan Fu knew Yuan Shikai doing this was also to prove to the Guangfu Society that even the People's Party decided to submit to Beiyang, so the Guangfu Society shouldn't think about borrowing the power of the People's Party to oppose Beiyang. However, Chen Ke had already stated this matter clearly to Tao Chengzhang, so showing his face now wasn't leaking secrets. Most importantly, Yan Fu was also very interested in Cai Yuanpei's attitude. So he stayed.

Yuan Shikai wasn't so polite to Cai Yuanpei. He and Yan Fu originally didn't sit as host and guest; to facilitate conversation, the two sat side by side on two guest chairs close together. Now the two sat as host and guest again. Yuan Shikai naturally sat in the center on the main seat, and the first guest seat was given to Yan Fu. Cai Yuanpei was ushered into the living room and greeted Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai didn't say a word, didn't move.

Cai Yuanpei was surprised to see Yan Fu there. The two had quite a lot of contact in Shanghai because of Ma Xiangbo. Cai Yuanpei knew Yan Fu came from Beiyang, so it was no problem for Yuan Shikai to treat Yan Fu with courtesy. But now Yan Fu was already a leader of the People's Party; the two armies fought several times, killing and wounding many of each other. Now seeing the seating arrangement of the two, they seemed to be wearing one pair of pants again. Because of the rise of the People's Party, Cai Yuanpei had paid quite a bit of attention to Chen Ke in the past two years. Recalling when he first met Chen Ke, Chen Ke visited him alone. At that time, he was full of desire to work for the Guangfu Society. Once the Guangfu Society didn't give Chen Ke a chance, Chen Ke immediately gathered men and horses to work on his own. In a few years, the People's Party had implicitly rivaled the Beiyang group. Thinking of this, Cai Yuanpei felt quite bitter in his heart.

But even if it was bitter, he could only endure it. Cai Yuanpei bowed deeply, "Lord Yuan, I came in response to Lord Yuan's call."

Yuan Shikai himself also came from a scholar background, just failed to obtain any academic degree. So in his heart, Yuan Shikai was always unwilling to offend literati. He ordered someone to lead Cai Yuanpei to a seat further down opposite Yan Fu.

After all, Cai Yuanpei didn't have the long experience of doing things like Chen Ke or Yan Fu. The conversation between the two sides immediately appeared very difficult. Yuan Shikai's intention wasn't to do anything to the Guangfu Society at all. Facing the current complex situation, the purpose of Duan Qirui's Third Division was to guard Zhejiang from trouble. Since the Guangfu Society was the local snake in Zhejiang, Yuan Shikai knew he couldn't exterminate the Guangfu Society at all. So originally he even prepared to offer extremely generous conditions to quell the dispute.

But the principle in this world was "Better to fight a clear-headed person than speak a sentence to a muddled egg". As a learned scholar, Cai Yuanpei spoke without reflecting his status at all. Cai Yuanpei could certainly think Yuan Shikai was a "powerful figure who only cared about his own interests". But Yuan Shikai, perhaps having dealt too much with the People's Party in both politics and war, didn't adapt to Cai Yuanpei's thinking at all for a while.

Yuan Shikai asked what Cai Yuanpei came for. Cai Yuanpei talked to Yuan Shikai about revolution.

Yuan Shikai said Cai Yuanpei's revolution was pure nonsense; Cai Yuanpei said we had ideals.

Yuan Shikai said Cai Yuanpei's ideals had problems; Cai Yuanpei said we had facts.

Yuan Shikai said Cai Yuanpei's facts were unclear and principles unknown; Cai Yuanpei said the Guangfu Society system was advanced.

Mixed in were many exchanges.

Yuan Shikai said, Guangfu Society don't cause trouble for me. Cai Yuanpei responded, our Guangfu Society is not afraid of death.

Yuan Shikai advised, dying in vain is meaningless. Cai Yuanpei responded with, we dedicate ourselves to the country, never bowing to the Manchu Qing.

When Yuan Shikai was strongly unhappy and asked what exactly Cai Yuanpei came for. Cai Yuanpei actually hinted that Yuan Shikai should recognize the situation; the great righteousness was on the Guangfu Society's side.

Yuan Shikai hinted to Cai Yuanpei that "many things can be discussed". Cai Yuanpei immediately demanded the Beiyang Army withdraw from Zhejiang before talking.

Synthesizing Cai Yuanpei's elegant and beating-around-the-bush words, and then listening to Yuan Shikai's answers suppressing anger and maintaining rationality. Yan Fu really didn't know whether to laugh or cry. This was also because Yan Fu had a lot of work experience and had seen much; finally, he could see the clues. But neither of the two talking parties was willing to show their bottom cards. A negotiation that should have been hearty and drippy turned into a torture.

Yan Fu had always thought Yuan Shikai was an honest person, and now he was more certain of his judgment of Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai also had difficulties he couldn't mention. Cooperating with the People's Party, this kind of thing might not be hidden. But in any case, the specific content of cooperation couldn't be exposed. So facing the Guangfu Society, Yuan Shikai wanted to make peace, but the tree wanted calm while the wind didn't stop. The Guangfu Society completely didn't know how to place their position, still holding a mentality of confrontation as the main focus. Yuan Shikai's heartfelt intention of reconciliation was treated as donkey liver and lungs (bad intentions).

But Yan Fu knew he couldn't say a word at this time. Better to offend the Guangfu Society than to offend Yuan Shikai. But listening dryly, he was also anxious.

The negotiation naturally had no result. Cai Yuanpei finally expressed "Visit again tomorrow." Yuan Shikai told Cai Yuanpei "Come again after thinking it through."

After the two sides parted unhappily, Yuan Shikai's anger hadn't subsided. He patted the table and said: "Both are revolutionary parties; how can they differ so much?"

Yan Fu couldn't say anything else; he just wanted to get rid of this trouble. Instead, Yuan Shikai felt that talking like this would definitely have no good result. He asked: "Can Wenqing come forward?"

How could Yan Fu accept such a big trouble? He advised: "Brother Xiangcheng, the Guangfu Society is considered not bad. You haven't seen the Yue Wang Society in Anhui; that was truly unreasonable at all."

Yuan Shikai knew a little about the destruction of the Yue Wang Society. Seeing Yan Fu like this, he couldn't forcibly press this responsibility onto the People's Party. At the banquet, Yuan Shikai couldn't help pouring out his bitterness, "Brother Jidao, although you didn't understand being an official back then. But you have seen these things in officialdom. I am really miserable too. If you don't take them seriously, they hate you. If you take them seriously, they don't know who they are themselves, just causing you trouble. On the contrary, Wenqing acts with courtesy and restraint. Doing things, considering others first. Presumably, Wenqing's days are not easy either."

"Young people have more drive than us old men." Yan Fu advised. He and Yuan Shikai were both over forty; in 1908, they were indeed genuine old men.

"That's also because Brother Jidao, you have a good disciple who can already support this situation. Look at the bunch under me; although not young, I haven't seen any drive in them. Causing trouble, however, one beats another. Makes my heart break with worry." After saying this, Yuan Shikai raised his wine cup and drank it all in one gulp.

Seeing Yan Fu accompany him with a cup of wine, Yuan Shikai then asked: "Brother Jidao, tell the truth. Wenqing let you come this time, besides this matter, does he have other plans? If Brother Xiangcheng handles this matter, he can preside over the center; what other plans can there be."

"Hehe. Does Brother Jidao still want to hide it from me? I saw the map Feng Xu brought last time. After I lead troops north, what do you plan to do about northern Jiangsu? Pinqing is the Jiangbei Commander-in-Chief stationed in Xuzhou; what do you plan to do?" Yuan Shikai pointed out the biggest conflict point between the People's Party and Beiyang directly.

Yan Fu was startled in his heart; this was the problem Chen Ke discussed with him before leaving. Once Yuan Shikai went north, the People's Party would immediately seize northern Jiangsu. Since Yuan Shikai asked this, Yan Fu quickly discovered the problem. He asked back: "Is Brother Xiangcheng going north recently?"

"Is Chen Wenqing prepared to coerce me once before I go north?" Yuan Shikai laughed, "Brother Jidao, you are too dishonest."

Yan Fu couldn't help feeling that Chen Ke simply had the ability of foresight. Before leaving, Chen Ke specially talked about this matter with Yan Fu. The conversation at that time could be used to answer Yuan Shikai exactly, "Brother Xiangcheng, this Subei is actually irrelevant. Our two families must talk clearly about the matter in Shandong. It is impossible for us to spit out the southern part of Shandong we occupied."

Yuan Shikai didn't speak either, but ordered someone to bring the map Feng Xu brought last time. After spreading it out, he asked Yan Fu, "Then tell me clearly where exactly you want. Since Wenqing sold me such a big face on the matter of classics, we might as well talk about this matter. Let me say this first, the fertile land of Shandong, you don't even think about touching a bit."

Yan Fu received the mandate for the Shandong issue negotiation from Chen Ke, but this had to be raised by Yuan Shikai first; Yan Fu couldn't mention it actively. Since the situation developed to this extent, Yan Fu took out a map of Shandong from his carry-on bag. This was a topographic map of Shandong. Mountains and rivers were the key display contents on it. Yuan Shikai stared at this map, fire almost coming out of his eyes.

Yan Fu's finger drew a line on it, which was a large southern area dominated by mountains.

"Rizhao absolutely cannot be given up. Even if you want to guard Lianyungang, you can't take my Rizhao." Yuan Shikai objected immediately.

"Rizhao can be left out, but we want the side of Liangshan and Weishan Lake."

"Why don't you just fight directly into Tai'an and take Jinan? Don't think about occupying the mountains and rivers (strategic locations)."

Two old brothers nitpicked bit by bit, talked bit by bit. They argued until nearly midnight before barely reaching an agreement.

The only reason an agreement could be reached was that Yan Fu stated the People's Party could fund the construction of the southern section of the Jin-Pu (Tianjin-Pukou) Railway within the territory leading directly to Shanghai. Yuan Shikai knew the People's Party would deal with foreigners eventually; this couldn't be stopped. He demanded that the People's Party customs must have future central tax personnel, and the tariffs due to the center shouldn't be less by a penny. In 1908, China's tariffs were extremely low, only about 5%. Yan Fu demanded that this approx 5% tariff must also be divided into local and central shares. The future Yuan Shikai Central Government couldn't take it all. Everyone started bargaining again. Finally, it was settled that the center took 40% of the tariff, and the local took 30%.

After finishing talking about this series of key issues, it was the turn of the Subei issue. Both sides agreed that the People's Party could enter Subei to fight only after Yuan Shikai's talks with the Jiangsu Parliament collapsed. And completely annexing Jiangsu was not allowed. Only the area north of the Baoying to Yancheng line could be seized.

"This let you take a big advantage." Although it was just negotiation, Yuan Shikai was already a bit out of breath.

"Brother Xiangcheng, rest assured. Wenqing is not a person who goes back on his word. Since we sincerely talk with you, we will definitely keep the agreement." Yan Fu was fifty by nominal age; after this tossing about, he was also tired enough.

"What if he doesn't keep the agreement? Could Wenqing fight into Beijing for me?" Yuan Shikai drank a mouthful of tea and slowed down.

After resting for a good while, Yuan Shikai said: "Don't know why, I just trust Wenqing. When he returned my Beiyang Army, I still felt extorted by Wenqing at that time. But seeing so many injured officers and soldiers received treatment, and very dedicatedly. I lost the thought of revenge at that time. Although I don't understand Wenqing as a person, I see he is a person who clearly distinguishes public and private interests. He will absolutely not forget righteousness for profit. However, Brother Jidao, I hope you watch this child well; never let him do anything stupid."

"As long as the Manchu Qing abdicates, what benefit does great chaos in the world have for China? Our two families are already guarding against each other; accidental clashes are meaningless. Serious business can't be finished; for that little petty profit, playing some clever tricks, haven't we suffered enough losses?" Yan Fu fully supported Yuan Shikai's view.

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai suddenly thought of Cai Yuanpei. He cursed: "The Guangfu Society obviously hasn't suffered enough losses. Plotting for Nanjing and hitting a nose of ash; if not for Wenqing sending troops to bring up the rear for them, these people probably couldn't even return to Zhejiang. As a result, they still don't understand now, thinking they can still run rampant in Zhejiang. Brother Jidao, can you find Cai Yuanpei and talk to him, let them stop for a while. Look at him putting on a look of dying generously for a just cause during the day; whom is he showing it to? If I wanted to kill him, would I need him to deliver himself to my door to be killed?"

Yan Fu refused immediately, "Brother Xiangcheng, I think so. The Guangfu Society thinks they lost all territory in Zhejiang; they refuse to swallow this breath no matter what. We can't say too much. How to persuade, I can't persuade."

"Brother Jidao, you don't need to say too much to Cai Yuanpei. You just tell him, bow his head and beg at my door, everything is easy to say, everything can be talked about. If he refuses to lower this head, I won't kill him, nor make it difficult for him; let him roll back to Zhejiang himself." Speaking of this, Yuan Shikai became angry again, "Why don't this bunch of people understand rules now? Reading books into dogs' bellies?"

Yan Fu had to help with this favor. He went to see Cai Yuanpei early the next morning. Surprisingly, Tao Chengzhang also came along. Seeing Yan Fu, the two had expressions of regarding death as returning home. "Mr. Yan, you are passing a message for Yuan Shikai, right. Kill or scrap as he pleases; since we came, we want to hear what exactly he invited us here to do."

Obviously, the Guangfu Society from top to bottom believed the People's Party reached some secret agreement with Beiyang and sold out the interests of the Guangfu Society.

Yan Fu had no choice either. He let the Guangfu Society people insult him with hidden sarcasm in their words, and only then barely made Cai Yuanpei agree to bow his head to Yuan Shikai temporarily for the sake of the hundreds of captured Guangfu Society comrades. Even so, before Cai Yuanpei went to visit Yuan Shikai again, Tao Chengzhang kept Yan Fu at the Guangfu Society station.

Don't know if the Guangfu Society was preparing to use him as a hostage or had other plans. Anyway, Yan Fu made up his mind that after this matter of the Guangfu Society was settled, he would never bring messages to anyone again in this life. He, a fifty-year-old man, worked and taught innocently all his life. If working for the country or for sensible people, that was fine. Why should he be mixed into these boring disputes of spirit? Yuan Shikai said the Guangfu Society didn't understand rules; he really didn't say it wrong.

If the Guangfu Society had any redeeming qualities, perhaps it was that they really had the guts to come to Henan to see Yuan Shikai.

Cai Yuanpei didn't leave for very long before returning. Obviously, there was a mixture of joy and suspicion on Cai Yuanpei's face. The Guangfu Society immediately held a meeting, but excluded Yan Fu from the meeting. Yan Fu wanted to leave, but their subordinates stopped him. Yan Fu waited outside with the mentality of "let them be". After waiting for a long time, Tao Chengzhang came out with an excited face. Seeing Yan Fu, he immediately bowed and saluted, "Mr. Yan, brothers didn't handle things well and wronged you."

Yan Fu really didn't want to care about what agreement the Guangfu Society reached with Yuan Shikai. He wasn't good at social intercourse originally. Chen Ke sent him this time entirely because of Yan Fu's old friendship with Yuan Shikai. So Yan Fu didn't care so much either. After Tao Chengzhang finished polite remarks, Yan Fu took his leave.
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Yuan Shikai had always thought that Chen Ke didn't like playing petty tricks, but he was indeed somewhat cunning. For example, in every proposal of Chen Ke, the things Chen Ke got seemed much less than Yuan Shikai, but looking at input and output, the effort Chen Ke spent was also much less. Whether these proposals could maximize Yuan Shikai's interests was still uncertain, but Chen Ke's interests were definitely maximized. To the extent that Yuan Shikai sometimes thought, it would be great if Chen Ke could make selfless contributions a few times.

But Yuan Shikai really wasn't angry at all. Yuan Shikai's overall goal was too grand to be completed by Beiyang alone. He had to coordinate inside and outside and start from multiple directions to solve the problem. The more cards available, the better. So Yuan Shikai not only had to cooperate with the People's Party but even had to swallow his pride and cooperate with a revolutionary party like the Guangfu Society.

In contrast, Cai Yuanpei went to see Yuan Shikai for the second time with the thought of preparing to suffer all kinds of humiliation. This time he lost the previous thought of "nothing more than death" and finally "lowered his noble head". However, what actually happened was completely different from what Cai Yuanpei imagined.

Yuan Shikai asked what exactly Cai Yuanpei planned to do coming here this time. Cai Yuanpei stated he came to ask Yuan Shikai to release the captured comrades of the Guangfu Society. Yuan Shikai stated that as long as the Guangfu Society promised not to cause trouble for the Third Division within a year, he could immediately let Duan Qirui release the people right away.

Cai Yuanpei was confused at that time. Let alone Yuan Shikai agreeing so readily, even the condition for release left too much room for imagination. "Not causing trouble for the Third Division within a year"; if considered optimistically, that meant the Third Division didn't want to create friction with the Guangfu Society either. "Lord Yuan, what exactly do you mean?" Cai Yuanpei's surprise this time wasn't faked.

Yuan Shikai picked up a map and casually drew a line in southern Zhejiang, "It's obviously unrealistic to ask you not to clamor for revolution. If you want to make trouble, make trouble south of here for a year. But if you dare to cross this line, don't blame my Beiyang for being impolite."

Cai Yuanpei wondered if he heard wrong, or did Yuan Shikai have some unspeakable evil conspiracy? Such a condition was ten thousand times better than what the Guangfu Society envisioned themselves. The less than two thousand remaining people of the Guangfu Society were mostly hiding in the Anhui People's Party's territory. These people couldn't even make a big fuss in a prefecture, let alone the whole of Zhejiang. The territory Yuan Shikai casually marked out was enough for the Guangfu Society to toss about. Could it be that Yuan Shikai wanted to concentrate the Guangfu Society in one place to implement total annihilation?

"Then what plans does the Third Division have?" Cai Yuanpei asked.

"Whether you believe it or not, my Beiyang Third Division just wants to maintain the situation in Zhejiang. As long as you don't cause trouble, the Third Division has no time to pay attention to you. But if you make such a fuss again, and the Third Division starts fighting again, there won't be such preferential treatment." Yuan Shikai replied.

Cai Yuanpei's mind fell completely into a confused state. Normally speaking, this kind of thing was a friendly truce gesture. But why did Beiyang want a truce with the Guangfu Society? Could this be the agreement reached between the People's Party and Beiyang? Various thoughts were tangled; Cai Yuanpei really had no choice but to ask a relatively simple question, "Then what about after a year?"

"Who knows what it will become after a year? We'll talk about it then." Yuan Shikai replied, "How about it, do you agree?"

"This..." Cai Yuanpei wanted to say let me find someone to discuss it, but felt the news obtained now was too hard to understand; he hoped to get more detailed intelligence.

Yuan Shikai had no time to tangle with Cai Yuanpei. He said coldly: "If you want to find someone to discuss, go back and find someone now. Whether you agree or not, give me a definite answer tomorrow morning. Tomorrow afternoon you go back to Zhejiang for me; I don't want to see you again."

Cai Yuanpei returned to the station completely muddled. Discussing with the Guangfu Society comrades, everyone was also stunned. The crowd had various guesses and speculations, but none understood what exactly Yuan Shikai wanted to do. After a long discussion, Tao Chengzhang finally made up his mind, "Gentlemen, the foundation of our Guangfu Society is in southern Zhejiang anyway. Regardless of what Beiyang thinks, as long as we can save our comrades back, we retreat to the south to regroup. Within a year, everyone will only have enough time to recover vitality. If Beiyang is willing to abide by this agreement, that is naturally the best. If they refuse to abide, we will fight them to the end."

No one had a better way either. Dreaming about the future of Zhejiang in Henan was completely a matter of being suspended in mid-air. The Guangfu Society quickly made the decision to cooperate temporarily with Beiyang. They reported the result to Yuan Shikai, and Yuan Shikai sent people to take the Guangfu Society members back to Hangzhou.

Yan Fu left a day earlier than the Guangfu Society. He rushed back to Fengtai County to report on his mission. As soon as he entered the Party Central Committee office, Qi Huishen rushed up immediately, his face full of urgency, "Mr. Yan, it's great that you are back. We lack translators."

"Translators? Did some foreign literature and materials come over?" Yan Fu immediately became excited. The People's Party had already begun collecting foreign technical books and materials; some things coming back successively made Yan Fu very satisfied.

"Not materials. A bunch of foreign devils came." Qi Huishen said with an excited look.

Chen Ke's office wasn't big, so he and Pu Guanshui and a few other cadres received the foreign devils in the conference hall. Yan Fu took a shortcut from the side room into the conference room. He saw the side room was changed into a small meeting room. Besides a few stools, there were actually teapots, snacks, sugar, and honey on the table. Although the conditions were very simple, the things that should be in a diplomatic talk lounge were all there. He saw three or four foreign devils sitting around there, sipping tea with expressions of appreciation or dissatisfaction from teacups; some also dipped small snacks in honey and put them into their mouths. And they were communicating in foreign languages in low voices.

This was the situation Chen Ke arranged according to the description of the Mafia national meeting in New York in "The Godfather". It must be said that apart from not being luxurious enough, the basic layout was correct.

There were also a few foreign devils inside the conference room. Chen Ke and Pu Guanshui, along with several cadres, sat around the large conference table used for People's Party Party Committee meetings. A cup of tea was placed in front of everyone, and there was a large glass water pitcher. The returned students in the Base Area were mostly "German-made". Upon introduction, inside the room were British and German diplomatic personnel; in the outer room were French and Russian representatives.

"Mr. Yan, how is your French?" Chen Ke asked Yan Fu secretly.

As a senior naval officer and great translator, Yan Fu knew quite a few foreign languages. "I don't know Russian." Yan Fu also replied in a low voice.

"Russian hairy ones speak French; knowing English, French, and German is enough. Especially French; no one among us knows it." Chen Ke continued to say in a low voice. In these years, French was the lingua franca of the diplomatic world. In Europe, if a non-French high-level person knew French, that meant they had status. Besides that, knowing Latin meant culture and upbringing. If one knew Greek and Italian too, damn, one came from a scholarly family. This was a relatively formal diplomatic meeting; the foreign devils all brought their own embassy translators.

This wasn't the first time the Base Area received foreigners. After retaking Anqing, the British had sent someone to ask Zhang Yu, the Secretary of the Anqing Prefectural Committee, if the British fleet could dock in Anqing. The Central Committee's reply to Zhang Yu at that time was "Tell the British they can dock." But the British fleet never came. After all, Anqing was a war zone; the British didn't want to look for trouble. Since the People's Party in Anqing had no hostility towards the British, the British didn't think it necessary to intervene in China's civil war either. For such performance, the Central Committee was also happy to be at leisure. When the situation was mixed, foreign intervention undoubtedly added more variables to the already chaotic situation.

Hankou had concessions. In the hinterland of China, the consulates of various countries were quite complete. The last Russian Tsar Nicholas II visited Hankou in 1891, attending the 25th anniversary celebration of the Shuntai Brick Tea Factory opened by Russian tea merchants, and on a whim donated money to build an Orthodox church. The People's Party's military disaster relief action in Hubei couldn't avoid foreigners at all. The People's Party had once forced Yan Fu to train some people in foreign languages. Then these people either arrived in Wuhan in advance or followed the main force to Hubei later. Those remaining in the Base Area also went to work in local areas, leaving only comrades like Chen Ke, Qi Huishen, and Pu Guanshui who knew foreign languages themselves here.

Since the People's Party had no translators, a few cadres who knew foreign languages had to go into battle personally. As soon as Yan Fu came back, everyone immediately felt they had a backbone in the translation world. With everyone present, the meeting that was interrupted for a time continued.

In the 21st century, you could go to many places knowing American English. In the early 20th century, Chen Ke's Manhattan accent from New York TV dramas, although fluent, made a slightly contemptuous smile appear on the face of the British representative. Yan Fu knew what the British were laughing at; in the eyes of the British, Americans were a bunch of barbarians. Moreover, in 1908, Americans actually also thought they were not as civilized as the British when facing them.

Unexpectedly, the Hanyang Consular Corps came here primarily to express gratitude. Wuhan flooded; water was several feet deep everywhere. Even if the water receded, a lot of things had to be cleaned up. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't march into the concessions but cleaned up the areas outside the concessions. This was the first time in the history of Hanyang opening as a treaty port that the cleanliness of ordinary residential areas exceeded that of the concessions.

Not only that, following the experience summarized in Anhui disaster relief, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army gathered victims, rectified order, restored industry, and engaged in agricultural production self-help. The disaster-stricken areas in Hubei settled down quickly. Floods easily induced plagues; the People's Party not only had to let everyone survive but also prevent epidemics and treat diseases. The "Refugee Camps" effectively ensured safety and hygiene; on the contrary, an epidemic broke out inside the concessions. Concession hospitals and medical personnel were insufficient, so they had to ask the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army for help.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't care about a few more patients. If not treated in time, this bunch of people would become a source of disease. Seeming high above and ignoring others' life and death, the unlucky ones in the end would still be themselves.

Once the two sides connected, subsequent problems naturally appeared. Foreign diplomatic corps knew there was such a rebel army in Anhui, China. But this rebel army obviously avoided dealing with foreigners. Apart from collecting information, they were unwilling to look for trouble either. But the rebels finally began to take over the actual control of the three towns of Wuhan, so the Hankou Consular Corps required the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to express its attitude towards foreign countries clearly.

He Zudao and the Party Committee had no attitude towards foreigners. In the short term, the Party Committee hoped foreigners wouldn't cause trouble for everyone during the process of the People's Party seizing Hubei. In the long term, everyone hoped the foreign devils would piss off home. So they only said they maintained public security; other things would be talked about after the flood ended.

When Chen Ke held the Central Plenary Session last time, the Hubei side reported this issue to Chen Ke. Chen Ke told the Hubei comrades to tell the Hankou Consular Corps after returning that if they wanted to determine relations, they could form a group to come to Fengtai County. Chen Ke originally thought the consular corps would send someone to contact first. Heaven knows what He Zudao and the others said; the consular corps immediately dispatched a formal diplomatic team to Fengtai County.

Regarding the gratitude of the consular corps, Chen Ke expressed that within its own territory, the People's Party had the obligation to protect everyone's safety. Chen Ke also expressed appreciation that the consular corps didn't show hostile actions. Towards Chen Ke's decent but raw diplomatic rhetoric, the consular corps wasn't too surprised. In the news they got from the Manchu Qing, the People's Party was a group of bandits. Because they completely failed to understand the difference between the People's Party and the Yue Wang Society, the consular corps once agreed with the Manchu Qing's view very much.

It wasn't until the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army entered the three towns of Wuhan that the consular corps knew this rebel army wasn't bandits but a regular army with organization and discipline. Only then did they send a formal diplomatic team to Fengtai County. Riding in open-top tugboats, seeing the tall water towers erected in many cities along the way, the diplomatic team agreed again that the People's Party was definitely not a peasant army but a political force with a certain industrialization attitude. Chen Ke's stiff statement, which could still be considered in line with diplomatic norms, didn't surprise the diplomatic team.

"Then will your side abide by the treaties?" This was the question all consular corps wanted to know most.

Chen Ke knew they were talking about the various treaties signed by the Manchu Qing. Beforehand, Chen Ke also had various assumptions, but he didn't expect this day would actually appear before him in this way, "We are in a hostile state with the Manchu Qing, so we have no obligation to abide by these treaties."

Chen Ke loved watching light American TV dramas. This stuff was okay for ordinary conversation, but not enough for diplomatic occasions. So Chen Ke used Chinese, and the old handsome man Yan Fu translated with a British Naval College accent. Obviously, this content surprised the consular corps, but the accent was appreciated by the British among them.

"Not only do we have no obligation to abide by these treaties, but for any hostile action within our controlled area, we have the right to counterattack. If your side can guarantee neutrality, we can maintain the status quo."

Not only the diplomatic corps, but the People's Party comrades attending the meeting also looked at Chen Ke with very serious expressions. This wasn't a nakedly hostile remark, nor was it a friendly remark. If looked at with Chinese thinking, this was telling the other party, "You obey me. If you obey, I'll deal with you later. If you don't obey, I'll deal with you now."

"That is to say, your side won't abide by these treaties?" The diplomatic personnel of the consular corps confirmed this question again.

"This has nothing to do with abiding or not abiding. First of all, we are not a participant in this treaty; these treaties have nothing to do with us. We have the obligation to guarantee the personal and property safety of Chinese and foreigners within our control range. Gentlemen are diplomatic personnel; we also have the obligation to guarantee gentlemen's personal safety. But we have no obligation to recognize a treaty we never participated in."

Revolutionaries from urban backgrounds in the People's Party once hated the Manchu Qing's "treaties of national betrayal and humiliation" to the bone, although everyone actually hadn't read these treaties. But facing such a group of foreign devils from the diplomatic corps, listening to Chen Ke explicitly reject the foreign devils' request, everyone felt considerable pressure in their hearts uncontrollably.

Yan Fu, acting as translator, wasn't afraid. What Chen Ke said were extremely normal basic diplomatic concepts. However, Yan Fu really wanted to know what kind of foreign treaties Chen Ke wanted to sign with foreign countries.

The foreign devils of the diplomatic corps never expected that in such an inland small county town, the leader of the People's Party would actually use such a stance to deal with them. Moreover, Chen Ke wasn't wrong; the People's Party was now a "rebel army", not an equal political entity with official relations with Europe and America. Except for using force, the diplomatic corps had no possibility of making Chen Ke abide by the treaties.

According to reason, when they encountered Chen Ke, they should have made demands or protests to the Manchu Qing, asking the Manchu Qing to solve the rebel problem. Although according to the consistent practice of Europe and America, if the Manchu Qing couldn't solve the problem, they would find a way to go into battle shirtless themselves. But in the current situation, the diplomatic corps didn't think it had reached such a degree.

"Can we adjourn temporarily?" The leading British diplomatic personnel said.

"OK." Chen Ke replied. This vulgar English made the diplomatic personnel of various countries frown uncontrollably.

"Chairman Chen, what will these people think?" Pu Guanshui asked somewhat worriedly.

"What to think? Simple. They want us to be obedient. If we are not obedient, they will fight over." Chen Ke answered very clearly.

Pu Guanshui was startled by Chen Ke's words. The People's Party was now in a situation of heavy outside and light inside. All capable troops were basically on the outer lines. Inside the Base Area, there was only a 106th Division in training. Dealing with Yuan Shikai might be okay, but if the foreign devils fought over from the Yangtze River, once Yuan Shikai turned hostile, the Base Area really couldn't hold. Feeling timid in his heart, his words naturally became timid, "Until now, we haven't had any conflict with foreigners." Pu Guanshui couldn't help blurting out a sentence.

Chen Ke didn't criticize Pu Guanshui. It would be a very late matter for the Party to have full contact and conflict with foreign forces. Now was the day when imperialism was arrogant. Although he didn't think they would meet foreigners with weapons at the current stage, Chen Ke was also a bit nervous in his heart. Seeing the anxious looks of the comrades, Chen Ke still said: "This conflict is not a life-and-death battle between our two sides. The British want to dominate the situation in the Yangtze River basin; that is to say, they believe the situation in these areas must conform to British interests. After our People's Party appeared here, a large part of the area broke away from British control; they are naturally unhappy. Asking about the treaties is to see if we are willing to abide by the rules set by the British for this belt."

Yan Fu, Pu Guanshui, and Qi Huishen all understood foreign countries relatively well. If Chai Qingguo were here now, he would probably bristle with anger immediately and want to fight the British to the death. But these three wouldn't.

"Then what exactly does Chairman Chen plan?" Qi Huishen asked.

"The plan is simple. If they want to blackmail us, there is no door. However, we welcome normal business. If they pretend to be tough and fight up, we fight them! How many years has it been since the Boer War? If the British really forgot the pain after the scar healed, we will give them another one." Speaking to the end, Chen Ke's tone was already somewhat murderous.

"But our troops are all on the outer lines now." Pu Guanshui finally voiced his worry.

Regarding this question, Chen Ke sneered, "Outer lines? Why is it the Wuhan Consular Corps coming this time? Why not the Shanghai Consular Corps, or the Beijing Diplomatic Corps? Because our troops are in Wuhan now, and our troops themselves occupy a huge advantage. This bunch of people were scared, so they ran here. Do you really think they ran here excitedly to coerce us?"

Changing the angle, all worries changed immediately. Pu Guanshui's eyes lit up instantly.

While speaking, Chen Ke's train of thought also turned this corner, and his expression finally smoothed out, "That's why they want to question whether we abide by the treaties the Manchu Qing signed with them. This bunch of people has no negotiation authorization at all, nor are they qualified to sign any legal documents with us. Even if they sign, the legal effect is minimal. We don't need to be afraid at all."

After determining their bottom line, the People's Party comrades quickly discussed the result. The negotiation convened again. No matter how the people opposite coerced and bribed, the People's Party's attitude remained consistent. Since the People's Party didn't participate in those negotiations, those agreements had no binding force on the People's Party. The People's Party could only reach an agreement with protecting normal life and work as the bottom line. If wanting to sign agreements on politics and economy, the People's Party would only negotiate with the persons in charge of the British, French, German, and Russian embassies. Chen Ke also used a term that was hard for Yan Fu to translate, "subject of law unclear", to deal with these diplomatic personnel.

After several seesaw battles and halftime breaks, this group of diplomatic personnel finally gave up the thought of scaring Chen Ke. They proposed to visit the Base Area. Chen Ke told them that this was a war zone now, implementing a military management system. Before the war came to an end, Chen Ke couldn't provide help in this regard.

In the final stage, these diplomatic personnel finally talked about a pragmatic matter. What was the People's Party's view on foreign warships entering ports controlled by the People's Party. "I said before, we think maintaining the status quo is beneficial to all parties. In the case where no hostile situation occurs, we think it is necessary to maintain the status quo."

The meaning in these words was very rich. The foreign devil diplomatic personnel exchanged glances; their minimum diplomatic goal had been achieved. These people then stood up to congratulate Chen Ke, praising Chen Ke's attitude as pragmatic and constructive.

As the host, Chen Ke concluded with "Our two sides had a frank conversation, fully exchanged views, enhanced mutual understanding; the meeting was beneficial."

In the cafeteria, rice was served for every participant, and several dishes very common in the Base Area were served. They were all rural flavors, heavy oil and strong taste, very fragrant and rich. Each person was given a bottle of "Erdao Brew", an alcohol-blended ordinary shochu prepared for external sales by the Base Area. Although there was no band, the Russian hairy ones praised this wine endlessly as soon as they tasted it, pouring it down bottle after bottle. British and German diplomatic personnel praised the farm dishes highly. The French were pickier eaters, so Chen Ke talked about French dishes he had heard of, like herb lamb chops, Provence bouillabaisse, and red wine cheese fondue. Speaking of French gourmet food, the Frenchmen also had to brag a few sentences about French dishes. This bragging brought appetite, and with appetite, saliva surged out. Chen Ke wasn't blindly polite, praising the Base Area dishes as delicious. And honestly, these dishes were really not bad. Finally, even the French ate their fill.

Giving gifts before leaving. Needless to say, for the Russian hairy ones, it was a case of wine. For other countries, they gave cigarettes and silk from the Base Area. Chen Ke also gave a few pig bristle toothbrushes from the Base Area. Then he talked big about how good the Base Area silk was and how durable the pig bristles were. The diplomatic personnel naturally understood what it meant. "Mr. Chen, we hope to see you again in Wuhan. At that time we can return the invitation once."

"I will definitely send someone over as soon as possible." Chen Ke expressed his view very seriously.
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The diplomatic corps of various countries far away in Beijing didn't know that the Hanyang Consular Corps had already contacted the People's Party, the chief culprit behind the mounted bandits in Hebei. The mounted bandits hadn't come to the foot of Beijing city for a few days, but the destroyed telegraphs and isolated communications still couldn't be restored. During the Boxer Rebellion in the Gengzi year, it was Yuan Shikai who restored order in Shandong and Hebei. Now as soon as Yuan Shikai left Hebei, the situation immediately became like this. The response capability of the Manchu Qing government, which was terrible like a shrinking turtle, made the diplomatic corps thoroughly angry.

On November 21, 1908, the diplomatic corps in Beijing formally notified the Manchu Qing government, demanding the Manchu Qing government recall Yuan Shikai to eliminate the mounted bandits.

Zaifeng already showed signs of quitting completely, but the Imperial Clan members still gathered at Zaifeng's residence as usual to discuss countermeasures. The gatekeeper ran in and out like practicing shuttle runs.

"Prince Gong asks to see you outside the gate."

"Prince He asks to see you outside the gate."

"The 19th Beile asks to see you outside the gate."

"..."

These people didn't come to offer advice but to demand solutions from Zaifeng, or to inquire about news. Zaifeng simply had no solution. At this moment, his mind was chaotic; Zaifeng turned a deaf ear to whatever people around him said. This young man's spirit had collapsed under continuous heavy pressure. Sitting on the warm kang, Zaifeng inexplicably felt he was closing his eyes in the spring sunshine, the sun warming him, a tea bowl beside him, drinking a sip whenever he wanted. Just at this moment, a voice suddenly sounded in Zaifeng's mind, "...Absolutely must not let Yuan Shikai return to the capital..."

Then, someone shook Zaifeng's shoulder vigorously, dragging him forcefully from hallucination back to reality. Opening his eyes, it was his own brother Zaitao. Since Zaifeng came to power, his brothers Zaixun and Zaitao had been Zaifeng's right-hand men. Although these two were also embroidered pillows (good-looking but useless), in terms of action capability, they could be considered energetic.

"Ah?" Zaifeng responded muddle-headedly.

"Big Brother, Yuan Shikai always harbors evil intentions. With foreigners backing him this time, Yuan Shikai will definitely usurp the throne." Zaitao shouted loudly. Because of the running around and anxiety these days, Zaitao's eyes were as red as a rabbit's.

"Ah?" Zaifeng had heard this dozens or hundreds of times, so his numb brain didn't react at all.

"Big Brother, listen to me. This time when Yuan Shikai comes back, we will seize his military power immediately. I've already thought it out; let Liangbi and Tieliang take over the military power." Zaitao said with a firm expression.

"Ah?" Zaifeng still looked half-dead. Everyone knew Liangbi and Tieliang were capable Manchus. Zaifeng had actually summoned the two many times, hoping they could take over the Beiyang military power. Although the two guaranteed loyalty to the court, they both refused. Could it be that Zaitao had persuaded them?

Just wanting to ask, he heard Zaitao say: "Big Brother, say a word. If you think it's okay, I'll go see the two of them now. As long as we promise each of them an Iron-cap Prince title, they will agree."

These words were like cold water, instantly extinguishing the flash of hope in Zaifeng's heart. His brother's performance disappointed Zaifeng too much. At this point, they were still thinking about seizing power. When Cixi was around, she couldn't seize Yuan Shikai's control over the Beiyang Army. Now that Cixi was gone, what could Liangbi and Tieliang do?

Thinking of this, Zaifeng couldn't help recalling the result of visiting Zhang Zhidong yesterday. Zhang Zhidong obviously tried to distance himself from the Imperial Clan all along. Treating Regent Zaifeng, Zhang Zhidong was always lukewarm. He didn't delay official business, but that was all. Zaifeng also had heartfelt distrust for such a highly reputed minister. Although he seriously asked for the ministers' attitudes at several Grand Council meetings, he never sincerely asked Zhang Zhidong for advice. Half a month ago, Zhang Zhidong fell ill. Logically speaking, Zaifeng should have visited him, but with the situation like this, Zaifeng felt it was logical not to have time to visit Zhang Zhidong. How could a subject have time to complain that the lord didn't have time to visit?

It wasn't until Zaifeng searched everyone and couldn't find a solution to the problem that he had to visit personally to ask Zhang Zhidong for advice. Zhang Zhidong was very sick; the old man lay in bed unable to move. Zaifeng waived Zhang Zhidong's ceremony with a condescending attitude, and then sat beside Zhang Zhidong. There was a strange light in the old man's eyes; Zaifeng was actually startled when he first saw it.

"Lord Zhang, I came to see you." Zaifeng said.

Zhang Zhidong's throat moved, "Re... Regent, this old subject knows why you came. This old subject is dying soon; as the saying goes, a dying man's words are good. This old subject has a few words to say. I know the Regent wants to kill Yuan Shikai. Killing Yuan Shikai isn't hard; originally, as long as Prince Qing was willing to nod, it could be done. But in this situation, whether Prince Qing's words count is uncertain." Speaking to here, Zhang Zhidong was already gasping.

Zaifeng didn't understand what was going on at all, but at least these words already suited Zaifeng's wish.

Zhang Zhidong caught his breath before continuing: "Absolutely must not let Yuan Shikai return to the capital. Even if we recruit the Anhui rebels, we cannot let Yuan Shikai return to the capital. Yuan Shikai already knows the Regent wants to kill him. Even if the Regent doesn't have this thought anymore, for his own sake, Yuan Shikai won't believe you, Regent, anymore..."

Zhang Zhidong's voice became lower and lower. Zaifeng lowered his head wanting to hear more clearly, but saw Zhang Zhidong's head tilt, actually fainting. The family doctors beside him hurriedly came up to call for help, but the old man never woke up.

"Must not let Yuan Shikai return to the capital." This was the advice of the most experienced minister in the Qing court now. Prince Qing and Yuan Shikai wore one pair of pants. The two would absolutely not fall out at this critical juncture. Moreover, if the situation continued to deteriorate like this, the foreigners would absolutely not let it go.

"Big Brother, say something clear. What to do?" Zaitao continued to press beside him.

"What to do? Wait for other viceroys and princes' armies to enter the capital." Zaifeng replied. Besides continuously strictly ordering the Beiyang armies in Henan and Zhejiang to fight a decisive battle with the People's Party, Zaifeng had sent people to go outside the Pass (Manchuria) and to Shanxi and Shaanxi to mobilize local troops to come to save the Emperor. The Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army had been famous for being brave and skillful in battle since the early Qing. Even in the late Qing, this army could still be called skillful in battle. In the Tongzhi Hui Rebellion, the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army performed outstandingly. Since Yuan Shikai's Beiyang Army definitely couldn't be counted on, and the troops outside the Pass couldn't be counted on either, they could only rely on the military strength of the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army.

Zaifeng had actually cut off supplies to Yuan Shikai. He believed that in this situation, the court had to solve the mounted bandits no matter what. If the capital became an isolated city, with news unable to come in or go out, what was there to talk about.

"Wait for the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army to enter the capital to save the Emperor." Zaifeng said as if sleepwalking.

News always spread fast. "The Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army is coming to the capital to save the Emperor" soon became known to everyone in the capital. Anyway, after experiencing many defeats, having such seemingly reliable news, whether princes and nobles or officials and clerks, they finally had a bit of backbone. Following this, rumors of the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army being brave and skillful in battle spread in the capital. After various irresponsible processing, the combat capability of the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army was no less than that of the Beiyang New Army.

"Oh? The Manchu Qing still has such a combat-capable force?" Pang Zi laughed looking at the intelligence.

"Chairman Chen seemed to mention there is such a force in the Manchu Qing. Whether they can fight is hard to say, but they are quite loyal to the Manchu Qing." Chai Qingguo said while asking the staff officers to check if there was intelligence on this force in the materials.

"How many places has Chairman Chen actually traveled to? Always feel the affairs of the world can't escape his grasp." Pang Zi asked Chai Qingguo. Recalling when he was with Chen Ke, he couldn't see Chen Ke had such ability no matter what.

"Chairman Chen works with heart and knows how to arrange work. Unlike you, seeing nothing and not taking it to heart." Chai Qingguo laughed.

"Bullshit!" Pang Zi immediately became unhappy, "If I didn't use my heart, could I persuade so many people to send things here?"

Looting wasn't finished just by looting. Mounted bandits got the spoils; they had to turn these spoils into ready money. There weren't many channels for disposing of stolen goods; they could only find trustworthy people. The People's Party prepared beforehand. They didn't have much ready money, but they had plenty of quite valuable best-selling commodity "salt". In Pang Zi's hometown Nangong County, the People's Party set up a channel for disposing of stolen goods. As long as these heroes could transport things to Nangong County, the People's Party would give them salt. This salt was quite good, fine white and crystalline. The packaging was even better, gunny sacks on the outside, sturdy oil paper inside. Salt was scarce in the Taihang Mountain area. Taking this salt back, whether selling or exchanging for things, it was a big profit. This group of local heroes also recognized it.

The price of stolen goods wasn't high originally. The Base Area sent a few "black-hearted ghosts" to weigh, making the heroes complain endlessly. However, local heroes recognized fists. Seeing the hundreds of capable horse teams entrenched in Nangong County, the heroes thought they couldn't take advantage. Finally, they all accepted Great King Pang's exploitation with sad faces.

The military camps along the way from Nangong County to Shandong had long been kicked clean by Chai Qingguo. How could troops of Shandong hero origin let others rob them? Supplies were transported back batch by batch; the troop escort was very effective.

"Third Brother, who do you think is stronger compared to these Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard troops?" Chai Qingguo didn't want to deny Pang Zi's credit, but didn't want to entangle in these matters either. He brought up the content he cared about most.

"Haven't fought, don't know." Pang Zi also answered honestly, "Why, do you want to touch them?"

Chai Qingguo looked at the map and said: "Not just I want to. Our purpose coming out this time is to slap the Manchu Qing's face hard. Although this war is about to finish, we can't just run when the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army comes. That would be like we are afraid of them. I'm afraid the Military Commission won't do this either."

Pang Zi also leaned over to the map, "But this Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army coming to the capital, it doesn't look reliable no matter how you look at it. Look, even if they want to set off, they have to go here, here, here. Relying on two legs, when will they arrive in the capital?"

The journey from Shaanxi to Beijing was long, and these roads were particularly difficult to walk. If it were before when Pang Zi didn't know how to read maps, he might have been bluffed by such news. After learning to read maps, Pang Zi confirmed that many things were simply easier said than done. Let alone the difficulty of marching, eating and drinking along the way cost a large sum of money. Needless to say from Shaanxi to Beijing, just the mounted bandits of Taihang Mountains had to spend a large part of their income on buying grain for the journey home. This was based on the People's Party providing a large amount of dry provisions. Otherwise, even tossing clean the grain of the entire Nangong County wouldn't be enough for these people to eat.

"There is no smoke without fire. Since there is such a saying, maybe there really is such a thing? Or maybe they also sent cavalry to help?" Chai Qingguo still hoped to be more prudent.

"Then where do you think they will go? We don't have much military grain. Without the grain we grabbed from the Imperial Estates, we would have starved to death long ago. Everyone in the Base Area finally has food to eat this year; we can't dig grain out of the common people's mouths to send out, right?" The Base Area Pang Zi mentioned referred to the Shandong Yimeng Mountain Base Area. The People's Party managed to increase grain production by less than ten percent in more than a year. Plus reasonable distribution system, the people's life was much better than in previous years. But this was only one year; it was far from being able to support large-scale military operations' grain supply.

Chai Qingguo pondered for a while before making up his mind, "Wait a bit longer. Anyway, military grain is not easy to transport. I'm afraid it will be eaten up on the way back. Then we might as well eat it completely now and be done with it. The Military Commission's meaning is, we must smash the organized armed forces in Hebei. In case the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army really comes, we haven't completed the task."

"Since we must yield Hebei to Yuan Shikai, why do we care so much? Let the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army reach Hebei and annoy Yuan Shikai." Pang Zi said very unhappily.

Chai Qingguo and Pang Zi had a blood feud with Yuan Shikai's Beiyang Army. The Military Commission spent a lot of effort working on the two. Unexpectedly, the two accepted the organization's arrangement very easily. This wasn't because the two were broad-minded and didn't remember past grudges. It was because after working solidly in the Base Area, facing the realistic situation, they had to admit the fact that they couldn't persist in fighting in Hebei for a long time. Since the fact was so, the two could understand the Central Committee's arrangement. Where there is life, there is hope. Pang Zi and Chai Qingguo crawled out of piles of dead bodies; the Central Committee actually underestimated the two's perseverance.

"Yuan Shikai can't act against the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army openly; we still have to do it when the time comes." Chai Qingguo checked this map, "Third Brother, if it were you, how would you go?"

"I am unwilling to ride a horse on mountain roads. If all cavalry, going through Inner Mongolia is quite convenient." Pang Zi's finger drew a line on the map, "I haven't walked this place, but Mongols can walk it, cavalry can also walk it."

"Raising grain in Hebei is so difficult for us; we broke more than a dozen Imperial Estates to get this little grain. This is autumn, just after harvest. Going through Mongolia looks like a flat river, but there is no food on the road."

"Then is there food walking in the big mountains? There is no food on both sides of the road for hundreds of li."

"..."

After studying and arguing over the map for a good while, Pang Zi suddenly asked: "What if they go through Henan?"

Actually, this was the simplest route. Starting from Xi'an, exiting Tongguan, going through Sanmenxia, Luoyang, Hulaoguan, arriving at Zhengzhou, then going north along the railway line to enter the capital. Between Tongguan and Hulaoguan was mountainous; other areas were plains, convenient for marching. But this route had to pass through Yuan Shikai's current jurisdiction. For some reason, the two subconsciously avoided this route at first.

These two could ignore Yuan Shikai, but couldn't ignore facts. The Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army, holding vigorous loyalty, really took this road. On November 28, Yuan Shikai telegraphed Chen Ke that the Gansu-Shaanxi mixed force of three thousand Green Standard and New Army troops walked all the way to Zhengzhou. This military intelligence was immediately transmitted from the Anhui Base Area to the Shandong Base Area. Then from the Shandong Base Area to Chai Qingguo and the others here.

The news of the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army also reached Beijing at this time. Learning that reinforcements arrived, the morale of the capital, which was low to the extreme, recovered a lot immediately. The incomparably loyal, brave, and battle-skillful Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army was coming to the capital to save the Emperor. The Imperial Clan was already busy arranging reward official positions and formulating bandit suppression plans on paper.

Zaifeng didn't forget to send someone to inform the diplomatic corps of various countries about this, as a response to the diplomatic corps forcing the Qing court to recall Yuan Shikai.

By December 10, three thousand exhausted Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard troops were ambushed during the march more than a hundred li south of Beijing. Four thousand People's Party cavalry launched a surprise attack. The Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army was truly loyal; resistance continued to the end. Two thousand Green Standard troops all died in battle; one thousand New Army troops had three hundred left.

In this battle with no suspense but extraordinary tragedy, the Shandong Base Area cavalry suffered unprecedented losses. Four thousand cavalry suffered more than five hundred casualties. Chai Qingguo, overflowing with revenge, ordered people to take these remaining three hundred people to the foot of Beijing city, tied their hands behind their backs, stripped them leaving only jackets, tied the military flags, seals, and heads of a group of commanders of the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard and New Army around the necks of this group of captives, and released this group of bare-bottomed barefoot captives under the eyelids of the terrified Qing garrison troops in the cold wind of December.

No blow was crueler than directly extinguishing hope. Beijing had expectations for the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army far above their strength, and what they got in return was such a cruel ending. The Manchu Qing court from top to bottom, inside and outside the capital, completely lost rationality. The call for Yuan Shikai to return to the capital rose wave after wave. The foreign diplomatic corps demanded Zaifeng immediately recall Yuan Shikai to the capital with a tougher attitude. And some people in the capital plucked up their courage again to flee to Tianjin.

After this battle, the Manchu Qing could no longer see usable troops. Chai Qingguo took the troops south back to the Base Area. Before leaving, he said fiercely to Pang Zi: "Third Brother, teach this bunch a lesson ruthlessly."

Because of becoming somewhat arrogant after fighting Hebei Qing troops many times, he underestimated the combat will of the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army too much. Chai Qingguo adopted a group charge directly this time. Even attacked, the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army didn't panic; instead, they sent cavalry to counter-charge directly, delaying the impact of the People's Party cavalry. The infantry behind lined up to shoot. Fortunately, Chai Qingguo was experienced; the speculative method of attempting a large group surprise attack failed. He simply didn't make meaningless adjustments but continued to order the large group of men and horses to death-charge the Qing infantry array.

This command method wasn't wrong originally, but the troops had really never fought with such resolute and determined Qing troops. The Shandong troops saw what "fighting to the death without retreating" meant for the first time. The cavalry's grenades blew open a gap, and it really only blew open that gap. The Qing troops on both sides of the gap brandished rifles and met them to fight just like that. Those with bullets shot; after the single-shot rifles were fired, they used rifles to poke the horses rushing close. If they couldn't poke the warhorses, they used rifles as sticks to hit horse legs. The Qing troops using rifles were actually easier to deal with; the Qing troops using cold weapons in the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army caused great trouble for the troops.

Compared with the Shandong Base Area cavalry using sabers, the Gansu-Shaanxi cavalry training was even superior. Their weapons were a bit complicated compared to the Shandong cavalry using only sabers, but they were all fully trained. One-on-one combat didn't fall into the disadvantage at all.

If not for the inferiority in numbers, if not for the People's Party troops adopting the mode of grenades, rifles, and sabers Chen Ke copied from foreign countries. If not for the Gansu-Shaanxi Qing troops consuming considerable physical strength during the march. If not for Chai Qingguo's own combat experience of braving death allowing him to let a thousand troops dismount to fight in the dogfight. The casualties of the People's Party would definitely be more than five hundred.

The result of the summary meetings at all levels after the war, the unified conclusion was "No mistakes were made in combat command; the only problem was underestimating these Qing troops too much. When encountering tenacious resistance, the troops' emotions wavered for a time."

Although there was no problem with the command, Chai Qingguo was still full of disgust for himself. This disgust turned into resentment; he asked Pang Zi to teach the fleeing rich people of the capital a ruthless lesson.

"Are you preparing to leave these mounted bandits in Hebei?" Pang Zi asked.

Those experienced mounted bandits harvested abundantly in the first looting; it was truly "don't open for three years, open for three years (eat for three years)". The salt transported back was enough for them to enjoy for a while. The remaining mounted bandits now were small groups. Because of timidness and carelessness in the first looting. Either the harvest wasn't much, or they were blinded by profit preparing to stay in Hebei for a few more big ones.

Pang Zi couldn't behave too "disloyally"; he actually warned this bunch that there might be danger in the future. But the livelihood of mounted bandits was licking blood on the blade tip; danger wasn't scary. After Pang Zi fulfilled his loyalty, the mounted bandits not only weren't afraid but felt more necessary to make a good profit before this last opportunity ended.

Without answering Pang Zi's question with an obvious answer, Chai Qingguo sighed: "Third Brother, don't know what year and month we will enter Hebei again."

"How about following me into Beijing to chop a few Prince families again?" Pang Zi laughed. He had to stay here until Yuan Shikai's troops returned to Beijing; actually, these bandits were also a "gift" to Yuan Shikai.

Chai Qingguo knew what situation Pang Zi had to face. He said seriously: "That's not necessary. Third Brother, you have to be extra careful. If you feel things are wrong, come back quickly. In case you are really besieged, hurry up and surrender too. Keep your life, report our People's Party's banner; the Beiyang Army dares not do anything to you."

"Don't worry, before cutting off Yuan Shikai's head to sacrifice to Uncle Jing (Jing Tingbin) and Uncle Zhao (Zhao Sanduo), I won't die." Pang Zi laughed quite happily.

Miss Nalan Neruo sat in the carriage; the female relatives in the same carriage were already leaning on the carriage dozing off due to fatigue. Although the carriage bumped a bit much, Nalan Neruo secretly took out a copy of "This Life of Cixi" from her bosom and studied it carefully. This was a hand-copied copy, copying everything including the notice in front. As a descendant of the litterateur Nalan Rongruo (Nalan Xingde), the Nalan family felt they couldn't lose the glory of their ancestors. Although no such world-famous litterateur appeared again, the Nalan family naturally prided themselves on poetry and books. Miss Nalan received very good cultural education since childhood because of this tradition.

This "This Life of Cixi" was copied by the Nalan family. The Imperial Clan members were scared by this book; they searched and seized vigorously in the capital. The results were very good. Because this book was in vernacular, those who could read knew this book was a hot potato; either hand it over obediently, or burn it directly without leaving a trace. Because of the tradition of establishing the family with poetry and books, the Nalan family burned the original manuscript but couldn't help copying one. Miss Nalan was seventeen this year; seeing her father hide this book, her curiosity really rose. Taking the opportunity of fleeing from disaster, she stole this book to read privately.

Miss Nalan knew the author of this book was Chen Ke. Her family had a complete set of "Chinese Cultural Heritage and the Rise of Materialism". Regardless of understanding or not, Miss Nalan praised it very much after reading. Miss Nalan had really seen Chen Ke once; that was when Chen Ke held a grand banquet for his wedding; Miss Nalan attended the wedding with her family. That tall and handsome square-faced man was the standard appearance of a handsome man in the north. And facing the crowd, that smile which looked a bit immature but not bashful at all, Miss Nalan could still remember long after.

There weren't many ladies from noble families in the capital who understood Western piano. The young lady of the He family, He Qian, understood piano; she was an object of great envy for girls. Learning that Chen Ke was a piano master, Miss Nalan naturally looked at Chen Ke with even higher regard.

Wait until the literati Chen Ke, proficient in "articles and musical instruments", shook the capital and the world with the reputation of "Great Rebel". Miss Nalan didn't treat this young rebel scholar, only ten years older than herself, as a great enemy. On the contrary, such a character had irresistible charm in the girl's pink imagination.

What did Chen Ke look like charging and killing on the battlefield with a weapon? Or what did Chen Ke look like riding a snow-white big horse, standing under the army flag commanding operations? Regardless of what image, Miss Nalan could only put a set of Beiyang general uniform on Chen Ke based on the Beiyang Army she had seen, and always fantasized about standing beside Chen Ke in military attire herself.

The mounted bandits outside the capital raged, but no one in the capital connected these mounted bandits with the People's Party raging in Anhui. However, it must be explained that even if Miss Nalan Neruo knew this was Chen Ke's arrangement, she wouldn't have any bad feelings towards Chen Ke.

"This Life of Cixi" was in vernacular, but after repeated revisions by two great literati Feng Xu and Shen Zengzhi, the writing style was delicate and the words peaceful. Talking about world events and discussing the supreme ruler of the Manchu Qing, Empress Dowager Cixi, in a narrative mode, completely fitted Miss Nalan's imagination of Chen Ke. The admiration for Chen Ke not only didn't subside at all but was greatly fanned up.

Even the sharp continuous whistling sound from far to near sounded very pleasing to Miss Nalan Neruo's ears.

"Mounted bandits are here!" Following the screams, the carriage shook violently first, then stopped. Miss Nalan put the book into her bosom almost reflexively. And other female relatives had also woken up with a start.

The sharp whistling was closer; the crying and screaming around rang out more violently. With a burst of gunshots, these sounds stopped abruptly.

"Scream again and I'll kill people!" The voice like a wolf howl made the female relatives inside the vehicle cover their mouths with hands, not daring to utter a sound all their lives.

"Listen well! We know you are fleeing. There are no Manchu princes in this team. So we want money not lives. But whoever the fuck moves, I'll kill people."

The shouting scared everyone into not daring to move randomly. However, the cries and begging for mercy of men outside rose one after another. The female relatives' hearts pounded one by one. Nalan Neruo wanted to peek out from the crack of the shed board but was pressed down by her mother. "Head down, don't move." There was indescribable panic in her mother's low voice. The news that mounted bandits snatched the fujins and ge-ges of the princes' families spread throughout the capital. No woman was not afraid.

The convoy wasn't big; soon footsteps came close. "There are female relatives in here!" Someone said.

"Women? Women are good. Let the Grand Master (me) have a look." The person outside not only didn't mean to stop but became more excited. Following the sound of action outside, the door curtain of the female relatives was lifted violently.

The female relatives, including Nalan Neruo, all screamed. The mounted bandits not only didn't stop but dragged the female relatives out instead. Needless to say, the hairpins on the head and bracelets on the hands were stripped off first. Things inside the carriage were also dragged out in a mess.

"Hiding good things in the women's carriage, are you trying to bluff the Grand Master me?" The mounted bandit shouted abuse holding an opened jewelry bag. Not only cursing, the mounted bandit punched and kicked the men of the Nalan family.

"Don't hit my dad!" Nalan Neruo screamed and got up to bump into the mounted bandit. Before she achieved her goal, her arm was grabbed by another person. In a pause, Miss Nalan Neruo, who always covered her face, was seen clearly by the mounted bandit.

"This chick is quite pretty. Looks like a little fox." The mounted bandit laughed.

Appearance in these years took "silver basin big face" as beauty, that is, white skin and round face were best. Sharp face and high nose were called "fox-like appearance". Chen Ke's wife He Ying was this type. Sometimes when Miss Nalan Neruo faced the mirror, she was still very unconvinced in her heart. But that was when fantasizing about being with the gentle Chen Ke; being said so by a mounted bandit, Miss Nalan's confidence in her appearance turned into a huge sense of humiliation.

"Masters, money for you! The child is ignorant; don't lower yourselves to the child's level!" The head of the Nalan family still tried hard to protect his family.

At this time, the looting by the mounted bandits was basically finished. Miss Nalan heard the mounted bandit grabbing her laugh lewdly, "Child? I think this chick isn't small."

Ignoring Miss Nalan's own will, the mounted bandits suddenly punched her unconscious. Then, Miss Nalan knew nothing.
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"Great King Pang, we got a chick back this time, specially to honor Great King Pang." This was the first sentence Miss Nalan Neruo heard after waking up. Her head was dizzy, as if she had had a long dream; Nalan Neruo couldn't recall what happened at all. She turned a deaf ear to this sentence. She wanted to get up, only to find she was tied up. She wanted to scream, only to realize her mouth was also gagged.

"What bullshit woman. In this freezing weather, who has this mood." Another man laughed.

I was kidnapped by mounted bandits? Miss Nalan's reason synthesized several past and present facts and finally confirmed this "absurd" status quo. A great fear suddenly arose in her heart. She had no understanding of matters between men and women. She just instinctively felt whether her clothes had changed. Fortunately, the clothes all over her body felt familiar. Only the tight binding made her feel extremely uncomfortable.

"Great King Pang, brothers know your loyalty. Last time Big Brother Xu said, Great King Pang hadn't had a turn with the fujins and ge-ges of the Prince's Mansions for so long; he felt very sorry in his heart. This time introducing brothers to follow Great King Pang, we must let brothers find a good one for Great King Pang. Brothers haven't touched this chick at all. Waiting for Great King Pang to use first."

The bandit's shameless voice and the unmistakable meaning in the voice made Nalan Neruo want to faint but also afraid to faint.

"Sigh! Commit less sin, accumulate more virtue." Great King Pang said such a very conscientious sentence.

Nalan Neruo was just pleasantly surprised when she heard Great King Pang continue: "Seeing you guys are so loyal, just this once."

Great King Pang exposed his true colors, almost scaring Miss Nalan into fainting again.

Footsteps sounded; several men came in from outside. Two dragged Nalan Neruo up and sat her on a chair. While struggling desperately, Miss Nalan's mind flashed like a revolving lantern, thinking of her father, mother, relatives, and friends. How could she see people in the future after being insulted by this group of mounted bandits? In this chaos, the last and most vivid image floating in her mind was Chen Ke's appearance. Thinking of this "Great Rebel" from a literati background, a kind of longing and courage suddenly surged in Nalan Neruo's heart. Although her mouth was gagged, she shook her head, trying to speak.

Seeing the captured chick moving so violently, the bandits laughed loudly. Pang Zi didn't intend to mess around originally; he thought this might be a good chance to get out of it. "Untie her mouth, see what she says." Pang Zi ordered.

Because she was gagged for too long, Nalan Neruo tried several times before barely recovering the ability to speak, "Do you know Chen Ke of the Anhui People's Party?" Nalan Neruo shouted.

Pang Zi's face changed greatly. Although other mounted bandits didn't know Pang Zi was from the People's Party, they also knew the People's Party with unparalleled momentum now and their party leader Chen Ke.

"I am Chen Ke's cousin; heroes, don't accidentally hurt your own people!" Miss Nalan's nondescript Jianghu slang made Pang Zi feel the matter was both serious and funny.

Miss Nalan completely didn't understand Jianghu rules, nor did she know these words were seeking her own death. Although Chen Ke's fame was big, Anhui was a thousand li away from Beijing. The mounted bandits in front of her had never dealt with Chen Ke; there was originally no reason to give face to someone they had never met. And even if they were afraid of Chen Ke's future retaliation, instead of letting Nalan Neruo run to Chen Ke to complain, killing Nalan Neruo with one knife would be the best choice to end future trouble.

Fortunately, Nalan Neruo met Pang Zi, "Then tell me what exactly is going on?" Pang Zi asked.

Miss Nalan was a scholar after all. The Nalan family once befriended many literati, and there were quite a few boring books. Miss Nalan also fantasized many times about how to be with Chen Ke. According to previous imagination, Miss Nalan told a very mediocre story. In this story, Miss Nalan called herself Li Nana, Chen Ke's cousin. Chen Ke's mother's family name was Li, but she passed away early. After Chen Ke went to revolution, the Li family went into hiding. This time they took the opportunity to escape from the capital.

The mounted bandits had absolutely no interest in this story, but seeing Pang Zi listening seriously, they didn't interrupt. When the story was finished, a bandit asked: "Great King Pang, do you know this guy named Chen?"

"Hmm, a friend of mine knows him. Brothers, wait for me to ask a few more questions." After Pang Zi finished speaking, he asked about Chen Ke's appearance.

Miss Nalan Neruo, now renamed Li Nana, described Chen Ke's height, appearance, what books he wrote, and when he got married.

Pang Zi also knew this real intelligence of "Li Nana". If Pang Zi had richer family experience, for example, raising several daughters with hardships, he would naturally be able to discover some problems in these words. But Pang Zi's life so far was mostly spent getting along with the Grim Reaper on the battlefield day and night; asking him to understand stuff like a maiden's heart was really too hard for him. Most importantly, Pang Zi was originally looking for an excuse not to rape the girl. So he actually believed it.

"Brothers, this is really that Chen Ke. Can I..."

Words just reached here, several mounted bandits interrupted Pang Zi, "Great King Pang, we all know you are a loyal person. We won't make it difficult for you; you have the final say on what to do with this chick. But when Great King Pang sees that friend of yours, hope you don't mention us few."

"This is of course." Pang Zi answered hurriedly.

Hearing these words, Nalan Neruo, now named Li Nana, reddened her eyes and suddenly shed tears. Getting rid of the terrible fate was one reason, but being saved relying on the name of the person she admired and favored, Li Nana wanted most at this moment to grab Chen Ke, who was far away in Anhui, and cry out her grievances.

Untying Li Nana, Pang Zi asked: "Miss Li, what do you plan to do now? Do you want me to send someone to escort you home?"

Nalan Neruo, now named Li Nana, wanted to say yes, but she instinctively felt that if she went back like this, not only could she never lift her head in front of her parents and relatives again, but she would also lose an important opportunity. Thinking for a long time, Li Nana finally said a sentence, "I... I want to go to Anhui to find my cousin Chen Ke."

Arranging people to send Li Nana to the Shandong Base Area first, then transferring to the Anhui Base Area. Pang Zi continued to lead those heroes to ravage Beijing. The ravaging soon came to an end. On December 22, 1908, Pang Zi received the news. Beiyang's Yuan Shikai had already moved troops north. Telling the several groups of mounted bandits following him that the wind was not good recently and to run quickly. Pang Zi himself joined the remaining comrades and retreated all the way to the Shandong Base Area.

Since the annihilation of the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army, Regent Zaifeng collapsed completely. His decision to seek help from far away and order the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army to save the Emperor was once understood by the ministers in the court. Without needing to reach Zhang Zhidong's political ability, the act of seeking help from far away itself represented the court openly saying to Yuan Shikai, "We don't trust you!" Officials with IQ above average knew this was the last resort. No one was willing to express their attitude at this time; expressing attitude at this time was openly going against the Regent. The Regent might not be able to deal with Yuan Shikai, but dealing with them was more than enough.

Until those hundreds of captives wearing only jackets, with human heads, seals, and military flags tied around their necks, were released by thousands of mounted bandits under the capital city. The capital verified carefully; these poor guys with bare bottoms and bare feet were indeed the remnants of the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army who came to save the Emperor. The attitude inside the court towards the Regent immediately took a 180-degree turn. Prince Qing didn't make a sound on the surface but instigated behind the scenes. Memorials demanding the immediate transfer of Yuan Shikai to the capital piled up several feet high on the Regent's desk. The foreign diplomatic corps also demanded the Qing court recall Yuan Shikai to restore order with a tougher attitude again.

Ten thousand mounted bandits could toss the capital into such a state; most of the officials in the court accustomed to obeying the Qing court were disheartened. They remembered one thing: when Xuantong ascended the throne, he sat on the Dragon Throne crying and making a fuss. Xuantong's father Zaifeng couldn't help going up to advise, "Don't cry, it will be over soon." At that time, many ministers frowned.

"It will be over soon!" Yes, looking at the appearance now, the world of the Great Qing really would be over soon. With the attitude Zaifeng showed towards Yuan Shikai, there were countless subjects in history who raised troops to rebel for this. Waiting for death without rebelling?

Beiyang originally started in Jianghuai. Li Hongzhang first followed Zeng Guofan to raise troops, then created the Huai Army himself. After destroying the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, the Huai Army pacified the Nian Army. Starting from the grassroots, these two rose to be central ministers. At that time, borrowing the power of these two and Zuo Zongtang, there was a situation where half of the viceroys and governors in the world were Han Chinese. Although officials didn't dare to collect the original copy of "This Life of Cixi", handwritten copies with the final prophecy deleted were definitely not just one or two. Officials had personally experienced or heard of many things; after comparing with "This Life of Cixi", everyone saw clearly that Empress Dowager Cixi played the two like dogs through tricks, and finally forcibly weakened the former Beiyang and the Nanyang New Army of Xiang Army origin to such a degree.

But hitting one faction required borrowing another faction; the rise of the later Beiyang Yuan Shikai and Zhang Zhidong was the price that had to be paid. How could Yuan Shikai not know the end of the two predecessors? So Yuan Shikai held on to military power tightly, fearing that one day he would also end up with the fate of the hound being cooked after the hare is caught.

The Yuan Shikai Beiyang Group dedicated itself to seizing the leadership of the constitution, aiming to push the constitution to a "Responsible Cabinet System" to achieve the situation where Beiyang controlled power in the center to suppress the Imperial Clan. While the southern Cen Chunxuan contacted Qingliu and gentry celebrities, trying to lead the constitution to the path of "Parliamentary System" by defeating Yuan Shikai, to achieve the situation where "Qingliu-dominated gentry" controlled power.

Cixi calmed this struggle with clever tricks, hitting the Qingliu gentry on one hand and excluding the Beiyang central faction on the other. The old lady promulgated the "Imperially Chartered Constitution Outline" establishing absolute imperial power, telling the world in this way, "Want to seize power? Don't even think about it!" If Cixi could really live another ten years, she might really have been able to complete this layout arrangement.

But man proposes, God disposes. Three years ago, a group of People's Party rebels suddenly popped up in the heartland of Anhui. Led by the young Beiyang junior Chen Ke, the People's Party captured cities and seized land, invincible. Many New Armies were either completely wiped out, almost completely wiped out, or suffered heavy losses. Even the famous Beiyang New Army and Hubei New Army were not spared. Yuan Shikai dared not act rashly even sitting on three New Army divisions.

People inside the court knew very clearly that Zaifeng had cut off the supplies of the Beiyang Army in Henan. Now wanting to extinguish the Anhui rebels, it was extremely difficult for the court to be united, let alone such a situation of hatred between monarch and subjects. Yuan Shikai not entering the capital could still maintain a temporary stability. When Yuan Shikai entered the capital, it would also be the time when the contradiction became completely public. Today, when the court even lost the last "suspected army" in its hands, the Beiyang three divisions could completely use force to solve political problems. Moreover, Yuan Shikai even had quite legitimate political reasons to resolve this contradiction.

When Yuan Shikai held power... this Great Qing would also change from "will be over soon" to "should be over".

Therefore, when Regent Zaifeng publicly announced in the court meeting on December 20 that he would recall Yuan Shikai to the capital, the ministers looked at Zaifeng's face, wanting to see some clues from Zaifeng's face. Surprisingly, apart from a resignation-like calmness, Zaifeng had no reaction at all. That calmness was very much like the calmness of someone who had seen through life and death. Since the Regent had such an attitude, the officials below naturally didn't say much anymore. What else could they say?

The news ordering Yuan Shikai to return to Hebei reached Henan, and a wave of excitement immediately arose among Yuan Shikai's subordinates. These generals who had decided to be loyal only to Yuan Shikai knew this was the Qing court softening. Returning to the capital would definitely have another dragon and tiger struggle, but returning to the capital now must be the court's order, not Yuan Shikai acting on his own.

Yuan Shikai's Beiyang didn't have overwhelming military power. All civil officials in Yuan Shikai's Beiyang Group would support Yuan Shikai seizing dominance, but might not necessarily support Yuan Shikai openly usurping the throne. Entering the capital backed by military force would give Yuan Shikai the name of a rebel; the current Yuan Shikai couldn't afford this hat yet.

Actually, asking themselves honestly, this bunch of generals who decided to bet their lives and fortunes on Yuan Shikai's side weren't prepared to be rebels either.

Yuan Shikai wasn't excited; the People's Party's military power really made him feel great pressure. This little time was completely insufficient to contact the viceroys and governors of various places. The Federation of Autonomous Provinces was easy to say, but it might not be so easy for the viceroys and governors to accept. Viceroys and governors were not local emperors; Cixi racked her brains and used all her tricks for the purpose of breaking up the power of frontier officials.

However, politics was like a seesaw; effectively weakening the power of local competent officials allowed the power of local gentry to rise. In the final analysis, everyone had to live their lives. Officials came today and left tomorrow; who had the mind to really bury their heads in local affairs. In the case where the upper power couldn't be maintained, the gentry quickly obtained a great say in various places.

Viceroys and governors certainly wanted local autonomy, and even more wanted to possess a province for generations. Throwing away this "idea" everyone desired, the realistic situation faced by viceroys and governors was that their power was far from taking root in the territory they were currently in. Unless Yuan Shikai could make the viceroys and governors truly believe that they could absolutely get this province, the viceroys and governors had no reason to support Yuan Shikai's struggle with Regent Zaifeng. If the viceroys and governors supported Yuan Shikai, and ended up being thrown away after use... rather than doing such a stupid thing as "helping someone count money while being sold in a sack", it was better to maintain the status quo.

This formed a very marvelous situation. If Yuan Shikai didn't enter the center, his words carried no weight. But without the support of viceroys and governors, Yuan Shikai's effort to enter the center would easily suffer setbacks. In case the viceroys and governors joined hands to accuse Yuan Shikai of being Cao Cao, that would really be hard to handle. The viceroys and governors could swallow their own spit and say afterwards, "I was deceived at the time and wronged Lord Yuan." Anyway, to fulfill the promise, Yuan Shikai had to give them territory. Yuan Shikai being disgusted was a small matter; ruining his action plan was a big matter.

At this time, Yuan Shikai sincerely hoped there was a guy like Chen Ke by his side to give advice. Then Yuan Shikai could hand these tasks to Chen Ke and concentrate on doing more important things himself. However, although Chen Ke didn't come, a guy named Yang Du defected to Yuan Shikai's door. Yuan Shikai thought although Yang Du's ability was inferior to Chen Ke, in the current situation, Yang Du was a very useful person.

Before the work of contacting viceroys and governors was completed, Yuan Shikai first sent the Fourth Division Wu Fengling to lead troops "North to suppress bandits, restore order in Zhili". And ordered the Fifth Division in Shandong to "exterminate Shandong rebel bandits".

Both armies progressed rapidly. The Fifth Division in Shandong "restored order" easily. The Fourth Division Wu Fengling in Zhili Hebei was slightly slower. He first sent people to guard the main roads entering the Taihang Mountains, then used Beiyang infantry as local nodes and cavalry as mobile forces. Conducting a dragnet search in various places. The Imperial Estates had long been robbed almost completely. Except for the People's Party disguised as mounted bandits, the real mounted bandits had neither strength nor guts to harass Beijing city. The mounted bandits all entered southern Hebei, which hadn't been looted yet, for mobile looting. This happened to be caught by the Fourth Division and beaten fiercely.

Yuan Shikai had strict orders; absolutely no private embezzlement of recovered property was allowed; violators would be beheaded. Wu Fengling of the Fourth Division knew this order absolutely couldn't be disobeyed. Every time the Beiyang Army annihilated a group of mounted bandits, they first tortured them for confessions. After the confession, according to the mounted bandits' confession, the property was returned to the looted places. Finally, the mounted bandits were beheaded in the places they looted to prove the Beiyang Army's achievements to the local people.

Local landlords and gentry naturally presented Wanmin Umbrellas (Umbrellas of Ten Thousand People - symbol of gratitude) with gratitude, and official documents reporting good news were sent up continuously. Yuan Shikai didn't force the center but used factual achievements to prove his usefulness. As cages of mounted bandit heads were sent into the capital, as mounted bandits disappeared outside Beijing city. The destroyed railways and telegraphs began to be restored, and the capital soon returned to its old appearance. Voices praising Yuan Xiangcheng from top to bottom rose wave after wave.

By January 20, 1909, Yuan Shikai finally completed the final territory negotiation with the People's Party, and the viceroys and governors needing contact were also contacted. He set off with the Beiyang Sixth Division to Beijing. The Second Division stayed in Henan to "guard against Anhui rebels".

Yuan Shikai's marching speed wasn't fast. The closer the Beiyang Army got to Beijing, the more the Imperial Clan in the capital were like ants on a hot pot. They all firmly believed that as soon as Yuan Shikai entered the capital, he would start liquidating them. To avoid this almost unchangeable ending, the Imperial Clan lobbied Zaifeng desperately. Zaifeng had actually figured it out long ago; in the current situation, he dared not and was unwilling to use any violent means anymore. Before, Zaifeng at least had some useless but existing "suspected armies" in hand. Now even this capital was consumed cleanly in the mounted bandit rampage.

Killing Yuan Shikai was completely possible. Inviting Yuan Shikai into the Forbidden City, poison or whatever. Even a group of eunuchs and palace maids holding weapons could kill Yuan Shikai. But what was the point? After doing it, Zaifeng would have to face the bloody revenge of the Beiyang generals. Although the Imperial Clan was a bit silly (Er), Zaifeng could still understand such a simple truth. If the Imperial Clan killed Yuan Shikai, the Beiyang generals would absolutely not think the Imperial Clan would "let bygones be bygones and then reuse them"; the Beiyang generals would unanimously think they were the next ones to suffer.

But unable to withstand the crying and begging of the Imperial Clan crowd and the persistent persuasion of his two brothers, Zaifeng finally agreed to the Imperial Clan's request. Zaifeng also rarely put forward his firm opinion. That was "I can do the thing. But you are absolutely not allowed to create bloodshed. If bloodshed occurs, I will resign from this Regent position immediately. Others can do whatever they love to do."

Yuan Shikai originally couldn't get intelligence of this level, but the newly defected people soon tipped Yuan Shikai off. "Zaifeng actually has such insight?" Yuan Shikai couldn't help sighing.

Zaifeng wasn't afraid of Beiyang people dying, or even purely planning for himself. He was also thinking for his son, the Little Emperor Xuantong, and all the Manchu Imperial Clan. Once the Imperial Clan provoked a bloody conflict against Beiyang, the Imperial Clan as wealthy households would definitely suffer retaliatory comprehensive bloodwashing.

"Chen Ke really did this thing right." Yuan Shikai praised secretly. Without pushing the Imperial Clan to this extent, what use would it be even if Yuan Shikai returned to the capital? As Beiyang's old opponent for so long, the Imperial Clan had undoubtedly reached the end of the road. Completely gaining the upper hand for the first time in so many years, Yuan Shikai only felt high-spirited. If Yuan Shikai didn't always care about decency, he would very much want to laugh out loud now.

But just in this high spirit, another doubt suddenly popped up again, "Is the alliance with Chen Ke right or wrong?" Just thinking of this question, Yuan Shikai couldn't help shuddering.

The People's Party's mounted bandit force ravaging Hebei and Shandong could completely be used strategically to cut off Yuan Shikai's retreat. The People's Party occupying Hubei and Anhui attacking from the south again, Yuan Shikai and the three Beiyang divisions would become turtles in a jar. Where would he retreat then? If going towards Northern Jiangsu, the Beiyang Army still couldn't escape the fate of being attacked from two sides. Southern Shandong was in the hands of the People's Party; being ready to deal with thousands of cavalry on the road at any time was simply a nightmare.

This cavalry from Shandong could give the Manchu Qing the final blow and could also give Yuan Shikai fatal damage. Chen Ke revealed the card of cooperation only after the layout. To pursue efficiency, Chen Ke even projected tens of thousands of troops from Anhui to Hubei. The result of this projection yielded huge returns; after the People's Party seized the three towns of Wuhan, it ensured its own weapons and ammunition supply. Long before Yuan Shikai harvested the fruits of victory, the People's Party had already begun to taste the deliciousness of victory.

Even if Yuan Shikai seized the central power in the future, what then? In the stage of just seizing power, Yuan Shikai's position was extremely unstable. Calling on viceroys and governors of all routes to suppress Chen Ke was completely exposing his own weakness and inviting disaster. After seizing the Beijing regime, Yuan Shikai dared not leave Beijing at all. Ironically, the Beiyang Army at this time actually had to truly fulfill the purpose of its establishment, "guarding the safety of the capital". The Beiyang Second Division now hanging alone in Henan was less guarding against Chen Ke than being a hostage threatened by Chen Ke against Yuan Shikai. Annihilating three Beiyang divisions might break Chen Ke's front teeth, but annihilating the Beiyang New Army Second Division was much easier. Chen Ke might not be able to overthrow the Manchu Qing, but he had the ability to thoroughly ruin the strategy Yuan Shikai invested so much energy in.

Even if the two sides cooperated sincerely now, Chen Ke wanted to control the land of four provinces, but Yuan Shikai also wanted to integrate the North and even the whole country. Waiting for Yuan Shikai to integrate the national power would take more than ten years. Leaving aside whether Yuan Shikai would be alive then, it was hard to say to what extent Chen Ke's power would expand. To solve Chen Ke, there was only one way: contact foreigners and ask foreigners to send troops.

However, this plan also had a fatal flaw. One of the crimes of the Manchu Qing was "selling the country for glory". If Yuan Shikai didn't want to bear the same infamy, he had to be cautious; not only could he not invite foreigners into China to fight, but he also had to take back many of their rights in China from foreigners.

Even if Yuan Shikai disregarded everything and tore his face immediately after seizing the Beijing regime to invite foreigners to send troops to suppress the People's Party together. But in recent years, the Manchu Qing's fiscal revenue was 80 million taels a year, while expenditure was as high as 100 million taels. This huge fiscal hole wouldn't change this year either. Foreigners always had a huge appetite; asking foreigners to send troops to help, Yuan Shikai didn't have confidence to change this fiscal problem within three or four years. He didn't have confidence to possess the financial power to reassure foreigners. The Manchu Qing's customs duties were now held in the hands of foreigners; what was Yuan Shikai preparing to use as collateral? Using national territory as collateral? Let alone the whole country wouldn't agree. I'm afraid inside Beiyang they would also resolutely disagree.

Thinking over and over, Yuan Shikai found that within the next three to five years, the strategic basis for a decisive battle between Beiyang and the People's Party was not mature. Not only military strategy; once Yuan Shikai usurped the Manchu Qing's power, he didn't even have a reason to unite viceroys to crusade against the revolutionary party. To put it bluntly, the mutual trust between Yuan Shikai and the viceroys was probably not as good as the mutual trust between him and Chen Ke. Even if Beiyang and the People's Party fought to the death, Yuan Shikai still felt he could believe Chen Ke's words. Although he didn't know the reason, Yuan Shikai just felt this intuitively.

Chen Ke came to request cooperation actively, without shyness, without affectation, and even more without asking for an exorbitant price. It was on this time point that he firmly grasped Yuan Shikai's lifeline. On one side was the splendid future of Beiyang entering the center; on the other side was the tragic ending after mutual destruction with the People's Party. Now Yuan Shikai couldn't even fully control the attitude of the Beiyang Army from top to bottom. It might have been wrong for him to let Feng Xu speak in public at that time, but looking at it now, even if he didn't let Feng Xu speak in public, did the People's Party have no way to incite the Beiyang Army privately?

The People's Party didn't engage in conspiracies and tricks; they just told the truth, and pointed out a path most beneficial to Beiyang and also most beneficial to the People's Party in the complex future.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai finally saw the light. All his dissatisfaction was actually not dissatisfaction with what was happening now. It was his extreme dissatisfaction with Chen Ke dominating the situation. In the long-term vision of the future, Yuan Shikai already knew clearly that he was inferior to Chen Ke. In 1909, Chen Ke was only 29 years old. Compared with the status obtained and the strength mastered now, Chen Ke was even young to an excessive degree. Yuan Shikai's grandfather, father, and uncles, none had been able to live past 60. Yuan Shikai wasn't superstitious, but he cared very much about this 60-year-old curse. He was born in 1859, exactly 50 years old this year. In another ten years, Yuan Shikai would face the 60-year-old barrier. At that time, Chen Ke would be only a 39-year-old strong man...

"This is fate!" Yuan Shikai closed his eyes and muttered. Chen Ke's appearance put Yuan Shikai only one step away from the supreme throne. Before this, Yuan Shikai even thought he might not be able to realize this dream in his life. But just before achieving the goal, Yuan Shikai discovered he actually wanted more. What he wanted was to become the unique leader of China; he wanted to become the supreme power holder. Others could only get power under Yuan Shikai's power, instead of like Chen Ke, seemingly attached to Yuan Shikai on the surface, but actually possessing real power equal to Yuan Shikai.

Under the torment of this emotion, Yuan Shikai suddenly reflected on himself, "Am I too greedy?"

This doubt didn't last too long; Yuan Shikai answered his own question, "Yes, I am indeed too greedy." When Yuan Shikai was young, reading about emperors refining pills to seek the Dao for longevity, he laughed at those people for being insatiable in his heart. At that time, Yuan Shikai was still young; the future was far greater than the past. When he faced the imminent realization of his lifelong dream, Yuan Shikai found he might not be much better than those emperors.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai got up and went to the table, ground ink and dipped the brush, thought for a while, and wrote a poem: "A hundred years of worries are always leisurely, ambitions back then were painfully unfulfilled. The old rustic carries soldiers and armor in his chest, the old fisherman sees small princes and marquises in his eyes. Considering the world has no rock-solid stability, sighing that the Divine Land becomes a broken pot. Disheveled hair to the ends of the earth from now on, misty rain cape and hat, a fishing boat."

A year ago, when Yuan Shikai was hit hardest by Cixi, he was even mentally prepared to be kicked home at any time. At that time, Yuan Shikai was disheartened, fantasizing about being a fisherman, riding a small boat, fishing in the uninhabited wild. Recalling the state of mind at that time now, this poem could still be written.

After reading this poem several times, Yuan Shikai's state of mind gradually calmed down. Removing this impetuous thought, Yuan Shikai gradually recovered his past calmness. So what if Chen Ke calculated without error? Heaven's Will is Heaven's Will; Yuan Shikai seemed glorious now, but in fact, the future was still full of risks. Regent Zaifeng said no bloodshed conflict allowed by the Imperial Clan, but who could guarantee some guy in the Imperial Clan wouldn't act stupidly? In the Forbidden City, in many places, killing people could be done if one wanted. Facing this risk, Yuan Shikai didn't care. Martial Lord Zhuge (Liang) said "Do one's best and leave the rest to Heaven's Will". No matter how Chen Ke could predict the future, there was Heaven's Will above both him and Yuan Shikai. And it was hard to say whom Heaven's Will favored more.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai threw the written poem into the brazier and burned it, turned his head and called the personal soldier in, "Pass the order, North!"

Just in the southern suburbs of Beijing, Regent Zaifeng tried to use the power of the Manchu Qing to save the fate of the Manchu Qing for the last time. Yuan Shikai received Regent Zaifeng's edict. After being bestowed with many official positions and honorary titles, Regent Zaifeng forcibly stripped Yuan Shikai of his power on the grounds that Yuan Shikai had a "foot disease". Ordered Yuan Shikai to return to his hometown to retire immediately.

Zaifeng himself didn't think this edict could really be effective. He knew that as long as Yuan Shikai returned to the center, with the support of forces in the court and foreign support, Zaifeng couldn't fight Yuan Shikai.

Although this edict was unreasonable, in a sense, it was also the last possible way to solve the problem peacefully. Zaifeng showed he was willing to accept the bad name of not treating ministers well. But he wouldn't make more unreasonable demands. There were countless things in Manchu Qing history worse than this mistreatment of subordinates. If the imperial power remained as before, Zaifeng's approach might not be considered excessive.

But the Manchu Qing imperial power was no longer as before.

Amidst everyone's astonishment, Yuan Shikai respectfully bowed and accepted this edict. This news spread throughout Beijing at extremely fast speed.

It wasn't the army that rose up to resist first, but the police in the capital. Since Yuan Shikai knew Zaifeng's arrangement, he naturally refused to bear the bad name of mutiny. The only ones who could effectively deter but were not the army were the police. The police system built by Yuan Shikai single-handedly undertook the task of guarding the capital during this mounted bandit rampage. They went through hardships and finally maintained the capital without large-scale internal chaos. Unexpectedly, Lord Yuan who pacified the mounted bandits suffered such treatment. Once people who had discussed secretly took the lead, the indignant police abandoned their duties and took to the streets to start marching and protesting.

Usually, it was the police who managed the capital. When they marched and protested personally, who else could stop them? Wherever the team went, various yamen closed their doors one after another. The angry police had nowhere to protest, so they simply went to the gate of the Forbidden City to protest. The gate of the Forbidden City was tightly closed. Although the guards didn't allow the police to enter, they didn't dare to disperse them either.

With police protests as the forerunner, followed by various industries organizing to protest together. Beiyang had strong power in the capital. As long as someone took the lead, all circles "grateful" to Yuan Shikai protested and petitioned one after another. Demanding the court withdraw the order and continue to employ Yuan Shikai.

Zaifeng simply hid in the Forbidden City and didn't come out. He was prepared to see how long this bunch of people could hold out.

This bunch of people was indeed prepared to hold out. They not only blocked the Forbidden City but also blocked the homes of Imperial Clan members. The Imperial Clan knew they had provoked public anger and dared not go out.

In the following days, two divisions of the Beiyang New Army surrounded Beijing but didn't enter the city at all. Zaifeng was blocked; anyone trying to send news out was stopped by the "masses of all walks of life" and not allowed to leave. In the past, they would naturally use violence against obstructers when encountering this, but now they could only accompany with smiles and explain to the "masses of all walks of life", "Masters, make way, please. I am also acting on orders, acting on orders."

Acting on orders wouldn't work either! The masses asked these people to hand over the edict. If it was a chaotic order, the masses would absolutely not let these people out. The Manchu Qing rule in Beijing finally became pitiful isolated islands in the "ocean of the masses" organized by Beiyang.

Not only was Beijing city paralyzed, but the bureaucratic system was also paralyzed. All departments were deserted. In this venue where the Imperial Clan hoped to use the Manchu Qing prestige to gamble on the future for the last time, no Beijing officials supported Regent Zaifeng.

When the diplomatic corps of various countries demanded Zaifeng end this "anarchic" situation again, the masses actually made way for the foreigners. Because they knew the purpose of the foreigners' action long ago, the "masses" even cheered and supported the foreign devils for the first time.

Zaifeng still ignored this. This was also within his expectation. Beiyang had strong strength in the center; Zaifeng couldn't win. Now Zaifeng had to look at the opinions of the viceroys and governors of various provinces. If the viceroys and governors united to oppose Yuan Shikai, Yuan Shikai would eventually yield.

After this great siege of Beijing persisted for 15 days, the viceroys and governors who had remained silent on this finally sent telegrams to Beijing. The first to send a telegram was actually the Viceroy of Liangguang Zhang Renjun. Zhang Renjun wasn't of the Beiyang lineage; the old man was still quite loyal to the Manchu Qing. But this time, Zhang Renjun believed the court stripping Yuan Shikai of his official position was a "chaotic order". Yuan Shikai had merit and no fault; he shouldn't suffer such treatment.

Once this telegram was sent, other provinces responded one after another. Except for Anhui and Hubei controlled by the People's Party, most viceroys and governors supported Yuan Shikai. Those who didn't support Yuan Shikai just remained silent.

Zaifeng was also straightforward. Seeing the situation where three-quarters of the viceroys and governors in the world supported Yuan Shikai, he said frankly to Empress Dowager Longyu: "I have done my best."

Zaifeng immediately issued an edict as Regent, "Restore all duties of Yuan Shikai."

Yuan Shikai had already returned to his home in Tianjin at this time, waiting for the final ending of this story he planned single-handedly under heavy guard.

This order reached Tianjin; Yuan Shikai immediately expressed willingness to do his utmost for the Manchu Qing.

Zaifeng immediately issued the last edict as Regent, "Zaifeng resigns as Regent, returning government to the Empress Dowager."

Although not a competent politician, Zaifeng wasn't a person who didn't understand the general situation. Since Yuan Shikai had obtained a comprehensive victory in this struggle, Zaifeng knew there was no point in continuing the struggle. If Zaifeng still held onto the position of Regent, this seemingly glorious title would destroy Zaifeng while also dragging the Imperial Clan into a terrible abyss.

On February 10, 1909, Yuan Shikai returned to Beijing as the victor.

On February 15, with the support of Prince Qing Yikuang, Yuan Shikai abolished the Grand Council (Junji Chu).

On February 18, the establishment of a Transitional Responsible Cabinet was announced.

On February 22, the cabinet list was published. Prince Qing Yikuang served as Prime Minister of the Cabinet, Yuan Shikai was elected as Vice Prime Minister of the Cabinet. Cabinet members included Minister of Foreign Affairs Liang Dunyan, Minister of Civil Affairs Zhao Bingjun, Minister of Finance Yan Xiu, Minister of Education Tang Jingchong, Minister of Army Wang Shizhen, Minister of Navy Sa Zhenbing, Minister of Justice Shen Jiaben, Minister of Agriculture, Industry and Commerce Zhang Jian, Minister of Posts and Communications Yang Shiqi, Minister of Lifan (Colonial Affairs) Dashou. And Hu Weide, Wu Zhen, Chen Jintao, Yang Du, Tian Wenlie, Tan Xueheng, Liang Qichao, Xiyan, Liang Ruhao, Rong Xun served as vice ministers of various ministries.

From 1861 when Li Hongzhang, then a subordinate of Zeng Guofan, first recruited the tuanlian (militia) of Sanshan in Hefei West Township through Zhang Shusheng, to 1909 when Beiyang formally grasped central power. In 48 years, the Beiyang Group experienced the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, the Westernization Movement, the Sino-Japanese War, the Boxer Rebellion, the People's Party rebellion, mounted bandits ravaging Zhili and Shandong, and the counterattack of the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction.

Despite experiencing changes, Beiyang was also divided into two major strata: Li Hongzhang's former Beiyang and Yuan Shikai's later Beiyang. The capable generals in this group finally controlled the power of various ministries in 1909, suppressed the Manchu Qing Imperial Clan forces, and the Manchu Qing Center had become the Beiyang Center.

At this time, some were jubilant, some stamped their feet and beat their chests, some raised cups to celebrate, some wailed loudly. Beiyang ended the history of Manchu Qing imperial power supremacy, but where the situation created by Beiyang would lead China, no one could guess.
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"Beiyang has seized the power of the Qing court." After a struggle in which the People's Party participated, the Manchu Qing central government, the People's Party's most stubborn enemy, had completed a superficial unification with its most powerful military force, the "Beiyang New Army". The "contradiction between the Manchu Qing central government and the Beiyang Army", which was once the focus of the People's Party's military struggle, ceased to exist from then on. Except for Chen Ke and a few cadres, all comrades who heard this news felt a heavy pressure.

Just at this time, Chairman Chen Ke's latest instruction came down. It was a document titled "Strengthen Discipline, Revolution is Invincible!" Chen Ke recounted the history of the People's Party since its founding and emphasized the core role of organizational discipline in the revolutionary cause.

"...From a revolution involving millions of people to two people carrying a piece of luggage together, the failure of any joint action is first of all an organizational failure. If comrades do not unite closely around organizations at all levels, and organizational decisions cannot be effectively implemented, our revolutionary cause could not have advanced to the present level..."

"...Our revolutionary cause is not my personal cause, nor the cause of a few leading cadres. It is the common cause of all comrades in this revolutionary team, and also the cause of tens of millions of people in the Base Area. Only within the organization built by revolutionary work, fully exerting the ability and initiative of comrades, can we grasp the direction of the revolution..."

"...We must correctly view the results achieved now. In the initial era in Anhui, with more than a hundred comrades, we couldn't even row a boat well during disaster relief. Everyone was not discouraged but asked and learned from the masses, discussed, studied, and practiced within the organization. The disaster relief boats were rowed out. Through continuous learning and practice, an inland water force capable of meeting current needs was also built within two years. Therefore, every party member and cadre of the People's Party must not only ensure the operation of the organization but also not feel that they can conquer the world alone when encountering problems. Ask and learn from the masses, research, summarize, and practice with colleagues working together based on the system of democratic centralism. As the saying goes, three cobblers equal one Zhuge Liang. We have millions of comrades, we have tens of millions of masses; mobilizing this force, there is no problem that cannot be solved..."

"...The people are the driving force of history. Learning from the people, asking the people, standing with the people is the only guarantee of our victory..."

A few days after this document reached the local areas, Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong gave a speech at the Jiangsu Parliament,

"...From the reform of China to the sharing of water sources between a few villages, any failure is first of all a failure of government orders. Establishing a parliament is to let the voice of the people be heard by the government, and the government and the gentry of the people work together for the welfare of Jiangsu. If there is no unity of heart and virtue among the members of parliament, and various government orders concerning the people of Jiangsu cannot be effectively implemented, Jiangsu's constitutionalism could not have advanced to the present level..."

"...Our Jiangsu's reform is not my personal cause, nor just the cause of the members of parliament. It is the common cause of all Jiangsu gentry and common people who are willing to let the world be at peace. At this time, everyone must pull together in times of trouble and share weal and woe, so that our Jiangsu can protect the territory and comfort the people, free from disaster..."

Governor Wang Youhong's speech received enthusiastic applause from the members of parliament. The speed of change in the world situation far exceeded the imagination of the members of parliament. The Regent stepped down, Beiyang took power, Prince Qing Yikuang and Yuan Shikai were in charge. And near Jiangsu, the People's Party, a revolutionary party, rose strongly, and the Guangfu Society in Zhejiang once tried to plot against Nanjing. The one who could defend Jiangsu was this Governor Wang Youhong.

"I, your brother, became this Governor and heard a piece of news. Lord Yuan Shikai, the Vice Prime Minister of the Cabinet in the capital, intends to have a Federation of Autonomous Provinces. This Federation of Autonomous Provinces involves a lot; things above cannot be explained in a sentence or two. But putting it to our Jiangsu, it is one sentence: Jiangsu people manage Jiangsu affairs. Once the Federation of Autonomous Provinces is implemented, whether the court or others, they will no longer manage our Jiangsu so much. Jiangsu affairs will be managed by us Jiangsu people. I, your brother, boast a bit; I contributed to the establishment of this Jiangsu Parliament. But my contribution is not to make the members of the Jiangsu Parliament bow and scrape to me, Wang Youhong, a native of Tianjin Wei. I absolutely don't mean that. I now want to listen to the decision of the highly respected members of parliament; what exactly is everyone's attitude? Support or oppose. No matter what the members of parliament decide in the end, I, Wang Youhong, will definitely execute everyone's resolution to the end. No matter how difficult it is ahead, I will absolutely not retreat."

"Good!" Thunderous applause and cheers erupted in the conference hall of the Jiangsu Parliament. The members of parliament actually knew that on this major issue, they probably still had to listen to Wang Youhong. But this was only one aspect. If Wang Youhong didn't make this statement but acted willfully relying on the high-ranking governor position, the members of parliament wouldn't support Wang Youhong willingly either.

The People's Party also had its own intelligence system in Jiangsu. Wang Youhong's speech would be transmitted back to the Base Area along with other collected intelligence a few days later. The Central Intelligence Department of the People's Party would analyze and summarize it to judge and estimate the situation in Jiangsu.

Chen Ke came from an engineering background. Among the rigorous sciences with strict systems, chemistry was originally relatively loose. And chemical engineering's emphasis on theory was even weaker. Except for classical systems, polymer chemical engineering was piled with a large number of empirical formulas. From mechanical drawing to mechanical principles, from advanced mathematics to high-energy physics, this relatively marginal department once almost drove Chen Ke crazy with a massive amount of various courses. Plus Chen Ke himself was greedy like a snake trying to swallow an elephant and tried to study for a computer double degree; university days were really incomparably dark.

But after Chen Ke really contacted society, he found that compared with the reality of society, the natural knowledge he mastered was actually clear in organization and context. Whether hitting a wall or not, whether proud or frustrated, the stomach would always be hungry. To eat, when participating in many projects without obvious current benefits, Chen Ke had to do other livelihoods. At that time, getting many certificates played a role.

Chen Ke could pluck up the courage to teach many courses he didn't understand. Just like he once got the CorelDraw tutorial with the students; for the lecture fee of 80 yuan per 45 minutes, he dared to stand on the podium and talk with fervor like an expert. For natural science, as long as you didn't harbor any "delusions", just read from the book and explain and operate according to what the book said, the result would be the same. And being a teacher who "destroys people tirelessly" had another benefit, that is, students would make all mistakes for you. As long as you grasped the basic essentials without wavering, Chen Ke could often learn more when explaining for students.

So Chen Ke himself fully admitted one thing, "The people push history forward. We must be students of the people first before we can be teachers of the people." Chen Ke relied on being a computer teacher in various schools for a few hours a day to make a living. It was exactly the students who taught Chen Ke how to be a teacher through asking questions, not Chen Ke teaching students as a teacher.

Whenever Chen Ke reflected on those days he spent, he had to admit one thing. Every failure was because Chen Ke himself failed to "seek truth from facts" and had delusions in his heart. All jobs that allowed Chen Ke to make a living and earn money were jobs where Chen Ke was forced by the powerful realistic pressure of reality to give up fantasies, and even give up his "imagination" of these jobs. He had to follow the laws described by Grandpa Mao in "On Practice", accumulate a large amount of perceptual experience completely objectively, and solve problems continuously, then he could get correct judgments. And these judgments themselves were what the textbooks had long explained and emphasized repeatedly.

Returning to this era, the cruelty of reality was a hundred times more terrible than in the 21st century. Chen Ke had to follow the theories Grandpa Mao explained in his books again, facing reality and work by seeking truth from facts. By 1999 (sic, probably means 1909), Chen Ke could even cooperate with big historical figures like Yuan Shikai to overthrow the Manchu Qing regime. If it were in the 21st century, Chen Ke would have probably stuck his tail up to the sky long ago.

Now in 1909, Chen Ke had already forgotten that there was such a thing as pride in the world. In Chen Ke's eyes, this world only had "existence", not evaluation. After he walked onto the path of people's revolution pointed out by Grandpa Mao without turning back, the past world gradually had nothing to do with Chen Ke.

After having such awareness, Chen Ke dared to start "taking apprentices". Precisely because he had been a teacher, Chen Ke knew where the flaws of school education lay. And it must be admitted that high-quality talents were impossible to study in the kind of school Chen Ke was in. After Chen Ke reflected on himself, he dared to conduct special political training for comrades with quite high quality within the party.

The recent training on the trends of various political forces was one of the two advanced study classes opened by Chen Ke. Wang Youhong's intelligence hadn't been transmitted yet. Chen Ke was analyzing the trends of the Guangfu Society at this time.

Since the Guangfu Society arrived in the People's Party territory for treatment and joined the People's Party's local work, a small part of Guangfu Society members had become supporters of the People's Party, and some had defected to the People's Party. The intelligence was transmitted by them.

Cai Yuanpei, who left the Tongmenghui and returned to the Guangfu Society again, went to see Yuan Shikai. The "goodwill" expressed by Yuan Shikai gave Cai Yuanpei great support. With a mood of fear and joy, Cai Yuanpei went to Zhejiang with the Beiyang messenger. Duan Qirui didn't break the promise but released more than six hundred scarred captives together.

Since 1907, the actual revolutionary actions of Tao Chengzhang and others, as well as Cai Yuanpei's intimacy with the Tongmenghui, once marginalized Cai Yuanpei in the Guangfu Society. The "big gift" given by Yuan Shikai made Cai Yuanpei's prestige soar. The six hundred released comrades, plus the more than a thousand troops recuperating and resting in Anhui, and the re-gathered scattered Guangfu Society members went south together, entering the area Yuan Shikai marked out for the Guangfu Society.

Tao Chengzhang originally suggested dispersing the troops. Cai Yuanpei resolutely opposed; he demanded the Guangfu Society retreat to occupy Qingtian openly. Duan Qirui ignored the Guangfu Society active in southern Zhejiang. This seemingly completely unreliable "peace negotiation" actually succeeded. The Guangfu Society from top to bottom developed trust in Cai Yuanpei, who had been estranged for a long time.

The Guangfu Society was not only waiting; these firm backbones who had stood the test all participated in the big discussion on the future direction of the Guangfu Society. Fighting, they definitely couldn't beat Beiyang. Guangfu Society members who had experienced several life-and-death tests, especially those recently released, were full of war-weariness.

Under Tao Chengzhang's command, the Guangfu Society experienced many failures. However, these backbones didn't want to completely negate Tao Chengzhang; especially Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin firmly supported Tao Chengzhang. Although the criticism of "Opposing Tao Chengzhang's Left-leaning Adventurism Line" at the meeting was relatively fierce, it didn't reach the point of having to overthrow Tao Chengzhang.

Xu Xilin united with Guangfu Society comrades participating in rural local work in Anhui. After discussion, he proposed the view of "Uniting with the People's Party. Jointly launching the people's revolution." In Xu Xilin's view, this view once received explicit support from quite a few people, and tacit approval from a considerable number of people. As for the place to carry out revolutionary work, Xu Xilin thought it was more appropriate to carry out work in Changxing County, Zhejiang, which was right next to Anhui.

This proposal immediately met with Cai Yuanpei's fierce opposition. Cai Yuanpei stated, "Since we have reached an agreement with Yuan Shikai, it is inappropriate to carry out work in northwest Zhejiang in the near future."

"Beiyang simply won't care about such a remote mountainous area. Behind it is the People's Party's territory; Duan Qirui won't look for trouble even more." Xu Xilin tried hard to persuade the comrades.

Guangfu Society comrades finally got a chance to rest and reorganize; most didn't approve of having any more conflicts with Beiyang. Moreover, in the Hangzhou campaign, Xu Xilin didn't participate. Many people completely forgot that they abandoned Xu Xilin in a death trap in Nanjing, but instead held a grudge against Xu Xilin and others for failing to return to aid Hangzhou.

Generally speaking, if a political organization had a strong leader, such as Cixi of the Manchu Qing, Yuan Shikai of Beiyang, or Chen Ke of the People's Party, they could still guide policies strongly at such times. But the Guangfu Society had never been a true interest group. As a combination of revolutionaries and secret societies, the Guangfu Society was just a gang formed by personal prestige or seniority, never establishing an effective organizational system. With the development and setbacks of the revolutionary process, personal prestige also fluctuated, forming three factions inclined to Cai Yuanpei, Tao Chengzhang, and Xu Xilin.

Once such a meeting entered a stalemate, it was difficult to open up the situation again. Xu Xilin and Tao Chengzhang, upholding the consistent aloof and arrogant characteristics of heroes cum willful scholars, were unwilling to use their reputation to mold the organizational system. At such times, both believed the urgent task was to reach a consensus first and unite comrades.

On the contrary, Cai Yuanpei began to compete for dominance unceremoniously. As one of the founders of the Guangfu Society, the reason why Cai Yuanpei was unwilling to be with the Guangfu Society later was that he hated this Jianghu atmosphere. No matter what problems the Tongmenghui had, the Tongmenghui itself had at least one merit, that is, being able to consider problems from the perspective of the whole China. Although unable to explain this matter theoretically, Cai Yuanpei just couldn't accept the "stinginess" of Tao Chengzhang and Xu Xilin.

However, Cai Yuanpei hadn't led armed struggle after all. Everyone could accept Cai Yuanpei's status as a founder, but still couldn't accept his comprehensive leadership. These soldiers who had gone through life and death knew too well the result of people who didn't understand military affairs commanding military affairs.

As soon as the news of Yuan Shikai seizing the Beijing regime came out, it shook the world. The shock received by the Guangfu Society was especially great. The biggest problem that had been plaguing the Guangfu Society, "Why did Yuan Shikai reach such a lenient agreement with the Guangfu Society", immediately reached a consensus in the Guangfu Society. Yuan Shikai, preparing to overthrow the Manchu Qing, was unwilling from the bottom of his heart to invest troops in a war with revolutionary parties like the Guangfu Society.

The original political proposition of the Guangfu Society was to overthrow the Manchu Qing and restore the Han family's world. As for whose world this Han family's world was, the Guangfu Society had no definite plan either.

Amidst surprise and suspicion, another piece of news reached the Guangfu Society: Yuan Shikai intended to implement the Federation of Autonomous Provinces. Hearing this news, the Guangfu Society boiled over completely. "Federation of Autonomous Provinces" meant whoever was the master of the local area could become the future master of Zhejiang. No matter what military force Duan Qirui himself controlled, Duan Qirui couldn't control the parliament. The Guangfu Society was the future master of Zhejiang.

Against this background, the status of Cai Yuanpei, who negotiated with Yuan Shikai, rose sharply. And Cai Yuanpei himself also admitted frankly that based on the situation known now, the Federation of Autonomous Provinces might not necessarily be a parliamentary system. If the parliamentary system couldn't be implemented in Zhejiang, the Guangfu Society still had no ability to control Zhejiang. Cai Yuanpei himself was willing to negotiate with Yuan Shikai as much as possible for the interests of the Guangfu Society and the interests of Zhejiang.

After discussion, the Guangfu Society accepted Cai Yuanpei's suggestion, imitated the Tongmenghui model, and absorbed some organizational characteristics of the People's Party, completely overturning the "Hero Alliance" model when Tao Chengzhang and Xu Xilin led the Guangfu Society originally. Regardless of the level of the supervision system and discipline maintenance, the Guangfu Society at least built a political party with clear ranks and clear responsibilities organizationally.

When Cai Yuanpei hung out with Sun Yat-sen in the Tongmenghui, there was no progress in actual revolutionary work. But the cognition of modern organizations could be said to have made leapfrog progress. Sun Yat-sen fooled others to gain power. Precisely because he had no grassroots and had to use organization to fool others, Sun Yat-sen could drop the burden and go into battle with a light pack. Many fantasies based on theory couldn't be said to have no merit.

If it were only Cai Yuanpei's effort alone, it naturally wouldn't work. The Guangfu Society itself experienced so many actual struggles; from top to bottom, they also felt the need for a rectification. Mixed with the pursuit of efficiency, war-weariness, identification with comrades-in-arms, disgust for other forces that didn't participate in the revolution, and desire for power. Under the combined effect of these emotions, the strategy of "Guangfu Society political party transformation, seizing the dominance of Zhejiang in the Federation of Autonomous Provinces" proposed by Cai Yuanpei almost satisfied all needs of the Guangfu Society from top to bottom.

Regarding the recent trends of the Guangfu Society, the People's Party research group synthesized recent data and finally analyzed the phased results under Chen Ke's leadership. The group members were both surprised and not surprised by this result. After the actual demise of the Manchu Qing, the political-party-transformed Guangfu Society almost inevitably had to go to the opposite side of the People's Party. This was the inevitable development after both sides lost the common enemy. Many in the research group were senior cadres; they had long known Chen Ke considered the Guangfu Society "relatively reactionary". After the most reactionary object, the Manchu Qing, was overthrown, other forces also quickly transformed from "relatively progressive" to "relatively reactionary".

"Then Chairman Chen, how do you think the recent situation will transform?" Qi Huishen asked. The Guangfu Society trying to defect to Yuan Shikai, or at least trying to reach some kind of political cooperation with Yuan Shikai, was no longer strange. But how would their specific steps proceed exactly? If this route could be judged accurately, the People's Party could seize the initiative.

"As the saying goes, a new official applies three fires (makes three strict measures). Cai Yuanpei can't bring down Tao Chengzhang now. But he will definitely move against one person now, and that is Xu Xilin."

"Doesn't Xu Xilin also have his own troops?" Xie Mingxian asked. Due to the lack of cadres, the People's Party transferred a considerable number of cadres from Shanghai back to Anhui to work. Xie Mingxian was one of them.

"Xu Xilin certainly has troops, but Xu Xilin wants to follow our People's Party's line now. This won't work in the Guangfu Society. Because besides our People's Party, all political parties and political forces in the whole country are competing for a group of people, that is, landlords and gentry. Landlords and gentry control local influence at the current stage, which means they can mobilize a certain amount of manpower. They also have money and grain. Any political force wanting to obtain provincial control cannot but cooperate with them."

After finishing speaking, Chen Ke took out the last piece of intelligence and passed it to everyone for reading. This intelligence clearly showed that Cai Yuanpei, the president of the newly reorganized Guangfu Society, turned his firepower as his first political move and began to fiercely attack "Xu Xilin's Right-leaning Capitulationist Line".

"Aren't they afraid of chilling the hearts of those people in the Guangfu Society by doing this?" A comrade asked incredulously.

"Chilling hearts? I'm afraid some people feel very gratified." Chen Ke laughed coldly.

After saying this, Chen Ke's expression became solemn. "Comrades, we rely absolutely not on landlords, nor on gentry. Even if we will superficially be under Beiyang in the future, we actually have an equal cooperative relationship with Beiyang. The foundation of our People's Party is the people; the people's revolution is a revolution coming from the people. Everyone will go to work in local areas after the study ends. Regarding our work core, there absolutely cannot be the slightest wavering."

"Rest assured, Chairman Chen, we will definitely keep this in mind." Comrades answered one after another.

Just as they were speaking, someone handed in a message. Chen Ke laughed after reading it, "Speak of Cao Cao, and Cao Cao arrives. Xu Xilin has already taken more than 200 people to Changxing County to carry out work. They have already sent a message to Guangde County, which is right next to Changxing County, hoping to help each other in the future days."

"Really kicked Xu Xilin out? Cai Yuanpei's methods are really ruthless enough." Comrades asked in surprise.

"At this time, fast hands get it, slow hands get nothing. There will be plenty of such things in the future." While explaining to the comrades, Chen Ke also inadvertently made an expectation for the future.

Governor Wang Youhong and Zhang Jian looked left and right habitually after disembarking, and then discovered with disappointment that there were no sedans waiting on the pier. Sweeping a glance casually, not only were there no sedans beside the people receiving them, but there was also no trace of sedans on the entire busy pier.

Wang Youhong and Zhang Jian looked at each other, suspecting in their hearts, "Is this a show of strength intentionally given by the People's Party?"

In these years, only the poor walked. People with status traveled in sedans or carriages, or at least got a beast to ride. But guests followed the host's convenience. On this People's Party territory, former Anhui Governor En Ming had his head chopped off. Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong and Jiangsu Parliament Speaker Zhang Jian were nothing much. Let alone the People's Party letting these two and their entourage walk. Even if they were arrested and executed as "Manchu Qing Counter-revolutionaries", they would have to accept it.

Fortunately, the People's Party didn't really prepare to do that. Various transport capacities were in the passenger area outside the pier. The freight area and passenger area were obviously separated. Light rickshaws and flatbed carts were parked separately. The passenger area was noisy but not crowded.

Both Zhang Jian and Wang Youhong's eyes lit up. Cities like Nanjing were trade distribution centers. The management areas were not only overcrowded, but various forces often caused trouble to grab territory. Anqing's management model was indeed quite advanced. Since the war broke out, Anqing's trade was extremely depressed for a time. Now seeing the market, it had fully restored its old appearance. Not only were ordinary merchants keen on business, but some foreigners were also busy. If one didn't know clearly that it was currently wartime, just looking at the situation in front, Anqing city looked completely like a peaceful and prosperous age.

Uniformed and vest-wearing people could be seen everywhere on the streets. Municipal urban management in uniforms was responsible for maintaining order, and those in vests were municipal sanitation and logistics. The common people were very used to these people, looking completely unsurprised. Seeing these, Wang Youhong and Zhang Jian actually wanted to walk and see with their own eyes how the People's Party managed this Anqing city.

"Gentlemen, please get in the car." The responsible People's Party staff member had already arranged the cars. Scanning the orderly surroundings again, Wang Youhong and the others got into the cars.

The negotiation location was at the former Governor's Yamen. The group was led into the conference room. A tall, square-faced young man was already waiting there with several other people.

"This is Chairman Chen Ke." The leading staff member introduced with a tone of uncontrollable pride. No need for introduction; Wang Youhong's attention had already been attracted by Chen Ke. That was a young man with no pretense. The uninhibited vitality unique to young people was undoubtedly displayed from those bright eyes, that smooth skin, that robust physique, and that light and powerful rising movement. But this vigorous vitality didn't flow wantonly like other young people. Including Empress Dowager Cixi, Wang Youhong had seen many people in high positions. Long-term experience made them dignified in manner and full of style. Chen Ke undoubtedly had these things, but Chen Ke had a calmness and caution that those in high positions didn't have. He was more like a scholar, a younger person ready and willing to listen to others.

Chen Ke, who naturally blended experience and characteristics, made Wang Youhong feel a tremor from the bottom of his heart. Wang Youhong's purpose in coming to Anqing was to negotiate with Chen Ke. Wang Youhong had no confidence in the result of the negotiation at all. And Chen Ke opposite undoubtedly already had his own plan; Chen Ke was ready.

Chen Ke was also sizing up Wang Youhong. A month ago, after the file of Governor Wang Youhong's speech at the Jiangsu Parliament was sent to the People's Party Central Committee, Chen Ke burst out laughing after reading it, "Wang Chaochao (Wang Copycat) ah."

"Chaochao" (Copycat), a later internet term, was spoken by Chen Ke for the first time. The comrades didn't understand the meaning of this word at all. But Wang Youhong's speech draft was so familiar that someone already stared at Qi Huishen and asked: "Commissioner Qi, what exactly is going on?"

Before Qi Huishen could speak, Chen Ke had already taken over the conversation, "Our People's Party doesn't tell lies. This document is not some confidential document. Even if people all over the world see it, so what. Don't worry about so much. Since Governor Wang can see the situation clearly, then we have to give him a surprise too."

In Chen Ke's imagination, a person who could grasp the core content of his speech draft must at least have some scholar's demeanor. Reality surprised Chen Ke quite a bit. Wang Youhong was over forty years old, tall, with thick bones. Like other middle-aged officials of this era, Wang Youhong's belly had bulged because it was full of fat. In the 21st century, this was a very unhealthy body shape. In 1908, this was an enviable "state of wealth".

And Wang Youhong's face looked weathered, with tiny pits on the skin. His eyes were big and bright, and subconsciously opened very wide. Although he had a beard, Wang Youhong looked like a straightforward and rough warrior no matter how one looked at him. The slightly narrowed eyes unique to people who often think, and the introverted expression, could not be found in Wang Youhong at all.

Instead, Zhang Jian behind Wang Youhong possessed all the characteristics of scholars of this era. Putting on airs, a certain degree of affectation, arrogant superciliousness, self-centered dominance. After all, Zhang Jian was the Number One Scholar (Zhuangyuan) of the First Class in the Enke exam. If he had this attitude, it was puzzling instead.

After both sides sat down, no one spoke first. Chen Ke had decided to try hard to learn to listen to others talking, and this meeting was also proposed by Wang Youhong first. Chen Ke waited quietly for the other party to speak.

Wang Youhong didn't want to come to Anhui; he was also forced to. More than half a month ago, the People's Party first seized various places in Northern Jiangsu with heavy troops. When Jiangsu still didn't know what happened, the People's Party Jiangnan troops attacked suddenly again and annihilated the Jiangnan New Army stationed in Wuhu completely. The military edge reached the junction of Anhui and Zhejiang. After the news of Yuan Shikai seizing the Beijing regime shook the world, the People's Party plunged Jiangsu into comprehensive panic again.

The Jiangsu Parliament immediately held a meeting to discuss how to deal with this terrible situation. The People's Party wasn't an existence within the Manchu Qing system, so any war wasn't strange. Ten thousand troops couldn't win against a few hundred People's Party members. Wuhu was so close to Nanjing; if tens of thousands of People's Party troops killed their way over, Nanjing couldn't be spared at all.

There was panic inside Nanjing city. The rich were already preparing to flee to Shanghai. Governor Wang Youhong issued an order: blockade the whole city; those who flee will have their whole family property confiscated. This vigorous and resolute method directly deterred the rich people in Nanjing. While blockading Nanjing city, Wang Youhong attended the parliament. Facing the terrified members of parliament, Governor Wang stated he would personally go with Parliament Speaker Zhang Jian to negotiate with the People's Party to figure out what exactly the People's Party meant.

The Yuan Shikai government had already appointed Zhang Jian as Minister of Agriculture, Industry and Commerce, but Zhang Jian hadn't gone to take office temporarily because of Jiangsu affairs. Hearing that Wang Youhong actually wanted to go to the Anhui bandit gang to negotiate personally, Zhang Jian was extremely moved. He immediately expressed willingness to go with Wang Youhong.

Wang Youhong originally thought the People's Party would threaten smugly or put on airs in this meeting. He had already discussed with Zhang Jian and others how to deal with such a situation. Unexpectedly, the People's Party held the meeting ordinarily. The People's Party members headed by Chen Ke waited politely without saying a word for Wang Youhong to speak. Wang Youhong waited for a while and could only speak first, "Mr. Chen, we came this time to clarify a few things. Why did your troops attack Jiangsu and threaten Nanjing?"

Chen Ke replied in a completely business-like tone: "Attacking Northern Jiangsu is because we want to establish Huaihai Province on the old Chu lands of the Western Han Dynasty in Northern Jiangsu and Southern Shandong. As for threatening Nanjing, our purpose is to take back the Wuhu area that originally belonged to Anhui. It's just you gentlemen feel we are threatening Nanjing. From our side, seeing nearly fifty thousand troops in Nanjing, we feel Nanjing is threatening Wuhu instead."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, many alpacas (grass mud horses - fuck your mothers) ran through the hearts of all Jiangsu representatives. Everyone cursed in their hearts: "Chen Ke, you little brat, you rake backwards (make false countercharges)!"

Originally, the serious attitude of Chen Ke willing to listen on his face made these people feel Chen Ke had the reverence of a young junior. But when Chen Ke expounded facts with such a reverent attitude, this reverent junior attitude immediately turned into an arrogant feeling of bullying others. What meant "feel Nanjing is threatening Wuhu instead?" What meant "want to re-establish Huaihai Province on the old Chu lands of the Western Han Dynasty in Northern Jiangsu and Southern Shandong?"

In the view of the Jiangsu representatives, Chen Ke seemed to hope the Jiangsu representatives would be convinced and say, "Mr. Chen Ke, sorry, we failed to understand your original intention. We were wrong."

Zhang Jian's face was already extremely ugly. Beforehand, they all knew the People's Party would be extremely arrogant, but he never expected Chen Ke to be arrogant to this degree. The other representatives were even more furious.

"Chen Ke, there must be a limit to your bullying!" Zhang Jian couldn't bear it anymore and rebuked angrily.

"Bullying?" Chen Ke was a bit puzzled.

The People's Party had been preparing to use troops against Northern Jiangsu; military preparations were basically close to completion. Wang Youhong copied the People's Party's document; Chen Ke called him "Wang Chaochao" (Wang Copycat), which was a joke. Even if Wang Youhong didn't copy, the People's Party would still send troops to seize Northern Jiangsu.

Jiangsu had always been divided into Northern Jiangsu (Subei) and Southern Jiangsu (Sunan). Subei included Xuzhou, Lianyungang, Suqian, Huai'an, Yancheng. In the 21st century, Chen Ke had some friends in Xuzhou. When he ran to Xuzhou to visit friends, everyone talked about the traditional contradiction between Subei and Sunan while eating meat, drinking wine, and blowing hard. The Subei brothers unanimously believed that Subei and Sunan were simply two different worlds. If "Huaihai Province" could be rebuilt on the 5 commanderies and 36 counties of Xue Commandery, Pengcheng Commandery, Donghai Commandery, Chen Commandery, and Kuaiji Commandery of this old Chu land in Subei, that would be great. This was Chen Ke's initial motivation for establishing Huaihai Province. If regional differences within a province could persist into the 21st century, it showed there were indeed problems in these places.

The folk customs of Subei and Shandong were relatively traditional. When Chen Ke went to Jinan for fun in the 21st century, after nine o'clock in the evening, this provincial capital city was pitch black. There were only a few places for nightlife. Such simple folk customs left Chen Ke dumbfounded. Xuzhou was similar; the people were simple and law-abiding.

Xuzhou Heavy Industry, the leading enterprise in this important town in East China, experienced almost bankruptcy and acquisition, and then jumped to become one of the few large machinery equipment manufacturing enterprises in the world under the east wind of China's massive demand for heavy equipment. It showed that they really had a group of people working seriously whether in good times or bad times. Being from Henan, Chen Ke disliked regional discrimination very much. But history proved that Subei was indeed relatively suitable for eating state-run meals (SOE economy).

"Huaihai Province", Jiangxi, Anhui, these areas were traditionally not very trendy areas. Chen Ke circled these provinces also based on the historical performance of these areas to avoid trouble as much as possible. As for Hubei, even if people called them "Nine-headed Birds" (crafty), Hubei's state-owned enterprise power was still strong. Moreover, since Chen Ke made up his mind to seize the Hanyang steel base, things like folk customs could no longer be considered as factors.

The military operation went extremely smoothly. Only the Central Guard Regiment was left in the central location of Fengtai County. The 106th Division of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in the Base Area marched out to Subei. The Shandong Base Area sent troops to coordinate at the same time. Subei was taken in a very short time.

While Jiangsu was trembling with fear, the Southern Anhui Military Region troops under Zhang Yu's command seized "Wuhu", the last Anhui area not yet controlled by the People's Party. Wuhu was a treaty port; foreigners had concessions here. The People's Party had always avoided dealing with foreigners, so they refused to touch the concessions. Since the Wuhan Consular Corps came to contact the People's Party, the People's Party had clearly stated "hoping to maintain the status quo without hostile situations occurring". This news had spread from Wuhan to consular corps and diplomatic corps everywhere. The People's Party no longer needed to avoid foreigners.

Wang Youhong coming to negotiate in person was greatly beyond the People's Party's expectation. Negotiation was two forces trying to solve disputes by political consultation means. But the People's Party and this bunch in Jiangsu had no political common ground. One was a rebel, one was a subject under the Manchu Qing. Leaving aside the Manchu Qing negotiating with the People's Party alone, the People's Party from top to bottom couldn't determine what exactly Jiangsu wanted to do. That was why Chen Ke went to Anqing specifically to negotiate with the Jiangsu representatives.

"Chen Ke, do you think you are the court? Do whatever you want? Now Jiangsu already has a parliament; Jiangsu cannot accept arrangements by others." A Jiangsu MP shouted from the side.

Such loud shouting triggered glares from the People's Party cadres. Chen Ke wasn't moved at all. He laughed: "Parliament? We will build a People's Representative Congress in Huaihai Province. People's Party representatives are elected from the people to exercise the people's power. Legally we also stand firm. Moreover, Subei and Sunan were not the same thing originally. If gentlemen are worried we will attack Sunan, that is over-worrying. We have no intention of encroaching on Sunan."

Hearing this, some Jiangsu representatives were almost driven mad with anger, while others showed different expressions. For example, Jiangsu Governor Lord Wang Youhong. Actually, Wang Youhong didn't think the People's Party really wanted to attack Nanjing. Viceroys were shrewd people; no matter what others thought, Wang Youhong had decided that Yuan Shikai had reached a secret agreement with the People's Party. Otherwise, why didn't the People's Party fight Yuan Shikai to the death? As long as Yuan Shikai in Henan could be killed, who else in the Great Qing could stop Chen Ke?

But Yuan Shikai didn't go south to attack Anhui, and the People's Party didn't go north to attack Henan. The final result was the People's Party sending troops to Hubei, while Yuan Shikai returned to Beijing leisurely to seize power.

The People's Party seizing Subei and taking back Wuhu. Regardless of what the Jiangsu Parliament thought in their hearts, these actions didn't touch Wang Youhong's bottom line. The Commander of the Ninth Division of the New Army and other forces had long been driven to Wuhu by Wang Youhong. Their elimination by the People's Party saved Wang Youhong trouble instead. Wang Youhong wasn't worried that the People's Party reached an agreement with Yuan Shikai; what he worried about was that the People's Party didn't reach an agreement with Yuan Shikai.

If the People's Party reached an agreement with Yuan Shikai, the People's Party would absolutely not annex the entire Jiangsu. If the People's Party annexed Jiangsu, Yuan Shikai would have to be responsible for this matter. He just seized central power and lost Jiangsu immediately. It would be an extremely heavy blow to the prestige of Yuan Shikai's center. Local forces looking up to Yuan Shikai was because Yuan Shikai had the Beiyang New Army in hand. If Yuan Shikai couldn't prove his Beiyang New Army and Beiyang Cabinet had control over the whole country, especially control over the People's Party, an armed force outside the system. Then in the eyes of viceroys, Beiyang was just another Manchu Qing center, or even inferior to the Manchu Qing center.

Moreover, Sunan had always been rich. If the People's Party really wanted to seize Jiangsu, they should definitely start with the rich Sunan. As long as it could be guaranteed that the People's Party wouldn't seize the entire Jiangsu, given the consistent discord between Sunan and Subei, Jiangnan wouldn't be affected without Subei.

But these were Wang Youhong's guesses. If he couldn't negotiate with Chen Ke personally, Wang Youhong couldn't be sure if his thoughts were truly correct. The power in hand now was obtained by Wang Youhong through untold hardships; the current opportunity was seized by Wang Youhong betting everything. Wang Youhong would rather die than lose everything before his eyes.

Hearing Chen Ke's words just now, a look of relief couldn't help appearing on Wang Youhong's face. The secret agreement between the People's Party and Yuan Shikai seemed certain.

Chen Ke looked at the completely different expressions of these few negotiation representatives with interest. Wang Youhong's relief, Zhang Jian's annoyance, or the madness of several other MPs. It was not much different from the prior prediction.

Preparation work must be done before doing anything. For example, before this meeting, Chen Ke asked Jiangsu to provide the list and basic personal information of the meeting members. The People's Party had information on Wang Youhong and Zhang Jian, but not complete for these few MPs. From the materials provided by Jiangsu, these few MPs were Subei people. Between the Manchu Qing and the People's Party, Subei MPs would definitely choose the Manchu Qing. Zhang Jian was originally going to Beijing to take office; suffering such a blow before taking office, the dissatisfaction in his heart could be imagined.

Instead, Chen Ke paid more and more attention to Wang Youhong. The more a person knew clearly where his interests came from, the easier it was to understand his thoughts. Needless to ask, Wang Youhong was determined to get his own interests in the "Federation of Autonomous Provinces". As long as Wang Youhong's personal interests could be guaranteed, the People's Party wouldn't have any unpredictable conflicts with Jiangsu instead.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke looked at the comrades around him. The war to seize Subei was too easy, so that many comrades proposed to take advantage of the victory to seize the entire Jiangsu. The Sunan area had always been rich; the Qinhuai land of Nanjing, Suzhou, and Yangzhou had always been places of wealth. The salt merchants of Lianghuai were very rich; if all this money could be taken for themselves...

Some comrades simply asked straightforwardly: "Do we really have to honor the agreement with Yuan Shikai?"

"An agreement is an agreement. Don't play petty tricks. Doing things must be reasonable and restrained. Yuan Shikai breaking faith is one thing; we will give him a corresponding response because he breaks faith. But this is not a reason for us not to be reasonable ourselves." Chen Ke loved playing petty tricks since childhood, and he had suffered too many losses from this.

Recalling that Chen Ke asked comrades to learn to observe and judge the attitude of Jiangsu representatives before, looking at these comrades now, Chen Ke saw most comrades were thoughtful; it seemed they all had their own insights.

Unlike the Jiangsu representatives who shared the same bed but dreamt different dreams, the People's Party negotiation team was indeed of one heart and one mind. To let everyone see more clearly, Chen Ke threw out the latest news. "Gentlemen of Jiangsu, the Yuan Shikai cabinet telegraphed the world the day before yesterday. Formally proposing the view of implementing the Federation of Autonomous Provinces. Moreover, the Yuan Shikai cabinet is preparing to establish a new constitution, guaranteeing the reform line unshaken in the form of law."

Hearing this big news, the Jiangsu representatives were dumbfounded for a moment, not knowing whether to believe Chen Ke or not.

The first to react was Wang Youhong; he asked urgently: "Then how do the gentlemen of the People's Party view this matter?"

Chen Ke replied indifferently: "Us? We don't oppose reform. But we firmly believe that the Manchu Qing is the biggest enemy of reform. Reform can be done, but the Manchu Qing must be overthrown! We have telegraphed this view to the world and published statements in many newspapers."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Wang Youhong's expression immediately became solemn. Zhang Jian pursed his lips tightly, feeling somewhat enlightened. As for the other MPs, they didn't understand what People's Party Chairman Chen Ke was saying from beginning to end. They didn't even know what Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong, who came with them, was saying.
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Governor Wang Youhong and Zhang Jian looked left and right habitually after disembarking, and then discovered with disappointment that there were no sedans waiting on the pier. Sweeping a glance casually, not only were there no sedans beside the people receiving them, but there was also no trace of sedans on the entire busy pier.

Wang Youhong and Zhang Jian looked at each other, suspecting in their hearts, "Is this a show of strength intentionally given by the People's Party?"

In these years, only the poor walked. People with status traveled in sedans or carriages, or at least got a beast to ride. But guests followed the host's convenience. On this People's Party territory, former Anhui Governor En Ming had his head chopped off. Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong and Jiangsu Parliament Speaker Zhang Jian were nothing much. Let alone the People's Party letting these two and their entourage walk. Even if they were arrested and executed as "Manchu Qing Counter-revolutionaries", they would have to accept it.

Fortunately, the People's Party didn't really prepare to do that. Various transport capacities were in the passenger area outside the pier. The freight area and passenger area were obviously separated. Light rickshaws and flatbed carts were parked separately. The passenger area was noisy but not crowded.

Both Zhang Jian and Wang Youhong's eyes lit up. Cities like Nanjing were trade distribution centers. The management areas were not only overcrowded, but various forces often caused trouble to grab territory. Anqing's management model was indeed quite advanced. Since the war broke out, Anqing's trade was extremely depressed for a time. Now seeing the market, it had fully restored its old appearance. Not only were ordinary merchants keen on business, but some foreigners were also busy. If one didn't know clearly that it was currently wartime, just looking at the situation in front, Anqing city looked completely like a peaceful and prosperous age.

Uniformed and vest-wearing people could be seen everywhere on the streets. Municipal urban management in uniforms was responsible for maintaining order, and those in vests were municipal sanitation and logistics. The common people were very used to these people, looking completely unsurprised. Seeing these, Wang Youhong and Zhang Jian actually wanted to walk and see with their own eyes how the People's Party managed this Anqing city.

"Gentlemen, please get in the car." The responsible People's Party staff member had already arranged the cars. Scanning the orderly surroundings again, Wang Youhong and the others got into the cars.

The negotiation location was at the former Governor's Yamen. The group was led into the conference room. A tall, square-faced young man was already waiting there with several other people.

"This is Chairman Chen Ke." The leading staff member introduced with a tone of uncontrollable pride. No need for introduction; Wang Youhong's attention had already been attracted by Chen Ke. That was a young man with no pretense. The uninhibited vitality unique to young people was undoubtedly displayed from those bright eyes, that smooth skin, that robust physique, and that light and powerful rising movement. But this vigorous vitality didn't flow wantonly like other young people. Including Empress Dowager Cixi, Wang Youhong had seen many people in high positions. Long-term experience made them dignified in manner and full of style. Chen Ke undoubtedly had these things, but Chen Ke had a calmness and caution that those in high positions didn't have. He was more like a scholar, a younger person ready and willing to listen to others.

Chen Ke, who naturally blended experience and characteristics, made Wang Youhong feel a tremor from the bottom of his heart. Wang Youhong's purpose in coming to Anqing was to negotiate with Chen Ke. Wang Youhong had no confidence in the result of the negotiation at all. And Chen Ke opposite undoubtedly already had his own plan; Chen Ke was ready.

Chen Ke was also sizing up Wang Youhong. A month ago, after the file of Governor Wang Youhong's speech at the Jiangsu Parliament was sent to the People's Party Central Committee, Chen Ke burst out laughing after reading it, "Wang Chaochao (Wang Copycat) ah."

"Chaochao" (Copycat), a later internet term, was spoken by Chen Ke for the first time. The comrades didn't understand the meaning of this word at all. But Wang Youhong's speech draft was so familiar that someone already stared at Qi Huishen and asked: "Commissioner Qi, what exactly is going on?"

Before Qi Huishen could speak, Chen Ke had already taken over the conversation, "Our People's Party doesn't tell lies. This document is not some confidential document. Even if people all over the world see it, so what. Don't worry about so much. Since Governor Wang can see the situation clearly, then we have to give him a surprise too."

In Chen Ke's imagination, a person who could grasp the core content of his speech draft must at least have some scholar's demeanor. Reality surprised Chen Ke quite a bit. Wang Youhong was over forty years old, tall, with thick bones. Like other middle-aged officials of this era, Wang Youhong's belly had bulged because it was full of fat. In the 21st century, this was a very unhealthy body shape. In 1908, this was an enviable "state of wealth".

And Wang Youhong's face looked weathered, with tiny pits on the skin. His eyes were big and bright, and subconsciously opened very wide. Although he had a beard, Wang Youhong looked like a straightforward and rough warrior no matter how one looked at him. The slightly narrowed eyes unique to people who often think, and the introverted expression, could not be found in Wang Youhong at all.

Instead, Zhang Jian behind Wang Youhong possessed all the characteristics of scholars of this era. Putting on airs, a certain degree of affectation, arrogant superciliousness, self-centered dominance. After all, Zhang Jian was the Number One Scholar (Zhuangyuan) of the First Class in the Enke exam. If he had this attitude, it was puzzling instead.

After both sides sat down, no one spoke first. Chen Ke had decided to try hard to learn to listen to others talking, and this meeting was also proposed by Wang Youhong first. Chen Ke waited quietly for the other party to speak.

Wang Youhong didn't want to come to Anhui; he was also forced to. More than half a month ago, the People's Party first seized various places in Northern Jiangsu with heavy troops. When Jiangsu still didn't know what happened, the People's Party Jiangnan troops attacked suddenly again and annihilated the Jiangnan New Army stationed in Wuhu completely. The military edge reached the junction of Anhui and Zhejiang. After the news of Yuan Shikai seizing the Beijing regime shook the world, the People's Party plunged Jiangsu into comprehensive panic again.

The Jiangsu Parliament immediately held a meeting to discuss how to deal with this terrible situation. The People's Party wasn't an existence within the Manchu Qing system, so any war wasn't strange. Ten thousand troops couldn't win against a few hundred People's Party members. Wuhu was so close to Nanjing; if tens of thousands of People's Party troops killed their way over, Nanjing couldn't be spared at all.

There was panic inside Nanjing city. The rich were already preparing to flee to Shanghai. Governor Wang Youhong issued an order: blockade the whole city; those who flee will have their whole family property confiscated. This vigorous and resolute method directly deterred the rich people in Nanjing. While blockading Nanjing city, Wang Youhong attended the parliament. Facing the terrified members of parliament, Governor Wang stated he would personally go with Parliament Speaker Zhang Jian to negotiate with the People's Party to figure out what exactly the People's Party meant.

The Yuan Shikai government had already appointed Zhang Jian as Minister of Agriculture, Industry and Commerce, but Zhang Jian hadn't gone to take office temporarily because of Jiangsu affairs. Hearing that Wang Youhong actually wanted to go to the Anhui bandit gang to negotiate personally, Zhang Jian was extremely moved. He immediately expressed willingness to go with Wang Youhong.

Wang Youhong originally thought the People's Party would threaten smugly or put on airs in this meeting. He had already discussed with Zhang Jian and others how to deal with such a situation. Unexpectedly, the People's Party held the meeting ordinarily. The People's Party members headed by Chen Ke waited politely without saying a word for Wang Youhong to speak. Wang Youhong waited for a while and could only speak first, "Mr. Chen, we came this time to clarify a few things. Why did your troops attack Jiangsu and threaten Nanjing?"

Chen Ke replied in a completely business-like tone: "Attacking Northern Jiangsu is because we want to establish Huaihai Province on the old Chu lands of the Western Han Dynasty in Northern Jiangsu and Southern Shandong. As for threatening Nanjing, our purpose is to take back the Wuhu area that originally belonged to Anhui. It's just you gentlemen feel we are threatening Nanjing. From our side, seeing nearly fifty thousand troops in Nanjing, we feel Nanjing is threatening Wuhu instead."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, many alpacas (grass mud horses - fuck your mothers) ran through the hearts of all Jiangsu representatives. Everyone cursed in their hearts: "Chen Ke, you little brat, you rake backwards (make false countercharges)!"

Originally, the serious attitude of Chen Ke willing to listen on his face made these people feel Chen Ke had the reverence of a young junior. But when Chen Ke expounded facts with such a reverent attitude, this reverent junior attitude immediately turned into an arrogant feeling of bullying others. What meant "feel Nanjing is threatening Wuhu instead?" What meant "want to re-establish Huaihai Province on the old Chu lands of the Western Han Dynasty in Northern Jiangsu and Southern Shandong?"

In the view of the Jiangsu representatives, Chen Ke seemed to hope the Jiangsu representatives would be convinced and say, "Mr. Chen Ke, sorry, we failed to understand your original intention. We were wrong."

Zhang Jian's face was already extremely ugly. Beforehand, they all knew the People's Party would be extremely arrogant, but he never expected Chen Ke to be arrogant to this degree. The other representatives were even more furious.

"Chen Ke, there must be a limit to your bullying!" Zhang Jian couldn't bear it anymore and rebuked angrily.

"Bullying?" Chen Ke was a bit puzzled.

The People's Party had been preparing to use troops against Northern Jiangsu; military preparations were basically close to completion. Wang Youhong copied the People's Party's document; Chen Ke called him "Wang Chaochao" (Wang Copycat), which was a joke. Even if Wang Youhong didn't copy, the People's Party would still send troops to seize Northern Jiangsu.

Jiangsu had always been divided into Northern Jiangsu (Subei) and Southern Jiangsu (Sunan). Subei included Xuzhou, Lianyungang, Suqian, Huai'an, Yancheng. In the 21st century, Chen Ke had some friends in Xuzhou. When he ran to Xuzhou to visit friends, everyone talked about the traditional contradiction between Subei and Sunan while eating meat, drinking wine, and blowing hard. The Subei brothers unanimously believed that Subei and Sunan were simply two different worlds. If "Huaihai Province" could be rebuilt on the 5 commanderies and 36 counties of Xue Commandery, Pengcheng Commandery, Donghai Commandery, Chen Commandery, and Kuaiji Commandery of this old Chu land in Subei, that would be great. This was Chen Ke's initial motivation for establishing Huaihai Province. If regional differences within a province could persist into the 21st century, it showed there were indeed problems in these places.

The folk customs of Subei and Shandong were relatively traditional. When Chen Ke went to Jinan for fun in the 21st century, after nine o'clock in the evening, this provincial capital city was pitch black. There were only a few places for nightlife. Such simple folk customs left Chen Ke dumbfounded. Xuzhou was similar; the people were simple and law-abiding.

Xuzhou Heavy Industry, the leading enterprise in this important town in East China, experienced almost bankruptcy and acquisition, and then jumped to become one of the few large machinery equipment manufacturing enterprises in the world under the east wind of China's massive demand for heavy equipment. It showed that they really had a group of people working seriously whether in good times or bad times. Being from Henan, Chen Ke disliked regional discrimination very much. But history proved that Subei was indeed relatively suitable for eating state-run meals (SOE economy).

"Huaihai Province", Jiangxi, Anhui, these areas were traditionally not very trendy areas. Chen Ke circled these provinces also based on the historical performance of these areas to avoid trouble as much as possible. As for Hubei, even if people called them "Nine-headed Birds" (crafty), Hubei's state-owned enterprise power was still strong. Moreover, since Chen Ke made up his mind to seize the Hanyang steel base, things like folk customs could no longer be considered as factors.

The military operation went extremely smoothly. Only the Central Guard Regiment was left in the central location of Fengtai County. The 106th Division of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in the Base Area marched out to Subei. The Shandong Base Area sent troops to coordinate at the same time. Subei was taken in a very short time.

While Jiangsu was trembling with fear, the Southern Anhui Military Region troops under Zhang Yu's command seized "Wuhu", the last Anhui area not yet controlled by the People's Party. Wuhu was a treaty port; foreigners had concessions here. The People's Party had always avoided dealing with foreigners, so they refused to touch the concessions. Since the Wuhan Consular Corps came to contact the People's Party, the People's Party had clearly stated "hoping to maintain the status quo without hostile situations occurring". This news had spread from Wuhan to consular corps and diplomatic corps everywhere. The People's Party no longer needed to avoid foreigners.

Wang Youhong coming to negotiate in person was greatly beyond the People's Party's expectation. Negotiation was two forces trying to solve disputes by political consultation means. But the People's Party and this bunch in Jiangsu had no political common ground. One was a rebel, one was a subject under the Manchu Qing. Leaving aside the Manchu Qing negotiating with the People's Party alone, the People's Party from top to bottom couldn't determine what exactly Jiangsu wanted to do. That was why Chen Ke went to Anqing specifically to negotiate with the Jiangsu representatives.

"Chen Ke, do you think you are the court? Do whatever you want? Now Jiangsu already has a parliament; Jiangsu cannot accept arrangements by others." A Jiangsu MP shouted from the side.

Such loud shouting triggered glares from the People's Party cadres. Chen Ke wasn't moved at all. He laughed: "Parliament? We will build a People's Representative Congress in Huaihai Province. People's Party representatives are elected from the people to exercise the people's power. Legally we also stand firm. Moreover, Subei and Sunan were not the same thing originally. If gentlemen are worried we will attack Sunan, that is over-worrying. We have no intention of encroaching on Sunan."

Hearing this, some Jiangsu representatives were almost driven mad with anger, while others showed different expressions. For example, Jiangsu Governor Lord Wang Youhong. Actually, Wang Youhong didn't think the People's Party really wanted to attack Nanjing. Viceroys were shrewd people; no matter what others thought, Wang Youhong had decided that Yuan Shikai had reached a secret agreement with the People's Party. Otherwise, why didn't the People's Party fight Yuan Shikai to the death? As long as Yuan Shikai in Henan could be killed, who else in the Great Qing could stop Chen Ke?

But Yuan Shikai didn't go south to attack Anhui, and the People's Party didn't go north to attack Henan. The final result was the People's Party sending troops to Hubei, while Yuan Shikai returned to Beijing leisurely to seize power.

The People's Party seizing Subei and taking back Wuhu. Regardless of what the Jiangsu Parliament thought in their hearts, these actions didn't touch Wang Youhong's bottom line. The Commander of the Ninth Division of the New Army and other forces had long been driven to Wuhu by Wang Youhong. Their elimination by the People's Party saved Wang Youhong trouble instead. Wang Youhong wasn't worried that the People's Party reached an agreement with Yuan Shikai; what he worried about was that the People's Party didn't reach an agreement with Yuan Shikai.

If the People's Party reached an agreement with Yuan Shikai, the People's Party would absolutely not annex the entire Jiangsu. If the People's Party annexed Jiangsu, Yuan Shikai would have to be responsible for this matter. He just seized central power and lost Jiangsu immediately. It would be an extremely heavy blow to the prestige of Yuan Shikai's center. Local forces looking up to Yuan Shikai was because Yuan Shikai had the Beiyang New Army in hand. If Yuan Shikai couldn't prove his Beiyang New Army and Beiyang Cabinet had control over the whole country, especially control over the People's Party, an armed force outside the system. Then in the eyes of viceroys, Beiyang was just another Manchu Qing center, or even inferior to the Manchu Qing center.

Moreover, Sunan had always been rich. If the People's Party really wanted to seize Jiangsu, they should definitely start with the rich Sunan. As long as it could be guaranteed that the People's Party wouldn't seize the entire Jiangsu, given the consistent discord between Sunan and Subei, Jiangnan wouldn't be affected without Subei.

But these were Wang Youhong's guesses. If he couldn't negotiate with Chen Ke personally, Wang Youhong couldn't be sure if his thoughts were truly correct. The power in hand now was obtained by Wang Youhong through untold hardships; the current opportunity was seized by Wang Youhong betting everything. Wang Youhong would rather die than lose everything before his eyes.

Hearing Chen Ke's words just now, a look of relief couldn't help appearing on Wang Youhong's face. The secret agreement between the People's Party and Yuan Shikai seemed certain.

Chen Ke looked at the completely different expressions of these few negotiation representatives with interest. Wang Youhong's relief, Zhang Jian's annoyance, or the madness of several other MPs. It was not much different from the prior prediction.

Preparation work must be done before doing anything. For example, before this meeting, Chen Ke asked Jiangsu to provide the list and basic personal information of the meeting members. The People's Party had information on Wang Youhong and Zhang Jian, but not complete for these few MPs. From the materials provided by Jiangsu, these few MPs were Subei people. Between the Manchu Qing and the People's Party, Subei MPs would definitely choose the Manchu Qing. Zhang Jian was originally going to Beijing to take office; suffering such a blow before taking office, the dissatisfaction in his heart could be imagined.

Instead, Chen Ke paid more and more attention to Wang Youhong. The more a person knew clearly where his interests came from, the easier it was to understand his thoughts. Needless to ask, Wang Youhong was determined to get his own interests in the "Federation of Autonomous Provinces". As long as Wang Youhong's personal interests could be guaranteed, the People's Party wouldn't have any unpredictable conflicts with Jiangsu instead.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke looked at the comrades around him. The war to seize Subei was too easy, so that many comrades proposed to take advantage of the victory to seize the entire Jiangsu. The Sunan area had always been rich; the Qinhuai land of Nanjing, Suzhou, and Yangzhou had always been places of wealth. The salt merchants of Lianghuai were very rich; if all this money could be taken for themselves...

Some comrades simply asked straightforwardly: "Do we really have to honor the agreement with Yuan Shikai?"

"An agreement is an agreement. Don't play petty tricks. Doing things must be reasonable and restrained. Yuan Shikai breaking faith is one thing; we will give him a corresponding response because he breaks faith. But this is not a reason for us not to be reasonable ourselves." Chen Ke loved playing petty tricks since childhood, and he had suffered too many losses from this.

Recalling that Chen Ke asked comrades to learn to observe and judge the attitude of Jiangsu representatives before, looking at these comrades now, Chen Ke saw most comrades were thoughtful; it seemed they all had their own insights.

Unlike the Jiangsu representatives who shared the same bed but dreamt different dreams, the People's Party negotiation team was indeed of one heart and one mind. To let everyone see more clearly, Chen Ke threw out the latest news. "Gentlemen of Jiangsu, the Yuan Shikai cabinet telegraphed the world the day before yesterday. Formally proposing the view of implementing the Federation of Autonomous Provinces. Moreover, the Yuan Shikai cabinet is preparing to establish a new constitution, guaranteeing the reform line unshaken in the form of law."

Hearing this big news, the Jiangsu representatives were dumbfounded for a moment, not knowing whether to believe Chen Ke or not.

The first to react was Wang Youhong; he asked urgently: "Then how do the gentlemen of the People's Party view this matter?"

Chen Ke replied indifferently: "Us? We don't oppose reform. But we firmly believe that the Manchu Qing is the biggest enemy of reform. Reform can be done, but the Manchu Qing must be overthrown! We have telegraphed this view to the world and published statements in many newspapers."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Wang Youhong's expression immediately became solemn. Zhang Jian pursed his lips tightly, feeling somewhat enlightened. As for the other MPs, they didn't understand what People's Party Chairman Chen Ke was saying from beginning to end. They didn't even know what Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong, who came with them, was saying.
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Contention and Reorganization (Part 3)

Let's try this challenge again. From now on, chapters will be released at 12:00 PM. I hope readers won't have to stay up late reading anymore.

In mid-April 1909, the People's Party formally responded to the Qing court's political stance, causing a massive wave on the Chinese political stage. The People's Party's attitude remained a firm demand for the overthrow of the Qing court; this fundamental position was revealed without reservation in their short and powerful announcement.

Those involved in politics would never just look at surface articles. The People's Party's reason for resolutely demanding the overthrow of the Manchu Qing was to firmly support the Reform. In this era, Reform was already a trend, a fashion. Even within the Manchu Qing conservative faction, there was no lack of support for Reform. Various political forces merely had different positionings of their own interests within the Reform, but Reform itself had become an irreversible consensus.

In the eyes of various political factions and small political cliques, since the People's Party clearly indicated its agreement with Reform, then the People's Party had not detached itself from this political trend that was already dominating China. As for the People's Party's advocacy of "overthrowing the Manchu Qing" or the "People's Revolution" shouted earlier, that was simply the People's Party's own "political interest positioning."

When the People's Party's proposition spread throughout the country, in China's political center, Beijing, Yuan Shikai was convening a cabinet meeting. Although he was only the Vice Prime Minister of the Cabinet, no one in the entire cabinet treated Yuan Shikai as a deputy. Even Prime Minister Prince Qing, Yikuang, would not be that foolish. Yikuang was already 71 years old this year; no matter how tough his body was, he couldn't truly preside over government affairs like Yuan Shikai. He would always show up once for every cabinet meeting, but when it came to the discussion of specific affairs, he would quickly hand over the work to Yuan Shikai and go home to rest. This meeting was no exception.

Once Yikuang left, the atmosphere in the cabinet became much more lively. The main content of this discussion was the division issue of the future United Provincial Autonomy. Yuan Shikai was not an overly autocratic person; while he certainly had to have the highest decision-making power, in actual operation, Yuan Shikai still advocated for collective wisdom and efforts.

In the plan Chen Ke gave to Yuan Shikai, United Provincial Autonomy was just a programmatic model. What Chen Ke wanted was the Four-Province Autonomy for the People's Party; for other specific parts, Chen Ke had neither the reason nor the necessity to spend huge mental effort planning for Yuan Shikai. Of course, Yuan Shikai also had no intention of handing this heavy responsibility over to Chen Ke to plan.

The Beiyang Cabinet was not equal to the Beiyang Group. These days, the interior of the Beiyang Group was also discussing this issue with buzzing excitement. In the national layout preliminarily completed by the Beiyang Group before Yuan Shikai returned to Beijing to seize power, Henan, Hebei, Shandong, Shanxi, and the four Northeastern provinces were already indisputably owned by Beiyang. What made Beiyang dissatisfied was that Anhui, whose Governor was originally of the Beiyang lineage, had been seized by the People's Party. Viceroy of Liangjiang Duanfang could originally be considered a Beiyang man, but now Jiangsu was controlled by Zhang Xun and Wang Youhong, who were loyal to Cixi. The Viceroys of Sichuan and Gan-Shaan (Gansu and Shaanxi) were similarly relatively loyal to the Qing court. The Qingliu (Pure Stream) faction had greater influence in the Yun-Gui (Yunnan and Guizhou) generation. Therefore, although the Beiyang Group possessed immense power, there was still a long way to go before completely securing the situation.

Chen Ke's statement being issued at this time appeared particularly important. The program recently proposed by Yuan Shikai contained three key points: "Constitutionalism," "Reform," and "United Provincial Autonomy." This was re-establishing China's system from a political framework; the survival of the Qing court was not considered at all. Once the powerful armed force of the People's Party was incorporated into this framework, the "Beiyang-People's Party Axis" would reach directly from North China to South China. No local political force in China would dare to directly contend with this power. This was also the fundamental reason why Yuan Shikai agreed to the People's Party's territory of four provinces.

"How are the preparations for the 'Outline of the Constitutional Compact'?" Yuan Shikai asked Shen Jiaben, the Minister of Justice.

"Drafting has been completed, and it is currently undergoing final revisions. Everyone can take a look at the draft before this revision." Shen Jiaben distributed a stack of documents to the cabinet members as he spoke.

This "Outline of the Constitutional Compact" was less a blueprint for a final constitution and more a declaration completely stripping the Manchu Qing imperial family of all power in a legal sense.

"The imperial lineage of the Great Qing Empire shall remain unchanged for ten thousand generations. The Emperor is sacred and inviolable. The power of the Emperor is limited to what is prescribed by the Constitution. The order of succession of the Emperor is prescribed by the Constitution." The first four articles were just plagiarism of the codes of constitutional monarchies; the cabinet members just glanced at them and didn't look further.

Other articles concerned the scope of power for the Parliament and the Cabinet. The cabinet members didn't look much at those either; their gazes swept one by one over the content related to the imperial family.

Article 5: The Constitution shall be drafted and resolved by the Senate (Zizhengyuan) and promulgated by the Emperor.

Article 8: The Prime Minister shall be publicly elected by the Parliament (Assembly) and appointed by the Emperor; other Ministers of State shall be recommended by the Prime Minister and appointed by the Emperor. Members of the Imperial Clan may not serve as Prime Minister, other Ministers of State, or administrative chiefs of various provinces.

Article 10: The Army and Navy shall be directly commanded by the Emperor, but when used domestically, they shall be subject to special conditions resolved by the Parliament (Assembly); otherwise, they may not be deployed.

Article 15: The formulation and increase or decrease of Imperial Household expenses shall be resolved by the Parliament (Assembly).

Article 16: Imperial ceremonies must not conflict with the Constitution.

Article 18: Matters resolved by the Parliament (Assembly) shall be promulgated by the Emperor.

These articles seemed to be confirming the Emperor's status as the representative of China, but in reality, they ruthlessly made imperial power nothing more than a facade. Especially Article 8, which completely established the power of the Cabinet Prime Minister and deprived the Imperial Clan of all power by legal means. After reading these, almost all cabinet members breathed a sigh of relief.

"I think there is no need to modify anything further, just promulgate it directly." Yang Du was young after all and couldn't hold back his temper. He spoke hurriedly.

As a newcomer to the Beiyang Group, Yang Du's attitude annoyed quite a few people. But Yang Du was personally promoted by Yuan Shikai, and his attitude couldn't be said to be wrong. The cabinet members just remained coldly silent, refusing to echo Yang Du's personal statement.

After a long silence, Wang Shizhen suddenly asked, "Lord Yuan, if all provinces agree to this 'Outline of the Constitutional Compact,' but the People's Party insists on the abdication of the Imperial Family, what should be done?"

As soon as these words came out, it immediately triggered nervousness in everyone. Chen Ke's recent statement was merely implicitly expressing support for Yuan Shikai's direction of Reform, but Chen Ke would absolutely not express recognition of the Qing court. If all provinces agreed to the plan of United Provincial Autonomy and Constitutional Monarchy, and the Qing court still nominally existed, the People's Party would absolutely not let the matter rest.

This question was indeed a very thorny one; all cabinet members looked at Yuan Shikai. Beiyang had reached an agreement with the People's Party, and they didn't care about the Qing Emperor abdicating. But other Viceroys and Governors might not be so easy to talk to.

Yuan Shikai was silent for a while, then said slowly, "Constitutional Reform is the foundation of the country; on this foundation, everyone can talk. Although Chen Ke is a bit stubborn, he is still a child. The ages of the Viceroys and Governors of the world are not young anymore; I feel there is no need for elders to lower themselves to the level of young children."

This seemingly soft speech made quite a few cabinet members unable to hold back their laughter. What was meant by "don't lower themselves to the level"? Yuan Shikai was plainly saying that Chen Ke would absolutely not be polite in the slightest to those die-hards. Those with sharp minds were already considering which province would be unlucky. And those who knew more inside information had already guessed who was going to be unlucky. The four provinces of territory claimed by the People's Party back then—although Hubei was not yet completely occupied, after the People's Party sent troops out of Jiangsu, they at least already had the territory of three provinces. The remaining one was Jiangxi. Jiangxi Governor Wu Xun was a die-hard royalist. When Yuan Shikai seized power in Beijing, most provincial Viceroys and Governors supported Yuan Shikai. Only a few Viceroys and Governors hadn't said a word more than a month after the seizure of power ended. Wu Xun was one of them. Yuan Shikai's calculation to kill with a borrowed knife was shrewd indeed.

Once the People's Party captured Jiangxi, it would be equivalent to their military front directly reaching Liangguang (Guangdong and Guangxi). In order to avoid suffering attacks from the People's Party, the Viceroys and Governors of other provinces would definitely seek help from the Beiyang Central Government. At that time, as long as Yuan Shikai could rein in Chen Ke, other political forces would no longer dare to disobey Beiyang's command and could only choose to bow the knee to Yuan Shikai. Therefore, the People's Party's attacks on the surrounding areas seemed to be weakening the prestige of the Beiyang Government, but in reality, they were all serving Yuan Shikai in disguise.

Everyone was a smart person, so naturally, they wouldn't brag about their own "cleverness" on such a small matter. Saying too much wouldn't gain everyone's approval; on the contrary, it would only prove that one's own depth was too shallow.

Seeing that everyone agreed with his judgment, Yuan Shikai said, "I don't think this 'Outline of the Constitutional Compact' needs to be modified either. It's an outline anyway; if the situation changes later, it will be in time to modify it then."

Hearing Yuan Shikai say this, Minister of Justice Shen Jiaben nodded in agreement.

Yuan Shikai continued, "Since it is United Provincial Autonomy, there must be an arrangement for the various provinces now. We can't control how the provinces run themselves, but the Cabinet cannot remain silent on who runs the provinces. let's circle the candidates first."

This was the main event. The current personnel arrangement for United Provincial Autonomy determined the highest power holders in the provinces for the next few years. Even within the Beiyang Group and the provinces controlled by the Beiyang Group, Yuan Shikai still had the final say. But the advantage of getting in first absolutely could not be underestimated. Immediately, people began to recommend those they were familiar with. The interior of Beiyang was not a monolith either; although all interests were temporarily united under Yuan Shikai's banner, when it came to specific interests, everyone refused to yield.

Yuan Shikai listened silently, watching the scramble for interests before him, and couldn't help but think of Chen Ke, far away in Anhui. He wondered if the inside of Chen Ke's People's Party was like the current situation in Beiyang. Because Yuan Shikai had grasped the grand strategy extremely appropriately recently, Beiyang had gained unprecedented benefits in one fell swoop. Correspondingly, no one in the Beiyang Group dared to oppose Yuan Shikai anymore. And Chen Ke had always been the pillar of the People's Party, so presumably, it was the same there.

But the situation Chen Ke faced was like the situation Yuan Shikai faced now. Yuan Shikai already held the direct power of appointment and removal for officials in nine provinces, plus Inner and Outer Mongolia, totaling eleven provinces of territory. Beiyang had already begun to fight for these eleven provinces of territory. The People's Party now had three provinces and would have four provinces of territory in the future. With the large number of troops in the People's Party, they would likely fall even deeper into the situation of "many wolves and little meat." The struggle within them would probably be even more fierce. Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai sincerely hoped that the People's Party would fall into a fierce struggle for interests. The People's Party was already very powerful; there was no need for it to become any stronger. Let the various high officials within the People's Party fight endlessly for interests! Yuan Shikai prayed silently in his heart.

Once the "Outline of the Constitutional Compact" was released, it was natural for the whole country to be shaken. Local governments that originally had many doubts about the Yuan Shikai Cabinet had obtained an accurate answer. Not to mention that the local governments controlled by the Beiyang clique immediately wired their support, the imperial clansmen in the capital all exploded.

Ever since Zaifeng's last gamble, forcibly issuing an edict ordering Yuan Shikai to "retire and return home," the princes and nobles in Beijing immediately suffered a "siege by the masses." During this siege, which lasted for a full twenty days, no one could enter or leave the various princely mansions. Water sources were okay to say; many princely mansions had their own wells. Even if they didn't, they could endure thirst. But no one emptied the manure for the princely mansions; the cesspits and chamber pots in all the mansions were full. Fortunately, it was winter, and the stench was still bearable. If it were summer, the princely mansions would probably be uninhabitable.

Not long after these terrible days ended, the imperial clansmen still had some memory at least, and they had been quiet for a while. But after they saw the "Outline of the Constitutional Compact," that little bit of memory was thrown into the nine heavens.

And the change in the situation was completely beyond the imagination of the imperial clan. As soon as Yuan Shikai's statement of Beiyang United Provincial Autonomy came out, not only Beiyang but the Viceroys and Governors of various provinces immediately expressed their approval. What exceeded everyone's expectations was that the first to wire the whole country expressing support was not a Beiyang-controlled area, but Jiangsu. Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong not only expressed support for United Provincial Autonomy but also suggested immediately establishing assemblies in various provinces to prepare for the provisional parliament.

The imperial clansmen cursed Zhejiang Governor Wang Youhong (Note: Text says Zhejiang here, but context suggests Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong, likely a typo in source or reference to his origin/other title, but Wang Youhong is Jiangsu Governor in previous context. Sticking to Jiangsu Governor as per context.) for not repaying the Emperor's grace. But curses were just curses; they had no effect on reality. Moreover, even if Governor Wang Youhong knew that the imperial clan hated him to the bone, he would not change in the slightest.

After the negotiation with Chen Ke, Wang Youhong understood that it was precisely because the People's Party had no intention of having a showdown with Beiyang in the near future that Chen Ke so firmly supported United Provincial Autonomy. After United Provincial Autonomy, neither the Central Government nor other provinces could interfere in the internal affairs of the People's Party. Wang Youhong didn't care at all what exactly Chen Ke wanted to do; as long as the People's Party didn't come to hit Jiangsu, Wang Youhong wouldn't seek unhappiness by accusing the People's Party. As for Northern Jiangsu, if it was lost, it was lost; as long as Southern Jiangsu could be kept, under the pressure of the People's Party, Wang Youhong's position might be even more stable.

The Manchu Qing had established a total of twenty-three provinces, plus Inner and Outer Mongolia, counting as twenty-five provinces. However, Taiwan Province had been seized by Japan. Only twenty-four remained.

The four Northeastern provinces, Zhili, Fengtian, Jilin, Heilongjiang, Shandong, Shanxi, Henan, Hebei, Zhejiang, and Inner and Outer Mongolia. These eleven provinces had already fallen into Yuan Shikai's hands.

The People's Party controlled Anhui, Hubei, and the Northern Jiangsu part of Jiangsu.

The two sides together had thirteen and a half provinces, more than half. Moreover, these thirteen provinces had large populations, relatively developed economies, and a considerable amount of industrial construction. As for the armies the two sides could deploy for operations in other provinces, they far exceeded the sum of other forces. Nanjing, Jiangsu, where Wang Youhong was located, claimed to have fifty thousand troops. These troops were okay for guarding Nanjing, but pulling them out for battle would just be delivering meat to others.

Outside of Beiyang and the People's Party, the other areas—Shaanxi, Gansu, Jiangxi, Hunan, Sichuan, Fujian, Xinjiang, Guangdong, Guangxi, Yunnan, and Guizhou—totaled eleven provinces, many of which were poor and destitute lands. Even in these areas, Beiyang's influence had not failed to penetrate.

With such a disparity in power, it was obvious which side Wang Youhong would choose. Even if the imperial clan hated Wang Youhong to the bone, Wang Youhong could only look out for himself first.

Wang Youhong considered for himself, and the imperial clan considered for themselves even more. In the increasingly narrow mental horizons of these people, everyone was a traitor; what was wrong with obediently serving the Emperor and the Imperial Family? These imperial clansmen completely could not understand why they had been abandoned by the whole country.

Former Prince Regent Zaifeng stayed behind closed doors. Without Zaifeng taking the lead, the imperial clansmen had to act on their own. Liangbi, Yulang, Puwei, Zaitao, Zaize, and Tieliang—members of the imperial clan considered to be the capable generals of the Manchu Qing—held a secret meeting of the aristocratic core. The meeting tried hard to sort out the development of the situation, from the rise of the People's Party to Yuan Shikai's seizure of power. Strangely, the imperial clan did not hate the People's Party; all their hatred was concentrated on Yuan Shikai. The imperial clansmen unanimously believed that as long as they could get rid of Yuan Shikai, all problems could be solved. The imperial clan would regain power.

How to get rid of Yuan Shikai became the focus of the discussion. Some in the imperial clan proposed assassination, not just assassinating Yuan Shikai, but conducting a comprehensive assassination of the Beiyang Cabinet, and then establishing a new cabinet with the imperial clan as the core.

This plan was correct in theory, but the biggest problem in practice lay in "how to gather enough military force to assassinate so many cabinet ministers and vice-ministers." The armed forces of the Manchus were now non-existent. Asking these princes to do it themselves? They were unwilling to sacrifice their lives for the Great Qing. The princes' bodies of a thousand gold were for holding power, for ruling the world. How could they sacrifice themselves in vain in an assassination?

The princes believed they should rely on the Bannermen of Beijing City. Among so many Bannermen, how could there be no men willing to serve the court? Some princes and nobles put this idea into practice.

Yuan Shikai's intelligence system soon received comprehensive reports and exposures from Manchu princes and nobles down to ordinary Bannermen. Yuan Big Head was very composed; he waited until the Manchu princes' efforts to seize power reached their peak. "In other words, the money was spent, the people were found, and verbal agreements were reached. But the Bannermen who got the money had no one who was truly willing to sell their lives. Seeing that this armed action was about to end without a result."

The police immediately carried out a major arrest of these people based on the information they had mastered. Liangbi, Yulang, Puwei, Zaitao, Zaize, and Tieliang were "invited" to the police headquarters. The factual evidence was laid out in front of them. Liangbi and Tieliang could still be considered tough bones; they sneered and said nothing more. The other princes were interrogated separately; they were just casually tied up, hung up, and slapped a few times. Chili water, tiger bench, branding iron, finger presses—these methods hadn't even been used yet, and the princes confessed everything like pouring beans out of a bamboo tube.

Thick stacks of confessions were taken by Yuan Shikai to Empress Dowager Longyu. Yuan Shikai and the others, with snot and tears, asked the Empress Dowager to make the decision. Empress Dowager Longyu, a young wife, didn't know what to do. After listening to Yuan Shikai's tearful complaint, the Empress Dowager was also scared to tears. Princes rebelling and failing was originally a capital crime. The Empress Dowager naturally refused to let this bunch of princes be beheaded. The problem was, if this bunch of people weren't beheaded, Yuan Shikai would probably behead Empress Dowager Longyu and the Little Emperor Xuantong in the Forbidden City.

Weeping and wailing, Empress Dowager Longyu didn't know how to solve the problem before her. Finally, it was Yuan Shikai who suggested, "The princes are purely making trouble because they have too much money. Why not establish a Royal Bank in the name of the Empress Dowager and deposit the princes' money into the bank? The accounts will be kept by the Empress Dowager, and the princes' families will be supplied with monthly money based on headcount. This money can also earn interest when lent out."

Empress Dowager Longyu simply didn't understand what kind of disposal this was, but under the coercion of Yuan Shikai and others, she was forced to agree.

Once the Empress Dowager's edict was issued, the Beiyang Army and police, who had long been carefully selected, rushed into the various princely mansions holding the edict and carried out major house raids on the major princely mansions. The commander-in-chief behind the house raiding action was Yang Du. This new capable general of Beiyang used all kinds of methods. The princes' family members were taken away separately, and the servants under them were severely tortured. The torture this time was not so polite. These carefully selected house raiding teams held the tenet of "only results, regardless of cost." From the accountants to the page boys, everyone was given twenty strokes of the killing stick first, and then the interrogation began on where the money was hidden. Yang Du received guidance from "certain channels"; the Beiyang Army had field telephones, and the hand-cranked generators quickly came in handy. The electric shock effect was quite good; many people confessed.

For those tough bones who refused to yield under electric shock, Yang Du had to use the traditional chili water, tiger bench, branding iron, and finger presses to serve them. If there were still those who were overly loyal, bamboo spikes were driven into fingers, or their family members were cruelly tortured in front of these loyal slaves.

Even so, the accountant in Prince Gong's mansion was truly a tough bone, refusing to reveal the property no matter what. As a last resort, Yang Du had to order people to let this accountant witness a scene: all the men of Prince Gong's family were stripped naked and put through various water tortures. In the pain and despair of suffocation, Prince Gong cursed the accountant, demanding he quickly hand over all accounts. The accountant, already flesh and blood flying and vaguely indistinguishable, completely despaired of such a master and bit his tongue to commit suicide.

The accountant's choice was very smart. Beiyang would not leak this kind of torture. Whether they confessed or not, the stewards among the princes' servants were all executed on the charge of "stealing from the master and colluding with bandits during the rampage of horse bandits."

This was the stratagem Chen Ke gave to Yuan Shikai. Beiyang needed money, a large amount of money. In Beijing, this bunch of princes had money; the Anglo-French Allied Forces and the Eight-Nation Alliance had robbed them twice but hadn't stripped this group of princes clean. The confessions of the princely mansions were certainly one of the channels for intelligence acquisition.

Yuan Shikai contacted the Shanxi banks. On the condition that the Beiyang Government guaranteed the rights and interests of the Shanxi banks in various places, plus the confessions of the princely mansions, he basically sorted out the assets of the princes in the banks and controlled them in his own hands.

In addition to these two paths, Chen Ke also provided metal detectors. The technological content of this thing was very limited; it was just the induction of electromagnetic coils to metal. The key was that this theoretical concept had not yet been proposed in 1909. Yuan Shikai was originally half-believing and half-doubting about this thing, until the prototype provided by Chen Ke showed considerable effectiveness, then he exchanged a large batch of telegraph wires with Chen Ke for a large batch of metal detectors. The Beiyang Army, holding long-pole detectors, conducted a thorough inspection of the princely mansions and the acquired treasury intelligence, successively discovering quite a few hiding places for gold and silver.

After this battle, the property of the princely mansions was stripped clean. Yuan Shikai used Beiyang's Bank of Communications as a background to open a "Royal Bank Account." Sixty percent of the confiscated property went into the bank, and forty percent fell into Yuan Shikai's own account. And the account books of the various princely mansions were respectfully handed over to Empress Dowager Longyu for safekeeping.

In this process, Yuan Shikai fulfilled his promise to Chen Ke. The large batches of books and documents from the princely mansions that were in excess were placed in a special warehouse, sealed, and strictly guarded. To serve as important materials for the future National Grand Library and National Archives.

A fallen phoenix is less than a chicken. First, they lost their power and position, and then they lost their wealth. And under Yuan Shikai's hoodwinking, Empress Dowager Longyu issued another edict: "Bannermen may seek their own livelihood." At the same time, the "Iron Crops" of the Eight Banners were abolished.

The Eight Banners system had long existed in name only; the only thing maintaining it was the "grain, rice, silver, and money" supply for the banner troops. Once this "Iron Crop" was abolished, the Bannerman system no longer had the foundation to continue. The Bannermen in Beijing fled in panic one after another, either running to Tianjin or running outside the pass (to Manchuria). Beijing, which used to be the base camp of the Bannermen, had few Bannermen left except for the princes imprisoned in the empty princely mansions.

After experiencing this blow, the Manchu Qing no longer had any possibility of turning over. Provincial Viceroys and Governors began to announce support for "Constitutionalism, Reform, and United Provincial Autonomy" in June 1909.

On July 1, 1909, the People's Party marched into Jiangxi on the grounds that Jiangxi Governor Wu Xun "is a royalist and a die-hard running dog of the Manchu Qing."

Also in July 1909, floods broke out in Hubei again. This time, the People's Party government led the masses to go all out for disaster relief.

By mid-August, the People's Party had conquered the entire territory of Jiangxi and Hubei, and the disaster situation in Hubei had also ended.

On September 1, 1909, Yuan Shikai announced the "Maintenance List" for various provinces. The original provincial Viceroys and Governors became "Transitional Leaders of Various Provinces with a three-year term." And various provinces sent representatives to Beijing to convene the "Constitutional Conference" according to the ratio of one representative per one hundred thousand people based on the population estimated by the Manchu Qing.

Yuan Shikai invited the four provinces controlled by the People's Party to also send representatives to attend the conference. The People's Party stated, "We will absolutely not attend any formal meeting of the Manchu Qing as formal representatives. But the People's Party will send observers to participate in this Constitutional Conference."

On October 5, 1909, the First National Constitutional Conference officially convened in Beijing.



★


Contention and Reorganization Part 4

Volume 4 - Chapter 53

❧ ❧ ❧


Contention and Reorganization (Part 4)

"Recently, some comrades have brought up an experience, calling it 'Raising silkworms on lettuce leaves is better than raising them on mulberry leaves.' The whole article is full of vague and mysterious talk. And as I see it, the reason why raising silkworms on lettuce leaves is considered excellent is actually that 'this is the method recommended by Chairman Chen, so it must be good, it is just good.'" Speaking of this, Chen Ke's tone had already become somewhat acrimonious.

"When I proposed raising silkworms on lettuce leaves, I might not have made it clear. When I was a child, raising silkworms was a biology homework assignment. At that time, there were no mulberry trees where I lived, and silkworms wouldn't eat elm leaves. Later, I heard people introduce that silkworms also eat lettuce leaves. after experimenting, I confirmed it was true; the silkworm babies ate very happily and could spin silk and form cocoons normally. Now in the base area, we lack mulberry trees. You have to let the newly planted small mulberry trees grow strong. Everyone has received basic education in botany; if you pick all the leaves off a small mulberry tree, the mulberry tree will die. If you pick a batch of leaves, the small mulberry tree won't grow fast. But we now need to export raw silk in exchange for money to buy machinery and equipment, so I suggested using the method of large-scale planting of lettuce to make up for the shortage of mulberry trees. Substituting lettuce leaves for mulberry leaves is to solve a problem, not for everyone to sing my praises!"

The several cadres of the Fengtai County Organization Department listened to Chen Ke's criticism with dark faces one by one; no one dared to utter a sound. Accompanying the fierce expansion of the base area, the problem of the shortage of cadres in the People's Party also exploded more fiercely. Within the ranks of party cadres, it was once thought that the base area would go all out to promote a large number of cadres to work in the localities. But Chairman Chen Ke not only didn't do this, but instead began to strengthen cadre training. In the newly expanded base areas, even if military control was maintained in various places, purely maintaining the status quo, construction was not fully rolled out.

It wasn't that there were no cadres who performed well in the construction of the base area. After selection by the Organization Department, nearly a thousand outstanding cadres at all levels were chosen. Chairman Chen Ke selected more than five hundred of them. These comrades were transferred to work in the newly opened territories. New cadres successively took over the positions vacated by these cadres in the old base area. But after a few months of work, problems emerged. Especially since a large batch of reports stating "raising silkworms on lettuce leaves is better than raising them on mulberry leaves" were handed up from the old base area in Fengtai County. Chen Ke, who had been inspecting and arranging work in various places, attached great importance to this matter and specially rushed back to Fengtai County to handle it.

"Comrades, we formulate policies to solve problems. Without mulberry trees, we can only use lettuce. When the lettuce is harvested, the silkworm babies eat lettuce leaves every day, and the troops and organs eat lettuce every day. As far as I know, comrades have had lettuce without any change for many days in a row; this isn't exactly done willingly. In the plain areas, we can still solve the problem through this kind of mandatory means, but planting lettuce in the mountainous areas is very terrible. There is no suitable land, and there aren't that many people to eat this lettuce. comparatively speaking, planting mulberry trees is definitely more suitable. If this method is promoted throughout the entire base area, what kind of farce is this going to cause?"

A cadre from the Organization Department said, "Chairman Chen, isn't this also a discussion..."

"Discussion is of course allowed, but the argument cannot be 'Chairman Chen said so.' Chairman Chen also said to 'Seek Truth from Facts'; how come I don't hear anyone saying this now?" Chen Ke directly refuted back with a tone like a violent storm.

The young cadres of the Organization Department all fell silent with gloomy faces. They wanted to say something, but everyone knew that saying it would definitely hurt the harmony.

Looking at this group of people, Chen Ke really felt helpless. No wonder that during the War of Liberation (Chinese Civil War), with such strong capabilities and so many loyal and reliable cadres, the Party still encountered quite a few problems after liberation. During the War of Liberation, accompanied by the fierce expansion of territory, the original cadres were simply not enough. A large number of unqualified cadres entered the revolutionary ranks, creating a pile of messy matters.

Now, the experienced "old cadres" of the base area had all been substantiated to the frontline grassroots. Chen Ke once thought that the cadres left in the rear could do their jobs well according to the rules set before, so that the comrades working in the toughest frontline grassroots could have no worries about the rear. Facts proved that Chen Ke was really too idealistic.

Chen Ke could probably guess the reason the cadres of the Organization Department didn't dare to speak out. Wasn't it just fear of losing face when criticized and educated? Moreover, this matter also involved "Chairman Chen." In case someone took a chicken feather as a warrant arrow (treated a trivial order as a serious command) and used "lèse-majesté" as an excuse to refute, the Organization Department was now a group of young cadres; they really found it hard to speak up.

This was the so-called "bureaucratic style," right? Chen Ke thought very skeptically. At this moment, Chen Ke finally understood what was meant by "elite forces all sent out, fire breaking out in the backyard."

Calming his emotions slightly, Chen Ke said, "Let this group of comrades conduct a self-criticism. In addition, I want to ask, what has the Party Committee been doing? Was such a conclusion discussed collectively by the Party Committee? Or did some people just slap their heads and come up with it for me?"

After saying this, Chen Ke also felt very dejected. Actually, this should be under the jurisdiction of the Discipline Inspection Commission, but the Discipline Inspection Commission was also filled with a group of young comrades, and the ones who picked out this matter were also comrades from the Discipline Inspection Commission.

"This is still because there is too little labor!" Chen Ke left this sentence behind and let the comrades of the Organization Department hurry to handle the matter.

Chen Ke was originally full of anger, but he quickly regained a certain degree of calm. This was still due to too little labor, especially too little social labor. How did capitalist countries become more powerful than the Manchu Qing? To put it plainly, the total amount of per capita participation in social labor was greater than in China. When capitalism destroyed feudalism, those labor forces originally constrained under feudal lords entered a broader society. After feudal lords and landlords transformed into capitalists, they also had to intervene in more social labor.

The capitalist system "cares not for people, believes not in gods." It completely decides who is the victor and who is the loser through the bloody slaughter of quantified capital. Regardless of what individual will is, if one cannot have sufficient understanding of society and science, one will fail in the competition. If these cadres were sericulture capitalists, beat them to death and they wouldn't think that "raising silkworms on lettuce leaves is better than raising them on mulberry leaves." Because this is destined to fail in competition.

"Seek Truth from Facts" is talked about every day and every year in the People's Party. It definitely cannot be said that it hasn't been said, but to make the cadres open their eyes to face reality, it seems that it hasn't been talked about enough yet. For the socialist system to defeat the capitalist system, it is truly an incomparably arduous task. The selection and training of cadres, the perfection of the organization, this is a matter that requires great effort.

Rectification is definitely not that simple; this must be a systematic job. Suppressing the impulse to rectify fiercely in Fengtai County, Chen Ke set off for Anqing to participate in commercial negotiations with the foreign devils.

Ever since the base area formed a tacit understanding of "maintaining the status quo" with the foreign devils, the People's Party began to do business with the foreigners. There were not many bulk commodities the base area could trade, mainly raw silk, tea, pig bristles, and cigarettes. With the recovery of trade lines, Anqing became a bustling treaty port again. Because the People's Party reached a tacit understanding with the foreign devils, after the People's Party seized Wuhu, the base area's bulk commodities went along the water route through Chaohu Lake, then down the river directly to Wuhu for trade.

Trade revenue seemed to be quite a lot, but compared to the People's Party's imports, it appeared extremely insufficient. Whether it was the Wuhan Consular Corps or the Shanghai Consular Corps, it was the first time in China they saw a Chinese leader explicitly propose "expanding trade volume on the basis of trade balance." Chen Ke clearly expressed to the foreign consular corps and merchant groups that the People's Party had no intention of engaging in a trade surplus. Of course, they also didn't have the courage to borrow large foreign debts. The People's Party was willing to work with foreign countries to promote a trade model of exchanging bulk raw materials for mechanical equipment.

Such an enlightened local leader really surprised the foreign devils. Of course, they also looked down on Chen Ke, this rebel leader, and the merchants just wanted to scam Chen Ke. Chen Ke's understanding of this era was limited to World War I. However, economic crises broke out frequently before WWI, and Chen Ke knew a little bit about that. If not for these frequent economic crises, there would have been no internal driving force for WWI to break out.

For the quotes from the foreign devils, Chen Ke directly slashed the price to one-third. Merchants from established capitalist countries like Britain, France, and Germany naturally wouldn't be threatened by a rebel leader. But the United States, this shit-stirring stick of the early 20th century, saw unlimited business opportunities.

As soon as he arrived in Anqing, the trade representative of the American merchant group was already waiting there in advance. But Chen Ke didn't go to see the American representative first; instead, he went to see the British representative as agreed. What the base area needed most now was iron farm tools. So far, iron farm tools had always been one of the biggest factors for farmers to join cooperatives. The four provinces of the base area added together had more than fifty million people. Calculating conservatively, that was five million households. Each household needed six catties of iron farm tools; that was thirty million catties of iron. The iron farm tools needed by various farms in the base area were no less than the civilian demand. In other words, just the first round of popularization of iron farm tools required thirty thousand tons of iron.

The base area was preparing to build railways and open mines, and the manufacturing of hot-bulb internal combustion engines was basically on track. Compared to Hanyang Iron Works' current annual output of 80,000 tons, the demand was far from being met.

Since expanding production was imperative, the first big deal had to be done with the British.

The British representative had a face full of the flavor of the British Empire, which is to say, that kind of poker face putting on airs that they once mocked Manchu officials for. Chen Ke also became serious. Matters discussing money were very serious. A price difference of hundreds of thousands of taels of silver; any fluctuation up or down was a large sum of hard-earned money for the base area.

The negotiating representatives who came along were Qin Tongren and Wang Bin from Shanghai. Wang Bin had been in a German trading firm in Shanghai and knew various prices very well. Originally, he could only help the People's Party purchase small mechanical equipment in Shanghai. Not long ago, Chen Ke let You Gou go to Shanghai specifically to persuade Wang Bin to formally join the People's Party. Wang Bin and Chen Ke were old acquaintances, having cooperated with the People's Party since 1905. Discerning people could now see that the legalization of the People's Party was only a matter of time. Wang Bin readily and formally defected to the People's Party. You Gou served as Wang Bin's introducer, and now Comrade Wang Bin was a probationary member of the People's Party.

When the talks began, the British representative unexpectedly mentioned something no one had thought of. "Mr. Chen Ke, do you know the Nobel Prize?"

"That Swedish Nobel Prize?" Chen Ke asked.

At such rich knowledge, a trace of surprise finally appeared on the British representative's face. "Yes, that's the one. The Swedish Embassy entrusted us to find you. Congratulations to you and Mr. Ehrlich of Germany for jointly winning the 1908 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine."

"Huh?" Chen Ke never expected such a thing to happen. He was actually stunned.

In 1905, in order to make money, Chen Ke copied Ehrlich's historical contribution and took the lead in producing "606" and "914." Chen Ke was alone and weak at the time; in order to save his life, he published the molecular formula and simple synthesis method in Shanghai newspapers. This detailed information also traveled to Europe with the traffic between China and Europe and America. In these years, syphilis was rampant, and this drug immediately caused a huge sensation in Europe and the United States.

Chen Ke was a Chinese man, so initially, this research was subject to quite a bit of questioning. European universities couldn't possibly spend too much energy finding Chen Ke, who was ten thousand miles away. And Chen Ke had already gone to Anhui for the revolution at that time, leaving no trace. There was not just one or two scientists in Europe who wanted to claim this result for themselves. But Chen Ke had made his research results public; newspapers and other printed materials were all there. The molecular formulas and equations were very complete. Those foreign scholars who wanted to overturn this concept all failed to justify themselves.

In the end, it was Ehrlich who conducted systematic research on Chen Ke's results and proved that the drugs Chen Ke produced were actually two types, "606" and "914." Plus, Ehrlich's "side-chain theory" was also confirmed. The Nobel Foundation in Sweden then let Chen Ke and Ehrlich share the 1908 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine.

The British representative didn't know too much about this either and could only recount it roughly. The Nobel Prize wasn't as famous a prize back then as it was in later generations. After explaining, the British representative told Chen Ke that since Chen Ke was absent, it was impossible to award him the prize again. The Nobel Foundation entrusted the Swedish Embassy to find Chen Ke, and the future medal, certificate, and prize money would all be sent to him.

Chen Ke was originally a "thief," so this stolen honor didn't make Chen Ke very excited. What he cared about was the prize money.

"If the contract is settled, can I request that this prize money be remitted to the UK?" Chen Ke asked.

The British representative never expected that this rebel leader-cum-scientist before him would say such words. After a pause, he answered, "That is of course no problem."

"Then let's finish discussing the issue of this factory expansion before talking about other things." Chen Ke laughed.

The Manchu Qing invested five million taels of silver to set up the Hanyang Iron Works back then. Chen Ke wanted to expand the steel plant; this wasn't simply duplicating one. Instead, it was a targeted expansion of many production departments of Hanyang Iron Works. The types of equipment required were numerous, and the thick list of requirements had already been shown to the British.

Perhaps the Nobel Prize proved that Chen Ke was a scholar; the British representative was really much more polite this time. The price was also lowered a bit. At least the prices of the core reverberatory furnaces were significantly reduced. Factories stress "matching." The defect of the Manchu Qing in doing industry lay in having no concept of "matching." Equipment couldn't be used for thousands of generations; it had to be replaced after its service life ended. If not replaced, problems would occur.

The leaders of the base area's industrial department had always worshipped Chen Ke very much precisely because Chen Ke instilled the concept of the "industrial chain" into everyone. Everyone finally understood what a complex industrial chain the coal-iron complex actually was.

After reaching a preliminary consensus with the British on core equipment, Chen Ke consulted with the American representative. The evaluation of American goods in the world market in 1909 was similar to the evaluation of Chinese goods in the world market a hundred years later: low quality and low price.

It seemed the American representative also knew about Chen Ke winning the Nobel Prize. After expressing his congratulations to Chen Ke, the American representative wanted to see what exactly Chen Ke prepared to purchase from the United States.

"If I asked you to provide a set of factory equipment similar to Hanyang Iron Works, how would you quote?" Chen Ke's question was straightforward.

The American representative swallowed a mouthful of saliva. A single order of several million taels of silver was a sky-high big order for the United States. The British method of monopolizing the world market was that if a country worked hard to build industry itself, the British could provide a full set of equipment and even technical support. But if a country wanted to intervene in the world market and use products to compete freely with British goods, then the British would step in to block it. The Americans proposed that the great powers share interests in China through the "Open Door Policy" just hoping to get a share of the pie in the big market of China.

The impact of cheap American goods directly triggered China's strong resistance against foreign goods, and the Americans also had a headache. Now that such a huge pie was about to fall, the American representative's eyes immediately became as sharp as a bald eagle seeing prey.

"Mr. Chen, I cannot help but remind you that you strongly demanded trade balance." The American representative's words had significant warning meaning.

Chen Ke knew very well that what the American representative actually wanted to ask was "Does the base area have that much money?" His answer was equally clear, "This is a very big business deal, so we will also try our best to improve our export capacity for bulk commodities. On this point, our side's attitude has never changed."

"We think you need other, more numerous factories and equipment. This investment now is really a bit too large. Everyone knows that your side needs to expand the production scale of Hanyang Iron Works..." The American representative persuaded.

"Hehe, the industrial standards adopted by your country after its founding are different from other countries. If I purchase matching products from your country on the basis of the existing industry, even the screws won't fit. The steel plant we want to build this time may not necessarily be located in Hanyang. Introducing a complete set of equipment from your country, don't you think this is beneficial to everyone? Moreover, after this factory is built, we have an even bigger technical cooperation we want to conduct with your side. If there isn't this cooperation, I don't think your side will easily believe me when I speak empty words about future cooperation."

"What cooperation exactly?" The American representative became interested.

"Chemical industry requiring high-temperature and high-pressure equipment. I can only say this much for now." Chen Ke laughed. He wanted to cooperate with the Americans on synthetic ammonia development. The importance of synthetic ammonia to China didn't need to be emphasized at all. This wasn't just a fertilizer issue; once WWI, this terrible industrialized war, started a few years later, the demand for explosives would be massive. The reason the British thought the German krauts wouldn't last long before WWI was that the British thought the Germans couldn't get enough gunpowder. As a result, the Germans developed synthetic ammonia and completely solved the source of nitro-explosives. Instead, it was the British and French who had problems with their gunpowder supply.

However, high-temperature and high-pressure equipment could only be relied upon via imports. Rather than letting Britain and France know this secret, it was better to cooperate with the shit-stirring stick, the Americans. The initial synthetic ammonia production line had no concept of catalysts, and Chen Ke didn't want to leak this secret at all. After using effective catalysts, Chen Ke's synthetic ammonia equipment could operate at much lower temperatures and pressures; he had even thought of how to set a trap for the Americans.

"Mr. Chen, is this big plan of yours a spur-of-the-moment idea? Or are you really prepared to do it?" Although the American representative didn't know Chen Ke's plan for the future, he had great sensitivity to the problems currently faced.

Chen Ke laughed, "We are about to start building railways. Whether it's rails or trains, a lot of equipment needs to be purchased. But we have no money, nor do we have any assets that can be mortgaged. The quality of the things we build ourselves is indeed not as good as your country's, but the good thing is we don't have to spend hard currency to import them. When we have money in the future, we will naturally expand foreign imports. At this stage, we can only invest money in limited fields."

The American representative naturally didn't understand the concept of "concentrating forces to do big things" of this socialist country, but the People's Party, being rebels, definitely had no money. Chen Ke's solid trade balance was not some commercial evil deed. The direction of the negotiation immediately tilted towards this big order.
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Contention and Reorganization (Part 5)

The news of the Nobel Prize soon spread in China. Foreigners viewed this matter from the perspective of a "marvel." That a Chinese person proved his strength in the scientific community with irrefutable performance was indeed a magical thing in the world of 1909. Most people thought Chen Ke was just lucky, but more people were full of interest in Chen Ke's background. Chen Ke's proficient application of various chemical equations was enough to prove that he had received higher education in European or American universities. But such a person remained nameless and even ended up becoming a rebel leader. This unintentionally shaped Chen Ke's image in European and American countries into that of a "Modern Robin Hood."

American reporters had immense interest in Chen Ke. In the vast quantity of weirdly shaped glass vessels reaching straight to the roof, various colorful unknown liquids boiled and flowed. A chemist who doubled as a rebel leader narrowed his slender eyes in this magical, nightmare-like laboratory, creating various inconceivable whims in his mind. This perfectly fit the American imagination of the mysterious East.

John Fleming was one such person who hoped to report on such a Chinese leader, Chen Ke, to American readers. It was October when he disembarked in Tianjin. Reporter Fleming knew that China had convened the First Constitutional Conference, which was a big event. Moreover, Fleming believed that Chen Ke was extremely likely to appear at this conference. So he plunged headlong into the interview.

"...Chinese people, especially Chinese officials, seem to have a natural opposition to news since birth. The Constitutional Conference was supposed to be public, but all officials remained silent about it, as if everyone was hiding an unparalleled secret. Towards reporters, they all adopted an attitude of avoiding them like the plague. Not only the officials, but the gentlemen councilors sent by various provinces also acted the same way. I very much doubt whether, after drafting the constitution, they will also hide it deeply in an underground vault and never show it to others..."

"...Although the People's Party are rebels, they still sent their own representatives to attend the conference. This representative conference is based on the ratio of one person elected per one hundred thousand people. It is generally estimated that the population in the areas controlled by the People's Party is between thirty and forty million. This exceeds one-third of the total population of the United States today. The People's Party delegation, which should have had thirty representatives, has only three observers. The backgrounds of the three representatives are very surprising; they were all once officials of the Manchu Qing, even very important officials. Mr. Yan Fu was the dean of China's earliest naval academy—the Beiyang Naval Academy—for a full twenty years. Mr. Feng Xu was once a local high official in Anhui, equivalent to a state treasurer in the United States. Mr. Shang Yuan was once a subordinate of Mr. Feng Xu and served as the highest local administrative official in the area where the People's Party first raised the banner of rebellion. The People's Party sending these three people here is likely to show that they..."

"...Almost all officials and councilors showed great fear towards the three representatives of the People's Party. And the Manchu Qing Cabinet officially announced on the day the People's Party representatives arrived in Beijing that the family of the People's Party leader Chen Ke's father-in-law would be released. These people were thrown into prison by order of the late Empress Dowager Cixi because they were family members of rebels. It is said that the order to execute them had already been issued at the time, but due to the accidental death of Empress Dowager Cixi, these orders were not passed on to the executioner, so they were able to save their lives. This is really a very unfortunate yet very lucky family..."

"...The parliamentary meeting does not allow observers. No matter how one applies and seeks help, one cannot get the opportunity..."

When the Constitutional Conference began, everyone had to kowtow in the direction of the Imperial Palace. Yan Fu, Feng Xu, and Shang Yuan sat ostentatiously in their seats, looking at the group of people kneeling and kowtowing around them. This situation was truly embarrassing. Yuan Shikai, who presided over the meeting, regretted it at the time. But when planning the opening of the parliament, despite careful planning, he just forgot the fact that the People's Party could not possibly kowtow. Now no one dared to drive the People's Party representatives out. Yuan Shikai was broad-minded after all; he didn't care how these representatives would view this matter. Anyway, Yuan Shikai had carried the black pot (taken the blame) many times. Chen Ke was the person Yuan Shikai had met who could best consider Yuan Shikai's interests. To carry such a small black pot, Yuan Shikai was willing.

As the group of councilors crawled up from the ground, they saw the three People's Party representatives sitting in their seats with cold faces, looking down on the councilors like emperors. A feeling of shame and anger immediately arose in everyone's hearts. These three people were all former subjects of the Manchu Qing. Yan Fu and Feng Xu went without saying; their status was originally quite high, and their learning was well-known to all; most councilors couldn't compare to them. Shang Yuan was a county magistrate in his thirties, usually nameless. Which of those who came to attend the National Constitutional Conference wasn't a high official or a famous scholar? Now their limelight was overshadowed by Shang Yuan. Every councilor participating in the meeting held a burst of anger in their hearts.

No matter how they usually preyed on the common people and ordered them around, a sentence almost emerged in every councilor's heart at this moment: "He who steals a hook is executed; he who steals a country becomes a prince."

When the councilors sat down, Yuan Shikai took the stage and began to speak, "Everyone, I have long wanted to invite everyone to come to Beijing to discuss the state affairs of constitutionalism like this. I have been the Minister of Beiyang, the Viceroy of Zhili, and have also walked in the Grand Council. Every time I talked about local affairs with the gentlemen from the localities, all I heard were complaints. As soon as they spoke, they said that the crowd in the capital didn't know how hard and difficult it was in the localities. When talking about this, gentlemen, you were all ambitious, thinking that if you could be the masters in the localities, you would definitely make the localities flourish. I thought, it would be great if the Imperial Court could let you gentlemen do it freely. Now that the Cabinet is established, I feel that as the Vice Prime Minister of this Cabinet, I must do something for everyone. This United Provincial Autonomy fits exactly with your wishes..."

Although everyone knew that they came to talk about United Provincial Autonomy this time, the representatives always felt unsure in their hearts. No one could figure out what exactly United Provincial Autonomy was about. Yuan Shikai talked about the problem so straightforwardly, without threats or coercion. Even with the small disturbance of the People's Party representatives not kowtowing, all representatives felt very satisfied.

Except for the representatives of the provinces in the Beiyang clique, most representatives of other provinces had only met Yuan Shikai and had no experience of working under him. Dealings in officialdom were all about superficiality; everyone had only heard that Yuan Shikai was shrewd and capable, but none had personally experienced Yuan Shikai's true ability. Now listening to Yuan Shikai spend more than an hour clearly and concisely explaining the concept, basic methods, and layout of this United Provincial Autonomy, the councilors admired Yuan Shikai's talent to the point of prostrating themselves. Leaving aside whether United Provincial Autonomy was good or not, just this cognition and layout, the representatives from various places asked themselves and felt ashamed of their inferiority. No wonder when mentioning famous ministers of the world, "Beiyang Yuan" was recommended first. Just listening to this account, everyone believed that this Beiyang Yuan Shikai was indeed a peerless scholar of the state.

Seeing that Yuan Shikai was so fully prepared and his attitude was so tough, while the representatives of various provinces admired him, a strong sense of unease also arose in their hearts.

As soon as Yuan Shikai finished speaking, the representatives of the Beiyang clique applauded first, and the representatives of other provinces, whether sincere or fake, also followed with enthusiastic applause.

The People's Party representatives listened seriously from beginning to end, and finally applauded symbolically to join the fun.

When everyone's applause died down, Yuan Shikai continued, "For this Constitutional Conference, the Cabinet will first come up with a constitution; the provinces will discuss it themselves. After the discussion, representatives from various provinces will go up to speak. After all the speeches are finished, we will vote on each article of the constitution. Of course, we will first vote on this process. Representatives from various provinces can go to their own lounges to discuss first."

The People's Party had very few people, and the meeting room was not big. The guards firmly guarded the door outside, and the three representatives then began to discuss in low voices.

"It seems Yuan Shikai really completely adopted Chairman Chen's suggestions," Feng Xu said first.

Yuan Shikai seemed very interested in utilizing Chen Ke's intellect. Before this meeting convened, Yuan Shikai specially sent someone to the base area to seek advice from Chen Ke. Chen Ke wrote a relatively detailed proposal for Yuan Shikai. All three representatives had seen it; for every future step of Yuan Shikai, Chen Ke proposed various methods of response and choice. The reasons and purposes of many strategies were marked very clearly.

What Yuan Shikai just recounted was a set of routes he chose and combined himself.

Shang Yuan said in a deep voice, "It seems Yuan Shikai has chosen the economy-focused route."

"There's no helping it; Yuan Shikai lacks money." Feng Xu was the Provincial Administration Commissioner, in charge of finance and accounting. He was clearest about Yuan Shikai's choice. "The year before last, the Manchu Qing's revenue was eighty million taels, and expenditure was as high as one hundred million taels. I'm afraid last year and this year were even worse than the year before last. Even if Yuan Shikai scraped the Imperial Clan and the Imperial Household, how much money could there be? At most thirty million taels. Many are antiques that cannot be sold. In prosperous times, people collect antiques; Chairman Chen said it very clearly. Everyone knows Yuan Shikai has antiques in his hands and thinks about buying a batch at a low price. In such chaotic times, where would rich people be willing to spend money to buy these things?"

Hearing this, Shang Yuan couldn't help but snort coldly, "Beiyang certainly can't afford to fight a war, but up to now, I am still very uneasy. Beiyang is originally a broken ship, full of holes. Too many lice don't itch, too much debt doesn't worry; they can just maintain their lingering existence. They certainly can't afford to fight, but he will definitely calculate deliberately to deal with us. On the contrary, we are engaging in industrial construction in the base area on a large scale; once a loophole is attacked, our losses will be much greater. So why push for United Provincial Autonomy so anxiously? Chairman Chen's words make sense; if there is no strong central government, it will definitely turn into a situation of warlord melee. But letting these people gather together, our People's Party will be the target of public criticism and will definitely be constrained everywhere."

Yan Fu and Feng Xu remained silent after hearing this. Comrades holding this attitude were not a minority within the party. Chen Ke once strongly emphasized the significance of strategic initiative; opening up the Shandong Base Area was an important link in striving for strategic initiative. As the vanguard, Shang Yuan undertook the most proactive work. In the process of giving the Manchu Qing the final military blow, the Shandong Base Area contributed greatly. Up to now, it had always been the People's Party striking others first; there had never been any strategic passivity. It was no wonder Shang Yuan couldn't accept such a direction.

After a moment of silence, Feng Xu couldn't help but say, "Secretary Shang, once the soldiers move, who knows where it will end. Fighting a civil war like this is not a good thing after all. Even if the People's Party is brave and good at fighting, we don't have the ability to conquer the whole of China now. As the saying goes, short pain is better than long pain. Anyway, we have to fight in the end; why be anxious for a moment?"

Yan Fu nodded slightly after hearing this. He knew very well that Chen Ke had never planned to give up military struggle. But the gap between the People's Party and industrial countries like Europe and America was really too big. Chen Ke tried to build a sufficient industrial system first; Yan Fu thought this was the right path. The comrades in the party had not truly fought against the European and American powers, so they didn't understand what that kind of large-scale powerful war looked like. Luring the enemy in deep and strengthening the walls and clearing the fields were indeed good strategies. But as Chen Ke said, that was a policy adopted when facing unavoidable reality. Before the war, one should avoid the occurrence of unfavorable situations to the greatest extent. The two were not in conflict originally.

It was just that a series of military victories by the People's Party made these worries look like "unfounded fears." Moreover, with the strategic initiative now mastered by the People's Party, it still seemed unbreakable in China. Yan Fu didn't want to criticize Shang Yuan; he himself couldn't completely understand Chen Ke's strategy. When comrades tried to understand what had already happened and tried to experience and summarize what had already happened, Chen Ke was already standing in a farther place telling everyone that there was a new world here. This strong sense of incongruity made Yan Fu himself unwilling to comment much.

After the allotted time for provincial meetings ended, the first round of voting officially began.

The first to take the stage was the Viceroy of Liangguang, Zhang Renjun. The old man was hale and hearty; he came up and started to attack the inadvisability of United Provincial Autonomy. Saying things like "causing local dignitaries to collude," "forming cliques for private gain," and "opening the door wide for those who spread fallacies to mislead the public." All these things sounded really reasonable.

However, this speech itself was inevitably thousands of miles off-topic. Yuan Shikai asked everyone to discuss the "meeting process," which meant setting the rules of the game first. Zhang Renjun's speech completely disregarded the establishment of rules and instead launched a fierce attack on the plan proposed by Yuan Shikai.

Yuan Shikai listened seriously, but among the Beiyang representatives, some low-status councilors couldn't help but boo. When Zhang Renjun finally finished speaking with difficulty, the second to rush onto the stage was Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong. Wang Youhong first clearly expressed his support for Yuan Shikai's United Provincial Autonomy plan. The Beiyang representatives were quiet, but the representatives of other provinces began to clamor. The noise was so loud that Wang Youhong even forgot about the issue of voting on the rules.

When it was the turn of the fourth person, Hunan Governor Cen Chunming, he finally managed to put forward his views on the voting regulations. Cen Chunming was Cen Chunxuan's younger brother and also one of Yuan Shikai's political enemies. He questioned the fact that all provincial representatives had voting rights. The reason seemed sufficient: "Since it is United Provincial Autonomy, the attitude of each province should be unified. Otherwise, what is the use of this United Provincial Autonomy?"

Everyone in the meeting hall was a shrewd person; everyone knew that Cen Chunming was fighting back against Yuan Shikai's difficulties. Among the Hunan representatives this time, quite a few were Yuan Shikai's people. In fact, not only Hunan representatives, but many provinces had people who were politically inclined towards Yuan Shikai.

Provincial councilors generally knew or had heard of the parliamentary principle of "minority obeying majority." Knowing or hearing about it was one thing, but all councilors had an instinctive aversion to this rule. Those among them with high status and power all believed that their status inherently possessed dominant power. Minority obeying majority was something people below might do, but as the upper class, they shouldn't accept this system. As for councilors with lower official positions, they naturally believed that their one vote should be the critical vote. If their vote wasn't critical, then what were they voting for?

This mentality was directly reflected in the voting. Under Yuan Shikai's strong stance, if he really wanted to push for legislation, relying solely on numbers, Yuan Shikai could really get a simple majority. However, of the twenty-four provinces in the world, three had already gone to the People's Party, and the princes of Inner and Outer Mongolia did not attend. Of the remaining nineteen provinces, Yuan Shikai only occupied nine. If the remaining ten provinces united, overthrowing Yuan Shikai's cabinet wasn't very realistic, but this meeting had the full ability to force Yuan Shikai to make huge concessions.

Listening to the people on stage expressing their attitudes one by one, Yuan Shikai appeared calm and composed on the surface, but in his heart, herds of alpacas (grass-mud horses) were galloping. Chen Ke had long warned Yuan Shikai of the possibility of this situation. Yuan Shikai felt that the Viceroys and Governors should be sensible after all; asking for exorbitant prices was unavoidable, but surely it wouldn't turn into such chaos. If things went according to the Viceroys' and Governors' methods, Yuan Shikai would have spent so much mental effort only to prepare a dish for others. At least the local Viceroys and Governors could definitely blackmail Yuan Shikai severely once.

It seems the provincial assembly system must be implemented. Yuan Shikai couldn't help but sigh in his heart. As an old-style politician, Yuan Shikai was more accustomed to the Manchu Qing model where great power was held in hand, and those below must obey a word from above. But this required a national regime. When Cixi was alive, through decades of accumulation, she could finally manage personnel issues. But this completely failed to get things done. Yuan Shikai started by getting things done; although he could guarantee his political achievements, he lacked this legitimacy of holding sole power. In comparison, if the provinces had assemblies, Yuan Shikai would have more tricks to play. The Beiyang provinces would naturally be submissive. The People's Party simply couldn't form an advantage in the assemblies, and since both sides had an alliance, presumably Chen Ke was not a person who didn't understand the general situation. As for other provinces, they could all be won over by Yuan Shikai's clever operations.

The core of United Provincial Autonomy was for the assembly to meet once a year to vote on some seemingly grand issues, such as laws. The President and Prime Minister elections would be every five years, and cabinet members would be arranged by the Prime Minister. For such a meeting, it was just a matter of the intensity of bribery; Yuan Shikai was confident of winning. So no matter what, he had to get the provinces to set up their own assembly systems. If there were no assemblies, the provincial Viceroys and Governors would definitely oppose him to the end.

Speeches continued one after another; everyone spoke at length, and they didn't finish until the afternoon. The parliament temporarily ended the day's meeting and would continue the next day.

As soon as the councilors went out the door, a group of reporters from various newspapers and a group of foreign devil reporters rushed up with cameras attempting to interview the councilors. The military police hurriedly pushed the reporters away and let the councilors get on the transfer carriages.

"Yuan Shikai's days are not easy," Shang Yuan said happily.

Yan Fu and Feng Xu both smiled bitterly. Inside the carriage were their own people, and with guards protecting the outside, it was actually a good place for conversation.

"Chairman Chen mentioned this matter long ago in his letter to Yuan Shikai. It seems Yuan Shikai still listened to the advice," Yan Fu replied.

"With just this one method, I think we won't be able to return to the base area in the short term." Feng Xu had sufficient cognition of the arduousness of parliamentary struggle.

Shang Yuan said with a mocking sneer, "We came here just to watch. No matter how hostile Yuan Shikai and the local Viceroys and Governors are, they are consistent in dealing with our People's Party. Let's just follow the plan and watch the situation develop properly. Anyway, with every passing day, our strength grows a little stronger. They can talk for ten or eight years. I think that's not bad either."

Hearing this, Yan Fu and Feng Xu also smiled helplessly. Ten or eight years might be a bit exaggerated. But talking for a month or two without results wasn't alarmist talk.

"Gentlemen, entering Beijing this time, Chairman Chen asked me to send his regards to my teacher, Mr. Li Hongqi. I will visit Mr. Li tonight." Shang Yuan made a rather personal request. The observation group had its own discipline; this visit had been mentioned long ago, so Yan Fu and Feng Xu agreed.

It was still that ordinary alley, still that ordinary courtyard house. Not long after Shang Yuan brought the guard to knock on the door, Mr. Li Hongqi opened the door himself. Compared to leaving Beijing four years ago, Mr. Li Hongqi didn't look much changed; he still wore those ordinary clothes, and the courtyard was still tidy.

Letting the guard watch the door, Shang Yuan supported his mentor into the wing room. With an agitated heart, Shang Yuan wanted to earnestly kowtow to his teacher, but he couldn't kneel down no matter what. He used a military salute to express his respect to Teacher Li Hongqi. After seeing his beloved disciple pay respects to him, Li Hongqi stepped forward to pull Shang Yuan and let him sit down. Looking his disciple up and down, Li Hongqi then asked, "Wangshan, I saw the things you asked someone to send a few days ago. You said you were extremely confused, but I don't know where the confusion lies?"

"Since we want revolution, it means changing the Mandate of Heaven. We should advocate revolutionary concepts to conform to the Mandate of Heaven with people's hearts. But what Wenqing (Chen Ke) told me in private is very different. I am greatly puzzled. Having this opportunity this time, I ask for Teacher's guidance." Shang Yuan spoke very urgently.

"What Wenqing said is still that set of your People's Party. From the perspective of a Confucian disciple like me, it's just changing 'gentleman' (Junzi) to 'laborer.' As I see it, I'm afraid you see Wenqing as Fan Chi. I actually feel that compared to Wenqing, you are Fan Chi."

Shang Yuan knew that his teacher was citing the example from the *Analects - Zilu*.

Fan Chi asked to learn farming. Confucius said: "I am not as good as an old farmer."

He asked to learn gardening. Said: "I am not as good as an old gardener."

After Fan Chi left. Confucius said: "Fan Chi is truly a petty man! If superior officials value ritual, the masses will not dare to be disrespectful; if superior officials value righteousness, the masses will not dare to be disobedient; if superior officials value trustworthiness, the masses will not dare to be dishonest. If one can do this, then the common people of the world will come to you with their children strapped to their backs. What need is there for you to farm this little bit of crops?!"

Shang Yuan never expected that his teacher would criticize him just like Chen Ke. He hurriedly explained, "Teacher, I don't oppose labor..."

"If you don't oppose labor, then work. What is there to say?" Li Hongqi interrupted Shang Yuan immediately. "Wenqing made it clear in his letter to you that management is just a link in labor. As long as one is a laborer, there is no distinction between high and low. This really makes me marvel greatly. The rule of the Three Dynasties was nothing more than this."

Hearing this, Shang Yuan felt a shiver in his heart. His teacher was really too keen; one sentence pierced through the point deep in his heart that he was least willing to mention but most opposed to Chen Ke. That was "Distinction between upper and lower, order between noble and base."

Seeing Shang Yuan silent, Li Hongqi couldn't help but sigh lightly. "Wangshan, you know me; I have never liked saying the ancient is not as good as the present. Even if ancient Confucianism has now degenerated into rotten Confucianism, I only feel that the fate of the Confucian school has ended. But when mentioning the rule of the Three Dynasties, I feel it is absolutely correct. Wangshan, stretch out your hand and let me see."

Not knowing what his teacher meant, Shang Yuan stretched out his hand. It was a palm once accustomed to holding a pen; the skin was once delicate and smooth, but now because of participating in quite a bit of labor, it had become rough.

"These calluses are not enough," Li Hongqi laughed. "I heard that you managed water and relieved disaster in Anhui and Hubei. Although I worried about you and Wenqing, I was truly proud of you in my heart. In the time of Great Yu, let's not mention him passing his house three times without entering. Great Yu wore tattered clothes, ate coarse food, lived in simple mat sheds, and personally held the spade and hoe every day, taking the lead in doing the hardest and dirtiest work. After a few years, the hair on his legs and arms had fallen off, his palms and soles formed thick calluses, his body was withered, and his face was dark. This was an ancient sage emperor, looking not even as good as an old farmer. Have you done as much as Great Yu? As heavy as Great Yu? You only see Wenqing commanding with composure when mobilizing the crowd, but if Wenqing hadn't worked personally, if he hadn't labored day and night on the front line, how could he know how to mobilize the crowd?"

During the Anhui floods, Chen Ke had always been on the front line, leading comrades against the wind and rain, enduring countless hardships, doing countless jobs, and experiencing countless dangers. At that time, Shang Yuan was only undertaking the work of a county magistrate in the county town. In terms of enduring hardship and working, he knew he was indeed inferior to Chen Ke. Thinking of this, Shang Yuan couldn't help but frown slightly.

"Wangshan, do you think Wenqing is a weirdo who isn't afraid of hardship?" Li Hongqi exposed Shang Yuan's thoughts with another sentence.

"Teacher..." Shang Yuan only felt that his teacher, Mr. Li Hongqi, was extremely terrifying at this moment. even his voice stuttered a bit, "You, how do you know?"

"Wenqing is not unafraid of hardship, nor does he find joy in it as described in books. If you think of Wenqing in terms of bitterness and joy, then you are wrong." Li Hongqi couldn't help but sigh again after finishing speaking. This was extremely rare for Li Hongqi. If he didn't sincerely care for his disciple, according to Li Hongqi's usual practice, he would have sent Shang Yuan away long ago.

Seeing his teacher like this, Shang Yuan hurriedly stood up and said, "Teacher, I indeed have countless doubts in my heart. Please, Teacher, instruct me."

Li Hongqi had great expectations for Shang Yuan after all. He pondered for a good while before speaking again, "Actually, what I want to say, Wenqing has already said in the letter to you. Wangshan, do you think people are divided into high and low, noble and base?"

"This..., Teacher, I think there are."

"The difference between you and Wenqing lies in the fact that Wenqing does not believe people are divided into high and low, noble and base. He truly believes that labor created man himself. If one cannot do the right thing, it is only because one hasn't labored enough. I know why you don't believe it, because there really are some people who actually don't love labor and really don't want to believe that labor creates everything. What they want is not to work, not to labor. And in this world, seemingly there indeed are some people who don't work, don't labor, yet enjoy glory, wealth, and honor. Ask yourself, everyone wants to sit in this position, everyone wants to reap without sowing. Before, the Manchu Qing closed the door and did this themselves, and it already caused great chaos in the world. But foreigners are willing to labor, can labor, and know how to labor. As a result, they fought from thousands of miles away and plagued our China to this state. Wenqing told you clearly; foreigners plaguing China is one thing, and our own labor being inferior to foreigners is another thing. Wangshan, you used to know that reaping without sowing was wrong, but when you have the chance, you still hope that you can reap without sowing. Wenqing is afraid that after working hard to start a revolution, with so many people dying and so many battles fought, the result is overthrowing a group who reaped without sowing, only to have another batch who reap without sowing come up like taking turns dealing cards. Then wouldn't those who died in this revolution have died in vain? What he wrote to tell you has always been this one thing."

Although it wasn't winter yet, Shang Yuan's face turned pale as if he had stood in a cold night. But Li Hongqi's words did not end here. "Wangshan, do you think you are a person who is stupid beyond cure?"

Shang Yuan originally wanted to follow his teacher's meaning and say he knew he was stupid beyond cure, but he clearly knew that if he said this, he was actually telling a lie. Most importantly, his teacher would also clearly know this was a lie. After hesitating, he answered, "This..., I think I am not."

Li Hongqi nodded slightly, "I see Wenqing also said that if a matter has one hundred links, as long as one link is not done, the whole matter will definitely be unrecognizable. Just knowing what these one hundred links are from beginning to end is incomparably difficult. And after knowing these links and personally trying to do them, one will definitely find oneself stupid beyond cure. Of these one hundred links, there are few that one can do oneself. Ordinary people do things completely differently; everyone always takes a superficial look, finds a few links they can do, and then thinks they are right, believing that if others can match the remaining ninety-plus links, they can achieve feats unmatched by anyone. Only seeing what one can do and not seeing what one cannot do, this is true stupidity beyond cure."

Ever since the revolution, no one had ever criticized Shang Yuan so severely. But Shang Yuan began to return to normal at this time, and his expression and attitude gradually returned to normal.

Li Hongqi continued as if he didn't see it, "I've read some of Wenqing's books. His discussion on the biological and social nature of humans is indeed a penetrating insight. The biological aspect is self-centered, while the social aspect is centered on social relations. So Wenqing fiercely criticized vulgar tastes. Vulgar taste is when the biological nature has not been completely transformed within society. Being self-centered, afraid that others don't know what one has, afraid that others can't see one's superiority, afraid that one's social value is underestimated by others. But what you can really do, you know very well yourself. If you even deceive yourself, that doesn't matter. As long as things really get started, you can't deceive others. So I see that Wenqing's letter only said one thing: for you comrades of the People's Party to transform yourselves and honestly be laborers. I think this is correct, so I really don't know where exactly you are confused."

"Teacher, I feel I have done everything I should do. But I always feel there is a place different from Wenqing. If you ask me what is different, I can't say it no matter what. This is where I am confused." Shang Yuan looked at Mr. Li Hongqi with eager and anxious eyes.

"Wangshan, I underestimated you; it turns out you have already understood to this extent." Mr. Li Hongqi couldn't help laughing. "That is because all the things Wenqing does are things he ought to do. And the things you do are all things you want to do."

Regarding this statement from his teacher, Shang Yuan felt he couldn't accept it. "Teacher, why do I feel exactly the opposite?"

"That's because you don't think you are a bad person. You think you are a good person, a saint. You love evaluating yourself too much." Li Hongqi finished with a cold smile, then pointed at Shang Yuan and said, "A petty man (Xiao Ren)! That is Wangshan!"

After giving such an incomprehensible evaluation, Li Hongqi drove Shang Yuan out.

The second day's parliamentary discussion continued the style of yesterday. A group of councilors outwardly ignored the formulation of game rules and instead spoke in a vague and mysterious manner from ancient times to the present, from south to north. Literati all spoke in this wretched manner, forcibly summarizing a "truth" from things of different times, backgrounds, and methods, and then posing as "defenders of the truth." In fact, saying a thousand or ten thousand things, representatives of other provinces were all opposing the one-man-one-vote system in the parliament.

Shang Yuan's mind was full of what his teacher said yesterday, which was also vague and incomprehensible. He didn't know if he was thinking too much or for some other reason. In the end, Shang Yuan actually couldn't remember what exactly his teacher had said. That night, Shang Yuan went to visit his teacher again.

After Shang Yuan seriously informed him of the fact that "Teacher's teachings were not kept in mind at all," Mr. Li Hongqi couldn't help laughing loudly.

"It seems you didn't bear a grudge against me." Mr. Li Hongqi laughed extremely happily.

"How could I bear a grudge against Teacher?" Shang Yuan hurriedly said.

"Wangshan, what did I tell you when you left last time?" Mr. Li Hongqi asked.

"This..., I forgot." Shang Yuan answered very crisply.

Mr. Li Hongqi's memory was very good. He replied, "Last time I said, nowadays the world is cruel, perverse, and fawning; it is already in great chaos. And which change of dynasty was not like this? How to treat the tyranny, cruelty, and shamelessness of the world, how to break free from these tyrannies, cruelties, and shamelessness, and eliminate all injustice with a firm attitude, is a very difficult thing for ambitious people like you. In today's China, as soon as the Manchu Qing falls, there will be great chaos. It is destined that sorrow will fill the wild, and corpses will number in the millions. Even if you make the world more chaotic, you don't need to care. This is the fate of China; you alone absolutely cannot stop it. What you can do is to cure this great chaos, take advantage of this great chaos, sweep away chronic illnesses, and root out all injustice from the foundation."

Hearing his teacher repeat these words, Shang Yuan's expression became serious.

Li Hongqi looked at his beloved disciple and said equally seriously, "Last time Wenqing looked very confused, and you thought yourself amazing. I could only speak to that extent. Actually, everyone in the world has tyranny, cruelty, and shamelessness in their hearts. It's just that no one is willing to admit this darkness of the human heart. Anyone willing to admit it must be a down-to-earth laborer. Like Yuan Shikai and Cixi, they suffered so much and did so many things before taking power. After taking power, they used this tyranny, cruelty, and shamelessness to do things. No matter how the people of the world view them, they indeed did extraordinary things. Can you understand?"

"Teacher, I understand a little." Shang Yuan replied.

"I read the letter Wenqing wrote to you. He has already seen his own darkness, and he has found the way to overcome these tyrannies, cruelties, and shamelessness in his heart. That is to be a true laborer and live magnanimously. This tyranny turns into bravery, cruelty turns into firmness, and shamelessness turns into humility. Wangshan, you think people like Yuan Shikai and Cixi are dirty and unwilling to learn from them. Your heart is full of wanting to learn to be a brave, firm, and humble person. Learning these appearances is just superficial. Just like a monk, researching Buddhism intensively, reciting and discerning clearly, but if he doesn't harbor the thought of mercy and charity to save all living beings, even if he is well-versed in classics and eloquent in debate, what is the use?"

Hearing this, Shang Yuan felt a sudden enlightenment. But according to what his teacher said, the gap between himself and Chen Ke was like a natural chasm. This made Shang Yuan completely unable to accept it.

Li Hongqi didn't intend to let Shang Yuan have an epiphany. He continued, "So yesterday I said you are a petty man; you love evaluating yourself too much. Evaluating things, to put it plainly, is something for after death. The current thing is for everyone to live well. Whether revolution or rebellion, or even being a highwayman who blocks the road to rob, what is sought is nothing more than this. So Wenqing repeatedly said in the letter that it is not you leading the revolution, but the people needing the revolution. I think he is right. If you think Wenqing makes sense and are willing to contribute to the lives of the common people of the world, then work with Wenqing. If you are unwilling, then I advise you to seek another path early. Wenqing writing to persuade you now shows that he will definitely try hard to make all your People's Party members have a common belief in the future. If you can't do it and still force yourself to sit in your current position, the end will definitely not be good."

Shang Yuan didn't care about his teacher's prediction. He pondered for a while and asked, "Teacher, why did you say that all the things Wenqing does are things he ought to do, while the things I do are all things I want to do?"

"It is because you feel Wenqing acts bravely, firmly, and humbly. He doesn't care about others' evaluations at all. Even if the people of the world scold him, if he thinks this thing should be done this way, he will definitely do it this way. You do things to get the evaluation of being brave, firm, and humble from others. If the person you care about criticizes you, I'm afraid you won't do it."

Hearing his teacher's words, Shang Yuan wanted to speak several times but stopped. Finally, he smiled bitterly, "Teacher, I only know now that I am truly stupid beyond cure."

Hearing this, Li Hongqi laughed loudly, "If you really think so, that would be great. If you really know you are stupid beyond cure, then you will definitely study humbly and cautiously. Look, with this thought, you immediately became a humble person."

Shang Yuan originally thought his teacher was mocking him, but thinking carefully, what his teacher said was actually not wrong at all. The more one knew one was stupid beyond cure, the more one would truly become humble and cautious. So-called virtue was just such a thing. Shang Yuan found that apart from a bitter smile, he could only smile bitterly.
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Perhaps because Shang Yuan finally understood that he was "stupid beyond cure," all the pressure on his spirit was released instead. Shang Yuan used to be a picky person, seeing everyone as not conforming to morality and propriety. Now that he had put away this mindset, Shang Yuan had never felt as relaxed and comfortable as he did now. The whole world seemed to have changed into a brand new look; those shameless and despicable things, if looked at from the perspective of personal interest, also became "fresh and cute." For example, the many bizarre speeches of the councilors could even trigger a light chuckle from Shang Yuan.

Yan Fu and Feng Xu didn't know at all what good fortune Shang Yuan had encountered, but the two always maintained their dignity and refused to get to the bottom of such matters. In addition, they knew much more about the ministers in the Manchu Qing court than Shang Yuan did. The two had clearly seen that the situation had reached the edge of the dagger being revealed when the map was unrolled (the moment of confrontation).

The Viceroys and Governors of various provinces had made up their minds to absolutely oppose the "one person, one vote" voting mode for councilors. If Yuan Shikai didn't agree, they would rather pack up and go home now. The Viceroys' and Governors' idea was simple: "Anyway, you, Yuan Shikai, dare not touch us now. If you refuse to agree to our request, we will drag it out with you. If you dare to touch our official positions, then it is you, Yuan Shikai, who is treacherous."

It had to be said that this method of making full use of the rules really had the style of councilors.

Diplomatic corps of various countries had been paying attention to this stormy change in China. The magic of China made the diplomatic corps feel quite tricky. Generally speaking, rebel armies in various countries would try hard to obtain foreign support. This is a very easy thing to understand. But the People's Party, this rebel army, was exactly the opposite. Not only did they not try to obtain foreign support, but in a sense, they were still trying hard to defend China's interests. If the rebel army was willing to spend great effort to sell some things, although the foreign diplomatic corps certainly wouldn't really support them immediately, at least they would use the rebel army issue to blackmail Yuan Shikai who came to power in a hurry.

But the rebel army stuck to the bottom line, and Yuan Shikai didn't really show any movement of wanting to fight a decisive battle with the rebel army. In this seemingly profound contradiction, there was unexpectedly no room for foreigners to intervene. This really made the diplomatic corps feel very surprised.

It wasn't until more intelligence about the People's Party reached the foreign diplomatic corps that they suddenly realized that whether it was the Beiyang on stage or the People's Party off stage, they were actually all of Li Hongzhang's Beiyang lineage. The diplomatic corps quickly reached a common view: "The vigorous Chinese Civil War is just an internal struggle between the radicals and conservatives within Beiyang. In terms of dealing with foreigners, the two factions are consistent."

The foreign devils didn't understand China deeply enough, but they had sufficient understanding of various treacherous treaties. Europe had been playing this for over a hundred years. They were already certain that there must be some secret agreement between Beiyang and the People's Party. The difference between the two sides was that the People's Party resolutely demanded the Manchu Qing step down, while the Yuan Shikai Beiyang Group hoped to make final use of the Manchu Qing.

Having recognized this extent, the once relatively consistent foreign diplomatic corps immediately split. The Yuan Shikai Beiyang Group was the group foreigners trusted most in China. Supporting Yuan Shikai to come to power did not violate the interests of the powers. But the powers didn't mind adding some chaos to Yuan Shikai fiercely at this critical moment, making Yuan Shikai spit out a bit more. in the eyes of the powers, since they couldn't provoke the relationship between the "cousins" Beiyang and the People's Party, there was a lot to be done in other provinces.

The British maintained their dignity; they believed that as long as Yuan Shikai wanted to seize power, he had to satisfy the British. France had long plotted for Yunnan, Guizhou, and Guangxi. These Frenchmen, who thought themselves extremely clever, actually started to contact the representatives of Yunnan, Guizhou, and Liangguang in a high-profile manner.

Yuan Shikai was very clear about these little tricks. Actually, Japanese representatives also started to contact Yuan Shikai frequently. Using the "Anglo-Japanese Alliance" as a reason, they tried to use the tiger skin of Britain to threaten Yuan Shikai, asking Yuan Shikai to loosen his bite on interests in the Northeast. He let the Constitutional Conference "continue to discuss" and gave it the cold shoulder for a few days. He himself could also have a good rest for a few days.

Yang Du was still a bit shallow in shrewdness. Only on the second day, Yang Du ran to find Yuan Shikai in a burning hurry.

"Lord Yuan, Japan's demands absolutely cannot be agreed to." Yang Du expressed his attitude firmly.

"Why does Huchan say this?" Yuan Shikai asked with a smile.

"Lord Yuan, recently the Japanese ambassador has been visiting cabinet ministers everywhere. Even a nobody like me, they didn't let go," Yang Du said.

Yuan Shikai had no intention of looking deeply into this "black brick" (snitch/attack) from Yang Du. He laughed: "We can't close the Japanese embassy either. We can't help it if they run around. Let them run."

"Then Lord Yuan's meaning is..." Yang Du already understood that Yuan Shikai had his own plans. He asked tentatively.

Yuan Shikai sneered, "What the Imperial Court is criticized for most is forfeiting sovereignty and humiliating the country. I, Yuan Shikai, was not afraid of death back then to protect Korea. Now that I have become this Vice Prime Minister of the Cabinet, have I become afraid of death instead?"

"Then is there anything Lord Yuan wants me to do?" Yang Du hurriedly asked for orders.

"You watch those sealed documents for me! How come I heard someone wants to target those things? I will also explain clearly at the cabinet meeting tomorrow. Whoever dares to target those things, no matter who he is, I will absolutely not let them off." Mentioning those messy matters, Yuan Shikai was furious. Originally, Yuan Shikai just wanted to earn a good reputation and also give Chen Ke an explanation, so he spent great effort protecting cultural relics and books.

But the harvest brought by this matter greatly exceeded Yuan Shikai's expectations. After raiding the princes' homes, Yuan Shikai followed what Chen Ke said and announced in major newspapers across the country the establishment of the "National Archives," "National Grand Library," and "Grand Museum of China." Literati everywhere immediately rose to support Yuan Shikai. Although there were some sour remarks mixed in like "Yuan Shikai openly wants to build museums, but actually wants to enrich his private pockets," the positive evaluation accounted for the vast majority.

Quite a few literati who had never had any contact with Yuan Shikai, or even opposed Yuan Shikai, published articles publicly praising Yuan Shikai's magnificent feat of "valuing culture and revitalizing Chinese civilization." Many celebrities had already publicly or privately requested to contribute to this cultural cause.

Chen Ke had long told Yuan Shikai that the positions of the directors of the "National Archives," "National Grand Library," and "Grand Museum of China" were important jobs that could greatly win over literati. Yuan Shikai felt what Chen Ke said made sense, but really getting the support of cultural celebrities throughout the country for the first time, the excitement in Yuan Shikai's heart still greatly exceeded his own imagination.

Yang Du was also a literati and had contributed greatly to the protection of cultural relics and classics. Hearing this, he nodded repeatedly. "Don't worry, Lord Yuan, I will definitely handle this matter well."

Yuan Shikai harrumphed, "Huchan, you are a literati; you still don't understand that bunch of people down there. I will speak first tomorrow; those who should be killed must be killed. You then find a few who have gone too far, get the things back for me, and chop off the people. It won't do without killing a chicken to scare the monkeys. If you watch these things well for me, it will be a great merit. Remember?"

Sending away Yang Du, Yuan Shikai still sat straight on the sofa. He thought again of Chen Ke, who had given him many good ideas. In these few days, the British side told Yuan Shikai that Chen Ke had already started doing big business with foreigners. Yuan Shikai was not surprised at all. Chen Ke himself was a returned student, and Yan Fu was even more of a Westernization Faction member. Not doing Westernization, not spending money to buy machinery and equipment, could that still be called the Westernization Faction? If the British hadn't mentioned Chen Ke doing business, Yuan Shikai would have been worried instead. Hearing that the People's Party indeed hooked up with the British, Yuan Shikai was certain that it was even more impossible for the People's Party to cause trouble behind his back. Among all the people Yuan Shikai had met, Chen Ke possessed unparalleled ambition. More importantly, Chen Ke had the ability to put ambition into practice step by step. Yuan Shikai knew very well that Chen Ke would absolutely not put himself in the position of a chess piece. A person unwilling to be a chess piece would absolutely not play petty tricks. It wasn't that this kind of person didn't understand, but the return on petty tricks like stealing chickens and dogs was too low. Anyone who really took themselves seriously would absolutely not do this unless they were driven to a dead end.

Moreover, the British's purpose in saying this was to make Yuan Shikai feel suspicious so he would have to make concessions to the British in many places. This foreign devil thought quite well. Yuan Shikai cursed in his heart.

Determining that Chen Ke wouldn't cause trouble behind his back, Yuan Shikai's train of thought turned to other foreign devils.

Regarding France's activities, Yuan Shikai hoped these French devils would jump around even more joyfully. Beiyang didn't look up to France much. Although the Anglo-French Allied Forces invaded China twice, and France was also part of the Eight-Nation Alliance. But when really fighting, the Victory of Zhennanguan revealed the French's true form at once. If not for the British exerting strong pressure, the French definitely couldn't have taken Annam away. The Russian Hairy Bears always liked to stab in the back; if really let to take the lead alone, the Russian Hairy Bears would never stick their heads out. As for the Germans, their relationship with Beiyang had always been good. They had no intention of wading into muddy waters this time.

Since the powers wouldn't fall out, Yuan Shikai felt the pressure in his heart reduce greatly. At this time, he actually hoped to use the opportunity of the foreign devils jumping around blindly to properly tidy up that bunch of people colluding with the foreign devils.

American reporter John Fleming, who was looking for news everywhere in Beijing, received secret intelligence that French embassy personnel frequently contacted Chinese parliamentary representatives. This was absolutely big news. Reporter Fleming gritted his teeth, spent a large price to buy the intelligence, and immediately lay in ambush at the secret meeting place of the two parties. After ambush observation, this was indeed the secret meeting place of the French and the Chinese parliamentary representatives. However, the two sides never went in at the same time. Although many photos were taken secretly, there was no way to link the two sides together.

Reporter Fleming had a tougher personality than the paparazzi of later generations; he waited patiently for the opportunity. Heaven pays off the determined. One night a few days later, when the French representatives came out, Chinese councilors actually sent them out. Taking advantage of the moment the two sides were talking, Reporter Fleming rushed up with the speed of a wild dog and took a photo. The strong light of the flash blinded this group of people in secret talks for a moment. Fleming took another one. Immediately running away wildly, when he rushed into the American embassy panting, because his speed was too fast, he almost triggered gunfire from the American embassy security personnel.

The next day, several Chinese and foreign newspapers spent money to buy the news and photos from Fleming.

The one caught on camera talking privately with the French was a councilor from Guangxi named Shen Jiyao. The entire parliament was immediately in an uproar. Yuan Shikai didn't make things difficult for Shen Jiyao either, just ordering him to come on stage to give an explanation. Shen Jiyao was also clever; he immediately implicated many people, saying that delegations from several provinces had contact with the French delegation. Shen Jiyao claimed he just went to hear what exactly the French wanted to do and absolutely did nothing to sell out China's interests. Moreover, Shen Jiyao also claimed that he demanded the French government cancel unequal treaties with China and withdraw troops stationed in China completely. Since he spoke with certainty and implicated many people, everyone couldn't really do anything to Shen Jiyao. It wasn't possible to drag the French embassy personnel out to interrogate them.

But after such publicity by the outside newspapers, the public raised strong doubts about what exactly the Viceroys and Governors everywhere wanted to do. "Is it Chinese people establishing a constitution themselves, or foreigners controlling China's constitutionalism?" Such doubts exploded in major cities.

This Constitutional Conference had originally attracted nationwide attention. Many people were clear about the Yuan Shikai Cabinet's intention to gain dominance. But this wasn't the problem; the key was how exactly Yuan Shikai would dominate the situation. At this critical moment, news about foreign intervention suddenly appeared, which further stimulated the nerves of those waiting. Telegrams from the south flew into Beijing like snowflakes, all demanding the parliament come up with a constitutional outline as soon as possible. Some people even clamored, "If the representatives are unwilling to discuss state affairs this time and are only willing to meet with foreigners, then why not re-elect representatives to discuss again."

Yuan Shikai naturally wasn't anxious. The Beiyang Group had strict discipline after all; no one dared to do anything out of line. The pressure on representatives from various places, especially the Guangxi delegation, was particularly huge. Viceroy of Liangguang Zhang Renjun, seeing such a situation, had to burn his boats. The old man stood up aggressively and made the wrangling public. He demanded that voting be conducted with each provincial delegation as one voting party, rather than the mode of one person, one vote for councilors.

Because he was "plotted against" by Yuan Shikai, the old man was full of resentment. "United Provincial Autonomy, the emphasis is on United Provinces. If the opinions of the provinces are not unified, what is the use of uniting provinces?" His high-pitched voice echoed in the venue. After saying this, the old man went down the stage angrily without even looking at Yuan Shikai sitting in the center of the first row.

Yuan Shikai stood up and went on stage expressionlessly. "We have been arguing here for almost half a month and haven't argued out anything. Since you gentlemen are willing to vote by province, I think it's not impossible. Then let's set this regulation. But I'll say this upfront: if you gentlemen don't recognize the rules you set yourselves later, then don't blame me, Yuan Shikai, for being impolite!"

After saying this, Yuan Shikai also went down the stage angrily. Leaving a group of dumbfounded councilors in their seats. After such a long time of pestering, Yuan Shikai finally yielded. Everyone fantasized about such a day, but didn't expect the fruit of victory to come so quickly. Hunan Governor Cen Chunming immediately stood up and demanded an immediate vote. Representatives from provinces outside Beiyang went on stage beaming with joy one by one to speak, expressing support for voting by province. The Beiyang representatives were obviously enraged; after they went on stage, they just casually said a word of agreement and went down.

After the speaker's gavel struck the gong, Yuan Shikai suddenly stood up and went on stage, demanding the first vote. "Change the collective voting of each province to voting by councilors in the manner of minority obeying majority."

Zhang Renjun was only surprised for a moment, then his face changed drastically. He had already figured out what was going on. It turned out he had been played by Yuan Shikai.

Sure enough, the representative of the Guizhou representatives, Guizhou Governor Li Jingxi, was the first to go on stage to express agreement. The general situation was set immediately. Yuan Shikai actually only needed this one vote; one vote was enough. Everything done before was preparation for this one vote.

Various sounds exploded in the parliament. The Beiyang councilors who were dispirited just now couldn't help laughing loudly. Some even bent over laughing and almost rolled on the ground. While the councilors from other provinces who were high-spirited not long ago stood up one after another and cursed Li Jingxi for being a person who played both sides, saying the oaths made to other delegations were all bullshit. There were also councilors shouting to protest by withdrawing from the meeting.

Amidst the noise, several large doors of the parliament hall suddenly opened wide. Several squads of Beiyang soldiers rushed in along the walls and completely surrounded the parliament. How could the councilors have imagined such a thing would happen? The councilors who stood up to make noise were all stunned in place. The parliament hall, which was like a vegetable market, suddenly became as quiet as a graveyard.

"Thump... Thump..." Yuan Shikai's military boots created deep echoes on the wooden podium. He walked slowly to the speaking position. "You people say Governor Li doesn't follow the rules. Then were the words you said not long ago all bullshit? Stand out and tell me, where exactly did Governor Li not follow the rules?"

"Lord Yuan! What is your intention in sending troops?" Zhang Renjun stood up and shouted. He keenly directed the spearhead of the counterattack at the place where Yuan Shikai seemed to be in the wrong.

"What is the intention of sending troops? Because some people don't understand rules, trying to tear down the stage and treating national affairs as child's play! If you gentlemen value national affairs in your hearts, then sit down honestly and continue the election. I, Yuan, am not a person who doesn't understand rules and will absolutely not use these soldiers to threaten everyone. What is my intention in sending troops? Sending troops is not to drag some people out. On the contrary, I send troops to prevent those who want to run out and tear down the stage from getting out, not giving them the chance to run out and spread rumors to cause trouble." Yuan Shikai's voice was loud and clear, his content tit-for-tat with Zhang Renjun.

Quite a few councilors really harbored the intention of starting to fabricate stories after running out. Seeing Yuan Shikai had prepared long ago, they had to temporarily stop this thought.

Order was restored with difficulty. Yuan Shikai let the Beiyang troops withdraw first. Then voting began to determine the basic constitution.

"All provinces maintain the status quo within two years, but within two years, all provinces shall organize their own provincial assemblies according to their own ideas. Two years later, the first formal National Assembly will be convened based on the ratio of current assembly personnel."

"Provinces may not declare independence."

"Provinces possess authority over local official appointment and removal, finance, etc."

"Provinces possess authority over local taxation."

"Taxation of provincial ports and customs shall be managed by the Central Government."

"Provinces may not conclude any political and military treaties with foreign countries."

"Provinces may organize paramilitary institutions such as police."

"Provinces must pay a certain amount of tax to the Central Government according to a unified ratio. The quota shall be agreed upon by more than 3/4 of the representatives in the parliament."

...

Resolutions were taken out for election one by one. Although some people were determined to oppose Yuan Shikai's parliament and wanted to vote against it no matter what. But in all fairness, these contents were not excessive at all.

There was quite a lot of content to vote on, plus some councilors dawdled to stall time, so not much content was passed.

Yuan Shikai immediately ordered people to spread the latest news. Actually, he didn't care about other content; as long as the first article "Provinces organize assemblies themselves" could pass, Yuan Shikai believed he could get the support of the majority. The roots of Viceroys and Governors in the localities were not deep; local gentry would definitely rise up and try to control the assembly. Although he hated parliaments extremely, and the hooligan-like performance of this group of councilors today also made Yuan Shikai lose his appetite, Yuan Shikai only had this method now to break up the opposition forces in various places.

Sure enough, just as the prediction Chen Ke offered to Yuan Shikai, the next day a portion of the councilors claimed illness and couldn't get up, stating they couldn't participate in the voting. Yuan Shikai didn't care at all. The passing of the first article was a great victory. He actually appreciated Chen Ke's method of "sending troops to suppress councilors who want to create chaos." And Yuan Shikai didn't know that when Chen Ke wrote this suggestion, he was also overjoyed. In "history," when Yuan Shikai was annoyed to death by that group of foolish councilors, he did exactly this. Rather than saying this was a serious suggestion, it was more like a prank Chen Ke came up with out of childlike excitement.

Shang Yuan discovered his own changes in these few days. Shang Yuan had always been a "very serious and respectable" person. He himself had long forgotten what laughing out loud felt like. But since realizing that he was "stupid beyond cure" and "his desire for false fame was somewhat pathological," Shang Yuan, who truly accepted these facts, found his once suppressed sense of humor seemed to revive suddenly. Even a small thing could make Shang Yuan laugh out loud truly. And the things happening in the parliament made Shang Yuan overjoyed and burst into laughter whenever he thought of them.

Seeing the living drama in the parliament, Yan Fu and Feng Xu couldn't help but feel it was both funny and helpless. How could they withstand the stimulation from Shang Yuan lying on the bed next to them? The two could hold back slightly at first, but soon they couldn't help but hold their bellies and laugh loudly together. The laughter penetrated the window, crossed the wall, and was heard clearly by the spies monitoring and eavesdropping outside.

Could it be that the representatives of the People's Party have all gone mad? With suspicious expressions triggered by this guess, the spies looked at the high wall and began to look at each other.

A large number of councilors refused to participate in the voting. Yuan Shikai, who always hated "popular opinion" (Qingyi), made full use of popular opinion this time. What happened in the parliament was spread out, and the reason for the councilors "claiming illness" was also implicitly pointed out. After the local gentry learned the news that they could finally organize assemblies, public sentiment was aroused. This time it wasn't just telegrams; some local celebrities, spontaneously or instigated by others, came to Beijing one after another to persuade their local representatives.

Yuan Shikai didn't pay attention to this group of people either. Since Yuan Shikai had already stated his position, it was better if the councilors refused to meet. The situation dragging on was only beneficial to Beiyang.

Since it was in a state of recess, Shang Yuan naturally had more time to visit his teacher. He discovered for the first time that his teacher was actually a person with a great sense of humor. Although he didn't see the ugly state of the councilors, after listening to Shang Yuan's description, the old man's one or two understated comments were like the finishing touch, describing the councilors' appearance vividly. Often making Shang Yuan laugh forward and backward. The two talked about recent events, and Shang Yuan asked his teacher for advice on learning. With a truly humble heart, Shang Yuan found that his previous views on the pre-Qin philosophers were completely wrong.

Regarding this new tendency of Shang Yuan, Teacher Li Hongqi advised, "Wangshan, the benevolent see benevolence and the wise see wisdom; you shouldn't be too delusional either. Who knows what people thousands of years ago thought? Wenqing said in his letter that all history is contemporary history. This is extremely well said. Learning is for application; if not used, it can only be used to show off. Isn't Kong Yiji just like this?"

Previously, every time he was criticized, Shang Yuan would feel a strong sense of shame. But now this feeling had become quite faint; instead, the words spoken by his teacher were deeply imprinted in his mind. Shang Yuan had already discovered this change in himself. He really admired what his teacher said about "shamelessness turning into humility." Previously, if he saw someone who had no sense of shame about the mistakes they made, Shang Yuan would think that person was shameless. Now looking at it, his view at that time was inevitably too subjective.

Yan Fu and Feng Xu were not idle either. Learning that Yuan Shikai had collected a large number of ancient books from the princes' homes, they applied to take a look. Yuan Shikai naturally had to give this face. Yang Du had already publicly recruited a batch of cultural celebrities. This group of celebrities began to organize books and make catalogs under the surveillance of a group of soldiers. The two had the opportunity to see many ancient books whose names they had heard but whose contents they had never seen. They were both learned people and naturally had a hobby of reading books. With the parliament not opening, the two instead had a good time in this pile of ancient books.

However, seeing Shang Yuan visiting his teacher every day, the two felt they had to go and take a look together no matter what. Mr. Li Hongqi received the two very ordinarily when seeing these two celebrities visiting. When meeting, they exchanged a few pleasantries. Mentioning Shang Yuan, Teacher Li Hongqi laughed, "This child is young and doesn't understand rules. You two are both highly respected celebrities; when it's time to remind him, please be sure to remind him."

If it were before, being "belittled" by his teacher like this, Shang Yuan would not have been truly convinced. But this time he heard the subtlety in his teacher's words. He didn't say Shang Yuan couldn't do things, only said he was "young and didn't understand rules." This was inevitably too true.

Yan Fu and Feng Xu's answer made Shang Yuan even more dumbfounded. "Mr. Li, we joined the revolution even later than Comrade Shang Yuan. Comrade Shang Yuan should tell us more about many things."

The words of several seniors went back and forth; what should be said was said, and what could be determined was determined. Yet it sounded gentle and cultivated, neither humble nor arrogant, neither hasty nor impatient. Yan Fu was not good at officialdom matters, so he didn't speak much. Sitting there, he naturally had the calmness of a soldier and teacher. Feng Xu had the unique refinement of a Jiangnan person, speaking calmly, neither hasty nor impatient. Everyone talked about their respective lives and those famous events, not boasting, not being humble, and even less shirking responsibility. After listening for a while, Shang Yuan found that his teacher could actually accurately guide the guests' conversation, giving a real feeling of a happy detailed discussion.

After talking for a while, the old gentleman saw that the topics were exhausted, so he stood up to see the guests off.

Shang Yuan sent Yan Fu and Feng Xu out, and only then returned. He told his teacher his feelings.

Mr. Li Hongqi harrumphed, "You are making the mistake of delusion again. Wangshan, I said you don't understand rules, and you really don't understand. If I said you understood, and people believed it and really handed a matter to you, and you messed it up, your own disgrace would be a small matter. If you ruined other people's affairs, they would want your life. I am letting you learn to save your little life. So-called speaking is communication. The first priority is to listen to whether others need you, and the second is to tell the other party whether you can do it. So speaking is certainly important, but knowing how to listen is even more important."

Shang Yuan was dumbfounded after hearing this. He never expected his teacher to be cautious in doing things to such an extent.

Li Hongqi continued, "Wangshan, Xunzi said, words invite disgrace, actions invite disaster. Because whatever you say, you actually can't do it. Look at Wenqing; he wants you comrades of the People's Party to only do things. After finishing, tell the facts to the common people, and then reason. This is correct. If someone still doesn't admit it in the face of facts, then they are bringing disgrace upon themselves. You don't need to pay attention to such people."

These words solved a major worry in Shang Yuan's heart. While nodding slightly, he asked, "Teacher, then what about actions inviting disaster?"

"If you do others' things badly, then someone will definitely trouble you. If you do your own things right, I'm afraid there might be even more people troubling you. In this world, you don't compare with others, but others may not necessarily not compare with you. If you get benefits and put them in your own pocket, someone definitely wants to get them out from you and put them in their pocket. So whether you do right or wrong, there will be disasters."

"Then how should this be dealt with?" Shang Yuan asked urgently.

Teacher Li Hongqi frowned and looked at Shang Yuan. "Didn't Wenqing go to make revolution? Didn't you follow Wenqing to make revolution? Isn't this your response?"

Shang Yuan's face blushed immediately. He heard Mr. Li Hongqi's voice continue resolutely and powerfully, "In this world, foreigners come to China to rob. After foreigners rob, the court robs. After the court robs, corrupt officials rob. After corrupt officials rob, local tyrants and evil gentry rob. Doesn't your People's Party say you want to develop productive forces and eliminate the exploitation system? You dare to do such a revolution, what disaster are you still afraid of? If you aren't prepared to die for the revolution, then might as well tell Wenqing directly that you can't do it, and find a living to feed yourself like me."

The room fell into silence. Shang Yuan found that he had never truly understood his teacher. Even if Teacher Li Hongqi admitted he didn't have the courage to make a revolution, there was no cowardice in this frankness. Just when he didn't know what to say, he heard someone pushing the door outside, and a man in his thirties, about the same age as Shang Yuan, came in. It was Mr. Li Hongqi's son, Li Yujian.

After entering the door, Li Yujian glanced at Shang Yuan, but turned his head to say to Li Hongqi, "Dad, I heard people say you have been hanging out with revolutionary party representatives these days. I didn't expect it to be Shang Yuan. Dad, the People's Party looks arrogant for a while, but that's their business. Why do you bring disaster upon yourself?"

Teacher Li Hongqi just gave a cold snort to his son's accusation but didn't answer at all.

Li Yujian turned his head to say to Shang Yuan, "Senior Brother Shang, when you went to rebel, didn't you think about what kind of suffering your teacher would suffer? Count yourself as having a conscience, not using your name. But these days we have been very fearful. You hold great power far away in Anhui; we small people can't climb up to you. Senior Brother Shang, I beg you, don't come anymore."

"It's not your turn to speak when driving people away." Mr. Li Hongqi interrupted his son's questioning of Shang Yuan. He got up and held Shang Yuan, "Wangshan, I've said almost everything I should say. I have always liked you, child. You must take care of yourself."

Shang Yuan knew that once he left, unless the whole country was liberated, he couldn't come back again. Although there was a thousand reluctances in his heart, hoping to learn more things here at his teacher's place. But he also knew he couldn't say anything more.

"Teacher, you also take care." After saying this, Shang Yuan respectfully knelt down to his teacher and performed the grand ceremony of kowtowing.

After getting up, Shang Yuan said goodbye to Li Yujian. Disregarding Li Yujian's arrogance of turning his face away and not returning the greeting at all. Shang Yuan left his teacher's home without looking back.
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Contention and Reorganization (Part 7)

The parliament dragged on like this for ten days. Under the strong wave of criticism across the country against the "opposition" councilors, and forced and urged by celebrities from various places who rushed to Beijing day and night, the parliament finally began to proceed.

Since the wealthy princes were stripped clean, wealthy Bannermen fled one after another. Impoverished Bannermen dared not show their heads. Coupled with the political turmoil, the teahouses and entertainment industry in the capital declined into a complete mess. In these chaotic days, the famous Peking Opera actors in the capital could only rest at home. But starting from early November 1909, the business of these famous actors suddenly boomed. Waves of celebrities from various places flocked to the capital. Their purpose was to get in closest contact with the Constitutional Conference that would decide China's future destiny.

The parliament building was now fully blockaded and strictly guarded. The residences of councilors from various provinces were also lined with military police; unless the councilors personally gave the word to specify someone, not even a sparrow could fly in. However, Vice Prime Minister Yuan Shikai was transparent enough in doing things; every afternoon after the parliament adjourned, the day's topics and voting results were published. Yuan Shikai was very smart; he didn't talk about the Manchu Qing issue at all, only about the future political development plan. Every item had a major impact on the provinces, so everyone had to pay attention.

These celebrities from various places couldn't just hole up in their residences or squat outside the parliament building without moving after arriving in Beijing. Many of them had heard of each other but never met, so entertainment venues everywhere—teahouses, restaurants, including theaters—became lively again. Because Yuan Shikai issued a martial law order within the Beiyang Army, officers and soldiers were not allowed to leave the barracks without orders. Plus, the Banner troops were completely wiped out, and the Eight Great Hutongs (red-light district) had been depressed for a long time. With this large group of people entering Beijing, even this place became lively.

The teahouses had the most people, and the teahouse owners adapted quite well. There were many guild halls from various places in Beijing, and many officials too. Southern accents and northern tunes were originally very common. Apart from better conversation and more brilliant content, these new masters were not essentially different from the usual Banner regulars in the teahouses. Moreover, these masters were much more generous with money and had far more spending power than those poor ghosts of the Eight Banners.

However, Wang Lifa, the owner of Yutai Teahouse on Qianmen Street, saw a scene he had never seen before. A group of people came onto the street, led by a short-haired young man wearing a silver-white satin "student suit." This outfit was similar to Japanese student uniforms; as more and more students returned from Japan, this kind of clothing became increasingly common. But this silver-white satin student suit was truly rare. What was even rarer was that this person's clothes were actually embroidered with several five-clawed golden dragons. Wang Lifa was a young shopkeeper who knew how to observe very well; this kind of golden dragon was something only the Imperial Family dared to use. There might be dragon embroidery on a prince's clothes, but clothes with this kind of golden dragon coiling around the body—what kind of status must a person have to dare wear them?

And this young man had short hair, obviously not a member of the Imperial Family. He was tall and handsome. He shouted slogans in Cantonese Mandarin. Wang Lifa was only in his twenties and couldn't understand very well. But the other young men following this young man held high a banner with bloody red characters written on it: "The Tongmenghui resolutely demands the downfall of the Manchu Qing!" Although there were not many people, the young men looked vigorous; they shouted slogans while distributing leaflets everywhere. It was quite lively for a while.

Wang Lifa finally judged that these young men were the legendary "Revolutionary Party." He had always known about Revolutionary Party activities and had seen notices posted by the Revolutionary Party, but this was the first time he saw living Revolutionary Party members. Taking three steps in two, he reached the door. Wang Lifa wanted to hear clearly what that young man was saying. That young man's Mandarin wasn't too terrible, and Wang Lifa roughly heard a few sentences clearly: "I am Wang Jingwei, a member of the Tongmenghui. The current situation of the world is that if the Manchu Qing does not perish, China will not flourish. During this Constitutional Conference, our Tongmenghui calls on councilors and celebrities everywhere to overthrow the Manchu Qing together for the sake of China!"

Whether the Manchu Qing would perish or China would flourish, young Shopkeeper Wang Lifa wasn't clear. But seeing live Revolutionary Party members with his own eyes surprised Shopkeeper Wang Lifa. Actually, Wang Jingwei's outfit looked very much like the attire of delinquent youths in Japanese hot-blooded violent anime; Chen Ke would probably laugh out loud if he saw it. But in this era, it was truly dashing enough and could attract attention. Plus the high-held banner, the leaflets distributed everywhere, the idlers following behind, and the outsiders from various places turning their heads to watch—it was really quite interesting.

While watching, he saw a rickshaw stop at the door. The puller was a tall man in his thirties. Shopkeeper Wang Lifa looked closely; it was Fourth Master Chang (Chang Siye), a regular customer of Yutai Teahouse. Fourth Master Chang was a Manchu, but an outlier among Manchus. He didn't smoke opium or walk birds in cages. He usually helped people drive carts in the capital and lived quite frugally. A few years ago, when honeycomb briquettes became popular in the capital, he made a small profit. Once the Bannermen were scattered, many lost their livelihoods. Fourth Master Chang, however, used his savings from these years to buy an eighty-percent-new rickshaw from a certain prince's mansion at a low price. Now he made a living pulling a rickshaw.

Fourth Master Chang was usually quite chivalrous and had wide connections. Even when the capital was relatively depressed, he didn't lack customers. Now that people from all over came to the capital, he was so busy his feet didn't touch the ground. After dropping the customer off into the teahouse, Fourth Master Chang shouted to Wang Lifa, "Shopkeeper Wang, give me a bowl of Rotten Meat Noodles (noodles with stewed meat)."

Someone nearby saw the rickshaw was empty and wanted Fourth Master Chang to take him to Ghost Street (Gui Jie). Fourth Master Chang laughed, "Sir, it's not that I won't take you. I've been running all morning and am starving. Even if I took you, I wouldn't be able to run, and I'd just delay your business. Sir, you'd better take someone else's rickshaw."

That customer sounded like a person from Jiangsu. Seeing Fourth Master Chang being so straightforward, he became interested in him. He followed Fourth Master Chang into the front of the teahouse and asked, "When can you finish eating?"

Fourth Master Chang didn't deceive the customer at the door either. He laughed heartily, "This Rotten Meat Noodles comes fast, but I have to rest a while after eating. Sir, I'm afraid I can't leave for less than half an hour."

"Rotten Meat Noodles?" This customer had never heard of this name. While they were talking, a big bowl of Rotten Meat Noodles had already been brought up by the waiter. It was a big bowl of thick noodles topped with meat gravy and green vegetables. It was noon now; the meat gravy had long been prepared, and the noodles cooked fast. It was ready in a blink of an eye. It smelled very fragrant.

The customer immediately had an appetite. He said to the waiter, "Bring me a bowl too."

Although Wang Lifa was very interested in the Revolutionary Party that just passed by, he would absolutely not throw aside his own business to watch the excitement. Seeing the back of the Revolutionary Party disappear, he turned back into the room and said to his old customer Fourth Master Chang, "Fourth Master Chang, in these times, even the Revolutionary Party parades on the street so swaggeringly. And no one cares."

Fourth Master Chang sighed, "This Great Qing Dynasty..." Speaking of this, he slouched and ate a few mouthfuls of noodles, then shouted to the waiter, "Waiter, give me another half a flatbread. Bring the wine I keep here."

After speaking, Fourth Master Chang continued to slurp his noodles.

"Fourth Master Chang, what do you say is happening to this Great Qing Dynasty?" Although Wang Lifa was timid, seeing the Revolutionary Party tossing about in the capital in broad daylight with no one caring, he couldn't help asking.

"This Great Qing Dynasty seems unable to hold on. How many Bannermen are left in the capital now? The rich ones all ran to Tianjin. The poor ones can't even eat. In the past few days, people coming to my house to borrow some rice and flour almost trampled my door flat. They are all from the same Banner; I can't refuse to give. The rickshaw I pulled these days is equivalent to pulling for them." Fourth Master Chang finished gloomily, picked up the wine bottle brought by the waiter, pulled out the stopper, took a sip, and then picked up half a flatbread and gnawed on it with his head down.

Wang Lifa didn't know what to say either. He had seen quite a few miserable states of Bannermen. Originally, many people just scraped a living following various princely mansions, and some simply ate the leftover rice thrown out from the Imperial City. Now all sources were cut off; they neither knew how to work nor were willing to work. There were more than one or two who had fallen to selling their sons and daughters.

Seeing the regular customer Fourth Master Chang burying his head to eat, but so many old customers of the past had vanished without a trace, Wang Lifa couldn't help but say a sentence, "Is this Beijing without Bannermen still Beijing?"

The customer with the Jiangsu accent had been eating noodles quietly. Hearing this, he stopped his chopsticks, looked up, and said, "In the first few hundred years when Beijing City was built, where was there a single Bannerman in here? Without Bannermen, this Beijing is still Beijing."

This voice wasn't small. Quite a few people in the room heard it clearly, and several people had already turned their heads to look. Wang Lifa was originally timid, and discussing state affairs this time was him summoning up courage. Seeing this customer so agitated, he hurriedly said, "Sir, it was me who spoke wrong. You eat slowly, eat slowly." After speaking, Wang Lifa slipped back behind the counter to calculate accounts.

Wang Jingwei didn't know such a story happened in the big teahouse he just passed. While frankly reporting his family background, he shouted various anti-Qing slogans. Reaching the street corner ahead, seeing many onlookers, Wang Jingwei simply climbed onto a nearby flight of steps and began to make a speech. "...At this time today, the whole country hopes for a republic. How can there be clowns acting as mouthpieces for a rotten monarch again!..."

This was Sun Yat-sen's draft. Wang Jingwei himself was also a talent; with a little filling and trimming, he polished it to be impassioned. The main idea of the draft was to overthrow the Manchu Qing and create a republic. This was the consistent stance of the Tongmenghui, or rather Sun Yat-sen. He could be called a revolutionary pioneer because he was firm enough. Sun Yat-sen always had a characteristic, which was to squeeze into the center of the spotlight no matter what. Previous revolutions were all like this. Even if he was propped up as a puppet or a clown, he never refused. If a person had a firm attitude and appeared frequently in the center of contradictions in the great era of the late Qing Dynasty where "you sing and I take the stage," he himself became a banner, a symbol.

Chen Ke's resistance to Sun Yat-sen wasn't entirely because of Sun Yat-sen's terrible private morality or because of Sun Yat-sen's acts of selling out China's sovereignty everywhere to gain support. People with such tenacious will like Sun Yat-sen really left Chen Ke somewhat unable to deal with them. Chen Ke could only choose to completely refuse contact with Sun Yat-sen. The internal affairs of the People's Party piled up like a mountain; Chen Ke really didn't have the time or energy to deal with these annoying external things.

But for Sun Yat-sen, the current Constitutional Conference was a key major event deciding China's destiny. In this era, more than 90% of the "Revolutionary Party" pursued constitutionalism. At the earliest Tongmenghui conference, in a room of seventy or eighty people, Sun Yat-sen only knew a dozen. And among these seventy or eighty people, those pursuing constitutionalism accounted for the vast majority. There were only seven or eight who swore to overthrow the Manchu Qing. And these were the relatively radical "Revolutionary Party."

In the days that followed, the People's Party, which fought fiercely with the Manchu Qing, firmly refused Sun Yat-sen's invitation. The Guangfu Society, which swore undying hatred against the Manchu Qing, also broke away from the Tongmenghui. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren also led members of the Huaxinghui to leave the Tongmenghui under the stimulation of many events.

In 1908, Sun Yat-sen had to risk great danger to personally organize the Zhennanguan Uprising. After the uprising failed, Sun Yat-sen went to Nanyang to raise funds, preparing to make a comeback. By the second half of the year, China's situation changed suddenly. First, Cixi and Guangxu died one after another. The People's Party prepared to fight a decisive battle with Yuan Shikai. Then came the chaos in Hebei, and the Manchu Qing looked tottering.

In 1909, the People's Party went south, and Yuan Shikai returned north. Then Yuan Shikai announced preparations for constitutionalism. The whole situation became as complicated as a kaleidoscope. Almost all revolutionaries revealed their true colors as "Constitutionalists"; what they wanted was for the Manchu Qing to decentralize power and for localities to govern themselves. When this result was within reach, the Tongmenghui itself completely disintegrated. The remaining radical faction that truly demanded a republic was only a tiny minority. Totaling less than 200 people. Many were members of local peripheral organizations.

Sun Yat-sen rushed back to Japan again. The Japanese government was as polite to Sun Yat-sen as ever. Polite was polite, but they didn't attach importance to him at all. In desperation, Sun Yat-sen had to order his firm believer Wang Jingwei to lead the radicals of the Ping-Jin (Beijing-Tianjin) Tongmenghui to express the Tongmenghui's firm attitude of "Overthrowing the Monarchy, Establishing a Republic" to this Constitutional Conference.

Wang Jingwei fully knew the current status of the Tongmenghui. Actually, the only ones in the Tongmenghui who could still act in an organized way were this group of young people in the Ping-Jin area who had never launched an uprising. At this time, there were no Bannermen in the capital, so assassinating high-ranking Banner officials had very limited meaning. As for assassinating councilors from various provinces, it seemed to have a good effect. But could death force these people to submit after the assassination? Opinions within the Ping-Jin Tongmenghui were very divided.

The Assassination Faction believed, "Deter the petty people, let them know that nothing but a republic will do."

The Moderate Faction believed, "Parliamentary representatives are representatives of the people. Although they deserve to be killed, they cannot be killed by us! We need to expose their true colors and let the people of the provinces kill them."

Young people refused to yield to anyone, and the quarrel became more and more intense. In the end, Wang Jingwei slammed the table fiercely, "Everyone is unwilling to assassinate; is everyone willing to go to jail!"

Everyone was startled after hearing this. Wang Jingwei immediately proposed that the Tongmenghui go onto the streets for public activities and publicize their political views. If Beiyang arrested everyone, it would prove that Beiyang was "Truly Royalist, Fake Constitutionalist."

This suggestion was immediately agreed to by the Tongmenghui members. In order to express opposition to the Manchu Qing to the maximum extent, naturally, they did it as conspicuously as possible. Forty young comrades of the Tongmenghui who were not afraid of going to jail were divided into eight groups, with five people in each group. They also got eight sets of Coiled Dragon Satin suits, eight banners, and a large pile of leaflets. Everyone agreed that as long as the previous group was arrested, the next group would fill in the next day. If everyone was arrested, the other comrades of the assassination team could act freely.

With the determination of "Willing to be prisoners of Chu" (willing to be prisoners for a cause), Wang Jingwei led the comrades of the first group onto the streets to start the parade. Everyone shouted slogans and distributed slogans. Although there were some sneaky-looking people tailing this small parade team, generally speaking, no one really stopped them. The police only maintained order; since this small team had no intention of obstructing traffic, the police didn't care either. This increased the courage of Wang Jingwei and other young comrades a hundredfold amidst their joy.

On the day of the Tongmenghui's public parade, the topics of the Constitutional Conference had also reached the end. Originally, the three observers of the People's Party were objects the councilors avoided like the plague. As the long meeting was visibly coming to an end, everyone's eyes increasingly focused on the three.

In the eyes of the councilors from various provinces, the one who personally cut the power of the Manchu Qing until it existed in name only might be Beiyang's Yuan Shikai, but the root cause that truly provoked this great change and brought chaos to the world was the People's Party. If it were Chen Ke, he would have a different view. The People's Party merely found the pulse in the trend of this great transformation in the late Qing. It was this group of representatives who truly persevered in weakening the Manchu Qing's rule.

Leaving aside this gap in understanding, the armed forces in the hands of the People's Party were real. Since conquering the entire province of Jiangxi, the southern provinces that originally criticized the People's Party fell silent. Beiyang naturally wanted to use Chen Ke to threaten the southern provinces. The southern provinces bordered the People's Party; they absolutely refused to ask for trouble. Especially the representatives of Guangdong, Fujian, and Hunan, they kept their mouths shut about the People's Party. The People's Party's reason for conquering Jiangxi was "Jiangxi Governor Wu Xun is a hardcore royalist." Actually, Wu Xun couldn't be talked about as very royalist, nor had he publicly expressed royalist or anti-constitutional remarks.

Yan Fu and Feng Xu were both celebrities; in such occasions, they habitually remained silent. Shang Yuan, this young nobody, apart from laughing occasionally, could actually remain silent too. The councilors of various provinces didn't dare to talk with the People's Party privately. Since private talks didn't work, there were only public ones. Originally, the councilors thought Yuan Shikai would actively inquire, but Yuan Shikai also calmly turned a blind eye to the People's Party representatives. The councilors of the southern provinces naturally became more and more uneasy.

Noon recess, everyone ate. To avoid trouble, the parliament's food was a collective big canteen. Yuan Shikai accepted Chen Ke's suggestion. In the big courtyard, there was a row of temporary kitchens, each with a different cook in charge. Whatever everyone wanted to eat, they paid for it themselves, and Yuan Shikai paid out of his own pocket to reimburse half.

The aroma of various dishes permeated the air. Coupled with the sound of ladles colliding with woks, the canteen courtyard overflowed with a pleasant aura of life. With the noble status of the councilors, they could have sent people to deliver menus, and the food could also be delivered by others to the meeting rooms of each representative. It was just that at this time, many councilors' attendants waiting outside sent in the latest news. The councilors had begun to get used to this method, and the process of choosing dishes was also a good opportunity for networking between provinces. As usual, the news was quickly handed in. The person who received the news first unfolded the paper in his hand and immediately changed his expression.

This was an announcement just released by the People's Party: "The People's Party participated in the Constitutional Conference thinking it was a political consultative conference to overthrow the Qing Court and create a republic. The result was finding that the Constitutional Parliament is full of submissive subjects of the Great Qing. The People's Party cannot accept this and declares withdrawal from this conference to continue the efforts of armed struggle."

It wasn't just one person who received this news; many people were stunned.

"Fuck me!" Unknown who cursed first, other representatives hurriedly gathered to see the news. First whispering, then buzzing commotion, and then public indignation. Originally, the People's Party representatives didn't say a word, and everyone thought the People's Party representatives understood rules and didn't cause trouble for everyone. Until seeing the naked military threat of the People's Party, they instead blamed the People's Party representatives for refusing to speak. The group of representatives completely forgot that the People's Party were just observers, and observers had no qualification to participate in parliamentary discussions at all.

"Everyone, we have to let the People's Party representatives explain this matter clearly. What exactly do they mean?" Someone in the crowd shouted.

"Right, let them explain clearly." Immediately someone echoed. Mass emotions are easiest to trigger collective action. Immediately, younger councilors took the lead to rush towards the People's Party delegation's meeting room.

In order to protect the safety of the councilors from various provinces and incidentally monitor them, Beiyang equipped the entrance of every meeting room with quite a few guards. Seeing a large group of councilors rushing over aggressively, the guards immediately stepped forward to block them. They had been trained for a long time. Although they didn't know exactly what was going on, the leading officer shouted loudly, "Gentlemen, you cannot storm other delegations."

"Let Yan Fu come out!"

"Feng Xu, come out and speak!"

"Don't hide in the room; what does the People's Party mean?"

"Don't play dumb! Come out!"

But the door of the People's Party delegation was tightly closed. No matter how people shouted outside, it was as if there was no one inside.

"Everyone, let's go back to eat first and prepare. During the afternoon meeting, we must make the People's Party representatives explain clearly." Another relatively young councilor shouted. As the parliament convened, representatives from various provinces gradually became familiar with each other. Although everyone refused to yield when talking about provincial interests, on some relatively public matters, councilors with loud voices and strong mobility gradually had a tendency to lead the situation briefly. This was what Yuan Shikai wanted to see, but it was what the leaders of the provincial representatives didn't want to see.

This time was the same. Everyone didn't care which councilor shouted this. Since everyone was concerned about this matter, this suggestion also fit everyone's general interest. Except for a few councilors who resolutely refused to leave, other councilors began to scatter one after another.

The parliament building was heavily guarded. On the top-level sentry post stood a middle-aged man. He wore ordinary military clothing without any rank or insignia proving rank. However, from the respectful behavior of several officers around him, it could be seen that he was absolutely not an ordinary soldier. From the moment the councilors were in public indignation to their gradual dispersal, this man remained silent. The officer next to him couldn't help asking, "Lord Feng, they won't really fight down there, right?"

Feng Guozhang seemed to have not heard his subordinate's question at all, just looking silently at the increasingly sparse crowd below. This time Yuan Shikai let him be responsible for the security of the parliament. Feng Guozhang didn't understand Yuan Shikai's plan at first. Ever since Beiyang seized the leading power of the court, Feng Guozhang originally thought he could finally get rid of the awkward idle job of "Consultant" and get real power. Actually, he didn't expect to be able to control a province, nor even expect to control a division (Zhen) of the Beiyang Army. But at least let him go teach at the military academy.

But Yuan Shikai insisted on giving Feng Guozhang such a job of guarding the parliament. This was really a hard job; all five hundred councilors, including Yuan Shikai, had to be taken good care of. After such a large pile of celebrities came to the capital again, this job was simply not for humans. That bunch of people held their status high; if you blocked them, they really dared to make a scene with you. Feng Guozhang had to issue strict orders and used Beiyang's consistent cruel military discipline to govern his subordinates. Finally, no trouble was caused.

After doing this for a while, Feng Guozhang also saw some clues. As long as the newly discussed content was relatively sensitive, the councilors would make a fuss. And this announcement by the People's Party made Feng Guozhang feel extremely uneasy. He specially came personally to hold the fort, ensuring that in case of emergency, he could order people to stop the conflict at any time. Seeing the last few people scatter, Feng Guozhang breathed a sigh of relief. He said, "Let's go down."

When the councilors were making a big fuss, Yan Fu, Feng Xu, and Shang Yuan were all in the meeting room. The three People's Party representatives got their meals early. They ate and rested as if they hadn't heard the clamor outside at all. Everyone already knew the plan of the base area. This was also one of the steps arranged by Chen Ke.

Yuan Shikai had to care about his own face after all. In the matter of overthrowing the Manchu Qing, he could only weaken the Manchu Qing's power step by step. But on the final key issue, it must be the parliament actively demanding the Qing Court to abdicate. Yuan Shikai couldn't force the Qing House himself. Moreover, on the matter of whether Yuan Shikai really wanted the Qing Emperor to abdicate, the comrades' thoughts were not quite consistent either.

Chen Ke had said long ago, "Yuan Shikai is used to being a slave. Letting him be his own master, Yuan Shikai might not really be willing. The People's Party often has to give him a push."

Before leaving, the delegation asked Chen Ke, what if the final Constitutional Parliament didn't reach a decision to overthrow the Qing House? Chen Ke's answer was simple: "Then tell the parliament to go play Constitutional Monarchy by themselves."

Although he knew the afternoon would be a cruel showdown, Shang Yuan felt very relaxed in his heart. Coming to Beijing this time, he felt he had obtained enough things. What was needed now was to hurry back to Huaihai Province and throw himself into work as a most ordinary People's Party member and also as a most ordinary laborer. If Shang Yuan subconsciously avoided grassroots work before, his chest was now filled with desire and passion for grassroots work.

The People's Party chose to enter the parliament hall last. As soon as the three walked into the main door, the parliament building, which was originally full of discussion voices, first quieted down, and then a burst of booing erupted. In these days, it wasn't that there hadn't been conflicts between councilors in public in the parliament building; they were all settled by the violent intervention of the parliament police. With past examples, the councilors were now unwilling to cause trouble for no reason again.

After Yan Fu and the others sat down, they surprisingly didn't see anyone stand up immediately to accuse and attack them. The parliament's topic actually continued. He felt somewhat surprised and glanced at Feng Xu; Feng Xu also felt puzzled. Could it be that these councilors were preparing some huge conspiracy?

"Comrade Shang Yuan, what do you think?" Yan Fu asked.

"Brave in private fights, cowardly in public war." Shang Yuan gave a reply calmly.

Yan Fu and Feng Xu were both stunned. A scholar who has been away three days must be looked at with new eyes; they really didn't expect a living example to appear before them. Shang Yuan's insight was really extraordinary, pointing out the immediate fact and truth almost simultaneously. What surprised the two great scholars Yan Fu and Feng Xu even more was that Shang Yuan didn't gloat or pretend to be profound at all. On the contrary, an uncontrollable enthusiasm appeared in Shang Yuan's eyes; that was the attitude of being ready for the next struggle.

After drawing the conclusion of "Brave in private fights, cowardly in public war," Shang Yuan was already prepared to continue the struggle on this basis. This focus and alertness forced the two seniors to feel a kind of admiration.

When Viceroy of Yun-Gui Xi Liang went on stage to speak, the attention of the three People's Party representatives quickly focused. The Manchu Qing claimed their root was Manchu. When the Manchu Qing was strong, it was fine. Now that the Manchu Qing had been weakened to this shape, it was a bit too laughable for Han Viceroys to jump out and act as filial sons and grandsons of the Manchus. Only Manchu officials were qualified to mention this matter.

Xi Liang had a good reputation in Yun-Gui. After becoming Viceroy of Yun-Gui in 1907, during his two-year tenure, he carried out vigorous rectification targeting malpractices such as lax military discipline and negligence in training of the local garrison despite the strategic geographical location, as well as backward education, tight finances, and thorny diplomatic situations. He focused on rectifying official governance, setting up schools, rectifying armaments, building railways, and banning opium, and all achieved certain results. If one must give Xi Liang an evaluation, it would be "He really doesn't look like a Manchu."

After taking the stage, Xi Liang wanted to say something, but paused for a long time before opening his mouth to say: "The Great Qing established the country for more than two hundred years. Constitutional Reform is the general trend, so gentlemen are here discussing state affairs. However, the national lineage cannot be lost, and the legal lineage cannot be abolished. Gentlemen have all received Imperial Grace for generations, being ministers of the court. If..."

Xi Liang's words were just those clichés. The main idea was that the Manchu Qing had reached today and needed everyone to work together to tide over the difficulties. The councilors were already rich and honored now. Even if they overthrew the Manchu Qing, they would just gain a reputation of rebellion for nothing. And if the situation became turbulent, wouldn't they lose everything?

However, these words definitely couldn't be said so bluntly. Xi Liang might be able to handle some administrative affairs, but he was not an orator. So some words sounded in the councilors' ears and instead made them frown.

When Xi Liang finished speaking, Shang Yuan stood up in a speaking posture for the first time. Although according to the process, Shang Yuan shouldn't speak, at this moment no one dared to stop him. Everyone's eyes were fixed on Shang Yuan. Everyone held great curiosity, wanting to hear what the People's Party representative wanted to say. Xi Liang was usually a decisive person and was quite strict with his subordinates. Before he left the stage, he already saw Shang Yuan getting up and walking towards this side. Watching Shang Yuan approach step by step, then walk steadily onto the podium step by step, and stand beside him. Xi Liang wanted to shout at Shang Yuan, wanted to tell Shang Yuan to get lost. But no matter what he thought in his heart, he found he couldn't move.

Actually, preventing Shang Yuan, or even killing Shang Yuan, Xi Liang might not be unable to do. But Shang Yuan's power didn't come only from Shang Yuan himself, but from the powerful force behind Shang Yuan. Since seeing the People's Party's public statement, Xi Liang felt a kind of despair. When making the final defense and justification for the Manchu Qing on this podium, Xi Liang had never felt so powerless. Although he was the dignified Viceroy of Yun-Gui, Xi Liang could only use interests to lure, reputation to threaten, and habits to beg. In short, Xi Liang could only rely on language to defend the Great Qing. And as a Manchu, as a loyal minister of the Great Qing Dynasty, Xi Liang knew very well that language was the most powerless thing.

Shang Yuan didn't speak at first. He scanned the entire parliament hall from left to right, from front to back. His line of sight almost saw everyone's eyes. Yan Fu couldn't help showing a slight smile; this was the method Chen Ke liked before speaking. But compared to Chen Ke, Shang Yuan's performance still appeared a bit immature.

But the councilors offstage were seeing this public speaking technique for the first time. They were first nervous, then felt anxious in the long silent wait, and then couldn't help whispering. Just at this moment, Shang Yuan spoke. His voice was not gentle, but intense like metal and stone colliding.

"Nonsense! What I heard from Mr. Xi Liang's mouth just now was all nonsense. This person said everyone received Imperial Grace for generations. I want to say, this is all nonsense. Everyone being able to sit in this position was either through passing the imperial examination or at least spending money to buy an office. It is the Manchu Qing that needs everyone, not everyone who needs the Manchu Qing. Yes, the Manchu Qing held imperial examinations, but when the Manchu Qing felt the imperial examinations were useless, they immediately abolished them. This is something everyone saw with their own eyes. Not a few years ago. The Manchu Qing wanted everyone's money, so they made up the system of selling offices. What they were after was everyone's money; there is no doubt about this. As for the imperial examination, I'll tell a story. In the early years of Kangxi, several special examinations were held because few scholars participated in his regular imperial examinations. Even so, local celebrities refused to participate in the special examinations. So Kangxi forcibly invited these celebrities. No matter how the celebrities cursed him on the exam papers, mocking the Manchu Qing as barbarians, Kangxi endured it all. With a wave of his big brush, Kangxi passed everyone. Gave them official titles, gave them positions. Why? Because without local celebrities, the Manchu Qing's empire would be a joke. Uprisings rose one after another across the world; without the support of celebrities, the Manchu Qing would fall."

Shang Yuan accompanied his speech with some body movements. Although appearing a bit immature, the content Shang Yuan recounted powerfully attracted the councilors' attention. These movements seemed quite harmonious instead.

Yan Fu and Feng Xu nodded slightly. Neither of them was convenient to go on stage for this speech, and neither was very good at this kind of thing. Although Chen Ke provided the outline, the specific content still had to be organized and arranged by Shang Yuan. Now it seemed Shang Yuan had clearly grasped the key points.

"Now, that woman and that little kid in the Forbidden City can eat, drink, shit, and piss. But they don't know a thing about governing the country. So on what basis should they be the nominal masters of China? Gentlemen councilors are all heroes; on what basis should you kowtow and kneel to them? As for this vast Imperial Grace of the Manchu Qing for over two hundred years, everyone is very clear. Literary inquisitions one after another. Everyone is a scholar; as long as we calculate a bit further back, I'm afraid everyone has predecessors and teachers who died in the Manchu Qing literary inquisitions. Besides these literary inquisitions, it is the repeated forfeiture of sovereignty and humiliation of the nation. Up to now, the Viceroys and Governors of the coastal provinces open a port and collect some tax, but it doesn't fall into the hands of the local yamen. Foreigners control the customs duties. Why do foreigners control our customs? Because the Manchu Qing signed treaties with foreigners. This is the vast Imperial Grace."

After saying this, Shang Yuan paused slightly. He was a bit unused to this speech. Although he had practiced many times in private, saying so much in one breath after really getting on stage, he showed signs of being a bit out of breath.

According to Chen Ke's suggestion, he took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. After adjusting his breath, Shang Yuan continued, "Yes, if everyone votes to let the Manchu Qing end, everyone is the terminator of the Manchu Qing. Some people might say everyone is a traitor. But, every end means a new beginning. What history records in the future will not only be that everyone ended the Manchu Qing's rotten rule, but also that everyone created the glorious future of the republic. China has always regarded the people as heaven. Gentlemen representatives are elected by the provinces; you represent the will of the people, which is representing the Will of Heaven. Now you hold the Will of Heaven in your hands, facing a great opportunity to create a bright future, yet you still want to bow your heads to a woman and a little kid. I think everyone is too pathetic."

Hearing this, some sounds came slightly from offstage. It was the sound of some people moving their bodies involuntarily, not intending to raise any protest against Shang Yuan.

"Every time dynasties change, people loyal to the previous dynasty die like raging fire for the final resistance. The resistance of the Southern Ming in Jiangnan at the end of the Ming, and later countless predecessors risking their lives to oppose the Haircut Order; tens of millions were killed in Jiangnan. If anyone decides to betray the will of the people and decides to hang firmly on this broken coffin of the Manchu Qing to be buried with it, that is also your personal choice. I cannot force everyone to do anything. But I can predict one thing to you: your burial sacrifice is destined to be meaningless. Everyone is a smart person; everyone can see that the demise of the Manchu Qing is destined to be like dust and dirt. When a dynasty ruins China into such a miserable state, its demise is destined to be accused by thousands. The reputation of loyal ministers you want to seek will only become the shame of your lifetime."

The parliament hall was silent. The councilors were the smart people Shang Yuan spoke of; they actually had no necessity to be loyal to the Manchu Qing at all. What everyone had to consider now was actually their own interests. And after Yuan Shikai came to power, everyone wasn't at ease. Even if the Manchu Qing was on stage, even knowing the Little Emperor was actually in Yuan Shikai's hands. But at least nominally, Yuan Shikai couldn't do whatever he wanted.

"We, the People's Party, issued a statement; everyone saw it. Because the first thing our People's Party wants to oppose is the Manchu Qing. If the Manchu Qing is not destroyed, or any parliament or similar organization created on the basis of the Manchu Qing's constitutional monarchy, we will not recognize it. Anyone who supports the existence of the Manchu Qing is our enemy. Towards enemies, we never show mercy. However, anyone who agrees to overthrow the Manchu Qing is our friend. We will also absolutely not make things difficult for friends. We demand the overthrow of the Manchu Qing, the overthrow of the monarchy, and the realization of a constitutional republic. This is our People's Party's stance, and also our eternal stance."

"You, you traitor!" Xi Liang beside Shang Yuan let out a miserable cry and rushed towards Shang Yuan. He was closest to Shang Yuan and heard every word clearly. Unknown when, Xi Liang had started to stream tears down his face and tremble all over. But everyone's sight was attracted by Shang Yuan; surprisingly, few people noticed Xi Liang's changes.

The People's Party attached great importance to military training. Shang Yuan also knew he had to face danger at all times and didn't neglect practicing martial arts for self-defense. Plus he was prepared long ago. Facing Xi Liang who fell into a semi-crazy state, Shang Yuan stepped aside and retreated two steps, then kicked fiercely on the side of Xi Liang who rushed in front of him. Xi Liang was kicked straight off the stage by Shang Yuan. Seeing this change, everyone couldn't help but let out a burst of exclamations.

Seeing someone fighting, the parliament police immediately rushed up and dragged Xi Liang out without saying a word. Everyone only heard Xi Liang's crying sound getting further and further away. But they didn't see any parliament police trying to come up and arrest Shang Yuan.

Shang Yuan slowly walked back to the position where he stood just now, and only then continued to say loudly: "Whether gentlemen vote to end the Manchu Qing is gentlemen's business. As observers, our People's Party cannot interrupt, let alone interfere. However, our attitude is consistent. If this parliament becomes a parliament elected by Chinese people themselves, we will happily join and pull together in times of trouble with everyone, serving China together. If there is still a Manchu Qing banner over this parliament, then we will fight this parliament to the end. Never resting until death."

Scanning the parliamentary councilors again roughly, Shang Yuan said loudly, "My words are finished."

"Clap clap clap clap..." Yan Fu and Feng Xu had already stood up and applauded. In these days, the councilors had gradually become accustomed to applauding. With someone taking the lead, several councilors already started clapping in a daze, until pulled by companions beside them, they realized they were wrong. They hurriedly lowered their heads with red faces, not daring to look at the glaring gazes of the surrounding councilors at all.

But these few councilors who made mistakes actually worried too much. The people around them didn't glare at them at all. Everyone was thinking about their own matters thoughtfully. They couldn't care about this little disturbance.

Shang Yuan nodded slightly to Yan Fu and Feng Xu offstage, and the two also nodded slightly at the same time. Coincidentally, all three walked towards the parliament door. The mission of the People's Party delegation observers ended completely here. What remained to be done was for everyone to embark on the return journey to the base area together.



★


Contention and Reorganization Part 8

Volume 4 - Chapter 57

❧ ❧ ❧


Contention and Reorganization (Part 8)

"The Americans have already started shipping equipment to China!" The British Consular Corps in Wuhan had become quite unsettled.

The British had always thought the People's Party rebels were all talk, but they really didn't expect that the guys in the People's Party would actually start engaging in construction. The Yankees got ahead; they got the big contract for railway contracting. What puzzled the British even more was that although the People's Party also spent a large price importing equipment from Britain to upgrade the production capacity of Hanyang Iron Works, the Americans' several sets of equipment had already arrived before the British goods.

"I think it is necessary to go with the American representatives to see where exactly the People's Party's new steel plant is located," said the counselor in charge of commerce. Being cut in by the shit-stirring stick of the United States, the British side was full of unhappiness. The British Empire didn't care much about having a certain degree of trade surplus now; having robbed for hundreds of years, plus capturing the gold mines of South Africa in the Boer War, the British demand for hard currency was no longer as thirsty as before. What the British Empire needed now was to constantly expand the volume of imports and exports.

Regardless of the various strange things about the People's Party rebels, at least the British Wuhan Consular Corps had sufficient reasons to be willing to do business with the People's Party. The People's Party proposed expanding import and export trade on the basis of "trade balance." Before Britain made up its mind to carry out a military strike against the People's Party, the British side could absolutely accept the situation of "maintaining the status quo" proposed by the People's Party.

"The People's Party has always said that their controlled area is now a war zone. Except for the trade ports that have been determined, other areas are restricted from free entry." This was the depression of the British; they wanted to know too much what these rebels were doing. But the rebels they could contact had strict discipline, and their energy seemed to be entirely used on internal affairs; no one actively came up to contact the British at all.

"Tell the People's Party that we also want to send representatives to see the steel center they are newly building." The counselor of the British Wuhan Consulate made a decision. From the current perspective, the trade focus of the People's Party was on the mechanical equipment of the steel plant. Since the Americans could do the business of the full set of equipment for these new steel plants, the British must also be able to do it.

The site of the new steel plant was located near Hefei. Entering 1909, the industrial center and educational center of the People's Party also began to gradually shift to Hefei. After entering the 20th century, among the three famous cities in China whose city status was changed because of railways, Hefei was one of them. The other two cities were Zhengzhou and Shijiazhuang. These three cities becoming provincial capitals of three provinces was all thanks to the railway. At least for now, the railway from Hefei to Anqing had already begun construction. The American company satisfied the requirements proposed by the People's Party; not only did they have to provide training for various manual labors, but the United States also had to sell the factories for almost a full set of railway supporting equipment to the People's Party.

From the perspective of the American company, this was a big business they couldn't ask for more. For the base area, this was also a big business they couldn't ask for more. American goods were cheap; although the quality couldn't be guaranteed too much, fortunately, the "Supplementary Agreement on Quality Assurance" between the People's Party and the Yankees was relatively strict on this. The Yankees needed to provide maintenance training. Americans in this era didn't care about things like so-called intellectual property rights at all. As long as the People's Party could guarantee payment, the Yankees were willing to help the People's Party build several schools and provide teachers for these schools. They were even willing to let students of the People's Party study in American universities at very favorable prices.

Chen Ke was now working in Hefei with the Mobile Central General Office. After listening to Chen Ke introduce the cooperation being negotiated with the United States, You Gou, Qin Tongren, Kong Zhang, and other leading cadres of the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense all frowned or gritted their teeth tightly.

"Can we afford this money?" You Gou's question was very straightforward.

"Can the Americans build it?" Qin Tongren's consideration focus was very different.

"Can we make our own supporting equipment? The demand for electricity for this is not generally large. These existing generators are simply not enough. Especially that refrigeration, electric motors must be used..." Kong Zhang, on the contrary, had a face full of excitement. Originally, he thought the People's Party needing talents in the power generation industry was the impulse of laymen who didn't understand industry. After arriving at the base area, Kong Zhang felt his momentary impulse was simply too right. The base area gave this electrical engineer such a broad space; he had endless energy every day, and he also talked the most.

"Comrade Kong Zhang, let's discuss details later." Qin Tongren interrupted Kong Zhang's words. Disregarding Kong Zhang's face full of stifled discomfort, Qin Tongren turned his head and said, "Chairman Chen, I think it might be better to import these things from Germany."

"As far as I know, Germany already has this kind of equipment. But the Germans don't have enough for their own use; it's impossible for them to sell to us. Even if they sell, they will ask for a sky-high price. We don't have that much money to give to the Germans. On the contrary, the Americans urgently need export opportunities for these industrial products now, and they have a great demand for products like raw silk. We can do this business with the Americans."

What everyone was discussing was not the factory of the railway system, but the synthetic ammonia production line that Chen Ke cared about most.

Synthetic ammonia was a most advanced technology in 1909 now. This didn't refer to how complex the molecular formula was, but the reaction equipment from hydrogen production, nitrogen production, to synthetic ammonia. Industrial synthetic ammonia needed to use coal and water to produce hydrogen, produce nitrogen through air liquefaction, and react hydrogen and nitrogen to produce synthetic ammonia. This whole set of systems involved temperatures from hundreds of degrees below zero to high temperatures and high pressures of hundreds of degrees above zero.

Equations and physical principles were all there; theoretically, it wasn't complex at all. The returned students in the base area's industrial department could understand it. In recent years, the gas internal combustion engines produced by the base area imitating foreign hot-bulb engines used coal gas as fuel, so there was a certain foundation for coal chemical industry practice. Mechanical production and processing were also blank slates in the base area again. With more than a year of practical training at Hanyang Iron Works, the base area even had its own understanding of the coal-iron complex.

Precisely because they had a certain understanding, the comrades could understand that this set of synthetic ammonia production lines proposed by Chen Ke could be said to be at the pinnacle of heavy chemical industry in 1909. This production line needed to condense the most advanced technologies of this era into one. It wasn't something the few factories the base area owned now could produce just because they wanted to. This was a project that required the overall integration of almost all industrial categories of 1909 to achieve. Given the current conditions of the base area, there wouldn't be more than twenty people who could fully understand the industrialization difficulty of the basic projects involved in this project.

"Chairman Chen, our Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense has reached the point where no one is available. The spread is so big, there are so many projects; to engage in scientific research and development, we really don't have this spare capacity. Primary school students were snatched up long ago. Now we count the days eagerly every day, just waiting for the first batch of junior high school students to hurry up and graduate to enter various factories. Working while interning is fine." Qin Tongren's words were very pitiful. His implication was, don't engage in such advanced stuff first.

The People's Party attached extreme importance to education. Since starting to set up a universal education system in the "Labor Camp" in 1906, the first batch of nearly thirty thousand graduates of various ages with primary school diplomas had graduated. The youngest of this group of students who got the four-year primary school diploma was only 9 years old. The oldest one was Feng Xu, already 67 years old this year. Of course, because Feng Xu had relatively deep cultural knowledge himself, he had now passed the second-year junior high school curriculum exam. The old man was in high spirits and still hoped to finish university courses in his lifetime and get a regular science and engineering undergraduate university diploma.

Older primary school graduates were already key manpower demand objects in the localities. Because of their "relatively high cultural level," many passed exams to enter many government departments and become "temporary workers." But to enter a factory, one had to be a junior high school student no matter what. What surprised Chen Ke was that Qin Tongren actually held the same view. Qin Tongren admired the junior high school textbooks compiled by Chen Ke very much. He firmly believed that without the level of junior high school graduation, this group of people entering factories would be a disaster. So Qin Tongren had a fanatical support for the People's Party's compulsory education system. He even insisted that You Gou issue a death order within the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense: "Any employee of the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense who has children at home not receiving compulsory education shall not be promoted in position or have their salary raised."

Moreover, Qin Tongren's fanaticism for industry even led him to suggest not considering building liberal arts universities for the next twenty years.

"I can understand that comrades have concerns, but the problem now is that the synthetic ammonia production line is very important to us. Through the practice of these few years, everyone has seen the problem of nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium in the land, right?" Chen Ke explained.

"Yes." The comrades at the meeting all nodded.

"To let the farmland of the four provinces use synthetic ammonia fertilizer in large quantities, the output needs to be nearly ten million tons. It doesn't need to be considered within twenty years. But what if this amount is used in various seed bases?" Chen Ke said.

"Hmm?" Now the comrades immediately became interested.

Although Chen Ke also had strong fantasies of producing millions of tons of synthetic ammonia annually within twenty years, a simple calculation with pen and paper showed it was completely impossible. But actual work provided Chen Ke with a line of thought. It was impossible to implement universal synthetic ammonia and nitrogen-phosphorus-potassium balanced land transformation on a large scale, but it could be done on a smaller scale. The three pillars supporting modern agriculture—improved seeds, chemical fertilizers, and pesticides—the latter two could adopt local methods according to local conditions, while the breeding of improved seeds could rely on agricultural schools. Not a big investment, small patches of fertile land, gathered technical personnel, and experienced old farmers—these could all be realized within the base area.

Without chemical fertilizer, even with Yuan Longping's super rice, the fertility of the land couldn't possibly provide enough nutrition. High-quality seeds require harsh growth and cultivation environments; this is the reason why grain produced by many improved seeds on ordinary land cannot be kept for seeds. The output of the synthetic ammonia production line is not large; even if it is only 50,000 tons a year, it can guarantee the supply of the improved seed production bases within the base area.

"Then Chairman Chen, after doing this, how much do you think the yield per mu can reach?" You Gou didn't understand agriculture, so she was very curious about this question.

"Carry out farmland water conservancy construction on a large scale, fully popularize improved seeds. Plus the coordination of local chemical fertilizers and local pesticides. I think there is still hope for three hundred catties per mu, right?" Chen Ke replied. Fengtai County and the surrounding areas had preliminarily completed these three, and the average yield per mu had reached or approached the level of 200 catties. If it was sweet potatoes, corn, and alfalfa, the yield was much higher. If not for the efforts of this old base area, the People's Party simply wouldn't be enough to support more than 60,000 troops fighting for years.

"What? 300 catties?" Kong Zhang shouted. His family was known as Kong Ten Thousand Mu, and the yield per mu in Northern Jiangsu was just over a hundred catties. Kong Zhang knew the concept of doubling the harvest better than anyone.

"But will we be deceived by the Americans?" Qin Tongren was very worried. The most commonly used words in the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense in recent years were "matching" and "industrial chain." The industrial chain driven by Chen Ke's synthetic ammonia production line itself was amazing. Even considering only these factories themselves, air separation equipment not only separated nitrogen; the use of oxygen in industry was also extremely broad. Especially steel plate cutting in ship manufacturing required a large amount of oxygen. If a breakthrough could be achieved in welding, the People's Party could build all-metal structure inland river dual-use ships themselves. As for more profound things, such as producing nitric acid using synthetic ammonia under high temperature and high pressure, and then producing various nitro-explosives, these were just very simple equations.

"I am also worried about this problem, so someone needs to go to the United States to supervise this matter." Chen Ke said with a bitter smile, "By the way, you few here don't have time to go to the United States, so don't think about it. But you have to find me a candidate, someone who understands chemistry and can't be a bookworm."

Chen Ke didn't dare to tell the trap he left for the Americans. The route of the synthetic ammonia catalyst in this era was wrong, so the Germans' earliest temperature was 600 degrees instead of the 500 degrees of the iron catalyst. Chen Ke really wanted to play a little trick on this. Not to mention that Hou's soda process could provide a large amount of high-quality soda ash. The heavy chemical industry is an industry where if you don't have it, you don't. Once you have it, it is a hugely profitable industry. Chen Ke couldn't easily fantasize about counterattacking the European and American markets with high-quality soda ash. But there was no pressure to dominate the Asian market. Although taking a huge risk, Chen Ke felt this risk was worth it.

"Chairman Chen, if you are determined to do it, we have nothing to say. But are you sure you want to engage in these now?" Qin Tongren asked.

"For industry, your starting point must be high. If the starting point is too low, it is too easy to be eliminated." Chen Ke spoke seemingly simple common sense. But this was also Chen Ke viewing this problem as a time traveler. At least the synthetic ammonia production line is an industry that China spent great effort researching. Including air compression, separation, and corresponding "high-temperature and high-pressure welding," as well as the steel industry, these were also quite booming industries in China in the twenty-first century a hundred years later. These could be said to be absolutely correct investment directions.

On the contrary, for the steam engine, a seemingly hot industrial sector, Chen Ke didn't invest too much effort. If it weren't for the necessity of using reciprocating steam as large-scale power equipment now, and involving the application of gas turbines in large thermal power stations and large warship engines, Chen Ke actually really wanted to cut the steam engine major from the financial budget of the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense.

"Still the same words, is there enough money? The investment in Tianjin Machinery Bureau was too big. I see the base area's current investment intensity is even greater. What if the supporting equipment can't keep up?" Qin Tongren took this to heart. Heavy industry investment is large, and returns are slow. Not only equipment, heavy industry also requires a large amount of educated labor. It takes ten years to grow trees, but a hundred years to rear people. The comprehensive education system of the base area was once questioned privately by many comrades, but the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense never questioned it.

Because some cadres of the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense were originally from Beiyang, Yuan Shikai tried every means to send people to persuade these people to return to serve Beiyang through various channels. The person who came to persuade even offered an amazing price to Qin Tongren. Yuan Shikai promised that he would rebuild the Tianjin Machinery Bureau. Once Qin Tongren returned to Beiyang, Yuan Shikai was willing to appoint Qin Tongren as the Director of the Tianjin Machinery Bureau. Regarding the earnest persuasion of this relative, Qin Tongren just asked about the issue of compulsory education in the north and how the curriculum was arranged, seemingly chatting. After determining that Yuan Shikai simply didn't carry out comprehensive compulsory education, let alone modern compulsory education including mathematics, physics, and chemistry, Qin Tongren politely but firmly refused the relative's persuasion.

Sending away the relative, Qin Tongren gathered the old brothers who came from the north together. Under his questioning, many people admitted that Beiyang sent people to lobby. Some people even frankly admitted they were moved, but everyone was looking at Qin Tongren's attitude. If Qin Tongren was willing to take the lead, they were willing to return to their hometown in the north.

Facing the trust of the comrades, Qin Tongren also frankly expressed his attitude, "If everyone wants to go back to be an official, I suggest everyone go back now. I brought comrades out together, so I can't delay comrades from getting promoted and getting rich. If comrades feel that the conditions in the base area are still acceptable, and everyone really wants to do things, then I suggest everyone stay here. Our own night school also studies junior and senior high school textbooks; everyone knows what this course teaches. In just three years, tens of thousands of junior high school graduates can join the factories every year. What kind of situation will that be? Beiyang wants to achieve this; it will take at least six or seven years. Six or seven years later, the science and engineering university graduates in our base area will have graduated. What kind of result will it be for Beiyang to compare a group of junior high students and university liberal arts students with our science and engineering university students? I won't go. But I still advise everyone, if you want to get promoted and get rich, go now; there are plenty of opportunities. If you want to get things done, then completely cut off this thought and bury your head here to work for a lifetime."

After Qin Tongren's analysis, half of the comrades who originally came to Anhui with Qin Tongren either accepted Beiyang's persuasion or wanted to go back to try their luck. Qin Tongren personally found Chen Ke to explain this matter. Chen Ke was not only not angry but instead praised Qin Tongren's attitude as very correct. "Everyone has their own aspirations; a twisted melon is not sweet. Everyone is willing to leave, and leave so openly and aboveboard; I am very happy. Hold a farewell party for everyone. We will provide travel expenses for those who decide to leave. In addition to wages, each person will be given a bonus. Comrades have worked hard these past few years."

Comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee were very worried that these people would tell Yuan Shikai the actual situation of the base area. Chen Ke smiled bitterly: "If they really want to sell us out, they can sell us anyway. Forcing them not to leave, they might sell more happily and destroy more fiercely because of resentment. At that time, these people would become time bombs instead. And from another angle, it's not a bad thing that they leave and vacate some positions. Everyone doesn't need to consider means like intercepting and killing halfway either. Beiyang's equipment is better than ours; we can defeat Beiyang definitely not because of equipment. As for the tactics of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, they are only suitable for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. It's fine if Beiyang doesn't learn them; I'm afraid it will be even worse after learning."

The Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense didn't have any particularly good treatment originally, and packing luggage was convenient. To show that they absolutely didn't take away the People's Party's secrets, this group of comrades who broke away actively showed their luggage to Qin Tongren when leaving to clearly indicate they didn't take a single piece of paper. At the farewell party, Chen Ke warmly praised the contributions of these comrades in recent years, wishing them a smooth journey and a better life after returning to Beijing. Finally, Chen Ke hoped that after these comrades returned to Beijing, they would send a telegram to the base area to report their safety, so that the comrades remaining in the base area could rest assured.

They took the land route, first to Wuhan, then by car back to Beijing. Ten days later, first came the safety telegrams from these people, and then the letters from these people reached Qin Tongren's hands. Only then did Qin Tongren truly rest assured. Chen Ke was so benevolent and righteous; Qin Tongren was also determined to work in the base area. So he was known for his caution in usual speeches. Anyway, there was absolutely no lack of radicals in the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense.

For the supporting equipment problem emphasized by Qin Tongren, Chen Ke didn't have any special good solution either. "Wait for foreign countries to build the factories, and we will learn to build them. Our state-owned enterprises are good in this point; the state covers the operation. Don't care if this investment is losing money or making money now. As long as comrades can do their jobs well, earn it back in the short term or earn it back in the long term, it can all be earned back."

You Gou and Qin Tongren could both access the base area's financial budget and agreed very much with this judgment.

"Gentlemen are all comrades we trust. Everyone controls the industrial development of the base area. The development of the base area is not just building some factories, teaching some students, training some workers. The base area is even more a brand new socialist system construction. Everyone is an equal laborer, not an exploiter, let alone a feudal lord who draws a circle on the ground as a prison. Nor is it eating from a big pot of rice, egalitarianism, or drifting along. Laborers are creators. In labor, we not only created social commodities, but we also created ourselves and created our own social value..." Chen Ke didn't speak fast; actually, he also had some doubts. Labor creates individual social value; Chen Ke could still grasp this part. But what the realization of social value, or rather the cashing of social value, relied on, Chen Ke couldn't be sure now either. Undoubtedly, at the present stage, "dedication" was the value that an awakened laborer should have. Regarding dedication, Chen Ke had this confidence in himself; in the People's Party, the political organization that dedicated the most to China, he dared to say he dedicated the most. But this wasn't based on Chen Ke's values, but on Chen Ke's faith and sense of mission.

But this doesn't mean other faiths are wrong. Since social value is created, cashing social value is also part of justice. Then the only problem lies in everyone's view and attitude towards the state, this tool of class rule. Kissinger once had a comment in his book that surprised Chen Ke quite a bit: "When China encounters danger, there is always a group of people who will stand up, put the country's interests before personal interests, and do everything they can to save this country."

The predecessors who established New China were undoubtedly such a group of people. But the strong light emitted by this team of Puritans could also create thick shadows. When those who didn't consider dedication as their faith mixed into this team "chanting dedication" and used their methods to seek status and benefits for themselves, the darkness created was truly shocking. Thinking of these people, Chen Ke didn't think he necessarily had a chance of winning.

Seeing Chen Ke stop speaking, You Gou and Qin Tongren both felt a bit strange. You Gou had followed Chen Ke for a long time; she had already vaguely guessed Chen Ke's thoughts. However, it was Qin Tongren who spoke first, "Chairman Chen, contributing to national construction at this time is seeking welfare for oneself. I was very touched after reading your article on laborers and vulgar tastes. When selecting cadres, I also pay great attention to this. Any worker who likes labor, or believes that only through labor can a happy life be obtained, can understand the entire work process faster. And judging from my contacts and conversations, everyone is willing to work for the country. It's just that regarding when to cash in the happy life, some hope earlier, and some hope later."

You Gou didn't expect Qin Tongren to speak of this problem first. She also laughed, "Chairman Chen, you just think too much. Now whoever doesn't work well in the factory and wants to drift along, then go home and farm. Don't worry, we check very strictly."

Chen Ke didn't want to criticize this answer full of urban flavor either. You Gou was undoubtedly using institutional methods to maintain industrial development.

"How to cash social value is a big problem. But no matter what, revolutionaries first oppose exploitation. They support equality. And if such people are willing to become laborers, we must select them. This is the current urgent task. Regarding industrial development, the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense has done a good job. But for the explosive development later, comrades must be fully mentally prepared. The experience we have accumulated must become part of the scientific system. Not only should science form guidance for practice, but practice should also verify and improve science in reverse. I'll make it clear first; I am a person who opposes academic tyrants." Chen Ke couldn't help laughing at the end.

You Gou didn't laugh after listening. "Chairman Chen, I think for this synthetic ammonia matter, it's better to let Wang Bin go. He studied electrical engineering and stayed in foreign firms for so long. It's not easy for Americans to cheat him. It just depends on whether you are willing to let him go. In commercial negotiations, indeed no one can surpass Wang Bin."

Chen Ke thought about it; among the people currently on hand, the only one he could rest assured about was Wang Bin. "Okay, he will also participate in the talk with the Americans this time. Once this issue can be finalized, we will let Wang Bin go."

Chen Ke really didn't expect that there were actually British people coming with the American representatives. From the innocent eyes of the American representative, Chen Ke could guess that the British side had exerted enormous pressure. After all, Britain possessed an overwhelming advantage in the shipping of the Yangtze River. If the British really made trouble in it, the Americans absolutely couldn't withstand it.

In this meeting, the British representatives finally knew where the People's Party's industrial sulfuric acid came from. They immediately contacted Chen Ke privately during the meeting break. The British representative "generously" stated that if the People's Party was willing to use pyrite mines as collateral, Britain could issue a special loan to the People's Party, and both sides would sign an agreement to purchase a full set of British pyrite processing and related acidic ore smelting equipment.

Even though Chen Ke was daring, he was frightened by this suggestion. Actually, in Europe and the United States, let alone mortgaging mines, even mortgaging customs duties was a common thing. But in China, these were treaties the Manchu Qing government was forced to sign after being beaten into China by foreign countries. This was forfeiting sovereignty and humiliating the country. Chen Ke dared to negotiate peace with Yuan Shikai because he knew he could still hold the fort with his prestige. But if Chen Ke dared to mortgage the mines, whatever he said would be useless.

No matter how attractive this suggestion was, Chen Ke still resolutely refused.

The British representative was not discouraged either. He continued to ask, "We see your side is working on internal combustion engines. Our Asiatic Petroleum Company can provide fuel to your side at a very favorable price. I wonder if your side is willing to negotiate?"

"We only have so many things we can export now. Does your side think we have any other products that can be used for export to maintain trade balance?" Chen Ke asked back.

"We want to purchase more bleaching powder." The British representative replied.

The base area started producing bleaching powder once it had chlorine, but now it wasn't enough for its own use. Chen Ke truly didn't want to sell it to the British. Moreover, petroleum was a consumer good. Indigenous oil refining could be started, but the base area simply didn't have the manpower to do it. But looking at the eager eyes of the British representative, Chen Ke said helplessly, "How about this, let's talk about importing your side's generator technology. What do you think?"

The American representative finally finished talking about the steel plant business with Chen Ke, and the British representative also gained something. After resting at night, the American representative secretly began private negotiations with Chen Ke.

Upon hearing that Chen Ke actually wanted to build a synthetic ammonia production line with Americans, the American representative was first stunned like a chicken being strangled by the neck, and then couldn't help holding his belly and laughing loudly.

Chen Ke felt the Yankee looked down on him. He frowned slightly and said, "If you are unwilling, we can cooperate with the British. The British representative is just outside."

"Misunderstanding, misunderstanding." The American representative finally held back his laughter. "I really didn't expect it to be such a business."

"Do you not believe me?" Chen Ke asked curiously.

"If Mr. Chen didn't have strength, you couldn't have won the Nobel Prize. I absolutely believe you on this point. How do you plan to cooperate?" The American representative asked with a face full of excitement.

"First, it must be a company with power in chemical equipment in the United States. Companies without power cannot build high-temperature and high-pressure equipment. Second, I will apply for a patent in the United States. Third, this patent will belong to a company we jointly fund and build. Fourth, once the experiment is preliminarily completed, we will start building factories in the United States and Asia simultaneously. After the process is determined, equipment production begins and is shipped to us. We want to order ten sets. Fifth, except for self-use equipment, the prices of equipment and synthetic ammonia products sold externally must implement monopolistic pricing." Chen Ke stated his requirements in one breath.

"What about the share ratio? Sales method? Dividend method? You must know that we need a lot, a lot of effort to open up the American market and the European market." The American representative said excitedly.

"We pay for the initial experiment. For shares, we exchange the patent for 20% of the company's shares. We will invest more to buy another 20% of the shares. As for the dividend mode, we will try our best to specify purchasing equipment. What do you think?"

The negotiation between the two sides went on for most of the night, and a result was roughly discussed. Chen Ke didn't require the other party to fund the experiment, only requiring the other party to provide equipment at a low price. The following things were much easier to handle. Since Chen Ke was so sincere, the other party also stated that they could first carry out trial production on credit. But the premise was that unless it failed completely in the end, Chen Ke could not contact any other enterprise about this matter.

It seemed the American representative was unwilling to let the British take advantage. Chen Ke suddenly felt that the British guy following forcibly this time was actually a good thing. But given the greed and cruelty of Americans, Chen Ke began to worry about Wang Bin's safety again.
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Descartes once said, "If a person cannot make a decision, it is either because the desire is too great or because the awareness is not enough."

Despite repeated exhortations and sending a very reliable guard, Chen Ke still felt uneasy in his heart. This was his first time conducting such cooperation with foreign countries. Theoretically, Chen Ke wasn't actually afraid of Americans cheating him, because the Chinese market, which foreign countries couldn't open with guns and cannons, finally had a huge opening now. Neither the United States nor Britain cared whether they were selling consumer goods or mechanical equipment to China.

But Chen Ke also had his own distress, which was what was often called the "investment environment" after the Reform and Opening Up. When the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense discussed it, Kong Zhang excitedly proposed the power generation equipment issue. Actually, this consideration was not excessive. Transportation, water supply, power supply, and a full set of industrial supporting systems—this was simply a nightmare. To solve these things, it was necessary to increase production capacity with greater intensity, but increasing production capacity could only be done by importing with greater intensity. Before the base area could solve the self-manufacturing of heavy industrial equipment, this was a dead loop. This was the pain of being controlled by others.

At this point, Chen Ke had no other way. Factories couldn't be built in a day, and teams with scientific research capabilities couldn't be taught in a year. Chen Ke could only say to himself repeatedly like hypnosis: "Bread will be there, milk will be there, everything will be there."

At least when the three representatives of the People's Party delegation who went to Beijing to attend the Constitutional Conference entered Chen Ke's office, Chen Ke was relieving his annoyance in this way.

Seeing Chen Ke rubbing his temples with his hands and muttering something, Yan Fu, Feng Xu, and Shang Yuan were all startled. Chen Ke usually never showed this kind of dilemma. "Chairman Chen, what are you thinking about?" Yan Fu asked.

"I'm thinking about what exactly to sell," Chen Ke answered casually. Only after saying this did he realize it. He opened his eyes and saw the delegation standing in front of him. Chen Ke hurriedly stood up, "The three of you are back; you've worked hard."

Shang Yuan took out a thick stack of documents from his satchel. "This is the main stuff; more is outside."

Several people sat down and talked about the parliament issue. Up to now, the three didn't hold any optimistic estimates about overthrowing the Manchu Qing.

Shang Yuan reported the discussion of the three-person delegation on the train. "Although Yuan Shikai gave quite favorable conditions and gave the current Viceroys and Governors two years, the Viceroys and Governors simply don't believe Yuan Shikai. No matter how much pressure we put on the Viceroys and Governors, it is impossible for them to demand the overthrow of the Manchu Qing now. As long as that Little Emperor Xuantong is still on stage, the Viceroys and Governors feel much more at ease..."

Chen Ke nodded slightly; this was human nature. The Manchu Qing had actually fallen. Yuan Shikai wanted to use the Manchu Qing, and the Viceroys and Governors naturally also wanted to make final use of the orphans and widows in the Forbidden City. This had nothing to do with being royalist or not; this was a struggle for personal interests.

After everyone reached a consensus, Chen Ke asked the three to summarize the situation in Beijing and make a concluding report.

After reporting the work, none of the three meant to leave; obviously, they all wanted to talk with Chen Ke privately. Everyone was a smart person; in this silence, they knew the others' thoughts. Yan Fu and Feng Xu stood up and indicated they would go next door to write the report first.

As soon as they went out, Shang Yuan said, "Chairman Chen, I want to go to the grassroots level to work for a while." This was Shang Yuan's recent thought. After being enlightened by his teacher Li Hongqi, Shang Yuan made up his mind to start from the most basic level and make up for his experience properly.

Listening to Shang Yuan recount his insights, Chen Ke felt happy again. Chen Ke also had a relatively similar process of awakening. The two talked about some common feelings and both sighed with emotion. Although Mr. Li Hongqi said that Chen Ke also had the experience of being deeply stuck in the darkness of human nature, Chen Ke walked out. Shang Yuan originally didn't quite believe it, but after talking with Chen Ke, Shang Yuan found his teacher's judgment was not wrong at all. Arrogance, laziness, opportunism, stubbornness, sophistry. Although Chen Ke was much younger than Shang Yuan, he had done many more wrong things than Shang Yuan. And such a Chen Ke solved these problems through labor, which further strengthened Shang Yuan's belief in working at the grassroots level.

"Comrade Shang Yuan, if you had this idea when you just went to Shandong, that would have been even better. Now I want to tell you, you cannot go to work at the grassroots level. You must work well for me in the position of Secretary of the Huaihai Provincial Party Committee." There was a certain attitude of reassurance in Chen Ke's voice.

"Why?" Shang Yuan was greatly surprised. Since Shang Yuan lacked grassroots experience, he should go to the grassroots to make up for the experience now. He could now be sure that Chen Ke was not an emotional person, so it couldn't be that Chen Ke was acting out of appeasement to save face for Shang Yuan. After the self-righteousness in his heart was weakened a lot, the attitude of humility and prudence naturally gained the upper hand. Shang Yuan pursued with a question, "Why arrange it like this?"

"People say do what you are familiar with, not what you are unfamiliar with. Comrade Shang Yuan, you lack grassroots experience now, which means you won't do well if you go to the grassroots now. If it were before, when your view was not quite correct, you would misunderstand grassroots work. Now your attitude is correct, and misunderstandings about the grassroots have decreased. As long as you encounter problems, go to the grassroots to look more and learn more from frontline comrades. This can solve the problem. And other comrades in Huaihai Province lack the experience of viewing problems from the perspective of a province. On this point, they have to learn from you. I repeatedly emphasize democratic centralism, criticism and self-criticism. Now that you have this understanding, you might as well go back and hold a meeting, report your understanding to the comrades, and carry out a criticism and self-criticism. You will find that the mistakes you made, many people make. So our People's Party needs to hold meetings; the purpose of meetings is not to see others' jokes, but to solve problems. The first key point of Seeking Truth from Facts is to face the facts and admit the facts. You are getting excited yourself now and preparing to quit (leave the burden); this attitude is wrong."

Although the wording was different from Teacher Li Hongqi's, Shang Yuan knew that Chen Ke's attitude was exactly the same as Li Hongqi's. "Then Chairman Chen, can you make some suggestions based on my biggest problem now?"

"Many comrades, especially comrades who have read books, easily fall into a misunderstanding. They think there is an absolutely correct appearance in the world. They think that changing the appearance of the world before them according to this so-called absolutely correct appearance will make everything fine. This is wrong. In this world, if we say everyone has the same thing, that is life. We want to eat, wear clothes, and develop. All this revolves around real life. Above all this, there is the concept of laborers, the concept of anti-exploitation, and the concept of the socialist system. But the purpose of establishing these concepts is to guide everyone to live better. Not to let the People's Party risk their lives for these concepts. Do you think our common people in China are stupid? Look back at all our successes; which one didn't make the people live a better life?"

Criticized like this, Shang Yuan not only didn't feel ashamed or angry, but instead felt that a brand new world suddenly unfolded before his eyes. Things that couldn't be understood or touched before became accessible at this moment.

Chen Ke knew this feeling of access. When he struggled to crawl out of the various chains that bound him tightly, he also felt this free and cheerful pleasure. That was the pleasure of breaking free from the heavy burden on the soul. If all hardships were imposed by the outside world, then there would be no hurdle that couldn't be passed.

"Comrade Shang Yuan, the eyes of the people are sharp. Because the people don't have the unrealistic fantasies of scholars, because their cognition of interests is clear. This is the greatness of the Chinese people. The Chinese people love labor, but they won't work for nothing without promoting the improvement of their own interests. In life, everyone seeks truth from facts. No matter what you say with your mouth, as a revolutionary, or at least someone who claims to be a revolutionary, if you cannot truly guarantee the people's interests and let the people be liberated, then the people will absolutely not support you."

After saying this, seeing Shang Yuan listening as if drunk and mesmerized, Chen Ke hurriedly corrected, "However, serving the people is not buying the people with interests. Social development has its own laws; the basis for promoting social development is productive forces. We People's Party members want to devote ourselves to this revolution because we recognize this social law. In the process of revolution, constantly deepen the understanding of this social law, and constantly revise and adjust our policies according to the status quo. This is not pushing down the original Confucian god statue and then setting up a new socialist god statue."

It seemed Shang Yuan couldn't completely understand to this extent for a moment. Chen Ke didn't blame Shang Yuan's comprehension ability. Chen Ke himself spent a lot of effort to understand this key point. However, there was a sentence Chen Ke felt he had to say.

"Comrade Shang Yuan, the 'Internationale' sings that there has never been a savior. Our People's Party comrades basically believe that there is no savior outside our People's Party. However, I personally think that quite a few comrades regard our People's Party, or themselves, as saviors. And 'there has never been a savior,' the original intention of this saying is that others are not saviors, and we ourselves aren't either. Please be sure to keep this in mind."

After finishing the talk with Shang Yuan, Yan Fu and Feng Xu came in together. "Chairman Chen, the students of our normal school have all gone to schools in various places to be teachers. But the number of teachers is still not enough. We think whether we should recruit a batch of Xiucai (scholars who passed the imperial examination at the county level) and the like from the folk to be teachers temporarily."

"Resolutely no." Chen Ke refused immediately. "The basic concept of the People's Party is anti-exploitation and wanting equality. The basic idea of Xiucai is order between young and old, distinction between noble and base. We talk about discipline because discipline is the institutional guarantee for completing social production, not a standard for dividing people into ranks. We try to pull the children out of the old era; this is already exhausting our efforts. If you let this bunch of Xiucai teach, what do you think they can teach?"

Feng Xu couldn't accept it a bit. "Chairman Chen, the problems you mentioned exist. But Xiucai are not that unbearable. I see Comrade Ren Qiying's father, Comrade Ren Yugang, doesn't have this problem."

Chen Ke was amused by these words. "I heard a bit about Comrade Ren Yugang's matter; he actively moved closer to our party. And he was originally a schoolteacher, and what he pursues now is still being a schoolteacher. But what does that bunch of Xiucai pursue? They pursue being officials. Where do we have officials for them to be?"

Criticized by Chen Ke like this, although Feng Xu was cultivated, he was also a bit embarrassed. Chen Ke didn't want to strike Feng Xu too much; he laughed, "Mr. Feng, you are a laborer. The major you chose is liberal arts. So whether writing books, teaching, or going on diplomatic missions, these are all things covered by your major. You go to do things. Most Xiucai want results, want status. The purpose of their reading books is to get rid of hard labor. They and you are not on the same path at all. Mental labor is actually harder than physical labor. In terms of mental labor, you should be very experienced."

Yan Fu was an educator, and Feng Xu was an old scholar and bureaucrat proficient in worldly affairs. Hearing Chen Ke say this, although they felt Chen Ke was inevitably a bit radical, the logic was correct.

Feng Xu said, "Chairman Chen, it is I, the old man, who didn't consider it thoroughly. I acted too hastily. Since there are no normal school affairs recently, I also want to apply to go to a middle school to teach and give classes."

"Mr. Feng, I'm afraid it can't be as you wish," Chen Ke replied. "Recently we captured several provinces. You also know that our People's Party's local work requires a large amount of information. For the officials captured in Anhui, we set up an Anhui Literature and History Museum. It is to translate the geography and history of Anhui in history into modern Chinese. I don't oppose you reading books, but work comes first. You either take on the role of organizer of our literature and history museums in various places and utilize that group of captured officials. Or go to the History Department of Anhui University to be a department head and start training a batch of people who can undertake translation work. This is a big matter; I'm not at ease if someone like you isn't responsible for it."

Feng Xu finally chose the position of Director of the Literature and History Office. After solving Feng Xu's matter, Yan Fu raised his question. "Chairman Chen, since we already have ports, should we rebuild the navy?"

"Mr. Yan, don't you want to be the Minister of Education anymore?" Chen Ke felt a wave of dizziness.

Yan Fu replied seriously, "Wenqing, you know. I have worked in the navy all my life. Not working in the navy for these ten years was only because fate played tricks on people. Now that the base area has taken shape, I talked with Yuan Xiangcheng (Yuan Shikai) a few times, and everyone thinks the national situation has begun to stabilize, and the possibility of war starting again is not high. I really want to go back to the navy. As the saying goes, prepare for a rainy day. It is also a good time for us to build the navy now."

Chen Ke rubbed his temples. The navy indeed had to be built. But listening to Yan Fu's meaning, he wanted to build a real blue-water navy, not an inland river navy. This required considerable investment. "Then where do you plan to set the school site?" Chen Ke asked.

"I want to set it in Lianyungang." Yan Fu said decisively.

"No. It's okay to be close to Lianyungang, so set it in Xuzhou. Establish a shipping school first."

"If it's a shipping school, it's better to set it in Wuhan." It seemed Yan Fu already had his own ideas.

"Alright. Let's do it this way." Chen Ke agreed to Yan Fu's request.

After handling several recent matters, Chen Ke led the Mobile Central General Office all the way west, continuing the mission of mobile office work.

Since Yuan Shikai returned to Beijing to seize power at the beginning of the year, the military pressure on the People's Party dropped sharply. The original Fengtai County Central Committee was also in a state of disassembly. The cadre framework needed for four provinces was far larger than imagined. Jiangxi Province was now under pure military control. Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao formed a team, and the 104th and 105th Divisions and the Fourth Army Headquarters moved entirely to Jiangxi.

Shandong Province was slightly better, in a semi-military control state. The Fifth Army was formed with the original forces of the Shandong Base Area; Chai Qingguo served as the Commander, and Chen Tianhua served as the Military Commissar.

The situation in Hubei was complex. Lu Huitian served as the Provincial Party Secretary, taking away nearly half of Anhui's original framework.

As for Anhui itself, an almost completely new team was constructed. Qi Huishen served as Provincial Party Secretary, Yuwen Badu acted as Governor, and young Ren Qiying served as Director of the General Office of the Provincial Party Committee.

And Chen Ke himself led a Mobile Central General Office composed of a group of graduates from the Party School, Cadre School, and Military Academy, and began mobile office work in various places. People say "taking a chicken feather as a warrant arrow" (treating a trivial matter as a serious command); in this important transition period of the People's Party, it was instead "taking a warrant arrow as a chicken feather" (treating serious commands lightly? Or perhaps handling great power lightly/flexibly). Chen Ke himself didn't know whether doing this was right or not. But historical experience really made him feel it wouldn't work if he didn't go see it personally.

Grandpa Mao hated the Soviet bureaucratic system extremely all his life. Although he fought with the United States for more than twenty years, Grandpa Mao hoped very much to establish a good relationship with the United States, even strategic cooperation. This was the vision of a grand strategist and also an extremely wise decision. Taizong's (Deng Xiaoping's) policy, rather than being his original creation, was better described as a continuation of Grandpa Mao's line. At least when Nixon visited China in 1972, it was the line formulated by Grandpa Mao, and the specific negotiations were grasped by the Premier. From "Farewell, Leighton Stuart" in 1949 to Nixon's visit to China in 1972, the interval was only 23 years. Many of the peers of the Republic were not even married. In just these 23 years, China leaped from a poor and weak agricultural country that was destitute and ignored by everyone to a regional power possessing nuclear bombs and hydrogen bombs and constructing a preliminary industrial foundation. And in several confrontations with the United States, the Republic was not at a disadvantage at all.

Even after Grandpa Mao passed away, China's leadership did not fall into the hands of those local forces of the old era. Having experienced the shock of large-scale movements, an industrial bureaucratic group unprecedented in human history rose. Essentially different from the characteristic of other bureaucratic groups relying on local cultural strata, the Republic's bureaucratic group itself was an advanced cultural group, mastering advanced ideology, culture, science, and education. It dominated the country's economy and system, covering almost all fields. It completely overwhelmed localism and so-called "public intellectuals."

The One-Child Policy cut off the material possibility of the bureaucratic group making power hereditary and forming powerful families. The unified education system nationwide, and even the constantly improving civil service system, ensured sufficient openness for this powerful state machine.

Of course, if one demands a secular civilian government with the template of a pure and flawless angel, it will naturally make this secular civilian government look filthy. But if looked at from the angle of comparing rottenness, this system is still the least rotten in the world.

Chen Ke never thought the bureaucratic group was the original sin; bureaucrats are also people, and everyone has to live. The focus of the contradiction between bureaucrats and the people is the distribution system. Moreover, Chen Ke always believed that power overriding capital is one of the greatest justices in human political history. A true communist can naturally evaluate the limitations of various systems. But one should admit the basis for the existence of these systems. Fantasizing about a savior-like government first proves only one's own degeneration.

Therefore, how to strive to promote the Party organization and government organization of the People's Party to become laborers together with the people, learn to labor, and understand labor under the condition of the state strongly pulling the economy and productive forces in the near future. And defending the interests of the vast number of laborers through the socialist system—this was the reason Chen Ke chose mobile office work.

China's habit is to like "one size fits all"; it was the same in the Party's history. For example, the famous Great Leap Forward (Da Qian Yue) was the result of the Central Committee lacking experience and decentralizing power excessively. A relatively extreme example is that the impoverished Gansu Province invested in building 224,500 new factories in the first six months of 1958. Needless to say, without enough educated people, without experience, without equipment. These investments were destined to be wasted. Being destined to be wasted in the later stage, the investment in the early stage was absolutely creating huge waste. It would be strange if this movement created by Liu Xiuyang and others didn't cause big trouble.

Leftist Adventurism has always been a traditional method for bureaucrats to fish for political achievements. Grandpa Mao fought against Leftism all his life, and Chen Ke also made up his mind to fight to the end.

Going west from Hefei, they soon entered the territory of Lu'an County. In the team of the Mobile General Office, Huang Yuyue and several other female comrades rode on mules in the team. This preferential treatment for female comrades was not available all day either. They had to walk for half a day every day. In late November, the temperature in the mountains had already become cold. Because they walked fast in the morning, faint white mist could even be seen in the breath exhaled by the mules and the walking comrades. The General Office was full of young comrades; many originally thought that following young Chairman Chen would be very "enjoyable." Although there was no theoretical support, everyone could easily generate this kind of normal thought. Then they knew things were not the same as imagined.

Chairman Chen marched like the wind, striding with large steps. Everyone found it difficult just to keep up by trying their best. Let alone striking up a conversation to get close. Just because they couldn't keep up with the marching speed, half of the people in the General Office had been eliminated and replaced.

Moreover, Chairman Chen liked to talk with the accompanying personnel along the way to understand the characteristics and special products of various places. After listening a lot, the comrades also had a concept. What Chairman Chen wanted to know was what the local area had, what the local common people were willing to do, and on the basis of not destroying the local ecological environment on a large scale, what exactly the local area had that could be exported as trade goods on a large scale. Road construction, education, women's liberation, and logistics were even more eternal topics.

But when local cadres spoke about personnel matters either secretively or straightforwardly, Chen Ke never picked up the conversation. If the other party forced too urgently, Chen Ke would at most say, "I know."

The comrades of the General Office, especially the male comrades, had long asked Chen Ke why he asked these things, and Chen Ke had explained to everyone. If the People's Party used requisition as a means now, it would be destined to trigger a comprehensive backlash in the localities. But if the People's Party just brought into play the advantages of the localities, conducted trade, and increased people's income, then in this mutually beneficial relationship, the People's Party could effectively grasp the dominance in the localities.

Huang Yuyue naturally agreed with this working method very much, but Huang Yuyue had a question she never dared to ask. She found that no matter what the other party's status was, as long as they stood together with Chen Ke to talk, this person could find their own space. Chen Ke seemed to always leave space for others. Even if the other party involuntarily tried to be in a position higher than Chen Ke, as long as it didn't involve principled issues, Chen Ke could tolerate it.

Huang Yuyue had noticed this problem for a long time. She could clearly see this point every time. Huang Yuyue carefully mentioned this discussion to comrades several times, and she found that the comrades didn't notice this extremely abnormal thing at all. They just enjoyed the feeling of being able to stand with Chen Ke, even knowing it was very comfortable, but simply didn't know that this comfort was created by Chen Ke intentionally or unintentionally.

Huang Yuyue didn't join the revolutionary ranks willingly on her own initiative. After the People's Party conquered Anqing, they abducted all the students in the girls' school to the Fengtai County base area. And forcibly signed labor contracts with these children. The sound of guns and cannons all night in the Battle of Anqing, the shouts and screams of fighting, as well as the bloodstains on the ground after the war, and the smell of gunpowder and blood permeating the air. Huang Yuyue could still recall them now. The highest commander who personally commanded the war at that time was Chen Ke.

Such a soldier commanding a large army would absolutely not be an object to be bullied by others. In fact, no one in the base area dared to bully Chen Ke. Those people just hoped to make themselves appear more capable in front of Chen Ke. For example, the district cadre under Lu'an County in front of them. Mentioning his credit of mobilizing the masses to try planting mulberry trees, he was excited to death. How many masses were mobilized, how many wounds and calluses were worn on his hands. Chen Ke listened quietly. At the critical moment of that cadre's showing off, Chen Ke cleverly led the topic to other work. So this cadre poured beans out of a bamboo tube, saying all his various works in a circle. He was completely unaware that his words exposed the defects in many work arrangements clearly.

"Continue to work hard; bring all work to a close before the Spring Festival. After the beginning of spring next year, everyone will get greater results." Chen Ke's words were very simple.

Hearing this, Huang Yuyue felt a chill on her back. Looking at the elated and confident appearance of that cadre. Huang Yuyue really wanted to ask that cadre, with this workload, how exactly did he prepare to have a conclusion before the Spring Festival? If he couldn't close it on time, how did this cadre prepare to account for it?
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Liuan City was a stronghold of the People's Party, not because of its economy or geography, but because it provided 20% of the People's Party's soldiers. This was one of the reasons Chen Ke came to Liuan.

The new municipal government was located in the original county seat. It was no different from the last time Chen Ke visited—just as dilapidated. However, there were fewer idlers in the city and more people wearing various uniforms. Municipal Party Secretary Hua Wenyu was not in the county seat; Mayor Zhang Zizai received Chen Ke and the others.

"Chairman Chen, Secretary Hua went out to mediate disputes between military families and the locals." Zhang Zizai’s expression looked quite unpleasant.

"What exactly happened?" Chen Ke was very concerned about this.

"It’s a long story. We lack female cadres in this place," Zhang Zizai said, glancing at Huang Yuyue.

This kind of thing was definitely not happening for the first time in the base areas. Huang Yuyue guessed immediately what had likely happened. It must be that women's liberation work had encountered problems.

Taking the old base areas with the highest level of social organization as an example, the method adopted by the government was to complete land reform and determine individual land use rights. Large state-owned farms, plantations, and raw material processing enterprises were built on other lands, providing a large number of employment opportunities. With female dependents of the military taking the lead in the army factories, many women came out to work. Moreover, new farm tools greatly improved women's labor efficiency, and there was much more work they could do in the fields.

Now, there were many jokes in the old base areas mocking women for doing various heavy physical labor, saying it looked unsightly. This could be said to be a kind of counterattack by men. It could also be said that women had truly begun to enter social labor industries that they were previously unable to access.

This was the practice in economically developed areas. In economically underdeveloped areas, there were not many employment opportunities to begin with. Even if the labor force level was improved, without enough new industries to accommodate sufficient labor, women's employment opportunities were still insufficient. This was also why Chen Ke insisted on training a large number of "Lady Teachers". These "Lady Teachers" engaged in education work, and Chinese commoners had a traditional reverence for the teaching profession. Even if the teacher was a woman, the masses would look up to her. The People's Party work teams generally tried to include both male and female teachers. If a female teacher stepped forward, it was very easy to organize a Women's Federation and many other women's organizations locally.

There were very few women willing to leave their homes and follow the People's Party to make revolution, and this group of people already had their own positions. In fact, most female cadres already held high or mid-level positions. The female teachers in the Education College were all young girls, mostly female students Chen Ke had "abducted" from Anqing. They were not from poor families and were unwilling from the bottom of their hearts to work in poverty-stricken areas like Liuan. Every place lacked female teachers, and wealthy areas opened their arms to welcome them. Poor areas had to rely entirely on male comrades to develop work.

Without the participation of female comrades, a group of men doing women's work... Huang Yuyue felt that this difficulty was indeed too great. Thinking of this, and seeing Liuan Mayor Zhang Zizai constantly casting his gaze upon her, Huang Yuyue secretly prayed in her heart that Chen Ke would absolutely not prioritize the "overall situation of the work" and leave her, the one in charge of education in this mobile general office, in this poor place of Liuan. Huang Yuyue hoped to return to her hometown of Anqing to engage in education; she would be willing to work herself to death.

Chen Ke maintained his consistent style of not interfering and not arbitrarily assigning generals. He changed the subject and asked, "How is the enrollment rate for girls now?"

"It's passable. The key is that boarding schools can't be set up for the time being. The masses can accept sending a group of boys to boarding school. But when it comes to sending a group of girls, the masses have strong objections. It's only because of the few forest farms and mulberry orchards we're running now, where everyone lives in the collective residential areas of the farms, that the parents nearby are willing to send their children to school. Even so, many children in our various teaching points have to walk more than ten *li* of mountain roads every day to get to school. And this is only because we provide a lunch at school every day. Girls are obedient, so the masses hope even more that they stay at home to help with housework. Boys going to school is still okay..."

Speaking of this, Zhang Zizai completely opened his chatterbox. Chen Ke was afraid that Zhang Zizai's complaints would cause the young people in the General Office to misunderstand the local work. He first arranged for the comrades of the General Office to go to various local agencies in Liuan City to learn local work methods.

Zhang Zizai arranged for these comrades to go to relevant departments based on their division of labor. Seeing this group of comrades younger than himself following Chen Ke, Zhang Zizai felt a kind of extreme envy in his heart. Of those who followed Chen Ke back then, which one was not now holding a high position and commanding a region? Even he himself had joined the People's Party organization at the end of the Production and Self-Salvation Campaign. But he had become a county magistrate at the age of 26.

Seeing Chen Ke's calm expression, Zhang Zizai couldn't help but say, "Chairman Chen, can you transfer more supplies in? Last time you took away a large group of people who couldn't get enough to eat, which solved our urgent need. But those were all young men. Land was distributed, farm tools were issued, and with the young men taken away, the masses' lives are much better now. But education is not a matter of one or two days. If the masses don't see immediate benefits, it really won't work. To expand revolutionary work quickly, it won't work without supplies."

"Mayor Zhang, it is wrong for you to say these things to me. You have to go to the province to discuss this issue. If the comrades in the township encounter problems and don't report to the county or discuss with the county cadres, but run directly to you to argue, do you think that's appropriate?"

Hearing this, Zhang Zizai also felt it was inappropriate. He quickly smiled and said, "Chairman Chen, I was thinking wrong."

After saying this, Zhang Zizai still felt blocked up inside. "Chairman Chen, relying on Liuan itself for construction is really too difficult. I also came out of the old base area. At that time, following you, no matter how difficult the situation was, with a wave of your hand, everything rose up with a *whoosh*. We had grain when we needed grain, soldiers when we needed soldiers. Here in Liuan, even working ourselves into the ground doesn't work. Now we don't have to fight wars here, and many things can be transported in from outside. The lives of the masses have indeed improved a lot, but the masses have their own ideas. It's truly 'no profit, no early rising'; we just can't unite them..."

No matter what Zhang Zizai said, he saw that Chen Ke gave no response. He felt a bit guilty and tentatively asked, "Chairman Chen, I am speaking of specific difficulties. Overall, it is still very good. Do you have anything to say?"

Chen Ke laughed. "Mayor Zhang, I didn't come here to be an Imperial Commissioner. I came to see how the comrades are working. Although I have been to Liuan, I am not familiar with the current situation in Liuan. You have to tell me; I have nothing to say."

"Oh! I forgot about that!" Zhang Zizai realized his approach was completely wrong; this was the time to claim credit. He hurriedly recounted the recent situation. "The census in Liuan has been completed. Secretary Hua and I personally led the comrades to count area by area. According to the provincial plan, mobile hospitals and the postal system have been established. Cooperatives and banks have also been set up..."

Zhang Zizai indeed had some skill in such bureaucratic work, plus he had run through it all personally. Speaking of this work, his data was clear and his logic was organized. The current situation and outlook of the entire Liuan region, through Zhang Zizai's introduction and contrasted with the situation when Chen Ke left, immediately gave Chen Ke a clear picture.

Just as they were speaking, the sound of quarreling suddenly came from outside. Zhang Zizai felt strange, then heard a shout from outside: "Mayor Zhang, this is bullying!"

Following the voice, two young men were seen pulling and dragging each other, trying to force their way in. The guards saw that neither was willing to let go, so they could only forcibly pull them apart. The conversation could not continue. Zhang Zizai went out to look and saw that the one shouting was the telegraph operator Huang Qing. He was furious. The person opposite him was also very unhappy but was trying his best to suppress his anger. It was Li Dangyong, who was in charge of telegraph communications in the General Office.

As soon as he saw Zhang Zizai, Huang Qing immediately shouted, "Mayor Zhang, this person came to our Telegraph Section. He said he came to learn. But he bossed us around in the Telegraph Section. I said a few words to him, and he wasn't convinced; he thinks he's more right than me. Where did this person come from? I've never seen someone so unruly."

Huang Qing was the newly promoted Deputy Chief of the Telegraph Section. He had an impatient temper but excellent technical skills. He was serious to the point of being pedantic and could absolutely not tolerate mistakes from others. Naturally, he didn't like listening to others accuse him either.

Zhang Zizai was almost fainting from anger right then. He gave a shout of rage: "Huang Qing, this is Comrade Li Dangyong from the Central General Office's telegraph communications work. What are you trying to do?"

Even though he was shouted at by Zhang Zizai and learned that this annoying guy in front of him was from the Center, Huang Qing was still unconvinced. Although there was some timidity in his voice, Huang Qing still stiffened his neck and shouted, "So what if he's a comrade from the Center? Are comrades from the Center automatically right? They follow Chairman Chen, so how did they learn to be like this? Isn't this embarrassing Chairman Chen?"

"Get lost!" Zhang Zizai was scared pale. Chen Ke was right behind him; he couldn't imagine how Chen Ke would view such words.

"What this comrade said makes sense. Since you are from the Central General Office, you should be even less likely to have such a dispute with local comrades." Chen Ke finally spoke to Huang Qing. "May I ask this comrade, after you started the dispute, did he apologize to you?"

"Hmph." Huang Qing had never seen Chen Ke, but he wasn't a fool. Chen Ke's status looked no lower than Zhang Zizai's, and Chen Ke was indicating that the comrade from the Center was wrong. He just looked at Chen Ke with an unfriendly gaze. "That wasn't an apology at all. It was just perfunctory."

"Little Li, apologize to this comrade," Chen Ke said.

Li Dangyong was also full of anger, but several young comrades in the General Office had already set an "example" of the consequences of not apologizing after causing a quarrel with local comrades. He managed to suppress his anger with great difficulty and used formulaic words: "Comrade, I had a bad attitude and caused everyone to misunderstand. I disrupted the comrade's normal work order. I apologize. Please forgive me."

Huang Qing did not accept it. "Then why did you say I did it wrong? What did you mean by that?"

Li Dangyong glanced at Chen Ke and saw Chen Ke looking over with his head slightly tilted. Li Dangyong swallowed and said with difficulty, "Comrade, I indeed did not understand the situation here. Then I spoke nonsense. I was wrong. Please forgive me."

Since Li Dangyong had apologized in front of so many people, Huang Qing felt his face had been saved. However, he was a man who never showed weakness. After hearing this, Huang Qing grunted, "If you knew you shouldn't talk nonsense, then don't talk nonsense. Wouldn't it have been fine if you said this earlier? Why were you so righteous back then?"

Zhang Zizai was furious hearing this speech. Just as he was about to lose his temper, he heard Chen Ke say, "Comrade, everyone needs to work. Isn't this noise delaying normal work? How about everyone goes back and doesn't delay our own work. what do you think?"

Huang Qing was stubborn and cared about face. After hearing Chen Ke's words, he didn't want to pursue it any further at this moment. "Mayor Zhang, I'll go back now to see if this guy broke anything in the telegraph room."

Before Zhang Zizai could finally explode, Chen Ke seemingly casually grabbed Zhang Zizai's arm. This reminder finally allowed Zhang Zizai to suppress his emotions. "You go back first."

At this time, people stuck their heads out from various offices in the county government. Zhang Zizai shouted ill-naturedly, "What are you looking at! Hurry back to work."

Chen Ke took Zhang Zizai and Li Dangyong back to the office. As soon as they entered, Chen Ke said, "Mayor Zhang, my visit here is confidential, so you absolutely cannot reveal that I have come. This is the first thing."

Zhang Zizai nodded hurriedly. "I understand, Chairman Chen."

"Second, you are absolutely not allowed to make things difficult for this comrade or take revenge afterwards. If I find out, I will have to remove you."

Choked by Chen Ke's words for a good while, Zhang Zizai also nodded in agreement.

That evening, Liuan Municipal Party Secretary Hua Wenyu rushed back to report to Chen Ke. The Central General Office spent two days investigating in Liuan City. Chen Ke came silently and left silently. Under the protection and leadership of the City Armed Forces Department, the Central General Office rushed to the next target, Yingshan County.

It was a rule to hold a meeting halfway. Li Dangyong had been suffocating for these past few days. As soon as the meeting started, he immediately requested to speak. "Chairman Chen, there are many problems in the telegraph department. Equipment placement and many arrangements are problematic. Their attitude is also problematic; they are not humble at all."

"Hehe." Chen Ke laughed after hearing this. "Then, Comrade Li Dangyong, do you think *you* are humble?"

Li Dangyong was choked into silence right there.

Chen Ke put away his smile and asked sternly, "Be a student first, then a teacher. We are inspecting work to learn. You feel that there are many unreasonable things in the telegraph department over there, so I ask you, did you ask clearly why they did that? Can you tell me that comrade's explanation for why he did that?"

Li Dangyong had botched this job amidst a quarrel. Chen Ke's question made Li Dangyong dare not make another sound.

Chen Ke had no intention of stopping there. He said sternly, "There are definitely problems with local work. But what are the reasons for these problems? Can scolding others clarify things? We must adopt an attitude of learning and ask local comrades why they do this. What is the rationale? What is the reason? If you don't even know why they do it, what right do you have to say whether others are right or wrong? If you want to do a thing correctly, there is definitely only one path. Once you deviate from this path, whatever you do is wrong. Comrade Li Dangyong, I ask you, based on your observation, why did the comrade in the city make this mistake? Is it a training problem, or did he misunderstand during his own studies? Suppose, ah, suppose this comrade misunderstood during his own studies, then exactly how did this misunderstanding arise? Can you tell me?"

Hearing Chen Ke's criticism, not only Li Dangyong, but comrades from other departments also thought about their own investigation work and felt they had done very inadequately. The comrades lowered their heads one after another.

Looking at the oppressive atmosphere, Chen Ke calmed his emotions before continuing, "What is service? Within our People's Party, the first thing is that leaders serve subordinates. There are many reasons for making mistakes, both subjective and objective. The various policies we formulated in the base areas manifest differently in each region because conditions are different. Just like the telegraph, a unit that requires extreme uniformity, actually differs in every region. Comrade Li Dangyong, you are a professional in this. You should know better than I do exactly why those detailed regulations were established that way."

Li Dangyong was silent for a moment before looking up in shame. "Yes, the telegraph has different requirements for various situations."

Seeing that the most aggrieved Li Dangyong had understood his mistake, Chen Ke continued, "The work of the comrades below definitely has limitations. Similarly, the overall plan we formulated also has limitations. So, understand the difficulties comrades encounter after these plans are implemented. We also try every means to solve these problems. This is the service we want to provide to the comrades. I said earlier that mistakes are divided into subjective and objective ones. We must help comrades solve objective problems. Only by knowing the objective problems do we have the opportunity to understand the true motive for subjective mistakes. Only then is it possible to know how subjective mistakes actually arose. Only then can we understand our comrades through the work itself."

The team of the General Office fell silent. Those who could remain until now were not ordinary youths. Comrades who performed too poorly or too excellently had already left the team. The former were sent back for re-education or assigned to inconspicuous work units to exercise themselves. The latter were assigned to corresponding posts where they could exert their abilities. Those remaining were a group who performed well but still needed education. Because their quality was passable, everyone basically understood Chen Ke's requirements.

Chen Ke continued, "That is why I say, everyone is here to learn. You must adopt a realistic attitude and learn sincerely. The process of knowing is first the accumulation of a large amount of perceptual knowledge. Without the accumulation of this perceptual knowledge, rational summary is water without a source, a tree without roots. You absolutely cannot come up and demand things of others holding a strong subjective attitude yourself. This is wrong."

"Chairman Chen, then I want to ask you, why do you seem to never make mistakes? Or why is your direction of understanding always correct?" a comrade asked.

"That is because the mistakes I have made are ten times yours. And in every job, I learn seriously from the comrades. The mistakes I have seen are perhaps dozens of times the mistakes you have seen now. Confucius said, 'When three walk together, there must be one who can be my teacher. Select their good qualities and follow them; select their bad qualities and change them.' Not only must you learn how to make the right choice, but you must also know how doing things will lead to mistakes."

The chief culprit this time, Li Dangyong, first lowered his head deeply. Hearing this, he finally raised his head. "Chairman Chen, I know I was wrong. Please give me another chance."

"It is not I giving you a chance, but whether you give yourself a chance. Next time you go to investigate, do you think you will make a mistake?" Chen Ke asked.

Li Dangyong pondered for a moment before answering, "I won't make this mistake again. I don't know about other mistakes; I'll probably make them."

"You are honest." Chen Ke said somewhat helplessly.

The young comrades thought the clouds had dispersed, but they saw Chen Ke stiffen his face again. The bit of relaxed mood everyone had just felt immediately flew to the nine heavens. They heard Chen Ke say, "What our inspection team fears most is comrades deliberately telling us lies. Whether comrades are doing this, we cannot dominate their actions. But I will emphasize again, everyone goes there to learn. You are not allowed to give orders, and you are not allowed to reveal any of your own ideas. If you do so, that is forcing the comrades below to tell lies. If any comrade does this, the organization will definitely deal with you severely. Did you hear?"

"Heard!" All the comrades shouted almost subconsciously.

Seeing the young comrades cheer up, Chen Ke then said, "Alright, now everyone continue starting the reporting and summary work."
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"Come on, darling, call me Grandpa," He Ruming said, beaming with joy as he held his granddaughter.

The little one looked at the old man holding her, laughing happily, and reached out to touch He Ruming's face. Although his beard was being tugged, He Ruming was even happier. "Call me Grandpa."

He Ying took her daughter from her father's arms, sat her on her lap, and patiently taught her, "Yueyue, say Grand-pa. Grand-pa."

"Gwan... Gwan-pa," Chen Ke's daughter said, somewhat perfunctorily mimicking the sound while trying to get off her mother's lap.

"It's Grand-pa, not Gwan-pa," He Ying continued patiently.

"Grand... Grand-pa." Seeing she couldn't break free from her mother's embrace, Yueyue's pronunciation was much more correct this time.

"Darling." He Ruming happily took his granddaughter back into his hands, kissing and hugging her.

After the group of adults played with the one-and-a-half-year-old for a while, He Ying looked at her watch. She said to her father, "Dad, it's almost time for Yueyue to sleep. Don't tease her so much."

"Oh," He Ruming replied perfunctorily, still unwilling to put his granddaughter down.

It wasn't until He Ying half-forced her daughter away and carried her into the inner room that she came out softly after a long while.

"Why don't you hire a few wet nurses? Wenqing leaves you two mother and daughter here alone; isn't that a bit too much?" He Ruming said with some dissatisfaction.

"Dad, I'm doing fine raising Yueyue by myself. There's no need to hire anyone else," He Ying said with the pride only a mother could have. After speaking, she quickly poured more tea for her parents. "Dad, Mom, only after having Yueyue did I realize how hard it was for you to raise me. You are so good to me."

"What silly talk. You are my daughter; how could we not be good to you?" He Ruming laughed. This was a genuine smile he had never shown before. He Ying was moved, but also felt a little strange.

He Ruming took a sip of tea and pointed to one of the large boxes. "By the way, there are five thousand taels in there, a gift for you and Yueyue. When you got married, it was in a rush, and our family didn't have time to prepare a decent dowry for you. I brought it all for you this time."

"Dad, this isn't right," He Ying quickly tried to dissuade him.

"Your dad can afford it now. After I got out of prison this time, the people coming to give gifts were as many as the hairs on an ox. These five thousand taels were sent by Lord Yuan Xiangcheng. I am very clear that this money wasn't sent for me. So I brought it for you."

He Ying had always worried about her parents being implicated. Although Chen Ke had analyzed for her many times that the Qing court dared not harm the He family, He Ying only used these reasons to comfort herself when she felt utterly despairing. Usually, thinking of her parents made her heart ache. Hearing her father speak like this, He Ying got up and knelt before her father. "Dad, Mom, I let you and my younger brothers suffer grievances."

He Ruming pulled his daughter up. "Girl, I'm not just saying pretty words. After going to jail this time, your dad really thought things through. You don't know, after I went in, those dog slaves served me very well. According to them, they haven't seen an Imperial Prison decree in many years. You have to have quite the status for that. There are many tricks in that Imperial Prison. As soon as Cixi died, they changed us to a superior room. Except for not being able to go out, it wasn't any worse than our home."

Speaking of this, He Ruming looked at He Ying with a kind gaze. "Yuan Xiangcheng also planned to arrange a position for me in the Ministry of Posts and Communications. I declined it. I am now going to serve in the Ministry of Civil Affairs. That your dad has today's glory is all because you married Wenqing. I am very clear about these things. Girl, this has nothing to do with you. Since I agreed to this marriage, this is fate. Whether fate is good or bad, I accept it."

He Ying didn't know if her old dad had really seen the light or had learned to speak pretty words. Just as she was doubting, He Ruming pointed to several other boxes. "Inside there is the medicine money owed to Wenqing. Since Wenqing started the uprising, I haven't had a chance to collect this medicine money for him. I brought it all for him this time. The bill is also inside; just give it to him when Wenqing comes back."

The family talked for a while longer, and He Ying asked, "How has Aunt been recently?"

He Ruming's expression didn't change at all. "She's alright. But it's not convenient for her to come. I was in a hurry when I came, so I didn't go find her."

He Ying knew that the Sun family probably wouldn't treat Chen Ke as a relative. Hearing her father say this, she could only sigh, "Dad, when you go back, please take my letter to Aunt. I miss her very much."

"Okay." He Ruming smiled and stood up. "I'm going to the restroom."

It was a good while before He Ying saw He Ruming return. What puzzled her slightly was that He Ruming had not only washed his hands but also his face. However, this trace of doubt was interrupted by a low sound coming from her daughter's room next door. He Ying quietly went into the small room where her daughter was sleeping to check on her.

Taking this opportunity, He Ruming leaned into his wife's ear, seeing the strange look on her face, and whispered, "This is a feud between our He family and the Sun family. Absolutely do not let Chen Ke get involved. I can't afford to lose that face."

He Ruming's wife looked at He Ruming with a complex expression. She was only his second wife; not only did she have no blood relation to He Qian, but she was also not He Ying's biological mother. To say she had a deep-seated hatred for the Sun family was really not the case. Moreover, before this trip, He Ruming had already warned her not to talk too much. The only thing He Ruming's wife didn't understand was why He Ruming was so determined not to let Chen Ke intervene in this matter.

He Ruming had not come only to visit his daughter; he was also acting as a messenger. After the People's Party representative issued a declaration that they must overthrow the Manchu Qing and left, the assembly fell into chaos. The southern representatives all wanted Yuan Shikai to give an explanation.

Yuan Shikai was an old fox; he wouldn't fall for this trap. "Gentlemen, this matter concerns the national polity. You are all assembly members. The votes that decide the fate of the world are in your hands; you can propose a vote."

The assembly members were also old foxes; they wouldn't fall for this trap either. Whoever proposed it would be the gravedigger of the Manchu Qing. As long as it wasn't Yuan Shikai and the Beiyang assembly members proposing it, but assembly members of other statuses, Yuan Shikai could permanently shed the title of "rebel." No one was willing to work for Yuan Shikai for free. So the Beiyang people didn't propose it, the assembly members of the southern provinces didn't propose it, and this matter was actually dragged out just like that.

The Beiyang Army was powerful, and the People's Party obviously wouldn't choose Beiyang as their first target for combat. Persimmons are picked where they are soft. The southern provinces surrounding the People's Party would definitely bear the brunt. The assembly members of the southern provinces did put on a show of organizing several liaisons, discussing the formation of a Provinces Allied Army to jointly defeat the People's Party. But this was just a discussion. Leaving aside whether the Allied Army could achieve final victory, if the People's Party fought only one route like in the previous few campaigns, given Jiangxi's geographical location, several provinces would definitely be finished before the People's Party was destroyed. The so-called Allied Army was all about hoping other troops would put in the desperate effort while one hid behind to pick the fruit. And all the provinces knew the thoughts of the other provinces. Such liaisons ended up dying without result.

Some young assembly members also proposed letting Yuan Shikai take the lead in forming a punitive force. Such a childish idea was sneered at by the old slicks. Everyone could see more or less the fishy business between Beiyang and the People's Party. If they foolishly honored Yuan Shikai as the military leader, they wouldn't even know how they died when the time came.

But this matter couldn't be dragged on like this. Finally, an agreement was reached. Whether the Qing court would continue would be voted on and discussed when the formal National Assembly convened in two years. The southern provinces also held the plan of dragging it out as long as possible. Anyway, no matter what, this matter had to be decided by Yuan Shikai himself. None of the southern provinces planned to stick their necks out.

There is no banquet in the world that does not end. Regardless of how satisfied or dissatisfied the representatives were with this assembly, the Constitutional Assembly finally came to a close amidst various thoughts. Yuan Shikai chose the released He Ruming as his envoy. What surprised Yuan Shikai somewhat was that He Ruming was not only unafraid of his prison disaster but seemed full of vitality and drive.

He Ruming himself was actually surprised by his change. People say there is no grief greater than a dead heart. It is very difficult to survive a prison disaster holding on to so much hope. He Ruming had once deeply hated Chen Ke, but later he really thought things through. Even if Chen Ke had really told He Ruming about the rebellion, it would have been absolutely impossible for He Ruming to stand on Chen Ke's side. Everything was heaven's will, a heaven's will that He Ruming could not fight against.

Until he was released, He Ruming was very happy. However, his sister's death allowed all of He Ruming's previously suppressed emotions to suddenly find a target. He Ying married Chen Ke, and no matter how Chen Ke rebelled, he kept He Ying by his side and protected her throughout. He Qian married into the Sun family, yet the Sun family caused He Qian's death.

He Ruming had also gone to their door to ask about the cause of He Qian's death, but the Sun family closed their doors and refused to see him. He Ruming did his best to launch an investigation himself. The investigation result was that after the Sun family let the court officials who came to arrest He Qian see her corpse, they cremated her. Seeing He Ruming's determination was so firm, the Sun family had to send a letter. The explanation in the letter was that "He Qian died of a serious illness. The Sun family handled He Qian's funeral affairs this way to make it convenient to hide the ashes so they could be buried in the Sun family's ancestral grave later."

Reading this letter, He Ruming concluded that it must have been the Sun family who laid the murderous hand. There was no reason; He Ruming simply believed it firmly. He also swore an oath that he would personally make the entire Sun family die. In order to obtain such power and opportunity, He Ruming began to serve Beiyang with unprecedented determination and will. Acting as Beiyang's envoy to negotiate with Chen Ke was the first task. He Ruming brought his wife and two sons to Anhui together, also to let the flesh and blood reunite once. He never wanted to see Chen Ke again; the chance to see his daughter and granddaughter might very well be this one time.

After stopping in Fengtai County for five days, the People's Party finally notified He Ruming to depart. He Ruming let his wife and sons return to Beijing first. He rushed to Wuhan alone with the reception personnel. Wuhan in winter was extremely damp and cold. However, along the banks of the Yangtze River in Wuhan, where fog rolled, a large number of people were working. They looked thin, but under the surveillance of heavily armed overseers, they started work from early morning.

"What are those people doing?" He Ruming asked.

"Opium addicts," the accompanying reception personnel said with a strong emotion of disgust.

"Why start work so early?"

"If you want them to quit opium, there is only one way. Every day, let them eat their fill and then work, work hard. Tire them out to the point where they don't even have the thought of smoking opium. Only then can this addiction be broken. No other method works." There was not a trace of pity or tolerance in the reception personnel's voice.

He Ruming saw that the group of people worked slightly slower, and immediately overseers stepped forward to scold them. They dug up the thick earth and then carried it away with shoulder poles. Some people were already swaying as they worked, but the overseers still mercilessly urged them to hurry up. He Ruming also didn't care for opium addicts; he laughed, "Look at them like this, what if they die of exhaustion?"

"Can this little bit of work tire someone to death?" The reception personnel sneered. "When Chairman Chen was in Fengtai County, the work he led us to do was much heavier than this, and what we ate was not as good as them. Aren't we all living well now? To quit opium, either quit while alive, or be carried out after dying. There is no third road to walk."

Hearing these cold and ruthless words, He Ruming was not disgusted at all. Instead, because he felt the power within them, He Ruming couldn't help but laugh loudly, feeling a sense of resonance.

The father-in-law and son-in-law hadn't seen each other for a long time. When they met, they looked very enthusiastic. But it was that kind of extremely polite and extremely measured enthusiasm.

"Father-in-law, you've worked hard on the journey. You suffered so much; I apologize to you here." Chen Ke finished speaking and made a deep bow.

"If it weren't for Wenqing winning every battle, I would have died long ago. You working hard to rebel actually saved my life." He Ruming helped Chen Ke up while laughing heartily. "You have taken good care of my He Ying. She told me she learned a lot of new cultural knowledge following you. As a father, I am very happy in my heart. But you should go home often to see the mother and daughter."

As they spoke, the two had already sat down. "I came this time because Yuan Xiangcheng asked me to ask Wenqing. You must already know the result of the assembly. I wonder what plans you have, Wenqing?"

"We can wait for a year or so. The Chinese imperial system has lasted for thousands of years; it is impossible to overthrow it immediately. However, please reply to Mr. Yuan that us not taking the initiative to strike does not mean we won't fight back if others strike at us. Moreover, before the imperial system is overthrown, we will not join any government."

"Yuan Xiangcheng asked me to inform Wenqing that he will not destroy the peace. But Sa Zhenbing's fleet has been patrolling the Yangtze River, and the patrol only goes as far as Nanjing. Please do not overthink it, Wenqing."

"That is natural," Chen Ke laughed.

The negotiation between Yuan Shikai and the People's Party had ended. The two were silent for a while before He Ruming asked, "Yuan Xiangcheng wanted me to ask, what does Wenqing plan to do about the southern provinces?"

Chen Ke answered frankly, "Even if I attack the southern provinces, what can I do? They still won't vote if they shouldn't. However, please convey my attitude to the southern provinces for Mr. Yuan. Civil business must still be done. We cannot let the livelihood of the common people suffer because of political estrangement. Please be sure to inform Mr. Yuan of this point."

"I will definitely convey it." He Ruming nodded.

The two were silent again for a good while. Chen Ke suddenly said, "Father-in-law, about Aunt..."

"Wenqing, don't talk about that." He Ruming raised his hand to stop Chen Ke from continuing. "You didn't tell my He Ying about this; I thank you very much. They were aunt and niece in name, but their affection was extremely good. If He Ying knew about this, I'm afraid she couldn't bear it."

"Father-in-law, this matter cannot be kept hidden forever," Chen Ke sighed. "I have no way to speak to Yuan Shikai about this matter now. Even if I said it, Beiyang wouldn't make a move against the Sun family because of me. I'm afraid Yuan Xiangcheng wouldn't dare to act willfully either. And I want to subject the murderer to open punishment."

There was no longer any feigned gentleness in He Ruming's eyes. His sharp gaze stared fixedly at Chen Ke. "He Ying said that before my sister He Qian left, you also tried every way to persuade her. Why didn't you forcibly keep He Qian here with you?"

"Aunt insisted on leaving at the time. I was afraid that if I forcibly kept Aunt, it would instead damage her purity. And I never expected the Sun family to be so frenzied. Father-in-law, every time I think of this, I feel very bad in my heart." This was Chen Ke's honest thought; he absolutely could not accept He Qian dying so obscurely.

The anger on He Ruming's face flashed past. His calm voice contained extreme resentment. "Wenqing, you have done your best. My sister has always had a strong character and never backs down from what she decides. Wenqing, I tell you, this is my He family's business. Since my sister didn't want to stay here with you, it means she didn't count on you to do anything. If you truly feel sad, then help her fulfill her wish to the end. Never ask about this matter again. Can you promise me?"

"Everything will be as Father-in-law commands. If Father-in-law changes his mind in the future, please be sure to inform me," Chen Ke answered very crisply.

After seeing off He Ruming, Chen Ke immediately went to meet with the British representative. The British very considerately proposed a suggestion to Chen Ke. Since the commercial cooperation between the two sides was very good, the British Embassy was willing to endorse providing Chen Ke with a credit line of five hundred thousand pounds at a British bank. However, this line was limited to purchasing British goods. Chen Ke naturally wouldn't let such a good thing slip by. At this time, every tiny bit of extra money had great significance.

As if because the Spring Festival of 1910 was approaching, good news came to Chen Ke in pairs. First, the silk reeling factory equipment ordered from Britain arrived at the base area. The next day, Chen Ke received a telegram from the delegation in the United States; the trial operation was successful. The American side was willing to reach a cooperation agreement with the People's Party. Wang Bin would negotiate the contract with the American side and send a telegram to Chen Ke after signing.

Because the People's Party sent a delegation of considerable size, there were agricultural representatives in the delegation. Under the coordination of the American side, the People's Party agricultural delegation, after investigation, signed a contract to purchase American long-staple cotton seeds. The plan for the People's Party delegation to send students to the United States was also basically finalized. Starting from 1911, the People's Party could send a total of 500 students annually to American industrial colleges or science and engineering majors in comprehensive universities. The American side stated that these schools were absolutely not diploma mills, but a series of American Ivy League universities.

Chen Ke's joy lasted only a very short time. He soon thought that whether it was students studying abroad or equipment, it all required massive amounts of money. The base area did not have sufficient funds now. all money had to be accumulated bit by bit through the hard labor of the masses in the base area.

"Hurry and let the industrial department start copying the silk reeling equipment." Chen Ke issued an order to the Commission of Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense.

It was on New Year's Eve of 1910 that Chen Ke received a piece of truly good news. The base area's industrial sulfuric acid and hydrochloric acid finally broke into the Japanese market. Japan was not only interested in these commodities in short supply, but they also hoped to import iron farm tools from the base area.

"Half joy, half worry, ah." This was Chen Ke's only comment.
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On the Wuhan wharf on the Yangtze River, Hubei Provincial Party Committee Secretary Lu Huitian stood beside Chen Ke and asked with a slight stutter, "...Just shipping them away like this?"

"Just shipping them away like this," Chen Ke answered crisply.

It was a whole ship of Base Area "Red Star" brand steel heavy plows. The cargo ship wasn't even full; some empty tonnage would be used to pick up some chemical products near Anqing before leaving.

"And then the money in the bank is just a few pieces of paper?" Lu Huitian had gone with Chen Ke to sign the agreement. It was just signing a few documents, and the transaction was completed. Seeing no real gold or silver, Lu Huitian felt very uneasy. Moreover, for every trade, inter-bank transfers required handling fees. The British devils casually skimmed money off this. Even though Chen Ke had explained the role of finance to the comrades, Lu Huitian still found this reality extremely hard to accept.

"Modern banks are all like this. The British are endorsing the Japanese, what are we afraid of? The transfer has already been made directly." Chen Ke felt this was quite normal. "The British are so powerful because they control the financial industry. We have to rely on the British banks for large-scale trade right now."

"Why don't we do business directly with Japan?" As the Hubei Provincial Party Secretary, Lu Huitian harbored a grudge about being fleeced by the British in the middle.

"Because our banks haven't opened in Japan. If the Japanese took a draft or deposit slip of unknown authenticity and asked us for money, would you feel at ease?" Chen Ke could accept it, and even if he couldn't, there was no other way.

"Can't we use these plows ourselves? The Base Area needs them too." Although Lu Huitian knew why they were exporting, and had agreed to the deal, he still couldn't help but feel this dissatisfaction.

"I don't want to export them either, but if we don't export, where do we get the money to import? Waiting until we can manufacture steel plant equipment ourselves will take several years. And we've calculated it, with current production, it's not even enough for you to do experiments. Secretary Lu, turn grief into strength and do a good job of your own industrial construction. If you feel like you're not in the mood to work, just think back to your mood right now, and you'll immediately have motivation." Chen Ke comforted Lu Huitian.

Comrades were beginning to encounter modern commerce and were gradually learning to view the situation from a global perspective. This was inevitably a process. As a person from the 21st century, Chen Ke felt that being able to accept globalization—whether it was the so-called Chinese "shirts for planes" or the earlier Soviet "grain for machinery"—proved one thing: for a vast socialist country with a large population, even if it temporarily accepted becoming the bottom layer of the world trade system, as long as this great power could continuously accumulate capital through this trade system and strengthen its own education and heavy industry systems, rising up was not a particularly difficult thing.

The prerequisite for this rise was that the earned capital be used for national construction, rather than being carved up as profit by capitalists. If the earned capital continued to be invested in "light industry," a sector that seemingly offered short-term profits, the domestic economy would completely become a slave to foreign big capital. The "Latin Americanization" of Latin American countries was a lesson from the past.

Chen Ke's firm support for the socialist system stemmed from the accumulation of history. In the full century from 1910 to 2010, any country or region that rose up did so with the support of heavy industry. The Soviet Union and China, two great powers that changed the global situation in the 20th century, invested heavily in universal education and heavy industry development.

Chen Ke could completely understand Lu Huitian's mood of being unable to accept this fact. Chen Ke himself had once been quite dissatisfied with the fact that China occupied the bottom layer of the world's factory. It was only after China accumulated enough to break through the bottleneck and experienced explosive development that the past arduous accumulation seemed to have value. So Chen Ke smiled and said, "Look at it from another angle. Our sulfuric acid and hydrochloric acid have started selling well recently. Raw silk production has also come up."

Hearing the words "raw silk," Lu Huitian's heart gave a jolt. When Chen Ke convened the Hubei Provincial Party Committee meeting, he listened very calmly to the comrades' introductions, but he specifically dragged Lu Huitian to the wharf to look, clearly not to praise Lu Huitian for a job well done. "Chairman Chen, don't mention that raw silk. Bringing it up makes me feel even worse," Lu Huitian said with great regret.

The export volume of raw silk in the Base Area over the past year or so could be described as advancing by leaps and bounds. The Base Area began industrial layout at the end of 1906, and in early 1907, in addition to formally starting large-scale mulberry tree planting, they also began overall trial production. With the government's strong support and guidance, the Base Area lacked neither land for planting mulberry trees nor labor for the sericulture industry. What was lacking was simply the entire industrial chain including investment, training, and product acquisition. After the land reform in Anhui, the People's Party had the ability to complete this industrial chain, and raw silk production grew explosively.

In 1908, the Base Area tentatively sold 10,000 piculs of raw silk. In 1909, it exploded directly to 100,000 piculs. And in 1910, it was expected to reach 180,000 to 220,000 piculs. When Lu Huitian was the Fuyang Prefectural Party Secretary, he didn't put much heart into this sericulture work. So every time he thought back on it, Lu Huitian regretted it terribly.

And the current Southern Anhui Regional Secretary Zhang Yu, although he argued with Chen Ke every time, executed the Central Committee's orders most resolutely. Yingshan County was once under the jurisdiction of Southern Anhui. Because of a lack of land, it was so poor they couldn't even afford pants. Chen Ke had once required Zhang Yu to put great effort into developing sericulture and tea in Yingshan County. Without a second word, Zhang Yu almost executed the entire families of the local landlords and tyrants who had blood debts in Yingshan County, while forcibly pushing for land reform. Later, a comrade named Li Shouxian became the Yingshan County Party Secretary. After more than a year, even in a place as deadly poor as Yingshan County, they sold 4,000 piculs of silk and 1,000 piculs of tea in 1909. It was said that the lives of the local masses had already seen huge improvements. After seizing Hubei, Zhang Yu resolutely refused to hand over Yingshan County. It was only after Chen Ke personally issued the order that Yingshan was reassigned to Hubei. Lu Huitian had heard that Chen Ke once praised Li Shouxian as ranking in the top five among this batch of county magistrates. After personally going to Yingshan County to take a look, he was also convinced.

Because Yingshan was poor, a county of less than 140,000 people actually provided 10,000 troops willing to be soldiers just to eat. The remaining 130,000 people, under the arrangement of the County Committee led by Li Shouxian, all had work to do, and every village engaged in production. Compared to before, it was completely new. The most magical thing was that Li Shouxian actually managed to get the whole county to cut their queues. Even in the old Base Areas of the People's Party, such a political achievement hadn't been achieved.

Coming back from inspecting Yingshan County, Lu Huitian put in a ruthless effort. The areas in northern Hubei near the Yangtze River were not wealthy. when arranging work, especially in the sericulture industry, Lu Huitian put in great effort. "We in Hubei attach great importance to the development of the sericulture industry this time."

"Whatever you do, don't apply a one-size-fits-all approach; adapt measures to local conditions. Whether an industry is suitable for local characteristics, we still need to investigate more. Secretary Lu, many things shouldn't be rushed. Recent work in Hubei should still focus on land reform. Without land reform, nothing can be discussed." Chen Ke's thinking was different from Lu Huitian's. "The money the Base Area is going to invest in Hubei in the near future is scary. Without a stable foundation, I'm really on tenterhooks."

"Once the economy goes up, many things will change," Lu Huitian always believed.

"Comrade Lu Huitian, our entire foundation lies in land reform. If there is no land reform, then the changes in the localities will provide opportunities for the reactionary landlords and gentry, allowing them to have money to maintain their rule. In a situation where the people do not understand why their lives have improved, they might very well attribute the credit to the landlords and gentry. This is harmful to our work." Speaking of this, Chen Ke finally stated the real reason why he wanted Lu Huitian to accompany him to the wharf. "Comrade Lu Huitian, I see that the current Hubei Provincial Party Committee's working methods are not very understanding. I want to talk to you now to see how you view this issue."

Even though he had prepared himself to be criticized, Lu Huitian didn't expect that Chen Ke was criticizing the Hubei Provincial Party Committee's train of thought. Lu Huitian had discussed this issue many times with comrades at the Provincial Committee meetings, so he felt relieved of a burden. He answered fluently, "Chairman Chen, we feel that violent land reform is likely to trigger extremely negative effects in Hubei. The existing military force is not yet sufficient to fully roll out construction. And as we start to promote a lot of production now, we are bound to occupy a dominant position. To take root at the grassroots level, we must cut into the grassroots. Based on the experience of Fengtai County, our current promotion of land reform in the disaster areas of Hubei has been very effective. We have basically grasped the dominance of land reform. However, in other areas, our enemies are the clan forces. The clan forces in rural Hubei are very strong. In areas where land reform has already been implemented, the economic driving effect we lead is obvious. For areas where land reform has not been implemented, we prepare to intervene with economic means, using economic influence to gradually control those non-land reform areas, and then the resistance to land reform will be smaller."

Chen Ke listened very carefully and understood. Lu Huitian and the others hoped to adopt a gentle administrative method to promote the People's Party's control in Hubei. This was also the difference in revolutionary and governance thinking between Lu Huitian and Zhang Yu. Zhang Yu was a Party Secretary of regular military origin. His style was simple, brisk, crude, and fierce. He would kill the landlords with blood debts, and then send cadres to promote land reform under the protection of bayonets. But Zhang Yu doing this also had his own advantages.

Anhui was conquered by the People's Party, and the People's Party's army already had strong influence among the people. Because of poverty, the masses' backlash against land reform was not strong. Since farming didn't yield much profit anyway, after changing the land ownership system, as long as life could change for the better, the masses would have to be crazy to oppose land reform. Moreover, the People's Party cadres were very concentrated at that time. Chen Ke sat in the Anhui Center, and experienced cadres were all concentrated in Anhui. Even if it was a bit crude and simple, the masses could accept it.

Hubei was a new area. The People's Party entered Hubei by relying on strong external intervention, and there was no large influx of internal Hubei comrades joining. The Central Committee was very worried that if work was carried out according to the Anhui model, Hubei would turn into a military suppression. That was why they dispatched a civil service route cadre like Lu Huitian to preside over the Hubei situation. But Chen Ke felt that the Hubei Provincial Party Committee led by Lu Huitian was a bit too weak in its view of revolutionary struggle.

"Comrade Lu Huitian, all the revolutionary successes we have achieved now are first built on the collapse of the old system. Whether it is Anhui or the areas in Hubei where land reform has now been completed, it was floods that destroyed the old system. In such an intense situation, where the old system could no longer maintain the normal lives of the masses, we were able to achieve a victory like smashing dry weeds and rotten wood. I have always believed that in areas where land reform has not been completed, our primary task is to make the old system collapse, not to cooperate with them. Who are our friends and who are our enemies? This is a very realistic question. Our primary task is still revolution, not compromise."

It wasn't that there were no such views within the Hubei Provincial Party Committee; in fact, using natural disasters as an opportunity to cut into local work had always been an important means for the People's Party. But Lu Huitian always felt that this means was a bit too harsh.

"Chairman Chen, isn't this 'those who submit to me prosper, those who resist me perish'? I believe that the revolution should first prove its justice, and then be promoted. Yes, using the condition that the old system is powerless to deal with various situations to make them collapse, and then establishing a brand-new system is indeed very fast. But the masses in those areas will suffer great pain and loss. Chairman Chen, you believe that human heads are not chives; they won't grow back after being cut. Sitting by and watching other areas collapse... how many more people will die?" Lu Huitian really had a compassionate attitude.

"Comrade Lu Huitian, I emphasize repeatedly. It is not us who are launching the revolution, but the people who need the revolution. Layout the entire industrial chain to Hubei. Apart from the areas where we have already completed land reform, do you think that in those areas where the old system still exists, the ones who benefit the most are the masses, or those people within the old system? If you let the gentry and clans get a large amount of funds in this industrial chain, do you think this has any benefit for the masses? Or are you still prepared to incorporate this group of people from the old system into the new system?" This was what Chen Ke worried about the most.

"We have started experimenting with reforming the old system in several counties. Chairman Chen, our Provincial Committee has also discussed this many times. The landlords and gentry will absolutely not voluntarily withdraw from the stage of history. If you don't hit the reactionaries, they won't fall. The revolution ultimately relies on violence, not persuasion. I also absolutely support this point." Lu Huitian also understood Chen Ke's thoughts perfectly well. Regarding Chen Ke's wish to gain control of the entire grassroots level as soon as possible, and then quickly promote revolution and economic construction. But Lu Huitian, in his work, felt that this was a bit wishful thinking. "We in the Hubei Provincial Party Committee hope to try a brand-new method, which is to try to win the basis for our People's Party's existence through some means while the old system still exists. Just like we did with the People's Congress elections in Anhui. The enemy still exists, but we unite the masses through striving, and finally change the local situation step by step."

"Then how long do you think such a method will take?" Chen Ke did not want to overthrow the Hubei Provincial Party Committee in one fell swoop and then implement work completely according to his own meaning. If the Base Area was still just Anhui province, Chen Ke might have been able to do so, but now with the land of four provinces, if Chen Ke still did this, something big would happen. Regardless of how Lu Huitian's personal views conflicted with Chen Ke's, these resolutions were the decisions of the Hubei Provincial Party Committee. Chen Ke himself could not violate organizational principles and forcibly change the already determined local plans. Facing such a situation, Chen Ke had to wait and see the results of these attempts.

"My personal estimate is two to three years," Lu Huitian answered firmly.

"Alright. The Central Committee is about to make a huge investment in Hubei. A heavy industry base is to be established in Wuhan. The existing industrial chains will first be laid out in areas where land reform has been completed. To complete this work, I prepare to stay in Hubei for a period of time." Chen Ke said it lightly.

Lu Huitian pursed his lips slightly. If Chen Ke was going to stay in Hubei for a period, as the Chairman of the People's Party, he would definitely want to fully grasp the work in Hubei. Judging by Chen Ke's current attitude, he was determined to turn around the current situation in Hubei. Although he knew clearly that his power would be weakened, Lu Huitian unexpectedly found that amidst his grievance and unease, he actually had a feeling of peace of mind. In any case, where Chen Ke was represented success.

And the heavy industry center had always been one of the pinnacles and pillars of the great future Chen Ke had described to the comrades of the People's Party. Lu Huitian really wanted to see with his own eyes that great industry that had only appeared on paper established in Wuhan.

Early members of the People's Party generally had a deep impression of Chen Ke, which was that Chen Ke was particularly rich. Including Hubei Provincial Party Secretary Lu Huitian himself; although rationally he knew this was incorrect, emotionally he couldn't turn it around no matter what. Back in the Shanghai era, Chen Ke was the one who could always make money. And this money was displayed in a particularly expressive way. For example, the Shanghai Renxin Medical College, which was still operating normally. Those tall school buildings and vast playgrounds gave the young comrades who followed Chen Ke in the beginning a strong sense of belonging.

After arriving in Fengtai County, Lu Huitian, who managed the "Labor Camp," found that no matter how bad the surface situation was, the funds from Shanghai for the People's Party ensured that the People's Party never lacked transport ships and labor tools. Even when rations were down to only enough for a few days, the People's Party was always able to pass the critical juncture; this breath of life had never been interrupted.

Lu Huitian clearly admitted that everything in the Base Area now was produced by the working people with their own hands. But the working people had lived by their hands for thousands of years, always accompanied by the precariousness of hunger and the threat of death. Every turmoil, large or small, could cause thousands upon thousands to die violent deaths. Unlike now, where the masses in the Base Area could always save their lives from threats and move towards a better life.

At every critical moment, Chen Ke was always able to get money and turn money into things that could be seen with the naked eye. As if he could turn stone into gold; sometimes Chen Ke's methods simply made people feel like he was a magician. In a certain sense, it was precisely Chen Ke who created an impression among the comrades that revolutionary theory and reality were disjointed.

Production self-help in disaster areas became the material basis for the battle to seize dominance of the Base Area. Land reform became the cornerstone of troop recruitment. Labor liberation first became the foundation for seizing Base Areas in other provinces. And the unified efforts of the entire Base Area once again became the foundation for dealing with foreigners.

Although the high-level officials had heard Chen Ke's expectations for the next thirty years, the comrades didn't understand these expectations at all. They felt that Chen Ke was dragging the People's Party from one victory to another, but the final destination was beyond the comrades' line of sight and imagination.

If it were comrades like Zhang Yu who argued for the sake of arguing but followed the steps in practice, no matter what they thought in their hearts, there would be no problem with their work. But Lu Huitian knew that many comrades like himself felt increasingly unadapted. When it was time to talk about theory, Chen Ke promoted practice. When it was time to carry out the practice of "saving the country and the people," Chen Ke instead promoted theory. What was the true face of this "People's Revolution" that the vast number of People's Party members participated in personally? Was it to ruthlessly overthrow all domestic and foreign oppressors, or was it like Chen Ke, cooperating with all domestic and foreign oppressors? Everyone's view was different.

So in Hubei, Lu Huitian decided to practice according to his own ideas for once. The result was the same as usual: Chen Ke immediately jumped out to stop it.

"Chairman Chen, I have a request," Lu Huitian couldn't help but say.

"Secretary Lu, what is it?"

Looking at Chen Ke's heavy-hearted appearance, Lu Huitian's words were firm and powerful. "Please make sure to resolve all our confusions before leaving Hubei this time, okay?"

Contrary to Lu Huitian's expectations, Chen Ke was neither angry nor did he give Lu Huitian a lecture on 'hating iron for not becoming steel.' Chen Ke frowned slightly and said in a worried tone, "That is indeed my intention this time."
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The Terror of Large Scale Industry (Part 3)

Li Shouxian, the Party Secretary of Yingshan County, was browsing through today's meeting outline in the library of the Party School in Wuhan. Chairman Chen Ke had recently taken over the administration of Hubei and immediately began summoning the secretaries of the Hubei Provincial Committee and various cities and counties for a meeting.

The documents provided for the meeting were divided into two categories: one was a summary of the People's Party's specific work over the past five years, and the other was the discussion outline for this meeting. Undoubtedly, the specific work summary sparked intense interest among the vast majority of comrades. Li Shouxian was just a beat too slow, and all the copies of the work summary were snatched up, with three or four comrades huddled together reading a single copy. He couldn't squeeze his head in. Helplessly, Li Shouxian could only pick up the discussion outline to read.

"What is the People's Revolution", "Communism and the Socialist Program". These extremely theoretical summaries indeed failed to arouse interest in many comrades. Rather than racking their brains reading these, it would be more relaxing to listen to Chairman Chen Ke speak at the meeting.

Li Shouxian glanced around the large reading room of the library again. Wherever there was a crowd of bobbing heads, it was undoubtedly comrades reading the specific work summaries; probably eighty percent of the comrades were reading those. About twenty percent of the comrades were frowning and reading alone with their heads buried in the books, and what they were reading was undoubtedly the theoretical lectures.

Li Shouxian flipped open the "Theoretical Discussion" booklet he had picked up, and a sentence jumped into his eyes. It wasn't that the position of this sentence was particularly eye-catching, but that the handbook emphasized it with a red underline: "Currently, whether in economic research or economic construction, we must pay attention to an unscientific tendency, that is, overemphasizing productive forces while neglecting the study and construction of production relations. This tendency is very likely to breed the erroneous concept of 'productive forces determinism' in the current and long period to come. The development of our People's Party is by no means a simple accumulation of productive forces, but needs to be constructed through holistic research and exploration..."

When Chen Ke said this, his expression was quite serious, and Li Shouxian had a deep impression of it. However, unknown which reader had written a comment next to it: "Apriorism?!" The large question mark and exclamation mark likely expressed suspicion and dissatisfaction. Whether the object of dissatisfaction was Chen Ke, who wrote this passage, or the comrades with the "tendency towards productive forces alone", was unknown.

Li Shouxian considered his own theoretical knowledge to be very shaky. He actually envied those comrades who dared to openly criticize others from the bottom of his heart. Li Shouxian's family could be considered well-off middle peasants, and he had read some books. After the flood destroyed Li Shouxian's family, he instead received compulsory education here in the People's Party. By now, Li Shouxian could read, write, and calculate, but that bit of classical Chinese education from his early years had long been completely overwhelmed by the People's Party's modern Chinese education. Asking him to write in vernacular Chinese was fine, but he really couldn't achieve making a summary speech with such concise content.

Opening his own thick notebook, Li Shouxian finally found the term "Apriorism". Following it was the explanation Li Shouxian had copied down. "Apriorism: A form of idealist epistemology. It is fundamentally opposed to the materialist reflection theory. It believes that human knowledge precedes sensory experience and social practice, and is innate. Also known as a priorism or idealist apriorism." While silently reading this text, Li Shouxian racked his brains to recall in which class he had learned this knowledge and how the lecturing teacher had elaborated on this content. After thinking for a good while, Li Shouxian finally remembered that it was Qi Huishen, the Secretary of the Anhui Provincial Committee, who had taught this class. In it, he had analyzed complex idealism and materialism.

"These learned comrades are just different," Li Shouxian couldn't help but sigh.

When Chairman Chen Ke summoned the Hubei comrades for a meeting under the name of "Cadre Training", Li Shouxian never expected the situation to turn into what it was now. Originally a Hubei meeting, it had turned into a National Party Congress of the People's Party. Party representatives from various provinces gathered in Wuhan. This Third Plenary Session was not like the past, mainly conducting work arrangements and related discussions. Under the leadership of Chairman Chen Ke, more than 1,200 representatives selected from nearly 60,000 People's Party members and probationary members were conducting an ideological discussion meeting.

This meeting was not like the past where one just listened to reports; all representatives had to participate in discussions and logically accept the concepts of the socialist system and people's revolution. Besides study and social practice, there were group discussions. Li Shouxian had been worrying about the work in the county, thinking that after listening to the work arrangements, he could go back and continue working. Unexpectedly, Chairman Chen Ke spoke up: if this discussion wasn't finished, no one could think about going back.

Since Chairman Chen had spoken, everyone initially felt they should hurry up and finish the meeting so they could hurry back to work. So the discussions were actually quite active. As a result, after several general assemblies and small group discussions, even Li Shouxian, who considered himself to have no concept of "profound" political concepts, discovered that there were not just a few people within the party who opposed Chairman Chen Ke on many concepts.

The People's Party had held many trainings, large and small, in the past, and many concepts and consensuses existed. For example, overthrowing the imperial system, establishing a socialist republic, and realizing the people's democratic dictatorship—these concepts were undisputed content within the People's Party.

Those who could be elected as party representatives were all comrades with considerable practical experience. Regarding specific work and theoretical elaboration, much was done attached to work arrangements. At the time, everyone listened and thought it made sense, and it was effective for specific work. However, after the work was done, to what extent these theories were remembered by comrades and continued to be applied in other work varied vastly.

Li Shouxian considered himself not smart enough, so he read those documents repeatedly whenever he had time. He tried to combine them with mass work, and there were some results. At this meeting, after listening to the speeches, he felt that quite a few comrades not only failed to combine work with mobilizing the masses, but some even advocated doing the opposite. their attitude was not only not to mobilize the masses, but even to advocate restricting the masses, adopting a model of absolute unilateral leadership by the People's Party. These comrades brought out various examples to prove that this method was the most efficient and also the most thorough in mopping up enemies.

Since there was comrades holding this attitude, naturally there was another faction, believing that as long as the People's Party's dominant situation could be maintained, the current situation in the localities could be temporarily accepted, and even the gentry and landlords could be classified as a force that "can be fully cooperated with temporarily" to rapidly advance the goal of the People's Party seizing full power in the four provinces.

At the meeting, Chairman Chen Ke criticized comrades holding both these attitudes simultaneously. All sides had a great debate from theory to practice. Finally, Chairman Chen Ke had to require all comrades to give work reports at the meeting, and conduct "criticism and self-criticism" at the reporting meeting. At the same time, discussions and analysis were conducted on the article "Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society".

Originally, many comrades thought the meeting could be completed in five or six days, but in the blink of an eye, it exceeded everyone's expectations. Chairman Chen Ke not only had no intention of letting everyone go back, but even summoned one-tenth of the party members and probationary members to enter the Party School for training in the name of the Party School. The original 1,200-person meeting turned into a 6,000-person study and meeting session in the blink of an eye. Chairman Chen Ke personally served as the principal of the Party School, and Anhui Provincial Committee Secretary Qi Huishen served as the vice-principal.

This time it was not just a matter of the Party Constitution; the Party School first emphasized organizational discipline. Chairman Chen Ke demanded the establishment of "iron-like discipline". Including the organization methods of various regular meetings and ad hoc meetings. The division of labor for comrades in various positions, internal scrutiny of the party organization, and the reporting system. Including various accountability systems. If a problem occurred, exactly which department needed to be responsible.

These organizational regulations existed originally, but this time they were refined and improved through discussion. All content had to be discussed and trained by party organizations at all levels of the Party School. Every party group had to understand these work positions. Besides oral exams, there were written exams. This was still okay; including Li Shouxian, most comrades felt that although it was troublesome, doing so had been proven by many cases. Clear division of labor and responsibilities in place were of great benefit to the work.

The first sharp conflict erupted over "reporting" (whistleblowing). The published "Regulations on Reporting by Party Members" required that all party members had the obligation to report bad behavior within the party. Reporting did not distinguish between closeness or distance; all party members must maintain loyalty to the party's cause and conduct public and private reporting of words and deeds that violated party organizational discipline.

"Isn't this just snitching?" The Party School exploded. Criticism and self-criticism was one thing, but reporting and exposing was another matter. The former was a work discussion issue; if you didn't say it, or if you had thick skin when criticized by comrades, you could get through it. Even so, comrades turning into enemies during public criticism and self-criticism were not just one or two cases. But the latter, in this era, was a matter of shooting someone in the back.

Originally, perfecting the organizational structure and clarifying the division of responsibilities had already made many comrades very dissatisfied in their hearts. What many comrades envied was Chen Ke's demeanor of holding great power and wielding it freely; the division of responsibilities directly turned this possibility into a bubble. And public and private reporting made comrades in leadership positions feel great unease. Because this reporting was facing the "Discipline Inspection Commission". Since there was a lack of cadres everywhere now, the Discipline Inspection Commission was short-handed, and many young cadres entered the Discipline Inspection Commission to work. The old cadres might not necessarily look up to these comrades. If it was just because they entered the Discipline Inspection Commission that new cadres could ride over old cadres, this was not a situation the old cadres were willing to see.

Moreover, many of the party members were new party members with insufficient understanding of the People's Party. They had not been subjected to strict disciplinary constraints, and their "jianghu air" (outlaw/triad mentality) was heavy. These various problems entangled together, and using "opposing private reporting, demanding public criticism and self-criticism" as a vent, quite a few comrades in the Party School caused a ruckus.

Li Shouxian usually didn't like to form cliques, and he consistently agreed with Chen Ke's views. So for the time being, no one pulled Li Shouxian into this noisy force. However, thinking of the current situation, Li Shouxian also felt very uneasy in his heart.
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Chapter 62: The Terror of Large-Scale Industry (Part 4)

"Chairman Chen, the brothers... the comrades are emotional. Do we still want Party unity or not?" Pang Zi was now the Brigade Commander of the 5th Cavalry Brigade and considered a high-ranking cadre. Among the comrades who were throwing tantrums, there were quite a few "good fellows" from the Shandong side. Pang Zi had been pushed forward to speak on their behalf.

"Brother Pang, you've known Chairman Chen for a long time. You have to speak up for everyone."

"That's right. If the army were led by Brother Pang, Brother Wu, or Brother Chai, we'd accept whatever they say. But those birds in the back are throwing bricks in the dark, and nobody can stand it. You have to help us."

Under the requests of his brothers, Pang Zi had no choice but to step forward.

Pang Zi also harbored some anger towards the army commissars in his heart. These people were fine when fighting battles, and they could convince the masses when doing things together. But once they started reasoning, they recognized no family or relations. A man lives for his face, just as a tree lives for its bark. The brothers also had to lead troops and fight; they couldn't have their face completely stripped away. Pang Zi spoke up publicly with a somewhat tragic sense of duty.

As soon as he finished speaking, Pang Zi immediately saw the other high-ranking Party cadres looking at him with strange expressions. Pang Zi immediately lost his nerve. In the Shandong troops, Chai Qingguo and Chen Tianhua were the leaders. Although Wu Xingchen had high status, ever since the People's Party began reorganizing the Shandong base area, he had ceased to speak publicly. On the rare occasions he did speak, the implication was always "obey the Party's command in everything." The principle wasn't wrong, but the higher-ups managed things too strictly, and Pang Zi was genuinely unconvinced in his heart.

"This question is asked well. Today, we will specifically discuss feudal ideology." Chen Ke wasn't angry at all. Right now, everyone had to be allowed to speak, to speak the truth, to speak their minds. He had spent the better part of last year traveling around the base areas specifically to see what the local comrades were doing and what they would say. Without these practical investigations, Chen Ke wouldn't have dared to rashly hold such a large meeting.

"One of the characteristics of feudalism is the distribution of power. Theoretically, a certain core holds all power. Then, through a system, power is distributed to the people around them. Why distribute power? Because one person cannot manage a country, so power can only be held by other people and groups through a model of enfeoffment. However, the ownership of power belongs to the core power holder. Our China has a long history of the imperial system, so everyone can easily understand..."

Chen Ke explained very patiently. Grandpa Mao had always required that revolution be combined with China's national conditions. So, understanding China's national conditions was the primary task. As a time traveler, Chen Ke's greatest advantage was "standing outside of things." The era of 1910 had no connection to him. He could analyze this era completely from the perspective of an outsider.

Feudalism was the mainstream ideology in the era of 1910. Countless people, based on their own positioning, hoped to acquire the status of a "lord" within the entire system. Whether a great lord or a small lord, they all wanted to solidify their power. They attempted to turn power and capital into things they owned. Even if they couldn't achieve eternal existence, they hoped for hereditary nobility. Whether it could be achieved or not was decided by the outside world, but from an internal perspective, everyone's instinctual pursuit was the same.

Hoping to reject any supervision and restraint through the feudal method of enfeoffment, and for small groups to possess solidified power—this was the starting point of sectarianism within the Party. Chen Ke did not shy away from these things at all; he explained the ins and outs very thoroughly. If a political party of a communist nature told lies in its basic theoretical construction within the party, then it would be completely finished.

During Chen Ke's explanation of feudalism, Pang Zi already understood what Chen Ke was saying. His face began to burn in waves. It was an unpleasant feeling to have the words he dared not say in his heart pointed out by someone else.

"Comrades, at the present stage, our People's Party is a political party of large-scale industrialization. One of the characteristics of large-scale industrialization is that various seemingly unrelated departments are actually all parts of the entire state apparatus. And the socialist system we are implementing determines the nature of this state apparatus. The state apparatus is a tool for class rule. Who is the ruling class of China? The working people are the ruling class; this stance cannot be wrong. We, the People's Party, are not the ruling class. We are the revolutionary vanguard of the broad masses of working people. We ourselves are part of the working people. It is the people who hand power to us, not we who create a system of power inheritance and then transmit power layer by layer."

On this issue, Chen Ke had engaged in persistent discussions with the central high command. No matter how arduous the debate, Chen Ke insisted on implementing this concept.

"What is Party unity? Party unity is working together with one heart and one mind to complete tasks. It is not wallowing in the mire together or hiding one's light under a bushel. If monitoring and reporting work is treated as picking faults, as others challenging one's personal interests, then naturally one will not accept supervision. And do comrades who are unwilling to accept monitoring have the idea that they don't trust the organization? As if once someone files a complaint, the organization can no longer distinguish right from wrong, and the reported comrade will be wronged and falsely accused. Is he the only one who is correct? Is everyone else a bastard? Comrade Pang Zi, what do you think?"

Pang Zi dared not speak anymore. In fact, what Pang Zi hated was being reported and exposed by others. Usually, there were not just one or two people who came to him to file black complaints or throw bricks in the dark. It was precisely because he had seen so many excessive things that Pang Zi was genuinely afraid that others would do the same to him. But he couldn't say these things publicly, or wouldn't he become the kind of person who files black complaints that he hated the most?

"Why hold such a big meeting this time? I don't believe this meeting can solve all problems once and for all. Everyone hopes for a once-and-for-all solution, but that is unrealistic. So, I want to reach a consensus with comrades at this meeting: there is no such thing as once-and-for-all in the world. do comrades agree?" Chen Ke asked with an attitude of protracted war.

No one disagreed; everyone expressed their agreement with this basic viewpoint.

"Comrades, let us analyze our success so far. I have said many times, it is not the People's Party that wants to make a revolution, but the people who need a revolution. Our success comes from the fact that the masses of people who need revolution met the People's Party, and the two sides combined. Only then did we have today's situation. Our combination with the masses is accomplished by following the mass line and through detailed and profound mass work. It is not that we stand there and wave our arms, and the masses swarm to surround us. Everyone has done so much concrete work, and not too much time has passed. I ask you, which start of work was not us going to the masses, hoping to get their support through our work? Which start of work was the masses spontaneously finding us and asking us to support them in solving social problems?"

Hearing this, everyone admitted that Chen Ke was right, but a considerable number of high-ranking cadres still couldn't accept this concept in their hearts. If all strength comes from the masses, then what do the People's Party's efforts count for? The hard sweat, the hot blood and life, what do the countless dedications and sacrifices everyone made count for?

If it weren't for the fact that Chen Ke himself was the person who contributed the most in the People's Party, if it weren't for the fact that Chen Ke had dedicated his everything to the Party and the people, perhaps someone would have already questioned him in public.

"Comrades, if you have any thoughts, just say them directly. I won't deceive you. Before deciding on the revolution, I also felt that I should get everything, I should own everything, and I should control everything. This kind of thinking is not shameful. This is a matter determined by human biology. Everyone instinctively views the world this way. From a certain perspective, this attitude is also correct. However, we not only have our biological nature but also our social nature. Biologically, everyone centers on themselves. Socially, individual value is defined by society. That is to say, as Marx said, the essence of man is no abstraction inherent in each single individual. In its reality, it is the ensemble of the social relations."

In the discussions with the comrades, Chen Ke felt that his theoretical level had indeed improved a lot. If it were before, Chen Ke would inevitably be complacent. Now, he long ceased to have such thoughts. After being able to view himself from a social significance, one could see the torrent of the entire society rushing forward without stopping. If one could not forge ahead, being eliminated was only a matter of time. The People's Party had already stepped onto the node. If they lay on their laurels and slept, everything would be finished.

Chen Ke couldn't help but think of the morbid groans of some public intellectuals after the high-speed rail accident: "China, please stop your flying footsteps, wait for your people, wait for your soul, wait for your morality, wait for your conscience!"

Forging ahead inevitably encounters problems and inevitably involves excruciating experiences. It is precisely because of these encounters that one must move forward and develop even more. If the pace stops, the so-called "morality and conscience" will not only not be established but will instead fall into stagnation and collapse across the board.

No matter what difficulties and obstacles lie ahead, no matter what stormy waves there will be. No matter how difficult and painful the reality of this world is for the comrades to see with their own eyes. Chen Ke had to drag the People's Party into the era of large-scale industry. Chen Ke no longer felt this was his determination. He firmly believed that this was his mission, this was the value and meaning of his existence.

The high-level officials were relatively easier to persuade because they had experienced more and seen more. Their biggest doubt was not the theory, but rather Chen Ke's method of practicing these theories. What exactly the large-scale industrial era the People's Party was opening looked like, and what attitude each person should adopt to enter this industrial era, gradually became the main content of the discussion.

Lu Huitian knew that Chen Ke had "let him off the hook." If Chen Ke wanted to, he could have used "criticizing Lu Huitian's right-leaning capitulationist line" as the pretext to convene this meeting. In fact, after discussing for so long, some people had already explicitly or implicitly proposed this view. Lu Huitian was by no means a pushover. As one of the veterans of the People's Party, Lu Huitian also had his own supporters. Even if Chen Ke had unparalleled status within the People's Party, as long as Chen Ke did not lead the criticism of Lu Huitian, others could not touch a hair on Lu Huitian's head. The reason Lu Huitian did not directly conflict with those comrades who opposed him was entirely because of Chen Ke's consistent openness and sincerity. Since Chen Ke was willing to resolve line differences through this kind of discussion, Lu Huitian was also willing to use the same method for discussion.

When Pang Zi raised the issue of "uniting comrades," Lu Huitian suddenly realized that Chen Ke was the one truly uniting comrades. Pang Zi's "unity" aimed at small groups or personal interests was purely "wallowing in the mire."

After so much discussion, Lu Huitian was, in a sense, persuaded by Chen Ke. However, he simply couldn't accept the concept of large-scale industry that Chen Ke was pushing. Just imagining the large-scale industrial era described by Chen Ke made Lu Huitian feel dizzy. That was taking China and even the world into full view, arranging immediate concrete work from a global perspective. The huge gap involved made this young man feel fear.

In order to realize the revolution under this large-scale industrial system, some revolutionary means were so cold and ruthless that they made Lu Huitian genuinely tremble. Take Lin Shenhe, the Director of the Hubei Public Security Department, as an example. During the rectification process in Wuhan, this comrade unexpectedly received Chen Ke's appreciation and support. His methods were so well-considered and his actions so ruthless and decisive that Lu Huitian felt he completely could not accept them.

Regarding Comrade Lin Shenhe, apart from political differences, Lu Huitian also had profound objections to his character. Everyone in the People's Party knew that Lin Shenhe had abducted a foreign patrolman's wife. Finally, this divorce case was adjudicated through the People's Party's court.

Foreign-related divorce cases involved huge implications. It was only because the People's Party was now strong and the foreign devils dared not make a move. Even so, the arrogant foreign devils behaved quite insolently in the People's Party's court. A group of foreign devils who came along even dared to brandish pistols in the People's Party's court. Only after being beaten up by the bailiffs with batons and rifle butts did this group of people behave themselves. With military violence as the foundation, plus the fact that it was indeed a fair court trial, the Consular Corps of the foreign devils recognized this divorce case as legal. This finally settled the dispute on the surface.

Precisely because he had gone against the foreigners, everyone was willing to support Lin Shenhe, albeit reluctantly. Otherwise, a guy who abducted someone else's wife would have been dragged out and beaten to death long ago. Lin Shenhe showed no reaction to others' cynicism. He continued to do his work at the Public Security Department. The current Lin Shenhe was lecturing comrades responsible for public security work from various places at the Party School.

"Regarding pornography, gambling, and drugs, as well as gangster forces in various places, we must eradicate them. No matter what societies or gangs these people claim to be, saying how they uphold justice and follow heavenly principles. These are all lies. Without money, what are these people after? Their purpose in pursuing status is also for money. From the perspective of our People's Party's new system, these people are organizations opposing the government. They need to be banned and eliminated." The handsome Lin Shenhe spoke fluently on the podium.

The comrades participating in this training and education were all Party members and cadres, so political education and cadre education were temporarily mixed together. Lin Shenhe was responsible for the training content for public security cadres.

"Labor is the only standard of measurement in the new order constructed by our People's Party. We must support and help all laborers. All exploiters must be eliminated. Whether one stands on the side of the broad masses of working people or on the side of the wealthy exploiting class determines one's attitude towards local forces. Especially in departments like the public security system, it is easy to see the problem clearly. Maintaining the legal system is one issue; maintaining the system of exploitation is another."

Unlike the views of many comrades towards Lin Shenhe, what Lin Shenhe said was his true realization. When he first arrived in the base area, he chose the best way to survive—"following Chen Ke's footsteps." In this marital dispute, Lin Shenhe truly loved this married woman. That was why he disregarded everything and risked great danger to be formally with this lady. Even if it meant joining the rebellious People's Party, Lin Shenhe would not hesitate.

Originally, he thought he would have to pay a huge price. This was easy to imagine. In this cruel era, a person abandoned by mainstream society would find it hard to survive, let alone bringing along an eye-catching foreign woman. That would make even eloping and fleeing incredibly difficult. No one would shelter Lin Shenhe. The benefits of betraying Lin Shenhe versus the cost of sheltering him—any normal person would happily abandon Lin Shenhe. Because of this, Lin Shenhe had to understand Chen Ke, and had to correctly understand Chen Ke's requirements for him. If even the ranks of the rebels could not tolerate Lin Shenhe, the only ending for Lin Shenhe would be to commit suicide together with his lover.

Chen Ke's requirement for Lin Shenhe was simple: honestly be a laborer and do his revolutionary work well. This lenient requirement initially even made Lin Shenhe feel that Chen Ke had some huge conspiracy. But after these few years of work, Lin Shenhe discovered that this was Chen Ke's only requirement. As long as Lin Shenhe was willing to honestly be a laborer, the revolutionary team would give Lin Shenhe and his lover a chance to turn over a new leaf.

Lin Shenhe, who had been a patrolman in Shanghai, knew what a cruel era this was. In this era, working people who had committed no mistakes struggled to make a living. This cruel era would certainly not give a person like Lin Shenhe, who had made a huge mistake, a chance to survive. After understanding that he had finally obtained a chance to turn over a new leaf, Lin Shenhe threw himself into the revolution with an attitude of ecstasy and fanaticism.

No matter how others viewed the revolution, Lin Shenhe truly believed that a society with freedom of marriage, where the value of social members was decided by labor rather than exploitative status, was absolute justice. He was willing to give his all for this revolutionary cause. When the People's Party court judged the divorce, and the civil affairs department issued a formal marriage certificate to Lin Shenhe, he believed this even more.

"Comrades can easily be deceived by the illusion of gangs and societies maintaining order. The order these organizations maintain is one that is beneficial to them. This order covers up naked exploitation." Having been in Shanghai for so long, Lin Shenhe was incredibly familiar with the ways of the gangs.

"These people control the local economy by monopolizing labor opportunities. I'll take the Boat Gang as an example. On one hand, they do not allow laborers to freely participate in dock handling. This creates a situation of scarcity in handling jobs. The Boat Gang uses this job scarcity to wantonly suppress the wages of the handling workers. On the other hand, after they control the unloading transactions, they raise loading and unloading prices by not providing unloading services to cargo ships that need them. The price difference in between is all scooped up by them. The result is that on one side, a large number of ships cannot load or unload, and on the other side, many people cannot find handling work. If we don't knock them out, the port order cannot be straightened out."

Many comrades were hearing these tricks for the first time and couldn't understand the principles for a moment. Lin Shenhe wrote "Supply and Demand" on the blackboard, and then explained the various forces one by one centering on the relationship between supply and demand. After understanding Lin Shenhe's explanation, the public security comrades were filled with righteous indignation.

"Isn't this bullying people!"

"These people are all bastards!"

Raising his hand to quiet the comrades, Lin Shenhe laughed coldly: "Everyone must know that these people dare to do anything to maintain their own interests. What fellow villager ties, what loyalty. In these gangs, the more one doesn't work, the more they brag about these things loudly. I'll take Wuhan as an example. Originally, five major gangs monopolized the docks, and there were less than a thousand people who could engage in the handling industry long-term. Among them, two hundred people basically didn't work. Each handler earned less than two hundred wen a day. Every day, they had to hand over thirty to fifty wen in tribute money. There were also over a thousand casual laborers, and these people were exploited even more miserably, earning less than one hundred wen for a day's work. Moreover, there were fights and brawls almost every day, and people died every three to five days. After knocking out the various gangs, the number of frontline handling workers officially registered in our organization's handling union increased to three thousand. No one pays any tribute money. Children can go to school, and we have also tried our best to arrange work for their families. So, should we knock out these gangs? I think I don't need to explain to comrades anymore."

The trainees nodded repeatedly with firm gazes, "That's right, these bad people must be knocked out."

"If we don't completely eliminate these people, there will be no bright universe for the broad masses of working people. So no matter how cleverly they disguise themselves, how pitifully they speak, how diligently they flatter those in power, everyone must not be deceived by them. Every single wen of money they attempt to use to bribe us is exploited from the working people; they themselves will absolutely not go to work. If we, the People's Party, allow such organizations of theirs to exist and condone such organizations operating in this mode, then we are committing a crime against the working people. We ourselves would be the enemies of the working people. As a member of the People's Party, this is absolutely not allowed!"

After finishing the general content on gangs, Lin Shenhe led the comrades to conduct field inspections. In addition to inspections of the port and freight industry, arrangements were also made for grievance meetings. Listening to those handling workers who had suffered deeply personally recount their past experiences was more convincing than any political class.

Just as the large group of people came out of the classroom, they saw another group of people pulling carts walking towards this side. There were Party members of various ranks in this group, from high-ranking cadres to probationary members, and the one in the lead was Chen Ke. There was nothing special about the team, but the carts were quite special. Because of the favorable wind, a smell of excrement and urine wafted from the carts.

The Party School not only had lectures but also many labors, such as manure scooping. This was done completely by headcount; no matter if you were ranked early or late, you had to do it. Manure scooping was not limited to the Party School; the toilets in the surrounding residential areas and public toilets on both sides of the roads were also within the scope of labor. Chen Ke had long made it clear that if anyone felt that labor, including manure scooping, was shameful, they could leave the People's Party immediately. There was no need to come for the revolution. The People's Party did not accept people who believed that work had high or low status.

Listening to the theory, everyone admitted that Chairman Chen Ke made sense. But the fact that Chairman Chen Ke led the team to scoop manure with a calm and composed attitude indeed gave many people a profound shock. The two teams were in a hurry, going along their respective tracks to complete their tasks.

Outside the Party School, several pairs of alert eyes were staring at the People's Party's Party School. The large-scale assembly of the People's Party was in itself extremely abnormal. Was this preparation for war? Or was there some special plot? Both the Wuhan Consular Corps and the Beiyang government cared extremely about it. The Wuhan Consular Corps was very close, so even if the news was "magical," it was convenient to verify. For Beiyang's secret agents, let's not talk about the training inside the campus. The cadres of the People's Party sweeping streets and scooping manure pits was truly something beyond their imagination. What on earth were these people doing? Had they gone mad?

And when the figure of Chen Ke pulling a manure cart appeared, the secret agents even thought there was something wrong with their eyes. But the result of trailing him made this group of people want to gouge their eyes out. Chen Ke, whose status in today's China was second only to Yuan Shikai, was holding a long-handled manure ladle and earnestly scooping manure from ordinary public toilets. The secret agents dared not get close. They all believed that this was merely a person who looked very much like Chen Ke; this person absolutely could not be Chen Ke.

Therefore, neither Beiyang nor the Consular Corps received any relevant reports.
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The docks of Wuhan were extremely busy. As a hub of water transport, supplies from the Jianghan line were transported to the north of the Yangtze River and then needed to be shipped to the south bank. The vessels plying the Yangtze also brought rolling business opportunities. This was the largest city controlled by the People's Party, and the second largest city in the country in terms of GDP, second only to Shanghai. The People's Party had taken over Wuhan during the flood, and the foreign consular corps once believed that this group of country bumpkin bandits from the People's Party could absolutely not manage Wuhan. As a result, this group of "bandits," who painted slogans everywhere and could skillfully use Chinese characters, taught the foreign diplomatic corps a severe lesson.

What the foreign devils could see was that, in addition to disaster relief, the "bandits" used weapons to force officials at all levels to describe trade circulation methods on the spot, listening and recording at the same time. In addition to coercing officials, they also inquired everywhere. Just when the foreign devils felt that the People's Party was at its wit's end, this organization began to manage and operate Wuhan's commerce and trade.

The foreign devils were deeply impressed by the young rebel leader He Zudao, who could also speak some foreign languages. He was in his early twenties, excessively young. He Zudao not only managed Wuhan, which was in chaos during the flood, but even demanded a handover of government affairs with the foreign consular corps in a very methodical manner. It was only from that time on that the foreign consular corps realized that the People's Party they were dealing with was by no means ordinary bandits, but a well-trained regular army.

And after another police force began to station in Wuhan, another slightly famous name entered the sights of the consular corps. A foreign patrolman had his wife abducted by a Chinese man, which was considered a big deal. And the head of the People's Party police force was the "somewhat legendary" former Shanghai International Settlement police officer Lin Shenhe.

Lin Shenhe was responsible for the public security department, and under his iron-fisted governance, Wuhan's law and order improved a lot. Moreover, the diplomatic corps of various countries discovered something extremely rare in the world and unheard of in China. The customs personnel of the People's Party actually did not accept bribes. In the tariff negotiations with the British, the British naturally refused to hand over the tax money. The People's Party did not force them, but they equipped their own personnel in all customs offices at a ratio of one to three based on the existing staff. They worked and learned at the same time, and soon mastered the knowledge of the Manchu Qing customs. And they accurately grasped the amount of tax money controlled by the British.

The British naturally would not take out the tax money that had already fallen into their hands. However, the People's Party demanded that the British hand over the tax money collected next to the People's Party. The Boxer Indemnity was secured by customs revenue. The diplomatic corps of various countries were naturally unwilling. If they were unwilling, the two sides would grind and resist here, and the performance of the People's Party made the diplomatic corps really unable to resist. They couldn't cheat the People's Party if they wanted to, and tens of thousands of troops were not something the Wuhan consular corps could resist.

After the People's Party was willing to import a large number of goods from various countries, the four countries of Britain, France, Germany, and the United States agreed to the People's Party's request. Although Russia and Japan were dissatisfied, they could not intervene in the People's Party's actions in Wuhan. Coupled with the great changes in the situation in China, this tariff money was finally in the hands of the People's Party.

The 1908 flood turned the three towns of Wuhan into a water country, and there was no harvest of grain. The People's Party used both soft and hard tactics to nationalize the land in Wuhan. The main roads were eight lanes, and the narrowest roads were four lanes. The entire city began to rebuild under a strict layout.

Lin Shenhe led the comrades of the Party School to inspect the docks, and the next day they began to inspect civil affairs work. As a transmigrator from the 21st century, Chen Ke naturally had his own ideas about urban planning. The area facing the river was naturally the import and export trade zone, leaving a large area. And in the residential areas, every neighborhood had its own complete social support facilities according to the population. Post offices, schools, hospitals, shops, and of course, police stations. This was the concept of a sub-bureau rather than a local police station. The security offices were very dense, in charge of security issues in each street.

The sub-bureau combined household registration, temporary residence, various criminal and civil police teams, and a series of functions were all concentrated within the jurisdiction of the sub-bureau. The household registration book was the most important thing provided by the People's Party to the residents of Wuhan.

When Lin Shenhe entered the Hanyang Changjiang Road Sub-bureau, the liveliness here really made the comrade from the county town feel a burst of suffocation. There were so many people. The most eye-catching one was a middle-aged man sitting on the ground crying loudly. The surrounding police officers were trying to persuade him. Seeing Lin Shenhe coming with a large group of people, the police officers immediately saluted Lin Shenhe.

"What's going on?" Lin Shenhe asked while returning the salute.

"This resident lost his household registration book," the police officer said helplessly.

Losing a household registration book meant losing the identity recognized by the People's Party. Without this identity, whether applying for housing or a grain book, it became a big problem. As the saying goes, there is no making without breaking. The People's Party's attitude towards Wuhan was "take from the people and use for the people." Since they had already obtained a large amount of tax revenue from Wuhan, the goose that laid golden eggs, the People's Party did not begrudge making relatively large investments.

The People's Party had accumulated sufficient construction experience in Anhui. Now, the residential areas in Wuhan were all three-story red brick apartment buildings. Each apartment had tap water and its own kitchen and bathroom. Anyone willing to accept this household registration book could apply for housing, apply for a grain book, and apply for their children to enter school. The benefits were really numerous.

One of the most important reasons why dock workers were willing to join the trade union was that after joining the trade union, this series of benefits would be handled for you by the trade union. Especially for the poor wretches who made a living by physical labor, lived in straw sheds, and didn't know where their next meal was coming from. Suddenly being able to live in a small building with glass windows, how much virtue must have been accumulated in a past life for this? That was a red brick western-style building, a place where only foreign devils could live. Even if a single worker only had 15 square meters, it was absolutely worth it.

"Down with the evil old society, workers have housing, clothing, and food." Such propaganda was immediately implemented. At least Lin Shenhe believed that this was the reason why Lu Huitian hesitated to forcefully push for comprehensive land reform. If problems could be solved by administrative and financial means, the resistance and difficulties encountered by violent land reform could be saved.

Lin Shenhe himself clearly opposed this view at the Hubei Provincial Party Committee meeting. Wuhan relied on sucking blood from the commerce and trade of surrounding provinces to have such a scale of capital investment. As the person in charge of public security, Lin Shenhe firmly supported completing comprehensive land reform as soon as possible, establishing grassroots organizations, and implementing a strict urban-rural dual system. in these troubled times, the land of the four provinces of the base area must be firmly grasped. If these could not be achieved, the power of the People's Party could not be effectively exerted. Engaging in construction is difficult, but engaging in destruction is too easy. If effective management cannot be carried out, it is irresponsible to the party and irresponsible to the working people.

Looking at the pitiful appearance of the wailing man, Lin Shenhe almost blurted out, "Reissue it according to the regulations."

But this impulse only lasted for a moment. Lin Shenhe asked in a deep voice, "How was it lost?"

"He said he didn't know either. He just wanted us to reissue it for him. Before we could ask clearly, he started crying." Facing Lin Shenhe, the police officer answered very carefully.

"Letting him cry like this affects our normal work. Take him inside for questioning." Lin Shenhe answered decisively. The public security organs must first maintain order. If their own order is disrupted, what does that count for?

After saying this, Lin Shenhe asked loudly, "Where is the front desk staff on duty today?"

The police officers looked at each other, and someone answered, "The deputy director went out."

"Where is the director?" Lin Shenhe remembered as soon as he asked that the director was attending training at the Party School.

"The director and the deputy director went out together." The voices of the police officers were not very high.

"Where is the chief of the security section?" Lin Shenhe was really surprised.

"Several leaders went out together to show everyone the houses." Finally, a comrade gave a clear answer.

The public security organs distributed housing, distributed to nine communities. This was indeed a happy event, but the problem was that not a single person was left behind. This was a bit too excited. Lin Shenhe thought helplessly.

Facing the visiting cadres, Lin Shenhe smiled and said, "Come, everyone help out, take this citizen inside."

Seeing a group of young guys closing in on him, the middle-aged man on the ground was terrified. But he couldn't resist these police cadres who came from the army at all. Two police cadres grabbed the middle-aged man's arms from the left and right, and under the leadership of the police officer, dragged him into the conference room inside the sub-bureau.

The masses who came to handle affairs watched this clean and neat handling. Some gloated, and some showed a trace of fear.

"Comrade, explain to everyone. The sub-bureau is a place to solve problems for citizens, not a place for people to make trouble. No matter who it is, they cannot disturb social order." After explaining the work, Lin Shenhe entered the interrogation room with other comrades.

A dark crowd of people surrounded one person. This momentum scared the middle-aged man into sobbing quietly. Lin Shenhe felt more and more that something was wrong. If he was here to handle affairs, even if it was a big matter like reissuing a household registration book, he shouldn't be in such a state.

During the questioning process, this person was full of loopholes. Let alone the experienced Lin Shenhe, other public security cadres also heard the clues. Some people were already eager to interrupt. Glared at by Lin Shenhe, they managed to hold back the impulse to show off.

After asking the matter from beginning to end, Lin Shenhe first had the middle-aged man taken to the interrogation room. Only then did he ask, "Comrades, what are your views?"

"This person didn't tell the truth."

"He first said he couldn't find it three days ago, then said he lost it yesterday. It's illogical."

"Hmm?" Hearing this, someone immediately began to look through the inquiry records.

"Is this guy a swindler?" Someone had already tried to draw a conclusion.

After the comrades had discussed in a messy circle, Lin Shenhe interrupted the various discussions and even arguments that had begun to diverge disorderly. "Comrades, some say we should trust the masses, some say we shouldn't trust the masses. Both of these statements have their own supporting theories. I think as a public security organ, as an organ that maintains social order, what we should believe is the facts. How to see the facts, I think *On Practice* explains it very clearly. Who can narrate this passage?"

The police cadres looked at each other. Finally, a cadre who came from a political commissar background said: "The process of knowledge, the first step is to begin to contact external things, belonging to the stage of perception. The second step is to synthesize the data of perception, arrange and reconstruct it; this belongs to the stage of conception, judgment and inference. Only when the data of perception are very rich (not fragmentary) and correspond to reality (are not illusory) can we form correct concepts and logic on the basis of such data."

After reciting this passage, some comrades had already begun to understand, while others were still somewhat baffled.

Lin Shenhe didn't have the idea of letting everyone play charades. He explained straightforwardly: "Comrades, for any case, inquiry is the beginning of contacting external affairs. In this process, everyone cannot interrupt the statement of the person being questioned. If you interrupt, that is guidance in a certain sense. This is very detrimental to collecting original material. And when you interrupt, it shows that you already have a subjective view. For things that happened to others, if you use your subjectivity to imagine, it is easy to create illusions that do not conform to reality. If you rely entirely on your own subjective imagination, it is impossible to reach correct judgments and inferences."

The comrade who tried to interrupt the middle-aged man in the middle couldn't help blushing.

"Second, in the process of handling a case, I require that you do not start questioning immediately after recording the deposition. Study the deposition again first. See if there are any logical problems, and if there are any contradictions in the content of the statement. Then conduct a second inquiry to clear up these doubts. After this, look at the deposition again. Remember, in these two inquiries, do not guide others to speak, but listen to what they say themselves. This is the way to know the thing itself."

After saying this, Lin Shenhe scanned the circle. He could see that some comrades had understood these words and were reflecting. Some did not understand, and some did not focus on this study at all, but focused on the reactions of others. Or there were a few who simply echoed along, attracting Lin Shenhe's attention, trying to prove that they were better than others.

Combining their usual performance during the study period, Lin Shenhe had already begun to circle in his mind which comrades could enter the higher-level training class, and which comrades needed continued targeted education. And there were still some people who needed to be cleared out of the team.

Not only the public security department, but all departments of the People's Party School were advancing their work methodically. Regardless of how the comrades participating in this training viewed themselves, the evaluations from the teachers of various categories selected by Chen Ke, inspections, and thought reports from comrades, as well as various party organization life meetings, gathered together one after another.

"My name is White Crow, and I am ready." A comrade standing on the third-level four-meter high platform of the outward bound training back-fall project, with his toes on the edge of the platform, shouted loudly with his back to everyone.

"We are also ready, please believe in us!" The comrades under the platform also responded loudly.

This comrade who named himself White Crow still remembered that on the lower first level, a middle-aged comrade named Living God of Wealth had his body almost at an acute angle, falling with his butt forward. Comrade White Crow's arm was still aching faintly. So he tried his best to straighten his body, tighten his buttocks, and fall backwards into the empty space in as straight a form as possible.

In front of a four-meter-high climbing project wooden fence, the burliest comrade was at the bottom. He struggled to grab the legs of the tallest comrade. Two comrades rode on top of the wooden fence, using all their strength to pull up the two people below. On the other side of the wooden fence, the comrades who had already climbed over grabbed the legs of these two comrades and hung in mid-air to ensure that the two comrades riding on top could maintain their balance.

This climbing project was carried out by four groups simultaneously. Some comrades didn't think of these at first. They decided to abandon the last comrade like a strong man breaking his wrist. Seeing that there were new ideas on this side, someone immediately wanted to circle back.

"Eagle Team, because of violating the rules. Each team member does twenty push-ups first! As the captain, because you didn't stop it, double it, forty," the instructor shouted sternly.

"Instructor, I..." The captain comrade of the Eagle Team tried to argue.

"Attempting to argue before the instructor speaks, each person adds another ten push-ups. As the captain, for not stopping it, double it, twenty." The instructor not only interrupted the Eagle Team comrade's words but also gave them a new punishment according to the rules. After finishing thirty push-ups, the captain of the Eagle Team couldn't care less about being tired and hurriedly raised his hand to ask a question.

"Comrade of the Eagle Team, you are now allowed to ask questions," the instructor said.

"Instructor, how do we get back?"

"When I explained the rules, I said that you are only allowed to move within the range on both sides of the fence. How to get over, you discuss with your own team members." The instructor answered very crisply.

The prerequisite for outward bound training team formation was that all members did not know each other. The captain was selected by the team members after each member took turns delivering a "speech competing for captain." The captain of the Eagle Team gathered the team members, "We can only climb over again."

"Captain, after doing these dozens of push-ups, I'm almost out of strength," a team member said.

"If you don't have strength, rest for a while. There is still time now. Even if we fall to the last place, as long as time permits, we cannot leave a comrade over there," the captain said decisively.

The team members of the Eagle Team looked at their captain, and then looked at the team next to them. The captain of the Eagle Team was a staff officer in the army. If it weren't for the rule requiring the captain to cross the wooden fence to count as success, the captain would have acted like a strong man breaking his wrist and left himself over there. But the team that first came up with the idea of relying on collective dragging to get everyone over the wooden fence, their captain was a scout. Whether they had actual combat experience or not, it really made a difference.

Seeing the questioning and dissatisfied gazes of the team members, the Eagle Team captain blushed. But this shyness only lasted for a moment. The Eagle Team captain snapped to attention and saluted, "Comrades, my initial design was unreasonable. I only considered efficiency and did not consider perfection. Comrades have opinions about me, I think this is as it should be. But, our comrade is on the other side, and we still have time. Please believe me one more time. We will try our best to bring the comrade over. If time really doesn't allow, I won't let us all fail because of overtime. Are comrades willing to try again?"

The comrades who distrusted the captain were moved by these words. Everyone looked at each other, and finally someone said: "Let's start now while we still have some strength. If we rest for a while longer, we probably really won't have any energy."

A small comrade nodded and said, "Everyone in our team is thin. I'll try standing at the very bottom. It will save some effort when pulling later."

Seeing everyone so supportive, the Eagle Team captain really felt like tears were filling his eyes. He snapped another salute, "Thank you for your support, comrades. When I get over there, I will definitely make a profound self-criticism to the comrades."

"Stop talking nonsense, let's go. Who stands at the bottom this time?" The comrade who spoke named himself Cuckoo. He had an impatient temper and hadn't made a sound just now. Since the whole team had a consensus, he immediately shouted.

"Cuckoo, step out. Disobeying team discipline, do ten push-ups," the instructor shouted immediately.

Cuckoo was about to defend himself, but his sore arms from doing push-ups just now reminded him of the existence of discipline. Cuckoo shut his mouth and obediently did ten push-ups. Then he stood up and asked to ask a question.

"Cuckoo, you are allowed to ask questions," the instructor said.

"Instructor, why punish me for not observing team discipline?" Cuckoo shouted.

The instructor's voice was serious and earnest, "Because when choosing the captain, it was everyone's joint decision. As a member of the team, you have an obligation to accept the captain's command. After each climbing method was decided, before climbing, you all said you agreed to this climbing method, so if the captain is wrong, you are also wrong. You absolutely cannot turn around and command the whole team just because you think the captain made a mistake. This is the reason why I judged that you did not observe team discipline."

Cuckoo nodded but didn't make a sound anymore. The instructor didn't say much either, continuing to watch coldly from the side.

The Eagle Team captain was dispirited by this criticism, but he quickly recovered, "Comrades, let's discuss the order of the human ladder this time."

This was May 1, 1910. It was a day two months after the Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee began. Although Chen Ke still hoped to continue a more comprehensive intra-party discussion, the actual situation did not allow him to continue like this. Transferring 6,000 party members from the base area had a huge impact on local work. Facing such a situation, Chen Ke decided to use large-scale outward bound training as the prelude to the conclusion. And the effect of this outward bound training, judging from the training, was not bad.
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Chapter 64: The Terror of Large Scale Industry (Part 6)

"Why must we oppose feudalism? Comrades, what do you think is the greatest difference between feudalism and socialism?"

This final essay question was the key problem in the Party School's graduation exam. Up to this point, the Party School had never provided any standard answer. For the more than six thousand answer sheets, the twenty graders of the Party School had reached a consensus on this.

"The power structure of our People's Party is not a top-down layer-by-layer enfeoffment, but is derived from the bottom up through democratic centralism. If comrades cannot understand this point..." Shang Yuan was still somewhat worried. However, the area of Shang Yuan's brain responsible for humor had a slightly different association. The People's Party's exams were quite similar to the Imperial Examinations.

"That is only part of the system. Whether one can distinguish between the limiting and protective functions of the system, whether one can thoroughly understand the concept of the People's Party members as the revolutionary vanguard, and constantly urge oneself... I am also a bit worried," Qi Huishen was also uncertain about this.

He Zudao did not make a sound. As the supreme leader of the military's political work system, He Zudao controlled military administration. Regarding the power of revolutionary consciousness, as well as the harm of blindly believing in "revolutionary consciousness," He Zudao probably had more contact with it than anyone else present.

The twenty comrades of the Party School grading team sitting around the long table knew that this was an unparalleled grading session. It wasn't just the papers; in the archives behind them, there were stacks of files. The various records of these 6,000 people were all in there.

The graduation exam papers were certainly important, but even before that, the 20 core grading personnel, the more than 80 grading team members, and the 200 researchers—this team of over three hundred people was now the group of comrades deciding the future core of the People's Party.

Lu Huitian did not speak; he had already discovered a problem. Of the People's Party members who had originally followed Chen Ke to Fengtai County, less than 30 remained in this core team of 300. A large number of local young cadres had begun to enter the Party Central Committee's core stratum. There were also a large number of cadres who, although they had not entered the Central Committee, were about to be entrusted with heavy responsibilities. If there had ever been a Shanghai "Fudan Public School Faction," now within the Party, the Fudan Public School Faction was already a very inconspicuous group. Shang Yuan was a Northerner, and Qi Huishen and He Zudao had no connection with Fudan Public School. Many of the newly rising comrades were young cadres from the Anhui locality. No matter how Chen Ke opposed and killed landlords and gentry, young comrades from former Anhui small landlord and rich peasant families still occupied nearly forty percent of the proportion.

Faced with the huge changes in the Party organization, Lu Huitian felt a sense of loss.

Chen Ke looked around at the comrades. Even after such a long period of discussion and training, Chen Ke still felt somewhat uneasy in his heart. He couldn't help but emphasize again: "I will tell comrades one more time, the establishment of the system is not because we do not believe in the subjective initiative of the comrades. It is to guarantee organizational discipline and ensure the effective execution of work. This is the essence of modern industrial management. Facing a complex yet simple social system, a person can only be responsible for one aspect of the work. If our People's Party wants to do everything well, we must complete the division of labor and cooperation under the system's structure. This Party School training must eliminate that feudal thought of power enfeoffment from within the Party. If we don't knock out power enfeoffment, our People's Party will be at a dead end within a few years. The large-scale industrial system we are starting to build now relies on the capital accumulated from the huge labor force taken from the masses; this is all the blood and sweat money of the people. If systemic problems lead to the waste of these resources, that is a crime against the people."

The nineteen comrades all nodded slightly; everyone understood the concept of power enfeoffment. This was also a core part of traditional Chinese culture. As early as when Chen Ke wrote the book *The Life of Cixi*, he had begun to prepare to thoroughly strike at the current greatest enemy within the Party, "feudal power enfeoffment."

Cixi never cared about what was actually happening in each place. For her, power belonging to herself was the primary core objective. Only in this way could Cixi do whatever she wanted using power as she pleased. The Manchu Qing's power system was merely to maintain this set of feudal power enfeoffment system centered on Cixi. The Manchu Qing's personnel arrangements, various internal policies, daily taxation, foreign diplomacy, and wars—their core purpose was to maintain the existence and operation of the Manchu Qing's power enfeoffment system.

In this regard, Chen Ke could see the root of all Cixi's words and deeds even more clearly than Cixi herself.

After reading *The Life of Cixi*, the People's Party cadres' understanding of the Manchu Qing reached an unprecedented height. So regarding Chen Ke, who was dedicated to eliminating the power enfeoffment system within the People's Party, while the comrades supported and admired Chen Ke, they even felt a sense of sympathy for him.

Chen Ke himself also had a great sense of crisis regarding the People's Party's current system. As before, he told the truth to the comrades in the Party, only out of extremely realistic considerations, Chen Ke spoke even more bluntly to the core comrades.

In a sense, the People's Party was currently Chen Ke's "one voice hall." Political and war strategies—Chen Ke's explanations were merely teaching the comrades what to do. The People's Party organizations at all levels only needed to be responsible to the level above them. As long as they could thoroughly execute the Party program and policies proposed by Chairman Chen and obey Chairman Chen's command, they would be successful. In this situation, inner-party democracy had turned into "democratic discussion on how to better listen to Chairman Chen."

If one stripped away the concepts of "anti-exploitation, equality, science, democracy" that Chen Ke had repeatedly emphasized from beginning to end, perhaps the Manchu Qing's system would look even more humanized, more considerate, and more courteous to the worthy than the People's Party.

This was also what Chen Ke feared most. If the core programs he had exerted all his strength to implement were overthrown, given the organizational characteristics of the People's Party now, transforming into a feudal power enfeoffment organization would be a matter of minutes. The collapse of the Soviet Union had already proven all this.

In a history where private ownership had existed for thousands of years, and surrounded by forces of private ownership, Chen Ke had no certainty whether the base area could persist. Even if Chen Ke pulled the People's Party into the era of large-scale industrialization, once "anti-exploitation, equality, science, democracy" were overthrown, China would merely be advancing by leaps and bounds towards a brand-new fascist empire.

Faced with Chen Ke's consistent heart-to-heart discussion and exchange, the comrades' initial feeling was "astonishment." If not for Chen Ke's consistent political propaganda, if not for Chen Ke's consistent dedication to establishing the organizational model of democratic centralism, if not for Chen Ke dedicating his everything to the Party... and more importantly, if not for Chen Ke personally leading the comrades to create such grand revolutionary achievements, the nineteen core cadres present would absolutely not believe this was Chen Ke's heartfelt truth.

Those present were all hot-blooded young people, all participating in the revolution with the firm purpose of saving the country and the people, or at least being loyal to Chen Ke. Since the revolutionary leader was so frank, what else did the comrades have to say? The revolution had proven its effectiveness up to now, and the comrades had all seen the edge of a glorious future. Regardless of whether they themselves hoped to maintain a feudal power enfeoffment centered on themselves, at least the core high-level officials had reached a consensus to "eliminate feudal power enfeoffment within the Party."

Since power enfeoffment was to be eliminated, there had to be a corresponding system to replace the political structure of power enfeoffment. Chen Ke had managed to reach a consensus within the Party on the management system of large-scale industrialization with great difficulty. "Iron discipline, and a comprehensive democratic life model within the Party organization." The high-level officials all accepted Chen Ke's opinion.

There was still some time before the end of the exam. Zhang Yu, who had been silent, suddenly spoke up and asked, "Chairman Chen, do you think the Beiyang will fully implement feudal enfeoffment of power? To what extent will they do it?"

This question sparked the interest of quite a few comrades.

Chen Ke answered, "Beiyang is a warlord system; everyone is clear on this. Not enfeoffing is impossible. As for the extent of the enfeoffment, that depends on Yuan Shikai's own control ability and his own understanding and attitude. As for what exactly will happen, let us wait and see."

"Then what about the possibility of military conflict?" Zhang Yu continued to ask. "Before participating in this Party School training, I still felt we were awe-inspiring. Now looking at it, we ourselves are on the edge of a cliff. If domestic and foreign enemies unite to attack us now, I'm afraid we really won't be able to hold them off."

If a person can face reality directly, looking at the near term can scare one into fainting, and looking at the long term can scare one to death. Zhang Yu's attitude was not outrageous. If domestic and foreign enemies truly completely united and cooperated fully, the People's Party indeed could not hold them off. Hearing Zhang Yu's words, at least a few comrades looked somewhat nervous.

Chen Ke did not make a sound. He Zudao had already answered this question, "Domestic and foreign enemies are driven by economic interests. Fighting a decisive battle with our People's Party now with untold hardships is a huge money-losing business. They won't do it."

"Our military strength has now reached its weakest point. Once a situation arises where all provinces in the country suppress our People's Party, the foreign devils will dare to blackmail us. At that time, do comrades have the confidence to persist to the end?" Zhang Yu glanced at Lu Huitian as he asked.

Lu Huitian's face changed immediately; what should come would come eventually. The line of compromise with existing local forces that Lu Huitian had once adopted had triggered dissatisfaction among quite a few comrades. Zhang Yu never believed that the local gentry had anything worth uniting with; the fortified villages in Northern Anhui had been swept clean during Chen Ke's time. After Zhang Yu arrived in Southern Anhui, he had spent great effort on land reform.

"Comrade Zhang Yu, if you have any opinions, please say them directly. Hiding and tucking them away like this, I don't understand," Lu Huitian counterattacked without showing weakness.

"The matter of land reform is not that simple. Completely copying the land reform of Northern Anhui is not suitable. The difficulties in promoting land reform in Southern Anhui are great. I believe that next, we must focus our energy on this," Zhang Yu said calmly.

This attitude actually made Lu Huitian feel quite surprised. He originally thought Zhang Yu was going to attack the "Lu Huitian Right-Deviationist Capitulationist Line." It turned out he was overthinking it.

Chen Ke waved his hand. "Land reform work still has to be ranked after Party building. To forge iron, one must be strong oneself. Matters must be distinguished by priority. There are so many problems with the Party organization; let's perfect the Party organization first."

While they were speaking, the bell outside suddenly rang; the exam had ended.

In the following few days, the grading teams worked almost through the night. Written tests, oral tests, and comprehensive assessments. Among the full six thousand People's Party members, only over 700 could have a spontaneous to conscious understanding of the revolution. And those who could treat the revolution with a learning attitude, temporarily not putting their personal interests first, and had an attitude of dedication, were just over 2,400.

The remaining 3,500 or so people mostly had a tendency towards "petty cleverness." They were either good at showing off, pretending to be active, belonging to the category of opportunists. Or they indeed had outstanding performance in certain aspects of work, but regrettably were complacent and conservative, using these performances as their capital.

Chen Ke didn't know whether he should feel unhappy for these 3,500 unqualified Party members and probationary members, or happy for these 2,400 Party members.

However, when it was time to graduate, they had to graduate. On May 14th, Chen Ke gathered the 700 outstanding comrades and administered the Party admission oath to more than 140 probationary members among them.

"I swear."

"We swear!"

"I voluntarily join the Chinese People's Party."

"We voluntarily join the Chinese People's Party."

"Obey the Party's constitution."

"Obey the Party's constitution."

"Obey the Party's command."

"Obey the Party's command."

...

Chen Ke, who was observing the ceremony, did not feel excited at all. Thinking that these comrades would have to undergo severe tests in practical work, thinking of the long and arduous process, and then associating it with the future of the world situation... Historically, World War I would not break out for another 4 years. Due to the butterfly effect brought by Chen Ke's appearance, the specific time and cause of World War I could no longer copy history. Although this war would definitely break out, thinking of the unpredictability of the future, Chen Ke also felt quite apprehensive in his heart.

After the oath-taking ended, Chen Ke took the stage to speak. After first expressing welcome to the new Party member comrades, Chen Ke asked everyone to be fully mentally prepared. In future work, they must perfect the Party organization and government organization, closely contact the masses, mobilize the masses, and complete the tasks given by the Party.

Different from the enthusiastic expressions of the young comrades offstage, Chen Ke's attitude was calm and powerful. He had once thought that the leader standing on the stage was relaxed, just needing to say a few sentences and the people below would get things done. The current Chen Ke was already very clear on how heavy the responsibility pressing on his shoulders was. Although there was no timidity, Chen Ke also had no leisure time to engage in any sighing.

With this batch of quite outstanding comrades as the backbone, the structure of the People's Party's four provinces underwent a comprehensive adjustment. The core leaders of the Central Committee were all present. After the Organization Department talked with these comrades, based on mutual needs, the leaders of the various provinces, cities, and counties of the People's Party underwent a comprehensive adjustment. In addition to the Central Party School, each province began to prepare for the construction of its own provincial Party school and cadre school, and each city also began to prepare for municipal Party schools and cadre schools.

Comrades who performed excellently were all entrusted with heavy responsibilities, and other comrades were also rearranged in their work posts according to their characteristics.

The final focus lay on the approximately 600 comrades judged as unqualified. Someone suggested directly announcing their removal from the revolutionary ranks in the Party School. After repeated discussions, it was finally decided to let them go back temporarily, and the local Party organizations would decide whether these comrades would stay or leave. This could also be counted as a test for the new local organizations.

On June 1st, Chen Ke made a report at a public assembly. In terms of the system, Chen Ke announced the resolution of the Party Central Committee: regular training in Party schools and cadre schools must be regarded as important work of the Party and government in the future.

In terms of ideology, it determined the work of recognizing anti-exploitation, establishing and beginning to perfect the socialist system, and eliminating the thought of feudal power enfeoffment within the Party.

Specific tasks were to strengthen local land reform, accelerate rural construction and raw silk export tasks. Each locality, according to its own specific situation, was to fully promote rural water conservancy construction and the construction of improved seed bases.

On June 2nd, cadres from all over began to return to their work posts in batches. Chen Ke and the General Office of the Central Committee temporarily remained working in Wuhan.

This grand assembly of the People's Party once made the various forces bordering the People's Party quite nervous. The long-term preparation of so many people was considered by many local forces as a pre-war mobilization. Various provinces actively mobilized troops, either garrisoning troops in border areas or making war preparations in various places. Even Yuan Shikai of the Beiyang, who had a secret agreement with the People's Party, was very nervous.

In the news He Ruming brought back to Beijing, although Chen Ke guaranteed again that he would not go to war with the Beiyang, Yuan Shikai would not really be foolish enough to believe it. Based on strong armed forces, the People's Party could tear up the agreement with the Beiyang at any time. Chen Ke had expressed that he would accept the new government after overthrowing the Manchu Qing, but he also clearly expressed that he resolutely would not obey the domination of the Manchu Qing government. Yuan Shikai controlled the Manchu Qing's regime, but the flag flying above his head was still the Manchu Qing's flag. As long as this flag was still there, Chen Ke had a reason to go to war with the "Manchu Qing regime" at any time.

However, the Beiyang regime had now fallen into internal strife. Controlling the overall situation was Yuan Shikai's job. The various forces under Beiyang could not intervene. But the "Federation of Autonomous Provinces" was the benefit Yuan Shikai had promised them, and everyone was determined to fight for it.

While the People's Party was carrying out Party building, the Beiyang was also carrying out internal interest struggles. Yuan Shikai finally determined the structure of Beiyang's interests. The four provinces of Shandong, Shanxi, Henan, and Hebei were directly under Beiyang. The Beiyang Six Towns would be expanded into the Beiyang Eight Towns, stationed respectively in the four provinces of Zhili and the Beijing area. The four provinces of the Northeast and Zhejiang would each build their own local armies under the lecture hall system established by Beiyang.

Yuan Shikai also could not put all his energy into guarding against the People's Party's attack. As the center, Yuan Shikai had to shoulder a lot of work. For example, resuming patrol work on the Sino-Russian border. Guarding against Japanese attacks on the Sino-Korean border. The Manchu Qing's indemnities also had to be temporarily borne by the Beiyang; this all cost money. If he went to war with the People's Party or engaged in a military confrontation, Beiyang's financial resources could not bear it either.

So Yuan Shikai simply ignored the People's Party. He met with the diplomatic corps of various countries one after another, probing the attitudes of all parties towards Yuan Shikai on one hand, and starting to discuss what conditions various countries would propose under the new situation after Beiyang controlled the whole country on the other.
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Chapter 65: The Terror of Large-Scale Industry (7)

"Governor, the books have been brought back," the personal guard reported with a nervous expression.

"Oh!" Wang Youhong instantly spirited up. "Bring them here, quickly."

"My Lord, the rebel asked for a very high price this time," the guard said.

"How much?" Wang Youhong didn't care much about that.

"He wants one thousand taels..." the guard muttered the result timidly.

Wang Youhong frowned. One thousand taels was not a small sum, though not a huge one for him either. What surprised Wang Youhong was where the other side got the nerve to ask for such a price. Were they not afraid he would refuse because the price was too high?

"The rebel said he just came back from training at some Party School. There are too many books, and if he doesn't ask for this price, he'd be letting himself down," the guard answered somewhat indignantly.

"How many are there, exactly?"

"The rebel said it's the old price, two taels per thousand words. Two *wen* per word. The whole batch comes to one thousand taels. My Lord, there were never this many before. I feel that fellow is cheating you."

"How many did you buy?" Wang Youhong didn't care about the money; he just wanted to see how many books were actually bought.

"The rebel said the books in his hand could only be sold for one hundred taels first."

"Bring them in," Wang Youhong urged.

After settling the books, Wang Youhong sat comfortably in his study. Since the start of the Constitutional Assembly, Wang Youhong no longer feared anyone accusing him of harboring rebel books. If one were to speak of rebels, Yuan Shikai was the biggest rebel in the Great Qing. Whether others believed it or not, Wang Youhong was completely certain that Yuan Shikai had reached an agreement with the People's Party. The complete collapse of the Manchu Qing in 1911 was already a certainty. Many gentry had begun to style themselves as "revolutionary party" members; Wang Youhong reading a few "rebel" books counted for nothing.

Stroking the spine of the thick hand-copied volume, Wang Youhong had high expectations for the content within. Years ago, Wang Youhong had started collecting intelligence on the Anhui rebel party to deal with them. Reading *Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society*, *Labor and Social Development*, *Analysis of Rural Classes*, and *Urban Laborers and the Lumpenproletariat*—intelligence bought at high prices—with a completely critical attitude, what Wang Youhong saw was not revolutionary nonsense, but brilliant expositions that described China's current status with extremely clear regulations.

From that time on, Wang Youhong began to gradually transform from an opponent into a learner. To be an official, one had to understand the world. Wang Youhong came from a military background and his understanding of society was far less profound than those scholars. Moreover, scholars had too many schemes; even though Wang Youhong hired private advisors, the advisors did not always base their actions on Wang Youhong's fundamental interests.

Reading the People's Party's books, Wang Youhong truly recognized his position in this society for the first time. The various fogs of the past were gradually cleared before his eyes. Seeing the fundamental contradictions hidden beneath the surface of various interest entanglements, Wang Youhong understood exactly what to do to guarantee his own maximum benefit.

The only problem with these books was that there was too much revolutionary stuff involved, which greatly affected reading. Wang Youhong modified these articles himself, selecting the parts useful to him. This rewriting process was an arduous process of discrimination and learning. By the time Wang Youhong could sort out his own train of thought, the actions of those around him became clear and transparent to him.

Money was never a problem. Since leaping from a commander to his current position as "Constitutional Pioneer" and "Governor of Jiangsu," the money he had obtained numbered in the tens of thousands. Wang Youhong didn't care about these expenses at all.

Taking a deep breath, Wang Youhong opened the cover with great interest. The first chapter in the table of contents was *Chairman Chen's Speech at the Party School Graduation Meeting*. Wang Youhong's eyes narrowed slightly. The People's Party's party-building work was truly a baffling existence. If Wang Youhong had insight like Chen Ke's, he would absolutely never tell it to others. In this world, everyone prayed for others to be as stupid as possible. Just as it was said in *The Life of Cixi*: "The more blindly loyal the people around them are, the safer those in high positions are. For them, the people can be made to follow, but cannot be made to know. This is the only way for rulers."

Was Chen Ke never afraid that after the people below learned his stuff, they would usurp Chen Ke's position?

Thoughts aside, Wang Youhong would absolutely not go remind Chen Ke of this. He sincerely hoped that before he completely learned the knowledge Chen Ke mastered, Chen Ke would continue to write things like this, narrating the true face of this world in minute detail.

After reading the first few pages, Wang Youhong couldn't help but slap the table in praise. The passage that resonated with Wang Youhong went like this:

" 'Doing something wrong' is a very general term, so we of the People's Party must have a clear distinction. Failure, error, crime. These are judgments targeting different results, and also judgments targeting the touching of different systems. A crime is a violation of the law and must be dealt with according to relevant laws. An error is a problem of the guiding direction of action and requires accountability through organizational systems. And failure is when, in the process of executing an organizational decision, due to the inability to grasp the laws of these specific practices, a certain link cannot be completed, which in turn leads to the original plan not being completed according to the plan itself. This requires re-clarifying the plan and summarizing the laws of the thing itself. It is not appropriate to stop work immediately or to pursue failure excessively."

This art of controlling subordinates was truly brilliant. Wang Youhong praised it greatly in his heart. The Manchu Qing never cared about the process, only pursuing the result. If the matter did not satisfy the one issuing orders, the one issuing orders could punish subordinates at will. The subordinates would then push responsibility onto each other, as long as the final punishment did not fall on their own heads.

The method proposed by Chen Ke—determining the scope and smoothing out the process—was unknown how much more brilliant than the traditional practices of the Manchu Qing. Wang Youhong picked up his brush and began to copy this passage. While writing, he calculated how to use this method to train the people below him. Just as he finished copying, he suddenly heard someone knocking on the door outside. "My Lord, representatives of the Assembly request an audience."

Wang Youhong frowned. He had long ago instructed that, except for a few special matters, no one was allowed to disturb him while he was reading. One of the conditions allowing disturbance was "the Assembly indeed has extremely important major problems that cannot be solved."

Subordinates had once not fully grasped this rule and had disturbed Wang Youhong for some not-so-big matters because they accepted money. Afterwards, they were beaten half to death by Wang Youhong using family law. Now that they dared to do this, it should not be a small matter. putting the books away carefully, Wang Youhong walked out of the study. "What exactly is happening?" he asked plainly.

The personal guard shrank his neck slightly and said, "My Lord, the assembly representatives say that this year's silk cannot be sold no matter what, and it has caused a huge issue. They have been crying and shouting at the gate, kneeling for nearly an hour. This lowly one saw they were really unwilling to leave, so I had to come disturb My Lord."

Wang Youhong waved his hand. "Lead the way."

The personal guard was Wang Youhong's confidant. Seeing Wang Youhong not angry, a look of relief immediately appeared on his face. However, he hurriedly lowered his head and trotted all the way to lead the front.

There were three assemblymen in the living room. The tear stains on their faces were not yet dry, their hair was messy, and the lapels of their silk robes were wrinkled. It looked like they had been crying and kneeling for a long time. The guard dared to disturb Wang Youhong; it seemed this really wasn't a joke. Seeing Wang Youhong come out, the few of them hurriedly wiped their faces randomly. Because they hadn't paid attention, their hands had picked up dust, and their faces, already not looking very clean due to tear stains, immediately became dirty. But the assemblymen couldn't care about this at the moment. After coming up to bow, before Wang Youhong could sit down, the leading short assemblyman, Zhang Yutong, shouted with a red face and thick neck, "Governor Wang, the raw silk for export to the United States this year cannot be sold no matter what. In the past, the spring cocoons would have been sold out long ago regardless of the price. Now it is already July, the summer cocoons have been down for a long time, but the foreign devil shops won't buy them no matter what. My Lord, you must make a decision for us."

Wang Youhong had heard something about this, but the government couldn't interfere in business matters. Wang Youhong really couldn't figure out why the assemblymen would come to his door.

While asking the assemblymen to sit, Wang Youhong asked, "Assemblyman Zhang, why won't the foreign firms buy our cocoons?"

Zhang Yutong's bottom hadn't even sat steady. Upon hearing Wang Youhong ask this, he bounced up like a spring. "My Lord, we asked the people from the foreign firms. They said they have already reached some agreement with the Anhui rebel party. Except for top-quality silk, they won't buy our cocoons this year. My Lord, we originally didn't dare to disturb you either. But if this goes on, how many people in our Jiangsu will lose their family fortunes this year? My Lord, you must save us."

Daring to beg at Wang Youhong's door, Zhang Yutong and the other few assemblymen had also made a huge resolve. Thinking of the glistening white cocoons, many of which had already started to mold and deteriorate, fearing they could no longer be sold, and even if sold, they absolutely wouldn't fetch a price. Thinking that they would lose money this year no matter what, Zhang Yutong began to cry again.

Wang Youhong didn't sort out the logic for a moment. The People's Party discussed an agreement with the United States; what did this have to do with Jiangsu's cocoon trade? And begging at his door for this kind of thing seemed useless too. Could Wang Youhong force the American foreign firms to forcibly purchase Jiangsu's cocoons?

However, selling cocoons was a major income pillar for Jiangsu. Zhang Yutong and the other two assemblymen's families were all specifically in the cocoon and raw silk business. If they were anxious to this extent, he feared the days of other silkworm-raising commoners were even harder. Since he wanted to gain control of Jiangsu in the coming year or so, he had to solve this matter no matter what. Thinking of this, Wang Youhong asked as pleasantly as possible, "Assemblyman Wang, speak slowly. Explain the ins and outs clearly to me. I haven't done sericulture, so I really am not clear about the matters inside."

Although Zhang Yutong wanted to speak, under his agitation, he choked up even more severely. The other two assemblymen were also burning with anxiety. When Zhang Yutong cried, they also cried along. Seeing the three of them like this, Wang Youhong turned his head and said to the guard, "Bring a basin of water and let these gentlemen wash their faces."

Wang Youhong was so magnanimous; not only did he not fuss about the assemblymen's breach of etiquette, but he even comforted them like this. Zhang Yutong and the other two felt they had come to the right place. Even though they knew that showing such weakness at this time would probably result in Wang Youhong grabbing a handle on them and blackmailing them fiercely, in their emotional agitation, they flopped down on their knees and cried even harder instead.

After much difficulty, the three were calmed down and had their faces washed. Only then did the three begin to speak. Originally, the cocoon trade in Nanjing was very good. Foreigners, especially the American foreign firms, purchased cocoons in large quantities, and families who planted mulberry trees all had considerable earnings. But starting from last year, the cocoon trade began to be not so easy to do. They had managed to sell the cocoons at a low price with great difficulty. This year in the spring, the United States only bought raw silk. After April, aside from top-quality long silk, they unexpectedly wouldn't even take ordinary raw silk.

These people went to great lengths to inquire before they found out that the United States had reached an agreement with the Anhui People's Party and purchased a lot of raw silk from Anhui, Hubei, and other places. They had also seen Anhui's raw silk; the quality was truly good. And the price was unexpectedly at least twenty-five percent cheaper than Jiangsu's.

Some big sericulture families in Jiangsu didn't know what it meant for Anhui to sell raw silk at such a low price. They sent people to Anhui to look, and the situation they saw truly made these people dumbfounded. The land in various parts of Anhui had turned into continuous large blocks of leveled land. And in all places unsuitable for farming but capable of growing mulberry trees, mulberry forests stretched unbroken, patch after patch.

Unlike Jiangsu, the Anhui rebels set up silkworm rearing houses right next to the mulberry forests. According to the people inquiring for news, those rearing houses were so large in scale they were almost like villages. From mulberry trees to raising silkworms, all had special people looking after them. The people picking mulberry leaves were hired laborers. But they simply didn't need to transport and sell mulberry leaves back and forth. They only needed to pick the mulberry leaves, send them to the washing place to clean and dry, and then send them into the rearing houses.

After the silkworms spun cocoons, they were immediately sent to the filatures built by the rebel party at transportation hubs. It was said that machines were used there, and there were electric lights or something. Reeling silk non-stop, twenty-four hours a day. The raw silk produced was gathered and transported directly by water to Anqing and Wuhu.

This was already appalling enough. The People's Party actually also produced mulberry wine and silkworm excrement in large quantities, and even the silkworm pupae were deep-fried and turned into local food.

Wang Youhong listened quietly. This was indeed the People's Party's style. Jiangsu had heard of the brutality of the People's Party's land reform. The *Weizi* landlords once controlled large amounts of guns and military force, acting lawlessly in the localities. Within a radius of several dozen *li*, whoever had a good-looking new wife had to let the *Weizi* landlord sleep with her first before it was the turn of the groom to take her home to live. The People's Party made the Anhui *Weizi* landlords history. Now the grass on the graves of these local tyrants had grown tall.

After studying quite a few People's Party documents, Wang Youhong knew the People's Party's new planning for land. Suiting measures to local conditions; good land that could grow crops was distributed to the masses to grow crops. The People's Party organized the masses to engage in water conservancy on a large scale, and grain output also became higher and higher. Land for planting mulberry trees was really too easy to find. But in Jiangsu, people could die over the ownership rights of a single mulberry tree. Often in the end, the mulberry tree was chopped down rather than letting someone else get it cheap.

Wang Youhong remembered the People's Party had a survey report on the sericulture industry. He had only browsed it casually at the time and hadn't paid attention again. Thinking of this, Wang Youhong asked these few people to wait first. He returned to the study and rummaged for a good while, but unexpectedly couldn't find it.

Could someone have come to steal his things? Wang Youhong, irritated by the search work, suddenly thought of this possibility. But thinking that his family and guards wouldn't dare to do this, he suppressed his irritation and rummaged carefully again, finally finding that document. Flipping it open to read for a moment, Wang Youhong's eyes lit up. He nodded frequently; so this was how the sericulture industry worked.

When he came out again, Wang Youhong was glowing with health and vigor, while the moods of the three assemblymen outside had undergone great ups and downs and they sat there already listless.

"Three Assemblymen, what exactly do you want me to do by coming to find me?" Wang Youhong asked.

"My Lord, we want you to come forward and discuss with our Nanjing filature owners. As long as they are willing to buy our silk, we'll do it even if it's cheaper," Zhang Yutong said with tears in his eyes.

"Why won't the Nanjing filatures buy everyone's cocoons?" Wang Youhong asked curiously.

"At the beginning of the year, filatures in Nanjing, Zhenjiang, Suzhou, and other places offered very low prices, and we weren't willing to sell. Now the cocoons they bought at low prices can't even be used up. They are no longer willing to buy our cocoons." Zhang Yutong felt heartache whenever he mentioned this.

"I can go talk about this. But let me say this upfront, I can't guarantee if it can be done," Wang Youhong laughed.

"My Lord, as long as you are willing to help, we will be grateful. It's not just our few families suffering disaster; the whole of Jiangsu can't go on. Not to mention Jiangsu, we contacted Shanghai, and things are also very difficult over there." When Zhang Yutong spoke to here, tears began to roll out again.

"Assemblyman Zhang, I want to ask, does your family raise them yourselves, or sell mulberry leaves?" Wang Youhong asked.

"My family raises silkworms and also sells mulberry leaves." Zhang Yutong hadn't expected Wang Youhong's words to be quite knowledgeable.

"Oh..." Wang Youhong asked the other few families again. Sure enough, they all grew mulberry leaves themselves to sell.

"Have you opened filatures?" Wang Youhong continued to ask.

"We did open one, but there are so many cocoons, we simply can't reel them in time," Zhang Yutong answered.

Wang Youhong nodded slowly. The People's Party's sericulture survey report wrote clearly that China's sericulture industry was divided into two types. One was where small owner-peasants handled the entire process alone. From planting mulberries, picking mulberries to raising silkworms, and then to reeling silk. This was something only big clans could do. Because the production capacity of each link was very unbalanced, the situation every year was different. Either there were many mulberry leaves, or few mulberry leaves, or the silkworm babies got sick in large batches and simply didn't spin silk to make cocoons. Anyway, if any link had a problem, it would lead to a year's effort turning into bubbles.

So there was another situation, which was selling mulberry leaves and silkworm eggs, and then selling cocoons. Other farmers willing to raise silkworms would first borrow money to do it, and repay after the cocoons were sold. This sum of money was not low; if it failed, the debt could make a farmer unable to pay it off for half a year or a year. It could even lead to bankruptcy.

These three assemblymen were representative figures of selling for profit. They were unwilling to bear the risk themselves, so they transferred the risk to the farmers. But the current situation was that the People's Party affected sales in one stroke. Jiangsu's sericulture industry was mainly for export. Foreigners didn't buy cocoons and raw silk, and Nanjing's silk reeling capacity was also very limited. No wonder these assemblymen were so anxious.

"Assemblyman Zhang, can't your own workshops use this many cocoons?" Wang Youhong continued his investigation.

"Hiring people is too expensive now. The filatures have black hearts; taking advantage of the sharp drop in cocoon prices, they suppressed the price extremely low. We reel silk ourselves, but we can't sell it at all at the original price. Life can't go on. My Lord, we came to beg you today just to want you to save us." Zhang Yutong knelt to Wang Youhong again as he spoke. The other two assemblymen also followed and knelt down.

Wang Youhong felt great in his heart. On normal days, the assemblymen were high and mighty in the assembly, but now they finally knelt at his feet. But feeling great was one thing; Wang Youhong also understood that if the situation continued like this, something would happen in Jiangsu.

After settling the assemblymen, Wang Youhong sent people to invite the owners of the Nanjing filatures. The several factory owners didn't know what the Governor wanted with them, and were trembling with fear one by one. But when Wang Youhong asked gently about purchasing cocoons, the factory owners immediately became agitated. They all knelt to Wang Youhong.

"Governor, it's not that we aren't willing to purchase. It's really that their asking price is too high. Our steam engines need to burn coal. Northern Jiangsu has been occupied by the People's Party, and the price of coal is somersaulting upwards. And various foreign chemicals used for reeling silk are not cheap either. This price is already the highest. If it's any higher, we will lose money reeling silk ourselves. My Lord, you cannot force us to purchase just because you listened to these people's words. Moreover, quite a few of the current cocoons have some mildew. If you don't believe it, let them transport the cocoons here, and we will inspect them personally for you to see, My Lord. They are here to cheat you, My Lord. You absolutely must not trust these people." As the factory owners spoke, they were already streaming with tears and mucus. They looked even more pitiful than those mulberry-planting and silkworm-raising assemblymen.

Wang Youhong had originally thought that as long as he could mediate slightly, perhaps he could make both sides reach an agreement. He hadn't expected the matter to seem very difficult to handle. The timing now was very special. If Wang Youhong wanted to completely control Jiangsu, he couldn't offend either side for the time being. Now there was simply no way to get appropriations from the Imperial Court. All income relied on tax revenue. Supporting an army of over forty thousand people was already stretching his means. But if he didn't support this army, what would Wang Youhong rely on to be the master?

Thinking of this, the eyebrows of Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong already furrowed.
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Chapter 66: The Terror of Large-Scale Industry (Part 8)

As the saying goes, some rejoice while others worry. The worries of Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong and the Jiangsu sericulture industry were entirely founded on the joy of the People's Party's sericulture industry.

Li Shouxian was conducting his final work in Yingshan County. After this session at the Party School, Li Shouxian was being transferred to Wuhu to serve as the Wuhu Municipal Party Secretary. The work in Yingshan County had to be completed first. Due to a lack of arable land, Yingshan County relied mainly on external transfers for grain. The granaries were piled high with enough grain to feed the entire county for 14 months, according to the grain rationing books. Li Shouxian took the county committee members to various townships in Yingshan County to propagate the unified purchase and marketing policy once again. Yingshan County's grain had to be sold to the state and could not be shipped out. However, Yingshan County didn't have any grain for export anyway; the masses were entirely concerned that grain prices in the townships should not fluctuate.

Li Shouxian walked through the townships one by one, inspecting the propaganda work in each. The issues raised by the township heads were basically consistent: the masses demanded that the grain be distributed first. As long as the grain was distributed, they would do whatever was asked.

"This is absolutely out of the question," Li Shouxian refused without hesitation. "It's not like our grain stores are only open for a day or two. If we distribute it all, what are they afraid of? The incident with the queue-cutting last time absolutely cannot be repeated."

The queue-cutting campaign in Yingshan had taught Li Shouxian a profound lesson. When Li Shouxian and the comrades from the county committee first discussed cutting queues, it was only a requirement for the workers in the local silk reeling factories. Despite talking themselves hoarse, some people still refused to cut them. In a moment of confusion, Li Shouxian and the others made an offer: five jin of rice for every person who cut their queue. With the income of five jin of rice, the workers' enthusiasm for queue-cutting soared. Within a day, all the queues were cut.

The county committee thought the matter would end there, but they never expected the news to spread through the entire Yingshan County like a gust of wind. After the masses' "interpretation," it turned into the county committee wanting to "collect hair." Within a few days, the party secretaries of various townships came running to ask if the county was collecting hair. Li Shouxian hurriedly instructed the county and township committees on how to explain things to the masses. But it was too late. Not only did the masses not believe the township committees' explanations, but as time went on, even more bizarre rumors emerged.

"The county committee wants to use hair to refine immortality pills!"

"The People's Party is preparing to weave body armor out of hair. It's said to be impervious to swords and guns."

At this point, the county committee had to bite the bullet. If they didn't wrap this up in time, even more fantastical rumors would spew forth. After discussion, the party committee put forward a unified reason for queue-cutting. "Yingshan County has revolutionized, and with revolution, one cannot keep a queue. Cut your queue now, and you get five jin of rice. For those who don't, the township government will come to your door and forcibly cut it later. At that time, there won't be such a good deal as five jin of rice."

With this explanation, the masses' attitude immediately shifted from being keen on cutting queues to sell hair to being terrified and refusing to cut them. However, after the rice offer was increased from five jin to ten jin, some of the masses resigned themselves to fate and began to cut their queues. Ten jin of rice was enough for a mountain family to eat for half a month when mixed with other coarse grains. Once the rice was distributed, queue-cutting finally became a trend.

For this, Li Shouxian had to report the reason to the Anqing Party Committee and was willing to take responsibility for the extra 1.3 million jin of rice paid out. Zhang Yu stared at Li Shouxian for a long time without making a sound, and finally said helplessly, "Think before you speak next time."

This incident was compiled into the People's Party's work education curriculum as a classic case study.

The masses of Yingshan County had a good harvest this year. Since the state-run trade in Yingshan County now only accepted Renminbi, the circulation of gold, silver, and copper coins quickly became almost extinct. The work of picking mulberry leaves could earn an average of two Renminbi a day, and raising silkworms could earn two and a half. The silk reeling factories paid even higher; junior workers earned about two Renminbi a day, while skilled workers could get four Renminbi a day.

The silk reeling factory was located near the hot springs in Yingshan County. Boiling hot spring water was piped directly into the factory to boil the silk, saving a large amount of fuel. The faint smell of sulfur and the billowing steam made people feel uncomfortable. This was also why wages in the silk reeling factory were high. The tall factory buildings used a large amount of glass for better lighting. The advantage of female laborers in endurance and steadfastness gradually became apparent in this working environment. Originally, the proportion of male workers in the silk reeling factory was as high as 70%. After working for a period of time, men would rather do the more physically demanding work of picking mulberry leaves than engage in these meticulous and troublesome silk reeling jobs all day long. In terms of machine management and transportation, the proportion of men soared to 100%. Except for management positions like team leaders which were still male, women also occupied an overwhelming 100% advantage in meticulous work.

With the price of rice and flour in the base area at about 0.25 Renminbi per jin, the masses could purchase up to 500 jin of grain per person from the grain stores over the course of a year. The masses of Yingshan, who had no concept of being full for generations, could finally eat their fill. The people's support for the new government reached a level of almost worship.

Li Shouxian simply didn't have time to sigh with emotion; the work of the county committee was very busy.

"Have the deworming medicines been distributed?"

"How are the renovations on the boarding school dormitories going?"

"Has the accommodation for the agricultural technicians been adjusted?"

Before leaving, these tasks had to be completed quickly. When the new comrade transferred over, he couldn't be left to take over a mess. These arrangements were relatively easy to handle, but the factory matters were much more troublesome. This was the first time in history that Yingshan County had incorporated the entire county into a single system. The pillar industries dominated by mulberry and tea required a large workforce. Facing an unprecedented situation, various problems were simply unavoidable.

"Secretary Li, they just won't learn no matter how we teach them, and they won't change no matter what we say," a comrade from the mulberry leaf department said indignantly, pointing at the mulberry orchard.

Lu Huitian looked at the mulberry orchard and burst out laughing. The places where mulberry leaves were easy to pick had been almost stripped bare, while the places where it was difficult to pick were lush and green. "Don't worry, this just shows that there are too few mulberry trees planted. Plant more and it won't be a problem."

"We haven't planted a small amount. The key is that these people won't listen to reason. Look at those small trees; how can they grow fast with this way of picking?" The comrade in charge found the masses' practice of killing the goose that lays the golden eggs completely unacceptable.

"That proves one thing: there is a problem with our management. Allocate manpower to guard the mulberry orchards," Li Shouxian gave the solution.

"Wouldn't it be fine if they were just a bit more self-aware? The manpower to guard the mulberry orchards is also an expense. Right now, the province is willing to give supplies, but Secretary Li, you also said not to expect the province to give supplies next year. What will we do then?" The comrade was still unhappy.

"You can't engage in large-scale industrial production by relying on self-awareness. Large-scale industry means strictly controlling everything. Look at the silk reeling workshop; everything from clothing to every single movement has to be controlled. And we have to explain clearly why it must be done this way. The masses actually aren't unaware of what's good or bad, but without institutional management, it's still useless. Allocate manpower, guard the mulberry orchards, and harvest at fixed times." After speaking, Li Shouxian felt a link was still missing. "Hold a meeting, tell the masses about these newly added management links."

The comrade from the mulberry leaf department frowned. "Will the masses refuse to accept it?"

Li Shouxian understood the cadre's meaning. Nowadays, the party committee talked about mass work, and many comrades mistakenly thought that satisfying the masses meant going along with their wishes. This was obviously a misunderstanding by the cadres. He said sternly, "Regardless of whether the masses accept it or not, this kind of management must be implemented. We are not dissatisfied with the masses, nor are we trying to make things difficult for anyone. It's just that the current way of picking mulberry leaves is wrong. We are doing this for everyone's benefit. Otherwise, if there are no mulberry leaves next year, how will everyone raise silkworms? Trust the masses; the masses can understand reason and distinguish right from wrong. It's not that whatever we say, the masses will just smoothly do it for us. I'll go back and make arrangements."

Just as he was about to set off, Li Shouxian felt uneasy again. "We must explain it clearly to the masses. Don't hide anything when doing things; speak clearly."

Sure enough, as Li Shouxian expected, this matter triggered many conflicts. Although the masses knew that picking mulberry leaves was starting to be standardized, they didn't know what the standard was. Carrying their shoulder poles to the mulberry orchards, they saw people guarding the intersections and quite a few others watching nearby. Usually, everyone saw which mulberry leaves were easy to pick, went up, and filled their loads in a jiffy, then ran off to sell them. Now it took more than double the time to fill a load. Immediately, people started making a noise.

"You guys are looking for trouble, aren't you?"

"The tree won't die if we pick a bit more. Just don't pick from this tree next time."

"I change trees every time I pick. Others pick randomly, so why should I suffer with them?"

These were considered quite ordinary complaints. Some simply went hard and started picking fiercely. The guards went up to stop them, and conflicts broke out directly between the two sides. This counted as the first small-scale conflict between the masses of Yingshan County and the government.

When the matter was reported back to the county committee, the young comrades of the county committee immediately jumped up. The day before, they were worshipping the happy life brought by the People's Party's new government, and the next day they dared to lay hands on the comrades guarding the mulberry orchards. This was rebellion!

Some advocated dispatching the county armed forces department, and some advocated arresting the ringleaders. Various ideas requiring a forceful restoration of order emerged one after another.

"Everyone sit down!" Li Shouxian shouted.

The young comrades rubbed their fists and wiped their palms one by one, ready to hear Secretary Li issue comprehensive handling arrangements.

"If there's a conflict, it means our arrangements are incorrect and the process is imperfect. How about this: let's notify everyone now that in three days, the work of picking mulberry leaves and transporting mulberry leaves will be separated. Three days later, those who come carrying loads will all be treated as transporting mulberry leaves. The money given will be reduced," Li Shouxian said.

"What!" The cadres were frightened by Li Shouxian's suggestion. Everyone immediately expressed opposition. "So the conflict just ends like this? If it happens once, it'll happen twice. Secretary Li, we can't let this matter go. Otherwise, next time they'll dare to do even worse things."

"The reason for the conflict is that everyone wants to earn more money, not because the masses are dissatisfied with us. The masses are dissatisfied with the process arrangement. So let's change this arrangement. Only by resolving this contradiction can we be considered to have resolved the fundamental contradiction," Li Shouxian said unhurriedly.

"Secretary Li, I think you're wrong. If they really agreed with us, they should listen to the government. It's obvious that after the government made adjustments, they didn't listen at all and still did things their own way. Do they think the government is run by their family? They work if they want to, and don't if they don't?" The Director of the County Public Security Bureau advocated toughness.

However, seeing that Li Shouxian didn't want to intensify the problem, and since everyone was from the same village or township, other comrades came out trying to smooth things over. "The masses were just confused for a moment. I don't think we need to be so concerned."

"Wait!" Li Shouxian interrupted. "The masses are not confused at all; they know exactly what they are doing. The masses want to escape their current poverty, so they participated in labor. Living off the mountain and the water, everyone over-harvested the mulberry leaves. It's not that we don't let the masses pick like this; picking like this isn't scientific. If we continue like this, I'm afraid we won't find any mulberry trees in the county next year. This affects helping the masses escape poverty. Do you think what I'm saying fits reality?"

This was the truth to begin with, so the comrades naturally wouldn't refute it. The Public Security Bureau Director was obviously still angry. He asked huffily, "Secretary Li, looking at it now, the masses aren't willing to talk about science. So what do we do?"

Li Shouxian smiled. "If the masses' response isn't scientific, it means our work arrangement isn't scientific. Our management model promoted such a result. Do you think the masses don't know the mulberry trees will die if picked like this? They definitely know. Why do they do it? It must be that the management method we provided encouraged the masses to do so."

The Public Security Bureau Director was still very unconvinced. "Secretary Li, according to what you said, if we separate the work of picking and transporting mulberry leaves and lower the price by half, what use is that? This is the only way to make money right now. The masses picking mulberry leaves also want to pick more and sell more."

"Right. The masses picking mulberry leaves also want to pick more. But if we only have to convince the masses picking mulberry leaves, the overall pressure we face is much smaller. The fact that this problem occurred has already proven that relying on blocking is useless; we can only rely on persuasion and education. The masses picking mulberry leaves see the condition of the mulberry trees with their own eyes; their feelings will definitely be stronger. Moreover, organizing the masses to plant more mulberry trees will increase our mulberry leaf supply next year and in the future. This is the only way to solve the problem from the root. Our Yingshan County doesn't lack mountain land for planting mulberry trees, nor does it lack mountain land for planting tea trees. We are fundamentally not opposed to the masses escaping poverty through labor. What we are facing now is the danger of the masses draining the pond to catch the fish. We just need to solve this current principal contradiction. In fact, what we and the masses want to do is exactly the same."

After much persuasion, Li Shouxian finally reached a consensus within the county committee. After two days of more detailed discussion, the county committee formulated the basic process for the "Professionalized Yingshan County Agricultural Development Teams."

During these two days, the purchasing price of mulberry leaves plummeted to only half of what it was originally. The masses dared to conflict with the forest guards, but they didn't dare to conflict with the comrades buying mulberry leaves. There was a fundamental difference between robbing money and robbing mulberry leaves. Although it was said that this forest belonged to the government and everyone felt anyone could go there, robbing the government's money and being caught and beaten to death by the government was purely seeking one's own death. No matter how they begged, the purchasing comrades wouldn't raise the price. This firm attitude let the masses know that they had really caused trouble.

Actually, the masses who had conflicted with the forest guard team members were also uneasy in their hearts. But seeing the mulberry trees right in front of them, the only thought filling everyone's minds was the impulse to "hurry up and pick mulberry leaves to exchange for money." Mulberry leaves were actually worthless, and everyone's labor was also worthless. Only here with the People's Party did these two things have value. Even if they beat the masses appointed by the People's Party to guard the mulberry orchards, the mulberry leaves they grabbed still had to be sold to the People's Party's silkworm farms.

After clashing with the government this time, many people had become anxious. The masses weren't stupid at all. They had been planting mulberries, raising silkworms, and reeling silk for the past two years. Even the transportation teams were organized by the Yingshan masses. They had also tried to figure out who such a large output was being sold to. From official explanations to intelligence collected by the masses themselves, this raw silk was sold to foreign devils. The entire sales chain, except for the foreign devils, was controlled by the People's Party. This meant that the masses couldn't intervene in other links at all. If the county committee got angry and stopped raising silkworms, it would be the masses themselves who suffered. Keeping a pile of raw silk in hand was useless.

On the third day after the beating incident, shockingly few people went out to pick mulberry leaves. Although everyone gathered at the entrance of the township government, they didn't know what to say. People had long inquired and found that the township head, the township party secretary, and others were not in the township. The masses already felt they had caused trouble. Those who had laid hands on people naturally didn't dare to make a sound anymore. Those who hadn't participated were already cursing those guys who had ruined everyone's livelihood.

Before noon, the township head and the township party secretary returned to the township with dark faces. The masses proactively made way for them. No one spoke, but everyone looked at the township head and the township party secretary with eager eyes, hoping to get news from them.

"We are preparing to form another mulberry planting team based on the forest guard team. Those willing to plant trees can sign up. Work for a day, get one Renminbi and fifty cents," the township head shouted with a dark face.

The masses didn't make a sound. It was obvious the township head hadn't reached the key point yet. How exactly was the beating incident going to be handled? Was the mulberry leaf purchasing price going to stay this low, or would it go even lower?

The township head continued shouting, "In the future, picking mulberry leaves will be divided into two parts. One part is transporting mulberry leaves. Whether you picked them yourself or got picked mulberry leaves from the mulberry orchard, it's all at this current price. The other part is planting mulberry trees and picking mulberry leaves. For these masses, we will pay a wage of one Renminbi and fifty cents a day as mentioned earlier."

The masses buzzed with discussion about this new arrangement. Some felt their money had been cut. But some smart ones had already figured it out: this way, everyone's income hadn't actually decreased. Although the income for picking mulberry leaves looked a bit less, they didn't have to run around, which was much more relaxing. And for those transporting mulberry leaves, because they didn't have to pick them personally, the time saved meant that as long as they made a few more trips, they could definitely earn the money back. It was just choosing which job to do that made these smart masses feel torn.

The masses actually didn't lack intelligence. They might not believe the township head's explanation, but once they calculated it themselves, they completely understood where the benefits lay. The labor enthusiasm that had been dampened immediately rallied again. Some people had already started signing up to participate in the mulberry orchard work.

A new order could absolutely not be built in a day. The new social division of labor took half a month of continuous friction before it initially stabilized. What surprised the Director of the Public Security Bureau was that with a single order from the township heads, the guys who had participated in beating people were dragged to the county seat to "offer a birch rod and ask for punishment" (humbly apologize). Li Shouxian received these masses. Li Shouxian was still unhurried. "Fellow villagers, everyone wants to live a good life. Speaking of which, it's the county committee that has to apologize to everyone. The work arrangement was unreasonable. However, since you beat someone, you have to apologize to those masses. No matter what, beating people is wrong."

Led by Li Shouxian, these masses who had beaten people went to console and apologize to the comrades of the forest guard team who had been beaten. In fact, the conflict had at most caused a few bruises and swollen faces, not even constituting moderate injury. With the county party secretary and fellow villagers coming personally to console and apologize, the beaten people either cooled down or, if they hadn't, symbolically punched the "perpetrators" a few times and let the grudge pass.

On this point, Li Shouxian handled it very well. Under the sudden and drastic improvement in life, the masses were very unadapted. In fact, let alone the masses, Li Shouxian himself was very unadapted. When he first arrived in Yingshan County, the poverty here was truly shocking. Dilapidation and obsolescence were the entirety of Yingshan County. For any opportunity to survive and make money, countless people would fight tooth and nail to grab it. Suddenly, everyone was equal, and every family's life was settled. The greatest hope in everyone's heart was to completely change their impoverished life in the shortest possible time.

Because, the masses of Yingshan County did not genuinely believe that this new order established by the People's Party could exist for a long time.

By the time this work was finished, the new county party secretary had also arrived. When Li Shouxian saw his successor, he couldn't help but smile. It was Xu Guangde, the deputy magistrate of Guangde County. He had once been Li Shouxian's superior.

At the reception meeting, Xu Guangde expressed his attitude. " The organization has arranged for me to work here. Yingshan County is now my hometown. I will learn earnestly from the comrades, progress together, and do a good job in Yingshan County."

Such a humble attitude received at least a superficially warm welcome from the comrades. Then Xu Guangde and Li Shouxian arranged the training work for the county's Party School and Cadre School together. After the welcome meeting ended, Li Shouxian spoke with Xu Guangde in private. Li Shouxian thought Xu Guangde would talk about the Party School matters, but he didn't expect Xu Guangde to say with a teasing smile, "Comrade Li Shouxian, when I was in Guangde County, a female comrade came looking for you. She was quite beautiful too. Everyone in the Guangde County Party Committee praises your luck with women."

Li Shouxian never expected Xu Guangde to pull this. He laughed and scolded, "What are you talking about?"

"Look, you don't believe me. Comrade Ji Ye of the Guangfu Society, do you remember her?" Xu Guangde laughed.

Li Shouxian shook his head helplessly. "I remember her. You also know Comrade Ji Ye. Wouldn't it have been fine to just say it was her earlier? Why act so mysterious?"

"Alright, alright, I won't act mysterious." Xu Guangde put away his smile. "Something seems to have happened to the Guangfu Society. Comrade Ji Ye probably wanted to find you for help. Since you weren't there, she went back."

"What happened?" Li Shouxian was very curious.

Xu Guangde replied, "Using our People's Party's standards, the Guangfu Society has trouble every day; there isn't a day without trouble. From what I know, the Guangfu Society seems to have split internally. Several factions are fighting fiercely. Comrade Ji Ye is with Xu Xilin in Changxing County, next to Guangde County. But even within Xu Xilin's faction, things aren't peaceful. Listening to Comrade Ji Ye, she advocates completely learning from our People's Party and thoroughly carrying out land reform. But the Guangfu Society opposes land reform. I think she wanted to ask you for ideas. But we have discipline: we are not allowed to participate in the affairs of other parties. I couldn't say anything either."

Li Shouxian knew this rule. Although he sympathized with Ji Ye, who was caught up in the internal strife of the Guangfu Society, Li Shouxian could only remain silent.

"By the way, by the way, where have you been assigned?" Xu Guangde asked with a smile.

"I'm going to Wuhu to be the Municipal Party Secretary."

"Wuhu is also very close to Changxing. You have to be careful," Xu Guangde cautioned.

"As long as you don't talk nonsense, I'll definitely be fine." Li Shouxian heard the meaning in Xu Guangde's words.

At night, Li Shouxian lay down to rest. Usually, he would fall asleep as soon as he lay down, but this time, hearing the news about Ji Ye, it took Li Shouxian two extra minutes to fall asleep than usual. "Comrade Ji Ye, a young girl, actually got involved in the internal struggle of the Guangfu Society... how pitiful."

Harboring such sympathy, Li Shouxian entered dreamland within five minutes.
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Chapter 67: The Terror of Large-Scale Industry (Part 9)

It was August, and the climate was that of mid-summer. The night in Yingshan County felt stiflingly hot. It was especially humid and muggy after yesterday's heavy rain. Yet, Li Shouxian and his old superior and Party School classmate, Xu Guangde, were dressed tightly from head to toe. There were many mosquitoes and insects in the mountains, and getting bitten a few times was unbearable. Only after lighting mosquito coils and fumigating the room with slightly fragrant, thick smoke did the temporary accommodation in the tea garden become somewhat tolerable.

The two had walked all over Yingshan County, and Li Shouxian had given Xu Guangde a detailed introduction to the entire county's situation. At this moment, while annihilating the last few mosquitoes that refused to leave the room, they continued to discuss work.

"Current work can only be said to have just unfolded. Going forward, we need to build mulberry gardens, tea gardens, repair reservoirs, and organize roads on a larger scale. If possible, we also need to generate electricity. The work will be very hard." Li Shouxian did not talk about his achievements, but instead made ample predictions about the future hardships.

"Haha, I had long heard that Yingshan County's economic construction was done well, but I only realized how hard this place is after coming to see it for myself." Xu Guangde also had a profound understanding of the difficulty of his future work. Comrades had only heard that Yingshan was doing well and that Li Shouxian was capable, but after seeing it with his own eyes, Xu Guangde realized it was a different matter entirely. In such a barren mountainous area, just walking a circle would take more than ten days. Li Shouxian had actually managed to organize the masses scattered all over the mountains to work. The amount of mental and physical effort this took was admirable just thinking about it. If not for Li Shouxian's management and organizational ability, the current situation would probably collapse in an instant.

For some reason, Li Shouxian always felt very uneasy. He couldn't help but urge, "We mobilized the masses in the early stage, and a lot of that initial enthusiasm has been used up. Later on, we can only rely on management and perfecting the system. You will definitely have a hard time. Chairman Chen said in the Party School that the transparency of decision-making is very important. The processes must be straightened out. You've seen it too, the goal is to improve the lives of the masses, but if one arrangement is improper, trouble will arise. It's not like you can just watch the situation move forward and everything will be fine. Details determine success or failure. Just feeling in your heart that this is for the good of the masses won't make them appreciate it."

The Party cadres transferred this time were all selected elites, so Xu Guangde could absolutely understand this level of cognition. "Don't worry. As long as we grasp anti-exploitation and labor for wealth, the focus of the problem is whether we can let the masses understand our policies. The rest is management and material fulfillment. To get rich, build roads first. Once the roads are open and the cost of transporting materials comes down, the lives of the masses can definitely improve a lot more."

"You must not be anxious. Not only can the government not be anxious, but we also can't let the masses be anxious. I made mistakes before because I was anxious and failed to understand the urgent desire of the masses to escape poverty, resulting in communication problems. Infrastructure construction is very hard work; you'll have to take the blame for this." In fact, what Li Shouxian worried about most was this issue.

Xu Guangde suddenly sighed with emotion, "Chairman Chen said that as long as we give the masses a chance to get rich, how crazy can they get? I didn't believe it then, but now I really do. If we hadn't straightened out the mulberry leaf picking, just with the current trees, the masses would have picked them to death. Even if the mulberry trees were increased to three times the amount, I'm afraid it wouldn't be enough. But aren't these wages a bit too high? I just don't feel at ease in my heart. We rely on exports now. If foreigners don't buy, the entire Yingshan County would probably collapse immediately, right?"

On this issue, no one had a clear idea. The scale of Chen Ke's spending was something these comrades dared not even think about. The current booming days were entirely built on the foundation that the People's Party had money and grain in hand. Once one of these two pillars had a problem, the consequences would be unimaginable. It was Chen Ke himself who taught the comrades to recognize the current situation. But the one who dared to invest and operate with such a large hand was also Chen Ke himself. How exactly did Chen Ke plan to solve this food problem?

However, both were excellent cadres, and they knew the harm of "delusion." Since everyone had chosen Chen Ke as the Party Chairman, as the leader of the People's Party and the base area, then what everyone could do now was only to obey orders and listen to commands.

The mosquitoes were mostly dealt with. The two hung up the curtains, lit candles, and began to study the locations of future reservoirs facing the map of Yingshan County. Depending on the weather for food was not a long-term plan; reservoirs had to be built to ensure the stability of irrigation. This was what Chairman Chen Ke had emphasized again and again in the training class for excellent cadres.

After studying for a long time, they had a rough idea. Xu Guangde couldn't help but sigh, "Old Li, if you hadn't come with me to do this, I still wouldn't have found the doorway to the county's affairs even now. I really don't want you to leave."

Li Shouxian laughed, "This isn't my credit alone; the comrades of the whole county put in great effort."

"It's that you are willing to learn, not that they really knew what they should do. In terms of correct learning attitude, I really admire you." Xu Guangde sighed, "If I follow Chairman Chen, I naturally submit sincerely. But encountering other comrades, I still feel very unconvinced in my heart. Chairman Chen says this is vulgar taste—only seeing where others aren't doing enough, but not looking at where I myself am not acting scientifically. My vulgar taste is far from being eliminated."

The two comrades talked about work and feelings, and unknowingly the night grew deep. Li Shouxian actually didn't like staying up late. working through the night in high spirits this time was also because the date for him to take office in Wuhu was already very close. At most the day after tomorrow, he would have to set off. There were many things to hand over before leaving.

Time passed quickly, and the day of departure arrived. The comrades of the County Committee wanted to send Li Shouxian down the mountain, but Li Shouxian refused. "Work is this busy, send me next time."

The best way from Yingshan to Wuhu was to take the mountain road to Anqing, and then take a boat from Anqing to Wuhu. However, Li Shouxian had to go to the Organization Department in Hubei to handle personnel transfers, so he had to make a big detour: first to Wuhan for personnel procedures, then take a boat from Wuhan to Anqing for personnel procedures, and only then could he go to Wuhu to take office.

Thinking that Chairman Chen Ke was currently in Wuhan, and he might be able to see him on this trip, Li Shouxian felt a bit impatient. He had accumulated a lot of things he didn't understand in his work. If he could ask for advice from the most wise person in the whole Party, that would be the best thing.

As soon as he arrived at Huangpi Pass, Li Shouxian saw a lot of troops. Surprised, he asked and found out they were troops guarding against floods. Natural disasters were frequent in the late Qing Dynasty. Since the Gengzi year (1900), disasters in every place had become bigger and bigger. The Revolutionaries attributed this problem to "Heaven's Will," and all kinds of propaganda said, "If not for the Manchu Qing losing virtue and their fate ending, how could there be such frequent natural disasters?"

The People's Party had always sneered at this statement. The People's Party started by disaster relief. Natural disasters were not unconquerable; it was that the Manchu Qing simply did not have such organizational capability. After the Mutual Protection of Southeast China, the Imperial Court no longer allocated money and grain to the Southeast. Local self-funded disaster relief was just a joke. With the Manchu Qing's system, no province had the ability to organize tens or hundreds of thousands of people to build dikes and flood defenses on river channels tens or hundreds of *li* long. Not to mention that this manpower couldn't be gathered at all; even if gathered, what would they eat? Even if there were people and grain, were there preparations for so many gunny sacks as in usual times? Was there an organizational system? When it really came to a critical moment, who would command at the most critical places?

In the current China, only the People's Party could complete such work. After flood control was successful, the People's Party's rule over the local area became logical and natural. The completion of land reform in northern Hubei relied on such strength.

However, the dikes were repaired well last year, and this year's flood season should have passed. Why were there still so many troops in Wuhan? Li Shouxian completely didn't understand. When he arrived at the Hubei Provincial Committee, he saw everyone looking jubilant. It turned out that the trial operation of the new equipment shipped from the United States was successful. Chairman Chen was ecstatic. Although most of the Hubei Provincial Committee didn't know exactly what had happened or what was so wonderful about this new equipment, since it could make Chairman Chen so happy, it shouldn't be a small matter.

Li Shouxian naturally didn't know what kind of money-printing machine heavy chemical industry was. Infected by the comrades' emotions, Li Shouxian also became inexplicably happy. People feel refreshed when happy events occur; with high spirits, work efficiency also rose. Li Shouxian quickly handed over his work and boarded the ship to Anqing. Along the way, however, he encountered many foreign merchant ships, and there were even British warships mixed among them. His originally happy mood was immediately cast with a shadow.

The British were very unhappy! After the People's Party provided them with soda ash samples, the British began to be very unhappy.

In the chemical industry foundation of "Three Acids and Two Alkalis," the two alkalis are sodium hydroxide and sodium carbonate. Direct production of sodium hydroxide is unrealistic; it has to rely on the reaction of sodium carbonate with calcium hydroxide to produce sodium hydroxide. So in the final analysis, sodium carbonate, which is soda ash, is the foundation of industrial alkali. The British knew Chen Ke was a chemist, and he must have come up with a brand-new method. This brand-new industrial synthesis method actually wasn't shared with the British Empire; the British were naturally furious.

There is no wall in the world that doesn't leak wind. The news that the Americans and the People's Party cooperated to produce industrial synthetic ammonia had spread throughout Europe along with the sales of synthetic ammonia in the American homeland.

The People's Party didn't sell synthetic ammonia, but the People's Party's soda ash soon began selling in several large cities in the Yangtze River basin. Not only in the Yangtze River basin, but through the Peking-Hankou Railway, the People's Party's soda ash arrived directly in Beijing and began selling in the Beiyang industrial zone. Steaming mantou in the north also required soda ash. The pure white soda ash produced by the People's Party was something everyone had never seen before. The price was at least thirty percent cheaper than foreign goods. Just a trial sale triggered a huge sensation.

Chen Ke was a Nobel Prize winner. Europeans originally mocked this with a mentality of looking at a yellow monkey. Now they no longer had such thoughts. Transoceanic telegrams were sent directly from Britain to China, demanding that the People's Party's new technology must be controlled in the hands of the British Empire. They could no longer let the Yankees make big money from it.

The British had always been pragmatic. They first invited Chen Ke to the consulate as a guest. The response received was that Chen Ke had no time now. If Chen Ke had no time, the British had time. While mobilizing warships to Wuhan, they paid a visit in person.

After listening to the British demands, Chen Ke smiled, "Business is business. We have a saying in China: a big customer bullies the shop, and a big shop bullies the customer. I think your country wants to bully us."

"Mr. Chen, there is no logic in your words. We just want to cooperate; there is no such thing as bullying or not." The British representative was a bit unaccustomed to Chen Ke's straightforward attitude.

"I think you should know about the Solvay Syndicate. It's a monopoly-natured guild; soda ash production is currently monopolized by them. They refuse to provide this production process to other countries. I see your country's plan is to use a new monopoly to break their monopoly. What do you think?" Chen Ke was still very direct.

The British representative looked at Chen Ke and felt very clear in his heart. Dealing with smart people had this advantage: there was no need to set traps layer by layer, just get straight to the point. "You could think of it that way."

Chen Ke nodded. "Then how do we guarantee that our own interests are protected in this cooperation? I heard your side also mobilized warships here. This clearly shows you want to bully us."

The solution proposed by the British representative was very simple. "Technology sharing, market sharing." The British could invest in the soda ash industry in the People's Party base area.

Chen Ke had long guessed the British wishful thinking. Soda ash was a highly profitable industry; they clearly wanted to stick a knife in. His answer was crisp, "That is impossible. We cannot accept it. Technology sharing, yes. But the Asian market must be handed over to us for monopoly operation. We guarantee not to leak the soda ash production process. We have absolutely no ability to interfere in the trade of the Atlantic region. But Asia, we must operate it as a monopoly."

The British representative knew this would definitely be a difficult negotiation. They were not facing a simple scientist. If it were a simple scientist, they wouldn't need to mobilize so many people. If Chen Ke were just a scientist and a rebel, the British wouldn't need to worry too much either. After dealing with the People's Party for these two years, the British realized that this force of the People's Party was different from any other force in the world. At least, the British had never heard of, or could simply not imagine, an army actually saving people from disasters together with the people. In the eyes of the British, the army was a tool used to suppress and manage the people; the two were essentially hostile. Letting the army mix with the people... this had already exceeded their understanding of social systems.

Situations where the army and the people labored and worked together were not rare under the People's Party's rule. The British representative had mobilized warships to Wuhan from the very beginning. It looked majestic, but in reality, after calculating again and again, it was their only final resort. Those hundreds of thousands of people involved in disaster relief along the Yangtze River were orderly and methodical. These people would be a new great army once they picked up rifles. How many shells did the British fleet have? Facing such a crowd, how much effect could those shells have?

After occupying the Hanyang Iron Works and the Arsenal, the People's Party had full ability to arm themselves. Even if the People's Party's army couldn't deal with British warships, dealing with the foreign consular corps in Wuhan was more than enough. The British were out to gain greater benefits in business, not to have a life-and-death war with the People's Party. With the strength currently displayed by the People's Party, not only would the Wuhan consular corps and concessions be unable to survive, but the People's Party's army even had the strength to attack the consular corps and concessions in Shanghai. Not long ago, the People's Party also tried to purchase naval mine technology from the British. If the Yangtze River were full of mines... just thinking about it painted a terrifying picture.

Before this negotiation, the British side had consulted Hart, the then Inspector-General of the Chinese Maritime Customs Service. Hart only gave an article he had once written discussing the Boxer Movement to the British side. The negotiating representatives were deeply impressed by a passage in it:

"...The words 'imperil the world's future' will doubtless provoke a peal of laughter. Well, let them laugh, but let them see to it that they will not have to weep. Twenty millions or more of Boxers, armed, drilled, disciplined, and animated by patriotic—if mistaken—motives, will make residence in China impossible for foreigners, will take back from foreigners everything foreigners have taken from China, will pay off old grudges with interest to be compounded, and will carry the Chinese flag and Chinese arms into many a place that even fancy will not suggest today, thus preparing the way for the downfall of the world's future. Fifty years hence there will be millions of Boxers in serried ranks and war's panoply at the call of the Chinese Government: there is not the slightest doubt of that! And if the Chinese Government continues to exist, it will encourage (and it will be quite right to encourage), uphold, and develop this national Chinese movement; it bodes no good for the rest of the world, but China will have right on her side, and China will carry through her national program!..."

The British representative now felt that Hart was really too conservative. It didn't take fifty years; less than six years after the Boxer Movement, a trained, disciplined People's Party army had already risen. And the leader of this team was a scientist whom even the British had to admire for his knowledge. At the same time, this person was also an outstanding politician and diplomat, a difficult opponent who understood where the interests of all parties lay.

Seeing the hesitant look of the British representative, Chen Ke smiled, "We, the People's Party, will maintain our trade philosophy and achieve trade balance. If we want to industrialize China, we need to import a large amount of equipment and technology. For a very, very long time, our import needs will far exceed our export capacity. In that case, a monopoly in Asia should be very good news for the British side. We have the financial power to import British materials from Southeast Asia. Rubber, petroleum, metals—it's not that we don't need to import, but that we don't have the money to import. And for your country, the Asian market share is not large; Europe is your country's biggest market. Just soda ash alone cannot affect your country's foreign trade at all."

Seeing Chen Ke's firm attitude, the British representative also simply laid his cards on the table. "The soda ash issue can be discussed further; what we need is the production technology for synthetic ammonia."

Soda ash prices were high now because the cost of ammonia production was too high. Once industrial synthetic ammonia was successfully developed, it would be equivalent to opening a big door. The British industrial world attached great importance to this.

"We have already signed an agreement with the United States. In terms of business cooperation, we must abide by the agreement. I presume you wouldn't trust someone who breaks agreements either, right?" Chen Ke smiled.

The negotiation between the two sides reached the end of engagement here. Chen Ke resolutely refused to give up the synthetic ammonia technology and demanded that the British side recognize the People's Party's competitive advantage. This result was too far from what the British side hoped for.

Upon hearing the news, the American representative immediately rushed over to negotiate with Chen Ke. After hearing Chen Ke guarantee that he would not destroy the technology and equipment monopoly policy reached with the United States, the American representative was partially relieved. Regardless, if Chen Ke really destroyed the agreement privately, the United States had no way to stop it. Moreover, Chen Ke had expressed so clearly that he would abide by the agreement.

"Mr. Chen, what other good technologies do you have for cooperation?" the American representative asked in a very dissatisfied tone. It was too surprising for the People's Party to achieve industrial production of soda ash. Although the American side respected Chen Ke's scientific knowledge, they believed Chen Ke shouldn't possess such extensive industrial knowledge. At Chen Ke's age of less than thirty, it was absolutely impossible to have the capacity of a chief engineer for industrial production of this level. Moreover, the investigation into Chen Ke's background was already a hot project. Chen Ke first appeared in Shanghai in 1905, and since then, he had never left China. These amazing industrial design concepts must have been completed before Chen Ke was 25. Such a young genius was really unbelievable. And this technological genius was also a military and political genius, which made people feel even more surprised.

"Do you want to do business in medicine?" Chen Ke smiled.

"What medicine?" The American representative immediately got excited. Helping Chen Ke contact the production of synthetic ammonia this time, he had already made a big profit from it. If what Chen Ke developed was a drug more effective than 606, it would be a road to wealth paved with gold.

"We are currently developing it. After development is complete, we will contact you." Chen Ke decided to adopt the "market hunger" marketing method. He was preparing to attempt the development of sulfonamides. In the popular science book *The Road to Conquering Bacteria*, the development processes of four drugs were highlighted: anti-diphtheria serum, 606, sulfonamides, penicillin, and other antibiotics.

The latter three were industrial productions. Chen Ke was preparing to engage in the trial production of sulfonamides. This was a major discovery in the pharmaceutical world in 1932. The development of penicillin was a completely different concept; it was a recognition and utilization of antibiotics secreted by mold. And the basis of 606 was the molecular modification and development of highly toxic arsenides. After this drug was completed, pharmacologists in the world shifted their attention to the molecular modification of toxic chemicals. Historically, it took more than twenty years before sulfonamides were developed. Chen Ke didn't know how much his existence had influenced the world. Since history had already changed, there was no guarantee that some guy in Europe or America wouldn't jump the wall in desperation and experiment with dyes, ultimately achieving success.

"Will this new drug definitely be a cooperation with us?" The American representative's appetite was thoroughly whetted by Chen Ke.

"As long as your side can guarantee our interests, why wouldn't we continue to cooperate?" Chen Ke said magnanimously. However, a sentence from Comrade Lenin suddenly occurred to him: "The capitalists will sell us the rope with which we will hang them."

"I hope it can really be this smooth," Chen Ke thought.
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Chapter 68: The Terror of Large-Scale Industry (10)

"We must drive the imperialist devils out of China!"

"If we have to fight, then let's fight! Do those British devils think our People's Party is the Manchu Qing government?"

"Isn't it just a few broken ships? I'll take a suicide squad and blow those broken ships up with mines!"

Emotions were running high inside the Hubei Provincial Committee. After Chen Ke reported the negotiation process with the British to the Party Committee, the young cadres exploded.

British naval guns could reach the steel plant and the arsenal. If the People's Party's core industrial base were subjected to such a bombardment, it would be a massive loss. Everyone knew this. It was precisely because they knew it that the comrades were even more furious.

The People's Party had long made some military contingency plans. In terms of foreign relations, the People's Party had always felt it was a thorny issue. Only after 1949 could China stand up straight when facing foreign devils. Especially after the Korean War, foreigners truly gave up the idea of attacking China from the land. The Americans, who were at the height of their power, couldn't gain any advantage in Korea, so other countries harbored such thoughts even less. But before 1949, what did China amount to? With a mix of fighting and intimidation from foreigners, the Manchu Qing government and the Republic of China government would kneel and surrender.

The People's Party was an organization forged in battle. If the party organization could not reach a consensus on this matter, even if the problem were resolved peacefully, it would greatly dampen morale. Moreover, Chen Ke believed that at this stage, it was necessary to broaden the comrades' horizons and have them look at problems with a global perspective. Strictly speaking, this conflict wasn't a big deal at all. A commercial negotiation where the British used warships to issue meaningless threats—this could already be said to be the British showing their weakness. In this sense, the People's Party had already achieved great success.

However, the comrades clearly lacked an understanding of the world situation in this era. The fear in their hearts was probably on par with that of the British. The more they understood the significance of Wuhan to the People's Party, and the significance of Hanyang Steel to the People's Party, the more profound their fear became.

The verbal abuse didn't last too long. Seeing Chen Ke sitting in the chairman's seat unhurriedly, the comrades felt a lot more confident. It was Chen Ke negotiating with the British. Since Chen Ke was fearless, the People's Party would certainly not suffer in this negotiation.

"Chairman Chen, how do you view this matter?" Lu Huitian asked.

"How is the land reform work proceeding in southern Hubei?" Chen Ke asked in return.

"It has basically been implemented. Resistance varies from place to place. It should be just about done by next year," Lu Huitian replied. After saying this, he asked again, "What does this have to do with the situation in Wuhan?"

Lu Huitian's question voiced the thoughts of the comrades. What did land reform in Hubei have to do with the confrontation in Wuhan?

"No matter how awesome the British naval guns are, let's give them the benefit of the doubt—they can hit 30 kilometers, or 60 li. A strip of 60 li along the two banks of the Yangtze River only accounts for a tiny portion of the base area. And everyone has undergone training from Comrade Yan Fu. How many shells can such a ship carry? How much effect can it have? How much money does it cost for such a ship to cruise around in the Yangtze River? Everyone knows this, right?" Chen Ke laughed.

"But our steel plant can't withstand such a beating. That's equipment worth tens of millions," the comrades' answer seemed very pragmatic.

Chen Ke retorted, "Didn't we carry out the revolution just the same when we didn't have this factory equipment? Besides, many newly built factories are outside the range of British naval guns. Hanyang Steel might very well suffer losses. But as long as our army is not defeated, other factories will not be lost."

"It's not that we want to lose Hanyang Steel," the comrades said, their fear already greatly diminished.

"Comrades, when we of the People's Party fight, we always talk about the objective of the war. So, what do you think the British objective is if they fight us?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

"To seize our base area!"

"To snatch our factories!"

"To carve up China!"

The common views of various revolutionary parties of this era popped out one after another. Hearing this, Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh. "Everyone be serious, we are holding a Party meeting. Speaking from your hearts, what do you think?"

Seeing Chen Ke's attitude was so serious, the comrades chuckled sheepishly. In fact, they really didn't know what the British wanted to do. The People's Party had long made military preparations. Perhaps the caliber of the artillery in the base area was not yet enough to penetrate the armor of British warships, but sinking British warships in the Yangtze River using mines was something they could accomplish.

More importantly, the British concessions could not be defended by naval guns alone. If the People's Party were truly determined to fight to the death with the British, the British would never be able to gain a foothold in Wuhan again. British warships wouldn't even think about entering the Yangtze River basin in the future.

"Chairman Chen, then what do you think the British want to do?" Lu Huitian still didn't hope for war to occur; he believed that Chen Ke truly didn't want war to happen either.

"I think the British want a lot of things. If you let them think, they even want to annex China. What they think doesn't matter at all. What matters is whether our comrades in the People's Party view ourselves too lightly and cheaply. Can we view problems realistically? On this matter, we must commit neither 'Left' adventurism nor Right capitulationism."

Hearing Chen Ke speak of "Right capitulationism," Lu Huitian's face became a bit grave. Recently, he had been sensitive to this term. Whenever someone mentioned it, he easily associated it with whether someone was implying something.

Chen Ke couldn't care about Lu Huitian's personal thoughts. He said, "What is called 'Left' adventurism is when encountering a problem, one does not analyze what the principal contradiction and the secondary contradiction are, and regardless of the specific situation, one simply believes there is an ultimate truth and then recklessly acts on that stubborn belief. For example, the British warships have come this time. Everyone knows the British are here to bully us. Everyone thinks that based on our principles, they shouldn't bully us. So, with a hot head—beat the British devils! This is called intensifying the contradiction; this is not solving the problem."

After finishing, Chen Ke scanned the comrades of the Hubei Provincial Committee. The comrades who had just been clamoring to fight to the death with the British lowered their heads in shame. Now, even if the comrades in the Party could not accept Chen Ke's views in their hearts, no one dared to contradict him.

"Right capitulationism is when encountering social contradictions, one fails to grasp the principal and secondary contradictions. Instead of saying they will solve the problem through progress, they believe that society is progressing too fast. They adopt a capitulationist view of maintaining the status quo by prioritizing the resolution of secondary contradictions. They dare not struggle, dare not push forward. They hope things will resolve themselves. If the British apply pressure and we acknowledge British dominance and obediently listen to the British, this is Right capitulationism."

Since no one in the Hubei Provincial Committee had proposed compromising with the British yet, everyone's reaction to these words from Chen Ke was relatively small.

"Why do I say that everyone views themselves too lightly and cheaply? Because comrades have not understood one thing: what position we are in, and what position the British are in. So this time, I want to talk to everyone about the issue of 'On Contradiction'."

"On Contradiction" is one of the core pillars of Grandpa Mao's philosophical thought. It is not just a philosophical issue, but also a worldview issue. It is even more of an issue of how to conduct oneself. Whether or not one admits that contradictions exist eternally determines whether a person is metaphysical or a true materialist. Chen Ke believed that his past desire for the world to be in some fixed order was a standard manifestation of not believing that contradictions exist eternally. This was also the reason for Chen Ke's repeated failures in the 21st century. The world is developing, and with every step of development, contradictions are also constantly changing. How can a person who is always forced to react and cannot proactively face realistic contradictions succeed?

So-called "fate" is the inevitability of contradiction. You cannot avoid it.

"I have also talked about imperialism. The core is exploitation internally and plunder externally. External plunder—this matter also has contradictions. From the British perspective, there is success and failure in plunder. This is a pair of contradictions. And the manifestation of contradictions takes many forms, from bargaining to violent war. Before we expanded the base area to Hubei, there was no contradiction between us and the British. Comrades have always been surprised why I had no interest in attacking Wuhan by force. Because as long as we intervened in Wuhan, whether we liked it or not, the contradiction between us and the British would inevitably occur."

The comrades listened silently. They once strongly disagreed with Chen Ke's strategic considerations, but since Chen Ke firmly controlled the army, they had no reason to oppose him. Only after entering Hubei did everyone truly feel that conquering the country is easy, but ruling it is hard. Because the expansion of the base area was not a simple expansion of original contradictions; more new contradictions appeared before the comrades at a speed completely unimagined. Only then did everyone realize they were not mentally prepared at all.

"We entered Hubei through disaster relief because natural disasters were already the biggest contradiction at that time. Social contradictions were in a very secondary position in most areas. And our class stance is on the side of the people. In the face of natural disasters, there is no contradiction between us and the people. We must solve the contradiction of natural disasters together with the people. Having gained the support of the people, we gained Hubei."

"The development of things is like this. When we eliminate one contradiction, we face a new one. Because we entered Hubei and eliminated the old system, the old system no longer exists, and the contradiction between the people and the old system no longer exists. Then the contradiction between our People's Party and the imperialist system has arisen. This is the inevitability of contradiction. This is also the inevitability of the contradiction between us and the British this time."

"The British attitude toward Wuhan has never changed. They want to obtain the maximum economic benefit from Hubei. We want to ensure the maximum economic benefit for our base area. This pair of contradictions will continue to exist until one side of the contradiction disappears. I firmly believe that the British will definitely disappear from the Hubei base area. However, they will not disappear now. Moreover, the conflict of interest, if we look at it from the Wuhan region, is life-and-death. But if we look at it from the overall British policy towards Asia, there will be a big difference. If we look at it from the British attitude toward world trade, another situation will emerge. If we only look at British external plunder, that is one perspective. If we also incorporate British internal exploitation into the whole picture, everyone will find that the situation is likely completely different. Today we are going to analyze this part of the content."

Chen Ke was probably clearer about the British direction in this era than the British themselves. Books studying the history of Britain's decline were everywhere on the internet in later generations. This is also a classic case. Around the time of World War I, Britain's demand for trade was no longer about import surplus, but about trying to expand trade volume. Through the trade system dominated by the British, the British ruling class could obtain huge benefits. As for the life and death of domestic people, that was fundamentally not content considered by the British ruling class. Before the appearance of the Soviet Union, what relationship did the lives of the working masses in Europe and America have with the ruling class? Russian Maozi were once called the "Gendarme of Europe," not because Russian Maozi rode roughshod over European countries, but because when there was a revolution in a European country, the ruling class gave the Maozi money, and the Maozi would help suppress it.

So what the British wanted was trade volume. It was just that because the base area looked weak, the British felt that a little scare with warships would probably make the base area submit. The reality was that the People's Party, which had implemented a people's revolution, already possessed strength that the British simply could not shake. It was the People's Party, not the British, that dominated the situation in Wuhan. The People's Party had plenty of cards they hadn't used yet. The British had now used their last resort—military force. This was the British's last move. Even they themselves didn't dare to let go and intensify the contradiction to the level of war.

After listening to Chen Ke's full analysis and understanding the key to the current situation, the young cadres burned with anger again. "Motherf*cker, the British dare to scare us!"

However, most comrades were not so agitated; everyone's faces lit up. Knowing that it was impossible for the British to jump over the wall in desperation and start a war, naturally, everyone had nothing left to fear.

Seeing the excited looks of the comrades, Chen Ke hurriedly emphasized, "Comrades, seeking peace through struggle leads to peace; seeking peace through compromise leads to the death of peace. The British dare not fight us because we have made full preparations for military struggle. If we hadn't taken the path of people's revolution, if we hadn't stood together with the broad masses of people, the British would have attacked long ago. The British are not afraid of us; the British are afraid of the tens of millions of people organized under the new system. So land reform work must be done well and implemented. This is the only foundation of our People's Party."

If Lu Huitian were only facing landlords and gentry, he would still have been somewhat unconvinced by Chen Ke's forceful land reform policy. However, after the conflict of interest between the British and the base area occurred, and Chen Ke explained the ins and outs thoroughly, Lu Huitian was truly convinced. If the whole world were brought into view, many contradictions that originally seemed sky-high became somewhat insignificant.

"Chairman Chen, we will step up the resolution of the land reform issue," Lu Huitian replied.

Not only Lu Huitian, but several comrades in the Hubei Provincial Committee who had originally supported a more moderate land reform also expressed their willingness to accelerate the progress of land reform.

Chen Ke was truly helpless. Changing from Right capitulationism to 'Left' adventurism was really easy. He hurriedly said, "Comrades, the contradiction between us and the British is not the principal contradiction in the base area right now. Our principal contradiction is the land reform issue. The attitude toward land reform must be firm; this must be implemented. But during my time in Hubei, I feel that many detailed practices of the comrades are correct. I originally didn't understand the grassroots enough, and I made the mistake of being rash. Everyone, absolutely do not treat the British as a big deal; they really aren't anything. Only by doing a good job in land reform do we have everything. Absolutely do not act with undue haste."

Criticizing the Left after criticizing the Right, and then criticizing the Left again after criticizing the Right. When Chen Ke read the Selected Works of Mao, he felt that Grandpa Mao criticized both sides in turn. Many people thought Grandpa Mao was playing power games. Now Chen Ke finally understood that Grandpa Mao didn't have the energy to play power games. Just grasping the Party's situation and being able to implement work realistically without being 'Left' or Right was already exhausting. Playing power games like Cixi would have been effortless in comparison.

After unifying the issues within the Party, the British invited Chen Ke to negotiate again. Feeling that he had no worries behind him, Chen Ke no longer declined and began a new round of trade negotiations with the British.

Facing Chen Ke, translator Yan Fu, and accompanying representative Xie Mingxian, the British attitude was still very firm. The British representative still wanted Chen Ke to hand over the soda ash process, but this time the British gave Chen Ke a pig bladder [empty promise], "Britain is willing to recognize Chen Ke's status as a belligerent party and is willing to establish official relations with the People's Party."

After stating this condition, the British representative looked arrogantly at the "People's Party bandit leader" Chen Ke. As he expected, a smile from the heart appeared on Chen Ke's face. However, the firm answer was completely opposite to what the British representative thought. "I refuse."

Chen Ke smiled happily not because of the condition proposed by the British, but because Britain, this European shit-stirrer good at playing "European Balance of Power," actually played this trick on him. Chen Ke thought to himself, "Do you think I don't know your reputation as shit-stirrers?"

Yuan Shikai's Beiyang army would definitely overthrow the Manchu Qing. In at most another year, after the Manchu Qing fell, the People's Party would automatically gain legal status. If he agreed to the British conditions now, many variables would appear in the agreement between Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai. Thinking of this, Chen Ke had already decided to send a representative to talk to Yuan Shikai, ensuring that the foreign devils wouldn't benefit from their conflict.

It took a good while for the British representative to regain his calm. He said with dissatisfaction, "Mr. Chen, you seem to not care about your illegal status at all. This makes me feel very puzzled."

Facing the British representative's dissatisfaction, Chen Ke didn't care at all. Instead, he threw out a new proposal from the People's Party. "Soda ash is a big business. But what if we sign a trade agreement with your country regarding Southeast Asia? For example, we guarantee to import a certain amount of goods from Southeast Asia every year, and of course, we also want to export a certain amount of goods to Southeast Asia. Do you think such an agreement could satisfy everyone?"

Hearing this suggestion, the British representative immediately dropped the pig bladder of so-called "recognizing belligerent status." "Can you be more specific?"

Chen Ke's suggestion was for the People's Party and the British to reach a fixed-quota trade agreement. For example, importing 20 million taels worth of goods from Southeast Asia annually, and also exporting 20 million taels worth of goods to Southeast Asia. Thereafter, the trade quota would increase by 5% each year compared to the previous year.

For the People's Party, Southeast Asia was a big market, and the overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia urgently needed a political force as their backer. The People's Party also needed Southeast Asia's spices, rubber, and metal ores. Once this agreement was reached, the People's Party could also rely on this line to truly project its power into Southeast Asia. Gaining entry rights to a region was of great significance to the People's Party. What's more, the People's Party had long been trying to intervene in the Southeast Asian Chinese circle. The significance of this for politics and economics was not just a newly opened region. In addition to trying to utilize Southeast Asia's materials and capital, the People's Party could also effectively compress Japan's market in Southeast Asia.

Japan's export industry was now mainly targeting the American silk industry. Once the People's Party hit Japan's markets in China and Southeast Asia, Japan's life would not be so easy. And for the burgeoning Japanese market, the People's Party's heavy chemical products would definitely sell very well. The full outbreak of contradictions between the People's Party and Japan was only a matter of time. There was no difference between planning early and planning late. If one had to say, it might even be better for the contradiction to explode earlier.

For the British representative, this was truly a business too unexpected. The British actually dominated the colonial system in Asia. France and the Netherlands were followers of the British. If this Southeast Asian trade agreement could be reached, the British could make a fortune from it. Compared to such profits, the soda ash business seemed somewhat insignificant.

"Will this affect the trade balance agreement we have reached now?" The British representative was very concerned about this.

"This is also a trade balance between us and Southeast Asia. Our trade with the British side is not affected by this. Since your side feels we made too much money, that's no problem; we just spend this money. Saving a pile of foreign currency makes no sense for us either." Chen Ke was very frank. If an industrialized China could be built before World War II, it would be able to obtain unparalleled benefits. This little bit of money was nothing at all.

Even without World War II, during the First World War, the Allied Powers purchased globally to achieve victory. Even Japan could turn from a debtor nation into a creditor nation. For China, having a vast trade region and massive amounts of cheap raw materials—how much effort would that save for the unprecedentedly large-scale infrastructure construction requiring huge investment?

So let alone doing trade with the European shit-stirrer Britain, even if it were a deal with the devil, Chen Ke would go up to negotiate without hesitation.

The British representative was half-believing and half-doubting of the suggestion from this rebel bandit leader Chen Ke. All of this was what the British dreamed of. The Chinese market, which they couldn't open with guns and cannons, had now suddenly opened its arms completely. Although the People's Party obviously had its own schemes and also attempted to establish its own industrial center, this only showed that this mysterious Chinese youth had a clear enough understanding. He could be considered an outstanding figure among the many Westernization faction members in China.

Britain's attitude toward the Far East was to maintain the status quo and maintain British dominance. The People's Party's current industrial power was interesting, but only interesting. There were many genius chemists in Britain; Chen Ke was not an existence that could make Britain feel terrified. Moreover, if the representative himself could negotiate this cooperation, he only needed to plan ahead in Southeast Asia to make a fortune from it.

So no matter how strange he felt it was, the British representative had decided to try to push this agreement forward.
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Chapter 69: Changes in Various Provinces (Part 1)

"Who are our friends? Who are our enemies? This is the primary question of the reform." Governor Wang Youhong did not know how many times he had recited this sentence in his heart. Whenever his train of thought hit a wall, he would silently recite this sentence to guide his thinking back to its original source as much as possible.

On the paper in front of Wang Youhong, a sentence was written: "Practical protection of the most fundamental interests of the vast gentry class is a question of major principle."

Writing this line was very easy, but putting it into practice was difficult beyond measure. Wang Youhong never had any intention of protecting the interests of those below. In his eyes, those silly kids in the People's Party were truly bewitched. They gave up a good life and were dead set on "seeking welfare for the vast common people and creating a tomorrow."

During the floods in Northern Jiangsu this year, few refugees fled to Southern Jiangsu. Instead, quite a few gentry fled to Southern Jiangsu with their families. The People's Party was quite righteous; they never looted floating wealth. But they dug up the roots of the gentry—they confiscated land. Those gentry with blood debts on their hands were killed off early on. In other places, whenever there was a disaster, the People's Party would run over to provide disaster relief and implement land reform along the way. The main force of disaster relief was the army. Wherever the army went, they did not commit the slightest offense against civilians, and the People's Party proclaimed everywhere, "The People's Army consists of the sons and brothers of the common people!" They made it seem almost real.

Wang Youhong absolutely did not believe the People's Party's propaganda. From Chen Ke's many documents, Wang Youhong changed "the Party commands the gun" to "Governor Wang Youhong commands the gun."

In Wang Youhong's current ideal, the best political model for Jiangsu would be a shrunken Manchu Qing court. The Wang Youhong family would hold power, reigning for generations. The military generals would be die-hard loyalists of the Wang family, while civil officials would be filled by assemblymen. The overall situation would be very much like how Chen Ke of the People's Party currently held power. But no matter how he looked through Chen Ke's articles, they only talked about people's revolution and intra-party democracy. They never talked about how an individual could master power. Such a clever person, yet he never considered himself. This was too reckless.

Realizing he was thinking about Chen Ke again, Wang Youhong forcibly pulled back his thoughts and wrote "Practical protection of the most fundamental interests of the vast gentry class is a question of major principle" on the paper again.

Even if he wanted to imitate Chen Ke, Wang Youhong only controlled the army. Regardless of whether Chen Ke was hypocritical or not, the People's Party did indeed have the support of the common people at this stage. Wang Youhong had sent quite a few spies to Anhui, and the people of Anhui naturally supported the People's Party resolutely. Even the "former gentry" who stayed in the base areas and didn't flee, although they harbored resentment about losing their land, did not complain about their current lives. As long as they were willing to work, they wouldn't go hungry. Middle peasants, rich peasants, and small landlords lived even better than before because they were willing to work hard.

Looking back at Wang Youhong, the gentry were all hypocritical. These people's minds were all on Zhang Jian, the former Speaker who had entered Beijing. If it weren't for the recent crisis in the sericulture industry, they would probably still be lukewarm towards Wang Youhong. If he couldn't effectively utilize this sericulture crisis to establish Wang Youhong's prestige and grasp the sericulture industry in his own hands as much as possible, Wang Youhong was worried that he might not be able to pass the hurdle of the 1911 assembly elections.

These past few days, Wang Youhong had racked his brains and investigated everywhere, and finally had a preliminary concept. However, he really had no bottom line on whether it could be realized. "I'll just try serving these bastards once," Wang Youhong thought. If these assemblymen still didn't appreciate it, then Wang Youhong would have no choice but to use the army.

The next day, Wang Youhong went to the assembly early in the morning. The newly built Nanjing Assembly was a hall that could accommodate several hundred people. It was equipped with electric loudspeakers bought from foreigners. When Wang Youhong arrived, almost all the assemblymen had already arrived. This sericulture matter involved a wide range of people; the gentry families had all participated in the sericulture industry more or less. Up to now, neither the spring cocoons nor the summer cocoons could be sold. If this situation continued, the autumn cocoons would probably also be hopeless. The assemblymen had already thought of every possible way, but looking at it now, there was absolutely no avenue for a solution.

When Wang Youhong ascended the podium, the assemblymen stared at him anxiously one by one. If there was anyone left to rely on now, it was probably only Governor Wang Youhong, the person with the highest official rank. Although they didn't know how capable Wang Youhong actually was, the assemblymen instinctively believed that those with high official ranks would have more solutions.

"Gentlemen, this sericulture crisis involves a wide area. After investigation, I have slightly organized a sequence. Please listen." Wang Youhong was imitating Chen Ke's speech. When Chen Ke discussed problems, he always clarified the problem first. Then he would recount the countermeasures.

Starting from the general situation of the Southern Jiangsu sericulture industry, previous years' sales channels, and characteristics, to the problems encountered this year. Wang Youhong pointed out that the main buyers of raw silk were actually foreigners. Because the situation had been chaotic these past few years, the demand for consumer goods like silk in the North had shrunk tremendously, and the People's Party had reached a bulk sales agreement with the foreign devils, snatching away the market for Southern Jiangsu silk cocoons. Combined, these directly led to the overall crisis of the Southern Jiangsu sericulture industry.

The assemblymen actually knew some of the situation, but everyone was thinking about how to find sales channels. They had a feeling about the ins and outs of the matter but lacked a complete understanding. Hearing Wang Youhong speak so eloquently, many people only now suddenly realized the truth. As Wang Youhong incisively discussed this matter, the assemblymen gradually gained confidence in Wang Youhong. Since he had already grasped the pulse of the matter, Governor Wang Youhong must have come up with a solution.

"Gentlemen, I also checked. Compared to our Southern Jiangsu sericulture industry, the People's Party has the following characteristics. First, the silkworm breed is good. That Great White Silkworm is probably double the size of the silkworms raised by our ordinary families, and it spits more silk. In terms of quality alone, it probably has the grade of Nine-Li Silk. Second, the volume is large. As far as I know, the People's Party sold 32,000 quintals of raw silk this year. In quality, we can't compare. In quantity, we also can't compare. If our Jiangsu does not reform, this business will probably become increasingly difficult to do." Wang Youhong made such a summary.

That the People's Party had good silkworm breeds was something the Jiangsu assemblymen knew about. But hearing the figure that the People's Party sold 32,000 *dan* (should be quintals/dan, context implies huge amount) of raw silk, everyone was stunned. One quintal is 200 *jin* (approx 100kg), one *dan* is 100 *jin* (approx 50kg). For these silkworm raisers, it was very capable for an ordinary family to sell five *dan* of cocoons. Subtracting the pupae inside the cocoons, the extracted raw silk was only one quintal or 200 *jin*. 32,000 *dan* of raw silk, that would require at least 320,000 households raising silkworms. These households were nothing, but the demand for mulberry leaves would be too great. For a time, a buzzing sound filled the assembly hall.

Wang Youhong did not give time for this news to ferment. He continued, "As far as I know, the People's Party has already made up its mind. Next year's raw silk exports will double, reaching 64,000 quintals..."

*Boom!* The assembly hall boiled over completely. Although an electric loudspeaker was used, Wang Youhong's subsequent words were almost completely drowned out, "The year after next, the People's Party prepares to double it again, exporting 128,000 quintals."

"Do they want us to live or not!"

"Let the Anhui bumpkins grow mulberry and raise silkworms themselves."

"These rebels want everyone's lives!"

Watching the frenzied assemblymen, Wang Youhong was very happy in his heart. The greater the threat of the People's Party, and the greater the blow to the Jiangsu sericulture industry, the more opportunity Wang Youhong would have. Of course, if Wang Youhong's plan failed, he might completely lose the support of the assemblymen. However, Wang Youhong's prediction of the People's Party's raw silk exports for next year was originally made up. As the saying goes, "turn to any doctor in a critical illness"; only if these assemblymen were thoroughly frightened would it be possible for them to truly defect to Wang Youhong.

The assemblymen's performance also confirmed Wang Youhong's guess about them. Soon, assemblymen began to ask Wang Youhong for help. The leader was none other than Zhang Yutong, who had once begged at Wang Youhong's door. "Lord Wang, please, you must think of a way. If this goes on, we will have no way to live."

"It's not that there isn't a way, but I don't know if you gentlemen are willing," Wang Youhong said, pretending to be in a difficult position.

"As long as you can point out a method, we will definitely do it," Zhang Yutong said with extreme anxiety.

"Gentlemen Assemblymen, if our Jiangsu continues to grow mulberry and raise silkworms according to the current methods, we certainly won't be the People's Party's opponents. However, people say, 'stones from other hills may serve to polish the jade of this one.' Sometimes, we also have to learn other people's methods," Wang Youhong replied.

The assembly hall instantly quieted down. The assemblymen looked at Wang Youhong with blank or shocked eyes. After a moment, Zhang Yutong stammered and shouted, "My Lord, absolutely not! We absolutely must not learn land distribution from the People's Party!"

Hearing Zhang Yutong's words, the assemblymen who hadn't thought of this key point also jumped up as if their buttocks were on fire. They shouted one after another, "My Lord, the reason the People's Party are rebels is that they broke the rules of thousands of years. They confiscated everyone's land and distributed it. My Lord, absolutely not."

Hearing the assemblymen's shouts, the big stone in Wang Youhong's heart finally fell to the ground. He simply didn't want to learn the People's Party's land reform. Those young people of the People's Party pushed land reform with a terrible determination, but they all followed Chen Ke with equal determination. And Wang Youhong absolutely did not have such a group of followers. "Who are our friends, who are our enemies." Wang Youhong absolutely did not consider the people to be his, Lord Wang Youhong's, friends.

"Gentlemen, gentlemen, quiet down!" Wang Youhong shouted for a good while before calming the clamor in the assembly hall a bit.

"This official has absolutely no intention of learning the People's Party's land reform. Please rest assured on this point. The learning I spoke of refers to the People's Party's method of growing mulberry and raising silkworms." The electric loudspeaker projected Wang Youhong's resonant voice into the entire venue. The assemblymen also gradually quieted down.

"We don't need to distribute land. As long as everyone unites, growing mulberry and raising silkworms will have scale. The reason the People's Party is capable is that the government they established is capable. I also know that the gentry have always hoped that the government manages as little as possible. But looking at the People's Party's government, it is indeed much stronger than other current governments. presumably, you have all seen the People's Party's mulberry orchards, silkworm farms, and filatures. They are fully owned by the People's Party. The common people just go in there to work, and wages are given to the common people according to the amount of work done. The common people farm on ordinary days, and go to work when they have leisure, adding a livelihood. This is not me boosting others' morale and extinguishing my own ambition. Just on this point, our Jiangsu really can't compare." Wang Youhong spoke with fervor and assurance. In this world, if one wanted to gather power, one must start with land. Confiscating the gentry's land was definitely not feasible, but Wang Youhong had to integrate the land to the maximum extent and achieve a unified system. If he couldn't do this, Jiangsu definitely wouldn't be able to hold on.

The assemblymen were all gentry; they certainly were unwilling to let the government intervene in local land. As the saying goes, "an official passing through is like a razor"; once the government intervenes in any industry, it will strip you clean just like shaving a head. Wang Youhong clearly revealed such intentions. The assemblymen immediately became alert.

Wang Youhong had also gauged the assemblymen's thoughts accurately. He said calmly, "I am just a Governor. The People's Party is powerful; even the Beiyang is not their opponent. I won't brag; if they fight their way over, I can't hold them off. Northern Jiangsu was taken away by the People's Party, and now the People's Party has already started land reform in Northern Jiangsu. Quite a few gentry have run back. Gentlemen can also see clearly that wherever the People's Party goes, they will definitely distribute land. If we ourselves cannot twist into a single rope to jointly deal with the People's Party... the People's Party is only a few dozen *li* from Nanjing. They can fight their way over whenever they say so. This official will definitely do his best to resist for you gentlemen, but I can only do my best to resist; I cannot guarantee victory or defeat."

As soon as the assemblymen heard that Wang Youhong had intentions of quitting, they immediately became anxious. Everyone knew the People's Party's military power was strong. The individual power of landlords and gentry absolutely could not stop the People's Party's attack. The only thing they could rely on now was the army in Wang Youhong's hands. Zhang Yutong hurriedly shouted, "Lord Wang, what exactly is your plan? Just say it. As long as we can do it, we will definitely obey."

"Sigh! Gentlemen Assemblymen, these words are incorrect. It's not that I have some plan. Since we are an assembly, then according to the characteristics of reform and constitutionalism, we discuss Jiangsu's regulations ourselves. If a result is discussed, this official will be the first to abide by it. In discussing regulations, this official is just one among the assemblymen. It's not like whatever I say goes."

The assemblymen originally didn't really want Wang Youhong to dominate the situation. Hearing him speak like this, everyone felt it was reasonable instead. Thus, under this situation, the assembly actually began to operate truly.

The assemblymen hoped for constitutionalism because they wanted to intervene in the government's operation. With the Manchu Qing government's chaotic power system, intervening was equivalent to possessing a huge part of the power. But once they really held a meeting to discuss this power distribution issue, the assemblymen discovered that their little calculations were only suitable for the Manchu Qing's chaotic power system. That system could manage everything, yet didn't need to be responsible for anything. If one were a high-ranking official in that system, that would be great. But that system simply couldn't solve any of the immediate problems. To solve problems, there must be a government organization with strong power and clear responsibilities. Looking all over the world, only the People's Party had this kind of government organization.

Governor Wang Youhong had at least read quite a few of the People's Party's documents. He gave a simple explanation to the assembly. The Jiangsu Provincial Constitution needed to establish rights and obligations. First was where the power of Jiangsu Province actually came from. The People's Party's attitude was very simple: "Power comes from the people." When the Jiangsu gentry heard this, they immediately began to oppose it. This power definitely did not come from the people; power must come from the gentry.

The concept that power belongs to the gentry existed, but the expression was very difficult. First was the definition of gentry. What exactly was a gentry member? Someone with an examination degree? Someone with land? Or someone who opened a factory? Should a gentry member's wife possess gentry status? Should a gentry member's relatives also possess gentry status? Were these relatives paternal relatives? Or did it include maternal relatives? A gentry member's rich relatives could of course be classified into the gentry ranks, but could a gentry member's poor relatives also possess gentry status?

The discussion on the source of power went on for two days. All sorts of ideas came out one after another, but were denied by the assemblymen one by one. The more seriously the political discussion was conducted, the more the gentry vaguely felt a concept of class. What everyone wanted was to be rulers, not to be the ruled. Wang Youhong saw the opportunity was about ripe. He said loudly to the gentry who had already started to lose patience and reason, "Gentlemen, I think we should set the source of power on the identity of 'citizen', shall we?"

"Citizen?" The assemblymen had no concept of this word.

"A citizen is a person with the right to vote. Our assembly is elected. Whoever has citizen status has the right to participate in electing the assembly. The power of the Jiangsu Government comes from the Jiangsu citizens!" Wang Youhong's words were sonorous and forceful.

Most of the assemblymen were confused by the word "gentry" and its definition. It took a good while before everyone realized that this "citizen" was another name for "gentry." Moreover, citizenship rights meant the gentry's election power.

"Good! This is good! The power of the Jiangsu Government comes from the Jiangsu citizens!" The gentry, as if waking from a dream, all praised loudly.

Having determined the source of power, the subsequent matters were much easier to handle. Regarding citizens, first, women were cleared out of the ranks of citizens. Next, males under 18 years of age were also expelled from the citizen ranks. Then, people with assets less than a certain amount were also expelled from the citizen ranks. Once a few conditions were determined, less than 15% of the people in Jiangsu Province remained who possessed citizenship rights. This made the assemblymen very satisfied. Under this satisfaction, they even very magnanimously reconsidered the power clauses. Everyone even magnanimously passed a newer amendment, "Jiangsu's power comes from the Jiangsu people. The Jiangsu citizens among the Jiangsu people who meet the election conditions are responsible for electing the assembly and government to lead Jiangsu affairs."

The assemblymen recited and discussed this content repeatedly, everyone feeling satisfied. Wang Youhong was even more satisfied. With this source of power, he could determine these people's property by applying for citizen status.

Next was the establishment of the three major power organs: administrative, legislative, and judicial. The Jiangsu Provincial Assembly possessed legislative power, the Jiangsu Provincial Government possessed administrative power, and the yet-to-exist Jiangsu Provincial Court possessed judicial power. After the concept of the three major power organs was established, the assemblymen's minds became active.

This kind of collision of thinking was very meaningful. Through these two days of discussion, Wang Youhong gained a true understanding of many things in Chen Ke's manuscripts. For example, regarding the regulation that the persons in charge of the three major power organs could not concurrently hold positions in the other two major organs, he completely understood what was going on. If a person was an assemblyman, and also a government department staff member, and also a member of the court system, he would possess immense power and influence. Therefore, Wang Youhong firmly required that there be no concurrent posts among the three.

On the issue of no concurrent posts, the assemblymen and Wang Youhong wrangled for two days, and finally felt that what Wang Youhong said made sense. But the reason for their thinking was rather dark: if they themselves couldn't hold three posts concurrently, but other assemblymen held three posts concurrently, everyone wouldn't be able to stand that kind of irritation.

As for the government's organization, Wang Youhong copied the People's Party's government organization. The assemblymen didn't understand these things; they just heard that it sounded reasonable, so they agreed to Wang Youhong's suggestion.

After spending ten days coming up with a rough framework, the assemblymen's focus returned to how to solve the sericulture crisis. Wang Youhong proposed a land policy of establishing "Rural Land Societies" in the localities. This policy superficially resembled the People's Party's agricultural cooperative model, but this organization firstly did not have farm tools provided by the government, and secondly did not have rural supply and marketing cooperatives disguisedly subsidized by the government. It was said that every household would invest shares based on land, and the government would guarantee that they received profit distribution according to the land ratio. But the landlord gentry undoubtedly obtained comprehensive land dominance.

This established "Rural Land Society" would pay taxes uniformly and provide labor services uniformly. And the government would undertake social responsibilities such as building water conservancy and paving roads. Regarding the sericulture industry that the gentry cared about most, Wang Youhong expressed that he would strive to introduce excellent silkworm breeds, set up specialized schools, and have the government build filatures to seek channels for bulk sales.

Not only regarding the overall allocation arrangement of the sericulture industry, Wang Youhong expressed that he would start many industries on official land, inviting assemblymen and gentry to participate in investment and construction, sharing profits.

This was truly "losing at sunrise but gaining at sunset." The assemblymen never imagined that they could obtain the local land control they dreamed of in such a way.

In this session, the assembly also formulated rules for assembly meetings. A regular meeting of half a month would be held every month to discuss various issues. And recently, the assembly was to form a special legal committee responsible for leading and supervising the "Civil Law," "Criminal Law," "Commercial Law," and "Marriage and Property Inheritance Law" adapted from the "Great Qing Code."

In his speech before the recess, Wang Youhong made a report, "Gentlemen Assemblymen, I announce one more thing. We will first formulate the Civil Law, which will protect the tenant-farmer relationship. It will neither let tenant farmers suffer losses nor let employers suffer losses. Please rest assured on this point."

The humor in Wang Youhong's words made quite a few assemblymen laugh out loud. Wang Youhong continued with a smile, "Gentlemen Assemblymen, this is a great meeting, this is a victorious meeting. From now on, we will unite under the banner of the Jiangsu Constitution, work hard together, advance together, perfect various systems of Jiangsu, and push Jiangsu's constitutional cause to a new peak."

The assemblymen stood up together and applauded enthusiastically. At this moment, Wang Youhong knew that he had already mastered considerable popularity.

"Gentlemen Assemblymen, everyone should now hurry back to fulfill your obligations as assemblymen and propagate the assembly's regulations to the localities. And this official will also find sales channels for the cocoons as soon as possible. But let me say this upfront: even if a buyer can be found, the price won't be high. Everyone, don't blame me because of price issues then. I hope that when we meet again next month, everyone will have completed their work. If that can really be achieved, I will treat everyone to drink celebration wine to our hearts' content then!"

Just after Wang Youhong finished saying this, the assemblymen applauded enthusiastically again with joy on their faces. This was Wang Youhong truly expressing that he would undertake the responsibility of cocoon sales.

As soon as the assemblymen left, Wang Youhong immediately sent someone to take a fast boat to Anqing to contact Zhang Yu. Firstly, it was hoping to talk about the cocoon acquisition issue. Secondly, he hoped to be able to discuss next year's sericulture production cooperation with Chen Ke. On the first question, Zhang Yu answered very readily: as long as the quality was passable and the price was low enough, he could acquire the cocoons here.

As for the second question, Zhang Yu also clearly informed him that he could report it for Wang Youhong, but regarding Chairman Chen Ke's attitude towards this matter, that could not be guaranteed.

The envoy went back with a thousand thanks. When Wang Youhong heard these two pieces of news, he finally breathed a sigh of relief. As long as Wang Youhong could effectively control Jiangsu, he didn't mind letting Chen Ke earn a sum from it. If Wang Youhong didn't understand before, now he could completely imagine how many tragedies of the populace would happen during this land annexation. And how brutal the actions of the landlords who controlled the local areas would be in extracting productive forces.

But what did these things have to do with Wang Youhong? Wang Youhong didn't have the slightest psychological burden. Not only did he not have it, he could even already imagine how much benefit these disputes would bring him.
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One of the key points in determining whether long silk threads can be extracted lies in whether the silkworm moth has bitten through the cocoon to emerge. Except for silkworm breeds cultivated on a large scale by the agricultural technology department, the base area would not give these little lives the chance to continue. Each sericulture farm directly boils the silkworms to death while they are still in the pupal stage.

So in September 1910, when the technical personnel of the silk reeling factories in the base area saw baskets of Jiangsu cocoons, their eyes went straight. "This won't do! The cocoons are all bitten through. We won't be able to extract much silk. What can we do with short fibers?"

Zhang Yu had frantically studied silk reeling technical issues before the negotiation, and he firmly supported this seemingly picky action.

The Jiangsu representative felt sick to his stomach hearing this. For thousands of years, everyone had done it this way, but the People's Party was just so troublesome. If it weren't for the fact that they really couldn't find a buyer, he wouldn't be willing to suffer this bird's anger here. Forcing a smile, the Jiangsu representative said: "Gentlemen, the cocoons are all good cocoons. Everyone, please be kind and don't be so picky."

"It's not that we are picking. If the silkworm cocoon hasn't been bitten through, basically one thread can be reeled to the end. How many times do we have to reel the silk from this one cocoon of yours? This is really too much trouble!" The technical staff was very dissatisfied with this. Reeling silk from cocoons is skilled work. Silk is expensive mainly because finding the silk end and reeling it must rely on human labor. Machines can wind the silk, but they cannot proactively find the silk end. This is also why the silk industries in the United States and Europe ultimately abandoned raw silk production. It wasn't that they didn't have enough mulberry trees to raise silkworms, but that the wages for large-scale silk reeling personnel were too high.

Although the wages in the People's Party were not low, by relying on scale and efficiency, and eliminating the layers of exploitation in the middle, they forcibly lowered the costs. Under such a situation, if they processed the Jiangsu silk on a large scale, the costs that had been lowered with great difficulty would immediately skyrocket.

Cost accounting is a magic weapon of the People's Party's economic work, and Zhang Yu paid special attention to this issue in his work. The little bit of tax revenue at the current stage of the People's Party was simply insufficient to support the huge expenditures. The economy in the Southern Anhui region was not bad, but relying solely on the tax revenue of Southern Anhui was simply insufficient to raise funds to the extent of building railways. Not to mention the troubles that would be encountered in building these railways in contact with foreign countries, if it were not for the trade surplus of several large industries, building railways would merely be a fantasy.

The Jiangsu representative naturally could not stand on the People's Party's position. He advised pitifully: "Gentlemen, we have already suppressed the price of these cocoons to the lowest. We are already selling at a loss."

"Selling at a loss?" Zhang Yu felt a wave of disgust when he heard this. He laughed: "Then we can't let you lose money. Moreover, using these cocoons to reel silk, we would also lose money. How about this, you take the cocoons back. You don't have to lose money, and we don't have to lose money. Is that good? Someone come, send them back."

Seeing Zhang Yu's firm attitude, the Jiangsu representative hurriedly changed to an expression of accepting a loss and resigning to fate, "Wait, wait. Lord Zhang, exactly how much are you prepared to pay? Give us a straight answer. We'll accept it."

Zhang Yu said somewhat helplessly: "This isn't a question of how much we pay. Wages have to be paid as soon as work starts. If we produce a pile of products that simply have nowhere to be sold, what are we after? Besides, don't call me Lord or whatever, we address everyone uniformly as Comrade here."

"Oh, Comrade Zhang. What you're saying is different from before." The Jiangsu representative began to muddle things, "At that time you said you would buy our cocoons, how come now you're saying you don't want cocoons where the moth has emerged? Isn't this cheating us?"

Zhang Yu looked at the Jiangsu representative coldly. He slapped a contract in front of the representative. The representative saw Wang Youhong's seal on it, and his heart immediately turned timid. In fact, this representative also had selfish motives. He was entrusted by his peers in the sericulture industry in Jiangsu. He originally thought that a high official like Zhang Yu would certainly not understand sericulture production. He wanted to make Zhang Yu verbally agree to purchase this batch of cocoons. As long as Zhang Yu agreed, the people working under the People's Party naturally wouldn't dare to oppose it. As for how much to purchase, that was just a question of how much money to stuff for the people below. The style of doing things in the official-run enterprises on the Qing side had always been like this.

But the situation before him far exceeded his imagination. First, a few people who were obviously subordinates dared to gesture and criticize in front of Zhang Yu, giving the feeling that they were leading the situation, and Zhang Yu was extremely indulgent towards these subordinates. Could it be that these subordinates had great backgrounds?

Moreover, from the conversation, the Jiangsu representative could clearly hear that Zhang Yu was not clueless about the silk reeling industry. It could even be said that he was quite familiar with it. What merchants hated most was running into this kind of buyer. A big shop bullies customers, a big customer bullies the shop. A high official who knows the trade, doesn't care about face, is very serious about matters, and firmly holds the power to do business—this is the hardest to deal with.

This contract indeed stated clearly that the People's Party only bought cocoons where the moth hadn't emerged. Wang Youhong had also explained clearly to the Jiangsu assemblymen. However, the kickbacks promised by the Jiangsu sericulture peers were really impossible for the Jiangsu representative to refuse. For cocoons where the moth had emerged, three0% for autumn cocoons, 40% for summer cocoons, and as high as 60% for spring cocoons. With thousands of catties of cocoons on this ship, the kickbacks would be at least thousands of silver dollars. Even if only for this money, the Jiangsu representative had to struggle with Zhang Yu to the end.

"Comrade Zhang, you say long threads can't be extracted from these cocoons where moths have emerged. Some can't be extracted, but some can be. You can't generalize. Our price is so low, no matter what, quite a few long threads can be extracted. Anyway you look at it, you can make a lot of profit. Or maybe we don't understand the People's Party's rules, could you give us some guidance?"

Zhang Yu least wanted things to develop to this stage. The silk reeling factory has to boil the cocoons in hot water. After boiling to a certain degree and the silk ends begin to appear, these cocoons are placed in low-temperature water to start reeling. The hotter the water, the better the reeling effect. But the hotter the water, it becomes inevitable that the silk reeling workers will get scalded. To protect the silk reeling workers from being scalded, the People's Party had adjusted quite a few process flows. This had already greatly increased costs. Even just this one link put forward many requirements for the entire production chain. For example, unified silkworm breeds, rearing methods for silkworms, and cocooning times. Including the timeliness of various transportation. This requires a complete arrangement for the entire industrial layout.

To speak slightly exaggeratedly, Zhang Yu didn't need to go out at all. Just by looking at those documents, he could know whether there was anyone at a certain equipment post in a certain silk reeling factory hundreds of miles away on a certain morning or afternoon. Because equipment maintenance was also periodic. Under this situation of large-scale industrial production, the People's Party had spent tremendous effort to clear away the mindset of handicraft workshops. He no longer had the patience to tangle with the Jiangsu profiteers. Not to mention that this profiteer had nakedly sent out a signal for "bribery".

"Business is business. We have a contract, so let's handle it according to the contract. If there's nothing else, let's leave it at this. I'm still busy," Zhang Yu said.

The Jiangsu representative completely misunderstood Zhang Yu's meaning. He thought Zhang Yu would send someone to privately ask him for a bribe later. So he set his mind at ease. When the People's Party urged him to hurry up and transport the cocoons where moths hadn't emerged, this representative didn't take it seriously. However, after three consecutive days without any movement, the representative was dumbfounded. Three days meant that moths would emerge from quite a few cocoons.

Going to find Zhang Yu again, Zhang Yu simply wouldn't see him, only sending someone to tell the Jiangsu representative to handle it according to the contract.

Not soliciting bribes, not accepting bribes, knowing the trade, and acting completely according to the contract—this was the first time the Jiangsu representative had seen such an official. He also harbored the thought of giving it a try and looked for the cadres below. No one paid any attention to him. The attitude of the People's Party cadres was completely consistent: "We don't want cocoons where the moth has emerged."

Only at this point did the Jiangsu representative realize that he had encountered a group of people he had never seen before. The People's Party genuinely wanted to get things done. "Could it be that these factories are opened by the People's Party's own people?" The representative was very puzzled about this. But at this moment, he simply didn't have time to consider so much. The wasted few days had a major impact on the Jiangsu cocoons. Before leaving, this representative had patted his chest and guaranteed that he could definitely sell the cocoons where moths had emerged. He had even accepted gift money from quite a few people. Now that he hadn't accomplished the matter, he had spent quite a bit of the gift money. How was he to explain this after going back?

The gift money could be kept, but his reputation couldn't be salvaged. The Jiangsu representative didn't say that he was blinded by profit, but instead deeply hated Zhang Yu. Hate aside, there had to be an explanation for the matter. Fortunately, before the Jiangsu representative went back, the first batch of cocoons Wang Youhong received in Nanjing had already been transported to Anqing. The People's Party's reaction was extremely rapid. After checking the quality, they immediately transported the cocoons to the factory. Settlement of the account was also straightforward.

Carrying the payment and hatred for the entire People's Party, the Jiangsu representative embarked on the return journey.

Regarding this matter, Zhang Yu wrote a report to the Anhui Provincial Committee, "...We must use advanced production methods to replace backward production methods. Forcibly pushing the progress of social technology seems arrogant, but the results are actually better. Taking Jiangsu as an example, quite a few common people will have their families broken and lives destroyed because they couldn't reel silk smoothly. The base area has no such problems. However, regarding the dissatisfaction among the masses due to lack of understanding, suggest the Provincial Committee pay attention..."

And the Jiangsu representative's embellished evaluation of Wang Youhong didn't make Wang Youhong angry at all. Instead, because the Jiangsu representative's personal intent was too obvious, Wang Youhong actually saw the true process from it. The attitude of the People's Party cadres being loyal to their duties really made Wang Youhong quite envious. However, at this time, pure envy was meaningless. Wang Youhong had to borrow this incident to further achieve his own goals.

Nodding seemingly gently, Wang Youhong said: "You've worked hard. Prepare yourself, report this matter to the assembly tomorrow."

"My Lord? I report to the assembly?" The representative was very surprised.

"That's right. You are the representative selected by our Jiangsu Assembly, considered an Imperial Envoy. If you don't report this matter to the assembly, what is this?" Wang Youhong laughed.

The Jiangsu representative was startled. He absolutely hadn't expected Wang Youhong to actually use this move. But what Wang Youhong said made sense. The assembly sent someone to do a job, the person doing the job always had to report back. With alpaca-llamas stampeding in his heart against Wang Youhong, the Jiangsu representative agreed timidly.

Wang Youhong let the Jiangsu representative go down to prepare, while he himself considered the problem before him. The Jiangsu assembly representatives had all returned to Nanjing. Promoting the "Rural Land Society" was indeed a major event. But relying solely on the efforts of the assemblymen for these matters was useless. Wang Youhong was very clear that the People's Party's land reform relied on natural disasters and the People's Party's powerful military force. Landlords and gentry were simply powerless to resist either of these two. If there wasn't the army in Wang Youhong's hands as a backer, the Southern Jiangsu landlords simply couldn't change the situation in the countryside either.

Now the assembly representatives had all run back to Nanjing, the purpose being to discuss the tax issue. Dealing with civil problems, this bunch of gentry were powerless. Dealing with the government represented by Wang Youhong, this bunch of people were actually quite able to unite as one. Since this bunch of people had this plan, Wang Youhong also felt he might as well have a good round of dealing with the gentry, to see whether it was Wang Youhong who could dominate the situation, or the landlord gentry who could dominate the situation.

The hearing was Wang Youhong's first step. The reason he didn't send his own man to be this representative, but let the assembly provide someone, was not a spur-of-the-moment idea. The report the representative made to the assembly naturally wouldn't tell the truth, and the representative didn't dare to tell the truth. Quite a few assemblymen were burning with anxiety preparing to sell cocoons. If the representative could make the People's Party purchase the cocoons where moths had emerged, that could be said to be a great merit. Now that he hadn't succeeded, the assemblymen who paid bribes might not come out to expose the representative's background, but the other assemblymen who hadn't participated would absolutely not let the representative off.

Wang Youhong knew this clearly in his heart. It wasn't that there weren't Wang Youhong's people inside the assemblymen. Although this bunch of people couldn't be talked of as Wang Youhong's running dogs, they were a batch of people who relatively identified with Wang Youhong. They had already received news from Wang Youhong here. Learning that the representative actually dared to delay for four days for private gain, the assemblymen burned with rage. At the hearing, they got to the bottom of it, questioning why the Jiangsu representative wasted four days in Anqing.

This was a very difficult problem to explain. The Jiangsu representative could only defend himself saying that Zhang Yu tried to solicit a bribe from him, but later this matter wasn't accomplished.

"Soliciting a bribe?" Zhang Yutong had worried about selling cocoons until a few of his hairs turned white, "How come the news I heard is not quite the same?"

At this point, the Jiangsu representative could only resist desperately in a corner, "That Zhang Yu indeed solicited a bribe. I didn't understand the People's Party's rules, so I delayed for a few days."

Zhang Yutong slammed the table fiercely, "Who are you fooling? How come what the two deputy representatives said is completely different?"

After shouting, Zhang Yutong turned to Wang Youhong, "Lord Wang, please bring the two deputy representatives for questioning."

The two deputy representatives naturally wouldn't be willing to carry the black pot themselves. Once inside the assembly, facing Wang Youhong and a group of local prominent figures, these two spilled the beans on the sequence of events like pouring beans from a bamboo tube.

The assemblymen all changed their expressions. Some were because the matter was exposed, their faces turning somewhat pale from fright. Some were because the representative actually dared to delay after taking money, thinking of their own losses these few days, their faces turned pale from anger. Regardless of the representative's intentions, the matter wasn't accomplished, instead making everyone suffer losses in vain. Already some assemblymen couldn't hold back and started cursing loudly.

Seeing the situation had reached such a stage, and hearing quite a few assemblymen angrily demanding Wang Youhong to punish him, the Jiangsu representative looked with pleading eyes at those few assemblymen who had stuffed him with quite a few benefits. Seeing that this matter had already incurred public wrath, those few assemblymen turned their faces away to protect themselves.

Knowing that he was probably doomed, the representative didn't dare to make a sound anymore. He looked at Wang Youhong, only to see Wang Youhong sitting steadily in the chairman's seat with the presence of an old god, not even looking at him once. A thought flashed through the Jiangsu representative's mind, "Officials are all unreliable!" First he was tidied up by Zhang Yu, then skillfully used by Wang Youhong. People holding real power were never any good thing. How did he get possessed and listen to the words of those few assemblymen?

The Jiangsu representative looked at Wang Youhong with pleading eyes. This was his last life-saving straw. If Wang Youhong wasn't willing to save him, the Jiangsu representative feared he would be eaten by the assemblymen before he could get out of the assembly hall door.

This gaze actually had some effect. Wang Youhong finally spoke to those assemblymen shouting for beating and killing, "Everyone quiet down, quiet down."

The assemblymen also had no backbone at this time. After all, this representative was selected by themselves; Wang Youhong hadn't interfered at all. The assemblymen also had no legal reason to punish this bastard. Even if they used underhanded methods to kill this bastard, it would only vent their anger and be of no help at all to the sericulture crisis before them. Hearing Wang Youhong shout like this, the assemblymen also gradually quieted down.

"Gentlemen, this matter involves everyone's interests. The harvest this year is not good, we can only accept it. But if next year's harvest is still like this year, how will everyone's days go on? That's why we had to send someone to negotiate with the People's Party. Looking at it now, the person we sent didn't tell the truth. Let's not shout for beating and killing, just letting him tell the truth will do. What does everyone think?"

The Jiangsu representative was a smart person. Wang Youhong's words were the last chance. If he didn't tell the truth at this time, the subsequent matters simply couldn't be resolved. Not waiting for the assemblymen to question further, the Jiangsu representative simply explained the matter clearly from beginning to end. Upon hearing that the current situation was caused because more than a dozen other assemblymen were involved, the other assemblymen, regardless of whether they knew beforehand or not, all began to denounce it. Some with impatient tempers even started shoving these assemblymen next to them who only cared about themselves.

Looking at the chaotic assembly, Wang Youhong's face was indifferent, but his heart had blossomed with laughter. To subdue this bunch of people, this was the only method. Let them create chaos themselves first. If the assemblymen were completely of one mind, where would there be a foothold for Wang Youhong? At this time, the assemblymen who messed things up were also made angry by the surrounding scolding, accusations, and even shoving. They couldn't hold back from refuting and counterattacking. Once this physical altercation started, the situation began to get out of control.

Wang Youhong seized the opportunity and slammed the gavel fiercely. The loud sound finally deterred the assemblymen.

"Gentlemen, we are engaging in constitutional government, which stresses the legal system. Since such a big thing has happened this time, how it should be handled, I feel everyone shouldn't act on impulse. Let's just set a rule. How to handle it in the future, we just follow the set rule. Everyone is a respectable person, how about doing it this way?"

As soon as Wang Youhong's shout fell, Zhang Yutong already shouted, "Lord Wang, killing these people is useless in this situation now. How exactly to resolve this matter, Lord Wang, you have to come up with a way."

Zhang Yutong had figured it out. Up to now, the only person consistently and unremittingly pushing for the resolution of the problem was Wang Youhong. In all fairness, Zhang Yutong originally wasn't willing to let Wang Youhong control too much power either. But looking at it now, if without Wang Youhong's management, who knew how bad the Jiangsu matters would become.

With someone taking the lead, quite a few assemblymen with similar thoughts also expressed their stance to Wang Youhong, willing to support Wang Youhong in solving these problems.

Wang Youhong didn't decline either, "Gentlemen assemblymen, if you let me personally handle this matter, I will naturally do my best. But I'll say this upfront, whatever the final result is, everyone has to accept it. If everyone doesn't accept it, I won't go negotiate."

The Jiangsu assemblymen certainly didn't accept it in their hearts, but at this point, they no longer had anyone they could trust to be responsible for this matter. Zhang Yutong couldn't help shouting: "Trusted or not trusted, Lord Wang, let's vote!"

These words triggered a tremor in the hearts of the assemblymen. Yes, the assembly reached decisions through voting. The power to decide their own fate was expressed in this ballot. "Vote!" "Vote!" The shouts became more and more numerous, and a consensus was soon reached.

The voting result was that less than seventy percent of the assemblymen agreed to entrust the sericulture industry matters to the team led by Wang Youhong, while the remaining assemblymen cast opposing votes.

Seeing that under such a situation there were still so many assemblymen opposing him, Wang Youhong didn't know whether he should be happy for his success, or feel uneasy that there were still so many people flagrantly opposing him.
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Chapter 71: Changes in Various Provinces (Part 3)

On September 13, 1910, the People's Party negotiation representative Xie Mingxian arrived in Nanjing by boat. He was met by a delegation led by Jiangsu Assemblyman Zhang Yutong. The first and most profound impression the People's Party delegation left on the Jiangsu assemblymen was that they were "too young." There wasn't a single person over forty in the entire delegation. Xie Mingxian, the leader, though steady in manner and refined in speech, looked only about thirty. And he was the oldest of the group. The other representatives were all young men. Coupled with the fact that the People's Party representatives all had their hair cut extremely short, they appeared even younger.

Seeing that no one in the People's Party delegation was carrying luggage for another, and that they surprisingly had no servants attending to them, the Jiangsu delegation was baffled. The few visitors were dressed exactly alike: deep blue military uniforms, soft military caps, and cloth shoes. Standing there together, it was hard to distinguish who was the leader and who were the subordinates.

The People's Party's greetings were also very simple. Xie Mingxian and his group merely briefly introduced the six-member delegation, stating each person's name. They then politely asked for the names of the Jiangsu representatives who had come to welcome them. After that, they said nothing more.

*Are they putting on airs?* The Jiangsu representatives had truly never seen such a style. The average age of the welcoming Jiangsu delegation was over thirty-five, and that was only because the six attendants pulled the average down. With hearts full of displeasure and confusion, the Jiangsu delegation ushered the People's Party representatives into rickshaws and headed towards the Jiangsu Governor's Yamen.

Sharing a rickshaw with Xie Mingxian was Zhang Yutong. Seeing Xie Mingxian carefully observing the scenery on both sides of the road, Zhang Yutong felt a bit smug. Nanjing was an ancient capital, and despite suffering through the calamities of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom several times, the city still held a lot of grandeur. Although Zhang Yutong was not a Nanjing native, as a host, seeing Xie Mingxian looking at the scenery so seriously made him feel quite proud.

Zhang Yutong couldn't help but ask, "I hear that the areas under People's Party rule are quite prosperous. I wonder what thoughts Mr. Xie has upon seeing Nanjing?"

Xie Mingxian heard the boastfulness in Zhang Yutong's voice. He felt a wave of weariness toward this mentality, but his long career as a Party member had given Xie Mingxian enough capacity for self-reflection. He knew that in his heart, he looked down on these assemblymen. Looking at the other forces in China, the People's Party cadres truly saw no one worth their regard. Jiangsu continued to exist only because the People's Party currently lacked the capacity to deal with them. The People's Party emphasized "seeking truth from facts." As for why the base areas couldn't be expanded further, party organizations at all levels had thoroughly implemented the Party Central Committee's attitude: "We do not have the ability to control these regions!"

By laying out facts and reasoning, the People's Party organizations at all levels had finally acknowledged this reality. With party organization construction and government organization construction still very imperfect, the time for the People's Party to expand its base areas was far from mature.

However, even so, Xie Mingxian knew clearly that he despised Zhang Yutong's status as an assemblyman from the bottom of his heart. Hearing Zhang Yutong's smug words, Xie Mingxian replied with as much politeness as possible, "Each has its own merits."

"How so?" Zhang Yutong asked, eager to join in the fun.

"Land is cheap over our way, so the roads are built relatively wide." As Xie Mingxian spoke, he pointed to the "narrow" Nanjing street that could only accommodate four rickshaws abreast. "In Wuhan, the narrowest street is wider than this. In any county seat where we have started construction, the narrowest street is also wider than this road."

This time it was Zhang Yutong's turn to fall silent. The width of roads signified a city's economic strength. The arrogance in Xie Mingxian's words was obvious. Zhang Yutong naturally didn't know that Chen Ke was a time traveler and held an attitude toward street width and urban planning that this era could not understand. On the issue of urban planning, Chen Ke had explained the characteristics of future cities to responsible persons everywhere. The comrades merely felt that Chairman Chen's vision was perhaps too grand; no one would question or oppose Chen Ke on such matters.

However, Zhang Yutong hadn't come to bicker with Xie Mingxian. Even if this topic couldn't continue, he laughed dryly and continued, "This Nanjing city is still considered lively. If you have time, I can accompany Mr. Xie for a stroll."

Since Zhang Yutong was no longer bragging, Xie Mingxian also replied politely, "That would be much appreciated."

Just as they were speaking, the rickshaw hit a stretch of very poor road. The puller didn't slow down in time, and the carriage jolted violently a few times. "What's the rush? Walk slowly!" Zhang Yutong shouted at the rickshaw puller.

Xie Mingxian's brows couldn't help but furrow. Although he looked down on Zhang Yutong's status as an assemblyman, Xie Mingxian would absolutely not look down on working people. Laborers had too much for everyone to learn from, and it was precisely because of the broad masses in the base areas that the People's Party had everything it did today. This understanding had become a perfectly normal mindset for Party members. Within the base areas, it was advocated that Party cadres not take rickshaws unless it involved transport of goods, illness, female or elderly comrades, or comrades with mobility issues.

If not for the need to "do as the Romans do" upon arriving in Jiangsu territory, Xie Mingxian and the others would have walked everywhere in other parts of the base areas. They were all young men with sound hands and feet; having someone else pull them along made them feel uncomfortable inside.

However, Xie Mingxian couldn't give Zhang Yutong a lecture on ideology. He could only say gently, "Friend, don't rush. Walk slowly."

The puller was used to being yelled at. He also felt that such jolting was inappropriate. Hearing Xie Mingxian speak so gently, he felt quite gratified in his heart. He responded in a muffled voice, "I'll go a bit slower on this stretch. Once the road is better, I'll speed up again. I won't delay your affairs."

"That would be much appreciated," Xie Mingxian smiled.

Zhang Yutong never expected Xie Mingxian to be so polite to a puller. Although he was extremely puzzled, he couldn't say much more. But this style of the People's Party truly left a deep impression on Zhang Yutong.

The group arrived at the Governor's Yamen, and the officials waiting at the gate ushered everyone into the conversation room. Just as everyone took their seats, the main door opened, and Wang Youhong entered the room together with other assembly representatives.

The assembly said they had given Wang Youhong full authority to negotiate, but Wang Youhong wasn't foolish enough to actually do so. Assemblymen participated in the entire negotiation process; reception and meeting minutes were all handed over to the assemblymen. Even for the formal negotiations, Wang Youhong invited assembly representatives to form an advisory group. Wang Youhong suppressed his displeasure and learned how to operate a team from the People's Party's documents. His realization was that precisely because the initiative was in his own hands, he needed to learn to cooperate with others even more. Communication with stakeholders was extremely important. given the status quo where the assemblymen firmly believed Wang Youhong would seek private gain for himself, it was actually more appropriate to be open.

Since he had to overwhelm the assemblymen, letting them know clearly what cards Wang Youhong held was far better than keeping them in the dark about his chips. The two parties in this agreement were the Jiangsu government and the People's Party government. Even if the assemblymen participated throughout, it would only let this bunch of assemblymen know who the People's Party actually trusted.

Everyone wasted no time and went straight to the topic. The agreement Xie Mingxian brought was this: if the Jiangsu side could produce raw silk of the quality specified by the People's Party, then the People's Party and the Jiangsu government could sign a four-year purchase agreement. They would take as much of this raw silk as there was.

This grand gesture immediately frightened the assemblymen. Was there really such a good thing in the world? They couldn't have imagined it.

"Exactly what quality of raw silk is required?" Wang Youhong wasn't bluffed by this outcome at all.

Xie Mingxian took out a few small silk reels. The Jiangsu assemblymen passed them around, looking at the white raw silk wound on the reels, not knowing what it meant. This raw silk quality was indeed good, much better than ordinary native silk. But it wasn't exactly earth-shattering. It was Zhang Yutong, an expert in silk, who saw the trick first. Holding the silk reel and examining it carefully for a good while, Zhang Yutong asked with a slightly trembling voice, "Is this silk... is it all one thread?"

"What?!" The other assemblymen already understood what Zhang Yutong was saying. The best raw silk was called "Nine-Li Silk" or "Seven-Li Silk," referring to a cocoon that could be reeled as a single thread from beginning to end. Such raw silk could be woven into extremely wide fabrics. Although the People's Party's raw silk was slightly coarser than other raw silks, this flaw was nothing compared to the inconceivable length of the filament. One could even say that this characteristic of being slightly coarser actually ensured the raw silk was stronger.

Without waiting for the Jiangsu assemblymen to ask, Xie Mingxian proactively said, "The silk from our base areas is basically all of this quality. If you gentlemen can guarantee this quality, we are willing to discuss purchase cooperation with you."

Such a business-like attitude didn't elicit praise; instead, it made the assemblymen from the Zhejiang sericulture industry burst into anger. "Mr. Xie, are you here to mock us?"

"If we had raw silk of this quality, we could sell it ourselves. Would we need to beg at your door?"

"You are asking the impossible!"

The assemblymen basically all had experience raising silkworms. One look at the raw silk quality and they knew they couldn't meet this standard at present.

The room boiled over with voices. The number of assemblymen wasn't large, but in their anxiety, one person's volume and speed equaled several. Moreover, everyone had tried to speak Mandarin at first, but now various local dialects gushed forth. Wang Youhong couldn't even understand some of it.

Slapping the table, Wang Youhong quieted the local assemblymen. He asked, "If we have this kind of raw silk, will the People's Party be willing to buy it?"

"Yes," Xie Mingxian replied.

"Does the People's Party not want raw silk of other qualities?" Wang Youhong continued to ask.

"That is correct, we do not want it," Xie Mingxian answered, still crisp.

"Then what if we can't produce it?" Wang Youhong went straight to the heart of the matter.

Xie Mingxian hadn't expected Wang Youhong to be so shrewd, and he was momentarily stunned. He had prepared for an arduous negotiation process. Xie Mingxian had even prepared himself to arrive in Nanjing and leave on the same day. But Wang Youhong's cleverness, or perhaps boldness, was truly unexpected.

"We can provide a full set of services from silkworm eggs, rearing technology, and reeling equipment to raw silk purchasing. Jiangsu only needs to pay a certain service fee." Xie Mingxian gave the full content of the negotiation. These were all conditions set by Chen Ke. For this matter, the People's Party Hubei Provincial Committee had argued for a long time. Finally, Chen Ke explained to the high-level officials the economic laws hidden behind this policy that seemingly gave Jiangsu a huge advantage. The comrades' views on this arrangement immediately did a 180-degree turn. Chairman Chen Ke's depth of understanding of economics and the insidiousness of his methods truly opened the eyes of all the cadres.

However, this insidiousness concealed massive economic benefits. Xie Mingxian was actually worried that these fellows in Jiangsu wouldn't understand this at all. Chen Ke had told the comrades clearly: if Jiangsu still clung to "feudal guild" thinking, or couldn't step out of the mindset of the small-peasant economy, then let them die on their own. This was the only chance the People's Party would give.

Things developed just as Xie Mingxian expected. The Jiangsu assemblymen immediately asked, "Then how is the price determined?"

Xie Mingxian replied, "Pricing can follow two models. First, purchase at a fixed price. Second, purchase with a commission commission. Regardless of the price agreed upon, a ten percent commission must be paid to us."

"You are practically robbing us!" a Jiangsu assemblyman immediately retorted.

"Ha," Xie Mingxian was amused. "Gentlemen, if we engage in raw silk production ourselves, we can guarantee the quality of the raw silk we produce. If we buy your raw silk, we have to spend manpower to inspect it. How much wrangling will be involved in that? do you think we in the People's Party want to go to that trouble? We also have to answer to our customers. If there are quality issues, will the customers buy our raw silk next time?"

The Jiangsu assemblymen naturally wouldn't buy this argument. It was clearly the People's Party that had battered the Jiangsu raw silk trade to the point of collapse, yet this sounded as if the People's Party was bestowing a massive favor on Jiangsu.

Before the Jiangsu assemblymen could rise to refute, Xie Mingxian continued, "I said it: we will buy your raw silk without limit. We also face operational risks. If we buy it and can't sell it, and this raw silk is left in our hands, we will lose a lot of money. Everyone in the sericulture industry knows there is this risk. We are taking on this risk; do you think we are asking for too much?"

The logic Xie Mingxian spoke was complete, but the crux of the matter now lay in the conflict of stance between the People's Party and the Jiangsu side. The Jiangsu assemblymen and gentry held a "victim" mentality. Naturally, they couldn't accept the People's Party's dominance. Xie Mingxian was very clear on this. It was truly a case of "the victor can be magnanimous." As the stronger side, the People's Party crushed other regions with its system and structure. In a situation of total superiority, Xie Mingxian was in no hurry.

The Jiangsu gentry, however, firmly demanded control. This clearly wasn't a cooperative attitude. Xie Mingxian glanced at Wang Youhong. "Governor Wang, perhaps we should stop here. I was ordered to come merely to propose such a plan. If you gentlemen cannot accept it, I will return. How long until you can give me an answer?"

"This matter involves a great deal. I must trouble Mr. Xie to stay a few more days. We must at least come up with a charter for discussion," Wang Youhong replied.

"How long will that take?" Xie Mingxian didn't want to stay here indefinitely.

"Within three days, we will inform Mr. Xie how long it will take to reach a result," Wang Youhong answered very readily.

As soon as Xie Mingxian left, Wang Youhong immediately faced a storm of inquiries from the assemblymen. After listening to this pile of opinions, Wang Youhong asked, "Gentlemen, tell me, what is your highest hope?"

"Highest expectation?" The assemblymen were very puzzled.

"Highest expectation means, what is the best possible degree you hope to negotiate this deal to? For example, do we make the People's Party give up their sales channels for us to manage? Or hand over the silkworm eggs for us to handle? Or do we set the price at which the People's Party buys our raw silk?" As Wang Youhong explained what a highest expectation was, his words were laced with sarcasm and mockery.

The content of this mockery was actually what the gentry truly hoped for. It was also what many had stopped short of saying directly during the negotiation just now, but had hinted at explicitly and implicitly. However, having been elected as assemblymen, they still had that bit of self-knowledge. The People's Party coming to negotiate instead of bringing soldiers to kill their way over was already a very peaceful approach. Turning from guest to host—that was simply impossible.

The reason the assemblymen dared to be so arrogant just now was that they were facing only Xie Mingxian and two other negotiation representatives. They had the advantage in numbers, and being on Jiangsu home turf, they felt a psychological superiority. Now that Xie Mingxian was gone and Wang Youhong had laid things bare, the assemblymen felt that their words just now had indeed been a bit excessive.

Zhang Yutong hurriedly asked, "Lord Wang, what are your thoughts?"

"I don't understand silk. Is the People's Party's raw silk really that good?" Wang Youhong asked.

This question dampened the spirits of the gentry, who had already been struck a blow, even further. The assemblymen looked at the raw silk samples before them. They very much wanted to say that this raw silk was used by the People's Party to bluff the Jiangsu gentry. But they were all knowledgeable people. Sericulture production is a very bulk affair. Cocoons are calculated by the "cloth" unit because people let silk moths lay eggs on cloth; one cloth holds several hundred silkworm eggs. The quality of each batch of silkworm eggs is identical. This proved that the People's Party had really obtained good silkworm breeds.

"This raw silk is indeed good. We can't compare right now," Zhang Yutong replied.

Wang Youhong said calmly, "Gentlemen, we in Southern Jiangsu have always valued sericulture. Sericulture in Anhui was originally negligible. Comparing experience in planting mulberries and raising silkworms, the People's Party couldn't catch up to us even if they whipped their horses. That's true, isn't it?"

The assemblymen expressed their agreement one after another. They actually didn't possess the grand strategy to solve the People's Party militarily; everyone simply lacked the psychological capacity to accept that the Jiangsu sericulture industry had been thoroughly crushed by the People's Party.

Wang Youhong continued, "Everyone has gone to investigate Anhui, and much of the news was told to me by you gentlemen. In Anhui, planting mulberries, raising silkworms, and reeling silk is a chain organized by the local government. The common people who participate only need to do the work. They don't need to be responsible for their own profits and losses. Therefore, the People's Party can unify the silkworm breeds, unify the purchasing, and unify the silk reeling. I have thought about it over and over, and the People's Party is only better than us on this one point."

Hearing Wang Youhong's words, the assemblymen already understood his meaning. As the highest official in Jiangsu right now, Wang Youhong wanted to intervene in the sericulture industry. He wanted to imitate the People's Party's model to build a brand-new production system. Many gentry had vaguely guessed Wang Youhong's intention before this negotiation. It was precisely because they didn't want the government controlled by Wang Youhong to meddle in this matter that they had tried every means to salvage the situation. Now, although they couldn't refute Wang Youhong's words, many assemblymen still used silence to express their attitude.

"I know you gentlemen are afraid that once the government intervenes in this business, it will take away everyone's profits. But look at the People's Party's actions; the result is obviously not like that. I have a humble opinion; I wonder if you gentlemen are willing to listen," Wang Youhong said.

"Please instruct us, My Lord." The assemblymen didn't dare not let Wang Youhong speak.

"It comes down to means of production, labor power, and profit." Wang Youhong took a piece of paper and wrote these words down.

Using more than an hour of explanation, the assemblymen understood a little bit about exactly how capitalism exploited. During the explanation process, the assemblymen who understood first had already become excited. Seeing their agitated appearance of "having heard the Dao in the morning, one can die content in the evening," Wang Youhong smiled bitterly in his heart. When he saw the article "Brief Introduction to Marx's Theory of Surplus Value" written by Chen Ke, Wang Youhong had completely submitted to Chen Ke and this expert named Ma.

Especially that sentence, "The transformation from commodity to money is a thrilling leap." Wang Youhong had even slapped the table and shouted in acclaim! Many things that had once troubled him were completely unraveled in that instant.

Although it wasn't yet clear exactly what joint Chen Ke had opened up, Wang Youhong could be certain that Chen Ke's People's Party had undoubtedly found the method to easily step over this "thrilling leap" in the sericulture industry. Meanwhile, the landlords of Southern Jiangsu were being squeezed by the booming People's Party until they were lingering at death's door. After hearing the suggestion proposed by Xie Mingxian that the People's Party could provide Jiangsu with the entire production and sales chain, whether to agree or not was no longer a question for Wang Youhong. Wang Youhong's only worry was how to ensure this cooperative relationship could be honored and maintained.

Therefore, none of the Jiangsu assemblymen noticed the "four-year cooperation agreement" proposed by Xie Mingxian, but Wang Youhong couldn't help but notice this key issue of time. If an agreement couldn't be reached, the Jiangsu sericulture industry was at a dead end. Even if an agreement could be reached, the Jiangsu sericulture industry four years later would still very likely be at a dead end.

Watching the assemblymen exclaim in admiration over the "Surplus Value" theory, and seeing the self-righteously clever assemblymen explaining to those who hadn't fully understood yet how generous profits could be obtained by exploiting labor power, Wang Youhong felt a sense of sorrow in his heart.

When Chen Ke, this young man, had already put his theories into practice, this group of useless assemblymen hadn't even understood the principle yet. If, in the future, Chen Ke led the People's Party he had personally educated—with an average age of less than thirty—to attack Jiangsu, would Wang Youhong and this group of assemblymen with an average age of over forty have the ability to resist? The result of resistance would likely be that not even dregs would remain, right?

Thinking of this, Wang Youhong suddenly understood one thing: why Chen Ke was never stingy about imparting his knowledge to People's Party members. Even if he couldn't be emperor himself, while Chen Ke was alive, he could traverse the world unhindered and establish unparalleled achievements.

But Wang Youhong's subordinates were all such a bunch of country bumpkins and fools. No matter how Wang Youhong tried to build a Jiangsu Kingdom belonging to himself, it would be in vain.

"Chen Ke, Grandpa I is sticking to you now. Whatever you say, I'll follow. Grandpa I is going to see just what you can do!" A tragic resolve flashed through Wang Youhong's heart.
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"It is also a very difficult thing for feudal landlords to transform into capitalists." When Xie Mingxian discussed this matter with his comrades, he actually felt a sense of helplessness.

The People's Party delegation was under close surveillance by Wang Youhong at their residence in Nanjing, but the People's Party representatives simply did not care. In accordance with the improved institutional regulations, the Party group had an obligation to conduct organizational life, hold meetings, and discuss and analyze the current situation. Although they knew the situation was not absolutely safe, as long as they were not dead, Party members had an obligation to contribute to the improvement of the Party organization.

Xie Mingxian did not know if this counted as a dauntless spirit in the face of danger, but if they did not hold a Party meeting and analyze the current situation clearly, he would instead feel a strong sense of unease. To "die understanding clearly what happened"—this was a mindset of the People's Party members.

"The production models are different, and specifically, whether there is a clear purpose—this is the biggest difference," Xie Mingxian offered his own view.

"That's not necessarily true. I think the biggest problem in Jiangsu is that the ruling class lacks self-awareness. They feel their position as rulers is ordained by heaven and earth, and they haven't truly understood where the root of their rule lies. On this point, our People's Party has understood it thoroughly," Lin Mengchu said in his awkward Guangdong-accented Mandarin.

"The ruling class must be self-aware. If they want to promote social development but adopt a 'treat the head when the head aches, treat the foot when the foot hurts' attitude, they will certainly be abandoned by the times."

"Well said!"

Lin Mengchu's point received unanimous approval from the Party group members. The ruling class of Jiangsu had absolutely no concept of a modern state system, which was completely different from a political party like the People's Party that emphasized class position and social systems.

"I also only realized this after coming here and listening to these guys talk. These people simply have feelings about what has happened, and then these feelings give birth to their actions. As for what contradictions caused these manifestations, how these contradictions were produced, and what the causes and effects are—these people are truly 'confused by being in the game'!" Encouraged by his comrades' appreciation, Lin Mengchu became even more excited.

"There probably aren't many people in China right now who can understand these contradictions, right? These people completely lack social concepts. They can't see clearly now, and they won't see clearly in the future. Falling behind the times leads to just this one outcome."

"Haha..." The group of young people all laughed. Although the People's Party cadres were all very young, the rapid changes in society and the tight rhythm under the People's Party's industrial system could only be felt by these youths who personally participated in social labor. In terms of what they had seen and experienced, the older Jiangsu gentry were far inferior.

While the People's Party had already cast its vision globally, the Jiangsu gentry group and Wang Youhong had not yet understood what they were facing—just what kind of efficiency and depth the industrial mass production in the base area was sustaining in its development. As observers, the People's Party comrades could not help but feel a sense of absurdity.

Feeling this strong sense of absurdity, Xie Mingxian said, "I'll make a self-criticism today. When I saw Zhang Yutong, I still looked down on him in my heart. But Zhang Yutong was the first to see that our silk is a single thread. I think this person has actually done work. If it were me, I wouldn't have thought of that. I feel this mindset is harmful and not seeking truth from facts. Low-level tastes are really hard to eliminate."

Lin Mengchu laughed. "I had this thought today too. Looking down on that group of assemblymen, feeling they were just too useless. Hearing Comrade Xie Mingxian put it like that, I also feel I failed to seek truth from facts. But let me say this upfront, finding an excuse for myself: if one truly eliminated low-level tastes, they would be someone like Chairman Chen. And Chairman Chen also admits that he himself can't eliminate low-level tastes no matter what. The dark side of human nature is hard to overcome. I feel I can't resolve the desire to show off. This must be because I haven't done enough work. When I was doing grassroots work, the pressure was high, and I actually didn't have these thoughts. As soon as I stopped doing grassroots work, these competitive thoughts and such all came out."

All six young comrades admitted they had this problem; wanting to mock others was instinct. They could see others' faults at a glance, but turned a blind eye to their own errors.

After laughing for a while, Zhang Yudong was the first to regain his cool. "Chairman Chen says this is because we do too little work, lack confidence in ourselves, and don't know fear. I've been a soldier. Looking back now, there was no such thing on the battlefield. Would you laugh at others on the battlefield? You'd be scared enough to wet your pants yourself. When ordered to charge, you couldn't charge up. Knowing clearly that rushing out of the trench meant the enemy's bullets would come like splashing water, nowhere was safe. At that time, I always had to get rid of the fear of death first, then get rid of the imagined battlefield appearance, and focus on the matter of fighting. The terrain, the enemy's deployment, and the usual training. In every post-battle summary meeting, we found that the more we focused attention on these realistic matters, the safer we were. And the greater the battle results. I thought it was bitter back then, but now I think working in the localities is not as simple and relaxing as working in the army. At least in the army, it's always those few same things. In local work, there are too many things. And every time is different. As soon as I see something new, I'm easily confused."

"Well said, me too." Lin Mengchu wanted to laugh, but couldn't find the feeling. "Then how do you think this should be solved?"

Zhang Yudong also spoke seriously, "I think we still need to cultivate professional negotiation teams. Right now, negotiations are either handled by Chairman Chen personally, or it's a forced marriage—finding a few comrades who are relatively familiar with the situation to step up. It's unprofessional. This has to be like fighting a war; there need to be people who specialize in this year in and year out. Let me be a guard, sure; let me participate in negotiations, I really can't do it."

Xie Mingxian replied, "Specialized teams can be formed, but the Party group exists to discuss. This is democratic centralism. You offer suggestions in your professional field, but you also have to listen to the comrades' views. If a professional team can't even convince themselves, they won't be any good negotiating out there."

The comrades of the Party group strongly agreed with this serious attitude. Zhang Yudong remembered something and said angrily, "The key is still an attitude problem. Even with defined roles, it's useless if the attitude is wrong. In the old base area, I saw some people starting to just go through the motions. Meteorological work—they were just asked to copy data. It was fine on sunny days, but as soon as it was windy or rainy, look at how big their complaints were. Going out, they'd kick dogs or chase chickens. Anyway, they didn't know what they were doing anymore. Their heads were full of thoughts about promotion, and they did their work perfunctorily. In the end, they faked the data for me. We draw curves; we could see it at a glance. After the meeting, I fired six people in a row. Basically wiped out half the Meteorological Bureau."

"How was it solved later?" The comrades were interested.

"What else could be done? Education!" Zhang Yudong was very proud of his choice. "I gathered all the county's military reclamation farms, state farms, state forest farms, animal husbandry units, and private spontaneous production teams. We conducted propaganda and education, with the agricultural department cooperating, explaining thoroughly the significance of soil temperature and climate changes. Everyone works in agriculture and cares about this, so we finally managed to share the climate measurement workload. Also, the local garrison was assigned tasks. Our army is still better managed; the weather soldiers are just more dedicated than that bunch at the Meteorological Bureau. The data was finally recorded solidly. That bunch at the Meteorological Bureau still didn't learn their lesson; they didn't realize their work was just that boring and repetitive, and still wanted to dictate to other units. I took one look and said, screw it, all of you get out. I cut the Meteorological Bureau and changed it to the Climate Summary Service Center, placing it under the Ministry of Agriculture. I got some fresh graduates who just drew charts. After the data accumulated, the geological department got interested too. Saying something about heat conduction potentially having research significance for geological distribution. It was hot for a while. Later, I went to the Party School for further studies and stayed in Hubei. I don't know exactly what happened after that."

After listening to Zhang Yudong recount his experience, many comrades felt their thinking suddenly open up. Xie Mingxian praised, "Science definitely must serve production. How to combine the two is of great significance."

Lin Mengchu also praised, "No wonder Chairman Chen favors you."

Most of the People's Party's excellent cadres had their own ideas on grassroots work, but daring to drastically adjust organizational structure and working methods like Zhang Yudong really required immense courage. And it was only logical that Zhang Yudong would be promoted by Chen Ke.

Zhang Yudong shook his head, however. "It's not that Chairman Chen favors me. Chairman Chen has always required activating grassroots Party organizations, letting grassroots Party organizations arrange work according to the actual situation. In the plains, my method can be used, but in the mountains—that's where wind and rain are brewed, it's very critical. But there are few places to farm or run forest farms, so we have to rely on establishing a specialized Meteorological Bureau. Mountain folk are practical. I heard from comrades in the mountain meteorological department that mountain masses are hard to haggle with, but as long as an agreement is reached, for that money, they really will work for you honestly. It's quite reassuring. Putting a few more measurement points and providing a few more job opportunities—the cost doesn't actually matter. Every place is different."

"Grassroots Party organizations and the government really are the key." Everyone was deeply convinced by Zhang Yudong's judgment.

Zhang Yudong felt he couldn't help but start bragging. Because he didn't want to do another self-criticism, he changed the topic. "Let's not talk about this. Does everyone think Wang Youhong is quite interesting? I see he has a bit of an attitude of wanting to learn from our industrial mass production, doesn't he?"

"He has his eyes on the money we earn; he's just drawing a tiger using a cat as a model. Wang Youhong has no choice, it's not that he's genuinely interested in our model. What does everyone else think?" Lin Mengchu said.

As the head of the negotiation delegation, Xie Mingxian had a deeper understanding of economics and did not support Lin Mengchu's dismissive view of Wang Youhong. "If Wang Youhong wants to imitate us, he will inevitably have to touch upon the land issue. For Wang Youhong, being able to control the land is a very necessary method to stabilize his rule. He has this need and idea. Our base area's land reform goal is clear: the means of production must adapt to the social system. Even so, we have to cooperate with the timing of heaven; where there is a disaster, we rely on disaster relief to unite the local masses and promote land reform. What does Wang Youhong have? First, no organization; second, no political program; third, no production model that fully utilizes land reform. Even if he forces it through, what's the significance? That this land ownership model has existed for thousands of years has its reasons. It can't be explained just by pushing the responsibility onto landlords."

"Then what will Wang Youhong do?" Lin Mengchu could accept Xie Mingxian's explanation but couldn't form a reasonable expectation for the future.

"Our land reform is also driven by economic interests; land reform is not simply dividing land. There is a whole set of production systems adapted to it to ensure more effective use of land as a means of production. Dividing the land doesn't equate to increasing yields. The masses only obtained the dividends of the revolution through a whole set of political and economic measures. If Wang Youhong wants to move the land, he also must have dividends to take. As I see it, Wang Youhong will definitely agree to our agreement. But in the initial stage, he can only cooperate with a portion of the gentry who are willing to cooperate with him. Furthermore, Wang Youhong's goal isn't land reform, but to determine his personal rule over Jiangsu. In this kind of game, I don't understand what plays they have in officialdom and among the gentry." Xie Mingxian frankly admitted his inadequacy.

This statement made a lot of sense, and the young comrades couldn't come up with a more reasonable deduction. Zhang Yudong suddenly asked, "Does everyone think Chairman Chen understands how this local game in Jiangsu will be specifically implemented?"

The six comrades looked at each other. Lin Mengchu hesitated and said, "I'm afraid Chairman Chen doesn't understand." Having said this, Lin Mengchu felt he hadn't correctly expressed his meaning, and hurriedly waved his hand. "No, no, it's that our understanding of Jiangsu is still not enough. We can't grasp the current contradictions in Jiangsu. How about we also go and contact and visit more Jiangsu assemblymen these next few days to collect intelligence properly?"

After speaking, Lin Mengchu looked at the surrounding comrades and saw that everyone looked like they felt the same way. Actually, the comrades had been ordered to come on short notice, and Chen Ke really didn't treat the changes in Jiangsu as a big deal. This could be considered training the team, allowing excellent comrades to gain various experiences. Seeing the status quo of Jiangsu with their own eyes, the comrades also found the specific content of their work. The people of the negotiation group began to discuss the specific steps of execution.

There were people eavesdropping outside the room. Several pitiful guys held their breath, hoping to hear some useful content. But these People's Party members didn't speak very loudly, their accents were very mixed, and the vocabulary they used was unheard of. As for the content of the talk, it was completely beyond these people's scope of understanding. They listened for a long time, writing quite a few things on white paper, but they themselves couldn't organize it into meaningful data. It wasn't until they couldn't hear what the People's Party was saying at all that these pitiful guys discovered that their hard work for a good half of the day had been completely in vain.

The gentry of Nanjing City simply never imagined that the People's Party would actually undertake such a large-scale visitation campaign. As long as it was a local assemblyman, the People's Party went to meet them. What the People's Party intelligence agencies aggregated was all normal life information, from commodity prices to population flow, and then to various factions. However, the attitude of these assemblymen toward the People's Party was not easy to determine, and the commercial delegation happened to fill this gap. Some assemblymen refused to see them, while others engaged with the People's Party representatives holding various doubts.

That attitude, revealing wariness and worry in every word, really amused the young People's Party members. The Party members were not afraid of the situation in the base area leaking. Chen Ke had long said, "After land reform is implemented, we are the public enemy of the whole country. This has nothing to do with personal likes or dislikes, but is a question of class position. The only difference is whether the landlords and gentry in other regions have the self-awareness of a ruling class."

Undoubtedly, in the feelings of the Jiangsu landlords and gentry toward the People's Party, fear outweighed personal likes or dislikes. Many people beat around the bush asking what exactly the People's Party's view on Southern Jiangsu was. Hearing these young people's reply that they "have no plan to attack Southern Jiangsu," whether they believed it or not, there was a sense of relief in their expressions.

To the questions raised by the People's Party delegation, these people answered "I don't know" to everything, as if they had discussed it beforehand.

Refusing to talk deeply was also an attitude, and the People's Party didn't mind being rejected. The group visited people while walking around Nanjing City, which was quite relaxing. By the morning of the third day, all the visitable assemblymen had been visited. The group had nothing else to do, so completely ignoring the guys tailing them, they banded together to tour Nanjing City. Discussing potential military offensive operations while strolling down the street was also quite an interesting thing.

Walking for a long time always leads to encountering something new. When passing a main street, they suddenly saw a brothel in an uproar. Booming noises mixed with women's screams; it seemed a fight had broken out inside. As they stopped to watch, they saw a dozen or so soldiers wearing New Army uniforms holding military batons, dragging seven or eight guys wearing River Defense Battalion uniforms out of the brothel.

Those River Defense Battalion soldiers were black and blue, appearing to have been beaten quite badly. The delegation was really seeing an internal conflict among the enemy for the first time and immediately became interested.

Currently, Wang Youhong's main forces were divided into two parts. One part was the former Jiangnan New Army Ninth Division, which had fought the People's Party. In the Wuhu Campaign, a part of the Ninth Division stationed in Wuhu was completely annihilated by the Southern Anhui troops. The Ninth Division Commander Xu Shaozhen was tough; after being surrounded, he refused to surrender. Zhang Yu was a straightforward person: if they surrendered, they were treated as captives; if they didn't, they were treated as enemies. Xu Shaozhen was shot to death in a chaotic fusillade. According to intelligence, Wang Youhong had thoroughly controlled the remaining troops of the Ninth Division since then.

The other part was the River Defense Battalion that Wang Youhong had previously established. It was said that the two sides added up to a claimed forty thousand. In the People's Party's investigation results, Wang Youhong had counted the tax police into the army as well. Even adding the tax police, his real troops were no more than thirty thousand. The troops capable of lining up for battle were only twenty thousand. As for troops that could be pulled out for field operations, it was estimated to be less than ten thousand.

Stationed in Nanjing City were all Wang Youhong's main forces. There was a relatively large difference between the uniforms of the New Army and the River Defense Battalion troops.

"Hey, these New Army people are wearing patrol armbands?" Zhang Yudong had his own sensitivity to military attire. He quickly spotted the key point.

"Is it the New Army maintaining military order? Quite interesting. I thought Wang Youhong would assign the River Defense Battalion a higher status." Xie Mingxian also found it very interesting.

Just as they were speaking, a young officer, less than twenty years old, wearing a saber, strode out of the brothel. His skin was fair, looking more like a scholar than a soldier. His woolen uniform was crisp, and his leather boots and scabbard were polished snow-bright. Compared to the People's Party's cotton clothes, he really had a great military style.

"According to military discipline, you should each receive twenty military baton strikes. For leaving without permission during the day, you should receive ten strikes. Will you honestly go back to the barracks to receive punishment, or just take the beating here?" The young officer's voice was obviously that of a teenager, but the grim content and tone were completely inconsistent with his age.

"Yu Chen, we don't fall under your command. On what grounds are you beating us?" The River Defense Battalion soldiers seemed very unconvinced. Although they knew they couldn't beat the other side, they stretched their necks and shouted.

"We of the Patrol Battalion are responsible for military discipline. Whether it's the River Defense Battalion or the New Army, you all fall under our command. Moreover, I've seen you. A few days ago, I caught you leaving without permission during the day to come to this brothel. Last time I let you go back to take the baton strikes; looks like you healed up pretty fast." The young man named Yu Chen sneered.

"You dare hit us! Our commander won't be finished with you," the River Defense Battalion soldier threatened.

Yu Chen sneered, "Oh! I'd actually like to see just how he won't be finished. Execute military law now!"

The New Army patrols said no more. Two men took down one, and others swung their military batons to beat them. Other River Defense Battalion soldiers wanted to resist but were completely no match for the patrols. Under the heavy blows of the military batons, they were beaten to the ground in an instant.

"This military discipline is quite strict," Lin Mengchu laughed.

The words had just fallen when that Yu Chen turned his head, his sharp gaze staring straight over. It was a gaze full of heroic spirit, filled with drive and abundant energy. Some onlookers standing near the People's Party delegation couldn't help but take a step back when swept by this gaze. The members of the People's Party delegation were quite immune to this kind of gaze. In the troops, there were plenty of cadres and soldiers with this kind of energy. Those soldiers who had fought with real swords and guns not only had this sharpness but also had a killing aura on the battlefield.

The People's Party delegation watched everything happening before them as if nothing was amiss. That Wang Youhong had this kind of youth under his command, and that this youth could undertake the duty of patrol—it really was quite interesting.

Yu Chen frowned but didn't come over to pester them, merely turning back to continue watching the execution of military law. Laughter had already risen among the surrounding onlookers. The laughter, mixed with the screams of the River Defense Battalion soldiers, amused the public even more.

The People's Party delegation, on the contrary, felt somewhat bored. They left the crowd and continued shopping. Not having walked too far, they saw Assemblyman Zhang Yutong rushing over in a hurry. Stopping in front of the group, Zhang Yutong said breathlessly, "Gentlemen, we have discussed and reached a result. Please come over to negotiate."
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In all fairness, the sericulture cooperation agreement between the Jiangsu government and the People's Party could be considered the second truly meaningful modern agricultural technology cooperation agreement in China. The first was the agreement between the Beiyang government and the United States to introduce American long-staple cotton. Large-scale planting of American long-staple cotton in Hebei and Shandong, with the cotton being sold to textile mills in Tianjin and Qingdao, was a genuine achievement of the Beiyang administration.

For the sericulture cooperation, Wang Youhong designated three counties near Nanjing as pilot zones. In these three counties, it was mandatory to purchase silkworm eggs exclusively from the People's Party and use the rearing methods provided by them. Jiangsu also had to fund the purchase of silk reeling equipment produced by the People's Party. For the next four years, Jiangsu was restricted to buying silk reeling equipment only from the People's Party. In return, the People's Party guaranteed that the price of their equipment would not be higher than that of other merchants. regarding procurement, the People's Party would purchase raw silk at a fixed price, negotiated seasonally.

Regarding payment, the costs for silkworm eggs, technology, and silk reeling equipment would be deducted directly from the proceeds after the delivery of spring cocoons in the spring of 1911. The Jiangsu side, in the name of the government, applied for a low-interest loan with an annual interest rate of 5% from the People's Party's commercial bank. This was used to purchase the People's Party's technical services and equipment.

The risk of default fell on the government. Although the gentry still felt uneasy, at least they didn't have to pay extra money upfront, and the interest rate on this loan from the People's Party was indeed low enough. For the sericulture industry, a monthly interest rate of 2.5% was considered a conscientious price. That is to say, one had to pay 2.5% interest every month. Unless a familiar person acted as a guarantor, no one would be willing to lend money to you for nothing. The People's Party's annual interest rate was only 5%, which was no different from borrowing for free.

However, the People's Party's style was quite unique. They required Jiangsu to produce a schedule. Calculated by the day, the Jiangsu side had to list in detail what stage matters must proceed to. Wang Youhong agreed to this, and he requested the People's Party to send a set of silk reeling equipment as soon as possible.

The gentry were very supportive of this. Once the People's Party's silk reeling equipment arrived, Jiangsu could immediately process this year's cocoons. Since these were currently free of charge, regardless of whether it was short silk or long silk, it could be sold at a low price immediately after reeling. This could at least recoup some of last year's economic losses.

After the agreement was reached, the People's Party representatives immediately set off back to Wuhan. Wang Youhong then summoned the assembly members for a meeting. This contract was not harsh, especially in terms of money. Jiangsu could even be said to have gained quite a bit. If the People's Party's silk reeling equipment could be delivered, Jiangsu could even be said to have made a profit. Just thinking about using it for free for a year before paying, the Jiangsu assembly members were filled with excitement. The assembly members clamored that once this silk reeling factory started operations, it should prioritize processing their own families' cocoons.

Amidst the contention, the gentry of the three pilot counties designated by Wang Youhong were somewhat uneasy. These three counties were right next to Nanjing. Wang Youhong insisted on forcing them to implement the "Rural Land Society". Everyone couldn't see what future benefits this new model would have. The immediate issue was that Wang Youhong insisted on determining the land area. After determining the land, it would be determining the tax amount. Given the extortionate taxation at the end of the Qing Dynasty, this was equivalent to putting a noose around the necks of the gentry and common people in these three counties. If Wang Youhong just used a little force, these people would roll their eyes and die. But at this point, the gentry in other regions were all waiting to recoup their losses after the agreement was reached, so they were "unable to help" the gentry of these three counties.

"Gentlemen, let me say this upfront. The Jiangsu government is absolutely not the People's Party; we definitely do not want everyone's land. However, the People's Party is most adept at making a move when others are in trouble. I assume everyone has heard quite a bit of news from Anhui, Hubei, and Northern Jiangsu. If our Southern Jiangsu falls into chaos itself, and the People's Party takes advantage of the void to enter, do you gentlemen think everyone's land can be preserved then? If we in Jiangsu cannot cooperate sincerely, not to mention the People's Party, even the New Army's 3rd Division under Commander Duan in neighboring Zhejiang, is that easy to deal with?" Wang Youhong did not offer inducements, only threats.

Hearing these words, the Jiangsu gentry, who were originally excited or uneasy, all shivered. The People's Party naturally didn't need mentioning, but Duan Qirui of the Beiyang New Army's 3rd Division stationed in Zhejiang had made quite a name for himself for "extortionate taxation" in Zhejiang over the past year or so. The People's Party was the enemy of the Jiangsu gentry, but the Beiyang clique was definitely not their friend either. With a wolf in front and a tiger behind, the only one they could rely on was this Governor Wang Youhong who dared to negotiate with the People's Party. No matter what, Jiangsu still had Governor Wang Youhong's army and Governor Wang Youhong who was willing to seek benefits for the Jiangsu gentry. If someone else were to rule Jiangsu, heaven knows what state the gentry would fall into.

Thinking of this, the Jiangsu gentry finally braced themselves and began to discuss the issue of the "Rural Land Society" with Wang Youhong.

"Achoo!" Duan Qirui sneezed. Rubbing his nose, Commander Duan picked up the Hangzhou Longjing tea and took a sip. Commander Duan didn't really believe in telepathy, so even if he knew that the Jiangsu gentry were badmouthing him under the leadership of Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong, he wouldn't connect these bad words with this sneeze. Compared to the Jiangsu gentry, the total amount of bad things the Zhejiang gentry said about Duan Qirui behind his back was probably a hundred times more than in Jiangsu.

Since attacking and entering Zhejiang in 1909, the New Army's 3rd Division had quickly recovered its vitality relying on tax revenue. However, geographically, the 3rd Division could be said to be isolated outside the Beiyang sphere of influence. To return to the northern territories, the land route required passing through Jiangsu and the "Huaihai Province" newly established by the People's Party. Neither of these was easy to deal with. Especially since Duan Qirui had once been stationed in Xuzhou, the current provincial capital of Huaihai Province, he knew that to pass through Xuzhou, he would have to engage in field warfare with the People's Party. When the People's Party's strength was "weak", the 3rd Division could be completely wiped out. Now that the People's Party's wings were fully grown, the 3rd Division attacking would just be delivering meat to their doorstep.

The sea route was passable. The fleet commanded by Sa Zhenbing, the Minister of the Navy of the Beiyang government, patrolled between Tianjin and Zhejiang. The People's Party currently only had Lianyungang as a port, and they didn't have any ocean-going fleet. This was the only military force Beiyang currently had that could suppress the People's Party.

Duan Qirui had originally thought that after seizing Zhejiang, he could strengthen the 3rd Division's military power and threaten southeast Anhui. But the changes in the situation were truly dumbfounding. The People's Party, which originally seemed to be in a life-or-death struggle with Beiyang, actually reached an agreement with Lord Yuan. The two sides actually took the Manchu imperial clan as a common enemy and formed a new alliance. Duan Qirui's mission actually turned into controlling Jiangsu and Zhejiang, and then plotting for Shanghai. Shanghai was currently the largest source of customs revenue. Controlling Shanghai, which Beiyang's Yuan Shikai had never been able to fully intervene in, would give Beiyang the most stable source of wealth.

However, the British in Shanghai were quite tricky. Since the Qing Dynasty had already substantially collapsed, and Duan Qirui had obtained the official title of Governor of Zhejiang and subsequently began to encroach on Shanghai, the British side privately negotiated with other countries and reached an agreement: "Before the end of the Chinese Civil War, customs revenue will temporarily not be paid to the Beiyang Cabinet Government."

After Duan Qirui had controlled Shanghai to a certain extent, the news he brought back gave Yuan Shikai a massive headache. He couldn't exactly say bluntly now, "We have an agreement with the People's Party! Hand over my money!"

If he said that, Yuan Shikai would become the biggest laughingstock. Now, no matter what, Yuan Shikai was still a "loyal minister" of the Qing Dynasty and the Vice Prime Minister of the Qing Cabinet. This pretense had to be kept up. Only after the National Assembly officially convened in 1911 would the death sentence of the Qing Dynasty be pronounced.

Wang Shizhen had once expressed in a letter to Duan Qirui that he hoped Duan Qirui could persuade Yuan Shikai to preserve the nominal existence of the Qing Dynasty no matter what. After the British made this demand, Wang Shizhen never mentioned this matter again. Duan Qirui had a very good relationship with Wang Shizhen, and he could completely imagine the situation his old brother Wang Shizhen was facing. The People's Party was destined not to be eliminated. And if Beiyang just moved a finger, the Qing Dynasty could be finished. The Beiyang Cabinet was now under enormous economic pressure. Under such circumstances, trying to maintain the nominal existence of the Qing Dynasty would not be agreed to by anyone in the Beiyang Cabinet.

For example, Liang Qichao, a die-hard royalist, had once vigorously promoted the benefits of constitutional monarchy when he first joined the Beiyang Cabinet. Now he wasn't making a sound either. Faced with financial problems, any status or title had to yield.

Like Jiangsu, the Zhejiang sericulture industry had also been greatly impacted this year. No one bought the silkworm cocoons, and silkworm farmers went bankrupt one after another. Wang Youhong could at least cooperate and struggle with the Jiangsu Assembly. Duan Qirui, an outsider, had raked in quite a bit of money to rebuild the New Army's 3rd Division. The gentry didn't believe Duan Qirui could help them solve their problems at all. Moreover, Duan Qirui was a soldier and didn't understand these commercial issues. The two sides talked several times with no result. It wasn't until August 1910 that the gentry really couldn't hold on anymore and asked to see Duan Qirui again.

However, the leader this time was not a member of the gentry, but Cai Yuanpei, the President of the Guangfu Society in southern Zhejiang. Beiyang had allocated southern Zhejiang for the Guangfu Society to operate in, with an agreed term of one year, which was now almost up. Duan Qirui was very wary of Cai Yuanpei's visit. The Guangfu Society's recent movements had been subtle; not only had they recovered their vitality in southern Zhejiang, but a small team had also entered western Zhejiang to operate. Duan Qirui could distinguish priorities very well; his energy was all focused on seizing control of Shanghai. Even though he knew a small Guangfu Society team was operating in western Zhejiang, Duan Qirui pretended not to see it as long as it didn't reach the point where he had to act.

After exchanging greetings, Cai Yuanpei asked, "Lord Duan, you are widely knowledgeable. You should have heard of Sun Wen, correct?"

"Hmph." Duan Qirui snorted through his nose. Sun Wen, this revolutionary who once had some fame, had participated in forming the Tongmenghui, a revolutionary party. The Guangfu Society led by Cai Yuanpei had once joined the Tongmenghui. Duan Qirui was quite clear about these basic historical facts. However, since the rise of the People's Party, the Tongmenghui had gradually faded from the chaotic stage of the late Qing Dynasty. At least Duan Qirui hadn't heard news of Sun Wen for a long time.

Hearing Cai Yuanpei mention this person, Duan Qirui replied flatly, "I heard this person is in Japan. I assume he is very familiar with Mr. Cai."

Cai Yuanpei nodded very seriously, "Indeed very familiar. Recently, Mr. Sun has created the doctrine of 'Three People's Principles' (San Min Zhu Yi). I would like to ask Lord Duan to take a look."

Duan Qirui frowned slightly. He was currently busy enough as it was; where would he have the time to read such boring political propaganda? Looking at Cai Yuanpei's fervent expression, Duan Qirui asked, "Mr. Cai, whether it's the Three People's Principles or People'sism, it's just a saying. Mr. Cai is a famous scholar; I presume you didn't come to me to talk about this matter, right?"

Cai Yuanpei had originally just wanted to use this as an opening. He hadn't expected Duan Qirui to cut straight to the chase like this. However, since the topic had been broached, he knew Duan Qirui could absolutely not be interested in the Three People's Principles. Steading himself, Cai Yuanpei said, "Lord Duan, I see from the National Assembly's charter that a parliament must be elected next year. At that time, after the Qing Dynasty is overthrown, I wonder what plans Lord Duan has?"

Duan Qirui sneezed a cold laugh, "Whether the Qing Dynasty is overthrown or not is not up to you or me to say. I know Mr. Cai is dedicated to overthrowing the Qing, but I, Duan, only follow Lord Yuan's dispatch. I'm afraid Mr. Cai has found the wrong person to discuss this matter with."

After being rebuffed by Duan Qirui twice in a row, Cai Yuanpei did not lose heart in the slightest. On the contrary, given that Duan Qirui hadn't seen him out despite the unpleasant conversation, Cai Yuanpei knew that Duan Qirui still needed him. Organizing his thoughts, Cai Yuanpei said, "Lord Duan, since every province must elect assembly members next year, I wonder what plans Lord Duan has for this matter?"

Cai Yuanpei had indeed pointed out Duan Qirui's sore spot. Although he was nominally the Governor of Zhejiang, Zhejiang was falling apart. There were foreigners outside, hostile gentry inside, and even armed forces like the Guangfu Society existed. Duan Qirui absolutely had no way to organize a parliament according to the local situation. With enemies everywhere now, organizing a parliament was simply looking for trouble. Duan Qirui had actually been waiting for these local snakes to proactively bow at his door, and then, after eliminating hostility, try to form an obedient parliament on a minimal basis. But now, these local gentry either only considered their own interests or simply didn't react. If not for this, Duan Qirui would absolutely not have wasted so many words with Cai Yuanpei.

"Did Mr. Cai come here to discuss the matter of the parliament?" Duan Qirui pretended to just understand.

"Lord Duan, you are a smart man. I neither want to coerce Lord Duan nor do I want to pretend that we have no thoughts on the matter of the Zhejiang Assembly. If Lord Duan wants to form the Zhejiang Assembly, we, the Guangfu Society, are willing to work with Lord Duan to get the Zhejiang Assembly up and running. Otherwise, with Zhejiang in such a mess now, what does it look like?" Cai Yuanpei spoke very clearly.

Hearing these ambitious words, Duan Qirui narrowed his eyes slightly. Yuan Shikai hadn't let Duan Qirui use forceful means to sweep through Zhejiang, and Duan Qirui had once thought Yuan Shikai was too cautious. After working in Zhejiang for over a year himself, he had to admit that Yuan Shikai indeed had foresight. The customs of Jiangnan were indeed vastly different from the North. Perhaps it was a matter of northern personality; northern local forces were tougher—they either fought you hard or cooperated with Beiyang relatively readily. In Zhejiang, the locality and the government maintained a subtle relationship of being neither close nor distant. Even facing the Beiyang New Army's 3rd Division, who were outsiders, the Zhejiang locality could maintain a superficial relationship.

But cooperation between the two sides was absolutely out of the question. The reorganized New Army's 3rd Division only had about ten thousand troops. Although they had appointed some local officials, the term "ingrate" was completely insufficient to describe the detestable degree of these new local officials. They combined the traits of greedy people and incompetent people in one body. It could be said that more than half of Duan Qirui's reputation had been ruined by this bunch of new officials.

After mulling it over for a while, Duan Qirui said, "Does Mr. Cai want to intervene in the entire Zhejiang?"

Cai Yuanpei replied frankly, "Not intervene, but to form a new Zhejiang government together with Lord Duan. Lord Duan, the situation has reached this point, and we, the Guangfu Society, also appreciate Lord Yuan's kindness. If we keep entangling in past matters, it will only make Zhejiang more and more chaotic. What benefit is there for Lord Duan? The Guangfu Society is willing to support Lord Duan in sitting firmly in Zhejiang, but the Guangfu Society only wants one thing: in next year's National Assembly, the Zhejiang assembly members must vote in favor of overthrowing the Qing."

Regarding the demise of the Qing Dynasty, Duan Qirui had long known it was only a matter of time. If Beiyang couldn't get customs revenue, then they would definitely have to overthrow the Qing. These superficial efforts weren't the problem. The only problem lay in how exactly these assembly members could support Duan Qirui and support Beiyang. Faced with the cunning gentry of Jiangsu and Zhejiang, Duan Qirui truly felt a bit unable to cope. With military force, he could extort property and collect taxes. But once a parliament was established, Duan Qirui would inevitably have to share power with the parliament. At that time, Duan Qirui couldn't use the army to coerce the assembly members to be obedient, could he?

Seeing that Duan Qirui already had the intention to cooperate, Cai Yuanpei took out an item. "Lord Duan, this is the manuscript of 'Three People's Principles' written by Mr. Sun Wen. It contains many ideas on government formation. Lord Duan might as well take a look before deciding."

Duan Qirui wasn't uninterested in political trends. He frequently corresponded with Wang Shizhen, discussing the current political structure of the world. In terms of political construction alone, the People's Party was undoubtedly the well-deserved number one. On top of completely destroying the old system, the People's Party established their organization with dumbfounding speed.

The one that could be said to be following closely behind was Wang Youhong of Jiangsu. After the People's Party captured Northern Jiangsu, Duan Qirui didn't believe the People's Party would abide by the agreement with Yuan Shikai and keep Southern Jiangsu. As a result, the People's Party actually did abide by the agreement. Wang Youhong stepped onto the political stage of Southern Jiangsu in the role of successor to the constitutional pioneer Zhang Xun. At any rate, he had maintained the Jiangsu Assembly until now. It could be considered as having weathered the storm.

Wang Shizhen believed that these people all had their own political programs and could organize a government according to a set model. Beiyang's model was simple; it was a variation of the Qing Dynasty. But Beiyang had always attached importance to industry and commerce, and to opening banks. In the North, Yuan Shikai had already ordered people to open several industrial banks to invest in local industry and commerce, which had yielded some results.

But Zhejiang was isolated outside of Beiyang. It was impossible to completely imitate Beiyang's model. It was even impossible to integrate with Beiyang economically. Duan Qirui intuitively felt that, bearing the heavy responsibility of Beiyang, he could only create a Zhejiang model that belonged to Duan Qirui. As for what kind of model to choose, Duan Qirui had never had a clue.

Looking at the "Three People's Principles" manuscript that Cai Yuanpei was enthusiastically introducing, Duan Qirui wanted to draw some lessons from it, even if he knew it was a trap. After wrestling in his heart for a moment, Duan Qirui took the manuscript.

When Duan Qirui finally took the manuscript, Cai Yuanpei breathed a huge sigh of relief in his heart. Since 1905, the speed of changes in the revolutionary situation had left Cai Yuanpei dumbfounded. As a famous scholar, Cai Yuanpei firmly believed that action was important, but theory was even more important. Looking at the revolutionary parties that truly aimed to overthrow the Qing at that time, Sun Yat-sen was already the person most capable of producing a theoretical basis. Cai Yuanpei would rather leave the Guangfu Society temporarily to discuss with Sun Yat-sen because he appreciated and supported Sun Yat-sen's revolutionary theory.

Chen Ke, this young man, didn't even catch Cai Yuanpei's eye at the time. Not to mention that Chen Ke himself didn't join the Guangfu Society at all, but single-handedly started his own revolutionary organization in Shanghai. Just such a penniless young man, who relied on selling a watch to Qiu Jin in exchange for a few dozen taels of silver. He opened a dye factory, made medicine, then ran a school and formed a political party. Then he took Yan Fu as his teacher, went to Beijing to see the world, and then suddenly rose to prominence during the floods in Anhui.

By the time Cai Yuanpei turned his gaze back to Chen Ke, he saw the People's Party rising violently. It had the appearance of sweeping across the world. Meanwhile, Tao Chengzhang, Qiu Jin, Xu Xilin, and others who maintained cooperation with the People's Party, although suffering repeated setbacks, had also established achievements after leading the Guangfu Society to break away from the Tongmenghui. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren left the Tongmenghui in 1908, taking away the members of the Hunan Huaxing Society who served as the backbone. The Tongmenghui, which originally held the leading position in the revolution, disintegrated so rapidly in a situation without any external enemy strikes.

In such a situation, Sun Yat-sen did not become depressed. On the contrary, he buried himself in writing, attempting to establish a revolutionary theory that could rival the People's Party. Cai Yuanpei felt he couldn't help, so he returned to Zhejiang. But it just so happened that Duan Qirui led the Beiyang 3rd Division into Zhejiang, dealing a heavy blow to the Guangfu Society led by Tao Chengzhang, Qiu Jin, and others. Hearing the message sent by Chen Ke, Cai Yuanpei went to negotiate with Yuan Shikai with the determination to die. Unexpectedly, Yuan Shikai actually gave the Guangfu Society space to exist.

The Guangfu Society saved its existence from the brink of destruction, but the change in the situation gave the Tongmenghui a final blow. Yuan Shikai and the People's Party suddenly broke off their military standoff, marched back to Beijing to seize central power, and at the same time opened the National Assembly wide. Now, the various factions that had been clamoring for revolution in Japan, as well as the revolutionary youth, all saw the dawn of republican constitutionalism. They no longer cared about the Tongmenghui. They either leaned towards the constitutional monarchy that had actually been established, or simply returned to China to defect to Beiyang, attempting to realize their political ambitions.

Cai Yuanpei received news from Japan that the Tongmenghui existed in name only. Various factions within it had all returned to China to participate in the struggle for the assemblies in various provinces. Those still sticking with the Tongmenghui were only Sun Yat-sen, Chen Qimei, and a few revolutionary youths led by Wang Jingwei in the north.

Just as he was burning with anxiety, Sun Yat-sen suddenly had someone send the finally completed revolutionary program and political design of "Three People's Principles" to Cai Yuanpei. As soon as Cai Yuanpei saw it, he resolved to build a brand-new Zhejiang based on this program.

During his days in southern Zhejiang, Cai Yuanpei had also studied the programs proposed by various domestic political factions. Although the program proposed by Chen Ke was not publicized much externally, it wasn't completely impossible to obtain. As soon as Cai Yuanpei saw the program of "the working people being the masters of the house" proposed by Chen Ke, he immediately and thoroughly opposed it. Bragging about people's rights was one thing, but guaranteeing "the working people being the masters of the house" through a political system was another.

Laborers must be under the leadership of intellectuals, or rather, the landlord-gentry group led by intellectuals like Cai Yuanpei. This was the system Cai Yuanpei truly identified with. Farmers who didn't know many characters were indeed laborers, but what right did they have to stand over scholars? Even if only for this point, Cai Yuanpei drew a clear line with the People's Party.

But Sun Yat-sen's "Three People's Principles" allowed Cai Yuanpei to see an ideal in it. Sun Yat-sen's revolutionary program composed of Nationalism, Democracy (People's Rights), and Livelihood (People's Livelihood) was abbreviated as "Three People's Principles".

In Sun Yat-sen's political platform, the Three People's Principles were fully expressed in the four phrases: "Expel the Tartars, Restore China, Establish a Republic, Equalize Land Rights".

Nationalism was the battle flag Sun Yat-sen raised first. It reflected the complex contradictions between ethnic groups in modern Chinese society—both the contradiction between imperialism and the Chinese nation, and the contradiction between the Qing ruling group headed by Manchu nobles and the Han nationality and other ethnic minorities. Imperialism and the Qing ruling group were increasingly colluding.

One of the main contents of nationalism was "Anti-Manchu". "Expel the Tartars, Restore China" had always been the battle slogan of the bourgeois revolutionary democrats in the late Qing Dynasty. This was not only because the Qing Dynasty was a feudal autocratic regime "dominated from above" by Manchu nobles, but also because it had become a "court of foreigners". The reason why the "Anti-Manchu" slogan had such broad mobilization significance lay in this. Avoiding the doom of China being partitioned or co-administered, and striving for national independence and liberation, was another main content of nationalism. In the inaugural statement of "Min Bao", Sun Yat-sen listed "oppression by foreign powers" and "encroachment by alien races" side by side as the basic reasons why nationalism "could not be delayed for a moment". "Without revolution, there is no way to save the dying nation," and revolution must "first overthrow the Manchu government". The significance of nationalism in opposing imperialist oppression was contained in this.

Democracy (People's Rights) was the core of the Three People's Principles. It reflected another major contradiction in modern Chinese society, namely the contradiction between feudalism and the masses. The basic content of Democracy was: exposing and criticizing feudal autocracy, pointing out that the feudal social-political system deprived human rights, and thus was by no means "what equal citizens can bear"; the feudal monarchy must be overthrown through the path of "National Revolution", replaced by a republican system of "democratic constitutionalism", ending the serious state of "thousands of years of autocracy without relief". Corresponding to this "change" in "state polity", the planning of the form of government also constituted an important content of Democracy.

Comparing with "Three People's Principles", Cai Yuanpei understood the People's Party's revolutionary program even more. The People's Party also proposed anti-Qing and anti-imperialism, but these were not the People's Party's program, but rather tasks for various stages of the revolution. The core program of the People's Party, "the working people being the masters of the house", achieved the tasks of anti-exploitation in various stages through class struggle. Anyone identified by the People's Party as an "exploiter", whether Manchu Qing or imperialism, was an object to be overthrown.

Undoubtedly, these could explain the People's Party's ruthless crackdown on landlords and gentry during land reform. Landlords and gentry were considered exploiters by the People's Party simply because they owned land, and then their land was confiscated in its entirety. Landlords and gentry who dared to resist with arms were all ruthlessly suppressed.

And the "People's Livelihood" in Sun Yat-sen's Three People's Principles made Cai Yuanpei admire incomparably. Sun Yat-sen summarized the main content of People's Livelihood into two major issues: land and capital. "Equalization of Land Rights"—"Land Nationalization" was Sun Yat-sen's land scheme. The main content was "improve the social economic organization and verify the land prices of the world. The current land price still belongs to the original owner. The increased value from social improvement and progress after the revolution belongs to the state and is shared by the nationals". Sun Yat-sen believed that the implementation of this scheme could prevent monopoly and also make "the public family richer", thereby promoting "social development".

That is to say, the landlords and gentry could still guarantee ownership of the land. Only the portion of the price in transactions that was higher than the original land price would be taxed by the state, and these funds would be used for national construction.

In Cai Yuanpei's view, the People's Party's direct government leadership of land operations was the greatest exploitation. The People's Party not only controlled political power but also economic power. It was a political party that thoroughly implemented dictatorship and autocracy under the banner of revolution. Its evil was probably even worse than the Qing Dynasty.

So Cai Yuanpei ran to recommend Sun Yat-sen's "Three People's Principles" program to Duan Qirui, just to prevent Zhejiang from turning into the kind of province where the People's Party's evil ran rampant.

Duan Qirui had absolutely no interest in the political and land parts mentioned earlier. The experience of over a year had made Duan Qirui deeply aware of the difficulty of collecting taxes from Jiangnan landlords. Anything that couldn't be realized was useless. As a soldier, Duan Qirui adhered to this pragmatic attitude.

However, seeing the construction of the political system later on, Duan Qirui became completely interested.

To correspond with the Three People's Principles, Sun Yat-sen proposed the Separation of Five Powers. He believed that the three branches of power should not be adopted like in the West, so Sun Yat-sen added examination and control powers to form five powers.

Although Duan Qirui didn't understand business, he wasn't ignorant of politics.

In Duan Qirui's view, there was a lot to be done with the examination system proposed by Sun Yat-sen. The examination system was the method for selecting officials. The Examination Yuan, specially established, exercised the examination power, but examination and employment could not be combined because the Examination Yuan did not have executive power. It didn't even know how many people came to take the exam.

As for the control system, the impeachment power belonging to the legislative power was separated to form a separate Control Yuan. When the Control Yuan proposed impeachment, there was no parliament to try it, so it was placed in the Judicial Yuan, under which a Civil Servant Disciplinary Committee was set up. The Control Yuan initiated impeachment, and the Civil Servant Disciplinary Committee tried it.

Wasn't this opening the door wide for those in power? As long as Duan Qirui controlled the Examination Yuan and the Control Yuan, he could control the selection of officials as he pleased.

As for the parliament Sun Yat-sen came up with, on one hand, a National Assembly was set up as the organ of political power, and on the other hand, five Yuans were set up as organs of governing power. But above the five Yuans, a President was set up to manage governing power, yet this President did not have the power to command the five Yuans, only to mediate.

Duan Qirui felt that Sun Yat-sen was really an amusing person. He created a President who seemed to have high status and weight but actually controlled nothing at all. And as long as Duan Qirui controlled military power, the Examination Yuan, and the Control Yuan, and had a certain number of supporters in the parliament, this would completely sideline the parliament and this so-called President. Superficial power might belong to the so-called parliament, but in reality, it wasn't at all.

Once this thing was set up, Duan Qirui only needed to watch the parliament make a fuss. He held heavy troops in his hand; who could touch him? Moreover, Duan Qirui, who controlled the appointment and removal of officials, could act on his own. If he really couldn't stand it anymore, he could just purge the assembly members and replace them with a new batch to keep up appearances.

Is this Sun Wen really a revolutionary? Duan Qirui thought curiously.

If Zhejiang adopted Chen Ke's model, needless to say, using the system of "dictatorship of the working people" to call upon the poor common people who opposed exploitation could swallow the New Army's 3rd Division like a tide. This could be called a revolution. If it was the separation of powers parliament system set up by Wang Youhong in Jiangsu, even if there was internal chaos, even if they didn't dare to challenge the People's Party due to insufficient military power, the Jiangsu Assembly was quite united in guarding against the New Army's 3rd Division in Zhejiang. It could be considered to have formed a bloc.

But this separation of five powers, was it separating Duan Qirui's power, or separating the power of the landlords and gentry? Duan Qirui was very interested in this question. Thinking of this, Duan Qirui couldn't help but smile.

Seeing Duan Qirui smile, Cai Yuanpei quickly said, "Lord Duan, I have a humble opinion I would like to discuss with Lord Duan."

Duan Qirui put down the thick booklet and said with a smile of unfathomable depth, "Please enlighten me, Mr. Cai."
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Did Cai Yuanpei truly believe that others should bring out their kindness to obey him?

Duan Qirui had spent a great deal of effort to arrive at this speculation. Although Duan Qirui was completely unsure whether Cai Yuanpei's mindset was genuine or feigned, he had already placed Cai Yuanpei in the "only to be used" category.

To believe that human nature is inherently good requires immense courage. Such thinking did not exist within Beiyang. Even Wang Shizhen, recognized as a "good man" within Beiyang, had high standards of personal morality. Yet, the number of people Wang Shizhen had personally ordered to be executed was at least several hundred. Yuan Shikai was called the "Butcher of the People," and of the commoners who died at Yuan Shikai's hands, Wang Shizhen could claim credit for forty percent.

In this world, a person is called a good man simply because such a person does not snatch things obtained by others to satisfy their own interests. Of course, the prerequisite is that this person possesses the ability to indisputably seize everything from others. This can already be called an absolute "good man." As for a "true good man" who gives support to others without seeking any return when they are in distress, Duan Qirui had really never seen one. If there was one, it was only Yuan Shikai alone.

In the life-and-death struggle between political groups, there is absolutely no room for "good men" to exist. The slightest tolerance towards the enemy is a crime against one's own group. From this perspective, the People's Party was already a "superb good political group." Although they were ruthless towards resisting enemies in battle, once the enemy laid down their arms or lost the ability to continue resisting, the People's Party still "treated captives preferentially."

A considerable portion of the old soldiers in the Third Town were unwilling to fight hard against the People's Party again precisely because they received medical treatment and kindness from the People's Party after being captured. These old soldiers didn't understand politics and had no understanding of the People's Party's political program, so naturally, they had no opposition. Then, between certain death in resistance and living by surrendering, they felt it was very necessary to survive. Having this kind of mindset before the battle, they couldn't possibly genuinely want to be hostile to the People's Party.

Duan Qirui knew the thoughts of his subordinates. If it weren't for his heartfelt opposition to the People's Party's political program of "laboring people as masters of the house," just based on the last defeat alone, Duan Qirui should have completely given up the intention of fighting to the end.

These were the realities of the world that Duan Qirui could understand and accept. But a person like Cai Yuanpei actually thought the world revolved around him, or at least he thought he understood the mode of the world's operation. Then, overestimating his own capabilities, he pushed his self-righteous "New Order" onto others. Those scholars who threw themselves into Beiyang, even if they wanted to push their own suggestions, at least understood that the one calling the shots was Beiyang, not themselves, so these people wouldn't misplace their position.

But Cai Yuanpei couldn't even set this most basic position right. He even tried to command Duan Qirui from the position of a false instructor. This couldn't help but make Duan Qirui harbor greater suspicion. Is this Cai Yuanpei truly stupid, or playing stupid?

Politics is about interests. Duan Qirui tolerated the existence of the Guangfu Society in southern Zhejiang only because the Guangfu Society didn't cause trouble. Duan Qirui also didn't have time to resolve the Guangfu Society's existence recently. Of course, it was also because Duan Qirui's biggest trouble now was how to rectify the situation in Zhejiang. These factors determined that the Guangfu Society could continue to exist.

In Duan Qirui's imagination, Cai Yuanpei should be helping Duan Qirui integrate the Zhejiang gentry at this time. Whether using Sun Yat-sen's *Three People's Principles* or Jiangsu's Separation of Three Powers, it didn't matter. What was important was solving Duan Qirui's troubles. Then, under the situation of safeguarding Beiyang's and his own interests, Duan Qirui would let the Guangfu Society have a share of the pie.

Cai Yuanpei's performance greatly disappointed Duan Qirui.

After listening to Cai Yuanpei introduce the political program designed by Sun Yat-sen, Duan Qirui saw that Cai Yuanpei had absolutely no intention of solving practical problems. He waved his hand, "Mr. Cai, I understand your theory, but the urgent task now is to unite the localities of Zhejiang. I wonder what suggestions Mr. Cai has?"

Cai Yuanpei wasn't stupid. Hearing such a clear question, he answered: "Lord Duan, if Lord Duan can agree to arrange the future political situation of Zhejiang with the *Three People's Principles* as the framework, I am willing to serve Lord Duan and convene the Zhejiang Assembly."

If Duan Qirui originally had plans to discuss with Cai Yuanpei, now Duan Qirui suddenly felt that if he gathered the army to finish off the Guangfu Society first, perhaps it would also be a good choice. At least it could kill the chicken to scare the monkey. What Duan Qirui needed now was the submission and cooperation of other political forces, not letting other political forces ride on his head.

Forcing down his mood, Duan Qirui said pleasantly: "Mr. Cai, how about this? This official will convene a gentry meeting. Since Mr. Cai intends to cooperate, why not send a representative to attend then?"

"What about the matter of the *Three People's Principles*?" Cai Yuanpei thought Duan Qirui's attitude had softened, and asked joyfully.

"The livelihood in Zhejiang localities is very bad right now. Whether it's the gentry or the common people, they have all encountered the problem of being unable to sell silkworm cocoons. Don't you think solving these things is more important?" Duan Qirui remained pleasant.

"This..." Cai Yuanpei was very disappointed.

Duan Qirui was determined to send Cai Yuanpei away, so his attitude became even gentler. "Mr. Cai, political matters can be discussed at length later. Now, livelihood matters are imminent. Do you think that with everyone unable to make a living, and bankrupt commoners selling their sons and daughters everywhere, talking about the *Three People's Principles* is useful? The common people need a mouthful of food right now. If you can bring out this food, I will talk about these things with you."

Cai Yuanpei originally didn't think the problems could be solved in the short term either. Since Duan Qirui's attitude had softened and he was prepared to convene a gentry meeting, Cai Yuanpei could only temporarily agree to Duan Qirui's statement and go back to wait for news.

Sending Cai Yuanpei away, Duan Qirui had to seriously consider local matters. He felt he truly wasn't the material to be a local official. "Should I write a letter to Brother Wang Shizhen, asking him to help transfer me back to Beijing?" Duan Qirui even generated such a thought. Anyway, the Third Town had recovered its strength; returning to serve in the Ministry of Army would be far more relaxing than staying in Zhejiang as Governor.

Just at this moment, a personal guard suddenly came in from outside. "Lord Duan, urgent military intelligence."

"What happened?" Duan Qirui immediately became tense. Could it be that Cai Yuanpei's trip was to confuse him, and the Guangfu Society had actually started moving north?

"Lord Duan, the Fujian New Army Tenth Town has rebelled. Viceroy of Min-Zhe Lord Songshou orders Your Excellency to send troops to suppress the rebellion." The personal guard continued to report.

Duan Qirui was originally a bit tense, but hearing this, he sneered and returned to his usual calmness. He had absolutely no respect for his nominal superior, Viceroy of Min-Zhe Songshou. He asked: "What else did Songshou say?"

"Lord Songshou wired that it is extremely urgent, asking Your Excellency to send troops immediately." The personal guard didn't dare be like Duan Qirui; he still maintained honorifics.

"Understood, you may withdraw." Duan Qirui replied.

Watching the personal guard leave, Duan Qirui didn't plan to prepare for military struggle immediately. He picked up a brush and drafted a telegram to Yuan Shikai, asking for Yuan Shikai's instructions.

In Duan Qirui's view, Songshou purely asked for it. Ever since Yuan Shikai convened the provisional meeting of the National Assembly and informed the whole country that Beiyang had grasped the central political power, the Han governors everywhere were fine. But the days for the Manchu governors were very hard. Han governors only had to deal with local gentry. This was just very ordinary dispute. But the Manchu governors felt the sky had collapsed. The court was no longer ruled by the Emperor, which meant the end for the Manchus had come.

Manchus had never integrated into China politically. They believed they were born superior to others, and they spared no effort when striking at Han resistance. Seeing that they were about to lose political power, the fear of the Manchu officials came from their marrow. Without the support of the court, it was no longer possible for Manchus to tyrannize. Then how would the Han people they once bullied treat them? The revolutionaries publicized *The Ten Days of Yangzhou* overwhelmingly, and slogans of slaughtering Manchus shouted to the heavens. These people didn't think they could be spared.

And Fujian had organized Manchu Banner troops. Fuzhou General Pushou simply directly organized a "Han-Killing Corps," clamoring to "kill all Han people in Fuzhou." Duan Qirui had long known that something would happen in Fujian and had reported this to Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai's reply was "watch the changes quietly." If Yuan Shikai directly seized ownership of Fujian, it would be too obvious. If Fujian had internal strife, entering Fujian with the reason of cleaning up the situation would be logical.

Duan Qirui originally thought Yuan Shikai was being too benevolent towards the Guangfu Society. But starting from the overall situation, with the Guangfu Society formally existing in Zhejiang, enemies would run to the Guangfu Society's banner, and instead, there wouldn't be meaning of beacon fires everywhere. Even with Duan Qirui's capability, having to suppress the Shanghai local government on one hand, fight wildly with the local snake Guangfu Society in Zhejiang, and guard against trouble in Fujian—Duan Qirui couldn't withstand it even with three heads and six arms.

Duan Qirui now admired Yuan Shikai's overall view prostrate on the ground. Finishing the telegram text, Duan Qirui seriously wrote down the date: September 17, 1910.

Viceroy of Min-Zhe Songshou didn't genuinely expect Duan Qirui to send troops to rescue him. In fact, he didn't expect his telegram to actually reach Duan Qirui's hands at all. Ordering people to send the telegram, Songshou listened to the gunfire outside, which was still far but intense enough, and ordered wine and dishes to be brought up. The Bannerman servant was greatly puzzled by Lord Songshou's leisurely behavior. Seeing Lord Songshou's pale face, the servant realized that Lord Songshou was preparing to eat his last meal.

The servant had followed Songshou for a long time. Although he had started sobbing quietly, the servant still ran to the kitchen and ordered the cook to quickly prepare a table of banquet for Lord Songshou.

Songshou took out a small bottle of wine from a hidden compartment; that was the poison wine he had prepared long ago. He also brought out a large jar of wine from a corner of the living room. This was one of the twelve jars of fine Shanxi Fenjiu given to him by others when Songshou assumed the post of Minister of War seven years ago. He trembled as he poured himself a cup. Without needing food to go with it, he trembled as he raised the cup and drank it in one gulp. The clear Fenjiu was very strong; if he drank such a cup directly on ordinary days, Songshou really couldn't handle it. But with this cup down now, the strong stimulation made Songshou suddenly feel relaxed all over. Perhaps because he hadn't eaten or slept much these past few days, with one cup of wine down, Songshou felt his body already had a tipsy feeling.

Pouring himself another cup, Songshou didn't continue drinking. He closed his eyes, and events of the past two years flooded into his mind.

"Empress Dowager! Your Majesty!" Songshou led the officials of Fujian in holding a massive mourning ceremony. Ten thousand people crying loudly facing the direction of Beijing was indeed magnificent. This was the event of September 7, 1908. Kneeling behind Songshou was Fujian General Pushou. Behind these civil and military high officials were a group of civil and military officials. Further back were ten thousand Bannermen.

After the group finished crying, Songshou required the common people to wear mourning for three days. Weddings and funerals were prohibited in Fujian within a month. This was originally standard practice. The world situation changed extremely fast. That night, Fujian General Pushou came to visit Songshou. "My Lord, the Bannermen population is numerous now. I am preparing to try opening some businesses, otherwise, everyone is afraid they won't be able to go on."

Although the Eight Banners system had "Iron Crops," this wasn't uniformly distributed. Only Bannermen selected as soldiers could have relatively high income. Others were only distributed rations and money to keep from starving. Fujian was a poor place, unable to compare with those Eight Banners in Beijing, far unable to compare with the Jingzhou and Xiangyang Eight Banners in Hubei, and the Bannermen in Nanjing, Jiangsu.

But Bannermen hadn't done any ordinary commoner's business for over two hundred years. Even if livelihood was difficult, they wouldn't starve to death. If they opened ordinary businesses, it would be a situation where it was easy to start but hard to stop. It wasn't that Songshou didn't want Bannermen to have more income, but how to increase income without triggering conflict with ancestral rules was a big problem. One must know, if Bannermen engaged in ordinary businesses, it would certainly affect the business of many Han people. If the Han gentry caused a disturbance, Songshou couldn't bear the charge of "ruining ancestral rules."

"This, I'm afraid, has to be discussed at length," Songshou said.

"My Lord, the sericulture business is very good now. Raw silk is not worried about sales at all. We won't do anything else, just teach the Eight Banners women to plant mulberries and raise silkworms first. Firstly, it won't trigger conflict. Secondly, it can also let everyone subsidize their household expenses. It shouldn't cause trouble." Pushou had his own ideas.

"So..., that is acceptable," Songshou replied. Another key point of the Banner system was "Manchu and Han do not mix." Manchus and Han lived separately, did not intermarry, and did not interact. As long as Bannermen were still in their own residential areas, there would be no handle to grab.

Having finished talking about this major event, Pushou refused to leave. Songshou was also a bit irritable in his heart because of the drastic changes in the court situation. He asked unhappily: "Is there anything else?"

"My Lord, how do you view Yuan Shikai?" Pushou was a Manchu General and had heartfelt distrust towards Beiyang.

"This is the court's affair. We just need to manage Fujian well," Songshou replied coldly.

"My Lord, Yuan Shikai has harbored evil intentions for a long time. Now that the Empress Dowager and the Emperor are both gone, and he holds heavy troops outside, who in the court can suppress Yuan Shikai now?" Pushou was worried.

"Now the People's Party is the great enemy. Let's extinguish the People's Party first and then talk." Songshou didn't want to tell Pushou the plans in his heart. After saying this, Songshou lifted his tea bowl. "Lifting tea to send off guests" was a rule in Manchu officialdom. Pushou dared not disturb him further and could only rise to take his leave.

Songshou only felt increasingly irritable in his heart. The current situation was truly confusing. The Empress Dowager and the Emperor passing away on the same day was strange enough. And with a young lord just enthroned, they faced a situation where great rebel bandits and great powerful ministers existed simultaneously. Songshou felt indescribably uncomfortable. Although lifting tea to send off guests was a basic rule, Songshou sighed a long sigh and drank the already cold tea in one gulp.

Opening his eyes, Songshou's recollection ended here. He picked up the cup of wine on the table and drank it in one gulp. The spicy and clear Fenjiu became much more refreshing upon entering his mouth at this time. Songshou had no regrets anymore. Even if he had already detected the crisis of the situation at that time, what could he have done? The court was in chaos; Songshou couldn't possibly change the situation relying on the New Army Tenth Town.

Now the New Army Tenth Town was storming Fuzhou. With the current situation, it wouldn't take long for them to rush into the Viceroy of Min-Zhe's office. That would be the time of Songshou's death. Songshou glanced at the small bottle containing poison wine on the table. At that time, he would have to rely on this thing to maintain Songshou's own dignity.

"If only I could have made up my mind to go for the King's Rescue back then!" Songshou thought.

In November 1908, Pushou and a group of Fujian civil and military officials were in the Viceroy of Min-Zhe's office. Prince Chun Zaifeng issued a King's Rescue order to the world. Mounted bandits were raging in Zhili, Hebei, and Shandong. At that time, the Banner First Town of Beiyang, and the "suspected army" organized by the Beijing Bannermen, had already been clean and neatly annihilated. And Beijing actually had to rely on police to defend the city.

Of course, the telegram didn't say it this clearly. It only required Banner troops everywhere to go for King's Rescue.

"What exactly does Prince Chun mean by this?" New Army Tenth Town Commander Sun Daoren asked.

Fujian General Pushou replied coldly: "What meaning can it have? Prince Chun feels the New Army is unreliable."

Although Sun Daoren was a leading figure in the New Army, Manchus had always had a "noble" status. Although the army and equipment he held were better, his status still couldn't compare with Pushou. Being snapped at by Pushou like this, although Sun Daoren was furious, he couldn't say anything.

"General Pushou, are you preparing to lead troops to Beijing for King's Rescue?" This was the greatest counterattack Sun Daoren could make.

"This requires Lord Songshou's decision; no need to trouble Commander Sun," Pushou sneered.

Seeing the two highest commanders of the New Army and Banner Army opposing each other like this, Songshou also felt it was too inappropriate. He scolded, "The court is already in such crisis, what are you arguing about?"

Although he said this, Songshou knew he simply couldn't send out troops for King's Rescue. This time Prince Chun Zaifeng requested King's Rescue; not to mention Fujian was too far from Beijing. Going by water required big ships. But arranging ships took time. More importantly, the Bannermen indeed had no army capable of fighting. Even elites like the New Army First Town couldn't escape the fate of total annihilation. What could a temporarily patchworked Banner army do if they went? Moreover, quite a lot of intelligence had already started to point out that in the New Army Tenth Town, more and more people were inclined towards the revolutionary party.

Now if the Banner army was sent away, who would be responsible for suppressing the New Army?

If he could send the New Army Tenth Town to Beijing, that would be a not bad choice. But Songshou knew that if he proposed this suggestion, it would meet with great opposition.

But Songshou wanted to try. "Commander Sun, can the New Army Tenth Town dispatch troops?"

"This..., My Lord, for the New Army Tenth Town to move, military weapons, equipment, and supplies must be prepared for at least two months." As expected, Sun Daoren immediately refused.

"The New Army going is probably useless too." Pushou also held an opposing opinion without a doubt. Even if his own Banner Army had no combat power, Fujian General Pushou didn't want the New Army to show the slightest limelight.

The gunshots were closer. The crying and shouting, especially women's crying and shouting, pulled Songshou's train of thought back to reality. If he could have sent the New Army Tenth Town to King's Rescue without hesitation at that time, it would have been good. Songshou thought. Even killing with a borrowed knife would be better than now.

Ten days ago, it was New Army Tenth Town Commander Sun Daoren who demanded Songshou hand over all power in Fujian Province. Songshou refused, and then the battle unfolded. Songshou didn't regret not acting promptly at that time. At the end of 1908, Songshou simply couldn't have imagined the situation would change at such a rapid speed.
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Chapter 75: Changes in Various Provinces (Part 7)

"Your Excellency, I do not wish to go to Beijing," Pushou said to Songshou.

This was late August 1909. Yuan Shikai had already issued a call to the provinces to summon councilors to discuss state affairs. The gentry across Fujian were restless and eager to move. Songshou had no choice but to lead a delegation to Beijing. When he asked the General of Fujian, Pushou, about it, Pushou firmly rejected the suggestion.

"Are you planning to stay in Fujian and continue training the troops?" Songshou asked.

"Precisely. Since a fight is inevitable sooner or later, I will stay in Fujian," Pushou said calmly. Ever since Yuan Shikai seized central power in early 1909, Pushou had argued with Songshou countless times, urging him to raise an army to oppose Yuan. Although Songshou was the Viceroy of Min-Zhe (Fujian and Zhejiang), he knew he stood no chance against the Beiyang New Army's 3rd Division in Zhejiang.

Pushou, however, was a man of action. Knowing he couldn't persuade Songshou to rebel, he turned to demanding weapons and ammunition. He issued a foreign rifle and three hundred rounds of ammunition to every male bannerman in Fujian over the age of thirteen, drilling them daily. Songshou knew Pushou was preparing for a fight to the death and didn't have the heart to stop him.

With the Manchu Qing Dynasty in such dire straits, facing imminent collapse, as a bannerman, watching the situation deteriorate to this point without doing anything was unconscionable. Moreover, the revolutionaries were now high on morale, shouting everywhere about killing all Manchus, and the Manchus themselves were in a state of panic. Although Songshou didn't believe Yuan Shikai would go that far, he hoped to have a strong force in hand, if only as a bargaining chip.

In the six months since Beiyang took power, Pushou had done nothing but train troops and curse Yuan Shikai's wolfish ambition. It was only in the last two months that he had quieted down. This wasn't because Pushou had learned to face reality. As far as Songshou knew, Pushou had begun promoting radicals among the Manchus, organizing a "Kill Han Regiment," and plotting a massive purge in Fujian. Or rather, a massacre.

Pushou's "Kill Han Regiment" began scouting the whereabouts of revolutionaries, preparing to suppress the rebel party as soon as the troops were ready. It was said that the regiment's preliminary plan was to "kill three hundred thousand Han people to secure peace in Fujian."

Thinking of this, Songshou said, "General Pushou, do not act rashly."

Songshou had never really fought a war, so he felt that such a crazy plan might actually succeed. Not in completely eliminating the revolutionaries, but in massacring three hundred thousand Han people. To deny the legitimacy of the Qing, the revolutionaries publicized the "Ten Days of Yangzhou" everywhere. This was a blow to the Qing's image, but conversely, it gradually planted an idea in the minds of the Manchus: "Since the empire was seized by massacre back then, perhaps it can be held by massacre now."

The only problem was that the New Army's 10th Division was still present, and this military force was extremely disloyal. Revolutionaries had infiltrated it, spreading revolutionary propaganda widely. Songshou knew Yuan Shikai's method of training troops: guaranteeing high income for the Beiyang New Army while strictly enforcing military discipline—publicly executing anyone who disobeyed orders. One hand held the sword, the other held the money. This kept the Beiyang New Army submissive.

Fujian simply didn't have Yuan Shikai's financial resources. Without enough silver to feed them, enforcing harsh military law would be suicide. So Songshou could only place his hopes on the Manchu New Army, maintained by blood ties.

Pushou answered crisply, "Manchus number less than ten thousand; but ten thousand united are invincible! Your Excellency, please rest assured. As long as we can raise enough military pay, this new army will surely be unstoppable."

Seeing Pushou's determined stance, Songshou had no choice but to believe him.

"Your Excellency, the meal is ready," a personal guard pushed open the door and said.

"Bring it in," Songshou ordered.

"Should we invite others?" the guard continued to ask.

Songshou had wanted to have one last meal with his whole family. As he was about to speak, he saw the small bottle of poison. His heart trembled. What would they say if they met again? His family, along with the families of other bannermen, were all inside the Viceroy's residence. The women, the elderly, and the children each had a dose of poison. His own death was one thing; death ends all troubles, and he would no longer have to live in fear. It would be a release.

But to watch his loved ones die together—Songshou simply didn't have the courage.

"Just leave a dish for me. Tell the kitchen to continue cooking and send it to everyone else," Songshou finally decided.

"Yes." The guard left a portion of pork elbow for Songshou and went out wiping tears.

The gunfire had thinned out a bit at this moment. A hope suddenly rose in Songshou's heart that perhaps the rebels couldn't fight anymore. Just as he was thinking this, he suddenly heard the violent explosion of artillery shells. The impact was very close to the Viceroy's Yamen, and dust from the roof beams was shaken loose, falling in a shower.

The shot was accurate. Songshou's trembling hand picked up a piece of the pork elbow, now dusted with gray. He wanted to take a bite, but couldn't swallow. He wondered if the gunner was from the New Army or from the Guangfu Society that had come to assist.

If only there were no Guangfu Society! If only there were no Guangfu Society!

Songshou felt dead inside; even the feeling of anger was gone.

The real battle had started ten days ago, but effectively, it had begun when Songshou returned to Fujian in January 1909. The path to establishing a parliament in Fujian had been extremely arduous. Especially in the selection of councilors, the struggle was fierce.

The councilors for this term in Fujian were mainly officials. To prevent the New Army from causing trouble, Songshou had specifically brought along Sun Daoren, the commander of the 10th Division of the New Army. This move turned out to be too clever for his own good. After participating in the National Assembly, Sun Daoren thoroughly saw the inevitability of the Qing's demise. Originally, this man had been fence-sitting, his attitude wavering. Since returning from Beijing, Sun Daoren knew the Great Qing was doomed and acted without any scruples.

Courting the gentry, colluding with revolutionaries—Sun Daoren no longer held back. He participated in the provincial assembly, and the gentry were naturally willing to believe his words. Listening to Sun Daoren speak about establishing a parliament in Fujian and implementing a federation of autonomous provinces where Fujian people would manage Fujian affairs, the gentry immediately felt there was an opportunity and no longer regarded the Manchus with respect. Because Sun Daoren had made it clear: "Councilors are elected by population. One national councilor is elected for every hundred thousand people. The total Manchu population in Fujian is less than ten thousand; electing even one councilor would be the absolute limit."

With the words of the New Army commander, the local gentry naturally had confidence. The Manchus, however, completely opposed the parliament. At a Manchu meeting, Pushou's eyes glared round with rage. "Your Excellency, our Great Qing has always held Manchus as noble and Han as base. The court tolerates Han people, but that means Manchu and Han officials are half and half. This election nonsense, voting by population—isn't this bullshit?"

Songshou was quite surprised that Pushou could still maintain some reason. Proposing the ancestral system of "half Manchu, half Han officials" showed that Pushou didn't intend to control the situation completely. Could it be that Pushou, who had sworn to protect the Qing empire, was also feeling timid?

"In this Fujian, Your Excellency must have the final say. Manchu councilors must occupy half the seats," Pushou added his stance.

If that could be done, it would naturally be best. But what would the locals in Fujian think? Songshou wasn't sure. Shang Yuan, the representative of the People's Party, had a very firm attitude: the Qing must perish. If the assembly didn't pass a resolution declaring the end of the Qing, the People's Party would absolutely not let the matter rest with other provinces. Jiangxi Province wasn't actually that royalist. The People's Party's attack on Jiangxi, directly bordering Fujian, was preparation for the next war.

While the Viceroy was hesitating, he heard Pushou say, "Your Excellency, since that Sun Daoren has already developed disloyalty, why don't we let him guard the border between Jiangxi and Fujian, and let the People's Party deal with the New Army?"

"Impossible," Songshou said hurriedly. "The lesson of Yuan Shikai is right before us."

Empress Dowager Cixi had sent Yuan Shikai to fight the People's Party, giving him the opportunity to act freely. The result was that the People's Party and Yuan Shikai played a double act; the People's Party went south, Yuan Shikai went north. The situation of the world changed instantly. If the New Army's 10th Division were allowed to act freely, wouldn't that be seeking their own death?

"If Your Excellency doesn't trust the New Army, then let me deal with Sun Daoren," Pushou began to request orders.

This time Songshou didn't answer directly; he started to calculate. Since Sun Daoren dared to act this way, he likely had a plan. If they really fought, the New Army had been established longer and was better trained. Moreover, Mawei had people from the Nanyang Navy, and the Nanyang Navy had good relations with Yuan Shikai. At this point, there was no hope that the Nanyang Navy would stand on his side.

On the other hand, Zhejiang had Duan Qirui's Beiyang 3rd Division. If the battle could be decided quickly, it would be fine. But if it dragged into a stalemate, there was no guarantee Yuan Shikai wouldn't intervene in Fujian. That would be "fending off a wolf at the front gate only to have a tiger enter through the back." Yuan Shikai would certainly take the opportunity to seize Fujian.

Thinking it over and over, Viceroy Songshou couldn't come up with a way to ensure Manchu dominance in Fujian while also establishing a small Fujian court for himself.

"Let's wait for now," Songshou said helplessly.

This wait lasted half a year. By July, the "Kill Han Regiment" organized by Pushou had mobilized all the Manchus. During this time, Pushou spread the news everywhere that half of the national councilors must be Manchu. The Fujian gentry didn't say much for the time being, only asking when the election would be held and what method would be used.

As far as Songshou knew, General Pushou simply told the gentry, "Vote however Viceroy Songshou says to vote. Just sign up first."

Quite a few gentry did sign up. Everything seemed to be running peacefully. But once August arrived, a rumor suddenly spread. It claimed that General Pushou was planning to catch all the registered councilors in one net. The story was told with vivid details. The "Kill Han Regiment" was originally just an organization for Manchus to embolden themselves; regardless of what Pushou said, Songshou didn't really believe Pushou intended to carry out a massacre.

But these rumors spread as if they were alive, claiming Pushou would first kill Han men without queues, then those with queues, killing until only Manchus were left in Fujian.

Pushou had indeed killed Han men without queues. That was during the People's Party's second counter-encirclement campaign, when every province was in a panic, and anyone without a queue was treated as a revolutionary. Pushou had arrested many people back then and killed a few. But that was two years ago. Now, although Pushou was searching for revolutionaries, he was only arresting people, not killing them for the time being.

As the Viceroy, Songshou actually couldn't get accurate information. In fact, to this day, he still didn't understand how things had escalated to this degree. General Pushou had originally tried to explain, but his explanation only backfired. In the current situation, arresting revolutionaries was seen as the Manchus' last desperate counterattack. Pushou's explanation admitted to arresting revolutionaries again, but no one listened to the rest.

From August 15th, the rumors grew louder and louder. Sun Daoren, commander of the New Army 10th Division, formally proposed in an official letter that the newly formed Manchu Army be temporarily placed under the command of the 10th Division to prevent the conflict from widening.

Songshou knew things were bad. Sun Daoren had seen Songshou less and less over the past six months. Starting three months ago, no matter how Songshou invited him to discuss official business, Sun Daoren refused to attend, claiming ill health. Now, suddenly issuing such a proposal, his intentions needed no guessing.

Pushou immediately used the Manchu Army to blockade Fuzhou City, and the "Kill Han Regiment" went out everywhere, arresting and killing any queue-less person they encountered. They also began arresting gentry everywhere. This was the last resort; Songshou knew it was too late. Sun Daoren had been preparing for a long time. When the rumors started spreading, Sun Daoren had actually already begun his moves.

Songshou felt he had been too stupid. When rumors were flying, he hadn't seen through the problem but instead called Pushou in for questioning. At that time, veins had popped out on Pushou's forehead as he tried his best to explain that he was being framed. Because Songshou knew about the "Kill Han Regiment," he was skeptical of Pushou's words. It wasn't until he saw Sun Daoren's letter that Songshou realized he had fallen into someone else's trap.

No matter what General Pushou and his men did now, it would only confirm "the truth of the rumors." No matter how Songshou explained that this was only to suppress revolutionaries and restore order, no one would believe it.

But without suppressing the revolutionaries and taking the gentry hostage, how could the situation be restored to what it was a year ago? The current plan was to stabilize Fuzhou City first. Pushou had to eliminate all opposing forces in Fuzhou as quickly as possible.

Rumors of further terror began to be born. Manchus claimed that Han people wanted to kill all Manchus in Fujian. Meanwhile, among the Han in Fuzhou, rumors spread that Manchus wanted to kill all Han in Fuzhou. In mutual suspicion and fear, the use of violence gradually exceeded boundaries. Unknown when it started, Pushou's subordinates went from arresting revolutionaries to arresting suspicious elements. From bringing them back for questioning to summary execution on the spot.

This brutal yet somewhat orderly approach didn't last long. Once the looting of shops began under various pretexts, the control of the Manchu New Army completely collapsed. These were just general reports, but Songshou could imagine the scene perfectly. Inside Fuzhou City, although the Manchus weren't wealthy, they were a group with stable income. But after Yuan Shikai dissolved the Clan Court and stopped issuing stipends to bannermen, life for Fuzhou bannermen became extremely difficult. Pushou was able to gather over ten thousand men because Songshou provided food and pay for this army. Every bannerman over thirteen had a new livelihood.

After enduring the bitter days of training, they finally had access to wealth. Coupled with the rumor circulating among bannermen that Han people wanted to kill them all, and the incitement of Pushou's "Kill Han Regiment," how could these bannermen maintain any military discipline? Once the looting started, it couldn't be controlled. Fuzhou was the provincial capital, full of shops. Besides money, there was grain. Every bannerman soldier felt that taking a little something home wasn't a big deal. But this was an army of over ten thousand, not just one person.

When Han people were looted, they naturally resisted. Resistance led to conflict, and conflict caused casualties. Casualties turned into mutual slaughter.

Ten days ago, when Sun Daoren demanded Songshou hand over all power in Fujian, Fuzhou City had already turned into a slaughterhouse. At that same moment, Pushou sent intelligence that besides the 10th Division participating in this "rebellion," the Guangfu Society had also sent a force to assist.

Songshou didn't know whether to believe this news. It didn't matter anymore; in a Fuzhou City filled with corpses, there was nothing believable or unbelievable. The only thing Viceroy Songshou could be sure of was that, regardless of the initial intentions, in the eyes of the outside world, the Fuzhou bannermen had started the slaughter. The 10th Division's attack wasn't a rebellion, but a restoration of order.

The only method left was to thoroughly defeat the 10th Division and use military force to crush the opposition in Fujian. Other than this, Songshou had no other way.

At the beginning of the battle, Pushou's Manchu New Army didn't fall behind. Songshou had tried his best over the past year to weaken the 10th Division. Not only did he provide no weapons supply, but he also stripped the 10th Division of their arms and ammunition as much as possible.

The Manchu New Army, on the other hand, received maximum supplies and armament. The New Army attacked the city several times over consecutive days without much effect. It wasn't until a certain unit joined the battle that the situation began to change. They had no uniforms, just uniform coarse cloth clothes, but their combat skills and fighting will were definitely not comparable to the bannermen army.

Songshou naturally couldn't go to the front line. The reports sent back were optimistic at first, but then became increasingly critical. The bannermen had looted Fuzhou, and the civilians inside the city had fled as much as possible. The pressure of defending the city fell entirely on the bannermen. After several days of continuous fighting, the bannermen's initial sharp spirit was worn down. With such an elite force suddenly joining the battle, the bannermen suffered heavy losses.

Moreover, this unit didn't fight recklessly; they fought with great method. When attacking frontally, there were always flank and rear sneak attacks. Several attacks nearly succeeded. The bannermen troops relied entirely on their ample ammunition to suppress with firepower, barely managing to keep the city from falling. After holding out for a few days, the bannermen's ammunition was running low, but this army still maintained vigorous fighting will and stamina.

After a night of harassment, just at dawn, this army suddenly launched a fierce attack regardless of casualties. The bannermen were sleepy and exhausted, plus they were low on ammo; unexpectedly, the city wall was breached, and the city gate opened. The New Army immediately charged in. Reports of positions falling came one after another. The bannermen knew what they had done; they knew exactly what the slogan "Kill all the Tartars, avenge the elders of Fuzhou!" shouted from the other side referred to. That wasn't a blood debt from two hundred years ago, but the sins the Manchus had committed ten days ago.

The Fuzhou civilians who had been hiding in their homes, refusing to help when the bannermen forced them, now came out to help the New Army. They carried supplies and transported the wounded. The bannermen managed to temporarily hold off the New Army's attack relying on street barricades and terrain. But after the civilians helped the New Army drag cannons into Fuzhou City, the situation was irretrievable. The barricades were blasted open by cannons, and the Guangfu Society people led the New Army into hand-to-hand combat with the bannermen. The bannermen might have been okay at shooting, but in melee, they no longer had the prowess of two hundred years ago.

By this time, reporting the situation no longer required official documents; Songshou's personal guards told him what they saw with their own eyes. The Guangfu Society troops were extremely skilled at close combat. In particular, there was a unit of female soldiers acting as the vanguard. They all wielded a long sword in one hand and a revolver in the other, slashing and shooting; the bannermen were no match for them. The New Army had no women, so these female soldiers were definitely Guangfu Society people. Only now could Songshou confirm this matter.

After the street barricades were breached, the bannermen's battle still didn't end. They now began their final resistance centered around the Viceroy's Yamen. The families of these bannermen were all in this area. If the Guangfu Society and New Army broke in, the fate of these women and children didn't need imagining. The looted pharmacies had poisons. Arsenic, sulfur, even square gold bars—all could be used for suicide.

At this moment, Songshou heard the cannon fire pause, but the gunfire, which had paused for a moment, became intense again. And the shots were getting closer; the screams of bannermen being hit were clearly audible. Just then, a guard rushed into the room. "Your Excellency..." The guard cried out only once before he couldn't go on, falling to the ground and weeping bitterly.

"I know." Viceroy Songshou knew the final moment had arrived. He picked up another piece of pork elbow. This time he didn't pause; Songshou put the pork elbow into his mouth. The cook's skill was still good to the end. The elbow was delicious, the meat tender, the skin chewy.

Sighing, Songshou opened the bottle of poison and drank it in one gulp. Unknowingly, tears were already streaming down his face. Not caring about anything else, Songshou poured himself another cup of Fen wine, then smashed the wine jar on the furniture, shattering it.

"Bring a torch," Songshou shouted to the guard.

"Your... Your Excellency!" The guard didn't understand what he meant.

"Burn me with a fire, so those people don't chop off my head to display to the public," Songshou laughed tragically.

The guard understood Songshou's meaning and hurriedly ran out crying to find fire. Watching the guard's retreating back, Songshou raised his cup again and drank the last cup of wine. Just as he wanted to shout something, Songshou felt a sharp pain start in his abdomen.

Duan Qirui received the results of the Battle of Fuzhou five days later. The Manchu women, children, and elderly had all taken poison and committed suicide. The Manchu men were wiped out by the New Army. Viceroy Songshou self-immolated; due to the excessive number of corpses in the Viceroy's residence, he was never found in the end.

Flicking the paper, Duan Qirui gave a cold laugh. This wasn't just a change in Fujian; after the Manchus pulled such a stunt in Fujian, it was hard to predict how other provinces would view the Manchus. And after this incident, how would more forces think to use the existence of the Manchus?

Beiyang finally had a chance to flex its muscles in this chaos. Duan Qirui could at least be certain of this.
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Chapter 76: Changes in Various Provinces (Part 8)

"I always felt that the enemies in the various provinces were very strong. Why has the situation deteriorated to such an extent?" Xie Mingxian asked very bluntly. Since returning to the base area after the negotiations, Xie Mingxian had received news that wars had broken out between the New Army and the Banner Army in both Fujian and Shaanxi.

When Chen Ke negotiated peace with Yuan Shikai back then, many comrades could not accept it. Even though Chen Ke confidently said, "Watch them build their vermilion towers, watch them feast their guests, and watch their towers collapse," comrades still felt that Chen Ke was being too optimistic. It was just that they couldn't come up with a stronger reason.

Comrades generally believed that after the fall of the Manchu Qing, the various provinces would be able to develop fully and there should be a considerable degree of improvement. The intelligence constantly sent back to the base area from all over the country clearly did not support this view. The situation in the various provinces had not improved in the slightest; instead, chaos began to spread. Jiangsu fell into an economic crisis, Zhejiang was torn apart, and civil wars simply broke out in Fujian and Shaanxi. The Beiyang clique fell into a financial crisis. Only the base area continued to walk step-by-step on the path planned by Chairman Chen Ke.

At the regular meeting of the Hubei Provincial Committee, Xie Mingxian raised this question that confused all the comrades. Why had the situation in the various provinces begun to deteriorate?

"Originally, the Manchu Qing at least had a nominal organization. If there were problems, the provinces pushed them to the Manchu Qing central government, so it looked like it could be maintained on the surface. Now that the provinces are starting to try to solve problems on their own, it would be strange if there wasn't chaos," Chen Ke explained.

"Then why do we look like we don't have any problems?" Xie Mingxian still felt it was incredible.

"We only have more problems than the provinces, it's just that we rely on the organization to constantly solve problems. Of the other provinces, those that can solve problems invariably have organizations. The higher the degree of organization, the faster the speed of solving problems. The reason the base area and Beiyang can hold on is that these two political forces have the highest degree of organization. Jiangsu is trying to build their own organization, and now they are struggling to solve problems. Comrade Xie Mingxian, you went to Jiangsu for negotiations, you can see this problem," Chen Ke continued to explain.

Cadre training is a very arduous task. Chen Ke felt that Commander Xie Mingxian obviously had "insufficient revolutionary consciousness" and still failed to consciously use the dialectics he had learned to look at problems. The history of the People's Party is much easier than the Party in history. The external enemies are weak, and the People's Party only needs to concentrate on building its own organization to succeed. Even so, Chen Ke had exhausted his efforts. It is a very arduous process for a person to broaden their horizons and go from spontaneous to conscious.

Recognizing the social nature of human beings themselves is very arduous. It requires believing that one is part of the great system of society, while human biological instincts will unconsciously treat oneself as the core of the world's operation. A long time ago, Chen Ke always felt that he couldn't understand many of Grandpa Mao's words, such as "We are all screws of the revolution." Chen Ke felt that was just singing high-profile tunes. Now he understands that these are sincere words. Even as the Party Chairman now, Chen Ke is just a link within the large organization and large system of the People's Party. If this system is to operate normally, every link is very important, and there is really no distinction between high and low for every comrade.

For example, letting Xie Mingxian be responsible for negotiations. Even if the People's Party does everything else well, once Xie Mingxian drops the ball, the work of negotiation will be ruined immediately. Chen Ke is now in the early 20th century. He now understands why he repeatedly hit walls and always failed in the early 21st century. That was all because Chen Ke in the 21st century did not understand that he was forever just a link in things. No one can hold up the sky relying solely on themselves.

Why is the social system very important? Because everyone has their own interests and selfishness. To solve the problem of interests, one must rely on the system. To solve the problem of selfishness, one must rely on education, training, and improving everyone's cognitive ability. Chen Ke must complete his job as Party Chairman.

"Comrades, to analyze the chaos in the various provinces, we must rely on dialectics. We must have a correct understanding of 'On Contradiction'. The problem in Jiangsu is that Wang Youhong is trying to establish a new ruling class. In the process of smoothing this out, the contradiction is who dominates the distribution. Regardless of whether the gentry are plotting for the power of the entire Jiangsu, the gentry demand absolute control over their own one-acre-three-quarters of land. And if Wang Youhong wants to effectively solve problems, he must break the gentry's absolute dominance over private land."

Chen Ke began to analyze the external situation. The comrades listened very seriously and also very relaxed. The People's Party meetings were not just a formality; every time, problems and principles were discussed. Everyone's understanding of economic development and political changes was far higher than other political forces of this era.

"We, the People's Party, have already solved this problem. Through the construction of the People's Party itself, we have dominated the politics of the base area through the Laborers' Alliance. Through land reform, we have greatly socialized land, this means of production. So now we can maximize the development of productive forces. Moreover, we let the benefits obtained turn back to improve people's lives, promoting the development of science and democracy. We haven't done anything amazing; we just did things that conform to the laws. We just conform to the laws promoting social development more than those other provinces. Comrades, guard against arrogance and rashness, and continue to advance."

"Chairman Chen, will other provinces all break out in this kind of struggle for dominance?" Xie Mingxian asked.

Chen Ke praised greatly in his heart after hearing this. Xie Mingxian counted as having grasped the principal contradiction of the future. To grasp the thoughts within the Party, the best method is none other than open discussion. Chen Ke prepared to see to what extent the comrades understood these issues.

"Comrades, the fall of the Manchu Qing is already inevitable. Then there will definitely be adherents of the old dynasty. Facing the future chaotic situation, the adherents will say, 'After the Qing fell, China didn't get better either!' Using this as proof that the Manchu Qing shouldn't have fallen. Since everyone feels that fierce conflicts will break out in the future, and even comprehensive civil war is unavoidable. How does everyone view this chaos?"

The comrades originally wanted to get views from Chen Ke, but they didn't expect to be asked by Chen Ke about their own views on the changes. Everyone couldn't help but frown. Xie Mingxian was the first to answer: "The struggle for power and profit is inevitable, right? Since the original system has collapsed and society needs order, a new system must be established. This process is not a dinner party."

This answer could be considered a passing score. At least Xie Mingxian didn't oppose change at all. Comrades nodded one after another. The People's Party was originally the biggest revolutionary party and rebel organization. Comrades were already quite accustomed to destruction and reconstruction. Everyone nodded one after another, expressing agreement with Xie Mingxian's view.

Lu Huitian, who hadn't said much all along, suddenly spoke up. His voice was loud and his attitude was firm. It seemed he had his own complete thoughts on this issue. "Adherents of the old dynasty hold a rightist view. They fear progress and oppose progress, simply viewing this struggle as the kind of power struggle within the Manchu Qing system, without seeing that this is already a completely different struggle. More political forces have actively or passively been drawn into national operations. This in itself is a kind of progress. More and more people are forced to be drawn into considerations of national operations, forced to open their vision from the small circle before their eyes and cast it into the broader and more comprehensive real world. This is a kind of liberation in thought."

The comrades' eyes lit up after hearing this. Lu Huitian had been relatively dull these days. Now that he suddenly spoke with a firm attitude, a considerable number of comrades were not particularly surprised by this. Since Chairman Chen began to preside over the work in Hubei, Lu Huitian naturally had to retreat to the position of a subordinate. If he were to steal the limelight from Chen Ke, it would be incomprehensible.

But Chen Ke and some commanders who were more sensitive to politics knew that things were by no means that simple. Lu Huitian had always been considered relatively right-wing by Chen Ke. Now that he clearly opposed the rightists, this could be considered a kind of statement.

"Then Comrade Lu Huitian, facing our current situation, what measures do you think we should take?" Chen Ke asked.

"Handle our own affairs well first." Lu Huitian's voice remained loud. "After the fall of the Manchu Qing, China's most reactionary political force was overthrown. Our contradiction with other forces has shifted from a secondary contradiction to the principal contradiction. Then, before these contradictions thoroughly intensify to the point where they must be resolved, we handle our own problems well first. Just as 'On Contradiction' says, in a war between two armies, one wins and one loses; so victory and defeat are both determined by internal causes. The winner wins either because of their strength or because of their correct command; the loser loses either because of their weakness or because of their improper command. External causes become operative through internal causes. But the core point is that society is progressing and developing. What we need to do is to constantly push the revolution forward, instead of treating the current situation as immutable, or even trying to play some meaningless tricks because the situation seemingly looks favorable to us now."

Chen Ke's eyes lit up. Lu Huitian was making a statement, and it was based on extremely profound cognition. Not only Chen Ke, but the comrades' eyes also lit up. When Lu Huitian talked about contradictions, everyone didn't feel there was anything very special. But Lu Huitian placing the emphasis on the key point of "social progress and development" really made people's eyes light up. All the achievements of the People's Party were built on the foundation of promoting social development. Chen Ke had said this countless times. The comrades also truly recognized this problem.

Discarding delusions about the current external situation and standing firmly on the basis of self-development is indeed the best method.

However, unifying thought is not a simple problem. Zheng Wenguang asked: "Our biggest future enemies are the European and American countries. Their strength is far greater than ours. 'On Contradiction' mentions that they have the ability to support forces within the country that oppose us. So how should we deal with this contradiction?"

This view immediately received the agreement of the People's Party cadres. The more the People's Party dealt with the foreign devils, the deeper everyone's understanding of the foreign devils became. Everyone had fewer puzzles, but now the worries right before their eyes were more numerous. The situation where struggle and cooperation with foreign devils existed simultaneously made many comrades feel worried. On one hand, the current People's Party needs the foreign devils' technology, equipment, and markets. Although the trade balance policy means that the contradiction between the People's Party and the foreign devils presents two sides of a struggle. But compared to the foreign devils, it is also an indisputable fact that the People's Party is in a disadvantageous position.

Recently, many comrades have raised many questions about this. Chen Ke had been suppressing them and not giving an explanation. Now that someone raised this question again, Chen Ke felt it wouldn't do not to give the comrades some confidence. He looked at the participating comrades and then said seriously: "My words following this are of the highest level of confidentiality regulations. All comrades are not allowed to mention this matter to anyone. Do you hear me?"

The emotions of the comrades at the Party meeting became excited. When Chen Ke made such a request, it meant he was going to speak about many key expectations for the future. These contents were also major contents of Chen Ke's strategic considerations. The meeting recorder changed the recording notebook; that was the top-secret recording notebook.

"Within five years, or even within four years, a great war will occur in Europe. In this great war, Europeans will divide into camps and drag the whole world in. Regardless of what thoughts European countries actually have about our People's Party, this war between them is where the biggest contradiction lies. All other contradictions must give way to this war. As long as we stick to our stance unwaveringly and don't give the enemy a chance to exploit loopholes, European countries will definitely choose cooperation. Everyone doesn't need to worry about this problem."

Although Chen Ke always claimed to speak science, his frequent predictions that were accurate like a miracle worker constructed a feeling of "not scientific enough" in the hearts of the comrades. Since Chen Ke predicted so firmly that a war would occur in Europe within five years, everyone really believed that a war would occur in Europe within five years.

If the strategic basis is placed on the outbreak of war in Europe within five years, with the current theoretical knowledge of the People's Party cadres, everyone can indeed analyze clearly that it is impossible for Europe to have a real military conflict with the People's Party.

"Then what is the reason?" Xie Mingxian couldn't help but ask.

"Because of economic crisis," Chen Ke answered. He had an indescribable feeling about economic crises. In the history of the Republic, China had always had various shortage crises and hadn't really had a true surplus crisis yet. Even in the era most likely to cause a surplus crisis, China's economy remained very robust by joining the world trade system, selling Chinese goods globally, plus the drive of domestic infrastructure construction. So Chen Ke's feeling about economic crises was very strange.

Inside the base area, there are crises everywhere now. It's an agricultural country, after all; it's in an economic crisis every day. The economic crisis of an industrial country is really a luxurious worry.

The comrades had heard Chen Ke talk about economic crises. From the perspective of the base area, there was shortage everywhere, yet an economic crisis could still be produced; this was really a problem that couldn't be understood. The base area never had a tendency towards egalitarianism. Chen Ke detested that set of "egalitarianism" of the small peasantry; that was a sign of formalism. Demanding superficial fairness meant huge unfairness within the system. If superficial fairness was taken as justice, the result would be disastrous.

But the more they could understand the equality of laborers, the less comrades could understand the problem of "economic crisis". No matter how Chen Ke said "The purpose of the capitalist system is for trading; capitalists wish they could put a clear price tag on all behaviors in society," comrades still couldn't quite understand this matter.

As in the past, the discussion on economic crisis this time still deviated from the main theme.

"Why are capitalists so bad?" This question was raised again.

Chen Ke was helpless. The capitalist system itself is not for evil and cruelty, but this system leads to terrible cruelty and evil at the current stage. However, in terms of productivity levels, the base area is far from reaching the height of developed capitalist countries, so this kind of moral evaluation is very inappropriate. This easily confuses the issue.

"Comrades, this has nothing to do with personal likes and dislikes. If capitalists cannot obtain profits, they will be eliminated by competition," Chen Ke continued to explain.

"Then why don't the people rise up and resist?"

"They resisted, and then they were suppressed. Moreover, capitalist countries also provided some opportunities to their own oppressed people by plundering colonies. Cruel internal suppression includes exile and beheading. At the same time, they plunder colonies, suppress raw material prices, and dump goods. They earn huge profits. These profits are used to maintain state violence apparatuses and also give the people a bite of food to survive. Even so, Europe doing this now has reached its end. Their internal pressure cannot be released, and the war in Europe is about to begin. This is the inevitable result of the capitalist system."

"Then do we just watch such a good situation in vain and not intervene?" Xie Mingxian raised this representative question.

"Comrades, I have always believed that the socialist system does not exist to oppose. If one thinks this way, one is too self-degrading. Just like our People's Party's revolution, it is not to oppose the Manchu Qing, but the revolution needs to overthrow the decadent and backward Manchu Qing. Revolution is a kind of social development that constantly moves forward. Just like the revolutionary parties in many provinces now believe that as long as the Manchu Qing falls, the world will be at peace, and China can become a powerful country overnight. After so much revolution and construction in the base area, everyone has seen that this is impossible. If we also defined our people's revolution this way from the beginning, then what kind of situation would it be now? It would definitely be like many provinces, helpless in the face of reality. The socialist system talks about the constant development of productive forces and the constant promotion of science and democracy. Instead of first describing a perfect heaven on earth and then letting everyone do it according to this. This is a problem that absolutely cannot be confused. Comrade Lu Huitian said it very well: development, progress, this is the only theme."

Hearing this explanation, the comrades finally pulled their train of thought back to the track. Chen Ke also breathed a slight sigh of relief. The Party started the revolution with the stance of saving the nation and survival back then. The harsh reality made the Party incomparably strong. in an era where external pressure was not as great as in history, Chen Ke could only barely hold the situation through theoretical education. But with the progress and development of the times, many comrades would gradually become numb to the fact that "the times are constantly progressing".

Why was Grandpa Mao able to be so great? Chen Ke now believes that he was a person who was incomparably strong spiritually and was a person who always moved forward. If one thinks that "the people are masters of their own house forever", Grandpa Mao never thought that anything should be for all eternity. This is his greatness, and also the place where he is most easily misunderstood. The gap between a true great man and a mortal like Chen Ke is just this big. Chen Ke relied entirely on the traversing person's instinctive desire to return to the familiar industrial age to constantly move forward. Even coming from the downstream of history and firmly following the Party's trajectory, advancing along the path of liberation pointed out by Grandpa Mao, Chen Ke could only barely understand these.

Because he understood these, Chen Ke could understand what a fallen bastard he used to be. Realizing this, Chen Ke could become humble, cautious, and tolerant.

Facing the comrades' nonsense, Chen Ke remembered the education of his junior high school chemistry teacher back then; she was a winner of the May 1st Labor Medal. She described the path of students understanding chemistry like this: "The first stage, memorize equations. The second stage, start making up new equations based on equations. The third stage, have the maximum degree of imagination and understanding, while extremely abiding by basic principles."

This was a teacher who truly understood chemistry education. The principles of the world are all interconnected. Revolutionaries should actually be like this too, possessing the maximum degree of imagination and understanding, but extremely abiding by basic principles. In his university days, Chen Ke could sit in front of a reactor for 40 hours meticulously and record data every 20 minutes. But when he got into society, he actually completely deviated from this correct attitude, always hoping to obtain a permanent comfortable life through a decisive victory.

And holding this kind of thought was not only Chen Ke. Most of the other political forces in China now are like this. Including People's Party members, they also started to have similar thoughts.

Although "On Contradiction" repeatedly emphasized that when contradiction ends forever, it is the time of death. But countless people run all the way towards death, still thinking they are advancing towards a bright future. This kind of extreme seriousness and absurdity made Chen Ke really want to explain this truth thoroughly to everyone, but he also felt that everyone really wouldn't believe that the only "once and for all" that exists in this world is death.

Looking at the comrades discussing animatedly, Chen Ke sighed. No wonder the Party loves to hold meetings, and Grandpa Mao also opposed dogmatism the most. If meetings weren't held, and goals couldn't be determined in stages, then it would inevitably make big jokes, and was destined to guide the revolutionary work into a situation of eternal damnation.

"Comrades, since Europe has already extended its tentacles to the whole world, then let us discuss the work in Hubei with the outbreak of the First World War in 1905 as the basic strategic consideration." Chen Ke used a realistic reason to interrupt the discussion that was obviously not scientific enough.

With specific conditions, the discussion got on the right track. Since Europe cannot launch a comprehensive war of invading China, cooperation is indeed the mainstream at the current stage. The struggle with Europe has turned into not giving Europe a chance to intervene in China, and the current situation in China must be stabilized to ensure basic unity.

The discussion soon had the first conclusion: the relationship of continued cooperation with Yuan Shikai must be confirmed. And the People's Party has completely abided by the contents of the agreement with Yuan Shikai in the previous stage up to now. Then this lays a solid foundation for the cooperation in the next stage.

Of course, some comrades also raised questions. "Since there were no problems in the cooperation in the previous stage, why do we have to discuss the next step of cooperation with Yuan Shikai?"

"Because the basis of cooperation has changed," Lu Huitian answered. "In the previous cooperation, Yuan Shikai's purpose was to stabilize the situation to facilitate his seizure of central power. Now the situation has developed to where the fall of the Manchu Qing has become a foregone conclusion. And the provinces are in a mess internally. What Yuan Shikai is concerned about now is his complete control of the situation, not simply stabilizing the situation. If we don't negotiate further with him at this time, Yuan Shikai will instead have many misunderstandings about us. Cooperation, firstly, is to eliminate misunderstandings."

"But won't we eventually have a decisive battle with Beiyang?"

"This is a consensus, not a misunderstanding." It seemed Lu Huitian had really read "On Contradiction" thoroughly. "The contradiction of ultimate dominance between us and Beiyang always exists unless one of our two sides disappears. Before the contradiction between the two sides develops to the degree of military conflict, it is necessary for us to carry out cooperation to the maximum extent. This is not us wanting to compromise with Beiyang. The reason for doing this is that deep contradictions also exist between us and other forces. To solve these contradictions, we must cooperate with Beiyang."

Speaking to this point, the comrades had no more objections. The remaining problem was the candidate for the delegation.

"Comrade Lu Huitian, are you interested in leading the team to Beiyang?" Chen Ke called the roll.

"I obey the organization's arrangement." Lu Huitian answered very crisply.
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Chapter 77: Changes in Various Provinces (Part 9)

"Lu Huitian!" Yuan Shikai had a deep impression of this person. Back then, Chen Ke had sent him to negotiate, and at that time, Lu Huitian had been so arrogant and rude...

"Yuan Gong, Lu Huitian is now the Secretary of the Hubei Provincial Committee of the People's Party. It's equivalent to the position of Governor of Hubei," Yang Du said. He didn't know about the past entanglements between Yuan Shikai and Lu Huitian.

"What Hubei Provincial Committee Secretary? He's just a supervising eunuch, isn't he?" Wang Shizhen made a rare harsh remark.

Seeing the attitude of the two, Yang Du realized that this Lu Huitian must have greatly offended Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen. However, he didn't dare to ask. Although the members of the People's Party were all young, they were truly capable of endurance when it came to doing things. The Beiyang side had also discussed whether the People's Party would take advantage of this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to expand everywhere. But the People's Party had surprisingly stopped at the territories they had already acquired so far. In other aspects, they conducted completely fair trade, which instead made people feel that the People's Party harbored particularly ill intentions.

"Pinqing, what do you think Chen Ke wants to do this time?" Yuan Shikai asked Wang Shizhen.

Wang Shizhen did not answer immediately; the People's Party had grasped this timing too perfectly. Yuan Shikai was currently burnt out by financial problems, while the People's Party was now exporting large quantities of soda ash and industrial acid to the north. The prices were much cheaper than imports, and they captured the northern market all at once. In three months, sales alone had reached the figure of one million taels. If this continued, it would be an income of at least four million taels a year. Although Wang Shizhen was now the Minister of the Army, he was still Yuan Shikai's most important strategist. In Wang Shizhen's view, the purpose of the People's Party's trip was likely still for money.

"Yuan Gong, I think the People's Party wants more cooperation this time," Wang Shizhen replied.

"Oh?" Yuan Shikai felt a bit surprised. In these times, people who came to Yuan Shikai usually had favors to ask. Even those who came to "offer plans and strategies" were doing so to seek an official position; they still wanted something from Yuan Shikai. The People's Party was an outlier Yuan Shikai had encountered. Dealing with the People's Party was very relaxing; they didn't play dirty tricks but went straight for it.

As far as Yuan Shikai knew, although the People's Party were great rebels, there were many scholars among them. Yet, they did things even more straightforwardly than great bandits. The impression left on Yuan Shikai from their few dealings was, "They dare to say anything, and if they say it, they dare to do it." So, excessive preparation was actually meaningless.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai said, "Forget it, let him in."

After seeing Lu Huitian, Yuan Shikai felt that Lu Huitian had changed somewhat, at least he was much more cheerful than the last time they met. After taking their seats and exchanging greetings, Lu Huitian didn't have that fake, sickly air from their last meeting. Pure polite language was just polite language, as simple as it could be.

"Yuan Gong, the British in Wuhan contacted us, wanting to fool us with some trick of recognizing our status as a belligerent party. We refused. Chairman Chen has sent a telegram to Yuan Gong. I wonder if Yuan Gong has seen it?" Lu Huitian went straight to the point.

Yuan Shikai was actually very satisfied with this matter. If the People's Party didn't give the British a chance to intervene, Yuan Shikai's life would be much easier. The British already had enough leverage to suppress Yuan Shikai; if the People's Party stabbed him in the back, the British would probably be even tougher.

"I appreciate Wenqing's kindness. I wonder what good news Wenqing has prepared to send me this time?" Yuan Shikai spoke very subtly.

"Chairman Chen sent me here mainly for two things. First, the issue of customs tariffs; we don't know what Yuan Gong's plans are. Second, there is great chaos in Fujian recently; what are Yuan Gong's plans?" Lu Huitian replied.

"Regarding the tariff matter, what plans does Wenqing have? As far as we know, Wenqing has made quite a lot recently. Is Wenqing sending Brother Lu to give me money?" Yuan Shikai laughed. The People's Party did huge business with foreigners, and Yuan Shikai had long been jealous. But he couldn't beat the People's Party, so naturally, there was no room to intervene. However, the People's Party was already a major seller in several businesses in the north. Yuan Shikai hadn't made a move temporarily, but that didn't mean he would never make a move.

"Yuan Gong is joking. With the great power of Beiyang, wouldn't it be better to make money together?" Lu Huitian didn't smile. Compared to before, Lu Huitian felt that some of his ideas had changed significantly. One of them was that Lu Huitian would no longer think that politics could override economics. Chen Ke had a saying that left a deep impression on Lu Huitian: "Business is business." Previously, Lu Huitian liked to do things "perfectly," meaning he hoped all parties could have a common positive evaluation of a matter. Now he finally realized that this attitude itself was a specific manifestation of being foolish.

Contradictions are always a unity of opposites; if there are no opposing sides, there is no contradiction. Surrounding the same matter, it is impossible to have a unified evaluation. After realizing this, Lu Huitian could completely accept different attitudes.

"Yuan Gong, we know that cotton planting in Hebei and Shandong is quite good. If the price is right, we are willing to purchase from Yuan Gong," Lu Huitian said.

Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen looked at each other. The People's Party had earned a large sum of money from the north, which was a terrible loss of blood for the financially tight Beiyang. But the products produced by the People's Party were things Beiyang could not produce itself: soda ash, industrial acid, hardware products, and recently silk. Beiyang could only purchase unilaterally. The People's Party's willingness to buy cotton on a large scale was a very big deal.

"What does Wenqing mean by this?" Yuan Shikai was very puzzled. Chen Ke couldn't possibly give money to Yuan Shikai for nothing. Moreover, the cotton mills in Tianjin also needed a large amount of cotton; the cotton produced in the north might not necessarily be enough to sell much.

"Chairman Chen believes that the north is currently an important market for the People's Party. If we don't balance trade with the north, Yuan Gong will certainly not agree. After we balanced trade with the foreign devils, business has been going well. For the north, we also have such a plan. We can discuss matters in this regard. There are so many good things in the north, and we need them all."

It must be said that Lu Huitian's politeness this time was far from the level Yuan Shikai hoped for, but Yuan Shikai felt that Lu Huitian was much more pleasing to the eye at this moment. Beiyang needed money. Collecting commercial taxes was indeed a big business, but these commercial taxes were far from enough for Yuan Shikai's needs.

"What exactly does Wenqing mean?" Yuan Shikai asked.

Lu Huitian took out a document and distributed it to Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen. At this time, besides these two, Yang Du was also in the room. Lu Huitian wanted to hand another copy to Yang Du. Yang Du wanted to see it, but still refused. "Huchan, you listen too," Yuan Shikai said.

With Yuan Shikai's order, Yang Du then took the document Lu Huitian gave him.

"Yuan Gong, this is a chart of sales and profits," Lu Huitian explained. This was the key part of the business cooperation Chen Ke wanted with Yuan Shikai. If the price was too low, there would be no profit; but if the price was too high, the common people couldn't afford it. So modern commerce would select a total sales volume equilibrium point and conduct commercial operations around this equilibrium point.

This was the case for the People's Party's bulk commodities, especially several heavy chemical products. Although it was a monopoly business, the selling price was very particular. In addition to selling large quantities overseas, domestic sales must have an overall consciousness. Within the People's Party, it was well understood that the People's Party's good days now were built on the foundation of massive trade. Not only the overseas market but also the domestic market was needed. For other provinces, the People's Party had no way for the time being. But Beiyang was a very good breakthrough point. And Beiyang also had a financial crisis; they needed money more than anyone else.

This theory was not complex; Yuan Shikai and the others understood it as soon as they heard it. The People's Party wanted to conduct large-scale commercial dealings with Yuan Shikai on the basis of a balance of payments.

"What does Wenqing want our Beiyang to do?" Yuan Shikai was unclear about the role he was to play.

"In some commodities, we are the big sellers, so we also need a big buyer. And in many commodities, we are the big buyers, so we also need a big seller. Apart from Beiyang, we cannot find other partners," Lu Huitian stated the final answer.

Yang Du was young after all; hearing this, he couldn't help but show joy on his face. Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen, however, looked serious. The proposal Chen Ke made was very attractive. But Chen Ke was not a fool; doing this, he would not get any benefit on his books. Although commercial tax was a major income, unless Chen Ke had other profits, spending so much effort would still feel somewhat not worth the gain.

"What does Wenqing want to get from my Beiyang?" Yuan Shikai asked.

Lu Huitian explained the People's Party's economic policy to Yuan Shikai. If the people in the base areas did not have a large number of employment opportunities, their lives could not be improved. Chen Ke firmly opposed any welfare system. If you want to make money, you have to work. And the People's Party must provide employment opportunities to the greatest extent. If there were no large quantities of raw materials, many factories could not start work either.

And Lu Huitian also had things he couldn't tell Yuan Shikai. Regarding the First World War, the People's Party had discussed it, and everyone temporarily agreed with Chen Ke's view: "Europe must purchase commodities from all over the world to meet war demands." If a large number of factories were not built now, the People's Party would not be able to provide commodities to Europe in large quantities when the time came.

"Besides cotton, what else does Wenqing want to buy from us?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"Wool. Massive amounts of wool from Inner and Outer Mongolia," Lu Huitian replied.

Wool was a good thing. Besides wool spinning, Chen Ke had asked the comrades of the People's Party to try on a kind of boot with a cowhide surface and a lining of sheep's wool. It was truly warm to wear in winter. And the wool yarn spun from wool and the sweaters knitted from it were also very good warm clothing after the weather turned cold. The base area alone could basically digest this commodity thoroughly, and there was no need to consider export issues at all.

"Yuan Gong, the Beijing-Zhangjiakou Railway has been completed. It is very convenient to transport wool directly from the Beijing-Zhangjiakou Railway to Beijing and then load it onto ships for water transport. The only problem is the price. As long as the price is right, we will take as much as there is. So we want to set up a station in the north specifically for the initial processing of wool, and then transport it to our base area. We will leave the matter of purchasing wool to Yuan Gong."

Waves of fluctuation rose in Yuan Shikai's heart. He had been buying off the Mongolian princes, but the effect of force alone was limited. Beiyang didn't have much money. Throwing money at those princes would never fill their appetites. But wool was not something valuable in Inner and Outer Mongolia; there was as much as one wanted. As long as some money was given, the princes of Inner and Outer Mongolia would only feel that this was a pie falling from the sky. However, Chen Ke's vision of economic layout made Yuan Shikai feel very uncomfortable.

As the saying goes, no one ploughs barren land, but once ploughed, people fight for it. The People's Party knew to increase employment opportunities for the people in the base areas; didn't Yuan Shikai know that increasing employment opportunities had benefits?

Lu Huitian knew Yuan Shikai would definitely think this way. In fact, the base area was not only trying to raise sheep itself but also planting a lot of cotton. Regarding purchasing raw materials from other provinces, everyone also found it hard to accept. China had always been in scarcity. Even if one didn't earn other people's money, it would trigger a huge sense of loss. The views on the economy within the base area were more scientific, so this feeling of loss was also stronger.

After a period of silence, Yuan Shikai finally spoke, "Is this the only thing Wenqing asked you to come for?"

Lu Huitian didn't expect Yuan Shikai to make up his mind immediately. "Chairman Chen wants to ask Yuan Gong, if the Manchu Qing is completely destroyed, will the customs issue still follow the previous agreement?"

Yuan Shikai didn't expect Chen Ke to really want to confirm this matter. He actually hadn't thought much about it. He wanted to simply answer that it would follow the previous agreement, but Yuan Shikai held back. Chen Ke asking this definitely had many reasons. He asked, "Does Wenqing have any changes?"

"We have signed several new agreements with the British. This part of sales does not involve the domestic market, so I'm afraid we cannot include these incomes in the original agreement when the time comes," Lu Huitian replied.

"What is the amount?" Yuan Shikai asked casually.

"Imports and exports of forty million taels a year."

After Lu Huitian said this number, the eyes of Yuan Shikai, Wang Shizhen, and Yang Du could not help but widen. No wonder Chen Ke was unwilling to count these deals in the original agreement. Even at a 5% tariff, these deals meant two million taels of tax money a year. Converted into silver dollars, it was nearly four million a year. Even if Yuan Shikai collected a bit less, he could earn one million silver dollars a year. Enough to support a division of the New Army.

"I'm afraid this... needs to be discussed further," Yuan Shikai almost rejected it directly. But he understood very well that if the Manchu Qing did not fall, he would not be able to touch this money no matter what. Even if the Manchu Qing fell, this money might not necessarily fall into his hands. To get one million silver dollars a year, he had to give Chen Ke enough benefits.

"We can talk about this later. I heard you mention the Fujian matter, Hui Tian, but I don't know what thoughts Wenqing has on Fujian," Yuan Shikai felt that Lu Huitian's main purpose was probably to have designs on Fujian.

"We ask Yuan Gong to restore the situation in Fujian as soon as possible. Or does Yuan Gong simply not want Fujian to join next year's National Assembly discussion? No matter what, we will not intervene in Fujian affairs, but if Fujian continues to be in such chaos, we will not be at ease either," Lu Huitian replied.

"Wenqing is unwilling to pacify the chaos in Fujian?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"If we wanted to strike at the Manchu forces in Fujian, we would have sent troops long ago. But since we have reached an agreement with Yuan Gong, we naturally will not break the contract. We sincerely hope that Yuan Gong can control the situation. Then everyone can live a good life. What benefit is there for us if the surrounding areas are making such a disturbance?" Lu Huitian emphasized this issue.

Such high-sounding words made Yuan Shikai unable to make heads or tails of it. Did Chen Ke genuinely want peace under heaven? Beiyang was now fully preparing to seize larger territories and interests amidst the chaos, while the People's Party seemed to have no interest in this turmoil. What on earth did they want?

But no matter how he asked, Lu Huitian's attitude remained consistent: he hoped Yuan Shikai could quickly settle the situation and completely overthrow the Manchu Qing. And conduct larger-scale trade with the People's Party. This looked somewhat surprising no matter how one looked at it. After sending Lu Huitian away, Yuan Shikai asked Wang Shizhen, "Pinqing, what trick is Chen Ke playing?"

Wang Shizhen also couldn't figure it out. What benefit did the expansion of Beiyang bring to the People's Party? Since the People's Party rejected the British threat, it meant the People's Party was unwilling to cause trouble for Beiyang. But the People's Party showed no signs of fearing Beiyang at all. What did they want?

"Yuan Gong, could it be that the People's Party genuinely doesn't want China to fall into chaos?" Yang Du asked hesitantly.

This question was really a bit silly. Yuan Shikai sneered, "They are the chief culprits of the chaos in the world; would they be afraid of the world being in chaos?"

"The People's Party only wants to overthrow the Imperial Court; it doesn't mean they want China to be in great chaos." Yang Du's voice was not loud, but he was not too fearful.

"Hmph!" Yuan Shikai snorted coldly. If one said they wanted to save the country and the people, he couldn't categorically deny that the People's Party had this intention. But under the current situation, Yuan Shikai would absolutely not admit that anyone was more loyal to the country than he was.

Wang Shizhen always felt that Yang Du was an opportunist, so he was never very polite to Yang Du. "Huchan, the People's Party is full of deceit and is definitely not of a kind sort. How about this, you talk to that Lu Huitian in private and see what he exactly wants."

Yang Du looked at Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai nodded, "Huchan, whatever they say, you might as well go along with it. We must know what they want."

After Yang Du went out, Wang Shizhen said, "Yuan Gong, the People's Party has already seen the situation of chaos in the world; I'm afraid they want to fish in troubled waters. They came to probe our Beiyang this time; presumably, they haven't made preparations either. Having swallowed Jiangxi and Northern Jiangsu, the People's Party won't have the strength to enter Fujian for a while."

"Then what suggestions do you have, Pinqing?"

"That depends on whether Yuan Gong wants to stabilize the situation or prepare to cast a long line to catch a big fish. If Yuan Gong wants to stabilize the situation, then send troops into Fujian and Shaanxi to restore order. Anyway, looking at it now, the generals are all waiting for Yuan Gong to distribute the titles of Provincial Governors. Why not start with these two provinces? Moreover, Zhejiang hangs alone in the south of the Yangtze; if we can possess Fujian, the south of the Yangtze will be connected into one piece. As for Shaanxi, if one wants to enter Sichuan, one must capture Shaanxi. As long as Yuan Gong sends troops, the other provinces will know the severity and will behave."

Wang Shizhen analyzed very seriously, and Yuan Shikai nodded slightly. He was also indecisive now. Being able to directly seize more provinces was naturally best. But sending troops required money, and Beiyang's finances were stretched to the limit. The scale of troop dispatch couldn't be too large either. But the generals had been waiting for the distribution of governorships for a long time; if their demands were not met, Beiyang itself might start making trouble first.

Yuan Shikai actually had his own plan. Shandong, Shanxi, Henan, and Hebei must be directly controlled. Inner and Outer Mongolia should be semi-directly controlled. Other provinces could be assigned governors. But once assigned, Yuan Shikai would lose direct control over these provinces. If he assigned unloyal ones, it would be rearing tigers that would cause trouble in the future. If he assigned loyal ones, it would just be weakening his own strength. This was truly a dilemma.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai suddenly discovered that the People's Party had unexpectedly walked ahead of him again this time. Chen Ke's suggestion was actually asking Yuan Shikai to take a stand. And similar to the last time, the People's Party held the chips Yuan Shikai desperately desired in their hands. Yuan Shikai no longer had to pay for the expenses of the bannermen in various places. This had already saved a large sum of money. If there was commercial and tariff cooperation again, and Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government collected a certain amount of money from other provinces, the national fiscal revenue and expenditure could actually be balanced. There might even be some surplus.

Although the People's Party had unfathomable motives and harbored evil intentions, Yuan Shikai really couldn't think of how to refuse this temptation.

"Pinqing, do you think Chen Ke will come to Beijing to be an official once the Imperial Court is overthrown?" Although he knew Chen Ke was determined to be the local emperor of four provinces, Yuan Shikai still couldn't help but ask.

"Absolutely impossible," Wang Shizhen answered decisively.

Yuan Shikai sighed slightly before saying, "I want to control the situation quickly. Presumably, Chen Ke being so polite this time is actually to see if Beiyang really has the capability. If we are truly beyond our ability, they will make a move. I don't want that kid Chen Ke to look down on our Beiyang. Do you have any ideas for the candidates to send troops, Pinqing?"

"Let Cao Kun go to Shaanxi. Let Feng Guozhang go to Fujian," Wang Shizhen gave the answer.

"Cao Kun, if he is willing to go, send him to Shaanxi. Why send Feng Guozhang to Fujian?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"Let Duan Qirui return to Beijing immediately. If Yuan Gong can rest assured about Feng Guozhang, then let him temporarily guard the south of the Yangtze. Zhejiang and Fujian are too far from us, and separated by the People's Party's Huaihai Province in the middle. This is also Chen Ke being an old fox; the location he chose is too tricky," Wang Shizhen said.

Yuan Shikai subconsciously glanced at the map after hearing this. The People's Party stretched from the seaside all the way to Hubei, completely cutting off the north-south traffic. To go by land, one could only go through Sichuan to enter the south. But the People's Party held the Yimeng Mountains in the east and the Dabie Mountains in the west, occupying the strategic terrain. And Jiangxi in the south thrust straight into the south of the Yangtze, bordering Guangdong, Fujian, Hunan, and Zhejiang completely. They could march into these provinces at any time. Although the Huang-Huai Plain in the middle bordering Beiyang was vast, Beiyang really had no confidence in defeating the People's Party in large-scale field battles.

Once Beiyang distributed the generals, the central power would only be weakened. If they couldn't accumulate wealth quickly and build armies on a large scale, Beiyang couldn't win. But to make money, they had to reach an agreement with the People's Party. Yuan Shikai could figure out the joints inside, but Chen Ke always managed to grasp the situation first. Even if only for this point, Yuan Shikai wanted to teach Chen Ke a lesson.

After thinking for a long time, Yuan Shikai said, "Let's prepare to send troops then."
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Seeing Yang Du arrive for a visit, Lu Huitian dispensed with pleasantries and simply said, "Please sit."

Yang Du felt a bit unaccustomed to such a simple greeting. The accommodation Yuan Shikai had prepared for Lu Huitian was comfortable, with a Western-style layout. The living room had sofas with soft cushions made of a comfortable fabric—a sturdy silk-cotton blend. Yang Du didn't know this was a new product recently released by the People's Party, which was selling well in the luxury market in the North.

The room was quiet. Lu Huitian poured tea for both of them personally, then sat down calmly, looking at Yang Du with focused attention, waiting for him to state his purpose.

This reception method was different from the old bureaucratic habits of the Beiyang clique. There was no condescending bluster, nor was there that reserved aloofness attempting to keep people at a distance. Lu Huitian's focused attitude showed he took Yang Du's visit seriously. Yang Du felt a strange new sensation: Lu Huitian didn't care about Yang Du's status; he respected the Yang Du who was here to do business.

It was a kind of respect Yang Du was very unaccustomed to. It was also the first time someone treated Yang Du the person seriously, or rather, treated the Yang Du who bore responsibility seriously.

*This is a man who gets things done!* Yang Du sighed inwardly.

Yang Du knew that many people in the People's Party held high positions at a young age without relying on connections. Intelligence reports said their party chairman, Chen Ke, was currently only a thirty-year-old "middle-aged man." In the Beiyang clique, the only person who could compare with Chen Ke was probably Yuan Shikai himself. At thirty, Yuan Shikai, as the "Imperial Resident of Korea for Commercial and Diplomatic Affairs," was ostensibly the overlord of Korea.

Aside from him, among the remaining Beiyang generals, Yang Du was considered very young. In this year of 1910, he was only 36, yet he was a member of the cabinet. Theoretically, a central government position was more prestigious than a local one—if the People's Party was willing to recognize this current central government.

But the Lu Huitian before him had established his status as a senior cadre of the People's Party through solid achievements. Although it wasn't clear exactly what Lu Huitian had done, just from these two encounters, Yang Du could see Lu Huitian's characteristic of extreme focus on work. This was not a man easily dealt with.

"Mr. Lu, I came this time to ask what the People's Party truly intends to do. If it is convenient, please tell me plainly." Yang Du asked straight to the point. In Yang Du's experience, this kind of question usually yielded two types of answers: those with their own hidden agendas would talk around the subject, and those who were merely messengers would repeat what had already been said.

Lu Huitian's answer was simple. "I have already explained the purpose of my visit to Lord Yuan. Were you not present, Mr. Yang?"

Hearing Lu Huitian kick the ball back, with a hint of accusation in his tone, Yang Du smiled slightly. "Mr. Lu, both our sides have an agreement; I know a bit about that. But in the current situation, many things are changing. So I really want to know if there is anything Mr. Lu finds inconvenient to say to Lord Yuan face-to-face. If so, I can pass the message for you."

Lu Huitian did indeed need someone to pass a message. He said frankly, "Mr. Yang, our side's attitude is that we hope the previous agreement between both parties can continue to be maintained. However, there are many changes right now. I don't know if Mr. Yuan has told you, but we wanted four provinces, and let Mr. Yuan take the other regions as he pleased. But at that time, the other regions were still under the Manchu Qing system. None of the provinces had the nerve to challenge us. Now we are beginning to dedicate ourselves to restoring commerce, just as we now wish to conclude a commercial trade agreement with Lord Yuan. A problem arises here: if someone does not attack us militarily but maliciously obstructs the People's Party's normal commercial activities, do you think we should strive to promote the restoration of commerce?"

"Then what does this have to do with Lord Yuan?" Yang Du asked.

Lu Huitian replied, "Since Lord Yuan reached an agreement with us, he has an obligation to abide by it. We do not move against other provinces because we believe Lord Yuan has the ability to maintain the normal operation of the country. If Lord Yuan does not have the ability to maintain it, then we can only think of our own solutions. After all, every group needs to protect its own interests. Don't you agree, Mr. Yang?"

Yang Du fell silent for a moment. He had studied law and had his own concepts of rights and obligations. However, Yang Du was, after all, a figure of the old school. In the old system, there was no concept of reciprocity. Reciprocity meant hostility. As for rights and obligations, such things were even more of a joke. Superiors had power over inferiors, and inferiors had obligations to superiors. That was all there was to it. Possessing both obligations and rights simultaneously was a toy for the upper echelons within the same system; it was not an issue for two forces like the People's Party and Beiyang, which were actually in a state of enmity.

For a moment, Yang Du was a bit disappointed. Perhaps he had overestimated the People's Party; these young people were just using this as an excuse to coerce Yuan Shikai. Too many agreements in history had ended this way: seemingly sincere cooperation, but under the conflict of interests, both sides started harboring sinister designs, and eventually, the agreement was torn up. Yang Du had thought the People's Party would be different, but now it seemed they were nothing special.

"Mr. Yang, do you think we want to break faith?" Lu Huitian asked.

This question hit the nail on the head of Yang Du's thoughts. Almost as a conditioned reflex, Yang Du immediately replied, "Mr. Lu, what are you saying?"

Lu Huitian smiled. "Mr. Yang, everyone thinks a bit more for themselves. This is human nature. Now that we are asking Beiyang to fulfill some obligations, Beiyang surely feels we are looking for trouble. Everyone is out for their own interests; we are very clear on that. We brought a commercial agreement when we came, and this agreement is not beyond Beiyang's power. If Beiyang feels this agreement is unfair, or because of immediate problems you cannot temporarily fulfill obligations, I think you can say so directly. We can just talk it over. We encountered problems, so we came personally to see Lord Yuan to clarify these matters face-to-face. This is our sincerity. If it's a case of thinking the other party is breaking faith just because one is not satisfied inside, that is not an attitude for cooperation. Contradictions are everywhere. To resolve contradictions, better communication and exchange are needed to understand where the contradictions lie and how they need to be coordinated and improved. What do you think, Mr. Yang?"

Lu Huitian's words were a bit hard for Yang Du to parry. He pondered and said, "Mr. Lu, your words are inappropriate. It is not that Beiyang does not want to fulfill its obligations now, but that the time is not yet ripe."

"Then is it convenient to tell us when the time will be considered ripe? There must be a rough timeframe so we can adjust our own arrangements," Lu Huitian answered crisply.

Hearing this, Yang Du fell silent. He could not make decisions on these matters; even Yuan Shikai himself might not be able to. But Yang Du could not answer like that; saying so would validate the People's Party's claim of "unwillingness to fulfill obligations."

*The People's Party members are so hard to deal with,* Yang Du felt he somewhat understood why Lu Huitian could become the head of a province at such a young age. Lu Huitian's words were not aggressive at all, even reasonable, leaving ample room for others. But such solid "truth" could only be met with truth. Yet, telling the truth had never been a tradition of the Manchu officialdom, nor a tradition of the Beiyang upper echelon. Yang Du wanted to tell the truth, but he held no power, so he couldn't say it.

After another silence, Yang Du had to change the subject. "Mr. Lu, let us first discuss the commercial cooperation you mentioned. What do you think?"

He thought Lu Huitian would complain a few times, but Lu Huitian's response made Yang Du's jaw drop again. As if he hadn't considered the previous topic at all, Lu Huitian said one word sincerely and brightly: "Good."

Yang Du immediately felt his heart lighten. Being pragmatic is a very difficult choice. It requires not only the power to give orders but also a grasp of the whole matter. Ordinary lobbyists deal in empty talk or get entangled in certain seemingly clear personal interests. The People's Party's approach of directly laying out the actual interests that required effort from both sides forced Beiyang into a somewhat awkward position. Such a method made Yang Du envious.

What made Yang Du even more envious was that Lu Huitian, such a young man, had very high political savvy. Leaving aside his stance, the economic theories he proposed undoubtedly hit the key points of the present day. Although Yang Du was loyal to Yuan Shikai, he was not just after a personal official position; he hoped to establish true achievements in this era. Among the political figures he had met, Yuan Shikai undoubtedly had the greatest aptitude and potential.

Discussing cooperation was pragmatic; discussing economics allowed for some theoretical talk—at least that was what Yang Du felt. Soon, Yang Du understood just how "theoretical" the People's Party was. Regarding commercial operations, Yang Du was not an expert. Lu Huitian only spoke of basic theories—production, transport, sales—and then analyzed them against Beiyang's current situation. Yang Du quickly discovered the problem: when Lu Huitian discussed losses, he actually included the exploitation at each level. Moreover, the key point Lu Huitian proposed was reducing the amount of exploitation.

Yang Du interrupted Lu Huitian, "Mr. Lu, this is incorrect. Since it is business, commercial circulation is naturally the main thing. While exploitation exists, it is absolutely not as rampant as you say. Do you distrust Beiyang that much?"

Lu Huitian looked at Yang Du with a strange gaze. "Mr. Yang, you would know the problem if you operated this yourself. If the scale of business were small, I wouldn't mention it. Those involved in the layered exploitation wouldn't care for such petty trade. I won't say much, but if this wool business reaches ten thousand tons a year, that is twenty million jin. If one wen is added per jin at each passing hand, it doesn't seem like much, right? Twenty million jin is twenty million wen, which is twenty thousand taels of silver. Do you think anyone who handles it would let go of this profit? What if it's one hundred thousand tons a year? An extra wen per jin means two hundred thousand taels of silver. Just setting up checkpoints for layered exploitation—one layer adds two hundred thousand taels. Who in Beiyang do you think can withstand such temptation? And that's only speaking of collecting one extra wen per jin. If ten extra wen are collected per jin, calculate it yourself, Mr. Yang."

Yang Du understood mathematics. Because he understood, a casual calculation told him that an extra ten wen per jin on a trade of one hundred thousand tons of wool a year would mean twenty million taels of silver. Currently, Beiyang's annual fiscal revenue had fallen to less than sixty million taels. If this business could be done this way, Beiyang's finances could be balanced.

"This doesn't look like much either," Yang Du finally said.

"That is because you are the seller; naturally, you feel it isn't much. We are the buyers; we definitely cannot bear it. If we cannot bear it, we will not do the business. As long as this high exploitation exists, no one will buy the wool, and no one will earn this money. Perhaps Beiyang feels they can control it, then they might as well try," Lu Huitian laughed.

Yang Du frowned and thought it over. If it was truly as the People's Party said, there were simply too many places to make money in the middle of a trade. As long as the intermediate exploitation could be controlled so that both wool sellers and buyers could profit, just the commercial tax alone would be a huge stable profit. It was a very simple principle. If the Beiyang government collected only five wen of commercial tax per jin of wool, and if it reached one hundred thousand tons, that would be one million taels a year. This total tax revenue was acceptable.

"I will speak to Lord Yuan about this," Yang Du said seriously.

Lu Huitian responded with a bright smile, "That would be wonderful."

Yang Du could no longer discuss anything else. The immense profit of the wool business made him somewhat restless. He simply rose to take his leave. He hurried back to the Cabinet Office where Yuan Shikai was, looking preoccupied throughout the journey. Yang Du requested to see Yuan Shikai immediately.

Yuan Shikai also understood mathematics. Listening to Yang Du explain the profits of the wool business and the intermediate taxes, Yuan Shikai said coldly, "Bookishness. Accounts are not calculated that way."

Hearing this, Yang Du immediately felt a chill in his heart.

Yuan Shikai said helplessly, "Huchan, although that Lu Huitian is young, what he says makes sense. Things down below are much more difficult than you think. It is not something you can accomplish just because you want to."

"Lord Yuan, if the state receives tax revenue, what can't be done well? Surely the various Military Governors within our Beiyang don't lack even this bit of insight?" Yang Du asked.

"Huchan, are you trying to checkmate me?" Yuan Shikai gave a bitter smile.

Wait, this startled Yang Du. He hurriedly explained, "Lord Yuan, I absolutely have no such intention."

After Yang Du said this, he saw Yuan Shikai sigh with a smile. "Huchan, I know you mean well. But if the wrong person is entrusted with this matter, it is bound to cause great chaos. Before I decide on the personnel, you are not allowed to mention this to anyone. Remember that."

Although he didn't know exactly what Yuan Shikai planned, Yang Du answered decisively, "I will remember."

"Alright, regarding Lu Huitian's purpose this time, what have you heard?" Yuan Shikai asked.

Yang Du recounted Lu Huitian's talk of "the rights and obligations of both parties to the agreement" and the suggestion Lu Huitian made before leaving about holding regular consultation meetings. Yuan Shikai just listened quietly. It was only after Yang Du finished that Yuan Shikai asked a few more questions, then instructed Yang Du to talk more with Lu Huitian over the next few days and extract whatever inside information he could.

Once Yang Du left, Yuan Shikai let out a long breath. In fact, Yuan Shikai was not indifferent to the wool matter. Cold hard numbers were more credible than any passionate speech. The People's Party's suggestion was not without merit; rather, it had too much merit.

Yuan Shikai was not ignorant of overseas affairs; he had heard that the British wool spinning mills were doing good business. It was just that he couldn't get a hand in this trade before. Additionally, the wool business concerned Beiyang's policy towards Inner and Outer Mongolia. Starting to do this rashly would instead lose the element of surprise in bribing the princes of Inner and Outer Mongolia. After discussing with Wang Shizhen yesterday, Yuan Shikai had already decided to transfer Duan Qirui back. He would have him lead troops to Inner and Outer Mongolia first to conduct the final negotiations with those princes. At that time, purchasing wool would be an excellent bargaining chip.

"Chen Wenqing really knows what makes money!" Wang Shizhen had made this comment yesterday. Yuan Shikai had to admit that these words were very reasonable. Since that was the case, Beiyang had even less reason to let Chen Ke earn this money for nothing.

After several days of consideration, Yuan Shikai finally had Lu Huitian take a message back to Chen Ke. Beiyang would resolve the Fujian issue before April 1911. As for trade between the two sides, it could be discussed later. But regarding territory, Yuan Shikai explicitly stated he did not wish for Chen Ke to interfere in the affairs of other provinces. Yuan Shikai believed that both sides could hold a routine meeting every six months. This counted as his expression of greatest "sincerity."

After Lu Huitian brought this news back, the Hubei Provincial Committee had mixed reactions. This mission had not achieved anything substantial; instead, it had been saddled by Yuan Shikai with a big restriction that the People's Party should not interfere in Fujian affairs. Some comrades even thought Lu Huitian's mission was a failure.

It was Xie Mingxian who spoke up. "I think this mission was very fruitful. If the status quo is maintained, our heavy chemical products can continue to be sold to Beiyang. And at least we have the suggestion for routine meetings; many conflicts might be resolved through negotiation. It's better than quarreling when things go wrong and become unmanageable."

Lu Huitian thought so too. This negotiation was less about achieving very concrete negotiation results and more about giving Yuan Shikai a reminder that some things could be resolved through consultation. Given Beiyang's very low execution ability, the pressure Beiyang felt was far greater than that of the People's Party. It was still necessary to give Yuan Shikai some encouragement.

The comrades ultimately accepted this explanation, and Lu Huitian managed to pass this hurdle.

In October 1910, the first session of the Party School and Cadre School in Hubei Province basically concluded. After relatively systematic education, the Hubei Party Branch and the cadre team had at least unified their thinking. Chen Ke decided to return to Anhui to attend to the work there.

Lu Huitian felt a sigh of relief. Ever since Chen Ke decided to stay and work in Hubei, his pressure had been consistently immense. Even though Lu Huitian had adjusted his thinking and engaged in study, Chen Ke was the Party Chairman after all, possessing enormous authority. Up to now, Chen Ke had acted under the guidance of supporting the Hubei Provincial Committee's work, but if Chen Ke felt Lu Huitian was incompetent for the Hubei job, a single word from him could convene a Party Committee meeting to remove Lu Huitian.

Although Chen Ke's work in Hubei was to institutionalize the organization, Chen Ke himself still possessed power that transcended the system. This was not something that could be completely ignored simply by saying "improve the system."

Before leaving, Chen Ke proposed to have a talk with Lu Huitian. *What must come, will come,* Lu Huitian thought.

"Secretary Lu, within our People's Party, we do not talk about feudal political tactics. I have emphasized this repeatedly. Since I have emphasized it, I think we two should have a heart-to-heart on this issue." Chen Ke was as frank as ever. "Be honest, have you always been afraid I would remove you?"

"Did you not have this thought, Chairman Chen?" Since Chen Ke said to have a heart-to-heart, Lu Huitian threw caution to the wind. Chen Ke working in Hubei gave Lu Huitian immense psychological pressure. Lu Huitian had persisted until now, always solving problems through his own efforts, and he was nearing his limit. Seeing that Chen Ke truly didn't intend to solve work differences by changing commanders, he relaxed inside, but instead developed a strong dissatisfaction towards Chen Ke.

"Comrade Lu Huitian, good question!" Chen Ke laughed. "Can that kind of simple and crude method truly solve work problems?"

"Definitely not," Lu Huitian replied. Seeing Chen Ke's attitude remain gentle, the dissatisfaction in his heart grew even more, and his tone became intense. "But why didn't you say so earlier, Chairman Chen?"

"Indeed, you have been wronged." Chen Ke nodded in agreement.

Hearing Chen Ke say this, Lu Huitian suddenly felt a stinging in his nose, and his eyes felt hot.

Chen Ke handed him a towel. Lu Huitian felt that crying at his age was a bit too childish. But the more he wanted to stop the tears quickly, the more they wouldn't stop. Holding on until the end, Lu Huitian choked out, "Chairman Chen, is it okay if I cry a bit?"

"If you want to cry, cry it out thoroughly. Does sobbing a few times like a woman help?" Chen Ke laughed. But seeing Lu Huitian's face full of grievance, Chen Ke's eyes also reddened. "By the way, I didn't mean to discriminate against women."

Although the joke was lame, it unexpectedly touched Lu Huitian's funny bone. He wanted to laugh a couple of times, but as his mood relaxed further, a sudden sorrow rose from within, and Lu Huitian covered his face with the towel and began to weep aloud.
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Lu Huitian was a man of rather strong character. Even after crying his eyes out from the emotional release, by the time he had wiped his face clean with a towel, he had already recovered his usual composure. "Chairman Chen, let's continue discussing work. I felt aggrieved, but now I feel like that wasn't entirely the case."

Chen Ke understood Lu Huitian's feelings well; this was also a new realization for Chen Ke recently. Without revolutionary consciousness, revolutionary work was too easily perceived as a grievance. Chen Ke said very seriously, "Comrade Lu Huitian, establishing revolutionary faith is a difficult thing. Revolutionaries are materialists; they believe in science and democracy. They believe in their ability to constantly understand and transform the world. If one cannot recognize the social nature of humanity, working becomes extremely difficult."

Lu Huitian indeed had this understanding. When Chen Ke was presiding over the work in Hubei, Lu Huitian had felt immense pressure, and his goal in doing things had once shifted to seeking approval from others. Fortunately, Lu Huitian was indeed capable. He soon discovered that this approach was wrong; Chen Ke never judged comrades' work based on others' evaluations. "Business is business"—Lu Huitian actually thought this phrase could, in a certain sense, serve as his revolutionary guide.

Revolution is revolution, and the success or failure of the revolution is composed of the success or failure of revolutionary work. If this attitude is taken as the benchmark, then any act of relying on others to prove oneself is a near-counter-revolutionary practice. After truly realizing this, personal honor and disgrace become insignificant. Even the act of using personal honor and disgrace as a benchmark to measure one's value is extremely harmful.

Lu Huitian wanted to discuss these feelings with Chen Ke, but he felt that after truly understanding them, discussing them further would be meaningless. Comrades who understood these things had the consciousness; talking about it in the abstract was superfluous. Comrades who didn't understand simply didn't understand; talking about it would be pointless and would instead trigger many unnecessary misunderstandings.

Thinking it over, Lu Huitian asked, "Chairman Chen, do you have any other work instructions? If not, I have many things I want to ask you."

Chen Ke waved his hand and leaned back in his chair. "Comrade Lu Huitian, a heart-to-heart meeting is about discussing the abstract, not the practical. Cry out grievances if you have them, pour out bitterness if you have it. But after the heart-to-heart meeting is over, work must be done as it should be; emotions cannot be brought into the work. So, Comrade Lu Huitian, for work matters, there is the Party Committee and the organization. My talk with you is to let you relax psychologically, to put down your burden and march forward with a light pack. After I leave Hubei, the work matters will all press upon you. If problems arise, I can only look to you. I hope you can learn to relax yourself and learn to know yourself."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, and seeing his serious yet relaxed attitude, Lu Huitian was finally sure that Chen Ke truly trusted him completely and had never thought of resolving the differences in Hubei's work direction by replacing him. Confirming this, a kind of very pragmatic joy rose in Lu Huitian's heart. This meant Lu Huitian could continue to complete his own work in the Hubei post.

Since it was out of such a pragmatic attitude, Lu Huitian immediately realized that his preparation for Chen Ke's departure from Hubei was far from adequate. Instead, he now had many questions to ask Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, I feel that the current work in Hubei is getting harder and harder. With you in charge of Hubei's work, many tasks became easy and simple. With you leaving, I have no confidence in my heart."

Chen Ke laughed. "Comrade Lu Huitian, what is the Party organization for? Isn't it to solve problems through the organization when they arise? If you think I am the one who can lead Hubei's work, then that's wrong. It's not that I can lead, but that the Party organization is operating more and more smoothly. Comrade Lu Huitian, when you talked about progress last time, I felt that was the attitude of a true revolutionary. The times are progressing, and the revolution is also progressing. We are progressing, and the enemy is also progressing..."

Lu Huitian interrupted Chen Ke, "The problem is that you, Chairman Chen, are leading everyone to progress. I can't achieve that step."

"Comrade Lu Huitian, why did I choose you as the Hubei Provincial Committee Secretary back then? Because you have a merit that I cannot match. You may not be very good at pioneering, but you are very good at organizing. You are very good at the institutionalization of the organization. The fact that you could withstand the pressure this time and understand the current situation on your own proves that you indeed have such strengths. Ordinary comrades would lose their bearings when encountering this kind of organizational pressure. They wouldn't know where to place themselves. You found your position, which shows that you are indeed competent for this job."

"That was just me throwing caution to the wind," Lu Huitian laughed helplessly.

Chen Ke nodded repeatedly. "Yes, the problem is that many comrades cannot throw caution to the wind. So your current work is to organize the comrades through the system to complete the immediate tasks—sing the song of the mountain you are on. The current work in Hubei is to complete such massive investments immediately. These massive investments will also bring great social impact. You must stabilize the situation based on our People's Party's philosophy. At this stage, you must not only stabilize these tasks but also lead the comrades to deepen their understanding of social labor and social progress during the work."

Hearing this, Lu Huitian confirmed his work direction. He asked with a smile, "Just asking as a joke, will this lead to a Right-deviationist tendency? These tasks are about establishing order. If comrades feel that there will be changes in the future, people's minds will be unstable."

Chen Ke also laughed. "You! As long as you grasp the fundamental of the Laborers' Alliance, no one can override the laborers. Grasp this core, and it will be fine. Moreover, I want to give you a 'big Rightist' job: promote enterprise cost accounting in the industrial sector. Management positions are also just a part of the labor process. Managers are not the lords of the past, but management work is not about being a 'good old boy' in the traditional sense either. Try to promote this work."

The nature of the People's Party determined that ideological seminars must be turned into pragmatic meetings. In other political forces, this kind of relationship between Chen Ke and Lu Huitian would certainly evolve into "mutual suspicion between monarch and subject," but in the new political system, the contradictions were completely resolved. When Chen Ke and Lu Huitian reached an agreement on the basic point that "all choices are for completing revolutionary work," the dispute turned into a simple and straightforward discussion.

This was a characteristic within the People's Party, and also a point that other political forces could absolutely not understand. For example, within Beiyang, the largest political group in China.

"Cao Kun doesn't want to go to Shaanxi?" Yuan Shikai asked coldly.

"Yes, Cao Kun's intention is to go pacify Inner and Outer Mongolia. Someone might have leaked some news," Wang Shizhen replied.

"Who leaked it?" Yuan Shikai asked.

Wang Shizhen shook his head but did not answer.

Based on Yuan Shikai's understanding of Wang Shizhen, this matter was certainly not leaked by Wang Shizhen. Now, all the Beiyang generals were trying to seize favorable positions. Of course, if this position could bring rich returns, that would be even better. This news also shouldn't have been leaked by Lu Huitian, Yuan Shikai judged. The People's Party knew very well when to advance and retreat; since they sought great things, they wouldn't cause trouble for Yuan Shikai over such trivial matters. Then it must have been betrayed by some attendants.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai felt both angry and helpless. He knew this kind of thing was unavoidable. Even Yuan Shikai himself had worked hard to befriend eunuchs when Empress Dowager Cixi was alive. Often, a few simple dialogues contained immense benefits. Given Cao Kun's character, if he didn't know that Yuan Shikai was preparing to invest in the wool business, he certainly wouldn't want to go to a bitter and cold place like Inner and Outer Mongolia. Now that he volunteered, he definitely knew some inside information.

And since Cao Kun knew about this, needless to say, this news would soon spread throughout Beiyang. Everyone wanted to make a fortune from Zhangjiakou, the future trade hub.

"Fine! Since Cao Kun is willing to go to Inner and Outer Mongolia, let him go." Yuan Shikai stood up with his hands behind his back and said, "Then is Feng Guozhang willing to go to Fujian?"

"Feng Guozhang is willing to go," Wang Shizhen replied. Among the Three Heroes of Beiyang, Wang Shizhen, the Dragon of Beiyang, was good at strategy and was Yuan Shikai's most important advisor, giving an impression of unfathomable depth. Duan Qirui, the Tiger of Beiyang, was daring and responsible, with strong capabilities. Feng Guozhang was called the Dog of Beiyang because he was loyal and willing to do very troublesome but lackluster work. So Feng Guozhang was not picky at all.

Seeing Yuan Shikai was very depressed, Wang Shizhen continued, "Lord Yuan, Cao Kun can also be considered decisive in action. Now that Shaanxi is in such chaos, he would actually be a suitable candidate. If he refuses to go, I think we might as well let Duan Qirui go. We must not only control Shaanxi but also consider entering Sichuan from Hanzhong in the future. Sichuan must not fall into the hands of the People's Party under any circumstances. In the Yunnan Military Academy forces in Yunnan and Guizhou, Cai E has already emerged. Moreover, I heard that Yunnan-Guizhou and the Liangguang regions are separately discussing alliances for self-protection. If we drag on too long, I'm afraid Sichuan will also be dragged in. Since our Beiyang has decided to stabilize the situation, we might as well make preparations early."

"Pinqing, I know all these things you said, but there is no money to deploy the troops. I originally thought that if Cao Kun was willing to be this Governor of Shaanxi, the deployment costs wouldn't need to be so high. But Duan Qirui's subordinates made a fortune in Jiangnan. It's fine to let them stay in Beijing, but to make them go to Shaanxi to risk their lives, I really don't feel at ease," Yuan Shikai replied. Every battle of the Beiyang Army required large economic stimulus; Yuan Shikai knew this very well.

But Shaanxi was even more chaotic than Fujian. Those rising in rebellion were not the New Army, but the Shaanxi Tongmenghui. More accurately, it was the Gelaohui in Shaanxi rising in rebellion under the leadership of Tongmenghui members. Yuan Shikai was determined to completely eradicate this group of people. The People's Party could no longer be shaken; Yuan Shikai could only accept that. But if a new revolutionary party occupied land, Yuan Shikai would not be at ease.

"Lord Yuan, then how about letting Duan Qirui come back to take charge of the Ministry of Army, and I will lead the troops to Shaanxi," Wang Shizhen offered a new suggestion.

Yuan Shikai immediately refused, "No, Pinqing, you must stay in the center. Ask again if anyone is willing to go to Shaanxi."

If Cao Kun knew Yuan Shikai's evaluation of him, Cao Kun would definitely cry out that he was wronged. In fact, Cao Kun wanted to go to Inner and Outer Mongolia really not because of economic issues, but because he knew he might not be able to conquer Shaanxi.

More than a month had passed since the great battle in Shaanxi, and detailed news had already been transmitted back to Beijing. The Gansu and Shaanxi Green Standard Army had always been brave and skilled in battle. Although the part that went to Beijing to rescue the Emperor was annihilated, this did not make Cao Kun, who knew the inside story, underestimate the Gansu and Shaanxi Green Standard Army. Without Beiyang tampering in the dark, the People's Party could not have ambushed them so easily.

And the total annihilation of the Gansu and Shaanxi Green Standard Army in Xi'an city, the fierce battle involved, also had a flavor of being capable of moving one to song and tears. Ever since the troops of the Gansu and Shaanxi Green Standard Army who went to rescue the Emperor were annihilated, the Green Standard Army had sensed the danger of revolution. The troops participating in the rescue were all loyal to the Imperial Court; after this group was finished, the Green Standard Army began to reorganize. The Shaanxi Gelaohui finally found an opportunity. The leading figure in this was Zhang Yunshan.

Zhang Yunshan was from Tayi, Chang'an. He lost the opportunity to go to school in his childhood and learned to play the bugle from a Shanxi man. Later, his bugle skills became the best in Guanzhong. In the late Qing Dynasty, he served as a soldier in Tao Qinsu's battalion, traveling all over Qinghai and Xinjiang. After returning to Shaanxi, he served as a bugler in the Military Preparatory School and the Army Primary School. When the New Army was trained, he became the bugle officer of the brigade headquarters. The year before the Xinhai Revolution, he opened a 'mountain hall' (secret society lodge) in the New Army. Because he was straightforward and good at socializing, getting along very well with the soldiers, not long after opening the hall, he absorbed more than a thousand brothers, forming his own power in the New Army. Relying on this force, Zhang Yunshan leaped to become a Xinhai celebrity in Shaanxi.

In the view of the Gelaohui, the so-called "revolution" was nothing more than destroying the Qing and restoring the Ming. If the uprising succeeded, the day for the Gelaohui to rise would arrive. Thus, the leaders of the Gelaohui openly hung up the Hongmen signboards everywhere, opened halls to worship ancestors, distributed membership ranks widely, and expanded their power. They turned Xi'an into a foul atmosphere.

And after Yuan Shikai usurped the central power and convened the National Assembly, it gave the Gelaohui members a clear hint: "Power is only power when it is in your own hands." The Federal Self-Government of Provinces meant Shaanxi people running their own house, and the Gelaohui, as a native local force in Shaanxi, could represent the Shaanxi locality far better than those currently on the stage.

The local Tongmenghui in Shaanxi contacted the Gelaohui and formed the Shaanxi Revolutionary Party Alliance. These people originally planned to rise up on October 6th (August 15th of the lunar calendar). The news of "Killing the Tartars on August 15th" spread like wildfire everywhere. Because the Shaanxi authorities took strict precautions, they sent people everywhere to spy, and even opened and checked letters to grasp the revolutionaries' uprising plan. After some detective work, they found that the Jianben School and the Gongyi Book Bureau were secret activity bases for the revolutionaries, and also identified some revolutionaries by name. Thus, Shengyun, the Viceroy of Shaanxi and Gansu, ordered a secret plot to immediately arrest and execute these revolutionaries.

In order to arrest the revolutionaries in the New Army, they decided to transfer the New Army to outer counties in batches, on one hand dispersing the New Army's strength, and on the other hand arresting and killing revolutionaries separately. At the same time, they transferred the Patrol Battalions stationed in outer counties to the provincial capital Xi'an to strengthen the city defense. The situation was grim, and the uprising was imminent. At this time, Jing Wumu and other Tongmenghui leaders were not in Xi'an because they had gone to Weibei to organize uprisings. Revolutionaries Qian Ding, Zhang Fang, and others then agreed to start the uprising ahead of schedule on the night of September 10th, deciding that Zhang Fenghui, a staff officer of the New Army Brigade Headquarters and commander of the First Battalion of the Second Regiment, would serve as the commander-in-chief of the uprising.

September 10th was a Sunday, the day for the New Army to receive pay. After receiving pay in the morning, most people in the barracks left the camp to go out, except for a few duty officers. After breakfast, Zhang Fang and Zhu Xuwu led the New Army into the city through the West Gate under the pretext of going to Baqiao to wash horses, and arrived smoothly at the Dongyangshi Arsenal according to the original plan. Dang Zixin also led a crowd into the city through the South Gate and marched towards the Arsenal. At this time, hundreds of unarmed soldiers and Gelaohui brothers had already gathered in groups of three or five around the Arsenal. Just as Zhang Fang was discussing the route to enter the Arsenal with the garrison platoon leader and warehouse soldiers contacted in advance, the police came to question them several times. It was already around 10 am. Seeing the urgent situation and fearing further changes that would ruin the entire uprising plan, Zhang Fang made a prompt decision and ordered to rush into the Arsenal to seize guns. After seizing the guns, they immediately fixed bayonets and loaded bullets, quickly occupying the Arsenal. Then they opened the Xianning County and Chang'an County prisons, released the detained prisoners, and shouted everywhere: "Uprising to expel the Manchus, it has nothing to do with Han merchants and civilians!" asking the citizens not to panic.

Hearing the gunshots, Zhang Fenghui led the troops quickly to the Arsenal through the West Gate. On one hand, he organized forces to set up posts and defenses to guard against Qing army attacks; on the other hand, he notified the uprising New Army to set up a temporary headquarters at the Arsenal for liaison and unified action. Other uprising troops also quickly occupied various strongholds according to the plan. Qian Ding led his troops to occupy the Provincial Treasurer's Yamen and the Drum Tower, one of the commanding heights in the city; Zhang Baolin led his troops to occupy the South Courtyard Gate of the Shaanxi Governor's Yamen; Wan Bingnan led his troops to occupy the Military Advisor's Yamen. Seeing the New Army uprising, the residents in the city cheered with excitement. Some sent food and drink to the righteousness army, some set up tables with tea at their doorways to comfort the righteousness army, and some cut off the queues behind their heads, wrapped white cloth around their arms, and joined the uprising. The Muslims in the provincial capital also gave strong support to the uprising army. On the eve of the Xi'an uprising, Zhang Yunshan and Ma Yugui (Hui ethnicity), leaders of the Gelaohui in the New Army, entrusted Jin Qiheng, Bai Yulin, and others, leaders of the Gelaohui among the Muslims, to secretly organize a Muslim army to prepare for the uprising. On the day the Xi'an uprising broke out, they received notification from Zhang Yunshan and Ma Yugui and immediately rose in response. Ma Wenying, who had a certain reputation among the Muslims and had served as a commander (battalion commander), also gathered more than 500 Muslims. They went from West Street through Mutoushi to the Arsenal to receive firearms and ammunition, and were ordered to maintain order in the Muslim quarter and actively participated in the battle to besiege the Manchu City. Because the uprising army acted quickly and had strong support from the broad masses of citizens, the uprising army controlled most areas outside the Manchu City within the city walls in just half a day.

The Manchu City was the area where the Xi'an Eight Banners troops and their families were concentrated and lived. It was surrounded by walls for defense. After receiving news of the New Army uprising, Xi'an General Wen Rui immediately rushed back to the Manchu City from the Consultative Bureau and ordered the garrison in the Manchu City to close the city gates tightly, resist stubbornly, and confront the uprising army across the city walls.

The next day, the uprising army began to storm the city walls defended by the Manchus. This was a tough battle. regarding exactly how many people died in the battle, there are various accounts ranging from tens of thousands to several thousand. But the result of the war was that the Green Standard Army, including the Manchu district, was slaughtered until not even chickens or dogs were left.

In the news Cao Kun received, the uprising army had already established a tenet before the battle: "Spare neither chickens nor dogs after the battle." This news spread widely. And the Xi'an General, the Manchu Wen Rui, also mentioned this in his urgent telegram. He bitterly begged Yuan Shikai to send troops to mediate this matter, saying that as long as the uprising army was willing to spare the Manchus' lives, they only wished to go to the Northeast to farm and stay alive, wanting no other possessions. The telegram also stated clearly that if the uprising army attacked the city, they were ready to perish together.

Fighting with such a do-or-die attitude, these Gansu and Shaanxi Green Standard troops definitely fought with their lives to break the city walls. And to slaughter tens of thousands in the Manchu City at the end of the battle, this couldn't be done without a military force of over ten thousand.

Thinking that he had to go and fight desperately with such a group of people, Cao Kun felt very unsure in his heart. Of course, he was willing to be a provincial governor, but if he failed, the competitors behind him were lined up in a long queue to kick Cao Kun out. Cao Kun could not fail; failure meant not only failing to be the Shaanxi Governor but also not being able to become a governor of other provinces in the future. By comparison, going to Inner and Outer Mongolia was a relatively relaxing job.

As for Yuan Shikai firmly believing that Cao Kun had his eyes on the future wool business, he really wronged Cao Kun.

However, the current system of Beiyang was just like this: everyone spoke polite words on the surface, but when actually doing things, they always prioritized their own interests. From this perspective, Yuan Shikai did not completely wrong Cao Kun.
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On November 1, 1910, the night was gloomy. The lights were still on in Yuan Shikai's study. Ever since seizing central power, this had been Yuan Shikai's daily routine. He was either deep in thought or pacing back and forth with his hands behind his back. He had never imagined that ruling the whole of China would be such a difficult task. All sorts of chaotic situations were tangled together; conflicts of interest that initially seemed insignificant would eventually turn into major issues affecting the overall situation. Within the Beiyang clique, apart from a few individuals, most people were not afraid of blowing things out of proportion. Yuan Shikai, well-versed in officialdom, had already seen where the problem lay. In the brand-new Beiyang political system, everyone was trying to expand their scope of authority. Regardless of whether they were in the right, they would fight to get it into their hands first. After all, the Beiyang clique was now the largest political group in China, and everyone was fearless in their tossing and turning.

However, these people were not completely devoid of sense. First, they knew they must prop Yuan Shikai up at the very top. Second, they were unwilling to provoke the People's Party. Third, they would not choose tasks that truly carried high risks. Thinking of these subordinates, Yuan Shikai felt a headache coming on.

In his youth, Yuan Shikai had written a piece of doggerel: "Before my eyes, dragons and tigers fight endlessly; murderous intent rises straight to the clouds. I wish to open a giant mouth to the sky, and swallow all the arrogant heroes in one gulp." Personality-wise, he considered himself someone who sought supreme status through personal achievement. But after years of struggling in officialdom, Yuan Shikai had long lost the greenness of his youth. Politics had never been a system where one could command everything solely by personal ability.

Before Cixi died, Yuan Shikai felt he had plenty of room to display his talents, only being firmly held down by her. After Cixi's death, Yuan Shikai realized that without Cixi's genuine approval and assistance back then, there were many things he simply couldn't have done. The current Beiyang was just like that; any order from Yuan Shikai would be heavily discounted in execution. Anyone who wanted to get things done would immediately be held back by countless others.

Tonight, it was Xu Shichang who came to Yuan Shikai's residence. Xu Shichang was here to ask for funding for land reclamation in the Northeast. Over the four northeastern provinces, there was now a Viceroy of the Northeast, and that was Xu Shichang. Yuan Shikai was temporarily unwilling to easily alter the Qing official system. In reality, under the political platform of federal self-governance, with each province governing itself, the positions of regional viceroys placed above the provinces—such as the Viceroy of the Northeast, Viceroy of Liangguang, and Viceroy of Huguang—had become meaningless. But Yuan Shikai was unwilling to deny Xu Shichang face; he still hoped to let his old friend Xu Shichang serve until the end.

Moreover, Yuan Shikai had already spoken with Xu Shichang. Once the federal self-governance was completed, Xu Shichang would be appointed as the Vice Prime Minister of the Cabinet. The position of Prime Minister was to be given to Prince Qing. Of course, Prince Qing was now in his declining years, so Xu Shichang's promotion to the main position was something foreseeable. Xu Shichang had also gladly accepted his old friend Yuan Shikai's goodwill.

However, what was completely unexpected was that with Xu Shichang's seniority, he actually hit a wall in the new cabinet. The Minister of Civil Affairs, Zhao Bingjun, and the Minister of Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce, Zhang Jian, were not trying to make things difficult for Xu Shichang, but were arguing over who should control this expenditure.

The Northeast land reclamation was proposed by Yuan Shikai. Currently, there were many people and little land inside the pass, while outside the pass, it was precisely the opposite—plenty of land and few people. So Yuan Shikai recruited some willing commoners and organized them to go to the Northeast for reclamation. Strictly speaking, this was a genuine achievement. However, the Minister of Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce, Zhang Jian, believed that since it was state-led reclamation, it counted as a commercial activity and must be led by the state. He believed that individual reclamation had few successes and many failures. Moreover, there was too much oppression involved. It would be better for the state to directly organize manpower and turn the reclamation into farm construction. Concentrating manpower and material resources, plus state support, would yield better benefits.

Actually, this suggestion was quite similar to the People's Party's farm construction. The People's Party distributed fertile land to the commoners, and the government put in the effort to establish large farms, recruiting commoners willing to work on the farms, along with various support from the government. Up to now, it had been done quite outstandingly.

But the Minister of Civil Affairs, Zhao Bingjun, believed Zhang Jian was meddling recklessly. This was originally a civil affairs matter. If the government had to intervene... past experience proved that without official interference, things could still be done; once officials interfered, many things would immediately go awry. It would be counterproductive.

This could still be considered within the scope of normal debate, but soon others joined the argument between the two, and matters gradually developed into a dispute between two factions. Those supporting the Ministry of Civil Affairs believed that all future reclamation should be under Civil Affairs. Those supporting the Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce departments believed that since the state supported this behavior, it was best to see results as soon as possible, so state leadership was most effective.

Xu Shichang was a sensible person. Seeing that the matter had developed into a dispute between interest groups, he hurried to Yuan Shikai to ask him to make a quick decision. This matter must not be allowed to expand further.

However, Xu Shichang was a step late, because today the Minister of Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce, Zhang Jian, had already explicitly stated that he was willing to personally manage the Northeast land reclamation and would ensure it showed results.

Yuan Shikai didn't want to make these matters so urgent; his goal was to first stabilize the situation and gradually smooth out relations. Xu Shichang's well-handled affair was suddenly disrupted. But at this moment, Yuan Shikai couldn't change the arrangement. He had to let Xu Shichang take the money and leave first, leaving the follow-up procedures for this matter until things calmed down a bit.

If one had to say, Zhang Jian didn't have malicious intent. Beiyang was currently short of money, and for every sum invested, he hoped it would produce the maximum effect. But at this juncture, doing so was not quite appropriate. The world was far from being in a time of peace. Leaving aside the internal chaos starting in various provinces, the mere existence of the People's Party required Yuan Shikai to spend a lot of thought. But Beiyang seemed to have long forgotten the term "sincere cooperation." They seemed to have no idea that politics required cooperation.

In this regard, Yuan Shikai envied Chen Ke. This young man, Chen Ke, had completely understood these things at a young age. He didn't follow the old path but started with party building, climbing all the way to his current position. Yuan Shikai had inquired about intelligence on the People's Party from many sources, and the news sent back truly astonished him. Although the People's Party did not publicly propagate their political concepts to the outside world, these things were not tightly sealed secrets either.

"Laborers are the masters of the house," "Oppose exploitation," and a whole set of political systems built around these core concepts were becoming increasingly clear in the People's Party's documents. Chen Ke's phrase, "Who are our friends, who are our enemies, this is the primary question of the revolution," appeared repeatedly in many speeches. This could not fail to attract Yuan Shikai's attention.

Yuan Shikai knew the People's Party had the intention and ambition to seize the world. If the People's Party didn't truly exist and wasn't growing stronger, Yuan Shikai would never have believed that an organization of such scale and with so many personnel could be organized and maintained solely by political ideals, without relying on teacher-student relationships, blood ties, or friendship. He would even less believe that this group of young people would unite under the banner of "Laborers are the masters of the house."

If he hadn't met Chen Ke, if he didn't know what Chen Ke had basically been doing since 1905, Yuan Shikai couldn't imagine that such a "bizarre" organization as the People's Party could actually stand shoulder to shoulder with Beiyang. But he had to face reality. In reality, the People's Party was flourishing. While other provinces were in a mess, and while Yuan Shikai exhausted his efforts but failed to smooth out internal relations in Beiyang, the organization of the People's Party had actually stabilized the situation in four provinces step by step, and achieved considerable development in both economics and politics.

Perhaps killing Chen Ke would solve it, Yuan Shikai couldn't help but think. But he quickly banished this thought from his mind. The People's Party did not lack loyal and brave warriors. An assassination attempt, whether successful or not, would trigger a war. Even more terrifying, it would trigger targeted retaliation from the People's Party. If the People's Party's assassins swarmed out, Beiyang had absolutely no ability to guarantee the safety of its high-ranking cadres.

"It seems the time for a decisive battle with Chen Ke has not yet arrived," Yuan Shikai sighed to himself.

Forcibly pulling his thoughts back, Yuan Shikai had to continue considering Beiyang's next arrangements. Cao Kun was unwilling to go to Shaanxi, and Yuan Shikai couldn't deny Cao Kun face. Within Beiyang, the only one capable of managing a region was Duan Qirui. But this encountered another difficult problem: whether Feng Guozhang, who would take over Duan Qirui's position, had the ability to control the situation in Jiangnan. Zhejiang and Fujian were right next to the People's Party, and both provinces had Guangfu Society activities. If the People's Party was dead set on causing trouble for Beiyang, the situation there probably couldn't be maintained.

To maintain the situation, a political solution acceptable to all Beiyang provinces had to be produced. That was, how to form provincial assemblies and how they would operate normally. On these aspects, the Beiyang clique was also arguing endlessly internally. The warlords naturally hoped the assemblies would have no influence. But the civil official group was quite interested in the assemblies; they hoped the gentry could better coordinate with the government's work. It wasn't bad for the gentry to have some power.

Now both sides hoped to get Yuan Shikai's support, and Yuan Shikai was also in a dilemma. In all fairness, Yuan Shikai didn't want anyone to share his power, but he felt the recent performance of the warlords was very unsatisfactory.

After thinking it over, Yuan Shikai finally decided that since he had given the warlords such great power, it was absolutely impossible without certain constraints. This was also one of Cixi's political tactics—absolutely never letting one side dominate. Only now did Yuan Shikai understand why he could never outmaneuver that old lady back then. She truly had the boldness to let subordinates do things, yet not let them have the opportunity to collude.

Having determined this matter, Yuan Shikai felt a wave of relief in his heart. He was presiding over the constitutionalism and understood various political models quite well. His hesitation was because he hadn't made the final decision. Once the decision was made, Yuan Shikai wrote with the speed of wind, quickly drafting the document.

The next day, Yuan Shikai convened a cabinet meeting and brought out the universal suffrage plan outline. In the Beiyang provinces, all males over the age of 18 with no criminal record would possess the right to vote and be elected. As for the details, the civil official group would naturally be responsible.

As soon as this decision was announced, the Beiyang cabinet immediately went into a commotion.

"Lord Yuan, if we do this, how will the powers of the provincial assemblies and the Viceroys be determined?" asked Minister of Justice Shen Jiaben.

Currently, various legal issues including constitutionalism were under the Ministry of Justice. Although the Ministry of Justice wasn't a lucrative post now, it held significant power.

Wang Shizhen asked a question that seemed casual, "Are the provincial Viceroys elected by the assembly, or appointed by the central government?"

Although Wang Shizhen wasn't a spokesperson for the warlords, he felt obligated to clarify this question.

" The first term will be temporarily appointed by the central government. As long as they are diligent and love the people, won't the local commoners continue to elect them?" Yuan Shikai replied. This was also Yuan Shikai's honest thought. The provincial Viceroys held great power; to what extent of uselessness would they have to be to be overthrown by an assembly elected by local gentry? If they were truly useless to that extent, then let them be overthrown honestly. Yuan Shikai didn't want to wipe the asses of such useless people.

Some cabinet members immediately showed joy on their faces, while others' expressions darkened. However, no one raised an objection. This matter had been debated for too long. Once Yuan Shikai made up his mind, this was the final decision. No one had the guts to overturn Yuan Shikai's established plan.

"Minister Shen, hurry up and list the basic clauses for cabinet review," Yuan Shikai issued the order. "After agreement, distribute them to the Beiyang provinces. Distribute them to other provinces as well; as for whether they implement them, that's up to them."

Shen Jiaben immediately replied, "Yes!"

***

Chen Ke received this notice in Jiangxi on November 29. He had intended to go to Anhui, but couldn't stop worrying about the work in Jiangxi. So he simply went directly from Hubei to Jiangxi.

Although Jiangxi was under military control, the political level of Commissar He Zudao and Military Commander Hua Xiongmao was not inferior to other cadres engaged in civil affairs. The cadres and soldiers of the unit had received intensified training in land reform before departure. This place, Jiangxi, was even poorer than Anhui, and social contradictions were simpler. There were plenty of opportunities for land reform work. Needless to say, just by knocking down local tyrants and evil gentry, plus eradicating various bandits, preliminary land reform was completed in twenty percent of Jiangxi's areas within a year.

Conditions in each province were truly completely different. In Jiangxi, the troops discovered many strange villages existing in many mountainous areas. The entire village consisted entirely of yeoman farmers. Due to the poor local economic conditions, the small villages were all yeoman farmers, with no clans, no ancestral halls, and no landlords. The masses discussed things when issues arose and lived their own lives when there were none. Although poor, they did not lack order. The only problem was that this place produced "quasi-bandits."

To make a living, people everywhere had to engage in many trades that involved traveling. There were quite a few militia groups acting as escorts, and this escort trade began to evolve into demanding road tolls, and finally simply turned into professional banditry.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had dealt with these bandits quite a lot over the past year or so. The direct result was that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army grew from two divisions of 50,000 men to four divisions of 100,000 men.

When reporting to Chen Ke, He Zudao's report clearly and firmly grasped the principal contradiction. The standard for screening bandits was "for the sake of obtaining money for enjoyment" or "for the sake of survival and getting a meal."

The former were absolutely exploiters; these people were all executed after public trial. The latter belonged to the category that could still be salvaged. The People's Party simply incorporated them into the newly established units. Of course, this could absolutely not be boundless leniency. Anyone with blood on their hands, even a minion, had to be executed after public trial.

But He Zudao was very methodical. regarding the vast number of captured bandits, the People's Party first organized them for education. Let them recognize clearly that they became bandits not because they were born bad, but because they were forced by life. These bandits truly couldn't survive by normal means of livelihood.

When Hua Xiongmao talked to Chen Ke about this aspect of work, he was truly full of admiration. "Zudao and the commissars lecture these people every day. Although I know the whole plan, I still have no bottom in my heart. But after a few grievance meetings, new comrades were willing to turn over a new leaf and behave themselves. Who has a murder case on their hands, who played what role in various looting actions—at first, everyone didn't say much, but once this was summarized, many things could be linked together. In less than two months, over half of the looting actions in Jiangxi within the last three years have been accounted for. Once this round of public trials was held, prestige was quickly established among the masses."

"Zhenglan, Zudao is meticulous in his work; neither of us can compare," Chen Ke also laughed.

"Wenqing, you are criticizing me," Hua Xiongmao said.

"That's right. You should learn more from Zudao." Chen Ke had always been straightforward when speaking with Hua Xiongmao.

"I can't learn that stuff. I've tried. Let me talk for a while and I'm okay, but let me talk for half a day and I immediately get anxious. I'm really not cut out to be a commissar." Hua Xiongmao also never lied to Chen Ke.

Since Hua Xiongmao was so frank, Chen Ke didn't force him. "Then you can't be the principal for the Party School work. You're no good for the Cadre School either. You have to take charge of the Military Academy for me."

"I think I'm okay at doing business." Hua Xiongmao felt he couldn't help but show off his own merits.

Jiangxi was so large that it was impossible to strike out everywhere and eliminate all bandits. There weren't enough troops, and many military operations were too costly and not cost-effective.

Hua Xiongmao took a different path and started the old trade of the "Insurance Group."

The People's Party's earliest armed force, the "Insurance Group," if one had to say, was "bandits who fought bandits." It was an organization that collected fixed taxes from controlled areas using monopoly over logistics and bodyguards as economic means. Chen Ke originally hadn't expected the flood; his original intention was to gradually infiltrate and monopolize the administrative and judicial power of the base areas by establishing such an organization. As a result, the situation was stronger than men, and the People's Party directly pivoted to starting up through disaster relief.

But Jiangxi had many mountains. Although the flood problem was severe, there were fewer chances of flooding in the plains. So Hua Xiongmao simply dispersed the troops and began to master local political power using the "Insurance Group" model.

And He Zudao's vigorous reform of "former bandits" was fully combined with this measure. Bandits had an advantage: they were very clear about matters in various places. With these reformed soldiers acting as local guides, the situation in many places became very easy to grasp.

Therefore, although Jiangxi was under military control, order could be effectively established. Moreover, acting as bodyguards brought some revenue and allowed for a full understanding of the specific situation in each place. The entire situation in Jiangxi was not bad at all.
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"Chairman Chen, how do you plan to deal with Zhang Xun?" He Zudao asked a very serious question while discussing work with Chen Ke.

Chen Ke smiled and asked, "Commissar He, what do you think?"

"Military control in Jiangxi is only a temporary process. Sooner or later, local cadres will take over the work in Jiangxi. Especially with the establishment of the Jiangxi People's Congress, I believe the army cannot be responsible for forming the government," He Zudao replied.

Hearing this, Chen Ke couldn't help but smile. He Zudao never disappointed him.

If there were a ranking of capability within the party now, there were more than twenty people in the list of candidates recognized by the young comrades. And since Chen Ke always said everyone should progress, there were even more young comrades confident in competing for the position of the second person in the People's Party. However, when it came to who Chairman Chen Ke liked the most, the answer was quite unified: Chairman Chen Ke liked He Zudao the most.

There were actually no specific facts to support this, but the old comrades just felt that Chen Ke liked He Zudao and took good care of him. Corresponding to this care, the feeling He Zudao gave people was that he was Chen Ke's most loyal supporter. Although Hua Xiongmao had a very good personal relationship with Chen Ke, he failed to give everyone this feeling.

And Chen Ke himself knew that he indeed thought highly of He Zudao, but he had no intention of grooming He Zudao as a successor. Chen Ke would absolutely not support military interference in politics. Even in the party's crisis planning, if Chen Ke died unexpectedly, someone must immediately take over Chen Ke's position. Even in this situation, because He Zudao was from the military, Chen Ke would not choose He Zudao to temporarily take over the party's power. But Chen Ke was relieved to hand over military and political work to He Zudao.

He Zudao was a comrade who knew that society and the times were constantly progressing. And most importantly, He Zudao was a comrade who truly believed that the way to realize his value lay in completing his work. This was not to say that He Zudao was a comrade who only knew how to obey orders, but that He Zudao believed that everything was part of his work, and what he wanted to do was just to complete his work. Nothing more.

It was precisely because of this consciousness of a true laborer that Chen Ke could be so reassured about the army's political work. He Zudao was not a member of the Politburo Standing Committee. In terms of party positions, He Zudao would rank around fifteenth. But in terms of party positions within the military, He Zudao was the number one person in the Military Commission besides Chen Ke. The Chairman of the People's Party concurrently serving as the Chairman of the Military Commission was already clearly written into the party constitution. This was the principle of the party commanding the gun. Ranked second in the Military Commission was the Director of the General Political Department, He Zudao. Politics first, military command second. Even if Hua Xiongmao was the number one person in military command, his party position was below He Zudao.

If it were another comrade in this position, it would be hard not to breed ideas of hoping to expand the Military Commission's authority. This was also a very dangerous thing. If it wasn't the party commanding the gun, but the gun attempting to participate in and dominate politics on its own, then the People's Party would run wildly in the direction of warlordism.

He Zudao had absolutely no such desire for power. For He Zudao, work was work. All power obtained by an individual was an accessory for work, all for the better completion of work. He never believed that this power should be personalized or turned into a clique. This was the biggest reason why He Zudao stood out.

So He Zudao could see the future development of the People's Congress, while Hua Xiongmao felt a bit like he considered himself the Governor of Jiangxi. This was the gap between the two.

This was not the time to criticize Hua Xiongmao. Chen Ke smiled and said, "Zhang Xun is actually a very courageous person."

Zhang Xun, the Braid General, wrote a stroke in Chinese history with "restoring the Manchu Qing." However, Zhang Xun's own evaluation in the old era was not bad. His restoration act was firstly because he was deceived, and secondly, the world situation he saw was that after the "Republic," the country was still in a terrible state, and democracy and republicanism were used as excuses for acting recklessly. The local gentry in Jiangxi had a high evaluation of Zhang Xun, believing that Zhang Xun was an honest person willing to seek welfare for the people of Jiangxi. Even after the restoration, when the whole of China opposed the restoration, few people demanded killing Zhang Xun to apologize to the world.

Chen Ke hadn't expected that Zhang Xun actually had the guts to run back to Jiangxi.

Ever since Yuan Shikai appointed Duan Qirui as the Governor of Zhejiang, the Constitutional Pioneer Braid General Zhang was temporarily without a position. And although Wang Youhong was polite to Zhang Xun verbally, he actually stripped Zhang Xun of his military positions cleanly. Zhang Xun was not discouraged. The People's Party seized Jiangxi on the grounds that "Jiangxi firmly supports the Manchu Qing imperial system," but Braid General Zhang swaggered back to Jiangxi with his entourage and began trying to form the Jiangxi Assembly.

This loyal minister of the Manchu Qing propagated the political concept of "Jiangxi people ruling Jiangxi" everywhere, and contacted landlords and gentry, explicitly proposing opposition to the land reform policy of seizing landlords' land without cause.

However, to resist the People's Party's political offensive, Zhang Xun also proposed some reformist political slogans, such as "Landlords must not exploit the common people during famine years," and "The basic livelihood of tenant farmers also needs to be guaranteed."

These slogans were not fresh. In Chinese history, scholars had proposed this kind of political propaganda with absolutely no feasibility more than once. Occupying the moral high ground was the tradition of scholars, not to mention that they were now facing the People's Party, a radical revolutionary party that wanted to completely change the land ownership system. For landlords and gentry, as long as they could keep their land, making any wish now was acceptable. Moreover, after experiencing the formation of the Jiangsu Assembly, Braid General Zhang Xun had some experience with the operation of this political system. He was not only linking up but even starting to form a party. He hoped to oppose the "Revolutionary Party's organization" with the "Gentry's organization."

Inside the army, the attitude towards Zhang Xun was mostly advocating "getting rid of him quickly." This die-hard counter-revolutionary, an executioner who slaughtered and suppressed the revolution, required no politeness. Catching the counter-revolutionary landlords and gentry in one net was also a good thing.

But He Zudao always had a different opinion. "If we deal with these people by beheading them, then what is the difference between us and the Manchu Qing?" He Zudao held such an attitude.

"Commissar He, what do you plan to do?" Chen Ke was very interested in this.

"Expose their lies, of course," He Zudao replied.

Many Jiangxi landlords had blood debts on their hands. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army first investigated these clearly, and then sought justice for the people place by place. If one owed the people a blood debt, one had to pay with one's life. "Murderers die, those who injure others are punished." Even Liu Bang knew to make a three-article agreement with the elders of Sanqin. He Zudao had profoundly understood this in the Fengtai County base area.

If someone was to be beheaded just because they were a landlord, this was obviously unreasonable. The people would feel nothing but fear. But making murderers repay blood debts was the "justice" the people anticipated and longed for. These were the biggest weaknesses of the landlords and gentry.

The landlords and gentry believed their lives were more valuable than the common people's, and they had the right to use violence to maintain their rule. As the largest violent organ in Jiangxi, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army naturally had the right to use violence to help the people seek repayment for blood debts. Moreover, He Zudao believed that the People's Party should not slaughter landlords, but should unceremoniously execute counter-revolutionaries who used armed force against the People's Party. Under fear, landlords and gentry easily took risks. They could certainly fire the first shot at the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, but starting from the second shot, it would be none of their business.

This was also Chen Ke's struggle strategy in Anhui. The Chinese people would fear violence, but the greatness of the Chinese people lay in their ability to understand violence. The People's Party slaughtering hostile elements who resisted with arms was always reasonable and fair. As long as they didn't kill indiscriminately and only targeted the leaders, this kind of slaughter was completely within the people's range of acceptance.

"Two months ago, the group organized by Zhang Xun had less than thirty percent left. I admire Zhang Xun's rallying power," He Zudao laughed.

Indeed, facing such immense military and political pressure, the landlords and gentry still having the backbone to persist made Chen Ke quite appreciative. He remembered his ancestors praising a family many times. When Chen Ke's hometown was liberated, the biggest local landlord couple, an old man and woman, hanged themselves. To avoid causing trouble for others, they even hanged themselves on their own land. This family was even in-laws with Chen Ke's family, and this was the backbone Chen Ke's ancestors had always appreciated.

Feeling that the times had changed, feeling that they could not adapt to the new era, in order not to live painfully, they decisively chose suicide. Or like Chen Ke's family, they decisively chose to follow the trend of the times' progress and followed it without regret even if they died a hundred times. These were all very good choices. They all reflected excellent personal qualities. And if they decisively committed suicide, it could also maximize the reduction of the People's Party's workload. Chen Ke sincerely hoped that Jiangxi landlords all had the courage to commit suicide. Using death to express their resistance to the changes of the times would reduce so much trouble.

"Then what is student Zhang Xun preparing to do now?" Chen Ke asked.

"We invited Zhang Xun and that bunch of gentry to participate in quite a few public judgment rallies. I was also quite surprised that Zhang Xun could endure until now, always using peaceful means to resist. The news we inquired about is that Zhang Xun repeatedly warned his subordinates absolutely not to give us any excuse to kill indiscriminately. Such a hob meat is really hard to deal with." At this point, He Zudao also showed a look of admiration. "Chairman Chen, if it were me, I really couldn't do this step. I learned a lot from Zhang Xun."

"In a group of three, there must be a teacher for me. Zudao, we must learn all excellent qualities, including learning from the enemy." Chen Ke also admired Zhang Xun. He Zudao admitted he couldn't reach Zhang Xun's level, and Chen Ke knew he couldn't either. Of course, this was also because Zhang Xun's opponent was the People's Party. Maybe Zhang Xun had seen through the People's Party's bottom line of not being willing to kill on a large scale.

"How about this, you invite Zhang Xun over, and I'll talk to him," Chen Ke put forward his own view.

Zhang Xun was not tall, but those bright eyes, two thick black eyebrows, and two thick black mustaches left a deep impression on Chen Ke. Learning that Chen Ke had invited him, Zhang Xun was not afraid at all. He went to the People's Party's office in Nanchang to meet with Chen Ke calmly and composedly. There was no fear in his expression.

After both sides took their seats, Chen Ke said, "General Zhang, we have dealt with each other before, and our armies have also fought. I want to ask, to what extent do you intend to stubbornly resist?"

Zhang Xun looked Chen Ke up and down, and only after a while did he say, "Brother Chen, are you asking me if I'm afraid of death?"

Being called Brother Chen, Chen Ke didn't mind at all. He shook his head slightly and asked frankly, "General Zhang, I estimate you might know that if you don't rebel, we won't kill you. So, I really want to know, why are you doing this to oppose land reform?"

Zhang Xun originally intended to enrage Chen Ke, but seeing Chen Ke so magnanimous, he was somewhat surprised. After hesitating for a moment, Zhang Xun replied, "Everyone's land didn't come from the strong wind. It was accumulated bit by bit by ancestors. You People's Party say you confiscate everyone's land, and you confiscate it. There is no such reason in the world."

"After land reform, the lives of the common people have become better. General Zhang, do you think this is not good?" Chen Ke continued to ask. This was where Chen Ke's justice lay. Land reform pushed the progress of the times. In the future progress of the times, everyone's life would become better. If Zhang Xun couldn't understand this, Chen Ke could determine how to deal with Zhang Xun's group.

Zhang Xun fell silent again, and the silence lasted quite long. After a good while, Zhang Xun spoke, "Brother Chen, what you said makes sense. I have also seen some changes in Jiangxi after land reform. If I say the livelihoods of the common people haven't improved after land reform, I can't go against this conscience. But I think you have to give the gentry an explanation."

"What kind of explanation?" Chen Ke was very interested in this.

Seeing that Chen Ke did not use power to pressure people, Zhang Xun remained silent for another while before saying, "I know the gentry cannot defeat the People's Party. Since you hold the power over life and death, the gentry can at most fight to the death. That little doll He Zudao is very insidious, trying every way to provoke the gentry to rebel so he can legitimately kill us as a sacrifice to the flag. I, Zhang Xun, am not afraid of death, and I won't let the gentry fall into such a trap. Since Brother Chen asked, I'll speak frankly. The gentry's land is gone. You have to let people have a say and hold some power. After all, this land was taken from the gentry. If there isn't an explanation, what does this count as?"

"General Zhang, can you speak more clearly? I'm still not clear. Just saying holding power, how exactly to hold power? Hold what power? Is it to let the gentry be village officials? Or let the gentry be the masters of our People's Party? Or something else?" Chen Ke asked with a kind tone.

"This..." Zhang Xun fell silent again. Exactly what power to hold, Zhang Xun really hadn't thought it through. Hearing that the People's Party had conquered Jiangxi, Jiangxi gentry immediately wrote to Zhang Xun, asking him to bring troops back to save Jiangxi.

But Zhang Xun had no soldiers and no power at that time. Troops needed to be paid. Asking Zhang Xun to pay out of his own pocket to form an army to fight back to Jiangxi was obviously unreliable. The People's Party didn't even fear the Beiyang Army. Even if Zhang Xun brought a few thousand soldiers, it would just be sending them to their deaths. But he couldn't withstand the repeated pleading of the Jiangxi gentry. Plus, the fact that Yuan Shikai seized the central power greatly stimulated Zhang Xun. Zhang Xun was completely loyal to the Manchu Qing in his bones. Seeing that the Manchu Qing was hopeless, a chest full of grief and indignation turned into the courage to die, so he simply returned to Jiangxi.

But the situation in Jiangxi was far beyond Zhang Xun's expectations. Although the People's Party imposed military control, they did not slaughter the gentry or plunder wealth. Zhang Xun immediately came forward personally, contacting local Jiangxi gentry and celebrities, trying to unite to "ask for an explanation" from the People's Party. But he didn't expect the People's Party leader He Zudao to be insidious and vicious. He first exterminated bandits and restored order in Jiangxi. Immediately after, he suppressed bad gentry everywhere in the name of repaying blood debts. What was more exasperating was that He Zudao also invited Zhang Xun and other celebrities to participate in public judgment rallies.

The anger towards oppressors and the excitement of liberation shown by the masses at the public judgment rallies really scared these people quite a bit. The Manchu Qing was afraid of inciting civil unrest because in front of the angry tide of people gathered by thousands and tens of thousands, all landlords and gentry counted for nothing. The Manchu Qing had no other means besides dispatching government troops to suppress. Now the gentry had no government troops to rely on, and the People's Party organized the masses. Exterminating some gentry was simply too easy.

Moreover, Zhang Xun himself actually didn't like bad gentry. Zhang Xun's personality valued his native land. He himself might not be able to stop things that preyed on the common people, but asking him to jump out directly to support this group of people, Zhang Xun couldn't do such a thing either.

What shocked Zhang Xun especially was the People's Party's style of conduct. Jiangxi was under military control. These soldiers not only never extorted the common people or plundered the folk like other armies, but on the contrary, they maintained order and helped the common people restore production in all aspects. And the common people, who had never been interested in the government, also began to organize and unite under the leadership of the People's Party army.

Zhang Xun had seen many big scenes after all. What Jiangxi gentry worried about was the terrible future of losing their land. What Zhang Xun saw was the future where the People's Party completely overthrew the existing order in Jiangxi.

Especially after personally visiting the land reform areas in Jiangxi, Zhang Xun became more certain of his thoughts. The People's Party opened schools, built water conservancy projects, and provided metal farm tools to the masses in land reform areas. All of this united the masses around the People's Party. What percentage did the gentry and landlords account for in Jiangxi? At most, less than ten percent. Under the leadership of the increasingly powerful armed forces of the People's Party, for ninety percent of the common people to completely kill off less than ten percent of the gentry, that would be the easiest thing.

Zhang Xun had realized that the current contradiction was not the land problem at all, but that the People's Party, starting with the land problem, would rebuild a new Jiangxi where "muddy legs" (peasants) were masters of the house. When this new Jiangxi was built, the gentry would never have a day to turn over.

And the People's Party leader He Zudao openly collected the bad deeds of the gentry everywhere, threatening the gentry under the banner of "redressing grievances for the common people." Some gentry fell into the trap and foolishly resisted with force. As a result, their heads were soon hung in conspicuous places everywhere.

Zhang Xun finally relied on his prestige to persuade the gentry not to act rashly, which was considered preserving a part of the strength. Until he was received by Chen Ke.

Thinking of this, Zhang Xun had made up his mind. Being masters of the People's Party, that was all Chen Ke's teasing. Zhang Xun said, "If there are no seats for the gentry in the assembly, this is absolutely unacceptable."

After saying this, Zhang Xun waited with bated breath for Chen Ke's reply, but heard Chen Ke laugh: "Is that the only request?"

"Brother Chen is willing to agree?" Zhang Xun asked in surprise.
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History has always been interactive; Chen Ke felt this deeply. As a time traveler, Chen Ke originally thought there was nothing he could learn from this era. But later, he realized he was wrong. If all he did previously was push for revolution, then once the revolution was mobilized, Chen Ke gradually discovered his understanding of revolution was naive. Chen Ke used to think revolution was a process, but after personally engaging in it, he realized the essence of revolution is "progress."

Being a time traveler might imply superiority relative to this era, but if the time traveler themselves does not pursue "progress," then the revolution still hasn't found the right direction. That would only mean the passive advancement of society and the active degeneration of the time traveler.

What made Chen Ke realize this were his revolutionary comrades. While the cadres of the People's Party learned from Chen Ke and gradually awakened to the necessity of "progress," they also taught Chen Ke a profound lesson. Although Chen Ke constantly spoke of social progress, deep down he subconsciously believed he could be an exception. It wasn't until these comrades made Chen Ke understand that everyone must constantly improve.

With this realization, Chen Ke no longer viewed Zhang Xun simply as "backward" or a "reactionary." Compared to the Manchu Qing's feudal power enfeoffment system, Zhang Xun's attempt to establish a political force of the gentry to participate in politics could be considered a huge step forward. But once the clarion call of the people's revolution sounded, this progress became somewhat insignificant. It even became a stumbling block hindering the great progress of the people's revolution. However, this could not negate the progress of the gentry class represented by Zhang Xun. Even if this progress was for the sake of opposing the People's Party, progress was still progress.

If the gentry could really organize themselves, Chen Ke didn't have the intention of beating them to death with one stick. "General Zhang, I suggest you go back and discuss with the gentry you have united. What exactly do you want to do? I think open and honest negotiation is a very good choice. What do you think?"

Zhang Xun laughed self-mockingly. "Since Brother Chen puts it this way, you must already have a verdict in your heart on how to deal with us, right?"

"If I say it, General Zhang may not be willing to believe it." Chen Ke kept him in suspense slightly.

"But speak freely. Given the current situation in Jiangxi, Brother Chen already controls the big picture. We are putting up a desperate fight in a corner; what is there we dare not hear?" Zhang Xun was quite straightforward.

Chen Ke was also straightforward. "Land reform must be carried out. Whether the gentry support it or not, we are determined to do it. When General Zhang talks about this with the gentry, there is no need to hide this point."

Zhang Xun's face turned ugly, though this was something he already knew. For the sake of land reform, Zhang Xun had spoken with He Zudao many times, and He Zudao had this same firm attitude.

Chen Ke didn't want Zhang Xun to have any misunderstandings, so he added, "Land reform is land reform. What the People's Party wants is for everyone to have land to farm. The gentry should have land to farm, and the common people should also have land to farm. We do not accept the common people being displaced and living in precariousness. General Zhang stands on the position of the gentry and feels the gentry are pitiful. We, the People's Party, stand on the position of the people and the masses, and we feel the masses are even more pitiful. If the gentry landlords insist on opposing land reform, we will arrest those who should be arrested and kill those who should be killed, without any leniency."

He Zudao had long promoted the land reform policy in Jiangxi. Land reform was not about stripping the gentry clean, but ensuring everyone had land to farm. Moreover, the People's Party guaranteed that only land would be distributed, and floating wealth would not be confiscated. That is to say, land was distributed, but the gentry's property was not. Farm cattle, farming tools, gold and silver treasures at home, and the shops and businesses they ran—the People's Party would not touch a single hair. This clear stance was also the reason why many gentry dared to persist until now. In their view, the People's Party had not yet reached the level of "rebellious mob."

Zhang Xun listened silently with a dark face. He originally thought Chen Ke's attitude would differ from He Zudao's. If it were the Manchu Qing, there would certainly be someone playing the red face and someone playing the white face. He never expected that from top to bottom, the People's Party had only one face and one attitude. The words spoken by He Zudao and Chen Ke didn't differ by more than a few characters. The meaning was exactly the same.

"General Zhang, if the gentry are willing to actively accept land reform, we have a foundation to continue talking. If they don't accept it, they can look out for themselves." Chen Ke gave a clear answer.

Zhang Xun continued to nod slightly with a dark face. "Chairman Chen said you only want land and not wealth. Is this sincere?"

Chen Ke laughed. "Has anyone here said otherwise? Or have we really confiscated anyone else's money? Of course, if someone robbed others' property, we have to demand the return of the stolen goods. This has nothing to do with land reform. This is a civil case."

When Grandpa Mao formulated land reform policies back then, he did not advocate confiscating landlords' floating wealth. Moreover, the Party had limited experience back then, and there were problems with the planning of many policies. Later, in reflections on post-liberation agricultural policies and large-scale land reform, there were many reviews. Land reform was definitely correct, but the pressure back then was too great, and agricultural technology services and industrial back-feeding could not be achieved. The policies were also slightly ahead of their time. The overall land reform could be scored 85 out of 100, leaving some gap from a perfect score.

Chen Ke believed that as a time traveler, he might be able to achieve 95 points. Now his attitude was simple: just being able to implement the formulated land reform without distortion would be enough. Let alone 85 points, scoring 80 points would be pretty good.

Zhang Xun had no understanding of modern justice; he couldn't distinguish between criminal cases and civil cases. However, after receiving Chen Ke's guarantee, his heart calmed down a bit at least. Land was the lifeblood, but under the People's Party's land policy, the landlords weren't stripped bare. They could also receive a share of land equal to other common people. "Then I will go back first to discuss with the other gentry. But I wonder how long Chairman Chen will stay in Jiangxi?"

"That's hard to say. Anyway, the sooner the discussion yields a result, the better." Chen Ke gave a non-answer.

As soon as Zhang Xun left, Chen Ke immediately convened a new session of the Party School meeting. Jiangxi was under military control, so military academy study replaced Party School study for the troops. The formal, pure Party School model was not suitable in Jiangxi.

The first question Chen Ke asked straight away at the Party School was, "Comrades, why does our People's Party constitution define us as the revolutionary vanguard of the broad working people?"

He Zudao's political education seemed to be very thorough; the Party members in the troops answered extremely correctly. "Because our People's Party is a member of the broad working masses! We ourselves are laborers."

With this consensus, Party School education was much easier to handle. In the Hubei Party School education, this issue had been discussed repeatedly before the concept that the People's Party itself was composed of laborers was established. This was a most fundamental concept. If the People's Party separated itself from the broad working masses, the result would be catastrophic.

He Zudao had promoted the Party's theories quite consistently, and the cadres in the troops had a rather profound understanding of land reform. Land reform was not about equalizing the ownership of fields, but about the rational utilization of land as a means of production. Land nationalization did not refer to land ownership either, but to the redistribution of land use rights. After guaranteeing the land use rights of the common people who were willing to farm, other land belonged to the state, which possessed the power to develop and use it.

Regarding land planning and use, the political work system led by He Zudao really made Chen Ke feel it was magical. Concerning the key question of "why not let the populace lead the land development and use rights," all comrades realized that this approach was "unscientific, unfair, and unreliable."

The understanding of land by the military Party cadres was even wiser than that of a considerable portion of the civil administration cadres, which truly gratified Chen Ke. When the country was just liberated, because the land policy was not clear enough, the New China was directly built into the world's largest "agricultural petty-bourgeois country." Every peasant had their own means of production. With the level of agricultural productive forces back then, the villages directly possessed immense power. Once problems arose at the local grassroots level, they directly triggered many issues. The land reform Chen Ke was pushing weakened the autonomy possessed by the local grassroots to the limit. Except for the land distributed to the peasants, everything else was undertaken by various state-owned enterprises. This was actually quite like the later policy of migrant workers going to cities everywhere. It was just that now, peasants didn't need to travel thousands of miles to other places; they could work right next to their hometowns.

Chen Ke was never a revolutionary idealist; he was more realistic. Establishing large-scale state-owned farms or enterprises aimed to maximize the acquisition of tax revenue and supplies. Collecting taxes door-to-door always caused great dissatisfaction among the masses and increased local conflicts. Collecting grain directly from large farms was much easier. Moreover, large farms could serve as bases for improved seeds and leaders in popularizing agricultural technology. Even for their own sake, peasants would try to learn more advanced technologies. Furthermore, large farms were also very good demonstration units.

Someone raised these questions in the Party School, and Chen Ke informed the comrades of the policy without concealment. "Rather than going through untold hardships to transform every single person among the masses, it is better to solidly let the masses realize the advantages and benefits of socialized mass production. This is the inevitable direction of social development. The agricultural society of 'men plowing and women weaving' looks beautiful, but this social model is destined to be replaced by the industrial society, which looks more complex and has more contradictions. This is the inevitability of the development of productive forces. This is absolutely not accidental."

Chen Ke spoke from the podium, and the comrades took notes rapidly. And people kept raising questions. "Then to what extent should we explain this to the masses? If we directly say we want to thoroughly overthrow the small-peasant economy, the masses might not be able to accept it."

"We shouldn't talk about policy to the masses with a critical attitude; we should talk about policy to the masses with a developmental perspective," Chen Ke replied. "A problem was encountered during the land reform in Hubei. Some people thought our land reform was a kind of traditional 'benevolent governance.' After discussion, everyone understood this was a misunderstanding. Under the condition that productive forces remain at a certain level, so-called benevolent governance is just the government taking a little less and the people taking a little more. But the little bit more that the people take cannot fundamentally solve the problems they face. Moreover, if the government takes a little less, it has a huge impact on the government's necessary expenditures. Furthermore, comrades, what I am proposing now is still a very idealized model. This model does not include intermediate exploitation. It is the government collecting taxes directly from the people. If intermediate exploitation is included, then we face an even more ridiculous result. The government thinks it has implemented benevolent governance, but in fact, the intermediate class collects not a single cent less from the masses. And they will even collect more."

He Zudao had organized quite effective political training, and the tax issue was the top priority. Regarding the tricks in taxation, He Zudao had gathered many examples and captured tax collectors, organizing everyone to study and research.

Any government has to provide expenses for various departments. Leaving aside internal consumption issues, benevolent governance means cutting a lot of government spending. For government departments, especially for low-and-mid-level personnel, this is a matter of life and death. Cutting a certain tax burden means huge income adjustments and personnel adjustments. It would be strange if it didn't cause major chaos.

Seeing that the comrades had understood this issue, Chen Ke continued, "So what we need to do now is not some benevolent governance, but to develop productive forces. If the level of productive forces doubles, it means the simultaneous growth of people's income and tax revenue. The people will have the financial resources to solve the problems they face, and the government will also have the financial resources to shoulder the responsibilities it should shoulder. This is also the reason why we want to overthrow the exploitation system. Because the exploitation system does not achieve the maximum efficiency of social productive force development. For example, the silk industry. The market demand for silk is huge now. If it can't be scaled up, there can't be maximum benefits. Under the old-style exploitation system, it's impossible to scale up. How many wicked things do landlords have to do to concentrate enough land for scale? And even if the landlords have this scale, the officials will eye this big piece of fat meat. In the end, the officials will squander all the money they get. The result of countless tragedies of blood and tears is born this way. It is always the people who bleed and shed tears. As long as the exploitation system exists, the people can never turn over a new leaf."

The economy in the base areas was developing well. A considerable number of Party members were from the old base area in Anhui, and they knew the situation at home very well. Their own relatives had land to farm, and there were many jobs available. These employment opportunities were open to the broad masses uniformly. Life in the base areas was far better than before. After overthrowing the old system, everyone could see the new life of the broad working people. This was more effective than any propaganda.

Chen Ke's voice was sonorous and powerful. "Land reform is not a simple economic measure, nor is it simple propaganda judging good people and bad people. What this land reform needs to determine is also the core program of our People's Party: who is the ruling class of the base area? It is the alliance of the broad laborers. The new system serves the laborers, serves this alliance. Of course, the working masses do not understand the current situation right now. Many laborers do not have sufficient knowledge of the new country and new system they have never seen before. This is not strange. Understanding any new thing requires a process. Therefore, we, the People's Party, the revolutionary vanguard of this laborer alliance, must stand out and shoulder the glorious task of leading this great people's revolution, shoulder the sacrifices required by the revolution, and accept various hardships encountered in the revolutionary process, even suffering grievances. This is the situation you were destined to face when you swore an oath under the Party flag. This is the common cause of all us Party members."

The Party members offstage immediately responded with warm applause. Chen Ke waved his hand in the air, and the applause stopped immediately. "Comrades, the purpose of our meeting is to complete work, not to pay tribute to the leader. If everyone applauds me every time I say a paragraph, are you here for a meeting or to listen to applause? I will set a rule now: no applause is allowed during the meeting. what do you think?"

Hearing this, a burst of good-natured laughter came from the venue.

Compared with the People's Party's "serious yet lively" meeting, the meeting convened by Zhang Xun appeared much gloomier. Many gentry inside Nanchang City had joined Zhang Xun's organization. Hearing Zhang Xun convene a meeting, these people all ran over. Zhang Xun recounted the process of his meeting with People's Party Chairman Chen Ke today, and immediately, a gentry member's voice carried a sobbing tone. "Lord Zhang, it looks like the People's Party is determined to divide this land! My family only has these few *mu* of land. If the land is divided, how will my family live?"

The speaker was Zhang Zishan, a very distant relative of Zhang Xun. Zhang Xun looked at Zhang Zishan with a look of "hating iron for not becoming steel." Zhang Zishan's family had hundreds of *mu* of land, not just a few *mu*. And his family had quite a lot of grain and money; they were not the type who couldn't survive at all.

The other gentry kept silent out of fear. The People's Party's attitude was consistent throughout. This was truly unbelievable to the gentry. Before this, they had used all means, such as sending money, sending grain, pulling strings, and sending women. Unexpectedly, this group of young people from the People's Party was completely unmoved. There were a few newly promoted local cadres in the People's Party who had accepted some things recently. Just as these people wanted to take the opportunity to follow suit, the People's Party publicly announced the expulsion of these few individuals. The reason was clear: because these people accepted bribes, they were expelled from the People's Party ranks.

Since then, the People's Party cadres viewed the local gentry as floods and fierce beasts, absolutely refusing to deal with them. And those Anhui cadres who continued to be responsible for dealing with the gentry, although young, were all impervious to persuasion. But when they saw ordinary people, they were polite and attentive, handling things with ease. Such an organization could not help but fill the gentry with fear.

They had originally thought the People's Party Chairman's attitude would differ slightly from He Zudao's, so the gentry could find an opportunity. Unexpectedly, what the People's Party Chairman said was completely consistent with the lower-level cadres of the People's Party. Even the chance for sowing discord at the end no longer existed. Everyone was looking at Zhang Xun pitifully, hoping this person who had seen the world could come up with a way for the gentry of Jiangxi.

Zhang Xun was also extremely confused in his heart. The officialdom of the People's Party was completely different from that of the Manchu Qing. All the customs of the Manchu Qing officialdom were useless here in the People's Party. If he wanted to find opportunities to exploit from within, he feared it would take a long time. But the People's Party was pushing land reform intensely. Leaving aside whether loopholes could be found to exploit, he feared that by the time he found a loophole, the land reform in Jiangxi would have been completed first.

Thinking of this, Zhang Xun pursed his lips tightly, and those two thick mustaches trembled. The gentry thought Zhang Xun had come up with a solution, and looks of hope appeared on their faces.

"Gentlemen, in my humble opinion, I'm afraid we have no way to change the People's Party's mind in the short term." Zhang Xun spat out this sentence with difficulty.

Hearing this, many gentry collapsed in their seats like deflated rubber balls, and some had already begun to wail loudly. Although some gentry could still maintain their composure, their expressions wilted like frosted eggplants.

"There is no justice! There is no justice!" Zhang Zishan wailed. "The People's Party, these god-damned treacherous thieves, they are not letting people live!"

After wailing for a while, Zhang Zishan suddenly stood up and shouted, "Gentlemen, we can't survive anyway. Let's just fight these treacherous thieves of the People's Party to the death. Killing one is breaking even; killing two is earning one!"

Zhang Xun was already in a chaotic state of mind. Stimulated by Zhang Zishan's words, he couldn't bear it anymore. He slammed the table fiercely and stood up abruptly. "Zhang Zishan, if you are willing to die yourself, then go die yourself. Once you walk out this door, none of us know you. You want to die, but we don't want to be buried with you!"
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Zhang Xun had wailed bitterly before. Upon hearing the news of the deaths of Cixi and Guangxu, Zhang Xun, along with the Viceroy of Liangjiang Duan Fang and the then Admiral of Jiangnan Wang Youhong, had cried aloud together. Hundreds, even thousands of people weeping together didn't feel like anything was amiss. That was crying for others; as long as one cried loudly and appropriately, it was fine.

However, when a group of grown men lamented and wailed for themselves, Zhang Xun felt an intense discomfort. Implicit in this wailing was despair. Whether it was low sobbing or loud howling, it all gave Zhang Xun an incredibly gloomy feeling. The weeping brought not relief, but a more helpless oppression.

Zhang Xun himself wasn't much of a landlord, so his feelings towards the land weren't as intense as the gentry's. Clearing his throat, Zhang Xun said, "Gentlemen, the People's Party is powerful. Raising troops to resist is not feasible for the time being..."

"Then what about the Imperial Court? What is the Court doing?" a member of the gentry immediately questioned.

This question was asked so well that it lifted the spirits of some, while others looked at the questioner with disgust.

Gentry members began to refute, "When the Court was here, it couldn't do anything to the People's Party. Now you expect Yuan Shikai to send troops? That's simply impossible."

"If he destroys the People's Party, Yuan Shikai can be emperor. I am willing to write a petition to Yuan Shikai. As long as he can destroy the People's Party and protect my family's land, I am willing to do anything to support Yuan Shikai as emperor," a gentleman shouted impassionedly.

This stake seemed high, and some gentry members were already frowning suspiciously. Logically speaking, to become emperor, many people should disregard all risks. Compared to the risk of beheading, the benefit of becoming emperor should obviously be more tempting.

Immediately, a "smart" gentleman expanded on the idea, "Is there no one in the People's Party who wants to be emperor?"

This suggestion was obviously more reliable. If someone in the People's Party was willing to be emperor, as long as this person was willing to protect the vested interests of the landlords and gentry, in such a critical moment, the landlords and gentry wouldn't mind supporting this person to ascend the "Supreme Throne".

Listening to the completely bumpkin fantasies of this group of landlords and gentry, Zhang Xun felt an added layer of disgust in his already depressed heart. Did these gentry think that just by crowning themselves with the title of emperor, they could command the world? If it were really that simple, how could the Great Qing have fallen to such a state? The world still recognized the little emperor in the Manchu court as the true emperor. But so what? Internally there was Yuan Shikai monopolizing power, and externally there was the People's Party rebelling. Even a universally acknowledged emperor, if he could not effectively exercise commands, was no different from an ordinary person. Or rather, the title of emperor might bring him even greater danger and trouble.

Fortunately, there were sensible gentry members. He Fangwei, a *Juren*, had been sitting silently with a gloomy face. Amidst the gentry's desperate nonsense, He Fangwei couldn't bear it anymore. He stood up and said, "Gentlemen, since Lord Zhang has already made the People's Party's intentions clear, it is useless for us to be in such a mess now. Let's discuss countermeasures seriously first."

"The land is gone, what countermeasures are needed?" Someone tried to maintain order, but immediately someone else attacked. Zhang Zishan spoke first. Looking at his gnashing teeth, it seemed as if He Fangwei was the mortal enemy, the People's Party itself.

There were also some prudent elders among the gentry. Someone asked hesitantly, "Is the People's Party just scaring us, actually only wanting more money?"

"They've already killed so many gentry, how else does the People's Party need to scare us? We go to send money, look for connections—when has the response ever been different?" Zhang Zishan spoke fast and urgently, "Gentlemen, the People's Party will absolutely not let this go with us. In the current situation, either they die, or we die."

"The door is there. Go out and die yourself." He Fangwei could no longer tolerate Zhang Zishan's pestering.

"What did you say?!" Zhang Zishan immediately advanced towards He Fangwei.

He Fangwei stared back at Zhang Zishan without showing any weakness. Just as the conflict was about to erupt, Zhang Xun could no longer hold back. He slammed the table with a *pa*, "We are gathered together to find a way to survive. Whoever leads everyone to a dead end, leave by yourself. For those who stay here, if anyone talks about death or whatever again, I, Zhang Xun, will be the first to disagree!"

Zhang Zishan, being shouted at like this, quieted down a bit. He staggered to find a chair and sat down, holding his head in his hands and saying no more.

"Mr. He, please continue," Zhang Xun said.

He Fangwei looked around at everyone and said in a clear voice, "Gentlemen, we have been gathered together for several months, staying here for so long. What could be said has already been said to death. Now I want to say a few unpleasant words that haven't been said before. Please listen first."

The gentry had indeed discussed everything they could, and everyone was completely out of ideas. He Fangwei was of *Juren* background and counted as a figure in the locality. Since he wanted to say something "unpleasant", everyone wanted to see what new path He Fangwei was preparing to propose. Everyone sat down one after another, leaving only He Fangwei standing in the room.

"My He family is not populous, with only twenty or thirty people in the household. I am not willing to have my whole family executed because of this bit of land. I am as timid as a mouse. It hurts me to have my land taken. But asking myself honestly, as long as I am left with a way to live, I am still willing to live on."

These words were honest, and bitter smiles appeared on the faces of many gentry members. It was precisely because everyone was afraid of death, and the People's Party hadn't shown an attitude of exterminating everyone, that the gentry dared to gather here to discuss countermeasures. If the People's Party were killing gentry indiscriminately and seizing land, they would have chosen to flee with their whole families long ago, having no courage to hold a meeting here.

"I, He, think the name 'People's Party' is quite well chosen. One hears it and knows who they stand with. We've been scolding the common people these days for breaking the rules, but in my view, they broke the rules *we* set. We suffered losses, so of course we are unwilling. But from the perspective of the common people, they got benefits, so they are certainly willing to follow the People's Party."

Hearing He Fangwei actually speaking well of the People's Party, Zhang Zishan refuted, "We haven't oppressed the common people on ordinary days, and even upheld justice in the countryside. For decades, we've done quite a few good deeds. How come now, we are inferior to the newcomer People's Party?"

He Fangwei immediately replied, "The People's Party only collects thirty percent tax. When has the land rent we charged ever been only thirty percent? Moreover, this thirty percent tax is the *entirety* of the taxes to be paid. When has the combined land rent and taxes paid by the common people ever been this low every year? The common people aren't stupid. If the People's Party can really honor its promise, why wouldn't they follow the People's Party?"

Before Zhang Zishan could prepare to refute further, a white-bearded old man interjected and asked, "Juren He, then what do you think should be done now?"

"In my view, as long as the green hills remain, there is no fear of running out of firewood. They want land; we might as well donate the land. The People's Party is new to Jiangxi and definitely needs local support. We don't ask for anything else, just to seek a minor official position to serve the People's Party. Since the People's Party can collect such low taxes and yet has so many people who never loot, they must have their means of livelihood. However, I think these people will definitely botch many things. If the People's Party acts perversely, the common people will naturally know who is good and who is bad. At that time, naturally, there will be our opportunity. If the People's Party can really sit on this throne relying on just this bit of tax, then they deserve to sit there. We should just accept it."

Everyone never expected that He Fangwei would come up with such a proposal of total surrender. Most people were stunned.

Zhang Xun gently patted the table, "I agree with Mr. He's words. Everyone knows the People's Party started in Northern Anhui. The local tyrants in Northern Anhui were very powerful, with many fortified villages (*weizi*). Every *weizi* had hundreds of guns. Do you hear any news of these people in Northern Anhui now? When I, your brother, was the Admiral of Jiangnan, I knew some news. Not a single *weizi* in Northern Anhui remains; they were all wiped out by the People's Party. Those youngsters are always polite on the surface, but their actions are vicious. They never leave anyone alive who resists. Hard resistance is a dead end. Look at their current appearance; they will definitely carry out land reform to the end. Anhui had land reform, Hubei had land reform, Northern Jiangsu also had land reform. Jiangxi will definitely not be exempt. If we can't resist, let's see what the People's Party actually wants to do."

With even Zhang Xun saying this, the gentry completely lost their spirit. If they didn't have land, what could they do? Even if they muddled into a minor official position with the People's Party, it would be a life of running errands. There were tens of thousands of People's Party members in Jiangxi alone; how would it be their turn to call the shots?

He Fangwei continued, "Gentlemen, we are all good gentry. usually upholding justice in the countryside. Sometimes when natural disasters were too great and the Court still insisted on collecting taxes, everyone also took out their own money and grain to pay the government on behalf of the village. The support of the common people is the foundation of our lives. We are at our wits' end now, isn't it because the People's Party has pulled the common people over to their side? If we stubbornly resist here, we will only be defeated one by one by the People's Party. Only by safeguarding the livelihood of the people of Jiangxi and safeguarding the morality of Jiangxi can our words carry weight. The People's Party killed so many people but has been afraid to touch us—isn't it also because we haven't been in the wrong?"

"When has the People's Party ever been reasonable?" Zhang Zishan asked mockingly.

"Then when has the government ever been reasonable?" He Fangwei replied with a sneer.

"At least the government wouldn't engage in land reform!" Zhang Zishan did not back down.

He Fangwei gave a big sneer, "Haha, that's because the government was fed by us, and the officials themselves had land. Of course they wouldn't engage in any land reform. Has the People's Party asked us for a single penny? In this past year, has the People's Party collected taxes in areas without land reform? They haven't taken a single penny from us, so why should they do things for us?"

"They don't collect commercial tax?" Zhang Zishan still refused to yield.

"Let's speak from our conscience. Is the commercial tax collected by the People's Party more or less than before?" He Fangwei already had a somewhat dismissive attitude towards Zhang Zishan. "Likin and exorbitant taxes are all gone. Commercial tax is just once. The bandits on the road have also been wiped out. In this past year, for those who dared to continue doing business, who hasn't earned more than in previous years? They fulfilled the duties of the government, so they should collect that money."

Hearing this, Zhang Zishan finally understood. He pointed at He Fangwei, his arm trembling, "You, you really treat the People's Party as the government?"

He Fangwei replied decisively, "That's right! I am now going to treat the People's Party as the government!"

With a *buzz*, a commotion erupted among the gentry. This was the first time someone was willing to admit the official status of the People's Party. Before this, the gentry only treated the People's Party as a group of young bandits and never had the thought of genuinely acknowledging the People's Party regime. Now that someone had pierced this layer of window paper, the gentry could no longer deceive themselves.

He Fangwei's declaration caused a huge shock among the gentry. When the topic changed to seeking their own status under the rule of the People's Party with a cooperative attitude, the situation changed. The debate finally found a relatively reliable direction. The originally helpless gentry, whether supporting or opposing, all saw where the current core issue lay.

In the following two months or so, some gentry chose to withdraw, but there were also gentry who enthusiastically joined in, and some who withdrew and then chose to join again. There were even many who went in and out several times. The scope of influence spread from Nanchang to the entire Jiangxi province.

After discussing with some sensible gentry, He Fangwei formed a "Ganjiang Society" with Zhang Xun as the president. The Ganjiang Society took "safeguarding the public rights of Jiangxi people and supporting people's rights" as its main purport. In the selection for membership, He Fangwei was very smart. The first article of the Ganjiang Society was to support the administration of the Jiangxi government. It made it clear not to confront the People's Party head-on.

Because of this rule, it triggered explicit support and strong opposition from the Jiangxi gentry and academic circles. Opponents used "He Fangwei is shameless, betraying Jiangxi's interests to exchange for the safety of one person and one party" as the main point of attack.

Supporters believed that "stirring up chaos is useless and will only make Jiangxi chaotic and the people suffer."

Anyway, whether supporters or opponents, they were all literati. Literati were very keen on such matters, and various arguments were bizarre. With the "Ganjiang Society" as a gem in front, dozens of political parties organized by locals such as the "Jiangxi Society", "Jiangxi Revolutionary Party", "Great Harmony Society", and even the "Preserve the Qing Party" also came out one after another. For a time, Jiangxi could be described as "forests of political parties" and having a "strong democratic atmosphere".

The People's Party didn't care what exactly they said. With Chen Ke controlling the situation, the content everyone discussed went straight to the theme. Since the enemy had already organized, how should the People's Party's work be conducted?

Comrades led by Hua Xiongmao borrowed the wisdom of the Manchu Qing and characterized these "political parties": "This group of rebellious parties are purely fooling around!"

He Zudao also felt a headache, "It's really troublesome after the enemy gets organized."

In these days, the Ganjiang Society approached He Zudao directly to discuss cooperation on land reform. Their goal was clear: they wanted to seek a minor official position through cooperation. As the president, Zhang Xun actually asked the People's Party how they prepared to form the Jiangxi local assembly in the capacity of a "Constitutional Pioneer". It had to be said that this really hit the People's Party's soft spot. The military control of Jiangxi was originally because there weren't enough cadres to launch land reform in Jiangxi. They had to adopt a military control model.

If Zhang Xun hadn't stuck a pole in, the People's Party could have gradually implemented land reform under military control, swallowing Jiangxi within a year or two through the model of controlling key points and encroaching on various places. But suddenly so many political parties popped up. Each political party had its own slogans, but they were all based on the local community. And they had a common enemy: the People's Party. On many policies, this group of people dared to speak wildly. For example, "no taxes for three years after taking office", "everyone gets money after taking power", "the old are provided for, the young are depended on". Muddving the waters achieved the goal of this group of people.

"This is called us binding ourselves with a cocoon!" Hua Xiongmao said indignantly. The People's Party Military Control Government announced the People's Party's Provisional Constitution to Jiangxi, which was actually a reduced version of the Anhui Constitution. The "freedom of speech" part stipulated the rights of assembly, association, and demonstration, so various political parties came out one after another.

Since the era of the Anhui Base Area, although Chen Ke had made many temporary compromises with reality, the goal of the People's Party's one-party dictatorship had never changed. Realizing a New China of the alliance of laborers based on land reform policy—this was the consensus within the party. Party politics was not within Chen Ke's consideration at all. Everyone never expected that the seeds of party politics would actually appear in Jiangxi under military control.

"Chairman Chen, what should be done about this?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

Chen Ke hadn't expected the situation to change to this extent at first. When Chen Ke was born, the three truly powerful nations capable of destroying the world were "China, the US, and the Soviet Union". After the Soviet Union collapsed, Russia's party politics dragged the polar bear into the abyss of great decline. It wasn't until Putin came to power that the situation was maintained.

Countries that played this kind of N-party politics were all large countries without global influence. Among the five permanent members of the UN Security Council, four were one-party dominant or two-party politics wearing the same pair of pants. France was just relying on that bit of family fortune from the colonial era; even hydrogen bombs and nuclear weapon miniaturization technology were exchanged from China. It was fine for fighting small African countries, but after WWII, the servant army sent by France to Korea was beaten bloody by China, and in Indochina, they were annihilated by the Vietnamese commanded by China. In Africa, they even lost Algeria, separated only by a sea. The UK at least won the Falklands War.

Not discussing cloudy theories, just looking at the results, none of those playing multi-party politics could be a great power. Chen Ke naturally didn't want the base area to end up with this kind of outcome. But looking at it now, multi-party politics within a certain degree was unavoidable. Facing this new situation, Chen Ke originally prepared to arrange some countermeasures, but in the process of understanding these political parties, Chen Ke discovered an interesting thing.

Many "political parties" rose and fell rapidly. Forming a party today, dissolving tomorrow. This wasn't an adjective, but a fact. And more political parties were just rich people playing house of "passing the addiction and then dying". They spent a lot of money to gather a group of people to announce the formation of a party. After eating and drinking for a few days, when it came to discussing matters, immediately no one participated. The last few backbones felt it was meaningless, so they announced the dissolution themselves. Those that could persist for more than two months were all political parties with local financial support.

So to Hua Xiongmao's inquiry, Chen Ke's answer was simple, "Don't worry about how they fuss, we stick to land reform." Land reform could not only perfect grassroots organizations but at this stage could also determine state-owned land. The true financial source of the People's Party came from state-owned land.
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Chapter 84: Changes in Various Provinces (Part 16)

Napoleon once said, "For war, first you need money, second you need money, and third you still need money."

Grandpa Mao was much more elegant: "With grain in hand, there is no panic in the heart."

Chen Ke did not have the talent of these two great figures to point out the truth with such concise and comprehensive words. Facing the expectant gazes of a large number of Party cadres, Chen Ke could only nag like a mother hen and give a long-winded speech. "I want to emphasize again that we, the People's Party, are first and foremost laborers ourselves. This is the starting point for all revolutionary work. After establishing this starting point, we can discuss our differences from other political parties. Up to now, all other political parties in Jiangxi are political organizations formed by the exploiting class. All their policies are nothing more than letting others do the work while they reap the benefits. Comrades must recognize this clearly. The eyes of the broad masses are bright; they see who is presiding over land reform, who is working together with the broad masses, and who is facing and solving various problems together with the broad laborers. The masses see all this and keep it in their hearts. On this point alone, we can completely defeat all other political parties. Why? Who can tell me?"

This question seemed magnificent, with a high posture of strategically despising all enemies. However, Chen Ke was very worried about whether the comrades could truly understand.

After a brief silence, Zhang Yingchen, Political Commissar of the 204th Division, stood up to speak. "Comrades, we all come from working backgrounds. Everyone knows that no work means no gain. As laborers, under our current system, the fruits of labor belong to us. Those exploiters, once without the support of the exploitation system, can only eat through their resources until they are empty. The things we possess every year will increase, while the things the exploiters possess every year will decrease. As one falls and the other rises, we will definitely be able to achieve final victory."

This explanation could basically be given full marks. Not only was Chen Ke greatly impressed, but the comrades could also understand it. What impressed Chen Ke even more was that a comrade stood up and asked, "Does that mean we have to spend several years on this work? To fight a protracted war with these guys?"

The comrades down below did not have an attitude of seeking quick success and instant benefits. At least Chen Ke did not see that kind of impatience that believed revolutionary work must be completed all in one day.

"This comrade is right. Land reform is only one of the policies for developing agricultural production. From implementation to seeing results, any policy has an inevitable process. When we talk about materialism, dialectics, and science, we want everyone to establish an understanding of the inevitability of this process and recognize it. Therefore, at the current stage, we must unswervingly complete land reform in Jiangxi. This is the foundation of all our work."

The meeting quickly unified its thinking, and Chen Ke was very satisfied with He Zudao's political work. As long as they worked from the foundation step by step without arrogance or rashness, many problems would be readily solved. Not to mention that the enemies were essentially a disorderly mob.

However, in the meeting with He Zudao and senior cadres, Chen Ke still expressed some tactical concerns about the current situation in Jiangxi. "Comrades, doing more means more mistakes, doing less means fewer mistakes, and doing nothing means no mistakes. This is the custom of the old officialdom. Everyone needs to understand what this so-called 'mistake' actually refers to. The reason the People's Party can surpass other political forces up to now is primarily our own view on mistakes. What is a crime, what is a mistake, and what is a failure? This itself is what *On Contradiction* aims to solve. How to correctly recognize these occurrences, and how to correctly judge the principal and secondary contradictions leading to these problems—these are the thinking methods that comrades must grasp earnestly."

These comrades had followed Chen Ke in revolution from very early on and had also participated in the Wuhan Party School training. Chen Ke used shared experiences as examples to explain in depth the application methods of *On Contradiction*. Listening to Chen Ke's words, the comrades just nodded slightly, not excited at all.

Chen Ke was very reassured about these comrades. He no longer entangled himself repeatedly in theory, and the direction of discussion went straight to application. "Facing the enemy's attacks, we cannot remain silent and let them talk nonsense. We must explain our basic position to the broad masses, analyze it clearly using *On Contradiction*, and explain it in words the masses can understand. At the same time, do not fall into a trap, which is trying to use one contradiction to encompass all things. If we use this simple and crude attitude, big problems will arise."

"Do they really dare to talk nonsense and invert right and wrong to the point of disregarding their lives?" Hua Xiongmao's words were filled with murderous intent.

Chen Ke was momentarily speechless. For a political party possessing overwhelming military power, using the criticism of weapons instead of the weapon of criticism is one of the easiest misconceptions to fall into. Actually, let alone Hua Xiongmao, Chen Ke himself had no good feelings towards this bunch of literati currently forming parties. Before time-traveling, Chen Ke believed that these guys with heads full of exploitative thoughts had absolutely no need for reform, and shooting them all might be the most efficient method. After personally participating in the revolution, Chen Ke conversely felt that Grandpa Mao's approach of spending great effort to reform thoughts back then was the only correct line of thinking.

The graphic that represents the highest level of Chinese philosophy and even materialist dialectics is none other than the Taiji diagram. On the Taiji diagram, the endless cycle of Yin and Yang, especially after the two dots of "extreme Yin contains Yang" and "extreme Yang contains Yin" are placed, makes the logic perfectly self-consistent.

If only absolute support for the People's Party is allowed to exist, and opposition to the People's Party forces is absolutely not allowed to exist, then this country and system are completely logically inconsistent. When facing questions from many comrades, Grandpa Mao often loved to use a phrase: "Not enough struggle." Revolution is not a dinner party; progress can only be sought in struggle. Only in struggle can one understand the laws of things themselves. Killing off these old literati in front of them would be easy for the current People's Party, but the immense role these old literati can play in helping revolutionaries recognize revolution is simply not something the People's Party's own internal education can provide.

In China's darkest era, the Party emerged out of nowhere and eventually saved China. But in the New China era, a group of people appeared who opposed Grandpa Mao's thoughts and the socialist system. In the era Chen Ke was born into, the mainstream of public opinion was questioning Grandpa Mao and the socialist system. Precisely because there was questioning, criticism, discussion, and research, a large number of staunch followers of Grandpa Mao's line emerged instead.

Chen Ke smiled and said, "Without the existence of these guys, the people cannot truly recognize revolution. Revolution and counter-revolution are themselves a pair of contradictions. If there is no counter-revolution, where would there be revolutionaries? The two sides of the contradiction coexist. But society, in the final analysis, is pushed forward by productive forces. What the people pursue is not being a revolutionary or a counter-revolutionary. What the people pursue is a better life. On this common starting point of pursuing a better life, some people chose the path of revolution, and some chose to be counter-revolutionaries. Who can maximize the development of productive forces is the true core of winning mass support. Who can make the masses believe which path can bring real benefits to the people—this is the true focus of the struggle for public opinion."

The meeting with senior cadres took quite some effort. After the meeting adjourned, Chen Ke called He Zudao and Hua Xiongmao together again. "My original plan was to come to Jiangxi to have a look, and then rush back to Anhui as soon as possible. Plans can't keep up with changes, so I've stayed here for so long. However, I will be returning to Anhui in the next few days. You two comrades must complete the work now."

"Wenqing, you're quite good at being a hands-off shopkeeper," Hua Xiongmao laughed.

"It's not being a hands-off shopkeeper. It's that since I've been away from Anhui for so long, the situation in Anhui has definitely developed greatly, and this great development means encountering many new big problems. Social progress is like this; if you can't advance with the times, you will feel unable to move a single step. The more industrialized an organization like our People's Party is, and the higher the level of socio-economic development, the more and more complex the problems become. I also really want to stay in Jiangxi for a while longer, but I really can't do it. After the problems in Anhui are solved, I will go to Huaihai Province. Once the work there is smoothed out, I'll see whether to return to Jiangxi first or go to Hubei." Chen Ke recounted his work plan.

Hua Xiongmao was originally just teasing, but hearing Chen Ke answer so seriously, he also put away his smile. "That's too hard on you."

"It's only four provinces, it's really not that hard. When we liberate the whole country, if I have to run from province to province like this, I definitely won't be able to do it. Everyone work hard, don't be afraid of problems arising. You must face problems and solve problems realistically. If there are any problems that can't be solved, tell the truth when reporting. Do not make subjective conjectures. Problems arising is normal; no problems arising is abnormal. Zhenglan, you have a bit of an impatient temper. In these matters, you must take responsibility and don't think that problems arising is such a big deal."

Hua Xiongmao nodded, indicating he understood.

Chen Ke turned to He Zudao again. "Commissar He, when anything can finally be seen, it means that both internal and external causes are in place. At that time, it is absolutely not accidental. This time, so many political parties suddenly erupted in Jiangxi. From the perspective of these parties, internally they need to express their political demands, and externally, the existence of our People's Party has already greatly changed Jiangxi's old political and economic system. This is the key to this wave of party formation. Since the contradiction already exists in this situation, this situation will be long-term. Moreover, with the development of productive forces and the accumulation of financial resources in the hands of the people, more and more people will try to form political parties. Therefore, how our People's Party unites the masses and absorbs party members is very important work. You must discuss this matter more with the Party Committee. Not only discuss more with the superior Party Committee but also discuss more with the grassroots Party Committees. Party building work is the top priority."

He Zudao also nodded. "I have a plan to let the current senior cadres go down to the front line in areas where land reform has already been completed to work. Some comrades who perform excellently at the grassroots level will temporarily work in higher management positions. I think this can effectively improve everyone's overall understanding of the organization."

Chen Ke smiled after hearing this. Isn't this the policy of senior cadres going down to the grassroots that the Party often adopts?

"Commissar He, this idea you proposed is very good. Actually, the key is the transparency of decision-making. And I want to remind you, if grassroots comrades go to better-level management posts and they haven't learned to see the big picture, but instead become addicted to the pleasure of giving orders, that will cause big trouble."

He Zudao nodded very calmly. "There will definitely be such comrades. We will also pay close attention to monitoring issues in this regard. Some people may really not be suitable for certain jobs. Job rotation is also a kind of test."

"Mm, make these issues clear and explain them plainly first, then talk about the job rotation work. Otherwise, it will definitely involve personnel struggles. If work turns into personnel struggles, that will be big trouble," Chen Ke instructed.

However, things really were a case of plans not keeping up with changes. Chen Ke originally prepared to leave within a few days, but he delayed for another half month before setting off. Many new messages came from various provinces.

Chen Ke arrived in Jiangxi in November 1910. After nearly three months of work, it was now January 1911. The parliamentary system designed by Yuan Shikai to standardize the Beiyang provinces received responses in other provinces. However, these responses were by no means unconditional. Yunnan-Guizhou and Guangdong-Guangxi formed regional alliances under the leadership of the Viceroy of Yun-Gui and the Viceroy of Liangguang, respectively. They took the lead in telegraphing the whole country, suggesting that each province form its own parliament based on the Beiyang model, but for the first formal National Assembly, the representatives would temporarily still be the representatives from the previous provisional National Assembly. Formal election of representatives to participate in the National Assembly would be for the second formal National Assembly.

This suggestion received formal responses from other provinces, including the Beiyang Cabinet. Everyone actually didn't want to change personnel; they wished these National Assembly representatives could exist for thousands of generations. It was just inconvenient for the Beiyang Cabinet to propose this. With Yunnan-Guizhou and Guangdong-Guangxi taking the lead in advocating it, why wouldn't the Beiyang government be happy to oblige? The Prime Minister of the Beiyang Cabinet, Prince Qing, Yikuang, pretended to send telegrams to various provinces for consultation. Except for Fujian and Shaanxi, where rebellions had already broken out and which quickly wired back requesting re-election of parliament members, other provinces all maintained a supportive attitude.

The People's Party's attitude was also very traditional. "Before the Manchu Qing falls, the People's Party will absolutely not recognize any existing National Assembly."

Chen Ke was afraid he wouldn't have time to deal with these matters after arriving in Anhui. He waited until all provinces had reached an agreement before setting off to leave Jiangxi.

Chen Ke's troops marched rapidly all the way, with no plan to stop at all. Discussing Chairman Chen's anxious behavior in private, many comrades thought that Chen Ke wanted to hurry home to see his wife and child. Everyone had no malice. Chen Ke had been away from home for more than a year.
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Chapter 85: Progress and Conservatism (Part 1)

Fengtai County remained as lively as ever, but the city itself did not possess the conditions to be a political center. Just like Yan'an, no matter what destiny it held or what characteristics it possessed, there would eventually be a day of change.

This could be seen from the changes in schools and factories. Primary and middle schools were increasing, and there was even a teacher training school. However, Anhui Normal College, the military academy, and the technical college had already moved to other regions. Either to Hefei, Fengyang, Fuyang, or simply to cities in other provinces, such as Wuhan and Xuzhou. Although the masses in Fengtai County did not feel it, the entire government knew that as soon as the central government gave the order, many government departments in Fengtai County would move away.

Chen Ke's trip home this time was not just to visit; he also needed to discuss moving with his wife, He Ying. It wasn't appropriate for his wife to follow him everywhere, after all, Chen Ke's child was still young. However, he was going to take his family away from their home in Fengtai County and move to Hefei. North Anhui was no longer the center of the People's Party; in the north, Xuzhou would replace Fengtai County's status. In fact, there were already discussions about the location of the future center of Anhui. Now that the railway from Anqing to Hefei was about to be fully connected, Hefei was not yet the choice, but the call to re-establish the provincial capital in Anqing was no longer a minority view.

"The closer one gets to home, the more timid one feels." The larger the proportion family occupied in Chen Ke's thoughts, the more timid he felt. When he asked himself, he felt he could do right by the country, the Party, and his comrades, but he had failed his family in this era. He Ying was just living; she had a life with their daughter, but not a life of family reunion. This wasn't something Chen Ke could justify with the word "sacrifice," saying it was a necessary cost. He Ying didn't choose revolution; she was simply forcibly dragged into it by Chen Ke himself.

So when Chen Ke was about to push the door open, his hand paused, a rare hesitation. It was a kind of timidity. This was something Chen Ke could control.

In the yard, a little guy wearing thick padded clothes was running around. Chen Ke felt the fabric looked familiar; it was one of his navy blue fleece jackets. That was a travel garment absolutely impossible to find in this era, just with two holes worn in the elbows. Now, the child's clothes made from this jacket were worn over the thick padded clothes. Against the red brick house and the white wall, which had been drawn on with charcoal drawings that were childish but full of vitality—the kind only a child would make—Chen Ke suddenly felt as if he had traveled through time and returned to some countryside in the 21st century.

Hearing the door sound, the little guy running around stopped, turned her big black eyes toward Chen Ke, and then stared at him with that direct gaze unique to children. Suddenly, a tender, childish voice rang out. "Mom. A stranger uncle is here." The little guy shouted as she ran into the house.

Chen Ke didn't understand the meaning of these words at all. He felt his eyes heat up, and his heart was filled with joy. Chen Ke just stared blankly at his daughter's back. This was his daughter. Chen Ke had a feeling that was extremely unfamiliar but thoroughly moved his heart. A thousand thoughts intertwined and collided within him. Chen Ke suddenly discovered he could have so many unfamiliar faces. Father, kin, guide of the revolution, leader of the base area. The experience of thousands of struggles, negotiations, and even wars he had experienced circled in Chen Ke's mind. Each role wanted to speak to that small figure with its own characteristics, but all the incarnations were battling with this extremely unfamiliar identity of a father, trying to seize control of Chen Ke himself. Then, they gradually were defeated one by one. When Chen Ke finally forgot his other identities and existed solely as a father, his face was already covered in tears.

The room door was pushed open by his daughter, and then that voice like the sound of nature shouted: "Mom, Mom."

"Be good, what is it?" He Ying's voice came from inside the room.

"There's a stranger uncle outside." Because the door was closed, the voice was only faintly audible.

"Oh." The door opened, and He Ying's familiar yet unfamiliar figure appeared at the doorway. The husband and wife stood facing each other, one inside and one outside. He Ying had changed. It wasn't her hairstyle or figure, but that He Ying was now a true mother. She no longer had the melancholy look of her girlhood, nor was she the woman who had silently wept when they parted shortly after becoming a mother. Instead, she was a mature, capable mother living alone with her daughter.

Chen Ke was truly at a loss. Did this home, composed of his wife and daughter, still have a place for him? Chen Ke wasn't sure. It wasn't until He Ying rushed over, threw herself into Chen Ke's arms, and hugged him tightly that Chen Ke knew: he was home.
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The joy of family is a sensation born of instinct. Whenever Chen Ke held his daughter, his heart overflowed with an indescribable joy—a pure, simple delight and doting affection from the depths of his being. If it were within his power, Chen Ke would go to the ends of the earth and the depths of the sea to bring his daughter everything she desired.

The father and daughter talked, sang, and played games together. Chen Ke’s daughter even excitedly pulled his hand, leading her father to the wall she used for "painting." Pointing at her masterpieces, she attempted to explain her inspirations and creativity in the vague, fragmented language unique to children. Naturally, in the midst of her explanations, the little one did not hesitate to inform her father of her mother He Ying's past "cruel management." Chen Ke laughed until he was doubled over. He scooped up his daughter’s light little body and gave her several forceful kisses. In response, the little one immediately lodged a solemn protest against her father's annoying, prickly beard.

"You two stop being so wild and come back for dinner," He Ying said, caught between laughter and tears at her daughter’s "tattling."

"Carry... carry!" the little one held out her arms to Chen Ke. Although the straight-line distance to the dining table was no more than ten meters, Chen Ke's daughter clearly had no intention of walking.

Beaming with joy, Chen Ke picked up his daughter and walked toward the house.

"You should act a bit more like a father," He Ying said with a hint of jealousy.

"Aren't I acting like a father right now?" Chen Ke grinned foolishly.

"Then follow some rules. It’s a miracle you left such detailed instructions before you went away." He Ying took her daughter from Chen Ke's arms, led her to the washbasin to wash her hands, and wiped her palms and the front of her clothes dry. Only after He Ying and Chen Ke had each washed their own hands did the family of three sit down to eat.

Feeding, criticizing, threatening, and negotiating—the entire routine was well-practiced. The only change was that He Ying had added a new bargaining chip to the system: "If you don't eat quickly, you won't be allowed to play with Papa." After dinner, Chen Ke took the initiative to clear the table and wash the dishes. After finishing the housework, the family of three played games for a long while. Finally, Chen Ke and He Ying washed the little one's hands and feet and tucked her into her small bed.

"You've worked hard," Chen Ke said, wrapping his arm around his wife's shoulders and speaking with an apologetic tone once the couple was finally alone.

He Ying buried her head in her husband's chest and hugged him tightly. "Mhm!" came the muffled reply from beneath Chen Ke's cotton coat.

What should he do if He Ying started crying? Chen Ke thought guiltily. Just as the thought crossed his mind, He Ying began to sob in his arms.

"From now on, wherever I go, I’ll take you with me. We’ll never be apart again," Chen Ke said somewhat hesitantly. He wasn't entirely certain he could keep that promise, but he couldn't stop himself from saying it.

He Ying, however, shook her head violently.

"What’s wrong? You don't want to travel around?" Chen Ke asked.

He Ying let go of Chen Ke and sobbed quietly, "Wenqing, I heard that Aunt is gone."

No words could have shocked Chen Ke more. Although he knew there were truly no walls that didn't leak secrets, he hadn't expected He Ying to have found out. His father-in-law’s deep-seated hatred for the Sun family and his cold demand that Chen Ke not reveal He Qian's death to He Ying made it certain that He汝明 (He Ruming) was not the source.

The People's Party’s intelligence agencies had internal confidentiality regulations; no one would dare to be so reckless.

"Who told you?" Chen Ke asked. The moment the words left his mouth, he knew he had made a mistake. First, saying that was equivalent to confirming He Ying's question. Second, what He Ying needed now was comfort, not interrogation. Realizing this, Chen Ke pulled He Ying back into his arms without another word.

"Nalan told me." He Ying had already heard the answer in Chen Ke's words. She could no longer restrain herself and began to wail. Chen Ke could do nothing but gently stroke his wife's hair, unable to even speak.

He Qian was not someone who should have had such an end. That energetic, intelligent, and wise woman should have had a better, happier life. Chen Ke had always believed that. In the 21st century—no, even in the New China—He Qian would have had her own job and family; even if her domestic life were unhappy, she would have been able to survive. She shouldn't have died so silently. But the fact remained: He Qian was dead.

How she died and what happened in her final moments became completely unknowable after the Sun family cremated her body. Even on that point alone, the Sun family was beyond suspicion. He Ruming was determined to deal with the Sun family. Although it was unclear how far he would go, this was definitely not something that could be settled by simply producing a scapegoat.

Chen Ke felt a lingering sense of guilt toward He Qian. If he had been able to suppress his personal emotions at the time and treat her with the warmth due to a comrade, perhaps the outcome would have been different. But now, Chen Ke had nothing left to say.

After crying for a while, He Ying looked up. "Wenqing, you must avenge my aunt."

"I will do my best," Chen Ke replied.

He Ying knew how the People's Party operated. Hearing the slight hesitation in Chen Ke's voice, she lowered her head. After a moment, she suddenly asked, "How did Nalan Neruo become your cousin?"

Chen Ke had heard a bit about this. Nalan Neruo had posed as Chen Ke's cousin and was brought to the Shandong base area by Pang Zi. The Shandong base's People's Internal Affairs Committee had exposed her ruse with a simple background check. Posing as a relative of Chairman Chen was no small offense. The People's Internal Affairs Committee immediately launched a deep investigation, as the comrades were worried she might be an assassin sent by the Manchu Qing. Although the investigation confirmed that Nalan Neruo had a "bad background" as a Manchu, she didn't seem to be an assassin. Out of responsibility for the revolution, the People's Internal Affairs Committee had seriously discussed whether to summarily execute her in private.

When Chen Ke saw the report, he didn't know whether to laugh or cry. His own background was truly impossible to explain. In his public records, his ethnicity was listed as Han. But in his current position, it was no surprise at all that he might be "misunderstood" as belonging to another ethnic group, such as being Manchu.

"Fortunately, the South Koreans aren't a factor yet. If they had their 21st-century standards, the Banner people would be no match for them," Chen Ke could only comfort himself this way.

Regarding the disposal of Nalan Neruo, Chen Ke’s final instruction was: "A person’s head isn't a leek; once it’s cut off, it won't grow back." He hadn't followed up on the situation after that.

Hearing Chen Ke describe the events, He Ying smiled bitterly. "It seems I made a mistake. The People's Internal Affairs Committee came to me for information, and I said Nalan was my friend. At the time, I also wanted to know what was happening in Beijing, so I asked to see her. As a result, the organization sent her here to Fengtai County."

"And then?" Chen Ke asked.

"Now Nalan is a teacher at the school. she often comes over to help me look after Yueyue. By the way, Wenqing, I asked you to give Yueyue a name last time. Have you thought of one?" He Ying asked.

"You've worked so hard taking care of Yueyue; the credit is all yours. You should be the one to name her," Chen Ke replied.

"How is the generation character ranked in the Chen family?" He Ying asked.

Chen Ke couldn't help but chuckle. "There is no character. Give her whatever name you like."

"How about Chen Qianru? What do you think?" Leaning in Chen Ke’s arms, He Ying answered slowly.

The name was clearly an expression of He Ying’s longing for her aunt, He Qian. Chen Ke nodded. "It’s a good name. I like it very much."

It was obvious that He Ying was in low spirits. Chen Ke had no choice but to push through and sleep for the night. Before five o'clock the next morning, He Ying got up to take care of the daughter now named Chen Qianru. Chen Ke also crawled out of bed, bleary-eyed, to help. After breakfast, Chen Qianru followed her routine and went back for a nap. Chen Ke finally had a chance to get things moving and then, feeling refreshed, headed off to work.

Chairman Chen is back! The news sent a wave of joy through the Anhui base area. Perhaps the most joyful of all was Nalan Neruo, who now went by the name Li Nana. She had gone to find He Ying yesterday as usual, only to find a double guard at the door. Li Nana had been directly "advised to leave." Although no one told her exactly what had happened in the Chen household, the happy shouts of Chen Ke’s daughter and the faint sound of a man’s laughter told her everything she needed to know.

Under the dual stimulation of intense jealousy and joy, Li Nana had hardly slept all night. Her experience in the base area had been both terrifying and miraculous. The grim interrogation room, the expressionless members of the People's Internal Affairs Committee, and the merciless questioning had all left a deep shadow in her mind. But with the help of her old friend He Ying, Li Nana had finally escaped it all. With the cultural foundation of the Nalan family, Li Nana had obtained a teaching position after nine months. Aside from having absolutely no interest in political education, she found that neither the simplified characters nor the new Chinese language posed any challenge for the woman now known as Li Nana.

Chen Ke’s daughter was very cute, and being with the little one allowed Nalan Neruo to experience the joy of free play. A significant portion of the "masterpieces" on the walls of Chen Ke's courtyard were thanks to the teenage teacher, Li Nana. If she could be with Chen Ke, with He Ying as her sister and Chen Ke’s daughter regarding her as a mother, Li Nana felt that would be a very good future.

But seeing Chen Ke was quite difficult. First, the cadre compound had implemented new access control regulations. All entry passes for outsiders were confiscated. Li Nana couldn't even see He Ying, let alone Chen Ke.

The school had also begun making adjustments. The principal was interviewing teachers one by one, seeking volunteers to work in Huaihai Province. Li Nana refused without hesitation. "Principal Li, I still want to stay and work in Fengtai County."

The principal, Li Qiming, was a former military political commissar. Every school principal in the People's Party was a professional commissar. This "transfer" was simply a matter of reassigning excellent commissars. This was also Chen Ke’s order; historically speaking, when literati became principals, few failed to cause trouble. In this era, the literati always considered themselves superior, and the only system Chen Ke could rely on was the commissar system.

"Comrade Li Nana, this is a requirement of the revolutionary work. If you are truly devoted to the cause of the revolution, you must have the awareness to obey the organization." Political Commissar Li Qiming was still trying to persuade Li Nana to step forward voluntarily.

"Principal Li, I truly lack the ability to take on the task; I hope for your understanding. But I will certainly do my current job well." Although Li Nana said this, she felt somewhat uncertain. Chen Ke could not come home often; that was an obvious fact. If she only waited in Fengtai County, she feared it would be a long time before she saw Chen Ke in person. It would be better if she could stay by his side.

However, if she wanted to get her wish, she absolutely could not offend the principal in front of her. Thinking of this, Li Nana continued, "Principal Li, can I think about it some more?"

Li Qiming felt his heart ease a bit. During this round of job adjustments, it wasn't just Li Nana; there were essentially no teachers willing to leave Fengtai County for other regions. On the other hand, there were plenty of female teachers who hoped to return to their hometowns to teach. Most of the People's Party's own teachers were not locals, and finding those who were obedient and followed orders was truly a difficult task. Regardless of how others viewed him, Li Qiming himself was truly not good at dealing with these young girls. They would get emotional at the drop of a hat, or simply burst into tears. Going into battle and shedding blood was easy for Li Qiming, but he also had his own methods for dealing with the delicate nature of girls—even if he found it quite troublesome.

Hearing that Li Nana’s stance showed signs of softening, Li Qiming breathed a sigh of relief. He knew a little bit about Li Nana’s background, but since the wife of Chairman Chen had served as her guarantor, things were as they were. According to Li Qiming’s observations, Li Nana showed no signs of counter-revolutionary tendencies, nor did she seem to be a spy. This misconception only went to show that Li Qiming, this unmarried "old revolutionary," truly did not understand the heart of a young girl. Precisely because Li Nana had no intention of harming anyone, he had completely misjudged the situation.

Manchu women did not bind their feet, and having undergone military training at the normal school, Li Nana walked with a certain briskness. Returning to the teachers' office at the school, the other female teachers immediately crowded around and asked, "What did Principal Li say? Does he still want us to go work in other regions?"

"Mhm. It seems he truly wants us to go to other provinces," Li Nana answered curtly.

"Teacher Li, are you willing to go?" Everyone looked at Li Nana with expectant eyes. From Li Qiming’s demeanor, it was clear that someone had to go, and if Li Nana were willing, the chances of the other teachers being sent away would be much lower.

Girls were far more sensitive to such small schemes than boys. Or rather, if boys encountered such an issue, they might instead be very excited and willing to travel far. Li Nana turned her head slightly. "I still want to stay and work in Fengtai County. If anyone wants to go work elsewhere, just go tell Principal Li yourself."

The answer left the teachers feeling disappointed. But they couldn't exactly force Li Nana to volunteer. "Just how far has the base area expanded?" someone asked.

The People's Party had conquered vast territories in just a few years. Although the teachers had newspapers to read, neither the papers nor the maps could help them grasp just how large the four provinces truly were.

"My father wrote a letter a few days ago, urging me to get married quickly," one female teacher said with a blush. When these teachers arrived at the base area, they were between 13 and 16 years old; the oldest among them was not yet 20. But at this age, it was already time to marry.

This topic was far more capable of sparking interest among the girls than war or revolution. "Who is the other party?" the girls asked, their eyes sparkling.

"A merchant from Anqing. We were betrothed when we were children," the speaker answered shyly.

"Will the man come here to work?"

"Doesn't the *Marriage Law* in the base area refuse to recognize the legal validity of betrothals?"

"My father is also urging me to marry. But I can't get back to Anqing at all."

A flurry of chirping discussion immediately ensued. This was a hot topic among the girls recently. In this era, betrothals were made very early, and marriages occurred early as well. The powerful rise of the People's Party had significantly raised the status of the girls belonging to the Ministry of Education. Not only did those who were betrothed hope to maintain the match, but even those who weren't had become popular targets for marriage proposals. According to letters, some girls who had returned to work in Anqing were already preparing to marry.

Li Nana had no interest in this. She was about to sit back behind her desk when she heard someone ask her, "Teacher Li, you're from a big place like Beijing. Didn't your family arrange a marriage for you?"

"No," Li Nana said coldly. This was something she was unwilling to mention.

"Oh!" An exclamation of surprise rippled through the room.

Fortunately, the preparatory bell for class rang, finally bringing the discussion to a temporary halt.

While the female teachers discussed their own problems, the heads of the various schools were discussing the work assigned by the Ministry of Education with considerable dissatisfaction.

"The male teachers are willing to work in other regions. But as everyone knows, the male teachers are basically from our army." Although it was a meeting of the Ministry of Education, it carried the air of a military council.

The principals sat upright and still—not to put on airs, but because the army emphasized military bearing and appearance. No matter the level of their training, the commissars’ self-discipline was more than sufficient.

"In any case, we have signed work contracts with the teachers. If it really comes down to it, let's just forcibly assign them," someone suggested, adopting the firm "obey orders" attitude of the military.

"What are you going to do when the girls start crying and wailing to you? This isn't the army, after all, where you go when you're told to go and stay when you're told to stay." One commissar raised a different view. "Besides, we’re short-staffed ourselves. We have fifty students in a class now, and at least eight classes for every grade. These little girls are already being worked to death. If they go elsewhere, the results might not necessarily be good."

"Then what about the task? If we don't complete it, how are we supposed to answer to the Education Commission?"

"I think this arrangement is unreasonable. Other regions can't always expect to get people from us in Anhui; we don't even have enough staff ourselves. If teachers from elsewhere were transferred here, we would have no objection." One principal spoke his mind.

"Anhui has already reached its limit in maintaining the status quo. To place higher demands on us is clearly unrealistic. At least we should wait for a large-scale graduation of middle school students before we send male teachers to other regions."

"The key is that this is an organizational arrangement."

"An organizational arrangement cannot completely ignore local conditions. It's enough just to manage the teachers well for now. I don't believe that if they are forced to work elsewhere, they will truly be able to do their jobs well."

The discussion failed to reach a final conclusion. The former commissars eventually reached a consensus: "Go talk to Chairman Chen about this."
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Ma Qingsheng had been silent since he got out of bed, his movements waking his wife, Zhao Chunhua. Zhao Chunhua also lay in bed with a sullen face. It was already February, and the factories were about to resume full operations. Ma Qingsheng was a demobilized soldier and currently served as the Security Section Chief of the Fengtai County Silk Reeling Factory, which was considered a "career establishment" position. Logically, there was no reason for him to be in such low spirits.

"I want you to come back home with me to farm the land," Zhao Chunhua said suddenly after lying there for a while.

Ma Qingsheng said nothing. He first brushed his teeth, washed his face, and tidied his personal hygiene, then nimbly prepared breakfast. This was a habit formed in the army, where everyone had to learn to manage their own personal life. Even cooking was done in rotation. The field cooking squad was a specialty, with comrades who performed exceptionally well in cooking being selected for it. Ma Qingsheng had neither the desire to join the cooking squad nor the talent for it. However, he was more than capable of making breakfast for the two of them.

"Did you hear me?" Zhao Chunhua shouted again.

"If you want to go back to farm, go back yourself. I'm not going back," Ma Qingsheng replied coldly.

"You... you have the nerve to be tough with me, but why aren't you this tough with others?" Zhao Chunhua suddenly yelled.

Ma Qingsheng was suddenly enraged; he clenched his fists and stood up.

"You want to hit me, don't you? Then hit me! Just kill me and be done with it!" Zhao Chunhua showed no fear at all; she screamed shrilly.

Ma Qingsheng suppressed his anger and sat back down on the stool. He had hit his wife before, only to be visited and criticized several times by comrades from the Women's Federation. He also felt it was no longer appropriate to hit his wife. Finally, Ma Qingsheng let out a long sigh and sat back in the room. "You go home yourself; I am absolutely not going back."

"I... I don't want to go home either."

"If you can't go home, then find a job you can do and work honestly," Ma Qingsheng forced these words out of his throat.

Zhao Chunhua had followed Ma Qingsheng into the city after he was demobilized. In recent years, jobs in the base areas had become increasingly difficult to find. In the beginning, the base areas recruited workers extensively, especially in the old base area of Fengtai County, where various factories were established early and many people were hired. But within two years, those who performed well either became regular workers or signed short-term contracts. During the slack farming season, they would work in the factories. Many who were not suited for factory work were gradually weeded out.

Ma Qingsheng, naturally, was competent enough for his job in the Security Department of the silk reeling factory. Zhao Chunhua wasn't stupid, but she loved to show off. She had changed jobs several times; while being outcompeted by others was part of the reason, recruitment in the factories also had to pass through the labor union. In every anonymous vote by the union, Zhao Chunhua failed to be selected. She could never pass the formal recruitment process.

Ma Qingsheng had personal experience with Zhao Chunhua's performance. During his months at the silk reeling factory, everyone knew who Zhao Chunhua was. In the countryside, one might say "a person's name is like the shadow of a tree," but in the factory, every mistake Zhao Chunhua made was seen as Ma Qingsheng's mistake. Ma Qingsheng simply could not bear such heavy pressure.

It's easier to change rivers and mountains than a person's nature. Zhao Chunhua changed several units; she might start off more restrained, but before long, she would suffer a "relapse." Once she started showing off, it was all over.

In the Fengtai County Silk Reeling Factory, there were already high-level silk reeling workers with a monthly income of eight yuan. Ma Qingsheng's monthly salary was also only eight yuan. Being busy all day, his total income including bonuses was no more than twelve yuan.

The workload of a high-level silk reeling worker was slightly less than Ma Qingsheng's. He had seen them work while patrolling the workshop. Their hands were so fast, and their eyesight so sharp. These workers were completely focused during labor. After finishing work, they would prepare their tools, pack their equipment, and seize the time to rest. From daily chats, Ma Qingsheng couldn't learn much about these workers. He knew the basic situation, but for more detailed family information, he would have to go to the Personnel Department to check.

His own wife earned only two yuan a month, yet her "reputation preceded her." There was indeed a vast difference between them.

"I'm just stupid, okay? I can't do these jobs!" Zhao Chunhua suddenly began to sob and cry.

"You, stupid?! You just love to show off too much! Everywhere you go, you're afraid people won't know where you came from. Which family's wife acts like you when she goes out?" Ma Qingsheng roared.

Roared at by Ma Qingsheng, Zhao Chunhua was not to be outdone. "How are you even an official of the People's Party? Other people become officials to bring honor to their ancestors, but as a People's Party official, nothing you say counts for anything. And they even talk about liberating women! What exactly has been liberated?"

Ma Qingsheng's voice had been low and depressed, but hearing this, his face immediately became stern. His voice even trembled. "What nonsense are you talking about?"

"When you're an official, you have to be some kind of role model! Risking your life for the People's Party only to be executed—is that what a role model is?" Zhao Chunhua seemed to have a strong opinion on this.

Ma Qingsheng felt a surge of trepidation; he was almost numbed by these words. In the past two years, many people had been arrested in Anhui, tried, sentenced, and many had been shot. However, quite a few of them were People's Party cadres. The judicial departments and the People's Internal Affairs Committee were strictly enforcing discipline and working hard to perfect the system. As a cadre in the Security Department, Ma Qingsheng personally participated in the construction of this system.

"Any link operated by people will inevitably have management loopholes!" This was said to be a quote from Chairman Chen. In study sessions on system construction, this theory was discussed repeatedly.

Those responsible for ideological work certainly had a way with words. They didn't say they didn't trust others, but rather used the concept of "what is protection": "It's about not giving others the opportunity to make mistakes. Without a management system, no one can withstand temptation. To protect everyone's interests, we must improve the management system."

Ma Qingsheng had caught people stealing raw silk, stealing money, and stealing meal coupons. As a security department, their job was to struggle against these people. Among the People's Party cadres, those who embezzled or misappropriated public funds were certainly not just one or two. As the scale of state-owned factories grew larger, there were more and more such people.

It wasn't until many people were executed that Ma Qingsheng felt "not giving people the opportunity to make mistakes is protection" made quite a lot of sense. If management was strict, those people could at most get away with small things and would only be sentenced to a few years if caught. But without management, once they embezzled too much, there would only be a dead end.

Zhao Chunhua actually dared to question anti-corruption! This absolutely terrified Ma Qingsheng.

"What are you talking about?" Ma Qingsheng asked with a trembling voice.

Zhao Chunhua was also just speaking out of anger. How could she not know that saying such things would do her no good? There were also workers in the factories who questioned the People's Party. Without the People's Party having to lift a finger, the workers themselves would spontaneously drag these people out. Having stayed in several factories, the labor union met every Thursday afternoon to discuss various issues with the workers. If someone cursed the People's Party, the union would discuss the reasons behind these incidents. They didn't necessarily think the workers were wrong; sometimes they would even adjust some factory practices.

However, in Zhao Chunhua's view, as long as the factory refused to recognize the status of officials' families, there must be something wrong with these systems. Unfortunately, the People's Party here just happened to refuse to recognize the status of officials' families.

Seeing that Ma Qingsheng was scared half to death, Zhao Chunhua also felt she shouldn't have been so direct. She quickly said, "I was just joking!"

Ma Qingsheng didn't respond. He stood up, put on his coat, and strode out of the house.

The cold air outside made Ma Qingsheng feel refreshed, and the troubles at home seemed a bit better. As long as he escaped the annoying domestic chores, he felt much better. These days, he no longer wanted to go home. Zhao Chunhua made his life miserable every day. Whenever he suggested she return to their hometown, she insisted he go with her. And any attempt to forcibly send her home was rejected by both Ma Qingsheng's family and Zhao Chunhua's family.

In the village, Ma Qingsheng was already a figure of importance. Having been a soldier and now working in the city, eating from the "public pot" was an absolutely respectable thing. His family all felt that Ma Qingsheng was someone who gave orders and had no worries. Ma Qingsheng should be the one solving other people's problems.

This attitude from his family made him even more frustrated.

As soon as he entered the factory and saw the busy crowds, Ma Qingsheng felt his worries recede significantly. In the factory, all work was about learning to cooperate and solve problems together, very similar to the military's command system.

Just as work began, the factory manager called a meeting of all departments. "Comrades, the organization wants to draw a group of people from Anhui to work elsewhere. Is anyone in our factory willing to work in another province?"

"Where to?" Most of the attendees were men, and they immediately became interested.

"To Jiangxi, to prepare for a silk reeling factory there," the manager replied.

"Where is Jiangxi?" someone asked.

The manager was also originally a political commissar. The map of China in his room was spread out on the table according to the directions, and a group of people gathered around to find Jiangxi's location. The manager measured the approximate distance with a ruler and calculated it based on the scale of the base area map. A straight-line distance of nearly a thousand *li* made the comrades looking south catch their breath. Being a thousand *li* away from Fengtai County—just the thought of it brought an indescribable sense of excitement.

"Chairman Chen just returned from Jiangxi. It seems the work there has been arranged. You don't need to worry," the manager said.

"Chairman Chen is back in Anhui?" This news was quite fresh.

"Yes, he has already returned to Fengtai County. But how long he can stay here isn't clear."

"Is the Party Central Committee really going to move away from Fengtai?"

"This was decided long ago. But don't worry, our factory will certainly not be moved," the manager laughed.

Hearing this, the cadres fell silent. Whether Fengtai County was the capital or not didn't affect the work of the silk reeling factory, but losing its status as the capital of the base area made every comrade feel a strong sense of loss.

Breaking the silence was Ma Qingsheng. "I want to go to Jiangxi."

Everyone's eyes fell on Ma Qingsheng's face. The manager asked doubtfully, "Section Chief Ma, are you really willing to go to Jiangxi?"

"Yes, I am," Ma Qingsheng answered bluntly. Finding a good opportunity to escape his family troubles, Ma Qingsheng felt this was not a bad thing.

During the meeting, two comrades eventually signed up to work in Jiangxi. Other comrades either directly expressed their unwillingness to leave their hometown or said they would think about it.

The People's Party acted with great efficiency. Three days later, the organization issued a formal transfer order. Ma Qingsheng first used the excuse of going home to visit and took his wife back to the village. When he announced publicly that he was to obey the organization's orders and go to Jiangxi for work, the Ma family was not too surprised. When Ma Qingsheng was a soldier, he had been to other provinces. Furthermore, the arrangements made by the organization were not something these people living in the countryside could fully comprehend.

"Then what about your wife?" Ma Qingsheng's father asked.

"She'll stay home and farm," this was the best way Ma Qingsheng could think of to get rid of his wife's pestering. He truly didn't dare keep a troublemaker like her by his side.

"Is this a promotion?" Ma Qingsheng's father asked excitedly.

"It's not a promotion. In Jiangxi, I'll still have the same position as now," Ma Qingsheng replied.

"Then why go to Jiangxi?" Ma Qingsheng's father questioned.

"The organization arranges the work, and we just obey orders and follow commands," Ma Qingsheng felt a headache coming on. Many people around him were hoping that once he was promoted, he would look after his own family. Ma Qingsheng wasn't unwilling to do so, but this indeed involved the issue of the "clan."

The People's Party had always opposed clans, at least that was the propaganda in the army. "The China of the future is a China where everyone is equal; clan oppression will absolutely not be allowed to exist." This was constantly promoted in the military. There were many government workers in Fengtai County, all of whom were young and held an opposing attitude towards clans.

This opposition hadn't been elevated to a political level, but after the land reform, although the economic foundation for the clans' existence had been eliminated, the old clan system showed no signs of being completely wiped out. At most, after the land was divided, the contradictions between the "major branch and minor branches" were eliminated. Everyone lived their own lives, and the major branch no longer had the opportunity to oppress the minor ones. But young people like Ma Qingsheng still didn't have a place to speak within the clan.

The old-fashioned clan elders still felt they were the leaders of the clan and took it for granted that they should give orders on everything. For example, they demanded that Ma Qingsheng arrange several jobs in the factory for family members every year, and specifically specified they wanted the type of workers with the highest income.

This demand was quite absurd. The wages for People's Party workers were based on technical assessments and production evaluations. And for some industries, graduation certificates from specialized schools were required. For someone with a military background like Ma Qingsheng, this was perfectly normal. Before retiring, Ma Qingsheng was a deputy platoon leader. The army emphasized professional division of labor, and every specialty had specialized training. For instance, for the position of machine gunner, unless there was absolutely no one else available, it was impossible to just grab someone and have them operate the machine gun. If you did that, heaven knows how many machine gun bullets would actually be effective.

But the clan was such an unreasonable thing. After Ma Qingsheng refused the clan's demands, his family members had already subtly told him that some people in the clan were discussing whether to strip him of his status to enter the ancestral hall in the future.

This news was even more ridiculous. Ma Qingsheng now wanted to get rid of even his annoying wife. According to the rules, entering the ancestral hall required donating money. By not going to the ancestral hall, Ma Qingsheng could save quite a bit of money. The clan patriarch had told Ma Qingsheng before that if he wanted to participate in discussions at the ancestral hall, he had to donate twenty yuan every year. This was equal to two months of Ma Qingsheng's salary. Ma Qingsheng immediately declined. As a result, he earned the evaluation of being "ungrateful for the honor." If being "ungrateful" could save money and eliminate trouble, Ma Qingsheng felt it would be quite good not to deal with the clan for the rest of his life.

Zhao Chunhua understood Ma Qingsheng's thoughts even better. Hearing him say he would go to Jiangxi alone, her eyes first went wide, and then she shouted, "You... you're getting tired of me!"

"This is the organization's arrangement!" Ma Qingsheng explained.

"The organization's arrangement? With so many people, why did they arrange it for you?" Zhao Chunhua wailed.

"I perform well at work, so naturally they arranged it for me!"

"You just think I don't perform well!" Zhao Chunhua pulled at Ma Qingsheng, wailing relentlessly.

Ma Qingsheng's head was spinning. Other people's wives didn't make such a fuss; why was his wife such a scoundrel? Ma Qingsheng had joined the army quite early. Back then, while on guard duty, he had seen Chairman Chen Ke's wife, and after returning to the base area, he had seen many other cadres' wives. Other people's wives were all quiet and well-behaved. Where had he ever seen such an arrogant person who didn't know the heights of the heavens or the depths of the earth like his own wife?

"If you think you perform well, then since the organization arranged for me to go to Jiangxi, you should support my work and stay home to farm honestly. You making this scene for me—is that performing well?" Ma Qingsheng shouted.

"You're acting like you're in the right! Tell me, who in the People's Party is like you, wandering all over and never staying home?" Zhao Chunhua wailed.

Ma Qingsheng shouted: "From Chairman Chen at the top down to the cadres and soldiers in the army, who doesn't travel all over? Chairman Chen's wife stayed in Fengtai County; you've even seen her go out to buy vegetables. Chairman Chen has been away for over a year and hasn't come back. If he wanted to bring his wife along, who would dare say anything? There are so many cadres in the army—who takes their family along when they go out? Who do you think I am? I, Ma Qingsheng, am nothing special!"

After giving his wife a thorough scolding, Ma Qingsheng left his sobbing wife at home and went to the local government to complete the paperwork, leaving his wife's work household registration in the village. Being a cadre had this one advantage: the comrades in the village all remembered Ma Qingsheng. The person in charge of household registration was also a demobilized military cadre and an old comrade-in-arms from the same unit as Ma Qingsheng. "Qingsheng, are you coming back to work?"

"I'm being transferred to Jiangxi and can't take my wife along," Ma Qingsheng explained.

"Are you going back to the army?" the old comrade asked in surprise.

"Not back to the army, still the silk reeling factory. A lot of cadres from Anhui are being transferred to other provinces for work recently. The organization arranged for me, so I'm going," Ma Qingsheng replied with a smile. "My wife loves to make trouble. She'll be farming at home; you'll have to look after her more."

"No need for such formal talk between us. By the way, the locality is organizing its own production teams for cooperative production. Which production team do you plan to have your wife join?" the old comrade asked.

"From what you're saying, there's a difference between these production teams?"

"Some production teams are doing well, but they're very hard to get into. The ones that are easy to enter aren't doing quite as well. You'll have to choose carefully."
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"Yo, Qingsheng, you're back!" the former small landlord Xu Guangmao replied with a smile.

However, even though Xu Guangmao looked polite, Ma Qingsheng could clearly see that Xu Guangmao was in a hurry to get out.

"Uncle Xu, I came this time because I wanted to ask about the production team," Ma Qingsheng immediately said, getting straight to the point.

The smile instantly vanished from Xu Guangmao's face. "What's wrong with our production team?"

"I heard that the production team you guys are running is doing quite well. I wanted to ask how one can join it," Ma Qingsheng said with a smile.

"Oh, that's it. Qingsheng, aren't you working in the city? Why are you asking about this?" Xu Guangmao asked.

"My wife wants to come back to farm. Uncle Xu, you know, I'm not comfortable letting her, a woman, farm three mu of land alone. I was thinking of finding a production team for her to join."

"This..." Upon hearing Ma Qingsheng's explanation, a look of great difficulty appeared on Xu Guangmao's face. "Qingsheng, it's not that I'm unwilling to help you, but our production team is especially exhausting. I'm afraid your wife wouldn't be able to hold up. Wouldn't it be better if you contacted a state-owned farm or an army farm?"

These words made Ma Qingsheng force a bitter smile. He had indeed contacted state-owned and army farms, but the scale of the changes in the countryside now felt unbelievable to him. Not only were the factories in the city undergoing institutional construction, but the farms were as well. "Input, output, process control"—all industries were starting to formulate their own systems according to this model. In agriculture, it could be summarized in one simple sentence: "Learn how to arrange farm work."

The government did not force anyone to work. Aside from food subsidies for children attending school, there were no food subsidies for other rural families. If someone couldn't farm due to physical strength or disability, the countryside arranged many positions suitable for weak labor. However, the income was only enough to keep one's stomach full.

Ma Qingsheng naturally didn't know about "welfare societies," and the People's Party never established any welfare systems. Social security meant providing labor and employment opportunities, as well as corresponding job training. Only those who voluntarily accepted these labor opportunities would receive enough food to survive for a certain period. Idlers who didn't like to work had specialized government departments for mandatory counseling. Ma Qingsheng had to realize a problem: his wife's current state was not far from being an idler.

People's habit was to compare. Compared to before, these days were good beyond one's wildest dreams. By working, one wouldn't starve, could have some surplus, and could afford a bit of clothing and household items. The well-off households of the past were only at this level.

But now, the person in front of him, Xu Guangmao, nicknamed "Xu Manchangua" (Xu Full Granary), led a production team of over sixty people. They farmed two hundred mu of land with a yield of over three hundred jin per mu. At the end of the year, each person could receive a thousand jin of grain. After paying the public grain tax, there was still seven hundred jin left. Plus mulberry cultivation and animal husbandry, such a production team could distribute an average of over sixty yuan, ten chickens, three sheep, and two pigs per person. Most frighteningly, while other households either farmed with human labor or animal power, Xu Guangmao's production team had actually bought two tractors. The People's Party's large farms had also just begun using tractors for plowing in large quantities.

Naturally, many people wanted to join such a star production team. However, from what Ma Qingsheng understood, many people couldn't last a year and were forced to give up.

"Uncle Xu, am I delaying you from your business?" Ma Qingsheng asked.

Xu Guangmao laughed heartily. "Qingsheng, it's not that I'm putting on airs. Plowing is about to start, and things in the production team are really busy. If you really have something to tell me, how about tonight?"

Watching Xu Guangmao's back as he walked away with great strides, Ma Qingsheng already understood that his wife Zhao Chunhua was likely far from meeting Xu Guangmao's requirements. Although Xu Guangmao wasn't in industry, the drive he possessed and his relaxed, natural movements were no different from the elite workers in the silk reeling factories. They were focused, clear-headed, and knew exactly what they were supposed to be doing. This was the appearance of a true laborer. Ma Qingsheng felt that even he might not be able to compare to Xu Guangmao.

But this instead made Ma Qingsheng decide to definitely talk to Xu Guangmao tonight. If his wife Zhao Chunhua could learn this attitude and improve herself to this level, Ma Qingsheng felt it would be worth paying Xu Guangmao to take her in.

However, Ma Qingsheng was unwilling to go home. Going home meant endless, fruitless arguments. Zhao Chunhua couldn't be persuaded at all now; she always felt she had something to rely on. Ma Qingsheng was her reliance. Ma Qingsheng didn't think he shouldn't fulfill his duties as a husband, and even paying to support Zhao Chunhua was appropriate. But the core of the *Internationale*, which the People's Party was so keen on, was: "There has never been any savior, nor do we rely on gods or emperors! To create human happiness, we must rely entirely on ourselves!"

Ma Qingsheng could create his own happiness, but he couldn't create the happiness Zhao Chunhua hoped for. In the People's Party, there were no "masters," and exploitation was not spoken of. Everyone was a laborer with hands and feet. Why could some people live such prosperous lives while others lived lives that were almost unsustainable? They couldn't survive the poor days of the past, and they couldn't survive the good days of the present either?

Walking around aimlessly in the village would be too conspicuous, so Ma Qingsheng simply left the residential area and walked toward the vast fields. The fields were filled with people everywhere, some plowing with livestock, others working with hoes. Some areas were wheat fields; after a winter, the emerald-green wheat seedlings were beginning to grow vigorously under the spring sun. The rice paddies for transplanting were also being prepared. There were tender buds on the branches, and small birds began to fly in the sky. In the ponds, ducks that had survived the winter began to swim and forage. Some fluffy little things were clearly hatched this year; the stronger among them were struggling and tumbling as they tried to learn to swim, while the visibly timid ones stood by the water, trying to find something with their flat little beaks.

Everyone was working, which made Ma Qingsheng, strolling through the fields, stand out.

"Qingsheng?" someone called. Ma Qingsheng turned his head and saw Wu Youwen, the director of the State-Owned Fourth Farm, coming up behind him.

The two were old comrades-in-arms, but since Wu Youwen had become a political commissar, he had retired later than Ma Qingsheng.

"Old Wu, where are you going?"

"Coming here for a field investigation," Wu Youwen replied. Being old comrades, after exchanging updates on their recent lives, Wu Youwen explained the characteristics of rural work lately when Ma Qingsheng asked.

The Party Central Committee's layout for agricultural work was simple: promote technologization in every stage. Previously, farmers organized production themselves, and the agricultural departments didn't intend to forcibly order the masses to change these old habits. However, the agricultural technology promotion departments studied each stage and its applicable scope. Most importantly, agricultural departments everywhere had to propose the time used for each stage and the labor required. It wasn't about encouraging the masses to adopt new technologies in a swarm, but rather teaching everyone "production processes" one by one and letting the masses choose for themselves.

This required not only demonstrations but also a large amount of research. What was demonstrated was not just technology, but also various labor usages and response measures for various general situations. Xiao Qiang, the director of the Anhui Provincial Agricultural Department, was an old political commissar of the 105th Division. He gave a report at a meeting titled "Successology and the Theory of Practice." The general idea was that since the masses could not currently understand the necessary stages of success or why some areas could achieve high yields while others couldn't, it was unrealistic to expect farmers to fully understand agricultural technology through theoretical education given the current situation. Furthermore, frankly speaking, what the masses pursued was not agricultural technology at all, but rather how to get good results. In this case, it might as well temporarily adopt a "metaphysical model" and provide more specific execution models for the masses to choose from according to their own circumstances.

"As long as there are enough models, there will always be a way that fits the masses," Xiao Qiang said in the report. "The key is not to exaggerate facts and to realistically explain the input and output of each model. Output doesn't even have to be discussed; input must be clearly explained. For the general masses, the greatest characteristic is a tendency to amplify the probability of success. For example, the improved seeds we provide can yield four hundred jin in our fields, but how much can they yield in the masses' fields? We must investigate this before we can say. Moreover, we must thoroughly study the different results caused by various details."

This speech was a bit too theoretical. Ma Qingsheng asked, "According to this speech, it's equivalent to telling the masses that it's possible for them to work hard for a year and harvest nothing. Isn't that too discouraging to their enthusiasm?"

Wu Youwen nodded. "That really is the key point. The core point of this speech is to teach the masses how to avoid low yields, rather than how to achieve high yields. Teach the masses what they must put in, rather than what they will definitely get out."

"Ha! Brilliant!" Ma Qingsheng praised repeatedly. This attitude grasped the fundamental point. If failure can be avoided, the rest is just a matter of how much success. If low yields are avoided, the rest is just the degree of high yield.

"This isn't just a matter of how the masses organize production. The work of researching agricultural technology and studying specific situations must be undertaken by the agricultural departments. Each farm has its own tasks. It's not just about us researching how to increase yields; we also have to research how to solve problems. Research where the operable key points are. It's really busy work."

"Then you'll have to be busy for several years, my friend," Ma Qingsheng sighed.

Wu Youwen smiled. "It's not just a few years. Director Xiao's words were that everyone should first plan to keep their heads down and work for ten years. The *Agricultural Handbook* is being prepared with ten or twenty million words. When I used to farm, I really didn't know there were so many tricks to it."

The old comrades sighed for a while. Wu Youwen asked, "How's the situation at the factory now?"

Ma Qingsheng sighed. "Same as you, desperately researching how to formulate systems. But now that you've said that, my thinking has opened up too. Not seeking the best, but trying to avoid mistakes as much as possible. Trying to keep everything within a controllable range. That's the attitude for getting things done."

"That's all we can do. If nothing goes wrong, everything's fine. If something does happen, solve the problem and try to make sure it doesn't happen next time." Wu Youwen seemed to have settled on his approach. The two had nothing more to say, and Wu Youwen took his leave to continue his field investigation. Clearly, having received Ma Qingsheng's support, Wu Youwen's confidence in his work had increased quite a bit.

Ma Qingsheng continued to stroll slowly in the fields. Farm director Wu Youwen and Agricultural Department director Xiao Qiang, after all, came from political work backgrounds, and their insight was indeed different. Ma Qingsheng could do his work well himself, but he hadn't fundamentally understood why he could succeed or why he could complete his tasks. The core idea was how to ensure he put in enough labor and to guarantee the labor process, rather than heading straight for the results.

In contrast, his wife Zhao Chunhua clearly didn't want to put in enough labor as long as she could get the results. So she relied on this and that; as long as she could avoid labor, she wanted to use whatever she could. In final analysis, it was one sentence: "Zhao Chunhua doesn't want to be a laborer."

Comparing this line of thought with Zhao Chunhua's past actions, this conclusion was extremely clear. All problems were explained. Zhao Chunhua didn't understand that her work was just one link and that she had to complete all the work for that link. Even a small link was part of the entire chain. Only someone who could handle the work for that link was a qualified laborer. Zhao Chunhua clearly couldn't do it now.

Understanding the ins and outs of the matter should have made one feel much more relaxed, but Ma Qingsheng felt dispirited instead. Judging from this angle, if Zhao Chunhua couldn't realize this, she could never be a qualified laborer. At least in the city's factories, there probably wouldn't be a place for her.

Speaking of working, many people weren't necessarily more capable than Zhao Chunhua, nor necessarily more passionate about labor. But they had one advantage: they could complete the work. They didn't think they had any special privileges, and by working honestly, they could still survive. Not being outstanding just meant not getting the most money, but it didn't mean not getting any money. As Wu Youwen had said, "If failure can be avoided, the rest is just a matter of how much success. If low yields are avoided, the rest is just the degree of high yield."

The problem was that in Zhao Chunhua's current state, she couldn't complete the work. Aside from constantly manufacturing failure, she couldn't accomplish anything else.

Realizing he had actually married such a wife, Ma Qingsheng felt he really couldn't be happy. It seemed that letting Zhao Chunhua go back home to farm and rely on herself might be okay, but finding her a job in a factory was truly an impossible task.

He wandered for a long time until the sky began to gradually darken. Recalling his agreement with Xu Guangmao, Ma Qingsheng began to head back toward the residential area. The unified residential areas in the countryside of Fengtai County had become quite large after several years of construction. Not only were there unified residential areas, but there were also temporary residential areas in the fields. People used to set up shacks in the fields during busy farming seasons. Now, the temporary residential areas provided places to stay, rest, and cook. As the cooperative method spread, many things became much easier. Some farmers chose to go home, while others chose to stay in the temporary residential points made of brick and tile. Xu Guangmao was part of those who went home.

Everyone's courtyards were the same. The difference in Xu Guangmao's home was a room specifically set aside as an office. Several large pieces of paper were pasted on the wall, looking very much like work progress schedules in a factory. The difference was that there were many small cloth bags below with many slips of paper inserted in them.

"Uncle Xu, what kind of arrangement is this?" Ma Qingsheng asked, looking at these after being led into the office by Xu Guangmao.

Xu Guangmao replied calmly, "This is all what I learned from the farm. Every work arrangement, the characteristics of each solar term, planting methods, and precautions. It's easier to remember if written down. Also the planned workload to be completed, and the workload everyone has actually completed. As well as why it wasn't completed, and arrangements for temporary dispatch. This is all used for the year-end distribution based on work completion. If this thing is messed up, everyone will curse me."

In factories, there were specialized statistics departments responsible for this statistical work. Ma Qingsheng hadn't expected Xu Guangmao to have learned to such an extent.

Xu Guangmao was very concerned about the key issue. "Qingsheng, you said you wanted your wife to join our production team. What's that about?"

Ma Qingsheng smiled bitterly. "Uncle Xu, first tell me how you arrange people here and what needs to be done. I'll see if my wife can handle it."

"First, if you join our production team, you have to do enough work. Second, if you choose these tasks, you have to work for the whole year. Just those two rules."

Hearing this, Ma Qingsheng felt quite emotional. "How exhausting is it?"

Xu Guangmao smiled bitterly. "It's not really a matter of how exhausting. We have a few in our production team who are in their fifties, both men and women. They can all do it. It's just that you can't quit halfway through for me. This arrangement is for a whole year. If I have to find someone on short notice, who am I supposed to find?"

If it were any other requirement, Ma Qingsheng felt Zhao Chunhua might still be able to do it. But for such simple, repetitive labor, Ma Qingsheng felt there was a ninety-nine percent chance Zhao Chunhua wouldn't last a year. This "production team" of Xu Guangmao's wasn't really a production team at all; aside from the subject of labor being the land, the entire thing was arranged like a factory. Although Ma Qingsheng didn't engage in frontline labor, the security section patrolled what needed patrolling and inspected what needed inspecting. Preventing theft, fire, and unauthorized entry. If nothing went wrong at the factory, Ma Qingsheng's contribution wouldn't show at all, but the fact that nothing went wrong was precisely Ma Qingsheng's greatest contribution.

This was exactly like the Agricultural Department's proposal: "If failure can be avoided, the rest is just a matter of how much success." The direction of effort for this new social system in the base area was toward seemingly simple work. The problem was that completing this work was truly incredibly difficult.

Seeing Ma Qingsheng remain silent, Xu Guangmao misunderstood his meaning. "Qingsheng, it's not that I don't want people here. If people come, we have a few more mu of land. We also lack people and land. You know what prices cowhide, beef, and cow bones can fetch outside now. If we had another hundred mu or so of land, our production team could specifically grow alfalfa to raise cattle."

"Uncle Xu, haven't I heard that you can apply to large farms for land to cultivate now?" Ma Qingsheng couldn't help asking.

"You don't know. The land you apply for can only be used to grow grain, nothing else. And for the extra land you apply for, you have to hand over fifty percent of the grain. For your own land, you only need to pay enough public grain tax, and in three mu of land, you can use one mu to grow whatever you want. The government's control is a bit too strict."

Faced with the masses' questioning of the government, Ma Qingsheng naturally had to defend the government. "Isn't there the state-owned granary? If not enough grain is grown and a natural disaster occurs, what will everyone eat?"

Xu Guangmao laughed. "Qingsheng, I'm just being a bit greedy. I'll definitely do whatever the government says. You know, my family's original land was about the same as now, but back then, anyone could come to my door and take a cut. Now, after paying the official tax, I'm left with much more than before. These good days were unimaginable in the past. Right, Qingsheng, about your wife, what do you think? Is it a go?"

Hearing his wife mentioned, Ma Qingsheng quickly replied, "Uncle Xu, I don't think it'll work. Just act as if I never said anything, don't take it to heart."

"Oh, in that case, think it over for yourself."

Ma Qingsheng noticed that although Xu Guangmao spoke very politely, he clearly looked relieved. It seemed this production team was truly not easy to get into.
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Returning home from Xu Guangmao's place, Ma Qingsheng called his wife Zhao Chunhua into the room and asked patiently and seriously, "Chunhua, I really want to ask you: what kind of work do you actually want to do?"

Seeing how serious Ma Qingsheng was, and since this kind of conversation had occurred many times before, Zhao Chunhua was already somewhat impatient. She replied solemnly, "You're a man, why are you so anxious to force me to work? Are you ashamed of me because I don't work?"

Ma Qingsheng had already given up hope on Zhao Chunhua going out to work. This time, he was making a final attempt at persuasion. "Chunhua, look around. All the family members of the cadres are out working. Even Chairman Chen's wife works. She's doing very well in the Map Section. Can't you just find a job and work seriously?"

"Can I be compared to Chairman Chen's wife? Can you be compared to Chairman Chen?" Zhao Chunhua immediately retorted.

"Fine, fine. We won't compare. But Chunhua, I earn 12 yuan a month. Buying rice only gets me 48 jin. Is 48 jin of rice enough for the two of us to eat?" Ma Qingsheng asked.

Hearing this, Zhao Chunhua became upset. "You can't support your own wife, yet you blame me for not working. Why don't you just earn more money? If you earned 24 or 36 yuan a month instead of 12, would this still be an issue? It's you who insists on staying in the city, not me. If you went home to farm, I wouldn't say a word. You go out to farm, and I'll cook for you and bring it to the fields, wash your clothes, and serve you when you get home."

These words weren't entirely unreasonable. After learning about Xu Guangmao's income, Ma Qingsheng had no dissatisfaction with returning to farm. Zhao Chunhua might not be suitable for going out to work, but once they joined a production team, Ma Qingsheng felt he could definitely do very well. Moreover, the countryside wasn't like the city. There were many veterans in the city, but relatively few in the countryside. With Ma Qingsheng's qualifications, even if he didn't farm, he could still take on some work in the township.

The potential benefits were a great temptation, but Ma Qingsheng didn't want to return to the countryside. While city life had its downside of low income, one could see many new things there. The neat streets, the running water and electric lights indoors, the various facilities, and the changes occurring every day made it impossible for him to refuse city life. More importantly, there had been constant rumors internally that wages would see a significant increase in the future. Although the specific timing was uncertain, a reliable claim was that once the land reform in the base areas was completely finished, there would be a large-scale wage adjustment. Some said the base salary would increase by two yuan, and some even said wages would increase by half. If it really reached that level, Ma Qingsheng felt his economic problems would be solved. If he could earn 18 yuan a month, plus eating in the cafeteria, his life would definitely be quite good.

If Zhao Chunhua could work properly, even if she only earned 8 yuan a month, the couple could make a life for themselves.

Thinking of this, Ma Qingsheng dropped a final word: "How about this: I'll go to Jiangxi to work first. Once my income goes up, I'll bring you to Jiangxi. If it doesn't, I'll come back to farm. That's it, take it or leave it."

To Ma Qingsheng's surprise, Zhao Chunhua didn't make a scene. After a moment of silence, she said, "I knew you wanted to stay in the city. Qingsheng, tell me, how long are you planning to stay in the city?"

Ma Qingsheng was momentarily speechless. He paused for a while before saying, "I'll tell you this: I can take you to Jiangxi. But once you're there, you must stay home quietly. You're not allowed to go out and talk nonsense or make a scene so that everyone knows who you are. Do you think you can do that?"

"See, you still want to go to the city!" Zhao Chunhua exposed Ma Qingsheng's thoughts without mercy.

"Chunhua, is it that you don't like going out to work?" Ma Qingsheng asked again. In the People's Party's education, not liking labor was almost a sin.

"I'm willing to stay home and farm; I want to serve you at home." Zhao Chunhua felt no guilt whatsoever about not working in the city. Since Ma Qingsheng didn't argue or make a scene this time, she was actually quite happy.

"...Two years. I'll stay for two more years. If I can afford to support you, I'll keep you in the city. If I still can't, I'll come back." Ma Qingsheng shook his head helplessly and gave an answer.

"Then swear an oath! Two years at most." Zhao Chunhua clearly didn't trust Ma Qingsheng.

"Fine, I swear."

"To whom do you swear?"

"I... I swear to Chairman Chen! If I can't support you in two years, I will definitely come back to farm!" Ma Qingsheng said loudly.

Chen Ke didn't know that he had already achieved the status of a "heavenly spirit" while he was still alive. Even if he did know, he wouldn't care. Before he returned this time, he had the idea of rectifying the order in Anhui. Historically, by this period, bureaucracy, leftism, and rightism—especially leftist tendencies—would break out severely. The Party had made quite a few mistakes in these matters.

As it turned out, as soon as Chen Ke returned, he discovered that regardless of whether the Party was making mistakes, he himself had already committed errors of leftist adventurism and serious bureaucratic detachment from the masses. The situation in the Anhui base area was completely beyond his imagination.

Xiao Qiang was a good comrade. In particular, his report on "Successology and the Theory of Practice" showed a level of understanding of the countryside that was already superior to Chen Ke's. Chen Ke was, after all, a university student mass-produced by the education system, and he had a natural superstition regarding such educational systems. Denying this system was, in essence, denying himself. In his previous plans, he had wanted to establish a system of full-time schools and then use a new generation of laborers to completely replace the old-style laborers.

Comrade Xiao Qiang's agricultural plan, however, took another route. It involved improving and developing existing agricultural production methods and implementing "industrial feedback" at key points. When the people had a need for technology, the government would provide appropriate technological support. This was a gradual model and one that perfectly matched supply and demand. Rather than forcibly promoting things that the people had to learn from scratch, it was better to facilitate the comprehensive evolution of the various production models with which farmers were already familiar.

Xiao Qiang didn't know Chen Ke's opinion of this policy, so he somewhat uneasily introduced his overall arrangements to Chen Ke. Since the land reform had completely changed the land ownership system in the base areas, a model dominated by farmers' needs rather than the government's would best ensure stable development.

Chen Ke understood quickly and was very supportive. While they were studying the entire plan, the results of the base area's first census were also reported.

Huaihai Province had 12 million people, Anhui Province had 18.5 million, Hubei Province had 19.5 million, and Jiangxi Province had 11 million. The total population of the base areas was 61 million. The margin of error for this statistic was estimated to be between 2% and 4%, which wasn't bad for this era.

In the 21st century, China's population was nearly 1.4 billion, with Henan Province alone having 100 million. Chen Ke was truly shocked to find that the entire base area across four provinces had only 61 million people.

In 1911, most people didn't live past the age of 60. In the base area's census results, adults over the age of 18 accounted for nearly 70% of the population, totaling 40 million. In other words, the greatest problem currently facing the base area was an "extreme labor shortage."

The occurrence of an extreme labor shortage in China was a big shock to a time traveler. Chen Ke had to carefully study the current situation before he could truly accept this fact.

If calculated based on a basic living standard of 400 jin of grain per person and a yield of 300 jin per mu, 82 million mu of arable land would be needed. In reality, the available arable land in the four provinces of the base area was nearly 200 million mu, with 160 million mu already confirmed.

These numbers looked good, but the actual situation was quite different. Only high-quality paddy fields or irrigated land could guarantee a yield of over 300 jin per mu. These accounted for only 30% of the total arable land, or 50 million mu. This number was only possible because the People's Party had vigorously built agricultural water conservancy facilities in Anhui, and Hubei naturally had a lot of good land.

Historically, during the First Five-Year Plan, nearly 200 million mu of irrigated land were added nationwide. This was a great achievement that could not be overstated. From another perspective, it also proved just how poor the land quality had been back then.

Xiao Qiang, the director of the Anhui Provincial Agricultural Department, was not a bureaucrat who sat in an office; he was a veteran political commissar. Since taking office, Xiao Qiang had traveled across all of Anhui. Anhui had many floods and many droughts. To ensure stable production on irrigated land, large-scale water conservancy construction was required. And large-scale water conservancy construction required manpower.

As a military man, Xiao Qiang's calculations showed that about 1 million permanent engineering corps would be needed, and after five years of construction, Anhui's basic water conservancy projects could be realized. This didn't even include the manpower needed for railways and highways.

Compared to 40 million adults, 1 million didn't seem like much. However, among those 40 million, at least 25 million were women or people in poor physical condition who were completely unsuitable for such engineering work. In other words, across the four provinces of the base area, one out of every fifteen strong laborers would have to be mobilized for infrastructure construction. This was a frightening proportion. In Anhui Province, it meant at least one out of every five strong laborers would have to be pulled away for several years of arduous infrastructure construction.

The various armies across the four provinces currently totaled only 200,000 men. Even with this army as the core, the military would have to be expanded more than fourfold. Moreover, it was impossible to only build in Anhui; the other three provinces also required large-scale infrastructure construction.

From the perspective of the results, achieving the final goal would naturally be inspiring. The problem was that organizing such a massive construction effort required an appalling level of investment.

Chen Ke had once criticized the large-scale water conservancy construction under Chairman Mao's instructions as having "low technological content" and "insufficient overall consideration" while speaking from a position of ease. However, now that he himself was in the position of a leader of the base area, Chen Ke knew very well that the large number of basic water conservancy projects he was building would only have "even lower technological content" and "even less overall consideration." But without these basic water conservancy projects, guaranteeing a stable food supply was no longer a fantasy; it was a flat-out "delusion."

With only 61 million people at hand, how to effectively mobilize the masses was an arduous task facing the People's Party.

"Comrades, this census was very well done. We finally know what the base area actually looks like," Chen Ke said, not emphasizing the difficulties but leading with praise.

No one was too happy. After learning the relatively true situation of the base area for the first time, many comrades felt it was unbelievable. Back then, when everyone knew nothing, they had dared to follow Chen Ke in raising the banner of revolution and launched an attack on old China. A small political party of a hundred or so people had gained control over such a large territory and population in just a few years. That was the most surreal part.

Chen Ke had once told everyone about the situation in other countries in Europe and America, and the People's Party had already begun sending cadres to those countries for inspections in turns. Although called inspections, it was mainly to experience what the industrial countries in Europe were actually like. Statistical data from various Western countries were also constantly sent back to the base area and had begun to be translated on a large scale. Russia had 175 million people, the US 97.3 million, Germany 66.9 million, Austria-Hungary 52.1 million, Japan 51.3 million, the UK 45.6 million, France 39.7 million, and Italy 35.1 million.

The populations of these countries were not at a disadvantage compared to the base area. Except for Japan, the industrial levels of these countries were much higher than that of the base area. In the past, the young comrades all had the passion to completely wipe out the Western powers. When passion met hard data, reason told everyone that many things were meaningless if they relied only on a surge of hot blood.

During Chen Ke's subsequent discussions with the comrades, many of them brought this up, and Chen Ke had to digress a bit. "Our base area government's statistical capability has already approached the level of the Western powers. We should have confidence in this. Comrades, it took us only six years to reach the statistical level of the Western powers. Let's all applaud to show our recognition of our own work."

The applause was weak, but it at least gave the comrades in Anhui some confidence.

Chen Ke laughed. "How can we integrate theory with practice, follow the mass line, and do revolutionary work steadily? Knowing the current situation is the most important first step. If we previously only knew the general social situation, we now know more specific details. Now our work is more targeted. 'Before the soldiers and horses move, the food and fodder must go first.' Let's first discuss this year's agricultural work."

Xiao Qiang immediately became the focus of everyone's gaze. With Chen Ke personally overseeing the work in Anhui, Xiao Qiang also felt a bit apprehensive. His policy had received high praise from Chen Ke, but there were quite a few comrades in the Anhui Provincial Party Committee who didn't quite agree.

"Anhui's agricultural work plan for this year still has two key points. First, do a good job in the construction of state-owned and army farms. Second, improve the masses' ability to reasonably arrange agricultural production after the land reform. You've all learned that high yields in fields require fertilizers like nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. Chairman Chen has already produced synthetic ammonia, so the supply of nitrogen fertilizer has some guarantee..."

Just as he said this, someone already asked, "The synthetic ammonia production line is currently in Wuhan. how much can we in Anhui get?"

This was a key question. In fact, the agricultural production plan had been set last year, and whether they supported it or not, the Party Committee had agreed to Xiao Qiang's plan. After all, having worked for so long, every comrade understood one thing from their studies in the Party School: "The importance of investment."

After the People's Party School reinforced the concept of "means of production," the concepts of production and investment were naturally accepted. In addition to land, which was a necessary means of production for agricultural production, labor, technology, and material input were also indispensable.

When Chen Ke was handling everything in the base area, he had spoken at length about the characteristics of fertilizers. He emphasized the concepts of "nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium" again and again. Potassium fertilizer was currently progressing slowly due to a lack of mineral resources and corresponding research. Phosphorus fertilizer was obtained by ducks eating fish and shrimp and then excreting it in their droppings. These droppings were then mixed with humus to raise earthworms. After the earthworms digested the mixture, it turned into excellent granular soil. Spreading this in the fields really had good results.

Chen Ke had said that large-scale input of nitrogen fertilizer must be achieved through chemical means. After the mass production of synthetic ammonia began last year, the comrades finally saw hope. Now, a comrade asked directly about the distribution issue.

If Anhui needed a large amount of nitrogen fertilizer, then Hubei definitely needed it as well. With the supplies held in Hubei, how much could Anhui get? If Chen Ke didn't speak up, everyone would feel uncertain.

"Everyone, don't overthink it. I guarantee that within two years, it's absolutely impossible for every household to use nitrogen fertilizer," Chen Ke laughed.

"Then when can we use it?" Xiao Qiang asked for everyone.

"Nitrogen fertilizer is first supplied to the base area's seed bases. Only with good seeds can the harvest be good. So this year, the large farms must also bear the burden of producing even higher quality seeds," Chen Ke replied.

The People's Party's seed bases were already widespread in Anhui, and the results after several years were not bad. The farms, of course, adopted them fully. Most farmers also began to choose high-quality seeds produced by state-owned farms. The problem with high-quality seeds was that it was impossible to breed high-quality next generations in ordinary land.

Furthermore, the seed bases encountered many problems that had never been thought of before. At first, everyone thought that as long as seeds of several generations were bred in very good land, they would naturally be good. As it turned out, some seeds even grew worse than ordinary seeds in the trial fields. When everyone asked Chairman Chen, who knew everything from astronomy above to geography below, about the reason for this, Chairman Chen's answer greatly disappointed the comrades. "I don't know either. I've only heard some basic theories. You have to research it yourselves."

The results of the research were all over the place, with all sorts of inconceivable theories. This once made Anhui's high-quality seed breeding look like a gathering of shamans. It wasn't until Xiao Qiang took over that he didn't say anything else but directly increased the technology investment tenfold. Of course, this wasn't random investment. Xiao Qiang required those doing research to expand the scale of their experiments tenfold.

This was possible because Anhui currently didn't lack this bit of land and manpower. With tenfold expansion of experiments, there would always be lucky occurrences of good results.

Four or five types of new seeds performed well, and through experiments, some of the shamans' speculations were also proven to be unscientific. With this attitude, Xiao Qiang temporarily gained the support of the comrades below.
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Chapter 90: Progress and Conservatism (Part 6)

New China's path to industrialization was arduous and bitter. The War of Resistance Against Japanese Aggression and the War of Liberation dragged on for over a dozen years. When Baldy fled to Taiwan, he took every ounce of gold and silver he could carry. Steel output in 1949 didn't even match that of the Hanyang Iron Works in 1910. All construction had to start from scratch. All accumulation of wealth had to begin with agriculture.

Chen Ke's current situation was much better. At least he had managed to integrate into the world trade system, and the base area now possessed a respectable industrial center. However, this did not mean Chen Ke could neglect agriculture. One of the major changes in China's taxation in the 21st century was the abolition of the agricultural tax, which had persisted for thousands of years; there were even agricultural subsidies. Chen Ke hoped to abolish the agricultural tax in his lifetime as well. To achieve that goal sooner, rural construction had to be strengthened now.

"I agree with Comrade Xiao Qiang's approach. Once the strategy is set, stick to it. Next topic." Chen Ke's evaluation was concise. By now, Chen Ke dared not focus too heavily on any single issue—or at least, he absolutely could not let it show.

Xiao Qiang spoke up. "In our recent work, we've encountered clan issues. In previous years, rural clan problems weren't obvious due to floods and land reform, but now conflicts are surfacing. Many clan elders are attempting to issue orders to clan members. Many of our cadres have experienced this. The problem now is that some families with weaker production capabilities cannot temporarily break their dependence on the clan. This is very troublesome. I think we need to take action to govern this."

Chen Ke could see the helpless expressions on the faces of many cadres. It seemed the "many cadres" Xiao Qiang mentioned likely referred to these very members of the Anhui Provincial Committee.

"How much trouble have they caused us?" Chen Ke was somewhat curious. He hadn't had much contact with clans. There seemed to be a resurgence of "clan fever" in the 21st century, but that was purely a cultural pursuit of roots and novelty. The powerful force that once held the power of life and death over clan members had been thoroughly eradicated back during the Great Movement. Although genealogies were burned, ancestral halls torn down, and people struggled against, these costs were negligible compared to the social progress of burying clan law in the garbage heap of history.

"The clans can't cause us much trouble now. Let them jump; they don't have money anyway," replied Ren Qiying, who was now serving as the Director of the General Office of the Anhui Provincial Committee.

Hearing this profound mockery of the clan forces, many comrades smiled.

Ren Qiying continued, "Chairman Chen, I've investigated. In recent years, the clans have lost their function of providing relief. They're at most causing trouble, relying on their seniority to demand money from clan members. As long as the Party can clarify its stance towards the clans, they have no market among the masses at all. Young people, in particular, really detest the clan elders. They are willing to walk with our People's Party."

"The problem is that they are like flies, trying every means to annoy you. It's a real headache when we go to the countryside." Xiao Qiang seemed to have been harassed many times.

"Director Xiao, they aren't flies; this bunch is just grasshoppers after the autumn harvest—they won't be jumping for long," Ren Qiying advised.

"Flies or grasshoppers, it doesn't matter; the key is that they're still jumping now. That bunch is shouting again, 'Why should girls go to school!' Director Ren, you manage education, you must know about this, right?" Xiao Qiang seemed very dissatisfied with the clan elders and had started using the problems Ren Qiying encountered as examples.

Chen Ke saw Ren Qiying sigh slightly before turning to look at him. Chen Ke had always attached great importance to education. He smiled and asked, "What is this about not letting girls go to school?"

Ren Qiying, currently acting as the Acting Director of the Provincial Education Commission, said seriously, "The clan elders have jumped out to oppose girls attending school."

"Oh?" Chen Ke was quite surprised. Clan elders were actually targeting girls' education. Although such things did exist in the countryside, Chen Ke wanted to understand the specifics.

Ren Qiying explained, "The masses are very welcoming of kindergarten and primary school education. Everyone feels that having someone look after the children saves them a meal. It's a good thing. However, for junior high school education, there are many who are unwilling to let girls continue studying."

"But many children graduating from primary school are only nine years old." Chen Ke didn't understand this well.

Not only Ren Qiying, but some comrades of the Anhui Provincial Committee smiled bitterly at Chen Ke's layman response.

"Chairman Chen, in the countryside, nine or ten-year-old girls are responsible for cooking at home. They can't make complicated dishes, but they can light a fire and make soup," Ren Qiying replied. Seeing Chen Ke's somewhat unhappy expression, she added, "Chairman Chen, it's like this in the countryside."

Chen Ke was indeed quite unhappy. Those hyperactive nine-year-olds were at the age where they were universally annoying in the 21st century, but that didn't mean Chen Ke thought they should be deprived of their right to education. Suppressing the urge to immediately propose compulsory education, Chen Ke asked, "What role do the clans play in this?"

Ren Qiying replied, "Arranging child marriages is part of it. At least now, those patriarchs are openly saying things that many people dare not say. They argue that girls who read too many books won't be able to get married."

Although Chen Ke gritted his teeth and remained silent, his expression conveyed his attitude better than any speech could.

Ren Qiying was not so agitated. "Chairman Chen, on this matter, if our government forcibly intervenes, it will definitely cause big problems. Many among the masses think that giving birth to a daughter means she has to marry someone else eventually, and now she has to follow the government? They can't accept it."

The people are really shrewd! Chen Ke sighed inwardly. The People's Party had always prioritized the training of female cadres and women's education. For the government led by the People's Party, this was an inevitable course of action. In the government's view, the people were part of the country. The female citizens painstakingly trained by the People's Party naturally had to become part of society's workforce. But in the eyes of the people, their children belonged to them. The People's Party let these children go to school, and then they were going to take them away?

Needless to say, Ren Qiying sitting before him, and the host of female cadres in the base area, were now completely comrades under the People's Party. They were fundamentally hostile to the clan system. And the female students who were "snatched back" by the People's Party to become teachers had now stepped into their posts. Under the protection and support of the state, these girls were fully capable of refusing the domination of their families and clans.

From the perspective of social progress, this was absolute progress. From the perspective of traditional clans and families, this was the People's Party nakedly snatching other people's daughters. In the 21st century, everyone accepted the concept that children were members of society. However, in 1911, the recognized orthodox thought was that children belonged to their parents. If clan elders wanted to execute clan members, they needed a high-sounding excuse. If parents killed their children, they just killed them.

"What do the comrades think about these issues?" Chen Ke asked.

Everyone looked at each other. Yuwen Badu said, "After all, they are their parents. It's not good for us to intervene in these matters."

Compulsory education was easy to talk about, but extremely difficult to implement in China. This involved strong state intervention in family affairs. In China, by the time the concept that children must study—even if compulsory—was generally accepted, the enrollment rate had already exceeded 97%. Moreover, even with consensus, it hadn't reached the level of rigorous enforcement. Chen Ke had no experience in this area.

"Then have our comrades in Anhui mobilized public opinion to confront these people?" Chen Ke asked.

"Propaganda for compulsory education is being carried out, but the effect is not obvious. Parents are willing to let boys study, but they don't support girls. In this regard, we, the People's Party, are at a disadvantage." Provincial Party Secretary Yuwen Badu tactfully raised the difficulties they faced.

Before Chen Ke could continue, Ren Qiying added, "After discussion, the Party Committee opposes using financial subsidies to promote girls' schooling. Firstly, the financial pressure is too great. Secondly, doing so makes the masses even more suspicious."

"What exactly is the enrollment rate for boys and girls?" Chen Ke was very concerned about this.

"As long as boys pass the exam, it basically reaches 100%. Less than 30% of girls participate in the junior high entrance exam. Only 9% finally attend junior high." Ren Qiying cited the data fluently.

Pursig his lips tightly, Chen Ke thought for a moment and decided not to push this matter for the time being. Changing dynasties might be difficult, but without a more powerful revolution, making the theory that "women hold up half the sky" socially correct required strong political action. And right now, the People's Party really couldn't bear the negative impact of such an action.

"Regarding enrollment, let's publicize it first and not act rashly. The clans have jumped out to make irresponsible remarks; what is everyone's view?" Chen Ke asked.

Ren Qiying replied, "I still hold to my view. They can't jump for long. Without money, the masses won't follow them."

Xiao Qiang clearly did not support Ren Qiying's view. "Chairman Chen, if they just made a fuss or tried to persuade our cadres to support the clans, it would be nothing. Now this bunch has changed tactics and is inciting conflicts among the masses. Especially regarding water sources."

If Chen Ke could force himself to face facts and temporarily compromise on girls' schooling, his face became calm the moment he heard about the water source. This was his standard expression when getting serious. He tried to keep his emotions hidden, but he still hadn't fully mastered it.

"Chairman Chen, conditions in some areas of Anhui are relatively good; we only need to dig irrigation canals. However, many areas need reservoirs to effectively regulate water. The conflict over water sources in these areas is sharp. Based on the agricultural department's investigation, some clan elders have begun to regain dominance by inciting local conflicts. Although the local government is trying its best to solve these matters, basic water conservancy is the root problem. If this isn't solved, conflicts will erupt every year," Xiao Qiang explained.

"But when arranging work, we always have to invest in areas where it's easy to increase production first. We can't start work immediately in difficult areas. Chairman Chen, I'm not complaining, but too much manpower has been drawn from Anhui. Originally, army surveying departments helped us. Now the army has gone to other provinces, and technical departments are heavily inclined towards industry. We have completely insufficient technical personnel. I came from the army. If the survey isn't done well, there will definitely be problems in the technical design. So now we can only endure many things."

Xiao Qiang's query represented the heartfelt frustration of the Anhui Provincial Committee cadres. Anhui was once full of talent. With a population of 18.5 million, it had once gathered tens of thousands of technical soldiers and personnel, not to mention a large number of excellent cadres. The expansion of the base area had scattered these key people. There was no longer a large-scale technical team concentrated in Anhui.

However, Chen Ke had personally experienced that era, and he knew Xiao Qiang was exaggerating slightly. At least in areas where work was easy, Anhui had done decent surveying. The difficult areas Xiao Qiang referred to required much larger investments to increase agricultural output.

Regardless of what Xiao Qiang thought about the clan trouble, he raised a viewpoint that represented the current Anhui Party Committee: "Have too many people been taken away to support the construction of other provinces?"

Sure enough, although Ren Qiying differed with Xiao Qiang on some issues, they were consistent on this. Ren Qiying continued, "Chairman Chen, regarding sending teachers to other provinces, the vast majority of Anhui teachers are unwilling to go. Principals everywhere feel that whether for formal schools, night schools, or cram schools, existing teachers aren't enough for themselves. Moreover, teachers aren't party cadres and can't bear overly hard work. If you have overly high expectations for them, it's unrealistic."

At its peak, one in 30 people in Anhui was within the People's Party system. Now, the total number of cadres plus the army in the entire base area was less than 400,000. That meant in a base area of 61 million, only one in 150 people was in the system. With strength diluted to this extent, expecting work to be as smooth as before was unrealistic. The cold statistical data placed the problem squarely before Chen Ke.

No matter the political ideals or advanced systems, without sufficient personnel who could come when called and fight when they arrived, everything was empty talk. Transforming society didn't rely on empty words; it relied on overwhelming strength. And people were the embodiment of that strength.

It was fortunate that an agreement was reached with Yuan Shikai. Chen Ke suddenly thought, if not for this precarious but peaceful status quo, God knows how much harder the work would be. However, he quickly realized he was making excuses to distract himself. The problem was how to effectively strengthen the organization and use existing conditions to complete the task.

Every comrade of the Anhui Provincial Committee was watching Chen Ke. He knew they were waiting for the sentence they expected. But Chen Ke tried to come up with a better way—a way to solve the current problem immediately. As the saying goes, use good steel on the blade; concentrate forces to do big things. This was the only way to forcefully promote social progress in New China's history.

However, in the late stage of the War of Liberation, the Party had millions of battle-hardened troops and millions of tested members. Crossing the Yangtze, they could even conscript hundreds of thousands of southbound cadres. To maintain the current situation, the People's Party had really reached its limit. Statistics didn't lie.

"Alright, we won't transfer personnel from Anhui for the time being," Chen Ke said.

The Anhui Provincial Committee cadres showed expressions of relief. Anhui really couldn't hold on anymore. If talent continued to bleed away, unless they lied to Chen Ke, the work could hardly be sustained.

The discussion quickly shifted from agricultural construction to manpower demand. Many families who didn't want their children—especially girls—to continue school had reasons to worry. The People's Party wanted to use schooling to select technical personnel willing to leave their families and go where needed. This was completely different from rural literacy and technical training.

Just like when Chen Ke was in college, brothers in the civil engineering department worked for highway construction during summer vacation, earning three or four thousand a month. But they carried surveying instruments in the wilderness, running around all day under the scorching sun. Ordinary construction workers didn't earn as much, but the work was indeed different. What an industrial country needed was a massive number of engineering and technical personnel. Without this manpower base, everything was useless.

But now the masses simply didn't understand this. Actually, never mind the people—if Chen Ke hadn't gone to university and had sufficient scientific foundation, if he hadn't had friends from various majors, he wouldn't have understood other industries either. Without personal experience, it was impossible to understand.

What's more, parents still regarded children as private property. To put it bluntly, they planned to "sell" them for a good price. Although the masses were in a new system, their thinking was still from the old era.

At this stage, those willing to follow the People's Party to conquer the world had basically already joined. The intention of other masses was to build the happiness and wealth of their own small families. How to mobilize laborers willing to "come out to work" became the focus of the discussion.

"Treatment in factories is relatively low, and workers have limited interest in night schools. In the final analysis, it's a matter of money," Anhui Provincial Party Secretary Yuwen Badu said.

Hearing this, Chen Ke felt quite comforted. At least within the People's Party, they were still telling the truth.
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Chapter 91 Progress and Conservatism (Part 7)

Zhang Yu was the Secretary of the Southern Anhui Regional Committee and one of the three major secretaries in Anhui. He was known for daring to question Chen Ke to his face and for steadfastly executing the Party Committee's plans. Among the senior cadres of the People's Party, Zhang Yu's style was considered very rare.

However, since Chen Ke returned to preside over the work in Anhui, Zhang Yu had been very subdued. Aside from his own work reports and routine speeches, he remained silent throughout. This forced Chen Ke to personally seek out Zhang Yu for a talk to see what situation this energetic cadre had encountered.

"I am physically fine, just a bit tired in the heart," Zhang Yu replied, indeed looking very exhausted.

"In what aspect are you thinking too much?" Chen Ke had experienced this too. Psychological fatigue was closely related to confusion; every time he tried to sort out a theoretical problem, Chen Ke always felt particularly tired.

"Chairman Chen, what kind of country are we going to build after the revolution? You always say it's a brand new system, a brand new country. But how exactly is this 'new' defined?" It was true that a leopard cannot change its spots; Zhang Yu's voice was weary, but his question remained sharp.

"A brand new country? That is, an industrialized modern nationalist country." Chen Ke gave Zhang Yu a complete answer. Even in the early 21st century, China was merely an industrialized modern nationalist country. Of course, within China's profound historical and cultural characteristics, bloodline was not a particularly serious issue. With the traditional thought of "entering China to become Chinese, entering barbarian lands to become barbarian" as a foundation, China was worlds apart from racism. Of course, China was also worlds apart from communism.

"Oh? A nationalist country?" Zhang Yu became interested in this term.

"Nationalism is not racism. Nationalism is actually an identification with a cultural identity. Racism is an identification with bloodline. As I said before, within the Manchu Qing, the idea of 'protecting China but not the Great Qing' was proposed; that is a racist attitude. Identification with China is an identification with cultural identity. So I have long said that nationalism is a pseudo-proposition. But implied within this pseudo-proposition is a sense of identity applicable to the whole of China, and consequently the positioning between the people and the state. This is quite troublesome." Speaking of this, Chen Ke himself felt a bit tired.

Although Zhang Yu was still weary, his eyes now held a hint of sharpness. "Chairman Chen, I have always had a question. You never finish what you are saying; you always leave half of it unsaid. Look at other revolutionary parties; whatever they want to say, whatever they want to do, they always say it all at once. Those who are willing to follow them at least know what they want to do. Now, many comrades in our People's Party don't know where we are ultimately going. Our goal changes after we reach a certain degree, and changes again after achieving the next goal. We also want to know what it will look like in the end."

This was not an inquiry about the next step or even the step after that; Zhang Yu was questioning Chen Ke's entire political philosophy. This was the first time someone in the party had asked this question so profoundly. Listening to Chairman Chen was indeed a consensus within the People's Party now—if not Chairman Chen, then who? And Chen Ke had to do this in reality; if the People's Party only acted according to the political theories proposed by Chen Ke, it would lead the People's Party down various paths.

The Party's revolution had made many attempts and had many failures. Therefore, the Party's success was also inevitable. Every failure did not knock the Party down; instead, it allowed the Party to summarize lessons, train the team, and unite thoughts. This was the objective law of development of things. It conformed to the basic principles of materialist dialectics. And the path Chen Ke led the People's Party on, for Chen Ke, "conformed" to the objective laws of development of things and "conformed" to the basic principles of materialist dialectics. Because he knew this history, he had studied it, discussed it, and pondered it.

However, the comrades of the People's Party went from one victory to another, but the theories and methods proposed by Chen Ke could not reasonably explain what had already happened. If one did not deeply question whether Chen Ke was "holding back a hand," that would be abnormal. Because Chen Ke really was "holding back a hand," and "holding back a big hand" at that. If Zhang Yu could deduce the strategic design relying solely on the theories proposed by Chen Ke, then he would be a great man comparable to Grandpa Mao.

Chen Ke's ability to tell lies was very low. Since the revolution, learning to speak the truth realistically had distressed Chen Ke to death. Telling lies, and more importantly, rounding out lies, was completely outside Chen Ke's considerations. So Chen Ke asked, "Many comrades think this way, right?"

"I think this way," Zhang Yu answered this sentence cleverly.

"Then Comrade Zhang Yu, to what extent do you want to hear?" Chen Ke asked.

"I want to hear all the content regarding theory, not just the positive parts. I feel that, Chairman Chen, there are many things you haven't made up your mind about that you've never mentioned. You seem completely unwilling to discuss with comrades. I personally think that your doing so belongs to not trusting comrades." There was some fatigue in Zhang Yu's voice, but the content was extremely sharp.

If Zhang Yu's initial words made Chen Ke self-reflect, the subsequent words turned Chen Ke's train of thought from self-criticism to a critical angle. He paused for a long while before replying, "Then how do we ensure that this kind of discussion won't lead to a dispersion of the comrades' attention? For human cognitive habits, everyone instinctively hopes to go straight to the result. And meticulously walking through every link of this process is the biggest reason why our People's Party can continuously win. I don't want to artificially add unnecessary trouble during the revolution. What if someone treats a chicken feather as a warrant and engages in Left-leaning adventurism?"

Zhang Yu did not argue; the fatigue on his face seemed to increase a bit. After a good while, Zhang Yu nodded, "What you say is also true. Maybe I am too tired. Recently work has piled up like a mountain, but comrades who can meet the standard of a laborer are really too few. Most people go straight for the result; there are really too few people who want to do things. As soon as cooperation is involved, everyone instinctively thinks of their own interests. If it's really for their own interests, then get the thing done first. These people, when doing things, wish they could just move their lips and the matter would be completed immediately. After we improved the supervision system, there have been too many exposures of cutting corners."

Seeing Zhang Yu's exasperated expression, Chen Ke couldn't help but ask, "Haven't the Party School and Cadre School increased training efforts?"

"I'm talking about the masses," Zhang Yu retorted directly. "To put it bluntly, I am questioning one thing now. The Constitution says all power belongs to the people. Historical materialism believes that the development of productive forces is the only way to promote social progress. And political classes teach that the state is a tool of class rule. Our People's Party Constitution says that the People's Party is the vanguard of the broad laboring masses. I have always been unclear about this issue. Chairman Chen, can you explain this?"

Chen Ke looked at Zhang Yu carefully; Zhang Yu's troubles were a bit too high-level. Before the revolution, Chen Ke never understood the concept of so-called "aristocratic workers"; after the revolution, he understood it solidly. what Zhang Yu was saying was a major problem facing the grassroots now. "Who exactly is the revolution for!"

Zhang Yu was the first senior cadre in the party to raise this question. Although he didn't explain it with a theoretical height, he had directly touched the core issue. This issue, even in the 21st century, was a matter of diverse opinions.

When Chen Ke talked with many brothers studying for MBAs, some brothers firmly believed that many people participating in labor simply could not be called laborers.

"If a person's purpose for working is purely to earn money, and participating in labor is only forced. Unless absolutely necessary, I will not cooperate with this kind of person!" Perhaps having cooperated with too many people, these brothers had deep experience with this.

Through such a long revolution, Chen Ke's own definition of a laborer was someone who is willing to become a laborer and has a conscious understanding of labor. Long ago, Chen Ke even thought that this kind of person was born; they could just understand the meaning of labor. First, being needed by others, and satisfying others' needs.

In many early socialist discourses, these people were called "labor aristocracy." They occupied key positions in various factories, had high wages, and capitalists gave them whatever they asked for. These professionals first became experts through their own efforts, and then occupied a status of high economic income in society. Many people's evaluation of this group was, "Pressing a button might only be worth one yuan, but knowing when to press this button is worth nine thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine yuan."

Moreover, this group of people knew how to cooperate very well. They knew how to seek advantages and avoid disadvantages and would absolutely not become victims of various movements. What they wanted was this labor opportunity; labor was the foundation for them to settle down and get on with their pursuits. In their understanding, their own value was reflected through the results of their labor, unrelated to other things. Not to mention Zhang Yu liked this kind of person, Chen Ke also liked cooperating with this kind of person. If the Chinese masses could generally achieve this quality, the socialist system could definitely be realized. I'm afraid even communism might possibly be achieved.

This kind of person was the level Chen Ke's parents always hoped Chen Ke could achieve. Understanding society, having a specialized skill, being recognized by others within the scope of the skill, and most importantly, these people knew how to seek advantages and avoid disadvantages and would not be blinded by their own selfish desires.

A laborer, as long as society provided a labor opportunity, they could seize it. Even if they paid the price of their lives for it, these people could take it with equanimity. No matter how you beat the grass to scare the snake, these people could lie dormant in their holes without coming out. But when it was time for them to move, they could always appear when they must appear.

To put it plainly, this was the "quality of ruling class members" of a modern nation-state. These people first became their own masters; these people unswervingly realized their own value through labor. And through the needs of society, they stepped up to the corresponding status step by step.

After the socialist system is established, when labor becomes the standard for judging a person's value, these people should receive the corresponding status. But Chen Ke found that these people wanted to receive remuneration and status, often not for themselves. They also had families to support, houses to buy, and more importantly, in order to labor better, they needed these remunerations and status to realize better labor.

Since the state is a tool of class rule, then this ruling class must use the tool of the state to realize a ruling mode beneficial to itself. Exploitation and becoming an exploitative empire are destined to be unable to promote the true development of productive forces and will only lead to the decline of the country. Then under the socialist system, how to let the populace understand this and recognize this is the work of the revolution. It is also the future direction Chen Ke believes the People's Party should take.

This was also the revolution Chen Ke could understand at the present stage, and the reflection Chen Ke gained from the century-long journey from the outbreak of the Xinhai Revolution in 1911 to the early 21st century. The object of revolution is not only the system but also the self-transformation deep into human thought.

"Comrade Zhang Yu, since you have asked about this, can you listen to me tell you about it?" Chen Ke asked.

Zhang Yu nodded but did not speak. He looked really tired. Even after listening to Chen Ke's complete narration of the concept regarding the social system and the cultivation of the laborer's spirit, Zhang Yu did not get excited. He asked with an expression that looked even more weary, "Chairman Chen, then where exactly is the problem? Is social progress insufficient? Or is propaganda insufficient?"

"Both, I guess. But my feeling is, if a person pursues not the experience of the labor process, but the enjoyment of the labor results, this stuff is useless no matter how it's propagandized. And of those I recognize as true laborers, not one thinks the labor process is enjoyable; they all think it's very hard. Every day they have to spend untold hardships to transform themselves and eliminate the attitude of not seeking truth from facts. Very, very hard. But these people firmly believe that only by doing this, they must do this. They simply don't consider other choices besides doing this."

"Hmm!" Zhang Yu showed a mocking smile. "That's right. Absolutely right. So I am considering such a question now: if we explain the truth clearly to the people, how many people will actually follow us?!"

Chen Ke retorted, "But this kind of social system is indeed better than a system built on an exploitation system. You should admit this point. And most importantly, the labor and returns paid by true laborers are indeed more than those who don't understand labor. Doesn't the success of our People's Party prove that laborers uniting to create a tomorrow for their own welfare is invincible?"

"But will the people really believe this?" Zhang Yu asked.

Hearing this, Chen Ke suddenly remembered something. Grandpa Mao said, "The Propaganda Department is the Palace of the King of Hell." Recalling carefully, the Propaganda Department had never engaged in this kind of propaganda. Thinking of this, Chen Ke suddenly couldn't help laughing out loud.

Zhang Yu looked at the laughing Chen Ke in astonishment; he thought Chen Ke would frown deeply.

"Sure enough, the propaganda is insufficient," Chen Ke laughed. Something that had always made Chen Ke feel very depressed suddenly had a result. The People's Party's strength was too weak now, needless to say anything else. Just for land reform, Chen Ke had to order all localities to do it but not talk about it. Because the anti-exploitation system and the exploitation system are incompatible like fire and water; the war between the two is life and death.

If the People's Party, with anti-exploitation as its program, grew like this, it would mean the destruction of the exploiting class in other regions. They would absolutely not sit idly by. Not only the exploiting class in China, but even foreign exploiting classes would not ignore the People's Party.

Propagandizing anti-exploitation is not a problem, but using anti-exploitation as the fundamental system to build a new regime, if the people who can't survive in those exploitation system countries follow suit and do the same, what will the ruling classes of those countries do? They can't sit and wait for death either.

As a learner downstream in history, Chen Ke had his own views on the revolution of that year. The revolution destroyed the old system and built a better new system. But these systems slightly deviated from the organizational point of "the state is a tool of class rule." Who exactly is the ruling class, how to consciously improve the ruling class itself, and how to continuously transform other ruled classes into the ruling class, which is what was said before as "becoming successors to the revolution."

Thinking of this, Chen Ke suddenly realized. Why did he, after achieving nothing, finally become a believer in Marx and Grandpa Mao? That was because the education he had received forced Chen Ke to seek methods to transform himself from the truths told by these predecessors, seeking methods to make himself a member of the ruling class. In continuous study and practice, Chen Ke realized that if a person cannot even rule themselves, how can they effectively engage in social cooperation? If a person cannot even understand themselves, how can they find effective methods to communicate with others?

"Comrade Zhang Yu, who in the Propaganda Department do you think can understand these issues?" Chen Ke asked.

Zhang Yu was silent for a while before saying, "What do you think of me?"

Chen Ke was stunned. "You are willing to undertake the work of the Propaganda Department?"

"I'm almost unable to hold on now. If I go to the Propaganda Department, I only need to move my lips. I think I can undertake this job."

"Haha! You really know how to slack off!" Chen Ke was amused by Zhang Yu's honest words. "The problem is that the work of the Propaganda Department is not easy at all. You have to pay attention to public opinion in various places at all times. For every major move we make, the Propaganda Department must keep up. This requires dominating the position of public opinion. Therefore, the propaganda ministers of each province are members of the provincial standing committee."

Zhang Yu didn't care about the evaluation of "slacking off" at all. He asked, "The Propaganda Department leads our own comrades, is that correct?"

"Correct."

"The Propaganda Department is not responsible for education work; education work is the Ministry of Education's business, is that correct?"

"Correct."

"The Propaganda Department is responsible for telling the truth to the masses, explaining the problems we face now and the contradictions of these problems to the masses in words they can understand. Is that correct?"

"Correct."

After receiving a series of clear replies, Zhang Yu answered very crisply, "Then I can do it."

Since Zhang Yu hoped to go to the Propaganda Department so much, Chen Ke also agreed with Zhang Yu's attitude. He said, "Since it's like this, you wait for the notification from the Personnel Department. However, you first prepare a propaganda content for me now, which is to start implementing a comprehensive military service system in the base areas."

Hearing this, Zhang Yu's eyes widened. "Comprehensive military service system?"

"Yes, we must now carry out infrastructure construction in various provinces by recruiting engineering corps on a large scale, and service is also an interaction between the people and society. The social significance of service, and the corresponding policy support provided by the 'Military Service Law' of the base areas to military dependents, all need effective propaganda. This job is not easy at all." Chen Ke gave Zhang Yu a small mockery at the end of his words.
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The comprehensive conscription across the four provinces of the base area was a truly momentous event. Aside from land reform, it was perhaps the first undertaking that could be called a unified strategy. One of the key points of the compulsory military service system was the deployment of troops away from their home regions. For example, soldiers from Anhui would serve in the other three provinces outside Anhui. This meant not only raising personnel and forming new units, but more importantly, each province had to make its own arrangements for the stationing and utilization of the army.

The base area never lacked for things to do. From a routine perspective, every task was a top priority. However, in China, 1911 held an event of paramount importance: the convening of the first official National Assembly. Leaving aside the constitution for the moment, this National Assembly would decide the life or death of the Manchu Qing regime. The People's Party had already stated its position: as long as the Manchu Qing remained, the People's Party would absolutely not cease military operations.

So when the Party Central Committee's communiqué reached the other three provinces of the base area, the Provincial Committees all realized a key point of this major conscription drive: "No need to be secretive."

"If this parliament decides on the demise of the Manchu Qing, that is well and good. If any surrounding province dares to vote to support the continued existence of the Manchu Qing, we will immediately launch a military attack against them." Chen Ke had written this clearly in the "Opinions on Conscription Work in 1911."

Since the Central Committee had decided, the various Provincial Committees naturally had no objections. You maintain an army for a thousand days to use it for an hour; the duty of the army is war. Although an important purpose of this conscription work was to establish the military service system crucial to a modern state structure, and the use of the troops was primarily intended for "engineering corps" purposes, troops ultimately require military training, so a war would not necessarily be a bad thing.

The characteristic of universal military service is general conscription. If it was just about making up the numbers, the People's Party certainly had ways. Just as Anhui Governor Qi Huishen asked Chen Ke, "Should we recruit more troops from the Dabie Mountain area?"

Among the People's Party's major sources of troops, the Dabie Mountains bore the brunt. The people in the mountain areas lived hard lives; even under the new system, it was unrealistic to completely change the situation in the Dabie Mountain region overnight. The People's Party now had nearly 200,000 troops; recruiting another 100,000 from the Dabie Mountains would not be too difficult.

Chen Ke rejected this immediately. "Defending the home and the country is not the privilege of the Dabie Mountain region. Every region has this obligation."

The People's Party's comprehensive census work laid a solid foundation for this conscription. Based on a ratio of one in a hundred, with a population of 61 million in the base area, 610,000 troops were to be raised. In the China of 1911, this was a terrifying figure.

Calculating at 50 jin of grain per soldier per month, 610,000 troops would consume 30.5 million jin of grain a month, or 366 million jin a year. Using the base area's grain prices, that amounted to 91.5 million RMB. Grain prices fluctuated these days, but one tael of silver could roughly buy 50 jin of rice. At this price, it was 7.32 million taels of silver. The exchange rate between silver taels and silver dollars was roughly one tael to 2.5 silver dollars. That meant 18.3 million silver dollars.

In the armies of other provinces, each soldier received a monthly pay of five silver dollars, with the Beiyang Army paying even more. The People's Party troops received a monthly stipend of eight RMB. For 610,000 soldiers, that would require another large sum in RMB per year.

Excluding military equipment, just the stipends and grain for the People's Party's 610,000 troops would require 30 million silver dollars in military expenditure annually. This military expenditure was terrifying; let alone a single province, even the entire Beiyang clique could absolutely not come up with this much money. Each province had its own statistics department, and after a casual calculation, the cadres of the various Provincial Committees all turned pale.

Adding in uniforms, weapons and ammunition, equipment for various military departments, and daily expenses, without 60 million silver dollars, it was fundamentally impossible to support an army of this scale. Viewing the army as a purely consumptive unit, militarism meant massive expenditure.

However, the People's Party's method of calculation was never like this. What the People's Party saw was 610,000 people gathered together who could receive a good education. During their three-year service period, these 610,000 troops would be educated and become good citizens. Even after they retired, they would be an extremely considerable wealth of human resources.

How many cadres and workers would emerge from this? How many backbones for various trades and industries? After this massive contingent received training and tempering, the shortage of manpower in the entire system led by the People's Party would be greatly improved. Moreover, before these comrades retired, how much critical infrastructure would they build? In terms of construction, the army was vastly superior to those labor teams organized by the localities. So no one raised doubts. Instead, the construction departments of the various provinces began to enthusiastically plan lists of infrastructure projects to be built in their regions.

However, the People's Party paid a bit too little attention to external changes at this stage. The People's Party's internal affairs outweighed external affairs, but that was only the People's Party's own issue. Every other force was closely watching the impending first National Assembly. For those in power, it was somewhat better, as the situation was effectively already determined.

After Yuan Shikai announced that the members of the previous provisional parliament would automatically obtain status as formal members of the first National Assembly, stability became the overriding effort for all forces already in power.

However, the various opposition political forces did not see it this way. For example, amidst his busy schedule, Chen Ke received news that Sun Yat-sen had sent his own envoy to visit again. Last time, Sun Yat-sen sent Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren to visit. The result was that after leaving the base area, the two chose to withdraw from the Tongmenghui, taking the Huaxing Society directly back to Hunan to continue the actual revolutionary struggle. Chen Ke wondered with some interest: who would Sun Yat-sen send this time?

When the name "Kita Ikki" (North One Fervor) leapt into Chen Ke's eyes, he blinked, confirming he hadn't misread it.

Kita Ikki wasn't particularly famous in history, although some theories considered him the ideological guide of Japanese fascism. But Chen Ke did not support this view.

Kita Ikki (April 3, 1883 – August 19, 1937), originally named Kita Terujiro, was born in Sado County, Niigata Prefecture, Japan, in 1883 (9th year of Guangxu, Qing Dynasty; 16th year of Meiji). In 1906 (32nd year of Guangxu; 39th year of Meiji), at the age of twenty-three, he self-published *The Theory of National Polity and Pure Socialism*, criticizing the "Kokutai" (National Polity) theory centered on the Emperor's sovereignty from a socialist standpoint, thereby emerging in the anti-government socialist movement camp. In the same year, he joined the Geming Pinglun (Revolutionary Review) Society and the Tongmenghui, beginning his thirteen-year career devoted to the Chinese revolution. During this time, in 1911 (3rd year of Xuantong; 44th year of Meiji), invited by Song Jiaoren, he participated in the Xinhai Revolution, active in Shanghai, Wuchang, and Nanjing. Thereafter, Kita Ikki lived in Shanghai for a long time. In 1913 (2nd year of the Republic; 2nd year of Taisho), due to Song Jiaoren's assassination, Kita Ikki formed his own investigation team, intending to investigate the truth behind Song's death, and was ordered by the Japanese Consul in Shanghai to return to his country for three years. In 1916 (8th year of the Republic [sic - should be 5th]; 8th year of Taisho [sic - should be 5th]), due to rising anti-Japanese sentiment among the Chinese populace, he felt there was no longer any place for him to serve the Chinese revolution. Consequently, Kita Ikki began to turn his attention back to Japan. Seeking peaceful coexistence between China and Japan, he advocated overthrowing the current Japanese political system and thoroughly abandoning the traditional policy of aggression against China as a national policy.

In the same year, he wrote *An Outline Plan for the Reorganization of Japan* in Shanghai, advocating the reconstruction of Japan through violent revolution. He returned to Japan at the end of the same year and joined the right-wing socialist movement. In 1921 (10th year of Taisho), he published *A Unofficial History of the Chinese Revolution*, introducing the Chinese revolution and advocating a Sino-Japanese military alliance. In 1927 (2nd year of Showa), Kita Ikki's disciple Nishida Mitsugi founded the Tenken Party (Heavenly Sword Party) in Tokyo, using Kita Ikki's theories as a blueprint for construction, recruiting young officers from across the country to plot revolution. In 1936 (11th year of Showa), he was arrested by the government due to the "February 26 Incident." In 1937 (26th year of the Republic; 12th year of Showa), he was formally charged by the Japanese government as the ideological mastermind instigating the "February 26 Incident" and was executed by firing squad. His theories later became the theoretical basis for Japanese fascist ideology.

The system of the country of Japan inherently had a tradition emphasizing exploitation and oppression; the country inherently had this kind of island-nation mentality. If Japan made any progress, it was the result of forced reconstruction and support by "Daddy America" after occupying Japan. Chen Ke held completely different views regarding the idea that Japan had been castrated of its martial spirit by the United States.

Martial spirit is a characteristic of humanity. Just like in the Korean War, where the Volunteer Army could fight bravely at Chosin Reservoir in temperatures tens of degrees below zero. Where they could endure such brutal combat at Triangle Hill. Because every Chinese soldier did not move forward to throw their lives away; the backbone of the Republic, these most adorable people of the Republic, risked death because they were for victory, because they considered themselves part of this great army, doing their utmost to complete their mission.

In contrast, the "Banzai" charges Japan engaged in at the end of World War II were fully mental breakdowns under the pressure of death. Seeking a quick death, they charged stiffly into American firepower. This was no longer something common to humanity; this was the behavior of a pack of wild beasts that had lost their reason.

Daddy America truly opposed fascism; what he cut out with the scalpel was Japan's bestiality. Once the bestiality was excised, what was revealed was the normal humanity of the Japanese people. The stubbornness, shortsightedness, gambler's mentality, internal chaos, forgetting one's life for petty gain, and sparing one's body in the face of great matters—all these characteristics of this island nation were revealed completely.

In Chen Ke's view, Japan had made no progress in these aspects for hundreds of years. To regard Kita Ikki as the founder of Japanese fascist thought was a gross distortion. Because the country of Japan didn't even have true fascist thought. They just insisted on putting the label of fascism on their own bestiality.

However, Chen Ke was somewhat interested in Kita Ikki. This man was originally a "Guide Party" member [collaborator]. He hoped to personally join the Chinese revolution, and after the Chinese revolution achieved total victory, use this revolutionary force to change Japan's destiny. In a sense, Kita Ikki had many similarities with the Japanese comrades within the People's Party. Kita Ikki left China after the May Fourth Movement; at that time, anti-Japanese sentiment became a trend across China, and Kita Ikki believed the Chinese revolution had turned into a nationalist action, completely giving up the thought of relying on the Chinese revolution. From this angle, this person was quite interesting.

So Chen Ke finally decided to meet Kita Ikki. And incidentally, find out what the hell the revolutionary pioneer Sun Yat-sen was up to. In history, Sun Yat-sen displayed a strong style of "a petty man takes revenge from morning till night." He had Tao Chengzhang assassinated, with Sun Yat-sen providing cover for Baldy Chiang and Chen Qimei. In the assassination of Song Jiaoren, there were many traces on Sun Yat-sen that couldn't be washed away. As for the slaughter of the Guangfu Society, Sun Yat-sen gave Chen Qimei full authority to handle it and did not intervene himself. This showed he absolutely supported the matter.

As for the Party Purge, although the executioner was Baldy Chiang, the plan had long existed in Sun Yat-sen's documents; he simply died too early to implement it. In this regard, Baldy Chiang really was Sun Yat-sen's heir.

Given Sun Yat-sen's disposition in history, there were truly many places where the People's Party could have incurred his hatred. Chen Ke dared not let his guard down completely against Sun Yat-sen.

Kita Ikki hadn't expected it to be so easy to meet the leader of the largest rebel armed force and the largest revolutionary party in China today. Although he had heard many times that Chen Ke was "young," Kita Ikki was still shocked by Chen Ke's youth.

Actually, in 1911, Chen Ke was already 31 years old, a true adult in this era. However, one of the characteristics of modern people is looking young. With good nutrition since childhood, and even after arriving in the base area, Chen Ke's spirit of a Chinese "foodie" led him to spend great effort on improving the masses' food—eating together with everyone, Chen Ke hadn't gone hungry much. Because he was slightly thin, he looked even more like a slender young man. Compared to 31-year-old adults of this era who had weathered storms, Chen Ke's appearance gave the impression of being only 23 or 24.

Really seeing this revolutionary who was 31 years old and had created such an achievement single-handedly, Kita Ikki felt a slight jealousy in his heart. Kita Ikki was three years younger than Chen Ke. But the gap in power between the two had reached a level Kita Ikki feared he could never catch up to in his lifetime. Suppressing this mood, Kita Ikki stepped forward and said respectfully, "Hello, Mr. Chen!"

This respect was not mere politeness. Kita Ikki hadn't rushed his journey after entering the base area. He walked the whole way, personally observing the situation in the People's Party base area. In Chen Ke's eyes, what he saw were the parts that hadn't completed transformation. But in Kita Ikki's eyes, what he saw were the parts where transformation was complete.

Kita Ikki had been moving back and forth between Shanghai, Wuhan, and Nanjing for the past few years. But as Beiyang's Duan Qirui, the People's Party, and Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong respectively grasped ownership of these three cities, the influence of other political parties rapidly declined in these places. He only stayed in Shanghai and hadn't been to Wuhan or Nanjing for a long time. This trip was Kita Ikki's first time going deep into the Chinese countryside.

Jiangsu and Zhejiang didn't have a huge difference from the base area; both had plenty of water and hills. There were also quite a few people keeping queues in the base area. But these were obviously two completely different worlds. The first thing was the water conservancy projects taking shape everywhere.

The People's Party had a hobby: they loved erecting markers. In every basic plan, there had to be boundary stones. Due to the popularization of cement, tall cement pillars stood there, bearing various regulations. This bold declaration alone showed the extent to which the People's Party's grassroots work had penetrated. This was not something a simple revolutionary party could achieve.

Of course, if Kita Ikki knew the other meanings contained within these round, square, or variously shaped cement pillars, he would probably be even more surprised.

The cement used for each pillar was different. They were not just simple cement pillars, nor just simple steles engraved with explanations; they were part of the many cement experiments conducted by the National Laboratory. The People's Party's National Laboratory cared very much about how this cement would change in different natural environments.

Kita Ikki was proficient in Chinese. The content carved on these steles was all closely related to people's livelihood. Either explanations of projects or the content of various future plans. For example, large-scale irrigation and drainage, various river dredging and road arrangements. Not a single one was to show off the People's Party's majesty, but behind every project or plan represented the true power of the People's Party.

As for the difference between the common people, that was even greater. For instance, having walked so far in the base area, Kita Ikki simply hadn't seen anyone *not* using iron tools. Iron shovels, iron spades, iron hoes, iron rakes—compared to farmers in other regions who tried to use wooden farm tools as much as possible, the farmers in the base area were truly enviable.

Kita Ikki knew that after occupying Wuhan, the People's Party possessed the largest steel base in Asia. But he never imagined that this steel could so deeply become labor tools. He had chatted with farmers, and without exception, they told Kita Ikki that these farm tools were sold to farmers specifically by the cooperatives. And the low price of the farm tools made even Kita Ikki want to buy some himself.

Everyone had three mu of land. Every farmer even had cloth coupons and oil coupons. In particular, the meals hosting Kita Ikki never lacked meat. Especially the stewed pork known as "Chen Family Cuisine" and "Chen Family Baiji Buns"—the rich spices used as seasoning inside were definitely not something ordinary Japanese people could afford to eat. Although he had seen large numbers of feedlots, Kita Ikki still felt this was a bit too incredible. If not for the urging of the reception personnel traveling with him, Kita Ikki would have wanted to understand it more clearly.

As for tugboats and various industrial products from other regions, they weren't necessarily better than what Japanese cities had. The issue was that these were things seen in the Chinese *countryside*. That is to say, the People's Party hadn't simply occupied a few cities, but had solidly penetrated their power into the entire base area. This point alone showed that the People's Party was no longer a revolutionary party, but a genuine government.

For Chen Ke, who had established such an achievement, Kita Ikki could not help but be respectful.

After the host and guest took their seats, Chen Ke asked about Sun Yat-sen's recent situation. Actually, Kita Ikki hadn't been in contact with Sun Yat-sen much recently. A few years ago, because of the incident where Sun Yat-sen accepted money from the Japanese government to leave Japan, Kita Ikki had not hesitated to stand with Zhang Taiyan, Song Jiaoren, and others, criticizing Sun Yat-sen's actions heavily. In Kita Ikki's view, Sun Yat-sen was a completely Westernized Chinese person; his conduct and thinking were all in the Western mode. Sun Yat-sen did not stand on the standpoint of the Chinese people to carry out the revolutionary cause, but wanted to implement Western democratic concepts in China through revolutionary means. Therefore, to achieve his goals, he often spared no means to seek foreign support. So, he placed his hopes for the Chinese revolution on Huang Xing, Song Jiaoren, and others. He believed that the people who could stabilize the situation in China after the success of the Chinese revolution were not Sun Yat-sen, but Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren.

But the situation in China changed too fast. The split of the Tongmenghui did not lead to the revolution dying down; on the contrary, the two indigenous local forces, Beiyang and the People's Party, rapidly became the leaders of the Chinese revolution. Kita Ikki had visited the Tongmenghui branches in Beijing and Tianjin a while ago to observe and study the Beiyang government up close.

His reason for accepting Sun Yat-sen's request to deliver a letter to Chen Ke was certainly to meet this legendary revolutionary leader. But he also wanted to continue deep into the Chinese hinterland, to go to Hunan where Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were. That was the true destination of his trip.
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"I wonder if Mr. Chen has read the manuscripts of Mr. Sun Wen's Three People's Principles?" Kita Ikki asked. This was the meeting gift he had brought this time. Sun Yat-sen had repeatedly instructed Kita Ikki to make sure Chen Ke read this political program carefully.

"Not for the moment," Chen Ke said with a smile. As a follower of Marx and Grandpa Mao, since the Three People's Principles neither spoke of the actual development of productive forces nor addressed the problems of human society in a philosophical sense, Chen Ke had no interest in them at all.

"Then would Chairman Chen care to take a look?" Kita Ikki produced a pamphlet.

Chen Ke read things very quickly now. He had seen Sun Yat-sen's political concepts before; one could say that research summaries from later generations were probably clearer than Sun Yat-sen's own thoughts. Thus, he finished flipping through it in just over ten minutes.

"You've finished reading it already?" Kita Ikki was greatly surprised.

Chen Ke briefly repeated to Kita Ikki the basic points of the Three People's Principles—National Independence, People's Rights, and People's Livelihood—as well as the basic political concept of the Separation of the Five Powers. Kita Ikki was also proficient in Chinese, and he had never seen anyone able to state the issues so simply yet completely and clearly. His respect for Chen Ke immediately deepened by another level.

There were as many people in the Tongmenghui who thought Chen Ke was just "lucky" as there were hairs on a dog. Even Sun Yat-sen had once sighed, "If only we could have put our full effort into the revolution in Anhui back then." But someone who relied on luck could absolutely not explain revolutionary principles so profoundly yet simply. Even when Sun Yat-sen spoke of the Three People's Principles, he mostly explained their application, while failing to go deep enough into the basic concepts.

"Mr. Chen, then what is your view on the Three People's Principles?" Kita Ikki asked.

"We in the People's Party speak of contradictions and struggle. We believe that everything in the world exists on the basis of contradiction and struggle; all the phenomena we see are the results of contradiction and struggle. Cooperation is also a way that contradiction and struggle manifest. Mr. Sun wants to cooperate with us, and this cooperation is built on the basis that both sides have the common enemy of the Manchu Qing. However, in these Three People's Principles, Mr. Sun has somewhat confused cause and effect. This is a set of theories accumulated just to explain the immediate contradictions. Anti-imperialism and anti-feudalism are the greatest issues of the current Chinese revolution, but how did the Western powers actually form? Why did they form that way? How exactly is China to oppose the oppression of these countries? Mr. Sun has completely failed to touch upon these questions regarding the laws of development of human society as a whole. Therefore, I personally have no interest in his set of theories."

This was a fairly blunt rejection. Kita Ikki already understood Chen Ke's firm refusal. However, this did not surprise Kita Ikki in the least. The friction between the People's Party and the Tongmenghui had a long history. Even though Chen Ke had made enormous contributions to advancing the revolution, there were more than one or two people in the Tongmenghui shouting to "eliminate the revolutionary traitor Chen Ke." For example, Sun Yat-sen's loyal follower Chen Qimei frequently incited such anti-People's Party sentiment within the Tongmenghui.

"Then what does Mr. Chen believe are the laws of social development?" Hu Hanmin, who had come with Kita Ikki, asked loudly. From the beginning, Hu Hanmin felt that Chen Ke was ignoring him. However, it wasn't surprising for someone of Chen Ke's status to put on airs; it only showed that Chen Ke's character was problematic. But hearing Chen Ke criticize the Three People's Principles so severely, Hu Hanmin could no longer remain calm.

Chen Ke was indeed deliberately ignoring Hu Hanmin. In the April 12 Counter-Revolutionary Coup, Baldy Chiang, Hu Hanmin, and Cai Yuanpei were the primary instigators and planners. Chen Ke had to exert great effort to keep himself from using the "criticism of the weapon" to deal with Hu Hanmin. History had proven that this kind of person was like a stone in a latrine—basically beyond redemption.

Faced with Hu Hanmin's determined stance, Chen Ke replied coldly: "The Principle of Livelihood speaks of the equalization of land rights. If the land rights are still in the hands of the landlords, what exactly are you 'equalizing'?"

The land revolution had always been the greatest point of contention within the Tongmenghui, and the Party and the Kuomintang were also mortal enemies on the issue of land. Chen Ke's words directly struck a major weakness of the Three People's Principles: they fundamentally did not change the structure of land ownership. No matter how Sun Yat-sen adjusted them, he could never truly pursue land nationalization. Meanwhile, the land revolution was one of the most basic programs and economic lines of the People's Party, and an absolutely irreconcilable contradiction with other political forces.

The fact that the People's Party was killing landlords was widely known. The reason no one dared to jump out and curse the People's Party was out of fear of their military strength. Even in Jiangxi, which was by no means a die-hard supporter of the Qing, the People's Party had said, "The Governor of Jiangxi is a die-hard lackey of the Manchu Qing," and then charged in without distinguishing red from white. Other provinces were truly "furious but dared not speak out." Moreover, since even the Beiyang clique, which could be an enemy of the People's Party, remained silent, how would those in other provinces dare to speak up?

However, Hu Hanmin was not afraid. He said solemnly, "Landlord land was earned through hard work. For the People's Party to take it all away with a single sentence about land nationalization—it's not fair."

"Whether it's fair or not is your view. We in the People's Party only care about whether the goal of the masses having land to plant and food to eat has been achieved after land reform, and whether the masses' standard of living has improved. Since we believe these goals have been met, we don't care at all how others judge us," Chen Ke replied coldly.

Faced with such an arrogant attitude, Hu Hanmin's eyes immediately lit up, but his tone became steadier instead. "The equalization of land rights is because economic development leads to rising land prices; the surplus portion is taxed by the state, and this money is used to develop the economy..."

Chen Ke interrupted Hu Hanmin. "In our base area, there is no such thing as land sales. Those willing to farm can apply for land; those unwilling to farm have no land to till. So no matter how well you describe 'equalization of land rights,' we don't need it."

Hearing this, both Hu Hanmin and Kita Ikki were shocked. They had heard that the People's Party distributed land to the common people, but they never imagined the People's Party had completely abolished land sales.

"Then who exactly owns the land?" Hu Hanmin asked.

"The state owns the land. The people can apply for usage rights, and aside from paying taxes, there are no other fees," Chen Ke answered bluntly.

"Doesn't that mean the People's Party is the owner of this land? You are the biggest landlord!" Hu Hanmin's voice became excited. He hadn't expected such a tyrannical land reform policy.

"We in the People's Party do not own an inch of land. The land is state-owned; anyone who wants to use the land must apply," Chen Ke replied, though by now he was slightly frowning.

Hu Hanmin became even more excited. "Then isn't the current government in Anhui a People's Party government?"

Chen Ke did not answer this question. He had regained his calm. "Mr. Hu Hanmin, was the purpose of Sun Wen sending you here just to argue these things with me? I am very busy and really don't have time to listen to you say all this. However, we have reception personnel; you can direct your questions to them, and they will tell you the facts."

Kita Ikki also felt that Hu Hanmin had lost his composure. He quickly produced a letter. "Mr. Chen, this is a personal letter for you from Mr. Sun Wen."

Chen Ke no longer bothered with the agitated Hu Hanmin. He took the letter and opened it to read. The wording in Sun Yat-sen's letter was very mild. He hoped the People's Party and the Tongmenghui could join forces against the Qing and jointly promote this work through a joint telegram. Chen Ke could guess the key to this: Sun Yat-sen still hoped to unite with the People's Party, as this would be very beneficial to the reputation of both Sun Yat-sen and the Tongmenghui.

"Please inform Mr. Sun Wen that we in the People's Party naturally have our own methods of outreach. To coordinate further at this time would require too many adjustments. I appreciate his kind intentions, but it seems there is no hope for cooperation this time," Chen Ke said to Kita Ikki.

Kita Ikki looked at the fuming Hu Hanmin, then at the calm Chen Ke. He already understood that this time the two sides would certainly not reach an agreement. The People's Party never cooperated with other revolutionary parties; the only time they had was during the attack on Anqing. In the end, the People's Party acted completely low-key, making it seem as if the Yuewang Society had been the main force instead. Not only with the Tongmenghui, but even with the Guangfu Society, which had a good relationship with the People's Party, the People's Party never tried to snatch their fame. This seemingly mild method effectively separated the People's Party's relationship with other parties while ensuring the People's Party's completely independent and autonomous stance.

"Mr. Chen, you might want to reconsider," Kita Ikki urged.

"We in the People's Party have said long ago: anyone who supports the Manchu Qing is our enemy. We are never polite to our enemies. Moreover, we are going to have a massive conscription drive soon, bringing our troops up to 600,000. During this National Assembly election, whichever surrounding province supports the Manchu Qing, we will eliminate. No politeness, no mercy," Chen Ke answered cleanly and crisply.

Kita Ikki and Hu Hanmin were not cheered by Chen Ke's determined stance. After all, if the People's Party could raise 600,000 troops, they could indeed sweep across the entire south. The end of the Manchu Qing could only be described as "just around the corner." This news, which could have been described as "great joy," did not make Kita Ikki and Hu Hanmin happy at all.

The People's Party's attitude toward other political parties was already so clear; the lackeys of the Manchu Qing were surely doomed. However, once the People's Party grasped the power of China, other parties that had no cooperation with them would likely fare no better than the Manchu Qing. Although Chen Ke didn't say it outright, both Kita Ikki and Hu Hanmin held this strong conviction.

The silence in the conference room didn't last long. Chen Ke then asked, "Do the two of you have any other official business? If not, please allow me to take my leave; I still have many matters to attend to here."

Kita Ikki quickly said, "Mr. Chen, may we take a tour of the base area? Along the way here, what we saw and heard opened our eyes. We are very interested in your base area."

"Certainly, you can discuss it with the members of the reception department," Chen Ke replied.

Just then, a guard ran in and whispered a few words to Chen Ke. Chen Ke smiled after hearing them. "Mr. Song Jiaoren has also arrived. I didn't expect him to come so urgently."

Hu Hanmin was shocked. After Song Jiaoren took the Huaxing Society and left the Tongmenghui, he hadn't contacted them for a long time. He hadn't expected him to appear at such a coincidence. There was also surprise on Kita Ikki's face; he had written to Song Jiaoren beforehand to report his itinerary. However, Kita Ikki hadn't expected the two sides to bump into each other so coincidentally.

"Mr. Dunchu is no stranger either; why not invite him in for a meeting together?" Hu Hanmin said quickly.

Chen Ke really did have business. He invited Song Jiaoren in and then said, "Since you are all acquaintances, I don't need to host you separately. However, I truly have matters today. I will discuss things with you all in the afternoon. I hope you will be patient."

Naturally, these people could not force their host, Chen Ke. They became polite instead. "Not at all, Mr. Chen. We are at your disposal; please don't let us rush you."

The comrades from the reception office escorted them to their quarters. The three had indeed not seen each other for a long time. After arranging matters for the others in their party, they gathered together to talk about their recent situations.

"Dunchu, long time no see. You've grown thin," Hu Hanmin said to Song Jiaoren. With the great split of the Tongmenghui, although the Guangfu Society and the Huaxing Society did not possess an entire province, they both had their own territory. In contrast, the Tongmenghui, which was once teeming with talent, still had no actual political power within the country. Hu Hanmin could not help but feel a bit sour.

"Brother Hanmin also looks quite exhausted," Song Jiaoren sighed.

With the representatives of two revolutionary parties now gathered on the territory of the largest revolutionary party, and all three sides having different positions, Hu Hanmin could not help but feel moved. He sighed, "Brother Dunchu, I used to hear that when the Qin lost its deer, the whole world chased it. I felt a sense of heroic grandeur then. But currently, with foreign powers outside and the Manchu Qing within, the revolutionaries themselves cannot unite—isn't it a bit ridiculous?"

Song Jiaoren smiled. "Brother Hanmin, I wonder what Mr. Sun's view is on provincial autonomy?"

"Mr. Sun believes that provincial autonomy is just warlord autonomy and is entirely a recipe for disaster and humiliation. If China cannot unite to oppose imperialism and the Qing, the outcome will certainly be a fate of being carved up," Hu Hanmin said emphatically.

Song Jiaoren nodded repeatedly after hearing this. Kita Ikki's face remained expressionless, but in his heart, he strongly disagreed. Sun Yat-sen indeed opposed provincial autonomy, but Kita Ikki knew that Sun Yat-sen had done his best to contact Japan, Britain, the United States, and other countries, hoping to gain their support. In return for their support, Sun Yat-sen had made various promises of concessions and allowing foreign privileges to exist. To Japan, he promised they could jointly develop the Northeast; with Britain, he discussed that Britain could enjoy rights in the Yangtze and Pearl River basins. To France, he offered the interests of Yunnan and Guangxi as compensation.

In short, in Kita Ikki's view, Sun Yat-sen was a completely Westernized Chinese person; his conduct and thinking were all in the Western mode. Sun Yat-sen did not stand on the standpoint of the Chinese people to carry out the revolutionary cause, but wanted to implement Western democratic concepts in China through revolutionary means. Therefore, to achieve his goals, he often spared no means to seek foreign support.

Although Hu Hanmin spoke with righteousness, once provincial autonomy was implemented, each province would certainly prioritize its own interests. Since Chen Ke had just said he wanted to recruit 600,000 troops, Kita Ikki thought this was a big joke. If the People's Party could really recruit 600,000 troops from four provinces, why wouldn't they just unify China directly?

But since Chen Ke had stated this, combined with the People's Party's usual actions, if the National Assembly once decided to keep the outer shell of the Manchu Qing regime, the People's Party would take at least a few provinces. The provinces would prioritize their own interests, and under such coercion, they would certainly not let the Manchu Qing continue any longer.

Now Sun Yat-sen truly held great power in the Tongmenghui, but this was built on the departure of all other powerful factions. Sun Yat-sen was now just wearing the hat of the Tongmenghui from its glorious days. With his current strength, he was fundamentally unable to intervene in the internal affairs of the various provinces. Even if he seized power in one or a few provinces, he would be nothing more than a local force and could no longer lead the situation of the whole of China. If things evolved into such a state, why would the various countries be willing to invest in a Tongmenghui that was at most a local government?

However, Hu Hanmin's words truly moved Song Jiaoren. He nodded repeatedly. "Revolutionary matters should indeed be handled with one heart and one mind. I came to Anhui this time with exactly this intention."

"Oh? What thoughts does Dunchu have?" Hu Hanmin also became interested.

Song Jiaoren said loudly, "This new National Assembly only has the power to elect the President; other than that, it can only discuss fiscal and tax matters and laws regarding national affairs. The President appoints the Prime Minister, and the Prime Minister forms the cabinet; this government is entirely responsible only to the President. Where is the democracy in that? Yuan Shikai in the north occupies the largest territory, and among the provinces of the world, Beiyang owns the most. If we elect this way, the one elected will surely be a Beiyang President, and a Beiyang President is destined to appoint a Beiyang Prime Minister. This absolutely will not do!"

Hu Hanmin nodded repeatedly. Another problem with provincial autonomy was that the Tongmenghui did not have the support of the truly powerful landlords and gentry in the localities. This meant the Tongmenghui could absolutely not gain an advantage through elections in the localities. Sun Yat-sen strongly opposed this "undemocratic" behavior.

But hearing Song Jiaoren say this, Hu Hanmin suddenly remembered something. The People's Party killed landlords, but they didn't divide the land; instead, they nationalized it. This meant that on the People's Party's territory, everyone was a tenant farmer or a long-term laborer for the People's Party. Therefore, within these four provinces, the People's Party could absolutely obtain one hundred percent support. Moreover, under provincial autonomy, each province could have its own constitution, and the central government could not interfere. Then the People's Party could even establish these policies of theirs in legal form.

Thinking of this, Hu Hanmin's expression changed.

Song Jiaoren was just getting into his stride. "Members of parliament are supposed to be elected by the people, and popular election is the will of the people. How can it be said that the popular will belongs to one person? If we do it this way, let's not call it electing a President; call it electing an Emperor. We only need to say that the throne is taken in turns, and it will be my turn tomorrow. What kind of democracy is that?"

Kita Ikki nodded slightly. "Then what are Dunchu's plans?"

Song Jiaoren said decisively, "I came this time to represent the Huaxing Society and discuss with the People's Party. Let us all revolutionary parties unite, first seize the southern provinces, and then demand a parliamentary system from Yuan Shikai. Let the National Assembly hold power. If the People's Party is willing, we in the Huaxing Society are willing to join with the elders of Hunan to jointly nominate Chen Wenqing as the Great President. Since you are all here, that's perfect. Let's work together to persuade the People's Party to join in this endeavor."

"Hmph!" Hu Hanmin gave a cold laugh. "You think Chen Wenqing will really agree to this? I think he might even support Yuan Shikai instead."
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Chen Ke supporting Yuan Shikai? Both Song Jiaoren and Kita Ikki were stunned by Hu Hanmin's assessment.

Rumors of private deals between the People's Party and Beiyang were circulating everywhere domestically, but until now, such news had mostly come from supporters of the Manchu Qing. The reports claimed that once the two sides reached a decision and Yuan Shikai overthrew the Manchu Qing, the People's Party would support Yuan Shikai as the Great President. Other revolutionary parties had previously dismissed this. After all, opposing the Qing was the current priority; whether Yuan Shikai or someone else became the Great President after the Qing were overthrown was something that could be discussed later.

The People's Party had fought a series of fierce battles with the Manchu Qing, even annihilating the Beiyang Third Division, which was sufficient proof of its firm anti-Qing stance. Furthermore, their relationship with Beiyang was by no means harmonious. Thus, Hu Hanmin’s claim that Chen Ke would support Yuan Shikai truly took both men by surprise.

"Hmph! Who benefits most from provincial autonomy?" Hu Hanmin asked.

"Yuan Shikai, naturally," Song Jiaoren replied.

"And who is second in line for those benefits?" Hu Hanmin continued.

Kita Ikki didn't grasp it immediately, but Song Jiaoren's expression darkened instantly. Under provincial autonomy, whoever had the largest territory and the firmest control over it would be the most advantaged. The one ranked second, beyond any doubt, was the People's Party, which currently sat upon four provinces.

Hu Hanmin’s face wore a sneer. "Dunchu, you and I pursue democracy by relying either on revolutionary youth or local gentry. In Chen Wenqing's eyes, only those *he* calls revolutionary youth actually are. As for the local gentry, Chen Wenqing intends to uproot them entirely. What kind of revolution is this? Leaving the Manchu Qing alone to go around seizing land locally and eliminating those who disagree. Who would believe Chen Wenqing hasn't cut a private deal with Yuan Shikai! There’s no smoke without fire; the rumors about Chen Wenqing and Yuan Shikai colluding must be true."

Song Jiaoren’s face was grim; Hu Hanmin had indeed moved him. Beyond the rumors of collusion, from a practical standpoint, there was a deep "blood relation" between the People's Party and Beiyang. Several prominent leaders within the People's Party were mostly of Beiyang origin. Yan Fu himself was a Beiyang general; Chen Ke himself, as a Henan native, was a fellow provincial of Yuan Shikai and a disciple of Yan Fu. Chen Ke's wife had been introduced through Yuan Shikai's matchmaking. As for the current leader of Huaihai Province, Shang Yuan, he was also of Beiyang origin. That such a group of people had raised the banner of rebellion was itself quite surprising.

Seeing that Song Jiaoren’s expression had completely changed, Hu Hanmin smiled. "Dunchu, you are a simple man and too trusting. Let's put aside whether the rumors are true or false for a moment. Chen Ke said with his own mouth that he plans to conscript 600,000 troops; Mr. Kita Ikki can testify to that. With an army of 600,000, it is absolutely enough to carry out the revolution. When we see Chen Ke this afternoon, we will present your proposal. If Chen Ke agrees, I won’t say another word—I’ll be the first to kowtow and apologize to him. Moreover, since the Tongmenghui has no military strength to speak of, we won’t ask for any official positions; we’ll just follow Chen Wenqing and fight to the death at his beck and call. What do you think, Dunchu?"

There was no need to explicitly state the assumption that Chen Ke would refuse. If Chen Ke refused, it would prove that the private agreement was real. Song Jiaoren fully understood what Hu Hanmin left unsaid. The People's Party, as a revolutionary party, revealed too many oddities; they emphasized practice over words, and their actions always preceded their external outreach. Furthermore, the firmness and decisiveness of the People's Party’s actions were unlike anything Song Jiaoren had ever seen.

It was normal for the countryside to remain unchanged for decades. Song Jiaoren often missed his mother; while campaigning in Hunan, he had returned home once, and his hometown was exactly as he remembered it. But Song Jiaoren had been to the base area, and compared to two years ago, the changes in the rural areas along the way were earth-shattering: vast groves of mulberry and bamboo, large tracts of newly leveled farmland, and irrigation canals crisscrossing between them. This far exceeded Song Jiaoren's imagination.

Revolutionaries who have never practiced believe that with a wave of the hand, the revolution will succeed, and once it does, China will undergo a massive transformation. Only revolutionaries who have personally practiced know how much arduous effort is required for such changes. Never mind such earth-shattering changes in the countryside; even collecting a single tax from a village can result in loss of life. In this regard, the Huaxing Society and its enemies both had blood on their hands. Despite shouting for revolution and opposing the old system, the Huaxing Society had no choice but to maintain the gentry system of the old era, even utilizing the same tax collectors.

Song Jiaoren, who had deeply experienced how difficult it was to govern a locality, could fully imagine the difficult situation the People's Party currently faced. Cooperation with Yuan Shikai was very possible.

However, Hu Hanmin had more than one accusation against the People's Party. "Brother Dunchu, have you considered another matter? If Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai have reached an agreement, who exactly does he intend to use those 600,000 troops against?"

This accusation was even more dangerous. This time, even Kita Ikki, who had been mostly silent, changed his expression. If the People's Party intended to fish in troubled waters, they would certainly intervene in regions still in chaos, and Hunan was undoubtedly the best choice. After seizing Hunan, the People's Party would likely not allow the Hunan Huaxing Society to remain as the leaders of the province.

"Brother Hanmin worries too much." Song Jiaoren’s expression returned to normal. "Since it is a revolution, why distinguish between us? If the People's Party can sweep away the warlords in Hunan, what does it matter if we let them take charge?"

"You..." Hu Hanmin never expected Song Jiaoren to display such a magnanimous spirit at this moment, which made it difficult to say anything else. Just as he was about to speak, Song Jiaoren waved his hand. "You and I are merely speculating. Perhaps Chen Ke will agree to the plan to unite all revolutionary parties."

Seeing Song Jiaoren’s attitude, Hu Hanmin chose to wait for the time being. As a Japanese revolutionary youth, Kita Ikki had seen such scenes many times. Passionate revolutionary discussions could turn into tense standoffs in an instant; people gathered for cooperation only to end in complete division. Japanese revolutionary youth were no different from Chinese revolutionary youth. Kita Ikki was twenty-eight this year; he knew very well that any revolutionary ideal would meet such a result once it encountered real interests.

While Hu Hanmin was out using the latrine, Kita Ikki took the opportunity to say, "Brother Dunchu, you cannot entirely believe Hu Hanmin's words."

The Tongmenghui led by Sun Yat-sen was now actually at a crisis point. Their sources of funding were cut off, and the Japanese government, which had once been quite polite to Sun Yat-sen, no longer supported him. As far as Kita Ikki knew, the Japanese government had signed several documents with Sun Yat-sen. At that time, there were people in Japan who hoped Sun Yat-sen could return to China to take charge amidst the chaos. But the situation did not evolve into a full-scale civil war, and Britain had clearly stated to Japan that it would not allow Japan to interfere in Chinese affairs—particularly emphasizing that it would not allow Japan to interfere in the affairs of the Yangtze River basin. Under these pressures, the Japanese government had to temporarily downgrade its relationship with Sun Yat-sen. At this time, Sun Yat-sen needed a massive amount of support, regardless of which side it came from.

Kita Ikki was about to explain in detail when he saw Song Jiaoren smile normally. "No need to say more; I can probably guess. There are some things Mr. Sun has no choice in."

Since Song Jiaoren was already so perceptive, Kita Ikki didn't need to say anything else useless. He produced Sun Yat-sen's manuscript of the *Three People's Principles* and handed it to Song Jiaoren. "This is the result of Mr. Sun's painstaking research."

When Hu Hanmin returned, he saw Song Jiaoren buried in the *Three People's Principles* manuscript, which made him feel much happier. Chen Ke's coldness and criticism toward the Three People's Principles had deeply wounded Hu Hanmin. This set of proposals was the true lifeblood of the Tongmenghui. Everyone had discussed, analyzed, and negotiated over every aspect repeatedly before this complete theory was formed. Yet Chen Ke had treated it like a worn-out shoe.

"Dunchu, what do you think?" Hu Hanmin asked quickly.

"I’ve just started; I haven't finished reading," Song Jiaoren replied.

Hearing that Song Jiaoren’s voice was not enthusiastic, Hu Hanmin immediately became unhappy. The split of the Tongmenghui was not solely due to Chen Ke's appearance; Hu Hanmin knew very well that even without the People's Party, the Tongmenghui would still have split. Or rather, the Tongmenghui had never been a united political organization.

Among the three major forces in the Tongmenghui, Sun Yat-sen's faction wanted to follow the route of a strong American president. Aside from being elected, the American president wielded power no less than that of a monarch in any monarchy. But this led to a problem: Sun Wen hoped he could sit in that position of great power, so he always, intentionally or unintentionally, avoided events that could lead to death. This naturally caused growing friction with practical workers like Tao Chengzhang of the Guangfu Society.

The Guangfu Society followed the route of independent farmers and the local gentry. Because the Manchu Qing lost every battle, they transferred their financial crisis directly onto taxes. Coupled with the darkness of officialdom, intellectuals from independent farmer and gentry backgrounds were the first to be unable to bear such great economic and political pressure and began to seek rebellion. This also led to the early divide between cultural celebrities like Cai Yuanpei and grassroots practical workers like Tao Chengzhang.

As for Song Jiaoren, he was quite different. Song Jiaoren hoped China would emulate France and take the path of parliamentary politics. Whether it was Yuan Shikai's bureaucratic "responsible cabinet" system, Sun Yat-sen's presidential system, or the anarchist-style feudal secret societies of the Guangfu Society from the perspective of independent farmers, they all gave Song Jiaoren some ideas. But he was also very different from them.

Song Jiaoren truly hoped to promote thorough party politics; it didn't matter who finally took office, as long as the power was in the hands of the parliament. It wouldn't matter to the country if a cat or a dog became president; Song Jiaoren didn't care. What he most desired was the "party-ization" of politics on a national scale.

These three forces, which were originally as different as a horse's head and a donkey's behind, could never have gotten along, but because they shared the common great enemy of the Manchu Qing, they were forced to huddle together for warmth.

The first to split off were the grassroots representatives of the Guangfu Society, led by Tao Chengzhang, who attributed the pressure borne by independent farmers and gentry to foreigners. Sun Yat-sen's cooperation with foreigners deeply provoked Tao Chengzhang and others. Furthermore, to launch a revolution, Tao Chengzhang needed money. The Sun Yat-sen faction within the Tongmenghui had a "Shanghai style"—boastful and getting money everywhere through bluffing. Yet this money was never used to support the grassroots rebellion. A split was unavoidable.

Ever since the Manchu Qing began to suffer heavy blows, Huang Xing of the Hunan Huaxing Society—a man of absolute action—saw an opportunity, and Song Jiaoren also lost faith in Sun Yat-sen. They chose to return to Hunan to develop.

With the Manchu Qing about to collapse, the divisions among the three forces were not closing but growing wider. From Song Jiaoren's reply just now, it was obvious he wasn't interested in Sun Yat-sen's Three People's Principles.

No matter how dissatisfied he was, Hu Hanmin would not express it directly. Sun Yat-sen might not say it, but the remnants of the Tongmenghui loyal to him all hated the People's Party to the bone. Without the People's Party, the Tongmenghui would undoubtedly be at the crest of the revolutionary wave right now. But with the rise of the People's Party, the possibility of the Tongmenghui achieving a parliamentary presidential system was becoming smaller and smaller.

Chen Ke absolutely refused to accept any of Sun Yat-sen's proposals and firmly drew a line between himself and Sun Yat-sen. Under the balance of power between the People's Party and Beiyang, the various provinces of China had actually maintained a basic stability. Coupled with the fact that the Manchu Qing was about to collapse and reform was imminent, the Tongmenghui branches everywhere were watching from the sidelines, and no one was willing to participate in armed actions to completely overthrow the existing system. This made Sun Yat-sen's hopes of taking office more and more remote.

Hu Hanmin sat back down on his stool, watching Song Jiaoren slowly flip through the work on the Three People's Principles. Hu Hanmin suddenly wished that Chen Ke and Song Jiaoren would both drop dead of a sudden illness. At this stage, only total chaos would give Sun Yat-sen an opportunity.

Perhaps Hu Hanmin's brainwave power was too low, as Chen Ke did not suffer a sudden illness. On the contrary, Chen Ke was in high spirits, focused on discussing conscription work with his People's Party comrades. After the first basic plan was sent to each province, they had all come up with their own versions. The Central Committee was now conducting a summary discussion.

"Messaging work is very important, but the treatment of military families must absolutely not be considered as an incentive for enlistment. Instead, we must make everyone understand that these benefits for military families are only to resolve everyone's worries about home, so that comrades can feel at ease when they come out to serve," Chen Ke lectured.

Military families referred to immediate family members. If married, it meant the soldier's wife; if unmarried, it referred to the soldier's parents. At this stage, the benefits for military families could not be considered low. First of all, the land of rural military families would not be taken back but would be temporarily managed by their immediate relatives. The government was obligated to help the families with farming. Furthermore, rural military families did not have to pay that thirty percent tax. The benefits for military families over three years were equivalent to a net gain of 3,000 jin of grain.

In 1911, human life was fundamentally worthless. Never mind 3,000 jin of grain; 1,000 jin was enough for several lives. Therefore, the local outreach departments all wanted to put these substantial benefits at the forefront.

Chen Ke firmly opposed this approach. "Serving is the duty of the people, and providing good treatment for military families is the duty of the state. These are two completely different things. We must absolutely not link the two. Once they are linked, our army will not be an army of the people, but an army of mercenaries. This is a fundamental issue of principle; we must not get it wrong."

"We don't think that way, but the people might not necessarily think the same," Zhang Yu said.

"That is exactly why we must emphasize the role of messaging! Messaging is about explaining things clearly, allowing the masses to understand these complex matters. Messaging work is not simply reading from a script; it is a task that requires genuine understanding and mastery," Chen Ke replied.

The comrades from the Party Central Committee and Anhui responsible for conscription work listened silently. Chen Ke's words were correct, but as for exactly how to do it, everyone felt a bit apprehensive.

"First, let our own comrades understand this matter. This is the most important task at hand. If our own comrades aren't clear, how can they possibly explain it to others?"

Many comrades breathed a sigh of relief. If they first explained it clearly to their own comrades, it would be much easier. Zhang Yu replied, "I will try to write an internal document first."

"Yes, you must explain the issue thoroughly. If we ourselves harbor the intention of 'buying lives,' then conscription work will never get on the right track. This major conscription drive is not just about raising an army; it is also a messaging campaign to make the broad masses accept the correct concept of the duties of the state and the people, and to establish the concept of immediate family members as we have defined it. Even if conscription is a bit slower, it doesn't matter. As long as the correct concepts can be properly promoted, we needn't fear anything else."

After discussion, many key messaging points were eventually established. The comrades responsible for conscription work discovered that, never mind the comrades at the local level or the broad masses, even among the comrades in the Central Committee and the Anhui Provincial Committee, there were plenty who held incorrect concepts. Fortunately, working under Chen Ke had this one benefit: Chen Ke was never afraid of comrades having wrong ideas, and even less afraid of comrades proposing their own views. Chen Ke only feared comrades not telling the truth or not saying what was in their hearts.

During the discussion, various conflicting ideas were listed one by one and discussed specifically. It took more than four hours before the first high-level conscription training outline was considered complete.

"Everyone go back and continue your work. We will continue the discussion tomorrow," Chen Ke said. This kind of work required extremely high standards for basic theory. If one could not correctly grasp concepts such as rights, power, and duty, once several different issues were unpacked, following several lines of thought to their extension, when those thoughts converged, one would see extremely clear conflicts in logic and theory.

At this stage, there were not many comrades in the Party who could follow the same theory across most issues. Therefore, Chen Ke had to personally oversee the process.

In truth, Chen Ke himself had not fully reached the state mentioned by Xunzi: "Under heaven there are no two ways; the sage has no two hearts." The complexity and cruelty of the revolutionary situation required more flexible means when facing various problems.

Take, for example, Song Jiaoren and Hu Hanmin, who were waiting outside to meet Chen Ke. Even if the two "did not hesitate to speculate about Chen Ke with the worst of intentions," they did not realize Chen Ke's true "wickedness."

Regarding these chaotic forces, Chen Ke neither wanted to eliminate them nor support them. In his view, these forces were nothing more than the best actors; they would demonstrate the errors of various paths to the fullest. The comrades of the People's Party had little experience, which was their greatest current flaw. Relying only on lectures was useless, and relying only on theoretical research was equally useless. Only after seeing the actual situation with their own eyes would the comrades believe that some paths are absolutely dead ends.

Ever since the Yuewang Society had staged those several farces, there was no longer any identification with secret societies within the People's Party. The impact on the Jiangsu silk industry had further allowed the People's Party comrades to understand the decisive role of large-scale, usable "land means of production" in large-scale industry and the production of bulk commodities. Every comparison reinforced the comrades' deeper understanding of the People's Party's policies. Simply knowing that Chairman Chen was correct was meaningless; knowing exactly *how* Chairman Chen was correct was the best way for comrades to continue moving forward.

Therefore, from a political perspective, Chen Ke did not even view Yuan Shikai, Sun Wen, Hu Hanmin, Song Jiaoren, and Kita Ikki as human beings, but rather as "lab rats" for political experiments. It was precisely by relying on these "sacrifices" offered upon the altar of history that the correct path for the future could be pointed out. In this regard, Chen Ke never had the slightest bit of pity.
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"In the construction of the army, the army must obey the command of the Party and the commander..."

"That is bureaucratic thinking."

"What?"

"Note that the people's revolution launched by the proletarian party does not need to leave itself any way out. If the Party cannot represent the people, it will be abandoned by the people, and it will also be abandoned by the army. The idea that the army must obey the ruling party and the commander is a manifestation of the bureaucratic pursuit of stability."

"Then what about systems and discipline?"

"The state is a tool of class rule, but rule does not equal oppression. Since the ruling class of the base areas is the working people, the purpose of the systems established by the base area government is to maintain the interests of the working people. This is the root of everything."

"Isn't that just Left adventurism?"

"Left adventurism demands that reality yield to theory, whereas the core ideas I am stating are in line with the actual situation."

The higher the level of the People's Party meeting, the fewer taboos there were. In front of Chen Ke, the comrades dared to say anything. Firstly, this was due to everyone's age; being in their twenties and thirties was the time of greatest drive. Secondly, it was due to the inherent "safety" of the revolution led by the People's Party. Because the enemy was too weak, up to now, it had always been the People's Party suppressing others, and never the enemy crushing the People's Party. This naturally made the young comrades even more fearless.

Chen Ke let the comrades discuss freely while he seized the time to process some documents. In just this short time, Qi Huishen and Zhang Yu had locked horns. Qi Huishen was still the Chairman of the People's Internal Affairs Committee, while Zhang Yu had not yet taken up his post. The two represented different political views: Qi Huishen criticized Zhang Yu for bureaucratism, while Zhang Yu counterattacked with "Left adventurism."

Chen Ke was not at all clear whether the two were arguing so loudly on purpose for him to hear, nor did he care. The secretary placed documents in front of Chen Ke one by one, and after reading them carefully, he signed his name with a flourish. Since he had now been "parachuted" in to preside over the work in Anhui, he also had a certain plan for the future power of the Provincial Committee. The Party had suffered greatly from decentralization, and Chen Ke had been very concerned about this from the beginning.

With Chairman Chen Ke sitting so firmly on the fishing platform, other comrades began to participate in the fierce debate. Such debates had happened many times, and now the comrades' views were quite inconsistent regarding whether "revolutionary discipline comes first" or "revolutionary theory comes first."

Those prioritizing revolutionary discipline had to face a problem: Chairman Chen Ke always emphasized the universal significance of revolutionary theory. Those prioritizing revolutionary theory encountered another problem: Chairman Chen Ke emphasized the big picture during revolutionary execution, as well as his stance against Left adventurism. Therefore, the final decision-making power for major decisions still rested with Chairman Chen Ke.

By the time Chen Ke finished commenting on the thick stack of documents, the debate among the Central Committee comrades had reached a new level. That was the "relationship between the grassroots and the center."

"Why do we hold 'Zhuge Liang meetings' before battles? Why did we come up with democratic centralism? These are systems established based on theory. The Party's decisions are relatively correct; they are collective decisions, not the self-will of a certain commander. It is about doing ideological work; once explained clearly, they will certainly be supported and agreed to by the commanders and fighters. If the vast grassroots disagree, then the decision must be wrong. If the decision is wrong, it will certainly be corrected. Since it is a collective decision, there is no issue of a certain commander losing face."

"It is still the center that ultimately decides the strategy. What the grassroots comrades ask for is a foolproof plan. But every decision carries risk, and many links have particularly high risks. We are now letting Party members and cadres undertake the work with the greatest part of this risk. Therefore, we must establish discipline at the local level."

The two representative figures, Qi Huishen and Zhang Yu, were now arguing until they were a bit dizzy. Although the content of what they were saying was becoming more and more consistent, their attitudes appeared increasingly sharp and hostile.

Chen Ke knocked on the table. "I very much agree with the discussion on risk links. This is also the reason why we have always been promoting the transparency of decision-making. That is why we have the statement that the People's Party is the vanguard of the working people's revolution."

Hearing Chen Ke speak, the argument immediately began to subside. The comrades all looked at Chen Ke. In the Party, only Chen Ke could lead the comrades to walk on thin ice as if it were solid ground; only Chen Ke could constantly point out the correct path. Although Chen Ke also repeatedly reminded the comrades of the difficulties and obstacles they would encounter on this path, as long as there was a route that all comrades could accept, the magnitude of the difficulties only lay in how to deal with and overcome them. At least regarding the extent to which the work would end the entire link, there was no real divergence within the Party.

"Then does Chairman Chen support Secretary Qi's view on leaving no way out for the revolution?" Zhang Yu was very familiar with the characteristics of Chen Ke's speech. If he supported a specific practice, it was tantamount to expressing a disguised, implicit criticism of a higher-level execution train of thought.

"This has nothing to do with a way out. The purpose of revolution is to promote progress. Since we are moving forward, how can there be any consideration of retreating?" Chen Ke still expressed his attitude implicitly. "The key point of propaganda work lies in publicizing a result, and explaining to the masses why we are doing this. Therefore, the clarity of the theory in propaganda work, as well as logical self-consistency, is extremely important. Of course, Comrade Zhang Yu believes in discipline during execution, and even a certain degree of confidentiality; I do not oppose that either. I know that comrades have always felt that I don't speak much truth."

Hearing this last sentence, many of the Party's senior cadres couldn't help but smile. This kind of criticism was almost completely public. Chen Ke viewed current execution as extremely important, so it was only long after things were completely over that the comrades could figure out the ins and outs of the whole matter on their own. This made the comrades very annoyed with Chen Ke sometimes. Being kept in the dark, even if it was being kept in the dark with good intentions, still represented an attitude of distrust.

"Chairman Chen, since the theoretical guidance work for this conscription propaganda and the propaganda work itself are so important, I will ask two questions. Chairman Chen, you must tell us exactly what is in your heart." Yuwen Badu spoke up.

Chen Ke nodded. Yuwen Badu rarely spoke so bluntly; it seemed Yuwen Badu was truly anxious.

"The first question: how exactly does Chairman Chen view the masses? You always say we must trust the masses and rely on the masses. Perhaps my political level is too low, but the way I see it, Chairman Chen, you are mainly guarding against the masses and leading the masses." Yuwen Badu raised such a question.

Approving looks appeared on the faces of some comrades; this key question was also troubling them. However, the expressions of Qi Huishen, Zhang Yu, and Ren Qiying were slightly disapproving.

Chen Ke answered, "Speaking of the Chinese people, I have always believed that the Chinese people are great. For thousands of years, China has alternated between abundance and frequent disasters and famines. The masses have high aspirations, but they have long-term anxiety about scarcity. Therefore, the Chinese people place great importance on immediate interests. This is nothing shameful; it is a historical reason, the continental monsoon climate is just like that. Think about it, if you trace back every family for a dozen or dozens of generations, it has been an alternation of famine years, bumper harvests, wealth, and disasters. One moment they are rich, the next their families are broken and they are dead. This long-term state cannot help but foster a habit in Chinese people of desperately grabbing what they can get their hands on. In our investigations of the base areas, those who value money the most are precisely the kind of people who succeeded through hard work. This is the result caused by the natural environment and history."

These words didn't sound like nice words, but they were the honest truth. Every comrade nodded slightly.

"Such historical reasons have made our Chinese people disbelieve in ghosts and gods. They go everywhere to pray to gods and Buddhas because the masses do not have enough grasp of science and cannot recognize those natural laws. But as long as it is not the type seeking psychological comfort and peace, there are very few Chinese masses who truly believe in these gods, Buddhas, ghosts, and monsters. In my book *Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism*, I discussed this issue. Of course, in that book, there were many things I didn't say, and many places where I spoke nonsense. Everyone need not mind."

There was another ripple of low laughter, especially from the comrades who had started following Chen Ke early on because of that book. Everyone could indeed recognize the problems in that book now, but no one was angry, because even that book had revealed the true face of the vast world to these youths to a considerable extent and lifted the fog from before their eyes.

"After thousands of years of tossing and turning, those who didn't fight or grab, who held expectant hopes for the coming year, all died out long ago in the face of disasters. The ones left are those who built fortified docks and hid inside them, collecting every grain of food, every piece of ragged cloth, strangling the extra children born, and beating to death or enslaving outside refugees. This habit of desperately wanting more and hurriedly occupying more has been carved into our bones after so many generations. From bargaining over buying vegetables in small matters, to desperately buying houses—buying several houses—in medium matters, to being extremely stubborn about territorial issues in major matters. The Chinese people simply cannot say, 'I didn't get it this time, next time will be fine.' The situation in China is that next time it changes, it's long gone. Whatever you encounter is always a new situation."

These words were too realistic and didn't sound like praise for the people at all. How could Chen Ke, holding such an attitude, support trusting the people? But no one dared to easily draw any conclusion. Because every time, Chen Ke could unexpectedly pull the problem back to his initial theory and give an almost irrefutable definition in an even more eloquent way.

"Born in sorrow and dying in peace—this implies the disasters and changes that have lasted for thousands of years, forming the simple materialist worldview of the Chinese people. This simple materialist worldview determines that the Chinese people are the most reasonable. If they were not reasonable and instead believed in those heresies, China would have perished long ago. Therefore, the Chinese people can certainly recognize the fact that revolution promotes social progress. They can equally recognize the science and democracy we promote, and they will also fully utilize this democracy and science to make their own lives better, thereby achieving the comprehensive progress of the entire society. So I have always believed in the masses and relied on the masses. Without the masses, there would be none of our current revolutionary achievements."

Yuwen Badu remained silent. The logic of the principles Chen Ke recounted had no problems, yet it made people involuntarily feel a strong sense of dissonance. Something must be wrong; there was something Chen Ke hadn't explained clearly. After being silent for a good while, Yuwen Badu asked, "Then how do we trust the masses?"

"As long as you consider yourself not to be part of the masses, then you cannot possibly trust the masses." Chen Ke stared at Yuwen Badu with a solemn expression, speaking word by word. "We are all Chinese. Every one of us has inherited this way of thinking passed down from our ancestors. If you don't treat yourself as part of the people, if you don't think that you also have these characteristics of the masses, but instead think you are a cut above others, thinking that the masses must obey your will, then the vast majority of things cannot be accomplished. Because what the Chinese people consider first is their own interests. If the interests of the masses cannot be satisfied, then one's own interests can absolutely never be realized."

Chen Ke's expression was too solemn, looking aggressive, and no one was willing to continue making a sound at this moment. Moreover, the comrades also knew that there were some reasons why Chen Ke said this to Yuwen Badu. Chen Ke had criticized Yuwen Badu very frequently recently. More importantly, Chen Ke had arranged for Ren Qiying to be Yuwen Badu's deputy for several years now, and Yuwen Badu had made great progress. But this bit of progress was acting as a foil to Ren Qiying's even greater progress.

Someone had already publicly mocked Yuwen Badu as being Ren Qiying's deputy, and there were indeed major problems in Yuwen Badu's recent work arrangements. Not only did many policies fail to get support from the Anhui Provincial Party Committee, but problems occurred frequently in the work Yuwen Badu was directly responsible for, which was a rare situation within the People's Party. Whether it was Yuwen Badu's public self-criticism or the comrades' private discussions, everyone believed that Yuwen Badu had been too impatient recently and had lost his composure. But admitting it without obvious improvement meant the problem was big.

It was just that Yuwen Badu had too much seniority, and no one was willing to be the first to bring up the issue of replacing him. Moreover, the Party's general election had not yet arrived, so it was really difficult to move Yuwen Badu. Many comrades had already started hoping in their hearts that Chen Ke could forcefully push for personnel changes. Seeing Chen Ke's attitude so solemn this time, this thought began to become active again.

However, Chen Ke's secretary came in at this moment. He whispered, "Chairman Chen, regarding the meeting with those people from the Tongmenghui outside, should we arrange it for tomorrow?"

Chen Ke replied, "No need, I'll go over now. Have you arranged the other reception comrades?"

"They have already been arranged," the secretary replied.

"Let's stop here. I'll go deal with the matters outside first," Chen Ke said as he stood up.

"Chairman Chen, I... I want to talk to you privately," Yuwen Badu suddenly said.

"This evening," Chen Ke gave the answer.

Many comrades immediately hoped in their hearts that Yuwen Badu could see the current situation clearly and choose to resign voluntarily. With this thought, many gazes fell on Ren Qiying. If Yuwen Badu stepped down, Ren Qiying would become the comrade with the most hope of taking over Yuwen Badu's position. Obviously, Ren Qiying pretended not to see these gazes; she lowered her head slightly and began to organize the documents in front of her. Until Ren Qiying stood up and left the meeting room, her gaze never made contact or exchanged anything with other comrades.

When Chen Ke brought Umekawa Kamiyoshi into the meeting room, the faces of Song Jiaoren, Kita Ikki, and Hu Hanmin were all unpleasant. It wasn't that they had decided not to give Chen Ke a good look, but according to the introduction by the reception staff before entering, a conflict had occurred between Song Jiaoren and Hu Hanmin.

Umekawa Kamiyoshi was already the Director of the Agricultural Bureau of Fengtai County. The People's Party had no discrimination against Japanese comrades. There was always a glass ceiling for foreigners, but it was limited to senior Party and administrative positions; for example, no Japanese comrade had obtained a provincial-level position. On the contrary, in the army, several comrades engaged in military work like Kuroshima Jin had already reached the level of division cadres. After all, the army looked at military merit; guys who hid in the back wouldn't get promotion opportunities. Only army comrades who dared to fight and struggle on the front line could gain recognition. People who put life and death aside might become traitors, but it was hard to imagine them becoming spies.

Learning that the Umekawa Kamiyoshi before him was Japanese, Kita Ikki was already somewhat agitated. And Umekawa Kamiyoshi's current official position didn't sound low, which caused a subtle change in Kita Ikki's attitude towards the People's Party.

Song Jiaoren spoke according to the preparations made beforehand: "Mr. Chen, we have a suggestion. Let our various revolutionary parties unite, first take the southern provinces, and after overthrowing the Manchu Qing, we demand the implementation of a parliamentary system, with the National Assembly holding power. If the People's Party is willing, we of the Huaxinghui and the Tongmenghui will jointly nominate Mr. Chen as the Great President."

After introducing the idea, Song Jiaoren, Kuroshima Jin, and Hu Hanmin all stared at Chen Ke with burning gazes. Umekawa Kamiyoshi was a forcibly dragged-in receptionist; he never expected to hear such a "major event" as soon as he entered. He looked at Chen Ke in confusion, puzzled over whether he should be listening to these things.

At this moment, everyone heard Chen Ke say, "Our People's Party has never feared launching a revolutionary war, but we ourselves oppose meaningless wars. Since the so-called National Assembly is to be convened this year, we might as well give them a chance. If they insist on being buried along with the Manchu Qing, our People's Party will not be polite either."

Hu Hanmin revealed a mocking expression. "If these people decide to overthrow the Manchu Qing, with the currently proposed presidential system of federal autonomy, Yuan Shikai will first steal the political power of the Manchu Qing, and then steal the presidency of the country. I wonder what view Mr. Chen has on this?"

"What we are fully promoting now is the overthrow of the Manchu Qing. If Yuan Shikai supports the continued existence of the Manchu Qing, then needless to say, we will certainly do our utmost to eliminate him. As for whether Yuan Shikai comes to power after the Manchu Qing is finished, I actually think it should be resolved politically. I said earlier that our People's Party is willing to launch a war to overthrow the Manchu Qing; this is also the obligation of our People's Party. However, after overthrowing the Manchu Qing, our People's Party is unwilling to launch a warlord war. To launch a war for one's own selfish interests, I think this is an irresponsible attitude. Political problems should be resolved politically."

Hu Hanmin gave a cold laugh but did not speak. Song Jiaoren, however, opened his mouth. "I wonder if Mr. Chen supports a presidential system or a party system?"

"What our base areas implement is a multi-party cooperation system led by the People's Party." Chen Ke gave a clear and crisp answer.

Although Song Jiaoren's expression changed, he was far more cultivated than Hu Hanmin. He asked Chen Ke in detail about what exactly this People's Party-led multi-party cooperation system was.

After listening to Chen Ke finish, Song Jiaoren was silent at first. Only after a good while did he speak. "Can I consider it this way: what Mr. Chen supports is a one-party dictatorship?"
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"The multi-party cooperation system under the leadership of the People's Party is not a one-party dictatorship; it is the people's democratic dictatorship of the broad masses of working people," Chen Ke replied with a grin.

In these times, no matter what they thought in their hearts, everyone inevitably had to shout a few slogans about democracy and republicanism. The only one who consistently put forward the concept of dictatorship was the People's Party. Upon hearing "dictatorship," Song Jiaoren immediately felt strong resistance in his heart. Dictatorship meant "coercion," meant the powerful suppressing the weak. This was worlds apart from the "democracy" Song Jiaoren hoped for.

"Without a party system and an election system, where does democracy come from?" Song Jiaoren immediately retorted.

There were also such views within the People's Party in the early days, and Chen Ke had long grown tired of hearing them. "'Democracy' as a slogan is poorly explained and its meaning is unclear. Those who shout about democratic systems never regard themselves as the people. Mr. Song, can you tell me who exactly you refer to when you speak of 'the people'?"

Song Jiaoren was stunned. Chen Ke's words didn't sound good no matter how he listened. If speaking from Song Jiaoren's true heart, whoever supported party politics was "the people." So in the current China, Song Jiaoren truly believed that there were actually very few who could be called "the people." But this kind of thing could be thought, yet was very difficult to say publicly. Especially to someone like Chen Ke who held great power.

"Mr. Chen, isn't it good to overthrow the monarchy and realize democracy?" Song Jiaoren avoided Chen Ke's question and directly led the topic in this very general direction.

Chen Ke stared at Song Jiaoren and said in a rather cold tone: "Our People's Party has always been dedicated to overthrowing the monarchy; this is our greatest goal at the present stage. As for democracy, don't talk about elections or political parties. Democracy—who are the people?"

Hu Hanmin immediately interjected: "The four hundred million compatriots of China are the people."

Chen Ke turned a deaf ear to this; he stared at Song Jiaoren, waiting for Song Jiaoren's answer.

Song Jiaoren held back for a good while before saying: "The common people of China are the people. But now the people's wisdom is not yet open, so we must rely on revolutionaries and gentry everywhere."

"In other words, Mr. Song believes that at the current stage, there are people more suitable to be 'the people' than the common people?" Chen Ke pressed.

Song Jiaoren was forced into a corner by Chen Ke; he asked in return: "Then what does Mr. Chen think?"

"What I think is not important at all; what situation we face is the most important. The people want to eat and drink, want land to farm. This is the most important thing. Our People's Party government can't conjure up money, nor can we conjure up grain. We can only go farm the land, repair water conservancy, and build dams together with everyone. This is the people—they want to eat, drink, and live. If this democracy can conjure up food and drink, the people will definitely follow you. If it can't, the people will absolutely not pay attention to you."

Chen Ke's tone was very heavy. Before the revolution, he had also once been a believer in democracy for a time. But once he truly participated in the revolution, he detested it. State institutions must guarantee the development of productive forces and guarantee the effective operation of society. This was originally a very scientific thing. A bunch of people engaging in politics had smeared too many things onto the vocabulary of democracy, as if without the word democracy, it would be the end of the world. The people wouldn't die at all if they didn't use the word "democracy" for a month, but they would definitely die if they didn't eat food for half a month. This was the truth of the word "democracy."

As for these people promoting democracy at the end of the Qing Dynasty, what they hoped for was to obtain power through "democracy." Among all those who actively came to Chen Ke to propagate democracy, not a single one mentioned the immediate living problems of the people. Not a single one.

"Then Mr. Chen will absolutely not support the parliamentary system?" Song Jiaoren said in a reproachful tone. As if Chen Ke had done some terrible evil deed.

Song Jiaoren was quite tragic in history. Regarding who assassinated Song Jiaoren, there were various theories in history. Chen Ke originally felt he should give Song Jiaoren a little respect, but this respect had vanished with contact. Hearing Song Jiaoren's reproachful tone, Chen Ke could no longer hold back; he let out a cold snort.

"Mr. Song, in your view, democracy is your banner, very important, very necessary. Without democracy, you few people would have nothing. I can understand. But for us, democracy is a tool used to solve the immediate living problems of the masses. Everyone has no land to farm, so we democratically discuss it, and the land must be nationalized. China is being bullied, so we democratically discuss it, and we must overthrow the Manchus. What we want to get from democracy is support, not like you, getting a bunch of people with assets to decide the fate of the people. There is really nothing to talk about between our two sides on this matter. What we talk about in the base area is how to do things. How to let everyone eat their fill first, dress warmly, how to earn more money, and ensure the children all go to school. Those democracies you talk about are fundamentally useless for the practical problems we need to solve now; of course, I cannot support your set of parliamentary democracy."

These words stabbed Song Jiaoren's sore spot like a knife. Song Jiaoren flew into a rage; he slapped the table with a *pa*, pointed at Chen Ke, and said: "Mr. Chen, according to what you say, how is what you are doing different from those feudal emperors and warlords?"

"Heh heh!" Hu Hanmin laughed coldly twice from the side at just the right moment, intensifying the already heated situation a little more.

Chen Ke calmed down instead. "I can tell you the biggest difference between us. You believe in having a certain system first, and then using this system to manipulate the people. We believe in first recognizing that we are part of the people, and then learning to live well together with the people. Only in this process can a system that truly meets the needs of the people be produced."

These were Chen Ke's heartfelt words, but Song Jiaoren and Hu Hanmin clearly thought this was an excuse Chen Ke found for himself to maintain the interests the People's Party had obtained now. Umekawa Kamiyoshi, who came to accompany them, looked serious. Having received the Party's education for so long, he knew clearly that the People's Party had always been trying to implement this concept thoroughly. And Kita Ikki beside him revealed a look of deep respect.

Watching Song Jiaoren's rage and Hu Hanmin's face full of mockery, a little regret arose in Chen Ke's heart. Was falling out with other political parties so early a bit against the "United Front"? But Chen Ke quickly made up his mind. The performance of this group of people in history could only be called "pig-like teammates." Falling out early wasn't a bad thing at all. Moreover, whether it was the Tongmenghui or the Huaxinghui, they gathered the forces of landlords and gentry; this force was Chen Ke's great enemy. Making the hostile stance clear wasn't a bad thing at all. And from a more practical perspective, the Tongmenghui and Huaxinghui didn't even have the ability to effectively mobilize the landlords and gentry.

"Do you gentlemen have any other matters? If not, I will take my leave." Chen Ke said brightly.

"Mr. Chen, I would like to visit the base area. Is that okay?" Kita Ikki hurriedly said. Ever since learning that there were other Japanese revolutionary youths working in the People's Party, Kita Ikki had made up his mind to befriend them properly.

"This Comrade Umekawa is temporarily responsible for your reception work. Discuss it with him," Chen Ke replied.

Song Jiaoren didn't intend to discuss politics with Chen Ke this time. The situation of the Huaxinghui in Hunan was very unoptimistic now. He came this time to borrow money, grain, and guns from the People's Party. Starting such a big conflict was originally not Song Jiaoren's intention. Seeing Chen Ke already had the posture of seeing off guests, Song Jiaoren felt great regret in his heart. Turning his head to see Hu Hanmin's face looking like he feared the world wouldn't be chaotic, Song Jiaoren suddenly felt a huge suspicion: did Hu Hanmin already know Chen Ke's political views and deliberately provoked the conflict in fundamental political positions between the two sides?

While waiting for Chen Ke, Hu Hanmin kept leading the topic towards Chen Ke opposing the democratic system. When Song Jiaoren defended Chen Ke slightly, Hu Hanmin deliberately provoked, and the two argued for quite a while. As a result, when Song Jiaoren talked with Chen Ke, they indeed couldn't agree, and Chen Ke's attitude was so firm. Now that the talks had collapsed, there was no basis for discussing cooperation again. Let alone opening his mouth to ask Chen Ke for things.

Song Jiaoren was a figure after all. At this point, he couldn't care about so many matters of face. He shouted: "Mr. Chen, please stay."

Everyone in the room looked at Song Jiaoren. Song Jiaoren had already changed to a very sincere expression. "Mr. Chen, whether to adopt a party system—now that the Manchus are not yet destroyed and the revolution has not yet succeeded, that can be discussed later. I came this time to ask Mr. Chen for help. The comrades of the Huaxinghui have reached the point of running out of ammunition and food. I hope the People's Party can support the revolution."

Natural disasters were frequent at the end of the Qing Dynasty. Added to the financial collapse of the Qing government, the water conservancy projects that should have been supported by the state in the provinces of the Southeast Mutual Protection during the Gengzi year (1900) were all stopped. The already frequent natural disasters immediately caused great harm.

The basis for the People's Party easily seizing Hubei was that starting from 1904, Hubei had constant floods. Hunan, adjacent to Hubei, was the same. By 1910, Hunan's floods had lasted for seven years. Rice was as expensive as pearls, firewood as cassia; starving people were everywhere, and the lives of the common people were in extreme hardship. After entering summer, Hunan had continuous violent storms, added with "freezing northern winds and snow," causing a rare "strange disaster." "Official dikes and private embankments collapsed countless times, fields and houses were washed away, livestock lost, and the damage was immense."

That the Huaxinghui could gain a foothold in Hunan initially, the large-scale social chaos caused by natural disasters played an important role. But this was only the initial stage. After the Huaxinghui seized Changde, they once proclaimed they would save the elders of Hunan. The rolling refugees that followed directly crushed the Huaxinghui's finances. The grain and materials provided by the Huaxinghui's supporters were fine for feeding a few hundred Huaxinghui members. Faced with tens of thousands of refugees, it was simply a drop in the bucket.

In order to seize Hunan, the Huaxinghui vigorously agitated the Hunan New Army to revolt. Hunan Governor Cen Chunming also consulted many people during the National Assembly meeting. Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong had a way of controlling the New Army, and he became a figure whom many governors of the southeast competed to visit.

Wang Youhong believed that one of the reasons for the New Army's uprising was not recognizing the situation clearly. The New Army generally believed that once the imperial court was overthrown, the situation would immediately improve. They hadn't thought clearly at all: if the court was overthrown, where would their soldiers' pay come from? As long as these things were explained clearly to the New Army, and reforms were practically undertaken, the New Army was still very reasonable.

Having obtained Wang Youhong's true teachings, the southeastern governors put great effort into propaganda after returning. Hunan Governor Cen Chunming also operated this way. He laid out facts and reasoned with the army, and fully utilized his brother Cen Chunxuan's reputation, managing to maintain the situation somehow. Faced with the Huaxinghui's agitation, the New Army did not revolt. The masses in Hunan had difficult lives, and the New Army dared not easily lose their jobs even more. Moreover, after the People's Party seized Hubei and Jiangxi surrounding Hunan, although the pressure was immense, the People's Party concentrated on internal affairs after all. Although they encountered disasters, no refugees ran to Hunan, and the grain trade between the two sides had been cut off. Grain prices in Hunan managed to stabilize at a relatively high position.

The Huaxinghui's efforts to agitate the New Army to revolt actually lost to the fact that the New Army could be paid on time. This was greatly beyond the expectations of the Huaxinghui led by Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing. Faced with the situation of financial exhaustion, a revolutionary party like the Huaxinghui with no foundation was simply not good at protracted war. As a last resort, the Huaxinghui had to start establishing a system within the controlled area and begin collecting taxes. They were a group of outsiders; how could they manage this well? So the Huaxinghui could only "fully cooperate" with the local gentry, rapidly transforming from a revolutionary party into a guardian of gentry interests. The Huaxinghui's reputation among the folk in Hunan began to plummet.

Even having become the guardian of gentry interests, the Huaxinghui still couldn't hold on now. Maintaining more than three thousand troops was a huge consumption. Fighting with the New Army and various local forces, protecting the sphere of influence—troops needed to be deployed everywhere. Even these small-scale wars were gold-swallowing beasts. Song Jiaoren originally didn't like the People's Party, and the Huaxinghui from top to bottom was very wary of the People's Party. The People's Party conquered cities and seized land; once the People's Party fought into Hunan, the Huaxinghui would only be making wedding clothes for others. Only now, at the end of their rope, did Song Jiaoren run to the People's Party for help in a hurry. As a result, out of deep-rooted apprehension in his heart, Song Jiaoren fell into the trap of Hu Hanmin's provocation.

"This requires internal discussion within our People's Party. I alone cannot make the decision," Chen Ke replied.

Hearing this answer, Song Jiaoren's face looked even uglier, and Hu Hanmin couldn't help but sneer again. Umekawa Kamiyoshi revealed an angry look on his face. Regarding external aid, the People's Party must discuss it through the Party Committee; this was organizational discipline. Without discussion by the Party Committee, even Chen Ke wasn't qualified to make the People's Party pay money.

"Mr. Song, write me a number for the loan. I will discuss it at the Party Committee." Chen Ke ignored the expressions of others and asked calmly.

"This..." Song Jiaoren became troubled. his hope was the more the better. As for how much he really wanted to borrow, he had no plan either. With Chen Ke saying this, Song Jiaoren couldn't say an accurate number instead.

"Think about it, and write me a number." Chen Ke said with a smile. "If there is nothing else, I will take my leave first. Comrade Umekawa Kamiyoshi is responsible for reception work; you can discuss with him if you need anything."

Watching Chen Ke's retreating figure, Hu Hanmin sneered again. He turned his head and said: "Dunchu, we should have a good talk."

Unexpectedly, Song Jiaoren snorted coldly, "I have matters tonight; I'm afraid I can't keep you company."

Seeing Song Jiaoren's face full of anger, Hu Hanmin realized this anger was likely directed at himself. He hurriedly said: "Dunchu, do you still believe Chen Ke? Even if he gives aid, it will just be sending you off with some insignificant things."

"We are so poor now that we wish we could beg on the streets. If he sends me off with anything casually, I'd be eternally grateful." Leaving this sentence behind, Song Jiaoren went to discuss the issue of material aid with the Huaxinghui comrades.

Hu Hanmin originally thought he had successfully provoked the relationship between the Huaxinghui and the People's Party, but he didn't expect that Song Jiaoren hadn't told the truth from the beginning. He had actually run here to "beg." The People's Party was wealthy and imposing; this was something that made other revolutionary parties jealous enough to spit fire. As long as Song Jiaoren didn't ask for much, the People's Party could absolutely afford it. Watching Song Jiaoren's back, Hu Hanmin felt a burst of irritability in his heart.

Just then, he heard Kita Ikki already starting to chat with Umekawa Kamiyoshi in Chinese. Kita Ikki seemed not to have heard the content of everyone's conflict today at all, and instead seriously asked Umekawa Kamiyoshi, this Japanese person, about the People's Party's specific policies. Kita Ikki wasn't Hu Hanmin's subordinate; even if Hu Hanmin was unhappy, he had no qualification to gossip about Kita Ikki. Meeting a rebuff at the People's Party, followed by the scattered situation of internal personnel, Hu Hanmin turned his head and left with a cold face.

Kita Ikki didn't care much about Hu Hanmin's mood. Without Hu Hanmin there, he even felt more relaxed. Since neither Hu Hanmin nor Song Jiaoren were there, and Kita Ikki was prepared to help Song Jiaoren, he quickly turned the topic to how the People's Party responded to disaster relief.

Umekawa Kamiyoshi was an old Party member; he participated in the People's Party's disaster relief in Anhui and understood it thoroughly. Fellow countryman meeting fellow countryman, Umekawa Kamiyoshi didn't mind explaining it well.

The People's Party started with disaster relief and had rich experience. Wherever they went, they immediately organized relief and restored production. And they fully utilized these opportunities to promote comprehensive and thorough Land Reform. After Land Reform, the new government organized manpower to start dredging river channels and building dikes. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army played a huge role in this. With the efforts of the surveying teams the People's Party had spent untold hardships to cultivate, the new construction plans were far more scientific than before. The programmatic plan proposed by Chen Ke of "protecting key points, establishing flood diversion areas" increased efficiency even more, and basic water conservancy projects that had been neglected for ten years finally began to recover. In the floods, the People's Party's formidable execution ability ensured one thing: party and government officials everywhere must go to the front line, using local troops as the backbone to ensure the main dikes were not lost. Under such execution ability, even the hastily launched basic water conservancy projects played a huge role.

"Umekawa-kun, all officials go to the front line—is it really like this?" Kita Ikki listened with shining eyes.

"Kita-kun, it really is like this!" Umekawa Kamiyoshi answered proudly. As the Director of the County Agriculture Bureau, going to the dike during the flood season every year was already a common occurrence. With the improvement of the People's Party's cement production and transportation capacity, a considerable part of the key sections of the Huai River dike had begun to turn into solid dikes built of stone and cement.

"Then is it possible to realize the line of the Chinese revolution promoted by the People's Party?" Kita Ikki asked next.

Umekawa Kamiyoshi could see Kita Ikki's desire for revolution. His voice also became somewhat impassioned. "Kita-kun, the People's Party's revolutionary line is built on the foundation of the comprehensive destruction of the old gentry class. I am also reflecting on what exactly the Japanese revolution can learn from the People's Party's Chinese revolution. Looking at it now, Japan must undergo a comprehensive and profound transformation. All old systems must be thoroughly destroyed; the Japanese people must be the masters in Japan. Without the thorough destruction of the old upper strata, Japan will have no new life!"

"I ask Umekawa-kun to enlighten me!" Hearing Umekawa Kamiyoshi speak of the key point, Kita Ikki immediately lowered his head respectfully and said.

If Kita Ikki knew that Umekawa Kamiyoshi originally ran to China to join the revolution only because he couldn't make a living at home and was "coerced" by Kuroshima Jin and others in a muddle-headed way, he might feel his current respect was truly being cheated. But Kita Ikki really wanted to know now how the revolution could be successful like the People's Party.

"I have always been engaged in logistics and agricultural work. I started raising pigs, later went to the army farm, and only later arrived at the County Agriculture Bureau to become this Director. So regarding how to implement military struggle, I personally am not clear." Umekawa Kamiyoshi had been in the People's Party for over five years after all; he still had basic fact-seeking. Moreover, Umekawa Kamiyoshi himself didn't plan to return to Japan to start a revolution from scratch. Recently, many Japanese revolutionary comrades in the People's Party collectively sent people to bring family members willing to come to China to the base area. Although Umekawa Kamiyoshi's parents didn't come, his parents sent his younger brothers and sisters to the base area. Since he didn't prepare to return to Japan to participate in the revolution personally, Umekawa Kamiyoshi wanted even more to impart revolutionary logic to a Japanese revolutionary youth like Kita Ikki who was willing to revolt.

"Kita-kun, without eliminating the exploitation system, the Japanese people will never have a day of emerging. Even if the Japanese upper strata are successful, the people will still have nothing. Only when the means of production are mastered in the hands of the working people will Japan have a true future!"
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Chapter 97: Progress and Conservatism (Part 13)

Chen Ke was originally scheduled to meet with Yuwen Badu that evening, but he suddenly received a telegram. Yuan Shikai was preparing to dispatch an envoy to the base area to negotiate "commercial issues" with Chen Ke. The People's Party Central Committee had predicted Yuan Shikai would initiate these negotiations two months ago; unexpectedly, Yuan had managed to hold out until now before coming to talk business.

Weighing the two matters, Chen Ke discovered he actually didn't want to meet with Yuwen Badu. For an organization like the People's Party, dealing with external affairs was far easier than internal ones. This wasn't complacency on Chen Ke's part. Although they hadn't yet reached the high degree of organizational intensity of the Party in history, as long as the People's Party made a resolution, no person or organization within China's current scope could stop their actions. Not even Yuan Shikai, who was about to seize the nominal leadership of China, nor the entire Beiyang clique behind him. Precisely because of this, Chen Ke knew he had to meet with Yuwen Badu and resolve the problems Yuwen Badu was facing.

Different positions lead to vastly different ways of thinking and results. Chen Ke didn't like to wildy guess at his comrades' thoughts; everyone had limitations, and Chen Ke had his own. As his actual status and authority grew, Chen Ke found he had to endure and bear many things. When the base area was just Northern Anhui, Chen Ke could directly correct local issues. Now, even if he saw a problem, he couldn't simply criticize it, and sometimes even had to say things against his own will. Because Chen Ke's authority required him to be the formulator and maintainer of the entire system, and this position did not allow him to comment on those inevitable minor incidents.

Disorderly bypassing the chain of command—the "closest" historical example was Chiang Kai-shek. Baldy Chiang was in the habit of bypassing the high command to direct division commanders or even regiment commanders directly. The result was a complete mess in the War of Liberation. If a mere regiment commander dared to use Chiang's handwritten orders to defy their direct superiors, there was no need to consider the normal operation of that system. Chen Ke demanded of himself that he absolutely must not repeat those mistakes. Party committee discussions were one thing; as a Party member temporarily residing in Anhui, he had the qualification and obligation to participate in the organizational life of the Party committee. But in actual operations, as a central leader, he could only command his direct subordinates and absolutely must not bypass levels.

Pondering these heavy work matters, Chen Ke returned home. His daughter, Chen Qianru, screamed "Papa" as usual and threw herself at him. In the past, Chen Ke would have immediately felt his mood lighten. But today, even as he lifted his daughter into the air with a smile, his expression remained absent-minded.

A child wouldn't understand an adult's thoughts. Chen Qianru pulled at Chen Ke, trying incoherently to tell him about the day's events. Chen Ke heard but didn't register a word. Just then, He Ying came over and picked up Chen Qianru. "Yueyue, play with Mommy. Let your Papa rest a while."

Giving his wife a grateful smile, Chen Ke leaned back against the headboard, closed his eyes, and began to weigh the situation in Anhui. Anhui was the earliest base area and was now the most troublesome one. Most of the cadres capable of shouldering heavy responsibilities had been sent to new base areas. A significant portion of those remaining were of the mediocre sort—not good enough for high posts but too good for low ones. When manpower wasn't so dispersed, this group of mid-level cadres could honestly perform their abilities at the grassroots level. Later, as many vacancies appeared in Anhui's work, many cadres with insufficient grassroots experience were pulled directly into current positions. If Lu Huitian and others were still there, Yuwen Badu would have been fine doing any job. But the current batch of mid-level cadres, lacking accumulated experience, exposed comprehensive problems.

This wasn't to say Yuwen Badu didn't have problems. The current problem was that Yuwen Badu lacked the ability to command mid-level cadres with greater finesse. More specifically, Yuwen Badu lacked the ability to command the various departments and bureaus within the province.

Just as he formed a judgment and before he could expand his train of thought, He Ying called Chen Ke for dinner. Chen Ke didn't delay; he stuffed the usual amount of food into his stomach without any impression of the process. After eating, he kissed his daughter's little cheek and got up to return to the office. As soon as he entered, Yuwen Badu was already waiting there.

"Chairman Chen, I want to transfer jobs," Yuwen Badu said straightforwardly.

"Why?" Chen Ke asked.

"I originally hoped to work in the Construction Department. Let me build roads and houses; I feel that suits me," Yuwen Badu said firmly.

"Then why do you feel your current work doesn't suit you?" Chen Ke's tone revealed none of his emotions.

"..." Yuwen Badu couldn't articulate why it didn't suit him. After pondering for a good while, he said, "The comrades have a lot of criticism regarding my work."

"What did Comrade Ren Qiying say?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

"Comrade Ren Qiying thinks that in much of my work, I'm either too loose or too strict with the comrades below. But I can never grasp the right degree. It's not just the comrades who are dissatisfied; I'm also very dissatisfied with myself."

"Comrade Yuwen Badu, I must criticize you first," Chen Ke said unceremoniously.

Yuwen Badu seemed mentally prepared. Facing Chen Ke's criticism, he looked straight into Chen Ke's eyes without a hint of shrinking back.

Chen Ke didn't care if Yuwen Badu's expression was determined or tragic. He tapped the desk with his finger and said in one breath, "This request you are presenting to me now is desertion in the face of battle, fear of work. Is this the attitude of a Party member? Is this the attitude for work?"

No matter how Chen Ke scolded him, or even if he immediately dismissed him, Yuwen Badu wouldn't have been surprised. But the meaning within Chen Ke's words was actually demanding him to persist, which greatly exceeded Yuwen Badu's imagination.

"Chairman Chen, I indeed haven't done the job well..."

Chen Ke immediately interrupted Yuwen Badu, "How do you know you haven't done it well? Here! You say you haven't done well, fine. Tell me, where haven't you done well?"

Yuwen Badu cited several examples, such as insufficient tax revenue and fluctuating progress in public works, including flood control dikes. Very concrete and representative, but in Chen Ke's view, completely meaningless. When Chen Ke presided over Anhui, these problems had all appeared, and they were problems that would exist for a long time. But as long as one could go down to the front lines to study them practically, none were unsolvable.

"Then to which comrades did you assign these tasks?" Chen Ke asked.

"I grabbed them myself," Yuwen Badu answered with a guilty conscience.

"That seems to be my working method from back then," Chen Ke replied expressionlessly.

"Yes," Yuwen Badu showed a look of shame. "Chairman Chen, I really can't compare to you. You could solve problems just by looking around casually. I squat at a spot for a long time and still can't find the key points or smooth out the relationships."

Looking at the sincere Yuwen Badu, Chen Ke felt the evil consequences of his previous "one-man show" had fully manifested. This really couldn't be blamed on Yuwen Badu; Chen Ke even thought Yuwen Badu's performance had greatly exceeded his expectations. Chen Ke relied on a hundred years of hindsight, especially an understanding of New China's construction experience. It wasn't arrogance; asking Yuwen Badu to compare with Chen Ke in these aspects was truly unfair.

"Comrade Yuwen Badu, then why don't you boldly hand over the work to the comrades below? We've always talked about perfecting the system within the Party; you should solve these problems by perfecting the system. We're not afraid of working slowly. I'm worried now that if you rush to complete the workload like this, problems are bound to arise in the process."

Yuwen Badu answered gloomily, "Chairman Chen, for some jobs, if they aren't fully completed, the benefits of the whole project won't show. The masses are different now compared to the first few years. In the beginning, having a bite to eat was enough. These past few years, the masses can eat their fill, even eat meat, and as a result, they demand more. Chairman Chen, I'm also from the countryside. You know that when country folk get tangled up with you, it never ends. You can't tell them how much profit there is. If you say nothing and make them work, they fear you won't pay and will do whatever you say. Once you say how much benefit comes from doing how much work, they think that benefit is already in their pockets. No amount of supervision works; they're more self-righteous than you."

There was no way around this sort of thing. Let alone country folk, Chen Ke himself had done such things. Hearing this, he could only grin bitterly.

"Also, the situation in Anhui has changed greatly. Those willing to work honestly have either followed us—joining the army, going to the cities—or stayed home to focus on farming. Now, when recruiting labor, many who come out are loafers. They can't farm well, the cities don't want them, so they hang around everywhere waiting for opportunities. Managing them is especially difficult..."

Yuwen Badu was determined to explain the situation clearly to Chen Ke this time, recounting everything from top to bottom tirelessly. Chen Ke listened and took notes; in the blink of an eye, over three hours passed. Only when Yuwen Badu's mouth was dry did he finally stop.

Chen Ke felt his brain was a bit numb. He stretched and said in a very casual tone, "Comrade Yuwen Badu, Comrade Ren Qiying asked you to report like this, and you finally did."

"Cough, cough!" Yuwen Badu choked on a sip of water and coughed repeatedly. Before fully recovering, he looked at Chen Ke with surprise and guilt. "Chairman Chen, how did you know?"

Chen Ke didn't know originally and hadn't thought of it at first. But hearing Yuwen Badu speak so eloquently, thoroughly, and completely for so long without a script—if Yuwen Badu had this level of competence, he certainly wouldn't be so universally complained about by the comrades.

Looking at Yuwen Badu's slightly uneasy expression, Chen Ke wondered if it was feigned or if Yuwen Badu really felt that unease. But regardless of the case, Yuwen Badu didn't truly have the thought of giving up his current position. Everything has its positive and negative possibilities.

As for whether Chen Ke himself was relying on political maneuvering or the Party organization, there wasn't much choice. "Starting tomorrow, we will conduct a public discussion on Anhui's institutional arrangements. I think it is necessary to discuss establishing a civil service system in Anhui."

After sending Yuwen Badu away, Chen Ke was in high spirits. He paced back and forth a few steps but still felt the mental fatigue couldn't be eliminated. The civil service system could be said to be the core of the bureaucratic system. The Party had suffered greatly back then when establishing the bureaucratic system; various high-ranking Party cadres were directly responsible for establishing civil service systems in different places, which sowed the seeds for the full-scale outbreak of many contradictions later.

The People's Revolution must rely on comprehensive democracy. Theoretically, the people have the full right to freely manage their own affairs. Through People's Congresses at all levels, the people exercise their power. However, the problem lies in the fact that comprehensive industrialization requires a strong government. If the government doesn't take charge, industrial groups will jump out to create a situation favorable to themselves.

Historically, the bureaucratic group had a special fondness for the Soviet-style bureaucracy-supreme system, which was also the cause of later large-scale political movements. History has proven countless times that no bureaucratic system is loyal to the people; the bureaucratic system is loyal to power. Only if the People's Revolution can allow the people to master power is it possible to solve this problem fundamentally.

Moreover, the nature of the bureaucratic system determines that it is only responsible to superiors. This is understandable; if someone engages in "holding the people hostage to enhance their own standing," they are absolutely an ambitious schemer. Not to mention the bureaucratic system won't tolerate such people, Chen Ke wouldn't allow such people to exist within the system either. How to combine the bureaucratic system with the People's Revolution is truly a huge political subject.

To think it has come to this step! Chen Ke didn't know whether to feel lucky or suspect he had gone down a diverging path. Unable to reach a conclusion after much thought, Chen Ke simply chose to go home and sleep.

At daybreak, things started happening. Taking care of his daughter getting up, brushing teeth, washing face, cooking, feeding—He Ying and Chen Ke busied themselves for a while before the work was done.

"Papa, come back early," Chen Qianru said quite fluently.

"Mhm, I'll try my best." Chen Ke kissed his daughter's little cheek, hugged his wife, and then set off.

In the office, Qi Huishen was already waiting. "Chairman Chen, what did Comrade Yuwen say yesterday?"

"Don't worry about him. What were you preparing to say?" Chen Ke asked.

Qi Huishen's attitude was firm. "I want to say just two things. Yuwen Badu has made no major errors in his work, far from grounds for dismissal. Anhui is an old base area; provincial committee comrades compare Yuwen Badu with you, so naturally, many problems appear. If we really compare work ability, most comrades compared to Yuwen Badu are 'seven and a half taels against half a catty'—about the same. It's just that each comrade has strengths in certain areas. If we dismiss Comrade Yuwen Badu, whose work is imperfect, just because we hear people talking, this sets a bad precedent. If one must be dismissed for not being perfect, heaven knows what state Anhui will end up in."

Hearing this, Chen Ke offered no evaluation. "And the second thing?"

"Ren Qiying does not have the ability to take charge of the Governor position. With Yuwen Badu in front blocking for her, Ren Qiying can work freely. If Ren Qiying takes over Yuwen Badu's position now, she won't be able to bear such immense pressure. Comrade Yuwen Badu is at least a revolutionary; Comrade Ren Qiying is a bureaucrat. In my view, we need to break up this pairing now," Qi Huishen said more unceremoniously.

The solution Qi Huishen proposed made Chen Ke's eyes light up. Old comrades viewed problems differently. Chen Ke was also very dissatisfied with Ren Qiying inciting Yuwen Badu from behind to probe the Central Committee. Work is work; Chen Ke felt that whether Yuwen Badu suited the post depended on work performance, not playing politics and balancing acts. Yuwen Badu was fundamentally inept at politics. If a reason had to be found, it was that Yuwen Badu couldn't solve problems, and Ren Qiying didn't firmly suggest the correct path to him.

"Freezing three feet is not one day's cold. The problems can't be just with the two of them. Is there also a problem with the execution and understanding of the system?" Chen Ke asked.

"If there is a problem, it's also what you've emphasized repeatedly: thinking too much for themselves. Considering their position as a kind of benefit. Treating power as their own possession. This sort of thing is too hard to reverse," Qi Huishen answered decisively.

Chen Ke smiled bitterly. "Then if we dismiss, both must be dismissed. We can't leave one alone. And this is also a problem of the Provincial Party Committee. right now, the two of us feel they are unsuitable, but I feel the comrades below might be even worse than them. From yesterday's look, Comrade Yuwen Badu still wants to work; he just lacks work ability. Comrade Ren Qiying is at least a pretty good bureaucrat. She at least has a conscious or unconscious cognition of the bureaucratic system. I'm afraid the comrades below aren't even as pure as these two."

Qi Huishen was responsible for the Party School and Cadre School construction; he could understand Chen Ke's seemingly light words. "Then we need to conduct larger-scale training in Anhui, and we also need to perfect larger-scale system construction. We must first make the metaphysical system sound."

These were actually things Chen Ke had intentionally or unintentionally recounted before. That Qi Huishen could speak so clearly showed he truly understood Chen Ke's thoughts. However, Chen Ke was still a bit uneasy, so he asked, "Huishen, from the perspective of the entire revolution, who do you think are our friends, and who are our enemies?"

"Anyone who colludes with and relies on the European and American powers is our enemy. At the current stage, anyone who is anti-imperialist and anti-feudal can be considered our friend. This is also the root that wasn't stated too explicitly in 'Analysis of Classes in Chinese Society'," Qi Huishen answered.

"Then I want to tell you something. Song Jiaoren wants to come here to seek support. What do you think?"

"That depends on his relationship with foreigners, or rather, what his relationship with foreigners will be in the future," Qi Huishen didn't feel conflicted at all.

"What about the Tongmenghui?"

"The Tongmenghui is inextricably linked with the European and American powers; we can already characterize them as enemies."

"Then what about our cooperation with the foreign devils?"

"Us..." Qi Huishen hesitated. If one spoke of who had the most economic cooperation with foreigners within the scope of China, the People's Party was likely the leader among all factions.

"Then it should be based on whether national rights are sold out... no..." Qi Huishen thought for a while and was actually stumped by this question. "Chairman Chen, what do you think?"

Chen Ke answered, "The European and American powers aren't all incomparably evil. Our normal trade with them has nothing to do with selling out national sovereignty. We welcome normal trade, but we will absolutely never become the running dogs of the European and American powers in squeezing the Chinese people."

This answer was logically self-consistent and highly operable. Qi Huishen nodded repeatedly. He absolutely didn't oppose normal cooperation; without normal commercial trade with the foreign devils, the base area's industrial development would be greatly affected.

"But why did Chairman Chen think of discussing this?" Qi Huishen felt it was strange.

"Yuan Shikai is sending someone. I personally feel Yuan Shikai can't hold on financially. He's coming to ask for money." Chen Ke said with a cold sneer. A friend of Chen Ke's in the past believed that the Boxer Indemnity amount was large for an agricultural country, but really not a particularly special amount for an industrial country. Chen Ke naturally believed not a cent should be given, but when really calculated, it wasn't an astronomical figure even for a primary industrialized region like the base area.

The negotiations between the base area and the British were progressing very well. The British side firmly requested a trade quota of 100 million pounds between the two sides by 1912. 100 million pounds in these years equaled 750 million taels of silver. The British could skim about 10 million pounds of benefit from this. That was 75 million taels of silver. Under other circumstances, how many wars would the British have to fight to get these benefits?

Undoubtedly, Yuan Shikai already knew this news, and he wanted a share of the pie. That was why he sent someone. Chen Ke needed comrades within the Party to stand firmly with him.
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Aside from the difference in scale, the bustle of Fengtai County was no different from that of an ordinary large Japanese city. The only differences were that the roads in Fengtai were wider, and brick-and-tile houses had replaced the wooden structures common in Japan. Moreover, compared to the chaotic mix of various elements in Japan, this place embodied a masculine aura full of planning. The wide roads hardened with cinder, the green belts on both sides of the roads, the parks inside the county town, and the resting areas within the communities—all of this made Kita Ikki feel extremely unaccustomed. If one had to say, this was a city completely designed by people, rather than a city like those in Japan that were formed by people living their lives.

"Umekawa-kun, these announcements..." When Kita Ikki passed the large bulletin board in front of the courthouse, he saw several execution notices among a pile of announcements. The paper had yellowed somewhat; it seemed they had been there for quite some time. They stood out a bit in the row of posted notices.

"The base area promotes the rule of law. Our trials here are public, especially those involving public affairs; they must be publicly tried. Civil cases are held inside the courthouse, but everyone can go and observe," Umekawa Kamiyoshi replied.

"Public trials? Have there been any recently?"

"There haven't been any recently, but last summer a batch was ruthlessly killed." Mentioning this, Umekawa Kamiyoshi's attitude became somewhat fierce. During the flood season of 1910, counter-revolutionaries had attempted to breach the dykes when the floodwaters arrived. At that time, people were coming and going everywhere on the main dykes. The guys intending to breach the dykes were acting suspiciously and were quickly discovered. They confessed upon interrogation. That major execution was a topic of conversation for quite a long time in many places in Anhui in 1910. Umekawa Kamiyoshi was responsible for agricultural work; once the dykes were breached, the hard work of the agricultural department would have gone down the drain. He hated these people especially.

Kita Ikki was appalled upon hearing this. He couldn't quite imagine how much hatred those who participated in the dyke breaching had for the People's Party. "Why on earth?" Kita Ikki asked.

"Hatred for the new government, I suppose!" Umekawa Kamiyoshi replied, furious. The few guys who were discovered were caught by Public Security, but they didn't die right then. After the water levels receded, the masses quickly got the news. Consequently, the masses working desperately on the river dykes immediately exploded in anger. The hot-blooded youths rushed back and dragged the families of these guys onto the main dyke. Inside the main dyke was the surging river water; outside the main dyke were ten thousand *mu* of fertile fields. The masses' family properties were all there. Once the dyke really broke, the harvest and family property of this year would all vanish into nothingness. How could the angry masses stand such stimulation? Except for a few four or five-year-old children who were snatched out by local cadres, the others were all beaten to death by the masses right there on the dyke.

This matter didn't end there. The gang who attempted to breach the dyke frequently engaged in networking, and many of the networkers hadn't gone up to the dyke. After the water receded, local cadres and angry local masses dragged them out and interrogated them under torture, and these people confessed as well. They admitted they knew about the matter. In China, "knowing about the matter" was equivalent to being an accomplice. If they knew someone was going to rebel and didn't report it despite knowing, the People's Party might spare their lives. But knowing someone was going to breach the dyke and not reporting it—this wasn't a crime against the People's Party, but a crime against the people.

The attitude of the masses was firm; they were determined to put all these people to death. There was also a small portion of people within the People's Party who opposed the executions, but the minority of comrades couldn't twist the arms of the majority of comrades. In the end, these guys who "knew and didn't report" were executed as accomplices. The only good thing was that it didn't directly implicate their families.

Regarding this kind of large-scale execution, Kita Ikki also had nothing to say. He couldn't quite imagine this kind of situation. According to Japanese custom, high-ranking threat-makers would say, "I don't know about what happens afterwards." This was a form of ventriloquism unique to Japan. Under the rule of the People's Party, it seemed this kind of Japanese situation didn't exist at all.

"Tens of thousands of masses gathering together, demanding the execution of a batch of people—that scene was truly intense." Speaking of this, Umekawa Kamiyoshi also became somewhat spirited and solemn. He wasn't Chinese after all, and although he also hated those people, Umekawa Kamiyoshi was still shaken by this situation that was completely different from Japan.

Kita Ikki's eyes were full of envy and longing. Japan did not have such gatherings of tens of thousands of masses demanding justice be upheld. It didn't need tens of thousands; if a few hundred people gathered, it would become a rice riot. The Japanese masses would instinctively move towards beating, smashing, and looting. This wasn't because the Japanese masses were unruly; if they could gather hundreds of people, it would already be at a point where it was unbearable.

Looking carefully at these notices, most were not executions. What surprised Kita Ikki greatly was that there were actually notices dealing with corruption crimes by officials in the base area. Eyes widening into circles, Kita Ikki pointed at three notices, "This... this... is this real?"

Umekawa Kamiyoshi said quite proudly, "Of course it's real. The People's Party never goes soft on black sheep. If one is short of money, they can just bring it up. Borrowing money from the organization, or comrades organizing donations—these are all allowed. Embezzling public funds—that is a crime against the organization, a crime against the people."

"But here there's also accepting money from others to help arrange jobs..." Kita Ikki already didn't know how to describe it. Although this person hadn't been sentenced to prison, the public notice criticized this matter fiercely, and moreover, expelled this person from the government department. This kind of thing was absolutely not a wrong deed to Kita Ikki, but the People's Party's view seemed very different from Kita Ikki's.

"The Organization Department never goes soft on this kind of thing. This is a major matter violating organizational discipline. The government recruits people openly every year; voluntary registration, public selection, the capable ascend. Paying some money to mix into the ranks—where is there such a thing? This isn't buying an official post." Umekawa Kamiyoshi was still very satisfied with these matters.

"Isn't the People's Party afraid of chaos?" Kita Ikki particularly cared about this kind of thing. The reason Japanese revolutionaries found it difficult to gain mainstream support in society lay in the fact that while the social mainstream certainly had many grievances, compared to great social chaos, the social mainstream stood on the side of the *zaibatsu* and the government instead. The People's Party's severe methods were completely Kita Ikki's ideal.

"Kita-kun, have you noticed one thing? All of the People's Party's punishments are directed at one type of person. That is, people who disrupt the labor order. No matter your background, no matter your status, if you disrupt the labor order and damage the social order, then you will definitely be punished. Being here with the People's Party, I've really learned one thing: the state is a tool of class rule. In the base area, the ruling class is the vast number of laborers. The system of the base area is designed to safeguard the interests of this ruling class, the laborers. Whereas in Japan, state institutions safeguard the interests of the upper-class exploiters. This is the essential difference between the two sides."

"Please enlighten me, Umekawa-kun."

The People's Party's Party School and Cadre School weren't opened for nothing. After the implementation of land reform, based on the basic equality of social means of production, the People's Party could finally launch comprehensive political discussions. The relationship between "labor power" and "means of production," the definition of the working masses, as well as the final distribution of social products. Transactions, including administrative costs—all this knowledge that was originally only passed down by word of mouth between the highest rulers was opened up to the People's Party and the masses. This triggered a comprehensive great earthquake within the base area. When the simple yet complex system of state operations was finally revealed before everyone's eyes, no one could adapt to it easily.

However, at this time, Chairman Chen Ke put forward an explanation that convinced everyone, "All social and organizational operations revolve around the core of living. We need to eat, wear clothes, and use things every day, so everyone must labor, everyone must participate in social mass production. No one can avoid it."

He spoke neither of a kingdom of heaven on earth nor of ultimate ideals. Chen Ke only spoke of labor and the distribution of the fruits of labor. Every member of the masses could recognize this simple relationship. Even for the "administrative costs" of the state power that didn't participate in actual production—the part most likely to trigger contradictions—whether everyone was happy in their hearts or not, they could all accept it.

"Our agricultural department talks about how much grain you can grow based on how much effort you put in. Those unwilling to delve deeply can just copy what others do. Those willing to delve into the reasons can go and study specially. The agricultural department provides training. We in the agricultural department feel like there's endless work to do at any time. When the farmers harvest more grain, they are also more willing to hand over that thirty percent agricultural tax."

"How do the people accept the administrative costs?" Kita Ikki was particularly interested in how the base area conducted propaganda.

"Calculate the effort. Tax collection, transportation, and the amount of labor in every link. Especially since the administrative departments are also people just like the common folk; they also need to rest. Calculated this way, the masses feel that eating public rice is pretty good, but they don't know many of the techniques, and they can't bear that hardship. Moreover, if mistakes are made, there will be punishment. Everyone is also afraid. The common folk of China are really very different from Japan. Since they can't do it, the Chinese common folk calmly accept that they can't do the job."

"Chairman Chen believes that absolute egalitarianism and fairness are two completely different things. The Chinese common folk can actually understand this reasoning. Those masses who talk about unfairness, when it comes time to learn agricultural knowledge, there isn't a single one who doesn't go to listen. We emphasize labor, labor, labor. For example, in land leveling, irrigated land must have a certain angle of inclination. If you can't achieve that, it certainly won't work. We must adhere to this scientific attitude; there is no room for sentiment. Talking about sentiment is useless; water can't flow backwards. If there is no angle of inclination, the fields will be flooded as soon as it rains. This isn't us deliberately making things difficult for the masses."

"You don't talk about revolution?" Kita Ikki was extremely puzzled.

"The first stage of the land revolution, land reform, is now complete. Developing productive forces and promoting science is the revolution at the current stage." Umekawa Kamiyoshi answered resonantly. He liked this kind of risk-free revolution very much; Umekawa Kamiyoshi would have no objection to revolutionizing like this for a lifetime. After the People's Party set laws, established systems, and clarified discipline, leading the revolution onto the track of construction, Umekawa Kamiyoshi turned into the staunchest "revolutionary."

This kind of laborers' production revolution differed greatly from the revolution Kita Ikki needed. Although he was full of admiration for the People's Party, what Kita Ikki cared about was how to overthrow the current Japanese government. "Then, among our Japanese comrades, who is responsible for military operations?"

"It's Comrade Kuroshima Hitoshi. But he is currently in Jiangxi," Umekawa Kamiyoshi replied regretfully.

"What views does Chairman Chen Ke have on the Japanese revolution?"

"The current stage is base area construction. As for really putting it on the agenda, I'm afraid that will have to wait until after the liberation of all China. Since we want to integrate into the revolutionary ranks, it's also not good to speak of such things," Umekawa Kamiyoshi replied.

Kita Ikki nodded slightly. This was indeed a problem. If Japanese comrades shouted about the Japanese revolution all day long, they obviously wouldn't be able to mix into the People's Party. He asked another question, "How does the People's Party view other political parties?"

"This is an organizational matter. I only manage agriculture, I don't care about other things." Umekawa Kamiyoshi answered very crisply. The Party School and Cadre School had lectured on organizational discipline so many times, and Umekawa Kamiyoshi really didn't know what attitude the People's Party had towards other political parties.

***

If it were Song Jiaoren, he wouldn't have asked this. The People's Party's attitude was already completely laid out there, which was a refusal to cooperate. The People's Party obviously didn't like using rhetoric. Last time when Song Jiaoren acted as Sun Yat-sen's messenger, Chen Ke had already clearly informed him of the stance of absolutely no cooperation on the political level.

Since this was the case, the people of the Huaxinghui felt difficult regarding exactly how many weapons and supplies to demand from the People's Party. How much value the Huaxinghui had to the People's Party meant how much support the People's Party would give. Back then, Tao Chengzhang of the Guangfu Society explicitly announced his departure from the Tongmenghui; the reason was that Tao Chengzhang asked Sun Yat-sen for funds to launch an uprising, but was refused by Sun Yat-sen. Now the People's Party was even more absolute, not even giving a chance for nominal cooperation. At least back then, the Tongmenghui had tried its best to pull the Guangfu Society into the partnership.

"Five thousand fast rifles, one hundred thousand taels of silver, and also two hundred thousand *dan* of grain. That should be about enough for us to crush the Manchus' running dogs in Hunan." A comrade handed a simple list to Song Jiaoren.

Song Jiaoren wasn't optimistic at all. Theoretically, this amount could probably meet the Huaxinghui's needs. But that was only theoretically. In real calculations, even if increased tenfold, it might not be enough for the Huaxinghui. Most importantly, this list didn't list the bullets the Huaxinghui needed most.

In Shanghai, one tael of silver could buy about fifty bullets. In Hunan, the price had already reached a level where one tael of silver couldn't even buy ten bullets. The key constraining the Huaxinghui's combat was already various types of bullets. The Huaxinghui's firearms were of all kinds, with loading methods ranging from muzzle-loading smoothbore guns loading gunpowder and shot, to paper cartridges, and then to metal cartridges; they really had everything. Compared to the unified standard weapons of the Hunan New Army, they were indeed lagging far behind.

Fortunately, the People's Party had occupied Hubei, and the Hunan New Army's source of bullets was cut off. This gave the Huaxinghui a chance. If they could get sufficient replenishment, the Huaxinghui was confident in crushing the Hubei New Army.

"Let's first write clearly the requirements for how to use these supplies," Song Jiaoren said.

"What is the use of writing it so clearly? It just lets the People's Party know our actual situation. I think it's quite unnecessary."

"Yes, even if we write it clearly, the People's Party might not give it. Better to just give them a clear number at once."

The comrades of the Huaxinghui were acting quite emotionally. However, Song Jiaoren understood that this was just because everyone was unwilling to make these plans. Every time they made plans practically, the arduous situation they faced made the Huaxinghui feel that life was worse than death. Moreover, among the backbone of the Huaxinghui were some people from the Yuewanghui. They vigorously spread sentiments opposing the People's Party within the Huaxinghui, which was also one of the reasons the Huaxinghui had never attempted cooperation with the People's Party.

"If they really want to cooperate with us, naturally they will cooperate. They will give us what they should. If they don't want to cooperate, they won't give it even if we talk our lips off."

The attitude of the Huaxinghui comrades was actually quite firm, especially after hearing from Hu Hanmin that Chen Ke and Song Jiaoren had fallen out in public; this attitude of the Huaxinghui became even firmer. Revolutionaries were all young people, and young people, well, were always unwilling to show weakness.

"The People's Party won't release the hawk until they see the rabbit. We can't provide any benefits to them right now. I think Mr. Hu is right; we'd better not count on the People's Party."

If it was just discussing the People's Party's attitude, Song Jiaoren could still accept it. But as soon as he heard Hu Hanmin being dragged into it, Song Jiaoren immediately became unhappy. Hu Hanmin had a fierce temperament, in a sense very similar to Sun Yat-sen. Sun Yat-sen wanted to be the President of the Republic, while Hu Hanmin believed himself to be the most revolutionary. This kind of attitude was actually very intolerant of others.

"Gentlemen, since we are here to beg the People's Party, let's genuinely beg and ask for things. Let me just ask one thing: if we had the power the People's Party has now, and the People's Party came begging to our door, would we give them things?"

Everyone was silent for a moment, and finally, someone spoke, "We would give a little, but definitely not too much."

Song Jiaoren scanned the circle of comrades before saying, "Exactly. What we are begging for is just this little bit. At least we hope they give it. Who else can we go to now who would give us weapons and ammunition? The list from just now will do, but write clearly how it will be used. Also, add ammunition for me."

***

Chen Ke was discussing the arrangement of the next steps of work with the Anhui Provincial Committee when Song Jiaoren asked to see Chen Ke. To show sincerity, he also sent in a list. After the comrades of the Anhui Provincial Committee passed the list around, quite a few already revealed sneers.

When the People's Party first started, they didn't have this many weapons and supplies either. The Huaxinghui really had the courage to open their mouths.

"Is Chairman Chen preparing to give or not?" Qi Huishen asked. The quantity didn't need to be considered at all; it was absolutely impossible. The key was whether to give or not.

"With the Huaxinghui making such a fuss in Hunan, adding some variables isn't a bad thing. what does everyone think?" Chen Ke gave his own cold calculation. He had no expectations for the Huaxinghui at all; for the People's Party, the benefit lay solely in the fact that the Huaxinghui could cause trouble for others.

"But how long can the Huaxinghui hold on? Don't let it be that we give things today, and they are finished tomorrow. We can't help but guard against this," Zhang Yu replied.

"They have persisted for so long after all. Now, even if they are at the end of their rope, a broken ship still has three pounds of nails. It's impossible for them to collapse completely all at once. Perhaps this bit of stuff can help them, who knows," Chen Ke replied.

Zhang Yu picked up the list and looked at it again. Including gunpowder and lead shots, many things were written in detail. It seemed they had really put their hearts into it. Most importantly, the Huaxinghui had actually written the general method for how to receive the supplies. That is, letting the People's Party transport them to the border to hand over to the Huaxinghui. It looked somewhat proper.

"Does Chairman Chen really not have any requirements for them?" Zhang Yu asked.

Chen Ke shook his head. When he was young, he read Balzac's books and was deeply impressed by a sentence in *Gobseck*: "I found that every time I tried to lend money to others so they could live a better life, I found that money always pushed those people into the abyss."

Obtaining income through untold hardships, the tangible gain is that bit of property, but the intangible gain is the precious experience obtained after completing the entire process. The People's Party emphasized "having a beginning and an end" the most. It wasn't pursuing some "excellent quality," but that if a person couldn't recognize having a beginning and an end, they simply wouldn't know what to do next time.

Therefore, large-scale aid, if the recipient had absolutely no matching experience, was a kind of poisoning act. Chen Ke still respected Song Jiaoren quite a bit; he didn't want to harm him like this. Facing Zhang Yu's question, Chen Ke replied, "I don't have any requirements for them. Comrade Zhang Yu, you make an aid list."

Zhang Yu would definitely make the aid figures very low; Chen Ke believed this point.
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On March 7, 1911, before Song Jiaoren had even departed, Yuan Shikai's representative, Tang Shaoyi, arrived in Fengtai County.

Tang Shaoyi was Beiyang’s expert negotiator. In 1901, when Yuan Shikai was promoted to Governor-General of Zhili and Minister of Beiyang, he appointed Tang as the Tianjin Customs Tao-tai. During his tenure, Tang managed the takeover of Tianjin’s urban areas occupied by the Eight-Nation Alliance and reclaimed administrative rights for the Qinhuangdao port. His achievements were remarkable, earning him the respect of his colleagues. Yuan Shikai had even petitioned the imperial court, praising Tang’s outstanding performance and ability.

In 1904, the Qing government appointed Tang as the Minister Plenipotentiary to negotiate with British representatives in India regarding the Tibet issue. Tang maintained a firm nationalistic stance, employing flexible diplomatic tactics. He insisted on overturning the so-called "Lhasa Treaty" signed between Britain and the local Tibetan government, thwarting Britain's attempt to separate Tibet from Chinese territory. In April 1906, the "Sino-British Treaty Relating to Tibet" was signed. Although Britain gained the privilege of laying telegraph lines from India to the opened commercial ports in Tibet, it was forced to recognize China's territorial sovereignty over the region.

The vibrant young people of the People's Party left a deep impression on Tang Shaoyi, and Chen Ke's position within the party surprised him even more. As the saying goes, "the bystander sees most clearly." Tang, a negotiation expert, determined that Chen Ke was by no means the "People's Party dictator" rumored in Beiyang. The young cadres of the People's Party showed no signs of blind obedience to Chen Ke. In this regard, they were vastly different from the Qing court and the Beiyang clique.

As for Chen Ke himself, Tang was even more perplexed. The typical bureaucratic air Tang was accustomed to seeing was entirely absent in Chen Ke. This young man was simply there to get things done. He seemed completely unaware of having a status different from anyone else; among that group of youths, everyone appeared exactly where they needed to be to perform their roles. It was as simple as that.

In particular, when he saw an orderly pouring water for Chen Ke and the others, Chen Ke and the People's Party cadres said "thank you" with an expression that was as natural as could be. Tang felt an unprecedented shock. He could see that even if some youths seemed a bit unnatural, it was merely out of an unfamiliarity with being served, nothing more. After saying those two words, "thank you," they completely put the matter of pouring water out of their minds.

Facing such a group of opponents, Tang Shaoyi felt a rare sense of unease.

"This time, I have been entrusted by Lord Yuan to discuss the matter of tax funds with your side," Tang Shaoyi said. Beiyang's finances were indeed unable to withstand the heavy pressure of the Boxer Indemnity. The annual payment amounted to over twenty million taels of silver. Aside from customs revenue, the Qing government had collected the funds by apportioning quotas to each province. For instance, Hunan had been assigned a quota of 700,000 taels.

Since Yuan Shikai’s Beiyang clique had seized central power, it meant they had to take on this debt. In the current national situation, every province was refusing to send money to the central government. Beiyang alone was trying to prop up this house of cards, and its finances were on the verge of collapse. One of the conditions the British were using to squeeze Yuan Shikai was requiring him to pay this money before discussing anything else.

Beiyang wasn't entirely in the dark regarding the base area's finances. They knew the base area was negotiating a fixed trade agreement with the British. The British were demanding an annual trade volume of 100 million pounds sterling. In this era, that was equivalent to 750 million taels of silver. This amount made even the installment interest look small; the principal of the Boxer Indemnity was only 450 million taels—barely more than half of this trade volume. Facing such heavy pressure, Yuan Shikai had no choice but to send Tang Shaoyi to negotiate with the People's Party. Beiyang’s pot was truly about to run dry.

Tang Shaoyi was actually quite reluctant to come to the People's Party. He believed that for the People's Party to have such close commercial ties with the British, they must have sold out significant national interests. Tang had always wanted to reclaim all of China's sovereignty and held "traitors" like the People's Party in low regard. Furthermore, Beiyang and the People's Party were currently in a state of war. Even if there was a secret agreement, if Beiyang came begging to the People's Party, the People's Party would surely demand an extortionate price.

After introducing the difficulties Beiyang was facing, Tang Shaoyi presented Yuan Shikai’s request: "Could the People's Party advance the indemnity payments for the three years from 1909 to 1912?"

"And how do you plan to pay us back?" Chen Ke asked.

Whatever Tang Shaoyi might have expected to hear, nothing could have surprised him more than this sentence. He looked at Chen Ke in astonishment, trying to discern his intent. On the surface, this meant Chen Ke was willing to consider advancing the three years of payments. But this attitude itself was far too abnormal.

Glancing at the young People's Party members in the meeting, none showed any sign of surprise. They were staring at Tang Shaoyi, clearly waiting for his next answer. This was even more unexpected. Had they already guessed the purpose of his visit?

"Chairman Chen, the central treasury is exhausted. The matter of repayment must be proposed by the People's Party. Our side truly has no money to repay," Tang Shaoyi stated his requirement according to Yuan Shikai’s instructions.

"Then I want the Susongtaidao circuit and Shanghai," Chen Ke replied. Although Shanghai contained the concessions, administratively it belonged to the Susongtaidao circuit. This circuit had been formed by merging the Suzhou-Songjiang Grain Storage Circuit and the Songjiang-Taicang Circuit, with the Tao-tai’s yamen still located in Shanghai County. If they could obtain it for just 70 million taels of silver, the People's Party would wake up laughing from their dreams. Wuhan, China's second-ranked industrial and commercial city, was already in their hands; if they could also bring the first-ranked Shanghai region under their control, the People's Party could generate even more revenue. Moreover, the People's Party wouldn't actually give the foreign devils 70 million taels in one go; 9 million pounds wasn't an especially outrageous figure for the current People's Party.

Tang Shaoyi never expected the People's Party to agree so easily, nor did he expect their counter-demand to be so absurd. Beiyang’s Duan Qirui had fought tooth and nail to control Shanghai, and Beiyang would absolutely never give up that cornucopia.

It seemed someone really had leaked the purpose of his trip, Tang thought. Otherwise, how could the People's Party have made this demand without even a moment's consideration? Being a negotiation expert after all, Tang followed up: "Chairman Chen, before this trip, Lord Yuan said that regarding your previous proposal for a wool mill in Zhangjiakou, we can negotiate."

Chen Ke smiled. "Mr. Tang, you've been an official for many years. I imagine you're much more familiar with the situation in the Qing bureaucracy than we are. Putting aside whether we could make money, Zhangjiakou would surely see us as a piece of fat meat; someone would certainly come up to take a few bites out of us. We in the People's Party don't know how to deal with such people, and we hate having to solve those kinds of problems. You are an intelligent man; can you point us toward a bright path? How can we do business properly?"

Tang Shaoyi had never seen such a frank negotiation opponent. Strictly speaking, if the People's Party were to cooperate in Zhangjiakou, there were too many places where Beiyang could squeeze them. Tang himself could not guarantee that the intention to cooperate could be implemented. From the People's Party's perspective, buying land was the only reliable choice. To "cede land for money" within one's own country—Tang found such an outcome completely unacceptable. But Beiyang truly had no money. Tang detested the predatory taxation of the bureaucracy; when the Boxer Indemnity was apportioned to Hebei Province, Zhao Sanduo and Jing Tingbin had launched an uprising with the slogan "Oppose Foreign Levies." Tang, of course, didn't know that the remnants of those uprisings, like Wu Xingchen and Pang Zi, had joined the People's Party. However, he understood the harm of such levies very well; if the central government dared to increase taxes by one tael, by the time it reached the local level after being marked up at every layer, the commoners would have to bear a tenfold burden. In comparison, the People's Party's suggestion was actually the most feasible in theory.

Seeing Tang Shaoyi’s dilemma, Chen Ke smiled. "Mr. Tang, if you're not sure, you might as well send a telegram to Beijing and ask. This is a major matter; there's no rush."

The first meeting ended there.

After the meeting, Zhang Yu couldn't help but laugh. "If Song Jiaoren knew we might actually agree to those 70 million, would he die of anger?"

In the negotiations with Song Jiaoren, the People's Party had determined an aid package worth about 7,000 taels in the base area. Yet in the negotiation with Yuan Shikai, it was suddenly 10,000 times that amount... Several comrades were amused by this wicked joke.

Qi Huishen laughed for a bit before reigning it in. "Will Beiyang agree?"

"It doesn't matter whether they agree or not. The key is ourselves. If we don't have the strength, can we hold onto Shanghai?" Chen Ke smiled.

"Is that land really worth 70 million?" Zhang Yu asked.

"Let's put it this way: putting aside the many factories in Shanghai, just being in Shanghai provides a way to make quite a bit of money. Foreign warships need to dock, especially for repairs—that alone is no small sum. Not to mention that with Shanghai, we'd have the Jiangnan Shipyard. Even if Beiyang strips the machinery, it would still be faster than us rebuilding a shipyard from scratch," Chen Ke laughed.

"But if we start land reform in Shanghai..." Qi Huishen’s family was from Shanghai, and he knew the difficulty well.

"Whether the gentry want to reform or not is their business; whether we can carry out the land reform is ours. There's nothing to fear," Chen Ke said with high spirits. "As long as our own attitude is correct, there are no problems that cannot be solved."

The People's Party worked efficiently; they specifically installed a wired telegraph at Tang Shaoyi’s delegation residence. Tang immediately sent a coded telegram to Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai was shocked upon receiving it. It wasn't surprising that the People's Party would open their mouths wide. The problem was that this demand was almost nonsensical. Shanghai was a region Duan Qirui had forcefully intervened in; theoretically, it still belonged to Jiangsu Province, but the garrison was already a mixture of Beiyang troops and local Shanghai forces. For the People's Party to demand Shanghai was equivalent to cutting another piece out of southern Jiangsu. Weakening Wang Youhong’s power didn't mean much, but in the current situation, weakening Wang Youhong meant Yuan Shikai’s declaration of war on Jiangnan. With the National Assembly about to convene, doing this at such a critical juncture was completely unfeasible.

"It seems that bastard Chen Ke really doesn't lack money!" Yuan Shikai said to Yang Du with a face full of fury.

Yang Du, however, was not angry. He had been seeking ways to make China strong—and he wasn't alone; most members of Beiyang, including Yuan Shikai, shared this thought. To them, sixty percent was pure self-interest, while the other forty percent was a mix of private and public interest. If China became strong, they would gain both fame and fortune; that would be a great thing. The rise of the People's Party made Yang Du feel he saw a glimmer of dawn. If a political force established for only five or six years could achieve such a level, Beiyang should have an even more limitless future.

In Yang Du’s view, the problem lay in the People's Party's attitude toward the gentry. Although the People's Party slaughtered gentry and eliminated landlords, the results were remarkable. Beiyang certainly couldn't do the same, but they should be able to restrain the landlords and gentry somewhat. With Beiyang’s vast territory, if they could achieve even half the results of the People's Party, they could become extremely powerful.

Hearing Yuan Shikai’s words, Yang Du said with a conciliatory smile, "Lord Yuan, it's possible the People's Party just wants to become officials in Shanghai."

Yuan Shikai sneered. "Huzhan, why are you speaking such nonsense? Chen Ke has never cared for empty titles. If he did, do you think the Yuewanghui would have been allowed to occupy Anqing during that first battle?"

Beiyang had repeatedly examined the secret of the People's Party's rise. These people were fairly pragmatic; they believed that by the time Beiyang led the three-pronged attack on the People's Party, the situation was already in the People's Party's favor. The only real chance was after the first Anqing campaign; if Beiyang had attacked from three sides then, they could have wiped out those rebels. But at the time, everyone’s attention was on the loud-mouthed Yuewanghui and Guangfuhui; no one imagined the People's Party was the truly major power. Yuan Shikai actually admired Chen Ke's ability to endure. Honestly, even if Yuan Shikai had known that occupying Anqing was a liability, he couldn't have resisted the temptation. Moreover, even if he could have, his subordinates would never have agreed to retreat immediately after putting in all that effort to take the city.

"Then how does Lord Yuan plan to respond to Chen Ke?" Yang Du changed the question.

Yuan Shikai didn't answer. His thoughts jumped in a direction completely unrelated to this practical problem. Provincial autonomy had brought Yuan Shikai immense benefits. It removed the possibility of him being labeled a "rebel" and allowed him to become the substantive leader of the new China. For the foreseeable future, aside from being unable to become Emperor, Yuan Shikai was already the first man of China. Even Chen Ke could not change this trend. However, after the central government lost its power over personnel appointments, it essentially lost control over the provinces—unless those provinces fell into chaos themselves. For instance, in Fujian and Shaanxi, Beiyang had naturally marched in. That was a central government privilege.

But when the central government needed something from the locales, this became impossible to handle. Before the People's Party officially ended its hostility with Yuan Shikai, Yuan could not accept any defeat that would affect the prestige of the Beiyang central government. Once the People's Party officially joined the National Assembly and the four provinces returned to Beiyang’s central leadership, Yuan Shikai would have no reason to send troops into those four provinces. Provincial autonomy had become a constraint on Yuan Shikai, a situation he could not accept.

Had his choice at the time been correct? Yuan Shikai couldn't help but begin to doubt himself.

Seeing Yuan Shikai remain silent for a long time, Yang Du couldn't help but call out softly, "Lord Yuan..."

"Hmm... Tell Tang Shaoyi to inform Chen Ke that Shanghai is Jiangsu’s territory; we cannot break the agreement on provincial autonomy. Chen Ke mentioned doing wool business in Zhangjiakou before; we in Beiyang will absolutely not make things difficult for them. My word is my bond. Ask him if he doesn't trust me. I can sign a decree at that time to not collect a single cent in taxes from the factories the People's Party opens. I, Yuan, still have that much sense of responsibility. Tell him exactly that."

"Oh? Yuan Shikai’s responsibility?" Chen Ke frowned. Strictly speaking, an old-school figure like Yuan Shikai did indeed have a sense of responsibility. Even regarding that business of declaring himself Emperor—Yuan Shikai did it for himself, but he didn't let everything go to ruin; he still abdicated. In the end, he recommended Li Yuanhong to be the next president. One could call Yuan Shikai foolish, muddled, or blinded by interest, but one could not say he wasn't a formidable man.

Chen Ke didn't want to doubt Yuan Shikai’s responsibility; he was questioning Yuan Shikai’s overall execution capability. The base area followed a modern management system; every link had its own regulations. For instance, the base area might give way on iron, steel, synthetic ammonia, and soda ash production to let the third-ranked silk industry take the lead. From mulberry planting to leaf picking, silkworm breeding, rearing, and reeling, every step in that entire process had a set of related systems and regulations.

The problem wasn't really about biting off such a large piece of fat meat, nor was it about whether Yuan Shikai and that group of Beiyang people had a sense of responsibility. Rather, if the entire chain of the wool industry could not be properly supported, Chen Ke wouldn't be able to improve it either. The entire wool industry would fail to develop. And for those things, the sincere cooperation of Beiyang was essential.

Whether those Beiyang people could understand a modern enterprise was the core issue. If they could, Chen Ke was willing to let them share a portion of the profits. It was obviously unreasonable for Beiyang to provide effort without compensation. To be blunt, Chen Ke had no choice but to discuss the base area’s true thoughts with Tang Shaoyi.

In 1874, at the age of twelve, Tang Shaoyi had been selected by the Qing government to study in the United States. He returned in 1881 at the age of nineteen; the era that formed his primary worldview was spent in America. Therefore, he could understand these modern enterprise management and system issues. Upon hearing Chen Ke’s overall plan for the wool industry, Tang was immediately captivated. Modern enterprises and industrial chains were inherently scientific things, involving meticulous management and rational judgment. To Chen Ke, they were merely commonplace things shouted about in countless articles. To Tang Shaoyi, however, it was like opening a door that had never been opened before. How a state could rationally employ administrative and economic means to arrange production and create wealth was something Tang had sought for years without success.

When Chen Ke concluded with, "It’s easy to say but harder than climbing to heaven to do. As long as the government and local forces have the intention to marked-up exploitation at every layer, even the best design is for naught," Tang Shaoyi looked at the man eighteen years his junior with a gaze of reverence. "Chairman Chen, do not say such things. Beiyang is by no means untrustworthy."

Chen Ke smiled. "That's right, Beiyang keeps its word, but its word is built on money and power. I don't quite believe they will fulfill their obligations. To guarantee the basic supply of raw materials, we have to establish collection points in Inner and Outer Mongolia, and we must cooperate effectively with the masses there. Yet currently, Outer Mongolia wants to declare independence. As far as we know, Mr. Cao Kun is leading troops to fight the separatist forces there, with varying degrees of success. Outer Mongolian cavalry often charge into Rehe to fight the Beiyang Army. Mr. Tang, you are a reasonable man; cross your heart and ask yourself: do you dare guarantee that the Beiyang Army will protect us without asking for a single cent?"

Tang Shaoyi smiled bitterly. Chen Ke’s straightforward negotiation style was indeed very commendable, but many times it was truly impossible to parry. The chronic ailments of Beiyang were not something that could be changed with a single sentence.

"If we want to protect ourselves, then we have to form our own army. How far is Zhangjiakou from Beijing? Could Mr. Yuan be at ease with us doing that? The wool business isn't a one-off deal; to make money on a large scale, the risk cannot be too great. If we can't guarantee the safety of the collection points or the stability of raw material quality, tell me, how are we to make money? And these problems don't actually involve Beiyang’s responsibility or word, but rather the fact that Beiyang might not be able to solve them in its current state."

Hearing this, Tang Shaoyi almost forgot his identity and nodded slightly. After just a few nods, however, he realized his loss of composure. Tang regained his serious negotiation expression and said with as much composure as possible, "Please allow me to report this matter to Lord Yuan."

This time, it wasn't just a telegram; Tang Shaoyi sent a long letter back to Yuan Shikai by express courier, detailing the matter of the wool cooperation. After reading the letter, Yuan Shikai flew into a rage instead. "Isn't this nonsense from Chen Wenqing! If I could achieve what he says, would I still need him?"

Ignoring Yuan Shikai’s fury, Yang Du took the letter from him and read it through. Having been with Beiyang for so long, Yang Du already understood why Yuan Shikai was so angry. Chen Ke truly hadn't wronged Beiyang; he had pointed out the core problem: "A total lack of execution capability!"

Beiyang did not lack capable people, but it lacked people willing to work honestly. If there were people willing to honestly build collection points in Mongolia and help the local Mongolian people with production, Yuan Shikai would absolutely entrust them with heavy responsibilities. Such talents were hard to come by. Who would throw a group of such talents into a god-forsaken place like Mongolia?

However, Yang Du didn't care much about this. He smiled and said, "Lord Yuan, if we don't have these people, does Chen Ke?"

"Hmm? What do you mean by that, Huzhan?" Yuan Shikai felt somewhat surprised by this comment.
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"Lord Yuan, as they say, 'the stone from another mountain can polish one's own jade.' The People's Party has risen so rapidly that it must have its strengths. Moreover, I don't see a lack of sincerity in their desire to cooperate. At the very least, they’ve proposed sharing profits with our Beiyang instead of demanding we wait until the loans are repaid to discuss the matter. For our Beiyang, this allows us to observe how the People's Party operates the wool industry, receive a share of the profits, and handle the Boxer Indemnity first. Letting them have their way for a while isn't out of the question." Yang Du had once been responsible for negotiating the wool industry with the People's Party and had held his own thoughts on the matter ever since. However, he knew deep down that he couldn't personally interfere in the seemingly lucrative wool industry. Now that he could once again exert influence, he was quite concerned.

Yuan Shikai remained silent, deep in thought. He didn't actually want to bother with such minor matters; his primary concern was the 70 million taels of silver. Yet the People's Party clearly did not view this as a small matter. Yang Du had previously calculated for Yuan Shikai: if one jin of wool could earn ten copper coins, then ten thousand tons of wool—twenty million jin—would earn 200 million copper coins, which was only 200,000 taels of silver. This was a pittance. Compared to the 70 million taels, it was hardly worth mentioning.

However, if the People's Party took root in Inner Mongolia, uprooting them would be something no amount of money could easily settle. This was a politician's calculation. Yang Du's enthusiasm for new things was diametrically opposed to such cold political logic. But politicians also knew very well that they could do nothing without money. Since the People's Party was willing to pay, Yuan Shikai had no choice but to temporarily accept future difficulties. "Huzhan, have Tang Shaoyi find out exactly what Chen Ke is planning."

"Comrade Zhang Yu, Comrade Qi Huishen, which of you is willing to take charge of the negotiations with Tang Shaoyi?" Chen Ke was also assigning tasks. He couldn't handle every negotiation himself; eventually, a professional diplomatic department would take over.

Zhang Yu and Qi Huishen looked at each other. Zhang Yu said, "I'm not very confident. Perhaps Comrade Qi Huishen should take the lead."

"Why the lack of confidence?" Chen Ke had no intention of letting Zhang Yu off so easily.

"The economic arrangements you’ve proposed are too complex, Chairman Chen. I can't thoroughly research them in the short term." Zhang Yu was very frank.

Hearing this, Qi Huishen added, "Chairman Chen, I can't research them thoroughly in the short term either."

"Very well. Then you two will divide the work and cooperate. First, research this thoroughly. This itself involves the model problem of a complete economic system. Understanding it well will be of great benefit to your work," Chen Ke replied.

Zhang Yu's eyes lit up. "Chairman Chen, do you intend to develop our strength in Mongolia?"

"That depends on how the situation changes. Can we trust what Yuan Shikai says?" Chen Ke did not deny Zhang Yu's point.

"But we aren't familiar with the situation in Mongolia."

"The more we go, the more familiar we'll become. As I've said before, revolution is always bred among the people; it's just a matter of how we find the people's needs. Relying on fantasies will never achieve a revolution."

Chen Ke had said this many times. In the past, Zhang Yu and Qi Huishen would have felt at a loss, but they no longer felt that way. They exchanged a glance, both wondering exactly whom Chen Ke would send to Mongolia.

"Don't worry about that for now. Settle the negotiations first," Chen Ke said.

Tang Shaoyi hadn't expected Chen Ke to pull the trick of "changing generals mid-stream," putting two fellows even younger than Chen Ke in charge. Regarding the payment to the British, the conditions proposed by the People's Party were worth pondering. The People's Party divided the one-year period in the middle of the payment term into two stages. Starting from the second day of the first payment date, during the following six months, the People's Party would judge whether to continue cooperation based on Beiyang's cooperation method. Regardless of the outcome, there would be a four-month negotiation period for both sides. The People's Party would inform the British two months in advance whether they would pay the bill for Beiyang.

Such a principled payment method surprised Tang Shaoyi. The People's Party's seriousness exceeded his imagination. After all, by doing this, Beiyang still had a chance to swindle the People's Party. But that thought quickly vanished. Zhang Yu clearly told Tang Shaoyi that formal negotiations would not begin until the Manchu Qing fell. If the Manchu Qing still existed when this National Assembly session ended, the People's Party would have no choice but to use force to overthrow them. As for borrowing money, that wouldn't even be considered.

"To ensure that the various forces across the country do not misunderstand the People's Party's attitude or think we are just posturing to intimidate them, our People's Party will soon begin a new round of conscription to bring our total strength to over 400,000 men. Please explain this point to Beiyang, Mr. Tang," Qi Huishen said with a smile.

Faced with such a blatant threat, Tang Shaoyi narrowed his eyes slightly. Even without 400,000 troops, the People's Party's current strength of over 100,000 already left the bordering provinces with no ability to resist. If they expanded to 400,000, it meant the People's Party was truly prepared for war. As long as 200,000 troops remained in the four provinces, Beiyang could only hope for self-preservation, let alone attacking the People's Party. As for other provinces, Beiyang would find it impossible to rescue them.

"Don't you think the revolution is being a bit too aggressive?" Tang Shaoyi asked.

"Our Chairman Chen has said: 'A revolution is not a dinner party, or writing an essay, or painting a picture, or doing embroidery; it cannot be so refined, so leisurely and gentle, so temperate, kind, courteous, restrained and magnanimous. A revolution is an insurrection, an act of violence by which one class overthrows another.' Mr. Tang, I don't know how you view the Manchu Qing, but given all the suffering it has caused China, it should have been thrown into the dustbin of history long ago." Zhang Yu's answer was quite elegant yet straightforward.

Tang Shaoyi had heard of the People's Party's negotiation style—rumored to be irreverent and lawless. If he felt he had learned a lot while negotiating with Chen Ke, he truly felt the People's Party's hardline side while negotiating with Zhang Yu and Qi Huishen.

Confronted with such a situation, Tang Shaoyi thought of something completely unrelated to the negotiations. From his careful observation these days, the People's Party's organizational model was quite unique. Chen Ke never "put on airs," which was something Tang had never seen before. Even in his communication with "revolutionary comrades," Chen Ke showed no trace of condescension. Zhang Yu and Qi Huishen likely didn't notice that their attitude toward Chen Ke was not the habitual subservience of a subject to an emperor, nor the "stars following the moon" loyalty Beiyang showed Yuan Shikai. In those cases, the distinction between leader and led was crystal clear.

Between Chen Ke and his subordinates, it felt more like a master and his disciples. Chen Ke attempted to teach his revolutionary comrades everything he knew, and they in turn worked hard to learn everything from him.

To prepare for his negotiations with Chen Ke, Tang Shaoyi had researched him, read his books, and knew that a Nobel Prize carried considerable status and recognition in the scientific community. When a scholar who already far surpassed ordinary men stood above them as a commander, he possessed immense influence. By imparting all his knowledge to his comrades, Chen Ke had gained the transcendent status of a teacher. In Tang Shaoyi's eyes, the People's Party leadership was more like the legendary "Ruler-Teacher Unity" model.

"Ruler-Teacher Unity" (Junshi Yiti) was the organizational model most anticipated by Chinese literati. Rationally, the teacher's morality, knowledge, and discipline, as well as the equality among disciples, were satisfied. Emotionally, the teacher's protection and tolerance for the disciples were also fully met in this model.

Such an opponent was quite difficult to deal with; the methods used in Beiyang were completely inapplicable here. Any internal disagreements within that group of People's Party fellows would succumb to the "Ruler-Teacher Unity" system, while their attitude toward other forces remained completely unified, leaving no opening to exploit.

Thinking of this, Tang Shaoyi didn't want to waste any more words. "Then let us adjourn. I will convey this to Beijing."

Upon seeing the news that "the People's Party will expand its army to 400,000," Yuan Shikai's first feeling was neither fear nor shock, but a sense of bewilderment. Beiyang's current army of 70,000 in six divisions had already brought Beiyang's finances to the brink of collapse. Was the People's Party's 400,000-man army planning to live off the north wind? No matter how he looked at it, the People's Party shouldn't have that much money. That was 400,000 troops! In the Manchu Qing's unfinished—and now impossible to finish—New Army construction plan, the entire national New Army was only 36 divisions, or 450,000 men. The People's Party planned to support 400,000 men with just four provinces. Thus, Yuan Shikai only viewed this as a declaration of intent—an intent to overthrow the Manchu Qing. Nothing more.

Yuan Shikai had long prepared for the People's Party's excuses. If he had previously harbored a shred of doubt about keeping the "Manchu Qing" facade, financial pressure had completely dissipated it. He had raided the Manchu Qing's house, including the Emperor's treasury, obtaining many jewels and curios, but those weren't worth much in hand. The actual gold and silver were relatively limited, and Beiyang's financial crisis had not fundamentally turned around.

"Have Tang Shaoyi formally invite Chen Ke to participate in the National Assembly in May," Yuan Shikai ordered.

"Lord Yuan, is there really no need to care about what the People's Party said?" Yang Du asked.

"There's no need to care about such bluster," Yuan Shikai replied. "Invite the Minister of the Army over."

Yang Du wanted to say more, but seeing that Yuan Shikai had no intention of continuing the discussion, he could only follow the order and invite Wang Shizhen.

After reading the news Tang Shaoyi sent, Wang Shizhen remained silent. Yuan Shikai was somewhat surprised; he had expected Wang Shizhen to also speak of the People's Party's mass conscription.

"Pinqing, I want to ask you: do you think Chen Ke is someone who fishes for fame and reputation?" Yuan Shikai asked. He actually had another evaluation of Chen Ke as being "tender-hearted like a woman," but thinking of Chen Ke's ruthless slaughter of the gentry, Yuan Shikai didn't say it.

In these negotiations, Yuan Shikai naturally couldn't reveal all his thoughts. He had only confirmed one thing: Chen Ke was quite afraid of warlord infighting, which was puzzling. Powerful men in troubled times usually wanted things to be as chaotic as possible. Chen Ke was certainly not someone who couldn't see this; at the very least, in the "Hebei Mounted Bandit Uprising" that helped Yuan Shikai seize central power, Chen Ke had accurately grasped the essence of "chaos." Yet when it came to creating national chaos like "warlord infighting," Chen Ke was even more resolutely opposed than Yuan Shikai.

Regarding this loan, Yuan Shikai was partly forced by circumstance and partly wanted to test Chen Ke's attitude. If Chen Ke truly wanted to create chaos but was just waiting for the right moment, he would have taken the opportunity to mess with Beiyang. But although Chen Ke negotiated in a complex manner, overall, he still wanted to cooperate and do business. Most importantly, he still wanted to lend money to Yuan Shikai.

For a rebel who feared warlord infighting, the only logical explanation Yuan Shikai could find for these various irrational practices and views was that Chen Ke was someone who "fished for fame." This didn't mean Chen Ke was naive, but rather that he was attempting to seize the moral high ground and use it to seize final power. This was a man harboring great malevolence.

Wang Shizhen was in no hurry to answer. Whether Chen Ke fished for fame wasn't important. The true mastermind behind these negotiations was Wang Shizhen. He knew far more about the internal situation than Tang Shaoyi. Regarding the negotiation amount between the People's Party and the British, the 100 million pounds was the British opening their mouths wide; the amount proposed by the People's Party was only 40 million, increasing year by year.

After a long while, Wang Shizhen finally said, "Lord Yuan, as I see it, Chen Ke has a very long-term vision. Fishing for fame is absolutely impossible. If you say he fears chaos, I don't believe it for a second. He is best at profiting from chaos. The more chaotic a place is, the more he is like a fish in water. I just don't know what opportunity he has seen that allows him to be indifferent to all these things. Only the people in the People's Party know what they're considering."

Since Yuan Shikai had seized central power, Wang Shizhen had become increasingly reticent. Yuan Shikai knew Wang Shizhen's character; there was surely something he hadn't said. He pressed, "Pinqing, just speak plainly. What kind of trick do you think Chen Ke is up to?"

Wang Shizhen wasn't entirely sure himself. However, as one of the few sensible people in Beiyang who had little interest in seizing power, he indeed felt a strong sense of unease. "Lord Yuan, the People's Party mentions 'the people' in every breath. They even named themselves the 'People's Party.' I'm afraid they might think 'the hearts of the people' can be used."

"The hearts of the people?" Yuan Shikai was perplexed by the term. As the "People's Butcher" of the late Qing, he had never had any good feelings toward such a thing. Whether it was the gentry or commoners, they only considered themselves and never took national matters to heart. Once such "hearts of the people" were used, the state would only collapse. Thus, Yuan Shikai found such flowery talk laughable—absolutely laughable.

Wang Shizhen didn't find it laughable at all. "Lord Yuan, Chen Ke saved the people from fire and water. The people of the four provinces were saved by him, allowing them to survive. So he has truly used the hearts of the people in those four provinces. I'm afraid he thinks the hearts of the people in other provinces can be used the same way."

"You mean Chen Ke can predict the future 'heavenly timing'?" Yuan Shikai said in a joking tone.

Common folk loved to attribute extraordinary abilities to capable men. Among Chen Ke's actions over the years, there were too many oddities. As time passed and stories spread among the people, they became quite terrifying. Chen Ke had already combined the strengths of a sorcerer, Zhuge Liang, and Gongsun Sheng. Yet only ten years ago, everyone was still following "Elder Brothers" to drink talisman water and draw charms, firmly believing they would be invulnerable. Believing in such things was quite normal. Thanks to the Manchu princes' frantic seizure of *The Life of Cixi*, the story that the Empress Dowager and the Emperor had breathed their last after reading something Chen Ke wrote had become even more miraculous.

Given the status of the Empress Dowager and the Emperor who had ruled for decades, the idea that "Chen Ke could curse the two to death by writing a talisman at will" led the princes to search from house to house for charms. Such events, which the masses delighted in, wrapped Chen Ke in a layer of mystery. And this popular sentiment was also penetrating official circles. Quite a few in Beiyang held a strong wariness of Chen Ke.

Even a sensible man like Yuan Shikai was somewhat worried that Chen Ke could predict the heavenly timing. Otherwise, how could Chen Ke effectively grasp the disasters in various places? Why had he not rebelled elsewhere but gone straight to Fengtai County? Although he joked, Yuan Shikai felt some unease in his heart.

Wang Shizhen spoke honestly. "Lord Yuan, I only have this feeling, and I can roughly determine that Chen Ke is up to some scheme. But as for specifically how he acts, I truly cannot imagine."

Seeing Wang Shizhen say this, Yuan Shikai stopped pressing. He had also spent money to bribe people within the People's Party, but with little success. Not that these people were necessarily loyal, but the gathered intelligence contained many things completely beyond Yuan Shikai's understanding. The demand for "equal land distribution" had been shouted for years, not just by rebels and commoners, but even by literati. As for light labor and low taxes, these had become political positions that ministers treated as political correctness.

If certain slogans could be shouted for thousands of years, it meant those things had not been achieved for thousands of years. What the People's Party couldn't understand was how a group of young greenhorns had implemented all of them in just five or six years. With the capability of Yuan Shikai and the Beiyang clique, they knew very well that killing local tyrants was not the path to such a result, nor could dividing the land achieve such an effect. Exactly how the People's Party had achieved these results left Beiyang utterly bewildered.

Regardless of Chen Ke's schemes, it was impossible to achieve anything without interacting with him. Whether it was false courtesy or genuine sincerity, once the money reached Yuan Shikai's hands, it would solve countless problems. Since Chen Ke was willing to cooperate in this regard, Yuan Shikai decided to see exactly what was behind it.

The next day, Tang Shaoyi received a telegram from Beiyang and reached an agreement with Chen Ke.

The two sides signed a memorandum. The signatories were Tang Shaoyi for Beiyang, and Zhang Yu and Qi Huishen for the People's Party. The memorandum essentially put both sides in a bind; if it were ever leaked, the result would be explosive.

After Tang Shaoyi left, Zhang Yu asked, "Chairman Chen, will Beiyang abide by the agreement?"

"Victory depends on internal factors. External factors merely trigger them. Beiyang will do Beiyang's business, and we will do ours," Chen Ke repeated his old refrain.

"But our base area is already strong enough. These internal factors can overwhelm Beiyang," Zhang Yu said, unimpressed by the answer.

"Strong enough? Haha..." Chen Ke couldn't help but burst into laughter.

Qi Huishen and Zhang Yu looked at each other, finding Chen Ke's reaction quite baffling.

"Strong enough? The masses in our base area barely manage to fill their stomachs with rice, flour, and coarse grains. They can't even change into new clothes more than a few times a year. Without cafeterias, workers in the city would starve on their wages. When everyone goes out, they only have those few sets of work clothes and their old clothes from before. We export so much raw silk, and soon silk fabrics too. But how many of the people in our base area can afford silk clothes on the wages we give them? That's 'strong enough'?" Chen Ke laughed quite happily.

This was indeed the reality of the base area. Never mind the ordinary laborers; even Zhang Yu and Qi Huishen only managed to get enough to eat and had military uniforms to wear. Financially, while they weren't destitute, they had no accumulation.

"If we can say the base area has achieved anything, in terms of life, we can guarantee stable grain prices. In terms of management, we are indeed the first in thousands of years of Chinese history to extend management to the true grassroots. We not only manage the existence of the people but also the social distribution. That is what we have accomplished. As for being strong, talk to me again after thirty years of desperate construction."

When Chen Ke said this, Qi Huishen showed a bitter smile, while Zhang Yu looked as if it were only natural. In terms of the ferocity of the extraction ratio, the People's Party likely ranked first in Chinese history. However, this was also because the People's Party employed more advanced methods. Past governments relied on collecting taxes in kind. The People's Party did not collect goods, but rather labor, and combined this with a new system to achieve the maximum accumulation.

Such a world-shaking social transformation was the glory of the People's Party!
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Ma Qingsheng failed to make it to Jiangxi. He felt a mix of joy and sorrow over this outcome. Upon returning to the countryside, he saw that the returns from farming were much better than before. However, if he left the city to return to the countryside, there were also rumors of an impending wage increase. While caught in this dilemma, March 20, 1911, arrived. The silk reeling factory gathered its cadres for a conscription mobilization meeting.

"Defending the fruits of our revolutionary victory and defending the base area is everyone's obligation. The conscription work is to complete the mobilization of the troops," the factory's Party Secretary said, reading from his notes.

Every Party member and cadre in attendance received a conscription work schedule. As a veteran, Ma Qingsheng's first thought was: *Is war coming?*

Since the end of the Jiangxi campaign, the base area had seen nearly two years without war. For Ma Qingsheng, his time in the military was the greatest change in his life. He had gone from simply following the ranks to survive to learning literacy and warfare in the army, eventually participating in battles and facing a hail of bullets to fight the reactionaries. In those two-plus years, Ma Qingsheng had traveled thousands of *li* by boat and on foot, reaching many distant places he could never have imagined. These concrete experiences made him realize that the world was vast—very vast—and filled with many things he had never seen before.

Looking back now, those two years felt like an instant. Yet the brilliance of that instant had opened Ma Qingsheng's eyes. He suddenly understood why he was unwilling to return to the narrow confines of the countryside. He loved the feeling of being able to see more things; even if he didn't fully understand what the new things were, as long as he could see them constantly appearing, he felt satisfied. Even if it meant facing a hail of bullets and death at any moment, Ma Qingsheng was willing.

"I want to sign up," Ma Qingsheng stood up and said.

"Section Chief Ma, this conscription effort is for new recruits. The organization requires each village to provide recruits, but veterans are not within the scope of this conscription," the Party Secretary said with a smile.

"How many troops are we planning to recruit this time?" Ma Qingsheng asked, unwilling to give up.

"Our Anhui plans to recruit 50,000 new soldiers. The other provinces are similar to us," the Party Secretary replied. In fact, he knew the more detailed figures, but the county Party Committee meeting had requested that the conscription numbers be kept temporary confidential. The entire base area planned to recruit 220,000 men in 1911, which, combined with the existing 180,000 troops, would form a new army of 400,000.

The figure of 50,000 new recruits truly caused a stir among the comrades. Even when the Anhui base area's military strength was at its peak, the total force was only 50,000. After reaching that peak, large numbers of troops had entered other provinces for combat. Currently, fewer than 20,000 troops remained in Anhui. It seemed something truly major was about to happen.

"Comrades, the organizational arrangement is as follows: every village in all of Anhui must provide at least one person. However, the upper limit for conscription is 50,000. We must secure exactly 50,000 new recruits. If the number of volunteers exceeds 50,000, suitable candidates will be selected based on the requirement of at least one quota per village. As you know, some regions are more enthusiastic about military service, willing to defend our current fruits of victory and eager to serve. Other regions are less willing. The reason for this meeting is to prepare everyone psychologically. You all come from various places; if those places need comrades to return and assist with the work, you must go."

Hearing the factory Party Secretary's words, the comrades finally understood the current situation. Someone was about to ask a question when the Secretary continued: "Comrades, from now on, conscription will be an annual event. Each soldier will serve for three years and then be discharged. So this is not a one-time conscription, but rather an annual occurrence."

"Why do we need so many soldiers?" a cadre shouted in surprise. "50,000 men every year—that's 500,000 in ten years."

"Didn't you hear him say three years of service, with discharge after three years?" a cadre with military experience corrected the error.

Seeing the discussion enter the right track, the factory Party Secretary began to write on the blackboard while explaining the military service issue. There was indeed a fundamental difference between those who learned as adults and those who went through a step-by-step schooling process from childhood. If Chen Ke had seen this, he would have lamented that many seemingly nonsensical problems from elementary school were not meaningless. Those problems were never designed out of boredom; they were based on real cases that had stumped many people across a wide range.

For instance, all the Party members and cadres in this conscription meeting had received a mathematical education. Yet calculating exactly how many troops the base area would have in the third year after conscription stumped a whole group of people. This was essentially an addition and subtraction problem with obvious 21st-century elementary school teaching characteristics: service lasts three years, existing troops are 20,000, and 50,000 are recruited every year. How many troops will the base area have in the fourth year?

Forty-some Party members and cadres managed to calculate over a dozen different figures ranging from 70,000 to 300,000. There were as many as eight different calculation methods. Even those using the same method managed to produce different results. Differing understandings of the concept of "discharge" triggered a massive confusion in the calculations.

The factory Party Secretary couldn't help but laugh at the scene. At the county meeting, the performance of nearly a hundred Party Secretaries had been far more chaotic than this. Only by clearly solving this math problem could one profoundly understand the conscription work. "Comrades, I got this problem wrong at first too. Let's discuss together exactly how this problem should be solved."

Not only the Fengtai County Silk Reeling Factory, but all People's Party organizations began to mobilize. As the factory director said, every village and every unit must have military service members. This wasn't just a matter of getting 50,000 soldiers from Anhui; it was a matter of systemic operation. It was also a matter of how the people viewed the state.

Through this "tricky" math problem, Ma Qingsheng finally managed to understand the conscription process. He could remember the solution, but his way of thinking still felt like something was amiss.

"Comrades, conscription involves a question of rights and obligations. It is also about the relationship between military service and the treatment of military dependents," the factory Party Secretary continued.

Upon hearing the treatment for military dependents this time, many veterans felt they had been at a disadvantage when they joined.

"One person serves, and the whole family is tax-exempt?" someone began to exclaim.

"Hey, hey! Military dependents and the 'whole family' are two different things," the Party Secretary immediately corrected.

Even after everyone eventually understood the definition of "immediate family," they still felt the military treatment was a bit too generous. However, Ma Qingsheng finally raised a very practical question: "Secretary, why is the status of a wife higher than that of parents among immediate family members?"

As soon as this question was raised, the comrades' attention immediately shifted in that direction.

"That is because the basic unit of society is the family." Although the factory Party Secretary also had doubts about this, that was indeed how the county had explained and required it.

"Won't people say we've 'forgotten our mothers once we have wives'?" one comrade joked. This immediately triggered a burst of laughter.

The Party Secretary did not laugh. Establishing the concept of the family to dissolve the concept of the clan was also one of the goals of the conscription. The Party Secretary had only learned to read and write under the Party's leadership and naturally knew nothing of the historical policy of "doubling the tax for adults who do not divide their household." However, the Secretary sincerely agreed with the government's idea of "establishing new understandings through this conscription" and could also understand the difficulties involved.

Jokes aside, the Party members and cadres raised issues that seemed to conflict with the current local situation: the concept of the family, that only marriages registered at the government marriage registration office were protected legal marriages, and the corresponding land and tax policies. As they talked, the smiles faded from many faces.

"Is the government's control too strict?" someone muttered softly.

The Party Secretary's heart skipped a beat. This question had already been raised at the county Party Committee meeting. The County Secretary had said this was proposed by Chairman Chen Ke. "Our revolution has reached this stage, and now two lines have appeared. The first is to mobilize the masses: we do what the masses agree to, and if they temporarily disagree, we move slowly. The second is for the government to forcefully manage everything, primarily through administrative regulations, with all mass mobilization serving the purpose of implementing those regulations. The conflict between these two lines will be a major point of contention in our work for a long time. Please be prepared."

The Party Secretary was of political commissar background. From his standpoint, it was also difficult to judge which of the two lines was more reasonable. The mass line was certainly correct. But the commissar felt it was wrong to put the masses on a pedestal and use that to oppose institutional construction. The military was an organization that emphasized rules and discipline above all. The commissar's job was to transform soldiers so they could consciously understand and obey discipline. The purpose of perfecting organizational discipline was not to overthrow it. The commissar would not get that wrong.

Ma Qingsheng had never imagined that one day the Party would find itself in massive confrontation with the masses. The Party had always stood with the masses—how could this be the result? But the fact was plain: if one supported the Party's policies, it would surely contradict many rural traditions. Ma Qingsheng absolutely did not believe the concepts implemented in this conscription would receive full support in the countryside.

"Let's not talk about whether the government manages too much for now. Comrades, tell me: is it right for the government to do this?" the Party Secretary asked.

The laughter from the beginning of the meeting was gone, and no one was willing to easily voice their opinion. After a long silence, the comrade who had said "Is the government's control too strict?" said hesitantly, "Is the scope of 'immediate family' too small? If spouses and parents could both be counted as immediate family, this problem would be easy to solve."

Many comrades immediately nodded in agreement. "Right, it's not quite appropriate to separate parents and wives. Both are dear to us."

The family issue was indeed one of the two major problems of this conscription. There was no ambiguity in the legal definition of "immediate family," because any different interpretation would lead to massive confusion in the subsequent judicial field. The factory Party Secretary noted this down. "Are there any other questions?"

The Party members and cadres looked at each other. The "immediate family" issue was the only one where they couldn't quite accept the current government definition. As for other issues, they couldn't provide any more reasoned rebuttals.

"Then I must emphasize one point to everyone: what do you think is the difference between military dependent treatment and 'payment for one's life'?" the Party Secretary asked. This was another key point of the conscription work. There exists a relationship of rights and obligations between the government and the people, but no commercial relationship. The government's provision is not for 'buying,' and the people's sacrifice is not for 'selling.' This concept must not be mistaken.

As the Party Committee expected, no consensus was reached on rights and obligations even among the Party members and cadres. Most comrades believed the government could indeed have a sort of commercial relationship with the people. Modern social concepts and the prevalent ideas in the base area were in massive conflict.

Every meeting had records and summaries. After being organized, a thick report with quite detailed content was submitted. Xu Dian, currently the Secretary of the Anhui Political and Legal Affairs Commission, strongly demanded the implementation of the legal definition of the "immediate family" concept. Qin Wu'an, the Director of the Finance Department, also supported this concept. If they took on more tax-exempt military dependents, the financial pressure on the base area would be quite heavy.

However, the first thing mentioned in the report was the concept of military dependents; grassroots Party Committees generally requested an expansion of the tax-exempt scope.

Before anyone could launch an attack, Chen Ke took responsibility. "Regarding the issue of tax exemption for military dependents, I didn't consider it thoroughly. It seems the initially proposed plan has problems."

As an old urban otaku from the 21st century, Chen Ke's concept of the family was in profound conflict with this era. Family sizes in the industrialized era were much smaller than in the agricultural era. Most importantly, the masses' understanding of society and government was vastly different from Chen Ke's era. In this regard, Chen Ke was indeed detached from society to a significant degree.

Since Chairman Chen Ke took the initiative to assume responsibility, the comrades didn't press the matter further. Such pursuit was meaningless anyway. From theory to reality, neither Xu Dian nor Qin Wu'an could be said to have any fundamental issues. It was just that their current policies were a bit too radical.

"If we do it this way, the financial pressure will be far too great," Qin Wu'an still held his own view on the matter.

"Even if the pressure is great, we must face reality. We can at least hold out until the summer harvest," Zhang Yu had always been a backbone of the Anhui bureaucratic faction. He was always quite direct in dealing with problems.

Xiao Qiang, the Director of the Agricultural Department, stepped in to smooth things over. "Farms began using synthetic ammonia last year, and from what we see now, the crops in the trial fields are growing very well. Although we don't know the impact on high-quality seeds after large-scale use of synthetic ammonia, there will be no problem making up for this bit of grain."

Xiao Qiang's attempt to play the peacemaker earned him a glare from Zhang Yu. Qi Huishen didn't even give him a glare but said directly, "Comrade Xiao Qiang, this is not a grain problem; it's a conceptual problem."

Seeing someone take it so seriously, Xiao Qiang replied bluntly, "This matter simply cannot be solved right now. Our mass conscription is essentially about pulling people from the countryside—transforming this labor force from an agricultural population into an industrial one. It's only normal that the masses can't understand it. Putting concepts first must be within a suitable range. Not just anyone can popularize a concept."

Qi Huishen did not rebut, nor did he even sigh. The People's Party's recent Party meetings had made the recent work extremely clear. Usually, they say one cannot do two things at once, yet the People's Party was now building new rural relationships while also striving to achieve industrialization at the fastest possible speed. They also had to face complex foreign and domestic situations. If the overall person in charge weren't Chen Ke, Qi Huishen would have long ago had his head muddled by these unprecedented events. Thinking of this, Qi Huishen looked at Chen Ke again. He saw Chen Ke flipping through the thick report with his usual focused attitude. Being able to maintain such focus amidst the comrades' arguments was indeed very rare. Qi Huishen was quite impressed by this.

In fact, Chen Ke had learned this from Chairman Mao. In the past, when he read about Chairman Mao reading in a noisy street, he thought it was a bit pretentious. Later, he discovered it wasn't about being different. Being able to concentrate anytime and anywhere is a skill that needs training. Chairman Mao was simply training himself in this area. Not just to read, but to remember, to think, and to learn to forget, so as not to be misled or blinded by massive amounts of information. This required too much training.

Finishing the report, Chen Ke looked up. "The suggestions from the grassroots comrades are very good, and they have made many predictions for actual implementation. We need to adjust many designs of this conscription work."

"Let's first relax the scope of tax-exempt military dependents," Qin Wu'an said.

"I believe the propaganda regarding rights and obligations must still be carried out," Xu Dian stated.

"Won't the administrative cost be too high?" Zhang Yu raised his own concern. After the People's Party introduced cost accounting, even administrative costs were included. Since the establishment of a bureaucratic system was already inevitable, they might as well make it scientific and standardized.

Qi Huishen immediately retorted, "This isn't just about recruiting 50,000 men. Since conscription is already a full-scale obligatory military service, let's spread it out. These upfront investments simply cannot be avoided."

Hearing this, Chen Ke suddenly wanted to laugh. Like other Chinese youths, he had once held a strong aversion to the national bureaucratic system. Of course, the national bureaucratic system has its own problems that absolutely cannot be ignored, but compared to those who believed the system should be smashed and destroyed entirely, a bureaucratic system was more reliable.

The bureaucratic system after the reform and opening up was unprecedentedly powerful. The lessons of the first thirty years, plus the rectification of the Great Movement, had raised the degree of the system's own rationality to an unprecedented level. And Chen Ke suddenly found that among his important tasks—besides the first stage of building a healthy new countryside and rapidly developing industry—he also faced the task of establishing a brand-new bureaucratic system.

"This work absolutely must be handed over to someone else to handle, or I'll work myself to death." Chen Ke determined a very reasonable course of action.
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"The core point of the Democratic Party's charter is actually just one sentence: we protect the interests of the propertied class," Wang Youhong said loudly, standing on the podium of the Jiangsu Provincial Assembly. "Whether we enact laws, build water conservancy projects, or aid the poor, it all serves a single ultimate purpose: Jiangsu must not descend into chaos. In the current situation, if Jiangsu falls into chaos, major trouble will ensue. We must help each other like people in the same boat to weather this storm together..."

Among the gentry below, some showed expressions of disdain or dissatisfaction, but many more watched Wang Youhong on the podium with gazes of respect and admiration. This man was the protector of Jiangsu, its leader. At a time when the gentry were bewildered and confused, only he had produced a viable plan. Whether they agreed with Wang Youhong's proposal or not, they certainly admitted that he possessed capabilities far exceeding their own.

Wang Youhong paid no mind to the attitudes of the gentry; his speech had reached its final, crucial point. "The Democratic Party I intend to establish is not my personal party. It is currently the party of the propertied class of all Jiangsu, and in the future, it will even be the party of the propertied class of all China. Our slogan is but one..."

Slowly but forcefully, Wang Youhong raised his left hand, drawing the eyes of everyone in the audience. "Propertied class of the world, unite!"

As Wang Youhong forcefully swept down his raised hand to conclude his speech, thunderous applause and cheers erupted among the excited gentry.

Yu Chen sat among the gentry in his military uniform, surrounded by a group of young officers also in uniform. The faces of these young men were filled with intense excitement. Over four months ago, Wang Youhong had begun preparing the Democratic Party. As the controller of Jiangsu's military, he naturally recruited young officers from the army.

The criteria for joining the Democratic Party were simple: first, one had to be a registered property owner; second, one had to pay party dues. These two standards were entirely public. Chinese tradition emphasized keeping one's wealth hidden, and in the turbulent late Qing, very few were willing to do otherwise. And while the party dues were not exorbitant, they still amounted to six silver dollars a year. A common soldier in the Jiangsu New Army earned eight silver dollars a month, while officers' incomes ranged from twelve to twenty. They could afford it.

The Democratic Party's organizational model was relatively loose, but its goal was clear: to actually control the authority of the local assemblies. Jiangsu's electoral system differed from the one proposed by Beiyang, which granted the vote to any male of age; Wang Youhong implemented a citizen system. That is, only citizens had the right to vote, and a citizen had to be a registered property owner.

As for the Democratic Party's administrative program, it focused on suppressing land consolidation, striking at speculation, and implementing social stability policies so that all people in Jiangsu would have clothes to wear and food to eat. In this era of upheaval, this resonated strongly with the desires of the petty bourgeoisie. Compared to the landlords and gentry, self-cultivating farmers and soldiers were more willing to register their property and join the Democratic Party.

Currently underway was the Democratic Party's final preparatory convention. After this meeting, Wang Youhong would lead the Jiangsu National Assembly delegation to Beijing to attend the first formal National Assembly. After finishing his speech, Wang Youhong left the podium and went to the lounge in the back. Unlike his spirited performance on stage, when he sat in the lounge, his face showed true exhaustion.

He knew very well that what he was currently doing had reached its limit. Born into the ranks, he had eventually become a guard for Empress Dowager Cixi, which began his path to prominence. His real grasp of power had relied entirely on learning from the insights of Chen Ke of the People's Party. But this was his limit. Playing the game of officialdom and commanding an army might be within his reach, but deeper political maneuvering was entirely beyond him.

This had become very apparent over the past year or so. Wang Youhong found that he could no longer understand what Chen Ke wrote. It wasn't that he couldn't read the words, but rather that he completely failed to grasp the ultimate purpose of what Chen Ke was expounding, and he couldn't even imagine how to implement the policies Chen Ke proposed. He couldn't even copy and modify them anymore. To outsiders, the formation of the Democratic Party was proof of Wang Youhong reaching a new height. Wang himself, however, knew it was his limit. He couldn't see clearly what the outcome would be; the only certainty was that if he couldn't gather friends under the same banner according to the most basic concept of "who are our friends and who are our enemies," all of Jiangsu would slip from his influence.

Especially the army!

After resting for a while and regaining his spirit, Wang Youhong went back out to continue meeting with those attending the preparatory convention. People from all walks of life were currently gathered under the banner of the Democratic Party, but each had their own stance. Some hoped to gain protection by joining, while others sought to realize their own ambitions or more specific goals.

By evening, the final preparatory meeting of the Democratic Party adjourned. Returning home, Wang Youhong did not rest; his home had become the meeting place. After the servants served him dinner, they began preparing snacks and night meals. Sure enough, not long after Lord Wang reached his study in the back courtyard, more than a dozen people arrived at the back door. They were the activists within the New Army and the true pillars of Wang Youhong's power.

Once the servants withdrew and Wang's personal guards took up positions at the doors and windows, the meeting formally began.

"Lord Wang, how do you plan to handle the Bannermen?" The speaker was the current commander of the New Army, Wu Yida. After the previous commander of the New Army's Ninth Division, Xu Shaozhen, had died at the hands of the People's Party, Wang Youhong's confidant Wu Yida had taken over the Jiangsu New Army.

The attendees watched Wang Youhong with looks of irrepressible excitement. Currently, the Bannermen of Jiangsu were gathered in Nanjing, and their 5,000-man force had once been one of Wang Youhong's main strengths. They had been the primary force for guarding against the People's Party, monitoring revolutionaries within the New Army, and eliminating various rebel parties. But with the situation changing so rapidly, the status of these Bannermen was also shifting fast.

"Currently, the Bannermen are emotionally unstable. They oppose the Republic and intend to cause trouble. Furthermore, ever since they received your permission to engage in commerce and farming, there have been endless incidents of forced buying and selling, swindling, and deception. They have become entirely like black sheep. Brother Yu Chen is in charge of inspections; he knows this best." Wu Yida not only expressed his meaning clearly but also brought in Wang Youhong's favorite young officer, Yu Chen.

Yu Chen knew very well that what Wu Yida said was not the truth. The Bannermen in Jiangsu were not that arrogant now. By this point, aside from shouting that the Great Qing must not fall, only a few extremists were making desperate and laughable plans. But rather than say they were preparing to do something, it would be more accurate to say they were afraid of something happening.

"The New Army is the foundation of Jiangsu. The gentry and commoners see the New Army as the government itself. If the New Army's discipline is corrupt or if it acts lawlessly, how can the gentry and commoners believe that the Jiangsu government is good?" Wang Youhong said.

Wu Yida's face lit up with joy upon hearing this. With a few casual words, Wang Youhong had confirmed one thing: the New Army must undergo a "major rectification." "You are right, my Lord. The New Army must never bring shame upon the government. However, my Lord, I fear those Bannermen will not listen to your advice."

Yu Chen clearly heard the intense murderous intent in those words, but the New Army officers at this meeting were completely unified in their attitude toward the Bannermen: when they needed to be killed, they must be killed. Yu Chen did not believe there was the slightest need for mercy.

"Heaven has the virtue of loving life; let us advise them first. However, in this National Assembly, I fear the national structure will no longer be a constitutional monarchy. With the People's Party stirring things up, other provinces won't dare maintain a constitutional monarchy. Our Jiangsu must not fall into chaos, but I am worried whether the Bannermen can realize this. Everyone, I am going to Beijing for the National Assembly; I leave the affairs of Jiangsu in your hands."

"Rest assured, my Lord. Your subordinates will never allow even the slightest disturbance in Jiangsu," Wu Yida answered decisively.

Such major matters did not need to be spelled out entirely. Wu Yida made his stance clear, and so did Wang Youhong. While they spoke of maintaining public order, they were actually deciding the fate of the Bannermen. The meeting then moved on to the reorganization of the troops based on the military academies. Wang Youhong's military was actually divided into two branches: one was the New Army, capable of going out to fight, and the other was the tax police who collected revenue. In terms of combat effectiveness, the New Army was naturally superior to the tax police. But in terms of intimacy, the tax police were clearly more important than the New Army.

Wu Yida expressed his hope to formally separate the New Army from the tax police, and Wang Youhong surprisingly agreed wholeheartedly. "Separation of duties is an inevitable path. Look at Beiyang's establishment of the police system; it's received praise throughout the north. I think we should not only establish the tax police but also build up the police system. Commander Wu, you must handle this well."

What the New Army wanted most was control over all armed forces. If they could control both the tax police and the civil police, the New Army would become an even more pivotal force in Jiangsu. Those at the meeting were all Wang Youhong's confidants, and they seemed to see a limitless bright future. Although Wu Yida tried his best to hide it, the smile on his face could not be suppressed.

"Yu Chen, you are responsible for military discipline and the security within Nanjing. Do you have any thoughts on the police?" Wang Youhong asked.

Wu Yida glanced at Yu Chen with a look of jealousy. Yu Chen was a graduate of the Imperial Japanese Army Academy and had become an officer upon returning to Nanjing. However, this youth had a strange temperament and a reputation for seeking fame. When the previous commander, Xu Shaozhen, was in charge, he had enforced military discipline strictly, and Yu Chen had served as an inspector within the New Army, offending many people.

After Xu Shaozhen died in battle and Wang Youhong seized the New Army through bribery, the men in the ranks thought they could finally indulge themselves. Unexpectedly, Yu Chen refused to change his ways, acting exactly as before. This made him a thorn in the side of many. Someone had likely schemed against him, sending him word when the tax police went to the pleasure quarters for entertainment, which resulted in a brawl between the two sides.

According to the rules of officialdom, before hitting a dog, one must look at the master. The tax police were Wang Youhong's confidants; what right did Yu Chen of the New Army have to intervene? The head of the tax police had shouted about killing Yu Chen to establish his authority. Unexpectedly, after Wang Youhong learned of the incident, he personally received Yu Chen, praised him highly, and invited him to dinner several times. At this, the men in the New Army and tax police couldn't help but marvel at Yu Chen's luck.

Now hearing Wang Youhong mention wanting Yu Chen to lead the police department, Wu Yida couldn't help but feel jealous.

"Lord Wang, the police handle civil affairs and maintain order in the marketplace; this is no small matter. In my view, the military and civilians should be separated. Including the tax police, once jurisdictions begin to interfere with each other, there will be endless trouble," Yu Chen replied.

Wang Youhong nodded. "This is indeed troublesome. Sike, I am leaving for Beijing soon. Don't leave tonight; we will discuss this in a moment."

All the New Army officers showed intense jealousy. Others used connections and paths just to get a moment of Wang Youhong's appreciation. Yet Yu Chen, a man seeking fame, actually received such favor; it truly was unjust! But they didn't dare say this to his face. After a few more words and Wang Youhong's instructions to Wu Yida to prepare quickly—Wu knew he meant the Bannermen, no easy task—Wu set aside his thoughts on Yu Chen for now. Seeing there was nothing else, he and the other officers rose to take their leave.

Once the others had left and it was quiet outside, Wang Youhong didn't mention the police. He asked instead, "Sike, what are your thoughts on the formation of the party?"

Yu Chen showed no surprise. He replied, "Lord Wang, shall the propertied class be divided by status?"

"How could they be? Propertied is propertied; there can be no division of status," Wang Youhong replied.

Hearing this, a light appeared in Yu Chen's eyes. "Lord Wang, if there is no division of status, then talent and virtue should be the criteria for selection. The Democratic Party's system must be taken seriously."

Wang Youhong smiled. "Sike, I know you are an upright man who cannot tolerate evil. But in my position, I cannot help but tolerate it. There are many things I am even powerless to change. In this regard, without the help of young men like you, selecting based on talent and virtue would be extremely difficult."

"Please rest assured, my Lord!" Yu Chen's tone was firm. "There are many youths in the New Army who see it as their mission to clarify the world, and everyone detests those who act lawlessly. Since you are forming a party, we are willing to follow your lead."

Wang Youhong laughed. "I trust you, Sike."

After Wang Youhong led the Jiangsu delegation to Beijing, the Nanjing area became "tense inside but relaxed outside." After all, Jiangsu bordered Anhui, and with the People's Party nearby and Wang Youhong and the others absent, it was impossible not to be afraid. Controls on the streets tightened, and orders were issued in the military camps: no one was to leave without military orders.

The Bannermen were not particularly sensitive to this. They had once been Wang Youhong's confidants, so they assumed these measures were merely for alert. They were not very clear on the changes in Wang Youhong. Furthermore, all their attention was focused on the National Assembly being held in Beijing, causing them to forget what was right in front of them.

After the Qing troops entered the pass, the Bannermen were distributed across the country. In important military garrisons, Eight Banner soldiers were stationed to guard them. According to Dai Yinghua's research, Nanjing had always been a major stronghold in southeast China, located at a strategic hub of land and water transport. In the second year of Shunzhi (1645), the Qing court established the Jiangning Garrison Banner Camp there. After the eighteenth year of Shunzhi (1661), its overall setup gradually emphasized the east, becoming the military center of eastern China and eventually developing into a major garrison in southeast China during the Qing Dynasty.

Although the number of troops in the Jiangning Banner Garrison changed several times, it remained largely stable for most of the Qing Dynasty. The Jiangning Garrison was set with 4,000 regular mounted soldiers, divided into eight banners, with seven subdivisions per banner. Along with the families the soldiers brought, the Banner people gradually developed into a significant and unique social group in the area.

By the late Qing, each banner had only three subdivisions, and the total number of garrison soldiers was around six or seven thousand. According to the usual calculation of five persons per soldier, the total number of Bannermen in Nanjing at the time should have been between 30,000 and 40,000.

The Banner land was also widely distributed. According to the original system, the place where the Banner troops were stationed was the Banner land. The Jiangning Garrison Banner land mainly included two parts: inside and outside the city. Inside the city, there were five locations: inside the Imperial City, Wangfu Garden, the North City, Yedong, and Yexi. Outside the city, there were six: the Great Training Ground, the Small Training Ground, Guandaxu, the Left Wing, the Right Wing, and Taiping Gate. In addition, the Jiangning Garrison owned horse grazing grounds such as Bagua Island and Wanchun Lake.

Before Wang Youhong departed, the leading figures of the Jiangning Camp and the local Bannermen sought him out to sound out his attitude. Wang's answer was very straightforward: "I was born a guard of the Empress Dowager; loyalty to the monarch is my duty. However, I am not the only one with a say in this National Assembly. The hundreds of members all have different ideas. I wish to be loyal, but I cannot control the thoughts of the other members."

This was the truth, and the Bannermen had no choice. They couldn't even grasp the attitude of the other Jiangsu delegates, let alone the National Assembly in Beijing. Some delegates spoke evasively, while others simply refused to see the Bannermen when they visited. The Bannermen were accustomed to being arrogant; in the past, they likely would have caused a huge scene. But the lesson of Fujian was not far off. Governor-General Matsuju and General Pusuju had made preparations for over a year, even forming a "Han-Killing Corps" to try to control the situation in Fujian. As a result, when the revolutionary party rose up, Matsuju committed suicide, and after Pusuju was defeated and captured, the revolutionaries cut him into pieces and threw his corpse on a mountain. The Bannermen of Fujian were slaughtered to a man. Knowing this, Bannermen all over the country were in a state of panic.

Now, although Wang Youhong repeatedly stated that he would not allow the New Army to kill one another and there was no strong anti-Bannerman sentiment in Jiangsu, those Bannermen no longer dared to be as arrogant as before.

Wu Yida understood this well. Using the excuse of guarding against the People's Party, he rectified military discipline on one hand and ordered each camp to reorganize military affairs and intensify training on the other. No one was allowed to leave their camp without permission. These orders were entirely public, with notices posted by the Military Law Department led by Yu Chen. Merchants everywhere, upon hearing the news, immediately went to the camps to collect their debts. This rectification would not be short, and if war broke out, who knew when they could get their money back? The merchants dared not bear such a loss.

Other camps were under the jurisdiction of the Military Law Department, so the soldiers didn't dare default. However, the Banner camps usually had many debts; though they didn't dare be arrogant anymore, they truly had no cash to repay. And while they didn't dare be arrogant outside the camp, inside the camp, the soldiers were the masters. Merchants who went to collect debts either returned empty-handed or were even beaten. The news that the Bannermen had money but refused to repay was immediately spread throughout Nanjing through various channels.

After Wang Youhong arrived in Beijing on April 19, 1911, he learned of this through the newspapers. Newspapers in Nanjing, Shanghai, and Beijing all mentioned it. Negative news about Bannermen, not just in Nanjing but in various places, occupied a huge amount of space in the papers. Wang Youhong said nothing on the matter. Since he had given many southern governors and generals suggestions on how to control the New Army, and they also intended to huddle together for warmth, he was busy attending various banquets after arriving in Beijing. He simply had no time.

It wasn't until April 24, when the three representatives of the People's Party observation mission arrived in Beijing, that the various negative news about the Bannermen finally yielded space on the front pages.
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The three representatives of the People's Party were the same as last time: Yan Fu, Feng Xu, and Shang Yuan. All three had once held office under the Manchu Qing. Most newspapers had opened special columns for them, recounting their histories. Yan Fu and Feng Xu were easy enough to talk about; they had long been major figures known for their stability. Shang Yuan, however, had once been an obscure junior scholar (Juren) and was now the Provincial Party Secretary of the People's Party's Huaihai Province. In terms of status alone, he was on par with a provincial governor—a true nouveau riche of the revolution.

The Shang family was also a prominent local clan in Shangqiu, with members serving as officials both locally and in the imperial court. Last time, Yuan Shikai had just seized the central government, and the situation was unclear. This time, except for a few who couldn't see the writing on the wall, all officials knew that the end of the Manchu Qing was imminent. Shang Yuan's father sent a servant to the People's Party's station to deliver several sets of clothes and five hundred taels of silver to his son. This was a direct manifestation of the current situation; one must know that the father and son had had no contact for five years.

"I can even make a small fortune just by attending a meeting," Shang Yuan joked. From Chen Ke down to the grassroots members, after several years of revolution, no one in the People's Party had enriched themselves through it. Furthermore, the People's Party was in the early stages of implementing a property disclosure system for cadres; officials at the level of county magistrate or county party secretary and above had to disclose their family finances. For instance, Chen Ke's family was once again leading the pack in the base areas; the five thousand taels of silver sent by his father-in-law, He Ruming, had made Chen Ke's household the wealthiest in the People's Party. But no one gossiped; Chen Ke himself had made immense contributions to the revolution, not just in founding and commanding it, but also in terms of finances—all the money he earned domestically and abroad had been put into the Party's cause. This was the true startup capital of the People's Party. Yan Fu's family, due to some farmland and real estate in other regions, was the second wealthiest. Now that Shang Yuan had received money from his father, he had a strong chance of surpassing Yan Fu.

These high-ranking People's Party cadres were insensitive to money. Millions of taels had passed through their hands, and their backgrounds were not humble. If they truly wanted to accumulate wealth "reasonably," it would be an easy feat. Everyone just listened to Shang Yuan's joke and moved on.

"Does everyone think the first article of the constitution will be discussed first?" Feng Xu asked. The first article of the constitution would determine the national system (Guoti). Without this article, all subsequent content could not proceed. The only thing the People's Party representatives wanted to confirm was this single article.

"I assume Yuan Shikai won't be foolish, as for the other provinces... our troops are prepared," Yan Fu replied. Chen Ke had made it clear: whichever province dared to publicly declare support for the continued existence of the Manchu Qing, the People's Party would send troops there. The reason would be their support for the Qing. Although this decision hadn't been made public, it was assumed the provinces understood.

"But once the Manchu Qing falls, will China truly be at peace?" Feng Xu couldn't help but ask.

Yan Fu and Shang Yuan looked at each other, both showing somewhat helpless smiles. Yan Fu replied, "Wenqing loves peace. It's just that his way of loving peace seems a bit difficult for others to accept."

Feng Xu was not a high-ranking cadre of the People's Party, so he naturally had no way of knowing their plans. However, just by seeing how Chen Ke had eliminated Cixi and Guangxu using *The Life of Cixi*, Feng Xu thoroughly understood the extreme correctness of the saying, "Since ancient times, heroes have never been of a kind sort." That such a young man could construct systems, train armies, and even manipulate human hearts—how powerful the dark side within him must be, Feng Xu no longer wished to discuss.

For Feng Xu, who was already 70 years old this year by traditional counting, whether there was peace or not was no longer important. China's situation would definitely not stop here. Even if the People's Party had no other intentions, Beiyang would not allow China to simply remain as it was. Where exactly Chen Ke intended to lead China, and what lay at the end of that road—that was what Feng Xu wanted to see.

The first formal National Assembly convened on April 28, 1911. Starting from the 26th, the entire city of Beijing was under martial law. Yuan Shikai had ordered Beiyang to maintain full martial law until the final result of the first article of the constitution was out. This was a necessary preventive measure; the first article involved too much, and Yuan Shikai could not afford any mistakes.

Yang Du had a relatively straightforward personality, and he was quite clear about the current situation. It would be incredibly easy for Yuan Shikai to simply push things through, but Yuan Shikai didn't want to leave a reputation as a rebel, so the voting had to be done beautifully. Yang Du was responsible for scouting the situation in various provinces. However, Yang Du's teacher, Wang Kaiyun, stopped him from doing so.

Wang Kaiyun was a famous scholar from Hunan, born in the thirteenth year of Daoguang (1833). Orphaned young, he was raised by his uncle. He was dull-witted as a child but studious. He famously said, "What I study in the morning, I do not eat until I can recite it; what I recite in the evening, I do not sleep until I understand it." He studied the classics, history, and the works of a hundred schools daily. He could write well by age nine. As he grew older, he studied at the Chengnan Academy in Changsha. He was lofty in character and did not pursue profit. Under Yang Du's strong recommendation and mediation, this old gentleman was now serving as the Director of the Preparatory National Library of China. Yuan Shikai knew of Wang Kaiyun's character. The problem the National Library was currently facing was that some unscrupulous literati, in an attempt to appear cultured, were stealing books from the collection gathered by Beiyang. They didn't really want money; it was just that "eccentric" and bastardly hobby of literati. Wang Kaiyun had great fame, seniority, and status; with him presiding, he could effectively suppress the situation.

The Directorship of the National Library of China was a prestigious position among the literati. Although Wang Kaiyun knew how much of a role his disciple Yang Du had played, he had never had any private dealings with him. Upon learning that Yang Du was acting as a scout and lobbyist, Wang Kaiyun finally stepped forward.

"Huzhan, you foolish child! What use is it for you to go scouting and lobbying now?" Wang Kaiyun asked Yang Du bluntly upon meeting him. Although he was a scholar, without a deep understanding of the world, Wang Kaiyun would never have been able to deal with those book thieves.

Criticized by his teacher, Yang Du didn't understand the key point. "Teacher, such matters must be handled with a two-pronged approach."

"Inside there is Lord Yuan, outside there is Chen Ke. What kind of hero are you trying to be?" Wang Kaiyun was almost in despair over his silly disciple. "The provinces will either listen to Lord Yuan or fear Chen Ke starting a war. The current plan is just about who speaks first. The National Assembly has rules on who speaks first; this isn't something you can avoid just because you want to. Stop being a jumping-clown."

Rebuked by his teacher, Yang Du also had a sudden realization. Under his teacher's guidance, he continued his visits, but when he went, he simply listened to what the provincial representatives had to say and said nothing himself. The provincial representatives were all shrewd; as long as Yang Du visited, everyone knew what was going on. There was no need to say anything useless.

At nine o'clock on the morning of April 28, the first formal National Assembly of the Manchu Qing officially convened. Learning from the lesson of the last assembly, the People's Party representatives entered only after the other representatives had performed their kowtows. Yuan Shikai didn't waste words either. After taking the stage, he immediately stated that the type of political system China should implement needed to be decided by a vote of the provincial representatives. The voting would be anonymous. First, the representatives would write down their proposed national system. The assembly would publicly record all various systems, then vote on the top five, selecting three. Finally, another vote would determine the ultimate national system.

The assembly members had thought Yuan Shikai would make them choose between a republic under a system of provincial autonomy or a constitutional monarchy. They hadn't expected Yuan Shikai to make it look quite democratic. The perception of Yuan Shikai among many representatives immediately underwent a significant change.

The People's Party representatives looked at each other. Feng Xu frowned slightly; he also hadn't expected things to develop this way. Shang Yuan, however, nodded slightly. Chen Ke had once said, "The leadership of the People's Party only has their own single vote in a meeting. But the only thing that can be called a privilege is that they can, to a large extent, decide what is discussed and what is not."

The discussion model proposed by Yuan Shikai seemed complex but was actually quite simple. Aside from the first round of counting votes, which required reading out the ballots of five hundred people and would take a long time, the subsequent voting would be very fast.

The first round of counting votes was truly "joyful." The assembly members under Beiyang were basically required to support a presidential system under provincial autonomy. However, this option only needed to rank in the top five in the first round.

"Absolute monarchy!"

"A republic where the president's words and deeds are regarded as laws that must be executed."

"A republic where each province is fully autonomous and major affairs rely on assembly discussions."

"The enfeoffment system."

"Ooh!" A burst of noise already erupted from below.

The vote counters loudly read out the various political structures proposed by the members. Many had expected a one-sided situation, but it didn't appear at all. The clerks also honestly used chalk to write these contents on a large blackboard. Because there were too many proposals, one blackboard wasn't enough, so another was brought in. By the four hundredth vote, even the second blackboard wasn't enough, and a third was brought in.

The assembly members from provinces outside Beiyang were stunned. Under pressure, most of them had honestly filled in the presidential system under provincial autonomy. Looking at the current situation, what would have happened if they had just written whatever they wanted? Since they couldn't change the big picture, wouldn't it have been better to just speak their minds?

However, some political systems were extremely excessive. For instance, after a system where the head of state, assembly members, and all officials must be from Sichuan was read out by a frowning vote counter, all assembly members glared angrily at the Sichuan representatives.

The Sichuan delegation also looked at each other in bewilderment. This joke was going too far; one could even say it was an extremely excessive prank. An impatient Sichuan member stood up and shouted, "Dammit! This was definitely not written by us Sichuan members. The voting is anonymous; who knows who wrote this? Which son of a bitch wrote this? If you're a hero, stand up! Don't be a coward here!"

Naturally, no one stood up to admit they had done it. A low ripple of laughter sounded in the hall. This further provoked the Sichuan member, who cursed several more times in Sichuan dialect. Consequently, the figures of police appeared at the edge of the hall. In the last assembly, because the members wanted to cause trouble, the police responsible for order had forcibly intervened to suppress them. Everyone remembered this clearly. Seeing that the police were about to act again, the Sichuan members nearby quickly dragged the impatient representative back to his seat.

Some of the more mature and steady figures in the assembly had already begun to frown. Although they didn't like Yuan Shikai's dictatorship, they didn't have much of a favorable impression of the assembly either. Such a prank was truly too much.

After a morning of vote counting, the top five political system choices were selected. Maintaining the current presidential system under provincial autonomy, constitutional monarchy, and absolute monarchy were the top three. A provincial federal republic and a universal parliamentary system followed closely behind. The unreliable options were eliminated.

"I didn't expect it to be so serious," Feng Xu was quite surprised by this first National Assembly election. The basic tone had long been set, and Feng Xu had originally thought it was just a formality. Now it seemed the members truly wanted to speak seriously on national affairs. While chaos was one aspect of the situation, order was the mainstream.

"It seems we won't have to fight a war. No one wants to fight," Yan Fu also said.

"What decides the victory or defeat of a struggle are internal factors," Shang Yuan offered a view that was perhaps too much in the style of the People's Party. In reality, the victory or defeat of this struggle had long been decided; the only thing to be determined now was the issue of interests shared by various forces in this great upheaval. "Instead of calling the assembly a place to discuss problems, it's more like a place to divide the spoils."

Hearing Shang Yuan's assessment, Yan Fu and Feng Xu could only shake their heads with a bitter smile. For the two of them, a strange feeling suddenly arose in their hearts. The People's Party had been fighting continuously for the day when the Manchu Qing would be completely overthrown, yet now that this day had truly arrived, it brought a sense of inexplicable melancholy. Just a few hundred people going through the motions like a game of house, and everything was decided. Behind this, the struggle of over a hundred thousand People's Party members and the army, and the efforts of tens of millions of people in the base areas, showed no trace. What was the point of all this? The more they thought this way, the more melancholy they felt. Consequently, they didn't even want to speak anymore.

During lunch, the provincial representatives seemed to be infected by Yan Fu and Feng Xu's mood. They weren't as enthusiastically networking as last time; everyone was silent. The expressions on many people's faces were those of worrying about gains and losses. After all, up until now, everyone's lives had been spent under the rule of the Manchu Qing. Once the Manchu Qing was destroyed, what kind of future awaited them? No one could imagine it.

The afternoon voting was even faster. From two o'clock until seven in the evening, two rounds of voting were completed. Ultimately, the long-determined result—the "presidential system under provincial autonomy"—became the new national system. The assembly members had personally written the fate of the Manchu Qing's downfall.

Yuan Shikai walked onto the podium with a cold and stern expression. This was the result he sought, but when the day truly arrived, even this owl-like hero felt immense pressure. "Everyone, since the assembly has made its decision, I shall enter the palace tonight to convey this matter to the Empress Dowager and the Emperor. From now on, the National Assembly is temporarily adjourned for three days to await news from the palace."

After Yuan Shikai finished speaking, not a single person in the assembly spoke. The weight of the change in fate pressed down on everyone, making them unable to move. Some were lost, some were fearful, and some looked left and right, hoping to see something from others. But everyone was somewhat at a loss.

It wasn't until the three People's Party representatives stood up with cold expressions and walked out of the assembly hall without a word, their footsteps echoing as they grew more distant, that an assembly member suddenly broke into loud wailing. That was a member "loyal" to the Manchu Qing. With someone leading the way, the sound of wailing immediately followed. This was a mourning for the Manchu Qing, even though the mourners themselves had personally pronounced the Qing's death.

Yuan Shikai's final forced abdication was entirely a formality. The Manchu Qing imperial family no longer possessed even a shred of power. Yuan Shikai simply signed the preferential treatment conditions in his capacity as the Vice Premier of the Cabinet. These conditions consisted of three parts.

The first part, "Conditions for the Preferential Treatment of the Great Qing Emperor After His Abdication," had 8 articles: (1) The title of the Qing Emperor shall remain and not be abolished, and the Republic of China shall treat him with the etiquette accorded to foreign monarchs; (2) The Qing Emperor's annual expenses of 4 million taels shall be allocated by the Republican government; (3) The Qing Emperor shall temporarily reside in the palace and later move to the Summer Palace, with the guards and others remaining as usual; (4) The Qing Emperor's ancestral temples and tombs shall be worshipped forever, and the Republican government shall appropriately establish guards to protect them; (5) The Guangxu Emperor's tomb shall be completed according to regulations, with the Republican government paying the actual expenses; (6) All attendants in the palace may remain as usual, but no more eunuchs shall be recruited; (7) The private property of the Qing Emperor shall be specially protected by the Republican government; (8) The original Imperial Guard shall be incorporated into the Ministry of War of the Republic of China, with its numbers and stipends remaining as before.

The second part, "Conditions for the Treatment of the Qing Imperial Clan," had 4 articles: (1) The titles of nobility shall remain as before; (2) The imperial clan shall have equal rights with the citizens; (3) The private property of the imperial clan shall be protected; (4) The imperial clan shall be exempt from military service.

The third part, "Conditions for the Treatment of the Manchu, Mongol, Hui, and Tibetan Ethnic Groups," had 7 articles: (1) They shall be equal with the Han people; (2) Their private property shall be protected; (3) The titles of nobility shall remain as before; (4) The Republican government shall provide for the livelihoods of those nobles whose lives are too difficult; (5) The livelihoods of the Eight Banners shall be arranged first, and before they are settled, their stipends shall continue to be paid as before; (6) Previous restrictions on business and residence shall be abolished, and they may freely register their households in various counties; (7) They shall have the freedom of belief in their original religions.

The end of the Qing Dynasty, which had been discussed intermittently since the Opium War, had truly arrived. April 28, 1911, was the last day of the Qing Dynasty.

Empress Dowager Longyu, together with the five-year-old Xuantong Emperor Puyi, issued the abdication edict in the Palace of Heavenly Purity. Yuan Shikai, who had most directly brought about the end of the Qing Dynasty, was unwilling to attend this "funeral." Minister of Foreign Affairs Hu Weide attended in his place.

Hu Weide led thirteen cabinet ministers lined up in a row. When the ashen-faced Longyu emerged with the ignorant and innocent little Emperor Puyi, the ministers did not kowtow but instead bowed three times in unison to Longyu and Puyi. This had been agreed upon beforehand; the Empress Dowager, who would become a commoner in a few minutes, no longer wished to continue her former majesty, even for the last time.

Yuan Shikai had also played a small trick: he signed the preferential treatment conditions as the Vice Premier of the Manchu Qing Cabinet, but these conditions had to be approved by the National Assembly to take effect. This was a very poisonous tactic. However, Empress Dowager Longyu heard Yuan Shikai's guarantee that he would definitely see the preferential treatment conditions through. Consequently, without any legal protection, the Manchu Qing came to an end.

On May 1, 1911, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Yuan Shikai cut off their queues.
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Chapter 105: The Xinhai Upheaval (Part 3)

"With the Qing fallen, war should be temporarily avoided, shouldn't it?" Feng Xu remarked. Though the old man was seventy by traditional reckoning, his spirit remained robust. The People's Party delegation was currently staying at the former Prince Yi Mansion; after the entire household of Prince Yi had been executed, the residence had sat vacant. It was now May 7, 1911. Outside, the early summer weather was pleasant and sunny, yet the large-scale martial law covering Beijing had not been lifted. Ever since the Qing abdication edict was issued, the People's Party delegation had been confined to the mansion, prevented from leaving. With the fall of the Manchu Qing, the agreement previously reached between Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke had essentially reached its end. For Yuan Shikai, the fewer complications the better; he had no desire for any new variables to emerge from the National Assembly. Since the People's Party did not wish to expose its intelligence network in Beijing, the delegation truly received no news from the outside world. This gave everyone time for some idle chatter.

"We can't let Yuan Shikai be the only one happy. I think in the future, we should establish the People's Party's liaison station right here in the Prince Yi Mansion. What do you all think?" Shang Yuan said with a smile. The People's Party's Shandong troops had played a major role in eliminating Prince Yi's family, and Shang Yuan skillfully sidestepped Feng Xu's question.

"Before I came, Wenqing mentioned that the honeycomb coal factory he once started in Beijing must be reclaimed from Yuan Shikai. We can't let Beiyang have it for free," Yan Fu added jokingly.

"Gentlemen, what exactly do you mean by this?" Feng Xu had been with the People's Party for several years, and much of his original bureaucratic air had faded. Hearing the two speak this way, he didn't bother guessing but instead raised a blunt question.

Seeing that Feng Xu was genuinely becoming anxious, Yan Fu smiled and said, "Brother Feng, revolution is the process of eliminating the most backward elements one by one. The Manchu Qing was the most decadent and backward entity of this era. After we've dealt with the Qing, we must continue to eliminate whoever is currently the most decadent and backward. Revolution has no end."

Hearing this discourse, Feng Xu sighed softly. He didn't want to oppose this logic, but the People's Party's attitude was indeed difficult for many to accept. The issue was that Feng Xu was far from having the status or opportunity to intervene in the People's Party's high-level affairs. "Who is the next enemy?" Feng Xu asked.

"In the next stage, whoever attempts to attach themselves to the Western imperialist powers is our enemy," Shang Yuan replied cleanly and decisively.

This answer was filled with both moral righteousness and pragmatic reality. One moment Feng Xu had been worried that the People's Party might adopt some overly radical policies; after hearing Shang Yuan's response, he turned to praise them instead. "Well said! That is exactly how it should be!"

"Who are our friends and who are our enemies—Wenqing has never been wrong about that so far," Yan Fu also smiled. Grasping the strategic direction was the realm of the strategist, and no one within the People's Party questioned Chen Ke's position as their premier strategist.

Stimulated by this brand-new strategic direction, Feng Xu became somewhat excited. "Then who would collude with the Western powers?"

"Listen to their words and observe their deeds," Shang Yuan laughed. Just then, someone came from outside to announce that Yuan Shikai had sent someone to invite the People's Party to attend tomorrow's National Assembly session.

On May 8, 1911, after several days of deliberation and discussion, the national title for China after the fall of the Manchu Qing was determined to be the Republic of China (Zhonghua Gongheguo). Yuan Shikai was formally elected as the first President of the Republic of China. Yuan immediately appointed his old partner, Prince Qing Yikuang, as Premier, and Xu Shichang as Vice Premier. Yikuang was already 73 years old this year; this appointment was purely to reward his old partner's contributions. The Republic operated under a presidential system, and Yuan Shikai remained firmly in control of power. The Beiyang representatives in the National Assembly passed numerous basic laws at an astonishing speed. It wasn't until May 8, when the number of seats for representatives nominally needed to be finalized, that they finally had to invite the People's Party delegation to attend the meeting.

Compared to the previous session, things had changed in just a few days. President Yuan had cut his queue, and a significant portion of the assembly representatives followed suit. The number of people wearing Western suits in the entire assembly had also increased, giving the scene a somewhat refreshed appearance. When the People's Party delegation strode in, more representatives took the initiative to greet them. It seemed everyone was gradually accepting the changes.

In truth, the number of representatives had long since been arranged. The National Assembly first passed a resolution confirming "Huaihai Province" as a formal provincial-level administrative unit. Then, based on the population estimates from the late Qing, they granted the People's Party several seats for its four provinces. The People's Party delegation immediately signaled their agreement. Thus, everyone went through the motions of a mock vote. When the voting ended and Yuan Shikai took the stage, many representatives assumed he was prepared to say a few polite formalities.

"Gentlemen, China is no longer at war, which is a good thing. Now, we must discuss the matter of the Boxer Indemnity," Yuan Shikai began, and the content of his words immediately plunged the entire assembly into a dead silence. One of the National Assembly's functions was to discuss the annual tax quotas each province would pay to the central government. Since provincial autonomy had been established, the provinces no longer expected much in terms of central power. Regarding the sole issue of taxation, the provinces naturally didn't want to give a single cent—let alone the massive figures of the Boxer Indemnity.

Yuan Shikai continued, "The national military should be unified. Since the People's Party is willing to join the Republic, there must be a protocol for discussing military orders. The North is fine, but the number of troops in the southern provinces must also be discussed. I suggest holding a peace conference in Shanghai to discuss the military issues of each province. Furthermore, we must also address the matter of the Boxer Indemnity."

At this, the assembly erupted like a disturbed hornet's nest. The military was the fundamental self-preservation force for the southern provinces. Setting aside the fact that Beiyang currently possessed a massive army, the People's Party was even more powerful and well-equipped. Although provincial autonomy had been established, if war broke out, who would they turn to for justice? The southern provinces had absolutely no genuine trust in Yuan Shikai.

Fortunately, Yuan Shikai didn't truly expect the southern provinces to show any real sincerity. He immediately stated that during this period of intense upheaval, the nation should focus on rest. At least until next year's National Assembly, the government would temporarily refrain from collecting taxes. However, the Boxer Indemnity was a matter of great consequence; Beiyang would negotiate with foreign powers and invited the People's Party to join the discussions. Any province willing to voluntarily participate in the indemnity payments could also attend this Shanghai Peace Conference. The condition was that participating provinces must bear an annual indemnity payment of one million taels.

Participating in the peace conference was naturally desirable; every province was concerned about what conspiracies might be brewing in the discussions between the People's Party and the Beiyang central government. However, the price of admission was one million taels of silver per year, and their enthusiasm evaporated instantly.

A representative from Guangdong immediately stood up to challenge why other provinces couldn't attend. Without Yuan Shikai needing to speak, a Beiyang representative countered, "Since you aren't paying taxes, what do you plan to say in there? Do those who don't work intend to lecture those who do?"

"This has nothing to do with paying taxes. We naturally have the right to participate in national affairs," the Guangdong representative stated firmly. This stance received support from many southern representatives. "With matters as grand as the military and the Boxer Indemnity, if we don't participate, how will we know if China's interests are being sold out during the negotiations?"

Wang Youhong stood up and said, "Currently, the finances of various provinces are in dire straits. President Yuan has been considerate and waived taxes for a year, for which our Jiangsu Province is very grateful. However, the negotiations are of great importance; if we don't listen, we won't feel at ease. The central government and the People's Party can talk as much as they like; we will simply consider ourselves mutes and will not interrupt."

This suggestion gained the support of the southern representatives. For them, paying the central government was out of the question, but they absolutely could not allow the provinces to remain entirely ignorant of matters deciding the nation's fate.

Yuan Shikai felt a wave of discomfort. The presidential system was supposed to grant the president immense authority. The assembly's power had been weakened to the extreme, possessing only the power to elect the president, judicial authority, and the right to discuss taxation. Now, the provincial representatives were ignoring this and actually wanted to meddle in important negotiations. Although it was said they would have no speaking rights, the mere thought of them eavesdropping made him feel as if he had swallowed a fly. If they didn't speak during the negotiations, heaven only knew what they would say outside the meeting hall.

While he was feeling irritable, Yuan Shikai saw the Governor of Hunan, Cen Chunming, stand up and request to speak. Yuan initially thought he would also follow the trend and say some nonsense about participating in national affairs, but to his surprise, Cen Chunming shouted, "You have money for the foreigners, but no money for disaster relief! President Yuan, do you think this is what should be done?"

As soon as these words were spoken, the National Assembly fell into an uproar. Representatives immediately began shouting, "Rather than giving money to foreigners, it would be better to use it for disaster relief! The Manchu Qing brought national humiliation; is the Republic going to continue that same humiliation?"

"Isn't it just a matter of fighting? As long as we provide relief first and protect the people, if the foreigners attack, the people will naturally be willing to fight to the death. What is there to fear from foreigners?"

The clamor grew louder, with all sorts of irresponsible rhetoric flying around the assembly. The Beiyang representatives had managed to maintain some discipline initially, but after hearing too much, some began to snap back. "You're just talking nonsense because it's not your burden! You talk big, but when have we ever seen Sichuan step up?"

Watching the situation below grow increasingly chaotic, Yuan Shikai's expression on the stage turned darker and darker.

That evening, Yuan Shikai invited Yan Fu to dinner. After first apologizing for keeping the People's Party delegation under house arrest for several days, Yuan couldn't help but bring up the events at the National Assembly that day.

"This isn't necessarily a bad thing," Yan Fu laughed. "Xiangcheng, the disputes between provinces have always existed; it's just that before, people didn't dare speak so bluntly. Besides, the memorials the provinces used to submit regarding national affairs were essentially all nonsense. What has changed now? Rather, now that you are the President, you will have to toil and suffer for it."

"Brother Jidao, regarding the matter of the guarantee Wenqing mentioned the other day—does it still stand?" Yuan Shikai was extremely concerned about this. The degree of exhaustion in the national treasury was nearly driving him mad. If Chen Ke had been playing with Beiyang earlier, Yuan Shikai felt he wasn't acting as president but was being roasted on a bonfire.

"We in the People's Party have a plan for this. Since we're holding a peace conference, why not discuss it there?" Yan Fu replied.

"Brother Jidao, if Wenqing sent you to ask me for something, you might as well say it directly. What's with all this concealment?" Yuan Shikai said angrily. "I'll tell you the truth: if Wenqing isn't willing to put up the money this time, I'll have no choice but to borrow from foreign banks. When the principal and interest pile up, I'll just have to endure it. Wenqing is a junior, and as his elder, I don't want to make things hard for him, but I'll have to bring out that memorandum we signed and air it out."

Seeing that Yuan Shikai was truly being pushed to his limit, Yan Fu smiled and said, "Xiangcheng, don't be so anxious. We've already sent a telegram to Wenqing, and I expect there should be a result in a few days. However, Wenqing did ask me to mention one thing: he once ran a honeycomb coal factory in Beijing, and you must return that to us."

Upon hearing this, Yuan Shikai's expression became extremely odd. He hadn't expected Chen Ke to be so petty as to remember such a trivial matter from five years ago so clearly. But since Yan Fu had openly stated this was Chen Ke's wish, Yuan couldn't refuse. He laughed and said, "I had forgotten about that. It seems I have greatly offended Wenqing in this matter."

"Xiangcheng, are you truly going to return the honeycomb coal factory to Wenqing?" Yan Fu pressed.

"Wenqing's things should naturally be returned to him. How could there be any falsehood in that?" Yuan Shikai asked, puzzled.

"Haha, Xiangcheng, you've fallen for Wenqing's trap," Yan Fu laughed.

Yuan Shikai knew Yan Fu was not the type to betray anyone. Hearing him say this, Yuan became even more confused. What exactly was Chen Ke planning? But Yuan Shikai was, after all, a formidable figure; he never erred when it came to matters of interest. Steadying himself, he said solemnly, "Brother Jidao, I don't understand the details of these matters and have no time to manage them. I will only say one thing: if Wenqing can help the government through this crisis, I will certainly not let him spend that money for nothing. I'll return his factory, and if he wants to exert himself in the North, my Beiyang will certainly not make things difficult for the People's Party."

With the conversation reaching this point, everything was out in the open. Yan Fu didn't want to dwell on it further either. "Since you say so, I will reply to Wenqing accordingly."

The next day, May 9, the People's Party delegation departed for their base area. On the third day, May 10, Yuan Shikai received a telegram from Chen Ke. The People's Party had formally notified the British that they were willing to guarantee half of this year's indemnity payment. However, the condition was simple: the central government must not collect taxes from the People's Party.

By May 12, the British Embassy formally informed Yuan Shikai that they requested a tripartite meeting regarding the People's Party's assumption of half the indemnity and the tax-exempt status of the ports controlled by the People's Party. Only then did Yuan Shikai believe that the People's Party was indeed beginning to fulfill its promise.

On May 15, the People's Party's handover team for the honeycomb coal factory arrived in Beijing, formally demanding to take over the property that had once belonged to them. Beiyang had truly not expected the People's Party to act with such lightning speed, sending people specifically to Beijing for a small factory that had collapsed and disappeared years ago. Anything involving the People's Party was no small matter, and no one below dared to take initiative. Out of necessity, the Minister of Industry and Commerce had to report to Yuan Shikai. Being a clever man, Yuan knew what was happening as soon as he heard it. He fumed, "Whatever the People's Party wants, as long as it isn't excessive, give it to them! Do you really need to come and ask me about this again?!"

The person leading the team back to reclaim the factory was Xu Erba. The large courtyard previously rented for the honeycomb coal factory had long since been sublet to others. Xu Erba did not dwell on the matter; he directly demanded the site of the former Fengtai Barracks. During the "Horse Bandit Incident" at the end of 1909, the Fengtai Barracks had been burned to ruins, and many people had died. Aside from some vagrants who had built shacks there, the place was now a wasteland. Beneath ruins that had never been cleared, one could dig up skeletal remains.

Xu Erba requested the old site of the Fengtai Barracks at an annual rent of ten thousand silver dollars. With Yuan Shikai's word, the Beiyang Ministry of Civil Affairs had no desire to cause further complications. Xu Erba paid five years' rent, and the two parties signed a five-year contract. The contract also clearly stated that Xu Erba had limited rights to renew. Such was the nature of bureaucracy: when someone at the top spoke and the opponent was firm, the efficiency was top-notch. On the day the contract was signed, the People's Party's honeycomb coal machinery arrived. Anhui had already begun popularizing honeycomb coal, and the production of these machines had been solved alongside brick-making machines. Over a dozen machines were transported to Beijing, quite conspicuously at the railway station.

Beiyang did not dare to take the People's Party's actions lightly. There were vagrants at the Fengtai Barracks, so there was no shortage of labor. Furthermore, this was Beijing; even if several hundred vagrants started a disturbance, it wouldn't be easy to deal with. Not to mention that the south of the capital was a slum area; what if the People's Party incited the poor to riot?

Xu Erba seemed to be intentionally poking at Beiyang's nerves. After the honeycomb coal equipment arrived, the next shipment was a large quantity of new wheels. The People's Party's trade quota agreement with Southeast Asia had directly resulted in almost all of the region's rubber entering the People's Party's base areas. The specialty of polymer materials was plastics, rubber, coatings, and adhesives. Vulcanizing rubber and adding carbon black were the most basic textbook knowledge. In this era, there was no nylon cord fabric for tires; the metal wire drawing equipment imported by the People's Party produced steel wire cord fabric. This was high-grade cord fabric, which in the 21st century was used in high-end automobile tires.

Steel pipe axles, ball bearings, pneumatic rubber tires, wire hubs, and steel-rimmed wheels. As soon as this batch of handcart wheels arrived in Beijing, Xu Erba sent out invitations far and wide, inviting those who had previously worked with the People's Party as well as the big players in Beijing's transport industry to the Fengtai Barracks. To Beiyang's extreme bafflement, the People's Party also invited five or six officials from the Beijing Police Bureau below the chief, and five or six from the Bank of Communications' credit department below the director.

"Brothers, although I am from Anhui, I once had a job at the Tianjin Machinery Bureau. I've lived off the bread of Beijing and Tianjin too. I've invited you all here today with the intention of doing something practical," Xu Erba said with high spirits.

Those invited, whether from official or civilian circles, were curious as to what Xu Erba intended to do. Soon, they saw the objective. With these new-style wheels—which were vastly superior to wooden wheels or simple wooden wheels wrapped in leather—both two-wheeled carts and large four-wheeled wagons became light and fast.

Fourth Master Chang had worked with the People's Party before. He was quite robust and even tried pulling a four-wheeled wagon himself. The wagon was loaded with eight or nine hundred catties of large stones. The veins on Fourth Master Chang's neck and forehead bulged, but under his desperate exertion, the four-wheeled wagon actually began to move slowly forward.

This scene left everyone dumbstruck. People in the capital valued "face," and seeing Fourth Master Chang's performance, others who were unconvinced immediately went up to try. It was difficult for one person to pull eight or nine hundred catties, but with two people working together, the wagon clearly moved much more easily.

As for the rickshaws, after changing the wheels, they ran light and fast. Xu Erba invited the Police Chief and others, along with the credit officers from the Bank of Communications, to take a ride. These gentlemen were accustomed to riding in rickshaws and could immediately feel how different these were from the old ones. Although they swayed on bumpy roads, there were no jarring jolts.

Once everyone had finished their trials, Xu Erba gathered them together and said loudly, "These carts and wheels aren't cheap. If I asked you to pay for them, those of you who work for a living couldn't afford them. So we've invited the gentlemen from the Bank of Communications so they can see the quality of these carts for themselves. If any of you want to buy them, you can seek a loan from them. If you can't get a loan or are worried, you can rent a cart from our firm and try hauling goods first."

The loan officers from the Bank of Communications already understood Xu Erba's idea, and their first thought was whether the People's Party was setting some kind of trap. But Xu Erba's next words left the Beiyang people even more confused. "What everyone fears most are the myriad of taxes and levies. It's impossible to expect the government not to collect taxes. So let's speak plainly from the start: I've invited the gentlemen from the Police Bureau today so they can set a price and fix the tax amount for the year through a licensing system. Once a transport company has paid its dues for the year, any vehicle with a license won't have to pay taxes again. As for those without licenses, we can't do anything about them."

After some discussion and explanation, the Police Bureau also understood the key point. If the Police Bureau possessed the power to issue licenses, then those who joined Xu Erba's transport company would pay a set amount to them each year. Although they inwardly suspected this was a massive trap, it was absolutely impossible for the people in the Police Bureau not to be tempted.

Because the implications were too great, neither the Police Bureau nor the Bank of Communications dared to agree immediately. Furthermore, the carts were indeed expensive; a set of wheels could cost over a hundred silver dollars at most or fifty at least. The poor who relied on their labor naturally couldn't afford them. Since the People's Party was involved, even Fourth Master Chang, who could afford the money, didn't dare buy a cart.

Yuan Shikai eventually received the report. The Bank of Communications was Beiyang's bank, and the Police Bureau was staffed by Yuan's confidants. Yuan asked casually, "How much can we make in a year?"

The Police Chief and the Bank of Communications officer looked at each other. The Police Chief signaled several times to the officer, who said hesitantly, "For Beijing and Tianjin, making two million silver dollars a year shouldn't be a problem."
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Chapter 106: The Xinhai Upheaval (Part 4)

If someone had told Yuan Shikai that, without resorting to predatory taxation, he could bring in an additional two million silver dollars annually for Beiyang, he would generally have been quite pleased. However, this time, facing the chiefs of the Police Bureau and the Bank of Communications—two departments staffed by his confidants—Yuan carefully studied the assessment report they had jointly submitted and asked coldly, "Why does this look like a People's Party manifesto?"

The expressions of the Police Chief and the Bank of Communications officer turned awkward. Although the vocabulary in the two assessment reports provided by the People's Party was novel, the logic was clear, easy to understand, and straightforward. They had tried to polish it, but even slight modifications made the assessment obscure and greatly diminished its eloquent persuasiveness. Out of necessity, they had presented it to Yuan Shikai with a "wait-and-see" attitude, only for him to see through it at a glance.

Seeing his subordinates' embarrassment, Yuan Shikai did not press the matter further. "How much can the People's Party make?"

The Bank of Communications officer, feeling as though he had received a divine pardon, hurriedly replied, "At least five million."

"I am asking about net profit," Yuan Shikai countered coldly.

"President, if it's net profit, they'll have at least two million. They won't have less than us," the officer replied.

Yuan Shikai frowned and pondered for a while before saying, "Then let's proceed with this for now. However, regarding the Police Bureau issuing licenses, I will have the Ministry of Finance discuss the matter with you."

The Police Chief and the Bank of Communications officer knew that Yuan Shikai had recently been engaged in an arduous struggle with the National Assembly and might have been expected to delay the matter. They never imagined he would approve it so easily. Although deeply puzzled, they were truly delighted. Especially the Police Chief—usually, the Police Bureau could only obtain funds through extortion and racketeering. As the police system was Yuan Shikai's "face," he governed it strictly, making the Bureau a poor yamen. This licensing business falling into the hands of the police was a massive source of revenue. Even if the Ministry of Finance came to fight the police for this money, the Police Chief was determined not to let go.

As for the Bank of Communications officer, he was equally pleased. There were simply too many ways to manipulate the lending process, and large-scale lending to a promising business like a transport company offered even richer profits.

The two consulted and decided to meet Xu Erba the next day to discuss a more detailed cooperation plan. However, the person sent to notify Xu Erba returned with a report that Xu would be entering the city the next day and would personally visit them in the evening.

Xu Erba did indeed enter the city. Beijing had first endured the horse bandit chaos, and then Yuan Shikai had dealt with a group of imperial clansmen. The Banner people were all in a state of self-preservation, and those who could flee had already done so. Many houses and plots of land in Beijing had become vacant. Xu Erba had selected over thirty plots of land in the capital and spent these days purchasing them one by one. Meeting that evening, he did not hide the fact and mentioned his large-scale real estate acquisitions.

The officer and the Police Chief were baffled. While it was a good time for Xu Erba to acquire property, buying over thirty plots at once seemed excessive. The officer asked, "Brother Xu, what's the secret here?"

"I'm not doing this to flip real estate. This is the overall layout for the industry," Xu Erba said. Daily necessities like honeycomb coal did not handle jolts well; the shorter the transport distance, the better. Furthermore, the transport business wasn't just about renting and selling carts; it also involved providing parking and maintenance. This required a comprehensive layout around the capital.

With this explanation, the officer and the Police Chief suddenly understood. The officer asked, "But with you doing this on such a large scale, aren't you afraid of losing money?"

"These are businesses tied to the people's livelihood. It's only a matter of how much profit is made; how could there be any reason to lose money?" Xu Erba laughed.

The three discussed while eating over maps. After a while, the Police Chief noticed something interesting: the locations of several plots were quite peculiar. They were very close to the parking lots and honeycomb coal factories. He asked, "Brother Xu, what are these for?"

"These are for building lodging. Not only for the brothers in the transport company to live in, but they can also be rented out. It's a good business." Xu Erba had drunk quite a bit, and his voice was much louder as he spoke.

"How much housing can you build on such small plots? It's just over thirty courtyards; at most, they could house four or five hundred people. That might not even be enough for your own people, and you want to rent them out?" The Police Chief was skeptical.

"You'll see when the time comes," Xu Erba said smugly. However, no matter how much the other two asked, Xu Erba refused to reveal any more, leaving them itching with curiosity.

It wasn't just officialdom that was itching with curiosity; Fourth Master Chang, who had previously cooperated with the People's Party, was also restless. He had relied on cooperation with the People's Party to accumulate his first bit of capital and later seized an opportunity to buy a rickshaw. On a good month, a rickshaw puller could earn fifty or sixty silver dollars. Especially in winter—if one could get someone to book the rickshaw for the entire season, the income was even higher.

As an expert in the transport trade, Fourth Master Chang knew the moment he laid hands on them just how good the wheels Xu Erba brought this time were. Given Fourth Master Chang's current stamina, using the new wheels would allow him to cover at least twice the distance daily. That meant doubling his income or more. A set of wheels for a standard rickshaw cost fifty silver dollars; he could earn that back in a single month. This sum was far from unacceptable.

the only problem was that the People's Party had involved the authorities this time. Once things involved officials, they became very difficult to manage. They talked about paying tax only once a year after obtaining some kind of license, but official matters were never clear-cut. Yet, without involving the authorities, many things would be even harder to accomplish.

After weighing his options, Fourth Master Chang decided to take a risk. Since he had profited from cooperating with the People's Party last time, as long as he acted early this time, he could probably still make a killing. Having made up his mind, Fourth Master Chang sought out several friends from the Banners. These men were not the type of Banner people who only knew how to frequent teahouses and walk their birds; they were usually quite capable and knew how to drive carts. These brothers had been in increasing contact lately and trusted each other. They also wanted to pull rickshaws but lacked the opportunity to get good carts.

When they met, Fourth Master Chang shared his thoughts with the brothers. Hearing this rather bold plan, several of them frowned. "Fourth Master Chang, we brothers aren't afraid of hard work, and we have a bit of money. If you're planning to shoulder all the risk yourself, you're looking down on us."

"That's right, Fourth Master. We all respect your character. But it won't do for you to carry the risk alone. Whatever the case, we brothers must put up some money. Even if it isn't much, we can contribute what we can."

Seeing how sincere everyone was, Fourth Master Chang nodded. "Then each of the five of us will put up twenty percent. We'll buy the wagon and the mule."

"And how will the money be split?" one brother asked.

Fourth Master Chang replied readily, "The money earned each day will be split into two halves. One half is for feeding the animal and repairing the cart. If there's anything left over, it will be divided among us. The other half goes to whoever takes the wagon out. What do you all think?"

No one had any objections. They agreed to go to the Fengtai Barracks the next day to pick out a wagon suitable for their needs.

The next morning, the brothers rose early and hurried to the Fengtai Barracks. When they arrived, Fourth Master Chang was fine, but the other brothers were stunned by the rows of wagons. There was nothing particularly special about the vehicles themselves, but the wheels were truly unlike anything they had ever seen—they were all a uniform, deep black. Though the surface wasn't smooth, they were completely different from wooden wheels; there wasn't a single rivet or joint—they were a single piece. The rims were extremely thin, and the spokes were incredibly fine. These parts were painted.

The men walked up and touched the wheels one by one, finding the surface somewhat rough and grippy, far from the feel of high-quality lacquered wooden wheels. Pressing on the wheel, it felt firm yet possessed a degree of elasticity—it was a gadget the likes of which they had never seen.

"Fourth Master Chang, is... is this going to work?" one brother asked.

Fourth Master Chang had brought his own rickshaw. He didn't explain much but first selected a set of wheels of appropriate width. Once chosen, he had the brothers pull the rickshaw for a few rounds. The brothers were all accustomed to pulling carts; although they didn't know what mystery Fourth Master was up to, they didn't waste words. Once they finished their trials, Fourth Master swapped on the new wheels and had them pull it again. This time, everyone felt the difference immediately. Once these wheels were on, the pull felt incredibly light; compared to before, it was as if they couldn't feel the weight of the cart at all. Furthermore, while there was a slight swaying motion when running, there were no hard, jarring jolts. The brothers couldn't help but repeatedly look back at the rickshaw behind them. They had an illusion—was it possible they were only holding the handles and the body of the cart had disappeared?

"Good stuff, truly good stuff. Fourth Master, are we just buying these wheels?" the brothers were already full of praise.

Fourth Master Chang led them over to the wagons, pointing at a large wheel nearly half a person tall and over half a foot wide. "What I want to buy is this!"

A set of rickshaw wheels cost ten silver dollars; a full wagon with these wheels was sold directly for fifty silver dollars. However, Fourth Master was an acquaintance and the first to buy an entire wagon. Xu Erba also sold Fourth Master several pairs of rubber-soled "Liberation Shoes" produced in the base area at the honest price of one silver dollar per pair. These shoes, mimicking a future design, had a "strange" appearance but provided excellent grip.

The other brothers were dumbstruck by Fourth Master's grand gesture, but the wagon was also light and fast beyond anything they had seen. Two people could easily pull it. As they walked down the street, they immediately became the focus of attention. Fourth Master and his group went to the Mule and Horse Market in the south of the city and bought a large mule. These brothers were all skilled drivers, and after one trial, they knew just how powerful this wagon was.

They all had their connections, and the wagon was immediately put to work in the coal transport trade. While other carts carried seven or eight hundred catties per trip, this wagon hauled fifteen or sixteen hundred. It also moved much faster than other carts. While others made two trips, Fourth Master's wagon could make three. After two days, each person was able to split three silver dollars.

For these two days, everyone had exerted themselves greatly. On the third day, although they wanted to continue their business, they were physically exhausted. At Fourth Master's suggestion, they decided to rest for the morning and go to the Yutai Teahouse at noon for a meal of "ragged meat noodles."

Wang Lifa, the owner of the Yutai Teahouse, still wore his queue and maintained his usual polite smile, carefully attending to his customers. Seeing Fourth Master Chang, Wang Lifa smiled. "Fourth Master Chang, I heard you bought a large wagon. You're surely going to strike it rich."

Just as they were talking, a newsboy selling papers suddenly shouted, "Paper! Extra! Banner people revolt in Jiangning!"

In these times, "Banner people" was a sensitive term, especially when linked with the word "revolt." The expressions of Fourth Master and his friends changed. Even the smile vanished from Wang Lifa's face.

The fact that the news had made it onto the newspapers meant the event was already entirely over.

May 15, 1911. Nanjing.

Yu Chen looked with a cold face at the deathly silent Banner residential district. The New Army had completely cordoned off the area. Civilians wearing cotton masks were dragging corpses out of the houses one by one. The faces and bodies of these corpses were hideously contorted, and the blood that had flowed from their noses and mouths was dried on their faces. The sight was terrifying.

This was not the result of a military massacre; the New Army had only dealt with the Banner troops. These Banner family members had all committed suicide by poison. Wu Yida, the commander of the New Army, no longer had his smug appearance. He casually glanced at the piling corpses and simply said, "Bury them all." Then he turned and led a group of officers away from this place of death.

Once the high-ranking officials had left, a dozen or so young officers gathered around. "Sike, what should we do?"

"Where are we going to find enough places to bury them? Drag them to the mountainside and cremate them." Yu Chen's voice sounded quite bitter. "How many are left alive?"

The bitter voices of the young officers were no better than Yu Chen's. Although everyone had shouted slogans about exterminating all the Manchus in the world, no one felt happy when truly faced with such a tragedy. One officer said, as if defending himself, "A few hundred, perhaps. These Manchus had prepared for quite some time; they bought up all the poison available for sale in the city."

Yu Chen knew this; it had even been fully utilized in the plan. He had sent people to privately hire beggars to pick fights outside the Banner district. The Manchus, unable even to look after themselves, naturally wouldn't give alms to beggars. At any reason or excuse, the beggars would shout, "You won't live much longer! As soon as the Manchu Qing is finished, you'd better hurry up and drink your own poison and die!"

"On the sixth of June, the dragon raises its head; the heads of the Manchus in the city will not be left." Such nursery rhymes were also being sung throughout Nanjing.

Alongside these psychological preparations, the military legal department led by Yu Chen himself had been conducting rectifications across various units under the pretext of settling military debts. With the military legal office taking the lead, the merchants became much bolder. Furthermore, the Nanjing New Army had the foundation of its predecessors and maintained decent discipline; the Han units had easily paid off their debts.

Over the past year or so, the Banner people had been pulled from various units and reorganized into a single regiment. The more they were isolated, the more the Banner people banded together. And the more they banded together, the more they felt despair. There were over thirty thousand Banner people in Nanjing. Usually, they relied on serving as officials or soldiers; the Nanjing Banner people shared all the bad habits of those in Beijing. Borrowing money and buying on credit were common occurrences. As the Manchu Qing dynasty reached its end, the Banner people were even more desperate to borrow. Adopting a mindset of having a today but no tomorrow, they borrowed even more heavily, spending tomorrow's money today.

Yu Chen ordered them to clear their debts, but where would the Banner people find the money to pay? Conflicts were naturally inevitable. At this time, Yu Chen showed no mercy and had no intention of smoothing things over.

The Banner General in Nanjing was the Jiangning General, whose full title was the General in Charge of the Garrisons of Jiangning and Other Places—the supreme commander of the Eight Banners garrisoned in Jiangnan during the Qing Dynasty. The current Jiangning General, Chengxun, had seen that things were wrong, but the Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong, who could have spoken up, had already gone to Beijing.

On May 5, Yu Chen had twenty Banner soldiers who refused to pay their debts publicly flogged at the gates of the Banner camp. Chengxun, seeing that Yu Chen was "pressing too hard," had to personally intervene to stop it. As a result, Yu Chen rebuked him to his face: "Military discipline is established by those above and followed by those below. You, as the Jiangning General, cannot restrain the Banner soldiers and instead bring harm to the people. What is your crime?"

A military legal officer was only at the rank of a deputy regimental commander, seven or eight levels below the Jiangning General. Being lashed out at by Yu Chen, the 63-year-old Chengxun's first reaction was bewilderment, followed by fury. He had served as the Governor of Jiangsu and Anhui; how could he be bullied by such a junior? Chengxun's guards were about to move, but Yu Chen's subordinates were already prepared; they drew their guns and killed all of Chengxun's guards.

"Chengxun, you indulge your subordinates in revolt. What is your crime?" Yu Chen asked calmly of the former high-ranking official who once held great power.

Only then did Chengxun realize that all of this was pre-planned, and the old man immediately began to curse.

Yu Chen was not angry but simply ordered Chengxun to be dragged out of the camp. Meanwhile, other units of the New Army had already tightly surrounded the Banner camp.

"Where is that dog Wu Yida? Tell him to come see me!" old Chengxun shouted repeatedly.

Wu Yida naturally would not come to see Chengxun. The situation had reached its climax; the extermination of the Banner camp was the plan Wang Youhong had set before his departure. If Wu Yida could do it well, he would surely rise to prominence; what use was there in arguing with this old man Chengxun?

Yu Chen ordered Chengxun to be stripped until he wore only a pair of trousers, then he was bound with ropes and put in a prisoner's cart to be paraded through the streets. At the front of the procession, a dozen loud-voiced soldiers announced Chengxun's crimes: "Indulging the Banner camp subordinates in extorting merchants. When the military legal office sought to recover debts for the Nanjing merchants, Chengxun intended to harm the military legal officers."

The Banner people already had a bad reputation, and everyone knew the Manchu Qing was about to collapse. Seeing the bare-backed Manchu general paraded through the streets, the crowds were first surprised and then erupted in cheers. Some merchants who had been heavily owed by the Banner people even threw vegetable leaves and stones at Chengxun. It was truly a joyous parade.

At first, Chengxun cursed Yu Chen as a rebel, but after being pelted by the crowds, he couldn't help but curse the people below as rebels as well. For the sake of appearances, Yu Chen could refrain from replying, but the people had no such constraints. "You're the rebel!" someone shouted.

"Kill the rebel Chengxun!"

"Kill the Banner man Chengxun!"

"Exterminate the Banner people!"

The slogans grew louder and increasingly targeted!

The emotions of the people in Nanjing were all incited. After the parade, Chengxun was publicly hanged at the Wangfuyuan entrance, where the Banner people resided. As Chengxun's life ended and his waste flowed down his trousers, the onlookers grew even more excited, shouting slogans to exterminate the Banner people.

In the end, Chengxun was not left with a whole corpse. After he died, his head was cut off and hung at the Taiping Gate, with a notice nearby listing his many crimes. On May 8, after the National Assembly established the national form as a republic and the Manchu Qing was legally terminated,

Wu Yida demanded that the Banner camp soldiers, who had been surrounded for several days, lay down their weapons and surrender. However, the execution of Chengxun had left the Banner people with no way out, and the battle broke out. Wu Yida had long made arrangements; the Banner camp had almost no ammunition. The New Army first bombarded the camp with artillery and then slaughtered their way in. Everyone, high and low, was killed.

Hearing the sound of gunfire and artillery, the already despairing Nanjing Banner people believed that a Han massacre was about to fall upon them. These people took the poison they had prepared and committed suicide one after another.

According to statistics, by May 15, 1911, in the city of Nanjing, which once had nearly forty thousand Banner people, fewer than three hundred remained.
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Chapter 107: The Xinhai Upheaval (Part 5)

In mid-May, the summer harvest in Anhui was about to begin, and all government work gave way to it. Cadres from across the region were dispatched to the front lines, including those from the military.

The summer harvest was Anhui's most important yield and the start of more than six months of grueling labor. Following the harvest, Anhui would enter the rainy season, and flood control work would commence. Not long after the rainy season ended, a new round of autumn harvesting would begin. After the autumn harvest, there would be several autumn freshets; the pressure would be slightly less than in summer, but one still couldn't afford to be careless. After the autumn floods came the leveling of the land, accumulating fertilizer, and planting winter wheat. By the time all these tasks were finished, it was almost time for the Spring Festival. Once the festival ended, spring plowing began in earnest, and the new year repeated the cycle of the last. For thousands of years, Chinese peasants had toiled this way day after day, year after year, experiencing the changes of the four seasons and the cycles of bumper harvests, disasters, and famine.

Peasants at the beginning of the twentieth century had a high degree of acceptance for disaster years. Everyone would curse the onset of a calamity, much like Chen Ke at the beginning of the twenty-first century might burst into curses while playing cards online. However, despite the cursing, as long as Chen Ke continued to play, he had to accept the existence of all kinds of teammates—just as peasants had to accept the onset of a disaster year.

The summer harvest required one thing above all: speed! The weather was unpredictable; if the rainy season arrived early, everything would be ruined. It was a race against time to reap the grain and get it into storage. Even in the twenty-first century, the period before the summer harvest remained a peak time for migrant workers to return to their home villages. The People's Party base areas were no different. During the summer harvest, even the small-scale cities felt deserted. But in the summer harvest of 1911, the situation in the base areas had changed slightly—at least, there were significant changes in the state-owned farms.

Reaping wheat while bent over was exhausting work, not to mention the physical toll. In terms of tools, having iron implements made things faster; having the high-quality iron tools produced by the People's Party made them faster still. However, the agricultural hand tractors, chugging and rumbling with reaping equipment refined over several years of experience, cut the wheat ears and felled the stalks neatly. The efficiency of the harvester in cutting stalks was roughly twice that of the most capable reaping expert. But when the task of cutting the wheat ears was added, it directly became four times that of an expert. Most importantly, no human reaping expert, no matter how capable, could work from dawn to dusk in such a manner. Furthermore, the ones operating the tractors weren't even reaping experts.

"This can be finished at least three days earlier than before! No, at least five days!" Liu Sangou, the farm manager, was flushed with excitement. This cadre, who came from a rural background, served in the military, and then specialized as a farm manager, shouted to Xiao Qiang, the Director of the Anhui Provincial Agricultural Department, who had come to inspect.

"Don't just focus on the good parts. I heard from the agricultural machinery department that the loss rate might be slightly higher. Check the losses when you're gleaning the ears."

Liu Sangou didn't care about that at all; he was grinning from ear to ear. "Commissar Xiao, being able to finish these few days earlier is better than anything. Look, these tractor operators are either old or young. This year, we finally don't have to scramble and rush. And you know Company Commander Liu from the agricultural machinery department—with his temper, if I said anything more, he'd come to my house and curse my whole family."

"Then you still need to study how to improve efficiency. You're the one farming, not him," Xiao Qiang said with a wry smile.

"Just let me be happy for two more days—just two days," Liu Sangou couldn't stop grinning.

"You won't need two days; you'll be finished in two days." Xiao Qiang really wanted to give Liu Sangou a few kicks. "By tomorrow, you follow the regulations and specifically set aside a few plots for testing. Do you hear me? If you don't do a good job, you'll be doing a public self-criticism every morning before work for a month."

"Yes, yes, yes! Commissar Xiao, I understand," Liu Sangou replied with a beam.

It wasn't just this one farm; state-owned farms throughout the base area were using the newly developed reaping equipment. Chen Ke had gritted his teeth to push this through. Reaping equipment was actually a significant waste of resources at this stage; it was only used once a year. Furthermore, it involved maintenance work—a harvester had over a hundred blades that could rust, and they had to be prepared and sharpened before use each year. If a single blade broke during reaping, the loss rate would immediately rise.

It was only in the People's Party farms that such new mechanical tools could be implemented. If they were given to ordinary people, they would go mad from such complex work. This is what an industrial chain is all about; every link must have specialized personnel responsible for it. Chen Ke's mother worked at the diesel engine plant; every year during the summer harvest, technical personnel had to go to the countryside to assist with repairs and train maintenance workers. According to these technicians, much of the equipment damage was caused simply by the peasants' failure to perform regular maintenance. As long as they were maintained and serviced regularly according to the manual, many problems simply wouldn't occur. But the peasant masses used them until they died, and maintenance and servicing were never to be expected.

Later, Chen Ke finally understood one thing: understanding the concept of "beginning to end" was actually quite difficult. Expecting maintenance costs to be treated as a necessary investment was perhaps too much of a demand for peasants under a smallholder economy. This applied not only to mechanical repairs but also to the maintenance of basic water conservancy infrastructure.

Xiao Qiang agreed with Chen Ke's thinking. His starting point was his experience in the military. Behind every battle lay dozens or hundreds of times more preparatory work. A rifle might be disassembled and maintained dozens of times without ever being used in a real battle. And behind the combat units was a massive logistics force. His inspection work this time covered not only frontline production but also repairs and basic water conservancy construction.

Xiao Qiang had already seen the situation at the state-owned farms; in any case, they were all basically in the same state. Families with weak labor forces, having no other choice, were relatively more willing to work at the state-owned farms. What Comrade Liu Sangou called "either old or young" was the general situation at the state-owned farms now. As long as a family wasn't short on labor, they generally preferred to farm their own land. If they were neither of those, then they simply didn't want to farm. They chose to engage in handicrafts or go to work in the cities.

The shortage of labor at the state-owned farms would be alleviated to some extent after the busy season ended. At that time, ordinary people would have finished farming their own land, and a portion of the surplus labor would choose to work at the farms.

After inspecting several farms in succession, the situation after using the reaping equipment was indeed vastly different. Farms that previously required military assistance to finish harvesting before the rainy season were now solving the problem on their own. Their reaping speed was even faster than that of the ordinary people.

"The military can finally be deployed on a large scale for basic water conservancy construction," Xiao Qiang was very pleased about this. This was also one of the tasks of his inspection. The People's Party's grand conscription plan was to form engineering corps. They had to build roads, river embankments, reservoirs, irrigation systems, and drainage systems. Even if simple labor could be recruited from the masses on a large scale, the design and surveying work could not be done by them.

Most of the state-owned farms were in areas far from the rivers, which originally weren't irrigated lands. The masses preferred areas close to the riverbeds for the convenience of irrigation. This was the biggest reason the People's Party could easily take over these originally dry lands. As the old base area, while the drainage system in the Huai River region had not yet begun full construction, the irrigation system had finally seen great progress. Irrigation canals in the fields were already quite widespread. Xiao Qiang and the engineering staff conducted a field survey as they headed north; if there weren't too many problems this year, this work would begin after the conscription.

The group traveled on horseback across the vast fields, which were filled with harvested wheat and rapeseed, as well as large fields of cotton and rice.

"Director Xiao, if things go on like this, next year will be another good harvest, won't it? This year, the average yield per mu on the farms exceeded 300 catties," a young water conservancy engineer traveling with them was quite excited.

Xiao Qiang, the young Agriculture Director who wasn't yet thirty, wasn't so simply optimistic. "That's not necessarily true. The purpose of building water conservancy is to ensure we have these yields every year. Increasing the harvest still relies on improved seeds, chemical fertilizers, and pesticides. The farm's yields were all built on these three. The synthetic ammonia shipped from Wuhan is just enough for the seed base; the farms only dare use a tiny bit when they're spot-planting. The work we have to do is piled high as a mountain."

Mentioning this, Xiao Qiang couldn't help but think of the high-level agricultural meeting for the base area convened by Chen Ke. In that meeting, Chen Ke described a future picture to these agricultural management cadres. If they hadn't seen the actual effects of improved seeds, fertilizers, and pesticides with their own eyes, these comrades who came from farming backgrounds might have accused Chen Ke of joking.

The young water conservancy engineer didn't share this heavy feeling; he was completely captivated by the good harvest he saw. "Director Xiao, when I was at home, I never imagined that such dry land could produce such a yield. After I go home this time, I'll try my best to persuade my family to come work at the farm. Working at the farm is so much easier than farming on your own, and the income is higher."

"Then do a good job!" Xiao Qiang encouraged.

While they were talking, the sound of hoofbeats faintly echoed from behind. Turning to look, two soldiers in uniform were galloping toward them. The engineer was a bit confused, but Xiao Qiang and his guards' expressions darkened. Out of military habit, they sensed that something must have gone wrong.

The two horses were indeed coming for Xiao Qiang's group. The soldiers stopped in front of the party. "Director Xiao, please do not go further forward for now."

"What's happened?" Xiao Qiang asked with a frown.

"We aren't quite sure, but a telegram was received asking you to temporarily return to the county."

Following a soldier's habit, a map of the vicinity appeared in Xiao Qiang's mind. Less than a hundred li to the north was the Henan border. If something happened that forced Xiao Qiang to change his itinerary, it could only be something in the north. With the People's Party's current military strength, it would be a blessing if they didn't march south into the southern provinces. Furthermore, there had been no word of an imminent large-scale general war.

"Very well, we will return with you," Xiao Qiang replied.

On the way back to the county, they encountered two more waves of communications troops looking for Xiao Qiang. However, they only knew there were orders and not what had actually happened. Upon returning to the county, Xiao Qiang finally received a formal explanation.

The County Party Secretary answered Xiao Qiang's question with an extremely excited expression. "The people in the area bordering us in Henan are demanding to join our base area. It's a massive disturbance; I hear the people over there in Henan have already killed the officials and revolted."

Xiao Qiang wasn't so happy; his expression even grew solemn. Chen Ke actually very much hoped to avoid such a situation—at least for the time being. In the Provincial Party Committee meetings in Anhui, the consensus was that a conflict over water sources was highly likely with neighboring Henan. The idea of the people in the areas surrounding the base area spontaneously wanting to join was something they expected would take at least two years to happen. After all, the local clans and landlords would absolutely not support the People's Party.

Swallowing the question "What exactly happened?", Xiao Qiang knew the answer wouldn't reach the county level so quickly.

"What exactly happened?" Chen Ke asked. He wasn't angry, just regretful. Henan was Yuan Shikai's territory, and the People's Party's cooperation with Yuan had just begun. But the People's Party couldn't sit by and watch the Henan government deploy troops right under their noses to suppress a spontaneous struggle of the people. If they did that, the People's Party wouldn't need to shout about revolution anymore. What kind of revolution would that be? They might as well just collude with the reactionary government.

"It's the taxes," Qi Huishen gave a very ordinary explanation. Ever since the Beiyang forces entered Henan in 1909 to confront the People's Party, the tax burden on the Henan people had been constantly rising. When Yuan Shikai was there, Beiyang troops were at the border; if the people showed any resistance, they were immediately wiped out. Taxes were things that only ever went up and never down; even after Yuan Shikai led the Beiyang army out of Henan, the increased burden wasn't lowered. Yuan Shikai was so short of money he was borrowing from the People's Party; how could he let go of the taxes in Henan?

The ones revolting were the people of Yongcheng, which was right next to the base area. This had once been the front line, and the taxes were extremely heavy. This year's harvest in Yongcheng was truly poor. The people couldn't pay the taxes, so they simply revolted.

"I haven't heard of any natural disasters over there," Chen Ke said, somewhat surprised.

Qi Huishen blinked; he found it strange too. But Qi soon changed the subject. "The Yongcheng representatives who came to request joining our base area this time are actually the local landlords and gentry. The local cadres asked them if they supported land reform. These people stated that if the Beiyang government collects seventy percent in taxes while our base area only collects thirty percent, they'll do it."

"..." After hearing this intelligence, Chen Ke suddenly thought of a saying: reality is often more fantastic than fiction. Much like during the Liberation War, when the policies of Chiang Kai-shek drove the landlords to total bankruptcy, even the landlord militias fled to the Communists.

The event had occurred, and Chen Ke had no choice but to face it. "First, we absolutely will not allow Beiyang to suppress the people under our noses. If the Henan authorities take military action, we must stop them. Second, telegram Yuan Shikai and question him on what exactly he's done. We cannot let Yuan be the first to speak up. Third, immediately send people to investigate what exactly happened."

"You have to look at the master before you beat the dog. If we clash with Beiyang, will the impact be too great?" Qi Huishen was a bit worried.

"It's true you look at the master to beat the dog. But this kind of thing can't be avoided in the future. Yuan Shikai can yield, but we cannot." Chen Ke also made up his mind. They couldn't allow the foundations of the revolution to be shaken out of fear of a temporary conflict. Besides, as long as the People's Party took the initiative, Yuan Shikai wouldn't draw the wrong conclusions.

Yuan Shikai truly didn't draw any wrong conclusions. After the People's Party's telegram reached his desk, Yuan quickly understood what was going on. Before he left Henan, he had indeed left instructions to lower the taxes. Clearly, the locals hadn't done so. It was common knowledge that the People's Party collected thirty percent tax; Beiyang had always believed the People's Party wouldn't last long, so they hadn't cared about the comparison between the two. Now that the People's Party had clearly endured, it wasn't surprising that the surrounding areas would revolt over tax issues. The priority now was how to stop this from spreading, not to bicker with the People's Party over it.

However, with Beiyang's finances in such a state, Yuan Shikai was truly powerless. What could he do if he didn't collect taxes? The economic benefits of the People's Party's investments in the north were clear, especially after linking up with Beiyang; positive changes were evident in both bank loans and tax revenue. This, in turn, tempted Yuan Shikai.

Of course, Yuan Shikai had another choice. The sudden change in the situation in China had attracted the attention of the world's financial circles. The Russian government directed the Russo-Asiatic Bank to form an institution to compete with the Four-Power Consortium. The Russo-Asiatic Bank gathered some British, French, and Belgian capital unrelated to the consortium and formally established this international syndicate on January 24, 1911. As soon as it was founded, the Banque Sino-Belge offered a loan to the Yuan Shikai government. The contract stipulated an interest rate of five percent, discounted to ninety-seven, with payment fifteen days after signing. China used the general revenue and the net profits and property of the Beijing-Zhangjiakou Railway as security for the loan and agreed to give the syndicate priority for a ten-million-pound loan.

With the money Chen Ke provided temporarily solving Yuan Shikai's urgent needs, and if he could get this new loan, Yuan's hands would be greatly freed up. At such a time, breaking with Chen Ke would be an extremely unwise choice.

After much thought, Yuan Shikai made a decision: he invited Chen Ke to come to Beijing.

When Chen Ke received this invitation, Qi Huishen reported to him with a wry smile, "Yongcheng bought a large batch of seeds from us the year before last, but they didn't buy any last year."

It took Chen Ke several seconds to understand what that meant. Although this matter involved relations with Beiyang and the actual interests of the people, Chen Ke also wanted to give a wry smile, though he eventually restrained himself.

The base area had expended immense effort to propagate agricultural knowledge, along with demonstrations in experimental fields, to barely get the masses to accept the fact that the second generation of improved seeds had very low yields in ordinary fields. He never expected that the improved seeds would flow to other regions, and it had clearly produced significant results.

"Who did this?" Chen Ke asked.

"It must have been the areas bordering Yongcheng. I'm afraid they even made a good price on that first batch of improved seeds. Whether it was Bozhou or some other region, we will conduct an in-depth investigation," Qi Huishen replied.
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Chapter 108: The Xinhai Upheaval (Part 6)

"If I die, a successor to the Party Chairman must be elected." As soon as Chen Ke finished speaking, a low roll of thunder rumbled outside. Anhui had entered the rainy season, but the cadres of the People's Party Central Committee had still rushed from various provinces to attend the meeting.

The Central Committee members sat with grim expressions, remaining silent for a long time. Finally, Qi Huishen spoke up. "Chairman Chen, let me go to the meeting instead."

"This meeting is of great consequence. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say it will decide China's fate for years to come. I must go personally," Chen Ke said calmly.

"Chairman Chen, in this meeting, Yuan Shikai and his Beiyang group are the ones who will benefit. I just can't feel at ease with that," Zhang Yu said, his heavy voice representing the sentiments of many People's Party cadres.

"How much money can Beiyang truly make from this agreement? Won't the lion's share still be earned by our base areas?" He Zudao replied. After expressing his support for Chen Ke, however, He Zudao also grew worried about Chen Ke's safety. "Chairman Chen, is Yuan Shikai truly trustworthy?"

Seeing the genuine anxiety in He Zudao's eyes, Chen Ke smiled. "Whether Yuan Shikai dares to touch me depends on how well all of you do your work. As long as we don't have problems ourselves, Yuan Shikai wouldn't dare touch a single hair on my head. If we encounter problems, we can't blame him for taking advantage of our misfortune. Of course, it's better to be safe than sorry, so we must consider the worst-case scenarios ourselves."

The comrades' expressions remained grim. Chen Ke didn't need to emphasize the benefits the base areas would gain. However, the People's Party was forced to allow Yuan Shikai's Beiyang group to obtain significant interests, which was extremely difficult for the comrades to accept.

"Chairman Chen, as someone from the Propaganda Department, I feel I have no way to explain this to the comrades below," Zhang Yu stated his view bluntly. "Yuan Shikai is now the Central Government; he naturally reaps the good reputation. If things go wrong, he'll just push the blame onto us. It's too easy for us to become the scapegoats."

"Since you already understand this, then you must fight. There must be struggle in the field of propaganda. Furthermore, let me say it again: we rely on the broad masses, while Yuan Shikai relies on those exploiting classes. In the hearts of the people, while the Manchu Qing might still have some traditional influence, Yuan Shikai has no inherent legal status. What we want are orders—massive job opportunities. These opportunities will bring the broad masses the chance to achieve a better life through their own labor. Whatever the gentry and literati say is as meaningless as a fart. Don't pay it any mind."

As he spoke, Chen Ke's expression grew serious. "Comrades, do not think that just because we aren't at war for the moment, class struggle has ceased. On the contrary, the struggle has not eased; it is unfolding comprehensively on all fronts. The fall of the Manchu Qing means our struggle to overthrow the Qing and end the imperial system is over. With that primary contradiction gone, previous secondary contradictions have become primary. Based on our Party's class stance, the other provinces are actually our enemies. Our primary enemy at this stage is those who attach themselves to European and American foreign powers. I am going to Beijing this time precisely to draw a clear line on this point."

At the mention of struggle, the comrades' spirits lifted. Zhang Yu quickly grasped the point. "Chairman Chen, you mean that if Yuan Shikai and the others follow the European and American powers, they are the enemies we must strike down now?"

"Yuan Shikai is currently so poor he'd pawn his own trousers. He has to do business with foreigners and borrow from the devils; he doesn't have many choices to begin with. But betraying the nation's interests is another matter entirely. Regardless of what choice Yuan Shikai makes now, we must overthrow Beiyang in the future, and it will surely be through military means. However, that doesn't mean we should adopt any means of struggle without a bottom line right now."

Clearly, Chen Ke's words did not find complete resonance. The comrades remained silent only because they were willing to accept Chen Ke's leadership, not because they truly accepted all of his views. From a domestic strategic perspective, the young comrades were unwilling to yield even a fraction of an inch. They clearly could not yet understand the truth behind the saying "taking a loss is a gain."

At least everyone was no longer in direct opposition. Chen Ke could only push the current situation to this level for now. The Party Committee elected a plan with Qi Huishen as the second choice, Lu Huitian as the third, and Shang Yuan as the fourth. The People's Party delegation would be led by Chen Ke, with Yan Fu and Chen Tianhua as the core members.

To the Central Committee's surprise, Chen Ke proposed sending a delegation led by Wang Qinian to Southeast Asia to connect with Chinese merchants there.

"Southeast Asia is a major market for us and a vital source of raw materials. We must begin making connections there now. The purpose of this delegation is to build a network of relationships. Don't make any promises for now. The Party Committee will discuss the specific arrangements," Chen Ke gave the overall plan.

After receiving the telegram about Chen Ke's imminent arrival in Beijing, Yuan Shikai convened a cabinet meeting.

"Chen Wenqing is coming to Beijing to discuss financial matters." This news did not bring the slightest relief to the Beiyang cabinet. To be honest, these men wanted to be rid of Chen Ke as quickly as possible. At the very least, they hoped he would come to Beijing in the capacity of a local official helping the central government, rather than as an equal. However, such thoughts were clearly unrealistic, so the attitude within the Beiyang cabinet was visibly hostile.

"President, this Chen Ke has always harbored ill intentions. This trip to Beijing is absolutely for the benefit of the People's Party. We must be careful," said Vice Premier Xu Shichang. Recently, Premier Yikuang had submitted his resignation three times; it was only a matter of time before Xu Shichang became Premier. At this moment, he had to be the first to speak.

"Juren, what scheme do you think Chen Ke might have?" Yuan Shikai was also quite worried about this. Since Chen Ke had not used military force to threaten them, he would generally use his military strength as a background to try and gain more at the negotiating table.

"The People's Party previously mentioned a conscription plan. Based on the news we've received, they've already recruited over a hundred thousand men. Including their original troops, they must have three hundred thousand. With Chen Ke coming to Beijing at this time, he's surely plotting for more than just local influence; he likely has designs on the Central Government as well," Xu Shichang replied.

"If Chen Ke wanted to be an official, he probably would have proposed it long ago. If he were willing to serve in Beijing, it would actually save us a lot of trouble," Duan Qirui countered. Everyone knew that Yuan Shikai intended to appoint Duan as Vice Premier after Xu Shichang became Premier. Seeing Duan Qirui contradict Xu Shichang, many people felt a secret satisfaction.

"President, in my view, Chen Ke has correctly identified our financial difficulties. He intends to use financial matters to build his reputation and then legitimately interfere in other territories." To some people's surprise, Duan Qirui was not trying to oppose Xu Shichang for the sake of it. Since Duan was objective in his assessment, even Xu Shichang nodded slightly at this point.

"Chen Ke is waiting for an opportunity. The Republic has just been founded, and he doesn't dare revolt. If the People's Party gains a legitimate status now, it will be hard to say later," Duan Qirui continued.

"Whether he doesn't dare to revolt or doesn't want to revolt—there's a vast difference," Zhang Jian replied. As a man from Jiangsu, Zhang Jian harbored a deep hatred for the People's Party. Along with land reform, his family's investments in northern Jiangsu had vanished. However, his clearly provocative words found little resonance within the Beiyang cabinet. Not only was there no resonance, but the looks others gave him were even rather disdainful.

Duan Qirui ignored Zhang Jian's comment entirely and continued with his own thoughts. "Chen Ke is a great warlord. He doesn't believe the Central Government is truly the central authority. In this matter of money, he naturally won't have any respect for the Center. President, I believe Chen Ke is likely to adopt the strategy of 'supplanting the host' (fan ke wei zhu)."

Yuan Shikai felt rather irritable as he listened. At the mention of "supplanting the host," his first thought was not of Chen Ke, but of the various Beiyang generals. Logically, the provincial governors should have supported the Center financially, but in reality, they not only failed to support it but also constantly demanded funds from the Center. Compared with Chen Ke, Yuan Shikai truly couldn't distinguish who was the guest and who was the host.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai asked tentatively, "Chen Ke said to notify the provinces first that whoever wants to participate in these negotiations must be willing to bear the Boxer Indemnity, and they must pay one million taels to the Center before joining. What are your views on this?"

Zhang Jian immediately replied, "President, although the finances of the provinces are currently tight, there will be a turnaround before long. If we shut them out this time, what will we do in the future?"

Hearing Zhang Jian's words, the other cabinet members neither supported nor opposed him; they all remained silent. These cabinet members knew full well that Yuan Shikai was very subtly expressing his dissatisfaction with the provincial governors. The Beiyang group looked to Yuan Shikai as their leader; any benefit Yuan secured would, of course, be shared with the Beiyang provinces. This was a tradition dating back to the New Army era. When it was time for pay, the officers would shout for every soldier's wage, "The one giving you your stipend is Yuan Gongbao!" For these people, it was only natural to live off Yuan Gongbao. When problems arose, Yuan Gongbao would solve them; everyone else just had to follow orders. Zhang Jian's words were the foolish talk of someone who didn't understand the situation.

Sure enough, seeing that the cabinet members remained silent, Yuan Shikai said slowly to Zhang Jian, "If they aren't willing to pay now, when will they ever be? And when exactly is this 'future'? When they have money? By the time they have money, will we still need their pittance?"

Zhang Jian wanted to argue further, but Yuan Shikai clearly had no intention of listening. "I will certainly not let Chen Ke pull any schemes this time. However, as everyone knows, I am clear-cut in my rewards and punishments. If Chen Ke truly wants to cooperate, I won't wrong him. Also, some of those below might have the wrong idea and think this is a good opportunity. Go back and manage your people; no one is allowed to touch a single hair on Chen Ke's head. Since he dares to come to me, none of you shall make me lose face."

The train carrying the People's Party delegation sped along the rails. Having ridden high-speed trains in his previous life, Chen Ke truly couldn't compliment this speed—at forty kilometers per hour, it was a snail. On the contrary, many of the young members of the delegation were riding a train for the first time. They were extremely curious about this vehicle that moved automatically and were fascinated by the ever-changing scenery on both sides of the tracks.

Huang Yuyue was one of the delegation members. Watching the landscape pass by the window, she couldn't help but think of the time when she was "kidnapped" by the People's Party. At that time, for girls like them, the things seen during the long march of the troops were already eye-opening. But compared to the train, it seemed like nothing. Moreover, she was going to Beijing, a city that "existed only in legends." What did the imperial capital thousands of li away truly look like? How magnificent and jewel-encrusted would it be? What would the Emperor and the Empress Dowager look like? How would the clothes of the people in the streets differ from those in the base area?

"Meeting time!" Hearing the shout, Huang Yuyue reluctantly pulled her thoughts back from these imaginings to reality.

Chen Tianhua was the manager of this mission, while the negotiations were handled by Chen Ke and Yan Fu. Managing the entire delegation was Chen Tianhua's responsibility. This role, essentially that of a head steward, was something he wasn't quite used to. He had asked Chen Ke why a comrade more skilled in this kind of work wasn't put in charge.

"None of us have ever done this work; we have no experience. No one is more suited for it than anyone else," Chen Ke gave an answer that wasn't much of an answer.

Since Chen Ke said so, Chen Tianhua could only take on the task. After several years of practical work, Chen Tianhua was no longer the radical youth of 1905. He noticed that Chen Ke didn't demand much of these young comrades, yet there was a subtle attitude that was even harsher than being nitpicky. This attitude could be sensed but was hard to explain, and Chen Tianhua was quite puzzled by it. During a break in work, he asked about it. "Wenqing, are you dissatisfied with these young comrades?"

Chen Ke's reply was casual. "It's not a matter of satisfaction or dissatisfaction. I'm just observing their characteristics."

"Tell me in detail so I can learn as well," Chen Tianhua laughed.

"To put it bluntly, it's a question of whether they have proletarian revolutionary consciousness," Chen Ke replied, using a phrase that was overused in the 20th century.

"Proletarian revolutionary consciousness" might be a cliché for Chen Ke, but it was quite fresh for Chen Tianhua. Not only Chen Tianhua but also Yan Fu became interested and sat down to ask, "What kind of consciousness?"

"Whether participating in labor is to accumulate capital for oneself or to improve one's own labor capacity—that is the question of consciousness," Chen Ke replied.

Both Chen Tianhua and Yan Fu were quite capable, and they began to understand the meaning behind these vague words. "Be more specific," Chen Tianhua pressed.

"You both can see at a glance whether the focus is on getting things done or on securing benefits. Specific to these young comrades, is it to do the job well, or to make us have a good impression of them?" Chen Ke smiled.

Yan Fu and Chen Tianhua nodded repeatedly; the point was now very clear.

"Then Wenqing means that in our revolutionary work, we focus on getting things done, while Beiyang first focuses on factions?" Yan Fu asked.

"It's not that simple. The Beiyang people also have to talk about getting things done. But when it comes to distributing interests, they focus on factions. For our People's Party, we first focus on class stance, and only then is there the distinction between getting things done and pursuing interests," Chen Ke gave the answer.

"Wonderful!" Yan Fu was an educator and deeply agreed with this. "Then which young comrade does Wenqing favor?"

Chen Ke shook his head helplessly. "To be honest, I'm somewhat unimpressed by all of them. Those who could gain consciousness are already comrades capable of taking on major roles in the provinces. These young comrades aren't bad at heart, but their consciousness is far from sufficient. Bringing them along this time is also for the purpose of tempering them."

Hearing such a harsh evaluation from Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua finally understood the feeling he had sensed.

Not wanting to dwell on this, Chen Ke changed the subject. "In this negotiation, Yuan Shikai will absolutely not give up his leadership. Our goal is to ensure through negotiations with the foreign devils that China's customs rights are gradually returned to our hands. But Yuan Shikai might try to borrow money from the foreigners by mortgaging the customs duties; we must pay attention to that."

Historically, after the Yuan Shikai government seized power in 1912, it repeatedly sought loans from the Four-Power Consortium in a very short period, fully exposing its financial distress and its plight of being determined to rely on foreign financial capital. The Four-Power Consortium was determined not to miss the opportunity to seize this big business on the most favorable terms. On March 12, representatives of the consortium met in London to discuss loans to China. Regarding Yuan's request for five million taels, they only agreed to provide an advance of two million taels intended for military pay. As for the advances needed after April, they reiterated their willingness to assume them all. To this end, the meeting formulated harsh conditions including supervision principles. In addition to having "priority" for a sixty-million-pound loan and having the salt tax as security—points already agreed to by the Yuan government—there were also: first, China should "immediately take steps to reorganize the salt tax and help by selecting foreign experts suggested by the Inspector General of Customs"; second, the consortium should "be given proper guarantees to control and supervise the use of the proceeds of the loans [to China]"; and third, during the period when the consortium was delivering advances and before the various treasury bonds were redeemed and the Reorganization Loan was fully issued, China should undertake the obligation "not to negotiate or sign any loan or advance contract except through the mediation of the Four-Power Consortium." From this, it is clear that the obvious purpose of the consortium was to monopolize all advances and the Reorganization Loan, to supervise and control the use of the loans, and to interfere in China's salt tax with foreign experts—in a word, to be the master of China's finances.

Chen Ke had some memory of the Reorganization Loan. Even if he couldn't remember it clearly, he could see the inevitability of it. Therefore, in this negotiation, Chen Ke's goal was to sabotage the Reorganization Loan!
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"Chairman Chen, may I take it this way: in order to prevent Yuan Shikai from borrowing money from the foreign devils, we are going to help him secure an even larger sum of money?" Chen Tianhua felt he had a basic understanding of Chen Ke's thinking.

"We aren't simply giving Yuan Shikai money; we are going to improve his ability to do business with the foreign devils. Currently, he is almost entirely being exploited by them. What he earns from them is nothing more than a few customs duties, which are negligible. In contrast, our base area exports heavy industrial products like small hardware, and heavy chemicals like soda ash and various industrial acids—not to mention light industrial goods like raw silk and finished silk. There's also tea, porcelain, and pig bristles; all these products can earn massive profits. We use this money to buy equipment and raw materials, then continue to produce and make more money. The goal of this negotiation is to pull Yuan Shikai onto such a track."

At this explanation, Chen Tianhua laughed. "Chairman Chen, the comrades are going to want to fight you for this. Doesn't this amount to letting Yuan Shikai profit off us?"

"If we earned 100 before Yuan Shikai joined, and we can earn 400 after he joins, what harm is there in letting him earn an extra 100?" Chen Ke explained patiently. "To achieve this goal, we must first seize actual control of the customs from the foreign devils. What is imported and what is exported must be decided by our own customs. Without the cooperation of the Beiyang group under Yuan Shikai, we cannot control the entire customs system. Therefore, we must cooperate with him."

As long as Chen Ke could provide a logical reason, even if the comrades couldn't fully grasp it for the time being, they could accept his arrangements. After all, Chen Ke's previous "strange ideas" had stood the test of reality. Hearing this clear and precise explanation, even if he was reluctant to let Yuan Shikai profit too much, Chen Tianhua no longer raised objections.

"If we negotiate with Yuan Shikai, will he be willing to cooperate?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"As the newly elected President, Yuan Shikai is naturally willing to control the customs. This is a matter that gains him both prestige and practical benefit. If there's any reluctance, it's only that he might not want to share the fruits of victory with others."

Yan Fu did not interject. He preferred strong leaders, and Chen Ke's model of almost single-handedly deciding the direction of foreign policy perfectly matched Yan Fu's philosophy. Party Committee meetings were necessary, but only for deciding local work. For major affairs that determined the direction of the entire People's Party, Yan Fu hoped Chen Ke would continue to act with such "arbitrary authority."

Since the comrades had collectively elected Chen Ke as the Chairman of the People's Party, they had to accept his arrangements. This was the "organizational principle" that Yan Fu endorsed.

"If Yuan Shikai is too narrow-minded and ultimately refuses to cooperate for his own personal gain, what do we do?" Chen Tianhua asked. He still felt uneasy about Chen Ke's optimistic attitude.

"If Yuan Shikai is that narrow-minded, then he is no more than a Dong Zhuo—a man who chases small profits at the cost of his life and hesitates before major decisions out of self-preservation. We will just make him realize that at this stage, he doesn't need to pay much to secure easy benefits. Human beings die for wealth as birds die for food; that's the nature of that Beiyang crowd." Chen Ke was very confident.

The People's Party delegation rattled on the train for over two days before arriving in Beijing. Before they even disembarked, they saw the station filled with Beiyang troops, sentries posted everywhere, and soldiers armed with live ammunition.

"It seems Yuan Shikai holds us in high regard," Chen Tianhua remarked, unsurprised by the display.

"Mhm, that's right. This is a good omen," Chen Ke nodded repeatedly.

The one who came to welcome Chen Ke was Tang Shaoyi, who acted quite warmly. "Mr. Chen, after the hospitality you showed me in Anhui last time, it's my turn to oversee the accommodations for your group. It's only right that I look after all of you."

"Then I'll leave everything to Mr. Tang," Chen Ke laughed.

Obviously, these were just pleasantries. Tang Shaoyi's schedule was tight, and on the very day they arrived, Yuan Shikai received Chen Ke.

"President Yuan, hello." Chen Ke took the initiative to step forward and shake hands. This caused those around Yuan Shikai to frown.

Yuan Shikai himself didn't care much. He casually shook Chen Ke's hand and invited the delegation to sit. The representatives on Yuan's side included Vice Premier Xu Shichang, Minister of Industry and Commerce Zhang Jian, and Minister of the Army Wang Shizhen. Once everyone was seated, the negotiations went straight to the point. Yuan Shikai asked Chen Ke what plan he had prepared to solve the central government's current financial crisis.

"President Yuan, you have likely heard that the British once wanted to reach a quota import-export agreement with us, with a total trade volume of one hundred million pounds per year. Setting aside how much each side could earn from this trade agreement, in terms of customs revenue alone, it could generate five million pounds a year. I'm sure you can imagine that, President Yuan."

The high-ranking Beiyang officials sitting near Yuan Shikai felt this was simply nonsense. Zhang Jian couldn't help but say, "Five million pounds a year would certainly solve the central government's current problems. However, given our current difficulties with exports, how can we easily reach a trade volume of fifty million pounds in exports a year?"

"Regarding exports, I believe there is only one key issue at the moment: the customs have not been properly managed. In major import-export trade, we are too fragmented across every industry," Chen Ke replied. "The foreigners want to treat China as a dumping ground, and we want to treat them as a dumping ground too. Since both sides have this intention, it would be better for the central government to simply take control. Every industry should have a leader that dominates the domestic market. This way, exports can be easily controlled, and both internal and external taxes can be easily managed."

This was Chen Ke's plan. The People's Party had sufficient strength to control considerable industries, so they might as well form complete monopolies in those sectors.

Yuan Shikai and most of the Beiyang side had no objections. Ever since the Manchu Qing was forced to open its doors, "state-owned economy" had held a dominant position in the Qing Dynasty. Government investment in establishing industries had always been the mainstream model, and Chen Ke's proposal was not unconventional. Only the scale of it was truly massive.

"The key lies in the standardization of export quality," Chen Ke offered his own view. "That is to say, our exported products must have uniform standards. For example, for raw silk—the silkworm species, the length and thickness of the silk. There must be a standard for all of these. Furthermore, we must develop varieties suitable for export. China is huge, after all; both the North and the South have their own specialties, and the number of products we can export is certainly not small. If we agree on these standards and produce products according to a unified scale, there will be no problem reaching fifty million in exports per year."

Yuan Shikai listened patiently, though he was also growing somewhat restless. He had invited Chen Ke here to talk about him putting up money to repay the debts, but Chen Ke was talking at length about how to make money. This was clearly going off on a tangent. However, Yuan could understand; if Chen Ke couldn't make money, how could he provide the funds?

Zhang Jian was completely against Chen Ke's ideas. He was a major figure in private enterprise and had always supported the development of the private sector. Not to mention that his own industries had been heavily hit by the People's Party. Seeing Chen Ke's enthusiasm for the state's total control over various industries, he couldn't help but try to dampen it. "Mr. Chen, what we are discussing is the central financial crisis. What brilliant insights do you have on this point?"

"I have no brilliant insights. Regarding contributing to the national treasury, we do have some money. However, we cannot simply sit back and watch our resources be exhausted. The national revenue is like a large pancake; you must make it bigger and bigger so that everyone can get a larger share. Minister Zhang, do you find this reasonable?" Chen Ke replied.

During the first meeting, Yuan Shikai said almost nothing, while Chen Ke and Zhang Jian engaged in a heated debate over their differences. Chen Ke insisted on state leadership, while Zhang Jian believed local leadership was more appropriate. Although both sides had their own stances, to Yuan Shikai, it seemed almost reversed. Zhang Jian was, after all, a central official, while Chen Ke was a local power. It should have been Chen Ke advocating for local leadership and Zhang Jian for state leadership.

Seeing that Zhang Jian was truly going off-track, Yuan Shikai had to speak up. "Wenqing, you've had a long journey; take a rest for now."

Once the formal meeting ended, that very evening, Yuan Shikai privately invited Chen Ke to bring his wife and children to his home for an informal dinner. The one who came to welcome them was Yuan Shikai's eldest son, Yuan Keding, who was quite hostile toward Chen Ke. Chen Ke himself didn't have a high opinion of this son who had vigorously encouraged Yuan Shikai to declare himself emperor.

Chen Ke wasn't the only one "visiting"; Xu Shichang also brought his family to pay a visit to Yuan Shikai. The real negotiations thus began around the President of the Beiyang government, the de facto Premier, and the largest local power, the People's Party.

However, everyone had to follow the formalities first, meeting and exchanging pleasantries. The Yuan family had many descendants, dozens of them. Compared to them, Chen Ke's family of three truly seemed lonely and outnumbered. However, Yuan Shikai didn't shout for them to be surrounded and attacked. When Chen Ke's wife, He Ying, was a child, Yuan Shikai had seen her several times at the He family home. As an elder and the one who had once proposed a match, when He Ying stepped forward to greet him, Yuan Shikai naturally reminisced about the past and the previous connections between the Yuan and He families.

After the pleasantries were over, the women went with He Ying and Chen Ke's daughter, Chen Qianru, to talk. The three heads of households went to the study to continue the negotiations.

"Wenqing, you have always acted straightforwardly. I like that about you. Since you've come personally, why not speak the truth?" Yuan Shikai said, not with a stern face, but in a gentle tone of an elder to a junior.

"I want to work with you, Mr. President, to reclaim the customs," Chen Ke replied immediately and bluntly.

Yuan Shikai's eyes lit up instantly. Reclaiming the customs would be a major event that he could fully justify to the entire nation. Economically, it would also bring massive returns. On this point, Yuan Shikai would not object.

However, for Yuan Shikai, he had seen too many who tried to deceive with grand words. Forget about talking of reclaiming the customs—even the rhetoric of driving the foreign devils out of China was something more than a few people had said. He smiled and asked, "I wonder what brilliant strategy you have, Wenqing, for reclaiming the customs."

"The foreign devils could open China's doors with guns and cannons, but after expending so much effort, they can hardly sell many products to China—this is their Achilles' heel. What Britain, France, Germany, and America want now is to sell things to China; so we might as well buy them. I'm sure you already know the situation in our base area, Mr. President. We import European and American machinery on the basis of trade balance and export goods to their colonies in Southeast Asia. That trade scale alone is considerable. If we reach an agreement with the customs in this manner, we can certainly regain control." Chen Ke was never against global trade. China was undoubtedly one of the winners of 21st-century global trade, while in the 20th century, it was the British who dominated. Chen Ke didn't think the British could be more troublesome than the Americans.

Yuan Shikai was somewhat disappointed by this; it was the same content Chen Ke had spoken of during the day. He had thought Chen Ke would have something else to say in private. "Wenqing, you are in the South, controlling the trade in raw silk and the like; naturally, you have the confidence to say such things. But we in Beiyang don't have your convenience. Isn't this talk of expanding trade a bit like talking big without any burden?"

"Haha, Mr. President, those are just jokes. The North naturally has its own advantages, which the South cannot compare with. If developed, they would be quite extraordinary too. For instance, the soybeans in the Northeast—no matter how we in the South try, we can't grow them like that."

Upon hearing this, Xu Shichang's spirits immediately lifted.

Yuan Shikai was also a bit surprised. He asked, "Juren, is it truly so beyond the pass?"

"It is indeed so," Xu Shichang replied immediately. "In a few days, I'll have some soybeans brought in for the President to taste."

Chen Ke quickly seized the opportunity. "The quality of Northeast soybeans is excellent. They haven't been exported on a large scale yet, and the main reason is that we've never truly put these good things up for sale. I have a modest suggestion: foreign countries have international expos; we might as well hold an expo in China every year. And this expo must be presided over by the central government."

The Canton Fair was a good thing, and China could undoubtedly host one itself. After Chen Ke explained the details of an export fair, Yuan Shikai and Xu Shichang began to understand the characteristics of his proposal. Unlike ordinary market buying and selling, the purpose of an expo was to have everyone bring out their best goods and then do business openly. The purpose of government leadership was nothing more than one thing: since it was held by the government, the government would naturally take a cut in the middle.

"This tax alone might still be too little, and too slow," Xu Shichang remarked.

"Whether it's slow or not depends on how it's managed. If it's left only to the enterprises themselves, there won't be much business. But what if the government is willing to invest?" Chen Ke replied.

"Government investment?"

"Yes. For example, the Northeast soybeans I mentioned are actually just common things in the Northeast. But if the government is willing to invest and support them, and the annual yield increases significantly, the returns would be quite extraordinary. Furthermore, with an expo, we'll know clearly what the foreign devils want to buy, so the direction of investment won't easily go wrong. That's the benefit of it," Chen Ke answered.

"Then what does this have to do with reclaiming the customs?" Xu Shichang still didn't quite understand.

"Once we reclaim the customs, what business is done will naturally be determined by us. So I still suggest implementing the quota trade agreement I mentioned during the day." After circling so far, Chen Ke finally brought back the key issue.

"A quota trade agreement has two main characteristics. First, the foreign devils must feel it's profitable. Second, the state must support the products the foreigners are willing to buy. This is an export-oriented trade model."

Export-oriented trade theory was extremely simple in the 21st century; the only difference was that in the late 20th century, China could rely on foreign investment, while now China had to work desperately to uncover its own advantageous products. Along the way, Chen Ke had to consider Beiyang's interests, and he only found the single business of Northeast soybeans. However, in history, Zhang Zuolin relied on exporting soybeans to earn at least thirty million US dollars a year; in this earlier era, Northeast soybeans would surely have even more of a market.

"To make the foreign devils feel it's profitable, we must ensure a trade balance. For the Center, making money relies on customs duties. Furthermore, imported products must be controlled. We cannot import consumer goods—by which I mean cloth, grain, and luxury items. What must be imported are factory equipment and things that can improve our own strength. This point must be established."

Chen Ke wasn't afraid that Beiyang would truly achieve industrialization. If industrialization could be achieved simply by buying, there should be many more industrial nations in the 21st-century world. But clearly, since World War II, only New China has truly become an industrial power. Whether the system is a match is a key issue.

However, Chen Ke couldn't keep anything hidden; he had to at least make Beiyang feel the People's Party wasn't lying. To deceive someone, you must make the deceived party have enough confidence in the deceiver. Thus, telling the truth was the most basic point.

Sure enough, Yuan Shikai was "deceived." Beiyang had already thoroughly investigated what Chen Ke was saying. The People's Party exported raw silk, pig bristles, porcelain, and tea. They bought factory equipment. They opened mines and built railways, and their economy was thriving. Regarding the People's Party's actions of striking local tyrants and distributing land, the Beiyang group didn't believe that was the key to their success. Yuan Shikai also didn't believe it was Chen Ke's sole magic formula.

Hearing Chen Ke's introduction, Yuan Shikai felt a certain degree of trust. Even if he believed Chen Ke still harbored revolutionary intentions, at least in the matter of developing the economy, he felt Chen Ke was indeed "frank."

"But regarding the matter of reclaiming the customs, according to what Wenqing says, they haven't been reclaimed at all," Yuan Shikai asked.

"Reclaiming the customs depends on whose hands they are reclaimed into. If they are reclaimed by the Center, the local provinces will naturally feel unhappy. They believe that only when the power over customs is in the hands of the provincial governments can it be called reclaiming the customs." Chen Ke maintained a purely pragmatic attitude on this.

Hearing such a sharp remark, a trace of a smile appeared on Yuan Shikai's face, and Xu Shichang couldn't help but laugh out loud. Xu Shichang had never dealt with Chen Ke before, and this was their first true negotiation. He felt he understood somewhat why Chen Ke could have such "revolutionary achievements" just past thirty—this fearless attitude was indeed something people like Xu Shichang quite appreciated.
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Yuan Shikai, Xu Shichang, and Chen Ke discussed the future design of the maritime customs with great enthusiasm. Yuan felt he had rediscovered the feeling of his younger days when he, alongside the likes of Sheng Xuanhuai and Yan Fu, discussed major affairs during Li Hongzhang's Beiyang era. Back then, they were a group of staunch "Westernizers"—either returned students from abroad or key figures promoting Westernization in various locales. In those years, they were all in their prime, quick-witted, and full of energy. Facing complex affairs, they possessed a youthful spirit and drive, believing they could clarify the world and achieve something truly magnificent.

However, times had changed. After the First Sino-Japanese War, Lord Li Hongzhang was forced to step down, and Yuan Shikai became the leader of the New Beiyang. The Hundred Days' Reform and the Boxer Rebellion followed in quick succession, and the old brothers of those years had long since drifted apart. Only Xu Shichang remained as Yuan's unwavering supporter.

Yuan Shikai truly felt he was growing old; having only talked until midnight, he felt his energy flagging and his eyelids drooping. Xu Shichang was not much better. Yet the Chen Ke before them remained sharp and focused, discussing matters with perfect order. More remarkably, Chen Ke never took any detail for granted, nor did he display the slightest expectation of relying on others.

"Wenqing, it's late; why don't you stay here with me tonight?" Yuan Shikai said, suppressing a yawn and trying to keep his voice steady.

"Would that be an imposition?" Chen Ke was unfamiliar with the customs of this era. In the 21st century, no matter how late things went or how tired he was, he always went home to sleep.

"It's no trouble. Juren, you stay tonight as well. We'll continue our talk tomorrow," Yuan Shikai replied.

"This..." Chen Ke was still uncertain.

Xu Shichang laughed. "Wenqing, who are you doing this back-and-forth for? Since we're talking, we might as well finish before we go. Neither the President nor I will be going out tomorrow; let's at least get some results out of this."

This was reasonable. Chen Ke simply wasn't used to staying at someone else's home, but given the status of the three men, their gathering to discuss affairs could already decide China's future fate. Even if they weren't talking business but just chatting, it would trigger endless speculation. With Chen Ke coming and going from Yuan's home, heaven only knew how wild the rumors outside might become.

"Then I shall impose upon the President," Chen Ke smiled.

"You are a guest here; no need for 'President' this and 'President' that. Your teacher Yan Fu and I are old brothers; you can just call me Uncle." Yuan Shikai used a rather casual tone.

Chen Ke quickly replied, "Mr. President, since we are discussing public affairs, we shouldn't mix up the forms of address. Naturally, I should call you Uncle, but I am someone who doesn't know the rules. If I say something out of place and it's heard by those with ulterior motives, they might say behind your back that you don't distinguish between public and private. It's better to stick with 'Mr. President' to avoid errors."

"Wenqing is too polite." Although he said this, Yuan Shikai's tone betrayed a sense of agreement. In truth, hearing Chen Ke address him as President made Yuan feel that such a title, which clarified their respective statuses, was quite appropriate.

The Yuan household was quite large; Chen Ke and Xu Shichang were each given their own courtyards. Xu Shichang naturally didn't fear any harm from Yuan; his attendants stayed outside. However, Chen Ke's guards were not so relaxed; they held the courtyard tightly. Meanwhile, Yuan Shikai's guards were also on alert from the outside against Chen Ke's men. The night passed in this state of "relaxed on the outside, tense on the inside."

The negotiations continued the next day. The three had already reached a consensus the day before: they absolutely could not allow other provinces to collude with the foreign devils individually. The key to controlling the other provinces lay in the transport channels.

The People's Party held Wuhan and a considerable stretch of the Yangtze River basin, thereby controlling the inland trade routes. If provinces like Hubei, Sichuan, or even Henan wanted to trade, they had to rely on the Yangtze. Wuhan was a vital trade center precisely because of its water and land accessibility. The Beijing-Hankou Railway brought materials to Wuhan, which were then loaded onto ships for the lower reaches of the Yangtze. Chen Ke was well aware that it was only as a trade center that Wuhan could enjoy such prosperity at this stage.

Guangdong and Guangxi had their own outlets to the sea, making them harder to grasp. But for other inland regions, anyone wanting to do business with foreigners had to rely on transport hubs like railways and waterways. Once Beiyang cooperated with the People's Party, they could essentially exert total control over China's entire foreign trade.

With this consensus, a foundation of shared interests was established between Beiyang and the People's Party. Their differences began to emerge more clearly. Yuan Shikai was currently in desperate need of money and wanted to look toward customs duties for a solution. However, if trade was not balanced, customs revenue would be a double-edged sword. Domestic protests against foreign goods were frequent, as foreign products were severely impacting the national bourgeoisie in coastal areas. Cheap commercial goods were driving handicraft workshops out of business.

Yuan Shikai had considered acting as the protector of the Chinese national bourgeoisie, but a protector needed to eat and drink. The national bourgeoisie complained about the central government "betraying the country" on one hand, but on the other, they worked hard to avoid paying taxes. Yuan Shikai didn't have a magic lamp to create wealth out of thin air, nor had he mastered a spell to produce gold and silver. Everyone in Beiyang was waiting for him to provide funds; his life was truly difficult.

Chen Ke could empathize with Yuan Shikai, because even in the 21st century, Chen Ke himself had evaded taxes. If measured strictly by the law, Chen Ke was an economic criminal. Falsifying accounts was nothing; he did everything from selling invoices to swapping cash for acceptances and bridge discounting. Chen Ke had done it all in those gray areas.

Because of these experiences, Chen Ke had absolutely no fondness for the market economy. Finding someone in private enterprise willing to pay taxes was less likely than finding a sow flying freely through the sky. In America, the IRS agents carried guns; if you didn't pay, they'd send you straight to prison. Al Capone, the Chicago mob boss, had men in black trench coats carrying "Chicago Typewriters"—submachine guns—and used grenades to clear the way in gang wars. The government couldn't touch him, and the police didn't dare trouble "Uncle Capone" for a small thing like "murder." In the end, he was taken down by the IRS for tax evasion. Since then, no gang dared not to pay taxes, because American tax forms included an option for "income from unknown sources."

One could earn money through crime, but the money earned from crime still had to be taxed. This was the fundamental national policy of the United States, an extremely violence-prone police state. But China's national conditions were different; even in the base areas, they didn't dare implement such lawless practices—not to mention the executive power of Yuan Shikai's Beiyang group.

"If the provinces aren't willing to put up money, they must listen to the Center. This isn't something that any random person can participate in." Chen Ke was not at all polite toward the other provinces. There's always something hateful about those who are pitiful. Perhaps it was a change in Chen Ke's mindset, but he felt no sympathy for the "result" of being a "weakling." A temporary state of distress was not a problem; the Party had always been in crisis, and the result was an unprecedented level of advancement. The People's Party had also started from an extremely difficult situation. The difference between strong and weak was not about momentary prestige or misery; the most important thing was attitude. Chen Ke could imagine what results this trade agreement would eventually bring to the provinces. He also knew full well how they would curse the dominant Beiyang and People's Party groups. But Chen Ke was not afraid of this; the curses of losers could be seen as praise for the winners.

"Wenqing, you certainly take a detached view," Xu Shichang remarked, somewhat surprised by Chen Ke's attitude. Generally, local powers tried to unite for self-preservation. Yet the People's Party not only dared to contest the leadership of the situation with Beiyang but was also blunt toward the other provinces. To Xu Shichang, this behavior seemed almost suicidal.

"Premier Xu, the Center is cursed if it does something, and cursed if it doesn't. Since it will be cursed either way, why should the Center care about the provinces' attitudes?" Chen Ke replied.

Yuan Shikai was beginning to understand Chen Ke's entire plan. The core of Chen Ke's proposal was "trade control" domestically, and using large-scale trade agreements to court the foreign devils internationally—using the name of "promoting free trade" to allow the Center to effectively manage the content of imports and exports, rather than simply implementing a model of expanding trade.

Such a plan naturally had its advantages, but Yuan Shikai could also see that if they proceeded as Chen Ke suggested, the People's Party—which already had large-scale exports—would undoubtedly play a pivotal role. Therefore, no matter what Chen Ke said, Yuan Shikai simply listened without offering any evaluation or promise.

"The Export Fair will determine the types of products and producers to be supported, and the government will provide them with preferential support. On one hand, this ensures customs revenue; on the other, it establishes corresponding production standards. Once a standard is set, all related products must comply with it to occupy the market." Chen Ke used a common 21st-century explanation for the specific implementation points.

"Wenqing, such standards might not be so easy to propagate. If other businesses are forced to adopt the same standards, it will only lead to chaos," Xu Shichang said, sounding exhausted.

"We don't need to worry about what they do; as long as we control the sales. If products from other businesses don't meet the standards, we simply won't take them. What the customs need to manage is inspection; if the quality is substandard, that's their problem. There won't be chaos—at most, a large number of businesses won't be able to export." Chen Ke was firm on this point. He had personally witnessed how thriving state-owned enterprises had walked step-by-step toward collapse after achieving success. Regarding the self-destruction of those who failed to meet standards, Chen Ke held a complex yet simple attitude.

"Premier Xu, it's not that we want to make things hard for anyone; but if we work so hard to manage exports, we absolutely cannot tolerate those who would undermine the situation!" Chen Ke said.

Xu Shichang felt Chen Ke was being somewhat excessive. If things were executed too strictly according to rules, the results would surely be poor; Xu had seen too much of this. "Wenqing, if you do this, I'm afraid you'll end up with nothing but a bad reputation."

"Premier Xu, the Center is never meant to be praised; it's meant to be cursed. One must have at least that much sense of responsibility," Chen Ke countered, advising Xu Shichang instead.

Yuan Shikai had not spoken for a long time. Hearing this, his eyes narrowed slightly, and his gaze shifted from cold to sharp.

Chen Ke met Yuan Shikai's gaze without hesitation. Back then, "Clean-Hand" Zhu was someone everyone said should be killed. Yet as a Premier, he had indeed completed the work he was supposed to do. Chen Ke admired that. If Yuan Shikai's Center couldn't do the same, Chen Ke felt he would need to reconsider their cooperation.

Xu Shichang, as Yuan Shikai's old partner, understood better what Yuan's expression meant. Yuan Shikai didn't care about the details of Chen Ke's proposals; his current dissatisfaction was with Chen Ke's attitude of a local power coercing the central government. Yuan could be tolerant in many areas, but that was limited to those who followed his lead. Toward someone like Chen Ke, who attempted to forcefully dominate the situation, Yuan Shikai had never been polite—except toward Empress Dowager Cixi.

Among the Beiyang high officials, while Wang Shizhen was considered Yuan Shikai's "eyes," his true chief strategist—at least in critical moments—was Xu Shichang. Their cooperation had reached its peak during the Hundred Days' Reform. Xu, like Yuan, possessed both political ambition and patriotic fervor; in his youth, Yuan Shikai was indeed a patriot. When Xu was in the Hanlin Academy, following the defeat in the first Sino-Japanese War, he had joined dozens of colleagues in impeaching Li Hongzhang. During the Hundred Days' Reform, both Xu and Yuan participated in the reform movement. But at the critical moment, when the new and old forces clashed and the reformers pinned all their hopes on Yuan Shikai, who held military power, Yuan followed the advice of his "military strategist" Brother Xu: "Though the Emperor is the lord of the country, he has only recently taken power and his influence is weak. The Empress Dowager has held the reins of power for two reigns; the court officials and provincial commanders are all her confidants. The outcome of success or failure is predictable. Rather than helping the Emperor and inviting disaster, it is better to side with the Empress Dowager and secure rank and fame." Xu Shichang's word was final. Yuan Shikai deeply agreed and subsequently informed on the reformers to Ronglu. In the choice between righteousness and profit, Xu and Yuan realistically chose to pursue benefit and avoid harm. Both dyed their official hats red with the blood of the "Six Gentlemen" and thereafter enjoyed the favor of the Empress Dowager's faction, rising rapidly.

Now, Xu Shichang felt very clearly that the fate of Beiyang and Yuan Shikai had reached another critical juncture. Chen Ke's proposed trade plan seemed to empower the Center, but in reality, it was determining China's future fate. Such boldness was truly admirable, but Chen Ke's attempt to use local power to command the Center touched Yuan Shikai's bottom line. Yet in less than a day of contact, Xu Shichang also felt the same hard-line attitude from Chen Ke. If Yuan Shikai wouldn't yield, Chen Ke certainly wouldn't either.

"Wenqing, why don't we end our talk here for today," Xu Shichang said.

"Very well." Chen Ke also sensed that things were heading straight into a dead end. The People's Party had come seeking cooperation, not to kneel and surrender to Beiyang. As the leader of the People's Party, Chen Ke naturally could not allow the slightest deviation on this.

"Mr. President, I have essentially said all I wanted to say. I ask for your corrections." Chen Ke said.

Yuan Shikai pondered for a while, and his expression suddenly turned gentle. "Wenqing, what you've said makes a lot of sense. But in Beiyang, it's not for me alone to decide. Write up a document and submit it; I'll study it in detail."

"I have it ready." Chen Ke pulled a document from his briefcase. This was the comprehensive plan he had prepared.

Yuan Shikai smiled. "It seems Wenqing has come well-prepared. Then leave it for me to look over."

That was enough. Chen Ke gave the document to Yuan Shikai and took his leave. Yuan did not try to keep him but had Xu Shichang see him to the door.

Xu Shichang naturally didn't remind Chen Ke of anything; he simply politely saw him out the gate and returned to Yuan Shikai. Entering the study, he saw Yuan Shikai sitting in a chair with his eyes closed, as if asleep.

"President, Chen Ke has left," Xu Shichang said.

Yuan Shikai opened his eyes and spoke with a slightly weary voice. This was not an act; after talking with Chen Ke for so long, he truly felt exhausted. "Juren, what do you think of Chen Ke?"

"This man is certainly not easy to deal with," Xu Shichang sighed.

"Then can we cooperate on what he said?" Yuan asked.

"..." Xu Shichang was stunned; he hadn't expected Yuan Shikai to ask that.

Chen Ke's family had returned to the People's Party residence earlier that morning. When Chen Ke returned, the comrades all breathed a sigh of relief. After Chen Ke introduced the specifics of the situation, Chen Tianhua couldn't help but ask, "Chairman Chen, do you think Yuan Shikai will agree to cooperate?"

"That depends on who Yuan Shikai plans to rely on. If he plans to rely on the European and American powers, he will cooperate with them. If he wants to rely on himself, he'll have no choice but to cooperate with us."

"Is Yuan Shikai going to learn from our base area?" Chen Tianhua was quite surprised.

"Most likely. Our revolutionary cause is primarily about managing ourselves. As for many of the enemy's specific reactions—they simply have no other choices in the face of reality."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Chen Tianhua still lacked sufficient confidence. "According to what you say, Chairman, what exactly is the difference between the two sides?"

"The difference lies in the consciousness of proletarian revolution." Chen Ke returned to his cliché.

"Explain the proletariat in more detail." Chen Tianhua still had no clear concept of the proletariat.

"The proletariat I refer to meets two conditions. First, in terms of material conditions, socialized mass production has already become the mainstream production model of society. Second, in terms of ideology, an individual's perspective is centered on social production, rather than on their own self-perception."

Chen Tianhua and Yan Fu had already transcended self-centeredness in terms of ideology, but regarding material conditions, they indeed lacked Chen Ke's vision. However, since Chen Ke had attained the position of People's Party leader through his immense advantages in ability and vision, the two did not question his words.

"The proletariat are not paupers; the idea that being poor is the characteristic of the proletariat is a misconception and a smear. This 'proletarian' (wuchan) means not possessing assets (capital), not that one has no personal property." Chen Ke used to explain revolutionary concepts mostly by the book, but this explanation of the proletariat was truly the result of his own consideration. Although the basic theory was still that of Marx and Chairman Mao, the derived conclusion was somewhat different—at least different from the explanations in the books he had read.

"As a laborer, in the complex large-scale social labor of the future, one can only complete one link of the work. For a single link to own all the production materials of that social labor is clearly unreasonable. This is where the difference between public and private ownership of the means of production arises."
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Chapter 111: The Xinhai Upheaval (Part 9)

After Xu Shichang saw Chen Ke out of the gates of Yuan Shikai's residence, he immediately hurried back toward the study. To his surprise, he encountered Yuan Keding passing through the central hall. Xu Shichang was well-versed in the ways of the world; one look at Yuan Keding's awkward manner and he knew the young man hadn't just happened to be passing by, but was waiting for him on purpose. Xu Shichang intended to avoid him, but Yuan Keding stepped forward enthusiastically.

"Uncle Xu, you've worked hard these past two days," Yuan Keding said with a bright smile.

"Nephew, your father is waiting for my report," Xu Shichang replied, having no desire to engage with him.

As if failing to see Xu Shichang's intent, Yuan Keding said solemnly, "Uncle Xu, everyone knows Chen Ke harbors ill intentions, yet you and my father show him such leniency. Uncle Xu, this cannot go on forever."

"Nephew, your father naturally has his own decisions in these matters. I'm going to him now." Xu Shichang delivered a very cold reply in a calm voice. Having spoken, he ignored whatever Yuan Keding might be thinking and strode toward the study, leaving a stunned Yuan Keding behind.

Inside the study, Xu Shichang found Yuan Shikai carefully reading the plan Chen Ke had written. Yuan appeared focused, his brow furrowed, making it impossible to tell if he supported or opposed it. Xu Shichang did not wish to disturb him and sat down quietly.

"Juren, what do you think this Chen Ke's background truly is?" Yuan Shikai asked out of the blue.

"Eh?" Xu Shichang was surprised. He had never been involved in intelligence work and knew nothing of Chen Ke's origins. Moreover, Yuan Shikai had dealt with Chen Ke for quite some time; Xu couldn't understand why Yuan would ask him. Even so, he couldn't simply plead ignorance. He pondered for a moment before saying, "Judging by his actions, he seems to come from a prominent family. However, he doesn't seem to have received much in the way of proper upbringing."

Xu Shichang's casual answer resonated with Yuan Shikai. Yuan put down the document and nodded in agreement. "Indeed, he lacks upbringing. Look at him—he actually expects a local power to command the Center. How exactly did his parents raise him?"

For some reason, hearing this made Xu Shichang feel somewhat relieved. He smiled and asked, "President, do you no longer wish to cooperate with Chen Ke?"

"I absolutely cannot do as Chen Ke says," Yuan Shikai replied.

Xu Shichang stared at Yuan Shikai; the implications of those words were rich. It seemed Yuan did not object to taking money from Chen Ke, but he would absolutely not relinquish his leadership.

"Juren, in your view, will Chen Ke persist in his own opinions?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"Let me look at what Chen Ke wrote first," Xu Shichang said, not giving a direct answer.

The content of the plan was exactly as Chen Ke had described; it was entirely centered on how to gain dominance over the customs. Xu Shichang found it quite surprising. Chen Ke's analysis of the foreign devils in the plan showed no fear whatsoever. Did Chen Ke truly believe the foreign devils were easy to deal with?

But Chen Ke had risen in the Yangtze River basin, which was the British domain. Not only were there the British, but also the French, Germans, Russians, and Japanese had their own presence there. Yet after Chen Ke seized these territories, the foreign devils had shown no opposition. This in itself was abnormal. If Chen Ke had sold out China's interests, Beiyang could not have failed to know. Yet Chen Ke simply did business with the foreign devils in a proper manner, and both sides coexisted in peace. Had Chen Ke encountered a different breed of foreign devils?

"President, what do the British mean?" Xu Shichang asked after putting down the document.

"The British are practically in the same pair of trousers as Chen Ke. They resolutely demand that we in Beiyang, like the People's Party, engage in quota trade with them." At the mention of this, Yuan Shikai's expression turned quite unpleasant.

"President, our Beiyang is in the North; we naturally don't have as many products as the South. In my view, over the next year or two, we won't be able to match the People's Party in quota trade," Xu Shichang replied.

At the mention of money, Yuan Shikai's expression grew even more sour. "Juren, Chen Ke has been in the South for barely five years; how can he have earned so much money?"

Xu Shichang actually shared this lack of understanding. As a famous and capable official of the late Qing, when the Northeast was reorganized into provinces in 1907, Xu Shichang had been appointed Imperial Commissioner and Governor-General of the Three Eastern Provinces, concurrently managing the military affairs of the three provinces. At that time, the Northeast was in the midst of the Russo-Japanese War, and the foundations of the Qing were being eroded. Xu Shichang took numerous measures, including opening commercial ports, borrowing national loans, forming foreign alliances, and building railways. He also promoted New Policies in the Northeast to resist Japanese and Russian control.

Xu Shichang had governed the Northeast for only two years, yet the region's appearance was completely transformed. When the imperial relative Zaitao returned from inspecting the army in Europe and passed through Fengten (now Shenyang), he saw that "roads, electric lights, and military police were all present, and the streets were completely refreshed. Staying at the public office, it was just like the European style."

However, compared to the results achieved by Chen Ke, these achievements of which Xu Shichang was proud paled in comparison. Xu had connections in the court and enjoyed the trust of Empress Dowager Cixi. He held great power in the Northeast, which made such a performance possible. Yet in 1905, Chen Ke was still a lone man; now he had carved out a world for himself, with every intention of standing as an equal to the Center. While fighting a war, Chen Ke had not delayed making money for a single moment. Xu Shichang had heard from Yuan Shikai that Chen Ke had signed a quota trade agreement with the British. Both imports and exports had actually reached twenty million pounds a year. With a total trade volume of forty million pounds a year, even with just a five percent customs duty, the annual revenue would be as much as two million pounds. In this regard, Xu Shichang knew he truly couldn't match Chen Ke.

"President, I've heard people say that the honeycomb coal factory and the transport firm Chen Ke opened in Beijing are earning at least several thousand taels of silver a day. When it comes to business, this Chen Ke is truly an expert," Xu Shichang said.

Yuan Shikai remained noncommittal. Regarding Chen Ke's ability to make money, Yuan also felt speechless. When more than half of the over one hundred thousand households in Beijing used honeycomb coal, they must use at least two hundred thousand pieces a day. Chen Ke earned one wen per piece of coal, netting him two hundred thousand wen a day. Currently, copper coins were expensive; two hundred thousand wen was equivalent to five hundred taels of silver. And the transport firm could easily earn several hundred taels a day. That was indeed over a thousand taels a day.

Furthermore, the People's Party had already begun establishing honeycomb coal factories and transport firms in Tianjin. Even if they earned only three thousand taels a day, that was a million taels a year. An extremely wealthy family might only have a million in assets, yet the People's Party could create the wealth of such a family in a year from just two cities. If someone hadn't specifically reported this to him, Yuan Shikai truly wouldn't have believed it to be true.

Chen Ke hadn't done anything grand, yet through these ordinary actions, he had accumulated wealth that others couldn't even imagine. Yuan Shikai found that he actually couldn't understand how this was being achieved.

While Yuan Shikai and Xu Shichang were considering Chen Ke, the People's Party was also considering Beiyang. Since Chen Ke had discussed the matter in detail with Yuan, the People's Party delegation convened a meeting.

Regarding future development, Chen Ke let all members of the delegation speak their minds. Huang Yuyue was originally supposed to handle the secretarial work, but to her surprise, Chen Ke had her speak first.

Huang Yuyue hadn't expected she would be allowed to comment on such a major affair. She felt uneasy, fearing she might say something wrong. Out of anxiety, her face turned slightly red. After thinking for a while, she said, "Chairman Chen, comrades, I believe Yuan Shikai will absolutely not truly want to cooperate with us."

Everyone in the delegation stared at Huang Yuyue. She felt immense pressure and for a moment found herself at a loss for words.

Chen Tianhua couldn't let Huang Yuyue stand there in silence, letting the room grow cold. He smiled and said, "Comrade Huang Yuyue, since you say so, you must have your reasons? Let's hear them."

Those selected to be delegation members naturally couldn't be people who truly had nothing to say. Huang Yuyue quickly suppressed her unease and returned to a normal state. Her complexion recovered, and her voice became steady. "Generally speaking, everyone only sees what others have gained, but never what they have given. I'm putting myself in Beiyang's position, and I feel Beiyang will absolutely not be willing to cooperate with us. They feel we make too much money."

The young people in the delegation were quite dismissive of Huang Yuyue's words. Li Mingren curled his lip; although he didn't interrupt, his disapproval was clearly displayed on his face.

"The Beiyang group wants money now, but they don't want to work. When we work, we will surely involve ourselves in many industries, and Beiyang will be very wary of us. We wouldn't let outsiders act so freely in our base area either. Therefore, I believe Beiyang will absolutely not cooperate with us sincerely." After saying everything she could think of, Huang Yuyue wanted to sit down. But she suddenly realized she had missed a sentence and quickly stood straight. "I have finished."

"Please sit," Chen Ke said.

At those words, Huang Yuyue immediately returned to her seat. She exhaled softly, relieving her tension.

Li Mingren immediately raised his hand to speak, and Chen Tianhua let him stand up.

"It's not a matter of whether Yuan Shikai wants to cooperate; it's that he has no choice but to cooperate. Beiyang's finances are exhausted. If they want to catch their breath, they must have a sum of money to maintain operations. If they don't cooperate with us, who else will they work with?" Li Mingren had his own ideas, so his words were both loud and fluent. "Beiyang's lack of trust in us is not the problem. It's only a matter of the degree of cooperation; there will certainly not be a situation where they don't cooperate at all."

Having said this, Li Mingren scanned the room. Chen Ke was expressionless, and Yan Fu was as solemn as ever. Thus, it was impossible to tell what those two were thinking. Judging from the expressions of the other comrades, most of them agreed with Li Mingren.

Guan Zizheng was one who disagreed. Seeing that Li Mingren had finished, he immediately raised his hand. After getting Chen Tianhua's permission, Guan Zizheng stood and said, "Since Yuan Shikai needs a sum of money now, as long as it's within his tolerance, he'll borrow from anyone. Foreign banks have already begun negotiations with him. If Yuan feels that cooperating with our People's Party will lead to endless trouble, he will borrow from foreign banks even if their interest rates are high."

Li Mingren frowned and then replied, "Will Yuan Shikai be willing to take such a loss?"

Guan Zizheng shook his head slightly. "If Yuan Shikai's only option were to borrow from foreign banks, he would surely take a loss. But since he has our People's Party as an option, he can use his status as the Center to use us to drive down the prices from the foreign banks, and he can also use the foreign banks to suppress our People's Party. No matter how rotten Beiyang is, they at least know how to play such tricks."

The young comrades of the delegation found themselves somewhat confused. Those who had originally thought Li Mingren made sense now felt Guan Zizheng's logic had the upper hand.

However, Li Mingren was not convinced by Guan Zizheng. He immediately responded, "That's just wishful thinking. To do that, he'd have to put us and the foreign bank consortium in opposition. That is to say, both sides would have to be determined to lend money to Yuan Shikai. But the current situation is clearly not like that. Yuan Shikai is not in a position to preserve himself militarily. Without even being able to guarantee basic security, Yuan Shikai's hope of playing everyone in the palm of his hand is likely just a pipe dream."

Guan Zizheng also had no intention of giving up. "War is for profit. If the foreign devils fought Beiyang over a loan, wouldn't that be more trouble than it's worth? We also want to cooperate with Yuan Shikai, so within a certain range, we won't easily choose military struggle. As long as Yuan Shikai limits the struggle within that range, his security is still guaranteed."

"That's just Yuan Shikai thinking his security is guaranteed. If Yuan Shikai isn't seeking development but only seeking to overcome a crisis, his only choice left would be to borrow from the foreign bank consortium while fully utilizing our People's Party to bargain with them. Moreover, the direct result of such a loan would be that all provinces would have reason to attack Yuan Shikai for betraying the country. Wouldn't that be a loss in the end?"

Hearing Li Mingren say this, Guan Zizheng grinned. "Beiyang isn't our People's Party. I think what Comrade Huang Yuyue said earlier was quite right. Beiyang is a collection of ordinary people. At least their degree of political consciousness is no different from that of ordinary people. Our People's Party is the vanguard of the proletariat. In terms of understanding and perceiving society, Beiyang really cannot compare with us."

At this point, the conversation had moved beyond the scope of the negotiations themselves. Li Mingren felt it difficult to respond. "According to you, then, this negotiation itself is likely a wasted trip for us?"

"Sometimes you just have to take a wasted trip," Guan Zizheng replied with righteous conviction.

Hearing this, Chen Tianhua quickly called a halt to the discussion. He was experienced in such situations; in his early years doing revolutionary work in Japan, revolutionary youths would also have some interesting views when they first talked about revolution. But as the talk went on, everyone would encounter seemingly unsolvable problems, and the discussion would turn into a clash of tempers. Ending on a sour note was a relatively good outcome; it was common for arguments to lead to them becoming enemies.

The People's Party had one advantage: the Party Committee meetings were for discussing how to get things done, and there was at least someone who could keep order. Especially with Chen Ke presiding over this meeting—as long as he didn't let the comrades' disputes run wild, the situation could always be stabilized.

"Chairman Chen, what are your views?" Chen Tianhua asked.

With Chen Tianhua taking the lead, all eyes fell on Chen Ke.

Listening to the young comrades' debate, Chen Ke was actually quite pleased. That everyone could have their own insights was a good thing in itself. As long as it didn't turn into a clash of tempers and everyone could try to understand and learn from each other's ideas, they could achieve what Confucius called "when three people walk together, there is surely a teacher for me." Chen Tianhua's timely control of the discussion was also very decisive and well-timed.

Seeing everyone waiting for him to speak, Chen Ke said, "First of all, I personally oppose the phrase 'wasted trip.' This perspective isn't comprehensive enough. If we don't succeed in our negotiations this time, then we must also clearly know why we failed. Without investigation, there is no right to speak. Whether we say it's a wasted trip here, or believe Beiyang will do things that are more trouble than they're worth—I believe these ideas aren't wrong. However, none of these ideas are supported by actual investigation..."

The comrades had expected Chen Ke to decide who was right or wrong, but they were surprised when he began to "play both sides." Those who were unhappy because they didn't get Chen Ke's support naturally showed disappointment on their faces. However, some comrades already dimly understood Chen Ke's meaning. For instance, Huang Yuyue's expression was quite solemn.

"Comrade Huang Yuyue, don't think that because you are a woman, you won't have to take on the work that follows," Chen Ke said with a smile.

"Chairman Chen, do you want me to visit the Beiyang officials?" Huang Yuyue was still somewhat lacking in experience; being led by Chen Ke, she couldn't help but speak the truth.

"Exactly. Starting in a moment, everyone will first undergo etiquette training. You'll also learn some of the language used in the Beiyang officialdom. By the day after tomorrow morning at the latest, all of you must go visit the Beiyang officials. Start the actual investigation. Furthermore, we aren't just investigating; since we've come, there are certain pieces of news that must be made known. We came here openly for negotiations, so there's no need to hide basic facts. Besides, the comrades in our delegation—the men are heroic and handsome, and the women are elegant and beautiful. When you visit, this also represents the image of our People's Party."

Li Mingren and Guan Zizheng hadn't expected Chen Ke to ultimately turn a debate that seemed to be heading for a dead end toward specific investigation. Both felt a sense of clarity.

"Additionally, many of you are in Beijing for the first time; you can all take a look around the city. As long as discipline allows, everyone can go and see." Chen Ke knew that after arriving in Beijing, everyone wanted to wander the capital. Chen Ke himself loved traveling, and he believed that traveling and seeing things was a good way to broaden one's horizons.

Upon hearing this, the room immediately erupted in excitement. The delegation's discipline was strict, and no one dared to wander Beijing privately. The young people didn't say it, but they were truly anxious in their hearts. Hearing Chen Ke say they could tour the city, Li Mingren couldn't help but ask excitedly, "Chairman Chen, can we go inside the Forbidden City to see?"

"Haha." Seeing Li Mingren's excitement, Chen Ke remembered his own excitement outside the gates the first time he went to the Palace Museum. He laughed. "What's there to see inside the Forbidden City? The courtyards are a bit large, the gates are rather big. It's actually quite gloomy inside. There are a few large tripods, some old trees, and nothing else particularly special."

"Truly?" Huang Yuyue asked in surprise.

"Truly. I've been there several times, and I felt it was nothing extraordinary. The Emperor's throne in the Hall of Supreme Harmony looks good with its carvings, but it's too hard; it's not even as comfortable as sitting on a sofa. The Summer Palace is quite good, though; it's built with some interest. Rowing a boat in Kunming Lake is quite nice." Chen Ke couldn't help but talk about his own experiences.

The surroundings suddenly fell silent. The comrades stared at Chen Ke one by one, dumbstruck. At first, Chen Ke didn't know what was happening, but he quickly realized...

"Chairman Chen? You've been inside the Forbidden City, and even sat on the Dragon Throne?" Li Mingren asked, his eyes wide.
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Chen Ke had visited the Forbidden City as a traveler in the 1980s. To a child, the Dragon Throne had indeed felt too hard. He had no special feeling toward the thing itself; after all, it was just a chair. It was humanity that bestowed status upon the chair, not the chair that bestowed power upon humanity.

Facing the group of dumbstruck comrades, Chen Ke smiled and said, "Comrades, once we fight our way into Beijing in the future, I plan to turn the Forbidden City into a museum and open it to the whole of China. Everyone will have the chance to wander through it and even sit on the Dragon Throne."

This was Chen Ke's honest thought. At 21st-century consumption levels, if he charged ten yuan per minute, and offered an average of 200 minutes a day, he could pull in 2,000 yuan. That would be over seven hundred thousand a year. Those willing to pay dozens of yuan to see the Forbidden City wouldn't mind paying another ten or twenty for the experience. It was definitely a profitable business.

"Chairman Chen, sitting on the Dragon Throne is what an emperor does," Li Mingren said with a forced smile.

"That's where you're wrong," Chen Ke corrected him. Having let the truth slip, any attempt to smooth it over would be improper. The only thing left was to pull the comrades' thinking toward his own. "The Manchu Tatar Emperor is finished now, isn't he? I don't know if that little guy Puyi still sits on the Dragon Bed every day, but even if he does, what meaning does it have? Can he continue to be Emperor? Or will the world still see him as such? Yuan Shikai hasn't moved into the Forbidden City or sat on the Dragon Throne, yet he is still the President."

Hearing this, the status of the Dragon Bed and the Forbidden City in the minds of the young People's Party comrades plummeted. Whether one occupied the Forbidden City, sat on the Dragon Throne, or even held the title of Emperor was no longer important. The current Manchu imperial family was a living example.

"In the future, China will have no more emperors. Turning the Forbidden City into a museum is the most appropriate course. Once we have liberated all of China, that is exactly what we will do," Chen Ke laughed.

"Chairman Chen, are we truly going to liberate the entire country in the future?" Huang Yuyue seized the opportunity to ask.

"Of course. The fall of the Manchu Qing is merely a landmark event in the previous stage of the revolution. For us in the People's Party, the revolution has only just begun. You must all continue to work hard. Everyone, hurry and商量 (deliberate) to draw up a list of people you intend to visit, and then go and see them individually," Chen Ke said.

Chen Tianhua knew the time was right and spoke up at the perfect moment. "Next, I will show you the intelligence materials we have gathered on the Beiyang officials. This is confidential information. Once you've read it, do not spread it outside."

Once work was back on track, any chance to ask Chen Ke about his connection to the Forbidden City was gone. At the very least, the workload was considerable. After several thick stacks of documents were brought into the room, the young comrades were intimidated by the sheer volume of data.

As for whether Chen Ke had sat on the Dragon Throne, Chen Tianhua didn't care at all. To him, Chen Ke was the leader of the People's Party and consistently adhered to its revolutionary program; that was enough. As Chen Ke had said, this was no longer the era of imperial rule. No one could reverse this trend—not even Chen Ke.

As the young comrades began flipping through the documents, Chen Tianhua pulled Chen Ke outside. Chen Ke thought Chen Tianhua was going to ask about the Forbidden City, but instead, Chen Tianhua asked, "Chairman Chen, do you not think highly of Yuan Shikai?"

"Xingtai, in matters of diplomacy, we only learn the other party's specific reactions through constant contact. Whether Yuan Shikai will accept our suggestions, or what his intentions truly are, cannot be discovered through guesswork." Turning to work, Chen Ke regained his usual orderly manner.

Chen Tianhua nodded slightly. "I saw the plan you gave to the British. Why do I feel, Wenqing, that you view the foreign devils so favorably?"

Chen Ke laughed. "I've said this many times: the foreign devils travel ten thousand li to China for the sake of wealth. And we currently need to do business with them. Business is business; there's no need to speak lies. This is the current foreign economic policy of our People's Party."

Chen Tianhua found this hard to accept. "Publicly stating our position like this is like handing over our bottom line in advance. Won't our negotiating opponents go straight for that bottom line?"

"Contradictions and struggle are inevitable. In many cases, having to resort to coercive means—even military means—is also inevitable. Xingtai, negotiation and making peace are two different things. Negotiation is simply a way to openly express one's stance, not a way to solve the problem."

"If that is the case, then there is no problem." Once he was certain that Chen Ke had not relinquished the idea of military struggle, Chen Tianhua was completely at ease.

Yuan Shikai was truly shocked when he received news that the People's Party delegation was active everywhere, visiting central officials and National Assembly representatives in Beijing. At this critical moment, rather than continuing to cooperate with him, the People's Party was instead lobbying and campaigning everywhere. What exactly were they planning?

That news was still within Yuan's tolerance, but when he learned that Chen Ke had gone to Dongjiaomin Lane (Legation Street) to visit the various foreign legations, he knew Chen Ke had seen through his plans. Yuan Shikai paced back and forth in his room before telling an attendant, "Summon Zhao Bingjun."

Chen Ke knew that visiting the various legations would cause problems, but that wouldn't make him change his plans. Regardless, diplomacy was diplomacy. And speaking of Republic-era diplomacy, one had to mention Dongjiaomin Lane.

Dongjiaomin Lane was an old street. During the Yuan Dynasty, it and Xijiaomin Lane on the west side of the square were connected as a single hutong called "Jiangmi Lane." Because it housed the tax office and customs for grain transported via the canal into the capital during the Yuan Dynasty, it became a bottleneck for transporting grain from the south to the north, hence the name. Outside the east wall of the capital of the Great Yuan, there was a waterway. In 1292, the Tonghui River was excavated to connect the Grand Canal. At that time, grain transport ships moored directly in the Chuanban Hutong area outside the city. People unloaded and sold grain on the spot, thus forming a grain market street.

After China's defeat in the Second Opium War in 1860, the Treaty of Tianjin signed by the Qing government with Britain, France, America, and Russia stipulated that the British envoy formally move into the Prince Chun Mansion in East Jiangmi Lane in March 1861. The French envoy moved into the Prince An Mansion. The American envoy occupied the private residence of an American citizen, Dr. S. S. Williams. The Russian envoy occupied the Russian House, an Orthodox church built there in the early Qing.

Subsequently, the legations of various countries all chose the Dongjiaomin Lane area as their sites. By the time of the Boxer Rebellion in 1900, there were legations for France, Japan, America, Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands, and many other countries. When the rebellion broke out, as a gathering place for foreigners in the late Qing, Dongjiaomin Lane became a primary target of attack. A nursery rhyme of the time went: "Eating noodles without vinegar, shelling Xishiku; eating noodles without sauce, shelling Jiaomin Lane." The former referred to the Xishiku Cathedral at the foot of the western imperial wall, and the latter to Dongjiaomin Lane. After the Boxer Rebellion in 1900, according to the Boxer Protocol, East Jiangmi Lane was renamed Legation Street. In maps drawn by the Chinese, it was formally renamed Dongjiaomin Lane and became a legation quarter managed by the various legations themselves. Of the Qing government offices on this street, only the Ministries of Personnel, Revenue, and Rites, and the Imperial Clan Court remained; the rest were moved out. Subsequently, foreign banks such as HSBC and the Chartered Bank of the UK, the Russo-Asiatic Bank of Russia, the Yokohama Specie Bank of Japan, the Deutsch-Asiatische Bank of Germany, and the Banque de l'Indochine of France appeared here, along with French post offices, hospitals, and numerous Western-style buildings. This legation quarter was preserved after the Xinhai Revolution until 1937, when the Second Sino-Japanese War broke out and diplomats from the Axis powers, except Germany and Italy, were handed over to the National Government.

The important entities on this street were those foreign banks; it was they who supported the economic presence of the foreign devils in the Far East.

"This street is truly inferior to Wuhan," Chen Tianhua remarked. The urban planning of Wuhan had been led by Chen Ke, and it was filled with the flavor of 21st-century Chinese economic development zones. At least from the models and renderings, it was clearly evident—wide roads, hard pavement, drains covered with concrete slabs, and broad green belts on both sides of the streets. In the empty spaces cordoned off by these roads were residential communities. It looked grand and formidable. Chen Tianhua and Chen Ke had visited Dongjiaomin Lane before, and at that time, they hadn't felt the street was particularly poor; looking at it now, it seemed narrow and cluttered.

Chen Ke did not share that thought. The last time he came here was for a cocktail party at the German Legation; it was at that same party that he first spoke formally with his wife, He Ying. Thinking of this, Chen Ke smiled. What he spoke of, however, was something else. "Wang Bin will be returning home soon. What do you think of letting him temporarily take charge of diplomacy?"

Chen Tianhua had dealt with Wang Bin quite a bit in 1905, but he had no idea to what extent Wang Bin could handle diplomacy. "Actually, for true diplomacy, I feel Mr. Song Jiaoren would be more appropriate."

In Chen Tianhua's view, Wang Bin was not truly a revolutionary. In contrast, Chen Tianhua hoped the People's Party would restore contact with Song Jiaoren.

"Our People's Party is an extremely exclusive organization. In the future, the other revolutionary parties will, in a sense, all be our enemies." Chen Ke's reply was rather blunt and simple, but there was no other way. This issue had long been discussed in a systematic way in the Party Constitution: "All comrades who voluntarily join the People's Party must, before joining our ranks, break all ties with those parties and groups that run counter to our program."

This was the theoretical basis for the "political background investigation" that many people criticized. But it was also the core foundation for ensuring the People's Party's survival. The People's Party stated clearly in its own program: "We do not want those who eat from our pot but secretly serve another."

Chen Ke's carriage stopped once again at the gates of the German Legation. It was very impolite to visit an embassy unannounced. According to foreign custom, one had to wait for the foreigners to invite you to the legation. And the first to send Chen Ke an invitation was the German Ambassador.
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The German Legation appeared magnificent, fully equipped with murals, tapestries, and other decorations. Aside from a complete lack of artistic soul—all the decorations being arranged in the most rigid, formulaic manner—one really couldn't find fault with the interior.

"Xingtai, I'm going to have them swap the coffee for tea. Do you want to swap too?" Chen Ke asked Chen Tianhua.

"I... I'll swap as well." Chen Tianhua actually wanted to taste the coffee, but he didn't want to go against Chen Ke's lead. More importantly, since Chen Ke said so, there was likely a good reason for it.

"This coffee is both sour and bitter; I'm afraid you won't be used to it." Chen Ke could never accept the original version of coffee; his reason for having Chen Tianhua switch to tea was truly nothing more significant than that.

Since it was a legation, at least some of the staff understood Chinese. At the very least, the Chinese translators waiting on the side understood it. Hearing Chen Ke's request, their faces showed looks of astonishment. They had never seen anyone dare to put on such grand airs in front of foreigners. Regardless of what the coffee actually tasted like, daring to demand the host change the drinks was an extremely rare occurrence in the China of this era.

While it's true one should follow the host's lead, when the host asked the guests what beverage they wanted, Chen Ke felt it would be foolish not to swap the detestable original-flavor coffee for tea, which he could actually tolerate. If anyone thought he was being too arrogant, he could only let them say what they wished.

The German Ambassador didn't think much of it. Diplomacy was a process of constant contact and deepening understanding. The fact that Chen Ke specifically requested to swap the coffee had already been recorded; discovering the other party's preferences was part of diplomacy. Using the beverage as a starting point, the conversation unfolded.

"What type of food does Mr. Chen like to eat?"

"I don't cook myself; the chef handles the meals. I eat whatever the chef prepares."

"Do you not have any favorite dishes of your own?"

"The cook surely has his own favorites. As for myself, once I've eaten, I forget the taste."

Chen Tianhua had never seen someone lie so sincerely. If he hadn't known Chen Ke's background and the nature of the People's Party, he might have been fooled. Chen Ke always opposed providing exclusive chefs for leading cadres; in responding to the German, he spoke of the master chefs in the communal canteen as if they were his personal cooks.

The Germans didn't really want to talk about fine dining with Chen Ke either; this was just the opening of the conversation. They also wanted to see if Chen Ke had any requests for Germany. After blowing smoke for a while, it turned out Chen Ke had no other intentions; the entire talk was meaningless nonsense. The German Ambassador and the Counselor beside him exchanged a glance—a prearranged signal.

The Counselor said, "Mr. Chen, I wonder how the People's Party views German rights and interests in Shandong?"

Chen Tianhua immediately perked up. The People's Party had seized southern Shandong. And while the Germans had snatched rights in the province, they hadn't yet been able to extend their reach into the People's Party's controlled areas. However, a conflict between the two sides was not impossible. Chen Tianhua held his breath, waiting to hear how Chen Ke would respond.

"What rights and interests does Germany have in Shandong? Why don't I know about this?" Chen Ke said with a look of pure innocence.

"Mr. Chen, what kind of joke is this!" the Counselor's words were translated.

"The German government and our People's Party government have never signed any treaties. When you say Germany has rights in Shandong, I truly didn't know such a thing existed," Chen Ke replied, still innocent.

The Counselor and the Ambassador exchanged several looks. They had originally envisioned several scenarios, but they hadn't expected Chen Ke to use ignorance as an excuse and refuse to recognize German rights in Shandong. After a flurry of murmurs to the translator, the man translated the German's words into Chinese: "We have signed treaties with the Chinese central government; Germany possesses special privileges in Shandong."

Chen Ke laughed. "Whichever government you signed the treaties with, you go find that government. What's the point of coming to me?"

This was a direct and blunt denial. The atmosphere in the meeting room, which had just been discussing pleasant topics like food and drink, suddenly shifted. The situation hurtled toward a breakdown. The only constant was Chen Ke's consistently flippant yet serious tone.

"Does that mean the People's Party does not recognize the treaties signed by the previous Chinese central governments?" the Counselor asked in a threatening tone. In all his years, this was truly the first time he had encountered a character like Chen Ke. In these times, during official negotiations, as long as the foreigners showed a hard-line attitude, the Chinese side would usually retreat. The Counselor had found this to be true without fail.

"The 'Chinese central government' you refer to, I assume, means the recently fallen Manchu Qing government." Chen Ke's voice underwent a subtle change; the tone remained the same, but the casual air vanished completely. "As the heads of this legation, I'm sure you are aware of the situation in China. One of the primary reasons the Manchu Qing government was abandoned by China was precisely because they signed certain agreements with you."

Once these words were out, everyone in the meeting room changed countenance. Chen Tianhua had seen Chen Ke negotiate with Beiyang and other factions, and Chen Ke had never driven things to a direct deadlock then. He had thought Chen Ke would act similarly when negotiating with foreigners. However, the facts before him proved otherwise.

The Counselor had never encountered such a negotiating opponent in China. He looked at the German Ambassador; as long as the Ambassador gave a signal, the Counselor was prepared to use even more intense language to intimidate Chen Ke. But despite waiting, the signal never came. Instead, he saw the German Ambassador looking at Chen Ke with a cold, stern gaze. Chen Ke stared back at the Ambassador like a fighting cock, the two of them competing in a test of wills.

In the end, it was the German Ambassador who softened first. He weighed his words before saying, "Mr. Chen, you once said you wanted to maintain the status quo. I would very much like to know what exactly you mean by 'maintaining the status quo.'"

"Maintaining the status quo means that when we took the territory in Shandong, there were no Germans in the areas we controlled, so that status quo must be maintained. Until Germany reaches an agreement with our base area, there can be no Germans there. That is maintaining the status quo," Chen Ke replied.

Hearing Chen Ke's explanation, Chen Tianhua pressed his lips together with some effort. If he didn't, he feared he might burst out laughing. Although he had often thought about how they must abolish all unequal treaties, when actually facing the foreign devils to discuss them, he hadn't realized that many things could be said in such an interesting way.

The German side, however, could not laugh. After hearing the translators' long-winded explanation, Chen Ke's stance was clear enough: the People's Party would absolutely not recognize previous treaties.

The reason Germany was the first to invite Chen Ke was because the People's Party's action of establishing Huaihai Province had touched upon German interests in Shandong. While doing business was the British hope, the Germans, in addition to trade, also hoped to control the Shandong region of China. Now that southern Shandong had been seized directly by the People's Party, the Germans were naturally unhappy.

"You have an obligation to abide by the treaties. This is international practice," the German Ambassador said, using the most moderate language possible.

"The successor to the Manchu Qing is the new Central Government of the Republic. In a sense, we are still in a state of war with that government. You are coming to me to talk about treaty issues; you've simply found the wrong person," Chen Ke replied with a smile.

"I said earlier that one of the great crimes of the Manchu Qing's fall was the signing of many treaties. We in the People's Party will not repeat those mistakes. If you all hope we will yield on such matters, I can only tell you that in my hometown, we have a saying for things that cannot be done: 'Wash up and go to sleep'—which is to say, keep dreaming. My attitude is, if the German side expects us to recognize the treaties signed by the Qing and wants the People's Party to abide by them, then you don't even need to wash; just go straight to sleep."

The intense malice hidden in these words truly stumped the translators. They had never heard the phrase "Wash up and go to sleep," so they didn't understand the unspoken part: "Keep dreaming."

The only thing they could be certain of was that Chen Ke firmly refused to recognize any treaties. After a brief, low-voiced discussion, they managed to translate this direct meaning to the German side.

The Counselor was infuriated by Chen Ke's words. He looked at the German Ambassador again, and this time, the Ambassador finally gave a signal. The Counselor felt a slight relief and then said in a fierce tone, "Is the People's Party prepared to be in a state of hostility with us?"

"Haha," Chen Ke laughed. "Do you mean that Germany is going to formally declare war on the People's Party?"

This was the very content the Counselor intended to use to frighten Chen Ke, but having it stolen by Chen Ke instead left the German side choked up. Although Germany loved to boast of "Blood and Iron," the German Legation did not have the authority to declare war on behalf of the German government and the Emperor. Let alone declaring war, even deploying military force to strike the People's Party would require Germany to secure the support of other nations.

However, the German Legation naturally wouldn't show weakness before a Chinese person. The Counselor shouted, "That depends on your own attitude!"

"Our attitude has always been consistent: as a local government of China, our People's Party has the duty to defend China's national interests as well as local interests. Of course, we also recognize your side's stance in striving for your own interests. Therefore, we hope your side can clearly state what exactly you intend to do. Threatening us with such vague words is meaningless."

Watching Chen Ke fearlessly and properly deal with the Germans, Chen Tianhua replayed Chen Ke's words in his mind. Defending the nation's interests was a stance that had to be maintained, but how one expressed that stance required great skill. However, Chen Tianhua soon realized that as a cadre in Shandong, if Germany moved against the province, he and his people would be the first to face the enemy. Thinking of this, he felt a genuine sense of excitement.

The negotiations had reached this point, and both sides had informed each other of their basic stances. The German side was hard-line but limited by their status, unable to directly take further coercive measures. The situation fell into a stalemate.

Chen Ke didn't bother saying more and simply rose to take his leave. The German Ambassador did not try to keep him, and the People's Party's first diplomatic visit thus drew to a close.

"Chairman Chen, what will the Germans do?" Chen Tianhua asked after he and Chen Ke were seated in the carriage.

"The Germans? What they're good at is pretending to be a military power. And those Junker hillbillies are famously boneheaded. Don't worry about what they say," Chen Ke gave a response typical of a 21st-century online forum.
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"Doesn't Germany follow an 'Iron and Blood' policy?" Chen Tianhua did not think Germany was "boneheaded." Among the rising stars of the world, Germany—a nation built on industry and war—had always been highly praised by young Chinese intellectuals.

"Chancellor Bismarck was a civilized man; he was a diplomat. He served as an ambassador in Russia and France and spoke several foreign languages. Facing that group of pigs in the German parliament, he could only use language pigs could understand to articulate his reasoning." Chen Ke was not impressed by the "Iron and Blood" policy. "Xingtai, let me ask you: if something is publicized with great fanfare, what does that indicate?"

Chen Tianhua thought for a moment and gained some insight. "To publicize something indicates that it is lacking."

"Exactly. Chancellor Bismarck publicized 'Iron and Blood' in the parliament precisely because the dregs in the German parliament were all cowardly fools. The Germans today are no different from those in the Chancellor's era; they've simply parrot-learned a slogan of 'Iron and Blood' from him. Furthermore, after Bismarck established the Little German Empire through three wars, he devoted himself to peace. He formed the Three Emperors' League. In his later years, he opposed all that 'Iron and Blood' shouting."

Chen Tianhua had not been exposed to the vast amount of later research on Bismarck; in fact, he wasn't even very clear on the Chancellor's life. But since Chen Ke said so, he accepted it completely. He asked, "So the Germans are only making verbal threats?"

Hearing the trace of trepidation in his tone, Chen Ke laughed. "Xingtai, tell me the truth: are you worried because we haven't made preparations to fight the foreign devils?"

Chen Tianhua knew this was Chen Ke's tactful way of asking; Chen Ke simply hadn't used sharp words like "are you afraid." But re-reading Chen Ke's previous words, Chen Tianhua realized he might have been acting on emotion. The core of what Chen Ke said was "not being prepared to fight the foreign devils."

"Indeed, we are not prepared for that," Chen Tianhua replied.

"If you aren't prepared, then go study the contents of the Boxer Protocol; everything is specified there. Exactly how many foreign troops are in China and where they are stationed. In our intelligence work, we don't necessarily have to hunt for secret documents. The more common the information, the easier it is to collect. Then, using social analysis to examine the intelligence, everything becomes clear."

Chen Ke began to explain common knowledge from the future. "For example, if the Germans want to go to war, the first thing they must do is prepare food and ammunition. Many of the intelligence systems we've established are engaged in business; such news travels fast in those circles. Furthermore, the Germans cannot conjure men out of thin air. If a fight starts now, they can only use the small force they have in Qingdao. What do they have, four thousand men in total? A dozen or so warships? If the Germans rely on those four thousand men to invade our base area, isn't that just delivering meat to our door? If their warships enter the Yangtze, can we truly let them reach all the way to Wuhan?"

These words were filled with murderous intent, and Chen Tianhua was dazed by Chen Ke's sharp attitude. "But after war breaks out, our economy will surely be affected."

"Being affected is because our own industrial capacity is limited; I generally don't view these two issues as one and the same," Chen Ke replied.

It took a great deal of effort for Chen Tianhua to understand Chen Ke's meaning: Chen Ke actually didn't care about war at all. Furthermore, based on his understanding of Chen Ke, he sensed that Chen Ke even had an intention of looking forward to this war.

"Chairman Chen, if we fight the Germans, what will Britain and France think?" Chen Tianhua couldn't help but ask.

"Haha," Chen Ke laughed. The foreign devils might appear to be a monolithic block when it came to exploiting China, but that was not the case at all.

"Xingtai, during the Russo-Japanese War, Japan issued bonds, clearly intending to fight Russia to the death. And the result? The war bonds were issued nonetheless. In the Boer War, although the Boers did not receive comprehensive support, there were plenty of European and American nations secretly selling arms to them. What Europe and America want is profit; as long as it fits their immediate interests, they will do it. As for whether the ones being struck are 'white pigs,' the other white pigs don't care. Therefore, this requires diplomacy to drive it forward," Chen Ke explained patiently.

Chen Tianhua was already a true revolutionary, but he did not have Chen Ke's vision from a hundred years downstream. Thus, he was awed by Chen Ke's boldness. He asked with little confidence, "Chairman Chen, have you come this time to negotiate with Europe and America to ultimately reach an agreement, or are you prepared to fight them?"

"What do you think I've come for?" Chen Ke laughed.

"I... I think you've come to reach an agreement," Chen Tianhua finally gave an answer.

"Exactly. I'm here to sign an agreement. Europe and America want to sign one too; it's just that our stances and perspectives on interest differ. Therefore, whether it is war, peace, meetings, or insults—there is no difference. The only difference is what result is ultimately achieved." Chen Ke hoped Chen Tianhua would serve as Foreign Minister, and he explained this to him in detail.

Chen Tianhua knew Chen Ke's intentions, but having reached this level of discussion, he had a new discovery. "May I take it that diplomats simply apply 'powder and rouge' to the result? That what is said on the surface is actually meaningless?"

"Creating that result is not the work of diplomats. But applying powder and rouge to the result—if one were to use a metaphor, it's like a person's eyebrows," Chen Ke also gave an answer.

Chen Tianhua pondered this sentence for a while and couldn't help but laugh. "It is indeed so. Eyebrows seem useless, yet if someone truly had no eyebrows, things would be completely wrong."

After laughing, Chen Tianhua became serious again. "Chairman Chen, what do you think about this German matter?"

"Our People's Party loves peace, and our Chinese people love peace; therefore, we will never fire the first shot," Chen Ke used a diplomatic cliché frequently used by the later Party.

"What exactly does that mean?" Chen Tianhua clearly did not have the boldness of the leaders of New China.

"We will never fire the first shot, and I will never give the enemy a chance to fire a second," Chen Ke said the full sentence. There were many examples in history of never firing the first shot, such as the Xisha Naval Battle. Chronologically, South Vietnam fired the first shell, but the well-prepared People's Liberation Army immediately returned fire. Due to the firing angle and rate, it was actually the Chinese shells that hit the enemy first. This fit the realm of a master's "striking after the enemy but hitting first" in martial arts legends.

In that entire naval battle, South Vietnam essentially fired only 1.5 shells, while the PLA fired over 600 shells and 3,000 rounds, not including the grenades the PLA threw onto the South Vietnamese ships during close combat.

That was the true attitude of loving peace: "If we seek peace through struggle, then peace will survive; if we seek peace through compromise, then peace will perish." Ever since that naval battle, South Vietnam never engaged in another naval battle with the PLA. The Korean War and the Sino-Indian War were the same. A single war bringing over half a century of peace can truly be called a deed of boundless merit.

"Xingtai, I want to share some of my personal views. Let's treat this as a heart-to-heart talk, shall we?" Chen Ke said.

"Sure." Chen Tianhua naturally wouldn't refuse. A heart-to-heart talk, a kind of abstract meeting, was also similar to a private lesson, covering very conceptual things. To receive private instruction from Chen Ke was something very important.

"My family's ancestral attitude toward work goes like this: if you truly want to earn someone else's money, then wait for them to come to you. If they come to you, it shows they need you. Since they need you, they must bring money. If they don't bring money, we don't work for them," Chen Ke said.

The logic was sound, but it sounded too idealized to Chen Tianhua. He waited silently for Chen Ke to continue.

"Therefore, if you want someone else to do something, don't waste words; bring money, bring benefits, and seek cooperation from them. Try to secure the opportunity to spend that money. In fact, our revolution follows this very path. All that talk of us 'leading the masses' in revolution is nonsense. The truth is that the masses support us in revolution. Of the many things we've established, which one wasn't us working hard to let the masses gain income and benefits through labor? Without the support and understanding of the masses, if it were just us few performing by ourselves, would that be anything but a monkey show?"

Hearing this, Chen Tianhua couldn't help but think of the livestock farm he had established in Hebei. Although the farm ultimately failed, that was the result of a conflict between the system and interests in the broader environment; the farm itself had not failed. His experience in Hebei had given him profound lessons; whenever he encountered problems in his work, Chen Tianhua would often think of that experience.

"Then what does this have to do with negotiations?" Chen Tianhua was somewhat puzzled.

"To get something done, there are two methods. The first is to talk about interests. If interests or stances cannot be reconciled, yet the matter must still be pushed forward, we can only adopt the second method—and that is to take the other party's life. At this stage, we are still approaching it from the perspective of interests. As long as it aligns with our stance and is within our acceptable range, anything can be negotiated. I believe Britain and France can reach a compromise on the basis of shared interests. But there are also nations accustomed to dealing with the Manchu Qing; they believe that as long as they strike us with force, we will be forced to yield to them, regardless of victory or defeat, for fear of being unable to sustain such a war for long. Toward such people, we can only take their lives on Chinese soil at this stage. This is a Homeland Defense War against aggression. In such a situation, a People's War will surely win."

"Can we definitely win?" Chen Tianhua had never participated in a foreign war, nor had he seen a precedent for a Homeland Defense War winning, so he was somewhat skeptical of Chen Ke's confident assertion.

Chen Ke had seen many such examples, setting aside the Korean War and the Vietnam War. In the Afghan War that Chen Ke had personally witnessed—with the advanced military technology and methods of the United States, the Afghan Taliban was originally powerless to resist. Yet the American devils were dragged by a continuous war of attrition until they were forced to withdraw; that was an unmistakable fact. And in 1911, the foreign devils were completely incapable of reaching the level of power of the 2011 US military.

So Chen Ke replied with righteous conviction, "We will surely win."

In the following days, Chen Ke visited the British and French legations in succession and met with several foreign banks, including HSBC, the Chartered Bank of the UK, the Russo-Asiatic Bank of Russia, and the Banque de l'Indochine of France. He pointedly left Germany to one side.

The People's Party had already reached a basic agreement with the customs authorities led by the British, with plans for both sides to reach a forty-million-pound quota trade agreement as soon as possible. Chen Ke now suggested a "Treaty of Friendship, Navigation, and Commerce" to bring in the Beiyang government as well, aiming to reach a trade agreement of one hundred million pounds per year.

Once this "pie in the sky" was thrown out, although the British and French ambassadors did not think it would be easy, if they could truly complete a quota trade agreement of such a scale, they would immediately become national heroes. As for the foreign bank consortium, although they generally considered Chen Ke a great braggart, they all believed it was only a matter of how much he was bragging. The actions in the People's Party base areas led them to believe that Chen Ke truly wanted to push this matter forward.

The British side immediately sent a formal letter to Yuan Shikai, inquiring about matters related to this.

Yuan Shikai never imagined Chen Ke would cause such a stir. After reading the letter, he didn't even have the heart to utter a couple of curses.
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Chapter 115: The Xinhai Upheaval (Part 13)

Every time Yuan Shikai held a meeting, the Beiyang crowd surrounded him like stars around the moon. Of course, in the past, when Yuan himself was following others, he had to treat his superiors the same way. But recently, Yuan Shikai had suddenly grown tired of this behavior from the Beiyang group.

"How many people came to inquire about the trade agreement today?" Yuan Shikai asked with a cold face.

The expressions of those in the cabinet varied. Some clearly did not want to get involved in the matter; they either feigned composure or looked slightly uneasy upon seeing Yuan's expression.

Others were clearly opposed. Zhang Jian, for example, replied immediately, "President, the Ministry of Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce oversees the economy. Countless people have come by these past two days, all asking about this matter. I truly don't know how to answer them. The People's Party is spreading news everywhere; their intentions are truly sinister."

At this point, someone spoke up: "You can't say that. If this agreement can be reached, doing business will become much easier."

This was a clear stance of support for Chen Ke's proposal. Zhang Jian looked toward the voice and saw Yan Xiu, the Minister of Finance (Du Zhi Minister). The position of Minister of Finance was similar to that of a Treasurer, and Yan Xiu had never been one of Yuan Shikai's die-hard supporters. It wasn't surprising to hear such a "self-righteous" remark from him.

That someone actually dared to support the proposal of an "outsider" like the People's Party immediately triggered a war of words within the Beiyang cabinet.

Yuan Shikai watched the debate with cold eyes. Having become President, in the eyes of most people, he was now equivalent to an Emperor. Moreover, the advantage Beiyang held was so immense that it was unshakable in today's China. The North, at least on the surface, submitted to Yuan Shikai, while the southern provinces were isolated and weak. Beiyang had also occupied Zhejiang, effectively driving a deep stake into the South. The only ones who dared to stand against the Center were the People's Party. However, Yuan Shikai knew full well that the People's Party had truly exerted great effort to help him reach where he was today.

But none of this could put Yuan at ease. If the current situation had been forged entirely by his own hands, it might be different. A realm won by oneself has extremely stable superior-subordinate relationships. But while others didn't dare say it openly, Yuan Shikai knew in his heart that his current position felt more like "stealing the country" than "conquering" it.

As someone who had studied the classics since childhood, Yuan Shikai felt he was essentially another Zhao Kuangyin. The matter of the "Yellow Robe being added to the body" was not particularly glorious, and those around him who had draped the robe over his shoulders were not necessarily well-intentioned. Chen Ke's sinister motives went without saying—at least Chen Ke was completely open about his opposition. As for those who publicly supported Yuan Shikai on the surface, Yuan himself had no idea how many were truly loyal to him personally.

He watched Zhang Jian fiercely attack Yan Xiu with accusations that "the People's Party is colluding with the foreign devils, using foreign influence to bolster themselves and coerce the Center." It seemed Zhang was being so loyal to the Center. In reality, Yuan Shikai knew very well that Zhang Jian was merely borrowing the name of the Center. In the entire cabinet, the only ones truly committed to following Yuan were Zhao Bingjun, the Minister of Civil Affairs, and Duan Qirui, the Vice Minister of the Army. Aside from them, there were the Royalists led by Liang Qichao, the local powerhouses led by Sah Zhenbing, the "Pure Stream" faction led by Shen Jiaben, and the "Detached" faction led by Wang Shizhen. The attitude of these people toward Yuan Shikai was more like being "colleagues in the same hall" from the Manchu Qing era. Yuan Shikai had yet to establish absolute dominance of his own.

Even without comparison, Yuan Shikai, having ascended to the position of China's paramount leader, could no longer accept this situation. And now that he had to compare himself with the People's Party, his dissatisfaction intensified.

Chen Ke undoubtedly held absolute leadership within the People's Party. Yuan Shikai felt he could imagine it: everyone in the People's Party had been personally trained by Chen Ke. It was impossible for them not to be loyal to him. Take the events of the past few days as an example. The young cadres in the People's Party delegation were parading through the streets, visiting central officials. As long as an official held a significant rank, these reckless youths dared to knock on their doors. According to reports, it wasn't just men; several young women were also showing their faces, openly appearing before central officials as representatives.

The officials in the capital naturally looked down on women, but they didn't dare offend the People's Party. In the end, they could only hold their noses and receive these girls. And the girls actually dared to "talk business," seriously testing the attitudes of these central officials toward the "trade agreement."

Yuan Shikai had long ago experienced the lawless and disrespectful nature of the People's Party youth. But the officials in the capital should at least know some rules, shouldn't they? Yet there were those blind enough to try and echo the proposal. Inquiries and even lobbying were catching the cabinet off guard.

A group of young people knew how to work with one heart and one mind. Yet a grand cabinet, when faced with a problem, only knew how to bicker. This left Yuan Shikai feeling extremely disappointed.

"Enough," Yuan Shikai said. Those who could climb to this status in officialdom were all clever individuals; if allowed to argue, they could go on for days and nights, let alone hours. But Yuan Shikai truly didn't have that much time to waste on such matters.

"By the day after tomorrow at the latest, we must have a counter-strategy," Yuan Shikai ordered.

Hearing his words, the cabinet members looked at each other. Yuan did not give them a chance to argue but commanded, "Juren, you are the Vice Premier and hold the highest rank here. You will be in charge of this."

Although Xu Shichang did not refuse, a look of difficulty appeared on his face. Yuan Shikai knew that even though Xu Shichang held the highest rank, these ministers and vice ministers wouldn't truly follow his orders. But Yuan had no choice; the situation in Beiyang was such that either Yuan alone made the decisions and everyone listened, or there was a long period of buck-passing. It was difficult to produce a solution to the immediate problem.

But this wouldn't do. Yuan Shikai had given these people such high positions so they would get things done, especially those who could shoulder the burden at such a critical moment. In truth, Yuan himself was now undecided and needed these people to draft options for him to choose from.

"Discuss it amongst yourselves," Yuan said, then rose to his feet.

The cabinet members were quite adept at these surface formalities; they stood up from their chairs almost like springs. "We respectfully see off the President," Zhao Bingjun said with great deference.

Just after sitting down in his office, Yuan Shikai felt a wave of dizziness. He habitually sat upright, pressed his hand to his forehead, and closed his eyes for a long time before he felt he had recovered.

"Sigh..." Yuan Shikai let out a rare sigh. When he served under Empress Dowager Cixi, he had at one point held eighteen concurrent posts, but regardless, he only had to be responsible for one region or specific affairs. It wasn't until he seized central power in 1909 that Yuan Shikai truly held great authority. But since then, he hadn't enjoyed a single day of that feeling of being high above. The energy and mental effort required to view problems from a national perspective far exceeded his imagination.

Yet precisely because he had attained the position of President, Yuan Shikai found he was not satisfied. It was true that no one in China today could shake his status, not even Chen Ke. If they could, Chen Ke wouldn't have traveled thousands of li to Beiyang to discuss cooperation. But human hearts being what they are, Yuan could still feel the chasm between a President and an Emperor.

A President was elected; legally, any adult Chinese person could become President. If Yuan Shikai could be elected, so could someone else. In this regard, an Emperor was completely different. The process of seizing power might be brutally cruel, but once the grand position was settled, the subjects had to accept it. Even a cub like Puyi could be Emperor, and Yuan Shikai had to kneel before him.

the status between monarch and subject was truly a curious thing. A President's cabinet members could work if they wanted to or leave if they didn't. Try doing that under the Qing system—a single act of "great disrespect" could cost such a madman his head or make him wish he were dead. Thus, an Emperor could forcefully push many things through. Cixi had merely not been crowned Emperor, yet even an old woman like her could dominate the situation in China.

Yuan Shikai very much wanted to be Emperor now. If he declared himself Emperor, he would possess such power and could use it to do what he wanted: to build China into a powerful nation.

Wiping his hand across his face, Yuan lowered it but did not open his eyes. Almost all founding monarchs ascended the throne before the age of fifty. Yuan Shikai was already fifty-two this year. Right under his nose, a group of extremely young children from the People's Party were jumping around, pushing forward the things they wanted to push. Although their methods were unconventional, they at least worked together with one heart and were entirely centered around Chen Ke. If the members of the Beiyang cabinet could show such an attitude, why would Yuan Shikai be worrying as he was now?

What exactly does Chen Ke want to do? Yuan Shikai couldn't help but wonder. This young man could be described as audaciously reckless, running directly to the Beiyang capital and visiting foreign envoys everywhere without the slightest fear of danger.

Most irritatingly, Yuan Shikai actually had to ensure Chen Ke's safety. Recent intelligence showed signs of large-scale troop movements in the areas where the People's Party bordered Beiyang. It went without saying that this was a clear warning to Beiyang not to act rashly.

At the Mianchi Meeting, King Zhao only met with King Qin after deciding on his heir. Chen Ke had brought even his wife and daughter this time. Whom had he appointed as his "Heir Apparent"? And this "Heir Apparent" seemed truly loyal to Chen Ke.

At the thought of an heir, Yuan Shikai couldn't help but think of his own son, Yuan Keding. That scoundrel had been jumping up and down lately, trying to persuade Yuan Shikai to declare himself Emperor. Yesterday, Yuan Keding had even urged him to find a way to let Chen Ke "have an accident." It seemed his son believed Chen Ke was the greatest obstacle to Yuan Shikai becoming Emperor. Upon hearing this, Yuan Shikai hadn't said much but simply used the family discipline to give Yuan Keding a severe beating.

Although Yuan Shikai did not like Yuan Keding, having to beat his own son for the safety of another—the thought of such a thing was so absurd it made him want to grit his teeth.

At that moment, a guard knocked softly on the door.

Yuan Shikai opened his eyes to see the guard saying respectfully, "President, the German Minister requests an audience."
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Chapter 116: The Xinhai Upheaval (Part 14)

Beiyang had two major tendencies: "Pro-German" and "Japan-wise." Within the Beiyang Army, Germany had helped establish the military system, a cooperation that dated back to Li Hongzhang's era. During Yuan Shikai's Xiaozhan training period, he had hired numerous German officers as instructors, and military manuals were mostly translated from German works. Additionally, many officers in the Beiyang Army had graduated from Japanese military academies; while Beiyang couldn't be called pro-Japanese, their understanding of Japan made them confident in dealing with the Japanese.

As early as the Boxer Rebellion, Yuan Shikai had cooperated extensively with the Germans in Shandong, and overall, Germany was considered relatively friendly toward Beiyang. After Yuan Shikai seized central power in 1909, the German Minister immediately cabled Germany: "Yuan Shikai must be supported, for only he is the guarantee of stability."

Now that the German Minister had come to visit in person, Yuan Shikai knew it boded no good, but he could not refuse to see him. After some initial pleasantries, the Minister went straight to the point.

"Your Excellency Mr. President, the funds from our Arnhold, Karberg & Co. (Ruiji Yanghang) have recently arrived. I wonder when the President intends to sign the agreement," the German Minister asked.

Since Germany's Deutsch-Asiatische Bank was under government management, the Minister provided financial support to Yuan through Arnhold, Karberg & Co. in Hankou. Germany had originally been prepared to lend Yuan £300,000 at low interest without a discount, but after Yuan received support from the People's Party, he had temporarily weathered the crisis, and the loan had been frozen.

"Are we not currently discussing the quota trade agreement?" Yuan Shikai replied skillfully.

"Your Excellency, isn't the quota trade agreement led by the People's Party rebels? Does the President intend to follow the advice of rebels?" The German Minister emphasized the word "rebels" heavily.

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai could guess that the German Minister intended to intimidate and threaten the People's Party. If the Germans actually did so, Yuan would welcome it. However, the situation was now vastly different from the time of the Boxer Rebellion, and Yuan would certainly not involve himself personally. He immediately replied, "Mr. Minister, China has been in chaos for a long time; what is needed most now is peace. Who proposed it first is not important; what matters is that it benefits China."

The German Minister did not wish to bicker with Yuan. The foreign legations generally viewed the People's Party as a radical faction within Beiyang, and the People's Party's high-profile promotion of the "quota trade agreement" further confirmed this judgment. Regardless of how Yuan Shikai viewed the People's Party, in the eyes of the foreign legations, the two sides were aligned in their attempt to stabilize the situation in China. Geopolitical scheming was no less common in Europe than in China. The People's Party's efforts to strive for its own interests seemed a perfectly normal move to the foreign diplomats.

"Your Excellency, we in Germany have our own interests in Shandong. These are guaranteed by treaty. Currently, our interests in southern Shandong have been harmed. What are Your Excellency's views on this?"

*So it's this matter!* Yuan Shikai thought. Germany had always sought to turn the entire province of Shandong into a German sphere of influence. They had forced their way into Jiaozhou Bay and occupied Qingdao, finally gaining a foothold in China. But since then, German progress in Shandong had been negligible. German influence had never been able to penetrate southern Shandong, and in terms of trade, German goods in the region didn't even sell as well as American products.

Hearing the German Minister talk at length about "interests in southern Shandong," Yuan Shikai found it quite laughable.

"Mr. Minister, regarding the issue of southern Shandong, we have been in negotiations with the People's Party. You might as well wait for the results of our negotiations," Yuan Shikai smiled. "However, if Your Excellency wishes to negotiate with the People's Party individually, the Central Government has no way to prevent you from doing so."

What the German Minister really wanted to hear was Yuan Shikai's attitude. Before coming to see Yuan, he had already discussed the Shandong issue with Britain and France. The British fleet had its own base in Weihai; the fact that Germany could not expand further after occupying Qingdao was largely due to British obstruction.

The British were doing great business with the People's Party, and import-export trade between the two was booming. Not only the British, but even the Americans were making a killing in the People's Party base areas. Compared to these two nations, German trade had been severely impacted.

Moreover, the Germans, high and low, did not like the People's Party. "Those in the same trade are enemies." The People's Party Chairman, Chen Ke, was something of a chemist. After the synthetic ammonia technology he developed was partnered with the Americans, American synthetic ammonia products flooded into Europe like a tide. Germany's chemical industry was a prominent rising star in Europe, and encountering a major variable like Chen Ke in heavy chemicals was an unpleasant surprise.

This was not the worst of it. In the large-scale industrial production of soda ash, Europe had formed the "Solvay Syndicate," which monopolized industrial soda ash technology—an extremely lucrative business. After the People's Party purchased over twenty sets of equipment from their American joint venture, they also began selling soda ash on a large scale. This showed that the People's Party had mastered the technology for producing soda ash.

The Solvay Syndicate system was facing a powerful external challenge. Worse still, when the Syndicate came to ask Chen Ke why he was "stealing another country's patent," Chen Ke performed a comparison between the Solvay production process and the People's Party's process. The new process ideas left the Solvay representatives speechless.

Everyone involved was an expert; Chen Ke's production process was indeed feasible. This was no longer a case of "stealing a patent." Of course, that wasn't the core of the problem. The core was that the Solvay Syndicate relied on technical monopoly to secure exorbitant profits. If Chen Ke, as he had done with the Salvarsan (606) formula years ago, were to make this new production process public, the Solvay Syndicate would collapse immediately.

If Chen Ke were merely a scientist, the Solvay Syndicate would have many ways to deal with him—hiring him at a high salary, placing him under house arrest, or, in the extreme, eliminating him. Any of these could solve the problem. In commercial competition, it was all too common for European and American firms to kill each other's key technical personnel. Killing a Chinese man would be even easier.

The problem was that Chen Ke was not just a scientist; he was the leader of a political entity with an army. Even if they killed Chen Ke, the production process would remain in the hands of the People's Party. If the Solvay Syndicate wanted to continue monopolizing synthetic ammonia technology, they would have to completely eradicate the People's Party. That was a far more difficult proposition.

The German Minister had received multiple inquiries from Germany: "What exactly is the attitude of the People's Party?" Not only Germany but the entire Solvay Syndicate was extremely anxious. The news brought by the British was that the People's Party demanded a monopoly over the entire Asian market. If this demand had come from a European nation or the United States, the Solvay Syndicate might have agreed long ago. The problem was that this demand came from a Chinese "warlord." And this "warlord" didn't even have a navy yet sought to monopolize the Asian market; the Solvay Syndicate had no intention of yielding to the People's Party's "blackmail."

The smooth-sailing People's Party had to be taught a lesson. If they were allowed to continue developing this way, heaven knew what else they would come up with. Chemistry was like a sheet of window paper; once it was poked through, it was truly pierced. On the existing foundation, as long as there was investment in research and development, there would be corresponding returns. The Germans knew better than anyone the significance of government support for the chemical industry. Germany's chemical industry had taken flight during Chancellor Bismarck's era with vigorous support and the resources of the Ruhr coal mines. If the leader of a government was himself a chemist, the results would be even more terrifying.

The British and French had no intention of eradicating the People's Party. However, they were ambiguous toward the German proposal to teach them a lesson. In China, whether it was the Central Government or local governments, they were all weak in the eyes of Europe and America. There was no need for full-scale war; as long as pressure could be applied in certain areas, or even slight military action taken, the government would compromise. The Germans understood well that as long as there was "no ceding of land and no payment of indemnities," the Chinese government would view it as a genuine victory. In terms of commercial interests, these Chinese government officials were not even opposed to cooperation; it was a good opportunity for them to make a killing.

The German Minister's calculation was shrewd. Using the pretext of pressuring the People's Party, he implicitly aimed to completely secure German interests in Shandong. Seizing Shandong directly was out of the question—firstly, the British would never agree, and secondly, the new President of the Republic, Yuan Shikai, would not agree either. However, Germany could strike the People's Party under the banner of "striving for the interests of all nations." Once the People's Party was forced to make concessions, the other European and American powers could use the opportunity to "follow suit."

Therefore, the German Minister repeatedly assured the British that Germany was not seeking to turn southern Shandong into a German colony, but rather aimed to force the People's Party to recognize the agreements between the powers and the Manchu Qing government. The British side responded with a very subtle "it is understandable" attitude.

Having secured the British acquiescence, the German Minister wanted to see Yuan Shikai's stance. And Yuan's attitude gave the Minister the feeling that he, too, "acquiesced." But such things could not be settled by talk alone.

"Your Excellency, we have had much cooperation in Shandong in the past. Our side has always greatly appreciated the support you gave us then. Regarding our dispute with the People's Party, we hope to continue to receive your support," the German Minister said almost nakedly.

How could Yuan Shikai fall for that trap? He replied casually, "We are not clear on the dispute between the German side and the People's Party; more investigation is needed. We stand on a neutral position and still hope for peace."

Hearing this, the German Minister understood Yuan Shikai's meaning. During the Russo-Japanese War, Japan and Russia had fought bitterly in China's Northeast. The Manchu Qing government had declared it would "maintain neutrality." What Yuan Shikai said now was identical to what the Qing government had said then. This was Yuan Shikai indicating that he would stand by and absolutely not support either side. Of course, this was a completely acquiescent attitude; if the German Minister insisted on forcing Yuan to take a public stand, Yuan would only openly oppose it verbally while taking no actual action.

However, this could not be interpreted as goodwill on Yuan Shikai's part. Such verbal declarations in practice also meant he would trip them up from behind. The German Minister was quite worried the British would do just that. As the masters of "balancing the European situation" for over a century, the British were adept at such minor maneuvers.

As for what Yuan Shikai would do behind the scenes, the German Minister didn't care at all. All foreign legations believed that no matter what the Chinese did, they would not dare to offend the European and American powers—this was a fact proven many, many times by history.
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Chapter 117: The Xinhai Upheaval (Part 15)

He Ying discovered one thing: she not only possessed vanity, but a rather strong one at that.

The He family was merely an ordinary official family. During the era when they were close to Yuan Shikai, Yuan had not yet truly risen to prominence, so there hadn't been any particularly extraordinary dealings between them. Her youth had been spent in quiet obscurity.

In He Ying's view, growing up and getting married was simply a continuation of the same life her parents had lived. The only thing that made her relatively happy was that the man she married, Chen Ke, was someone she had met several times in brief, fleeting encounters. Chen Ke was not a delicate scholar but a tall, imposing man with thick eyebrows and large eyes on a square face. In the North, this was the standard for handsome. At least He Ying thought Chen Ke was quite good-looking.

At a cocktail party for foreigners where she hadn't eaten, Chen Ke—the handsome young man she had seen before—had proactively come forward to show concern and even explained how to eat the food. He Ying knew her aunt, He Qian, was a woman of fierce character; forget missing one meal—even if she hadn't eaten for three days, He Qian would never show a sign of hunger before others. But He Ying had indeed been hungry then. Chen Ke's frank concern had truly won her great favor.

After following Chen Ke, life could not be described as simply good or bad. White rice and flour could fill the stomach, but coarse grains and wild vegetables could also stave off hunger. The key was that Chen Ke always cared for her, and it was a care built on the foundation of a shared life. Such is daily life; in this regard, He Ying was very content with her marriage.

He Ying didn't care about the ultimate outcome of the revolution; she cared about whether she could live a good life with Chen Ke. Whether it was drawing blueprints, going to school, traveling with the army, or staying home to raise their child—as long as she was with her husband, it was enough. By Chen Ke's side, although she had seriously studied many things to make him happy and give herself something to do, this knowledge and vision were not what she truly loved. She simply wanted to live with her husband and child. Even if the People's Party's revolution were a grand success, He Ying felt no particular difference in her heart.

However, only upon following Chen Ke back to Beijing this time did He Ying understand the psychological pleasure that power could bring to a woman.

During these few days when she returned to her family home to visit her parents, the He residence immediately became a bustling hub. As the wife of Chen Ke—and a wife who had already borne a child—in traditional views, He Ying had secured a solid position.

The high officials and dignitaries in the capital naturally knew that, even with the title of a rebel, Chen Ke was a leader of a powerful rebel force. As the saying goes, "Killing and burning brings a golden belt." Since even Beiyang was helpless against the People's Party, and Chen Ke had reached some kind of agreement with the foreign devils and gained their recognition, he was absolutely not someone they could afford to offend.

Officials didn't dare visit Chen Ke in person, but it was very common for them to send their wives to visit He Ying. Numerous wives of dignitaries whom the He family could never have contacted before took turns knocking on the door. Regardless of age or seniority, these noblewomen were unfailingly polite to He Ying, praising her in their conversations for her "good fate" and for "marrying into a good family."

He Ying knew very well that these women weren't there to praise her; their praise was directed at "Mrs. Chen Ke." Yet being able to marry a husband who made other families look at her with respect was a very glorious thing in this era. This vanity, which brought a pleasant mood, felt quite good. Even though He Ying knew this mindset might be wrong, and despite the unvoiced envy lurking within the noblewomen's praise, the fact that these high-ranking ladies *had* to be envious made He Ying feel an even stronger sense of pleasure.

Those making courtesy visits couldn't come every day; they left their gifts, spoke for a while, and then departed. Only those with some kinship to the He family were eligible to stay longer. But as things go, since these women harbored strong envy in their hearts, some negative comments were bound to surface.

A distant aunt of the He family was expressive and looked exaggeratedly emotional during their chat. She suddenly sighed, "Child, if your mother were still alive to see you marry into such a good family, who knows how happy she would be."

As soon as these words were out, the other women nearby immediately noticed the problem. He Ying's mother was still alive. And this distant aunt immediately stopped speaking.

"Third Aunt, what is this about?" someone asked.

"It's nothing, nothing," the distant Third Aunt replied with a characteristically feminine tone of cunning. If it had been a man, he might have been fooled. But the room was full of women, and they would never believe it was truly "nothing."

He Ying had followed Chen Ke for so long; in terms of knowledge and vision, she far surpassed these women. Moreover, in a sense, Chen Ke was also He Ying's "teacher." Not only did he teach her scientific, social, and revolutionary knowledge, but the couple also discussed the darker sides of human nature. He Ying could completely understand others' expressions of envy. Furthermore, these words confirmed another matter: He Ying had actually long suspected that her current mother was not her biological mother. But she hadn't dared and couldn't seek confirmation, and her current mother was by no means unkind to her. But after the Third Aunt's remark, He Ying finally confirmed that this matter was indeed true.

The Third Aunt clearly harbored little goodwill. After offering such a provocative line, she then praised Chen Ke for having no parents, saying He Ying wouldn't be mistreated in his home. This was completely inappropriate; He Ying could not accept anyone speaking ill of Chen Ke, let alone publicly.

Saying his parents were not alive carried an extremely malicious implication. Even if Chen Ke's parents hadn't been good to He Qian, that was a private family matter, and family matters were not for others to meddle in.

"Third Aunt, you are worrying far too much," He Ying said in the most moderate tone she could muster. In truth, she really wanted to say it with an extremely venomous tone. But He Ying truly hadn't learned how to speak such words; she had no experience even in cursing people. So she darkened her face and said, "My daughter is about to take her afternoon nap. Everyone, please take your leave."

The women never expected He Ying to use such a reason to drive them away, and they were stunned.

"My Wenqing dotes on our daughter very much. Even when he's out on the march or fighting, he always writes back to ask if she's eating and sleeping on time. We mother and daughter came back with Wenqing on the train, and she hasn't slept well. These past few days I've been soothing her to restore her routine." At this point, He Ying flashed the watch on her wrist. "The time has already come. Everyone, please leave."

In these few days, He Ying hadn't known how many times she had heard, "If you had borne a boy, it would be even better." For the wives of officials, having a son to carry on the family line was a major affair. Though the words were reasonable, He Ying felt uncomfortable no matter how she heard them.

The People's Party consistently advocated for gender equality. Chen Ke had publicly stated many times that "men and women are equal" and "women hold up half the sky"—not only outside, but at home as well. And this wasn't just simple propaganda; the right of women to work and independent property rights for women were the foundations for ensuring their independent status. The People's Party tirelessly promoted these basic works of women's liberation.

Internally, the People's Party implemented property transparency; Party cadres had to disclose their assets. The five thousand taels of silver He Ying's father, He Ruming, had given her were directly under her name. The bank account was in He Ying's own name, and Chen Ke's usual salary was all handed over to her; He Ying controlled the vast majority of the family's assets. This was not the capital city's model of the woman managing the inner household, but a status guaranteed by the People's Party's legal forms.

When the couple talked about this, Chen Ke had joked, "If we ever divorce, then except for a few changes of clothes, I'll have to leave the house with nothing." He Ying had been infuriated by this and hadn't spoken to Chen Ke for a whole day. It took quite an apology from Chen Ke for He Ying to forgive his use of the word "divorce."

Having driven away that group of women, He Ying suddenly realized the boredom brought by vanity. Chen Ke was truly good to her, not just in the ordinary sense of never abandoning her, but in that he always believed He Ying was his complete equal in family life. Most of the young People's Party cadres in the base area were unmarried, but they didn't treat He Ying with the deference due to a "lady of the house" either; they treated her as an equal revolutionary comrade.

When she was with those people, He Ying hadn't yet truly felt the value of such equality. It was only after being "revered" that she discovered these people who approached her with selfish motives were far less reliable and lovable than the comrades who worked together as equals. So that evening, He Ying told her father, He Ruming, that she and her daughter Chen Qianru were "ill" and wouldn't see anyone who came to visit.

He Ruming didn't make a fuss about this; he simply nodded. "I'll go to the Ministry of Civil Affairs tomorrow to request leave. I won't go out on duty these next few days; I'll stay home and help you turn those people away."

He Ying was very grateful for her father's concern. "Father, I've put you in a difficult position."

He Ruming said with a loving smile, "What are you talking about? When Wenqing returns to Anhui, you will surely go back with him. Coming home is never easy. I cannot let you be mistreated."

He Ying's mother also nodded slightly. Looking at her "mother," He Ying suddenly felt an impulse to ask her father what had truly happened to her biological mother. But she reconsidered: those gossiping women simply wanted to cause trouble within the He family. No matter how her father answered, once the matter was out in the open, this originally warm family could never return to the way it was.

*I must never ask this question,* He Ying decided.

Although He Ruming said he would take leave, he did not return early the next day as he had said. Fortunately, the butler was competent; he received the visitors alone and politely sent them all away.

It wasn't until evening that He Ruming hurried back. As soon as he arrived, he pulled He Ying aside. "Child, I've heard some news. It seems the Germans are going to move against the People's Party. I went to investigate further, and everyone's talk was very detailed. You must go tell Wenqing about this."

"The Germans... the foreigners?" He Ying immediately became alert.

He Ruming replied with a dark face, "Yes, the foreigners. From what I hear, the Germans are very dissatisfied with Wenqing's seizure of southern Shandong and are preparing to act. It's not convenient for me to see Wenqing; I'll write a letter about today's events. You hurry and take it to him."

He Ying knew the matter was indeed urgent. That night, she took a carriage to deliver He Ruming's letter to Chen Ke.

The next day, Yuan Shikai received the report. He Ruming had indeed fallen for it; the news of the Germans' impending move against the People's Party had been correctly conveyed to Chen Ke. Zhao Bingjun, the Minister of Civil Affairs who was responsible for the matter, reported He Ruming's performance in detail to Yuan and mentioned that spies had discovered Chen Ke's wife, He Ying, rushing to the People's Party residence at the "Prince Yi Mansion" that night.

"President, Chen Ke thinks he can join hands with these foreigners. I expect he's learned his lesson now," Zhao Bingjun said with great satisfaction.

Yuan Shikai did not reply. He had originally thought it might be better to let Chen Ke be caught off guard by the Germans. But on second thought, Chen Ke was at an age of hot-blooded vigor; if he were ambushed by the Germans, he might instead stake everything on a single throw.

If Chen Ke were given the news in advance, he would at least have a grievance in his heart when he went to negotiate. By then, he would absolutely not have the same momentum he had now. Yuan Shikai knew the methods of nations like Britain and France very well; as long as Chen Ke showed any sign of fear, Britain and France would immediately follow suit with pressure. How would Chen Ke prepare to deal with it then?

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai said to Zhao Bingjun, "This was well done. But do nothing more for now; we shall wait and see how things develop."
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The news that the Germans might move against the People's Party caused no small stir within the delegation. Chen Tianhua had previously heard Chen Ke say there was "no need to care about those Junker boneheads," yet now the Germans clearly had no intention of maintaining the status quo. While Chen Tianhua would not accuse Chen Ke's strategic forecast of failing, he felt it necessary to ask for clarification.

Chen Ke maintained his relaxed attitude. "Xingtai, do you think Germany will declare war on us?"

"That..." Chen Tianhua was stumped. "Isn't that what I'm asking you?"

"War costs money. What is the purpose of the Germans making a move? They want to use threats to make us give up our own interests. If Germany ultimately doesn't get that result, their military spending is wasted. Do you think we will yield on this point?" Chen Ke asked.

"Of course yielding is impossible," Chen Ke sneered. "Xingtai, strike one punch to keep a hundred away. Do you think Beiyang dares to act rashly against us now?"

"They naturally do not dare," Chen Tianhua replied. The People's Party's military confidence against Beiyang was high, forged through actual combat. Considering this, Chen Tianhua fully understood Chen Ke's attitude.

However, once the old question was resolved, a new one arose. "Chairman Chen, did you prepare to move against the Germans long ago?"

Chen Ke's attitude was firm. "I don't want to move against the Germans; I will move against whoever uses force to threaten us. British, French, German, Japanese—they are all the same."

"By the way, Xingtai. If my prediction isn't wrong, the negotiations will now enter a stalemate. The foreign devils are waiting to see how far the Germans can go. Are you willing to stay in Beijing to take charge of the continuing negotiations?" Chen Ke asked.

Chen Tianhua had not expected this outcome. He thought for a moment and said with some difficulty, "Chairman Chen, I'm afraid the Germans will move against Shandong. I still want to return there."

Chen Ke understood his feelings and followed up, "Then among the comrades who came with us, who do you think can take charge of the negotiations?"

"Let these young comrades take charge?" Chen Tianhua was quite surprised.

"They only need to be responsible for relatively simple work for now. The final decisions won't be theirs to make anyway. If young comrades don't have the opportunity to be tempered, it's impossible for them to grow," Chen Ke answered cleanly and decisively.

Mentioning the tempering of young comrades reminded Chen Tianhua of the time he was left alone in Hebei. "But if the foreign devils drag things out, these comrades might be stuck here for a long time."

"If I don't return to the base area, they'll likely drag it out even longer. Better a short, sharp pain than a long, lingering one. The Germans cannot afford to waste time," Chen Ke gave this answer.

By the time Yuan Shikai received Chen Ke's notice, Chen Ke had already departed for the base area with his guards. Yuan had not expected Chen Ke to act so quickly, setting out immediately upon receiving intelligence.

"How did Chen Ke leave?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"They left on horseback," Zhao Bingjun replied. "President, should we..."

Yuan Shikai fell silent. Intercepting and killing Chen Ke on the road was an option. But that would lead to another problem: regardless of whether the interception succeeded, the People's Party would surely march north in force. Those bastards in the People's Party acted quite ruthlessly.

While he was considering this, an attendant knocked on the door and handed in a telegram. After reading it, Yuan Shikai's expression turned extremely grim.

"President, what news?" Zhao Bingjun asked.

"The People's Party sent me a telegram saying that one of their cavalry units from Shandong has entered Hebei to welcome Chen Ke and his party. They claim no ill intent and hope there will be no misunderstanding between the two sides." Yuan Shikai's voice contained an irrepressible rage.

Zhao Bingjun didn't dare speak further; he even felt his question had been redundant. Coming and going as they pleased—the People's Party truly treated Beiyang as if it were nothing.

Yuan Shikai did not make things difficult for Zhao Bingjun but waved him away. "You may go."

Hearing this, Zhao Bingjun withdrew as if receiving a divine pardon.

Once Zhao was out, Yuan Shikai fiercely tore the telegram in half and then sat in silence with a deep frown.

The one who came to meet Chen Ke was Pang Zi. Following the "Horse Bandit Campaign" in Hebei in 1908, the roads of Hebei were already intimately familiar to the People's Party cavalry. The five hundred cavalrymen each had three horses, and they switched mounts constantly before reaching Chen Ke. Following behind the cavalry was an infantry regiment.

Aside from ensuring Chen Ke's safety, this quasi-military operation also served as a training exercise. Long before Chen Ke went to Beijing, the field units of Huaihai Province had formulated multiple military plans. Upon receiving Chen Ke's telegram, the units at the Hebei border immediately moved out. Many middle-ranking cadres in the units had only heard of Chairman Chen Ke but had never seen him. Knowing they were going to meet the Chairman, they were extremely excited.

Although there were only five hundred cavalrymen, Pang Zi, the commander of the cavalry division, personally led the selected group forward. On the morning of the third day, two red and two green signal flares suddenly rose outside the camp. Seeing the agreed signal, Pang Zi felt an immediate sense of relief. "Signal back!" he ordered.

When the small mounted party including Chen Ke appeared in Pang Zi's binoculars, his heart finally settled. He led his guard forward at a gallop. "Chairman Chen, seeing you, I can finally be at ease."

This was no mere politeness from Pang Zi. In this era, without a meticulous plan, meeting someone hundreds of li away was an extremely difficult task. It was only because the People's Party's plan was so detailed and well-prepared that they could mobilize at any time and complete the objective. This wasn't the time for talk; the unit immediately set out, heading directly back toward the Huaihai base area.

After only half a day's travel, a sentry came to report. "Commander Pang, our infantry is just ahead."

Pang Zi replied, "Notify the unit: we are returning."

In less than four days, Chen Ke entered the Huaihai base area. In the border regions, the People's Party had massed heavy troops. Chen Ke began reviewing the units at the border.

By this point, there was no longer any need for secrecy regarding Chen Ke's movements. When the troops heard that Chairman Chen Ke was actually among them, they were first surprised and then erupted in excitement. Chairman Chen Ke's fame was known throughout the world; to the soldiers, he was the founder and creator of this army. They had heard of his great name—founding the People's Party with only eight people and liberating four provinces in just a few years. Launching long-distance raids to annihilate the Anhui New Army, setting a pocket trap to wipe out the Hubei New Army, and surrounding and destroying the Jiangbei and Beiyang New Armies, even cursing Cixi to death. These were the kind of things only the most extraordinary figures in history—the ones storytellers spoke of—could achieve, and the leader of the People's Party had done them all. Yet the vast majority of soldiers had never seen Chairman Chen Ke with their own eyes. Now that he was reviewing the troops, no one could remain calm.

When Chen Ke appeared before the formations on a tall horse, the officers and soldiers were not disappointed. The tall, square-faced man had an impressive appearance, and more importantly, his composed and natural manner truly possessed a strong military bearing.

"Hello, comrades!" Chen Ke's full-throated shout was heard clearly by the soldiers in each formation he passed.

"Hello, Chief!" The formations immediately sent back a thunderous response.

"Comrades, you've worked hard!"

"Serving the people!"

Before the review, the soldiers had learned that Chairman Chen Ke had rushed from Hebei to Shandong in just four days. Such speed was considered divine, and the soldiers were quite impressed. However, the commanders had told everyone that since Chairman Chen Ke was likely tired, he might not be able to interact with every formation during the review. Seeing the leader of the army was enough to excite them, but being unable to exchange words with him left the soldiers feeling a great deal of regret.

But to their surprise, Chen Ke offered a verbal greeting before every single formation. Each time it was loud enough for everyone from front to back to hear. His abundant energy and powerful presence gave the troops a spontaneous sense of pride. This man was the creator of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, and he indeed possessed the strength to command the respect of the entire revolutionary force.

After the review, the troops remained temporarily stationed in the border area. Chen Ke and his party headed for Xuzhou, the current capital of Huaihai Province. Upon arriving outside Xuzhou, Chen Ke specifically requested to detour to the southwest of the city, which surprised Shang Yuan, the Huaihai Provincial Party Secretary who had come to meet him. Chen Ke did not explain his reason; he wanted to see "Yunlong Lake" to the southwest of Xuzhou.

In the 21st century, when Chen Ke visited a friend in Xuzhou, the friend had taken him to see Yunlong Lake. The lake itself was nothing special—a water surface of 5.8 square kilometers with decent scenery. But his Xuzhou brother had proudly told him that this lake was man-made.

Yunlong Lake in Xuzhou was originally named Shigou Lake. It was surrounded by mountains on the east, west, and south, and bordered the city to the north. Every rainy season, floodwaters from a 60-square-kilometer catchment area upstream would pour in here, posing a severe threat to the city. The Xuzhou Municipal Party Committee and Government decided in 1958 to remediate Shigou Lake, building a dam over 4,000 meters long from Yunlong Mountain in the east to Han Mountain in the west, blocking the floods to the south. It was then renamed Yunlong Lake. The garrisoned troops had poured all their effort into building this dam. To commemorate their great achievement, the people of Xuzhou named the flood barrier the "August 1st" Dyke, to be recorded in history forever.

A water surface of 5.8 square kilometers was quite broad. Thinking that this was purely excavated with the military as the main force, Chen Ke immediately felt immense respect for his PLA predecessors.

Upon arriving at the southwest of Xuzhou, the 21st-century brother's description proved correct: it was currently a marshland. Xuzhou was naturally a confluence of multiple water systems. Given the terrible river capacity at the end of the Qing, combined with frequent floods in recent years, several of Xuzhou's rivers were essentially ruined. The Kui River in the city had not been remediated for years, with sediment buildup and low drainage capacity.

The Xuzhou brother had described the situation back then as: "During storms, rain and sewage overflowed; heavy rain brought heavy floods, light rain brought light floods. It was filthy, stinking, and nauseating. Only after excavating Yunlong Lake and dredging the riverbeds did Xuzhou's situation truly change."

The marshy lowlands before them were indeed just like that—a mud pit so vast one could hardly see across it. It was now late June, and Xuzhou had entered the rainy season; it seemed it had just rained a few days ago. The lowlands were full of water, the murky surface a muddle of yellow, green, and gray. The unique stench of rot mixed with the dampness was indeed nauseating. Recalling the beautiful Yunlong Lake he had seen in the 21st century, Chen Ke felt a wave of annoyance in his heart.

The Huaihai provincial cadres didn't know why Chen Ke had specifically come to this mud pit, and they all looked toward Shang Yuan. Out of necessity, Shang Yuan spoke up. "Chairman Chen, this place is indeed no good. There's nothing to see."

Though he said this, Shang Yuan knew that since Chen Ke had come specifically to look, it wouldn't be without meaning.

"Let's return to Xuzhou now," Chen Ke replied.

The group entered the Huaihai Provincial Party Committee office, only to be met by a grave-faced Wu Xingchen. "Chairman Chen, you were right. I just received intelligence: German warships have appeared off Lianyungang."

While Chen Ke was on the road, the Huaihai Provincial Party Committee had had several days to conduct intelligence communications with Beijing. They learned that the Germans were likely to provoke the base area. Chen Ke's prediction was that the Germans would first send their fleet to Lianyungang for a show of force.

This was perfectly imaginable. If the German fleet sailed to Wuhan for a show of force, it would be a roundabout way of doing things. Moreover, even if they went to Wuhan, it would be of little meaning—they wouldn't dare fire on the city. Setting aside what kind of counterattack they would face in the Yangtze, the British would be the first to oppose such a move. But for a blockade of Lianyungang, the British would turn a blind eye. Plus, Lianyungang was close to Qingdao, making it convenient for the Germans.

To Chen Ke, this was a very simple logical deduction. The Huaihai comrades could also agree. Their only misunderstanding was that such an action by the Germans posed no threat to the base area. Had they run to Lianyungang for a show of force out of boredom? Wouldn't organizing a land invasion be a much greater threat?

But reality proved that the Germans clearly did not understand the People's Party's model of base area organization.
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Off the coast of Lianyungang, the German squadron lay temporarily at anchor beneath a leaden sky. Two armored cruisers, the *Scharnhorst* and the *Gneisenau*, along with three light cruisers, the *Emden*, the *Nürnberg*, and the *Leipzig*—this constituted the main strength of the German East Asia Squadron. The fleet was primarily based in Qingdao. With the dramatic shift in the situation in China, the entire squadron had assembled in Qingdao Harbor. Under the direction of the German Minister, the fleet had set out to implement a policy of "intimidation" against the People's Party.

"Lianyungang itself possesses no industry; the People's Party has established its industrial base in Xuzhou. Much of the equipment shipped from Britain and America is located in the Zaozhuang area of Shandong..." the intelligence officer reported, presenting the gathered data.

Regardless of whether they were being strategically "boneheaded," the Germans certainly weren't foolish when it came to intelligence collection. To German eyes, the intensity of the People's Party's industrial construction was indeed remarkable. While Beiyang focused primarily on purchasing factories—specifically arsenals—the People's Party made the construction of a coal-iron complex their current priority.

What the Germans envied most was the Zaozhuang region. This area, which had not been particularly wealthy, saw the simultaneous excavation of coal and iron mines following the People's Party's arrival.

"The Zaozhuang iron mines are mostly open-pit; some deposits are only fifty centimeters below the surface, making excavation extremely convenient. According to received intelligence, the Zaozhuang Ironworks already has four blast furnaces, with an estimated pig iron production of over four thousand tons per month. The People's Party uses open-hearth furnaces for steelmaking and possesses some capacity for casting rails. A small railway connecting the Zaozhuang mining district has already been built, and construction on the Zaozhuang-Xuzhou line has commenced."

Hearing this, Admiral Maximilian von Spee's eyebrows twitched slightly. The industrial capacity to produce rails—even inferior ones—meant the ability to provide a certain level of military maintenance and repair support. As the commander of the German East Asia Squadron, Admiral von Spee possessed an intense desire for such logistics.

The British Navy maintained its global hegemony through a network of ports and logistics bases spread across the world. The strategic situation for the German East Asia Squadron was poor; the British Royal Navy's Asia Squadron, the Japanese fleet, and the Australian fleet effectively surrounded this German naval force in the Pacific. The base at Qingdao was insufficient to support German security. Only by securing more rights in Shandong—and specifically, robust industrial support—could Germany establish a firm foothold in Asia.

However, Count von Spee was not so naive as to believe that the People's Party, capable of establishing a coal-iron industrial complex, was a collection of incompetents. The Beiyang group led by Yuan Shikai was already quite capable; they had engaged in Westernization efforts for many years and accumulated considerable experience. Even so, Beiyang still lacked the capacity for independent factory construction. Building enterprises capable of stable steel production was no longer rare in Europe, but in Asia, it was an absolutely astonishing feat.

Count von Spee had not originally been in Shandong. He had sent a routine telegram while his fleet was docked in Guangzhou, only to receive a reply from the German Minister ordering him to rendezvous with the rest of the squadron off Lianyungang. Once the fleet had assembled, the Minister's plan turned out to be the intimidation of the People's Party. Von Spee had initially wondered if the Minister had lost his mind. The German fleet was already exerting all its effort just to maintain its presence in Qingdao; to further suppress the whole of Shandong was problematic not just in terms of troop strength, but also because the British attitude was difficult to gauge. The British Asia Squadron was not something the German East Asia Squadron could confront.

But after hearing the scale of the People's Party's industrial construction, although von Spee did not wish for war, he had begun to agree with the Minister's idea of "expanding German interests in Shandong."

Germany was not as wealthy as Britain, nor could they engage in massive trade with the People's Party like the British, who possessed colonies all over the world. Trade between Germany and China could only exist directly between the German homeland and China. In contrast, the British didn't even need to ship goods back to the UK; they could earn countless riches just by manipulating trade between their Southeast Asian colonies and China.

Such simple logic didn't even require the Minister's explanation; the German military men understood it well. Before the German fleet secured Qingdao, the British could intercept German merchant ships bound for China at any time. Once the sea lanes were cut, German trade with the Far East would be severed. The German East Asia Squadron existed to defend German commercial interests in the Far East.

With this consensus, the only question was how to effectively intimidate the People's Party and force them to make concessions. The Minister's representative had been clear: this time, Germany was playing the "Consortium Unity" card. If Germany could force the People's Party to yield, the other powers would, based on the principle of "Consortium Unity," force them into collective concessions. Germany was doing the heavy lifting for the powers and thus received their support. Moreover, the British attitude was quite ambiguous; they had not given explicit support. In this regard, it was likely that the British didn't want Germany to gain too much from this operation.

Count von Spee had never dealt with the People's Party and knew little of their style. Given that they possessed a certain industrial capacity and, according to public intelligence, an army of over a hundred thousand, how to conduct a war was indeed a difficult problem.

"What does the Minister want us to do with Lianyungang? Occupy it? Or what?" Count von Spee asked. Just as he finished speaking, the communication tube from the observation post rang. The operator on the bridge immediately uncapped the tube, and soon a voice came through. "This is the observation post. There's a strange object in the sky. It's not a balloon—it looks like an airplane."

Airplanes were not unheard of in this era. On December 17, 1903, the Wright brothers' first powered aircraft had flown 260 meters under its own power. Four months later, the fourteen-year-old Erwin Rommel—the future German Field Marshal—and his companions had built a glider that caused a local sensation. Of course, due to a lack of manufacturing and flight technology, young Rommel's glider had failed to fly successfully.

For an airplane, still a rarity in Europe and America, to appear over China was indeed a perplexing occurrence.

"Let's have a look," Count von Spee said.

There were indeed airplanes in the sky—more than one. In this era, without anti-aircraft awareness, the binoculars at the observation posts did not have a wide upward angle. Having identified those small moving dots, Count von Spee and the naval officers could only use regular binoculars to look at the sky.

The sky was thick with clouds, but darting through them were two aircraft. They were indeed aircraft, specifically gliders. But these gliders looked completely different from any von Spee had seen. European gliders were mostly boxy structures, or to save weight, the pilots simply lay prone on the frame. But the two silver-white gliders in the sky were nothing like that. They were elegant monoplanes with long wings and beautiful streamlined bodies. The aircraft appeared slender, yet possessed a breathtaking beauty.

The heads of the officers on the German ships followed the trajectory of the silver-white aircraft as they performed grand circles in the sky before finally heading back toward the land.

"Those should be People's Party aircraft. There are marks on the wings," a naval officer from Qingdao said as he lowered his binoculars.

Everyone looked at the officer. Upon his mention, some German officers who had studied the People's Party materials also recalled that sickle and hammer logo on a red background, shaped like a drawn bow and arrow.

"Those are People's Party aircraft?" Count von Spee asked in a tone that was both skeptical and seeking confirmation.

The German officers looked at each other, unwilling to confirm such an answer. When they prepared to intimidate the People's Party, they had assumed they were facing rebels from a backward nation. Even if a military conflict occurred, the Germans expected an easy victory. But the aircraft soaring in the sky proved one thing: the reality might be quite different.

In truth, most of these naval men were seeing gliders for the first time. Hot-air balloons were common in the German army, but airplanes were not. These soldiers had been in the Far East for several years and had little contact with technological changes. Those aircraft, flying as freely as seagulls, truly left the German officers at a loss for words.

After a moment of silence, Count von Spee led the way toward the bridge. Lagging a few steps behind, the German officers followed their commander.

Those in the sky were indeed People's Party reconnaissance aircraft, and the two pilots were exceptional soldiers from the People's Party Air Force. Gliders had no power, so their operation required extraordinary skill. The People's Party glider squadron had been established quite early, starting in 1908. Relying on the People's Party's production of electrolytic aluminum, the early gliders used aluminum alloy and thin steel sheets for the frame, with multi-layered silk for the wings. Glider enthusiasts in the 21st century often used such designs.

With the development of aerodynamics within the People's Party, rigid wings began to appear. As more parameters were accumulated, gliders with enclosed cockpits were finally produced. In addition to the steel frame, they used lightweight wood and aluminum skins for the wings, and aluminum frames with silk covers for the cockpits. They possessed control rudders and adjustable wind flaps on the wings. The base area's gliders were increasingly developing their own characteristics.

Naturally, the Air Force personnel were fearless. The first glider squadron was a company of 200 pilots selected from the 104th Division. From 1908 to 1911, 64 of these 200 pilots had died in training and flight. Without ever entering combat, the mortality rate was as high as 32%—this was an extremely dangerous profession.

But no pilot had withdrawn out of fear. For example, Zhang Shaobo, the squadron leader, after observing the enemy situation, calmly maneuvered his aircraft through the clouds and back toward the airfield.
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"My luck is truly excellent today!" Zhang Shaobo muttered to himself in disbelief as the runway clearly entered his field of vision.

To soar freely in the sky was something only immortals could do; even after joining the flight squadron, Zhang Shaobo had initially held onto that thought. Now, of course, he didn't think that way as he rode the wind. The previous excitement and unease were gone, replaced by bated breath and intense concentration.

Zhang Shaobo's luck really was good. He had actually managed to find the airfield during this flight. Standing on the ground and watching someone fly was an interesting sight, but the person flying certainly didn't think so. The two parties' perception and understanding of speed were completely different. In the sky, a single second covered over a dozen meters—a distance even the fastest horse on the ground couldn't match. Due to the altitude, distant objects seemed to change position very little, but the moment one descended, they would realize they had no idea where they had flown.

And that wasn't the most dangerous part. Landing was the "Gate of Hell"; so many comrades had met with accidents during the descent. If the flight attitude and speed weren't maintained properly, the landing process could easily result in injury or death. Zhang Shaobo himself had broken a leg once during a landing. He had been lucky then to at least keep his life.

Zhang Shaobo gripped the control stick firmly as the glider descended toward the runway. During the earliest hang-gliding period, many comrades had suffered casualties because they couldn't grasp the flight attitude or had issues perceiving the difference between air speed and ground speed. The flight squadron had seen five commanders so far: three dead and two injured. As the sixth commander, Zhang Shaobo didn't just have luck; he possessed truly formidable skill.

The flight squadron was composed of the most daring and fearless soldiers in the People's Party army—at the very least, those who didn't fear heights. The first two hundred comrades had started training with hot-air balloons before learning to operate hang gliders. Later, the materials and designs of the gliders had evolved continuously.

The Air Force required solid knowledge of culture, science, and technology. Instructors taught lessons every day, and the comrades had struggled intensely at first. Numerous terms and concepts they had never heard of were forcefully drummed into their heads, to the point where some comrades even suffered mental breakdowns.

However, the elimination rate in the Air Force was high—it was an elimination by life and death. Both those who only knew how to read and those who didn't know how to read at all had met with accidents. Those who remained were sharp-witted and capable of linking theory with practice.

The ground drew closer and closer. Inside the aircraft, Zhang Shaobo felt as if he were plunging into the earth. But he knew it was an illusion; through countless training sessions and reflections, he could find that familiar landing sensation within this feeling. Although the aircraft's landing attitude wasn't perfect, Zhang Shaobo did not hesitate. Pushing the control stick, the aircraft hurtled toward the runway.

Violent vibrations caused Zhang Shaobo's body to bounce wildly inside the cockpit. Fortunately, the safety belt kept his head from hitting the window. It wasn't until the jolting gradually stopped that Zhang Shaobo let out a long breath. He had survived once again.

"Commander!" The ground crew swarmed forward. According to the flight manual, Zhang Shaobo gave the "all safe" signal. The crew then dragged and pushed the glider toward the hangar to clear the runway for the second pilot.

When the second pilot landed safely, a cheer erupted across the airfield. This wasn't for show; it was a cheer from the heart. Dealing with problems of all sizes was the norm; seeing two aircraft take off and both land safely on the runway as they had today was a rare occurrence.

"The Germans have brought seven ships in total," Zhang Shaobo said immediately upon exiting the cockpit. "Five warships and two transports..."

After the intelligence was recorded, the comrades immediately asked for his thoughts on the new aircraft.

"This one isn't as good as the last," Zhang Shaobo said in one breath. "That one at least had better handling. This model has many improvements, but once you've decided on a flight attitude, there's no changing it. If a novice used this, they'd have no way to escape if something went wrong."

"But the flight attitude looked very stable to us," some soldiers disagreed.

"The take-off requirements are too high. I'll be submitting a report: the flight squadron should focus on training for now. This aircraft's take-off method is completely unsuitable." Zhang Shaobo essentially dismissed the idea of continued flights. However, no one—at least not in the flight squadron—criticized this attitude.

To maximize the effect of their deterrence, the foreign garrisons in China kept their military intelligence relatively transparent. Once the information on the German ships reached Xuzhou and was compared with existing data, the fact that the German Pacific Fleet had deployed in its entirety was confirmed.

"Are the German devils preparing to land?" Wu Xingchen asked, somewhat surprised.

"Can shelling Lianyungang frighten us?" Chen Ke countered.

The comrades also found it hard to understand what the Germans intended. Germany had a naval fortress in Qingdao; if one counted the garrison in Beijing, the total combat strength of the German Navy and Marine Corps did not exceed four thousand. In Shandong, the Germans also had a certain number of auxiliary troops, but these numbered no more than a thousand at most. With five thousand men in total, they dared to move against the base area? Any deep incursion into the base area would be like "closing the door to beat the dog."

Chen Ke had initially thought the same, but then felt he was taking things for granted. "Comrades, if the Germans, under the cover of naval guns, build a fortress at Lianyungang, how do you think the situation will change?"

"If they build a fortress, will it rely entirely on sea-based supplies?" Pang Zi didn't know much about the navy, but land warfare followed only a few patterns.

"If only three hundred men are stationed in a fortress, a single supply run could sustain it for several months. Sea-based supply is not uncommon," Yan Fu replied. As the former principal of the Beiyang Naval Academy, he was very clear on naval operations.

Seeing that no one opposed Yan Fu's words, Chen Ke said loudly, "If the German devils strike a root here today, the British will dare to build other fortresses on the Yangtze tomorrow. The powers follow a principle of 'Consortium Unity' toward China. Whatever the Germans get, the other powers must get as well."

"Let the Germans go to hell!" Pang Zi roared immediately.

"Chairman Chen, the Germans want to use their naval guns to cover their landing troops. Let me lead the troops this time; I will absolutely not let them lay a single brick or tile at Lianyungang. I will command from the front lines personally!" Wu Xingchen shouted.

"We will immediately organize local transport teams and prepare for war," Shang Yuan said resolutely.

Both military and civil cadres vied for responsibility for logistics and support for this war. Chen Ke was pleased by this, but he felt some regret; the comrades were enthusiastic but clearly dazed by the Germans' move. This battle had to be fought, but not in this manner. If it were just a defensive war, even with naval gun cover, those large-caliber shells would make simple earthwork tanks or trenches ineffective. However, Chen Ke felt that if all else failed, they could use chlorine gas. Individual soldiers approaching and attacking with chlorine grenades could achieve significant results.

But those were combat arrangements. From an operational or political perspective, this "hot-headed" approach of only thinking about how to fight the enemy was not advisable.

"Comrades, do not be in a hurry. This matter is neither purely large nor small. I hope you can consider this from a strategic perspective. I already have my own thoughts, but I now require you to discuss our response to German influence—and pay attention, I mean German influence *in China*. You may ask me questions, and I will answer them, but I will not lead this discussion," Chen Ke said. Under the old system, it was difficult to truly have unity of heart and mind, because the hierarchy prevented equality among the discussants. Subordinates would exhaust their heart and soul, bleeding and sweating, only for the benefits to go to the superiors first, who would then "bestow" rewards based on personal circles and interests. That was the norm of the old era.

The People's Party did not have this problem at this stage. Within the Party, there were only differences in division of labor, not in status. Authority was far from being linked to personal interest. The entire People's Party presented a scene of youthful vigor and prosperity.

The comrades knew a conflict with the Germans was inevitable and were mentally tense; they hadn't expected Chen Ke to pull this. Pang Zi said anxiously, "Chairman Chen, look what time it is, and you're still giving us problems to solve. Wherever you point, we will strike. Why be so indirect? If you have something to say, just say it!"

Chen Ke nodded. "Very well, I'll say it now: if I were to suddenly fall ill and die right now, how would this battle be fought, and how would this situation be handled? If I die, you must step up and take my place! The revolution can never cease just because one person is missing! That is absolutely unacceptable."

These words were quite ominous; in any organization other than the People's Party, Chen Ke's words might have caused misunderstanding.

Seeing Chen Ke's serious attitude, Shang Yuan immediately requested to speak. "Then let's do this: the comrades will split into two groups. One will handle routine combat readiness, and the other will engage in strategic discussion. What do you all think?"

As the Secretary of the Huaihai Provincial Party Committee, Shang Yuan possessed considerable prestige. Once he spoke, the comrades agreed immediately.

"My heart won't settle; participating in the discussion now would just be blind talk. I'll go prepare the routine combat readiness," Pang Zi declared. This fiery personality was Pang Zi's true nature; when it came to killing enemies or performing specific tasks, he never lagged behind. But for planning, he truly lacked the patience. Furthermore, Pang Zi genuinely wanted to fight the Germans. During the suppression of Uncle Jing Tingbin's uprising, the foreign devils had exerted great effort; today, being able to strike them left Pang Zi filled with fighting spirit.

Before leaving, Pang Zi suddenly turned around and shouted, "Chairman Chen, comrades! For a real fight with the foreign devils, please give the most dangerous mission to me. I, Pang Zi, will fight them to the bitter end!"

With that, Pang Zi gave a military salute and strode out the door.

More than half the cadres left for routine readiness, leaving the remaining comrades gathered around a large table to begin the discussion.

"Chairman Chen, can you give us a general outline of the strategy?" Wu Xingchen asked.

Chen Ke immediately rejected the request. "No. If I draw it out, what will there be for you to discuss? Of course, if the result you discuss is different from my strategy, I will correct it. So, start the discussion now."

Seeing Chen Ke's firm attitude, the others stopped wasting words on the matter. The strategic discussion began immediately.

Yan Fu did not interject. As the most senior veteran of the navy, he felt regret that he couldn't use warships to fight the enemy. However, he felt somewhat fortunate, because these young people with him showed not the slightest fear despite their lack of a navy. Some among them had furrowed brows, but it wasn't out of fear of German warships; it was from seriously considering how to strategically overwhelm the enemy.

For a long time, Yan Fu had viewed these young people as his juniors—as his disciples to some extent. But listening to them seriously discuss how to defend Lianyungang as Chinese territory, discussing the powerful weapons and well-trained troops they would face, Yan Fu suddenly experienced a feeling he had never had before: these young people before him were not just his juniors; in the face of a foreign enemy, they were also his comrades-in-arms.

This sudden emotion made Yan Fu's eyes grow moist. It had been difficult for him to integrate into the People's Party's battles against the various New Armies and Beiyang; he couldn't help it. Yan Fu didn't like civil war at all—with foreigners pressing in step by step, why was China engaged in such fierce internal strife? Therefore, he had firmly supported and been gratified by Chen Ke's strategic consideration of avoiding civil war and seeking compromise with Beiyang.

But regarding the People's Party's firm attitude toward fighting the foreign devils, Yan Fu supported it even more resolutely.

"To deal with the Germans, we must neutralize their fleet. If all else fails, we'll use sea mines. Or use frogman diving equipment to place explosives under their ships," Wu Xingchen suggested.

Hearing naval knowledge, Yan Fu's thoughts were immediately pulled back to reality. "To do that, you first must determine the enemy's position. As for frogmen, carrying explosives powerful enough to pierce ship armor would mean the explosives must be quite large. With such volume, underwater speed would be very slow, and they wouldn't be able to keep up with the ships. Moreover, warships have damage control; even if you blow a hole, the impact is limited."

"What if we use equipment?" Wu Xingchen followed up.

"The Naval Academy is also designing submarines, but in the sea, to ensure oxygen supply, you have to erect a snorkel. To prevent it from being covered by waves, the snorkel must extend to a considerable height. A single pipe sticking out of the vast ocean is very conspicuous," Yan Fu gave another negative answer.

Shang Yuan, though not well-versed in military matters, noticed that these discussions were still confined to homeland defense and combat details. This was completely different from the strategic considerations Chen Ke had mentioned. After pondering for a while, he asked Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, if we go to total war with the German military forces in China, what would be the attitude of other foreign nations?"

Everyone looked at Chen Ke, only to see a look of approval on his face. "If we thoroughly crush the Germans and prove the People's Party's military strength in such a war, the other powers will not move against us until they are prepared to defend their own bottom lines. The powers won't engage in a business where they 'steal a chicken only to lose the rice.'"

Shang Yuan's lips were pressed tight; his thoughts were so intense that his eye twitched despite his effort to remain composed. After steadying his breath, he said loudly, "What if our goal this time is to kick the German military forces out of China entirely?"

Though several comrades had held similar thoughts, hearing it spoken aloud sent a shiver through them.

"Chairman Chen, that would be total war with Germany," Wu Xingchen's face showed a mix of anticipation and worry.

"Kicking German military forces out of China and total war with Germany are two different things. We don't have the capacity to attack the German homeland; how could we have a total war?" Chen Ke replied.

"Then how should we fight?" Chen Tianhua knew Chen Ke had long been determined to fight the Germans—or rather, determined to fight any foreign military force invading China. Thus, he hadn't participated in the initial discussion. Now that the scope of operations was determined, he asked immediately.

"I hope you will discuss this, making full use of the knowledge you've learned to judge the current situation and analyze the interests and characteristics of each party. That is to say, you must not only establish an understanding of China but also a view of the world. I have never advocated for isolationism; I advocate for integrating into the world. Our People's Party has gained great benefits through foreign trade. Therefore, we must contact the world and understand the world. We must have a realistic, truth-seeking view of the entire world. Continue the discussion."

"Then I'll ask a question!" Wu Xingchen spoke up immediately. "What exactly are the interests of the various nations in China?"

This was indeed a good question. Chen Ke then gave a general overview: Britain's demand to completely open the Chinese market; Germany's hope to expand its influence through competing for colonies and markets; the French following the British to seize benefits; Russia's desire to establish "Yellow Russia" in the Northeast; and the United States, as a rising power, pushing the "Open Door and Equal Opportunity" policy.

Once Chen Ke finished, Wu Xingchen frowned and said, "It sounds like the European and American powers are all birds of a feather."

Chen Tianhua had discussed this with Chen Ke before and had realized one thing. "Comrades, whether the enemies are birds of a feather is not too important. What's important is to what extent we can defend China's interests. And what price we are willing to pay, and to what extent we want to carry the war. Are we only fighting the Germans, or simply kicking all the foreign devils out of China? Do we want to cut off all trade with the foreign devils, or how do we seek a temporary point of balance? That is strategic planning."

"But that's the work of the Center..." Wu Xingchen couldn't help saying, before remembering that Chen Ke was already in Huaihai Province, and in reality, the "Center" was now essentially just an office responsible for reporting to Chen Ke and transmitting his instructions and the best practices from other provinces throughout the base area.

The others lacked the capacity for such comprehensive strategic formulation. Shang Yuan managed to summarize several basic points and then said to Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, on these basic points, the comrades now need you to provide an explanation."

Through listening to the comrades' discussion, Chen Ke had determined that this was their current limit. That Shang Yuan could produce several basic points was already a very good method. Chen Ke did not delay further and began to analyze and straighten out the situation based on those points, organizing them into a complete strategic concept.

Yan Fu could understand the line of reasoning Chen Ke proposed, but his mind soon wandered again. He had always felt that the People's Party was different from other factions, and different from the political forces he had once envisioned as capable of saving China. In other factions, subordinates were unconditionally responsible to superiors, but superiors would never teach subordinates how to do things—let alone strive to let them learn more knowledge. Even the teachers of this era would not go to such lengths.

Chen Ke's earlier words had been sincere: "If I die, you must step up and take my place." This was the People's Party system; it was repeatedly emphasized in the army that at critical moments, commanders must lead the way personally. There was only "follow me," never "go get them." It was because of Chen Ke's attitude that the young comrades felt this people's revolution was their own cause and their own revolution—because if the comrade in front fell, the one behind would immediately take their place. It was this group of youths, who would have been considered madmen in the old era, who had created the achievements before him.

*Do I have such an attitude?* Yan Fu suddenly thought. After a moment's reflection, he was certain: currently, he did not.
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Chapter 121: The Sino-German Conflict (Part 4)

At noon on July 7, 1911, the People's Party issued an extremely rare circular telegram to the entire nation: "In the early hours of July 7, the German Pacific Fleet shelled Lianyungang. Under the cover of naval guns, German Marines invaded the city. Central China is in crisis. The People's Party units defending Lianyungang rose in counterattack simultaneously with the German invasion. The Germans seek to repeat their previous seizure of Jiaozhou Bay. Due to the current relationship between the People's Party and the other provinces of China, the People's Party requests no support from the provinces, nor does it ask for donations. However, if any other political force supports the Germans in this war of anti-aggression, the People's Party, after achieving victory in this sacred war of national defense, will certainly deliver severe strikes against such traitors."

Most provinces were unaware of the friction between the People's Party and the Germans; even those who had heard rumors from Beijing viewed the matter as a joke. The People's Party was an even more dangerous existence than Beiyang, a fact known to all provincial rulers. Although the People's Party shouted slogans of "no support and no money" in the face of the German offensive, the subsequent line about "severely punishing traitors" after the war inevitably reminded the provinces of the People's Party's earlier circular: "Whoever protects the Emperor, the People's Party will eliminate."

Facing this telegram, every province felt an indescribable flavor. Logically, whether the People's Party could preserve itself against a foreign attack was a major question. Yet judging by this telegram, the People's Party appeared to be handling things with ease. This was far from a normal situation. Due to the fog of intelligence, the provinces were in a state of profound confusion. Consequently, spies from all directions hurried toward Lianyungang, the supposed battlefield, hoping to obtain accurate news.

The Beiyang government, however, faced no such fog. They had already confirmed that, as the People's Party claimed, the German Pacific Fleet had indeed shelled Lianyungang and landed troops. Furthermore, in addition to the circular telegram, the People's Party had sent a specific telegram to Beiyang and delivered a letter from Chen Ke to Yuan Shikai through their delegation in Beijing.

The contents of the letter were astonishing. Chen Ke stated that, based on the wartime situation, the People's Party intended to attack Qingdao. Therefore, he was notifying Yuan Shikai in advance, hoping that when the People's Party marched on Qingdao, it would not lead to any misunderstandings between the two sides.

Chen Ke was worried about being misunderstood? Yuan Shikai was speechless at the thought. After dismissing the young members of the People's Party delegation, Yuan sent for Xu Shichang, Wang Shizhen, and Duan Qirui. All three understood Yuan's intention. After taking turns reading Chen Ke's letter, Xu Shichang spoke first. "President, the People's Party intends to win prestige this time. I am not well-versed in military matters, but I wonder if they can achieve victory."

Yuan Shikai turned toward Duan Qirui. "Zhiquan, what do you think?"

Duan Qirui already had his thoughts ready and replied immediately, "The People's Party's strength lies in their numbers. Even if they fight in Lianyungang and Qingdao simultaneously, they won't face a shortage of troops. However, the German fortress at Qingdao is extremely well-fortified."

As he spoke, Duan Qirui produced a map of the German Qingdao Fortress. The German Emperor's vision for Qingdao was first as a naval port and second as a commercial port; thus, a large number of military facilities collectively known as the "Qingdao Fortress" had been built. In addition to existing permanent batteries, the German garrison had constructed a new defensive line stretching from Fushan Bay roughly along what are now Yan'an 3rd Road and Zhenjiang Road, and then along the Haibo River to Jiaozhou Bay. This line included both old and newly built batteries, all interconnected by open trenches and tunnels.

Beiyang had paid close attention to the layout of the Qingdao Fortress and possessed a general understanding of its artillery groups.

Taixizhen Battery: four 21cm cannons. Tuandao Battery: three 8.8cm cannons. Yamen Mountain (now Xiaoyushan) Battery: three 15cm cannons. Huiqian Cape (now Huiquanjiao) Battery: two 24cm cannons with turrets, three 15cm cannons with turrets. Fengtailing (Mount Moltke, now Shuishishan) Battery: three 8.8cm cannons. Bismarck Mountain (now Qingdao Mountain): South Battery with four 28cm howitzers, North Battery with two 21cm cannons. ... ...

A long list of data followed, totaling the various cannons scattered across the fortress.

Even Xu Shichang, who claimed to "not understand military matters," had been a key figure during the Xiaozhan training era. Firstly, he enjoyed Yuan Shikai's high trust and respect, with Yuan treating him as an older brother and following his advice. Secondly, as a member of the Hanlin Academy, he was respected by the generals, who addressed him as "Teacher." Thirdly, he was diligent, having taught himself military science and English and authored thirteen volumes of military manuals including *A Record of New Army Strategies* and *Detailed Illustrations of Drill Methods*, using new traditions to coordinate training and education for the entire army. His achievements were remarkable and his prestige high, establishing his position in the Beiyang Army second only to Yuan Shikai and achieving his goal of "using letters to master the martial and military merit to advance."

Listening to Duan Qirui's description of a modern fortress equipped with over a hundred cannons of various calibers and rates of fire, Xu Shichang exhaled softly. This fortress was indeed impregnable. As long as ammunition supplies were secured, the Qingdao Fortress was truly unconquerable.

During the Russo-Japanese War, the Japanese suffered over fifty thousand casualties while attacking the Port Arthur (Lushun) Fortress and still failed to take it. The Germans' Qingdao Fortress was even better prepared. Although the People's Party had achieved victory after victory domestically, there was no word of them possessing any large-scale artillery. If they intended to take the Qingdao Fortress by force, it was likely impossible.

After finishing his briefing on the fortress, Duan Qirui sneered. "When Chen Ke met with the German Minister, he told him that in his hometown, there's a saying for something that can't be done: 'Wash up and go to sleep'—keep dreaming. When the Minister demanded the People's Party recognize the old treaties, Chen Ke said, 'No need to wash, just go straight to sleep.' I suspect Chen Ke's attempt to face the Qingdao Fortress will be the real case of 'no need to wash, just go straight to sleep.' When he said those words, he likely never imagined the Minister would use the insult as a pretext for war."

This was the first time Xu Shichang had heard this, and he never expected Chen Ke would say such things in a formal diplomatic setting. Yet seeing the mockery on Yuan Shikai's face and the disdain on Wang Shizhen's, Xu finally believed that the seemingly rational Chen Ke could also act like a fool.

However, perhaps because Xu Shichang had never dealt with the People's Party and never suffered at their hands, he felt a faint sense of unease. Chen Ke might act like a fool occasionally, but Xu did not believe he was a reckless man. Given Chen's rudeness to the German Minister and his rapid military response, his attitude was remarkably consistent.

Thinking of this, Xu Shichang's expression grew solemn.

Yuan Shikai, being very familiar with Xu, immediately asked, "Juren, what is it?"

Xu Shichang replied, "President, although the German Minister's move against the People's Party was pre-planned, Chen Ke's consistent attitude was surely no accident, either."

Those present were all capable men; upon Xu's reminder, they immediately understood what he meant. Duan Qirui said in surprise, "Mr. Juren, you mean Chen Ke *wanted* to fight the Germans all along and deliberately provoked the Minister?"

Xu Shichang couldn't be entirely certain, so he explained from another angle: "Although Germany has a hard-line attitude, they have no support in Asia outside of Qingdao. Russia is relatively friendly with Germany, but after the Russo-Japanese War, they are temporarily unable to move south. Japan is Britain's ally, as is France, and the Netherlands follows Britain's lead. Thus, Germany is currently isolated."

Yuan Shikai found these words familiar; upon reflection, he realized they were the very words Chen Ke had spoken to him during his visit. At this, even Yuan Shikai's expression changed. The German Minister used Chen Ke's rudeness as a pretext for war—a war the Germans had already prepared for. They needed a reason. If Chen Ke had also wanted this war all along, then deliberately giving the Minister a pretext to start the war made sense. This explanation was logically sound.

Having reached this conclusion, Yuan Shikai understood why Chen Ke hadn't chosen to declare war himself. Chen Ke still wanted to negotiate a trade package with the British. Actively moving against Germany would only invite a joint strike from all nations. But if Germany acted alone, the other European and American powers would temporarily refrain from military action against the People's Party.

"But Chen Ke still has to be able to take the Qingdao Fortress," Duan Qirui, also a perceptive man, had thought through the issue further. "If the People's Party can't take the fortress, they can only rely on a siege. The other powers would never give Chen Ke such an opportunity; they would certainly pressure him from behind until he was forced to withdraw."

"And if Chen Ke *can* truly take the Qingdao Fortress?" Xu Shichang, who was addressed as "Teacher" by the generals because of his Hanlin background, possessed enough presence to challenge Duan Qirui.

Duan Qirui was stumped by the question. Indeed—if the People's Party truly could take the Qingdao Fortress... Duan remembered when he and Wang Shizhen had been surrounded by the People's Party in Huaiyuan County. The People's Party had broken through the city with formidable siege capabilities, and the Beiyang 3rd Division and Jiangbei New Army had been annihilated.

"If the People's Party truly can take the Qingdao Fortress, then we in Beiyang can 'wash up and go to sleep.' Oh, wait—no need to wash, just go straight to sleep," Yuan Shikai laughed loudly.

These words were so abrupt that the other three were startled. They first looked at the laughing Yuan Shikai and then at each other, not knowing how to interpret his meaning.

Yuan stopped laughing. "If the Qingdao Fortress can be taken, what is there that the People's Party cannot conquer? Looking across the whole of China, is there any place better fortified than the Qingdao Fortress?"

"Xiangcheng..." Xu Shichang was frightened by the thought.

Yuan Shikai stood and lightly patted Xu's shoulder. "Brother Juren, I meant nothing else. You know I despise those who obsess over a single phrase as if one word could decide success or failure. The People's Party is going to attack the fortress; anything we say beforehand is useless."

"President, if you think the People's Party can take the fortress, we absolutely cannot let them have it so easily," Duan Qirui said hurriedly.

Yuan Shikai shook his head slightly. "No. We shall clear the path for them to fight. When Chen Ke left Beijing, several thousand of his men covered four hundred li in four days. If we wanted to block the People's Party, would Chen Ke not have anticipated that?"

Hearing this, Duan Qirui fell silent. If Chen Ke had indeed calculated for the Germans, he must have calculated for Beiyang as well. Recalling the People's Party's circular telegram: "If any other political force supports the Germans... the People's Party... will certainly deliver severe strikes against such traitors."

Duan Qirui understood the meaning now. If the People's Party lost, there was nothing to say. But if they won, they would use the prestige of a great victory to strike whoever they pleased. Beiyang had already lost to the People's Party, and the defeated generals were Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen. If Beiyang lost again, the central government would be at its end.

"Pinqing, this is a matter of war. Send a telegram to Chen Ke in the name of the Ministry of the Army. Our Beiyang garrison will absolutely not leave their barracks while the People's Party attacks Qingdao," Yuan Shikai ordered Wang Shizhen.
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There were many Taoist priests in Shandong. Generally speaking, they primarily engaged in funeral rites, drawing talismans to exorcise ghosts, and acting to some extent as itinerant healers. As a port city, Qingdao felt a relatively high level of influence from new technologies. When the wealthy fell ill, they sought Western medicine, and for funerals, they wouldn't hire a wandering priest of unknown origin. Despite having visited Qingdao multiple times over the past few years, Daoquanzi's "business" had never officially opened.

Fortunately, Daoquanzi had never expected to make a living this way; he was only there to blend in and become a familiar face. For a Taoist intelligence agent like him, if he didn't establish a familiar presence, the strangely dressed priest would certainly be suspected the moment the situation grew tense.

Seeing that the sun was about to set, Daoquanzi found a small inn to stay in. Business was clearly poor, but at least Daoquanzi could afford a private room. After the waiter delivered his meal and withdrew, Daoquanzi carefully locked the door and pulled a cloth bundle from the very bottom of his bamboo basket. Inside were several pencils and a small stack of paper. Working from memory, he recorded the positions of every German battery in the Qingdao Fortress that he had seen.

Within the People's Party intelligence system, wandering Taoists were a vital component. They weren't expected to perform any extraordinary tasks—only to faithfully record what they observed. Once the intelligence was written, Daoquanzi finished his meal. After a while, the waiter returned to clear the dishes and, in passing, took the materials Daoquanzi had prepared. No words were exchanged, no discussions held. the People's Party always employed such a model for intelligence, and Daoquanzi was very satisfied with it.

However, in Beijing at this same time, the former intelligence broker Zheng Wenjie felt quite differently. Now that Beiyang sat upon the throne of the realm, Zheng felt a renewed sense of pride. As an old Beiyang hand, although his rise within the Ministry of the Army couldn't be called meteoric, it was certainly steady; he was now a Deputy Director in the Operations Department. Since Beiyang was in power, Zheng no longer provided intelligence to the People's Party. Fortunately, the People's Party never blackmailed anyone, and Zheng was someone who could "pick it up and put it down," so his mind remained unburdened.

On July 8, a sudden commotion broke out within the Ministry of the Army. Zheng Wenjie was wondering about the flurry of footsteps outside when his office door was pushed open. "The People's Party has sent a female representative to our Ministry," a man outside said in a tone filled with intense curiosity.

"A woman?" Even as a middle-to-high-ranking official, Zheng Wenjie felt a surge of interest.

"And a pretty one, too," the informant added excitedly. In this era, there were indeed women of high status, but they relied either on their maternal families or their husbands' families. An independent woman representing an organization was unheard of. Furthermore, there were almost no women in the military, and since the People's Party representatives always wore uniforms, they were naturally viewed as female soldiers.

Those who frequented the Ministry of the Army were not men who had never seen a woman. However, such a female representative truly piqued Zheng Wenjie's curiosity. "Come on, let's go take a peek."

The People's Party representative was there to see Wang Shizhen, the Minister of the Army. Wang was in the building, but he had no desire whatsoever to receive a People's Party representative. These past few days, the People's Party representatives had been visiting everyone, throwing the capital into a state of confusion. Refusing to see them would be a sign of weakness, while seeing them would spark rumors. With the situation so chaotic, Wang Shizhen naturally wanted to wait and see, but "the tree seeks stillness yet the wind will not subside." It seemed the People's Party would not let Wang have his peace so easily.

The one visiting was Huang Yuyue. She was not blind to the crowd of men loitering around and glancing at her, but she stood at the main gate of the Ministry of the Army looking straight ahead at the shadow wall. She completely ignored the idle men who stared at her like she was a monkey in a show. She had long been accustomed to such attention. Chairman Chen Ke had specifically explained to the delegation, including Huang Yuyue, the difference between "industrial socialized mass production" and the "scattered sand of a small-peasant economy."

As a member of the delegation, Huang Yuyue was a part of the People's Party's socialized mass production organization. The entire organization stood behind her as support, and every member had to provide support for the organization's overall operation through their own labor. It could be described as "everyone for me, me for everyone."

Although Chen Ke was a resolute proletarian revolutionary and an especially firm materialist, he had once told Huang Yuyue and the others that some people were naturally suited to integrate into this "socialized mass production" system, and the People's Party welcomed such comrades.

Huang Yuyue didn't have much confidence in whether she was naturally suited for the system, but she felt she had adapted very well to the People's Party's existing structure. Thus, whether being stared at or performing her work, she could accept it quite naturally.

The gatekeepers had apparently received orders; Huang Yuyue waited for a long time without anyone attending to her. But she was not discouraged in the slightest. Aside from inquiring every twenty minutes, she and her two guards simply stood there, effectively blocking the gate of the Ministry. A woman leading men to block the gate of the Ministry of the Army was quite a spectacle. Many passersby had already stopped to watch, and the gatekeepers seemed unable to hold out much longer. Huang Yuyue saw a gatekeeper go inside. When he returned, he politely invited Huang and her group into the gatehouse to wait.

"No need. If you think we are tired, please bring out a few stools. We will wait right here," Huang Yuyue said with a smile. To see Wang Shizhen this time, the delegation had decided after discussion to have Huang personally take the lead. Wang Shizhen could brush off men, but he couldn't stand being pressured at his own front gate by a woman.

"Perhaps you would prefer to wait inside the Ministry?" the gatekeeper asked awkwardly.

"No need. I am a mere woman and have not seen much of the world. I fear that even if I enter, I still won't be able to see Mr. Wang Shizhen. Therefore, please go in and report that I request Mr. Wang to come out and welcome us personally. Otherwise, I shall come to the gates of the Ministry every day to seek an audience," Huang Yuyue said in a gentle tone. The standard Mandarin of a southern woman was soft and melodious, quite different from that of a northern woman. The gatekeeper was stunned for a moment before he realized the immense arrogance contained in those words.

Another hour passed. After Huang Yuyue had blocked the gates for a full five hours, Wang Shizhen finally sent his personal guards to welcome her.

In truth, Wang Shizhen felt a certain degree of admiration for the People's Party's female representative. Using the People's Party's prestige to pressure others was easy enough. But for a woman not to resort to a scene or sharp-tongued bickering, but instead to employ such a resolute "gate-blocking" method of seeking an audience, was indeed commendable.

"I have come to ask for Beiyang's assistance in providing whatever intelligence you possess regarding the Qingdao Fortress—the topographical maps and battery positions," Huang Yuyue said directly as soon as she saw Wang Shizhen.

"Why?" Faced with such frankness, Wang Shizhen did not prevaricate.

Huang Yuyue replied candidly, "We are at war with the Germans and indeed need this intelligence. Preparing it ourselves now would take too much time. We believe the Beiyang government and you, Minister Wang, are patriots. While our People's Party is fighting the Germans, we hope to receive the support of Chinese patriots."

These upright words left Wang Shizhen somewhat at a loss. Threats or bribes certainly couldn't move him, but that didn't mean he lacked a stance of his own. Even from a Beiyang perspective, it didn't mean Wang lacked any sense of duty toward China. To be asked for support by a woman from the perspective of a patriot left Wang momentarily unable to answer.

After a long pause, Wang replied, "Allow me to inquire with my subordinates first. If we have them, I will certainly provide them to your side."

Huang Yuyue smiled. "Minister Wang, you are a veteran of the military. Since we intend to take Qingdao, we must naturally attack the fortress. How could veterans like you not have studied the maps of the Qingdao Fortress? We truly need those maps, so please give us a definite word. How long will it take for you to consult with President Yuan and the other Beiyang ministers? How long until you can give us a final answer?"

Hearing this, Wang Shizhen truly looked at her in a new light. He had assumed the People's Party used women merely for show—and women in the military outside the People's Party were essentially camp followers. But Huang Yuyue's logical and clear words confirmed to Wang that the person before him was indeed a negotiating opponent, not a mere ornament. This realization was quite jarring.

After another pause, Wang Shizhen replied, "Miss Huang, the People's Party claims to be striking foreigners by attacking Qingdao, but is it not also for your own benefit? The dispute with the Germans was a frontier conflict initiated by the People's Party itself. If you win, the People's Party's fame will shake the world, potentially overshadowing the Central Government. What benefit is there for our Beiyang in providing you with fortress maps and intelligence?"

"Minister Wang, it is said that the 'Grand Vessel' (power) has no permanent master; it resides with the virtuous and the strong. Our People's Party believes Beiyang possesses both virtue and strength, which is why we supported President Yuan's ascension. If we truly win, our fame will indeed shake the world. But that fame will be won by our own efforts. What kind of person is it who sees others prospering and feels only envy, thinking that others shouldn't have such success? I am sure President Yuan, the Beiyang gentlemen, and you—the pillar of Beiyang—are absolutely not such people." Huang Yuyue's voice was soft and beautiful, her delivery steady and unhurried.

Faced with such a subtle mockery, Wang Shizhen felt no rage. The People's Party relied entirely on itself; thus, when Beiyang discussed methods to deal with them, they found that aside from direct military action, there were essentially no better ways. Every cooperation the People's Party proposed to Beiyang was of genuine benefit to Beiyang. If they were to refuse all cooperation merely out of envy and fear, it would only prove Beiyang's own cowardice and incompetence.

Huang Yuyue's words did not provoke Wang Shizhen; instead, they stirred his fighting spirit. He answered, "Within fifteen days, I will certainly give Miss Huang a definitive answer."

At this, Huang Yuyue couldn't help but smile slightly. "Minister Wang, have you calculated that it's impossible for us to begin the attack on Qingdao within fifteen days?"

"Oh? Can the People's Party launch an attack within fifteen days?" Wang Shizhen asked.

"Mobilizing a hundred thousand troops to reach Qingdao probably isn't possible within fifteen days. But a vanguard of ten thousand can certainly arrive," Huang Yuyue replied.

"Then I shall certainly give Miss Huang an answer within fifteen days," Wang Shizhen said. Based on what Huang said and his own judgment, a formal attack by the People's Party would require a month. Without an assault by a hundred thousand troops, Wang Shizhen truly couldn't imagine what other options the People's Party had.

"Then I shall await your news, Minister Wang," Huang Yuyue replied. "Minister, is there anything else you wish to ask me?"

This was a clear indication that she was taking her leave, though it differed greatly from the usual etiquette of officialdom. Wang Shizhen blinked before replying, "No."

"Then I shall depart." Huang Yuyue rose.

Watching her figure retreat, Wang Shizhen shook his head slightly. If even a young girl could act with such caliber, the People's Party could only be described as brimming with talent. Thinking that while Beiyang was also numerous and powerful, its people were all too old compared to Huang Yuyue, Wang felt a surge of melancholy.
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Chapter 123: The Sino-German Conflict (Part 6)

July 8, 1911, was a beautiful summer morning, with the sky bright enough to clearly see the shore. The German warships slowly approached the Lianyungang pier. Admiral Maximilian von Spee observed the beachhead positions near the port through the high-powered binoculars on his ship.

According to the operational plan, the German forces did not intend to drive deep from the start. Instead, they planned to build a defensive system near the port first and then use it as a base to occupy Lianyungang—or at least control the entire port.

But the moment the Germans landed the previous day, they were met with sniper fire from the People's Party. The People's Party marksmen were clearly hand-picked; at least, the Germans couldn't observe exactly where the enemy was hidden. Fortunately, the naval observers were also selected for their sharp eyesight, and the gunpowder smoke from the shots slightly revealed the snipers' positions. The German Marines immediately attacked, only to be met with fire from even more hidden locations as they moved forward in a crouch.

It wasn't just bullets; the People's Party actually used mortars. Admiral von Spee personally saw at least three mortar shells explode within the German advance ranks. The Marines immediately dropped to the ground, and the offensive was halted.

Out of necessity, the German naval guns opened fire on the People's Party blocking positions. Listening to the thunderous booms and feeling the tremors from the artillery fire, von Spee felt a pang of regret. Every shell of the German East Asia Squadron had been transported thousands of li from the German homeland. Due to transport constraints, they were not in a position to fire at will. This wasn't just a matter of shell count; the shells were consumables, and the gun barrels were consumables as well. The small-caliber secondary guns could be replaced by the navy themselves, but for the large-caliber main guns, there wasn't even a dock in China capable of performing a replacement.

After the secondary guns on the German warships fired a volley at the People's Party infantry and artillery positions, the Marines resumed their attack. Although the Germans were much more cautious this time, it was clear that the previous shelling had not completely eliminated the soldiers at the People's Party positions.

Worse still, the smoke from the shelling masked the smoke from the People's Party soldiers' shots. The People's Party must be using smokeless powder. It was only thanks to the naval observers' high vantage point and sharp vision that they could locate some of the People's Party fire points during the first round. But human vision has its limits; in the second round of fighting, the naval observers were completely unable to help.

The People's Party units' trademark deep-blue uniforms should have been easy to identify, but not a trace of deep blue could be seen on the beach. Mortars had an extremely annoying feature—their firing angle could be staggeringly high. The German warships, after all, could not fire from directly against the shore. The Germans possessed very little hydrological data for Lianyungang, and emergency surveys before the battle could only guarantee safe navigation routes for the ships.

In such close combat, if a single shell went astray and hit the German troops directly, the already under-strength German force could not afford such a loss. When the guns on the landing craft joined the battle, the People's Party mortars began to return fire without showing the slightest weakness. Although the mortar shells lacked the power to destroy a warship, von Spee personally saw at least two shells explode near a German gun position, which was immediately thrown into chaos, its fire silenced for quite some time.

The German troops were high in spirit; even facing fierce retaliation, they continued to strive forward. As the distance between the opposing infantries closed, the sound of rifle fire was joined by the explosions of hand grenades. Having taken losses, the German advance stalled. At this point, the heavy machine guns the Germans had dragged ashore under fire began to roar, sending a storm of bullets toward the People's Party positions hidden in the smoke, attempting to suppress their fire points. Crisp machine-gun fire immediately responded from the People's Party side—not from a single location, but from multiple fire points simultaneously. Through his binoculars, von Spee saw bits of rock and grit kicking up as the German machine guns became the target of intense fire. The German machine gunners were struck by the bullets, performing a contorted dance like small straw men before falling backward.

This was completely different from the battle he had imagined. Von Spee had expected to encounter People's Party formations or even a mass charge. But before the enemy could even be seen—and with no sign of trenches—the engagement was already this intense. If he hadn't seen his soldiers being struck down one by one, von Spee might have thought there were no enemies at all.

In the fierce exchange, the Germans, unable to hold their ground, had to retreat again. This time, von Spee dared not be overconfident. After all German troops had withdrawn to a completely safe zone, the main guns on the light and armored cruisers finally began to roar. If the vibration from the secondary guns was like someone tapping a tabletop with a finger, the main guns were like someone slamming the ground with a massive iron sledgehammer. The sensation was not on the same level at all. It was no longer just a vibration, but a swaying motion caused by the ships being pushed back slightly by the immense recoil.

Massive clouds of dust and smoke immediately rose from the People's Party positions. A single shell from an armored cruiser's 240mm main gun could blast a crater the size of half a football field. The shockwave could kill outright, or at least half-kill, any living creature within 200 meters of the explosion. Under such shelling, no matter how skillfully the People's Party hid, they could not escape.

Sure enough, after several rounds of shelling, the German army landed again and met no resistance whatsoever. Supplies were rapidly moved ashore, and the Germans began to establish their beachhead.

However, that night, after the German Navy followed basic safety protocols and moved away from the beachhead into safer waters, the German position fell. According to a report from the observation post on the light cruiser *Nürnberg*, which was patrolling closer to the shore, the beachhead had been struck by shells of unprecedented explosive power. The enemy's large-caliber artillery had performed close-range fire. The naval observer solemnly swore that, judging by the extremely peculiar muzzle flash, the diameter of these barrels might even be larger than those of the German armored cruisers. After enduring only about a dozen of these shells, delivered like a sudden rainstorm, the beachhead fell silent.

At dawn, Admiral Maximilian von Spee transferred to the light cruiser *Leipzig* and approached the shore. After yesterday's shelling, both the German positions and the former People's Party positions were a total mess. The only thing they shared was that after being ravaged by "heavy artillery" from both sides, no life remained on the ground—only waves crashing against the beach and rocks. The simple fortifications built with sandbags at the former German beachhead had been wiped flat. A few German corpses were faintly visible on the sand. Yesterday's German efforts had clearly failed.

Von Spee looked at the officers beside him; they also wore expressions of disbelief at the facts before them. The tactic the People's Party employed was very simple: do not defend on the beach, where they would be subjected to intense German fire. At the same time, absolutely do not allow the Germans to occupy the beachhead and build strong fortifications.

This wasn't a particularly rare tactic; what was rare was that the People's Party army could actually execute it. Beiyang was already the strongest Chinese army the Germans had seen, and while they knew Beiyang had lost to the People's Party, the Germans didn't care much. Beiyang's courage indeed surpassed that of the Qing army, but their tactics were mostly learned from Germany: shelling followed by infantry line attacks. Such a model might work in land battles, but facing a narrow position and a German fleet, the Germans were confident they could eliminate any number of Beiyang troops.

But while the German officers could understand the People's Party's tactics, such decisiveness and execution were simply beyond the imagination of the German military. This was not a quality Chinese soldiers should possess—and the firepower that destroyed the German beachhead was not something a Chinese army should have.

To seize Lianyungang, the German Pacific Fleet had brought two of its three Marine battalions based in Qingdao. In yesterday's battle—specifically, after the beachhead was completely destroyed that night—the German forces had lost two entire companies, nearly four hundred men. One-fourth of the entire Marine force had been wiped out on the beach of Lianyungang.

The situation facing the Germans had become unprecedentedly dangerous. If things repeated today as they had yesterday, half the Marines would be lost. The only way to ensure the safety of the beachhead was to send all landing forces ashore and expand the defensive perimeter. The problem with that was that a portion of the Marines would then move out of the protection of the naval guns. The main guns relied on land-based observers for guidance, and their efficiency would be greatly reduced. If an armored cruiser's main gun shell missed its mark... the mere thought was enough to make one shiver.

The People's Party was clearly engaging the Germans in a counter-offensive, and their troops demonstrated sophisticated combat abilities and skills—not just the infantry, but the artillery as well.

If this desperate landing operation failed, then the German attack on Lianyungang would become a grand joke. A warship only carried a few hundred shells; once they were fired, that was it. Even if they blasted Lianyungang into a flat plain, the People's Party could simply ignore it. What then? Admiral von Spee had no contingency plan.

After a morning of military meetings, the German Pacific Fleet finally decided: starting from the afternoon, they would fiercely bombard key points in the vicinity. Even if transport was cut off, it wouldn't be a problem; now, the Germans actually hoped *not* to engage the People's Party. At least until a stable fortification was built, they wished to avoid combat.

And once night fell, the German warships would take turns approaching the shore, using their guns for deterrent fire to prevent a possible People's Party attack. Once the fortress was built, the Germans could withstand any People's Party offensive. In this strategy, what the Germans wanted was to clear the path for the European and American powers, giving them a pretext to pressure the People's Party. As long as the Germans could hold out here, Lianyungang would become a second Jiaozhou Bay.

Having determined their course, the German warships began to redeploy, all gun muzzles adjusting their angles toward potential targets. The dilapidated houses in the port area, which had already fallen silent, were blown through the air like scraps of paper by the massive explosive power of the shells.

"Damn it!" Wu Xingchen swore, the veins on his forehead bulging upon hearing the news. This 190cm-tall People's Party cadre had a storied past. Although he was one of the original eight members from Shanghai, because he hadn't acted in unison with Chen Ke but had instead independently developed the Shandong base area, he had at one point faced a comprehensive investigation. Even so, Wu Xingchen had not given up on himself. After the Party organization regained control of the Shandong base area, Wu—having passed the investigation—became the commander of the Shandong Military Region once more. This time, he had personally volunteered to take the front line against the German landing.

Until the shelling began this afternoon, the People's Party tactics had been quite successful. Camouflage, along with artillery-proof bunkers, fire points, and communication trenches that fully utilized the terrain, had all played their parts. In the daytime battle, when the Germans made a large-scale retreat, the frontline commanders had judged correctly and also chose a total withdrawal through the smoke, resulting in few casualties. Specifically, in the night attack, "Heartless Cannons" transported to the front under cover of darkness had launched over a dozen explosive packs into the German beachhead. The unit had struck and retreated immediately; judging by the scene observed this morning, the results were brilliant.

But at this moment, Wu Xingchen had made a great error. Chen Ke's advice before the battle had been "movement"—to utilize the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's advantage of being familiar with the terrain, engaging the landing Germans in head-on combat with small units to effectively reduce the advantage of the German naval guns.

Following this reasoning, they should have only placed a small number of observers in the Lianyungang residential area, with the main force waiting at the jump-off points. Instead, Wu Xingchen had hoped to deliver a crushing blow to the Germans' second landing. He had stationed an entire company in the residential area of the port. Under the Germans' intense shelling, the fate of that company was already looking grim. Yet the People's Party possessed no heavy guns capable of returning fire against the German warships.

"Order the rear units: leave only a few observers. All other units retreat toward the defensive positions!" Even if a great mistake had been made, one could not allow one error to lead to another. This was the spirit repeatedly studied in the Party Committee. Since the Germans were shelling this way, the comrades at the jump-off points further back were also unsafe. Wu Xingchen could not continue to err.

Beside Wu Xingchen was Yan Fu, who also hadn't expected Wu's command post to be within range of the German naval guns. The People's Party's frontline command post was five kilometers from the front. German naval guns could fire at least twenty kilometers. Although the Germans couldn't cover everything with their fire, if a shell happened to "go astray," the command post would absolutely not hold up.

Though he believed himself capable of ignoring life and death, that was in naval combat. Being threatened in this one-sided manner now—it was impossible for him to feel nothing. But Yan Fu was present as a naval advisor, and he said, "If the Germans fire like this, they'll also use irregular shelling at night. It will be very dangerous for us to send out night-raid units again."

Wu Xingchen acted as if he hadn't heard Yan Fu's suggestion, but his words proved he clearly had. "Chairman Chen's order: we must pin the Germans down in Lianyungang. We cannot let them return to Qingdao. The night-raid units must be sent regardless of casualties. If anyone refuses orders, execute battlefield discipline immediately. Once discipline is executed, I will personally lead the night raid."

Li Changhao, the Political Commissar of the Shandong Military Region, frowned slightly as he looked at the dark-faced Wu Xingchen and then at Yan Fu, whose face had also darkened. He interjected, "Commander Wu, do not let your emotions take over. I will immediately gather the commissars and organize a night-raid unit composed of Party members."

Wu Xingchen harbored a deep, ocean-like hatred for Beiyang and had quite a grievance against Yan Fu in his heart, so his words were rather unpleasant to hear. Hearing Commissar Li's words, he also realized he had lost his composure. But now was not the time for apologies. He said, "I'll order the balloon unit to ascend immediately and observe the terrain. Heaven knows how many of the prepared communication lines can still be used after this German bombing."

Since everyone turned their focus to military work, a clash of tempers was for the moment forcibly avoided before it could escalate.
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Chapter 124: The Sino-German Conflict (Part 7)

At the same time Wu Xingchen was preparing for the counterattack on the night of July 8, the vanguard of Pang Zi's cavalry division finally arrived in the vicinity of Qingdao. The horses of one squad were already foaming at the mouth, clearly at the end of their strength. And that was relatively good; these riders had switched horses several times along the way. The cavalrymen themselves were nearly broken by the constant jolting of the journey.

As early as July 4, Chen Ke had ordered his troops to assemble and depart for the border. By July 7, after the People's Party sent the telegram to Yuan Shikai, the massed forces did not even wait for a reply before crossing the border and heading straight for Qingdao. The hallmark of this campaign was speed. The People's Party had no navy and no heavy artillery, combined with China's abysmal land transport. If the German fleet were allowed to roam freely between Lianyungang and Qingdao, the People's Party would never be able to hold out.

The Japanese loved to gamble on the national destiny—a practice Chen Ke had mocked in the past. Now he found himself more "Japanese" than the Japanese. Preparations for the operation against the Germans had been underway for some time; the moment Chen Ke reached Huaihai Province, he began organizing units and preparing supplies. Even so, the scale of preparations for the first round of combat was alarmingly small. With such limited supplies, the troops could launch no more than two offensives. Nevertheless, Chen Ke committed his forces.

He was gambling on one thing: the enemy force within the fortress currently numbered only a thousand, and most were not artillerymen. Even if they formed emergency gun crews, they would be unable to spare infantry to defend the fortress walls. The People's Party intended to use explosives and human lives to smash open the Qingdao Fortress.

The Qingdao Fortress was currently the largest and strongest fortification held by the powers in China. To break it would prove that no amount of solid fortification could withstand the People's Party. The psychological shock to the powers would far outweigh the actual strategic results.

Regardless of whether the Germans claimed the People's Party had insulted their Minister, or the People's Party claimed they were defending their homeland, the reason for this conflict was simple: the People's Party refused to recognize any treaties, and the Germans were forcing them to do so. This conflict was not merely an issue between the People's Party and Germany, but between Chinese interests and the interests of the powers. Where this war would end, Chen Ke himself could not entirely grasp. But if Chen Ke adopted any strategy of "national salvation through a curve" at such a juncture, the People's Party's own program would be completely undermined.

Since the goal was to save China, there was no need to consider one's own losses. If one could not firmly implement their principles on such a major issue of right and wrong, then what difference was there between Chen Ke and Wang Jingwei? Wang Jingwei's Nanjing government, at least in name, was not Japan, nor was it a Japanese colony. Legally, it was also an independent and sovereign government.

Having the People's Party's Beijing negotiation team claim that a hundred thousand troops were needed to attack Qingdao was merely a smoke screen. The force Chen Ke truly intended to deploy consisted of only three regiments and attached artillery—totaling over thirteen thousand men.

Communicated via carrier pigeons and telegrams, the People's Party's intelligence agencies cast off their disguises and began operating openly. Someone had already rendezvoused with the People's Party vanguard. While they could sleep in the wild, the units could not provide their own food and water in the field; they required guides and arrangements. The intense preparations continued until July 10, when the main force of the People's Party finally arrived.

Charging a fortress with warhorses was a joke; Pang Zi's cavalry division had now been transformed into a transport team. Over five thousand warhorses were loaded with supplies and equipment. Pu Guanshui, the Deputy Commander of the Shandong Military Region, personally led the infantry marching alongside them.

Chen Ke had initially intended to command this battle himself, but the Military Commission was unanimously opposed. Pu Guanshui put it plainly: "Chairman Chen, your job is not on the battlefield; your job is to command us in operations. The methods for the offensive have already been explained clearly enough. The units' regular training is also up to standard. Please stay here and command us from the rear."

Pu Guanshui's attitude represented that of most commanders. Chen Ke had been very clear about the brutal nature of this assault, and so the comrades were all the more eager to prove to him that they could indeed complete the mission. No matter how brutal the capture of the Qingdao Fortress might be, it was not a battle that would decide the survival of the People's Party. There was no reason for Chen Ke to go to the front lines himself.

After days of marching, the troops were exhausted. The soldiers and junior commanders prepared meals and rested in designated areas. The middle and high-ranking commanders gathered for a military meeting of the Frontline Committee. The camp was located northwest of Qingdao, fifteen kilometers from the city—just outside the edge of the German artillery range. Theoretically, the Germans could still strike the edge of the camp, but that would require God's own blessing.

Pu Guanshui didn't care about such a minor risk; his voice was loud and clear. "Comrades, we've been shouting about liberating all of China, and now the time has come to prove it. The whole of China is watching how we fight—watching to see if we have the ability to take the Qingdao Fortress. Everything that needs to be said has been said. This battle is not a field engagement; bayonets are useless. We must use our lives to pave the way. Therefore, I will emphasize battlefield discipline: any who hesitate before the enemy or refuse orders will face immediate execution by their commanders or commissars. We've conducted all the necessary mobilizations along the way. The German devils want to seize our land, and we must fight them to the bitter end. Do any of you have questions?"

This was the army's first battle against the foreign devils, and the commanders were all highly emotional. Hearing Pu Guanshui's words, no commander or commissar could harbor any fear.

"Don't worry. I've already written my suicide note."

"With all this training, the unit has confidence."

...

The young soldiers' eyes were bright, with no hint of retreat.

Pu Guanshui didn't actually want to say so much; as the commander-in-chief of this campaign, he was all too aware of what they faced.

"Someone has already begun evacuating the masses from Qingdao today. Tomorrow morning, the probing attacks will begin. The Germans are currently short-handed, with fewer than 1,500 men. They will inevitably rely on their artillery to resist our offensive. Even if only to bolster their own courage, they will fire fiercely. Every unit must be mentally prepared: once the offensive starts, there will be no distinction between front and rear. As long as the Germans spot a trace of our troops, they will open fire. The movement of every unit will face extreme danger."

There had already been much discussion on this point; the situation Pu Guanshui described was not new.

"What we must utilize is our numerical advantage. As long as we can blow a hole and charge inside, we'll outnumber the Germans ten to one—and most of those Germans will be busy operating the cannons. At the various battery positions, they'll have no systematic ability to resist. The cannons all face outward; once the crews are neutralized, the threat to our other comrades will decrease immediately. Therefore, once a unit blows a breach, they are not to wait for others but must immediately burst into the fortress to fight. Other units should also try to blow their own breaches and join the combat. Do not abandon your own offensive route to seek other breakthroughs. We have the numbers; with attacks coming from multiple directions, the enemy will be stretched thin, giving us a greater chance."

"What about artillery support?" Pang Zi asked.

The People's Party lacked heavy artillery. Judging by the current situation, it would take years—perhaps more than a decade—before they could produce the gun steel needed for large-caliber heavy guns. Yet without artillery, the Qingdao Fortress could never be taken. "Heartless Cannons"—the improvised explosive throwers—required simple conditions but also needed to be very close to the enemy. They were useless against a modern defensive system like the Qingdao Fortress.

The artillery support Pang Zi referred to was the new equipment developed by the People's Party: "rockets."

To Chen Ke, military industry before World War I didn't need to be measured in tens of thousands of tons, precision didn't have to reach the nanometer level, and structural depth didn't need to be at the quantum scale. These things could be resolved during the course of industrial development; the key was the mindset. As the saying goes, "If the rabbit isn't 'earthy' (crude/simple), its combat power is only five." This was perfectly illustrated by the rockets. The entire rocket was a one-time-use assembly of parts. The components consisted entirely of metal shells and gunpowder; the only thing that could be called refined was the silk used to wrap the propellant grain. The basic principle differed little from a common firecracker. They had a range of four kilometers and an accuracy of around fifty meters.

To speak of its technological content would leave the European and American industrial circles doubled over in laughter. Yet such a thing utilized a standard modular design. During development, a total of over thirty separate units had been involved. For the outer shell, they started with iron plates from the rolling workshop of the steel plant. Later, they switched to aluminum shells from the electrolytic aluminum plant. Still later, they switched back to iron, and then handed the problem to the refractory plant to try and solve. Finally, they settled temporarily on a composite shell of aluminum with a ceramic lining.

The rocket propellant grain and the explosive filler for the warhead were all handled by specialized military industry departments. Each department was responsible for a single, specific component.

Overall, Chen Ke provided the design concepts and then handed the design to a system integration department. This gadget had seen its earliest models appear during the battles against Duan Qirui's Beiyang 3rd Division. As the People's Party's industrial strength progressed and many manufacturing processes were mastered, the rockets were continuously improved.

This was the beauty of modular design: once each department produced its assigned component, they could be assembled into a final product.

No heavy artillery, yet a need for heavy fire—this was the situation the People's Party faced. Given their current low level of industrial strength, Chen Ke had to resort to such "earthy" methods to increase combat power.

"The unit currently has only about a hundred of these 130mm rockets. Once they're fired, we'll have to rely on mortars and smoke grenades. But even so, we must fight," Pu Guanshui said with determination.

While the Frontline Committee was deliberating, a comrade from the Intelligence Department rushed in to report. "Reporting to the Chief: a German force from the fortress is advancing toward us."

No news could have been more surprising to the Frontline Committee.

"Are the Germans crazy?" Pang Zi jumped to his feet in excitement. The Germans already lacked sufficient troops, yet they dared to send a force out to attack. Was there some trick involved?

"How many are coming?" Pu Guanshui asked immediately.

"Based on our observations, about six or seven hundred," the intelligence officer replied.

"What is their current position?" Pu Guanshui asked, even more urgently.

If they could annihilate this German force in one fell swoop, the troops guarding the Qingdao Fortress would be completely depleted. This was a godsend.

"They appear to be about six kilometers away," the officer answered.

While they were talking, another intelligence officer burst into the meeting. "Reporting: the advancing Germans have stopped. They are setting up defensive positions on the main transport route north of Qingdao city."

The eyes of the Frontline Committee members lit up. Pu Guanshui asked, "What is the situation inside the city?"

"Foreigners are rapidly withdrawing into the Qingdao Fortress."

At this answer, Pu Guanshui turned to the comrades. "Are the Germans worried we'll sack Qingdao?"

"Hmph," Pu Guanshui sneered. "Their concern seems to be a good thing for us."

"Is thirty rounds enough?" Pang Zi asked eagerly.

"Prepare thirty, fire twenty. Artillery units, prepare immediately!" Pu Guanshui ordered.

...

These were the defensive facilities established after Germany seized Qingdao. In 1899, Germany began building coastal batteries along the front—at Tuandao, Taixizhen, the Yamen, Huiqian Cape, and the south of Mount Bismarck (now Qingdao Mountain). Along the north side of the ridge, they built land batteries at Bismarck North, Iltis North, Iltis East, and Zhongjiawa. Along the Haibo River, they constructed an infantry fortress line spanning the front and rear shores, consisting of five major forts: Xiaozhanshan, Xiaozhanshan North, Central, Taidongzhen, and Coast—commonly known as Forts 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5.

The central command post of the fortress was located inside the subterranean part of Mount Bismarck and was completed in 1905. It covered an area of 1,600 square meters with a three-dimensional structure—three main floors, with some parts having five—and contained 42 rooms. The bunker was divided into eastern and western sections, with functional areas for command, living, and logistics. Its command system included a military operations research room for the supreme commander, an artillery command room, a naval command room, along with dedicated corridors for commanders, sleeping quarters, lounges, a medical clinic, a dining hall, and a water cistern. The top was equipped with a 360-degree rotating observation post, providing a complete view of the shipping in Jiaozhou Bay and surrounding activities. At this moment, Naval Captain Hanel stood on the observation post using high-powered binoculars to observe the direction of the People's Party forces.

Currently, the German Governor of Kiautschou was being represented by Captain Hanel, who had not followed Admiral Maximilian von Spee to attack Lianyungang. In truth, Captain Hanel had not initially considered this military operation to be much of an affair. Forget the People's Party, which had no navy whatsoever; even if the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets of the Chinese Beiyang government were combined, they would be no match for the German Pacific Fleet.

However, landing operations faced numerous difficulties. In the eyes of Captain Hanel, von Spee would spend most of his energy fighting the winds and waves of the sea and the climate at the landing site.

Seizing Lianyungang was an excellent move for Germany. Located in Jiangsu, it was close to Shanghai. This would not only make it easier for German ships to reach China's wealthiest Jiangnan region but also give Germany two ports in China. This would completely revitalize the naval situation for the German Pacific Fleet.

If this were in Europe, Qingdao would not be left without a state of alert. But in China, if you strike a local government like the People's Party, you've struck them. Would the People's Party even dare to retaliate? In the military meeting before the mission, Captain Hanel had seemingly seriously raised the possibility. Another Naval Captain, Meyer-Waldeck, had replied with a straight face: "Such a possibility exists, but for it to become reality requires one condition—that the People's Party we are striking is not Chinese."

This brilliant answer had triggered a burst of laughter in the relaxed military meeting.

After von Spee led the fleet away, the German forces were aware of some changes within Qingdao city, but they weren't enough to justify sending police or soldiers to make arrests. It wasn't until the morning that a distraught policeman sought an audience with Captain Hanel, bringing the news that over ten thousand People's Party troops had arrived near Qingdao and intended to attack the fortress.

The Germans dispatched scouts, and after confirming the matter, Captain Hanel was forced to believe it: the People's Party had arrived.

Hanel had never believed the People's Party would launch a military operation against Qingdao, but judging by the current situation, it seemed they truly weren't "Chinese." Once the joke from the military meeting became reality, Hanel's primary feeling was not shock, but bafflement.

Nevertheless, basic preparations had to be made. It had to be admitted that after von Spee took two battalions of Marines, troop strength in Qingdao was severely lacking. The Germans did not have enough force to defend the entire city. In the emergency military meeting, someone proposed that the People's Party's military action was a feint intended to force the Qingdao Germans to call the Pacific Fleet for help, thereby resolving their crisis at Lianyungang.

This view received unanimous approval. It fit the German perception of the Chinese. Following this reasoning, the Germans identified a problem: if the People's Party entered Qingdao to sack it under cover of darkness, the Germans didn't have enough troops to defend.

German intelligence work was actually quite good, partly due to the large scale of business between the People's Party and foreigners, and the many foreign experts in the Wuhan industrial zone. According to the intelligence gathered by the Germans, the People's Party had no powerful heavy artillery—they even lacked 75mm guns.

Judging from the areas under People's Party control, this unit that had reached Qingdao in a few days could not possibly have brought 75mm mountain guns. Therefore, theoretically, by relying on the fortress guns and the forward defensive positions, the Germans could effectively stifle a People's Party offensive. The Germans wouldn't have to wait long; they only needed to get the German civilians into the fortress.

So Captain Hanel sent out a Naval battalion to set up defensive positions while assisting the German civilians in withdrawing into the Qingdao Fortress for temporary refuge. As he did so, Hanel felt a certain selfish resentment. If two of the three Marine battalions hadn't been taken, he wouldn't just be forced into defense—he could have sent troops out to organize an attack.

Through the high-powered binoculars, the German defensive positions were being established quite rapidly. Artillery positions were set, machine guns mounted, sandbags piled, roadblocks placed, and barbed-wire fences strung. All military deployments were made with composure. The German performance was satisfactory.

Defense did not require so many troops. As the German forces were reorganizing their ranks to set up the next temporary position, a ball of strange flame suddenly appeared in the sky.

High-powered binoculars cannot be maneuvered so flexibly; due to excessive force, the lens swung far out of position. Captain Hanel simply let go of the binoculars and looked with his own eyes. Something of an unidentifiable color was flying through the air, but from its tail, it spewed a bright flame. It was definitely not an artillery shell.

Just as he made this judgment, Hanel saw a dozen or so similar objects take flight in quick succession in the distance. These strange things traced beautiful smoke curves in the sky before falling toward the ground. Then, from the points of impact, came massive explosions.

Startled by the blasts, Hanel suddenly realized that the impact zone was all too familiar. After less than a second of rapid mental calculation, he understood. Hastily grabbing his observation binoculars, Hanel saw that the defensive position from moments ago had been transformed into a sea of fire. The successive explosions had precisely and completely enveloped the position. The figures of over six hundred German soldiers had completely vanished within the intense flashes and thick smoke of the explosions.

"Is the People's Party truly going to fight a war?" This question arose in Hanel's confused mind.
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"We aren't going there to surrender, so why are we having the comrades carry a white flag?" Pang Zi asked Pu Guanshui in the fading light of the sunset.

Pu Guanshui replied, "First of all, that isn't a white flag. It's the Red Cross flag for medical use. Secondly, can you guarantee that if our comrades go over there without it, they won't be mistaken for a vanguard of the offensive?"

This was sound logic, yet Pang Zi still felt extremely uncomfortable. "How can there be a war without people dying? What 'German civilians'? They're all invaders."

"If a dog bites a man, the man kills the dog—that is only right. But if a dog eats filth, does the man eat it too?" Pu Guanshui counseled him. "Old Pang, I know you harbor a deep hatred for the Germans. But we are first and foremost members of the People's Party, and we are proud Chinese. If we act just like the foreign devils, don't you think it's shameful?"

"I truly don't think it's shameful! What's shameful about taking revenge?" Pang Zi answered loudly. However, it was clear that his confidence was somewhat lacking. The People's Party would never permit the slaughter of civilians; Chen Ke had made that clear in the pre-war meetings. Anyone who massacred unresisting civilians out of spite, regardless of their status in the Party, would face a firing squad.

Pu Guanshui did not wish to bicker further and changed the subject. "The assault starting tomorrow will surely be met with desperate resistance from the Germans. We'll send units out tonight to prepare for demolitions."

At this, Pang Zi brooded for a minute, but he couldn't restrain himself for longer. "Let us go. I'll lead the team."

Yang Baogui, commander of the 7th Army, laughed. "Two legs can't outrun your four, but demolitions are not for your cavalry." He then turned to Pu Guanshui. "Commander Pu, you returned from Germany. Just how well can these Germans fight?"

"They can fight very well," Pu Guanshui told him truthfully. "You can call them rigid, and their tactics are completely different from ours, but within their own system, they are quite capable. Do not mistake them for Beiyang. I actually hoped they would surrender, but they won't."

The first battle of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had been the storming of landlord Zhang Youliang's fortified village in Yuezhangji, Fengtai County. Since then, they hadn't fought many true field engagements; most had been siege battles. Yang Baogui, who had risen from a common soldier to army commander, understood the brutality of sieges all too well. Combined with his study of the Qingdao Fortress maps, he only sighed softly and offered no further comment.

The People's Party negotiation team approached the Qingdao Fortress on horseback, holding high the Red Cross flag. The Germans, at least, had not completely lost their reason. Although a platoon of German soldiers held their rifles at the ready, aiming at the People's Party soldiers as if facing a great foe, no one fired. Having never seen a German before, Lin Juemin, the lead negotiator, wasn't sure if these men were naturally pale-skinned or if they were white from fear and tension. Other sights drew his attention more: at the roadblocks in front of the fortress, German expatriates were panic-stricken, carrying bags and bundles as they rushed into the fortress in carriages or flatbed carts. Seeing the three People's Party riders approaching with the Red Cross flag, these foreign devils' faces turned exceptionally sour.

Pulled roughly from their horses and searched by the German soldiers, the three remained silent. But when the Germans prepared to bind them, Lin Juemin shouted in halting German, "Is this how you treat negotiators?"

At this shout, the German officers looked embarrassed. Although they very much wanted to shoot the three People's Party soldiers or tear them limb from limb, treating negotiators this way was indeed improper—especially after that rocket barrage, which had made the German soldiers feel a terrible danger closing in relentlessly. In the end, the officer stopped the soldiers from binding the team.

"What have you come for?" a second lieutenant asked.

"We are here to negotiate. War has begun, and your civilians are entering the fortress. This fortress is a combat zone; once our artillery opens fire, heaven knows if they will be caught in the crossfire. Therefore, we suggest placing the civilians in a neutral zone where neither side will conduct military operations."

Lin Juemin's suggestion caught the German officer off guard. This mode of handling the situation was very much in line with European practice. But this was China; the lieutenant even wondered if his eyes were deceiving him. Perhaps this black-haired, black-eyed Chinese man speaking broken, almost incoherent German was actually a European?

Not only the lieutenant, but the German soldiers and civilians who heard this stared at Lin Juemin with utter astonishment. The lieutenant remained silent for a moment before asking, "Is there anything else?"

"We are the glorious Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army of the People's Party. I now formally present our demand: the German forces within the Qingdao Fortress must surrender to our army by 3:00 AM tomorrow. Until that time, our side will temporarily refrain from attacking. If there is no contact from your side by 3:00 AM, we will consider it a refusal to surrender. If your side intends to continue fighting but is concerned about the civilians, then please send a representative with me now to our headquarters. Our side will discuss the issue of civilian safety with you. Regardless, if your side does not surrender, 6:00 AM tomorrow will be our final deadline, and combat will certainly begin. Please convey our intentions to your superiors, Lieutenant."

The faces of the Germans around Lin Juemin, already grim, darkened further. The People's Party negotiator's demands were not unusual—one might even call them chivalrous. But as the party clearly in the weaker position, the Germans—soldiers and civilians alike—felt a deep sense of shame.

However, since the People's Party had sent formal representatives, the lieutenant didn't dare take full responsibility. "Please wait a moment." With that, he ran into the fortress. Twenty minutes later, he returned somewhat out of breath. After showing a written order to the officer guarding the gate, he approached Lin Juemin. "Please follow me."

As they walked, Lin Juemin praised them in Chinese to his comrades. "The Germans are indeed very disciplined."

"Yes. Chairman Chen said that without a written order, even if he personally knocked on the gate, the guard shouldn't open it. It's easy to say, but when it comes to doing it, I doubt anyone would actually dare," a comrade replied. If it were the People's Party, this lieutenant probably wouldn't have needed any written order; a simple word would have seen them into the fortress.

The group didn't go far. In a building near the entrance, Captain Hanel, the acting Governor of Kiautschou, waited with a stern expression.

After being introduced, Lin Juemin gave a military salute to the captain. "I am Lin Juemin of the People's Party Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army."

After a pause, Captain Hanel reluctantly returned the salute. Before the negotiations began, Lin said, "Mr. Captain, my German is quite poor. Some things I may only be able to express clearly in Chinese. It would be best if you could find a translator to avoid unnecessary misunderstandings."

Hanel replied, "The gentleman beside me is a translator. You may speak in Chinese."

With the guarantee of communication, both sides sat to begin the negotiation. The People's Party's demands were few—the same ones Lin had just stated. Captain Hanel immediately requested an extension of the negotiation time.

Lin Juemin replied solemnly, "Currently, the main German forces in China are split between Lianyungang and Beijing. If we cannot take the Qingdao Fortress in the short term, it will be extremely disadvantageous for our side once your reinforcements enter the fortress. Therefore, we do not have much time to leave for your side."

Hanel asked with a dark face, "And what about the time we use for this negotiation?"

"The time we spend negotiating will not change our starting time for combat. Even if we talk until 3:00 AM tomorrow, combat will break out. Please be certain of this."

At these words, Hanel's face turned so grim it seemed he might burst. Only for the sake of German dignity did he refrain from uttering insults in his state of extreme humiliation. But even so, he had to admit that from the People's Party's perspective, the demand was not incomprehensible. Yet for the German forces in the fortress now, the People's Party truly had them by the throat due to their severe lack of troops.

"Just how many men do you have that you dare to attack the Qingdao Fortress?" Hanel asked.

"You will see when we attack," Lin Juemin replied with a smile.

Such a composed attitude made Hanel feel even more humiliated. He said through gritted teeth, "You will never withstand the expeditionary force Germany is about to send."

Upon hearing this, the smile vanished instantly from Lin Juemin's face. Hanel felt his threat had worked. The People's Party might dare to move against a weak Qingdao Fortress, but faced with the wrath of Germany—and indeed the entire Western world—they might not have the courage to respond.

Just as Hanel thought he had overwhelmed Lin Juemin's spirit, Lin spoke. This time, he used not his poor German but a fluent Mandarin with a slight Cantonese accent. He answered word by word: "Perhaps your German expeditionary force is powerful. But if you Germans want to occupy our Chinese land, you will first have to cross over our corpses. If you cannot cross over them, you will only return to Germany lying in coffins."

Hanel did not understand Chinese. The translator, who had been useless until now, turned pale. It wasn't until Hanel glared at him that he recovered from the shock and translated Lin Juemin's words into German. Hanel fell silent.

Without waiting for Hanel to say more, Lin Juemin said, "Mr. Captain, I have conveyed everything to you. Is there anything in my statement you do not understand?"

Hanel said coldly, "Are you in such a hurry to return?"

"I fear delaying you for too long. In that meaningless wasted time, it would be better if you could eat a few more bites of food," Lin Juemin replied.

Hanel did not grasp the Chinese-style malice in the German words. He coldly signaled that Lin could leave.

"By the way, Captain, what time does your watch show?" Lin remembered the final confirmation.

The two synchronized their watches. Lin's watch showed 6:10 PM on July 10. Hanel's showed 6:18 PM.

"Captain Hanel, my army will keep time by my watch. Please take note of this." Lin gave his final reminder.

...

The People's Party had no intention of waiting. This was the work attitude the organization had inherited from its leader, Chen Ke—who, in turn, had learned it from Chairman Mao.

Since the German forces had already suffered heavy losses, they had no troops left to defend the fortress walls unless they were to abandon the fortress entirely and place their men outside. Even if the Germans temporarily incorporated expatriates into their ranks, their strength could not possibly exceed three thousand. The Qingdao Fortress was vast; such a small force was far from enough to provide a seamless defense.

After hearing Lin Juemin's report, Pu Guanshui paid it little heed. In reality, combat had never ceased; the People's Party's deployments had never stopped. Because the German forces were so heavily hit, the deployments went even faster. Pu Guanshui ordered, "Artillery move forward. Regardless of what the Germans prepare to do, be ready to fire at 3:00 AM."

"Commander Pu, I want to go to the front," Lin Juemin said suddenly.

"Eh? Staff Officer Lin, you want to go to the front?" Pu Guanshui was somewhat surprised.

"Yes. I want to go to the front," Lin Juemin replied seriously. His words to Captain Hanel were those Chen Ke had spoken at the pre-war mobilization meeting. Chen Ke had made it very clear that the war with Germany might trigger armed intervention by the powers. "Comrades, there will surely be some in the Party who think that if we could just endure for a bit, we could reclaim China's interests once we are stronger. But I say: on this major issue of right and wrong, there is no room for endurance. Whoever wants to occupy Chinese territory must first cross over our corpses. If they can't cross over them, they'll go back to their hometowns in coffins. China's sovereignty is not up for discussion. The Manchu Qing discussed it with foreigners before; what was the result? Our People's Party will never follow the Qing's example!"

As it happened, in the negotiation with the Germans today, facing Hanel's threat, Lin Juemin had directly used Chen Ke's words. Now his blood was boiling, and he only wanted to kill the enemy on the battlefield.

Pu Guanshui replied calmly, "Staff Officer Lin, having you work in the Staff Department is the organization's arrangement. A People's Party member must follow the organization's arrangements. If you are placed in the Staff Department, you must complete your staff work. If the organization sends you to the front, you must go there to bleed and sacrifice. Do not act based on your personal desires and impulses. Do you understand?"

"Please, give me a chance!" Lin Juemin did not give up his idea.

"The German warships will return to Qingdao within 48 hours at the latest. We must take the fortress before the fleet arrives. The frontline infantry configurations are all trained; you haven't participated in the corresponding training or arrangements. You feel your blood boiling and think you can fight well at the front, but you're just as likely to cause trouble for the unit. If you want to go to a frontline unit, you'll go whether you want to or not once you've finished your staff term. Now, hurry and summarize what you saw inside the fortress. Get to work." Pu Guanshui gave his final answer.

"Yes!" Lin Juemin gave a dejected salute and left in a gloom.

Not long after the summer solstice, even as it approached 8:00 PM, there was still a sliver of light on the horizon. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army units, who had been resting since the morning, had eaten their dinner and began moving toward the Qingdao Fortress under the last rays of light. Soon, it was dark.

The People's Party rockets consisted of over a hundred parts and could be disassembled for easy transport. Before the battle, they could be pre-assembled to various degrees based on the situation. A skilled crew could fire three rounds in two minutes. After firing, the crew could simply abandon the launcher frames and run, avoiding the enemy's retaliatory fire.

The Germans were unlikely to deploy outposts, but the People's Party units dared not be careless. When the fortress guns were mounted, firing parameters for every zone had already been compiled. Given German rigidity, those parameter tables would certainly be precise. Therefore, the assembly points and rocket artillery positions had to be effectively placed.

The reason for giving the Germans until 3:00 AM was that base area experience showed it took that long for outposts to finalize the offensive zones. The vanguard would determine the march routes and positions first, and combat would begin as soon as the artillery and infantry entered their positions. If the assembly points were shelled, it meant the offensive couldn't even be launched.

Time passed second by second. For now, no sound could be heard from the command post, but hundreds of vanguard troops had already slipped into the enemy's artillery range to begin preparations.

"I hope to God the Germans don't come to negotiate," Pu Guanshui prayed silently. Although he had opposed the revenge-hungry Pang Zi during the day, for military reasons, a lack of negotiation meant the war could proceed freely. If the Germans truly negotiated, the People's Party would have no way to refuse humanitarian arrangements for civilians.

At 1:00 AM, a dull boom suddenly echoed from the distance. Then, closer by, came a violent explosion. The Germans had opened fire.

"Has the unit been discovered?" Pu Guanshui grew tense immediately. But he soon realized that the German shelling was far from the units' jump-off points, and even further from the vanguard's positions. Yet another blast followed the first. Pu Guanshui quickly understood: the Germans were using "artillery night-duty fire."

This was the "artillery night-duty fire" Chen Ke had spoken of—predicted fire based on expected night attacks, targeting areas the enemy might pass through at approximate times. If they hit someone, it was sheer luck. But such irregular shelling was very effective in disrupting enemy deployments and creating psychological pressure.

With the People's Party's current strength, even knowing the tactic, they simply lacked the resources to conduct such fire themselves. Despite always admiring Chen Ke, every time he proposed strategies or combat techniques that the People's Party had never considered—and they proved effective—Pu Guanshui couldn't help but feel heartfelt respect. Having such a man of extraordinary vision as the creator of the army gave the comrades a sense of security.

"The unit begins the offensive. Execute according to Class 1 combat standards." Exhaling, Pu Guanshui issued the order. Class 1 was a general standard, operating on the premise of no civilians in the combat zone. Anything perceived as a threat was to be neutralized as the priority. In later, more common terms: "Shoot first, ask questions later."

Just as Pu Guanshui's order was issued, an observer came in to report. "Commander Pu, our artillery has begun to return fire!"

Although the command post was a whirlwind of activity, with staff officers notifying units via field telephones, Pu Guanshui could afford a rare moment of ease. He rose and strode out of the command post. What he saw was the final stage of the rocket barrage: a dozen or so bright streaks of fire hurtling through the sky at high speed. They exploded violently near the German batteries of the Qingdao Fortress, the successive flashes so bright it felt as if dawn were breaking.

The formal assault on the Qingdao Fortress had finally begun.
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"Where is the artillery?! Bring up the guns and blast them!" Hu Xiuzhi, commander of the 5th Company, didn't even notice that his voice was already filled with despair. Even such a hysterical cry couldn't carry far; less than two hundred meters away, the roar of heavy machine guns from the German bunkers suppressed his voice with even greater decibels and volume.

Rocket artillery possessed sufficient power for mass-killing infantry in open areas. On July 10, just yesterday, the People’s Party had wiped out over six hundred enemies using only ten rockets. However, while the number of regular German troops in the Qingdao Fortress was roughly the same as yesterday, they demonstrated formidable combat effectiveness when defending the fortress against the assault of over ten thousand People’s Party troops.

The 5th Company, led by Hu Xiuzhi, was the second wave of troops attacking the northern section of the Qingdao Fortress. When they set out, the sky was pitch black; the People's Party had already cut the electrical wires for the streetlights in the Qingdao urban area. Now, the entire city was shrouded in total darkness. Aside from the flashes of exploding shells, German flares were fired into the sky one after another, emitting intense light.

Even for a force like the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, which placed extreme importance on training, they had never heard artillery booming at such a dense frequency. Every minute, the sound of shell explosions, whether near or far, rang out. The officers and soldiers simply had no time to think. Especially for the second echelon, everyone followed the pre-determined communication lines under the reflection of the artillery fire, gripping their rifles tightly and sprinting with their necessary gear.

Comrades in charge of directing the flow stood at both ends of every communication trench, either ordering units to pass quickly or commanding them to halt temporarily. Hu Xiuzhi was evaluated within the army as being "very patient and meticulous," but he found that every time they stopped for a brief rest after passing through a several-hundred-meter section of the communication line, one or two soldiers—or even an entire squad—would be missing when they counted heads. Yet, Hu Xiuzhi’s unit was by no means the only one running through these lines. Many units were like the 5th Company: tense-faced, panting, and fighting under the guidance of their commanders.

Of course, the 5th Company didn't just lose men; soldiers from other units who had been separated or had lost their way also "joined" their ranks. The comrades managing the communication points couldn't just let soldiers stay there aimlessly. After a brief pause, based on the number of missing men, the managing comrades would temporarily assign the soldiers collected at the checkpoint to the units passing through.

At least during this stage, Hu Xiuzhi's thinking remained clear. On one hand, he decided to intensify training for this type of forward movement; on the other, he had the order passed down in a low voice: "Comrades in the back, grab the straps on the backpack of the person in front of you."

There was a cloth strap sewn onto the bottom of the People's Party's backpacks. Hu Xiuzhi knew this was specifically designed for comrades in the rear to hold onto while marching. However, every time Hu Xiuzhi saw this handle, what came to mind was the "Eagle Catches the Chick" game often played in the army. A long line of people, each grabbing the clothes of the comrade in front, trying to avoid the person acting as the "eagle." To coordinate the rhythm of the entire group's run, many comrades often ran themselves out of breath during the game.

What originally looked like a children's game now seemed to have great significance for marching in the dead of night. Without effectively following the group's run, falling behind was impossible to avoid.

Sure enough, once everyone was clutching the handles on the backpacks of those in front, although their movement speed slowed slightly, the problem of falling behind was at least resolved. Before Hu Xiuzhi could even feel relieved, the unit reached the final jumping-off position. The Qingdao Fortress wasn't surrounded by a wall that towered into the clouds; it was a modern fortress built into the terrain, composed of many bunkers. The People's Party had extensive experience in besieging cities, especially against Chinese-style defense systems like walled villages or cities.

But as Hu Xiuzhi looked at the not-so-imposing Qingdao Fortress, he felt only a chill. In that layout, as long as sandbags were piled up, machine guns could be mounted for defense at any time. The vanguard had already captured the outer fortifications, and although the brutal combat they had endured was invisible in the darkness, Hu Xiuzhi could smell a pungent odor—a mixture of gunpowder smoke, blood, and flesh.

"Ugh!" Some comrades in the unit, stimulated by the smell, couldn't help but dry heave or simply vomit.

Hu Xiuzhi was attacking the Qingdao Mountain battery. This hill, named Mount Bismarck by the Germans, housed two of their fortress artillery batteries. The North Battery had two 21cm cannons, while the South Battery held four 28cm howitzers. The Qingdao sky was lit up almost the entire night by the flashes of these guns.

"Go back! Return to the jumping-off point from just now!" the scout shouted.

Although the order was surprising, Hu Xiuzhi didn't question it. He immediately urged the surprised comrades to head back to the assembly point they had just left. Before the unit had gone far, an earth-shattering explosion sounded from behind. Dust and sand kicked up by the shell pelted the soldiers like rain. Interspersed among the sounds were the cries of wounded comrades.

"Don't shout!" Hu Xiuzhi immediately yelled. If one cried out loudly after being wounded, it would only reveal the unit's position. This was a point emphasized many times. But emphasis was one thing; once actually wounded, everyone would find it hard not to cry out. "Medics, get them bandaged quickly. The unit continues forward!"

Hu Xiuzhi felt frustrated. Everyone had been running around all night like headless flies, already dizzy from the exertion. With wounded men, they couldn't just leave them there; they had to be checked and transported. This was truly worse than attacking a city wall. Although the enemy had the high ground there, they were out in the open; the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could concentrate their fire or launch multi-pronged attacks. There were plenty of ways to deal with that.

But having reached the rank of company commander, Hu Xiuzhi at least possessed sufficient psychological endurance. He urged the unit forward while personally checking the wounded comrades. Fortunately, they were far enough from the explosion that the shrapnel hitting their backs hadn't caused fatal injuries. Hu Xiuzhi looked up at the previous location of the checkpoint; he didn't know how the German artillery had been so accurate, landing a shell right on target. If the scout hadn't hurried them and he hadn't urged the unit to move immediately, that one shell might have wiped out half the company. The scout was too close to the explosion and certainly hadn't survived. Hu Xiuzhi suppressed the urge to send someone back to check and ordered the medics to finish bandaging the wounded.

Just then, another massive explosion occurred. This time the sound was closer and louder, but it wasn't from behind—it was from the front of the unit. Hu Xiuzhi no longer felt any frustration; he immediately stood up and ran toward the direction of the explosion. Sure enough, this shelling had caused significant casualties to the leading elements of the unit. Had the unit not been in a column, with the bodies of the comrades in front absorbing much of the shock and shrapnel, the casualties would have been even worse.

This time, the explosion was less than a hundred meters away, directly resulting in two squads' worth of casualties. Those behind were also affected in various ways due to the shockwave. Hu Xiuzhi ordered the first platoon at the very front to stay behind and take care of the wounded, then shouted, "Second, third, and fourth platoons, follow me and continue the march in formation!"

The soldiers were somewhat panicked by the shelling, but at Hu Xiuzhi’s shout, they obeyed almost instinctively. Hu Xiuzhi personally took the lead. The unit crossed the shell-pocked scene strewn with corpses, made a small detour, and continued toward the previous assembly point.

Having endured the dangers of shelling and getting lost, and having suffered the losses of casualties and desertions, Hu Xiuzhi didn't know how far he had led the unit. The remaining three platoons finally entered the final assault position at dawn. The sky was misty. After enduring the night, the soldiers shoved a few mouthfuls of compressed biscuits into their mouths and drank some water while they waited. Hu Xiuzhi moved to a more forward position, and through the mist, he saw a density of corpses he had never witnessed in his life.

This was a fortress bunker that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had already captured. The bunker sat at the foot of the hill; looking up, one could see the enemy's artillery batteries. Aside from the craters left by shells, the corpses of the soldiers were piled up in several locations. The scorched-black bunker served as a grim testament. Hu Xiuzhi discovered that besides the visible bunker, the Germans had actually set up several hidden casemates in inconspicuous spots on the sides of the main bunker, creating interlocking fields of fire. Connecting the fire points of this bunker with the corpses of the revolutionary soldiers made everything chillingly clear.

The layout of such bunkers had been discussed in training, but only after seeing it with his own eyes did he realize how terrifying it truly was. Furthermore, the fortress guns on the enemy batteries could fire upon troops attacking the bunkers. Hu Xiuzhi simply couldn't imagine how the comrades had managed to capture this set of fortifications.

While he was shivering at the thought, someone ran over. It was Li Caishan, commander of the 4th Regiment. Li Caishan brought two guards, but no one else followed him. Upon seeing Hu Xiuzhi, Li Caishan immediately asked, "You're the commander of the 5th Company, 2nd Regiment, right?"

"Yes!" Hu Xiuzhi replied.

"How many troops do you have left?"

"Three platoons."

"Bring your unit and follow me immediately!" Li Caishan’s eyes looked as if they were about to spit fire.

"Reporting, Regiment Commander, we haven't received orders."

Li Caishan stepped forward and grabbed Hu Xiuzhi by the collar. "What orders are you waiting for? I am ordering you to attack with me right now!"

"But our Regiment Commander..."

"Do you know where your Regiment Commander is? I don't even know where my 4th Regiment's troops are! Are you going or not?!" A daunting light flashed in Li Caishan's eyes.

Although there was no logical reason, Hu Xiuzhi knew one thing for certain: if he refused, Li Caishan would immediately draw his gun and shoot him. After such a night, Hu Xiuzhi no longer had any concept of death. He had done nothing to weigh on his conscience, so he couldn't feel guilty. Thus, Hu Xiuzhi nodded. "I will organize the unit to attack immediately."

The unit was already at the foot of the hill. Everyone followed Li Caishan, crouching as they felt their way up the mountain along a German communication trench.

Li Caishan, the 4th Regiment Commander, remained relatively calm. As they walked, he said, "After we captured the bunkers, the Germans blocked the underground tunnels. Now there are still two bunkers on the way up. Two companies have already gone up and failed to take them."

"How should we fight then?" Hu Xiuzhi asked.

"You'll know once you get up there!" Li Caishan replied resentfully.

Just as Li Caishan said, he knew once he got up there.

The remaining strength of the two companies was less than two platoons. After converging, the unit immediately dispersed to relatively safe positions. Of the two company commanders, one was from the 4th Regiment and the other from the 1st Regiment. The 4th Regiment's company had been relatively concentrated at the start, and half the company had been killed or wounded by a German shell.

At the pre-battle meeting, the 4th Regiment company commander's eyes were red. He said only one sentence: "When we attack again, I’ll go first. Watch how I die, and then you'll know what to look out for."

Twenty minutes later, that company commander died on the path of the assault. This was a very standard interlocking fire bunker. Although the Germans lacked manpower, the bunker was built in a location that was very difficult to climb, making it impossible to flank. Furthermore, the Germans were afraid that firing their artillery would damage the bunker, so all artillery fire was directed at the sides of the bunker. The sky began to brighten, and the German artillery fire became more intense.

The unit deployed four light machine guns to cover the attack. The 4th Regiment’s company commander led a demolition team, rolling and crawling from one cover to the next during the brief moments when the enemy fire slackened. Along this path lay many corpses of fallen comrades; this was indeed an assault route paved with their lives.

The two bunkers each had three firing ports facing the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The German army had already noticed the assault, and four heavy machine guns were madly spitting flames. The People’s Party’s light machine guns and rifles fired fiercely to cover the attack. The next demolition team carefully observed the route of the previous group. Hu Xiuzhi understood what the 4th Regiment commander meant by "watch how I die." Each demolition team traversed the small amount of maneuvering space their predecessors had bought with their lives, and then charged forward.

When crossing a ridge, a soldier whose shoulder was slightly too high had half his shoulder sheared off by a heavy machine gun bullet. Red muscle and white bone were instantly exposed to the air. In excruciating pain, the comrade let out a cry of agony and couldn't help but straighten his body, only to have half his head taken off by a bullet.

While rolling across another depression, the company commander made it through, but the two comrades behind him who tried to follow were hit and sacrificed instantly. The 4th Regiment commander had clearly learned enough, but even with those lessons, traversing this blood-soaked path required not just bravery, but luck.

The machine gunners responsible for cover also gave their all. Light machine guns were at a clear disadvantage when dueling heavy machine guns over a few hundred meters. Although they occasionally hit an enemy inside a firing port, the Germans apparently knew that if this final gate was breached, the battery would be completely exposed to the People’s Party’s attack. Therefore, the German fire didn't slacken for a second. Two machine guns chased the 4th Regiment commander, while the other two madly fired at the People's Party's fire positions.

The distance was already very close. Of the demolition team that had started with four people, the 4th Regiment commander was now alone. It was unclear whether the blood on his clothes was his own or from the comrades who had already fallen on the way. The enemy was clearly unfamiliar with the commander’s position—it was a machine gun blind spot. Hu Xiuzhi saw clearly from the rear that in the briefest moment after the enemy heavy machine gun stopped firing, the commander stood up holding a Bangalore torpedo and charged toward the bunker.

He can make it! Hu Xiuzhi almost shouted. But in that very instant, a hatch suddenly lifted on top of the German bunker. A German actually poked his head out, a pistol in his hand, and fired several shots at the 4th Regiment commander right in front of him. Caught off guard, the commander was hit several times and slumped softly to the ground.

The light machine gunners and riflemen would never miss this opportunity. Almost the same moment the commander fell, the German soldier was hit by at least a dozen bullets. Hu Xiuzhi even saw a dark hole appear in his temple. But it was meaningless; the German’s corpse was pulled back into the bunker, and the iron hatch was immediately closed.

"Where is the artillery?! Bring up the guns and blast them!" Hu Xiuzhi roared. Since there was a hatch on top of the bunker, that spot was definitely a weakness. If they bombarded it with mortars, they might be able to blow the "skull" of the bunker open.

"Where are there any shells left!..." Regiment Commander Li Caishan roared. The Germans seemed to echo those words, firing a few more shells at the position where the revolutionary army was attacking. The rumbling explosions and the roar of heavy machine guns completely drowned out Li Caishan’s voice.

From Li Caishan’s mouth movements, Hu Xiuzhi could tell the three words he didn't hear must have been "Keep going." Actually, he didn't need to hear them clearly; that was simply the situation.

"5th Company, take charge of the attack!" After the roar of the guns, Li Caishan’s voice could finally be heard clearly.

"I will lead the team!" Hu Xiuzhi shouted. The 5th Company's training was not sufficient to handle such a brutal battle, and Hu Xiuzhi knew it. Add to that the exhaustion from running around all night, and their physical strength was even more depleted. To launch an effective attack, they would have to rely on an extremely capable small detachment. If the 1st Platoon hadn't been hit by that shell, Hu Xiuzhi could have picked out over twenty men. But he had left the 1st Platoon behind, and most of the other three platoons were recruits; the number of veteran soldiers was quite limited, with at most ten who could effectively participate in the operation.

Li Caishan didn't care about Hu Xiuzhi's unit, and even if he did, it wouldn't have mattered. Since Hu Xiuzhi had decided to lead the attack personally, Li Caishan asked, "How long do you need to prepare?"

"Ten minutes," Hu Xiuzhi replied.

Ten minutes later, fifteen officers and veterans with more than a year and a half of service in the 5th Company had gathered around Hu Xiuzhi. The enemy's heavy machine guns had stopped their roar for the moment. Looking at the corpses along the way and hearing Hu Xiuzhi's explanation, the comrades’ expressions were quite grim.

"Capturing the Qingdao Fortress is Chairman Chen's order! Comrades, do you have the confidence to complete it?" Hu Xiuzhi asked loudly.

At the mention of Chairman Chen, the comrades' spirits lifted. "Yes!" they shouted together, looking at each other.

"I will lead the team personally! We'll divide into three groups. I’ll go first!" Hu Xiuzhi replied.

The first three-man team was quickly formed: Hu Xiuzhi, the 4th Platoon leader, and the deputy platoon leader. Before they set out, Li Caishan asked in surprise, "You're going up without a Bangalore torpedo?"

Hu Xiuzhi pointed toward the bunker. "I have hand grenades. As for a Bangalore torpedo, I can just use the one left there by that commander."
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Watching someone else carry a heavy load is easy; carrying it yourself can break your back. As soon as he entered the starting position, Hu Xiuzhi felt himself change completely. Although he repeatedly visualized the company commander's earlier assault route in his mind, the more he thought about it, the more fear he felt. That company commander from the Fourth Regiment had been extremely skilled in his tactical movements; Hu Xiuzhi didn't believe he could truly surpass that comrade. If he couldn't reach that level, there would be only death waiting for him on the path of the assault.

The more he replayed everything he had just seen, the less he felt he was absorbing experience, and the more he felt the omnipresent threat of death. Leading two comrades as they crawled into the starting position, Hu Xiuzhi felt his legs growing weak. The enemy's heavy machine guns weren't firing at him for the moment, but he felt as if they were methodically aiming at him, just waiting for him to show his head before they began shooting. Under this imagination, Hu Xiuzhi felt as if his heart were being gripped tight by something, and the strength in his body vanished completely.

Perhaps he had kicked something rolling; Hu Xiuzhi kicked several times, but the object just rolled slightly, offering no leverage.

"Company Commander, stop kicking my arm," a low complaint came from the Fourth Platoon leader behind him.

Hu Xiuzhi suddenly realized that his comrades were following him. His earlier fear instantly transformed into a profound sense of shame. As a company commander, a company commander who had experienced many battles, Hu Xiuzhi felt it was a great disgrace to be so cowardly.

The Fourth Platoon leader was named Hu Xingxiu, two years younger than Hu Xiuzhi and actually his own eighth uncle. Having been in the army for over half a year, Hu Xingxiu had finally gotten used to using military titles rather than family seniority to address Hu Xiuzhi. Everyone was from Fengtai County; when they left home to join the army and make revolution, comrades were often clansmen from the same village or township who set out together. In the beginning, the troops were even organized based on these family ties.

There wasn't much fear in Hu Xingxiu's voice; it was more of a reminder. This made Hu Xiuzhi feel even more ashamed. He was the eldest among the family members in the army and was recognized as the most capable. As long as he led, his relatives would dare to follow him into the most dangerous situations. It seemed Hu Xingxiu's mindset remained unchanged.

When they had left home, Hu Xiuzhi's grandfather, seeing he couldn't stop these youths from joining the army, had given Hu Xiuzhi—the eldest and recognized leader—countless instructions to take good care of their relatives. Losing face in front of his eighth uncle was one thing, but if the assault failed, not only would he lose his life, but his relatives following him would also lose theirs. At this thought, Hu Xiuzhi's mind suddenly cleared, and the strength returned to his body.

The three continued to crawl forward. There were still several meters to the ridge where the true assault would begin. Once they crossed that ridge, the comrades would be exposed to the enemy's line of fire. Hu Xiuzhi wanted to caution his comrade and uncle again. But Hu Xingxiu had also been tempered in the fires of war; everything that needed to be said had been said before they set out. Saying more now in haste would only disturb everyone's focus. This was a lesson learned in blood; one of Hu Xiuzhi's cousins had died because Hu Xiuzhi had been overly concerned before a battle and said a few too many words, causing a moment of hesitation during the charge. Since then, Hu Xiuzhi never said anything extra for personal reasons.

Battle was battle; just follow the plan. It was a contest of routine training, of quicker decisions, and of a bit of luck. The more decisive the soldier, the more they dared to charge, the higher their chances of survival.

Subconsciously pulling on his military cap, Hu Xiuzhi returned to a completely normal state. During the pre-battle mobilization, the officers had said that the foreigners were making things difficult for the base areas. If they didn't fight the foreigners today, they would dare to build bunkers on the Yangtze River tomorrow. Then the foreigners could harass the base areas at will.

Hu Xiuzhi hadn't seen many foreigners, and he didn't know what they were thinking. But in local brawls, everything depended on momentum. If you were hit once and didn't hit back, and if you couldn't get back at them several times over next time, you would be bullied forever. Hu Xiuzhi identified strongly with this logic. That was why he had firmly requested to participate in this battle. Now, before even seeing a German's face, he was so scared his legs were soft! Shameful! Hu Xiuzhi cursed himself inwardly.

At that moment, the enemy's heavy machine guns suddenly began to roar. Hu Xiuzhi was startled, but he soon heard that the direction of the fire was not toward him, and the unit's suppressive fire immediately followed. Hu Xiuzhi sped up his crawl to the edge of the ridge and looked out.

He saw a figure by the side embrasure of the enemy's bunker. The left arm, exposed to the firing range of the side bunker, was reduced to a stump, but the man didn't retreat a single step. He simply used his chest to brace the demolition tube held tightly in his right hand. All of our unit's suppressive fire was directed at the bunker that was firing fiercely. Just then, the German bunker shook violently, and thick smoke and fire burst from every embrasure. The demolition tube had detonated!

"Charge!" Hu Xiuzhi roared, jumping up and running crouched toward another bunker. The covering fire ceased abruptly.

With only one bunker left, Hu Xiuzhi felt the pressure diminish significantly. All earlier assault routes had to find a single path of survival between two bunkers providing crossfire; now that only one remained, all routes became much simpler. Although he was hunched over, he was running uphill, and this posture didn't make Hu Xiuzhi feel uncomfortable; instead, it allowed him to use his strength to the fullest.

After charging more than thirty meters, Hu Xiuzhi threw himself behind a pile of stones, waiting for the comrades behind to catch up. "Cover each other!" After shouting this, he leaped out again. The enemy machine gun was a beat slow, only kicking up a line of stone dust on the ground behind him.

Moving from one cover to another, Hu Xiuzhi had forgotten fear and completely forgotten the threat of the enemy machine gun. All he could do was calculate time and angles, finding that momentary opportunity in the enemy's gaps. Luck was on his side; the enemy's machine gun failed to hit him. Furthermore, his comrades drew part of the enemy's fire. While the enemy was firing at Hu Xiuzhi, the two comrades behind him moved forward sequentially along the route he had opened. This clearly forced the enemies in the bunker to occasionally fire at the two comrades following him.

The three-man team in infantry squad and platoon tactics was developed for such actions. Military training wasn't just physical fitness, discipline, formations, and marksmanship. Tactical training on three-man team assaults was a major focus. With his own blood relatives following him, the sense of trust was even stronger. Hu Xiuzhi was helping his comrades draw enemy fire, and they were doing the same for him. These were brothers-in-arms.

Getting closer and closer to the enemy bunker, Hu Xiuzhi was pinned in a depression by machine gun fire and couldn't even lift his head. After the familiar crack of a Hanyang 88, followed moments later by two more consecutive shots, the sound of the heavy machine gun ceased abruptly. That clean and efficient shooting was definitely Hu Xingxiu's work. He was the unit's sharpshooter, responsible for zeroing all the rifles in the entire Fifth Company. At a straight-line distance of less than fifty meters from the enemy, Hu Xingxiu basically never missed. The first shot was to test the point of impact; at this distance, he could control two consecutive shots within ten centimeters of each other horizontally. Hu Xiuzhi had seen it many times: whenever Hu Xingxiu fired two shots, the enemy opposite never failed to go down.

Without looking back, Hu Xiuzhi leaped out. With a side roll, he reached the position where the Fourth Regiment's company commander had once hidden. Just crossing the last ridge, he would be at the side of a bunker. Then, by circling behind the remaining bunker, the enemy position would be at his mercy.

Lying on his back on the ground, Hu Xiuzhi tilted his head slightly and saw the two comrades behind him had caught up while the enemy machine gun was silent. But Hu Xingxiu signaled to him, indicating he would flank from the left. Hu Xiuzhi felt this was a good idea and signaled his agreement.

However, after Hu Xingxiu ran only a few steps hunched over toward the left, a burst of rifle fire erupted from the bunker. Hu Xiuzhi watched with his own eyes as Hu Xingxiu fell out of his line of sight.

"Damn you!" Hot blood rushed to Hu Xiuzhi's head. As if on springs, he jumped from where he lay, and at that moment, he almost subconsciously began to sprint in a zigzag. Although he intended to charge in a straight line, his body uncontrollably followed the route practiced countless times. Enemy bullets whizzed past his ears, also subconsciously. Another roll, the world spinning violently. A sharp pain in his waist, and Hu Xiuzhi was already beneath the embrasure of the enemy bunker.

Completely disregarding any pain, Hu Xiuzhi hadn't even lost his ability to think. He grabbed a stone and threw it through the bunker's embrasure. The rifle fire stopped immediately, replaced by a burst of startled cries from inside. As he pulled out a grenade, he saw the Fourth Platoon's deputy leader also sprinting forward without a moment's pause. Just as Hu Xiuzhi lit the grenade's fuse, the deputy leader threw himself against the outside of the bunker.

"To the side!" Hu Xiuzhi shouted, standing up and tossing the grenade through another embrasure. Both of them leaped away in opposite directions.

The Germans inside the bunker let out heart-wrenching screams, followed by an explosion within the bunker.

Ignoring whatever was happening inside, Hu Xiuzhi pulled out another grenade and threw it in.

The grenade didn't explode; instead, the side door of the bunker suddenly opened, and a dark figure, face and head covered in blood, stumbled out. Hu Xiuzhi snatched a grenade, lunged forward, and swung it hard at the man's head. While an explosion echoed from inside the bunker, Hu Xiuzhi's grenade had already knocked the man to the ground.

"Damn you! Damn you!"

Hu Xiuzhi didn't stop. Gritting his teeth, he continued to smash the grenade against the man's head. He didn't stop even after the white brains splattered out.

"Company Commander, stop! Keep attacking!" the Fourth Platoon's deputy leader shouted, grabbing Hu Xiuzhi's arm. "Cover me, I'm going in!"

After shouting, the deputy leader pulled Hu Xiuzhi up, shoved his rifle back into his hands, and then pulled open the door and charged in.

Hu Xiuzhi's eyes were red. Holding his gun, he followed the deputy leader inside. As soon as he entered, he almost slipped; the inside of the bunker was as hot as a steaming pot. The floor was covered in a high pile of shell casings; Hu Xiuzhi almost slipped on them.

Looking around the bunker, two heavy machine guns were mounted at the embrasures. The steam and the smell of gunpowder and blood were enough to make anyone's blood boil. A German on the floor was still twitching; without a word, Hu Xiuzhi shot him in the head. The German's body gave a final jerk like a dying fish and then was still.

There was another door at the back of the bunker. The deputy leader had opened it and was about to scout ahead, but he saw the red-eyed Hu Xiuzhi stride in with his gun held high.

Having endured this hellish night, leading the troops through enemy fire like a headless fly, surviving the shelling, and facing fatigue, Hu Xiuzhi had faced death and overcome it, then witnessed his fellow clansman and uncle fall. He now craved blood, slaughter, and death.

He strode along the underground passage, completely indifferent to what might appear ahead. But it couldn't be said that he had lost his reason, for he even checked his weapon and chambered a round.

The passage was lit with electric lights. The dim yellow light and sudden silence felt strangely comfortable to him. Although he could no longer hear the shelling or gunfire, his ears were filled with countless echoes. Artillery, machine guns, and voices he couldn't describe—like whispers, or like roars.

Footsteps suddenly came from ahead. Hu Xiuzhi stopped and raised his rifle. Though not a sharpshooter like his uncle Hu Xingxiu, his marksmanship was well above average. Two Germans appeared before him. They froze upon seeing him, but Hu Xiuzhi showed no surprise. His bullet accurately punched a hole in the forehead of the first German. He nimbly cycled the bolt, raised the gun, and shot the second German in the chest.

Both Germans were instantly downed. Hu Xiuzhi chambered another round and shot the second German in the head again before stopping to reload.

"Company Commander, you..." the deputy leader started to speak but stopped.

Hu Xiuzhi didn't care what he wanted to say. "Cover me! Keep attacking."

The deputy leader said nothing more. Both nimbly checked their weapons and continued forward one after the other. Before long, they reached a large iron door. Hu Xiuzhi pulled the handle, but the door didn't budge. He pointed to the closed observation port on the door. The deputy leader aimed his rifle at it. Hu Xiuzhi kicked the door hard, and the sound of foreigners jabbering came from within.

Hu Xiuzhi shouted a few phrases in a raspy voice, mimicking the foreigners. The observation port opened. Without a word, the deputy leader fired. Hu Xiuzhi had already pulled a grenade; as soon as the shot rang out, he lit the fuse and shoved it through the observation port. The door was incredibly sturdy; even with the violent explosion inside, it remained motionless. Hu Xiuzhi and the deputy leader shoved all their grenades inside, but they couldn't blast the large iron door open from the outside.

"Commander Pu! The German batteries have raised the white flag!" a messenger shouted excitedly.

"What?" Pu Guanshui didn't say another word, but strode out of the command post. Sure enough, a white flag had been raised over the Qingdao Mountain batteries. The enemy's shelling had also stopped. Through his binoculars, he could see soldiers from various units charging toward the batteries.

"The Germans have surrendered?" Pu Guanshui asked in a skeptical tone.

"The enemy has surrendered! They're requesting that we guarantee the safety of the German troops and civilians," the messenger shouted as he chased after him. Meanwhile, the command post was already in an uproar.

"Victory!"

"We won!"

Everyone in the command post couldn't suppress their cheers. This was a major victory for the People's Party.

"Long live Chairman Chen! Long live the People's Party! Long live the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army!" The slogans had already begun.

Indeed, before this war, no comrades had ever fought the foreigners. But seeing their large warships in the Yangtze and the merchant ships sailing back and forth, the soldiers had felt some unease.

Many soldiers were in Shandong for the first time, and for the first time in the coastal city of Qingdao, smelling the ocean air. But now they had won! Just as before, under the leadership of Chairman Chen, the People's Party had achieved victory. The foreigners had surrendered to the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army!

After witnessing monster-like heavy artillery and listening to the sound of gunfire all night, the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army had finally won. What could stop the comrades from letting out such cheers?!

Pu Guanshui was a graduate of the German Army War College; he had the most contact with Germans in the army and knew these Germans were by no means easily defeated. Pu Guanshui had participated in Chen Ke's raid on Anqing, where he was still a "guide." But regarding this battle for Qingdao against the Germans, Pu Guanshui could find countless problems in the preparations. To put it bluntly, this was a thorough military adventure.

But Chen Ke had won, and the People's Party had won. Pu Guanshui was too excited for words. He said somewhat incoherently, "Take the surrender! Take the surrender!"
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"Commander, please uphold your agreement to treat the officers, soldiers, and civilians well," Colonel Hänel said with a stiff face and a solemn tone.

Pu Guanshui did not wait for the translator to render the German into Chinese. He replied in Chinese, "We are the glorious Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. we have our own discipline."

Colonel Hänel was somewhat surprised by the words conveyed by the translator. "May I ask what your discipline actually is?" He paused and added, "If it is convenient, could you speak directly in German?"

Pu Guanshui felt a bit conflicted. His current position was quite delicate. While speaking German wasn't impossible, he wondered if doing so would be inappropriate. Finally, he said with regret, "From my position, I must avoid trouble."

Upon hearing the translation, Colonel Hänel merely nodded slightly. It was understandable; it was not customary for a victorious army to use the language of the defeated. However, looking at Pu Guanshui, who was clearly proficient in both German and Chinese, Hänel felt a pang of jealousy. This man must have graduated from a German military academy. Although he had no certain proof, Colonel Hänel felt sure of it. Or perhaps he simply wanted to be sure—after all, surrendering to the Chinese was a deeply humiliating affair. Hänel would not have done so unless he had reached the end of his rope.

The garrison of the Qingdao fortress had never been large to begin with. First, most of the infantry had been transferred away, and then they had unexpectedly lost over 600 infantrymen. The fortress artillerymen were spread thin across the batteries, leaving insufficient troops to defend the complex of forts. Colonel Hänel had also made a mistake in his defense; he had assumed the People's Party would attempt a close-range artillery assault, but starting from the previous night, the People's Party had launched a fierce attack with infantry as the main force.

Even after the People's Party cut off the batteries on the northern and southern heights, Colonel Hänel did not believe they could win. The warships sent for reinforcements had already departed. As long as they could hold out for 48 hours—or even less—the returning warships could shell the People's Party troops from the sea, and the Germans would prevail.

But the People's Party had actually managed to capture three forts, which greatly exceeded Colonel Hänel's expectations. By morning, when it was light enough for the artillery to fire accurately, the observation results showed that the People's Party had not sent a large siege force. Within their field of vision, there was no target to bombard at will.

It was at this moment that grenades were shoved through the observation slits of the main fortress's iron gates. The women and children hiding inside screamed and wept in terror at the sound of the explosions. In fact, there were other observation slits, and the people inside knew there were only two Chinese infantrymen outside the gates. Once the German troops rushed out, those two would surely not survive.

But that was no longer meaningful. What would happen after killing those two? Since the gates could not be blocked, if the enemy used a large amount of explosives, the iron gates and the main fortress would still be doomed. Furthermore, the final battle would not last long. Once they resisted to the end, the women, children, and the remaining artillerymen—especially Colonel Hänel himself—would have no chance of survival in the chaotic fray.

At this juncture, Colonel Hänel displayed his Junker essence: he decisively chose to surrender. When his subordinates objected, Hänel questioned them on the grounds of the safety of the women and children, "What if the enemy rushes in and massacres them?"

Faced with such a morally weighted question, Hänel's subordinates ultimately obeyed the order to surrender.

Colonel Hänel's conscience urged him to accept the legitimacy of surrendering for the sake of protecting the women and children, while his reason sharply stimulated his sense of shame. For Hänel would never admit that while the safety of the women and children was secured, his own safety was also guaranteed.

However, Colonel Hänel's sense of shame was actually quite unnecessary. Looking back less than fifty years before 1911, Wilhelm I, the then King of Prussia, had spoken with a trembling voice when Bismarck urged him to fight the parliament bravely: "I know, they will chop off your head first, and then mine."

Prime Minister Bismarck had rebuked Wilhelm I: "Since death is certain, then die like a man on the field of struggle!"

Subsequently, Bismarck was forced to deliver a speech in parliament using crude language that the Junkers' intellect could grasp, though it was greatly beneath his status as a diplomat: "What Germany looks to is not Prussia's liberalism, but her power. Prussia must gather her forces and hold them in reserve for the favorable moment, which has already come and gone several times... The great questions of the day will not be settled by speeches and majority decisions... but by iron and blood."

In 1866, forty-five years before 1911, during the Austro-Prussian War, the Junker officer corps led by Wilhelm I had trembled in fear before the Austrian army, which represented German legitimacy. They believed victory was nearly impossible. Yet shortly after achieving victory, Wilhelm I and Moltke were shouting about marching into Vienna to seize the German crown.

At the end of World War I in 1919, in Chen Ke's original timeline, faced with Germany's inevitable defeat, Kaiser Wilhelm II could no longer find his generals on the front lines. The Junker officer corps seemed to have vanished from the Kaiser's sight into thin air. The Kaiser was forced to abdicate and flee Berlin in haste.

Twelve years before the Kaiser's desperate day in 1919, Wilhelm II had visited the home of Bismarck, whom he had driven out of Berlin. Looking at the entourage of Junker "country bumpkins" that formed Wilhelm II's officer corps, Bismarck had given him one last warning: "Your Majesty, so long as you have this officer corps, you can do as you like. But when this is no longer the case, it will be quite different."

Wilhelm II had clearly not taken to heart the advice of the old statesman who possessed an insight into all of Germany. One wonders if, when he was forced to flee Germany after being abandoned by the Junker officer corps, he ever recalled that meeting on that afternoon.

And in 1940, less than thirty years after 1911, Germany's "Little Mustache" Chancellor would have to spend immense effort fighting the Junker officer corps just to get a strategic plan for invading France approved. Even after the plan was formulated, the defeatism spreading through the German Junker officer corps made him deeply regret that his control and purging of them had not been thorough enough.

Even the British and French, in their summaries of World War II, had to admit that before the Little Mustache could achieve victory on the battlefield, he first had to achieve victory in the struggle against his own generals.

Therefore, compared to his predecessors and successors, Colonel Hänel had no need for shame; he had indeed held out until the end. Of course, in Hänel's heart, exactly what proportion of his shame was occupied by the fact that he was surrendering to the Chinese was indeed a question worth exploring.

As the representative of the victors, Pu Guanshui, Deputy Commander of the Shandong Military Region, was not overly excited by the victory. During the pre-war military meetings, Chen Ke had emphasized in the plan that after taking Qingdao, they must hold it. It was not just about a fortress or territory; they had to preserve the factories the Germans had painstakingly established there.

If nothing else, the Sifang Locomotive Works, famous in the 21st century, owed its existence to the Germans. Between 1900 and 1910, Germany had built a cluster of factories in Qingdao that became the cornerstone of its early industrial development. While constructing the Jiaozhou-Jinan Railway, Germany began work on the Sifang Railway Works in October 1900. It was an institution under the German-Chinese Shandong Railway Company, with a total investment of 1.587 million marks, becoming the third railway locomotive and rolling stock factory to appear in China after those in Tangshan and Dalian. The Sifang Railway Works was located near the Sifang Railway Station in Sifang Village, covering a construction area of over 10,000 square meters and employing over 400 workers. It was basically completed in 1902. At the time, its main equipment included 215 units such as electric motors, generators, steam engines, hydraulic presses, cranes, boilers, forging furnaces, iron-smelting furnaces, steam hammers, and various lathes and coal transport carts. After trial production in 1903, it undertook the assembly and repair of all locomotives and rolling stock for the Jiaozhou-Jinan Railway. The Germans shipped steam locomotive components from their homeland to be assembled at the factory, and by 1914, a cumulative total of 1,148 locomotives, passenger cars, and freight cars had been assembled and repaired. During the German occupation, this factory and the Qingdao Shipyard were the backbone industries of Qingdao.

Chen Ke had given a strict order: if they occupied Qingdao, they must find ways to preserve the factories. When the Germans surrendered, they had not destroyed the cannons. Pu Guanshui demanded that Colonel Hänel hand over all the firing parameter tables for the artillery and simultaneously moved to take control of the batteries.

During the offensive, the People's Party had made every effort to avoid the industrial zone, and the German artillery fire had not reached there. Now, almost the entire set of enterprises had fallen into the hands of the People's Party. As long as they could truly bring them under control, the People's Party could carry out the most thorough reverse-engineering of these factories. Moreover, the German engineers and technical personnel in the factories were a precious asset.

After ordering Colonel Hänel to be taken away, Pu Guanshui began preparations for war. To secure the valuable wealth of Qingdao, they had to withstand the impending attack from the German East Asia Squadron.

Pu Guanshui knew that this raid on Qingdao was a military gamble. If Chen Ke had not personally made the decision, the Military Commission would never have passed such a risky plan in such a short time. Even with Chen Ke's unerring operational planning, it was impossible to determine the subsequent actions of the German East Asia Squadron.

Would they desperately try to retake Qingdao? Or would they simply refuse to pay a huge price and turn their ships toward other ports? Pu Guanshui wanted to know Chen Ke's judgment on this more than anyone else. Therefore, upon receiving the German surrender request, he immediately sent a telegram to Chen Ke, requesting detailed instructions for the next phase of operations.

The joyful news of the capture of Qingdao also sparked a celebration within the Huaihai Provincial Committee. Chen Ke looked at Pu Guanshui's telegram with a smile. The telegram did not embellish the victory, but contained a simple sentence: "Our army has captured Qingdao. I sincerely request Chairman Chen to provide detailed instructions for the next steps and to inform us of the movements of the German fleet."

The movements of the German fleet... The smile on Chen Ke's face gradually faded. Even if the People's Party's land-based military operations were successful, it did not mean they could control the actions of the German Navy. Chen Ke truly hoped the German East Asia Squadron would be ambitious enough to aim for the complete recovery of Qingdao. If so, at least the Germans would not turn back to shell the Qingdao industrial zone.

However, Chen Ke was not at all certain whether the Germans would lose heart. Currently, Germany only had a few desolate islands left in the Pacific. Of course, those islands would become famous after World War II—for instance, Guam, a vital US naval base in the Pacific. In 1911, it belonged to the Germans. It was taken by Japan in WWI and by the US in WWII.

But such places could not build any naval base relying on their own resources. If the German forces lost their reason now, it would not be without cause.

But on second thought, Chen Ke was relieved. Since Germany was acting for the "interests of the Great Powers" this time, even if the Great Powers wanted to kick them while they were down, they would first have to restore this basic face. This was the first time in over sixty years that a foreign army had surrendered to a Chinese army on Chinese soil. Even if Germany abandoned its face, the Great Powers would still want to keep theirs.

Therefore, the Germans would not necessarily act out of desperation and completely destroy the Qingdao industrial zone by shelling it. Looking at Pu Guanshui's earnestly worded telegram, Chen Ke wanted to reply and tell him not to worry too much.

Yet, Chen Ke could not bring himself to issue such an order. The People's Party's advantage lay on land. Even the Yangtze River was but a "small ditch" on China's vast land. But when facing the ocean, Chen Ke still found that the experience he could draw upon was actually not much. At some point, the Huaihai Provincial Committee had fallen silent. The comrades saw Chen Ke's pensive look and did not know what had happened. No one dared to interrupt Chen Ke's train of thought; the celebration had come to a complete halt.

"Chairman Chen, what is it?" Shang Yuan finally asked.

"Pu Guanshui wants to know if the German Navy will return to Qingdao to shell the industrial zone. Before the war, we emphasized multiple times that the industrial zone must be captured intact. It seems Comrade Pu Guanshui has completed the task. Although I think it's unlikely the German forces will do so, concern breeds confusion. Qingdao's industry is quite important to us, and I dare not completely rule out this possibility," Chen Ke replied.

"Then can we transport this equipment to Xuzhou?" Shang Yuan's first thought was this.

"The difficulty of transporting it back is too great. Even if we dismantle the equipment, sea transport is no longer safe at all; at most, we can transport it to Jinan." Limited by railway transportation issues, Chen Ke was also quite helpless.

"Then dismantle it first anyway," Shang Yuan said.

"Moving an industrial center is very troublesome. Actually, I personally hope the war ends here," Chen Ke said slowly.

Seeing Chen Ke say this, the comrades had already guessed that he had a brand new vision of his own. And this vision was certainly not something they could have imagined.

On the Lianyungang front, Wu Xingchen received the telegram. Given that Qingdao had been captured, the campaign in Lianyungang entered its next phase, focusing on inflicting heavy casualties on the German infantry forces.

"Rocket artillery units, prepare!" A fierce smile appeared on Wu Xingchen's face. In Lianyungang, the Germans had relied on naval guns to begin building temporary fortifications. In the first phase of the military plan, they had to strike the enemy to prevent them from easily completing the temporary fortifications, while also giving the enemy the illusion that they had occupied Lianyungang. Wu Xingchen could be said to have racked his brains. Now that the second phase had begun, there was no longer any need for restraint. Small infantry detachments already lying in ambush on the perimeter immediately launched an attack on the German outposts.

The Germans had sent two outpost units, each with a platoon of troops, and established observation posts on two heights on the outskirts of Lianyungang. The day belonged to the Germans; with the support of naval guns, they could call for fire assistance at any time. Once night fell, the battlefield belonged to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The troops would launch attacks on these outposts, taking them out under the cover of night using light machine guns and small-unit raids.

It wasn't just the troops attacking Qingdao who were tempered on the brutal battlefield of blood and fire. The troops gathered near Lianyungang had also undergone the test. The initial attack scale was a company, and casualties were heavy under the Germans' fierce shelling. The next day, the attack scale changed to a platoon, but they failed to successfully take the heights.

On the third day, the attacking force was still a platoon, but they attacked from three sides. One side used a raid to draw the enemy's fire, while small units from the other two directions launched a surprise rapid assault.

The Germans, after all, were not the Beiyang Army. They were quite well-prepared in their defense. Even when faced with multi-pronged attacks, they remained quite stubborn in their defense. Such attacks only managed to break into the German defensive perimeter but ultimately failed due to a lack of follow-up troops.

Too many troops wouldn't work, and too few wouldn't either. Besides multi-pronged attacks, there also had to be reserves. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had been exposed to the infantry squad and platoon tactics taught by Chen Ke long ago. However, they had mostly fought large-scale battles under superior firepower. Facing German small units, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army found that they truly had significant problems in this regard.

But there was no need to worry about this anymore. The troops moved the rockets to the front lines along pre-prepared communication trenches. After a dozen rounds, the once seemingly impregnable German outposts turned into a sea of fire.

Wu Xingchen burst into loud laughter. "You bastards finally have your day!"

The surrounding comrades also cheered. The German naval guns did return fire, but the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was certainly not so foolish as to stay and cheer on the positions that had just been destroyed.

The troops bypassed the German naval gun attack zones, and the artillery soon reached pre-measured positions. Another twenty-some rockets went off, and the German temporary fortifications also turned into a sea of fire. Although the accuracy of the rockets was not high, they utilized a modular design where the warhead was just a matter of weight distribution. Be it explosive shells, incendiary shells, steel-ball shells, or the thermobaric shells that only existed on paper—the warhead design could be carried out completely independently.

For testing purposes, a mix of various warheads was used in this attack.

As soon as the German warships withdrew, the People's Party's medical experts would have ample research materials.
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The news of the People's Party's military victory was immediately broadcast across the country. "After five days of fierce fighting, the People's Party not only held Lianyungang but also captured the German-occupied Qingdao Fortress." Besides the telegrams, this news also prominently appeared in newspapers in Beijing, Tianjin, and Shanghai. The national reaction was unexpectedly "silent."

No one believed it could be true; even those who did felt a profound sense of unreality. Since the first Opium War in 1840, China had suffered defeat after defeat in battles against foreigners on its own soil. Suddenly, a force had emerged victorious. The People's Party, led by Chen Ke, seemed truly different from ordinary Chinese forces.

The Beiyang government had the best access to first-hand information. In fact, after the People's Party seized Qingdao, the local Beiyang government in Qingdao sent the news to Jinan as quickly as possible, and then on to Beijing.

The feat of the People's Party breaking Qingdao within a single day and seizing the entire fortress left the Beiyang Cabinet without even the energy to comment. When the German fleet received the news, they did not attempt to reoccupy Qingdao but temporarily sailed south to the port of Shanghai. Although Navy Minister Sa Zhenbing explained his view from a naval perspective—"The German fleet used their naval guns to cover the attack on Lianyungang, and after several days, they ran out of shells. They are temporarily unable to retake Qingdao"—the cabinet members merely feigned a look of sudden realization.

They truly hoped this was the case. However, lacking military expertise, they privately believed that the German fleet simply lacked the courage to attack Qingdao. Being able to beat the Germans to the point where they dared not retaliate left these central officials with a feeling they could not express in words.

Yuan Shikai wanted to see what clever strategies the Beiyang central government would produce. The ministers remained silent, showing no signs of an outburst. Since they refused to speak, Yuan Shikai did not force them. Leaving behind Xu Shichang, Wang Shizhen, Duan Qirui, and Sa Zhenbing, he dismissed the others to attend to their duties.

The five men remaining in the room all understood military affairs. It could even be said that before the rise of the People's Party, they were the five people in China who understood military matters best. After the other cabinet ministers left, these five resumed their silence, staring at one another.

A People's Party force of over ten thousand had reached Qingdao after a four-day forced march and immediately entered battle, capturing the Qingdao Fortress in a single night. The Beiyang Army had started with the Xiaozhan New Army training. If the Beiyang Army were deployed from Xiaozhan to set up defenses in Beijing, they might not even complete the mobilization in four days. If Beiyang went to war with the People's Party, the best way for Beiyang to ensure its own safety seemed to be piling all its troops in Beijing; then the People's Party could strike wherever else it pleased. From a military standpoint, none of the five saw even a glimmer of possibility for a Beiyang victory against the People's Party. The lesson of the Manchus was not distant; the stolen ruling power had been in their hands for less than a year! The People's Party had started as a rebellion and had not yet nominally joined the Republic of China. If the People's Party raised its flag to firmly overthrow the Beiyang central government, it would be logically irreproachable.

Xu Shichang was currently exercising the responsibilities of the Premier as the Acting Premier, making him the highest-ranking official in the cabinet. Remaining silent forever was not a solution. "Pinqing, how is the situation in Jinan?" Xu Shichang asked, finding a mundane topic.

"The troops stationed in Jinan still haven't left their barracks," Wang Shizhen replied with his usual composure.

This order had originally been Yuan Shikai's intent, but hearing it now gave an exceptionally demoralizing feeling. A group of youngsters who had only started out five years ago were already sweeping across China and could even capture the powerful Qingdao Fortress. Meanwhile, the Beiyang, with its decades of illustrious reputation, could only hide in its barracks. After Wang Shizhen finished speaking, Xu Shichang's expression became even more unsightly.

Seeing the other four fall silent again, Yuan Shikai was unwilling to press them. "Pinqing, you are familiar with Shandong. I want you to go there and take charge for a while."

"Yes," Wang Shizhen replied simply, without asking for a reason.

"Dingming, you take good care of the Navy. The Germans have suffered such a huge loss. The People's Party has no navy, and their only outlet to the sea is Lianyungang. There's no guarantee the Germans won't come looking for trouble with us."

"...Yes," Sa Zhenbing replied simply, though he seemed to have more to say.

"Zhiquan, since Pinqing is going to Shandong, you will take over the Ministry of the Army. At this juncture, manage the army well. Don't let any trouble happen for me."

"Yes," Duan Qirui also responded simply.

"Juren, stay for a moment. The rest of you go and get busy," Yuan Shikai ordered.

After the three left, Xu Shichang asked, "Based on your meaning just now, President, are you planning to meet with Chen Ke?"

Yuan Shikai shook his head helplessly. "With Chen Ke causing such a massive disturbance, he definitely won't be coming to Beijing anytime soon. Once Pinqing is settled in Jinan, I will contact Chen Ke to meet in Jinan. I want to see how he plans to wrap this up."

"President, is a meeting with Chen Ke at this time... appropriate?" Xu Shichang asked somewhat hesitantly.

"Juren, I am the President of the Republic of China. Now that such a thing has happened, if I don't say a word and act like a shrinking turtle, can I still be this President? I know what some in the cabinet are thinking. They think Chen Ke has invited big trouble and the foreigners won't let him off. But haven't they considered that if the foreigners end up unable to do anything to Chen Ke, will our central government still be able to function? If Chen Ke can survive this on his own, we might as well just wait to die in this city of Beijing!" By the end, Yuan Shikai's anger finally erupted.

"Brother Xiangcheng, don't upset yourself," Xu Shichang couldn't help but say. On the surface, the People's Party's action seemed extremely risky, but Xu Shichang was a sensible man. What Yuan Shikai had just said pointed directly to the problem. If the People's Party could pull through this time, they would occupy the moral high ground. A local Chinese government that dared to fight foreigners—and one that could defeat the forces of the Great Powers—would undoubtedly and automatically possess the great banner of patriotism. This military victory provided a massive foundation for the People's Party's future development. In contrast, the Beiyang central government would be burdened with heavy pressure. If the Beiyang government dared to have any conflict with the People's Party now, not to mention whether they could win, once the People's Party slapped them with the label of "traitors," the Beiyang government would be left speechless.

Military superiority was clearly with the People's Party, and they had taken the lead on the moral front. If Beiyang could not immediately come up with an effective counter-strategy, they would have to sit in Beijing and wait for their downfall.

"President, why don't you let me meet with Chen Ke?" Xu Shichang suggested.

"There is no reason for the Premier of the Cabinet to go to a local province to pay respects to Chen Ke," Yuan Shikai said somewhat gloomily. Having to request a meeting with Chen Ke in Jinan was depressing enough; even so, Chen Ke might not be willing to go to Jinan. Currently, Chen Ke was the target of everyone's attention, and whether he was willing to risk going to Jinan was still a question. In the current situation, if Yuan Shikai were to lure and kill Chen Ke, then the foreigners, the Beiyang, and the Southern provinces—which had long been hostile toward Chen Ke—would join forces. Even in the worst case, it would be a situation where everyone perished together.

In the past, Chen Ke had always taken the lead, but the current situation gave Yuan Shikai an opportunity. Although Beiyang was at a military disadvantage, Beiyang was, after all, the Central government, and Yuan Shikai was the President elected by the National Assembly. As long as Chen Ke was willing to nominally bow his head, Yuan Shikai would have the "Chen Ke card" to play against the Germans and the Southern provinces. For Chen Ke, once he nominally bowed his head, the relationship between the local and central government would be established. Any further action against Beiyang would carry the stigma of treason. Yuan Shikai was still willing to cooperate with Chen Ke under the condition of a clearly defined superior-subordinate relationship.

Of course, all of this depended on Chen Ke's willingness to go to Jinan, bow to Yuan Shikai, and acknowledge the central authority of Yuan Shikai.

"President, if we negotiate peace with Chen Ke now, the foreigners will turn their focus toward us. Should we wait a bit longer?" Xu Shichang finally couldn't help but voice his inner thoughts.

"Juren! Juren!" Hearing this, Yuan Shikai was truly angry. "When we were young, we all held the idea of performing great deeds for the country. I went to Korea, and you sat on a cold bench in the Hanlin Academy for ten years. Now Chen Ke dares to attack the Qingdao Fortress and the Germans. Even if we are useless and cannot defeat the foreigners, have we lost even the courage to pretend we dare to fight them, to pretend we aren't afraid of them?!"

Yuan Shikai's invitation was accepted by Chen Ke. Both knew that the current situation allowed for no delay. On July 17th, while it was raining, the leaders of China's two largest political forces sat in a pavilion by the Baotu Spring and began to chat.

"Wenqing, did your subordinates not advise you against coming here?" Yuan Shikai laughed.

"The comrades don't quite trust Beiyang, but I feel it's not yet time to have a falling out," Chen Ke also laughed.

"How so?" Yuan Shikai didn't dislike such practical talk at all.

"We in the People's Party oppose exploitation, but the current domestic political forces cannot understand this issue of class contradiction. Therefore, we are far from being irreconcilable. As for current interests, I still believe in the saying that 'taking a loss is an advantage,'" Chen Ke replied simply.

"Taking a loss is an advantage?" Yuan Shikai had never had such a discussion on personal conduct with Chen Ke. At his age, there was nothing he hadn't seen; he was long past the stage of being interested in human nature. However, regarding this strange junior, Yuan Shikai still wanted to ask, "How do you see this saying, Wenqing?"

"Most people only seek returns. If they work together, they want to get more and do less. Such people cannot bear to take even a small loss. But you, President, are not an ordinary person; you focus on getting things done. Once the task is accomplished, your interests can be maximized. Therefore, you are not afraid of taking a loss or being a scapegoat. I admire this greatly."

Yuan Shikai tried to keep a straight face, but the corners of his mouth couldn't help but twitch slightly. After a moment, since there were no outsiders around, Yuan Shikai suddenly burst into a loud laugh. After laughing for a while, he pointed at Chen Ke and praised, "Wenqing, what you said is extremely clever. Indeed, 'taking a loss is an advantage.'"

"Speaking like this with you, President, I'm not afraid of my meaning being misinterpreted. You are indeed a hero," Chen Ke also praised.

"No need for all that. Since you've come this time, Wenqing, are you prepared to take a loss or to take an advantage?"

"Lord Yuan, do you want to be Emperor?" Chen Ke asked bluntly.

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai's eyes couldn't help but widen. This sudden sentence struck directly at his vitals. Of course he wanted to be Emperor. After witnessing that unparalleled status and reverence, and already being only half a step away from it, he naturally hoped he could take that final step.

However, the biggest obstacle to Yuan Shikai's coronation was sitting right in front of him. If Yuan Shikai became Emperor, Chen Ke would absolutely not agree. The People's Party had started by opposing imperialism and had gone through untold hardships to overthrow the Qing. How could they accept a new Emperor?

"Does Wenqing wish to submit a petition for me to ascend the throne?" Yuan Shikai said jokingly.

"Such things are not for me to do. If you wish to become Emperor now, there would be plenty of people submitting petitions. Not only would Beiyang support you, but even the Southern provinces might as well."

"Then if I become Emperor, what will Wenqing do?" Yuan Shikai continued to ask.

"We'll see when the time comes. But as long as you do not become Emperor, I will absolutely support only you, Lord Yuan, as the President." Chen Ke stated his position.

Yuan Shikai understood clearly: Chen Ke did not support him being Emperor, but supported him being President. Although quite disappointed in his heart, Yuan Shikai laughed and said, "I've also read some history. All founding monarchs are under fifty when they ascend the throne. I am already old. If I had such ambitions in my youth, I no longer have the spirit to insist on fighting for that position of power. On the other hand, Wenqing, you are so young and have a boundless future."

"A boundless future? Right now, the whole world is waiting to see the People's Party's joke. At this time, you can see the situation clearly and dare to come forward and take on the responsibility for the world. That is true magnanimity. For this point alone, you deserve to sit in this position," Chen Ke replied frankly. He hadn't originally thought Yuan Shikai would have such courage, but reality and imagination were often quite different.

"Regarding dealing with the foreigners, what thoughts do you have, Wenqing?" Yuan Shikai turned the conversation to the main topic.

"My attack on the Germans this time seems to have shocked the world, but that's not quite the case. The shock to the foreigners is that China has the power to strike them and can win. This is merely a matter of 'face.' You can't have it both ways. If we in the People's Party think we are invincible from now on, that would be the path to self-destruction. We in the People's Party believe we cannot do that," Chen Ke answered very clearly.

Yuan Shikai felt much more relaxed. What he feared most was that Chen Ke would lose himself after this and act arbitrarily based on his power—that would be a completely uncontrollable situation. In this meeting, Yuan Shikai wanted to confirm Chen Ke's attitude.

"President, I know all too well what others think. For me personally, I don't believe at all that foreigners cannot make money in China through legitimate business. If foreigners invest in the industrial sectors we need, I would even welcome it. One reason the British haven't moved to help the Germans is that our war with Germany is just a war. We haven't made the British feel that we're going to flip the table. What the British care about is the fixed trade agreement we discussed before. On this point, I don't intend to look for trouble. We will negotiate as we should. In this matter, we still need you to step forward, President."

Yuan Shikai was drawn in by Chen Ke's words and couldn't help asking, "Then how do you plan to deal with Germany, Wenqing?"

"War is war, and legitimate business is legitimate business. These are two separate things..."

The two leaders talked from the 17th to the 19th. Afterward, Yuan Shikai returned to Beijing, and Chen Ke went to Qingdao to commend the troops.

As soon as Yuan Shikai returned to Beijing, the German Minister came knocking. Perhaps for psychological reasons, Yuan Shikai saw the German Minister's current posturing as complete bluffing.

"We are preparing to organize a coalition to crusade against the People's Party! I wonder which side you intend to stand on, President."

When the German Minister's words were translated, Yuan Shikai almost wanted to laugh. It wasn't even Germany's place to organize a coalition. Britain hadn't said a word yet; who did the Germans think they were scaring?

"Let me know when the coalition is actually organized. Right now, nothing is certain yet, so what's the rush?" Yuan Shikai laughed.

These words were essentially the same as "go back and sleep." After the translation, the German Minister's face turned beet red. He could use "insulting a diplomat" as a reason to announce military punishment against the People's Party, but that reason was completely inappropriate for Yuan Shikai. Moreover, countries like Britain and France were currently in a "wait and see" mood. Yuan Shikai's words struck the German Minister's vital point.

Steadying himself, the German Minister said sternly, "It seems President Yuan intends to support the People's Party?"

"I never support the People's Party, but as the President of China, I have an obligation to protect China's interests. That is my position. Your war with the People's Party is your own business; I have no wish to get involved in what is essentially a childish fight." Yuan Shikai gave a tough reply.

The German Minister was already under immense mental pressure. Hearing Yuan Shikai say this, he was so angry he almost spat fire. "In that case, when we attack Qingdao, we demand that the Chinese central government send troops to cooperate."

"What is the reason? Is there any legal basis?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"..." The German Minister had never been questioned like this in China. There was naturally no legal basis, and there were no such agreements in European custom. Unless the German Emperor planned to declare war on the whole of China, he indeed had no legal or other reason to force Yuan Shikai. However, by the time the German Emperor declared war on all of China, the Minister would have reached the end of his rope.

"Qingdao must be returned to our side! Since the Republic of China inherited the Qing government, it must accept this treaty." The German Minister brought up a more "reliable" legal basis.

"There's nothing in the treaty about our side having to send troops to help your side seize Qingdao, right?" Yuan Shikai countered.

"Qingdao is our German territory! It must never be lost." The Minister was also starting to buckle. Losing Germany's most important stronghold in the Far East under his watch was an unacceptable loss. The Minister actually hoped Yuan Shikai would commit some extremely rude diplomatic act, so he could demand war. Although his own fate wouldn't change, at least he could make things difficult for the Chinese.

"When did the 'Jiaozhou Bay Lease Treaty' ever say that Qingdao is your German territory? As a Minister, you are surprisingly ignorant. Go back and read the treaty carefully before coming back to talk." Yuan Shikai took the opportunity to bluntly see the guest out.

After "sending off" the German Minister, Yuan Shikai received a notification: "The British Minister has come to visit by invitation."
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Although he was the President of the Republic, at this critical moment, Yuan Shikai found himself having to personally receive the foreign ministers of various nations. This was truly a helpless situation. In this regard, he slightly envied Chen Ke. Given Yuan Shikai's experience, at least within China, he had never seen a political organization as unified from top to bottom as the People's Party—excluding, of course, the ganging-up "foreign devils." Every representative of the People's Party was, at the very least, working toward the same goal, and there was no difference in their overarching objective of making that happen. The main reason Chen Ke personally stepped forward was that the young revolutionaries with him had relatively limited capabilities. However, at any given time, the explanations Yuan Shikai heard from the People's Party were consistent.

In contrast, whether in the former Qing Dynasty or the Beiyang government, everyone had their own hidden agendas. For instance, when facing the "foreign devils," Tang Shaoyi from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was not actually reliable. If the current affairs were left to Tang Shaoyi, the first thing he would protect would not be the interests of the Beiyang government, but his own reputation. Thus, Yuan Shikai had to personally take the lead.

The British Minister showed a hint of surprise when Yuan Shikai reopened the discussion on the Quota Trade Agreement. After all, this was a matter between Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai. As Chen Ke had predicted, the British had no intention of refusing. Not only did they not refuse, but the "British fellows" instead wore expressions that suggested they took it for granted.

It wasn't until Yuan Shikai and the British representative had roughly finished their discussion and were about to see the guest out that the British Minister finally asked about the Qingdao issue.

"If military conflict continues in this manner, it will lead to significant losses for all parties involved," Yuan Shikai replied.

In the late Qing era, one could say that for decades, only one and a half people had managed to negotiate with foreigners backed by military victory. The first was Yuan Shikai. During his time in Korea, facing the step-by-step encroachment of the Japanese, Yuan Shikai had swiftly resolved Korea's internal rebellion, stabilized the situation, and shattered the Japanese plot to interfere in Korea. The other "half" was Feng Zicai, who led the victory at Zhennan Pass. However, since Feng Zicai was not in charge of the negotiations, while Guangxi was saved, Annam was lost.

In 1910, Japan utilized internal traitors in Korea to sign the *Japan-Korea Annexation Treaty*, and Yuan Shikai's achievements of those years vanished completely. But now, the People's Party had once again handed Yuan Shikai an opportunity leveraged by military victory. Yuan Shikai knew that while Cixi could squander such opportunities at will—because neither Yuan Shikai nor Feng Zicai could rebel against her or the Qing court—Chen Ke and the People's Party would absolutely not allow Yuan Shikai to waste it so recklessly.

"Qingdao involves the *Jiaozhou Lease Treaty*. I believe this is not something to be treated lightly," the British Minister's reply was very clear.

Seeing the British Minister speak this way, Yuan Shikai adopted a posture of delaying as much as possible. "If the Minister feels this matter should not be treated lightly, we might as well wait and see how things develop for now. After all, the war is only occurring in Lianyungang and Qingdao. It does not affect the overall situation in China."

The British Minister frowned upon hearing this. The current situation was indeed tricky. If the People's Party had lost the battle, everything would be easy to handle. The Great Powers would either take advantage of the crisis or intervene in Chinese affairs under the guise of "upholding justice." For example, after the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895, when Japan occupied Northeast China and refused to leave, the Great Powers finally "upheld justice," allowing Japan to gain the "Liaodong Peninsula Ransom," while the powers maintained the balance of influence in the status quo of China.

However, the current situation was that the People's Party had captured Qingdao and inflicted heavy casualties on the German Marines on the beaches of Lianyungang. Kaiser Wilhelm II was a typically unreliable, moody figure whose various "whimsical ideas" led rational European diplomats to believe he belonged in a mental asylum rather than a palace. Yet, among Wilhelm II's cousins, Tsar Nicholas II of Russia was one who exceptionally followed his cousin's lead. If Yuan Shikai refused to make any compromise, the escalation of the war was no joke.

Within the diplomatic corps, Britain and France were the closest, and the mental states of both ministers were relatively normal. They both saw one problem: if this war continued, it would inevitably come down to victory or defeat. The People's Party's victory over Germany wasn't particularly extraordinary in itself, but if the war expanded and China emerged victorious, it would mean China would break free from the current situation of foreign control.

Britain had spent half a century, launched several wars, and exerted immense effort for the purpose of opening the Chinese market. Now, they saw themselves nearing the goal. Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government was already a relatively open administration, while the "rebel" People's Party practically made welcoming international trade their basic policy. Constructing a stable trade system and further expanding trade in China had already become the core of Britain's recent Far East policy.

If an uncontrollable war were to take place, even a victory would cause significant damage to Britain's immediate interests. If it resulted in failure, the harm would be even greater.

Unfortunately, Germany, which was at the center of the storm, was ruled by that unreliable Wilhelm II. If the situation could not be calmed quickly, allowing the matter to escalate would shatter the hard-won stability in the Far East.

"Besides the Quota Trade Agreement, does Mr. President have no other plans for Qingdao?" the British Minister asked.

"If I were to send troops to capture Qingdao and then present it to Germany with both hands, the Germans wouldn't be grateful, and what kind of reputation would I have in today's China?" Yuan Shikai countered.

Despite his vast experience, the British Minister almost burst out laughing upon hearing Yuan Shikai's accurate assessment of the Germans. Indeed, even if Yuan Shikai did so, the Germans would absolutely not be grateful; on the contrary, they would demand even more from him. This was a situation all too common in China.

"I won't do anything that makes me look bad to both sides. If the Minister is asking for a solution, I do have one. Both Qingdao and Lianyungang were involved in the fighting, so we might as well designate these two port cities as Economic Development Zones. Foreign commercial enterprises can freely invest, open factories, and do business here. They can fully utilize the vast trade regions covered behind these two cities. Doing so would allow me to explain things domestically, and German 'face' could also be preserved," Yuan Shikai replied.

"Open concessions in these two cities?" the British representative was quite surprised by this suggestion.

"Not concessions, but Economic Development Zones. The sovereignty and jurisdiction of these two cities would be entirely managed by us. Everyone could safely and without restriction conduct trade and investment activities within these two cities."

"With no restrictions on who can invest or trade here?" the British Minister was somewhat skeptical.

"Yes. No country will be restricted. An Economic Development Zone is somewhat similar to a free trade city. The local laws of these two cities will be formulated entirely by the people within them," Yuan Shikai's explanation showed quite a bit of legal awareness.

"This condition will not appease the anger of the Germans," the British Minister believed what Yuan Shikai offered looked good but was far from enough.

"In a state of war, there are two aspects: enemy property and private assets. If peace can be restored now, I have no way to demand the assets of the German Colonial Office or the Navy from the People's Party. However, for factories and enterprises from German private investment, I can consider asking for them back from the People's Party. After all, private individuals did not participate in this conflict. If the conflict ends here, their legitimate interests should be protected." Yuan Shikai played the final card promised by Chen Ke. Pausing for a moment, he added, "Of course, if this conflict expands in this manner, German private property will also be regarded as enemy property by the People's Party. At that point, nothing I say will matter."

After saying all this, Yuan Shikai appeared unruffled on the surface, but he felt somewhat uneasy in his heart. When he and Chen Ke discussed how to end this conflict, they reached a consensus: fear was useless; the only thing to do was to hold out to the end. Germany was, after all, fighting a long-distance expedition, and Lianyungang was the People's Party's territory. Since Germany was attacking the People's Party's base, the People's Party would naturally take responsibility for the defense.

With Qingdao in Chinese hands, it would be impossible for the Germans to take it away without paying a massive price. Chen Ke had solemnly guaranteed that it would be absolutely impossible for the Germans to retake Qingdao without sacrificing over 200,000 lives. If the Germans truly sent troops, the People's Party would be responsible for defending Qingdao, and Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government would not need to provide assistance.

What the Beiyang government needed to do was to remain firm in its stance. Chen Ke's attitude was very clear: if the People's Party faced a situation of internal and external crisis, the Beiyang government would be the People's Party's first choice for a strike.

Yuan Shikai had put his very life on the line this time; it was impossible for him not to feel any unease.

The British Minister only raised a few related minor questions before taking his leave. Yuan Shikai felt a wave of relief. The development of events was indeed as Chen Ke had predicted: as soon as the temporary non-confiscation of German private assets was mentioned, the British representative ceased being aggressive. However, if Chen Ke's prediction was correct, this was only the prelude to the storm. The British would never exert effort so easily, and Germany would not give up so simply. Until both sides felt that further fighting was meaningless, this conflict would not end.

Whether Yuan Shikai could stand firm in this conflict without wavering, and whether he could face various threats without compromise—Yuan Shikai could see that Chen Ke didn't have much confidence in him. In fact, if he hadn't been forced into this corner, Yuan Shikai wouldn't have had much confidence in himself either.

After the victory at Zhennan Pass, and when Yuan Shikai suppressed the internal rebellion in Korea, he had once been extremely disappointed with the court led by Cixi. This was because the court cared nothing for the fruits of victory of those fighting abroad for the country, even treating them with contempt. Now that the fruits of the People's Party's victory were temporarily handed to Yuan Shikai, he found that he too considered it a "hot potato." He could neither hold on to it nor throw it away.

Because this was not the final victory, but a simple phase victory. If the Beiyang central government wanted to continue utilizing this victory, it would have to pay a higher price. And the danger that followed would be even greater than before.

Most importantly, even if a final victory was achieved, what then? It would only make Yuan Shikai and Feng Zicai existences whose "merit overshadowed the lord." Just like this time, if they truly won in the subsequent struggle, the People's Party, as the one who struck first, would also gain influence surpassing that of the Beiyang center.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai couldn't help but smile bitterly. No wonder when Chen Ke met him, he had spoken bluntly: "As for current interests, I still believe in the saying that 'taking a loss is a gain.'" And: "However, as long as the Great President does not declare himself Emperor, I will absolutely support Lord Yuan as this Great President."

Chen Ke truly wasn't afraid of taking a loss. As long as this matter could be accomplished, everything Chen Ke appeared to lose now—whether status or interest—would all fall into Chen Ke's hands once Yuan Shikai died. Truly, "taking a loss is a gain."

Chen Ke didn't care about Yuan Shikai's thoughts. The history of the Party proved one thing: in the face of People's War, any invasion by European or American powers attempting to destroy China was destined to fail. The base areas in history grew stronger as they fought; there was no reason the People's Party couldn't achieve the same. If the "foreign devils" truly invaded China like the Japanese army, although they would face a terrifying situation, the People's Party would surely achieve the final victory. And this victory would inevitably be a great victory for the complete liberation of China.

"If peace is sought through struggle, peace will survive; if peace is sought through compromise, peace will perish." Chairman Mao's understanding of history was just that profound. Therefore, although Chen Ke had reached a certain agreement with Yuan Shikai, he never truly considered this "heaven knows if it's reliable" agreement as his bottom line.

In the black-and-white old movies of the 1950s and 60s, whenever "devils" (Japanese) went to the countryside, it was said to be twenty devils and hundreds of "puppet troops." This was a clear textbook. Chen Ke wasn't afraid of making things big, or even changing history. For instance, the armies that originally slaughtered each other in Europe might unite to attack China. After all, when Japan invaded China, the Japanese "devils" could still pull together a significant number of puppet troops in China. At the current stage, it was impossible to have puppet troops of such scale and quality as enemy auxiliary forces.

Even if ten million "foreign devils" entered China, if they gathered in big cities, they would be crushed by their own consumption. If these foreign devils went to the countryside and also built blockhouses and established strongpoints, they could basically be considered "sending meat to the door." Europe's total population was only about 300 million now; at most, there were 90 million young men. Losing ten million young men would mean one death for every nine. Europe wouldn't be able to survive that. They would collapse on their own.

If there truly were such a war, the ones who would ultimately be liberated would definitely not be the Europeans. The factor deciding this war was solely the extent to which the People's Party could integrate with the people.

After inspecting Qingdao, Chen Ke returned to Xuzhou. Waiting for him, besides the comrades of the People's Party, was actually the figure of Tao Chengzhang. Upon seeing Chen Ke, Tao Chengzhang stepped forward and said, "Wenqing, I have come this time commissioned by the comrades of the Guangfu Society. If the foreign devils attack China, all our comrades in the Guangfu Society are willing to fight for China under Wenqing's banner."

Chen Ke was suddenly quite moved. By now, the only one in all of China truly willing to stand clearly on the People's Party's side was the Guangfu Society. As for the other forces, quite a few spies sent to scout for information had been caught. The rest all maintained silence. But there was no helping it; no one was a fool. The People's Party had not achieved a decisive victory. If other provinces expressed support, what if they were targeted for retaliation by the Germans? Moreover, since the attitude of the Great Powers was currently so unclear, it was a correct choice for each power to seek self-preservation. The Germans in the Far East were far from the point where "everyone pushes the falling wall."

Chen Ke smiled. "Thank you for the support of Mr. Tao and the comrades of the Guangfu Society. The war has temporarily come to an end; there won't be any action in the short term. Germany is thousands of miles from China; if they truly fight again, it will be at least several months away."

Tao Chengzhang originally thought that after such a great victory, Chen Ke would be extremely excited, but seeing him as calm as ever, he was greatly impressed. After the fall of the Manchu Qing, the situation in China had initially stabilized. The result of "federal provincial autonomy" was that each province focused its attention on itself, and for now, no one wanted any upheaval. The Guangfu Society occupied southern Zhejiang, basically in a state of local autonomy. Under the leadership of Cai Yuanpei, the local officials in southern Zhejiang were all arranged by the Guangfu Society itself. This part of the Guangfu Society led by Cai Yuanpei was dedicated to competing for seats and influence in the Zhejiang Provincial Assembly. The so-called "all comrades of the Guangfu Society" were merely the part of people under Tao Chengzhang, Xu Xilin in western Zhejiang, and Qiu Jin.

While every province pursued peace and quiet, the People's Party was always at the center of the storm. Whether this approach was "courageous" or "foolish" was evaluated differently by various parties. Furthermore, Tao Chengzhang's visit this time was not purely to support the People's Party. He hoped to seize the entirety of Zhejiang. To achieve such a result, the easiest way was undoubtedly to request the People's Party's support. The only question was under what circumstances to raise this request with Chen Ke. At the very least, when Chen Ke had just returned from Qingdao, it was clearly inappropriate.

The Party Center immediately convened a meeting. Chen Ke reported the temporary agreement with Yuan Shikai. He also explained the fragility and unreliability of this agreement. The comrades had long been accustomed to Chen Ke's "insidiousness"; the People's Party never believed that relying on others was of much use. One of Chen Ke's favorite sayings was, "Rely on the mountain and it falls; rely on the river and it runs dry," and "Use your own hands for ample food and clothing." It wasn't that no comrades had paid a price for failing to implement this idea of Chen Ke's ideologically.

"So, what do we do now?" Shang Yuan asked.

The main thing Chen Ke had considered along the way was this question. Facing unprecedented changes, he had to provide a way to respond. "The current task is to strengthen Party building. Although our material preparation is still far behind, under the current situation, we must transcend current material preparation and carry out ideological construction. I will tell everyone all of my personal perceptions and presuppositions."

Hearing this, the eyes of all members of the Huaihai Provincial Committee and the Central Committee members who had rushed to Xuzhou lit up. Chen Ke was not only the leader of the People's Party but also the greatest mystery within it. His mysterious background aside, most importantly, every comrade in a key department felt that the perception of the world and the vision for China's future in Chen Ke's mind was unimaginable and full of immense curiosity.

"To put it bluntly, Party building is one question: does our Party stand on the side of the propertied class or the side of the laborers? In the New China created by our People's Party in the future, what kind of people will the ruling class be?" Chen Ke used these words as his answer and opening.
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"Marxism has never been warm and fuzzy, because warm and fuzzy things are never meant to tell the truth, but to cover it up. From my personal perspective and experience, I believe Marxism is a thought system that most helps personal interest, because what this system pursues, first and foremost, is the self-liberation of the individual. A person who has achieved self-liberation is at least their own master. A person who has achieved self-liberation is also bound to become a member of the future ruling class."

When Chen Ke examined his own heart, he never considered himself a saint, let alone a moralist. After studying Marxism and Mao Zedong Thought and truly turning them into his own standards of conduct, Chen Ke discovered for the first time that his personal interests were guaranteed. In the Marxism and Mao's Selected Works that Chen Ke saw, there was never any talk of saints or great men. Instead, in the *Internationale*, it is sung: "There has never been any savior, nor do we rely on immortals or emperors! To create human happiness, we must rely entirely on ourselves."

If Marxism cannot satisfy human self-liberation and the pursuit of personal interests, then it is certainly not universal. Chen Ke looked down on the "universal values" touted by the elites in Europe, America, and China for a very simple reason: there is no common ground between sheep and wolves. It is absolutely impossible for there to be a common liberation and interest between the exploiter and the exploited. To maximize personal interest, one must rely on a theoretical system that can liberate everyone.

At least within the systems Chen Ke had encountered, none were more universal than Marxism and Mao Zedong Thought. Even from an extremely revisionist perspective, after learning Marxism and Mao, a commoner could turn into a meat-eating wolf rather than a sheep to be eaten.

"Comrades, please don't laugh. We People's Party members are first and foremost materialists. As materialists, we have certainly all realized where our personal interests lie. The difference between People's Party members and others is that we believe the way to realize personal interest lies in labor, not exploitation. To put it simply, the land reform policies we have implemented so far have basically won the support of the broad masses. The support I speak of is that the people have accepted this policy and are working hard to create their own interests under it. Taking the land reform you've all participated in as an example: after land reform, total grain production in the base areas has increased significantly, and the people's standard of living has also improved greatly. The grain and materials collected by our People's Party have also reached unprecedented levels. So, what is the core of this new system? It is to promote the development of productive forces, not to strengthen exploitation."

Hearing Chairman Chen Ke talk at length about the realization of personal interests, the comrades couldn't help but laugh. The hard work of the People's Party was unprecedented. There were many educated members among the party, and even more who knew the story of Da Yu taming the floods. After the records of Da Yu were translated into the modern Chinese promoted by the People's Party, everyone realized just how much hardship this great ancestor of the Chinese nation had endured. The People's Party had started from the flood disaster, and the comrades had all personally experienced the hardships of this great predecessor.

The actual effects of land reform indeed made these comrades feel proud. Once large-scale socialized production began, its power was terrifying. Vast stretches of farmland, irrigation systems spread throughout, the promotion of improved seeds, pesticides, and iron farm tools, as well as the various agricultural side-industries and industrial construction supported by agricultural income—under Chairman Chen Ke's leadership, these appeared in the base areas like magic.

Very few of the People's Party's cadres came purely from urban backgrounds; the vast majority had direct or nearly direct connections and understanding of the countryside. This thirty-percent tax of the People's Party was a low tax rate unseen for hundreds of years. The benefits gained by everyone from the People's Party government to the grassroots masses were something the comrades had never seen before.

These comrades had all worked on the front lines and were very familiar with the situation. While the achievements were worth being proud of, no one felt it was much to celebrate. Because the labor everyone put in was also unprecedented and unheard of. Labor created everything in the base area, and labor created the current flourishing situation. Correspondingly, everyone deeply felt the hardship of labor. If such laborers were the future ruling class of China, it didn't seem like something particularly worth celebrating with toasts.

Chen Ke also never felt that such a ruling class was particularly enviable. In fact, under the system of socialized production, an individual's self-awakening begins first with an understanding of the world. Those who understand the world must first see the cruel reality of the world. After Chen Ke himself recognized this cruel reality, he found that many "humane" things in him had withered away first. This was the price of the transformation of a "humane" society.

"Comrades, I've heard a very interesting saying: 'One doesn't get rich without killing the poor.' This is the truth of the exploiting class; nothing is faster than institutional exploitation. Working hard to earn money through labor is described by a saying: 'Money is hard to earn, and shit is hard to eat.' But relying on exploitation, on seizing others' wealth to accumulate one's own, the speed is much faster. Of course, some say the risk is also greater. But Marx said that if capital has a fifty percent profit, it will take risks; if it has a hundred percent profit, it dares to trample on all human laws; if it has a three hundred percent profit, it dares to commit any crime, even at the risk of being beheaded."

Another burst of laughter followed, filled with understanding of what this meant. Actually, they didn't necessarily want to laugh, but besides laughing, there seemed to be no other way to respond. Everything Chen Ke said was the truth, leaving no room for rebuttal. After the comrades finished laughing, many slightly furrowed their brows. This subconscious action was actually the expression of most comrades after Chen Ke's lectures.

"Therefore, as I said before, does our Party stand on the side of the propertied class or the side of the laborers? In the New China that our People's Party will create in the future, what kind of people will the ruling class be? Only when these things are understood can there be class consciousness. Of course, whether this consciousness is that of the propertied class or the proletariat depends on your own choice. However, I want to state that our People's Party is a proletarian revolutionary party. The regime our People's Party wants to establish is absolutely not one where the propertied are the masters of the house."

The courses Chen Ke personally taught to the senior cadres of the Party were by no means warm and fuzzy. In the following three days, the comrades finally gained a certain level of understanding of Chen Ke's other side. If many comrades had previously thought Chairman Chen Ke was a "capable good man," as the course progressed, no one regarded him as a "good man" anymore. Chairman Chen Ke knew so many "means of exploitation" and so many "means of wrongdoing." Most importantly, Chairman Chen Ke knew how to establish the state as a "tool of class rule" and how to implement various hair-raising policies through the operation of this state tool. The comrades with rich practical experience knew very well that what Chairman Chen Ke said was not mere fantasy. It wasn't something that could be dismissed with a laugh. Following such a figure couldn't help but cause a great shock in the hearts of many comrades.

Of course, Chen Ke was not without supporters. During the group discussions, Shang Yuan explicitly expressed his support for Chen Ke. Facing the dejected comrades, Shang Yuan appeared exceptionally energetic. He pointed to the People's Party flag and said, "Comrades, when we swore allegiance to this flag, perhaps many of us thought the path we were to take was a glorious revolutionary road. Given the achievements already made, we are bound to have even greater achievements in the future. Our enemies look weak and laughable. But this is only part of the revolutionary process. The world we live in now is full of tyranny, cruelty, and shamelessness. How we should deal with the tyranny, cruelty, and shamelessness in this world is already a daunting challenge. Even more difficult is how we ourselves can break free from this tyranny, cruelty, and shamelessness, and abolish all injustice with a firm attitude. For us revolutionary comrades, for those of us who aspire to change the world, this is very difficult. Because we ourselves also possess this tyranny, cruelty, and shamelessness. After gaining class consciousness, we might become even more tyrannical, more cruel, and more shameless."

These were words that Teacher Li Hongqi had once used to lecture Shang Yuan. Shang Yuan had finally achieved "revolutionary consciousness," but that didn't mean other comrades could reach that level of consciousness in one step.

"The world is just this bad; there are no good people left!" Chai Qingguo shouted loudly.

No one echoed him. Chen Ke had not beautified the People's Party's own regime. The methods by which the People's Party gathered social surplus wealth were explained very clearly in the meeting. "If other regimes gather wealth by collecting taxes in kind or in currency, we, the People's Party, possess everything today by gathering labor. This is the greatest utilization of basic Marxist principles, and only after truly possessing class consciousness can these things be understood and such results achieved."

Many comrades of the People's Party truly believed that they had given the people great benefits. Through Chen Ke's analysis and narration, everyone finally realized rationally that the People's Party was the organization in China, and even the world today, that was most adept at "extraction." No wonder Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized, "Everything we have is created by labor, and everything we have is given by the people." At that time, many comrades felt that Chairman Chen was speaking in high-sounding platitudes, emphasizing political correctness. But it was clear that Chairman Chen Ke was neither speaking in platitudes nor was it about emphasizing political correctness. Chairman Chen Ke was merely stating a fact.

For this, Chai Qingguo especially couldn't accept it psychologically. When a person who firmly believes they are a giver suddenly discovers they are the biggest recipient, this massive psychological gap cannot be reversed overnight or in a few words.

Chai Qingguo's mentality represented the mentality of a considerable number of comrades. Those with simpler minds felt a great deal of discomfort. Those with more complex minds felt a deep sense of fear. "If the people knew these truths, would they still support us?" Cadres from civil affairs backgrounds mostly had such fears.

The People's Party held the vast majority of assets in the current base areas. No comrade anymore considered Chairman Chen Ke's "three *mu* per person" land reform policy to be some kind of benevolent governance. Chairman Chen Ke had long seen the "capital scarcity problem" the People's Party was destined to encounter. Thus, through the "three *mu* per person" policy, vast amounts of land capital were brought into the hands of the People's Party. This truly was a leader with "high class consciousness." The People's Party relied on this massive land asset to quickly establish and continuously improve its fiscal system.

The sericulture industry, various manufacturing industries, and the various capital in the hands of the People's Party became excellent tools for gathering labor. The masses in the base area, by selling their labor, allowed the People's Party to accumulate an unprecedented scale of wealth. It was this wealth that supported the People's Party in building a massive army and, in a very short time, used the world trade system to achieve a significant degree of industrialization in the base area.

If the masses in the base area realized this and chose to no longer cooperate with the People's Party...

Such thoughts reminded many of what Chen Ke had always warned about: "The support of the so-called silent majority means that the masses under the system follow the order provided by the system. While they strive to realize their own interests, they have allowed this system to develop and expand as never before."

"Serving the people is the best way to save your own life. Only when the people still accept these orders is the government a government. When the People's Party abandons the order, the government is left with only a few people. The so-called 'lonely man' (*dufu*) refers to the kind of person who has been abandoned."

This was cruel! After Chen Ke told the comrades the truth of the world, everyone felt the cruelty. The comrades all realized this, and they then understood why Chen Ke had always been vegetable about many things or simply didn't explain them. If Chen Ke had told the comrades everything at the very beginning, they couldn't be sure if they would have followed him in the revolution so fearlessly. Not realizing these things might also be a form of great happiness.

Shang Yuan's encouragement clearly didn't have much effect. Led by Chai Qingguo's speech, someone soon began to question the content Chen Ke had narrated. This wasn't the usual questioning of Chen Ke's specific implementation, but a real questioning of whether there was something wrong with the theoretical system Chen Ke proposed.

And Chai Qingguo's sentence "The world is just this bad; there are no good people left!" was indeed very summarizing.

"Where is the legitimacy of our People's Party's revolution? Is it to overthrow the Qing? To liberate China? Or what?"

"How do the people's revolution and the work we have promoted and completed so far verify each other?"

"What kind of country will we eventually establish? What will this country actually look like?"

Shang Yuan listened coldly to the comrades' excited speeches, only temporarily recording the questions raised by everyone, without giving a direct answer. Instead, Chen Tianhua, who had been silent, suddenly stood up. "Nothing is achieved overnight. If you are full after eating five steamed buns, does that mean you only need to eat the fifth one and don't need the first four?"

Because of anger, Chen Tianhua's voice became sharp. "Yes, our People's Party indeed knows how to accumulate wealth better than any political force, but this wealth is all used for the development of productive forces. It is all used to improve the capabilities of the masses. This is our justice."

At this moment, Wu Xingchen also stood up. Chen Tianhua was slightly stunned. Wu Xingchen was a comrade who had undergone political screening. Although he was a veteran, this experience was by no means something that could be described as glorious. Was Wu Xingchen planning to stand up and sing a different tune?

"Chairman Chen has repeatedly emphasized one thing: the people's revolution is not our People's Party revolting. First of all, the revolution is conceived within the broad masses. What we need to do is hear the call for revolution from the masses and realize the legitimate demands of the people through revolution. In the speeches of some comrades, it seems their understanding of this issue is reversed. Everyone seems to think that the people's revolutionary demand only existed after our People's Party appeared. I think this view is wrong." After saying this, Wu Xingchen glared fiercely at Chai Qingguo.

Chai Qingguo hadn't said these things after much deliberation; he just couldn't wrap his mind around it for a moment. Being glared at by Wu Xingchen, he knew he must have said something wrong. Standing up, Chai Qingguo said, "I'll state my position here: I absolutely support Chairman Chen and the Party Central Committee. So my speech is not to oppose Chairman Chen or the Party Central Committee; I just feel some things aren't clear. So I hope Chairman Chen can speak more clearly in these areas."

Shang Yuan just stared at Chai Qingguo for a moment. He still didn't say anything and continued recording.

Some other comrades who had raised objections saw Chai Qingguo change direction so cleverly, and their eyes showed a look of disdain.

Chen Tianhua was afraid these things would get out of hand. Shang Yuan looked like he was keeping a "black account." He said, "If there's anything you don't understand, say it clearly. Holding group meetings is to let everyone put forward their own views. Our People's Party's intra-party democracy is first and foremost grassroots democracy and speaking freely. Since Chairman Chen has already spoken about many things, let's put forward our own views and clarify them in the subsequent discussions."

Shang Yuan looked at Chen Tianhua for a while and finally spoke. "Comrade Chen Tianhua's speech is very good. The People's Party is not Chairman Chen Ke's one-man show. I think everyone should explain their thoughts clearly. This meeting was originally intended to discuss the core concepts and political views of the People's Party. There's no need to hide anything."

With these comrades in higher positions setting the tone, the discussion finally developed in an orderly direction.



★


Extremely Reluctant Compromise 4

Volume 4 - Chapter 132

❧ ❧ ❧


# Chapter 131: Extremely Reluctant Compromise (4)

"In the final analysis, the comrades currently lack an understanding of socialized large-scale production. Even if we have prepared for so long materially and through experience, the small-peasant production mindset has not yet been effectively reversed..."

"The feudal concept of granting power, mountain-topism—these things cannot be completely reversed by simple ideological education alone. This includes our comrades within the Party, who more or less possess such tendencies. We cannot blame the comrades; current material preparation is far from sufficient. In the past, it was said that a county magistrate was a 'Lord of a Hundred Li.' If power is top-down, it will certainly turn into a feudal system..."

"This is also a normal thinking pattern for humans pursuing their own interests. Wanting to have class consciousness can be achieved through education. But wanting to have proletarian consciousness requires a sufficient level of productive forces materially and strong organizational action..."

Chen Ke discussed the latest gathered questions with a group of comrades. The comrades' lack of understanding of the proletarian revolution, their confusion about their own positioning, and their unease after fully recognizing their class stance—the intensity of these reactions was far beyond what Shang Yuan and others had imagined.

Since comrades from other provinces had not yet gathered in Xuzhou, the meeting included seven senior cadres, and ten middle-level cadres from the local Huaihai provincial cadres whom Chen Ke had specifically named. Shang Yuan, Chen Tianhua, Wu Xingchen, and Yan Fu, who was temporarily in Xuzhou, were naturally members of this group of "old revolutionaries," along with some comrades whom everyone was not particularly familiar with or didn't value much. For example, Comrade Xu Yuanshan, whom Chen Ke had only met a few times, was also brought into this meeting. Although Xu Yuanshan was Shang Yuan's subordinate, Shang Yuan himself didn't know him well enough.

However, the participants all shared a characteristic: they particularly disliked second-guessing Chen Ke's intentions. This was because no one believed Chen Ke had any pursuit of personal interest. This was also why the comrades were willing to follow Chen Ke. When a person throws themselves heart and soul into a cause, and that cause itself does not offer the sweet fruits of final victory solely to one or a few individuals, young people are willing to join that cause.

Everyone had thought Chen Ke would be unhappy or even fly into a rage. Chen Ke's performance greatly surprised the comrades closely surrounding him. Not only did Chen Ke show no negative emotions, but he also quite understood why these comrades would have objections. His words showed no dissatisfaction with them.

Even for someone with revolutionary consciousness like Shang Yuan, when the discussion reached a temporary pause, he had to sincerely express his admiration: "Chairman Chen, 'the Prime Minister's belly is large enough to sail a boat'—I have truly seen it today."

"This isn't about my magnanimity; it's simply the facts. Blindfolding oneself and not daring to look at the facts is seeking one's own death. Let me tell you comrades about my personal experience. My feeling is that all so-called excellent qualities are completely necessary for survival. The so-called misfortune is the law, and luck is a miracle. All lucky people are exactly the same. Because there is only one way out in the world; besides this one path, all others are dead ends. Once on a dead end, it's only a matter of when death occurs by chance; the inevitability of failure has long been decided. All excellent qualities are for recognizing the world and proactively stepping onto this way out."

Those present were comrades whom Chen Ke identified with, and one of their most basic qualities was being quite good at observing. Chen Ke's somewhat obscure words didn't cause the slightest confusion on these comrades' faces; they either nodded slightly or simply remained unmoved.

"Anyone who only pursues results and does not treat themselves as a laborer, who does not put all their energy into doing things, can never become a true People's Party member. The ruling class is not based on birth or bloodline but on individual self-awakening and the improvement of capabilities. One cannot become part of the ruling class simply by wanting to or by bestowing the title upon themselves. Only through labor and work can one's social value be recognized. Self-righteousness is seeking one's own death."

After hearing these words from Chen Ke, which were so blunt as to be almost boring, everyone finally saw the helplessness hidden deep in Chen Ke's heart. But no one looked down on Chen Ke because of it. This leader of the People's Party, who could absolutely not be called a "good man," had a truly magnanimous heart. At the very least, Chen Ke sincerely hoped that through his efforts, everyone could awaken.

"Wenqing, such things cannot be rushed. As you said, since the material conditions are not yet fully in place, being able to gather so many excellent comrades together is already something to be content with," Yan Fu smiled. "I have taught for decades and seen thousands of students, each considering themselves a talent of the time, yet I didn't think much of any of them. Now I realize it was because I hadn't thought it through myself. It's truly incredible to think that so many excellent comrades are gathered here today."

The comrades knew Yan Fu was trying to lighten the atmosphere. According to Chen Ke's standards, among the hundred thousand or so members of the People's Party, only a hundred or two were truly conscious comrades. There should be many comrades with potential in the People's Party, but at least at this stage, they were still a long way from true awakening—or reaching Chen Ke's current level.

If anyone had spoken of ideals to Chen Ke like this in the past, he would have surely considered them a great liar with ill intentions. But now that he himself had started playing the role of a "great liar," Chen Ke could only smile bitterly. "Insufficient ability, or even insufficient courage, can be improved through work and labor. But ideological deviation determines whether one starts in the wrong direction from the beginning. If a person pursues personal prominence from the start, trouble will eventually arise. Therefore, our work at this stage must not be nitpicking; we must advance our own organizational building by strengthening organizational discipline and improving systems."

Shang Yuan wasn't particularly confident in himself either. He said, "Now many comrades are worried about one thing: whether the masses will continue to cooperate with our People's Party. I personally believe the comrades indeed lack an understanding of socialized large-scale production. Many comrades feel they can handle everything themselves and feel that the current detailed management is like infringing on everyone's interests. I feel this quite deeply."

Chen Ke had no special solution for this either. To recognize socialized large-scale production, one must see it in person. A friend once said something Chen Ke very much agreed with: "If you haven't eaten pork, you haven't eaten pork. Even if you live with pigs twenty-four hours a day, if you don't know what pork tastes like, you still won't know what pork tastes like."

Most importantly, even if one is within the system of socialized large-scale production, if their mindset doesn't change, it's still useless. In response to Shang Yuan's speech, Chen Ke replied, "In a situation of socialized large-scale production, nothing can be accomplished without cooperation. Most people will think that others should do the work, and as long as they participate, the credit must be theirs—this is human instinct. Especially under the small-peasant economic system, this is a very normal thought. We must curb these problems through system building. If comrades can recognize this, then act according to this logic. If they can't, then learn to recognize it during the work process. But in any case, organizational discipline must be strengthened. And there must be absolutely no deviation in theoretical propaganda."

"In the final analysis, it's still the difference between doing things and seeking results," Shang Yuan sighed. The principle was simple and clear, but while everyone could understand the simple principle, they wouldn't necessarily act according to it. This was a headache. Shang Yuan knew very well that even if the comrades acted meticulously under the constraints of the system, it didn't mean they truly thought that way.

Turning his head in frustration, Shang Yuan inadvertently noticed Xu Yuanshan, who was attending the meeting, listening calmly. Xu Yuanshan was currently a middle-level cadre in the Logistics Department. He had only come into contact with Chen Ke during the recent battle for Qingdao, yet Chen Ke had given him a high evaluation after such short contact, which made Shang Yuan curious. He asked, "Comrade Xu Yuanshan, what are your thoughts?"

With this question, the comrades' eyes fell on Xu Yuanshan. Chen Ke didn't deliberately promote anyone, so many senior cadres were quite surprised that several comrades, including Xu Yuanshan, could attend such a meeting.

Facing Shang Yuan's question, Xu Yuanshan was slightly nervous, but more than that, he felt a kind of excitement. He replied, "I think it's still not open enough. Chairman Chen repeatedly emphasizes having a beginning and an end. Where is the beginning and where is the end? In each stage, the beginning and end are different. From my own work experience, many processes are not very reasonable. There's too much overlap in the management system. Anyone can manage, but no one actually does. Responsibility division is unreasonable. Of course, these are all problems of insufficient understanding of socialized large-scale production."

If it were someone of Shang Yuan's level, having such an understanding would be normal, but for a middle-level cadre, such thoughts were quite interesting.

"Specifically?" Shang Yuan asked.

"I think at this stage we should tap into efficiency rather than simply expanding the scale. And responsibilities must be clear. I'm in logistics; given the current situation, it's impossible for logistics to meet the requirements of all parties anyway. So logistics is always being cursed." Xu Yuanshan mentioned several problems he had encountered.

During this Qingdao battle, the comrades from the staff department did something that seemed very bizarre. The canals in the Xuzhou area had long been too silted to use. Although the People's Party had a plan to dredge the canals, in reality, this plan was entirely on paper. Heaven knows which staff officer actually mistook this paper thing for a line in the transport plan and grandly included it. Coincidentally, this task fell to Xu Yuanshan.

Xu Yuanshan had rebutted at the time, so the comrades from the staff department personally led a team, having the logistics comrades led by Xu Yuanshan take a small boat along the basically unnavigable canal. In fact, due to the rainy season, this transport task was feasible. The staff personnel didn't say anything unpleasant; they just snorted and left with a cold face.

Having lost face so publicly, Xu Yuanshan felt ashamed. But he didn't complain. Because during this temporary navigable period, even using small boats for transport could solve many problems. Therefore, Xu Yuanshan believed that under the current situation in the base area, many places were suffering from waste rather than shortage.

"Then what is your meaning?" Shang Yuan didn't quite understand these issues.

"My thoughts might be a bit different from everyone else's. Regarding having a beginning and an end, I believe that to a certain extent, we should let some work be undertaken by the private sector," Xu Yuanshan answered without much confidence.

"Private sector?" Most of the comrades present were very surprised. The People's Party's idea of large-scale state ownership almost unified the ideological field at this stage. Comrades only worried that state ownership wasn't enough, and now someone had jumped out saying it should be private—it truly couldn't help but surprise them.

"The staff comrades relied on information provided by some local private smugglers to determine the canal's transport capacity. My view is that labor should be compensated. Even if after the compensation is given, we have to execute the guy because he committed a crime, that's a separate matter. One thing is one thing; another is another. I feel many comrades haven't thought this through. They always feel everything is black or white, rather than having a beginning and an end. For example, if someone has one white hair, it doesn't mean they are covered in white fur. But many comrades clearly don't think that way."

After all, he was a middle-level cadre and not one leading an important department. Xu Yuanshan's subsequent words sounded a bit obscure. Although everyone could understand, the topic involved was inevitably too large.

"This is splitting the connection between the Party and the masses," Shang Yuan replied. One reason why the comrades had such big questions about whether the masses would continue to follow the People's Party was that in the People's Party's propaganda, the Party led everything.

"It's not like that," Xu Yuanshan replied a bit anxiously. "Nowadays, whenever we talk about doing something, it's for the Party. In fact, it's not like that at all. We work together, and first and foremost, it's for ourselves. For example, in a charge, charging up might mean death—that's a critical moment. But in ordinary times, if everyone's work methods are improper and they can't achieve efficiency, or they simply find it tiring and aren't willing to work well... so many times when we should have worked well, it ends up being turned into a 'critical moment' where we have to do it for the Party. A critical moment is an unexpected emergency; that's called a critical moment. But for any ordinary task, as long as it's a bit tiring or complicated, it becomes a 'critical moment.' This... I think this is nonsense."

After hearing this, many comrades' faces darkened. The term "critical moment" was first spoken by Chen Ke. Because of the modern Chinese promoted by the People's Party, Chen Ke had contributed greatly, so whatever new words Chen Ke used, everyone followed suit. When the comrades present encountered difficulties, it was easy to use "critical moment." Xu Yuanshan's words truly had the flavor of tarring everyone with the same brush.

Although he felt very uncomfortable and couldn't completely agree with some of Xu Yuanshan's views, Shang Yuan had to acknowledge Xu Yuanshan's courage for daring to say such things in such a meeting. Just looking at this courage, Xu Yuanshan possessed some value that Chen Ke identified with.

"Does Comrade Xu Yuanshan mean that we should summarize and categorize our current work?" Wu Xingchen interrupted. "In other words, temporarily stop promoting so many new policies and instead thoroughly understand the policies already implemented and their underlying concepts. Am I right in saying this is Comrade Xu Yuanshan's meaning?"

Xu Yuanshan nodded repeatedly after hearing this. "Exactly. I feel that many people's thinking is a bit off when they consider things—they use terms haphazardly. It sounds like they're saying things they don't mean."

"Chairman Chen, what do you think of Comrade Xu Yuanshan's view?" Wu Xingchen turned to ask Chen Ke.

Since Xu Yuanshan was a comrade valued by Chen Ke, his attitude certainly represented part of Chen Ke's opinion. Wu Xingchen didn't want to get bogged down in details with Xu Yuanshan. Even if many issues were causing such an uproar now, the one who would ultimately decide the People's Party's final line was still Chen Ke himself. Since Chen Ke had initiated this, he wouldn't allow this highly influential event to ultimately develop in a direction beyond his control. At this point, seeking Chen Ke's opinion was the most efficient choice.

"I think Comrade Xu Yuanshan's understanding of daily work is very spot on. 'As long as one is a monk, one strikes the bell.' Once you are a monk, you must strike the bell—that is the work content. Grassroots work is the key to our People's Party. Many comrades are now worried that the masses won't follow us. Although I haven't conducted an investigation, I'm worried whether the comrades are unwilling to continue bowing their heads to complete these arduous grassroots tasks. Everyone has a misunderstanding, as if the work done by us comrades in higher positions is very easy. They think attaining a higher status is a reward, rather than realizing that a higher position means bearing greater responsibility. Therefore, I believe some of Comrade Xu Yuanshan's attitudes are very commendable," Chen Ke smiled.

These words felt quite obscure. If taken literally, Chen Ke was going to conduct a comprehensive overhaul of the entire base area starting from the grassroots. Such an overhaul was by no means an easy task. And the comrades present, except for Yan Fu, all had very rich experience in grassroots work.

This overhaul was not just a determination of work methods covering all aspects, but also involved a large-scale reorganization including personnel. Comrades who met Chen Ke's requirements naturally had nothing to worry about, but for those who didn't, what kind of changes would they encounter?

No one dared to mention such questions at this time.
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"The impact of the improvement of productive forces on social change is extremely huge. After entering the industrial age, with the great liberation of productive forces, the speed of world change and development is particularly rapid..." Feng Xu slightly closed his eyes, listening to Ren Yugang reading the People's Party's latest study materials in a calm tone.

As a surrendered official, Feng Xu couldn't completely adopt the People's Party's platform as his own pursuit; he merely felt admiration for Chen Ke, the leader of the People's Party. But as a great scholar, his view of the world was quite close to reality. Just as he wanted to continue listening, Ren Yugang's voice paused. Without urging him, Feng Xu simply leaned back in his chair in a more comfortable position and began to rest his eyes.

"Mr. Feng, what exactly does Chairman Chen mean by this?" Ren Yugang asked very seriously. In fact, according to the rules of the old era, there was no need for Ren Yugang to be so polite to Feng Xu. His daughter, Ren Qiying, was now the "noble" director of the Anhui Provincial Office of the People's Party, while Feng Xu had only been the Anhui Provincial Treasurer, a status perhaps slightly lower than Ren Qiying's. One could say "the father is honored because of the daughter," though Ren Yugang naturally wouldn't have such a foolish thought. In the old era, let alone holding a high position, Ren Qiying would have been forbidden even from taking the imperial examinations.

Ren Yugang also considered himself a true Confucian believer. He and Feng Xu were colleagues, and since Feng Xu had once served as an official in Fengyang Prefecture, the two had grown close.

"Chairman Chen has already made it very clear; he wants the broad laboring people to be the masters of the house," Feng Xu answered decisively, still with his eyes closed.

"What is the difference between the people and the laboring people?" Ren Yugang, who loved labor himself, asked directly.

Feng Xu opened his eyes. "I think in Chairman Chen's view, these laboring people are the 'gentlemen' (*junzi*), and the 'people' are probably the 'lesser men' (*xiaoren*). That's why he repeatedly emphasizes the concept of the ruling class."

The core concept of Confucianism is the idea of hierarchy: "Rites do not extend to the commoners, and punishments do not extend to the great officers." This was the core thought of Confucianism, but China's historical rulers were not easily fooled, hence the implementation of "Confucianism on the outside, Legalism on the inside." Therefore, the concept of a ruling class was not a conflicting one for Confucianism. And Confucianism believed that those who held power should be "gentlemen." "The people may be made to follow a path, but they may not be made to understand it"—so the ruled class naturally became the "lesser men."

Ren Yugang furrowed his brow. While he found this explanation reasonable, as the document stated, society and the era were changing. If not for the great changes of this era, who could have imagined that a girl without noble birth or a husband's status could now stand above others entirely on her own? Ren Yugang felt uneasy about such changes, but as a beneficiary, he didn't want to oppose them.

"However, Chairman Chen is keen on edification and devoted to education. The words he uses are science and democracy," Feng Xu continued to explain. "Learning science, understanding science, using science—this is in line with the trend of the times. As educators, let's just get these things done first."

"What about democracy?" Ren Yugang asked.

"Democracy depends on whether it's democracy within the ruling class or democracy for the whole of China. In my view, Chairman Chen will absolutely not engage in electoral democracy. The Constitution clearly states that since the People's Party leads China, the People's Party naturally holds sway over the world. Look at Chairman Chen's discourse on the dictatorship of the proletariat; his description of the proletariat follows the standards of the 'gentleman' entirely." Feng Xu's voice sounded quite relieved as he said this. Although Chen Ke only claimed to be half a disciple of Xunzi—and even if Xunzi had little status in the Qing Dynasty—Xunzi was still a self-proclaimed Confucian. Most importantly, Chen Ke had not expressed any intention to completely overthrow Confucianism, which made Feng Xu feel fortunate.

When Ren Yugang first saw Chen Ke's discourse on the proletariat, he had the same feeling as Feng Xu. But when he wrote privately to his daughter, Ren Qiying, the answer he received surprised him. Hearing Feng Xu's evaluation, Ren Yugang felt Feng Xu was being a bit presumptive. Organizing his thoughts, he said, "A gentleman certainly has the sentiment of 'the world is for the public,' but Chairman Chen specifically emphasized that the social background of the proletarian dictatorship in the new era is socialized large-scale production, which emphasizes social equality. Without this social equality, wouldn't it just be the same old Confucianism? I think using 'gentleman' to describe the proletariat might not be quite right."

Feng Xu unhurriedly stated his view. "We talk about 'essence and utility' (*ti yong*). Although Confucianism originated from Confucius, since the Qin Dynasty, if the feudal lords could still contend with the Son of Heaven, it would be a chaotic time. So, who holds power is the 'essence.' But the key to our Confucianism is the 'utility.' Whether it's the principles or things of this world, if they are useless, they wouldn't last two days, let alone two thousand years. Chairman Chen speaks of social change, which is the correct principle. My mentor once said that if one treats the *Analects* merely as abstract principles, it's better not to read them at all. The *Analects* speak of useful matters. Later corrupt scholars only recognized a few characters, read a few books, and could write a name tablet, so they held up that tablet and called themselves disciples of Confucius. The difficulties of our Confucianism all stem from this."

Although Ren Yugang had read Confucian books, his teacher was just an ordinary *xiucai*. Compared to a figure like Feng Xu, his level of education was far inferior.

"Mr. Feng, where do you think Chairman Chen's 'utility' is applied?"

"Yugang, the ruling class and the rulers are quite different. Rulers come from the ruling class, but not everyone in the ruling class can become a ruler. Throughout history, there have been many who could be called 'gentlemen,' but most of them couldn't hold office—just like you, Yugang, who could be an official but doesn't want to be. Chairman Chen is still young; he hopes that all the people of the world can become the ruling class, or at least all the laboring people. After all, it's a republic now; Chairman Chen will not be emperor and has no selfish interest for one family or name. From the perspective of the public interest, this is the correct principle. I believe Chairman Chen hopes to use this era of great change to transform the world."

Ren Yugang had already admired Feng Xu, and now he admired him even more. If the era hadn't changed, the Ren family wouldn't have seen such a big shift. Many people in this era of intense change saw unfamiliar phenomena and felt great unease. Only those who can understand the world can see the opportunities contained within. This might be the perspective possessed only by the ruling class.

"Then, does Mr. Feng intend to revive Confucianism in this era?" Ren Yugang asked.

"That's impossible," Feng Xu answered cleanly. "What Chairman Chen is doing now is holding up the views he advocates. If I tried to revive Confucianism... haha, wouldn't that be like a mantis trying to stop a chariot?"

Ren Yugang was deeply moved by Feng Xu's words. If Feng Xu truly had the ambition to "revive Confucianism," Ren Yugang would certainly not be so foolish as to join him; he was determined to draw a clear line.

"Since Confucius, Confucianism has never been the 'essence'; whenever Confucianism gained power, it was always through this word 'utility.' Yugang, if we hold Confucianism in our hearts, we should explain its utility thoroughly. Since Confucius, Confucianism has served the ruling class; now, we naturally must continue to serve the ruling class. This is what Chairman Chen calls 'class consciousness,' isn't it?"

Hearing Feng Xu's words, Ren Yugang was dumbfounded. These were truly honest words, the kind only someone who had truly read the books of the ancient sages could say. But if these words were heard by corrupt scholars, they would certainly be denounced as heresy.

"I have a plan. Chairman Chen wrote a book called *Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism*, but there are many textual errors in it, and most of the examples cited are far-fetched. I have no interest in being an official; if you don't mind, Yugang, how about we revise this book together?" Feng Xu asked.

The voice wasn't loud, but in Ren Yugang's ears, it sounded like a thunderclap. A single book can leave a name for eternity. Chen Ke's fame back then started with this book. Feng Xu was already the editor of the *Xinhua Dictionary*. From the current situation, it was only a matter of time before the People's Party took over the world. Feng Xu could leave his name to posterity simply by being the editor of the first edition of the *Xinhua Dictionary*. If he could also revise Chen Ke's *Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism*, his feelings for and evaluation of Confucianism would certainly be widely circulated through this book.

Of course, there was risk in doing so. Confucianism's greatest skill was "Spring and Autumn brushwork," and it was impossible for Feng Xu not to add his own ideas to the book. Whether it was written well or whether it praised Chen Ke was secondary. If Chen Ke thought there was even the slightest idea in the book that went against his original intention, Feng Xu's end would be more than just "miserable."

The Qing Dynasty had officially perished this year. The history of the Qing was a history of literary inquisitions. The *History of the Ming* case in the early Qing, later cases like Fang Jing, and the great literary inquisitions during the Qianlong period, where families were wiped out at the drop of a hat—this bloody history was a warning. Feng Xu was 69 this year, 71 by the lunar calendar. He certainly wasn't afraid of death, and Ren Yugang himself didn't care much about it. But what he cared about was the fate of his family and the future of his daughter.

He wanted to refuse, but Ren Yugang couldn't bring himself to say it. The temptation to write a book, especially one based on Chen Ke's prestige, was so great that the thought of facing life or death couldn't entirely dispel it.

While he was torn, he heard Feng Xu say, "I will write a letter to Chairman Chen specifically to ask about this. If he agrees, we'll start writing. If he doesn't, since the book was written by Chairman Chen, it wouldn't be appropriate for us to revise it ourselves."

"That would be best!" Ren Yugang immediately replied. The weather was hot, and Ren Yugang found his back completely soaked, with sweat pouring uncontrollably from his forehead, neck, and every pore.

When Chen Ke received this letter, he was discussing the specific content of this Great Rectification with his comrades. Rectification was not lecturing; any organization has its own organizational credibility. The process of establishing credibility relies entirely on doing things; lecturing is a complete consumption of organizational credibility. The more lecturing, the lower the credibility. As the 21st-century joke goes: "If an apology was enough, what would we need the police for?"

After receiving Feng Xu's letter, Chen Ke didn't understand what Feng Xu was trying to do. "All writing is a form of copying." Chen Ke's book was originally based on the knowledge he had learned in his original time, but in this era, Chen Ke was the first to write from a brand-new perspective on Chinese history, which made people find it refreshing. As for the specific content of the book, it didn't quite match the praise it received.

But this was by no means a simple question of "can I adapt the work." Once this really started, many things would be out of Chen Ke's control. Since this wasn't Chen Ke's private affair, he could only bring it up for everyone to discuss.

The comrades' opinions were surprisingly consistent: "This must not happen."

"Chairman Chen, at this time, your thoughts haven't yet theoretically become the Party's thoughts. Feng Xu's approach is like setting up a separate household," Shang Yuan answered decisively.

Seeing Chen Ke's slightly hesitant expression, Shang Yuan continued to persuade: "You are the Chairman of the People's Party; your book is the book of our People's Party. No matter how many flaws are in it, it's not something Feng Xu has the qualifications to revise."

"But freedom of speech is in the Constitution, and Feng Xu has his own freedom of speech. If he really revises it privately, we not only cannot stop him from doing so, but we also have to guarantee Feng Xu's individual rights are not infringed upon within the scope of the Constitution," Chen Ke replied. In terms of freedom of speech, Chen Ke himself was absolutely supportive. Of course, Chen Ke's support was quite different from that of the later "elites." Chen Ke believed that free speech was indeed an inalienable power, but this power did not have the status to freely override the law. For example, in a country like America, you can say the wrong thing, but after saying it, you have to go to jail. The Constitution guarantees the power to allow people to speak freely, and this power applies during the period of speaking freely. Once the speaking is done, the guarantee of freedom of speech ends. What follows has nothing to do with freedom of speech.

In Europe, promoting Nazi ideas is illegal. But to determine whether it's illegal, the facts must first be clear. If a person shouts "Long live Little Mustache" or "Long live the Third Reich" in their heart, this absolutely cannot be used as evidence of a crime. Only after they have actually expressed the speech can they be convicted. And the act of expressing speech itself should be protected by "freedom of speech."

Chen Ke looked down on the "elites" because they didn't have the courage to take responsibility for their actions. The education Chen Ke had received since childhood contained elements of liberalism. In his youth, Chen Ke was also a "chuunibyou" youth who "resented heaven, earth, and the air, and after resenting the Soviet revisionists, resenting the American imperialists." One thing that left a deep impression on him then was about "moral integrity."

"If you've done something unpardonable, then don't ever beg for forgiveness. Before doing such a thing, you should know that you'll be hacked into a thousand pieces afterward. Don't harbor resentment when you're under the knife. To put it bluntly, that's called being a 'stone in a latrine, both smelly and hard.' To put it nicely, 'seeking benevolence and gaining it—how delightful!' As long as you can show that moral integrity, even if others curse you, I'll still consider you my son," Chen Ke remembered his mother saying in a hard-to-describe tone.

It was precisely because he took these words, full of liberal thought, to heart that Chen Ke found himself with a true fear of the law. From then on, he never had the courage to challenge law and order. Because when he examined his own heart, Chen Ke knew very well that he hadn't made any plans to accept legal punishment, let alone had the courage to accept it. Even if New China didn't have torture, the various punishments from detention to the death penalty were not just for show. During the era of "striking hard," there were more than a couple of examples where people lost their lives for robbing just a few cents.

Shang Yuan didn't know Chen Ke's experience, let alone his thinking. He felt quite puzzled that Chen Ke was actually talking about the law at this time. "Chairman Chen, this has nothing to do with the law. This is a political issue."

"This is not a political issue; this is a legal issue," Xu Dian, the President of the Supreme Procuratorate, immediately stood up. "What does Feng Xu wanting to revise Chairman Chen's book have to do with politics? If some people are sycophantic and insist on treating this revision as Chairman Chen's will, it only shows that such people are sycophants by nature. They've never stopped looking for such opportunities."

"You!" Shang Yuan knew he couldn't compete with Xu Dian in legal debate, and when mentioning freedom of speech, he couldn't say the base area's Constitution was wrong. "Fine, then let's not mention political issues; it's better to avoid unnecessary trouble."

"Avoiding unnecessary trouble is a matter of administrative cost," Xu Yuanshan took over the topic. "New policies also require costs, and given the fixed total amount of administrative investment, we all hope these investments can be used most effectively. This matter could very likely lead to a situation where administration must be used. Whether using administrative costs in this area achieves reasonable resource allocation is the issue at hand."

This explanation effectively convinced Chen Ke. If a momentary impulse caused a waste of administrative costs, Chen Ke would absolutely not do such a thing. "I'll write back and tell him I don't support this at this stage."

Chen Ke had truly underestimated Feng Xu. Feng Xu wrote back very quickly. Currently, Feng Xu had a title: Director of the Cultural and Historical Office. In other words, those captured Qing officials who had people's blood on their hands were, needless to say, executed after public trials. But there were also many who had no blood debt, or although they had participated in some suppression, it wasn't their personal will but purely administrative affairs. They couldn't simply be killed.

But they couldn't let these people do nothing and just eat. So a Cultural and Historical Office was organized to temporarily have them translate local historical materials from Classical Chinese into vernacular Chinese.

Feng Xu held such a position. He requested that the Cultural and Historical Office department revise the erroneously cited content in Chen Ke's book.

This couldn't be simply denied. There were indeed many errors in Chen Ke's book. And the Cultural and Historical Office relied on this for their living; there were quite a few figures in that group with excellent writing skills and scholarship.

"At most, they'll call me ignorant or poorly learned for making things up. Seeing how they curse us is also a form of learning. I think we should just let them do it," Chen Ke said to the comrades.

Since Chen Ke himself didn't care about being cursed, the comrades stopped refusing. After all, there were too many things that needed more attention at the moment.
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Ji Ye never expected to see Li Shouxian again, let alone become classmates in the People's Party's cadre school. Three years had passed in the blink of an eye since they parted in Guangde County. In 1908, Ji Ye was just a 17-year-old girl who had just joined the Guangfu Society, her heart set on avenging her brother. Now, she was a senior cadre of the society.

Tao Chengzhang had learned that the People's Party was starting a new round of cadre training. Chen Ke was dizzy with work, so Tao didn't disturb him too much. After asking for 500 rifles and corresponding ammunition, Tao Chengzhang again stated that if the People's Party needed help in the war against the "foreign devils," they must notify the Guangfu Society.

Not long after Tao Chengzhang returned, Xu Xilin sent someone to ask if comrades from the Guangfu Society could attend the cadre study sessions. Chen Ke didn't care much about this; the education on class struggle within the People's Party was not yet complete, and a few more students wouldn't make the situation worse. Thus, a group of young comrades from Xu Xilin's faction in the Guangfu Society, including Ji Ye, arrived in Xuzhou.

Ji Ye didn't know what tone to use when speaking to Li Shouxian. Finally, she chose a most ordinary greeting: "Brother Li, long time no see."

"Comrade Ji Ye, hello." Li Shouxian's attitude seemed unchanged from three years ago. Facing an old acquaintance, he politely replied, "Also, just call me Comrade Li Shouxian. We don't have 'Brother Li' or 'Brother Zhang' here."

"Oh, Li... Comrade Li Shouxian, when I was in Changxing County, many of the things you said came in handy. Thank you!" Ji Ye said earnestly.

Zhejiang currently had three forces. The largest was the Beiyang Army, which occupied most of the province. The Guangfu Society headquarters, led by Cai Yuanpei and Tao Chengzhang, occupied southern Zhejiang and had some influence in neighboring Fujian. The third force was Xu Xilin's group, based in Changxing County, occupying three counties in western Zhejiang.

The Guangfu Society had deep ties with the People's Party, and Xu Xilin had known Chen Ke the longest. Ji Ye knew that not only did the Beiyang Army consider the Guangfu Society a branch of the People's Party, but even within the society itself, many believed Xu Xilin's group had already joined the People's Party.

Xu Xilin didn't care about such evaluations, nor did the comrades within his group. They were originally the most daring and capable fighters in the Guangfu Society. After being severely wounded during the attack on Nanjing, they were taken back to the base areas by the People's Party for treatment. At that time, Xu Xilin had his comrades learn from the People's Party about local affairs and base area construction. After they recovered and received education, Xu Xilin led his troops to Changxing County, adjacent to the People's Party base areas, to establish their own base.

Ji Ye and others quickly became cadres in Changxing. The county had a strong tradition of silk and tea production. Xu Xilin's group, following the People's Party's lead, soon gained significant profits. Especially after the People's Party's silk and tea trade severely impacted competitors in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, Xu Xilin's group decisively reached contracts with the People's Party, not only avoiding the impact but fully utilizing the disruption to expand their influence into two neighboring counties.

Xu Xilin only received news long after the People's Party's Wuhan Party School session ended. When news of this training session reached him, he naturally wouldn't let it pass.

"No need for thanks. It's good that they're useful; it shows you've been studying seriously," Li Shouxian said politely. "I still need to register. Let's talk again when there's a chance."

Ji Ye couldn't force him to stay, so she said, "Oh, then goodbye, Comrade Li Shouxian."

As soon as Li Shouxian left, several female cadres from the Guangfu Society, who had been unable to contain themselves, swarmed around Ji Ye, chirping, "Is this the Captain Li you always mention?"

"Wasn't he the mayor of Wuhu City? Why is he here to study too?"

"It's not Captain Li, it's 'Brother Li,' right?"

Being surrounded like this, Ji Ye felt embarrassed. "What are you all talking about!"

"You said it, not us," said He Xiuning, a female cadre of the Guangfu Society, smiling. "What's there to be embarrassed about? I think Comrade Li Shouxian is quite good."

Because the wives of Tao Chengzhang and others had joined the Guangfu Society, and because of female revolutionaries like Qiu Jin, there were many women in the society. Xu Xilin's western Zhejiang group followed the People's Party's charter in their system, strongly encouraging women to participate in social labor. A significant number of women had already taken up leadership positions. Among the hundred Guangfu Society cadres who came to study, forty percent were women.

"If you keep this up, I'll get angry!" Ji Ye furrowed her brow.

Seeing Ji Ye was truly angry, He Xiuning smiled. "Alright, alright, we won't say it anymore!"

Just as Ji Ye turned around, she heard someone behind her pinching their throat and imitating her voice: "Brother Li!"

In unison, all the female cadres giggled.

"What are you all doing in the school?" a man shouted in Hubei-accented Mandarin.

Ji Ye, about to flare up at her companions, froze. Two cadres wearing armbands strode over. These were comrades responsible for disciplinary inspection. Noise and shouting were not allowed in the school—a rule emphasized during enrollment. However, the two inspectors clearly didn't know how to handle a group of women. They stopped about ten paces away, exchanged glances, and then shouted, "Hurry back to your dorms!"

The female cadres didn't know how to respond and, hearing this, scattered like birds back to the forest.

"What should we do next time we encounter this?" the Hubei inspector felt that simply dispersing them wasn't a solution. There were many female cadres not just from the Guangfu Society but also within the People's Party.

The other inspector, speaking Jiangxi-accented Mandarin, replied, "Then let's increase the number of female comrades on patrol in the inspection team." There were female inspectors, but the male comrades hadn't assigned them much patrol duty. Now, it seemed inappropriate.

Huaihai Province was the newest base area, and it was lacking in both the number and construction of cadres. This was why Chen Ke held the training here. Another reason was that traveling ten thousand miles is better than reading ten thousand books. Socialized large-scale production is first built on a sufficient understanding of society as a whole. Chen Ke felt one of his advantages was having visited so many places to see friends. A person whose activities are confined within a hundred *li* of their home doesn't easily grasp such concepts.

The Twenty-Five Thousand *Li* Long March was able to forge a powerful army not only because the force endured so much hardship but also because the long journey opened their eyes. It allowed these predecessors to walk the great land on their own legs. This vision alone was something ordinary people couldn't achieve.

Now, it seemed unlikely that the People's Party would face the same cruel historical situation as the historical Party, so broadening the comrades' vision and letting them see the full picture of China was a crucial step.

The information the Guangfu Society female cadres had on Li Shouxian was outdated. Li Shouxian had already been promoted from Mayor of Wuhu to Secretary of the Wuhu Municipal Party Committee, the true top leader of the Wuhu region. Li Shouxian had long forgotten about Ji Ye. Although he remembered her upon meeting, the reason he didn't want to say much was not to avoid her but because he was in a hurry to attend a policy discussion. Li Shouxian had made up his mind to have a good argument with Xu Yuanshan at this meeting.

When he entered the meeting room, the large conference table made of five tables was already full, with only two or three seats left. Li Shouxian's target, Xu Yuanshan, had already arrived.

As soon as he sat down, Li Shouxian said, "Comrade Xu Yuanshan, I want to ask you what exactly you meant yesterday by saying we should allow the existence of the private sector."

This was a sharp topic. Xu Yuanshan's boldness had far exceeded the expectations of many comrades. He dared to publicly propose a suggestion about the People's Party incorporating the private sector into the social management system.

In the recent work of the People's Party in the Wuhu area, the conflict between state-owned and private enterprises was intense. Li Shouxian was very concerned about this.

Facing Li Shouxian's seemingly aggressive question, Xu Yuanshan didn't know what Li Shouxian wanted to say. He replied, "We should allow some private enterprises to exist, and in some industries, we should also allow them. For example, the catering industry."

"Catering isn't an issue in the core areas. In the entire industrial chain, catering is just a terminal industry. I want to ask about your view on the existence of private enterprises in the overall industrial structure," Li Shouxian immediately replied. He came prepared and wouldn't let Xu Yuanshan brush him off.

"In the entire industrial chain, we naturally cannot give up basic industries. I insist that in the whole industry, unless absolutely necessary, we should not open up any industry," Xu Yuanshan replied.

"Is that so?" Li Shouxian furrowed his brow.

This confused the comrades. Li Shouxian had seemed aggressive at first, as if he intended to launch a fierce attack on Xu Yuanshan. Unexpectedly, after a simple explanation of the key issue, Li Shouxian seemed to be backing down.

"Comrade Li Shouxian, what is this about?" asked Shang Yuan, who was attending. He knew Li Shouxian was highly valued by Chen Ke, which was why he was assigned to Wuhu. Wuhu's own resources were already considerable, and the People's Party had opened many new factories there. In the areas downstream of Wuhu along the Yangtze, a significant portion of silk cocoons were reeled in Wuhu, and raw silk was woven into silk fabric there. Not to mention that the People's Party had built the Ma'anshan iron mine almost simultaneously with the Zaozhuang iron mine, giving the Wuhu area true heavy industry. Many comrades who had been to Wuhu said that in terms of current prosperity, Wuhu was probably second only to Wuhan in the People's Party base areas.

For a cadre in charge of such a prime area to be so agitated was not a matter of momentary impulse.

Li Shouxian steadied himself and said, "In Wuhu, they call me 'King Yama Li.' As you know, Wuhu is a rice market. In the past two years, private rice processing enterprises have gone bankrupt one after another in competition with our People's Party. Recently, someone even offered two thousand taels for my head."

It wasn't surprising for private enterprises to go bankrupt in competition with the People's Party's state-owned enterprises. Many comrades didn't sympathize with these bankrupt businesses; instead, they felt a sense of pride. But for someone to dare offer money to hire an assassin, the merchants in Wuhu must be very bold.

Li Shouxian didn't intend to discuss the attempted assassination. He began to describe the current problems.

The formation of a "rice market" required two factors: first, being centrally located in a rice-producing area with wide sources for easy concentration; second, convenient transport with developed water and land traffic. In ancient times, water transport was particularly emphasized. Regarding the identification of the "Four Great Rice Markets," there have long been two versions. Aside from Jiujiang in Jiangxi, Wuhu in Anhui, and Wuxi in Jiangsu, the controversial ones were Changsha in Hunan and Shashi in Hubei. With the People's Party's current base areas, if counted as the Five Great Rice Markets, they already possessed three: Wuhu, Jiujiang, and Shashi.

Another element of becoming a rice market was rice processing. Husking rice required specialized equipment. The rise of the Wuhu rice market was a recent occurrence.

"In the eighth year of Guangxu of the late Qing, Lord Li Wenzhong (Li Hongzhang's posthumous title) requested permission to move the grain market from Zhenjiang's Qihaokou to here." It was a fact that Li Hongzhang fostered the rice market, but the actual operator was Zhang Qiaoye (Zhang Yinhuan). During the Tongzhi era, he met Li Hanzhang (Hongzhang's brother), the Grain Intendant of Guangdong. In 1882, Li Hanzhang was the Governor-General of Huguang, Li Hongzhang was the Governor-General of Zhili and Minister of Beiyang, and Zhang Yinhuan was the Customs Tao-tai of Wuhu. Li Hanzhang urged Zhang Yinhuan to come forward and, under the banner of prospering Wuhu's commercial port, suggest to Li Hongzhang to rely on the court's power to order the Zhenjiang rice market to move to Wuhu. Li Hongzhang advocated that letting the rice merchants move voluntarily was the best policy. As a result of the discussion, specific preferential measures were set, making it profitable for rice merchants so they would move voluntarily for profit. Zhang Yinhuan personally went to Zhenjiang, using ties of shared origin to build relationships, and promised the Guangdong and Chaoshan rice gangs: the Wuhu Customs Tao-tai would issue exclusive rice industry licenses with agency monopolies in Wuhu; grain packaging costs would be paid by the seller; and foreign steamer freight wouldn't be increased—the cost from Wuhu to Shanghai would still be calculated based on the Zhenjiang-to-Shanghai rate. Sure enough, the Guangdong and Chaoshan rice gangs flocked to Wuhu to invest and open rice shops. Following them were more than 20 shops from Nanjing and Yantai gangs. The four great rice gangs were the backbone, prompting the rise of the rice market where "rice piled like mountains and sold like rivers."

The Wuhu area not only produced large quantities of rice but also made rice processing its main industry. The People's Party attached extreme importance to industry. While private rice processing enterprises had to buy equipment, the People's Party produced its own. After land reform, to stabilize grain prices in the base areas, the People's Party not only built state-owned farms on a large scale but also implemented the policy of unified purchase and marketing in several major grain-producing areas. Wuhu was naturally one of these areas.

The direct result of this series of policies and their execution was the comprehensive bankruptcy of private rice processing enterprises in Wuhu. The People's Party hadn't targeted them when formulating policies; it had simply ignored their interests. During execution, it hadn't deliberately made things difficult for them. But now, in a time of war, the People's Party occupied a significant section of the Yangtze, and grain merchants from other places didn't dare risk coming here. From 1900 to 1911 in the late Qing, natural disasters were frequent, and shipping grain to disaster areas was a highly profitable business. Who would come to Wuhu to take risks?

Local rice was entirely controlled by the People's Party, and rice from elsewhere wasn't shipped to Wuhu. With the People's Party's own grain processing enterprises being sufficient in number, private rice processing enterprises had no choice but to go bankrupt.

Most of the comrades knew Wuhu was developing well, but this was the first time they heard a real case of the development process. The southern part of Huaihai Province was a plain with much land, and in policy formulation, it was designated as a major grain-producing province. After listening to Li Shouxian's narration, Shang Yuan couldn't help but ask, "It's imaginable for grain merchants to speculate, but won't they ship even a bit of grain into the base areas?"

"Of course they won't. Our grain policy has fixed prices, and grain is the basis for pricing the People's Currency issued in our base areas," Li Shouxian replied, having clearly put a lot of effort into researching these issues.

The base area vigorously promoted household registers and grain booklets, not because Chen Ke had an unusual obsession with ID cards. Complete household management meant the People's Party could roughly estimate the basic grain supply needed. This ensured that even in extreme disaster years, the people in the base area wouldn't be unable to buy grain. Thus, the grain price was fixed at twenty-five cents per *jin* of rice.

With fifty cents, one could buy two *jin* of rice. For a family of four, this could maintain basic survival. This was also the fiscal basis for the stable issuance of the base area's currency. But this price was relatively low compared to other areas, and after fixing this price, grain merchants had no opportunity to buy low and sell high in the base area. No grain merchant was willing to come to the base area for such business.

"Then Comrade Li Shouxian, what is your view on the existence of private enterprises?" Xu Yuanshan asked. Opposite to before, Li Shouxian was now the one being questioned.

"The conflict is very sharp. It's not just the large private rice processing enterprises in Wuhu that are going bankrupt. Now, various handicraft workshops and small workshops in the base area are showing a trend of comprehensive bankruptcy," Li Shouxian replied coldly.

This time, no comrade showed a look of pride. Li Shouxian was right; within the People's Party's current base areas, the bankruptcy of private enterprises, or private workshops, was a very common phenomenon. This truly wasn't the People's Party intending to target anyone; everyone now saw quite clearly that since the completion of land reform, the bankruptcy of these small workshops was a foregone conclusion. Unless the policy changed, those workshops still struggling would not last until next year.

No one expected that many workshops that had stubbornly survived for decades or even centuries would face such complete destruction in just a few years.

"We don't stand on the side of the propertied class. There's nothing that can be done about their bankruptcy," Xu Yuanshan replied. But his voice didn't have a tone of schadenfreude. It was a kind of true helplessness.

"The one who offered money for my head was a rice factory owner in Wuhu. He's a good man. He hadn't done anything heinous before this. He did it because he truly felt our People's Party was too domineering and truly hated me. After his arrest, he even had a mentality of 'acting on behalf of heaven,'" Li Shouxian's voice held a considerable degree of regret.
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"I don't doubt the revolution at all, but where exactly is it leading us? What kind of situation will we go through in between? I really hope to understand this." Li Shouxian raised a very sharp question.

"Do you think private enterprises shouldn't be going bankrupt on such a large scale?" Xu Yuanshan's voice was full of surprise. There was no doubt that People's Party members didn't care about the life or death of private enterprises. As a representative of the young cadres among the People's Party's middle-level cadres who were recognized as being favored by Chen Ke, Xu Yuanshan was quite surprised by the question Li Shouxian raised.

"I think we didn't consider this in our previous predictions. This is a lack of thorough consideration, not a question of whether they should go bankrupt," Li Shouxian replied.

Thorough consideration was expected, and the cadres present had no particular objections. But Chen Ke was currently leading the People's Party's work, and so far, Chen Ke's decisions hadn't caused any deviations beyond the control of the overall situation, so Li Shouxian's question seemed a bit "foolish."

Xu Yuanshan already somewhat understood why Li Shouxian had come to ask him. Xu Yuanshan's proposal to "allow private enterprises to intervene in certain industries" made him quite an "outlier" within the People's Party. But this didn't mean Xu Yuanshan actually intended to foster private enterprises; rather, he felt that in the case of pursuing maximum efficiency, relying entirely on the People's Party itself to support all industries would be too costly administratively. In his heart, Xu Yuanshan didn't care about the life or death of private enterprises at all. When private enterprises were needed to participate in labor, it was enough for them to exist; ordinarily, they should have nothing to do with the People's Party.

He was about to speak when Chen Ke strolled into the meeting room. Everyone stopped talking, and amidst the rumbling of chairs, the comrades all stood up.

"Sit down, everyone." Chen Ke waved his hand. After everyone was seated, Chen Ke looked at everyone's unusual expressions and smiled. "It seems I've missed something."

Shang Yuan briefly introduced what they had been discussing. At the end, he said, "Chairman Chen, many comrades say this bankruptcy is a universal phenomenon. And the bankrupt landlords and gentry seem to have a lot of hatred toward us."

"Seizing someone's path to wealth is worse than killing their parents. Such hatred is quite normal," Chen Ke smiled.

"Chairman Chen, now that things have developed to this stage, I think we must include such matters in our plans," Li Shouxian said. "This contradiction is becoming more and more prominent."

"The bankruptcy of the private economy is very normal according to the laws of economic operation," Chen Ke said. "Let me ask a question first: why are they going bankrupt?"

A comrade immediately replied, "Chairman Chen, just tell us directly. Too much discussion easily leads to confusion."

"Easily confused. Hehe." Chen Ke gave a few dry laughs. "Alright, I'll tell you."

Most current private enterprises were in the grain processing industry—mills and oil processing were the main forces of these private workshops. The People's Party's control over grain production directly cut off their source of raw materials. Coupled with the cooperatives setting up similar factories, the bankruptcy of these workshops was not surprising at all.

After explaining the reasoning simply, Chen Ke continued, "Let me be clear, when the general policy direction was formulated, there was indeed no consideration targeted specifically at these private enterprises. There is another very important reason for their bankruptcy: our People's Party has distorted supply and demand."

Historically, Stalin's economic policies, the early period of the new China, and the capitalist system of free competition after the Great Depression all encountered problems that couldn't be solved without "distorting supply and demand" as one of the most basic policies. To use a more elegant term, it could also be called "industry nurturing agriculture."

If it were purely for profit, the price of industrial goods would be ridiculously high. For example, when Chen Ke was in school, political textbooks often talked about the "unequal exchange between agricultural and industrial products." Latin American countries exported several tons of bananas in exchange for one semiconductor radio. Later, as Chinese industrial goods conquered the world, this saying gradually disappeared in China. A new saying that arose was: "Foreign capital squeezes money out of China by manipulating the prices of bulk commodities." The price hikes of iron ore by companies like Vale of Brazil and Rio Tinto of Australia became examples of capitalists plundering China's wealth.

The core of "industry nurturing agriculture" is to suppress the price of production tools produced by heavy industrialization and expand the scope of sales almost regardless of cost. In the short term, this rapidly reduces costs in the production field and quickly improves production efficiency. Those who can provide heavy industry investment are undoubtedly only the state-owned enterprises under the government. For example, in the base area, the government led by the People's Party unhesitatingly undertook this task.

In the base area, the price of iron farm tools was less than twenty percent of the price outside. According to normal trade patterns, consumers "get it at the highest price." But the base area could forgo visible profits to prioritize ensuring that the masses could buy and use these iron farm tools. This was a standard case of distorting supply and demand.

"Private enterprises are clearly not within the scope of our 'care' regarding distorted supply and demand, so naturally they cannot survive," Chen Ke concluded.

"So how long will this policy of distorting supply and demand last?" Li Shouxian asked, his eyes shining after receiving such a theoretical explanation.

"The ideal state is like this: with the development of productive forces, production costs drop rapidly, and the final market sales price is already the same as the distorted price. At that time, prices can be completely freed, and private enterprises and state-owned enterprises can all compete freely together," Chen Ke replied.

"How long will that take?"

"What kind of process must be completed in the middle?"

Almost at the same time, Xu Yuanshan and Li Shouxian asked.

These two questions greatly reflected the personal qualities of the questioners. Chen Ke didn't rush to answer but carefully looked at the two comrades. Xu Yuanshan, after all, was no ordinary person; at Chen Ke's pause, he already knew he had spoken wrongly and immediately corrected himself, "What kind of process must be completed in the middle?"

Shang Yuan admired this in his heart. Xu Yuanshan had always been in the logistics department, so it was normal that his vision couldn't compete with Li Shouxian's, but Xu Yuanshan was by no means stubborn. His eagerness to correct his mistakes and improve was already remarkable. Scanning the other comrades, some showed approval of Xu Yuanshan, while others had mocking expressions. Still others didn't understand what had happened at all.

Be generous toward others and strict with oneself—this was the style the People's Party had always promoted. But this attitude itself was a reflection of one's own qualities. Xu Yuanshan didn't feel that correcting himself was disgraceful because he simply didn't think that saying the wrong thing had anything to do with "face" or "shame." Therefore, while Li Shouxian, with his extremely upright attitude, was very worthy of high regard, Xu Yuanshan, with his equally upright attitude despite his lack of understanding, was also a promising talent. But as for those comrades who showed approval or mockery, their qualities were worth considering.

Thinking of this, Shang Yuan suddenly realized that if he hadn't had a good teacher, and if his teacher hadn't given him a sharp scolding at a critical moment, he probably wouldn't have realized these things at all. He felt a wave of lingering fear. Teacher Li Hongqi's teachings resurfaced in his mind: "See the darkness within yourself, find the way to overcome the tyranny, cruelty, and shamelessness in your heart. Just be a true laborer and live honestly. Then tyranny changes into courage, cruelty into determination, and shamelessness into humility."

During this moment of distraction, Shang Yuan missed a significant part of the discussion. By the time he came back to his senses, the topic had shifted to "the relationship between labor accumulation and private enterprise bankruptcy."

"Comrades, currently two situations exist simultaneously for rural labor in China. First, labor is expensive. Second, labor is cheap. Besides having their own land, ordinary people also need to learn a craft. During busy farming seasons, they naturally plow the fields, and during slack seasons, they earn money through their craft. This kind of skilled labor falls into the category of expensive labor. After all, the scope of production in the countryside is narrow, with only a few types. In my hometown, we like to say, 'the wise eat by their wits, the unwise eat by their strength.' And those who eat by their wits generally belong to the more expensive labor force. In this regard, they have also been greatly affected by the distortion of supply and demand."

In terms of technical content, the industrial system the People's Party was currently working hard to build was undoubtedly the system with the highest "concentration of intelligence" in China. This system was also constantly spreading within the base area. Now every county had its own ceramic factory, so daily-use bowls and chopsticks were no problem at all. Since enamel bowls began to be sold, they were even constantly squeezing the traditional food container market. State-owned enterprises had the technology, capital, and market. If traditional workshops could survive the competition from such enterprises, that would be truly strange.

"As for cheap labor, such as women, the elderly, and of course, some child laborers—the base area also provides great employment opportunities. Animal husbandry goes without saying. During the annual silk production period, those with strength go to carry loads, those without strength but with patience go to take care of the silkworms, and those lacking both strength and patience but willing to learn can work in the mulberry orchards. So labor that was originally extremely cheap, or even completely unsellable, can now earn wages through labor. And these wages are even quite significant..." Chen Ke talked eloquently. The comrades smiled as they matched his words with the work they were responsible for.

"This large-scale acquisition of cheap labor is also one of the major reasons for the bankruptcy of workshops." Chen Ke's conclusion made everyone surprised again.

"Private workshops, in the final analysis, are meant to make money. Using apprenticeship to teach a craft as an excuse, these workshops compress the cost of wages to the limit. But our large-scale acquisition of cheap labor has led to a general rise in labor prices. The result is that private workshops have encountered a labor supply shortage. They naturally cannot continue."

In recent years, there had indeed been such problems in the base area. The masses were working hard for themselves, which directly resulted in many projects that previously only needed to provide some food to recruit many people now becoming very difficult to find labor for. Even those who did participate were old men and women who came more to get a bite of food and save some for their families than to actually participate in labor. The government was truly the great savior of the people; without the government, how many more people would have died in various disasters, and how many more would have been ruined? Even so, when people could seek interests for themselves, they naturally pushed the government aside. If they treated the government this way, they naturally treated private enterprises even more so.

This time, there were no smiles on the comrades' faces. Everything in the base area was created by labor. If there wasn't enough labor invested in production in the public sphere, forget everything else—just the recently massive basic water conservancy construction work wouldn't be completed on time.

"After the first census, I said that we would face a period of extreme labor shortage. With a population of over sixty million in the base area, to build an industrialized base, we will face a difficult situation that requires us People's Party members to be the first to put in great effort," Chen Ke said.

In the silence, there were a few scattered rounds of applause, but it didn't lead to enthusiastic clapping from all the comrades. Chen Ke's explanation left the frontline comrades silent.

Chen Ke knew very well that these were situations that had actually occurred in history. When he recalled how he dared to call on the People's Party comrades to put in great effort with him, he realized he himself had to pay a great price first. According to normal labor and compensation, Chen Ke should now be the richest man in the base area. For example, the prize money for each individual Nobel Prize was 150,000 Swedish kronor, which was equivalent to 20 years' salary for a Swedish professor at the time. Because it was a joint award, Chen Ke received half, which was still 10 years' salary for a Swedish professor. This money naturally became capital for purchasing machinery and equipment. As for the various patent and stock income Chen Ke should have received according to foreign laws, it all belonged to the base area's finance.

The only exception was five thousand taels given by Chen Ke's father-in-law, He Ruming, which was He Ying's dowry and a meeting gift for Chen Ke's daughter. Chen Ke felt this money was hard to decide. It wasn't that he cared much about the five thousand taels, but he didn't dare to easily set such a precedent. If gifts from the relatives of the People's Party members had to be handed over, it wasn't a question of whether it was good or bad, but once it became a regulation, it would definitely be the start of many bad things. Finally, after discussion in the Party Committee meeting, the property disclosure system was introduced.

Chen Ke examined his heart; he truly had given everything to the Party. He could be called a saint in financial matters. But the purpose of doing so was only to increase the persuasiveness of his speech. Otherwise, if those below used Chen Ke's actions as a shield, given the current extreme capital shortage in the base area, where would there be so much money to pay wages?

This might be proletarian consciousness? Chen Ke thought. The reason he easily accepted this practice was not because of any special thoughts at the time. Instead, he remembered words he had heard before: "If during the Twenty-Five Thousand *Li* Long March, the leading cadres sat in eight-person sedan chairs, each with a little wife in his arms and an opium pipe in his hand, could they have walked twenty-five *li* of those twenty-five thousand?"

Thinking of this, Chen Ke continued, "Although we've gone off-topic, let me say a few more words at the end. What our People's Party is doing now is lowering the price of expensive labor and raising the price of labor that was originally so cheap it couldn't be sold. The final result might lead to a so-called inversion of physical and mental labor, where those who wield a pen can't earn as much as those who wield a carrying pole. Those who build atomic bombs might have an income lower than those who sell tea eggs. The income of our People's Party comrades might eventually be lower than that of ordinary laborers. This kind of thing might exist for a long time. I didn't carefully deduce the tide of bankruptcy for private workshops back then, but I have deduced this income problem this time. I hope the comrades are mentally prepared for this."

"Haha." This time, quite a few comrades gave dry laughs.

After the discussion, Li Shouxian approached Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, this tide of bankruptcy will lead to social instability."

"I heard about someone wanting your head. You've worked hard." Chen Ke patted Li Shouxian's shoulder.

"Since this bankruptcy is bound to appear on a large scale, the landlords and gentry we let go before will probably really rebel this time," Li Shouxian said. "How many people did we kill during land reform? This time..."

"Hehe." Chen Ke smiled. The number of people killed by the People's Party in the four provinces during land reform was no less than two hundred thousand. This didn't include regular warfare at all. If the landlords and gentry really rebelled this time, suppression would be a good choice. But Chen Ke wanted to try a more moderate approach for the time being.

"Comrade Li Shouxian, I want to turn Wuhu into an Economic Development Zone. What do you think?"

"Economic Development Zone?" Li Shouxian was very puzzled.
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"Brother Zheng, are you certain Chen Ke is in Xuzhou?" Yuan Keding asked, seemingly casually, as he poured wine for Zheng Wenjie.

Since Yuan Keding insisted on acting as if nothing were out of the ordinary, Zheng Wenjie had no choice but to play along. "I've only heard rumors," he replied in a voice that sounded blurred by drink. It wasn't entirely an act; the drinking session had indeed gone on for a long time, and Zheng Wenjie felt himself becoming quite tipsy.

"Young Master Yuan, if you want to know where Chen Ke is, wouldn't it be more convenient to ask the President? That man's movements are erratic and difficult to pin down," Zheng Wenjie said with a chuckle.

Upon hearing Zheng Wenjie's words, Yuan Keding's expression flickered between shadow and light. Managing to stabilize his emotions with great effort, he replied in a well-disguised, jovial tone, "Ah, my father has always kept public and private matters strictly separate. He wouldn't speak of such things."

"The President has always been a model for us all. He handles matters great and small without flaw," Zheng Wenjie said with a laugh, draining his glass in one gulp.

"The eldest son is also a dragon among men, a favored child of heaven—truly the President's right-hand man." Not only Yuan Keding and Zheng Wenjie were at the table; there were many others. Yuan Keding's retainers had already seized the opportunity to start flattering him.

Though he was smiling, Zheng Wenjie secretly sneered at such assessments. Everyone knew the Yuan family was thriving in numbers, but aside from Yuan Shikai, there wasn't a single person in the clan who could truly hold their own. This was a private consensus within the Beiyang clique.

Yuan Keding was Yuan Shikai's eldest son, thirty-three years old, born to Yuan Shikai's first wife, Madame Yu. Compared to Yuan Shikai's short, stout build and martial appearance, Yuan Keding took more after his mother. He was tall, with a quiet and refined countenance, and could even be called handsome. As the eldest son of the primary wife, his status in the Yuan household was naturally very high. In his younger years, Yuan Shikai had been busy with official duties, only taking several concubines after he achieved success. His second son, Yuan Kewen, was currently only twenty-one—twelve years younger than Yuan Keding.

Yuan Shikai had once held great expectations for Yuan Keding. Although he did not particularly like his primary wife, he took his eldest son everywhere. Whether Yuan Shikai was stationed in Korea, training troops at Xiaozhan, serving as Governor of Shandong, or Governor-General of Zhili, Yuan Keding was never more than a step away.

Zheng Wenjie had joined Yuan Shikai during the late stages of the Xiaozhan troop training and later followed him to Shandong. He and Yuan Keding were quite well-acquainted. However, being well-acquainted did not make them close friends. Zheng Wenjie's attitude toward Yuan Keding was one of "envy" mixed with "contempt."

The envy was natural—envy that Yuan Keding had such an excellent father. Positions that others had to strive desperately for through merit were simply handed to Yuan Keding by his father for the sake of "tempering" him. For military and administrative affairs, the senior officers who served as teachers to the army were also Yuan Keding's instructors.

The contempt stemmed from the fact that Yuan Keding himself had shown none of his father's capabilities. Zheng Wenjie had been reading recently and discovered that the original meaning of the word *buxiao* (unworthy/dissimilar) wasn't that a son was unfilial, but that the son did not resemble his father. The term "unworthy descendant" was a perfectly apt description for Yuan Keding.

It wasn't just the Beiyang people who considered Yuan Keding "unworthy"; Yuan Shikai himself had realized that his eldest son lacked the talent to be a regional commander. Ever since Yuan Shikai began his push for power, he had excluded all members of the Yuan family, including Yuan Keding, from the inner circle of leadership. If one spoke of "separating public and private," Yuan Shikai's actions were still very much admired by the Beiyang cadres.

Hearing Zheng Wenjie's retainers flattering Yuan Keding on how capable and talented he was, and how he was his father's right hand, Zheng Wenjie felt utter disdain. Yet, he maintained a friendly smile and did not engage with the topic. Those attending this banquet were all of the Beiyang younger generation; most, like Zheng Wenjie, did not hold regional command but were the backbone of the middle-ranking officers. Some seemed to have a different view of Yuan Keding than Zheng Wenjie did; they hoped to cling to this great tree in order to become Yuan Shikai's confidants. As soon as Zheng Wenjie's retainers began their praise, they followed suit.

Observing this, Zheng Wenjie began to regret coming. He had thought Yuan Keding's invitation would involve some serious business, never imagining it would merely be an attempt to recruit people over wine and women. In truth, the list of invitees had included figures like Yang Du and Jiang Baili, the young talents Yuan Shikai truly valued. But those men hadn't even shown up. In such a tedious situation, it seemed that declining the invitation had indeed been the smarter choice.

Facing the flattery, Yuan Keding did not show any humility. He said with a grave expression, "Gentlemen, my father has always kept public and private matters separate, never allowing family to interfere in politics. As his son, I naturally follow his selfless devotion to the public good. However, the world is currently unsettled—there are foreigners without and rebels within. My father is struggling to support this Republic, and seeing him toil day and night, my heart as a son is quite anxious."

Zheng Wenjie had been letting the girl beside him pour his wine, but upon hearing this, he withdrew his smile and gently pushed the girl away.

"All of you, out," Yuan Keding said to the hostesses.

"Yes." These girls had seen many such scenes; staying when unwanted would only invite trouble, so they obediently rose and left.

Once only the guests remained in the room, Yuan Keding continued, "Currently, Chen Ke of the People's Party is acting recklessly, attacking Qingdao on his own authority. The Germans are furious and have already threatened several times to declare war on China. My father, as the President of the Republic, naturally takes this responsibility upon himself. That Chen Ke is simply causing harm to others."

No one responded. Whether Chen Ke was causing harm didn't really matter to them. In any case, no one present had the ability to compete with him. If the People's Party army reached the walls of Beijing, none of them believed the Beiyang government would have any chance of victory.

"To catch the bandits, one must first catch their leader. The People's Party was founded by Chen Ke alone. If Chen Ke dies, the People's Party will naturally fall into chaos. We can then join forces with the Great Powers to wipe them out. This would both settle the dispute and stabilize the nation. What do you gentlemen think?" Yuan Keding spoke with a certain degree of passionate fervor.

Zheng Wenjie now fully regretted accepting this invitation. Even though Yuan Keding was Yuan Shikai's own son, he was actually suggesting the assassination of Chen Ke! Such a momentous affair was not something to be undertaken lightly. Setting aside how unreliable the idea was, the mere fact that he had revealed his intentions so clearly showed just how incredibly naive Yuan Keding really was.

Rapidly considering how to respond, Zheng Wenjie realized he had no choice but to play dumb.

Yuan Keding's retainers, of course, would not stay out of it. They spoke at length about the People's Party's "wild ambitions" and how Chen Ke was a "great scourge to the nation." No one in the Beiyang clique liked the People's Party, and criticizing Chen Ke was "politically correct"; there was no need to worry about any negative consequences. Thus, denunciations of Chen Ke flew around the room, as if the only step left was to drag him out and cut him into a thousand pieces to appease the world.

"Brother Zheng, you hold the highest rank among us. Chen Ke is acting so outrageously—do you not have an opinion?" Yuan Keding asked.

"I'm a minor official the size of a sesame seed; what rank is there to speak of? In my position, not making mistakes and not being scolded by my superiors is the greatest blessing. Whatever I do must be strictly according to orders," Zheng Wenjie quickly cleared himself. If possible, he wanted to leave immediately.

"Brother Zheng, when you led the cavalry to sweep away the Boxers, how heroic you were! Why are you so timid now?" Yuan Keding had no intention of letting him off the hook.

"That was then, this is now. Back then I was young and didn't fear death. Now that the President has taken office, I have a house full of a wife and children. Following the President's lead and living a few good days—that's all I ever wanted. Now that I've scrambled into this position, I barely have time to enjoy it, let alone have any lofty ambitions. Haha," Zheng Wenjie replied with a lighthearted tone.

Hearing Zheng Wenjie mention "the President" in every other sentence, Yuan Keding understood his meaning. He was already quite displeased. "Brother Zheng, my father has already ordered me to go to Germany as an envoy to discuss this matter with the Kaiser. Furthermore, the foreign ministers have long been dissatisfied with the People's Party's reckless behavior. It's only because there have been so many changes recently that many in the government believe we should temporarily maintain the peace. But over these years, the People's Party has expanded from a corner of Anhui to four provinces. If we simply wait for them to expand, I fear the longer we wait, the less we will be able to do."

Zheng Wenjie listened seriously, nodding slightly. He finally understood why Yuan Keding dared to be so arrogant—it seemed he had found a backer. Zheng Wenjie wasn't in the Foreign Ministry, so he wasn't entirely clear on the maneuvers of the foreign legations. Through Yuan Keding's boasting, he gained a clearer picture of the current situation, and certain pieces of information began to click into place.

A few days ago, the Ministry of War had begun discussing the topic of "unifying military command." At the time, Zheng Wenjie didn't know who had proposed the idea. The Beiyang clique itself was far from unifying its own command; the Beiyang Army wasn't exactly falling apart, so what command was there to unify? As for the southern provinces, Zheng Wenjie didn't care; they were tight on funds and struggled just to maintain seven or eight thousand new troops per province.

The only force worth "unifying" was the People's Party army. All intelligence confirmed that their military strength was nearing half a million. Having just taken Qingdao, such a force was indeed fearsome. However, when talking about "unifying military command," would it be the Beiyang government unifying the People's Party, or the People's Party unifying the Beiyang Army? Discussing that question felt rather pointless. Now, listening to Yuan Keding, it seemed there were many forces operating behind this agenda.

"And what is the President's opinion on this?" Zheng Wenjie didn't give Yuan Keding any face, firmly anchoring every word to Yuan Shikai's attitude. Since he had mistakenly attended this gathering, he could not afford to make another mistake on such a critical matter.

Yuan Keding did not answer, merely shooting Zheng Wenjie a sideways glance. Several other Beiyang cadres also began to understand. As it stood, everything Yuan Keding was saying did not represent Yuan Shikai, but rather his own ideas. The purpose of this banquet was to get these Beiyang cadres to step forward—or at least support him when he started stirring up trouble. This was nonsense. Yuan Shikai was a man who cared deeply for rules; if a subordinate made a mistake, he could be lenient. But if a subordinate was not of one heart with him, Yuan Shikai would never be soft-hearted. "Money in one hand, a sword in the other"—this wasn't just about strict military discipline. What Yuan Shikai loathed most were subordinates who didn't know the rules.

By this point, the stances were quickly clarified. The Beiyang cadres indicated through their words that they would absolutely follow the President. This was a safe statement. However, what went unsaid was that they would absolutely not switch to Yuan Keding's camp just because he was the eldest son.

Since the situation had turned out this way, the wine naturally lost its flavor. Before long, the gathering broke up.

Zheng Wenjie felt as if he had been granted a general amnesty. On the way home, while cursing his own stupidity, he couldn't help but admire the cleverness of Yang Du and the newly promoted attendant, Jiang Baili. They had seen the heart of the matter long ago, while he had to see and hear it for himself to understand.

After some self-criticism, Zheng Wenjie's thoughts returned to ruminating on the intelligence he had gained today. Yuan Keding was going to Germany to explain the Qingdao situation, and the foreign ministers all wanted to curb the People's Party. Behind this seemingly chaotic activity, a piece of information was revealed: at this stage, neither the domestic nor the foreign powers wanted to let things escalate to an uncontrollable level.

Originally, some in the Beiyang clique thought the foreigners would be enraged enough to launch a punitive expedition after the People's Party captured Qingdao. He hadn't expected President Yuan Shikai to be able to mediate the situation to such an extent; Zheng Wenjie truly admired him. Regarding his firm stance today, he felt he hadn't made a single misstep.

***

Yuan Keding returned home in a gloomy mood. The upper ranks of the Beiyang government were all his seniors; he lacked the confidence to make them support him. He had once thought he could find followers among these middle-ranking officers with whom he had been well-acquainted for years. Facts had proven him wrong. The Beiyang clique, from top to bottom, consisted of his father's subordinates; that didn't mean he could naturally gain their support in the capacity of "Crown Prince."

Ever since Yuan Shikai seized the central government, Yuan Keding had a dream. He who overthrows the previous dynasty naturally inherits everything from it. Since Yuan Shikai had overthrown the Manchu Qing, he should naturally become Emperor. Then Yuan Keding would be the Crown Prince. This vision had once kept him awake with excitement for a long time. But things hadn't developed that way. Yuan Shikai had become President, but not Emperor. Regarding Yuan Keding, Yuan Shikai had almost treated him as if he were in exile. Before, Yuan Keding at least had some official business to attend to, but now he had been tossed aside.

Seeing others receiving high offices and titles, Yuan Keding felt as if a fire were burning in his heart.

He didn't believe in his father's "separation of public and private." Such things were for others to hear; how could a man set aside his own son and make great use of others? The only problem was that Yuan Shikai currently could not take the throne. As long as he became Emperor, everything would fall into place.

Yuan Shikai had established the National Library and the National Museum, attracting many former Qing scholars who were unwilling to serve as officials. Having no official duties, Yuan Keding associated with these members of the Hanlin Academy and some old literati who claimed to be "experts in the art of emperorship." He had heard them discuss royal matters. Being a Crown Prince was difficult; that was universally acknowledged. As for why it was difficult, opinions varied. One explanation had particularly suited Yuan Keding's palate.

"Being a Crown Prince is difficult because, on one hand, he is the heir apparent, the successor to the great tradition of the world. But he is not the sovereign; he still has to handle affairs. As long as he handles affairs, he will be judged and criticized, which damages his imperial dignity."

Yuan Keding knew in his heart that he wasn't good at handling affairs, but he would never admit it. Having received this explanation, he believed his father was actually paving the way for him. By staying away from specific administrative duties, he only needed to accumulate prestige and connections to secure his position as Crown Prince.

Of course, Yuan Keding also knew the reality of the situation. There was actually only one enemy preventing Yuan Shikai from taking the throne: Chen Ke, the Chairman of the People's Party. The People's Party had always taken a clear stand against the imperial system, and combined with their powerful military, they were the greatest obstacle.

Yuan Keding naturally lacked the ability to personally defeat the People's Party, so his thoughts naturally turned to another path: removing Chen Ke, their representative figure. He loathed Chen Ke intensely, and not just because the man blocked his father's path to the throne. In daily conversation, his father, Yuan Shikai, happened to show considerable weight and admiration for this greatest political rival, almost to the point of saying, "A son should be like Chen Wenqing."

This was a level of praise Yuan Shikai had never shown toward Yuan Keding. It was also exactly what Yuan Keding most desired from his father. Thus, for both public and private reasons, he considered Chen Ke his mortal enemy.

A few months ago, Chen Ke had dared to personally visit Yuan Shikai, and Yuan Keding had seen him for the first time. This legendary "rebel" didn't look like a fierce bandit or a shifty character. Aside from being tall and well-proportioned, with a martial air similar to Yuan Shikai's, Chen Ke also possessed the peculiar elegance and composure of a scholar.

At the time, the one thing Yuan Keding wanted to do most was find someone to rush in and kill him. But murdering a guest who had come to visit was definitely not honorable. Furthermore, even Yuan Keding, with his heart boiling with jealousy and hostility, knew that if he killed Chen Ke like that, his father's lifelong reputation would be ruined.

What most dissatisfied him was that he had later hinted to his father whether they should assassinate Chen Ke. If a suitable scapegoat were found, Yuan Shikai could distance himself from the deed entirely.

The result of those words was that Yuan Shikai had risen in a fury and given Yuan Keding a severe scolding, refusing to see him for half a month. It was only later, through the mediation of Madame Shen, that Yuan Keding finally found an opportunity to kowtow and admit his fault. The matter was barely settled then. Since then, Yuan Shikai had become even more distant.

"Chen Ke, I will definitely kill you!" Yuan Keding had completely made up his mind. No matter the means, as long as there was the slightest chance, he would have Chen Ke dead.
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"The foreign devils have finally softened," Yang Du said excitedly.

"It's all thanks to the President's arrangements. Germany is willing to negotiate with us. Until the negotiations reach a conclusion, neither side will take military action for the time being," Tang Shaoyi said with a smile. It was a genuine smile; having been in diplomacy for many years, this was the most satisfying success he had experienced. Of course, Tang Shaoyi still had to put Yuan Shikai's wise leadership at the forefront. This wasn't mere flattery; the policies Yuan Shikai had provided had indeed played a crucial role.

Yuan Shikai, however, was not so jubilant. As a military man, he was one of the few figures in modern Chinese history who had experienced the total advantage in political negotiations gained by having a background of military victory. Years ago, when Japan had agitated for control over Korea by encouraging pro-Japanese factions to stir up trouble, Yuan Shikai had crushed them with lightning speed, stabilizing the Korean political situation and thwarting Japan's ambitions.

However, the one who had achieved military victory this time was not Yuan Shikai; he was merely leading the Beiyang government to fully exploit that victory. The agreement reached between Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai had played a major role. The British and French ministers had clearly stated that as long as a fixed trade quota agreement could be reached this year, Britain and France were willing to "stand aside." The American representative, meanwhile, was seeking an audience with Tang Shaoyi every day, hoping for thorough negotiations on the quota agreement with the Chinese government.

The Russians were as devious as ever. When Tang Shaoyi made a polite visit, they only wanted to see if the Beiyang government needed anything from Russia. As for the Japanese, they always followed Britain's lead; once the British had made their stance clear, Yuan Shikai didn't pay any mind to the Japanese minister's ramblings.

Learning that the European and American powers would not hold the Beiyang government responsible for the People's Party's actions brought a breath of life into the recently gloom-ridden Beiyang cabinet. The tongues of the cabinet ministers seemed to wake from hibernation, and they vied with one another to praise Yuan Shikai for his ability to handle the situation.

Yuan Shikai remained indifferent. He knew well that this was not his own achievement. What the foreign devils feared was not the Beiyang government, but the combat power of the People's Party. The Great Powers did not have large garrisons in China. When the Beiyang Ministry of War conducted a post-battle analysis, the trusted aide-de-camp Jiang Baili had thoroughly simulated the People's Party's "luring the tiger from the mountain" strategy.

Every battle might seem admirable when simulated after the fact, but it rarely caused true shock. On paper, the People's Party didn't use any particularly brilliant stratagems; rather, it was the Germans who had been arrogant, thinking they could easily build a fort at Lianyungang and then split their forces to hold both Qingdao and Lianyungang. No one had expected the People's Party to hold Lianyungang and then send a force on a long-distance raid to Qingdao once the main German force was committed. The People's Party had a ten-to-one numerical advantage over the Germans, so capturing an under-defended Qingdao wasn't exactly a world-shaking event.

Jiang Baili certainly had a way with military theory, explaining the ins and outs in a simple and clear manner. He made a seemingly unimaginable victory look quite simple. Yuan Shikai held this young man in high regard.

"It is best that the President's strategic planning was able to avoid the flames of war," said Sa Zhenbing, the Naval Minister, who was the most relieved of all. German warships were fast; if they encountered them, the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets would certainly suffer significant losses, as they could neither win a fight nor outrun the enemy. Furthermore, mobilizing the navy was extremely expensive, and the current Beiyang financial situation could not support the navy avoiding confrontation at sea for months on end.

"Although war has been temporarily avoided, we still need to send a mission to negotiate with the Germans. I'll have to trouble Shao-chuan to make the trip. You'll be in Germany for a few months," Yuan Shikai said.

"President, this time I not only want to go to Germany but also to the United States," Tang Shaoyi replied.

"Why?"

"I want to find someone in America named Gu Weijun. He is currently studying for a Doctorate of Laws at Columbia University. If we can bring him back, many major matters in the Foreign Ministry can be safely entrusted to him."

"I've heard you recommend him many times; he must be a talent. If you need me to write a letter, let me know in advance." Yuan Shikai trusted Tang Shaoyi's negotiating skills implicitly. Since Tang Shaoyi had repeatedly and strongly recommended Gu Weijun, it was likely that this young man would not point his finger at a foreign minister and say something as undiplomatic as "no need to wash, just sleep." The Beiyang clique was not the People's Party; while the People's Party dared to fight whenever it wanted, the Beiyang government had no need for such madness as Chen Ke's.

After the meeting adjourned, Yuan Shikai invited Tang Shaoyi to his office. "Shao-chuan, this time I want you to take Keding with you to Germany."

A look of hesitation flickered across Tang Shaoyi's face. "President, that would be somewhat inconsistent with diplomatic protocol, wouldn't it?"

"I just want the boy to go out and see the world. He's been following me since he was small, thinking every day that he's seeing great figures and great events. In truth, his vision is as narrow as a mouse's. Look at Chen Ke; although he never says where he went to school, he must have traveled abroad for a long time. Thinking about it now, I should have sent him abroad for school long ago." As he spoke, Yuan Shikai's expression was filled with the regret peculiar to a father.

As a diplomat, Tang Shaoyi knew better than anyone how to maintain propriety in conversation and was unwilling to introduce any unknown variables. But after a moment's thought, he said, "President, recently I've heard that the eldest son has been having rather frequent contact with British and French diplomats."

As soon as he finished speaking, Tang Shaoyi saw a cold light flash in Yuan Shikai's eyes. The fatherly expression vanished instantly, and Yuan Shikai became, in an instant, a statesman ruling the nation.

"Is this information accurate?"

"The British and French ministers have privately mentioned contact with the President's family. I imagine it can only be the eldest son." Tang Shaoyi replied. Yuan Shikai's second son, Yuan Kewen, was only twenty-one—not even a beginner.

"And have the British and French ministers contacted any other cabinet members?" Yuan Shikai asked extremely calmly. "Speak plainly; do not worry."

"President, after the People's Party stirred up such a large affair, the various nations are extremely concerned about whether their interests in China will be harmed. Since we, Beiyang, are the central government, they hope we can restrain the People's Party and prevent such things from happening again." There was a note of counsel in Tang Shaoyi's voice.

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai's face hardened. "Shao-chuan, the reason Britain and France aren't interfering in this matter with the Germans is solely for the sake of that quota trade agreement. What they fear now is China escaping their control. China is so large; even if Britain and France used their entire national strength to invade, what could they do? They couldn't hold it; they would eventually have to withdraw. Thus, what they want is to prop up governments that only listen to them. Initially, they wanted to find the People's Party and Chen Ke. But the People's Party absolutely refuses to listen to them, so these people turned back to us, the Beiyang government. In such matters, even Chen Ke dares not yield; we naturally cannot be inferior to him."

Hearing Yuan Shikai's words, Tang Shaoyi felt strangely moved. China's military strength was inferior to the Great Powers'; to protect Chinese interests, a powerful military force was necessary, yet the Beiyang central government bore immense financial expenditures. Currently, the economy was in dire straits, and there was simply no strength to expand the army. With the Great Powers without and the People's Party within, it took extraordinary confidence and backbone for Yuan Shikai to still maintain such a stance of protecting Chinese interests while struggling to survive.

"When I go to Germany this time, I will certainly not disgrace the nation or lose its sovereignty," Tang Shaoyi answered solemnly. Of course, this statement also naturally and easily avoided Yuan Shikai's question about which members of the Beiyang cabinet the foreign missions had contacted.

As soon as Yuan Shikai returned home, he asked where Yuan Keding was. His family replied that Yuan Keding had not said where he was going when he went out.

"Send people to find him immediately!" Yuan Shikai shouted in anger.

Yuan Keding was unaware of his father's fury. He was currently at the Japanese embassy, meeting with the Japanese minister. The Japanese minister naturally couldn't summon a troupe of geishas to the embassy, but a normal banquet was possible. After several rounds of drinks, everyone was somewhat intoxicated.

"Your Highness the Eldest Son, I wonder what your views are on China's current national system?" the minister chattered.

"It is a republic now; naturally, it is the current system," Yuan Keding replied, feigning composure.

The Japanese minister's Chinese was actually quite good. Although there was a translator speaking at the table, he himself could sense the extreme dissatisfaction in Yuan Keding's words.

"Your Highness, how many countries in the world today adopt a republican system? Only France, the United States, and a few countries in South America. Both Japan and China share Chinese culture, and there are naturally benefits to an imperial system. For example, President Yuan has received the support of all the people. According to Chinese tradition, taking the throne would be a natural development. Furthermore, China's current situation is so chaotic; without the leadership of a powerful central government, President Yuan's goal of making China as strong as Japan will be difficult to achieve."

Hearing this, Yuan Keding nodded slightly. In this era, the powerful nations were all imperial states. Britain went without saying, and both the ferocious Russians and the rising star of "iron and blood" Germany were ruled by emperors. In Europe, aside from France, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, Belgium, and Sweden all had monarchs. Meanwhile, republican France had once been defeated by China at Zhennan Pass, leading to the collapse of its cabinet. As for the United States in 1911, it was far from the world-dominating America of 1949. Currently, the Great Powers didn't take the US very seriously; the general view was that it was merely a primitive country on a wilderness continent. Even Americans at the time didn't consider themselves more civilized than European nations.

Opposition to republicanism was even a matter of "political correctness" in late 19th-century Europe. Regardless of how MPs or the public clamored below, the upper echelons of various countries were resolutely opposed to the "flood and wild beasts" of republicanism.

Seeing that Yuan Keding was already in agreement, the Japanese minister continued to advise, "Your Highness, what the President needs now is international support. As long as the various nations support the President taking the throne, the greatest problem will be solved. And we, Japan, also hope to see China led by an Emperor."

"But currently, it is a republic after all..." Yuan Keding said, feeling it was difficult.

"The current opponents are just those parliamentarians, but imperial countries do not oppose parliaments at all. All nations have their own parliaments. Our Japanese Diet was established even earlier. In truth, if the former Qing had established a parliament sooner, many problems would have been solved long ago," the minister said with sincere emotion.

Yuan Keding truly loved these words. An imperial system would be of great benefit to Yuan Shikai, and even greater benefit to the Yuan family. There had never been a Yuan in the imperial lineage; if that surname could be added, it would be wonderful.

"But are the nations truly willing to support it?" Yuan Keding liked the idea, but he didn't think the Great Powers, especially Japan, would be so kind as to help Yuan Shikai without reason. They would surely make various demands.

"The European and American nations hope for a stable China. But whether a stable China is imperial or republican, I believe everyone would rather see an imperial China. I spoke with the American minister about this recently; he is not opposed to the President taking the throne. They even expressed a willingness to provide sufficient support regarding the political structure."

"Truly?" Yuan Keding hadn't expected the Americans to make such a statement.

"If Your Highness does not believe it, I can invite the American minister to talk with us in a few days. Then Your Highness will know if it is so."

Hearing that so many national ministers would support Yuan Shikai becoming Emperor, Yuan Keding's feigned composure vanished completely. He nodded quickly. "Yes, yes."

"Then Your Highness can inform me when it is convenient, and I will help arrange it." The Japanese minister seized the opportunity to add fuel to the fire. This was not something the Japanese minister was inventing; the United States had never opposed China being an imperial state. In history, after careful selection, the relevant US departments finally sent Frank Johnson Goodnow to Yuan Shikai as a constitutional advisor in February 1913, under the name of the "Carnegie Endowment for International Peace." Goodnow was an American political scientist, former president of Johns Hopkins University, and a primary founder of the American Political Science Association. Yuan Shikai had Goodnow work in the Legislative House and serve as a constitutional advisor to the cabinet. He argued and compared the merits of monarchy and republicanism from the perspectives of history, politics, law, international relations, and national quality, clearly stating, "There is no doubt that if China adopts a monarchy, it would be better than a republic." "Returning from a republic to a monarchy only requires truly implementing a specific plan for a constitutional monarchy." At the time, they even drafted the *New Imperial Family Regulations*, which included typical constitutional monarchy laws such as: "Princes and Dukes may serve as army and navy officers but may not organize political parties or hold important political offices; the eunuch system is abolished forever; the system of selecting palace maids is abolished forever; the system of local tributes is abolished forever; and no relatives of the imperial family may engage in commerce or compete for profit with the common people."

As long as Yuan Shikai was willing to become Emperor, the Great Powers were truly prepared to support him.

Yuan Keding returned home in an extremely excited state. Over these days, he had held talks with the ministers of the major powers and received intelligence that they were willing to support Yuan Shikai and the Beiyang central government. This feeling was simply too good; the foreign devils, who were usually feared by the Chinese, were now showing moderate or even enthusiastic support. Yuan Keding felt that the previous diplomats had been a bunch of useless fools; something that could be so easily settled had been made into a life-and-death struggle. If he were in charge, many matters would have been resolved peacefully long ago.

Thus, when he learned at the door that his father, Yuan Shikai, wanted to see him immediately upon his return, Yuan Keding felt only slightly nervous. Normally, Yuan Shikai never gave him a kind look, mostly criticizing or shouting at him, and even severe beatings were not uncommon. But this time, having brought back such an important "diplomatic promise," Yuan Keding felt his backbone was much stiffer.

"What have you been doing these past few days?" Yuan Shikai asked coldly.

Normally, Yuan Keding would have already been searching for what mistake he had made to provoke such a fierce interrogation, and would be desperately trying to think of something that wouldn't lead to too harsh a punishment. Of course, the best way was to guess his father's thoughts and admit to whatever had angered him.

This time, Yuan Keding was not afraid. He replied composedly, "Father, recently the foreign ministers have been inviting me to drink."

Hearing such a boastful answer, Yuan Shikai's eyes widened.

Yuan Keding showed no sign of fear. He continued composedly, "Father, I absolutely did not say anything related to the government. I am very clear on such basic matters. Rest assured. I didn't mention a single word about it. They asked, too. I merely replied that I am at home every day and know nothing of such things."

Seeing Yuan Keding so composed, Yuan Shikai was in no hurry to explode. He adopted a slightly milder expression. "Is that all you talked about? I'm afraid that wouldn't take so much time."

"Father..." Yuan Keding was about to reveal the key point, but because of his excitement, he paused for a few seconds to steady his emotions. Yuan Shikai had one good trait: when punishing Yuan Keding, he at least didn't let anyone else stay nearby, sparing him some face. Since there was no one else around, Yuan Keding didn't bother lowering his voice. "Father, the various national ministers have all expressed their willingness to support you in becoming Emperor."

Yuan Keding thought these words would surprise and delight Yuan Shikai, and he searched his father's face for any sign of joy. But he was disappointed; not only was there no joy, there wasn't even a hint of surprise. Yuan Shikai asked calmly, "Is this the sort of thing you've been doing out there all these days?"

"How could I dare to talk about such things? It was just that after those ministers invited me over, they first asked about official business. Seeing me claim ignorance, they didn't press further. Instead, they turned the conversation to China's political system, and after that, they said they were willing to support you in becoming Emperor. I didn't even dare to tell them to talk to you directly; when they pressed me, I only said I understood. Father, you are the President; how could I dare to speak recklessly!" Yuan Keding replied with a note of grievance.



★


Extremely Reluctant Compromise 10

Volume 4 - Chapter 138

❧ ❧ ❧


# Chapter 138: Extremely Reluctant Compromise (Part 10)

Regarding his son's performance, Yuan Shikai found it difficult to be truly angry for once. Aside from feeling that his son was hopelessly dim-witted, he had no other thoughts. Were the foreign ministers easy to deal with? When those people spoke of supporting Yuan Shikai's ascension to the throne, it was only to secure more benefits for themselves. Who would be so bored as to help another man become Emperor for nothing?

Yuan Shikai suddenly recalled his meeting with Chen Ke. Chen Ke had been straightforward about it: as long as Yuan Shikai did not declare himself Emperor, Chen Ke would support him as President for life. His foolish son was actually two years older than Chen Ke, yet in terms of ability, Yuan Keding was likely more than twenty years behind.

Seeing that his father hadn't immediately exploded in rage, Yuan Keding thought the news he brought back had moved him. He immediately continued excitedly, "Father, the current situation is excellent. The foreign ministers all stated that as long as we, Beiyang, can defeat the People's Party, they will support you alone. Yesterday, the British minister came to see me and talked a great deal of nonsense, but eventually, he brought up the unification of military command. He said they are willing to grant the government a loan at five percent annual interest, paid in full. The French minister indicated that if we need munitions, France is willing to lend us a batch first..."

"You scoundrel, shut your mouth!" Yuan Shikai could no longer bear to listen. It was truly a case of the thief confessing before the beating even began. Yuan Keding had started by saying the ministers firmly supported Yuan Shikai's enthronement, but now he had completely lost his composure and revealed his entire hand. Yuan Shikai's anger was twofold. On one hand, Yuan Keding had failed entirely to see the heart of the matter—this wasn't support for his father becoming Emperor, but rather an incitement for war between Beiyang and the People's Party. On the other hand, Yuan Keding was simply too disappointing; he couldn't handle proper business, and he couldn't even manage a lie properly. This could not help but make Yuan Shikai feel exceptionally let down. Both were young men; how could Yuan Keding be so vastly different from Chen Ke?

However, Yuan Shikai's anger only lasted a moment. After thinking of Chen Ke, a sense of dissatisfaction suddenly rose in his heart. No matter how much of a scoundrel Yuan Keding was, he was at least considering Yuan Shikai's interests. No matter how brilliant and capable Chen Ke was, he would never act for Yuan Shikai's benefit. To punish his own son for the sake of an outsider was a bitter pill Yuan Shikai could not swallow.

"Someone!" Yuan Shikai shouted. When the guards outside entered, he ordered, "Send him back to his room to reflect. Without my order, no one is allowed to let him out!"

"Father?!" Yuan Keding was utterly bewildered.

Yuan Shikai suppressed his rage. "Take him away now!"

Seeing the guards hesitate, Yuan Shikai roared, "I told you to take him away! Didn't you hear me?"

The guards naturally would not listen to Yuan Keding. Seeing that Yuan Shikai was truly furious, the two guards grabbed Yuan Keding from both sides and, half-coaxing and half-dragging, took him out. They were even clever enough to close the door behind them.

Yuan Shikai's anger had not yet subsided, and he paced back and forth in the room with his hands behind his back. In truth, the news Yuan Keding brought back was indeed important. The diplomatic corps had made their stance clear: they were now extremely wary of the People's Party. However, it hadn't been long since the German military defeat. If the various nations were to launch an armed attack on the People's Party, with their current strength, the People's Party's army would likely be nearing the Legation Quarter in Beijing shortly after the news got out. If even the Qingdao fortress couldn't stop them, the defense system of Beijing certainly wouldn't stand a chance.

"President, I think we might as well perform a 'two-man show.' If we, the People's Party, used this military victory as a bargaining chip, it would only intensify the conflict. Therefore, I believe the President might as well make good use of our victory. What the Great Powers want most is to find an agent for their interests in China. This is why I was so reluctant to see the provinces fall into chaos and warlordism. It's impossible to prevent them from seeking interest-proxies. Thus, the President should fully exploit this situation to give those foreign devils some hope, and reap as many benefits as possible." Yuan Shikai could clearly remember Chen Ke saying those words matter-of-factly as they watched the three jets of water bubbling from Baotu Spring.

At that time, the rain had been pouring down outside, the dense droplets creating ripples on the water's surface, yet failing to suppress the three high-spouting jets of Baotu Spring. From time to time, a few stray raindrops would fly into the pavilion and hit Yuan Shikai's skin. If the topic hadn't been so unexpected, the sensation would have been quite pleasant.

"Isn't Wenqing afraid?" Yuan Shikai had asked seriously.

"Afraid of what? Everyone acts on interest. The foreign devils naturally have their own interests, and as long as China does not splinter and fall into warlordism, that is the interest of our People's Party. And since the President is already in this game, if the Beiyang clique led by the President doesn't get a share of the benefits, wouldn't that be too much?" Chen Ke had said with a smile, his gaze drifting into the distance.

Yuan Shikai hadn't been in a hurry to answer. He noticed that Chen Ke's gaze frequently turned in a certain direction. Changing the subject, Yuan Shikai asked, "What is over there?"

"Currently, nothing. But when I came last time, there were seals there," Chen Ke said nostalgically. Why the staff at Baotu Spring had decided to keep two seals in the spring starting in the early 21st century was something Chen Ke never understood. Since having a daughter, he truly wanted to find time to take her traveling. It would be quite nice to take his little angel here to see the round seals swimming happily and easily in the water. At least back in the 21st century, he had seen many adorable children trying to feed the plump seals with various snacks—or rather, pelt them with snacks—while parents scolded them, saying, "It's wrong to feed the seals recklessly."

Yuan Shikai had no idea what "seals" were. A man of his status naturally wouldn't press the issue; if Chen Ke wanted to explain, he would. If not, no amount of asking would help. So Yuan Shikai had smiled and said, "There are none this time, but perhaps you'll encounter them on your next visit."

"Perhaps," Chen Ke said, liking those words. He turned back. "President, I have always believed you to be a man of great responsibility. Whatever your subordinates do, whether it was your intention or not, you are willing to take the blame. In this regard, Vice Minister Duan Qirui truly takes after his teacher. Since the foreign devils are certain to seek an agent, I would rather those benefits fall into the President's hands. As the saying goes, 'It's easy to see the King of Hell, but hard to deal with the little devils.' One can at least reason with you, President."

At that time, Yuan Shikai had thought Chen Ke was being somewhat boastful, but now events had proven that he wasn't lying. The reaction of the foreign devils was not as peaceful as it appeared on the surface; they had already begun trying to find a "thug" to restrain the People's Party. Chen Ke not only had conjectures about the domestic situation but also about the international one.

"The President need not worry about any misunderstandings between us. The foreign devils will not only seek agents within China; they will likely prepare on multiple fronts. Japan is currently a pauper; they'll do anything if given money. In the Russo-Japanese War, it was Britain and America who supported Japan behind the scenes. Thus, the so-called 'white unity' is all nonsense. Since the Roman era, the white skins of Europe have been slaughtering one another for thousands of years; how could there be any sincere unity among them? If they were united, why would Britain support the yellow-skinned Japanese to fight the Russians? They have just as many contradictions among themselves. Even when they try to suppress China, they remain full of conflicts. As long as we throw out the concept of 'Economic Development Zones'—especially making Qingdao one and welcoming investment and factories from all nations—those foreign devils will certainly not stick together. Thus, even if there is a war, the foreign devils will let Japan step forward. If they win, countries like Britain and France will reap the spoils; if they lose, at most Japan loses its interests in China while Britain and France can still profit. If the war ends in a stalemate, Britain and France can use international mediation to reap even greater rewards."

If only his own son were like Chen Ke! Yuan Shikai couldn't help but let out a long sigh. With such a son, what would there be to fear even if Yuan Shikai became Emperor? Even if he didn't, he would feel no regret with such a son. But in reality, although Chen Ke fully considered Yuan Shikai's interests, he was essentially Yuan's greatest rival—an rival who was perhaps impossible to defeat.

The more he thought about it, the more agitated he became. Yuan Shikai could no longer stay at home. He ordered his carriage prepared for the office and summoned Xu Shichang, Wang Shizhen, and Duan Qirui.

When the four met in Yuan Shikai's office, he related the matter of the foreign devils seeking agents to his three stalwarts. Finally, he had to mention the cooperation he had discussed with Chen Ke.

The three Beiyang generals remained silent for a long time. Eventually, Xu Shichang spoke. "President, did that Chen Ke truly agree to this?"

"At least to my face, he vowed that there would be no problem," Yuan Shikai described Chen Ke's attitude at the time.

"I see that Chen Ke's calculations are clever," Duan Qirui replied.

The gazes of the other three focused on Duan Qirui's face. He continued with a normal expression, "Regardless of the perspective, the entanglement between our central government and the foreign devils will buy the People's Party ample time. That is where Chen Ke's interest lies. The People's Party is expanding rapidly; what they need now is time to consolidate their gains. Once they are fully prepared, they will no longer need to be polite to anyone."

The explanation was simple and clear, and the other three agreed completely. But the next question was how to respond.

Yuan Shikai knew that the British and French representatives had already lobbied Yuan Keding, likely hoping he would pass on their message. According to his discussion with Chen Ke, Yuan Shikai could "scam" the foreign devils by expanding the army in name only; there was no reason not to take the benefits offered. Yuan Shikai also knew what Chen Ke had left unsaid: after expansion, Beiyang would feel a false sense of security. Through expansion, Yuan Shikai could also strengthen his control over the clique. But expansion was a double-edged sword; while a larger army strengthened the central government's power, it had significant side effects. Supporting such an army would consume immense resources. Britain and France's support was aimed at eventually forcing a clash between Beiyang and the People's Party, so their support could not be free, let alone indefinite.

If Yuan Shikai invested the money in production, the foreign devils would surely find out. Furthermore, if Beiyang expanded but did not fight the People's Party, the foreign devils would likewise abandon Yuan Shikai and look for other pawns within the government—or, as Chen Ke predicted, incite Japan to invade China.

To defeat the People's Party, force was necessary, but the Beiyang central government currently lacked the military strength to win. To expand, they needed foreign support. If they couldn't win the war, then "colluding with foreigners" would be a major crime for Yuan Shikai's government. Chen Ke could rightfully play that card and pin the Beiyang government to the pillar of eternal shame.

If Beiyang didn't take the money, once the People's Party was ready, they could also use force to eliminate Beiyang. In any case, the People's Party was still essentially an anti-government organization; they weren't betraying the Republic, but rather starting their own house. From any angle, the People's Party could claim the moral high ground of "righteousness." This put Beiyang in an extremely disadvantageous position.

All contradictions pointed to one thing: the People's Party was simply too powerful.

"President, I think we might as well invite Chen Ke to Beijing to serve as an official. I am currently still the Vice Premier, and Prince Qing is insisting on resigning from the Premiership. Why not give the position of Premier to Chen Ke?" Xu Shichang proposed.

"What if he insists on refusing? This is clearly an attempt to bring him to Beijing as a hostage. Chen Ke is so cunning; he won't agree," Wang Shizhen said.

"Whether he comes or not, we must make such a gesture. Otherwise, the world will think our Beiyang clique has no faith toward the People's Party," Xu Shichang replied. This proposal was truly a last resort because, under the system, the President as the highest authority could appoint the Premier. However, the cabinet ministers were submitted by the Premier to the President for approval. Although the President held great power and final personnel authority, he had no right to appoint cabinet members directly. Theoretically, Chen Ke could appoint People's Party members to all positions, leading to a protracted struggle for personnel control between the President and the Premier.

This proposal was a bit too bureaucratic. Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui, being military men, were not supportive of such things.

Yuan Shikai didn't immediately comment, but Xu Shichang's suggestion gave him a new train of thought. After a moment of silence, he said, "What if I appoint Yan Fu as Premier?"

The other three were startled. The name Yan Fu hadn't appeared in Beiyang discussions for a long time. At first, they were surprised, but upon reflection, they couldn't help but admire the choice.

Yan Fu was a veteran Beiyang cadre. Since the pre-Beiyang era of Li Hongzhang, he had been famous as the Superintendent of the Beiyang Naval Academy. After the Gengzi Incident (Boxer Rebellion), the Naval Academy and the Tianjin Machine Bureau were destroyed by war, but Yan Fu became famous as a translator and thinker. The phrase "natural selection, survival of the fittest" from his translation of *Evolution and Ethics* was widely quoted by scholars.

Currently, Yan Fu was also Chen Ke's teacher and a high-ranking member of the People's Party. If inviting Chen Ke to be Premier was too "blatant," then Yan Fu was an excellent political choice. He was a combination of a famous military man, a famous man of letters, and a famous educator, with deep connections in both the Beiyang and People's Party camps.

For the Beiyang government, given Yan Fu's seniority in the clique, even without his People's Party background, if Yuan Shikai forced him into the Premiership, everyone would just have to hold their noses and accept it. While his People's Party background brought many inconveniences, it also neutralized his lack of personal troops or a physical power base.

"The President is wise! This would be perfect! But will Yan Jidao agree?" Xu Shichang asked. He had originally proposed an unreliable plan, only for Yuan Shikai to provide an incredibly reliable choice within it. Xu Shichang felt a bit sour; if Yan Fu became Premier, even he wouldn't be able to find fault with it.

Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui nodded slightly, their admiration for Yuan Shikai's intelligence growing. Furthermore, although they never said it aloud, both privately hoped the Premier would be a military man. After all, both the Li Hongzhang and Yuan Shikai cliques were essentially military groups. Rule by literati was not a Beiyang tradition.

"Whether Yan Jidao is willing to serve as Premier will depend on the People's Party's intentions. If they have no intention of peace, they naturally won't agree. If Yan Fu is willing to serve, it shows the People's Party has no plan for war within the next five years," Wang Shizhen said.

Yuan Shikai nodded; Wang Shizhen's judgment was very sound. Most importantly, Yan Fu was, after all, a veteran Beiyang stalwart. If he served as Premier, many things could be discussed more openly. Chen Ke was blunt enough, but Yuan Shikai truly didn't want to have such "frank" conversations with him. Such talks were too damaging to one's self-esteem. Facing a brilliant and capable young man, Yuan Shikai's greatest feeling was that he was truly getting old.

***

While Yuan Shikai discussed affairs of state, Yuan Keding was confined to his courtyard, nursing his resentment. He truly hadn't expected his father to treat him this way. After the many recent events, his way of thinking had begun to solidify. For him, to secure his position as Crown Prince, his father must become Emperor. The external problems of enthronement—namely, international recognition and support—had been "solved by Yuan Keding himself." All that remained was how to defeat their greatest enemy, the People's Party.

The representative of the People's Party was Chen Ke. Just as Yuan Shikai represented Beiyang—if Yuan Shikai died, Beiyang would be finished—if Chen Ke died, the People's Party would likewise collapse.

Thus, a direct logic formed in Yuan Keding's mind: "Kill Chen Ke" equals "Become Crown Prince."
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"Matsudaira-kun, I hear that Yuan Shikai has placed Yuan Keding under house arrest. And in the past few days, he has been preparing to invite Yan Fu to serve as Premier. Are the North and South truly going to have peace talks?" Japanese Minister Ijuin Hikokichi asked. Opposite him was First Counselor Matsudaira Tsuneo. On the table between them were a bottle of mulberry wine and some pickled fish. They were talking about the recent situation while sipping their drinks.

Matsudaira Tsuneo hailed from the Aizu-Matsudaira family, being the sixth son of Matsudaira Katamori, the former Lord of the Aizu Domain and Protector of Kyoto. His mother was Katamori's concubine. He had studied at the Gakushūin since childhood and later married the fourth daughter of Nabeshima Naohiro, the Lord of the Saga Domain (one of the four powerful domains of the Bakumatsu era). After graduating from the Faculty of Law at Tokyo Imperial University in 1902, he entered the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. He was a genuine scion of a Japanese noble house and a bona fide law graduate. Even as the Minister, Ijuin was quite polite toward him.

"If they truly intended to have peace talks, why would they invite Yan Fu to be Premier?" Matsudaira Tsuneo replied without letting his status affect his manners. He respectfully poured a cup of wine for Minister Ijuin and, after kneeling back in his place, continued, "The conflict between North and South is merely a matter of time. Or rather, it all depends on the relationship between Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke. If these two lose their mutual trust, war will break out immediately."

The Japanese were experts in internal strife and saw these issues very clearly.

"From the current situation, it seems that both Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke are doing their best to avoid conflict. Both are capable of controlling their subordinates, which is a cause for concern back home. I recently heard from the British and French embassies that they are working hard to find out the secret treaty reached between Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke." Ijuin looked somewhat worried.

That a long-term secret treaty existed between Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke was a consensus among the foreign ministers in China. As for the contents of this "Yuan-Chen Secret Treaty," there were many conflicting reports. Generally, the various ministers believed that currently, Yuan Shikai was holding the front in public while Chen Ke was responsible for doing the dirty work.

It was not unusual for two opposing sides to be entangled behind the scenes. In Europe, America, and Japan, this was commonplace. Facing such a situation, all the nations hoped to turn the current tide.

Generally speaking, between two conflicting parties, it was usually the side in the "rebel" position that desperately sold out the country, while the official government organization shouted about national interests. Now, the situation was completely reversed: the People's Party, in their rebel position, treated foreign intervention with a mix of extreme tact and firmness, while the central government was quite ambiguous in this regard.

This situation was very thorny, unless Yuan Shikai, like the former Manchu Qing government, completely cast aside his pride and sought foreign help to deal with the People's Party. Otherwise, if the foreign governments wanted to attack the People's Party, they would have to jump out and do it themselves. The People's Party's only outlet to the sea was Lianyungang. The Yangtze was an inland river that large warships couldn't enter, and on such a long waterway, there was always the risk of an ambush.

One of the crimes for which the Qing had been overthrown was "betraying the country." Yuan Shikai was clearly unwilling to bear such a reputation by using foreign powers to suppress the People's Party. And launching a punitive expedition against Yuan Shikai's central government because of the People's Party would not achieve their goal either. Unless Yuan Shikai truly wanted to be a "traitor," he would never agree to it, even if he had to flee Beijing. Furthermore, there was the "Yuan-Chen Secret Treaty" that all the ministers believed existed. If Beiyang and the People's Party set aside their differences and united against a powerful external pressure, things would be very difficult to handle.

"We must make the contradictions between these two parties public," Matsudaira Tsuneo said, stating his thoughts directly. Ijuin frowned slightly—not because he disagreed, but because Matsudaira's bluntness didn't quite fit the traditional Japanese "haragei" (belly talk) mode of communication.

However, it wasn't a big problem. Ijuin smiled. "I see that the various ministers have this thought; that's why everyone is so polite toward Yuan Keding."

Sometimes, a contradiction doesn't require the top leaders themselves to have a falling out. "The situation" refers to the overall layout and trend. The reason the "Yuan-Chen Secret Treaty" was a secret was surely because both major powers had a large number of internal opponents. There were many opponents within the Beiyang clique—not just Yuan Keding, who was being manipulated by the various ministers. In truth, there were no high-ranking Beiyang officials who favored the People's Party.

On the other hand, the People's Party was more troublesome. In official contacts, People's Party cadres never met foreigners in groups of fewer than three. It was as if they had undergone mandatory training; everyone's words were exactly the same. Furthermore, this rising power enforced strict control over population movement in their territory. Under this quasi-military control, white spies—whose appearances were vastly different from the Chinese—went without saying, but even Japanese intelligence officers, who were also of the yellow race, would disappear like stones in the ocean shortly after entering the base areas. After several disappearances, Japan had to lower its pride and use various channels to find the People's Party, asking them to investigate the missing Japanese citizens. The People's Party replied that any foreigner who had correctly registered with their customs had never gone missing. Forced into a corner, Japan had to admit that some people "might have lost their way."

The People's Party then gave the Japanese representatives a thorough lesson on their own *Customs Law*. This infuriated the Japanese. However, Japan was not currently prepared for war against the People's Party, so these matters didn't become public knowledge.

"I see that Yuan Keding desperately wants to remove Chen Ke and is willing to use any means necessary," Matsudaira Tsuneo said.

This was still too direct, but Ijuin no longer minded. He wasn't worried about Yuan Keding sending someone to assassinate Chen Ke; whether the assassination succeeded or failed didn't matter. What was important was to make the assassination attempt known to the whole world. If such an effect could be achieved, Yuan Shikai would either have to go to war directly with the People's Party or take responsibility for the act. Regardless of the choice, China's current situation would be completely shattered.

"We only need to pay attention to this matter," Ijuin said. If something could be accomplished by giving Yuan Keding a few hints at the critical moment, there was no need to get personally involved. It was far from the stage where Japan had to go into the fray itself. Furthermore, Japan had just annexed Korea and had countless internal matters to attend to; in many respects, Japan lacked the capacity even if it had the will.

Of course, there was no need to state these things explicitly; Ijuin believed Matsudaira Tsuneo had at least this much basic judgment.

"This mulberry wine is quite good," Ijuin praised after drinking another glass of the specialty wine from the base areas. "The fish is also good; the spices are well-blended."

Both of these products were commodities from the People's Party base areas. Setting aside the wine and fish, at least the glass bottles were very well-made.

While they were talking, an embassy staff member entered with a telegram. After reading it, Ijuin showed a mysterious smile. "Those people back home have started supporting the Tongmenghui again."

***

Wang Jingwei had never imagined he would become the negotiator between the Tongmenghui and the Japanese minister to China. This was the first time he had been entrusted with such a significant task. Wang Jingwei was truly pleasantly surprised. Ever since the Tongmenghui had begun its revolution during the Qing era, the Japanese government had always been polite to it while maintaining a respectful distance. After Yuan Shikai seized central power, the Japanese government had adopted an attitude of indifference toward the Tongmenghui. But by 1911, it had started supporting them once again.

However, the Tongmenghui had now truly become a party led by Sun Yat-sen alone. The Guangfu Society had returned to Zhejiang, and the Huaxing Society had returned to Hunan. Renowned figures from other regions were also leaving. After all, it was now a republic, and with a system of provincial self-governance, local governments needed some new faces to fill out the ranks. These famous revolutionaries were the best choice. Giving them a few seats as parliamentarians or a few official posts allowed the provinces to claim they "supported reform and the republic."

Given Sun Yat-sen's reputation, he shouldn't have had any problem becoming a parliamentarian in Guangdong. However, a problem had arisen. The new Nationality Law stipulated that the new Chinese government did not recognize dual citizenship. Anyone who had ever obtained a foreign nationality could not be considered a Chinese citizen.

In the eyes of the Guangfu Society, this regulation was clearly aimed at Sun Yat-sen. At least until 1909, Sun Yat-sen had held American citizenship. In particular, in November 1908, during his visit to Siam (Thailand), he gave speeches to the overseas Chinese community, promoting revolution and the overthrow of the Qing, which led the Qing court to protest to the Siamese authorities. The Mayor and Police Chief of Bangkok summoned Sun Yat-sen and ordered him to leave. Sun immediately stated he would give his answer after consulting his minister. When asked who the minister was, he refused to answer and left.

Sun Yat-sen then went straight to the American Legation to see Minister Hamilton King, requesting protection and the issuance of an American passport (different from the territorial Hawaiian passport), on the grounds that he was born in Hawaii. During the meeting, Minister King had a good impression of Sun Yat-sen and reported to the State Department: "Sun speaks English very well, though with a slight accent. He is very intelligent and extremely polite..."

Sun Yat-sen couldn't wait for a reply from the State Department before leaving Bangkok; he moved to Singapore on December 10, leaving his address there for Minister King.

The US State Department spent several months studying Sun Yat-sen's case. Finally, on March 11, 1909, Secretary of State Elihu Root (who had left office in January; the decision on Sun's case had likely been made during his tenure) notified Minister King that Sun Yat-sen was not eligible for registration as a US citizen or for an American passport. The reason was: "American citizens enjoy rights, but they also have responsibilities and obligations. He (referring to Sun) has not only failed to fulfill the obligations of an American citizen but has instead fully committed himself to Chinese politics. What's more, he is a leader advocating for the overthrow of a government with which this government has friendly relations." Based on these reasons, Sun Yat-sen's US citizenship was revoked and his passport canceled.

This hadn't been particularly private. When Beiyang convened the National Assembly to discuss the fate of the Manchu Qing, major newspapers began publishing articles about Sun Yat-sen's nationality. "Sun Yat-sen the American" became a topic of conversation over tea and meals for many. Even after his citizenship was revoked by the US, Sun Yat-sen had not returned to China to request the restoration of his Chinese nationality, nor had he published a statement in the newspapers. Thus, according to the new Nationality Law in the base areas, Sun Yat-sen was now an unregistered person with no nationality.

The Guangdong provincial government had originally intended to invite Sun Yat-sen to return as a parliamentarian, but after this stir, they understood the intentions of the Beiyang central government. They were naturally unwilling to offend the Beiyang government for the sake of one man. More importantly, the new Nationality Law required foreigners applying for Chinese citizenship to go to Beijing for approval by the Vice Minister of the Ministry of Civil Affairs. This meant that no matter how grand Sun Yat-sen's political goals were, if he wanted to be a Chinese citizen, he first had to go to Beijing and submissively apply to Beiyang.

Sun Yat-sen was naturally unwilling to do so, but Beiyang had found a way to deal with him. Any newspaper with a pro-Beiyang stance would, from then on, often use the term "Sun Yat-sen the American" to mock him whenever he was mentioned.

This put Sun Yat-sen at a great disadvantage. Being mocked by Beiyang was one thing, but none of the leaders of the domestic revolutionary parties—the People's Party, the Guangfu Society, or the Huaxing Society—had ever been "foreign citizens." This incident caused Sun Yat-sen's influence among the domestic revolutionary parties to decline further.

Setting aside the Huaxing Society, which was currently at war with the Hunan authorities, the leaders of the Guangfu Society—the first to break away from the Tongmenghui—such as Cai Yuanpei, Tao Chengzhang, and Qiu Jin, had been formally elected as parliamentarians in Zhejiang. The local parliamentarians of several counties in southern Zhejiang also came from the ranks of the Guangfu Society. Cai Yuanpei had even been elected as a representative to the new National Assembly for Zhejiang Province. This meant that in the future, the voice of the Guangfu Society would rightfully appear in the National Assembly.

Just when they were at their wits' end, the Japanese government's renewed support gave the Tongmenghui a chance to catch its breath—at least financially. Many people had left the Tongmenghui, which wasn't just a loss of manpower; more seriously, fewer and fewer people were providing financial support. One must return a favor. After Sun Yat-sen completed negotiations with Japan, Wang Jingwei was sent by him to negotiate with the Japanese minister in China—or rather, to receive instructions.

"Mr. Wang, do you know who provided the part of the Nationality Law for Yuan Shikai's government?" Matsudaira Tsuneo asked.

"I truly don't know." At the mention of this Nationality Law, Wang Jingwei was filled with anger. If it weren't for this law, the Tongmenghui wouldn't have suffered such a heavy blow. After speaking, he asked tentatively, "Could it be the American government?"

"Hehe," Matsudaira Tsuneo laughed. "It wasn't provided by the American government. It was a bill provided by the People's Party to Beiyang."

This was like a thunderclap that left Wang Jingwei stunned. Matsudaira didn't give him time to digest the news. "A piece of information has been circulating in diplomatic circles: there is a secret treaty called the 'Yuan-Chen Agreement' between the People's Party and the Beiyang government. China's current situation is not as everyone sees it—pushed forward by the various revolutionary parties shedding their blood. Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai have long since reached an agreement on behalf of the People's Party and Beiyang. They joined hands to put on this play for everyone."

"They have a common enemy..."

"They have adopted remarkably consistent measures to support one another in various areas..."

"Why did the People's Party release the Beiyang prisoners of war and senior generals?..."

"Why has there been no combat between the People's Party and Beiyang since then?..."

"Why was Hebei turned upside down by horse bandits?..."

"Why..."

One by one, Matsudaira Tsuneo laid out the points. As a diplomat, his channels for obtaining intelligence and his ability to process it far exceeded those of the Tongmenghui.

"Wang-kun, all the young people who once believed Chen Ke was a revolutionary have been deceived by him. And I believe you are well aware of one thing: it was Yuan Shikai who acted as the matchmaker for Chen Ke. Furthermore, we recently received news that Yuan Shikai is preparing to invite Yan Fu to serve as Premier. Yan Fu is Chen Ke's teacher and a close friend of Yuan Shikai. Moreover, the grandfather of Chen Ke's wife, Old Mr. He, was a close friend of both Yuan Shikai and Yan Fu. When Old Mr. He was alive, Yuan Shikai and Yan Fu often gathered at his home..."

At all times, facts are more persuasive than any deduction—especially facts that have been carefully edited and selected under conditions of strong suggestion.

Listening to Matsudaira's words, Wang Jingwei unconsciously clenched his fists. He squeezed so hard that his knuckles turned white.
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The reception room of the Japanese Legation was deathly silent. Matsudaira Tsuneo, the Japanese First Counselor, sat there with a composed expression, as if nothing had happened. Opposite him, Wang Jingwei, the representative of the Tongmenghui, had his lips tightly pursed, but his eyes were involuntarily wide. Due to his excitement, his wide-open eyes scanned left and right subconsciously, which made Wang Jingwei's handsome features look somewhat distorted.

The information Matsudaira Tsuneo provided was far too shocking, yet equally persuasive. Chen Ke's rise was no secret—at least, his experiences after his public appearance were traceable. The revolutionaries all believed that Chen Ke was close to Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin of the Guangfu Society, but in reality, the people with whom Chen Ke had established the firmest social relations were Yan Fu and Yuan Shikai.

If one followed this line of reasoning, the current compromise reached between the Guangfu Society and Beiyang surely involved Chen Ke's mediation. Thinking of this, Wang Jingwei suppressed his emotions and asked, "Mr. Matsudaira, are you saying the People's Party has been in league with Yuan Shikai all along?"

"I wouldn't say they were in league from the very beginning. However, from the start, the relationship between the People's Party and Beiyang has been very close. The various foreign ministers, especially those of Britain and America, believe the People's Party is merely a faction within the Beiyang clique. Chen Ke received an excellent education; he must have lived abroad for a long time, particularly in Europe and America, and surely studied at several universities. He has hidden his background, likely out of concern that it would cause unnecessary trouble. Some even suspect Chen Ke is of Manchu royal descent, or at least from a family very close to them. It is quite normal for a single group to have many factions, and it is equally normal for those factions to have profound political differences."

Regarding political differences, Wang Jingwei could fully understand. The Guangfu Society and the Huaxing Society were living proof of the sharp opposition and divisions that political factions within the Tongmenghui could cause, and the results they led to. At least Wang Jingwei wasn't a fool; Japan wouldn't make such a statement without its own motives. He asked, "Then why is Japan supporting us now?"

"Both the People's Party and Beiyang are pro-British. We, Japan, have always hoped to establish an Asian alliance to drive the white powers out of Asia. Wang-kun, the Tongmenghui has always been willing to cooperate with us to build a new order in Asia. The People's Party, however, has been working hard to exclude our Japanese presence from China. Naturally, we will support a party that is friendly to us." Matsudaira Tsuneo's words were very blunt.

Wang Jingwei didn't quite believe this. Whether the People's Party excluded Japan was hard to say, but he believed Beiyang wouldn't be so exclusionary. He asked, "Mr. Matsudaira, is the Beiyang stance on this matter consistent with the People's Party?"

Matsudaira Tsuneo replied readily, "The People's Party and the Beiyang government are attempting to reach a fixed trade quota agreement with Britain, France, America, and other nations. This agreement will greatly stabilize the presence of those European and American countries in Asia. The total trade volume will reach one hundred million pounds sterling—that is, a trade volume of seven hundred and fifty million taels of silver per year. As far as we know, Japan has not been given any share in this."

"Seven hundred and fifty million taels of silver? Is this truly the case?!" Wang Jingwei's voice was almost a moan, as if he were feverish. It wasn't that this sum of money made him greedy, but rather that the figure completely enraged him.

"This agreement is not a secret; Wang-kun will know if it's true or false with a simple inquiry," Matsudaira said calmly.

Leaving the table now would be rude, and Wang Jingwei wanted to maintain basic etiquette. However, his heart could not settle; he had received far too much information to process today. With a simple apology, he took his leave, and they set a time for the next visit. Wang Jingwei stumbled slightly as he left the Japanese Legation, a temporary loss of composure caused by his extreme fury.

Watching Wang Jingwei's departing figure, Matsudaira's face showed no expression. Now was not the time for secret joy.

To set a trap for someone, the best way is to provide them with a framework for their thinking. For example, because Yuan Keding's desire to become Crown Prince was so urgent, the foreign ministers expressed support for Yuan Shikai's enthronement. Yuan Keding naturally felt the ministers were sincere—or at least, he convinced himself they were.

Based on this framework, many extended measures were possible. For instance, the Japanese minister could already see that Yuan Keding believed removing Chen Ke would make Yuan Shikai the true ruler of China. All the ministers knew that Keding's logic was not the reality. Setting aside whether the assassination attempt would succeed, if an assassination took place—regardless of the outcome—the People's Party would be forced to break with Beiyang, and it was highly likely that Yuan Shikai would be finished. And if Yuan Shikai were finished, Yuan Keding would surely go down with him.

The ministers seemed enthusiastic, their every word striking a chord in Yuan Keding's heart. If those same words were said to Yuan Shikai... the ministers knew it would be an exercise in self-humiliation. Because Yuan Keding *wanted* to believe these things, Yuan Shikai *absolutely* would not.

Similarly, for the Tongmenghui, they had once considered themselves the standard-bearers of the Chinese revolution. In a sense, the Tongmenghui was indeed the first to shout the slogan "Overthrow the Qing, establish the Republic" during a certain stage. But shouting slogans was of no use; the fate of China was determined by the two political organizations with powerful practical capabilities: Beiyang and the People's Party.

At this stage, the Tongmenghui was desperate to turn its "merit of being the first to advocate" into actual political interests. Against this background, the best way to incite the Tongmenghui's hostility toward the People's Party and Beiyang was to make them believe the two were in cahoots, both being "counter-revolutionary."

Many things didn't need to be said directly; they only needed to be guided according to the other person's mindset. Everyone has a subconscious or conscious stance during communication. When the conversation touches on this consciousness, the person will subjectively believe the other party shares their stance and, therefore, that what they are saying is correct.

Of course, everyone has a degree of caution; they would also consider whether Japan was sowing discord. What was needed now was the truth, to ensure the Tongmenghui's judgment of the situation followed Japan's guidance.

Thinking of this, Matsudaira was indeed quite satisfied. He never believed that in the current situation, the Tongmenghui could truly possess actual controlled territory, let alone overthrow the People's Party and Beiyang to replace them. What Japan needed was a fierce conflict between the People's Party and Beiyang to exhaust the strength of China's two most powerful political organizations and muddy the waters. If Britain wanted to restore order in China, the only force they would be able to utilize would be Japan.

Thus, Yuan Keding's hostility toward the People's Party and the Tongmenghui's hostility toward the People's Party... as long as they were properly utilized, the two might very well converge on the matter of "assassinating Chen Ke." Once the assassination attempt began, the moment the fact that Yuan Keding was the mastermind was revealed, Japan could sit back and watch the show.

At this thought, Matsudaira's expression finally soured. Thinking of the British, he couldn't help but feel irritated.

As early as 1902, Britain and Japan had formed a military alliance to counter Russian expansion in the Far East. On January 30, 1902, the British Foreign Secretary, the 5th Marquess of Lansdowne, and the Japanese Ambassador to Britain, Hayashi Tadasu, signed the *Anglo-Japanese Alliance Treaty*. Its main content was: both contracting parties recognized each other's right to protect their interests in China and Korea. If Britain's "special interests" in China or Japan's in China and Korea were threatened by other countries or harmed by internal "disturbances" in China or Korea, the two countries had the right to intervene. When one party was at war with a third country to protect the aforementioned interests, the other party should remain strictly neutral. If one party was attacked by two or more countries, the other party should provide military assistance and fight together. The treaty was valid for five years. Secret clauses also stipulated that the navies of the two countries should coordinate actions to maintain superiority in Far Eastern waters. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance was a military alliance for offense and defense against Russia, and a tool of war for invading China and Korea.

After the alliance was formed, Japan stepped up its military expansion and launched the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905. In 1905, the two countries signed a second alliance treaty, recognizing Japan's "protectorate" over Korea and reiterating that military assistance should be provided if attacked by any third country.

Facing the fixed trade quota agreement that was currently being prepared, Britain didn't care at all about the feelings of its ally, Japan. No matter how the Japanese government pleaded, Britain indicated both openly and secretly that the agreement was temporarily not open to Japan. Only after Britain had signed the agreement would it consider in what way Japan might participate.

The British attitude of wanting to keep the spoils for themselves was obvious, and to some extent, the People's Party and the Beiyang government supported them in this. Looking at the current situation, it was highly likely that British banks would provide the financial support for this quota agreement. To the Great Powers, the British had become the project owners, firmly holding the initiative. The Germans had jumped so vigorously this time precisely because they wanted a larger piece of the pie. Britain might not be able to restrain Germany's reckless moves, but it could restrain Japan's restlessness.

Japan naturally didn't dare to openly seize interests from Britain, so it could only strike in secret. Britain was a very realistic country; once the situation changed so drastically, the British would immediately adjust their layout according to the specific circumstances. On this point, Japan had absolute confidence.

***

Wang Jingwei was currently far from the stage of reflecting on whether Japan's words were trustworthy; a flame seemed to be burning in his chest. All the blood shed by so many Tongmenghui comrades, all the hardships and wanderings of Dr. Sun Yat-sen—it had all turned out to be nothing more than stepping stones for the People's Party and Beiyang. This fact made it impossible for Wang Jingwei to calm down.

Seven hundred and fifty million taels of silver! This number suddenly popped into his mind. No wonder the People's Party and Yuan Shikai could reach a compromise; in the face of such an astronomical figure, how could they not? The principal of the Boxer Indemnity was only four hundred and fifty million taels, yet the annual trade quota for the People's Party and Beiyang far exceeded that entire amount.

Why should the People's Party and Beiyang enjoy such massive benefits while the Tongmenghui, which first advocated for the revolution, became an insignificant existence? Dr. Sun Yat-sen, a founding father of the revolution, was now an individual with no nationality; from a legal perspective, he had lost everything. And the ones manipulating the law were Beiyang and the People's Party. The contradiction between Beiyang and the Tongmenghui had a long history, and Wang Jingwei didn't care about it. But that the People's Party was striking from the shadows was something Wang Jingwei absolutely could not accept.

As his thoughts expanded, the excitement in Wang Jingwei's chest transformed into a deep and profound hatred. His hands slowly opened and closed, as if trying to grasp someone's throat from the air.

The Tongmenghui's Beijing-Tianjin headquarters was currently located in a small lane in Liutiao Hutong, in a very ordinary residential house. There were seven or eight young men inside. As soon as they saw Wang Jingwei return, they swarmed forward. "Zhaoming, you're back! How did the talks go?"

Seeing his comrades, Wang Jingwei felt a pang of sadness. The Beijing-Tianjin branch of the Tongmenghui, which once had over a hundred members, now had only seven or eight core members left. Originally, the foundation of the Tongmenghui was the "reformists," whose attitude was reform. As for whether the result of reform was a "republic," a "constitutional monarchy," or "constitutionalism," those seeking a constitution had once made up the majority. Dr. Sun Yat-sen, through arduous propaganda and agitation, had finally managed to set the reformists' goal on the path of "overthrowing the Qing and establishing a republic."

After the fall of the Qing, most of the core members felt they had fulfilled their responsibilities. Many officials loyal to the Qing were unwilling to work under Yuan Shikai, and Yuan Shikai needed to replace them with new people. Since one could be an official under Yuan Shikai, many former core members had switched sides and joined the Beiyang government.

Recalling the secret treaty between Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke mentioned by Matsudaira Tsuneo, Wang Jingwei was more certain than ever that he hadn't been deceived. Looking at his enthusiastic comrades, anger rose in his heart. He related everything he had heard today to them, using the theme that "everything is a conspiracy between Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai."

The young comrades were hot-blooded, and halfway through, someone stood up in a rage and shouted, "So that fellow Chen Ke wanted to use our Tongmenghui from the very beginning!"

The indignant voice was followed by sobbing; in his distress, a young man had begun to cry. "Back in Anqing, the People's Party let our Tongmenghui take the fall for them, and in the end, the comrades in Anqing were wiped out. Now it's clear—Chen Ke absolutely did that on purpose."

Someone already began using "facts" that Japan hadn't mentioned to prove Wang Jingwei's line of thought.

In truth, this was incorrect. The Yue Wang Society, which had joined the Tongmenghui, had strongly demanded to occupy Anqing themselves. Chen Ke, of course, knew the Yue Wang Society's fate; he hadn't warned them. It must be noted that even if Chen Ke *had* warned them, the Yue Wang Society absolutely would not have accepted his advice.

These young people, naturally, would not analyze the problem so calmly. Having finally found the culprit for the Tongmenghui's current plight, the youth of the Beijing-Tianjin branch were immersed in feelings of self-pity and resentment.

"Zhaoming, what should we do now?" someone asked with a sobbing tone.

"Don't be in a hurry," Wang Jingwei said relatively calmly. His comrades' excitement had, in a sense, dissipated some of his own, allowing him to face the situation more composedly. "I will be visiting the Japanese Legation again in a few days. Help me look into a few things. You must find out."

After several days of intelligence gathering, Wang Jingwei had come to believe every word Matsudaira Tsuneo said. Whether it was the trade quota agreement or Yuan Shikai's plan to invite Yan Fu to be Premier, both had been confirmed to be true. These two points alone were enough for Wang Jingwei to confirm the fact of Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai's alliance. He hurriedly left Beijing, first heading to Shanghai to meet Chen Qimei, a core member of the Tongmenghui who held considerable power.

***

Almost at the same time, Yuan Keding's house arrest order was lifted. Kaiser Wilhelm II had requested that Yuan Shikai send a delegation to Germany to discuss the Qingdao matter, which was an unexpectedly good development for Yuan Shikai. He also wanted to use this opportunity to let his son, Yuan Keding, go to Germany to see the world. Keeping Yuan Keding under house arrest forever was no solution. After reiterating that Yuan Keding was absolutely not allowed to have any dealings with foreign diplomats, Yuan Shikai released him.

Yuan Keding was very afraid of his father. Yuan Shikai was extremely strict with his children; if he found even the slightest fault, he would scold them at best or use physical punishment at worst. The various foreign ministers also cooperated and temporarily stopped seeking out Yuan Keding.

This made Yuan Keding feel both relieved and deeply unsatisfied. The feeling of being entertained by various foreign missions was simply too good.

Aside from the foreign missions, Yuan Keding found that after this house arrest, the Beiyang cadres had also mysteriously distanced themselves from him. He naturally didn't dare disturb those uncles and elders. Yang Du and Jiang Baili never accepted his invitations. And some who used to attend his banquets, such as Zheng Wenjie, were now starting to make excuses. Everyone Yuan Keding could now invite were low-level officials who were of no use at all.

These people were fine for eating and drinking and then going back to boast about how they had shared a table with the "Eldest Young Master Yuan," but when it came to getting things done—particularly mobilizing military force to send assassins—they were completely useless.

During the days of his house arrest, Yuan Keding's mind was filled with plans on how to remove Chen Ke. The best way was to send well-trained soldiers to carry out an assassination, but he was very clear that if Yuan Shikai found out beforehand, he would never let him off. Even after the deed was done, Yuan Keding couldn't let his father know. He would have to wait until Yuan Shikai eliminated the People's Party, at which point he would need to find a very appropriate opportunity to tell his father about his contribution. Yuan Shikai loathed being led by the nose.

Since no one could be found in the army, the only remaining choice was to seek out martial arts experts from the civilian world.

Yuan Keding had several retainers, though they were people of little use. However, while they were unremarkable, they had extensive connections. After hearing Yuan Keding's instructions, they tentatively asked who had dared to offend the Eldest Young Master Yuan so.

"If I tell you to find someone, then find someone. Don't ask questions you shouldn't," Yuan Keding said, putting on his airs as the eldest son.

"Yes." Those people indeed did not dare to ask further.
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Fourth Master Chang had been doing good business lately. He had taken several jobs hauling coal from the station, working through the scorching sun for days, and finally finished the last load before noon on the final day. In truth, he could have finished it last night if he had pushed, but he delayed the final task until daylight, fearing that doing the cleanup in the dark might lead to errors. It proved a wise choice; when he arrived early that morning, the merchant who hired the carts asked him to also haul some of his household furniture. Chang agreed readily and happily completed the extra task.

Any other carter, finishing before noon, would have dragged it out until after lunch to ensure the employer provided a midday meal. But Fourth Master Chang didn't like taking advantage of others. Once the furniture was moved, he made an excuse about having business at home and asked to settle the bill. The merchant was equally straightforward and paid the remaining amount promptly. Chang drove his cart away without lingering for a free meal.

After days of hard work, each of his brothers received several silver dollars and copper coins, and they went their separate ways. Thinking of the "braised meat noodles" at the Yutai Tea House, Fourth Master Chang washed his face and headed there with a joyful heart.

"Oho, Fourth Master Chang! Haven't seen you in a long time." Wang Lifa greeted him with his eternal, unchanging smile. "You must have made a fortune."

"Proprietor Wang, you're teasing me again," Fourth Master Chang said with a hearty laugh. "Two bowls of braised meat noodles!"

It was the peak of the lunch hour, and the teahouse was filled with people eating. Business at the Yutai Tea House was getting better and better; ever since the People's Party returned to the northern commercial scene, business in the capital had become easier. Wang Lifa wasn't entirely clear on why so many new businesses had appeared, but he knew the People's Party's "honeycomb coal" business had spread across the entire city. The People's Party produced many types of honeycomb coal: three sizes for domestic use and specialized large coals for restaurants. The Yutai Tea House had early on switched to these coal stoves, which were clean and convenient. Wang Lifa only slightly missed the scent of burning wood from the old days.

"Fourth Master Chang, come sit over here!" a voice called from inside.

Chang looked over and saw it was Second Master Song. But on closer inspection, Song looked different from his usual self. A few more glances revealed the reason: Song was wearing a brand-new, bluish-grey silk long gown.

"Second Master Song, you've struck it rich!" Chang laughed. Sitting beside Song was another regular from the late Qing days, Pockmark Liu. Liu had no proper trade; back in the Qing days, he had made a living as a human trafficker. Chang secretly despised him but didn't let it show on his face.

Song rose to make room for Chang. He spoke politely, but couldn't help a hint of pride from showing on his face. "Others may mock me, Fourth Master, but don't you do it too. If it weren't for your recommendation, I wouldn't even know where my next meal was coming from."

"Second Master, can one earn this much just as a bookkeeper?" Chang had merely recommended Song for a clerical position at a honeycomb coal factory run by the People's Party. They hadn't met often since then. Song was a cautious man who didn't dare speak ill of others behind their backs, so Chang was curious about what had happened.

"I'm no longer a bookkeeper," Song said, looking quite pleased.

"Oh?"

"I now raise birds for a living."

"What?" Chang was greatly surprised. In the late Qing, he too had carried a birdcage, and the thrush inside had been chosen for him by Second Master Song. But after the Gengzi year (1900), Chang had never done such a thing again. He suddenly noticed that the birdcage Song almost never went without was missing. He asked quickly, "Have the wealthy families started keeping birds again?"

"Not exactly. I now raise pigeons for them," Song replied. The People's Party had a massive wool business in the frontier regions and needed a large number of carrier pigeons. Song loved birds and talked about them constantly; once this was discovered, he was transferred to a new role. Although thrushes and pigeons were quite different, Song truly loved tending to birds, and his dedication made a difference. He was doing quite well in his new career.

"And this outfit..." Chang was astonished by Song's new gown. It was clear it wasn't traditional silk. It had the luster of silk, but up close, one could tell it was cloth. Yet the fabric possessed both the fineness of silk and the texture of high-quality fine cotton. The surface was smooth and flat, and the "Western-style" tailoring was so impeccable that one couldn't help but look twice.

Seeing that Chang couldn't take his eyes off it, Song smiled. "This is a new material from the south called 'silk-cotton.' The label on the fabric says it's fifty percent silk and fifty percent cotton. It's more expensive than fine cotton but cheaper than pure silk. Fourth Master, you should go and get some new clothes made when you have time."

Chang wanted to reach out and feel it, but he remembered he had just finished hauling coal. Though he had washed his face and hands, there was still grime under his fingernails. A touch might leave a mark. Song was a man of fastidious tastes; though he wouldn't dare say anything to Chang, Chang didn't want to upset him.

"I drive a cart all day; I can't wear such things. This fabric looks delicate; I fear it would wear out with one rub," Chang laughed.

Song quickly recommended, "Fourth Master, there's a new kind of cloth from the south called 'labor cloth' (denim). It's thick and durable. When I'm out in the field, I wear clothes made from it. When it hits the market, you should buy some. It's truly good stuff."

"I've seen that cloth; it is indeed good," Pockmark Liu finally found a chance to interject. "But those people from the south only sell it to Inner Mongolia, selling it to the Mongols when they collect wool. It's all pre-made clothes, very wide and loose. The Mongols love it."

"Oh? You've started doing honest business too?" Chang was greatly surprised.

Pockmark Liu knew he wasn't liked, and he never asked to be. Hearing Chang's words, he sighed. "Alas! Fourth Master, go ahead and mock me! Ever since the President took the world, the eunuchs in the palace are as poor as church mice, and the Princes' households have nothing left. In the old days, you had to be a man of great status just to see a Princess or a consort. Now, as long as you have a bit of money and can afford a dowry, you can marry a Princess just like that. If even the Princesses have come to this, who is there left to buy people? If I don't do some other business, I'll just starve to death."

Fourth Master Chang never took Pockmark Liu's words seriously. If a human trafficker's words could be believed, there would be no lies in the world. As they spoke, the two bowls of braised meat noodles arrived.

"I've been driving a cart all morning and I'm starving. Gentlemen, I'll eat first," Chang said, burying his head in his bowls and slurping loudly.

Pockmark Liu clearly hadn't come just to eat. Seeing Chang slurping his noodles and Second Master Song also eating quietly, Liu took a few bites of food and then poured some wine for Chang. "Fourth Master, have a drop."

After pouring the wine, Liu lowered his voice. "Fourth Master, word on the street is that you and Second Master Song are now following 'those from the south.'"

Chang ignored him, continuing to eat heartily. He didn't even glance at the wine Liu had poured. Second Master Song tried to act as if nothing was happening, but it was clear he lacked Chang's composure.

Pockmark Liu didn't care about the silence. He continued in a low voice, "Fourth Master, I don't have a good livelihood right now. If you have any business, you must let me know."

At this, Chang set down his chopsticks. "The carting guild is just the carting guild. In this city, especially in the south, there are many working in the guilds and the coal factories. Everyone is just trying to earn a meal. Who pays if you don't work? If you want a job, go look at the notice boards in front of the guild and the factory. There are new hiring notices every day. No need to come to me."

Pockmark Liu didn't dare provoke Chang too much now. Chang's business had grown significantly; he had bought three brand-new large carts, applied for some kind of "license," and was hauling goods everywhere. It was said he already had over twenty men under him and had made a fortune. Some even said Chang had once worked for the famous "revolutionary" leader Chen Ke, driving a cart for him. Moreover, Chang had once been in the Boxers and was said to be a "First Brother" who had drunk charm-water and burned incense. Liu didn't want to offend him easily.

"But as you know, it's too hard to find a living in Beijing right now. Fourth Master, you're already a cart boss. Second Master Song, though I don't see him often, is clearly making good money given that silk outfit. We've drunk many a cup of tea together; surely you can point a way for me."

Second Master Song was far from being as open-hearted as Fourth Master Chang. He loved putting on airs; the little money he earned from raising pigeons was spent on this outfit after taking care of his family's food and drink. Hearing Liu's words, he became increasingly uneasy.

Fourth Master Chang's irritation with Liu's persistence grew. "Listen, Pockmark Liu, I earn my bread through my own strength; I'm no 'cart boss.' Those carts were bought with everyone's pooled money; it's not like I opened my own firm..."

As he spoke, Chang noticed Liu's eyes suddenly dart toward the door. A moment later, Liu stood up. "Fourth Master, someone's calling me outside. I'll be right back." With that, Liu hurried out.

Chang thought Liu would be gone for a while, finally allowing him some peace to eat and catch up with Second Master Song. But after only a few words with Song, Liu returned.

"What is the world coming to? Someone looking for people who dare to risk their lives actually came to me. What are they thinking?" Liu looked very displeased as he sat back down.

Chang could bear it no longer. He finished his noodles in a few bites, gulped down the soup, wiped his mouth, and stood up. "I have work this afternoon. I'm going."

In truth, Chang had no work that afternoon; he simply couldn't stand Liu's pestering. But as fate would have it, the more you want to avoid someone, the more you run into them. That evening, Pockmark Liu secretly sought out Chang at his home.

Fourth Master Chang wouldn't let a human trafficker into his home. As soon as he saw Liu at the door, he stepped outside, closed the door behind him with his hands behind his back, and whispered fiercely, "Pockmark Liu, what on earth do you want?"

Pockmark Liu didn't care about being scolded. He looked around nervously to ensure no one was watching and then dragged Chang to a secluded corner. In a voice only Chang could hear, he whispered, "Fourth Master, you saw those people looking for me at noon. They're looking for someone who dares to kill."

As if burned by hot coals, Chang tried to push Liu away. But Liu's grip was strong, and he held Chang's arm firmly. "They found me again this afternoon. Those people said... they want to kill a 'big figure' from the south."

No one in Beijing dared to openly say "People's Party" now; they used "those from the south" as a substitute. This news gave Fourth Master Chang a start. He was straightforward, but he wasn't stupid. He had already guessed what Liu was hinting at.

"Fourth Master, I wouldn't dare do such a thing. But thinking that you're also earning a living with those from the south, I felt that since we've shared tea for all these years, we should look out for one another. I've said my piece; whether you want to tell the people from the south is up to you. If you don't, then consider that we never met today. If you do, please put in a good word for me with them. I'll take my leave now." With that, Liu released Chang's arm and vanished into the darkness, leaving the stunned Fourth Master Chang standing there.

Chang didn't sleep well that night. Pockmark Liu's words put him in a difficult position. Logically, such matters had nothing to do with him, and staying away was best. But Chang had seen much of the world in Beijing. He knew the current stability of the city and his own carting business were built upon the compromise between the People's Party and Beiyang.

If things fell into chaos, there was no doubt his business would suffer. After much thought, he finally made his decision.

***

Pockmark Liu's "business" seemed to have opened; someone had sought him out to provide people. But when he excitedly went to meet the client, he realized something was wrong. The guide was an acquaintance, so Liu felt relatively safe at first. But once he saw the client, he knew it was trouble.

In the human trafficking business, Liu was well-traveled and experienced. Clients who bought people usually had something on their minds and would talk at length about their own affairs. But the person before him was highly focused—and that focus was entirely on Pockmark Liu. The several men beside him were physically strong and calm, clearly the type who dared to fight and kill. Liu struggled to maintain his composure; if he showed any fear, these men would surely resort to violence.

However, when the guide took a chance to slip away, Liu also hurried to stand. "What's the rush?" The man opposite him reached out and pressed down on his shoulder. Though Liu didn't look particularly strong, in a critical moment, his strength likely wasn't inferior to Fourth Master Chang's. Yet, when he was held down, he felt the immense strength in the other man's hand—far beyond what he could handle.

The guide seized the chance and vanished. Liu's vision suddenly went black as someone slipped a burlap sack over his head from behind. In the darkness, he felt several hands grabbing him. A moment later, he was bound tight, and even his mouth was gagged from outside the sack with a cloth band.

***

By late August 1911, the People's Party's intelligence agency in Beijing had received information from multiple sources, both active and passive: someone in the capital was looking to hire assassins. Normally, once intelligence was aggregated, the situation would become clear. But this time, the agency felt greatly perplexed.

The employer was Yuan Keding—various pieces of intelligence proved this. Yet Yuan Keding was actually trying to find "desperate" heroes from the Beijing-Tianjin underworld. Most of the "heroes" in the region were former "First Brothers" of the Boxers. The problem was that of the famous Boxer leaders from the Beijing, Tianjin, Hebei, and Shandong areas who had survived, the most prominent were now with the People's Party—men like Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi, and Chai Qingguo. As for those in the Shandong units, while the "First and Second Brothers" had mostly been purged, there were hundreds of former rank-and-file members. With this vast network of connections, the People's Party was extremely well-informed about local "heroes."

Thus, the Beijing intelligence department couldn't understand if the reports they were receiving were true. The comrades had long been mentally prepared for all-out war with Beiyang; the question was *when* the war would start, not *if*. The focus of their doubt was: "Yuan Keding is Yuan Shikai's son, after all." He shouldn't be stupid enough to go to this extent. If he were carrying out Yuan Shikai's orders, he should definitely not be acting like this. If Yuan Shikai wanted to assassinate Chen Ke, he would surely send men from the military and ensure no word leaked beforehand.

Chen Ke had required the intelligence department to strengthen their studies, and in the vocabulary they had learned, "Yuan Keding's actions are completely illogical."

However, the comrades didn't dare assume this was just a groundless rumor. The intelligence was immediately passed up to the People's Party headquarters. The Beijing intelligence department finally decided to infiltrate Yuan Keding's inner circle to find out what was truly happening from the inside.

"I think we might as well do this: let's send someone to earn that reward money," Tao Zhengdao, the head of the Beijing intelligence department, proposed his plan.

***

Chen Ke didn't react with too much excitement upon receiving the news. In these chaotic times, effectively protecting his own safety was a responsibility he had to bear for his comrades. The People's Internal Affairs Committee paid extra attention to such matters; for instance, the bodyguards for all military and civil cadres, including Chen Ke's own, were assigned after screening by the Committee.

The effective grassroots management system established in the base areas also included security and prevention work. The strict household registration system and the travel permit system were all designed to ensure the safety of the base areas.

Chen Ke was not misled by this intelligence. Historically, the Yuan family had pinned many a "shit-pot" on Yuan Keding's head—for example, the story that Yuan Keding printed fake newspapers to deceive his father. Chen Ke didn't believe that at all. Yuan Shikai was no three-year-old child; how could he be fooled by a single newspaper?

Yuan Shikai's decision to become Emperor was his own; even if Yuan Keding printed fake papers, he couldn't manipulate the National Assembly. Regardless of the means Yuan Shikai used against the Assembly, they had ultimately passed the resolution to elect him Emperor.

Chen Ke's judgment was that this was most likely Yuan Keding's private action. Yuan Shikai would never leave behind such evidence when doing business, let alone such a ridiculous piece of evidence. Even if he were to conduct an assassination, it should be like the case of Song Jiaoren—a situation full of lingering doubts. To have the intent to assassinate known by so many people before even finding the killers... Yuan Shikai could never botch things to such an extent.

This could have been seen as a joke, but Chen Ke could not view it as such. It wasn't that he was afraid of death, but rather that once Yuan Keding was involved, it was no longer possible to brush the matter aside as a mere prank.

Even Chen Ke could not do that.
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Yan Fu did not enjoy being an official. This "elderly handsome man" was multi-lingual, possessor of vast erudition, and a man of noble character. Whether in practical matters or theoretical ones, he was a first-rate talent of the late Qing and early Republican era. Yet, Yan Fu did not like officialdom because he truly did not understand, nor did he truly like, the machinations of the late Qing bureaucracy.

By the cultural standards of "New China," Yan Fu was a man of impeccably high academic credentials. In 1866, he enrolled in the Mawei Shipping Academy, majoring in navigation. Five years later, in 1872, he graduated with distinction and spent the next five years as an intern on the warships *Jianwei* and *Yangwu*. From 1877 to 1879, Yan Fu and others were sent as government-sponsored students to Britain. They didn't study at some "West Pacific University" or similar diploma mill, but at the world's finest naval institutions. He first attended Portsmouth University and later transferred to the Royal Naval College, Greenwich.

Upon returning from his studies, Yan Fu taught at the Beiyang Naval Academy, then the highest naval institution in China. He started as a junior instructor and worked his way up to Superintendent—equivalent to the President of a naval academy today. During his tenure, he was also involved in the operation and construction of the Tianjin Machine Bureau, which was then the largest military industrial enterprise in China and even Asia. With such credentials and experience in New China, Yan Fu would undoubtedly be a figure of immense renown.

Add to this his achievements as a translator and his actions as a "thinker" of sorts. Should Yan Fu pass away, the news would be broadcast on the national evening news; state leaders would personally attend the memorial service, bowing three times to his body draped in the Party flag. Media reports and news stories commemorating his life and contributions would continue for some time.

However, in the era of the Manchu Qing, Yan Fu's true status was awkward. He could only be called "not much of anything." This was because Yan Fu "lacked a degree." Due to his father's death in 1866 when Yan Fu was twelve, he was forced to abandon the "proper path of the Imperial Examinations" and instead enter a vocational school where the state provided jobs.

In 1872 (the 11th year of Tongzhi), Yan Fu obtained the qualification for an expectant circuit intendant. In 1889 (the 15th year of Guangxi), he purchased the rank of sub-prefect and was appointed to wait for a vacancy as a prefect, being assigned as the deputy superintendent of the Beiyang Naval Academy. On October 8, 1891 (the 16th year of Guangxi), Yan Fu obtained the rank of candidate intendant. This was because Li Hongzhang, in a petition for awards for the development of the navy, mentioned in an attached list: "Lü Yaodou, an expectant intendant of Zhili, is proposed to be placed at the head of the candidate list for appointment," and "the expectant prefects Ma Fuheng, Bao Lanzheng, and Yan Fu are proposed to be exempted from the selection for their current rank and instead be chosen early for vacancies as intendants."

If one were to compare his academic background and relevant positions to New China, Yan Fu's experience could be described as: "Due to Yan Fu having always been engaged in the naval profession and failing to pass the civil service examination, all of his positions were merely temporary contract work."

It sounds absurd, but in the era of the Manchu Qing, this was perfectly normal. In that age, "all paths are low, only scholarship is high." One took the examinations to become an official, and one became an official to rule over others. As for professional knowledge—especially naval knowledge—it was not considered an academic background particularly worthy of respect or recognition. Such a background was certainly not equal to that of the Imperial Examinations.

The reason the Manchu Qing system was called "backward" was precisely because it failed to comprehensively introduce a scientific system. It was called "corrupt" because it was essentially opposed to equality and sought to maintain hierarchy.

Yan Fu's naval and industrial education and experience meant he could never become a member of the acknowledged "ruling class" within that system. The knowledge and understanding he had accumulated in his profession made him a misfit within that order.

Of course, Yan Fu hadn't failed to "resist." After becoming an official, he sat for the Imperial Examinations four times and suffered crushing defeats each time. Later, when he had gained a certain level of influence, he even designed a new "educational system." But these "resistances" were ultimately futile; they could change neither Yan Fu's fate nor the fate of China.

It was only after Yan Fu joined the base areas that he truly found the "sense of belonging" he had dreamt of.

The system established by the People's Party—or rather, the system Chen Ke had established—was a comprehensive copy of New China. Through compulsory education, it ensured the masses could effectively communicate with society through knowledge. Professional education was used to train the vocational abilities of the laborers. "All people are equal; in the revolution, there is only a difference in division of labor, not in status or dignity." This was a slogan Chen Ke had copied.

In the new Chinese educational system Yan Fu had once designed, he had also bashfully tried to replace the Imperial Examinations with compulsory education. While his dream was still a mere paper design, the People's Party had already vigorously begun implementing the new educational system. As one of the few "professional military laborers" in China at the time who possessed both theory and practice, Yan Fu suddenly found that all his credentials received extremely high evaluations within this new regime.

Whether serving as the Minister of Education or the Principal of the Naval Academy, Yan Fu clearly saw that what the People's Party respected was not merely which university he had attended, but the professional knowledge and abilities he had gained through study. The People's Party's educational system was not fostering people whose sole purpose was to be officials; it was fostering laborers who could get things done. Officials were selected through an internal mechanism from the laborers of various industries.

The frustrations of Yan Fu's life were dispelled in the base areas, and his lifelong hopes were realized there. This was one of the fundamental reasons he was wholeheartedly committed to the revolution.

When the letter from Yuan Shikai inviting him to serve as the Premier of the Republic's cabinet reached his hands, the first feeling of this "elderly handsome man" was: "Yuan Xiangcheng, you must be joking."

The officialdom of the late Qing had left Yan Fu with too many "not at all beautiful" memories. To abandon the comfortable days of exercising his talents in the base areas and run off to be a "Premier" destined to be obstructed by all sides—to suffer a second time—Yan Fu believed that unless he had lost his mind, he would absolutely never engage in such nonsense.

However, Chen Ke's attitude surprised him. After reading the letter Yan Fu presented, Chen Ke said calmly, "Comrade Yan Fu, if the Organization requires you to serve as this Premier, are you willing to go?"

"Why?" Yan Fu asked seriously.

"I will speak specifically about this at the meeting," Chen Ke replied, still calm.

According to the observations of the cadres in the base areas, generally speaking, when Chen Ke adopted such a calm expression, it meant something had happened, and he had gathered all his mental faculties to face the problem. Rather than calling it a feigned calmness, it was better described as a self-adjustment Chen Ke made before entering a state of intense struggle.

"When is the meeting?"

"Immediately."

***

Chen Ke, like the vast majority of people born in the 1970s and 80s, had a certain aversion to propaganda, considering most of it to be empty talk. Similarly, he was often moved to tears by the heroic deeds of the Party's martyrs in history.

It was only after he began the revolution himself that Chen Ke gradually developed his own analysis. Propaganda after the Reform and Opening-up era rarely discussed the specific processes of how things were done. Instead, it took a few "heroic acts," magnified them without limit, and then gilded them. What was originally a good thing, after such processing, turned into something revolting.

Take the frequently appearing phrase "regarding death as going home." When facing danger, anyone would first seek their own safety and avoid death. Any human being would choose thus. Chen Ke absolutely did not want to die an untimely death, for that was written in the most fundamental part of human genes—it was a human instinct.

But the position Chen Ke now held made it inevitable that he would become a target for assassination by various forces. Faced with this fact, he could only accept it and not fear it at all. To complete his current work, he needed to stay alive and keep working. Just as when he moved through the battlefield, he had to kill the enemy to complete the mission rather than prioritizing his own safety.

This was a form of "regarding death as going home," but not because Chen Ke personally possessed some world-shaking virtue. All of this was merely a "requirement of the work." Chen Ke had no right to demand his safety be placed above the work. If he feared death, he could have abandoned the task long ago; since he had taken the job, he had to willingly bear the risks it brought.

With this mindset, Chen Ke felt nothing at all about the plan to assassinate him. There was neither anger nor unease. Facing a group of comrades who were burning with rage after learning the news, Chen Ke spoke calmly: "Yuan Keding is a man of no talent. He is merely one among many who want to carry out an assassination. Again: who are our enemies, and who are our friends? This is the primary question of the revolution. Not just for the revolution as a whole, but based on the different interests in every single matter—each will have its own friends and enemies. Today's enemy might be tomorrow's collaborator, and today's friend might be tomorrow's rival over interests. Everyone must remain calm."

"We absolutely cannot let Yuan Keding off, let alone Yuan Shikai!" Pang Zi had already begun shouting.

"That's right! They want to assassinate us? Let's strike first and eliminate the whole Yuan family!" Chai Qingguo followed up.

Within the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, there were many who held irreconcilable blood feuds with Yuan Shikai's Beiyang clique. Although Wu Xingchen's character was relatively composed, his eyes were also flashing at this moment.

While a normal person could certainly choose such a response, Chen Ke believed the People's Party must not. This wasn't "magnanimity"; rather, the People's Party represented the interests of the people who needed revolution—it represented China's most fundamental interests. Thus, when he was threatened, not only could he not put his own emotions first, but he had to put China's interests at the very front.

"Comrades, Yuan Keding's hostility toward me is not because of a personal grudge; he is hostile toward the entire People's Party. When we consider this problem, we must do so from the perspective of our People's Party," Chen Ke said.

As soon as Chen Ke finished, Pang Zi replied fiercely, "If friends come, we have fine wine; if jackals come, we have hunting rifles! Chairman Chen, considering this from the perspective of our People's Party, we absolutely cannot let that son of a bitch off! Just say the word, and I'll go to Beijing right now and bring that brat's head back for everyone!"

Pang Zi's words, filled with the People's Party's "action-oriented" style, forced Chen Ke to smile. "Alright, then my words were flawed. We must not only consider the problem from the perspective of the People's Party; we must first consider it from the perspective of China. If it were just Yuan Keding alone who wanted to assassinate me, it wouldn't be surprising. In truth, there are countless former landlords and gentry in the base areas who want to kill me. We took their land; hatred based on such interests can never be eliminated. Do you think Yuan Shikai doesn't want to kill me? He does. Aside from the Beiyang clique, do the other provinces that feel threatened by our People's Party not want to kill me? It's not just us Chinese; the Germans want to kill me now, and the foreign powers who realize the People's Party is guarding China's fundamental interests all want to kill me. Even some foreign companies at the level of commercial competition want to kill me."

Hearing Chen Ke list the various targets of contradiction, Pang Zi went silent. The comrades of the People's Party firmly believed their actions were absolutely righteous, and with the Party moving from one victory to another, they had inevitably begun to ignore their enemies. Now, listening to Chen Ke explain the conflicting parties at every level, everyone suddenly realized that, without noticing it, the People's Party had reached a situation where enemies were everywhere.

"In this matter, did everyone notice one thing? Yuan Keding first paid visits to a group of foreign ministers. In other words, besides domestic forces, foreign powers have intervened in this matter, trying to secure their own interests through it." Chen Ke led the discussion to a new level.

"We can even fight the German devils; we have nothing to fear." Pang Zi had not participated in the Central Committee's earliest discussions on reaching a temporary agreement with Beiyang, so he still had a "fearless" style. The battle to capture Qingdao had indeed given him sufficient confidence. Many other comrades were not so optimistic; at least, no one supported Pang Zi's attitude.

The People's Party's meeting system was a comprehensive copy of the Party back home; it was very democratic, relying on presenting facts and reasoning to persuade rather than using status to suppress. Chen Ke could dominate the meetings he attended because he knew more and considered things more comprehensively; he could gain sufficient support by persuading other comrades.

Now, with the growth of the People's Party's power, more comrades were able to engage with the world at a higher and broader level. Furthermore, the People's Party did not hide facts internally, nor did it rely on a monopoly of knowledge to secure its position. Even if the comrades' innate talents didn't reach the world's top level, their insight and experience were extremely considerable.

Quickly, the British were excluded from the range of those supporting or inciting the assassination. What the British sought was the success of the trade quota; once a full-scale conflict between the People's Party and Beiyang broke out, the result would be the immediate evaporation of the economic interests the British were about to secure. This wasn't to say the British wouldn't support assassinating Chen Ke, but rather that they wouldn't support it *now*.

The "Russian bears" were relatively straightforward; their external goal was to seize land. Logically, if a Chinese civil war broke out, they would be very happy. However, Chen Ke believed the possibility of them being involved in such a thing was actually not great. The problem with the Russians was a lack of strategic wit; if they participated, they would sincerely want to make the assassination succeed. But the current "Yuan Keding assassination conspiracy" existed in all ways except for having the possibility of success. This was absolutely not the Russian way of thinking.

In China and the Far East, the French followed the British. It was possible they would instinctively blow the problem out of proportion, but the possibility of them forcefully pushing such an agenda was low.

The Germans seemed the most suspicious, but in fact, German interests would be extremely difficult to guarantee in such a chaotic situation. The British had long wanted to squeeze the Germans out of the Far East. The heavy artillery of the Qingdao fortress was all pointed toward the sea; there were very few pointed toward the land. The British would absolutely never allow the Germans to take advantage of the chaos to re-occupy Qingdao.

As for Yuan Shikai, who seemed the most suspicious, Yuan Keding's actions were less about "helping his father" and more about "harming his father." It was obvious that Yuan Shikai was not prepared for war with the People's Party; in a sense, he was also a victim of this incident. If the assassination succeeded and Chen Ke were killed, the People's Party would never let Yuan Shikai off. Setting aside the mobilization of the four hundred thousand Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, even just mobilizing the hundred thousand troops in Huaihai Province—combined with the "heroes" of Shandong and Hebei who had once ravaged Beijing—the People's Party would not only destroy the Beiyang regime but could also wipe out the entire families of all Beiyang officials.

What remained were the Japanese, a deluded Yuan Keding, and some fringe forces with ulterior motives.

"This sounds like a conspiracy," Pang Zi said. He wasn't stupid at all; the reason for his earlier loss of composure was his deep-rooted hatred for Yuan Shikai, and his belief that this was a step before some major power formally declared all-out war—the "decapitation tactic" Chen Ke had spoken of before.

But after the discussion, the action indeed looked like a carefully planned conspiracy. The planner hid in the shadows, waiting for the deceived parties to strike, waiting to seize benefits.

Wu Xingchen spoke up. "Commander Pang, besides being Yuan Shikai's son, Yuan Keding is nothing. Because what he represents is merely his personal interest; he can't even represent the interests of his father. And Yuan Keding thinks himself very clever, believing his actions can realize his own interests. If no one provided him with support, he would never dare do such a thing on his own. Since someone is working hard to push this, it's most reliable to look for the instigator based on the resulting changes in interest."

When it came to playing at conspiracy, Pang Zi was no novice. When he fled to the Taihang Mountains, he had played the game of "fire-fighting Wang Lun." With his mindset corrected, he did not oppose Wu Xingchen's view.

Seeing that everyone now had the correct train of thought, Chen Ke said loudly, "Comrades, if this matter comes to light and becomes known to the world, it means we will have completely broken with Beiyang. China's temporary stability will be shattered, and the nation will enter an all-out civil war. At least at this moment, such a civil war would be an act that greatly harms China's interests."

Having cast aside personal stances and emotional influence, the comrades all agreed with this view.

Seeing that no one opposed him, Chen Ke continued loudly, "Then, we must define these people. The planners of this matter are attempting to gain their own interests by triggering a Chinese civil war; they are placing their own interests above China's. These people—whether Chinese or foreign—are enemies. Not just enemies of our People's Party, but enemies of the entire nation of China. Against the enemies of China, our People's Party will never let them off!"
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When Wu Xingchen returned to the People's Party for his political review, the Central Committee acted with great confidence. The Party's political work was absolutely capable of overriding traditional personal authority, and thus he retained his position as Commander of the Shandong Military District. Pang Zi didn't understand such nuanced matters; after joining the Shandong base area, he naturally continued to follow his "Big Brother Wu." In major matters, Pang Zi was still willing to consult with Wu Xingchen.

The outcome of the People's Party's discussion regarding the "Yuan Keding assassination incident" left Pang Zi very dissatisfied. It wasn't because the discussion ultimately revealed that the mastermind likely wasn't Yuan Keding—that Keding was merely being manipulated. Within the Party, with Chen Ke leading the way, they were attempting to handle Beiyang peacefully. Aside from severely punishing Yuan Keding, the primary targets for suppression were the black hands behind the scenes. Pang Zi believed the hidden enemies must be severely punished. The problem was that the Yuan family, especially Yuan Shikai, should also be severely punished.

Challenging Chen Ke's proposal was clearly unrealistic, and getting a resolution for severe punishment of Yuan Shikai into the People's Party's official decisions was extremely difficult. It was impossible for Pang Zi to do it alone. Thus, he went to find Wu Xingchen.

"That's impossible. The Party Committee already has a train of thought regarding the decision on Yuan Shikai and Beiyang," Wu Xingchen resolutely rejected Pang Zi's request.

"Big Brother Wu, I support all the Party Committee's other decisions, but on the matter of the attitude toward Yuan Shikai, couldn't you look out for us brothers a bit?" Pang Zi pleaded earnestly. "He killed so many of our people, and now in the Party Committee's stance, they actually consider Yuan Shikai a victim. It's not fair."

"Comrade Pang Zi, we are first and foremost members of the People's Party. The Party's decisions must be obeyed at all times. This is the most basic level of organizational discipline. Personal grievances must be placed after organizational discipline," Wu Xingchen said with iron determination.

"Big Brother Wu, we've gone through life and death together, seeking no reward. Can't you even agree to this one small thing? Yuan Shikai is not innocent." Pang Zi was not convinced by Wu Xingchen's few words; instead, he tried to persuade Wu.

Wu Xingchen replied with a cold face, "Comrade Pang Zi, to become a member of the People's Party is to obey the Party's discipline consistently. It's not like you are a Party member most of the time but can choose not to be a Party member in a few instances. At all times, you must be a member of the People's Party and consistently obey its discipline."

"Then... shouldn't our People's Party look out for its own comrades? And I'm not saying we should do anything wrong. Yuan Shikai was always a great counter-revolutionary. We'll fight him and Beiyang eventually anyway. Taking him out now would save a lot of trouble later." Pang Zi had no intention of giving up and continued to "reason" with him.

Wu Xingchen finally lost his patience. He let out a long, heavy breath from his nose. "Old Third, it seems you don't want to obey the Party Committee's decision at all."

"Big Brother Wu, I want the Party Committee to let us brothers vent our anger. Just this once—after this, I will never ask the Party Committee for anything again," Pang Zi said, his brow furrowed deeply.

Wu Xingchen could bear it no longer. In his agitation, he poked his left index finger onto the table several times before speaking. "Failing to obey the Party Committee once shows you are unwilling to obey its decisions. Why would there be a 'next time'? Old Third, you can never place your own attitude above the Party Committee. That is organizational discipline. It's a matter of principle. Not even once is acceptable."

"So, does that mean for our entire lives we can only sell our lives for the Organization, and the Organization will never stand up for us?" Seeing he couldn't persuade Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi finally spoke his mind.

"Overthrowing Yuan Shikai is an inevitable general direction. As long as he doesn't die of natural causes first, we will surely see that day. Even if he's lucky and dies early, the Beiyang clique certainly won't escape. But *when* to strike is something that must be decided by the Organization. Old Third, it's not like you can't speak up in the Party Committee meetings, but you didn't fight for it yourself. What are you trying to do now?" Wu Xingchen asked back angrily.

"What use is speaking in the Party Committee? Chairman Chen obviously doesn't want to move against the Yuan family this time. What did you want me to say?"

"This isn't Chairman Chen's idea; it's the Party Committee's idea. If you think this is Chairman Chen's personal idea, you don't need to come to me. Go talk to Chairman Chen about it." Wu Xingchen was no longer willing to spend energy trying to persuade Pang Zi. He was someone who had passed a political review, after all, and the first rule of passing a review was to recognize the relationship between the Party organization and the individual. The People's Party's organizational discipline stipulated that the individual must obey the Party organization's decisions; there was no discussion on this matter. If an individual did not obey the Party organization's decision, there was no room for negotiation; it was definitely a mistake of the individual lacking organization and discipline.

Pang Zi's current actions were already a serious violation of organizational discipline. If he had fought his case during a meeting, the Party's discipline of open discussion would have protected him; encouraging open speech and honest dialogue among comrades was a basic rule, falling under the category of intra-Party democracy. But privately forming factions and attempting to use individual action to oppose the Party's decision—that was an absolutely intolerable error.

Wu Xingchen, out of brotherly affection, was still trying to persuade him. If it were anyone else, Wu would have kicked them out long ago. And not just kicked them out; he would have publicly criticized such extremely wrong actions in the Party Committee meeting.

Pang Zi thought his request in this matter was not excessive. He obeyed the Party's command precisely so the Party would help him fulfill his wishes in his time of greatest need. Up to now, he had completed every task excellently, and now that he truly had a request of the Party organization, he felt they should give him some "face." Not to mention, Yuan Shikai was not just his enemy but also the enemy of the People's Party.

Looking at the angry Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi felt very aggrieved. He was the one who should be angry, wasn't he? He had worked so hard, only to find that in the end, not even a single personal request could be met. Yet according to Wu Xingchen, he was even in the wrong. The more he thought about it, the more wronged he felt. He shouted, "Big Brother Wu, you've changed! In the old days, you were a man of peerless loyalty, always treating your brothers' affairs as your own. Now, for the sake of your official position, you no longer care about your brothers' blood feuds."

"Shut your mother's mouth!" Wu Xingchen was finally enraged, and he cursed loudly. "The People's Party is not a sworn brotherhood; it's not a bandit lair. We are conducting a revolution; we are seeking a way forward and creating a tomorrow for the laborers. You can't just think of your own little affairs at a critical moment. Pang Zi, if a civil war breaks out, how many people will die untimely deaths? How many of our comrades will die? What right do you have to ask these comrades to die for you?"

Cursed out like this, Pang Zi also became enraged. His face turned red, and his neck thickened as he retorted, "A civil war will have to be fought eventually! People won't die then?"

"When it's time for a civil war, it's because the people need liberation—it's a war of liberation. As the vanguard of the laborers, we have the obligation to bear that sacrifice. At that time, it's fighting for the liberation of China. How is that like your current request? You want others to fight for you now. Is there any logic in that? What right do you have?!" Wu Xingchen's voice was like thunder, completely overwhelming Pang Zi's volume.

Pang Zi's lips trembled with rage. "So all the merit I've accumulated counts for nothing?!"

"What do you mean by 'merit'? This is the work you're supposed to do! If you don't do it well, I'll remove you and have someone else do it! When we're in battle, so many soldiers charge forward—is charging forward 'merit'? You try taking a step back and see if I don't carry out battlefield discipline!" Wu Xingchen shouted, slamming his hand on the table.

Though they were shouting fiercely, Wu Xingchen was also a martial artist and could hear clearly: there were faint footsteps outside, more than one set. The bodyguards for both himself and Pang Zi had likely been alerted, as had other comrades on duty.

At this point, Wu Xingchen knew this matter could not be hushed up; the People's Party's discipline simply didn't allow for it. He rose, pulled open the door, and shouted to those outside, "Commander Pang's bodyguards, come here!"

Two young soldiers were in the courtyard. Hearing Wu Xingchen's roar, they hurried forward. "Report, Chief! What are your orders?"

Wu Xingchen said loudly with a dark expression, "Take your Commander Pang to your division's political commissar immediately, along with my bodyguards. Tell him I am ordering Commander Pang to be placed in confinement for three days. After the three days, the division commissar must have a talk with him. And not just him—I will also send the military district commissar to talk to him. Execute the order now!"

The bodyguards, though not knowing what to say, didn't resist and simply replied with a "Yes." They entered the room. "Commander Pang, let's go."

"Comrade Wu Xingchen, you're something else. I truly misjudged you," Pang Zi said, his body trembling with rage as he pointed at Wu. Despite his anger, there were tears in his eyes. With that, Pang Zi left the room under the "escort" of his own bodyguards and Wu's.

Wu Xingchen was also trembling with rage. It was never his intention to have such a falling out with Pang Zi, but during the political review, he had learned one thing: organizational discipline is organizational discipline. There was no room for compromise in such matters. After joining the People's Party, one no longer worked for oneself but for the liberation of the Chinese people, for the cause of the laborers becoming the masters of their own house—fighting, sacrificing, and dedicating oneself. This was the sole obligation of a People's Party member.

It wasn't that an individual couldn't request something from the Organization, but that the purpose of the People's Party was the liberation of the Chinese people, not the fulfillment of the personal wishes of its members. Thus, in the oath of joining the Party, it was repeatedly emphasized that members must obey the Party's political ideals. And members were required to solemnly swear that their lifelong highest goal was the cause of the liberation of the Chinese people.



★


Extremely Reluctant Compromise 16

Volume 4 - Chapter 144

❧ ❧ ❧


# Chapter V04C144: Extremely Reluctant Compromise (Part 16)

The news of Pang Zi being placed in solitary confinement quickly reached the comrades of the Central Committee. Everyone was aware of Pang Zi’s personal vendetta against Yuan Shikai, and no one found his sentiments problematic. The real shock triggered by this incident was the question of the fundamental relationship between an individual and the organization. In the eyes of many, Wu Xingchen’s clean and decisive handling of the matter seemed somewhat "simple and crude."

Wu Xingchen did not believe he had done anything wrong. Though he felt a flicker of trepidation when he sought out Chen Ke in private, Chen’s words set his mind at ease. "Commander Wu, your judgment in this matter was correct. There isn't much room for debate regarding the relationship between an individual and the Party organization. We are not here for a 'gathering of heroes' in the bandit sense; we are here for a revolution based on shared goals."

"Comrade Pang Zi isn't acting out of personal interest, I can guarantee that," Wu Xingchen replied.

"I know. It is perfectly normal for Comrade Pang Zi to hate Yuan Shikai. However, he surely feels wronged. The ideological education work will likely face significant resistance."

Listening to Chen Ke’s gentle tone and looking into his bright eyes, Wu Xingchen did not dare to probe too deeply. He simply spoke the truth. "Chairman Chen, I have great expectations for Comrade Pang Zi. I hope he can take on more important responsibilities, so I don't want him to harbor any ideological errors."

Having said this, Wu Xingchen carefully watched Chen Ke’s expression. As he expected, Chen Ke showed no sign of surprise, nor did he put on an air of profound mystery to bait Wu further. "It is human nature to want the comrades close to you to progress. But for Comrade Pang Zi to pass this test, it will be very difficult. This isn't something that can be easily resolved by a stint in confinement or a talk with a political commissar."

This was a standard conversation, yet Wu Xingchen felt a chill run down his spine. From the moment he first met Chen Ke, he had felt an instinctive awe toward him. Wu Xingchen had met many people, and they gave him various impressions—liking or disliking them, agreeing or disagreeing. Even with those who were openly hostile, Wu had never felt this kind of dread.

In Wu Xingchen’s view, what made Chen Ke different was not just his encyclopedic knowledge or broad vision. Given enough time and energy, many people could achieve those. Through various study programs, the People's Party was constantly teaching modern knowledge to the comrades; what once seemed like Chen Ke’s "miraculous abilities" were no longer surprising.

As his own knowledge and understanding grew, there was one thing Wu Xingchen became increasingly wary of: no matter how the surface appearance changed, everyone, at their core, looked out for themselves. Whether it was altruism, shared ownership, Communism, or the Socialist system, in Wu Xingchen’s view, these were all tools that *had* to be adopted to solve immediate problems.

In their hearts, however, even the most outstanding comrades of the People's Party were fundamentally different from Chen Ke. Everyone else believed there was a finish line—that as long as they crossed a certain threshold, they would reach a state of safety and stability. But in Chen Ke, there seemed to be no such boundary. He never seemed to stop, always moving toward an even more distant horizon.

Because of this, Chen Ke appeared magnanimous. It was as if he had already experienced every hardship and trial the comrades were going through. His attitude seemed "tolerant," but in reality, it was just that nothing he saw surprised him. Wu Xingchen had no idea what the ultimate outcome of following such a person would be.

Using the incident with Pang Zi as a pretext, Wu Xingchen asked, "Chairman Chen, can’t a person consider their own interests just once?"

"Of course they can. It’s no problem if they consider themselves every single time," Chen Ke laughed.

"I feel that Pang Zi’s considerations are somewhat different from yours. Where do you see the difference? I mean, from the perspective of personal considerations, where is the distinction?" Wu Xingchen wanted an explanation outside of organizational discipline. If it was always the same grand principles about the interests of the People's Party, he felt he might go mad.

"Comrade Pang Zi believes the matter between him and Yuan Shikai is not over. When he decided to kill Yuan Shikai, he thought it would be the end of something. But in my view, wanting to kill Yuan Shikai is the beginning of something." Chen Ke did not lecture on discipline; he followed Wu Xingchen's desired line of reasoning.

However, the leap in this answer was too great, momentarily exceeding Wu Xingchen’s comprehension. He frowned and thought for a long time, unable to connect the facts with this theory.

"He has a feud with Yuan Shikai. How is that a 'beginning'?"

"His feud with Yuan Shikai is a result of everyone’s uprising back then. Comrade Pang Zi believes that uprising hasn't ended. He originally thought the result of the uprising would be their victory. But the actual result was a crushing defeat, with many loved ones killed. Comrade Pang Zi does not see joining the People's Party's revolution as a brand-new start. He is still trying to make up for his past failure. Personally, I think it's a 'redemption' mindset. He is still firmly nailed to that failure from ten years ago, unable to move. In this regard, I pity him," Chen Ke replied.

"You mean, because Comrade Pang Zi thinks our revolution is the same thing as Uncle Jing Tingbin’s rebellion back then—at least the enemy is the same—he thinks the organization should accommodate him when dealing with Yuan Shikai?" Wu Xingchen suddenly understood.

"That is my personal view. As for whether that is truly the case, we would have to ask Comrade Pang Zi himself," Chen Ke’s voice remained calm.

Wu Xingchen nodded repeatedly. Put that way, the root of the problem was perfectly clear. Having faced life and death with Pang Zi, Wu knew he was a very sentimental person. If he hadn't been pushed to the brink, he never would have joined the People's Party. Of course, Pang Zi was also a man of honor; once he joined, he worked his heart out. However, in terms of understanding, Pang Zi currently had a significant misalignment with the revolution.

"I’ll go talk to Pang Zi right now," Wu Xingchen said excitedly.

"Don't be in such a hurry. Since we've put him in confinement, let him cool down first. I suspect Comrade Pang Zi’s sense of defiance is still very strong right now."

Things were much as Chen Ke predicted. Pang Zi never imagined he would be locked up by his elder brother, Wu Xingchen. His personality was on the extreme side, and the fact of being confined actually made him feel like he didn't have to care about anything anymore. After spending a night in the cell and letting go of his composure, he started shouting at the top of his lungs, denouncing Yuan Shikai’s past atrocities against the people and the threat Yuan posed to the People's Party.

After shouting for half the day with no one paying attention, Pang Zi finally grew tired. Leaning back in the cramped cell and panting, his thoughts turned extreme again. His contributions weren't being recognized at all, yet he was being hammered this hard for such a small thing. What exactly was the People's Party organization trying to do? Normally, no matter how he talked about work, it never ended like this. Was it possible someone had wanted to get him for a long time and had finally found an excuse?

If such a person existed, it certainly wouldn't be Brother Wu Xingchen. Even if Brother Wu had changed, he had always treated his brothers with total sincerity. The one playing dirty behind his back definitely wasn't Wu.

Then who was it? Pang Zi went through everyone from Chen Ke to Shang Yuan to everyone else he knew, but he couldn't figure it out. The more he thought, the more agitated he became. He jumped up and kicked the door of the cell violently. "Let me out! Do you hear me? Let me out!"

The purpose of confinement was to make one calm down, so the door to explanation wouldn't budge. The guards outside had seen this many times. Although a high-ranking cadre like Pang Zi had never been in there before, the other comrades who had been confined had fully demonstrated the cell's power. Some cursed, some wailed, some even threatened suicide. But after a few days, these comrades would quiet down, which always helped in restoring their emotional state. Making a ruckus in the cell meant the person was fine. If they didn't make any noise at all, that was when people started to worry.

After a day of confinement, Pang Zi began to realize its power. Humans need interaction with others to confirm their own existence. Pang Zi was someone who loved company; being suddenly thrown into a small dark room all alone was something even he couldn't quite take.

"Was I wrong?" This thought finally surfaced.

Previously, he had always thought he was right and everyone else was wrong. In that state of mind, he dared to make a scene. Once he started to doubt himself, Pang Zi thought back to everything that had happened since he joined the People's Party, and he found himself completely lost.

If he had to describe his feelings after joining the Party, Pang Zi felt it could only be summed up by "lots of people, large scale." Back during Uncle Jing Tingbin’s uprising, they had gathered dozens of bands of "heroes" from Hebei and Shandong. Each band had its own men. There were indeed tens or even hundreds of thousands of brothers, but Pang Zi never saw many of them. The core personnel were only a few dozen, and even with all the hangers-on, the number of people he actually laid eyes on was only a few thousand at most. Back then, because of the food supply, Pang Zi didn't dare to sincerely interact with the other bands. All they ever talked about was eating, drinking, and housing; as a young junior, Pang Zi had no say in such matters, let alone the ability to solve them.

In the People's Party, if they said there were a certain number of people, that was exactly how many there were. There were no vague estimates in the unit designations or troop movements. Every morning and evening drill was roll call. If one person was missing, they had to figure out exactly what happened. In such a large collective, Pang Zi had to learn to cooperate with his comrades. The staff department, the logistics department—every department had its own functions. Just figuring out which department to go to for a particular problem had taken him a significant amount of time.

Beyond basic cooperation, there were all the meetings and various studies. In the past, the "jianghu" world operated on a command model: if you joined my faction, you listened to me. In the People's Party, the education Pang Zi received was that for any task, all comrades had to understand it and know their own position within that work.

As a typical figure of "bandit style," Pang Zi had frequently clashed with his comrades and received his fair share of criticism.

But he could accept all the friction of this collective. This was because the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army practiced equality and democracy. Matters were put on the table; no one played mind games. Everything was said to your face, so no one had to spend all day worrying about infighting. Compared to the world of the jianghu, the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army was a comfortable place. Pang Zi left the political work to the commissar and focused solely on fighting.

Until Brother Wu Xingchen threw him into the cell, Pang Zi thought his life was going pretty well. As long as he could get his revenge, he wouldn't have much to complain about, no matter how much longer this life lasted.

But now, he had been thrown into a dark cell by Brother Wu, and the pain and internal torment of this moment far exceeded his imagination.
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After three days of what felt like complete isolation from the world, Pang Zi's former arrogance had vanished entirely. When he emerged from the confinement cell, the intense glare of the sun forced him to squint his eyes for a long time.

To his surprise, it wasn't a bodyguard waiting for him at the door, but Wu Xingchen, Chai Qingguo, and the division's political commissar, Li Yong. The three stood there with half-smiles on their faces, which made Pang Zi feel quite embarrassed. After standing there awkwardly for a while, he finally spoke. "I've made a fool of myself, a fool of myself. Stop laughing at me, everyone."

"Haha, Old Third, so you know when you've made a fool of yourself," Chai Qingguo laughed loudly, though without much mirth.

"Comrade Pang Zi, Chairman Chen has entrusted us to talk with you. Let's start as soon as we get back," Wu Xingchen said, his voice equally devoid of laughter.

The message Wu Xingchen brought was simple: Pang Zi's understanding of "completing what was started" was incorrect. The People's Party revolution was a new beginning, not merely a simple continuation of the popular uprisings led by Jing Tingbin and Zhao Sanduo. In a different historical context, one could not simply equate the two under the singular goal of "overthrowing Yuan Shikai."

"I understand," Pang Zi replied after listening. After three days of confinement, he was truly subdued. Whether Chen Ke's words were right or not, he didn't dare resist the Organization's orders for the time being.

Wu Xingchen was a comrade who had undergone political reviews himself, and he had once felt what Pang Zi was feeling. "Comrade Pang Zi, don't feel too aggrieved. Did you suffer? Yes, you did. And you surely feel you've been wronged. But now, you must perform self-criticism. During those three days, did you figure out where you went wrong?"

"I just have to be obedient. I wasn't, so I deserved to be locked up," Pang Zi replied with a calm heart. His earlier agitation had been broken by the isolation, but his inner thoughts hadn't changed.

"Comrade Pang Zi, why did you join the revolution?" Wu Xingchen didn't get angry. Ideological work wasn't a matter of a few simple sentences; if some things weren't thought through by the person themselves, it simply wouldn't work.

"For revenge. Revenge for Uncle Jing, for Uncle Zhao, and for all those brothers in the Gengzi year. And for the brothers who followed me in Nangong County a few years ago—their revenge must be had. If I don't get this revenge, I won't even find peace in death."

"Then your target for revenge is incorrect. Yuan Shikai is not an individual; he represents a system. Those oppressors aren't just Yuan Shikai alone. The foreign devils, the exploiter class—this is a complex yet simple system of exploiters. You never liked the political classes before—who are our enemies, and who are our friends? You always thought it was nonsense. This time, I'll explain it to you personally. If I can't make you understand, I'll ask the commissar to explain it. If you still don't understand, I'll ask Chairman Chen. And if you still don't get it, I'll have to suspend you." Wu Xingchen adopted a posture of long-term education.

"Old Third, back in Beijing, you never liked listening to advice. You wouldn't listen to a word Chairman Chen said. You had nowhere else to go, so you eventually came here to join the revolution. Since you've joined, you must understand *why* we are having a revolution," Chai Qingguo said even more bluntly.

Pang Zi looked at Chai Qingguo. As far as he knew, Chai's relationship with Chen Ke hadn't always been good. But Chai had one virtue: if he had a problem, he'd say it to your face, but once he joined the ranks, he never left. That's why Chai was about to be promoted to Army Commander.

Seeing his old brothers were determined to give him a lesson, Pang Zi knew he couldn't avoid it. He didn't want to avoid it anymore either; if they had to talk, they might as well talk it through.

Chen Ke had learned from Chairman Mao that "class struggle, once grasped, works wonders." Once a problem was discussed in terms of its deepest conflicts of interest, there was nothing that couldn't be explained clearly. The biggest difference between the People's Party and other political forces in China was that the Party stood with the laborers and the masses, so it dared to boldly reveal the deepest contradictions of class conflict.

In this conversation, they didn't just talk about the oppressive forces represented by Yuan Shikai and the foreign devils. More importantly, Wu Xingchen and Chai Qingguo discussed the position Pang Zi and others had held in the popular uprisings.

The interests in this world are complex. According to class analysis, the uprising Wu, Chai, and Pang had participated in was a struggle between the rural property owners of China and the property owners brought about by industrialization. Whether it was the foreign devils or Beiyang, they were either industrialization-spawned property owners or the lackeys of foreign devils. On the issue of "anti-foreign taxes," these two groups of property owners had engaged in a fierce struggle.

The weight of the confinement cell was still there, so Pang Zi's emotions remained calm. "Big Brother Wu, those words lack a conscience. Uncle Jing was absolutely not someone who oppressed the people. According to you, he was the same as the local bullies and evil gentry who plague their areas. Yes, Uncle Jing was a martial arts laureate (Wujuren), but he normally upheld justice in the countryside. He had nothing in common with those bullies."

"Uncle Jing was a good man; we brothers all know that. But what he maintained was the order of the old era. Put it this way: once land reform begins, the order of that old era must be completely shattered. We must analyze Uncle Jing from two perspectives. His standing up against injustice is one thing; his maintenance of the old order is another. We brothers naturally support his actions in seeking justice for the bullied commoners, but we must also clearly analyze that he represented the interests of the old-era gentry."

Confinement was painful, but having oneself analyzed like this was also quite painful. Pang Zi normally didn't like to participate in the People's Party's political classes; he felt they were the talk of scholars and had nothing to do with him. Now, forced to participate honestly, he felt that, by comparison, staying in the cell might have been a better choice.

Seeing Pang Zi look more and more listless, Wu Xingchen advised, "Comrade Pang Zi, we must clearly recognize our Party's class stance. The resistance I felt during my political review was likely much stronger than yours. But once you truly understand your class position, many things resolve themselves. Many thoughts can be thought through and straightened out."

"No matter what you say, I must have this revenge," Pang Zi simply threw out his bottom line.

"No one is telling you not to have revenge. But I have one question for you now: do you prioritize revenge, or do you prioritize the work? Comrade Pang Zi, if you feel you are a member of the People's Party and a cadre of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, you must prioritize the work. If you consider yourself an ordinary person, that is fine. Hand over your duties, tell the Organization you can't go on, request to leave the Party, and then you can do whatever you want."

"Brother, I say it again: I'm willing to sell my life for the Party. I'm not afraid of life and death. But the Party should at least look out for me a bit. I have only this one request."

"That's nonsense. The Party's goal is to overthrow all exploiter classes, including Yuan Shikai and the foreign devils. This isn't about getting revenge for any individual; it's about securing interests and creating a tomorrow for the laboring masses. The Party pursues the interests of all China, not your momentary satisfaction. Brother, you must not get this wrong."

"What did I get wrong? Now Yuan Shikai's son is sending assassins to kill Chairman Chen. If they succeed, Yuan Shikai will surely benefit. But what was discussed in the Party Committee meeting? Yuan Shikai actually became the 'victim.' He's the one who's aggrieved!" Pang Zi finally showed some spark.

"Old Third, can a single Beiyang division currently defeat one of your divisions?" Chai Qingguo laughed.

"Absolutely not," Pang Zi replied resolutely.

"Then if all the units of our Shandong Military District were to attack Beiyang now, could the four new divisions they have in Beijing win?"

"Of course not." Pang Zi was extremely confident in this.

"Then what else is there to say? Yuan Shikai isn't stupid; he's very clear on this. Whether an assassination can succeed is one thing, but once we find out he instigated it, does he have any way left to live? I know very well you want to kill him. I want to kill him too, but that must be during the revolutionary war, not now when we're being sabotaged from behind. Our Party cannot participate in this meaningless civil war. To vent one's anger, for personal gain, to trigger a civil war—that's wrong. Now we must find and eliminate the true enemy. The time for a full-scale war of liberation is not yet ripe."

Faced with Chai's strategic analysis, Pang Zi knew he couldn't win the argument. "I... I just thought there was an opportunity now! Even if I thought wrong about this, that's no reason to lock me up."

"Who said you were locked up because of that? You shouted and argued at the meeting—did anyone say anything to you then?" Wu Xingchen shouted. " I put you in confinement because your 'bandit mindset' is too severe. The reason you joined the revolution was likely just for revenge. But the revolution itself is not about revenge; it's about looking forward, about fighting for a tomorrow and creating a future for the common people. It's not about clinging to the past and refusing to let go, Comrade Pang Zi."

"I... how can I let go?! So many lives—how can I let go?" Pang Zi said angrily.

"You have to admit that you failed! You have to admit we all failed back then! Uncle Jing, Uncle Zhao, and so many brothers—our methods were wrong. The goal we pursued was also incorrect. You, Pang Zi, are a heroic warrior and a good fighter. But if you cannot admit this, if you cannot understand the essence of the people's revolution, then you are not a qualified revolutionary soldier."

"And what if I can't recognize it? Big Brother Wu, will you remove me?!" Pang Zi's "blood" was stirred by these words.

"As your Big Brother Wu, I won't remove you. But as the Military District Commander, if you can't recognize this, I *must* remove you. Your job is to fight; your goal is the liberation of China and the people, not for you to accumulate merit just to seek revenge. If you don't recognize this, I must remove you. If you feel you've been wronged, I'll say it plainly: you *must* endure that wrong. Because if you were a true revolutionary soldier, you wouldn't feel this was a wrong."

Under such criticism, Pang Zi indeed felt extremely aggrieved. He had worked so hard for so long, participated in so many life-and-death battles, only to have this as the result. He had thought that even if Wu Xingchen spoke like this and the division commissar didn't support him, at least Chai Qingguo would. But he waited for a long time, and Chai didn't say a word. Looking at his face, Chai actually seemed to agree with Wu.

Given his personality, Pang Zi would normally have compromised in such a situation. But he thought about it over and over—he shouldn't compromise to this extent! Truly, serving the People's Party didn't mean a share of the spoils or high office and wealth; all of the Party's goals were for the interests of the masses who had nothing to do with him. What maintained his loyalty were the constant victories and the psychological pillar of being able to seek revenge.

By now, he understood that the point of conflict with Wu Xingchen wasn't actually about revenge. Wu was demanding that Pang Zi truly fight for the people. But Pang Zi knew his own heart; "fighting for brothers" or "fighting for Big Brother Wu's future," he had that loyalty. But the thought of "fighting for the commoners currently alive" simply wasn't in his mind.

Wu Xingchen naturally understood Pang Zi's thoughts. He was satisfied that Pang Zi remained silent instead of using a few lies to appease him.

It wasn't that Pang Zi hadn't thought of saying some empty words like "maintaining the local order" or "doing good for the fellow villagers"—he could speak those very smoothly. But he didn't dare say them to Wu or Chai. These two brothers were extremely serious and extremely clever; such lies wouldn't fool them.

After a long while, Pang Zi finally spoke. "Comrade Wu Xingchen, I will never mention revenge again. Wherever the Party points, I will strike. As for fighting for the people's tomorrow and all that... if you want me to boast about it now, I can. But I don't want to boast; just let me think about it slowly, alright?"

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen gave a heavy nod. "Alright, I'll consider you've passed for now. From now on, you won't miss a single political class. Not a single required reflection paper can be skipped. You're telling the truth now; you must keep telling the truth in the future. If you can't think it through, then you can't think it through, but you must not fabricate things. Be as upright and honorable as you are now. As a revolutionary soldier, you must be even more so. Now, go handle the work that's accumulated over the past few days, and then go talk with the commissar."

After finally settling Pang Zi's matter and seeing him leave with the commissar, Wu Xingchen let out a long sigh. If Pang Zi truly hadn't been honest at the end, Wu really wouldn't have known how to report it to Chen Ke. It was too hard to deceive Chen Ke. More importantly, Wu had no intention of doing so.

"Commander Wu, is it alright to report it like this?" Chai Qingguo asked with some concern.

"Reporting like this will definitely work. Comrade Pang Zi hasn't cleared the ideological hurdle for now, but that's not a problem. We never expected him to clear it immediately."

"But..." Chai was still worried.

"Comrade Chai Qingguo, don't worry. Even if the hurdle isn't cleared, as long as he can obey the Organization's orders, he can still do the work. However, there is a premise: Pang Zi must absolutely not lie to me. If he hasn't cleared the hurdle, I can still educate him. But if he's a liar, how can I educate him? Revolution isn't about being able to shout a few slogans and thus becoming a revolutionary soldier. On the contrary, the revolution needs soldiers who tell the truth. Even if he is imperfect, we can arrange his work accordingly. But if he lies, how can I arrange anything for him?"

"But what if he never clears the hurdle?" Chai finally spoke his real fear.

"Whether he clears it depends on what he thinks in his heart, not what he says. Saying lies would actually prevent him from ever clearing it. This isn't a child's game."

Since Wu Xingchen put it that way, Chai asked, "Should I go and advise him?"

"You must absolutely not. If you do, even if he didn't intend to take the easy way out, you'll put the idea in his head. Comrade Chai, that is an irresponsible way to treat a comrade. Stance is something you can't hide. One can say whatever they like, but as soon as work begins, everyone sees it clearly. A stance is ultimately reflected in the pursuit of interests. I say again: Pang Zi hasn't thought it through; he's still a soldier who hasn't thought it through. If he starts lying, he'll be a liar. we can accommodate a soldier who hasn't thought things through, but we cannot accommodate a liar."

Chai nodded repeatedly. "Big Brother Wu, you are truly considering Pang Zi's best interests."

"To truly consider his interests, we must never let him lie. Now that the cadre school is opening, ideological and political work will be strictly enforced. Look at what happens to those who lie. Political review work is no joke." Having gone through a review, Wu Xingchen didn't underestimate the comrades responsible for it.

"I understand," Chai nodded.

***

While Wu Xingchen was performing ideological work on Pang Zi, Chen Ke was doing the same with Yan Fu. The "elderly handsome man" Yan Fu truly didn't want to go to Beijing to be a suffering Premier. But Chen Ke couldn't find a more suitable candidate. For the sake of the revolutionary work, Yan Fu had to do some things he was reluctant to do.

"Mr. Yan, if anyone else went, they might not even be able to talk to the Beiyang clique. If you go, you can at least cooperate with the Party's work on many matters."

"I feel the work at the Naval Academy is going quite well," Yan Fu was unmoved.

"But right now, we must first avoid a civil war. Once a civil war begins, it only allows those with ulterior motives to profit. We have an obligation to protect China's interests."

"Chairman Chen, from this incident, it seems a civil war won't break out," Yan Fu continued to demur. "I'm not good at being an official, let alone being one in a situation where I'm surrounded by enemies on all sides."

"Mr. Yan, you've read the 'Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society.' How does it define friend and foe?" Chen Ke asked.

That article was a comprehensive copy of Chairman Mao's work. After reading it, Yan Fu felt it was very thorough, and he had considered the deeper points. "Is Chairman Chen so wary of imperialist intervention?"

"To liberate China, we must overthrow the Three Great Mountains, and imperialism is the first. From the position of Premier, you will always be able to see clearly who in the Beiyang clique has become a lackey of imperialism. Until the revolutionary situation develops to the stage of an all-out war of liberation, we can temporarily tolerate the existence of the Beiyang government. But we absolutely will not allow Beiyang to become a lackey of imperialism. If that happens, then the war of liberation must begin. Inside the cabinet is exactly the best place to see the attitude of the Beiyang government. If we only collect intelligence from the outside, the possibility of misleading information is great."

Chen Ke was determined to persuade him, and Yan Fu was determined to refuse. Eventually, the situation reached a stalemate. Finally, Chen Ke had to tell the truth. "Mr. Yan, a war in Europe has become inevitable. When it happens, choosing which side to align with as allies will be very important. Having you as Premier in the Beiyang cabinet will be very effective in determining the direction of the situation."

"When will the war in Europe begin?" Yan Fu was extremely interested in this.

"I'm not certain, but if you serve one term in the cabinet, you will surely see it within four years," Chen Ke said with confidence. "And setting aside the European war, we must not let a civil war break out in China. After you take the Premiership, Yuan Shikai will surely believe we have the sincerity to avoid civil war. He will certainly find out what his son has done; at that point, if we just say there won't be any misunderstandings, will he believe us?"

Yan Fu had actually already considered many things about serving as Premier and understood his own importance well enough. He just wasn't willing to be placed on the hot seat. Seeing Chen Ke's attitude was so firm, he finally had to choose to accept.

"I am fifty-seven this year. I'll do four years as Premier and then come back. By then, I won't be able to serve as the Naval Academy Principal anymore," Yan Fu said with regret.

"Rest assured. Whether you can still work or not, you will always be the founder and first Principal of the People's Naval Academy. A bronze statue of you will be erected at the academy's entrance," Chen Ke solemnly promised.
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The news of Yan Fu’s appointment as Premier of the Cabinet shook the world. Among the intellectuals of the land, there was virtually no opposition to this arrangement. In his translation of *Evolution and Ethics* (*Tianyan Lun*), the phrase "natural selection, survival of the fittest" had acted like a thunderbolt tearing through dark clouds. It provided a glimmer of hope for those scholars who, after the defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War, had been unable to see a future for China.

After the "foreign devils" forced their way into China, all intellectuals were compelled to open their eyes and look at the world. The concept of "natural selection and survival of the fittest" not only pointed out the possibility of China's national extinction but also indicated the path to escape that fate: to emerge victorious in the competition. Now that Yan Fu had agreed to serve as Premier, it wasn't just a truly cultured thinker ascending to a high position. More importantly, it was the People's Party—which usually appeared in the guise of a radical revolutionary party—formally expressing a posture of cooperation with the Beiyang central government.

While the intellectuals were among the people, the Beiyang Cabinet members in the halls of power were equally shocked by this news. Regardless of Yan Fu’s impeccable naval and Beiyang credentials, when the Beiyang group transitioned into Yuan Shikai's "New Beiyang" after the year of Gengzi (1900), Yan Fu had not participated in the Xiaozhan troop training. Instead, he had detached himself from the Beiyang group and headed south. Naturally, the cadres of Yuan Shikai’s Beiyang did not view Yan Fu as one of their own stalwarts. Furthermore, the background of Yan Fu’s appointment was the People's Party, which had numerous conflicts with Beiyang. This made the Beiyang cadres extremely displeased.

However, circumstances were stronger than men. The immense pressure exerted by the People's Party on Beiyang made these people afraid to openly object. Everyone knew that Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke were quite close.

In late August 1911, Yan Fu finally prepared to travel to the capital to take office. Beijing had arranged a welcome ceremony, and precautions had to be taken regarding security. Wu Xiangzi and Song Enzi, despite being secret agents, were ordered to go out and monitor for any "lawless elements" attempting to disrupt the proceedings.

The two were actually minor lackeys. Their daily routine involved patrolling streets and alleys, mainly searching for and arresting those "talking nonsense" in teahouses and wine shops. The two brothers walked and chatted in low voices.

Song Enzi didn't have any particularly strong political views. He said, "The world is really hard to read these days. Isn't the biggest 'lawless element' the People's Party? All the other revolutionary parties have already joined Beiyang. Aside from the People's Party, who else is there?"

"The People's Party has openly opened offices in the capital and is doing big business. Who treats them like lawless elements? But the news we heard a few days ago..." Wu Xiangzi was quite concerned about this.

Although it wasn't said explicitly, Song Enzi knew which matter Wu Xiangzi was referring to. "Big Brother Wu, we're all small figures. If you want to go tell the higher-ups, don't say that I, your brother, knew about it."

"Isn't that nonsense! How many heads do I have that I’d dare to say such things? Let's just go wander around the teahouse. As long as nothing happens in the area we're responsible for, that's enough."

As they walked one after another down the street, Wu Xiangzi suddenly stopped. "Brother Song, look at the man ahead. Doesn't he look familiar?"

Wu Xiangzi identified him carefully. "Isn't that the revolutionary who used to lead people in street demonstrations demanding the overthrow of the Imperial Court?"

Having been in this line of work for some time, the two spies followed the "suspicious target" in a seasoned manner after confirming their target, rather than immediately stepping forward to interrogate or arrest him.

The two secret agents were not mistaken. The "suspicious target" was indeed Wang Jingwei. Over a year ago, when the preparatory meeting for the National Assembly was held, Wang Jingwei had led the youth of the Tongmenghui from Beijing and Tianjin in street protests, demanding the overthrow of the Manchu Qing and the realization of a republic. After contacting the Japanese Minister's office recently, he had returned to Shanghai to see Chen Qimei. Wang Jingwei had only returned to Beijing a few days ago.

Regarding the current changes, Chen Qimei’s attitude was very clear: "If things don't get chaotic now, there will be no more opportunities for us!"

The "United Provinces Self-Government" system had, for better or worse, stabilized the current situation in China. Except for the provinces where uprisings had broken out, the old government systems in most provinces remained almost entirely intact. Of course, there were changes at the local level. The officialdom began to vigorously win over the gentry. The gentry had long wanted to bypass the Imperial Examinations through parliaments and other means to directly intervene in local politics. The two sides hit it off immediately. Whether it was the old officialdom or the gentry, they had more or less used the name of "revolution" when trying to seize power from the Manchu Qing. Once they were in power, they became exceptionally wary of the revolutionary parties. Among the several famous revolutionary parties in China, the Tongmenghui’s influence was the weakest, and it had no territory of its own. If the situation continued like this, the already extremely weak Tongmenghui would inevitably become even weaker.

"With our strength, we can only assassinate Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke," Wang Jingwei said, not caring much about his own life or death.

"Zhaoming, oh, you!" Chen Qimei looked like he was disappointed in him for not meeting expectations. "What use is there in assassinating Chen Ke or Yuan Shikai? In fact, the assassination doesn't even need to succeed. The 'chaos' I'm talking about is making the People's Party and Beiyang go to war. If those two families start fighting, our Tongmenghui can take advantage of the situation to seize Shanghai. Using Shanghai as a key point, we can then take the whole country."

Chen Qimei was very clever. After hearing Wang Jingwei explain the Japanese attitude, he understood the Japanese intentions. Wang Jingwei’s head was filled with the idea of using the Tongmenghui’s current strength to directly strike the People's Party and Beiyang, but Chen Qimei would not be so "straightforward." He hoped to create a situation where the People's Party and Beiyang, already riddled with contradictions, would be forced into a civil war.

Wang Jingwei was courageous, but not stupid. He understood Chen Qimei’s plan perfectly. He did not agree with Chen Qimei’s approach of acting as a pawn for the Japanese to provoke a Chinese civil war to expand the Tongmenghui’s influence. "We should list the facts of the collusion between Beiyang and the People's Party to usurp power and engage them openly and honorably. Only then can we demonstrate the merit of our Tongmenghui as the first to advocate for the revolution. If we only provoke a civil war and play these intrigues, it truly damages the reputation of our Tongmenghui!"

Chen Qimei gave a cold laugh. "Is Zhaoming unwilling to make a sacrifice?"

"What?" Questioned on his courage and fear of death, Wang Jingwei immediately became angry.

"The current situation is no longer like the end of the Qing; none of the parties dare to cause trouble. If we don't let the People's Party and Beiyang fight, where will we have a place to stand? Even if the two sides fight it out, without the support of the Great Powers, it will be difficult for us to gain territory. Mr. Sun has been traveling everywhere, repeatedly trying to persuade all nations. But except for Japan, other countries are standing by and watching Chinese affairs. If we cannot make good use of this, how can we make any progress?" Chen Qimei persuaded him.

Wang Jingwei did not oppose Chen Qimei’s analysis of the situation, but for such a big matter, he still felt uncertain. "Does Mr. Sun know about this?"

"There's no need to disturb Mr. Sun with these matters anymore. Since we have decided to follow Mr. Sun, we will do these things first. If they succeed, we will then ask Mr. Sun to step forward. If they fail, we ourselves will naturally bear the responsibility," Chen Qimei said decisively.

Wang Jingwei was a loyal follower of Sun Yat-sen and would not hesitate to die for the Three People's Principles. But hearing Chen Qimei’s words, Wang Jingwei finally understood why Sun Yat-sen always valued Chen Qimei so much. If Wang Jingwei decided to be loyal to Sun Yat-sen because he agreed with his ideas, then Chen Qimei was determined to be loyal to Sun Yat-sen and then support all of Sun's ideas. Therefore, when it came to major matters, Chen Qimei dared to act and take responsibility, completely setting aside his own interests and making Sun Yat-sen’s interests the core. In planning this assassination, Chen Qimei displayed this attitude to the fullest.

Chen Qimei’s spirit of self-sacrifice deeply moved Wang Jingwei. He was not entirely opposed to civil war; he just had a very instinctive resistance to it. After thinking for a while, Wang Jingwei said, "Now four hundred million compatriots long for a true revolution. The People's Party and Yuan Shikai use the name of revolution to carry out the reality of warlord dictatorship. We must expose their true faces..."

To these words of Wang Jingwei, Chen Qimei pretended to listen seriously while mocking him greatly in his heart. As a man of temperament, Chen Qimei knew himself very well, and he had his own views on the Tongmenghui. Whether Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai were dictators, Chen Qimei had no interest at all. The revolutionary goals of the Tongmenghui were actually very clear: to establish its own one-party dictatorial regime. Or rather, with Sun Yat-sen as the leader, to establish Sun Yat-sen’s regime. In this regime, Chen Qimei would naturally be able to hold a high position and enjoy wealth and honor.

Chen Qimei very much disagreed with Wang Jingwei’s practice of finding revolutionary theories for everything. If a revolution could be talked out with words, the Tongmenghui would have long since become the largest revolutionary party in China; it wouldn't have been the People's Party's turn to become the powerful force dominating China, a party that had always been dismissive of external public opinion.

Chen Qimei actually very much appreciated one of Chen Ke’s sayings: "Who are our friends, and who are our enemies? This is the primary question of the revolution." For the Tongmenghui, those who could be utilized were friends, and those with conflicting interests were enemies; this had nothing to do with revolutionary theory. Chen Qimei firmly believed that revolutionary theory was for explaining the rationality of one’s actions after seizing power. If one couldn't even manage to seize power, then there was no need to talk about any revolutionary theory, let alone use it to guide revolutionary action.

Finally, having listened to Wang Jingwei finish that naive revolutionary theory, Chen Qimei stared at him with a look filled with contempt and suspicion. "Zhaoming, you are still afraid."

Wang Jingwei felt uncomfortable under Chen Qimei’s gaze, and a surge of anger rushed to his head. "Since Brother Chen says so, any further explanation from me is useless. Please, Brother Chen, tell me how to plan this!"

Wang Jingwei finally left Shanghai with a tragic air, like a hero heading into a final battle. Chen Qimei’s plot, to put it plainly, was very simple: Wang Jingwei and others would pretend to join Yuan Keding, and then "on Yuan Keding’s orders" go to assassinate Chen Ke. Whether the assassination could succeed depended on the situation. However, regardless of success, the matter had to be made public. Once this happened, both Chen Qimei and Wang Jingwei believed that with the profound contradictions between the People's Party and Beiyang, a civil war would surely be triggered instantly.

However, a remark by Chen Qimei at their departure made Wang Jingwei very depressed: "I will definitely report Zhaoming’s trip to Mr. Sun in detail. When the revolution succeeds, Zhaoming’s merit will never be forgotten."

Wang Jingwei was not afraid of death, and his desire to see Sun Yat-sen was definitely not for the sake of claiming credit or complaining. It was just that seeing the current situation in China turning out so differently from Sun Yat-sen’s previous expectations, Wang Jingwei felt quite lost. Although Sun Yat-sen had introduced several modified versions of the Three People's Principles in succession, it always made Wang Jingwei feel that they were far from keeping up with current changes. Compared to the simple and clear propaganda of "overthrowing the Manchu Qing and establishing the Republic" at the beginning, the power of inspiration was much less than before.

After thinking for several days on the boat, Wang Jingwei was unable to completely straighten out his thoughts. The only progress he made was in his understanding of Chen Qimei. With the current situation unclear, Wang Jingwei was troubled by what name to use to mobilize the supporters of the Tongmenghui. Chen Qimei had no such problem at all. For Chen Qimei, the current goal was extremely clear: to seize power. To seize the power that belonged to the Tongmenghui.

After establishing this clear goal, Chen Qimei had no hesitation but used every means at his disposal. Wang Jingwei admitted that this was the best method at present. Only with the Tongmenghui’s regime could the Tongmenghui’s ideas be promoted.

But this reckless, all-out realist attitude naturally could not be called "moral." At the very least, the morality of the Tongmenghui was at odds with the current mainstream. When the People's Party recently attacked Qingdao, it had explicitly announced that anyone who depended on foreign forces to invade China was an enemy of China. These powerful words made it easy for people to understand the current situation. The Tongmenghui was now pulling in foreign support everywhere; from the People's Party's perspective, the Tongmenghui was already a total enemy.

Filled with thoughts of reality and ideals, success and failure, Wang Jingwei returned to Beijing. When the Japanese side learned that Wang Jingwei had returned, they immediately sent people to contact him privately. During the talks, Wang Jingwei realized that Chen Qimei had already contacted the Japanese. Chen Qimei’s plan also had the support of the Japanese side. Of course, it was not the Japanese officials who stepped forward; over the years, Japan had also cultivated some forces and won over some people in China.

Yuan Keding still had not found assassins who dared to take action against the People's Party. Wang Jingwei sent young comrades from the Beijing-Tianjin branch of the Tongmenghui to contact Yuan Keding, stating that someone here wanted to take on the mission of assassinating Chen Ke for revenge, as their family had died in the war against the People's Party.

However, such a thing was not something Yuan Keding would believe just by hearing it; there had to be a process of contact. After waiting for a few days, there was still no word from Yuan Keding. Wang Jingwei became even more depressed. With his personality, doing revolution was something grand and heroic. Assassination should also be open and aboveboard; even if he were arrested, he should be dignified and not change his name, to achieve the maximum propaganda effect. Triggering a civil war through assassination was already not very honorable, and the principal party, that bastard Yuan Keding, who had previously been as anxious as an ant on a hot pan, was now acting like a big boss. Wang Jingwei felt deeply that contacting such a person was truly a disgrace.

With matters on his mind, he didn't pay much attention to what was behind him. It wasn't until he was about to enter the alley where the Beijing-Tianjin branch of the Tongmenghui was located that Wang Jingwei habitually looked back, and the two spies, clearly not expecting Wang Jingwei to look back at that moment, immediately gave themselves away. Although he didn't have much counter-surveillance training, Wang Jingwei knew that he could not lead the spies to the branch. He acted as if he hadn't seen the two spies, turned around as naturally as possible, and continued walking forward.

Following behind Wang Jingwei were Song Enzi and Wu Xiangzi. They had been in this business for a long time, and Wang Jingwei’s abnormal behavior did not escape their eyes. Since they had been discovered by Wang Jingwei, the two of them no longer hid and followed openly behind him. After walking a bit further, Song Enzi gave Wu Xiangzi a look. Wu Xiangzi understood and, at an alley entrance when Wang Jingwei wasn't looking back, slipped into another street and then walked quickly toward the police station.

The two of them hadn't really cared much about Wang Jingwei at first, just simply intending to catch a few "suspicious elements" to fulfill their quota. They didn't expect to haul in such a big fish this time. And this fish happened to be one that the two had once tried their best to avoid touching.

The "Young Master Yuan" had been looking for "those willing to risk their lives" for some time now, and the news was by no means unknown. However, some were so scared that they "dared not know," while others turned a blind eye with ulterior motives. After the Beijing-Tianjin branch of the Tongmenghui was raided, the leader Wang Jingwei managed to escape. However, many letters, telegrams, and documents were seized. No one below dared to take responsibility, so these people and items were transferred through various levels and were soon skipped up several ranks and handed directly to Zhao Bingjun, who was in charge of the police system.

Zhao Bingjun, while cursed the lack of responsibility of his subordinates in his heart, felt extremely uncomfortable about this "hot potato." Since it involved the eldest son of the Yuan family, even he, Zhao Bingjun, could not make the decision. Zhao Bingjun strictly ordered everyone involved in the matter not to leak any news, while he himself hurriedly went to find Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai was currently hosting a welcome banquet for Yan Fu, and Zhao Bingjun was called away from the table. Now he didn't dare go back and could only wait anxiously.

The reception for the new Premier of the Cabinet was no small matter. Yuan Shikai first hosted a banquet and then had a long talk with Yan Fu. It was very late when he finally had the chance to see Zhao Bingjun. When Zhao Bingjun saw Yuan Shikai, the latter was trying his best to suppress his emotions, but his anger could not be completely contained. Before Zhao Bingjun could speak, Yuan Shikai dismissed the people around him. "Zhian, I have a task for you."

"President, what is it?" Zhao Bingjun felt that his troubles were truly coming in waves; the task Yuan Shikai assigned would definitely not be a small one.

"Go and arrest all those people around Yuan Keding for me!" Yuan Shikai spat out these words one by one through his teeth. After saying this, whether from anger or shame, Yuan Shikai’s face almost began to contort.

"President..." Zhao Bingjun felt his throat painfully dry. He swallowed hard before saying, "I have something to report to you."

The two matters were indeed one. After Yan Fu met Yuan Shikai, he privately disclosed the information he had. Yuan Shikai was pale with shock. Firstly, he could hardly believe that Yuan Keding could be stupid enough to do such a thing. Secondly, he also knew how serious the consequences of this matter would be. Yan Fu was not a man given to lying, and in such a matter, if the People's Party truly wanted to set some kind of trap, there would be no need to send Yan Fu to drop a hint.

In his anxiety, after obtaining the exact news from Zhao Bingjun, Yuan Shikai was truly disheartened. He sat there in a daze, his face ashen, and didn't say a word for a long time.

"President," Zhao Bingjun was frightened; such a thing must not make Yuan Shikai so angry that he fell ill. "President, according to the items we seized, there are many people playing intrigues and plots behind this matter. The Young Master was just deceived by others."

Hearing these words of comfort, Yuan Shikai suddenly stood up. "Deceived? Why didn't those people come to deceive me? Why didn't they come to deceive you? It's his own obsession and arrogance. If I say now that this son of a bitch Yuan Keding was deceived, who would believe it?!"

The voice was like that of a wounded tiger, and the thick aura of murderous intent made Zhao Bingjun feel it was difficult to breathe.
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"Xiangcheng, we in the People's Party believe you would absolutely never participate in such an affair," Yan Fu said as he poured tea for Yuan Shikai.

In Yan Fu's experience with Yuan Shikai, except for times when they spoke of the nation's decline or the hardships of state affairs, Yuan Shikai had always been quite open-minded about his own family matters. But because of the matter concerning Yuan Keding, Yuan Shikai had rushed over in the middle of the night to talk. He was no longer just full of sorrow; he looked utterly despondent. Yuan Shikai was a hero of his generation, yet he had been driven to this state. Yan Fu couldn't help but feel a strong sense of pity.

"Wenqing asked me to pass on a message. He requests that you, Xiangcheng, prioritize national affairs. You are, after all, the President of this Republic of China. Especially at a time like this, you must realize that this isn't just about Keding alone. There are too many people behind him. They are the masterminds."

Despite his sorrow, the backbone Yuan Shikai had tempered over years of experience was not destroyed. His voice was low, but there was no hint of cowardice. "How does Wenqing ultimately intend to handle this?"

"We don't want you to kill him, nor should you. However, the boy Keding must go abroad and never return. The Beiyang side must also cease all contact with him." Yan Fu stated the People's Party's conditions.

"You're just going to let him go like that?" Intense distrust flickered in Yuan Shikai's eyes.

"Even if Keding planned the assassination of Wenqing, the matter has not progressed to the point of actually dispatching anyone. At least for now, his crime is not punishable by death. Wenqing emphasized that you are his father and that you truly love him. Since he hasn't committed a capital crime by law, we do not wish to, nor can we, promote something that violates human ethics. Therefore, we request that you do not kill him. Furthermore, Xiangcheng, you can rest assured; we give our word of honor that we will never use this matter to blackmail you. Once Keding is abroad, this matter is finished as far as he is concerned."

"Wenqing is certainly broad-minded," Yuan Shikai gave a cold laugh.

"Xiangcheng, there is no personal vendetta in this matter. All parties involved are caught in conflicts of interest. Therefore, it concerns only reason, not emotion. This makes it easier to untangle. The reason those people were so keen on pushing this was to entangle reason with emotion, making it impossible for you to explain yourself clearly. You are also a hero, Xiangcheng; you surely won't fail to see this clearly."

Yuan Shikai closed his eyes and took several deep, expressionless breaths. When he opened them again, the dejected look had mostly vanished. "Is Wenqing not worried that I truly want to declare myself Emperor?"

"Wenqing said he can completely understand your desire to be Emperor. After all, having come this far, one more step forward and it becomes possible. There are risks, of course, but for a hero like you, why wouldn't you if you could? You need to give yourself an account. He can understand it," Yan Fu said solemnly, though he couldn't help but smile toward the end.

"Give myself an account... well said." Some color returned to Yuan Shikai's face.

"But we have a Republic now. That page of the imperial system has already been turned. There will certainly be possibilities of restoration in the future, and various people with their own agendas will come out to do something. But once history has taken this step forward, we must keep up with the times. Xiangcheng, Wenqing once talked with me about what makes a 'hero' and what makes an 'ambitious clique-leader.' Would you like to hear it?"

"Given my current situation, Brother Jidao, please feel free to speak."

"A hero represents the interests of the world, the interests of the majority. An ambitious clique-leader represents the interests of a small portion, the interests of his own small group. As for traitors and rebels, they represent only their own personal interests. In the end, this world is nothing more than the word 'interest.' Xiangcheng, you are the President now; you should act as a hero."

"Act as a hero?! Haha." Yuan Shikai couldn't help but laugh out loud, his laughter filled with mockery. "And Wenqing considers himself a representative of the world's interests, the interests of the majority?"

"Exactly. The People's Party believes it represents the interests of the world's working people—land for the tillers, food for the laborers. If the People's Party hadn't done so, how could they have achieved such a situation in just a few years? You lead Beiyang, Xiangcheng, so of course you must consider Beiyang's interests. The divergence between Beiyang and our People's Party is an objective reality. But you are now the President of China, and you have a duty to defend China's interests. It is precisely because you have consistently insisted on defending China's interests that some have painstakingly tried to topple you by provoking incidents. Therefore, we in the People's Party firmly support you in this matter."

Yuan Shikai was silent for a long time. Before speaking, he couldn't help but sigh. "Brother Jidao, you've truly taken on a fine disciple!"

"In the eyes of a hero like you, using the words 'fine' or 'bad' would be beneath your status. The current priority is to handle the matter at hand and not give anyone else another chance. Xiangcheng, you are the President; you naturally know where the key lies."

Yuan Shikai gave a bitter smile. "Haha, my mind is in such a mess right now, how could I distinguish the key?"

"Mr. President, there's no need for modesty. Just speak," Yan Fu smiled.

After thinking for a moment, Yuan Shikai regained his usual calm demeanor. "As it stands, the current priority is nothing other than the Quota Trade Agreement. Once this is reached, Britain will be temporarily satisfied and will certainly focus entirely on its implementation. If a civil war breaks out in China, Britain naturally won't stand by and watch the cooked duck fly away. They will temporarily do their best to prevent foreign intervention in China. The immediate priority is to finish this quickly."

Yan Fu nodded silently as he listened. This was the difference between Yuan Shikai and the Qing. The Beiyang group had actually started from the 'Westernization' movement, only they were more inclined toward building their own industries. Of course, in the eyes of the People's Party, Beiyang's approach to industrialization was highly problematic. However, the Beiyang group's understanding of the world indeed far exceeded that of other political forces. They had neither the conservative stagnation of the Qing nor the 'individual-interest-first' attitude of the compradors. On key issues, the Beiyang group still had the ability to barely cope with the international situation outside of war. This was the fundamental reason why Chen Ke was willing to cooperate with Beiyang temporarily. Before the revolutionary situation entered the Liberation War phase, this kind of power was more beneficial for cooperation.

"But, Brother Jidao, does Wenqing know where my dilemma lies?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"The Quota Trade Agreement and the Customs revenue—the British won't give it to you," Yan Fu replied cleanly.

Upon hearing this answer, Yuan Shikai's eyes lit up.

Yan Fu said frankly: "The British want to expand our trade with them, so they withhold the Customs money and try every means to use it to blackmail us. You have no money now, Mr. President, and often have no choice but to be constrained by the British. That's why we've opened many enterprises in Beijing, Tianjin, and other places. Regardless of what those below say, you at least tacitly allow these enterprises to exist. For no other reason than that these enterprises can bring in considerable direct tax revenue, and this revenue is something you can control directly."

"Haha," Yuan Shikai smiled bitterly. "Brother Jidao, you and Wenqing always speak so bluntly."

"Xiangcheng, when we've associated in the past, when did you ever mince words?" Yan Fu also laughed. Among the old brothers, Yan Fu was known for his lack of expertise in officialdom, while Yuan Shikai was known for being a man of action, frank, bold, and overbearing.

The two laughed for a while, then continued to discuss this key issue. The People's Party believed there was temporarily no need to take money from Customs revenue for the Beiyang Army's private use. If it was just to support the current Beiyang Army, simply fostering and guiding foreign trade enterprises and relying on domestic commercial taxes would generate endless wealth. Beiyang's problem, like the Qing's, lay in the "inability to collect taxes." The current domestic situation was very poor, and taxes were already extremely heavy. Coupled with the problems in the local tax systems, for every copper coin the state increased in taxes, it could become at least ten or even a hundred coins by the time it reached the lower levels. Trying to open new tax sources would be driving people to rebellion.

Foreign trade, however, was a source of revenue created out of thin air. As long as the Quota Trade Agreement was signed and Beiyang and the People's Party joined forces to grasp the trade, taxes wouldn't be heavy, and with the support of banks, it would be equivalent to generating wealth out of nowhere.

This design was naturally excellent, but Yuan Shikai was not so naive as to think that something the People's Party was pushing so strongly would have any great benefit for the Beiyang group.

"Brother Jidao, since the People's Party has confidence in this, there must be some great secret within it that I'm currently unaware of. I ask you to state it clearly beforehand." Yuan Shikai asked sincerely.

"The secret is very simple. It's what Wenqing once called the 'Canton Fair' [Guangjiaohui]. You must ensure that the capable rise to the top. If you only think about making money and suppress other paths, only allowing your own associated merchants and enterprises to intervene in the Canton Fair, then the Quota Trade Agreement will absolutely not achieve its effect—the trade volume won't go up. Secondly, it will only incite public anger; those capable merchants will surely find ways to become compradors and use foreign names for joint ventures, causing us to lose tax revenue for nothing. Thirdly, the bank support won't find the right targets."

Yuan Shikai could understand the first two points, but the last one was completely beyond his range of understanding. "What kind of support from the banks?"

"Collecting taxes is extremely difficult. But many enterprises wanting to reach the total product volume required by foreigners must expand production, purchase equipment, and hire labor. They lack money, so this bank support is 'loans in exchange for orders.'" Yan Fu explained.

In the 21st century, this was a perfectly normal thing. With an export order, one could use it as collateral for bank loan support. Through providing financial services, the bank not only gave capital support to the enterprises needing it but also allowed the state to effectively control tax collection. Although there were risks, they were much smaller.

After hearing Yan Fu's explanation, Yuan Shikai's face was completely brightened. In the late Qing, this kind of thinking was still quite novel. More importantly, the Beiyang group could extremely effectively grasp the income of merchants, greatly reducing the difficulty of tax collection.

"Brother Jidao, it seems Wenqing asked you to be the Cabinet Premier just to manage this matter?" Yuan Shikai laughed.

Yan Fu also laughed. "If it can operate like this, the nation's situation will be completely refreshed. Xiangcheng, when we were young, we all held the intention of 'cleansing the world,' believing that the rise of the capable was the ultimate principle. Now that there's an opportunity to operate such a system, I imagine you must be willing."

Yuan Shikai nodded slightly, but the glow on his face suddenly vanished cleanly. He spoke in a low voice: "I will go back and handle the matter of Yuan Keding first, then I will immediately push this forward with all my strength."

Yan Fu knew Yuan Shikai was hurting inside. He knew that whatever he said now would only touch Yuan Shikai's wounds. So he smiled forcedly: "I'm tired too. I didn't dare smoke opium at Wenqing's place. Now that I'm here with you, I don't need to suppress myself so much anymore."

Yuan Shikai knew Yan Fu loved this habit. In the past, Li Hongzhang hadn't liked Yan Fu very much because Li Hongzhang himself strongly opposed smoking opium. But among the things Yan Fu learned from the British Navy, smoking opium was one of them. Hearing Yan Fu say this, Yuan Shikai didn't say more and rose to take his leave.

By then, the sky was almost light. Yuan Shikai didn't go home directly but went to his office. Whether it was the farce staged by his son Yuan Keding or the attitude Chen Ke brought through Yan Fu, both were major matters. Yuan Shikai had to reflect carefully and see if there were deeper conspiracies within.

Not until noon did Zhao Bingjun rush to Yuan Shikai's office to report on the current progress. All the house guests around Yuan Keding had been arrested, and upon interrogation, they all confessed. These people were incompetent to begin with, and many didn't dare participate in such a matter, so they hadn't found anyone brave enough to assassinate Chen Ke. Zhao Bingjun naturally said Yuan Keding had acted cautiously, so when members of the Tongmenghui volunteered to join, Yuan Keding had investigated them thoroughly. However, Yuan Shikai didn't entirely believe it. In his view, it was likely that the group of small men clinging to power around Yuan Keding had shown their true nature. Regarding the Tongmenghui members who had volunteered, they were surely being hyper-critical and picky, for fear that someone would snatch their positions. Doing so had actually greatly delayed the progress, so much so that these Tongmenghui members hadn't even been able to see Yuan Keding.

Whatever the reason, hearing these reports, Yuan Shikai finally breathed a sigh of relief. At least Yuan Keding hadn't created any concrete evidence. If someone had used Yuan Keding's name to assassinate Chen Ke, as long as they didn't have Yuan Keding's handwritten order or other evidence, Yuan Shikai wasn't afraid. On the other hand, Yuan Shikai felt a great sense of sadness. He couldn't do good things, and he couldn't even manage to do bad things. Wasn't his son a bit too much of a waste?

"Investigate further; there must not be a single loophole. When making arrests, go all out. If the Japanese are involved, don't be polite. I will send someone to explain to the British side. As for that escaped Wang Jingwei, you must catch him for me!"

Wang Jingwei was currently more than two hundred *li* south of Beijing. He had discovered he was being followed, but he didn't think it was because he had participated in protests before and been recognized. Instead, he thought the matter he was involved in had been discovered. Having finally shaken off the trailing spies, when Wang Jingwei returned to the Beijing-Tianjin branch, he found many soldiers and police appearing nearby. He didn't dare stay any longer. He had originally wanted to head straight for Tianjin, but on second thought, the Beiyang side certainly wouldn't let him go; by the time he reached Tianjin, the warrant would likely have arrived. To get from Tianjin back to Shanghai, there was only the sea route. If they checked strictly at the boarding point, he wouldn't be able to escape.

So Wang Jingwei simply decided to take the land route. The Beijing-Tianjin branch was not just one location. He ran to another branch, told his comrades to go out and lay low, took some travel money, changed his clothes, and began walking south.

As he walked, Wang Jingwei gradually formed his own ideas. Since he had started, there was no need to stop so simply. Otherwise, how would he account for himself to Mr. Zhongshan later? He wanted to go and see the People's Party's area; if there was an opportunity, he would simply assassinate Chen Ke himself.



★


Dividing Territory and Quotas Part 1

Volume 4 - Chapter 148

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 147: Dividing Territory and Quotas (Part 1) Chapter 147: Dividing Territory and Quotas (Part 1)

On October 10, 1911, Premier Yan Fu and a special British representative signed the 1912 approved version of the *China Trade Framework Agreement* in Beijing. This news shook the entire Far East and even rippled through Europe and the United States. The reason it was called a “Framework” agreement was that anything could be stuffed into it. The British went as far as stationing a permanent special representative in Beijing. Tellingly, a deputy representative was stationed permanently in Wuhan.

In this agreement, what pleased the Beiyang side most was that 10% of the customs revenue would be directly allocated to the Ministry of Finance's account, available for withdrawal at any time. Historically, during the late Qing and early Republic, customs duties were controlled by the British; this steady stream of actual cash was the government's lifeline and the most potent weapon for British control over China's government. Having the power to freely use 10% of it finally gave Beiyang some liquid funds to work with.

The framework agreement established the import-export philosophy of “Trade Balance” for China. That is to say, the British, Beiyang, and the People's Party—banks from all three parties supported the concept of trade balance. China's import and export volumes had to be balanced; whatever amount was imported had to be matched by exports. The British were, of course, extremely pleased, while other countries were extremely unhappy. Britain had goods China needed, and China had goods Britain needed. Since British banks provided the financial services, it essentially meant Britain had other countries by the throat.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Beiyang government immediately became a hub of activity, with ministers from various countries scrambling to meet with the Foreign Minister. At this time, Foreign Minister Tang Shaoyi had already departed for Germany, so the foreign ministers turned their attention to requesting meetings with Premier Yan Fu.

However, by October 12, Premier Yan Fu released new information. Import and export commodity trade fairs would be held annually on a rotating basis in Tianjin, Lianyungang, Wuhu, and Wuhan. Any orders finalized at these four trade fairs would receive priority customs clearance.

The foreign ministers understood the significance of this policy perfectly: it was a trade control model. Yan Fu stated very clearly in the announcement that the trade balance policy was ultimately about the balance of import and export values. What Yan Fu didn't explicitly say, but what every minister understood, was that the new trade system would only support orders confirmed at these four trade fairs. Anything else was destined to face all manner of obstruction.

Shanghai had always been the trade center of China and even the Far East. But because Shanghai was currently neither under the control of the People's Party nor directly managed by Beiyang, the new trade agreement excluded Shanghai entirely. To receive official support, one had to take the initiative to join the trade framework agreement.

Yan Fu finally learned what it meant to be overburdened with daily tasks. Aside from complex civil affairs, the trade issue alone triggered countless incidents. The Beiyang Cabinet was called a cabinet, but in reality, it was more like a venue for competing interests. Not only were the Ministry of Industry, Commerce, and Civil Affairs fighting for a share, but the Ministry of Civil Affairs, the Ministry of Justice, and even the Ministry of War and the Ministry of the Navy attempted to stick their hands in. Navy Minister Sa Zhenbing directly requested to go south to Guangzhou to establish a new import-export trade fair there.

With "Provincial Autonomy," whether or not Guangdong was willing to participate was Guangdong's own problem. Since when was it the Navy Ministry's place to use military force to unite local Guangdong figures to participate in such activities?

Sa Zhenbing and Yan Fu were old comrades-in-arms. When one plan failed, he came up with another. Fujian Province soon commissioned Sa Zhenbing to apply to the Cabinet to open a brand-new trade fair in Fuzhou. Yan Fu wasn't sure if Sa Zhenbing was playing a game of "retreating to advance." On November 3, three days after Sa Zhenbing proposed his new suggestion, Fujian's parliamentary representatives came to Beijing in person under the name of “Yan Fu’s fellow townsmen.” They requested a meeting with “Premier Yan Fu” at the Cabinet gates, hoping to lobby him to bring prosperity to his hometown folks in Fujian.

This was the power of authority; a single word from Yan Fu could decide the fate of many. However, for three consecutive days, the Fujian representatives failed to see him. Yan Fu was tied up by the Russian and German ministers.

It wasn't that the Japanese minister didn't want to participate, but they knew they had deeply offended both Beiyang and the People's Party. The Japanese side found it somewhat incomprehensible how Beiyang and the People's Party could finally reach a compromise. As members of the Chinese cultural sphere, they felt that given the current situation of a weak sovereign and strong subjects, a struggle for supreme leadership was inevitable. Theoretically, even if Yuan Shikai didn't want war, the People's Party certainly would.

The reality was that Yuan Keding had vanished, and his retainers had likewise disappeared without a trace. The Beiyang side was conducting a massive dragnet for Chinese people who had collaborated with Japan. After these people were arrested, they too vanished. The operations were handled with such fierce intensity, yet there was no news in terms of intelligence. When the Japanese minister requested a meeting, Yan Fu met him with a cold face. In their dialogue, Yan Fu’s cold and precise “Everything will be handled according to the framework agreement” dismissed the Japanese minister.

The Japanese minister then turned to request a meeting with Yuan Shikai, but Yuan Shikai wouldn't see him at all. The attendants' words were: “This matter is the responsibility of the Cabinet.” Now the Japanese side was finally anxious. Yuan Shikai wasn't particularly short of money now, and the People's Party's industrial products—such as soda ash, industrial acids, hardware, and various dyes—had already begun to enter the Japanese market on a large scale. What Japan could sell to China was nothing more than coal, paper, and similar goods. Once this “Trade Balance” was implemented, the British provided no economic support for Japan's claims, which put Japan in a very difficult position.

Precisely because they knew what they had done and had lost British support, no matter how thick-skinned the Japanese minister was, he couldn't fully mobilize his influence.

The American minister didn't involve himself in this matter. Their biggest trading partner wasn't Beiyang, but the People's Party. Cooperation with the People's Party in synthetic ammonia had brought huge profits to American syndicates. The People's Party had begun importing large amounts of American machinery and equipment. Oil from the West Coast also began to be sold in large quantities to the base areas. Similarly, the People's Party's raw silk and other products were sold in large quantities to the United States. The People's Party now held significant decision-making power over import and export trade quotas.

The American minister simply went to meet Chen Ke. As it turned out, the results were quite satisfactory for him. Besides guaranteeing that current imports and exports would remain unaffected, the People's Party proposed the issue of importing coconuts from the Philippines.

The Philippines is commonly known as the "Land of a Thousand Islands," with numerous uninhabited islands of all sizes covered in coconut trees. When American industrial products crossed the Pacific to China, besides machinery and bulk commodities which remained profitable, many goods simply had no market in China. Conversely, it was cheaper to ship Chinese goods directly to the Philippines.

“We want to try our hand at the coconut trade. As long as the transport is timely, they can be shipped to China in just two or three days,” suggested Wang Bin, the negotiating representative who was considered “pro-American” by the US side, quite seriously.

“Can they be shipped to China in two or three days?” The American minister was not very familiar with the situation in the Philippines.

“There are as many of them as you want in the Philippines. There’s no need to ship them to Wuhan; they can be shipped directly to Guangdong.”

“What do you want coconuts for?” The US Minister to China didn't want the credit to be snatched away by the American Governor-General of the Philippines.

“To eat,” Wang Bin gave a concise and comprehensive reply.

Faced with such a straightforward attitude, the US Minister to China yielded on the matter. “Fine, I will look into it. Mr. Wang, are you satisfied with using the services of British banks?”

Having dealt with the People's Party frequently, the Americans quite liked their frank communication style. Wang Bin spoke of money and prices at every turn, which perfectly suited the American minister’s appetite. American diplomats had a characteristic: they were all sent out by prominent families. Diplomats, after all, came firstly to build their resumes and secondly to make money. The People's Party talked business at length; the price for positions at the US Minister to China—especially the consulates in Wuhan and Wuhu, which handled contact with the People's Party base areas—had already reached quite high levels. A third-class counselor position capable of talking business with the People's Party sold for twenty thousand dollars. As for a first-class counselor at a consulate, the asking price started at fifty thousand dollars, with no discount.

“What do you mean?” Wang Bin asked.

“I have read the full text of the *China Trade Framework Agreement*. It doesn't stipulate that British bank services must be used. Our American banks are also very reputable. Our country believes that trade between the US and your Party does not need to be under this total quota.”

Wang Bin thought to himself, *“Here it comes.”* His face remained expressionless as he continued to listen quietly.

The United States had once advocated for an “Open Door” policy in the Chinese market. When it was their turn to make a fortune in the Chinese market, the Americans immediately threw the “Open Door” principle to the winds. They held firmly to the People's Party market they had already occupied, unwilling to let other countries have a piece.

After articulating his position quite frankly, the American representative waited for Wang Bin’s answer.

“I think this can be discussed further. After all, commodities still need competition; only with competition is there progress,” Wang Bin said slowly, stating his viewpoint. The People's Party didn't want to be held by the throat. In the implementation of quota trade agreements, many things would surely become political struggles. It was somewhat better within the People's Party, but if foreigners used their monopoly advantage to squeeze prices, it would be a huge loss. Especially given that the base areas' own heavy industry was currently very backward, what the People's Party precisely needed was competition among foreign goods.

The American minister naturally wouldn't give up. Behind him was his financial backer, the Bank of Boston. In this trade, the Bank of Boston not only hoped to handle the People's Party's financial business in the US but even more so hoped to liberate US-base area trade from British control.

Regarding the Minister’s diligent lobbying, Wang Bin was a bit overwhelmed. He changed the subject: “Mr. Minister, have you considered the coconut trade?”

The Minister was not familiar with the Philippines at all. Seeing Wang Bin raise the topic again, he could only reply politely: “This issue isn't that important, is it?”

Wang Bin said slowly: “Suppose one coconut sells for one cent. If we buy a hundred million coconuts, that's one million dollars. If we buy a billion coconuts, that's ten million dollars...”

How much was ten million dollars in 1911? It was roughly equivalent to five billion dollars in 2011. Historically, the DuPont Company made a fortune during World War I and was cursed by Americans as heartless war profiteers. They made a hundred million dollars throughout the entire war.

Of course, the American minister didn't know about DuPont making a war fortune a few years later. He remained silent, his brain working rapidly. Trade with the People's Party was different from private trade; the contracts were large in scale and long in duration. If a trade volume of one billion coconuts per year could really be reached, that would be a steady ten million dollars in turnover every year. Even after deducting all expenses, a net profit of five million dollars was hopeful. If the Minister himself could act as the contact person and take a 10% commission, that would be five hundred thousand dollars a year. In three years, it would be 1.5 million.

“Mr. Wang, do you think this trade can really reach that amount? A billion a year?” The Bank of Boston matter was a big deal, long-term, with great interests. Naturally, the negotiations would be exceptionally difficult. Conversely, the immediate interest before the Minister's eyes seemed quite "short, smooth, and fast." The Minister pushed the Bank of Boston matter aside and began negotiating for the more realistic immediate interests.
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Chen Ke knew one thing deeply: if he hadn't been born in New China, it would have been impossible for him to receive a comprehensive social and political education from a young age. Since political education classes began in junior high school, everything taught in those classes was the truth. For example, regarding banks.

The People's Bank of China executes monetary policy and is responsible for issuing currency; it is not a commercial bank. The Agricultural Bank, Construction Bank, and Industrial and Commercial Bank are responsible for deposits and loans. If he hadn't been forced to memorize these things as a child, Chen Ke would not have been able to gradually build a vital understanding of currency later on the internet. For instance, the Renminbi (RMB) is a type of fiat currency.

In 1911, the currency in the base area was quite unique. The RMB was an extremely rare "fiat currency" in the world at that time, while other currencies of the same period all had "collateral." These currencies were basically pegged to gold. Holding the currency allowed one to go to a bank and exchange it for gold. Major powers like Britain, France, Germany, and the United States all adopted the gold standard.

Since the banks in the base area were complete copies of the banks in New China, it was naturally impossible for them to issue this kind of gold-standard currency. Thus, Chen Ke finally began to understand why the Party historically attached such great importance to cooperatives. The banks and cooperatives in the base area, by distorting supply and demand and only using RMB for transactions, forced the people to use the RMB. For example, the use of gold, silver, and copper coins in transactions had been largely eliminated within the base area.

The RMB in the base area actually copied the Party's policy of grain collateral. The People's Party did not allow private individuals to engage in the grain trade; all grain stores were state-owned. In the state-owned grain stores, the price of grain was pinned down. Whether it was a year of famine or a year of abundance, it remained unchanged across the board. Since state-run grain stores only accepted RMB and absolutely did not accept other currencies or gold and silver for transactions, the credit of the RMB was established in this way.

This didn't matter much internally, but an issue arose externally. Various countries had strong doubts about the value of the RMB. Holding RMB only allowed one to purchase goods and grain; as a foreigner, one couldn't even directly purchase grain with RMB. This was because they lacked a household registration book. The only feasible use was using RMB to eat at restaurants.

Chen Ke's concepts came entirely from political textbooks: "Currency is a universal equivalent." The problem was that in international trade, there was no obligation for foreign countries to unconditionally accept Chen Ke's concepts. Without real gold and silver, or a currency that could be directly exchanged for them, people simply wouldn't trust you.

"This is exactly why we have no choice but to use the services of foreign banks," the base area's newly appointed Minister of Finance, Qin Wu'an, said slowly. Qin Wu'an was also an "old revolutionary" who had previously worked in the logistics department; he was a man of few words, but he never shrunk back or avoided speaking when it was necessary.

The comrades attending the meeting were all cadres of the Ministry of Finance, and they were all too clear on these basic theories, so there was no need for Qin Wu'an to specifically emphasize them. Foreigners certainly wouldn't accept a paper currency that only circulated in parts of China. Although everyone felt it was a pity, they didn't find it difficult to understand. Conversely, the foreign currency earned was all thanks to the hard labor of the people in the base area. After thinking this through, everyone lost the idea of hoarding currency.

Having finished with the financial issues, Qin Wu'an turned to practical matters. "The Central Committee wants to establish a primary processing plant for coconuts in Guangdong."

"Why not build it in the base area?" someone immediately asked. Since everything was the result of labor, the cadres in the base area only feared a lack of employment opportunities.

Foreign trade and the internal economic operation of the base area were two different things. Chen Ke had repeatedly emphasized Marx's "perilous leap"—the quote that "the process from money to product, and from product back to money, which is the process of capital appreciation, is a perilous leap." If goods are produced but cannot be sold, then the producer is finished.

Everyone in the base area had land to farm, which was thanks to the land reform. And everyone having a job was due to the domestic market caused by the absolute social deprivation of current China; in foreign trade, the People's Party assumed all the risks of this "perilous leap." Since the Central Committee had decided to start the coconut processing industry, the economic cadres instinctively believed the industry should be located in the base area to increase employment.

"The Central Committee wants to set up this industry in Guangzhou, firstly because Guangzhou is very close to the Philippines, meaning low transportation costs. Additionally, we want to establish a strategic layout in Guangzhou," Qin Wu'an explained.

"Regarding the layout, will the Guangdong local government agree?"

"What about security?"

The comrades raised their opinions one after another.

"We will send troops to protect the industries in this layout," Qin Wu'an continued to explain.

"The Guangdong government will agree to let us station troops in Guangzhou?" The comrades were even more surprised.

Qin Wu'an replied in a light tone, "If they refuse to let us send troops, it means the Guangdong government is a counter-revolutionary government, and it will be necessary for us to liberate the entire Guangdong province right now."

This answer pushed the reasoning to its limit. The Finance Ministry comrades stopped pestering about security issues and shifted the topic back to the initial factory setup.

"If we process 100 million coconuts every year..." Qin Wu'an had just started when he saw the comrades' eyes widen in shock. He had to explain further, "The Central Committee's intention is to scale this up to one billion. For the initial phase, I'll start with 100 million."

No one spoke anymore; solid figures like these were enough to explain everything. The comrades quietly listened as Qin Wu'an continued his introduction.

"If one worker can perform primary processing on 50 coconuts a day, 100 million coconuts would require two million man-days." Qin Wu'an had already been surprised himself and could now maintain full composure. "The meat, shell, juice, and fiber from these initially processed products are all primary industrial goods. Part of these primary industrial goods will be sent back to the base area for deep processing, while another part will continue to be processed in Guangzhou. So overall, a large integrated processing plant with over 40,000 people is needed in Guangzhou."

"That's equivalent to building a new large city! Among our many county seats, none of them even has 40,000 people. I think we should still put this industry in the base area," said Lv Zhengtao, who was responsible for agricultural product processing. "Instead of going through all this trouble, it would be better to just liberate Guangdong and be done with it."

"Guangdong will definitely be liberated in the future, but if we force our way in now, that's not liberation—at most, it's conquest. The Central Committee believes we cannot do it that way," Qin Wu'an explained.

Fighting wars was not the business of the Finance Ministry, so Lv Zhengtao was just speaking casually. "Then is the industrial layout just this one thing—opening a factory in Guangzhou?"

"Such a large factory is equivalent to building a new city. The factory equipment needs power, all these people need to eat and drink, and tap water must be provided. This will likely require rebuilding the entire city of Guangzhou. In this process, on one hand, we enter the countryside to mobilize the masses, and on the other, we struggle against the various conservative forces in Guangdong. The final armed struggle is a matter for the Central Committee to decide."

Many of the Finance Ministry comrades also came from a military background, so they were naturally no strangers to military struggle. However, this method of struggle was quite novel. Someone was about to speak, but seeing Qin Wu'an continue, they temporarily swallowed their words.

"As for the comprehensive layout, Guangdong lacks coal. In the early stages, it's impossible for us to have so much power to build a 'New Guangdong,' so coal must be transported from the Annam coal mines to Guangdong. Thus, the coconuts come from the Philippines, and the coal comes from Annam. The equipment and organizational personnel come from our base area. Within this layout, our Finance Ministry needs to provide financial support. At the very least, this budget must be drawn up."

No one responded this time. It involved both international and domestic aspects, including multiple departments in the base area; it indeed required a massive budget. Qin Wu'an's understated words depicted a complex yet clear situation. After a long while, Lv Zhengtao asked, "This is clearly a vision proposed by Chairman Chen, isn't it?"

"The Central Committee has finally decided to pass this plan." Qin Wu'an knew that Chen Ke didn't want his name pushed to the forefront of everything. Doing so was fine in the past, but now that the People's Party had grown to its current scale, what needed to be highlighted was the leadership of the Party Central Committee.

"Are coconuts really that good?" Lv Zhengtao continued to ask.

"Whether coconuts are good or not, the deep processing is completed in the base area. You'll see it when the time comes." Qin Wu'an gave an answer that wasn't quite an answer.

"Will this be that easy? Setting aside the difficulty of recruiting 40,000 workers, managing so many people is even more difficult. I still feel it's more appropriate to put this industry in our base area." Lv Zhengtao was responsible for agricultural product processing and had a deep sense of the organizational difficulties of labor-intensive enterprises. The People's Party's largest factory had only just over a thousand people; for this enterprise far away in Guangdong to need 40,000 people, he felt it was unreliable no matter what.

Qin Wu'an was about to continue persuading them when he heard Wang Fengshan, who was in charge of statistics, laugh. "Since the Central Committee has decided, more detailed steps will definitely be told to us later. However, I've never seen what a coconut is. Minister Qin, you have to get a few for me to taste!"

Hearing this, the meeting room erupted into a burst of loud laughter. Amidst the laughter, Qin Wu'an replied calmly, "There are some outside. I'll bring them in for everyone to eat right now."

The United States is a country built on a foundation of complete individualism, and the American Minister to China reflected the American national character in this regard. More accurately, he brimmed with the style of the American ruling class. He had originally thought about taking a cut of the commission from this deal, but after thinking it over, he felt that doing so was truly inappropriate. Such a lazy attitude would be an insult to his ancestors' hard work in the slave trade and a disgrace to his family's ferocity in killing and burning in the West.

The Minister put aside the matter of the Bank of Boston and instead sent a telegram for family members to rush to the Philippines as quickly as possible on the family's fast ships. At the same time, he utilized his authority to make the Philippine bureaucratic system display unprecedented efficiency, registering an American trading company within two days. Within ten days, the first ship of coconuts was delivered to the base area.

Coconuts were too cheap in the Philippines—cheap to the point that they could be picked up for free. What this company needed was to send ships to cruise among the Philippine islands, direct people to load the coconuts onto the ships, and then move to the next island. All the Minister's company needed was to collect the labor for moving them. Wang Bin was not polite either; he directly invested in this company. After the two sides finalized a contract for purchasing ships, Wang Bin bargained with the Minister and finally set the coconut price at 120 coconuts per dollar. As for labor, the People's Party guaranteed to provide the Minister with manpower; at the very least, the base area could immediately send out hands to move coconuts. The combination of "American style" and "base area speed" created a minor miracle in commercial behavior in 1911.

The Finance Ministry comrades were all eating this fruit for the first time. Huge coconuts were placed on the table, and even the well-traveled comrades were startled.

"How do you eat such a big thing?" Wang Fengshan asked in surprise.

Qin Wu'an placed a wrapped cloth bundle on the conference table. Pulling back the cloth, a pile of small knives and reed stalks were revealed. "Carve a hole on top, stick the reed stalk in, and suck out the juice inside first."

The comrades picked up the knives, each using their own methods to carve holes and insert the reed stalks to take a sip of the juice. Except for Wang Fengshan, who spat out the coconut water he had sucked in, the other comrades seemed to enjoy it.

Qin Wu'an leaned in to sniff it and laughed, "This coconut is spoiled. I'll get you another one."

While loudly lamenting his bad luck, Wang Fengshan didn't hold a grudge. He opened a hole in the newly brought coconut, took a cautious sip, and a sweet, clear juice entered his mouth through the reed stalk, refreshing his spirit.

Amidst a wave of praise, everyone finished the coconut water. Qin Wu'an had the comrades cut the coconuts open, and the snow-white coconut meat, emitting a fragrant aroma, appeared before their eyes.

"The coconut meat can also be eaten," Qin Wu'an introduced, only to find that his words might be redundant; even as he spoke, someone had already started using a knife to cut off pieces of coconut meat and put them into their mouths.

"Not only can the juice be drunk and the meat be eaten, but coconut oil can also be extracted from the meat, and coconut wine can be brewed from it." Qin Wu'an took out two bottles, one filled with clear coconut oil and one with coconut wine.

He also took out several brushes with different lengths of brown fibers. "The fibers inside the coconut shell can be used to make brushes. The coconut shells can be burned for charcoal or used to make buttons. In short, the utilization rate is extremely high."

Wang Fengshan satisfactorily ate a large piece of coconut meat and asked with a puzzled look, "Why would the Americans be willing to hand over such a good thing to us?"

"By handing it to us, the Americans we cooperate with can obtain the greatest personal benefits. Moreover, in Asia, there's a lack of processing capacity and organized labor like ours in the base area; many raw materials simply cannot be utilized. We know how to process them, but on a small scale, it simply doesn't make money. On a large scale, people can't afford the investment. To forge iron, one must be strong themselves. If one cannot be like us, where a single investment can put millions of dollars to use, then as good as coconuts are, not just anyone can get the job done." Qin Wu'an gave the answer.

While Qin Wu'an was talking with the comrades about the relationship between investment, labor organization, input of production means, and large-scale raw materials, the American Minister and Wang Bin sat together and lit Manila cigars.

After being busy for nearly a month, the matter of the Bank of Boston had also been delayed for nearly a month, but the American Minister clearly looked to be in a pleasant mood. The matter of the Bank of Boston was a long-term and arduous negotiation task, but the money earned by his own family was cash in hand. The People's Party was generous and had very clear commercial ideas. For example, after taking a stake in the new company, they were very quick to pay for a dozen coconut transport ships. The coconut industry required large investments and was slow to see results; if the price of a single coconut was set too high, no one would buy it, and if it was too low, it wouldn't make money. Only through scale could benefits be achieved.

Exhaling a puff of smoke, the Minister laughed, "I've always heard that Mr. Wang is proficient in business. This cooperation has shown that your reputation is indeed well-deserved."

"Everyone can do business, but not everyone has the opportunity to cooperate with you, Minister," Wang Bin also laughed.

This straightforward statement satisfied the Minister, and he began to give Wang Bin a lesson. "The First National Bank of Boston was founded in 1859. After merging with the Massachusetts Bank in 1903, it still retained the name First National Bank of Boston..."

Wang Bin listened with a smile while recalling the People's Party's investigation results. The Boston Financial Group was one of the oldest monopoly financial groups in the United States. It was formed by the merger of the Lowell, Lawrence, Adams, and Lodge families, who became wealthy through the slave trade in the 19th century, with the rising Kennedy family. At that time, these families invested the huge sums of capital accumulated from overseas colonial plunder into commercial banks, insurance businesses, and investment companies, relying on these financial institutions to provide funds for textile, tanning, shoemaking, clothing, food, and chemical light industries. Due to the rapid development of light industry, by the early 20th century, these few Boston families, who intermarried across generations, had formed the Boston Financial Group with the First National Bank of Boston as its core. The American Minister was a member of the Boston group, which could be seen from his surname, Lawrence.

The problem was that the Boston group's strength in industrial and mining enterprises was inferior to that of the large Eastern financial groups; the industries it controlled were originally mainly light industries. The People's Party had always cooperated with American heavy industry groups, such as Morgan and Rockefeller. Cooperating with the Boston group would not only be of no help to the People's Party's heavy industry development but would be more likely to trigger dissatisfaction from the heavy industry groups. That would be more loss than gain.

However, the People's Party was also unwilling to truly offend the Boston Financial Group, as they were currently one of the largest buyers of the People's Party's raw silk. This was also why the American Minister dared to so bluntly demand cooperation.

"Financial cooperation is a partnership that requires long-term testing; there's no need to rush it. However, we are interested in purchasing textile equipment, which should interest you, Minister," Wang Bin laughed. Just as Wang Bin expected, the Minister immediately changed direction, pushing the matter of cooperation with the Bank of Boston aside once again.

Wang Bin could temporarily use cooperation to stall the Boston group, but when a representative of the Morgan group—the true heavy hitter in their cooperation—appeared before him and demanded that Wang Bin cooperate with JPMorgan Bank in finance, Wang Bin finally became serious.

The People's Party's heavy industry to date, whether in steel or synthetic ammonia, had been in cooperation with the Morgan group. This group's style was crude and cold, though it didn't quite match the Rockefeller group's feats of sending liberated Black people into mines to work to death or using cannons and machine guns to sweep across "coal-blackies." Even though those groups of coal miners averaged 2.4 guns per person, they were still left in heaps of corpses by the Rockefeller group's private soldiers.

Nevertheless, Wang Bin still disliked the Morgan group's attitude; Morgan was too fond of participating in the financial industry. As long as there was the slightest opportunity, they wouldn't let it go.

However, Wang Bin still warmly received the Morgan group's representative. Because on this matter, Chen Ke's stance was very firm: "For China's interests, we will even deal with the devil. Since we have to deal with devils, why not choose the strongest one?"
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Due to their late start, the Morgan Group had only just secured the position of Second Secretary at the US Consulate in Wuhu, China. Their representative arrived knowing the relationship between the People's Party and the Boston Financial Group, and their trump card this time was "credit."

"As long as the People's Party uses our Morgan accounts, you can enjoy a significant credit line with preferential interest rates specifically set for your machinery purchases."

"I hope you won't laugh, but as you know, for a political entity like ours, trade balance is the ultimate goal. For instance, the Boston group believes they've helped us earn too much money, only for that money to eventually be taken by Morgan. They hope for a return on their investment—at least the return of having us hold our accounts with them," Wang Bin said with his customary sincerity. Often, hiding things only leads to suspicion; communication isn't just about letting the other party know what you want to do, but more importantly, letting them know why you are doing it.

The Morgan representative was slightly surprised. Wang Bin's words revealed details of weakness—for example, that the Boston group could threaten the People's Party with the fact that they "made them money." However, he would never be so naive as to exploit this "weakness" now. After all, the Morgan Group had earned substantial profits from the People's Party. More importantly, he didn't entirely believe Wang Bin was truly being that weak. Business was business; the Boston group's large-scale purchase of the People's Party's raw silk was by no means an act of humanitarianism or charity. The People's Party's silk was of superior quality and in ample supply, making it highly competitive in the international market.

Carefully observing Wang Bin, the representative tried to figure out what his true hole card was. He didn't know that Wang Bin considered the Morgan Group's style to be crude and cold, just as Wang Bin didn't know the Morgan representative thought he had a Puritanical style. The Morgan Group naturally knew the People's Party wasn't a financial conglomerate, let alone a family-run business. Even if Wang Bin, as a high-ranking representative, didn't need to live in luxury, he didn't need to be so ascetic.

In fact, Wang Bin and his colleagues stayed in ordinary hotels and ate ordinary meals. Aside from resting, they spent every day either reading, inspecting factories, or negotiating business. They neither drank nor sought out women. It would be one thing if they were penniless, but Wang Bin himself discussed million-dollar deals. An American at his level would likely find such a dull life unbearable, yet Wang Bin and his team were perfectly at ease. From the relatively Puritanical perspective of an American, it was hard to find a word other than "ascetic" to describe them.

"Do you have an ultimate vision?" the representative asked.

"Nothing will satisfy everyone, but for a political entity like ours, we still hope to avoid risks and dissatisfaction to the maximum extent. Unless..."

"Unless what?" The Morgan representative couldn't help but lean forward slightly, listening more intently.

"Unless the benefits are so great that we are willing to take such risks," Wang Bin replied.

"Heh." The representative now had a rough idea. "First, what if the credit line could reach fifty million dollars?"

"What our side can guarantee is that all credit will be used to purchase machinery and equipment," Wang Bin immediately responded.

"Regarding the transfers, you don't need to worry about any issues between us and the Boston group. Once the contract is signed, it takes effect," the Morgan representative promised.

Wang Bin cursed inwardly—this representative was surely underestimated him! The Boston group wouldn't be so stupid as to withhold the money; it wasn't that they wouldn't want to keep the funds in their own bank for a while longer, but if they failed to pay on time, what would happen to the Bank of Boston's credit? A bank without credit is a dead bank.

Wang Bin nodded slightly, refusing to comment on such a foolish point.

"Then what else concerns you?" the representative asked.

"As you know, there are many economic fluctuations in the United States. For our interests, if we can buy at the bottom, we won't let the opportunity pass. How would you view that?" Wang Bin finally voiced the core issue. Within the People's Party, the capitalist economic crisis was emphasized; the direct result of such a crisis is many enterprises going bankrupt. Many previously expensive pieces of equipment could be purchased at extremely low prices. If the People's Party were to do this, they would need sufficient support within the US.

"Do you wish for us, the Morgan Group, to provide investment opportunities?" the representative asked directly.

"Investment opportunities are a large part of it, and we also need a large amount of cheap equipment," Wang Bin stated his meaning more clearly. The Morgan Group was by no means a group of saints, but it was also impossible for them to enter China and harm the People's Party. Similarly, the People's Party had no way to affect the Morgan Group across the Pacific. If they went to court in the US, the People's Party could never defeat Morgan. Currently, both sides were in a "mutually beneficial cooperation" relationship; if this basic level of mutual trust couldn't be achieved to some extent, Wang Bin wouldn't dare to place his bets easily.

"If you are willing to let us invest in China, those concerns are entirely unnecessary," the representative replied.

This was the simplest solution, but also one that was extremely difficult for the People's Party to accept right now. On one hand, they publicized that they represented the interests of the laborers; on the other, they would be accepting foreign investment in China. Only Chen Ke could make such a decision; Wang Bin could not make such a monumental choice.

"I will ask Chairman Chen Ke for his stance on this matter," Wang Bin replied.

In a Party lesson, Wang Bin had heard Chen Ke explain a viewpoint: whether it was the current capitalist system or the socialist system being built in the base area, the core of any system revolved around the use of production means, labor, and capital. The difference between the two systems lay in whether capital controlled politics or politics controlled capital.

That explanation had once given Wang Bin a sense of sudden enlightenment. The problem was that he never expected he would face such a level of questioning and have to worry about such problems so early. But there was no helping it; compared to the base area, the United States was an extremely powerful existence. In terms of capital depth, industrial strength, and capital operation, the People's Party was in a weak position. To turn that weakness around on the field, they had to rely on the fact that the People's Party was a political entity with government and military chips to play.

Whether capital controlled politics or politics controlled capital—it truly was a question. Wang Bin couldn't help but admire Chen Ke's foresight. At this moment, he also realized some of his own thoughts; he truly hoped that when dealing with foreign capital, he could be the strong party dominating the situation, rather than being caught in a dilemma like he was now.

Wang Bin's dilemma was a "happy" one. One of the two major political entities constructing the trade framework agreement, the Beiyang Central Government, did not have to face such enthusiastic and proactive commercial partners. Those who came to the Beiyang government seeking cooperation were not just one or two, but they all came seeking to lend money to Beiyang.

Of course, with the support of the fixed trade agreement, the conditions offered by the lenders this time were far less harsh than before. But even so, Yuan Shikai was furious. Setting aside the matter of military expansion, Beiyang's finances had finally caught a break. Moreover, at Chen Ke's suggestion, Yuan Shikai tried marketing soybeans from the Northeast to foreign merchants, which immediately caused a sensation, with orders pouring in. Combined with the taxes from livelihood enterprises like honeycomb briquettes established by the People's Party in Beijing and Tianjin, Yuan Shikai didn't have much spare cash, but he no longer had to live on borrowed money. Yet that's how the world is: when you're broke, you beg everyone for a loan and it's impossible; when you're not broke, there are plenty of people wanting to lend to you just to collect interest.

Yuan Shikai didn't want to deal with these people. His frustration lay in seeing a perfectly good export-driven economic plan that Beiyang was unable to capitalize on. When Yan Fu initially proposed the plan, it had caused a stir in the Beiyang cabinet. But when it came to execution, Yan Fu showed his great inadequacy in administrative work. "Incompetent at managing subordinates" was undoubtedly the description of Yan Fu at this time. Yuan Shikai could understand the cabinet members' resistance to Yan Fu; as a "commander without troops," holding the empty title of Premier, he was actually unable to make any of his ministers obey his orders.

Yuan Shikai felt a sense of pleasure at this state of affairs. The People's Party had dominated the situation for too long—so long that Yuan Shikai didn't even want to look back at that period. Even if Yan Fu's current failure didn't actually serve Yuan Shikai's interests, he was happy to see Yan Fu's predicament.

It wasn't until Yan Fu proposed going abroad for a visit—the British had already invited him to visit the UK—that Yuan Shikai felt his hands-off approach might be inappropriate. Even so, he didn't immediately decide to veto the idea. Yan Fu was, after all, a man of the People's Party; once he left the cabinet for an overseas visit, the Beiyang cabinet would once again become a true Beiyang cabinet. After considering for quite a while, Yuan Shikai finally agreed to Yan Fu's request. In January 1912, Premier Yan Fu boarded an ocean liner in Tianjin for his visit.

Having sent away the Beiyang cabinet's biggest headache, Vice-Premier Xu Shichang, acting as Premier, regained his vitality. "I believe we should vigorously promote foreign trade." Xu Shichang brought out his own plan, which the cabinet members laughed at inwardly as they listened. The entire plan was a complete copy of the one Yan Fu had proposed—even the wording was barely changed. Xu Shichang didn't care what his ministers thought; he had already decided to show off his own strength through this matter.
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"Premier Xu, this won't do." Zhang Jian, the Minister of Industry, Commerce, and People's Affairs, was the first to rise and voice his opposition.

Since Xu Shichang wanted to establish his own political record, he needed achievements. In Xu's view, extending the original Beijing-Zhangjiakou (Jing-Zhang) Railway to Baotou would be a significant milestone. Beiyang possessed China's top-tier railway engineering team. After Zhan Tianyou, the chief designer, successfully completed the Jing-Zhang line, he had been tirelessly lobbying the Beiyang government to build a line from Zhangjiakou to Baotou, and even planned for one from Baotou to Suiyuan.

Building railways was a good thing; as the saying goes, "When the train whistles, gold flows." However, before earning ten thousand ounces of gold, one had to invest ten thousand ounces of gold first. The source of funding for this railway, as planned by Xu Shichang, left many members of the Beiyang cabinet quite dissatisfied. Yuan Shikai had allowed the People's Party to establish a wool-purchasing enterprise in Zhangjiakou, which had been quite successful. Ever since the railway was completed, Zhangjiakou had become the destination for herdsmen on the grasslands to sell their goods. The impoverished herdsmen didn't want money; they lacked industrial goods. Relying on the Beijing-Hankou line, the People's Party transported large quantities of tea and cloth to Zhangjiakou for direct trade with the herdsmen. Adding up various types of trade, Beiyang collected 700,000 taels of tax silver in a single year.

Xu Shichang wanted to invest this money into railway construction, which was touching a lot of people's "cheese." Zhang Jian was in charge of the Ministry of Industry, Commerce, and People's Affairs, and commercial taxes were his political achievement. Zhang Jian was an "airdropped cadre"; while Yan Fu was merely disliked by the cabinet, at least he originated from the Beiyang group. Zhang Jian, a top-ranking scholar from the late Qing dynasty, though famous, had his roots in Jiangsu and was isolated within the Beiyang cabinet.

Other taxes within Beiyang's territory were already controlled by various factions. The newly opened tax sources relied entirely on businesses opened by the People's Party. Xu Shichang wasn't touching others' money but was directly demanding the benefits Zhang Jian had worked hard to gather into his hands. Naturally, Zhang Jian refused to yield.

However, Xu Shichang was not Yan Fu. The Beiyang cabinet could force Yan Fu to go abroad, but they couldn't touch Xu Shichang.

"Mr. Zhang, Mr. Zhan Tianyou mentioned that the railway from Zhangjiakou to Baotou can be completed in about three years. Once the railway is through, commerce will flourish even more. Why only look at the present?"

Zhang Jian countered sharply, "Currently, the central government's finances are very difficult, and building a railway requires a massive investment. Even if we take the taxes from the many newly established enterprises, I'm afraid it won't be enough. By the time commercial taxes are collected, the treasury will have been emptied. What use will it be then to just stand by the railway? It would be better to issue railway bonds."

Xu Shichang would not let Zhang Jian block his path. He immediately replied, "From issuing to selling railway bonds, it would take at least six months. Now, if we just tighten our belts a bit, the railway can start construction immediately. Moreover, once construction starts, trains can run on the sections completed first, which will allow the wool trade to grow even larger and tax revenue to increase further. Some things can be planned for the long term, but some things must be done immediately."

The dispute lasted until noon. During lunch, Xu Shichang found Yuan Shikai. "Mr. President, I believe the matter of building the railway can no longer be delayed."

Yuan Shikai actually supported Xu Shichang. Building a railway from Zhangjiakou to Baotou meant a significant increase in Beiyang's control over the local area. Zhan Tianyou's construction of the Jing-Zhang line was personally overseen by Yuan Shikai; originally planned to take six years and cost 7 million taels of silver, it took only four years and cost 5 million taels. Yuan Shikai had great confidence in Zhan Tianyou.

"I will speak to Zhang Jian about this," Yuan Shikai replied.

Xu Shichang was very satisfied. Yan Fu was forced to go abroad precisely because he lacked such support from Yuan Shikai. When the cabinet ministers work against you, life as a Premier is not easy. This was not a problem that could be solved simply by removing the opposing cabinet members. Every member of the cabinet represented the interests of a considerable group of people. The ministers who jumped out openly were actually the easiest to deal with. But if one couldn't reach an agreement with those underlying forces, any matter would encounter layers of obstacles from the shadows. Yuan Shikai's prestige showed its advantage at this time; as long as Yuan Shikai gave his clear support, at least no one would dare to oppose him too much.

However, Xu Shichang's joy did not last long. Yuan Shikai continued, "Juren, the emptiness of the treasury that Zhang Jian spoke of is not without reason. If we issue bonds, the railway could temporarily save a lot of money."

As Yuan Shikai's loyalist and confidant, Xu Shichang dared to speak the truth. "Mr. President, issuing bonds is to solve an urgent need. With current bond interest rates, it's essentially usury. I wouldn't dare take that path."

Mentioning interest rates, Yuan Shikai stopped talking. The lenders were like wolves and tigers, and Yuan Shikai truly did not want to bring more trouble upon himself.

Zhang Jian's view on bonds was completely different from Yuan Shikai's. When Yuan Shikai spoke to him about the matter, this former Qing scholar said aggressively, "Mr. President, issuing bonds is good for both the country and the people. Private funds have a place to be used, and the country can carry out construction."

"Then what about the matter of repaying the debt?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"Railways should not be state-owned in the first place!" Zhang Jian loudly answered Yuan Shikai's question. "Whoever invests, benefits. The state doesn't need to do it itself; it just plans the projects. The interests of railways are huge, and merchants know this. So, railway companies should be formed, and merchants should invest and operate them independently. The state just collects taxes and doesn't need to bear the risks, while gaining a major source of revenue for free. This is what should be done. Premier Xu wants the state to build the railway entirely. Not only can the treasury not afford it, but even if it could, the operational returns would be an issue."

Zhang Jian had been promoting this theory for a long time, and Yuan Shikai had heard it many times. After pondering for a while, Yuan Shikai said, "If I were to let you, Jizhi, take charge of a railway, would you be willing?"

Zhang Jian's previous indignation was mainly directed at Xu Shichang; having the taxes he controlled forcibly taken away was something anyone would find unbearable. Hearing Yuan Shikai's question, Zhang Jian didn't dare to reply immediately. Private companies handling railway construction would be fine if it could be done, but the water there was too deep. Zhang Jian had the courage to oppose Xu Shichang because he didn't need to accomplish anything; he only needed to prevent Xu Shichang from accomplishing anything. Conversely, if Zhang Jian wanted to accomplish something and Xu Shichang tripped him from behind, Zhang Jian didn't believe Yuan Shikai would firmly support him.

Yuan Shikai didn't push too hard either. He turned instead to current administrative affairs. "Jizhi, you've been promoting industry, and your connections in the private sector are very broad. Your Ministry of Industry, Commerce, and People's Affairs should take responsibility for foreign exports."

"Mr. President, I plan to find a few counties in Shandong to grow cotton," Zhang Jian immediately replied. He had originally grown cotton in several counties in northern Jiangsu, and his operations there had been quite good. However, when the People's Party took northern Jiangsu, Zhang Jian's family business vanished. Hearing Yuan Shikai speak, Zhang Jian immediately became energized.

"That's excellent; you should work hard at it," Yuan Shikai encouraged.

Having settled the cabinet dispute, Yuan Shikai returned to his office and sat straight on the sofa, fatigue finally appearing on his face. The once intense and turbulent situation seemed to have calmed down, and the country was moving on the track of development. This should have been a good thing. But as soon as external pressure eased, internal struggle immediately intensified.

Currently, because Beiyang lacked money, the conflict between Xu Shichang and Zhang Jian still revolved around the core axis of how to develop the economy. This was already a very normal struggle. Even so, the two had likely developed a personal grudge due to their public conflict. Yuan Shikai had originally wanted to balance the situation by letting Zhang Jian take on a railway construction and also see how much capability Zhang Jian truly had. Zhang Jian's reputation had always been "daring to take on tasks," but he had unexpectedly shrunk back when it mattered. These scholars truly couldn't be relied upon.

Looking at Beiyang's internal problems, Yuan Shikai couldn't help but think of the People's Party. According to intelligence, the People's Party started construction on three railways simultaneously this year: Lianyungang to Xuzhou, Zaozhuang to Xuzhou, and Lianyungang to Shanghai. Did the People's Party completely lack this kind of internal struggle?

The People's Party certainly had struggles, and they were quite intense. Chen Ke's idea of opening a coconut processing base in Guangdong met with opposition from the Finance Ministry.

Every year from November to the following January was the busiest time for the Finance Ministry—annual summaries and the financial planning for the second year. The statistics department of the Finance Ministry occupied a building with over twenty rooms and more than four hundred people. The sound of so many people clicking away on abacuses filled the entire building with vitality.

In January 1912, many new faces appeared in the People's Party's statistics department. These new faces included both men and women, with the only commonality being that they were very young. The first batch of junior high school graduates from the base area's formal education system had officially entered the workforce.

Starting in 1906, when the People's Party arrived in the Fengtai County base area, they began promoting a compulsory education system. The primary school students ranged in age from five to fourteen. In the blink of an eye, more than five years had passed. Some students had some educational background and graduated from the four-year primary school in a little over two years. Combined with three years of junior high education, they officially received their junior high school diplomas after passing the graduation exams.

In those days, a fourteen-year-old was considered part of the labor force, but the base area tried its best to encourage everyone to finish junior high. Since the People's Party promoted it this way, many parents were supportive. However, high school would take another three years, and many parents were unwilling to let children who were nearly twenty continue to live off the family. They demanded that their children either return home to farm or go out to work.

The People's Party openly recruited workers, which the common people saw as "joining the government." Previously, wanting to "join the government" required paying money; now, having gone to school and passed the exams, one could "join the government," which the people were naturally happy about. Especially that even girls could find a job in the government was particularly surprising to the base area's people.

It should be known that the People's Party had once promised that as long as girls could graduate from junior high school, the state would arrange work for them. At that time, the common people thought the People's Party was talking nonsense. It wasn't until today that everyone knew the People's Party had no intention of joking.

Abacus calculation (zhusuan) was one of the subjects that had to be studied and mastered in both primary and junior high school. Combined with over five years of education, these young graduates were brought in for employment. Aside from not quite understanding what they were calculating, they had little difficulty in how to complete the work.

Finance Minister Qin Wu'an was very satisfied with the work of these new comrades from a student background. After he and his colleagues carefully studied a portion of the already completed statistics, they held a meeting and unified their opinions. He then went to find Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, we in the Finance Ministry oppose the plan to open a new base area in Guangdong."
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"As of now, the base area's finances only have no issues with cash expenditures. The finances are not balanced, and the entire economic structure is completely imbalanced." Qin Wu'an was rarely agitated, but this time his voice was uncharacteristically loud, and his face was flushed with anxiety.

"You noticed?" Chen Ke responded with a look of admiration and relief.

Qin Wu'an couldn't understand where Chen Ke's confidence came from. "The base area is currently living completely beyond its means. Without imports and exports, the entire fiscal system would collapse. We are standing on the edge of a cliff, with one foot already in mid-air. Once foreign trade fails to keep up, we'll fall immediately."

Balancing income and expenses is an easy concept to understand—how much you earn and how much you spend. This idea doesn't even require specialized mathematical study to grasp. It is the perspective of individuals or groups who lack the power to issue currency and must rely on other currency systems to participate in society. For a political entity like the People's Party, which bears the responsibility of currency issuance, fiscal balance is merely an operational tool they need to "create" to run the country. Not only can they achieve a real "balance of payments," but they can even fabricate balance from "imbalance."

Before becoming the Minister of Finance, Qin Wu'an had only learned these concepts in Party lessons and cadre training schools. At that time, he felt they were shrouded in mist. It wasn't until he personally became the Minister of Finance that he truly saw the imbalances in the People's Party's economy.

To give a simple example, the base area had invested heavily in the steel industry, spending immense financial and material resources. From the direct perspective of a commoner's "balance," it should be normal for input to lead to output. In reality, it was not that way at all.

Looking at the reports, since the base area's first iron smelting furnace was built, steel production growth was not a smooth curve but a stepped growth model. A completed steel mill has a designed capacity; what it strives to reach from the first day of operation is that design capacity. Once that capacity is achieved, what's needed is to maintain it. To increase steel production, one must continue building steel mills and adding more blast furnaces and open-hearth furnaces. Thus, for a steel mill, "not completing the production task" was the norm. As for increasing production, unless higher quality ore was obtained while the number of blast furnaces remained unchanged, it was a completely misunderstood concept.

The problem was that before seeing this fact with their own eyes, the vast majority of comrades in the People's Party, except for Chen Ke, held incorrect perceptions. Even after attending classes on the subject, when it was time to make mistakes, the comrades were not negligent in doing so.

To expand capacity, the only way was to increase investment and add equipment. To maintain capacity also required more investment. Equipment wears out, and later maintenance is a gold-swallowing tiger. Investment in maintenance might even be more expensive than purchasing new equipment directly.

That wasn't even the worst of it. Many unseen problems would arise during equipment operation, and solving them required investing large amounts of capital into scientific research. Qin Wu'an finally understood why Chen Ke placed such importance on compulsory education. From a national perspective, rather than focusing on elite training—one person for one specific role—large-scale implementation of compulsory education was actually more efficient and effective.

Compulsory education also required money. Teachers were people too; they couldn't just face northwest three times a day, open their mouths wide, and shout the incantation "Blow, blow me full!" to stay alive. Teachers' salaries, school construction, and the purchase of educational equipment all required money. For instance, among Qin Wu'an's hundreds of new subordinates proficient in the abacus, the Ministry of Finance selected those they were satisfied with from tens of many thousands of junior high school graduates. Those who failed the abacus exam were not hired at all. The issue was that simply providing abacuses to schools across the base area cost the Ministry of Finance a massive sum. If that money were used to hire assassins, it could have killed those few hundred people dozens of times over...

"Chairman Chen, the base area's operations are currently maintained entirely by cash flow. If even the slightest problem occurs in foreign trade and the cash flow is affected in any way, it would be a catastrophic event for our base area. Investing in Guangdong requires a massive upfront investment that we cannot afford." Qin Wu'an stated his position.

Chen Ke did not answer Qin Wu'an's question immediately; his heart was filled with joy. If Qin Wu'an were judged by the standards of a qualified Finance Minister, he was at least not qualified currently. However, from a progressive perspective of the comrade before him, Qin Wu'an's understanding of society and the world, in both depth and breadth, was far beyond that of an average person. More coldly put, Qin Wu'an already possessed the qualities of a ruling class; he was already able to see part of the truth and dared to look directly at it.

"Minister Qin, why aren't you afraid at all?" Chen Ke asked an off-topic question.

Qin Wu'an was not fooled by this small trap. He replied seriously, "Our base area's precious metal reserves are decent. Even if the finances are imbalanced, with the current circulation of RMB and the supply of goods, there won't be a run on the banks."

Chen Ke nodded. "From an economic perspective, whether it's a socialist or capitalist system, as long as it's an industrialized polity, the economy is a credit economy and a confidence economy. The Western powers have spent centuries plundering the world, and the gold and silver they've accumulated serve as the pillar of their confidence. Speaking strictly economically, our base area needs confidence and credit even more than they do. This can be seen very clearly from our development process. The people believe in us. Without the people's trust, without the support built upon that trust, we are nothing."

Qin Wu'an listened quietly. Chen Ke generally had two faces. The one most commonly seen was the vibrant face of a revolutionary leader. At those times, Chen Ke was full of enthusiasm, possessing a considerable charisma that gave people the confidence to overcome all hardships and miseries. It was a strong feeling of egalitarian progress.

When discussing fundamental issues at the execution level, the cold face he had now—very calm, discussing facts and reality without personal emotion—would reveal itself. At these times, Chen Ke looked down upon the world from a commanding height, pointing out the reality beneath the surface. Qin Wu'an wasn't quite sure which one was Chen Ke's true face.

"Minister Qin, in your view, do people have confidence in a growing child, or in a senile old man who has no external power at all?"

"Definitely in one with a future," Qin Wu'an replied.

"Therefore, we need a larger layout. Even if these layouts bring a greater economic burden, as long as others are powerless to attack this weakness of the base area, then this weakness does not exist. As long as everyone believes the base area doesn't have this problem for now, then this problem won't erupt temporarily. That is a fact."

"The fact that the problem hasn't erupted doesn't mean it doesn't exist..." Qin Wu'an was quite puzzled by Chen Ke's confidence.

"That's why we must move forward. If you want to solve a problem, you can't do it by staying here. It's precisely because we've progressed to this stage that such a problem has appeared. If we were back when we first arrived at the base area during the flood, there wouldn't be this current imbalance. But would that mean our economy was healthy? Quite the opposite. Back then, we couldn't even survive. The current fiscal imbalance is because our industrial development is insufficient, and everyone is spending their hard-earned money on this basic infrastructure. Not just agricultural irrigation, but industrial construction, education, and the perfection of social organizations. It's because this money was invested that you look at it and say, 'Oh! There's a problem on the books.' If everyone stops here and stops moving, not only will the problem be unsolvable, it will grow larger and larger. To solve this problem, we must continue moving forward. Whether the current problem can be solved by moving forward isn't certain, but new problems will immediately appear. This is true for economic development and social development. Problems always exist. There will never be such a thing as a once-and-for-all solution."

To Qin Wu'an's ears, what Chen Ke said almost rose to the level of philosophy. It wasn't that he didn't understand or couldn't accept this argument, but Qin Wu'an found that he hadn't truly prepared himself mentally to face problems that would never stop. "Where is the end of this road?" he seemed to ask both Chen Ke and himself.

"The end is when we die. So don't be afraid of death. Life is this hard; once you're dead, it's over. Just lie on the ground and go to the other world. In my view, death is actually quite comfortable—no more worrying about how to survive," Chen Ke laughed.

Hearing this, Qin Wu'an first gave a bitter smile and then couldn't help but burst into loud laughter. Finally suppressing his laughter, he wiped away the tears that had come from laughing. "Chairman Chen, looking at the current situation, it really is so. One must shoulder so many responsibilities while alive, fearing and worrying every day. Once truly dead, one never has to worry about this again."

Chen Ke was very satisfied with Qin Wu'an's reaction. Those who weren't sincerely trying to get things done would fear death. Actually, looking at the world from the perspective of a doer, there were too many things that were "worse than death." For these people of character, death was not scary. "Minister Qin, since we've brought our heads with us to carry out the revolution, as members of the People's Party, we have an obligation to the country of China, and we have an obligation to the revolution. This has always been my view. So, no matter how difficult it gets, we must persevere. Don't be afraid; there is no obstacle that cannot be overcome."

Qin Wu'an nodded seriously. He was one of the earliest comrades to follow Chen Ke. The rise of the People's Party was a dreamlike result, built not by thinking but by doing. It was precisely because he had personally participated in this process that Qin Wu'an understood more clearly that the People's Party's success was entirely the result of the comrades completing every single link of the success. It had nothing to do with what one thought.

"I will compile this fiscal expenditure after I return," Qin Wu'an said very seriously, his smile fading.

"Good," Chen Ke replied calmly.

"..., Chairman Chen, I admire you to the point of total submission. I want to ask—never mind new problems—in your view, how long will it take for us to resolve the current issues?"

Chen Ke considered it very seriously. "New problems will definitely be more troublesome. You must be mentally prepared. As for the current problems, as long as there are no major mistakes within three years, it will take about five."

Although he didn't know exactly how Chen Ke calculated this five-year period, and five years certainly didn't make Qin Wu'an feel relaxed, receiving such a clear statement from Chen Ke made him feel much better.
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As January 1912 arrived, the people in the base areas were joyfully preparing for the Lunar New Year. After a full year of hard work, everyone could finally relax during this traditional spring festival. 1911 had been quite a good year; aside from the disasters in Hubei, the weather in other provinces had been largely fine. The masses, who had been battered by climate-related tragedies in previous years, finally had a chance to catch their breath.

Many spices appeared on the market in the base areas: star anise, cinnamon bark, Sichuan peppercorns, and more. These seasonings, which would be supplied in large quantities in the history of New China, began to appear in abundance on the People's Party's markets. In the early 20th century, many blockades were not very tight. The People's Party's plan to transplant spice crops had achieved massive success. Starting in 1908, with the cooperation of Chinese merchants in the South Seas, and through a mix of "stealing, cheating, and kidnapping," the People's Party had acquired many spice tree species and plants originally from Southeast Asia. After several years, in addition to imported spices, the base areas' own spices began to hit the shelves.

Chen Ke knew how to cook. Tossing three or four Sichuan peppercorns into a pan of stir-fried greens could greatly enhance the flavor. When cooking meat, these spices were even more indispensable. "Thirteen-Spice" powder, made from various spices, could completely mask the gamey smell of meat and make food much more palatable.

"Comrades, I use this example for one reason only: do not think that just because we have spices and have promoted them to the masses, everything is fine. Promoting things must help improve the living standards of the laboring masses; that is only the first step. Thinking that simply telling the masses how good something is will suffice is useless. We must come up with a complete model ourselves."

At the People's Party's cadre school training, the lesson on spice was actually about the problem of policy promotion.

"Everything has two sides. When it comes to propaganda aimed at the masses, never harbor the thought that because we, the People's Party, are doing something good for them, the masses must be grateful. That is a very wrong way of doing things. Propaganda and promotion are never inherently 'good' or 'bad.' For instance, with these spices, adding a bit while stir-frying can effectively improve the flavor; but if you add them at the wrong time or in the wrong amount, you might very well ruin the dish. We can never force the masses to use spices exactly according to our methods. If we only talk about how good our promoted products are during outreach, we are just looking for trouble." The instructor at the cadre school spoke eloquently to the assembled trainees.

On the surface, this was about spices, but in reality, it described the techniques for promoting all People's Party policies—though the instructors did not make it completely explicit. Qualified cadres are not trained through rote memorization; without the basic ability to draw inferences from one case to another, it means those being trained are unqualified.

No matter how advanced or complete a theory or policy is, it is meaningless if the capacity for execution and promotion cannot keep up. In this regard, the cadre school, which did not break for the holiday even near the Spring Festival, was preparing for the spring plowing that would begin immediately after the New Year. Comrades who passed the test would return to their posts. As for those who failed, they would leave the cadre school and step down from their cadre positions, moving to ordinary labor posts to become the "reserve army."

Even with so many international affairs to handle, Chen Ke kept his attention shifting from the external back to the internal. "To forge iron, one must be strong oneself." Without one's own strength, hoping for victory in external struggles was nothing but a fool's dream.

The reason for using spices as an example was that it was closely related to the People's Party's agricultural policy. The plan for the whole year depends on the spring; the production arrangements in the spring completely determine the production for the entire year. After land reform, every member of the masses received land—that was the surface result. Equal distribution of land does not produce any efficiency on its own. To increase production, the masses must be made to use land and tools more effectively and arrange their production plans more efficiently. It is just like how, without spices, the flavor of the food cooked by the masses is hard to improve. But having spices does not guarantee that the masses will be able to significantly improve the taste of their food.

Huaihai Province had vast plains, and Chen Ke's purpose in staying there was to see what kind of agricultural work the local cadres could manage. Thus, he did not say much, focusing instead on observation. For a while, Chen Ke's main energy had been focused on external affairs—trade agreements and wars had occupied almost all his time. Now that he was turning his attention back to internal construction, the best method for him was to shut his mouth and focus on observation and research.

"For those who only understand theory but not the actual situation, such investigations are especially necessary. Otherwise, they cannot link theory with practice. Many people, as soon as they 'step off the carriage,' begin to blather and offer opinions, criticizing this and accusing that. In fact, ten out of ten such people will fail." This was one of Chairman Mao's classic statements.

Chen Ke deeply agreed with this discourse. He believed his current job was to conduct honest investigation and research in Huaihai Province. If possible, he would go deep into the grassroots, determined to wear out a few pairs of shoes to clearly investigate the foundational agricultural work.

On January 18, the security department submitted a report to Chen Ke. A comrade named Li Nana had fled from Anhui to Huaihai Province, insistently demanding to see Chen Ke to report a situation.

The Huaihai security department still had an impression of Li Nana. Her original name was Nalan Neruo; she had once posed as Chen Ke's cousin but later chose to join the revolution. When the security department was handling Nalan Neruo back then, there had been opinions suggesting she be executed. However, the base area's policy did not advocate killing without cause, and since Nalan Neruo insisted on joining the revolution, they eventually released her. Now, such a person with a prior record was insisting on seeing Chairman Chen Ke; no one dared to treat the matter lightly.

Someone had come to "lodge an imperial appeal"—Chen Ke's first feeling was one of great surprise. After listening to the security department's introduction of the somewhat legendary Li Nana's background, Chen Ke felt even more surprised. The reason the opinion against killing Li Nana had prevailed within the security department back then was that she had been kidnapped by bandits. The People's Party also bore responsibility for the bandits' kidnappings.

"What exactly does Comrade Li Nana want to report?" Chen Ke asked this key question. If it weren't a major issue, the security department wouldn't have been forced to pass the matter to him. Bypassing the chain of command was strictly forbidden by People's Party discipline.

Hearing Chen Ke's question, the security comrades' expressions changed slightly. They looked at each other for a few moments before answering, "One of our female teachers was forcibly seized as a concubine by Wang Youhong, the Military Governor of Jiangsu. Comrade Li Nana is requesting that we rescue her."

Although Chen Ke was certain the matter would be extremely thorny, his eyes still widened involuntarily upon hearing this news.

Li Nana sat in a single room in the security department with a nervous heart. She could tell this was a place for holding prisoners, but she wasn't afraid at all, let alone angry. In the entire base area, Li Nana was confident that no more than fifty people could surpass her in knowledge of officialdom. For a bureaucratic system, a corresponding status meant a corresponding safeguard. For example, during this attempt to "lodge an imperial appeal," her status as a teacher was her greatest protection before a final decision on how to handle her was made. No one in the base area would dare to casually dispose of a teacher, especially a female teacher.

As for the future decision, Li Nana didn't care. Any punishment seemed insignificant compared to the result of being able to see Chen Ke. Having been in the base area for two or three years, Li Nana's thoughts about Chen Ke had not faded; instead, because she had seen the changes in the base area with her own eyes and learned in detail about Chen Ke's series of victories over domestic and foreign enemies, they had become even more intense.

Li Nana knew very well how rare this opportunity was. Given the People's Party's fearless style, if the Anhui educational, police, and court institutions hadn't responded clumsily, she would never have found a reason to seek an audience with Chen Ke. Even if she did see him, she wouldn't have been able to leave a deep impression.

Since being detained by the security department, Li Nana had waited patiently. In less than a day, someone called her out and ordered her to wash up a bit. Suppressing her excitement, Li Nana washed her face and rinsed her mouth as if she had no idea what was happening, simply and properly tidying her appearance. As she expected, even though she took a bit more time, the security comrades did not rush her.

After being led out for a good while, Li Nana found herself at the entrance of the Huaihai Provincial Committee. After the hand-over formalities were completed, they entered the building. After waiting a moment in the reception room, she saw Chen Ke push the door open and walk in.

That was indeed the Chen Ke she could never forget: tall, handsome, sturdy, and especially those bright eyes. Involuntarily, Li Nana stood up and moved toward him. In her imagination, she had walked toward Chen Ke like this countless times, and he would smile and walk toward her. When it all actually happened, Li Nana found she couldn't even hear clearly what Chen Ke's first sentence was. She felt a buzzing in her ears and discovered her heart was pounding wildly.

"Chairman Chen!" Li Nana couldn't help but cry out, and then tears blurred her vision.

The group of men in the room completely failed to understand her feelings. Seeing her burst into tears after shouting "Chairman Chen," Chen Ke thought she was worried about her colleague, while the security department thought she was "suffering grievance" and wanted to complain after seeing him. However, Li Nana did not wail or talk nonsense. Instead, she took out a handkerchief to wipe her tears and then stepped forward gracefully to shake hands with Chen Ke. This composed manner significantly raised Chen Ke's evaluation of her and also reassured the security comrades.

Sure enough, Li Nana didn't mention her own experiences at all. After shaking hands with Chen Ke, she waited patiently for his questions.

Chen Ke was quite surprised that Wang Youhong actually dared to seize a base area teacher. The security department had given a rough overview, but he wanted to hear it directly from Li Nana, who had reported the matter.

The matter itself was not complicated. Wang Youhong, being a soldier, moved around everywhere. When he became the Governor of Jiangsu, he had only a wife and no concubines. Since he had taken the "top seat" in Jiangsu, taking a concubine was inevitable. But heaven knows what he was thinking; he actually wanted to find a woman with a background as a People's Party teacher. For the powerful and wealthy, there is never a lack of sycophants. Among the girls the People's Party had forcibly taken from Anqing, there was one named Gu Wei. Her father, Gu Renyu, was a businessman who moved his business to Nanjing because he opposed the People's Party. Given the chance to cozy up to Wang Youhong, Gu Renyu didn't care about his daughter's feelings.

He first tricked his daughter into coming to Nanjing during the winter break, then forced her to marry Wang Youhong. Half a month ago, Li Nana received a letter sent by Gu Wei through an intermediary. There was nothing special about the Chinese characters in the letter, but it contained a plea for help written in Pinyin. Li Nana immediately went to the Anhui educational, public security, and court departments to request a rescue. But to deal with the Jiangsu Military Governor Wang Youhong based on just a letter—the local cadres in Anhui did not have the courage for that.

Seeing that she could get nowhere, Li Nana simply ran to find Chen Ke for help.

"Chairman Chen, you are the only one who can save Comrade Gu Wei now." Li Nana's eyes reddened again as she finished.
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The news of Chen Ke’s meeting with Li Nana quickly spread through the Huaihai Provincial Party Committee.

The People’s Party’s main force had begun to shift toward internal construction; this was the direction recently established by the Central Committee. Since it was a strategic direction proposed by Chairman Chen and fully agreed upon by the Party Central Committee after discussion, no one would oppose it. Shang Yuan, the Secretary of the Huaihai Provincial Party Committee, however, did not quite understand what this "internal construction" actually entailed.

Chen Ke’s current secretaries worked in three shifts. Every day, Chen Ke generally slept three times, for a total of eight hours of sleep. After waking up, there were two hours for meals and other necessary daily activities. The rest was entirely dedicated to work. Rather than a revolutionary leader, Chen Ke now felt more like the largest and busiest administrative officer in the base area.

"The government system must have its own institutions. Building these institutions is the top priority. I am currently working hard to build this, and the comrades also need to work together to build this system," Chen Ke would say in a flat tone whenever Shang Yuan urged him to rest. At night, Chen Ke would sleep from 10:00 PM to 2:00 AM. Then he would get up to start handling official business. From 2:00 AM to 6:00 AM, he would sleep for another hour and a half, then get up at 7:30 AM.

Shang Yuan managed to find Chen Ke before 9:00 AM. "Chairman Chen, what is your actual view on this matter? Are we going to use military force against Jiangsu?"

"To solve this specific case, a letter is enough. There's no need to escalate it to the level of war," Chen Ke’s answer was very simple. It was just that based on the patterns everyone had summarized, Shang Yuan knew that the calmer Chen Ke’s expression was, the more serious the matter was. Now, Chen Ke’s expression was so calm that not even a ripple could be seen, which meant the follow-up to this matter was not just a question of a single letter.

"Then where is the problem?" Shang Yuan disliked beating around the bush; he asked very directly.

Chen Ke still asked with a calm expression: "Comrade Shang Yuan, if someone hadn't brought this matter to light like this, how much importance do you think our comrades would have attached to the fact that Gu Wei was coerced?"

"This is a civil case, not a criminal case," Shang Yuan chose a very skillful answer. The People's Party's attitude toward criminal cases was exceptionally serious; while it couldn't be said they never made a mistake, they never failed to "give an account." The attitude toward civil cases was completely different, still focusing on mediation. After all, even an upright official finds it difficult to settle family disputes.

"Do you really think so?" A hint of a mocking smile finally appeared on Chen Ke's face.

"Then how should I understand it correctly? Please speak directly," Shang Yuan asked.

"This matter looks like a forced marriage, but at its core, there is an issue of equality between men and women. Within our base area, within our People's Party itself, how many comrades truly believe that everyone should be equal, that men and women should be equal? Men are human beings, and women are equally human beings." Chen Ke's attitude finally became intense, and his tone was full of mockery.

Shang Yuan certainly would not despise or discriminate against female cadres within the Party and government, nor would he discriminate against female laborers in the base area. However, faced with the issue of gender equality, he did not have his own clear understanding. "Be more specific," Shang Yuan followed the People's Party internal custom and put forward a new request.

Within the People's Party, "iron discipline" was emphasized. To maintain this iron discipline, there had to be "systems." In terms of system building, especially in conversations and Q&A, when encountering something unclear, the Party required the use of unambiguous standard terms such as "speak directly," "be more specific," "are you talking about theory or reality," and so on. Just as in ordinary conversation, one should use "hello," "thank you," "goodbye," etc. No matter how high the official or how senior the position, they all had to speak this way. Opposing empty talk and opposing baseless guessing were issues the Party strictly enforced.

Since Shang Yuan did not understand Chen Ke's meaning, he naturally discussed it using this standard Q&A method.

"At this stage, we oppose human trafficking. If human traffickers are caught in the base area, they are killed. Everyone knows this," Chen Ke also answered completely according to the conversational requirements.

Shang Yuan nodded slightly. Years ago, when the base area was gathering orphans, it was misunderstood that they were going to sell the children; the lesson from that incident was too deep for everyone. Later, the base area changed its approach and implemented a cruel crackdown on human trafficking. After a large-scale execution, they finally managed to temporarily ban human trafficking.

"We can ban outsiders from trafficking people, which to some extent eliminates inequality. The masses can also understand and accept our actions of killing human traffickers. But to what extent do the masses accept the many unequal privileges parents have over their children? Comrade Shang Yuan, what is your view on this?"

Shang Yuan already knew what Chen Ke wanted to say. "Chairman Chen, are you talking about equality for everyone before the People's Party, or equality for everyone before the law? At this stage, for us to make the masses accept that the state's power over family members overrides the clan's power over family members—this is indeed very difficult. Not to mention family members in leadership positions cannot accept it; even family members in subordinate positions find it hard to accept."

"This is the so-called problem of equality. Theoretically speaking, everyone is equal. In actual operation, the most basic unit of society is the family, not the individual. This directly leads to many current realistic problems. In the process of promoting equality, the government must seize many powers that originally belonged to family members. In this process, our enemy is no longer some counter-revolutionary, but existing social awareness; our enemy is even the masses. That's why I say this matter is not that simple."

Coming from an old bureaucratic background, Shang Yuan's life experience told him that the people were the government's greatest opponents. After joining the People's Party, Shang Yuan accepted the concept of the people being supporters. However, hearing Chen Ke put the people on the opposing side, Shang Yuan was not surprised. Instead, he felt that Chen Ke was by no means an ignorant young man who didn't understand the world, but a true politician.

"If my son doesn't listen to me, I can't accept it either. If the government sticks its nose in, I'll find it even more unacceptable," Shang Yuan laughed.

Chen Ke would never oppose Shang Yuan's honest attitude. Never mind Shang Yuan; even in 21st-century China, parents believed their power over their children completely overrode the state and government. Regarding the social model like that of the United States, opponents were not in the minority. Of course, Chen Ke's philosophy was not that he had privileges over children, but that he had obligations toward children.

"So in this matter, if we just want to solve the specific problem, let alone rescuing Comrade Gu Wei, even catching Wang Youhong and cutting him into a thousand pieces is something we can do; it's not a very difficult thing. But the essential problem contained in this matter—the problem of equality—is definitely not that simple. We cannot ignore this matter, but if we handle it, it will strongly conflict with many basic concepts of the base area. Wang Youhong happens to be afraid to oppose us in this matter; our enemy is the concepts and awareness existing within the base area."

"Changing customs and habits is not something that happens overnight. Let alone the masses in the base area, there will be no shortage of opposing comrades within the Party," Shang Yuan laughed. He was smiling, but the emotion revealed was the high spirits characteristic of facing a strong enemy.

"This is what I think: we cannot pin the responsibility on Wang Youhong. Because Wang Youhong is not someone from our base area. If there's responsibility and we don't pinpoint the focus of the contradiction, but instead pin all the responsibility on outsiders based on proximity or distance, I think doing so is completely wrong."

"Then are we going to deal with Comrade Gu Wei's father first?" Shang Yuan understood why Chen Ke was so emotional; this way of handling things would indeed trigger great opposition among the people.

"Wang Youhong isn't buying a person and taking a concubine in our base area; he's doing it in Jiangsu. Taking the laws of our base area to another province—this really is an error in the scope of legal application," there was a strong sense of helplessness in Chen Ke's tone.

"Chairman Chen, don't you usually like to criticize Xu Dian? Looking at what you just said, you sound even more law-abiding than Xu Dian," Shang Yuan laughed.

"Comrade Xu Dian is just a bit foolish; his reading makes him only focus on his own thoughts. In other aspects, I still appreciate Comrade Xu Dian very much," Chen Ke replied with a smile.

How could Shang Yuan not hear Chen Ke's protection of Xu Dian and his subtle warning? He just smiled and avoided the topic. "Then, Chairman Chen, how do you plan to handle this within the Party and the base area? Do you have determined steps yet?"

"This matter must start within the Party. We've been promoting equality for several years; now it's truly time for equality. This is a genuine touchstone. I'm actually looking forward to it." Chen Ke's expression finally calmed down. "Comrade Shang Yuan, you need to keep today's conversation confidential. We will start discussing this matter from the Party Central Committee first."

Shang Yuan nodded heavily. He shifted the topic again: "How did Comrade Gu Wei manage to send the message back?"

"Having knowledge really makes a difference; I really appreciate this comrade's alertness." Talking about this, Chen Ke became happy. He took out a letter and handed it to Shang Yuan.

The letter talked about very normal things. Gu Wei told Li Nana that she might be getting married; her parents had found a good family for her in Nanjing. If she got married, she wouldn't be able to see Li Nana anymore. The letter expressed her miss for Li Nana and mentioned the songs they used to study together, along with a few lyrics. The lyrics were in Pinyin. A long passage was written. Shang Yuan also knew Pinyin, but no matter how he read this passage of Pinyin, it didn't sound right.

"Spell it backward," Chen Ke explained to the confused Shang Yuan.

With great effort, spelling backward from the last Pinyin letter, Shang Yuan finally managed to spell out a sentence with a mix of reading and guessing: "My father is going to sell me to the Jiangsu Military Governor Wang Youhong as a concubine. You must let the government come to save me. I don't want to be someone's concubine. Please."

Seeing this, Shang Yuan nodded repeatedly. "Comrade Gu Wei is indeed extraordinary; this cleverness alone is much stronger than many of the foolish boys in our government. We must save her."

"I think so too," Chen Ke also nodded in agreement.

"How should the letter to Wang Youhong be written? In whose name will it be sent?" Shang Yuan asked.

"Write this letter in the name of the Ministry of Public Security. Tell Wang Youhong that Comrade Gu Wei's father has violated the laws of our base area. Copy that part of the law for Wang Youhong. Ask Wang Youhong to cooperate with us in sending the criminal suspect, Comrade Gu Wei's father Gu Renyu, back to the base area to stand trial. And send Comrade Gu Wei back to us as well."
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There is never a shortage of people in this world who like to fan the flames. Even within the People's Party and the base areas, there were quite a few such scoundrels. The information sent to Wang Youhong first went out as a brief telegram, followed by the formal documents sent via express mail. Even before Wang Youhong had seen the official written notice, rumors that "the base area is going to war with Jiangsu" had already spread within the base area. The People's Internal Affairs Committee reported the latest intelligence to Chen Ke, and Chen Ke's order came down immediately. "Find every single one of those spreading and inventing rumors!"

While employing intense measures of action, Chen Ke convened a meeting of the Party Central Committee. "I want to ask the comrades a question: should Party discipline be observed?"

Seeing Chen Ke so furious, everyone thought something major had happened. "What exactly is going on?"

"Have you all heard the rumors from the last two days?" Chen Ke asked coldly.

"The matter of using troops against Jiangsu?" Wu Xingchen, who was responsible for military work in Shandong, was most sensitive to this.

"How did this news get out?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

The cadres of the Central Committee and the Huaihai Provincial Committee looked at each other; they didn't know either. Quite a few comrades who had talked about this news as a bit of gossip began to reflect on what role they had played in this.

"Rumors are like this: you say one thing, and by the time it spreads, it's ten. At every Party committee meeting, we require a specification of how widely a piece of news can be discussed and in what scope it is forbidden. This matter did not go through the Party committee, and now such a situation has arisen. I want to know who was talking loosely about this."

None of the comrades dared to speak up. This accusation could be large or small, but in fact, many people had mentioned this matter to those around them as a joke. Because it really was quite something in this era for Wang Youhong to try and take a base area schoolteacher as a concubine. Everyone had the urge to gossip; encountering such a "fun" thing and not talking about it felt like having straw stuck in one's heart—an itchy discomfort. But seeing Chen Ke so angry, no one dared to come forward and admit what they had said.

"I have already entrusted the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee to start investigating this, and they are tracing it backward. I just want to see exactly how this matter leaked out," Chen Ke said coldly. "I also want to see how many people in this matter will tell the truth, how many will refuse to admit it, or out of fear of offending others, use lies to deceive the organization."

As soon as these words were spoken, the comrades who originally hadn't taken the matter seriously were stunned. Spreading rumors wasn't something the Party had specific targeted punishments for yet, but deceiving the organization—that was a major issue. Unfortunately, once questioned about such things, many people would instinctively want to lie.

"Chairman Chen, could this be..." Wu Xingchen was a bit worried. After Pang Zi heard this news, he had excitedly run over to talk to him about how he had rescued Comrade Li Nana back then. Furthermore, Pang Zi was a bit face-conscious in his daily life; if he were questioned directly, he might really tell a lie.

"The organization will not make things difficult for anyone, but the organization cannot just turn a blind eye to erroneous actions. Commander Wu, what do you think of this practice of spreading rumors?" Chen Ke asked.

"...It indeed is not right to speak loosely," Wu Xingchen replied.

"Since it indeed isn't right to speak loosely, then shouldn't there be criticism and education after such loose talk?" Chen Ke pressed on.

"...What exactly should the punishment be?" Wu Xingchen asked a key question.

"Criticism and self-criticism; we must make them recognize their own thought patterns," Chen Ke gave the answer.

One of the many inferences of 21st-century human behavioral studies suggested that human brain thinking is by no means a "data-calculating mode" like that of a computer, but rather a "patterned thinking"—that is, first deciding on several key points and the interests and priorities between those points. For anything that happens, the brain looks for similarities between it and those key points, and based on the degree of similarity, applies its own thought pattern.

As the old Chinese saying goes, "Mountains and rivers are easy to change, but nature is hard to move." Once a person's thought pattern is established, destroying that pattern is equivalent to destroying that person's own self-perception. Based on the problem that "a system cannot recognize its own existence," even for highly intelligent primates like humans, it is extremely difficult to completely and spontaneously recognize one's own thought pattern and purposefully transform it at this stage. If the transformation is successful, it is equivalent to a rebirth.

Within the People's Party, there were two units that inherited the research directions pointed out by Chen Ke and conducted in-depth analysis and application. One was the political work system, and the other was the People's Internal Affairs Committee. These two systems respectively engaged in the bright and dark sides of this research direction. Chen Ke wasn't entirely sure about using the dark side of a coercive apparatus to deal with the dark side of his comrades' psychology this time. Would this collision make the comrades suddenly realize their errors? Or would it lead to fierce confrontation? Or even worse, a state of self-abandonment?

One of the social characteristics of humans as a species is the "unwillingness to admit one's behavior is wrong." Yet, from an organizational perspective, irresponsible rumor-mongering is absolutely wrong. Those who can calmly admit their behavioral errors and immediately correct them are truly too few. It requires a powerful inner strength. How could someone with such qualities easily commit a low-level error like spreading rumors?

What the rectification campaign aimed to do was to establish a correct thought pattern in the consciousness. This was a fundamental correction of human self-perception, requiring logic to completely override behavioral impulses and social nature to thoroughly suppress biological nature. It could be called a profound ideological transformation.

Even if this level of self-recognition and self-transformation couldn't be achieved, discipline had to be made to completely override all actions. The so-called iron organizational discipline was also a formidable task.

If someone could achieve discipline, then at the very least they could enter the ranks of the ruling class. If someone could achieve the former, they would undoubtedly become rulers. To rule others, one must first learn to rule oneself and become one's own master. This was the only way to become part of the ruling class. It was also the core program of all education promoted within the education system after the founding of New China: "to cultivate qualified builders and reliable successors of socialism."

Why did the same education system produce students who were worlds apart? Because some children viewed receiving this education as a form of torture, while others believed the system was guiding them forward. Whether the comrades of the People's Party viewed this rectification as "torture" or "guidance," Chen Ke truly could not be certain.

In any case, the moment the People's Party's letter to Wang Youhong was sent out, this rectification and the action to implement the concept of "everyone is equal" officially began. Although it was somewhat rushed, Chen Ke was unwilling to prepare any further. The more one knew how much pressure this action would face, the more one would fear it. Better to do it and regret than to not do it and regret.

Chen Ke had resigned himself to this fate.

Wang Youhong clearly had no intention of resigning himself to fate; in fact, he personally didn't understand at all what Chen Ke was trying to do.

When the People's Party's telegram was delivered to Wang Youhong, he was quite startled. In his thought pattern, the reason the People's Party was making such a big deal out of this was likely that Gu Wei was a high-level cadre of the People's Party or had been noticed by some high-level cadre.

When the formal document from the People's Party reached Wang Youhong, he was furious. If he understood the document correctly, he found that he had actually been deceived by Gu Wei's father, Gu Renyu. The People's Party's laws strictly prohibited the trafficking of people, and even more strictly prohibited arranged marriages, resolutely opposing forced marriages. Any marriage within the People's Party base areas had to be registered with the Base Area Civil Affairs Bureau; only if the Civil Affairs Bureau agreed to the marriage was it considered legally valid. Otherwise, all marriages were illegal.

These regulations might not be effective against mountain villagers, but Wang Youhong was a great figure of status. The People's Party gave Wang Youhong face, saying nothing about the position he occupied in this matter, but they demanded that Wang Youhong send the criminal suspect Gu Renyu back to the base area.

Wang Youhong was a genuine great figure. At his level, ordinary praise and blame had no meaning. People obeyed Wang Youhong because of the power in his hands. Anyone who needed to use the power in Wang Youhong's hands could only bow their head to him. It was because he deeply recognized this fact that Wang Youhong opposed anything and anyone that affected his power. "Don't bring me trouble" was the common mindset of these holders of great power. As for whether he could successfully take a concubine, Wang Youhong really didn't take it to heart.

Originally, Wang Youhong's hope to take a People's Party schoolteacher as a concubine was entirely to learn the knowledge of the People's Party. So many people, in order to curry favor with Wang Youhong, wanted to send their daughters to be his concubines, but Wang Youhong had rejected them all. Among them were many young women from student backgrounds. Only now did he realize why everyone said there were so many female students and teachers in the People's Party base areas. These women appeared in public and even became officials of quite high status in the People's Party government. But none of these women ever ran out of the People's Party base areas. It turned out the People's Party had long ago established laws prohibiting these people from marrying outside.

And Gu Renyu, who wanted to seek personal gain by offering his daughter—this wasn't flattering Wang Youhong at all; it was fundamentally entrapping him.

Without a second word, Wang Youhong summoned the Director of the Jiangsu Provincial Police Department, Yu Chen, and handed the matter over to him to handle.

"Governor Wang, how do you intend to handle this?" Yu Chen never expected that Wang Youhong would actually "soften."

Although Wang Youhong usually valued Yu Chen, he was also extremely annoyed by this stupid question. He sneered, "This law of the People's Party is written clearly. They promulgated relevant contents of the 'Marriage Law' back in '07 and '08. Director Yu, how do you want to handle it?"

Yu Chen, of course, didn't dare to ask about Wang Youhong's "face" issue to his face; that would be too tactless. Furthermore, Yu Chen himself maintained an ascetic attitude. Yu Chen personally did not oppose the contents of the People's Party's marriage law.

"But the betrothal gifts have already been sent. Should we first have the Gu family return them?" Yu Chen had to remind Wang Youhong.

The reason Wang Youhong chose Yu Chen to be the Police Director was because he valued Yu Chen's style of not fearing the powerful and being decisive. Originally, hearing Yu Chen's words, Wang Youhong suspected Yu Chen had become slippery. But once Yu Chen mentioned the betrothal gifts, Wang Youhong suddenly understood. He replied irritably, "I don't want the betrothal gifts back. Give them to that man named Gu as travel expenses."

Yu Chen was not angry; he said seriously, "Governor Wang, one thing is one thing. I know you are a generous person, and you won't make things difficult for that man named Gu whether he returns the gifts or not. However, that man named Gu can keep every penny, but he must go through the act of returning the gifts. Otherwise, if word gets out, it will be said that you are the one who lacks etiquette."

Despite agreeing with Yu Chen's viewpoint, Wang Youhong still extremely detested Gu Renyu. He said coldly, "I don't want to see that man named Gu again. Director Yu, you handle this matter."

Yu Chen also detested Gu Renyu for selling his daughter for glory. Having received Wang Youhong's instructions, Yu Chen immediately went out to handle the business.

This news quickly spread through the upper-class circles, with all sorts of versions, of course. It wasn't just the humans in the base areas who liked to spread rumors; outside the base areas, and even in this world, rumor-mongering is a part of human nature. It doesn't differ because of skin color or race.

The People's Party representatives stationed in Nanjing were also analyzing this matter. They had taken a fierce lashing from the Central Committee. The comrades felt quite aggrieved. But the Central Committee's criticism was well-founded and supported by evidence; the phrase "failing to study the law and not understanding the law" left these comrades speechless. They indeed knew that Wang Youhong was attempting to take a concubine and that the target was a schoolteacher from the base area. These comrades believed that, after all, they were in Jiangsu, which was Wang Youhong's territory. Some things were truly hard to interfere with. Holding the attitude that one less thing is better than one more, they had turned a blind eye to it.

But the document from the Central Committee asked one question: "Wang Youhong doesn't have a base area household registration, but Comrade Gu Wei does. For anyone holding a base area household registration, no matter where they are, our base area has an obligation to them. She might not request it herself, but as an external agency, you cannot see it and pretend you didn't!"

These comrades felt very aggrieved, but they also accepted it. In this matter, they had an inescapable responsibility. The simple fact of knowing but not reporting was not a small issue. After all, they were comrades who had grown up within the People's Party and knew the concept that "a sage does not commit the same mistake twice." Since they had erred before, they naturally could not continue to err afterward.

Follow-up intelligence regarding the Gu Wei incident began to be transmitted very quickly toward the base area. Through this intelligence, the base area intelligence departments became interested in this man named Yu Chen.
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Gu Renyu's name, meaning "Jade-like Person," matched his appearance somewhat—he possessed a certain delicate beauty typical of the Jiangnan region. However, when his eyes were filled with fear and his lips twisted in tension, he looked rather hideous.

Yu Chen's adjutant, Zhang Zhihe, did not care about Gu Renyu's personal feelings. He spoke coldly, "Mr. Gu, that is roughly the situation. At this point, you should take some responsibility and return the betrothal gifts immediately."

"I am in Jiangsu, not Anhui. Director Yu, can the People's Party control matters in Jiangsu?" Gu Renyu's lips trembled as he spoke. Mentally, he already considered himself the "maternal uncle" of Wang Youhong, the Governor of Jiangsu. Ignoring Zhang Zhihe, Gu Renyu addressed Yu Chen, who had been sitting silently in his chair.

"Hmph!" Zhang Zhihe sneered. He hadn't expected Gu Renyu to be so bold at this moment. "Mr. Gu, who do you think you are? Since you are in Jiangsu now, between you and Governor Wang, whose words count? If you are told to return the gifts, then return them."

Gu Renyu had not expected that after all his painstaking efforts to escape the People's Party base area, a single letter from the People's Party could still ruin all his plans even in Jiangsu. The frustration was indescribable. He asked loudly, "Is Governor Wang afraid of Chen Ke?"

Selling one's daughter for glory was not an honorable act, and Yu Chen looked down on Gu Renyu from the bottom of his heart. However, before Gu Renyu officially returned the gifts, he didn't want to go too far. He hadn't expected Gu Renyu to be so blind. Whether Wang Youhong feared Chen Ke was not a topic a merchant like Gu Renyu was qualified to discuss. Did a petty merchant think he could stir up conflict between these two figures? Yu Chen wasn't sure how the People's Party would deal with someone like Gu Renyu, but as the Chief of the Police Department, Yu Chen could crush Gu Renyu as easily as crushing a bug. As for a reason, Gu Renyu's provocative words alone were enough for Wang Youhong to find him intolerable.

Zhang Zhihe was even more furious. Gu Renyu had directed his question straight at Yu Chen, clearly ignoring him. Zhang Zhihe had followed Yu Chen since Yu Chen was a surveillance officer, and now as his adjutant, he was not someone a petty merchant like Gu Renyu could slight. Suppressing a strong urge to go up and slap Gu Renyu, Zhang Zhihe pressed, "Mr. Gu, are you going to return the gifts or not?"

Whether inciting discord or feigning grievance, Gu Renyu's core motivation was his reluctance to return the gifts. He had tried so hard to board Wang Youhong's ship, and seeing everything going smoothly, only to have his good deed ruined by the People's Party at the last step—how could he be willing to let it go? Hearing Zhang Zhihe's question, Gu Renyu stiffened his neck and said, "Director Yu, we are in Jiangsu."

Yu Chen had intended to remain calm, but in his agitation, Gu Renyu had stood too close, and a few droplets of spittle had landed on Yu Chen's face. Yu Chen could no longer restrain himself; he stood up and slapped Gu Renyu across the face. Seeing Yu Chen take action, Zhang Zhihe stopped wasting words. He punched Gu Renyu in the face, and several police officers nearby joined in with kicks and punches. After venting their anger satisfactorily, Zhang Zhihe hauled Gu Renyu up. The Military Law Division were experts at beating and binding people. Gu Renyu had been struck in several painful spots and couldn't even cry out in pain for a moment. Just as he caught his breath and wanted to shout, a dirty rag was stuffed into his mouth, immediately stifling his voice. The group then dragged the struggling Gu Renyu out and threw him into a cart outside.

"Director Yu, what do we do next?" Zhang Zhihe asked Yu Chen with a relaxed and happy expression, having dissipated his anger.

"Invite Miss Gu out," Yu Chen replied.

A moment later, Gu Wei appeared before Yu Chen, surrounded by several police officers. Gu Wei looked quite like her father; she was a very beautiful Jiangnan woman with a melon-seed face, large eyes, and fair skin. Because she hadn't stepped out of the house for days, her complexion lacked color, giving her a rather composed air.

Yu Chen glared at Gu Wei with a gaze full of malice. If Gu Wei had been plain-looking, Yu Chen might not have felt such strong revulsion. Since Gu Wei was a beauty, Yu Chen was convinced she was a "vixen." Because of this vixen, a conflict between the People's Party and Jiangsu had nearly erupted. A source of trouble! She was a source of trouble!

Yu Chen could use violence against Gu Renyu, but he couldn't use violence against Gu Wei. Gu Renyu was in Jiangsu and under Wang Youhong's jurisdiction. But the People's Party had explicitly told Wang Youhong that Gu Wei was one of theirs. One must look at the owner before beating the dog. No matter what negative emotions boiled in Yu Chen's heart, he had to be polite on the surface.

"Miss Gu, we are under orders to send you back to Anhui," Yu Chen stood up and said.

There was no confusion as Yu Chen had imagined. Gu Wei looked Yu Chen up and down, then glanced at the surrounding police officers before asking, "May I ask who you are?"

"I am the Chief of the Jiangsu Police Department, Yu Chen."

"Why are you sending me back?" Gu Wei continued to ask.

Yu Chen had assumed that with Gu Renyu being such a character, his daughter wouldn't be much of a person either. Hearing Gu Wei's logical questioning, he was quite surprised. "This... the People's Party states that your father is suspected of human trafficking. According to the People's Party's *Marriage Law*, we are to protect you and send you safely back to Anhui."

"What about my father?"

"Mr. Gu? We have taken him away for questioning first."

Hearing her father had been arrested, Gu Wei did not get agitated, nor did she panic. She stared at Yu Chen for a while before saying, "Even if my father is suspected of selling his daughter, you cannot confiscate his property."

The entire room fell silent. No one expected this girl, Gu Wei, to calmly say such a thing. Whether or not to confiscate Gu Renyu's property hadn't been decided yet, but it was inevitable that Gu Renyu would suffer a "small financial loss." However, with Gu Wei saying this to their faces, it became difficult to proceed.

"What did you say?!" Zhang Zhihe stood in front of Gu Wei with a fierce look and shouted.

Gu Wei was not intimidated by Zhang Zhihe. She replied calmly, "Even if my father wanted to sell me, that is a matter between father and daughter. He spent his life working hard to accumulate his family property. It cannot be seized by others just because of a conflict between us."

Zhang Zhihe was momentarily at a loss for words. After a moment, he said, "Miss Gu, your father was going to sell you, yet you still think of him. Why bother? do you think your father will still acknowledge you after this is over?"

"He effectively disowned me with this matter," Gu Wei said, a trace of sadness finally appearing on her face. "If it were just the two of us never acknowledging each other again, then naturally I wouldn't trouble you all. But if someone wants to take advantage of this matter to seize his property, since I am already involved, I cannot sit by and ignore it."

Yu Chen looked at Gu Wei coldly, feeling a wave of apprehension in his heart. *What kind of people does the People's Party train?* She was clearly a young woman about to be sold by her father, yet she hadn't lost her cool even at this stage. Originally, Yu Chen found it strange that Wang Youhong wanted to marry a female teacher from the People's Party. Hearing that the woman resolutely refused, Yu Chen had thought she wouldn't last long. He hadn't expected that not only had the situation completely turned around, but this girl could also look out for her father's property at the last moment. Even an average man wouldn't be this bold and meticulous.

"Miss Gu, we are under orders to send you back to Anhui. We can't manage other matters. Pack your things and come with us now," Yu Chen said.

"Director Yu, where did the People's Party base area ask you to send me?"

Yu Chen was shaken by these words. The People's Party had asked Wang Youhong to hand over Gu Wei and Gu Renyu to the People's Party's liaison station in Nanjing, and Wang Youhong had given Yu Chen the same order. But matching the two things together, Yu Chen realized why Gu Wei was difficult to deal with. Since she was trying to protect her father's property, and she was to be handed over to the People's Party liaison station, Gu Wei would have ample opportunity to take action. Wang Youhong didn't covet Gu Renyu's bit of property. for Wang Youhong, kicking this annoying fellow Gu Renyu out of Jiangsu was enough.

The King of Hell is easy to see, but the little goblins are hard to deal with. It was actually the police department that wanted to move on Gu Renyu's property. The economy in Jiangsu wasn't good right now, and the police department was struggling. With such a great opportunity, as long as this hot potato Gu Wei left Jiangsu, Gu Renyu would have to lose a few layers of skin regardless. It wasn't that Yu Chen was personally greedy; the police department needed to eat and drink too. But this golden opportunity was about to be ruined by Gu Wei right before his eyes.

"Go where you are told to go, stop talking nonsense," Zhang Zhihe shouted angrily.

Yu Chen was not so childish. This was a time where avoiding trouble was better than creating it. If a dispute arose over this bit of money, he wouldn't be able to explain it to Wang Youhong. The People's Party was currently angry at Gu Renyu. But clearly, the People's Party valued Gu Wei highly. If Gu Wei appealed to the People's Party, and they sent another official letter, Yu Chen would be in a difficult spot.

Having thought it through, Yu Chen smiled. "We are under orders to send Miss Gu to the People's Party Liaison Office. Please pack your things and come with us. As for your father's property, we won't touch it. However, the betrothal gifts he received must be returned."

This was the first time he used an honorific with Gu Wei. It wasn't that Yu Chen was afraid of her, but rather an unconscious expression of respect for this formidable woman.

The matter was finally resolved five days later. Gu Renyu was soundly beaten several times in the police station. The betrothal gifts were returned threefold. Under the mediation of the People's Party representative, Gu Renyu, filled with resentment, took his valuables and money and prepared to go to Zhejiang. His house and shops in Nanjing were bought by the People's Party Liaison Office at a very reasonable price.

Gu Wei waited until the agreements were reached before boarding a boat to Anhui. The father and daughter did not speak again until the end; severing ties was an inevitable outcome.

That an event that seemingly could have sparked a war ended like this caused Yu Chen to accept the result while developing a great dread of the People's Party.



★


Dividing Territory and Shares Part 10

Volume 4 - Chapter 157

❧ ❧ ❧


# Chapter 155 Dividing Territory and Quotas (Part 10)

"Sir, Chief Li is here," the old doorkeeper at Yu Chen's home announced to Yu Chen, who was eating breakfast. Yu Chen didn't care for a luxurious life. During his years as a soldier, he had come to understand one thing: if one gets used to a comfortable life, it becomes very hard to accept hard times again. However, as the Chief of the Police Department, he couldn't live in the barracks. It would seem affected and be inconvenient for work. He rented a decent house in Nanjing city and hired an old doorkeeper.

"Let him in," Yu Chen replied. "Chief Li" referred to Li Yunrui. Since Yu Chen became the New Army Inspector, Li Yunrui had been his deputy. Skilled with the staff, he was known as the "Double Flower Red Staff" in the army. As long as Li Yunrui stood there, unless someone was drunk or blind and looking for a beating, offending soldiers would obediently submit to the Inspector's punishment. When Wang Youhong promoted Yu Chen to Police Chief, Li Yunrui was promoted by Yu Chen to Head of the Discipline Division.

Li Yunrui entered and sat down opposite Yu Chen without standing on ceremony. Yu Chen asked, "Have a bite?"

"No need," Li Yunrui replied.

Yu Chen knew that Li Yunrui's daily life was extremely regular; he would absolutely not eat unless it was mealtime. At this hour, Li Yunrui had certainly already eaten. Yu Chen didn't stand on ceremony either, burying his head and finishing his meal in a few bites before asking, "Any news?"

Li Yunrui nodded, "Chief, do you know what those Citizens Party people have been saying the last few days?"

"Aren't they clamoring about perfecting the laws?" Yu Chen replied.

The Citizens Party was a political organization established in Jiangsu last year. Under the current situation in China, Beiyang inherited most of the Qing system, adding some reformist elements championed by Beiyang since the late Qing. The People's Party created its own system. The situation in other provinces was awkward; the rulers didn't want a *good* system, but one that could maintain their existence. As a result, Jiangsu walked at the forefront of political reform.

Beiyang implemented universal suffrage for males over 18. The People's Party was more radical, implementing universal suffrage for all adults regardless of gender. As for Jiangsu, Wang Youhong implemented the "Citizen System." Anyone who declared their property to the state, possessed property exceeding a certain amount, and paid taxes on time could obtain "Citizen" status. With Citizen status came the right to vote and be elected. They could run for local grassroots assemblies and participate in the formulation and amendment of laws. In this era, forming parties was a trend, and on the basis of the Citizen System, the emergence of a Citizens Party was the most normal thing.

When mentioning the Citizens Party, both Yu Chen and Li Yunrui looked sarcastic, even disgusted. There were two major forces in Jiangsu: one was the landlords and gentry, now the budding Citizens Party, and the other was the army under Wang Youhong. One side believed they were the foundation of Jiangsu, while the other believed that without the army, Jiangsu would have long been swallowed up by others. Yu Chen and Li Yunrui were both from the army, so they naturally had no good feelings towards these gentry.

"I heard the Citizens Party delegation that went to inspect the People's Party areas has returned. Among other things, these people are clamoring to learn from the People's Party in sericulture. The news I got is that they want to build some 'Sericulture Production Base'," Li Yunrui said.

Yu Chen frowned slightly. This name sounded like something learned from the People's Party. He wasn't clear on exactly what it meant.

Li Yunrui didn't intend to keep him guessing. He immediately added, "It means there are many places in Jiangsu suitable for sericulture, and they want to use all these places for planting mulberries and raising silkworms."

Hearing this, Yu Chen's frown deepened. Planting mulberries and raising silkworms was a huge source of profit. Two years ago, the People's Party's sericulture industry exploded, once dealing a heavy blow to Jiangsu's sericulture industry. Under Wang Youhong's mediation, Jiangsu and the People's Party reached a purchase and sales contract. Jiangsu bought silkworm eggs from the People's Party, sold all the raw silk produced to the People's Party, and allowed the People's Party to establish joint-venture filatures in Jiangsu. Everyone originally thought the People's Party would use various black-hearted methods. Unexpectedly, the People's Party did business very "righteously." Whether it was silkworm eggs, filatures, or purchase prices, everything was quite fair. In less than a year, Jiangsu's sericulture industry walked out of its previous trough and recovered to its former levels.

As the saying goes, "no merchant is not treacherous." Seeing that filature enterprises were very profitable, many Jiangsu merchants invested in building filatures in various places. Foreigners, especially Americans, had a huge demand for raw silk. Although there was a purchase and sales contract signed with the People's Party, merchants still privately sold raw silk to Americans. Besides this, merchants also constantly sent delegations to the People's Party areas to learn local sericulture production methods. Now they actually wanted to create a "Sericulture Production Base." Yu Chen felt these people were being a bit too bold.

"Chief, we can't control how these people mess around. It's just that the Police Department is so short of money now. Should we speak to Governor Wang first and have him keep a larger share of the tax revenue for us?" Li Yunrui said.

Hearing this, Yu Chen finally understood Li Yunrui's plan. He didn't care about other things, he was just thinking about getting more money. If Yu Chen didn't know that Li Yunrui wasn't a greedy person, his expression might have changed. Establishing a police system really cost money. Although Northern Jiangsu had been taken by the People's Party, Southern Jiangsu still had a large population and developed commerce. To manage these places, at least 30,000 police officers were needed. Currently, the army and police in Jiangsu combined were only 40,000 men. The team Wang Youhong originally started with was actually tax police, and currently, there were over 6,000 of them in the Jiangsu army alone. The New Army 9th Division had over 14,000 men, the Jiangsu New Army had over 14,000 men, and the remaining 6,000 police were simply not enough.

To get people to work, besides boosting morale, having no money wouldn't do. The problem was that the Assembly was controlled by the gentry, and they didn't want to pay a penny more in taxes. Wang Youhong tried every means to expand revenue sources, and the tax police became the main force. However, catching criminals and stabilizing the market on weekdays relied on the police. Seeing the tax police earning a handsome income, many police officers sharpened their heads trying to get into the tax police. This was a major worry for Yu Chen. Hearing Li Yunrui's suggestion, although Yu Chen showed no expression on his face, his mind became active.

Li Yunrui knew Yu Chen very well. Seeing Yu Chen like this, he knew Yu Chen was moved. He quickly asked, "Chief, how is Governor Wang's mood lately?"

Yu Chen knew Li Yunrui was referring to the matter of Gu Wei and Gu Renyu. He laughed, "Governor Wang isn't as petty as you."

"Yes, a Prime Minister's belly can hold a boat," Li Yunrui also laughed. But after just a brief grin, Li Yunrui put away his smile and asked, "Chief, is the People's Party deliberately picking a quarrel? Making such a big fuss over a woman doesn't look right no matter how you look at it."

This was a common worry among many officials in Jiangsu. The People's Party's move was so strange it was hard to accept. The reason given made people laugh even harder: "Protecting women's rights?" Gu Renyu might have some money, but with his background, his daughter Gu Wei becoming Wang Youhong's concubine was really climbing up the social ladder.

So no one believed the People's Party was really doing this for a woman; many worried the People's Party was just finding an excuse to use force against Jiangsu. But the People's Party even fought the Germans occupying Qingdao, and the Germans didn't dare do anything to the People's Party. It wasn't like Jiangsu hadn't been beaten before. Since they knew they definitely couldn't win, these people in Jiangsu just accepted it.

Yu Chen wanted to sneer. He had met Gu Wei personally. If Gu Wei were a man, Yu Chen would have wanted to recruit her. Calm in the face of danger, reasonable and restrained—such people were not easily met. And in the People's Party, women could also be officials. Yu Chen didn't believe the People's Party would act for a woman, but for an outstanding talent, the People's Party writing to Wang Youhong and going through legal procedures to solve the problem wasn't considered making a big fuss.

It was just that explaining this clearly wasn't easy, and this matter indeed made Wang Youhong lose face. Yu Chen said, "Let's not talk about this anymore. Send people to pay more attention to the Assembly's movements. Let's confirm this matter first."

"That's naturally no problem," Li Yunrui laughed. The guards in the Assembly were all sent by the police system; getting firsthand news was the easiest thing for the Police Department. After speaking, Li Yunrui couldn't help but ask one more question, "Chief, will the People's Party really not attack?"

"In my view, the People's Party's mind isn't on this matter at all. No need to be suspicious. You are not allowed to mention this again in the future," Yu Chen didn't want to dwell on boring thoughts, so he gave Li Yunrui a firm order.

Jiangsu now only had Southern Jiangsu left. The territory wasn't large, and transportation was convenient, so the Assembly adopted a model of meeting regularly every month. If there were special matters, temporary meetings would be called. After all, these assemblymen were people with their own businesses and couldn't focus their energy on the Assembly for long periods. This time it happened to be the scheduled Assembly day, so everyone came running to attend the meeting.

Although the main topic was the centralized sericulture issue, initial questions about the People's Party's troop movements and whether military action would be taken against Jiangsu kept the assemblymen who stayed in Jiangsu surrounding those who had just returned from the Base Area. Only after getting relatively definite news—"The People's Party Base Area, at least the Anhui Base Area, is completely normal"—did the worried assemblymen feel much better.

"Our biggest feeling after coming back from Anhui this time is that the People's Party attaches extreme importance to the sericulture industry. Wherever we went, there wasn't a place where we didn't see mulberry trees. Wherever we went, there wasn't a place without filatures and silk factories being built. Our Jiangsu can't compare to them, and it's not just because of the People's Party doing business with foreigners. It's because our Jiangsu government is far less attentive to this matter than the People's Party. I and the other assemblymen who went to Anhui feel that on this matter, we must catch up," delegation leader Zhang Yutong said loudly to the Jiangsu assemblymen.
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"Gentlemen, everywhere we looked in Anhui this time, all we saw were mulberry trees and bamboo forests. Based on what we know now, the People's Party exported one million piculs of raw silk in 1911. Just this one item sold for over two hundred million Customs Taels, worth thirty million British pounds. As a result, the market purchase price for raw silk plummeted..."

Zhang Yutong had only spoken this far when the Jiangsu Assembly erupted in exclamations like a boiling pot. His voice was completely drowned out by the tide-like noise.

"How could it be that much?"

"Exactly how many mulberry trees did they plant? How many silkworms did they raise?"

...

Last year, the Jiangsu Assembly applied to the People's Party to observe how they organized production in the sericulture industry. The People's Party did not stop the Jiangsu delegation from going to the base areas to investigate. This incident made many Jiangsu assemblymen view it as a "trap." If they had a good method, they wouldn't have time to hide it, let alone let people visit and learn. Wasn't that foolish?

Now, hearing the news brought back by Zhang Yutong and his group of assemblymen, the Jiangsu assemblymen, whether they were involved in the sericulture industry or not, felt like they were going crazy. Over two hundred million Customs Taels—what a massive sum of money that was!

Customs Taels, also known as Haikwan Taels, were a unit of account used by the Customs Service in the mid-to-late Qing Dynasty. They were a virtual silver currency used for bookkeeping. During the Qing Dynasty, when Chinese Customs collected import and export duties, there was originally no uniform national standard. The fineness, weight, and names of metal silver circulating in various places were inconsistent, making conversion difficult and causing inconvenience for both Chinese and foreign merchants. To unify the standard, the "Sima Ping" (where "Ping" refers to the weight standard), also known as "Guangping," was adopted, and one tael of it was taken as the standard unit for the Customs Tael.

Historically, the virtual weight of one Customs Tael was 583.3 grains, or 37.7495 grams (later evolving to 37.913 grams) of pure silver (containing 93.5374% pure silver). When Customs collected tariffs, they exchanged according to the conversion standard between the virtual silver tael and the fine silver actually adopted locally. For every 100 Customs Taels, it was equivalent to 110 taels and 4 mace of Shanghai Guiyuan silver, 105 taels, 5 mace, and 5 candareens of Tianjin Xinghua silver, and about 108 taels, 7 mace, and 5 candareens of Hankou Yangli silver. It maintained roughly a one-to-one ratio with silver.

Many of the gentry in the Jiangsu Assembly were extremely wealthy. It was precisely because they understood what money meant that the impact of over two hundred million Customs Taels was exceptionally violent.

*Bang! Bang! Bang!* The Speaker of the Assembly struck the sounding board violently with his gavel, finally managing to temporarily calm the commotion.

The Jiangsu representatives had obtained this intelligence through personnel within the Customs Service in Shanghai. Zhang Yutong had already been shocked, so now he was finally able to maintain a minimum level of calm. But the shouting of the assemblymen below reminded him of his own feelings when he first learned this figure. From his scalp to the soles of his feet, every pore felt like it was being pricked by needles, and every hair on his body stood on end.

Zhang Yutong's family couldn't be considered extremely wealthy, but they had over five hundred *mu* of good land, and their raw silk business was doing quite well. In the peak years of the raw silk trade, Zhang Yutong's family could earn at least 60 taels of silver per *mu*. Four hundred *mu* of mulberry fields yielded over twenty thousand taels of silver a year. This income, compared to the People's Party's over two hundred million taels a year, was only one ten-thousandth. At the current scale of Zhang Yutong's family business, it would take him ten thousand years to earn two hundred million taels. Facing this number, how could he easily remain calm?

"It's not just raw silk; the People's Party also weaves silk themselves. They also grow cotton. The labor cloth and silk-cotton blends they launched in the past two years have sold quite well. Originally, Anhui and other places also produced tea. After the People's Party took power, they planted tea extensively in the mountainous areas. Although the quality of the tea varies, the good thing is that within each grade, tens of thousands of *jin* of tea are exactly the same. Plus, the volume is huge, so they can sell it even if it's cheap. Merchants purchasing raw silk and tea may have money, but it is limited after all. After buying the People's Party's goods, where would they have any remaining money to buy our things? If we want to stand up to the People's Party as equals, there is no other way than for the entire Jiangsu's raw silk and cotton to adopt such and such methods."

Zhang Yutong had been to the Anhui base area more than once. Mulberry trees were planted on the hillsides and along the field roads, and large patches of mulberry forests were planted by the water. Jiangsu's land was fertile, and the proportion of owner-farmers was relatively large; every farmer's household planted mulberry trees. It was just that compared to the People's Party's planting scale, they were completely at a disadvantage. Without mulberry leaves, the number of silkworms raised couldn't go up. Scale, scale—right now, Zhang Yutong's mind was full of these two words.

Wang Youhong attended almost every assembly meeting. Hearing Zhang Yutong speak so passionately, he couldn't help but ask, "Assemblyman Zhang, although I haven't been to Anhui, as far as I know, the People's Party indeed plants many mulberry trees, but the silkworm farms are not built by the private sector. What is your view on this?"

Jiangsu had been studying the People's Party's sericulture industry for more than a day or two. This was the first time Jiangsu had openly sent a large-scale delegation, but the gentry who visited the base areas privately and the personnel sent by Wang Youhong had gone more than once or twice. The scale of the mulberry trees was naturally well known long ago. Similarly, the People's Party's silkworm farms and filatures (silk reeling factories) were state-owned. The filatures would not accept cocoons that were not sent from state-owned silkworm farms. Wang Youhong also knew this very clearly.

Zhang Yutong nodded. "Governor Wang, the reason the People's Party's silk quality is excellent is that their silkworm farms are state-owned, and the silkworm eggs used are all of one type. Unlike our Jiangsu, where the silkworm eggs used are mostly kept by the families themselves. If we want to catch up with the People's Party, we must have a charter on this matter."

Although he answered smoothly, Zhang Yutong's voice lowered quite a bit. The biggest difference between the People's Party's sericulture industry and that of Jiangsu and other places lay in the fact that the mulberry trees were all planted on state-owned land in the base area. After the People's Party implemented land reform, the people had three *mu* of land per person, and all land beyond that belonged to the state. The farms opened on this land, the various crops planted, and even the minerals underground belonged to the state. In Jiangsu, land was privately owned. The mulberry leaves grown by each family could be disposed of by themselves—whether used to raise their own silkworms or carried out to sell, no one else could interfere.

The People's Party, however, had state-owned mulberry leaves. The management of the mulberry forests was the responsibility of specialized enterprises. Maintaining the mulberry forests, picking mulberry leaves, transporting mulberry leaves—people could earn money by contributing labor. The cost of this production chain was extremely low. A load of mulberry leaves could sell for two taels of silver in Jiangsu. Even if silver was cheap and copper expensive, it would still be one thousand six hundred *wen* of copper coins.

With the People's Party, transporting a load of mulberry leaves could earn four *jin* of rice. Calculated at thirty *wen* per *jin* of rice, it was only one hundred and twenty *wen*. Including the wages of the mulberry plantation workers, the silkworm farm workers, and the filature workers, the cost for the People's Party to produce a load of cocoons was only two taels of silver. Most importantly, the common people did not pay taxes on the money they earned. Farming was taxed at only thirty percent, and money earned from any other work went net into their own pockets. It seemed that the income from working was not high, but the good thing was stability. Regardless of whether the raw silk business lost money or made money, the workers would not lose money. The common people were actually willing to contribute labor.

From what Zhang Yutong saw in the base area, the men and women working were almost half and half. There were even many old men and old women carrying loads to transport mulberry leaves or picking mulberry leaves in the mulberry orchards. In Jiangsu, if elderly people could still come out to work, they must be highly skilled; how many such old hands could there be? As for old women, it goes without saying that no one would hire them. In the investigation, Zhang Yutong found that these old men and old women could earn enough money for seventy or eighty *jin* of rice a month. Although the People's Party's paper money looked awkward no matter how one looked at it, holding this paper money really could buy things. A large number of old men and old women with no skills supporting themselves by working—this was something unimaginable in Jiangsu. If it was so for the old men and old women, the young people earned even more.

Zhang Yutong completely opposed Jiangsu carrying out land reform like the People's Party, but he wanted Jiangsu to not collect taxes like the People's Party. It was just that he didn't quite dare to say this to Wang Youhong. With over forty thousand troops and police under Wang Youhong, what would they eat if taxes weren't collected?

But as soon as taxes were collected, the cost of Jiangsu's sericulture industry immediately went up. The People's Party's mulberry leaves cost nothing, and the wages to be paid to produce a load of cocoons were actually compressed to two taels of silver. Even if producing a load of raw silk cost twenty taels, the market price for raw silk was two hundred taels. The difference of one hundred and eighty taels of silver all fell into the People's Party's pockets.

In contrast, Jiangsu needed money for every link, from mulberry leaves to silkworm eggs, raising silkworms, and reeling silk, and the government had to collect taxes on every link. Out of two hundred taels, at least one hundred taels would be taken away. In this comparison, the People's Party, which earned one hundred and eighty taels, should have been exploitative like wolves and tigers. Yet, in the eyes of the people under the People's Party's rule, the People's Party did things extremely beautifully. Everyone in the base area had money to earn, and prices were extremely cheap; the prices of many iron farm tools were actually one-tenth of those in Jiangsu. What was even more infuriating was that the People's Party provided cloth coupons. With cloth coupons, one could buy cloth at one-fourth of the price in Jiangsu. Because the price difference was so huge, Jiangsu's goods simply could not enter the People's Party's base areas.

"Assemblyman Zhang, does your delegation have any plan on how to set this charter?" Wang Youhong didn't know Zhang Yutong had so many thoughts. He was extremely interested in the matter of the People's Party earning over two hundred million Customs Taels a year. The People's Party had the territory of four provinces. Even if Jiangsu had lost Northern Jiangsu, if Southern Jiangsu's output could be one-fifth of the People's Party's—forty million Customs Taels—Wang Youhong would be very satisfied. Even if he could get half of such a sum, Wang Youhong could get twenty million taels.

The expense of raising an army of forty thousand was huge. Southern Jiangsu was a wealthy place, which was a good thing financially. From the military aspect, it might not be a good thing. Jiangsu people were unwilling to serve as soldiers. An ordinary soldier in the Beiyang Army cost nearly a hundred taels a year. According to the Beiyang Army's standards, Jiangsu's forty thousand troops would cost four million taels of silver a year. Adding the operation of government officials, this would take nearly ten million.

Wang Youhong firmly believed that without his own military industry, it was impossible to guarantee his own safety. Nanjing had the Jinling Arsenal, but to maintain the annual operation of this arsenal was another expenditure of nearly a million taels of silver. Besides these, factories had to be built and schools opened; twenty million taels was already the minimum expenditure. If any natural or man-made disaster happened casually, the annual expenditure would probably double. Now seeing that the assembly was preparing to do something big in the sericulture industry, Wang Youhong decided that on the basis of facilitating this matter, he also had to keep the tax revenue firmly in his hands.

Zhang Yutong's delegation had indeed discussed a charter. At this moment, he braced himself and said, "Governor Wang, our delegation's charter is to establish our Jiangsu Silk Industry Company and bring all industries related to silk into this silk company for operation. From silkworm egg distribution, cocoon purchasing, and silk reeling to sales, all will be operated by this silk company."

Wang Youhong had his own people in the delegation, so he also knew this plan. However, Wang Youhong was an outsider after all, and it had only been a little over three years since he truly took power in Jiangsu. Even with the so-called "confidants" he sent, Wang Youhong himself didn't dare to trust them completely. He said, "Assemblyman Zhang, speak about this charter in detail."

"Yes, Assemblyman Zhang, since this sericulture industry has great potential, hurry up and tell us." Other assemblymen also clamored.

Although there had been discussions and even some networking beforehand, and Zhang Yutong knew the responsibility he should bear, he could only brace himself and say, "Currently, the People's Party has the largest sales volume in raw silk, and foreigners use their price as the standard. The People's Party representative also said that this is called 'negotiated pricing.' It means the biggest buyer and the biggest seller negotiate a price, and after the price negotiation, other buyers and sellers follow this price. So no matter what, our price cannot be higher than the People's Party's. Since the price is set, the profit of this sericulture industry is also set. The assemblymen we represent believe that we might as well adopt a fixed tax in terms of taxation. First set a tax ratio; the silk company only pays tax once, and other levies and taxes will not be collected."

As soon as these words came out, the originally buzzing assembly hall quickly quieted down. Everyone's eyes fell on Zhang Yutong's face. The assemblymen never expected that the primary content of the charter formulated by Zhang Yutong and others was not how to organize production, but went straight for taxation.

It took Zhang Yutong great courage to say these words. After finishing, Zhang Yutong looked at Wang Youhong, wanting to see some changes on Wang Youhong's face to judge his thoughts.

Wang Youhong's expression did not change. He said nothing, looking at Zhang Yutong thoughtfully. This unfathomable behavior made Zhang Yutong feel immense pressure. After staring at each other for a while, Wang Youhong frowned slightly, which immediately made Zhang Yutong nervous. Because of the nervousness, Zhang Yutong's face couldn't help twitching a few times.

"Why don't you continue? Is this charter just this one paragraph?" Wang Youhong asked in puzzlement.

Only then did Zhang Yutong realize he had lost his composure just now. He cared too much about Wang Youhong's reaction and instead completely failed to notice what he should be doing. "Oh, there's more below, there's more below." Zhang Yutong said repeatedly, but found that he had forgotten the remaining content of the charter completely. Scrambling to open the charter draft, Zhang Yutong couldn't find which paragraph he should read. After struggling for a while, he realized that what he wanted to say was on the first page he had scrambled to open.

Having finally started reading the charter, the assemblymen listened for a while. Some began to nod slightly, while others showed impatient expressions. These specific details were about the structure of the various levels of the future silk company covering all of Jiangsu. This stuff was only of interest to assemblymen whose main business was sericulture; assemblymen from other industries were not so enthusiastic.

Jiangsu Assemblyman He Sui's face was very calm, showing neither support nor impatience. But this did not mean his heart was as calm as his face. First of all, He Sui was very disappointed in Zhang Yutong. Although as a Jiangsu citizen and a Jiangsu Assemblyman, he dared to speak up at critical moments to maintain his own interests, his ability ended there. This panic after saying the key words in the assembly, compared to the heroic manner of patting his chest and guaranteeing to handle things well when taking on this task, proved that Zhang Yutong was still just a local rich landlord.

Since the late Qing Dynasty, as the imperial court suffered defeat after defeat, indemnities came one after another. The Empress Dowager, the Emperor, the princes, and ministers, and those Manchus couldn't shit gold or piss silver, so this money could only be levied on the common people. Because Jiangsu was wealthy, the Jiangsu gentry, as the monied class, suffered deeply from it.

This time, when the assemblymen talked about establishing a silk company, they all believed that this silk company couldn't be government-run; at least it had to be a joint government-merchant venture. The gentry assemblymen naturally hoped not to pay taxes, but everyone knew that was unrealistic. So, controlling taxation through a government-merchant joint enterprise would at least avoid various exorbitant levies and miscellaneous taxes. If this start could be made in the silk industry, then the same could be done for others. If such government-merchant joint companies could be built in various industries, eventually driving the tax collectors out of the countryside controlled by the gentry, that would be best.

He Sui was the initiator and second-in-command of the newly established Jiangsu Citizens Party. At that time, He Sui strongly persuaded Zhang Yutong that Wang Youhong would not make an example of him. After all, the status of an assemblyman was honorable. According to the assembly charter, even if an assemblyman committed a tangible crime, an application had to be made to the assembly first to strip him of his assemblyman status before he could be arrested. Since Zhang Yutong was speaking for everyone, the assemblymen would ensure Zhang Yutong's safety no matter what.

Zhang Yutong had indeed spoken boldly. If he had continued to speak openly and candidly about the silk company's charter, this speech could have been perfect. It was just that Zhang Yutong cared too much about Wang Youhong's performance and instead showed fear.

However, things had already reached this point, and there was no meaning in blaming Zhang Yutong anymore. He Sui was quite surprised by Wang Youhong's breadth of mind. He didn't think Wang Youhong failed to understand the meaning implied in the tax proposal. And Wang Youhong's attitude of being completely unaffected was truly awe-inspiring. Had someone leaked the news to Wang Youhong, or had Wang Youhong expected this long ago?

Although he complained in his heart that Zhang Yutong's performance was a bit lacking in composure, He Sui knew that he was also fearful in his heart. Wang Youhong was able to sit firmly in his current position because of the soldiers in his hands. The gentry were extremely opposed to the land reform in the nearby People's Party base areas and were also full of distrust towards the Beiyang faction that had seized power from the Manchu Qing. In the chaos of the late Qing, the Jiangsu gentry had no choice but to support a Jiangsu Governor who hailed from Tianjin.

In these few years, Wang Youhong had been quite respectful towards the assembly, and more and more assemblymen had a good impression of him. Respect was one thing, but when it came time to collect taxes, Wang Youhong never collected a single coin less. The heavy taxation made assemblymen everywhere feel the hardship. Launching an attack over the sericulture matter this time was also because many assemblymen truly couldn't bear it anymore. In these past few years, they had finally understood that the Jiangsu Assembly was the organ of power in Jiangsu, and Jiangsu's leader should be elected by the Jiangsu Assembly, not self-appointed like Wang Youhong. Since the Jiangsu Assembly inherently had such power, it was naturally the most reasonable thing for the assembly to fight for its own interests.

Thinking about these things, He Sui only came to his senses amidst a round of applause after Zhang Yutong finished reading the entire charter of the silk company. He participated in the applause with a calm face, but his eyes involuntarily scanned toward Wang Youhong.

Wang Youhong was not in a hurry to speak. He already roughly understood what Zhang Yutong wanted to say. What lay before him now was a dilemma. If the silk company matter couldn't be done, the tax problem couldn't be solved. Similarly, if he couldn't immediately slap down this bunch of assemblymen who were attempting to start a rebellion, Wang Youhong wouldn't be able to keep his seat either. The best method would be to achieve both goals simultaneously. But exactly how to do it, Wang Youhong hadn't thought it through yet. Various books of the People's Party he had read and various lectures of Chen Ke he had excerpted turned over in his mind like a revolving lantern.

Many things in politics have similarities; many things seem right but are actually wrong, and upon careful thought, are completely different. Plus, there were many people in the assembly, and many speeches. Being disturbed like this, Wang Youhong's attention was completely scattered and couldn't be concentrated.

Finally enduring until the noon recess, Wang Youhong took a sedan chair directly back to his home. He didn't plan to attend the afternoon meeting. Despite lacking relevant experience, Wang Youhong had an inexplicable vigilance that if he couldn't immediately think of a solution, a great chaos might be imminent.
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In recent years, whenever Wang Youhong encountered a problem he couldn't solve, he would turn to the People's Party's various documents. No matter how complex the issue appeared, as long as he found the corresponding text, there would be a corresponding solution. Faced with the parliament's attempt to "rebel," Wang Youhong habitually began searching for relevant lines of thought within his mind.

The documents Wang Youhong used most frequently were *Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society*, *A Concise Principle of Political Economy*, and *Summary of Marx's Surplus Value*. However, what Chen Ke wrote was sometimes inevitably too profound. Take *On Practice*, which Wang Youhong liked very much; he felt he understood it every time he read it, yet the feeling of understanding was vastly different each time. As for *On Contradiction*, that thing Chen Ke himself required People's Party comrades to study in various speeches, Wang Youhong found it simply like reading a book from heaven. This was also why Wang Youhong wanted to take a female teacher from the People's Party as a concubine. When taking a wife, one looks for virtue; when taking a concubine, one looks for talent. If a concubine wanted to gain her husband's favor, she had to show something that satisfied him. Either being good-looking, knowing how to serve people, or being able to help her husband intellectually.

The struggle with the parliament was so troublesome that even after calming down and thinking repeatedly, Wang Youhong actually couldn't figure out the full picture of the problem at all. His mind was filled with the dancing figures of Jiangsu's many relationships: the gentry, the tax police, the army, the parliament, and the newly formed Citizens Party. Wang Youhong felt dizzy; the relationships between these people seemed simple, but the demands of every force were vastly different, and many demands were fundamentally contradictory. Trying to build a balance between these forces was simply like trying to keep ice and charcoal in the same furnace; a suitable method couldn't be found at all.

Wiping his face hard with his palm, Wang Youhong sighed deeply and casually picked up the pamphlet titled *On Contradiction* in front of him. Wang Youhong wanted to change his mood by studying this most profound article.

There were a few sentences marked in red on the pamphlet, for example: "In battle, one army is victorious and the other is defeated; both the victory and the defeat are determined by internal causes. The one is victorious either because it is strong or because of its competent generalship, the other is defeated either because it is weak or because of its incompetent generalship; it is through internal causes that external causes become operative." Wang Youhong could understand this passage.

As for another passage: "Contrary to the metaphysical world outlook, the world outlook of materialist dialectics holds that in order to understand the development of a thing we should study it internally and in its relations with other things; in other words, the development of things should be seen as their internal and necessary self-movement, while each thing in its movement is interrelated with and interacts on the things around it. The fundamental cause of the development of a thing is not external but internal; it lies in the contradictoriness within the thing. This internal contradiction exists in every single thing, hence its motion and development. Contradictoriness within a thing is the fundamental cause of its development, while its interrelations and interactions with other things are secondary causes. Thus materialist dialectics effectively combats the theory of external causes, or of an impulse from without, advanced by metaphysical mechanical materialism and vulgar evolutionism. It is evident that purely external causes can only give rise to mechanical motion, that is, to changes in scale or quantity, but cannot explain why things differ qualitatively in thousands of ways and why one thing changes into another. As a matter of fact, even mechanical motion under external force occurs through the internal contradictoriness of things..."

Wang Youhong couldn't understand such words, which were obviously meant as a general program, no matter how he read them. This wasn't that ambiguous classical Chinese, but vernacular. Yet this vernacular used many nouns Wang Youhong simply couldn't understand. Nouns like "motion," "metaphysics," "mechanical materialism," and "materialist dialectics" had appeared in Chen Ke's other articles, but Wang Youhong hadn't been able to understand them.

Suppressing his impatient mood, Wang Youhong flipped through several pages in a row, and another passage marked in red appeared before his eyes: "Qualitatively different contradictions can only be resolved by qualitatively different methods. For instance, the contradiction between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie is resolved by the method of socialist revolution; the contradiction between the great masses of the people and the feudal system is resolved by the method of democratic revolution; the contradiction between the colonies and imperialism is resolved by the method of national revolutionary war; the contradiction between the working class and the peasant class in socialist society is resolved by the method of collectivization and mechanization in agriculture; contradiction within the Communist Party is resolved by the method of criticism and self-criticism; the contradiction between society and nature is resolved by the method of developing the productive forces. Processes change, old processes and old contradictions disappear, new processes and new contradictions emerge, and the methods of resolving contradictions differ accordingly."

Wang Youhong could understand this passage. He just didn't understand why Chen Ke, such a high-and-mighty ruler, wanted to stand on the side of the "proletariat." While that group of gentry like Zhang Yutong envied the base area's extremely low official taxes, Wang Youhong envied the base area's powerful administrative organizational capability. Now that the landlords and gentry had been swept clean, the People's Party was the only high-and-mighty ruler inside the base area.

If he had such powerful administrative organizational capability as the base area, Wang Youhong firmly believed he would do better than Chen Ke. Wasn't it just not collecting taxes and giving more benefits to the people below? As long as there was money in hand, who wouldn't know how to do such things? Wang Youhong felt he just had worse luck than Chen Ke. If he could have seen through the trend of the Manchu Qing's collapse earlier, if he could have planned more for himself earlier, the situation in Jiangsu wouldn't have become so chaotic.

*Is it that my own hand is too soft?* Wang Youhong thought. *Am I too gentle in dealing with this bunch of gentry?* If it were before, when Wang Youhong only controlled the army, he had shouted "Property owners, unite!" because he had no choice but to compromise. Now that the situation in Jiangsu had stabilized and the People's Party showed no intention of annexing Southern Jiangsu, Wang Youhong felt his status in Jiangsu shouldn't be this low. Those in power should be unrestrained; this was Wang Youhong's view. When he served as a bodyguard alongside Zhang Xun, he had witnessed the majesty of Empress Dowager Cixi; that was truly a case where a single word could determine a person's life or death. Now Zhang Xun was in Jiangxi. When the People's Party seized Jiangxi, the reason was simple: "The Governor of Jiangxi is a staunch royalist." In fact, the Governor of Jiangsu at that time had nothing to do with the royalist party, let alone being a staunch one.

With an army and status, one should be able to do whatever one wanted. Perhaps rulers should be good to those below, but at the same time, rulers should also have the power to punish subordinates at will. "Thunder and rain are all the monarch's grace"—Wang Youhong had established such a notion when he was a bodyguard, and he believed he should possess such power when he was in charge.

"Sigh..." Wang Youhong let out a long sigh and casually closed the pamphlet of *On Contradiction*. In this world, things go against one's wishes nine times out of ten. Even though he had become this Governor of Jiangsu, he still couldn't exercise power as he wished. This fact made Wang Youhong feel despondent.

While Wang Youhong regretted that his power wasn't great enough, the councilors of Jiangsu felt that Wang Youhong's power was somewhat excessive. He Sui was the second-in-command of the newly established "Citizens Party." Now, twenty percent of the councilors in the Jiangsu Assembly had joined the Citizens Party. There were at least another twenty percent who were very supportive of the Citizens Party but hadn't joined due to various concerns. Those with various connections to the Citizens Party accounted for as much as seventy percent of the Jiangsu Assembly.

After the assembly meeting ended today during the day, the backbone members of the Citizens Party held a meeting. Zhang Yutong had already clarified his stance during the day. The Citizens Party hoped that the power of taxation could be transferred to the hands of the gentry. This was also one of the main stances when the Citizens Party was established. Another main stance was "protecting the private property of citizens from infringement."

"Gentlemen, back in the day, Jiangsu had a Governor, a New Army Commander, a Provincial Administration Commissioner, and an Education Commissioner. Great power was not in the hands of the Governor alone. Now Jiangsu only has the Jiangsu Governor and the Assembly, and this Jiangsu Governor should have been elected by the Assembly to begin with. All authority should be decided by the Assembly. But now, the only person in charge in Jiangsu is the Jiangsu Governor." When He Sui reached this point, he couldn't help but sneer, "Rather than calling him the Governor of Jiangsu, it's better to call him the Governor of Southern Jiangsu. If he could protect the territory and pacify the people, that would be one thing, but facing the People's Party, our Jiangsu Governor can only sit and watch, doing nothing. Even when the People's Party reached out to intervene in his own matter of taking a concubine, he didn't dare to utter a sound."

Hearing He Sui fiercely attack Wang Youhong's incompetence, a crowd of Citizens Party councilors couldn't help but laugh out loud. "Councilor He, if our Jiangsu Governor just wants to be a tyrant at home, we have no other way. I'm just afraid the Governor finds us truly meddlesome."

"I've heard a story. Two brothers went to shoot a wild goose. But one thought the wild goose should be steamed, and the other thought it should be braised in soy sauce. The two argued endlessly about this. By the time the wild goose had flown away, they still hadn't argued out a result. Although the People's Party is detestable, the People's Party at least knows to expand the raw silk industry first. Our Jiangsu has just caught its breath, yet Governor Wang stares at the tax revenue without letting go. If the industry can't be built up, how can we talk about income?"

"However, I see that Governor Wang is not unconcerned about this Silk Company matter," Zhang Yutong said. He still clearly remembered Wang Youhong pressing for the articles of association of the Silk Company during the day.

He Sui was very disappointed with Zhang Yutong's naive performance. "Councilor Wang, can't we organize the Silk Company ourselves? In this matter, apart from acting as an introducer when the People's Party came here to discuss cooperation, how much effort has Governor Wang himself actually contributed? The reason we want to form this Silk Company is for tax reduction. If the taxes remain the same as before after it's formed, why are we wasting this effort?"

After Zhang Yutong mentioned this, other councilors also found the key point. Wang Youhong was only interested in how to form the Silk Company; he didn't talk at all about the tax exemption which was most important for the Silk Company. This attitude could be said to be wanting to understand everything fully, but it could also be said to be an implicit opposition to the tax reduction matter.

"To make the Silk Company big, there must be benefits that everyone can see. There are so many people in our Jiangsu who plant mulberries and raise silkworms. Without this clause of tax reduction, how can we get everyone to join the Silk Company, and how can we get everyone to abide by the Silk Company's rules?" He Sui asked.

"Shall we send someone to discuss it with Governor Wang privately?" Zhang Yutong said.

"If such a matter has to be discussed privately, then what do we need this assembly for? Some things can be discussed privately, but this matter of the Silk Company concerns the foundation of the entire Jiangsu; discussing it privately among a few people is inappropriate to begin with. If people found out, they would think we are only planning for ourselves. Moreover, this assembly was established precisely to decide Jiangsu's affairs. If everything has to be discussed privately, what do we need this assembly for?"

He Sui spoke decisively and with resonance. The councilors of the assembly all felt their spirits lifted after hearing this.

"Councilor He makes sense. It's just that for such a matter, I'm afraid we can't make the decision right now, can we?" a councilor asked.

"That's why I said earlier, in the past there was a Governor and a Provincial Administration Commissioner. The Provincial Administration Commissioner was in charge of financial matters. Now, where in our Southern Jiangsu is there still the position of Provincial Administration Commissioner? At that time, we thought the People's Party was very likely to attack, so we didn't persist on this matter but agreed to establish a Governor with total control. Looking at it now, this was truly a mistake," He Sui replied.

"Then what is Councilor He's intention?" Zhang Yutong felt a sense of danger revealed in He Sui's words.

"My meaning is, if Governor Wang is unwilling to yield on the Silk Company's taxes, then we must pass through the assembly to establish an official position specifically in charge of finance," He Sui replied.

"This..." Zhang Yutong didn't believe Wang Youhong could agree to this matter.

"I naturally have a plan for this matter; it's not convenient to explain it yet. But presumably, there will be news very soon. When the news comes back, I will definitely explain it to everyone," He Sui laughed, and within this smile, there was a strong self-confidence.
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"There is a councilor named He Sui in that Jiangsu Citizens Party. He privately sent someone to discuss with us, hoping we would pressure Wang Youhong," Finance Minister Qin Wu'an reported to Chen Ke about some recent encounters. Qin Wu'an was quite surprised that He Sui wanted to borrow the People's Party's power.

"What is this He Sui's background?" Chen Ke was not surprised by this; in fact, he personally rather hoped such people would appear.

The various systems of the People's Party had been gradually established. Qin Wu'an took out the materials borrowed from the Data Department and handed them to Chen Ke. This was a kraft paper file bag. The People's Party had established exclusive personal files for Party members, cadres, local figures the Party needed to pay attention to, and people the Party cared about. Just these kraft papers and the good design and binding required a considerable expenditure, so much so that even Qin Wu'an felt it was a bit too extravagant. However, when it came to actual use, the comfort and standardization made Qin Wu'an feel it was worth the money.

He Sui's qualifications were quite interesting; he was actually a student who had studied in Britain, and he had studied at a law school in London. British law schools cultivated rulers, or at least the reserve army of rulers. If He Sui had really studied well, presumably his knowledge wouldn't be too bad. After reading He Sui's resume, Chen Ke asked, "What support is he asking from us?"

"He Sui hopes to establish a Silk Company in Jiangsu. From what I see, it looks very much like a united trust enterprise. But Wang Youhong may not necessarily agree. He Sui wants to sign a secret treaty with us; if we support them, we can hold a ten percent share in this enterprise."

Qin Wu'an finished speaking simply and waited for Chen Ke to ask questions. However, Chen Ke's answer startled Qin Wu'an greatly. "If this He Sui's purpose is to seize power from Wang Youhong, we can support him."

Qin Wu'an was very puzzled by Chen Ke's quick response. He originally thought Chen Ke would ask in detail about how He Sui would establish a united trust enterprise. He never expected that what Chen Ke focused on was merely whether He Sui would struggle against Wang Youhong. "..., Chairman Chen, I see that this person He Sui is not simple. If we support him, will we be rearing a tiger that will cause trouble in the future?"

"Minister Qin, He Sui's ultimate failure is a certainty. As for how he will fail, we don't need to spend effort guessing right now. What I value is this proposal of He Sui's. From what I see, He Sui is still much more progressive than Wang Youhong. Since he is pursuing progress, we might as well give him a hand," Chen Ke laughed.

Chen Ke often did things unexpectedly; Qin Wu'an had long been accustomed to this. It was just that this "unexpectedness" was a bit too great this time, and Qin Wu'an didn't know for a moment whether Chen Ke was serious or joking. On second thought, for such a big matter, Chen Ke would definitely not joke. Qin Wu'an calmed himself, straightened out his thoughts, and then asked, "Chairman Chen, this progress you speak of, what exactly does it mean?"

"By now, based on the intelligence we've collected, we can basically determine that what Wang Youhong is engaging in is that set of feudal power subinfeudation. That stuff definitely won't work; it's too backward. Listening to this proposal of He Sui's, he wants to unite to engage in production, which belongs to the capitalist set. It is much more progressive than Wang Youhong. Revolution doesn't mean we draw a final model and then find a new world to build exactly according to that model without a single error. That is the metaphysical way, and it definitely won't work for revolution. Revolution is a process; what we need is to constantly eliminate the most backward."

Qin Wu'an had heard Chen Ke talk about this content. After thinking carefully for a while, he said, "In other words, after we get rid of Wang Youhong, this feudal subinfeudation system, then it will be the turn to get rid of He Sui, this bunch of bourgeoisie?"

Chen Ke shook his head, "It's not that we go and get rid of them, but under the current circumstances, they will finish themselves off. I have repeatedly emphasized that revolution is not destruction; revolution is construction. It's not that we go to create revolution, but that the people need revolution. Wang Youhong now faces pressure from Beiyang and pressure from our base area. He wants to maintain his own dictatorial rule, so he needs money. Wang Youhong himself can't excrete gold or urinate silver, so he has to scrape money from Jiangsu Province. At this time, He Sui, who is in a state of being scraped, is unhappy. The Jiangsu bourgeoisie represented by He Sui will try every means to get rid of Wang Youhong's scraping state. This is why He Sui has come to find us now. He needs support."

"Then wouldn't it be better if we directly send troops to liberate Jiangsu and establish a people's regime in Jiangsu?" Qin Wu'an asked.

"To establish a People's Party regime, it must be that the people need to use such drastic revolutionary methods to resolve contradictions. The contradiction between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie is resolved by the method of socialist revolution; the contradiction between the masses of the people and the feudal system is resolved by the method of democratic revolution. Currently, the social contradictions in Jiangsu have not risen to this height. No one will revolutionize for the sake of revolution; the reason for adopting such means as revolution is all to fight for their own interests. If we fight our way over now, in the eyes of the Jiangsu people, we are outsiders, we are invaders. When the contradictions in Jiangsu reach a point where not revolutionizing won't do, that is when the revolutionary situation is mature. At that time, we will be liberators. Grasping the timing of the revolution is a very important matter."

The strategic direction of the People's Party was always formulated by Chen Ke. Qin Wu'an felt he truly didn't understand, so he didn't pretend to understand and raise objections. However, hearing Chen Ke explain his expectations for the future situation this time, he expressed a cautious doubt for the first time, "Chairman Chen, if we support them, are we just waiting to watch them finish?"

"It's not that boring either. Minister Qin, do you believe a person will never make mistakes?" Chen Ke asked.

"Impossible," Qin Wu'an answered very crisply.

"Tang Taizong said: using copper as a mirror, one can adjust one's clothes and cap; using history as a mirror, one can know the rise and fall; using people as a mirror, one can understand gains and losses. First, our support for the development of the national bourgeoisie like He Sui can promote social progress. Second, in the struggle between the bourgeoisie and feudalism, we can see the veins of social change from it. And He Sui and these people will inevitably commit the mistakes and crimes that the bourgeoisie will inevitably commit, especially since they will prove that some roads are dead ends. This is very important for our Party. Up to now, our Party members' understanding of many things is relatively superficial. Without examples of errors, they cannot view many things correctly. Finally, He Sui and others will stimulate social contradictions and revolutionary struggles to an unprecedented degree. At that time, the revolutionary situation will also mature faster. This is the reason I support them."

There are various ways to calculate against people, but Qin Wu'an had never seen a method of calculation like Chen Ke's. Clearly, Chen Ke did not prepare to stab them in the back. All the strategies he adopted were waiting for He Sui to make mistakes himself. This didn't seem like the category of conspiracy anymore.

"Chairman Chen, how exactly are you able to think out such a result?" Qin Wu'an really wanted to figure out the reason.

"*On Contradiction* stated: purely external causes can only give rise to mechanical motion, that is, to changes in scale or quantity, but cannot explain why things differ qualitatively in thousands of ways and why one thing changes into another. As a matter of fact, even mechanical motion under external force occurs through the internal contradictoriness of things. Our interaction with He Sui, for both sides, is just a manifestation of internal characteristics. Purely external changes, such as supporting He Sui to suppress Wang Youhong, or even giving him financial and technical support, all just cause mechanical reactions. What truly causes change is still the internal causes. How to utilize these external supports, how to develop and strengthen oneself—these are not things that the external can decide."

Regarding the article *On Contradiction*, Qin Wu'an had actually studied it, but he thought the key to this article was a kind of philosophical speculation. Or to be more specific, since Chen Ke emphasized learning this article, he learned it. He didn't expect that after Chen Ke explained it this way, the practicality of this article would be highlighted.

Chen Ke didn't care what Qin Wu'an actually thought; he continued, "The materialist dialectical worldview advocates studying the development of things from inside the things, from the relationship of one thing to other things; that is, viewing the development of things as the internal and necessary self-movement of things, while the movement of every thing is interconnected with and interacting with other things around it. The fundamental cause of the development of things is not outside the things but inside the things, lying in the contradictoriness within the things. I am able to see through the development of the bourgeoisie represented by He Sui only because I do indeed understand the characteristics of the national bourgeoisie themselves, so I dare to make some judgments of necessity. Many of our comrades do not understand the essential difference between the bourgeoisie and the socialist system; they will see the similarities between the two and ignore the essential differences between the two. And now that there is no decent bourgeoisie in China, my allowing He Sui and others to exist now is also to let them provide many examples for the comrades."

Since Chen Ke emphasized it repeatedly, Qin Wu'an was also sure Chen Ke was not joking. He replied, "In other words, watch him build his vermilion tower, watch him banquet his guests, watch his tower collapse?"

These were Chen Ke's original words; at that time, Chen Ke used them to describe the future of Beiyang. Qin Wu'an used them directly, and it was quite fitting. Chen Ke nodded, "That is the meaning. However, you must keep what was said today confidential. I will speak to the comrades at the Party Committee meeting later. For now, write a report and bring it over; I will sign it."

Qin Wu'an put away He Sui's materials and left Chen Ke's office. Qin Wu'an really felt a kind of fear towards this line of thinking of calculating against others. Setting up a net in a place no one could imagine, waiting for the internal factors of these people to operate, and then they would obediently deliver themselves to the door. This method was a bit too ruthless.



★


Dividing Territory and Quotas Part 14

Volume 4 - Chapter 161

❧ ❧ ❧


# Chapter 161: Dividing Territory and Quotas (Part 14)

"Believe it or not, we, the People's Party, have no desire to intervene in Jiangsu's taxation," Qin Wu'an said to Li Yaoguang, the secret representative from Jiangsu.

Chen Ke had given Qin Wu'an full authority over the negotiations, setting two bottom lines: the People's Party would absolutely not directly intervene in Jiangsu's political struggles, and the People's Party would absolutely not engage in money-losing trades.

Hearing Qin Wu'an's words, Li Yaoguang was somewhat surprised. He Sui had believed the People's Party would certainly take this opportunity to intervene in Jiangsu's affairs; since they had come knocking on the People's Party's door, they had to be prepared for this. Qin Wu'an's clearly implied stance left Li Yaoguang puzzled. He tentatively asked, "If we wish to achieve tax concessions, your side will certainly have to negotiate with Governor Wang. This isn't intervening in Jiangsu's taxation, but rather a tax issue that the Silk Industry Company must inevitably face."

"Our support for your side is because there is money to be made. If we intervene too much, making Governor Wang think we aren't here to cooperate and make money but to shake his position, that is not our intention. We do not wish to see such a result."

Li Yaoguang watched Qin Wu'an calmly state his views, but internally he was cursing. If they could make money by honestly following the rules, why would Jiangsu come to find the People's Party? The Jiangsu side wanted to use the People's Party to pressure Wang Youhong. Since Qin Wu'an refused to take the bait, Li Yaoguang simply laid his cards on the table. "If your side holds such an attitude, even if a joint company is formed, the tax concessions would only be for your side. I would very much like to know now, does your side wish to cooperate with Governor Wang, or with us, the Citizens Party?"

Qin Wu'an liked this clear-cut attitude. The current key was who the People's Party would cooperate with. To put it more bluntly, did the People's Party support Wang Youhong's existing rules, or the new rules the Citizens Party was attempting to establish? Qin Wu'an smiled, "Even if we are willing to cooperate with the Citizens Party in the silk industry, it can't be that both of us go to Governor Wang and demand he accept our conditions. I believe that with Governor Wang's personality, he would resolutely refuse."

Li Yaoguang gave a dry laugh. If the People's Party and the Citizens Party really went "hand in hand to Governor Wang Youhong to make direct demands," let alone Wang Youhong not agreeing, even if the Citizens Party were in power, they wouldn't agree either. This wasn't just a matter of face; it was a fundamental issue of who had the final say in Jiangsu. The one holding the gun in Jiangsu was still Wang Youhong. If Wang Youhong used military means to protect his power, the People's Party, who also had guns, naturally wouldn't be afraid, but the Citizens Party, without military support, would suffer.

The sorrow of not having guns lay here: anyone could speak reason, but without guns, often what was said was spoken in vain. Since Qin Wu'an's attitude was such, Li Yaoguang could only speak directly. "We hope to gain your side's support, but not military support, nor do we need your side to declare open cooperation with us. We hope to restore the official post of 'Provincial Administration Commissioner' (*Bu Zheng Shi*) in Jiangsu. And this position of Provincial Administration Commissioner must be elected by the Assembly. The authority of the Commissioner must also be determined by the Assembly. As long as your side can do your utmost to push for this, we would be endlessly grateful."

The People's Party had captured several Provincial Administration Commissioners. For instance, Feng Xu, who was currently leading the "Cultural and Historical Office" in revising Chen Ke's book *Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism*, had once been the Provincial Administration Commissioner of Anhui. Qin Wu'an understood the powers of this office quite well. Hearing Li Yaoguang say this, he actually became genuinely interested in the Jiangsu Citizens Party's plan. "Do you want to restore the official title called Provincial Administration Commissioner, or do you want to restore the official position of the Provincial Administration Commissioner? There is a very big difference between the two."

The Provincial Administration Commissioner in the Qing Dynasty had considerable power. The authority of this official position included three main aspects: 1.  **Transmitting Government Decrees:** The Commissioner received administrative affairs and decrees assigned by superiors and proclaimed them to the various prefectures, sub-prefectures, departments, and counties, supervising their implementation. 2.  **Managing Subordinate Officials:** The Commissioner managed officials at the prefecture and department levels, issuing salaries on schedule, assessing performance, and reporting to the Governor-General or Governor. 3.  **Controlling Finance and Tax:** The Commissioner was responsible for collecting taxes across the province and managing fiscal revenue and expenditure. They also managed civil matters such as household registration, tax service, population, and land statistics for all prefectures in the province.     (Also included was the supervision of triennial provincial exams).

If the Jiangsu Citizens Party wanted to place these three powers in the hands of the Assembly, the entire political landscape of Jiangsu would undergo a massive shift. Qin Wu'an knew that Wang Youhong had gone to great lengths to grasp the power of Jiangsu in his hands; he would not easily transfer this portion of power to the Assembly. In fact, let alone Wang Youhong, the People's Party wouldn't do this either. The People's Party itself, through perfecting its organization, had gradually established a system capable of operation. One of the cores of this system was that power belonged directly to the People's Party. These powers didn't even belong to the bureaucratic system under the People's Party's rule. If one had to say who could obtain these powers, it would only be the broad masses of working people, not other political forces.

Since Qin Wu'an was clear about the role of the Provincial Administration Commissioner, Li Yaoguang felt it was much easier to communicate. He said seriously, "Of course we want to restore this official position, not just bear the empty title of Commissioner."

"It is impossible for us to directly demand Governor Wang do this. That would be equivalent to interfering in Jiangsu's internal affairs." Qin Wu'an shook his head repeatedly.

"But if your side insists on this, Governor Wang will agree." Li Yaoguang spoke very decisively. "Jiangsu's taxes are extremely heavy. If we can use this tax change to lower the taxes, the livelihood of the Jiangsu people will certainly improve. This is a good deed that benefits the region. We still hope your side can lend a hand. If this matter can be accomplished, your side will only need to provide 15% of the capital in the new Silk Industry Company to obtain 20% of the shares. We will absolutely not break our promise."

To accomplish such a big thing, and only get 5% of the shares? Qin Wu'an had to admit these Jiangsu profiteers were quite interesting. And this 5% wasn't for free; the People's Party still had to put up 15% of the funds. This was simply a wishful calculation.

"We absolutely cannot make Governor Wang willingly hand over such great power to the Assembly." Qin Wu'an believed this cooperation could not proceed.

"Governor Wang definitely won't be willing, and we don't expect your side to force Governor Wang to be willing. We only ask that your side make Governor Wang superficially make this decision. The rest of the matters, we the Citizens Party will do ourselves. Whether it can be done or not is our affair." Li Yaoguang threw out his final card.

Qin Wu'an found this suggestion quite interesting. What Wang Youhong refused most right now was being openly shamed by the People's Party. If it was a private agreement and didn't need to be known by everyone, this was something that could be tried.

After some discussion, the two reached a consensus in principle. Li Yaoguang immediately brought over a small bundle. "This is three hundred taels of gold. This is the handling fee for your Party. On the day this matter is accomplished, we will definitely present another nine hundred taels."

Such naked bribery was truly undignified, but Jiangsu and the People's Party base area were so close; Jiangsu knew the news that the People's Party executed corrupt officials almost every month. Li Yaoguang simply gave the money directly. As for whether Qin Wu'an would privately keep it or what he would do, that was Qin Wu'an's business.

Sure enough, Qin Wu'an did not decline. He called in an accountant to verify the quality and weight of the gold, and in the end, asked Li Yaoguang if he wanted a receipt. Li Yaoguang felt doing this was truly comical enough, but thinking carefully, if he had this receipt in hand, it would be easier to account for when he returned to Jiangsu. So he asked Qin Wu'an for a receipt.

The receipt was a printed standard receipt form. "Received from Li Yaoguang: Gold, three hundred taels, four mace, two candareens. Receiver: Kong Jun. Western Calendar: February 1, 1912." Besides Kong Jun's signature and seal, there was also the receipt seal of the People's Party Finance Department. The document was in quadruplicate. Li Yaoguang signed and stamped each one. The handover procedure was considered complete. Li Yaoguang took the invoice copy, while the other three were taken away by the People's Party accountant.

"Your side really has strict systems," Li Yaoguang, who also did business, couldn't help but praise.

Qin Wu'an laughed, "Three hundred taels of gold. If there weren't a system, heads would roll if this were investigated."

Li Yaoguang felt Qin Wu'an seemed to be boasting, but also warning him not to have any crooked ideas. Actually, three hundred taels of gold really wasn't a particularly large sum in the late Qing officialdom. For someone of Qin Wu'an's prominent position in the People's Party, it counted for even less. But Qin Wu'an was clearly not joking. Li Yaoguang couldn't treat it lightly, so he simply continued to ask, "Minister Qin, where will this money be sent in the end?"

This was a bit of making conversation. The flow of money was not spoken of clearly in Chinese officialdom. Unexpectedly, Qin Wu'an actually answered, "After this money passes inspection, it will be turned over to the National Treasury. The Finance Department doesn't keep money for itself."

"Since the Finance Department manages finance, surely it keeps some money for itself?" Li Yaoguang was genuinely interested.

"Our base area doesn't have an Assembly, but we have a People's Congress. The Finance Department's budget also has to be approved by the People's Congress before it can be withdrawn. It's not that because we manage the money, we can do whatever we want." Qin Wu'an gave a reply.

"Our Jiangsu Assembly meets at any time. Why haven't we heard of your side's Congress meeting often?" Li Yaoguang was very curious.

This question actually made it somewhat difficult for Qin Wu'an to answer. Up to now in the People's Party base area, the People's Congresses at all levels existed basically as a formality. The People's Party itself held all power within the base area. Although in theory, the People's Party's power came from the People's Congress, in reality, no one genuinely took the Congress seriously.

Seeing Qin Wu'an's expression wasn't very good, Li Yaoguang immediately changed the topic. "The remaining nine hundred taels, after the matter is successful, we will send someone specifically to present it. At that time, just let him bring a receipt back."

Since Li Yaoguang was so tactful, Qin Wu'an also changed the subject. "Running back and forth carrying gold is truly troublesome. I would suggest you deposit the money in our People's Party branch in Jiangsu. That would be extremely convenient."
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The journey back to Nanjing from the Huaihai Province base area was smooth. The People's Party had re-dredged the Beijing-Hangzhou Grand Canal, making Li Yaoguang's boat trip from Xuzhou to Nanjing quite fast. He finally rushed back to Nanjing on February 5th, the day of *Lichun* (Start of Spring).

Upon receiving the news of Li Yaoguang's return, six key cadres of the Citizens Party immediately held a meeting at the home of the interim party leader, Xie Siji. After introducing his experiences on the trip, Li Yaoguang took out the receipt. He Sui, Xie Siji, and the others passed it around, then read the certification letter written by the People's Party. He Sui and Xie Siji exchanged glances. Xie Siji then took the receipt and the letter and lit them over a candle. Two of the other four cadres showed surprise on their faces, but it was only surprise; no one made a sound, let alone stopped him.

Li Yaoguang was quite moved by this. It wasn't because of the money. Even describing it in the most understated terms, these six key cadres of the Citizens Party could not be called poor. Zhang Yutong was already one of the wealthier members of the Jiangsu Citizens Party, but compared to these six, Zhang Yutong was merely a local rich man. Xie Siji, He Sui, and the others each owned a silk reeling factory, and even Li Yaoguang held shares in a silk reeling factory.

Currently, three hundred taels of gold was worth about three thousand taels of silver. If the matter could be accomplished, they would have to give the People's Party another nine thousand taels of silver. This money was shared equally among the six cadres. However, these young men, including Li Yaoguang, didn't care about spending this money. To get things done, one had to spend money; to get big things done, one had to spend big money. Moreover, in many cases, or perhaps most cases, the people who were truly capable of getting things done were not actually coveting that specific sum of money. Giving money and receiving money was a matter of attitude, a matter of rules. The rules within the ruling class could not be broken.

Similarly, the handler had to follow the rules, just as Qin Wu'an had proposed giving a receipt and a certification letter. This was a manifestation of the strict system of the People's Party. The Citizens Party had heard that corruption was absolutely forbidden within the People's Party, and while everyone was skeptical, the People's Party's style was clearly that of the ruling class: taking money meant getting things done. Saying clearly "I can't do it," or simply "I don't want to do it for you," might cause unhappiness for true members of the ruling class, but it wouldn't forge a grudge. As the saying goes, "Business may fail, but benevolence remains," and "Ugly words spoken upfront prevent awkwardness later." But whether a person acted openly and aboveboard depended on whether they could be true to their word and resolute in their actions.

Furthermore, true rulers all possessed a certain quality: they all understood "having a beginning and an end," and they handled matters in distinct stages. Receiving money and giving a receipt proved that the act of receiving money had come to an immediate, stage-specific conclusion. If it were a pauper—at least a pauper in spirit—a guy who couldn't bear to see money, or those without a sense of responsibility, they would definitely carefully store the receipt Li Yaoguang brought back. In fact, it wasn't that they had planned how to use the receipt, but that such people always tried to hold onto some leverage over others. If they didn't do so, they would feel as if something was missing.

Xie Siji burning the receipt and the certification letter directly expressed a simple attitude. This matter ended here. He neither wanted to hold any leverage over Li Yaoguang or the People's Party, nor did he want to inadvertently let others hold any leverage over him. The attendees remained silent; they all understood this tacitly. At this moment, silence spoke louder than words, and they didn't think explanations would be of any use. Those who understood would understand. For those who didn't, explaining was useless and would only invite trouble for oneself.

"Did the People's Party say when there would be a result for this matter?" Xie Siji asked.

"No," Li Yaoguang replied.

"Then did they say when they would start working on it?"

"After the Spring Festival," Li Yaoguang continued to answer concisely.

Xie Siji tilted his head slightly, pondering. He Sui said, "There are still thirteen days."

Xie Siji paused for a moment before nodding. "Exactly thirteen days. We don't need to wait for them completely. In these few days, we need to pay New Year calls and give gifts to Governor Wang and his subordinates. It's a good opportunity to sound them out. Assemblyman He, how about you go find Yu Chen?"

"I can," He Sui replied. "Yu Chen is now the Chief of the Police Department. I don't know if he has any interest in taking on the duties of the Tax Police as well."

Xie Siji shook his head slightly. "I think we shouldn't alert the snake in the grass regarding that. Yu Chen prides himself on being incorruptible and not coveting power. Wang Youhong has promoted him exceptionally time and again and values him greatly. If we express that intention, I'm afraid he might see through something. If he informs Wang Youhong, our efforts will be wasted."

The cadres nodded slightly at these words. He Sui said, "Then I'll just directly say that we want to unify taxes on the Silk Industry Company matter and see if Yu Chen supports it. If he agrees with our idea, I'll ask him if he can recommend anyone to help."

"I think saying that is enough," Li Yaoguang replied.

"We'll speak the same way to others. Let's not say anything asking for a snub to the current person in charge of the Tax Police," Xie Siji said.

The next day, when Yu Chen learned that He Sui had come to visit, he was in a dilemma about whether to receive him. He Sui was a Jiangsu Provincial Assemblyman; logically, there was no reason to refuse a meeting. But He Sui visiting in person was definitely not as simple as giving a New Year's gift. After thinking for a moment, Yu Chen sent someone to invite He Sui in. If He Sui really had something to say, it would actually be easier to refuse him face-to-face.

The two young men sat down, and the orderly served tea and withdrew. Both of them were returned students. In fact, the young people rising in Jiangsu now all had overseas study experiences. He Sui's family was extremely wealthy, so he had gone to Britain. Yu Chen, Xie Siji, and Li Yaoguang had gone to Japan to study. Before the fall of the Manchu Qing, the government acted without any method; when they said they would implement New Policies, they did it with foolish, sweeping cuts. Abolishing the imperial examinations blocked the path for scholars to advance, yet they simultaneously required that newly recruited government personnel must have received a Western-style education. At that time, there were simply not that many Western-style schools in China, and even the new-style schools were not integrated into the national talent selection system. Consequently, the wealthy went to Europe and America, while the majority who had some money, but not much, had to run off to Japan to study. Yu Chen was one of them, and the young core cadres of the Jiangsu Citizens Party now were also all returned students. They actually had some genuine connections with each other.

After a few words of New Year's greetings, He Sui went straight to the point. "Director Yu, I wonder if you have heard that the representatives who went to Anhui for inspection this time want to establish a Silk Industry Company encompassing Jiangsu's sericulture?"

Yu Chen had naturally heard of it; not only had he heard of it, but he also attached great importance to it. If this company could be established, it would be equivalent to a huge source of tax revenue, and the Police Department also wanted a share of the pie. "I have heard about this."

"Then Director Yu must know the news that we want to fix this tax?" He Sui asked.

"Tax collection is not under our jurisdiction. I have only heard rumors," Yu Chen refused to take a stance.

If Yu Chen wouldn't take a stance, He Sui had to. "Director Yu, if such a company is formed, the number of common people planting mulberries and raising silkworms will definitely increase. Since mulberry is planted in the fields, naturally, grain cannot be grown. But with the current various taxes and levies, the Tax Police don't care what we plant. For one *mu* of land, the mulberry tax must be paid, and the grain tax must also be paid. The common people really cannot bear the burden. Our intention is to simply fix this tax revenue. We have to let the people catch their breath."

He Sui wasn't making this up. Jiangsu's tax revenue had completely inherited the model of the former Qing. The taxes didn't seem heavy, but the items were extremely numerous. After the "Joint Provincial Autonomy," Jiangsu temporarily didn't have to pay money to the central government. However, the various taxes that existed in the former Qing had not been reduced by a single item. For example, the tax allocated to each province for the Boxer Indemnity was still collected as usual, even though the provinces no longer had to pay the indemnity.

Yu Chen did not agree with this practice. He believed that "good steel should be used on the blade." Since tax revenue was so important, it should be managed more effectively, not just collected whenever possible. In addition, Yu Chen knew very well that a considerable part of the taxes collected by the Tax Police did not enter the Jiangsu provincial treasury but was ruthlessly exploited by various levels, with perhaps close to half falling into the pockets of those below.

However, this matter involved too much, and Yu Chen didn't want to place himself at the forefront of the storm. He demurred, "Assemblyman He, I cannot make the decision on this matter either. If you want to get things done well, Governor Wang must make the decision."

"Governor Wang is likely afraid that tax revenue isn't enough. If no one is willing to mediate this matter, I'm afraid Governor Wang will still be unwilling to adjust. Director Yu, Jiangsu currently relies entirely on raw silk exports to make money. If we cannot make a breakthrough here, and if the Jiangsu sericulture industry collapses, Governor Wang will lose even more. I know Director Yu is highly valued by Governor Wang. We would like to ask Director Yu to explain this matter clearly to Governor Wang."

"I'm afraid that won't work. Governor Wang is a man who strictly adheres to rules. He often tells us about the time he served as a bodyguard for Empress Dowager Cixi. The Empress Dowager liked a famous opera singer in the capital. Once, the Empress Dowager was waiting to watch a play, but that person didn't come. He didn't rush over until just before the singing started. The Empress Dowager waited for the famous singer to finish singing before asking him why he came so late. The famous singer replied that he had overslept. The Empress Dowager asked again, 'Did your family not wake you up?' The famous singer replied that his family knew he had a bit of a temper when sleeping."

Although He Sui was a returned student, he had never had the opportunity to come into contact with an existence of Empress Dowager Cixi's level. Listening to Yu Chen retell the story, He Sui was actually somewhat captivated. He couldn't help but ask, "Then what did the Empress Dowager say?"

"Brother He, take a guess," Yu Chen laughed.

He Sui thought for a while. "Since that person admitted he overslept, presumably the Empress Dowager scolded him?"

Yu Chen shook his head slightly and said with a smile, "I originally thought so too. But Governor Wang said the Empress Dowager not only didn't blame this famous singer but actually rewarded him with some things. The Empress Dowager said, 'Even small households know to follow rules. Rare, rare.'"

Hearing the undertones, after Yu Chen finished the story, He Sui's expression involuntarily turned quite ugly.
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The story about Cixi's appreciation for famous Peking Opera actors is true. Cixi didn't just appreciate them; to be precise, she appreciated them singing well. But what she appreciated even more was that the families of these famous actors knew better than to wake them up when they were sleeping. Even if it was for something as major as singing for Cixi, the family wouldn't dare wake an actor who was clearly going to be late.

Wang Youhong told this story to Yu Chen to tell him that even a person of Cixi's supreme status could tolerate mistakes, but she would never be polite about failures to observe the rules set by a superior. Cixi was first and foremost a defender of the order of "distinction between superiors and inferiors," and Wang Youhong, who respected Cixi greatly, was also a defender of this order.

Hearing Yu Chen's extremely unreserved warning, He Sui was quite annoyed. In this era, actors, even famous Peking Opera stars, were considered low-class. He Sui was a dignified Jiangsu Assemblyman, a graduate of a British law school, and a famous member of the gentry in Wuxi. His family owned hundreds of mu of land, and they had factories and shops in both Wuxi and Nanjing. To be compared to an actor was a humiliation that made He Sui's face turn red, and then a bit purple.

However, it didn't take long for He Sui to give a hearty laugh, and his complexion quickly returned to normal. "Director Yu, this story is really interesting."

Yu Chen hadn't expected He Sui's self-control to reach this level. To recover his reason so quickly in the face of such rude remarks was impressive. He asked, "Assemblyman He, where do you find it interesting?"

He Sui almost blurted out: *If Cixi was so respectful of rules and so noble, how did she die after reading just one manifesto from Chen Ke?* But He Sui held back. It was common knowledge that Wang Youhong was afraid of the People's Party. The People's Party had recently caused Wang Youhong's plan to take a concubine to vanish into thin air with just a letter. Skillfully hinting at this topic would certainly not please Yu Chen, Wang Youhong's running dog. As the saying goes, before you beat a dog, you have to look at who its master is. Now that the master had been beaten, how could the dog feel any pride? But He Sui and his group were preparing to use the power of the People's Party to pressure Wang Youhong. Getting a moment of satisfaction now might alert the enemy.

So He Sui just smiled. "I just find it interesting. If you really ask me to say where it's interesting, I can't quite put it into words."

Yu Chen knew the meaning behind He Sui's words, and he smiled too. "Assemblyman He, for someone as rule-abiding as Empress Dowager Cixi, she still couldn't win against the People's Party who didn't follow the rules. I just remembered it and mentioned it casually. I only heard it from Governor Wang."

Since Yu Chen was this smart, He Sui didn't want to say anything more. But he suddenly felt something was off. Yu Chen's words were inconsistent. First, he talked about rules, and then he hinted that Wang Youhong actually had his own weaknesses. After carefully savoring the flavor, the faint mockery in He Sui's expression disappeared completely. He said seriously, "Director Yu, since Governor Wang is a rule-abiding person, we want to discuss this tax issue through the rules established by Governor Wang. Director Yu, you are Governor Wang's trusted aide, so I presume you can give me some pointers."

Hearing He Sui say this, although it fell far short of Yu Chen's expected standard, it barely passed. Yu Chen's intention was never to mock He Sui; mocking He Sui was meaningless. But Yu Chen had to speak this way. If He Sui wasn't smart enough, Yu Chen would absolutely not dare to cooperate with him in the slightest. Wang Youhong was not only a dictator to the Jiangsu Assembly but also a dictator to his subordinates. If He Sui wasn't smart enough, or simply harbored thoughts of confrontation, Yu Chen would absolutely not dare to have any dealings with him. What capabilities the Jiangsu Assembly actually had remained to be seen. But for the sake of maintaining the power he had so hard-won, Wang Youhong would not be polite about any "betrayal" by his subordinates. Yu Chen had no need to sacrifice his own interests.

Even though He Sui seemed to have understood the implication, Yu Chen still dared not let his guard down. He answered lightly, "Assemblyman He, Governor Wang said, 'Propertied classes, unite.' Since we are to unite, we must cooperate in good faith. Don't you agree?"

Hearing these seemingly light words, He Sui already had some ideas. "Then, Director Yu, if we show sincerity that Governor Wang can believe in, when Governor Wang asks Director Yu for a plan, we will still need Director Yu to put in a good word for us."

Yu Chen smiled faintly. "I was promoted by Governor Wang. In such matters, I naturally follow Governor Wang's lead. I resolutely support anything that benefits Governor Wang."

At this point, He Sui roughly understood Yu Chen's position and thoughts. Saying more on this issue would be useless, so He Sui rose to take his leave. Yu Chen didn't see him out; the two bid farewell in the room, and He Sui walked out of the Police Department gate by himself.

That evening, the Jiangsu Citizens Party held a meeting, and the intelligence collected turned out to be quite optimistic. All the high officials visited, either openly or secretly, supported the establishment of the Silk Company. Some with less depth even directly asked what the Silk Company planned regarding tax arrangements.

He Sui also recounted his conversation with Yu Chen today, including that "nondescript" analogy. Xie Siji gave a cold laugh. "This Yu Chen really knows how to talk."

"How so?" Li Yaoguang asked curiously.

Xie Siji sneered, "Yu Chen wasn't comparing us to actors at all; he was using Cixi to compare to Wang Youhong. And he still tries to play the good guy? We know perfectly well what kind of virtue Wang Youhong has."

Li Yaoguang pondered for a good while before nodding in sudden realization. He Sui had roughly figured out this key point during the day, but hearing Xie Siji say it, he felt a strong sense of jealousy. Xie Siji was indeed smart; he could understand the key point just by listening, while he himself lacked such sharpness.

"But this guy Yu Chen is cunning enough. He said it without really saying it. If we can persuade Wang Youhong, would he dare to put stumbling blocks in our way? An actor... Yu Chen is the real actor in front of Wang Youhong." At this point, Xie Siji couldn't help but laugh out loud. "Yu Chen's analogy is truly excellent, truly vivid."

As He Sui savored Xie Siji's words, his final doubts cleared up. Originally, He Sui thought Yu Chen was comparing the Citizens Party to actors, but he didn't expect Yu Chen was comparing himself to an actor. Understanding this, the bit of resentment he had towards Yu Chen vanished instantly. He couldn't help but wipe his face with his hand and smiled bitterly. "Brother Xie, you see it thoroughly. It seems I offended Yu Chen today."

"Eh, Brother He, Yu Chen is very cunning; you can't offend him. He started as a military judge, which is an offending job to begin with, yet he was never seen bending the law for personal gain. There are plenty of people who want his life, but Yu Chen is not only fine, he's rising rapidly. Do you think this is purely luck? If Yu Chen didn't understand Wang Youhong's mind and the interests of all parties, the grass on his grave would be tall by now. Such a person wouldn't care what others say at all."

"Then what do we do next?" Li Yaoguang interjected.

"Since we haven't visited Sun Renli, who manages the Tax Police, looking at it now, we might as well go visit him. Say whatever needs to be said and see what Sun Renli actually thinks," Xie Siji said.

The next day, when He Sui visited Sun Renli, he followed Xie Siji's instructions and went straight to the point about tax collection. Sun Renli, as expected, showed no signs of displeasure. He laughed heartily. "Brother He, I've been waiting for you to talk to me about this."

Sun Renli was only thirty-one this year, but he was three or four years older than He Sui and the others, so he didn't feel it was inappropriate to speak in the tone of an elder brother. He Sui dared not underestimate Sun Renli. When Wang Youhong was a Qing official, he hated revolutionaries with a passion. In Wang Youhong's eyes, students like He Sui were revolutionaries whose heads should be chopped off and hung on the Nanjing city gates. But this Sun Renli was a genuine graduate of a Japanese Army Academy. And Wang Youhong trusted him implicitly. It could be said that Sun Renli was absolutely Wang Youhong's confidant.

He Sui was very surprised that Sun Renli spoke so directly. "Director Sun, you must know that we really want to reduce this tax."

"Haha," Sun Renli couldn't help laughing at He Sui's words. "Brother He, if you supported a tax increase, I would find it strange. It's only right that you want to reduce taxes."

"Brother Sun, as the Director of the Tax Police, if you say you want to collect less tax, I won't believe it either," He Sui replied.

"Reducing taxes doesn't equal collecting less tax." Sun Renli stopped smiling. "That depends on whose hands the tax actually ends up in. If it doesn't end up in my hands, then no matter how much tax you pay, I don't feel it's of any use."

This remark was extremely interesting. He Sui didn't want to misunderstand it like he had with Yu Chen. After thinking for a while, he said, "Director Sun, does Governor Wang intend to rectify the tax collectors within the tax system?"

"Brother He is indeed smart." Sun Renli nodded with satisfaction.

He Sui dared not respond; he wasn't really a government man. The reason the main cadres of the Citizens Party could unite wasn't just because their families had significant investments in the silk industry, nor just because these young men were all returned students. As the saying goes, 'downy lips make for thoughtless slips'—for a group of young men under thirty to come out, there must be family support behind them. The major families of the Citizens Party all had one characteristic: although they hadn't let family members join the Revolutionary Party, they had all given money to support the Tongmenghui or the Restoration Society. If not for this background, how could the clan patriarchs let their own children work with children from other families?

These gentry families also had a fairly deep understanding of Jiangsu officialdom, at least before Wang Youhong took power in Jiangsu. The so-called 'officials and clerks'—'officials' naturally referred to the appointed officials, while 'clerks' included a large group of deeply entrench forces in the local areas, including tax collectors. Compared to this localized force, the officials sent by the court were actually outsiders. Wang Youhong rose through military merit. A few years ago, because the revolutionaries had infiltrated the New Army deeply, Duan Fang, then Viceroy of Liangjiang, could only rely on a group of Green Standard Army troops controlled by Wang Youhong to maintain order. Since the government had no money, and Wang Youhong's subordinates couldn't live on air, this unit took over Nanjing's tax collection. They transformed from pure Green Standard troops into "Tax Police." This also caused considerable conflict between Wang Youhong and the traditional tax collectors.

If He Sui didn't misunderstand, Sun Renli's words implied one thing: Wang Youhong, or at least Sun Renli, intended to thoroughly control the Jiangsu tax system and purge the old tax collectors.

Looking at the smiling Sun Renli, He Sui wanted to force a smile but couldn't. Jiangsu was wealthy and had a high proportion of owner-farmers. Big families controlled the local areas through clans and had immense influence at the grassroots level, including over tax collectors. Sun Renli spoke well about unifying tax collection, but the result of this unified tax collection would be a massive increase in Wang Youhong's ability to control the local areas.

Leaving aside how things would develop in the future, right now, the ones shouting for a change in tax collection were the Citizens Party. The ones demanding the establishment of a Silk Company were also the Citizens Party. He Sui was smart; he suddenly realized that while Wang Youhong seemed stubborn, he might not actually be so. Perhaps Wang Youhong had planned this long ago; his goal was to rectify the government's internal structure but suffered from a lack of excuse. The Citizens Party's tossing about gave Wang Youhong the best excuse. And while the old Jiangsu government system would certainly resent Wang Youhong, they would definitely also resent Assemblymen like He Sui.

Sun Renli didn't give He Sui time to ponder deeply. He laughed, "Brother He, the people down below just love to treat a chicken feather as a warrant arrow. If the top increases the tax by one wen, the bottom can collect ten wen from you. I've always felt that you brothers in the Citizens Party have responsibility and spirit. Since you've asked at my door today, I might as well tell you the truth. You can go ahead and form this Silk Company with peace of mind, and propose the resolution in the Assembly. This Jiangsu tax collection system ought to be changed too."

He Sui's mind was in chaos. Could Sun Renli's attitude represent Wang Youhong's will? If it could, it meant the Citizens Party's judgment of the situation was wrong from the root. This was a massive strategic error. No matter how exquisite the Citizens Party's tactics were, a mistake in strategy made them look like jumping clowns.

Barely composing himself, He Sui said, "Brother Sun, is Governor Wang just watching us toss about in the Assembly? If he had explained this to us earlier, wouldn't it have saved too much trouble?"

"If Governor Wang had said it earlier, I'm afraid you would have had wild thoughts. Moreover, the formation of the Silk Company can only be organized by you yourselves. If the government organized it, would you trust the government?" Sun Renli couldn't help laughing after he finished.

He Sui felt this laughter was particularly piercing; he had clearly been played. He gave a dry laugh but didn't know how to answer.

Sun Renli didn't mind these things. He continued to answer with a smile, "Brother He, knowing this now, I think you still might not believe Governor Wang genuinely wants to support your Silk Company. You might as well properly work out the articles of association. If you have ideas about tax collection, you might as well make a plan too. Then it will be easier for everyone to talk."

He Sui didn't know how he left Sun Renli. His mind was in chaos; the magnitude of the change in the situation was almost unacceptable. Until the Citizens Party cadre meeting, He Sui hadn't completely sorted this out.

Not just He Sui, but the main cadres of the Citizens Party were also greatly shocked after hearing what He Sui had to say. The feeling of being calculated against was truly terrible, especially since everyone had done so much useless work for this, even wanting to use the People's Party's power. Looking at it now, it was simply a humiliation.

Xie Siji was silent for a while before finally speaking. He asked Li Yaoguang, "What did the People's Party say about their bank in the end?"

Li Yaoguang didn't expect Xie Siji to bring this up. He was momentarily confused. After recalling for a good while, he answered, "The People's Party talked about the benefits of the bank, hoping our book transactions would be completed through their bank. For example, if we spend money to buy the People's Party's things, we give the money directly to the People's Party's bank in Nanjing, and we can take a check or something to pick up goods in the People's Party's territory. When they buy our things, they don't pay with real gold and silver either, but operate through bank accounts or something. Anyway, what they said was cloudy and misty; I didn't understand it too well either."

Listening to this, Xie Siji's brows had unknowingly knit together tightly. "Brother He, did Sun Renli mention banks?" Xie Siji asked.

He Sui was a graduate of a British law school after all. Hearing Xie Siji's words, he remembered that Sun Renli had indeed mentioned a few sentences. "Sun Renli indeed said a few words."

Hearing this clear answer, Xie Siji couldn't help but sigh. "Although I don't know exactly what charter Wang Youhong and the People's Party's bank have, we are a step too slow. Both sides are definitely going to do something with the banks."

"Uh?" Li Yaoguang was confused by this seemingly headless and tailless remark.
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He Sui had heard the phrase "repeated defeats," and he had also heard of Zeng Guofan's famous twist, "repeatedly fighting despite repeated defeats." However, when he actually encountered such a person, he felt not a shred of admiration or emotion.

After learning that the Citizens Party had been outmaneuvered, Xie Siji did not fly into a rage out of humiliation, nor did he become dispirited. Instead, he said to He Sui, "Brother He, you studied in England, so you must know something about banking. Both the People's Party and Wang Youhong have plans in this area, so we must also strive to catch up."

Hearing this, He Sui's first thought was whether Xie Siji had gone mad. They had given the People's Party three hundred taels of gold—a sum not too large but certainly not small—and it was essentially money thrown into the water. Yet, listening to Xie Siji, it seemed he had no intention of giving up. Even though the People's Party and Wang Youhong were far ahead, Xie Siji was actually preparing to catch up.

Xie Siji might have had the drive, but He Sui could not muster any spirit at all. He had studied banking knowledge, and precisely because he had studied it, he knew just how complex the banking industry was. Opening a few money houses in major cities to take deposits and issue loans wasn't anything rare in China. But to make banking big, or even just to maintain it, required too many things. Leaving aside everything else, just the question of what currency the bank would operate in was a huge problem in itself.

He Sui forced himself to say, "Brother Xie, banking involves too much; this isn't a business we can handle."

"If we can't handle the whole thing, we can at least handle a part of it," Xie Siji replied crisply.

He Sui continued to persuade him, "To do a part of it, we need to choose a partner."

"Then we'll send someone to talk to the People's Party, and here in Jiangsu, we'll continue to talk to Wang Youhong," Xie Siji remained full of energy.

He Sui closed his eyes to calm himself, then opened them and said, "But we've already been calculated against. Who knows how many more pits these people have dug ahead..."

"Since we've already been calculated against, we can't just let go now," Xie Siji's expression held an indescribable tenacity.

"We've only lost a bit of money now. If we keep crashing forward, I'm afraid something bad will happen," He Sui completely opposed Xie Siji's approach. Having suffered such a blow, all He Sui wanted now was to go home, bury his head in sleep without anyone disturbing him, and ignore whatever was happening outside. Facing Xie Siji's serious expression and sharp gaze, He Sui felt only a strong sense of revulsion. He had originally thought Xie Siji was capable, which was why he supported him. Judging from the current results, He Sui had to admit he had misjudged the man.

However, Xie Siji seemed not to notice He Sui's look of disgust or his sour expression. He continued, "Brother He, the reason we are doing this is not just for that little bit of money. If it were just for money, even without tax reform, it would just be a matter of earning a little more or a little less. We are doing this so that others won't continue to sit on our heads and tyrannize us. So many councilors and comrades in the Citizens Party all have this intention. We are citizens, we are councilors, we are not Wang Youhong's slaves."

He Sui felt absolutely no resonance with such inflammatory words. He forced out a response, "Brother Xie, my mind is in a mess right now. If there is anything else, let's talk about it in a few days."

"Alright, everyone is tired today. Let's gather again tomorrow," Xie Siji replied.

"I'm afraid tomorrow won't work. I think we should just wait until after the New Year to discuss this," He Sui replied disheartenedly.

"...Very well. We'll talk after the New Year," Xie Siji did not push him.

"Then I'll head back first," He Sui said and stood up. No one stopped him. He Sui walked out of the courtyard on heavy legs. It was cold outside. He Sui felt his confused brain clear up a bit, but the heavy burden on his heart only grew heavier.

Among the children of the He family, He Sui had the highest education and the most learning, yet he was also counted as the "most useless." After the family spent so much money sending him to study overseas, He Sui had not become a pillar of the He family upon his return. Like other clans, the He family had comprehensive plans for their children. Some to study and become officials, some to stay and guard the home, some to expand business in the cities—every child of the He family was expected to contribute. And He Sui was undoubtedly an "unqualified child" within the family.

After seeing the outside world, He Sui's feeling toward China could be summed up in one word: "backward." The railways connecting cities in England, the factory chimneys belching black smoke everywhere in the cities, and the giant steamships navigating between ports. When talking about England, He Sui could "combine theory with practice," but this was, after all, England's "theory and practice," which was completely inapplicable in China. The He family had cultivated He Sui to serve the family, not to raise a storyteller who could only describe "Western scenery."

Several industrial opportunities had been given to He Sui, but either he couldn't handle them or he felt they were beneath him. In short, none lasted long. He Sui's biological uncle was the clan leader, and the family had to give him some face, so they pushed He Sui into the position of councilor. Ideally, since He Sui had seen the world, being a councilor was something he should be able to handle. From another perspective, if He Sui messed up this assignment too, he would never have another chance in the He family.

Although He Sui had many shortcomings, he was not stupid. It was precisely because he could see through these things that he threw himself into the career of a councilor with a gamble-like mentality. He participated in the formation of the Citizens Party with great enthusiasm and effort, plotting the Silk Company with Xie Siji and others, attempting to change Jiangsu's tax system. He Sui firmly believed that if he could accomplish these things, the "trap" of being a councilor could become his best ladder for advancement.

Until he discovered he had been played by Wang Youhong, He Sui had firmly believed this.

The winter night wind was very cold, even in Jiangnan. The moisture-laden air felt bone-chillingly cold, reminding He Sui of London's winters. It was that same irresistible damp cold. He Sui felt a sense of utter despair. Regardless of what Xie Siji thought, He Sui had to first secure the family's interests, and it had to be hard currency. Because He Sui had boasted to the family that this Silk Company would definitely allow the He family to make a huge profit in the near future.

Once tax reform started, it would absolutely not be something that could be settled in a day or two. He Sui's boast had already popped. The closer he got to his own house, the more fearful He Sui felt. Suddenly, his legs went soft, and he stumbled. He felt a sharp pain in his ankle and nearly couldn't stand. Whether due to the pain or his mood, He Sui suddenly found his face covered in tears. He had only one thought in his mind: since returning from England more than four years ago, having spent over ten thousand taels of the family's silver, he had not added a single penny of income to the He family. How was he going to explain this to the clan?

"He Sui won't have any trouble, will he?" Just as He Sui was sobbing quietly in the darkness, Xie Siji broke the silence in the room.

No one answered. Even the young men remaining in the room wore grave expressions. Originally, everyone thought Wang Youhong would adopt a conservative strategy regarding taxes, so the Citizens Party could become the temporary leader in the assembly. But since Wang Youhong had made preparations long ago, the Citizens Party's plan would not work. Councilors were very practical people; in the face of interests, they would definitely defect to the strongest side.

Xie Siji looked around at his comrades and sneered, " The sky hasn't fallen. No matter how powerful Wang Youhong is, he can't truly intervene in the silk business. What is everyone afraid of? You all think this matter has been botched, but I think we've actually done quite well."

Li Yaoguang was puzzled by Xie Siji's confidence. "Brother Xie, how so? The Silk Company hasn't even taken shape yet. If those councilors know Wang Youhong is willing to reform the tax system, they will definitely listen to him. At that time..."

"So what if they listen to Wang Youhong? Who did the People's Party listen to? Aren't they flourishing all the same?" Xie Siji wore an expression of frustration at their lack of ambition. "Aren't the people dealing in raw silk still the locals? What does Wang Youhong have to do with the Silk Company?"

"If Wang Youhong intervenes in this matter, my family has made it clear: no matter what, the factories cannot be joint government-merchant operations," Li Yaoguang laid out the Li family's condition.

Several other cadres also chimed in, "Our families said the same. If Wang Youhong intervenes, the family will absolutely not agree."

The families of these cadres did not trust Wang Youhong, which was the reason they could band together. However, these families also would not agree to gamble with their family's fate. Offending Wang Youhong right now would yield no benefits at all.

Xie Siji replied, "You are afraid Wang Youhong will intervene, but Wang Youhong is probably afraid to intervene. We don't want chaos, but does Wang Youhong want chaos? How was Northern Jiangsu lost? Wasn't it because Northern Jiangsu fell into chaos due to the floods, and the People's Party immediately intervened? Now, if he drives the gentry of Southern Jiangsu to rebellion, how can Wang Youhong stay secure? It's a case of 'a hemp stalk hitting a wolf—both sides are afraid.' How does Wang Youhong hold all the advantages?"

Even though Xie Siji made sense, Li Yaoguang was not prepared to agree as usual. He threw caution to the wind and said, "Back then, we told everyone clearly that the taxes for this Silk Company would be at most 35%, and the family land wouldn't be taxed. Now that Wang Youhong is prepared, do you think this can still be honored, Brother Xie?"

What Li Yaoguang mentioned was the demand of the Citizens Party's supporters. After seeing the 30% tax rate in the People's Party base areas, these councilors' tolerance for the heavy taxes they bore had reached its limit. Everyone wanted to demand tax cuts, but no one was willing to take the lead. Xie Siji had seized this opportunity to gain the support of a considerable number of people.

"Brother Xie, everyone is eagerly waiting for the result. We once thought Wang Youhong would stick to the old tax system, and as long as we took the lead and made a fuss in the assembly, Wang Youhong would definitely not dare to move against all the councilors in Jiangsu. Now that the situation has turned out like this, what do we do?"

Xie Siji looked at Li Yaoguang with a strange expression and asked, "What exactly are you worried about?"

"I'm worried Wang Youhong will kill the chicken to scare the monkey using our families," Li Yaoguang finally spoke his mind. "He'll find an excuse to deal with our families, and then give the other councilors the 35% tax rate. Do you think those people would disagree? Then Wang Youhong can do whatever he wants in the assembly."

"Heh heh," Xie Siji sneered. "If Wang Youhong wanted to do that, he absolutely would not reform the tax system. And everyone has seen how the People's Party manages sericulture. Even if Wang Youhong subdues the other councilors, can he operate the Silk Company? If no one takes the lead, the entire silk industry in Jiangsu will be finished. The People's Party only signed a three-year sales contract with Jiangsu—haven't you all figured out why?"

"Why?" Li Yaoguang asked subconsciously.

"I think the People's Party believes we won't last three years." Xie Siji sneered again, but due to some inexplicable emotional fluctuation, his sneer suddenly turned into loud laughter, and he laughed for a long time.

Actually, Xie Siji wanted to stop laughing, but the thought that this group of councilors and the families behind them couldn't read the situation at all, couldn't figure out the key to the current deadlock, filled him with despair. Thinking of their stupidity—as if they were completely unaware that the total bankruptcy of Jiangsu's silk industry was right before their eyes—this despair unexpectedly fueled Xie Siji's laughter. He continued to laugh loudly, his voice rising and falling, as if he were possessed.
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In the darkness, He Sui returned home with extreme reluctance. As soon as he entered the main room, he saw the person he least wanted to see. The current head of the He clan, He Sui's eldest uncle, He Junhong, was sitting inside. He Sui's father, He Junru, was sitting beside him.

"Uncle," He Sui stepped forward and paid his respects.

Gesturing for He Sui to sit, He Junhong asked straightforwardly, "Is there any progress on the Silk Company matter recently?"

Although he knew this day would come, He Sui hadn't expected to be forced to account to the clan patriarch so soon. Making up lies was pointless; He Sui knew the shrewdness of his uncle and father, so he simply recounted the events.

He Junhong and He Junru didn't interrupt He Sui. The two occasionally exchanged glances or frowned slightly. From beginning to end, He Sui was the only one speaking in the room. After explaining how the Citizens Party thought they could seize the initiative but were ambushed by Wang Youhong, He Sui said with a flushed face, "Uncle, we miscalculated this time."

He Junru didn't react to He Sui's words. He thought for a while and said, "You go out first; I have something to discuss with your father."

Whether it was being scolded or reprimanded, He Sui was mentally prepared. He never expected the result would be being kicked out directly. Disheartened and dejected, He Sui went out. Back in his room, he was restless. He reflected on these events, feeling that he had done his best, yet it seemed every link and every step was insufficient. Thoughts churned in his mind, but he couldn't find the key. He Sui felt as uncomfortable as if he were in a furnace.

After an unknown amount of time, the sound of a door opening came from outside. He Sui heard his uncle and father walk out of the main hall to the gate, say something in low voices, and then his uncle left. Without waiting for his father to come find him, He Sui stepped out the door.

He Junru was startled by He Sui's figure. He asked strangely, "It's so late, why aren't you asleep yet?"

"Dad, I can't sleep." He Sui had a thousand words in his heart, but only choked out this one sentence.

He Junru suddenly laughed, "Let's go to your room to talk."

As soon as they sat down, He Sui spoke first, "Dad, I didn't accomplish this matter. I... I failed you."

"What do you mean by 'didn't accomplish'?" He Junru yawned as he spoke.

"I said there would be results before the New Year, and this matter would definitely increase the family's income significantly."

He Junru chuckled helplessly, "I say, Ah Sui, did you think your uncle and I believed what you said back then?"

Hearing this, He Sui felt cold all over. If He Junru had pointed at him and cursed, or even beaten him soundly, He Sui wouldn't have felt this bad. If no one believes a person's words, it's equivalent to being sentenced to death.

"Ah Sui, when it comes to judging people, your uncle is more accurate than I am. I think you have high standards but low ability; you feel your talents are wasted no matter what you do. Your grandfather became a Daotai back in the day, but your uncle and I started by following your second grandfather, running businesses and keeping books, building it up bit by bit. Speaking of which, our family's foundation was built by your second grandfather staying in the countryside. Your great-grandfather handed this family business to your second grandfather, and we didn't realize your great-grandfather made the right choice until we took over from your second grandfather. Thinking back now, we truly feel your great-grandfather had vision."

The history of the He family business wasn't easy. Originally, the He family wasn't a major household. During the Taiping Rebellion, Jiangsu was decimated, with nine out of ten houses empty. The He family took that opportunity to rise. He Sui wasn't too clear on this history.

Of course, He Junru didn't intend to recount the family history in detail. He continued, "You have that bit of cleverness, feeling your talent is wasted on anything you do. I originally had no solution. But your uncle thought you could be this assemblyman. So I listened to his arrangement."

He Sui didn't know what his father He Junru meant. He said somewhat timidly, "Dad, I wanted to open a path for our family business. If we can handle the raw silk well now, we will definitely make a big profit."

"Right. Your uncle said that you have seen the world after all, and a person like you has great ambition. We came from doing practical work, so we really don't have your vision in these matters. Looking at it now, you're doing quite well."

"...In what way is it 'quite well'?" He Sui couldn't understand what his father was referring to.

"Ah Sui, I know you want to get rich overnight. Put bluntly, you haven't seen money. You don't even frown when asking to spend a few hundred taels. But when it looks like there's a profit of hundreds of thousands or millions, you dare to think about it and dare to poke that hornet's nest. Why is it that when success is in sight, you panic?"

"Ah?" He Sui was confused by the lecture.

"Do you really think this bullshit assembly can deal with Wang Youhong?" He Junru asked.

"I think it can't now, but it will be able to later. After all, the MPs in the British Parliament have great power. The MPs in other powers' parliaments are also very formidable."

"Hehe!" He Junru sneered, "I originally thought you were just daydreaming, but your uncle thought what you said made sense. Now that Wang Youhong is preparing to use you, why are you daydreaming again?"

Wang Youhong is preparing to use me? He Sui hadn't completely ruled out this possibility. But he always felt this thought was a bit wishful. What He Sui wanted was the power for the assembly to control taxation, not for Wang Youhong to dominate alone as he did now. The current situation was far from this goal.

Looking at He Sui's conflicted expression, He Junru said, "Ah Sui, I'll just tell you straight. You are not material for making money. Don't expect to have any promise in making money. If you want to listen to your dad, then go see Wang Youhong tomorrow. Tell him you can organize this Silk Company, and you are willing to come forward to organize it. Then whatever Wang Youhong asks you to do, you might as well do it. Your uncle and I will make decisions regarding family matters; you don't need to worry so much."

He Sui was completely unprepared for these words. Tongue-tied and unsure what to say, he saw Shen Junru yawn again, "It's late, I'm going to sleep. What I just said isn't just my meaning, it's also your uncle's meaning. You should hurry and sleep too."

Sending his father Shen Junru out, although He Sui hadn't completely clarified what exactly his father's attitude was, he felt the pressure in his heart diminish instantly. He intended to lie on the bed to rest, but unknowingly fell asleep.

The next morning, while eating breakfast together, He Sui couldn't help but observe his father's expression carefully, but saw that Shen Junru's expression was no different from usual. He ate with the same focus as always, and after eating, He Junru got up as usual, looking like he was going to their family's factory.

roughly determining that his father was truly not angry, He Sui gradually regained his confidence. He quickly got up, packed his clothes, and then rushed to the Citizens Party headquarters.

Several other cadres had already arrived, and the young people sat together. Xie Siji said, "I prepare to speak clearly with Wang Youhong. Our Citizens Party will come forward to organize the Silk Company. Let Wang Youhong name a price."

Hearing this, He Sui couldn't help blinking several times in succession. Had Xie Siji discussed this with his uncle and father? This thought churned in He Sui's brain. How could what the two said be almost exactly the same?

Xie Siji only glanced at He Sui once before continuing, "We also know the situation of the People's Party, and Governor Wang is also very clear. Although the current situation isn't as difficult as it was more than a year ago, I'm afraid this situation won't last long."

Hearing this, He Sui couldn't help asking, "Brother Xie, will things really be so?"

Xie Siji said seriously, "I think things will definitely become like that in the future, and now is not the time to discuss this at all. We must make Wang Youhong believe that things will definitely be so in the future. Since our families are all in this raw silk business, and we are all international students—Brother He even returned from England—we are the most suitable candidates to deal with the foreign devils. If we want Jiangsu's silk business to survive, this Silk Company must be handed over to us to run."

This attitude of asking openly made He Sui feel extremely unaccustomed. He asked, "What if Wang Youhong doesn't believe it?"

"He will definitely believe it. If he doesn't believe it, he will be even more likely to hand this over to us." There was a bit of unhappiness in Xie Siji's voice, "Brother He, the situation is so chaotic now. Since Wang Youhong has already seen that the situation is wrong and wants to find a solution, he can only find us. Those subordinates of his might be able to lead troops to fight, though actually, they aren't good at fighting either. As for managing silk, they are even more incompetent. As long as we can explain the matter clearly at this time, Wang Youhong can only ask us to handle this matter."

"But Wang Youhong won't really hand over the great power to us." He Sui now wanted to prove his ability to his family the most, so he couldn't help but voice the matter he was most concerned about.

Xie Siji looked at He Sui, as if wanting to fully understand He Sui's thoughts. He Sui felt a bit guilty at heart and subconsciously bit his lip lightly. But he saw Xie Siji's expression quickly change from slightly doubtful to determined. Xie Siji said loudly, "Letting us do this thing is handing the power to us. We can naturally explain to him what power we want. Moreover, how long has Wang Youhong held this Jiangsu Governorship? We voted for him as MPs so he could hold the title of Jiangsu Governor. Brother He, why do you take this too seriously? Whether this Silk Company can be operated well is the key. If we still can't get Jiangsu's silk industry up and running after we organize the Silk Company, then we really have no hope left!"

The other cadres nodded slightly upon hearing this. Xie Siji moved his gaze away from He Sui, "Brothers of various families, fellow MPs, are we fighting for this power? Yes, we are fighting for this power. But we are fighting for this power to handle the silk industry matters well. It is not for anything else. As long as we are not wrong on this point, Wang Youhong will definitely be able to believe us."

Having finished saying this, Xie Siji scanned the other few people, "If everyone has nothing else to say, let's discuss this charter properly."
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# Chapter 164 Labor and Equality (1)

With the Spring Festival approaching, the People's Party leadership cadres were all prepared to go down to the grassroots level to offer condolences, which had become a custom in the base areas. In the New China that Chen Ke grew up in, this was a perfectly normal occurrence. The more significant the holiday, the more important it was for leaders to go to the workers on the front lines to deliver warmth. Although there was a lot of formalism involved, Chen Ke believed this was a form of formalism that needed to be maintained.

Moreover, there was indeed a substantive need for "delivering warmth" recently. After the large-scale conscription began in the base areas, a mandatory rule of cross-region enlistment was adopted. For example, soldiers from Anhui could not serve in Anhui but were dispersed to the other three provinces of the base area. The same applied to the other three provinces. Chen Ke couldn't run around to the other three base areas, so since he was in Huaihai Province, he went to the garrison in Xuzhou to offer his condolences.

Although there were still three days until the Spring Festival, Xuzhou city was very quiet. He Ying was helping Chen Ke tidy up his military uniform, and Chen Ke's daughter, Chen Qianru, was also holding a brand-new brown feather duster, helping her old dad brush his clothes. In fact, the little one didn't know how to use this thing at all. She was just imitating her mother, holding the duster with both hands and rubbing it vigorously against her dad's trousers as if she were scraping putty.

Chen Ke let his daughter play. He Ying pointed at the seam of Chen Ke's trousers and said, "Darling, use the brush to brush down along this seam from top to bottom."

"Okay," Chen Qianru answered in a tender, childish voice. Then, with the unique mixture of excitement and focus that children have, she began to wave the brown brush.

He Ying had once scolded the little one for messing around, but was privately "counseled" by Chen Ke. Chen Ke's attitude was clear: "You can tell her specifically how to do it, but you can't scold her. Our daughter is also trying to learn to work."

He Ying reserved her opinion on Chen Ke's attitude but didn't argue with him. She still admired Chen Ke's knowledge. Since Chen Ke always kept this family in his heart—doing housework and taking care of the child every time he came home, and caring deeply about He Ying's life—although his methods were sometimes a bit "embarrassing." For example, the specialized cotton pads Chen Ke made for He Ying's monthly affair, and the many unheard-of private issues regarding female intimate hygiene he explained to her.

He Ying was truly ashamed and annoyed at the time. A grown man, a hero in such a high position with heavy troops in hand, why was he studying women's issues when he had nothing else to do? This was no longer just a simple matter of being a hooligan; it was something inexplicable.

Chen Ke's answer was simple. "After you dissect a human, you can see that the body's organizational structure is just like that. It has nothing to do with being shy or not. As materialists, you have to admit that this is a factual existence. It is a science. We want to learn science and speak science, with the aim of making our lives more comfortable and convenient."

Although the sanitary pads were indeed convenient and considerate to use, He Ying still couldn't accept Chen Ke's "scope of knowledge." After a spousal quarrel, Chen Ke took He Ying on a tour of the medical school's specimen room without a second word. That time, He Ying was terrified. Chen Ke acted as if nothing was wrong, lecturing extensively on human tissue structures and the functions of each structure in front of specimens and images. This "scientific" attitude made He Ying no longer think Chen Ke was a big pervert; for a long time, it made her feel that Chen Ke was a cold-blooded monster who killed without blinking.

It wasn't until He Ying discovered that during the time she temporarily stopped working to have the child, sanitary pads had been popularized among the female cadres within the base area, and they had accepted a lot of physiological education, that she let the matter go. At least it was her husband Chen Ke who explained these things to her. According to the experiences recounted by several female cadres He Ying was familiar with, when the vast number of female cadres visited the specimen room, it was cold female military doctors wearing white masks who were responsible for explaining this physiological and hygiene knowledge.

"So you won't be coming back for the New Year," He Ying said after finishing tidying Chen Ke's clothes.

"I can't help it. I'll come back after the New Year," Chen Ke replied.

"But as soon as spring starts, you have to go out again." Although He Ying was always proud of her husband's status, she had known since childhood that it was indeed not easy for men who did great things to care for their families. She originally thought she could accept these things, but when she actually encountered them, she realized that often the pain in her heart was not reduced in the slightest by her understanding. If it was just to gain this so-called pride, the price of not being able to be together was a bit too high.

Chen Ke bent down and said to his daughter, "Darling, Daddy has to go out now. You have to stop for a moment."

"Okay," Chen Qianru answered with a milky smile.

"Darling, go into the room and finish your New Year's drawing first. Daddy and Mommy will hang your drawing on the wall in a while," Chen Ke smiled.

"Okay!" Hearing that her drawing could be hung on the wall, Chen Qianru responded and ran off to draw in a flash.

Chen Ke straightened up and adjusted his military cap, then said to He Ying, "Our girl will be almost ready for kindergarten after the New Year. I've sent people to look into it, and the atmosphere among the teachers in the kindergarten right now isn't quite right. We are rectifying it. When the time comes, our family must definitely take the lead in obeying the new atmosphere."

"What's wrong with the atmosphere in the kindergarten?" He Ying was very puzzled.

"Teachers think about whose child is whose, and that's wrong. People are all equal. Since we are in a new society, the education this child receives from a young age must also be equal. So in the kindergarten, teachers must focus on the children. There are only children, not 'so-and-so's child'." Chen Ke was quite unhappy when bringing this up.

"Why does our child have to be the same as everyone else's?" He Ying was somewhat unhappy.

"Privilege is a harmful thing. 'Pride brings loss, humility brings gain' has been said for thousands of years. If the teacher treats our daughter differently, and I feel that I have face, aren't we just a pair of bastards? Besides, what does my so-called status have to do with our daughter? Thousands of years ago, Confucius knew to earnestly admonish that 'a gentleman is not a vessel.' If a person solidifies themselves into a certain kind of existence and cannot adjust themselves according to the needs of society, that is already very bad. If she considers herself some kind of noble princess, I think that is harming our daughter. In the *Book of Changes*, the six lines of the Qian hexagram are either auspicious or beneficial. The ancestors taught us earnestly, and we must listen," Chen Ke said.

There were some things Chen Ke couldn't tell He Ying, specifically some records he had read. Years ago, after the Gang of Four was brought down, some guards, out of a "sense of justice," forced Jiang Qing's grandson to shout "Down with Jiang Qing." This kind of atrocity was something Chen Ke couldn't accept even when he was a major asshole back then. He could understand the pleasure derived from jealousy and from abusing the so-called "superiors." But Chen Ke himself absolutely could not accept it, and resolutely opposed this attitude and action.

Chen Ke always insisted on thoroughly defeating enemies. But for Chen Ke, this was a political issue, a public matter. In terms of private morality, Chen Ke absolutely did not accept the corruption of personal morality. I defeat you because we are enemies. However, even the victor has no right to insult the loser. In terms of political thought, Chen Ke fully inherited Chairman Mao's thinking, even if he knew his own ideas were perhaps too idealistic. Chen Ke also hoped that the people could become the ruling class. And Chen Ke firmly believed that the existence of a ruling class itself overcame many negative factors in human nature through education. This was not because the ruling class was naturally excellent, but because the ruling class first had to be masters of themselves and be able to control themselves.

Confucius once sighed, "Did the one who invented burial figures have no posterity?" Since Chen Ke persisted in the socialist people's revolution and had seen the evil consequences of the revolution not being thorough and failing to push the people's realm to that of the ruling class, Chen Ke believed he had to try his best to push the revolution to a higher level.

"It's not a son, it's a daughter. What's wrong with the teacher taking care of her a bit?" He Ying still couldn't accept Chen Ke's attitude.

"Now that men and women are equal, if our daughter wants to be a soldier later, it might not work. The army, specifically combat troops, naturally won't truly open up to women. But she can become an expert in other industries. For women to achieve equality in social status, they must first achieve equality in property rights. And equality in property rights is built on equality in labor opportunities. Women being able to support themselves without relying on men—this is true dignity, this is true equality. I hope our daughter can live with dignity in such an equal New China. That is why I rose up to make a revolution." As Chen Ke spoke, his voice couldn't help but get louder, though he kept it to a basic low volume out of consideration for his daughter in the inner room.

He Ying didn't want to argue with Chen Ke about this. Recently, the base area had started discussing the issue of "everyone is equal." He Ying knew that Chen Ke had spent a huge amount of effort on this matter. Regardless, whoever opposed Chen Ke, He Ying could not oppose him. She said patiently, "I know. If you want me to do something, just tell me when you come back."

Chen Ke also felt that discussing such political issues at home was really damaging to the relationship. He hugged He Ying and whispered in her ear, "I'm sorry, I've been very anxious recently and brought work emotions home. You are generous, don't take it to heart."

He Ying chuckled. Once Chen Ke softened, she didn't care what he had said. After all, Chen Ke was not only the supreme leader of the base area but also the head of the household. And as long as it didn't involve some principled things, He Ying had a lot of say. She wasn't blind; she could see that Chen Ke actually didn't agree with many of He Ying's handling of family affairs, but Chen Ke clumsily concealed his opposition. In words and to a certain extent in actions, he went against his original intentions and accepted He Ying's arrangements. Even if there were only these gestures, in areas where Chen Ke was in a clearly dominant position, He Ying was willing to support his attitude.

For example, regarding He Ying's five thousand taels of private money, Chen Ke never mentioned a word other than suggesting she deposit it in the bank. He Ying knew very well that this money was given to her father, He Ruming, by Yuan Shikai, and He Ruming took this money to give to He Ying as private money. But it was absolutely not Yuan Shikai expressing any goodwill towards He Ying. in Yuan Shikai's eyes, He Ying was nothing. Only when she was with Chen Ke did He Ying have the value for Yuan Shikai to express goodwill.

Chen Qianru's drawing was very cute, and could only be described as cute. Sun, grass, with Chen Qianru in the middle of Mom and Dad. She had drawn on the wall several times, and using colored crayons made Chen Qianru feel extremely excited. She had been drawing for several days and, under her parents' urging, finally finished it before Chen Ke went out.

Chen Ke pinned the drawing high on the wall with thumbtacks. Chen Qianru was quite satisfied with this. Although Daddy often went out, Chen Qianru really didn't want him to go. However, Chen Ke promised to take her to see the lantern festival after he came back, so she finally stood obediently beside her mother and waved goodbye to her father.

The first stop of the condolence visit was the Xuzhou Yunlong Lake construction site. Since the war ended last year, this project had started after the autumn harvest. At the Huaihai Provincial Committee meeting, Shang Yuan, Secretary of the Huaihai Provincial Committee, was responsible for ideological mobilization. The military aspect was naturally: "Water conservancy projects serve the contemporary era and benefit future generations. The people's soldiers are here to serve the people. We are working for the people in Xuzhou, building water conservancy for the people of Xuzhou. In the comrades' hometowns, comrades from other units are also working for their relatives in their hometowns, building water conservancy for the relatives of the comrades."

In terms of civil administration, Shang Yuan's attitude was more practical. "The so-called establishing prestige means making the people believe that we have the ability to do things. Excavating Yunlong Lake this time is first of all to benefit the people of Xuzhou. Once the rainy season comes in spring and summer, Xuzhou will never be flooded again. This is a tangible achievement. Moreover, if we say we can take root in Xuzhou, relying solely on military stationing is useless. If the people haven't eaten our grain or taken our money, will they believe we have the ability to take root here? Relying solely on the army, it is difficult for us to complete this project. We must have the participation of the masses."

The discussion went on for a while, but many cadres knew that excavating Yunlong Lake was Chen Ke's idea. Although everyone was a bit worried about the extent to which this project could be implemented, no one was willing to oppose Chen Ke. In the end, the plan was passed.

However, when the plan started, something surprised the comrades.

In the Battle of Qingdao, the People's Party captured many Germans. Including a group of engineers involved in Qingdao's urban construction. The People's Party made full use of them. The Germans were rigorous in their style and had far more experience in urban construction than the People's Party. Moreover, Europeans might fight to the death before deciding to surrender, but after being captured, they were very cooperative. The People's Party offered a certain price, an urban design fee of 200,000 taels. This group of engineers threw themselves into the work with a try-and-see attitude.

Different from what the base area imagined, what the German engineers designed first was not the city, but the water supply system. After the fall of the Roman Empire, Europeans had been sloppy for over a thousand years. A British King's mother-in-law once sat on the toilet eating and defecating at the same time, and Queen Elizabeth I of England, who took a bath once a month, was actually considered a person with a fetish for cleanliness. The German Junker bumpkins were even sloppier. German beer became famous because at that time, beer underwent processes like heating, which acted as sterilization. If one drank beer as a beverage, the incidence of infectious diseases could be reduced. So a certain Prussian King required the public not to drink water but to drink beer, and designed various standards for beer.

The French were the cultural and fashion center of Europe, and the urban sewer system they built became a model for Europe. After the French scientist Pasteur discovered the cause of infectious diseases, Europeans attached great importance to this aspect. In this period, China, which originally attached great importance to sewer systems, had retrogressed significantly in urban construction due to the Qing Dynasty's control.

The Germans were rigid and put a lot of thought into urban design. Plus, as captives, they had the self-awareness of captives. The Germans were extremely supportive of excavating Yunlong Lake. The first place Chen Ke went to inspect was the labor camp made up of German prisoners.

The entire labor camp had less than five hundred people, with officers and soldiers mixed together. Chen Ke knew the nature of Europeans; they felt there was a class difference between officers and soldiers, and even as prisoners, they shouldn't live together. Let alone work together. Historically, during the Korean War, the Volunteers captured prisoners from over a dozen countries in the UN forces, and this stinking temper of officers among European prisoners was quite obvious. One of the basic political propositions of the People's Party was equality, so naturally, they couldn't indulge the Germans in doing this.

Several senior officers, led by Navy Captain Hänel, had staged a hunger strike for a while. The People's Party didn't force them. Anyway, the German POWs cooked for themselves. The 500 prisoners set rules and took turns cooking. Anyone who ate had to bring their own bowl and line up to get food. The Captain insisted on being served by others, which was impossible. Unless he wanted to starve himself to death, he could eat as long as he went out to get food according to the rules at mealtime.

According to intelligence, after three days of fasting, the Captain finally surrendered to his stomach. With a wooden expression, he sat in the same cafeteria as the ordinary soldiers to eat, and even learned to wash his own bowl. Anyway, everyone had their own bowl. If you didn't wash it yourself, the person in charge of cooking that day wasn't allowed to serve rice into the bowl. Later on, the Captain was even willing to do cooking work. At first, he stood by and watched, but the German officer's sense of honor made him do some work later.

Xuzhou city was quiet because the manpower of the entire city was concentrated here at Yunlong Lake. The "salary" offered by the People's Party was very attractive. Moving ten jin of earth earned two liang of rice. The transport distance wasn't far; a strong young man could earn seven or eight jin of rice a day without any problem. Even the elderly could earn more than two jin of rice a day. With 50,000 troops and 70,000 to 80,000 civilians, the labor site of over 100,000 people stretched for over ten li. Red flags were fluttering everywhere, and crowds of people were working hard everywhere. Just seeing this scene made one unable to resist the impulse to join in with boiling blood.

Before reaching the construction site of the German POW labor camp, Chen Ke saw a German wearing grey work clothes that were slightly different, with an Ensign rank badge pinned to his shoulder, directing a group of soldiers to move a pump.

The beautiful Yunlong Lake of the 21st century was still a big swamp before construction started. To dig a lake here, the first step was to drain the water. When digging a pit, if you just dig out earth and move it away, it is extremely simple. But if you dig out mud and water, and move in a swamp, it is a nightmare. As the pit gets deeper, it gets closer to the groundwater. When you first start digging, the surface looks like earth, but the deeper you go, the wetter and softer the mud becomes. The People's Party had encountered this problem during the resumption of production after the Anhui floods in 1906. At that time, the People's Party had to rely on traditional water wheels and carrying buckets on shoulders to barely solve the problem.

With rubber imports, the needs of the People's Party's large number of mines, the efforts of the Commission of Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense, plus imports and imitation from abroad, the base area could now manufacture its own water pumps. To drain the water, the troops first dug a drainage ditch, drilled pumping wells at the same time, and began comprehensive pumping. This efficiency was much higher than in Anhui a few years ago. In order to transport the mud away more conveniently, simple wooden frames were even laid on the construction site, with rails mounted on top. Anyway, the railways in Xuzhou also needed repair, so accumulating experience now wasn't a bad thing.

These devices greatly improved the progress of the project, but they also created many new problems. For example, Ensign Maxim, whom Chen Ke saw, was very proficient in maintaining water pumps. The thirty-something pumps on the site had to deal with not just water, but muddy water and small debris mixed in, so the failure rate was quite high. This Ensign was originally responsible for surveying and his performance was just average. But when he tried applying to repair the water pumps that gave the engineering personnel headaches, he displayed his specialty. Failures still happened, but the repair speed was much higher. For this, the Ensign even received a special allowance.

The food in the German POW camp was divided into two parts. One part was the standard ration, which they got whether they worked or not. If the POWs participated in labor, they could earn an extra sum. They could keep the money earned, or buy extra food or consumer goods. this applied to all German officers and soldiers in the POW camp. For example, Ensign Maxim liked to drink, and his meals even included mulberry wine he bought with his own money.

When the commander who was with Ensign Maxim saw Chen Ke, a smile immediately appeared on his face, which had grey marks left after the muddy water dried. He rushed over in three steps, and before the guard could stop him from getting closer, the commander stood at attention and saluted Chen Ke. "Zhao Youcai, Battalion Commander of the 5th Regiment Engineering Battalion, reporting."

Zhao Youcai was a veteran soldier, and Chen Ke had an impression of him. While returning the salute, Chen Ke smiled and said, "It looks like you guys picked up a treasure. I heard that German is quite capable."

"Yes. I'm learning from him," Zhao Youcai showed a mouthful of white teeth when he smiled, although his face was dirty.

"How is the learning going?" Chen Ke asked with satisfaction.

"We were just forcing it before. This German pays close attention to drilling pumping wells and pays attention to water quality. If there are fewer things mixed in the water, the water pump naturally won't have problems easily. But this delays things a bit in terms of time," Zhao Youcai answered fluently.

"You choose according to the situation yourselves. Go ahead," Chen Ke replied. Zhao Youcai saluted and ran towards the construction site.
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Yunlong Lake in Xuzhou, originally named Stone Dog Lake, is surrounded by mountains on its east, west, and south sides, with the city proper to its north. Every rainy season, floodwaters from a 60-square-kilometer upstream catchment area pour into it, posing a serious threat to the city. It isn't just the flood threat; as a swamp, it overflows with sewage during heavy rains. Big rains mean big floods, small rains mean small floods—filthy, stinking, and nauseating. Bacteria breed rampantly in the swamp, making it a serious health hazard as well.

The base area intended to build Xuzhou into a heavy industry center. Building on such a foundation would be a bit too miserable. When the People's Republic was founded, the country lacked comprehensive urban design and planning, so "adapting to local conditions" left many problems for later urban redevelopment. While Chen Ke disliked forced demolitions, he also disliked "nail households" (stubborn holdouts). In this era, land was cheap. With better planning now, the future government could save countless demolition costs and avoid endless trouble.

The temporary circular railway had over a dozen cars divided into four groups, each equipped with a steam locomotive head—barely qualifying as a small train. Regrettably, even with steam power, these contraptions couldn't run entirely on their own. Every time they started, a bunch of people had to help push the "train." Only with auxiliary power could the "train" be effectively set in motion.

This situation, which Chen Ke found "too tragic to look at," actually ignited great enthusiasm among the participating soldiers and civilians. whenever the "train" was about to start, without anyone calling for help, a crowd would immediately rush over to push. According to Chen Ke's observation, some laborers even waited specifically for this, scrambling to participate in this "activity."

The comrades inspecting the site with Chen Ke were all seasoned workers. The "joining in the fun" mentality of these train-pushers made the comrades look a bit embarrassed. Everyone knew Chen Ke wasn't some high-and-mighty leader; he could see exactly what was happening at a glance. Everyone's eyes fell on Gu Lu, the Engineering Liaison Staff Officer following Chen Ke.

Gu Lu spoke as if nothing was amiss. "Chairman Chen, we aren't too keen on managing this right now. Everyone has never seen a train and wants to join in the fun. I've pushed it several times myself."

"Haha." Chen Ke laughed. "Comrade Gu Lu, your understanding is very correct. Do you pay them for pushing the train?"

"Under these circumstances, we can't pay. The troops get their allowance, and the earth-movers are paid by workload. Our troop comrades definitely don't get paid for pushing. As long as there are no accidents, let those who want to join in the fun do so," Gu Lu replied calmly.

"As the liaison staff officer, how do you view this project?" Chen Ke clearly didn't intend to let Gu Lu off easily.

"This project is different from previous ones," Gu Lu answered seriously, walking side by side with Chen Ke without any evasion. "The project design document states clearly: maximize transport capacity using mechanical equipment. The key now is for the transport machinery to operate normally, while ensuring the speed of excavation, unloading, and dam construction."

This was content from a junior high political science textbook: with stable transmission, strengthening input and output management can effectively improve efficiency. Observing the Yunlong Lake construction site, one could clearly see this. The makeshift circular track and the small "trains" running back and forth formed a loop from digging to drying the earth to building the dam. All labor revolved around this transport line.

"Minimizing the round-trip distance for each laborer can most effectively improve efficiency," Engineering Liaison Staff Officer Gu Lu answered earnestly.

Chen Ke liked Gu Lu's attitude, but this wasn't the reason for Gu Lu's promotion. Long before Gu Lu came to the construction site as this liaison officer, his path to "rapid advancement" had already shown a general trend.

Chen Ke had carefully reviewed Gu Lu's file. He was born in a mountain village in Henan, the third of ten siblings. Apart from one who died young, the rest were healthy and lively enough to reach adulthood. As tenant farmers who were among the few in the area to own a small plot of self-tilled land, their family circumstances weren't too terrible. Thus, there was spare money for him to attend private school for two years. Besides recognizing a few hundred Chinese characters, he also learned a bit of abacus, which played a decisive role in his future life path.

With his elderly mother's serious illness, the family's fortunes began to decline. The high-interest "string money" borrowed from the landlord slowly rolled into a massive figure. The self-tilled land gradually transferred into the landlord's hands. The family rapidly fell to the bottom of society. Reading was no longer an option; he had to work as a long-term laborer for the landlord to repay the debt. Soon after, Gu Lu's second brother was beaten black and blue for secretly bringing the landlord's horse feed home for his younger siblings to eat, adding another patient to the family.

Coming from a hard background but having some education was certainly one reason Gu Lu was valued. However, changing one's destiny required relying on social changes. When Chen Ke opened up the Dabie Mountain base area, the local local tyrants and evil gentry naturally refused to sit and wait for death. As an existence from the downstream of history, Chen Ke had his own views. He believed that the Party had been too merciful in physically eliminating local tyrants and evil gentry back then, especially those old literati—even though Chen Ke tried his best to follow the Chairman's instruction that "human heads are not chives; they don't grow back after being cut." But in his heart, he felt it wouldn't be a pity at all to kill them all.

In the Dabie Mountain area, spontaneous land struggle movements existed even before the People's Party intervened. After the 1906 Anhui floods, the People's Party had already sent people to contact locals. Once the main force charged into the Dabie Mountains, the local land reform revolution immediately spread like dry wood on fire. Since there was a mass foundation, the People's Party struck extremely hard against those tyrants and gentry who dared to arm themselves against the people's revolution.

Landlords who ate people without spitting out the bones were executed by the People's Government, and the seized land was returned. Without a word, to defend his land and home, Gu Lu joined the Red Guards. Carrying a spear seemed quite majestic; singing "August Osmanthus Flowers Bloom Everywhere," he fought a few battles with the militia corps before immediately joining the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and being incorporated into the Anhui troops. Eighteen fellow villagers joined with him, including three of Gu Lu's brothers and five cousins.

At the time, it was common for clan members to serve together. These eighteen men were split in two, and the army appointed a squad leader. Gu Lu soon became the vice squad leader. When the Restoration Society attacked Nanjing, Gu Lu's unit, serving as the guard for the medical team, fought a fierce battle in the Nanjing mountains against nearly ten thousand of Wang Youhong's men. Although the unit voluntarily withdrew in the end, that battle wasn't regarded as a defeat.

"Where is the commander-in-chief of the project?" Chen Ke asked.

"At the headquarters."

"Take me to see him."

The engineering headquarters was located on Yunlong Mountain. Chai Qingguo, the general person in charge of the project, wasn't surprised to see Chen Ke arrive. He pulled out a blueprint and asked, "Chairman Chen, are you really planning to create a dozen or so urban parks, big and small?"

The organization had already informed Chai Qingguo that in the coming years, if there was no war, the army's main task would be large-scale infrastructure construction throughout Huaihai Province. In response to this change, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was even preparing to establish two new branches—the Engineering Corps and the Railway Corps—forming a military system structure of field army, engineering corps, railway corps, reserves, and militia.

Chai Qingguo naturally had no objection to expanding the military establishment. It was just that the army's main task not being fighting made him feel very unaccustomed. Building factories, opening mines, and constructing housing in Xuzhou—Chai Qingguo found these understandable. But building urban parks on a large scale in Xuzhou was something that left him scratching his head.

When Chen Ke visited Yunlong Lake in the 21st century, it was already a beautiful large park. In the 21st century, people had many complaints about poor urban design, and cities invariably began municipal construction. The whole of China turned into a giant construction site. Lacking a comprehensive plan, cities demolished to build and built to demolish—not only delaying matters but also providing a heap of opportunities for "vanity projects."

Having witnessed such a situation, Chen Ke naturally refused to repeat the same mistakes. He attached great importance to the urban planning of the base area. Laozi said in the *Tao Te Ching*: "Thirty spokes share one hub. Adapt the nothingness to the purpose of the carriage. Knead clay in order to make a vessel. Adapt the nothingness to the purpose of the vessel. Cut out doors and windows in order to make a room. Adapt the nothingness to the purpose of the room. Thus, what we have is the benefit; what we have not is the use." As for urban construction, one might as well leave some "nothingness"—empty space—for future development.

Clearly, Chai Qingguo did not agree with Chen Ke's proposition; he cared about the "being" that could exist right now. It couldn't be said that Chai Qingguo was wrong. Laozi also said, "Non-being is named the beginning of heaven and earth; being is named the mother of ten thousand things. Therefore, constantly without desire, there is the wonderful mystery; constantly with desire, there is the limit. These two spring from the same source but differ in name; this appears as darkness. Darkness within darkness. The gate to all mystery."

The "non-being" advocated by Chen Ke indeed needed to be supplemented by comrades like Chai Qingguo who pursued "being" to show its completeness. However, some comrades just couldn't figure out what was going on. In very organizational terms, they "couldn't position themselves correctly." For example, Director Zhang of the Engineering Planning Division began to "support Chairman Chen Ke's view," thinking that leaving empty space unused was correct. As for *how* it was correct, he actually didn't know; in the end, the central idea was simply that Chairman Chen Ke was right.

Both Chen Ke and Chai Qingguo's expressions changed slightly. However, neither had an outburst. Chen Ke glanced at Gu Lu, only to see that Gu Lu seemed to have absolutely no interest in these matters, focusing entirely on waiting for orders from Chen Ke and Chai Qingguo.

"Old Chai, how about letting Comrade Gu Lu show me around?" Chen Ke said.

"Can't let him go. He's in charge of engineering liaison. If communication gets cut off, he'll be the first one to answer for it," Chai Qingguo said somewhat grumpily.

A liaison staff officer was equivalent to a chief of staff in civil administration. The position seemed low in rank and ostensibly lacked real power, yet it was a very subtle position. First was the tediousness of the work; thousands of issues converged on the liaison staff officer. One slip-up could lead to misreporting or late reporting, which immediately became a responsibility issue. Wanting to avoid mistakes in this position was impossible.

However, this position allowed a cadre to fully understand the structure of the entire organization. Chai Qingguo seemed grumpy, but in reality, he both looked after and valued Gu Lu. He sent Gu Lu to welcome Chen Ke because Gu Lu was the liaison staff officer. Now, not letting Gu Lu take Chen Ke around for inspection was also because Gu Lu was the liaison staff officer.

"Then you have to assign someone to me," Chen Ke asked.

"How about letting Director Zhang take you around," Chai Qingguo gave Chen Ke the person he considered dispensable.
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# Chapter 166: Labor and Equality (Part 3)

"Our railway sleepers are sinking too severely. The soil is soft, and with the constant groundwater pumping, we often encounter issues with the tracks tilting."

"The transportation for the project, especially the supply of shoulder poles and bamboo baskets, is insufficient. Moreover, the shoulder poles aren't as good as wooden levers."

"There are many issues with the masses stealing engineering supplies, and we don't have enough manpower to guard the tools right now."

"Quite a few skeletons have been dug up from the marsh, and the masses are feeling afraid."

...

...

Section Chief Zhang of the Project Planning Department chattered on, listing various problems to Chen Ke. Chen Ke neither nodded nor responded. This kind of "petty bureaucrat" personality—meaning an attitude of lacking responsibility, where the first thought when encountering a problem is to shirk blame—felt quite familiar to Chen Ke. He himself used to be such a bastard. And Chen Ke firmly believed in a saying, seemingly by a psychologist: "When we truly gaze into ourselves, we will discover that all the filthy vices we loathe are actually traits we possess ourselves."

In any organization, doing more means making more mistakes. As long as there are guys like Section Chief Zhang, who seem to see the problems but refuse to lift a finger to solve them, an organization can never be harmonious. regardless of what personal quirks Chai Qingguo might have, he was essentially a comrade who dared to act and take responsibility. Chen Ke could completely understand his dissatisfaction with Section Chief Zhang.

Just as Chen Ke was pondering these issues of organizational construction, he heard Section Chief Zhang ask, "Chairman Chen, what do you think?"

Chen Ke almost blurted out, "I want to fire you." He had to reach up and rub his eyes to barely suppress the urge. At times like this, one shouldn't speak. If you encounter a vile person, the best method is to say nothing. Even if you don't speak, they can still fabricate plenty of things about you; but the moment you open your mouth, whatever you say will fall into their trap. Chen Ke didn't want to forcibly remove people like Section Chief Zhang. What organizational systems fear most is relying on subjective judgment. And the proportion of petty people like Section Chief Zhang is extremely high; one could say they are inexhaustible. If you kill one Section Chief Zhang, ten more will pop up. And they will be even more cunning, acting more covertly. For people like Section Chief Zhang, one can only rely on management to subdue them, relying on education to try and focus their attention on the labor itself.

Seeing Chen Ke remain silent, Section Chief Zhang also fell silent. Petty people have one advantage: at least before they have a clear objective, they know when to advance and when to retreat. Chen Ke also struggled to adjust his mindset; after all, Section Chief Zhang was a colleague working together with him. He had to rely on the power of the organization to constrain them, rather than using his status to forcibly strike them down.

Just then, Chen Ke heard Section Chief Zhang ask, "Chairman Chen, some people say the organization is planning to arrange for Comrade Gu Lu to be the Political Commissar of the Engineering Corps Academy?"

Hearing this, even with Chen Ke's effort to treat issues calmly, he couldn't help but stop in his tracks. Chen Ke could feel the muscles on his face stiffening with anger, a wave of suppressible fury rising in his chest.

*Hold it in, hold it in, don't be prejudiced!* Chen Ke repeated to himself in his heart. The People's Party's promotions required public notice, and the process of promoting Gu Lu this time indeed smacked heavily of "favoritism." Section Chief Zhang was a Party member; he had the right to discuss this issue. Even after admonishing himself like this, it still took Chen Ke more than half a minute to suppress the extreme displeasure in his heart.

"The issue of Comrade Gu Lu's assignment will certainly have to be discussed by the Party Committee. Why are the two of us talking about this here?" Chen Ke said to Section Chief Zhang with a smile. Chen Ke saw Section Chief Zhang's face look quite awkward, a mix of fear and unwillingness. Despite this, Section Chief Zhang still probed, "Chairman Chen, I have always firmly supported the establishment of the Engineering Corps. Having done logistics for so long, I believe that without forming a specialized unit, engineering efficiency simply won't go up. If the organization is going to form an Engineering Corps unit, I hope you can consider me."

Hearing this offer to volunteer, Chen Ke didn't say anything and just continued striding forward. Gu Lu was a candidate with strong backing recommendations. This young comrade, part of the first batch to come out of the Dabie Mountains, was only 21 years old this year. But his resume was already full of ups and downs.

Gu Lu had performed quite outstandingly in the Battle of Nanjing, fighting bravely on the front lines. With the military popularizing education, Gu Lu, who had no prior academic degree but recognized a few hundred characters and knew how to use an abacus, was quickly promoted to Company Cultural Instructor. In the academic exams within the army, he was one of the first batch of soldiers to receive a primary school diploma. This should have been a smooth future, yet it didn't turn out so smoothly. As a "key training target" registered by the organization, Gu Lu, because he obeyed discipline, accepted political training while in the post of Company Cultural Instructor. He was then arranged to be a Cultural Instructor and logistics officer in a newly formed platoon. He ended up doing this for two and a half years, transferred from this platoon to that platoon, and from that platoon to another new platoon. Comrades from his cohort had already risen to be regiment commanders by 1911, and Gu Lu's older brother had become a battalion commander. Yet Gu Lu remained merely a Platoon Cultural Instructor and logistics officer, famous throughout the army.

This wasn't because anyone was deliberately making things difficult for Gu Lu. Logistics personnel in the army and those managing finances in local civil administration were always the key targets of surveillance by the People's Party Internal Affairs Committee, and they were also the group with the highest rate of investigation and execution. No matter how much it was said at cadre meetings—"Don't reach out, if you reach out you will be caught"—people always found it hard to overcome that momentary impulse. The People's Party hadn't gone through the severe tests the Party in history had, so even with the supervision of Soldier Committees, people who liked to take petty advantages continued to appear one after another.

Gu Lu's luck seemed extremely bad; several of his superior quartermaster officers in a row had issues. As their subordinate, he naturally couldn't get promoted. However, this fate had a flavor of "a blessing in disguise."

The person who first strongly recommended Gu Lu to Chen Ke was not the military, but Qi Huishen, the behind-the-scenes boss of the People's Internal Affairs Committee. Chen Ke still remembered that letter from Qi Huishen: "Recently, while reviewing case files, we found Comrade Gu Lu's name appearing multiple times. After our investigation, Comrade Gu Lu himself has never had any issues. This is indeed a very rare case. Originally, I wanted to keep Comrade Gu Lu for myself, but seeing that you've been shouting about lacking capable hands for the Engineering Corps recently, I recommend him to you. From my conversation with Comrade Gu Lu, his character is excellent, and his performance at the grassroots level is outstanding. But facts have proven that overly rapid promotion often triggers tragedy. Therefore, I wish Chairman Chen can use Comrade Gu Lu well, letting him grow faster and healthier under your direct leadership."

In this world, it has always been easy to get a thousand soldiers but hard to find one general. Given the current status of the People's Party, anything scooped into the basket is a vegetable. Even if Gu Lu couldn't withstand temptation and degenerated later, that would be a matter for the future. For the present, naturally, one couldn't let a comrade like Gu Lu slip by. Unexpectedly, as soon as the transfer order went down, Zhang Yu, the Secretary of the Southern Anhui Committee, immediately pushed it back. "I also value Comrade Gu Lu very much and hope the organization will leave Comrade Gu Lu here."

Regardless of what Zhang Yu actually thought, he wasn't a military cadre after all. Following the organizational administrative route, Gu Lu was first promoted to Company Instructor, then transferred to the Preparatory Committee of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Xuzhou Engineering Corps Command Academy as a clerk. When Gu Lu arrived at the small courtyard where the Preparatory Committee was located, he didn't even unpack his luggage before he was dragged directly to the construction site to serve as an Engineering Liaison Staff Officer.

Organizational operations are like this: "If they say you can, you can; if they say you can't, you can't." Chen Ke hadn't finally determined the specific future use for Gu Lu, but he hadn't expected the masses' eyes to be sharp; someone had already clearly seen the organization's emphasis on Gu Lu. And they also clearly saw the inevitability of establishing the Engineering Corps Command Academy. Chen Ke knew clearly he should continue inspecting the construction site at this moment, but he felt there were some matters that had to be discussed with the Military Commission. On this matter, Chen Ke had indeed gone a bit overboard.

The Shandong Military Region Military Commission meeting was convened quickly. In fact, most members of the Military Commission, except for Pu Guanshui and others in Qingdao, were gathered in Xuzhou.

"Last time I mentioned adding two new branches, the Engineering Corps and the Railway Corps, to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. We haven't held a meeting to discuss this since then. This meeting will discuss this issue," Chen Ke said straight to the point. As Chen Ke expected, the comrades were not surprised. Everyone looked at Chen Ke silently, waiting for him to continue.

"I imagine some comrades have also heard that I am suspected of promoting the young comrade Gu Lu over others. I admit I have the intention of hoping this young comrade Gu Lu will take on important work. But the use of cadres must ultimately be discussed by the Party Committee. I hope to discuss this within the Military Commission before this matter becomes uncontrollable."

The cadres of the Shandong Military Region Military Commission looked at each other, but no one spoke. In the Party Central Committee and the Military Commission, Chen Ke held the highest power of personnel decision, meaning Chen Ke had the power to appoint and remove cadres. Up to now, no one felt there was anything wrong with this authority. At least no one was prepared to oppose Chen Ke's power in this regard.

Wu Xingchen was the Commander of the Shandong Military Region. While the comrades stayed silent, he couldn't. The rumors about Gu Lu hadn't reached Wu Xingchen yet, so he asked, "How is this Comrade Gu Lu's work ability? Who is his superior officer?"

Chai Qingguo answered, "Comrade Gu Lu is a Liaison Staff Officer under me. I have a very good impression of him. Aside from not having shouldered major responsibilities, he is a very outstanding comrade. In my view, with his current ability, if not for combat command, being a regiment commander would be no problem."

This statement was quite "implicit." Chen Ke didn't make a sound either, simply ordering someone to bring Gu Lu's file for the Military Commission cadres to pass around. Wu Xingchen was fine; at least he remained expressionless after reading it. Many other cadres, such as Pang Zi, frowned slightly.

Up to now, Gu Lu's highest position was Company Instructor. And everyone could see clearly that he had actually always been a Platoon Cultural Instructor, at most equivalent to a platoon leader. And now the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army already had the scale of a field army. Once the Engineering Corps and Railway Corps were established, they would be at least army-level branches. For such a small platoon leader to intervene in such a huge change could only be described as appalling.

"What is the difference between Engineering Corps and sappers?" Chen Tianhua asked. As the Director of the Political Department, he had the right to participate in the Military Commission meetings.

"Sappers are combat troops. The Engineering Corps are construction troops. When fighting, the combat troops go to the battlefield," Chai Qingguo provided the answer.

After understanding the difference between the two, Chen Tianhua stopped speaking. The meeting room fell into a strange silence.

Now that the systems of various departments of the People's Party were gradually being perfected, forming a new military branch was a major event. This wasn't just simply pulling out some people and opening a few new units. It was creating a brand new "fiefdom." The base area was developing so rapidly; the Engineering Corps might only have a few thousand people this year, but next year it might become a massive department of tens or even hundreds of thousands. To hold a position in such a newly established department meant an extremely rapid rise in rank. This was a big deal.

Wu Xingchen broke the silence again, "Chairman Chen, I want to ask, why do you look upon Comrade Gu Lu with such favor? Why do you want to give him such a big opportunity? Why do you believe this comrade can definitely do this job well?"

"Because Comrade Gu Lu has suffered grievances. And after suffering grievances, he never uttered a word of complaint," Chen Ke replied. The organization of the People's Internal Affairs Committee was the Party's sharp sword. According to historical records, the Soviet NKVD had at least three major internal purges, replacing even the gatekeepers several times. Although the People's Party's Internal Affairs Committee wasn't that severe, its internal investigations and work supervision inspections were extremely strict. More than 60% of former members couldn't stand this grievance and left the Internal Affairs Committee.

But this kind of grievance was necessary. Only by being strict to the point of almost "nitpicking" could a capable team be selected, and could these comrades realize the seriousness and importance of the work. Chen Ke had conducted an experiment; once, he didn't bring his pass, and the result was that he couldn't get through the gate of the People's Internal Affairs Committee.

Chen Ke wrote an order on the spot allowing himself temporary entry into the Internal Affairs Committee, and in accordance with regulations, had the accompanying Political Security Department cadre sign it before he could enter. Later, when Chen Ke ordered someone to check the archives, he found his hand-written order had been formally archived. And throughout the entire incident, no one came to apologize to Chen Ke. This satisfied Chen Ke greatly. Without this kind of iron discipline, nothing could be accomplished.

According to the investigation by the People's Internal Affairs Committee, even after suffering grievances, Comrade Gu Lu remained without complaint, working steadfastly. Chen Ke certainly adhered to the political view that everyone is equal, but this didn't mean Chen Ke believed people were born the same. Some people seemed born with extremely excellent qualities in certain aspects. Chen Ke knew that people like Gu Lu had existed in the Party's revolutionary ranks in history. In real life, Chen Ke had also seen them. He was indeed a talent worth molding. This was the reason Chen Ke wanted to promote Gu Lu.

Hearing the words "can bear grievances," many cadres' eyes fell on Wu Xingchen. Up to now, Wu Xingchen was the one among the senior cadres who had "truly suffered grievances." Wu Xingchen simply avoided the comrades' gazes and didn't answer.

It was Chai Qingguo who broke the silence, "Chairman Chen, I think Comrade Gu Lu can be promoted to a regiment-level position first. I feel we should arrange a battalion-level position for now. Recently, many people want to go to the Engineering Corps. As I see it, they obviously can't stand the current heavy work and want to run to the Engineering Corps Command Academy to escape work. I personally like Comrade Gu Lu very much; I've read his file, and he's remarkable. If it were me, I really might not be stronger than him. But I have a question. Right now, I can suppress these comrades who are unwilling to work honestly. Can Comrade Gu Lu do it? In his file, I see Comrade Gu Lu can control himself, but I can't tell if he can struggle against these unhealthy tendencies."

This was indeed a very severe accusation. After listening to Chai Qingguo's words, many comrades couldn't help but nod slightly.
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Chai Qingguo undoubtedly pointed out the key to management: simply managing oneself well might create an outstanding individual, but it absolutely could not create an outstanding organization. Chai Qingguo genuinely did not dislike Gu Lu; this young comrade with a somewhat girlish name had a trustworthy temperament, and Chai Qingguo had never heard Gu Lu speak a single word of boasting. Whether a person was honest or not didn't depend on their inner desire, but on their actual execution ability. Gu Lu lacked leadership experience, which was indeed a fatal flaw. Records proved that Gu Lu could manage a platoon well. Chai Qingguo had seen many comrades with this ability, but the problem was that when the organization handed over a battalion or a regiment to them, these comrades often did not perform outstandingly.

"If Chairman Chen insists on having Comrade Gu Lu be responsible for this work, you have the final authority on personnel, so I won't say more. If Chairman Chen wishes to discuss this at the Party Committee meeting, I believe the position of the Engineering Corps should be filled by a comrade with more experience." Chai Qingguo gave his opinion. Chai Qingguo's view represented the thoughts of most comrades. Although the Engineering Corps was a non-combat branch, comrades were still very interested if they could become the general person in charge of an area.

Wu Xingchen coldly watched the emotionally agitated military cadres. He faintly sensed Chen Ke's intentions in his heart. Clearly, Chen Ke did not intend to let these military cadres, who already held high positions, directly take over the newly constructed Engineering Corps and Railway Corps. In the construction of new branches, Chen Ke intended to employ a large number of newcomers, rather than letting existing military cadres take over command in a routine manner. There were certainly many reasons for doing so. The darker interpretation—worrying about the emergence of factionalism—was the one most easily thought of by people. However, Wu Xingchen genuinely didn't want to consider Chen Ke's intentions that way. To guess Chen Ke's thoughts using personnel struggles was to underestimate Chen Ke too much. If Chen Ke decided to do something, there were often more calculations behind it.

Listening to the Military Commission comrades discussing the new department as if they could already treat it as something that should belong to them, Wu Xingchen felt increasingly uneasy. Just then, Chai Qingguo said with a cold face: "I am responsible for this Yunlong Lake excavation project. I feel that many comrades here are fundamentally unsuitable for this job. Many comrades' view of the Engineering Corps is still that 'you can do it just by carrying a shovel.' I feel this is completely not the case. The Engineering Corps must first understand machinery and arrangement. This is not a job that relies solely on manpower."

This statement was truly too far beyond everyone's expectations. Chai Qingguo opposed Chen Ke easily promoting young cadres, so many people thought Chai Qingguo hoped to become the Commander-in-Chief of the Engineering Corps himself. And many comrades also felt they could work under Chai Qingguo. Unexpectedly, Chai Qingguo now made a statement that overturned the whole boat with one pole. Many comrades could no longer figure out what Chai Qingguo was planning.

"Comrade Chai Qingguo, do you mean that you are the only one here suitable for this job?" Even though he belonged to the same faction as Chai Qingguo under Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi couldn't help but question him.

Facing Pang Zi's accusation, Chai Qingguo was completely unmoved. "I am only opposing the direct appointment of a large number of young comrades to assume leadership posts in the Engineering Corps, but I do not think that comrades, including myself, can assume this work. This new branch must be built steadfastly from the most basic level; this has to be learned. Chairman Chen wants to build an Engineering Corps Command Academy; I think this is very correct. This is a field of learning, not something where anyone can just go and be an officer."

Pang Zi and many comrades were stunned, and even Wu Xingchen and Chen Ke showed expressions of surprise. Chai Qingguo took out an engineering construction map and hung it on the blackboard. He simply explained a calculation problem. The area of Yunlong Lake was about seven square kilometers. If dug one meter deep, 7 million cubic meters of earth would have to be excavated. If calculated according to an average depth of about 15 meters, that would be 100 million cubic meters of earth. Calculated based on one person digging and transporting two cubic meters of earth a day, the 140,000 laborers currently employed would need about 400 days to complete this workload.

In fact, this project not only required digging a pit but also building a dam. From Yunlong Mountain in the east to Han Mountain in the west, a dam with a total length of more than 4,000 meters had to be built to block the annual floods from south to north south of the dam.

"This is the project we are currently facing," Chai Qingguo said. Before these comrades, who had participated in the project and had a basic understanding of it, could interrupt, Chai Qingguo drew a line on the engineering map with his finger. "This is just the beginning. I discussed this with those German devil engineers. They suggested excavating a flood diversion tunnel here. The water storage capacity of Yunlong Lake is certainly large, but with so much water hanging over Xuzhou's head, if it rains continuously one year and the dike collapses, it would be a catastrophe for Xuzhou. Therefore, a Yunlong Mountain flood diversion tunnel must be excavated to guarantee Xuzhou's safety. This flood diversion tunnel designed by the German devils is 621 meters long from east to west, 7 meters wide, and 6.5 meters high. In an emergency, opening the floodgates can drain the lake water through the tunnel to the east in three hours. Who among us here thought of this project?"

The comrades who originally thought their understanding of this project exceeded Chai Qingguo's were stunned by this flood diversion project. No one had considered this issue. Even after Chai Qingguo clearly and plainly explained the flood diversion tunnel engineering, many comrades still had foolish looks on their faces. They had not even fully understood this very important project.

Chai Qingguo did not stop there. His finger drew another circle on the map. "The flood diversion tunnel drains water to the east. Where should this water be injected? It must be into those few rivers. During the rainy season, these places are already full of water. What will be the result of diverting floods into them? Has anyone considered this? The Engineering Corps doesn't just have to work; it also has to conduct overall design. Those who understand this line of work are now basically all in Anhui, Hubei, and Jiangxi. We have no one in Shandong who understands this."

Pang Zi frowned and looked for a good while before asking, "Comrade Chai Qingguo, what exactly do you mean?"

Glancing at Pang Zi, Chai Qingguo said openly and uprightly, "My meaning is simple. I think if there are comrades who want to work in this field, they should start learning from the beginning and start working from the grassroots level. Don't always think about transferring over laterally and starting from a leadership position."

Wu Xingchen scanned the circle of Military Commission comrades who were temporarily in a state of shock. He suspected that Chai Qingguo was making the above statement under Chen Ke's orders. However, this thought only existed for a moment. Chai Qingguo was not the kind of person who echoed others, nor was he the kind of guy who would easily jump out to play the good cop or the bad cop. Since he spoke so decisively, he definitely had his own thoughts. It was just unknown what exactly he had encountered that made Chai Qingguo actually make such an intense statement.

Chen Ke had the same doubts as Wu Xingchen, but after all, Chen Ke had seen Chai Qingguo's attitude towards Section Chief Zhang. Chen Ke could understand that profound dissatisfaction with petty people. For Chen Ke, he had, after all, received more systematic training and education. As the Chinese saying goes, "Interlaced mountains are like different worlds" (Different trades are separated as by mountains). In the 21st century, the professional gap between various industries was even greater. In order to find opportunities to "get rich overnight," Chen Ke had participated in many different industries. Those failures left a deep impression on him. Just like a friend of Chen Ke's who opened a barbershop once said during a chat, "Give you a head, and you can't even touch it right."

But now was not the time for this kind of reflection. Chai Qingguo had already intensified the contradiction to a considerable degree. After the brief shock, the participating comrades fell into a mood of annoyance. It was just that Chai Qingguo had a high position and deep seniority. He had always been considered a staunch supporter of Wu Xingchen. Now that Wu Xingchen didn't make a sound and Chen Ke didn't make a sound, although everyone was annoyed, they couldn't think of any words to respond for a while.

"Then you..." Pang Zi stopped after only saying two words.

Chai Qingguo knew what Pang Zi wanted to say. He replied, "I am only willing to fight wars. I will absolutely not get involved in the construction of the Engineering Corps. I can't do this."

Seeing that things were not going right, Wu Xingchen hurriedly interjected, "Chairman Chen, what is your view on this?"

Chai Qingguo had said all of Chen Ke's thoughts for him. Chen Ke cared very much about "mountain-topism" (factionalism). The characteristic of factionalism was not that a certain group of people tried to control a certain field for a long time, but that a large number of factions would emerge. Fierce struggles would take place between various factions to compete for more positions. This kind of factionalism was quite harmful to work. Now the comrades in the army already had factional tendencies. Chen Ke did not want this group of people to spread into the newly established departments like mercury spilling on the ground.

Chai Qingguo grasped this issue very accurately. Chen Ke was originally still considering how to explain this issue clearly in a mode of "stressing working methods." But he didn't expect Chai Qingguo to actually come out voluntarily and solve this problem.

Since Wu Xingchen asked, Chen Ke naturally couldn't pretend to be the good guy himself and sell Chai Qingguo out. "I think Comrade Chai Qingguo's attitude is very correct. His entry point into this issue has grasped the crux of the problem. The Engineering Corps and Railway Corps are very professional branches. Directly transferring laterally without receiving technical training is obviously unreasonable."

By now, Wu Xingchen naturally understood Chen Ke's meaning. He also immediately expressed his stance. "If the comrades present have plans to work in the Engineering Corps, I think they can propose a change of profession and start from scratch in this new department. What does Comrade Tianhua think?"

Chen Tianhua didn't expect Wu Xingchen to drag him in as well. He was responsible for the work of the Political Department and was in charge of ideological issues. Chen Tianhua deeply agreed with Chai Qingguo's opposition to "lateral transfer." The scale of the base area's expansion was so fast that in order to effectively manage such a vast base area, corresponding departments were also established one after another. Even with the supervision of the powerful People's Internal Affairs Committee and the discussion of the Party Committee meetings of various departments, these rapidly promoted cadres still caused quite a few problems. If lateral transfer became a convention again, it would really cause more problems.

Thinking of this, Chen Tianhua also said clearly and unequivocally: "I think Comrade Chai Qingguo's statement is very good. There is a specialization in every field, and every comrade has their own characteristics. If they don't start from the grassroots step by step, problems will definitely arise. I support Comrade Chai Qingguo's view."

The leaders of the Party, government, and army all expressed their attitudes, and the one who proposed this view was Chai Qingguo, who had a high status. Even if other comrades completely disagreed with Chai Qingguo's point of view, they knew that at least for now, there could be no loosening on this matter. No one raised any objections, so based on Chai Qingguo's suggestion, the basic outline for the establishment of the Engineering Corps and Railway Corps was finally established.

Meeting ended, Chen Ke specifically went back to the construction site command post with Chai Qingguo.

"Old Chai, what do you actually think of Comrade Gu Lu?" Chen Ke asked.

Chai Qingguo was slightly stunned. He thought Chen Ke would ask about the formation of the Engineering Corps. "Chairman Chen, who recommended Comrade Gu Lu to you?"

Chen Ke pondered for a moment. He originally trusted Chai Qingguo very much. After the meeting just now, Chen Ke's trust in Chai Qingguo had deepened a lot. "Qi Huishen recommended him. You know, it's really not easy to go in and out of the People's Internal Affairs Committee's investigations several times."

Chai Qingguo was amused by this. "Aye, that's true. King Yama Qi's place is not easy to get along with."

Hearing the title "Qi the King of Hell," Chen Ke couldn't help but smile too.

Chai Qingguo quickly pulled his train of thought back to work. "Comrade Gu Lu is really a good comrade. Humble, cautious, and not afraid of hard work. Qi Huishen's vision is quite high. However, I think Comrade Gu Lu has a huge advantage: he doesn't care about fame or profit at all. Others care about promotion and holding power. Comrade Gu Lu doesn't care about this; he cares about whether he can do the job well with all his heart and soul. He can endure grievances. But in work, this is also a shortcoming. To put it bluntly, if no one firmly supports him behind his back, Comrade Gu Lu will suffer losses in many struggles. My biggest feeling now is that when the forest is big, there are all kinds of birds. Some comrades are not incapable, but their minds, ah, are just not upright enough. At many critical moments, Comrade Gu Lu can fight against unhealthy tendencies, but if you let him fight to sit in that position, he can't do it."

"It seems you gave him a chance." Chen Ke asked.

"I gave him chances more than once or twice. But Comrade Gu Lu's mind is too upright. I think he should be a political commissar. Letting him engage in these administrative tasks, he can't beat people like Section Chief Zhang." After Chai Qingguo finished speaking, he couldn't help shaking his head and sighing.

"Old Chai, if we systemically force everyone to work like Comrade Gu Lu, will it... offend some people? Will many comrades not understand?" Chen Ke's words were rare in being somewhat hesitant.

Chai Qingguo frowned after hearing this. He stared at Chen Ke for a while before saying, "That wouldn't just be offending *some* people; that would offend a huge batch of people. Quite a batch of people would have to fall off their horses. I thought about this too, and tried it too. But I found that once we do this, not only will those who are squeezed out be full of complaints, but even many comrades who work well can't understand or accept this way of doing things. Speaking of this, I think of Comrade Gu Lu again. He can understand why we need to do this, but if you ask him to think of every possible way (*qian fang bai ji*) to fight against those people, he can't bring out that attitude of 'a thousand plans and a hundred schemes'."

"A thousand plans and a hundred schemes... Haha!" Chen Ke was convulsed with laughter by this exquisite wording. Chai Qingguo's description of this was truly too exquisite. As the saying goes, a gentleman takes revenge ten years later; a villain takes revenge from morning to night. To deal with villains, one must bring out the attitude of "a thousand plans and a hundred schemes." But for those excellent cadres, working with "a thousand plans and a hundred schemes" already felt beyond their ability, so where would they have so much mind to place on haggling with villains?

Chai Qingguo really couldn't understand this humor of Chen Ke's. He was full of difficulty for the sake of work. Chen Ke, on the contrary, laughed so heartlessly. Glaring at Chen Ke with disgusting eyes for a while, Chai Qingguo was gradually infected by Chen Ke's optimistic performance and finally couldn't help but smile bitterly.

Chen Ke finally stopped smiling. He patted Chai Qingguo's shoulder. "Old Chai, at this time, if we don't rectify, something will happen. We have to stand out and clearly oppose some things. I definitely can't do it alone. If it weren't for you today, and I had said those words, everyone's thoughts would definitely be very different."

Chai Qingguo looked at Chen Ke for a while. This time he suddenly laughed heartily. "As long as you, Chairman Chen, can make up your mind, some words that offend people really should be said by us."

Regarding Chai Qingguo's attitude, Chen Ke couldn't help nodding repeatedly. He wanted to say something, but in the end, he said nothing.
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In winter, the days were short. By a little after 6:00 PM, gas lamps were already lit one by one across the construction site. The scene of "lighting lamps to fight at night," often found in historical romance novels, had become a reality here.

Everything required preparation. For instance, the simple process of digging earth was vastly different in efficiency when digging into frozen mud versus loose soil. The People's Party naturally didn't have ideas about steam tractors or steam tanks yet, but they did attempt to utilize the power of steam locomotive engines to plow the earth, thereby improving daytime work efficiency.

After research and experimentation, they tied many thick cables to the locomotive body, with large steel plows attached to the other ends of the ropes. Under the careful manipulation of the operators and the slow traction provided by the moving train, they could plow hundreds of deep furrows into the ground every night. With so many furrows, the efficiency of digging was naturally greatly improved.

Winter in Xuzhou was not warm at all. The reason for placing such importance on plowing at night was not only to improve digging efficiency but also to prevent the ground from becoming too hard. The areas of the construction site where earth wasn't being excavated were trampled back and forth by tens of thousands of people daily. Even if the ground was originally relatively soft, it would be stepped into a very dense state. Coupled with the cold weather, digging became much more troublesome. Once winter truly set in and the temperature dropped further, it would be considerably difficult. For example, to transport soil up from the huge pit being excavated, dozens of slopes had been specially left. For the first day or two, the soil on these slopes was still somewhat soft, but now the ground was so hard that striking it forcefully with a shovel would only result in a few small pits.

As a Liaison Staff Officer, Gu Lu was actually somewhat similar to a Director of the General Office. Whenever any issue was encountered in matters large or small, or if there were any latest changes, he was responsible for directing the Liaison Section to convey them in a timely manner. With the construction site operating around the clock, Gu Lu certainly had his hands full.

Chairman Chen Ke had come to inspect during the day, which Gu Lu didn't find unusual. For such a massive project, it would be strange if no one came to inspect it. These days, Gu Lu would lie down and sleep immediately after dinner, sleeping for four or five hours, and then wake up around 12:00 AM to continue working. If there were no special circumstances, he would work until 4:00 AM and then sleep for a while longer. He would get up at 6:30 AM for breakfast, and take another nap after lunch. Sleeping three times a day when work wasn't particularly busy always ensured he had enough energy.

Of course, this referred to times when no special circumstances occurred. On the night of Chairman Chen Ke's inspection, Gu Lu suddenly received a notification from a military cadre responsible for the next day's day shift, hoping to increase the number of plowing personnel at night and work for a while longer. They wanted Gu Lu to coordinate with the relevant departments. There weren't many relevant departments for night work; it was mainly the logistics department. They needed to provide late-night snacks for the troops, as well as corresponding labor protection equipment like gloves. It was fine during the day, but in the middle of the night in winter, working without gloves was truly freezing.

Based on Gu Lu's experience, the Logistics Department had a natural tendency to delay things when problems arose. Gu Lu had heard the explanation from Chai Qingguo: this wasn't because the Logistics Department was lazy. Distributing logistical supplies was a procedure-heavy task. If they only listened to the application requests from frontline departments, no amount of supplies would be enough. Therefore, the Logistics Department had to conduct some research based on their inventory. When encountering such problems, the best solution was to let the two parties meet in person. Relying solely on the Liaison Office to mediate was purely asking for trouble.

To solve this problem, a simple telephone network had been constructed on the site. The Liaison Section had a telephone group. Gu Lu found it slightly strange—why did this bunch of people insist on having him convey messages when they could have called the Logistics Department directly?

"Connect me to Regiment Commander Lu," Gu Lu said to the operator. Watching the operator accurately insert the wire plug into the jack on the dense switchboard, Gu Lu felt an uncontrollable sense of curiosity. Telephones were very novel equipment, even for the troops. let alone this kind of 120-line telephone exchange unit.

"Connected," the female operator said. Gu Lu didn't really want to come into the telephone group's area. Currently, employment policies for civilian personnel were skewed towards women; positions that could be filled by women were filled by them as much as possible. For example, in the communications department, the majority of those engaged in non-physical labor were women. Even for wire-pulling work in non-combat departments, women were, as Chairman Chen had said, "holding up half the sky." The base area had even established a festival for working women in 1910, designating March 8th of every year as "Working Women's Day." On this day, the base area would hang banners congratulating female workers and commend outstanding working women.

Being next to a group of women made Gu Lu feel uncomfortable all over. But he couldn't think too much about it right now. He picked up the phone, and the other side connected quickly. "Hello? Is Regiment Commander Lu there? This is Liaison Staff Officer Gu Lu," Gu Lu said.

There was a pause in the receiver, then the person on the other end said, "Regiment Commander Lu is not here right now."

Hearing the person's tone, Gu Lu felt it was a lie. If Regiment Commander Lu really wasn't there, he wouldn't have needed that pause. However, exposing the lie at this moment was meaningless. Gu Lu said, following what Chai Qingguo had taught him, "Then tell Regiment Commander Lu that there are some final issues to confirm regarding the equipment he applied for. If I can't contact him, I won't be able to prepare it for him. It's best to be quick; the personnel on duty at the Logistics Department don't have the authority to allocate supplies."

Hearing this news, the person answering the phone seemed frightened. "Staff Officer Gu, wait a moment. I'll go find Regiment Commander Lu."

Soon, a voice with an Anhui accent came through the receiver. "Hello, I am Lu Kaiwen." This Regiment Commander was named Lu Kaiwen. According to the plan, his regiment was scheduled for work tomorrow during the day.

"Regiment Commander Lu, why didn't you contact the comrades in the Logistics Department directly?" Gu Lu asked straightforwardly.

"Uh?" Lu Kaiwen obviously didn't understand Gu Lu's meaning. He paused for a moment before realizing that this meant Gu Lu likely hadn't contacted the Logistics Department yet. Lu Kaiwen tentatively asked, "Staff Officer Gu, what did the Logistics Department say?"

"We haven't received any notification regarding this arrangement. What do you think the Logistics Department would say?" Gu Lu asked, following Chai Qingguo's teachings.

"This..." Lu Kaiwen was somewhat at a loss for words. In this project, the work schedule had been set long ago, with arranged working hours for every unit each day. If Lu Kaiwen's work request was an arrangement from the Headquarters, then it should have been Chai Qingguo, or at least a cadre responsible for project progress, who notified Gu Lu. It would never be Lu Kaiwen's turn to volunteer.

Hearing Lu Kaiwen's reaction, Gu Lu felt even more strongly that something was wrong. Chai Qingguo had made it very clear at the engineering meeting: "In wartime, for the sake of engineering progress, we must complete the task even if we don't sleep for days and nights. But in normal times, we must obey commands."

Gu Lu asked, "Regiment Commander Lu, is your request for overtime this time a command from the Headquarters, or your own arrangement?"

"This... it's my own arrangement," Lu Kaiwen had to admit.

Gu Lu pressed on, "The Headquarters requires that the daily workload and the soldiers' rest be guaranteed every day. Why does your unit want to work overtime?"

"This is indeed for the sake of engineering progress," Lu Kaiwen replied stiffly.

"If it's for engineering progress, Regiment Commander Lu, get the Headquarters to give me an order. I will definitely go contact the Logistics Department. If it's your own decision, then I cannot contact them for you," Gu Lu replied. "If you really need to work overtime, hurry up and contact the Headquarters." After speaking, Gu Lu hung up the phone.

After putting down the phone, Gu Lu couldn't help but mutter, "Blindly messing around!"

Gu Lu had a rough judgment of Lu Kaiwen's thinking. Since arriving at the construction site personally, although Chai Qingguo had specifically explained the scope of authority and corresponding regulations to Gu Lu, Gu Lu had still made a few mistakes. The cause of all these mistakes was that Gu Lu had participated in matters he shouldn't have.

Initially, Gu Lu thought that as a Liaison Staff Officer, his job was just to pass messages. He soon discovered that this understanding was a huge mistake. A Liaison Staff Officer was not a messenger; this position was responsible for the smooth flow of communication between various departments. He actually couldn't solve any problems himself; what he had to do was ensure that when problems occurred, the respective persons in charge could receive the news at the fastest speed. Since more than one department was usually involved, he needed to make the responsible persons who could solve the problem meet quickly according to the situation.

But some people wanted to exploit this loophole. Matters they couldn't resolve, they would try to mislead through Gu Lu's "liaison." For example, this Regiment Commander Lu. If following regulations, let alone organizing overtime privately, he probably would have difficulty even leading the troops out of the camp. Even if they arrived at the construction site, the management of tools on the site was arranged. Lighting so many gas lamps at night wasn't just to illuminate the site; it also involved equipment maintenance and equipment safety management work.

Troops could carry shovels, but transporting soil from the pit to the loading point by the rails relied on handcarts. Handcarts were valuable military supplies. Without an order from the Headquarters, and not during working hours, Regiment Commander Lu couldn't even dream of taking over these handcarts.

If Gu Lu had been like he was when he made mistakes before, paying no attention to the scope of authority and just treating himself as a "microphone," then this would be a big joke. The Logistics Department would likely think Gu Lu was conveying the Headquarters' ideas. If the Logistics Department asked the Headquarters, Gu Lu, as the guy "falsely issuing imperial decrees," would definitely be held responsible.

If the Logistics Department didn't ask the Headquarters, that would be even worse. Lu Kaiwen would have disrupted the Headquarters' arrangements. With Chai Qingguo's personality, this Regiment Commander Lu Kaiwen would certainly not have a good outcome.

"This is truly blindly messing around!" Thinking of this, Gu Lu couldn't help but mutter again.

"Pfft!" The female operator beside Gu Lu couldn't help but laugh out loud. Gu Lu looked up in surprise, only to see the female operator with a face full of suppressed laughter.

"What's the matter?" Gu Lu asked curiously.
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Gu Lu, as a liaison staff officer, could be considered quite knowledgeable. However, when a girl "talked nonsense," the young Staff Officer Gu Lu found it difficult to handle. When the female telephone operator couldn't help but laugh out loud after hearing Gu Lu's words, Gu Lu subconsciously asked, "What's wrong?" The female operator then gave an answer that Gu Lu found completely incomprehensible: "I'm not really sure why I laughed either."

This answer was obviously not the truth, because the operator definitely knew why she "wasn't really sure why she laughed." Whether to press the question or ignore it was a line hard to tread. Gu Lu was in a bad mood, so he didn't want to distract himself with so many considerations. He said, "Connect me to the General Headquarters."

The operator replied, "It's already connected."

Gu Lu felt quite surprised. He picked up the handset and cranked the phone. Soon, the voice of Staff Officer Xu from the General Headquarters came through the receiver, "Hello, who is this?"

Glancing at the operator with slight surprise, Gu Lu then spoke into the microphone, "Is Commander Chai available?"

After listening to Gu Lu's report, Chai Qingguo fell silent for a while before saying, "I heard that you usually sleep at this time?"

"Yes." No one had ever mentioned this to his face, and Gu Lu was even more surprised that even Chai Qingguo knew about his schedule.

"Don't sleep now. Come over here immediately," Chai Qingguo ordered.

Putting down the handset, Gu Lu glanced at the operator again. Although his office was right next to the telephone squad, Gu Lu really rarely came here. Searching the information in his memory, apart from knowing that the operator might be surnamed Lin, everything else was a blank. But this was not the time to investigate the reason for the laughter. Chai Qingguo did things cleanly and efficiently, and he absolutely disliked others dragging their feet. With a lingering feeling of being laughed at by a woman, Gu Lu strode out of the telephone squad.

As soon as he stepped into Chai Qingguo's office, Gu Lu felt a sense of solemnity. Among the commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Chen Ke's status was god-like. General Political Commissar He Zudao and Commander-in-Chief Hua Xiongmao were relatively distant from everyone. As a platoon leader, the ones he could occasionally come into contact with were the mid-to-high-ranking commanders on the front line. Among these people, Zhang Yu was known as cold and gloomy. Pu Guanshui was known for sticking to the rules. Chai Qingguo's reputation was that he was "too formidable." Few people had ever seen Chai Qingguo smile. Of course, few people had seen him get angry either. Although Gu Lu was not afraid of Chai Qingguo, when facing this commander, he always involuntarily perked up. It was the same now. When Chai Qingguo expressionlessly told Gu Lu to sit down, Gu Lu immediately sat down upright.

"Go to Regiment Commander Lu Kaiwen and find out why he mobilized the troops," Chai Qingguo said.

Facing this request, Gu Lu replied with some hesitation, "This is the work of the Political Security Department, isn't it?"

On the way, he had considered the issue of Lu Kaiwen doing this. Without organizational arrangements, unauthorized mobilization of troops was not allowed. If one were to raise the stakes, this involved political security work. What was the intention behind mobilizing the troops? This was a big problem. After saying this, Gu Lu looked at Chai Qingguo, only to see Chai Qingguo staring at him intently. Gu Lu started to feel a bit nervous, suspecting whether he had mentioned the wrong department to handle this matter.

After staring at each other for a while, Gu Lu heard Chai Qingguo say, "Comrade Gu Lu, if I ask you to temporarily take over the work of this regiment now, how confident are you?"

"Uh..." Gu Lu couldn't help but swallow. No matter what Chai Qingguo said, it wouldn't surprise Gu Lu any more. Finally stabilizing his mind, Gu Lu replied, "I... I will work hard to complete the organization's arrangement."

"En. Then go and prepare. You can probably take office tomorrow," Chai Qingguo said.

"Commander Chai, what exactly happened with Regiment Commander Lu?" Gu Lu asked.

"Unauthorized troop mobilization. No need to ask for reasons; first, he must be dismissed and investigated. You are just temporarily acting in his place. Future arrangements will be discussed later," Chai Qingguo replied.

Gu Lu certainly knew how serious the nature of unauthorized troop mobilization was, especially at a time like this when so many troops were gathered in Xuzhou. All units had to strictly observe discipline. But he never expected that just such a thing would lead to Lu Kaiwen being dismissed and investigated. And the role he was playing in this matter was a bit surprising.

"Do you have any concerns?" Chai Qingguo asked.

"I'm not very clear on my thoughts right now either. I was thinking about whether I can do the job well," Gu Lu replied. Just as he finished speaking, he suddenly felt these words were somewhat familiar. On second thought, he remembered that he had subconsciously imitated Operator Lin's words.

Chai Qingguo didn't care about Gu Lu's thoughts. He said coldly, "It's normal to have concerns. With the troops expanded to this scale, the first thing is to talk about discipline. The next thing is to talk about whether the work can be done well. As for other things, you don't need to consider them at all. Whether you can shoulder the work, everyone sees it very clearly. Not only are we watching, but the comrades are also watching. Today Comrade Lu Kaiwen is dismissed and investigated, so now you are asked to take up this work. If you don't do the job well, tomorrow you might be dismissed and investigated."

This calm attitude did not make Gu Lu feel afraid. On the contrary, what Chai Qingguo said greatly stimulated Gu Lu's spirit. He replied, "Yes. I will work hard to complete the mission."

This attitude clearly exceeded Chai Qingguo's expectations. He looked at Gu Lu for a moment longer before asking, "If you have any thoughts, say them now. Don't wait until after you take office to feel regret."

"Commander Chai, I have no thoughts. If I don't do well, just dismiss me. I'll just work hard," Gu Lu replied.

"Aren't you afraid of people gossiping?" Chai Qingguo asked.

"..., I haven't thought about whether others will gossip. I only think about concentrating on my work," Gu Lu replied.

"If some comrades express doubts about you, what do you plan to do?" Chai Qingguo continued to ask.

"Well, you have to let comrades speak," Gu Lu answered very crisply.

Hearing this answer, Chai Qingguo did not speak again. After another while, Chai Qingguo waved his hand, "Now you hurry up and go about your business. Wait for the organization's notification."

The news that Lu Kaiwen, as well as the regiment political commissar and deputy commander, were all dismissed soon shook the base area. And the ins and outs of this matter were quickly communicated to the whole army. Chairman Chen Ke was originally planning to inspect Lu Kaiwen's regiment. After getting the news in advance, Lu Kaiwen conspired with the political commissar and deputy commander to perform well in front of Chairman Chen Ke. They planned to loosen the soil the night before so that they could have excellent digging performance the next day.

Lu Kaiwen, the political commissar, and the deputy commander all admitted to their actions. Since they behaved relatively honestly, the organization's characterization was also made quickly: "Unauthorized mobilization of troops, violation of military safety discipline. Failure to comply with engineering arrangements, fraud, and soliciting credit. Comrades Lu Kaiwen and others are removed from all posts and sent to the training class for education."

Two days later, Gu Lu took over the command of the troops as the acting political commissar. With the change in job position, the work had to be handed over immediately. Gu Lu bid farewell to the comrades of the Liaison Section and prepared to take office. Before taking office, Gu Lu couldn't hold back the doubt in his heart and found Operator Lin to ask why she had laughed at that time.

Operator Lin really hadn't expected Gu Lu to ask this question, but this time she didn't continue to laugh. "I felt that you handled this matter very decisively. Thinking back to when you first encountered these problems, frowning and looking so troubled, I couldn't help but want to laugh."

"Did I look that troubled at the beginning?" Gu Lu was quite surprised by this answer.

"At the beginning, you were full of desire to do the job well. But obviously, you didn't know what to do. That anxious look was quite interesting," Operator Lin said, and couldn't help but laugh again. Her appearance was very ordinary, hard to leave a deep impression. But although her eyes were not big, they were unusually dark and bright. When she smiled, they attracted special attention. While looking at these dark, bright eyes, Gu Lu recalled his feelings at that time. He couldn't remember at all if he was as troubled as Operator Lin said.

However, having resolved the doubt in his heart, Gu Lu had no intention of pursuing it further. He generously extended his hand, "Comrade Lin, thank you for being so straightforward."

Operator Lin also generously extended her hand, "You're welcome."

After bidding farewell to the comrades of the Liaison Section, Gu Lu went to take up his post. The troop station was not far at all. Led by comrades from the Organization Department, Gu Lu convened the first meeting. The regiment-level cadres had been swept away because of their involvement in this fraud. First Battalion Commander Gao Zhisheng temporarily acted as regiment commander, and the commander of the Second Battalion served as acting deputy regiment commander. Although comrades from the Organization Department participated in the meeting, after suddenly suffering such a great "humiliation," the cadres in the regiment were all as listless as eggplants hit by frost.

This matter was indeed very shameful. Regiment Commander Lu Kaiwen originally wanted to brown-nose, but the brown-nosing ended up kicking the horse's leg. Chai Qingguo's reaction to this action was really excessive, and it was said that Chairman Chen Ke was also quite angry about it. After such an event, the current regiment cadres felt they couldn't lift their heads in front of others. How could they have any spirit in the meeting.

Gu Lu understood this very well. He said to the comrades, "I probably know what everyone is thinking right now. When I worked in the platoon before, the quartermaster comrade in the company had sticky fingers and was taken away. After such a thing happened, wherever we went, people would say things about our company. I think everyone doesn't need to care about this kind of thing."

The comrades from the Organization Department had also said "don't care." But this didn't make the comrades feel any better. Gu Lu looked at the group of dejected comrades. With a *pa*, he suddenly slammed the table hard. This intense action made the comrades subconsciously look up at Gu Lu.

Gu Lu shouted loudly, "Commander Lu and the others shouldn't have practiced fraud, that's correct. But why did Chairman Chen want to inspect our regiment? Isn't it because our regiment's work performance is excellent? Commander Lu and the others thought too much. What's the point of thinking so much when doing revolution? We do whatever work the organization assigns. The one who lost face is Commander Lu; what face have we comrades lost? In the future, if anyone dares to gossip about our regiment, tell me, and I'll lecture them."

This statement, although it failed to dispel the comrades' depression, at least cheered everyone up a little.

"Commissar Gu, you can't just scold people whenever you see them, right?" Acting Commander Gao Zhisheng said in a muffled voice.

"Of course I can't just scold people whenever I see them, but if someone speaks to our faces, I will certainly scold him. What's past is past. Holding onto some old stale grain and rotten sesame seeds, what kind of mindset is that? We absolutely cannot encourage this evil wind," Gu Lu said decisively.

Hearing this, the other comrades also got a bit of spirit. Although they were still a bit listless, when Gu Lu started to arrange work, everyone was at least able to start participating in an organized manner.

Gu Lu slammed the table again, "Don't feel that you have done something wrong. If everyone had done something wrong, the organization would have dismissed everyone long ago. Since the organization hasn't dismissed us, it means the organization hopes we can continue to work well. If you don't want to work well, say so early. The comrades from the Organization Department are right here. If you can't stand it, apply to leave. If you don't want to leave, then perk up and work hard!"
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"Bullshit!" Gu Lu roared, his voice ringing like a great bell. Every comrade attending the meeting was stunned. The lowest rank in the room was Regimental Commander, and there were quite a few Division and Corps Commanders present. No one had ever dared to shout so presumptuously in such a setting before.

The target of Gu Lu's outburst was a Regimental Commander sitting opposite him, named Chu Deli. Chu Deli had just made a remark laced with sarcasm, mocking Gu Lu's regiment. The gist was that Gu Lu's regiment only worked hard to show off. Acting Regimental Commander Gao Zhisheng was both ashamed and angry, but before he could speak, Gu Lu had already slammed the table and risen to his feet, letting fly with "Bullshit!"

Chu Deli hadn't expected Gu Lu, who was just a staff officer not long ago, to be so explosive. He had been speaking triumphantly and was now left momentarily speechless by the sudden curse.

Gu Lu gave him no time to think. He spoke rapidly, words firing like a machine gun. "Our regiment worked the fastest and dug the most earth. Why can't we be rated as Advanced? This competition is about labor results. Even though Commander Lu was dismissed, it wasn't because he did a bad job. What you just said is pure bullshit."

The other commanders and commissars didn't genuinely agree with Chu Deli's statement. This was the pre-New Year merit assessment meeting, evaluating the work performance of the troops. When Lu Kaiwen was in charge, the 44072 Regiment's performance had been outstanding. If it hadn't been, they wouldn't have been recommended for Chen Ke's inspection. But with Lu Kaiwen's incident, everyone felt it was impossible to apply the same standards to the 44072 Regiment as the others.

However, while everyone thought this, no one dared to say it aloud. The 44063 Regiment, which had stepped up to speak, also had excellent performance. Everyone knew Chu Deli's position: if he could exclude the 44072 Regiment from the competition, his regiment would likely take the honor of 'Best Labor Regiment'. This wasn't just about honor; it included material rewards. For the first-place regiment, every cadre and soldier would receive four bars of the newly produced soap. As for enamel mugs and other rewards, it was said there was one for everyone. Moreover, the honor of first place was precious to the troops. So, every officer understood the root of this conflict. Emotionally, they might not support Chu Deli, but rationally, they might not support Gu Lu either.

"How can you curse at people?" Chu Deli finally retaliated, though his counterattack seemed a bit weak.

Accused of cursing, Gu Lu remained unmoved. He loudly declared, "If a Regimental Commander makes a mistake, the organization will deal with him. But you cannot ignore the labor of an entire regiment just because of one man's error. The commander should be responsible for the regiment's work, but there is no reason for all the comrades in the regiment to be responsible for the commander's personal actions."

Chu Deli felt that seizing on Gu Lu's "cursing" was indeed too feeble. Hearing Gu Lu's reasoned argument, he finally came up with a counter. "Unauthorized troop mobilization—where was the Party Committee's supervision?"

"The investigation results are very clear. Commander Lu and the Commissar never convened a Party Committee meeting. It was a decision they made privately. You ask where the supervision was? If the committee never met, how could there be supervision?" Gu Lu argued back, tit for tat.

"Being 'Advanced' isn't just about how much you do; there's also an ideological issue. Selecting an Advanced unit is a comprehensive matter. With such a major problem in the regiment, if you become the Advanced model, what kind of example is that?" Chu Deli finally hit the mark.

This point struck home, and some officers nodded slightly. Regardless, the 44072 Regiment had a major incident, so they couldn't be promoted as a model. Gu Lu, however, showed no fear. He shouted, "If that's what you say, fine. Then change the rules for selecting Advanced units. The rule for this competition was labor: whoever does the most and organizes labor the best is Advanced."

Hearing Gu Lu's clear-cut answer, the comrades' eyes turned to the Chief Engineer Commander, Chai Qingguo. Chai Qingguo looked calm. He said, "Very well. Let's discuss the rules for this merit assessment again and set a Party Committee resolution. Future evaluations will follow these new rules."

Put this way, the comrades felt it was acceptable. Currently, the troop merit assessment—or specifically for this project—was still using the military merit system. On the battlefield, if someone dared to mobilize troops without authorization, let alone Lu Kaiwen losing his head immediately, the 44072 Regiment wouldn't have any war merits to speak of. They wouldn't even be considered. But when the standards for this assessment were set, no one had anticipated an incident like Lu Kaiwen's. The criteria were entirely based on labor results. So, how to evaluate the 44072 Regiment had become extremely awkward.

"I suggest that if any regimental-level cadre has a problem, that regiment should be disqualified from any Advanced ratings," Chu Deli said first.

As soon as his voice fell, Zhong Xiulin, Commander of the 4407 Division, asked coldly, "As a Division Commander, if a Regimental Commander has a problem, I bear responsibility. What about the division-level assessment? Our Corps Commander is also sitting here; I ask, what about the corps-level assessment?"

Chu Deli hadn't thought that far ahead. Questioned by the 4407 Division Commander, he didn't dare to reply. If they really followed his logic of collective punishment, it would implicate everyone down the line and up the line. That would be a huge problem. Moreover, after Zhong Xiulin spoke, the commanders and commissars of the other three regiments glared at Chu Deli. Although Chu Deli was bold, he felt a bit unnerved.

"Why not just exclude the Second Regiment from the assessment this time?" Pang Zi said.

Zhong Xiulin didn't give time for this to be discussed. He immediately replied, "So our division is just missing a regiment? Other divisions have four regiments working, and we have three? You might as well exclude our entire division."

Pang Zi was choked by this retort and felt quite uncomfortable. A mocking smile appeared on his face. "Then what do you think should be done, Commander Zhong?"

"Responsibilities must be distinguished. Should the work be done for nothing? If that's how we assess, I don't think it's fair," Zhong Xiulin said loudly, staring at Pang Zi.

The meeting room fell into silence. Zhong Xiulin's words made sense; work shouldn't be done in vain. But this sudden event was too difficult to assign responsibility for—not that the culprit couldn't be identified, but rather the issue of responsibility between officers and the unit. On the battlefield, this was easy to handle, but they weren't fighting a war right now...

Silence, silence, silence for a good while. Many wanted to speak but held back. If they started talking about principles, it would become a question of who was responsible. Lu Kaiwen and others had paid the price, but what result should those who didn't cause trouble bear? If responsibility were expanded to a certain extent, even Chief Commander Chai Qingguo wouldn't escape it. And what responsibility should the Shandong Military Region bear?

Just as everyone was unsure how to define the scope of responsibility, Zhong Xiulin checkmated Pang Zi again. "Commander Pang, what is your opinion?"

Seeing everyone's eyes focus on him, Pang Zi couldn't help but look grim. He genuinely detested Gu Lu. In Pang Zi's view, Chen Ke's desire to use Gu Lu had made it impossible for other officers to intervene in the Engineering Corps' work. This 'starting fresh' approach disappointed Pang Zi greatly. To make matters worse, Wu Xingchen and Chai Qingguo clearly supported Chen Ke, leaving Pang Zi with no opportunities. So, he hoped to deal a heavy blow to Gu Lu's regiment. He just hadn't expected the conflict to erupt over merit assessment. If Gu Lu's regiment won 'Excellent' due to labor results, Pang Zi would be very, very unhappy.

Pang Zi was a Division Commander, and so was Zhong Xiulin. Even if the Cavalry Division was more glorious than the Infantry Division, that was only on the battlefield. In the Party Committee meeting, Pang Zi had no advantage. Not only did he have no advantage over Zhong Xiulin, but even against Gu Lu, a Regimental Commissar, it was one person, one vote. Pang Zi had no theoretical qualification to suppress Gu Lu.

"Chief Commander Chai, what do you think?" In his helplessness, Pang Zi kicked the ball to Chai Qingguo.

Chai Qingguo had remained calm and silent while listening to the argument. Now that Pang Zi spoke, Chai Qingguo opened his mouth. "Setting rules this time isn't just a temporary measure for this one incident. It will be the new charter for future troop assessments. I have no opinion. Once the new regulations are set, they will affect all troops. It should be the comrades who discuss this issue."

Hearing this, Pang Zi felt even more awkward. He had thought Gu Lu, a young comrade, was nothing special, but he hadn't expected Gu Lu to propose modifying the assessment rules. If it were a temporary discussion on handling the 44072 Regiment, things would be easy. The Committee could discuss it and mold the decision however they liked—round or square—since it was temporary. But Gu Lu went straight for the overall merit regulations. If the general rules were unfair or unequal, it would damage the collective interest. None of the officers present dared to mess with that.

Thinking of this, Pang Zi glanced at Gu Lu, then at Chai Qingguo, feeling quite regretful. *If only I had guided this to a temporary decision from the start,* Pang Zi thought.

Chai Qingguo didn't care what Pang Zi thought. Years ago, when he met Chen Ke in Beijing, he had been screwed over by that "Party Group" in Beijing. Organizational struggle was a cruel thing. if interest groups with different stances existed within the same organization, the struggle would be endless unless one faction was completely defeated and purged. At that time, Chen Ke hadn't supported Chai Qingguo, and Chai Qingguo had been extremely indignant. It wasn't until more than a year later that he understood Chen Ke had compelling reasons then; he needed the support of that Beijing group temporarily. Once Chen Ke got what he wanted, he actively left Beijing. If a summary had to be given, it could probably be described as a "United Front."

In the current People's Party, there were also obvious line struggle issues. And the complexity was far beyond what it had been in Beijing. Just like the struggle before them: no one mentioned the root of the contradiction. Or rather, no one dared to say it aloud. So Chai Qingguo could only use "comprehensive rule revision" to solve the problem. He was quite satisfied that Gu Lu had steered the topic in this direction. Equality within the Party organization was the bottom line. If they could manipulate the 44072 Regiment today, they could manipulate Chai Qingguo tomorrow. As the person in charge of the project, the only thing Chai Qingguo could rely on was the sound operation of the organizational system.

Chu Deli really hadn't expected to stir up such a hornet's nest. His initial idea was simple: eliminate the competitor, the 44072 Regiment, and under the original rules, his 44063 Regiment would take first place. But he hadn't anticipated that justifying the exclusion of the 44072 Regiment would be such a thorny issue.

The army was strengthening cultural education. In addition to the *Xinhua Dictionary*, the Ministry of Education had compiled the *Modern Chinese Dictionary* and the *Idiom Dictionary*. Chu Deli had seen the phrase "pull one hair and the whole body moves." At the time, he thought it was a ridiculous metaphor. Pulling a hair just pulls a hair out. What's the big deal? Now, he suddenly felt that "pull one hair and the whole body moves" was the perfect description for the current situation.

With the comrades silent, Chai Qingguo couldn't let the matter drag on. "How about this: we'll put the merit assessment aside for now and discuss work first. But until the new standards are set, the awards cannot be distributed."

As soon as he said this, Chu Deli felt unfriendly gazes directed at him from all sides. New Year was approaching; no assessment meant no rewards. Life in the army was hard, though the treatment was quite good. Daily industrial goods that weren't yet common in the base area cooperatives were supplied to the army first. The soldiers lived frugally and sent many items home. Liberation shoes, enamel mugs, soap—these were all highly popular goods. It was said that some military families living near provincial borders sold these industrial goods to other provinces and immediately made a small fortune to subsidize their households. If the rewards couldn't be distributed as planned for the New Year, the comrades would definitely not be happy.

But with the situation at this point, Chu Deli couldn't take back his words even if he wanted to. No matter how unfriendly the glares, he had to accept his fate. As for Gu Lu cursing him with "bullshit" at the start, Chu Deli had completely forgotten about it.

The rest of the meeting was quite dull. After arranging the work and deciding to discuss the merit rules in two days, everyone silently got up and left. Chai Qingguo told the secretary to organize the minutes quickly, while he went to see Chen Ke.

Listening to Chai Qingguo's report, Chen Ke asked, "Did no comrade analyze where the contradiction lies? Or why the merit standards couldn't be set?"

"Who dares to say it?" Chai Qingguo was helpless. "This contradiction is about internal distribution, not a contradiction between us and the enemy. On the battlefield, you just wipe out the enemy. Merit is simple: whoever completes their mission gets the credit. Now, all units have completed their work, so it involves distribution. On this issue, it's almost a total 'zero-sum game'. If other units get more, your unit gets less. At the moment of eruption, the intensity of this contradiction rivals that of a conflict with the enemy."

"The contradiction between backward productive forces and advanced production relations?" Chen Ke said, seemingly to himself. He didn't quite believe in the 'contradiction between the people's growing material and cultural needs and backward social production.' As long as 'the people' saw something, they wanted it. Just like Chen Ke had once let his imagination run wild about what would satisfy him. The result was roughly that he would need to become an omnipotent supreme being. As for whether this "material and cultural" need could be met, it was only the realistic material conditions that determined it "could not," not that Chen Ke "did not want" it.

Copying institutions, technology, and even organizational models from history as Chen Ke had seen them was still just copying. To make these specious things truly operate, what was needed was the internal perfection of the organization and the system itself. Throughout history, the Party had always been in a situation where it could be annihilated at any moment, so individual needs had to be thoroughly suppressed. If individual needs affected the organization's operation, the individual would be finished along with the organization's destruction. Even though Chen Ke had to some extent solved the problem of mass starvation in the base area, it didn't mean the organization would inherently become stronger.

"Should we hold a meeting to explain this?" Chai Qingguo didn't think as much as Chen Ke; he went straight to the point.

Chen Ke sighed and replied slowly, "Even if we say it, it depends on how everyone understands it. If they can't recognize the current situation and treat it as a personnel struggle, that would be counterproductive. It might be better not to say it explicitly."

Chai Qingguo agreed with Chen Ke's attitude. "It's almost New Year. If we don't distribute the items quickly, the troops' morale will be affected. I imagine the comrades don't want that to happen either. What should be the key point of this discussion?"

"Labor and equality," Chen Ke gave the answer. "If we want to superficially calm the dispute, it's not impossible. We could adopt a 'one size fits all' approach where all troops get the same things. But this kind of 'equality' is even more terrifying than inequality. It would deal a devastating blow to labor enthusiasm."

"Since we are discussing merit standards, it must be fair and equal. Equality isn't 'one size fits all,' but giving equal opportunity to labor. Given equal labor opportunities, everyone's performance will naturally differ. But ultimately, the standard of judgment can only be labor."

"People seem to want to hold on to Comrade Lu Kaiwen's organizational error..." Chai Qingguo reminded him.

"Then let everyone first discuss what merit is actually being assessed this time. That is the focal point of the contradiction."

Chai Qingguo listened to Chen Ke's answer, hesitated for a moment, and then asked, "Chairman Chen, if we boldly use Comrade Gu Lu this time, will other comrades feel it's unfair?"

"There is never absolute fairness in this world. Was it fair to Comrade Gu Lu when he was investigated? Definitely not. But should we not investigate him just because he might feel wronged? That's definitely not right. We must be sure of one thing: we are using Comrade Gu Lu not to compensate him, but because after testing, he has proven to have merit and is very motivated. That is enough. As for the comrades' doubts, that can only be proven by time."



★


Labor and Equality Part 8

Volume 4 - Chapter 173

❧ ❧ ❧


# Chapter 171 Labor and Equality (Part 8)

"Husband, why are you unhappy?" Pang Zi's wife took Pang Zi's hand and asked gently. Not many People's Party cadres were married, and Pang Zi was one of them. The station was close to the construction site, so Pang Zi occasionally went home to eat with his wife.

"Nothing." Although Pang Zi felt a bit better, he was still angry, and his answer was very stiff.

Pang Zi's wife carefully watched Pang Zi eating with a dark face. After a while, she tentatively asked, "Husband, did you have a conflict with Big Brother Wu?"

Hearing this, Pang Zi slapped his chopsticks on the table with a *pa*. "Who said I had a conflict with Commander Wu? What do you women know? Don't talk if you have nothing to do."

If Pang Zi didn't deny it, his wife wouldn't be sure. But seeing him get so angry, she roughly guessed part of the matter. She smiled apologetically and said, "Husband, just listen to the higher-ups. The arm can't twist the thigh. You're so angry, don't ruin your health."

Pang Zi was furious. He shouted at his wife, "What arm can't twist the thigh! If you don't speak, no one will treat you as a mute!"

If it was really "the arm can't twist the thigh," Pang Zi would have accepted it. But right now, it was him, a division commander, who couldn't twist a regimental political commissar. His wife's words not only failed to comfort him but made his anger explode. Seeing his wife lower her head and not dare to make a sound, Pang Zi burned with rage. He stood up abruptly, put on his military greatcoat, and strode out of his house.

The cold air outside gave Pang Zi a burst of coolness, but the fire in his heart didn't go out; instead, it burned even hotter. Pang Zi was extremely dissatisfied with the Military Commission's recent attitude. The people led by Chen Ke were too unkind to the meritorious officials. Pang Zi himself didn't want to go to the Engineering Corps or the Railway Corps; he didn't understand those things and liked digging even less. But Pang Zi wanted to plant a few people into the Engineering Corps. Pang Zi asked himself, and this really wasn't out of selfishness. The brothers who followed Pang Zi from the Taihang Mountains considered themselves Pang Zi's confidants. Relying on Pang Zi's reputation, they were insubordinate and dissatisfied with everything. They had established a little merit, but their appetite for becoming officials was huge. These guys were now company commanders, and they all felt their talents were being wasted. They had pestered Fatty [Pang Zi] many times, actually wanting to be regimental commanders. Now that discipline was strict, these guys had been reprimanded by the political commissar several times. In the cavalry unit, they were already despised by everyone. Pang Zi had long reached the limit of his patience with these people. Sending them away early would give him peace of mind.

Regardless of why others wanted to go to the Engineering Corps, Pang Zi purely wanted to get rid of trouble. However, to send them to the Engineering Corps troops, it had to be done beautifully. Promoting them by one level and then sending them to the Engineering Corps troops—Pang Zi would have done his utmost duty. As for how the Engineering Corps troops managed and dealt with them, as long as those guys weren't in the cavalry unit, it wasn't Pang Zi's responsibility.

But the current situation greatly exceeded Pang Zi's control. The newly established Engineering Corps troops didn't accept lateral transfers at all. If they were transferred laterally as company commanders, those few confidants certainly wouldn't agree. Let alone being demoted.

Moreover, during the day today, Gu Lu's firm attitude and clever response methods greatly exceeded Pang Zi's expectations. Pang Zi felt that he had underestimated Gu Lu before. This "little platoon leader" from not long ago was far from being a guy who could be easily manipulated. Pang Zi had to annoyingly admit that someone Chen Ke had his eyes on was definitely not an ordinary person.

Pang Zi didn't intend to put effort into dealing with Gu Lu. For one, he didn't like that kind of guy who played conspiracies behind people's backs. For another, without Wu Xingchen's support, Pang Zi indeed didn't dare to make a move on Gu Lu. This was also the real reason why Pang Zi flew into a rage after hearing his wife say "the arm can't twist the thigh." It wasn't that his wife said anything wrong; it was precisely because she was right, making Pang Zi clearly realize his own powerlessness, that it stimulated Pang Zi's nerves even more.

Thinking about what to do, Pang Zi unknowingly returned to the division headquarters. As soon as he entered, Pang Zi saw Chu Deli actually waiting for him. "Division Commander Pang, you're back? I've been waiting here for a long time," Chu Deli welcomed him warmly.

"Regimental Commander Chu, what is it?" Pang Zi's attitude wasn't enthusiastic at all.

"Division Commander Pang, what I actually wanted to say during the day today was, since Regimental Commander Lu caused such a big incident, can the 44072 Regiment not participate in the merit evaluation? It turned out I didn't make it clear. I saw that Division Commander Pang's meaning was similar to mine. I wonder if Division Commander Pang has any ideas? This isn't about doing something to the 4407 Division. I went back and thought about it for a while. For the division-level assessment, how much the 44072 Regiment did should still be calculated into the division's statistics. I wonder what Division Commander Pang thinks?"

Pang Zi was annoyed by these words from Chu Deli. "You should talk to your division commander about this. What's the use of finding me? Our Cavalry Division has few people to begin with. How to evaluate our troops is still a problem."

"I've already looked for our Division Commander Zhou. Our Division Commander Zhou said to let us go around and discuss with brother units to see everyone's opinion," Chu Deli hurriedly explained.

Pang Zi felt even more disgusted hearing this. He had intended to say a few nasty words. Wasn't this kind of thing obvious? Chairman Chen Ke valued Gu Lu very highly, and Chai Qingguo seized the opportunity to promote Gu Lu. What is meant by "acting"? It means that after working for a period, if Gu Lu performs well, he can be formally appointed. Since Gu Lu hasn't had any problems so far, his request to reformulate the merit evaluation standards is also very reasonable. Pang Zi had no reason to deal with Gu Lu at all.

But on second thought, Pang Zi felt that this might not be a bad opportunity. Since Chu Deli, and Chu Deli's division commander Zhou Zhentao, still wanted to do this, then why not let them take the lead? Pang Zi immediately laughed: "Since you said to look at the views of other troops, if you want to ask me what my view is, my view is to listen to Commander-in-Chief Chai. I support whatever decision Commander-in-Chief Chai makes. What are your views?"

Chu Deli stared at Pang Zi for a moment after hearing this before saying, "This is what I think. Since we want to set rules, it's impossible for such a big incident to happen every time, and it's also impossible to say that such things will absolutely not happen in the future. No matter what, let's disqualify this regiment from the merit evaluation first. Evaluate the regiments that didn't have accidents first. Of course, we can't say that the soldiers of this regiment shouldn't be rewarded for their labor. We can specifically discuss the rewards for this regiment again. What does Division Commander Pang think?"

Hearing Chu Deli's suggestion, Pang Zi could be sure that this idea was definitely not something Chu Deli came up with himself. Just from what he saw during the day, Chu Deli wouldn't have this kind of insight. The 4406 Division Commander Zhou Zhentao and Division Political Commissar Yang Deshui were definitely plotting behind the scenes. This suggestion was reasonable and fair. It solved the problem of evaluating the advanced units and also got rid of the problem of unfair treatment of soldiers. If Chu Deli had taken out this plan during the day, it probably would have passed right then. Originally, Pang Zi wanted to hear what "trick" Chu Deli had. Now Pang Zi even felt that this plan had little to do with a conspiracy.

Pang Zi didn't want to state his position directly either. He dealt with him by saying, "I know. Let's talk about it at the discussion meeting."

After Chu Deli left, Pang Zi thought over the plan Chu Deli brought several times. The more he thought about it, the more reasonable it seemed. The cavalry troops always felt they were a cut above the rest, and Pang Zi wasn't too close with Zhou Zhentao normally. Now he suddenly felt that if Zhou Zhentao could give him some ideas, maybe he could even throw those few hot potatoes into the Engineering Corps troops. But it wasn't appropriate to say this kind of thing now. The two weren't close normally anyway. At any rate, he had to wait until Gu Lu's matter was finished, and Pang Zi clearly supported Zhou Zhentao. After Zhou Zhentao owed him this favor, then they could talk about that matter.

After the meeting convened the next day, what surprised Pang Zi a bit was that the person who came out to speak wasn't Chu Deli, but Zhou Zhentao. As soon as he proposed the suggestion of "special handling for special cases," it immediately received a lot of support. This could also be considered an improvement of the system. By adding special clauses to bring matters up for separate discussion, it took care of both the existing assessment standards and sudden events.

When the comrades were discussing spiritedly and the situation was very favorable to Zhou Zhentao, Zhou Zhentao didn't have the intention of pursuing victory. "Regarding the work of the soldiers of the 44072 Regiment, I think it shouldn't be negated. During the special discussion, I think it should be considered. We can't treat the soldiers unfairly."

Pang Zi thought the matter was almost certain. In such a situation, Gu Lu basically couldn't have any chance. Now as long as someone expressed support, and after another vote, the final Party organization resolution could be reached. Pang Zi wanted to express support immediately. Since he had already thought about getting closer to Zhou Zhentao yesterday, if he didn't support immediately, it wouldn't be justifiable no matter what. But Pang Zi had seen many things after all, and he kept a sharp eye out. Gu Lu hadn't spoken yet. Who knew what indication Gu Lu would give at the final moment? Moreover, no matter what, Chai Qingguo hadn't spoken either. As the host of this Party committee meeting, Chai Qingguo was the controller of the process. Sure enough, after Zhou Zhentao finished speaking, Gu Lu stood up to speak.

"I oppose doing this." Gu Lu went straight to the point. "What I want to ask is, is this merit evaluation activity evaluating the merit of the soldiers or the merit of the commanders? If it were on the battlefield, and a commander fled in the face of battle, then needless to say, the unit would definitely not have any good war exploits. But in this matter, even if the commander made a huge mistake, he didn't flee in the face of battle. Regimental Commander Lu even wanted to do the work better. If our merit evaluation is evaluating the commander's merit, then needless to say, our regiment has nothing to say. But this merit evaluation is evaluating the troops' contribution. I think what you said is completely wrong."

After Gu Lu finished speaking, the comrades at the meeting immediately fell silent. This question was really sharp enough. Generally speaking, unit merit evaluation was the commander's merit. And Gu Lu's meaning completely transcended this concept. In Gu Lu's meaning, the troops' contribution was the contribution of the soldiers participating in labor, and the commander's influence in it was greatly reduced. This was no longer a question of merit evaluation, but a question of who was higher and lower between the commanders and soldiers in the troops.

No one answered immediately, because no one dared to speak lightly on this issue.
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"Comrades, I feel that in this kind of collective action, commanders should not participate in merit assessment at all. This would solve all problems regarding merit assessment..."

"The merit of a commander is achieved by the comrades working together. If they participate in merit assessment, should they also participate in demerit assessment? Should they take a share of all responsibilities first..."

"Results determine a commander's evaluation; producing results is inherently the duty of a commander. If there are results, credit goes to the commander; if there are problems, the subordinates bear the burden together—is that fair? One person acts, one person takes responsibility; whoever's responsibility it is should be the one held accountable. That is fairness..."

The comrades stared at Gu Lu, watching this newly appointed Regimental Political Commissar loudly stating his thoughts. The impact was quite significant. What Gu Lu said wasn't particularly novel; Chen Ke had said similar things. But when Chen Ke said these things, everyone listened but didn't really take them to heart. This wasn't because the comrades slighted Chen Ke, but because these words really didn't sit well with everyone's mindset.

Chai Qingguo was also listening quietly. Gu Lu's words suited his taste very well. Military organizations traditionally operate on rewards based on merit, but the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army is not a traditional army. The significance of this army is not that it belongs to the cadres of various levels, nor is it Chen Ke's army. This army is the People's Army, because every member of this army is a part of the vast laboring people. The purpose of this army's existence is to protect the interests of the vast laboring people, including the army itself.

Viewed from this angle, the merit assessment for cadres at various levels seems quite ridiculous. Being a cadre is in itself an acknowledgment of one's ability and merit; it seems there is no need for a separate merit assessment for commanders. So Chai Qingguo observed quietly; it seemed some people were already completely unsuitable to remain in leadership positions. Various revolutionary ideological education sessions had been conducted, and their current performance was entirely a reflection of their own views on the revolution.

Many comrades were also observing Chai Qingguo's expression. This silence seemed to other comrades like a silent objection. At least many comrades took this silence to mean opposition.

To sit in these positions, the hardship involved was far beyond what ordinary soldiers could compare to. These cadres genuinely believed that the new system was indeed much better than the old one, and everyone also felt that the common people's support and contribution to the troops were very important. However, if all the credit was given to the grassroots officers and soldiers, and to the common people, then how would the hard work of these middle and high-ranking cadres be accounted for? Did they climb to these positions just to have their own merits written off? If one were to talk about equality, these comrades felt that such a practice could hardly be called equality. In the past, the situation was difficult, and everyone could endure it. Now that the hard days were finally over—Beiyang had been beaten into submission, the Manchu Qing had perished, the German devils had been thrashed, and the other foreign devils were now very cooperative—at this time, shouldn't everyone's contributions be mentioned?

"Political Commissar Gu, why do I feel like your words sound like you want to rebel?" The first opponent jumped out. Everyone's eyes fell on Zhou Zhentao, the commander of the 4406th Division. Zhou Zhentao's attitude was clear: he wanted to thoroughly oppose Gu Lu's proposition.

Gu Lu hadn't expected to be labeled with the hat of rebellion. His heart couldn't help but beat more violently. "I... rebel against whom?" Gu Lu asked in astonishment.

"With what you're saying, who exactly is leading whom?" Zhou Zhentao asked coldly. "Is it the cadres leading the comrades below, or the comrades leading the cadres above? Is there any order left?"

Zhou Zhentao's words clearly gained considerable support; some comrades' faces showed expressions of agreement. But Chai Qingguo also noticed that many comrades, especially the political commissars, looked quite uneasy. A few commissars' expressions had already become very dissatisfied.

Gu Lu frowned. "Order? What grassroots comrades learn is how to arrange their own work. Cadres are promoted from those comrades who have learned to arrange their own work. They not only have to arrange their own work well but also be able to arrange the work of other comrades well. Our goal is to complete the work set by the organization. Broadly speaking, this is to liberate the laboring people and let the laboring people be the masters of their own house. Leading cadres are also part of the laboring people. You are setting leading cadres in opposition to the laboring people."

These words were sharp enough. Zhou Zhentao's face instantly became very ugly. He questioned loudly, "Political Commissar Gu, what do you mean by that?"

Gu Lu was even more puzzled. He asked, "What do I mean? The Party has always educated us this way. I do whatever the Party teaches. I say whatever the Party teaches."

Watching Gu Lu go tit-for-tat against Zhou Zhentao, Chai Qingguo wanted to laugh very much, but he couldn't laugh at all. Based on Chai Qingguo's understanding, Gu Lu wasn't wrong. In the theory of the People's Revolution that the People's Party had always propagated, there was indeed only the dichotomy of the vast laboring people as the ruling class and others. The People's Party occupied the position of leadership and vanguard within the ruling class.

In the People's Party, or rather in the new system led by Chen Ke, the only standard determining individual social status was labor. If viewed from this angle, Gu Lu was not only not wrong, but he had firmly grasped the core points of the People's Party's political program. The existence of a comrade like Gu Lu was truly an eye-opener for Chai Qingguo.

Zhou Zhentao's thinking was obviously different from Chai Qingguo's. He said coldly, "Comrade Gu Lu, you are distorting the Party's theories. We must have iron discipline; the Party emphasizes this repeatedly. According to what you say, what kind of discipline is this?"

"The Party emphasizes discipline to better complete the work, not to set a discipline and make the work submit to the discipline. Division Commander Zhou, what you're talking about isn't discipline; what you're talking about is just the rules you want." Gu Lu continued to stand his ground.

Pang Zi watched these two comrades arguing fiercely. He found himself in a complete dilemma. In his heart, Pang Zi supported Zhou Zhentao. However, what Gu Lu said was very similar to what Wu Xingchen loved to say. As if it were a habit, Pang Zi felt he should support a stance similar to Wu Xingchen's. Usually, Pang Zi argued with Wu Xingchen quite a bit, the reason being that Wu Xingchen failed to follow Pang Zi's ideas in many places. But in fairness, Pang Zi believed he was willing to listen to Wu Xingchen.

Carefully observing Chai Qingguo's expression, he saw that although it was still that expressionless face, based on Pang Zi's understanding of Chai Qingguo, Chai Qingguo wanted this debate to continue. Who should he support? Pang Zi felt very distressed.

The argument wasn't allowed to run its full course before being interrupted by Yang Deshui, the Political Commissar of the 4406th Division. "This time we are talking about the issue of merit assessment; how did we go off-topic to talk about discipline?"

This was clearly a statement meant to calm the situation, but Chai Qingguo happened to have no intention of letting the situation calm down. "I think this discussion makes a lot of sense. Who leads whom? What exactly are we assessing in merit assessment? If we can't even explain these things clearly, will this kind of argument still happen in the future? If we can discuss this matter clearly, we can solve many things from the root. Everyone, continue speaking."

Yang Deshui was a division political commissar; he was more sensitive regarding theory than Zhou Zhentao. When Gu Lu mentioned who was the master of the house, he knew Zhou Zhentao had lost the upper hand. In the political philosophy of the People's Party, the People's Party was certainly the vanguard of the ruling class in the base areas, but it was not the ruler of the base areas. Regardless of what problems existed on the practical level, theoretically, the power of the base areas belonged to the vast laboring people. In the army, cadres did not have special powers. Chen Ke flagrantly opposed the idea of constructing a power system based on the rank of cadres. Even though this idea was a tradition of thousands of years.

At this point, Yang Deshui couldn't let the argument continue. After all, he was in the same division as Zhou Zhentao. With the precedent of Lu Kaiwen—where the regimental commissar was also dismissed and investigated for agreeing with Lu Kaiwen's arrangements—if Zhou Zhentao made a major mistake in political ideology, Yang Deshui's end wouldn't be much better. "Commander-in-Chief Chai, this isn't on our meeting agenda. I think we should first solve the specific problem at hand. Chairman Chen also said, analyze specific problems specifically. Comrade Gu Lu has a point; we assess merit centered on labor. Since the 44072nd Regiment has performed well, we have no reason to exclude them from the collective merit assessment. Collective merit is collective merit, and the majority in the collective are still these grassroots comrades. However, regarding Party organization building, the 44072nd Regiment can also participate in the evaluation. Merit is merit, fault is fault; this cannot be confused."

Zhou Zhentao didn't become a division commander for nothing. Although he wasn't sure exactly what his problem was, since Political Commissar Yang Deshui had said so, he forced down his anger and sat back in his seat. Even if it wasn't to give Gu Lu face, he had to give Political Commissar Yang Deshui face.

"What does everyone think?" Although Chai Qingguo felt extremely regretful, his job was to preside over the Party meeting, not to meaninglessly provoke arguments. Although he was extremely dissatisfied with Zhou Zhentao in his heart, Chai Qingguo absolutely could not tempt Zhou Zhentao into saying "counter-revolutionary" words. That would be a problem of a different nature.

Gu Lu's goal wasn't to label Zhou Zhentao as a counter-revolutionary either. He just wanted to clarify the reasoning. Since Yang Deshui had already offered an opinion, Gu Lu hadn't thought about pursuing it to the end. "So that means, in the future, the merit of the troops and Party organization building will be evaluated separately? Doing well in troop work doesn't equal doing well in troop organization building?"

Zhou Zhentao had originally silenced himself by forcibly suppressing his dissatisfaction. The annoyance in his heart need not be mentioned. Being forced to shut up by a regimental commissar, and even having the division commissar forced to adopt a compromising stance—this was a situation Zhou Zhentao had never imagined. In Zhou Zhentao's view, many of the gazes around him were mocking. Seeing that Gu Lu not only didn't quit while he was ahead but instead "competed" with Division Commissar Yang Deshui, Zhou Zhentao sprang to his feet. "The organization building in the troops wasn't done well, yet the troops' merit went up. what does this prove? Does it prove that organization is useless? That discipline is useless?"

As soon as this question was raised, Yang Deshui's face also became unpleasant. He was quite unhappy with Zhou Zhentao. The matter discussed just now was merely glossed over; it was far from over. Moreover, even being in the same division as Zhou Zhentao, Yang Deshui didn't support Zhou Zhentao's views; he just couldn't argue with Zhou Zhentao publicly in the meeting due to face. Now Zhou Zhentao was meddling in a new argument, and clearly doing so with resentment. This wasn't a good thing. If this discussion proved Zhou Zhentao's idea wrong again, this would be a real ideological error.

Chai Qingguo couldn't help but reveal a slight smile. He had asked Chen Ke about this matter: what would the arguments turn into? Chen Ke's answer surprised Chai Qingguo very much. "If an argument is a high-level one, it will eventually boil down to two points: science and democracy. Science concerns the material nature of the world. Democracy concerns the class interests one belongs to. There are individuals who betray their class, but there is never a class that betrays its interests."

The question Zhou Zhentao raised seemed like angry words, but it was actually a real question. When several senior cadres in the regiment had problems, what could the excellent performance of the entire regiment prove? At the moment Zhou Zhentao raised this question, Chai Qingguo had already found the answer. This made Chai Qingguo feel a burst of clarity in his mind, and his mood improved.

Pang Zi was very surprised to see Chai Qingguo smiling. The atmosphere in the conference room was heavy, and the argument was tit-for-tat. Although Pang Zi didn't actually fully understand the focus of the argument, he just knew that he believed that since he was the division commander, the comrades below had to obey Pang Zi's orders. However, Pang Zi could also feel that things were far less simple than he thought. Seeing Chai Qingguo actually smiling, he felt a great puzzlement. Pang Zi couldn't help asking, "Commander-in-Chief Chai, what are you laughing at?"

Reminded by Pang Zi, everyone looked at Chai Qingguo. Sure enough, the smile on Chai Qingguo's face hadn't faded yet. Chai Qingguo didn't hide it either. "Comrades, during this discussion, I suddenly understood a problem. Chairman Chen spoke of science and democracy. Science, well, is work method. Commander Lu and the others definitely did a great job in popularizing work methods, so their regiment's work results were significant. Similarly, in terms of democracy, Commander Lu definitely didn't do well. If he had held a democratic meeting of the whole regiment and told the comrades about his plan to claim credit and rewards, do you think the comrades of the whole regiment would have supported him?"

When Chai Qingguo said this, Pang Zi understood. He hadn't expected Lu Kaiwen to receive a fairly high evaluation after being dismissed. Pang Zi felt a surge of jealousy and couldn't help saying, "That's not necessarily true. If the comrades of the whole regiment thought they could show their faces in front of Chairman Chen, and that showing their faces would get them more good evaluations, I'm afraid they wouldn't oppose it."

A burst of laughter erupted among the comrades. Pang Zi's honest words described it very vividly. If Lu Kaiwen could prove to the comrades of the whole regiment that this kind of performance could succeed, he really might have received the support of the whole regiment.

"So we had to dismiss and investigate Comrade Lu Kaiwen and the others. The Party organization let him lead like this, openly engaging in fraud to claim credit and rewards—what was he trying to do?" Chai Qingguo laughed.

Pang Zi was slightly stunned upon hearing this. He still felt that the severe handling of Lu Kaiwen and the others was a bit too rigid, and even suspected whether this was done to pave the way for Gu Lu. After Chai Qingguo said this, Pang Zi suddenly genuinely felt that Lu Kaiwen and the others got what they deserved. If this precedent were set, other troops working hard would not be worth as much as a bit of fraud. That would truly be unfair. Pang Zi's cavalry division had fewer people than other infantry divisions, and he had a headache regarding merit assessment. With this thought, the hostility in his gaze towards Gu Lu diminished greatly.

"If you say that, I have another question. Our Cavalry Division has fewer people; how should we be assessed for merit? Since it must be fair, it has to be fair to the comrades of the Cavalry Division as well," Pang Zi said loudly.
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The rules for merit assessment were changed in the end. Upon receiving the newly revised rules, Chen Ke smiled after reading just the opening rationale. He handed the document to Wu Xingchen, who was sitting beside him.

Chai Qingguo was somewhat surprised, "Chairman Chen, do you find any issues with it?"

Chen Ke replied, "No issues. I think it's written very well. It clarifies the relationship between Science and Democracy right from the start."

Such high praise surprised Chai Qingguo, "Then why don't you read the rest?"

"I didn't participate in the specific work, so reading the details would be in vain. If I started gesturing and making comments, I'd only be adding to the confusion. Specific management content like this takes a long time to perfect. After setting it this time, there will be new problems next time. It will need continued revision."

Chai Qingguo nodded slightly, "Indeed, it will need revision. There are many details I myself find unreasonable."

Wu Xingchen finished reading the draft quickly and passed it to the Director of the Political Department, Chen Tianhua. "Chairman Chen, does this mean all future merit assessments will be done this way?"

"Yes, exactly this way. Labor skills are the work of Science, while organization building is the work of Democracy. We must grasp both, and both hands must be firm. I particularly approve of the section that categorizes cadres at all levels into management posts. There is no distinction of high or low in labor, only differences in posts. Regardless of how things are outside, here, the only ones respected are Model Workers—respected by everyone for their personal character and ability. This has nothing to do with one's background or how much money they have. My ideal is to build a society consisting only of equal laborers."

"Pfft," Chen Tianhua chuckled. He put down the document in his hand and looked up, "This is also my ideal."

"I think so too," Wu Xingchen nodded repeatedly.

"I don't want to bully others, nor do I want others to bully me. I also can't stand those guys who bully others," Chai Qingguo said loudly. "After fighting and killing for so many years, I've seen enough of this crap. Now I just want to bury this old society."

Chen Ke did not echo the comrades' declarations. He tapped the table lightly, "This is a good opportunity. Let all comrades study the core points of this merit assessment standard. What is a New System? *This* is a New System."

"The problems that might arise in the middle..." Wu Xingchen was still a bit worried about this.

"Problems will definitely arise. It is precisely because problems will arise that the entire body must discuss this standard. The system is not just for the comrades below; it applies to us as well. If the comrades don't participate in the discussion and aren't allowed to speak, how will we know their demands and interests? Without debate, how can the comrades understand what this system really intends to do?" Speaking of this, Chen Ke suddenly smiled, "Don't be afraid of incidents. This matter has only just begun."

***

Chu Deli, the Commander of the 44063 Regiment and a key figure in triggering this storm, had been feeling somewhat apprehensive these past few days. His actions had directly caused the Division Commander and Commissar to lose to Gu Lu at the Party meeting. Although the Division Commander and Commissar didn't say anything, he felt very uncomfortable. However, the New Year was approaching, and the troops were to spend this year's Spring Festival at the construction site. The officers and soldiers of the unit were sending their rewards and accumulated subsidies home. The transportation and banking departments were busy. As a Regiment Commander, Chu Deli also urged the processing of these matters. If he didn't keep himself busy, he felt waves of emptiness in his heart.

When the organization's requirement to set aside two days specifically for the promotion of merit assessment standards came down, Chu Deli wanted to escape. However, the organization required commanders at all levels to personally discuss the merit standards with the soldiers. He had to participate in this discussion. It was impossible for the whole regiment of over two thousand men to discuss it together, so following the model of 'the Branch is built on the Company', each unit discussed it separately by company. Chu Deli went to the 3rd Company of the 2nd Battalion to participate.

The merit standard was divided into four parts. There were connections between the four parts, but not a relationship of subordination. They were: Labor Quantity, Labor Skills, Production Organization Construction, and Party Organization Construction.

Merit was divided into four parts. Labor Quantity was calculated based on the average labor amount. For any unit, regardless of size, as long as the average labor in ordinary work met the standard, there would be a corresponding grade assessment. Chu Deli knew that after Pang Zi raised the issue of the Cavalry Division having fewer people, the standard originally based on total work volume had to be modified.

On this point, both cadres and soldiers felt it was very appropriate. More pay for more work, less pay for less work—the comrades were very much in favor of this. After the collective reached a certain standard, everyone would receive a basic reward regardless of their job. Under the condition that comrades who excelled in their work received the most remuneration, this also passed everyone's discussion smoothly.

"The Engineering Company is responsible for repairing the carts and tools. Can you fix them better next time?"

"Sharpen the shovels more. They get dull after half a day's use."

"That's because you're using the shovel wrong. You can't just jab hard with the tip."

Some comrades who felt they hadn't completed enough labor quantity began to discuss the responsibility regarding tools.

"The comrades of the 4th Company are responsible for guarding the carts. It's freezing cold, and they can't sleep all night. They should get a share."

"Yeah. They even caught quite a few thieves."

"How were those thieves dealt with in the end?"

"The ringleaders seem to have been shot, right?"

There were also some comrades who were more concerned about the various accidents that had occurred.

Any discussion is like this; without guidance, it easily goes off-topic. The more people there are, the easier it is for the topic to diverge.

"Comrades, discuss those things later. Let's continue with Labor Skills," the Company Political Instructor, surnamed Wu, like the vast majority of cadres, was just over twenty years old this year. Seeing the discussion turning into a chat, Instructor Wu hurriedly interrupted these topics.

Labor Skills referred to technical content. It included not only how to work, but also how to rest, how to recover physical strength, and how to reduce industrial injuries. This was to teach everyone how to manage themselves. Chu Deli considered that his regiment had done quite well, but the comrades' thoughts seemed to differ somewhat from his.

"Instructor, does Labor Skills mean how to work both fast and well?" a comrade asked in confusion.

"Correct."

After receiving the Instructor's confirmation, a comrade immediately criticized: "I think you haven't explained enough to everyone."

"You just urge us to work. When we ask, your attitude isn't happy either."

"You should have explained these things from the start. As soon as we ask, you just say we'll know once we work more. I've done so much work, but I still haven't quite figured out why other comrades are always faster than me."

Hearing the comrades criticizing him right in front of the Regiment Commander, Instructor Wu was immediately a bit stunned. He hurriedly said, "Wasn't this supposed to be discussed within the squads? Was there no discussion?"

"We're tired like this. We go back, eat, and fall asleep. Discuss what?"

"Working dizzy every day, who has the mind to think about this stuff?"

"We haven't discussed it here."

Chu Deli had thought his regiment was doing well, but he didn't expect that on this link, it was not the case at all. The Instructor naturally knew the situation in the company. Hearing everyone complain, he fell silent. Chu Deli was already in a bad mood, and seeing this situation, he immediately pulled a long face and asked, "Instructor Wu, what is going on? What needs to be taught must be taught."

"This... there were indeed difficulties at the time," the Instructor replied.

The Instructor's explanation not only failed to calm Chu Deli's emotions but actually agitated him. He pointed at the Instructor and reprimanded, "What difficulties? With difficulties, you just don't do the work?"

The Instructor didn't expect Chu Deli to flare up so suddenly and was stunned for a moment.

This performance made Chu Deli even more annoyed, "As an Instructor, you are responsible for teaching comrades how to work. Otherwise, what are you doing wandering around the construction site all day?"

Instructor Wu was a young man in his twenties. Hearing Chu Deli reprimand him in front of the comrades for "wandering around the construction site all day," he felt a great grievance. Instantly, Instructor Wu's eyes turned red. "Regiment Commander Chu, I... besides arranging work every day, I do as much work as the comrades do. Your words are incorrect."

Facing Instructor Wu's resistance, a rush of anger shot straight to Chu Deli's forehead, "Bullshit! What is your job? It's to manage everyone well! What does it count for if you just work yourself? Go be a soldier then! If there is this regulation, you have to follow the regulation."

Instructor Wu was scolded to tears by Chu Deli. Seeing him like this, Chu Deli suddenly felt his mood improve considerably. Just as he was feeling he might have been too harsh, he heard Instructor Wu say with a sobbing tone, "Regiment Commander Chu, you are bullying people."

"I'm bullying people? How did I bully you?" Chu Deli asked angrily.

Instructor Wu choked back sobs for a moment, then finally suppressed his grief and said loudly, "This new assessment standard was only given to me yesterday. You are applying this to previous work; you are bullying people."

This was the truth. Instructor Wu had received the new standard yesterday, and the purpose of this discussion was to promote the new merit standard. But Chu Deli had personally participated in the formulation of this merit standard. He had completely forgotten the difference between himself and Instructor Wu regarding this matter. Hearing Instructor Wu say this, Chu Deli not only didn't calm down but flew into a rage, "Fuck off! You do what I tell you to do. You only know how to make excuses for yourself. You don't need to be this Instructor anymore. Reflect on your own mistakes first."

Under the pressure of Chu Deli's domineering attitude, Instructor Wu could almost speak no words. Finally, with a look of resistance, he squeezed out a sentence, "Swearing is not allowed in the troops!"

Chu Deli could bear it no longer. He stepped forward and grabbed Instructor Wu by the collar, "Not allowed to swear? I'm going to beat you too!"

The comrades in the company were originally watching the conflict between the Regiment Commander and the Instructor. Some were stunned, while others were watching the show. They didn't expect to see Regiment Commander Chu actually about to get physical with the Instructor. Some quick-witted ones were already thinking of going up to pull them apart. Chu Deli's guard was the closest and reacted the fastest. He hurriedly inserted himself between the two, "Regiment Commander Chu, beating and cursing are not allowed in the troops."

Seeing that even his own guard did not support him, Chu Deli was even more annoyed. He questioned loudly, "Who do you listen to?"

The guard was not scared by these words. He said, "Commander, what you are doing violates discipline."

Seeing the guard still stopping him, Chu Deli asked loudly, "Who on earth do you listen to? Do you listen to me, or do you listen to this Instructor?"

Forced into a corner by this question, the guard couldn't help but answer, "I listen to the Political Security Department."

"Get lost!" Chu Deli released Instructor Wu and shoved his guard violently.

The conflict between Chu Deli and the Company Instructor was soon reflected to the top through various channels. One of the basic disciplines of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was the unity of officers and soldiers; warlord-style behaviors like beating and cursing subordinates were absolutely strictly prohibited. Let alone that one of the topics of study this time was Equality. And the issue between Chu Deli and his guard alarmed the Political Security Department even more. Guards at all levels were universally arranged by the Political Security Department. This was a death order issued by Chen Ke. Including Chen Ke's own guards, there were no exceptions. One of the jobs of the guards was to prevent cadres from making mistakes on major issues. In addition, there was a job that wasn't exactly a secret: if a cadre committed betrayal, the guard was to report it to the Political Security Department immediately. Therefore, while guards certainly had to protect the safety of cadres, they were absolutely not the private subordinates of the cadres. Chu Deli's actions made the Political Security Department extremely concerned about this matter. The Political Security Department reported directly to the Political Department, so Chen Tianhua was alarmed.

Incidents similar to Chu Deli's were not limited to just one or two cases. In this merit assessment discussion, the relationship between cadres and soldiers was far from the officer-soldier unity seen on the surface. Simply picking up tools and laboring with the comrades did not equate to officer-soldier unity or leading by example. Even if Chu Deli was wrong, Instructor Wu also had his own deficiencies. The number of cadres and political commissars similar to Instructor Wu was definitely not small.

Things turned out just as Chen Ke had said. Although the line struggle at the upper levels had been intense originally, there was at least a matter of self-restraint among mid-to-high-level cadres. When cadres faced soldiers, this self-restraint was plainly much weaker. It wasn't just weaker; many cadres were not qualified in their thinking. They truly believed: *I am the leader, so the people below should listen to me unconditionally.*

As the Director of the Political Department, Chen Tianhua felt he had lost face. He lamented, "How could the problem be this big this time?"

Chai Qingguo was quite happy in his heart, a rare smile appearing on his face. "The problems this time aren't limited to just these; there are many things. Besides being unscientific and undemocratic, there is warlord style, unfairness in promotions, and leading cadres' styles not being close to the soldiers. Of course, it's not entirely the cadres' fault. Many soldiers in the troops are squeamish when working and get cocky with a little achievement. They demand absolute equality in treatment; everything must be exactly the same. Everyone has problems."

Chen Tianhua had considerable work experience after all. Facing these problems, he quickly recovered his calm. "I will personally go down to grasp the work of the commissars. These problems indeed need rectification." After speaking, Chen Tianhua looked at Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, do you have any opinions?"

Chen Ke was actually quite happy too. Lifting the lid is always a good thing. If these problems didn't have a chance to be exposed, they would only continue to rot. "Let's not just see the problems. Comrade Tianhua, since the problems have started to be exposed, we can precisely see many very excellent comrades among the ranks. Originally, we might not have had the chance to see them. Rectification is certainly one aspect, but picking out these excellent comrades and using them as the main force to build a stronger organizational core, I believe, is equally important. Revolution work, after all, is always about great waves washing away the sand."
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The merit assessment work was not limited to the military; the cadre school established in Xuzhou also participated in the excavation projects. There were over a dozen Japanese comrades in the cadre school, along with one genuine "extra-personnel" member. This was Kita Ikki, who was there to "observe."

By the time the merit assessment concluded before the Spring Festival, Kita Ikki had also received his share of the rewards. Two knitted towels, two toothbrushes, an enamel mug printed with the hammer and sickle emblem, and four bars of light yellow soap with a fine texture that looked quite appealing. Kita Ikki lay on his bunk, holding the soap up to his nose to take a deep whiff. The scent, mixed with a pungent chemical smell, was invigorating. Putting down the soap, Kita Ikki sat up, feeling a bit irritable.

Recent news had left Kita Ikki extremely upset. He had just received word that shortly before, on January 24, 1912, Kōtoku Shūsui and 11 others had been executed by hanging. The "High Treason Incident" that had caused a sensation in Japan had finally drawn to a close.

In late May 1910, a worker at a lumber mill in Akashina, Nagano Prefecture, was found carrying a bomb. The Katsura Tarō cabinet used this as a pretext to suppress the socialist movement in Japan. In June of the same year, Japanese authorities began a massive arrest of socialists nationwide, shut down all trade unions, and banned the publication of all left-wing literature. From late 1910 to January 1911, hundreds of arrested socialists were subjected to secret trials. Japan's socialist pioneer Kōtoku Shūsui and 25 others were falsely accused of "high treason, plotting to assassinate the Emperor, creating riots, and committing the crime of attempted assassination of the Emperor." After a special single-instance trial by the Great Court of Cassation, Kōtoku Shūsui and 23 others were sentenced to death on January 18, 1911, while two others received prison terms.

In this era, executing political prisoners was widely recognized as a political atrocity. Left-wing masses in Paris, London, San Francisco, New York, and other places held protest rallies and wrote letters of protest to Japanese embassies. Under the condemnation and pressure of domestic and world opinion, the Great Court of Cassation was forced to commute the death sentences of twelve of them to life imprisonment in the name of the Emperor. However, the sentences of Kōtoku Shūsui and the other twelve remained unchanged.

The United States was quite opposed to this action by Japan. Daring not to offend its largest export market, the Japanese government played a trick by deliberately delaying for a year. Americans' attention could not remain on Japanese political prisoners forever. Once the external outcry had subsided, the Japanese government quietly executed Kōtoku Shūsui and the other eleven by hanging.

Kita Ikki was also a nominal "dissident" in the eyes of the Japanese government. Although his relationship with the socialists was not particularly close, and he was not in Japan at the time, effectively dodging this bullet, there was no doubt that between the Japanese government and these socialists, Kita Ikki supported the socialists. Upon learning that Kōtoku Shūsui and the others had been killed, Kita Ikki's mood plummeted.

"I will make these people pay this blood debt!" he thought with hatred.

But acting fierce here was useless. Kita Ikki pinned all his hopes on the Chinese revolution. Having completely lost faith in the Meiji Restoration, Kita Ikki expected the Chinese revolution to blaze a brand-new trail. After the Chinese revolution achieved total victory, Kita Ikki, as a "guide," would lead this powerful revolutionary force to overthrow the current corrupt oligarchic rule in Japan and establish a truly fair and just Japanese state. For this reason, Kita Ikki firmly supported the Tongmenghui's revolution, hoping that after completing the Chinese revolution, they would proceed to liberate Japan and build an Asian alliance to counter the Europeans.

Even though the Tongmenghui, which he had initially favored, now seemed to have no future, Kita Ikki did not lose confidence. He attempted to learn the revolutionary path from the more powerful People's Party. Up to now, Kita Ikki could not say he was disappointed, but he did feel a sense of anxiety.

The People's Party's revolutionary philosophy contained the core program of "anti-imperialism and anti-feudalism" that Kita Ikki highly approved of, as well as a steadfast line pursuing social justice. None of this was wrong, but on the practical level, the People's Party had a style of saying one thing and doing another. According to Kita Ikki's observations, all of the People's Party's energy, or at least the vast majority of it, was focused on the practical level of building a stronger base area. As the standard-bearer of the Chinese revolution, the People's Party emphasized practice over rhetoric. Externally, they exhibited strong utilitarianism rather than a strong revolutionary attitude. This surprised Kita Ikki greatly.

What was even more stimulating was the internal education of the People's Party. "The state is a tool of class rule," "Law is the manifestation of the will of the ruling class," "The ruling class in the base area is the broad masses of laborers." In Kita Ikki's view, these concepts, repeated like brainwashing, were not about overthrowing a despotic government, but about replacing the existing despotic government with an even more despotic one. This was something he found very hard to accept.

In his confused state of mind, Kita Ikki once again lifted the soap to his nose and took a deep breath. The pungent smell of alkaline substances lifted his spirits slightly. He was not an inexperienced greenhorn; life in the base area could certainly not be called harsh. These rewards, along with meals that rivaled those of great Japanese oligarch families—leaving aside the salary—were comparable to the life of a Japanese naval officer.

However, this was vastly different from Kita Ikki's hopes. What he wanted to learn from the People's Party was how to build a powerful revolutionary party, but what he had learned most over the past few months was how to engage in practical work. For a base area that had already established political power, this might be feasible. The People's Party had expended enormous effort on "awakening the broad laboring masses." Chen Ke firmly believed that one of the characteristics of the ruling class itself was learning how to manage oneself and learning to recognize the essence of society.

One of the training aspects of the cadre school was, first of all, to enable cadres to recognize the current state of society and learn how to organize labor production. In this lake excavation project, the entire cadre school was mobilized. Kita Ikki had assumed that learning to organize labor production meant learning how to "organize the masses to engage in labor production." He never expected that this meant letting the cadre school students themselves learn how to organize production through their own labor.

Kita Ikki had not known how exhausting production could be. When he decided to join the revolution years ago, in order to raise funds, he did not throw himself into labor production. Instead, he joined a gang, relying on collecting protection fees and blackmailing the wealthy to get his startup capital. Kita Ikki had considered the People's Party's method of engaging in production, but he had rejected that slow-money approach at the time.

Since he wanted to learn the People's Party's organization, Kita Ikki had no choice but to learn to labor. So-called labor was not a group of people discussing how to do things better, but a group of people picking up tools and burying their heads in digging and moving earth. Hands would blister, the rubber soles of the liberation shoes would slip, and in the cold weather, one could get frostbite.

The solutions to many problems seemed simply "inhumane" to Kita Ikki. For example, the only way to deal with blood blisters on one's hands was to wait for them to burst and form calluses; that would solve the problem. The stinging pain when a blister first burst made Kita Ikki extremely unhappy. The comrades of the People's Party used "mutual encouragement" as the solution.

The even more magical part came later. The so-called learning to organize was not the Chinese style of clarifying status and hierarchy, nor was it the strict class system of Japan. The first rule of organization was actually to make everyone equal, to practice criticism and self-criticism. Everyone had to "speak the truth." Or to use a more colloquial Chinese saying, it was "knowing how many buns one can eat and how many bowls of soup one can drink."

Kita Ikki knew some Chinese culture. For instance, in the *Analects*, when Confucius talked about the "scholar" (shi), he said, "They are obstinate little men. Yet they may be reckoned in the next class."

The current education of the People's Party was not aimed at cultivating revolutionaries capable of overthrowing the old system, nor big shots capable of commanding a region. It was actually aiming to cultivate these "obstinate little men" (*keng keng ran xiao ren*). This truly surprised Kita Ikki.

However, Confucius at least listed these "obstinate little men" as the lowest class of "scholars." The *Analects* records that Zilu asked Confucius, "What of those who are in government today?" Confucius replied, "Pooh! They are merely people of bamboo baskets and wooden vessels (people of small capacity); they are not worth counting."

Even Confucius thought that "obstinate little men" were much better than those currently in power. In Kita Ikki's view, this evaluation hit the nail on the head regarding the current situation in Japan.

But this was just the beginning. The cadre school students learned to "know how many buns they can eat and how many bowls of soup they can drink" during labor, and next came labor scheduling. Based on the workload reported by each person, they began to calculate the daily collective workload. This was fatal. After surviving the first few days, many comrades, including Kita Ikki, thought they could complete a certain amount of work. What they didn't expect was that this work wasn't for ten days or half a month, but for consecutive months. After half a month, many people had used up every ounce of strength. Due to accumulated physical fatigue and injuries, their physical strength, energy, and willpower all showed signs of being unsustainable. The originally formulated plans could not be completed.

The teams formed by the cadre school students had to ask comrades every time if they could persist. Some comrades admitted early on that they couldn't go on, while others, unable to complete their tasks for several days in a row, were forced to admit their incompetence. Kita Ikki was also a man who cared about face; he gritted his teeth and held on for four weeks, but in the end, he also succumbed to his own body.

The cadre school students were all of the type who did not give up easily, but under the continuous high-intensity work, these comrades also couldn't hold up. Thus, "learning to organize production labor" meant first learning to labor oneself. One had to know not only what kind of tests the flesh would undergo during labor but also learn how to rest and how to entertain and relax oneself. The cadre school didn't talk about how to manage others at all; everyone truly discovered that managing oneself well was an incredibly difficult process.

Among the rewards issued by the People's Party, neither the knitted towels nor the soap were things ordinary families could afford to use. But after experiencing these few months of "labor learning," Kita Ikki felt that compared to the hardships he had endured and the "arduous" effort he had put in, this reward was truly insignificant.
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While Kita Ikki was immersed in his own thoughts, Umekawa Kamiyoshi, who was also at the cadre school, burst into the dormitory excitedly. "Kita-kun, there's a New Year's gala tonight. Hurry up and get ready; let's go."

"Eh?" Kita Ikki was taken aback by these words and this burst of enthusiasm. He asked with some reproach, "Umekawa-kun, Mr. Kōtoku has been murdered; do you have no sense of mourning?"

"Mr. Kōtoku had the Sekihōtai before him, and we have descendants of the Sekihōtai within the People's Party too. Don't be so affectatious. Eat what you should eat, drink what you should drink, and focus on labor when you should labor. If we mourned the way you do, we wouldn't have to do anything else all day." Having stayed in the base area for these few years, Umekawa Kamiyoshi's style of speaking and acting had drifted further and further away from Japanese reserved customs.

Faced with this, Kita Ikki had to admit that the People's Party's assimilation ability was terrifying. Most Japanese members of the People's Party, including Umekawa Kamiyoshi, no longer habitually said "*Hai*" while nodding, nor did they respectfully lower their eyes. They now held their heads high and chests out, looking straight into the other person's eyes—neither provoking nor avoiding.

"I still don't really want to go," Kita Ikki said.

"Discipline states that everyone must participate in collective activities. You can't let personal emotions affect the entire collective," Umekawa Kamiyoshi said.

Since Umekawa Kamiyoshi had brought up discipline, Kita Ikki couldn't very well refuse. Organizational discipline could not be broken; if he stayed in the dormitory alone, someone would have to stay behind to accompany him. Even setting aside the People's Party's discipline, Japanese culture did not allow an individual to drift outside the organization. Japanese culture had a peculiar trait where the sense of good and evil was not very strong, but the regard for others' evaluation was extremely high. In terms of "dying of a broken heart under the accusation of a thousand pointing fingers," Japan was far ahead of China. Before becoming a revolutionary, Kita Ikki was first and foremost a Japanese. Being spoken to like this by Umekawa Kamiyoshi, he stood up unhappily and followed Umekawa Kamiyoshi out.

Dinner was the New Year's Eve dinner. The staple food was naturally dumplings. Organized by squads, each squad had a set of "Eight-Color Steamed Bowls." It was just ordinary chicken, duck, fish, and meat, fried and then steamed in bowls. Of course, cabbages, a vegetable easy to store, were also present in abundance. If one wanted an extra dish, they had to pay for it themselves. After swallowing a few mouthfuls of greasy, savory dishes, Kita Ikki felt his depressed mood improve significantly.

The canteen was bustling with noise and excitement. Upon meeting, everyone smiled and exchanged "Happy New Year" greetings, then sat down at their tables to eat happily. The People's Party was like this—full of vigor and vitality at all times, while also maintaining strict discipline.

After finishing the meal, everyone washed their own bowls and chopsticks, then gathered to watch the New Year's gala. Although called a gala, there was no opera troupe; instead, a stage play was performed. This time, traditional plays like *The White-Haired Girl* and *Put Down Your Whip* were not staged. Everyone could see the difference from the stage set. Before the opening, the announcer told everyone that a newly rehearsed song-and-dance play, *Brother and Sister Opening Up Wasteland*, was to be performed.

The content of the play was very close to real life. A brother and sister were allocated land. Because their family was originally poor and they had rented a landlord's land to farm, under the pressure of a heavy life, the brother had gradually lost confidence in life. After the land reform in the base area, although the brother was happy, he didn't know how to arrange his life. The play was divided into four acts. First, the brother buried himself in hard work, and the sister also labored hard alongside him. In the first act, because they were allocated new farm tools, the sister could also do physical work. However, lacking her brother's experience, she encountered many problems. With her brother's help, the sister overcame her delicacy and willfulness, began to learn seriously from her brother, and finally became a labor expert.

The drama was full of the most ordinary things in labor: blisters on hands, a sprained ankle, delayed cooking due to excessive fatigue. The brother cherished his sister, taking on more work while teaching her how to work better. The comrades in the audience had all gone through this; they felt their hearts warm up seeing the affection between the brother and sister.

In the second act, the brother put his mind entirely on his own land and refused to learn the new agricultural techniques promoted by the base area. The sister, however, not only learned from her brother but was also willing to learn from and communicate with comrades from the agricultural technology department. The brother was very dissatisfied, thinking his sister shouldn't show her face in public and talk to strangers. He also harbored considerable doubts about the agricultural techniques his sister hoped he would learn. Only under his sister's persistent pleading did he reluctantly agree to try the new agricultural techniques on three small patches of land.

In the third act, the performance of the three small patches was mixed. The brother thought these techniques were unreliable, and the brother and sister launched into a fierce argument. The sister thought she hadn't done enough; the brother thought there was really a problem with the agricultural techniques. Faced with a common local agricultural problem, the brother thought this place "was just fated like this; it's impossible to solve." The sister insisted on the concept of "learning science and using science" learned from night school. Under the sister's manifold persuasion, the brother reluctantly attended agricultural technology training with her. After studying, the brother realized that his methods were indeed not scientific enough. Of the two cadres from the agricultural department, one appeared somewhat smug, while the other sincerely asked comrades to seek truth from facts and analyze specific situations specifically. Finally, the brother and sister, along with the agricultural cadre, asked an old peasant for advice while conducting scientific research, and finally solved a common local agricultural problem.

In the fourth act, the brother was willing to take the initiative to join the Peasant Association and also joined the night school. He not only farmed his own land well but also labored in the township factory during the slack season. With more income, life became better.

There were no clowns in *Brother and Sister Opening Up Wasteland*, nor was there any romance between men and women. There was only the longing for a better life and the debate on how to live a better life. The language was colloquial, telling of things everyone encountered frequently. The comrades were completely captivated by this song-and-dance play. Even Kita Ikki, whose mood had been low for a time, had his mind completely seized by this play. When the curtain fell, the comrades responded with thunderous applause and cheers. Kita Ikki applauded and cheered enthusiastically along with the comrades.

Back in the dormitory, the comrades discussed it animatedly. Those in civil administration thought they should learn how to communicate with the common people from it; those in agriculture highly praised the close integration with the masses. Umekawa Kamiyoshi was in agriculture; he thought the play's depiction of comrades starting to get cocky once they had some achievements was extremely vivid.

Kita Ikki actually didn't care about these specific lives of the common people, nor did he plan to care. It wasn't until he watched this play and heard the comrades' enthusiastic discussion that he couldn't help but praise, "If it can really be like this, this is the Kingly Way and Earthly Paradise."

"What does this have to do with the Kingly Way and Earthly Paradise?" someone immediately retorted. "Where does a happy life come from? It relies on labor to create it."

"The foundation of the base area's socialist system is science and democracy."

Kita Ikki never expected that his sigh, full of Japanese style, would meet such a rebuttal. He felt somewhat embarrassed. However, Kita Ikki was also a young man; he couldn't help but retort, "The socialist system can certainly be called the Kingly Way."

This defense triggered even fiercer opposition. "Chairman Chen has repeatedly emphasized that terminology must be correct. The broad laboring masses are the ruling class of the base area. Where does this 'Kingly Way' talk come from? Who's going to be this King? Kings and princes are stuff of the corrupt exploiting class. Among our base area cadres, such words must absolutely not be used."

Seeing Kita Ikki's face looking worse and worse under the criticism, Umekawa Kamiyoshi hurriedly came up to smooth things over. "Comrade Kita is also using a habitual expression; he will pay attention."

Kita Ikki was also very smart. He knew it was time for "criticism and self-criticism." He hurriedly guaranteed that he would pay attention in the future and try not to use such vocabulary that could easily cause misunderstandings. Since Kita Ikki had made a self-criticism, the comrades didn't pursue it relentlessly.

The cadre school had no plan to stay up for New Year's Eve. Because they attended the New Year's gala, the rest time was much later than usual, and the comrades already felt somewhat sleepy. Not long after washing their faces and feet, the lights-out bugle was heard. Everyone lay down and went to sleep one after another. Although Kita Ikki wanted to think for a while longer, drowsiness quickly dragged him into dreamland, giving him no time to think at all.

Chen Ke did not sleep. This time, the army was promoting equality education, and many comrades raised the issue of married senior officers living with their wives. Although no special result came out of this discussion in the end, the number of bachelors among People's Party cadres, especially military cadres, was huge, and married cadres were really too conspicuous. On ordinary days, comrades in the troops slept in dormitories, while married cadres went home to sleep with their wives; this really couldn't be justified. Although no one dared to direct the slightest criticism at Chen Ke, Chen Ke himself couldn't just go home carelessly. Recently, with the New Year involved, he simply moved to the military camp to live.

The situation in various places had been okay recently, only there was quite a lot of intelligence from Japan. The "High Treason Incident" involving the execution of Kōtoku Shūsui and others made Chen Ke somewhat understand why the communist movement in Japan never really took off. The hostility towards communism within Japan was extremely strong. In terms of slaughtering communists and striking at the workers' movement, Japan definitely didn't start only from the militarist era.

Chen Ke knew that Japan was about to enter the "Taishō Era," which was recognized as a relatively open period in Japanese politics. Even in this period of relatively party-democratic Japanese politics, the Japanese government's slaughter of socialists was actually so merciless.

However, these were small matters. Chen Ke was very concerned about several other pieces of news. Japan was contacting the Yuan Shikai government, hoping to reach an agreement on the coke-for-ore issue. Originally in 1899, Zhang Zidong had signed the "Coal-Coke-Iron Ore Mutual Sale Contract" with Japan. Part of the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works' ore was sold to Japan, while Japan, as the largest seller of coal and coke in Asia at the time, sold coke to the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works.

When the People's Party seized the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works, it was exactly the period when the Works' operations were extremely difficult. Chen Ke couldn't understand this "Coal-Coke-Iron Ore Mutual Sale Contract" at all. However, he later understood: Hanyang Iron and Steel Works used iron ore from Daye and coal from the Pingxiang Coal Mine in Jiangxi. These had to be bought with money. The People's Party's use of force against Jiangxi was partly due to the coal mines.

Since there was a cheaper source of raw materials, this "Coal-Coke-Iron Ore Mutual Sale Contract" naturally terminated. This had a significant impact on Japan. It was naturally impossible to engage in industry without steel. Even though the People's Party imported mechanical equipment on a large scale, it also invested enormous strength in steel development. The Hanyang Steel Group, Hefei Steel Group, Zaozhuang Steel Group, and the Ma'anshan Steel Group currently under construction—in 1911, the annual steel output of these four major groups had already reached 450,000 tons. This was even higher than China's total steel output in 1949. Moreover, it was estimated that in 1912, steel output would reach the level of 600,000 tons.

Chen Ke didn't have any special feelings about this; this output was merely one-thousandth of that 100 years later. Moreover, these steel varieties were single, and the quality was very unstable. The People's Party attempted to expand synthetic ammonia production capacity, but the base area couldn't produce the high-temperature, high-pressure reaction kettles used as core components, nor even high-temperature, high-pressure pipes. The base area's steel pipes could only be used on some very ordinary normal-temperature, normal-pressure equipment.

Technological progress required accumulation, but economic problems were more realistic. Chen Ke had participated in a discussion on a forum once. At that time, a "Republic-blackening" girl brought out face-slapping data: Japan's pig iron output in 1911 was less than 70,000 tons, and steel output was only a little over 10,000 tons. As a result, in 1912, China's steel output shrank significantly, while Japan's pig iron output exploded to 240,000 tons—more than three times that of 1911. The conclusion at the time was that a large amount of Chinese ore had entered Japan, becoming the source of Japan's pig iron.

This was just an inference; Chen Ke didn't agree with it too much. From intelligence, after signing the *Japan-Korea Annexation Treaty* in 1910, Japan increased its development in Korea. Perhaps Japan had developed mines in northern Korea on a large scale, thereby obtaining a large amount of iron ore. The People's Party was currently powerless to solve the Korea problem; Chen Ke could only control the present to the maximum extent, preventing Chinese ore from flowing into Japan.

Chen Ke had always been laying things out this way. He didn't expect that after Japan participated in the "Yuan Keding Assassination Case" and offended Yuan Shikai greatly, they still had the face to ask Yuan Shikai for cooperation in steel. Chen Ke had to admire the thickness of the Japanese people's skin. However, admiration aside, Chen Ke had always admired the thickness of Yuan Shikai's skin too. Even if there was a huge conflict and Yuan Shikai was filled with anger towards the Japanese, faced with money that could be had immediately, it wasn't impossible for Yuan Shikai to swallow his pride and cooperate with Japan.

The Japanese were hostile to socialism. Yuan Shikai might not understand what the socialist system was, but his attitude towards Chen Ke was also absolute hostility. That Yuan Shikai wasn't making a move now wasn't because he didn't want to, but because he couldn't do it for the time being.

Chen Ke didn't expect to intervene in the Northeast in the short term, so Anshan Steel was out of the question. However, the four true steel groups in Chen Ke's plan did not include the Hefei Steel Group; the fourth spot was for the Handan Steel Group. Henan was Chen Ke's hometown; he knew very well how great the agricultural potential of this fertile land of Henan was. Henan's grain could feed more than a hundred million people; in terms of wheat alone, Henan accounted for 40% of the national output. Every year for the State Council's summer grain work, the first stop was definitely Henan. If Henan had a bumper summer grain harvest, the State Council would feel assured. Since the People's Party occupied the Xuzhou area of the Huang-Huai Plain, it would be better to liberate Henan directly. Controlling this quintessential great plain area meant having grain when grain was needed and men when men were needed.

In addition, Henan had coal mines, iron mines, gold in Sanmenxia, oil fields in the Nanyang Basin, and oil fields in the Puyang area. Even if they couldn't be exploited with current technical capabilities, occupying them first would make one feel at ease. Moreover, Henan was located in the Central Plains; defensively speaking, it was a "place of four battles" (a battleground accessible from all sides). Similarly, starting from Henan, going west across Tongguan was Shaanxi, and from Sanmenxia, one could obtain a passage into Shanxi. As for going north across the Yellow River, it was Hebei, and to the east was Shandong.

When he was a freshman in university, the lieutenant colonel for military education was from Zhengzhou. Speaking of Henan, his evaluation was, "This place is genuinely suitable for fighting wars."

Chen Ke really wanted to get Henan into his hands.
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"Little Li, show me the file on Bai Lang again," Chen Ke said to his secretary. The Bai Lang Uprising was a major event in Henan after the late Qing Dynasty. Aside from that, the only thing that could match it was probably Chiang Kai-shek blowing up the Huayuankou dyke, turning southern Henan into a flooded area. The 1942 Henan famine was an inevitable consequence of that flooded area.

The People's Party did not have many records on Bai Lang, and Chen Ke didn't want to intentionally make the comrades pay too much attention to him. First of all, Bai Lang was just one of many local armed forces in Henan. A few years ago, when Yuan Shikai confronted the People's Party, he raised taxes in Henan sky-high. Even after Yuan Shikai took his troops back to Beijing to seize power, the taxes in Henan did not come down. This had already caused the counties bordering the base area to rebel en masse, demanding to join the base area. Local armed forces everywhere in Henan were resisting Yuan Shikai's rule, and the pile of materials on famous forces collected by the People's Party intelligence agency was half a person high. If Chen Ke didn't know the name "Bai Lang", Bai Lang's file would be completely inconspicuous in this thick stack of materials.

Chen Ke already had an image of "intelligence bordering on the demonic" among the comrades; he didn't want to display any "prophetic" style anymore. Moreover, the current situation was very different from history. Whether Bai Lang could set off a monstrous wave in Henan and Shaanxi like in history was still uncertain.

Although he warned himself repeatedly like this, Chen Ke still couldn't get rid of the deep impression history had left on him. "Bai Lang" sounded like "White Wolf"; Chen Ke was also a guy who had watched Japanese anime for many years, so he couldn't just ignore this name no matter what.

After getting the file, Chen Ke looked at the cover and found that a new report had been added inside. Flipping to the attached report, Chen Ke was slightly stunned. The intelligence department's investigation work was quite thorough. The new intelligence mentioned that a southerner had joined Bai Lang's team. Bai Lang called him "Mr. Wang" and said that Mr. Wang was a student returned from overseas and a member of the Tongmenghui. Combining these few pieces of information with what Chen Ke knew about Wang Jingwei, Chen Ke strongly suspected that this Mr. Wang was Wang Jingwei, who had escaped from Beijing.

"Very interesting," Chen Ke muttered. Wang Jingwei was a guy who had offended Chen Ke. Upon learning that Wang Jingwei might be colluding with Bai Lang, Chen Ke was not only not angry but actually had some expectations for such a combination. At this stage, Wang Jingwei could count as a hot-blooded man of action. If this person beside Bai Lang was really Wang Jingwei, Bai Lang was extremely likely to launch an attack on the Beiyang forces just like in history. The People's Party hadn't reached the point of tearing off all pretenses with Yuan Shikai yet, but once Henan fell into great chaos, the People's Party would have a reason to march into Henan.

After occupying Henan, the People's Party could even demand to build a steel group in Handan. Anyang in Henan and Handan were only separated by the Zhang River. With military force as a background, whether Yuan Shikai was willing or not would no longer be important.

"Little Li, find the recent intelligence related to Bai Lang," Chen Ke ordered.

"Yes," Secretary Li answered simply and clearly.

Chen Ke leaned back in his chair. Since he was wearing thick clothes, the hard chair back actually felt quite comfortable. Chen Ke's fingers tapped lightly and nimbly in the air. The secretaries had seen this action many times, but they couldn't understand the meaning of this action at all, so they turned a blind eye to it. If the secretaries were proficient in computer keyboards, perhaps they could have understood. What Chen Ke was typing was one of the basic database query commands, "Select * From".

No network, no shared database; the difficulty of obtaining the latest intelligence was extremely high. Even now that there were telephones, it took at least ten minutes to get a piece of intelligence from more than ten *li* away. And the speed of information sharing was even slower. This was Chen Ke's greatest regret regarding the People's Party's current intelligence work.

Wang Jingwei didn't know that he had already become a target of Chen Ke's calculations. On this New Year's Eve, even though Wang Jingwei was wearing a thick cotton-padded jacket, he was still frozen stiff. After blowing in the cold wind for several hours at night, he only felt that his whole face was numb from the cold. Snot kept running out; Wang Jingwei no longer had the demeanor of a graceful young gentleman. Every time he felt the snot about to flow onto his lips, he would use his cotton jacket sleeve to wipe it hard.

A tall, thin man beside Wang Jingwei didn't make a sound either. He casually handed over a piece of cloth, and Wang Jingwei hurriedly used the cloth to cover his face. Generally speaking, robbers liked to cover their faces when committing crimes. Wang Jingwei had an inexplicable resistance to this, but after staying in this freezing wild field for half the night, he finally discovered that robbers wearing face masks might not just be to prevent others from seeing their appearance.

After covering it for just a moment, Wang Jingwei felt much better on his face. He asked in a low voice, "Brother Bai Lang, are we ready to make a move?"

The man beside Wang Jingwei didn't make a sound, just quietly staring at the village in the distance, which was brightly lit and occasionally had the sound of firecrackers. Just as he thought they had to continue waiting, Wang Jingwei heard Bai Lang speak next to him, "Brothers, grab your guys [weapons] and get ready to go up."

The good fellows beside Bai Lang were originally squatting on the ground in groups. Hearing Bai Lang give the order, they whispered to the brothers beside them, "Make a move, get up quickly," while standing up. A moment later, more than a hundred people gathered in a dark mass inside the earthen ridge.

"Brothers, I won't say much else. Today is New Year's Eve. The rent collected by the He family and the ill-gotten gains they grabbed are all stored in the warehouse. I won't say much, I'll just say one sentence. Break into the He Family Fortress, and live happily for more than half a year," Bai Lang shouted to this group of good fellows.

"Break into the He Family Fortress, and live happily for more than half a year!" The group of good fellows responded in unison. Bai Lang immediately strode forward, taking the lead to run towards the village. Wang Jingwei didn't stay either; he tightly gripped the firelock issued to him and followed the good fellows, running forward quickly.

The He family's village was no different from ordinary villages. The periphery was houses of poor families. In the middle, where the terrain was higher, a rather sturdy large compound had been built. Brick and stone courtyard walls, with watchtowers at all four corners. Usually, the He Family Fortress was cautious with gate guards, and even more so during the New Year; the main gate had been closed early. With more than a hundred people swarming over, the inside of the courtyard was immediately filled with a hubbub of voices. The guard dogs barked non-stop.

Wang Jingwei carried the firelock used for hunting, closely following the main group straight for the main gate. It was unknown what year this firelock was manufactured; it was very different from the rifles Wang Jingwei was used to. It felt extremely inconvenient to hold this thing while running. Seeing other good fellows running as if flying while carrying broadswords and long spears, Wang Jingwei sped up and ran.

The peasant families on the periphery had gone to sleep early, so the wooden doors on the thatched huts were tightly closed. Hearing such a noisy sound of killing shouts, no one dared to open the door even more. Without any obstruction along the way, everyone rushed to the front of the He Family Fortress main gate. Bai Lang had originally rushed at the very front; at this moment, he had already stood firm. He was seen holding a torch in his left hand and raising his right hand high. Without an order, the good fellows stopped behind Bai Lang.

The inside of the courtyard continued to be in a mess. After a good while, someone shouted from the top of the wall, "Which path's good fellow is outside? Report a name."

"I am your Grandfather Bai Lang," Bai Lang shouted loudly.

Hearing the title "Bai Lang", a burst of screams immediately came from the courtyard. Wang Jingwei faintly heard someone scolding, "Everyone fucking stop shouting. I'll beat whoever shouts." After a while, the courtyard barely returned to quiet. Just as Wang Jingwei didn't know what to do next, someone in the courtyard shouted again, "Bai Lang, we have no grievances or enmity in the past, why did you come to us?"

Hearing this, Bai Lang shouted, "No grievances or enmity? Your He family acts as the *baozhang* [head of the pao-chia system/security group] quite well. Zhang Zhenfang asked to collect seventy percent tax, you added it to ninety percent. Even a black heart shouldn't be black like this. Those who can't pay the tax, you arrest them. This is pushing people to death."

Wang Jingwei knew that Zhang Zhenfang was the Governor of Henan and also Yuan Shikai's subordinate. After Yuan Shikai left, he guarded Henan and could be said to be plundering by force or trickery. The leader of the He Family Fortress, He Chengge, was the *baozhang* in this place. His family was originally from a tax collector background and was a local tyrant. When Yuan Shikai was there, he gained appreciation by collecting taxes frantically. Once the Manchu Qing fell, He Chengge's power in the Baofeng area became even greater. Now he was already a councilor of the Baofeng local area and a councilor of the Henan Provincial Assembly.

The person inside didn't seem to care too much about Bai Lang's words. He shouted, "Bai Lang, you walk your open road, we cross our single-log bridge. Everyone doesn't eat from the same pot, why fight? It's the New Year, it's not easy for you brothers to come for a trip. How about this, we'll give you fifty *shi* of grain and five hundred silver dollars, and brothers can disperse."

Bai Lang laughed loudly after hearing this, "In your grain warehouse right now, let alone fifty *shi* of grain, I'm afraid you wouldn't even let go of one thousand *shi* of grain. Not to mention how much money there is. I know your master isn't here, why do you have to sell your lives for them? If you know what's good for you, obediently open the door. We'll give you a share when we leave. If you don't open the door, when we get in, I'm afraid you'll all lose your heads."

The guy who originally had no reaction to Bai Lang's righteous words fell silent after hearing these words from Bai Lang. Although he didn't know the exact situation inside, Wang Jingwei clearly felt that the people inside had become nervous.

The inside didn't make a sound, but Bai Lang didn't wait any longer. He waved his hand backward. The good fellows were brothers who had followed Bai Lang for at least several months; everyone retreated without needing words. Bai Lang threw the torch in front of the He Family Fortress and also slowly retreated.

This action made the people inside the large compound nervous, "Bai Lang, we'll double it for you. You leave. If you provoke our master, the official army won't let you off."

These words contained both begging and intimidation. Bai Lang had absolutely no reaction to this. He patted Wang Jingwei beside him. Wang Jingwei knew his task. Watching the torch in front of the He Family Fortress main gate gradually extinguish, he and a dozen or so brothers holding firelocks didn't follow in retreat but walked forward. Arriving within the approximate range of the firelocks, Wang Jingwei shouted in Cantonese-accented broken Henan dialect, "Fire!"
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In ancient China, there was a saying about archers: "Facing the enemy, no more than three shots." This referred to the average performance of archers—from the moment the enemy began their charge until they entered a range where shooting was no longer viable, an archer could loose about three arrows. Wang Jingwei, who loved to read, had come across this. Back then, he had been extremely disdainful of it. In his view, an average of three shots was simply too poor. If one focused, surely they could shoot at least five or six arrows.

On this New Year's Eve, standing outside the walls of a wealthy household in rural Henan holding a musket, Wang Jingwei no longer held such thoughts. Theoretically, the muzzle-loading musket in his hand should be much more "advanced" than a bow and arrow. But in reality, it was far from it.

The pitch-black walls of the He Family Fort offered no aimable targets. The night completely concealed both sides. In this absolute darkness, reloading with gunpowder became extremely difficult. It was New Year's Eve, and the freezing air made Wang Jingwei's nose run uncontrollably. Yet, after firing just one shot, the gun barrel was still too hot to grip tightly. Gritting his teeth against the temperature, Wang Jingwei practically pressed his nose to the muzzle, holding the powder flask and pouring powder down the barrel.

No one dared to light a torch. In the dead of night, the only effect of holding a torch would be to become a target for the shooters on the wall. It was cold, hands were frozen stiff, and in this blind darkness, Wang Jingwei wasn't even sure how much powder he had poured in. Overloading a muzzle-loader could cause the barrel to explode. Wang Jingwei's heart beat like a drum, hoping his usual practice would serve him now.

After this volley of musket fire from the outside, the people inside the He Family Fort realized that Bai Lang and his men were truly attacking the village. The courtyard inside fell into chaos. Screams and shrieks could be heard clearly outside the walls. Amidst the cacophony, Wang Jingwei heard one sentence clearly: "Get on the wall! Fifty cash for every shot fired!"

"Retreat! Retreat!" Wang Jingwei shouted loudly. If the other side really got on the wall and fired blindly downwards from their high vantage point, it would be up to heaven's will whether any of the brothers outside got hit. If they were hacking at each other face-to-face with real swords and spears, no one would be afraid—at worst, it was death, as long as one died knowing how. But in this pitch darkness, god knew when one might be hit by a bullet. The fear of the unknown was far more terrifying than the known.

The order was actually superfluous. It wasn't just Wang Jingwei who heard the shout; the other brothers heard it clearly too. Being more attuned to the local dialect, their reaction was even faster than Wang Jingwei's. They didn't care if they had finished loading or how much powder they had put in. Before Wang Jingwei even gave the order, the group had already taken to their heels, scattering in several directions.

Wang Jingwei suppressed his own fear and shouted, "This way!" He also wanted to get out of the wall's firing range as quickly as possible. Shooting at others was one thing; waiting in the dark to be shot by others was another matter entirely. These brothers hadn't received any professional training. As soon as retreat was mentioned, they instinctively ran towards wherever they felt was safe. To keep them from running wild, one would probably have to tie them together with rope. However, these men had been selected after all. Since no shots had been fired from the wall yet, when Wang Jingwei shouted, the crowd followed him, dragging their muskets.

Bai Lang's order was for this group of musket-wielders to fire at least five volleys. The first volley was done. The second was interrupted halfway. Wang Jingwei saw a decent-sized house not far to the right and decided to set up their staging area there. He led the brothers around to the back of the house and tried to open the broken wooden door in the earthen wall. "Get in the house!" Wang Jingwei shouted.

Two brothers skillfully went to the door, whispered "One, two, three," and then kicked the door together. This was a method Wang Jingwei had taught them. When working together without a common signal, if they used conversation to communicate, they could talk forever. If the two spoke different dialects, like a Henan native and a Guangdong native, communication would be difficult even with language. Staring at each other would be useless. So Wang Jingwei taught these basic techniques to the brothers under Bai Lang's command.

No nonsense, no chatter. With a simple "One, two, three," they kicked the door together. Wang Jingwei was quite satisfied with the "work results" before him. When two strong young men kicked a door simultaneously, any door bar should break. But in reality, the two young men's kick had absolutely no effect. The wooden door only made a sound but didn't open. Instead, the recoil sent the two kickers stumbling back, and they both fell on their butts.

Although the situation was tense, some were stunned by this accident, while others were amused by the comical sight.

"Motherfucker, the people inside blocked the door!" The young man who fell heard someone snicker and started cursing before he even got up.

Wang Jingwei had intended to set up a position inside this house, load the guns inside, and then lead the team out to shoot. He hadn't expected the owner to block the door when no one was looking. Trying to persuade the owner to open the door now would waste too much time.

"Guard the windows," Wang Jingwei shouted. He took out matches and unhooked a glass hurricane lantern from his waist. These were products sold nationwide by the People's Party. The glass lanterns were relatively expensive and still rare among common households, but matches were a daily necessity. The People's Party's matches were cheap. Matches were commonly called "Foreign Fire" (Yanghuo), but the "Foreign Fire" market in the entire Henan province was no longer "foreign." What was sold were the domestic matches of the People's Party. Because he had planned to assassinate Chen Ke, Wang Jingwei always felt a pang of awkwardness whenever he used something related to the People's Party. But in today's China, unless one completely abstained from industrial products, one simply couldn't avoid the existence of the People's Party.

The lantern used candles, which were also People's Party products. The People's Party's candles were sold all along the Beijing-Guangzhou railway. Even after being transported so far, the price was still cheaper than local candles, and the quality was much better. The wicks of the People's Party candles were thin and burned away to ash automatically, unlike local candles where the wicks were thick and needed to be trimmed periodically. And although the candles were thin, they were durable and brighter than local ones. Using these goods from the People's Party base area in such large quantities made Wang Jingwei very uncomfortable.

No matter how uncomfortable he felt internally, once the candlelight lit up, everyone immediately felt much better. They gathered around the light and began to methodically load powder and lead shot. "Hurry! Hurry!" Wang Jingwei urged repeatedly. As soon as the loading was done, Wang Jingwei immediately blew out the candle inside the glass cover. He left three men to guard the door and protect the lantern.

The group of brothers fumbled their way back to the main gate of the He Family Fort in the darkness. The smell of gunpowder from a moment ago hadn't dissipated yet. Smelling this scent, Wang Jingwei felt a jolt of spirit, though his snot continued to flow uncontrollably. Ignoring the salty taste at the corner of his mouth, Wang Jingwei shouted, "Fire!"

Accompanied by muffled thuds, the muskets began to spew flames towards the wall.

With a base and previous experience, after the second volley, the musket team immediately retreated behind the house, lit the lamp, and reloaded. Extinguished the lamp, then went back to fire. The wall defenders also returned fire as a demonstration, but in this pitch darkness, it was purely for show. In Wang Jingwei's view, this demonstration was worse than none at all. There were over twenty men with Wang Jingwei; the sound was loud, and the momentum was strong. After their volley, there would always be screams from the courtyard. There were only three or four people firing from the wall; it wasn't a firefight on the same level.

However, this mood didn't last long. The number of people firing from the wall slowly increased, growing from the original three or four to over a dozen. Amidst the *boom-boom* of the muskets, the sharp *crack-crack* of rifles was interspersed. Since the other side was using rifles, it meant their equipment wasn't bad. It seemed the people in the He Family Fort had moved their main force to the wall.

With the enemy's fierce firepower, injuries became inevitable. Wang Jingwei and the brothers he led ran back and forth between the starting point and the firing position. The intense physical activity surged their hot blood, even dispelling their initial fear. But as screams rang out and brothers were hit, this sharp spirit immediately faded. Muskets couldn't fire continuously; after one shot, they had to run back to the starting position to reload. Fortunately, the injured brothers didn't have fatal wounds and didn't need carrying. "Fuck your mother!" One cursed loudly as he retreated with the main group.

Wang Jingwei suddenly remembered the earlier agreement of five volleys. Amidst the gunfire from the He Family Fort wall, he asked, panting slightly, "How many shots have we fired?"

"Must be at least seven or eight, right?" the brothers beside him answered.

"Seven or eight? Has the Big Head sent anyone to say anything?" Wang Jingwei realized he had been so busy he was dizzy and had actually forgotten the prior agreement.

"Yeah, Big Brother Bai told us to fire five shots. We've done seven or eight," other brothers chimed in.

"Shall we wait then?" someone suggested.

"This gun barrel is going to burn someone to death. Let's wait for the barrels to cool down," another suggested, considering weapon maintenance.

"Then let's wait," Wang Jingwei agreed with the brothers' opinion.

When they were firing earlier, no one came to manage them. Now, at the moment of intense exchange of fire, Wang Jingwei and the others hadn't rested for long when someone ran over. It was too dark to see clearly who it was, but the newcomer shouted, "Hurry up and go fire!"

The brothers were unhappy upon hearing this. Ignoring who it was, someone immediately said, "We've fired a good many rounds. Even if we don't rest, these gun barrels need to cool down."

The newcomer was obviously angered by this. "How long has it been cooling? Even red-hot iron would be cold by now, right? Hurry up."

The crowd heard that this person meant to force everyone to brave the concentrated fire from the wall to go shoot. Who would be willing to do that? "Who are you?" someone immediately asked.

"Who are you?!" The newcomer became even more annoyed.

Wang Jingwei had already recognized the voice. It was Ding Wansong, the second-in-command in the current group. Ding Wansong had come to join Bai Lang with his own team. Wang Jingwei didn't want a conflict, so he quickly said, "It's Big Brother Ding Wansong, isn't it?"

"It is me," Ding Wansong said grumpily.

The brothers following Wang Jingwei were all Bai Lang's men; they didn't really acknowledge Ding Wansong. With the firepower from the wall so fierce now, someone immediately challenged, "Why don't you go fight!"

Although Ding Wansong's face couldn't be seen clearly in the night, Wang Jingwei knew things were going wrong. If it were Bai Lang ordering these brothers to exchange fire with the people on the wall, everyone would have to listen regardless of what they thought. Or if Wang Jingwei and the brothers charged to the front to fire together—since he was leading the team, if he took the lead, probably more than half would follow him.

But Ding Wansong was neither their direct leader nor had he gone through life and death with them. For him to jump out like this and order everyone to go fire, people certainly wouldn't accept it. However, Ding Wansong's status wasn't low. To come personally and get snapped at like this—he certainly wouldn't be able to save face. If this continued, things were going to go wrong.
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News of Bai Lang's assault on New Year's Eve did not reach Chen Ke's secretariat until the sixth day of the lunar new year. At that time, Chen Ke was presiding over a work meeting to discuss the agenda for 1912. He flipped through documents while listening to Wu Xingchen speak.

"Comrades still don't completely understand the Rectification Campaign. Many feel that the organization might be wronging these dismissed comrades. I think the Party organization needs to explain things clearly to everyone," Wu Xingchen asked.

There were five people at the meeting: Wu Xingchen, Chen Tianhua, Chen Ke, Shang Yuan, and Chai Qingguo. The top Party, government, and military leaders of Huaihai were all gathered here.

"Explain what? Do we have to explain the reasons one by one?" Chen Tianhua, who was in charge of Party affairs, was dismissive of Wu Xingchen's suggestion. "Explaining to the comrades is useless. We must make them understand *why* the Party organization is doing this. The key to the Party organization is the grassroots. Obeying discipline does not mean the organization's power structure flows from top to bottom; rather, Party organizations at all levels are selected from the grassroots. If grassroots comrades still feel that the Party organization is arranged from the top down, it only proves one thing: the Party organization has turned into a feudal bureaucratic system. It becomes a matter of 'power distribution' rather than democratic centralism."

The People's Party had explicitly opposed the concept of power distribution within the Party for two years, but two years was hardly enough to change political patterns formed over thousands of years in China. "Learn the literary and martial arts, and sell them to the Imperial Family." Because the Imperial Family controlled the foundation of power, if one wanted to become a power-holder, one had to rely on power distribution to complete the political operation. This idea was deeply accumulating in the hearts of the Chinese people.

Chen Tianhua had grasped this issue, so he completely understood Chen Ke's thinking. "Comrade Wu Xingchen, the point right now isn't to explain why these comrades were removed, but to make the grassroots comrades realize what the organizational model of our People's Party actually is. If they can't understand this, many comrades will think we are like feudal emperors, looking for excuses to kill ministers. Is that actually the case? It is not the case at all."

Wu Xingchen frowned. "Comrade Tianhua, what you say is correct, but right now many comrades *do* feel like we are killing ministers. I don't know about your side, but I have a lot of comrades coming to me to plead for mercy. I've worn out my tongue explaining, but the more I explain, the more many comrades think I'm just making excuses. Some even pat their chests and tell me they are willing to guarantee Comrade So-and-so with their own heads. I'm not saying the grassroots comrades shouldn't understand the Party's organization, but I feel we must first stabilize everyone's mindset. We can't just drop all other work to conduct a thorough rectification, can we?"

"Why not?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"You..." Wu Xingchen could feel Chen Tianhua's confrontational stance, but this rectification was initiated by Chen Ke, and Wu Xingchen did not want to come into direct conflict with Chen Ke.

Seeing this, Chai Qingguo hurriedly interjected. "I've also encountered quite a few people pleading for mercy here. The comrades' emotions are very unstable right now. We can't just say nothing. Chairman Chen, you have to speak up."

When Chen Ke was born, the Party had already changed its line; the original "taking class struggle as the key link" had been thoroughly discarded. He knew about "Strike Hard" campaigns and anti-corruption, but he had little understanding of "Rectification." It wasn't until he personally launched a rectification campaign that he realized just how difficult it was.

Patting their chests to guarantee other comrades with their lives, hoping to restore these dismissed comrades to their original posts—the number of people coming to Chen Ke to plead was by no means small. Not only did people come directly to Chen Ke, but some even went to Chen Ke's wife, He Ying. This surprised Chen Ke considerably. From his heart, Chen Ke had absolutely no intention of purging people for the sake of it. But the words of his comrades sent chills down his spine.

"Chairman Chen, Comrade XX has a thousand faults, but he is still loyal to the Chairman and loyal to the revolution."

"Comrade XX was wronged. He was just angry and confused at the time, that's why he spoke nonsense."

"Chairman Chen, Comrade XX did offend some soldiers, but he meant well and had no other intentions."

"Chairman Chen, I've earned so many war merits. I don't ask for anything else, I just beg you to let Comrade XX off."

Originally, Chen Ke felt that the People's Party was organized with relatively advanced revolutionary concepts. He really hadn't expected that he was ridiculously mistaken. Chen Ke had read many "truth articles" describing rectification and purges as "Red Terror." He had to admit, those articles actually provided him with a good perspective. In those "truth articles," rectification and purges were considered "personnel struggles." Chen Ke finally understood now: in rectification and purges, a significant portion of comrades indeed viewed it that way. And definitely more than half of the comrades worried that the rectification and purge would implicate them through "personnel struggles."

Historically, rectification and purges did indeed kill quite a few people, but looking at it now, one absolutely could not say the initiators had no reason. The Chinese consciousness of feudal power distribution and traditional "meritorious official" thinking put a pressure on Chen Ke that far exceeded his own imagination. Of course, Chen Ke also gradually understood why Chairman Mao, who had experienced tragic purges, proposed the policy of "kill none, arrest few" during the Yan'an Rectification Movement. If one lost their official position, they could still be educated with revolutionary concepts. Once the killing started, it wouldn't stop at just a few people. Rectification cadres would make heads roll, and in the end, the rectification cadres themselves would lose their heads; this was not an extremely rare occurrence.

Chen Ke was truly grateful for Chairman Mao's greatness. He didn't dare compare himself to Newton—Newton only dared to say he stood on the shoulders of giants. Chen Ke considered himself at most a junior following behind Chairman Mao. But merely looking at the footprints of these great men, Chen Ke felt he had gained so much knowledge and strength.

Since Chai Qingguo had asked him, Chen Ke replied, "I also feel we need to explain to the broad mass of comrades. We must give the comrades an answer." Chen Ke spoke up. "However, what we need to explain is not why we removed these specific comrades, but to explain the organizational discipline of our People's Party and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Why did we establish such a set of organizational disciplines? What exactly are the principles behind establishing this set of organizational disciplines?"

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen's expression darkened slightly. He could naturally hear that Chen Ke was supporting Chen Tianhua.

Chen Ke softened his expression before continuing. "With truth, one can walk the world; without truth, one cannot move an inch. The key now is: what 'truth' do the comrades actually recognize? I believe that after so long, everyone knows something about the truth of the people's revolution, and everyone also knows something about the truth of traditional feudal power distribution. The key now is that people don't think these two truths are incompatible like fire and water; they don't think these are two fundamentally opposite truths. Since we've encountered this situation, we must make the comrades thoroughly understand the relationship between these two truths. Otherwise, everything is in vain."

Chai Qingguo didn't hesitate; he continued to ask, "Right now, the comrades simply don't realize that much. As I see it, everyone is facing a choice: which is more important, brothers-in-arms or organizational discipline? In my view, a significant number of comrades think brothers-in-arms are more important. How do we explain this?"

"Is it that the brother-in-arms is important, or that the *official position* of the brother-in-arms is important? I think that is one of the keys, isn't it?" Chen Ke asked rhetorically, with a sense of frustration that they weren't living up to expectations.

Hearing this, the other four cadres fell silent. To a considerable extent, Chen Ke had pointed out the fact and the truth. It wasn't that they hadn't considered this, they were just embarrassed to say it outright.

"Let's discuss this matter later. What I want to say now is that this year we might move troops against Hunan or Henan to expand the base area. Although it may not be urgent, we must determine a strategic direction so the General Staff can make relevant plans."

Being able to put aside the rectification issue for now made Wu Xingchen feel a sense of relief. He organized his thoughts slightly and spoke first. "Is it Hunan or Henan? We must first determine a target. If we march into Henan, we will tear off the mask with Yuan Shikai. At this time, I feel it is particularly inappropriate."

Out of considerations for the war, Wu Xingchen basically disagreed with using force against Henan so soon.

Shang Yuan was from Henan, so he was extremely interested in returning to his hometown. "There are too many benefits to taking Henan. From Yuan Shikai's perspective, Henan is surrounded by us on three sides. But from our perspective, Henan is a knife pressed against our waist. Take Henan, and the situation becomes completely different. Strategically, this is a step that must be completed."

Chai Qingguo disagreed with Shang Yuan's opinion. "If we have the effort to attack Henan, we might as well take Shandong. At least we could link Qingdao with the base area. Otherwise, with rail transport stuck in Beiyang's hands and the industrial center of Qingdao surrounded by Beiyang, it's a bit too uncomfortable."

Shang Yuan naturally stuck to his view. "Henan is already full of beacons of unrest. The intelligence department has received news that due to tax issues, spontaneous uprisings are occurring everywhere in Henan. Not only can the common people of Henan not bear it, but now even the landlords in Henan can't bear such high taxes."

"Has Secretary Shang contacted his family?" Chai Qingguo asked with a hint of malice. Shang Yuan's family was a major landlord in Shangqiu, which everyone knew.

Shang Yuan acted as if he hadn't heard the implication in Chai Qingguo's words. "Part of the news came through channels, but when it comes to land reform, you don't need to worry about my family. Land reform will be carried out as it should be. I won't obstruct land reform because of family matters."

"Right now, we don't have that many cadres to commit to Henan and Hunan. The rectification issue within the base area hasn't even been resolved yet. Expanding the base area now is just asking for trouble. What if those cadres ask to redeem themselves through service? What then?" As the Director of the Political Department, Chen Tianhua considered it from a different angle.

Chen Ke had finished flipping through the materials by this time. He put down the document and said, "If Henan falls into great chaos, we should march into Henan. Maintaining order, calming the situation—there are plenty of reasons. But these two provinces must be taken as soon as possible. War preparations cannot be delayed at all."

"Whose information is this?" Wu Xingchen asked. News that could distract Chen Ke during a meeting shouldn't be ordinary.

Chen Ke handed the document to Wu Xingchen. "This is news of a local peasant uprising in Henan. What I want to discuss in this meeting is: if the local rebel armies in Henan request our intervention, what do we do?"
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"A year's plan starts with spring." Many things had to be planned at the beginning of the year. By the second day of the meeting, Chen Ke noticed that Chai Qingguo's expression was a bit unpleasant, as if he were angry with someone.

"What's wrong? Even if someone came to your door pleading for favors, you don't need to be this angry," Chen Ke asked with a smile.

The gentle words of comfort did not make Chai Qingguo relax in the slightest. He turned his face away slightly, his expression looking even worse. The other four comrades knew something was wrong; Chai Qingguo must have encountered some trouble.

"Speak your mind," Wu Xingchen was the first to ask. There had been too many troublesome matters recently, and Wu Xingchen could not bear any more sudden accidents.

At Wu Xingchen's question, Chai Qingguo opened his mouth with a face full of anger. "This time we plan to use troops against Henan. I can guarantee that I haven't said a word to anyone, and I don't recall anyone mentioning this matter in front of me. However, yesterday someone came to me to plead for leniency, and actually mentioned that we might use troops against Henan, hoping I could give a certain person a chance. Chairman Chen, leaders, if you think I said anything, you are free to investigate me. But for such meeting content, someone actually dared to leak it. This must be investigated."

The other four comrades changed their expressions simultaneously. The People's Party didn't actually have many secrets. For policies and systems, the Party was only afraid that the propaganda wasn't sufficient; there was no issue of secrecy. What needed to be kept secret were plans for struggle against the enemy. At least until now, there had been no leaks. And certainly, there had never been a leak from such a high-level meeting.

After a brief silence, Chen Tianhua asked, "Who came to find you?"

Chai Qingguo had a look of "hating iron for not becoming steel." "He doesn't have that many schemes; he must have been deceived by someone else."

Hearing Chai Qingguo say this, the first name that popped into everyone's mind was "Pang Zi."

Wu Xingchen asked with a stern face, "Is that person Pang Zi?"

Chai Qingguo knew this matter couldn't be hidden. If it were anyone else, he would have detained them long ago. But Pang Zi was his old brother, and a Division Commander. Chai Qingguo was a Corps Commander; he wasn't sure if he could just directly detain Pang Zi like that. When Wu Xingchen asked, Chai Qingguo nodded in confirmation. "He said he was pleading for leniency in advance. Pang Zi has many faults, and his understanding isn't high. But I don't believe Pang Zi would deliberately inquire about such confidential issues. He's too lazy."

If anyone else had said this, Wu Xingchen would probably have started lecturing them immediately. But with Chai Qingguo saying it, Wu Xingchen laughed coldly out of anger. "If you were truly worried about Pang Zi making bigger mistakes, you should have detained him right then. Are you letting him go out to continue spouting nonsense?"

"Brother Wu, it's not like you don't know Pang Zi's temper. If I detain him and try to reason with him, do you think he'll speak the truth? We'd just be tangling with him endlessly."

"You..." Wu Xingchen was choked by Chai Qingguo's blunt words. Wu Xingchen had truly experienced Pang Zi's personality, so he could understand Chai Qingguo's actions. If one had to say it, Pang Zi was a stubborn donkey who always thought highly of himself—a complete fool who would "help count the money after being sold." You couldn't say he wasn't smart, but his smarts never seemed to work for his own good. Pang Zi knew very well that Wu Xingchen and Chai Qingguo didn't actually want to hurt him, so Pang Zi felt he should "take responsibility" in front of others. This personality often made Wu Xingchen's teeth itch with anger.

"Sigh!" Wu Xingchen squeezed a sound out of his throat through gritted teeth. The strategic work meeting, which had been going well, could no longer continue. With a leak problem, how could they continue the meeting? Wu Xingchen asked with a cold face, "Comrade Chai Qingguo, what did you say to Pang Zi last night?"

Chai Qingguo answered very crisply, "I said, Comrade Pang Zi, how did you know this news? This is high-level secret meeting content. Knowing it now means there has been a leak. I told Pang Zi to immediately find Comrade Wu Xingchen to report this matter."

Everyone's eyes fell on Wu Xingchen's face. Wu Xingchen's face flushed red. If Pang Zi had come to find Wu Xingchen to report this matter that night, or early this morning, the leak could naturally have been disassociated from Pang Zi. But Pang Zi hadn't appeared until now. No wonder even Chai Qingguo dared not take responsibility for Pang Zi anymore.

The faint resentment towards Chai Qingguo in Wu Xingchen's heart dissipated completely. Whether from organizational rules or brotherhood, Chai Qingguo had done his utmost.

At this moment, Chen Ke interjected at just the right time. "Comrades, we shouldn't view the problem too severely just because Comrade Pang Zi is a Division Commander. As long as he didn't intentionally pry into and leak information, this mistake is very common. On the contrary, for us, the news definitely leaked from our surroundings. Whether intentional or unintentional, direct or indirect, we definitely have responsibility. Now let's first recall where the leak might have occurred. I'll speak first; I am the most suspicious."

After some discussion and recollection, everyone believed they hadn't directly mentioned anything related to strategic assumptions. Chai Qingguo and Shang Yuan were ruled out first; they weren't directly involved in this military plan. As long as they didn't mention it verbally, it should be impossible to leak. Wu Xingchen was also roughly ruled out. Listing his itinerary after the meeting on the blackboard, Wu Xingchen carefully recalled every detail and shouldn't have mentioned any relevant situations. However, Wu Xingchen remembered casually asking the Chief of Staff if there were any abnormal movements in Henan. If the Chief of Staff were attentive, he might have discovered some clues.

Chen Tianhua believed that if he had a possibility of leaking, it was mentioning to cadres of the Political Security Department that with so many current cadre issues, now really wasn't a good time to expand the base area.

After the four comrades finished speaking, Chen Ke talked about his own situation. Recently he had been collecting a lot of intelligence on Henan, so from the intelligence department to his secretary and guards, everyone could see these situations. The news likely leaked from these two links.

Chen Tianhua's face had become extremely ugly. Managing secretaries and guards was the work of the Political Security Department. Absolutely no news was allowed to be leaked; this was one of the most basic disciplines. He said with a face full of anger, "I'll send someone to investigate this immediately."

Chen Ke waved his hand. "Don't rush. Call Comrade Pang Zi over first and ask him."

Wu Xingchen lowered his gaze. After discussing for so long, Pang Zi still hadn't appeared. This couldn't be said that Chen Ke hadn't given Pang Zi a chance. Looking at the time, it was almost noon. Even if Pang Zi did nothing last night, there should have been a result from pursuing this matter during the day. Raising his head, Wu Xingchen said, "I'll give the order."

When Pang Zi appeared at the door led by the guard, he was stunned. It seemed Pang Zi hadn't expected to be brought into such a high-level meeting. Wu Xingchen had specifically instructed the guard that if Pang Zi asked where they were going, the guard could only answer that Commander Wu Xingchen invited Pang Zi over.

Soon, Pang Zi's eyes fell on Chai Qingguo. Pang Zi's cheek twitched involuntarily. Wearing a fearful expression of knowing he was wrong, Pang Zi stepped into the room.

"Comrade Pang Zi, do you know what we want to ask you?" Wu Xingchen spoke.

Pang Zi hesitated, looking like he didn't want to admit it. After waiting for three minutes, Pang Zi was still tongue-tied.

Wu Xingchen really didn't know what to say. He said gently, "Comrade Pang Zi, as the Commander of the Huaihai Provincial Military District, I formally notify you that you are now suspended. Go with the guard to handle the suspension procedures and honestly accept the investigation."

"Wh... why?" Pang Zi was stunned.

Wu Xingchen didn't want to say anything more. He continued calmly, "Nothing. As the Military District Commander, I have this authority. I used this authority. You go now."

Pang Zi stared at Wu Xingchen, then looked at Chai Qingguo and Chen Ke beside him. His lips trembled as he said, "Commander Wu, I did say some things, but you can't make me sell out my brothers."

Wu Xingchen waved his hand helplessly. He said in an almost despairing tone, "You don't need to say anything now. Someone will ask you during the investigation. If you really want to talk, say it then."

Pang Zi's eyes were red. "Brother Wu, what time is this? You can't make me sell out my brothers behind their backs, right?"

Wu Xingchen turned his face away and stopped looking at Pang Zi. "Guard, take Comrade Pang Zi down."

From when Pang Zi was brought in to when he was taken away, the other four people didn't say a word. No one took the initiative to give Pang Zi an out or let him explain at the meeting. After Pang Zi's figure, full of grief and indignation, disappeared outside the courtyard gate, Chen Tianhua tentatively asked, "Should we let the comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee participate this time?"

Chen Ke's face was also completely calm. "This isn't a contradiction between ourselves and the enemy right now; it belongs to the category of organizational discipline issues. Investigate the discipline issue clearly first."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, Chen Tianhua breathed a sigh of relief. His tone was full of helplessness. "Then how do we explain Comrade Pang Zi's issue to the comrades? I think everyone will feel there's some background to this matter."

Chen Ke replied calmly, "Just tell the truth. While many comrades will think there are unknown secrets in the Rectification Campaign, many comrades will also believe that the Party organization's resolution isn't engaging in some personnel struggle."

"Many comrades have made contributions to the revolution," Chen Tianhua couldn't help but remind Chen Ke very implicitly.

"Who is denying their contributions?" Chen Ke asked back.

Chen Tianhua was choked by these words and didn't know how to answer for a moment. Shang Yuan took over the conversation. "I am a bit worried. with such large-scale personnel changes, some ambitious comrades will definitely jump out. We must guard against attempts to completely knock these comrades down with one blow."

"We aren't giving a final verdict on these comrades. They are being removed from their posts now because they made mistakes. They were able to become leading cadres because they had corresponding achievements. These are two different matters. This Rectification Campaign needs the organization to establish a basic concept: whether promotion or removal, it is just about the matter at hand. We neither dig up old scores nor erase contributions. Our Party repeatedly talks about seeking truth from facts. The contributions of these comrades are history, facts that have already happened. Relative to the present, they are existing history. Similarly, their mistakes are also factual occurrences. As a materialist, it's impossible to make things that have already happened become non-existent. That is deceiving oneself. Closing one's eyes doesn't make the sky go dark," Chen Ke answered decisively.

"Does that mean we won't pursue the responsibility of those who pleaded for leniency?" Chai Qingguo asked.

Chen Ke smiled bitterly. "Comrade Chai Qingguo, I was quite moved by your unwillingness to let everyone have preconceived notions about Comrade Pang Zi just now. I felt quite warm in my heart. No one wants their friends, relatives, or comrades-in-arms around them to have problems. We don't want them to suffer any unfair treatment. This is human nature, and I think it is understandable."

Chai Qingguo sighed slightly. "Chairman Chen, it seems you still aren't willing to let those pleaders off."

Chen Ke replied, "Because I don't know what kind of thoughts they held when they came to plead. So I have no evaluation of this. We also can't have preconceived notions about these comrades. Seeking truth from facts is enough."

The discussion continued for quite a while before adjourning. Before leaving, Wu Xingchen applied to question Pang Zi personally. "I think Pang Zi, this Division Commander, has to be suspended for a while. Who should take over the position of Division Commander?"

Chen Ke answered without hesitation, "This is the authority of the Military Commission. Let the Military Commission meeting decide. For now, the Political Commissar will concurrently serve as the Division Commander."

Recalling what Chen Ke had said, Wu Xingchen walked towards the Cavalry Division Headquarters in low spirits. He really didn't want to face Pang Zi. It wasn't because he felt ashamed that Pang Zi, widely recognized as a member of the Wu Xingchen faction, had gotten into trouble. Wu Xingchen felt it would be hard to make Pang Zi understand Wu Xingchen's own feelings. With Pang Zi's attitude, he would definitely view the Rectification Campaign as a purge.

Sure enough, as Wu Xingchen expected, when he faced Pang Zi and demanded to know who told Pang Zi the news that the base area was going to use troops against Henan, Pang Zi said with a face full of "shouldering justice on iron shoulders": "Commander Wu, if I say who said it now, won't you guys just persecute that brother to death? If you want to punish someone, just punish me. I won't participate in such things."

Wu Xingchen had anticipated Pang Zi would say this beforehand. He said patiently, "Pang Zi, don't you hate Yuan Shikai to the bone, wishing you could cut him into a thousand pieces? You won't say this person's name now. If this news continues to leak and eventually becomes known to Yuan Shikai, then I can only say that you, Pang Zi, are Yuan Shikai's accomplice. Don't you hate Yuan Shikai at all?"

Pang Zi never expected Wu Xingchen to say this. His face quickly turned red from holding it in. After a moment of silence, Pang Zi said in a rough voice, "I believe this comrade would absolutely not tell the news to Yuan Shikai."

Wu Xingchen was extremely tall. Even sitting there, he was more than half a head taller than Pang Zi. He looked down at Pang Zi and asked slowly, "Comrade Pang Zi, how many Beiyang spies have we caught? Including in your Cavalry Division, you've caught spies too, right? How can you guarantee there are no Beiyang spies in our troops? How can you guarantee this news won't be known by Beiyang spies?"

Pang Zi remained silent on this question.

Wu Xingchen waited for a moment and continued asking, "Comrade Pang Zi, don't be silent. Say whatever you're thinking. Does your silence mean you default that you actually don't hate Yuan Shikai?"

Pang Zi pursed his lips tightly, the expression on his face becoming more and more aggrieved. After a while, Pang Zi's eyes turned red. He twitched his mouth, managed to hold back his tears with difficulty, and then spoke, "Commander Wu, if you want to purge people, just say it directly. You don't need to find so many excuses. And you don't need to pin so many crimes on me. I went to see Chai Qingguo just to vouch for some people, that they aren't bad people. Look at what things have become now. Rumors are everywhere in the troops. As soon as someone speaks, it's about who is a big villain. Commander Wu, you know who these comrades are; they aren't bad people."
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Pang Zi refused to answer who had leaked the news, and Wu Xingchen was helpless. During this Rectification Movement, many cadres in the army had been removed from their posts precisely because of their warlord style of beating and cursing soldiers. As the Commander of the Military Region, Wu Xingchen could not take the lead in making this mistake himself. Moreover, he did not believe that beating and cursing would be effective.

Wu Xingchen said patiently, "Comrade Pang Zi, do you think we can't find out who came to see you? The time between the end of the meeting and when you went to speak to Chai Qingguo about this matter was very short. It wouldn't be difficult at all to find the leaker."

"Humph!" Pang Zi sneered, but did not reply.

Wu Xingchen's heart skipped a beat. Chen Ke had openly admitted that the leak most likely came from his side. The comrades at the meeting thought so too. Everyone felt that the best-case scenario was that someone had obtained intelligence while the meeting was in session, leading to the leak. While such an incident was serious, it wasn't really a big deal; it was purely a disciplinary issue and wouldn't involve too many people.

The tricky part was if someone had deduced the future strategic direction based on Chen Ke's actions, leading to the leak. This would not be as simple as just finding the "leaker". It would mean there was a problem with the entire organizational structure, and the entire structure would have to be rectified. Against the backdrop of the Rectification Movement, if a comprehensive rectification of intelligence and security work were to be added, the scope of the movement would become terrifyingly large. Wu Xingchen knew that some comrades could understand the Rectification Movement, but he also knew that even more comrades would misunderstand it.

Wu Xingchen understood Pang Zi very well. He could tell that Pang Zi's sneer was highly likely because the leaker hadn't obtained the intelligence at the meeting, but had deduced that the People's Party might use force against Henan through their own summary of intelligence.

"Pang Zi, do you really think the leak isn't important? That our intelligence security isn't important? If this intelligence is obtained by Yuan Shikai, and they make corresponding deployments in advance, our military operations against Henan will suffer many unnecessary losses. This isn't a matter of money or supplies; this will be the lives of many comrades! You mustn't be mistaken about this point."

"Yuan Shikai is nothing!" Pang Zi replied with a sneer. "Not to mention now, even the year before last when I led troops to Hebei, if we had really attacked from two sides, could Yuan Shikai have crossed the Yellow River and retreated to Beijing? Now we've even fought foreigners. In Qingdao, the Germans had plenty of cannons and continuous bunkers. Didn't we take it down all the same? If I said my cavalry division could annihilate the Beiyang Army, that would be bragging. But our single division could definitely sweep through Shandong or Henan. They simply can't withstand a fight."

Wu Xingchen had long known that Pang Zi would definitely say something like this. He sneered, "Humph! Comrade Pang Zi, hearing you speak, I feel like you're not leading the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. You're clearly leading your own bandits."

Mocked by Wu Xingchen like this, Pang Zi's face immediately flushed red. "I killed the Qing forces in Hebei so hard they didn't dare leave Beijing city. I also had war merits in the fight for Qingdao. Brother Wu, what do you mean by this?"

Wu Xingchen gave a huge sneer, and then his expression instantly became serious, even a bit ferocious. He shot to his feet and slammed his palm on the table. Pointing at Pang Zi's nose, Wu Xingchen asked, "Pang Zi, who the fuck do you think you are? Did you contribute a single cent to establishing the cavalry division? You've raised a force yourself before; don't you know how much it costs to establish a cavalry division of several thousand men? When you were raising a force in Nangong County with Comrade Tianhua, you monopolized the escort business for the whole of Nangong County, but how many men did you support? Was it five hundred?! Where did the chicken, duck, fish, and meat you ate come from? Did you, Pang Zi, buy it? Wasn't it all supplied to you by the farms Comrade Tianhua set up? Can you manufacture a single bullet yourself? Now you talk about how your cavalry division is this and that. Without the People's Party, without the base areas, would you still have a cavalry division? Are you still asleep?"

This criticism was like a knife; Pang Zi's face instantly turned white. If anyone else had said this, Pang Zi could have pretended not to care, but being rebuked so mercilessly by his own big brother, Wu Xingchen, was completely unacceptable to him.

Wu Xingchen was practically mad with anger. He no longer wanted to care about Pang Zi's "dignity". His chest was now filled with uncontrollable rage. While slamming the table, he shouted, "Pang Zi, you're a man too. Pat your chest and ask yourself, can the cavalry division not fight without you? I'm not even talking about if you wanted to take the team and leave alone—you couldn't take a single person with you. Even if your entire cavalry division went out, without the Staff Department, without the Logistics Department, what could you do out there besides being bandits? If you really think you, Pang Zi, are so amazing, fine! I can order the cavalry division to assemble right now. You, Pang Zi, can ride your high horse and tell the comrades that you want to start your own force and are no longer a member of the People's Party from now on. I, Wu Xingchen, can guarantee in the name of the Commander of the Huaihai Military Region that we will happily see off anyone who wants to leave."

Hearing these words, Pang Zi's face turned not just pale, but his whole body began to tremble.

This outburst from Wu Xingchen also served to calm his emotions somewhat. "Comrade Pang Zi, you explain this matter clearly to the comrades who will question you later today. Or you don't have to explain; you can just leave."

Ignoring Pang Zi's reaction, Wu Xingchen turned and left the cavalry division headquarters.

***

Chen Ke frowned slightly after hearing Wu Xingchen's report. Wu Xingchen lowered his head. "Chairman Chen, I've always felt that Pang Zi is a good brother, and he was very capable as a division commander. I was too lenient with him on this point. I am willing to accept responsibility."

Chen Ke waved his hand at Wu Xingchen. "No rush on that. I think the issue of good guys and bad guys raised by Comrade Pang Zi is very good."

For a young person from the 21st century, in that atmosphere of anti-tradition and youthful impetuousness, "good guys" and "bad guys" were no longer the standard for evaluating people. If someone said "So-and-so is a bad guy," they would often be considered to have poor insight. If someone patted their chest and said, "I am a bad guy," people wouldn't actually think he was a bad guy, but rather that he was being "too silly".

However, in China a hundred years ago, "good guy" and "bad guy" were still standards for evaluating a person, perhaps even the most important standards. The problem with this standard was that if a person was a recognized "bad guy", and if they were beaten to death... well, they were beaten to death. No one would care. Chen Ke had never been someone who focused on "criminal rights", but he also didn't believe that a "moral court" could arbitrarily decide matters of life and death.

Chen Ke asked Wu Xingchen to sit down before saying, "Comrade Wu Xingchen, hearing Comrade Pang Zi put it that way, I feel his mindset represents the thoughts of a portion of the comrades. They probably don't fear punishment, but they are completely unwilling to be 'bad guys'."

Wu Xingchen couldn't keep up with Chen Ke's train of thought for a moment. After pondering for a while, he asked in surprise, "Chairman Chen means, one thing is one thing? No implications involved?"

"A person's thoughts are not isolated. Any thought is a manifestation of their entire ideological system. However, we cannot completely resolve ideological problems right now. Because we lack many of the necessary material conditions. Divorced from material conditions, simply emphasizing ideological realms means that only a tiny minority of people can pass the test. Therefore, I think what Comrade Pang Zi said this time is very good. We must explain to the cadres and masses in the base areas that any matter has a beginning and an end. We will not seize on someone's minor mistakes and refuse to let go, nor will we dredge up old grievances, and we certainly won't settle scores after the harvest. We won't mention the terms 'good guy' or 'bad guy', because the masses currently believe that good guys don't make mistakes, and those who make mistakes are bad guys. Regardless of how they require themselves to act, this is how they require others. So, let's not get involved with good guys and bad guys. We only require that there must be an explanation and an accounting for the current matter. What do you think?"

Wu Xingchen couldn't digest Chen Ke's long speech immediately. This era was indeed an era of struggle between "good guys" and "bad guys". When counter-revolutionaries were killed in the base areas, besides explaining clearly according to regulations, many cadres also had to label these guys as "big villains" to prove that the base area was extremely justified in killing them. The masses were very satisfied with the People's Party's propaganda praising the laboring masses, because this propaganda acknowledged that the common people were "good guys", and the common people naturally liked that.

The reason many comrades were currently very resistant to the Rectification Movement, as Pang Zi's words hit the nail on the head, was because these mistakes might directly categorize them into the ranks of "bad guys". Good guys could kill bad guys; this was an axiom in this era. Even if just for their own sake, no one wanted to fall into the ranks of "bad guys" who could be "arbitrarily slaughtered by good guys".

"I think this is excellent!" Wu Xingchen nodded repeatedly after figuring out the key points. "But Chairman Chen, if we do this, what reasoning do we use to explain it to the comrades and the masses?"

The reasoning Wu Xingchen referred to was the basic concepts of the base area's political and social philosophy. Chen Ke smiled. "Explain it using socialist concepts. The driving force of human social progress is productive forces, and revolution is to liberate productive forces to the maximum extent. In the final analysis, it comes down to the word 'labor'."

The two talked for a good while on this topic. Wu Xingchen hadn't discussed philosophical issues so candidly with Chen Ke for a long time. As he listened, he felt that his own understanding of the socialist system had quite a few misconceptions.

Labor is the only way to create wealth. Viewed from this angle, society is naturally divided into two opposing classes: the exploiting class and the exploited class. The traditional Chinese method of dividing people into good guys and bad guys loses its basis for existence under such a clear-cut method of division.

In the People's Party, making a mistake—as long as one hasn't become part of the exploiting class and escalated the contradiction to a "contradiction between the enemy and us"—has nothing to do with being a good guy or a bad guy; it is a "contradiction among the people". It is stated clearly in "On Contradiction": contradictions between the masses and the feudal system are resolved using the methods of democratic revolution; contradictions within the Communist Party are resolved using the method of criticism and self-criticism. As long as a cadre does not directly degenerate into a "bad guy" or an "enemy", this contradiction can be accepted by a significant number of comrades who have been removed from their posts during the rectification.

After receiving clear instructions from Chen Ke, Wu Xingchen said excitedly, "I will go discuss this with Comrade Chen Tianhua right now."

"Good," Chen Ke replied. "But Comrade Wu Xingchen, I truly hope that in the future, comrades can first come up with their own views on issues, because it is not just the comrades who must follow basic political concepts; I must follow these basic political concepts as well."

Wu Xingchen suddenly felt an inexplicable emotion. He gave Chen Ke a serious military salute and answered loudly, "Yes!"
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"I've never been a bad person," Lu Kaiwen said loudly. He hadn't expected the comrade speaking with him to bring up this topic. Ever since he was dismissed for practicing fraud, Lu Kaiwen had been on pins and needles. A proper Regimental Commander, though not reduced to a prisoner, had suddenly been stripped of all duties and forced to undergo investigation and criticism. The most painful part was having to perform "self-criticism."

In Lu Kaiwen's view, making Chairman Chen Ke, whom all comrades respected, feel happy should have been a great achievement. Yet in the eyes of the Political Department comrades, this was precisely an unforgivable sin.

When he was first detained, Lu Kaiwen had tried to argue, and a fierce conflict had erupted.

"What is wrong with wanting to make Chairman Chen happy? With just a little preparation, we could have completed a huge amount of work in a single day. I don't think this even counts as fraud; we really could have done it!" Lu Kaiwen believed he was right.

The Political Department comrade replied, "The daily workload is scheduled. If you disrupt the work schedule, will the subsequent work be affected? It definitely will be. If the comrades of a regiment don't rest well, can everyone truly be happy? If everyone is unhappy, will Chairman Chen be happy? By messing around like this, even if you momentarily deceived Chairman Chen, could the comrades of other units be happy? Comrade Lu Kaiwen, what you wanted wasn't even for Chairman Chen alone to be happy. You wanted the praise and rewards after Chairman Chen was happy. Your personal honor and happiness were built on the unhappiness of many people, even on the unhappiness of all comrades participating in the project. Do you think what you did was right?"

Faced with such a head-on blow, Lu Kaiwen quickly changed his tune. "Our regiment was already doing well; I just wanted to do better. It's almost New Year's, and we'll be resting soon anyway. A moment of fatigue could quickly be recovered from."

"The arrangement of the project progress is planned centrally by the headquarters. It's not something you can just do however you want. If you say this now, why didn't you submit an adjustment to the work progress to the headquarters earlier? Why did you suddenly act on your own authority? Comrade Lu Kaiwen, you are being dishonest. You made a mistake earlier, and instead of hurrying to recognize this mistake, you continue to weave excuses. You are continuing to make mistakes. If you still want to continue proving that your actions were correct, then stop speaking. We aren't stopping you because we won't listen to your explanation, but because continuing to speak like this will do you no good."

Since the conversation had reached this point, the fierce confrontation temporarily ceased.

In several subsequent conversations, Lu Kaiwen first insisted he was not wrong. Later, seeing he couldn't out-argue the Political Department comrades, he reluctantly admitted he had done some things inadequately. But even so, Lu Kaiwen still emphasized that he had merit and had performed excellently throughout the project. Moreover, his intention was not to deceive Chairman Chen Ke, but only to make Chairman Chen Ke happy.

Since Lu Kaiwen still could not recognize his error, the discussion could not proceed. Every conversation was recorded. When Political Department Director Chen Tianhua read Lu Kaiwen's interview record, he couldn't help but write a comment on it: "Dishonest!"

The Political Department comrades naturally felt Lu Kaiwen was dishonest, but they had originally thought that as a Regimental Commander, he couldn't possibly be dishonest to this extent. But as the talks went on, Lu Kaiwen's refusal to admit mistakes when facing problems not only made the comrades angry but even gave them a sense of disgust.

Political Department Director Chen Tianhua arranged for comrades to explain the concept that "the organization does not view comrades as bad people" to those undergoing rectification. The comrades responsible for talking to Lu Kaiwen felt uncertain about this. Sure enough, as soon as they said they didn't consider Lu Kaiwen a bad person, Lu Kaiwen immediately perked up as if clutching a life-saving straw.

"I've never been a bad person. I had no bad intentions in what I did..." Lu Kaiwen said loudly.

"Comrade Lu Kaiwen! Calm down first!" The Political Department comrade immediately interrupted him. "The organization does not consider comrades to be bad people. But the organization also does not believe that not being a bad person means you are a good person. We are talking about problems; we don't care if you are a good or bad person! Just because you are a good person doesn't mean you have no errors. You must recognize the errors you have committed!"

After several days of see-saw battles, Lu Kaiwen didn't dare insist he was faultless. He mumbled somewhat, "What I did indeed made Chairman Chen angry, and it made the comrades of brother units unhappy. I indeed did wrong in this point."

Seeing Lu Kaiwen finally make some progress and admit he was in the wrong, the Political Department comrades felt it was still far from a profound realization. One comrade said somewhat impatiently, "What exactly was wrong? You clearly haven't recognized your error."

The Political Department comrade responsible for the interview waited for the first comrade to finish speaking before opening his mouth. "Comrade Lu Kaiwen, I want to know, what exactly do you care about? Is it your position as Regimental Commander? Do you think that after admitting your mistake, you won't be able to keep this position?"

The Political Department comrades were not only talking to Lu Kaiwen; they had to interview many comrades. These interviews not only enriched the Political Department's experience, but also revealed that comrades like Lu Kaiwen were not a minority. When some comrades who had thoroughly recognized their errors and sincerely admitted them described their ideological changes, quite a few frankly admitted, "I was worried that after admitting the mistake, my official position would be lost. I felt that if I could gloss over my mistake, I could still be reinstated."

The comrades interviewing Lu Kaiwen believed he had this same mindset. Some comrades thought they should just tell Lu Kaiwen bluntly that he shouldn't dream of keeping the Regimental Commander position. But the Political Department didn't want to be so harsh. If this was explained clearly, Lu Kaiwen might just give up on himself when admitting his error. Lu Kaiwen could give up on himself, but the Political Department comrades still wanted to save him. As long as he could recognize he was wrong, truly admit the error, not keep the official position in his heart, but dig deep into the ideological roots and work with the Political Department comrades to understand why he committed such an error.

If he could do that, it would show that Lu Kaiwen was still a qualified revolutionary comrade. Who in this world doesn't make mistakes? If one mistake meant being beaten to death, the People's Party could just kill themselves off first. Even Chairman Chen Ke wouldn't be spared.

However, Lu Kaiwen's performance increasingly made the Political Department comrades feel he truly belonged to the incorrigible category. Even so, they were unwilling to provoke him too much. "Do you think that after admitting your mistake, you won't be able to keep this position?" was already a very subtle way of putting it.

Hearing this, Lu Kaiwen was first stunned. Then his face became extremely ugly. After a long while, he struggled to say, "I have established great merit for the organization. I followed Chairman Chen as a soldier, and I have never feared death in battle. I also care about the comrades and have never been corrupt. I earned this Regimental Commander position with my sword and gun."

The Political Department comrade said gently, "Comrade Lu Kaiwen, the organization recognized your command ability, recognized your past outstanding performance, and recognized your exemplary leading role. That is why you were appointed to the position of Regimental Commander. The organization did not fail to see your past work. Therefore, the result of your past hard work was becoming a Regimental Commander. But that matter has ended here. Don't you feel that way?"

Lu Kaiwen's face turned somewhat pale. He lowered his head and was silent for a long time before looking up and asking, "Then is my merit only worth this one Regimental Commander position? Are my past merits written off at one stroke?"

Seeing Lu Kaiwen finally speak his true feelings, the Political Department comrade felt relieved. His attitude became even gentler. "Comrade Lu Kaiwen, the organization wants us to make it clear to the comrades this time that your achievements will absolutely not be erased. Because it is precisely the hard work of thousands of Party members, cadres, and soldiers that has created the present People's Party and base areas. You participated in creating the history of the People's Party, and you participated in creating the history of China. Closing your eyes doesn't mean it's dark. We not only remember everything you have done, but we also have a specialized Cultural and Historical Office. It is all recorded in the history books of our People's Party."

Hearing this, Lu Kaiwen's expression looked slightly better.

"However, why is history called history? Because it has already ended. No one can go back to yesterday and live it again. We are not talking about your glorious history now; we are talking about the mistake you committed. Up to now, you either talk about personal thoughts or irrelevant history. This is not an attitude to solve the problem. This solves absolutely nothing. The organization removed you from your position, and we came to talk to you about your error of practicing fraud. And based on the principle of criticism and self-criticism, the organization hopes you can clarify your error, find the ideological root, and not commit this kind of error again in the future."

Lu Kaiwen's face turned ugly again. He was silent for a long time before saying, "So my position as Regimental Commander has already been removed? I am nothing now?"

The Political Department comrade couldn't help but sigh. "The order to suspend your duties as Regimental Commander was announced at that time. This means you have long since ceased to be the Regimental Commander."

"Then... then some comrades who came to see me, why did they still address me as Commander Lu?" Lu Kaiwen asked, his lips trembling.

Looking at Lu Kaiwen's miserable state, the Political Department comrade didn't know what expression to use. He could only say gently, "Why the comrades who came to visit you called you that is their own choice. But in terms of organizational relations, you have long since ceased to be the Regimental Commander. Please be clear on this point."

Lu Kaiwen's lips trembled violently. He stared blankly for a long while, then suddenly began to weep aloud.
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The blow of losing his position as Regiment Commander seemed too great. Lu Kaiwen first cried uncontrollably, then admitted he knew he was wrong. He began to ramble about errors he had previously refused to acknowledge, repeating the criticisms the Political Department comrades had made during previous talks, but mixing in his own varied interpretations. The huge contrast in his behavior caught the Political Department comrades somewhat off guard.

In this rambling monologue, Lu Kaiwen not only discussed his mistakes but didn't forget to mention his achievements. The Political Department comrades listened patiently; after so many talks with different people, they had developed—and were forced to have—sufficient patience.

"A few days ago, a fellow townsman of Regiment Commander Chu Deli came to see me and mentioned the troops moving into Henan. He said that if we applied together to work in the frontline troops, it might be approved. I thought at the time that I was still a regiment commander, so I didn't listen to much of it. I just heard the news that our regiment might be converted into an engineering unit..."

As Lu Kaiwen rambled on to this point, the comrade responsible for recording and cultural assistance lit up, but the comrade conducting the interview naturally placed his hand on that comrade's wrist. They had agreed on a signal beforehand; the recording comrade silently lowered his head and continued writing.

When Lu Kaiwen finished a section, the interviewer said, "Comrade Lu Kaiwen, we believe that mistakes can be corrected. previously, you only thought about your position as regiment commander and not the mistakes you made. That is why we couldn't make any progress in our talks initially. Now that you've put down the burden in your heart, although you may feel sad and disappointed, don't you feel much lighter?"

Lu Kaiwen didn't know if the Political Department comrade was mocking him or speaking sincerely. Looking at the expression on the comrade's face, it didn't seem like mockery. having lost his official post as regiment commander, how could he possibly have "put down the burden"? But at this moment, he had nothing else to say, so he could only nod repeatedly.

"For comrades with issues during the Rectification Campaign, we have arranged special study classes. Everyone will go to class first. If you have incorrect thoughts, you must understand exactly where you went wrong. Only then can you work better when you return to the troops. Let me explain first, the People's Party does not subscribe to the idea of 'merit offsetting faults.' Merit is merit, and faults are faults. When everyone returns to the troops, it will be to continue working. Don't have other concerns."

After the guard took Lu Kaiwen away, the recorder asked in a very low voice, "Group Leader, why didn't we continue to ask who exactly leaked the information?"

The interviewer sighed slightly, "No rush. Let Comrade Lu Kaiwen calm down first. There are records of everyone who visited Comrade Lu Kaiwen. Regiment Commander Chu Deli's townsman—that will be easy to check. We will report this to the Political Department immediately."

With two leads, the Political Department and the Political Security Department (which was semi-subordinate to it) formed an investigation team. Although Chen Ke did not agree to let the People's Internal Affairs Committee intervene, Chen Tianhua felt it was necessary to let the comrades from the Internal Affairs Committee have some understanding of this. So, comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee were invited to "audit" the meeting.

This "auditing" was by no means passive listening; the People's Internal Affairs Committee sent capable comrades to attend. The specific operation was actually not too complicated. Chu Deli's townsman, Chu Shifu, immediately stood out in the cross-reference comparison. He was the only person who had visited both Lu Kaiwen and Pang Zi recently. Although they didn't dare to make a final conclusion verbally, the comrades at the meeting all regarded Chu Shifu as the primary suspect.

The attitude displayed by many comrades being rectified in this movement made the Political Department extremely dissatisfied. "Official standard," "feudal power-sharing ideology," "mountain-stronghold mentality"—Chen Ke had raised various issues before, and the Political Department had once felt that Chen Ke was perhaps too harsh and lacked trust in the comrades.

Facts proved that Chen Ke's consistent warnings were not baseless. The Political Department, responsible for ideological and political work, had failed to see these shortcomings in the comrades at all. They held Party meetings, heart-to-heart talks, and democratic life meetings, conducting criticism and self-criticism. Most comrades spoke well enough, but once they held power, they didn't act according to their words at all.

Chen Tianhua had a naturally impatient temper. When these intertwined problems exploded simultaneously and were presented before him, he truly felt caught off guard. Various negative emotions tangled together, making him feel extremely irritable and restless; he hadn't slept well for several days. The "internal leak"—an event of the most serious nature—gave Chen Tianhua a breakthrough point for his pent-up anger. Seeing a preliminary suspect, Chen Tianhua spoke hurriedly, "We invited so many comrades here because we want to discuss this internal leak issue clearly."

Actually, the Political Department had nothing to discuss. Chen Ke had said to treat this matter as a disciplinary issue for the time being. If they wanted to handle this matter severely, they would need the "powerful department"—the People's Internal Affairs Committee—to provide different perspectives.

The representative of the Internal Affairs Committee was named Liu Yongsheng. He was young, like other People's Party comrades, but he had a gloomy coldness that didn't quite match his age. Whether intentionally or unintentionally, his lips were always pursed together as if refusing to speak. After hearing Chen Tianhua's words, Liu Yongsheng's lips closed even tighter.

Chen Tianhua waited for a while and had to ask proactively, "Comrade Liu Yongsheng, what are your views on this?"

Liu Yongsheng was silent for a good while before answering, "Leaking secrets refers to intentionally prying into information and then spreading that information. Looking at it now, even if it is a leak, it is an internal leak, which is a disciplinary issue. If a comrade summarized and concluded something based on intelligence they obtained, and even if they mentioned some news, it is only a disciplinary issue of speaking indiscreetly. Listening to the situation everyone just introduced, I can't even determine if it is a leak."

Within the base area, the People's Internal Affairs Committee was responsible for suppressing counter-revolutionaries and investigating crimes within the system. It was a powerful department with blood on its hands. Liu Yongsheng's words were not unreasonable, but according to what he said, his judgment of the severity of the problem was not even as serious as Chen Tianhua's view. Compared to "internal leak," "speaking indiscreetly" completely fell within the scope of criticism and education. Before this meeting, Chen Tianhua had specifically communicated with the comrades of the Internal Affairs Committee, hoping to crack down severely on this leak event. The person in charge of the Internal Affairs Committee had behaved exactly like Liu Yongsheng at the time—just silence. Now, their attitude seemed very clear.

Chen Tianhua was made very uncomfortable by these unexpected words, but the People's Internal Affairs Committee was not under the jurisdiction of the Political Department at all. Even though the Party Committee played a huge role in the Internal Affairs Committee, Chen Tianhua could not directly command it. In the Party, only Chen Ke had this authority. "Then what exactly do the comrades of the Internal Affairs Committee think about this?" Chen Tianhua pressed.

The gloomy expression on Liu Yongsheng's face remained unchanged. He spoke unhurriedly, "Our Internal Affairs Committee has the authority to execute people, so we ourselves must first abide by the Party's organizational discipline and the laws of the base area. We cannot handle problems based on our personal likes, dislikes, or emotions. When judging the type of contradiction, we cannot forcibly upgrade internal contradictions to enemy-us contradictions. Enemy-us contradictions really involve killing people."

The People's Internal Affairs Committee possessed the power of execution, so Chen Tianhua had hoped this powerful department would take a stance. Hearing the Internal Affairs Committee's clear statement, Chen Tianhua felt very disappointed. The Political Department did not have the power to execute people, and Chen Ke had repeatedly emphasized that this Rectification Campaign was "killing none, arresting few." Although he wanted to take tough measures internally, Chen Tianhua could not change the authority limitations brought about by the organizational structure.

Suppressing his anger, Chen Tianhua said, "Then let's arrest Chu Shifu first."

"Arresting him directly will alert the enemy. Think of a way to control Comrade Chu Shifu first, and ask clearly about the ins and outs of the matter. Don't act so hastily," Liu Yongsheng said, his tone remaining unhurried.

If anyone else spoke so deliberately slowly, Chen Tianhua would have probably jumped up in opposition long ago. As a high-ranking cadre, Chen Tianhua was well aware of the Internal Affairs Committee's track record. In this world, if one counted who had killed the most People's Party members up to now, the People's Party Internal Affairs Committee would rank first. As for who had killed the most people among all People's Party organizations, even the army could not compare to the Internal Affairs Committee. While many suppression actions were executed by the army, the investigation and decision-making were the responsibility of the Internal Affairs Committee. Compared to the Political Department, the Internal Affairs Committee had an overwhelming advantage in experience in these areas.

Under Liu Yongsheng's suggestion, the Political Department first arranged for a commissar to lead a labor team, and halfway through, arranged for Chu Shifu to deliver something, thus isolating him. Chu Shifu had no idea he had been calculated; even when he sat in front of three Political Department interrogation cadres, he still thought he was performing a transport task and facing logistics cadres for a handover.

When he realized he was undergoing political censorship, Chu Shifu's face turned extremely stunned. He stammered, "Comrades, what do you want with me?"

"Comrade Chu Shifu, you once visited Comrade Lu Kaiwen, right?"

"Yes."

"You also went to see Comrade Pang Zi, right?"

"...Yes."

Hearing Chu Shifu admit these things, the comrades from the Political Department finally breathed a sigh of relief. They had finally found the direct intermediary for the message. This would make things much easier. Suppressing their excitement, the comrade responsible for the inquiry asked in a calm tone, "Who told you the news that we are going to attack Henan recently?"

"...It was, ...it was," Chu Shifu stammered, unable to speak. Being interviewed by the Political Department had now become the most terrifying thing in the army. Anyone who was interviewed ended up with no good results. At this moment, his brain simply didn't recall anything related to the question being asked. All of Chu Shifu's mental energy was focused on recalling what exactly he had done wrong and whom he had offended.

The Political Department comrades somewhat misunderstood Chu Shifu's thoughts. In their view, Chu Shifu's changing expression could only prove one thing: like many comrades they had seen recently, Chu Shifu was thinking about how to make up lies. The Political Department comrades had long since lost patience with such people.

Slamming the table violently, the comrade responsible for the questioning stood up. He leaned his hands on the table, looked down at Chu Shifu from above, and shouted loudly, "Comrade Chu Shifu, we are asking you to honestly confess your problems now!"

"Con... confess what problems?" Chu Shifu's mind was in chaos, completely forgetting the question he had just been asked.

"Who told you the news that we are going to attack Henan recently!" The questioning comrade asked this sentence word by word through gritted teeth, fiercely.

Chu Shifu was scared stiff by this attitude. He barely squeezed a voice out of his throat, "It was Division Commander Zhou!"

Receiving an answer that sounded quite reliable, the questioning comrade was both surprised and delighted. Fearing he had mistaken the target, he pressed, "Was it Zhou Zhentao, Division Commander Zhou?"

"Yes." Chu Shifu's face had turned white with fear.

"Are you sure it was Comrade Zhou Zhentao, Commander of the 4406 Division?" The questioning comrade wanted to be even more specific.

Chu Shifu subconsciously swallowed his saliva. His dry throat emitted a sufficiently clear sound, "It really was our division's Commander Zhou."

The comrade from the Political Department sat back down on the stool heavily. "Now, explain to us clearly exactly how this happened."
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According to Chu Shifu's confession, the "leak" component of the "leak incident" became increasingly diluted. Long before the military conference began, Zhou Zhentao had instructed Chu Shifu to contact several cadres who were being investigated during the Rectification Campaign, revealing the People's Party's strategic forecast for the offensive into Henan. In addition to boosting their morale, Zhou Zhentao also contacted some military commanders, hoping they would do their best to "rescue" the comrades who were being "attacked".

When the comrades from the Political Department reported this to Chen Tianhua, their attitude was quite subtle. Chen Tianhua's expression didn't change much at first, but as the scope of Zhou Zhentao's activities was gradually revealed, his brow furrowed tighter and tighter. The development of the matter had greatly exceeded expectations.

From leaking secrets to loose talk, it seemed the problem was becoming smaller, but the nature of Zhou Zhentao not raising opinions at the Party Committee meetings and instead engaging in private liaison actions was simply lawless. Coupled with his reckless predictions of the Central Committee's strategic decisions, it added even more negative factors to the matter.

"Have the Political Commissar control Chu Shifu, and the Political Security Department strengthen surveillance on those cadres based on the list provided by Chu Shifu. Inform Commander Wu of the Military Region that we will speak with Comrade Pang Zi immediately. I am going to see Chairman Chen now to report this to him." After arranging a series of tasks, Chen Tianhua prepared to get up but then stopped. "This matter is classified. Everyone must strictly abide by the relevant confidentiality regulations. Hold a Party Committee meeting, gather all comrades involved in this matter, and convey the confidentiality regulations again. Comrades, wait for me to return before adjourning."

The comrades knew this was no small matter. Chen Tianhua issued a secrecy order, and all comrades answered seriously: "Yes."

On the way to see Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua felt his legs go a bit soft, and his hands couldn't help but tremble slightly. He could still feign calm in front of the comrades in the Political Department, but once he came out, he felt unable to hold it together. It wasn't that his body couldn't hold up, but that his heart had received too great a shock. The core organizational model of the People's Party was the Party Committees at all levels. Within the Party and the army, only the Party Committees at various levels had actual power. All resolutions could only be implemented after being decided by Party Committee meetings. Zhou Zhentao's actions were a complete betrayal of organizational discipline.

In these days, people pleading for mercy and seeking connections not only sought out Chen Ke and various leaders, but even more came to the Political Department to plead. Chen Tianhua's ears were calloused from hearing about "brotherhood," "comradeship-in-arms," and "fellowship." He didn't want to pursue these comrades too excessively; after all, such sentiments were understandable. But based on the current information, there was already a group of people who no longer trusted the organization. Instead of openly raising opinions at Party Committee meetings, they relied on private liaisons and collusion, attempting to resist organizational resolutions through other means. Chen Tianhua had not followed the People's Party from the beginning. Long before joining the People's Party, Chen Tianhua had participated in the revolution with the Huaguang Society in Hunan and was a key figure in the formation of the Tongmenghui.

The events before him made Chen Tianhua feel an incomparable familiarity, and also a great terror.

Back in 1905, during the Russo-Japanese War, private students favored Japan and wanted the Yellow race to confront the White race, while the Qing court's attitude was to ally with Russia to resist Japan, so their stance was ambiguous. Chen Tianhua, Qiu Jin, and others bamboozled those Chinese students with patriotic angry youth sentiments to cause trouble in Japan and organize an anti-Russia movement, which was actually deliberately opposing the Qing court. However, Chen Tianhua received an invitation from Chen Ke at that time, and under Qiu Jin's persuasion, he first returned to Shanghai to see Chen Ke.

Receiving a lot of revolutionary education from Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua felt he couldn't talk to the Tongmenghui crowd after going back. Moreover, rumors of a romantic scandal between "student leader" Chen Tianhua and Qiu Jin were flying everywhere. Plus, Chen Ke's sincere invitation made it impossible for Chen Tianhua to refuse, so he had to leave Japan and return to China.

The matter did not end there. In the subsequent developments Chen Tianhua learned about, the Japanese student riots in 1905 blew things up too big. The Qing court contacted the Japanese Ministry of Education to issue a regulation strengthening monitoring of student gathering activities. Most students participated in the anti-Russia movement wanting China to benefit, not to become determined anti-government elements and delay their own futures for no reason. Under this general trend, the prestige and momentum of the student movement that Chen Tianhua, Qiu Jin, and others had stirred up were instantly suppressed.

After Chen Tianhua and Qiu Jin returned to China, Song Jiaoren and Sun Yat-sen utilized the grievances of some students to encourage all students to return to China collectively, attempting to create momentum to force the Qing court to retract its order and salvage the defeat. This goal was actually asking for the impossible and was very difficult to achieve. One of the students who explicitly opposed the collective return was named Zhou Shuren, who would later be the world-renowned Lu Xun.

Just as Song Jiaoren was stubbornly holding out like a dead duck with a hard beak, Sun Yat-sen, seeing the general trend, secretly instructed Hu Hanmin, Wang Jingwei, and others of the Sun Yat-sen faction within the Tongmenghui to stand up and declare they could endure humiliation and stay in Japan. In this way, the students who were first incited by Chen Tianhua and Qiu Jin, and later followed Song Jiaoren in persisting with the strike, were completely betrayed. Their study abroad careers were ruined, and upon returning to China, they became rebels in the eyes of the Qing government, with no good outcome awaiting them.

Such actions, completely disregarding organizational discipline and acting entirely on internal factional interests, made Chen Tianhua heartbroken, and he drew a clear line with the Tongmenghui from then on. Chen Tianhua never talked to Song Jiaoren later, and he wasn't sure how much Song Jiaoren's departure from the Tongmenghui had to do with this matter.

The subsequent development of this matter in history was that the rumors of an affair between Chen Tianhua and Qiu Jin became rampant. The betrayed students, in their indignation, fiercely attacked Chen Tianhua. The outcome was that the always proud Chen Tianhua committed suicide by jumping into the sea, and Qiu Jin was forced to return to China after holding a public memorial for Chen. Hu Hanmin, Wang Jingwei, and others of the Sun Yat-sen faction took real power in the Tongmenghui. Although Chen Ke didn't know the ins and outs of this matter at the time, he strongly invited Chen Tianhua to return to China for the revolution, allowing Chen Tianhua to escape death.

Chen Tianhua had suffered and endured hardships. He strongly agreed with the People's Party's strict organizational discipline and was extremely disgusted with the style of other revolutionary parties. Unexpectedly, the People's Party now had to face such a situation. Even without knowing about his "suicide," Chen Tianhua sometimes thought back that if he hadn't followed Chen Ke but stayed in Japan, he felt he would have found no other path but death.

So, as the Director of the Political Department of the Huaihai Provincial Committee, what situation would he face this time?

Having finally regained some composure, Chen Tianhua found Chen Ke and reported the latest situation to him. Chen Ke's elbows rested on the table, fingers crossed, chin resting on his two thumbs. His eyes didn't look at Chen Tianhua but were slightly narrowed as he listened quietly. Many comrades described this as "Chairman Chen wandering beyond the material world." From Chen Tianhua's contact and feeling, he believed this was one of the signs of Chen Ke's high concentration. Sure enough, just like usual, from the beginning of the report to the end, Chen Ke didn't say a word. This silence lasted for quite a while before Chen Ke looked up, leaned back in his chair, kept his hands crossed but dropped his shoulders, naturally placing his hands on his lower abdomen.

"Xingtai," Chen Ke spoke. Chen Tianhua was highly sensitive inside at this moment. Hearing this address, his heart skipped a beat. Chen Ke rarely addressed comrades by their courtesy names directly. Whenever this happened, it was either a very harmonious conversation atmosphere or Chen Ke was establishing a stance. It seemed Chen Ke had already clarified his thoughts and was now going to ask for Chen Tianhua's true thoughts. Chen Tianhua couldn't help but straighten his back, waiting for Chen Ke to continue.

"With the matter developing to this point, there are already quite a few comrades who no longer support the organizational system. The more it is like this, the more I feel that we comrades who still support the organizational system must talk about principles and stance. Since you are the Director of the Political Department, I want you to figure it out for yourself first. What exactly do you think?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Chen Tianhua didn't understand for a moment. His mind was in a mess right now, and he really didn't have the energy to think too much. He simply said bluntly, "Chairman Chen, my mind is very chaotic right now. There are only two points I can be sure of. I can't think of a way to deal with it at all right now, and at the same time, I firmly support Chairman Chen. So Chairman Chen, please tell me directly what you want me to think and do."

These words were sincere. Chen Ke smiled after hearing them. "Comrade Tianhua, I have said many times what I want you to think and do. The People's Party must have iron discipline. Since you are so opposed to the actions of some comrades, I consider you to be upholding the organizational system. Then what is there to say about how to think? You have already established your stance."

This was somewhat unexpected for Chen Tianhua. He thought for a good while before he finally understood. "Then what should we do? Chairman Chen, please clarify the specific execution steps. What to do first, then what. If you don't say it and let me consider it myself, I will worry about gains and losses, and my heart won't be at ease."

Chen Ke straightened his back, resting his elbows on the table again, but without resting his head on his thumbs. He asked, "Director Chen, as the Director of the Political Department, I want to ask you, where do you think the foundation of our organization lies?"

"...It is the masses," Chen Tianhua answered.

"It is the grassroots," Chen Ke corrected Chen Tianhua. "Why have I always opposed feudal power sharing, that is, opposed feudalism, since a few years ago? Because the characteristic of feudalism is layer-by-layer infeudation and layer-by-layer isolation. As the foreign saying goes, 'The vassal of my vassal is not my vassal.' The Chinese saying, well, is probably 'The county magistrate is not as good as the current boss.' The direct result of this power sharing system is that a regiment commander has the power of life and death over his subordinates, and the regiment commander's subordinates, such as battalion commanders, have the power of life and death over their subordinates. A company commander has the power of life and death over a company. A squad leader might be killed by the company commander at any time, but the squad leader can decide the life and death of the soldiers in the squad. We, the People's Party, are engaging in a people's revolution, so we must inevitably oppose feudalism. We must break this system of feudal power sharing. The core of the people's revolution is Science and Democracy. The characteristic of this political system is bottom-up, not top-down. Every level in the system is the masses supervising the work of the leadership, not the leadership deciding the life and death of the masses. Why do we build Party branches at the company level? Why do we organize Soldier Committees? It is to break the old system and build a new system."

From the start of reporting to Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua's mind had been quite chaotic. Listening to Chen Ke's theoretical explanation, he felt it was very correct, but he couldn't figure out how Chen Ke would ultimately arrange things. Seeing Chen Ke pause temporarily, Chen Tianhua asked again, "Chairman Chen, specifically what should be done?"

Chen Ke still didn't answer directly. He asked, "Why have so many comrades started to oppose the organizational system? This is the superficial contradiction highlighted after investigation, but what is the deeper point?"

"Chairman Chen, please explain it," Chen Tianhua asked.

Chen Ke stared at Chen Tianhua and said seriously, "Because they are afraid."

This answer was too far beyond Chen Tianhua's imagination. He was stunned, then suddenly laughed out loud. Many comrades who were taken down refused to admit their mistakes, their stubborn attitudes leaving Chen Tianhua dumbfounded. A large number of comrades didn't understand the Rectification Campaign and came to plead for mercy, making Chen Tianhua feel extremely helpless. As for some comrades daring to cast aside the Party Committee to engage in liaisons, daring to recklessly guess the Party Central Committee's strategic arrangements, and hoping to skillfully obstruct the Party organization's rectification through strategic changes.

Such daring actions were described by Chen Ke as "because they are afraid"? Even with his utmost respect for Chen Ke's ability, the chasm-like gap between reality and Chen Ke's words made Chen Tianhua feel it was "ludicrous." Chen Tianhua liked reading books, and in his youth, he particularly liked reading historical romances. If this were a historical romance novel, Chen Ke would now have the flavor of being surrounded by enemies on all sides (Chu songs on four sides). If someone raised their arm and shouted, there would probably be people daring to follow these people to cause trouble.

Chen Tianhua laughed and said, "Haha, they are afraid? If they were really afraid, would they do this?"

Chen Ke also smiled. "Comrade Tianhua, they are not afraid of me. What is there to be afraid of about me? What they are afraid of is the current organizational system, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army built using this organizational system, and the government built using this system. What they fear most is the vast number of comrades who have begun to awaken under revolutionary education."

"They would be afraid of grassroots comrades?" Chen Tianhua felt Chen Ke was being too optimistic.

"Why wouldn't they be afraid? Of the comrades removed from office this time, apart from Lu Kaiwen and those few comrades who initially triggered the incident, which of the others wasn't exposed and reported by grassroots comrades and finally stepped down? Oh, Comrade Pang Zi wasn't. But why was Comrade Pang Zi removed? It wasn't me, Chen Ke, who wanted to remove him. It was comrades upholding organizational discipline who discovered Comrade Pang Zi made mistakes and struggled against Comrade Pang Zi, leading to his removal. He didn't come to me to plead for mercy, let alone to talk to me about strategic direction development," Chen Ke answered with a smile.

This was indeed the truth. As the Director of the Political Department, Chen Tianhua knew this very well. None of these removed comrades were ordered to be removed by Chen Ke. Even Lu Kaiwen was removed because comrades like Gu Lu, who upheld organizational discipline, engaged in a serious struggle with him. As for Chu Deli, who once had a fierce struggle with Gu Lu over the merit assessment system, he was removed because he directly violated discipline and conflicted with grassroots comrades. Up to now, no one who fell during the Rectification Campaign was removed because they offended the upper echelon.

It had to be said that even as the Director of the Political Department, Chen Tianhua still felt that the People's Party was a political party established by the leader Chen Ke, and he was Chen Ke's comrade and also Chen Ke's follower. The one with power was Chen Ke, and these powers were established even through Party Committee resolutions, through organizational discipline, and even through laws.

"We did not create the revolution; the people need revolution, and we, the People's Party, are merely complying with the people's revolutionary demands." This passage of Chen Ke's was regarded as a classic by Chen Tianhua, recited fluently and ready at any time. Often he could even use these words as a guiding program for his actions.

But truly facing this matter, and after Chen Ke's repeated reminders and explanations, Chen Tianhua discovered that his understanding of the people's revolution was not as profound as he had imagined.

"Comrade Tianhua, the essence of history has always been the upper strata fearing the lower strata, not the lower strata fearing the upper strata. 'Are kings and generals born of a special breed?' Chen Sheng and Wu Guang, insignificant little figures, raised their arms and shouted these words, and didn't the powerful Qin Dynasty perish all the same? Therefore, the feudal power sharing system is very taboo about such things, very afraid of them. They have to fabricate lies saying that when the self-interests pursued by the broad laboring people conflict with the interests of the rulers, it must be the laboring people who are wrong. At the same time, they use various means to intimidate and strike at the laboring people who dare to rise up and struggle. We, the People's Party, as the revolutionary vanguard of the broad laboring people, how can we ourselves believe the lies of the exploiting class?" When saying these words, Chen Ke's expression had changed from a smile to a bitter smile. Looking at this helpless smile, Chen Tianhua blushed with shame.

"If the Party organization does not represent the interests of the broad grassroots comrades, and the Party organization detaches itself from the grassroots, then even if the Party organization opposes the feudal power sharing system, how many people are in the Party organization? The number of opponents is not small either. In a struggle, who wins and who loses is yet unknown. If the Party organization is not built well, and the broad grassroots comrades believe the words of the supporters of the feudal power sharing system and believe their reasoning, then the Party organization will probably fail. Why? Because in history, it has always been that a just cause attracts much support, while an unjust cause finds little support. If you yourself cannot unite the masses, cannot mobilize the masses, then failure is inevitable. Similarly, if the Party organization can unite the masses, mobilize the masses, and lead the masses. What is there to be afraid of about that small handful of supporters of the feudal power sharing system? It can only be that they fear the masses, fear the Party organization standing together with the masses. How can there be any talk of us fearing them?"

Listening to these words, Chen Tianhua felt as if his heart suddenly brightened. His face had regained its radiance. Taking a deep breath, Chen Tianhua straightened his back and said loudly, "I think I know what to do! I will go now to organize the Party Committees at all levels to begin in-depth discussions among the grassroots on the recent events."
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When Chen Tianhua pushed the door open and walked into the Political Department conference room, the comrades attending the meeting felt quite surprised. Everyone had actually prepared to meet all night; given how big the current situation had become, they assumed it would take a long time for Director Chen Tianhua to report to Chairman Chen Ke. Since "leaking secrets" was involved, to protect the comrades, the Political Department Party Committee had discussed and decided that no one was allowed to leave the Political Department until the problem was resolved internally.

Unexpectedly, Chen Tianhua returned after only being away for over an hour. At this moment, the Political Department Party Committee's introduction and discussion regarding the recent developments had not even fully concluded.

"What instructions does Chairman Chen have?" The comrades immediately interrupted the meeting and asked Chen Tianhua. In the discussions that had already taken place, the comrades had realized that the matter was far more complex than imagined. No one dared to make a decision on such a major issue. Since Chen Tianhua had returned, he must have brought back Chairman Chen Ke's instructions.

After conveying Chen Ke's opinions to the comrades, Chen Tianhua scanned the group in the Political Department. Some comrades suddenly realized the truth and were jubilant, while others remained worried.

Asking the comrades to quiet down first, Chen Tianhua said, "Let's not discuss the issue of support for now. If comrades have any worries or opinions, speak them out first. We ourselves must first unify our thinking."

As soon as Chen Tianhua finished speaking, someone immediately raised a question: "Director Chen, to what extent will the struggle be carried out?"

"The struggle will continue until all comrades abide by the Party's organizational discipline," Chen Tianhua answered decisively.

This statement was rather unexpected, so much so that no comrade was able to continue speaking immediately after. Everyone looked at each other, finding it difficult to correctly grasp Chen Tianhua's train of thought.

Chen Tianhua did not intend to let everyone play guessing games. He asked loudly, "Comrades, why do we think that so many comrades have made such big mistakes? By what standard do we determine whether they have made mistakes?"

The question was simple, yet no one dared to answer directly. Chen Tianhua waited for a moment, then provided the answer himself: "We use the current organizational discipline as the standard to measure and judge the comrades' actions. Unless we ourselves believe these organizational disciplines are wrong, do we need to look for any other standards? There is already a standard."

Although he spoke so clearly, Chen Tianhua knew this was not what the comrades were truly concerned about. Those who originally believed in organizational discipline still believed in it. Those who were frightened by so many comrades making mistakes would now first question whether the currently implemented organizational discipline was "imperfect."

The comrades' expressions also proved that Chen Tianhua was not wrong. Even though he spoke so explicitly, the majority of the originally worried comrades still looked very uneasy.

"If these comrades insist that they are not wrong, what do we do?" A representative opinion was raised.

Chen Tianhua couldn't help but close his eyes upon hearing this question; he felt quite disappointed in his heart. It seemed that rectification within the Political Department was also imperative, and was even an extremely urgent task. He opened his eyes, "If we in the Political Department don't believe in organizational discipline, what should we believe in? Believe that 'hello, hello, everyone is good'? There are regulations on how to deal with this portion of comrades in the organizational discipline. If you ask me what to do, then I can only say, act according to organizational discipline, do whatever needs to be done!"

Even speaking to this extent, there were still comrades who were not convinced. "If they want to discuss whether the organizational discipline is correct, what then?"

Chen Tianhua stared at the questioning comrade with burning eyes. "If comrades request to publicly discuss issues of organizational discipline at a Party meeting, this shows that the comrade is obeying organizational discipline. Because organizational discipline requires everyone to speak openly at Party meetings if they have any problems, rather than engaging in private liaisons and private schemes. Of course, if after discussion they still refuse to obey the organization's resolution no matter what, then the organization can only expel them. This is the Party organization, this is organizational discipline."

Having spoken to this point, it could be considered thoroughly explained. A significant portion of the worried comrades looked much better. As for those who were still not convinced, they at least stopped saying anything. Chen Tianhua couldn't care less about managing so much at this moment; he began to arrange the work plan for the next step.

Regardless of the changes at the top, labor in the base area still had to continue. The excavation site at Yunlong Lake had also entered its final moments. The troops were given a six-day holiday, from New Year's Eve to the fifth day of the first lunar month. When the firecrackers for "Breaking Five" sounded, the troops would march into the construction site.

As the Regimental Political Commissar, besides continuing to be responsible for work, Gu Lu had to organize comrades to discuss and exchange ideas through various meetings. First, each company held its own meeting. Gu Lu found that after this break, the comrades' enthusiasm for work was generally not high.

At the Regimental Committee meeting, when Instructor Hu of the 9th Company, 3rd Battalion reported on the ideological work of the comrades in his company, he said with a helpless expression that was hard to describe: "When our company held a meeting, a comrade said that he didn't feel much when laboring at the time. Now seeing the construction site, his legs go a bit soft. Other comrades in the company felt he spoke what was in everyone's hearts. Now there is a general fear of work in the troops."

Hearing this, the instructors at other levels and the comrades of the grassroots Party committees all showed bitter smiles of agreement. The battalion-level instructors looked slightly nervous; after all, such a big thing had happened in the regiment. If this situation of "fearing hardship and fatigue" appeared again, how could they account for it?

Gu Lu was not so sensitive. He asked with a smile, "Instructor Wu, are you afraid?"

Instructor Wu laughed bitterly a few times, "What's the use of being afraid? The more afraid you are, the more unfinished work there is."

"We will speak to the comrades about this kind of complaint during the general assembly. Aside from this, do the comrades have any other opinions?"

Faced with this question, Instructor Wu hesitated for a while. After thinking for a moment, he tentatively said, "Now there are people in the troops saying that our army is going to kill meritorious officials. Regarding those matters in our troops, after the comrades discussed it, they felt that Regimental Commander Lu and the others indeed did wrong. The comrades don't feel that the matters in our troops are killing meritorious officials. However, after a lot of news from other troops came over, the comrades haven't seen it with their own eyes, so they feel half-believing and half-doubting."

"Then did the comrades say where they heard it from?" Gu Lu asked.

"It's the New Year, everyone walks around everywhere. People are saying these things everywhere. It's hard to determine who said it," Instructor Wu replied.

With Instructor Wu taking the lead, other instructors also said that their troops had such problems. Rumors about this rectification were flying all over the sky. Some said these comrades offended Chairman Chen, and some said these people offended the cadres of the Political Department. In short, the rumors had an atmosphere of "personnel struggle." The grassroots comrades were half-believing and half-doubting because there was no issue of personnel struggle in the things they saw with their own eyes. But for things they hadn't seen, everyone couldn't be sure.

Gu Lu asked, "Let's not talk about other comrades first. do we ourselves believe this is a personnel struggle? Did these comrades have problems because someone wanted to purge them, or did they violate discipline themselves?"

The comrades of the Regimental Committee looked somewhat troubled. After a long while, Instructor Wu said, "Commissar Gu, these comrades all made mistakes. But is dismissing them directly a bit too disrespectful?"

Before Gu Lu could speak, Regimental Commander Gao Zhisheng shouted, "What face does revolutionary work talk about? Having made such a big mistake, can't the position be removed? Instructor Wu, your thinking is incorrect."

Now the regiment was most afraid of making mistakes. Being criticized by Regimental Commander Gao Zhisheng like this, Instructor Wu immediately dared not make a sound.

Gu Lu hurriedly stopped the agitated Gao Zhisheng. He said to everyone, "Whether they should be dismissed or not, what we say doesn't count. Organizational discipline counts. I see many comrades feel that organizational discipline is very unfeeling. Then we might as well discuss organizational discipline with the comrades every day during breaks. No need for much every day, just discussing one rule is enough. What does everyone think?"

Everyone dared not oppose organizational discipline now. Since Gu Lu said so, everyone naturally expressed agreement.

After arranging the work in the regiment, Gu Lu went to the Political Department and found Chen Tianhua. Chen Tianhua had heard of Gu Lu; this Acting Regimental Political Commissar was highly regarded by Qi Huishen, Chai Qingguo, and Chen Ke. If not for being busy during this period, Chen Tianhua would have long sought out Gu Lu for a specific talk. Since Gu Lu came personally, Chen Tianhua temporarily put down the work in his hands and received Gu Lu.

"Director Chen, I want to ask something. We have processed so many comrades recently. Can the organization state the reasons why they were processed? This way, we can also explain to the comrades. Now there are many rumors saying that meritorious officials are being killed. If we can't clarify their matters and explain clearly to the comrades what mistakes they actually made, it will make the comrades feel very afraid."

Chen Tianhua had been preparing for the rectification issue these days. Those who came to find him were basically pleading for mercy, and he had forgotten about notifying the whole army. Hearing Gu Lu ask this, he nodded repeatedly. "This matter was my negligence. How about this, starting tomorrow, all processed matters will be reported to the whole army. Commissar Gu, thank you for your reminder."

Being thanked so straightforwardly by Chen Tianhua, Gu Lu's face turned red. He hurriedly said, "No need to thank, this is all for work. Seeing that Director Chen is also very busy, I'll leave now."

"Wait a moment," Chen Tianhua stopped Gu Lu. "Commissar Gu, what thoughts do the comrades in your regiment have regarding organizational discipline?"

"Everyone hasn't talked about these things before, and there hasn't been such large-scale processing of comrades before. So everyone was frightened. Starting tomorrow, our regiment will start from the 'Three Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention' and discuss one rule every day in every company and every platoon. There aren't too many rules; I reckon we'll finish discussing them in this month."

"Oh?" If the issue of notifying the whole army was Chen Tianhua being busy and forgetting to consider it, then conducting organizational discipline discussions in the troops was the work Chen Tianhua had prioritized arranging. He didn't expect Gu Lu to actually take the initiative to do it himself. Having encountered too many leaks and liaisons these days, Chen Tianhua couldn't help but suspect in his heart whether Gu Lu had any acquaintances in the Political Department.

This suspicion was quickly expelled from Chen Tianhua's mind. Gu Lu was a comrade transferred from outside and couldn't have any special acquaintances. Moreover, even if Gu Lu had received news, it couldn't be said that Gu Lu had done anything wrong. Even if Gu Lu didn't take the initiative to conduct organizational discipline discussions at the grassroots level now, Gu Lu would still have to start this discussion after Chen Tianhua finished arranging it. Even if Gu Lu was a comrade who knew how to secure personal gain, he could only be dealt with according to organizational discipline after he made a mistake in the future. He absolutely could not deal with Gu Lu just because suspicion arose in his heart.

Thinking of this, Chen Tianhua felt he was really being a bit paranoid. If Gu Lu wanted to claim credit, he should have taken the initiative to mention his arrangements in the regiment. This issue was asked by Chen Tianhua on his own initiative after forcibly holding Gu Lu back. Chen Tianhua didn't want to ask too much more. He said, "Ideological and political work must be done well, and grassroots work must also be done well. Comrade Gu Lu, do a good job."

"Yes!"

"You go back first."

Once Gu Lu left, Chen Tianhua sat back in his own seat. Originally, according to Chen Ke's intention, the first thing was to conduct organizational discipline discussions at the grassroots level of the troops. At least when he left Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua thought so. However, the views of the comrades in the Political Department regarding Zhou Zhentao's private liaisons were quite different from Chen Ke's. The Party organization controls personnel rights; this is the most critical rule in organizational discipline. Any personnel decision must be passed after discussion by the Party organization. Based on the current situation grasped, Zhou Zhentao had indeed united a group of people in an attempt to influence personnel transfers. Especially to have those processed comrades transferred to active duty positions. Speaking seriously, this was wanting to "set up another Central Committee" with Zhou Zhentao as the core.

If handled completely according to organizational discipline, arresting Zhou Zhentao, trying him, and shooting him wouldn't be considered an injustice. But on the matter of deciding how to deal with Zhou Zhentao, the comrades' opinions showed significant divergence. No one pleaded for Zhou Zhentao, or rather, no one dared to plead for Zhou Zhentao. The comrades raised other issues. Since he dared to "set up another Central Committee," Zhou Zhentao could absolutely not be planning this alone. Who exactly stood with him? In such a loose organization, who were the core members? Were there more people engaging in such things? Once these questions were raised, Chen Tianhua also felt a bit shaken in his heart. He suddenly felt whether the problem of Zhou Zhentao should be solved first. Gu Lu's appearance made Chen Tianhua waver again. Perhaps ignoring Zhou Zhentao's matter and concentrating on dealing with grassroots organizational discipline construction first was the urgent task.

After thinking back and forth without finding a result, Chen Tianhua simply went to see Chen Ke again.

After listening to Chen Tianhua's narration, Chen Ke said, "Comrade Tianhua, you are overstepping your authority. Is the Political Department also preparing to manage criminal investigation work? Since you think that a public investigation should not be launched against Comrade Zhou Zhentao for the time being, then you should concentrate on doing the most important work before the Political Department right now, which is to popularize organizational discipline education at the grassroots level. What are you worried about? Worried about Comrade Zhou Zhentao rebelling? Isn't the Political Security Department responsible for organizational security?"

"Chairman Chen, Comrade Zhou Zhentao is a comrade who has followed you since the time of the Whampoa Book Club. You also know his temperament and temper; he really is a good person. Loyal, not greedy, and very smart. If he really thinks the rectification is wrong and feels that the dismissed comrades shouldn't receive this kind of treatment, even if I arrest him, he won't say anything. Actually, let alone Comrade Zhou Zhentao, even Comrade Pang Zi hasn't said anything up to now."

This analogy was slightly nondescript; it seemed Chen Tianhua's evaluation of Pang Zi was not high.

"Comrade Tianhua, valuing loyalty is not a bad thing. A person, when treating friends, naturally should value loyalty. The focus of the current contradiction is the question of how to treat organizational discipline. Even if some comrades have a wrong understanding of organizational discipline, I believe the Party organization cannot abandon them just like this. If you sincerely want to save these comrades, throw all the Political Department's strength into the grassroots organizational discipline discussion work right now. After the organizational discipline discussion is launched at the grassroots level, not only are the grassroots comrades studying and discussing, but the cadres are also studying and discussing. Presumably, at least a portion of the comrades will be able to find the correct train of thought and change their previous thinking during this learning and discussion process."

Chen Tianhua did not speak immediately this time. He suddenly understood one thing: his sense of confrontation in the rectification movement was too strong. It was as if one was either an enemy or a friend. Chen Ke, however, was not like this. Just like the rectification instruction Chen Ke proposed of "kill none, arrest few," even if Chen Ke didn't think all comrades could become qualified People's Party members through rectification, Chen Ke at least never gave up on any comrade. In this regard, Chen Tianhua really couldn't compare to Chen Ke.

Having determined this, Chen Tianhua let out a long breath. "I will go arrange grassroots work right now!"

When going out, Chen Tianhua found that he might still have to delay grassroots work slightly. Since Chen Tianhua had already realized where his own problem lay, he found that there were quite a few comrades in the Political Department who held a strong sense of confrontation just like him. It couldn't be said that these comrades were not good comrades, but they precisely lacked Chen Ke's patience and tolerance. Even less did they have Chen Ke's thinking based on this patience and tolerance.

As soon as he returned to the Political Department, Chen Tianhua convened a Party Committee meeting. After recounting his discussion with Chen Ke on this issue, Chen Tianhua said, "Comrades, it's not that if all bad people are killed, only good people will remain in this world. Because a person's goodness or badness is different in different matters. When the base area first started construction, these comrades who have made mistakes now could be said to be top-notch good comrades. Do you say they have turned bad now? I personally think we cannot judge like this. They are the same as before, only that with the development of the base area and the development and progress of our People's Party, they have started to fall behind. Under the new situation, there naturally must be new standards. Under these standards, they made mistakes. So we cannot beat these comrades to death with one stick and think they are bad people. This does not conform to the historical materialist view."

Chen Tianhua's words did not trigger too much thinking among the comrades. Seeing everyone's expressions, Chen Tianhua knew. He stopped this topic and turned to start a more practical work arrangement. "Starting tomorrow, every troop must begin arranging organizational discipline discussion work. Every soldier, every comrade must participate in it. We must reach a consensus. This is the only standard of judgment for our People's Party, for our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. This standard is the same for new recruits, for Chairman Chen, and for every one of us. This is the iron discipline of our People's Party."

Now the majority of the comrades perked up, and everyone began to listen seriously to Chen Tianhua's arrangements.

Before recounting the arrangements, Chen Tianhua made up his mind that as soon as this discussion activity started, he would begin a serious rectification inside the Political Department. It wasn't that because the Political Department was in charge of political work, all its members were qualified.
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The night was deep. At the Xuzhou Yunlong Lake construction site, the number of night shift personnel was small as usual, but the roar of machinery was much louder than during the day. Digging the lake was important work, but the core task was the 4,000-meter-long "Bayi" (August 1st) Dyke. It was impossible to build a concrete dyke at this stage, so the headquarters adopted a very traditional rammed earth plan. The soil was sourced locally; the mud dug from Yunlong Lake was dried and used to build the dyke.

Just as mechanical wells pumped groundwater and steam locomotives pulled plows for ground preparation, a large number of new rubber-tired flatbed carts were used for short-distance transport, while a temporary loop railway handled the bulk of the transportation work. Ramming the earth didn't rely solely on manpower either; instead, steam engines pulled massive rollers to pre-compress the soil. The dyke was 4,000 meters long and divided into multiple sections. Steam engines slowly dragged rollers taller than a man, flattening the fresh layer of soil piled onto the already compacted dyke base.

The skeleton of the giant roller was steel, packed tight with wooden blocks to form a circular body, and then bound layer by layer with thick hemp rope. Finally, the inside of the skeleton was filled with iron blocks. The entire roller weighed thousands of *jin*, impossible to move by human or animal power alone. Simple gearboxes manufactured in the base area used different gear ratios to convert torque, allowing these massive beasts weighing thousands of *jin* to be slowly dragged along. After this preparation during the night, countless laborers would use wooden mallets during the day to smash the soil even more solidly, compacting it until not even a small knife could poke into it.

The center of the giant roller was stuffed as tight as possible with wood and iron, but when it moved, the tiny gaps between the assembled parts still emitted a tooth-aching "creak" sound. The cables wrapped around the outermost layer were as thick as a wrist, taut from bearing the immense force. Engineering personnel, wearing protective steel helmets and thick cotton coats, followed closely behind the rollers carrying gas lamps, intently observing the condition of the cables.

When they first started attempting this, the cables used for these giant rollers weren't thick enough, leading to snapping accidents. A comrade had been whipped by a flying cable, breaking three ribs, though fortunately, no lives were lost. So the engineering department immediately switched to new, thicker cables and increased observation to prevent similar industrial accidents.

Under the illumination of hundreds of high-hanging gas lamps, the entire construction site was brightly lit compared to the pitch-black Xuzhou city. On the periphery, patrol teams walked back and forth occasionally. But compared to the massive construction site covering over a dozen square kilometers, these patrols seemed insignificant.

Even with gas lamps and patrols, light and guards couldn't manage every corner. In the latter half of the night, after a patrol team passed, several figures suddenly slipped into the construction site. They avoided the brightly lit areas where machinery was working intensely. Many areas were just excavation sites; after plowing the ground, there was no one guarding them, nor was there any need to. These figures used the cover of darkness and the plowed ditches to avoid the mechanical work zones, creeping towards the material storage area where the lights were less dense.

The material storage area was a key defense point. The figures stopped far away in a newly dug ditch on the ground.

"Big Brother, these people are watching very closely. Should we wait a bit longer or what?" one of the guys asked in a low voice.

The one called Big Brother poked his head out of the ditch to carefully watch the guards. After a long time, he pulled his head back and couldn't help but curse, "The richer they are, the less conscience they have. With so much stuff, they won't even let us take a little. Why watch it so tight!"

This theory, peculiar to thieves, received immediate support from the others. Someone immediately chimed in, "Exactly! They make everyone work their lives away for them, but they watch even the carrying poles and baskets so closely."

These hiding fellows didn't know that they had already been spotted by the people in the watchtower. A patrol team had long since signaled the post with flashlights. The reason the guard team hadn't acted was that they were preparing to wait and see if any other fellows would come over, intending to catch them all in one net. Startling the snake too early was not a good thing.

The comrades in the watchtower carefully watched for signals from the various patrol directions while rubbing their cheeks, which were frozen cold. "Squad leader, why do these little thieves refuse to work properly? If they worked honestly on the construction site, they wouldn't earn any less than we do."

Mobilizing the local people of Xuzhou to participate in labor, the People's Party paid considerable remuneration. solely in terms of equal pay for equal work, the income of the masses was probably even a bit more than what the soldiers received. These days, attempted thefts were as numerous as ox hairs, but actual successful cases were negligible. Because the People's Party placed the utmost importance on systems, Chen Ke believed that "Systems defeat everything!" The engineering personnel knew very well that since these commoners came to participate in labor to get paid, if the system wasn't perfect, large-scale loss of materials would be inevitable. Since the People's Party did not yet intend to carry out large-scale arrests and sentencing—strong control measures—against ordinary commoners, then to protect the People's Party's own interests and the interests of the vast number of laborers, it was necessary to treat everyone as a potential thief in the system's design.

Taking earth excavation as an example, the People's Party did not allow commoners to bring their own tools. Not when entering, and not when leaving. Based on the concepts of "execution without instruction is cruelty" and "having a beginning and an end," strict promotion of the rules was conducted for every laborer before entry. At the end of every shift, to receive payment, one had to hand over the receipt along with the tools. At worst, there were issues with broken tools, but not many theft incidents occurred.

For those who were stubborn and tried to steal during the day, arrests were made without leniency. After being caught, they were publicly tried in the court beside the construction site, generally sentenced to fifteen days of labor reform. Under the surveillance of the Public Security Department, they performed forced labor, with wages at only 70% of normal labor. These trials became a form of entertainment for the masses during breaks; the trial grounds were always surrounded by a sea of people, with bursts of laughter and curses ringing out.

This tough approach actually built a very good reputation among the masses. These dishonest fellows didn't just start being dishonest now; they weren't good birds in their daily lives either. Seeing them arrested and forced to work, the masses actually felt quite happy.

Some of the undyingly thief-hearted fellows, seeing they couldn't succeed during the day, switched strategies, changing from fishing in troubled waters to direct theft. The People's Party implemented key point monitoring, and the fellows with this kind of guts were caught one after another. Arrest experience also became increasingly rich.

Just like in the beginning, catching a team of small thieves could mobilize almost the entire guard team, often affecting the normal labor order. Now, the guard team would start a comprehensive arrest during the darkest time before dawn. By the time all these fellows were caught, the sky would be bright, perfectly timed not to delay the day's normal work.

The situation this time was likely the same. Even if the patrol team saw suspicious characters, they wouldn't act immediately; they just used flashlights to send messages. After the various watchtowers and sentry posts confirmed they had tracked those chicken-stealing, dog-robber types, they would also communicate via flashlight. If they temporarily lost the trail, they would have the patrol team search again. The patrols seemed lax, but it actually gave the feeling of "Heaven's net is wide, coarse but letting nothing slip through." Even so, comrades with relatively rich experience still felt things were a bit different from usual.

From the emphasis on weapon cleaning in the watchtowers to the more vigorous figures of the patrol teams, and the abnormal calmness in some areas of the site... all these details made the dutiful soldiers in the watchtower feel something was wrong. A communications officer came to make contact, flashing the night's password signal—three long, three short—from below the tower. The comrades in the tower let him climb up.

"There might be a bandit attack tonight. The commander requests everyone to be vigilant."

The intelligence from the communicator made the comrades not just vigilant, but immediately tense. "How many bandits are coming to loot?"

"We've already arranged troops on the periphery; it's unlikely the battle will spill over to the material storage area. But it's better to be careful. If anyone else rushes towards the material storage area, the commander orders everyone to return fire immediately. Enemies are absolutely not allowed to approach."

"Yes!" The comrades all roused their spirits.

"Also, don't act rashly and startle the snake. If no fighting occurs, don't aim guns outside, and don't frequently stick your bodies out," the communicator delivered the final requirement.

For the half-hour after the communicator left, the comrades in the watchtower were in a state of high excitement. They pretended to be the same as in the first half of the night according to regulations. But everyone leaned tightly against the wooden walls of the tower, occasionally glancing out the window. They both hoped the battle would start and hoped it wouldn't.

It wasn't until a gunshot suddenly rang out in the distance, followed by several flares being launched into the sky. If the gas lamps on the construction site could be considered brilliantly lit, the blinding light of the flares gave the comrades in the tower the illusion that it was day. Just a moment later, gunshots erupted from the southwest. It seemed the comrades in the material storage area had received orders; even with such intense fighting sounds, still no one appeared.

Just at this moment, those few petty thieves who thought they had escaped the watchtower's surveillance crept out from their hiding place. These few were truly audacious; not only did they not scatter and flee, but they recklessly crept towards the material storage area regardless of life or death. They actually wanted to fish in troubled waters.

No order was needed anymore. The comrades in the watchtower propped their rifles on the window sills, pulled the bolts, and aimed at those fellows.

Just as taught in training class, hitting with the first shot was extremely difficult. The three comrades in the tower fired simultaneously, but only hit one person. The effect of training showed itself then: without the slightest hesitation or regret, the three comrades continued firing at their targets. After three rounds of shooting, all four men who rushed out were knocked to the ground.

Ignoring the screams of the four who had been hit, the comrades' gun muzzles all turned towards the position they had rushed out from. Everyone had seen clearly earlier that there were five people hiding there, which meant there was still one guy left behind.

The waiting time was agonizing. It was unclear if a long time had passed or merely a moment. Holding their breath and staring wordlessly at the mound of earth, ready at any moment to spot the enemy moving, created a massive illusion in the perception of time. Following their daily training, the comrades counted silently in their hearts. Just as they counted to over 300, the cunning guy left behind finally poked his head out to look. This immediately calmed the comrades' hearts significantly. That guy hadn't run away.

Everyone held their breath and waited. That guy poked his head out several times in succession, then tried to slowly crawl away along the ditch. He thought his body could hide inside the ditch, but from the high vantage point of the watchtower, his body was completely exposed under the muzzles. The three comrades each fired a shot. The target area was so large that they could even see the small holes explode open as the bullets penetrated his cotton coat. The guy's body twitched a few times, then lay motionless in the ditch.

Seeing that they had finally finished off those five fellows, the comrades in the watchtower felt their taut nerves suddenly relax. Everyone gasped for air, and one comrade's legs even went soft, causing him to sit down on the wooden floor. The excitement raced through their nerves like electric current; everyone was trembling all over, wanting to go see their results, yet seemingly held back by a huge resistance that prevented them from leaning out to look.

Before the sky turned bright, the gunfire on the construction site completely ceased. The guard troops checked the fellows who had been shot down. For those who weren't dead, military doctors in white coats immediately gave treatment.

Commanding this operation was the People's Internal Affairs Committee. The person in charge was Liu Yongsheng, who had once participated in the Political Department meeting. After inspecting the battlefield, Liu Yongsheng took a middle-aged man in civilian clothes into a temporary tent on the site. After the two sat down, Liu Yongsheng spoke unhurriedly, "Mr. Ren Jizhou, thank you for providing us with the news about these bandits. This has been a huge help to us."

Ren Jizhou replied somewhat nervously, "I only learned of their news by chance. I was afraid your army wouldn't believe me. Or think I was in cahoots with them."

Liu Yongsheng chuckled a few times. "We strive not to wrong anyone. These people merely stayed at Mr. Ren's inn. If we directly linked Mr. Ren to these bandits just because of that without investigation, that would be unreasonable. Mr. Ren, rest assured, our People's Party strives to prevent such things from happening."

Hearing Liu Yongsheng's words, Ren Jizhou's expression relaxed. He nodded repeatedly, "I don't seek any reward; I only ask not to be implicated. With Comrade Liu saying this, I am at ease."

"You can truly be at ease about this matter; we will absolutely not wrong anyone," Liu Yongsheng comforted.

After speaking, Liu Yongsheng poured a cup of water for Ren Jizhou. Seeing Ren Jizhou holding the cup and bowing in gratitude, Liu Yongsheng urged, "Mr. Ren, drink some water to calm your nerves first. After this whole night, you must be tired."

Since Liu Yongsheng was so polite, even though the cup contained only plain water, Ren Jizhou lifted it and drank most of it in one breath. Just as he put down the cup, he heard Liu Yongsheng say, "Mr. Ren, I have something I want to ask you. As a high-level spy for Beiyang, I wonder how many ocean dollars you get a month?"

If these words had been spoken in an interrogating tone, or shouted while slamming the table, they might have given a sense of intimidation. But when Liu Yongsheng said them unhurriedly, in an extremely ordinary tone, Ren Jizhou initially couldn't figure out if Liu Yongsheng was joking. The muscles on his face twitched a few times, and then he said with a trembling voice, "Comrade Liu, I really am not in the same gang as those bandits."

Just as he finished saying this, the two comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee standing behind Ren Jizhou had already pounced, twisted Ren Jizhou's arms behind his back, and handcuffed him. But that was all. After handcuffing Ren Jizhou, the two released his arms and took a step back.

Ren Jizhou tried to stand up to argue, so the two behind him had to step forward again and press him back into the chair.

Only after Ren Jizhou finished shouting his grievances did Liu Yongsheng speak again, still unhurriedly. "I stand by what I said. I don't believe you have any collusion with the bandits. We have investigated that. However, you *are* a Beiyang spy; we have investigated that too. Your real name isn't Ren Jizhou; it's Wang Jizhou. You are a distant relative of Wang Shizhen. Before the Manchu Qing fell, Wang Shizhen sent you to Xuzhou to gather intelligence on our People's Party. You found an opportunity to take over a shop and became an innkeeper. From that time on, you have been acting as a secret agent for Beiyang."

Hearing Liu Yongsheng say this, Ren Jizhou cried out that he was wrongly accused.

Seeing Ren Jizhou's panicked expression and resolute denial, Liu Yongsheng laughed with some helplessness, "Hehe, Mr. Ren. Do you know? Our People's Party opposes torture to extract confessions. Why? Because we have conducted scientific research, and intelligence obtained through torture is often just what the interrogators want to force the victim to admit. What we want to hear is the truth."

At the mention of torture, Ren Jizhou's face turned pale. He had been an innkeeper for a long time and dealt with many people; he knew that after this initial denial, followed by the word "but," everything would change.

Sure enough, Liu Yongsheng continued, "But, I think we still have to beat you. Why? Because some people think that since we talk about science and don't approve of torture, they feel they don't have to suffer physical pain and thus don't have to tell us the truth. So, regarding my personal interrogation habit... I won't ask you any questions first; I'll apply torture. I'll watch your tolerance for pain while beating you, seeing how to beat you to make it hurt the most and be the most unbearable. Once we've gone through this procedure, I believe you won't have any misunderstandings. Thinking that besides asking questions, we won't do anything else."

Although it was winter, Ren Jizhou felt cold sweat breaking out on his back. If Liu Yongsheng had brandished a leather whip or threatened him with a ferocious face, it wouldn't have caused such immense psychological pressure. But Liu Yongsheng talked about science and reason, and what he said wasn't nonsense. Not only that, Liu Yongsheng even hoped Ren Jizhou could understand the reason for the torture himself. This actually truly terrified Ren Jizhou.

Unknowingly, Ren Jizhou suddenly found his forehead covered in sweat. If Liu Yongsheng's purpose in using torture was just to make Ren Jizhou confess something, Ren Jizhou could have made up some lies. But this time, the torture didn't seek to make him say anything at all; it was just a round of "killer sticks" (intimidation beating). So what even more brutal methods were waiting for Ren Jizhou after the beating?

The fear caused by imagination was even more terrifying than the pain itself. Just as Ren Jizhou was sweating profusely and at a loss for what to do, Liu Yongsheng asked leisurely, "So, Mr. Ren, do you have any thoughts?"

Ren Jizhou subconsciously said, "I really am not a spy. I said from the start, I am not a spy."

"Sigh!" Liu Yongsheng sighed. "Mr. Ren, if you weren't a spy, you would have been trying to prove yourself just now. The fact that you say this now only means you are considering whether or not to admit you are a spy. So, let's wait until after the beating to ask questions."
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"Scientific beating"—if he hadn't experienced it personally, Ren Jizhou would never have believed such a damned thing existed in the world. When he was taken away to be "beaten with the killer stick," Ren Jizhou thought he was going to be caned. Unexpectedly, the interrogators took him away from the construction site and drove him for an unknown amount of time in a sealed, windowless carriage. When the door opened, Ren Jizhou found himself in a strange courtyard. He was taken into a room where the men calmly uncuffed him and told him to "move your fingers a bit first to avoid unnecessary injury."

Ren Jizhou was confused by the situation. He looked around the torture chamber; there were no iron chains, clubs, or whips. There were only a few odd-looking chairs. Just as he was wondering how to react, the interrogators didn't say another word and forced him into one of the chairs. The chair had iron hoops that, when closed and locked, perfectly immobilized him. A delicate finger clamp was immediately forced onto his hands, firmly gripping his ten fingers between eleven wooden slats.

Up to this point, although the treatment was rough, there was no pain yet. Just as Ren Jizhou finally thought of something to say, the mechanical mechanism of the finger clamp began to tighten. The ten fingers sandwiched between the wooden slats sent intense pain signals to his brain. His brain automatically mobilized the muscles controlling his vocal cords, and Ren Jizhou let out an earth-shattering scream.

After Ren Jizhou had "sung at the top of his lungs" for over half a minute, the clamp loosened. The pain subsided, and he stopped howling. Tears and snot flowed uncontrollably. An interrogator handed him a wooden stick and said kindly, "If you bite on this, you might feel a bit better when the torture continues in a moment."

"I confess! I confess, okay?" Ren Jizhou asked, weeping and sniffling.

The interrogator replied with a serious and earnest expression, "The procedure isn't finished yet, so that definitely won't do. I told you just now, we don't practice torture to extract confessions. Interrogating while beating is wrong. So, do you want to bite the stick?"

Ren Jizhou was still trying to figure out how to escape the torture. The interrogator had seen plenty of people like him and knew he couldn't convince Ren Jizhou to face reality anytime soon. Putting down the stick, the interrogator resumed his work. The interrogation room was immediately filled with Ren Jizhou's screeching.

After the finger clamps were applied with stopwatch precision, next came the leg crushers. After the leg crushers came waterboarding. It was winter, and the already bone-chilling water was mixed with a large amount of crushed ice. Ren Jizhou's head was forcibly submerged. The terror of suffocation combined with the rapid drop in body temperature triggered a doubled sense of horror. The comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee had tested these punishments on themselves; even knowing they wouldn't cause severe physical injury, the psychological impact and pain were not easily resisted.

Ren Jizhou had never experienced such professional torture. From the excruciating pain of ten fingers connected to the heart, to the bone-deep agony of his shins, to the icy hell of waterboarding, every sensation left him begging for death but unable to die. The pain was unbearable enough, but during the waterboarding, the freezing water flooded his nose and mouth like cutting knives. His throat and lungs burned with pain, as if stabbed by small knives, mixed with a sour numbness. Yet his mind remained extremely clear. The fear of death occupied his entire consciousness, and he struggled with all his might. But the People's Party's torture devices were ingeniously designed to hold him perfectly in place. He helplessly felt the despair of approaching death step by step.

Finally fished out of the ice water, Ren Jizhou collapsed on the floor, coughing violently. After coughing up the water choked in his throat and nose, he did something he hadn't done in at least twenty years. He wailed aloud.

The first round of torture ended. Ren Jizhou, groggy but obedient, changed into dry clothes, dried his head, and was taken to the interrogation room. This wasn't a tent on the construction site, but an ordinary room with white walls. Sitting inside was still Liu Yongsheng.

"Mr. Ren, have a drink of water," Liu Yongsheng said slowly and pleasantly, as if nothing had happened.

Recalling that Liu Yongsheng had the same expression and voice before the torture, Ren Jizhou looked as if he had been whipped, his face instantly turning pale. He shrank back in fear, as if distancing himself slightly from Liu Yongsheng would make him a little safer.

Liu Yongsheng had seen this expression many times. Not only did the various spies caught in the base area have this look, but even the captured Japanese spies showed such terror after interrogation. Completely ignoring Ren Jizhou's fearful look, Liu Yongsheng continued the topic from not long ago, "Let's continue discussing your activities as a spy."

The function of torture lies in intimidation, and the power of intimidation lies in the subject's own fear. If it is mentioned repeatedly, and the subject resolves to resist to the end, the effect of torture diminishes greatly. Therefore, Liu Yongsheng didn't mention the torture at all but began asking about Ren Jizhou's background.

Sure enough, the disconnect between the experience of torture and Liu Yongsheng's complete failure to mention it distracted Ren Jizhou. Without needing to pay special attention, one could spot the contradictions in his answers. Liu Yongsheng sighed inwardly; interrogating a guy like Ren Jizhou, who was already confused but still persisted in lying, was not an easy job. It looked like this would be another long battle.

After asking the same batch of questions three times in a row, Liu Yongsheng pointed to one of the recorded questions and asked, "Mr. Ren, we asked when you arrived in Xuzhou. Three times you insisted you were a Xuzhou local. However, when we issued household registration books to Xuzhou citizens, the information we obtained was quite the opposite. Can you explain this? If you want to find witnesses to prove you are a Xuzhou local, you can tell me right now who can vouch for you."

Ren Jizhou hadn't expected Liu Yongsheng to go straight for this issue. Panic rose in his heart, but suppressing his fluster, he began trying to think of a way to defend himself.

***

Three days after the bandit attack on the construction site, the People's Internal Affairs Committee submitted a separate report to Chen Ke. The report concerned the Committee's dismantling of multiple spy networks in Xuzhou. The newly uncovered networks included not only those from Beiyang and Wang Youhong in southern Jiangsu but also networks hired by foreigners. Britain, Japan, and the United States—countries with significant interests in China—had all implemented espionage activities against the base area.

The comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee had achieved significant results, which naturally pleased Chen Ke. However, he knew the characteristics of these comrades well. Since they submitted this report without mentioning how the bandit attack was solved, there must be significant issues involved. Sure enough, in the "incidental issues" section of the report summary, the Committee listed a batch of testimonies. Spies couldn't just observe from the outside; they also attempted to infiltrate the People's Party to obtain more detailed and accurate information. Among those captured, many mentioned having contact with certain comrades of the People's Party. The People's Internal Affairs Committee cleverly compiled this intelligence separately and gave it all to Chen Ke.

Scanning through it, Chen Ke put down the document. This method of handling proved the political sensitivity of the leading comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee. At the start of the Rectification Campaign, Chen Ke had specifically told them that this movement was not about handling enemy-us contradictions, so the Committee was not allowed to participate.

They indeed hadn't participated. Even when they broke enemy intelligence networks and discovered facts about enemy contact with Party comrades, they neither concealed it nor took matters into their own hands. Instead, they pushed everything to Chen Ke. At least they hadn't caused unnecessary chaos. Chen Ke suddenly recalled forum discussions he had once participated in—discussions of a rather dark nature. No one ever dared to attack the Premier in certain ways because the Premier managed intelligence work and held "black material" on many people. Chen Ke hadn't quite understood the concept of "black material" at the time, but holding this stack of it now, he suddenly had an epiphany.

Having contact with an enemy intelligence network didn't equate to defecting to the enemy. If Chen Ke wanted to purge certain people, he didn't need any schemes; he could simply take this "black material" and demand those comrades clarify the facts. No other means were necessary. With witnesses available, this alone would be enough for Chen Ke to take down anyone he felt needed taking down.

Moreover, once this black material appeared, it was practically impossible to eliminate. Chen Ke couldn't ask the People's Internal Affairs Committee to destroy this portion of the material; it would be archived. As long as these issues weren't resolved, they could be dug up at any time as a means of attack. The longer time dragged on, the more powerful these materials would likely become. Because by then, gathering witnesses and physical evidence would be extremely difficult. If internal personnel struggles arose within the Party, the goal wouldn't be to determine right from wrong but to remove certain people. With black material but no hard evidence, it would actually give those engaging in personnel struggles immense room to maneuver.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke couldn't help but press his palm against his forehead and let out a long sigh.

This kind of struggle had happened in history, and it was precisely the method most favored by bureaucrats familiar with the system. Chen Ke himself didn't know what he would do if that day came. Because protecting organizational security is the duty of members, even if one knows the other party has ulterior motives, as long as unresolved black material exists, such demands cannot be called wrong.

Should these issues be investigated and resolved now? Chen Ke felt this was an incredibly difficult matter to handle. The black material included not only comrades dismissed during the Rectification Campaign but also those promoted. Of course, there was also a group of comrades temporarily "untouched" by the campaign. In such a tense situation, once an investigation began, God knows what results it would trigger within the already shaken Party, government, and military.

Zhou Zhentao had dared to privately contact people to "stick up for a brother." Chen Ke didn't dare alert the enemy yet by conducting a comprehensive investigation and strike against this small clique. If news of this "black material" leaked out, who knew what other "geniuses" would use this matter to stir up trouble? Chen Ke could tolerate the comrades' mistakes up to this point, but that didn't mean he could tolerate those who stirred up trouble.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke stood up and began pacing in his office with his hands behind his back. Not long after, a guard entered to inform him that Chen Tianhua was visiting. Chen Ke quickly gathered up the materials before inviting Chen Tianhua in.

After entering and seeing no one else in the room, Chen Tianhua spoke straightforwardly: "Chairman Chen, I heard the base area caught a batch of spies. And these spies had contact with quite a few of our comrades."

Chen Ke felt a shiver run through him. He turned his head, wanting to demand who told Chen Tianhua. But just by meeting Chen Tianhua's gaze, Chen Ke knew exactly what he meant.

"Comrade Tianhua, have you started investigating the source of this news?" Chen Ke asked, staring at him.

"I've already started checking on my end. My purpose in coming here is to ask you, Chairman Chen, how do you actually view this kind of thing?" Chen Tianhua asked with a taut face. Including this time, leaks had occurred twice now. Chen Tianhua couldn't help but be anxious.

Chen Ke sat back in his chair. He was also extremely annoyed; the development of events was far beyond his imagination. He had originally thought the People's Internal Affairs Committee could strictly abide by confidentiality regulations, but in fact, this was not the case. Suppressing his agitation, he said slowly, "No matter what, I still have the same requirement: kill no one, arrest most of none."

"Chairman Chen, I'm not talking about killing one to warn a hundred. I feel now that someone is doing this on purpose behind the scenes. Someone has definitely linked up." Chen Tianhua excitedly pointed his left index finger in the air, as if trying to point out the guy or guys playing tricks behind the scenes. "If someone does this once, we say it's unintentional. But doing it a second time, this is absolutely intentional and organized. We can't pretend not to see these people."

If he hadn't read about the path the Party had taken in history, Chen Ke would probably be even more agitated than Chen Tianhua right now. Chen Tianhua wasn't wrong; likely someone had already formed a "headquarters." The members of this headquarters included people from all sides, and their actions so far were all in opposition to the "Rectification." In the Party's history, weren't the expansion of early purges and savage actions the countermeasures taken by purge promoters when meeting such resistance? So Chen Ke made up his mind that no matter how unhappy he was, he had to learn from Grandpa Mao.

"Comrade Tianhua, no matter what you say to me, the requirement set for this Rectification—kill no one, arrest most of none—must be carried through to the end. Even if comrades have done many things, up to now, they are still issues of organizational discipline. I will absolutely not allow the artificial intensification of contradictions, elevating these things out of thin air into enemy-us contradictions. I trust you very much, so whether you can understand it or not, you must resolutely execute this for me."

These words surprised Chen Tianhua greatly. His left index finger remained in the air as he stared at Chen Ke for a long time. Suddenly, like a deflated ball, he sat in the chair opposite Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, you really have the stomach of a prime minister. You can still hold back even now."

Chen Ke smiled bitterly. If he hadn't truly seen so much history, if he hadn't truly had so many discussions, he would probably have jumped up even earlier than Chen Tianhua. Thinking of this, Chen Ke suddenly felt he had an epiphany about a question. In Grandpa Mao's collected works and many records in the base area, many people asked why things turned out this way, why "good people and the working masses" often lost to exploiting class rulers. Grandpa Mao loved to use "insufficient struggle" to explain it.

Chen Ke used to think this was too general. Now he suddenly felt this was the true maxim. Even though Chen Ke treated the path pointed out by Grandpa Mao as a golden rule, every time he truly gained something, it was recognized through struggle. In "On Practice," Grandpa Mao had long pointed out that the first step in the process of cognition is contact with external things, belonging to the stage of perception. The second step is to synthesize the data of perception by arranging and reconstructing it, belonging to the stage of conception, judgment, and inference. Only when the data of perception are very rich (not fragmentary) and correspond to reality (are not illusory) can we form correct concepts and logic on the basis of such data.

As for "contact with external things," that is what "On Contradiction" repeatedly emphasized: the problem of the universality or absoluteness of contradiction has a twofold meaning. One is that contradiction exists in the process of development of all things, and the other is that in the process of development of each thing a movement of opposites exists from beginning to end.

Grandpa Mao's personality was that of a man who dared to struggle. "Fighting with heaven is endless joy! Fighting with earth is endless joy! Fighting with people is endless joy!" Since contradictions always exist, what is there to be happy or unhappy about when facing struggle? Chen Ke finally felt he could somewhat understand Grandpa Mao's own attitude.

Chen Tianhua saw Chen Ke first smile bitterly, then soon his face glowed with health. This diametrically opposite display surprised him greatly. "Chairman Chen, the theory you speak of is correct, but problems must be solved practically. You have to point out the method to solve these problems for us?"

"I'll say it again, this matter is not about us struggling against certain comrades. The focus of the contradiction in this matter is whether we want to implement the concept of people's revolution and struggle against the feudal power-sharing ideology that competes with us for comrades. If we just want to catch a few people and kill them, rest assured, I can do it. But what use is that? To say something discouraging, if we can't let our Party and organization realize that this feudal power-sharing ideology itself is wrong, killing this batch of people will just lead to another batch just as bad. And I can guarantee you, the next batch, knowing our organization will chop heads and use cruel means, will hide deeper than the last batch and degenerate more severely than the last batch."

Chen Ke paused here temporarily. Once his train of thought opened up, he felt many ideas he hadn't had before popping up, and he needed to organize his thoughts first.

"I don't think that's necessarily true," Chen Tianhua replied somewhat unconvinced.

"Will it be better? Hmph!" Chen Ke sneered. "The Buddha spoke of the Dharma-Ending Age thousands of years ago, saying that when the Dharma is about to perish, in this turbid and evil world where the Five Rebellious Acts are committed, the demonic way will flourish. The demons are within the Buddhist gate, outwardly pretending to be practitioners, destroying and disrupting the true path of the Dharma. Up to now, even if our comrades have made mistakes, at least they are genuinely thinking about the principles of feudal power-sharing, speaking the words of feudal power-sharing, and doing the deeds of feudal power-sharing. If we simply and brutally kill these people, the comrades promoted to replace them will have the principles of feudal power-sharing in their hearts, speak the concepts of our people's revolution with their mouths, but do the deeds of feudal power-sharing in their actions. Which situation do you think is more terrible?"

Hearing Chen Ke's description, Chen Tianhua couldn't help but shudder. It was obvious the latter was more terrible. He opened his mouth but couldn't say anything.

Chen Ke looked at Chen Tianhua. "Comrade Tianhua, I am very glad you didn't say we should continue killing. If I had encountered this problem when I was young, I would definitely have gotten hot-headed and thought that killing could solve all problems. In reality, this is impossible. Since killing didn't solve the problem the first time, it shows it won't work in the future either. We don't need to consider this method."

"Then what should we do?" Chen Tianhua pressed.

"Do the ideological work at the grassroots level well. If we want to rectify the middle and high levels, we must conduct education at the grassroots level targeting existing discipline. If grassroots comrades realize the importance of secrecy, then our rectification of leaks at the middle and high levels will be a logical progression. If grassroots comrades understand that within our People's Party and People's Army there can be no beating or cursing, then who in the middle and high levels would dare to beat or curse? If the grassroots realizes that the feudal power-sharing system only enriches a few while harming the interests of the majority of comrades, then the middle and high levels will naturally lose their supporters. So to solve the problem, we must suit the remedy to the case. The method is to first let the grassroots comrades understand, and then solve the problems of the middle and high levels."

Chen Tianhua couldn't quite accept this. He continued to ask, "If the middle and high levels just pay lip service, like in the Dharma-Ending Age, outwardly pretending to be practitioners while destroying and disrupting the true path, then what do we do?"

"Comrade Tianhua, we must trust the people. The eyes of the people are snow-bright," Chen Ke spoke Grandpa Mao's mantra.
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# Prelude to Conflict (Part 14)

"Division Commander Zhou, this is today's study material." The guard placed a stack of documents in front of Zhou Zhentao, the commander of the 4406th Division. The documents were freshly printed and gave off the smell of fresh ink.

Zhou Zhentao took the documents and said to the guard, "You can go now."

Watching the guard leave, Zhou Zhentao let out a small sigh of relief, feeling a bit lighter at heart.

Since several incidents of conflict between cadres and subordinates or soldiers where orders for guards to intervene were refused, the fact that guards actually belonged to the "Political Security Department" had been "clearly recognized" by the cadres. In thousands of years of tradition, guards were the confidants of officials and should be their die-hard loyalists. But his own "loyalists" turned out to be "someone else's men." This caused considerable dissatisfaction among many cadres.

That guards must be managed by the Political Security Department was a rule established by Chairman Chen Ke. At the time, Zhou Zhentao hadn't thought much of it, but now, he felt that Chen Ke was perhaps being "too untrusting" of his comrades. These days, Zhou Zhentao tried to spend as little time as possible with his guards, which was the only way he could feel a bit better.

He opened the study materials. The first page featured a signed article titled *"We Are Comrades, We Must Be in Sync."* This was a recent trend; the Political Department was vigorously carrying out grassroots education, and Chen Ke was constantly writing articles to conduct ideological education throughout the entire Party and army.

Zhou Zhentao was a comrade who had followed Chen Ke since the Fudan Public School days in Shanghai and was one of the earliest Party members. He knew he was absolutely no match for Chen Ke when it came to writing articles and reasoning. Without even thinking, he knew Chen Ke must be asking everyone to prioritize discipline, work hard, and study well. It had been almost half a month since the New Year, and Chen Ke had been writing articles on this subject continuously. Zhou Zhentao felt a bit weary; facing the study material before him, he really didn't want to read it. He closed the file and simply leaned back in his chair to close his eyes and rest.

As a native of Shaanxi, Zhou Zhentao had always valued *yiqi* (loyalty and brotherhood). In Shaanxi, if a person only talked about reason but not *yiqi*, they simply couldn't get by. Valuing *yiqi* and moral principles was the foundation of Zhou Zhentao's life. In fact, not just in Shaanxi, even in the south, one had to talk about *yiqi*. But in his recent propaganda, Chen Ke had slapped a label called "Mountain-topism" on "valuing *yiqi*." Forcibly linking *yiqi* with forming cliques and factions made Zhou Zhentao quite disappointed.

When comrades made mistakes, instead of covering for them, they had to dig deep into the ideological roots and find the so-called "source of erroneous thought." Zhou Zhentao considered this "unreasonable," or even framing people. Comrades worked hard to become cadres; if they occasionally did something wrong, they should at least be given some face. Making them admit their mistakes in front of their subordinates—how could they lead troops or work in the future? A man lives for his face, just as a tree lives for its bark. If face is lost, where does prestige come from?

But Zhou Zhentao really couldn't say these things out loud. He knew very well that he was no match for Chen Ke in a debate. Moreover, Chen Ke never used twisted logic; he would lay out the grand principles, and Zhou Zhentao would be unable to respond. What made Zhou Zhentao even more puzzled, or rather unhappy, was that while Chen Ke was conducting massive education at the grassroots level, he didn't relax the work requirements one bit. Many cadres faced the rectification movement with fear and trepidation while still having to work themselves to death. This was simply treating people like draft animals. Thinking of this, Zhou Zhentao felt dead tired. As a division commander, he had to manage work at all levels and worry about trying to protect others. He suddenly felt that everything he was doing wasn't worth it. What was he working so hard for?

Just as he was feeling upset and distracted, the guard entered the office. "Commander, Comrade Chu Shiliang is here. Do you want to see him?"

Chu Shiliang was Chu Shifu's cousin and also a relative and confidant of Zhou Zhentao's subordinate, Chu Deli. Zhou Zhentao replied, "Let him in."

Chu Shiliang had a look of obvious excitement on his face. As soon as the guard went out, Chu Shiliang said happily, "Commander Zhou, I heard some news. Things are starting to stir up in Gu Lu's regiment."

Zhou Zhentao didn't like Chu Shiliang; he felt that Chu Shiliang's character was quite poor. However, there weren't many people who were willing to stand firmly on his side now, so Zhou Zhentao didn't have much choice. "What's going on?" Zhou Zhentao asked.

"Gu Lu is holding some kind of mass supervision in his regiment, asking the soldiers to give their opinions. I heard that regarding the distribution of rewards before the New Year, many soldiers feel that Gu Lu's distribution was unfair, and they've started to make a fuss. They have democratic meetings every night. I heard that many comrades are going to seek justice at today's democratic meeting. It should be a big scene."

Chu Shiliang knew that Zhou Zhentao didn't like showy people. When he first started telling this news, he managed to restrain himself slightly. Because Gu Lu and Chu Deli had had fierce conflicts in the past, Chu Shiliang detested Gu Lu. As he spoke of the soldiers in Gu Lu's regiment "making trouble," Chu Shiliang was beaming by the end. It wasn't until he saw Zhou Zhentao staring at him with disgust that Chu Shiliang finally managed to wipe the smile off his face.

Zhou Zhentao knew that Gu Lu had organized this "Democratic Meeting" in his regiment. Democratic meetings were nothing new in the People's Party. Back when Chen Ke founded the "Insurance Corps," there were democratic meetings in the army. At that time, Zhou Zhentao was a subordinate and on the "democracy" side, while Chen Ke and the Party Committee leaders were the ones accepting the democratic supervision of the comrades. Later, due to war and construction, democratic meetings gradually faded away. Hearing this term again, Zhou Zhentao couldn't help but feel a sense of distant memory.

"Feigning enthusiasm," Zhou Zhentao said in his heart. Democratic meetings consumed a lot of time. Whenever there was major work, everyone was fully occupied with combat prep or labor. If there was any spare time, it was better to hurry up and sleep. Holding democratic meetings for ten days or half a month was just a formality.

However, he couldn't say this to Chu Shiliang. Zhou Zhentao didn't like Chu Shiliang's habit of treating a chicken feather as a warrant arrow. He asked coldly, "Is there anything else?"

Seeing that his report didn't make Zhou Zhentao happy, Chu Shiliang dared not show any more expression of claiming credit. He quickly said, "Commander Zhou, nothing else for now. If there's any situation, I'll report to you in time."

Zhou Zhentao was completely unmoved by Chu Shiliang's diligence. He said in a stern tone, "Platoon Leader Chu, you are a platoon leader and have to lead a whole platoon of men. Labor is so tight right now; you should be working more on the construction site."

"Commander Zhou, don't worry. The work has been arranged, and it absolutely won't delay the progress," Chu Shiliang answered quickly.

Zhou Zhentao knew that Chu Shiliang had definitely arranged the work, otherwise he wouldn't dare run over to report the situation. Moreover, Zhou Zhentao knew even better that Chu Shiliang came to report partly to prove his loyalty to Zhou Zhentao, and partly because he didn't like manual labor and coming to report gave him a dignified excuse to escape his work. This was what you called a "petty person" (Xiao Ren).

As a member of a prominent family in Fengxiang, Shaanxi, Zhou Zhentao had received a lot of internal family education since childhood. One absolutely could not put this kind of petty person in an important position, but one also couldn't be without them. How exactly to use them depended on the development of the current situation.

***

As an ordinary middle peasant from the Henan region of the Dabie Mountains, Gu Lu had not received this kind of "ruling class education." It wasn't until several days after he decided to promote "Democratic Life Meetings" in the regiment, when he occasionally met Political Department Director Chen Tianhua and they chatted about recent work, that Gu Lu learned Chairman Chen Ke had once promoted this kind of democratic life meeting in the army.

Gu Lu felt neither pride nor fear that he had unintentionally copied Chen Ke. He asked Chen Tianhua how Chairman Chen Ke's democratic life meetings were conducted back then. Chen Tianhua actually didn't have much experience either; he suggested Gu Lu ask Chai Qingguo. Chai Qingguo had a lot of experience with this.

After listening to Gu Lu's inquiry, Chai Qingguo scrutinized Gu Lu carefully for a while before answering, "At democratic life meetings, only one thing was discussed: how to work. Back then, it really was about pooling wisdom. Later, it was gradually replaced by various professional research institutions. Now, it's mentioned as if it exists, but in reality, it's just a saying."

Gu Lu didn't expect Chai Qingguo to give such a complete introduction to the history of democratic life meetings. He didn't think much of it and just asked, "Chief Commander Chai won't oppose my doing this, will he?"

"Why would he oppose it?" Chai Qingguo asked back.

"Because I've only participated in soldiers' committees, not this kind of democratic life meeting. So I don't know if doing this will meet with opposition," Gu Lu replied frankly.

Chai Qingguo looked at Gu Lu with bright eyes. After a good while, he said, "You are the regiment political commissar; the political work in the regiment is your responsibility. You don't need to care what the higher-ups say. Chairman Chen has repeatedly emphasized one thing: our Party organization is a bottom-up structure, not a top-down structure. There was a reason for what happened back then; Chairman Chen was too dominant. Whether meetings were held or not, he could point out the correct path, so discussion meetings turned into sermons. At that time, our base area was small and our strength was weak. We didn't have the situation we have now; it wasn't even clear if we could survive. If we really engaged in democratic discussions, it would have delayed things. Later, democratic life meetings had to be cancelled. That wasn't a question of whether democratic life meetings were right or wrong; the circumstances at the time compelled it. Now that you're organizing democratic life meetings in the regiment, if anyone gossips, you don't need to pay them any mind. Just do it according to your ideas."

Gu Lu was an extremely rule-abiding person. Since the Political Department Director didn't object, and Chai Qingguo had explicitly expressed support, he started organizing democratic life meetings in the regiment. The meetings mainly discussed two issues: first, discussing with everyone how to work better; and second, discussing various issues encountered in work that made comrades unhappy.

In the first few days, no one knew what to say. What they could bring up were trivial matters, like whether the cadres' attitudes were correct or if they were happy at work. It wasn't until the Party's organizational discipline had been publicized to a certain extent that fierce conflicts truly appeared in the democratic life meetings.

The "Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention" were executed quite well in the regiment. Plus, after Lu Kaiwen was removed from his post, the cadres were quite shaken; they barely dared to speak loudly, let alone violate discipline. When the issue of "Labor and Equality" was explained to the comrades, a comrade stood up and asked, "Cadres are often not at the construction site, yet when rewards are distributed, cadres get the same as soldiers. Does this count as equality?"

This question immediately received the approval of a considerable number of comrades. Of course, there are always outliers everywhere. For example, in a company democratic life meeting that Gu Lu attended, after this question was raised, a comrade made a cynical remark, "Troop education used to say we oppose absolute egalitarianism. Cadres and soldiers' work naturally can't be averaged out."

Opposing absolute egalitarianism was something Chen Ke had proposed in the past. At that time, the troops started talking about equality, and some soldiers thought that since they were talking about fairness, everything had to be exactly the same. Officers and soldiers had to have equal living quarters, and commanders couldn't ride horses. When the fuss got big, even carrying stretchers had to be equal. At that time, Chen Ke had criticized this way of thinking as "One monk carries water to drink, two monks carry water to drink, three monks have no water to drink." After education in the troops, this trend finally calmed down. Although comrades didn't say it out loud, they hadn't forgotten the events of a long time ago.

The commanders naturally couldn't wholeheartedly agree with this accusation. Plus, with Regiment Political Commissar Gu Lu present, the cadres began to explain in a bit of a fluster. As soon as they started explaining, the comrades stopped pressing the issue. The meeting returned to its usual calm state.

Gu Lu just listened quietly at first. It wasn't until the democratic life meeting was about to end in a lifeless manner, with neither cadres nor soldiers having anything more to say and just waiting to disperse, that Gu Lu stood up and walked to the center of the venue. He was less than 1.7 meters tall and not physically robust. Walking silently among the comrades, he really had no imposing presence.

But when Gu Lu spoke, his voice was loud and crisp, sounding somewhat like a bell. "I am going to criticize comrades today. Not the commanders, I am going to criticize our soldiers!"

The commanders' faces turned ugly. What was the difference between criticizing soldiers and criticizing commanders? In any case, the leadership responsibility couldn't be escaped. The soldiers weren't familiar with the newly appointed Regiment Political Commissar Gu Lu either. Hearing Gu Lu's loud voice and clear attitude as he directly started criticizing people, the soldiers felt a real pressure from this commissar who was neither tall nor burly. No one dared to make a sound; everyone just quietly listened as the commissar began to criticize them.

"Comrades, our organizational discipline requires everyone to speak up openly when they encounter unsatisfactory things. This is the organizational discipline of our Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army. If what you say is right, everyone will naturally support you. If what you say is wrong, everyone will tell you where you are wrong. This is our organizational discipline. Work is already very hard; if everyone is unhappy inside but doesn't say it, how can the work be done well? On this matter, I have to say everyone is doing it wrong. After I criticize everyone today, there's no need to fear anything. If you have something to say, say it openly. You can't be like you were in the meeting today—complaining a couple of times when you have the chance, and saying nothing when you don't. Say whatever you have. What are you afraid of?"

Both commanders and soldiers were stunned. No one expected that Regiment Political Commissar Gu Lu would actually criticize this. Soldiers listening to officers had been the way for thousands of years. The comrades couldn't quite understand what Gu Lu meant for a moment.

After a while, the comrade who had made the cynical remark earlier suddenly laughed once, then said, "If I speak straight like that, I'm afraid the commanders won't be happy. If they aren't happy, naturally I can't be happy either."

The soldiers were all from rural backgrounds and were quite simple and honest people. Many comrades took quite a while to understand the meaning behind these words. Some comrades, waiting until others laughed out loud, asked other comrades with faces full of confusion what was so funny about that statement.

"You don't need to fear retaliation. If comrades feel they told the truth but were retaliated against, they can bring it up publicly at the democratic life meeting. I don't know if the commanders have explained it clearly to everyone, but I believe the commanders will explain it clearly according to the regulations. I am repeating it here again: everyone has the right to participate in this democratic life meeting. No one can use any excuse to deprive comrades of their right to participate in the democratic life meeting. If anyone does this, you can report it to the commissar, and we will definitely deal with it seriously. Do you understand?"

The comrades looked at each other in astonishment, not knowing how to answer for a moment. Gu Lu didn't wait too long; he continued to say loudly, "Time is up for today. Comrades, hurry and go rest. Tomorrow's work won't be easy. When the democratic life meeting starts tomorrow, I hope everyone can speak out loudly what they want to say. I will come to attend the meeting again."

For the next day's democratic life meeting, Gu Lu happened to be called by Chen Tianhua to discuss some work. Gu Lu, who usually didn't like riding horses, specifically found a horse and rode quickly to Chen Tianhua's place to explain clearly that he wanted to attend the democratic life meeting. Chen Tianhua said nothing more and told Gu Lu that not only would work be suspended for now, but Chen Tianhua would also personally attend this democratic life meeting.

When the two appeared at the venue, the cadres and soldiers were already waiting there early. Gu Lu could see looks of unease in the cadres' eyes, and even some disappointment upon seeing Gu Lu arrive on time. The soldiers' eyes, however, held anxiety and unease, but seeing Gu Lu attend the meeting on time, a great enthusiasm immediately appeared in everyone's eyes.

At this meeting, the comrades really didn't say anything unreasonable. Everyone's questions focused generally on one issue: why were the cadres often not seen during labor? Comrades worked every day, while cadres were often away for two or three days a week.

Seeing that Gu Lu was clearly backing the soldiers, the cadres looked dejected. Some cadres mumbled a few words of explanation, which not only failed to get the soldiers' agreement but led to even fiercer criticism because they stood out.

After such a round of criticism, the cadres were wilted. The soldiers, on the other hand, were emotional, shouting continuously for the cadres to say what they had been doing.

Chen Tianhua had really never attended this kind of grassroots democratic life meeting. Seeing the severe confrontation between cadres and soldiers, with a strong sense of tit-for-tat, he just looked at Gu Lu but didn't make a sound. Chen Tianhua didn't think there was anything wrong; Chen Ke had long said that faced with united masses, a small handful of cadres were no match at all. He really wanted to see how Gu Lu would handle this scene.

Sure enough, Gu Lu stepped forward. His voice remained loud. "Yesterday I criticized the soldiers; today I am going to criticize our cadres. What are you afraid of? Say what you did. As far as I know, everyone has to attend meetings at the regimental headquarters. Since Comrade Lu Kaiwen had his incident, there have been a lot of meetings. What is there to be embarrassed about saying? If you are afraid comrades will know that you weren't entirely at meetings but were slacking off, then I have to tell you, look at the questions comrades are raising now—they are just short of directly asking if the cadres are slacking off. Since it's reached this point, what is there to be afraid of? Tell the truth!"

Gu Lu's words triggered a roar of laughter from the soldiers, while the cadres' faces turned even uglier.

"Comrades, don't laugh!" Gu Lu turned and shouted to the soldiers. As soon as the shout fell, the soldiers immediately stopped laughing.

"Comrades, I haven't been in our regiment for long. I don't know about things before I came, and I can't say much about them. But now I ask comrades to limit the matters to be discussed to the period after I arrived. Let's not dig up old scores; let's discuss matters on their own merits and seek truth from facts. Do you agree?"

"Agreed!" the soldiers answered almost in unison.

Gu Lu turned his head and said to the cadres, whose faces were full of awkwardness and shame, "Comrade cadres, we are all men. What is this shyness? Since the comrades have asked, just lift your heads and answer the questions loudly. Losing face isn't about doing something wrong. It's about not daring to take responsibility—that's what makes people look down on you. I used to listen to Chairman Chen Ke's meetings. People talked about how Chairman Chen Ke went out rowing with comrades to provide disaster relief back in the day. At that time, no one knew how to row, and the boat capsized when it hit a wave. A whole boatload of comrades fell into the water. When speaking of these things, Chairman Chen admitted that everyone makes mistakes. Making mistakes is inevitable. Chairman Chen dared to admit what he had done; what don't you dare to admit? If you don't admit what you've done, does it count as you not having done it?"

With Gu Lu's encouragement, the democratic life meeting finally continued.



★


Diverging Paths Part 1

Volume 4 - Chapter 190

❧ ❧ ❧


# Chapter 188: Diverging Paths (Part 1)

After the Spring Festival, the first phase of the Yunlong Lake construction project was completed ahead of schedule after a month of intense work. Like previous large-scale infrastructure projects, large billboards were erected at the Yunlong Lake construction site, depicting the artist's impression of the completed project. The Yunlong Lake in the rendering was a scene of green hills and clear waters. This was just a large reservoir with a total area of 7 square kilometers, but including the low-lying areas and mountains covering more than 60 square kilometers around Yunlong Lake, this would be a fairly extensive wetland area.

According to surveys, once the August 1st Dike was built, the average water depth of Yunlong Lake at the safe water level would be close to 30 meters. The total water storage capacity would reach 200 million cubic meters. Unless there was a super-flood, the probability of Xuzhou being flooded would be reduced to a very low level.

However, the beautiful scenery on those large posters was just a future concept. In the early spring of 1912, the Yunlong Lake presented to everyone was a large earthen pit of unprecedented scale. It was dug very neatly, but it had nothing to do with beauty. First, the masses withdrew from the construction site, followed by most of the troops. The subsequent work was the responsibility of the relevant technical arms; the sheer physical labor was finally over.

Zhou Zhentao did not beam with joy like the soldiers. The soldiers knew that the heavy work of digging pits had come to an end, and next would be rest and reorganization, so they were naturally happy from the bottom of their hearts. Reorganization was not just rest; it included merit evaluation, awards, and even promotions. Every item was good news for the comrades. But in Zhou Zhentao's view, this well-deserved rest not only failed to make him happy but instead caused him strong displeasure.

The Political Department required that a discussion and summary meeting be held before this merit evaluation. More importantly, this officer personnel adjustment was different from before. previously, it was recommendation by the grassroots and assessment by the leadership. This time, the adjustment of officers at the battalion level and below became recommendation by the leadership and assessment and approval by the grassroots. Zhou Zhentao never expected the Political Department to pull this move. He sat in his chair with a gloomy face, not saying a word.

While he was lost in thought, the guard came in to report, "Commander Zhou, Comrade Chu Shiliang requests to see you."

"Not seeing him!" Zhou Zhentao's voice revealed the annoyance in his heart. As the guard was about to leave, Zhou Zhentao stopped him again, "Let him in."

This time, the fawning and excited look on Chu Shiliang's face was gone. He rushed to Zhou Zhentao with a face full of anxiety, "Commander Zhou, you have to help me!"

Even though he knew exactly what Chu Shiliang was talking about, Zhou Zhentao still didn't respond directly, "What trouble have you encountered now?"

Chu Shiliang said anxiously, "Commander Zhou, regarding this personnel adjustment, the promotion from platoon commander to company commander requires a work review. In our company, I only rank third. Commander Zhou, you have to help me."

A company had four platoons, so ranking third meant being second to last. Even if one wanted to compete for the job of company commander, logically speaking, a one-in-four selection was basically a competition between the top two. Chu Shiliang didn't have any special performance in his work, so it was impossible for him to have a chance no matter what.

"How much is the gap between you and the second place?" Zhou Zhentao asked.

"Just a little bit," Chu Shiliang answered.

"Specifically how much?"

"This..." Chu Shiliang dared not state the gap directly.

"Exactly how much is the difference?" Zhou Zhentao pressed.

"A difference of 15%," Chu Shiliang muttered.

Zhou Zhentao felt a burst of rage in his heart. If it was only a difference of 1% or even 3%, Chu Shiliang could say that the difference with other comrades was limited. But this 15% was almost one-sixth. Zhou Zhentao completely couldn't understand how Chu Shiliang had the thick skin to come to him.

Chu Shiliang obviously didn't feel there was anything wrong with him. Seeing Zhou Zhentao remain silent, he hurriedly leaned forward and tentatively said, "Commander Zhou, I'm your man. If you put in a word with the company, they will definitely listen to you."

Looking at Chu Shiliang's matter-of-fact expression, Zhou Zhentao didn't even have the mood to scold him anymore. *Xiao ren* (petty people/vile characters) really couldn't be used; Zhou Zhentao thoroughly understood this truth. Zhou Zhentao originally thought that petty people were at least capable of doing things, just that they had character issues. If used well, they might not be a force that couldn't be borrowed. But a petty person like Chu Shiliang, who only knew how to curry favor and flatter, who was unwilling to lag behind when seeking promotion but was incompetent when it really came to working—he was useless.

Just as he was about to kick Chu Shiliang out, he heard Chu Shiliang continue, "Commander Zhou, after the New Year, our platoon still completed the workload. The completed workload was nearly 20% more than before the New Year. But the platoon commanders of the other few platoons have gone crazy wanting to be promoted. The one ranked first completed nearly 40% more workload than before the New Year. I also worked hard, but I didn't expect them to produce so much more."

This situation surprised Zhou Zhentao a bit, and his anger towards Chu Shiliang actually dissipated quite a lot. "Then how did the workload of the other platoons go up?"

"After the merit evaluation criteria were detailed this time, the more work completed, the more bonus money. I heard those two platoon commanders encouraged the soldiers all day long to work more and earn more. When the company held meetings, they wouldn't go if they could avoid it, putting all their time into working," Chu Shiliang said with great grievance.

"They knew to work, so what were you doing?" Zhou Zhentao asked with a frown.

"Wasn't I asking around for news and attending meetings?" Chu Shiliang said even more aggrievedly.

How could Zhou Zhentao not hear the implication in Chu Shiliang's words? Because he was gathering intelligence for Zhou Zhentao, Chu Shiliang's work was affected. Therefore, Chu Shiliang felt that Zhou Zhentao had a responsibility to help him get this competitive opportunity.

"Comrade Chu Shiliang, merit evaluation is a matter for the entire army. This depends on the total completion. What I say alone doesn't count."

"Commander Zhou, you are the Division Commander. In our division, if what you say doesn't count, then who does?"

Zhou Zhentao already knew he was wrong. The reason for the mistake was that he shouldn't have paid attention to someone like Chu Shiliang from the start. Because Chu Shiliang wasn't the kind of person who only thought about earning merit by himself; once there was an opportunity, he would push the responsibility onto others.

At this moment, Zhou Zhentao could kick Chu Shiliang out, or directly order him to get out. However, because he realized his own mistake, Zhou Zhentao was full of dissatisfaction with himself, which actually suppressed his anger. He tried to speak as pleasantly as possible, "I know about this matter. I will tell you if there is any news."

"Thank you, Commander Zhou, for the promotion. I will definitely work hard for you in the future." Chu Shiliang left excitedly after thanking him profusely.

"Wretched fate!" Zhou Zhentao cursed inwardly as he watched Chu Shiliang's retreating figure.

The peace of mind brought by sending Chu Shiliang away didn't last long. Zhou Zhentao could send Chu Shiliang away, but he couldn't send the Political Department away. Zhou Zhentao still had to do the work arranged by the Political Department. After thinking for a while, Zhou Zhentao asked his guard to invite Li Guangshan from the Staff Department to the division headquarters.

Li Guangshan was a mid-level staff officer in the Operations Section of the Staff Department and was formerly Zhou Zhentao's subordinate. Upon meeting, Zhou Zhentao asked, "Guangshan, is there any news recently?"

A trace of guilt appeared on Li Guangshan's face, "Commander Zhou, the Staff Department has been emphasizing confidentiality discipline recently. I can't tell you some news anymore."

Zhou Zhentao could pull a long face at Chu Shiliang, but he was very amiable towards Li Guangshan. Even though he was rejected outright, he didn't show the slightest dissatisfaction. Zhou Zhentao said sincerely, "Guangshan, look at what you're saying. Naturally, I won't inquire about military secrets. It's just that you have access to a lot of intelligence, and your judgment on many pieces of intelligence is very accurate. I just want to find some opportunities for those comrades. To be dismissed from office just for such a trivial matter, I think it's really a pity."

Even though Zhou Zhentao's attitude was so good, Li Guangshan didn't seem moved by him. "Commander Zhou, the Staff Department has also been rectifying its style, requiring staff personnel not to say anything to the outside. A while ago, quite a few spies and agents were caught. Some of them were actually local people in Xuzhou who supported our revolutionary work quite a bit. If they hadn't been caught, and with both human and material evidence present, we really wouldn't dare to believe those people were actually special agents. Commander Zhou, regarding past matters, I've helped everyone I could. From now on, I really dare not violate discipline again."

Even if Zhou Zhentao was broad-minded, facing Li Guangshan's words, he felt a bit embarrassed. "Comrade Guangshan, do you think I look like a special agent?" Zhou Zhentao said with a touch of sarcasm.

"I didn't mean that." Li Guangshan shook his head gently. "Commander Zhou, for some things, if we helped, we helped. If we can't help, we can't help. After studying for this period of time, I feel more and more afraid in my heart. Before, it was because I wanted to help those comrades and find some opportunities for them to establish merit. But this news spread too widely, and it didn't manage to help those comrades. I am timid myself and dare not admit what I did before. But in the future, I will not participate in this matter no matter what. Commander Zhou, I'm stopping here regarding this matter."

Zhou Zhentao didn't expect Li Guangshan's attitude to be so firm. He tried to persuade Li Guangshan to relax, but Li Guangshan just had one sentence, "This matter ends here." Having no other choice, Zhou Zhentao could only let Li Guangshan leave.

As soon as Li Guangshan left, Zhou Zhentao felt empty inside. Zhou Zhentao was also clear about the strict investigation into the leak incident this time. He really didn't expect Chen Ke to attach such importance to this matter. Judging from the intensity of Chen Ke's reaction, Li Guangshan had guessed Chen Ke's strategic vision correctly. But because the leak incident occurred, Chen Ke immediately froze all strategic discussions and turned to internal rectification instead. Zhou Zhentao was also a bit afraid of Chen Ke's handling method. If Chen Ke refused to let go of this matter and insisted on investigating to the end—even if Chen Ke had never been one to purge people—this definitely didn't mean Chen Ke would let Zhou Zhentao off.

In order to rescue those old comrades-in-arms and old brothers, Zhou Zhentao had shouldered such a big risk, yet he hadn't achieved the slightest effect in saving people. Whenever he thought of this, Zhou Zhentao was both afraid and annoyed. "What exactly does Chairman Chen want to do?" Zhou Zhentao thought with a burst of egoistic anger.

Chen Ke was currently attending the merit evaluation meeting in Gu Lu's regiment. He and Chen Tianhua were hiding in a room; outside the room was the venue for a company's merit evaluation meeting. The merit evaluation meeting completely continued the model of the grassroots Democratic Life Meeting that Gu Lu had started to promote. The debate between the participants and the discussants was quite intense.

"Holding this meeting is not for revenge or settling scores. The purpose of the meeting is to enable everyone to work better. To do the work better. It's wrong for you to keep saying that the distribution is uneven."

Outside, cadres were reasoning with the soldiers. Chen Tianhua knew that Chen Ke never liked to interfere in these problems that arose in actual work. So he took this time to tell Chen Ke about the development process of the entire meeting.

In the first few days, the soldiers only asked the cadres to explain some issues. Seven or eight days later, Chen Tianhua found that the cadres had withstood the storm of criticism and questioning from the soldiers in the previous days and began to regain their grasp of the meeting's theme. Slacking cadres were the minority after all; most cadres came from the same background as the soldiers, and when it came to working, they were no worse than the comrades.

In response to this situation, Gu Lu proposed the suggestion of "a small meeting every three days, a big meeting every five days." Moreover, he required that for any problem discussed at any meeting, a solution must be produced. Even if the solution was problematic, a solution had to be proposed first; one absolutely could not just raise problems without solving them.

Hearing Chen Tianhua introduce this point, Chen Ke couldn't help but praise, "This has indeed grasped the key."

Chen Tianhua also agreed with this quite a bit. Although he didn't tell Chen Ke, he couldn't help but recall a meeting not long ago.

"Then how come the comrades in charge of logistics aren't that hard-working?" a soldier asked. This question wasn't full of malice; compared to the comrades who dug and carried earth every day, the work of the comrades in logistics seemed much more relaxed.

"The comrades in logistics are not idle at all. You can't just look at how the logistics department isn't that tired when everyone is working. When everyone is resting, the logistics department isn't idle either," the cadres explained.

Empty explanations seemed to have little effect. The comrades neither opposed nor approved; they simply had no concept of it. Seeing everyone's reaction, the cadres were anxious inside but couldn't find a solution, so they could only sulk.

Chen Tianhua had remained silent when attending the meeting, but seeing this situation, he was amused. Seeing the suggestions everyone put forward becoming more and more outrageous—like bookkeeping, reporting, etc.—in short, it completely turned into a discussion of who was more relaxed, fundamentally deviating from the direction of solving the problem. Chen Tianhua couldn't help but interrupt, "How about this, I suggest that comrades take turns doing some jobs. For example, in the logistics department, except for a few posts that cannot be transferred, other tasks should be done in rotation based on squads. Arrange a duty roster and do it according to the roster. What do you all think? Whether the logistics department is hard work or not, you'll know once you do it yourself."

This was how it was arranged in the Party School and Military Academy. Students had to rotate posts, from standing guard to washing clothes and cooking. Regardless of whether you were a division commander, regiment commander, platoon commander, or clerk, everyone was treated equally.

Listening to Chen Tianhua's suggestion, both cadres and soldiers felt it was quite good. The look in the comrades' eyes when they looked at Chen Tianhua contained admiration. Chen Tianhua didn't say anything more; he just felt that this kind of thing should have been popularized in the army long ago, but he didn't expect that this system hadn't been implemented at the grassroots level.

Once this plan was passed, it began to be implemented the next day. When the general meeting was held for summary on the fifth day, the comrades assigned to the logistics department immediately began to complain on behalf of the logistics department.

Comrades in the labor sector ate on time and slept on time. Aspects of daily life were all the responsibility of the logistics department. And the logistics department always got up the earliest and went to sleep the latest. If not for such a schedule, it would be impossible for everyone to eat breakfast on time after getting up. In terms of labor intensity alone, the logistics department might not be as heavy as the labor sector. But in terms of working hours, the logistics department greatly exceeded the labor sector. As for the comrades' evaluation of the logistics department, naturally, it absolutely couldn't be called good. Managing logistics meant getting scolded; working hard but not getting enough praise. These comrades who temporarily went to the logistics department to participate in work had their eyes opened one by one.

Recalling the appearance of those comrades who had once determined that the comrades in the logistics department had easy jobs starting to complain on behalf of the logistics department one by one, Chen Tianhua couldn't help but burst into laughter.

Chen Ke didn't ask Chen Tianhua why he was laughing. If Chen Tianhua wanted to say it, or thought it was necessary to say it, Chen Tianhua would naturally tell Chen Ke. If Chen Tianhua didn't want to say it, pressing him was meaningless. Moreover, Chen Ke's attention was attracted by the discussion outside.

After the cadres and comrades discussed some viewpoints, the meeting entered the summary section.

Whether cadres or soldiers, all thought that Gu Lu's proposal that "during labor, the command headquarters must be built on the front line of labor" was very good. The comrades' once biggest complaint was "not seeing the cadres when working." After discussing with the comrades of the regiments and battalions, Gu Lu changed the cadres going to the regiment for meetings to battalion and regiment-level meetings being held on the front line and at the construction site as much as possible. This basically ensured that the cadres stayed on the front line for the vast majority of working hours. Not only could company and platoon commanders solve problems on the spot, but battalion and regiment cadres could also go to the grassroots more often. Many previous suspicions were immediately alleviated.

With this problem solved, most soldiers had nothing to say. The People's Party's system construction was quite perfect; from planning to logistical support, there were rules to follow. After public discussion, the cadres and soldiers discovered another problem: many systems had existed for a long time, but neither the cadres nor the soldiers had a way to understand the function of the systems very well and comprehensively.

"I don't want to be any official anyway; learning so many things is useless." A considerable number of soldiers viewed the problem with this mentality. When it came to evaluating merit, the comrades refused to yield an inch. But everyone eventually discovered that, in fact, the cadres' and soldiers' understanding of how to evaluate merit was vastly different. The democratic meeting quickly returned to the true nature of a work meeting. The only difference was that whether cadres or soldiers, they finally took the meeting seriously. Especially the soldiers, they finally dared to speak up at the meeting, instead of not asking even if they didn't understand, like before.

Originally, there wasn't much work that required reporting to superiors or asking superiors to coordinate. The problems comrades directly encountered were very small, detailed problems, but it happened that the soldiers didn't have ways to handle these problems. Without platoon and company commanders holding the fort on the front line, comrades often couldn't solve them smoothly, which greatly delayed the completion of the workload.

After this meeting walked onto the path of "grasping production, promoting revolution," private conflicts between individuals decreased, and the dedication and seriousness towards work increased a lot.

Just as Chen Ke was listening seriously to the comrades at the meeting outside the room enthusiastically discussing how to work better and how to distribute prizes, someone pushed the door open and entered. It was Liu Yongsheng.

Even with a serious attitude, Liu Yongsheng still spoke unhurriedly, "Chairman Chen, the person who leaked the secret has finally been caught."
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## V04C191 - Diverging Paths (Part 2)

The People's Party's 1912 Rectification Movement in Huaihai Province first encountered a situation of intelligence leakage, which even to some extent changed the high-level rectification route. From an internal party rectification, it directly became a "Mass Line" movement. In the hearts of a large number of high-ranking Huaihai Province cadres, or at least in Chen Tianhua's heart, the "leaker" was a major sore point. Everyone knew the leaker was one or a group of people around the 4406th Division Commander Zhou Zhentao, but they had not been able to accurately identify the direct person responsible. Hearing Liu Yongsheng report that the leaker had been caught, Chen Tianhua was overjoyed. He quickly lowered his voice and asked, "Who is it?"

Without waiting for Liu Yongsheng to answer, Chen Ke took over the conversation, "Comrade Liu Yongsheng, don't say it here. Organize the situation, and we will hold a special meeting to discuss this matter after we return."

After Liu Yongsheng left, Chen Tianhua said excitedly, "This time we can catch that bunch all at once."

Seeing Chen Tianhua so excited, Chen Ke covered his mouth with his hand, barely holding back a burst of laughter. "Haha, Comrade Tianhua, who are you preparing to catch all at once?"

Having discussed this with Chen Ke many times, Chen Tianhua knew what Chen Ke was laughing at. "Are we going to treat this completely as a disciplinary issue?"

"This matter is inherently a disciplinary issue. Leakers existed thousands of years ago, and they will still exist thousands of years from now. It's impossible that there are no leakers here with us, and it's absolutely impossible to catch them all. Since that's the case, all problems are a matter of discipline. Comrade Tianhua, you manage party administration, you should be very clear that this is fundamentally not a contradiction between ourselves and the enemy." Chen Ke was as firm as ever.

Chen Tianhua knew he couldn't persuade Chen Ke, so he simply didn't waste the effort. The two listened to the comrades meeting outside again. Chen Tianhua had things on his mind, so he turned a deaf ear to almost everything the comrades were discussing.

With great difficulty, they waited for the meeting to adjourn. First, the company commander lined up the comrades and led them out on the grounds of distributing allowances. Only then did Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua walk out of the venue's main gate. Chen Ke took the initiative to say, "This meeting was held very well. I have absolute confidence in the comrades."

"How so?" Chen Tianhua had never seen Chen Ke give such a high evaluation.

Chen Ke looked quite excited. "I didn't participate in the specific work, and I don't know. But there was only one core topic of discussion, which is that we must labor. From the situation I saw, every comrade now believes they should labor. Even if there were arguments, they were arguing about how to labor more effectively. I am really too satisfied."

"If one does not work a day, one does not eat a day. Isn't labor something that should be done?" Chen Tianhua was somewhat puzzled by Chen Ke's high evaluation.

Chen Ke did not answer this question. Due to the era, in 21st-century China, it wasn't that there were no people who held onto the idea of getting rich through labor, but the proportion of people who could withstand any temptation and simply wanted to earn remuneration by completing their own job was not too large. Because there were too many temptations to "get rich overnight," calming down to do things was not the mainstream thought of society. Chen Ke himself had once been full of thoughts of getting rich, rushing about like a stray dog. Apart from failure after failure, he had not harvested any results he could be proud of. So listening to the grassroots comrades' meeting, there were too many "unscientific" places, and there was also a considerable lack of understanding regarding social labor and team cooperative labor. However, no one thought they could break away from society and team cooperation and achieve personal pursuits solely by relying on one person or a few people's "whimsical ideas."

This could not help but move Chen Ke considerably.

The two made an appointment with Liu Yongsheng to meet at the Provincial Committee. Just as they arrived at the Provincial Committee gate, they saw Zhou Zhentao standing inside. He had a solemn look on his face. Seeing Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua arriving side by side at the gate, Zhou Zhentao straightened his back and stepped forward, saying, "Chairman Chen, I want to talk to you about something."

Chen Tianhua got angry just seeing Zhou Zhentao. As the mastermind of the leak, Zhou Zhentao's appearance now was definitely not an accidental encounter. A look of ridicule couldn't help but surface on Chen Tianhua's face.

Zhou Zhentao naturally could see it. He said to Chen Tianhua, "Director Tianhua, how about you come along too."

As soon as they entered Chen Ke's office, Zhou Zhentao immediately said, "Chairman Chen, I know the organization is investigating the leak. It was me who asked Comrade Li Guangshan if there was a possibility of fighting a war after the New Year. The responsibility lies with me, please do not punish Comrade Li Guangshan."

Seeing the culprit finally admit his deeds, Chen Tianhua let out a long sigh of relief. Since Zhou Zhentao had admitted it, the remaining matters would be much easier to handle.

"Comrade Zhou Zhentao, you originally didn't know where we would fight. Comrade Li Guangshan told you this news. You were the person asking for news, what responsibility for leaking do you have?" Chen Ke replied with a smile.

Chen Ke's words made the two people opposite him widen their eyes. Listening to Chen Ke's meaning, he didn't want to designate Zhou Zhentao as the leaker. Chen Tianhua was baffled. Zhou Zhentao didn't have that thought; his mind raced, trying to figure out what exactly Chen Ke's words meant. After thinking for a moment, Zhou Zhentao replied, "But in order to rescue some comrades, I spread this news. If it wasn't to provide me with a strategic direction, Comrade Li Guangshan wouldn't have leaked intelligence that should have been confidential to others either."

"First, that wasn't an organizational resolution. The Party Committee meeting didn't discuss any issues of foreign war. Second, up to now, Li Guangshan hasn't leaked any factual intelligence. He only told you some of his speculations. Comrade Zhou Zhentao, as a division commander, you should be very clear that reliable strategic choices have never had a very large range to choose from. Not to mention our own comrades can intuitively feel some problems, even our enemies, if they obtain enough intelligence, can likewise make judgments about our actions. The so-called leak isn't that we want to completely fall out with Yuan Shikai; anyone with some insight can predict the matter of us falling out with Yuan Shikai. If we talk about a leak, it's just that our comrades told people who shouldn't know ahead of time about when we will fight with Yuan Shikai."

Zhou Zhentao knew Chen Ke was right. He just didn't understand why Chen Ke wanted to explain it like this. Was it that Chen Ke didn't want to pursue Zhou Zhentao's own responsibility? Or was Chen Ke saying this to show that he absolutely would not let Li Guangshan off? Thinking of this, Zhou Zhentao hurriedly said, "Chairman Chen, in this matter, I harmed Comrade Li Guangshan. If I hadn't wanted to know, Comrade Li Guangshan absolutely wouldn't have done this. So I hope you let me bear this responsibility."

Chen Ke finally darkened his face. "Comrade Zhou Zhentao, our People's Party is a political party that speaks of democracy and systems. One takes responsibility for one's own actions. Then let me ask you, when you sought out Comrade Li Guangshan, did you want Comrade Li Guangshan to reveal the recent strategic direction, or did you ask Comrade Li Guangshan to go find out the recent strategic direction for you? I'll say this upfront, don't play the hero with me. Just tell the truth about what the situation was."

Zhou Zhentao's mind was thinking intensely. He really wanted to take all the responsibility onto himself, but he also knew Chen Ke was definitely not easy to fool. Moreover, even if he didn't tell the truth, Zhou Zhentao didn't know how Chen Ke prepared to punish him and Li Guangshan. Gritting his teeth, Zhou Zhentao said, "I asked if there was any strategic direction. Comrade Li Guangshan told me at the time that based on the situation he understood, the troops might liberate Henan."

Chen Ke laughed. "Then isn't that settled? You guys just talked about this matter, and Comrade Li Guangshan only stated his own judgment. This violated organizational discipline, but this isn't a matter of intentionally prying into intelligence. I won't talk about why you did this or what mistake you actually committed for now. Before a battle, there are plenty of cases of asking about combat arrangements. If we pursued it like this, more than half of the comrades would have to be locked up in confinement first. In order to be the main attack force, I've even seen comrades coming to me to ask for news."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Zhou Zhentao didn't know whether he should be relieved or not. Listening to Chen Ke's meaning, he didn't treat the leak as too big of a deal, which meant Chen Ke wouldn't punish Li Guangshan severely. However, Zhou Zhentao didn't think Chen Ke would let the Rectification matter off so lightly. Although he held the thought that he couldn't let Li Guangshan bear the responsibility, Zhou Zhentao felt quite uneasy thinking about if he himself suffered severe punishment from Chen Ke.

Sure enough, Chen Ke put away his smile. "Since you've come, Comrade Zhou Zhentao, and we're talking about this matter, I want to ask, why do you oppose this rectification?"

Zhou Zhentao knew the argument that had to come would come. He took a deep breath as if to muster his courage, and then replied, "The rectification removed too many comrades. These comrades all came up through hard work. I feel, Chairman Chen, that you aren't loyal. If things are done wrong, they should be criticized, even if you beat and scold them in private, but you can't ruin these comrades' futures."

"You think losing an official post is losing one's future? The comrades worked so hard and paid so much, was the goal just to become an official?" Chen Ke's face had already become stern. "Then let me ask you a question. We have also sacrificed quite a few comrades. What did those comrades sacrifice for? When we first arrived at the base area, you also participated in the disaster relief. At that time, we were an insurance corps, we didn't even have official positions. Those comrades who sacrificed themselves in the flood, for what did they risk their lives?"

This question was really heavy enough. When Zhou Zhentao heard that Li Guangshan had been taken away by comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee, he knew the matter had been discovered. He immediately rushed to the Provincial Committee wanting to see Chen Ke. While waiting for Chen Ke, he had also thought of many possible conversations. In Zhou Zhentao's imagination, the greatest possibility was that Chen Ke would use words like "overcorrecting" to explain, but Zhou Zhentao absolutely never expected that Chen Ke would actually raise such a heavy topic.

Thinking of those comrades who had thrown themselves into the revolution with him and sacrificed their lives over the past five years or so, Zhou Zhentao felt that even breathing became difficult. Yes, those comrades didn't participate in the revolution for wealth and glory. Including Zhou Zhentao, at that time, they hadn't thought about future matters at all. Although everyone certainly hadn't expected to encounter such a difficult and dangerous situation as the great flood, fear was fear, but every comrade worked, labored, and fought with their lives on the line. No one persisted on the front line for an official position.

Thinking of these comrades' sacrifices, and then thinking of his own words "ruining their futures," Zhou Zhentao only felt flashes of cold and heat over his body, and breathing became difficult.

As if from a very far place came Chen Ke's voice, "Comrade Zhou Zhentao, let me ask you, why are the Party flag and the Army flag red?"

Why are they red? Zhou Zhentao remembered hearing the explanation for this question, only now his mind was in chaos, and he simply couldn't recall the answer to this question. Not knowing how much time had passed, Zhou Zhentao heard Chen Tianhua's voice again, "Comrade Zhou Zhentao, if you remember, you remember; if you don't, you don't. What kind of behavior is this not speaking?"

"I..., I forgot," Zhou Zhentao forced himself to answer.

"Then I will tell you again, because the Party flag and the Army flag are dyed red with the blood of martyrs." Zhou Zhentao heard Chen Ke say in a stern tone, "You say that us removing some comrades' positions is ruining these comrades' futures. Then I ask you, those martyrs who dyed the Party flag and Army flag red with their own lives, who ruined their futures? Those people who want to stand on the martyrs' merit books and treat being an official as their future, do they want to use these martyrs' blood to dye their own official hat buttons red?!"

No words could have stripped Zhou Zhentao of his courage so powerfully. Zhou Zhentao not only couldn't find any content to argue with these words of Chen Ke, but his body also began to tremble, and even the strength to stand seemed to be stripped away completely. Reaching out to hold the back of a chair beside him, Zhou Zhentao managed to support his body. Next, he had to sit on the chair; otherwise, Zhou Zhentao felt his legs couldn't support him any longer.

Neither Chen Ke nor Chen Tianhua made a sound. Their faces were so gloomy that water seemed about to drip from them. Two pairs of eyes stared tightly at Zhou Zhentao, who not long ago had thought he held the moral high ground. Chen Ke himself also felt extremely astonished because when he was growing up, dead people were already a very uncommon thing, and death was mostly passing away due to old age and physical decline. Even if it couldn't be talked of as very peaceful, it could count as dying a natural death. But in these few years of the early 20th century, Chen Ke finally realized that in this era, death was just an extremely common thing. The elderly would die; the death rate of middle-aged people, young people, teenagers, and infants was not lower than that of the elderly. Even though the comrades of the People's Party had achieved huge, invincible successes, there were still several thousand revolutionary comrades sacrificed in military affairs and construction. The enemies killed by the People's Party in the revolution numbered in the hundreds of thousands.

The dead comrades and enemies, the vast majority were under 50 years old, most were under 40, or even under 30. If the lives of so many comrades and enemies were only exchanged for the future of a small handful of people becoming officials, Chen Ke thought this was simply unparalleled absurdity. He hadn't thrown himself into the revolution with unswerving determination just to realize the wealth and glory of a small handful of people.

Chen Tianhua suddenly stood up and spat fiercely at Zhou Zhentao, then turned and left Chen Ke's office. He originally felt that Zhou Zhentao just had wrong ideas. But hearing Chen Ke mention the sacrificed martyrs, Chen Tianhua couldn't help but remember the old man who insisted on staying to guard the Peasant Association's stockyard when he was organizing peasant associations in Hebei. The old man had once fought against the Manchu Qing, and his family had been killed by the Manchu Qing. His last shelter was the Peasant Association's stockyard. When his last shelter was about to be destroyed by the Manchu Qing, the old man chose to stay at the farm and seized the opportunity to assassinate a Beiyang Army officer who was a running dog of the Manchu Qing at the time.

This matter was a sore point for Chen Tianhua. At that time, he couldn't even dig a grave and erect a tombstone for that old man from the Peasant Association. Now almost five years had passed, and Chen Tianhua didn't know if he could still find the old man's burial place if he went back.

Even if not within the Party, among the people, there were countless people attempting revolution, following one another like moths to a flame, resisting the tyranny of this era. What those people pursued was just to be able to live on, to live on with dignity. They absolutely were not risking their own lives for some future of becoming an official. Many of them were even just using their own lives to realize the dignity of being a human.

If he stayed in the same room with Zhou Zhentao any longer, Chen Tianhua didn't know what he would say. Even if he said something, it would only violate discipline. It wasn't that Chen Tianhua didn't want to violate discipline; he just knew he shouldn't violate discipline. Harboring an anger that couldn't be calmed, Chen Tianhua strode towards the Political Department office, which was also in the Provincial Committee.

Zhou Zhentao completely didn't know how he left Chen Ke's office. He could roughly remember that Chen Tianhua and Chen Ke left the office one after another. Zhou Zhentao felt he shouldn't stay in Chen Ke's office, so he could only choose to leave. He had always taken loyalty as the foundation of his conduct, so Chen Ke's words stimulated him exceptionally strongly. Zhou Zhentao knew that if he insisted on arguing, it wasn't that there were no reasons; those comrades who sacrificed for the revolution, if they could survive, would certainly be able to obtain higher status because of their merit. But Zhou Zhentao felt that as long as he had a bit of human heart, he absolutely couldn't say such words. He shouldn't even consider this kind of excuse.

"Maybe I really was wrong?" Zhou Zhentao thought. Compared to the price paid by those sacrificed comrades, being removed from an official post while alive counted for nothing. What was more, these removed comrades weren't wronged either.

Because he deeply felt self-blame, Zhou Zhentao still couldn't help but have his own doubts in his heart. Even so, was it necessary to go to this extent? The achievements of sacrificed comrades couldn't be erased, so could the credit of living comrades be ignored? In any case, Zhou Zhentao couldn't agree with such severe punishment.

Although Zhou Zhentao was in low spirits, the official documents that should be delivered were still delivered to Zhou Zhentao on time. With the intention of changing his mood, Zhou Zhentao opened the documents. The one on top was the most important. Zhou Zhentao only read it once, and his eyes couldn't help but widen. This was the report on the discussion of merit evaluation in the division. Zhou Zhentao saw that the ones rated as excellent were actually mostly comrades he wasn't familiar with, at least comrades who weren't usually too close to Zhou Zhentao. And those whose performance in labor data was not outstanding, at least comrades ranked at the back in the division, were actually all comrades who usually tried to get close to Zhou Zhentao.

If it were in the past, Zhou Zhentao might not have noticed this problem. But this batch of outstanding comrades were mostly the ones who took over the shifts of that batch of removed comrades. This fact made Zhou Zhentao feel a burst of panic.
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## V04C192 - Diverging Paths (Part 3)

Zhou Zhentao finally decided to go to the grassroots units to audit meetings. Before he went, he formally received a notice from the Military Commission: all troops were to formalize and regularize grassroots organizational meetings. Grassroots meetings were to be held twice a week, with content linked to life and work, resolutely opposing formalistic styles.

What the Party Central Committee's propaganda ultimately wanted to support or oppose, Zhou Zhentao no longer cared. After being fiercely criticized by Chen Ke, Zhou Zhentao felt quite disheartened about his own "future." The problems he would encounter in the future would at most be dismissal and investigation, what else was there to be afraid of? Holding the mindset of "being a monk for a day and striking the bell for a day" (doing the bare minimum), Zhou Zhentao decided to execute whatever the organization arranged. For this grassroots audit, the Military Commission required all troop commanders to go to the grassroots to "listen," not to "speak." With tight lips, Zhou Zhentao began his grassroots audit work.

"Commander X, you never usually talk about how to work." "Commander X, you just talk about practicing, but how to practice, to what extent, you have to speak more clearly." "Commander X, usually some comrades do less labor, why do they get distributed as many things as us?"

The "X" mainly referred to grassroots commanders; squad, platoon, and company leaders were the main targets of the soldiers' questioning. Of course, there were also grassroots commanders questioning battalion and regiment level commanders at the democratic meetings. Since the commanders had to listen and could not speak, in this one-sided situation, the grassroots comrades were "arrogant," and matters from three or five years ago were brought up one after another. Zhou Zhentao was quite unhappy about this, but unhappy or not, he also deeply felt the saying "the eyes of the masses are snow-bright."

The basic allowance for the troops was not very high, but the recent rewards after labor were very generous. Since merit was evaluated based on work performance, naturally some troops got more and some got less. Some comrades did not care much about this part of the reward, but more comrades cared extremely about it. Enamel mugs, soap, military rubber-soled shoes—every item could be bought locally. But the price of each item was not low. The special permission promulgated in the latest rewards allowed troop comrades to use the awarded bonus money to directly purchase these daily necessities after each merit evaluation, and the purchase price was even cheaper than buying in the cooperatives. For their own labor interests, the grassroots soldiers were quite dissatisfied with commanders who could not lead the troop comrades to work better.

"We work for a day, they also work for a day, there's no reason we do less than them!" This sentence was the most common one in the criticisms.

After auditing for two days, Zhou Zhentao no longer cared about his "awaiting punishment status" and couldn't help but ask Political Commissar Yang Deshui, "I feel like the comrades are now like long-term hired hands, only thinking about merit evaluation and getting rewards. Do we still want revolution?"

Yang Deshui knew what Zhou Zhentao had encountered recently. Yang Deshui was also somewhat surprised that Zhou Zhentao intervened in this issue. However, as far as Yang Deshui knew, Chairman Chen Ke did not intend to punish Zhou Zhentao. Although Political Department Director Chen Tianhua harbored strong dissatisfaction towards Zhou Zhentao, he never said anything about what to do with him. Zhou Zhentao was still a member of the division party standing committee, so Yang Deshui could not refuse to answer Zhou Zhentao's question: "Commander Zhou, participating in labor naturally requires giving labor remuneration. This has nothing to do with being long-term hired hands."

"But the comrades' eyes are now full of remuneration, will it affect the next step of military training?" Zhou Zhentao did not abandon his sense of responsibility as a division commander.

Yang Deshui patiently explained: "To cultivate the troops' concept of learning, commanders and political commissars at all levels, besides doing their own work well, also have the responsibility to let comrades learn more knowledge and skills. The new regulations for commander selection stipulate that commanders and political commissars at all levels must teach the soldiers of the troops well. Those who fail to get the comrades' approval in this regard will likely lose the election. If performance in this area is not outstanding, it is basically impossible to get the opportunity for continued promotion."

Zhou Zhentao had not studied the new regulations too carefully. After hearing Yang Deshui's introduction, Zhou Zhentao was speechless for a long time. The Rectification was no longer just an adjustment of some unqualified cadres; the entire system of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had also undergone profound changes. It was no longer the commanders deciding everything; the grassroots possessed an unprecedented right to speak.

According to the latest grassroots selection process promulgated by the Military Commission before this, grassroots commanders used a method of self-recommendation and recommendation. The superiors announced the evaluation standards and publicized the list of candidates and evaluation standards. The final decision on the candidates was still made by open election at the grassroots level. That is to say, unless the superiors exerted strong pressure on the grassroots, otherwise the superiors would not know who would eventually be selected.

If a division commander wanted to effectively control the troops, the best method was to possess absolute personnel power over commanders above the platoon level. A division could have nearly 20,000 troops. The number of commanders including platoon leaders was only over 400. If it was company-level commanders, there were only over 100. Managing these 100-plus or 400-plus people, ensuring that these 100-plus or 400-plus people were his own people, would enable firm control over the command of the entire division's 20,000 people.

The new selection system reduced the division commander's authority in the troops to the lowest level. If a division commander wanted to establish absolute authority in the troops, he first had to overwhelm the division party committee, and also make the company and platoon leaders obey him absolutely. Zhou Zhentao knew this was a task that could absolutely not succeed. The guards of commanders at all levels had to go to the Political Security Department for "one day of training" every month. If Zhou Zhentao really wanted to do this, his guards would likely be the first to "sell out" Zhou Zhentao.

Zhou Zhentao couldn't help but admire Chen Ke's "strict control of subordinates." This system cut off the possibility of anyone possessing absolute authority over the troops from the root. Even if there was, it could only be Chen Ke alone. As long as one of the commanders or political cadres remained loyal to Chen Ke and the People's Party, the individual's strong influence on the troops would be very limited.

"Does Chairman Chen Ke merely want all commanders and soldiers to be just a member of the troops? Is this the revolutionary army that Chairman Chen Ke yearns for?" After thinking this through, Zhou Zhentao couldn't help but continue thinking along this line of thought. Iron-forged barracks, flowing soldiers; what flowed were soldiers, not commanders. If the value of commanders was only reflected in work, and without the command position, the commanders' own value equaled zero? The value of revolutionary meritorious officials only lay in the period of serving the revolution; once they were no longer in active service, were they nothing? Zhou Zhentao finally arrived at such a conclusion.

While thinking intensely, Zhou Zhentao heard Yang Deshui ask: "Commander Zhou, this grassroots commander selection work is not quite the same as before. The troops are about to resume military training. I think the evaluation should not only consider the labor performance that has already ended, but also consider the military training that is about to take place. We are troops after all, not only do we have to labor, but more importantly, we have to fight battles. I think the division party committee also needs to start discussing this aspect."

Zhou Zhentao did not care much about Yang Deshui's words. He answered somewhat absent-mindedly: "I know."

In the following days, the discussions in the troops of the Huaihai Military Region began to shift from soldiers speaking to the stage of commanders explaining work to the comrades. Addressing the issues raised by comrades in the previous few days, troop commanders and political work cadres gave targeted explanations and discussed solutions together with the comrades.

With the precedent of Gu Lu's regiment, all troops formulated ideas that were close to the grassroots, and also proposed the idea of "officers teaching soldiers, soldiers teaching officers."

Chen Ke also wrote an article titled "No Feudal Power Enfeoffment System is Allowed in the Revolutionary Army" at the opportune moment. The article used a large amount of the speech from the previous "We Are Comrades, We Must Be in Step." Chen Ke pointed out that the reason the feudal system lagged behind the times was because the feudal system itself possessed a strong "class solidification" ideology. Dragons beget dragons, phoenixes beget phoenixes, and a mouse's son can burrow holes. In the People's Revolutionary Army, this ideology of solidified classes is absolutely not allowed to exist. There is only one standard for measuring the revolutionary army, and that is "work." All promotions or dismissals are only related to work. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army must continuously progress, not stand still and refuse to make progress, and definitely not allowed to regress. Because this kind of standing still harms the interests of all members of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Even if some people temporarily get benefits from it, these benefits are built on the foundation of the common loss of interests of the vast number of comrades.

Once this article came out, Zhou Zhentao knew that Chen Ke had made up his mind to rectify. Sure enough, at the same time the grassroots commander selection work began, all middle and high-ranking cadres not participating in the selection work were concentrated for study. Zhou Zhentao was a division commander after all, and also an old comrade. Some old comrades-in-arms, disregarding that Zhou Zhentao had "made mistakes," privately told Zhou Zhentao: Political Department Director Chen Tianhua was going to establish Chen Ke's People's Revolution ideology as the Party's ideology at this study meeting. All Party members must establish the People's Revolution ideology as their own ideology.

The old comrade advised Zhou Zhentao anxiously, "Old Zhou, we all followed Chairman Chen to make revolution together. Everyone admires Chairman Chen very much. Even if Chairman Chen's discipline requirements are strict, Chairman Chen has never been unfair to everyone. Up to now, there are many people who want to bring you down, but Chairman Chen has shouldered so many things for you. Just lower your head and admit a mistake. We'll do whatever Chairman Chen asks us to do. We'll consider problems however Chairman Chen asks us to consider them. As long as you state your position, Chairman Chen will definitely not do anything to you. You haven't said a word until now; even if we want to speak for you, we can't."

Zhou Zhentao looked at his old comrade and suddenly laughed out loud, "Yes. Now we bunch of people take Chairman Chen's People's Revolution ideology as our ideology. For the cadre selection below, according to Chairman Chen's instructions, the grassroots comrades select the people they approve of. And then? We just shout 'Long live Chairman Chen, long live, long long live'? Then what are we? When I rebelled against the Qing back then, it was to oppose this kind of thing. I can't watch as we overthrow one emperor, only for another emperor to rise up."

The old comrade really hadn't expected Zhou Zhentao to say this. He was stunned, and the anxious look on his face gradually turned into anger, "You make me shout 'Long live Chairman Chen, long live, long long live,' I feel at ease. What, are you preparing to let people shout 'Long live Commander Zhou, thousand years, thousand thousand years'?"

"I don't want to hear people shout 'thousand years' either. Chairman Chen told me last time, who ruined the futures of so many sacrificed comrades? I now feel that those many sacrificed comrades wouldn't approve of this current way of doing things either. We conquered the world, we have to sit in this world. Even if it's for those sacrificed comrades, we have to sit in this world. Dismissing people for trivial matters, I can't accept it even now. This is unfair to us comrades who followed the revolution early on."

Hearing these words, the old comrade's expression also softened. The comrades dismissed this time were mostly old comrades. Zhou Zhentao's "rescue work" was not without people agreeing with it in their hearts. The reason no one stood up to speak for Zhou Zhentao was simply because Chen Ke did not intend to do anything to Zhou Zhentao.

After thinking for a while, the old comrade asked, "Old Zhou, what do you plan to do?"

"Since Chairman Chen gave me this face, I can't let this face fall to the ground. If this matter isn't brought up in this study session, I won't say anything. If this matter is brought up, I have to speak."

The old comrade knew Zhou Zhentao's temper. He thought for a good while before saying helplessly, "It would be best if you could not speak. If you do speak, I won't say I'll help you, but I definitely won't let anyone bully you. Whoever dares to bring out Chairman Chen to suppress you, I definitely won't agree."

Since the old comrade said this, Zhou Zhentao simply thanked him. The feelings of comrades-in-arms for many years moved Zhou Zhentao greatly. With someone supporting him so firmly at a critical moment, Zhou Zhentao also felt that he'd better not speak. After all, this wasn't just for himself; he had to consider his comrades-in-arms.

Identical to the situation revealed by the old comrade, the troops' study session this time didn't discuss military affairs at all, but went straight for politics. Chen Ke gave a speech titled "Revolution Knows No Order of Priority." As soon as the report ended, Zhou Zhentao stood up, "Chairman Chen, according to what you said, does it mean that revolution knows no order of priority, and revolution has no meritorious officials?"

The venue was silent. Everyone's eyes were focused on Zhou Zhentao—some surprised, some anxious, some approving, some disgusted, some admiring. None of the participating comrades spoke; under the same silence lay different moods.

Chen Ke knew someone would definitely stand up like this. Not to mention the People's Party which had been established for less than six years, even the parties in history couldn't completely get rid of the "meritorious official" ideology after the victory of the revolution. Even without talking about that time, even in the 21st century, wasn't the character Li Yunlong created in "Drawing Sword" (Liang Jian) praised by many people? Although in reality, just for the single act of appointing a guard privately, a person like Li Yunlong would have long been purged by Party discipline, let alone organizing combat privately for his own wife.

With Zhou Zhentao standing up, Chen Ke felt both gratified and regretful. With an emotion that was hard to describe, Chen Ke answered: "Everything has a beginning and an end. Merit evaluation is never about evaluating future credit, but evaluating past credit. The past is already over. But we don't live in the past every day; we live in the present, live before our eyes, live in the moment. So in this moment, who do you say is a meritorious official? We can't always live in the past."

"Comrades have accumulated so much credit, you have to give them one more chance, right?" Zhou Zhentao said.

"Even for comrades who have been dismissed, as long as they can recognize their mistakes, they certainly have a chance. Everything has a beginning and an end; no one forbids them from continuing to participate in revolutionary work."

"Participate in revolutionary work from scratch? After so many years of effort, just because of this one thing, they become the most grassroots soldiers? They didn't have problems in military posts, but violated discipline because of other things. I think we can't ignore these comrades' performance in military posts. We can't strip them to the bottom regardless of the mistake. This is unfair."

Zhou Zhentao's words voiced the aspirations of many comrades. Some comrades were already nodding slightly in approval. The practice of stripping someone to the bottom was indeed relatively excessive, coupled with the intensity of the fierce grassroots personnel adjustments afterwards which exceeded the comrades' imagination. Quite a few comrades felt very unaccustomed to the new selection system, and even had considerable resistance.

"So far, no stripping to the bottom has occurred. The dismissed comrades are now being reorganized for study. Your view is inevitably too one-sided," Chen Ke replied.

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Zhou Zhentao was certain that Chen Ke absolutely did not support restoring those comrades to their original positions. Having reached this point, Zhou Zhentao had nothing to fear. He said loudly, "Then what about after they finish their studies? Now the grassroots are conducting selections, and middle and high-ranking cadres are all here studying. When the study is finished, all positions will have candidates. Even if we want to arrange work for these comrades again, where can we arrange them? If those comrades don't start from scratch, are we to let them eat idle meals?"

Sitting on the rostrum with Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua couldn't bear it anymore. He stood up, "Comrade Zhou Zhentao, after all this talk, you still don't accept the dismissal of these comrades who made mistakes. If we just criticize a few sentences after a mistake is made, then where is the organizational discipline? We talk about learning from past mistakes to avoid future ones, and curing the sickness to save the patient. This is no different from saying nothing."

Zhou Zhentao sneered, "I'm afraid it's not these comrades who are being rectified this time. I think the ones being rectified this time are us old guys. Chairman Chen, I think your methods are much more formidable than I thought. First, stabilize us, then replace the people below with people you fancy, making us figureheads. Then gather us together for this study; if we don't pass the study, it'll be time to rectify us. How many of us are there? You don't need to rectify us; our own guards will take care of us. Zhao Kuangyin released military power with a cup of wine; he at least knew to invite everyone for a drink. We don't even need to drink wine; just pour a glass of water for each person and we have to obediently hand over power."

While fiercely attacking Chen Ke, Zhou Zhentao pointed at the tea mug in front of him. In this meeting, every cadre had a tea mug in front of them. Zhou Zhentao didn't like tea; there was only plain water in his mug. Hearing this metaphor, some comrades "pfft" and laughed out loud. A touch of absurdity was added to the solemn atmosphere in the venue.

Chen Tianhua was furious at Zhou Zhentao's words. Hearing this laugh, his hands trembled with anger. Chen Ke held Chen Tianhua's hand down and said, "Comrade Chen Tianhua, sit down." If Chen Tianhua couldn't hold back his anger and said something, Chen Ke would find it troublesome instead. According to the ordinary political struggle mode, Chen Ke should have let some comrades come out to preside, while he manipulated from behind. This way, Chen Ke could ensure his detached status and wouldn't make enemies. But Chen Ke knew that was the method of true personnel struggle, and he opposed this method. This kind of struggle would definitely exist in the future; it didn't shift according to Chen Ke's personal will at all. But Chen Ke didn't hope that the Rectification Movement he presided over would also use such inferior means.

More importantly, Zhou Zhentao was not talking nonsense. Chen Ke had considered everything he said. The most important purpose of the Rectification Movement in history was to establish "Mao Zedong Thought" and establish the Party's organizational discipline in an extremely clear way. The purpose of rectification was not to punish people, but to completely eliminate internal strife within the Party organization by establishing a leader and an ideology. Therefore, there were many people who failed to graduate from the Yan'an Party School. Many comrades waited for a long, long time for work assignment after finishing all courses. If viewed from the angle of personnel struggle, if viewed as the "methods" Zhou Zhentao spoke of, this method of depriving power could be said to be extremely brilliant. Comrades who did not support Mao Zedong Thought were indeed cleverly stripped from the organization. The Yan'an Party School was not a place where one could easily graduate just by shouting "Long live Chairman Mao" a few times.

Zhou Zhentao accurately grasped the core of this rectification. The establishment of the grassroots democracy model relieved the worries of fierce chaos occurring in the Party, government, and army. Chen Ke could finally rectify the middle and high levels with a free hand. Just like the Yan'an Rectification, no matter how the middle and high levels of the People's Party shouted "Long live Chairman Chen," they couldn't graduate easily.

The situation Chen Ke was in now was quite different from the situation Chairman Mao was in back then. Chen Ke had been the leader of the People's Party from beginning to end, the founder of the base area, and the creator of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. There was simply no figure in the Party who could contend with Chen Ke. However, just as there were people like Zhang Guotao back then, Zhou Zhentao also stood up to express firm opposition.

After Chen Tianhua forced down his anger and sat down, Chen Ke cheered up and asked seriously, "Then Comrade Zhou Zhentao, are you purely opposing the handling method of some comrades this time, or are you opposing the entire Rectification Movement?"

Seeing that Chen Ke did not get angry in the face of unprecedented questioning, but instead controlled the situation first and then conducted a one-on-one discussion, the comrades felt much more at ease, and their eyes immediately turned to Zhou Zhentao.

Zhou Zhentao originally thought that since he "exposed" Chen Ke's methods, even if Chen Ke didn't fly into a rage, he would at least hesitate. He didn't expect that facing this attack, Chen Ke not only controlled the situation well but also kicked the ball back to his feet. Zhou Zhentao felt it difficult to cope instead. His outburst was indeed based on a relatively long period of consideration, but this consideration was only directed at Chen Ke's practices, not a systematic and comprehensive negation of Chen Ke's ideology. Even if there was negation, it was far from rising to the level of constructing an ideological system belonging to Zhou Zhentao himself. As the right to speak was cleverly thrown back to Zhou Zhentao by Chen Ke, Zhou Zhentao felt he had a lot to say in his heart, but not a single sentence could get the universal approval of the participating comrades.

Having provoked such a big topic, he then realized that he was far from having the ability to master this topic. Zhou Zhentao saw the eyes of the surrounding comrades change from expectation to doubt as he remained silent. He was anxious in his heart, but the more anxious he was, the less he could find a sentence that could fully express his true aspirations.

Chen Ke opposite Zhou Zhentao said nothing, just steadily watching Zhou Zhentao slowly turn red in the face and neck, but remaining silent all the while. The venue thus fell into a kind of silence.

PS: Originally I didn't want to explain. This time I had to use Pinyin to replace a few banned words, so I couldn't help but say a few words. It's not that I'm being mushy and must use the word "Grandpa Mao," and compared to many Pinyin replacements, the author would rather use the word "Grandpa Mao" as a tribute to the great man. The author believes that in terms of age, using this address for a revolutionary predecessor born in the century before last is also consistent with the facts.
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The rectification work meeting targeting middle and high-level cadres had sparked intense debate from the very beginning, something some comrades had indeed expected. However, now that the debate was actually happening, everyone didn't feel so at ease. After all, within the People's Party, up to now, no one dared to directly challenge Chen Ke's authority, or rather, no one was willing to challenge Chen Ke's authority. On the issue of how to treat "meritorious contributors," Zhou Zhentao stood up to defend the interests of the "old revolutionaries." Even if everyone agreed in their hearts, no one dared to stand up directly to express support.

When Zhou Zhentao was stumped by Chen Ke's question, seeing his embarrassed expression, the comrades who had originally supported him felt somewhat relieved. They didn't think they could do better than Zhou Zhentao themselves, or at least they didn't have the courage to debate Chen Ke to the end like Zhou Zhentao.

Zhou Zhentao also felt his isolation and helplessness. At this moment, if just one comrade stood up to say a word for him, this awkward situation could be greatly alleviated. But he held back for a long time, and he was still standing there alone. There wasn't even a single comrade to help him out of the predicament. Zhou Zhentao found that the more he thought about others, the less he could answer the question. Finally, he simply threw everything to the back of his mind and spoke entirely according to his own thoughts, "Chairman Chen, you are too harsh on the comrades. I only oppose this point. Apart from this, I don't want to oppose anything else. Those comrades indeed made mistakes, and looking at myself these days, I have also made quite a few mistakes. If you want to punish me, I have no complaints. But this punishment is too heavy, I feel it is unfair. At the very least, you have to give a chance to atone for crimes with good deeds."

Hearing Zhou Zhentao finally speak, the comrades' eyes fell back on Chen Ke.

"Merit is merit, and fault is fault. These are originally two completely different matters. Why must we mix them into one thing? For example, if one made a mistake in the past, does that mistake cease to exist just because they do ten thousand correct things afterwards? Things that have been done are history. Who has the great ability to make things that have happened disappear? Comrades, we all pride ourselves on being materialists. We cannot use an idealist mode of thinking to consider problems!"

Seeing that Chen Ke did not press hard on the theory, Zhou Zhentao finally felt he could catch his breath. He replied, "It is right to punish those who made mistakes, but the punishment cannot be so heavy. Everyone is on tenterhooks all day, afraid of being removed from office if they make a mistake. How can we work?"

Chen Ke explained patiently, "A person's thoughts are never isolated. The dominant factor in making a mistake is the internal cause. For example, the army requires a grenade throwing distance of over 19 meters. If a comrade lacks arm strength and doesn't practice or exercise, he can't throw it 19 meters no matter what. If one day he suddenly throws it over 19 meters, it definitely means he wasn't performing normally that day. Making mistakes is the same. Since he made such a mistake, it shows that his understanding and perception of the world are just like that. If he doesn't reflect, learn, or work on himself after making a mistake, and you let him do the same thing again, it will still be the same mistake. Because this is the internal cause. External evaluations of him do not affect the function of this internal cause. Our organization is so huge, and its operation requires a large number of comrades to work together. Comrades have all visited military factories. Manufacturing a shell requires dozens or hundreds of processes. If there is a problem in one process link, or even a machine breaks down, the entire batch of thousands or tens of thousands of shells will have problems. The hard work of countless worker comrades in the other dozens of processes will come to naught. Placed within the organization, if Zhang San makes a mistake in this matter, and Li Si makes a mistake in another matter, and the mistakes accumulate one by one, how can the revolutionary work continue?"

Zhou Zhentao knew he was no match for Chen Ke in reasoning. He also gave up arguing with Chen Ke on this point. Zhou Zhentao held on tight to one point and didn't let go, "The punishment of stripping everything down to the bottom is still too severe."

"This is not stripping everything down to the bottom, but gathering the comrades together to study. Through study, they can understand the world and society more profoundly. Cultivate a more scientific worldview, outlook on life, and values. This is like removing the firewood from under the cauldron, solving the problem from the root. Comrades who pursue official positions will naturally feel aggrieved. Comrades who pursue progress, even if they are not entirely convinced, I believe they will obey orders. I will say it again, rectification is not purging people. If it were purging people, why would we organize study?" Chen Ke suppressed the dissatisfaction in his heart and explained in an unhurried tone.

Hearing Chen Ke's explanation, most of the participating comrades breathed a sigh of relief. The People's Party emphasized education, and education within the party was grasped very tightly. It was not just one or two people who could not get promoted because their study progress was slow. Since Chen Ke said so, the comrades put their hearts at ease. Being removed from office for making a mistake was certainly somewhat unkind, but organizing these comrades to study after removal was enough to show that Chen Ke had not abandoned these comrades. Even the comrades who originally supported Zhou Zhentao thought that Zhou Zhentao should take the initiative to sit down at this time. However, still no one made a sound. Whether it was to save some face for Zhou Zhentao, or they didn't want to explicitly express support for Zhou Zhentao, in short, no one took the initiative to intervene in this debate.

Zhou Zhentao stood there alone. He felt he had almost been persuaded by Chen Ke. If it weren't for Chen Ke's layout at the grassroots level, and if he hadn't clearly seen Chen Ke's ingenious adjustments in personnel, Zhou Zhentao would have believed that what Chen Ke said was the complete truth. Zhou Zhentao didn't want to not sit down, but he understood very well that since he had debated with Chen Ke to this extent, plus Zhou Zhentao knew he had made quite a few mistakes himself, if he just borrowed the slope to get off the donkey and sat down, it would be equivalent to handing over all the initiative to Chen Ke. No matter how reasonable Chen Ke's words were, Zhou Zhentao could not possibly keep his current position during the subsequent rectification study. Originally, Zhou Zhentao thought he was sticking his neck out for his old comrades-in-arms, but now he discovered that his heart was far less pure than he had thought. Judging from past experience, to get a promotion, one had to participate in various party school studies. Party school study was also a fairly cruel elimination process; not all comrades could get a promotion after studying.

Suppressing his unease and desperately mustering his courage, Zhou Zhentao finally said, "Chairman Chen, I made a mistake, and I don't dare to ask to atone for my crimes. I just ask that you issue a notice stating that comrades who were rectified in the previous period can be restored to their positions if they pass the assessment after study. As long as this notice is issued, the comrades can be at ease. I just have this one point..."

Before Zhou Zhentao could finish speaking, an old comrade-in-arms sitting next to him grabbed Zhou Zhentao's wrist. He said loudly, "You just talk too much nonsense. How is it your turn to speak on such matters? Hurry up and sit down."

Among the comrades present, there were quite a few from official families. Even those from humble backgrounds had seen the world. Regardless of the expression on their faces, or lack thereof, everyone's heart was as clear as a mirror.

If Zhou Zhentao had sat down honestly just now, this matter would have ended there. But that last paragraph of Zhou Zhentao's was really a bit excessive. If one made a mistake, one had to be punished. Even if it wasn't stripping everything down to the bottom, demotion was a very reasonable way of handling it. Everyone could guess Zhou Zhentao's meaning; it was nothing more than wanting Chen Ke to explicitly state that he would not leave these comrades idle and unused. However, organizational personnel arrangements were naturally decided by the organization. For Zhou Zhentao to ask Chen Ke to make such a statement was completely inconsistent with the system.

Zhou Zhentao's old comrade-in-arms interrupted him, clearly wanting to stop the matter right there. This was certainly the behavior a comrade-in-arms should have. It was just that this help came too late. Even the comrades understood Zhou Zhentao's intention of considering himself, let alone a leader like Chen Ke who didn't tolerate sand in his eyes. Since Zhou Zhentao had already said the first half, it didn't make much difference whether he finished the second half.

Sure enough, Chen Ke's face darkened. Throughout the entire debate, Chen Ke hadn't had such an expression. While Zhou Zhentao looked embarrassed, neither standing nor sitting, Chen Ke spoke, "Comrade Zhou Zhentao, our People's Party is a revolutionary political party. Our organization's judgment of people is different from other political forces, and also different from the judgment of people in many Chinese traditions. The People's Party believes that the standard for judging a person is not this person's official position, nor this person's job title. It is this person's labor ability, the attitude this person displays in work and study. And regarding everything you said, my personal view is that you consistently insist that the standard for judging a comrade is first his official position, first his job title, and not the comrade himself. If you insist on maintaining such an attitude, I can only say that your level of understanding has not yet reached the standard of a qualified People's Party member. You are not a truly qualified revolutionary."

A low sound resonated in the conference room. Some sucked in a breath of cold air, some couldn't help but sigh, or accidentally bumped into tables and benches without noticing. This was the first time Chen Ke had formally spoken words denying a comrade. Before this, Chen Ke would occasionally lose his temper, but he had never spoken so mercilessly.

Looking at the comrades' reactions, Chen Ke also felt very uncomfortable in his heart. Now that the focus of contradictions was becoming more detailed and practical, some things could not be achieved purely by education. A twisted melon is not sweet; this is the same at any time. Even knowing that some things had to be done, Chen Ke still inevitably felt somewhat melancholy when he thought of the consequences of making such a decision.

Just as Chen Ke was preparing to continue speaking, Zhou Zhentao's old comrade-in-arms, Yang Baogui, Political Commissar of the Huaihai Military Region, finally stood up. He had not been transferred to this position for long, so he hadn't spoken much. "Chairman Chen, hand Comrade Zhou Zhentao over to our Military Region Party Committee for handling. Based on his current performance, I personally feel it is no longer a question of his mistakes, but a discussion about Comrade Zhou Zhentao's retention. The Party Committee has not discussed Comrade Zhou Zhentao's problems, which is a dereliction of duty in the Party Committee's work. We were wrong before, we cannot continue to be wrong later."

Yang Baogui took all the responsibility. Chen Ke couldn't say anything more. His goal was rectification, not to hunt down comrades to the end. "Then let the Party Committee discuss it," Chen Ke said.

The matter seemed to have reached a conclusion here. Most comrades thought Zhou Zhentao would receive severe criticism, or perhaps be stripped of his post and enter a training class to study. However, the two consecutive notices three days later left the comrades dumbfounded.

"In view of Comrade Zhou Zhentao's conduct, on March 3, 1912, after discussion by the Huaihai Military Region Party Committee, a decision was made to remove Comrade Zhou Zhentao from all military positions, retaining his military status."

"On March 3, 1912, after discussion by the Huaihai Military Region Party Committee, Comrade Zhou Zhentao was removed from his party positions and given the disciplinary punishment of expulsion from the party with one year of probation within the party."

The People's Party had never punished a comrade so severely until now. Administrative positions and party positions were stripped clean. Zhou Zhentao went directly from a dignified division commander, deputy secretary of the division party committee, and member of the division standing committee, to a comrade with only military status and no formal establishment. No comrade who heard this news failed to feel shaken.

Just as the comrades were talking about this, more news came one after another. In the grassroots democratic life meetings, the cases of comrades taken down due to mistakes in this rectification had already been communicated. Analyzing the mistakes of these comrades in the meetings explained why they were taken down on one hand, and warned comrades not to make such mistakes again on the other. Squad leaders, platoon leaders, company commanders, battalion commanders, and regiment commanders had all become subjects of discussion. Now, Zhou Zhentao, a division commander, had also become a new subject of discussion.

To have such a "reputation" among the 100,000 troops of the Huaihai Provincial Military Region was truly losing face to the extreme. The older comrades felt intense fear at such a result.

In the five days after the notice was issued, over a hundred comrades, including Zhou Zhentao, applied to leave the party. Only twenty-something of them had been punished. The remaining nearly one hundred comrades had not received direct criticism so far. Their reason for leaving the party was simple: "A person lives for a face, a tree lives for its bark." Since the People's Party's system didn't save face for comrades, everyone felt they had no face to face their comrades, so it was better to part on good terms.

For these comrades who asked to leave, the People's Party only required them to write a statement of withdrawal from the party, which was publicized within the party and the army for a week. After a week, they were all issued travel passes. Regardless of whether they had worked a full month, the full month's allowance was issued, and travel expenses and subsidies were given. Luggage shipping was covered, and for those unwilling to carry personal belongings, cash compensation was given based on the value of the items. All payments were made in silver dollars, not Renminbi banknotes.

"Revolution is entirely voluntary; we part on good terms. We will never force anyone to stay." This was the Propaganda Department's explanation for this.

Learning of this handling method, a portion of the comrades who were equally dissatisfied in their hearts but worried about being made things difficult for when leaving the party successively submitted applications to leave the party. Another portion of dissatisfied comrades decided to stay temporarily. Since they could leave whenever they wanted, there was no need to rush.

On March 15th, Chen Tianhua found Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, yesterday, finally no comrades came to me to submit applications to leave the party." Chen Tianhua appeared quite exhausted. Before this, he had also been ruthless in his heart many times, vowing to expel those unqualified party members. But when hundreds of comrades actually applied to leave, he found that the sense of satisfaction in his heart was far less intense than he had imagined. At this moment, Chen Tianhua felt more of an indescribable discomfort and a faint fear.

Chen Ke was approving documents. He didn't even lift his head, responding as if nothing had happened, "Oh."

"Chairman Chen, aren't you worried that these comrades will take away party secrets when they leave? You should at least require these comrades to make some guarantees," Chen Tianhua advised.

Chen Ke finally looked up. Chen Tianhua then discovered that Chen Ke's expression was far less calm than his voice. A faint exhaustion could be seen without much effort. "Comrade Tianhua, no guarantee has any meaning. If these leaving comrades want to talk, they will talk. If they don't want to talk, they won't. Sometimes, even if they don't want to talk, someone will force them to talk. Since everyone has decided to leave, these comrades are free. These petty practices do not accord with scientific principles."

Chen Tianhua had long accepted Chen Ke's orders. What he actually wanted to say was not to prevent these comrades from leaking news, but to ask Chen Ke to keep these comrades. Seeing that Chen Ke didn't take the bait at all, Chen Tianhua spoke as if talking to himself, "Perhaps we should thank these comrades. Their actions not only allowed comrades with different routes within the party to leave, but also took away a considerable number of comrades who had the same thoughts as them. We purified the team through their actions and strengthened the cohesion of the organization. At least the comrades who stayed know why they chose to stay..."

Chen Ke ignored Chen Tianhua and continued to bury his head in approving official documents.

"However, what impact will this handling method have at the grassroots level? Seeing such a situation, will the soldiers feel that they can leave if they want to? These soldiers are different from these party cadres. The comrades in the party are voluntary. The soldiers are conscripted through the compulsory military service system. If they want to leave, should we let them leave too?"

"Comrade Tianhua, are you chanting scriptures with this chatter?" Wu Xingchen's voice came from outside the door. Chen Tianhua didn't expect that while he wanted to persuade Chen Ke and Chen Ke ignored him, Wu Xingchen came out to interject.

Chen Tianhua forced a smile. "When a monk for a day, one hits the bell for a day. After hitting the bell, one has to chant scriptures. Being able to chant the scriptures well can be considered fulfilling the monk's duty. It's just that these scriptures are not easy to chant right now."

"What's so hard about chanting them?" Wu Xingchen said loudly. "I think Chairman Chen said it well in the last meeting. People are just like a machine. If the products produced are problematic, it means there is a problem with the machine. If this machine operates normally according to its own laws, it will continuously produce problematic products. If one day this machine produces a product without problems, it means the machine itself has changed. Since some comrades don't think they have problems, but that we have problems, then parting on good terms is good for everyone. At least you won't have to emphasize the problem of eliminating the 'meritorious contributor mentality' in the short term."
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The fact that over a hundred cadres requested to leave seemed to have no impact on Wu Xingchen. At least when he appeared before Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua, he showed no sign of regret or disappointment. He said to Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, Comrade Pang Zi wants to see you. He says he knows he was wrong and accepts whatever punishment the organization hands down. He only requests to see Chairman Chen once, hoping that Chairman Chen can forgive him."

Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh upon hearing Wu Xingchen's words. "Commander Wu, I was never angry with Comrade Pang Zi, so there's no question of forgiveness. He just needs to study seriously in the Party School for now."

Wu Xingchen also laughed, "That is true, but Pang Zi is a narrow-minded person. If you don't personally tell him that the matter is over after the punishment, he won't be able to let it go. If you feel it's inappropriate to see him alone, then meet with the comrades who are willing to stay in the Party and have a collective talk with them. I think this is necessary."

Chen Ke understood Wu Xingchen's thinking. These punished comrades were worried they wouldn't receive fair treatment in the future. If Chen Ke could talk to them, at least the comrades wouldn't continue to live in fear. Thinking of this, Chen Ke replied, "That works."

Hearing Wu Xingchen's words, Chen Tianhua sighed with emotion. Wu Xingchen's request was very similar to what Zhou Zhentao had said, but the two were clearly talking about different things. Wu Xingchen only wanted Chen Ke to assure the comrades that they wouldn't receive unfair treatment after the conflict over the rectification line ended; this was an excellent suggestion. Zhou Zhentao's request for Chen Ke to guarantee that the comrades' positions wouldn't be affected was ridiculously wrong. No wonder Wu Xingchen had once left the organization but could still become a Military Region Commander after returning. Zhou Zhentao, despite following Chen Ke from the start, was only a division commander now. This was definitely not just because Wu Xingchen joined the Party a few days earlier than Zhou Zhentao. The difference in breadth of mind between the two was too great. After such a comparison, Chen Tianhua felt a sudden sense of enlightenment.

"In this winter recruitment drive, Huaihai Province has completed the target of 50,000 recruits. Should we start establishing the Engineering Corps and Railway Corps?" Wu Xingchen asked next.

"The Engineering Corps and Railway Corps are technical branches; given the current situation, we can't recruit directly from new recruits. After resuming military training this time, we should mobilize some comrades who aren't quite suitable for the field army to join the Engineering and Railway units. At this stage, we need to consider the work of recruiting outstanding comrades to become volunteer soldiers after their conscription service. We should try our best to keep the backbone elements after their service ends."

Wu Xingchen nodded repeatedly with a smile; keeping the backbone was a major issue for any unit. But he was only happy for a moment before he put away his smile and said seriously, "Chairman Chen, I want to clarify first, I don't mean to chase you away. But how long do you plan to stay in Huaihai Province?"

Chen Tianhua admired Wu Xingchen in his heart for hitting the point with every sentence. Given the situation revealed in the Huaihai Province army rectification, if other provinces conducted rectification on their own, they would definitely cause chaos that the local Party committees couldn't handle. If they didn't want such a result, it was necessary for Chen Ke to go to other provinces to lead the situation, just as before.

"I have to wait until there are results from the rectification in Huaihai Province. If I drop the burden halfway and go to other provinces, I won't be at ease," Chen Ke replied.

Wu Xingchen had finished asking his main questions. He hesitated for a while before asking, "If the comrades who left feel they made a mistake and ask to come back, what are Chairman Chen's thoughts?"

Chen Tianhua immediately perked up to hear Chen Ke's answer, but Chen Ke didn't seem to care much. "It's normal for them to want to come back. If they come back, they can continue to work, but they shouldn't dream of being reinstated to their original posts. If these comrades take the initiative to ask, we must make this clear to them."

Wu Xingchen and Chen Ke answered each other quickly. Seeing they were about to jump to the next topic, Chen Tianhua hurriedly asked, "Will these comrades who left really choose to come back?"

Wu Xingchen smiled bitterly, "I am also someone who left and came back. I felt wronged in the army, but outside was even worse than in the army. These comrades all feel they are somebody. Even if they stayed in the base area, they wouldn't honestly farm and labor. Once they leave the base area, you know how hard life is outside, Comrade Tianhua. Someone will definitely not be able to muddle through and will want to come back. Actually, having been together for so long, I hope they suffer some hardships and realize they thought too highly of themselves. It would be best if they came back honestly. The world outside is not easy to get by in."

Chen Tianhua felt a bit awkward about Wu Xingchen's words. Since they clearly stated they wanted to leave, what was the point of shamelessly coming back? If it were Chen Tianhua himself, he would rather die outside than choose to return. But seeing that there was not a trace of mockery in the bitter smiles of Chen Ke and Wu Xingchen, Chen Tianhua didn't know whether to praise them for their broad-mindedness or feel that they were really "Mr. Nice Guys." At least Chen Ke, who always emphasized distinguishing "who are our friends and who are our enemies," was being too lenient.

If Chen Tianhua could hear Zhou Zhentao's inner voice right now, he might think Chen Ke and Wu Xingchen had foresight. Zhou Zhentao carried a simple bundle, walking on the road back to Shaanxi. Although he restrained himself from looking back, he truly felt waves of loss in his heart. Zhou Zhentao was 27 years old this year. Although his six years in the People's Party were less than a quarter of his life, Zhou Zhentao felt as if he had spent his entire life in this organization.

If it were a collective march, Zhou Zhentao wouldn't have to consider luggage and accommodation issues at all. Long before departure, the Staff Department would have set the marching and combat plans, and the advance troops would have prepared camping spots on the road. Zhou Zhentao only needed to complete the command work according to the plan. Although the work was extremely hard, everything had a clear purpose and complete planning. In such a powerful organization, Zhou Zhentao felt exceptionally strong.

Now that he was alone, there was no need to mention commanding thousands of troops and horses. Just how to walk back to his hometown in Shaanxi was an extremely arduous task. Which road to take, how far to walk each day, whether there were places to rest. Leading a division of more than 20,000 troops to Shaanxi would actually be easier than Zhou Zhentao returning to Shaanxi alone.

At the beginning, because he was holding a breath of anger and felt he had suffered a huge grievance, Zhou Zhentao could still hold on. He could show no weakness when facing the Military Region Party Committee. Now that no one was "oppressing" Zhou Zhentao anymore and Zhou Zhentao was free, he had to suppress himself with great willpower to prevent the thought "Should I go back and admit my mistake to the comrades?" from becoming an option in his mind.

But human subconsciousness is not so easily suppressed. This thought of wanting to return was active in Zhou Zhentao's mind in another form: "If they catch up to me halfway and ask me to go back, I definitely won't go back!"

Until the fifth day of leaving, Zhou Zhentao still believed that the people chasing him would set off. For this reason, Zhou Zhentao even quickened his pace. After all, he had received a fairly formal education in the army, plus the Liberation Shoes were indeed convenient for traveling. He had already left the boundary of Huaihai Province and was almost at Kaifeng. The "pursuers" chasing Zhou Zhentao still hadn't appeared.

However, reality always exists objectively. Zhou Zhentao also had to face his real situation first. When he was in the Huaihai base area, he had nothing to fear. Bandits and robbers had long been swept away; the base area had always held an attitude of thorough strikes against these gangs that disrupted production order. The junction of the three provinces had always been a "lawless" area with chaotic order and rampant bandits. The People's Party fully utilized the chaotic order of these lawless areas, constantly sending troops to strike at bandits and rogue bandits. Of course, the strikes weren't for nothing; the People's Party formally "existed" in these areas. Starting from maintaining order, next was seizing the power to collect taxes, then land reform and establishing grassroots organizations. At the junction with the base area, such as Lankao and other places, except for a few officials in the county seat who were still locals of Henan, most of Lankao County paid taxes to the People's Party, not to the Beiyang Henan government.

There was a huge characteristic under the rule of the People's Party, which was that there was finally investment in public utilities. Even if the roads weren't renovated, at least there were road signs at every intersection. Every town along the way had public facilities like state-run inns, post offices, schools, and clinics. One could even see newspapers, things that were already quite common inside the base area but only appeared in big cities outside.

It was spring now. The land by the roadside that had been leveled was divided quite neatly. Farmers were working in the fields holding farm tools manufactured in the base area. There was a row of trees every few hundred meters between fields, and two rows of trees were neatly planted on both sides of the road. The orderly layout, although somewhat monotonous, proved that this was the People's Party's territory. After leaving the People's Party's territory, or more bluntly, after walking until the two rows of trees by the roadside suddenly no longer continued, the scenery displayed before Zhou Zhentao's eyes was vastly different.

As if a spell had been cast, the originally neat square fields were immediately replaced by crooked and messy ridges. The large thatched huts for rest during busy farming seasons that appeared every so often turned into various small shacks. In some places, there weren't even shacks. Peasant couples went down to the fields together, rolling their bedding into a roll, and the children brought out by the adults played beside the bedding rolls. Older children led younger children, all dressed in tatters and dirty.

If this were in the base area, the young children would have been sent to kindergarten, and the older children would be in school. The adults would be liberated from these household chores and would naturally be happy. Not to mention children going to school, adults would also learn culture and technology. Every large thatched hut for rest during busy farming seasons had a blackboard. While working, farmers would write the characters to be learned that day on paper and stick one on everyone's back. They could see it when they looked up to catch their breath. There would also definitely be comrades from the rural technical work teams working with the farmers, consulting farmers about agricultural issues during breaks, and also explaining agricultural technology issues to the farmers.

A few years of work experience made Zhou Zhentao think this was only natural and right. But once he left the base area, Zhou Zhentao discovered that this could only be natural and right in a society like the base area. Leaving the base area by just one *li*, this kind of society disappeared.

He only needed to turn his head to see, from a distance, the cooperative's large livestock pulling iron plows, with farmers pushing hard behind the plows, tilling the land together. But close at hand, farmers were waving wooden farm tools with all their might, busy with farm work at extremely low efficiency.

Unlike the People's Party's labor teams which were almost entirely adults, the laborers outside the base area were even more numerous than the People's Party's in terms of numbers alone. Old people, middle-aged people, youths, teenagers, and children were mixed together, working hard in the spring fields for a year's livelihood. But the tools and production organization were really too poor. Without even needing to look much, Zhou Zhentao, who had participated in farm construction, knew that when the work in the base area was finished in two days, the farmers outside the base area still wouldn't be done with the urgent farm work.

As for the base area's policy of centralizing living facilities in each village, a major benefit was the convenience of collecting various manure and then centrally producing farmyard manure. Outside the base area, farmers would urinate on their own field edges; there was no concept of large-scale manure collection at all. Spring plowing was a race against time with the heavens. Tilling the land a day earlier meant sowing a day earlier. Sowing a day earlier meant the crops grew one day longer before harvest. This one extra day of growth could very likely result in a few more *jin* of grain, allowing a family to eat for a few more days before the next sowing.

Zhou Zhentao had understood this simple principle very well when he was at home. But in the base area, because the base area turned individual family production into whole-society socialized production, much of the work originally borne by families was taken up by the agricultural department, the cooperatives, and even basic water conservancy projects participated in by the troops. For example, the irrigation networks built by the troops turned large areas of dry land that originally depended on the heavens into irrigated land. Large-scale manure collection, although not much when distributed to each *mu* of land, was always better than nothing. Countless works condensed into not just those seemingly massive projects or the monotonously scenic neat farmland. Everything the People's Party had done over the years was to make every effort to turn all land into top-grade fertile fields that could be watered during droughts and drained during floods, which previously only existed in a few places.

The countryside was still the countryside, but the new countryside was completely different.

Zhou Zhentao finally stopped his steps. At this point, Zhou Zhentao had to admit that if he continued walking like this, he would truly break away from the base area and the People's Party. At this moment, that arrogance and strong unhappiness were overwhelmed by everything he saw in reality. Without needing to see it with his own eyes, Zhou Zhentao could imagine that his hometown in Shaanxi was definitely still the same scene as when he left.

The revolutionaries could overthrow the Qing Dynasty, and could even kill all the Manchus, but without the hard work of millions or tens of millions of people, this vast countryside could never become like the People's Party base area. Without implementing comprehensive land reform, it was impossible to gather millions or tens of millions of laborers to engage in such arduous work.

Standing on the spot, Zhou Zhentao felt intense fear for the first time. If he didn't turn back now, he would return to the world of the past. And that world was what Zhou Zhentao had tried his best to escape.

Just as Zhou Zhentao was feeling uneasy, a group of men and horses appeared in the distance. Judging by their attire, they were Beiyang Army soldiers. Zhou Zhentao almost subconsciously became alert. All soldiers leaving the army had to hand over their guns; Zhou Zhentao was no exception even as a division commander. However, Military Region Commander Wu Xingchen had given Zhou Zhentao a base-area-manufactured Mauser 20-round select-fire pistol. Zhou Zhentao's hand had already reached into his bosom and gripped the handle of the gun.

"Is that Division Commander Zhou Zhentao of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army ahead?" The cavalry's speed wasn't very fast; the road surface was really too bad for horses to run. The leading cavalryman saw Zhou Zhentao had the intention of drawing his gun and hurriedly shouted loudly.

Knowing that these Beiyang soldiers were indeed coming for him, Zhou Zhentao felt a burst of tension.

The cavalry didn't draw guns or swing sabers, and didn't even speed up. The leading cavalryman even slowed down and shouted, "Division Commander Zhou, don't misunderstand. We have no malicious intent. We just heard that Division Commander Zhou wants to return to Shaanxi. We were ordered by the Military Governor of Henan to specially come and welcome Division Commander Zhou and escort you to Kaifeng."

Although he didn't know what these Beiyang soldiers meant, Zhou Zhentao wasn't too nervous anymore. Having broken away from the base area, he could only be under Beiyang's rule. Zhou Zhentao had some psychological preparation for this. Now Beiyang had practically reached a ceasefire agreement with the People's Party. The possibility of arbitrary killing wasn't non-existent, but it wasn't that high. Moreover, Zhou Zhentao only had to run back less than one *li* to return to the base area's territory.

Zhou Zhentao pulled his hand out from his bosom and laughed, "No need to go to such trouble."

The Beiyang cavalry had arrived in front of Zhou Zhentao by now. The leader jumped off his warhorse. After saluting Zhou Zhentao first, the man said, "Division Commander Zhou, before we came, the Military Governor of Henan repeatedly instructed us. Coming to welcome Division Commander Zhou this time is just to fulfill our duties as hosts, not to detain you, and certainly not to harm you. You are also a renowned figure nowadays. Henan is not peaceful right now, and there are many bandits on the road. Although Division Commander Zhou is a hero and small horse bandits are nothing to you, it would delay your journey. And if someone talks nonsense and fabricates news that Division Commander Zhou was murdered in our Henan, our Beiyang Army would lose face. So, Division Commander Zhou, if you don't trust us, we'll give you a horse and you can go back to Xuzhou. If you insist on leaving, then let us accompany you. What do you think, Division Commander Zhou?"

Zhou Zhentao felt quite smug in his heart. This Beiyang soldier said so much, but the core point was still fear of the People's Party. If something happened to Zhou Zhentao and the People's Party used it as an excuse, Zhou Zhentao's single division could sweep away the Beiyang 2nd Division and other local troops currently stationed in Henan.

However, this smugness only lasted for a moment. When the base area arranged for someone to accompany Zhou Zhentao back to his hometown, Zhou Zhentao had sternly refused. Now, as long as he left with these Beiyang soldiers, he would fall into others' hands. Don't look at how nice the Beiyang soldiers were speaking right now; that was because this was less than one *li* from the People's Party's territory. As long as Zhou Zhentao went with these people, God knows what would happen.

Seeing Zhou Zhentao hesitating, the leader whispered with a smile, "We've also heard some things. It seems Division Commander Zhou has left the People's Party. Our Governor said that a great talent like Mr. Zhou cannot be tolerated by the People's Party, but our Beiyang is thirsty for talent. Now the People's Party is strong and our Beiyang is weak. If Division Commander Zhou is willing to give us this face, we would be too happy, how could we harm you?"

This Beiyang soldier's words made great sense. From Beiyang's interest, treating Zhou Zhentao with respect was the best policy right now. Zhou Zhentao had also considered this point before deciding to take the land route. Of course, taking the train from Kaifeng via Zhengzhou to Luoyang, then from Luoyang through Sanmenxia, crossing Tongguan into Shaanxi, was also the shortest route.

Zhou Zhentao turned around and looked at the base area. No one had come to chase him. Sighing, Zhou Zhentao turned back and said, "Then thank you very much."

"It's great that Division Commander Zhou is willing to grace us with his presence. Will you ride a horse or take a sedan chair? If taking a sedan chair, please wait a moment, the sedan chair is slow and hasn't caught up yet."

Beiyang was so attentive that Zhou Zhentao felt much less hostility in his heart. He laughed, "We soldiers don't take sedan chairs. Riding a horse will do."

Taking the reins attentively handed over by the Beiyang soldier, Zhou Zhentao mounted the horse. He glanced once more in the direction of the People's Party base area, then spurred the horse towards Kaifeng.

At this moment, he felt only a strong sense of melancholy in his heart.
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Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang was from Xiangcheng, Henan, and was a cousin of Yuan Shikai. Unlike Yuan Shikai who didn't obtain an imperial degree, Zhang Zhenfang became a stipend student in the 10th year of Guangxu (1884), a tributory student the next year, and the first place (*Jieyuan*) in the provincial examination in the autumn. In the Ren-Chen year of Guangxu (1892), he became a *Jinshi* at the age of 29, fulfilling his ambition to become an official.

Born into an old bureaucratic family, he was raised with strict discipline. Consequently, his thinking was quite conservative. During the Boxer Rebellion when Empress Dowager Cixi fled, the capital officials scattered. Zhang Zhenfang initially couldn't catch up with Cixi's entourage, so he ran back to his hometown to prepare travel expenses before chasing after them. He traveled day and night, enduring hardships, and finally caught up with the imperial carriage at Tongguan. He was appointed to the Shaanxi Department, serving the two palaces. This earned him Cixi's appreciation, becoming the last Governor-General of Zhili in the Qing Dynasty.

Historically, in the 33rd year of Guangxu (1907), Yuan Shikai, as the Governor-General of Zhili and Minister of Beiyang, controlled the six divisions of the New Army and held immense power, which led to impeachment by censors. He voluntarily resigned from 8 positions including the Minister of Army Training. The Qing court promoted Yuan to Grand Councilor and Minister of Foreign Affairs, secretly stripping him of military power. The Governor-General of Zhili was acted by Zhang Zhenfang (Rank 1b).

After Yuan Shikai seized power, he sent his cousin Zhang Zhenfang to Henan as the Henan Governor. Zhang Zhenfang wasn't exactly a corrupt official, he just opposed the revolution and was extremely fearful of the People's Party. The intelligence gathered by the People's Party's intelligence department evaluated Zhang Zhenfang as "not a pity to kill". Zhou Zhentao didn't have a high opinion of this Henan Governor from a military perspective either. The Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army internally believed, "Twenty thousand men are enough to annihilate the Henan Beiyang Army."

In 1912, the provincial capital of Henan was Kaifeng. Zhengzhou had not yet reached the era where it could suppress Kaifeng and Luoyang on its own to become the new provincial capital. And Kaifeng, this provincial capital, was less than 100 *li* away from the area actually controlled by the People's Party. The Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army had once formulated a military plan to raid Kaifeng. Riding along the way, Zhou Zhentao observed the conditions along the road and couldn't help calculating the feasibility of this plan in his mind.

Seeing Zhou Zhentao remain silent, the accompanying Beiyang Army officer also stayed silent. It wasn't until the second time they rested temporarily at a roadside shop that Zhou Zhentao felt this person wasn't annoying, so he opened his mouth to ask: "May I ask your surname?"

"My humble surname is He, called He Tong." The officer smiled.

"Where is Mr. He from?" Zhou Zhentao exchanged pleasantries.

"Zhengxian." He Tong said proudly.

Zhou Zhentao didn't quite understand where He Tong's pride came from, he also smiled, "Zhengxian, seems to be Chairman Chen's fellow townsman."

Chen Ke claimed to be from Zhengzhou, which was widely known. Zhengzhou was currently named Zhengxian (Zheng County). Chen Ke's claim was quite suspected because the address didn't match the situation at that time.

Hearing Zhou Zhentao say this, He Tong's proud look immediately vanished without a trace, he quickly waved his hand and said: "I dare not climb connections with Chairman Chen Ke."

Zhou Zhentao understood a bit more at this time, he smiled: "Then Mr. He must have joined Beiyang early on to serve... President Yuan Shikai?"

He Tong then recovered some spirit, "I joined the army four years ago, serving under the President."

At this stage, the Beiyang Army was still an army mainly composed of locals from Shandong and Hebei Zhili. The soldiers selected by Yuan Shikai were all from landed households, at least good sons of self-cultivating farmers. It was very different from the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army, which was initially gathered from revolutionary youths from all over the world, and later implemented universal conscription with troops coming from the four provinces of the base area.

Zhou Zhentao found that he couldn't help comparing what he saw and heard with the base area. Thinking that he had already chosen to leave the base area, Zhou Zhentao felt a wave of melancholy. The interest in talking that had just risen also faded. After drinking a few mouthfuls of tea, Zhou Zhentao proposed to continue the journey.

By evening, the group finally entered the ancient city of Kaifeng. The architectural style of Kaifeng was very different from Xuzhou, which interested Zhou Zhentao quite a bit. "Lord Bao sits in Kaifeng Prefecture", this opera line is the same whether in Shaanxi or Xuzhou. Although he couldn't see the appearance of Kaifeng Prefecture in the night, Zhou Zhentao still had some interest. It was just that it was getting late, He Tong arranged Zhou Zhentao's accommodation, and the plan to visit Kaifeng Prefecture could only wait until the next day.

The next day, Zhang Zhenfang personally received Zhou Zhentao. Zhang Zhenfang was exactly one year short of 50 this year. His appearance was quite clear and bright, revealing the self-restraint of someone from an official family. Even when Zhou Zhentao was accustomed to stepping forward to shake hands when meeting Zhang Zhenfang, Zhang Zhenfang only frowned slightly, but didn't show the slightest anger.

For Zhou Zhentao, Zhang Zhenfang, the Henan Governor, was nothing special. The common view of the People's Party high command regarding surrounding forces was "Fight now, or fight later." Anyway, they were going to fight, so there was no need to maintain overly hypocritical etiquette.

After the host and guest took their seats, Zhang Zhenfang said: "Commander Zhou, we heard that you are not serving in the People's Party. Is this trip to return to your hometown?"

The People's Internal Affairs Committee are all useless! Zhou Zhentao thought, even such news could be leaked. After secretly cursing the People's Internal Affairs Committee, Zhou Zhentao replied: "I was kicked out, I can only go back to my hometown to farm."

Zhang Zhenfang laughed: "Commander Zhou, the People's Party is now famous far and wide, relying entirely on talents like Commander Zhou. Since Commander Zhou is not employed by the People's Party, wouldn't it be burying your talent to go back to farm? Our Henan temple is small and cannot accommodate a great talent like Commander Zhou. However, I am willing to make a recommendation for Commander Zhou to take a position in Beijing. What do you think?"

Zhou Zhentao pondered for a moment before replying: "Thank you for Governor Zhang's kindness. It's just that I left home at eighteen to study, and it has been nine years now. Although I haven't made a name for myself, I haven't seen my parents for many years and miss them very much. Now that I am finally free of official duties, I really want to go back and serve my parents to fulfill my filial piety."

Seeing Zhou Zhentao refuse so decisively, Zhang Zhenfang was not surprised, "Commander Zhou, Shaanxi is very chaotic now. There are constant conflicts between the People's Party and the local governors. If a great talent like Commander Zhou returns to Shaanxi, I'm afraid the tree desires stillness but the wind will not cease. Why ask for trouble? A young and promising person like you will definitely be reused in Beijing. At that time, bringing your parents to Beijing will also make the elderly happy."

"Hehe," Zhou Zhentao laughed helplessly, "Governor Zhang, I heard that you are a *Jinshi* and have served as the Governor-General of Zhili, so you should see the affairs of the world clearly. When the People's Party started its uprising, I also contributed. If I say some insincere words, you can also see through them. So I will tell you the truth. Both Beiyang and the People's Party want to unify the world. This has nothing to do with the good or evil of their propositions. There are no two suns in the sky, and no two rulers in a country. You want me to join Beiyang, but Beiyang has to be able to hold up. Compared now, Beiyang has no advantage. This year the People's Party has already conscripted 200,000 soldiers. Once the recruits arrive, there will be 600,000 troops. These 600,000 people are all regularly trained, weapons are all self-made, and food and pay are no problem. Beiyang, including the newly formed miscellaneous troops in various places, has less than 120,000 people in total, and weapons and ammunition have to be imported. Equipment, training, logistics supply, all are inferior to the People's Party. In terms of numbers, the People's Party's army can fight five against one against Beiyang. Although I am not working with the People's Party anymore, I also want to save my life to serve my parents. I hope Governor Zhang can understand."

Even though Zhang Zhenfang was very cultivated, his face couldn't help but look ugly at this time. Some of the situations Zhou Zhentao mentioned he hadn't heard of, but he knew most of the content. Beiyang was defeated disastrously when its numbers exceeded the People's Party. Now the People's Party's numbers also exceeded the Beiyang Army, and they even fought the Germans in Qingdao. Hearing Zhou Zhentao list these numbers, Zhang Zhenfang was actually scared. Henan directly faced the People's Party's Huaihai Province. Counting the Beiyang 2nd Division and other troops, there were less than 30,000 men at full count. The Huaihai Military Region had a crowd of 100,000. Facing the Huaihai Military Region, any disturbance scared Zhang Zhenfang enough.

After pausing for a moment, Zhang Zhenfang asked: "Does the People's Party intend to march into Henan?"

Zhou Zhentao suppressed his laughter and managed not to be rude. Holding back his smile, Zhou Zhentao said: "Governor Zhang, thanks to you sending someone to pick me up, and since I am not working under the People's Party now, I will answer truthfully. You have collected taxes in Henan to this extent, the people below immediately have no way to live. Whole villages bordering the People's Party are defecting to the People's Party. The common people ask for nothing else but not to pay taxes to the Henan government anymore. If it weren't for the premise that defecting to the People's Party requires land reform and land distribution, I'm afraid even the people outside Kaifeng City would have defected. If you use force against the People's Party, the People's Party would be overjoyed. If the People's Party starts first, they carry the charge of destroying peace. If Henan starts first, the People's Party can fight freely. The principle of the People's Party forces is absolutely never fire the first shot, but they will not let the enemy have a chance to fire a second shot."

After listening to Zhou Zhentao, Zhang Zhenfang could no longer maintain his calm appearance, his face turned somewhat pale. Barely suppressing the emotions in his heart, Zhang Zhenfang said: "May I ask Commander Zhou, if the People's Party is to take action against Henan, when will it be?"

Zhou Zhentao had held back a bellyful of anger in the People's Party. Seeing Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang scared like this, he couldn't help but feel a kind of pleasure in his heart. He replied: "This depends on you, Governor Zhang. You dare not fight directly now. If you take the path of political solution, the People's Party won't listen to the Beiyang government either. Henan's problem is that taxes are too heavy. In the current situation, the people can't live, so they will defect to the People's Party. If Henan's total tax amount remains unchanged, and the places where you, Governor Zhang, can collect taxes become fewer and fewer, then you can only increase taxes in other parts of Henan. Once taxes are increased in other parts of Henan, the people's lives will be even harder, and the speed of defecting to the People's Party will be faster. As long as this tax is not lowered, the places the Henan government can control will become fewer and fewer. Governor Zhang, when the People's Party talks about you, they always say you are the People's Party's best friend in Henan. Propagating revolutionary principles to the common people, the common people either don't understand or aren't interested. But with your way of collecting taxes, Governor Zhang, the People's Party just says one sentence: land revolution, everyone eats their fill. The people can understand, and naturally they defect to the People's Party."

Having said this, a doubt suddenly arose in Zhou Zhentao's mind. These were all words Chen Ke usually told the comrades. Zhou Zhentao always thought he didn't believe them, or at least wasn't willing to care about them. So why did he seem to say these words logically now, and Zhou Zhentao firmly believed these words were correct? Acknowledging these words, wasn't it acknowledging the thoughts Chen Ke used to instill in the comrades in various ways? Since all the undertakings of the People's Party were built on the foundation of the people, what reason did Zhou Zhentao have to think that "revolutionary meritorious ministers" should naturally possess more privileges?

If revolutionary meritorious ministers should have privileges, then what kind of privileges should Chen Ke have? Since Zhou Zhentao believed he should have privileges, shouldn't Chen Ke, the greatest meritorious minister, have the privilege to make all People's Party comrades accept Chen Ke's will?

If Zhang Zhenfang hadn't been scared by what Zhou Zhentao said, with his usual rigor and seriousness, Zhang Zhenfang should have been able to see the doubt in Zhou Zhentao's heart. However, Zhang Zhenfang was completely flustered. The content narrated by Zhou Zhentao completely terrified Zhang Zhenfang.

What Zhou Zhentao said, or the People's Party's understanding of Zhang Zhenfang expounded by Zhou Zhentao, hit the core point. Zhang Zhenfang must collect enough taxes. Zhang Zhenfang was not a corrupt official, at least Zhang Zhenfang considered himself a relatively honest person. Zhang Zhenfang never operated tax collection for his own private gain. If Zhang Zhenfang had heard Chen say "There are individuals who betray their class, but no class that betrays its interests," Zhang Zhenfang might have felt like he found a confidant.

Zhang Zhenfang could refrain from forcibly adding or deducting taxes for himself, but Zhang Zhenfang had to collect enough taxes for the Beiyang clique in Henan. Yuan Shikai far away in Beijing could be ignored for the time being, but the tax of 100 taels per person per year for the 12,000 officers and soldiers of the Beiyang 2nd Division must be given in full. This was 1.2 million taels of real silver. A Beiyang Army soldier needed at least 30 *jin* of grain a month, 4.32 million *jin* of grain must be given in full every year. The food and pay for other local troops must also be collected in full. This meant that to raise this bunch of "*Qiu Ba*" (soldiers), Zhang Zhenfang needed to try every means to collect more than 2 million taels of real silver and 8 million *jin* of grain. The total number of officials in various places in Henan was about 100,000. For Henan with a population of over 50 million, this number was only one five-hundredth. These people needed to eat and drink. If their expenses were all borne by the Henan provincial government, it would be more than three times the expenditure of less than 30,000 troops. Even with the same salary as these "Soldier Lords", Zhou Zhentao, this Henan Governor, would have to spend 10 million taels of silver and 40 million *jin* of grain every year.

One must know that the Qing court's annual income was only 100 million taels, most of which was customs revenue. Where could Henan, a province with undeveloped trade, get 10 million taels of silver for the salaries of the army and officials? For the army, Henan Province had to grit its teeth and find ways to scrape it together. For the income of local officials, they could only let them figure it out themselves.

It wasn't that Zhang Zhenfang didn't know the ferocity of local exploitation, but he was just one person, and he didn't know the magic of excreting gold and urinating silver. Where would the money come from? let alone local officials, even those around Zhang Zhenfang himself, who didn't come for official positions, promotions, and various official benefits? Who truly cared about the interests of the people? Even if there were people with such ideals, such ideals were long smashed to pieces by reality.

The People's Party mocked Zhang Zhenfang as "the People's Party's best friend in Henan". Zhang Zhenfang felt very wronged. If one had to say who was the People's Party's best friend in Henan, it would be better to say that the current system in Henan was the People's Party's best friend. As long as this system still existed, even if Zhang Zhenfang had a silver tongue like an immortal and could persuade Yuan Shikai to exempt Henan from money and grain for a few years, those people in the localities wouldn't collect a penny less from the common people. The only way to stop this kind of tax collection was for this bunch of people to know that if they continued to collect like this, they would definitely die without a burial place. If these tax-collecting officials had this realization, the result wouldn't be that they would share a bitter hatred of the enemy and face the threat of the People's Party together. The result would inevitably be that these people would abandon the Beiyang government, abandon Zhang Zhenfang, and flee like rats. Leaving only Zhang Zhenfang alone to face the irresistible ending of destruction.

As a scholar, Zhang Zhenfang had said the word "popular support" (*minxin*) countless times, but Zhang Zhenfang discovered how far this bureaucratic group was from "popular support". "All the world bustles for profit, all the world hustles for profit". Zhang Zhenfang sent a large number of spies to Huaihai Province and Anhui Province to gather intelligence. The news brought back by the spies was no different from what Zhou Zhentao said. Compared with the People's Party close at hand, Zhang Zhenfang had to admit that the Beiyang he represented definitely did not represent popular support.

When fear tightly gripped his heart, making it difficult for Zhang Zhenfang to even breathe, he suddenly remembered something. Since the People's Party had such popular support, why did Zhou Zhentao, a senior military officer, choose to leave the People's Party?

As if catching a life-saving straw, Zhang Zhenfang felt as relieved as if he had been liberated, and even the breath he couldn't catch came back. "Commander Zhou, then why did you leave the People's Party?" Zhang Zhenfang asked. Although not long ago, Zhang Zhenfang knew that he shouldn't have taken the initiative to ask this question no matter what.

Zhou Zhentao didn't answer immediately, because Zhou Zhentao was also doubting why he left the People's Party. Originally, it was for a moment of pleasure to tell Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang about some of the People's Party's basic actions and the theoretical support behind these basic actions. Zhou Zhentao once harbored some malice, perhaps wanting to add a little trouble to the People's Party's seizure of Henan? Or perhaps simply wanting to find someone with relatively high status to bully to dispel the resentment in his heart. But after truly scaring Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang, Zhou Zhentao didn't feel the thrill of venting, nor even the joy of taking revenge on the People's Party. Zhou Zhentao just fell into a deep doubt, why did he leave the People's Party?

Now Zhou Zhentao was no longer a division commander of the People's Party, just an ordinary commoner unrelated to the People's Party. But just relying on the knowledge learned from the People's Party, he could scare the dignified Henan Governor into a trembling voice. This was the power of the People's Party, this was the power possessed by the organization Zhou Zhentao abandoned.

Zhou Zhentao had to take seriously a fact he had been unwilling to face during this time. Perhaps he really made a wrong choice.
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After reading Zhang Zhenfang's telegram, Yuan Shikai merely let out a cold snort and handed the telegram to Wang Shizhen who was beside him. Wang Shizhen picked up the letter and read it carefully. It stated that many people had recently left the People's Party, and Zhou Zhentao, who had once served as a division commander in the People's Party, had stayed in Kaifeng for a period and discussed the overall situation with Zhang Zhenfang.

As the Minister of War, Wang Shizhen was also responsible for intelligence work. After reading it, he frowned slightly. Recently, the People's Party had carried out a severe crackdown on the Beiyang intelligence network, and Wang Shizhen in Beijing had not received this news.

"Pinqing, what exactly does this telegram mean? If he wants to say something, why not just write a letter? What is it that cannot be discussed clearly?" Yuan Shikai asked. Receiving such a disjointed telegram from Zhang Zhenfang, where he seemed to be holding back, made Yuan Shikai very curious.

As usual, Wang Shizhen pondered in silence for a while before slowly answering, "It is likely that Zhang Zhenfang has not handled his duties in Henan well, and there are some things he dares not say."

With the telegraph and the Beijing-Hankou Railway, news between Henan and Beijing could travel in just one day. Yuan Shikai trusted his cousin Zhang Zhenfang very much. He had heard about the People's Party's "infiltration" in Henan, but since the People's Party had not actively deployed troops so far, Yuan Shikai was happy to let Zhang Zhenfang maintain the situation in Henan. Hearing Wang Shizhen say this, Yuan Shikai felt that something was indeed amiss. Yuan Shikai asked Wang Shizhen, "Why doesn't Zhang Zhenfang speak frankly?"

Wang Shizhen replied, "Governor Zhang was ordered by the Great President to govern Henan. He naturally tries his best to do the job well. When encountering some issues, he will not easily complain to the Great President. I think the Great President might as well send a telegram to ask him exactly what happened. Presumably, Governor Zhang will then tell the truth."

Hearing Wang Shizhen's suggestion, Yuan Shikai neither nodded in agreement nor shook his head in opposition. A look of hesitation appeared on his face. After a pause, Yuan Shikai said, "Pinqing, national affairs are difficult right now. Which province isn't clamoring for money, grain, and tax exemptions? Even if I send a telegram to ask, what Zhang Zhenfang will say is nothing more than these things. Even if he says it, what can I do? Appointing him as the Governor of Henan is for him to manage Henan's affairs well. If he complains to the central government about every little thing, it will just set a bad precedent like in the previous dynasty."

In the final years of the Qing Dynasty, the central treasury was exhausted, especially after the Boxer Indemnity, when the central government made the provinces bear the indemnity. Even when encountering floods or droughts, the central government adopted the method of letting localities raise disaster relief materials. Since the localities could not count on the central government, local officials naturally became estranged from the central government. The Manchu Qing perished like dust because the gentry who bore the taxes and the officials responsible for collecting taxes were all estranged from the central government.

Yuan Shikai was naturally very clear about this change. Those country bumpkin landlords who had never seen the world, and those Revolutionary Party members who were mostly overseas students, could naturally think that the Manchu Qing was the culprit for everything. They either shouted for "constitutionalism" or simply shouted for "revolution". As if once the Manchu Qing handed over power, the world would be well-governed. Yuan Shikai certainly could not agree with this idea. When the little Emperor Xuantong was on the throne, the many problems the country faced could not be solved simply because a little doll like Xuantong rolled off the dragon throne, or because the Manchu group was swept away. After Yuan Shikai came to power, these problems were not only not solved immediately, but because of the regime change and social turbulence, they were even harder to handle than before. Appointing provincial governors was to let them solve problems for Yuan Shikai, not to let Yuan Shikai wipe their asses.

Wang Shizhen also understood this very well. From the very beginning, Wang Shizhen did not agree with overthrowing the Manchu Qing. This was partly because Wang Shizhen believed that loyalty was a necessary moral integrity, and partly because Wang Shizhen believed that "implementing constitutionalism to change the state structure" was acceptable, but attempting to solve actual political problems through a model of dynasty change was completely unrealistic. Rashly doing so would only result in "suffering harm before receiving any benefit".

At present, the Beiyang government barely managed to hold the situation together, and it was only barely. The current three pillars of Beiyang were, first, the Beiyang Army; second, the "treaty that is not a treaty" with the People's Party; and third, the support of foreign governments for the Beiyang government.

The latter two pillars were quite unstable. The People's Party had not joined the parliament until now. With Chen Ke's personality, he could turn hostile at any moment. The secret treaty between Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai appeared to be of great help to Yuan Shikai. Even if it were leaked, it would not be a blow to Chen Ke's prestige, but would instead deeply ingrain Yuan Shikai's image of "selling out the country for glory" domestically. The Beiyang government simply had no means to suppress Chen Ke.

As for the foreigners, the British tried to win over Yuan Shikai to ensure the smooth implementation of the fixed quota trade agreement. This co-opting was merely an expedient measure for the British. If there were slight problems with the fixed quota trade agreement, the British co-opting could immediately turn into coercion. As for the Japanese side, they were after interests in the three Northeast provinces, hoping to expand investment there. It was not any heartfelt support for Yuan Shikai himself.

Nominally, Yuan Shikai was the President of the Republic of China, possessing the power to command the world. In reality, apart from being able to command the Beiyang Army, it was good enough if the governors of other provinces didn't cause trouble for Yuan Shikai. To keep the power to command the Beiyang Army, the Yuan Shikai government, regardless of how much tax it could collect, had to fork out millions of taels of silver to the Beiyang Army every year. This financial burden was truly too heavy.

Both were adept at politics and had worked together for many years. They knew the situation they faced without even mentioning a word. Yuan Shikai did not speak, and Wang Shizhen did not speak either. After a long while, Yuan Shikai said, "Pinqing, my mind is made up. The most important thing now is to take the opportunity of the fixed quota agreement to expand our Beiyang's exports. Only after the money is in hand can the situation be stabilized. If Chen Ke can get rich by exporting, we definitely can too."

"Then what about Governor Zhang?" Wang Shizhen asked. Since Zhang Zhenfang had sent such a telegram, it would seem heartless if the central government ignored it completely.

Yuan Shikai replied calmly, "Tell him that no matter what disturbance the People's Party makes, he must stabilize Henan. As long as we get through this juncture, the People's Party matter can definitely be resolved."

Two days later, Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh after reading the content of this telegram: "Oh? Get through this juncture? It seems Yuan Shikai really doesn't want to loot a burning house."

Shang Yuan did not intend to join in the fun. He asked seriously, "Can Henan hold on?"

Hearing these murderous words, Wu Xingchen couldn't help but laugh, "Zhang Zhenfang just sent a few more spies, that's all. Secretary Shang, you look even angrier than the comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Commission."

Shang Yuan was amused despite his anger, "I am not angry at Zhang Zhenfang at all. Without him in Henan, we couldn't have established a foothold in Henan so quickly. It's just that Chairman Chen noticed Bai Lang in Henan long ago, plus with Wang Jingwei beside Bai Lang, the Tongmenghui is now eager to conquer its own territory. Commander Wu, how far do you think they can fight?"

Wu Xingchen put away his smile, "Henan doesn't just have Bai Lang now. No matter how good Bai Lang is at fighting, it's still a simple peasant uprising. I'm afraid he is no match for the Beiyang Army. On the contrary, how should we treat these rebels like Bai Lang?"

Speaking of this, Wu Xingchen looked at Chen Tianhua, "Director Chen, peasant uprisings are currently spontaneous and far from reaching the level of self-consciousness. They are just instinctively resisting the injustice they encounter. I personally do not think we should support them. You have worked with Pang Zi twice, don't you know their kind of virtue?"

Chen Tianhua did not answer immediately. Wu Xingchen's example was really good. After thinking for a moment, Chen Tianhua nodded in agreement, "If Bai Lang himself has not truly recognized the essence of revolution and is just a local armed leader who rose up in rebellion, I agree not to give him any support. However, it is necessary for us to send people to seize the command of this armed force. We can ignore Bai Lang's life or death, but we cannot ignore the life or death of the common people."

"You mean..." Wu Xingchen was very interested in Chen Tianhua's words.

"Wang Jingwei is now in Bai Lang's team. What he wants is influence over this team. We can also send people to join Bai Lang's team. Since the fall of the Manchu Qing, I have been reflecting. Chairman Chen said that the Manchu rulers did not even have special common interests with the bannermen. Can the interests of those leaders in Bai Lang's team be consistent with the interests of those ordinary participants in Bai Lang's team? Can Bai Lang's team be consistent with the interests of the people in their locality? As long as the comrades we send can hide their identities and stand with the local people in Henan, I think Bai Lang's personal success or failure need not be discussed."

Wu Xingchen and Chai Qingguo both came from peasant uprising backgrounds, and they understood Chen Tianhua's words extremely clearly. Infiltrate the rebels and seize real power of the rebel army by following the people's revolutionary line. If the People's Party wanted to directly seize superficial control of Henan, it would not be difficult. The difficulty was that after the People's Party seized superficial control of Henan, it would still be detached from the people of Henan. By participating in the Bai Lang Uprising, the People's Party could solidly begin to take root in Henan. This was indeed a very effective strategy.

Chen Ke had taken the postgraduate entrance exam back in the day, but didn't pass. He had a deep impression of the last political question that year. The gist was that at a certain stage in history, the Party required party members to join various local forces and seize the leadership of these local forces. Chen Ke roughly remembered that he had interpreted this question from the perspective of political maneuvering. He was quite proud when he answered this question, feeling that his insights into history finally had a chance to be displayed.

Chen Ke had long forgotten exactly what he wrote back then. But Chen Tianhua's suggestion reminded Chen Ke of that question. If the current revolutionary cause was an exam, Chen Tianhua would at least get full marks on this question.

Shang Yuan, Wu Xingchen, and Chai Qingguo did not have any intention of objecting. Everyone just thought that excellent comrades needed to be selected to implement this plan. Wu Xingchen emphasized a key point, "In terms of holding onto power, the leaders of the peasant uprising army are probably more proficient than our People's Party comrades. Since Bai Lang can have considerable influence locally, he is naturally not an incompetent person. The more shrewd he is, the less we can let him know the identities of our comrades."

The comrades talked for a while. Seeing that Chen Ke had not participated from beginning to end, Chen Tianhua turned to Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, what is your opinion on this approach?"

"I think this line of thought is not bad. Everyone can be responsible for doing this. If there is any suggestion on this matter, I have just one. What we want is to take root in Henan, not to follow Bai Lang. We want to be local leaders, not Bai Lang's trusted aides."

The comrades nodded repeatedly. If one wanted to be Bai Lang's trusted aide, one was destined to detach from the masses. Wu Xingchen nodded repeatedly, "We definitely have to do it this way."

Shang Yuan didn't understand the characteristics within the peasant uprising army very well. Up to now, he had been engaged in formal government work, so Shang Yuan directly asked about what he was concerned about, "Chairman Chen, I heard your earlier meaning was that Yuan Shikai may not be able to survive this juncture?"

Seeing that someone noticed this point, Chen Ke laughed, "Everyone thinks Yuan Shikai can suppress Bai Lang. However, this war is unlikely to end in a short time. If it ends within one or two months, we naturally have nothing to say. If this war lasts for a year, or even two years. We have looked down on Yuan Shikai from beginning to end, but other provinces originally didn't know the actual situation of Yuan Shikai. Seeing the performance of Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government, what will they think?"

The People's Party adhered to the materialist conception of history, which meant that everyone paid lip service to relying on the people, not on gods or emperors, and not pinning hopes on heroes who appeared by chance. It was just that when facing Chen Ke, everyone unknowingly and temporarily went against their own understanding. When Chen Ke said Bai Lang might be able to hold on for a year or two, the comrades couldn't help but think along the lines Chen Ke envisaged. Even unknowingly, the comrades believed that Bai Lang could hold on for a year or two against Beiyang.

"If it takes a year or two to deal with Bai Lang, it can only speak to Yuan Shikai's incompetence," Wu Xingchen was the first to answer.

Chen Ke nodded, "So, I am looking at this matter from the perspective of interests. We shouldn't have any official intervention. Once there is overt intervention, Beiyang will feel that failure is nothing. Now Beiyang themselves admit they can't beat our People's Party. If Beiyang exhausts all their strength and still cannot suppress Bai Lang, their weakness will not only be exposed to the eyes of the world, but the Beiyang Army itself will also feel great discouragement. At that time, we can talk about the issue of the central government."

"The issue of the central government?" Including Shang Yuan, some didn't completely understand.

Chen Tianhua asked with some surprise, "Does Chairman Chen want to be this Great President?"

"What's so good about being that Great President?" Chen Ke laughed, "Why do I call the current government the Beiyang government? Because all departments in this government are controlled by the Beiyang faction. When Beiyang completely displays its powerlessness and incompetence, it is necessary for us to seize part of the central power. Of course, we must have the final say in our base areas, and we must also have the final say in a considerable part of the power within the central government."

"Hit him when he's down, this is also only right and proper," Chai Qingguo immediately expressed his agreement.

"So comrades suggest achieving our infiltration of Henan through the Bai Lang Uprising. I support it very much. However, if Beiyang's weakness and incompetence are completely and publicly displayed, this is the direction we want to utilize in this matter. Of course, before this, we need to take advantage of this excellent opportunity to complete internal rectification. Our goal is always to liberate all of China. After the entire rectification is completed, we will start attempting to enter the central government."

Everyone nodded repeatedly. This goal had not been raised so clearly for a long time. Facing the complicated practical work, the comrades simply had no time to determine this distant issue.

Having received everyone's support, Chen Ke began to assign specific tasks. "Now we need to form five sets of leadership groups: Party, Government, Military, NPC, and CPPCC. Each set of leadership groups must have its own clear division of labor. For example, regarding the government leadership group, let's not come up with so many unconventional things. The key point right now is one: agricultural production and industrial production must be socialized. The government is responsible for guiding and organizing labor. Why do I repeatedly emphasize the greatness of the Chinese people? Because ordinary Chinese people all have a consensus: Chinese people know that if one does not work for a day, one does not eat for a day. If the government guides production work, as long as science and democracy can be practically popularized at the grassroots level, work should not be a problem. Without strong grain production capacity, there is no future for China. As the old Chinese saying goes, food is the first necessity of the people."

This no longer required deliberately persuading the comrades. The reason why the People's Party could receive great support in the countryside these years was that the People's Party had already begun to effectively introduce administrative officials into agricultural production, which originally belonged to the responsibility of the broad masses of working people themselves. Without the various supports provided by the government, the agricultural production efficiency in the base area countryside could not have improved so quickly.

"Of course, the five major leadership groups are not proving themselves individually. The whole country is a single game of chess. On this point, we must pay attention to cooperation. We cannot say that when encountering problems, we shift the blame to others, and when encountering credit, we are unwilling to lag behind. This is the issue of future organizational perfection and construction."

After Chen Ke finished speaking, Shang Yuan couldn't help but smile. He said with high spirits, "The workload isn't small, is it?"

"Yes, the workload isn't small." Chen Ke nodded in agreement. "Then in agricultural production, there need to be backbones, main forces, and mainstays. I think the Engineering Corps and Railway Corps are such mainstays in construction. Comrade Chai Qingguo, I want to ask you, are you willing to undertake the work of the Engineering Corps in Huaihai Province? This will be heavy work concerning the entire infrastructure construction of Huaihai. I even want to establish an Engineering Corps Command Academy and a Railway Academy to train a large number of professional technical personnel in this area. But this force must be responsible by a reliable comrade."

Chai Qingguo was not surprised by Chen Ke's words. Many people outside had rumored that Chen Ke prepared to hand over the Engineering Corps formation work to Gu Lu. Chai Qingguo didn't even have the interest to refute the rumors. If Chen Ke prepared to let Gu Lu be responsible for this branch of the military, then why arrange Chai Qingguo as the Commander-in-Chief of Engineering, responsible for the Xuzhou Yunlong Lake project? The meaning within this could not be clearer.

Chai Qingguo had already thought about his own staying or leaving. Hearing Chen Ke ask this, Chai Qingguo immediately stood up and saluted Chen Ke, "I resolutely obey the organization's arrangement."

Chen Ke also stood up and returned the salute seriously, "With you responsible for this important work, I am truly at ease."

Chai Qingguo nodded, "Chairman Chen, you asked me to be this person in charge, I also have to raise a condition first. No matter if Comrade Gu Lu is prepared to be kept for Chairman Chen's own use, or prepared to be kept for the Engineering Corps use, I want this comrade. You must promise me."

"This, of course." Chen Ke nodded in agreement.
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Since sending that telegram to Yuan Shikai, Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang had been waiting anxiously.

After listening to Zhou Zhentao's words, Zhang Zhenfang admitted that taxes in Henan were indeed quite heavy. If not for his strict family upbringing and his own emphasis on self-cultivation, he would have long since retorted, "If not for the People's Party eyeing us covetously from the side, and if not for the foreigners repeatedly plundering China, why would Henan have to bear such intense taxation?"

However, given his strict upbringing and emphasis on self-cultivation, he realized before speaking that he should not humiliate himself. The four provinces under the People's Party's rule were not considered very wealthy regions, and the Yangtze River valley was an area the British strove to control. Yet, the People's Party could collect only thirty percent in taxes, while the people of Henan had to bear a tax burden of nearly eighty percent. This was not something that could be explained away by a few complaints.

Zhou Zhentao remained unwilling to defect to the Beiyang clique. After a period of bitter persuasion proved ineffective, Zhang Zhenfang could only send him away. After sending the telegram, Zhang Zhenfang waited for Yuan Shikai's reply. Once Yuan Shikai inquired about this matter, Zhang Zhenfang decided he would try to make Yuan Shikai lower Henan's taxes no matter what.

After waiting for a few days, Yuan Shikai's letter arrived. This letter was attached to official government documents. In the letter, Yuan Shikai did not mention a single word about the former People's Party division commander Zhou Zhentao. He only told Zhang Zhenfang that national affairs were currently difficult, and since Henan had a large population and vast farmland, as Yuan Shikai's cousin, Zhang Zhenfang needed to manage Henan well and do credit to Yuan Shikai.

Putting down the family letter and opening the official document, Zhang Zhenfang's brows furrowed tighter the more he read. It was evident from the document that Yuan Shikai was anxious. Based on the population of each province, Yuan Shikai had set a tax quota. All local tax standards were no longer managed by the central government. Under the new tax standards, localities only had to complete their own tax tasks and provide a certain amount of tax revenue and grain to the central government. As for who the localities collected taxes from and how they collected them, the Yuan Shikai central government would not interfere at all; it was entirely the responsibility of the provincial governments themselves. In order to allow the provincial governors to possess a certain degree of deterrent capability, the Beiyang government permitted governors to establish "Tax Police" forces.

Zhang Zhenfang put down the document and sat there for a long time without speaking. Yuan Shikai's resolve was fully embodied in this document: determining the tax quota, handing over tax collection power to the Beiyang provincial governors, and allowing the governors to establish Tax Police forces. A series of measures were all intended to ensure that Beiyang's tax revenue remained stable. The document also emphasized one thing: "Taxation is the foundation of national operations. The central government will firmly support the provincial governors in implementing taxation."

To ensure tax revenue, one could collect taxes from ordinary commoners, of course, but one could also collect from the gentry or increase taxes on merchants. Judging by the meaning of the document, the central government would absolutely back up the provincial governors. No one would be allowed to complain to the central government. There was even a hidden implication that increasing taxes on local gentry and wealthy households would be done at any cost. Combined with the policy allowing provincial governors to establish "Tax Police" forces, it seemed Yuan Shikai had truly made up his mind.

Whether in the private letter or the official document, Yuan Shikai required Zhang Zhenfang to collect Henan's taxes no matter what. Originally, Zhang Zhenfang didn't dare to directly persuade Yuan Shikai to lower Henan's taxes. Now it seemed that even if Zhang Zhenfang summoned the courage to request a tax cut, he would only be reprimanded by Yuan Shikai.

Heaving a long sigh, Zhang Zhenfang turned his gaze to the map in the room. According to intelligence from spies, all major office locations of the People's Party had maps. The general explanation was that the People's Party wanted every party member and cadre to have the whole world in their hearts. Beiyang naturally refused to appear weak and also printed a large batch of maps to distribute to the Beiyang provincial governments, requiring them to hang them up as well. Zhang Zhenfang had slowly developed a habit of standing in front of the map to look whenever he encountered matters related to the People's Party.

Areas bordering the People's Party all showed problems of large-scale infiltration by the People's Party. Combining the intelligence Zhang Zhenfang had collected himself with what he obtained from Zhou Zhentao, in those poverty-stricken areas bordering the People's Party, where farming couldn't even support the people, accepting land reform, receiving cheap goods from rural cooperatives, and even working in the various factories and mines opened by the People's Party could effectively improve their lives. In southern Henan, the impoverished Dabie Mountain area had already completely thrown itself into the embrace of the People's Party. The People's Party's infiltration in places like Xinyang was particularly fierce.

In the eastern plains, four consecutive years of heavy taxation had caused villages to "fall" one by one. After implementing land reform and paying taxes to the People's Party, when tax collectors entered these villages again, being driven out by the local village government with random sticks was considered lucky treatment. Most tax collectors would be stripped down to their underwear, tied up with ropes, and paraded through the streets. Once subjected to such treatment, tax collectors dared not enter those villages to collect taxes again.

This gave rise to another matter. Many villages that hadn't defected to the People's Party at all also claimed to be paying taxes to the People's Party when faced with tax collection. This caused a drastic drop in tax revenue in the eastern Henan areas bordering the People's Party. Looking at the map of that area, Zhang Zhenfang's expression became increasingly ugly.

Withdrawing his gaze, Zhang Zhenfang's eyes fell on that official document again. "Anyone who feigns compliance but acts in opposition, who does not understand the difficulties of the state, and who refuses to pay taxes, whether official, soldier, gentry, or commoner, shall be punished severely without mercy."

These words were not addressed to the gentry and commoners who might "not pay taxes," but were said for the provincial governors to hear. If gentry and commoners didn't pay taxes, there was no need for Yuan Shikai to issue an order; local governments would already "punish them severely without mercy." These words were telling the provincial officials that anyone who failed to hand over enough tax revenue to meet the target would be punished severely without mercy by Yuan Shikai.

It wasn't impossible to refuse this kind of order. If he resigned from the post of Henan Governor now, Zhang Zhenfang could escape his current troubles. Zhang Zhenfang sat back in his chair. He was 49 years old this year and was already the Governor of Henan. If he continued, entering the central government to hold great power in the future was not an unreachable dream. Resigning now would primarily offend Yuan Shikai greatly. Zhang Zhenfang was heavily used by Yuan Shikai not because he was a die-hard loyalist of Beiyang, but because he was Yuan Shikai's cousin.

Thinking of this, Zhang Zhenfang finally made a decision. He prepared to obey Yuan Shikai's orders, which meant he had to carry out the tax collection work. Raising his hand to call over a personal attendant, Zhang Zhenfang ordered, "Invite the Beiyang Army Commander, as well as the Provincial Administration Commissioner and the Education Commissioner to the Governor's Office for a meeting."

***

Zhuangzhai in Lankao County was a scene of bustling activity. Although it had not joined the People's Party's base area, Zhuangzhai had also gained quite a few benefits due to its proximity to the base area. First of all, the local people of Zhuangzhai had bought winter wheat seeds promoted by the People's Party through relatives in nearby villages that had joined the People's Party's local government. These seeds had been rumored wildly in Lankao for a long time. It was said that wheat fields using these seeds had excellent harvests. At that time, Zhuangzhai people also thought they could steal them. When those wheat fields matured, some people from Zhuangzhai personally went to the fields under the People's Party's rule and bought a large batch of harvested wheat back.

However, at that time, there was a rumor saying that the People's Party's wheat was treated with magic. As long as the People's Party's red flag wasn't planted at the village entrance, and the spirit tablet of People's Party Chairman Chen Ke wasn't "invited" and personally "consecrated," this wheat would grow very poorly, or even not sprout at all. The local people of Zhuangzhai were half-believing and half-doubting about such supernatural things. But when the wheat seedlings sprouted, the people of Zhuangzhai had to believe it.

When getting the wheat seeds, the people of Zhuangzhai, fearing they would be cheated by outsiders, had over twenty villagers run a hundred *li* to the wheat fields that were about to be harvested and personally cut a batch of wheat to bring back. Everyone traveled through the night. When they returned, the local people saw the thick wheat stalks and the huge ears of wheat on them.

Facts speak louder than words. The villagers of Zhuangzhai saw the quality of the wheat stalks and ears with their own eyes. They were all farmers; how could they not know this was excellent wheat? The threshed wheat seeds were properly preserved. When planting these seeds into the ground, the commoners still felt, "No need to believe the Shandong people's boasting." Whether Chen Ke actually existed was still uncertain. The rumors said Chen Ke was like an immortal, but even an immortal couldn't possibly know whose family planted which wheat seeds from hundreds of *li* away.

It wasn't until the withered and listless wheat seedlings grew out that the commoners began to panic. In some fields where many seeds were planted, hardly any seedlings grew. After turning over the soil, the people of Zhuangzhai found that many wheat seeds seemed to have been cursed after being planted in the soil, simply not growing much at all.

The original mood of mocking the Shandong people for boasting immediately turned into great fear of Chen Ke. Chen Ke really had "cultivation." Otherwise, in the same field, half planted with local seeds and half with stolen seeds, why would the local seeds grow normally while the stolen seeds were completely ruined?

To ward off evil and avoid disaster, red flags were planted at the entrance of Zhuangzhai. The land planted with stolen seeds was plowed over again, and local clan elders invited shamans to perform rituals. A thick layer of incense ash and paper ash was burned.

How could the rural people of Zhuangzhai possibly see the magically powerful People's Party Chairman Chen Ke? They "invited" a portrait of Chen Ke that was personally "consecrated" by him. With no other way, and fearing they would incur divine punishment after angering this living immortal, everyone asked relatives to invite a local spirit tablet of Chen Ke and brought it back to perform rituals. Only then did the commoners feel somewhat at ease.

Various rumors about Chen Ke also spread in Zhuangzhai. It was said that Chen Ke himself was from Zheng County, Henan. Since childhood, he worshipped a Daoist priest living in seclusion on Mount Song as his teacher, learning heaven and earth-connecting Yin-Yang magic, knowing the creation of heaven and earth and the laws of all things. This Daoist priest saw that the Qing Dynasty's fate was exhausted, so he let Chen Ke go to Shanghai to worship a high court official named Yan Fu as his disciple. This Yan Fu was the current Premier of the Imperial Cabinet, formerly a Grand Councilor of the Grand Council, and was sworn brothers with the current Great President Yuan Shikai.

Then Chen Ke raised an army in Anhui. At that time, there was a great flood in Anhui. Chen Ke used magic to drive away the flood waters, allowing the local people in Anhui to farm. Chen Ke also cast spells, resulting in the wheat seedlings in Anhui growing wildly, with harvests even better than before the disaster. Then Chen Ke used talismans as generals and scattered beans to turn into soldiers, defeating the government army. He subsequently occupied Anhui.

At that time, Empress Dowager Cixi was in power. Relying on the two hundred years of dragon <em>qi</em> of the Qing Dynasty, she tried to kill Chen Ke. She then dispatched the current Great President, then Beiyang Governor and Commander of the Nine Gates, Lord Yuan Shikai, to suppress him. As a result, Chen Ke performed a ritual, casting the spell Jiang Ziya used to curse Zhao Gongming to death in *Investiture of the Gods*. He also wrote a curse text called "The Life of Cixi," which predicted when Empress Dowager Cixi and Emperor Guangxu would die, and then sent this curse text to Cixi. Cixi opened it and immediately fell under the curse. Sure enough, as "predicted" in "The Life of Cixi," she died together with Emperor Guangxu in less than three days. Chen Ke took the opportunity to campaign in all directions and seized a large territory.

These rumors scared everyone witless. They didn't expect that stealing some wheat seeds would lead them to steal from this living immortal. Wasn't that asking to be cursed? From then on, the people of Zhuangzhai gave up the idea of stealing wheat seeds.

Another year passed, and the village next to Zhuangzhai surrendered to the People's Party. The People's Party sent "agricultural cadres" to the countryside, and the corner of the wheat seed magic was finally lifted. It turned out that these wheat seeds were only sold by the People's Party. After being planted, they would yield a bumper harvest in the first year but would result in no harvest in the second year. The commoners suddenly realized the truth. No wonder every family guarded the wheat seeds so closely, yet when Zhuangzhai people went more than a hundred *li* away to buy wheat seeds, the locals actually sold them to the Zhuangzhai people. This was clearly digging a pit for everyone to fall into.

However, regarding these "cursed" wheat seeds, everyone dared not have any more ideas. Only a commoner named Li Sangou, who was so poor he couldn't go on, secretly begged for some wheat seeds from relatives in various villages and planted them. That year, the harvest was excellent. The wheat just grew differently. Everyone asked repeatedly, and Li Sangou couldn't hold out, so he told the truth. It turned out he had secretly planted the People's Party's "one-crop wheat."

Seeing that Li Sangou didn't die from a curse, people in Zhuangzhai successively began to "steal plant" the People's Party's wheat seeds on a large scale, also achieving bumper harvests. Last year, except for a few timid families, the people of Zhuangzhai all planted the People's Party's wheat seeds. Looking at the gratifying growth of the wheat seedlings, although they still muttered a bit in their hearts, no one lacked great confidence in this year's harvest.

In the third month of the lunar calendar, a large group of government troops suddenly arrived outside the village. Seeing the People's Party red flag planted at the village entrance to "ward off evil and hasten the wheat," these government troops actually spread out into formation and surrounded the village.

A sudden great change occurred, scaring the commoners of Zhuangzhai half to death.
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Liu Jisheng ran back home in a panic, carefully bolted the main gate, and immediately rushed into the main house. As soon as he entered, he shouted in a low voice, " The government troops are here! Hide the grain, quick!" While warning his family, Liu Jisheng had already dug out an old sack and lunged for the flour vat.

This announcement triggered intense panic in Liu Jisheng's home. His wife was already running toward the side room where the wheat was stored, dragging their fourteen or fifteen-year-old son with her. By the time Liu Jisheng came out carrying a largely full sack of flour, he saw his wife and son had already dragged two hemp sacks filled with wheat into the courtyard.

"Cunzhong, don't take it all. Put that half-sack of wheat back," Liu Jisheng ordered.

Hearing this suggestion, Liu Jisheng's wife said anxiously, "Are you stupid! If we leave it here for them to see, won't it just get taken away?"

Liu Jisheng shouted angrily, "You're the stupid one! If the government troops come and see there's nothing to take, do you think they'll obediently let us off? Leave them something they can take, so we can at least keep more of the rest."

After speaking, Liu Jisheng made his son put the half-sack of wheat back in the side room. He handed the flour sack to his wife to carry, then turned to his daughter, who had followed them out timidly, and said, "Cunxiu, sweep the floor. Don't let anyone see flour on the ground."

"Dad, why?" Liu Cunxiu couldn't help asking.

Liu Jisheng said in an annoyed whisper, "If they follow the trail of flour, won't they find where we hid the stuff?"

Watching his daughter go to get the broom, Liu Jisheng patted the flour dust off the outside of the flour sack, then took his wife to the watermelon cellar dug behind the house to hide the wheat and flour. He tidied up the traces on the ground and piled a heap of firewood and straw over the cellar entrance. Liu Jisheng then took his wife back to the courtyard and carefully cleaned the flour traces off their clothes. He instructed his wife and children again, "You all hide inside the house. No one is allowed to come out into the courtyard. Even if they drag you out, don't come out voluntarily."

Having said all this, Liu Jisheng closed the door to the main house and carefully checked the courtyard gate himself before walking into the side room and sitting on a stool to catch his breath. Not long after, the sounds of men shouting and horses neighing could be heard outside, and the village dogs began to bark. The main body of the government troops must have entered the village. Liu Jisheng recited the names of every deity he knew in his heart, from the Supreme Venerable Sovereign to Shakyamuni, praying they would protect his family from this calamity. After reciting them once, he didn't feel reassured, so he recited them again.

Although he didn't usually believe in these things, Liu Jisheng continued to pray. After praying, Liu Jisheng suddenly thought of Chen Ke of the People's Party, the living immortal who had become increasingly famous in Zhuangzhai in recent years. But the deities he had just prayed to were dead; at most, one offered tributes, burned incense, and kowtowed. Chen Ke, however, was a living person, and Liu Jisheng was extremely cautious when dealing with living people. A few years ago, when he went with fellow villagers to buy the People's Party's "one-crop wheat" over a hundred *li* away, he had insisted on bringing back the wheat stalks. This caution had paid off; seeing the stalks and the ears of wheat on them, the villagers truly believed they had brought back good wheat. Even when issues arose later, the villagers didn't accuse those who went on the errand of deliberately cheating everyone. They simply thought the outsiders had scammed the people of Zhuangzhai.

Given this personality, Liu Jisheng was precisely the type who dared not pray to Chen Ke. If the prayer wasn't sincere, and Chen Ke didn't sense it, that would be fine. But if he prayed sincerely and Chen Ke actually found out, what kind of tribute was Liu Jisheng prepared to offer to satisfy Chen Ke?

While he was thinking about this, sounds of doors being smashed and people shouting could be heard from all directions. In a moment, someone was banging forcefully on Liu Jisheng's front gate. Suppressing the fear in his heart, Liu Jisheng got up and went out of the side room. As soon as he opened the gate, he saw several men in gray military uniforms standing outside. Because they hadn't expected the door to open so promptly, the men were somewhat surprised. After a pause, the leader among them pointed at Liu Jisheng and said, "You. Follow us to the village entrance."

"What for?" Liu Jisheng was naturally entirely unwilling to go.

The leader of the group in gray uniforms stepped forward, grabbed Liu Jisheng by the collar, and shouted loudly, "Go when you're told to go. Or are you looking to get in trouble with the law?"

Liu Jisheng didn't struggle. He just put on a smiling face and said hurriedly, "Gentlemen, I'll go, I'll go. But can I go with everyone else?"

Seeing that Liu Jisheng had no intention of resisting, the soldiers didn't push him too hard. "Sooner or later you have to go. Who knows if you'll really go later? Don't ask for a beating, go now."

As if to prove this statement correct, the sounds of women crying and cursing rose from a courtyard not far away. Liu Jisheng looked and saw government soldiers at every doorway, dragging people out. It seemed someone had tried to resist, and the soldiers immediately began beating them.

Liu Jisheng had always believed in understanding the times. How could a little commoner like him have the ability to resist others? Seeing someone being beaten, Liu Jisheng dared not say another word. He smiled and said, "Gentlemen, let me close the door."

There were about two hundred households in Zhuangzhai, and this time there were over five hundred government troops. Sooner or later, the male heads of each household were taken to the village entrance one by one. Those who didn't dare to resist fared better, but those who resisted even slightly were beaten black and blue, some even bound with ropes and dragged to the entrance.

The village's major landlord, Liu Cunyong, nicknamed "Three Clay Vats," stood in the crowd with his hands in his sleeves, looking uneasy and staying silent. Over five hundred soldiers surrounded these two hundred or so people. Some soldiers held rifles, while more held clubs, looking menacingly at the group inside the circle. Surrounded by numbers several times their own, even those who had resisted earlier dared not make a sound.

Just as the commoners were wondering what would happen next, they saw Zhu Binggui, the tax collector who usually collected taxes, wearing a military uniform and walking up onto the earthen platform at the village entrance. Because they had never seen him in these clothes before, the villagers almost didn't recognize him. Zhu Binggui shouted from the platform, "Everyone, please welcome our county's newly appointed Tax Police Battalion Commander, Commander Hu, to give a speech. Everyone applaud." After shouting, Zhu Binggui took the lead in applauding.

The commoners weren't in the habit of applauding, and having been dragged here by force, no one reacted. However, the five hundred soldiers applauded together, creating a lively atmosphere and impressive momentum.

Amidst the applause, a short, fat man walked up onto the earthen platform. His uniform style was similar to the soldiers' gray uniforms, but the color was blue-gray, and there were golden knots on his shoulders and chest, making him look distinctive.

"Fellow villagers, I am Hu Hansan, the commander of our county's Tax Police Battalion. This is my first time meeting everyone, and we'll be dealing with each other a lot in the future." Hu Hansan looked down at the commoners from above and said arrogantly, "I have good news to tell you all. In the past, taxes were collected several times a year. From now on, they will only be collected once."

The villagers hadn't expected this news at all. In recent years, to press for grain, tax collectors like Zhu Binggui would come to the countryside several times a year. If taxes were really only collected once a year, that would indeed be a good thing.

"Now that a republic has been established, according to Governor Zhang's orders, everyone must first elect a village head for the village. Don't worry, this village head will be chosen by you villagers yourselves; the government will absolutely not interfere. Once this village head is elected, according to the orders of Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang, Lord Zhang, our village will implement a fixed tax. The tax for each village will be a set amount every year—no more, no less. Apart from us Tax Police, no one else is allowed to collect taxes from you. If anyone dares to collect taxes, you can tie them up and bring them to us, and we will punish them. aside from collecting taxes, we Tax Police will absolutely not deduct, take, or demand anything from the villagers. However, if the full amount of tax isn't collected, we won't be so easy to talk to."

The people of Zhuangzhai only half-understood these words. Seeing Zhu Binggui also wearing a uniform, everyone roughly guessed that the Tax Police had taken over tax collection duties. As for people impersonating tax collectors, the villagers didn't care at all. The tax collectors were always the same few people; who didn't know who? As for the republic and electing a village head, those were things the villagers didn't understand at all.

This "Tax Police Battalion Commander" Hu Hansan didn't make things too difficult for the people of Zhuangzhai. He left a few Tax Police men in the village to arrange the election of the village head and pasted some notices at the village entrance. Hu Hansan then withdrew the encirclement and left with his men. The soldiers didn't rob or take anything, a behavior that the villagers found unbelievable.

In the following days, the "Tax Police" left in the village began to tell the villagers about "electing a village head." The villagers naturally didn't understand democratic republicanism, nor were they interested. Hearing that anyone over 18, regardless of gender, could sign up to run for village head was what the villagers found incredible. The village head was equivalent to the *Lizhang* (village elder/chief), a prominent figure in the village. The *Lizhang* was always one of the major households in the village; they had never heard of the villagers choosing one themselves. Moreover, listening to what these "Tax Police" said, anyone, man or woman, could sign up to run, and the villagers would vote—whoever got the most votes would be elected. To the villagers' ears, this was a massive joke. The older people in the village just shook their heads, while some younger and more glib ones even joked, "Then let my woman go out and run for this village head."

The "Tax Police" left in Zhuangzhai were all middle-aged men in their thirties. Hearing this, they replied with a insincere smile, "Sure. As long as you're willing and your woman is willing, she can come out and run."

Hearing these malicious words, the people making snide remarks dared not speak up again.

But the responsibility of the elected village head was great. The tax each village had to pay was the same every year. The village head and the "Tax Police" would meet to determine the tax each household had to pay. If not enough tax was collected, the village head had to make up the difference himself. Hearing this news, the villagers lost interest in electing a village head. No one wanted to pay taxes, let alone force others to pay. The village head was the one doing this tax-paying business, so naturally, no one was willing to do it.

Liu Jisheng never liked causing trouble, and he had absolutely no interest in being village head. But seeing the government making such a big commotion, he felt an indescribable unease in his heart.

A few days later, the Tax Police Battalion that had left returned to Zhuangzhai under the leadership of Commander Hu Hansan. Upon returning, Hu Hansan gathered the Zhuangzhai villagers at the village entrance again, demanding they elect a village head within three days. This was a novelty for Zhuangzhai. Although the villagers didn't have the guts to run for village head, they had to participate in the spectacle no matter what.

During their free time these days, everyone discussed the matter. Since the elected village head would be in charge of tax collection, everyone wanted to find someone from a wealthy family who was kind-hearted to be elected. Everyone felt that the village's major landlord, Liu Cunyong, nicknamed "Three Clay Vats," was relatively kind. Moreover, Liu Cunyong had plenty of land and money. According to the government, if the tax collected in the village wasn't enough, the village head had to make up the difference. With Liu Cunyong's wealth, he could definitely cover the tax.

But the villagers saw that Liu Cunyong wasn't among those who signed up to be village head. In fact, apart from a few village ruffians and scoundrels, the only prominent figure willing to sign up was the former *Lizhang*, Liu Jishan. The people of Zhuangzhai felt something was wrong with this election. The *Lizhang* Liu Jishan was obsessed with officialdom and bent on becoming an official. He wasn't well-liked to begin with, and the ruffians were looked down upon even more. If they became village head, how would life go on?

Since this was the case, the villagers' votes naturally all went to Liu Jishan. The ruffians voted for themselves, but apart from their own votes, Liu Jishan was elected as the new village head with an unprecedentedly high percentage.

It wasn't just Zhuangzhai; by early May (Lunar Calendar), "elections" were held throughout Henan. Not only were village heads elected, but preliminary elections for councilors at various levels were also held. After receiving this news, Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang breathed a slight sigh of relief. This was the first step of his overall plan. Originally, Zhang Zhenfang hadn't expected such a plan to succeed. But in reality, it was indeed completed. Zhang Zhenfang had to admit that the former People's Party division commander, Zhou Zhentao, truly had extraordinary vision.

After determining he wouldn't voluntarily resign from the post of Henan Governor, Zhang Zhenfang sent men to chase after Zhou Zhentao. Not long after Zhou Zhentao left, and with Zhang Zhenfang sending men to "escort" him, they finally caught up with him in Shan County. Zhang Zhenfang sincerely asked Zhou Zhentao for advice and promised a reward of five thousand taels of silver. Zhou Zhentao finally agreed to Zhang Zhenfang's request.

The idea Zhou Zhentao gave Zhang Zhenfang was to reorganize the original tax system, replacing tax collectors with Tax Police. Establish base-level officials through elections. Once both were completed, combine the new tax system with the elected base-level officials to implement forceful tax collection.

When explaining the key points of the new tax collection method, Zhou Zhentao pointed out, "I don't understand matters of officialdom, but tax collection ultimately comes down to how many people can be sent out to collect taxes. And whether a person responsible for the matter can be found locally when collecting taxes. Although there are far more commoners than Tax Police, the commoners are scattered in various villages. If we surround a village with numbers overwhelming the commoners each time we collect taxes, the commoners won't dare to rebel. Of course, the Tax Police cannot resolve private grudges. If they go into villages and take things randomly like bandits, that's a private grudge, and the commoners naturally won't swallow their anger. If tax collection remains just tax collection, the commoners will have to accept it when facing the government."

When the Tax Police was established, the former local tax collectors were also incorporated into it. What was needed was the true situation of local land holdings that the tax collectors possessed. Added to the land deeds and Fish-scale Registers held in each county, the government could grasp the approximate tax situation. Moreover, the Tax Police was independent of other armed forces, belonging directly to the Henan Governor. With these methods, plus a Tax Police School built in Kaifeng specifically to train Tax Police cadres, Zhang Zhenfang had a Tax Police force of about thirty thousand men by May of 1912 in the lunar calendar. Even if their equipment wasn't as elite as the Beiyang Army, Zhang Zhenfang finally felt like he held the great power of the Henan Governor in his hands.
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In a small parlor beside the rear garden of the Military Governor's Estate in Kaifeng, Zhang Zhenfang and Zhou Zhentao sat facing each other. Perhaps due to his strict upbringing, Zhang Zhenfang himself did not care much for luxury items. His father had always taught him not to "sap his will by trifling with hobbies," so the tea in the cups before them was the mass-produced tea from the Base Area. Tea brewed from these leaves had a strong flavor but didn't last many steepings. It lacked fragrance but was quite bitter, making it very refreshing. Manual laborers could afford it and liked it very much.

"Commander Zhou is such a talent, why not stay here with me?" Zhang Zhenfang urged.

Zhou Zhentao was completely unmoved. "Governor Zhang, I received a letter from home a few days ago. The reward money you gave has already been delivered to my family, and my parents are very grateful. However, my parents urge me to return home immediately. I am also anxious to see my parents, so I will take my leave today."

Zhang Zhenfang knew he couldn't keep Zhou Zhentao, but he couldn't help but continue to persuade him. "Commander Zhou, this matter of tax collection is extremely urgent. Why not stay a few more days?"

Zhou Zhentao naturally understood Zhang Zhenfang's mindset. He said seriously, "Governor Zhang, I have already said what I needed to say. As we part, I will waste a few more words. Collecting taxes is not about seeing how much the common people pay, but about how much the government office can receive. If the Governor's Estate wants to get the taxes into its own hands, it can only rely on the Governor's Estate personally handling the tax collection. Counting on those tax clerks is absolutely not going to work. The tax collection system Governor Zhang has currently built is completely identical to the People's Party's tax collection system. Why is the People's Party always able to collect taxes? Because when they set a tax of thirty percent, the People's Party can truly collect all thirty percent into the People's Party's treasury."

Zhang Zhenfang was not used to Zhou Zhentao's "bluntness." If someone else had dared to speak like this before, Zhang Zhenfang would have at worst scolded them as a "cruel official," or at best given them the cold shoulder. Facing Zhou Zhentao before him, Zhang Zhenfang did not show a hint of dissatisfaction on his face. Even though he had studied the classics since childhood, he had also mixed in officialdom for so long. Zhang Zhenfang knew that he could sit in the position of Military Governor of Henan entirely because he had Yuan Shikai's Beiyang Central Government as a backer, and the People's Party was currently focused on internal strife and temporarily had no time to attend to him. If he couldn't collect taxes and couldn't support the army, Zhang Zhenfang would either be dismissed or easily wiped out by the People's Party.

Having said this much, Zhou Zhentao stood up. "Governor Zhang, I have been away for nine years and have never been able to be filial to my parents, instead causing them to worry about me. It is only thanks to the five thousand taels of silver rewarded by Governor Zhang that I can give my parents some explanation. I thank you again here."

Zhang Zhenfang knew that Zhou Zhentao was formally saying goodbye. He had tried offering official positions and rewards many times, but Zhou Zhentao remained unmoved. Knowing he couldn't keep Zhou Zhentao, Zhang Zhenfang also stood up and replied, "Commander Zhou's advice has benefited me greatly. Since Commander Zhou insists on leaving, I will not detain you. I wish Commander Zhou a safe journey. Men, take Commander Zhou to the train station."

After ordering men to see Zhou Zhentao off, Zhang Zhenfang had intended to study the entire plan again. The complete set of plans, which had taken great effort to organize into a thick volume, felt unreadable in his hands no matter what. This was a very rare thing for Zhang Zhenfang. He had been trained very strictly when studying since childhood. When reciting poetry and prose, he was never allowed to light a lamp, only to burn two incense sticks. This was to make him concentrate and calm his mind, slowly cultivating the habit of diligent study and strong memorization. Being unable to read a book was an extremely rare occurrence for Zhang Zhenfang.

In his current state of mind, Zhang Zhenfang knew he wouldn't be able to read no matter what. He simply stood up and had his personal attendants prepare a car to go inspect the Kaifeng Tax Police School.

The Tax Police School was called a police school, but it was actually a quasi-military academy. Zhang Zhenfang himself loved to run schools. As soon as Zhou Zhentao proposed establishing a Tax Police School with the aim of training qualified tax police cadres, Zhang Zhenfang had expressed his support. Personnel everywhere were a mixed bag; only by relying on trustworthy core personnel could anything be achieved in matters like tax collection.

The Tax Police School was divided into three levels of study classes: primary, intermediate, and advanced. The primary class had a total of twenty-four classes, each recruiting a platoon size of 50 people. Four terms were held a year, each term lasting three months. According to the plan, the tax police force of over thirty thousand men would all have to undergo training at the Tax Police School within two years. Any tax police officer who failed the training would have their tax police qualifications cancelled.

As soon as he entered the school gate, he could immediately feel a stern atmosphere. Those running laps, those drilling in formation, and those training in shouting slogans made the large field extraordinarily lively.

"Oppose indiscriminate taxation!" "National taxation is the foundation of the nation!" "Put an end to extortion!" "Scientific taxation!"

These slogans could be seen everywhere on the walls of the Tax Police School teaching building, the school perimeter walls, and the screen wall of the lecture platform. Not only were there slogans everywhere, but the trainees also had to specifically train in shouting these slogans.

When Zhang Zhenfang and his party passed in front of the tax police square formations that were shouting slogans, they heard the tax police shouting these slogans with solemn expressions, not allowing even a hint of frivolity. Those trainees who felt embarrassed to shout so loudly, or felt the content of the slogans was somewhat "laughable," and showed the slightest resistance on their faces, would be immediately pulled out by the instructors. They were ordered to first shout the slogans well with a serious expression, and then punished by standing, running laps, or doing push-ups. When Zhou Zhentao formulated the Tax Police School system, he resolutely demanded one point: absolutely no beating of trainees, and absolutely no personal insults. Zhang Zhenfang felt this was acceptable. Now seeing these systems, they really did have an effect. Even if punished, even if shouted at by red-faced instructors, the trainees felt more shame and grievance, but not anger.

But who knows what lies in another's heart? Zhang Zhenfang did not truly believe these trainees could understand. The Tax Police School's cultural lessons ran parallel to military training, so he went to a classroom to listen to the cultural education.

The teacher's voice was high-pitched. "We are tax police, responsible for the major matter of national taxation. Students, your families have all encountered tax collection matters and know that tax clerks descend on the countryside like wolves and tigers. In the previous lessons, we all studied the historical tax quotas. Everyone now finally knows how much tax the court and the province actually set, but how much did this tax change when it reached the bottom? We have all calculated it. Do the students know what tricks the tax clerks played in this?"

The trainees were all children of good families from various places. Originally, everyone could only let the tax clerks exploit them in their hometowns. After studying a lot of documents in class, they realized that their families had been cheated miserably. With the instructor speaking like this, the trainees were naturally roused to indignation. "I know!" "When we collect taxes, we definitely won't collect indiscriminately!" "No wonder the Manchu Qing fell! This is harming the common people!"

Zhang Zhenfang was originally a Manchu Qing official after all. Listening to the tax police trainees' disrespectful remarks about the Manchu Qing, he felt a burst of unease in his heart. In fact, solely regarding taxation, the tax rate Zhang Zhenfang had now set was not low at all. The Manchu Qing had a slogan "Never raise taxes," but while the land tax was nominally not raised, there was never a shortage of various exorbitant taxes and levies. Once the *lijin* system arose, this slogan completely died out.

When that "Never raise taxes" slogan was shouted back then, the land tax was set at ten percent. Now, the new tax system, after a calculation led by Zhou Zhentao, was set at fifty percent. When Zhang Zhenfang questioned whether this tax was too heavy, Zhou Zhentao laughed, "We calculated it together last time. According to the tax amount Governor Zhang has set now, it is at most fifty percent when fully calculated. It can't be considered heavy by any means. The tax amount Governor Zhang originally set, after conversion, was only thirty percent. When tax clerks were responsible for collecting taxes, they could collect eighty percent. The key point is that the People's Party completely eliminated intermediate exploitation. No matter how it is distributed after collection, during collection, the People's Party is united from top to bottom. In the past tax collection, most of it fattened the petty officials collecting taxes in the localities. As long as the common people can pay fifty percent instead of eighty percent, the common people will be too busy praising Governor Zhang in the first few years to feel it is too heavy."

It was also after this conversation that Zhang Zhenfang believed Zhou Zhentao's nature was that of a "cruel official"—emphasizing methods, emphasizing practice, disregarding ethics, and never mentioning the words of the sages. Even after leaving the People's Party, Zhou Zhentao still frequently mentioned Chen Ke in his considerations of government affairs. This surprised Zhang Zhenfang considerably. It seemed that in Zhou Zhentao's heart, Chen Ke was still his mentor.

The trainees' enthusiasm was decent, at any rate. Although they were doing the work of petty officials, this enthusiasm was far from comparable to that of petty officials. Having audited the class, Zhang Zhenfang felt much more reassured.

He then went to the principal's office, preparing to discuss this matter with the principal of the Tax Police School, Zhu Danbi. Just as he entered the principal's office, he saw Zhu Danbi scolding the dean. Even seeing Zhang Zhenfang enter, he only paused slightly. Zhang Zhenfang hurriedly said, "I'll go wait in the inner room first, you continue with your business."

The room was not very soundproof. Zhu Danbi's angry voice penetrated the door and came in. "For fair taxation, the rules originally established did not allow pulling strings to enter the tax police force. Now not only has someone pulled strings to get in, but because he thinks of himself as a young master, he dares to talk back to the instructor. His guts are too big! What are you afraid of? You are the dean. What you say in this school must count. If you don't dare, then you leave with him!"

Zhu Danbi was a fellow townsman of Yuan Shikai and Zhang Zhenfang, also from Xiangcheng. He was studious since childhood and was recognized in Xiangcheng as a talent with a promising future. When Yuan Shikai established the Beiyang Military Academy in Tianjin, Zhang Zhenfang bore all the boarding and tuition expenses for students from the districts and counties under Chenzhou (Huaiyang) jurisdiction (Huaiyang, Xihua, Xiangcheng, Shenqiu, Taikang, Fugou, Shangshui) who went to Baoding to study. There were 10 students from Xiangcheng County in each term. After graduation, some joined the army, some entered politics, and most went into teaching, contributing to the revolutionary construction of democratic republicanism. Zhu Danbi was one of them.

After the establishment of the Republic of China, Zhu Danbi was elected by the people of Xiangcheng as a member of the Henan Provincial Provisional Assembly. In 1912 (the second year of the Republic), Zhu Danbi published many articles attacking the evils of the times. At that time, Zhang Zhenfang served as the Military Governor of Henan. Zhu Danbi mobilized the masses to post slogans and hold demonstrations, opposing Zhang Zhenfang's governorship of Henan. For this, Zhang Zhenfang was very annoyed with Zhu Danbi. At a meeting of assembly members, Zhang Zhenfang publicly stated that Zhu Danbi was only a *xiucai* with a low degree and had no qualifications to be an assembly member. Zhu Danbi said, "My position as an assembly member was elected by the people of Xiangcheng in accordance with the law. You have made not an inch of contribution to the Republic, what qualifications do you have to govern Henan?" This further enraged Zhang Zhenfang, who threatened to dismiss Zhu Danbi as an assembly member. Zhu Danbi showed no weakness and said that Zhang Zhenfang had no right to dismiss him. The two sides had reached a point of tit-for-tat confrontation.

Actually, Zhang Zhenfang didn't truly hate Zhu Danbi; he just felt that Zhu Danbi had really "forgotten his roots." According to traditional rules, as Zhu Danbi's teacher and financial sponsor, Zhu Danbi should have at least become a disciple of Zhang Zhenfang. How could he openly oppose Zhang Zhenfang after becoming an assembly member?

However, Zhou Zhentao greatly appreciated Zhu Danbi. He habitually quoted Chen Ke's words, "Chairman Chen said that even a venomous snake can guard treasure. Since this Zhu Danbi is young and aggressive, and considers himself to be hateful of evil, then we might as well let him manage this tax police matter. Doing tax work, it is impossible not to offend people. At this time, someone has to stand up!"

With a kind of malicious pleasure, Zhou Zhentao had Zhu Danbi take up the post of principal of the Tax Police School. But actual work proved that Zhang Zhenfang had failed to see through Zhu Danbi, while Zhou Zhentao undoubtedly had, and had placed Zhu Danbi in a suitable position. Since taking office, Zhu Danbi had been dedicated and conscientious. In actual work, since he was doing practical work and realized the hardship of getting things done, he never publicly raised those criticisms of Zhang Zhenfang again.

Zhou Zhentao's evaluation of this was: "Although the People's Party is a revolutionary party, what is discussed within the party is entirely the word 'benefit.' Chairman Chen Ke said a sentence: a bureaucratic system is only loyal to the object that gives them power. The current tax money naturally has to have a portion distributed to the tax police force, but the money the tax police get is given by Governor Zhang. Grasping this point, Governor Zhang can govern Henan well."

Hearing this at the time, Zhang Zhenfang couldn't help but smile bitterly. As the dignified Military Governor of Henan for the Beiyang government, to govern Henan he had to borrow the People's Party's methods. This was truly inexplicably absurd. To shake off this pressure, Zhang Zhenfang tried internally to link the People's Party's practices with Yuan Shikai's Beiyang practices.

The secret to Yuan Shikai's troop training was "a gun in one hand, money in the other." On pay day, when every soldier received their pay, the officer distributing the silver would shout, "Everyone is eating Yuan Gongbao's food and taking Yuan Gongbao's money." Military discipline was emphasized repeatedly on ordinary days. If officers or soldiers transgressed even slightly, they were immediately dealt with by martial law. According to Zhou Zhentao's introduction, the People's Party was even more ruthless than Yuan Shikai's Beiyang Army. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army specifically set up political commissars to engage in ideological work. Any matter, large or small, had to be discussed with the soldiers in meetings. They absolutely had to obtain the soldiers' agreement and persuade the soldiers to understand these things.

In Zhang Zhenfang's view, Zhu Danbi's approach undoubtedly conformed to the models of the two strongest military organizations in China at the moment. Whether it was the Beiyang Army or the People's Party, their approaches seemed different, but the underlying methods were of the same lineage. Both came down to the word "discipline." In terms of the Tax Police School's internal discipline, the tax police were the Henan Governor's direct armed force, so they naturally only obeyed the Henan Governor. Big families everywhere tried every means to send their children into the tax police force, wanting to be the first to get inside information. Zhu Danbi was ruthless against this kind of person. While he certainly offended the local powerful gentry greatly, this was entirely loyal to Zhang Zhenfang. Even if Zhu Danbi might not think so in his heart, in reality, it was completely maximizing Zhang Zhenfang's own interests.

Thinking of this, Zhang Zhenfang felt somewhat lost. When getting along with Zhou Zhentao, this old rebel from the People's Party, he had actually been cautious. Now that Zhou Zhentao had really left, he felt empty in his heart again. This contradictory state of mind was rare for Zhang Zhenfang. In his life, apart from heroes like Yuan Shikai, he had never associated with someone like Zhou Zhentao who possessed the ability to solve practical problems. The understanding built up over months of working together had unknowingly turned into a kind of trust.

Letting out a long sigh, Zhang Zhenfang felt a burst of unease again. A figure like Zhou Zhentao could be considered an outstandingly capable general if placed in the Manchu Qing or the Beiyang. But according to Zhou Zhentao, in the People's Party, there were at least four or five hundred figures like him. There were also over a hundred people whose level and ability were above Zhou Zhentao's. These extremely rare talents were all gathered under the hands of People's Party Chairman Chen Ke, whom even Yuan Shikai had to bow down to. This couldn't help but make Zhang Zhenfang feel intense unease.

Just as he was pondering, the door opened and Zhu Danbi pushed it open and came in. "Governor Zhang, I was negligent just now."

Hearing these polite words, Zhang Zhenfang stood up and replied with a smile, "Principal Zhu is busy with official duties. My sudden visit is the intrusion."

The two exchanged a few polite words, and Zhu Danbi asked, "The summer harvest is about to end. Presumably, the tax police force should formally begin collecting taxes."
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"Principal Zhu, we must collect the full amount of tax this time. When collecting, you might as well explain clearly to the common folk that the state of national affairs is difficult, which is why we are collecting fifty percent tax. Just for two years. After two years, the tax will be lowered," Zhang Zhenfang said solemnly to Zhu Danbi.

Zhu Danbi nodded repeatedly upon hearing this. As an ambitious young man, Zhu Danbi hoped to strengthen the country and military through his own efforts after being elected as a parliamentarian, changing the status quo of China. Although he didn't like the land reform policy implemented by the People's Party at all, the strength of the People's Party was something Zhu Danbi yearned for. He had discussed taxation with Zhou Zhentao, and Zhou Zhentao's suggestion was to change the past situation of only collecting money and imitate the People's Party's tax plan of purely collecting grain tax.

The People's Party indeed needed grain. Since they issued their own banknotes, the People's Party's currency issuance at this stage was similar to grain coupons. The immovable grain prices, and the policy that residents must rely on grain booklets and household registration booklets to purchase a stipulated amount of grain, all ensured that the People's Party's paper currency was quite strong. Zhu Danbi also wanted to learn from the People's Party in terms of taxation. After collecting grain, a portion would be sold to pay for various monthly monetary expenses, while the remaining grain could be used when the common people needed it. Whether for famine relief or to pay for students' rations when running schools. At least after listening to Zhou Zhentao's introduction, Zhu Danbi formed his own ideas. This was how the People's Party did it, so now the People's Party had enough grain to maintain the stability of their base areas, and their currency issuance was also quite smooth. Various industries were also starting to be built, and one could see things improving day by day.

Now hearing Zhang Zhenfang propose the view that taxes would be reduced in the future, Zhu Danbi was even happier. He stood up and said excitedly, "Governor Zhang, I will definitely do my utmost."

After Zhang Zhenfang left the Tax Police School, he still felt uneasy in his heart, but it was no longer that feeling of hanging in mid-air. Zhang Zhenfang naturally knew Zhu Danbi's ideas on taxation; Zhu Danbi had actively mentioned them many times. Both Zhang Zhenfang and Zhou Zhentao had only supported and encouraged him. In reality, the two men's views were vastly different. The reason Zhou Zhentao's suggestion could be accepted by Zhang Zhenfang was definitely not because Zhang Zhenfang was easy to fool, but because Zhou Zhentao's suggestion indeed had reasonable points. Zhou Zhentao suggested that Zhang Zhenfang use the railway to transport the grain tax collected in Henan to other places to sell. The People's Party was building railways on a large scale, especially after seizing Qingdao and controlling the German railway factories, their technical level had increased greatly. Coupled with many railway experts invited from the United States, Britain, and France, the speed of railway construction was much faster. The People's Party had already begun to build a railway from Xuzhou to Kaifeng. Once this railway was completed, Henan's goods could go straight to Lianyungang via the railway. Large amounts of grain could be exported overseas, such as to Japan and Southeast Asia.

Collecting tax in silver and money forced the common people to be exploited by local landlords. Hoarding a lot of grain in Henan could certainly stabilize local grain prices in Henan, but it also limited the rise of grain prices. If it could be exported overseas, however much was exchanged would be money. Moreover, through fixed-quota trade agreements, the customs could directly transfer the money to Yuan Shikai's central government, which would also allow for a smooth completion of duty. At the same time, the external shipment of large amounts of grain could effectively boost grain prices. When grain prices were high, Zhang Zhenfang could dump a batch of grain to immediately give people the feeling of stabilizing prices, while also effectively making money.

Zhang Zhenfang thought it over and over, and only then agreed to the plan of collecting tax only in grain. Zhang Zhenfang was even more shocked by Zhou Zhentao's overall view. When a person's vision was not limited to just one province of Henan, nor just to China, but could take a larger scope into view, problems that previously seemed unsolvable would have many solutions. For this reason, Zhang Zhenfang specifically sent people to investigate and found that Japan's business of buying low-priced grain was indeed doing well. Not only grain, but Japan was purchasing a lot of commodities. Including cotton and raw silk, Japan was buying them all. It was just that the People's Party wouldn't sell, and the areas under Beiyang rule didn't produce raw silk. As for cotton, Henan did produce it, but there was no railway to transport it to the seaside.

As if to prove Zhou Zhentao's foresight, in the fourth lunar month, Chen Ke sent someone to Henan to inquire about building a railway to Kaifeng. Zhang Zhenfang immediately expressed his agreement. Regarding the costs, Zhang Zhenfang requested that the People's Party give him cheap freight rates for two years, and the People's Party agreed to this point as well. So for the tax collection, everything was ready and only the east wind was lacking. If the grain could be collected during this summer harvest, Zhang Zhenfang could put into practice his real power as the Governor of Henan. After preparing for a few more days, the Henan Tax Police Force finally moved out.

***

The wheat in Zhuangzhai had already been harvested. Due to the use of the People's Party's "One-Crop Wheat" seeds, this year's harvest was very good. For the first two years, everyone could only look at the tall and strong wheat seedlings of the villagers in the neighboring village, cursing in their hearts and cursing with their mouths. This year, except for a few very timid families, everyone had planted this wheat seed. Although the ridges were not as regular as the villages under the People's Party, the harvest was fully over two hundred *jin*. Some good land could yield over three hundred *jin*. Usually, a good harvest on good land was only a little over two hundred *jin*, and for ordinary land, harvesting 150 *jin* was considered very good. The joy of the Zhuangzhai common folk came entirely from the bottom of their hearts. Looking at those few patches of ordinary wheat fields surrounded by the bumper harvest wheat fields, the common folk would also crack jokes with the few families who looked worried.

Just after harvesting the wheat, the common folk excitedly went to their relatives in the neighboring village who had defected to the People's Party to beg for wheat seeds. It was just that the wheat seeds on the People's Party side were also being harvested at this time, and it would take another month or so to arrive. Those claiming kinship and asking for wheat seeds made the relatives who usually didn't visit much become popular people instantly.

Liu Jisheng didn't do this. He was most afraid of troubling people; if you troubled people, you owed them a favor. Repaying money was hard, but repaying a favor was even harder. He specifically inquired about the situation in the People's Party village. The wheat seeds were transported from outside. They were distributed centrally. The people in the neighboring village actually played a little trick; they bought an extra portion of wheat seeds. Besides using it themselves, they sold the rest at a high price to the common folk of Zhuangzhai. Rather than owing a favor and having to pay more money like this, Liu Jisheng felt it was better to directly find the people from the "Agricultural Service Company" of the People's Party who were responsible for planting wheat. As the saying goes, burn incense at the right temple, ask for help from the right person. Even if the extra money paid was given directly to the rightful owners at the People's Party Agricultural Service Company as a "tea fee", it was better than giving money to others and owing a favor on top of it.

Hearing that people from the People's Party Agricultural Service Company were coming these few days, Liu Jisheng went there early every morning to wait. However, he didn't dare to do this openly, so he found a temporary job transporting manure in the peasant association established in each village, just so he could watch more people entering and leaving the village as he came and went.

Ever since they followed the People's Party, the neighboring village gave Liu Jisheng a very different feeling. The biggest change was naturally the seeds planted in the fields, followed by the fact that there were many more ways to make a living in the village. The neighboring village merged with two other villages, and the merged new village could only be called a town. After distributing the landlords' land, in addition to three *mu* of land per person, a large amount of land went to the People's Party. However, the common folk in this village called this land "state-owned land", meaning it was owned by the state. The state-owned land wasn't good land. Under the guidance of the personnel from the Agricultural Technology Service Company, the common folk planted paulownia trees, raised earthworms, and set up breeding farms on it. During the slack farming season, the common folk under the People's Party's rule all went to work in these various trades set up on these grounds. And the new town opened a kindergarten. Those little dolls were all sent to the kindergarten, and the half-grown children, regardless of gender, were all sent to the newly opened school to study. It was said that the school even provided a lunch. Going to school didn't cost money, and one could even eat a meal. Thinking of this, Liu Jisheng felt inexplicably jealous.

What made Liu Jisheng most jealous was that the People's Party actually engaged in some "concentrated living" and started to build houses in a rush. The original adobe houses were all bulldozed, and the new houses were all two-story buildings made of red brick. They looked much more magnificent than the houses the landlords used to live in, and were even fitted with transparent glass windows. Usually, during the slack season, the common folk of the new town and Zhuangzhai were not busy, but after the new town submitted to the People's Party, they were busy all year round. Besides building houses, there were many new jobs to do. Not only men worked, but women worked too.

These newly started businesses were currently mainly animal husbandry and tree planting. The paulownia saplings were also transported from outside. When they first arrived, they were all bare, slender poles. Many people in Zhuangzhai suspected this was simply a scam. Unexpectedly, after two years, the saplings not only all survived but also grew extremely fast. Compared with the low jujube thickets in Zhuangzhai, it made the people of Zhuangzhai envious to death. Since there was such a big business, there were naturally many employment positions. The people in the neighboring town couldn't handle it all themselves. Liu Jisheng was never annoying, so when he applied for a casual job, they gave him work. Relying on this opportunity, Liu Jisheng learned more and more about the People's Party.

Just after transporting a load of chicken manure, he saw a team carrying red flags coming to the entrance of the town. The team was full of young people, escorting dozens of carts with new-style rubber tires. They were piled high with gunnysacks. Judging by their dress, they were officials. When the common folk in the town saw these people, they greeted them happily whether they knew them or not. Liu Jisheng didn't rush to go up to them. He finished his morning work, went to the tap water pipe in the new town to wash his hands, and then went to the office of the Agricultural Service Company.

Those young people could only be called youths; many looked like they were not even twenty years old, with faces full of childishness. Liu Jisheng wanted to call them "old brother" (*laodi*), but it didn't seem right no matter how he looked at it, so he changed the address, "Little brother, are you here to sell seeds?"

"Hello, Uncle," the youth replied politely. "We are here to be responsible for seed sales."

Facing the kind and polite youth, Liu Jisheng quickly replied, "Little brother, hello. I am from the neighboring Zhuangzhai. I want to ask if I can buy seeds from you. Can you make the decision?"

The youth laughed, "Uncle, we can't make the decision on this matter. You have to find Captain Liu of our company."

"Can I trouble you to lead the way, little brother?" Liu Jisheng quickly said.

"Sure," the youth smiled.

Following the youth into another room, the youth simply introduced Liu Jisheng's situation to a young man in his early twenties. Liu Jisheng felt that this youth was really not an ordinary person. If it were a youth from Zhuangzhai, let alone not knowing how to handle these matters, they probably couldn't even speak clearly. However, he was worried about whether this youth was a bit too daring to take on matters. If it were Liu Jisheng, he would refuse the matter first no matter what, and only make a decision after figuring out the ins and outs.

After listening, Captain Liu smiled at the youth, "I know. You go get busy first."

"Okay," the youth responded steadily and strode out the door. Seeing that the youth wasn't scolded for bringing him to see Captain Liu, Liu Jisheng felt much more at ease.

Captain Liu first asked Liu Jisheng to sit down and poured him a bowl of water before asking about Liu Jisheng's situation. Liu Jisheng also answered truthfully that he was not a person under the People's Party's rule, but he wanted to buy the People's Party's wheat seeds. He wanted to ask if the People's Party would sell them, and if so, exactly how much they cost.

Captain Liu replied, "Of course you can buy them. As for the price, it's fifty *wen* for one thousand seeds."

Liu Jisheng was startled in his heart. This price was at least 10 *wen* cheaper than the wheat seeds "relatives" sold to Zhuangzhai. Some "relatives" even dared to ask for 70 *wen* per thousand seeds. Because he was uneasy, Liu Jisheng asked further, "Is it the same as the wheat planted now?"

Captain Liu smiled, "It's all the same. We only sell this one kind of wheat now."

One thousand wheat seeds were about a *liang* or so. Liu Jisheng had fifteen *mu* of land at home. One *mu* of land required 20 *jin* of seeds, so 15 *mu* was 300 *jin*. Adding 5 *wen* per *jin*... wait, one thousand seeds is a small amount. *[Note: 1 jin = 500g. 1000 seeds approx 30-50g. The price logic in original text seems to be per 1000 seeds, but then he calculates per jin. Let's stick to translation.]*

*Correction in translation logic based on text:* *Text says: "Captain Liu replied: 'You want to buy naturally is okay, price is one thousand grains fifty wen.'"* *Then Liu Jisheng is surprised it is cheaper than relatives who sell for 70 wen.* *Wait, there is a repeated paragraph in the raw text with different numbers!* *First paragraph: "one thousand grains fifty wen." ... "cheaper than relatives... least 10 wen." ... "relatives even dared to ask 70 wen."* *Second paragraph (Duplicate/Correction?): "one thousand grains five wen." ... "cheaper than relatives... least 5 wen." ... "relatives even dared to ask 10 wen."* *I need to decide which one is correct. 50 wen for 1000 grains seems expensive? 1000 grains of wheat is about 35-50 grams. 20 jin per mu. 20 jin = 10kg = 10000g. That's approx 200-300 thousand grains. If 50 wen/1000, that's 10,000-15,000 wen per mu. That's a lot. If 5 wen/1000, that's 1,000-1,500 wen per mu.* *Later text says: "One jin add 5 wen, this is 1500 wen."* *If he buys 300 jin. 300 * 5 = 1500.* *This calculation matches the "5 wen" difference. So the SECOND paragraph with "5 wen" is likely the correct one or the intended one, and the "50 wen" was a typo in the source or an early draft left in.* *Also, "One thousand grains wheat roughly is one liang more." (1 liang = 50g). This matches physics.* *So 5 wen per liang. 16 liang = 1 jin. So 80 wen per jin.* *If the difference is 5 wen per 1000 grains (approx 1 liang). Then difference per jin is 16 * 5 = 80 wen.* *But the text says "One jin add 5 wen". This math is confusing in the source.* *Let's look at the source again:* *"One thousand grains is about one liang... One jin add 5 wen, this is 1500 wen."* *If he buys 300 jin. 300 * 5 = 1500. This part is consistent: Total rip-off amount = 300 jin * 5 wen/jin = 1500 wen.* *So the "difference" the relatives charged was 5 wen per JIN?* *But the price quote was "one thousand grains 5 wen".* *If the price quote was per 1000 grains (approx 1 liang), then per jin (16 liang) it is 16 * 5 = 80 wen.* *If the relatives sold at 10 wen per 1000 grains. Then per jin is 160 wen.* *Difference per jin is 80 wen.* *300 jin * 80 wen = 24,000 wen.* *But the text says "One jin add 5 wen, this is 1500 wen."* *This implies the difference is 5 wen PER JIN. Not per 1000 grains.* *So maybe the quote was "One JIN 5 wen"? No, text clearly says "Yi qian li" (one thousand grains).* *Maybe "Yi qian li" is a typo for "Yi jin"? "Price is one jin five wen"?* *Wheat price usually is cheap. 5 wen per jin seems very cheap (a bun might be 1-2 wen). 50 wen per jin seems expensive.* *Let's stick to the text but handle the contradiction gracefully or pick the most logical interpretation.* *The raw text has two versions of the dialogue. I will use the second one (5 wen) as it matches the "cheaper by 5 wen" logic later, although the "per 1000 grains" vs "per jin" math is still weird. I will translate literally what is there in the second version.* *Actually, looking closely: "One thousand grains wheat roughly is one liang more... One jin add 5 wen..."* *If the text meant "One jin is 5 wen", then 300 jin is 1500 wen total cost. The rip-off was "One jin add 5 wen".* *I will translate the dialogue as "one thousand seeds for five wen" (using the second version) and keep the internal logic of the protagonist.*

*Wait, I see the duplicate text block in the raw file. It repeats the dialogue with different numbers. I should use the second block which seems to be the correction (lower numbers).*

*Actually, let's look at the math in the text: "One jin add 5 wen, this is 1500 wen." This clearly ties to the 300 jin total. 300 * 5 = 1500.* *So the rip-off (difference) is 5 wen per unit. The unit must be Jin for this math to work.* *But the dialogue says "1000 grains".* *Hypothesis: The author wrote "1000 grains" but meant "1 Jin" or the character calculates the difference per Jin based on the 1000 grain price? No, 1000 grains = 1 liang. 16 liang = 1 jin.* *If difference is 5 wen per 1000 grains. Then difference per jin is 80 wen. 300 * 80 = 24000.* *If the text says "One jin add 5 wen", the author likely confused units or I am missing something.* *However, as a translator, I should probably stick to the text or smooth it if it's an obvious error. Given the repetition and numbers, it's a mess in the raw.* *I will follow the second block: "1000 grains for 5 wen". And I will translate the internal thought "One jin add 5 wen" as is, even if the math is wonky.*

*Actually, looking at the first block: "1000 grains 50 wen". "Cheaper by 10 wen". "Relatives ask 70 wen". (50 vs 70 is 20 diff).* *Second block: "1000 grains 5 wen". "Cheaper by 5 wen". "Relatives ask 10 wen". (5 vs 10 is 5 diff).* *The second block has consistent internal logic for the difference (10-5=5). The first block (70-50=20) says "cheaper by at least 10 wen", which is also consistent (20 > 10).* *But the "One jin add 5 wen" later fits the "5 wen difference" of the second block. So I will use the second block.*

Captain Liu replied, "Of course you can buy them. As for the price, it's five *wen* for one thousand seeds."

Liu Jisheng was startled in his heart. This price was at least 5 *wen* cheaper than the wheat seeds "relatives" sold to Zhuangzhai. Some "relatives" even dared to ask for 10 *wen* per thousand seeds. Because he was uneasy, Liu Jisheng asked further, "Is it the same as the wheat planted now?"

Captain Liu smiled, "It's all the same. We only sell this one kind of wheat now."

One thousand wheat seeds were about a *liang* or so. Liu Jisheng had fifteen *mu* of land at home. One *mu* of land required 20 *jin* of seeds, so 15 *mu* was 300 *jin*. Adding 5 *wen* per *jin*, this was 1500 *wen*. This calculation showed he had been pitted for quite a lot by the "relatives". Suppressing his unhappiness, Liu Jisheng smiled, "Can I buy it now?"

"Yes," Captain Liu replied.

It was impossible to carry 300 *jin* back on his shoulder. Liu Jisheng borrowed a wheelbarrow and transported the wheat seeds back. His face was as black as the bottom of a pot all the way. Because he was afraid of attracting attention, he specifically waited until dark to go home. But the night after he returned, several relatives came to Liu Jisheng's house. Glaring fiercely at his wife, who had a look of pride on her face, Liu Jisheng began to talk with these relatives. Everyone heard that Liu Jisheng bought wheat seeds at a low price and wanted Liu Jisheng to help them bring some too. Liu Jisheng said with a sincere smile, "Brothers, I can take you to find the People's Party people selling seeds, but I can't bring them for everyone. If I can't bring them back, what kind of matter would that be? I would be scolded to death by everyone."

Several relatives showed worried looks on their faces, "Jisheng, we don't know those People's Party people either. If we say the wrong thing and they don't sell to us, what should we do? You know the way, it's better if you take the trouble. Not to mention anything else, each of our families will treat you to a drink. What do you think?"

Liu Jisheng laughed right then, "Brothers, if I can't bring it back, how can I account to you? I have already bought my family's wheat seeds. The wheat seeds for your families add up to over a thousand *jin*. If I go to buy again, people will think I am buying wheat seeds to resell. I can't explain that clearly. Brothers, you must go with me."

After much persuasion, Liu Jisheng convinced his relatives to go with him to buy seeds. After sending away one group, another group came. It wasn't until late at night that Liu Jisheng finally sent away all the relatives. Lying down exhausted, his wife said beside him, "Jisheng, everyone thinks you are very capable."

Liu Jisheng didn't want to bring up this subject originally, but hearing his wife say this, he got up and slapped his wife on the body, "You have so much trouble. You only think about if the matter succeeds, what if the matter fails?"

After slapping his wife, Liu Jisheng's anger dissipated. Ignoring what his wife continued to say, he fell asleep in a daze.

The next day, just as Liu Jisheng expected, out of the seventeen or eighteen people who said yesterday they would go together to buy seeds, only nine came. Without waiting much, Liu Jisheng led everyone pushing small carts to the new town. Captain Liu received them. Hearing that they were buying seeds, Captain Liu didn't say much. He asked the amount everyone wanted to buy and sold it directly to these relatives. Originally, this group of people were scared to death, but once they went out the door, some began to boast that they knew there would be no problem long ago.

Ignoring these people, Liu Jisheng just buried his head in pushing the cart. Sure enough, as he expected, no one mentioned the matter of treating him to wine. Instead, someone immediately took a scale to weigh the seeds. Liu Jisheng waited with a dark face for them to finish weighing, and then went back to his own home without saying a word. He didn't think others were at fault; not treating him to a meal and distrust were all human nature in Liu Jisheng's view. Since they bought the seeds, Liu Jisheng was useless, so who would still take him seriously? Liu Jisheng was actually saved the trouble of drinking. The thing he was worried about was that this matter would definitely not end here.

Sure enough, more people ran to find Liu Jisheng at night, even those who didn't dare to come during the day appeared. They said sheepishly, "You guys left too early. When we arrived, you had already left."

Liu Jisheng could only take them one more time. This time, when Captain Liu asked the youths below to distribute the seeds, he pulled Liu Jisheng aside, "Uncle Liu, it's not a thing for you to run back and forth. How about I personally go to your village tomorrow?"

"Captain Liu, you have saved my life. It would be great if you could go," Liu Jisheng felt relieved of a heavy burden.

Captain Liu was indeed a man of his word. Early the next morning, he took the youths under his command and drove six large carts to Zhuangzhai. What made Liu Jisheng feel embarrassed was that when he ran to the new town to buy seeds, the common folk acted as if they had taken a big advantage. Now that the main seller of seeds came to the door, the fellow villagers were afraid instead.

There were many people watching from afar. The fellow villagers discovered that there were a few girls in this team. Men and women pointed at this People's Party team, but there were not many who actually came up to buy. Captain Liu didn't care about this at all. He and those youths set up a grass-green awning together. Those slender iron rods folded cleverly; just pulling them open created an awning. This fresh gadget opened the eyes of the Zhuangzhai common folk.

Not long after, the real big buyer appeared. The leading household of Zhuangzhai, "Three Earthen Vats" Liu Cunyong, who had over three hundred *mu* of land, bought seven thousand *jin* of seeds in one breath. Slowly, the seeds on the three large carts were all bought, making the Zhuangzhai common folk feel awe.

At noon, Captain Liu of the People's Party carried a delicate stove to boil water. After the water boiled, they put some hard stuff into the enamel mugs that had appeared in the new town in the past two years, then poured in hot water and covered them with lids. Not long after, they removed the lids, put in some condiments, and amidst the astonished gazes of some Zhuangzhai common folk who were holding bowls and eating while watching the excitement, these People's Party people actually picked noodles out of the mugs and ate them. This made the Zhuangzhai common folk extremely curious. Everyone said to each other in astonishment that what was put into the enamel mug just now was definitely hard stuff. Some who liked to show off were already arguing solemnly. And some timid people had already started to beat drums in their hearts. A few years ago, stealing and planting "One-Crop Wheat" resulted in a curse. This memory did not fade with the passage of time. Now seeing these men and women of the People's Party turning hard stuff into soft noodles with hot water like magic, they felt that this was probably also a new magic of the People's Party.

By evening, five of the six carts of wheat seeds had been sold. Captain Liu said loudly to the onlookers, "Fellow villagers, we will come again tomorrow." They packed up the folding tents and led the team away.

Although the neighboring new town had submitted to the People's Party, the people in the town were all known to everyone, so it didn't feel too special. On this day, the Zhuangzhai common folk saw real "People's Party people" for the first time. Like watching a western peep show, the neat uniforms, those young men and women who were dressed cleanly and simply, worked intently without panting or making a sound, and were steady, as well as the folding tents and the noodles that could be eaten just by soaking. All of this allowed everyone to see too many things they had never seen before.

Many people felt surprised or even fearful, but many also looked forward to these People's Party people coming again the next day.

Early the next day, Captain Liu indeed came with those youths from yesterday. The six large carts were still piled high with gunnysacks containing wheat seeds. This time, more common folk finally decided to buy directly.

However, before noon, a large group of troops suddenly arrived outside the village. They drove directly into Zhuangzhai. It was the people from the Tax Police Battalion who hadn't been seen for a long time. The leader was still that Hu Hansan who called himself the Tax Police Battalion Commander. He reined in his horse and stopped in front of the People's Party's carts. By this time, the common folk had long since scattered like birds and beasts. Hu Hansan looked down at Captain Liu from his horse and said in a malicious voice, "What do you do?"

"I'm here to do a little business," Captain Liu laughed, and he asked back, "May I ask what you do?"

Hu Hansan actually knew that the person in front of him was from the People's Party, and he also knew what these people were here for. So he appeared specifically at this time. Unexpectedly, this young man in his twenties in front of him was not only not scared by the hundreds of people in the Tax Police Battalion but was able to answer so easily. In such a situation where the few were against the many, this young man who brought a group of young men and women was still so calm. Hu Hansan suddenly became angry; he raised his horsewhip and lashed out at Captain Liu.

Captain Liu took a step back and easily dodged the horsewhip. Then Captain Liu took another step forward and grabbed Hu Hansan's reins. Hu Hansan didn't expect this young man to be so agile, and he was startled. He then heard Captain Liu say in a low voice, "I know your name is Hu Hansan, you are the Battalion Commander of the Tax Police Battalion here, and you are from Shangqiu. If our People's Party Chairman Chen Ke asks Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang for your head, saying that if he doesn't give it, we will fight our way over, do you think Zhang Zhenfang will give it?"

The content of these words was quite unreasonable, but Captain Liu always had a smile on his face, and with his low voice, even the people next to Hu Hansan didn't hear it. Hu Hansan's face was full of anger, but he forced himself not to dare to flare up.

He saw Captain Liu let go of the reins, retreat a few steps, turn around and shout to his subordinates, "We are leaving today."

The youths nimbly gathered their things, loaded the carts, and left the place.

From beginning to end, Hu Hansan didn't say a single word. It wasn't until the People's Party's convoy left that he hatefully ordered people to follow behind, as if he had driven away the People's Party people.
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"When the fierce officials come to my village, they shout east and west, rush north and south; scaring everyone, so that even the chickens and dogs are not at peace." Liu Zongyuan's "The Snake Catcher" describes the scene of tax collectors vividly.

In the past, tax collection in Zhuangzhai was done by tax collectors. Although it was harassing, at least there were more common people than tax collectors. This time, the number of tax collectors sent by the Henan Governor was huge, far exceeding the number of villagers. Five hundred people went door-to-door to collect taxes in an instant.

Naturally, Hu Hansan would not go to those small households to collect taxes. He took a dozen people and went straight to the home of Liu Cunyong, the largest landlord in the village. Of course, Liu Cunyong dared not refuse Hu Hansan entry. He welcomed Hu Hansan in very politely. Hu Hansan didn't talk nonsense. He sat down in the guest seat and said, "Master Liu, I've heard that you are a straightforward person. Let's not talk about irrelevant things. I am ordered by Governor Zhang of Henan to be responsible for the tax collection in Lankao. The tax system has changed, I suppose the village head has already told you."

Liu Cunyong certainly knew that the tax system had changed. He not only got the news from the village head but also through his channels in the county. In the future, taxes would not be collected in silver, but in grain. This was neither good nor bad for Liu Cunyong. If he had to say, it was difficult for small households in the countryside to sell grain. Every harvest time, grain prices would plummet, and gathering the tax money often meant being exploited by grain merchants. Collecting only grain saved the common people from the exploitation of grain merchants, which was actually much better.

Smiling, Liu Cunyong said, "Battalion Commander Hu, I see the tax set by the government is calculated based on a yield of 180 jin of wheat per mu. Taking fifty percent at once, isn't that too much?"

"Tch," Hu Hansan sneered, "The government's rules are rules. In the past, taxes were collected twice a year, plus various exorbitant taxes and levies with numerous items, and they only collected money. They only took grain when there was really no money left. After rounds of this, fifty percent wouldn't even cover it. After changing the rules, we collect only once a year. You are at peace, and we are at peace. Fifty percent is not much at all."

The Qing Dynasty's taxation followed "light taxes", meaning the basic tax was set very low. As for other levies, local gentry and common people had to "understand the country's difficulties". The new taxation method proposed by Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang was to collect enough grain in kind at once and ignore everything else at other times. This concept was quite advanced.

Liu Cunyong was not a three-year-old child. He could understand that this concept was better than before. But what he had heard and seen proved a truth: the government changed its face like flipping a book. They say this today, and they can change to another saying tomorrow. Collecting fifty percent grain tax was already heartbreaking. After collecting the grain tax, who could guarantee the government wouldn't "suddenly remember some tax burdens were not thought of before" or "the government encountered some trouble"? Small households, even if squeezed dry, wouldn't yield much. When such major events happened, it was always the local big households like Liu Cunyong who suffered.

"Battalion Commander Hu, can the grain tax be reduced a bit? Fifty percent is really too much." Regardless of whether it was useful or not, Liu Cunyong had to try saying such things.

Hu Hansan had been trained in the Tax Police School, and one of the training contents was practical dialogue simulation. This kind of dialogue was one of the basic courses in the Tax Police School. How to respond had been practiced many times in the school. He sneered, "Master Liu, I came here to tell you that the government has set this rule. I am not here to discuss with you whether this rule is right or not. Governor Zhang of Henan set this tax based on the land in various places. I eat Governor Zhang's food, so I have to work for Governor Zhang. We can talk a thousand or ten thousand words here, talk for days and nights, but the tax must be collected as it should be. You are also a decent person. If you are sent to the county jail because of not paying taxes, you can't be unaware of how dark it is inside. When you pay the tax later, and still get messed up by the people inside, why bother?"

Seeing Hu Hansan's firm attitude, and having had no dealings with Hu Hansan in the past, Liu Cunyong dared not be presumptuous. He gritted his teeth and said, "I wonder how much tax my family has to pay?"

"Your family has 380 mu of land, you have to pay 34,200 jin of grain." Hu Hansan answered casually.

Liu Cunyong was startled. The actual amount of his family's land was exactly around this number. In previous years when reporting land, he could always report 50 mu less. Unexpectedly, such a trick was actually exposed.

"Battalion Commander Hu, my family only has 330 mu of land. Where did these extra 50 mu come from?" Liu Cunyong quickly explained.

"Sigh!" Hu Hansan sighed according to the skills taught during the tax police training, "Master Liu, in the past, taxes were collected by Zhu Binggui and his men. Everyone knows the tricks played in between very well. Originally, Zhu Binggui should be beheaded according to the law, but Governor Zhang has the virtue of valuing life and spared his life. Do you think Zhu Binggui would dare not tell the truth? If you insist that your family doesn't have so much land, that's fine too. You and Zhu Binggui go to the county yamen to fight this lawsuit together. If you can win the lawsuit, we won't want the tax for these fifty mu of land. What do you think?"

These words frightened Liu Cunyong. It had always been that the yamen gate opens to the south, with right but no money, don't come in. Not to mention that Zhu Binggui was now a member of the Tax Police and a subordinate of the government. Even if Zhu Binggui was an ordinary person, once Liu Cunyong entered the government office, the money he would have to pay would be far more than the money for the 4,500 jin of wheat from these 50 mu of land. Currently, 100 jin of wheat was 5 silver dollars, and 4,500 jin of wheat was only 225 silver dollars. For a big household like him to enter the government office once, the money for bribes up and down would not be less than 225 silver dollars. Not to mention that he couldn't possibly win this lawsuit.

Although he had accepted his fate in his heart, Liu Cunyong felt very stifled. He couldn't help but say, "Battalion Commander Hu, the town next to our village is managed by the People's Party. They also collect taxes like this, but they only collect thirty percent. Can we pay less, forty percent, forty-five percent is also fine."

"Haha." Hu Hansan laughed loudly, "If someone else said this, I would think they were stuffed from overeating. Master Liu, your words are too ridiculous. You can't be unaware that the People's Party wants to divide land. If you think our tax is high, you can go and join the People's Party. Can you keep your family's land then?" Speaking of this, Hu Hansan suddenly turned his face cold and said viciously, "Master Liu, this is the first time collecting tax like this, I will pretend I didn't hear it. If you say it to me again, I will send you directly to the government office."

Seeing Hu Hansan being so impervious, Liu Cunyong had no choice. Seeing that Liu Cunyong was ready to accept reality, Hu Hansan changed back to a smiling face, "Master Liu, don't think we don't know anything. Your Zhuangzhai planted a crop of People's Party wheat this year. The yield per mu can easily exceed 200 jin. Your family's good land can probably yield 300 jin of grain. Asking you for 90 jin of grain per mu is actually lower than a thirty percent tax. With things like this, you still insist on being dishonest, making me not know what to say about you."

These words destroyed Liu Cunyong's last psychological defense line. If they really only collected tax once, ninety jin of wheat per mu, in the background of this year's bumper harvest, Liu Cunyong could completely accept it. He was just afraid that the government's words wouldn't count. Even the last bit of news was known, Liu Cunyong sighed, willing to face reality and accept reality. However, Liu Cunyong was not prepared to submit completely. The current problem was one thing, but now assemblies had been established everywhere, and assemblymen had been elected. It wasn't that Liu Cunyong didn't know any assemblymen. He made up his mind that after being taxed, it couldn't be for nothing. Since Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang publicly stated that tax would only be collected once, then the assemblymen of the assembly had to make these words a reality.

The harvest for the people of Zhuangzhai was good this year. Even if fifty percent tax was taken away, the remaining grain was enough to eat. Plus, there were many Tax Police troops. For those willing to hand over grain obediently, the Tax Police did not harass them excessively. For those unwilling to hand over grain, they were tied up and prepared to be taken away without a second word. Under such circumstances, no common people dared to resist the Tax Police anymore. The grain was collected within a day. However, there was no longer a celebratory atmosphere in Zhuangzhai, and every household had a worried look on their face.

Two months after the completion of tax collection in Zhuangzhai, which was the end of October 1912, Yuan Shikai's commendation order for Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang arrived in Henan. Although the Tax Police troops were still collecting taxes desperately outside, under the auspices of Duan Zhigui, the commander of the Beiyang Second Division, the officials of the Henan Governor's Office and the Civil Affairs Bureau were unwilling to lag behind. Although Zhang Zhenfang had no interest in this "celebration banquet", he really couldn't refuse the face of these subordinates. A quite grand banquet was held in Kaifeng, the provincial capital of Henan.

Zhang Zhenfang had repeatedly requested that the banquet be simple, but with so many high-ranking civil and military officials joining, no one dared to really make it simple. Everyone was afraid that Zhang Zhenfang would be angry, so they reached an opinion in private. The banquet would be held in the Beiyang military camp, not booking a restaurant, and keeping it as quiet as possible. When everyone attended the banquet, they all walked from a certain distance from the military camp, and carriages and sedans were parked in inconspicuous places. Apart from this, the best cooks were specially hired from Huaiyin, and the various dishes were absolutely luxurious and exquisite.

Other officials had entered the military camp early. When Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang's carriage approached the Beiyang camp gate, the Beiyang Army guard of honor had already lined up. The military music of "The Beiyang Army is Advancing" played, and civil and military officials headed by Second Division Commander Duan Zhigui lined up to welcome him outside the gate. After Zhang Zhenfang got off the carriage, everyone applauded enthusiastically.

The mood of this applause was quite consistent. This time Yuan Shikai publicly praised Zhang Zhenfang's tax collection achievements. "Tax collection is effective, putting an end to the exploitation by cruel officials." In short, he praised Zhang Zhenfang like a flower. Yuan Shikai not only praised Zhang Zhenfang endlessly but also distributed the commendation official document to the governors of various Beiyang provinces. This was clearly to set an example for the governors of various provinces. Zhang Zhenfang was originally Yuan Shikai's confidant, and after such an event, it would be strange if the officials didn't hurry to take the opportunity to flatter him.

Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang had both joy and worry about the current situation. Facing the welcoming officials, he also responded with gentle words. After all, even if these subordinates didn't contribute much to the tax collection, at least they didn't cause trouble for Zhang Zhenfang. This point alone was quite remarkable.

Zhang Zhenfang was escorted into the banquet hall like the moon surrounded by stars. There were twenty or thirty tables of banquets set up. There were more than a hundred people attending, sitting eight to a table. As the host of the banquet, Duan Zhigui naturally stood up and gave a toast. It was nothing more than polite remarks like Zhang Zhenfang governed Henan effectively and tax collection was successful, and he would definitely enter the cabinet and be promoted in the future.

Listening to these words, Zhang Zhenfang's face was calm, and no happiness could be seen. Because the result of this tax collection was really beyond Zhang Zhenfang's expectations. Southeast Henan is located in the Huang-Huai Plain, where tax collection is much easier in the plain areas. Because the local governments faced such an organization as the Tax Police force for the first time, they were not quite sure how to deal with it. So the originally imagined terrible situation did not happen.

Especially in the areas bordering the People's Party, because many villages, and even big landlords not bordering the People's Party, adopted the People's Party's "one-crop wheat", the harvest was generally good. One very conspicuous one was the Shang family, a big landlord in Shangqiu. The Shang family also had thousands of hectares of fertile land, and almost every generation had someone serving as an official. And currently, the most famous "official" of the Shang family was Shang Yuan, the Secretary of the Huaihai Provincial Committee of the People's Party. The matter of the People's Party's base area land reform and land distribution, through various propaganda, was known to most people in various parts of Henan. So the big landlords clearly opposed the People's Party. The Shang family, originally as a wealthy and powerful family, was never active in paying taxes. This time they actually cooperated with the work of the Tax Police unprecedentedly. The Shang family's 60,000 mu of land handed over 5.4 million jin of grain in one go. Calculated at 5 yuan per shi (dan) of wheat, this was 270,000 silver dollars. By the eighth month of the lunar calendar, the first batch of grain collected from various places was calculated to exceed 1 billion jin. The market price was already 50 million silver dollars.

The Tax Police School not only trained Tax Police but, under Zhou Zhentao's arrangement, also had a special calculation department. This department was responsible for land statistics. Henan has vast arable land, and just the confirmed summer grain arable land is about 30 million mu. Although it is temporarily difficult to collect taxes on much of the land. After this round of tax collection, Zhang Zhenfang's confidence increased greatly. According to the current tax collection method, tax collection can be popularized. Converted into wheat, 2.7 billion jin can be collected a year, with a market price of over 100 million silver dollars. The once tax problem was solved immediately.

As Yuan Shikai's confidant, Zhang Zhenfang's application to the Ministry of Industry, Commerce, and Agriculture to export grain was approved. Japan has been short of grain in recent years. According to Zhou Zhentao, in order to export a large amount of raw silk, most of the land in Japan was planted with mulberry trees. As a result, they encountered a problem that had occurred many times in Chinese history, "destroying fields to plant mulberries". As a result, grain production plummeted, and the Japanese government had to import grain to make up for the domestic grain gap. After the grain price was suppressed, the Japanese government and the Beiyang government determined an agreement to import 500,000 tons, or 1 billion jin, of grain directly from China. Other provinces simply did not have enough grain to sell. Zhang Zhenfang happened to seize this opportunity. Henan has the Peking-Hankou Railway, which is convenient for transportation, and there is also a railway from Beijing to Tianjin Port. This batch of grain could be transported directly to the port for loading. Yuan Shikai naturally wanted to praise Zhang Zhenfang greatly.

Duan Zhigui's toast finally ended, and the banquet officially began. Zhang Zhenfang sat in the main seat, with Duan Zhigui accompanying him. After saying a few polite words to Zhang Zhenfang, Duan Zhigui smiled and said, "Governor Zhang, the pay and provisions for my Beiyang Second Division depend entirely on Governor Zhang. It is already autumn, and the end of the year is coming soon, but I don't know when the pay and provisions will be in place?"

Zhang Zhenfang just smiled and said nothing. At the mention of pay and provisions, Zhang Zhenfang felt annoyed in his heart. But at this moment, Wang Jie, the Speaker of the Henan Provincial Assembly who was sitting with the assemblymen representatives, came over with a wine glass to offer a toast. Wang Jie once joined the Tongmenghui. In the situation where the Tongmenghui was close to dissolution, he simply set up his own banner in Henan. He roped in local gentry. During the Henan assembly election, he failed to be elected as the speaker originally. As a result, Yang Yuanmao, the Henan Assembly Speaker "appointed" by Yuan Shikai, died of illness in June. This was exactly the critical point when the Henan Tax Police were about to go down to collect grain. Wang Jie vigorously lobbied local gentry, using the protection of gentry interests as a gimmick, and was finally elected as the speaker.

Because of effective tax collection, Zhang Zhenfang received Yuan Shikai's appreciation, and Zhang Zhenfang was naturally happy. It's just that everything has its pros and cons. This tax reform also brought many "side effects". The first was internal conflict. The assemblymen in the Huang-Huai Plain area seemed to have discussed it. Whether they were originally from the Tongmenghui or the "Unification Party" supporting Yuan Shikai, they all demanded that Zhang Zhenfang's Governor's Office could not go back on its word and only collect this one tax.

These fly-like assemblymen connected one after another in the assembly. County assemblymen, provincial assemblymen, and even most members of the National Assembly joined in. Someone even dared to demand that Zhang Zhenfang publicly guarantee in the Henan Provincial Assembly that he would not go back on his word. This really pissed Zhang Zhenfang off.

In all fairness, Zhang Zhenfang did not intend to deliberately break the promise of "only collecting tax once". But what the officialdom fears most is promises. For example, although the grain export issue was resolved this time, in his telegram to Yuan Shikai, he requested Yuan Shikai to return the money from selling grain to Henan in time after deducting the tax that should be turned over to the state that year. Just as Zhang Zhenfang worried, Yuan Shikai praised Zhang Zhenfang for his meritorious tax collection but was vague about Zhang Zhenfang's request, only urging Zhang Zhenfang to transport the grain to Beijing quickly.

Things in officialdom are like this. One has to be careful at all times, towards subordinates and even more so towards superiors. A superior official can crush a subordinate to death, let alone facing Yuan Shikai. If Yuan Shikai had money in his hand, he wouldn't threaten the governors of various Beiyang provinces to pay enough quota taxes to the central government. If all the grain was transported to Yuan Shikai, it would be impossible for Yuan Shikai to send the money to Henan immediately. Even if Yuan Shikai sincerely wanted to do so, when the Japanese would give Yuan Shikai the money was also a big problem. Not to mention that Yuan Shikai couldn't possibly do this.

Now a situation appeared where Zhang Zhenfang had grain in hand but not much money. Zheng County became the new trade center of Henan because of the railway, but this trade center had been established for a short time after all. No matter how hard the tax was collected, not much profit could be scraped out. The People's Party, which was close to Henan, did not lack grain. Relying on the local grain trade in Henan, so much grain could not be digested in a short while. Instead, because grain merchants knew that the government had so much grain in hand, grain prices fell instead of rising.

Yuan Shikai sent telegrams one after another, urging Zhang Zhenfang to transport grain quickly to trade with Japan. Zhang Zhenfang used the difficulty of grain transportation as an excuse to delay as much as possible. But there were more and more people reaching out for money. Everyone spoke as if they couldn't even uncover the pot. Plus Wang Jie and other assemblymen making waves, although Zhang Zhenfang looked calm on his face, he wished he could put poison in the wine pot and send all these bastards to the West.

Seeing Wang Jie coming to offer a toast, Zhang Zhenfang didn't even touch the wine glass, just smiled faintly: "I can't hold my liquor, so I can't accompany Speaker Wang."

Even though he was rejected, Wang Jie smiled as if nothing had happened: "Governor Zhang, you have gained the favor of the Grand President, which is to be congratulated. But the people of Henan have already paid so much tax, and life is really difficult..."

Before Wang Jie could finish, Lei Zhenchun, a high-ranking official dispatched by the central government sitting next to Zhang Zhenfang, stood up and smiled: "Speaker Wang, today is a wine banquet. No official business, no official business."

Lei Zhenchun, like Zhang Zhenfang, was Yuan Shikai's confidant. In the Henan tax collection, Lei Zhenchun seemed not to have intervened, but he participated in various meetings throughout. With this witness, Zhang Zhenfang also felt much safer. After all, being with Zhou Zhentao made it too easy to leave a handle for others.

After driving Wang Jie away, Lei Zhenchun said to Zhang Zhenfang, "Governor Zhang, I think the matter of transporting grain might as well be faster."

Zhang Zhenfang felt another burst of annoyance in his heart. Lei Zhenchun didn't put much effort into the tax collection, but at this time, he didn't consider Zhang Zhenfang's difficulties at all, only urging Zhang Zhenfang to transport the grain to Tianjin quickly. As a special commissioner of the central government, being able to supervise the transportation of grain to Tianjin was Lei Zhenchun's great achievement. From Lei Zhenchun's perspective, Zhang Zhenfang was already the Governor of Henan, with high position and heavy authority, and sending grain to the Beiyang central government was what he should do.

With Duan Zhigui and Lei Zhenchun accompanying him on the left and right, Zhang Zhenfang felt completely lost his appetite. Even if there were hometown dishes in front of him, he just picked a few chopsticks casually and stopped eating.

When Lei Zhenchun asked about the grain transportation again, Zhang Zhenfang didn't speak, but Duan Zhigui interrupted. "Lord Lei, some of Governor Zhang's grain is to be sold to pay our Beiyang Army. Now that the military pay is about to run out, why not sell the grain in Henan first. Our Beiyang Army has always been paid on time. Now that the money hasn't arrived, I don't feel confident in my heart."

On this matter, it was impossible for Lei Zhenchun to stand on Duan Zhigui's side. He clicked his tongue, "Commander Duan, the country, the country, state affairs should come first. If the central government has no money, how can state affairs be supported? Moreover, Governor Zhang collects taxes effectively, so the matter of military pay should be assured."

Zhang Zhenfang suddenly laughed when he heard this; he was laughed out of anger. He didn't say anything either. Zhang Zhenfang picked up his chopsticks and started eating again. He had figured it out. Anyway, he was now like a rat in a wind box, getting angry at both ends. If he let these official businesses spoil his mood for eating at this time, wouldn't he suffer a loss?

This mood didn't last long. Zhang Zhenfang had just eaten two mouthfuls when he saw a messenger rushing in straight for Duan Zhigui. Seeing Zhang Zhenfang there, the messenger dared not make a sound. Everyone was from officialdom. Zhang Zhenfang and Duan Zhigui got up and went to the side room. Only then did the messenger dare to report, "Telegram from the Ministry of Army, the Beiyang Eighth Division stationed in Beijing has mutinied."

Hearing this news, Zhang Zhenfang just widened his eyes. Duan Zhigui already exclaimed, "What?"

Just as he was about to ask for details, Zhang Zhenfang's personal attendant ran over in a hurry. Zhang Zhenfang thought he had received the news of the Beijing mutiny and said casually, "What is it, speak."

Seeing Zhang Zhenfang give the order, the personal attendant didn't care that Duan Zhigui, an "outsider", was there. He reported, "The Tax Police Battalion in Wuyang reported that local bandit Bai Lang rebelled and attacked the Tax Police Battalion. The Tax Police Battalion suffered heavy casualties."

"What?" Zhang Zhenfang couldn't help but say. Instead, Duan Zhigui widened his eyes and looked at Zhang Zhenfang's personal attendant with an incredible gaze.
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October 24, 1912. Beijing was already under martial law in broad daylight.

Shops and homes were bolted shut. The only people on the streets were patrolling Beiyang soldiers, police officers standing guard, and abandoned corpses. Aside from them, foreign soldiers on horseback trotted back and forth. Occasionally, foreign reporters could be seen taking photos along the road. The city was as desolate as a dead market. It was hard to imagine that this was Beijing, the capital of the Republic of China, which had been bustling with prosperity not long ago.

The closer one got to the Legation Quarter, the more foreign soldiers there were. Most were cavalry, patrolling the streets on tall horses, their visual presence particularly intimidating. The embassies of various nations were heavily guarded, with live ammunition loaded in the rifles of the soldiers strictly defending the gates. Inside, ministers were directing counselors to gather intelligence, sending telegrams to report to their home countries, or discussing countermeasures with core members.

The British Minister was perhaps the most anxious of all the foreign ministers in China. As the global hegemon and the leader of the current world order—at least nominally—Britain could not consider issues simply.

The Minister and the First Secretary sat in a small conference room. The topic of their discussion was not Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government close at hand, but the People's Party local government thousands of miles away, and a war tens of thousands of miles away.

On October 9, 1912, the "Balkan League," consisting of Bulgaria, Serbia, Greece, and Montenegro, declared war on the Ottoman Empire with the support of Tsarist Russia after their demand for autonomy in Macedonia and Thrace was rejected. After fierce fighting, Serbian and Montenegrin forces occupied Macedonia and the Adriatic coast; Bulgarian forces controlled the area west of Istanbul; Greek forces occupied the Aegean islands; and the Ottoman army retreated to Edirne, Ioannina, and Scutari.

The Balkans were known as the powder keg of Europe. This region involved too many conflicting interests among the European powers. In the current situation where contradictions between the powers were constantly intensifying, they were barely maintaining basic autonomy and had not yet openly come to blows. The "3B Railway" plan proposed by the Germans—the Berlin-Istanbul-Baghdad railway—was a point of contention. Although the British felt this railway undermined geopolitics, under the insistence of Kaiser Wilhelm II, Britain had to hold its nose and accept it by 1912, allowing Germany to begin construction.

If the British built dreadnoughts, the Germans followed suit. Against the backdrop of the naval arms race, at least until a winner emerged, Britain actually wanted to maintain the current peace. In this regard, Germany, as the challenger, also needed temporary peace. The British Minister to China and the First Secretary didn't need to discuss these basic political facts too much. The situation they faced was that to cope with Germany's challenge, Britain had to stabilize the situation in various regions first so that they wouldn't be thrown into disarray by emergencies during wartime. The Beiyang government had undoubtedly caused the hard-won stability in the Far East to become turbulent again.

"I saw Yuan Shikai today. He appeared very confident," the British Minister said. He only wanted to say this much. In fact, if explained in diplomatic language, this could be the Minister's description of Yuan Shikai, or his negation of him. Because Yuan Shikai merely "appeared" confident.

The British Minister didn't want to waste words. Yuan Shikai was more than just confident; he had emphasized the strength of Beiyang with a boastful attitude, claiming that the mutinous soldiers were just a small group and that it was a trivial matter not worth mentioning. However, the intelligence obtained by the British side was quite different. The mutiny was by no means limited to Beijing alone.

On October 19, a mutiny occurred at Dongyue Temple outside Chaoyang Gate. The soldiers first looted fruit stands and food shops outside the gate, then joined up with mutinous soldiers inside Chaoyang Gate to loot separately. Gold and silver shops, jewelry stores, restaurants, and foreign goods shops were all ransacked. They also set fire to Dong'an Market, Dongsi Pailou, and other places, with the chaos lasting for three days.

At 4:00 PM on October 20, Yuan Shikai convened a meeting of senior military and political leaders in Beijing at the Yingbin Hall. It was decided to take immediate action to stop the spread of the chaos. In addition to issuing back pay owed to the troops who had not mutinied according to regulations, orders were given to the Yi Army to arrest any soldiers attempting further disorder. After receiving the order, Jiang Guiti, commander of the Yi Army, personally led his guards out to suppress the riots, executing on the spot any mutinous soldiers found looting indiscriminately.

Beijing seemed to have stopped the mutiny, but it subsequently spread from Beijing to Tianjin, Baoding, and Fengtai. The looting in Tianjin was even more severe than in Beijing. On the morning of October 21, the guard of the Viceroy of Zhili in Tianjin, the northern section police, and the patrol battalion led by Zhang Huaizhi were brewing a mutiny. At 8:00 PM, a train from Beijing arrived. Forty or fifty mutinous soldiers jumped off the train and immediately fired a volley of shots. The new train station caught fire, followed by fires at Dahutong, the Old Silver Dollar Factory, and the Mint. Gunshots rang out everywhere. Prosperous market streets, wealthy merchants, and both new and old foreign firms were burned and looted. First it was soldiers, then bandits, mixed with a few police officers, looting from door to door. Mutinous soldiers from Beijing continued to arrive in Tianjin, totaling over two thousand. The looting was quite organized. On the evening of October 22, they hijacked a train and headed for the Three Eastern Provinces. At midnight on the 22nd, police maintaining order captured over four hundred mutinous soldiers and bandits. They were executed at the East Road on the morning of the 23rd. Another twelve looters were executed at the North Gate on the afternoon of the 23rd, and only then did Tianjin stabilize.

When Yuan Shikai established the police system in Tianjin years ago, he was praised by various countries, who believed he was a talent capable of governing China. That was why the powers did not suppress him during his seizure of power later on. Now, Tianjin, the place where Yuan Shikai made his fortune, was also affected by the mutiny. Moreover, this mutiny was not caused by external forces; it was entirely the result of Yuan Shikai's inability to restrain his own subordinates. This couldn't help but greatly disappoint the British Minister, who had once strongly supported Yuan Shikai.

The First Secretary did not go see Yuan Shikai with the Minister; he went to see Tang Shaoyi, the Foreign Minister of the Beiyang government. Tang Shaoyi had returned from Germany. Although he spoke in official jargon to the British envoy, as a fellow diplomat, he very subtly indicated, "The Beiyang government has the ability to handle domestic issues, but if the British government could provide some economic support, the Beiyang government could solve the problems even better."

Exchanging intelligence, combined with what the British had gathered themselves, both the Minister and the Secretary believed that the Beiyang government was fundamentally incapable of solving the current problems. This mutiny was not an end, but a beginning. Holding the power of China's customs, the British were probably clearer about Beiyang's financial situation than Beiyang itself. The current situation could be summed up in one sentence: The Beiyang government had no money.

The Secretary said with a tinge of regret, "Looking at it now, our judgment of the People's Party was incorrect. If only we had forced Yuan Shikai to form a coalition government back then."

European and American countries had always believed that Beiyang and the People's Party were two factions of the same political force. Given the origins of these two forces and the relationship between them, this view was not unreasonable. When Yuan Shikai appointed Yan Fu as the Premier of the Beiyang Cabinet, the powers even thought that Beiyang and the People's Party were about to adopt a cooperative stance on the issue of a coalition government.

The British Minister did not answer immediately. He picked up his teacup and took a sip of black tea before asking, "Is it possible for the People's Party to support Beiyang financially?" The People's Party was the initiator of the Fixed Trade Agreement, and the British knew very well that with the People's Party's current financial resources, supporting the Beiyang government would not be a strain.

The Secretary smiled bitterly. "I discussed this with Tang Shaoyi, and he appeared very surprised. In my view, the Beiyang government clearly regards the People's Party as its greatest enemy. The People's Party has never asked to join the Beiyang government; theoretically, they are still rebels. If they were to ask to join, they would certainly demand real power within the government. Given the balance of power, the People's Party could even secure the vast majority of ministerial positions. The Beiyang government would never agree to that."

The British Minister completely agreed with the Secretary, so he remained silent. After a long while, he said, "If Yuan Shikai still cannot resolve the financial problem, the best method is to issue a loan to him. Do you think the People's Party would agree?"

Whether Britain providing a loan to Yuan Shikai and whether the People's Party would agree seemed like completely unrelated issues, but the Secretary understood perfectly. What China could mortgage now was customs duties and salt taxes. The People's Party had only a short coastline, and the location was not suitable for drying salt. The British originally thought the People's Party would be constrained by salt producing regions regarding table salt. However, the People's Party developed salt mines in Dingyuan County, producing refined salt. The quality was so high that even the chefs in the foreign legations in Beijing chose to use it. Not only did the salt producing regions fail to strangle the People's Party, but the People's Party also dumped salt at low prices in surrounding areas, even counter-attacking the salt producing regions. The Beiyang government's salt tax took an unprecedented hit, and its value as collateral was greatly reduced.

As for customs duties, the Yuan Shikai government, which accounted for less than twenty percent of the import-export volume under the Fixed Trade Agreement, would surely want to use the entire customs revenue as collateral. The People's Party, which accounted for over sixty percent of the volume, would absolutely not agree. Unless the British government provided a loan to Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government independently. But given the current economic level of Yuan Shikai's government, under normal lending contracts, they wouldn't even have the ability to repay.

"Can't we persuade Yuan Shikai to form a coalition government?" the Secretary asked. "Even if the People's Party holds part of the central power, Yuan Shikai would still be the President. It seems to me that the People's Party has never had any intention of overthrowing Yuan Shikai personally."

The British Minister laughed. "It seems Orientals all like absolute monarchy. Having only an empty title without corresponding power would be considered an insult by them. The higher the status, the greater the insult. Yuan Shikai must be like this, and I'm afraid the People's Party's reluctance to seek positions in the central government is also due to this consideration."

"What a strange way of thinking," the Secretary said resentfully. It wasn't that he couldn't understand this mindset, but facing such a dangerous situation, Yuan Shikai still held onto power and refused to let go, which caused great damage to British interests.

The British Minister spoke slowly, "Yuan Shikai's government won't last much longer. If things develop according to the current situation, the disparity in power between the Beiyang government and the People's Party government will become increasingly wide. The balance established in the Far East with such difficulty will eventually be broken. If war breaks out, we might lose control over the Far East situation."

The Secretary didn't answer immediately. He looked at the medal on the Minister's chest. It was a recently awarded medal; as a reward for signing the Fixed Trade Agreement with China, the Minister was now a Sir, officially entering the ranks of nobility. The Secretary himself also had such a medal on his chest. As contributors to the agreement, three people in the British Legation had received medals.

So the Secretary knew better than anyone what was on the Minister's mind. The development of Yuan Shikai's regime wasn't actually the most important thing; the British Empire's interests in China were the sole core. Currently, it wasn't just the Yuan Shikai regime that maintained this core; the People's Party, this local regime, played an even bigger role. But the People's Party's performance so far proved that they would absolutely not actively defect to Britain. If the People's Party were willing to do so, the British would have long since supported them to become the rulers of China.

"If it doesn't work out, let me go to Wuhan," the Secretary finally voiced his thought. According to British intelligence, Chen Ke, the Chairman of the People's Party, had left Xuzhou for Wuhan in July 1912. The People's Party Central Committee, which was always on the move, had subsequently relocated to Wuhan.

The British Minister thought for a moment and shook his head slightly. "There's no need to rush for now. We might as well negotiate with Yuan Shikai first and see what solution he is prepared to offer for the current situation. If he really can't solve it, it won't be too late for you to go to Wuhan. Between Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke, I still advocate maintaining a balance."

Playing the balance of power on the continent was Britain's most adept trick. If there was a situation more dangerous than the collapse of Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government and great damage to British interests in China, it would be this massive country falling into the hands of a powerful force. Facing the European continent for hundreds of years, what British politicians feared most was a unified Europe. A unified, powerful European continental nation was absolutely Britain's mortal enemy. This had nothing to do with personal likes or dislikes; it was an inevitable fact.

So Britain fought the Holy Roman Empire, fought Napoleon, and fought Tsarist Russia. Any country with the potential to become a regional hegemon was Britain's enemy. Even if that force was Britain's ally not long ago, Britain would not hesitate to strike against this emerging power. For example, the current Germany and the United States. For such countries, the only question was whether Britain had the ability to fight them, not whether Britain should fight them.

Facing the current Far East, Britain's attitude was the same. It formed a military alliance with Japan to limit Russia's expansion in China. While suppressing Russia in the Far East, Britain tried to rope Russia in to suppress Germany in Europe. Facing the two most powerful political and military forces in China today, the British also held this attitude, trying their best to maintain a balance between them.

The Secretary naturally supported this line of thinking, but he frowned slightly. "Sir Minister, I've always had a very bad feeling. Could the People's Party have already taken our thoughts into account in their foreign policy?"

"Hmm? Why?" The Minister was somewhat stunned.

The Secretary organized his thoughts and spoke slowly, "Looking at it now, the People's Party has made huge adjustments to the current balanced situation. If the current events with Yuan Shikai hadn't happened, we would certainly be satisfied with the current structure of China. The People's Party could continue to avoid conflict with our British Empire. If they were to conflict with us, the People's Party is destined not to win. If the People's Party had such preparations in their diplomacy from the very beginning..."

The Minister wasn't without such thoughts, but he had only thought about it occasionally. Chen Ke was said to have studied in Europe and America, and facts proved that he was indeed quite an outstanding scientist. That a scientist possessed political and military organizational skills was already very surprising. If such a person also possessed a profound understanding of international political relations, it could only be described as terrifying. Only crown princes of various countries would receive such strict training from childhood. And no crown prince had been able to demonstrate ability like Chen Ke's.

Leaving aside whether such a terrifying figure could appear, even if one did, it was impossible for the upper echelons of Europe and America to have no impression of him. However, investigations by intelligence agencies of various countries, including Britain, showed that among students from China and even Asia, there was absolutely no such person as Chen Ke. It was only when the Secretary raised this point so clearly that the British Minister had to face this possibility.

After a while, the Minister replied, "We don't have time to make such assumptions now. Regardless of whether Chen Ke thinks this way, it is necessary for us to try to maintain the Yuan Shikai regime. For the current stage, let's use providing a loan to Yuan Shikai as the main method."

While the British Minister analyzed the situation in China, Yuan Shikai was also discussing current countermeasures with Xu Shichang, Wang Shizhen, Duan Qirui, and others. This Beiyang mutiny really made Yuan Shikai furious. Behind the anger was deep panic. The Beiyang Army was the only force Yuan Shikai could rely on; he never imagined that the Beiyang Army would be the first to rebel.

"Pinqing, have all those mutinous soldiers been caught?" Yuan Shikai asked Wang Shizhen viciously. Due to his anger, Yuan Shikai's oily, fat face was flushed red.

War Minister Wang Shizhen's expression was full of fatigue; he hadn't rested properly for days. On one hand, Wang Shizhen was responsible for keeping all Beiyang units in their barracks to prevent the unrest from spreading. On the other hand, he had to mobilize reliable troops in Beiyang's hands, as well as reliable troops in the areas where mutinies occurred, to suppress the mutinies and search for the mutinous soldiers fleeing in the local areas. A myriad of tasks weighed on Wang Shizhen's shoulders. Even with Duan Qirui's help, it didn't make things much easier for him. Because the reason for this mutiny was simple: The Beiyang Army's pay couldn't be issued.

Since its establishment, especially during the late Qing era, the Beiyang Army had never had any problems with pay. Yuan Shikai himself had said, "My way of managing the army is: money in one hand, knife in the other." This was indeed the truth.

But facing the pressure from the People's Party, Yuan Shikai first encountered the problem of insufficient troop numbers. The People's Party had 400,000 troops in 1911, and by 1912, they had a full 600,000 troops. The traditional six divisions of Beiyang were unable to contend with them. As a last resort, Yuan Shikai was forced to pick up the military plan set during the late Qing dynasty, aiming to establish 36 divisions with a total strength of 600,000 Beiyang troops. So far, only 18 divisions had been built, and the 12 newly built divisions were all new troops.

The Beiyang finances originally had huge problems. The 12 new divisions required massive investment, so they could only temporarily "lower" the treatment of the original Beiyang Army. It is easy to go from frugality to extravagance, but hard to go from extravagance to frugality. How could the old Beiyang Army, long accustomed to being fed with high salaries, accept such treatment? Morale wavered greatly. There were even rumors that the Beiyang Army was going to disarm significantly and that many units would be cut. Lowering the pay had already given these Beiyang soldiers a huge stimulus. Starting from May 1912, the Beiyang Army replaced part of the original silver dollars used for pay with "banknotes." These banknotes could not circulate outside and could only be used in shops related to the military. This made the soldiers even more suspicious. By August 1912, the Beiyang Army actually broke precedent and began to owe pay. This thoroughly ignited the soldiers' unease.

This was just the surface problem; Wang Shizhen saw more deep-seated issues. He had always opposed Yuan Shikai's "usurpation." Wang Shizhen always believed that if they really couldn't beat Chen Ke, they might as well die fighting for the Qing dynasty. Even if they were temporarily branded as running dogs of the previous dynasty by Chen Ke, Wang Shizhen always believed that any dynasty would recognize "loyalty." After he and Yuan Shikai died for the Qing, they would eventually still be called "loyal ministers of the former Qing" in history books. Just this one point would have been enough.

But Yuan Shikai believed he faced an unprecedented opportunity and, under Chen Ke's instigation, carried out the "usurpation." Now the evil consequences of this "usurpation" were finally beginning to show. Although the Manchu government had been overthrown and the gold signboard of the Republic of China had been hung up, the substance of the entire society and the political institutions had not changed much. In the minds of the common people, the idol of an emperor remained firmly intact. Especially in the army, the political education soldiers usually received was loyalty to the royal family and regarding revolution as rebellion. Yuan Shikai and his entourage had been educating soldiers like this not long ago, and were suppressing the revolution and killing revolutionaries everywhere. Suddenly, one day, he shook himself and changed, becoming the Great President and the leader of the revolutionary country. How could Yuan Shikai maintain the morale of the army by doing this?

After Yuan Shikai became the Great President, Wang Shizhen's eyes and ears in the army often reported that they personally saw and heard many officers and soldiers gritting their teeth and cursing Yuan Shikai behind his back, calling him a usurping traitor, their indignation reaching an extreme. The mutinous troops of the Eighth Division were adapted from local troops originally in Changchun. They had come to Beijing to undergo military training and be issued weapons. The discipline of this unit was already quite corrupt in ordinary times. After arriving in Beijing, their depravity worsened. Officers and soldiers gambled openly, drank excessively, and whored wildly, doing whatever they pleased. Training and education were completely neglected. If the Eighth Division was like this, the garrisons in the rest of the capital region were all like this. With the leaders being absurd, the soldiers followed suit, and the commanders let it go without questioning. It was as if they thought that since the Emperor had fallen and the world had changed, everything could be done recklessly without restraint.

As the Minister of the Army, Wang Shizhen knew a lot about such news, but he was also powerless. Out of gratitude for Yuan Shikai's recognition and patronage, Wang Shizhen had to come out and serve as this Minister of the Army. Watching the current situation deteriorate continuously, Wang Shizhen was burning with anxiety.

Facing Yuan Shikai's almost teeth-gnashing inquiry about the rebel army, Wang Shizhen answered slowly, "Except for a few who fled to the Northeast on foot, the others have all been caught and executed."

Hearing this answer, Yuan Shikai's oily, fat face finally showed a trace of relief. He replied, "Very good. Order the cavalry units to search along the roads leading out of the pass. Anyone found wearing a military uniform is to be arrested immediately without asking for the reason. Those who resist arrest are to be executed on the spot."

Wang Shizhen was very familiar with this kind of order. When they were slaughtering the Boxers in Shandong, the Beiyang Army had this style. Not to mention actual Boxers, as long as someone was considered a Boxer suspect, the Beiyang Army would strike first. Perhaps it was precisely such strong measures that incited more resistance in Hebei and Shandong. Zhao Sanduo in Shandong raised fifty or sixty thousand men under the slogan "Aid the Qing and Exterminate the Foreigners." They attacked churches many times and immediately engaged in fierce battles with Yuan Shikai's Beiyang Army. Not long after, Jing Tingbin in Hebei rebelled in the name of "Resisting Foreign Tax," raising over a hundred thousand men. The two forces immediately combined, putting forth the slogan "Sweep Away the Qing and Exterminate the Foreigners," and fought hundreds of battles, large and small, with the Beiyang Army. It wasn't until the Beiyang Army killed the uprising armies until corpses littered the fields, Zhao Sanduo committed suicide by fasting after being captured, and Jing Tingbin was executed by lingchi (death by a thousand cuts) after being captured, that the Boxers were finally extinguished.

Even then, Yuan Shikai's face had not shown such a hateful expression. Facing the rebels of Beiyang, Yuan Shikai had a strong impulse to execute them personally. Wang Shizhen suddenly felt an inexplicable chill.
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"President, the current plan should be to temporarily suspend the expansion of the Beiyang New Army. Although the 18 divisions of the Beiyang New Army may lack offensive power, their defensive capabilities should still be sufficient." Although the mutinous troops were from the Northeast, Xu Shichang, who had once been the Viceroy of the Northeast, still offered this advice.

"Mmh." Yuan Shikai simply gave a curt response, expressing no clear attitude.

As the current Vice Premier of the Cabinet, Xu Shichang was actually in charge of the premiership. Even though he knew Yuan Shikai was furious, he had to offer his counsel. "Building the 36 divisions of the Beiyang New Army was already difficult; maintaining them is even harder. In the past, the national treasury's limit was supporting 200,000 troops. Now, with 500,000 troops, the finances simply cannot bear the burden."

"Juren, the People's Party has 600,000 men. We currently have only 300,000. If we don't expand the army, how can we fight them when we are outnumbered one to two?" Yuan Shikai asked, trying his best to suppress his anger.

Hearing Yuan Shikai's question, Xu Shichang fell silent. In fact, he really wanted to ask, "Even if it were one against one, could our Beiyang Army beat the People's Party?" But this could not be said under any circumstances, because the two commanders of the 3rd Division, who had once lost to the People's Party, were right there beside them.

Duan Qirui had remained silent since the beginning of the meeting. Hearing Yuan Shikai's angry remarks, he finally spoke up. "President, I'm afraid we really have to fight this time."

As soon as these words were spoken, all three pairs of eyes fell on Duan Qirui. Duan Qirui spoke calmly, "The People's Party now has a troop strength of 600,000, and it is clear they are pressing us step by step. If we don't fight now, are we going to wait until they increase their forces to 800,000, 1 million, or 1.2 million? By then, the People's Party will definitely attack. Therefore, the plan for now is that we must strike first."

"Absolutely not," Wang Shizhen immediately objected. "The People's Party currently has the advantage in military strength. We are in a disadvantageous position."

Duan Qirui smiled faintly. "At present, the People's Party seems powerful and holds an advantage over our Beiyang forces. But looking at the whole country, they only hold four provinces. They are surrounded by enemies. It's just that individual provinces can't do anything about the People's Party on their own. If we can unite the provinces, the People's Party will find it difficult to cope. The key to fighting lies in this."

All three knew that Duan Qirui was definitely not the type to act rashly on a hot-headed impulse. Just hearing this opening, they knew that Duan Qirui had been preparing this plan for quite some time. These were all men of high status; regardless of whether they agreed or not, they could listen quietly.

Whether it was the foreign ministers in China or the Beiyang group, faced with the current situation, they invariably turned their attention to the People's Party. The People's Party's reaction to what was happening with Beiyang was not overly intense.

After implementing the Rectification Movement throughout the party, the Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee of the People's Party confirmed that Chairman Chen Ke's thought was the basic principle of the People's Party's ideology. This included "Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society," "On Practice," and "On Contradiction" as the core methods for all work. The meeting clearly proposed that the key point of recent ideological work was to comprehensively sinicize the core correct thoughts of Marxism, construct a theory of scientific socialism, and prepare for the construction of a theory of scientific communism. If Chen Ke's status in the past was merely that of a leader, now he had finally been promoted to the level of a "Mentor."

These were constructions in terms of ideology. In terms of specific execution, the People's Party began to emphasize the implementation of the "Theory of Labor," which was the style of "valuing practice over rhetoric" established by the party during its mature period. Chen Ke publicly proposed for the first time, "Old-style literati are unreliable. In terms of political and material interests, they have never stood on the side of the broad masses of working people. Our People's Party respects knowledge and adopts all methods to let the broad masses of working people learn and use science. But there is a prerequisite for this: if they are not laborers who are truly together with the people, but the kind of old-style literati gentlemen who think they can represent the working people just after reading a few sentences from a book, then they can go cool off somewhere else. People's Party members must firmly realize that we are not on the same path as those people."

Regardless of how the comrades in the upper echelons who came from the wealthy backbone strata of the old society considered this statement, the understanding of the grassroots comrades was simple and clear-cut: "Scholars who don't work with us are just talking nonsense." The grassroots comrades were very happy with this perception. Their original envy and even admiration for scholars turned into an attitude similar to discrimination, or at least disregard, with the support of the party. Psychologically removing a certain lofty existence brought a sense of relief to the comrades.

During the Rectification Movement, middle and high-level cadres took turns entering party schools and cadre schools for study, while the grassroots perfected the system of the "Three Meetings": study meetings, Zhuge Liang meetings (brainstorming sessions), and mobilization meetings. While focusing entirely on self-construction, the People's Party's external response inevitably showed a certain degree of sluggishness.

The People's Party's various "enterprise" departments in the Beiyang region had their own armed forces. The mutinous Beiyang troops had also attempted to attack the People's Party's locations. When these fellows howled and rushed towards the People's Party companies, which had piled up large amounts of wealth, they were met with a dense hail of bullets. The leading mutineers were mowed down in rows right then and there. These people were originally out for money; the miserable state of their companions momentarily aroused the anger of a small portion of them, but it restored the reason of even more mutineers. There were so many unarmed merchants to rob; by comparison, risking death to rob the People's Party seemed like the loss outweighed the gain.

The intelligence agencies in Beijing and the enterprises stationed in Beijing and Tianjin sent the news back to the Party Central Committee in Wuhan. In the discussion at the party meeting, Lu Huitian put forward his own view: "The current work is to improve our own production capacity; this is the main thread. If taking the opportunity to do something fits this main thread, we will do it. If looting Beiyang while they are down does not fit this main thread, we can put it in a less important position."

Lu Huitian's speech effectively prevented some military cadres who didn't want to stay in the party school for study from objecting. Added to Chen Ke's support, the People's Party decided to temporarily continue observing the subsequent development of the situation.

The subsequent development of the situation came very quickly. On November 1st, Yuan Shikai invited Chen Ke to Beijing for negotiations via telegram. Since Chen Ke had negotiated with Yuan Shikai several times, some comrades thought Chen Ke would agree to Yuan Shikai's invitation this time. Unexpectedly, Chen Ke immediately refused on the grounds of being busy with government affairs.

By November 9th, the Beiyang representative Tang Shaoyi arrived in Wuhan to seek an audience with Chen Ke. Chen Ke received this Beiyang Foreign Minister. Tang Shaoyi's attitude was quite tough; he questioned Chen Ke why the People's Party was invading the provinces surrounding the base area. "Chairman Chen, as far as we know, the People's Party is constantly expanding and encroaching step by step at the borders of Shandong, Henan, Sichuan, Hunan, Zhejiang, Jiangsu, Fujian, and Guangdong. Although the four provinces of the base area have not yet joined the National Assembly, the People's Party has also sent telegrams expressing support for federal autonomy and peaceful nation-building. Such practices are really unacceptable. The Beiyang government has received appeals from various provinces and hopes to give an explanation to the People's Party on this issue."

Beiyang's attitude was tough, but Chen Ke was temporarily unable to answer this question. The expansion speed of the People's Party during the "peaceful period" exceeded Chen Ke's own expectations. The People's Party loved "economically backward mountainous areas." In the eyes of other political forces, mountainous areas produced little and the people were tough, making them difficult regions to govern. In the eyes of the People's Party, because productivity in mountainous areas was backward, various social contradictions were extremely intense. Coupled with the limited control of the provincial governments in mountainous areas, the People's Party's expansion of power here was truly like a fish in water.

As for the plain areas, after neighboring villages defected to the People's Party, their lives flourished day by day. As long as the local landlords did not occupy the main leadership positions, it was also common for villages in plain areas to defect to the People's Party. Some villages did it to avoid government taxes, and some villages did it to obtain goods provided by the People's Party's supply and marketing cooperatives. There were also some rarer villages where the whole village hoped their children could go to school for free like the villages under the rule of the People's Party. Although there were many reasons, the purpose was always to live a better life.

The expansion of the base area brought huge benefits, but looking at it now, the enemy counterattack brought about by these benefits had also formally arrived. Letting Tang Shaoyi wait at his residence first, Chen Ke immediately convened a party committee meeting.

Tang Shaoyi's son-in-law, Gu Weijun, came to the base area with Tang Shaoyi this time. Seeing the People's Party guards tightly guarding the gate outside, Gu Weijun felt a little uneasy. "Father-in-law, has the People's Party received some news?"

Gu Weijun, who was quite appreciated by Yuan Shikai, had heard some rumors. Not long ago, Yuan Shikai invited Chen Ke to Beijing, and it was said that there was a plan to put Chen Ke under house arrest. Whether this was true or not, the appearance of such rumors itself meant a trend: Beiyang was prepared to adopt strong measures against the People's Party. With the People's Party guarding so heavily, there was no need to specifically ask about the unfriendly message within.

"Chen Ke is not that petty. If he doesn't plan to fall out with the Central Government, he naturally can't put us under house arrest. If he plans to fall out with the Central Government, there is even less reason to put us under house arrest." Tang Shaoyi was quite open-minded. After answering the question, Tang Shaoyi asked Gu Weijun, "Shaochuan, we Beiyang will deal with the People's Party a lot in the future. What do you think of Chen Ke's attitude?"

Hearing Tang Shaoyi's question, Gu Weijun was silent for a while before saying in a low voice, "Weak countries have no diplomacy."

Tang Shaoyi never expected his son-in-law to be completely pessimistic about this negotiation. Even if he knew early on that the result of the negotiation could not be satisfactory, Tang Shaoyi did not think it could be so bad. He asked, "Shaochuan, why do you think so?"

Gu Weijun sorted out his thoughts and said slowly, "I see that Chen Ke was very surprised that we raised this matter. He himself does not think there is anything wrong with what he is doing. This mentality is the same as the mentality of the Great Powers treating China. I don't think Chen Ke is a man of deep schemes, which means Chen Ke will definitely not back down on the matter of expansion."

Tang Shaoyi was also skilled in negotiation. Upon hearing Gu Weijun's analysis, he agreed greatly in his heart. Before Beiyang sent him, they had already contacted the forces in the provinces surrounding the People's Party. This time, Tang Shaoyi was not only ordered to negotiate with the People's Party, but if the negotiation failed, he would also negotiate in Jiangsu, Hunan, and Guangdong surrounding the People's Party. They strove to form a situation of "joint denunciation" by the provinces around the People's Party base area. "Then, Shaochuan, how do you think this matter will develop?"

"If there is no joint denunciation, the People's Party may just be tough in attitude. If this situation of joint denunciation is achieved, the result will probably be joint subjugation," Gu Weijun replied.

Hearing the words "joint subjugation," Tang Shaoyi did not make a sound for a long time. Tang Shaoyi had always admired Gu Weijun's keenness, but he found that he still had insufficient understanding of Gu Weijun's keenness.

Chen Ke hadn't expected what exactly Beiyang was preparing to do; in fact, he didn't care much about what Beiyang was preparing to do. Grandpa Mao said an earth-shattering sentence at the founding ceremony: "The Chinese people have stood up!" The New China that Chen Ke lived in was such a country that stood up bravely facing the world. As for some people who were willing to kneel down again themselves, that was purely a personal choice. But the country of China had never submitted to other countries again. So it was with the base area; Chen Ke had absolutely no thought of submitting to any force.

After introducing the current situation, Chen Ke smiled and said to the comrades of the Central Committee, "I'm afraid Yuan Shikai has itchy skin. This is a sickness; it needs to be cured."

"How to cure it? Where to start curing?" Hua Xiongmao was the first to understand Chen Ke's meaning, and he asked excitedly.

"Is there going to be a war?" Lu Huitian reacted a bit slower.

"It won't come to war right now. I plan to tell Tang Shaoyi that the people around the base area have the freedom to defect to our People's Party. Yuan Shikai cannot infringe upon the people's freedom to choose to defect to the People's Party. He does not have this power." Speaking of this, Chen Ke put away his smile. "At the same time, we want to make our People's Party's political platform public to the whole country, especially the political platform of land reform."

The People's Party Central Committee was extremely clear about how much resistance land reform could arouse. In the four provinces of the base area, tens of thousands of landlords were killed or committed suicide, and over a hundred thousand landlord armed forces were killed. For the people who were willing to become laborers, regardless of their background, Chen Ke had infinite patience and confidence. For the enemies who refused to surrender and admit defeat, Chen Ke also had an unforgiving side.

"What if the enemies unite?" Shang Yuan was a little worried. The People's Party had never shown such a tough attitude externally.

"If they are all enemies, what else is there to say? Just wipe them out." Hua Xiongmao's attitude was very tough.

"Then how is the military plan arranged?" Lu Huitian asked.

"Whoever moves first, we hit them!" Chen Ke answered decisively. "One punch to open the way, to avoid a hundred punches coming. Those people are very afraid of death; seeing someone suffer, they will immediately behave."

Lu Huitian simply expressed his agreement and did not continue to speak. The People's Party had bumper harvests for both summer and autumn grain in 1912, plus the planned conscription scale reached 600,000; even the government system had no fearful attitude towards war.

After the Party Committee passed the response measures, Chen Ke did not go out personally. He asked Propaganda Minister Zhang Yu to meet Tang Shaoyi. Zhang Yu participated in the whole meeting and even participated in the voting. Since he knew the People's Party's current and future response measures, Zhang Yu naturally spoke with full confidence. "Mr. Tang, after the republic was established, the people have the power to choose for themselves. The people have the right to choose the life they like. I think you should be very clear about this."

Tang Shaoyi knew that Zhang Yu was a Propaganda Minister with a military background, and he originally looked down on Zhang Yu a bit in his heart. However, hearing Zhang Yu actually talk about the people's freedom, he felt even more strange. Just as he didn't know how to respond, Gu Weijun cut in. "Since the people have chosen the republican system, the people have the obligation to abide by the laws formulated by the central government. Absolute freedom does not exist!"

Zhang Yu was slightly stunned. He originally thought it would be relatively easy to hoodwink an old-style civil official like Tang Shaoyi. They liked to talk about grand principles; as long as he stuck to the word "freedom," how to elaborate next would just depend on what Zhang Yu wanted to say. Unexpectedly, Gu Weijun, who was from a law background beside him, keenly grasped the main point and actually blocked Zhang Yu's subsequent words.

"May I ask how to address you?" Zhang Yu smiled.

"I am Gu Weijun."

"Oh, so you are Mr. Tang's fast son-in-law," Zhang Yu said with a smile. He actually knew Gu Weijun, but he put on a bureaucratic tone first to interrupt the negotiation, saving Gu Weijun from continuing along Zhang Yu's previous words, which would instead disrupt Zhang Yu's train of thought.

Gu Weijun did not give Zhang Yu time. He said seriously, "In the Republic of China, the affairs of each province are decided by the province itself. The affairs of every village are the internal affairs of each province; the People's Party also expressed approval of this principle. The current situation has become the People's Party bypassing the provincial governments to directly intervene in the internal affairs of various provinces. This violates the People's Party's own promise."

Zhang Yu actually really wanted to tell Tang Shaoyi and Gu Weijun, "Everything you say is nonsense." But if he said such satisfying words, he would definitely be severely scolded and disciplined by the Central Committee, so Zhang Yu didn't dare to act so willfully. "Mr. Gu, the Constitution of the Republic of China first points out that the Republic of China is a country established to realize the happiness and freedom of the people of the republic. As for the federal autonomy you mentioned, it is merely the organizational structure of the government and has no direct relationship with the people's happiness. Which province of the Republic of China they choose to join is the people's power and the people's freedom. These people are not joining a foreign country and becoming traitors. They are just making the choice most beneficial to themselves in order to realize their own interests. Why must Article 1 of the Constitution rank above Article 2 of the Constitution? Because this is to reflect which has more priority. Between the polity of federal autonomy and the people's power to pursue happiness, which is more prior? This needs no discussion."

After listening to Zhang Yu's explanation, both Tang Shaoyi and Gu Weijun changed their expressions. What needed no discussion right now was definitely not the constitution, but the People's Party's attitude. That Zhang Yu could use twisted logic to such an extent, his level of shamelessness was comparable to that of the European and American powers.

"Mr. Zhang, that is to say, the villages in your base area also have the power to choose whether to join our provinces?" Tang Shaoyi asked coldly.

"There is no such clause in the constitution of our base area, so they cannot do this," Zhang Yu replied.

Tang Shaoyi asked with a dark face, "That means no matter what we say, your side will continue to act according to your own train of thought?"

Zhang Yu looked at Tang Shaoyi with a very regretful expression. "Mr. Tang, we will definitely act according to our own ideas. This has nothing to do with whether you come to our base area, or whether you speak in our base area, or what you say. We have the power to act according to our own ideas. You came this time, and I hear your meaning is to discuss with us the issue of villages in other provinces actively choosing to join our People's Party base area. This issue is the choice of the common people in these villages themselves. It has nothing to do with us. The content you described and the object you are facing have a problem of mismatching behavioral subjects. If you do not wish for local villages to spontaneously join our base area, you should talk to the common people of those villages, not to us. can you distinguish this clearly?"

Tang Shaoyi was almost driven mad with anger by Zhang Yu. He suppressed his anger and asked, "Then on what basis does your side think you are qualified to accept the applications of villages actively requesting to join the base area?"

Zhang Yu replied, "Our side judges based on this Constitution of the Republic of China. We believe that the Constitution endows these common people with the power to freely choose a happy life. For the common people's legitimate exercise of their power, our side believes we should give support."

Tang Shaoyi's face turned black with anger. He hadn't expected that a "soldier" of the People's Party could speak such twisted logic so seemingly plausibly. Tang Shaoyi's mission was to negotiate, not to declare war. Although he wanted to drag Zhang Yu out and hack him into a thousand pieces, Tang Shaoyi couldn't directly tear up his face.

Gu Weijun studied law. Seeing Tang Shaoyi being confused by Zhang Yu, even though he knew there could be no result no matter how they talked, he absolutely could not accept being justified by a military officer in a legal dispute. He said loudly, word by word, "Your side does not have the power to interpret the Constitution of the Republic of China."

"We indeed do not, but neither do you!" Zhang Yu knew he had gained a comprehensive advantage, so he deliberately roughened his voice, making it sound more like a solemn oppression. "Not only do you not, the Beiyang Cabinet does not have this power, and the current President of the Republic of China, Yuan Shikai, does not have this power either. According to the Constitution of the Republic of China, only after the National Assembly is formally convened can the Constitutional Interpretation Committee be elected by the National Assembly, or the Court be entrusted to form the Constitutional Interpretation Committee, to interpret issues related to the Constitution. After interpretation, it must still be passed by the National Assembly's vote. If you really prepare to talk to us about this constitutional interpretation, then go complete this set of procedures first."

Being rebuffed to such an extent by a diplomat from a "soldier" background, Tang Shaoyi was dizzy with anger. But the People's Party's military strength completely overrode Beiyang's, and even if it was twisted logic, one couldn't say Zhang Yu was pestering endlessly. In a burst of embarrassing awkwardness, Tang Shaoyi suddenly remembered Gu Weijun's words from not long ago: "Weak countries have no diplomacy!"
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# Chapter 3 Turmoil (Part 3)

Nanchang, Jiangxi. November 15, 1912, afternoon.

There was a knock at the gate of Zhang Xun’s residence. The gatekeeper opened the door to find several men in gray uniforms standing outside with cold expressions. The leader flashed an ID card. "We are from the People's Internal Affairs Committee. Is Zhang Xun at home?"

The old gatekeeper was frightened immediately. The People's Internal Affairs Committee had a "resounding reputation" in Jiangxi. Nine out of ten people taken away by them were sent to various judicial institutions, ending up with either a prison term or a death sentence after trial. If there was anything relatively humane about the People's Internal Affairs Committee, it was that at least there were no cases of people disappearing without a trace or dying without a body being found after being taken in.

"My master is not in," the old gatekeeper stammered.

The staff member from the People's Party Internal Affairs Committee took out a document stamped with a red seal. "Regardless of whether Zhang Xun is here or not, this is a search warrant. We are going in to search now."

Whether the old gatekeeper could read it or not, the staff member pushed him aside and rushed into the courtyard of Zhang Xun's house. Seeing that he couldn't stop them at all, the old gatekeeper hugged the waist of the staff member closest to him and shouted loudly, "My master is not in! You cannot go in!"

The staff member didn't use violence. He said seriously to the old gatekeeper, "Old man, obstructing official duties can result in a three-year prison sentence. If you let go now, I'll pretend this never happened. What do you think?"

Hearing this, the old gatekeeper hesitated and let go. But he still tried to block the staff from the People's Internal Affairs Committee. "My master is not at home. Please come back later."

Just then, the door of the main hall opened with a sound. Zhang Xun appeared on the steps of the main hall with a look of arrogance and a hint of anger. Looking down at the staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee, Zhang Xun said coldly, "Pushing and shoving an old man, what kind of behavior is that?"

The staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee, like other departments of the People's Party, had received training for various situations. Zhang Xun's level of bluster was simply child's play. A staff member took a step forward and said, "Zhang Xun, we have received a report regarding your participation in a rebellion. Please come with us to assist in the investigation."

"Who made this false accusation behind my back?" Zhang Xun asked, feigning righteousness.

"Whether you participated in a counter-revolutionary rebellion will be known after the investigation. This is an arrest warrant. Please come with us," the staff member showed the arrest warrant to Zhang Xun.

Zhang Xun took the arrest warrant with a look of clear conscience and began to read it. Just then, a shout came from the backyard, "Freeze! Don't move!" A moment later, gunshots rang out in the backyard.

While the staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee spoke with seriousness yet courtesy, at the moment the situation changed, one of them leapt up like a cat pouncing on a mouse, controlling Zhang Xun and the gatekeeper in the blink of an eye. One comrade drew his pistol and pointed it at Zhang Xun and the gatekeeper, while the other two comrades drew their pistols and covered each other as they rushed into Zhang Xun’s main hall. There was no one in the main hall, so the two comrades covered each other as they passed through the hall and rushed towards the backyard.

Three shots rang out in succession from the backyard. When the two comrades arrived at the backyard entrance, they saw two men on the ground clutching their legs where they had been shot, wailing. Four comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee were pointing their pistols at these two men. Women's screams came from the tightly closed rear residence.

"Take them all away!" the leading cadre ordered.

Not only Zhang Xun, but those old upper-class figures who had formed parties in Jiangxi were arrested or taken away for investigation without exception. Their families were also informed that they were forbidden to leave the city. He Zudao, as the Party Secretary of the highest authority in Jiangxi, the "Jiangxi Military Management Committee," was personally responsible for this matter.

"Send all these people to the concentration camp in Anyi for unified management. From now on, no matter who causes trouble—whether they do it themselves or their families besiege local governments demanding an explanation—arrest them all and send them to the concentration camp." He Zudao rarely issued such cold and ruthless orders, so when this young man, who usually wore a gentle smile, hardened his face, the comrades felt considerable pressure.

No one discussed whether these people were innocent or guilty. At the mobilization meeting prior to this, He Zudao conveyed Chen Ke's order: "Due to the immense pressure of the current situation, in order to maximize savings on administrative costs and improve social management efficiency, anyone who has opposed the land reform policy—whether verbally, through passive resistance, or by playing petty tricks—should be sent to the concentration camp without consideration for their individual rights."

He Zudao's mobilization meeting was also simple. "Who are our enemies? Who are our friends? We classify them based on their attitude towards the basic land policy of the base area. Do not think that our current approach is cruel. Putting them in concentration camps is precisely the greatest humanitarianism. If the situation continues to become tense, our tolerance level will also drop significantly. At that time, if this group of people speaks nonsense outside and acts rashly without knowing the severity of the situation, the treatment won't be a concentration camp, but very likely execution for the crime of active counter-revolution."

Jiangxi also carried out a rectification movement. Comrades who believed the land reform policy was "too radical" were now undergoing profound study at the Party School. Comrades working on the front lines shared a common attitude: anyone who opposed land reform was an enemy of the People's Party. The mobilization meeting went quite smoothly.

"This operation basically had no slip-ups, and we also found a lot of evidence of collusion with Beiyang secret envoys. For example, Zhang Xun. Yuan Shikai invited Zhang Xun to Beijing to take up a military post, and we even seized the appointment letter from the secret envoy. How should we deal with Zhang Xun?" Gong Guohua, Director of the Jiangxi People's Internal Affairs Committee, asked He Zudao.

He Zudao replied, "For all such people, ask them first if they are willing to go to Beiyang to take up their posts. If they are willing, we shouldn't make things difficult for them. Send them off openly and aboveboard. If they refuse to go, send them to the concentration camp."

"Isn't that letting them off too easily? They've done so many things; killing them wouldn't be unjust," Gong Guohua said with some regret.

He Zudao laughed, "If they stay in the concentration camp, we won't mistreat them and will try to ensure their safety. If they defect to Beiyang, they might face more possibilities of death. Whether it's letting them off cheap depends on how these people judge it."

Before being sent to the concentration camp, the People's Internal Affairs Committee had to screen these arrested fellows. Having been caught with the Beiyang secret envoy, Zhang Xun had no illusions about his future. Since losing power to Wang Youhong in 1910, Zhang Xun had been a nominal Governor of Zhejiang for a while. After the fall of the Manchu Qing, Zhang Xun returned to his hometown in Jiangxi with a mood of fighting to the death, attempting to oppose the People's Party by forming a political party. Like other forces that tried to oppose the People's Party, Zhang Xun's efforts failed completely.

The formation of political parties by Jiangxi gentry had once become a trend, but a trend is ultimately just a trend. Organizing a political party isn't like hosting a tea party; it's not simply gathering a bunch of disgruntled or ambitious guys for a chat and calling it a political party. A political party first represents a kind of political and economic demand. The political attitude of this group, dominated by gentry landlords, was entirely opposed to the various systems implemented by the People's Party. Apart from not daring to use direct violence, these people adopted every means available. Petitions, demonstrations, inciting the masses, or hiring people to make scenes at the People's Party military government offices—in short, they wanted to cause as much trouble as possible for the People's Party.

By 1912, these actions gradually disappeared, not because the gentry were moved by the People's Party's restraint in handling these matters, but because the people of Jiangxi supported the People's Party. The gentry had to pay for every such action, and facing the reality of zero progress, they felt that continuing to do so was not worth the cost.

The gentry temporarily shrank back, but the People's Party launched a fierce, large-scale arrest and detention operation. As Zhang Xun passed through the streets after his arrest, he heard gunshots from many places in Nanchang city, which was usually orderly. Zhang Xun was certain that the People's Party was not just arresting him alone, but was launching a large-scale arrest campaign in other places simultaneously.

Zhang Xun hadn't contacted anyone from Beiyang for a long time. The secret envoy suddenly brought Yuan Shikai's oral message, hinting that Beiyang was recently uniting with southern provinces to "pressure" the People's Party, hoping Zhang Xun would come out of retirement and take up a military post in the Beiyang New Army. Even if Zhang Xun were obtuse, he understood that this was the prelude to war. And the People's Party's implementation of large-scale arrests at this critical moment showed they were also preparing for war with Yuan Shikai. In such a time period, the People's Party would likely adopt a method of "eliminating future trouble" towards Zhang Xun.

Zhang Xun was 59 years old this year. At this age, he didn't care too much about life and death. Faced with the test of life and death, Zhang Xun chose to maintain his dignity. He kept his back straight, and although he didn't assume a posture of utter resistance refusing to move or sit, Zhang Xun remained silent. He had made up his mind that even if someone described the People's Party Internal Affairs Committee as a living hell, he would not say a single word no matter what.

"Zhang Xun," a young man of no more than twenty-something sat at the table and called Zhang Xun by name. Zhang Xun was furious in his heart, but he held it back. Anger showed in his small eyes under his thick eyebrows, but his lips remained tightly closed.

After calling Zhang Xun's name, the comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee threw an appointment letter on the table. "We are asking you a question now. Do you want to go to Beiyang to take up your post, or are you prepared to stay in Jiangxi? If you want to take up the post, speak clearly, and we will send you on a ship to Shanghai. If you don't want to go, just say so."

Zhang Xun was somewhat surprised. What did the People's Party mean by this? Enticing him to say something and then pinning a crime on him? Or were they really going to send him away? But having just resolved to remain silent, Zhang Xun felt he would be too fickle if he went back on it so soon. Moreover, Zhang Xun believed the People's Party had no right to govern his decisions, so he subconsciously tightened his lips.

The young comrade said with a mocking smile, "Zhang Xun, I've seen plenty of this look of regarding death as a return home. But when it comes to actually tying these people up and shooting them, I haven't seen anyone who didn't struggle. Before chopping off their heads, we ask them to stretch out their necks so it's convenient for us to chop and they die faster with less suffering. In such a matter that benefits both sides, I've really never seen anyone cooperate; everyone shrinks their heads like a turtle. Do you think you can stay silent? If we just apply some casual torture, you'll be screaming from morning till night. So stop pretending. Just give a straight answer: do you want to go or stay?"

Seeing the young man talk about such cruel acts as if they were nothing, Zhang Xun didn't dare to be rash. The impatience in the young man's tone made a person like Zhang Xun, who had seen the world, feel a profound fear. Getting the truth out requires a lot of skill, but simply making someone suffer is much easier. Zhang Xun thought he could keep his mouth shut, but if the purpose of torture was just to make him scream, Zhang Xun didn't think his backbone could preserve his dignity in silence. If the People's Party insisted on killing him, Zhang Xun felt that suffering less physical pain was a necessary choice.

Enduring a strong sense of shame, Zhang Xun answered loudly, "I want to leave Jiangxi."

"Are you sure you want to leave Jiangxi?" the young comrade asked.

"Yes," Zhang Xun replied through gritted teeth.

In less than twenty hours, Zhang Xun was on a ship to Shanghai. Many of the passengers around him were people he knew. They all wore expressions of tragedy or facing death, along with a sense of confusion. Before boarding, these people might have been bound with ropes, but after boarding, they were untied. Before being brought to the ship, they were even allowed to go home and pack luggage. Most people brought their families. Leaving aside the danger of assassination en route, this clearly looked like exile. The steam whistle blew, and the river steamer, built by the People's Party using blueprints purchased from Britain and processing equipment from the United States, slowly began to move.

The young comrades were responsible for intimidating these guys. After this ship was sent off, the comrades held a work summary meeting. How to implement intimidation more effectively should have been the topic of the meeting. But the young comrades had other concerns in their work.

"Those people were gnashing their teeth before they left. It seems they are going to be our mortal enemies."

"Can we guarantee that we'll wipe them all out later?"

"Aren't we against forming personal grudges? Not only these people, but their families probably hate us to the bone too."

"Chairman Chen's song 'February Comes' sings it well: those who plant melons get melons, those who plant beans get beans; whoever plants hatred will suffer for it! Are we planting hatred?"

"Hey, hey! It was this group of people who planted hatred first, alright?"

"Or as they say: 'Repay resentment with virtue, how about that?' Confucius said: 'With what then will you repay virtue? Repay resentment with uprightness, and repay virtue with virtue.' If we're worried about them carrying out counter-revolutionary actions, then just imprison or execute them now. Why force them away and add trouble? Casting a long line to catch a big fish feels like there are too many uncontrollable factors."

"I completely agree with Chairman Chen's plan, but this seems a bit less than open and aboveboard. There are so many discerning people in the world; one look and they'll know our purpose."

"We are revolutionaries, not here to be nice guys. The enemy will definitely oppose us. Making them declare their attitude now—I think doing this is very right!"

"Exactly. A hidden enemy is a hibernating snake; we have to be on guard at all times. Intensify the conflict once and for all. Either fight with real swords and guns on the battlefield, or honestly admit that it is now the world of the revolution. It's good for everyone."

The discussion unfolded like this. After more than half an hour of debate, the young comrades gradually reached a consensus. There were indeed many negative feelings during the specific execution, but doing so was correct in principle. Just looking at the current calm situation and mistakenly thinking that this calm could continue endlessly was burying one's head in the sand.

Having determined the direction, the discussion went straight to practical operations.

"How should we treat those guys who don't dare to tough it out with the base area? Should we do another round?"

"Killing a man is no more than a nod of the head. Further coercion would be too rude."

"Lock them up first. We'll talk about these people after liberating the whole country."

"Let's not think about these random things. Write a report to Secretary He and ask."

This last suggestion received unanimous approval from the young comrades.

He Zudao gave a reply soon after receiving the report. "The basic political concept of the base area now is 'he who does not work, neither shall he eat.' In the concentration camps, they engage in production themselves. The reason these masters feel they are superior to others is that they do not labor themselves. After laboring personally, they will change."

Even the People's Internal Affairs Committee responded to the Party Central Committee's call for a Great Production Movement, having their own land that they needed to cultivate themselves. The young comrades couldn't help but cheer loudly at this instruction. Letting these grand masters know the hardship of work was truly a satisfying thing.

Just because of this cheering, this group of young comrades was forced to gather for three days of study. The content of the study was simple: "Labor is the most glorious. If one thinks labor is a punishment, then one has deviated from the revolutionary purpose. Implementing labor reform on that group of corrupt and backward former exploiting class is not punishment, but to let them become dignified laborers who have the opportunity to be respected."

After this study, no matter what they thought in their hearts, the young comrades at least stopped talking nonsense.

Thousands of miles away, Yuan Shikai looked at the thick stack of intelligence with mixed feelings. After Tang Shaoyi's telegram and the subsequent letter informed Yuan Shikai of the failure of negotiations with the People's Party, Yuan Shikai was not disappointed. He had fantasized about the best scenario where Chen Ke would foolishly come to Beijing and be put under house arrest. At that time, with the People's Party leaderless and Chen Ke in Yuan Shikai's hands, the People's Party would likely be wary of taking action. At that time, Beiyang would hold a certain initiative.

Since the invitation was immediately rejected by Chen Ke, Yuan Shikai knew that the negotiation was actually impossible to succeed.

The personnel dispatched this time were not just Tang Shaoyi. In order to build a siege posture against the People's Party, Beiyang sent a considerable number of personnel to various provinces. The People's Party, as if possessed, expelled a large number of talents favored by Beiyang from the base area, which truly overjoyed Yuan Shikai. These people were kicked out of their hometowns, and their only choice at the moment was to defect to Beiyang. With the help of this group, Beiyang's strength should be even better.

Until November 20, 1912, the People's Party publicized its political program to the whole country through newspapers nationwide. The first article was the implementation of comprehensive land reform. The People's Party publicly stated that land reform would absolutely not adopt a redemption policy. Yuan Shikai thought he had read it wrong at first, and only after reading it carefully several times did he confirm that this was indeed the People's Party's public declaration. Yuan Shikai's lips trembled for a moment, then he suddenly laughed loudly. "Chen Ke, doing this is seeking death! You are making enemies of landlords and gentry all over the world!"

While Yuan Shikai was in excitement, Xu Shichang entered Yuan Shikai's office with a stack of newspapers. Upon entering, Xu Shichang saw Yuan Shikai walking in the room with his hands behind his back. Xu Shichang said with a face full of excitement, "President, Chen Ke has published quite a bit of news in the newspapers."

"Juren, I have already seen it." Yuan Shikai had regained his calm by this time, and his voice held a confidence rare in recent years.

Xu Shichang was also extremely excited. "President, this Chen Ke is still young. I thought he was going to follow Zhu Yuanzhang's old path: 'Build walls high, store grain widely, and claim the title of King slowly.' I didn't expect him to publicly propagate the People's Party's land reform decree this time. How can the landlords of this world agree with him? I'm afraid the provinces are writing letters to our central government right now."

Yuan Shikai had a smile on his face. "No hurry. The provincial governments may not necessarily react much. It will take a few days for the local gentry to start making a fuss."

As they were speaking, Yuan Shikai's guard came in to report, "President, a telegram has been received."

A look of joy appeared on Xu Shichang's face, but Yuan Shikai asked calmly, "Where is it from?"

There was no joy on the guard's face. He answered cautiously, "It is a telegram sent by Chen Ke from Wuhan."

The joy on Xu Shichang's face vanished without a trace immediately. For Chen Ke to send a telegram at this time, nine out of ten times it was absolutely not good news.

Yuan Shikai took the telegram, read it a few times, and then let the guard leave.

"President..." Xu Shichang asked with concern.

Yuan Shikai handed the telegram to Xu Shichang and continued to walk around the room with his hands behind his back.

Xu Shichang glanced at the telegram draft. The content was brief: "To the President: If the Bianluo Railway branch line can go through Xuzhou and extend to Lianyungang, it can greatly promote the economy along the route. I have already raised funds and workers. The railway from Lianyungang to Xuzhou will be completed soon, and the railway from Xuzhou to Shangqiu has also been surveyed. I request the President to order the Henan government to cooperate. If this railway can be built, it will be the President's merit. Awaiting your reply."

Xu Shichang knew that the People's Party would definitely respond to the Beiyang government's actions, not only in political contests but also very likely developing into military conflict. He never expected that the People's Party would actually launch an action against Beiyang in the name of building a railway. For a moment, Xu Shichang actually couldn't think of any solution.
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On November 22, 1912, on a flat piece of open ground revealed by the low water level of the Yangtze River in Wuhan, red flags fluttered, and ranks were orderly. At the founding ceremony of the People's Party Railway Corps, all 20,000 troops of the 5th Division of the 4th Army of the Railway Corps in Wuhan participated in the flag presentation ceremony. People's Party Chairman Chen Ke personally presented the flags to the four railway units.

The officers and soldiers of the 5th Railway Division had never imagined that they would be able to see Chairman Chen Ke in person, let alone that the honor of receiving a flag personally presented by Chairman Chen Ke would fall to their division. This was because the 4th Railway Division was stationed in Huaihai Province. Representatives from the 4th, 6th, and 7th Divisions formed three small phalanxes respectively to participate in the flag presentation ceremony.

Chen Ke's voice came from the loudspeakers. "The ancients said that a journey of a thousand *li* can be started in the morning and arrived at in the evening; this is a beautiful imagination. Now, this beautiful imagination is about to become a reality in the hands of you Railway Corps comrades. The future China will first be a China on rails. Everyone must cross high mountains, span rivers, and tread over plains to lay iron rails on the land of our motherland. The beneficiaries will not be tens of thousands, not millions, not even tens of millions, but hundreds of millions, over a billion Chinese people will benefit through the railways. And everyone will remember the glorious name of the Railway Corps. All Railway Corps comrades are members of this great team, and your names will surely go down in history along with the great achievements of this great team! You are destined to be the meritorious servants of China!"

These young soldiers looked up at Chen Ke with a gaze full of longing. Although many people didn't know exactly what their work would involve, many had seen a railway and a locomotive speeding on the tracks for the first time only after arriving in Wuhan. Some even felt a sense of fear towards that behemoth spewing thick smoke. But hearing Chairman Chen Ke personally tell everyone that the Railway Corps was destined to be the meritorious servants of China, uncontrollable excitement and the ensuing cheers still resounded through the clouds.

As a child of the railway, Chen Ke had a natural affinity for the Railway Corps. Because Chen Ke had been accustomed to locomotives and tracks since early childhood, and accustomed to the sounding whistles. He knew the rule of no holidays 365 days a year, and the study sessions held every so often. This was the life of railway workers, day after day, year after year. So Chen Ke's voice contained enough passion; this was the first time since returning to the early 20th century that he truly felt the life he was once familiar with. Everything before his eyes was a part of Chen Ke's life. At least this team would build a part of the life Chen Ke once lived.

Facing the thunderous cheers, Chen Ke waved his hand, and the sprawling phalanx quickly quieted down. Minister of National Defense Hua Xiongmao seized the opportunity to shout into the microphone in front of him: "Now, proceed with the flag presentation!"

The Railway Corps did not yet have its own anthem, so the "People's Liberation Army March" was played. Commanders at the corps, division, regiment, and battalion levels ascended the podium one after another. The master of ceremonies shouted the designation of the unit, and Chen Ke held the flag of that unit with both hands and solemnly handed it to them. The commanders received the flag with both hands, then held the flag with their left hand and saluted Chen Ke with their right hand. Chen Ke also solemnly returned the salute. The observers from that unit would then applaud and cheer enthusiastically. Where had these young soldiers ever seen such a warm and solemn scene? The cheers rose wave after wave, and the cheers of tens of thousands of officers and soldiers could be heard within a range of several kilometers on both banks of the river.

Hundreds of kilometers away from where the flag presentation ceremony was taking place, the 4th Division of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Railway Corps, along with the 4407th Division in the sequence of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Huaihai Military District, had already received orders to march into Shangqiu. The Longhai Railway is the most important trunk railway line running through eastern, central, and western China, traversing the five provinces of Jiangsu, Anhui, Henan, Shaanxi, and Gansu. The Longhai Line and the Beijing-Guangzhou Line intersect in Zhengzhou, thereby establishing the foundation of Zhengzhou City. Zhengzhou City has an east-west Longhai Road and a north-south Jingguang Road. Chen Ke's life from junior high school to high school was spent by these two roads. The intersection of these two roads is the location of the Zhengzhou Railway Bureau.

Now the Bian-Luo Railway (Kaifeng to Luoyang) had been built, the railway from Lianyungang to Xuzhou was basically completed, and the railway from Xuzhou to Shangqiu was also under construction. The People's Party was determined to connect the eastern section of this newly built Longhai Line with the Bian-Luo Line. Once the backbone lines of the Beijing-Hankou Railway and the Longhai Road (Luoyang to Lianyungang) were built, the rich and vast plains could be controlled to a great extent through the railways.

Huaihai Provincial Military District Commander Wu Xingchen stood on an earthen slope. Before him were 50,000 mighty troops. Although the draft was written by Chen Ke, Wu Xingchen still felt the passion within it. He shouted loudly into the microphone: "Comrades, today is the day the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Railway Corps is formally established. It is also the day the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army formally marches into Henan. This day has been written into our military history, and it will also be written into China's history in the future. This is not only the beginning of the liberation of Henan, but also the new beginning of the construction of Henan. The railway behind you comrades will follow your footsteps, westward, westward. In the next few hundred years, or even a thousand years, the name of this Longhai Railway will surely exist in the textbooks of Chinese schools. Every Chinese person will know this name. Because hundreds of millions, over a billion Chinese common people will take trains passing through this railway. This railway will be China's history, and every one of us present is a participant in this history."

In the past, Chen Ke rarely mentioned history in speeches addressed to the broad masses of officers and soldiers, because more than 90% of the newly enlisted soldiers had never heard of this word, and 99% of the soldiers did not understand what the word "history" actually meant. Wu Xingchen knew that the 50,000 officers and soldiers he faced now had received enough education, and a considerable number of new recruits even had an elementary school education level. Everyone could already understand the meaning of the word "history" and understand the meaning represented by "creating history." Even just this one item had already opened an unprecedented page in Chinese history. Not to mention how glorious the great undertaking these 50,000 officers and soldiers were about to create would be.

Cheers rang out following Wu Xingchen's speech. The officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army showed no fear, let alone any hesitation. The work everyone had to face had long been known to every comrade at the mobilization meeting. Not only to overthrow the enemy but also to build a new world. The difficulties to be faced were explained in detail by political workers at all levels, and precisely because of this, the enthusiasm of the young people redoubled instead. having seen with their own eyes and personally experienced the earth-shaking changes in the base areas, every soldier was surprised, delighted, and moved by it. Everyone knew how difficult the road ahead would be, and everyone knew how hard the work ahead would be. Although some comrades were full of confidence, and some comrades felt uneasy, at this moment all comrades knew that this order would not change. Every comrade knew that as long as they heard the order to march, they would march forward, forward, forward, shoulder to shoulder with other comrades.

"I now order, move out!" Wu Xingchen shouted the words the comrades were expecting. The majestic melody of the "People's Liberation Army March" rang out, and the troops rumbled forward toward the designated direction under the leadership of their commanders.

On November 23, gloomy clouds hung over Kaifeng City. Dense dark clouds obscured the sky, foreshadowing a rain at the turn of autumn and winter was about to fall. Zhang Zhenfang, Duan Zhigui, and Lei Zhenchun, these current high-ranking military and political officials of Henan, sat together in silence, their faces even gloomier than the sky before the rain. The news that the People's Party had formally marched into Henan in the name of building a railway left everyone at a loss.

In the past, although the People's Party's infiltration was annoying, at least no county seats or prefectural cities had fallen. This time, the People's Party no longer had any intention of hiding it. Thousands of troops marched all the way into Shangqiu City. The few defenders of Shangqiu City surrendered without a fight. The Intendant of Guide Circuit (*Guide Fu Daotai*) was captured alive. He was now locked up in the jail in Shangqiu City.

Getting this news was not due to how capable the intelligence system organized by Zhang Zhenfang was. After the People's Party imprisoned the Intendant of Guide Circuit, they immediately wrote a letter and sent someone on a fast horse to deliver it to Kaifeng. The letter listed the "Five Major Crimes" of the Intendant of Guide Circuit, such as harming the public for private gain and disregarding the interests of the people. These crimes were unbearable to read. In the final analysis, it was one sentence: "The Intendant of Guide Circuit refused to establish the Longhai Road East Line Shangqiu Section Management Committee together with the People's Party. This is counter-revolutionary and requires imprisonment."

The official document finally demanded that Henan Military Governor Zhang Zhenfang order the beheading of the Intendant of Guide Circuit and then display his head in various places in Henan as a warning to others.

Zhang Zhenfang had never seen such a barbaric "official document." He cursed in his heart, "Why don't you behead me, this Henan Military Governor, and display my head in various places in Henan as a warning to others?" These words certainly couldn't be spoken aloud. The implicit meaning in the People's Party's official document was actually a strong threat to Zhang Zhenfang.

As the Commander of the Beiyang 2nd Division, Duan Zhigui faced Henan Military Governor Zhang Zhenfang like Xu Shu entering Cao Cao's camp—no matter how Zhang Zhenfang urged him, he kept silent as much as possible. Zhang Zhenfang could no longer endure it, slamming the table and shouting angrily: "Commander Duan, you garrison the 2nd Division in Henan to protect the territory and comfort the people. The People's Party has now fought into Henan, yet you remain so silent. Are you waiting here for the People's Party to fight into Kaifeng? Although I haven't fought a war, I know a little about military matters. The current plan should be to deal them a head-on blow while the People's Party has not yet gained a firm foothold. I, this Henan Military Governor, may not be able to command you, but I have already sent a telegram to the Great President. Or should I send another telegram to the Great President telling him about your current conduct?"

Seeing that Zhang Zhenfang was almost driven mad with anger, Duan Zhigui had no choice but to speak. "Governor Zhang, we Beiyang troops follow rules when dispatching troops. Before dispatching troops, we first need to raise the regular pay by one tael of silver as a deployment fee. Regardless of how long it has been since last month's pay was issued, even if you just issued pay yesterday, if we are to dispatch troops today, this deployment fee must be issued immediately. Besides this, before charging in battle, 'life-selling money' must be issued. Everyone isn't doing it for silver, who would risk their life for you? It's best to pile a pile of silver dollars in front of the formation, and it must be explained that if one is unlucky and gets killed, our Beiyang Army provides generous compensation..."

Duan Zhigui rambled on about a circle of Beiyang Army rules, and Zhang Zhenfang almost fainted listening to it. Beiyang was truly "strictly disciplined"; many places where money was spent were clearly priced, quite methodical.

After finishing talking about the expenses to be paid at the time of deployment, during deployment, and during combat, Duan Zhigui looked troubled. "Governor Zhang, ever since the brothers have been stationed in Henan, the discipline has been strict, and they are not allowed to harass the common people. And there hasn't been a war for a long time, so the brothers are taking the lowest pay. This pay is also often delayed and not issued on time. Asking me to dispatch troops, fine. Governor Zhang, you have to take out one million silver dollars first. Otherwise, I, your brother, have no way to explain to those below. Even if we dispatch troops and confront the People's Party head-on, I'm afraid they will only go through the motions without putting in effort. Wouldn't that be even worse?"

Zhang Zhenfang's lips were trembling with anger at this point. "Soldiers are maintained for a thousand days to be used for one hour. Right now, the People's Party has already reached Shangqiu. If we beat back the People's Party, we will naturally reward you heavily. Asking for money now, this... can we still fight this war?"

Duan Zhigui answered loudly: "Governor Zhang, rules are rules. You are also a *Jinshi* graduate. Officialdom has the rules of officialdom, and we in the military also have the methods of the military. The rules of the Beiyang Army were set down in these years, and we have been doing it this way for many years. It's not that I, your brother, am unwilling to exert myself, but if I break the rules, how can I make the brothers of the 2nd Division believe what I say?"

"No wonder! No wonder!" Zhang Zhenfang murmured. He wanted to say no wonder the Beiyang Army mutinied in Beijing, but out of respect for Yuan Shikai's face, Zhang Zhenfang couldn't say it. Moreover, Zhang Zhenfang was not unheard of these rules from the late Qing Dynasty. The key now was that Henan didn't have ready cash either. Even though grain prices had risen recently, this grain couldn't be sold off in a short while. The money was spent as soon as it came to hand. Asking him to scrape together one million silver dollars now, he truly couldn't bring it out.

Seeing Zhang Zhenfang and Duan Zhigui almost locking horns, Lei Zhenchun hurriedly tried to smooth things over. "Governor Zhang, the People's Party is clearly coming for our Kaifeng now. Why don't we hurry up and send a telegram to the Great President? Ask the Central Government to send troops. At least hurry up and mobilize some money to solve this urgent need."

Zhang Zhenfang barely controlled his emotions. "The telegram has already been sent. I'll send another one to apply for some money from the Central Government."

By the next day, Yuan Shikai's reply telegram arrived. In the telegram, Yuan Shikai told Zhang Zhenfang that he had already ordered Duan Zhigui to defend Kaifeng to the death. What Zhang Zhenfang needed to do was to guarantee the grain supply. And to scrape together the pay as much as possible. The telegram repeatedly emphasized that Zhang Zhenfang, as the Henan Military Governor, had the responsibility to defend the territory. If Kaifeng fell, Zhang Zhenfang would definitely be held accountable.

Knowing that it didn't involve dispatching troops now, Zhang Zhenfang at least felt a bit better in his heart. The walls of Kaifeng City were quite high, so there was still a good hope for 20,000 Beiyang troops to defend Kaifeng City to the death. Moreover, the news brought back by the scouts sent out by Governor Zhang also made Governor Zhang feel relieved. Not only did the People's Party troops not concentrate to prepare for an attack on Kaifeng, but they instead swarmed out and went to the countryside. Hearing this news, Duan Zhigui immediately became spirited. "Presumably the People's Party went to the countryside to rob things. This is good; they won't come back without robbing for a month or so."

Zhang Zhenfang looked at Duan Zhigui with a look full of malice. He also knew some news about the Beiyang Army. Duan Zhigui dispatched many Beiyang Army spies to investigate the People's Party's intelligence, but the cavalry units were chased and annihilated by the People's Party cavalry, and hundreds had already been captured. The scouts of the Beiyang 2nd Division now only dared to operate within twenty-some *li* around Kaifeng City, tantamount to becoming blind and deaf. Zhang Zhenfang hated the army harassing the people most, but at this moment, with all of the People's Party's attention focused on going to the countryside to harass the people, they would be unable to attack Kaifeng. Zhang Zhenfang couldn't help but hope that the People's Party would plague the countryside for as long as possible.

However, it is better to rely on oneself than on others. Zhang Zhenfang didn't stay idle either. He not only urgently assembled the tax police troops remaining in Kaifeng for arming and training but also urgently ordered the tax police troops scattered in various places to transfer half of their manpower to rush to Kaifeng. If they really encountered a situation where the People's Party attacked the city, having one's own trustworthy armed forces would make a world of difference in the result.

Tax Police School Principal Zhu Danbi was also burning with anxiety. Although he didn't like Zhang Zhenfang, the People's Party had publicized its political program to the whole country. The first article, thorough land reform, made Zhu Danbi decide to oppose the People's Party. At this point, Zhu Danbi couldn't care about past conflicts either. For several days in a row, he tried to incite the assemblymen in the Assembly to stand together with Zhang Zhenfang.

With the People's Party's land reform as a backdrop, the attitude of the assemblymen was naturally completely consistent. To Zhu Danbi's request that everyone donate money and grain as much as possible to support the government in resisting the People's Party's invasion, the assemblymen also agreed readily. But every time a meeting was held, there would be a few fewer assemblymen. After a few days, only a few assemblymen from the Shangqiu area remained in the Assembly. Other assemblymen were either on the road running back to their hometowns or preparing to run back to their hometowns. Looking at the deserted Assembly location, Zhu Danbi simply went to find Zhang Zhenfang to volunteer.

"Assemblyman Zhu, are you saying you want to go and blow up the People's Party's munitions depot?" Zhang Zhenfang looked at Zhu Danbi with an incredulous gaze.

Zhu Danbi looked tragic and heroic. "Exactly. The People's Party army is outside. I heard their troops have gone down to the countryside to plague the common people. I will take some people to infiltrate Shangqiu and blow up the People's Party's munitions depot. Without munitions, their formation will inevitably be thrown into chaos. At that time, whether the Central Government sends troops or the 2nd Division dispatches troops, the odds of winning will be much greater."

Zhang Zhenfang nodded slightly. This was not approval of Zhu Danbi, but because he recalled Zhou Zhentao's words: "The People's Party strongly opposes petty bourgeoisie joining the People's Party's ranks. This bunch of petty bourgeoisie is restless by nature; give them an inch and they'll take a mile. I see this person Zhu Danbi is a standard petty bourgeois. He is not afraid if you ask him to die; they are just afraid of not being able to do some earth-shattering big thing. So Governor Zhang, regardless of whether you like Zhu Danbi or not, as long as you win him over properly and let him feel that what he is doing is an earth-shattering big thing, this Zhu Danbi will definitely not let you down."

Zhou Zhentao's ability to judge people made Zhang Zhenfang feel sincere admiration. Since the establishment of the Tax Police Brigade, Zhu Danbi had always dared to stick his neck out on these offending matters, blocking quite a few open spears and hidden arrows for Zhang Zhenfang. And as long as Zhang Zhenfang lightly "covered" Zhu Danbi a bit at critical moments, Zhu Danbi would feel sincerely grateful.

Since Zhu Danbi was willing to take the huge risk to blow up the People's Party's munitions depot, Zhang Zhenfang naturally had no reason to stop him. He stood up and bowed deeply to Zhu Danbi. "Assemblyman Zhu, people say that a hero's true colors are shown only when the sea flows across. Now that Kaifeng is in imminent danger, the only one who dares to stand out is Assemblyman Zhu. In the past, I have offended Assemblyman Zhu a lot. Thinking about it now, I am truly ashamed."

"What are you saying, Governor Zhang!" Zhu Danbi hurriedly supported Zhang Zhenfang. "If not for Teacher recommending me to attend the Beiyang Normal School, how could I be where I am today? At this point, it is also time to do something for our elders in Henan. I am willing to step forward."

Zhang Zhenfang didn't know if he was moved or if he felt it was a bit too laughable. Anyway, when he couldn't help grinning, he suddenly felt a sourness in his nose, and tears actually flowed out. "Assemblyman Zhu, your trip is fraught with danger. I naturally hope you can return safely. But if you cannot return, I will definitely build a big tomb for you in our Xiangcheng, so that the people of Xiangcheng will remember Assemblyman Zhu."

Zhu Danbi lowered his voice and said, "Governor Zhang, on this trip I must not reveal my identity. It's just that I'm still not at ease about the Beiyang New Army. They are hesitant to move forward; I'm afraid they are completely unreliable."

Zhang Zhenfang hurriedly wiped his tears. "Assemblyman Zhu, I am already prepared to live or die with Kaifeng. If the People's Party attacks Kaifeng, I will personally hold a gun and supervise the battle. I will never let the Beiyang Army abandon the city and flee, leaving the people of Kaifeng to the People's Party to plague."

Hearing Zhang Zhenfang speak sincerely, Zhu Danbi had tears in the corners of his eyes. "Governor Zhang, if it can really be so, that would be great."

Zhang Zhenfang stepped forward and patted Zhu Danbi on the shoulder. "Assemblyman Zhu, I also know about your family situation. You are upright and honest. When the tax police arrived in Xiangcheng, you asked them to collect tax from your family first. I will send someone to Xiangcheng right now to order the local officials to exempt your family from taxes. Even if you cannot return smoothly from this trip, you absolutely don't need to worry about things at home."

Hearing Zhang Zhenfang mention his home, a look of sadness appeared on Zhu Danbi's face. After hesitating for a while, he said, "I accept Governor Zhang's kindness."

Sure enough, just as Zhou Zhentao had predicted, Zhang Zhenfang had a "heart-to-heart" talk with Zhu Danbi, fully acknowledging the great significance of Zhu Danbi's actions. Zhu Danbi also didn't have the slightest shamelessness of those old officialdom slickers. He selected a few capable tax police and set off quietly three days later. Before leaving, he only left a few letters and didn't even bid farewell to Zhang Zhenfang.

Zhang Zhenfang naturally couldn't let Zhu Danbi go like this. He sent people to chase after him and deliver a few horses and two hundred taels of silver. After the personal attendant who handled the matter assured Zhang Zhenfang that Zhu Danbi and the others had indeed gone in the direction of Shangqiu, Zhang Zhenfang breathed a long sigh of relief.

Zhu Danbi and his party headed straight for Shangqiu. Zhu Danbi knew the news that the People's Party was intercepting and killing spies coming out of Kaifeng along the way. To avoid the People's Party's interception, the group specifically took small roads between villages.

Zhu Danbi also knew about "the People's Party troops scattering to the countryside to plague the common people," but along the way, they unexpectedly didn't encounter large groups of refugees as imagined. When asking the villagers along the way, everyone had heard that the People's Party had arrived in Xuchang, but they hadn't heard of any looting by the People's Party. However, the further west they went, the more prevalent another legend became. The common people swore that recently some silver-white birds had been flying in the sky, making a huge buzzing sound. It seemed there were people sitting on the birds. This news was really too bizarre, but since the common people telling these stories swore they had seen it with their own eyes, Zhu Danbi had to feel quite puzzled.

On the third day of walking, Zhu Danbi heard a strange buzzing sound. It didn't sound like a mosquito, nor did it sound like any flying insect Zhu Danbi had ever heard. At first, it was only faint. Looking around, he couldn't see any signs. As the buzzing sound became louder and louder, Zhu Danbi looked up and saw two strange things suddenly fly down from the dark clouds.

That thing looked like a bird and also had wings. It was just that the wings didn't flap at all. And the wings were double-layered, with a long silver object sandwiched in the middle. When Zhu Danbi and the others noticed the things in the sky, the things in the sky seemed to have also noticed Zhu Danbi. The strange thing flying in the sky turned its body sideways, revealing a gadget that looked like glass on the top. Zhu Danbi had sharp eyes; he saw a strange-looking head poking out from inside, looking carefully at Zhu Danbi and the others for a moment.

The time of intersection between the two sides was not long. Soon, those two strange things flew into the clouds. After another while, the buzzing sound also disappeared without a trace. Encountering such a strange thing, Zhu Danbi's group slowed down their horses and argued about what exactly was in the sky. Just as they were talking heatedly, the sound of horse hooves came from the distance. Soon, a team of cavalry galloped towards Zhu Danbi and the others. Those people were all wearing the People's Party's dark blue military uniforms and holding rifles in their hands. At a glance, this group of people was well-trained. A dozen people surrounded them in a semi-encirclement without stopping.

Fight or run? Zhu Danbi thought fiercely in his heart for a moment. He still felt that the people opposite might just be People's Party spies and didn't know who he really was. Holding this thought, Zhu Danbi ordered his subordinates to pretend as if nothing had happened and continue walking forward.

After being tightly surrounded, Zhu Danbi didn't resist either. He just asked innocently: "I wonder what business you military masters have?"

The officer of the cavalry squad looked Zhu Danbi up and down carefully for a few times, then suddenly laughed: "Principal Zhu, what business brings you to Shangqiu?"
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Zhu Danbi and his companions were all tied up with their hands behind their backs, but the People's Party did not make things too difficult for them. They allowed the group to sit on horses, with the reins held by cavalrymen riding alongside them. As they passed through villages, the villagers stopped to watch this strange procession. Zhu Danbi felt a mix of pride and shame. Working for the people of Henan was a source of pride for him, but being stared at by the common folk as if he were a criminal made him feel extremely ashamed. To explain that he wasn't a bad person caught doing something illegal, Zhu Danbi shouted loudly, "Fellow villagers, I am Zhu Danbi, a member of the Henan Provincial Assembly. The People's Party is invading Henan. If you face any difficulties, hurry to the provincial capital, Kaifeng, to take shelter."

The villagers listened blankly to Zhu Danbi's shouting, looking completely confused. After shouting for a while and seeing no response, Zhu Danbi got annoyed. He simply yelled, "There's going to be a war! Everyone, hurry to Kaifeng to avoid the disaster!" This sentence finally had an effect; the villagers' faces turned fearful upon hearing it.

The cavalrymen hadn't stopped Zhu Danbi from shouting, but when he started howling about war, they spurred their horses to speed up. Zhu Danbi and the others had their legs tied to the stirrups. As the speed increased, the horses began to bump along. Zhu Danbi bit his tongue, the pain causing tears to stream down his face. He clamped his mouth shut, unable to make another sound.

They traveled a long way. The further north they went, the more red flags appeared in the villages. Some village walls were painted with slogans like "Class Struggle, Land Revolution," "The People's Party is the Party of Us Common Folk," and "The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army is the Army of Us Common Folk." The villagers continued their daily lives, showing no signs of having been looted.

Because the cavalrymen next to him had played a trick on him, causing him to bite his tongue, Zhu Danbi was in constant pain and filled with anger, refusing to make a sound. However, seeing the situation in the countryside was completely different from what he had imagined, he couldn't help but want to ask questions. But the horses were moving too fast, and he couldn't find a chance to speak.

As the sun slanted westward, a military camp appeared ahead. The cavalrymen stopped their horses in front of the camp. They weren't let in immediately; the guards only allowed them to pass after checking the password and confirming there were no issues.

Zhu Danbi and the others were detained in a very ordinary tent. The group of captives didn't have time to observe their surroundings; they first requested to relieve themselves. After clearing their accumulated waste, they finally felt settled. When they returned to the tent, someone was already waiting for them.

"You must be Principal Zhu. I've heard a lot about you," a young man who was obviously an officer said with a smile.

Sizing up the speaker, Zhu Danbi asked coldly, "Why did you arrest us?"

"What did Principal Zhu come here to do?" the officer asked, still smiling.

"As a member of the Henan Assembly, am I not allowed to walk in Henan?" Zhu Danbi said loudly.

"Walking is of course fine, but if you volunteer to come and blow up our ammunition dump, that is absolutely not allowed." Because he held the initiative, the young officer was very relaxed.

Zhu Danbi was young after all, and his expression changed immediately. His mission to blow up the ammo dump was a secret operation; he hadn't expected the People's Party to figure out his movements so completely. He wanted to quibble, but he didn't know what to say.

The officer smiled and said, "Principal Zhu, we won't kill you. After all, you are a representative elected by the people of Xiangcheng. Since you haven't managed to do anything bad yet, killing you directly wouldn't be easy to explain to the people of Xiangcheng. However, you'll have to suffer a bit for a while. You'll go to the prison in Shangqiu to reflect on why you wanted to blow up our ammo dump. You guys eat first; after you eat, someone will escort you to Shangqiu."

Seeing the young officer's disdainful attitude towards him—not treating him as an important figure at all—Zhu Danbi got angry. "You invade Henan without cause, yet you act as if you're in the right."

"Oh? So you and Zhang Zhenfang pretending to be masters of Henan makes sense then?" the young officer mocked.

"I am an assembly member elected by the people of Xiangcheng!" Zhu Danbi, feeling greatly humiliated, roared immediately.

"Haha," the young officer laughed. "It's precisely because you were elected by the people of Xiangcheng that we are sparing your life, even though you planned to blow up our ammo dump. If it were any of those other local tyrants and evil gentry in the assembly, we would have dragged them out and shot them."

Seeing the People's Party's barbaric attitude, Zhu Danbi was so angry he couldn't speak. After a while, he shouted, "The people of Henan will never accept you as their masters!"

The young officer laughed. "That's not for you to worry about. Hurry up and eat; we have to get moving after the meal."

That night, they didn't ride horses. The People's Party tied Zhu Danbi and the others up and locked them on a supply cart. After bumping along all night, they arrived in Shangqiu at dawn.

Zhu Danbi glanced at the rising sun but was surprised to see the two strange birds he had seen yesterday flying from the distance across the sky. He wanted to take a closer look, but the soldiers behind him pushed and shoved them into the prison. As the heavy prison doors closed, Zhu Danbi was plunged into darkness once again.

Chai Qingguo, Director of the Longhai Railway East Section Management Committee, received the news of Zhu Danbi's capture early in the morning. He simply grunted in acknowledgement. The People's Party's intelligence agency had penetrated every aspect of Kaifeng; Zhu Danbi's capture wasn't something to make a big fuss about.

Moreover, the immediate task wasn't to deal with Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang, but to digest the captured territory as quickly as possible. In the morning, Chai Qingguo had to meet with the local landlords of Shangqiu to negotiate land reform matters. There was a tricky issue here: Shang Yuan's relatives were major landlords in Shangqiu. If handled improperly, it would be difficult for Chai Qingguo to face Shang Yuan in the future.

The landlords were quite tactful. When Chai Qingguo invited them, they all came obediently. Compared to the small landlords who tried every possible way to avoid meeting, they were indeed much smarter. More than a dozen of the largest local landlords gathered in the conference room. They either looked uneasy or kept straight faces, but generally, none of them lost their composure.

Chai Qingguo said pleasantly, "I invited everyone here today to discuss something. We want to implement land reform and distribute the land equally. You are all the biggest landlords in Guide Prefecture. The land reform regulations state that all land will be state-owned. Those willing to farm can receive three mu of land per person. I want to ask everyone, how can we implement land reform in a way that makes you happy?"

The landlords looked at each other in dismay. The gap between Chai Qingguo's tone and the content of his speech was too great. After a long while, someone finally tentatively said, "Comrade Chai, we don't want land reform. This land was passed down from our ancestors; we can't let it be lost in our hands."

Chai Qingguo remained pleasant. "First, we don't use titles like 'Adult' or 'Lord' here. You should address me as Comrade Chai. Second, as soon as you opened your mouth, you went off-topic. We are discussing how to implement land reform in a way that makes you happy; we are not discussing whether or not to implement land reform. I can say it again: land reform *must* be implemented."

Fortunately, the attendees were all major landlords who had seen the world. Even when faced with someone as "unreasonable" as Chai Qingguo, they didn't lose their basic rationality. Shang Yuan's uncle, Shang Yisheng, stood up and cupped his hands. "Comrade Chai, if you want grain or money, although our family assets are meager, we will do our best to help. My nephew Shang Yuan holds a position in your party. We have some ties of friendship, after all. If there's something you need, please speak directly; why start by frightening us?"

Hearing this, the landlords quickly chimed in. "Yes, I am willing to donate five thousand taels to reward the troops. Your army has not committed the slightest offense since arriving in Guide Prefecture; I donate this willingly."

"I will also donate five thousand."

"Although my family isn't as wealthy, I'll donate three thousand."

Listening to the landlords trying to "spend money to avoid disaster," Chai Qingguo asked them to sit down first before speaking. "Do you think we are the Beiyang Army or the Qing Government? That's where you are mistaken. We don't want money, and we don't want grain. What we want is land reform. I can give everyone a guarantee right here: after the land reform is completed and everyone receives their own land, we won't ask for your money or grain. I can even write a pledge for everyone on this point."

Shang Yisheng stood up again. Chai Qingguo waved his hand. "Please sit down to speak. Just talk; don't keep standing up and bowing. It wastes time."

Hearing this, Shang Yisheng sat back in his chair. "Comrade Chai, according to what you said, you don't want money or grain. Do you want our businesses then?"

Chai Qingguo explained, "We don't want your mills or oil presses either. We don't even want the land for ourselves. The People's Party's land reform means land nationalization. Land is not allowed to be bought or sold. Those willing to farm will be allocated land to farm. Those willing to work in factories can hand over their land and go become workers. If they work in the factory until they don't want to anymore and wish to return to farming, we will allocate land to them again. We don't want the land for ourselves; our system plans land usage this way."

"So, you insist on taking our land?"

"Correct."

"You take our land, and the People's Party won't pay for it."

"That's right."

After this exchange, the landlords' faces turned ashen, and they fell silent. Shang Yisheng held back for a long time before suddenly asking with an emotion that was hard to decipher, "Since you say you don't want the land, why must you have land reform?"

"Gentlemen, the People's Party has no old grudges or recent hatred towards you. As Mr. Shang said, we even have some ties. But if China wants to avoid being bullied by foreigners and become a new country where everyone can live and work in peace, we must solve the land problem. Moreover, we absolutely do not accept the old order that relies on land exploitation. In our new system, the significance of land is to be cultivated by laborers to provide food for all the common people in China. This isn't a land issue of one or two people; this is an issue concerning the feeding of the entire Chinese population..."

"Just confiscating our land won't be enough to feed all the common people in China," a landlord immediately retorted.

"Therefore, we have fully implemented land nationalization and land reform within our base areas. Every new place we arrive at will also undergo land nationalization and land reform. For you gentlemen, it's just a matter of sooner or later; there is no question of whether or not it will happen. As long as the People's Party is not exterminated, land reform will inevitably be implemented."

Hearing Chai Qingguo say, "As long as the People's Party is not exterminated, land reform will inevitably be implemented," a cold light flashed in the eyes of several landlords. Chai Qingguo acted as if he didn't see it, a kind smile remaining on his face.

Discussing land reform with these landlords wasn't just "asking a tiger for its skin"; it was completely "plotting against the tiger for its hide." Within the base areas, there was no debate or disagreement about eliminating landlords. Many landlords had already been killed in the four provinces, and Henan naturally wouldn't be an exception. However, having just arrived in Henan, if the landlords were to "rise up in rebellion," that would be the best possible outcome. Eliminating the landlords' armed forces and confiscating their land in the process would be the easiest choice. If not for this purpose, Chai Qingguo wouldn't have tirelessly discussed "how to implement land reform in a way that makes landlords happy." Chai Qingguo wasn't stupid; how could he not know that the landlords would absolutely not be happy?

"Comrade Chai, forgive my bluntness. We don't want to hand over our land, and we certainly won't be happy about it. You are asking too much. However, what I said just now still counts. If your army needs provisions and funds, just say the word, and my family will provide whatever we have." Shang Yisheng said.

Chai Qingguo laughed. "I said it before, and I'll confirm it again now. We absolutely do not want your grain or money."

Both sides spoke polite words and drew their acceptable bottom lines, even though these bottom lines were worlds apart. However, without tearing off the mask of civility, the meeting ended without any result.

As soon as the landlords left, Chai Qingguo immediately convened a meeting with the staff who had completed the initial land reform survey.

"The situation of the landlords in Shangqiu has been basically investigated. Their primary method of doing evil personally is usury; not many directly attack the common people. Even if there are such cases, it's mostly in collusion with bandits."

"The villages bordering our base area aren't too opposed to land reform. But the further away you get, the worse it is."

"Some poorer villages are willing to accept land reform; it doesn't affect them much either way. But these villages are mainly eyeing the cheap goods provided by our supply and marketing cooperatives. They don't care at all about the political significance of land reform."

"There are many bandits in Shangqiu, and every major landlord has their own armed force."

"The local people are still uninterested in the liberating significance of land reform. Also, the local opera is very different from that in our base area. We held a few plays, but due to language issues, the people couldn't really accept them."

Reports summarizing the characteristics of local land reform from political, military, cultural, and folk customs perspectives were aggregated one by one by the People's Party.

"Commissar Gu, what do you think?" Chai Qingguo asked Gu Lu, Political Commissar of the 4407th Division.

Gu Lu didn't speak immediately. His promotion had truly been meteoric. Originally, Chai Qingguo intended for Gu Lu to be the Political Commissar of the "Longhai Railway East Section Management Committee," which was effectively equivalent to the position of Secretary of the Henan Provincial Committee of the People's Party. Gu Lu had firmly declined, saying, "I know how many buns I can eat and how much soup I can drink. Putting me in that job would just be wasting everyone's time." So in the end, Gu Lu only took the post of Political Commissar of the 4407th Division.

Chai Qingguo's question ultimately boiled down to "where to start with land reform work." This was no small matter; if the starting direction was wrong, it would affect the next steps.

After thinking it over, Gu Lu said, "Since the current work is focused on repairing the railway, and the masses in the areas bordering us have a better foundation, we should start from two lines: along the railway line and along the old border line. As for the political propaganda work for land reform, whether the common people like to hear it or not, we must publicize it. If the people don't understand the reasoning, we'll switch to a different way of saying it. No matter what, this principle must be explained. We must let the people know that land reform isn't unrelated to them, nor is it simply dividing up land. Once they participate in land reform, we won't let them fend for themselves. They become part of our base area, and the state will be responsible for whether they can live better lives."

Hearing this, other cadres couldn't help but frown. Opening up new base areas, especially instilling the perception of a brand-new state model into the people, was the hardest work. The People's Party had started by providing disaster relief—occupying the land first and explaining later. Gu Lu was actually making "explaining the reasoning" the current priority; the difficulty of this was not trivial.

"Commissar Gu, you are also from Henan, but the language gap is too big. People from your Xinyang, Henan, go to Shangqiu, and they still can't understand what's being said."

"If they don't understand, then transfer art troupes from Huaihai Province, or hire local opera troupes in Shangqiu to sing this play. If they don't know how to write the play, send a telegram to the Party Central Committee requesting support from comrades in the art troupes who know how to write plays. No matter what, we must stage the great drama of land reform all over Shangqiu. The common people don't like listening to slogans, but they always like watching plays." Gu Lu answered firmly.

The comrades looked at Chai Qingguo in embarrassment, but Chai Qingguo nodded. "I support Comrade Gu Lu's opinion."

Everyone lacked a better way to start, and Gu Lu's words made a lot of sense, so the Party Committee passed Gu Lu's opinion.

Just as the meeting was about to adjourn, Chai Qingguo said, "By the way, I have another suggestion. In the areas along the two lines Comrade Gu Lu mentioned, try to temporarily rent land in the villages to build airfields as much as possible. The common people are very pragmatic. Having things that can fly in the sky, letting them see these things fly with their own eyes, and even letting them touch them with their own hands, is probably more effective than saying ten thousand words."

This suggestion wasn't too outrageous, and the comrades passed it with a simple vote. However, the other comrades didn't know that this suggestion had been discussed privately between Chen Ke and Chai Qingguo. Chen Ke just didn't like using overly bizarre things to intimidate the people; after all, the People's Party's ideological and political work was the priority. Relying solely on airplanes to scare the people might work in the short term, but if the comrades relaxed their efforts in propagating revolution and liberation in the countryside and relied blindly on "strong medicine" like high-tech products, the consequences would be unimaginable. If Gu Lu hadn't firmly requested to thoroughly mobilize the masses in Shangqiu, and if this suggestion hadn't also been passed, Chai Qingguo would absolutely not have dared to bring out this little trick.

Outside the Shangqiu prison, land reform was in full swing; inside the Shangqiu prison, there was no impact at all. Life for Zhu Danbi and the others wasn't too hard. The People's Party jailers didn't extort them or abuse them; they just kept them locked up. They were given food on time, and the chamber pots were cleaned on time. Aside from that, it was just long stretches of boredom.

The first four or five days were passable, but after a while, Zhu Danbi and the other young men felt they couldn't take it anymore. This isolation from the world seemed endless day after day. Everyone began to worry: would they be locked up in the People's Party prison until they died of old age? Although he wanted to maintain his dignity and had originally decided not to say a word, after being locked up for a while, the young men who came with Zhu Danbi couldn't bear it anymore and started begging the jailers, wanting to know when they would be released.

During the exchanges, Zhu Danbi and the others learned that the People's Party didn't have the term "jailer," nor did they use titles like "Adult." Everyone addressed each other as "Comrade." The person in charge of prison work was named Liu, and he wasn't very talkative. To Zhu Danbi and the others' questions, his answer was, "I will tell you immediately when there is news."

Apart from that, it was just waiting day after day. Zhu Danbi felt that perhaps, probably, maybe half a month had passed when someone finally came to interrogate him. Under the envious gazes of his companions, Zhu Danbi finally walked out of the prison gate.

Breathing the fresh air outside, Zhu Danbi felt as if all the joints in his body had rusted. Under the strong sunlight, he had to squint for a long time to gradually adapt to the outside light.

The interrogator was also very young. After asking Zhu Danbi to sit down, the interrogator asked, "Principal Zhu Danbi, I want to ask you about a situation. Exactly how much grain did you collect in Shangqiu? I hope you can tell me."

Hearing this, Zhu Danbi frowned. Was the People's Party preparing to collect taxes again? Although he knew the People's Party would definitely collect taxes in Shangqiu, he hadn't expected them to do so less than four months after Henan Province had collected its own taxes.

Seeing Zhu Danbi remain silent, the interrogator said seriously, "We have no intention of collecting taxes this year. It's just that the tax accounts we found do not match the grain in Shangqiu's inventory. And the discrepancy is very large. The statements from the local tax police troops and local officials don't match up. Presumably, someone has lined their pockets and embezzled the tax grain. What exactly is going on? I hope Principal Zhu can cooperate with the investigation."

"You are looking for trouble out of nothing. I will absolutely not cooperate with you." Zhu Danbi retorted stiffly. After saying this, he still didn't feel relieved, so he sneered and said, "Are you so sure that the local officials took the grain, and not your people stealing it secretly? Maybe it's a thief crying 'stop thief'."

The interrogator didn't get angry; he just smiled. "Principal Zhu, as far as we know, Shangqiu collected 70 million *jin* of grain locally. But after we seized Shangqiu, the total grain found in the warehouses was less than 30 million *jin*. These 40 million *jin* of grain were all grown by the hard work of the Henan people, and it just vanished into thin air? Do you really not care about this matter at all?"

Hearing about the deficit of 40 million *jin* of grain, Zhu Danbi was completely stunned. No wonder the People's Party cared so much about this; it was indeed not a small amount. Even if Zhu Danbi refused to cooperate with the People's Party, he felt that he needed to get to the bottom of this matter himself.
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"This Zhu fellow has rich expressions and loves to preach big principles. He must be a petty bourgeois, right?" Comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee began their summary meeting after concluding the initial interrogation of Zhu Danbi.

"Seeing how he volunteered to blow up our ammo dump and served as the principal of the Tax Police School, I thought this guy was just a die-hard running dog of the exploiting class, firmly supporting the exploiting class line. After being caught, he didn't beg for mercy or make a sound. I didn't expect to have misjudged him."

"The fanaticism of the petty bourgeoisie is just like a dick; it gets hard at the drop of a hat! Especially when they think they are fighting for some principle, they look decent enough. He still doesn't think he's wrong. I don't think we need to pay attention to him. The biggest problem with these people is that they can't stand loneliness. If we leave him hanging for a while, he'll become honest on his own."

"We've only tracked down the whereabouts of over 20 million jin of grain so far. Where did the other 20 million jin go? If this Zhu refuses to cooperate, a lot of things will be really hard to handle."

"If Zhu won't cooperate, the people will definitely cooperate. Let's ignore Zhu for now. We'll follow the line of the handlers on one side, and start investigating from those big landlords on the other."

"Land reform hasn't been completed yet. How willing would those big landlords be to cooperate with us? Should we put this matter aside for now?"

"If we want to put it aside, we have to report to Director Chai."

After the summary meeting, the comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee reported the recent situation to Chai Qingguo. Chai Qingguo smiled and said, "We can put this matter aside for now. Continue following the line of the handlers, but be ready to start investigating the big landlords at any time."

After sending off the comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee, Chai Qingguo did not continue working but leaned back in his chair to rest. Shortly after, a guard came in to announce, "Director Chai, Secretary Shang Yuan has arrived."

Shang Yuan and Chai Qingguo hadn't seen each other for a while. The Central Committee held a plenary session, and Shang Yuan went to Wuhan to attend it. Chai Qingguo was responsible for the advance into Henan. In a blink of an eye, they hadn't met for more than two months.

After a simple handshake, Shang Yuan, looking travel-worn, said, "Old Chai, are the troops ready?"

"They are ready. We can set off at any time."

"Then I'll leave now."

Seeing Shang Yuan so anxious, Chai Qingguo smiled and said, "We were preparing to listen to you convey the spirit of the Central Committee Plenary Session. You're going off to handle your own family affairs immediately; isn't that too rushed?"

Shang Yuan never liked to joke. He frowned and replied, "Has the ideological mobilization work been done for the troops? Don't let people think I'm returning home in glory."

Chai Qingguo originally wanted to ease the mood with a joke, but seeing Shang Yuan show no sign of relaxing, he half-jokingly said, "Secretary Shang, the comrades aren't that petty. Since it's work, they will treat it completely as work. They won't let their imaginations run wild. You can rest assured about that."

Shang Yuan heard Chai Qingguo's meaning and nodded vigorously. "As long as the comrades don't have other views, I will naturally handle my family's affairs well."

In the China of 1912, the vast majority of commoners had never seen a neat formation of a thousand people in their lives, let alone a thousand cavalrymen. Except for the scouts far ahead, Shang Yuan was at the very front of the column. He had been away from home for ten years. When he left, he was a newly minted *Juren* (provincial graduate) in his early twenties. At that time, Shang Yuan hadn't thought about participating in a revolution. His thoughts were the same as the ancestors of the Shang family: go out and serve as an official for the Qing Dynasty to bring glory to the family. Unexpectedly, when he returned, Shang Yuan was already a great hero who had overthrown the Qing Dynasty. The speed of the world's changes made Shang Yuan sigh with emotion.

The highest official position recorded in the Shang family genealogy was only a Governor. Shang Yuan's current position was equivalent to the Governor of Huaihai Province, and he was also a Central Committee member of the People's Party, equivalent to a minister walking in the Grand Council of the former Qing Dynasty. He was already the highest-ranking person in the Shang family genealogy. Moreover, the ancestor who became a Governor was only from a side branch of the Shang family, while Shang Yuan was a descendant of the main lineage. The current patriarch of the Shang family was Shang Yuan's biological uncle. Now, escorted by more than a thousand cavalrymen in a mighty procession to return home, this prestige was enough to be written into the Shang family genealogy.

Shang Yuan's relatives had long been notified that this currently famous member of the family was coming back. The People's Party Air Force had been frequently visiting Shang Family Village since the day before yesterday. Even though the Shang family was well-informed, they had never heard of these unheard-of machines that could fly in the sky. However, the People's Party messenger who came to deliver the letter told the Shang family patriarch that this was the Air Force clearing the way for Secretary Shang Yuan. Although still afraid in his heart, Shang Yuan's uncle, Shang Yisheng, could only believe it.

The Shang family had more than 60,000 *mu* of land registered with the government. In reality, the dozen or so villages around Shang Family Village all farmed Shang family land. The villagers heard that the high official of the People's Party, Shang Yuan, who had recently captured Guide Prefecture and controlled the entire Shangqiu area, was coming back. There were many onlookers along the way. Everyone had become slightly accustomed to the airplanes in the sky, but the spectacle of a thousand cavalrymen left the commoners without even the courage to say hello.

Shang Yisheng had already brought the main members of the Shang clan to welcome him. Watching the time it took for the planes in the sky to pass become shorter and shorter, Shang Yisheng knew that Shang Yuan was getting close. Sure enough, it didn't take long for a large group of troops to appear in Shang Yisheng's field of vision.

More than a thousand cavalrymen were like a long dragon, moving forward along the road. Shang Yisheng discovered a peculiar thing: the road in front of Shang Family Village was wide enough for four horses to walk abreast, but the cavalrymen rode two by two, sticking to the right side of the road, leaving the left side completely empty. Naturally, no one dared to fight for the road with Shang Yuan at this moment, but the People's Party troops showed no signs of bullying people. As long as one didn't deliberately fight for the road with Shang Yuan, the People's Party's march could actually not disturb the pedestrians on the road.

Seeing such a disciplined and orderly team, Shang Yisheng was not as excited as the others. For example, Shang Yuan's father-in-law, Wu Jiuling, was beaming with joy, constantly saying in the crowd how capable Shang Yuan was.

In the blink of an eye, the vanguard of the cavalry had arrived in front of Shang Family Village. The troops didn't stop but continued to advance towards the back of Shang Family Village. The Shang family relatives who came to welcome them didn't take it seriously. It wasn't until Shang Yuan and the others arrived at the village entrance that Shang Yisheng discovered that the People's Party had unknowingly surrounded Shang Family Village.

According to reason, Shang Yuan should have dismounted and walked when he saw his elders from a distance. However, Shang Yuan rode his horse directly in front of everyone. Sitting high on his horse and looking down at his own relatives, Shang Yuan didn't smile, nor did he intend to dismount. instead, he took a megaphone from a guard beside him and shouted loudly to his close relatives who were close at hand: "I, under the orders of Chairman Chen Ke of the People's Party, am supervising the land reform work in the Shang Family Village area. As the person in charge, I announce to you all that you are now under arrest."

The cavalry behind Shang Yuan had already taken down their carbines. As Shang Yuan announced the news of the Shang family's arrest, the cavalrymen raised their carbines in unison, the dark muzzles coldly pointing at the large group of people in front of them.

Facing the sudden change, Shang Yisheng's face turned ashen. He sneered, "Wangshan, are you crazy!"

Shang Yuan smiled bitterly, "Uncle, of course I'm not crazy. More than a month ago, I volunteered to Chairman Chen of the People's Party to personally solve the land reform problem of our Shang family. There are planes in the sky, and cavalry have surrounded the village; there is nowhere to run. Uncle, just accept your fate."

The welcoming assembly turned into an arrest assembly in the blink of an eye. The magnitude of this change was almost unacceptable to the Shang family. But the comrades of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army hadn't expected the big landlord Shang family to accept it anyway. The purpose of dispatching a thousand cavalrymen, including the Air Force, was to implement a one-time mass arrest. Cavalrymen had already jumped off their horses, twisted the arms of the Shang family relatives behind their backs, and handcuffed them. The main members of the Shang family in the local area were basically all at the village entrance; this was a clean sweep. These people were sent onto the carts following the cavalry. Shang Yuan seemed not to hear how the Shang family members shouted abuse and viciously cursed him. He turned around and said to the cavalry regiment commander leading the team, "Take them all back to Guide Prefecture."

The cavalry regiment commander saw this genuine act of placing righteousness above family for the first time and was deeply moved by Shang Yuan's revolutionary awareness. He saluted Shang Yuan seriously from his horse, "Yes!"

With Shang Yuan personally supervising the operation, the Shang family members didn't suffer much, nor were they injured. On the contrary, more than a dozen soldiers suffered minor injuries when capturing the young and strong men of the Shang family. Two days later, all members of the Shang family were sent into the newly built concentration camp.

Seeing Shang Yuan's ugly expression, Chai Qingguo couldn't help but say, "Secretary Shang, how about I handle the rest of the matters?"

Shang Yuan shook his head, "Old Chai, I appreciate your kindness, but I must handle this matter personally. You verify the work team's assignments quickly; we must grasp the implementation of land reform in the Shang Family Village area." After saying this, Shang Yuan paused for a moment before saying, "Old Chai, thank you."

Chai Qingguo smiled, "What are you thanking me for? If you really want to thank someone, go thank Chairman Chen; the pressure he withstood is much greater than mine. And this time wasn't bad; no lives were lost. If you insist on handling this personally, then it will be hard work for you."

That night, Shang Yisheng was brought into Shang Yuan's office. After the Shang family members were sent to the concentration camp, the troops delivered meals to them. Some people couldn't eat because of fear, but Shang Yisheng was very open-minded. After eating and drinking, he lay down and slept in the dormitory. Shang Yuan looked rather exhausted, while Shang Yisheng was full of energy.

Shang Yuan spoke first, "Uncle, I am responsible for the land reform in the Shang Family Village area this time. This emergency action has startled you."

Shang Yisheng showed no sign of anger. He just sneered, "Hmph, Wangshan, a little fright is nothing to me. Since you are the one handling this matter, Uncle feels in his heart that you still keep your family in mind. If you hadn't set up such a scheme, but that Comrade Chai led soldiers to our Shang Family Village, I'm afraid this village would have been flattened by him. So Uncle doesn't blame you for setting such a trap."

Shang Yuan felt a bit surprised. He knew his uncle Shang Yisheng was an extremely smart person, and also ruthless and daring. But he didn't expect Shang Yisheng to be smart to this extent. A helpless smile appeared on Shang Yuan's tired face, "Uncle, I followed you more since I was young, even more than I followed my father. You are a truly smart person."

"I never care whether outsiders say I'm smart or not; in this world, one has to survive first." Shang Yisheng smiled helplessly, "You grew up by my side, and I always wanted you to inherit the family business. Because of this, your brother didn't want to talk to me anymore. I think you should know this."

Shang Yuan certainly knew. The brother Shang Yisheng mentioned was not Shang Yuan's biological brother, but his cousin, Shang Yisheng's own son, Shang Yu. Regarding the candidate for the next patriarch, naturally, the eldest branch of Shang Yisheng's line would inherit. However, specifically which child of the eldest branch would inherit the family business was once a subject of fierce competition. The two most competitive ones were Shang Yuan and Shang Yu. Shang Yuan didn't want to make things difficult for his uncle, and he knew that direct refusal was the worst strategy. So Shang Yuan concentrated on studying to obtain an official degree. After passing the *Juren* exam, Shang Yuan asked the family for a sum of money to buy an official title and left his hometown. Hearing his uncle mention this again, Shang Yuan also felt quite emotional.

Shang Yisheng had no intention of showing goodwill to Shang Yuan. His face went cold as he continued, "Wangshan, I'm just curious. What kind of future are you planning to trade our Shang family for? I watched you grow up, I know what kind of person you are, so you don't need to tell any lies about being forced or helpless. I really want to know, what kind of sky-high wealth and honor could make you disown your own kin like this?"

Shang Yuan sighed, "Uncle, I was young and ignorant before. If you had told me back then that everything you did was just to survive, I wouldn't have understood. Now I really understand. Everything I do now is truly not for any glory, wealth, or honor. Everything I do, everything our People's Party does, is just to let China survive. Aside from this, we want nothing."

"Heh heh!" Shang Yisheng couldn't help but sneer repeatedly, "Wangshan, when did you learn to talk big like this? If the sky falls, there are tall people to hold it up; it's not the turn of us Shang family, these small shrimps. Our Shang family has accumulated this bit of family property over a dozen generations and several hundred years. Since your grandfather's generation, we haven't expanded our land anymore. Why? It's enough! We don't seek greater glory or wealth; we only seek to pass this land down to our descendants peacefully. Now there is Yuan Shikai as the Great President, and you People's Party making revolution. What does China's future have to do with our Shang family? Your father and your uncle are serving in the Beiyang government. I heard you have also made great contributions to the People's Party. We pay the taxes we should pay. Why can't you let our Shang family live our lives in peace?"

"Uncle, I know you bought our People's Party's wheat seeds, and I also know you bought our People's Party's iron farm tools. Do you say these things are good or not?" Shang Yuan asked.

"They are all good things." Shang Yisheng didn't act out of emotion to say they were bad.

"Our People's Party lacks neither grain nor iron farm tools, and we have airplanes in the sky and cannons on the ground. So, currently in China, we can hit wherever we want to hit. Because we are a few steps ahead of other forces in this regard. But the foreign devils are dozens of steps ahead of our People's Party. If 2 million foreign devils were to invade China right now, even if our People's Party went all out, including me, including our Chairman Chen Ke, and everyone went to the front line, I couldn't guarantee that we would definitely win," Shang Yuan said seriously.

"You are just alarmist talk." Shang Yisheng replied with a sneer.

Shang Yuan nodded heavily, "Uncle is right. It is impossible for the foreign devils to send 2 million people to invade China right now. But what about ten years later? Twenty years later? The foreign devils are moving forward step by step, while we stay here motionless. Now they are dozens of steps ahead of us; how much will they be ahead in twenty years? Uncle, I grew up with you and learned a lot from you. Although our Shang family hasn't tried hard to expand land in these decades, I also know a little about how much thought and effort you spent to keep the family business. Sailing against the current, if you don't advance, you retreat. Even trying to keep this family business is not that easy. When the foreign devils invade China twenty years later, the ones who will suffer will be wealthy families like the Shang family. Uncle, you said everything you did was to survive. I follow the People's Party dead set because I understood this with the People's Party. If we don't revolt, if we don't progress, China will definitely perish. As a Chinese, as a People's Party member, I have an obligation to serve China."

Shang Yisheng didn't directly refute Shang Yuan with sarcasm this time. After a while, Shang Yisheng suddenly slapped the table and laughed loudly. After laughing for a good while, he suddenly stopped smiling. With a kind of grief and indignation from the bottom of his heart, Shang Yisheng said, "Wangshan, you really have grown. These words you used to lecture me, I really can't find fault with them. But I want to ask you, when you die decades later, what face will you have to see your grandfather? What face will you have to see the ancestors of our Shang family?"

Shang Yuan's breathing seemed to stop all of a sudden. Even though it was already early winter, Shang Yuan unbuttoned the disciplinary button that had been tightly fastened, as if he felt hot. He closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths before opening them. Shang Yuan's voice carried a deep determination, "Uncle, even when that day comes, I will tell Grandfather and the Shang family ancestors that I have a clear conscience."

A few days after this dispute, Shang Yisheng talked with Shang Yuan again in his capacity as the patriarch. The content of the conversation was not about land reform, but the conditions Chai Qingguo had promised before. Shang Yuan wrote an official document for Shang Yisheng stating that the land reform implemented by the People's Party in Shang Family Village only involved land redistribution and would not touch the Shang family's money, grain, or the various businesses and shops they had established. After repeatedly questioning and confirming these details, Shang Yisheng signed the "Shang Family Village Voluntary Land Reform Implementation" agreement with Chai Qingguo, Director of the "Longhai Railway Eastern Section Management Committee" of the People's Party. Shang Yisheng, the biggest landlord in Shangqiu, submitted just like that.

Chai Qingguo was quite flabbergasted by Shang Yisheng's cleverness. After the document was signed, Chai Qingguo naturally immediately accelerated the land reform work in Shang Family Village. When Shang Yuan requested it, Chai Qingguo said, "Secretary Shang, people say dragons beget dragons, phoenixes beget phoenixes, and a mouse's son can dig holes. I originally thought you were the smartest one in your Shang family, but now it seems there are plenty of smart people in your Shang family."

Shang Yuan smiled bitterly, "Old Chai, are you afraid my uncle is playing tricks behind the scenes?"

Chai Qingguo smiled bitterly, "Meeting such a smart person, can I not be afraid?"

Shang Yuan could understand Chai Qingguo's worry. He said helplessly, "Old Chai, let me ask you something. Have you heard how Chairman Chen comments on aristocratic families?"

"Chairman Chen wouldn't talk about such profound questions with a rough person like me." Chai Qingguo laughed.

Shang Yuan explained, "The so-called aristocratic families, if they are the kind that are completely rotten, everyone from top to bottom will think that the principles beneficial to them are the principles of the world. For aristocratic families that are not rotten, they certainly won't easily give up things like land. But they also understand that when they can't hold out, they shouldn't hold out stubbornly. However, there is one thing they will definitely insist on: they will definitely not let go of the legitimate opportunities for upward mobility provided under the new system. So what to do, who to unite with, and who to strike at—a smart person like you definitely knows."

Chai Qingguo laughed loudly, "Secretary Shang, not only am I not smart, I'm also very timid. According to what you just said, why do I feel like we should strike at the smart people and keep the rotten ones?"

Shang Yuan was left speechless by Chai Qingguo. He was tongue-tied for a long time before saying, "Why do I feel like I'm not being a good person on either side now?"

Chai Qingguo put away his smile, "Secretary Shang, right now I don't have the energy to worry about that much. I request that our Huaihai Province support a batch of local cadres to come over, the sooner the better. Letting our army build railways, fight battles, and govern the locality all at the same time—I can't hold out."

Shang Yuan immediately shook his head, "We in the local administration only want to poach people from the army. You want to poach people from our local administration in reverse? Don't even think about it."

"Personnel transfers are borrowed and returned. It's just using them for a while; why do you have to be like this?" Chai Qingguo clearly didn't want to give up.

Shang Yuan gave a dry laugh, "First, there are only too few local cadres in Huaihai Province, never too many. Second, I firmly oppose anyone from my family assuming public office. If someone makes such a request, Old Chai, you can tell him that Secretary Shang Yuan will absolutely not approve this kind of application."

Chai Qingguo nodded, "I got it. Then, Secretary Shang Yuan, take care on your journey."

While shaking hands with Chai Qingguo, Shang Yuan smiled and said, "I can get lost now that I'm useless, which isn't bad. I'll leave all the troublesome matters for you to worry about in the future."

After sending Shang Yuan off, Chai Qingguo issued an order: any cases appealing against the Shang family in the rural complaint meetings, as long as they didn't involve homicides, should be temporarily detained and filed for investigation and trial later. Although Shang Yuan repeatedly made it clear not to give special care to his family, land reform in Guide Prefecture had just begun. If they directly attacked the Shang family's past behavior, it would have some negative impact on the situation that had already achieved a breakthrough.

However, just after the order was issued, Gu Lu came to the door. "Director Chai, I have a different view on the order you issued."

"Let's hear it." Chai Qingguo asked while pulling out a chair for Gu Lu.

Gu Lu sat down calmly, "Precisely because the Shang family has submitted, we cannot turn a blind eye to the crimes they committed in the past. On the contrary, we must clear them up quickly. During the trial, we don't have to be severe or heavy, but we cannot fail to have a fair trial. If we do this, we won't be able to mobilize the masses. Moreover, if we are lenient with the Shang family, I always feel that the Shang family won't be at ease in their hearts either."

"I can understand the point about not being able to mobilize the masses, but why would the Shang family not be at ease?" Chai Qingguo was somewhat surprised by this statement.

"The Shang family acted very smartly this time; to survive, they handed over the land. Now, as ordinary laborers, the Shang family are also members of the masses. Just as we let the masses understand what revolution is and why we revolt, we also have to let the Shang family know what revolution is and why we revolt. If we treat the Shang family differently, the Shang family probably won't be at ease themselves, because we didn't treat them as our own people. So handling their illegal incidents should actually be done quickly. Even if the Shang family doesn't know now, when we deal with other landlords, expose the landlords' crimes, and conduct public trials, the common people will think, why not try the Shang family? The Shang family themselves will also be very worried: why not try us? It's just like a boil on the body; you have to let the pus flow out for that part of the body to heal." Gu Lu tried hard to explain, but he felt his language ability was limited, and his face turned a bit red towards the end.

Listening to Gu Lu's words, Chai Qingguo suddenly felt he understood Shang Yuan's comment on aristocratic families: "For aristocratic families that are not rotten, they certainly won't easily give up things like land. But they also understand that when they can't hold out, they shouldn't hold out stubbornly. However, there is one thing they will definitely insist on: they will definitely not let go of the legitimate opportunities for upward mobility provided under the new system."

"These scholars always hide things when they speak!" Chai Qingguo couldn't help but curse.

Gu Lu was stunned, "Director Chai, I've only attended school for less than a year."

"Comrade Gu Lu, I wasn't talking about you." Chai Qingguo had already made a decision. "Your suggestion is very good. Comrade Gu Lu, I will modify my order. We will not let any illegal acts slide. And every time there is a study meeting, the Shang family members have to go and listen too. The people should criticize when criticism is due, and struggle when struggle is due. But after the criticism and struggle, we must also explain clearly to everyone that the revolution is to destroy the old system, and we will investigate illegal matters to the end. But if it's a matter of personal squabbles, like he cursed you or you cursed him, let bygones be bygones. Everyone must live their lives well and build a better new life through labor."

Hearing Chai Qingguo's new order, Gu Lu nodded in agreement, "I think this will work. Struggle is fine, but we can't bully people."

Letting Gu Lu hurry off to work, Chai Qingguo called the comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee over again. "Comrades, prepare to restart the 20 million jin grain disappearance case now. You can start with the Shang family. They have close ties with the government in Shangqiu, have wide connections, and know a lot. They should be able to get a lot of intelligence."
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Shang Yisheng certainly had no good will towards the People's Party, but he understood profoundly that at this critical juncture, he absolutely could not reveal this hostility. Shang Yuan held a high position within the People's Party, yet even he could not save the Shang family's land. The smiling-tiger demeanor displayed by Chai Qingguo only proved that Chai would not hesitate in the slightest to slaughter the Shang family.

Thus, regarding the Shang family being concentrated in the camp, the family dared not utter a single word of complaint. Shang Yisheng repeatedly emphasized to his clansmen, "Right now, the People's Party holds the handle of the knife. Anyone who wants to die can go find a rope and hang themselves; don't drag down the hundreds of people in the Shang family."

When comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee came to inquire about the grain tax, Shang Yisheng cooperated with utmost effort. However, he was very curious as to what the People's Party's intentions were in investigating this matter.

"For areas that have already started land reform, we want to implement a tax refund. We only collect thirty percent tax. The Henan government collected fifty percent from everyone. For all villages implementing land reform, we must return the intermediate twenty percent to everyone," the Internal Affairs Committee comrade replied.

Shang Yisheng looked at the Internal Affairs Committee comrade as if looking at a rare animal. "Comrade, you aren't joking, are you?"

"What would we be joking about with this?" The young comrade was somewhat puzzled.

"Allow me to be bold and say a few words. Buying people's hearts doesn't need to go to this extent. As long as you explain now that next year you will collect according to the thirty percent tax rate, the common people will be very happy. Doing this instead is somewhat like drawing legs on a snake—superfluous," Shang Yisheng explained. He normally wouldn't be this radical, but at this moment, he had to show submission to the People's Party no matter what; Shang Yisheng had to make some kind of gesture.

"Collecting thirty percent tax and collecting fifty percent tax makes little difference to us. If we want to increase the total tax revenue, we have to let the masses grow more grain. If grain production can double, the total amount from a thirty percent tax will be more than the original fifty percent. Moreover, in the process of helping the masses increase production, we do a lot of real work for the masses, and the masses naturally trust us. Isn't this much better than raising taxes?"

Shang Yisheng had managed so many field properties, so he naturally completely understood these words. It was just that hearing a young man say it so casually, Shang Yisheng couldn't help but reveal a trace of mockery.

"Mr. Shang, you definitely think we are blowing our own horn. How can doubling production be so easy? Saying it is easy, but actually doing it is naturally difficult as can be," the young cadre laughed.

"Oh? If it doesn't waste everyone's time, could you explain it to me in detail?" Shang Yisheng really became interested.

After all, the Shang family were relatives of Shang Yuan and a major local clan. Even the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee preferred to convince Shang Yisheng through reason. If they could get such a local tyrant to cooperate, many problems would be easier to solve.

"Land reform has never been able to generate wealth. Equalizing land gives the broad masses a sense of belonging. It gives them confidence in our administrative execution ability."

Hearing this, Shang Yisheng nodded repeatedly. He praised, "Indeed, that hits the nail on the head."

"To increase the total production of the entire agricultural region, we must improve agricultural efficiency." The People's Internal Affairs Committee didn't just arrest people; every member had to go to the front lines to work. Quite a few comrades were even forcibly kept on the front lines because of their outstanding performance.

He explained how, by collecting agricultural tax, they supported industrial workers who had separated from agriculture, and then fed back into agriculture through industry, continuously improving agricultural efficiency. This included large-scale construction of basic water conservancy projects, maximizing the stability of agricultural production while also providing a large number of employment opportunities to solve the problem of hidden unemployment in rural areas. It involved the total circulation of the entire national industry and agriculture, continuously promoting the progress of the entire country.

Shang Yisheng listened with dazzling fascination, nodding repeatedly. He completely understood the meaning of "labor." If not for the hard work of so many laboring masses on the Shang family's land, the Shang family could never have accumulated such a massive family fortune. He also completely saw through the core of the People's Party's policy: the grain and wealth that originally went to landlords and the government were all being utilized by this massive organization of the People's Party and used for the construction of China.

"May I ask, comrade, what position do you hold in the People's Party?" Shang Yisheng couldn't help but ask.

"I cannot say my specific position, but I am just an ordinary staff member of the People's Party," the People's Internal Affairs Committee comrade replied proudly.

Shang Yisheng naturally didn't believe it. He said seriously, "But listening to what you said, it is logical and organized, completely not armchair strategy. How could a figure like you be an ordinary member of the People's Party? Don't make such jokes."

"Everything I said is the strategy formulated by our People's Party Chairman Chen Ke. Everyone in our entire Party must study it and must learn it. Mine is truly armchair strategy; when it comes to execution and solving problems, Secretary Shang Yuan is the truly amazing one," the staff member laughed.

"Everyone in your People's Party has to learn this?" Shang Yisheng asked in disbelief.

"Exactly. We all have to learn this. This is one of the most basic political educations. Not only do we have to learn it, but these are also written into the People's Party's middle school textbooks and are mandatory exam content. Even in the elementary school curriculum, we have relevant education."

Shang Yisheng felt a wave of dizziness. He hurriedly asked, "I heard that under your Party's rule, you strive to make all children go to school. Does that mean as long as they go to middle school, they have to accept this education? Must take exams?"

"One of the political platforms of our People's Party is that the broad laboring people are the ruling class of the country. Therefore, every child must accept such education; this is their obligation. Everyone has an obligation to become a qualified member of the ruling class." When the young comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee reached this point, he couldn't help but look solemn, his tone grave.

"What kind of country do you want to build?" Shang Yisheng already felt his brain was muddled.

"The state is a tool of class rule. The state's system and laws are all formulated to realize the interests of the ruling class. The country we want to build is a country where the broad laborers are the masters..."

Listening to these incisive expositions, Shang Yisheng felt his eyes light up. The way of rule he knew was nothing more than making the common people obedient. To make the common people obedient, whether it was the government or the gentry, they all had to maintain a system. But what the People's Party described were secrets passed down by word of mouth within the ruling class. Now, the People's Party was completely exposing these secrets to the world, and actually making everyone understand and accept them in a semi-coercive manner.

Half sincere, half feigned, Shang Yisheng stood up respectfully. "Comrades, I didn't know before that the People's Party had such breadth of mind, such magnanimity. I am convinced!"

Shang Yisheng originally thought the young men in front of him would be moved by such a gesture. Unexpectedly, the young men just smiled slightly. They first asked Shang Yisheng to sit down, and only then did the leading comrade speak: "Whether you are convinced or not, saying it with your mouth is useless. Within our base areas, to be acknowledged, one must first be a laborer. If you can do your work well, you will naturally be recognized by everyone. If you can lead everyone to do the work well, everyone will choose you to hold public office. In the final analysis, whether you consider yourself a laborer just like everyone else is the condition for whether you can be accepted. Whether you praise our People's Party or curse our People's Party, we ourselves don't care."

Shang Yisheng's heart shivered. The maturity of these young people was far beyond his imagination. He now finally somewhat understood why Shang Yuan could hand over the Shang family's land with a clear conscience. If the People's Party were just a few extremely excellent figures leading a group of accomplices, that wouldn't be anything remarkable. But if the grassroots personnel of the People's Party all had such insight, then they really were difficult to oppose.

Shang Yisheng hurriedly cupped his hands and bowed. "I have learned much, I have learned much. Listening to your words is truly better than reading books for ten years. Comrades, you have delayed quite a bit of time to enlighten a muddled egg like me. Ask whatever you want to ask; I will definitely say what I know."

Since Shang Yisheng was behaving so smartly, the People's Party comrades didn't waste any more time. "We want to ask first, exactly how much grain did Mr. Shang hand over? Rest assured, however much grain you handed over is a matter between you and the Beiyang government; we absolutely will not pursue Mr. Shang's responsibility on this matter."

Faced with this question, Shang Yisheng felt rather awkward. After hesitating for a moment, he said, "I handed over a little less, roughly ninety-two percent."

The comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee couldn't help but glance at each other, and then continued to ask, "Is it just your family that did this, or did other families do the same? How did you negotiate this with the tax police?"

"Because Shang Yuan is working in the People's Party, my family didn't want to cause trouble, so we handed over relatively more. Other families handed over as little as eighty-five percent. What was said to the tax police at the time was that with so much grain piled up, we might as well count the shortage as loss/wastage. Moreover, we also bought back a batch of grain. The price of this grain was two and a half silver dollars per *shi*. As for where this money went, we aren't clear."

"Two and a half dollars per *shi*?" The young comrade was truly somewhat shocked. Current grain prices were stable; the price of wheat fluctuated between 3.8 and 5.2 silver dollars per *shi*. How was this a buyback? This was naked bribery.

Noting down this situation, the People's Internal Affairs Committee comrades began to question Shang Yisheng on other issues.

After nearly ten days of investigation, a preliminary report on the grain deficit was handed to Chai Qingguo. The tax revenue in Shangqiu exceeded 70 million *jin* of grain. 20 million *jin* was transported to Kaifeng or sold to other places under the orders of Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang. Local great landlords evaded taxes, and adding their bribery of tax police and local officials, a total of nearly 10 million *jin* of grain was consumed. As for private selling by local officials and the guys managing the grain depots, another 2 million *shi* [sic: probably meant jin, or consistent unit] was lost. The grain that fell into the People's Party's hands was over 30 million *jin*, and there was still 5 or 6 million *jin* of grain unaccounted for. Was this lost in the various transportation and storage links? or did every household hand over less grain during tax collection, accumulating into the current situation? The comrades could not judge based on the clues already mastered.

The People's Party currently did not have the energy to investigate too strictly. Chai Qingguo instructed, "Being able to investigate to this extent, I think is not bad. Comrades, write a report on this; let's stop here for now. Comrades should shift their attention to the work of land reform. This is the most important problem we face right now."

After temporarily interrupting the investigation, Chai Qingguo convened a Party Committee meeting to discuss how to utilize the current situation, especially this matter regarding Henan's tax revenue.

"I believe the grain currently mastered is sufficient for tax refunds. We can currently attack Zhang Zhenfang on this issue. Firstly, we can occupy the moral high ground for criticism; secondly, we can also create contradictions within Zhang Zhenfang's clique."

"Arrest these corrupt officials and kill them to deter internal and external enemies."

These were very orthodox solutions and quickly gained the approval of the comrades.

Gu Lu, however, proposed an idea. "We might as well use the grain to build water conservancy projects. The Air Force has taken quite a few aerial photos. Based on the terrain of Guide Prefecture pieced together from these photos, we can simply carry out an overall water conservancy plan and implement construction in some feasible areas."

"This won't do!" Someone immediately came out to oppose.

"This area of Henan is different from other base areas; water sources are scarce here. Every year, mass brawl incidents occur in local areas just to fight for water sources, and people die every year. Not to mention this area, just look at how many such things happen in Huaihai Province. Chairman Chen mentioned this long ago, and we only noticed these things after arriving in Huaihai Province. Doing this directly in Henan would be too radical."

Someone took the lead in explicitly opposing, and almost all comrades followed suit. Floods were more prominent in the Anhui and Hubei areas, while Jiangxi had many mountains where water shortages and floods coexisted. Although Huaihai Province bordered Hongze Lake and had multiple water systems, the problem of water shortage remained a key issue. Chen Ke, as before, was able to point out problems early on. Even with psychological preparation, the comrades were still burned badly in the rural areas of Huaihai Province at the start. Old grudges formed between many villages over fighting for water ran deep and long. With local landlords and gentry adding fuel to the fire, it caused tremendous trouble for the People's Party's work in Huaihai Province.

"These problems will have to be solved eventually even if not solved now. Since we have to use military force regardless, we might as well make full use of it." Gu Lu had his own view on this. "What do we lack right now? We lack manpower. With the benefit of this tax refund available now, why not utilize it?"

Railway Corps Division Commander Lv Dali said, "There are two ways to do things: difficult first then easy, or easy first then difficult. On the land reform in Guide Prefecture, I feel we should go from easy to difficult. Director Chai, what do you think?"

Chai Qingguo knew Gu Lu's plan. To win Chai Qingguo's support, Gu Lu had already explained the entire plan to him. Hearing Lv Dali say this, Chai Qingguo said noncommittally, "Why not listen to Comrade Gu Lu finish speaking."

Gu Lu's plan was to organize a local Henan engineering corps, but this force would not be a standing army, but a temporarily organized force. If one had to describe it, it would be a "mercenary army" or "short-term labor group." This force would take advantage of the current slack farming season to do some water conservancy work first.

After hearing this, Lv Dali laughed. "This idea is very good. We discussed it many times when we were following Chairman Chen before. This plan has only one problem: no cadres."

Even the comrades who originally wanted to refute Gu Lu fell silent after hearing Lv Dali's words, and instead looked at Gu Lu with sympathetic eyes. Since its establishment, the People's Party had cultivated a considerable number of cadres. It was just that compared to the scale the People's Party possessed, cadres were always in a state of scarcity. Given the experience and systems the People's Party had accumulated now, simply planning a matter without mentioning the cadre problem was quite easy.

Gu Lu also realized his own problem. He hurriedly said, "I know. I withdraw this suggestion."

After this suggestion was vetoed, the plan returned to the initial conventional considerations. After voting, "publicly killing corrupt officials" and "using this issue to pressure Zhang Zhenfang" became the two plans for striking at Henan's reactionary forces in the near future.

No one thought Zhang Zhenfang would truly resolve the corrupt official problem. Plus, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had captured over a hundred Beiyang spies, so both sides were in a state of quasi-war. Out of concern that sending too few people might lead to a secret attack by the Beiyang Army, the Party Committee agreed to send two cavalry companies to Kaifeng, and also dispatched four airplanes as air cover. Firstly as a warning, and secondly, if combat occurred, it could serve as a means to intimidate the enemy. The comrades of the cavalry companies all knew the chief had specially arranged the Air Force as cover; the comrades already looked down on the Beiyang Army, and now their courage was doubled.

The Air Force was indeed punctual. When the two companies of cavalry troops were nearing Kaifeng City, they heard the familiar humming sound. Soon, the light silhouettes of the airplanes appeared within their field of view. The comrades of the cavalry unit couldn't help but take off their military caps and wave vigorously at the planes. The planes also dipped their wings left and right a few times as a friendly gesture.

The cavalry unit continued forward. Arriving in front of Kaifeng City, they saw the city gates tightly closed, and the city walls already packed with Beiyang soldiers. Each was fully armed, facing the two companies of over two hundred cavalrymen as if facing a formidable enemy.

Leading the team this time was Cavalry Battalion Commander Li Zhengdao. He ordered the main force to stop outside the Beiyang Army's firing range, called over a communicator, picked up a megaphone, urged his horse forward, and shouted towards Kaifeng City, "We are the People's Party troops. We have a letter for Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang. trouble you gentlemen to announce it."

Li Zhengdao waited for a long time without seeing anyone respond. He shouted again, but the Beiyang Army acted as if they hadn't heard.

"Did you hear me or not?" Li Zhengdao's roar became even louder through the megaphone.

"Before your People's Party completely withdraws from Henan, we will not receive any People's Party personnel." This time, there was finally a response from the city wall.

"Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang is scared to this extent! He doesn't even dare to accept a letter?" Li Zhengdao was almost amused to the point of anger. Anger aside, amusement aside, Li Zhengdao felt unwilling to accept failure in this mission execution.

"You guys hurry up and scram. I don't want to kill you, but that doesn't mean I'm afraid of you." Curses came from the top of the wall. "If you don't scram, I'm going to open fire."

While they were speaking, the humming sound drifted over. A moment later, the Air Force's four planes had already flown over the People's Party cavalry. Li Zhengdao heard a burst of gasps from the city wall. He was just mocking the Beiyang Army in his heart for their lack of experience when he heard someone on the wall shout: "What are you afraid of? Open fire and shoot it down for me!"

Li Zhengdao was startled, but he already heard the Beiyang Army opening fire.

"Shoot that one under the wall to death for me too." The Beiyang commander howled.

A wise man doesn't fight when the odds are against him. Li Zhengdao couldn't worry about the Air Force comrades anymore; he hurriedly turned his horse and galloped towards the safe zone. Bullets flew *swish swish* from behind Li Zhengdao, some even flying past right against his body. Suppressing his fear, Li Zhengdao urged his horse to run wildly. Only when he regrouped with the main force in the safe zone did he turn his head to ask the comrades, "Where are the Air Force planes?"

"Over there!" Several comrades pointed in several directions. Li Zhengdao looked hard in those directions but actually couldn't see where the planes were.

As the humming sound got closer and closer, Li Zhengdao discovered that the Air Force planes had unknowingly circled around and flown back. This time the planes didn't fly so low; in Li Zhengdao's eyes, the planes were just a few small dots. And below these few small dots, several small black dots appeared unknowingly. With a sharp whistling sound, the small black dots landed directly on the city wall. Violent explosion sounds, flames and white smoke suddenly rising—it was about the same effect as artillery shelling. Li Zhengdao could even see Beiyang soldiers being blown off the city wall by the blast wave of the explosion.

"Withdraw! Withdraw out of the range of the enemy's artillery!" Ignoring his admiration for this terrifying effect, Li Zhengdao immediately thought of the high possibility of being shelled by Beiyang artillery and hurriedly led the comrades to retreat towards the east.

Retreating behind a forest, Li Zhengdao jumped off his horse, ran all the way to the edge of the forest near Kaifeng City, and raised his binoculars to observe. At this time, the top of Kaifeng City was already in chaos. The Air Force comrades had absolutely no intention of being forgiving. The planes dropped a bomb every so often. Although he didn't know how many bombs one plane could carry, Li Zhengdao was full of hope that the bombs could collapse the city wall. Being chased away from the city edge by the enemy like chasing a rabbit was a humiliation Li Zhengdao had never experienced before.

The humming sound and the sharp whistling of bombs falling from the sky did not last too long. The planes soon reformed their formation and flew over the forest where Li Zhengdao was. The three-colored signal lights under the gray wings flashed a sequence; this was the signal that the planes were now returning. Amidst the almost wild cheers of the comrades, the four planes disappeared into the eastern horizon.

Failing to deliver the letter, Li Zhengdao ordered the troops to return to Shangqiu. On the way, the troops were immersed in the terrifying power of the planes.

"I didn't know planes could drop bombs down!"

"It must be a plane designed by Chairman Chen."

"If there are enough planes and they carry enough bombs, wouldn't they just bomb all the Beiyang troops to death directly!"

Listening to the comrades enthusiastically discussing the immense power displayed by the planes, Li Zhengdao slowly put away the smile on his face.

"Battalion Commander, what's wrong?" The battalion staff officer urged his horse up and asked.

"Nothing, I was just thinking, our cavalry unit can't let the Air Force take all the glory," Li Zhengdao replied.

The staff officer had originally wanted to talk about the Air Force with Li Zhengdao; he had an uncontrollable excitement that just made him want to talk about planes. Hearing Li Zhengdao say this, and thinking that the cavalry unit faced a powerful competitor, a strong sense of crisis suddenly arose in the staff officer's heart.
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Yuan Shikai no longer felt the ease he had a month ago when he first learned of the People's Party's land reform manifesto. Everything was completely different from what he had imagined. First, the landlords and gentry everywhere did not stand up to oppose Chen Ke. This was because the landlords and gentry in most places, due to information blockage, simply did not know that the People's Party had issued such a political manifesto. As for the local councilors who had learned of this manifesto, they did not feel too terrified either. Their attitude was quite simple: if the sky falls, there are tall people to hold it up. As long as President Yuan Shikai did not engage in land reform in the Beiyang territory, and the People's Party engaged in land reform in the People's Party's territory, what was there to be afraid of?

This way of thinking precisely hit Yuan Shikai's fatal weakness, because Yuan Shikai's original intention was to strengthen his control, increase tax revenue, and improve military power by intimidating the local gentry. What the local gentry pursued was lowering taxes, or at least shifting the tax burden. Although they saw Yuan Shikai writing articles in various newspapers vigorously opposing the People's Party, when the gentry talked about this matter, they would just say, "Can't the Great President defeat the People's Party which only has four provinces?" The supporters of Beiyang were left speechless.

Indeed, Beiyang was nominally the central government and occupied more than ten provinces in the entire North. The People's Party only had four provinces up to now. In terms of territory, manpower, and material resources, Beiyang should not be afraid of the People's Party no matter how you looked at it. If Yuan Shikai was not afraid, what did the local gentry have to fear? Of course, Yuan Shikai could not say that he was afraid of the People's Party, let alone that he could not defeat the People's Party. So the gentry treated the People's Party's propaganda as gossip for after tea and meals.

As for the intellectual class in the cities, the reaction was even more subtle. Those who truly knew that Beiyang was no match for the People's Party kept silent about this. At least half of them cursed the People's Party loudly, and another part who thought they were "serving the country and the people," while cursing the People's Party, proposed "lightening levies and reducing taxes" because of their relationship with the gentry. Their view was, "The People's Party is a heinous villain, and even the villain knows to reduce taxes. Can the Beiyang Central Government, which represents justice, be inferior to the villainous People's Party?"

There was also a part of the intellectuals whose attitude made Yuan Shikai even more furious. They actually beat around the bush and thought that the People's Party doing this was not such an outrageous political idea. After all, equalizing land ownership was also the ideal political measure in the minds of some intellectuals.

Overall, at a time when the People's Party had not directly moved against the North, Beiyang not only failed to unite against the enemy but instead triggered internal strife due to Yuan Shikai's rash propaganda operations.

"Juren, what are the reactions in the other provinces?" Yuan Shikai asked Xu Shichang.

"President, the other provinces have no reaction for the time being," Xu Shichang said helplessly. He had originally thought that the provinces would immediately express strong opposition to the People's Party, but apart from the Beiyang provinces, although some people in other provinces wrote articles in newspapers attacking the People's Party, the provincial governments all remained silent. Now Xu Shichang finally determined the mentality of the provincial governments: they were waiting and watching. Since Beiyang had made it clear that it wanted to take the lead in dealing with the People's Party, even if the provinces had something to say, they would not publicly state it at this time. After all, in the current rumors, there was a secret agreement between the People's Party and Yuan Shikai of Beiyang. The provinces all believed that Beiyang and the People's Party were, in a sense, wearing the same pair of pants. Even if they fell out, it would be infighting. When dealing with the provinces, these two families would probably still join hands.

Yuan Shikai knew this clearly in his heart. He had once thought that the People's Party was afraid of his strength and political influence, and that Chen Ke lacked confidence in his own abilities and had to support Yuan Shikai. Now he realized that Chen Ke had harbored bad intentions from the very beginning; Yuan Shikai had actually been pitted by Chen Ke. Under the system of federal autonomy, Yuan Shikai certainly gained status, but his hands and feet were bound. As the Great President, he had to shoulder the responsibility of the world. Chen Ke, on the other hand, was light and relaxed, burying his head in his own development. Thinking of this, the two eyebrows on Yuan Shikai's oily fat face frowned tightly.

"President, I want to visit someone," Xu Shichang said tentatively.

"Who?" Yuan Shikai asked casually.

"I have a friend from when I was a Hanlin named Li Hongqi. Although he never tried to be an official, his insight is indeed extraordinary."

"Li Hongqi? How come I seem to have heard this name?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"He is Shang Yuan's teacher. It is said that Chen Ke also respects him quite a bit," Xu Shichang explained.

Hearing this resume, Yuan Shikai just said calmly, "Of course, Juren can go see whoever he wants. Telling me this kind of thing, doesn't it delay your time, Juren?"

"I just want this person to analyze the current situation for me," Xu Shichang explained hurriedly.

"Current situation?" Yuan Shikai just repeated the phrase but did not continue. The difficulty of the current situation was far beyond Yuan Shikai's imagination. Since Chen Ke and Shang Yuan both respected Li Hongqi so much, presumably this old gentleman should have some skills. It was just that, would this Li Hongqi sincerely serve Beiyang and deal with his own disciple? Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai said, "Juren can treat this Li Hongqi however he wants. You are currently the Prime Minister. If you want to ask him to be an official, it is just a matter of a sentence. You can make the decision on these matters yourself."

Xu Shichang was afraid that someone would gossip behind his back. Seeing Yuan Shikai say this, he also felt relieved.

Preparing the carriage and gifts, Xu Shichang did not make a big display but went to Li Hongqi's place in plain clothes like visiting an old friend. After Xu Shichang passed the Jinshi examination that year, he sat on a cold bench in the Hanlin Academy for ten years. If he said there was no suffering in his heart at that time, it would just be a joke. After meeting Li Hongqi during those difficult days, Xu Shichang felt he had found a friend he could truly talk to. Later, Xu Shichang rose all the way up and did not live in Beijing. No matter how prosperous Xu Shichang became, Li Hongqi never took the initiative to look for him. This steadfastness and self-restraint also made Xu Shichang admire him.

Except for having more white hair, Li Hongqi didn't look like he had changed much. His attitude towards Xu Shichang showed no sign of the estrangement or surprise of not having seen each other for more than ten years; instead, it was as kind and simple as if Xu Shichang had just visited yesterday.

Arriving at the main hall and sitting down, Xu Shichang smiled and said, "Brother Li, twenty years ago when I was sitting on the cold bench in the Hanlin Academy, you enlightened me, saying that life is about doing things first, and then there will be results. So since I was sitting on this bench in the Hanlin Academy, I had to have the thought of sitting through the bench. Sitting on this cold bench itself was my proper business at that time. Since receiving Brother Li's enlightenment, I read patiently in the Hanlin Academy and finally got an opportunity later. Every time I think of Brother Li's guidance, I am endlessly grateful."

Li Hongqi also smiled and said, "If you can sit on this cold bench, you will naturally sit. If you can't sit on this cold bench, you will naturally not sit. That was because Brother Xu could sit still himself. What does it have to do with me?"

Seeing that Li Hongqi had no intention of getting close, Xu Shichang simply said with a straight face, "Brother Li, I could sit still back then, but now I can't sit still anymore. I also hope that Brother Li can enlighten me for the sake of our friendship back then. Brother, I am indeed at my wit's end."

Li Hongqi paused for a while before saying apologetically, "Brother Xu, I have never been an official in my life, and I do not intend to be an official. I am just a scholar who teaches to make a living. I haven't done your government's work, so I don't understand it. I really can't help you, Brother Xu."

Xu Shichang waved his hand hurriedly and said, "Hey! Brother Li doesn't know how to be an official, but he knows how to teach people to do things. What I came to ask Brother Li for this time is the method of doing things, which has nothing to do with being an official. Brother Li is good at teaching the younger generation, but inevitably favors one over the other with his peers."

Li Hongqi could certainly hear the flavor of threat in these words. He pondered for a moment before saying, "My mentor liked the teachings of Huang-Lao. When he taught me, he only talked about one thing: every cause must have a result, so this result cannot be begged for. When Brother Xu felt that his talents were unrecognized in the Hanlin Academy, you were a Jinshi. Entering the Hanlin Academy was originally a matter for Jinshi. A person like me without an academic degree couldn't get in even if I wanted to. Brother Xu, you just did what a Hanlin should do in the Hanlin Academy. Now that you are the Prime Minister, just do what a Prime Minister should do, isn't that enough? What else is there to say about this?"

"But right now, I happen not to know what to do. None of the things I envisioned can be done, let alone done well. For this matter, I am almost sleepless every night. I hope Brother Li can point out a clear path for me," Xu Shichang replied.

"Of course a Prime Minister is sleepless at night. With so many things in the world for you to decide, if you were drunk on the knees of beauties every day and woke up to control the affairs of the world, that is what storytellers tell the common people in the market; it cannot be taken as true. I have never been an official, so naturally I don't know the rules of being an official. However, I think that going all out and working day and night is still insufficient; this should be the normal state of a Prime Minister."

Hearing Li Hongqi's enlightening words, Xu Shichang was somewhat speechless. He certainly understood these words, and they really made sense, but these happened to be what Xu Shichang wanted to hear the least. Seeing that Li Hongqi consistently refused to speak the key point, Xu Shichang simply made it clear, "Brother Li, the disciples you taught are currently acting like tyrants and behaving unlawfully in the south, but I wonder how Brother Li views how they do things?"

Li Hongqi smiled helplessly, "Brother Xu, they are working hard in the south. The results of these actions seem to you like acting like tyrants and behaving unlawfully. Those children never thought so in their hearts; they are just doing things, doing things every day..."

Xu Shichang could no longer endure it. He interrupted Li Hongqi, "Brother Li, don't say anymore about me doing what a Prime Minister should do. I know I should do things, I just don't know specifically what things to do. I came here this time to sincerely ask for advice. Brother Li, please absolutely do not brush me off again."

Li Hongqi knew that if he still wanted to stay in Beijing, he had to make Xu Shichang relatively satisfied. Having no choice, he could only tell the truth, "Brother Xu, what the children in the south are doing is actually just two things: Rich Country, Strong Army. In my opinion, Beiyang also wants a Rich Country and Strong Army, but what it is doing is raking in money and raising soldiers. The old system of the Manchu Qing for more than two hundred years could never achieve a Rich Country and Strong Army. That set of things is useless in the present, so it perished. If Beiyang uses the Manchu Qing's methods all day long and still thinks it can achieve a Rich Country and Strong Army, isn't that deceiving oneself?"

Xu Shichang nodded slightly. These words directly pointed out the key point of the present. "We are constantly sending people abroad to investigate, learning from Germany, Japan, France, and the United States. Attempting to take the foreigners as teachers to revive China. But the current situation is really difficult."

"Brother Xu, you don't want to learn from the foreign barbarians, but to learn from the foreign barbarians' success. That is just the art of dragon slaying. People say killing a pig, chopping off the head, or stabbing the butt, each has its own method of killing. Whenever one does something, there must be pros and cons. If the pros outweigh the cons, it is already commendable. If one only thinks about the fruit of success, isn't that marking the boat to find the sword?"

Hearing this, Xu Shichang couldn't help but be moved in his heart, "Could it be that the People's Party's current practices in the south were taught by Brother Li?"

"I am a teacher, how could I understand being an official? Those practices were all thought up by the children themselves," Li Hongqi replied. "But Brother Xu, the children's virtue lies in persistence. What did they have when they started? Just a few broken boats and a dozen broken guns. But they were doing things for a Rich Country and Strong Army every day. The ancients said, without accumulating steps, one cannot reach a thousand miles; without accumulating small streams, one cannot form a river or sea. Therefore, he who has no dark and obscure determination will have no shining brilliance; he who has no dull and silent deeds will have no glorious merit. If one only thinks about the fruit of a Rich Country and Strong Army every day, but does not create the cause for a Rich Country and Strong Army, this is just wishful thinking."

Xu Shichang was silent for a long time this time before saying, "Brother Li, if military orders and government decrees cannot be unified, how can the policy of Rich Country and Strong Army be implemented?"

"Brother Xu, you think that the unification of military orders and government decrees is the cause of a Rich Country and Strong Army. In my view, the unification of military orders and government decrees is the result of a Rich Country and Strong Army," Li Hongqi replied.

Xu Shichang retorted, "Not so. The People's Party has had unified military orders and government decrees since the beginning of its uprising. A while ago, they carried out some elimination of counter-revolutionaries. As far as we know, dozens of high officials in their party were forced away, and even more people below left. Up to now, the People's Party has not only had not the slightest turmoil but has become doubly aggressive. So I cannot agree with what Brother Li said."

"Rich Country and Strong Army is a matter. Whether or not one is willing to follow the People's Party is everyone's own choice. Those children are willing to do the things for a Rich Country and Strong Army, so they willingly accept the unification of government decrees and military orders. Even if they left, it was only because they felt they couldn't accept the price required to do things for a Rich Country and Strong Army, or they thought the People's Party's current method for a Rich Country and Strong Army was wrong. No matter what, this is about doing things, not seeking results. Brother Xu, you reap what you sow. This principle has remained unchanged for thousands of years."

Listening to Li Hongqi's serious tone, Xu Shichang felt a wave of disappointment. He originally sought Li Hongqi firstly to resolve his doubts and secondly to ask for some strategies. Resolving doubts was achieved, but he didn't have the mind to ask for any strategies. According to what Li Hongqi said, the best way for Beiyang to solve the current problem and achieve the goal of being stronger than the People's Party was to directly learn from the People's Party.

Just on the point of equality for everyone, Yuan Shikai would be the first to disagree, and the upper echelons of Beiyang would definitely not agree either. Including Xu Shichang himself, who would not agree. As for land reform, all the landlords and gentry under Beiyang's rule would oppose it. The People's Party dared to kill the gentry, but soldiers and officers from landlord and gentry families were everywhere in the Beiyang Army. If Beiyang did this, it would be tantamount to seeking its own destruction. Therefore, the war to decide the victor between Beiyang and the People's Party was only a matter of time. It didn't even need to wait too long; the People's Party was starting to move against Henan right now. Henan was located in the Central Plains key area, connecting Hebei, Shandong, Shanxi, and Shaanxi. After the People's Party seized Henan, it was even more impossible for them to stop there.

Xu Shichang suddenly found it a bit strange. How exactly did Chen Ke fool Yuan Shikai into falling for it back then? On second thought, Xu Shichang was relieved again. Not to mention Yuan Shikai, even if he, Xu Shichang, were in Yuan Shikai's position back then, facing the central power within easy reach and a situation where fighting to the death with the People's Party might not necessarily result in victory, how to choose was obvious without asking.

"Brother Li, thank you for your advice," Xu Shichang stood up and said.

"I still say the same thing. What Brother Xu does is what Brother Xu wants to do and can do. I didn't help at all," Li Hongqi replied.

Without polite remarks, Xu Shichang left Li Hongqi's house in low spirits. Instead of returning to his own home, Xu Shichang went to see Yuan Shikai. Upon meeting, Xu Shichang said, "President, regarding the Reorganization Loan proposed by the British a while ago, I think we might as well talk to them again."

Yuan Shikai's face changed at that moment. The conditions of the Reorganization Loan were really too harsh. The total loan amount was 25 million pounds, with an annual interest of 5%, paid at 84% of the face value, to be repaid in 47 years. The principal and interest totaled 67,893,597 pounds, secured by salt tax and customs duties. The interest rate was formally 5%, but since it was paid at 84% real value, it was actually close to 6%; before the issuance payment period, payments were made using advances at 7% or 6% annual interest, so the banking consortium obtained double interest, and also grabbed exchange rate profits during the payment and receipt of funds utilizing the fluctuation of gold and silver exchange rates.

What made Yuan Shikai most unable to accept was that according to the contract, the principal and interest of various foreign debts and indemnities of the central and provincial governments due for repayment in the annex must be deducted from the loan amount. These deductions exceeded half of the loan amount. Borrowing 25 million pounds, he could actually only get 12 million. 12 million pounds was only 100 million taels of silver. It seemed like a lot, but if really used, the 600,000 troops in Beiyang's plan would spend this money in two years.

The muscles on Yuan Shikai's oily fat face twitched slightly a few times. "Juren, do you mean we must go to war with the People's Party?"

"Is there any other way besides this?" Xu Shichang asked.

Yuan Shikai walked back and forth in the office with his hands behind his back. After a good while, he said, "Let me think about it again."

In the following days, Yuan Shikai held secret talks successively with the Ministry of Army, the Ministry of Navy, and even high-ranking Beiyang officials. The content of the discussion was only one thing: did Beiyang have the ability to defeat the People's Party?

The recent plan came from Duan Qirui, who was naturally full of confidence. "President, it's not that the provinces don't want to fight the People's Party now, but that they can't beat the People's Party. It's been almost seven years, and the People's Party wins every battle. The other provinces have been scared out of their wits. As long as our Beiyang can draw a clear line with the People's Party, as long as the provinces see that we can win, they will definitely not stand on the side of the People's Party. No matter how arrogant the People's Party is, it's only the territory of four provinces. Under siege by the surrounding provinces, they will definitely lose."

Although Wang Shizhen's view was not so optimistic, Wang Shizhen also supported the war. "The People's Party started with the army. As long as they lose once, they will lose the whole game. If we wait any longer and let the People's Party continue to grow, then there will really be no chance."

Feng Guozhang was now the Beiyang heavyweight in the Southeast. Being called back to Beijing from Zhejiang by Yuan Shikai, hearing that they were going to go to war with the People's Party, Feng Guozhang immediately became excited. "President, the gentry in the southeast provinces all fear and hate the People's Party. It is only because our Beiyang has not come out to lead. If war starts, the southeast provinces will definitely support our Beiyang."

However, what gave Yuan Shikai the final determination was the telegram from Duan Zhigui, the commander of the 2nd Division. These days, Duan Zhigui had been begging the Beiyang government to send troops to Henan in his telegrams. And on December 30, 1912, Duan Zhigui's telegram was unprecedentedly intense. "Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang connived at the tax police forces embezzling provisions and funds. My humble subordinate's 2nd Division has been out of pay for more than two months. The day before yesterday, a small number of officers and soldiers rioted for pay, nearly causing a mutiny. If provisions and funds cannot be transported to Kaifeng within three days, your humble subordinate can only lead the troops back to Beijing to preserve the Beiyang Army's 2nd Division. I hope the Great President will give orders to your humble subordinate quickly."

Not long ago, there was a mutiny in Beijing. Seeing Duan Zhigui's telegram mentioning rioting for pay, Yuan Shikai knew there was no other way. Looking at Henan's position on the map, Yuan Shikai made up his mind. If Henan was lost, the entire North's gateway would be wide open. The torrent of the People's Party's 600,000 troops could easily rush into Hebei from Henan. At that time, if the People's Party's troops in Shandong also moved out together, the Beiyang Army would be surrounded and annihilated in Hebei.

Turning his gaze away from the map, Yuan Shikai issued an order, "Telegraph Duan Zhigui to lead the New Army 2nd Division along the railway to gather in Anyang. Order Minister of Foreign Affairs Tang Shaoyi to come see me."
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January 2, 1913.

"It's raining paper from the sky again! It's raining paper again!" The cheers of children rang out happily on the streets of Kaifeng. This was the People's Party's bi-daily airdrop of leaflets. The paper floating down was of good quality, printed with interesting news. After reading, it was suitable for papering windows or even as toilet paper, so adults and children alike came out to pick them up.

Zhang Zhenfang sat numbly in the main hall of the Henan Governor's Office. Occasionally, a few pieces of paper dropped by the airplanes would fly into the courtyard in front of the hall. A few days ago, Zhang Zhenfang would have ordered his men to collect and burn them, but now he was completely indifferent. The news that needed to spread had already spread widely enough; no new information could make the situation any worse. Zhang Zhenfang simply couldn't be bothered.

Zhang Zhenfang knew of the People's Party's toughness, but he had once thought the People's Party were humans too, and even toughness had a limit. Moreover, the People's Party was coming to Henan from afar. As the saying goes, a strong dragon cannot suppress a local snake; in the unfamiliar territory of Henan, the People's Party's strength should have been significantly discounted.

However, reality was always stranger than fiction. First, the People's Party's flying weapons scared the wits out of the Beiyang Army. These weapons, flying high in the sky and capable of dropping bombs on the ground, thoroughly terrified the Beiyang troops. The bombing raid over half a month ago had killed or wounded over two hundred Beiyang soldiers in one go. If it were a battlefield with guns and cannons, even with casualties, the Beiyang Army could at least return fire. Now, it was a one-sided beating, and the Beiyang Army's morale suffered a terrible blow.

Instead of rectifying military discipline, Duan Zhigui ran to Zhang Zhenfang that very afternoon after the bombing to demand money. He kept saying he couldn't stabilize the army's morale without money. Where would Zhang Zhenfang get the money for him? He had to persuade Duan Zhigui to leave.

A few days later, the People's Party's airplanes began dropping leaflets over Kaifeng city. The leaflets explicitly publicized the embezzlement of tax grain by the Guide Prefecture tax police and questioned exactly how much Zhang Zhenfang had pocketed from it. Most terrifyingly, the People's Party informed the Beiyang officers and soldiers in the leaflets that there was currently no silver in Kaifeng city. The Beiyang Army might not starve, but they would have to be loyal to the Beiyang government without pay.

The Beiyang Army was immediately incensed. Duan Zhigui ran to Zhang Zhenfang every day to demand money. Zhang Zhenfang tried to reason with him and appeal to his emotions, but it was useless. Duan Zhigui was impervious, repeating one sentence over and over: "If you don't give money, the Beiyang Army will mutiny."

By December 24th, the Beiyang Army suddenly abandoned the city defenses and gathered outside the Henan Governor's Office, demanding Zhang Zhenfang issue their pay. Zhang Zhenfang was terrified. Outside the Governor's Office, the noise was deafening. Zhang Zhenfang ordered his personal guards to go out and persuade them, but the Beiyang soldiers outside didn't give a damn.

"Who do you think you are!"

"Let Zhang Zhenfang come out!"

"Hand over the military pay Zhang Zhenfang embezzled!"

These presumptuous shouts crossed the high walls of the Governor's Office and could be heard clearly inside.

After a while of commotion, the shouting outside turned into, "If you don't give the brothers money, you're trying to starve us to death!" "Go in and rob them!"

Zhang Zhenfang was truly frightened. If a group of mutinous soldiers rushed into the Governor's Office, it wouldn't just be robbery; even Zhang Zhenfang's life might not be saved.

Fortunately, Duan Zhigui appeared at this time. He first stopped the Beiyang soldiers, then entered the Governor's Office to demand money from Zhang Zhenfang again. Left with no choice, Zhang Zhenfang gave Duan Zhigui 300,000 silver dollars, which barely quelled the disturbance. However, after this, less than 200,000 silver dollars remained in Henan's treasury. The treasury of the huge Henan Province didn't even have as much money as Zhang Zhenfang's private household. This couldn't help but make Zhang Zhenfang feel despair.

Yesterday, Duan Zhigui began mobilizing troops and commandeering trains, planning to take the Beiyang 2nd Division to Anyang. When Zhang Zhenfang asked Duan Zhigui why he was abandoning the city and fleeing, the response he got was, "This is a military secret. If Governor Zhang has an opinion, you can ask the Great President."

Facing Zhang Zhenfang's inquiry, Yuan Shikai's reply was, "The situation in Anyang is tense; the 2nd Division needs to be transferred to guard Anyang. Henan's defense can be coordinated by Zhang Zhenfang himself."

Seeing that he had become an abandoned pawn, Zhang Zhenfang completely despaired. At present, Henan did not lack soldiers. Between the tax police forces and the local New Armies organized in various places, there were probably forty to fifty thousand men. But these were paper tigers. Most of these troops were newly organized units; the soldiers had never received formal military training, and even their weapons and equipment were not fully outfitted. Zhang Zhenfang had absolutely no confidence in letting this mob fight the People's Party, who possessed airplanes and cannons.

Facing the current situation, Zhang Zhenfang's heart was like dead ash; he didn't even plan to try and salvage the situation. Zhang Zhenfang even thought self-destructively that the People's Party was the "enemy" after all; if they caught him, they would at least have to treat him with some courtesy. If he fell into the hands of the Beiyang Army, heaven knows what miserable situation he would encounter.

weighing the two evils, fleeing back to Beijing now would only lead to punishment by Yuan Shikai. Abandoning Kaifeng city and going to Anyang with the Beiyang Army would only result in constant extortion by Duan Zhigui. As long as the People's Party and Beiyang hadn't completely torn off the mask, the People's Party shouldn't take up arms against him personally. So there was still room for maneuver. After some mental struggle, Governor Zhang simply stopped worrying. He shouted, "Someone, make me a pot of tea."

The Beiyang Army ran very fast. Originally, Zhang Zhenfang thought it would take half a month for the Beiyang Army to complete their retreat, but he didn't expect that while packing their equipment, the Beiyang Army would also loot wantonly in Kaifeng city. Yet, they managed to board the trains and flee to Anyang in less than six days. Facing the crying and shouting in the city, and even sporadic gunfire, Zhang Zhenfang pretended not to hear. He just sat in the main hall of the Governor's Office, slowly sipping tea. The gates of the Governor's Office were tightly shut; no matter who knocked, they would not open.

On the morning of the seventh day, a squad of People's Party cavalry entered Kaifeng and sealed the gates of the Henan Governor's Office. By the afternoon, the main force of the People's Party swarmed in, completely occupying the entirety of Kaifeng.

It was naturally impossible for Zhang Zhenfang to commit suicide to martyr himself for Yuan Shikai. If he had that kind of blind loyalty, Zhang Zhenfang could have martyred himself for the Manchu Qing. However, Zhang Zhenfang was not prepared to surrender either. Since he couldn't run away, he sat carelessly in the empty main hall of the Governor's Office, preparing to severely denounce the People's Party's reckless behavior when their troops rushed in.

The People's Party troops opened the gates of the Governor's Office and then walked in openly and aboveboard. Zhang Zhenfang's denunciation had just begun when a few people dragged him to the backyard. They found an empty room, and the executioners silently inflicted a round of torture on Zhang Zhenfang. Finger presses, finger crushers, the tiger bench, chili water—after this round of corporal punishment, a tearful and snotty Zhang Zhenfang was dragged back to the main hall and pressed into the grand armchair he had originally sat in.

A document was placed in front of Zhang Zhenfang, and a brush and ink were prepared for him. On it was a list of the new government personnel for Henan. Originally, the Civil Governor of Henan was concurrently held by Zhang Zhenfang; now, the Henan Civil Governor was Chai Qingguo. All other positions were filled by a group of people Zhang Zhenfang didn't know, presumably cadres of the People's Party. However, among this series of names, Zhang Zhenfang saw a familiar one: the Director of the Henan Tax Bureau was actually Zhu Danbi.

"When did Zhu Danbi defect to the People's Party?" Zhang Zhenfang asked with a cold sneer. Remembering how Zhu Danbi had patted his chest guaranteeing he would blow up the People's Party's munitions depot, Zhang Zhenfang burned with rage.

"Sign it quickly," the People's Party interrogator said.

Zhang Zhenfang refused to sign. The executioner waited silently for ten minutes, then dragged Zhang Zhenfang to the backyard to continue the torture. Apart from the executioners remaining silent, the punishment was completely different from the last time. Waterboarding with ice blocks, electric shocks with a hand-cranked telephone—Zhang Zhenfang howled for another hour or so before being dragged back to the Governor's Office main hall again.

Although he hesitated this time, Zhang Zhenfang still refused to sign. The interrogator timed it for thirty minutes this time before dragging Zhang Zhenfang away for torture.

From January 8th to January 9th, Zhang Zhenfang's high-pitched singing rang out in the backyard of the Henan Governor's Office at regular intervals. Although Zhang Zhenfang was howling "Kill me!" and "Let me die!" by the end, the executioners remained wordless, timing the intervals and earnestly completing every task.

It must be admitted that this work was very effective. Zhang Zhenfang's ankles were swollen as thick as his calves. The parts of his body that had been tortured were shiny and oily, but not a single place had broken skin. The executioners also ensured Zhang Zhenfang wouldn't die suddenly by extending the intervals between each torture session.

By noon on January 9th, Zhang Zhenfang finally yielded. He signed his name with a trembling hand.

"Seal it!" the executioner said in a cold voice.

The great seal was right by Zhang Zhenfang's hand; someone helped him ink it. Zhang Zhenfang stamped the appointment order. Legally, the members of the People's Party officially became the officials of various competent departments in Henan. Due to the mental strain, Zhang Zhenfang fainted headfirst as soon as he finished stamping the seal.

When Zhang Zhenfang woke up, he didn't know what time it was. Anyway, pain, soreness, burning pain, itching, numbness—the sensations in each tortured part were almost completely different. But with the slightest movement, the pain everywhere either doubled or simply transformed into a different kind of agony. With a difficult groan, Zhang Zhenfang tried to sit up but fell back onto the bed. Only then did he realize he was actually in his own bedroom.

Hearing the commotion, the door opened. A People's Party soldier came in to take a look and then went out. A moment later, a person wearing a white coat walked in. Judging by his attire, Zhang Zhenfang thought he looked like a Western-style doctor.

"Governor Zhang, I am a military doctor, responsible for your health," the doctor said and began to examine Zhang Zhenfang's various tortured parts.

After the examination, the military doctor said, "No muscles or bones were injured. You'll recover in just over half a month."

Zhang Zhenfang suddenly felt a sense of shame. He couldn't even withstand torture that would heal in just half a month. However, this sense of shame made Zhang Zhenfang shudder all over, and the memories of the various tortures returned to his mind. Those sensations of soreness, numbness, pain, and itching, as well as the feeling of utter despair during the torture, instantly drove the shame away without a trace.

"What exactly do you want?" Zhang Zhenfang asked the doctor weakly.

"The Beiyang Army just finished looting Kaifeng. We are restoring order and helping the victims live a normal life. You ask what we want? We actually want to ask what *you* want?" the doctor replied coldly.

"If not for your People's Party acting recklessly in Henan, the Beiyang Army wouldn't have been like this!" Zhang Zhenfang tried hard to rebut.

"Then I suppose we also forced those people to embezzle military pay?" the doctor sneered.

"I entrusted that matter entirely to Zhu Danbi; it is his responsibility. Ouch!" While accusing Zhu Danbi, Zhang Zhenfang felt his body becoming increasingly uncomfortable and couldn't help groaning.

"You need to rest quietly now. Don't get agitated, don't talk; it's best to sleep. Otherwise, let alone half a month, you won't get better even in three months," the doctor said as he stood up, then left without looking back.

Only Zhang Zhenfang was left in the bedroom. The silence made him feel a strong sense of unease. He suddenly felt confused. Why did the situation turn out like this? The dignified Governor of Henan had become a prisoner in the blink of an eye. And the Beiyang 2nd Division had turned into a bandit army that looted the people and brought disaster to the country.

Everything was so sudden, yet everything was so logical. Even now, Zhang Zhenfang didn't feel that any earth-shattering event had occurred in Henan. According to the traditions of the Manchu Qing, neither the Henan government nor the army had done anything out of line. Everyone was just acting to maintain their own interests. Even now, in Zhang Zhenfang's view, Duan Zhigui couldn't be considered guilty of terrible crimes. Even if Duan Zhigui hadn't been the commander of the 2nd Division and someone else had done it, they would have just robbed a bit more or a bit less, done a bit more or a bit less; their actions would have been essentially the same as Duan Zhigui's.

So Zhang Zhenfang desperately wanted to understand the reason for this complete failure before his eyes. After thinking for a good while, Zhang Zhenfang felt he had suddenly seen the light. All the failures were, first and foremost, military failures. Since Duan Zhigui didn't dare to fight the People's Party, the only path left for him was to flee after looting Kaifeng. Originally, Zhang Zhenfang thought he and Duan Zhigui were not of the same ilk, and that he was Duan Zhigui's superior. But without Duan Zhigui's armed support, Zhang Zhenfang's position as Governor of Henan was just an illusion, a castle in the air.

"When the People's Party invaded Henan, I should have immediately mobilized all military forces to exterminate them. Since I didn't fight then, I deserve this now!" Zhang Zhenfang concluded.

Not far from Zhang Zhenfang, Chai Qingguo rubbed his eyes, which were red from lack of sleep. "The grain in stock is enough for Kaifeng and the surrounding people to get through this winter. The victim statistics have been completed; a table can be drawn up."

"Director Chai, the Abbot of Daxiangguo Temple wants us to give them some grain."

Chai Qingguo was furious upon hearing this. "These monks still want grain? How much of the land outside Kaifeng city belongs to this old bald donkey of an abbot? Tell him, if he wants grain, fine. Let him sell his land; trade land for grain."

After saying this fiercely, Chai Qingguo, his anger still unappeased, cursed, "Motherf*cker."

"Monks can even run nunneries; what kind of damn monk is this?" Gu Lu, his eyes also red from fatigue, couldn't help cursing too.

The Beiyang Army didn't just loot; arson was also inevitable. The brick and tile houses of the wealthy in Kaifeng fared a bit better, only losing some floating wealth. But the thatched cottages the common people lived in—while the Beiyang Army didn't deliberately go out of their way to loot them heavily, once a fire started, it burned down whole swathes. When the People's Party took over Kaifeng, several areas where ordinary people lived had already been burned to the ground.

It was almost the twelfth lunar month now, and the ground outside was about to freeze. Chai Qingguo immediately directed the People's Party troops to restore order and took out the troops' tents to settle the people. Fortunately, the Beiyang Army barracks and the tax police school were still empty, so tens of thousands of disaster victims didn't have to sleep on the streets.

Cursing the shameless cruelty of Beiyang and the greed of the monks wouldn't solve the problem. Chai Qingguo said, "While we have grain now, let's immediately start recruiting workers to speed up the railway construction. Once the railway is built, all problems will be solved."

The other comrades nodded one after another. With the railway, massive amounts of supplies could be transported from Xuzhou, one of the base area's current industrial centers. Not just supplies, but various machinery and equipment could also be transported. Based on the experience in Wuhan, Xuzhou, and other places, building a new city naturally cost a huge amount. But these expenses could also drive so many things. At least the Renminbi would be able to gain a firm foothold in Kaifeng. With currency support, the local economy would soon be integrated into the People's Party's system. The circulation of currency was even more efficient than military conquest.

And all of this was built on the foundation of industrial production. Without industrial machinery greatly increasing labor efficiency, relying solely on traditional manual labor to rebuild Kaifeng city would only bankrupt the People's Party's economy completely.

"Bring the aerial photos!" Chai Qingguo ordered.

A huge mosaic photo was quickly brought over. These photos didn't have high resolution, and because the vibration problem hadn't been solved during shooting, many images were blurry. However, the image of the railway could still be distinguished from the photos. When many photos were stitched together, despite numerous issues, a full view of the vast area between the Kaifeng railway and the railway approaching Shangqiu was presented before everyone.

Pointing to a piece of land west of Kaifeng, Chai Qingguo asked, "Who is the landlord of this land?"

The staff member checked for a moment and replied, "It's Daxiangguo Temple's land."

Chai Qingguo raised his head, smiling like a man-eating tiger. "Send someone to bring that old bald donkey here. Doesn't he want grain? Let's have a good talk with him about grain."
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Upon reading the content of the recent work report from Henan, Chen Ke suddenly burst into laughter. In movies about the Shaolin Temple, whether it was the government or local authorities, they would always brutally persecute the monks who stood aloof from worldly affairs, forcing the righteous warrior monks to rise up in resistance. In the recent work report from Henan, Chai Qingguo had forcibly detained the monks of Kaifeng and organized them into a "monk labor brigade," making them work on a section of the railway construction site. Thinking that the People's Party might very likely become the villain in various future film and television works, Chen Ke felt an uncontrollable urge to laugh.

Another piece of news was even more miraculous. Regarding the opening of a nunnery next to the Daxiangguo Temple, the Abbot of Daxiangguo Temple felt that being called a "lecherous monk" was a great injustice. He insisted that he had never laid a hand on the nuns in the nunnery, and the monks of Daxiangguo Temple had never done anything to disgrace the Buddhist order. As for the physiological needs of the senior monks of Daxiangguo Temple, they either had dedicated women outside or dedicated female physiological partners. They absolutely did not extend their black hands into the nunnery.

Chen Ke could completely understand Chai Qingguo's dissatisfaction with this group of monks. It was not uncommon for temples to be local major landlords, but in the face of the land reform movement, this group of monks appeared pardonably wicked.

After laughing enough, Chen Ke began to write instructions: "Comrade Chai Qingguo, regarding the issue of temple property, we must try to downplay the religious factors as much as possible. We are not trying to make trouble for the monks, but to solve the problem of major landlords occupying large amounts of land. Therefore, we must mobilize the masses to oppose exploiters, not mobilize the masses to oppose monks. In addition, I do not object to the formation of monk labor brigades, but you need to put more effort into how to make the broad masses realize that labor is absolutely not a punishment. As for the monks themselves, you can make them admit from their doctrines that they must labor, and that only labor is the correct path of cultivation. You don't need to worry about this point; there are many quotations from the monks' predecessors in this regard, we just need to utilize them."

Putting down his pen, Chen Ke picked up the section on railway construction. The eastern section of the Longhai Railway was progressing very quickly. Looking at the map, it wouldn't be long before a very asymmetrical cross-shaped railway backbone appeared in the entire area north of the Yangtze River. After all, from the junction of Zhengzhou westwards, there was only a section of railway to Luoyang. After reading the map, Chen Ke picked up his pen again and wrote instructions on the railway work report: "Comrade Chai Qingguo, I agree with your suggestion to build the railway first and then the city of Kaifeng. However, the status of Zhengzhou is even more critical. If there is not too much pressure, I suggest your department seize Zhengzhou in the near future. And the work of expanding the base area to the north has been arranged in place. It is expected that through the efforts of 1913, the base area can be completely expanded to the entire Henan province."

After writing this, Chen Ke put down his pen again. The significance represented by controlling the entire Henan was simply too great. Once this goal could be achieved, firstly, the People's Party would be in a comprehensive offensive state against Beiyang. The relationship between Beiyang and the People's Party would only remain one of war. But being able to invest a little more and build a little more on the basis of the current base area would yield ten or even a hundred times the return in a few years. This strong demand for balance made Chen Ke feel somewhat constrained.

While Chen Ke was laughing, the guard and the secretary remained silent throughout. They at most looked at Chen Ke with a surprised look, but dared not utter a sound. But when the secretary stood next to Chen Ke, Chen Ke knew that a problem that must be solved immediately had definitely arisen.

"Chairman Chen, Sir Humphrey from the British side has arrived in Wuhu. His next destination is Wuhan, and he hopes to meet with you," the secretary said.

Sir Humphrey could be considered an old acquaintance of Chen Ke. When Chen Ke opened the Benevolence Medical College in Shanghai in 1905, it was Humphrey who received him. Because of this relationship, Humphrey played a relatively important role in the quota trade agreement and was knighted for the merits of the quota trade agreement. Now he was a counselor in the British Legation in Beijing. Since he wanted to meet with Chen Ke, it presumably wouldn't be a trivial matter.

"Is there any intelligence from the Beiyang side?" Chen Ke asked.

"No new intelligence recently," the secretary replied.

"Tell him I can meet him," Chen Ke replied.

Sir Humphrey came extremely quickly. The People's Party had already opened a regular ferry from Wuhan to Shanghai. Taking the People's Party's passenger liner, Sir Humphrey appeared in front of Chen Ke on the third day after the telegram was sent.

Since he was Chen Ke's old friend, Sir Humphrey fully knew Chen Ke's habits. After glancing at Lu Huitian and Zhang Yu who were accompanying him, and exchanging a few pleasantries, Sir Humphrey said: "Mr. Chen, Yuan Shikai recently wants to reach a loan agreement with us. I wonder if you have heard about it."

Chen Ke really hadn't heard about it, but strategic issues like this always triumph because they are correct. Compared to the diversity of tactical choices, they appear particularly narrow. Yuan Shikai wants to eliminate the People's Party, so arming a military force capable of surpassing the People's Party is an inevitable strategic choice. As for how to arm an army capable of eliminating the People's Party, there is no other way than borrowing money. Chen Ke smiled and said: "I must clarify first, the People's Party cannot provide any guarantee for Beiyang's loans."

"Has Mr. Chen never thought about taking charge of the central government? Or at least forming a coalition government with Beiyang and getting a few cabinet positions?" Humphrey still asked very directly.

"This is not about whether we are willing or not, but whether Yuan Shikai is willing or not. If we just get a few empty official positions, while the entire civil service system is still in Yuan Shikai's hands, or if the people in these positions are simply sent abroad by Yuan Shikai, what is the meaning of getting official positions?" Chen Ke laughed.

Humphrey knew that Chen Ke was referring to the matter of Premier Yan Fu being sent by Yuan Shikai to visit Europe and the United States, which was clearly a form of disguised exile. Since Chen Ke's attitude was so clear, Sir Humphrey felt reassured. "If we can help the People's Party persuade Yuan Shikai to provide a part of real power to the People's Party, I wonder what Mr. Chen would think about this?"

Chen Ke smiled: "It's not about what I think of this, but what does your side want us to do?"

Humphrey took out a document and handed it to Chen Ke. The document was very considerately written in Chinese instead of English. Chen Ke scanned the entire document in a few glances. Handing the document to Lu Huitian beside him, Chen Ke laughed, "If forces from two factions are forcibly placed into the cabinet, it will inevitably lead to fierce conflicts. I think Sir Humphrey should be very clear about this. Britain relies on a stable civil service team to execute government decrees. No matter how much British MPs argue, it cannot affect the actual operation of Britain. But currently, Beiyang dominates the civil service system. In the current situation where a neutral government execution level does not exist, even if our People's Party forms a cabinet independently, as long as the executors are Beiyang people, our government decrees will be of no use at all."

Every time he encountered Chen Ke showing a profound understanding of European politics, Sir Humphrey felt a wave of discomfort. For example, Chen Ke's incisive exposition of the British cabinet and civil service system, and the appropriate analogy between the British polity and the Beiyang polity, gave Sir Humphrey such a feeling. He could fool Chen Ke with the People's Party occupying a considerable part of the cabinet positions, but he dared not fool Chen Ke by saying "the People's Party can master a considerable part of the civil service system," or fool Chen Ke by saying "Yuan Shikai will give up control of the civil service system." Negotiating with such an opponent was simply too uncomfortable.

"Then what are the conditions that Mr. Chen can accept?" Sir Humphrey asked.

Chen Ke answered with sonorous force: "Our People's Party firmly opposes creating a civil war in China for the interests of a political party. We firmly oppose creating a civil war for selfish interests, firmly oppose creating a civil war for the selfishness of one family or one party. This is not only a manifestation of moral decay in politics, but also a manifestation of moral decay in terms of personal morality."

Sir Humphrey absolutely did not think he needed to pay attention to Chen Ke's moral level. The real core of this passage was that Chen Ke opposed launching a civil war at present. More precisely, Chen Ke opposed Yuan Shikai initiating a civil war. As for the issue of gaining status in the Beiyang regime, it seemed to be completely outside Chen Ke's current considerations.

"We can pressure Yuan Shikai to adopt a broader election policy in China." Sir Humphrey felt it was ridiculous even as he said it himself. But this was a step in the order to fool Chen Ke. Even if it had no effect, he had to say it first.

"I hope to see your side's efforts produce good results." Chen Ke remained all smiles.

Sir Humphrey was silent for a while before speaking: "Our side hopes that you can sign this document."

"And then?" Chen Ke asked.

Hearing Humphrey's words, Lu Huitian and Zhang Yu couldn't help but show a burst of anger on their faces. The content of this document was very simple; it demanded that the People's Party recognize all treaties signed by the Manchu Qing and Britain. Both of them knew that they didn't have Chen Ke's magnanimity to be able to talk and laugh with the British representative Humphrey. It was just that under such straightforward threats from the other party, they couldn't even pretend to smile properly. One of the revolutionary goals of the People's Party was to completely recover all of China's sovereignty. Recognizing the treaties signed by the British and the Manchu Qing was equivalent to recognizing the humiliating agreements set by the Manchu Qing. Even Yuan Shikai dared not do this, let alone the People's Party. If the main negotiator of this meeting wasn't Chen Ke, the two would have probably thrown out harsh words long ago.

"As long as your side can sign, it proves your side's determination to be truly friendly with our British Empire. Our British Empire will absolutely not abandon friends," Humphrey persuaded.

"Even if we don't sign this document, our People's Party will persist in the policy of continuing friendly exchanges with Britain. This point does not need this kind of superficial action to prove," Chen Ke assured Humphrey.

After a frank exchange in a cordial and friendly atmosphere, Chen Ke arranged for Sir Humphrey to rest temporarily. Enduring until Humphrey disappeared outside the courtyard, Lu Huitian said angrily: "They are trying to loot a burning house."

Diplomatic negotiations, not a single word is true, yet every word is true. Chen Ke was quite satisfied with Lu Huitian's understanding. "Their strength is greater than ours, isn't it normal to loot a burning house?"

"Chairman Chen, are you really not angry?" Zhang Yu was rather interested in Chen Ke's attitude.

Chen Ke was indeed not angry. He explained to Zhang Yu: "I would have been angry in earlier years, but these years I consider myself a bit more realistic. What is there to be angry about? The British are definitely doing this for their own interests; they have no reason to consider our China. Dealing with foreign devils is actually quite good in this regard. They nakedly consider how much benefit they can get, so you don't have to worry about them having any other thoughts."

Zhang Yu tentatively said: "But the foreign devils want to support Yuan Shikai. Even if we make concessions now, the foreign devils will still support Yuan Shikai."

Chen Ke nodded repeatedly, "That's right. No matter how the foreigners want to buy off our People's Party, we will not sell out China's sovereignty. Conflict and even war will definitely occur around China's sovereignty. So in the current situation where the disparity between us and the foreign devils is so wide, it would be incredible if the foreign devils didn't play double-dealing like this."

Hearing Chen Ke and Zhang Yu talking smoothly, Lu Huitian finally understood. He said: "Chairman Chen means for us to deal with them insincerely? They try to pit us, and we bluff them?"

Seeing that Lu Huitian also got it, Chen Ke continued, "It's roughly like that. But I have to clarify first, no matter what we do, we have to rely on our own strength. Let's not deliberately set any traps. The British and Yuan Shikai are both old foxes; we really can't outplay them in that game. The best way is to make demands that match our current strength, demands that are reasonable and fair. I have always believed that those who get pitted fall into the pit themselves. For us, tell lies as lies, and truth as truth. But in the final analysis, we must rely on ourselves."

"How to tell lies as lies, and truth as truth?" Zhang Yu and Lu Huitian both became interested.

The next day, Sir Humphrey asked to see Chen Ke as usual, but was told that Chen Ke had official duties. The negotiation representatives became Zhang Yu and Lu Huitian. Not talking to a negotiation opponent like Chen Ke, Sir Humphrey felt much more relaxed. He still demanded that the People's Party sign the agreement recognizing British privileges.

"We cannot sign such an agreement," Lu Huitian replied.

"Why?" Sir Humphrey felt there was hope.

"Because such an agreement has no benefit for Britain, and no benefit for us either. First, after signing such an agreement, the British side won't earn much more money. Second, after signing such an agreement, our People's Party won't earn much more money either. Moreover, in the current situation in China, the entire political field opposes unequal treaties. We get no actual benefits, but lose a lot of political interests. We can't do such a losing business," Lu Huitian replied seriously.

Judging from Lu Huitian's angry look yesterday, Sir Humphrey felt that Lu Huitian was a person who was easily agitated. Discussing this matter with such calm interest analysis now really surprised him.

"The existence of these treaties itself is a reason for many people to attack. If we owe it now, Yuan Shikai in Beijing will definitely use the matter of us signing the treaties to make a fuss. In fact, he will also follow suit and sign with Britain, so what can we get?" Zhang Yu immediately beat the side drum.

"We will support your side to form a cabinet," Sir Humphrey felt that these two opposite him might be easy to fool.

"How can we be sure that we will definitely succeed in forming a cabinet?" Lu Huitian asked back.

Even knowing that he was here to fool the People's Party, being questioned about the strength of the British Empire like this made Sir Humphrey feel very unhappy. "Does Your Excellency not believe in my promise?"

Lu Huitian hurriedly waved his hand, "It's not that we don't believe, but that we have no intention of forming a cabinet alone within two or three years, nor do we have the strength to form a cabinet alone. You suddenly propose such a big goal, we are powerless to complete it ourselves. We feel that if we want to achieve this goal, the British side must put in more effort than us. It's like a balance scale; Yuan Shikai's side is too heavy. To make our side sink down, the British side must provide huge support."

Although far from the goal, in Sir Humphrey's eyes, the loosening of the People's Party's attitude could be considered a kind of progress. He patiently persuaded: "As long as the People's Party signs this agreement, all European countries will support the People's Party."

"It's not that we won't sign. Can you guarantee that after we sign, you can make all Chinese political forces shut up? Otherwise, the long-term benefits haven't been obtained yet, and we have to lose a lot of immediate benefits. It's not worth it for us," Zhang Yu added.

"You are determined to oppose recognizing the previous agreements?" Sir Humphrey said threateningly.

"We don't oppose, we just want to know what benefits there are in recognizing them," Lu Huitian replied.

"Then what do you plan to do?" Sir Humphrey lost some patience.

"Let's make a roadmap," Lu Huitian immediately took out a piece of paper and put it on the table.

Although neither Lu Huitian nor Zhang Yu had any intention of fulfilling any promise to the British, the two still discussed the roadmap for signing the agreement with the British guy very seriously. The idea Chen Ke provided yesterday was that since the British wanted to pretend to be the big bad wolf, the People's Party might as well build a roadmap on the basis that the British were the big bad wolf. The British guy wanted the People's Party to pull chestnuts out of the fire for him, so the People's Party would push the British guy to the front line.

Sir Humphrey soon discovered this problem. He asked: "Does your side have no intention of forming a cabinet alone?"

"We really don't," Lu Huitian replied categorically.

Now Sir Humphrey knew that his trip was a complete failure. Since the People's Party clearly stated that they would not form a cabinet alone, many stratagems could not be implemented. As for a joint cabinet, Chen Ke had already denied it yesterday, and Lu Huitian and Zhang Yu didn't mention this line of thought at all, indicating that the two would not privately reach an agreement on a joint cabinet.

Since this was the case, Sir Humphrey had to admit that the main purpose of this trip had failed. The People's Party was united from top to bottom. Unless they received huge benefits, it was impossible for them to sign an agreement recognizing the old treaties.

After sending away the disappointed Sir Humphrey, the People's Party held a Central Committee meeting. Chen Ke first informed the comrades of the content of this negotiation, and then said seriously: "Comrades, the war to liberate the whole country is not far away. Yuan Shikai will definitely defect to the British, and the British will definitely choose Yuan Shikai. After Yuan Shikai arms a huge force, the war will begin."

This assertion was so abrupt that the comrades couldn't accept it for a while. "How long will it take for Yuan Shikai to arm an army?"

"According to the financial situation, he probably needs a year and a half to two years. From purchasing foreign arms and shipping them to China, to conscription and training. In a year and a half, Yuan Shikai can possess 600,000 troops."

The number 600,000 made the comrades breathe a sigh of relief. If it was 600,000 fighting 600,000, the People's Party had absolute confidence in victory from top to bottom. "What should we do now? Why don't we just take action to deal with Yuan Shikai now while his strength is not strong?"

"The British will absolutely not agree, and we are not fully prepared at present. Our steel output is said to be 600,000 tons. There is too much water in this figure; the quality of steel is uneven, and we don't have enough processing capacity yet. Now we can only produce rails and iron farm tools on a large scale. We still can't directly produce steel plates, and the production level of steel bars is also very poor. I went to see it last time; the steel bars pulled out were as brittle as glass. These things need accumulation. Being able to stabilize the current production capacity of 600,000 tons and improve product quality in a year, that is a victory. Being able to initially integrate the current industrial categories within two years, I think that would be not bad," Chen Ke poured a bucket of cold water on the comrades.

Being lectured by Chen Ke like this, You Gou, the Director of the Commission of Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense, was a bit unhappy. She asked: "In that case, what does Chairman Chen think is our current key point?"

"The current key point is for all of you to go abroad for a trip and open your eyes properly. Britain, France, Germany, and the United States are the four most advanced industrial countries today. Every two months, we will send a batch of people abroad. I hope our cadres, including middle-level cadres, can all go abroad to take a look. I don't expect everyone to learn something immediately, but to let the comrades see with their own eyes the appearance of these industrial countries and their most basic characteristics. When our industrial capacity develops faster and we build on a larger scale, everyone won't feel that these things are too novel."

The comrades of the Party Central Committee were all stunned. Chen Ke had raised the issue of cadres going abroad for inspection before, but there had been so many internal matters during this period that except for the comrades in foreign trade and economy who could go abroad, other comrades could only satisfy their craving by looking at the photos they brought back. This time, he actually wanted to send cadres to visit on a large scale; the comrades were speechless for a moment.

Chen Ke was also very helpless. If he didn't send comrades abroad to see now, once World War I started, there would be absolutely no need to consider going abroad for inspection. Although there were many dangers at present, traveling ten thousand miles is better than reading ten thousand books. The People's Party needed comrades to broaden their horizons. Whether they were willing or not, once World War I began, the People's Party would be irresistibly drawn into the torrent of the entire world. If they hadn't even seen those major countries, how could they have any concept of the struggle between them?

Moreover, the large-scale overseas inspection of the People's Party's current cadres could also make Yuan Shikai feel a certain degree of relaxation, so he would dare to do some things more freely. Even from the perspective of deceiving the enemy, it was necessary to do so.

The comrades of the Party Central Committee looked at each other. They suddenly suspected whether Chen Ke was joking. But soon they understood that Chen Ke meant no joke at all. "Everyone study it. We will send out a maximum of 8 batches of people for inspection. Everyone hurry up and draw up the list. The diplomatic side will immediately contact the above four countries. If it's fast, I hope to send the first batch of comrades before the Spring Festival."

"Then what about the students we have already sent out?" You Gou asked.

"They have their studies, which is different from these comrades on inspection. Handle those students according to the plan," Chen Ke gave a reply.
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Now, every two days, the secretary would report the schedule for the next two days to Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, after meeting with the comrades from the Commission of Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense, do you want to see Comrades Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin?"

"When did they arrive?" Chen Ke felt quite surprised. If it were before, he would have known as soon as these two people arrived in the base area.

"They have been here for almost two days. However, the British representative was here at that time, so I didn't tell you," the secretary replied.

"Arrange it now. I'll see them as early as possible today," Chen Ke replied. Although the Guangfu Society and the People's Party were becoming increasingly estranged, once the war with Beiyang began, it would be best if the Zhejiang side could maintain a neutral attitude.

"Then when will you have time?" Chen Ke asked the secretary.

"This time, it's not just Qiu Jin and Chen Tianhua; three other people also want to see Chairman Chen with them," the secretary said with some difficulty.

"Who are they?" Chen Ke became a bit interested.

"Two Japanese comrades, Kita Ikki and Miyazaki Toten. In addition, there is a Chinese student who once studied in Japan named Zhou Shuren," the secretary replied while looking at the record. "Comrade Miyazaki Toten was introduced to our People's Party by Comrade Heishima Jin. He has been working in our base area for more than a year. Recently, we investigated his background in detail, and this comrade's background is very complicated. Comrade Miyazaki is a Japanese socialist and has a very close relationship with the Tongmenghui, especially with Sun Yat-sen. The Japanese government also seems to care about this comrade very much. Comrade Zhou Shuren seems to have offended comrades in our party when he was in Japan. Some comrades who were also international students seem to dislike him very much, thinking that this person's political attitude is quite conservative."

Chen Ke had not heard of the name Miyazaki Toten, but he felt that the name sounded very imposing. As for Zhou Shuren, Chen Ke was very clear about his conflicts with Japanese international students. At the end of 1905, Chinese students in Japan were incited by the Tongmenghui to go on strike and return to China. Zhou Shuren, who had not yet used the pen name Lu Xun, clearly stated that he would not return to China but would complete his studies. Chen Ke was not very clear about whether Zhou Shuren had completed his studies, but at least on the matter of demanding to complete his studies, Chen Ke supported Zhou Shuren. It was just that there were many comrades in the People's Party who were former international students in Japan, and presumably, they still had some grudges against Zhou Shuren's refusal to "follow the revolutionary situation."

"If it's these three people, you can let them come together. Arrange the time," Chen Ke laughed.

Chen Ke had official duties at other times, so the secretary finally arranged the meeting for dinner. After all, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin were Chen Ke's old acquaintances, so having a meal together was also suitable for such a situation.

Xu Xilin, Qiu Jin, and Kita Ikki were all people Chen Ke had met many times. Chen Ke had seen Zhou Shuren in photos many times, but this Comrade Miyazaki Toten was someone Chen Ke was seeing for the first time. He didn't expect that Miyazaki Toten would be a middle-aged man in his forties. He had a big beard and looked heroic.

After the six people introduced themselves slightly, Chen Ke, along with his wife He Ying and the guards, brought up the simple dishes. The five guests never expected that Chen Ke would personally serve dishes to everyone, and their expressions changed somewhat.

"There's only this much food at home, everyone please help yourselves. I'll go to the back first," He Ying said briskly.

"Mrs. Chen, come eat together," Qiu Jin said politely.

"You are eating and talking about official business today; it will take a long time. I'll take my daughter to eat, and after eating, I have to supervise her homework. I'll take my leave first," He Ying said and left the living room.

"Everyone, there is no wine in my house. Replaced by tea, I wish everyone good health," Chen Ke raised his teacup.

Although the six people were not pretentious, they were all very disciplined. Chen Ke noticed that every time they picked up food, they only picked the part close to them. Whether they liked it or not, they ate at least a few mouthfuls of each dish. Everyone remained silent and finished the meal in a short while.

Chen Ke and the guard cleared the bowls and chopsticks together, and then brewed tea. Qiu Jin laughed: "Wen Qing, when we ate together eight years ago, I really didn't expect Wen Qing to have today's achievements."

In 1905, Chen Ke had originally wanted to make a revolution with the Guangfu Society, but the cooperation between the two sides did not last long. Compared with eight years ago, both Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin had a lot of white hair on their temples. Including Chen Ke, none of the three had the immaturity of their youth. The turmoil they had experienced made everyone much more steady.

"Sister Qiu, how is the injury on your body usually?" Chen Ke asked.

Qiu Jin no longer had the intensity of the past. She replied steadily, "Thank you for your concern, Wen Qing. As soon as it's cloudy or rainy, I know I've been injured. Usually, I don't remember this matter at all. Bosun and I came to see Wen Qing this time to ask about one thing. The People's Party's land reform program is very intense, and the landlords and gentry in Jiangsu and Zhejiang are very panicked. But I don't know if Wen Qing is just scaring them, or really intends to do this to the end."

Chen Ke felt a little unexpected. If it was just for such a small matter, it was really impossible to trouble Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin to come to the base area together. Not to mention that Chen Ke would not tell any lies to their faces on this issue, even if the two wrote a letter, Chen Ke would not hide anything about the People's Party's political program.

"We have already announced the program. Regardless of whether the gentry are panicked or not, there can be no change in land reform," Chen Ke replied.

Xu Xilin said with a solemn expression: "Wen Qing, the number of evil gentry in Jiangsu and Zhejiang is limited. It is very common for a family to have more than ten *mu* of land. According to the People's Party's land reform policy, three *mu* of land per person, once land reform is carried out, many families will actually lose part of their land. I see in the People's Party's regulations that all excess land is to be used to form state-owned farms. Isn't this competing with the people for profit?"

Chen Ke explained patiently: "The small peasant economy has no necessity to exist under the industrial system. State ownership of land is the core of land reform. This is not competing with the people for profit. China's land is probably less than 2 billion *mu*, and the population is between 400 million and 500 million. Even if it is distributed equally, it is only four *mu* per person. If land reform is not carried out, people will definitely starve to death. In our People's Party's policy, everyone has the right to survive. Without implementing land reform, we cannot guarantee everyone's right to survival."

Xu Xilin shook his head, "Wen Qing, you said in the announcement that there is no subsidy for land reform, and everyone's land is completely confiscated by the state. Many people have accumulated land for generations. Is this hard work to be ignored? I think this is inappropriate."

"We don't have the money for redemption; this is the key. Precious funds need to be invested in industrial construction. Without industry, China has no future."

"At least compensate afterwards?" Xu Xilin tried his best to persuade Chen Ke.

Chen Ke was completely unmoved. "We do not recognize land privatization. China's land is the land of the Chinese common people. The grain produced on the land is grain to feed all Chinese people. We can not discuss other private ownership issues for now, but the article of land nationalization must be implemented no matter what. The primary article of the current Chinese revolution is the land revolution. If the land revolution cannot be solved, the government cannot guarantee that everyone can live. The government doesn't know magic; none of us have the ability to spit out grain. To ensure that the people have food to eat and do not starve to death, land nationalization must be implemented."

Speaking of this, both Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin showed disappointed expressions. On the contrary, Miyazaki Toten couldn't help but shout loudly: "Well said!"

Kita Ikki frowned, "Brother Miyazaki, there is an old Chinese saying called 'live and work in peace and contentment' (*anju leye*). Without one's own grain, how can there be a family business? Without a family business, how can one talk about working happily?"

Seeing that Kita Ikki was not opposing him, but directly opposing Miyazaki Toten, Chen Ke felt slightly surprised.

"Not so!" Miyazaki Toten said loudly, "In the past, farming was done by oneself, and one bore the harvest or harvest failure oneself. After nationalization, farming is being a member of national grain production. In case of various situations, the state will naturally lend a helping hand. The state and the laborers no longer have only a tax relationship, but are integrated with the laborers as a whole. This is the progress of social form; this is justice."

"The state has the state's responsibilities, and the people have the people's obligations. If this is done, the state becomes stronger and stronger and can drive the people at will. Where is freedom?" Kita Ikki obviously did not agree with Miyazaki Toten's view.

"The state is a tool of class rule, and labor is the only way to create value. The key is not who owns the land and means of production, but who is the ruling class of the state. How the ruling class wants to realize its own interests." Miyazaki Toten did not give in.

Hearing this, Chen Ke could already roughly distinguish that this was a debate between petty bourgeoisie and socialism. He did not participate in it, but turned to ask Zhou Shuren, "For what matter did Mr. Zhou come to our base area?"

Zhou Shuren had been listening quietly to everyone talking. Suddenly seeing Chen Ke talking to him, he was quite surprised. "I have read Mr. Chen's articles 'A Madman's Diary', 'Benediction', and the recent 'The True Story of Ah Q', and I really admire Mr. Chen very much. It just so happened that I learned that Mr. Xu and Mr. Qiu were coming, so I begged the two of them to take me here to see."

Chen Ke now felt that his face had passed the grade from thin to thick, and had entered the realm from thick to non-existent. Even though he plagiarized the articles of the future Zhou Shuren in front of him, Chen Ke didn't feel a trace of guilt. He laughed: "I originally thought Mr. Zhou wanted to find a job in our base area. Now hearing that Mr. Zhou is just here to see the novelty, I am quite disappointed."

Hearing Chen Ke recruiting Zhou Shuren so straightforwardly, Xu Xilin laughed: "Shuren is currently the director of our hospital. Wen Qing, you can't just abduct him from me like this."

Chen Ke didn't expect that Zhou Shuren was actually doing his original profession as a doctor, and was somewhat surprised. But these were all minor details. Chen Ke asked: "Brother Xu, since you came to ask me about this land reform, can you tell me exactly why? I know Beiyang is already at odds with our People's Party. I estimate that the government or gentry in other provinces will not support our People's Party in this matter. Brother Xu currently occupies Western Zhejiang, but I don't know how Brother Xu views us?"

A look of difficulty appeared on Xu Xilin's face. "Wen Qing, if my family is asked to hand over our land and property, as long as it can promote the Chinese revolution, I, your foolish brother, will willingly offer it with both hands. Many revolutionary comrades think the same. But the broad gentry and landlords who support the revolution often only have some land in their families. Everyone knows that our Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch gets along very well with the People's Party, so recently many people have cut off their support to us, and some people have come to us to question our Western Zhejiang Branch's views on land reform. The letters sent from many comrades' homes are full of panic. It makes many comrades unable to work with peace of mind."

These were all heartfelt words. The sincerity and anxiety revealed in Xu Xilin's tone made both Kita Ikki and Miyazaki Toten stop their argument, and for a moment everyone's eyes fell on Chen Ke.

"Brother Xu, have you heard of the class interests represented by revolutionaries that our People's Party has talked about?" Chen Ke asked.

"Please explain, Wen Qing," Xu Xilin replied.

Chen Ke leaned back in his chair, stared closely at Xu Xilin's eyes, and looked for a good while before replying: "The vast majority of revolutionaries think they have the world in their hearts. If the revolution succeeds, the revolution they implement can allow everyone under heaven to get the greatest benefit. In fact, this is not the case at all. Revolutionaries will inevitably represent the interests of a certain class. It's just that some people realize it, and some people don't. Just as Brother Xu said just now, to a large extent, you represent the interests of the local landlords and gentry in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. When their interests are threatened, whether you personally want to or not, you think you have an obligation to guarantee their interests. Whether necessary or forced, you will stand on the side of their interests. This is your class position."

Xu Xilin trembled slightly. He also stared closely at Chen Ke and retorted loudly: "Not so! If the revolution cannot benefit everyone under heaven, then the revolution is certainly incomplete. The common people are certainly working hard, but what crime do the gentry have? According to the revolution promoted by Wen Qing, whether the common people can benefit is unknown, but the gentry will first lose their family fortunes. How is this different from looting?"

"Brother Xu, this is the decisive difference between the People's Party and the Guangfu Society. Our People's Party's class position is on the side of the broad laborers, on the side of the current poor common people. Seeking welfare for the workers and peasants and creating a tomorrow, this is our People's Party's class interest. And the Guangfu Society, no matter what posture it displays, is ultimately on the side of the propertied class. You have also done some things that seem beneficial to the broad laboring masses, but at the critical moment, you immediately stand on the side of the gentry and landlords. Even if you don't continue to promote the revolution, you must first guarantee the vested interests of the landlords and gentry."

These words were very blunt. Xu Xilin's face became quite ugly. Qiu Jin did not have deep feelings about such class issues, but worrying that Chen Ke and Xu Xilin would fall out directly as they spoke, Qiu Jin showed an uneasy expression.

Chen Ke didn't care about this. History has long proved countless times that even if the interests of the propertied class and the communist revolution can coexist in some circumstances, ultimately a life-and-death struggle will break out. An unreliable ally is sometimes more dangerous than a clear-cut enemy. So no matter how ugly the faces of his two old friends were, Chen Ke spoke calmly, "Brother Xu, I used to have the same idea as you, thinking that if everyone took a step back, the sky would be wide and the world would be peaceful. But in reality, this is impossible. Cooperation is needed when working; this is strength in numbers, making work easier. But when distributing the fruits of labor, it is a zero-sum game; fewer people means better meals. There is only this much rice in one pot; if you eat more, others have to eat less. Whether the distribution is determined by labor or by the land possessed. This is an incompatible contradiction. Either the propertied class occupies the distribution power, or the laborers occupy the distribution power."

"Well said!" Miyazaki Toten couldn't help but slap the table in praise.

It seemed that Kita Ikki and Miyazaki Toten had argued about this matter for a long time. Seeing Miyazaki Toten express his stance, Kita Ikki immediately said: "If a perfect national system can be established so that both the propertied class and the laborers can get appropriate distribution, this contradiction is not too big a problem."

Chen Ke turned to Kita Ikki, "If the contradiction between the propertied class and the laborers within a system can recede to a secondary contradiction, there is only one reason. Both sides have to face a common external enemy, and this common enemy threatens the survival of both the propertied class and the laborers. But this cooperation and coexistence is extremely unstable. Wasn't China's Boxer Rebellion just like this? Originally, the Boxers resisted foreign aggressors, so they proposed 'Support the Qing, Exterminate the Foreigners'. There was also a contradiction between the Manchu Qing court and the foreign devils, so the two sides cooperated. As a result, foreign countries struck the Manchu Qing court, and then the Manchu Qing court immediately colluded with the foreign devils to jointly suppress the Boxer movement. In the end, the Boxer movement turned into 'Sweep away the Qing, Exterminate the Foreigners'! There are many comrades in our People's Party who came from the Boxers. They can tell everyone the details properly. Not just the Boxers, but in Japan's Meiji Restoration, the *Sonnō* (Revere the Emperor) faction and the *Sabaku* (Support the Shogunate) faction. Originally, the *Sonnō* faction opposed Japan's opening up and wanted to drive the foreigners out of Japan. After failing, they found that this method wouldn't work, so they simply communicated closely with the foreigners. They fully utilized trade with foreigners to arm themselves, and finally overthrew the Shogunate which originally advocated limited trade. There are simply too many such things where one changes one's allegiance based on one's own interests. If I were to just list examples, three days and three nights wouldn't be enough."

Xu Xilin didn't have the patience to listen any further. He asked: "Does that mean, Wen Qing, you must confiscate the land of the landlords and gentry no matter what?"

"It's not that I want to confiscate the land; what do I need land for? Rather, our new system requires land nationalization so that the laboring masses who are willing to engage in agricultural labor have land, this means of production, to engage in production. The 30% tax we collect, including the output from state-owned farms, is used for industrial construction so that laborers engaged in agricultural work in the base area can have a large amount of cheap industrial products to use. I personally, and all comrades of the People's Party, earn money to eat through labor. No one seeks benefits by monopolizing land. This is our class position; this is our class interest. It is our system that implements land nationalization; all land must be nationalized. This is not targeting landlords and gentry, but anyone's land must be nationalized."

Speaking of this, Xu Xilin temporarily turned his head away. At least judging from that resentful expression, Xu Xilin already understood what exactly Chen Ke was saying.

Although Miyazaki Toten remained silent, he nodded repeatedly. Kita Ikki seemed to have temporarily found no line of thought to oppose Chen Ke, and bowed his head in silence. Instead, Zhou Shuren, who had been silent all along, spoke up: "Mr. Chen, my family only has a few dozen *mu* of poor fields. My younger brothers are still young, and my mother relies on collecting rent for a living. If it is as you said, how will my family make a living after land reform?"

Chen Ke was slightly unhappy as soon as he heard this question. In his opinion, Lu Xun should not have asked such a question no matter what. His tone was also slightly dissatisfied, "Then go work. Our base area's constitution clearly stipulates that receiving education and labor are the rights and obligations of citizens. That is to say, citizens have the right to obtain employment opportunities, and citizens must work; this is an obligation. For example, in the Zhou family, Old Mrs. Lu can also get employment opportunities. I heard that Old Mrs. Lu can also read; she can come out to teach, or engage in accounting work after training. And your two younger brothers, Zhou Jianren and Zhou Zuoren, can study for free. If the money is not enough, they can also apply for student loans from the state. No interest is charged. What is social progress? This is social progress. Laborers, regardless of gender, have opportunities."

Zhou Shuren did not speak for a moment, but Qiu Jin asked in surprise: "How does Wen Qing know the situation in Brother Shuren's family?"

Chen Ke felt slightly regretful because he hadn't controlled his emotions and couldn't help but blurt out the situation of Zhou Shuren's family that he knew. However, explaining at this time would be meaningless; the more he explained, the worse it would get. He simply avoided this topic. "Sister Qiu, when we first met, I said I wanted to launch a people's revolution of 400 million compatriots. What life (*ming*) are we revolutionizing (*ge*)? We are revolutionizing the life where the propertied class was the master of the house in the past. What the revolution wants to promote is a world where laborers are the masters of the house. The socialist system that our People's Party wants to establish can be summarized as roughly science and democracy. Science is to constantly study the natural laws that do not shift according to human will, and study methods to labor and produce better. Democracy is to let laborers participate in distribution, and seek a more reasonable distribution ratio of labor products amidst constant quarrels and friction. In the early stage of this revolution, we do not consider the interests of private land owners. This is the agrarian revolution."

Hearing these words, Qiu Jin also fell silent. She and Xu Xilin came this time not fantasizing that Chen Ke would withdraw the previously announced People's Party land reform program. They just hoped that Chen Ke could make a statement and not show a state of hostility towards landlords so directly. But what they didn't expect was that Chen Ke's attitude was so resolute. Not only was Chen Ke's attitude towards landlords a complete denial, but he also placed a naked, bloody class struggle situation in front of the two. Suddenly seeing such a class struggle that could only be described as incompatible as fire and water, Qiu Jin felt a great discomfort and aversion.

"Does that mean the People's Party must be enemies with the landlords and gentry?" Kita Ikki replied in a muffled voice.

"We didn't want to be enemies with any specific person. Regarding landlords and gentry or ordinary laboring common people, we only want land nationalization. And after nationalization, laborers willing to engage in agriculture can all be allocated land. It's not saying that after land nationalization, they won't even have land to farm. The reality is that a portion of landlords and gentry want to be enemies with the system we are promoting. It is they who want to overthrow our system by every possible means."

Kita Ikki looked up at Chen Ke, "But after your system appears, it is impossible for them not to oppose it."

Chen Ke shook his head slightly, "Mr. Kita Ikki, revolutionaries all oppose injustice and inequality. But a portion of revolutionaries believe that private land ownership is not within injustice and inequality. We, the People's Party, believe that the exploitation system generated by private land ownership is itself a great injustice and inequality. This is the root of China's current problems. So we insist that China's private land ownership must be eliminated. This is the only correct way to solve the problem from the root."

Silence, silence. The room fell silent. Except for the heavy breathing caused by emotional agitation, no one spoke anymore. After a long time, Zhou Shuren suddenly smiled bitterly, "Mr. Chen, how many people will have to die, and how much blood will have to be shed? Listening to your words, you should be very clear."

There was a kind of helplessness in Chen Ke's voice, but also a kind of firmness, "At least this bloodshed still has meaning. Those who lose their lives for insisting on the old system let everyone realize that social progress cannot be stopped, and absorbing this lesson allows social progress to be more rational and peaceful. Their sacrifices can also be called offerings on the altar of history. If the revolution is just for a group of private owners to kill each other for profit, and finally fatten a few families and clans. Society makes no progress, and by killing off China's population, fewer people means better meals, so it seems the problem is solved. This kind of bloodshed is a true tragedy. What is the meaning of those victims?"

"Haha," Zhou Shuren smiled bitterly, "Mr. Chen, in the final chapter 'Grand Reunion' of '*The True Story of Ah Q*', you wrote that Ah Q drew a circle on the confession but felt that it wasn't round enough. Is that what you meant just now? If the common people go through a revolution and finally learn nothing, and in the end can't even draw a circle properly..."

Speaking of this, Zhou Shuren could no longer continue, just shaking his head repeatedly.

Chen Ke hadn't thought that much originally. Reminded by Zhou Shuren, he suddenly also had a feeling of sudden enlightenment. Thinking that the significance of the Xinhai Revolution to ordinary people was just a circle that couldn't be drawn round, Chen Ke could only sigh helplessly.
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Chapter 12: Uninvited Guest (Part 3)

The conversation with the old friends from the Guangfu Society ended on a rather unhappy note. Xu Xilin remained silent, but Qiu Jin, possessing a woman's tact, smiled and said, "Wenqing, I haven't seen Sister You Gou for a long time. I wonder if we can get together with her. Thinking back to when we first met in Shanghai—you, me, Sister You Gou, Bosun, Zhenglan, and Wang Bin—it would be nice if the six of us could reunite."

Chen Ke didn't oppose a reunion, but the four members of the People's Party, including himself, all held important positions. Gathering like this wasn't easy. However, upon second thought, Chen Ke smiled and said, "That's not impossible. Everyone happens to be in Wuhan right now. I'll arrange for us to meet."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, Qiu Jin became happy. "That would be wonderful."

Chen Ke did indeed need to meet with the other three to discuss the current issue of industrial integration. But that’s how things are in the world; once things get busy, there are short periods of extreme busyness. The very next day after seeing Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin, the American representative suddenly asked to see Chen Ke.

Wang Bin was now in charge of foreign trade, and trade with the United States could be said to be the highlight. A large amount of the People's Party's heavy industrial equipment was imported from the United States, and the American representative had stated in advance that he hoped Wang Bin could also participate in the meeting. Chen Ke simply called You Gou along to attend the meeting as well.

"We hope your side can purchase an additional batch of equipment," the American representative said straight to the point. After speaking, he handed a list to Chen Ke. Unlike the British side, this list was in English, but thoughtfully included Chinese translations below the English names.

This time, Chen Ke didn't just glance at it simply; he read it carefully. Key high-temperature and high-pressure reactors for synthetic ammonia, steel rolling equipment, and a large pile of other heavy industrial equipment related to the steel industry. There were dozens of items in total.

"But this year's quota has already been roughly determined. We don't have the money to buy these things right now," Chen Ke replied.

"If you are willing to pay with gold, we can continue to lower the price from the current level," the American representative replied.

"We don't have much gold," Chen Ke said with a look of difficulty.

The American representative smiled. "What if we say the price is discounted by 40%?"

Even though Chen Ke, You Gou, and Wang Bin had agreed before the meeting to pretend to be poor no matter what, and had even practiced in front of a mirror, hearing this offer, the three still changed their expressions.

"You get what you pay for. If the price is lowered by 40%, will the quality also be lowered by 40%?" Wang Bin couldn't help but ask.

"You People's Party have always been very strict about quality. Wouldn't it be fine to just follow the original payment method?" The American representative was well prepared.

Faced with such a price, Chen Ke felt thoroughly tempted. Economic crisis is an insurmountable problem for capitalism. The People's Party had quite a few intelligence points overseas, so they were no longer completely in the dark about the situation in Europe and America. After entering the 1900s, economic crises in Europe and America were constant; crises broke out in 1900 and 1907. Textbooks specifically taught that the economy before WWI was even more ferocious. News sent back by the People's Party confirmed this. Moreover, the price of gold in the international market had recently skyrocketed, and panic selling had appeared in the US stock market. Even a layman like Chen Ke could deduce that large amounts of funds in the stock market were being withdrawn to buy gold.

The pressure on industrial product sales brought about by the depression in the US domestic market, and the demand for profit brought about by the soaring price of gold. It was not incomprehensible for the American representative to propose a 40% discount for purchasing industrial products with gold.

"But we also need gold to stabilize our own currency value," Chen Ke withstood the huge temptation and began to talk about the People's Party's current difficulties.

The American representative naturally saw through Chen Ke's thoughts. He leaned back on the sofa quite relaxed. "Mr. Chen, if I could discuss a loan agreement with you, what would you think?"

"Private loan or government loan?" Chen Ke wanted to pretend to be nonchalant, but he felt his heart couldn't help but start beating faster.

The American representative looked at Chen Ke and said slowly, "A loan of 100 million US dollars. If you can provide more reliable collateral, we can even consider 200 million US dollars. Of course, this loan must be used to purchase American goods."

Chen Ke and the others fell silent. Such a sum of money meant they could purchase a massive amount of industrial products. Currently, the Base Area imported a large amount of mechanical equipment from the United States every year. If they could get a one-time loan of 100 million or even 200 million, the driving force would be immeasurable.

Having managed to suppress the excitement in his heart with great difficulty, Chen Ke felt his brain become more flexible. He tentatively asked, "May I ask if Your Excellency represents the Congress? The Government? A financial group? Or the Federal Reserve Board that is said to be established soon?"

This question seemed to hit the mark. The American representative was slightly stunned. He looked at Chen Ke carefully for a few moments before saying, "The Federal Reserve Board hopes to issue a batch of US dollars that are not convertible into gold and silver. Pure paper currency or account transactions, which must be used to purchase American goods. Our two sides have cooperated quite happily in these past few years. I believe your side has this need."

Chen Ke replied seriously, "But how do we repay it? Borrowing money is easy, but paying it back is not easy. The current trade balance allows us to guarantee repayment ability. But we cannot grasp what will happen in the next few years. If we borrow debt that we can't repay, wouldn't we have to commit suicide?"

This remark made the American representative quite satisfied. This solid and practical attitude of the People's Party was what he valued. If it weren't for the basic understanding and recognition built up between the two sides over the past few years, he would not have made such a proposal. With a smile hanging on the corner of his mouth, the American representative said, "Mr. Chen, I have a suggestion. If you are willing to repay 20% of the loan with gold, and use all the loan to purchase American goods, I hope to negotiate a package agreement with you. The loan amount can even be placed between 200 million and 300 million. The repayment method will use the raw silk trade as collateral."

After such an earth-shattering plan was put forward, Chen Ke even heard the sound of Wang Bin swallowing his saliva. Afraid that Wang Bin and You Gou couldn't hold back if he continued, Chen Ke said, "This matter involves too much. Can you come up with a feasibility plan?"

"There is a plan." The American representative immediately pulled a document out of his briefcase.

Actual 98% value given, repaid in ten years, annual interest payment, 5% annual interest. The People's Party must pay 20% of the total loan amount in gold to the Americans as collateral at the same time as the loan. After reading such a document that didn't look too harsh, Chen Ke expressed his opposition right then and there. "The actual amount given must be full. Interest calculation must also be carried out from when the loan begins execution. If calculated this way, I might as well take that 40% preferential purchase price."

"Preferential purchasing can be discussed within the package agreement. Our trade between both sides has already reached a very high amount. For your side, it's just buying these goods a few years in advance. I don't think there's any problem," the American representative persuaded.

"Let us discuss it first." Chen Ke felt he could no longer pretend. He hurriedly requested to suspend the meeting.

As soon as the American representative left, Chen Ke collapsed into the sofa. He finally understood what it felt like for a pie to fall from the sky. His heart thumped wildly, and his whole person was immersed in excitement and hyperactivity. To get such a loan before WWI and get the equipment in place... Then the profits brought by the production capacity China exploded with during WWI could easily pay off this money. As for the benefits obtained by the Base Area, it was a tremendous improvement in industrial production capacity, and the social promotion matched with it.

Even without Chen Ke's knowledge of history, You Gou and Wang Bin knew the impact this loan could bring. Plus, seeing Chen Ke's rare loss of composure, they clearly understood Chen Ke's attitude toward this loan.

"Chairman Chen, we might as well stabilize our own position first. If the Yankees see through our cards, I'm afraid they'll dare to raise the price on the spot," You Gou advised. But advising Chen Ke was one thing; You Gou's own voice also thoroughly revealed her excitement.

"If we really ship this batch of gold to the United States, our own national treasury will be emptied, right?" Wang Bin said worriedly. The most ruthless point of the Yankees was requiring the People's Party to pay 20% of the loan in gold to the US first.

"If we want gold, we have to take Henan. There is a gold mine belt over in Sanmenxia. It's possible to pay these gold to the Yankees," Chen Ke said, trying his best to use a calm tone. But he said this only to comfort Wang Bin. Even without more gold income, the WWI dividends, especially the dividends of industrial strength, were not something this little bit of gold could compare to. Chen Ke himself had no concept of the gold standard. Because of his background in chemical engineering, Chen Ke lacked feeling for "precious metals."

Shaking his head vigorously to clear his brain, Chen Ke said, "Immediately convene a meeting of the National Defense Science and Industry Commission! I'll call Minister Hua over too. This matter is not a small one."

This meeting was of an extremely high level. The seven core cadres of the National Defense Science and Industry Commission and the Military Commission attended the meeting. After briefly introducing the Americans' proposal, Chen Ke first asked the comrades to quiet down. "We can completely ignore the Americans' proposal this time. We won't eat pork with hair just because the butcher Zhang died. A country's industrialization must be built on its own strength. The comrades of the Military Commission have a limited level of understanding of industry, so I'll digress a little first. What is an industrial system? An industrial system isn't just having a bunch of factories. Beiyang thinks that opening a few factories and being able to make a few things is an industrial system. This view is completely wrong."

Qin Tongren came out of the old Beiyang system. Hearing Chen Ke fiercely criticize Beiyang to his face, he was not only not angry, but on the contrary, agreed extremely in his heart. Industry is not a simple accumulation of factories, but a complete operating system. For example, the steel industry as the industrial foundation. If a completed steel plant wants to operate normally, it must first have iron ore and coke, it must have spare parts for consumption, and it must have many workers and technicians who can operate the steel plant. What is the produced steel used for? Is it processed into mechanical equipment? Or processed into farm tools or weapons? Just like a rather nasty joke Chen Ke had told, "Think about where to shit and piss before eating, otherwise don't eat. If you don't eat, you can still control it. If you don't shit and piss, it will kill people."

If we still take steel as an example, if a furnace of molten steel and iron is smelted but not poured out, the furnace bought with heavy money will be completely ruined after the temperature drops. If it is poured out at will, it will only solidify into a pile of strangely shaped iron ingots and steel ingots that are difficult to process after cooling. The People's Party has imported a large amount of steel rolling equipment in recent years and has also worked hard to copy various steel processing equipment. These technical efforts have made the National Defense Science and Industry Commission suffer enough. This is not just money; the National Defense Science and Industry Commission has paid a lot of lives, and many people have been injured in various experiments, even left with lifelong disabilities. Industry is indeed an industry piled up with blood, sweat, and human lives.

After listening to Chen Ke's simple introduction to the concept of the industrial system, Hua Xiongmao asked, "Then what should our army do?"

"Management and control," Chen Ke answered.

Hua Xiongmao was stunned. He couldn't quite figure out how the army could participate in managing industry. "Our specific work is..."

Chen Ke replied, "Civil war will definitely break out in more than a year. At that time, we will not only face attacks from the Beiyang Army and other provinces on the frontal battlefield. The interior of the Base Area must also prevent enemy sabotage. A steel plant has such a huge investment; one person holding an explosive package and engaging in sabotage can stop the steel plant's production. So how to strictly control the interior of the Base Area and protect these vital departments is the responsibility of the army. In addition to factories and mines, transportation lines are also a top priority. The army's work is very heavy."

"Then we have to continue expanding the army. The current 600,000 troops are definitely not enough," Hua Xiongmao replied.

"If expanding the army, consider towards three million. To liberate all of China, it won't work without this number." Chen Ke originally wanted to say five million, but considering that his opponent was not the Kuomintang which claimed eight million troops in 1945, but just the Beiyang government, he lowered this number by two million.

"Our Base Area currently has only 62 million people." Hua Xiongmao was frightened. The troop ratio of one in twenty was appalling.

"So we want to liberate Henan. Once Henan is liberated, the Base Area's population can reach 100 million. Henan was originally a major grain-producing province. If chemical fertilizer can be used, there will be two seasons a year. One season of winter wheat, one season of corn. Grain is not a problem." As a native of Henan, and having some classmates working in the Grain Bureau, Chen Ke was still very confident about Henan's grain situation.

"What is our current work?" Qin Tongren was not too interested in the army.

"Yes. You need to integrate industrial production right now. Once the war starts, all weapons and ammunition must be borne by ourselves. So I don't require precision for the time being; what I require now is homogeneity. All similar industrial products should try to achieve homogeneity. Of course, I know this requires accumulation. Gentlemen, do your best."

"To achieve homogeneity, we have to solve the process problem. We haven't fully understood the process principles of many imported technologies yet." Qin Tongren regretted this very much.

Chen Ke replied, "Whether there is a way or not, it's just this one year or so. After that passes, war could break out at any time. I don't require this industrial system to be advanced right now, but this industry must be able to bear various pressures during the war and must be able to operate on its own. I set up this unit, the National Defense Science and Industry Commission, to let you manage all industries for this reason."

"Is the industrial power steam power or electric power?" Kong Zhang couldn't help but speak up too.

"Electric Hegemon Kong, let me ask you a question," Chen Ke rarely made a joke about the address with Kong Zhang. "I heard you wanted to take on the work of manufacturing measuring instruments last time?"

Kong Zhang's personality was a bit rascally. He waved his hands repeatedly. "Don't talk about that. Last time I didn't know the height of the sky and the depth of the earth. I was wrong."

Qin Shi Huang's great achievement was unifying the writing system and the wheel gauge. This also included the unification of weights and measures. The People's Party's industrial sector soon encountered the problem of weights and measures. Chen Ke didn't understand the Imperial system, only the Metric system. So he naturally promoted metric units. The advantage of the metric unit is that one forty-millionth of the total length of the Earth's meridian passing through Paris is used as the unit of length. On May 20, 1875, the French government came forward and convened a meeting of government representatives from 20 countries, officially signing the Metre Convention, recognizing the metric system as an internationally common unit of measurement. At the same time, it was decided to establish the International Committee for Weights and Measures and the International Bureau of Weights and Measures.

With the meter, a cubic meter can be determined. Then with temperature measuring tools, the weight unit kilogram can be determined. Then, grams, milligrams, and these more detailed things can be determined through many methods such as equal division.

The Second Industrial Revolution had relatively high requirements for more precise measurement, especially the power system. The simplest example is the copper cable core. It won't work if the wire is too thin, and it won't work if it's too thick. The People's Party lacks copper. Even if the cross-section of the cable core is only a tiny bit off in area, after accumulating thousands or tens of thousands of meters, it is also a huge consumption. Faced with this situation, Kong Zhang once volunteered to take on the work of the Base Area's measuring instrument factory. In less than two months, he obediently expressed that he couldn't do it. Just the material problem of thermal expansion and contraction made Kong Zhang confused. If the tolerance of the measuring tool differs by more than a few microns between winter and summer, this is a terrible problem. The People's Party's current technology simply cannot solve such problems. Seeing Chen Ke joking with Kong Zhang, You Gou and Qin Tongren also laughed.

Everyone understood industry, so they naturally knew this was just a joke. If the measurement level can't be achieved, it can't be achieved; it's useless to be anxious.

"Try to use electricity as power." Chen Ke made the final decision, but he still didn't want to let Kong Zhang off easily. "Electric Hegemon Kong, you shouted about building a power grid. In the blink of an eye, two or three years have passed. How is your construction going?"

Kong Zhang didn't lose his footing either. "Chairman Chen, last year we engaged in this city-level power transmission, and more than a dozen people died. Even if you force me, I still have this speed."

"I asked you to engage in city power transmission because I was afraid of the industrial power problem when expanding industrial production capacity on a large scale. How is your experimental data accumulation over these few years? How many problems have been discovered in power transmission under various seasons and climates?" Chen Ke was still not at ease.

"Wuhan basically has electricity. Repairs have gone from one or two hundred cases a day to fifty or sixty cases now. From a transformer exploding once every two days to a transformer exploding once a week. There is progress, there is progress," Kong Zhang replied.

Hua Xiongmao didn't meet Kong Zhang much. Hearing this terrible failure rate, he was greatly surprised in his heart. But seeing Kong Zhang speaking shameless words self-righteously, and Chen Ke listening seriously without looking angry, Hua Xiongmao was a bit confused. Is the power system really so unreliable?

"Today we are just having a briefing. Tomorrow I will give everyone an outline. Comrades, formulate your own needs according to the outline. There will be many meetings in the future. Be mentally prepared. Meeting adjourned now." Chen Ke issued the order.

In the evening, Chen Ke continued to play host and ate a meal with a group of old friends. Qiu Jin originally wanted to chat about family matters first to ease the atmosphere. But this effort had no effect. She could see that You Gou, Hua Xiongmao, and Wang Bin all had things on their minds. Even gathered together, everyone's thoughts were far from feelings of reminiscing about the past. The gathering broke up in such a muddled way.

When Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin returned to their residence and carefully closed the door, Xu Xilin said, "We came in vain this time. Wenqing seems enthusiastic, but actually, he doesn't take us seriously at all."

Qiu Jin didn't refute. At home, one relies on parents; outside, one relies on friends. The reason she hoped for this gathering was to make a final effort to see if Hua Xiongmao as a relative and You Gou as an old acquaintance could speak for the West Zhejiang Branch of the Guangfu Society out of sentiment. It could be seen at this gathering that Chen Ke was actually the one who attached the most importance to the West Zhejiang Branch of the Guangfu Society. Hua Xiongmao and You Gou completely ignored the Guangfu Society.

Thinking of this, Qiu Jin couldn't help but complain, "What is the People's Party busy with every day? Where are there so many things to be busy with?"

Xu Xilin waved his hand. "We don't need to worry about these anymore. After we go back, we will tell the comrades of the West Zhejiang Branch that the People's Party is determined to carry out land reform. The friendship between our West Zhejiang Branch and the People's Party ends here."

Seeing Xu Xilin in a fit of anger, Qiu Jin couldn't help but persuade Xu Xilin again. "Bosun, when Wenqing talked about political stance, I think what he said was not unreasonable. If we divide according to what he said, the stance of many people in our West Zhejiang Branch is still on the side of the common people. We have already had a very unhappy falling out with Mr. Cai. Several Guangfu Society comrades staying in Hangzhou are shouting about driving us out of the Guangfu Society. If we start infighting ourselves, wouldn't we be making a joke of ourselves?"

"Those gentry also show no understanding for the revolution!" Xu Xilin's tone was also full of dissatisfaction.

Seeing that Xu Xilin's attitude had also softened, Qiu Jin continued, "Bosun, we might as well speak frankly with Wenqing. We came this time to ask him for advice on how to let both sides live in peace. Wenqing has many ideas. If we sincerely ask for advice, he should help us come up with an idea."

Xu Xilin couldn't think of any other way either. The West Zhejiang Branch of the Guangfu Society was currently divided into two factions, fighting inextricably. Brothers who originally went through life and death together first argued, then quarreled. Especially regarding the People's Party's land reform, whether West Zhejiang should follow suit, and if they did, what policy to uphold. The Guangfu Society had recently reached a situation where the two sides could not coexist. Not to mention the land reform originally discussed was out of the question, even the consensus on rent and interest reduction originally reached had been fiercely shaken. Thinking that if he just slapped his butt and left in a heat of the moment now, he would still have to face these situations when he returned to West Zhejiang, Xu Xilin's attitude finally softened. He sighed, "Alas! It can only be so."
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Internal conflict in the West Zhejiang branch of the Guangfu Society forced Xu Xilin to seek a meeting with Chen Ke again, only to be given the cold shoulder. Staff told Xu Xilin that Chen Ke had no time recently. While apologizing, the staff member said he would inform Chen Ke of Xu Xilin's request. If Chen Ke found time, he would be notified immediately. In the meantime, Xu Xilin was asked to wait patiently.

This pomp and circumstance annoyed Xu Xilin greatly. When Chen Ke sought to meet Xu Xilin back then, he didn't have this kind of prestige. If Qiu Jin hadn't bought Chen Ke's watch back then, Chen Ke would have had trouble even affording a meal. But being under someone else's roof, Xu Xilin had to accept it.

While Xu Xilin was sulking, Chen Ke was negotiating the loan issue with the American representative. The US was willing to lend, and Chen Ke was willing to borrow. Thus an intent agreement was reached. Turning this intent into actionable content required more arduous and detailed negotiations. On the People's Party side, Chen Ke led the team initially, while a middle-aged man named Samuel Bush took over the subsequent negotiations for the American side.

Samuel Bush's background was quite deep; he was both the owner of a steel enterprise and a member of the Rockefeller financial group. In the negotiation of specific affairs, Samuel Bush demonstrated shrewdness and clear thinking.

The products the People's Party imported were mainly from the steel industry series, which happened to be Samuel Bush's forte. In his records, he recalled his impression of Chen Ke:

"The Chairman of the People's Party, Chen Ke, is a young man. Even as a politician, he still has a quite profound understanding of the steel industry. In some aspects, Chen Ke is more like a cautious and smart tycoon. He does not straightforwardly propose approval or opposition to anything, but cares significantly about the key details within. I followed his train of thought and found that this leader cares very much about how to obtain equipment as soon as possible and put it into operation. This point is my strength. After he cautiously expressed agreement with me, the content of our conversation turned to the repayment of the loan. Like those merchants with outstanding reputation and good conduct, Chairman Chen Ke never boasts about himself or the People's Party regime without reason. On the contrary, he has a worry about repaying on time, and tries to find a method that both sides can believe in. At this time, I proposed my own view."

Chen Ke frowned slightly after hearing Samuel Bush's question. Americans disliked the British. In the first twenty years of the twentieth century, the country the United States wanted to take out the most was probably Britain. So when talking about loan repayment, Samuel Bush proposed, "We don't like the British and the British lackeys." This statement needed careful consideration.

After his brain spun a few circles, Chen Ke asked: "I wonder how Washington actually views the relationship between Japan and Britain?"

Samuel Bush did not answer directly, but skillfully turned the topic to another issue, "As far as I know, your side's raw silk, whether in quality or supply, has a very good reputation in the American market. With raw silk trade as collateral, loan repayment has a reliable guarantee."

"Can Washington control which country raw silk is imported from?" Chen Ke was not too confident about this.

"If Congress can pass the document." Samuel Bush gave the answer.

The entire roadmap was not complex. Americans were hostile to the British and also loathed the British running dogs. As Britain's running dog in Asia, Japan naturally was not welcomed by Americans. Britain tried to hinder American trade in China, while the People's Party was America's largest trading partner in China. Samuel Bush hinted to Chen Ke that the US Congress would very likely pass a resolution beneficial to China in the raw silk trade.

Before China and Japan decided the leadership of East Asia, there was no room for compromise and cooperation; Chen Ke firmly believed this. Raw silk was Japan's most important export material at present, and the United States was the largest market for raw silk. Striking Japan was naturally best. However, Chen Ke did not quite believe the US Congress had such ability. But regardless, this was worth a try. Chen Ke asked: "There should be some key congressmen pushing this matter. What expression should I make to get these congressmen to support this type of resolution?"

"If your side can sign a petroleum trade agreement with us, there will be a considerable number of congressmen supporting such resolutions." Samuel Bush answered Chen Ke's question.

"In principle, I agree to this trade agreement." Chen Ke gave Samuel Bush a positive answer.

During the recess, You Gou was very puzzled by this inexplicable suggestion. She asked: "Why start from debt repayment, turn to raw silk trade, and after circling a big loop, actually land on petroleum? Why are the Yankees so troublesome?"

Chen Ke had to explain: "Currently in the Asian market, the British Asiatic Petroleum Company occupies the dominant position. The United States is currently the world's largest oil producer, yet the oil pricing power is monopolized by the London Exchange. The suggestion Samuel Bush proposed is to show the US Congress that this huge market of China will open to American oil enterprises. Since the oil between China and the US is calculated in US dollars, it is equivalent to breaking the British monopoly."

You Gou still didn't figure out this issue, but Wang Bin basically understood it. He asked: "Is what this Yankee said credible?"

"In international trade, don't mention such feeling-hurting words as trust." Chen Ke replied.

Hearing this answer, Wang Bin laughed dryly a few times. He just wanted to very implicitly express opposition to Chen Ke agreeing to the oil contract with the US so easily, but he didn't expect it to be too implicit, so much so that Chen Ke didn't notice at all. Looking at it now, Chen Ke probably had long hoped for this kind of contract, only if the American side didn't mention it, Chen Ke wouldn't actively request this kind of business.

This kind of practice hadn't happened just once or twice. The comrades consistently hadn't figured out how Chen Ke judged in advance which businesses were truly useful to the People's Party. Facts proved that even if it looked dangerous in the early stage, Chen Ke could always grasp the business most beneficial to the People's Party. No matter if the foreign devils had glib tongues or used coercion and bribery, Chen Ke remained unmoved, steadfastly choosing cooperation projects according to the judgment he had made long ago. Wang Bin sincerely admired this ability to sit firmly on the fishing platform waiting for the fish to take the hook.

"Comrade Wang Bin, do you feel you can take over the subsequent negotiations?" Chen Ke asked.

"Still the negotiation line of waiting for the foreign devils to deliver themselves to the door, and us not demanding anything?" This line of thinking was almost the People's Party's negotiation mode.

"Correct." Chen Ke replied. He felt this era was a bit too lucky. The British realized the side effects of trade earliest, so they had the practice of arms embargo. But the technical barriers in these years were far less strict than in later generations, plus Chen Ke bluffed and cheated to make the foreign devils think the People's Party also had sufficient technical ability. So up to now, foreign merchants recommending various products to the People's Party emerged one after another. Chen Ke only needed to screen the merchants delivering themselves to the door based on the technology and economic development route he had seen in the downstream of history. This really saved too much effort. But there is a disadvantage to every advantage; this judgment ability was precisely what Chen Ke could not teach the comrades. He couldn't even bring out a reasonable explanation that could completely justify itself. If he explained forcibly, the result would probably be worse than not explaining. So at the present stage, Chen Ke could only not explain.

While Wang Bin negotiated, the National Defense Science and Industry Committee and the Military Commission held a joint meeting to discuss integrating industrial departments and formulating wartime control plans. Three days later, when the first draft of the integration outline was brought out, Wang Bin also agreed on a general loan idea with Samuel Bush.

This was a package plan. The US would lend 200 million US dollars to Chen Ke. Chen Ke would pay 15% in gold to the US at the gold price when the contract was reached. The rest would be mortgaged with raw silk trade. Samuel Bush would help Chen Ke contact some manufacturers to provide machinery and equipment to Chen Ke at preferential prices. At the same time, the People's Party reached a long-term oil supply contract with the US. The trade of this contract was not within this loan. Both sides would conduct separate negotiations. Moreover, the People's Party had to guarantee that within three years, this loan and any trade proceeds between the People's Party and the US would only be denominated in US dollars. The People's Party could not exchange US dollars for gold.

If other countries looked at it, the Americans made a big profit on this deal. In the current gold standard era, not being able to exchange US dollars for gold meant losing a considerable part of the currency's value. Fortunately, Chen Ke didn't care about this, and the People's Party comrades didn't have a deep enough understanding of the gold standard. Even if the comrades in the Central Committee felt uncomfortable, they still passed this agreement.

Sending away the American representative, Chen Ke finally had time to see Xu Xilin. Xu Xilin no longer hid anything this time and directly asked Chen Ke how to bridge the internal contradictions of the West Zhejiang branch of the Guangfu Society.

In the history Chen Ke had seen, political parties or individuals attempting to bridge class contradictions and take the third path were as numerous as the hairs on an ox. Anyway, Chen Ke had never seen any case of a so-called third path succeeding. No matter how wonderful the concept looked, it couldn't defeat the reality that "distribution is a zero-sum game". Facing Xu Xilin's distress, Chen Ke even felt somewhat sympathetic. He patiently explained to Xu Xilin for a long time, but Xu Xilin stubbornly believed that as long as each side took a step back, the sky would be wide.

"Brother Bosun, what exactly do you prepare to say to me? You might as well speak directly." Chen Ke forcibly interrupted the persuasion and education, asking straightforwardly.

In the conversation, Chen Ke realized he was a bit too naive. Those political forces in history that tried to take the third route all had a commonality: none of them genuinely wanted to solve the problem by their own strength. Whether taking the capitalist route or the socialist route, as long as the route was pure, they all relied on drinking their own blood to solve problems. Those taking the third path either had abundant natural resources or had external power assistance. As for West Zhejiang's natural resources, they could only be described as at most not starving to death. Since Xu Xilin stayed in the base area and didn't leave, the biggest possibility was that Xu Xilin hoped to get the People's Party's support.

Chen Ke being so straightforward made Xu Xilin feel a bit embarrassed instead. He hemmed and hawed for a while, finally drumming up the courage to say: "Wenqing, I want to borrow one million taels of silver from you."

"And then?" Chen Ke asked.

Xu Xilin was stunned, "And then? If we have money in the future, we will definitely repay."

Chen Ke didn't answer immediately; he felt very disappointed. The Xinhai Revolution was just this level. Even the Guangfu Society, which was considered relatively radical among the late Qing revolutionary parties, revealed its true colors by now. Letting this bunch of people solve problems by themselves was really beyond their ability. This was also helpless; these revolutionaries were born in the Manchu Qing era. They had neither seen the Party's arduous and extremely difficult, moving and tragic struggles in history, nor had they systematically received modern education like Chen Ke. Persisting until now in the face of cruel reality without tossing the common people about like the Kuomintang, at least the West Zhejiang branch of the Guangfu Society could be considered to have done their utmost.

But what surprised Chen Ke himself was that even though he recognized Xu Xilin's personal character, Chen Ke had absolutely no intention of "lending money" to Xu Xilin. No matter what mentality the West Zhejiang branch of the Guangfu Society held, judging from their current performance, this bunch of guys had no future. This was no longer "lending money" but giving money. Giving money to Xu Xilin this time, what about next time? Could it be that he would continue to give?

The old saying goes, a peck of rice creates gratitude, a bushel creates hatred. Human mentality is just so strange. Since the Guangfu Society knew they definitely couldn't afford to pay back the People's Party's money, they probably wouldn't even have the minimum attitude of forgetting this matter. They would feel that the People's Party was wealthy and powerful, so lending money to the Guangfu Society was what should be done. If the People's Party didn't lend, the Guangfu Society would probably think the People's Party was "heartless because of wealth".

Perhaps Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin's personal characters were indeed very good, but just as Chen Ke said to Wang Bin a few days ago, "Don't mention such feeling-hurting words as trust." The reason why old sayings are old sayings is because old sayings have been proven countless times. Chen Ke had no reason to use the blood and sweat money of the base area's common people to verify whether the old saying really made sense.

Just wanting to refuse directly, Chen Ke thought again and felt he couldn't do this. Historically, the Party paid great attention to methods in doing things. Scolding people away in a heated moment, the Party would definitely not do such a thing. Thinking of this, Chen Ke said seriously: "Brother Bosun, every decision of our People's Party must be discussed through the Party Committee meeting. I cannot make the decision on this matter alone. How about this, I will propose this matter to the Party Committee when convening the party meeting. Whatever result is discussed at the party meeting, I will do."

"Wenqing, your word carries enormous weight in the People's Party. How come you think of the Party Committee on this matter?" Xu Xilin sneered.

Chen Ke couldn't be bothered to say so much. He just answered simply: "The People's Party was indeed initiated by me, and the Party Constitution that everything must be discussed by the Party Committee was also formulated under my lead. So I myself must abide by the rules I set."

Upon hearing Xu Xilin's request for 1 million taels of silver, everyone in the Party Central Committee showed quite unfriendly expressions. Fortunately, Chen Ke had communicated with Hua Xiongmao before the meeting, so when the comrades' gazes focused on Hua Xiongmao's face, he could also maintain calm.

"This matter absolutely won't do." Lu Huitian immediately stated his position.

"If we don't give a penny, it equals tearing off the face with the West Zhejiang branch of the Guangfu Society. Whatever the case, let's not make it so we are surrounded by enemies on all sides." Zhang Yu supported giving a little.

"According to what Chairman Chen said, the West Zhejiang branch of the Guangfu Society actually wants to bridge class contradictions. This is too imaginative, isn't it?" You Gou laughed.

"I feel compared to other forces, our People's Party unswervingly following the class struggle line is what's truly imaginative. This is a revolutionary road never before taken by ancients." Hua Xiongmao smiled bitterly.

"Then what do we do? Do we give a little or give nothing at all?" Chen Ke asked.

"At most twenty thousand silver dollars. This is my bottom line. If it exceeds this number, I will cast an opposing vote." Lu Huitian said unceremoniously.

"Then let's make it fifteen thousand." Zhang Yu spoke up.

No one opposed the number Zhang Yu proposed. Chen Ke thought the proposal would pass just like this. But he saw You Gou raise her hand requesting to speak. After obtaining consent, You Gou said: "Let Comrade Hua Xiongmao go to send the money. There is no need for Chairman Chen to show his face."

Everyone at the meeting felt this suggestion was good. Since Xu Xilin thought the People's Party should be close to the West Zhejiang branch of the Guangfu Society, then the most suitable candidate to send money was none other than Hua Xiongmao. Everyone looked at Hua Xiongmao, waiting for him to speak.

"I'll go. I will tell him just this once." Hua Xiongmao looked at everyone and said seriously.

You Gou waved her hand, "Comrade Hua Xiongmao, you don't need to say anything. Mr. Xu and Sister Qiu are both smart people. You sending the money personally, they will naturally know what is going on."

"I think what Comrade You Gou said is very right. Just sending the money is enough. If you feel it's hard on your face, you don't say a single word. Anyway, a peck of rice creates gratitude, a bushel creates hatred. After giving them this money, just wait for them to hate us." Zhang Yu was completely open-minded about it.

Seeing Hua Xiongmao's face full of helplessness, Zhang Yu turned to Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, these revolutionaries you mentioned just now, is this as far as they go?"

Chen Ke answered: "If the international environment can give them time, they might still have a chance to develop slowly. Now the international environment doesn't leave time for China. To save China, we have to rely on the people's revolution to sweep away all demons and monsters. Those who can't keep up with the situation are destined to have no future. Those obstructing the revolution are destined to end up like a mantis trying to stop a chariot. As the vanguard of the broad working people, our People's Party doesn't need to consider their thoughts."

"Then I'll ask another question. Chairman Chen, in the future war between us and Beiyang, which side do you think these forces will actually stand on?" Zhang Yu pursued.

"So this time we still decided to support the Guangfu Society with money. As for how the Guangfu Society itself chooses, that is their business. Heaven wants to rain, mother wants to remarry. Let them be." Chen Ke gave the final reply on this issue.

Seeing the comrades nodding in agreement one after another, Chen Ke changed the topic. "There are quite a few Japanese comrades in our party. Before, we didn't pay too much attention to the Japanese comrades' views on the Japanese revolution. But the vast majority of these Japanese comrades hope to complete the Chinese revolution and then push the revolution into Japan, completing Japan's own revolution. I want to gather the Japanese comrades in the near future to see what they actually plan. On this matter, we can also unify our thinking. After all, the Japan issue will have to be solved in the future. This future won't even be too far away."

"Why?" Lu Huitian asked.

Chen Ke repeated the suggestion of the American representative Samuel Bush, "Japan's current economic situation is very bad. If raw silk exports suffer another blow, it's hard to guarantee Japan won't take risks and do something. At that time, the Japanese comrades in our People's Party will be very important. After all, if we go to war with Japan, at most we can inflict heavy damage on Japan. We don't have a navy and cannot attack the Japanese mainland. If the war ends, the Japanese ruling class's vitality will be greatly damaged. They will inevitably squeeze the Japanese domestic people even more ferociously. This must be understood clearly by the Japanese comrades. After all, it is their parent country, and after all, those suffering are the compatriots of these Japanese comrades. Whether they put Japan's interests first or the interest of the People's Party liberating all of China first, I hope the Japanese comrades in the party can think it through in advance."

"Is this considered a loyalty review?" You Gou asked.

"No, no, no," Chen Ke hurriedly expressed opposition to this speech with a heavy flavor of questioning. "These Japanese comrades have always been very loyal to the People's Party. The key lies in that these Japanese comrades have morals and sentiments; they are also bound to be loyal to the Japanese people. In a situation where both cannot be satisfied, everyone will have pain and struggle in their hearts. I feel the earlier they have mental preparation, the better."

This proposal was also passed.

Chen Ke indeed had this intention for a long time. Secondly, the appearance of this Japanese comrade Miyazaki Toten also interested Chen Ke. Since the Party Committee's consent was obtained, everyone went about their own business. Hua Xiongmao went to send money, and Chen Ke ordered someone to invite Miyazaki Toten to his office.

Miyazaki Toten was not tall. If he were tall enough, combined with that face full of beard, he would look very much like the image of Lu Zhishen in Chen Ke's mind. He was already over forty years old at this time. Quietly listening to Chen Ke's outspoken inquiry, Miyazaki Toten said clearly: "Chairman Chen, I set my ambition when I was 17. The current world is a battlefield where the weak are the prey of the strong. The strong behave violently, day by day, and the rights and freedoms of the weak are lost completely day by day. If one values human rights and respects freedom, one must quickly plan a strategy for recovery. If we don't try to prevent it now, the yellow race will be oppressed by the white race forever. And the turning point of this fate actually lies in the rise and fall of China. So I decided to personally go deep into China, visit heroes everywhere, and lobby them to plan great things together. If I find a hero capable of governing the world, I am willing to offer my service like a dog or horse. Otherwise, I will step forward myself, recruit heroes, and establish a foundation that upholds Heaven's will and establishes the righteous path. If China can be revived and extend great righteousness to the world, then India can rise, Siam and Annam can struggle up, and the Philippines and Egypt can also be saved. Widely restore human rights and establish a new era on earth."

Hearing these words from Miyazaki Toten, Chen Ke was really startled. This 42-year-old Japanese middle-aged uncle had this plan 25 years ago. Regardless of his ability, just this insight was very extraordinary. Thinking of this, Chen Ke's tone also became much more solemn, "Comrade Miyazaki, if China and Japan go to war, and the life of the Japanese people becomes even more destitute after the war, what would you think? You know, the endurance spirit of the Japanese people is really strong. If many measures of the Japanese ruling class were put in China, it would have long been a situation of beacon fires everywhere. Moreover, before China and Japan decide who leads the East Asian situation, the Japanese people will suffer more bitterness. As a Chinese, I can certainly push this problem to the Japanese government and the Japanese people. I can say with a clear conscience that this is the enemy country's problem and naturally must be solved by the enemy country itself. But I cannot ask the Japanese comrades to think this way. I wonder how Comrade Miyazaki views this matter."

Miyazaki Toten looked at Chen Ke seriously and said after a long time: "Chairman Chen, you are a great hero I have never seen before. After contacting the people's revolution, I finally determined that the Japanese revolution is unlikely to erupt from within. It must be intervened by a powerful external force, or even conquered militarily to work. So before China thoroughly leads the East Asian situation and thoroughly overthrows the Japanese reactionary government, I naturally remain completely loyal to the Chinese revolution promoted by the People's Party. However, what I want to know is, after you lead the People's Party to seize the victory of the Chinese revolution and lead the Japanese situation, what kind of new world do you actually want to build? What kind of relationship will countries like China and Japan have in your future new order? I would like to ask you to tell me clearly."

PS: Double update today. The next chapter will be released at 12:00 noon tomorrow. Book friends accustomed to waiting for updates at night, please pay attention to rest.
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Given Chen Ke's age, he harbored a strong hostility toward Japan. Although he read Japanese manga, watched new anime releases, and downloaded Japanese adult videos, the overall aversion triggered by historical issues and the natural antagonism arising from Sino-Japanese competition often allowed his personal emotions to affect his considerations for the country. Moreover, the competition between China and Japan had lasted for a century. It wasn't until 2011 that China's GDP surpassed Japan's. Military power capable of forcing the United States not to intervene, and then exerting more effective pressure on Japan, came even later. Hearing Miyazaki Toten ask about his vision for the future new order, Chen Ke was momentarily at a loss for words.

However, refusing to answer was not realistic, because Miyazaki Toten was a Japanese Pan-Asianist Chen Ke had never met before. In fact, most of the Japanese who believed in establishing a new Asian order led by China had died out long before Chen Ke was born. Seeing such a steadfast one with his own eyes, Chen Ke was caught off guard. Fortunately, he had recited the mandatory political exam questions many times. He spoke slowly: "The future new order will be a grand alliance of socialist countries. No, it doesn't even have to be socialist countries, nor does it have to be in the form of an alliance. Every country should have the right to choose its own destiny and path. Nations should respect each other's sovereignty and territorial integrity, refrain from mutual aggression, non-interference in each other's internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence. This is the new order I hope to establish."

"You mean Chairman Chen believes that the future China and Japan should be equal nations? Even if China liberates Japan, Japan's independent status should be restored?" Miyazaki Toten asked in some surprise.

"Not only equal to each other, but we also respect the choice of the Japanese people. Of course, the premise is that the Japanese people are no longer manipulated and fooled by the current ruling class. The liberated Japanese people will decide what kind of political system the People's Japan should establish. I don't believe that coercion is needed between nations. Where there is oppression, there is resistance. The eyes of the people are discerning. No matter how clever the political maneuvering, once the class stance is determined, the actions of the exploiters will be seen through by the people in their repeated violations of the people's rights. On this point, I have always believed in the people," Chen Ke replied.

Miyazaki Toten had thought Chen Ke wanted to establish a new order where China was completely dominant, just without the naked oppression of imperialism. But he didn't expect Chen Ke's vision to be so vastly different. Great powers respecting the choices of small nations, strong nations respecting the status of weak ones—this was something that only existed in ideals. Miyazaki Toten was forty-two years old; he was no longer the seventeen-year-old youth full of absolute justice and axioms. But hearing such long-lost justice from Chen Ke's mouth, he couldn't help but be moved. Fearing that Chen Ke was just speaking off the cuff, Miyazaki Toten quickly followed up, "Chairman Chen, how do you plan to realize such an ideal?"

"Between nations, regardless of size or strength, there must be mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, mutual non-aggression, non-interference in each other's internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence. These are the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence." Speaking of this, Chen Ke was naturally very familiar with it. The explanation of this issue in political textbooks was quite perfect; there was no stinginess fearing loss, nor the foolishness of pretending to be generous with empty promises. Most importantly, if Chen Ke got the content wrong, the teacher grading the exam wouldn't give him any points.

Hearing this highly operational answer, Miyazaki Toten knew that the "Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence" was completely different from the naked law of the jungle of the current international order. If this were really implemented, disputes between nations would be handled within a controllable range.

Even if his initial worries hadn't completely vanished, Miyazaki Toten already believed that Chen Ke was not an imperialist. He hadn't been in the base area for long, and he hadn't completely forgotten many Japanese habits. Miyazaki Toten placed his hands on his knees, straightened his back, and bowed respectfully to Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, please allow me to be of service to you."

"The interests between nations most easily blind people's minds. Even if the border line might not be visible to the naked eye, the border line in the heart might be higher than the sky. 'What do the people of an enemy country have to do with me?' This is the most common thought. If Comrade Miyazaki continues to work with us in the People's Party and encounters unacceptable issues, please explain it to face-to-face according to the People's Party's system. Because even the systems we set ourselves may deviate from the original intentions for one reason or another," Chen Ke said seriously to Miyazaki Toten. While these words were for Miyazaki Toten to hear, Chen Ke was also warning himself not to deviate from the foreign policy established by the Party. After all, when New China was contained by Europe and America, it was relying on this policy that China forged deep friendships with many countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin America.

"Hai!" Miyazaki Toten bowed his head deeply again.

Chen Ke quickly stepped forward and held Miyazaki Toten's shoulders. "Comrade Miyazaki, don't use such etiquette. Since you are in the People's Party, even if we are excited, we only shake hands. Everyone is equal. If you do this, I can't help but want to bow to you too."

As soon as he said this, Miyazaki Toten excitedly grabbed Chen Ke's hand. "With China's 400 prefectures, only such a great country could produce a hero with a heart like Chairman Chen's. I only hope that the Chinese revolution succeeds soon and liberates Japan as early as possible."

After waiting for Miyazaki Toten's excitement to pass, Chen Ke was able to smoothly ask about the situation of Japanese socialists. Miyazaki Toten smiled bitterly, "The Japanese government views socialists as a scourge. Anyone who dares to attempt to shake the Japanese order, the Japanese government will do its utmost to slaughter. The Sekihōtai in the Boshin War were executed. After the Meiji Restoration, rice riots continued in Japan, and the government was particularly guarded against and suppressed socialists. In the High Treason Incident, Kōtoku Shūsui and other patriots were brutally killed. Many socialists were imprisoned. Those who publicly advocated socialism were almost wiped out, and progressives are all in danger. I am untalented, but I heard I was also listed as a Class A socialist by the Japanese government and suffered from surveillance. I barely managed to get from Japan to China two years ago. As far as the current situation in Japan is concerned, socialists have no influence, let alone any organization. Therefore, I strongly agree with Chairman Chen's statement that to promote socialist revolution in Japan, it must be forced in from the outside."

With Miyazaki Toten's account, coupled with the People's Party's investigation summary, Chen Ke could finally determine why Japan had never been able to break out in a socialist revolution. When reading history books back then, after the Marco Polo Bridge Incident, the Japanese side actually proposed to Chiang Kai-shek to form an "Anti-Communist Alliance." At the time, Chen Ke completely couldn't understand why the Japanese devils invading China would come up with such a stupid rhetoric. Now it seemed that the Japanese side was genuinely anti-communist. As early as the beginning of the twentieth century, anti-communism was basically a consistent policy of the Japanese authorities. It wasn't that Japan only had anti-communist thoughts after the establishment of the Soviet Union. Nor was it that Japan deliberately proposed an anti-communist stance to crack down on the Party established in 1921.

Having determined this issue, Chen Ke said: "Comrade Miyazaki, I plan to talk about the position issue with the Japanese comrades in the People's Party recently. At that time, I will need Comrade Miyazaki and other comrades to communicate seriously. Our People's Party does not engage in coercion. If these comrades are unwilling to stand on China's side in terms of national interests, we will absolutely not purge or suppress them. I only hope that the Japanese comrades can tell the truth. Those who have different paths cannot plan together. If they don't want to see future Sino-Japanese disputes or even war, everyone can part on good terms. Comrade Miyazaki needs to participate more in this ideological work."

Not purging or suppressing was one thing, but Miyazaki Toten didn't expect Chen Ke to implement a policy of parting on good terms for comrades who chose to leave. He asked in surprise: "Is Chairman Chen not afraid that after the Japanese comrades leave, they will leak the internal situation of the People's Party to the Japanese government or other political forces?"

Chen Ke shook his head slightly. "We, the People's Party, have nothing to hide. It is a people's revolution; we are not afraid of the people knowing the People's Party's platform and policies. We even very much hope that the people can fully understand them. It is easy to understand these things; even without internal comrades leaking them, intelligence personnel can be very clear about them after living in the base area for a year or so."

"That is excellent." Miyazaki Toten nodded repeatedly. "Chairman Chen, I have another matter. I wonder if Chairman Chen has contacted Korean revolutionary patriots?"

"Korean revolutionary patriots?" Chen Ke found Miyazaki Toten's topic quite unexpected.

"Yes, Korean patriots." Miyazaki Toten nodded heavily. "I once had contact with the Korean Gaehwa Party (Enlightenment Party). However, after the Gapsin Coup launched by the Gaehwa Party failed, they scattered. Japan won the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War, monopolizing Korea. Three years ago, after the signing of the Japan-Korea Annexation Treaty, Korea perished. The Gaehwa Party finally realized they had chosen the wrong path back then. A group of them ran around for the restoration of their country and even once wanted to seek Yuan Shikai's support. But Yuan Shikai didn't want to offend the Japanese government, and plus many of these patriots had once been enemies with Yuan Shikai, so he ignored them completely. The Sino-Japanese war started with Korea, and the outcome will definitely be decided in Korea in the future. If Chairman Chen is interested, I can help contact the Korean restoration patriots."

Up to now, no Korean patriots had come to find the People's Party. Hearing that Miyazaki Toten was willing to act as a liaison, Chen Ke agreed immediately.

After discussing external issues, Chen Ke felt very relaxed. In the future War of Liberation, Japan's movements would greatly affect the process of the war. If preparations were made as early as possible, there would be at least more choices.

However, this relaxation didn't last long. In March, not long after the Lantern Festival, Sir Humphrey requested to see Chen Ke again. As soon as they met, Sir Humphrey, with a gloomy face, demanded Chen Ke explain why he signed a loan agreement with the United States.

"We'll sign a loan agreement with whoever the f*ck we want." Chen Ke really wanted to shout this at Sir Humphrey, but this was obviously inappropriate. Suppressing his dissatisfaction, Chen Ke said calmly: "We need this loan agreement, so we reached an intention with the American side. And the most important thing is..."

Chen Ke paused slightly here, picked up his teacup, and took a sip. Sir Humphrey stared at Chen Ke's face, waiting for Chen Ke to state the most important key point.

Putting down the teacup, Chen Ke said seriously: "The most important thing is that American goods are cheaper than British goods."

Sir Humphrey never expected Chen Ke to propose such a "most important reason." His expression froze on his face for an instant, and it took a good while to return to normal. Sir Humphrey said with extreme dissatisfaction: "As the old Chinese saying goes, 'you get what you pay for'; cheap goods are not good. The quality and lifespan of American equipment are inferior to similar products from our Britain."

"But American goods are nearly half the price of British goods, and their performance is at least 80% of Britain's. The cost-performance ratio is high," Chen Ke explained. The translator didn't understand the term "cost-performance ratio" (xingjiabi) and couldn't translate it. Chen Ke had to find a piece of paper and list the formula for cost-performance ratio. Only then was this translation problem solved.

"Sir Humphrey, if the mechanical equipment provided by the British side maintains the quality of the equipment we have purchased before, and the price and installation and commissioning services can be the same as the United States', and if the British government is willing to reach a series of agreements with us, we would certainly be willing to reach such a trade agreement with Britain. The reason is simple: if there were such conditions, the cost-performance ratio of British goods would be higher than that of the United States. We have no partiality toward the US government, but business is business." Chen Ke sincerely explained the People's Party's reasons to Sir Humphrey.

For Britain, which currently held global hegemony, business was not just pure business, but concerned Britain's dominance in various fields. Britain had already learned that, with only a listing ceremony remaining, the Federal Reserve, which was actually already in operation, had decided under the lead of several major US financial groups to provide a huge loan to the People's Party. The specific amount of this loan actually reached 200 million US dollars, and the Federal Reserve was even prepared to provide another 200 million dollars in backup loans to the People's Party.

Britain was much better than the People's Party at probing US inside information. There was also inside information showing that a considerable number of people in the US had chosen the flourishing People's Party government between the Beiyang central government and the People's Party local government. The original "Bethlehem Contract" signed between the US and the Manchu Qing government was negotiated with the Beiyang government by the US side after the fall of the Qing. Beiyang was poor as a church mouse, and both the US government and Congress believed that giving money to Yuan Shikai was simply throwing meat buns at a dog—gone forever. Currently, someone had already suggested signing the "Bethlehem Contract" with the People's Party.

The purpose of the "Bethlehem Contract" was for the US to provide special funds for naval construction to China at a very favorable price to strengthen the Chinese navy and deal with the Japanese navy, which was quite strong in East Asia. Japan was Britain's thug in East Asia, and the US was obviously trying to undermine this. If the "Bethlehem Contract" were signed with Yuan Shikai, Britain really wouldn't care. The Yuan Shikai government posed no threat. But the People's Party was vigorous and developing rapidly. If the US signed this contract with the People's Party, given time, the People's Party might really be able to build a maritime force that deterred the Japanese navy. Once China and the US joined hands to deal with Britain and Japan, that would be more of a headache than Germany's Pacific Fleet.

However, reaching comprehensive cooperation with the People's Party was still only the opinion of a minority in the US, and Britain couldn't be sure what the final outcome would be. But the posture of the People's Party rapidly approaching the US still filled Britain with vigilance. If a telegram were sent to Chen Ke, Chen Ke could pretend that no such thing happened. It was impossible for a local consul to ask to see Chen Ke. As a last resort, Sir Humphrey came personally to meet with Chen Ke. Seeing Chen Ke actually use purely commercial reasons to put him off, Sir Humphrey said in a slightly threatening tone: "If your side accepts the US loan, it will break the balance in China. Therefore, we on the British side do not suggest that the People's Party make such a rash decision."

"Hehe!" Chen Ke laughed dryly twice. "Does Sir Humphrey think we will reduce trade with Britain because of debt repayment? Since we guarantee to implement trade balance, we will absolutely not stick to our promise. We will absolutely not use the money earned from the British to pay back the Americans' debt; please be completely assured of this."

"I am not talking about trade balance; I am referring to the fact that your actions will break the current political balance," Sir Humphrey replied grumpily.

"Doing business can break the political balance? Sir Humphrey, you must be joking," Chen Ke began to play dumb.

Sir Humphrey didn't want to joke. He said seriously: "Mr. Chen Ke, I personally think you are getting too close to the American side. This will cause many unnecessary misunderstandings. I hope you can treat this matter with caution. Don't let temporary benefits turn your head."

"Hehe," Chen Ke laughed helplessly. "Sir Humphrey, our People's Party is very poor. Right now, we wish we could split one penny into two to spend. You say we are blinded by benefits, but ambition is short when one is poor. American goods are so cheap, and the American side has also proposed loan conditions we can't refuse. We really cannot refuse. If you don't want us to get so close to the US, then please ask the British side to provide us with loans and trade agreements more favorable than those of the US. If that day comes, please rest assured, we will definitely abandon the US without hesitation and sign such contracts with Britain."

Facing Chen Ke, who revealed the face of a treacherous villain, Sir Humphrey had no countermeasures for a moment. Chen Ke was showing that his agreement with the US had no political purpose and was purely driven by economic interests. Sir Humphrey had wanted to simply set a trap first, pretending to sign an intentional agreement with the People's Party to ruin this loan and business deal first. But he immediately recalled that the British had done this several times before, and the results were all seen through by the People's Party. The People's Party officials negotiating with the British were all shameless characters. They insisted that the British transport the equipment to China and complete the installation and commissioning earlier than the US, and then the People's Party would naturally tear up the contract with the US.

Since it was a scam, the British naturally couldn't do this. They had to watch the Americans transport the equipment to the base area and install and debug it at an amazing speed. Once these devices were running normally, the British themselves couldn't bring up those scams to snatch the contract. Since the People's Party was as rogue as the Yankees, deceptive methods would probably be useless.

Sir Humphrey educated Chen Ke earnestly: "Mr. Chen, I still hope you can view this matter rationally. You must know that China has gained peace with great difficulty. The current situation in China is in the interest of all countries and also in the interest of the People's Party. If this balance of peace is easily broken, I think it is irresponsible."

Chen Ke cursed in his heart after hearing this, but on his face, he looked even more sincere and helpless. "We are really extremely short of money right now. Various factories need equipment. If the factories don't start work quickly, the huge unemployed population will rebel. With our meager family fortune, we can only take this opportunity to buy cheap goods. We very much want to maintain a good relationship with Britain. Even if we sign this loan agreement, we can guarantee that we will absolutely not stand on the Americans' side. However, we also hope that the British side can understand our difficulties. If we can't even sustain ourselves, wouldn't the current balance also be broken? Moreover, everything right now is just an agreement, things on paper. According to a Chinese saying, this is called 'the eight character hasn't even had the first stroke written yet' (nothing is official yet). The Americans probably won't lend to us yet. Speaking of which, Sir Humphrey, you came to find me in such a hurry; did you get some inside information?"

Sir Humphrey was completely in despair over Chen Ke's stubbornness. It was even more impossible for him to tell Chen Ke the inside information the British had heard. He shook his head, "We also just heard some news. We can't control what those Yankees will do." Because of his annoyance, Sir Humphrey couldn't help but use a rather impolite term for Americans.

Chen Ke pretended not to know and said sincerely: "Sir Humphrey, if you have any latest internal news on this matter, please be sure to tell us. Fearful that the Americans would make things difficult for us, I even put on airs. Thinking back now, I'm a little scared. Americans are petty; I hope they don't hold a grudge against me."

"I see," Sir Humphrey responded coldly and rose to leave. On the way to the Wuhan Consulate, Sir Humphrey felt that perhaps he should notify home and let them think of a way to create some rumors between Chen Ke and the Americans. If the fortress couldn't be breached from the outside, then breach it from the inside. In military attacks on fortresses, rumors were always a method preferred by military generals. Many times, the effect of rumors was even more effective than real swords and guns.

However, Sir Humphrey didn't immerse himself in this dark imagination. He analyzed the current situation slightly. Since the People's Party might get a loan from the US, Britain's policy toward China couldn't continue to waver like this. Since Chen Ke refused to sign the treaty and refused to actively take refuge with Britain, in order to maintain the balance in China, even if Yuan Shikai was a bastard, he was Britain's first choice. Moreover, judging from Yuan Shikai's performance, what he lacked most right now was money. After providing Yuan Shikai with a certain amount of aid, Beiyang might not necessarily be unable to rival the People's Party.

Turning his head back to look in the direction of the People's Party Hunan Provincial Committee, Sir Humphrey cursed viciously in his heart: "Chen Ke, you asked for all of this."

Lu Huitian, who participated in the negotiation, really admired Chen Ke's almost ruffian-like straightforwardness, while Zhang Yu, who also sat in, praised it greatly. When it was time to tell the truth, Chen Ke didn't mention a single lie. As for the parts where he should tell lies, Chen Ke spoke even more sincerely than the truth. Anyway, throughout the meeting, what Chen Ke emphasized was development; it was impossible for anyone to associate it with the fact that the People's Party had currently entered a stage of intense war preparation.

"Chairman Chen, what if the British side spreads rumors unfavorable to us?" Lu Huitian was a little worried.

"Rumors are rumors because some people believe them in the first place. After hearing rumors from others, they will think this is the truth. Americans may not necessarily disbelieve British rumors, but Americans firmly believe that the British are enemies. If they judge that the result of the rumors is beneficial to the British, Americans may not necessarily persist in believing them. At this time, if investigation reveals that they are indeed rumors, Americans will no longer believe anything the British say. Even if the British tell the truth, the Americans won't believe it. So whether the British spread rumors is no longer important. The key is the Americans' attitude."

Chen Ke explained the current situation when he didn't look happy at all.

"What other moves will the British have?" Zhang Yu asked.

"I'm afraid the British will start arming Yuan Shikai, and the scale of the war will become larger and larger," Chen Ke said helplessly.

Lu Huitian and Zhang Yu had actually already thought of this result. Even if the base area was booming, its industrial strength was far from being a match for the British. Beiyang was not a straw bag; even if surrounded, it wouldn't collapse immediately. They could still fight desperately with guns and cannons. Facing a stubborn enemy, the People's Party would pay a price no matter what, perhaps even a considerable price.

The People's Party's strength might increase, but Yuan Shikai's strength would also increase, perhaps even at a faster speed than the People's Party. Thinking of such a future, Lu Huitian and Zhang Yu couldn't be happy no matter what.
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Diplomatic personnel came and went quickly. After March 1913, Wuhan, once a destination for Asian diplomats, quieted down. British threats and American suggestions seemed to vanish as if they had never happened. Chen Ke didn't care about this at all; the history of New China proved one thing: as long as China could solve its own problems, the foreigners would come knocking on their own accord.

Even without American loans, the price of American machinery plummeted during the economic crisis. With no way to sell factory products and bankruptcy looming, who cared about price? Wang Bin had already set off for the United States, and the People's Party's trade department in the US was receiving dozens, sometimes hundreds, of American equipment suppliers every day. A brutal price-cutting war was waged among merchants, their only goal to quickly offload the equipment in their hands. The People's Party representatives were frightened by this aggressive situation and urgently cabled the base area, hoping Wang Bin would hurry to the US to take charge.

The comrades of the National Defense Science and Industry Commission (NDSIC) were naturally jubilant. Given the current situation, the many equipment shortages facing the base area should be greatly alleviated. But Chen Ke poured a bucket of cold water on them right from the start.

"What are the basic elements of an industrial system?" Chen Ke asked. Over the years, the comrades of the NDSIC had gradually come to realize how cruel the "exam-oriented education" Chen Ke had undergone was. Mainstream private schools in Europe and America were all exam-oriented; whether students understood was not the issue, whether they could recite it was another matter.

You Gou had excellent grades, and she immediately answered, "Manpower, logistics, supporting facilities, organization."

Chen Ke nodded heavily. "Very good. Let's talk about manpower first. With so much equipment coming in, do we have enough manpower to operate it? And regarding logistics, can we satisfy the raw material requirements for this equipment?"

The comrades of the NDSIC fell silent. These problems had once tortured the NDSIC to the point where they wished they were dead.

"Comrades, there is no need to worry. The American goods are piled up there; the equipment isn't going anywhere. It will be shipped to us sooner or later. If I were to demand that steel production be increased to 1.2 million tons within three years now... the moment I left, you would immediately call the schools and the army without a second thought. You don't have enough people right now. Manpower, especially the number of laborers who have received an education and can meet factory requirements, is insufficient. This is already the biggest bottleneck restricting our work."

The People's Party had been committed to promoting compulsory education since the establishment of the Fengtai Base Area. Most comrades had supported Chen Ke's decision in the initial stages based on a moral perspective. With the development of the industrial sector, the role of compulsory education for the labor force became increasingly obvious. The base area now graduated over 50,000 middle school students annually, and various departments snatched these children up in the blink of an eye. They only complained about having too few people, never too many.

"Chairman Chen, you vowed to liberate women, yet the number of female teachers has not seen a significant increase. Can you explain the reason for this?" You Gou asked.

At the mention of this issue, Chen Ke became quite annoyed. His understanding of the rural situation was insufficient, and the People's Party had made significant deviations in their judgment of rural conditions. The low status of women in this era was something Chen Ke had not previously imagined. The concept that women were not treated as people with equal status to men, but rather as family property, was deeply ingrained.

The Party Secretary of the NDSIC was You Gou, meaning she stood above many men. But in reality, simply because of her female identity, there were people who wanted to unseat her. This rectification movement specifically emphasized the issue of gender equality. If other discussions were considered intense, discussions on gender equality were rare. Chen Ke knew the reason: men's positions on neglecting women were relatively consistent. So no one wanted to discuss this issue.

Hearing You Gou fiercely criticize the lack of female education leading to a shortage of female labor, and seeing that no other comrades in the NDSIC said a word, Chen Ke couldn't help but feel surprised. He replied, "I will go back and study this issue."

Upon returning, Chen Ke ordered the Ministry of Education's statistical data to be brought to him. A single read confirmed that the problem You Gou raised was indeed quite obvious. Primary school education, which had implemented compulsory education, had a very high enrollment rate. Some old base areas in the plains even reached 100%. After all, primary schools provided meals, and the enrollment age was seven, not yet the age for labor, so such a high enrollment rate was not surprising. But opening the middle school enrollment gender ratio, Chen Ke was stunned. The male-to-female ratio in middle schools reached an astonishing 10:1. You Gou said the number of female teachers hadn't increased; without many female students, where would so many female teachers come from?

Chen Ke called his secretary. "Have the Statistics Bureau summarize a portion of the charts regarding enrollment gender ratios by region."

"By what unit? County, township, or village?" the secretary asked.

"By county," Chen Ke said, his tone full of anger. Women's liberation, women's liberation. After years of liberation, this was the result. In *A Madman's Diary*, Lu Xun had shouted "Save the children." If girls couldn't go to middle school and couldn't engage in more social labor, how would they view women's liberation? Thinking of this, Chen Ke added, "Compile a statistic on the employment ratio within state-owned enterprises in each county as well!"

The Statistics Bureau had abundant data and submitted a statistical report on the third day. After reading it, Chen Ke slammed the data hard onto the table. Even that didn't vent his anger, so he pounded it a few more times with his fist. The secretary saw how furious Chen Ke was, but still said with professional duty, "Chairman Chen, the meeting is about to start." Yet, there was fear in his voice.

"Bring these materials along," Chen Ke said, pointing at the pile of statistical data.

At the Central Committee meeting, Chen Ke first showed the statistical data to the comrades. Some comrades hadn't paid much attention to education issues before and were beaming with joy seeing that most children had received primary school compulsory education. Some comrades, seeing Chen Ke's gloomy face, deliberately scrutinized the data a few times but couldn't spot the problem.

"Chairman Chen, the establishment of compulsory school education is long-term work; it can't be rushed," Lu Huitian advised.

"I know it can't be rushed. I know even better how much money and manpower it takes to build this system," Chen Ke said seriously. "But I have a question. Why is the female enrollment ratio so low starting from middle school?"

Now the comrades understood what Chen Ke was angry about. Everyone looked at the data again, and everyone's expression changed.

"Among the several basic programs of our People's Party, promoting gender equality is one of them. Now, I don't want to criticize anyone, especially not the comrades in the Education Department. The comrades in the Education Department deserve praise for submitting this data realistically. These figures let us see the facts clearly. I haven't said this before, and everyone has absolutely never made such a mistake. So I'm not targeting anyone, but I must say this upfront. If anyone dares to falsify statistical data to muddle through or fabricate achievements, that is absolutely unacceptable and must be severely punished."

Chen Ke's anger was very rare. Among the attending Central Committee members, it wasn't that no one felt the statistics were too honest and thought perhaps they should have been embellished a bit. But hearing Chen Ke's words, these representatives felt a chill in their hearts.

Regardless of what these comrades thought, Chen Ke didn't have time to observe closely. He suppressed his anger and said, "I know that liberating women, promoting gender equality, and protecting the rights and interests of women and children will inevitably trigger significant conflicts. To fully implement such policies takes time and, even more, a good environment. So when formulating relevant policies, we indeed had certain reservations. Now we are facing war, and the biggest fear is the outbreak of internal conflicts. It would be best to implement such policies after unifying the whole country. However, after seeing this statistical data, I feel it is necessary to reflect and adjust. So let's discuss it."

The comrades of the Central Committee hadn't expected Chen Ke to raise such a topic. Everyone could understand gender equality based on labor equality and tried their best to maintain this equality. But gender equality in education had never been within everyone's scope of consideration. Looking at this sudden data, many comrades failed to even understand the problem. All eyes fell on the face of Minister of Education Feng Shengxi.

Feng Shengxi was the newly promoted Minister of Education. Previously, education was managed by Yan Fu, and later temporarily transferred to Feng Xu. Now Feng Shengxi had taken over for less than half a year. Although Chen Ke had stated he was definitely not criticizing the comrades of the Ministry of Education, being watched by so many people, Feng Shengxi couldn't help but feel uneasy.

"This has nothing to do with Comrade Feng Shengxi. This is the government's work; the Ministry of Education can't forcibly drag people to school," Chen Ke quickly relieved Feng Shengxi of the pressure. Feng Shengxi breathed a sigh of relief upon hearing this, but before he could fully relax, he noticed the comrades' gazes had turned to Hubei Provincial Party Secretary Lu Huitian.

Lu Huitian, being a clever man, saw everyone looking at him and immediately kicked the ball back to Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, everyone has no experience in this matter, and certainly didn't expect such a result. Since you raised the problem, why not propose some concrete measures? We can discuss specific measures."

Chen Ke knew these comrades felt aggrieved, neither knowing what to do nor wanting to take responsibility. Chen Ke said loudly, "Measures? First, for members of the Party, government, and state-owned enterprises, their children must attend school. Dropping out before middle school is absolutely not allowed. Second, from now on, military dependent benefits will be tied to enrollment. Military personnel whose children drop out will not enjoy military dependent benefits."

The clerk scribbled down Chen Ke's words. Apart from that, there was no other sound in the conference room.

"I require these two points to be executed. Do comrades have any opinions?" After speaking, Chen Ke's expression relaxed a bit, as if he had expelled the stifling air from his chest.

"Agreed!" "Agreed!" No one raised any objections. Everyone was admittedly confused by the sudden topic, but no one opposed gender equality, and certainly, no one opposed all children going to school.

Chen Ke continued, "Since everyone agrees on the previous issues, the next issue is how to improve the middle school attendance of ordinary people's children, especially girls. This requires everyone to discuss together."

All comrades could see that Chen Ke was going to put great effort into the issue of girls' schooling. No comrade considered they could stay out of it anymore. The People's Party was like a single game of chess; any final resolution required all comrades to guarantee its implementation together.

"This matter must first be investigated to understand why this situation is happening. Should we set up an investigation committee responsible for this?" Lu Huitian proposed his view.

"No need for that trouble. Compulsory education will be extended to middle school in the future. What we need to consider now is how to expand the number of female applicants for middle school. Some who can't pass the exam can't be forced to attend." Chen Ke managed to control himself and not act on emotion.

"Why must girls go to middle school?" Zhang Yu asked.

Chen Ke answered, "If girls don't go to school, they cannot be truly liberated, and we cannot mobilize more qualified labor. Girls make up half of the children. Forcibly mobilizing girls who haven't received a middle school education into the industrial system... the comrades of the NDSIC would definitely not agree, and neither would I. So more girls must take the middle school entrance exam, and more girls must be able to attend middle school."

Hearing Chen Ke explain such a simple cause-and-effect relationship, all the comrades felt relieved. As long as it didn't involve theoretical issues and was purely an execution requirement, everyone didn't need to consider so much and could just get to work.

"For cities, we can let various labor unions be responsible for propaganda among their members. Police stations and neighborhood committees can hold meetings to implement universal propaganda. Our government can also advertise in newspapers and on the streets. Propaganda methods in rural areas are limited and will rely more on administrative orders. If that really doesn't work, we can tie girls' schooling in families to some products provided by supply and marketing cooperatives. That should be more effective," Lu Huitian immediately proposed his ideas.

Zhang Yu shook his head slightly. "This only suits the plain areas. What about the mountainous areas? You know, in the countryside, many people exchange daughters-in-law. If your family doesn't have a daughter, you can't get a wife. Those betrothal gifts aren't easily produced. Coming back to this, we still have to liberate women."

Lu Huitian was somewhat dissatisfied with Zhang Yu's nitpicking attitude. "The plains have a large population. Even if we want to improve, we have to do it step by step—cities first, then plains, then mountains. Considering administrative costs, we definitely must execute vigorously in places with high administrative efficiency first."

Facing such a rational view, Zhang Yu wanted to refute but gave up. He changed his angle. "I'll just speak a little about the compulsory education situation I understand. Our provision of meals in primary schools is very attractive to parents because little kids can't do much work. But middle school education faces children over 10. A meal a day does save parents a few dimes. But letting them work might create a profit of one or even two yuan. With this comparison, everyone will definitely let their children participate in work as early as possible. To eliminate child labor, there is only one way: set an employment age. The base area mentioned this before, but implementation existed in name only."

Both men's words made considerable sense. Comrades who had never considered the issue of children's schooling felt suddenly enlightened. Recalling their own upbringing, many comrades couldn't help but nod in agreement.

Seeing everyone starting to understand the problem, Zhang Yu said, "Exploitation and oppression exist not only between the exploiting class and the exploited class. Even within the same class, exploitation and oppression exist. Under the situation of underdeveloped productive forces, many humanitarian ideas will encounter many extremely realistic obstacles. I feel this deeply now as the Propaganda Minister. The more underdeveloped the productive forces in a region, the less interest there is in political propaganda. Humanitarian ideas can't solve survival problems; solving these problems can only be done through strong administrative means."

Lu Huitian found that Zhang Yu had cleverly shifted the "administrative cost" he had just proposed into a basis for Zhang Yu's own argument, and he felt a bit unhappy. "Comrade Zhang Yu, are you saying that even in the future, the problems in mountainous areas will be hard to solve?"

Zhang Yu answered seriously, "The problem in mountainous areas depends on whether the place is poor enough. If they are so poor they can't survive, as long as there is a way to live, the masses in the mountains will absolutely follow. We recruited soldiers in the Dabie Mountains, and responses were like gathering clouds. Wasn't it for this reason? If reading can save their lives, they will choose to read. If becoming a bandit can save their lives, they will choose to become bandits. The masses are that realistic."

Although Chen Ke was initially filled with almost uncontrollable anger, hearing Zhang Yu and Lu Huitian's speeches, his mood quickly improved. Regardless of the faint struggle between the two, at least neither of them thought reality didn't need changing, nor did they hold up some grand principle to prove the rationality and justice of the policy. The People's Party wasn't an angel, and neither were the people. The People's Party was just a workers' party that viewed the world using basic Marxist principles. This made Chen Ke feel both grounded and reassured.

"Is there a military reason for expanding the proportion of women in middle school?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

This question opened the minds of many Central Committee members. The Central Committee's plan was to expand the army to 3 million. Large numbers of young men would go to the battlefield, and their positions would have to be filled. Educated women were the best candidates. Thinking of this, many comrades thought they understood why Chen Ke was so sensitive and angry about the schooling issue. Feng Shengxi was one of them. As the Minister of Education, Feng Shengxi knew better than anyone that middle school involved military training twice a year. The feeling of not wanting to take on this sudden responsibility faded, and he began to calculate how to expand the number of girls in middle school through the efforts of the education system. Moreover, Chen Ke proposed that middle school would be compulsory in the future, so the education system would face even more problems later.

Chen Ke hadn't thought of the military issue at first. For someone who had seen the 21st century, Chen Ke thought these were just the most ordinary problems. 21st-century China faced the improvement of education levels and efficiency; the dropout problem was opposed by the whole society, and only extremely impoverished regions had such issues. So Chen Ke replied, "Completing the military expansion relies on improving social management capabilities. Promoting schooling, from the results, can indeed improve social management capabilities. But I personally didn't link the two initially. Don't overthink this problem."

Hua Xiongmao nodded. The military farms under the army system had a large amount of labor and children. Just ensuring that all children of families joining the military farms could attend school was already heavy work, and Hua Xiongmao didn't want to create side issues.

After determining the specific execution content, the Central Committee discussed whether to establish an investigation committee to collect the masses' views on schooling and the policy everywhere.

"I think establishing a social investigation committee might be better," was Zhang Yu's line of thought.

Lu Huitian sang a different tune from Zhang Yu again. "With the Statistics Bureau to compile actual data, deducing from strict data is just about enough. What affects public opinion is the propaganda department. In this regard, I actually think a purge should be conducted. Currently, there are many former landlords and gentry in the base area. They are very dissatisfied with losing their past status and are trying to confront the Party by occupying the public opinion front. It is necessary to purge them before launching the war."

Chen Ke didn't want to engage in such a debate. He said, "Write a report on this matter first; don't just say whatever comes to mind."

After the meeting adjourned, Chen Ke went home. His daughter, Chen Qianru, seeing her dad return, immediately ran up pouting and grabbed Chen Ke. "Daddy, someone bullied me at kindergarten today."

"Ah? What happened?" Chen Ke's attitude immediately softened.

"Today we played a game and prizes were given out. There were blue notebooks and pink notebooks. In the end, Zhang Wenjuan insisted the teacher give her the pink notebook I had. I didn't want to give it to her, and she said I was stingy." Reaching the grievance, Chen Qianru's eyes were already flashing with tears.

"Oh." Chen Ke didn't know how to solve this problem for a moment. After thinking for a while, he answered, "Yueyue, did you tell this little friend Zhang Wenjuan from the start that you really wanted this notebook, so you couldn't give it to her?"

"Um..., um..., no." Chen Qianru said, frowning.

"When you don't want to exchange things with others, you have to tell them directly. After making it clear, at least you won't be so angry." Chen Ke began to teach his daughter how to handle things.

"But she got angry and said she wouldn't talk to me anymore. I still want to play with her." Chen Qianru was very aggrieved.

"You can't believe everything she says; you have to see if it's true first. Next time if she says that, just hold back and don't play with her for a few days. I think it won't take long for her to actively come find you to play."

"Okay, I'll try." Chen Qianru said aggrievedly.

Chen Ke comforted his daughter and went back into the room with her. Chen Ke had long forgotten what he did in kindergarten. But he felt it was very good that his daughter could encounter various problems. At least the kindergarten didn't treat the children differently because of their parents' status.

He Ying saw Chen Ke had comforted their daughter and smiled. "Since picking Yueyue up from kindergarten, she started complaining and only just finished. I was about to be annoyed to death."

"If we have another one, wouldn't you really be annoyed to death?" Chen Ke laughed.

"What are you saying? No seriousness." He Ying blushed immediately.

Chen Ke sighed. "I was just wondering, when Yueyue goes to school later, how far do you want her to go?"

This jump was a bit too big. He Ying couldn't keep up with the rhythm for a moment. After thinking for a while, He Ying said, "Let her go as far as she can."

"That's quite a long way. If she finishes a post-doc... let me calculate. Primary school four years, middle school three years, high school three years, university four years, master's three years, doctorate three years, post-doc two years. If Yueyue starts school at six, hmm... if everything goes smoothly, she'll be 28 when she graduates."

"28? That's 22 years of school?" He Ying replied in surprise. "Then how will she get married?"

In Chen Ke's view, marrying at 28 wasn't really that old. He knew several female friends who hadn't married at 30. But hearing He Ying worry so much about Chen Qianru's marriage, Chen Ke remembered the bride exchange matter Zhang Yu mentioned. Thinking of this, his mood became a bit low. The People's Party's system had a strong protective function; at least it could push personnel within the system into the industrial age at the fastest speed. But China had such a large population; the difficulty of pushing the entire society toward progress was unprecedented.

While he was thinking, Chen Ke heard He Ying whisper, "Wenqing, do you really want another child?"

"Huh?" Chen Ke looked at He Ying and saw her face slightly red, bowing her head shyly.

Chen Ke laughed. "Yes, why not? If possible, I also hope for a boy, so the two of them can be companions."

Speaking of this, Chen Ke suddenly remembered another thing. The proportion of single people among the People's Party comrades was unusually high. If he were to have another child now, what would the comrades think? Although it sounded funny, this was a problem that couldn't be treated as a joke at all.
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Chapter 16 Enrollment Rate (Part 2)

Chen Ke felt that he was more willing to engage in the legal system. Addressing the issue of female enrollment, Chen Ke invited Xu Dian, the President of the High Court, to discuss the drafting and promulgation of the "Education Law". As a legal expert in the base area, Xu Dian had made great contributions to the judicial construction.

Xu Dian was not the type who could completely hide things in his heart. After talking for a while, he revealed a look that suggested he wanted to say something unrelated to the "Education Law". Chen Ke immediately encouraged him, saying, "Whitewashing peace is inherently wrong. If you have something to say, say it boldly. We have so many areas where our current work is inadequate; it won't do to hide problems when we encounter them."

Xu Dian sighed, "In the Criminal Law, there is the crime of homicide. Intentional homicide is punishable by death. But..." At this point, Xu Dian couldn't help but sigh again.

Chen Ke's expression also sank. "Murderers die, injurers are punished." This is the traditional Chinese judicial concept and a concept generally recognized by the people. For Xu Dian to be so troubled, it seemed the matter was quite tricky.

Xu Dian did not say it directly. He sighed several times in succession before finally gritting his teeth and stating the problem he encountered, "Chairman Chen, infanticide falls under intentional homicide in the Criminal Law. But the masses have different views on these matters than we do. As soon as you mentioned the formulation of the 'Education Law' to protect the rights and interests of women and children, I thought of these things."

Chen Ke's already gloomy face became even more unsightly. "Is the situation serious?"

Xu Dian's face was no better than Chen Ke's. He said in a deep voice, "Just based on the collected information, there were more than two thousand documented cases of infanticide in the base areas last year. This is not from a special collection effort, but merely requests for information on this aspect in the reports of local courts and mobile courts. Some say that because life has improved, infanticide is being taken seriously, which is why it's reported. Others say that many infanticide cases are not reported, and the actual occurrences are only higher. I have already requested judicial departments at all levels to forbid public discussion of this matter. The comrades in the judicial department are all opposed to infanticide. Regarding how to solve the problem of infanticide, opinions are mainly divided into two categories. One category demands severe crackdowns on families where infanticide occurs, while the other believes we must solve the view on human life from the root. After all, in the concept of ordinary masses, parents have the right to fully dispose of their children."

Chen Ke listened quietly to Xu Dian's narration. He felt his vision losing focus, but conversely, he heard his own heavy breathing clearly. If it were normal times, Chen Ke would have already started racking his brain to consider solutions, but at this moment, he couldn't concentrate his attention no matter what. Chen Ke clearly felt that his mood at this moment was not anger, but a kind of sorrow. This was an emotion Chen Ke hadn't experienced for a long time.

With a momentary distraction, several sentences Xu Dian said in between passed by. When Chen Ke finally managed to concentrate, he only heard Xu Dian say, "If parents who commit infanticide are punished with the death penalty for intentional homicide, I'm afraid the masses won't accept it either. I can't think of any solution for this matter."

"Don't continue for now; I can't focus at the moment." Chen Ke waved his hand weakly.

Xu Dian also looked dispirited, but it was evident that Xu Dian also wanted to vent at this moment. So after a short silence, Xu Dian spoke again, "When I first saw this intelligence, I also felt those parents were beasts, not worth pitying if killed. Now I actually feel, who likes to kill their own child? If life can't go on, they can only do this."

Chen Ke felt Xu Dian didn't intend to say this deliberately, but the words "life can't go on" strongly stimulated Chen Ke's nerves. How miserable must life in the base area be for the masses to rely on infanticide to survive? If this was truly the case, then Chen Ke himself would be the first to blame. This indicated there were problems with the policies Chen Ke formulated.

Standing up in shame, Chen Ke felt the hair on his back stand on end. The People's Party had many policies, but it just happened to lack a public policy explicitly opposing infanticide. Chen Ke said in a pained tone, "Even if it's mending the fold after the sheep is lost, I will issue a Chairman's Order right now, requiring the base areas to prohibit infanticide."

Instead, Xu Dian advised, "Chairman Chen, don't blame yourself too much. Even if a policy is explicitly formulated for such matters, it's impossible to say it will be strictly enforced. First is the issue of administrative costs. Additionally, the usefulness of persuasion and education is actually limited. If we punish too heavily, I'm afraid the common people will sympathize with those families who commit infanticide. I believe that, generally speaking, infanticide incidents in the base areas are becoming fewer and fewer."

Chen Ke thought what Xu Dian said made sense. That people do many things in suffering does not equal people loving to do such things. It was just that the news of infanticide brought too strong a shock to Chen Ke; he couldn't free himself from this mood of self-loathing for a while.

Perhaps seeing Chen Ke's self-blaming emotion, Xu Dian suddenly said, "Chairman Chen, we of the People's Party are dedicated to saving the country and the people. Unswerving and with a clear conscience. It cannot be said that the existence of any ugly phenomenon in society is all our responsibility."

"The fact that we haven't formulated the 'Protection of Women and Children Law' until now is indeed our responsibility," Chen Ke replied. "This shows our attitude is unclear and our stance is not distinct."

Xu Dian smiled bitterly, "Chairman Chen, I used to think the law was absolute, supreme. Back then, you criticized me, saying the law is the manifestation of the ruling class's will, not that everyone should unconditionally obey it after it's enacted. In these past few years, I've finally figured out that I was wrong back then. If the law itself were supreme, the Manchu Qing wouldn't have been overthrown. The Manchu Qing's laws clearly stipulated that treason is a grave crime punishable by lingering death (lingchi). But so what if there are legal provisions? We didn't implicate the nine relations of the Manchu Qing ruling class or put them to lingering death, simply because we believe our revolution is not for slaughter. It's not that we can't do it, just that we don't want to do it."

Hearing Xu Dian express such sentiments, Chen Ke genuinely felt somewhat surprised. One must know that Xu Dian's attitude of legal supremacy was very strong back then. "What happened?" Chen Ke asked.

"Our comrades in the judicial department knowingly violate the law, making countless jokes in the understanding and application of the law during trials. Saying they knowingly violate the law isn't quite right; they simply haven't figured out what the law is for. What exactly is the purpose of these legal provisions." Xu Dian finished speaking and sighed helplessly.

"What exactly is going on?" Chen Ke felt very surprised.

Now it was Xu Dian's turn to look guilty. He said regretfully, "The specific matters are terrible and ridiculous. I was also troubled for a long time. But recently I've figured it out. Among our comrades in the judicial department, those who want to transform the world through revolution, who want to create a better future by opposing evil old systems and customs, even if they make some mistakes, it's just a matter of personal level. At most, you can say they are impulsive and emotional in sentencing, but you absolutely cannot say their sentencing deviated from the original intent of the law. But those who were like me before, thinking they are the embodiment of the law, holding the great power of law and justice in their hands, thinking they are the 'Blue Sky Grand Master', not a single one hasn't made major mistakes in these past few years. I am to blame for these matters; many of those comrades were ones I once admired, and I even conducted a lot of ideological education for them."

"Then what do you plan to do?" Chen Ke asked.

"I don't plan to take the blame and resign. At least until these bastards in the judicial system are all weeded out, I feel I have to keep working in the judicial system." Xu Dian revealed a resolute look on his face.

Chen Ke was amused into a bitter smile by this display. "Does that mean, Comrade Xu Dian, you have decided to be a tendentious revolutionary rather than a non-tendentious neutral bureaucrat?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Xu Dian nodded hurriedly, "Yes! That's it! I am now willing to be a revolutionary who smashes the old system. I no longer want to be a judicial officer who pretends to be impartial and only knows how to interpret legal provisions. In this world, there are only standpoints based on different classes; there has never been anything impartial to everyone."

"Comrade Xu Dian, you are essentially a revolutionary. It's just that you originally thought there was impartiality that treated everyone equally in this world," Chen Ke replied calmly. "I also made this mistake recently. After you talked with me today, I know where I went wrong. Women's liberation is itself a revolution. I precisely treated this matter as something that could advance naturally. I was waiting for women to revolutionize themselves, waiting for women to take the initiative to overthrow the old system oppressing them. Waiting to give them a hand in the process. I was really wrong."

Xu Dian heard Chen Ke criticizing himself like this; he wanted to say something, but in the end, said nothing.

When the Central Committee meeting convened again, the comrades didn't expect that Chen Ke would temporarily not mention the female enrollment rate issue, but instead raised the matter of infanticide. Infanticide caused great stimulation to Chen Ke, and it had the same great stimulation to the comrades of the Central Committee. Zhang Yu was considered one of the more "cold and gloomy" members of the Central Committee, but hearing the infanticide data, a look of unease and intolerance also appeared on his face. As for Hua Xiongmao, he had already stood up in a rage, pacing around the conference room.

Chen Ke said with a cold face, "I'll tell everyone a joke that isn't a joke. I originally thought that many comrades aren't married. The grassroots comrades are a bit better, mostly in their twenties. Most of us in the middle and high levels are thirty. But after getting married, one has to live a life. If the family is noisy, it also delays work. I was originally considering everyone's marriage issues, so I sought out Comrade Xu Dian, firstly to talk about the 'Education Law' issue, and secondly to talk about the 'Marriage Law' enforcement issue. Only then did I know about the infanticide matter. I was really scared. I can't figure out why this is; how can one lay a hand on their own child?"

Since the Central Committee was in Hubei, Hubei Provincial Party Secretary Lu Huitian automatically became a member of the Central Standing Committee. He replied, "Chairman Chen, I have heard a little about it. Our base area kills human traffickers; special notices have been issued for this. In the past, if a family couldn't support a child, the parents would sell the child if possible. If they couldn't sell it, then came the infanticide. After the major killing of human traffickers, I'm afraid that's also a reason..."

"You're farting!" Hua Xiongmao was already very irritable. Hearing Lu Huitian point the finger of blame at the Central Committee's policy, he couldn't help but curse loudly.

Lu Huitian slapped the table, *Pa*. "Comrade Hua Xiongmao, I understand your mood, but listen to me finish first!"

Hua Xiongmao turned his face away and kept silent for the time being. Although other comrades didn't curse out loud, the looks they cast at Lu Huitian could absolutely not be called friendly.

Lu Huitian continued with a gloomy face, "After eliminating the human trafficker system, the adoption system hasn't been established. The people are giving birth to and raising many now. Although the state bears a large part of the living costs for infants and juveniles, the pressure of life is still great. In the current policy of three mu of land per person, we encourage dividing up the family. So it is still very difficult for parents alone to support several children. It's okay in economically developed areas, but in economically underdeveloped areas, this pressure is too heavy."

After Lu Huitian finished speaking, Hua Xiongmao didn't continue to curse. He sat back in his seat, grinding his teeth in silence.

Zhang Yu usually loved to "sing a different tune" from Lu Huitian, but this time he didn't say anything. Although his lips were tightly closed, the high bulge of his cheek muscles proved that Zhang Yu was grinding his teeth just like Hua Xiongmao.

Chen Ke said, "Comrades, let us still strive to promote women's liberation. We comrades of the People's Party have all received physiological hygiene education and know what having children is all about. If women cannot resist, if they cannot decide whether they want to have children or not, this is liberation not being thorough enough."

When these words were said, the comrades were quite surprised. Lu Huitian was stunned for a moment, "Chairman Chen, is this decision of yours a bit rash?"

Chen Ke replied decisively, "This is not a decision of mine. I am formally raising this topic now to discuss with comrades. The feudal set of clan power and husband power must be broken. If it's not broken, the child problem cannot be solved. We comrades, as men, instinctively hope to have control over women. When we mention gender equality, most just think we should treat women a bit better. But we don't really want to liberate women, because liberated women are completely independent people. They have their own will, their own power, and can even stand up to men as equals. They, like men, are equal human beings. They have the power to refuse everything men impose on them. If it doesn't reach this level, women cannot be discussed as truly liberated. Like you comrades, I am a man. I want to ask comrades, has everyone's revolutionary attitude been firm to this degree? To thoroughly liberate women who must rely on men in tradition. Let them stand together with us as equals."

No one answered immediately. The sense of justice and revolutionary impulse that had boiled up because of the infanticide incident seemed to fade quickly. The comrades looked somewhat bewildered.

Chen Ke laughed, "What's wrong? Can everyone not understand, or do you feel unwilling? Let's take the simplest example. Comrade You Gou is a liberated woman. Who among you dares to impose your will on Comrade You Gou? Stand up and make a statement."

At the mention of You Gou, the expressions on the comrades' faces became quite unsightly. Usually, indeed no one dared to do anything to You Gou. Likewise, no one was really that close to You Gou.

After a while, Lu Huitian said, "Chairman Chen, none of the comrades want to discuss theory with you. We also know we can't out-talk you. Moreover, on these directional issues, we don't want to argue with you either. Since you say this, you should have specific execution methods. Speak them out for discussion."

"Such a big matter is tantamount to turning the sky over. You asking Chairman Chen to tell the specific execution methods is nonsense. I think we should be the ones to propose solutions." Zhang Yu, as usual, sang a different tune from Lu Huitian.

However, this time Lu Huitian did not refute, and the comrades did not speak. Chen Ke's mind moved; there was a rather strong hint in Zhang Yu's statement. At least Chen Ke felt there was some attitude in this statement that he could not ignore.

When the meeting discussed until adjournment, Chen Ke called Zhang Yu to the small conference room. He asked, "Comrade Zhang Yu, do you want to work at the local level?"

"That's right." Zhang Yu answered quite readily. "I think the Propaganda Department is very important work, but I personally hope to work at the local level. If the organization can agree, I am willing to work in Henan."

Given the current situation in Henan, if Zhang Yu went to Henan, he would formally become the Secretary of the Henan Provincial Party Committee. Chen Ke didn't think Zhang Yu was unqualified, but he felt somewhat uncomfortable in his heart.

"Comrade Zhang Yu, I identify with your work ability, but within our party, we must stress unity after all." Chen Ke said.

"Chairman Chen, if you are referring to my dispute with Comrade Lu Huitian, or think I want to show myself through the dispute with Comrade Lu Huitian, then I feel it is unfair to me. I have always been like this. Moreover, I do not agree with some of Comrade Lu Huitian's views and practices. Since I don't agree, I say it publicly. I believe this conforms to the party's organizational principles."

Chen Ke very much identified with Zhang Yu's statement. Actually, Zhang Yu's object of struggle was originally Chen Ke. In the party, Zhang Yu had always been the number one person who dared to question Chen Ke straightforwardly. "I will consider this appointment. However, before the appointment is issued, Comrade Zhang Yu, you cannot relax your current work."

"I understand." Zhang Yu replied straightforwardly.

The women's liberation movement firstly is to completely break clan power and husband power. Although Zhang Yu explicitly "sang a different tune" from Lu Huitian, in Chen Ke's view, the depth of these two people's view of problems was actually not different. Lu Huitian was very similar to Xu Dian, the legal bookworm, in some aspects. Both didn't understand revolution much, and neither opposed promoting social development by violent means. But both were essentially closer to bureaucrats rather than revolutionaries. So Lu Huitian once proposed "to carry out a new round of strikes against the landlords and gentry who have already been overthrown". This was because Lu Huitian indeed also saw that there was a force continuing to oppose the People's Party in the rural areas. However, he was trying to carry out hard strikes against the opposition forces like a bureaucrat.

Asking a group of men to sincerely liberate women was indeed forcing them to do something difficult. After the meeting, the matter of liberating women was still diluted a lot. The Central Committee first issued a document requiring all localities to launch propaganda firmly opposing "infanticide". And to publicize the issue of letting girls go to school.

Under Chen Ke's strenuous promotion, although the women's liberation issue suffered certain influences, it did not stop.
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"Teacher Ren, this is the discussion content for Wednesday's meeting." When the director of the Chinese Department office at Anhui Normal College placed a document on Ren Yugang's desk, Ren Yugang felt there was something indescribable in the director's gaze. After expressing his thanks, Ren Yugang picked up the document. Soon, the words "Study and Discussion on the Women's Liberation Movement" in the fifth line jumped into Ren Yugang's eyes. Now, Ren Yugang understood.

As a family member of one of the few high-ranking female cadres in the People's Party, Ren Yugang sometimes felt it was quite troublesome. In the traditional habits of Chinese people, Ren Yugang was also "Old Master Ren". His daughter, Ren Qiying, was currently the Mayor of Anqing City, and Ren Yugang's family had also moved from the countryside of Fengtai County to Hefei City. Ren Yugang himself was studying in the second year of high school while teaching at Anhui Normal College. Theoretically, if Ren Yugang participated in the base area's unified university entrance exam in 1915 and could get into Anhui Normal College, he would officially become a highly educated educator after graduating in 1919.

Even now, the money he earned from teaching could support the family's life. Not to mention that Ren Yugang's wife had already found a job at a chain breakfast shop under the state-owned Hefei Grain Company, frying fried dough sticks every morning. Ren Yugang never thought there was anything shameful about his wife coming back smelling of oil smoke every day; working to eat was a matter of course. Those with wisdom eat by wisdom, those without wisdom eat by strength. His wife's hard work also came with some benefits. The chain breakfast shops adopted a dividend system, with 20% of the daily profit used as employee wages; you got paid for the days you worked. At the same time, every employee could get a benefit of 10 fried dough sticks every day, so at least the Ren family didn't have to pay for breakfast. Without the complicated human relations of the countryside and without the threat of natural and man-made disasters, Ren Yugang was very satisfied with his current life. He and his wife would spend the rest of their lives in the city through labor, supporting their two underage children to go to school, graduate, and wait for them to go to work. As for gaining more benefits through his daughter's status, Ren Yugang had never thought about it.

However, just because Ren Yugang didn't think this way didn't mean others wouldn't. Moreover, the one supporting the Ren family was his daughter, Ren Qiying. The way outsiders looked at his family appeared even more unkind. Glancing again at the line "Study and Discussion on the Women's Liberation Movement", Ren Yugang knew that even if he didn't want to speak, it would be impossible.

Upholding the tradition of the People's Party, there was no shouting of slogans at the meeting; they went straight to the methods of how to solve specific problems. The first item of the discussion meeting was to require all schools to mobilize girls to attend school. Normal schools now implemented a policy of completely free education and state-assigned jobs. Party Secretary Xu Guangcai was a transferred political commissar, and as soon as he opened his mouth, it was in the straightforward manner of the army. "Comrades, I think everyone should mobilize their social connections and directly get people into our Normal College's affiliated junior high school. Regardless of whether they are willing to struggle for the cause of education for their whole lives, pull the people over first to fill the educational posts. If this still doesn't gather enough people, I suggest getting people from the countryside into our affiliated primary schools."

The soldier's way of thinking was indeed straightforward. Some female teachers in Anhui Normal College had been snatched from Anqing by Chen Ke. Hearing these words, the expressions on their faces were quite awkward.

"Isn't this tantamount to a shotgun marriage?" the Dean of Students asked hesitantly.

"You used the term 'shotgun marriage' well. Actually, I have another idea. Our Education College has many subordinate factories, printing plants, glass factories, and so on. We can look directly in the countryside for families with few relatives but many children, and move them directly into the city. If the parents want to scrape a living, we can arrange something for them no matter what. These children will then belong to us."

"Secretary Xu, how exactly do you view educational work?" Liu Yuhe, a mathematics teacher, had been snatched from Anqing by the People's Party. Although she wouldn't directly complain about the People's Party's crude methods back then, hearing Xu Guangcai's suggestion, she still couldn't hold back and asked.

Xu Guangcai replied seriously, "Everyone is a cultured person and feels that teaching and educating people is a very noble thing. I feel the same way. However, the education industry under the new system is not a private school. It is a link in the entire national system, and a very important link at that. It is an important industry in industrial society. Since we need teachers, we have to do everything possible to get people here. What kind of society is an industrial society? The pace of this society is very fast, the scale is unprecedentedly large, and the government manages every corner thoroughly. Some comrades have stayed in the urban area of Hefei for five or six years, and the lesser ones have stayed for two or three years. When I was a soldier, I passed through Hefei many times. How many people were in the urban area of Hefei back then? Fifty thousand would be impressive. And among these fifty thousand people, most were residents, plus those who came here to do odd jobs and beg for a meal. Now, just counting our Anhui Normal College, including teachers and students, plus the affiliated middle school and affiliated primary school, how many people are there in total? Five thousand people. These five thousand people are all registered with the government. They have names and surnames, and including what work they will do in the future, it is almost all arranged. A division is stationed in Hefei, twenty thousand people, and these twenty thousand people do whatever the Party tells them to do immediately. Just this alone is twenty-five thousand people, and they are completely under the government's control. We don't need to talk about too long ago. Six years ago when we conquered Hefei, of the fifty thousand people in Hefei back then, how many could be under such strong government control? It would be impressive if there were three thousand."

In the face of numbers and reality, any imagination would be easily defeated. Listening to Xu Guangcai's words, the teachers of Anhui Normal College fell silent one by one.

"Now the population of Hefei's urban area is nearly one hundred and fifty thousand, and all are under the government's management. The original fifty thousand people were absorbed into the social management system, and the extra one hundred thousand people were all arranged to come in by the government. What are they doing? They are all working in factories, railways, ports, various scientific research units, and social service units. Comrades are teachers under the industrial system, and you are also a part of the entire grand industrial system. With these one hundred and fifty thousand people, our goal is actually very simple: let them possess a junior high school education level. Originally, a private school would educate just those eight or ten people. How many private schools were there in the entire Anhui province? Speaking to the sky, ten thousand! Calculated to the limit, they could educate one hundred thousand people. According to that method, all the private schools in Anhui couldn't even educate this population in Hefei City. Chairman Chen invited a few hundred female students back from Anqing back then. Some said Chairman Chen was too domineering. Some said Chairman Chen separated people's flesh and blood. But counting these teachers as two hundred people—Chinese, mathematics, nature, art, geography. One class teaches fifty students. Calculated based on working for four years, they exactly produce a batch of primary school graduates. This is ten thousand students. Even for those guys who studied to become officials, if placed in our modern society, even if they can recite the Four Books and Five Classics by heart, factories still wouldn't want those scholars who don't know natural science, don't know how to use an abacus, and don't understand decimals, fractions, and addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division when recruiting. Even if Anhui originally had ten thousand private schools, a private school only had that one teacher. The students educated by two hundred female students are one-tenth of ten thousand private school teachers. If there are two thousand female students, they are worth those ten thousand private school teachers. This means one female student is worth five private school teachers."

After eloquently explaining the current situation to the teachers, Xu Guangcai said earnestly, "We respect female teachers very much because in the modern industrial system, one female teacher is worth five private school teachers. As long as everyone continues to work according to the system and regulations under this industrial system, everyone will be five times, ten times, or even more capable than under the old system before. So our means of gathering laborers for the education system can be criticized. But these criticisms cannot be made from the standpoint and angle of the old system. Because these are two things that are totally unrelated. My view on the education system completely submits to Chairman Chen's view on the education system. The education system under the new industrial system is to educate the people within the social system into laborers who conform to the industrial system. The industrial system has the industrial system's morality, culture, and sentiments. This is not a set of things built on opposing or supporting the old system, but a set of brand-new things."

No one made a sound anymore; Xu Guangcai had already clearly explained the current problems and direction. If one made a sound, it would only be to agree or oppose. The current teachers were all scholars. To ask them to agree to his face would inevitably make them feel it was "face flattery", and according to their morality, they resolutely opposed it. These people neither had the guts to oppose nor knew how to systematically propose reasons and plans for opposition.

After scanning the faces of the attendees several times, Xu Guangcai withdrew his gaze. Chen Ke had emphasized many times within the Party that there was no need to hold any illusions about this bunch of literati from the old era. Anyone who refused to work steadfastly but instead thought that recognizing a few characters entitled them to critique state affairs should be fired immediately. Chen Ke's original words were quite impolite, "For the laborers of the new era, we must respect them. For the literati of the old era, we must also respect their personal dignity as human beings. However, politically, we can treat them as dogs. The characteristic of dogs is that they bark. If you want them not to bark, there is no other way than to drive them away."

So Anhui Normal College simply didn't invite any "masters" to come and serve as professors and give lectures. If it weren't for the reason of having a daughter like Ren Qiying, Ren Yugang wouldn't have even thought about coming to the school to teach.

Specially glancing at Ren Yugang, Xu Guangcai continued, "Comrades, this time we also involve an issue of gender equality. What is meant by gender equality is that in the eyes of the state, everyone is equal. Women are also people, people just like men. The rights men possess, women possess all the same. Men can be masters of their own house, and women can also be masters of their own house. As far as our school is concerned, men can be teachers, and women can also be teachers. Same post, same pay. There is absolutely no discrimination against the gender of women. This is gender equality. Placed in society, even if there are some labors that girls cannot compete for, that is out of consideration for the work. For example, dock porters; they very likely won't recruit girls. That is only because girls lack sufficient physical strength and have inconvenient days every month. Whereas textile mills recruit far more girls. So gender equality is not a meaningless equality of everything, but a consideration for labor, not a consideration for gender. This is gender equality."

These words sounded extremely pleasing to the women, and even the unhappy expressions brought about by Xu Guangcai's pressure-filled speech just now disappeared from the women's faces.

Xu Guangcai continued his oppressive speech, "Moreover, the status of women in current society is too low. There is an old saying called 'correcting a wrong requires exceeding the proper limits'. Our policies in many places even have to lean more towards women. As teachers, it is necessary for everyone to uphold this understanding of gender equality. I'll say this upfront: this is our People's Party's policy, and this is also our base area's policy. If anyone doesn't accept this policy, speak up now. I'll say this upfront: this kind of talk can only result in the People's Teachers completely accepting gender equality. No matter who it is, whether male teacher or female teacher, anyone who doesn't genuinely support gender equality can leave. And this isn't a simple matter of shouting two slogans. If someone is duplicitous and says one thing but means another, this person's words and deeds will manifest it. Once discovered, if their thinking cannot be turned around after education, they can leave. We will absolutely not tolerate this kind of person."

The male teachers all looked solemn, while the female teachers, although they didn't dare to applaud in agreement, at least all wore smiles. The People's Party's adherence to the policy of gender equality was the reason why female teachers had never publicly opposed the People's Party. These women had come out of the cages of the old era, either voluntarily or forcedly. After experiencing a life of spreading their wings and flying, they themselves were unwilling to pack themselves back into that narrow world again.

"Teacher Ren, how do you view this issue?" Xu Guangcai asked Ren Yugang.

Everyone's eyes focused on Ren Yugang. Many gazes contained a kind of teasing and even somewhat gloating feeling. Ren Yugang didn't care too much; he had long known the treacherousness of the human heart. Ever since Ren Qiying became a cadre of the People's Party, Ren Yugang was not afraid at all of people saying he had no promise. Moreover, Xu Guangcai's words also had places that moved Ren Yugang quite a bit.

"Gentlemen, everyone knows that my daughter embarked on the revolutionary road very early. And this was her own choice; I, as a father, simply didn't play any role. Just now Secretary Xu said something that deeply inspired me. The current base area measures individuals by labor. Only in the face of labor is there true equality for everyone. This is the order basis of the industrialized China led by the People's Party. My daughter embarked on the revolutionary road, presumably because she was moved by Chairman Chen on this point. She firmly believes that through earnest labor, she can obtain opportunities equally. Her personal dignity and freedom can also be embodied and guaranteed through labor. I didn't have this awareness at the time, and only now do I have a feeling of suddenly seeing the light. So I firmly support equality for everyone before labor, and gender equality. Because this is true equality."

Xu Guangcai usually saw Ren Yugang not making a sound, but he didn't expect that when it was time to speak, his level was quite high. Needless to say anything else, Xu Guangcai took the lead in applauding, and the group of teachers, whether sincere or fake, all began to applaud.

The subsequent speeches weren't very interesting. Since everyone couldn't refute the concepts proposed by the People's Party, they were even less willing to lose their current rice bowls. Some who considered themselves aloof simply said a few words about resolutely obeying the Party's command and the like. Some who wanted to show off spoke nonsense.

Xu Guangcai didn't place much importance on words originally. If it was someone like Ren Yugang who had substance in his speech, it would be fine, but guys who fawned and flattered would only make people nauseous. He made a guy who tried to attempt a speech with "substance" like Ren Yugang finish quickly and sit down.

After that person obediently made a long story short and sat back in his seat, Xu Guangcai said, "Comrades, the base area is preparing to introduce the law 'Law on the Protection of Women and Children' and needs to solicit opinions. Since everyone agrees on gender equality, then we might as well discuss it on the basis of equality for everyone before labor to see how the law should ensure gender equality. How to carry out effective protection targeting the current status of women. You can speak freely."

This kind of discussion certainly couldn't grasp the key points like Chen Ke and other People's Party leaders, but this kind of discussion was mandated to be carried out. If they couldn't carry out a discussion face-to-face, just shouting a slogan of gender equality would have no effect at all. After all, gender equality had to target problems occurring in reality and solve various contradictions. Gentle tea tasting and chatting couldn't possibly be of any use. Even if everyone's awareness wasn't enough now, the seeds of this debate had to be buried.

Ren Yugang didn't like to argue too much, but he would absolutely not be so narrow-minded as to storm off in a huff or pretend to be high and mighty by not saying a word. However, what he thought of at this moment was not gender equality, but the hardships of his daughter Ren Qiying at present. If men could lead this kind of movement without being misunderstood, then the problems encountered by Ren Qiying as a woman would be even more complex. For some reason, a thought arose in Ren Yugang out of nowhere. If his daughter Ren Qiying was already married now, perhaps it would be better.

Just as Ren Yugang thought, Ren Qiying, the Mayor of Anqing and Deputy Secretary of the Anqing Prefectural Committee, was not having an easy time. If women's liberation was in the countryside, it was still just an economic interest issue. After all, the people had no culture, and their reasons for opposition were tradition and economic reality. Tradition certainly discriminated against women, but tradition feared the government even more, especially the government currently in power. What annoyed Ren Qiying was the literati in the areas surrounding Anqing.

Anqing was the cultural center of Anhui, and the academic atmosphere in this place was extremely strong. The People's Party kidnapped hundreds of female students from Anqing a few years ago precisely because this area attached importance to education. If it were in northern Anhui, it would be impossible for a girls' school with hundreds of female students to exist. Moreover, Anqing was also the base of the Tongcheng School. The Tongcheng School was the largest prose school in the literary world of the Qing Dynasty. Because its early important writers Dai Mingshi, Fang Bao, Liu Dakui, and Yao Nai were all from Tongcheng, Anhui in the Qing Dynasty. The Tongcheng cultural circle should include areas such as Tongcheng City, Zongyang County, and Yixiu District of Anqing City. These disciples and grand-disciples of the Tongcheng School might be able to endure the existence of the People's Party without saying a word. They even pinched their noses and accepted the land reform. But when it concerned gender equality, they jumped out to speak.

Words like "the hen crows in the morning" were considered polite. They also followed the style of the Tongcheng School seniors and wrote lengthy articles to oppose gender equality. There were several newspapers in Anqing, one of which was called "Tongcheng Night Talk". It was a newspaper funded and run by many literati and gentry in the Anqing locality. Its circulation wasn't large, but it tenaciously maintained its survival.

After publishing several issues of articles opposing gender equality in succession, their sales actually showed signs of rising. Ren Qiying naturally could read these articles. Seeing the vicious attacks on gender equality, and even the insinuating attacks on the current Mayor of Anqing, Ren Qiying, made Ren Qiying extremely angry. While annoyed, Ren Qiying felt it was very strange. A guy with such a cold personality as Zhang Yu had been in Anqing for so many years, yet he could actually tolerate the existence of this kind of newspaper. However, annoyance was annoyance; the People's Party's propaganda of "everyone is equal before labor, gender equality" was still being carried out in full swing in Anqing City. If she were defeated by this bunch of old fogies in propaganda, Ren Qiying would absolutely not forgive herself. Even for her self-esteem as a woman, Ren Qiying would not admit defeat.

So on April 13, 1913, just as Ren Qiying was preparing to see what the newly released "Tongcheng Night Talk" actually said, her secretary said, "Mayor Ren, there is no latest issue."

Ren Qiying felt quite surprised. Yesterday's "Tongcheng Night Talk" had stated clearly that there would be several heavyweight articles today. Those rotten scholars were unlikely to break their promise.

While she was wondering, she saw a messenger run in swiftly. "Mayor Ren, something big happened!" the messenger shouted, his face glowing with health.

This expression was too joyful. Ren Qiying was slightly strange; what big event could make the messenger so happy?

"Mayor Ren, originally that bunch of people at 'Tongcheng Night Talk' all wrote in Classical Chinese, which the common people couldn't read. They originally wanted to publish in vernacular Chinese, but after the female workers typesetting read the articles, they cursed loudly that what this bunch of people said was all bullshit and refused to typeset. Not only did the female workers refuse to typeset, but they also blocked the door and didn't allow the male workers to typeset. So this issue of 'Tongcheng Night Talk' was forced to suspend publication!"
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The People's Party controlled the middle reaches of the Yangtze River. Wuhan, Anqing, and Wuhu, these three important cities along the Yangtze River, were the economic pillars of the People's Party. Anqing had a long industrial history; China's first steamship was launched in Anqing. After the People's Party seized Anqing, they naturally established many industries in the Anqing area. By 1913, Anqing's population had reached 500,000. Among the many cities of the People's Party, it ranked fourth, only after Wuhan, Wuhu, and Xuzhou.

In these times without television or the internet, even a population of 500,000 was enough to support quite a few newspapers and magazines. Inside the editorial office of *Tongcheng Night Talk*, the chief editors were sitting around a middle-aged man in his forties. The middle-aged man had a bruise on the left side of his forehead, but what was more serious were the bloody scratches all over his face, left and right, looking shocking.

"This group of shrews!" The middle-aged man looked like he wanted to speak with lingering anger. However, it was obvious that the emotion in his tone was "still in shock." Just as he spoke, he seemed to aggravate other injuries, and the middle-aged man couldn't help but cry out "Ouch."

The surrounding elderly men also felt helpless in the face of such injuries. One of them said, "Brother Sun, let's not talk about those shrews for now. Why don't we hurry to the hospital for treatment?"

The man called Brother Sun seemed not to be in enough pain yet. He said with a face full of indignation, "I'm not going to the People's Party's hospital. Just invite the former Dr. Lu." Because of the many bloody scratches on his face, Brother Sun's face looked a bit hideous.

"...Brother Sun, Dr. Lu has already gone to work at the People's Party's hospital," the person next to him said awkwardly.

"Dr. Lu also defected to the People's Party?" Brother Sun was quite surprised. After thinking for a while, he said helplessly, "Then ask Dr. Lu to make a house call. We still have to hurry to find a printing factory to print today's newspaper."

These editors immediately split up to act. Brother Sun said to a person next to him, "Brother Zhu, those women committed violence in public, but now the government is controlled by the People's Party. I'm afraid filing a lawsuit won't work. But I can't swallow this anger. Do you still have contact with your former friends in the Jianghu, Brother Zhu?" Speaking of this, Brother Sun couldn't help but say "Ouch" again.

Brother Zhu said awkwardly, "Brother Sun, those people offended Mr. Chen Duxiu, the current Deputy Director of the CPPCC, and the People's Party doesn't like them either. I haven't seen them for a long time."

Having said this, Brother Zhu said with lingering fear, "Brother Sun, I was saved by your help this morning. If Brother Sun hadn't protected me, those shrews holding weapons..."

"Sigh!" Hearing this, Brother Sun sighed heavily. Because the movement was too big, it pulled on his pain, and Brother Sun cried out "Ouch" again.

The two sat opposite each other for not long, but heard a woman's shout from outside. Separated by the wall, it wasn't very clear, and they didn't know what was happening outside. But they saw the gatekeeper running in in a panic, "Two sirs, a large group of women came to the door, held up a banner, and demanded a public apology from us."

Before the gatekeeper finished speaking, they heard a woman's voice amplified by an electric loudspeaker coming directly from outside, "People of *Tongcheng Night Talk*, listen up. You roll out here now, let's talk face to face."

Hearing the movement outside, the faces of Brother Sun and Brother Zhu turned white immediately. In the morning, they argued with those typesetting female workers. After the two sides reached a deadlock, the female workers rushed up with brooms and wooden-handled dustpans to beat the editors of *Tongcheng Night Talk*. They tried to resist, but they couldn't beat the large number of female workers. When they squeezed out of the female workers like rats scurrying away, as the literal meaning suggests, they didn't know how many cheap shots they took. Now that a crowd of women blocked the door, Brother Zhu was stunned on the spot. But he heard Brother Sun cry "Ouch" again.

"People of *Tongcheng Night Talk*, didn't you hear? Open the door and come out to talk openly. Aren't you usually very daring to speak? Come out and say it to our faces now." The voice outside came in again.

Brother Sun and Brother Zhu looked at each other. With such a challenge outside, they should have gone out to speak. But firstly, they still had lingering fears, and secondly, they felt that confronting a group of women face to face was really a loss of status. Brother Sun finally said to the gatekeeper, "Keep the door shut tight."

The people of *Tongcheng Night Talk* could of course keep their doors shut tight and pretend not to see. But the traffic police maintaining traffic couldn't pretend not to see. A group of women walking on the street boiling with anger was already surprising. Fortunately, there were no idle people in Anqing City at present, but a group of women setting up a formation to block the gate of *Tongcheng Night Talk* and shouting challenges, this kind of thing never seen before in Anqing City naturally spread extremely fast. People from nearby units and residential areas came out to watch the excitement.

The traffic police belonged to the state unit, so they naturally had undergone studies on women's liberation early on. Naturally, they wouldn't try to stop it, but looking at the increasing number of people, the traffic police began to have a headache about the traffic congestion. After internal discussion, the traffic police struggled to maintain order while reporting to Mayor Ren Qiying, who was in charge of urban work.

"Women took to the streets?" Ren Qiying was really surprised. She was already very courageous when she was a teenager, but Ren Qiying didn't agree that ordinary women could possess the same daring fighting spirit as her. After all, this was not the same environment. What Ren Qiying faced was the choice between death and possible death. These women actually didn't need to have any reaction to *Tongcheng Night Talk*.

"Mayor Ren, the traffic police comrades are asking how to solve the problem of traffic obstruction," the secretary couldn't help but ask when seeing Ren Qiying remain silent.

"I remember the editorial office of *Tongcheng Night Talk* is in the old city district, right?" Ren Qiying asked.

"Yes. If it weren't in the old city district, the traffic police comrades wouldn't be so anxious," the secretary replied.

All new urban districts of the People's Party had a commonality, which was that urban planning was done with a lot of redundancy. That is to say, the main roads of big cities were planned with twelve lanes first, and elevated bridges and large areas of green space and open space were also reserved. Chen Ke had seen with his own eyes how terrible the traffic congestion in the 21st century was. And what results the lack of comprehensive urban planning would lead to. Anyway, the evaluation of Zhengzhou residents on urban planning was "Zhengzhou, Zhengzhou, digging ditches every day. If not digging for a day, it's not called Zhengzhou."

Chen Ke himself had vigorously criticized this matter when eating and drinking with his brothers, and also discussed this matter when eating with engineers from the Urban Planning Bureau. The engineers were also full of bitterness, "The city expands so fast, it changes almost every day. The financial allocation is only enough for patching up. It won't do without digging ditches. And who can be so awesome to have a comprehensive and accurate prediction of the development in the next ten years or so at once. Even if there is such a capable person, how could they stay in this small place of Zhengzhou."

This conversation left a deep impression on Chen Ke. Even if it was impossible to predict the next few decades, leaving enough redundancy was always possible. Chen Ke had been a programmer at any rate, and he also had a deeply felt pain for functional requirements that changed almost every day. So in the beginning in Anqing, it focused on large-scale land enclosure and comprehensive new urban district construction. The new urban district considered wind direction, natural conditions, water supply systems, and finally placed industrial zones and residential zones.

According to the situation provided by the traffic police, about a hundred women went to protest this time. If this small number of people were in the new urban district, gathering in a pile wouldn't even be able to block the main road. But in the old city district, this blocked a street completely dead.

"I'll go there personally," Ren Qiying said.

"Do we need to notify the Municipal Committee to hold a meeting? Which comrades should go with you?" the secretary asked.

"No need to go with other comrades, I alone am enough. This time I'm not going to wave flags and shout for these female comrades. Instead, I'm going to persuade them not to hinder social normal work first," Ren Qiying replied.

"Will that have a bad influence? After all, work on women's liberation is currently being carried out," the secretary was a bit surprised.

"Women's liberation is a matter of course. We are persuading the female comrades to leave now, not because we oppose women's liberation," Ren Qiying replied. "I can still distinguish this responsibility clearly."

The Municipal Committee was currently still working in the Governor's Yamen in the old city district, very close to the location of the incident. Ren Qiying and her party heard the women's challenges from far away. Because *Tongcheng Night Talk* dared not open the door, the women simply started giving street speeches.

"The new government says everyone is equal before labor. Are we women worse than others in labor? Yes, we may not be as good as men in physical work like carrying packages, so we don't compete for these positions. But in schools, we women work as teachers. In printing houses, we women do text typesetting. In textile factories, we women work as textile workers. In various commercial departments, accounting is done entirely by women, working as salespersons. In hospitals, we women work as nurses and doctors. Everyone does not do bad work, not a bit worse than men. And these guys from *Tongcheng Night Talk* look down on women, thinking that women supporting themselves is treason and heresy. Women coming out to work and supporting themselves is absolutely not treason and heresy. Those people from *Tongcheng Night Talk* who dare not come out are the ones devoid of conscience and with obliterated conscience!"

A woman in her early twenties was holding an electric loudspeaker, shouting loudly to the surrounding masses. The emotions of the surrounding women had been mobilized. Hearing the criticism of *Tongcheng Night Talk*, many people were already shouting loudly, "Down with *Tongcheng Night Talk*, down with these counter-revolutionary elements!"

"People of *Tongcheng Night Talk*, come out and explain clearly!"

Ren Qiying didn't know this woman, but she was amused by this slogan. She turned her head and said to the secretary, "Who is the speaker? Check it out after the crowd disperses."

"Okay," the secretary replied.

Ren Qiying first found the traffic police comrades who were struggling to maintain traffic nearby. Seeing Mayor Ren Qiying coming, the traffic police breathed a sigh of relief, "Mayor Ren, you go up and persuade them. So many female comrades, we dare not say much either. Just now we persuaded them to leave, but these female comrades took out the 'Constitution' and told us that assembly is their right as citizens."

"Haha." Ren Qiying couldn't help laughing out loud. She actually completely didn't expect the move of using the constitution to argue for oneself, "Traffic police comrades have worked hard. Let me talk to the comrades gathering for the next things."

Because the core members of this gathering were all women, no men dared to squeeze together with the women; they were all on the periphery. Ren Qiying, wearing a dark blue uniform, entered among the women without encountering any resistance. Until she appeared in the core of the gathering crowd, the woman giving the speech recognized Ren Qiying. After shouting "Mayor Ren", the women looked at Ren Qiying in surprise. After a moment of silence, the speaking woman shouted excitedly holding the loudspeaker, "Women comrades, Mayor Ren has come to support us!"

The core women of the entire gathering suddenly erupted in a burst of cheers.

"Mayor Ren, you must help us drag out all the guys from *Tongcheng Night Talk*!"

"Make them explain clearly what those bullshit words they said in the newspaper mean!"

The woman delivering the speech stood on a stool. Amidst the chaotic shouts of the women, Ren Qiying took the electric loudspeaker and stood on the stool. "Fellow female comrades, hello everyone. And the comrades watching, hello everyone. I am Anqing Mayor Ren Qiying. I came this time to talk to everyone in the capacity of Anqing Mayor."

Seeing Ren Qiying speak simply, directly, responsibly, and straightforwardly, completely full of style, the women couldn't help but cheer enthusiastically, "Hello, Mayor Ren!"

Ren Qiying waved to the people below, resulting in even more enthusiastic cheers and applause from the women. Until the sound subsided slightly, Ren Qiying continued, "I have two things for coming this time. The first thing, as the Mayor of Anqing, my attitude towards women's liberation is absolute support. For you women daring to express your attitude and carry out a solemn struggle with those who oppose women's liberation, I admire you! I want to praise everyone; you have done a very meaningful thing in the women's liberation movement."

The cheers of the women in the core area of the opportunity rang out immediately, and not just the core area. Ren Qiying stood high and saw far; there were also looks of joy on the faces of the women watching around.

"Similarly, as the Mayor of Anqing, my second thing is to ask everyone to disperse for the time being. This is not because I am double-dealing, saying one thing and doing another, but because everyone has really blocked the road. It has affected traffic. I heard that when you came this time, holding the constitution in hand, demanding to realize your rights. This is very good. The constitution indeed stipulates our rights and obligations. Similarly, I think that as equal citizens in society, everyone also has the obligation to maintain the normal operation of society. The meaning you want to express has already been expressed now. People say there should be propriety in doing things. Everyone gathered here today, what do you want to express? Is it to express the attitude that women resolutely do not accept discrimination, or is it merely to express anger towards those people in *Tongcheng Night Talk*? But no matter which one, I think it should stop at a proper limit. Because this street does not belong to those people in *Tongcheng Night Talk*. So blocking normal passage for a long time is not the attitude and method that women as masters of society should have. What do you think?"

Hearing Ren Qiying criticizing them, some of the women were quite surprised, and some even felt very aggrieved.

"Mayor Ren, do you mean we can't continue to demonstrate here?"

"Mayor Ren, are you going to let this bunch of people from *Tongcheng Night Talk* continue to talk nonsense in their broken newspaper?"

Ren Qiying smiled and said, "Broad female comrades, you are citizens, of course, you must have the magnanimity of citizens. This group of people from *Tongcheng Night Talk* are also citizens, and they also have their own rights. When we talk about freedom of speech, we mean the right to speak. Even if it is nonsense, these people also have the power to speak nonsense. On this point, we women must have this broad-mindedness, must have this magnanimity, and must allow these people to talk nonsense, right? A group of men talking nonsense made everyone so angry; they are not worthy."

A burst of laughter came from the women. The woman who spoke just now said loudly, "Mayor Ren, the government only says it wants women's liberation, but now it hasn't refuted newspapers like *Tongcheng Night Talk* at all. If they continue to talk nonsense like this, it will seem like what they say is reasonable."

"The purpose of this street is for people to walk. Men can walk, and women can also walk. As the mayor, I treat everyone equally. No matter who obstructs this street, I will come to persuade them. Moreover, women's liberation is an action, not a slogan. Whether you have obtained equal rights, this is the core of women's liberation. Has everyone obtained the current employment opportunities? Have you obtained equal education opportunities? These things are what we want to strive for and solve at present. If *Tongcheng Night Talk* obstructs these opportunities, I can guarantee everyone that I can not only drag them out for criticism but also raze *Tongcheng Night Talk* to the ground. But now they are just powerless in the face of women's liberation, barking a few times like a beaten dog. If you treat a barking dog as the greatest enemy, I think this is lowering your own status. They are not worthy."

A burst of laughter erupted from the crowd of women. Ren Qiying accurately pointed out the focus of the contradiction. These women indeed regarded *Tongcheng Night Talk* as the greatest enemy at present, but after Ren Qiying's metaphor, everyone suddenly discovered that *Tongcheng Night Talk* had no power. In front of women, in front of the women's liberation movement, those people in *Tongcheng Night Talk* were just beaten dogs.

The angry mood was calmed, and self-identity was satisfied as never before. The women's emotions were no longer so excited. Ren Qiying took the opportunity to jump off the stool and began to shake hands with the women around her one by one, praising their brave spirit of daring to struggle while persuading them to disband the gathering and not to obstruct traffic.

Many of these women saw the long-admired female Mayor Ren Qiying for the first time. Everyone shook hands with Ren Qiying enthusiastically and carefully looked at this woman who existed like a myth and legend in Anqing City. Many women dared to take to the streets this time because they knew of the existence of female Mayor Ren Qiying. This follower of Chairman Chen Ke, a steadfast female revolutionary fighter, appeared in front of everyone like this. She was so approachable, yet full of power.

Just as the gathered women were about to disperse, the gate of the *Tongcheng Night Talk* editorial office suddenly opened. Two angry middle-aged men stood at the door. One of them, a man with injuries on his face, shouted loudly, "Mayor Ren Qiying, please stay."

The gathered women originally didn't expect people from *Tongcheng Night Talk* to come out. Now seeing these people appear angrily, they were somewhat surprised.

Ren Qiying parted the crowd and walked in front of the two middle-aged men, "What advice do you two have?"

These two editors had already heard inside the room that female Mayor Ren Qiying had arrived, and her purpose was actually to maintain smooth traffic. Their hearts were mixed with joy and worry. But they didn't expect Ren Qiying to compare *Tongcheng Night Talk* to a beaten dog and tell women not to take *Tongcheng Night Talk* to heart. They could no longer endure it. Finally, driven by indignation and extreme humiliation, they forgot their fear and stepped forward.

The injured "Brother Sun" shouted loudly, "You violated the teachings of the sage, letting women show their faces in public and corrupting morals."

Ren Qiying turned back and waved to stop the noisy impulse of the gathered women behind her, then turned back and sneered, "Which sage is the sage you are talking about?"

"Brother Sun" was delighted in his heart. He said loudly, "Naturally, it is Sage Confucius."

"Are you sure you are talking about Mr. Kong Qiu from Shandong? Not referring to anyone else?" Ren Qiying said with a mischievous smile.

Hearing the name Kong Qiu, the beaten "Brother Sun" was both shocked and angry. He was naturally angry that Ren Qiying dared to call Confucius by his name directly. He was shocked that he had underestimated Ren Qiying. He originally thought that Ren Qiying should have learned the vernacular set of the People's Party and couldn't know Confucius' title.

However, Brother Sun had already spoken the words himself just now, so he naturally dared not take them back. He stiffened his neck and said, "Indeed, it is the Great Sage and First Teacher."

"That's good. Tell me, which sentence in the 'Analects' says that women cannot take to the streets and cannot work?" Ren Qiying said with a sneer. Ren Qiying had studied with her father since childhood. She not only memorized the "Analects" thoroughly but also had a quite profound understanding under the guidance of her father Ren Yugang. Really discussing the essence of the "Analects", Ren Qiying didn't think she had any reason to fear a pedantic scholar.

These words indeed cut to the point. Brother Sun was completely stumped by this question.
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Chapter 19: Enrollment Rate (Part 5)

The *Analects* is not very long; it mostly consists of aphorisms, where almost every section could be expanded into a full argumentative essay. It is not inappropriate that later disciples called it "subtle words with profound meaning." The problem is that the content is voluminous. Trying to memorize it all, let alone having a personal perspective on every passage, is already very difficult—not to mention being asked to produce specific content on the spot.

Ren Qiying demanded that "Brother Sun" identify exactly which sentence in the *Analects* stated that women could not go out on the streets or work. This immediately stumped "Brother Sun." He had spoken with such absolute certainty just a moment ago, and Ren Qiying had pinned him down on his claim that "the Sage" referred to Confucius. Now, after wracking his brain, he couldn't say a word.

"Brother Zhu," standing beside him, saw that things were going south. If "Brother Sun" were stumped by this young woman, Ren Qiying, in front of such a dark mass of women, where would the face of *Tongcheng Night Talk* go if word got out? Regardless of the consequences, "Brother Zhu" stiffened his neck and said, "Only women and small men are hard to handle."

"Oh? You remembered that one?" Ren Qiying sneered. "In the *Ba Yi* chapter, 'The head of the Ji family was about to sacrifice to Mount Tai. The Master said to Ran You...' what is the sentence after that?"

"Brother Zhu's" face turned extremely ugly. The next sentence was, "Can you not save him?" (Nu fu neng jiu yu). In this context, the character *nu* (woman) is a loan character for *ru* (you).

Before "Brother Zhu" could come up with an objection, he heard Ren Qiying continue with a cold sneer, "There are eighteen 'woman' characters in the *Analects*, and seventeen of them are used as 'you'. How is it that only in this one sentence did Confucius use 'woman' in its literal sense? Sir, I'm afraid you are comparing yourself to Yang Huo or the disciples of Confucius, aren't you?"

This remark was ruthless. "Only women and small men are hard to handle" comes from the *Yang Huo* chapter of the *Analects*. Yang Huo was a standard rebellious official and traitor. If "woman" meant "you," then this was Confucius cursing Yang Huo. Even if Confucius said it to his students, it would be the old master scolding his students for not making progress. It absolutely could not be considered praise.

The faces of "Brother Sun" and "Brother Zhu" were turning green. They had never had the experience of discussing the *Analects* with women, let alone with a woman who understood the *Analects*. Under such an attack, the two couldn't find any words to respond.

Ren Qiying had no intention of quitting while she was ahead. She continued to sneer, "I thought you would mention the *Tai Bo* chapter. King Wu said, 'I have ten able ministers.' Confucius said, 'Talent is difficult to find, is it not? From the times of Tang and Yu, this was the peak. There was a woman among them, so there were only nine men.' But even if you mentioned this, that woman was a minister of King Wu. You few sour scholars haven't even held office. If you were in the time of King Wu, and that woman who served as King Wu's minister went out, you would have to kowtow and kneel if you met her on the road. If you didn't kneel well enough, you'd get the bamboo plank at best, or lose your heads at worst. Compared to that woman, you are nothing but grass and mustard."

The faces of "Brother Sun" and "Brother Zhu" were no longer just green; they were flashing between red and white. If men were discussing the *Analects*, they naturally wouldn't speak up for women like this. Moreover, when men discussed the *Analects*, there was no place for women to interrupt. But Ren Qiying was not only a woman, she was also the local chief administrator of Anqing City, just like that female minister of King Wu. In terms of power, Ren Qiying stood high above these literati of *Tongcheng Night Talk*. When Ren Qiying displayed sufficient scholarship, the two were completely unable to resist. The Confucian tradition was one of strict hierarchy; the difference in status and identity meant that Ren Qiying was naturally more noble than the two of them.

But if they submitted now, it would mean the total defeat of *Tongcheng Night Talk*. The People's Party had not employed old literati up to this point. Even those who had defected to the People's Party and were being used, like Yan Fu and Feng Xu, were men of such strong ability and great reputation that a group of scholars in this place like Anqing dared not compare themselves to them. They had no reputation to begin with; if they were refuted by a woman now, they really wouldn't need to mix in Anqing's literary circles anymore.

Thinking it over, there was absolutely no way to refute Ren Qiying in a short time. In his desperation, "Brother Sun" said, almost flustered and exasperated, "King Wu having a woman as an official, that was in the past. At present, we cannot be stuck in the past."

"Stuck in the past?" Ren Qiying couldn't help but laugh out loud. "You have the nerve to say such things. Just a moment ago, you said that liberating women violated the teachings of the Sage, that letting women show their faces in public ruined public morals. How is it that now, saying women can be officials is 'stuck in the past'? You said Confucius opposed women's liberation, but when I asked you to state where Confucius said that, you couldn't. What exactly are you trying to say?"

"Brother Sun" and "Brother Zhu" could say nothing more. "Brother Sun" reacted quickly, however; he suddenly let out a cold laugh, turned around, and slammed the courtyard door shut heavily, as if giving Ren Qiying the cold shoulder. Since these remarks were all citations from the *Analects*, the women behind Ren Qiying didn't quite understand what the words meant. Although they knew Ren Qiying had gained the upper hand, seeing the man named Sun acting so arrogantly, someone immediately shouted, "Speak reason if you have reason! Who are you slamming the door at?"

Ren Qiying was also furious inside. Even if old literati lost an argument and ran out of words, they would usually say a few polite conventional phrases. Slamming the door so abruptly showed not a trace of the demeanor of an old scholar. But Ren Qiying was the mayor after all, and she couldn't get sulky over such a small matter. Turning around, Ren Qiying shouted to the angry women behind her, "Fellow female compatriots, the women's liberation movement is unstoppable. No matter who stands in front of the women's movement and tries to stop it, they are eggs striking a rock—they will surely be crushed. So everyone must have confidence. The rule of the women's movement is that everyone is equal before labor. As long as everyone sticks to this rule, our People's Party will definitely back up the vast number of women, allowing you to support yourselves by your own means. You will never have to suffer anyone's anger again."

Seeing Ren Qiying's determined expression and hearing her powerful voice, the women applauded in unison. The women standing in the front row stepped forward one after another to shake hands with Ren Qiying. Ren Qiying also shook hands with every woman openly and generously. Whether the palms were rough or delicate, Ren Qiying's attitude toward every woman was equally warm.

On April 15, 1913, the People's Party's *Anqing Daily* officially began its propaganda campaign. Upholding the instructions of the Central Committee, the newspaper did not focus on recalling the "bitterness and deep hatred" of women's miserable pasts. Instead, it faced the future. It not only pointed out the bright future era to women but also appealed to the whole of society: "In a new era where labor is the measure of a person's social value, if oppressing humans becomes a reasonable existence, if oppressing women becomes a reasonable existence, then oppressing men will also become a common occurrence. If you do not want to be bullied, the only path is to thoroughly eliminate oppression."

The vernacular story "Benediction" was also published in the newspaper, very appropriate for the occasion.

*Tongcheng Night Talk* fell silent. The female typesetters at the printing bureau resolutely opposed printing the *Tongcheng Night Talk* newspaper. Seeing that Mayor Ren Qiying was implicitly involved in this matter, and that the urban women's liberation movement was in full swing, the printing bureau simply politely refused *Tongcheng Night Talk*'s application for printing. With the platform for this bunch of old literati to speak destroyed, they became a silent minority.

It wasn't just Anqing; according to intelligence gathered by the People's Party Central Committee, the women's liberation movement was proceeding well in all cities with a large number of factories. The Women's Federation expanded rapidly, and women dared to speak up. Many comrades in the Central Committee expressed optimism about such a situation. But Chen Ke did not look too happy.

Cities were the areas with the highest national administrative efficiency. With a complete household registration system, a rigorous system, a high proportion of government management departments, and a high employment rate, if women's liberation couldn't even be mobilized in the cities, it could only mean the People's Party's standards were too lousy. Therefore, the intelligence received at the moment did not merit unconditional optimism. At least in Chen Ke's view, two key statistics were far from reaching a level that satisfied him. But Chen Ke did not voice his thoughts. Nothing could be accomplished in one stroke, and women's liberation was the same. To have the current achievements, where women at least dared to oppose those guys who blatantly demanded the suppression of the women's liberation movement, could be considered real progress.

If Chen Ke didn't say it, someone would always say it. Lu Huitian raised the issue, "Chairman Chen, the female enrollment rate and the female employment rate have not increased immediately. Should we issue a document specifically to urge this?"

Zhang Yu did not directly sing a contrary tune this time, and the other comrades of the Central Committee also remained silent, making Lu Huitian feel a bit uncomfortable. Seeing that the meeting was about to go cold, Chen Ke said, "This all takes time. Increasing the female employment rate also involves investment issues. For now, we must grasp the construction of various night schools and training classes. We must prepare for the coming peak in employment."

Seeing that Chen Ke had made the decision, Lu Huitian said excitedly, "Once the equipment from the United States arrives this time, the scale of industrial workers will definitely expand. However, the comrades at the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense don't seem very supportive of the night schools."

The population of the Wuhan urban area was currently close to 900,000, the highest among the People's Party cities. Wuhan was currently the People's Party's largest industrial center. If it could obtain more imported equipment from the United States, Wuhan would develop even faster. Based on this, Lu Huitian's excitement was completely imaginable.

Zhang Yu finally spoke up. "Chairman Chen, the women's liberation movement looks very lively right now, but in actual advancement, the effects seem limited."

Finally, someone dared to mention this. Chen Ke saw the expressions of quite a few Central Committee members turn not so good. Zhang Yu had already made it clear to the Central Committee that he wanted to go to Henan to work. The Central Committee didn't have any strong objections. However, Henan had a large population and vast land, and it would inevitably be the first to bear the brunt of the war in the future. Chen Ke still hoped Zhang Yu could absorb more experience before setting off. Especially work like women's liberation, which had never been done before.

"To analyze this problem, we still have to start from contradictions. I think Comrade Ren Qiying did a good job this time. All the intelligence indicates one thing: regarding liberating women, the male comrades are all taking things for granted." Chen Ke had to criticize.

Those present were basically all men, and this "map cannon" fired by Chen Ke left the comrades quite stunned.

Chen Ke had no intention of playing charades. "Women's liberation is not a feminist movement. Some people might feel that women's liberation means giving women a lot of power. I think this is also going down the wrong path. Women's power is won by themselves in struggle. Giving women power out of thin air, thinking that women can be liberated by the bestowal of our People's Party and government—this is daydreaming and is doomed to fail. We want to create a system where everyone is equal before labor. Do not treat this issue as the highest program, but rather, later on, when men and women can undertake a certain post equally, can we give women equal selection rights? But no matter what, this is built on the foundation of labor. It is not about seeing a woman and thinking of liberating women. Therefore, I think Comrade Ren Qiying did the best. As a woman herself, she precisely did not indulge women without a bottom line."
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Chapter 20: Enrollment Rate (Part 6)

Lu Huitian had always greatly admired Chen Ke, though he did not wish to publicize this fact widely on this particular issue. This was because there were countless people within the Party who publicly claimed to be Chen Ke's faithful disciples. Whether Lu Huitian declared his stance or not was fundamentally meaningless. Moreover, Lu Huitian was a scholar by background, and he attached considerable importance to his own strength of character, whether sincere or feigned. Lu Huitian found sycophancy completely unacceptable. However, this did not mean that Lu Huitian did not support Chen Ke in his heart.

Regarding women's liberation, Lu Huitian originally thought it would be enough to simply give women a few more benefits. Due to his bureaucratic nature, at the level of specific implementation, Lu Huitian also believed that some window dressing and gimmicks would be needed in certain areas, and that would be about enough to solve the problem. But facing the results of the women's liberation movement and Chen Ke's attitude toward it—just like Chen Ke's performance in other policies—gave Lu Huitian quite a shock.

"The core political philosophy of our People's Party is the belief that labor created everything in human society. in the women's liberation movement, we are not simply giving women benefits, but upholding the policy that everyone is equal before labor, giving laborers equal opportunities without any discrimination. Therefore, within our People's Party system, if anyone opposes gender equality and their first thought upon seeing a woman is that she is incompetent, they are essentially opposing the policy that everyone is equal before labor. But let me emphasize once again, political philosophy and policy are not the same thing. Political philosophy is a view of the essence of the world, while policy is the strategy and method derived from this view and the actual situation faced. One must not lean too far to the left and think that because the political philosophy is correct, the practical level must also be correct. Nor should one lean too far to the right and think that if something goes wrong at the practical level, there must be a problem with the philosophy itself. Both of these viewpoints are erroneous views that believe there is absolute truth in the world. There has never been absolute truth in this world; everything is relative..."

Lu Huitian's understanding of the theoretical level was naturally beyond the reach of ordinary people. He could tell which comrades did not fully understand what Chen Ke was saying. And Lu Huitian also had a good idea of whether he himself would lean left or right in his work.

Returning to the Provincial Committee, Lu Huitian immediately convened a Provincial Committee meeting. First, he conveyed the attitude and instructions of the Central Committee, then Lu Huitian continued, "In the coming month, we will continue to start recruitment. And we must clearly publicize the conditions required for recruitment. When recruiting, we must emphasize the selection of men and women. If a position can be filled by a woman, we must treat everyone equally."

This approach was somewhat different from the previous method in Hubei of vigorously promoting slogans like "Female employment benefits the country and the people" and "Women's liberation must be achieved." The comrades were slightly stunned. "Has the women's liberation movement not ended yet?" a comrade asked.

This was a question Lu Huitian could absolutely imagine. Just as Chen Ke had said, some comrades at present indeed viewed the women's liberation movement as a purely political movement and political propaganda, and had not fully implemented this movement at the practical level.

"Do comrades have no confidence in the employment arrangement issue?" Lu Huitian asked.

"The current employment situation is not optimistic. More and more people are coming to Wuhan from the countryside. It is already quite difficult for us to fully settle the men among this labor force. If we put female employment at the forefront again, not to mention how many more problems will arise." Lin Shenhe, the Director of the Hubei Police Department, replied, "If women are willing to come work at the police station, as long as they can pass the political review, I actually welcome them. But the primary condition is that they must have received sufficient education. We won't take anyone who isn't a junior high school graduate. Or they can attend our police academy after graduating from elementary school."

Quite a few comrades felt admiration for Lin Shenhe's "slickness." While saying that the specific situation was not optimistic, Lin Shenhe still provided certain employment opportunities, which was truly admirable.

With Lin Shenhe as an example, comrades from other departments also made similar speeches. The general content was, "Recruiting people is fine, but they must be at least junior high school graduates."

"Fine, then write these conditions into a notice and post it, and vigorously publicize it in Hubei." Lu Huitian said, "Write clearly how many people will be recruited this year, whether men or women are being recruited. Include how many people will be recruited next year, gender requirements, and educational requirements. Also include what kind of help we can provide if people with insufficient education are willing to go to school; write it all clearly. But there is one point: for jobs with no gender restrictions, this must be emphasized and explained."

Lu Huitian's last sentence made many comrades feel there was deep meaning behind it. Xie Mingxian, the Vice Governor in charge of education and propaganda, asked, "So the work regarding women's liberation just passes like this?"

One of the cadres in the Hubei Provincial Committee who genuinely supported women's liberation work was Xie Mingxian. His question also voiced the doubts of some Hubei cadres. Lu Huitian replied, "Women's liberation is not liberation under the old society, but a lifestyle that women under the new society of our base area must accept. First of all, it is based on the foundation that the state guarantees employment opportunities for the masses. Where were these employment opportunities under the old society? So first there must be employment opportunities, then we talk about opening this portion of employment opportunities to women. It is not that the women's liberation movement ends here, but that the women's liberation movement is now officially entering a new stage."

"Exactly how many positions can be provided?" Xie Mingxian continued to ask.

"That depends on the statistical data; asking here is useless," Lu Huitian replied.

The statistical data came out in a week. In the first batch of recruitment, government departments under the jurisdiction of the Hubei Provincial Government, including the postal service, hospitals, police, and judiciary, needed 44,000 positions. Almost simultaneously, the statistics from the People's Party's Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense also came out. In Hubei, the People's Party's industrial sector provided 187,000 positions. Together, the two sides provided over 200,000 jobs. Moreover, both sides almost coincidentally stated in their announcements that these positions were open to both men and women. Especially in medical and postal units, both sides put forward the clarification that women would be given priority under equal conditions.

After these notices were posted, the whole of Hubei caused a sensation.

In the past, recruitment was mostly done by schools. Especially for junior high students signing employment contracts with the government, it was basically a commissioned training system. This recruitment method, similar to "apprenticeships," had also achieved considerable results. This was the first time Hubei Province had officially recruited labor based on "educational background." The impact of this on the entire society was even greater. As long as one had an education, one could choose a job independently. Not to mention being able to work in a big city like Wuhan; this situation made even some knowledgeable people feel a sense of excitement. Not to mention that these notices described each position.

According to the feedback, people coming to inquire about positions were in an endless stream everywhere, especially the positions provided by government departments, which were the key objects of inquiry. in the imagination of the masses, following the government meant becoming an official. If becoming an official only required one's child to attend junior high school, this temptation was no ordinary one.

By June, which was before the new junior high school semester started, the number of applicants for junior high school in Hubei had more than doubled compared to previous years, and the proportion of women continuing to junior high school was more than four times higher than last year.

Official documents reporting work situations flowed through the People's Party's system. When someone proposed a new method, other places would naturally follow and learn. In September 1913, new junior high school enrollment data was reported. The number of junior high students in the base areas increased by double, reaching 1 million, and the female enrollment rate increased from 10% to 30%. Compared to a year ago, the situation had been greatly improved.

Chen Ke could only be temporarily satisfied with the current situation. The People's Party was not unconditionally optimistic about the increase in the female enrollment rate. Exactly how many of these people had their eyes on government staff positions was a question that was truly hard to explain.

"What we need to do now is mainly to continuously and permanently extract labor from the countryside. Only when the rural labor force decreases can the living environment improve. If there aren't enough people, and female infants also have opportunities in the future, or even opportunities to bring glory to their ancestors, combined with local political propaganda, incidents of infanticide will also decrease accordingly." Chen Ke never held any moralistic attitude at the practical level. "Moreover, the loan agreement we reached with the United States has reached the final stage, and an agreement could be reached at any time. Comrades should also pay attention to this situation. Our demand for labor is very likely to have a big explosion in the short term."

Throughout 1913, Europe and America fell into an economic crisis, which was extremely obvious in the trade between the People's Party and the United States. When goods couldn't be sold, the machinery manufacturing business was even less likely to prosper. Among American merchants, especially those with good intelligence in Washington, there was talk that the US government was preparing to negotiate a government loan with the People's Party. The amount was so large that it sparked all kinds of irresponsible rumors among merchants. From 100 million dollars to 1 billion dollars, the rumors became more and more mysterious.

Neither the US government, the Treasury Department, nor the Federal Reserve came out to refute the rumors. This strengthened the confidence of American merchants; it seemed this big loan was definitely not baseless wind. Moreover, judging by the People's Party's consistent trade methods, they always focused on purchasing mechanical equipment. Stocks of enterprises engaged in machinery manufacturing bucked the trend and rose for a time, with some enterprises waiting for this major positive news to turn from news into fact.

But the matter sounded real no matter how one listened to it; the only problem was that it hadn't become real for a long time. Those companies that had already been forced to the brink of bankruptcy by cash flow problems simply implemented price-cutting sales strategies early on. Mechanical equipment was sold off, and some less terrible companies were just waiting for news. The direct result was that business got worse and worse.

Enterprises with connections in Congress had privately probed lawmakers for information many times, and the news they received was always that Congress was discussing it. As for the content of the discussion, it was quite serious: "Does the People's Party have the ability to protect itself!"

It was precisely because of this concern that Congress had never been able to make up its mind to finalize the decision on this issue.
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Chapter 21 Prelude (Part 1)

Wang Bin, as the People's Party's commercial representative in the United States, had been incredibly busy these days. Every day before bed, he had to read the day's list and meeting minutes three or four times to recall exactly what he had done during the day. Then he had to read the next day's work list three times, organize it in his mind, and roughly understand what he was going to do. After getting up the next day, he would immediately get busy non-stop according to the list.

The attitude of the American side was very firm. Since reaching a verbal agreement with the People's Party, they really had not imported raw silk from Japan anymore, and the raw silk trade between the People's Party and the United States immediately stepped up to a whole new level. In September 1913, the People's Party traded 150,000 quintals of raw silk with the United States, which was 300,000 dan, or 300 million jin. The total value exceeded 300 million Haikwan taels. Roughly equivalent to 200 million US dollars. Although such a huge sum of money was not paid all at once, but spent in installments. However, with such a large volume of equipment procurement, the contracts could definitely not be negotiated in a short while.

Such booming trade made Wang Bin feel a sense of pride, but also a sense of unease. Whether they were American businessmen or officials, they all asked Wang Bin more than once, directly or implicitly: Does China have the ability to use all this equipment? Will there be a problem of overcapacity like in the United States?

Wang Bin would politely listen to these people, and then frankly admit according to the pre-arranged response that the People's Party was not considering this issue for the time being, and would deal with it when it encountered it later. Although he could say this with his mouth, Wang Bin was actually not very assured in his heart. However, he had at least witnessed the strength of German and American industry with his own eyes, and had also witnessed the backwardness of China in the Manchu Qing era. Having devoted himself to the industrial system built by the People's Party in the past few years, Wang Bin firmly believed that as long as there was the People's Party led by Chen Ke, there were no problems that could not be overcome.

The personnel of the People's Party's North American Commerce Office were divided into two categories. One category was the technical personnel from the Base Area. They were mainly technical personnel transferred from various industrial sectors of the National Defense Science and Technology Commission, sent to the United States to be responsible for technical work. These frontline technical personnel came here, firstly to conduct field inspections of American industry, and secondly to make relatively reliable suggestions on procurement based on the technical problems actually encountered by the People's Party.

The other part was commercial negotiators. Although it was an economic crisis, it did not mean that commercial negotiations could adopt the attitude of "money is king". The People's Party had military power in China, but not in the United States. Appropriate business strategies were still necessary. At least these American companies had to make money. If the Yankees lost money, they would definitely try every means to make things difficult for the People's Party's US Commerce Office. Moreover, commercial negotiators also played the role of an intelligence collection station. In business negotiations, everyone would always chat, and there would be intelligence exchange in the chat. This was also inevitable.

By the end of September, more and more news was gathered through various channels, and the North American Intelligence Station reached two conclusions. Britain and Japan had begun to prepare to fully support Yuan Shikai of the Beiyang clique, while the US government was still arguing endlessly about lending to the People's Party.

Regarding the Anglo-Japanese support for Yuan Shikai, Chen Ke had made a prediction as early as when the intentional loan agreement was reached with the United States. Especially after the United States began to deliberately make things difficult for Japan, this was no longer surprising. Half of Japan's exports relied on raw silk, and the United States was Japan's largest export destination. Relying on its connections in Southeast Asia, the People's Party was ruthlessly encroaching on Japan's market in Southeast Asia. In the Chinese market, the People's Party's goods were invincible, gradually squeezing Japanese goods out of the Chinese market. With the combination of several effects, it would be the strangest thing if Japan supported the People's Party.

Wang Bin just couldn't quite figure out whether the United States was doing this to deliberately provoke Sino-Japanese conflicts? Or was it merely out of resentment towards Britain, so it habitually struck at Japan, Britain's follower in Asia?

But these were not very important. The slogan of the People's Party was "Self-reliance and ample food and clothing". It is better to rely on oneself than on others. At a time when the People's Party was doing its utmost to establish China's industrial system, China's path had been set: either get rid of foreign oppression as an industrial country, or never be able to stand up as an agricultural country. No matter what tricks the Americans played now, the People's Party could do nothing about the United States. Instead of thinking wildly all day long, it was better to pretend not to see it; out of sight, out of mind.

Therefore, Wang Bin completely ignored the US government's loan debate. In the current economic crisis, it was not easy for the United States to find a large market like the People's Party Base Area. Even without loans from the US government, a large number of American companies on the verge of bankruptcy were begging Wang Bin to sell their goods. Given the current total trade volume between the Base Area and the United States, especially the miserable state of the American machinery manufacturing industry, the procurement team led by Wang Bin could already overfill their acquisition tasks.

Moreover, some businessmen who very much hoped that the US government would reach a loan agreement with the People's Party privately revealed some "inside information" to Wang Bin. Some US congressmen were worried that after Britain and Japan fully supported Yuan Shikai, a civil war would break out in China. If the People's Party failed, the US investment in the People's Party would probably be wasted. With the current naval power of the United States, it was simply impossible to cross the Pacific Ocean to challenge Britain's hegemonic position in East Asia.

Wang Bin knew that these merchants were hinting that he should try to lobby US congressmen. When encountering these "kind reminders", Wang Bin just smiled indifferently, but did not continue the conversation at all. Wang Bin did not think it was necessary to spend the People's Party's hard-earned money on bribing US politicians. Technical personnel newly arrived from the Base Area brought the latest intelligence from the Base Area. Due to relatively weak infrastructure, and a shortage of technical personnel and workers, the rapidly expanding industrial production in the Base Area was encountering significant problems. Accidents occurred in factories every few days. From power supply to production safety, the number of injuries and deaths was almost catching up with the human losses caused by war. Safety production education in factories was conducted almost every half month, and gruesome pictures of injuries and deaths were densely posted on the "Safety Production Education Board". The scale of the entire industrial system had expanded a lot, but the overall efficiency had not improved. Regardless of how great the sales pressure was in the United States, at least the demand in the Base Area was not so robust. So dragging it out was no big deal.

But in October, Samuel Bush, the American representative who had been responsible for negotiating with Chen Ke, came to see Wang Bin. Since the People's Party did not have an official liaison agency in the United States, the People's Party North American Commerce Office assumed the function of the official representative in the United States.

"Mr. Wang, if this loan agreement is passed, I wonder how much loan the People's Party intends to apply for from the United States?" Samuel Bush asked Wang Bin this question.

Wang Bin felt slightly surprised. Originally, the two sides had reached an agreement that the United States would provide a loan of about 200 million to the People's Party. This amount of money was actually not too much. Now the exchange rate of the British pound to the US dollar was 1:5, so a loan of 200 million US dollars was only 40 million pounds. Even at the originally stated upper limit of 400 million US dollars, it was only a quota of 80 million pounds. If the People's Party truly turned to the British side, not to mention 80 million pounds, based on the current total trade volume of the People's Party, borrowing 100 million pounds would not be difficult.

Since it was already so, Wang Bin did not answer the question directly. "Wasn't there a corresponding verbal agreement before? Is there a problem with the original quota?"

"There is no problem with the original quota. Since an agreement was reached, judging from the current trade situation, fulfilling the previous agreement is no problem at all. What I want to ask this time is what attitude the People's Party actually holds towards Britain." Samuel Bush went straight to the point.

Wang Bin smiled. As the North American representative of the People's Party, his stance on such issues was quite firm. He just didn't expect to have the opportunity to clarify his stance until now. A strange emotion arose in Wang Bin's heart. "Mr. Bush, our Chairman Chen of the People's Party wrote a song called 'My Motherland'. There is a line in the lyrics that can represent our attitude. 'If friends come, there is good wine. If the jackal comes, what awaits it is the shotgun.' Our People's Party will definitely adhere to the principle of China's national interests above all else. In terms of attitude towards the British, we are consistent."

"Can you be more detailed?" Samuel Bush was obviously not the sentimental type. He continued to ask very rigorously.

"Our People's Party believes that in today's world, closing the country to the outside world is outdated. Therefore, we welcome any behavior willing to conduct normal trade with us. But this does not mean that we accept other countries stationing troops in China and possessing many privileges in China. This is our attitude towards Britain." Wang Bin replied.

The meaning in these words was already very clear. The People's Party not only opposed Britain stationing troops in China and possessing privileges in China, but Wang Bin's words actually declared that China opposed any country's interference in China's sovereignty. Samuel Bush certainly understood the meaning inside these words. Although the United States also had troops stationed in China, he still nodded. "Then how does your side prepare to practice this foreign concept of yours?"

"Rich country, strong army." Wang Bin gave the answer.

This reply obviously made Samuel Bush quite satisfied. After talking with Wang Bin on some key issues, Samuel Bush put forward "suggestions" regarding the loan.

Different from the original loan quota of 100 million, 200 million, or even 400 million, in the new vision of the American side, the upper limit of the loan quota reached 400 million US dollars. Using silk and tea trade as collateral, the annual interest rate for each term of the loan was 5%, fully paid at 100%, and paid off in five years. But as a collateral deposit, the People's Party needed to first deposit gold worth 80 million US dollars in an American bank as collateral.

Hearing the condition of depositing gold as collateral first, a sneer couldn't help but appear on Wang Bin's face, but he did not interrupt Samuel Bush.

Samuel Bush naturally wouldn't fail to see this smile, but he continued to introduce the American conditions as if he hadn't seen it. The United States was willing to support the People's Party in military construction, including the army and navy. Arsenals, shipyards, the United States could support the People's Party with complete sets.

Wang Bin's expression had become serious. The meaning contained in such a statement was quite profound. The United States was willing to help the People's Party strengthen its military construction. This was not just as simple as selling equipment and technology to the People's Party. The People's Party's attitude of pursuing China's national independence was already very clear. The United States knew the People's Party's attitude but was still willing to support the People's Party, which meant that the United States was willing to accept the People's Party's attitude.

"I will transmit this intelligence back to the country." At the end of the meeting, Wang Bin gave Samuel Bush an answer.

A simple telegram was sent to the country, and more detailed content was also put on a cruise ship, heading towards the Base Area. Thanks to the increasingly prosperous trade, there were more and more ships from the West Coast of the United States to the Base Area. And the intelligence personnel of the North American Trade Office were analyzing the latest intelligence.

"The Yankees are planning to let us pull their chestnuts out of the fire? Anyway, they have always been very enthusiastic about striking at the British."

"Looking at the Yankees' plan, they are preparing to let us help them hold back the British."

Conspiracy theories are a unique tendency of people who have a little insight but no real great insight. Even within the People's Party, it was impossible to be immune to this. Comrades had already begun to guess the Americans' actions from the perspective of conspiracy theories without a teacher.

Wang Bin waved his hand to interrupt this speculation. "Now China's population is four times that of the United States. If our per capita industrial production capacity is the same as the United States, our total industrial value will be four times that of the United States. Even if the per capita industrial capacity is only half of the United States, our total value will be twice that of the United States. Our industrial capacity is twice that of the United States, so whatever conspiracy the United States engages in will be in vain. Therefore, this kind of speculation is meaningless. No matter what the conspiracy is, the result can only be seen when we fight with real swords and guns."

While speaking, Wang Bin noted down all these comrades in his heart. The personnel turnover of the People's Party's North American Commerce Office was fast, and Wang Bin prepared to send them back to China in the next batch. For a unit like the Commerce Office, stupidity was not feared, but petty cleverness was feared. One of the characteristics of petty cleverness was enthusiasm for conspiracy theories. If one only thought about speculation and trickery, the result would be completely forgetting the proper business.

"Then we just wait for domestic orders?" A comrade who didn't engage much in petty cleverness was a bit worried about this.

Wang Bin added the comrades with such concerns to the return list in his heart. The People's Party sent comrades halfway across the globe not to let comrades wait foolishly for orders. Everyone's job was to engage in trade. Before the domestic orders arrived, there must absolutely be no wavering in the job.

After settling the internal accounts, Wang Bin said: "Comrades, Chairman Chen likes to say on foreign issues that even if Butcher Zhang dies, we won't eat pork with hair. Our current trade volume is already enough to buy endless equipment. Whether Americans lend money or not has limited impact on us. What we have to do is to do a good job in trade. Research what industrial and agricultural products the United States needs besides raw silk and tea. What technical equipment our Base Area needs. This is trade, exchanging what one has for what one needs, and complementing each other's advantages."

Faced with such a candid statement, the comrades all expressed their agreement. And the domestic notification arrived very quickly, "Except that the gold collateral must be zero risk, everything else can be signed with the United States. Step up the purchase of production technology and equipment for high-temperature and high-pressure equipment."

Receiving this order, Wang Bin felt confident. Before he came to the United States this time, Chen Ke emphasized the current key point: improving core technologies. "The synthetic ammonia industry is one of the most important pillars of China in the next hundred years. Basic chemical fertilizers rely on nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. Phosphate fertilizer and potash fertilizer can rely on mining, but nitrogen fertilizer can only rely on synthetic ammonia. Moreover, Comrade Wang Bin, you studied electrical engineering, so you should also know about the three acids and two bases in industry. Synthetic ammonia technology directly solves one acid and two bases, and is our most important chemical foundation. In this regard, being able to produce these products as soon as possible plays a key role in our country's industrial capability."

The People's Party's scientific and technological research and development adopted the "technology tree" expression mode, which arranged known disciplines in a tree-like pattern. For example, steel smelting, the required steps from mining to furnace building to steel rolling were clearly listed. Technical personnel had ideas for tackling key technical problems, and procurement personnel like Wang Bin could also conduct targeted procurement and recruit talents. At least until now, Wang Bin's work had not been criticized in any way. While Wang Bin felt a little guilty in his heart, he also felt that his work was basically on the right track.

After receiving domestic instructions, Wang Bin negotiated with Samuel Bush as a plenipotentiary representative. Regarding gold collateral, Wang Bin naturally would not directly object. He asked a question, "Mr. Bush, American banks can go bankrupt. Once a bankruptcy problem occurs, all funds and collateral under the depositor's account cannot be retrieved. I do not doubt the goodwill of the American side, but how can I guarantee to the country that our pre-stored gold will not suffer losses?"

"We will designate the most creditworthy banks. Mr. Wang can have sufficient trust in these banks." Samuel Bush persuaded.

Hearing this, Wang Bin smiled. "Let's not talk about trust, which hurts feelings, when doing business. Trust is never reliable. I must get more reliable guarantees. If it is not zero risk, our side cannot accept the condition of pre-storing gold."

Samuel Bush was slightly moved. "Does your side require the pre-stored gold to be zero risk?"

Wang Bin replied categorically: "That's right. We just require that our pre-stored gold be zero risk and not be affected by any bank failures or financial fluctuations."

Samuel Bush asked: "Then can you tell me your side's idea?"

"Since this batch of gold is used as a deposit, we didn't expect to take it back to China. Since we sincerely hope that the cooperation between the two sides can be maintained for a long time, Mr. Bush has to propose a solution that complies with US law." Wang Bin also told the truth.

Samuel Bush nodded. Since Wang Bin had revealed his bottom line, he had corresponding ideas.

The final solution was to hand over this gold to the Federal Reserve for management. Since the Federal Reserve was responsible for the monetary policy of the United States, it was logical for the Federal Reserve to manage this gold and use this gold to mortgage corresponding US dollars. After solving this problem, the subsequent agreement became quite smooth, even smoother than originally envisaged.

The Federal Reserve held the power of issuing US dollars. Since the United States was willing to support the People's Party in this regard, the rest depended on how many US dollars the Federal Reserve was willing to mortgage with the gold deposited by the People's Party in the Federal Reserve. As long as there was a policy, how much account funds the Federal Reserve approved was just printing symbols in a few small books.

Just the release of this news caused the stocks of American machinery manufacturing industries, especially heavy industry manufacturing companies, to rise to varying degrees. In the current economic crisis, there were too few buyers who could come up with so many US dollars to buy mechanical equipment on a large scale. With the People's Party as a big buyer, American machinery production enterprises felt that they saw the dawn.

However, not long after this news spread, Sir Humphrey of Britain went to Wuhan again to visit Chen Ke. Sir Humphrey came this time not with a threatening attitude, but with a naked threat statement. He seriously analyzed the Beiyang government's dissatisfaction and hostility towards the People's Party to Chen Ke, and mentioned again the fact that Beiyang was preparing to borrow from Britain. Sir Humphrey emphasized that in order to maintain the current situation in China, the People's Party could not break the balance by borrowing from the United States.

At this time, the Second Balkan War had ended. Bulgaria and the Ottoman Empire signed the "Treaty of Istanbul", and the Balkan League, which had once united to strike the Ottoman Turkey, completely split. although Britain and Germany tried their best to avoid direct conflict, Britain, Germany, Austria, Russia, France, and Italy all had their own major interests in the Balkans, the "powder keg of Europe". After the Second Balkan War, the contradictions between the two major European blocs became more intensified. Germany and France were sworn enemies, and avoiding direct conflict between Britain and Germany had already exhausted the patience of the two countries. The Balkans, which did not border either country, became the venue for the wrestling between the two countries.

Since World War I was inevitable, Chen Ke's reply to Sir Humphrey was much simpler. "On Chinese soil, it is the People's Party's right to decide who to borrow money from. You British have no right to interfere."

Such a tough reply clearly demonstrated the People's Party's attitude to Sir Humphrey. Facing such a stubborn Chen Ke, Sir Humphrey gave up the effort to continue persuading. After returning to Beijing on October 20, he immediately presided over the agreement for the second Reorganization Loan with Beiyang. Given that the first Reorganization Loan had been spent cleanly by Yuan Shikai, the second Reorganization Loan provided the Beiyang clique with 100 million pounds of funds on more favorable terms. Given that China was a silver standard currency, the British side very considerately provided Yuan Shikai with a huge amount of silver and several sets of minting equipment.

With this considerate fund, Yuan Shikai began to mint silver dollars with his own head portrait as legal tender in large quantities. Chen Ke never expected that in this space-time where he appeared, the "Yuan Datou" (Yuan Big Head) was released in this way. The British minting equipment was really good. The silver alloy ratio was very good. The silver dollars were thick and bright, and rang when blown. Chen Ke himself couldn't help exchanging his salary for a few Yuan Datou as gifts for his daughter.

After the first Reorganization Loan, the Beiyang clique continued its military expansion plan. With the second Reorganization Loan, British weapons began to be shipped into China in large quantities. Because Japan's foreign trade was greatly impacted by the People's Party, in order to take care of its little brother, Britain also handed over part of the arms orders to Japan. The Beiyang Army was rapidly armed, mainly with British and Japanese equipment.

On the People's Party side, Chen Ke issued an order to extend the service period. At the same time, Chen Ke appointed Zhang Yu as the Secretary of the Henan Provincial Committee to officially take charge of the work in Henan. Driven by foreign powers, the conflict between the People's Party and Beiyang finally reached the stage of all-out war.
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Chapter 22 Prelude (Part 2)

In January 1914, the People's Party once again held a full Party Congress. Almost simultaneously, Yuan Shikai of the Beiyang government summoned the military governors of the provinces under his command to a meeting in Beijing. At the high-level meetings convened by both sides, both Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke set their strategies for the coming war.

"After we rectify the military system of the Beiyang Army and expand it to 25 corps and 100 divisions, we will still only have 2 million officers and soldiers. If we want to thoroughly defeat the People's Party and take back the five provinces they control, we also need the support of the southern provinces." Facing the Beiyang governors, Yuan Shikai looked grim, his voice full of power.

Chen Ke looked calm, but the comrades knew very well that this was the expression he wore after making a true strategic decision. "Comrades, the liberation of the people means the complete destruction of the old society and the old system. Beiyang might be the most powerful enemy in front of us, but the entire old system of China is the enemy of the people's revolution promoted by our People's Party. The future War of Liberation is not just about overthrowing Yuan Shikai and the Beiyang clique, but about liberating all of China!"

Yuan Shikai said loudly: "Everyone, the People's Party is acting against the natural order, openly declaring an agrarian revolution, plundering fertile fields, and slaughtering the gentry. The southern provinces have long been daring to be angry but not daring to speak. Some people also think that the best plan for now is to drive the tiger to swallow the wolf, letting the southern provinces fight the People's Party while we Beiyang build up our strength, waiting for the People's Party to exhaust themselves before we strike. This method might work on others, but it certainly won't work on the People's Party. This group of fanatics in the People's Party is good at bewitching the ignorant commoners, letting them unscrupulously continue to expand their territory in the south. If we Beiyang turn a blind eye, that would be sitting back and watching the People's Party grow too powerful."

Chen Ke explained while pointing at the map: "Comrades, in the past few years we have been constantly infiltrating the surrounding areas. The old rulers of the surrounding provinces hate us to the bone. Of course, we also believe that we must eliminate them. This war requires the mobilization of troops reaching 3 million. This will be an unprecedented mobilization. With 3 million troops in combat, and another 3 million industrial workers in the cities, the main point right now is to strengthen the organization and determine various systems as soon as possible. We rely on our advantages in efficiency and quantity to thoroughly crush the enemy."

"We Beiyang are the central government. Right now, we must lead all the provinces in China to extinguish the People's Party. So we must make sure all provinces stand on our side. A just cause attracts much support, an unjust one finds little. If we unite the southern provinces, the People's Party will definitely be destroyed." Yuan Shikai proposed the action plan for the near future.

"A just cause attracts much support, an unjust one finds little. The object that the people's revolution relies on is the masses of people who make up the largest number in China. Thoroughly mobilize the people, let the people recognize who their enemies really are, and we will inevitably be able to achieve final victory." Chen Ke once again emphasized the People's Party's platform.

There was no need to say too much at high-level meetings. Those without ability had long since been eliminated. After the two major groups in China made the determination to thoroughly wipe out the other side, the corresponding work immediately unfolded in full swing.

In February 1914, the steamship Sun Yat-sen was on docked in Tianjin. Accompanied by Hu Hanmin, Liao Zhongkai, and others, Sun Yat-sen walked down the gangway. The local Beiyang representatives of Tianjin City, who had long been waiting at the pier, had already warmly welcomed them. When Liao Zhongkai saw the representatives, his expression turned bad. Among the six people who came to welcome them, four had once participated in the Tongmenghui. When Liao Zhongkai and Wang Jingwei presided over the Beijing-Tianjin branch of the Tongmenghui together, these four had all been their subordinates. He hadn't expected them to have all defected to Beiyang now.

Sun Yat-sen didn't mind, or at least he didn't show any sign of minding on his face. First, he went forward to shake hands with the people who came to welcome him. When the reporters took photos, Sun Yat-sen very habitually stood in the very center of the crowd and posed. After the simple welcoming ceremony ended, the Beiyang representatives told Sun Yat-sen that arrangements were now being made for the Tongmenghui party to take a train to Beijing. First, they would complete the paperwork for Sun Yat-sen to regain his Chinese citizenship, and then Yuan Shikai would send someone to receive Sun Yat-sen.

This news was public, and the People's Party soon received this intelligence. The Tongmenghui had been marginalized severely on China's political stage in recent years. However, the Tongmenghui was once China's largest revolutionary party. Plus, the Tongmenghui's management was chaotic, and it was too easy to join and leave, which conversely gave the Tongmenghui very broad connections. Whether in the south or the north, the number of people who had once joined the Tongmenghui was actually quite large. So after the People's Party intelligence department discussed it, they still submitted this news.

"Yuan Shikai is preparing to play the trick of buying horse bones with a thousand gold [recruiting talent by showing respect to the old/useless]." Chen Ke laughed at He Zudao, who was sitting opposite him, after reading the report.

With the war getting closer, He Zudao had returned to the General Political Department to serve as the Director of the General Political Department. Hearing Chen Ke's words, He Zudao took the file and looked at it. But he didn't comment.

Chen Ke didn't really take this matter too much to heart either. The greatest threat the Tongmenghui could bring to the People's Party was nothing more than sending assassins. In terms of sending assassins, the Guangfu Society's ability was probably even above that of the Tongmenghui. Before Sun Yat-sen took the main cadres of the Tongmenghui to Beijing to accept the Beiyang government's "amnesty," the President of the Guangfu Society, Cai Yuanpei, had already arrived in Beijing with the national parliamentary representatives, preparing to participate in the 1914 parliamentary session. If there was worry, Chen Ke could only be more worried about the Guangfu Society's movements.

Seeing Chen Ke quickly finish reading a stack of newly delivered files, He Zudao finally said: "Chairman Chen, right now our Political Department has already gathered the comrades from other provinces and conducted political training. The outstanding comrades selected from among them can return to their local areas at any time to carry out preparatory work for the revolution. Our Political Department believes that the best direction for work right now is two-fold: one is Sichuan, the other is Hunan."

On the map in front of the two, the current base area of the People's Party presented a roughly distorted apple shape, but in the lower-left position, the "apple" had a piece indented. This light green area was marked with the words "Hunan."

"If we can seize Hunan, it would naturally be best for the next step of our strategy. However, the famous scholars of Hunan are very interested in participating in politics. How to solve these people is very troublesome. When I was in Jiangxi, while the troops were striking at bandits, they penetrated a lot into southern Hunan. Whenever we struck at bandits, Hunan gentry would jump out and gesture dictatorially." He Zudao said.

The bandits of western Hunan were very famous, and He Zudao spoke so implicitly that Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh. The literary atmosphere in Hunan was relatively flourishing, and the gentry were exceptionally conservative. The local scholars absolutely could not have any good feelings towards the People's Party.

He Zudao didn't laugh. He said seriously: "Chairman Chen, having been in Jiangxi for so long, I am afraid of this bunch of scholars. Maybe I haven't found the method to work with these people, so every effort to make these people become laborers has failed."

Chen Ke laughed: "If you want to make that bunch labor, the only way to make them labor is to throw them into labor camps for forced labor. And this is still merely forced labor. As for reforming them into laborers, wait for the next life. Don't count on them in this life."

He Zudao nodded slightly. "But you and the comrades of the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense don't have this problem."

"Sister You Gou and I are both from engineering backgrounds. Engineering doesn't raise people who sit in offices drinking tea. We all go down to the production line, working on the front line day and night. This bunch of literati neither understand this knowledge nor like doing this." Speaking of this, Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh out loud.

Hearing Chen Ke mention You Gou, He Zudao just smiled slightly, but what he said had nothing to do with Chen Ke's teasing. "Chairman Chen, do you intend to be lenient with the literati of Hunan?"

Seeing that He Zudao was so sharp, Chen Ke was also quite happy in his heart. "When implementing the system, I do not advocate killing people. But there are too many literati in Hunan, and our mass base in Hunan is currently insufficient. So once the struggle begins, I'm afraid a massacre will be unavoidable. This is what I am most worried about. Hunan is, after all, the old nest of the Xiang Army, and the folk customs are fierce and brave. Moreover, in recent years we have blocked the export of Hunan grain, so grain prices in Hunan haven't fluctuated much in recent years. So infiltration is better than a hard attack."

He Zudao agreed with this. "The effect of a slow advance is the best. However, previously, in order to avoid trouble, we weren't able to do it freely like in Henan. When will we change our strategy?"

"Wait until Yuan Shikai finishes this parliamentary session, then we will openly change our strategy." Chen Ke gave He Zudao a clear answer.

"Is this preparing for a head-on blow?" He Zudao asked.

"Correct. This time, Beiyang's parliament will definitely discuss the matter of besieging the base areas. We don't care what the other provinces think, Hunan is the next object of liberation. If we control Hunan, we gain a passage to march into Guangxi and Yunnan-Guizhou. In any case, the forward bases always need to be built up as much as possible."

Yuan Shikai didn't have telepathy, so even though Chen Ke was full of malice towards the parliamentary session being held in Beijing, Yuan Shikai didn't sneeze. The Governor of Hunan, Cen Chunming, was the younger brother of Yuan Shikai's old political enemy, Cen Chunxuan. In his heart, Yuan Shikai didn't want to take the initiative to get too close to Cen Chunming at all.

At present, Yuan Shikai had gathered the leaders of the assemblymen from Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Fujian provinces together to discuss the issue of how to deal with the People's Party. Wang Youhong, Cai Yuanpei, and Feng Guozhang represented the assembly groups of the three provinces respectively. The aggressive expansion of the People's Party made these three provinces feel heavy pressure. Wang Youhong and Feng Guozhang could still keep their cool on the surface, but Cai Yuanpei's attitude towards the People's Party was quite hostile.

"If the rebellious party is not eliminated in the various provinces, with the People's Party's means of bewitching the common people, the provinces will absolutely not have peace." Cai Yuanpei spoke with impassioned emotion.

Feng Guozhang finally couldn't help it somewhat. He said with a hint of sarcasm: "Old Cai, right now the most numerous in Fujian are members of the Guangfu Society. You are pervasive in Fujian. To eliminate these rebels of the People's Party, the Guangfu Society has to come forward."

"If Governor Feng wants us to provide a list of the People's Party, our Guangfu Society can help." Cai Yuanpei said as if he hadn't felt Feng Guozhang's malice at all. "The People's Party wants to strip away the land property of the world. What they say sounds plausible, but fundamentally it's that set of slaughtering the gentry. The landlords of Zhejiang have long been worried, deeply afraid of the People's Party entering Zhejiang."

Yuan Shikai had long known of Cai Yuanpei's fear of the land revolution. The Guangfu Society was once the People's Party's closest ally, but based on conflicts in political stance, the relationship had unknowingly turned into one of fire and water. But Yuan Shikai would absolutely not think that Cai Yuanpei would throw himself under his own banner because of this. Once he could use the power of Beiyang to eliminate the People's Party in the Guangfu Society's territory, Cai Yuanpei's next step would be to strive to squeeze out Beiyang. Yuan Shikai was well aware of these most basic political maneuvers.

"Governor Wang, what about your Jiangsu?" Yuan Shikai turned to Wang Youhong.

Wang Youhong had remained silent all along. Jiangsu was under the coercion of the People's Party, especially with the People's Party's Maanshan Iron and Steel Group being close at hand to Nanjing, where a division of troops was stationed. This force that could attack Nanjing at any time was a thorn in Wang Youhong's heart. However, Wang Youhong also had concerns. The difference in folk customs between Southern Jiangsu and Northern Jiangsu was great. But between the two places, there was no terrain that could serve as a military barrier. If the People's Party's army attacked Southern Jiangsu from Northern Jiangsu, they would face flat terrain. So he was unwilling to actively take on any responsibility for surrounding the People's Party.

Hearing Yuan Shikai ask actively, Wang Youhong hesitated for a moment before replying: "It would be good enough if Jiangsu can protect itself. If we send troops to attack the People's Party, it is beyond our ability."
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In the war against the People's Party, the Beiyang forces had fought on the largest scale, followed by Jiangsu's Wang Youhong. Wang Youhong had at least driven off the Restoration Society's troops, though he failed to capture the positions held by the People's Party. The People's Party eventually withdrew on their own initiative, so in that sense, Wang Youhong could be considered to have won. Thus, both Yuan Shikai and even Cai Yuanpei hoped that Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong could "make persistent efforts and continue to write glory." Unexpectedly, Wang Youhong directly stated that he was no match for the People's Party, which couldn't help but disappoint the two. Yuan Shikai felt that a piece of excellent cannon fodder was missing from his strategic puzzle, while Cai Yuanpei felt genuine regret.

However, Wang Youhong was not a direct subordinate of Beiyang after all. Moreover, the Beiyang Army's strength in Fujian and Zhejiang was not substantial, totaling only 50,000 men. The plan was to expand to 150,000, but facing Wang Youhong, who possessed nearly 50,000 troops himself, Yuan Shikai knew he couldn't push too hard. The current situation was becoming increasingly unfavorable for the People's Party. If Wang Youhong, in desperation, defected to the People's Party, the People's Party would likely welcome him. Yuan Shikai turned to Cai Yuanpei, "Mr. Cai, to exterminate the People's Party in Zhejiang and Fujian, we still need you to provide a list."

Wang Youhong secretly cursed Yuan Shikai for his cunning. If Yuan Shikai hadn't ignored him—if he had said even a single word—Wang Youhong would have asked Yuan Shikai for aid. In reality, Jiangsu not only lacked the ability to attack the People's Party base areas but also lacked the ability to protect itself in front of the People's Party's hundreds of thousands of troops. Beiyang had many soldiers, wide territory, and many generals. Even if the situation was unfavorable for a time, they wouldn't be finished immediately. But the People's Party troops, only a few dozen miles from Nanjing, would take at most a day to attack Nanjing. Furthermore, the People's Party was postured to pincer Southern Jiangsu. Once they struck, the 50,000 troops in Southern Jiangsu wouldn't last long. But begging for help and climbing up a pole offered to you were two different things. If Yuan Shikai spoke first, Wang Youhong could logically ask for help. But if Wang Youhong actively requested aid, he would have to accept whatever conditions Yuan Shikai proposed.

While considering how to bring up the matter of Beiyang's aid, Wang Youhong missed the conversation between Yuan Shikai and Cai Yuanpei. When he listened carefully again, he heard Cai Yuanpei reply: "To stop the People's Party's policies now, the landlords and gentry of the entire world must unite. But small landlords are timid and fearful, muddling along. This group is actually the most important."

Because he hadn't heard the previous words, Wang Youhong felt lost for a moment, completely unclear on what Cai Yuanpei was saying. Then he heard Yuan Shikai say, "Mr. Cai, this matter requires a two-pronged approach."

This time Cai Yuanpei did not respond, only nodding slightly.

Seeing that the talk was about done, Yuan Shikai simply saw the guests out. Wang Youhong originally wanted to continue discussing cooperation with Yuan Shikai. But on second thought, if the People's Party really attacked Jiangsu, would Beiyang dare to leave them in the lurch? If he asked Yuan Shikai to send troops into Jiangsu now, leaving aside whether they could defend against the People's Party's attack, wouldn't Wang Youhong have to guard against the Beiyang Army seizing power? Thinking of this, Wang Youhong actually felt there was nothing to be afraid of.

After seeing these people off, Yuan Shikai received representatives from Sichuan, Yunnan-Guizhou, and Kangding. These provinces had no feeling regarding the People's Party's infiltration and spoke without scruples. Aside from expressing empty support to Yuan Shikai, they had nothing else to say. What Yuan Shikai hoped for was that these people could maintain a pro-Beiyang attitude. As for how much effort they could actually contribute, Yuan Shikai hadn't counted on these provinces anyway.

Meeting people batch after batch like this, by evening, Yuan Shikai sat exhausted in his office, no longer having the spirited feeling he appeared to have during the day. The graying hair and the deep wrinkles on his oily, fat face gave him a haggard look.

"President," Wang Shizhen entered and called out, "I've already sent the Shaanxi representatives away."

"Pinqing, sit," Yuan Shikai said. "Today during the day, the Yunnan-Guizhou representatives mentioned establishing a military academy. I was thinking, should we transfer Feng Guozhang back and let him be responsible for the Beiyang military academy matters? In terms of building military schools, he is more capable than many others."

Hearing Yuan Shikai mention this, Wang Shizhen sat down and nodded slightly. If Yuan Shikai looked exhausted and haggard, Wang Shizhen gave the impression of being old. His gray hair was now almost completely white. Because he was relatively thin, Wang Shizhen's wrinkles were more numerous and deeper. Wang Shizhen said, "President, we publicly claim we want to build an army of 2 million, but how many troops do we actually intend to build?"

"At least 1.6 million right now," Yuan Shikai replied.

Wang Shizhen spoke slowly, "Then we must train at least 50,000 military academy graduates. Last year, Jiang Baili said we needed to build military academies on a large scale. We didn't listen then. If we build the academies now, even accelerated courses will take two years."

Yuan Shikai didn't answer this time; he just shook his head slightly. Jiang Baili's insight was good. If they had made up their minds to build military academies at the beginning of last year, by the end of 1914, there should have been enough low-level officers for a million-strong army. But at the beginning of last year, Beiyang's finances were exhausted. Where would Yuan Shikai get the money to run military schools? It was only at the end of last year that the British reached a loan agreement with Beiyang, and the British gave part of the loan to Beiyang in the form of 300 million taels of silver, which solved Beiyang's urgent needs. But time passed and could not be retrieved. Establishing military academies, training troops—this wasn't something money alone could solve; it required enough time.

Wang Shizhen continued, "President, I won't participate in the establishment of the military academy this time. Why not leave it to the young people?"

Yuan Shikai looked at Wang Shizhen's almost completely white hair and the knife-carved wrinkles on his face. His heart softened, and he almost wanted to agree to Wang Shizhen's request. But he ultimately replied, "Pinqing, it's fine to let young people do more things, let them contribute more, but you supervise them. You decide who to use. If you don't preside over this matter, I really won't be at ease."

Wang Shizhen sighed softly, almost inaudibly. Sighing was a rare thing for Wang Shizhen, but he really couldn't help it. Intelligence on the People's Party was not hard to obtain, and Wang Shizhen paid special attention to intelligence gathering. He knew a lot about the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army. The People's Party had long established a rotational training system, where commanders at all levels regularly went to military academies for education. Moreover, the People's Party encouraged soldiers to become volunteers. Once they became volunteers, they became the backbone in various aspects. They would first go to military academies for education, and then be assigned work upon graduation. Most volunteers became technical troops. Among the 600,000 troops of the People's Party, at least 100,000 had military academy training experience.

If Beiyang wanted to build an army of 1.6 million, just the squad leaders would number 160,000, and platoon leaders 40,000. These grassroots officers would require 200,000 people. With Beiyang's current situation, all grassroots officers numbered less than 40,000. Even if all military academies were opened, they would need to train another 160,000 people. Not only was it difficult to get so many people, but the scale of the military academies was also insufficient to train so many grassroots officers. Because, primarily, there weren't that many military academy teachers.

If the opposing People's Party wanted to form an army of the same scale, they only needed to train another 100,000 people. It wasn't just that the difficulty was lower; the People's Party currently had one senior military academy, four intermediate military academies, and eight junior military academies. As far as Wang Shizhen knew, each school could train 4,000 students per term. At this rate, they could graduate 48,000 students a year. Beiyang's current military academy graduation scale was only a little over 10,000. The gap between the two sides was simply too large.

But there was no other way right now. If Wang Shizhen didn't personally preside over this matter, others simply wouldn't have the ability to subdue the Beiyang generals. Thinking of this, Wang Shizhen didn't even have the mood to sigh. He nodded, "President, I will handle this matter."

"Then I can rest easy," Yuan Shikai let out a sigh of relief.

In the following days, Yuan Shikai first spoke privately with representatives of the National Assembly, explaining Beiyang's strategy of firmly opposing the People's Party's land reform. First obtaining the support of the representatives from the southern provinces, when the National Assembly officially convened, Yuan Shikai didn't make an overly murderous speech. He didn't even appear in person but let Wang Youhong come forward to make a speech about "opposing radicalism."

"Members of Parliament, after the Qing abdicated and the Republic was established, at a time when we should be resting and letting the people recover, a group of radicals is wandering in China. Attempting to overthrow China's current polity and to find a legitimate excuse for their plundering of the people's land, these radicals have united with local ruffians and hooligans, committing crimes under all sorts of high-sounding excuses."

"Of the provinces bordering the radicals, which one hasn't been cursed by the radicals as a counter-revolutionary government? And which landlord or member of the gentry who tried to protect their own land and property hasn't been slapped with the big hat of being a counter-revolutionary by the radicals?"

"From this fact, two conclusions can be drawn: Radicalism is already the enemy of all China. Because the radicals have expressed, with an undisguised attitude, that they view the governments of China's various provinces as enemies. They have expressed, with an undisguised attitude, that they view China's gentry as their enemies. They have expressed, with an undisguised attitude, that they view anyone who does not agree with or even submit to radicalism as an enemy."

"Now is the time when we must clearly state to the radicals that we will absolutely not submit to them. We do not want war, but we must be able to protect ourselves. Because provincial boundaries mean nothing in the eyes of the radicals. They are just like the State of Qin back then, expanding everywhere. 'Thinking of our ancestors, exposing themselves to frost and dew, cutting through brambles, to gain a foot or an inch of land... Sons and grandsons treat it without care, giving it away to others like throwing away weeds. Today ceding five cities, tomorrow ten, then getting one night's sleep. Waking up to look around, the Qin army has arrived again. However, the land of the feudal lords is limited, but the desire of the violent Qin is insatiable. The more one serves them, the more urgent their invasion becomes. Therefore, the outcome of the strong and weak is already decided without fighting.'"

Wang Youhong's voice was sonorous and forceful, but the faces of the feudal lords and their representatives in the audience became increasingly ugly. The reason for their change in expression was fear.
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In the Lingbao gold mining area of Sanmenxia City, Zhang Yu witnessed for the first time what chemical gold refining was all about. After zinc powder was added to the dark liquid, a lot of bubbles immediately emerged, and the liquid almost seemed to boil. As zinc powder was continuously added, the bubbles gradually decreased, and the color of the liquid became lighter. The substance settling at the bottom of the liquid gave off a dark golden sheen.

"Is this the chemical displacement method?" Zhang Yu had heard Chen Ke talk about this method of using "aqua regia" to dissolve and refine gold. Chen Ke had told stories about refining gold in a porcelain vat in the wild. Because the description was so vivid, Zhang Yu had suspected Chen Ke was making up stories. But seeing the gold ore powder dissolved by hydrocyanic acid several times, and then reduced by zinc powder displacement, with the precipitate turning from black to gold step by step, the process was exactly as Chen Ke had described. The facts before him forced Zhang Yu to admit that at least Chen Ke wasn't wrong.

"Yes, this is the chemical displacement method," replied the staff member in charge of gold smelting. "Current high-temperature smelting technology is not yet mature enough, so we can only temporarily use this chemical displacement method."

Zhang Yu nodded. He went from the central smelting workshop to the heavily guarded crucible refining workshop. The final products were indeed gold bars. Zhang Yu picked one up casually. It didn't look very big, but it felt extremely heavy in his hand—it was indeed gold.

Putting down the gold nugget, Zhang Yu looked around again. Soldiers with live ammunition were monitoring both sides of the production line, and recorders were recording various data at all times. This strict atmosphere made it easy to forget that the product in front of them was extremely valuable gold.

Chai Qingguo was also with him. When he and Zhang Yu came out of the workshop together, Chai Qingguo smiled and said, "I didn't expect that Chairman Chen wasn't joking with us before."

"Hmph, Chairman Chen really doesn't like to joke," Zhang Yu said with a cold smile.

Chai Qingguo, the acting commander of the Henan Military Region, was quite puzzled by Zhang Yu's behavior. "Secretary Zhang, why do you look unhappy?"

"I just think Chairman Chen's background is too outrageous," Zhang Yu replied. "Old Chai, this isn't the first or second time we've heard Chairman Chen tell stories. You seem to remember the gold matter too. I want to ask you, has Chairman Chen ever told us a lie?"

Chai Qingguo shook his head. "I used to think Chairman Chen liked to joke, but now I don't dare think that anymore."

Zhang Yu said with a gloomy expression, "If Chairman Chen hadn't been to Sanmenxia and hadn't seen gold refining in the wild with his own eyes, he couldn't have told us that story. But do you really think Chairman Chen has been here? Before us, no one in Sanmenxia had ever heard of the term hydrocyanic acid."

Hearing this, Chai Qingguo's face also became serious. "Old Zhang, what exactly do you mean?"

"Chairman Chen tells us stories because he trusts us. My meaning is that we shouldn't tell Chairman Chen's stories in the future. I've heard you talking about Chairman Chen's stories with others; this doesn't seem appropriate. I investigated, and then I felt I couldn't investigate any further, but some people who have heard the stories might not stop. What do you think?" Zhang Yu finished and stared at Chai Qingguo.

Chai Qingguo and Zhang Yu looked at each other for a while, then Chai Qingguo turned his head away. Chen Ke's origin was a major mystery within the People's Party. Chen Ke had issued an extremely rare order as Chairman forbidding investigation into his experiences when he was young. If it weren't Chen Ke himself, the People's Internal Affairs Committee would have long since taken away the unidentified fellow for strict interrogation. But when Chen Ke occasionally told comrades about things from his youth, every event seemed extremely mysterious, just like a storyteller. However, leaving aside who the protagonist of these stories was, the stories themselves had no issues. Just like this gold refining matter, Chen Ke had explained the location, method, and technological process clearly. Simply following this had created Lingbao, the People's Party's largest gold refining base.

"Old Zhang, I understand. I will watch my mouth in the future," Chai Qingguo replied. Zhang Yu's reminder was correct. None of the senior cadres of the People's Party suspected Chen Ke. Even knowing that Chen Ke's origin was a mystery, no one really wanted to solve it. As the founder of the People's Party, Chen Ke's core status and the driving role he had played in the revolution over these years made the comrades not care what Chen Ke had actually done when he was young. But while Zhang Yu and Chai Qingguo could genuinely not care, other comrades might not necessarily feel the same. If someone used this matter to make an issue, it would indeed be quite tricky.

"It's good that you know." Zhang Yu himself didn't want to talk too much about Chen Ke's origin problem. As far as Zhang Yu was concerned, he wished he could completely forget about this matter. "There will be a war in more than a year, and our Henan will definitely bear the brunt. Given the current situation, it's impossible to prevent the Beiyang Army from fighting into Henan. So to what extent they will fight, I have no idea in my heart. Look at the situation in Henan; Lingbao will definitely become the front line, but there happens to be a gold refinery here. Chairman Chen said not to be afraid of breaking the pots and pans, but Chairman Chen has that broad-mindedness, I don't. Our People's Party family's possessions are precious to begin with; I feel distressed if they get broken."

Besides serving as the acting commander of the Henan Military Region, Chai Qingguo's formal position was Commander of the Engineering and Railway Corps. Without even looking at a map, Chai Qingguo could recall the map in his mind, as well as the related place names on the map and the local conditions.

"Yuan Shikai won't just go through Henan; he will also send troops through Shandong. South of Jining is Weishan Lake and Zaozhuang, where we have the coal-iron complex group. Further south in Xuzhou is our heavy industry base." Speaking of this, Chai Qingguo simply had his guard take out a national map. He traced the border between the People's Party and Beiyang with his finger. Except for the Yimeng Mountains on the border, other areas had industrial bases that were extremely important to the People's Party. Not to mention Qingdao, as an enclave, concentrated many German industrial enterprises controlled by the People's Party. The Sifang Locomotive Works alone was currently the most important railway machinery production center for the People's Party.

"But we also can't violate orders and act on our own," Chai Qingguo sighed.

"Do you still remember the 30-year prediction Chairman Chen made back then?" Zhang Yu asked.

"I've only heard about it; I wasn't in Anhui at that time," Chai Qingguo replied.

"At that time, not a single person in the party really believed what Chairman Chen said. Looking at it now, Chairman Chen wasn't wrong. I think Chairman Chen is waiting for the European powers to start fighting themselves in Europe. When they have no time to look east, we can liberate China. At that time, Chairman Chen said that the European devils would start fighting by 1915 at the latest. The news brought back by the comrades who went abroad for inspection this time is that Britain and Germany are easing relations. Some people think Europe won't fight, at least Britain and Germany are very controlled. But my thinking is different. Look at what we and Beiyang are doing right now? Expanding the army and preparing for war! If the base areas really complete the recruitment and training of 3 million troops, any reason will do to start fighting then. Just like Yuan Shikai preparing to establish 100 divisions and 2 million troops. After he gets so many people, he will fight us regardless of the reason. I feel that Europe is already fully prepared," Zhang Yu said.

Chai Qingguo naturally didn't think Zhang Yu cared about the Europeans. Zhang Yu's target was Yuan Shikai, and looking at Zhang Yu's meaning, he hoped to start fighting while the People's Party currently held advantages in numbers, training, and equipment. As a military commander, Chai Qingguo believed that with the People's Party's current strength, thoroughly destroying Yuan Shikai might not be enough, but driving Yuan Shikai out of Hebei and thoroughly occupying Beiyang's lair, which was Hebei and Shandong, was not a problem.

This plan seemed quite attractive. Chai Qingguo felt somewhat tempted. Forcibly resisting this temptation, Chai Qingguo said, "It's impossible for Chairman Chen not to see this problem. His grasp of strategy is above ours."

Zhang Yu replied hatefully, "I know Chairman Chen is more formidable than us in strategy, but he won't tell us his strategic considerations now, just burying his head in construction and preparation. I find it unacceptable."

Chai Qingguo now thoroughly understood why Zhang Yu wanted to come with him to Sanmenxia, which had not been occupied for long. Zhang Yu simply didn't accept giving up these areas. Although the current gold production plant in the Lingbao mining area was completely an expanded version of Chen Ke's "wild field alchemy," and if they really ran, they ran. Beiyang didn't have the capacity for large-scale production of industrial acids, so occupying Lingbao would be useless. But the coal mines and iron mines in Henan, as well as the grain production areas in the Huang-Huai Plain, were not things one could bear to give up.

Just thinking of the People's Party's investment in railways, Chai Qingguo replied, "If you want to ask the Central Committee about this matter, I am willing to jointly sign with you."

This was what Zhang Yu wanted to hear. He knew Chen Ke couldn't be persuaded, at least not by Zhang Yu. Zhang Yu didn't have the ability to persuade Chen Ke to change the campaign plan. So he had to unite with Chai Qingguo to get a reaction from Chen Ke. After all, the Henan side bore the greatest pressure. On the great plain with no dangers to defend, if Beiyang really had 2 million troops, it was possible for them to rush all the way to Xuzhou.

"Then how about sending a telegram in the name of the Henan Provincial Committee?" Zhang Yu asked.

Chai Qingguo was now also a member of the Provincial Standing Committee. If the telegram was sent by the Provincial Committee, some unnecessary misunderstandings could be avoided.

"That's not necessary. I think it's better to ask in the name of the Military Region. We can let Comrade Gu Lu report to Chairman Chen. And then ask about pure military work on behalf of the Military Region by the way," Chai Qingguo replied.

Zhang Yu never expected that the usually very serious Chai Qingguo would also play this trick. He couldn't help laughing out loud. "Old Chai, let's not play this trick in front of Chairman Chen," Zhang Yu replied.

"I believe in Comrade Gu Lu," Chai Qingguo laughed.
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Chapter 25 Prelude (Part 5)

After listening to Chai Qingguo's work arrangements, Gu Lu had already understood part of Chai Qingguo's thinking. As for the parts he didn't understand, he asked directly, "Commander Chai, are you afraid of breaking the pots and pans yourself, or are you worried that you can't convince the comrades?"

"I'm worried myself, and I'm even more worried that I can't convince the comrades. Chairman Chen put forward the concept of a core circle, which is to establish a defensive zone centered on the Yangtze River basin. Unless it is absolutely necessary, it is impossible to let the enemy enter this area at will." As Chai Qingguo spoke, he took out a map and circled an area along the Yangtze River basin with his finger. Studying maps was the most basic military training subject for the People's Party. Following the trajectory of Chai Qingguo's finger, Gu Lu understood the importance of this area. More than 70% of the People's Party's steel, 80% of its industry, and 60% of its grain production were within this area.

"But the palm is flesh, and the back of the hand is also flesh. How do we explain to the comrades in Henan why Henan can let the Beiyang Army fight their way in, but other areas can't? Is Henan not a base area? Regarding the issue raised by Secretary Zhang this time, I'm afraid Huaihai Province is also discussing it. The southern provinces basically only have us attacking them, and there is no issue of them attacking our base areas. Even if they fight their way in, they won't be able to advance much. But facing the direction of the Beiyang, it is possible for the Beiyang to conquer all of Henan and Shandong. In terms of strategic considerations, Chairman Chen considers too much and too specifically. I know that even if some parts were explained, we wouldn't understand. But he still has to explain it. Comrade Gu Lu, the reason I'm letting you go this time is to have you ask Chairman Chen about the entire strategic consideration. Of course, another consideration is because I think highly of you. Being able to learn strategic considerations from Chairman Chen is a very good opportunity. After you understand it and come back, our military region will also be able to have more comprehensive strategic considerations."

Gu Lu didn't care much about other people's comments about him. He was a staunch follower of Chen Ke, and what Chen Ke opposed most was using external evaluations to determine one's own views. He had spoken about a problem many times, "Since I was young, I made an extremely serious mistake, which was liking to look at myself from an external perspective. For example, when running, I always wanted to run like others, looking light and brisk. Later, I learned running from a teacher, and only then did I realize I was completely wrong. This relies on feeling one's own body, every joint, every muscle, every breath. All of this relies on one's own feelings. When running, not to say turning a blind eye and a deaf ear to everything else, at least the vast majority of attention is on feeling oneself. Where is the leisure to care about what I look like, let alone care about other people's opinions."

The method pointed out by Chen Ke was the most important guiding ideology in the march of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, and there had been many debates surrounding this method. However, even comrades who did not completely agree with Chen Ke's views only had objections on details, such as not being too immersed in one's own feelings and having to conform to the specific situation of each march. But in terms of basic training and experience, everyone still supported Chen Ke's idea.

Using this line of thinking in marching training, the troops launched discussions on more issues. Those in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army who had read books raised the old saying, "If you fail, seek the cause in yourself," which was combined with "criticism and self-criticism" proposed by Chen Ke.

Gu Lu never thought he was good at everything, but rather that he was bad at everything and had to rely on learning to make up for his deficiencies. Regarding Chai Qingguo's praise, Gu Lu forgot it as soon as he heard it, but Gu Lu was very happy about Chai Qingguo proposing that he ask Chen Ke for advice on strategy. He asked, "Commander Chai, these matters are confidential. Will Chairman Chen tell me? And since Chairman Chen hasn't told you and Secretary Zhang about the strategic considerations, why would he tell me?"

Chai Qingguo nodded with satisfaction, "Because Chairman Chen has concerns right now. With his current position, he can't speak even if he has concerns, because he and the Central Committee bear the heavy responsibility of deciding strategy. Secretary Zhang Yu and I cannot have concerns; we must strictly execute the orders of the Central Committee. And as local leaders, we naturally have to propose plans that are most beneficial to the locality. But you can have concerns, because Chairman Chen and we all trust you. Can you understand?"

"Within our party organization, we should speak freely. If there are concerns, we must speak directly. I think this angle of consideration is incorrect." Gu Lu raised an objection straightforwardly.

"Speaking freely is directed at current specific affairs, not letting everyone talk nonsense thousands of miles off-topic. This kind of atmosphere has already begun to appear within the party, and some people just damn love to use a chicken feather as an arrow of authority. Regardless of whether they understand Chairman Chen's words, they first lift Chairman Chen out as a shield. Whatever Chairman Chen has said, they wantonly distort Chairman Chen's meaning according to their own wishes. That bunch of people's petty calculations to try and escape labor, or that attitude of thinking they are amazing and looking down on everyone, can you not know about it, Comrade Gu Lu? Now is a time of war. We have to be responsible for the revolution, and we also have to be responsible for these good-for-nothing comrades. A certain degree of secrecy is protection for revolutionary work. Even Chairman Chen can't determine some factors, but that bunch of people dare to fully make decisions and dare to talk nonsense. To solve these problems, we can only rely on rectification, but due to the war, the rectification is probably coming to an end. So at this time, you have to shoulder this responsibility. You don't need to be afraid. If Chairman Chen doesn't tell you, that means Chairman Chen really can't tell us. Secretary Zhang and I will absolutely not think that you have been derelict in your duty. How about it?"

Although he didn't completely understand Chai Qingguo's concerns, Gu Lu also knew where Chai Qingguo's worry lay. He answered seriously, "I will work hard to complete the mission."

Chai Qingguo nodded, "Going this time is not just to ask; you also have to report on the situation in Henan. Comrade Gu Lu, we are all at ease with you going to report the situation. Essentially, you are not a person who claims credit or shirks responsibility. So I can only send you."

Because of the railway, the time from Zhengzhou to Wuhan was shortened to a little over a day. Chen Ke was a child of the railway, and he was very clear about the most basic concept of block signaling control. And thanks to the wired telegraph, block signaling control could carry out communication very effectively. Under Chen Ke's instructions, the base area even established two independent telegraph and telephone systems: Telecom and Railcom.

Gu Lu very much agreed with two of Chen Ke's sentences, "Resolve knots as quickly as possible in everything." "If you have a butt, don't be afraid of the paddle; talk about it when the beating comes." Gu Lu didn't like to look back at the past. He felt that thinking about what he was doing was enough. As for the result, the process of doing things determines the result, rather than establishing a result first and then seeking the path to the desired result. In this regard, "On Practice" had already explained it extremely thoroughly.

Throughout the journey, Gu Lu fought fiercely with various reports. What Henan had done, what it had obtained, and what it was doing. Based on the current situation, rough inferences were made. This was really a multitude of loose ends. For what Gu Lu could figure out, he listed his own thoughts. For what he couldn't figure out, he directly wrote down where he couldn't figure it out. The time of more than a day passed quickly. Besides summarizing, Gu Lu also found quite a few problematic areas in the lists. He also made records in another notebook.

After arriving in Wuhan, Gu Lu was taken to Chen Ke's place by the comrades who came to welcome him as soon as he got off the train. Before seeing Chen Ke, Gu Lu specially washed his head properly with cold water. Only after thoroughly sobering himself up did he follow the guard into Chen Ke's office.

In the office, besides Chen Ke, there were also Chen Tianhua and He Zudao. It seemed that the three were all waiting for Gu Lu. Chen Ke asked Gu Lu to sit down, and then said, "Dare to advance in great strides, dare to retreat in great strides. The comrades in Huaihai Province and Henan Province have no confidence in their hearts. Facing the Beiyang, where should we retreat to? Comrades all have this question. So I have to tell the comrades some things."

Hearing this, Gu Lu immediately took out his notebook to prepare to take notes.

Chen Ke waved his hand, "Don't take notes. I have told everyone that strategy can triumph because it is correct, and tactics are only considered correct if they triumph. Among the strategic backbones this time, there are several elements that I cannot accurately grasp. This leads to me having to act arbitrarily in strategic formulation. I still want to tell the comrades about this issue, hoping to gain the comrades' understanding."

Gu Lu put away his notebook and began to calm down to listen to Chen Ke's introduction.

"I will first talk about our disadvantages, which probably many comrades have not seen clearly. At present, our People's Party's biggest enemy is actually not the Beiyang, but the foreign devils. Through diplomatic means, we have reached a tacit agreement with the United States. As long as our People's Party can protect itself, the Americans will not hit us when we are down; they will maintain trade with us. Even if the British cut off trade with us, our current factories will not fall into the danger of closing down. So our current enemies are the British, and Britain's thug in Asia, Japan. We will inevitably encounter them in the War of Liberation, and we must defeat them. With our current strength, we still cannot challenge these two countries head-on and achieve victory. Then we must wait for an opportunity. This opportunity is an all-out war in Europe. And this requires the enemy to make mistakes themselves; we are powerless to manipulate it."

Chen Ke explained the comparison of strength between the enemy and us very clearly. If the British did not fall into an all-out war, they would absolutely have the strength to support Yuan Shikai. As for the Anglo-Japanese Alliance in Asia, Japan, as Britain's thug, aimed to exchange fighting for British support.

"On this issue of foreign countries, I cannot make an accurate estimate because the initiative is not in our hands." Chen Ke clearly informed the three comrades of the current problem.

Chen Tianhua and He Zudao nodded slightly, while Gu Lu just gazed intently at Chen Ke. Gu Lu tried his best to memorize every sentence Chen Ke said. However, he didn't have too many associations. Being in China, being able to predict what Britain would do was already a manifestation of Chen Ke's superb ability. But Chen Ke was not a deity after all. Gu Lu would never consider letting him be able to manipulate Britain, which was more powerful than the base area. There was no need to think too much about things that couldn't be done.

"Our comrades in Huaihai Province believe that if we wait until Yuan Shikai is armed, we will have to face the enemy's heavy troop offensive. In this situation, it is better to strike first and launch an attack while the enemy's strength is still inferior to ours." Chen Tianhua said. As he spoke, he glanced at Gu Lu, "Presumably, the comrades in Henan also have this kind of consideration. Comrade Gu Lu comes from Henan, so he should be the clearest."

Gu Lu did not evade responsibility, "The comrades in Henan also have this suggestion, hoping to strike first and deal a blow to Yuan Shikai. However, I haven't considered these strategic issues much yet. I am only responsible for reporting the thoughts of the Henan comrades to Chairman Chen."

Chen Tianhua and Gu Lu both expressed their attitudes, and the eyes of the three people in the room fell on Chen Ke again.

Chen Ke said, "Comrades, regarding Yuan Shikai's issue, I can only say that time is not on the Beiyang side. Moreover, does our People's Party love civil war? I don't think so. Our People's Party has always opposed civil war. I want to ask everyone a question: what is the nature of this war? Or perhaps Comrade Gu Lu, you tell us."

"The purpose of our People's Party's war is to liberate the Chinese people," Gu Lu answered.

Chen Ke turned his gaze back to Chen Tianhua, "We do not aim to overthrow the Beiyang government as our ultimate goal; they are not worthy. Our goal is to liberate the people. And I have said repeatedly, it is precisely because of the people's revolutionary needs that we have the foundation for our revolution. Then we must let the people know through propaganda that if they want to get rid of their current suffering and live better than they do now, they can only choose our People's Party. This is the greatest basis for marching. When the people have needs, we naturally have to respond to the people's call. It is not because Yuan Shikai poses a threat to us that we are afraid and want to destroy peace and take the initiative to attack the Beiyang."

Chen Tianhua felt that sometimes Chen Ke really "spoke better than he sang." On this issue, such propaganda was of course acceptable, but it was a bit untimely for Chen Ke to sing such a high tune at such a meeting.

"Chairman Chen, if we explain it to the comrades like this, I'm afraid the comrades may not necessarily be able to accept it," Chen Tianhua said.

"Political work requires explaining to the comrades so that they can accept such political concepts. Our People's Party cannot detach itself from the people's needs and act on its own," Chen Ke answered with a firm attitude.

"But, the Beiyang is really going to attack us. If we have to fight sooner or later, we might as well fight early." Chen Tianhua was not convinced. At least he thought it was necessary to speak out the comrades' thoughts and then see how Chen Ke would explain it.

"We will absolutely not fire the first shot; this is our attitude towards peace. Political propaganda and competition are one thing, but military struggle is another matter. Why does the Beiyang want to rectify its military and prepare for war? Because they cannot compete with us politically. In the vast rural areas, our political work has achieved remarkable results and received the support of the vast number of peasant masses. So no matter how Yuan Shikai shouts, the entire masses of Henan have not risen up to oppose us. Including Yuan Shikai's hometown, in Xiangcheng where feudal ideology is thick, there are no peasants who steadfastly want to oppose us. Regardless of whether the peasant masses can understand, at least the land reform work has been promoted and has received recognition. In the areas surrounding our base area, peasants and villages are constantly coming over to our side. Isn't the fact that the expansion of our base area hasn't used military force at all enough to prove our advantage in politics? On the contrary, the enemy uses military force to intimidate the masses and uses political rumor-mongering to slander us. But the eyes of the masses are sharp; they have all made their own choices. If the situation of peace continues to be maintained, the enemy will be finished in a few years."

Hearing this, Chen Tianhua couldn't help but smile bitterly. Chen Ke's angle of understanding often exceeded his expectations. Indeed, if the People's Party was allowed to expand peacefully like this, the surrounding provinces basically wouldn't last long. Viewing the current situation from this angle, the People's Party should cherish the status quo of peace more than anyone else. The logic was correct, but this matter was indeed very difficult to explain.

Seeing that Chen Tianhua stopped speaking, Gu Lu spoke up, "Chairman Chen, our comrades in Henan have a question. If war breaks out, where exactly are we retreating to?"

"Who said we are retreating?" Chen Ke asked.

"The Central Committee proposed the plan of the Absolute Defense Circle. Will the areas outside this defense circle adopt a strategy of luring the enemy in deep? Some comrades are quite worried," Gu Lu answered.

"This..." Chen Ke immediately became a bit annoyed, but he soon understood the crux of the problem. "Comrade Gu Lu, the Absolute Defense Circle proposed by the Central Committee is an area to drive the foreign devils out of. It does not refer to an area of whether to let the Beiyang fight in or not."

Hearing this explanation, Gu Lu suddenly realized the truth. It turned out that the comrades had misunderstood the Central Committee's strategy.

Chen Ke had a helpless smile on his face. "If the enemy wants to attack the base area, we must crush the enemy's attack on the spot. The Absolute Defense Circle is an area where hostile forces are absolutely not allowed to exist. What it refers to is actually foreign military forces. That is to say, once the war in Europe begins, all foreign military forces within the Absolute Defense Circle we have drawn must get out. If they don't get out, we will forcibly drive them out. This has nothing to do with the Beiyang. We do not allow foreigners to enter China's Yangtze River. You must explain this clearly to the comrades after you go back."

"Okay." Gu Lu, who came from the Dabie Mountains, actually hadn't had much dealings with foreign devils. As for attacking churches, those were just numerous small battles. Dividing the temple property of foreign churches, and those who believed in foreign religions were all locked up in labor reform teams for forced labor. Gu Lu had only participated in this much regarding things related to foreign devils. However, Gu Lu was still very happy to be able to drive the foreign devils out of the Yangtze River.

He Zudao laughed, "Doesn't that equate to going to war with the British devils?"

Chen Ke indeed felt very helpless. "Our People's Party never accepts unequal treaties. We also support normal commercial activities. To achieve this goal, we must talk about methods. At present, we cannot be too hasty on some matters and need to wait for opportunities. However, the concept of the Absolute Defense Circle must be proposed. But I didn't expect it would trigger so many misunderstandings."

Gu Lu continued to ask, "Then where should the focus of our work in Henan be placed at present?"

"The focus of work is to mobilize the masses and establish a new system. As long as the masses can truly feel the advanced nature and superiority of the new system, when Yuan Shikai tries to attack Henan, the masses of the people will naturally stand with us. Henan has a population of nearly 40 million. Yuan Shikai can muster an army of two million at most, which is only 1/20 of Henan's population. He simply cannot fight his way into Henan. Wherever the enemy attacks, we will crush the enemy's attack there." After finishing speaking to Gu Lu, Chen Ke turned to Chen Tianhua again, "Huaihai Province is also the same. Seize the current peace and strive to win over the masses. Even if the Beiyang attacks, Huaihai Province also has a population of 20 million, and it is possible to deal with the Beiyang troops."

"Then where will our army expansion of 3 million be mainly used?" Chen Tianhua was very interested in this.

"Of the 3 million troops, the real field army will be at most 800,000. The other 2.2 million include local troops, that is, the armed police force. their main work is to maintain the security of transportation lines, industrial and mining enterprises, and cities. Engineering corps, railway corps, and reserve troops. After the first-line regular army suffers casualties and attrition, reserve troops are needed to replenish their personnel to ensure the full strength of the troops. In addition to these troops, militia organizations need to be built in every village. Calculating the whole thing, I'm afraid there will be more than 3 million troops."

"Are we going to engage in large-scale infrastructure construction?" Gu Lu felt very surprised. Henan was currently continuing railway and related infrastructure construction according to previous plans. But within the Henan Provincial Committee, there were opinions of worry.

"Without large-scale infrastructure construction, how can we guarantee that the masses know what the People's Party can actually do? Simple land reform cannot possibly increase production; this is a fact that has already been verified in many places. Without supporting infrastructure construction, grain production simply cannot be raised. Moreover, without large-scale infrastructure construction and comprehensive mobilization, the masses cannot be mobilized either. Without the support of the masses, everything is out of the question."

Chen Tianhua asked, "We always have to explain to the comrades. Just the previous explanation is not enough. Can you say something that can encourage the comrades more?"

"The peace of the southern base areas is protected in the north. As long as we can withstand the enemies in the north, there is no possibility of enemy invasion in the south. This is the characteristic of the base areas being one game of chess. The heavy responsibility of the War of Liberation will be decided in the north. So comrades must bravely shoulder the responsibility."
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After Zhang Yu and Chai Qingguo finished listening to the report, they didn't say much. Chai Qingguo smiled and said, "Comrade Gu Lu, thank you for your hard work."

"If you two chiefs have no immediate questions regarding the content I conveyed, I'll go back to work." Gu Lu had no intention of continuing to participate in the secret discussion, nor did he feel that Zhang Yu and Chai Qingguo intended for him to stay and participate.

"Commissar Gu, what are your plans for future work?" Zhang Yu didn't mention the secret meeting Gu Lu had participated in, asking straightforwardly instead.

Zhang Yu didn't mention Chen Ke's plan, and Gu Lu didn't mention it either. In Gu Lu's view, regardless of what he had heard Chen Ke say, revolutionary work always relied on actual action. "According to the original plan, our division is to cross the Yellow River and expel all Beiyang forces from Henan. The Beiyang 2nd Division is still entrenched in Anyang; I'm going to make preparations for crossing the Yellow River right now."

"Then go prepare," Zhang Yu replied.

After Gu Lu left the conference room, Zhang Yu said to Chai Qingguo, "Old Chai, your judgment of people is indeed correct. Comrade Gu Lu really has breadth of mind."

"It wasn't me who first spotted Comrade Gu Lu; with Qi Huishen's guarantee, this comrade is indeed very outstanding." Chai Qingguo didn't claim credit. "Secretary Zhang, since Chairman Chen has already explained the issue clearly, what are your plans for the next step?"

"Chairman Chen has explained it all clearly; what other plans could I have? We'll just execute according to the original plan, fully implementing land reform in Henan. Also, the recruitment work needs to be tightened up right now," Zhang Yu replied straightforwardly, without affectation.

Chai Qingguo laughed, "We haven't been in Henan long; I'm afraid recruitment won't be that easy." Chai Qingguo answered, "You also know the situation with the Manchu Qing; recruitment was always about bullying those with few family members locally. Our strength at the grassroots level is weak; I'm afraid it won't be that simple."

"Heh heh! Old Chai, if they don't bully people at this time, it would actually be harder for us to recruit. Just thoroughly execute the *Conscription Law*. Even if some people say soldiers have privileges, we just have to pinch our noses and admit it." Zhang Yu was consistently pragmatic and didn't care about such things as false reputation.

Chai Qingguo also didn't think the masses' view of soldiers could be easily changed. According to Chen Ke, ever since 2,000 years ago when soldiers were no longer composed of "countrymen" who held political power, the image of soldiers as "martial men, the shield and wall of the nation" was completely out of the question. Moreover, the military organization itself was the state's most violent organ. Even if the People's Party instilled a soul into the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the affection between the army and the people was always formed through actual interaction. Just like the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army units—right now, one couldn't talk about any "good reputation." Although they were much better than the government troops of the past, the people merely fled when they didn't encounter the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The purpose of a warm welcome was merely to avoid disaster; it was far from heartfelt support.

"But, I still feel that the current situation should focus on propaganda. If joining the army isn't a glory, one's heart always feels unsettled." Chai Qingguo wasn't optimistic.

"The people have to see our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army first before they can understand that our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army is different from the armies of the old era. Just thinking that the people will support us is all delusion." Zhang Yu replied, "Whether we are the people's own soldiers or not is proven by doing, not by thinking. Chairman Chen currently requires the government and the troops to drive infrastructure construction as much as possible. Without matching infrastructure, grain production simply won't go up. And without large-scale infrastructure construction, without comprehensive mobilization, the masses can't be mobilized either. Without the support of the masses, nothing can be discussed."

Chai Qingguo was persuaded; he replied, "Let's do it that way then."

After the People's Party's conscription order reached the local levels, there were very few responders. Good men don't become soldiers, good iron isn't made into nails. This was the common view of the common people in this era. The People's Party seizing power was one thing; for the common people, under any regime, they just paid grain tax. If they could avoid being soldiers, that was naturally best.

It wasn't until the Land Reform Propaganda Teams started publicizing the *Conscription Law* in the villages that the Henan people learned of the many generous benefits for military families. This not only failed to set off a wave of enlistment but instead intensified the people's fear of military service. When any commoner mentioned the government, the first thought was "untrustworthy." The People's Party government had certainly started land reform, and in 1913 provided good seeds and only collected 30% tax, and reasoned with the people—the people also felt the revolutionary principles spoken by the People's Party were correct, and that the people indeed should live good lives. However, since under the People's Party's rule, the people had already received land, planted good seeds, and bought cheap iron farm tools from the agricultural cooperatives... The guys who did evil in the past had all been dealt with by the People's Party, and this good life had already fallen onto their own heads, so why go be a soldier and fight?

Even though Chen Ke had already given sufficient warning about this, the comrades of the Henan Provincial Committee still felt quite troubled facing such a situation.

This couldn't be blamed on the Henan comrades not working hard or the propaganda not being in place. It was now 1914, not the period of unprecedentedly fierce war in the history of the Chinese revolution. The old agricultural society was far from disintegrated, and the process of bad gentry driving out good gentry had not yet comprehensively intensified rural conflicts. There was no Baldy Chiang blowing up the Huayuankou during the War of Resistance, turning the area south of the Yellow River into the Yellow River Flood Area. Nor was there the "Five Sons Passing the Exam" after the War of Resistance, where the KMT wantonly plundered China's wealth, leading to the bankruptcy of the urban class. Nor was there the KMT selling large amounts of cheap grain aided by the US on the market at low prices, directly leading to the comprehensive bankruptcy of small and medium landlords. The revolutionary needs of the Henan people simply hadn't reached the level of demanding the complete smashing of the old world. Moreover, the People's Party's policies directly resulted in the masses being relatively satisfied with their current lives. Joining the army was even less of a "first choice" for employment in the People's Party's Henan right now.

So after the conscription order came down, the villagers in the localities acted as usual, "mobilizing" the local outsiders, as well as "persuading" children from families with few members to join the army. As for the large clans and families, they had no intention of letting their own children join the army.

Since Henan Provincial Committee Secretary Zhang Yu had already predicted such a situation, the government's requirement was simple: everyone joining the army must be a son of a good family; the troops absolutely did not want hooligans and ruffians.

Zhang Yu's view on revolution was quite direct: revolution was ultimately necessary, and revolutionary concepts were even more indispensable. However, what truly could drive the revolution was the hatred of the masses. To put it more bluntly, it was the hatred and fear of the old world within the People's Party organization. If it hadn't reached the level where one couldn't eat or sleep well without overthrowing the old world, the revolution certainly couldn't develop.

In the view of Zhang Yu, who had followed Chen Ke since Fengtai County, the reason the people in the People's Party's earliest base areas were dead set on following the People's Party was without exception because they faced natural and man-made disasters that individuals simply couldn't contend with. Henan currently hadn't reached this degree; the people of Henan were just like people who were close to suffocation after drowning and were suddenly dragged out of the water by the People's Party by force—they had gratitude, but the thought of completely overthrowing the old era was likely far from sufficient.

Manufacturing conflict artificially was of course not advisable, but if one blindly wanted to calm things down and be a peacemaker, it was even less advisable. Currently, the Henan native soldiers in the recruitment drive were encountering unfair treatment from the locals; their hatred for the old world could be utilized.

However, this mood of pain and hatred needed to be guided. These recruits were new recruits after all; after being sent to the army draped in red and colorful silks, their biggest feeling was unease. The masses all thought that being a soldier meant getting beaten, and that bullying was the norm in the army.

When a new recruit enlisted, the District Mayor personally led the horse to send him off. Upon arriving at the unit, after a physical examination, people would introduce him to the unit's history, evolution, and glorious combat record, making him feel that joining such an excellent unit was glorious. As soon as a new recruit arrived, old soldiers competed to ask after his well-being. Some helped him put on his uniform, some gave him a haircut, or gave him gifts like towels and soap. Everyone obviously wanted to make the new recruit feel as warm as if he were at home and among friends.

Chai Qingguo was very experienced in this. After discussing troop construction work in depth with Zhang Yu, Chai Qingguo very much agreed with Zhang Yu's view: if the consciousness of the masses wasn't high, then they could only prioritize raising the consciousness of the troops. Regarding the situation in Henan, the troops formulated a method for visiting home after three months.

These new recruits were originally children of small families in the localities, and their families generally had few members. After becoming soldiers, their biggest worry was whether their families would be bullied. This was all human nature; if the new recruits knew that their families' lives had become worse because they joined the army, only a fool would be dead set on following the People's Party.

Within the Army Political Department, there were indeed some who didn't quite support this practice. "Troop home visits are generally after one year; we're advancing it to three months—won't that violate discipline?" This view was not in the minority.

"Our People's Party talks most about stance, and this stance isn't about letting us be nice guys. Who are our friends, and who are our enemies—this is the primary question." Chai Qingguo immediately criticized this. "If the masses haven't stood on our side, we have no reason to provide support unconditionally. Favoring one over another is inherently wrong, let alone mentioning such an issue of unfair treatment."

Not only was Chai Qingguo suppressing such "dogmatism," but Zhang Yu, as the Provincial Party Secretary, also personally came out to publicly criticize these comrades who had "committed the error of dogmatism." "Comrades, everyone knows that your families have definitely received good care because everyone has seen it with their own eyes. If your families couldn't go on living after you joined the army, could you accept that? If you can't accept it, how can you ask others to accept it? Is there such logic?"

Facing Zhang Yu's questioning, no one dared to continue questioning or opposing.

By May 1914, the troops who had been enlisted for three months began to go home to visit on a large scale. In order to display the People's Party's military strength, the troops combined the home visits with large-scale new army training. The troops conducted a month-long march training in a clockwise direction across more than half of Henan. Wherever there were villages that provided sources of troops, the large units passed through as much as possible. Places that really couldn't be reached were visited separately by small units composed of new recruits from the relevant areas.

Many local people saw the scene of a large unit march of tens of thousands of troops for the first time—that long column stretching as far as the eye could see, and the soldiers singing military songs while marching. It truly gave them a massive shock.
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"When throwing hand grenades, you need to use force from your upper arm and swing outward. Your body movement shouldn't be so large."

"The first action in aiming is to press the butt of the gun against your shoulder. You must press it against your shoulder first."

"When doing push-ups, don't stick your butt up. Lower your stomach."

On the training ground, commanders were constantly correcting the soldiers' incorrect movements. Although their voices might have been a bit rushed, no one was truly angry, and there was certainly no scolding. The young soldiers performed physical training according to the commanders' orders. Under the high-volume training, everyone's face was flushed red, and their backs were soaked with sweat.

Even as a Division Political Commissar, Gu Lu did not relax the requirements for himself. The Sports Science major of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was all about scientific training. Through vast accumulation of figures and practical observation, a most basic daily training volume had been established. Commanders at all levels, including Gu Lu, had to complete this workload every day during military training periods.

First came 100 sit-ups, followed by 100 push-ups. During the break in between, they did leg presses and splits. After doing 30 pull-ups, it was followed by a 3000-meter run. During morning exercises every day, Gu Lu had to complete this volume of exercise with the comrades, then take a cold shower before starting his office work.

Once the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army crossed the Yellow River, it would be tantamount to formally assuming an offensive posture against Beiyang. Although the Yellow River couldn't be spoken of as a natural barrier like the Yangtze, it was no small ditch either. Logistics and supplies would rely extremely heavily on the Beijing-Hankou Railway. As for the safety of the railway bridge spanning the Yellow River, it could not be ignored. This meant there must be security troops stationed along the railway to guarantee the most basic safety.

"Commissar Gu, when will we fight the Beiyang Second Division?" Comrades from the Division Political Department were eager to know the next military plan.

"We haven't even crossed the Yellow River yet, and you're already thinking about attacking Anyang?" Gu Lu laughed.

"Commissar Gu, after the soldiers visited their families this time, their morale is very high. Speaking of wiping out the Beiyang Second Division, the newly enlisted comrades are all very spirited." At the Division Political Commissar meeting, the political commissars at all levels were very optimistic.

"Then I'd like to ask, aside from thoughts of repaying kindness, exactly how much have the comrades progressed in their class consciousness?" Gu Lu asked.

"Down with the Beiyang exploiting class, liberate all of Henan. We are propagating these principles," a company political instructor said loudly.

Gu Lu smiled bitterly after hearing this. Beiyang was the government, and could be counted as a member of the exploiting class, but Beiyang really wasn't worthy of being called the exploiting class. The company instructor's political concepts were still not clear enough; this really couldn't be considered good news. But Gu Lu himself was very clear that more than a year ago, he and this company instructor were at the same level. When entering Henan, the 4407th Division Gu Lu belonged to had now been expanded into the 504th Corps, expanding from over twenty thousand men to a force of one hundred thousand. Gu Lu had also gone from Division Political Commissar to Political Commissar of the 504th Corps and concurrently Political Commissar of the 4407th Division. Even though they had received supplementation of quite a few commanders from other base areas, expecting the overall quality of the troops to improve vastly while rapidly expanding was also a delusion.

Originally, the People's Party's plan was to cross the Yellow River in May 1914. However, after the army expansion, the quality of the troops dropped severely, so this plan had to be changed to June, after the summer harvest. But after the summer harvest in June 1914, the army's preparatory work was still not completed. Because the troops were invested on a large scale to help the rural common folk near various stations, especially helping military families and state-run farms with the harvest, the entire training plan was delayed again. So by July 1, 1914, the army finally decided to cross the Yellow River after August.

Just as Gu Lu was preparing to assign work to the comrades, a guard ran in. "Commissar Gu, Secretary Zhang and Commander Chai order you to immediately put down all work at hand and go to the Provincial Committee for a meeting at once!" After speaking, the guard handed an order to Gu Lu.

Gu Lu was full of wonder about what had happened to require convening such an emergency meeting. When he rushed to the outside of the Provincial Committee, he found no signs of a large-scale assembly of comrades. Even after entering the Provincial Committee, he didn't see the number of people that would match such an order. In fact, only six people came to attend the meeting. Zhang Yu and Chai Qingguo were naturally there; Henan Military District Political Commissar Yang Baogui, 504th Corps Political Commissar Gu Lu, and 504th Corps Commander Lv Zhonglin also attended the meeting. The other one was someone Gu Lu hadn't expected—Kang Dingyong, Director of the Henan Branch of the People's Internal Affairs Committee.

Even though Zhang Yu usually looked indifferent, right now he had an agitated appearance. "The Central Committee orders that from now on, we can act freely against Beiyang and the foreign devils."

This news frightened the other comrades at the meeting. The Party Central Committee had never displayed such naked hostility toward the foreign devils until now. Chai Qingguo and Gu Lu at least knew of Chen Ke's worries and expectations, but as for the other three comrades, they simply hadn't thought that the situation would undergo such a tremendous change.

"Secretary Zhang, what exactly happened?" Henan Military District Political Commissar Yang Baogui asked in astonishment.

Zhang Yu's eyes shone. "A few days ago, on June 28th, that Austrian Crown Prince was killed by a bomb in Sarajevo. The Party Central Committee believes a European war will start before long. Once the European war begins, the British and French naturally won't be able to wage war directly against our base areas anymore. Since they can't free up their hands to hit us, we naturally can free up our hands to deal with this bunch of foreign devils!"

"Secretary Zhang, was this judgment made by Chairman Chen?" Yang Baogui cared very much about this key question. Years ago, after Chen Ke wrote *Killing Cixi*, Yang Baogui was still a division commander. He had accompanied Chen Ke to meet Feng Xu and Shen Zengzhi. Since then, he had never harbored any doubts about Chen Ke's strategic judgment.

Zhang Yu handed a telegram to Yang Baogui. The content of the telegram was exactly the same as what Zhang Yu had said, and the final signature was Chen Ke. Seeing this signature, Yang Baogui completely relaxed his heart. "Then how does the Central Committee prepare for us to fight?"

"Regardless of whether the troops are ready or not, move one division across the Yellow River first," Zhang Yu replied.

While Zhang Yu was giving strategic instructions at the Party Committee meeting, Chen Ke also convened a Central Committee meeting. The heaviness that had pressed on Chen Ke's heart for several months was swept away. As long as World War I started, Chen Ke could determine who the enemy before his eyes really was. He had to admit that even though he strove to build relations with the United States, Chen Ke still didn't dare to truly offend the British. Learning that China's greatest enemy finally had no time to look east, Chen Ke's mood was as light as if it had sprouted wings.

The comrades of the Central Committee could also see Chen Ke's mood. A large batch of People's Party cadres had gone abroad for inspection the year before last and last year; everyone at least knew some of the basic situation in Europe. Germany and Austria were allies. The Austrian Crown Prince and his wife had been killed by a bomb, so war was unavoidable.

More detailed intelligence had reached the base area via telegram in the past few days. At the end of 1912, in the First Balkan War, the Balkan League drove out the Turks. But when negotiating the peace treaty terms, the European powers each supported one side, almost expanding this war into a war between the great European powers. In order to obtain access to the Adriatic Sea, Serbia demanded to enter northern Albania. Austria-Hungary opposed this with German and Italian support, while Russia and France did their utmost to support it. Both Russia and Austria carried out partial mobilization, and the situation was unusually tense. But considering its weak strength and poor combat preparations, Russia had to make concessions to Germany and Austria. The Balkan issue was submitted to an international conference for discussion. In December 1912, a peace treaty conference was held in London, and a conference of ambassadors from the six European countries of Britain, France, Russia, Italy, Germany, and Austria was held at the same time. At the ambassadors' conference, the Entente Powers supported the Balkan League, while the Central Powers supported Turkey. At this time, a coup suddenly occurred in Turkey, and a pro-German government took the stage. With German support, it refused to give up Adrianople, and negotiations broke down. On February 3, 1913, the Balkan League started military operations again. In March, they captured Adrianople, and Turkey had to sue for peace again. The London Conference resumed in May, and the belligerents signed a peace treaty. Turkey ceded all territory west of the Enos-Midia line to the Balkan countries, retaining only a small area near Istanbul. The Albanian people, after long-term struggle, finally won independence.

Differences occurred among the Balkan League countries when distributing the spoils, and quarrels ensued. Because Bulgaria obtained the most land, Serbia demanded that Bulgaria hand over a part of Macedonia to it. Greece demanded southern Macedonia and Western Thrace. Montenegro also wanted to obtain part of the land from Bulgaria. Even Romania, which had not participated in the alliance, demanded Southern Dobruja from Bulgaria. All were refused by Bulgaria. Turkey also wanted to take the opportunity to retake the Eastern Thrace region. As a result, these countries with territorial demands united to deal with Bulgaria. The Central Powers did their utmost to destroy the Balkan League, while the Entente Powers openly stood on the side of Greece, Serbia, and the others. On June 1, 1913, Serbia and Greece signed an anti-Bulgarian alliance, and Romania subsequently joined this alliance. In order to strike first, Bulgaria declared war on Serbia first on June 29. Montenegro and Turkey soon joined the anti-Bulgarian war. Bulgaria suffered defeat in the war. On August 10, the two sides signed a peace treaty in Bucharest, Romania. Romania obtained Southern Dobruja, Serbia obtained the greater part of Macedonia, and Greece obtained southern Macedonia, Western Thrace, and Crete. Turkey used the internal strife of the Balkan countries to retake Adrianople.

The two Balkan Wars promoted the national movement of the Slavs in Bosnia and Herzegovina under Austro-Hungarian rule. They demanded to merge with Serbia and establish a Greater Serbia state. The Austro-Hungarian Empire resolutely opposed Serbia's expansion and decided to annex Serbia. The conflict between Austria and Serbia was bound to cause a conflict between Austria and Russia, as well as a conflict between the Central Powers and the Entente Powers. The Balkans had become the focus of the contradictions between the European powers and the powder keg of Europe.

On June 28, 1914, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, Crown Prince of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, participated in commanding a military exercise. The exercise was held in Bosnia, controlled by the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and took neighboring Serbia as the imaginary enemy. A secret organization in Serbia sent multiple killers, lying in ambush within the city of Sarajevo, preparing to assassinate him. After the exercise ended, Ferdinand and his wife entered the city area in an open-top automobile. An assassin threw a bomb at the automobile, and the entire automobile was blasted into a ball of fire.

The event of Franz Ferdinand's assassination in Sarajevo was utilized by the two major military blocs pushing for war. The militarists of Austria-Hungary clamored loudly, "Draw the sword, aim at Serbia," to thoroughly destroy the obstacle to Austria-Hungary's hegemony in the Balkans. A Vienna newspaper wrote: "For six years we have been waiting for all the serious tensions to finally explode... We want war, because this is our inner conviction. Our ideal can only be realized through a war, in a radical and sudden manner: that is a powerful Austria." The day after the incident occurred, Austro-Hungarian Chief of General Staff Hötzendorf and Foreign Minister Berchtold both believed that the time to "solve the Serbian problem" had arrived, demanding immediate military mobilization to declare war on Serbia. But they also worried about Russia's intervention, so they asked Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany for help.

The People's Party currently did not know that this bomb actually had a huge relationship with the People's Party. Due to the development of synthetic ammonia technology, the People's Party's production volume of nitro-high explosives surged. Chen Ke had liked chemistry since childhood. Perhaps it was a boy's nature, or perhaps Chen Ke himself had antisocial tendencies at that time; in any case, he was once very keen on the research of illegal chemical stimulants and explosives. The People's Party's gel explosive production was decent. aside from being used in various mines and engineering projects in China, a portion was even sold to India.

Merchants under heaven all had the same virtue. For the sake of making a profit, a small portion of gel explosives was actually sold from India to the Balkan region. During the investigation of the assassination case, a small piece of iron with "Made in China" written on it was found in the wreckage of the Crown Prince's automobile. That was the trademark the People's Party adopted on all gel explosives.
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"Commander Duan, the People's Party has crossed the Yellow River!" A staff officer jogged into the Beiyang Second Division headquarters in Anyang city.

Duan Zhigui stood up abruptly after hearing this. "The deployment funds have already been issued. Order the brigade commanders of the Second Division to meet here. Our Second Division will move south along the railway to meet the enemy."

The decisive order startled the staff officer. He opened his mouth but couldn't say anything.

Duan Zhigui rolled his eyes. "What are you waiting for? Go transmit the order!"

After the staff officer ran out and no one else was around, Duan Zhigui sighed slightly. He actually didn't want to fight, but Duan Zhigui knew Yuan Shikai's temper extremely well. If Duan Zhigui dared to ask Yuan Shikai for reinforcements, help might come, but Duan Zhigui's time as the commander of the Second Division would be over.

The brigade commanders of each regiment arrived quickly. Duan Zhigui sat in the main seat and said loudly, "Brothers, the People's Party has crossed the Yellow River and their footing is not yet stable. We should advance now and deal them a head-on blow. The chances of victory shouldn't be small. Since last year, our monthly pay has been issued according to wartime rates. We raise soldiers for a thousand days to use them for one hour; this is the time for us to work like horses for the Grand President. Does anyone have anything to say?"

Seeing Duan Zhigui's fierce gaze, none of the brigade commanders dared to say anything more. finally, someone asked, "Does the Grand President know about the troop movement?"

Duan Zhigui said coldly, "I have just ordered someone to send a telegram to the Grand President. He should know before long. The Grand President said last year that since our Second Division has retreated to Anyang, we don't need to retreat anymore. Anyone who dares to withdraw from Henan will be dealt with according to military law immediately. The Grand President stresses discipline the most. You are all brothers who have followed the Grand President for so long, I don't need to say more about this, do I?"

Yuan Shikai had never been soft on violations of military discipline, let alone desertion in the face of battle; he wouldn't even easily let off those who whispered in the ranks. Duan Zhigui's words weren't even a threat; if the Second Division really dared to retreat from Henan to Hebei, the heads of the senior officers, including Duan Zhigui, would roll.

Duan Zhigui's face was gloomy as he said murderously, "Brothers, if we retreat now, there is only a dead end. Even if we don't retreat, given the People's Party's methods, we'll just die sooner or later. Since it's death either way, let's fight it out with those rebels of the People's Party. With the determination to fight to the death—'the fish dies or the net breaks'—it's still uncertain who will die. If you don't want to die a cowardly death, then follow me, Duan Zhigui, and fight the People's Party! I'll say this upfront: this time we advance with no retreat. Whoever dares to be as timid as a mouse before the enemy, I, Duan Zhigui, will personally send him on his way!"

The news of the Beiyang Army moving south was quickly sent from the People's Party intelligence station in Anyang to the Hebei Circuit (Xinxiang). Ever since the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army crossed the Yellow River, the Henan Military Region believed that Duan Zhigui would not sit in Anyang waiting for death. However, the comrades of the Henan Military Region thought Duan Zhigui would flee north; they didn't expect Duan Zhigui would actually move south.

"Duan Zhigui has such guts, diving in alone like this?" Due to excitement, the words of some staff officers in the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army began to go off the rails.

Kang Wenzheng, the current commander of the 4407th Division, frowned. Kang Wenzheng had graduated from the People's Party Army Academy and was a 28-year-old "veteran" who had participated in many battles. Kang Wenzheng found the Beiyang Army's "menacing" offensive laughable. Of course, the staff officer's words also struck Kang Wenzheng as completely inappropriate.

As the fist unit of the 540th Corps, the proportion of veterans in the current 4407th Division had dropped to 50%. Even among these veterans, less than one-fifth had combat experience. Compared to the Beiyang Army, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army had the advantage in training. In terms of equipment, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army was inferior to the Beiyang Army, especially in artillery units; a Beiyang division had at least 24 guns. If the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army included mortars, their artillery numbers might exceed Beiyang's. It was just that the caliber of their field guns was far inferior. In terms of actual combat experience, the two forces were completely six of one and half a dozen of the other.

"If Duan Zhigui wants to catch us while our footing is unstable, it is absolutely impossible for him to succeed," Kang Wenzheng said. "But in which area will the battlefield be set?"

The comrades looked at the map, having no clue in their hearts. Just then, the communications officer delivered the latest telegram.

After reading it, Kang Wenzheng's brows furrowed. Almost at the same time the Beiyang Second Division moved south rapidly, Yuan Shikai, far away in Beijing, ordered the newly formed Beiyang Twentieth and Twenty-First Divisions to depart from Beijing by train to reinforce Duan Zhigui's troops. It looked like the battle was going to be big.

"We definitely have to fight, but where will the battlefield be?" Kang Wenzheng asked the staff officers.

The comrades' eyes fell on the map again. If possible, the comrades all hoped Duan Zhigui would lead the Beiyang Second Division straight into the Xinxiang Railway Station. Then the Workers and Peasants Red Army would heavily surround them and wipe them out completely. But this beautiful imagination was impossible to realize.

"Duan Zhigui is moving along the railway. It's really not easy to catch him." The comrades in the staff department scratched their heads.

"Send a small detachment to blow up the railway?" A comrade suggested.

"Even if the railway is blown up, the Beiyang Army can walk back. It doesn't mean much. We will need to use the railway later too. If it's blown up, the Beiyang Army won't repair it for you; we'd have to repair it ourselves." Someone refuted.

"The two Beiyang divisions are also moving south. Duan Zhigui is currently taking his time to engage us. Once the fighting starts and the two Beiyang divisions reinforce them, this battle will be even harder to fight." Some staff officers also worried about the overall war situation.

Kang Wenzheng looked at the map, also quite vexed. Once a strategic misjudgment occurred, they would fall into passivity. This time, the Henan Military Region's strategy assumed the Beiyang Army would stay put or even retreat. With Duan Zhigui advancing so decisively, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army couldn't come up with a good plan for the moment.

"Let's propose a new strategic adjustment to the Corps headquarters," Staff Officer Mu Husan said.

"What adjustment?" Kang Wenzheng asked with a frown.

"Our 4407th Division's main force will avoid Duan Zhigui's troops and thrust directly into Anyang. We will try to capture Anyang before the Beiyang reinforcements arrive. The Corps should send the 5404th and 5405th Divisions across the Yellow River to attack Duan Zhigui's troops from the left and right with absolute superior force. After destroying Duan Zhigui's troops, continue north to annihilate the Beiyang reinforcements near Anyang," Mu Husan said calmly.

This plan was simple and brisk, responding to the Beiyang Army's movements. But the scale of the entire battle was expanded at least three times. For the 4407th Division, a division-level unit, to propose a corps-level operation plan was a bit too bold. Not only were the other staff officers startled by this plan, but Kang Wenzheng also felt a bit uneasy. He thought for a while and asked, "If we implement this plan ourselves, what does everyone think?"

Although he asked everyone, Kang Wenzheng's eyes fell on Mu Husan's face. "Chairman Chen has always required us to concentrate superior forces to fight battles of annihilation. Our single division can't do that no matter what. Rather than fighting this battle with a slight troop advantage when we are short on forces, it's better to ask the Corps headquarters to go all out."

The Army Academy taught the mobile warfare advocated by Chen Ke: concentrating superior forces to fight battles of annihilation, closing the door to beat the dog, and besieging a point to strike the reinforcements. These were all contents of repeated training. Logically, Mu Husan's suggestion should have easily won Kang Wenzheng's approval. However, Kang Wenzheng found that when facing such an emergency, he couldn't make up his mind immediately. Kang Wenzheng suddenly missed the days when he fought under Chen Ke; back then, he only had to focus on doing his own job well. Strategically, the People's Party was always fully proactive; as for tactics, bringing out what was trained daily was enough.

After finally collecting his thoughts, Kang Wenzheng ordered, "Send a telegram to the Corps according to Comrade Mu Husan's suggestion."

The 540th Corps received the news of the Beiyang Army moving south almost at the same time as the 4407th Division. The Corps headquarters sent a telegram to Wuhan via the provincial military region while beginning to study the situation. Thanks to the smooth railway communications lines, they received the views on the future war situation from Wuhan and the 4407th Division almost simultaneously. The two telegrams had similar views on operations, only the signatures and tones were different. Chen Ke required the Henan Military Region to immediately implement a battle of annihilation against the Beiyang Army. In the 4407th Division's telegram, the tone was one of earnest request.

Chai Qingguo had already gone down to the Corps headquarters by this time. He smiled bitterly, "I didn't expect Kang Wenzheng's combat determination to be so great."

The comrades of the Henan Military Region were also a bit embarrassed. The time difference between these two telegrams was not much. It was just that Kang Wenzheng's telegram came a little earlier. In the hour before receiving Chen Ke's telegram, the Henan Military Region was not satisfied with Kang Wenzheng's suggestion. In a situation where the enemy situation was not yet fully clear, Kang Wenzheng dared to come up with a military plan to completely resolve the enemies in Henan. However, Kang Wenzheng had his merits; at least he suggested that the 4407th Division raid Anyang, placing himself within the Beiyang encirclement. If the 5404th and 5405th Divisions crossed the Yellow River, a total force of over 40,000 would scare Duan Zhigui. If Duan Zhigui fled north, then the 4407th Division would likely face the siege of three Beiyang divisions in Anyang. This courage could not be ignored.

Chai Qingguo did not participate in this criticism. He agreed with Kang Wenzheng's suggestion in his heart, but the Henan Military Region had no experience commanding large-scale operations of a hundred thousand troops. How exactly to fight this battle? Chai Qingguo wasn't sure. During his frowning contemplation, Chai Qingguo remained silent. It wasn't until Chen Ke's telegram was delivered to the Henan Military Region command center that Chai Qingguo had no other thoughts. He ordered, "According to the Central deployment, annihilate the Beiyang Army. Liberate the entire Henan region."

Duan Zhigui did not know that the People's Party had made a comprehensive strategic decision within just one day. In Duan Zhigui's mind, these rebels of the People's Party should be in a mess right now. When he first received the news that the People's Party had crossed the Yellow River, Duan Zhigui was truly frightened. In every previous battle with the People's Party, the People's Party had assumed a strong offensive posture. Since the People's Party dared to cross the Yellow River this time, presumably it would be the same. However, subsequent news showed that the People's Party not only did not move north immediately but instead stationed themselves in the Hebei Circuit, dispersing forces to control various county towns. This approach was familiar to Duan Zhigui. Whenever they didn't seek to continue the attack, they would assume such a posture. As an officer of the Beiyang Army, Duan Zhigui found this extremely easy to understand and imagine.

If he waited for the People's Party to gain a foothold in Hebei and move north slowly, Duan Zhigui reckoned he couldn't hold them off. So he simply mobilized the Beiyang Army to move south immediately. He had been terrified by the People's Party's lightning-fast offensive posture many times; giving them a taste of their own medicine—this shock tactic presumably couldn't be wrong.

As for how far south he would really go, Duan Zhigui didn't really plan to fight to the death with the People's Party. Fight a bit; if he couldn't win, then retreat. There was a world of difference between that and shrinking back without even fighting. Yuan Shikai could accept defeat but could not accept cowardice. Since they had to fight anyway, taking the initiative to attack made it less likely to be defeated.

Since he had this plan, Duan Zhigui mobilized all the locomotives and freight cars he could collect, attempting to implement his plan according to the railway mobility taught by the German instructors. Germany had fully utilized railway transport in the Franco-Prussian War, posing a huge threat to the French army. When German officers talked about this, they were truly spitting as they spoke, full of confidence.

July had already entered the 'dog days' of summer, and the weather was exceptionally hot. The trains mobilized by the Beiyang Army didn't have 21st-century air conditioning or electric fans. There weren't many passenger carriages to begin with, and these carriages were all occupied by the officers. A large number of Beiyang troops sat in freight cars; some even sat on flatbeds. Before the troops departed, some better-organized units set up awnings with bamboo poles and cloth on the flatbeds. This abruptly delayed the departure time. The units without awnings saw this and wouldn't stand for it. They returned to Anyang city and rushed into cloth shops to rob fabric at will. After the fabric in the cloth shops was looted clean, the Beiyang soldiers broke into silk shops that had some backing. The owners of the silk shops were quite alert; hearing that the Beiyang Army had started robbing fabric, they immediately shut their doors tight.

How could these Beiyang soldiers who were about to go to the battlefield accept this? A crowd of soldiers began to smash the doors while cursing. When rifle butts couldn't smash them open, they used wooden stakes to ram them. Shop doors were meant to prevent theft, not open robbery. After a dozen strikes broke the doors, the Beiyang soldiers swarmed in, smashed the shop doors to pieces, rushed in, and snatched everything that could be taken. Not only fabric but also various cloth curtains hanging outside businesses on the street that looked usable—later, any door curtain the Beiyang Army saw did not escape.

This rampage lasted a whole day. Under the driving of the Grand Council, the soldiers ended the looting and began to assemble at the railway station. While the citizens of Anyang were still in shock, small units of the Beiyang Army returned. This time they had a clear goal; they no longer molested women or beat citizens. Instead, they tied up twenty-odd tailors and left swaggering.
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The vanguard of the army was the scouts. As the easiest targets to contact and the most elite combat squads of the troops, the slaughter between scouts was extremely bloody and cruel. It was impossible for the People's Party to let Duan Zhigui go south so easily. Even if it was just to make Duan Zhigui think that the People's Party was preparing for a battle with him with all their might, harassment by scouts was necessary. When two small squads charged at each other fearlessly, even if there were only a dozen people on each side, that determined attitude indeed filled the battle with a tragic color.

Both sides used shooting as an opening statement. Trying to aim accurately on a bumpy horseback was indeed a relatively difficult task to complete. The result of two or three rounds of shooting was zero casualties on both sides. When the distance was close enough that there was no time to continue shooting, the scout cavalrymen drew their sabers one after another, shouting and urging their horses to charge at the other side.

He Jing was using cold weapons in combat for the first time. His palms holding the saber were already full of sweat. Seeing the Beiyang cavalry opposite him gripping their sabers with ferocious looks on their faces, He Jing felt his breathing almost stop. At the moment when the two horses crossed paths, He Jing, following the method he had trained countless times on normal days, swung the blade of the saber forcefully towards the throat of the Beiyang cavalryman. Almost at the same time, the Beiyang cavalryman's saber thrust towards He Jing's chest.

The saber hit the steel plate with a clanging sound. Because the impact force brought by the relative speed was all absorbed by the breastplate, He Jing felt a huge force suddenly concentrate on his chest, and his body involuntarily leaned back, making even breathing difficult. However, in this electric spark of a moment, the tip of He Jing's sharp saber had already cut into the throat of the Beiyang cavalryman, and there was no stagnation at all. The tip of the blade did not pause after cutting the throat, continuing backward until it severed the blood vessels on the right side of the Beiyang cavalryman's neck before leaving the Beiyang soldier's body.

Almost the same thing happened between the two groups of cavalry scouts. The breastplate light cavalry of the People's Party suffered almost no injuries. The Beiyang soldiers, who did not expect the People's Party cavalry to wear steel armor inside their uniforms, were almost all hit by sabers. Most Beiyang soldiers were killed with one strike. Only a few lucky ones, or cavalrymen who simply didn't have time to engage in close combat with the People's Party, were lucky enough to escape with their lives. The luck of these lucky ones did not last too long. Seeing their companions suffering heavy casualties, these Beiyang soldiers lost their fighting spirit and tried to flee one after another. The People's Party scout troops pursued relentlessly. Due to the greatly increased shooting density, these Beiyang scouts were hit by bullets not long after they fled.

Every confrontation required a bloody and short slaughter. Even though the People's Party light cavalry was protected by breastplates, this was not a panacea. If the Beiyang Army lost 10 men, the People's Party's loss was around 3. The scouts in the Beiyang Army did not have an undeserved reputation. After all, the Beiyang Army's cavalry was established earlier, had more abundant numbers, and their tactical skills were also above those of the People's Party cavalry.

When Duan Zhigui went south, he did not rely entirely on the "speeding train". He sent out scout troops far ahead as an outpost. The fixed rails of the railway were the easiest targets to attack, and the outcome of a speeding train derailing was extremely tragic. Having encountered the extreme harassment of the People's Party scouts, Duan Zhigui still did not waver in his determination to continue south.

Facing Duan Zhigui's transportation method centered on the railway, and his practice of not stopping at all even when encountering setbacks, the comrades of the People's Party also felt a little uneasy in their hearts.

"Duan Zhigui's troops have a very firm will to fight. Should we deploy the Air Force to assist in the battle?" A comrade proposed this method.

The People's Party's thinking on the use of the Air Force was far ahead of this era. Chen Ke proposed the distinction between reconnaissance, harassment, and strategic bombing. Current aircraft could not implement any strategic bombing at all. The People's Party believed that large-scale sorties and bombing were just things where the loss outweighed the gain. In a team of tens of thousands with firm confidence, the effect that the People's Party's bombing could play was very small. Bombing would merely disrupt the enemy's formation and reduce the enemy's combat efficiency. The idea of relying on the Air Force to resolve the battle was simply unreliable.

"Since Duan Zhigui's troops have such a tenacious will to fight, what use is bombing?" A comrade immediately retorted. The fuel used after the Air Force sortied, the consumption of aerial bombs, and the mechanical failures that were extremely likely to occur, all of these needed to be considered.

"The movement speed of the 5404th and 5405th Divisions is not fast. If we set off now, let alone a surprise attack on Anyang, I'm afraid that after we leave, Duan Zhigui will seize the Hebei Circuit first." The staff officers were quite depressed; the mobility of the brother units was really not trustworthy.

Kang Wenzheng was especially anxious about this. The progress of the battle situation still exceeded expectations. Because they were worried about scaring away Duan Zhigui, although the 5404th and 5405th Divisions had already assembled, they waited for Duan Zhigui's march to exceed halfway so that his retreat would not be too fast, before marching quickly to reinforce. Unexpectedly, despite constantly suffering losses in battles with scouts, Duan Zhigui still advanced so fiercely. What kind of wrong medicine did this Duan Zhigui take?

"Comrade Mu Husan, what do you think?" Kang Wenzheng asked. Since Mu Husan proposed the battle plan, did Mu Husan anticipate the current situation?

Mu Husan did not contemplate or pause. He replied, "Looking at the current situation, I'm afraid Duan Zhigui is preparing to retreat?"

"What?" Including Kang Wenzheng, the comrades in the division headquarters were all startled.

"Yes," Mu Husan did not hesitate. He continued to answer, "Although I can't be sure under what circumstances Duan Zhigui is preparing to retreat, given the current situation, he is definitely prepared to retreat. I suggest proposing to the Army Headquarters that our division begin implementing the operation to encircle and annihilate Duan Zhigui's troops now."

"He's fighting so fiercely, how could he be preparing to retreat?" A staff officer immediately expressed objection.

"Duan Zhigui's Beiyang Army is not a unit that is unafraid of death. If he were this brave, he wouldn't have retreated so obediently to the north of the Yellow River. As early as when we first entered Henan, Duan Zhigui should have pounced on us fiercely. Based on past performance, Duan Zhigui is just a guy who likes to stick to defense. The Army Headquarters believed that this time our division crossed the Yellow River, even if Duan Zhigui wouldn't flee immediately, he wouldn't choose to take the initiative to attack. This wasn't the Army Headquarters thinking blindly," Mu Husan replied.

"Then why on earth is he doing this?" The staff officer questioned.

"Why he is doing this, I am not very clear either. However, the conditions for us to deploy and encircle Duan Zhigui on the spot are already mature. We should adopt such tactics right now." Mu Husan gave his own answer.

Hearing this, Kang Wenzheng's mind moved. He finally discovered why he had been unable to issue orders accurately and timely.

When fighting under Chen Ke's command in the past, every battle proceeded with the highest efficiency. The experience of Chen Ke playing the enemy in the palm of his hand made Kang Wenzheng too accustomed to the mindset of the enemy falling into the most disadvantageous situation almost like a drill. When Duan Zhigui's actions made people indecisive, Kang Wenzheng couldn't help but wait to get more accurate intelligence to adopt the most effective tactical method.

Mu Husan obviously did not have this mindset, just as Mu Husan had just said, "The conditions for us to deploy and encircle Duan Zhigui on the spot are already mature. We should adopt such tactics right now."

Kang Wenzheng remembered what Chen Ke had said at the military academy, "Strategy wins because it is correct, tactics are correct because they win."

Staring at the map for a while, Kang Wenzheng began to issue orders, "Send a telegram to the Army Headquarters. Our unit believes that based on the current situation, the timing to encircle and annihilate Duan Zhigui's troops is mature, so we are starting to implement the encirclement action. Requesting the 5404th and 5405th Divisions to immediately enter combat. The 1st Regiment is to set off now to cut off Duan Zhigui's retreat. The 2nd Regiment is to go north along the east side of the railway, and the 3rd Regiment is to go north along the west side of the railway. The 4th Regiment and the cavalry troops are to march slowly along the railway to implement an encirclement of Duan Zhigui's troops."

Since Kang Wenzheng had already issued the combat order, the comrades in the unit no longer questioned it, nor did they resist.

"Comrade Mu Husan, how long have you been in the staff department?" Kang Wenzheng asked.

"Nine months," Mu Husan replied.

The People's Party imitated the method of the German General Staff. Officers selected from the soldiers at the grassroots level had to be promoted step by step through the channels of officers at various levels, military academies at various levels, and staff departments at various levels.

"The battalion commander of the 1st Battalion, 1st Regiment has reached the time for rotation. I want you to replace him in his position," Kang Wenzheng said.

As soon as these words came out, the comrades in the staff department looked at Mu Husan with various gazes. The 1st Battalion of the 1st Regiment was generally a unit that fought tough battles. Sending Mu Husan down from the staff department to the front line at this moment could be understood as a demotion, or it could be understood as putting him in an important position.

Mu Husan saluted Kang Wenzheng with a normal expression, "I obey the arrangement."

Duan Zhigui sat in the train compartment, calculating the current situation in his heart. In fact, from the very beginning, he had no intention of having a bloody battle with the People's Party. Even if there was a bloody battle, it wouldn't be one so close to the People's Party. The reason for going south was purely to give Yuan Shikai an explanation. He originally thought that the People's Party would panic and mobilize troops to block the road south. In this way, after fighting a battle, regardless of victory or defeat, he would have a reason to retreat.

But the People's Party just happened to be able to keep their patience. Duan Zhigui wasn't stupid; railway transport wasn't reliable. If he was cut off from the railway by the People's Party when he approached the Hebei Circuit, and the Hebei Circuit was too close to Zheng County occupied by the People's Party, once surrounded by the People's Party with superior forces, Duan Zhigui would find it hard to escape even with wings. So even though the scouts suffered great losses, he still went south nonstop, the purpose being to exchange fire with the People's Party earlier. Even if the situation was advantageous, Duan Zhigui would retreat immediately.

This carriage with sleeping berths was considered luxurious, at least compared to those flatbed cars that used cloth curtains to shade the sun; it was really too luxurious. Duan Zhigui and his entourage of a dozen people occupied a carriage, while on the flatbed cars, there were at least sixty, and at most nearly a hundred Beiyang soldiers crowded together. Because the weather was hot, Duan Zhigui constantly wiped his sweat with a towel while ordering soldiers to fan him. The soldiers fanning him were already sweating profusely, but Duan Zhigui felt that the scorching heat brought by the irritability in his heart had not decreased a bit.

"What on earth is the People's Party thinking?" Duan Zhigui thought with egoistic anger, "I've already arrived at a place less than 30 li from Weihui, and they still haven't made a move. Are they trying to act like shrinking turtles?"

As if Heaven heard Duan Zhigui's heartfelt voice, there was a rush of footsteps, and a staff officer ran in with a panicked look on his face, "Commander Duan, according to reports, rebels have appeared thirty li behind us. They blocked the railway with logs, our retreat is cut off!"

Duan Zhigui slammed the table and stood up, "Why are you only reporting now? What did the scouts go do?"

The staff officer was tongue-tied and couldn't answer. The scouts had suffered heavy casualties recently. Duan Zhigui ordered that the reconnaissance range of the scouts should be around 10 li, while leaving troops to patrol along the railway line. Where did the sharply reduced number of scouts have so much manpower? The scout who came to report was covered in blood. He said that of the 12 scouts with him, only he escaped with his life. The others were either dead or their fate was unknown after falling from their horses; they were all lost.

Before the staff officer could come up with a way to explain, he heard Duan Zhigui order anxiously, "Stop the train. We are retreating!"
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Mu Husan and the comrades of the reconnaissance platoon walked through all the positions assigned to them. Upon returning to the camp, he immediately commanded the troops to start preparing the positions.

"Battalion Commander Mu, why set the main position here? There is no high ground here, and the woods are quite far away. Wouldn't it be better if we set the main position over to the west? We would have the high ground, and the woods would be convenient for stationing troops." The battalion staff officer was quite disapproving of Mu Husan's choice of position.

"The terrain of our position is a gentle slope, which is indeed not very convenient. However, the enemy certainly won't be foolish enough to charge the high ground head-on. We have buried landmines and set up defense lines over by the woods. Unless the Beiyang forces are willing to sacrifice enough men, they won't be able to break through there. Even if they attack with heavy troops, we will have time to temporarily adjust our deployment," Mu Husan replied.

"Then why do we need to hold this line?" The staff officer was still puzzled.

"There is a small river behind us. If the Beiyang Army wants to drink water, they have to pass through here," Mu Husan answered.

"Drink water?" The staff officer was stunned for a moment. It was the height of summer. Mu Husan didn't need to explain too much; the fierce sunlight helped the staff officer figure out many things.

Chen Ke had taught a lot of knowledge, such as the fact that the most annoying thing about building railways is digging tunnels, followed by crossing rivers and building bridges. The Beijing-Hankou Railway naturally couldn't be an exception; the railway line was kept as far away from river channels as possible. The area selected for the People's Party's pre-set positions was a region without direct sources of drinking water. If the Beiyang Army wanted to get water, they needed to cross four or five *li* of open ground to reach the riverbank. Mu Husan had set the 1st Battalion's main position right on the path to the water. To the left was high ground, to the right was a sparse patch of woods. In between these two defensible positions was a deep defense line composed of two trenches.

"But the Beiyang Army..." The staff officer still felt this consideration was really somewhat unexpected.

"The Beiyang Army has combat effectiveness; don't underestimate them. If we want to annihilate them, we must first weaken their combat effectiveness to the maximum extent," Mu Husan replied.

The staff officer looked at the vicious sun, then at the empty direction of the railway, and finally stopped raising objections.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army strove to learn from the PLA, that powerful infantry force. However, Chen Ke still tried hard to use technology to improve the troops' combat effectiveness. So, camouflage uniforms and steel helmets were present. At the same time, the PLA's traditional yellow-green military satchels, Liberation shoes, army green water canteens, and wooden-handled entrenching shovels—this mix of US military and PLA styles gave the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers a peculiar look.

The soldiers didn't care what they looked like; what they cared about was whether these pieces of equipment would affect their actions. Upon hearing that they were to start digging trenches, the comrades took off the thick-soled straw sandals they wore during the march and put on the Liberation shoes tied to their military satchels. It was hot, and Liberation shoes were still too stuffy for marching. The troops didn't use a forced march this time, so most soldiers wore thick socks and straw sandals. regarding straw sandal production, Chen Ke adhered to the People's Party's industrialization mindset; even straw sandals were industrially produced. Although called straw sandals, they were actually rattan shoes selected after hundreds of experiments. In the relatively dry climate of Henan, if not for a forced march, wearing these shoes that combined breathability and lightness in the summer was very suitable.

The comrades of the cooking squad began to boil water and cook rice, specifically boiling a lot of water. Every soldier's military canteen was filled to the brim. After arranging the work, Mu Husan mounted his horse again, preparing to set off with the comrades of the reconnaissance platoon to continue inspecting the positions. Fighting on such flat terrain was indeed a brand-new topic for the People's Party. Mu Husan was actually a bit worried. If he were Duan Zhigui, he would rather adopt a marching on foot approach than continue to implement railway maneuvers. Marching along the railway seemed convenient, but in reality, the danger was greatly increased. Because he had this worry in his heart, Mu Husan felt that if he didn't go look at the terrain again, he wouldn't feel at ease.

But Mu Husan didn't urge his horse forward. Since what he was worried about wasn't the position but the enemy's intelligence, Mu Husan decided there was no need to look for trouble. What choice Duan Zhigui would make was not something the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could determine. Even if Duan Zhigui made a wise decision right now, Mu Husan couldn't grow wings to catch up with the Beiyang Army. Waving to the reconnaissance platoon, Mu Husan shouted, "We're not going. Comrades, hurry up and get ready, conserve your strength and store up energy."

Waiting was agonizing, but Mu Husan didn't force anything. He inspected the positions and arranged work. After finishing these tasks, he also personally participated in the work, digging trenches and preparing communication lines. Time passed quickly, and in the blink of an eye, it was afternoon. "There's sound!" A comrade who had been listening to the movement on the rails with a stethoscope shouted.

"Enter positions!" After Mu Husan shouted, a look of relief first appeared on his face, followed by a sharp expression like a long saber being unsheathed.

Duan Zhigui was not a fool; he didn't order the Beiyang Army to force their way through on the train. After waiting for more than an hour, a large group of Beiyang Army troops wearing cyan military uniforms appeared in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's line of sight. Because of the distance, only a few indistinct columns of men could be seen. After a while longer, the main force of the Beiyang Army began to advance along the railway.

"Battalion Commander, they're just coming over like this?" The staff officer asked Mu Husan in surprise. In the military concepts of the People's Party, such a large-scale cluster action, especially implementing such an action in front of the enemy, was simply insane. An important standard for a modern army is the width of the position the troops unfold. By the late stage of the War of Liberation, the deployment width of a PLA platoon was 200-300 meters. And the deployment width of a fully unfolded division could reach 20-30 kilometers. A larger deployment width could effectively improve the troops' combat efficiency.

The combat capability of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was far from reaching that level. Even so, a platoon's position reached 100 meters, and the troop disposition was highly echeloned. The 1st Battalion of the 1st Regiment, where Mu Husan was, was responsible for defending a line 1,000 meters long. But looking through the telescope, a Beiyang force of nearly three thousand men had a deployment width of less than 1,000 meters.

Seeing Mu Husan remain silent, the staff officer couldn't help but ask again, "Are they preparing to charge head-on?"

"Wait until they start charging, guessing blindly is useless." After speaking to the staff officer, Mu Husan said to the deputy battalion commander, "I'm going to take a look at the positions now. You are responsible for the battalion headquarters' work." After speaking, Mu Husan took his guard and ran towards the positions along the communication trench.

On the positions, the soldiers were all huddled in the trenches under the orders of the squad and platoon leaders. When someone spoke in a low voice, the squad or platoon leader would immediately stop them. Even seeing the battalion commander personally arrive at the front-line trenches, everyone just simply saluted and didn't say anything. Most soldiers were about to engage in the first real battle of their lives, and adding the heat, their faces were all flushed red. Some comrades scratched their ears and cheeks, while others pursed their lips tightly. Excitement and nervousness could be seen from their expressions.

Mu Husan was not surprised by the soldiers' nervousness. He still clearly remembered that when he went to the battlefield for the first time, he was even more nervous than the soldiers due to insufficient training. It was only around the tenth time he participated in combat that Mu Husan could ensure he pulled the string before throwing a hand grenade. According to the People's Party's own incomplete statistics, one-third of new recruits participating in combat for the first time forgot to pull the string when throwing hand grenades. The hand grenade's function turned into a brick, and sometimes it wasn't even as good as a brick.

While the soldiers before him were certainly nervous, there were relatively few looks of fear. The pre-battle mobilization had clearly played a role.

Regarding the Beiyang 2nd Division's actions in Henan, it was explained extremely clearly during the pre-battle mobilization. Including the looted commoners and the commoners beaten to disability, these people were invited to serve as mobilization cases. The soldiers indeed had great indignation and disgust towards the Beiyang Army that plagued the commoners.

After inspecting the positions and waiting for nearly another hour, the Beiyang scouts finally appeared. To prevent accidental discharge, the soldiers all huddled in the trenches; this was also experience summarized by the People's Party. So the Beiyang Army's scout cavalry didn't encounter fire until they were more than two hundred meters in front of the position. Just as they stopped there considering whether to continue advancing or retreat, a crisp gunshot rang out. A scout swayed and fell off his horse.

Mu Husan saw all this through the telescope. He sighed slightly. Actually, they could have waited a bit longer. Opening fire now was a bit premature. However, Mu Husan had no intention of blaming the marksman. One shot, one kill—it was obviously the style of a sniper. Because the Beiyang Army was relatively far from Mu Husan, he naturally didn't have enough pressure. Moreover, details in war can never be predicted, and complaining about such things is meaningless.

The Beiyang scouts fled back the way they came. After another good while, the sound of cannons rang out from the Beiyang Army's positions. Although the shelling accuracy was extremely poor, the Beiyang Army's posture was already clear: they didn't prepare to retreat, nor did they plan to detour. The Beiyang 2nd Division commanded by Duan Zhigui was preparing to use military force to break through the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's defense line. The war in Henan officially started at this moment.

After the shelling came the infantry charge. When the large group of men in cyan military uniforms charged towards the People's Party's defense line, the troops immediately straightened up from the trenches. As imagined, the Beiyang Army hadn't entered effective range, and shooting sounds had already come from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's positions.

The 1st Battalion commanded by Mu Husan was no exception. He could even hear the squad and platoon leaders nearby ordering soldiers to save bullets and not to shoot. Under the swift adjustments of the squad and platoon leaders, the shooting sound quickly stopped.

This round of shooting temporarily caused the Beiyang Army's attack to stagnate slightly, then the Beiyang Army continued to advance in a dense formation.

The 1st Battalion's staff officer was a young man. He watched this dense charge formation dumbfounded, unable to even speak. Once they entered effective shooting distance, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army naturally began shooting. Many people in the front rows of the Beiyang Army fell. But the Beiyang Army not only didn't pause, but instead accelerated their charge while returning fire.

The command authority of the absolute front line was in the hands of the company commanders. As the battalion commander, Mu Husan was responsible for commanding the entire battle line. Watching the brave advance of the Beiyang main force, Mu Husan felt much more at ease.

Sure enough, the People's Party's mortars began to fire. After the muffled sounds of launching, the firelight of exploding shells began to rise centered on the Beiyang Army's attacking ranks. Shrapnel flew horizontally, and the Beiyang troops near the impact points fell in patches. Even so, the cyan stream of people of the Beiyang Army continued to attack.

"It seems that the Beiyang Army being called 'Courage First' really makes sense," Mu Husan finally said to the staff officer beside him.

This issue really exceeded the staff officer's imagination. He took a lot of effort to understand Mu Husan's meaning. "'Courage First' shouldn't mean sending oneself to death, right?"

Just as the staff officer finished speaking, after the Beiyang Army entered the 50-meter shooting range, the light machine guns on the People's Party's positions began to ring out crisply. If the rifle fire density was insufficient, and the shell density was even more insufficient, the rate of fire of the light machine guns effectively made up for this problem. Every platoon of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had two light machine guns. Tongues of fire lashed at the cyan queues. Amidst flying blood splatters, Beiyang Army soldiers were knocked to the ground row by row.

The Beiyang Army, which had once shown amazing fighting will, collapsed in an instant. While the remaining Beiyang troops began to retreat, the shouts of squad and platoon leaders rang out across the entire front line: "Fix bayonets! Fix bayonets!" A moment later, the sound of the charge bugle rang out on the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's positions. Holding rifles with bayonets fixed, the soldiers leapt out of the trenches and chased after the backs of the Beiyang Army.

Attacking from behind has always been the time for the greatest results. The backs of the enemies getting closer and closer were excellent targets. Whether bullets or bayonets, both could fully exert their power. From start to finish, the charge took no more than ten minutes. At least one thousand five hundred Beiyang troops were thoroughly annihilated in front of the 1st Regiment, 1st Battalion's position.

The 1st Battalion's staff officer was already speechless. Before the battle, everyone had made ample estimates of the difficulty of this battle. Too many new recruits, unskilled coordination, poor artillery level. In fact, these problems all existed during the battle. The only thing everyone hadn't expected was that Beiyang dared to use 1,500 men carrying only rifles to forcefully charge the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's position in field warfare.

The movement of his throat proved that the staff officer swallowed a big mouthful of saliva. "Battalion Commander, is Duan Zhigui a fool?" the staff officer asked.
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Chapter 31: First Battle Under Heaven (Part 4)

Shifting blame after a defeat was common knowledge, but this was the first time Duan Zhigui had encountered a situation where observers couldn't even clearly explain what had actually happened on the battlefield. Some said the People's Party artillery was fierce, with cannon fire completely covering the battlefield. Others said the People's Party had hoarded a massive number of machine guns, killing the attacking Beiyang troops in one fell swoop. Some just hemmed and hawed, simply not knowing what had actually happened on the battlefield.

Having lost over a thousand men in one go, Duan Zhigui was both shocked and furious. Encountering such a bunch of useless subordinates, he wished he could shoot them all. However, with morale currently shaken, Duan Zhigui knew he couldn't do that. He shouted angrily, "Get out! All of you, get out!"

Sitting in the train compartment, sweat rolled down Duan Zhigui's forehead. He turned and shouted to his personal guard, "Go! Set up a shade canopy outside." Not long after, Duan Zhigui was sitting under the canopy. Although the weather was still just as hot, the breeze outside made it feel much cooler.

The staff officers of the 2nd Division's brigades gathered around the table in front of Duan Zhigui. Several maps were spread out on the table, and everyone had a gloomy expression. The Beiyang 2nd Division had undergone reorganization after retreating to Anyang last year. Although it was still called a "Division" [Zhen], its organization was already that of a "square" division with a strength reaching twenty thousand men. A loss of over a thousand men was less than two battalions. It had a limited impact on the Beiyang Army's strength. But the fierce battle had lasted less than an hour, and the Beiyang Army had lost so many men. The officers of the 2nd Division all felt a sense of bewilderment.

"Lord Commander [Tongzhi], how about we walk back to Anyang now?" a staff officer suggested.

"No!" Duan Zhigui rejected it without a second thought. "I had a hard time getting these dozen or so trains from the Grand President. How can we leave them to the rebel party?"

Once Duan Zhigui started, someone immediately followed up, "The rebel party has already occupied the railway. If we leave the trains to the rebel party, what if they take the trains and head straight for Anyang?"

The staff officer didn't dare to make another sound. He thought to himself, *The People's Party has already occupied the railway. Even without the trains, they can still head straight for Anyang.* But these words could not be spoken again. Given Duan Zhigui's angry appearance, anyone who said too much would definitely not have a good end. Superiors taking their anger out on subordinates was the most common thing in the Beiyang Army. At times like this, saying nothing was the way to protect oneself.

After shutting the staff officer up, Duan Zhigui didn't have a better plan either. Now the Beiyang Army was blocked in the wild, miles from anywhere. There were already People's Party troops in front, and there would definitely be pursuing troops behind. Duan Zhigui's mind was a mess. It wasn't just Duan Zhigui; the other Beiyang officers didn't have any good ideas either. A group of people stared at each other in awkward silence, watching the sun about to set.

It wasn't this group of Beiyang Army men who broke the deadlock, but the mosquitoes and insects that began to come out at dusk. After Duan Zhigui was bitten several times in a row, he finally gave the order, "Have the brothers guard the trains well. We will camp here. Everyone, get on the train, let's discuss this properly."

Back on the train, Duan Zhigui gloomily picked up the teacup brought by his personal guard and took a sip. The water tasted very strange. Duan Zhigui instantly flew into a rage, "What kind of water is this?"

The personal guard was frightened out of his wits. He hurriedly explained, "Excellency, we left in a hurry this time and didn't replenish the water on the way. This is all the water left."

Because they had been traveling by train the whole way, Duan Zhigui hadn't paid attention to such things as drinking water. Receiving the news of the People's Party's advance, Duan Zhigui had immediately ordered the troops to move north, and had even less time to replenish supplies. Hearing the guard's words, Duan Zhigui completely understood the reason. But after understanding the problem they were currently facing, the flames of rage in Duan Zhigui's chest burned even more fiercely. The guard's words seemed to be accusing Duan Zhigui of incompetence in command.

"Get out! Get out!" Duan Zhigui kicked the guard out of the private compartment. Seeing the nearly maniacal Duan Zhigui, the other officers glanced at each other and dared not speak even more.

"Gentlemen, right now we shouldn't even think about walking back. Either we clear the railway and take the train back, or we hold our ground here and wait for reinforcements." After saying this, Duan Zhigui felt a bit thirsty. He subconsciously reached for the cup, only then remembering that the water in it tasted terrible. Plus, he had just kicked the guard out. To maintain his image, Duan Zhigui forcibly retracted his hand and continued in a dry voice, "Send people to find water now. We can't let the brothers go thirsty."

Although it was called a military conference, in the Beiyang context, it meant a few high-ranking officers formulating a plan for subordinates to execute. If the execution was good, naturally the officers had planned well; if the execution was poor, then the subordinates were too useless. In this situation, how could they possibly discuss any result? After more than an hour of thirst, Duan Zhigui had the guard outside bring him water. Not long after, Duan Zhigui drank the terrible-tasting water but complained no more. Instead, he started talking about the possibility of digging wells on the spot in the dark.

The military conference of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was also proceeding tensely. First was the summary of the day's battle. Annihilating over a thousand men was a total count. In reality, less than a third were killed on the spot; seven or eight hundred Beiyang soldiers who were wounded or couldn't run away were taken prisoner. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's casualties were less than fifty, and most of the wounded had light injuries. They could continue to fight after being bandaged up. On the contrary, the comrades who sprained their ankles during the pursuit had more serious injuries.

All the problems predicted before the battle had appeared during the fighting. Because of the great victory, everyone could still laugh when these were mentioned at the military conference. Some things really couldn't be solved simply by training or ideological education.

The battalion Mu Husan belonged to had performed the best, with great results and few casualties. Comrades asked Mu Husan to share his experience.

"My experience is that the Political Commissar emphasized again and again at the mobilization meeting: if you don't want to die, you have to eliminate the enemy first. If you want to eliminate the enemy, you have to dare to fight and charge. You must obey orders, you must be brave. Really, speaking of other experiences, they are all those problems we talked about before the battle. Firing prematurely, training results failing to be successfully applied on the battlefield."

Hearing Mu Husan's introduction, the comrades laughed again. This battle had truly exceeded everyone's expectations. The Beiyang Army had indeed shown bravery; if their tactics had been appropriate, the Beiyang Army shouldn't have been annihilated so quickly. So a comrade raised a question, "Does the Beiyang Army only know this one kind of tactic, or were we just lucky—a blind cat bumping into a dead mouse?"

"From the intelligence we've collected, the Beiyang Army really only knows this one kind of tactic," the Regiment Commander laughed.

"If they really only know this one kind of offensive tactic, that would be great," Mu Husan sighed. "If they knew too much, we'd be in trouble."

While they were speaking, a communications officer ran in and handed intelligence to the Regiment Commander. After reading it, the Regiment Commander was overjoyed. "Comrades, the other troops of our division have arrived at the designated locations. The Beiyang Army has been completely surrounded by us!"

As soon as this news came out, the comrades in the unit got excited. "Now the Beiyang Army is completely finished." "Annihilate the Beiyang Army, liberate all of Henan!"

The Regiment Commander knew of Mu Husan's conduct at division headquarters. Seeing that Mu Husan wasn't smiling, he asked, "Battalion Commander Mu, do you have any thoughts?"

"Maybe I'm worrying too much, but looking at the current situation, I wonder what Army Headquarters plans to do?" Mu Husan replied.

"How so?" The Regiment Commander was very interested in this.

Mu Husan replied, "Right now, just trapping the 2nd Division is enough. The key is whether or not to take the opportunity to seize Anyang. Only if we can seize Anyang will we have achieved our goal. However, Regiment Commander, I'm overthinking it. I will work hard to complete the mission in the upcoming battles."

The Regiment Commander smiled, "Battalion Commander Mu, the position you are defending is very important. The Beiyang Army will very likely make your location their main attack target. You must defend it well."

"Yes!" Mu Husan replied.

After the meeting adjourned, Mu Husan carefully inspected the night duty issues. Only then did he return to the command post to rest. He hadn't been lying down for long when someone shook him awake. "Battalion Commander Mu, the Regiment Commander wants you to go to Regimental Headquarters for a meeting."

Inside Regimental Headquarters were the Regiment Commander, Battalion Commanders, and two ragged, bruised, and swollen teenage civilians. The Regiment Commander said, "Comrades, these two are civilians who were coerced by the Beiyang Army. Let them explain the situation."

Under the Regiment Commander's pleasant persuasion, these two teenagers finally began to speak about their situation. They were apprentice tailors from Anyang. A few days ago, they were kidnapped by the Beiyang Army and taken into the army to sew shade canopies for the Beiyang troops. Naturally, the Beiyang Army couldn't be polite to tailors; any slight dissatisfaction was met with punching and kicking. Besides the shade canopies, the tailors were also made to mend the Beiyang Army's clothes.

Today, the Beiyang retreat was blocked and water sources were scarce, so they were digging wells overnight. The lords of the Beiyang Army naturally refused to dig pits themselves in the dark, so the tailors were gathered together and turned into coolies. Since it was pitch black, these two apprentices, who could no longer stand the beatings, fumbled their way out to escape. They thought they could escape the tiger's den, but they hadn't run far when they were caught directly by the sentries set up by the People's Party.

Having spoken to this point, the two teenagers began to cry. The Regiment Commander tried to comfort them with a few words but couldn't stop them. Handing the teenagers over to the guards to take down for rest, the Regiment Commander said, "What does everyone think?"

"Let's launch a night raid," the 3rd Battalion Commander said. "The Beiyang Army doesn't even have water right now. A night raid could throw them into chaos."

"What's the use of throwing them into chaos? Besides, if our troops carry out a night raid, I'm afraid we'll be the ones in chaos," the 4th Battalion Commander said.

The Regiment Commander, Battalion Commanders, and Political Commissars all smiled bitterly. The quality of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was far from being able to effectively conduct night raids. The 4th Battalion Commander was telling the honest truth.

"The Beiyang Army is preparing to dig wells, so the possibility of them launching an attack on us tonight has decreased. We can probably take a good rest," Mu Husan stated his view. "I think we should rest well and fight again tomorrow during the day."

"The Beiyang Army is short of water; we can't just let them dig wells so easily, can we?" The 2nd Battalion Commander wanted to make full use of the Beiyang Army's predicament.

"Digging wells depends on luck. Even in the daytime, one might not necessarily succeed, let alone in the pitch dark. The Beiyang Army hasn't established a specialized well-digging team like us, so what is there to fear?" The Regiment Commander supported Mu Husan's opinion. "Hurry back and rest. The fighting continues tomorrow."

Mu Husan left Regimental Headquarters and fell asleep immediately upon returning to battalion headquarters.

Early the next morning, the troops cooked and ate according to wartime discipline. Then they waited for orders.

After 8:00 AM, scouts sent back news. The Beiyang Army had begun to advance toward the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's defense line. Soon, traces of aircraft appeared in the sky. Another half hour passed, and more detailed intelligence was transmitted back; the total number of Beiyang troops attacking this time was around 5,000.

Not long after, the Beiyang side raised artillery spotting balloons. Almost simultaneously, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's spotting balloons also ascended. The Beiyang Army's artillery immediately began firing. A new day of battle had unfolded.
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Chapter 32 First Battle Under Heaven (Part 5)

The shooting from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Air Force relied on a transmission mechanism to control two rifles fixed on both sides of the aircraft wings. "Bang bang bang bang!" After a few gunshots, several holes appeared on the Beiyang Army's observation balloon. The pilot wanted to fire a few more shots but did not continue to pull the trigger. Releasing his hand from the firing controller, the pilot pulled the aerial photography control lever a few times over the long train queue of the Beiyang forces. Only then did he turn the nose of the plane and fly towards the improvised airfield. In the air, accompanied by a series of screams, the Beiyang Army's observation balloon slowly began to descend.

The smoke on the improvised airfield had not yet completely dispersed. The nose of a plane that had crashed due to a malfunction during landing was still smoking. Comrades around it were desperately throwing sand and loess onto the burning nose, trying to extinguish the fire. Seeing a new plane returning, the ground crew said nothing and threw ropes over the crashed plane. With a shout from twenty people, they dragged the plane away to clear the runway.

This was not the first time a plane crash had been witnessed. The pilot excluded all distracting thoughts from his mind and concentrated on maneuvering the plane to land. As the creator of the Air Force, Chen Ke had long predicted that most accidents would happen during takeoff and landing. Facts had proven that Chen Ke's prediction was not wrong. Therefore, every pilot had the experience of reciting various operating procedures countless times. They also had to train the mentality of remaining fearless in the face of danger at any time.

The plane landed safely under the worried gaze of the ground crew. When the plane came to a steady stop, the pilot had already unfastened his seat belt and jumped out of the plane. He asked the ground crew rushing over, "Are there any casualties?"

"Heaven bless us, one of the landing gear struts broke during landing, but the pilot is fine," the ground crew replied thankfully.

The pilot let out a long sigh of relief.

The pilot of the crashed plane sat dejectedly in a temporary hangar made of a straw shed. With a look of annoyance, he and two equally annoyed and ashamed maintenance mechanics sat in front of the safety officer to answer questions. This was also the rule of the People's Party; any practical experience needed to be accumulated.

Soon, another pilot also flew back. After getting off the plane, he found the pilot who had landed safely just now. "Captain Liu, why didn't you fire a few more shots at the Beiyang balloon?"

Captain Liu shook his head, "We are all flying in the sky. If we were shooting at each other, then life and death are up to fate. But I really can't bring myself to just make them fall to their deaths when it's so one-sided. The Beiyang side only has those two balloons. How did you deal with their other one?"

The pilot who landed later laughed: "I was originally afraid people would say I was soft on the enemy. Seeing that you didn't strike a deadly blow, I just fired a few shots to let them go down and be done with it. Fighting a war is one thing, a massacre is another. You aren't afraid of being scolded, so at most I'll get scolded together with you."

At this time, the ground crew had already unloaded the camera, and intelligence personnel ran over to ask the two pilots to go back and draw out the observation situation.

Captain Liu said while drawing: "The Beiyang forces are currently divided into three parts. One part is in the north attempting to break out, one part is defending in the south, and another part is guarding the train. It seems I also saw people digging pits on the ground, but it didn't look like they were digging trenches."

The pencil rustled as it marked 'X's on the terrain sketch, quickly marking out the Beiyang Army's layout.

These sketches were sent to the division headquarters by messengers on horseback. The Staff Department of the division headquarters compared and cross-referenced the markings drawn by different pilots, roughly deducing the enemy's troop distribution.

Regarding the Beiyang Army's troop distribution, the Staff Department's evaluation was, "Purely seeking death."

"If they wanted to defend, they should have formed a circular formation. Splitting into three pieces like this, isn't that just letting us defeat them one by one?"

"There's no echelon formation at all, they just know to defend the train to the death. At the very least, they should have set up a formation with the artillery position as the core. That would at least allow the artillery to support the defensive battle as much as possible."

"You can't say that either. If we start directly from the south, and the Beiyang Army's southern group retreats north, this defensive formation would be formed."

"Retreating back? At least dig a few trenches. Retreating on this flat ground would be like herding sheep. If they gather in a pile, a few bombings from the planes and they'll panic."

"Aren't they also digging pits?"

"That's not digging trenches. News came yesterday. The Beiyang forces are digging wells."

"Maybe they are burying landmines?"

"Does the Beiyang Army have the concept of using minefields to cover flanks?"

The combat experience of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was far from sufficient, but this young army had at least inherited the tactical system of the PLA. The young staff officers completely looked down on the Beiyang Army's military deployment. The attitude of mockery was extremely obvious.

Just then, Kang Wenzheng entered the Staff Department. As soon as he entered the door, he asked, "Do the comrades have any views?"

The sketch was immediately pasted onto the blackboard. "Go straight from here to the Beiyang Army's train stop, occupy this high ground first, set up machine gun and artillery positions, and we can completely control the situation."

The People's Party's tactical routine was very clear. In plain areas, control the high ground, suppress the enemy's firepower points, and then destroy the enemy's key points one by one. These needed no discussion.

"The comrades from the Air Force unit said that no special troop force could be seen on the high ground of the Beiyang Army at present. It is very likely there are no machine gun positions." A staff officer said while shaking his head slightly. 'If three walk together, one can be my teacher'; as a teacher of wrong experience, the Beiyang Army was indeed competent enough.

Kang Wenzheng looked at the map for a while and nodded, "Compile the attack plan according to this line of thought."

"Should we wait for the aerial photos to be sent over?" A staff officer reminded Kang Wenzheng.

Kang Wenzheng replied: "It will be too late when the aerial photos are sent. Let's deploy according to the topographic map first. The longer we wait, the greater the changes in the enemy."

Half an hour was used to modify various battle plans. By the time the modifications were finished, the aerial photos had also been delivered. The pilots' memories were excellent; the sketches were almost identical to the actual situation. Another half hour passed, and the troops, who had been on first-level combat readiness, began to move out according to the plan.

"One Point, Two Faces" did not need to be explained to the troops at all. When attacking the enemy, concentrate strength to break through one point, and after succeeding, rapidly expand the results. Frontal attack combined with side flanking, encirclement, segmentation, and interspersion. With the photos, the key points of attack were completely determined.

The reconnaissance cavalry had fought bloody battles these past few days, completely excluding the Beiyang reconnaissance teams from the hidden areas of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Even various hidden march routes had been determined. 'Plain area' was just a general term; there were also undulating terrains. Relying on the maximum concealment effect provided by camouflage uniforms, the infantry moved to the departure positions in company units.

"As the sharp knife company, our company must get as close to the enemy as possible." The commander of the 1st Company, 1st Battalion, 2nd Regiment spoke in a low voice to the platoon leaders and squad leaders. He pointed his finger at a place on the photo, "Follow me later to implement the movement before the enemy, move to here."

The platoon and squad leaders were all dumbfounded. Everyone had observed the enemy situation extremely covertly just now. That position was no more than 300 meters away from the Beiyang Army in a straight line. Moving to that place, a single charge would allow them to rush into the large group of Beiyang troops.

"Company Commander, this place requires passing through two gaps. The Beiyang Army might see us." The 3rd Platoon Leader said.

The Company Commander said in a low voice: "We have to crawl through these two gaps. Later, the Deputy Company Commander will command the troops to follow up. I will take the reconnaissance squad to explore the path first. If we are discovered, we will start the charge immediately. If we are not discovered, pass through successively in order. The 1st Platoon crosses last."

Although the voice was low, the Company Commander's attitude left no room for misunderstanding.

"Why not let us, the 1st Platoon, go first?" The 1st Platoon Leader was very unhappy. Generally speaking, in various units, those who could be ranked "First" were the most capable fighting units. They should reasonably be at the very front.

"In case we are discovered by the enemy when passing through these two gaps, the 1st Platoon must immediately launch a charge. You want to not be the sharp knife platoon, but you can't avoid it." The Company Commander laughed in a low voice.

Hearing this explanation, the 1st Platoon Leader immediately became spirited, "Don't worry, our 1st Platoon will absolutely not be vague."

After the work was arranged, as the main attack team, under the leadership of the Company Commander, the company began to advance, bowing their waists and crawling. No matter how generous and heroic they were beforehand, when really groping towards the enemy, the comrades still felt their hearts beating like little drums. The troops advanced in turn by platoon. Watching the Company Commander and the comrades of the reconnaissance squad advancing quickly with vigorous movements at the very front, the comrades following behind felt considerable admiration in their hearts.

The Company Commander took the lead, the Political Instructor was in the middle responsible for command, and the Deputy Company Commander brought up the rear. Except for the platoon leaders repeatedly explaining in a low voice to the squad leaders and deputy squad leaders, "Don't let the comrades hold their guns vertically, hold them flat," all other actions were the rear troops learning from the front troops.

Especially at the two gaps, first the comrades of the two reconnaissance squads crawled past on their stomachs, followed by the Company Commander. This time the platoon leaders' exhortations changed to, "Don't stick your butt up, stick to the ground. Don't look at others, concentrate on feeling if your body is completely sticking to the ground."

In the entire company of more than two hundred people, few actually spoke during the movement. The actual power of commanding the soldiers was assumed by the various squad and platoon leaders. The Company Commander, Deputy Company Commander, and Political Instructor set an example at the very front, or observed quietly. The entire unit quietly approached the Beiyang Army's line.

Quietly groping to a place less than 300 meters from the Beiyang Army, there was a depression. The soldiers hid behind a steep slope more than a meter high. As long as they climbed this steep slope, the sharp knife company could face the formation of the Beiyang Army's central group from a commanding height. The sharp knife company was so close to the Beiyang Army that even the voices of people speaking in the Beiyang Army ranks could be heard.

Looking back, apart from seeing the few liaison officers at the very front of the follow-up troops, the comrades of other units could not be seen at all. Although knowing that the comrades behind would absolutely not be hiding, the Sharp Knife Company Commander still felt a bit crept out in his heart. The comrades concealed themselves perhaps a bit *too* well.

The Company Commander lowered his voice and said: "Saying it one last time, once we rush out, we must hit hard, rush hard, and chase hard. Standing there motionless is just letting the Beiyang Army use you as a target. Follow the original plan."

The comrades who heard this began to whisper the original words to the comrades next to them without error. This was also one of the 'message passing games' during the People's Party's training. Passing messages amidst drum sounds of different intensities to see which company could pass the words to the end without error. After training many times, the troops were already very proficient at this.

Seeing the last few soldiers make the hand gesture for having received the order, the Company Commander waved his arm violently at the 1st Platoon Leader. The Deputy Company Commander had already entered the 1st Platoon. He and the engineers had already used entrenching shovels to shovel out a few footholds on the slope, and simple ladders had also been set up. The 1st Platoon Leader took the 1st Squad and started to move upwards.

The sharp knife company didn't need to keep any reserve team at all. The Deputy Company Commander followed the 1st Platoon, the Deputy Political Instructor followed the 2nd Platoon, the Company Commander followed the 3rd Platoon, and the Political Instructor followed the 4th Platoon. After rushing out, it was just hard rushing and hard fighting.

The Company Commander's heart beat faster, but the subsequent luck surprised even him. After the 1st Platoon went up the slope, the Beiyang Army simply did not discover them. The entire company went up the earthen slope in order one after another. Looking down from this commanding height, they saw the Beiyang troops gathered in several clusters, standing or sitting. But they had no defense whatsoever. The Company Commander had sharp eyes; he even saw Beiyang soldiers secretly playing dice there.

"Fire! Comrades, shoot!" After there was no possibility of approaching with any more concealment, the Company Commander no longer lowered his voice. His thunderous roar rang out on the earthen slope.

The comrades of the sharp knife company began to shoot violently. More than two hundred five-shot Hanyang-made rifles fired a thousand bullets into the Beiyang Army in a moment. The baffled Beiyang troops were knocked down in swathes.

"Bugler, blow the horn!" While the comrades were changing clips, the Company Commander stood up and roared. Almost simultaneously, the "di di da da" sound of the military bugle rang out.
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The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army 4407th Division, in order to annihilate the Beiyang 2nd Division which had a troop strength roughly equal to its own, launched a concentric attack from the east, west, and south directions, with the exception of the 1st Regiment which was defending in the north.

The first to launch the offensive was the 2nd Regiment attacking from the east. As the charge bugle of the "Dagger Company" thrusting straight into the Beiyang Army sounded, the entire 2nd Regiment, deployed across an attack width of nearly one kilometer, began their assault in three routes: left, center, and right.

The Dagger Company was a unit of the 1st Battalion, 1st Regiment. As they began their attack, the remaining three companies started to advance in echelon along the path opened by the 1st Company. Following closely onto the 1st Company's departure position was the 2nd Company, which included the battalion headquarters. The moment the Battalion Commander stepped onto the high ground, the first thing he did was to deploy the artillery position. Looking down from the high vantage point, the entire battle situation was extremely clear. The soldiers of the 1st Company were completely following the tactics of "fierce fighting, fierce charging, and fierce pursuit". In order to maximize the efficiency of their firepower, apart from the 1st Platoon charging at the very front in a column formation, the remaining three platoons appeared to be in columns but were actually in line formations facing the two flanks. The entire force presented a wedge shape.

As the sharp tip, the 1st Platoon strove forward, while the 3rd and 4th Platoons constantly used volleys and bayonets to eliminate and drive away the enemies on both flanks, expanding the width of the breach. The 2nd Platoon followed closely behind the 1st Platoon, with the goal of fighting alongside the 1st Platoon should they encounter stubborn enemy resistance.

Once the battalion headquarters position was established, there was better overall control of the situation. The Battalion Commander's responsibility was not to charge at the front killing enemies, but to command the nearly one thousand soldiers of the whole battalion to fight more effectively. After observing for just over a minute, the Battalion Commander ordered the 2nd Company that had come up to join the attack on the 1st Company's left flank. In reality, there were only a few choices for combat command: either let the 2nd Company take over the work of the rear half of the 1st Company and continue to split the enemy, or expand the situation already opened by the 1st Company and let the 2nd Company take over a certain flank of the 1st Company to open up a new battle line.

As the soldiers of the 2nd Company charged out in three parts based on platoons led by the Company Commander, the battalion's mortars and 37mm field guns, as well as the heavy machine guns left behind, began suppressive fire towards the enemy.

After the 2nd Company charged out and quickly took over the 1st Company's left flank, the 1st Company's 3rd Platoon no longer needed to expand the left side of the breach. The 3rd Platoon Leader gathered his troops slightly, ordered the comrades to change magazines, straightened out their formation, and immediately joined the frontal attack ranks. With the addition of this platoon, the frontal attack speed of the 1st Company, the Dagger Company, immediately accelerated. Encountering places where enemy forces were concentrated, the 1st Company used the fierce firepower of light machine guns to scatter their organization, while ordinary soldiers fired rifles in squads, constantly knocking the enemy down. After knocking down the enemy, the troops relied on the battlefield terrain to constantly occupy favorable positions to determine the assembly point for the next advance.

Inheriting the infantry squad and platoon tactics of the People's Liberation Army, the combat unit of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was the squad as a combat team and the platoon as a combat cluster. A company commander could control an attack direction exceeding 200 meters in width. A battalion commander, on the other hand, could be responsible for an attack direction over 500 meters wide.

Opposite the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the Beiyang Army's 2nd Division had assembled over 4,000 combat personnel on this battle width of over 500 meters. One thousand soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army threw themselves at these 4,000 Beiyang combat personnel without the slightest fear. They not only had to fight one against four, but also had to split these enemies who outnumbered them four to one, and even surround and annihilate them.

The attack unfolded very smoothly. The Beiyang Army's front line was stunned by the Dagger Company from the very beginning. Human instinct is to flee immediately when encountering irresistible danger. Ordinary commoners, when facing firepower lethality they have never seen before, might launch a meaningless charge with no possibility of success into a hail of bullets out of ignorance. The Beiyang troops knew how formidable guns and cannons were, so under the sudden fierce attack, their fighting will disintegrated instantly. The Beiyang troops obeyed human instinct and began to scurry away like rats holding their heads. This chaos not only made the Dagger Company's attack extremely smooth but also disrupted the Beiyang Army's formation. The Beiyang soldiers fled in panic towards their core position, unable to organize effective resistance any longer.

Not long after the 2nd Company set off, the 3rd Company's troops caught up to the high ground. The Battalion Commander only observed for a moment before ordering the 3rd Company's troops to continue north, but not to join the 2nd Company's right flank. Instead, they were to go and seize the Beiyang Army artillery position further north of the 2nd Company.

After the 3rd Company set off, the 4th Company caught up. This time the Battalion Commander did not issue new combat orders immediately. It is necessary to hold a certain degree of reserve force in hand, especially when the current battle is going smoothly; there is precisely no need to throw all forces into the battlefield at once. This was a problem repeatedly emphasized in the military academy. "Unless you are battle-hardened, it is impossible to have expectations for tactics that are completely in line with future developments. At this time, comrades must uphold the view of completing the battle with the minimum force. A great victory, a complete victory, sweeping like the autumn wind sweeping away fallen leaves—every one of us hopes for this. When encountering such times, what is most needed is to be able to control oneself."

"Under circumstances where military means are already determined, the firmness in the mind of every commander is the most precious quality. Because we have to be responsible for the entire unit. We do not pursue personal victory; we do not pursue personal glory. We pursue the victory of the entire Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. This is not to let us climb to some position over the bones of countless people. It is to maximize the reduction of casualties among our comrades on the basis of ensuring victory."

Facing the collapse of the Beiyang Army, throwing in all forces at one fell swoop might make the situation look better. But after sending the 4th Company onto the battlefield, the Battalion Commander would only have one platoon and the artillery unit left in his hands. Encountering an emergency change, the Battalion Commander would be completely unable to provide any support to the troops.

The 4th Company Commander watched the troops ahead killing into the Beiyang Army like the autumn wind sweeping away fallen leaves, cutting the enemy in half like a sharp blade. The Beiyang soldiers scattered and fled like lambs under spring thunder, and were then knocked down piece by piece. He excitedly asked the Battalion Commander for permission to fight, "Battalion Commander, let our company go up."

"Get ready to move out and await orders at any time." The Battalion Commander was completely unmoved. After refusing the 4th Company Commander, he held up his binoculars to observe the battlefield.

The Battalion Commander was from Anqing. After the Second Battle of Anqing, forced by livelihood, the Battalion Commander, who had studied books, signed up to join the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Being educated did not make the Battalion Commander immediately valued. Aside from being used as a culture teacher, the Battalion Commander also started as an ordinary soldier. Understanding culture actually became the Battalion Commander's disadvantage; that sour air of an intellectual made the Battalion Commander work in the position of a soldier for almost a year. He then worked as a squad leader for over a year. Comrades did not like his high-and-mighty style and could not accept the Battalion Commander's air of being above others. In various cadre elections, the Battalion Commander could never get the approval of the soldiers, so naturally, he did not get promoted.

Naturally, the Battalion Commander also participated in political training. But as a scholar, naturally, he "did not speak of others' shortcomings". So his lukewarm "gentleman" attitude made the comrades dislike the Battalion Commander particularly. It wasn't until one time when the Battalion Commander finally exploded and got into a big fight with a "disrespectful" comrade. At this time, the Battalion Commander could no longer maintain the "dignity of a scholar", and the depression and unhappiness accumulated in his heart for a long time exploded completely. First, he had a major conflict with the Company Political Instructor, and in the company's "Democratic Life Meeting", the Battalion Commander fearlessly counterattacked the criticisms of the comrades.

In such a fierce collision, the Battalion Commander and the comrades discovered that there were two main points to the gap between the two sides. First, the Battalion Commander indeed felt that scholars were a cut above others. In addition, although the Battalion Commander himself had no bad intentions, he was not a guy who was very good at communication, especially not good at communicating with comrades of ordinary mass origins. After the unit summarized these two points, they proposed that the Battalion Commander either leave or correct himself. Holding a breath of anger at the time, the Battalion Commander expressed that as long as everyone didn't bully people, he was willing to stay. He thought that he had worked for nearly two years, and even if he had no merit, he had worked hard. He felt that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was unfair to him in his current situation.

Changing his previous practice of keeping everything inside, the Battalion Commander finally dared to speak his mind at the "Criticism and Self-Criticism Meetings" and "Democratic Life Meetings". Precisely because he actively started trying to integrate into this collective, the Battalion Commander was also gradually changing. In principle and in practice, the Battalion Commander discovered he was wrong. After blushing with shame and being forced to take the initiative to admit his mistakes the first few times, the Battalion Commander discovered that he had not become wiser than others because of reading books; instead, because he held onto those rigid dogmas from books, the Battalion Commander was precisely unable to "advance with the times". With passive progress, the Battalion Commander suddenly understood one thing one day: his previous life had been about deliberately distorting the "Sage's words", twisting them into statements beneficial to the Battalion Commander. No one opposed him before because the people around the Battalion Commander were either bastard scholars like the Battalion Commander, or because the common people had not read books and had even less time to talk this nonsense with the Battalion Commander.

After understanding this, the Battalion Commander almost committed suicide because of the spiritual pain. He always rushed to the most dangerous places in the war, not to establish merit, but because he didn't have the courage to commit suicide, so he hoped the enemy would "lend a hand" on the battlefield to liberate him from this spiritual pain.

Perhaps it was the blessing of his ancestors, but every time the god of death passed the Battalion Commander by. Yet the war merits he accumulated, as well as that attitude of "disregarding his own life", allowed the Battalion Commander to be constantly promoted. After entering the military academy, the Battalion Commander met He Zudao, the Secretary-General of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. At this time, the Battalion Commander had not completely shed that sourness of a scholar. For a Confucian sour scholar, the mentality of "fearing great men" still existed. So the Battalion Commander, who was still a Vice Company Commander at the time, asked this "big shot" for advice, hoping to break free from the pain.

He Zudao listened carefully to the Battalion Commander's words, and then laughed: "Vice Company Commander, you are either living in the future, wanting to establish some merit to prove yourself. Or you are living in the past, what you did right before, or what you did wrong before. If you did something right before, you want to carry forward this right thing. If you did something wrong, you want to make up for it, want to smear over past events, even if you can't completely cover up the past, at least portray the past as if you actually didn't do wrong. When do you live in the present? What are you doing right now, what can you do right now. This is reality. Our People's Party talks about materialism, and materialism tells us that we only live in this second of the present. We can never live in the past or the future."

The Battalion Commander was two years older than He Zudao, but there were at least a dozen levels of class difference between him and He Zudao. He once thought that He Zudao only had his current position because he was Chen Ke's confidant. Being pointed out all his problems so clearly by He Zudao, while ecstatic, the Battalion Commander suddenly discovered that the gap in understanding between the two could not be described by these dozen levels of class difference at all. The two's views on the world were completely different.

Progress is always slow. Even if the Battalion Commander accepted the problems and solutions pointed out by He Zudao, self-reform took several years. But at least for now, although the Battalion Commander was still the same person physically, mentally he had completely turned into another person. At least when commanding in the present moment, facing the fierce battle situation, his heart was extremely calm. Thinking neither of the past nor the future, the Battalion Commander just faced the current battle situation, using all he knew and learned, ready at any time to deal with the arrival of the forever unknowable next second.

Time is fair to everyone; everyone lives in this second of the present. The People's Party is like this, and the Beiyang Army is also like this.

The Dagger Company's attack, just as the name implied, cut open the Beiyang position like a dagger, thrusting straight towards the core position of the Beiyang 2nd Division, which was the Beiyang train column. Not just on the frontal battlefield, but in accordance with the "one point, two faces" tactic, the troops on the two flanks had also rushed up. The two flanks and the central troops formed two semi-encirclement postures and began to split and surround the Beiyang Army. The battle had entered a critical stage; just one more step, and the scales of war would completely tip towards the situation dominated by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

At this moment, fierce gunfire rang out from the Beiyang side. That was the roar of heavy machine guns. The Battalion Commander looked towards the sound; he discovered that the Beiyang side had set up heavy machine guns on the train, using the height difference to strafe fiercely at the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

And just now, the Beiyang heavy machine guns had been concealed behind some cover, and the Battalion Commander had been focusing on the battle situation, so he actually hadn't been able to see that situation in the extreme distance very clearly.
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Chapter 34: First Battle Under Heaven (Part 7)

"Next time I must be more careful in observing the enemy's situation!" A thought of regret flashed through the Battalion Commander's mind, but this feeling of regret only lasted for a very short few seconds. The Battalion Commander had experience in life-and-death situations after all; he gritted his teeth tightly and continued to observe the enemy situation with his binoculars. The momentum of the Sharp Knife Company's attack had been checked by the enemy's heavy machine guns. The front half of the attack column halted, while the rear half was still moving forward.

After watching for a moment longer, the Battalion Commander finally cursed aloud, "Spread out the formation! Are you standing there just to get hit?"

When encountering fierce resistance from the enemy, one must either concentrate fire to destroy the enemy's strongpoints or use sharpshooters to eliminate them, or rapidly spread out the formation to maintain the offensive line. If the enemy adjusted their troop deployment under the support of their strongpoints and then launched a counterattack, the casualties of the blocked attacking troops would skyrocket.

The Sharp Knife Company and the enemy were clearly exchanging fire. Leaving aside the effectiveness for now, the Beiyang Army, which had been chased like ducks, gradually opened up distance from the Sharp Knife Company under the cover of heavy machine gun fire. A fairly significant distance had appeared between the two sides.

"Artillery, fire support!" Seeing that they couldn't get tangled up with the enemy, the Battalion Commander immediately issued a new order.

"The firing data hasn't been adjusted! No way to guarantee accuracy," the artillery platoon commander replied anxiously.

"Shoot further away first, adjust while shooting! Don't save ammunition now," the Battalion Commander roared. After roaring at the artillery platoon leader, the Battalion Commander asked the communicator, "When will the Fourth Battalion led by the Regiment Commander catch up?"

"There is no sign of the Regimental Headquarters moving forward for the time being," the communicator replied immediately.

The military academy was divided into four levels. Squad and platoon levels were the primary class, trained by various infantry schools. Regiment, battalion, and company commanders were intermediate commanders, trained by various military academies. Senior commanders at the corps and division levels were uniformly trained by the Army Academy. As for even higher-level training, it was the training classes opened by the Military Commission, which were basically of a discussion and seminar nature.

The Regiment Commander and the Battalion Commander had graduated from the same batch of military academy training. Hearing that the Regimental Headquarters had not continued to move forward, the Battalion Commander was furious in his heart. But he understood after a moment. Currently, there were two tactics for fighting against the Beiyang Army. One was to annihilate the Beiyang forces in one go with three routes simultaneously. The other was to thoroughly divide and surround the Beiyang Army, "eat one, clamp one, watch one." Where exactly the breakthrough point was could not be determined by everyone before the battle. In the actual choice during the battle, frontline commanders, especially battalion-level commanders, had a considerable say.

"Fourth Company prepare, follow me up," the Battalion Commander ordered.

The Fourth Company Commander went to prepare cheerfully. The Deputy Battalion Commander hurriedly came up to persuade him, "Battalion Commander, let me lead the team up."

"You manage the artillery and fire suppression units. If there are any orders from the regiment, notify me in time," the Battalion Commander replied.

The Deputy Battalion Commander did not accept the Battalion Commander's arrangement. He said with dissatisfaction, "Battalion Commander, the Commissar is enough for these tasks! You... do you not trust me?"

"I don't trust you? If I get gloriously sacrificed up front in a while, you have to take over. You need to observe the battle situation and be responsible for liaison now. How many times have I said it, you have to use your brain when fighting! Obey orders now and hurry up to make preparations." After the Battalion Commander finished speaking, he took the Fourth Company and headed towards the very front of the line.

The Fourth Company did not directly commit to the assault battle. The Battalion Commander had them replace the First Company's right flank to continue maintaining the offensive. The First and Second Companies fully entered a frontal attack state.

But the situation on the battlefield changed in the blink of an eye. After the Battalion Commander went to the front line, the enemies in front had already hidden within the range of the Beiyang heavy machine guns. The railway roadbed was higher than the ground to begin with, and the Beiyang Army mounted machine guns on the train cars and flatbeds, giving them a commanding height. Having been fiercely struck by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army just now, the Beiyang heavy machine gunners, in their fright, operated the machine guns with a violent attitude to fiercely shoot at the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's positions. Looking at their intent, they seemingly hoped to rely on the twenty-something heavy machine guns to kill all the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops.

"Start digging cover!" the Battalion Commander ordered. Hard-on-hard tactics were the method prioritized only when there were no other choices. At this time, they had to rely on individual combat quality to engage in a shooting battle.

The First Company Commander and Second Company Commander argued slightly for a few sentences, but the Battalion Commander pushed them back with one sentence, "Does everyone lack confidence in their own marksmanship?"

Now the two company commanders fell silent. Pre-battle mobilization wasn't just shouting to comrades "sacrifice for the revolution." The troops wouldn't leak military secrets; naturally, pre-battle layout and military action times couldn't be said. However, apart from this, the weapons, troop strength, training, and characteristics of both the enemy and us were all content of the pre-battle mobilization. These things, which were treated as secrets in other armies, were things to be spoken about openly in the the People's Liberation Army's mobilization tradition.

According to the online debates Chen Ke had seen, as well as the literature and comments provided by various parties in the debates, all claimed that the Beiyang Army's infantry aiming and shooting training was extremely poor. Truly, without investigation, there is no right to speak; Chen Ke finally became convinced that this comment was correct. This could be inferred from the Beiyang Army ammunition inventory data collected by the People's Party intelligence personnel. The quantity of bullets used by the Beiyang Army for soldier live-fire shooting in a year was less than 20 rounds.

One must know that in the Eighth Route Army era, even if the number of bullets per soldier in each battle was only 5, the Eighth Route Army attached extra importance to basic shooting technique training. For example, the gun-holding posture involved hanging bricks on the muzzle. Moreover, the Eighth Route Army engaged in tens of thousands of company-level battles during the eight-year War of Resistance. The number of times each soldier fired in actual combat each year was not just five. It was not uncommon for elite troops who fought many battles to fire hundreds of bullets a year. This not only spawned a large number of elite marksmen but also allowed the infantry squad and platoon tactics of the later PLA era to fully mature.

But the Beiyang Army did not have thousands or tens of thousands of actual battles every year. In the intelligence collected by the People's Party intelligence agency, the Beiyang Army also did not have large-scale arduous shooting posture training. The content of Beiyang's training was officers commanding soldiers to charge forward, charge forward.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not have many field troops. The 20,000 troops of the 4407 Division were mostly new recruits, and much of their time was still spent engaging in labor work. Even so, during the half-year reorganization from last year to this year, and the three months of intensive military training, on average, every soldier had fired more than 100 rounds of bullets.

From another angle, one could also see the Beiyang Army's attitude towards live-fire shooting. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had specialized gun calibration personnel, and every soldier had specialized gun calibration and shooting training classes. The troops had specialized gun calibration experts and sharpshooters. Warriors who obtained these two titles were the technical backbone of the troops and had to go down daily to train the warriors. The Beiyang Army did not have these two positions, nor were any duties equivalent to these two units found.

In this pre-battle mobilization, these gaps were specifically explained to the officers and soldiers. Therefore, when the Battalion Commander requested the Sharp Knife Company to start digging cover and trenches to exchange fire with the Beiyang Army, the Sharp Knife Company Commander did not refuse. There were not so many taboos on the battlefield either; not only did they use entrenching shovels to dig soil, but the Beiyang Army corpses scattered on the battlefield were also dragged over to pile up as cover. As a result, some Beiyang soldiers who were feigning death were exposed while being dragged.

The warriors of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were all of peasant origin and frequently engaged in civil engineering work on normal days. They very quickly built up cover and began to purposefully exchange fire with the Beiyang Army.

The bullets fiercely spewed by the Beiyang Army's heavy machine guns rained down on the ground, splashing up spots of mud on the cover, or flesh and blood on the corpses. Duan Zhigui was not a completely incompetent person either; at this time, the routed Beiyang troops also began to attempt to return fire with volleys. Amidst the ping-pong sound of gunfire, Beiyang could be considered to have stabilized its footing for a time.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army no longer attempted to continue attacking. Instead, after returning fire with precise shooting, the casualties of the Beiyang heavy machine gunners, who were the first to encounter the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's focused fire, immediately rose. It could be seen clearly through the binoculars that for every ten shots fired, a certain Beiyang heavy machine gun strongpoint would pause. The Battalion Commander even saw the skulls of several Beiyang gunners being blown off.

Even if the heavy machine guns' shooting accuracy wasn't high, their firepower was fierce, plus there were quite a few Beiyang heavy machine guns. At least seven or eight warriors were injured or killed under the heavy machine gun fire. After first weakening the threat of the Beiyang Army's heavy machine guns, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army warriors dared to show their heads more to start shooting. Now it was the turn of the ordinary Beiyang infantry to suffer.

Beiyang did not have the habit of digging trenches, let alone field trenches. Even if the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army couldn't talk about wiping out an enemy with every bullet, the Beiyang Army, densely packed in front of the train, became excellent targets. The key to the People's Party's Hanyang Type 88 was that it did not use a magazine, but used a stripper clip. This directly led to an increase in the rate of fire.

The warriors of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army each had to carry 100 rounds of ammunition. The Beiyang soldiers opposite were either squatting or standing, completely exposed under the muzzles. The warriors of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were hiding in cover or even trenches. Although the range of the light machine guns was not far, so they did not join the battle group for the time being, the accuracy of the warriors' aimed fire was simply not something Beiyang could compare with.

As the time of the exchange of fire prolonged, the Beiyang Army's heavy machine gunners suffered heavy losses. At some machine gun positions, people certainly appeared, but they didn't fire. Watching the enemy anxiously fiddling with the heavy machine guns through the binoculars but consistently failing to operate them smoothly, the Battalion Commander already understood that the enemy's machine gunners were almost exhausted.

Not only were the Beiyang Army's machine gunners exhausted, but in the exchange of fire, the Beiyang troops were knocked down one after another. This severely struck the Beiyang Army's morale. Beiyang soldiers constantly fell to the ground, and Beiyang soldiers standing in front of the train constantly slipped behind the train, attempting to rely on the train body for defense. But the train body was not prepared for war at all; it was either too high or too low. Hiding behind it was okay, but wanting to rely on the train to fight became extremely laughable. The Beiyang Army's fire density dropped greatly, which allowed the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's shooting density to increase greatly.

As one fell and the other rose, while thoroughly suppressing the Beiyang Army's heavy machine gun fire, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also suppressed the Beiyang Army's infantry. The battle completely presented a one-sided situation.

Such a battle situation did not last too long either. When gunshots also rang out from the west of the Beiyang Army, the Battalion Commander knew that the battle situation was completely irreversible.

Sure enough, even braving the fierce fire of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, some Beiyang soldiers still fled over from the other side. Or some Beiyang soldiers simply hid under the train and dared not show their heads again.

With the sounding of the charge bugle from the opposite side, the Battalion Commander ordered, "Slow down the rate of fire, aim before shooting, don't accidentally injure our own comrades!"
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Chapter 35: China's Stance (Part 1)

On the third day after the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had completely occupied Henan, Chen Ke and a portion of the comrades from the General Office set out for Henan. For any province newly liberated by the People's Party, Chen Ke would stay in the provincial capital for a period of time.

Before setting out, Chen Ke ordered the provincial capital of Henan to be changed from Kaifeng to Zhengzhou, which surprised quite a few comrades. Regardless of what speculations the comrades might have had, Chen Ke still did not believe there was any issue. As the transportation hub of Henan, Zhengzhou was far more suitable than Kaifeng or Luoyang to be the provincial capital. Additionally, as a new city, Zhengzhou had tremendous advantages in urban planning. Both Kaifeng and Luoyang faced troublesome demolition and relocation work; once they became the provincial capital, these problems would become exceptionally troublesome.

Upon arriving in Zhengzhou, what greeted Military Commission Chairman Chen Ke was a mountain of documents. Aside from the Beiyang 2nd Division led by Duan Zhigui, the Henan Military Region of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had also completely annihilated the Beiyang 20th and 21st Divisions near Anyang. "Fight battles of encirclement, fight battles of annihilation, do not fight battles of routing"—this was the core ideology of mobile warfare. Of course, the work following the annihilation of enemy units was also particularly extensive.

Of the three brigade commanders of the three Beiyang divisions, one was killed in action, and two were captured alive. Duan Zhigui was the unfortunate one who was killed. The documents contained photos of the scene of Duan Zhigui's death. Perhaps the quality of the black and white photo was poor, but in a depression in the ground, Duan Zhigui lay twisted like a broken humanoid toy. According to the report from the anatomy group of the Henan Medical College, Duan Zhigui's body showed signs of injury from artillery shell fragments, bullets, and hand grenade fragments. The cause of death was organ failure due to excessive blood loss. The autopsy found that two bullets had damaged Duan Zhigui's chest, and an artillery shell fragment had severed the artery in his leg. As for whether internal bleeding or external blood loss caused Duan Zhigui's death, the military doctors of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had somewhat conflicting opinions.

After the troops learned of the autopsy report, some comrades hoped to determine Duan Zhigui's cause of death in more detail. If he was killed by bullets, then the credit would go more to the frontline infantry. If artillery fragments took Duan Zhigui's life, then the artillery units would claim greater credit. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had not yet researched military trauma deeply enough, and coupled with the fact that it was summer, the corpse decomposed quickly after the autopsy. They could only bury the body as soon as possible. In the end, this became a historical mystery. In the war history of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the infantry and artillery shared the honor of killing Duan Zhigui.

These were minor matters. When Chen Ke read the reports, although he didn't say it aloud, one of the issues he was quite concerned about in his heart was the equipment retention rate of the troops. Chen Ke himself had led troops in battle, and before every battle, much equipment had to be unloaded—backpacks, canteens, luggage. Once this equipment was lost, it had to be replenished; it was best not to lose it. The base area's industrial level was far from as powerful as the Americans'; for the Americans, the cost of recovering equipment and shipping it back home was higher than issuing new gear. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had to be meticulous in calculation; if it could be saved, it shouldn't be wasted.

After reading the post-battle work reports of the troops, Chen Ke felt quite satisfied. After the battle, the troops immediately began a comprehensive recovery of packs and magazines, and the loss rate was very low. Moreover, the commanders personally led the comrades in the recovery, and did not use criticism or other high-pressure means, but rather adopted methods of education and encouragement. The soldiers were all from ordinary peasant backgrounds, and diligence and thrift were also their instinctive style.

After finishing with this issue, Chen Ke began to examine the prisoner of war issue. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had captured nearly forty thousand Beiyang troops. The actual investigation results regarding these forty thousand people formed a thick stack. The composition of the Beiyang Army had firstly undergone a tremendous change. After reading the report, Chen Ke convened a Military Commission meeting.

The troop commanders had fought such a victorious battle, annihilating over sixty thousand Beiyang troops while the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army suffered fewer than a thousand casualties. Before Military Commission Chairman Chen Ke, everyone was beaming with joy. The comrades who spoke were full of pride, listing their unit's combat achievements at great length. Even the comrades who hadn't had their turn to speak showed their joy on their faces, waiting to go up and speak.

Self-promotion is human nature. Chen Ke only gave one prompt: "Comrades, when you speak, I will ask some questions and interrupt slightly, so please cooperate."

To be asked questions, the comrades were happy enough; they certainly didn't feel inconvenienced. Chen Ke's questions weren't numerous. The statistics department comrades had summarized the basic situation of the Beiyang Army based on the base area's standard investigation report forms. In each Beiyang unit, what was the percentage of old Beiyang troops? What was the percentage of officers? How long had they been established? What was the personnel composition? Targeting these issues, Chen Ke began to ask questions.

All three Beiyang units had suffered surprise attacks by the People's Party during mobile warfare and had been thrown into disarray from the very beginning. These questions were highly targeted but difficult to pinpoint. The comrades of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also found it hard to give direct answers regarding the characteristics of the Beiyang troops. The general opinion was that their tactics were backward and rigid. They liked to deploy in long snake formations, and as soon as they encountered a flank attack or their frontal position was breached, it would immediately trigger a total collapse. Their shooting level was low, and they only knew volley fire. In shootouts with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, no unit had been able to persist for more than twenty minutes.

Defensively, the Beiyang Army had an obsession with city walls, houses, and other buildings where they could completely hide to avoid bullets. In a disadvantaged situation, they would flee there regardless of casualties. They had absolutely no concept of quickly converting these buildings into a combat defense system. They had even less training in using terrain to implement defense.

In contrast, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had a complete tactical system and effective tactical training, presenting an overwhelming advantage over the Beiyang Army.

After listening to the comrades from various units greatly praise themselves during the day, Chen Ke convened a higher-level military conference in the evening. This meeting was much more efficient. Military Region Commander Chai Qingguo reported several key issues with a tired face: "The composition of the Beiyang Army is vastly different from before. Previously, the Beiyang Army conscripted sons of good families from Hebei. In this battle, aside from the 2nd Division which came from the old Beiyang Army, the newly established 20th and 21st Divisions had bandits making up thirty to even forty percent of their ranks. These bandits don't have a strong will to fight. When they see an advantage to be taken, they appear quite daring. When they encounter a situation unfavorable to them, they start to run away. Fortunately, these battles were all encirclement and annihilation battles, and the Beiyang units had nowhere to run. Even so, there is the problem of scattered small units escaping the encirclement."

Gu Lu was also extremely annoyed when he heard Chai Qingguo talk about the composition of the Beiyang Army. "Those routed soldiers who escaped have been running amok along the way, harming quite a few common people. After we received reports from the localities, we sent out all the cavalry, and only then did we wipe these bastards out clean. After tallying it up, the four hundred or so who escaped looted over a thousand households along the way and committed over two hundred cases of rape and murder. We have already publicly tried and executed them in the areas where the crimes were committed. I hope that in future investigations of the Beiyang Army, a more detailed investigation into the Beiyang Army's composition can be done. These bandits are too detestable."

Hearing Gu Lu finish speaking filled with rage, Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh: "We haven't formally torn off the mask with Yuan Shikai yet. After we formally go to war, we can use 'bandits' to refer to the Beiyang. For example, the Yuan Bandits."

As he spoke, Chen Ke picked up a pen and wrote the two characters "Yuan Fei" (Yuan Bandits) on a piece of paper and passed it around. Many comrades laughed heartily after seeing it. "Let this day come a bit sooner!" Chai Qingguo said through gritted teeth.

"That is a matter for later," Chen Ke waved his hand to let the comrades quiet down temporarily. "Comrades, on August 1st, Germany declared war on Russia. The European part of the First World War will break out within a month."

"First? Will there be a second?" Zhang Yu asked.

"Before a balance of terror is achieved, world wars will continue to break out," Chen Ke laughed. He no longer cared about being caught on such small "prophecies." As long as WWI broke out, the outbreak of WWII was just a matter of time. Although China would likely achieve true national independence and sovereignty during WWI, China would inevitably participate in WWII.

"If the European part breaks out, will the Asian part also break out?" Gu Lu was more interested in this direction.

"The Asian part is first and foremost China's War of Liberation. I don't wish to go to war immediately right now, but we also cannot fear war. In this true War of Liberation, we have only one object we can rely on, and that is the broad masses of the people. All political forces other than this are our enemies. The only difference between them is whether they dare to jump out directly and be hostile to us."

"Chairman Chen, didn't you want to form a united front before?" Zhang Yu asked.

"That is already not very realistic. The basis of a united front is a common enemy. More specifically, it is the attitude towards imperialism. But the British aren't stupid; they will offer a huge price. The possibility of using anti-imperialism as a united front no longer exists. As for anti-feudalism, we have only the people as an ally. The others are all running dogs of the feudal forces. The difference between them is whether they want to become feudal rulers themselves or go and pledge allegiance to feudal rulers. In essence, they are all birds of a feather."

Just as they were speaking, a guard delivered a report. Chen Ke read it and laughed: "Speak of Cao Cao and Cao Cao arrives. The British are chasing very closely. They've chased from Wuhan to Zhengzhou."

"What does Chairman Chen plan to say to the British?" Zhang Yu asked.

"That depends on what the British say to us," Chen Ke replied.

British representative Sir Humphrey was aggressive; as soon as he saw Chen Ke, he questioned why the People's Party wanted to disrupt the situation in China. Chen Ke gave a hearty laugh: "Sir Humphrey, who do you think you are? Did your parents and teachers not teach you the basic manners of being a human being? You've come to my door; it's not your turn to act wild with me. How is your current behavior different from a drunk hooligan on the streets of Britain? With just this kind of quality, you still come to work as a diplomat?"

Sir Humphrey never dreamed Chen Ke would say this, and he froze on the spot. Chen Ke didn't mean to kick him out, and continued to laugh: "Sir Humphrey, I am formally notifying you now. I demand that British warships withdraw from the Yangtze River within a month. If you do not leave, our People's Party will take mandatory measures."

Watching Sir Humphrey's dumbstruck appearance, Chen Ke continued to laugh: "Our People's Party welcomes any normal commercial activities, so your merchants will not suffer any infringement in our base areas. If they encounter any problems, they can seek out our government and judicial organs. But our base areas only have the laws of the base areas; there is no possibility of the existence of any foreign extraterritoriality. On this point, I hope you can think it through clearly."

Sir Humphrey was a diplomat after all. Even though he was somewhat dazed by Chen Ke's head-on blow, he still maintained basic calm. Sir Humphrey's lips trembled slightly as he asked: "Does your People's Party want to join the German side?"

Facing Sir Humphrey's inquiry, Chen Ke replied sternly: "Our People's Party has no intention of joining your imperialist war. We will neither throw in our lot with Germany nor with Britain. From beginning to end, what we pursue is China's independence and liberation. On this point, whoever blocks China's independence and liberation is our enemy."

Sir Humphrey had come full of anger to demand an explanation. After the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army easily annihilated the three Beiyang divisions, the British people's little bit of confidence in Yuan Shikai had flown completely beyond the highest heavens. Yuan Shikai naturally couldn't make it public, but the British had their own intelligence system. Three divisions, sixty thousand field troops, completely wiped out—the British simply could not accept Beiyang's incompetence.

The British knew very well that the People's Party was currently smug with success. Easily expressing support for the People's Party would only expand the People's Party's appetite and make them demand more benefits from the British. So half of Sir Humphrey's aggressiveness was feigned, and the other half was mostly anger at Beiyang's incompetence.

However, Sir Humphrey hadn't expected Chen Ke's appetite to be this big. Based on the conversation just now, Sir Humphrey already understood that Chen Ke was demanding that British power get the hell out of China. As for "the People's Party welcomes any normal commercial activities," these were just polite words. No one had a grudge against money; people doing legitimate business would receive relatively fair treatment anywhere. But the British believed that fairness in China first had to guarantee British privileges.

Even though Chen Ke had spoken so clearly, Sir Humphrey still felt Chen Ke might just be bluffing. He stared at Chen Ke seriously: "Mr. Chen, to be enemies with Britain is to be enemies with the world."

Chen Ke laughed heartily: "Sir Humphrey, you should say these words to Yuan Shikai of Beiyang, and after saying them, apply greater pressure on him. Our People's Party isn't saying this to blackmail you; our goal has always been to liberate all of China. So don't harbor any illusions about us. We have already explained clearly to you what we are going to do."

Sir Humphrey no longer had any feigned expressions. He sized up Chen Ke seriously: "Mr. Chen, have you already destined yourself to choose war?"

Chen Ke replied sternly: "Sir Humphrey, what our People's Party chooses is not to fear war. We are not madmen, and we do not have any pathological infatuation with war. But we are Chinese, and our People's Party loves China. We have an obligation to safeguard China's interests. Even if safeguarding China's interests requires sacrificing our lives, we are willing to accept such a cost."

At this point, Sir Humphrey knew there was nothing more to discuss today. Requesting a temporary recess, Sir Humphrey left the People's Party headquarters. The People's Party headquarters was located in the center of the military camp, which stretched for several li. Sir Humphrey estimated there must be at least fifty thousand soldiers in this camp. Looking at the neat formations and the high spirits peculiar to the aftermath of a war victory permeating the camp, Sir Humphrey felt very uneasy in his heart.

If Chen Ke were a brute who knew nothing of the world, no matter how brave and skillful in battle he was, the British wouldn't find him that hard to deal with. In Britain's few hundred years of expansion, brave and skillful enemies had appeared before. But Chen Ke himself was a person with his own profound understanding of the world. If one cast aside Chen Ke's identity as a Chinese person, he was no different from those rulers in London, Berlin, Paris, and Moscow. Skillfully using the period before the outbreak of war between the Entente and the Allies to launch an attack on Beiyang—this point alone made things extremely difficult for Britain. Britain was currently powerless to punish the People's Party. If Britain mobilized its forces, the Germans would die of happiness.

With strong unease, Sir Humphrey had originally wanted to contact the Peking Legation via telegraph, but changed his mind. He prepared to rush back to Beijing immediately to personally discuss the attitude towards the China issue.

The People's Party didn't care what the British thought. Chen Ke immediately ordered a telegram to the whole country, informing the entire nation of the People's Party's stance. Thinking of the money that would be spent on telegraphing the whole country, Chen Ke felt a pang of heartache. The People's Party's objects of cooperation were the working people, and a telegram to the whole country could not possibly be known by the working people no matter what. Spending so much money only let the propertied classes of the whole country know Chen Ke's stance and attitude. Spending money on this bunch, Chen Ke felt it would be more economical to put a bullet in each of their heads. History proved that this bunch couldn't stop themselves from eating shit; they thought they were born to be rulers. If this bunch all died, the positive effect on China would be far greater than the negative effect.

But Chen Ke checked his killing intent. Grandpa Mao had believed back then that this bunch could be reformed. Chen Ke also needed to learn from Grandpa Mao's policies. After all, human heads weren't chives; they wouldn't grow back after being cut.

Returning to report the negotiations with the British to the comrades, the comrades in Henan were all a bit surprised. But the next day, August 3, 1914, after Germany declared war on Russia, it formally declared war on France. This newly arrived intelligence completely put the comrades' hearts at ease. Britain, France, and Russia had already reached an entente; Britain declaring war on Germany was only a matter of time. Once Britain and Germany came to blows, there would be only one Japan around China that might invest in a war against China. Facing Beiyang, the comrades were full of confidence in victory. Facing Japan, even if the comrades didn't have enough confidence, they didn't think they would fail.

"Chairman Chen, what is our main direction now?" Chai Qingguo asked. "Is it to continue striking Beiyang?"

Chen Ke replied: "The task right now is to continue carrying out the People's Revolution and liberate the working people. I will emphasize one more time: without the support of the people, we ourselves are nothing. If we don't continue to push the People's Revolution, we cannot continue to receive the people's support. Our revolution is not to overthrow anyone, but to liberate the people. Whoever does not allow the Chinese people to be liberated, we will overthrow them!"

"Then where is the next operational direction?" Chai Qingguo continued to ask.

"The next operational direction is to first complete land reform in the newly liberated areas," Chen Ke answered simply and briskly.

The People's Party, from top to bottom, had rich experience in land reform. Since Chen Ke had determined the direction, the Henan Military Region immediately began assigning tasks and discussing key points.

Chen Ke fell silent. He had once thought the People's Party might not catch the situation of WWI, and the War of Liberation might very well be dragged out until after WWI, or at least until after Yuan Shikai died. But the situation hadn't evolved to that stage, and this also brought many other factors. Because they hadn't experienced WWI, nor the humiliation and pain inflicted on China by the Paris Peace Conference after the war, the anti-imperialist sentiment of the intellectual class was far from that profound. The current situation was actually more similar to the Party's Jiangxi era. Class struggle became the sharpest and principal contradiction in China. In this period, Chen Ke did not have enough confidence in who exactly would choose to stand on the side of the working people.

This confusion about the future only lasted for a short moment. Chen Ke quickly took back his thoughts and began to participate in the discussion of land reform in Henan. After all, Chen Ke had been to too many places in Henan and seen too much of Henan's actual appearance. He felt it was necessary for him to sketch out a part of the blueprint.
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The People's Party's telegram injected a trace of vitality into the gloomy city of Beijing. Several high-ranking Beiyang officials wore looks of joy as they took the telegram to see Yuan Shikai. However, Yuan Shikai did not summon them directly; instead, these few waited in the small conference room.

"Has the People's Party lost their minds? They actually want to drive the British out of the Yangtze River. With just those few broken ships of theirs, they dare to do this?" "If the British don't leave, do they dare to fight the British?" "Let them fight. After fighting the British, would the British let the matter rest?"

Beiyang had never gained any advantage when facing the People's Party, and the People's Party had always skillfully avoided conflict with the foreign powers. It wasn't until this telegram treated the British as enemies that the Beiyang high officials were truly ecstatic. All discussions revolved around the situation beneficial to Beiyang.

"The People's Party wants to play tough, insisting on fighting under the banner of righteousness. We won't be foolish along with them. If they want to fight the British, we will go out of our way to befriend the British. This is really like someone passing a pillow just as we wanted to sleep." "Those brats just don't know the immensity of heaven and earth!"

This was Beiyang's consistent view. The People's Party's increasingly tough stance would not only fail to help their prestige but would instead push the British continuously to Beiyang's side. In this war, Beiyang had failed thoroughly. If the People's Party were smart enough and turned to surrender to the British, the British would likely abandon Beiyang. This was a most common issue of political maneuvering.

After the Beiyang officials in Beijing received the news of the Beiyang Army's great defeat in Henan, quite a few had thought of this point. Many were almost in despair regarding Beiyang's future. It wasn't until the People's Party sent this telegram to the whole country, courting death, that the insightful Beiyang high officials regained hope.

Beiyang officials who got the news kept going to seek an audience with Yuan Shikai, but there was also a large group of officials who, due to insufficient status, simply didn't dare to ask for an audience. They also began to connect everywhere, spreading the news everywhere. At least the entire Ministry of Army knew the latest good news.

Zheng Wenjie of the Ministry of Army's Intelligence Office watched his colleagues excitedly discussing the current favorable situation. He also tried hard to put on a happy look on his face, but clouds of suspicion grew in his heart.

The People's Party never did anything without gaining an advantage; Zheng Wenjie had a deep understanding of this. Back then, when Chen Ke met Zheng Wenjie and others in Beijing, apart from Shang Yuan who was a county magistrate about to be appointed to a substantive post, the others like Qin Tongren and Xu Dian were basically Beiyang's peripheral personnel. As for the "Boxer Remnant" Chai Qingguo, he was not even worth mentioning. Zheng Wenjie and his group were the side with real power and influence. That was why Zheng Wenjie had tried to seize the real power of the Beiyang Socialist Discussion Group. He really couldn't see any necessity to let the outsider Chen Ke dominate the situation.

Facts ultimately proved that Chen Ke had no intention of clinging to the powerful from the very beginning. He just took a group of peripheral personnel and left Beiyang, going to remote Anhui to establish the People's Party's foundation. An ordinary person, or even a quite outstanding figure, could not possibly have made the choice Chen Ke did at that time. Looking at the results, Chen Ke's choice was completely correct. Since then, any choice Chen Ke made seemed like a terrible plan at the time, but as time passed, Chen Ke was always able to fish out the greatest benefits.

This time, the People's Party's actions upheld their past style. Zheng Wenjie fully believed that the People's Party was doing its utmost to push the British to Beiyang's side. Zheng Wenjie just couldn't figure out what benefit the People's Party could get by doing this. Even if the European war was about to start right now, how long could those wars last? After Britain and Germany made peace, the People's Party having offended both the British and the Germans, could the People's Party withstand Britain and Germany joining hands to deal with them?

Thinking left and right, he couldn't find the possibility of the People's Party's inevitable victory in a long-term strategy, but Zheng Wenjie turned back to the immediate situation. Currently, Beiyang was newly defeated. The People's Party had already crossed the Yellow River. The People's Party had once ravaged Hebei, completely destroying the Manchu Qing's final military power. Thinking of these past events, Zheng Wenjie felt a shudder. If Beiyang couldn't thoroughly hug Britain's thigh and quickly obtain loans and weapons support from Britain, judging by the current situation, they wouldn't last long.

What Zheng Wenjie could think of, Beiyang members with higher status than him could also think of. Yuan Shikai received the People's Party's telegram at the first moment. He wasn't happy for no reason, and the core members of Beiyang weren't happy either. In their dealings with the People's Party, as long as Beiyang followed the path set by the People's Party, there had never been any good result. Yuan Shikai would absolutely not believe that Chen Ke would underestimate the British, nor would he believe that Chen Ke would be stupid enough not to see that the British and Beiyang would reach an agreement on the matter of dealing with the People's Party.

"Why would Chen Ke make such a choice?" Since Yuan Shikai asked this question, the Beiyang core personnel also frowned. Several of them were people of high position and weight, so naturally, they wouldn't speak recklessly. Duan Qirui was relatively honest; he dared to say what others were a bit afraid to say directly. "President, I'm afraid the People's Party will attack our Hebei in the near future."

This was completely imaginable. If the People's Party was playing a game of hard to get, driving the British to Beiyang on one hand, while ruthlessly striking Beiyang on the other. If the British saw that Beiyang had no ability to contain the People's Party at all, they would eventually have no choice but to accept the People's Party's higher asking price.

Since Duan Qirui had already pierced this layer of window paper, from Yuan Shikai to Xu Shichang, no one said anything. The Beiyang Army's reorganized troops currently numbered one million on paper. The loss of sixty thousand was still within the range Beiyang Army could accept. The People's Party's Henan Military Region troops were only one hundred thousand. Ten thousand attacking nearly a million troops—presumably, the People's Party didn't have such guts yet.

After a period of silence, Yuan Shikai asked Wang Shizhen, "Pinqing, how long would it take if we mobilized three hundred thousand troops?"

Wang Shizhen didn't answer immediately. After a while, Wang Shizhen asked, "President, we used to always think that the People's Party says one thing and does another, or if the People's Party does what they say, they say less than they actually do. Then how should we deal with the current situation?"

These words were greatly unexpected to the others. Yuan Shikai couldn't understand Wang Shizhen's thoughts for a moment. "What do you mean, Pinqing?" Yuan Shikai asked.

Wang Shizhen answered, "If the People's Party doesn't want to toy with the British and us, but really, as they said, wants to drive the British out of China, wants to drive the foreigners out of China, and wants to take all of China's sovereignty back into Chinese hands. Looking at the People's Party from this angle, can the People's Party's actions be given a new explanation?"

The Beiyang core figures remained silent for the time being. Regarding the People's Party, Beiyang's evaluation had always been "rebel party," and the People's Party Chairman Chen Ke was seen as deep, insidious, and ruthless. Dealing with the People's Party, Beiyang always suffered losses. Even in cooperation, if Beiyang earned one, the People's Party would earn at least ten. Wang Shizhen's "new perspective," that the People's Party's words and actions were consistent throughout, indeed made these three people feel quite surprised.

Wang Shizhen didn't intend to keep everyone guessing. He continued to explain, "When the former Qing was around, the People's Party dedicated itself to the people's revolution to overthrow the former Qing court. After the former Qing abdicated, the People's Party still advocated the people's revolution. Later, a land revolution was added. Now, the People's Party is tough on the British, and what they talk about is still the people's revolution, the land revolution, and China obtaining complete independence and liberation. I have read some articles by the People's Party. Chen Ke said that the people's revolution he is conducting is to overthrow the Three Big Mountains: Imperialism, Feudalism, and Bureaucratic Capitalism. If we speak from this angle, Chen Ke had long ago stated clearly what he wanted to do. This person is stubborn and inflexible in his actions; he has a nature of running down one path until it's dark."

Yuan Shikai and the others were heroes of the time. When Wang Shizhen said Chen Ke was stubborn and inflexible, Yuan Shikai, Xu Shichang, and Duan Qirui didn't consider this a derogatory term at all. Stubborn and inflexible also meant unwavering determination. After Wang Shizhen's explanation, the three felt a sense of sudden enlightenment in their understanding of Chen Ke.

"Then what exactly is your meaning, Pinqing?" Yuan Shikai asked.

Wang Shizhen already had a judgment. He said frankly, "I think Chen Ke sincerely wants us to cooperate with the British. During this period, he won't even attack our Beiyang. Chen Ke is an overseas student and knows the European countries very well. This person is probably waiting for the war in Europe to become intense, when the British are completely unable to look east, and then he will have a decisive battle with our Beiyang and the Three Big Mountains they want to overthrow. If Chen Ke wins when Britain is unable to look east, he can use the power of all of China to confront Britain. At that time, victory or defeat is unknown."

"Unknown? Hmph!" Even though Duan Qirui respected Wang Shizhen very much, he couldn't help but sneer at this moment. "Brother Wang, by the time Chen Ke can gather the power of China to go to war with Britain, our Beiyang will definitely be finished. What 'unknown' is there about that?"

Yuan Shikai was more composed. He knew Wang Shizhen was loyal to Beiyang, so he didn't get angry at Wang Shizhen's words. "Pinqing, according to what you say, is Chen Ke confident that he will definitely win the world?"

"In my view, Chen Ke doesn't even consider the matter of winning the world. He wants to wipe out all the landlords and gentry in this world more. Let those common people educated in the schools opened by their People's Party be the masters of the house. When the People's Party implemented the land revolution, some said the People's Party wanted to seize the world's land properties to own them for themselves. But as these years have passed, apart from the land nominally belonging to the state and not being allowed to be bought or sold, the people under the People's Party's rule all have land to farm. The People's Party nailed the grain prices under their rule dead; the price is the same in famine years and bumper years. Just with this one move, there are rarely cases of people starving to death under the People's Party's rule. Regardless of what reasons the People's Party shouts, as long as the common people can live and work in peace and contentment, they won't rise up to resist. The People's Party has been in Henan for less than a year, and they are going to conscript one hundred thousand troops. Although the military pay given is far less than our Beiyang, because there are many guarantees, the sons of good families south of the Yellow River are joining the army one after another." Speaking of this, Wang Shizhen couldn't go on anymore and could only sigh lightly.

Beiyang's political interest in the People's Party was very limited; even Yuan Shikai was the same. Reading the People's Party's books was also for the purpose of attacking the People's Party, with absolutely no intention of studying the People's Party's detailed policies. So when scolding the People's Party, Beiyang would spit flying saliva, belittling the People's Party as worthless. But facing the achievements the People's Party had solidly built, including Yuan Shikai, they all felt they couldn't say anything more.

Xu Shichang was engaged in civil administration after all. Seeing Yuan Shikai and Duan Qirui silent, he forced a smile and said, "Mr. Pinqing, since the situation has reached such a stage, how do you think we should fight?"

Wang Shizhen answered somewhat dispiritedly, "The plan for now is to beat them at their own game. Since the People's Party wants a decisive battle, we might as well have a decisive battle with the People's Party. Capitalizing on the moment when the People's Party forces the British, we will borrow another sum of money, build an army of two million, and train them strictly. At the same time, inform all provinces in the world of the People's Party's true intentions, gathering the power of all provinces to fight a bloody battle with the People's Party. We must at least retake Henan and Shandong. Even if the war situation is critical, we must drag it out until the end of the European war, waiting for the British to free their hands to attack the People's Party."

Hearing Wang Shizhen speak a feasible strategy, Xu Shichang felt much more relaxed in his heart. However, he didn't expect Wang Shizhen to continue, "President, although the People's Party's conduct may not be moral, some of the policies they implement are not unadoptable. The stones of other hills may be used to polish jade. At least regarding the current affairs of China, if the common people cannot have land to till, the world will never be completely stable..."

"I know, Pinqing." Yuan Shikai interrupted Wang Shizhen with rare impatience. "You say the People's Party will not attack right now but will sit and watch the British support us. How can this be confirmed?"

"President, Yan Fu is about to return to the country. We might as well let him mediate in between." Wang Shizhen gave the answer.

"Yan Jidao was very unhappy when he left for the overseas inspection this time. How do we know Yan Jidao won't play tricks in this?" Duan Qirui questioned this very much.

Wang Shizhen didn't speak. Yuan Shikai waved his hand, "Yan Jidao certainly tends to favor his disciple a bit more in his heart, but this person is not so heartless as to deliberately betray the old brothers of Beiyang. What Pinqing said makes a lot of sense. We might as well wait for him to come back."

Duan Qirui was somewhat dissatisfied with Yuan Shikai's decision. "President, the current situation is so tense. If we just wait like this, will the People's Party seize the initiative?"

Yuan Shikai already had a conclusion in his heart at this time. "The more critical the moment, the more we must be able to endure. No need to say more on this matter; it's decided."

The Beiyang high leadership decided on the strategy, and Yuan Shikai didn't see those officials who came to "report good news." He paced anxiously in the office for a while, then went to the room next door. This room was empty; besides a table, there was a map pinned to a large board. The map marked the various forces in China with different colors. Staring at the pink symbol of the People's Party on it for a long time, Yuan Shikai suddenly shouted for the guard, "Why hasn't the Henan piece been colored in?"

This startled the guard. Henan had just been lost; who would dare to be so full of themselves as to color it in so quickly? But the guard was clever enough; he quickly answered, "I will order someone to paint it right now." After speaking, the guard walked up in three steps combined into two and took the map down from the board.

Yuan Shikai wanted to stop the guard, but later let it go; Yuan Shikai didn't want to vent his anger on this clever young lad. Sitting down in the empty room, Yuan Shikai recalled Wang Shizhen's words. Those remarks about the People's Party's consistency in words and deeds indeed opened up another perspective for Yuan Shikai. However, this angle of understanding not only didn't solve the mystery in Yuan Shikai's heart but led Yuan Shikai into a new confusion.

The People's Party always shouted about the people's revolution, shouted that the working people created history, not emperors, kings, generals, and ministers. Yuan Shikai was known as the "Butcher of the People"; the working people he had killed must have numbered over a hundred thousand. At that time, when Beiyang troops swept through, the "working people" praised to the skies by Chen Ke and the People's Party were not opponents of the Beiyang Army at all, leaving corpses strewn over the fields under the fire of cannons and rifles. How come such working people suddenly became brave and skillful in battle after arriving at the People's Party's side? Not only did the "working people" become brave and skillful in battle, but these working people who had consistently resisted paying taxes could actually pay taxes earnestly.

Yuan Shikai's hometown was in Xiangcheng, Henan. Beiyang's connections in Henan were by no means ordinary. Judging from the intelligence obtained, after the People's Party implemented land reform in Henan and set a thirty percent tax, the Henan common people, including Yuan Shikai's fellow villagers in Xiangcheng, honestly paid the thirty percent tax. No one resisted taxes, and even defaulting was extremely rare. Yuan Shikai had never heard that the common people could be so obedient.

"The working people create history, not emperors, kings, generals, and ministers." Yuan Shikai recited this sentence silently in his heart. If this really went on, with the support of the common people, the People's Party might really be able to create a world of the People's Party. Why could the People's Party govern the common people to be so obedient? While here in Beiyang, the common people absolutely could not understand the difficulties of the government?

Because of the smooth flow of intelligence, Beiyang also knew about the "benevolent governance" of the People's Party in Henan. Cheap iron farm tools in the supply and marketing cooperatives, including large-scale water conservancy construction. Conflicts among villagers over water were also mediated publicly; past enmities were all written off, and water sources were distributed solely according to the acreage of cultivated land after land reform. If there were no rivers locally, the People's Party drilled mechanical wells and built irrigation canals, greatly increasing the area of irrigated land. Coupled with the universal supply of "Single-Season Wheat," no crop failure occurred anywhere in Henan.

Beiyang's spies investigated those young men and women in the agricultural technology stations to see what their backgrounds were. The investigation results shocked Yuan Shikai greatly. These men and women in their teens, who could only be called half-grown kids, were all from peasant backgrounds in the People's Party's old territories. After studying in the People's Party's schools for a few years, they were assigned to work in rural areas everywhere along with the troops upon graduation.

"Working people." The working people under the People's Party's rule and the common people under Beiyang's rule seemed to be two different kinds of people. "Working people" were willing to pay taxes and serve in the army. After attending school, they would go to work wherever they were told to go. Yuan Shikai believed himself not inferior to Chen Ke, so why could Chen Ke make this group of people serve him effectively, while Yuan Shikai had to invest tremendous strength in disciplining the common people?

Thinking over and over, he couldn't find the answer. Yuan Shikai knew that his Beiyang subordinates couldn't possibly solve this mystery for him. He suddenly stood up and said to the guard, "Tell Premier Xu to invite Mr. Li Hongqi to see me."

People's Party high official Shang Yuan's teacher, Li Hongqi, might be the person who understood the People's Party best in the entire city of Beijing. At least he was one who knew the actual situation of the People's Party. Yuan Shikai really wanted to figure out where exactly the difference between himself and Chen Ke lay.

Li Hongqi gained Yuan Shikai's approval as soon as he entered the door. This old man was dressed cleanly and appropriately, with an attitude neither humble nor arrogant, neither amiable nor repulsive. Standing in the room, he made people feel very natural. It was the same when greeting Yuan Shikai; the old man didn't size him up curiously, nor did he put on airs arrogantly. Although Xu Shichang introduced him, Yuan Shikai couldn't feel any difference in the old man's attitude towards Xu Shichang and towards himself.

Beiyang had a common characteristic, which was treating literati well. Yuan Shikai was the same. He asked very seriously, "Mr. Li, I have a doubt and I would like to ask Mr. Li to help clear it up."

Li Hongqi neither politely said he couldn't do it nor bragged that he could, but quietly waited for Yuan Shikai to continue. Such performance made Yuan Shikai very satisfied; he was actually very dissatisfied with the bad temper of those literati who didn't know the immensity of heaven and earth. Yuan Shikai continued to ask, "Mr. Li has met Chen Ke, and should have heard of me. I wonder what Mr. Li's views are on the differences between the two of us."

Li Hongqi answered in the slow tone characteristic of an old man, "This old man indeed has met Chen Ke, but only a few times. I have heard of the President's reputation like thunder piercing my ears, but today is the first time I actually get to see you. The President asks me what differences there are between the two of you; this old man really does not know. If I speak blindly relying on hearsay, that would just be talking nonsense. So this old man really has no way to compare."

"Mr. Li is too modest. You were able to teach a disciple like Shang Yuan, and are highly praised by Premier Xu; naturally, you are insightful." Yuan Shikai's evaluation of Li Hongqi rose a lot. Seeing that Li Hongqi didn't have any affectation of talking nonsense or deceiving others with big words, Yuan Shikai then asked the real question, "Mr. Li, the People's Party always talks about the people's revolution, but I wonder how it differs from the benevolent governance our Beiyang strives to implement."

Li Hongqi knew that if he couldn't say something substantial this time, Yuan Shikai wouldn't let him off easily. The matter of the People's Party annihilating three Beiyang divisions in Henan was known to the entire city of Beijing. Don't look at Yuan Shikai being polite right now; if Li Hongqi couldn't satisfy Yuan Shikai, implication of his family would definitely not be a joke. Carefully guessing Yuan Shikai's intention, Li Hongqi answered, "President, Beiyang's politics is that orders come from above; military orders and government decrees are all formulated by the government to achieve a certain goal. The People's Party is that orders come from below. The common people need to make their lives better through labor. There are definitely some things in between that the common people cannot do. The People's Party does these things, so the people are naturally willing to listen to them."

"The common people are shortsighted. If orders come from below, even if it benefits the people for a moment, it may not last long. To have long-term peace and stability, naturally, people with insight are needed to plan," Yuan Shikai replied.

"This old man reads the books of Confucian sages. Confucianism talks about cultivating the self, regulating the family, governing the state, and bringing peace to the world. Managing a family is nothing more than making it convenient for everyone. The common people are admittedly dull, but whether things are done conveniently or not, even the dullest person can know. If it can be convenient, life will naturally get better. The state, the state, taking the country as one's family; if the people of a country can all feel convenient, wouldn't life be easy? So whether shortsighted or farsighted, if in the final analysis it is all for everyone's convenience, there is actually no difference between orders coming from above and orders coming from below."

This remark was quite interesting and actually sparked some interest in Yuan Shikai.
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Yuan Shikai really liked the word "convenience" used by Li Hongqi. In official circles, people love to say "making things convenient for others makes things convenient for oneself." Officials, big and small, all have their own scope of authority. If an official has no intention of making things convenient for others and only wants to monopolize power, the entire official circle will view him as an enemy and will do their utmost to bring down this official who doesn't understand the rules. Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai continued to ask, "Mr. Li, I understand a little more about what you said regarding convenience. But where does the difference lie between the People's Party and my Beiyang?"

"Beiyang has Beiyang's way of life, and the People's Party has the People's Party's way of life. Beiyang currently follows the conventions of thousands of years. Whether there are a few more foreign guns and cannons, or a few more factories, has very little impact on the overall situation." Li Hongqi replied, "But the People's Party's way of life is completely different from Chinese tradition. They have already attempted to enter the era of grand industrialization."

"Era of grand industrialization?" Yuan Shikai did not understand this term at all. The People's Party's propaganda documents rarely discussed industrialization, and related terms were never seen by Beiyang. Yuan Shikai had rarely even heard the term "grand industrialization." "What is the era of grand industrialization?" Yuan Shikai asked. He thought industry meant building some factories and opening some enterprises. The People's Party had a large number of factories; in Yuan Shikai's view, this was probably the era of grand industrialization.

"The era of grand industrialization, not speaking of the appearance, but speaking directly of the concept within, is that everyone produces products for the purpose of trade. Everyone ultimately buys products produced by others from the market, while the products they produce are sold to others. This old man believes this is the intrinsic concept of the era of grand industrialization." Li Hongqi gave Yuan Shikai an unexpected answer.

Yuan Shikai was indeed a hero, but he was after all a hero of an agricultural country. Asking him to understand the core concept of the industrial age was a bit too demanding. Even so, Yuan Shikai took a full hour to finally figure out exactly what Li Hongqi was saying.

Having understood the core concept of the era of grand industrialization, when Li Hongqi spoke again about the concept of the People's Party leading the people into the "era of grand industrialization," he was actually able to understand. Then Yuan Shikai ordered his attendants to send Mr. Li Hongqi home. At parting, Yuan Shikai asked Mr. Li Hongqi what book would be best to read to gain a deeper understanding of the era of grand industrialization. Mr. Li Hongqi recommended the article "The Communist Manifesto and China's Industrialization" written by Chen Ke. Yuan Shikai did not have it on hand, so Mr. Li Hongqi promised to copy a version and send it to Yuan Shikai.

The guard was very clever. After personally escorting Mr. Li Hongqi home, he did not return immediately. Instead, he stood respectfully and waited for Mr. Li Hongqi to copy a version of "The Communist Manifesto and China's Industrialization," and also asked for a copy of "The Communist Manifesto," before taking the articles back to see Yuan Shikai. Sure enough, as soon as Yuan Shikai saw the guard, he asked if he had obtained the manuscript. The guard hurriedly and respectfully handed the articles to Yuan Shikai.

Dismissing the guards, Yuan Shikai opened the article and saw the beginning wrote, "Marx explained in 'The Communist Manifesto' that the current world has irreversibly entered the era of grand industrialization. In response to this era, Marx proposed establishing a brand-new social system and a brand-new moral system. This is a programmatic article with profound insight, established on Marx's basic concept that 'labor power drives social development.' Since the comrades of the People's Party cannot yet fully situate themselves in the industrial age, they need to appreciate its guiding significance even more, rather than focusing excessively on its descriptions. But in the final analysis, the People's Party measures the status of laborers in society by labor, especially social labor. We must not disregard this standard and arbitrarily interpret the grand industrialization and communist system proposed by Marx."

The room was quiet, except for the occasional sound of turning pages, there was silence. Yuan Shikai would read Chen Ke's article for a while, then close his eyes and meditate for a while. After thinking, he would start reading again. From evening onwards, Yuan Shikai read the two manuscripts, "The Communist Manifesto" and "The Communist Manifesto and China's Industrialization," all night long. It wasn't until the next morning that Yuan Shikai called for someone to bring face-washing water.

After eating a little breakfast, he saw Duan Qirui rushing in, "President, I heard you didn't sleep all night?"

"That's right." Yuan Shikai's face was slightly gray, but he smiled with good spirits.

"President, you must take care of your health right now." Duan Qirui said hurriedly.

"Taking care or not isn't important. If Chen Ke doesn't die, if the People's Party doesn't die out, our Beiyang will never have a day of peace. Zhiquan, after reading Chen Ke's articles all night, I've completely thought it through. Before, I really didn't see through it, I didn't know that this fellow Chen Ke is a scourge." After Yuan Shikai finished speaking, he handed "The Communist Manifesto and China's Industrialization" to Duan Qirui.

Duan Qirui didn't know what had happened. He took the manuscript Yuan Shikai handed him and started reading. Duan Qirui had good self-control, but the more he read this article, the uglier his face became. By the end, the blue veins on Duan Qirui's forehead were popping out.

Chen Ke's article was written extremely plainly. Besides explaining the era of grand industrialization, it also analyzed in extreme detail the situation that would be faced in pushing China into grand industrialization. The analysis of various classes, the characteristics of Chinese historical traditions, and the habits and cognition of the masses. As a latecomer, Chen Ke naturally had strong "foresight" when writing this article. And the result of this "foresight," combined with the line of thought "Who are our enemies? Who are our friends? This is a question of the first importance for the revolution," was truly hitting the nail on the head, murderous spirit filling the air.

Except for the working people, Chen Ke basically did not think the People's Party needed any allies. For anyone who could not stand on the side of the working people, could not stand on the side of opposing feudalism, could not stand on the side of opposing imperialism, Chen Ke's attitude was extremely clear: "As long as these people resist the revolution, they must be eliminated."

Duan Qirui understood this article, so he fully understood that he was within the scope of "being eliminated." Not only was Duan Qirui within the scope of execution, but the entire Beiyang, including Beiyang's supporters, were all objects for the People's Party to eliminate. Duan Qirui completely agreed with Yuan Shikai's attitude. If Chen Ke didn't die, if the People's Party didn't die out, Beiyang would indeed never have a day of peace. If it were a war between warlords, the victor could still be lenient towards the loser. But Chen Ke's philosophy of struggle was fundamentally not a fight for power, but a complete hostility towards those with different standpoints.

Returning the manuscript to Yuan Shikai, Duan Qirui asked, "What does the President plan to do next?"

Yuan Shikai replied calmly, "Send this manuscript to all the provinces, and order people to correspond Chen Ke's actions with this manuscript. Pinqing has foresight; he has already seen that Chen Ke never speaks nonsense, and the People's Party always does things according to their own program. We might as well explain this clearly to other provinces. In addition, to the British, we also need to explain clearly. We must make the British understand that this person Chen Ke is not only a scourge to our Beiyang, but also a scourge to the entire world."

"That is very good." Duan Qirui replied.

Yuan Shikai added, "Also, regarding this concept of grand industrialization proposed by Chen Ke, I think Pinqing was right, it indeed has great merit. Our Beiyang only built some factories and opened some mines. These things are entirely for our own use. Even if there is buying and selling, it is forced buying and selling. Developing industry and commerce, we actually have to follow Chen Ke's method."

"Uh..." Duan Qirui didn't expect Yuan Shikai to be so "open-minded," and was somewhat surprised.

"Zhiquan, I thought about it all night yesterday. I recalled everything from these past years, including what the Empress Dowager did before, and what those who went abroad for inspection said when they came back. Only then did I feel that most of what Chen Ke said makes sense. But there is one thing I absolutely cannot accept. Chen Ke wants the common people to stand above the state; this is moral depravity. Chen Ke speaks nicely, saying all history is created by the people. But if Chen Ke wants to use our lives to push social progress, we will fight him to the death. At this moment, fighting is death, not fighting is also death. There is no need to say more."

"Yes." Duan Qirui replied.

"You now order people to invite Cai Yuanpei to enter the capital. Send this article to him first. Cai Yuanpei is a smart man; he will know what to do." Yuan Shikai ordered again, "In addition, people inside Beiyang only know Chen Ke is formidable, but they completely don't know Chen Ke's wolfish ambition. From now on, anyone who proposes peace talks with the People's Party will absolutely not be tolerated."

In the following days, Beiyang began war preparations centering on Chen Ke's article. Yuan Shikai's insight was indeed different. Just as he said, there were people in Beiyang who, because of recent defeats, had fear in their hearts about how to go to war with the People's Party. Duan Qirui was responsible for discovering these people, and then removing those who should be removed from office, and imprisoning those who should be imprisoned. Beiyang began a "Purge Movement."

As Cai Yuanpei entered the capital with the Jiangsu and Zhejiang literati group, Beiyang received more support in political propaganda work.

Yuan Shikai predicted correctly. Cai Yuanpei received the manuscripts of "The Communist Manifesto and China's Industrialization" and "The Communist Manifesto" sent by Yuan Shikai, and turned pale with fright after reading them. Without needing any urging, Cai Yuanpei immediately took action. Cai Yuanpei was currently the Chairman of the Zhejiang Assembly and Vice Governor of Jiangsu. With great rallying power, he first gathered the representatives of the Jiangsu and Zhejiang literati, and then led the Jiangsu and Zhejiang literati group into the capital.

On the way, these people had already unified their thinking and determined their stance. As soon as they entered the capital, they launched a highly targeted cultural propaganda campaign centering on the political line of opposing the People's Party. The People's Party opposed feudalism, so Cai Yuanpei's team vigorously praised "distinction between superiors and inferiors, order between old and young." The People's Party opposed the feudal power distribution system, so Cai Yuanpei's team talked largely about "revering the mandate of heaven, revering great men, revering the words of sages." The People's Party opposed exploitation, so Cai Yuanpei's team put aside the common people and shouted to the landlords and gentry, asking the landlords and gentry to "maintain tradition, oppose radicalism."

Because he came from a background of gentry and literati, Cai Yuanpei knew the fears of the gentry and literati better than anyone else. Moreover, Cai Yuanpei himself also felt great fear regarding the People's Party's political program. Chen Ke's attitude towards old literati was extremely clear. In "The Communist Manifesto and China's Industrialization," Chen Ke bluntly pointed out, "The old literati represent the most decadent and backward part of China. The essence of this group is not even as good as prostitutes. Prostitutes at least know they make a living by selling themselves. All their behaviors are a kind of transaction. But the old literati are a group of literary whores. They rely on manipulating morality, selling their own morality to exchange for privileges. They even want to beautify their act of selling themselves as the supreme act of morality. The so-called 'being a bitch but still wanting to set up a memorial arch' is the true portrayal of these literati."

Facing such a hostile attitude, Cai Yuanpei absolutely could not accept it. And what Cai Yuanpei could not accept even more was that he actually knew Chen Ke was not speaking nonsense.
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Chapter 38 China's Stance (Part 4)

Attacking the People's Party was an extremely easy thing to do. Beiyang officials originally believed that the People's Party was a brutal political organization. In the past five or six years, whenever the Beiyang Army fought with the People's Party, they were defeated every time. After Duan Qirui listened to Cai Yuanpei's suggestion and organized the Beiyang officials to study the "Constitution", "Criminal Law", and "Civil Law" documents of the People's Party, and read a batch of the People's Party's recent "study materials" that they had collected, all Beiyang officials completely believed that the People's Party was not only brutal, but also evil to the core.

Severely punishing those who embezzle and accept bribes was not such an outrageous thing. At any rate, Beiyang did not dare to admit verbally that embezzlement and bribery were correct. However, the People's Party proposed various targeted measures in response to various cases that had already occurred. These measures plugged the loopholes in the system. This could not help but make the Beiyang bureaucrats feel panicked.

Regarding these issues, the literati under Cai Yuanpei used the word "cold-blooded" to characterize the People's Party. The saying of those literati was, "Use a person without suspicion, suspect a person without using them; harmonious and blending with the world. This is benevolent governance. When the water is too clear, there are no fish. The cold-blooded policy implemented by the People's Party is essentially a complete distrust of the officials' integrity. The Discipline Inspection Commission and the People's Internal Affairs Commission are the East Depot and West Depot of today. This is a typical manifestation of the People's Party's coldness towards people. Officials are people who have read the books of sages and are all people of high moral character. If there are any deficiencies, it must be because they have their own difficulties. The People's Party ignores everyone's situation and blindly implements cruel politics. This is clear proof of their cold-bloodedness."

As for the People's Party's system of People's Representatives, the literati did not criticize the system itself. As literati, they also supported the "republican system" and the "parliamentary system". Moreover, although Beiyang respected literati, they were unwilling to hand over power to them. Criticizing the People's Party on this point would be criticizing Beiyang. After discussion, Cai Yuanpei and others believed that they must follow Confucius's Spring and Autumn Annals regarding "concealing the faults of the honorable". This attitude and method were necessary. Of two evils, choose the lesser; at least Beiyang was respectful enough to the literati. Therefore, regarding the People's Party's election system, the literati's arguments were directed strictly at the results.

"Under the rule of the People's Party, all landlords, gentry, literati, and relatives of officials are not allowed to be elected. Those elected are all illiterate commoners. These people do not understand politics at all, let alone respect Chinese tradition. All policies are short-sighted. The People's Party destroys ancestral halls, tears down temples, imprisons clans, and plunders clan fields. Not only that, but they also go against Feng Shui, forcibly destroying people's ancestral graves and moving people's tombs. It is truly a loss of morality and frenzied madness."

In this era, scholars cared quite a bit about ancestral graves. The People's Party did indeed have issues with moving graves during land reform. This was also unavoidable; during the great floods in Anhui back then, the vast majority of grave mounds were leveled. So during land reform, it was possible to implement large-scale land planning. However, this was not absolute; some places still encountered issues with moving graves. Chen Ke always believed that there was no reason to let the deceased compete for land with the living. So the People's Party implemented a grave relocation plan.

When the literati cursed the People's Party for moving graves, they did not dare to state a fact. In order to win over public opinion as much as possible, in addition to discussing the realistic argument that "the deceased must take care of the successors", the People's Party also widely publicized the funeral characteristics of the Confucius era. In Confucius's era, deep burials were practiced, but no monuments were erected, and no grave mounds were built. The purpose was not to affect normal agricultural production. If the old predecessors were so open-minded, there was no reason for future generations to "prove their existence by causing inconvenience to future generations". After the graves were moved, cemetery management was implemented. If farmers were willing to implement cremation, tomb pagodas were built everywhere to enshrine the ashes.

There were many trees in the cemeteries, and the environment was elegant. Coupled with the land reform policy, whether the masses were happy in their hearts was worth considering, but everyone could at least barely accept the "government's" advocacy.

What the literati feared most was not being able to "manifest their reputation" after death. If they could make their graves admired by others and substantially cause unavoidable trouble for future generations, they would actually feel very gratified in their hearts. The People's Party's new practice might conform to the traditions of the era of the "Great Sage and Teacher Confucius", but it completely contradicted the expectations of the literati. Therefore, attacking the People's Party's "funeral reform", the literati were completely speaking from their hearts and with utmost sincerity.

Officials also could not accept funeral reform. They tried their best to become officials just to show off themselves and bring glory to their families. The best way to prove one's existence was to cause trouble for others. Moreover, after struggling to become an official, if they didn't even have a grave mound after death, or if they lay in the same cemetery as those ordinary commoners, just imagining it was enough to make many Beiyang officials bristle with anger and roar at the sky.

Attacks on the People's Party's policies must be linked to reality. Cai Yuanpei and others also launched a grievance-venting meeting. Several surviving family members of "victimized literati" recalled their family history with snot and tears.

"My humble self's grandfather served as a local education official in Jiangxi. During the famine years, my grandfather delayed the collection of rent. When the harvest was good, he asked the tenant farmers to make up the owed rent. This was written in a contract and stamped with handprints. The tenant farmers refused to pay the rent and even rose up to make trouble. My humble self's grandfather had to ask the government to intervene, and the government arrested some unruly people. After some unruly people were released, they committed suicide. After the rebellious party of the People's Party arrived in Jiangxi, the unruly people filed a complaint, and they arrested my grandfather. After a public trial, he was beheaded in public. Those unruly people didn't even let my family collect the corpse, punching and kicking my grandfather's body. Boohoo..." Speaking of the sad part, the survivor of the "victimized literati" cried loudly, choking with sobs.

"My family's uncle passed the Jinshi exam. One day while walking on the road, a commoner blocked the way. My grandfather's subordinate scolded the commoner, but that commoner actually ignored hierarchy and spoke disrespectfully. My family's uncle had no choice but to order someone to teach the commoner a lesson. He himself was physically weak and died of a sudden illness. After the People's Party arrived in my hometown, they actually said my grandfather killed someone and wanted him to pay with his life for the commoner. My family's uncle, a dignified Jinshi with knowledge filling five carts, actually had to pay with his life for a cart-driving commoner? Is there such reason in the world?"

Case by case, piece by piece, the scholars cried about their history of blood and tears, denouncing the People's Party for ignoring hierarchy and tradition, and equating noble scholars with illiterate unruly people. A life for a life and paying back debts is a rule that applies within the same class. How could this be done between different classes?

"The People's Party shouts about equality, but in reality, they absolutely have no intention of equality. They just want to use the excuse of equality to instruct these commoners to bully the gentry and slaughter officials. This is the greatest inequality. We absolutely cannot just watch them act so recklessly!"

"Gentlemen, wherever the People's Party goes, they hold some public trial meeting. As long as it is something the unruly people advocate, they accept it all without regard for the facts. If the unruly people falsely accuse our officials' families of killing their family members, the People's Party will listen to the unruly people and kill the officials' family members or even the officials themselves to pay for the unruly people's lives. If the unruly people falsely accuse our officials and their families of buying something from them, the People's Party will go to the officials and their families to seize these things and give them to the unruly people. There is a distinction between high and low, and an order between old and young. Punishments do not apply to high officials, and rituals do not extend to commoners. This is a tradition of thousands of years, but the People's Party completely disregards tradition and actually wants the unruly people to climb on top of our heads to domineer. If the People's Party gains power, gentlemen might be spared at the time. But even if the People's Party does not do it themselves, the unruly people will not let gentlemen off. At that time, the People's Party will instigate the unruly people to falsely accuse gentlemen and gentlemen's families. That is when the real great disaster befalls everyone!"

Which Beiyang official's family did not have matters of oppressing the common people? Which family did not have matters of forcibly seizing land and property, or lending money and forcing people to death? The People's Party's land reform policy had already made the officials unable to accept it, regarding the People's Party as the greatest enemy. Coupled with these various "atrocities" actually implemented by the People's Party, the officials all felt a shudder. They became officials to bring glory to their ancestors and back up their families. If becoming an official instead became the reason for the ruin of their families, the officials naturally refused to accept it.

"Down with the rebellious People's Party!" "Oppose radicalism!" "Restore tradition!" The officials began to reach a consensus in politics.

The officials still had quite a few schemes in mind, but the officers in the Beiyang Army were much more straightforward. The literati knew that the vast majority of these soldiers were not from literati backgrounds and had strong envy and jealousy towards literati. If they spoke of the miserable plight of the literati, the soldiers would probably not be able to empathize. Therefore, regarding the Beiyang Army, the thinking had to be adjusted.

"Gentlemen are all the defenders of the country, heroes who brave death. Many in the Beiyang Army are from Anhui. When the People's Party stole Anhui, not a single fortified village in Anhui was left. Almost all the landlord gentry in the fortified villages were slaughtered. You gentlemen must know these things. Many of your relatives were also unfortunately killed. A person living between heaven and earth should be both loyal and filial. If one cannot be both loyal and filial, then at least one must occupy one end. Now, if the People's Party can be slaughtered, gentlemen will first be loyal to the President, and second, can also take revenge. This is what a true man should do. This is the behavior that can be respected by later generations and praised by later generations!"

Soldiers were relatively straight; listening to the instigation of these literati, their morale was high.

Yuan Shikai did not care much about the propaganda of the literati among the officials, but he kept a close eye on the propaganda of the literati in the army. Duan Qirui gave the propaganda draft to Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai read it in detail and asked about the reaction of the entire Beiyang Army. After confirming that this propaganda was centered on "loyalty to the President", "taking revenge", and "exterminating the rebellious party", Yuan Shikai felt somewhat relieved. He smiled and said: "Now that the military pay is sufficient, it is best that everyone can work together."

Duan Qirui had long been suspicious of Beiyang's diplomacy. He took this opportunity to ask: "President, I heard that Britain has already declared war on Germany. Britain insists that we join the Entente Powers. I wonder what thoughts the President has?"

Yuan Shikai smiled bitterly: "Even if I don't want to join the Entente Powers now, can I not join the Entente Powers?"

Duan Qirui said: "President, Germany is a rising star, and Britain may not necessarily be Germany's match. The People's Party is currently forcing us to join the Entente Powers. Presumably, there is a huge conspiracy. This cannot be ignored."

Regarding whether Britain or Germany could win this war, there were many arguments within Beiyang. Many high-ranking Beiyang military officers believed that Germany could win. Coupled with the worry about what tricks Chen Ke was playing in this, there were actually fewer people in the Beiyang Army who supported joining the British camp. More opinions were to "wait and see".

Yuan Shikai was not suspicious this time, "Zhiquan, right now, is it Britain or Germany who can support us? If we figure this out, we have nothing to hesitate about."

Hearing this, Duan Qirui stopped making a sound. He knew what Yuan Shikai had left unsaid. If the People's Party could not be completely eliminated, what significance would a British victory or a German victory have for Beiyang?
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Chapter 39 China's Stance (Part 5)

Faced with the sudden changes in China's situation, the British Legation was also tensely discussing its policy towards China.

The People's Party was undoubtedly already an enemy, but at least the People's Party had firmly declared it would not join the camps of either the Entente or the Central Powers. This was the only point that allowed the Legation to breathe a sigh of relief. Britain would think of every way to strike at the People's Party's power, but there were many forms of striking. If the People's Party were to publicly request to join the Central Powers right now, Britain would have no choice but to mobilize all its forces in the Far East to violently strike at the People's Party. The People's Party had stated it would absolutely not join the Central Powers, and currently there were no incidents proving the People's Party was secretly colluding with Germany. This at least allowed Britain to avoid spending vast financial and military resources to personally organize a military strike.

Even so, the British side only felt the pressure lessen slightly. On the matter of whether to support the Beiyang government, opinions within the British Legation were far from unified. Beiyang had suffered defeat after defeat, and recently had suffered another major defeat. If Beiyang could not defeat the People's Party, all investments would be a total loss.

"How about we let Japan send troops?" the counselors proposed this suggestion.

Japan and Britain had signed the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. The contracting parties mutually recognized each other's right to protect their own interests in China and Korea. If Britain's "special interests" in China, or Japan's "special interests" in China and Korea were threatened by other countries, or infringed upon due to internal "disturbances" in China or Korea, the two countries had the right to intervene. When one contracting party was at war with a third country to protect the aforementioned interests, the other party should maintain strict neutrality. If one contracting party was attacked by two or more countries, the other party should provide military assistance and fight jointly. The treaty was valid for 5 years. Secret clauses also stipulated that the navies of the two countries should coordinate actions to maintain superiority in Far Eastern waters. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance was a military offensive and defensive alliance targeting Russia, and also a war tool for aggression against China and Korea. After the alliance was concluded, Japan stepped up arms expansion and war preparations, launching the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905. In 1905, the two countries signed the second alliance treaty, recognizing Japan's "protection rights" over Korea, and reiterating that military assistance should be provided in the event of an attack by any third country. The third alliance treaty was signed in 1911.

" The Japanese side has already joined the Entente in accordance with the treaty, and the Japanese side has repeatedly proposed sending troops to China in accordance with the treaty." The British Ambassador to Japan had specially rushed back to attend the meeting, and he conveyed Japan's opinion to the British Minister.

Britain could completely understand Japan's urgent mood. That shit-stirring stick, the United States, was causing trouble for Britain all over the world. Originally, the United States was the largest buyer of Japanese raw silk, but after the United States reached an agreement with the People's Party, raw silk was imported entirely from China. The People's Party greatly expanding raw silk export volume, improving raw silk quality, and lowering raw silk prices was certainly one reason. However, the US government's intention to strike at Japan, this British thug in the Far East, was also all too obvious.

Raw silk trade accounted for nearly half of Japan's foreign trade share. American trade barriers and the People's Party's ruthless competition had caused Japan's exports to shrink rapidly. Life had been extremely difficult these past two years.

Meanwhile, the People's Party's chemical products and steel products were entering the Japanese market. Since the People's Party had no demand for purchasing Japanese commodities, the surplus earned in Japan was used by the People's Party to buy up Japan's gold, silver, and even British pounds on the Japanese market. These actions severely hit Japan's financial order, making the Japanese government extremely furious.

But fury was just fury. For the sake of the fixed-quota trade agreement, Britain had suppressed Japan for a time, not letting Japan act recklessly. Now that the situation had undergone a huge change, it was completely imaginable that the Japanese side could not hold back from wanting to make a move.

"Should we let Japan act freely?" Sir Humphrey asked the Minister. "In the military action to suppress the Qing government in 1900, Japan actually had the largest number of troops in the coalition forces. They accounted for roughly two-thirds of the total."

The Minister pondered for a while, then asked the British Ambassador to Japan: "Who exactly does Japan want to send troops against?"

This question hit the nail on the head. The Ambassador to Japan was also not very clear on this. "The Japanese side only proposed sending troops to China based on the 'Anglo-Japanese Alliance'. I also asked this question, but the Japanese side was vague. However, according to my observations, there are two targets Japan wants to send troops against. The first, and the most important, is the Northeast controlled by Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government. The second is Shanghai."

This answer triggered a few cold sneers. Japan's calculations were indeed excellent. Both the Northeast and Shanghai held major interests for Japan. Japan had coveted China's Northeast for a long time, and Shanghai was China's most developed coastal city. If Japan prepared to attack the People's Party, the British would still be willing to loosen Japan's collar. But currently, Japan was fundamentally not considering fighting the People's Party, but hoping to seize interests through war. The British naturally could not agree.

"Does the Japanese side have no plan to attack Qingdao?" Sir Humphrey asked with a tone of contempt. After the People's Party seized Qingdao, they did not withdraw their troops, but started building their own base in Qingdao. As a new industrial city on the Jiaodong Peninsula, if one wanted to strike at the People's Party's power, nothing was better than making a move on this "enclave."

The Ambassador to Japan replied: "I actually haven't heard Japan mention this? I personally suspect the Japanese side has already been in contact with Yuan Shikai on this matter."

"Then get this matter clear. How exactly does Japan want to make a move? If Japan wants to attack Qingdao, we could actually tacitly consent for the time being." The British Minister replied.

"Then should we proceed with urging Yuan Shikai to join the Entente?" Sir Humphrey asked.

"We can inquire about Yuan Shikai's intention in a private capacity for now. We don't need to rush at this moment. Moreover, we cannot only pay attention to Beiyang and the People's Party; we should also make contact with representatives of other Chinese provinces."

On September 12, 1914, after receiving hints of British indulgence, Japanese representatives immediately sent someone to contact Yuan Shikai. "Your Excellency the President, according to the 'Anglo-Japanese Alliance' treaty, if Japan's 'special interests' in China and Korea are threatened by other countries, or infringed upon due to internal 'disturbances' in China or Korea, Britain and Japan have the right to intervene militarily. Currently, the People's Party and the Beiyang government are in a state of war. We feel it is necessary to help you recover Qingdao."

Yuan Shikai listened to the interpreter's words with a grim expression. He ordered the interpreter to reply: "I know about this matter. You go back first."

Hearing the interpreter translate Yuan Shikai's dismissal order, the Japanese representative had absolutely no intention of getting up and leaving. He said coldly in Japanese: "Your Excellency the President, the 'Anglo-Japanese Alliance' treaty is for when there is an incident in China, Britain and Japan can intervene. Whether you agree or not is not within the scope of the treaty's consideration. Therefore, based on a friendly attitude, our side hopes to reach a consensus with the President. We hope you can wisely cooperate fully."

After listening to this, Yuan Shikai couldn't help but spring to his feet. First, he clasped his hands behind his back and stared tightly at the Japanese representative, then angrily raised his right hand, pointed at the Japanese representative, and said loudly: "Was your head kicked by a donkey?"

The interpreter froze, unsure of how to translate. But he heard Yuan Shikai shout loudly: "Translate these exact words for this little Jap."

Before the interpreter could utter a sound, the Japanese representative spoke in fluent Chinese: "I understand Chinese. There is no need to translate these words."

In diplomatic settings, such a statement was equivalent to tearing off all pretense. The interpreter was somewhat at a loss. But the Japanese representative no longer used Japanese, directly speaking in Chinese: "Your Excellency the President, you feel you have the support of the British government, so you have nothing to fear. I can understand that too. But right now, our common enemy is the People's Party. With your side's strength, it is fundamentally impossible to defeat the People's Party alone. Since that is the case, why doesn't Your Excellency the President join hands with us to deal with the People's Party? I know you have always wanted to be the Emperor of China. Both Britain and we, Japan, support you. Before, there was the People's Party, but now as long as the People's Party can be overthrown, who else in the entire China would dare to stop you from proclaiming yourself Emperor? Why don't you consider this matter rationally?"

Yuan Shikai stood motionless as if immobilized by a spell. The Japanese representative had spoken what was deep in Yuan Shikai's heart. If previously Yuan Shikai, as a traitorous minister of the Manchu Qing, forced the Manchu Qing to abdicate, making it impossible for him to smoothly proclaim himself Emperor, in the current situation, the People's Party had actively fallen out with Britain. If Yuan Shikai could take this opportunity to destroy the People's Party, with such glorious martial accomplishments, who would still dare to stop Yuan Shikai from proclaiming himself Emperor?

But Yuan Shikai was not a three-year-old child. The People's Party's announcement declared "Liberate all of China, recover all of China's sovereignty." Raising such a banner conversely forced Yuan Shikai not to dare let foreigners intervene in Chinese affairs at will. At least if foreigners were to directly intervene in Chinese affairs, Yuan Shikai would not be able to wash away the reputation of "colluding with foreigners" no matter what he said.

The Japanese representative came prepared for this. He continued: "President, your cooperation does not require sending troops directly, as long as you do not send troops. Our Great Japanese Empire's Navy and Army will solve the Qingdao problem by ourselves."

Seeing Yuan Shikai no longer had that earlier vigor but remained silent, the Japanese representative said no more. He turned and left with his entourage.

Watching the Japanese representative's back, Yuan Shikai felt a myriad of thoughts in his mind, yet unexpectedly could not summarize a countermeasure.

Faced with the recent jumping up and down of other political forces in China and even foreign forces, the People's Party's intelligence department did its best to search for every piece of intelligence that could be collected. Against such a tense situation, the People's Party carried out a tit-for-tat struggle.

However, these struggles were not military strikes, nor were they political propaganda targeting the old upper strata of Beiyang or other provinces. Except for the basic armed forces used to guard against enemy military attacks, the People's Party threw almost all its strength into grassroots operations. The only comparative exceptions were the People's Party's two major port cities, Qingdao and Lianyungang.

Qingdao was an enclave of the People's Party. For more than a year, the People's Party had continuously expanded the implementation of land reform near Qingdao, and the area under actual control had gradually expanded. Moreover, military construction in the port and urban areas had not slackened in the slightest. Pu Guanshui was now the Deputy Commander of the Shandong Military Region, directly leading the work of the Qingdao Military Sub-district.

After the People's Party expressed its stance to Britain, the Qingdao Military Sub-district had entered a state of full alert. Although Chen Ke believed Yuan Shikai might not directly participate in the action of foreign forces attacking Qingdao, or to be more precise, Yuan Shikai might not attack Qingdao together with the Japanese army, Pu Guanshui still couldn't relax.

Fortunately, the fortifications built by the Germans were quite perfect. Although some were destroyed by the People's Party, they were repaired after the war. Furthermore, the People's Party had repeatedly revised the defense plan based on the Battle of Qingdao, building and rebuilding a batch of fortifications and defense systems. This included fortified defense of important facilities such as the power plant. Knowing a war was coming, and the enemy was the newly rising enemy Japan, Pu Guanshui was both excited and uneasy. The various preparations of the troops, the wartime transfer of Qingdao residents—Pu Guanshui completed these plans with an almost obsessive attitude. If he didn't immerse himself in work like this, Pu Guanshui felt his whole person sinking into a strong state of excitement, unable to quiet down.

On September 13, 1914, news came from the lookout post that traces of warships were found in the waters off Qingdao. According to observation, the warships were flying the flag of the Japanese Navy. "Finally here!" Pu Guanshui breathed a sigh of relief. In this instant, all uneasiness flew to the nine heavens. Pu Guanshui felt himself thoroughly calm down; the high-spirited feeling unique to battle instantly spread throughout his body.

"Signal them, ask them what they want to do?" Pu Guanshui ordered.
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V05C040_Qingdao_Defense_Battle_Part_1.txt "Commander Pu! The Japanese are signaling us to surrender!" The voice of the port lighthouse signalman came over the phone.

"Signal Japan back, two words are enough: Get lost!" Pu Guanshui roared into the mouthpiece.

"Yes!" Although the signal wasn't very clear right now, the signalman's voice still carried a hint of laughter.

Hanging up the phone, Pu Guanshui grabbed the dedicated line for the battery, "Battery, do you copy? Battery, do you copy?"

"This is the battery, we copy!"

"Prepare to fire according to plan!" Pu Guanshui ordered.

"Yes!" The battery commander answered excitedly.

Putting down the battery phone, Pu Guanshui asked about the evacuation of the citizens. Since preparations had been made many times long ago, the masses were mentally prepared. The troops indicated that the citizens were evacuating well. "We must ensure the safety of the masses to the greatest extent possible," Pu Guanshui instructed.

This war would be the most dangerous one since the founding of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Pu Guanshui still remembered the meeting Chen Ke specifically held with the main leaders of the Qingdao Military Sub-district.

"Comrades, do you know the power of a single 305mm shell?" Chen Ke asked straight to the point. After capturing the Qingdao Fortress, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had seized the German Navy's arsenal and had seen live 305mm shells inside. Through the captured German troops and Yan Fu's explanation, everyone knew just how powerful such shells could be. If a 305mm main gun's high-explosive shell landed on the ground, it could blast a crater three meters deep and eight meters in diameter. The powerful shockwave within 20 meters could directly kill a person.

"The only thing I can guarantee comrades is that the Japanese Navy cannot fire ten thousand of these shells at you. If they fire ten thousand, Japan's own finances will collapse first. Moreover, even if the Combined Fleet sorties in full force, the ammunition they carry for the 305mm main guns does not amount to ten thousand rounds." There was absolutely no joking in Chen Ke's expression, although these words sounded very much like a joke. "Let's do the math. Japan's national steel output in 1914 was less than 12,000 tons. A single 305mm shell weighs 400 kilograms. Even if Japan used all its steel for the year on this, that's only 30,000 rounds. In reality, this is fundamentally impossible. As militaristic as Japan is, they can't use all their steel to make 305mm shells. So, based on data calculations, Japan's stockpile is at most ten thousand rounds."

Pu Guanshui was a graduate of a German military academy after all; he knew Chen Ke was telling the comrades the worst-case scenario they faced. The 305mm guns would pose a huge threat to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's Qingdao Military Sub-district. However, knowing where the threat lay and knowing the upper limit of the threat, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could analyze the situation they faced. Pu Guanshui had answered at the time: "Chairman Chen, we must fight within the range of the Japanese naval guns. The comrades and I have already determined this. Does the Military Commission have any instructions?"

Chen Ke smiled bitterly: "Instructions and such, it's just the same few sentences back and forth. Fighting under enemy naval guns, none of us have experience in this area. So I can tell comrades the results of various data calculations, but as for what we will actually encounter, we are all novices. But Qingdao cannot be lost; there is nothing to discuss about this. Strategic retreat is one thing, being beaten away by the enemy is another. If we can be beaten out of Qingdao by someone, Beiyang will absolutely not let the retreating troops off. This needs no discussion."

Recalling Chen Ke's words, Pu Guanshui shook his head slightly, driving these thoughts that were useless for combat out of his mind. The maximum range of naval guns was 30 kilometers. Although accuracy was basically not a consideration beyond 30 kilometers, the danger always existed. Commanding the battle from 30 kilometers away was obviously inadvisable. The Qingdao Military Sub-district simply set up its command post inside the Qingdao Fortress command post built by the Germans. The purpose of the Qingdao Fortress's construction was to conduct artillery battles; the command post, located more than ten meters underground, did not have windows for direct observation of the enemy situation. To observe the enemy situation, one either had to brave the artillery fire or wait for the enemy's bombardment to pause temporarily. Pu Guanshui did not think it was necessary to take such a big risk to play the hero right now. All command was completed in the command post via telephone communication.

On the sea, after the Japanese fleet received the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's signal to "Get lost," they did not reply further. The Japanese fleet began to adjust its formation. The fleet on the sea adjusted its position according to the attack posture, and it looked like the battle was about to start.

Staff from the People's Party Internal Affairs Committee and patrol teams were patrolling various areas. Qingdao's geology was mountainous; there were many areas suitable for landing, and it wasn't possible to dig out a good defensive system with shovels as casually as in plain areas. Qingdao's defensive system was based on buildings and roads. After the troops took full control of the Qingdao urban area, they needed to urgently control all areas.

Citizens on the streets were carrying large and small bags, evacuating with the neighborhood committees of their respective communities. The patrol teams carefully searched street by street and alley by alley in the evacuated blocks. According to the instructions in the operational plan, the troops did not move fast, but they left no blind spots in their search.

The common people were both uneasy and dissatisfied with suddenly encountering such a change. In every block, people could be found who were hugging onto luck and refusing to evacuate. Facing the troops' persuasion, the masses kept explaining, "We absolutely won't run around, we'll hide at home and won't go out to cause trouble for the troops."

The troops also felt quite helpless. They patiently persuaded, "We have specifically explained that when the enemy fires cannons, they don't care if there are people in the houses. No matter how strong this house is, it can't block a cannonball. We are not trying to drive everyone away, but we really don't want everyone to get hurt."

"Comrades, we really won't go out. Can't we just not go out?" The masses still seemed to feel that leaving home might be even more unsafe.

"We said long ago, everyone evacuate with your respective units. If you don't leave, the other comrades in the unit will be anxious." No matter how unhappy the comrades of the troops were in their hearts, they tried their best to observe order and avoid forcibly driving the masses away as much as possible.

Just as they were speaking, a muffled sound suddenly came from the sky, followed by a screaming sound like fireworks. The faces of the troops' comrades changed instantly. "Take cover!" While shouting, the troops' comrades dragged the masses into relatively safe corners.

A moment later, the ground shook violently. Then a huge explosion sound came over. Now the troops didn't care whether the masses were willing or not; some dragged and pulled the masses towards the evacuation channel.

Other troops sped up their search speed. A figure suddenly flashed in front; judging by the clothes, it should be an ordinary civilian. "That person in front, don't run around, evacuate quickly," the troops' comrades shouted.

Hearing the voice, that guy not only didn't stop but ran away with all his might. The troops behind chased closely while blowing whistles. After running for a while, they heard someone in front shout: "Blocked him!"

Just as the patrol team behind relaxed, they suddenly heard an angry shout from in front, "This guy is a spy, come over quickly."

Upon hearing this, the comrades of the patrol team felt a jolt in their hearts. They unslung their guns and rushed over in three steps combined into two.

After the Japanese bombardment began, the forts of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army began to return fire successively according to the range of each fort. Amidst the rumbling cannon fire, signal flares were occasionally fired by people in the Qingdao area. The Japanese artillery fire would immediately concentrate fiercely on the area where the signal flare was. Pu Guanshui had long known that the Japanese had spies in Qingdao and had also bought off Chinese commoners in the Qingdao area. Although the position of the forts was not very hidden, hearing that three forts had been hit by enemy naval gunfire causing certain casualties, Pu Guanshui's killing intent rose greatly. But Pu Guanshui's duty was to command the Qingdao defense battle, not to lead a team to hunt down these pests. Forcing his mind back, Pu Guanshui sat quietly in the command post waiting for news.

"Hit a Japanese ship!" There was good news less than an hour into the artillery battle. "It's a frigate, it was hit and caught fire... It exploded, it exploded! That Japanese frigate exploded and sank!" After the operator shouted this news, he couldn't help but stand up.

"Good shot!" The command post immediately boiled over.

"Everyone can only be happy for one minute, continue working immediately after one minute," the Chief of Staff shouted. Although he ordered the comrades to quickly return to work status, the Chief of Staff's face was also full of smiles. This could be said to be a victory right from the start. It was the first time the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had sunk an enemy naval vessel; this was indeed an extremely fresh feeling. A moment later, several observation posts called in, reporting the observation of the sinking of the enemy warship. Now it could finally be confirmed that the battle result was not a false report.

As the commander directing the Qingdao campaign, Pu Guanshui felt quite apprehensive. Regarding the artillery battle between forts and warships, Chen Ke's view was that they couldn't hold out. There were many reasons why they couldn't hold out: forts couldn't move, while warships could constantly change positions. Even if the forts of the Qingdao Fortress had been reinforced, as long as they were hit by enemy battleship main guns, the forts would still suffer great damage. Pu Guanshui of course didn't know the real reason Chen Ke dared not explain clearly. In World War I and World War II, there were never cases of coastal defense forts destroying fleets. Even the Maginot Line historically played no role. The only fortifications that could be effective in a defensive battle against fierce firepower was Shangganling. But these histories were precisely the stuff Chen Ke couldn't use as "historical experience."

One of the experiences summarized by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in the last Qingdao campaign was that fort defense could not be without forward positions. Chen Ke had mobilized the German forces to the maximum extent at that time, and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army relied on numerical superiority to directly attack the Qingdao Fortress. Only then did they succeed. If the German troops inside the Qingdao Fortress had been abundant, the casualties of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would have skyrocketed.

As the defending side of the Qingdao Fortress, Pu Guanshui commanded a force of 40,000 men. One division only placed a regiment of troops on the position, while the remaining troops and another division waited in the rear of Qingdao as field troops. They could reinforce the fortress at any time or strike at the enemy's flanking forces. A pure artillery battle could not last too long; even without the issue of ammunition supply, artillery needed to cool down after a period of time. This was the same for both the Japanese Navy and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's artillery.

Damage reports from the forts kept coming in. The military region had mobilized before the war, stating that artillery was the most dangerous combat unit in this war, and losses to the forts were unavoidable. Artillery was the unit with the highest technical content; although the damage reports made Pu Guanshui's heart ache, he still kept a cold face and treated the losses with a data-like attitude.

Outside, the cannons rumbled. If one distinguished carefully, one could still hear different cannon sounds. The dullest, most vibration-inducing ones were the main guns. This was the best weapon to suppress Japanese warships. If directly hit by a main gun, even a battleship couldn't withstand it. As for small boats, a single shot could break them in two. Pu Guanshui looked at the map, waiting for that critical period when the sound of the cannons would change. No matter how powerful the cannons were, even if they could blast Qingdao into ruins on their own, they could not let the Japanese occupy Qingdao. The final battle would still be a bloody battle between infantry.

Sure enough, the command post felt an increasingly intense sense of explosion shock, and news of forts being hit also came in faster. The large-caliber naval guns of the Japanese fleet began to suppress the large-caliber artillery of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. A phone call soon came in; Japanese landing craft began to approach the defensive positions set up by the Qingdao Fortress by the sea.

"How is the situation at the front-line positions?" Pu Guanshui asked.

"Casualties are heavy under the reverse slope positions. Fortunately, not many people were placed on the front-line positions, but now contact has been lost with one-third of the positions." The staff officer quickly reported the situation. This was also unavoidable. With the huge power of the Japanese 305mm shells, even if a front-light rear-heavy deployment was implemented and communication lines were cleared, if a shelter took a direct hit from a shell, there would inevitably be casualties.

"Commander Pu, taking shelling like this..." The Chief of Staff also felt uncomfortable. Everyone had received training on the destructive power of naval guns before the war, but actually facing the fierce bombardment of such giant guns, the actual feeling was simply unimaginable before the war.

Pu Guanshui immediately replied: "The enemy cannot maintain such an intense density of fire. A ship carries only one or two hundred shells. Small guns are useless against our fortifications. Counting all the large-caliber artillery of the entire Japanese fleet, it's just one or two thousand rounds. After firing them, Japan can only passively take a beating. We just need to carry through. Don't expect the Japanese to really rain down shells; they can't do that."

As if to verify Pu Guanshui's opinion, a congratulatory call came in again. "The Qingdao Hill Battery hit a large forward Japanese ship, it should be a battleship. It looks like the *Asahi*."

Since sinking an enemy destroyer for the first time, the Japanese fleet had not dared to get too close. In nearly two hours of shelling, there were several near misses exploding near the Japanese ships constantly cruising outside Qingdao, and two Japanese warships withdrew from the shelling line. On the surface, the Japanese ships were undamaged. Now that they could directly hit an enemy warship, the gloomy feeling after being beaten for half a day seemed to dissipate quite a bit.

"Did the Japanese ship sink?" the staff officer immediately asked loudly.

"No, just saw smoke, nothing happened. The enemy ship sailed away again!" A rather frustrated voice came from the other end of the phone.

"Can't our battery move the Japanese ships?" The staff officer hung up the phone and shouted in an unbelievable tone.

The Chief of Staff didn't make a sound. Pu Guanshui took over the conversation and replied: "If this kind of cannon could sink a ship with one shot, why would they spend so much money building warships? Don't think about such good things. Prepare to engage the Japanese landing troops."

The Japanese artillery fire no longer shot at the shore now, and didn't even shoot close to the shore batteries anymore. To cover the landing troops coming ashore, the fleet fired fiercely at the main gun positions of the Qingdao Fortress.

Every shell landing, especially heavy artillery shells, would trigger a feeling of the mountains shaking and the earth moving. For the infantry on the ground, this feeling was particularly strong. The forward-most troops gathered in several underground shelters dug long ago. The shockwaves from the shelling made the gas lamps hanging in the shelters sway constantly. Small stones were shaken off the stone walls from time to time. A considerable number of soldiers, at least the officers, had participated in the battle to capture the Qingdao Fortress. At that time, the artillery of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army couldn't even be called destructive firepower, but rather a pure suppressive firepower. Personally feeling this earth-shaking sensation, the comrades' faces didn't look good.

Following the order to set out, all soldiers grabbed their rifles and ran out along the passage. As soon as they exited the assembly area, the soldiers in front stopped there. The soldiers behind didn't expect this; unable to stop their feet, they bumped directly into the soldiers in front, making them stumble. Then the soldiers behind were also stunned.

In just over three hours, Qingdao had changed. The general terrain naturally wouldn't change, but within their field of vision, many originally intact buildings had now become ruined walls and rubble, and several large craters had appeared on the ground not far away. The air was filled with the smell of gunpowder smoke. This feeling, both familiar and strange, made it impossible for the soldiers to accept immediately.

"Double time, double time!" The squad and platoon leaders shouted while pulling the comrades of their own units to continue rushing towards the front-line positions.

In order to deal with the enemy's superior firepower, the Qingdao defense system presented a front-light rear-heavy layout. The enemy's firepower would definitely be concentrated on the front line. The front-light rear-heavy setup required troops to be able to ensure communication lines and enter the forefront to fight at any time, so as to maintain firepower at the forefront.

Under the leadership of grassroots commanders, the soldiers began to move forward. But along the way, they couldn't help looking around. The changes in the surroundings exceeded the comrades' imagination. Everyone felt bewildered, nervous, and fearful. During the march, there was no need to say nonsense like "we have entered the war" anymore. Every soldier fully understood that they were sprinting on the battlefield.
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Chapter 41 Qingdao Defense Battle (Part 2)

"Hurry up and seize the high ground on the left!" Lieutenant Kumamoto Jiro, a company commander of the Kyushu Division, roared at his subordinates. The Japanese army wasn't stupid enough to launch a large-scale landing operation using small boats directly under a hail of bullets. Apart from appearing extremely tactically foolish, the more important reason was that the Japanese army simply lacked the technical means and corresponding equipment for such an operation.

The Japanese land forces landed at Longkou and Yangkou in Laoshan, planning to march and converge on Qingdao from two directions. Then they would begin a pincer attack on Qingdao in conjunction with the fleet and the frontal landing forces. However, as soon as the Japanese advance troops landed, they were greeted by a volley of rifle fire. Without a second thought, Captain Kumamoto immediately commanded his subordinates to seize the high ground near the landing zone.

Seeing a squad of his subordinates shouting as they charged forward, running and rapidly approaching the Chinese army's position, Lieutenant Kumamoto hadn't even had time to relax when he heard a burst of dense and intense gunfire. In an instant, his running subordinates fell to the ground in twisted heaps. A whole squad was wiped out during the approach, which greatly shocked Lieutenant Kumamoto.

"Machine gun fire!" Lieutenant Kumamoto immediately ordered. The Japanese heavy machine guns had already been transported to the beach. The machine gunners quickly set up the guns, and upon hearing the order, the heavy machine guns immediately began to roar.

The enemy facing Lieutenant Kumamoto reacted extremely quickly. From somewhere, several artillery shells flew out, describing arcs with great curvature, heading straight for the Japanese heavy machine gun positions. One of them exploded just over two meters away from a heavy machine gun, and the machine gun's roar instantly ceased. The enemy gunners had no intention of quitting while they were ahead; shells were fired one after another, exploding ceaselessly on the Japanese positions. The Japanese troops were well-trained after all; they all lay prone on the ground or hid behind safe cover. The Chinese army's attack opposite them came fast and went fast. In an instant, it went silent.

Just as the shaken Japanese troops were gradually beginning to stand up and regroup, several more shells flew over. Two of them accurately hit a Japanese squad, and the sound of explosions mixed with wailing and howling rang out over the Japanese landing zone.

It wasn't just the Kumamoto Company's attack that was frustrated; several Japanese offensive sectors suffered head-on blows from the Chinese army. However, the Japanese offensive only paused for less than an hour. After reorganizing the troops, naval guns first bombarded the Chinese army positions mentioned earlier. Before the smoke had even cleared, the Japanese army had already regrouped and begun their attack.

This time, the Japanese attack met no resistance. Several Japanese units, including the Kumamoto Company, easily occupied the positions previously held by the Chinese army. However, they found no Chinese troops on the bombed-out, messy positions. No corpses, no bloodstains. Apart from a few scattered shell casings proving that an army had indeed fired from here, due to the shelling, there were hardly even any footprints to be seen. The Chinese army had withdrawn at some unknown time.

Just as the Japanese troops were feeling puzzled, a muffled sound came from the distance again. Accompanied by the screech of shells, the Japanese troops who had rushed onto the Chinese positions were subjected to a barrage of violent artillery fire. The power of the shells this time was far greater than before. Amidst the rumbling explosions, some Japanese soldiers were simply blown into the air.

Lieutenant Kumamoto could not bear such losses at all. Through his binoculars, he could roughly see the shadowy mountains opposite, and the smoke permeating everywhere. But he just couldn't see any signs of the Chinese army. These enemies seemed to have popped out of the ground; apart from a few puffs of smoke in the distance, not a single soldier could be seen.

The Japanese commander attacking Longkou soon ordered the naval guns to begin firing on the enemy artillery units, while the landing forces were to hold the areas they had already occupied. Not long after, two Japanese reconnaissance planes took off. Being high above, they could always find traces of the enemy. It wasn't just reconnaissance planes; army balloons also began to ascend.

Lieutenant Kumamoto breathed a sigh of relief. With these eyes high above, there was no fear of not finding the Chinese army's tracks. However, less than ten minutes after the Japanese planes and balloons ascended, several planes with a completely different appearance from the Japanese ones suddenly appeared in the sky. More importantly, these planes, painted with red stars in the binoculars, actually emitted the sound of gunfire while flying. Lieutenant Kumamoto had no idea what was happening. He himself rarely saw reconnaissance planes, but because his family ran a machinery factory, he wasn't completely ignorant of the principles of airplanes.

Why planes in the sky would make sounds similar to shooting while flying was something Lieutenant Kumamoto couldn't understand at all. Even when some planes fell from the sky trailing black smoke, Lieutenant Kumamoto still didn't figure out what had actually happened. Even when a series of large holes were punched into a Japanese reconnaissance balloon, and the crew screamed as they accelerated towards the ground with the balloon, the balloon's basket smashing to pieces on the ground, Lieutenant Kumamoto, having no concept of air combat, didn't realize he had witnessed the first true air battle in his life.

Lieutenant Kumamoto might not understand, but it was impossible for the Japanese commanders not to understand what had happened. After a brief pause in the offensive, all units received orders to attack the Chinese army fiercely. The orders required each unit to send out elite advance troops to conduct reconnaissance in force, and fierce but short battles ensued immediately. Lieutenant Kumamoto soon discovered the tactical methods of the Chinese army opposite him. These Chinese troops didn't conduct key point defenses at all; they fought and retreated from pre-set positions. Besides rifles, the Chinese army also used a strange machine gun to coordinate with small units, utilizing fierce firepower to suppress the Japanese firepower.

In addition to rifles and this type of machine gun, the Chinese army also used an artillery piece with a very high curvature to fire at the Japanese. These guns were placed in artillery positions that couldn't be seen at all; at most, one could use the smoke from the muzzle to discover the Chinese artillery positions. But it was impossible to destroy them with direct fire.

Behind the Japanese army was the powerful firepower of the Japanese naval fleet. A single heavy artillery shell could send rocks flying and thick smoke billowing on the mountain. Any Chinese army position that was discovered would be fiercely attacked by these heavy guns. It was just that these attacks didn't have any effect. The Chinese army just kept retreating and retreating. Before every retreat, they would inflict considerable casualties on the Japanese army.

The battle lasted for less than four hours, and the Kumamoto Company had already suffered over 60 casualties, dead and wounded. After Lieutenant Kumamoto captured the fourth Chinese army position, he had to order his troops to stop attacking. He ordered a message to be sent to the rear: "This company has suffered heavy casualties and hopes to pause the attack."

Having sent out the messenger, Lieutenant Kumamoto let his subordinates pause the attack. The successive lessons had made quite an impression on him. He ordered his men to stop and rest in a relatively safe place. He himself, after observing the enemy situation, also sat down exhaustedly behind a rock.

The situation before him not only failed to disappoint Lieutenant Kumamoto, but instead aroused his impulse to attack. Because this war concerned not only the fate of the Empire but also had a significant impact on the fate of Lieutenant Kumamoto's family.

The Japanese mobilization this time was quite hasty, and the Navy and Army rarely cooperated temporarily. At least in terms of troop transport, both sides implemented rare and efficient cooperation. That is to say, the Kyushu Division to which Company Commander Kumamoto belonged only waited at the port for two days before the Navy's ships arrived.

During these two days, the officers of the Kyushu Division realized that their target this time was China's Qingdao. Moreover, there were instructions before departure that Qingdao was an industrial port city of the People's Party of China, and they should try their best not to damage the Qingdao industrial zone. Hearing that they were going to attack a Chinese industrial city again, Kumamoto Jiro immediately felt motivated. Kumamoto Jiro's father, Kumamoto Ginji, used to be a soldier and participated in the Eight-Nation Alliance, and even took part in the battle to attack Tianjin, China. After the war, Kumamoto Ginji figured out who held the machinery from the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau that had been looted by the Japanese army. After returning to Japan, Kumamoto Ginji purchased a considerable amount of equipment and started a mining equipment parts processing factory. Now he was also a medium-sized small factory owner in Kyushu.

Kumamoto Jiro's older brother, Kumamoto Ichiro, attended a Japanese junior college (equivalent to a technical school) majoring in mechanics, and after graduation, he helped his father run the factory back home. However, life in Japan had suddenly become difficult in the past two years. Mining production had an increasingly high demand for equipment parts, but the prices were getting lower and lower. The machines looted from China were German goods, of very high quality. But no matter how good the quality, they were machines from over a decade ago. If it weren't for his brother Kumamoto Ichiro relying on the techniques he learned at school to maintain them as best as possible, the family factory would have barely managed to keep going.

Army Intelligence indicated that the People's Party of China had seized the German territory in Qingdao, so presumably, the People's Party's factories would be full of new German machinery. If he could grab a handful like his father Kumamoto Ginji did, adding a few more new machines to the family business, it would presumably greatly alleviate their current predicament.

Without his superiors needing to emphasize the significance of the battle to attack Qingdao for the "Empire," Kumamoto Jiro already possessed unprecedented enthusiasm and a strong will to fight. However, war was war after all, and the Japanese army still had enough apprehension about the Chinese army, especially the People's Party's army. After all, this army had seized the Qingdao Fortress from the Germans. Two of Japan's battle-hardened units, the Kyushu Division and the Sendai Division, took on the responsibility of the land attack. The Kyushu Division attacked Longkou, and the Sendai Division attacked Laoshan Yangkou.

Even though he had absolutely no intention of giving up now, Lieutenant Kumamoto still felt immense pressure. The tactics of the Chinese army in front of him were vastly different from the tactics of any country taught in Japanese military academies. The intensity of the battle was not low at all. The enemy relied on rapid movement and accurate fire strikes to constantly suck the blood of the Kumamoto Company.

If they could rely on the naval guns behind them and the divisional artillery that would soon be transported to the landing site, they could certainly deal a fatal blow to the enemy. But the current enemy hit and ran, as slippery as a loach in a paddy field. Yet the enemy never disengaged from combat, nor even disengaged from the battle line...

While Lieutenant Kumamoto was considering the enemy's tactics, just like the previous few times, the Chinese army suddenly began a fierce bombardment. These shells shot almost vertically down into the Kumamoto Company's assembly point. It was as if the amulet Lieutenant Kumamoto carried had worked; not a single piece of the massive amount of shrapnel hit Lieutenant Kumamoto. But his subordinates were not so lucky; the scattering shrapnel caused many soldiers to scream.

Being beaten passively like this was completely unexpected before the war. Lieutenant Kumamoto could bear it no longer. He looked at the mountain ridge still quite a distance away, looked at the path they had come from below, and then looked at the sun which had already started to sink below the horizon. Company Commander Kumamoto Jiro made a decision, "Withdraw to the previous attack point first."

The Kumamoto Company immediately began to retreat. Not long after he retreated, battle cries shook the sky across the entire front line. The Chinese army blew bugles and began to attack amidst fierce artillery fire. The Kumamoto Company had just retreated to the previous attack point when they saw the Chinese army charging over in a formation they had never seen before. It was a formation difficult to describe, wearing colorful, ragged military uniforms, with hats made of grass and branches on their heads. The Chinese army charged down in a formation that looked scattered and disorganized, spread everywhere. Coordinating with their attack was the fierce bombardment of that peculiar artillery.

"Fire!" Company Commander Kumamoto and the officers and sergeants of other platoons and squads began to command their subordinates to return fire. It was just that the Japanese marksmen felt extremely uncomfortable facing such a formation. The Chinese army wasn't using the traditional wave attack. If it were a wave attack, the Japanese army could effectively stop and kill the enemy with disciplined volley fire. At least, the Japanese army used this kind of tightly organized wave attack.

The Chinese army opposite them seemed to be attacking all over the mountains and plains, everywhere, the whole lot of them like undisciplined skirmishers. But they made it difficult for rifles and machine guns to find their optimal targets. On the battlefield, everyone knew that if one bullet could eliminate one enemy, one would be invincible. But on the battlefield, what was most lacking was precisely this ability to "eliminate one enemy with one bullet."

Free firing would cause the hit rate to drop rapidly. Concentrated firing could certainly improve efficiency, but with the Chinese army's duck-herding-like formation opposite, this firing efficiency was actually lower.

On the other hand, for the Chinese army, if one man was hit, it had no effect on the soldiers attacking behind him. Moreover, the performance of the wounded was amazing; as long as they hadn't lost their combat effectiveness, the wounded actually stopped to exchange fire with the Japanese army. The Chinese soldiers who weren't wounded did the same; they looked like they were charging fiercely like a herd of ducks, and their formation was as loose as a herd of ducks. Yet there were always units that would use the terrain to stop and exchange fire with the Japanese army in groups of two or three during the attack. The firepower wasn't fierce enough, but there were extremely numerous firing points. Many small amounts added up to a lot, making the Japanese army feel extremely uncomfortable.

The charge was fast, and the Chinese army was not without losses; at least the troops that charged to within twenty or thirty meters of the Japanese army were already quite sparse. At this moment, the Chinese troops at the very front paused slightly, but not out of fear; the Chinese soldiers behind them pulled out hand grenades and threw them at the Japanese positions. Amidst the booming explosions, the Japanese army immediately suffered unprecedented losses. Company Commander Kumamoto could no longer endure such continuous blows. "Fix bayonets, charge!" he roared loudly.

Facing the Chinese army, the Japanese army couldn't necessarily always gain the upper hand with guns and artillery. In fact, the fiercely attacking Japanese army was often contained by the fierce rain of bullets from the Chinese army. At this moment, the only thing that could break the stalemate was a bayonet charge. The Japanese soldiers fixed their bayonets one after another and charged forward bravely under the leadership of officers and sergeants. It was only at this moment that Lieutenant Kumamoto suddenly realized something: the rifles of this fiercely charging Chinese army before his eyes were all flashing with the cold light of bayonets.

Almost simultaneously firing a final volley, the Kumamoto Company and the Chinese army charged and clashed together with bayonets.

At the same time as the bayonets of the two armies began to collide with each other, Lieutenant Kumamoto discovered something that surprised him extremely. A small portion of the Chinese soldiers actually pulled out pistols from their waists. Just like that, they began to shoot and kill Japanese officers and soldiers with pistols at extremely close range. Close combat was just this cruel; whether it was bayonets or pistols, they were fighting at extremely close range. Even if one blinked for an instant, a life would be completely lost, or at least half lost.

In an instant, half of the Chinese and Japanese soldiers fighting together fell. Among them, Japanese soldiers accounted for nearly seventy percent. Company Commander Kumamoto saw that the number of Chinese troops was constantly increasing. He could no longer hold on. Fighting in this way, it wouldn't take long for the unit to be completely annihilated. He made a prompt decision and began to retreat with the troops that had not yet engaged in combat.

The afterglow of the sun did not last too long. Although the sky still had light, the ground had already darkened. The remnants of the Kumamoto Company retreated all the way back to the first line of positions they had captured before stopping. The night also prevented Japanese artillery support. In this pitch-black night, trying to accurately hit the Chinese army and effectively kill them would rely entirely on good luck. Not to mention, the Chinese army wouldn't be stupid enough to leave a large number of troops on the position waiting to be shelled by the Japanese.

Despite losing nearly two-thirds of his troops, the Kumamoto Company was considered to have been able to withdraw. Because he was worried about being severely reprimanded, Lieutenant Kumamoto still sought out a staff officer he knew in the battalion, wanting to get some news from him. He did get some news. It was hard to say whether it was good or bad.

Of the nearly two battalions of troops committed to the attack this time, the number of Japanese troops who withdrew was less than two companies. All units suffered strong counterattacks from the Chinese army at sunset, and more than seventy percent of the Japanese troops were lost in these mountains. Among them, four companies were completely wiped out. Although the Kumamoto Company had been defeated and retreated, at least they had saved quite a few people. If it were before, Lieutenant Kumamoto would have been severely punished, but now that the regiment's strength was greatly damaged, it seemed that there would be no overly severe punishment for Lieutenant Kumamoto for the time being.

When he received this news, the sky had completely darkened. Looking at the high grounds hidden in the night in the distance, Lieutenant Kumamoto felt waves of chill in his heart. This was the Chinese army he had to face, this was the People's Party's army.
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Chapter 42 Qingdao Defense Battle (Part 3)

After the Japanese forces attacking Longkou suffered a head-on blow during the day, the entire Kyushu Division maintained heavy security throughout the night. Having stayed up all night, the Japanese soldiers, their eyes bloodshot, couldn't help but breathe a sigh of relief when they saw the first light of dawn. Before long, the Japanese positions began to show more signs of life. Soldiers resumed landing operations. Whenever soldiers whispered to each other, Japanese officers would immediately shout at them to stop. The Kyushu Division had issued orders strictly forbidding soldiers from conversing privately, and especially from discussing yesterday's battle.

This high-pressure posture worked. Combined with the fierce fighting yesterday and the fact that the units which had suffered heavy losses had been moved to more distant positions—effectively isolated—the soldiers executed the various unit arrangements in good order. That is, until a figure holding a white flag appeared in the distance.

Holding a white flag meant one of two things: either surrender or a request for negotiation. Given the current situation, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could only be coming to negotiate. The Japanese army still retained a minimum of rationality; killing the enemy's negotiators on the battlefield was dishonorable no matter how you looked at it. So, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army negotiator holding the white flag was relatively safe as he approached the Japanese positions.

The content of the negotiation was very simple. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army informed the Japanese that they had captured some Japanese personnel during yesterday's battle. Due to the limited medical capabilities of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, they were unable to treat these people. They hoped the Japanese army could send someone to take these Japanese wounded back for treatment.

The Japanese Kyushu Division was very suspicious of this move. The Japanese army had no habit of treating prisoners well. Not killing enemy wounded on the spot was already considered a very merciful act. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's request to hand over Japanese wounded at this time was completely unexpected. However, the Japanese army at this time hadn't yet degenerated to the moral level of WWII. Suspicious as they were, the two sides discussed the process for returning the wounded. Both sides would refrain from fighting for the time being during the morning. Unarmed troops from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would send the Japanese wounded to a designated open area, and the Japanese side would go over to receive them. Then both armies would withdraw simultaneously.

With extreme caution, the Japanese sent unarmed troops to receive the wounded. Apart from the psychological shock caused by the groans of the Japanese wounded, the process was far more peaceful than imagined. The Japanese wounded had all received basic bandaging, which reduced the hostility of many Japanese soldiers. Both sides used unarmed troops, and once the handover was complete, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops quickly withdrew from the area.

It wasn't that no one among the Kyushu Division's staff officers suggested letting the artillery attack these Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops. The Division Commander pondered for a moment; it was clear he was also struggling internally. Yesterday's brutal battle had built up immense resentment in the Kyushu Division, including in the Commander himself. However, the Kyushu Division Commander's military ethics led him to ultimately reject this suggestion. If the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had ignored these Japanese soldiers yesterday, or simply killed them all while clearing the battlefield, the Kyushu Division Commander would have had no recourse. What is lost on the battlefield must be won back on the battlefield. The Division Commander still held such thoughts in his heart.

What happened next made the Kyushu Division Commander feel somewhat regretful. He had completely failed to anticipate one thing: transporting three or four hundred wounded back would inevitably require passing in front of the Japanese troops who had already begun deploying. Those wounded soldiers wrapped in blood-seeping bandages, either limping along or lying on stretchers, caused a tremendous impact on the troops' morale.

Strict gag orders had been issued to the entire force, but some things couldn't be stopped by orders alone. Not just the soldiers, but even the officers began to spread all sorts of rumors. The Japanese losses were greatly exaggerated. Listening to his subordinates' reports, the Kyushu Division Commander began to feel that if he hadn't had that "womanly benevolence" and had instead ordered the artillery to fiercely attack the moving Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops, it probably would have greatly boosted morale. At least he could have used the excuse, "Even if they are killed, the Chinese on the other side wouldn't dare abuse Japanese POWs."

Putting regret aside, the Kyushu Division Commander ordered naval guns and army artillery to fire together, and the infantry prepared to enter combat. The coordinated bombardment by the navy and army artillery took the Japanese four hours. It wasn't until after 4:00 PM that the Japanese infantry began their attack. With yesterday's experience, the Japanese were extremely careful during their offensive. In the telescopes, the Japanese troops advanced cautiously and slowly over the shell-ravaged terrain, entering the positions that had cost them so dearly yesterday, one by one. By 7:00 PM, the Japanese finally reached the hilltops. From beginning to end, they encountered no enemies. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had completely vanished.

Cheers rang out on the hilltops. The fear of attacking the Japanese felt just now turned entirely into a smug "sense of victory." They waved their military flags desperately or raised their rifles shouting "Banzai," as if they had won a great victory. Upon receiving this news, the Kyushu Division Commander's brow furrowed slightly less. Securing the beachhead was certainly a good thing, but the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army couldn't have evaporated; they must have gone somewhere else to make new combat preparations. The Division Commander's gaze fell on the map. The Japanese plan for landing at Longkou involved passing through Pingdu and Yexian to Jimo. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had proven yesterday that they were definitely not an army afraid to fight. The Japanese army could face attacks from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army at any time on this long road. Perhaps this was the reason for the People's Party's retreat.

Just as the Kyushu Division Commander thought, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's strategy was extremely concise: mobile warfare, annihilating the enemy in motion. Facing the Japanese army was the 4705th Division of the Shandong Military Region. The troops had disengaged from the front line last night and shifted towards the area between Pingdu and Yexian. By evening, the division headquarters held a meeting. "We've said this many times in meetings, and this is the last time I'll emphasize the operational thought. It is to annihilate the enemy's effective strength. If no one is there to use the weapons, even if the weapons are piled as high as the sky, the battle can't be fought. Moreover, we can't suffer losses in our fighting; we must adopt the most effective tactics. Yesterday's battle proved that the Japanese can still fight; they are not the Beiyang Army. If we exhaust our tactics and really go head-to-head with the Japanese, the casualty ratio would be one to two—if the Japanese lose two, we lose one. Before the final decisive battle, we must weaken them to the maximum extent. First, lure the Japanese out of the cover of their naval guns, then cut off their logistics lines as much as possible. Small units will constantly kill and wound to weaken the Japanese strength. Finally, implement an encirclement and annihilation battle..."

When the division commander finished speaking, the regimental commanders began to ask questions one after another.

"Can the various harassment attacks be arranged in more detail this time?"

"The battle line stretches for twenty or thirty *li*; can the troop allocation be explained in more detail?"

The division commander listened for a while, then waved his hand for everyone to stop. "Comrades, none of us have conducted combat operations at the division level. Combined tactical training for infantry squads and platoons has only reached the battalion level. Everyone was taught by Chairman Chen at the military academy. Let me explain first: I listened carefully during lectures, and I answered carefully during exams. Now that we're really fighting, I realize I didn't understand what I was hearing before. Only by using it do I know what Chairman Chen was actually talking about."

The division commander's frank words triggered laughter from the comrades; everyone felt basically the same. Precisely because everyone was a soldier, they could best understand these honest words.

"Sharpening your spear right before battle might not make it sharp, but it makes it shine. Don't expect us to suddenly have an epiphany about these military skills right now. Without practice, any 'realization' is just blind guessing. For now, comrades, don't expect us to perform beyond our level and fight some exquisite battle. Right now, taking advantage of the last few days and combining it with the latest combat, let's determine the basic level of the troops and what kind of battle we can fight at the minimum. As for summarizing, there's no need to talk about it now. Fight whatever battle we can fight; don't brag and end up harming others and yourselves."

After listening to the division commander, the regimental commanders felt it was quite good. In this round of cadre promotions within the People's Party, anyone who liked to blow hot air and couldn't seek truth from facts had been sent to the military academy for study. These newly promoted cadres had all come up through hard work. If a regimental commander said his regiment could march 60 *li* a day, then they could definitely march 60 *li*. No one dared to falsify or brag anymore.

Moreover, in yesterday's battle, the formidable combat effectiveness of the Japanese army was truly unprecedented. Platoon leaders and deputy platoon leaders fired pistol bursts in combat, squad leaders and deputy squad leaders engaged in bayonet fighting personally, and the casualty ratio between the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and the Japanese army actually reached something like 3:5. If it were the Beiyang Army, they would have collapsed long ago. The casualty ratio wouldn't have exceeded 1:4. To say things that couldn't be done in front of such an enemy would be harming others and oneself. Every unit cadre knew this clearly in their hearts.

"If there are no other questions, meeting adjourned," the division commander said.

While the troops at Longkou began to arrange the next stage of combat, the troops at Yangkou in Laoshan, Qingdao, had long since completed adjustments in this regard. The water at Yangkou in Laoshan was deep and the current fast, allowing the Japanese fleet to provide support more effectively. The troops responsible for the Laoshan defense battle adopted operational countermeasures that were purely guerrilla warfare conducted by regular troops. The guerrilla tactics from Chen Ke's original timeline, when used by well-equipped and well-trained regular troops, were exceptionally powerful.

The equipment system of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army frontline troops included Liberation shoes, rifles, light machine guns, mortars, grenades, and entrenching shovels. Compared to the PLA during the War to Resist US Aggression and Aid Korea, they were not inferior in the slightest. Commanders at the squad and deputy squad leader level were uniformly equipped with compasses and pocket watches. Ordinary soldiers were equipped with steel helmets and camouflage uniforms. Food consisted mainly of canned goods and field rations. They could operate without logistics for over a week in the Laoshan area. Every squad had marksmen, and every platoon had sharpshooters and snipers. This was the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's confidence in their combat effectiveness. The Japanese Sendai Division was the first to suffer ambushes from marksmen and snipers.

The Sendai Division had formidable combat effectiveness, but in the blink of an eye, over twenty men were dropped, with a fatality rate reaching 80%. The dead were all killed with a single shot. This demonstrative shooting greatly incited the Japanese army's anger.

The battle to attack Qingdao was carried out simultaneously by sea and land. The Kyushu Division landed at Longkou, and the Sendai Division landed at Yangkou. The two forces planned to meet at Liuting and coordinate with the Japanese fleet at sea to launch a full-scale attack on Qingdao. Caught off guard just after landing, the Sendai Division immediately sent a company of troops to wipe out the Chinese army opposite them.

Seeing the Chinese soldiers wearing steel helmets and tattered clothes running as fast as rabbits in the mountains ahead, the Japanese company chased relentlessly. At the beginning, the Japanese still had some vigilance. After running for less than an hour, the Japanese troops, panting from exhaustion, simply didn't have the energy to consider so many things. The Chinese army ahead was indistinct, coinciding somewhat with the education the Sendai Division had received that the Chinese army only knew how to run. Until this company of enemies chased into a valley, and the Chinese army ahead actually disappeared without a trace.

The Japanese company commander wasn't foolish enough to insist on achieving some result. The gloomy mountains gave him a very bad feeling. The Japanese company reorganized slightly and began to retreat. They reached a three-way intersection. Suddenly, dense bullets swept violently through the Japanese ranks. The Japanese company commander immediately directed the Japanese troops to begin counterattacking. This company commander did not know about the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's inverted triangle machine gun disposition.

In the inverted triangle machine gun disposition, the top was a marksman, and the two bottom corners were light machine guns. The light machine guns struck and suppressed the enemy's main force with fierce firepower, while the marksman accurately shot to eliminate enemy firepower points. This tactic, time-tested in jungle and mountain warfare, could allow three men to wipe out a squad of troops. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's equipment had not yet reached WWII levels. So the triangle position was composed of half a squad, with two light machine guns each manned by two people. The apex position had two people implementing precision strikes. Facing a Japanese company, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had arranged a platoon on their retreat route, with four inverted triangle positions responsible for the frontal strike.

The soldiers of the Sendai Division had "extreme backbone." After a brief panic, the company commander realized there weren't many enemies opposite them. Generally speaking, in this situation, the Japanese army would adopt the method of pinning down the front and outflanking to attack. Unfortunately, mountain warfare offered no such conditions completely. The four inverted triangle positions in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's layout completely blocked the passage with firepower. Every charge resulted in soldiers either being swept down by machine guns or killed with a single shot. Since they hadn't brought heavy machine guns with them, the Japanese could only use rifles to shoot back at the Chinese army. They suffered a huge disadvantage in firepower.

The Japanese company commander shrank behind a rock. Countless Japanese soldiers hiding but exposed to the fierce firepower of the Chinese army were already dead or wounded. What caused the greatest psychological fear to the Japanese were those few machine guns. "Da-da-da, da-da-da, da-da-da-da-da-da"—three-round bursts or long bursts swept across the Japanese positions, sending stone fragments flying. Japanese rifles fired back one after another, only to be made to scream in misery by the seven or eight machine guns. Even more deadly was the crisp sound of rifles from the Chinese army's side. Japanese soldiers who dared to brave the fierce firepower of the Chinese army to pop their heads out and fire back with rifles couldn't last long before being hit and losing combat effectiveness. The company commander was also well-trained; he had only popped his head out for a moment when two bullets flew past close to his body, forcing him to shrink back behind the rock. The Chinese army had obviously discovered and targeted this firing point.

Hiding behind the rock in shock and pondering for a moment, the company commander remembered that the ambush site was at most an hour's journey from the landing site. As long as they could hold out for a while longer, reinforcements would arrive. But before the reinforcements arrived, the Japanese army suffered a fierce blow from Chinese troops attacking from the rear. The Japanese troops were currently completely concealed behind various covers that could withstand frontal machine gun fire, leaving their bodies completely exposed to the attack from the rear. This time there was nowhere good to hide. Crossfire from both front and rear swept through the Japanese.

The Japanese company commander was hit three times in the back. In the pain of suffocation, he felt confused in a daze: why had the rearguard not had time to issue a warning? Before his consciousness faded, the company commander suspected that everyone's hearing had been attracted by the heavy machine guns of the Chinese army in front, and they simply hadn't had time to hear the sound of the enemy shooting from behind.

The troops in Laoshan didn't execute the discipline of treating prisoners so firmly. After the battlefield fell silent, they quickly swept the battlefield, collecting as much of the Japanese weapons and ammunition, and even shell casings, as possible. During the process of clearing the battlefield, some dying Japanese soldiers tried to raise their guns to shoot, and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army immediately shot them dead. Carrying a large amount of weapons and ammunition, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops left behind a ground covered in dead and wounded, carried a few slightly wounded Japanese prisoners, and quickly retreated into the mountains. Nearly half an hour after the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army retreated, the Japanese reinforcements cautiously groped their way up.

For the entire day after this, guerrilla warfare in the Laoshan area continued daily. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army implemented "cold gun, cold run" tactics (sniper and scoot). Posturing to lure the Japanese in various places, they constantly inflicted casualties on the Japanese in bits and pieces. Suffering over a hundred sporadic attacks within twenty-four hours, with casualties every time, the Sendai Division Commander was thoroughly enraged. The Chinese army opposite them could only be described as shameless. The battlefield was no longer a place to display military might, but had turned into a true Asura field, a slaughterhouse.

Facing the enemy's harassment, the Japanese army sent several companies and even battalions into the mountains to clear them out the next day. Before setting out, the Division Commander warned the troops that this battle was for the purpose of eliminating the enemy harassment units in the surrounding area. However, by the afternoon, the sound of gunfire and artillery in the mountains was intense. The Japanese had to send another battalion to provide support. By nightfall, there was no news from either the Japanese vanguard or the reinforcements. It wasn't until dawn the next day that wounded soldiers crawled back. Two battalions had been ambushed in the mountains one after another and completely wiped out.

After daybreak, not only did the Japanese wounded return, but the Chinese army's harassment units also returned. The Japanese had also set up many sentry posts on the hilltops near the landing zone, and these sentry posts were pulled out one by one by the Chinese army. Almost every minute, Japanese soldiers were losing their lives; every minute, the sound of gunfire never ceased.

The Commander of the Sendai Division discovered a terrifying fact: if he wanted to lead his troops to the Liuting area of Qingdao as planned, he would have to endure fierce attacks from the roadside during the march. If he wanted to clear out the Chinese troops in the Laoshan area before advancing on Qingdao, the entire strength of the Sendai Division was simply insufficient to control this unfamiliar mountainous area. On the contrary, the Chinese army, as the local power, could fight or retreat, sticking to the Japanese army like sticky candy. Thinking of the terrible situation they faced, the Sendai Division Commander was indecisive and simply couldn't come up with any solution.

Not expanding the defense line meant being passively beaten. Expanding the defense line meant the Japanese outposts would be beaten. Attacking with battalion-strength forces resulted in the two battalions being annihilated. The Japanese Sendai Division was a Class A division, also known as a draft-horse division, commanding 2 brigades (each brigade with 2 infantry regiments), and one regiment each of engineers, cavalry, artillery, and transport, totaling 8 regiments. Plus the division headquarters and the non-combat personnel of the two brigade headquarters, the entire division had a strength of 28,200 men. Although the number was large, scattering these nearly thirty thousand men throughout the Laoshan mountains amounted to nothing. The coastline of Laoshan alone was 87 kilometers long; thirty thousand men holding hands wouldn't even be that long. If the Japanese divided their forces, with one part advancing towards the Liuting area of Qingdao, the Chinese army in the mountains would certainly give up attacking the Japanese army and switch to cutting off the Japanese transport lines. At that time, the Japanese troops at the front would be advancing alone... The war games in the division headquarters made all the commanders of the Sendai Division shudder.

In the Qingdao Fortress Command Post, less than 80 *li* in a straight line from the Japanese at Yangkou, Qingdao, Pu Guanshui had already received the latest combat report. Although the Japanese had landed three days ago, under the fierce blows of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, neither of the two Japanese divisions had been able to advance smoothly. Japanese prisoners had revealed the unit numbers and strength of the two divisions. According to the latest news obtained by the People's Party intelligence system, the Japanese had dispatched nearly 80,000 army and navy troops to attack Qingdao this time. The Qingdao Military Sub-district currently had four divisions and other troops, totaling nearly 120,000 men. Judging by the current battle situation, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was in a favorable position.

Even in the Qingdao area, the Qingdao Fortress was gradually regaining the advantage in artillery duels. The German troops captured in the Qingdao Fortress last time had joined the Qingdao Fortress defense troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army under the encouragement of the "United Front." Only now did Pu Guanshui realize that these Germans hadn't told much of the truth after being captured. Including the organization of artillery positions and firing charts, the Germans had held back a move or even several moves. Only knowing that the Japanese facing them had now joined the Allied Powers and officially become Germany's enemy did these Germans contribute all their knowledge and strength. Pu Guanshui knew about the "United Front" and had received relevant political training. This was the first time Pu Guanshui understood that a common enemy and grasping the principal contradiction were the most important driving forces in a united front.

With the help of the Qingdao Fortress builders, the effectiveness of the artillery duels in the last two days had improved significantly. When the Japanese attempted to land, three destroyers were sunk, one cruiser was heavily damaged and nearly sank while billowing thick smoke, and one battleship took three hits. More than a dozen small boats implementing the landing were also sunk. Plus, the Japanese navy's small-scale frontal landing battle failed completely, with the landing Japanese troops being completely wiped out. By September 26, 1914, the fourth day after the Japanese launched their attack on September 22, 1914, the Japanese navy temporarily ceased its attacks, and all fleets in front of Qingdao withdrew to the outer seas.

Pu Guanshui immediately sent a telegram to the Shandong Military Region, reporting the current situation. That same night, Pu Guanshui received a reply. "Comrade Pu Guanshui, the Army expresses great gratification at the combat results achieved by the comrades of the Qingdao Military Sub-district through bloody fighting. After the Japanese offensive was frustrated, there will definitely be adjustments. With their current strength, they cannot complete the operational concept of landing on two wings to encircle Qingdao. Therefore, in addition to preventing the Japanese from jumping over the wall in desperation and forcibly implementing this operational concept regardless of everything, we must also consider another possibility: that the Japanese will expand their troop commitment and even expand the scale of the war. If it is the latter, the Qingdao Military Sub-district will face an even more severe situation. The Shandong Military Region, including the Military Commission, is making preparations. We hope the Qingdao Military Sub-district can stick to defending our national soil and absolutely never let the invaders step onto Chinese land. Finally, we pay high tribute to the comrades of the Qingdao Military Sub-district who are fighting continuously."

After reading the telegram, Pu Guanshui felt somewhat surprised. Both the Chinese and Japanese sides had committed 200,000 soldiers to the war. This was already a war of unprecedented scale in East Asia and even Asia in decades. "Could this battle expand even further?" Pu Guanshui had absolutely no certainty about this.
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Chapter 43: Qingdao Defense Battle (Part 4)

On September 27, 1914, the Japanese Minister requested a meeting with Beiyang Foreign Minister Tang Shaoyi. During the meeting, the Japanese Minister presented a demand that shocked Tang Shaoyi: "With the consent of President Yuan Shikai, the Empire of Japan is dispatching troops to attack Qingdao, which is occupied by the People's Party. Due to the need to deploy more troops to the Qingdao front, the Empire of Japan requests that the Beiyang government temporarily lease Yantai to Japan as a logistics base to assist the Japanese army in its attack on Qingdao."

Tang Shaoyi was a diplomat after all, so he didn't immediately burst into profanities. Firstly, Tang Shaoyi wasn't good at cursing and rarely used foul language. Secondly, the Japanese side's statement "With the consent of President Yuan Shikai, the Empire of Japan is dispatching troops to attack Qingdao, which is occupied by the People's Party" implied that Yuan Shikai had secretly reached some agreement with the Japanese.

On the day the Japanese army attacked Qingdao, the People's Party had telegraphed the whole nation: "In order to defend China's sacred territory, the People's Party has engaged in fierce battle with the Japanese invaders in Qingdao."

This was the second time Chinese troops had engaged in war with foreign troops in Qingdao. Surprisingly, public opinion across the country was not initially impassioned. The People's Party was currently the public enemy of the entire Chinese ruling class. China had lost every war against foreign powers; having lost thirty-six times, one more defeat by the People's Party wouldn't matter. Given the People's Party's political stance, if they were to win, their prestige would soar, and the doomsday for the old rulers would arrive. Although they couldn't openly voice support for Japan, officials of the Beiyang government secretly hoped that Japan and the People's Party would perish together in Qingdao, allowing Beiyang to pick up the spoils of victory.

Under this mindset, Tang Shaoyi actually didn't believe that Yuan Shikai had reached any secret agreement with the Japanese. To say that Yuan Shikai was completely unaware of Japan's dispatch of troops to Qingdao would be underestimating Tang Shaoyi's intelligence. However, Tang Shaoyi absolutely did not believe that Yuan Shikai would sign any written secret agreement with Japan. But now, with the Japanese Minister speaking to Tang Shaoyi face-to-face so self-righteously using this agreement, Tang Shaoyi was indeed a bit bluffed.

After finally sending away the Japanese Minister, Tang Shaoyi immediately went to see Yuan Shikai. Just as Tang Shaoyi had expected, upon hearing the Japanese Minister's demands, Yuan Shikai trembled with rage, repeatedly saying, "Wolf's ambition! Wolf's ambition!" but offered no further explanation.

Tang Shaoyi could already guess about eighty to ninety percent of the situation. he sighed secretly in his heart but couldn't say anything more. Yuan Shikai didn't insist that Tang Shaoyi come up with a plan. After his emotions had calmed down slightly, Yuan Shikai ordered Tang Shaoyi not to make any concessions diplomatically and absolutely not to agree to Japan occupying Yantai. After receiving this order and seeing that Yuan Shikai had no other instructions, Tang Shaoyi hurriedly took his leave on the pretext of attending to the matter immediately. On the way back to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Tang Shaoyi smiled bitterly in his heart; this wasn't just Japan having a wolf's ambition, this was Yuan Shikai truly inviting a wolf into the house.

Based on Yuan Shikai's performance, Tang Shaoyi could be certain that Yuan Shikai definitely knew about Japan's military action to attack Qingdao, and had even tacitly approved it. Now it seemed that what Japan sought was far more than just Qingdao; they had long coveted Shandong. Taking advantage of this attack on Qingdao, Japan pushed the envelope with more demands. Japan put it very nicely, "temporarily lease Yantai." Tang Shaoyi believed that if the "lease of Yantai" succeeded, Japan would definitely not keep it temporary. They would think of ways to turn the lease into a permanent one. Yuan Shikai absolutely could not admit to it now, so what would happen later? Would Japan invade Yantai?

Unable to judge the future development of the situation, upon arriving at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Tang Shaoyi summoned his son-in-law, Gu Weijun, to discuss the matter. Gu Weijun had already received the news. When Tang Shaoyi asked him, Gu Weijun immediately said, "Father-in-law, the key to this matter is the British. If the British hadn't nodded, Japan wouldn't have made a request to Beiyang to attack Qingdao."

This remark went straight to the heart of the problem, and Tang Shaoyi felt a sudden clarity. As a diplomat, Tang Shaoyi was quite cultivated; he didn't immediately interrupt Gu Weijun's speech but let him continue.

"There must be an expert in diplomacy within the People's Party," Gu Weijun pulled the topic a bit further. "Among the various powers in East Asia right now, there is Britain leading France and Japan, and the United States, which has always wanted to intervene in China. The People's Party knew they couldn't get full support from Britain, so they simply maintained the situation with Britain while going all out to rope in the United States. Americans are pragmatic and utilitarian; if the People's Party can't protect itself, they wouldn't pull chestnuts out of the fire for the People's Party. Therefore, regarding the People's Party's recent actions, I see that seizing territory is certainly a goal, but proving themselves to the United States is also a priority. Now that war has broken out in Europe, Britain, France, and Russia are fully committed to Europe and have no time to pay attention to Chinese affairs. The United States, on the other hand, hasn't entered the war and still has the capacity to collude with the People's Party. So in the current situation, the People's Party hasn't lost external support at all. This must be the guidance of a diplomatic expert within the People's Party." Gu Weijun analyzed the situation for his father-in-law, Tang Shaoyi.

Tang Shaoyi nodded repeatedly. After Gu Weijun's analysis, all the problems instantly became clearer.

Gu Weijun continued, "The United States has always advocated the Open Door Policy in China and has long wanted to stick a hand into the Far East. The People's Party expelling foreign powers causes no loss to the Americans. Even that small loss can be easily made up by the expansion of trade. But Britain's loss is huge. Britain agreed to Japan sending troops in order to balance the Asian situation. But what benefit is there for Japan in just taking Qingdao? The People's Party only has two seaports, Qingdao and Lianyungang. Their real industrial centers and grain production areas are all inland. Given Japan's national strength, they are powerless to fight into the People's Party's territory. Moreover, Japan's interests are in the Northeast, and they have always coveted Shandong. But these places are in our Beiyang's hands. Even if Japan conquers Qingdao and Lianyungang, these two places will surely be ruined by the flames of war. Even if everything remains intact and Japan completely empties these two places, it won't be enough to cover their military expenses. Therefore, Japan must obtain interests in China."

Tang Shaoyi naturally wouldn't ask a foolish question like "Then why not discuss interests after the war?" Beiyang had clearly intended to let Japan pull chestnuts out of the fire. Even if Japan occupied Qingdao, it would be no loss to Beiyang.

"If we want to resolve this dispute diplomatically, should we ask Britain to coordinate?" Tang Shaoyi asked.

Gu Weijun remained silent. Tang Shaoyi knew at a glance that Gu Weijun had some things that were hard to say or inconvenient to say. He encouraged, "Shao Chuan, at this point, there is no need for any hesitation. If you have any thoughts, speak your mind."

"Father-in-law," Gu Weijun still hesitated a bit, "For military matters like this, if you can't get it on the battlefield, you can't get it at the negotiating table. I believe that if we want to find the British to mediate now, we precisely cannot go directly to the British. We must publicly and formally reject Japan's demands. Not only that, if Japan sends troops to attack territories belonging to our Beiyang, we must fight them. If we cannot prove that our Beiyang has the ability to fight Japan, the British, who already have an alliance with Japan, will absolutely not go to war with Japan to recover lost territory for Beiyang. Even if the British force Japan to withdraw, Japan will certainly demand that we Beiyang pay a ransom. Why should we pay money to get back our own land? Moreover, if we do that, how could the British and Japanese respect us? After the People's Party fought the Germans, they were able to occupy Qingdao. Did the British ever send troops to take back Qingdao for us? If the People's Party hadn't publicly declared they would expel British influence, the British wouldn't have agreed to Japan attacking Qingdao. Not to mention that even if the Americans lost some interests in China, they would still support the People's Party. With such a living example right in front of us, why doesn't our Beiyang learn from it? Why insist on learning from the Manchu Qing?"

Tang Shaoyi fell silent. He now fully understood why Gu Weijun had reservations earlier. Foreign war was not something the Ministry of Foreign Affairs could decide. Furthermore, Beiyang currently vehemently opposed everything the People's Party did. If it weren't for the fact that it was truly indefensible, Beiyang would hate that they couldn't say shit tasted good just because the People's Party didn't eat it. If Tang Shaoyi were to suggest now that Beiyang learn from the People's Party's foreign policy, even if officials within Beiyang admitted in their hearts that Tang Shaoyi made sense, someone would definitely come out to attack him. Not to mention that many people within Beiyang didn't want to fight foreigners at all.

After a long silence, Tang Shaoyi replied helplessly, "If there is an opportunity, I will mention this matter to the President."

Gu Weijun didn't pressure his father-in-law. He was already very clear about some of the practices within Beiyang. These major political and military affairs determined Beiyang's long-term future strategy. In fact, without anyone directly objecting, Gu Weijun could imagine what the opponents would say. "If we fall out with Japan now, what will we do in the future?" "Since Britain and Japan have an alliance, the British won't stand on Beiyang's side."

These words seemed reasonable, and these worries were not entirely groundless. But the People's Party never cared about these problems in their actions. Conversely, precisely because the People's Party proved with their own strength that they weren't afraid of Japan and Britain at all, Britain and Japan actually refrained from acting directly until the People's Party turned completely hostile.

Gu Weijun couldn't help but sigh slightly. Comparing Beiyang with the People's Party now, many people didn't think highly of the People's Party. But just eight years ago, when the People's Party was a small force in Fengtai County, Anhui, the Beiyang clique was already a massive military-political group that practically led the imperial court. At that time, the vast majority of people in the world had never even heard of the People's Party's name. At that time, who would have thought that a few young bandits could actually create the situation before them? Apart from anything else, simply in terms of courage, perseverance, and unwavering determination, those in Beiyang couldn't compare with the People's Party at all.

In 1914, Gu Weijun was still a 26-year-old young man, far from the old age where one could only sigh helplessly. And Gu Weijun had already couldn't help but sigh once just now, but thinking of this, he let out another almost inaudible sigh.

The next day, Japan did not continue to press. Beiyang's spies began attempting to inquire about the battle situation in Qingdao. Unlike the last time the People's Party attacked Qingdao, this time the People's Party had tightly blockaded the war zone. Beiyang's spies couldn't enter the war zone smoothly at all. Aside from knowing that the Japanese attack had made no progress, there was no further detailed news.

Tang Shaoyi soon met Yuan Shikai again. He was just about to present Gu Weijun's views to Yuan Shikai when he heard Yuan Shikai say, "The Japanese side has changed their request. They want to use Rizhao as a temporary transit point. On this matter, the British are more supportive of the Japanese. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs must negotiate well with Japan this time; we absolutely cannot let them occupy Rizhao and refuse to leave."

These days, Tang Shaoyi loved looking at maps more and more. Yantai was near Weihai and had nothing to do with attacking Qingdao. But Rizhao was completely different. Rizhao was south of Qingdao and north of Lianyungang. Besides having a port, Rizhao's location could not only cut off the connection between the People's Party's base area and Qingdao but also threaten Linyi, which was already under People's Party control. At least on the map, if they could conquer Linyi, the Japanese army could press straight towards Zaozhuang, one of the People's Party's steel bases. Zaozhuang had a railway leading directly to Xuzhou. The Japanese army could even threaten Xuzhou. Xuzhou was currently the People's Party's most important industrial center and grain center in the east.

The British might not agree to Japan occupying Yantai, but they could accept Japan's temporary use of Rizhao. Given the current strategic situation, Rizhao posed a greater threat to the People's Party. It could also fully utilize the power of the Japanese navy.

Seeing Tang Shaoyi silent, Yuan Shikai asked, "Shao Chuan, do you have any thoughts?"

Tang Shaoyi pondered for a while and finally made up his mind. He revealed his son-in-law Gu Weijun's arguments to Yuan Shikai in their entirety. Yuan Shikai listened with a deep frown. Especially when hearing Tang Shaoyi mention that Beiyang absolutely could not make the slightest concession to Japan outside of Qingdao, and if Japan were to use force, Beiyang should not hesitate to go to war with Japan rather than show weakness, Yuan Shikai's frown deepened.

This was already a strategy concerning political warfare, and a line of thinking that drastically changed Beiyang's established strategy. Yuan Shikai could not accept it easily. "Shao Chuan, with the current situation, we absolutely cannot fall out with Britain and Japan."

Tang Shaoyi knew Yuan Shikai would say this. Hearing that it was indeed so, he stopped speaking. But Tang Shaoyi didn't expect Yuan Shikai to suddenly ask, "Shao Chuan, who told you this idea?"

Tang Shaoyi became alert. He didn't know what Yuan Shikai meant by saying this. Was he planning to harm the person who came up with the idea? Or did he feel there was a major problem with Tang Shaoyi's suggestion?

"President, these are just some of my own thoughts. There are imperfections," Tang Shaoyi hurriedly equivocated.

Yuan Shikai didn't intend to get to the bottom of it either. He told Tang Shaoyi to continue with his work and let him go.

Not long after leaving, just as Tang Shaoyi was about to get into his carriage, he heard someone calling him from behind. Turning his head, he saw it was Wang Shizhen, who had been listening from the side earlier. Wang Shizhen said, "Lord Tang, I have something to discuss with you. Can we ride together?"

Tang Shaoyi naturally dared not refuse. Full of doubts, he got into Tang Shaoyi's carriage with Wang Shizhen. Wang Shizhen said, "Lord Tang, I am very much in favor of what you said just now about absolutely not showing weakness to Japan. However, going to war with Japan just out of a moment of impulse is not feasible. Lord Tang has never been a radical person. Proposing such an idea now, I presume there are some things you haven't explained fully. Please explain in more detail, Lord Tang."

These ideas weren't Tang Shaoyi's to begin with. Being asked by Wang Shizhen like this, Tang Shaoyi couldn't answer immediately.

What kind of person was Wang Shizhen? Seeing Tang Shaoyi's expression, he guessed the general situation. He smiled and said, "Lord Tang, it seems the President wasn't wrong. Indeed, someone suggested these ideas to you. The person who can propose this idea is truly a hero of the time. I wonder if you can introduce him, Lord Tang?"

Tang Shaoyi knew that although Wang Shizhen was Yuan Shikai's confidant, he was not a sinister villain. Nor did he like engaging in conspiracies and schemes. Since Wang Shizhen proposed meeting the person who came up with this line of thinking, presumably he wasn't intentionally causing trouble behind his back. He thought for a moment and finally replied, "Since Lord Wang has this wish, then why not ride with me?"

The two arrived outside the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Tang Shaoyi sent someone to call Gu Weijun, and the three of them rode together towards the Fragrant Hills of Beijing as if going on an autumn excursion.

Gu Weijun never expected his father-in-law Tang Shaoyi to actually introduce him to Wang Shizhen, the Dragon of Beiyang. Wang Shizhen had extremely high prestige among the Beiyang generals. Whether he advocated for war or peace could determine Yuan Shikai's opinion to a large extent. If he could convince Wang Shizhen, it was highly likely he could convince Yuan Shikai.

Wang Shizhen quickly asked for Gu Weijun's views. Gu Weijun spoke frankly, "Lord Wang, the situation in China right now is essentially that Britain and the People's Party are going to fight, but the war in Europe is urgent, and the British are unable to cope. Therefore, whether to support Beiyang or support Japan is the key right now."

Gu Weijun was a young man after all, and he dared to speak bluntly. Hearing Gu Weijun speak so straightforwardly, Wang Shizhen also nodded slightly.

"The People's Party is old and cunning. Since they dare to expel British influence in the Yangtze River Valley and claim to recover all of China's sovereignty, it's impossible for them not to see the current situation. Therefore, when the People's Party fought our Beiyang in northern Henan a few months ago, seizing territory was certainly one goal, but another goal was to make the British think that we cannot fight, that we cannot defeat the People's Party. They wanted Britain to lose confidence in our Beiyang. Because our Beiyang failed, the British released the Japanese."

Wang Shizhen looked grave. Coupled with his constant high position and command over the military, an invisible majesty and pressure made it difficult for Gu Weijun to continue. Moreover, Gu Weijun didn't know if Wang Shizhen could understand the connections within this, so he cooperated by remaining silent for a while.

After a while, Wang Shizhen spoke. He said only two words, "Go on."

"The Japanese are valued by the British only because the Japanese can fight. They defeated the Manchu Qing in the First Sino-Japanese War and Russia in the Russo-Japanese War. If we stay out of it now, and Japan loses to the People's Party, they will suffer great economic losses and will definitely want to take back some benefits from our Beiyang. If they win against the People's Party, Britain will indulge Japan even more. Therefore, the plan for now is that we might as well oppose Japan tit-for-tat. If Japan loses to the People's Party, we can win against Japan. If Britain wants to deal with the People's Party, they can only rely on our Beiyang. Even if we lose to Japan, Japan also lost to the People's Party. In order to mediate the conflict, Britain cannot favor Japan blindly."

Speaking of this, Gu Weijun became a bit agitated, "Lord Wang, the People's Party single-handedly challenges Britain and Japan, and even they are not afraid. We, Beiyang, are currently timid and overcautious; the outcome will certainly not be good. The British are the most fickle. If Japan is defeated disastrously, and the British feel our Beiyang is incapable, while they themselves are bogged down in the European war... Even if the People's Party provokes Britain like this, Britain hasn't transferred troops from Europe to strike the People's Party. If the situation looks bad, and the People's Party relaxes their conditions slightly, I'm afraid the British would hold their noses and recognize the People's Party's regime. At that time, Beiyang will be united in wanting British support, but if abandoned by the British... then even without the People's Party lifting a finger, I'm afraid our Beiyang will fall apart on its own. Lord Wang, this matter must be guarded against."

Wang Shizhen's face was already as dark as water. He was silent for a long time before suddenly asking Gu Weijun, "Shao Chuan, if I asked you to present this matter to the President, are you ready?"

Gu Weijun's eyes lit up, "This junior is ready to present it to the President at any time."

"Good!" Wang Shizhen replied with satisfaction.

Seeing such a dialogue, Tang Shaoyi, who was next to them, couldn't help but reveal a look of unease and worry.
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Chapter 44 Qingdao Defense Battle (Part 5)

"Taking advantage of this war to liberate Shandong, even if we can't liberate all of it, we must expand the Shandong base area as much as possible." Chen Ke put forward his views at the meeting held in Zhengzhou.

The comrades in the Central Committee had no objection to this. Zhang Yu, upholding his consistent style, asked first, "Will it trigger fierce opposition from the Beiyang government? It is not yet time for a full-scale civil war."

"Leave the cities to Beiyang; we only want the countryside." Chai Qingguo voiced the opinion of most comrades, which caused a burst of laughter.

"We can't leave the cities in Shandong to Beiyang either. Shandong is a good place. There is iron ore in Zhangdian, Zibo," Chen Ke replied. Zhangdian had left an extremely deep impression on Chen Ke; it was the place of a serious failure in his life. When he was only a step away from victory, Chen Ke had fallen before dawn. And that failed experience of providing liquid air separation equipment to the steel plant allowed Chen Ke to learn a lot of concepts about high-pressure pipelines, air separation, welding, and welder training. These concepts had been practiced and applied in the construction of many steel plants in the base areas.

No one in the Central Committee questioned Chen Ke. If Chen Ke said there was iron ore in Zhangdian, everyone firmly believed there was iron ore in Zhangdian. If Chen Ke said there was a gold mine in Zhangdian, the comrades would also follow Chen Ke to mine gold with full confidence. Moreover, after experiencing the industrialization era for a few years and being influenced by some guys with a background in chemistry like Chen Ke, the comrades had a common attitude towards precious metals. For ordinary life, steel was far more useful than gold.

Chai Qingguo laughed with satisfaction, "Our Shandong just has a lot of good stuff."

"Shandong is indeed very good for engaging in industry, and agriculture is also very good. Plant more trees. After the greening is done, Shandong can also plant mulberries and raise silkworms on a large scale. Northern Shandong can raise tussah silkworms," Chen Ke added.

So under the guidance of these two people, the original war meeting turned into a construction planning meeting. This was also a "topic-straying tradition" of the People's Party. Everyone believed that war and construction were originally one entity. While relying on the army to solve a crowd of reactionaries, the army must also engage in construction together with the people.

Land reform and land planning, basic water conservancy construction launched together, breeding industry and textile industry combined with women's liberation, compulsory education and a medical system dominated by barefoot doctors developed together with grassroots organization construction. Urbanization and townification combined with railways, highways, and logistics. These were all the crystals of the People's Party's massive work practice over the past few years.

These seemingly complete constructions also involved the establishment of combat troops, engineering corps, railway corps, local construction corps, teachers, government personnel, scientific and technological workers, and political propaganda personnel. And so on and so forth, a whole series of contents.

Most importantly, there was also the establishment and revision of a corresponding series of evaluation systems.

Previously, Chen Ke had to shoulder these alone. By 1914, a large number of comrades had taken up these work contents. While the organization of the People's Party expanded rapidly, its efficiency improved even more rapidly.

The discussion did not expand infinitely. Once the extent of construction to be carried out in the short term was determined, the scope of the struggle against the enemy also had a basic line of thought. This basic line of thought was no different from the consistent line of the People's Party: "Liberate Shandong, build Shandong, stabilize Shandong."

"The Japanese aggressors must be eliminated and driven out of the base area. If the Beiyang government carries out acts of selling out the country, we must eliminate these traitors, collaborators, and national scum. Comrades, by now, you already know that overthrowing Beiyang is not too difficult; building China is the most difficult, and the people's revolution is the most difficult. There are surely comrades who think that we go into the vast various places of China, painstakingly carrying out land reform, education, and construction village by village. Compared with this labor, wouldn't the revolution be successful if we directly defeated and killed these enemies of Beiyang? I want to emphasize once again, the purpose of the people's revolution, the communist revolution, is to let everyone obtain freedom and liberation. Not only liberation from the oppressors and exploiters but also obtaining true self-liberation. Therefore, going to the grassroots, going to the people, promoting the people to obtain a better life, and letting the people truly understand this world, this is the simplest and fastest method. The end of this road is still far away, but the road is tortuous, and the future is bright!"

After Chen Ke finished speaking, the comrades of the Central Committee just nodded with understanding or smiled bitterly. Everyone had worked hard from the grassroots level, and in front of everyone, there was Chen Ke, the "guide," constantly revealing the true face of the world to the comrades. Thinking of the difficulties and hardships to be faced, no one would feel relaxed and happy.

"Then everyone starts to compile the personnel entering Shandong. At the same time, tell the comrades on the front line to strike the Japanese army fiercely. Defensive operations. Our reinforcements will start to set off immediately." Chen Ke issued the order.

In fact, without Chen Ke's order, the fighting near Qingdao showed no sign of stopping. The Japanese army that landed at Yangkou in Laoshan was suffering terrible harassment every day. If they were still fighting bloody battles for the first two days, from the third night onwards, the People's Party's strategy underwent tremendous changes. Almost every night, huge fireworks would rise into the sky, and along with the fireworks, there were various disturbing measures.

The People's Party used reconnaissance planes to monitor the Japanese army's movements during the day. At night, the Air Force was used to drop specially made bombs on the Japanese camp. These bombs had limited lethality, but the explosion sound was extremely loud. The Japanese army initially didn't figure out where these bombs came from, but the huge explosion sound once every one or two hours at night made it difficult for the Japanese army to sleep peacefully.

If they didn't sleep well at night, naturally many problems would occur in the fighting during the day. At least when the Japanese army groped towards Laoshan from the nearby high ground at night, expecting to take the lead in forming a new ambush position, the People's Party was quite guarded against this, and battles between small units occurred frequently. In such engagements, the Japanese army could hardly gain an advantage.

Whenever the Sendai Division at Yangkou in Laoshan made up its mind to attack towards Qingdao with the whole army, the harassment operations of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army made the Sendai Division commander unable to make up his mind to implement military actions that disregarded the route of retreat. According to the news they received, a large number of troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were stationed in the north of Qingdao. They were neither fully deployed into the Qingdao Fortress nor did they enter the range of naval guns. This unit just waited there quietly. And if the Sendai Division advanced regardless of everything, that would be a precise description of the four words "walking right into a trap." As a last resort, the Sendai Division had to endure the continuous harassment and engage in endless small-scale exchanges of fire with the People's Party every day.

Compared with such pain of the Sendai Division, the Kyushu Division appeared much more straightforward. The Kyushu Division was composed of miners and had a more unswerving and indomitable temperament. Even solid mineral veins could be dug open, so there was no reason to fear the enemy.

When this unit fought with the harassment units of the People's Party, they were more calm in the face of changes and more steady. This also had something to do with the relatively flat terrain. The commander of the Kyushu Division was not a reckless person. He submitted an application to the Allied Command asking whether to execute according to the original plan. Before the reply arrived, the order urging him to attack had already arrived. After all, the Kyushu Division had stopped at the landing position in Longkou for two days. During these two days, the Kyushu Division did not encounter any enemies nor did any fighting occur.

Disobeying military orders was a very severe crime. Waiting for two days had reached the limit of the Kyushu Division commander's waiting ability. Harboring extreme unwillingness, the division commander ordered the troops to start setting off according to the original plan. The two brigades began to move south divided into front and rear groups. The Japanese troops who suffered severe blows immediately after landing were responsible for staying behind to guard the beachhead position on the shore.

Starting from September 26th, the Kyushu Division on the journey was not subjected to any harassment along the way, and the troops marched in an orderly manner. By September 28th, the second half of the Japanese army had marched to the area between Pingdu and Yexian.

After studying the war situation, Pu Guanshui, commander of the Qingdao Military Sub-district, sent a division of troops to meet the Japanese army landing in Longkou. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had two divisions with 40,000 men. The opposing Kyushu Division, because part of its personnel remained in Japan, part was injured, and part was guarding the landing area, had a real strength of only 18,000 men in the two brigades. The frontline command of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army formulated an operational plan to surround and annihilate the Kyushu Division.

"After these few days of fighting, we have determined that the tactical level of the Japanese army is still at the level of the Russo-Japanese War. Charges are based on squads. The combat efficiency is far lower than our army. Should we consider adopting the large encirclement mode?"

The so-called large encirclement refers to a continuous encirclement circle. The art of war says, "Therefore, the method of using troops is: if ten times the enemy, surround them; if five times, attack them; if double, engage them; if equal, be able to divide them; if fewer, be able to escape them; if not as good, be able to avoid them. Therefore, the obstinacy of a small enemy is the capture of a large enemy."

The military academy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army has a special translation for this. The principle applied in actual combat is: if our forces are ten times the enemy's, implement encirclement and annihilation; if five times the enemy's, implement an attack; if two times the enemy's, strive to defeat the enemy forces; if forces are equal, try to disperse and defeat them one by one. If forces are weaker than the enemy, avoid combat. Therefore, if the weak and small side fights to the death and sticks to defense, it will become the captive of the powerful enemy.

Immediately, a comrade raised an opinion, "The disparity in strength between the two sides is limited. We only have twice the enemy's strength. If we implement a battle of encirclement and annihilation, we have to let the troops in Qingdao and even Yangkou join in. Moreover, the Japanese army attacking in two routes has actually committed the mistake of dividing their forces. If forces are equal, try to disperse and defeat them one by one. In the current situation, the troops in Yangkou don't need to leave a whole division at all; leaving just one regiment can contain the enemy. Even if the enemy is not contained, the two regiments in Qingdao currently can also hold. As long as we annihilate the Longkou route of the Japanese army with four times the strength, and then we turn our troops back to Qingdao, if the enemy is not scared away, they will also be annihilated."

"That's right, lure the enemy deep and fight a battle of annihilation with superior forces." There were many comrades who agreed with this view.

The two division commanders of the frontline command also fully agreed, "Then let's send a telegram to Commander Pu."

Pu Guanshui took less than thirty minutes to reply. "The comrades' suggestion is very good. I have ordered the troops in Qingdao and Yangkou to set off towards you. I personally will stay in Qingdao to command the battle. The front line will establish a frontline command. It is hereby ordered that the frontline command quickly set up a traffic station to receive the rear troops. And be responsible for the implementation of the campaign."

The comrades on the front line were very grateful for Pu Guanshui's hands-off policy, but they dared not throw Pu Guanshui and two regiments in Qingdao. The war situation was unpredictable. Even with four times the strength of the Japanese army, it did not mean an easy victory could be won. In case the Japanese army went crazy, and the Sendai Division raided Qingdao regardless of everything, annihilating the Kyushu Division but losing Qingdao and the Military Sub-district Commander Pu Guanshui, this would not be an ordinary responsibility.

Comrades immediately sent a telegram back, "We still request Commander Pu to personally command the battle."

Pu Guanshui's reply was very simple, "Don't talk nonsense. How you fight, how I go to command is also how to fight. While commanding the battle, I still have to worry about the affairs of the Qingdao Fortress. So I stay at the Qingdao Fortress to command the battle. Could it be that comrades have no confidence in me? Moreover, if I go to your place to command the battle, what mood will the Qingdao comrades have when they don't see me? I believe comrades will definitely win, and please also believe that I will not lose the Qingdao Fortress. The only suggestion is, comrades fight how you should fight. Don't worry, don't worry about Qingdao."

With this telegram from Pu Guanshui, the comrades on the Longkou side also breathed a sigh of relief. Everyone indeed felt reassured that Pu Guanshui could sit in charge of Qingdao. It was also impossible for the comrades to send someone to Qingdao to forcibly tie Pu Guanshui to the Longkou front line.

After the operational objective of the battle of annihilation was determined, all actions were handled completely according to the education received in the military academy. The terrain had long been scouted on the spot. After the rectification movement, at least 'knowing oneself' could be achieved. In terms of 'knowing the enemy', the Japanese firepower configuration had been determined through intelligence and Japanese prisoners of war. Using "Chen Ke's Dynamic Combat Equation," which is the Lanchester's laws plagiarized by Chen Ke, the results of several deductions were all that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could win a great victory.

However, the comrades of the frontline command were not satisfied. Countless events proved that after the victory of the battle, "Chen Ke's Dynamic Combat Equation" could indeed be used to explain the battle, but the unknown enemy situation before the battle often caused the speculated results to have great deviations. This did not only refer to underestimating the enemy; the result of overestimating the enemy would also cause a great waste of combat power. The deeper the understanding of war, the more comrades discovered that this world is one where perfection cannot be pursued. The battlefield is more practical than anywhere else. If one cannot pour attention into the present second, not responding to the immediate problems at any time, but pursuing ethereal perfection and victory, not only will these laughable goals not be achieved, but a tragic price of life will certainly be paid.

The plan of the large encirclement battle was modified into a dynamic encirclement battle, after all, nearly half of the troops were still on the way. Comprehensive defense was cut down to key defense. The enemy was absolutely not allowed to break out. After the troop deployment was completed according to the development of the war situation at that time, the final battle of annihilation would begin to be implemented.

Dozens or hundreds of abacuses clattered loudly in the calculation section. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not have the rich experience of the People's Liberation Army, so it could only rely on more meticulous calculation and scientific systems to induce and summarize. In contrast, as the enemy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the Kyushu Division was in the midst of a tenacious continued march.

Naturally, it was impossible for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to let the Kyushu Division move so easily. Various harassment units began to set out. Striving to hinder the movement of the Kyushu Division, and at the same time collect various intelligence on the Kyushu Division.

The division commander of the Kyushu Division felt a burst of annoyance in his heart when he saw the reconnaissance planes of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army flying in the sky. In the landing battle a few days ago, several reconnaissance planes took off from the Japanese aircraft carrier, and without exception, they were all shot down by the Air Force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. And the army's reconnaissance balloons were also all shot down, and the members on the balloons were either dead or injured. When the navy found the commander of the Kyushu Division and made a big noise, the division commander also held a breath of resentment in his heart.

"It would be great if the navy's ships could also carry a large number of combat aircraft sometime," the division commander thought with a summary and pioneering line of thinking. Historically, the time for aircraft to get on warships was far from the 1930s. As early as the beginning of the 20th century, after the invention of the aircraft, various ideas and practices of aircraft on ships appeared. It was just that the overall idea of aircraft carrier operations had also been proposed by people long ago, and only practical work began to mature in the 1930s.

But thinking was just thinking. The division commander himself did not have an overall idea, nor did he have the knowledge to build an aircraft carrier. He could only look at it.

However, the planes in the sky had no intention of retreating after a reconnaissance. Soon, some small black dots broke away from the planes and fell towards the direction where the division commander and the dense cavalry were. The commander of the Kyushu Division didn't understand what was going on for a moment. He was still craning his neck and looking at the sky with binoculars. He only saw the small black dots dropped by the four-plane formation of the Air Force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army expanding violently. As the small black dots landed near the division commander where the horses were dense, violent explosions rose one after another. The division commander felt a burning sensation in his chest. Looking down, he saw the tail of a piece of shrapnel exposed outside his military uniform. In the next instant, something heavily hit the division commander's head. In the dizziness, the colors of the whole world quickly disappeared from the vision of the Kyushu Division commander.

It is impossible for the air force to observe the battle results. While carrying out reconnaissance, pulling the handle of the bomb release mechanism, bombing suspicious enemy targets, and bombing dense enemy formations, this is all the work of the air force at present. After they finished bombing, they quickly pulled up the flight altitude. Recently, when the Japanese army saw the planes of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, they fired with rifles. This kind of venting shooting by the Japanese army didn't care whether it could hit the target or not. The fire-proof fuel tank designed by Chairman Chen Ke was wrapped with a layer of rubber on the outside of the fuel tank. If hit by a rifle bullet, the rubber would automatically contract to plug the leak, preventing fuel leakage to the greatest extent. However, this thing had two side effects. One was that it greatly increased the self-weight of the aircraft. Secondly, if it was really hit, it was not easy to know. although no plane had been blown up in the air by the Japanese army, aircraft malfunctions and crashes happened many times afterward. Air Force pilots were troops with a fearless tradition, but it didn't mean everyone hoped to look for trouble. After bombing, the planes relied on the opportunity of reduced self-weight to accelerate their climb and headed for the airport.

The death of the commander of the Japanese Kyushu Division and the casualties of most of the division headquarters greatly affected the subsequent battles of the Kyushu Division. The two brigade commanders fought almost on their own. The battle of encirclement and annihilation was implemented extremely smoothly. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army thoroughly utilized the advantages of firepower and numbers, and with the help of rocket artillery, annihilated the Japanese Kyushu Division in two days.

It was not until the interrogation of prisoners of war after the battle that the Air Force knew that it had established the great merit of bombing the commander of the Japanese Kyushu Division to death. In the subsequent discussion meeting, Air Force Commander Division Commander Hai Mengqi warned the comrades, "We are just 'beating the rabbit while gathering grass' (doing something in passing/getting a lucky bonus). If we earned it, we earned it. In the future, comrades should not take this credit of bombing the enemy division commander to death to heart and be unable to let go. That is just a burden. This matter is already over, so we must forget it immediately. Why could we have such an achievement? That is because everyone followed the rules and observed carefully. But no matter how carefully one observes, it is impossible to distinguish the position of the enemy division commander. So observation must be careful, detailed enough is fine. 'Beating the rabbit while gathering grass' does not mean letting everyone 'wait by the stump for a rabbit' (wait for a stroke of luck). Going too far is as bad as not doing enough. Not detailed enough or too detailed are both the most inefficient. Finally, I congratulate comrades again on achieving such a record! And I wish comrades greater achievements in advance. Thank you everyone!"

Because the troops suffered heavy losses, Captain Kumamoto Jiro, who was forced to stay at the Longkou landing ground, was blessed by misfortune and did not advance with the division. After the escaped remnants came back to report the news that the entire Kyushu Division was wiped out, Captain Kumamoto Jiro was ordered to go to "receive" the Kyushu Division.

The trembling Kumamoto squadron arrived at the battlefield, which was twenty kilometers long and five kilometers wide. On the battlefield densely covered with bomb craters, blood, some human limbs, and weapon fragments, more than a dozen huge earthen mounds were piled up. In front of the earthen mounds stood simple wooden monuments "Collective Cemetery of the War Dead of the Japanese Sixth Division." Each earthen mound was four or five people high and tens of meters in circumference. Captain Kumamoto sized up the empty battlefield. He couldn't believe that the comrades-in-arms who had laughed and talked with him a few days ago were buried under these large earthen mounds.

Captain Kumamoto ordered people to shovel open a corner of the earthen mound while keeping guard. Before long, he heard the subordinate shoveling the soil scream. Captain Kumamoto walked to the side of the earthen mound. Japanese corpses were exposed under the not-too-thin earthen mound. "Keep digging!" Kumamoto Jiro ordered.

Layers upon layers of Japanese corpses were constantly exposed under the earthen mound. After digging for several meters, the soldiers were already weak in their hands and feet due to fear and sadness, unable to wave their shovels. They sat limply on the ground and cried bitterly. Even those soldiers who did not lose their composure like this looked at everything in front of them dumbfounded. Kumamoto Jiro looked at the Japanese corpses exposed in front of him, stacked in more than a dozen layers. He looked at the other dozen or so large earthen mounds by the roadside with distracted eyes for a good while. He could no longer bear it, holding his head and howling.
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Chapter 45: Selection and Being Selected (Part 1)

Three days after the battle of annihilation against the Japanese forces landing at Longkou ended, the Japanese troops who had landed at Yangkou in Qingdao retreated rapidly. The Japanese fleet besieging Qingdao also withdrew. The frontal engagement of the Defense of Qingdao concluded with over 17,000 deaths or captures in the Japanese Kyushu Division, over a thousand casualties in the Sendai Division, the sinking of four destroyers, damage to four large vessels, and the sinking of over twenty other ships.

However, the Japanese fleet did not turn back home. After boarding their ships, the Japanese Sendai Division turned south and forcibly landed at Rizhao on October 2nd. The People's Party immediately sent a telegram to the whole nation on October 3rd. After announcing the battle results of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in various provinces, they questioned what Beiyang's attitude exactly was. In addition to the telegram, the People's Party immediately demanded major newspapers publish their announcement: "Given the Beiyang government's inability to maintain the situation in Shandong, the People's Party, in order to safeguard China's sovereignty and territorial integrity, will take over the Shandong administration effective immediately."

There was nothing unreasonable about the news that the People's Party wanted to seize Shandong; the provincial authorities had long known the People's Party's characteristic of looting a burning house. But on October 4th, the People's Party demanded a public explanation from the Hunan government: "The Hunan government refused to transmit the telegram when the People's Party sent it, clearly attempting to conceal the news of the Japanese invasion of China. Such conduct compels one to question whether the local government of Hunan might be controlled by traitors."

This news instantly spread across all provinces of China. The People's Party currently controlled Henan, Anhui, Hubei, Jiangxi, Northern Jiangsu, and Shandong. Every province knew that how Hunan explained it was no longer important; the People's Party was about to make a move on Hunan. Swallowing the land of fish and rice that was Hunan, the People's Party's military vanguard would reach directly into Guangxi, Yunnan, and Guizhou. Once the People's Party established a firm foothold in Hunan, the annexation of these three provinces would only be a matter of time.

The Hunan government never expected that the People's Party would actually turn its gaze from Shandong, thousands of miles away, directly back to Hunan. Hunan Governor Cen Chunming knew he was slightly in the wrong; he had indeed ordered that the news of the People's Party's great victory in Qingdao not be transmitted back to Hunan for the time being. The governors of the various provinces couldn't be described as very conservative; even the conservatives in this era knew the importance of education. Hunan Governor Cen Chunming believed he had treated these young students well, but these young students would never understand the thoughts of the governors.

"Governor, how should we answer?" the Speaker of the Hunan Assembly asked cautiously. In fact, the Speaker had no need to be so respectful to Cen Chunming. But right now, Cen Chunming was still needed to shoulder the responsibility. According to the People's Party's style, as soon as the People's Party seized Hunan, it would be impossible to allow these current assemblymen to continue in power. So Cen Chunming and the Speaker were in the same boat. In his heart, the Speaker hoped that Cen Chunming could "bravely shoulder the responsibility."

Cen Chunming clearly did not have the awareness to shoulder the responsibility, and what the People's Party was doing was, in a sense, bullying people too much. But Governor Cen Chunming obviously didn't have the determination to fight the People's Party to the end. Instead, he cursed angrily at the culprits in his heart: "If it weren't for these students not knowing the big picture, how could there be today's events?"

If looked at from a purely self-interested perspective, one couldn't say Cen Chunming's thoughts were wrong. The young students were clearly attending school in Hunan, yet they believed in the People's Party's heresy, shouting about the people's revolution all day long. In order to suppress this group of students, Cen Chunming had issued an order the year before last that anyone who promoted the People's Party's heresy during their studies would not be issued a graduation certificate. The situation improved slightly at that time, and the students' nonsense turned from public to underground. But not long after, dozens of expelled students actually ran to Hubei first to seek study opportunities. Then they brought back intelligence on the People's Party.

Things like applying for financial aid for studying and schools providing meals weren't much, but the key was that these students brought back more important intelligence. As long as one studied in junior high school under the People's Party, the People's Party would arrange a job regardless of background or region. This attraction was simply too great. Changsha and Wuhan were not too far apart. Wuhan was now a huge emerging city with a population of several million. Railways, machinery, textiles, shipping—everyone who came back from Wuhan marveled at those emerging industries. Changsha was also a relatively prosperous city, but compared to the new Wuhan, it became a completely insignificant small place.

Under the agitation of this group of students, more than five hundred students ran away from many schools in Hunan. After these ungrateful students ran to Hubei, some ran back to tell their classmates that these rumors were all true. They not only propagandized in Changsha but also ran to their respective hometowns to propagandize. It was said that since last year, tens of thousands of teenagers and youths from all over Hunan who wanted to go to school but couldn't afford it had run to Hubei.

Even the young students who remained in Hunan clamored all day for Hunan to learn from the People's Party's policies. Surprisingly, quite a few of these people were from families of landlords and gentry. Such unfilial children made Cen Chunming feel unworthy on behalf of their parents.

If the news of the People's Party's great victory in Qingdao reached Hunan, heaven knows how these young students would cause a disturbance. Cen Chunming had no choice but to temporarily forbid receiving the People's Party's telegram. But he didn't expect the People's Party to react so quickly and immediately start condemning him. If Hunan wanted to resist the People's Party's attack, it should be reorganizing its army and preparing for war right now. But no one in the entire Hunan believed they could resist the People's Party's army with Hunan's strength alone.

Just as he was speaking, Cen Chunming saw his personal attendant run in with a face full of joy. As soon as he entered the door, he shouted excitedly: "Master, great news! Great news! The Great President has sent a telegram!"

Cen Chunming was Yuan Shikai's political enemy, and later, separated by the People's Party, the two sides had no dealings. Cen Chunming really couldn't imagine what there was to be happy about in Yuan Shikai's telegram. Taking it and looking at it, Cen Chunming was stunned. This telegram was Yuan Shikai's circular telegram: "According to the Outline of National Construction, the country implements a presidential system under a federation of self-governing provinces. Its basic work is to implement local self-government. And the implementation of local self-government must be based on the Constitution of the Republic. Its procedures are orderly and indisputable. However, since the founding of the Republic, the people in the four provinces under the jurisdiction of the People's Party have had almost no right to federal self-government. The People's Party resists the central government in the name of local self-government. This renders the Republican Government unable to complete the mission of national federal self-government... Since the founding of the Republic, the nationals have only focused on the articles of the Provisional Constitution and the form of the polity, resulting in Chen Ke and other rebels stealing the country. They also provide opportunities for imperialists to expand their aggression. The chaos of Hong and Yang is a lesson from the past, yet to this point, no one remembers it, and it is not remembered by the nationals who personally suffered from it. It is truly painful."

This was the first time Yuan Shikai had formally issued a statement targeting the People's Party, and referring to the People's Party as "rebels" really made Cen Chunming burst with joy. Under such circumstances, the People's Party would definitely have to turn around to deal with Yuan Shikai. Regardless of what outcome Yuan Shikai had, at least Hunan was temporarily safe.

Cen Chunming continued reading. After Yuan Shikai fiercely denounced the People's Party's atrocities, the conversation turned to the battle between Japan and the People's Party. "The Chen Ke-ists are dedicated to their so-called land revolution and peasant revolution. Wherever the army goes, the land is barren for a thousand miles, destroying our peaceful rural areas. They have no love for national industry, only instilling the theory of hatred and struggle into society and youth to hinder the progress of production. They also unilaterally terminate treaties with foreign countries and pose as China's liberators. Because Britain and Japan have an alliance, and British interests were damaged, Japan fought the People's Party in accordance with the Anglo-Japanese Alliance treaty. Because they were no match for the People's Party, Japan temporarily entered Yantai to reorganize its army for another battle. Our Republic is not the Qing Dynasty, and naturally does not allow foreign armies to rudely occupy our Chinese territory. Shikai has formally informed Japan to withdraw its troops from Yantai within three days. If they do not withdraw, the Central Government will send troops to expel Japan from Yantai. The People's Party falsely accused the Central Government of treason; the rights and wrongs will be clear in three days. And the People's Party, using the Yantai matter as a pretext, intends to annex Shandong. The Central Government formally informs all provinces that if the People's Party advances into Shandong, the Central Government will certainly launch a punitive expedition against the People's Party. If any province colludes with the People's Party, they will be considered accomplices of the People's Party."

After reading Yuan Shikai's statement, Cen Chunming's heart fell all the way from the peak. Although different from the People's Party's violent style, Yuan Shikai was still forcing the provinces to state their position. Cen Chunming had already been found an excuse by the People's Party once. If he supported Beiyang again right now, it was unknown when the People's Party and the Beiyang Army would go to war, but it wouldn't take long for the People's Party to head straight for Hunan.

"Wait and see," Cen Chunming said to the Speaker of the Hunan Assembly.

The Speaker of the Hunan Assembly also held the same idea. The situation was so unclear at this time that it was not the time to choose a position at all.

The British Legation was currently working hard to judge the current situation. Beiyang's tough stance towards Japan, at least in words, showing a willingness to resort to force to drive Japan out of Rizhao, surprised the Minister. It had to be said that while the Minister felt his expectations were somewhat comical, he couldn't help but feel a shred of expectation for Beiyang.

In the recently concluded Battle of the Marne, the Allied Powers invested more than 1 million troops and suffered losses as high as 250,000. Germany also lost a similar amount of troops. Even with such heavy losses, the war was far from over. The Allied Powers had the ability to fight again, and the Central Powers also had the strength to continue the war. Britain was frightened by such tragic fighting and terrible consumption. Fighting like this, there would simply be no hope of achieving victory in the short term.

Since the situation had entered such a stage, Britain knew it was temporarily unable to pay attention to the situation in the Far East. How to use the chips in hand to control the situation in the Far East so that problems requiring great effort from Britain to clean up later would not occur? All personnel of the British Legation in China wanted to find a feasible thread.

The result of the discussion was that first, a war between China and Japan could not be allowed to break out. Japan had already joined the Allied Powers. If Japan declared war on China, it meant that the Allied Powers would also have to declare war on China. Japan had already proven that it was not the People's Party's opponent. The People's Party's control area was inland. With Japan's navy, it was impossible to break into the Yangtze River and strike directly at the heart of the People's Party. The combat effectiveness of the Japanese army without the cover of naval guns was not favored by Britain at all. The division that was annihilated was a Japanese Type A division. Britain currently had no intention of formally declaring war on the People's Party. This was not just a matter of trouble; the People's Party was currently just a Chinese local power. For Britain to do so would only be degrading itself while raising the People's Party's status.

So Beiyang's tough attitude towards Japan actually gave the British an opportunity. What Japan wanted was to suppress Beiyang. The British already saw it very clearly. In Qingdao, supported by naval guns, Japan was still unable to win. In places where naval guns couldn't reach, Japan was even less of an opponent for the People's Party. So apart from gaining benefits from Beiyang, Japan had no other way. If the whole of China opposed Japan's invasion of China, and Beiyang still made Japan retreat in the face of difficulties militarily, Japan would have to listen to Britain's dispatch again.

This involved another question: how to deal with the People's Party.

The best way would be for Beiyang and Japan to join hands to strike the People's Party, but this had proven to be unrealistic. So did Britain support Japan or Beiyang? For Britain, although they tended to support the victor, they hoped even more that Beiyang could prove itself to be the victor.

"Can the People's Party gain control of China?" the Minister asked Sir Humphrey.

"I sincerely hope they can't," Sir Humphrey replied quite cleverly.

"If the People's Party wins, will they join the Allied Powers and undertake the obligations of an Allied Powers member?" the Minister asked the question he was most concerned about. The British always maintained skillful means; they would absolutely not play all their chess pieces to death. Britain was an island nation, and the continental situation changed in the blink of an eye. If Britain could not consider interests purely and maintain skillful means, it would have been impossible for it to stand tall for hundreds of years.

"The People's Party's recent strategic goal is to unify China. These Chinese people have always lacked a spirit of compromise. It seems that unifying China is a mandate of heaven for them, a destiny, an obligation." Sir Humphrey's voice was full of regret. This attitude of the Chinese made the British, who were accustomed to the chaotic situation in Europe, feel very unaccustomed.

"Hmph!" The Minister also expressed his displeasure.

Despite having been insulted by Chen Ke, Humphrey still replied, "I am not worried that the People's Party will defect to Germany. This is not just about the People's Party seizing Qingdao from Germany. The Chairman of the People's Party, Chen Ke, is a very rational politician."

The British Minister also deeply agreed with this. Chen Ke's diplomatic skills had a strong flavor of British profit-seeking. For the sake of profit, Chen Ke never cared about face. But in terms of core interests, Chen Ke had never made the slightest concession. Such a person would absolutely not let personal emotions dominate interest considerations.

"Then let's temporarily watch Beiyang's performance," the British Minister said.

If Gu Weijun knew this, he would definitely not be able to resist announcing loudly to everyone in Beiyang, "My judgment was correct!" Unfortunately, he could not do this.

As Gu Weijun's father-in-law Tang Shaoyi expected, Gu Weijun did indeed successfully persuade Wang Shizhen, and then successfully persuaded Yuan Shikai. Then this 26-year-old young man became a public enemy in the eyes of many Beiyang officials. To be able to gain the favor of Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen, and at the same time determine Beiyang's direction on such major policy matters, meant that Gu Weijun had become a new dignitary. Of course, the premise was that Beiyang could defeat Japan. Out of the officials' instinct, their first feeling was envy and jealousy of the 26-year-old Gu Weijun.

Gu Weijun soon felt this malice. Yuan Shikai summoned Gu Weijun many times, asking this young man to help him analyze problems and plan some matters. Beiyang officials who originally almost ignored Gu Weijun were now deliberately ignoring him with obvious malice. This ugliness made Gu Weijun very dissatisfied.

The People's Party had already seized southern Shandong, which was on the surface, and the rural areas in other parts of Shandong were also mostly controlled by the People's Party. In many cities other than Jinan, as long as Beiyang had no garrison, the People's Party had actually taken over local affairs.

Two towns of the Beiyang Army were advancing towards Yantai under the command of the newly promoted Commander of the Beiyang 4th Army, Wu Peifu. Once Yuan Shikai made up his mind, his actions were still quite impressive. At least Yuan Shikai knew that if the People's Party acted first to resolve Yantai and annihilated another Japanese division, he would be extremely disadvantaged politically. Because no matter what, Japan was defeated in Qingdao but occupied Yantai. Yuan Shikai could not shirk the responsibility for this loss of territory. The Sendai Division had also suffered losses in Qingdao and was at its weakest right now. If under such circumstances, Beiyang still could not defeat the Japanese army, it would show that Beiyang had absolutely no possibility of winning against Japan.

Wu Peifu was a person strongly recommended by Duan Qirui. Duan Qirui believed that Wu Peifu was resolute and decisive, and could shoulder heavy responsibilities. Yuan Shikai also knew of Wu Peifu, so he entrusted him with this heavy responsibility. To be able to get such an opportunity, Wu Peifu was very grateful for the recognition. Regarding others' ridicule of Wu Peifu, thinking that Wu Peifu had taken on a task close to sending himself to death, Wu Peifu did not care. To be able to represent the Beiyang Army to strike the Japanese army, Wu Peifu also had a sense of pride as a national hero. The 4th Army had two towns of new armies under its jurisdiction. They were all personally trained by Wu Peifu. Wu Peifu was extremely strict in training troops on weekdays and had great confidence in his troops.

When the Beiyang 4th Army arrived near Yantai, scouts reported that no signs of the People's Party's actions were found in the surroundings. Wu Peifu's last worry finally disappeared. On a dirt slope, Wu Peifu's personal soldiers had already set up a large electric loudspeaker bought from the People's Party. Wu Peifu held the microphone at the highest point, first scanning the dense and vast formation before his eyes, and then shouted loudly. The power of the electric loudspeaker had been adjusted to the maximum, and Wu Peifu's voice was transmitted to the ears of all soldiers with high pitch.

"Brothers. We Chinese have been repeatedly defeated in battles against the great powers. Foreigners simply look down on our China. Even the little Japanese, who have always been weaker than us, look down on us. Not long ago, the little Japanese were beaten by the People's Party and fled in panic. As a result, they ran here to Yantai. This shows that we Chinese may not necessarily be unable to beat the little Japanese. It just depends on whether we dare to risk our lives."

When Wu Peifu was delivering the mobilization speech to the whole army, suddenly the whistle of artillery shells came from the air. Compared with the Beiyang Army's 75mm guns, and even the 105mm guns imported from Britain, this whistle was sharper and more violent. The explosions caused when the shells hit the ground made all the Beiyang troops feel the earth shaking violently. The horses were terrified by the vibration and neighed; some horses even raised their front hooves high, and several cavalrymen were thrown off their backs.

Wu Peifu stood motionless on the platform, coldly watching his subordinates start to gather the horses and maintain order. Seeing the highest commander so resolute, the commotion in the military formation also gradually returned to calm.

"Brothers, this is the Japanese trying to scare us? This cannon looks quite bluffing, but if it were useful, the Japanese wouldn't have run from Qingdao to Rizhao! Brothers, everyone knows that fighting a war involves death. This time the pension is doubled. Everyone fight this battle well, just to let the Japanese understand that our Beiyang Army is not a soft persimmon that anyone can pinch!" Wu Peifu said this, and he patted the pistol at his waist. "This time in the battle, the supervising team is going to be for real. Those who advance will be heavily rewarded, and those who retreat will be beheaded. Everyone, do not harbor luck. After the infantry fills in, the platoon leader fills in; after the platoon leader fills in, the company commander fills in; after the company commander fills in, the battalion commander fills in. If you all finish filling in, I will take the remaining people to fill in!"
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Chapter 46 Selection and Being Selected (Part 2)

Rizhao was a new city. In early 1914, the Qingdao-Lianyungang railway built by the People's Party had just begun trial operations, and Rizhao was an important station on the line. Railway traffic brought about an acceleration of urbanization; this small place, originally having a population of only a few thousand, had expanded to over ten thousand people in just over half a year. The Shandong Military District's forces were all concentrated in Qingdao. When the Japanese army actually turned south to seize Rizhao, the local Rizhao troops and the masses all evacuated by train. Just as the Shandong Military District and the Huai-Hai Military District were considering surrounding and annihilating the Japanese troops, the Beiyang government jumped out and demanded to "defend" Rizhao. The Central Military Commission then ordered a suspension of the offensive. Since Beiyang was willing to make a final effort on the brink of death, the Central Committee of the People's Party was also willing to see what Beiyang was capable of.

If Beiyang could win, the overall situation in the Far East would turn unfavorable for Japan. This would be of great benefit to the People's Party's overall interests. If Beiyang lost the Battle of Rizhao, everyone would see that Beiyang couldn't beat Japan, and Japan couldn't beat the People's Party. This would be very beneficial for the upcoming War of Liberation that the People's Party would implement.

Chen Ke also hoped to weaken Britain in a disguised way. If Beiyang won, Britain would have to increase its support for Beiyang in an attempt to drive Beiyang to deal with the People's Party. The Americans were very smart; they wouldn't join the Central Powers. The United States joining the Entente Powers meant that the Entente Powers would inevitably win. Weakening Britain a little at this stage would be very good for China's development. Therefore, the main forces of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army in Hubei and Jiangxi began to attack Hunan, while the troops in the north entered a brief period of operational rest. The People's Party waited to see the outcome of this battle between Japan and Beiyang.

While the People's Party had such leisure, the opposing Japanese were facing an extremely difficult situation. Before the Battle of Qingdao, the Japanese army had made "all mental preparations," except for the preparation for defeat. The Japanese side had originally planned to take advantage of the momentum to expand Japan's interests in Shandong. According to the Japanese official view, once the People's Party was defeated and Qingdao seized, Yuan Shikai would not dare to directly start a war with Japan. Japan could then coerce Yuan Shikai into allowing the expansion of Japan's rights and interests in the Northeast. For Japan's original rights in Northeast China to turn into actual benefits, massive investment was needed in the Northeast. The returns were uncertain, but the results were destined to be extremely slow.

Japan's main purpose in maintaining the Northeast was to screen Korea. Northern Korea had iron ore, and the Japanese mainland lacked iron ore. Now that the People's Party had interrupted the coke-for-ore agreement with Japan, Japan had to thoroughly digest Korea first.

If it were just this reason, Japan wouldn't have intervened in the Chinese civil war so anxiously. Japan knew the significance of the coal-iron complex to industry. Watching the People's Party go all out to develop steel, if the People's Party unified China, Japan's interests would be destined to face a huge threat. Japan's domestic hardliners all advocated taking advantage of World War I to get Britain to declare war on China, or at least on the People's Party. At that time, Japan could act as Britain's hitman and intervene in Shandong.

After the People's Party colluded with the United States, the United States found its collaborator in China and immediately cast Japan aside. Restricting Japan's raw silk exports once caused the Japanese economy to suffer a huge blow. Raw silk exports accounted for half of Japan's export share, and the result of this money being cut off was that the Japanese silk industry suffered a comprehensive and disastrous blow. Regardless of whether they were the prudent faction or the hardline faction in Japan, they all unanimously agreed that Japan's greatest enemy at present was the People's Party.

Even for such a straightforward reason, Japan should have acted sooner. The reason they didn't act so early was that the territory occupied by the People's Party gave Japan no way to start. Britain was the maritime hegemon of East Asia; without Britain's consent, Japan simply dared not make a move on the two ports of Qingdao and Lianyungang. Without these two ports, unless Japan went through the Yangtze River, they could not fight the People's Party. Britain controlled the shipping on the Yangtze River, and it was even more impossible for Japan to intervene in the Yangtze. Facing the People's Party becoming increasingly powerful in East Asian trade, Japan was actually helpless against the People's Party.

It was not until after the outbreak of World War I, when the British needed a large amount of silk as propellant bags for heavy artillery, that the Japanese silk industry picked up. The People's Party began to expel British influence from the Yangtze River after the outbreak of WWI, and Japan finally found a breakthrough. They immediately volunteered to Britain to act as a pawn, and used the method of "supporting Yuan Shikai to claim the throne" to temporarily gain Yuan Shikai's support. Japan was very clear that they only had one chance: take Qingdao and prove that Japan had the strength to strike the People's Party. Then everything would be easy to talk about. Both Britain and Beiyang would accept Japan expanding its sphere of influence in Shandong.

At least before the defeat in Qingdao, Japan still had plans to intervene in Shandong. Japan coveted the construction the People's Party had done in southern Shandong, that is, in Huai-Hai Province. Grain, silk, the coal-iron complex in Zaozhuang, and even the Xuzhou industrial center built based on the electrical technology development of the Second Industrial Revolution. If they could annihilate the People's Party in one fell swoop in Qingdao, then seize Rizhao and Lianyungang, and follow the railway to attack Xuzhou, the earnings from this vast and fertile region would all fall into Japan's hands.

Before the First Sino-Japanese War, Japan hadn't expected to be able to seize such large benefits from China either. So this time in the Qingdao campaign, facing the People's Party surrounded on all sides, if Japan could open up the situation, it might not be impossible to have another huge harvest like the First Sino-Japanese War.

It wasn't until Japan was defeated in Qingdao and the Kyushu Division was almost completely annihilated that Japan understood why the People's Party could traverse China freely and even dare to challenge Britain. The People's Party did not rely on conspiracies and schemes, nor on "secret agreements" with Yuan Shikai of Beiyang, but on true strength. It was just that Japan was riding a tiger and couldn't get off at this point, so they turned to attack Rizhao and cut the Qingdao-Lianyungang railway. Qingdao had the Qingdao Fortress as support, but Rizhao did not have a Rizhao Fortress. Rizhao didn't have that much mountainous terrain; the port area was flat land. If the People's Party wanted to retake Rizhao, they would inevitably have to expose their army completely to the naval guns of the Japanese Navy, and the People's Party's combat effectiveness would inevitably be greatly discounted.

Before the People's Party could launch an attack, Beiyang fell out first, stating that they wanted to "recover" Rizhao. The betrayal of this "quasi-ally" made the Japanese side very annoyed. Handing over Rizhao to Beiyang meant Japan bowing its head to Beiyang. Whether Yuan Shikai would perish later was hard to say, but yielding Rizhao to Beiyang meant that Japan would likely never be able to enter China again in the short term. This absolutely did not conform to Japan's interests. Therefore, the Japanese side was full of anger at Yuan Shikai's "act of betraying teammates." It was just that Japan hadn't thought at this time that the existence of a teammate was meant to be screwed over. When Japan appeared to have the advantage on the surface, Japan still had utilization value to Yuan Shikai. Now that facts had proved Japan was not the opponent of the People's Party, Yuan Shikai's best choice was none other than hitting a person when they're down.

While the Japanese army made up its mind that "even if the losses are heavy, we cannot lose to Beiyang," and did its best to prepare defenses, Wu Peifu, commander of the Beiyang 4th Army, commanded his troops to launch an attack on Rizhao.

There was no essential difference in the way war was fought; even the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army, which learned from the PLA, had not created anything essentially different.

Reconnaissance was required before the battle. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army relied on aircraft, but also on cavalry and ground scouts. Wu Peifu didn't have airplanes, so he relied on telescopes and cavalry, and the Beiyang 4th Army also raised observation balloons, which at least made up for the lack of high-altitude reconnaissance.

The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army required artillery preparation before battle. Apart from rocket artillery, the large-caliber artillery of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army was not even as good as that of the Beiyang 4th Army, a unit with fully reorganized British equipment. The Japanese army not only had the divisional artillery but also naval guns to help out. After both sides rumbled and blasted at each other for a while, the infantry battle finally began.

The PLA's infantry was the strongest infantry in the world, not because they created anything, but because this great army possessed an indomitable offensive spirit. The PLA's civil engineering was the best in the world, but the trenches were not for static defense, but to better protect themselves before launching an attack on the enemy. The digging of zigzag trenches was not the PLA's original creation either; at least there were similar tactics in the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom era. At that time, when the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom attacked cities, they dug trenches to the enemy's city gates or under the city walls, stuffed in coffins full of explosives, and with a loud boom, the city walls or city gates were destroyed, and the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom soldiers swarmed in.

Combining offense and defense perfectly, using current technology to the maximum limit, and using the latest mastered technology to the maximum limit. And mainly focusing on annihilating the enemy's effective strength to the maximum limit. These war concepts were taught in any military academy that could be considered competent. However, in Chen Ke's history, only the PLA was the one that thoroughly integrated this education, this kind of cognition, into the marrow of an army through practice, into the soul of an army, and refined and summarized these with a military philosophy.

Other armies could only do these things speciously. The 4th Army under Wu Peifu's command was a British-equipped unit. Wu Peifu was a person eager to learn; before the war, he also learned from the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army to dig some trenches. These trenches indeed played a not insignificant role under the frantic Japanese shelling. If they had followed the previous Beiyang Army's practice, with infantry staying together in clusters, the casualties in the dense artillery fire would definitely not have been small.

Both the Japanese army and the Beiyang Army lacked ammunition, and even the Japanese Navy was the same. As the artillery shells gradually began to thin out, Wu Peifu, as the commander of the offensive side, took the lead in issuing the order to charge. The vanguard troops of the Beiyang Army ran out of the trenches and groped towards the Japanese direction.

The initial losses in battle were all generated during these firepower probes. Even in the cold weapon era, the vanguard troops were elite troops. They had to continuously probe the enemy's "lethality delivery capability." If they found that their lethality delivery could overwhelm the enemy, they would disregard everything and smash into the enemy's formation. The Beiyang troops were knocked down by the Japanese army. The Beiyang troops started shooting towards the Japanese line of fire, and Japanese soldiers were also hit and fell to the ground. So more Japanese troops joined the shooting ranks, and people on both the Beiyang and Japanese sides were hit one after another, either dying or getting wounded.

The standard weapon equipped by the Beiyang 4th Army was the famous imported British Lee-Enfield rifle. This rifle had a large magazine capacity and a high rate of fire. It was quite suitable for the Beiyang Army's characteristic of emphasizing fierceness and courage while taking science lightly. The dense rifle volleys that started from the Xiang Army era had repeatedly almost overwhelmed the Japanese army in Korea during the First Sino-Japanese War. This time was no exception. The Japanese army didn't expect the Beiyang Army to have such fierce firepower right from the start. For a moment, they were actually suppressed. It wasn't until the Japanese heavy machine guns began to fire violently that the Beiyang Army's almost fanatical offensive was slightly checked. However, at this time, a part of the Beiyang Army had already approached the Japanese trenches. Relying on firepower alone could no longer stop these Beiyang troops from killing their way into the Japanese positions.

"Totsugeki!" The Japanese army also took out the bayonet charge method that they had tried and tested repeatedly. In the First Sino-Japanese War, the Japanese army had tried this repeatedly with success. Japanese officers and soldiers climbed out of the trenches with their bayonets and charged towards the Beiyang Army. They hoped to continue the glory of their predecessors and wipe out the Beiyang Army in one fell swoop with hand-to-hand combat.

The characteristics of the Lee-Enfield rifle lay in the use of a rotating bolt and a box-type detachable magazine. The rear-locking rotating bolt allowed for relatively fast reloading; installing a fixed box-type double-column 10-round magazine for loading increased sustained firepower. It was one of the fastest-firing bolt-action rifles in actual combat, and had the advantages of reliability, short bolt travel, and convenient operation. There had been cases where the German army mistakenly thought that the British positions, which were all equipped with Lee-Enfield rifles, were equipped with heavy machine guns.

The Japanese rifles held five rounds at most. The Beiyang Army's rate of fire while running was actually not fast. The Japanese army had a huge advantage when shooting from positions, but when it really came to a bayonet fight, the Beiyang Army's rifles still had remaining bullets, while the Japanese bullets were already exhausted. Now the advantages of both sides were immediately reversed. Amidst the dense firepower of the Beiyang Army, the Japanese troops rushing out of the trenches were beaten into flying flesh and blood as if they were prisoners being executed at close range. The Beiyang Army has always "won by courage," and what they had was this burst of fierceness. Seeing that a breach had been opened, with a shout, the Beiyang Army charged into the Japanese position with their rifles.

Someone once discussed a question: when is a chess layout most powerful? The general answer is "The initial layout is the most perfect and most powerful."

Defensive positions are also like this. In the initial layout, the coordination of light and heavy firepower can be considered, the echelon of troops can be considered, and all kinds of conceivable war situations can be taken into account. Once the position is breached, the advantage of the original position can instantly turn into a disadvantage. The echelon arrangement of light and heavy firepower will easily lose its effect in a chaotic situation. For example, straight trenches, which are extremely easy for movement and transmitting orders, and extremely easy for adjusting shooting density and direction, become the root of chaos. Rifle range is at least five or six hundred meters; a straight trench becomes a trench that can be shot through with a single shot.

One of the reasons for the PLA's strength lies in their ability to launch almost perfect attacks, and in the development of the attack, they can make the entire offensive posture more and more powerful. While for the defending enemy, once breached, it can only get worse and worse. This is one of the reasons why this army is invincible in a hundred battles.

From a philosophical point of view, the command concept of this army "firmly believes that the world is constantly changing," and the PLA's mobile warfare is to let the changing battlefield develop in a direction that is increasingly favorable to the PLA. Grandpa Mao once said, "This army has an indomitable spirit. It is determined to overwhelm all enemies and never to yield to the enemy. No matter under any difficult and arduous circumstances, as long as there is still one person left, this person must continue to fight."

Wu Peifu had not listened to the teachings of this great man, nor had he received corresponding education in a full set of philosophy including "On Practice" and "On Contradiction" as well as military science in the People's Party's military academy. What Wu Peifu upheld was just the very traditional concept of "the brave win when meeting on a narrow path." But this simple Chinese concept, limited to a certain specific environment, expounded the concept of quantitative change leading to qualitative change in a moving world.

Seeing the first wave of attacks succeed, Wu Peifu immediately ordered follow-up troops to follow up and charge towards the breach. Meanwhile, the troops on both flanks increased pressure, trying to create more breaches.

The Japanese military research was not idle either. Even though they suddenly encountered a setback, the Japanese artillery immediately increased the density and speed of fire. The direction of fire was the inevitable path of Wu Peifu's reinforcements. Even if the Beiyang Army gained an advantage in a certain part and broke through a part of the Japanese first-line defense system, the Japanese army's overall troop strength and firepower still held a comprehensive advantage relative to this part of the Beiyang Army. As long as they could block the Beiyang Army from continuing to pour military strength into this gap, as long as they could stop the Beiyang Army's continued attack, the Japanese army would sooner or later be able to restore the initial defense system.

If the Japanese army were facing the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army, which learned from the PLA, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army would have already moved their departure point as close to the Japanese direction as possible. One of the most subtle points in mobile warfare is "forward movement." This is not just moving troops to "under the nose" of the enemy, but also includes determining attack routes, and not just a single attack route.

But Wu Peifu's ability reached its limit here. He also determined more than two attack routes, but the Japanese were guarded against these attack routes that could be determined without too much effort. Artillery shells fell like rain on these routes, blasting the second wave of attacking Beiyang troops into the air, blasting them to pieces. The attacking forces of two battalion-level units sent out by the Beiyang Army in succession were beaten into disarray by Japanese artillery fire halfway. As time passed, the Beiyang officers and soldiers who had attacked into the Japanese position either died heroically or were captured.

The shouting and killing on the Japanese position gradually ceased, and the Japanese artillery fire gradually stopped. When both sides temporarily stopped fighting, the sea breeze gradually blew away the smoke and dust pervading the battlefield. Wu Peifu raised his telescope and looked at the opposite Japanese position. He saw quite a few people being pushed out onto the Japanese position; from the gray-blue military uniforms, it could be determined that these people were officers and soldiers of the Beiyang Army. Before Wu Peifu could figure out what mystery the Japanese were playing, he saw Japanese soldiers with rifles standing up behind these Beiyang officers and soldiers. Wu Peifu saw smoke from bullet discharge spurting from the muzzles of the Japanese guns, and the Beiyang officers and soldiers in front of the Japanese fell to the ground one after another. Only then did Wu Peifu understand that the Japanese had just pushed the captured Beiyang officers and soldiers out of the Japanese trenches and shot them on the spot.

"Fuck your ancestors!" Seeing this scene, many officers and soldiers of the Beiyang Army, including Wu Peifu, couldn't help but shout curses. But no matter how they cursed, the first offensive battle launched by the Beiyang Army elites had still failed.
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If such a thing as psychokinesis truly existed, the Commander of the Sendai Division would undoubtedly have used it to snap his subordinate's neck. With the heavy pressure in his heart and the surging tide of his emotions, he might have even killed a few more. Unfortunately, the Commander of the Sendai Division was just an ordinary Earthling, so he glared at the Deputy Chief of Staff with murderous eyes and said in that unique tone of a superior suppressing a subordinate: "The reason for executing prisoners in front of the formation is to let the Beiyang Army opposite know what result awaits them if their attack fails."

The Sendai Division Commander really couldn't say too much. The artillery barrage that just intercepted the Beiyang Army's follow-up forces had already consumed more than half of the Sendai Division's artillery reserve. The Naval guns were certainly large, but communication between the two sides was poor, and it was a toss-up whether the called-in shells would land on the Beiyang Army or the Japanese troops. Secondly, the traditional conflict between the Army and the Navy also meant that the Sendai Division Commander could not command the Navy at all.

Faced with such a reality, the Sendai Division Commander had to control the situation as much as possible before the Army Ministry's next order arrived. Killing prisoners of war wasn't very glorious. According to the Commander's view, as long as it could effectively intimidate the Beiyang Army and cause their offensive to ease up slightly, the Commander believed he could bear this bit of infamy.

The Deputy Chief of Staff didn't quite accept the Commander's explanation. "Your Excellency, will this method work? If our side is only sticking to our defense here, there is absolutely no need to take the measures just now."

Hearing the words "sticking to defense", the Sendai Division Commander could no longer hold back. "Idiot!" he shouted in anger.

When retreating from the Yakou in Laoshan, no matter how the Sendai Division advertised that they were going to attack Rizhao, and that the purpose of attacking Rizhao was to better strike the People's Party... These words had to be said, but no one from the Division Commander down to the Sergeants believed them. Ending a war is far more difficult than starting one. As for a dignified retreat, unless a victory was achieved, it was absolutely impossible.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, who "saw off" the Japanese army retreating from Yakou, had no flowers in their hands. Even though the Japanese naval guns were trying their best to provide fire cover, the Revolutionary Army's artillery and bullets were also trying their best to kill and wound the Japanese rear guard. After fighting for five or six days at Yakou, suffering endless shelling and shooting every day, and losing thousands of officers and soldiers, the Japanese army fled onto the warships with their tails between their legs. No matter how it was embellished, it was impossible to make the Japanese soldiers believe this was a victory.

Seizing Rizhao also brought a little excitement to the Japanese army. The order issued by the Army Ministry to the Sendai Division was simple: "Hold fast." The Army Ministry had no obvious plan for operations after occupying Rizhao, but any fool could see that for a division to penetrate deep into the Chinese mainland, meeting the People's Party's troops would mean certain death. The Japanese army scoured Rizhao, an empty city, for everything they could loot. But before they had enjoyed a couple of good days, tens of thousands of Beiyang troops attacked. The failure of the Qingdao Campaign and the fact that the Kyushu Division was almost completely wiped out brought pressure as heavy as Mount Tai to the Sendai Division Commander.

Just now, the Beiyang Fourth Army's first wave of attacks broke through the Japanese positions, greatly discounting the possibility of completing the "hold fast" mission. This couldn't help but make the panic in the Sendai Division Commander's heart far greater than the feeling of actual combat capability decline caused by troop losses. Killing prisoners of war was also a way for the Division Commander to relieve his own psychological pressure.

The Sendai Division Deputy Chief of Staff could probably understand the Commander's thoughts. His opposition to shooting prisoners in front of the formation was not directed at the Commander. The Beiyang Army was coming aggressively, and the Deputy Chief of Staff worried that shooting prisoners might trigger intense retaliatory psychology from the Beiyang Army. The Japanese army formed units based on regional origin, one of the purposes being to hope that the troops could improve cohesion due to regional factors. The desire for revenge is also a form of cohesion. Seeing fellow villagers die in battle can always give Japanese troops more reason to keep fighting. But seeing the Commander's exasperated appearance right now, the Deputy Chief of Staff also tactfully shut his mouth. The hierarchy in the Japanese army was strict. According to investigations, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army under the People's Party adopted "officer-soldier equality." The Japanese army laughed greatly when studying this. Because the Japanese army could not imagine how an army could operate smoothly without high and low ranks. The Deputy Chief of Staff was also one of those who laughed loudly; he naturally dared not overstep the Japanese army's "rules."

But the Deputy Chief of Staff's worry was obviously justified. Outside, the screaming sound of shells tearing through the air suddenly rang out. Just by the sound, it could be determined that the Beiyang Army was firing at the Japanese army again. Everyone in the Sendai Division headquarters immediately became tense. The report from the front line arrived in the blink of an eye: "Your Excellency, Division Commander, the Beiyang Army has started charging again."

Infantry-artillery coordination is a very important method of warfare. Hearing that the Beiyang Army began to attack under artillery cover, the Sendai Division Commander said nothing and strode to the telescope in the headquarters bunker. Sure enough, in the telescope, he saw the stream of people composed of Beiyang Army cyan uniforms lunging at the Japanese positions again.

Even if Wu Peifu did not have the combat capability of the People's Party, he was not an incompetent person. This attack was still divided into left, center, and right routes, but these three routes had at least absorbed the experience of the last attack. At least in terms of routes, the three Beiyang Army columns were more orderly during the attack. The Beiyang Army was not as willing as the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to waste so many shells on live-fire practice, so they could not form a creeping barrage attack. Wu Peifu used a very primitive method, observing through balloons to determine the approximate shooting area on the Japanese positions. With artillery fire flying and shrapnel shooting everywhere, it could at least affect the Japanese army's operations. The Beiyang Army relied on a burst of fierceness, treading on the path marked by the blood of their Beiyang brothers from the last attack to launch a ferocious attack on the Japanese army.

The Japanese army also learned their lesson, and heavy machine guns immediately began to fire fiercely. The Beiyang Army also immediately lay down, using the high rate of fire of the Lee-Enfield rifles to return fire. The reliability of the Japanese heavy machine guns was obviously inferior to the Lee-Enfield rifles. The Beiyang's concentrated fire knocked out some heavy machine gun strongpoints, while other heavy machine guns stopped roaring due to mechanical failures. In this instant when the Japanese firepower weakened, the Beiyang troops lying on the ground stood up and began to charge.

The Japanese army obviously underestimated the fierceness of the Beiyang Army. Having just failed in an attack, the Beiyang Army immediately organized the next attack. The evil consequences of shooting prisoners of war appeared. Shooting prisoners certainly relieved the Japanese army's anxiety, but it also made the Japanese army's nerves, which had relaxed, unable to tense up again immediately. In more colloquial terms, after "leaking murderous intent," the speed of condensing it again is not that fast. Since shooting prisoners failed to knock out the Beiyang Army's morale, it could only stimulate the Beiyang Army's determination to fight to the death.

The Japanese troops on the front line had to raise their bayonets to fight the Beiyang Army. The Beiyang Army's three-pronged attack only broke through one Japanese position on the left last time. This time, the attacks in the center and right both succeeded, and they all killed their way into the Japanese first-line positions. The black uniforms of the Japanese army and the cyan uniforms of the Beiyang Army were instantly mixed together in a melee. Gunshots, roars, the sound of bayonets colliding, and screams mixed together.

Two Beiyang follow-up units immediately began to follow up. The Sendai Division had no choice but to use artillery fire again to stop the Beiyang Army's follow-up troops. Only this time, limited by the shell problem, the Japanese army could no longer launch a fierce bombardment like the last time, but strove to shoot more accurately. To carry out artillery strikes on the two reinforcing columns.

Wu Peifu did not repeat the same mistakes. From the rear of the Beiyang Army column that was originally "blocked in attack," a large number of Beiyang troops suddenly poured out. The troops that were somewhat timid at the beginning of the attack suddenly changed their original appearance, stood up, and charged fiercely at the Japanese army. The Japanese troops facing them were somewhat shaken because the first-line position next to them had been penetrated by the Beiyang Army. They were charged into the position by the Beiyang Army on the left in one go. The Beiyang backup troops behind the left route surged onto the Japanese position like a tide.

The Japanese artillery was firing according to fixed firing data. In the blink of an eye, the Beiyang left route rushed into the Japanese right-wing position. It was too late for them to adjust the firing data. Large numbers of Beiyang troops had already killed all the Japanese soldiers in the first-line positions and began to thrust towards the second-line positions.

After receiving the news, Wu Peifu roared viciously: "Victory or defeat lies here! Artillery, fire all the shells!" The Beiyang Army's artillery immediately fired all their shells at the Japanese positions in one go.

The Beiyang shells effectively disrupted the traffic in the Japanese second and third-line positions, killing and wounding many Japanese troops. The flying dust affected the Japanese observation, and the Beiyang Army shouted and continued to attack fiercely.

The port area currently under construction in Rizhao is a large flat piece of land. On this flat land, there are not many places that can be used as reliance. After breaking through the Japanese front, the Beiyang Army troops moved forward and forward. If it were the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, or at least the well-trained British, French, and German armies, the best strategy at this time would be to give way to the enemy's sharp edge and let them rush directly in. The defending side would mobilize troops to form a pocket formation. After dispatching troops to plug the gap, the pocket formation would rely on heavy machine guns and other firepower to encircle and annihilate the invading enemy troops. At least in the Battle of the Marne that ended not long ago, this tactic was used multiple times by both warring sides.

But neither the Beiyang nor the Japanese army had such high military literacy and quality. The Japanese army feared that their connection would be cut off after the Beiyang Army cut into the position. The Sendai Division Commander ordered troops at all levels to block the Beiyang Army's fierce attack, and the troops began a counterattack.

Wu Peifu trained his soldiers extremely strictly. Even if his subordinates were afraid of death, they dared not disobey military orders. Moreover, the Beiyang Army's tradition of "winning by courage" was still there. Encountering the Japanese counterattack, the Beiyang Army also bravely rushed up to fight to the death with the Japanese army. Units in black uniforms and cyan uniforms ran on the battlefield. The range of engagement and even hand-to-hand combat gradually expanded. As the Japanese artillery fell silent, Wu Peifu ordered both divisions of the Beiyang Army's Fourth Army under his command to be thrown into the battle. The entire battlefield boiled like a large cauldron. The battlefield where rifles were used, after enemies and friends mixed together, gradually turned into a Shura field of flesh and blood.

On October 10th, Chen Ke in Zhengzhou received the news: "After a bloody battle, the Sendai Division in Rizhao has retreated from Rizhao by ship. The Beiyang Wu Peifu unit has occupied Rizhao. Asking the Central Committee for instructions on the next step."

As for how to act, there seemed to be few choices. Either allow Wu Peifu to stay in Rizhao, or send troops to wipe out Wu Peifu. Chen Ke instructed: "Currently, cut off the traffic between Rizhao and other regions. At the same time, contact Wu Peifu and ask if he is willing to accept our medical support. If he sends his troops to our controlled area, we can treat them."

Wu Peifu was able to beat the Japanese away, but failed to annihilate the Japanese army on the beach. Presumably, the Beiyang Army also suffered heavy casualties. Chen Ke knew that Wu Peifu was a very fierce person. Among the executioners who suppressed the February 7th Strike, Wu Peifu was also on the list. If he were a smarter commander who was more compassionate towards his subordinates, at this time, he would borrow the slope to get off the donkey and make a graceful exit. However, if Wu Peifu insisted on learning from Zhang Lingfu, Chen Ke did not care about laying hands on this newly minted "Anti-Japanese Famous General."
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On October 11, 1914, the news of the Japanese army's withdrawal from Rizhao was immediately spread throughout the country by the Beiyang government. Excluding the "rebel" force of the People's Party, this was the first time the Chinese central government had repelled a foreign armed invasion. The People's Party's total annihilation of the Japanese Kyushu Division disappeared from the newspapers. Many newspapers manipulated the news even more cleverly, treating the "Qingdao-Rizhao" campaign as a single integrated campaign. Beiyang had victoriously ended the "Qingdao-Rizhao" campaign. At least according to the newspapers, Beiyang became the ultimate and sole force that repelled Japan.

The People's Party didn't care about this at all. Regarding the integrity of newspapers, Chen Ke had cited an example to the comrades: during Napoleon's journey from his place of exile to Paris, the titles used by Parisian newspapers to refer to him changed every day. Day 1: "The Corsican Monster Lands at Golfe-Juan!" Day 2: "The Murderous Demon Marches Towards Grasse!" Day 3: "The Usurper Enters Grenoble!" Day 4: "General Bonaparte Arrives at Lyon!" Day 5: "General Napoleon Liberates Fontainebleau!" Day 6: "His Imperial Majesty is About to Enter Paris in Triumph!"

At this critical moment when military struggle was deciding China's future destiny, expecting these "literary prostitute" reporters to have integrity was less reliable than expecting a prostitute to have chastity. Both were selling themselves for their own maximum benefit. Whether they shouted, or what they shouted, was irrelevant. Sure enough, on October 12, under Beiyang's manipulation, newspapers everywhere quickly published a statement: "Urgent! Given that the People's Party has blocked the road to Rizhao, in order to solve the problem of the wounded in Rizhao, Beiyang earnestly requests medical personnel from all over to travel by sea to Rizhao to participate in the treatment of Beiyang army wounded."

Wu Peifu still had some "backbone". The People's Party indicated that they could let Wu Peifu leave, and at the same time treat the Beiyang wounded. Wu Peifu rejected it all. The Military Commission immediately ordered the Qingdao Military Sub-district and the Huaihai Military Region's troops to begin preparations for an attack. Meanwhile, Pu Guanshui, who had already surrounded Wu Peifu, also gave Wu Peifu a clear ultimatum: "Either be annihilated within three days, or get out now."

Chen Ke also sent a telegram to Yuan Shikai for this, hoping he would "recognize the situation and not create meaningless bloodshed." Beiyang immediately issued a pitiful announcement nationwide, attempting to gain moral support.

There were plenty of Beiyang supporters. Cai Yuanpei had already returned to Zhejiang. On October 12, he immediately expressed his response in Hangzhou, dispatching a medical team composed of Hangzhou Hospital personnel led by Zhou Shuren to Rizhao to participate in the treatment of Beiyang wounded. For an anti-Japanese hero like Wu Peifu, the number of sympathizers was not small. As the director of Hangzhou Hospital, Zhou Shuren was naturally very willing to go to Rizhao.

Cai Yuanpei acted extremely quickly. On the 13th, a group of medical volunteers boarded a ship bound for Rizhao. To Zhou Shuren's regret, some of the highest-level doctors could not go. In these times, the general level of medical care was relatively poor, and capable Western medicine doctors were extremely rare existences. Most of the doctors at Hangzhou Hospital were graduates of the Shanghai Benevolence Medical College. Zhou Shuren naturally knew the origin of his subordinates; most of them were "made by the People's Party". Regardless of how much the dignitaries in Hangzhou hated and detested the People's Party, they cherished these doctors extremely. A considerable number of doctors at Hangzhou Hospital acted as private doctors for dignitaries, so they couldn't go to Rizhao this time. Whatever they said didn't matter; the importance dignitaries attached to the health of themselves and their families was far above that of the group of "grunts" in distant Rizhao.

Zhou Shuren had no choice in this. The wages at Hangzhou Hospital were not high. Young doctors had studied hard and had to shoulder the heavy responsibility of supporting a family. If they didn't serve these dignitaries, how could the hospital's meager salary be enough to support a family?

With a shortage of doctors, a group of "volunteers" boarded the ship. With Zhou Shuren's upbringing and intelligence, how could he not see that many of these people were just there for the excitement or to make a name for themselves? Many were young masters from various families. Because the departure was hasty, Zhou Shuren ordered the organization of the various medical supplies, surgical equipment, and related arrangements on the ship. Hangzhou Hospital had over 200 doctors and nurses, but fewer than 50 could participate in the rescue team, along with over 30 "volunteers".

The volunteers didn't participate in this work at all. Even if they participated in labor, their purpose seemed to be to take advantage of this rare opportunity on the same ship to flirt with the female nurses. Those with a little medical knowledge pointed fingers at the medical equipment and spoke nonsense about the use and principles of these devices. Those without medical knowledge boasted profusely about their experiences studying abroad. As for those with insufficient education, they bragged about how wealthy their families were and how noble their lineage was. All kinds of nonsense, bullshit, crude talk, and stupid talk made Zhou Shuren want to throw them all off the ship. But this was unrealistic. Even when some female nurses were teased and harassed to tears, and some male doctors, disgusted by these guys' mouths that never shut, protested to Zhou Shuren asking him to kick them off, Zhou Shuren first comforted everyone, then used his authority to issue an order to confine this group of volunteers to the upper deck. The doctors and nurses temporarily settled near the engine room where living conditions were poor.

"Everyone, the ship will arrive in Rizhao soon. We are here to treat the wounded soldiers. Just endure it a bit longer, endure it," Zhou Shuren said almost futilely. There were only a few guards arranged in the medical team. Zhou Shuren had no way to form a security line, and he himself wasn't skilled in martial arts. Apart from doing this, there was really no other way.

At night, under the dim oil lamp, Zhou Shuren kept watch personally. Some people had already tried to find female nurses to "have a heart-to-heart" at night. Zhou Shuren had to guard against these bastards. The night grew deep, and Zhou Shuren didn't dare to sleep. Bored, he picked up a pen and wrote a few words on paper. Having not used a pen for a long time, Zhou Shuren felt his writing wasn't that smooth. Looking at the words "Nursing" (Hu Li) and "Potion" (Yao Shui) together on the paper, Zhou Shuren suddenly had a thought. He wrote the two characters "Curbing the Flood" (Li Shui).

On this boundless sea, facing such a chaotic situation in China, what Zhou Shuren thought of in his heart was Dayu taming the flood. Once he started, Zhou Shuren couldn't stop his hand, as if it wasn't him, but the pen itself that couldn't help but start writing.

"At this time, it was 'The swelling floodwaters are causing disaster, vast and mighty, embracing the mountains and rising above the hills'; Grandfather Shun's subjects were not all crowded on the mountain tops exposed above the water. Some were tied to tree tops, some sat on wooden rafts. Some rafts even had small wooden sheds built on them. Seen from the shore, it was quite rich in poetic interest.

News from distant places came from the wooden rafts. Everyone finally knew that Lord Gun, because he had spent nine whole years taming the water without any effect, had caused the Dragon Heart (Emperor) to be furious and was exiled to Feather Mountain. The one taking over seemed to be his son, Young Master Wenming, whose milk name was Ah Yu..."

Writing to this point, someone suddenly knocked on the door. Zhou Shuren stopped his pen, put the top sheet to the bottom, and then asked, "Who is it?"

"It's me, Wu Yutang. Dean Zhou hasn't slept yet?" The person outside heard Zhou Shuren respond and pushed the door open. Wu Yutang was one of Cai Yuanpei's students and was also going to treat the Beiyang wounded this time. Zhou Shuren felt that he was acting more in the role of a "supervising army" officer.

Wu Yutang clearly wanted to have a long talk with Zhou Shuren. He carried a packet of dried tofu brought before boarding and a bottle of wine. Zhou Shuren took a look; it was the glass-bottled mulberry wine that the People's Party sold everywhere in the Yangtze River basin. He had to put away the manuscript he had just started writing.

After three rounds of drinks, Wu Yutang opened his mouth and said, "Brother Zhou, I wonder how you view the current situation?"

This kind of most ordinary opening for discussing current events made Zhou Shuren feel very bored. How else could it be? The winner of the war between the People's Party and Beiyang was destined to be the future ruler of China. Either Yuan Shikai would continue to be the Great President, or Chen Ke would become the new Great President. Zhou Shuren didn't want to make such boring predictions. He asked back, "How does Brother Wu see it?"

"Brother Zhou knows that the People's Party has already used troops against Hunan, right? In this time of national chaos, the People's Party is still fully thinking for itself. This is a disaster for the country and must not be allowed to succeed." Wu Yutang spoke impassionedly, "However, the current matter in Zhejiang is not just the affair of the People's Party alone. Duke Cai supports the central government, but there are traitors within our Guangfu Society. I presume Brother Zhou should know about this."

Hearing this, Zhou Shuren felt a burst of disgust in his heart. The "traitors" Wu Yutang referred to were naturally Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin in Western Zhejiang. Before Cai Yuanpei leaned towards Yuan Shikai, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin had established a local government in Western Zhejiang. In recent years, relying on learning from the People's Party's government organization and participating in the People's Party's foreign trade system, life in Western Zhejiang had become better and better. Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin were both veterans of the Guangfu Society. Even within the Guangfu Society headquarters led by Cai Yuanpei, evaluations of Western Zhejiang were quite different. There were also many who supported Xu Xilin. Wu Yutang was naturally Cai Yuanpei's man; Wu Yutang dared to boldly say some words that Cai Yuanpei dared not say.

Zhou Shuren didn't like such internal division at all. Even if opinions differed, it was far from the point of calling comrades traitors. However, Zhou Shuren was not willing to speak lightly. He was someone Cai Yuanpei had "asked for" from Xu Xilin. Xu Xilin learned the method of barefoot doctors from the People's Party and opened a primary mass medical system in Western Zhejiang. Zhou Shuren had once inspected the medical system of the People's Party base areas with Xu Xilin. The medical level of barefoot doctors was actually not high, and their theoretical understanding of Western medicine was also relatively poor. But the good thing about these people was that they could appear in the fields and had regular training courses every year. But these people at least popularized the scope of medical care among the people. Even simple things like disinfecting the cloth used to bandage wounds, using saliva and salt water for the most basic wound treatment, and knowing how to use a few most basic Western medicines. Knowing the difference between a fever from heat and a fever from cold. Knowing that internal diseases like appendicitis needed to be treated in a hospital. This made Zhou Shuren feel extremely admiring.

The People's Party's medical system did not advocate concentrating strength in big city hospitals. Since the doctors were all young people, everyone implemented a rotation system. One-third of the medical personnel were in hospitals at various levels, one-third were at the grassroots level, and one-third were engaged in sanitation and epidemic prevention or receiving medical training in schools. Zhou Shuren knew that the People's Party had over 150,000 medical personnel in 1912. And these 150,000 people had to provide modern medical services to over 60 million people in the base areas. On average, each person was assigned to 400 people. The vast majority of the people in the base areas who received medical services would fundamentally not have been able to accept modern medical services in normal times. Such arduous struggle made Zhou Shuren unable to help but feel admiration from the bottom of his heart.

And when Zhou Shuren was in Western Zhejiang, he also had thousands of colleagues. Those were doctors and nurses that Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin asked the People's Party's Benevolence Medical College to help train for the Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch. Cai Yuanpei forcibly asked for over 400 people from Western Zhejiang. Modern hospitals were built in these few major cities in Hangzhou. Everyone was a Western doctor. The People's Party's medical college was quite formal, with complete categories and a quite high teaching level. Even if it wasn't a cure-all, it was basically on the right track. A reputation was quickly established in several major cities in Zhejiang.

Hangzhou Hospital had good conditions, but Zhou Shuren could never forget the speech of the People's Party's Minister of Health, "We doctors want to improve our medical level, and we can only rely on seeing patients. Most of our patients are ordinary masses. Some patients we cured, some patients we didn't cure. If we follow the ratio of curing diseases at the very beginning, we can basically be considered quacks. Not killing the patient can be considered pretty good for us. If we treat diseases on so many patients and train our doctors' skills well, and then pose as medical masters, throwing the masses aside and waiting for patients to beg us at our doors, I think this is not very moral. Cured or not cured, we doctors are not God. If doctors were omnipotent, no one in this world should die. But the medical knowledge accumulated from the masses not being used on the masses... I think this is wrong and inappropriate."

Zhou Shuren had also once carried a medicine chest and trekked through the mountainous areas of Western Zhejiang. On the way, because he got lost, he almost broke into a bandit's den. The bandits recognized the Red Cross flag they were carrying, and they also had relatives who had received treatment from the Western Zhejiang medical team. So they insisted on letting the medical team go and even guided Zhou Shuren and the others. In the big city of Hangzhou, there was no longer any need to struggle on mountain roads. The people who came to see the doctor were mostly well-dressed and decent, and their conversation was much more elegant than those ordinary commoners. But Zhou Shuren knew that the medical scope covered by Hangzhou Hospital had shrunk to an extremely small range. Moreover, the dignitaries who came to see the doctor looked polite on the surface, but in reality, they didn't treat the medical team as life-saving benefactors like those masses who lacked medicine. Doctors were just a group of people serving those dignitaries.

"Brother Zhou, currently these rebels of the People's Party are confusing people everywhere. We in the Guangfu Society must not let this continue. I wonder what Brother Zhou thinks?" Wu Yutang asked closely.

Regardless of what he thought in his heart, with Zhou Shuren's intelligence, he would never put himself in a disadvantageous position. Zhou Shuren replied faintly, "I am just a doctor. I went to Japan to study medicine back then just wanting to cure the sick and save people after learning. When I was in Japan, I didn't like participating in politics. Now that I am so busy, where would I have the mind to think about so much? Moreover, whether it is Mr. Cai or Mr. Xu, I admire them both very much. I really dare not and do not want to comment."

Such an answer, even if it didn't satisfy Wu Yutang, did not exceed the range of Wu Yutang's acceptance. He laughed, "That is also good. Mr. Zhou can practice medicine in the hospital with peace of mind and not participate in those troublesome matters."

After drinking a few more cups, talking at length about the rebellious behavior of Xu Xilin and others in Western Zhejiang, and warning Zhou Shuren explicitly and implicitly not to go astray, Wu Yutang got up and took his leave.

Zhou Shuren looked at the door with disgust, cleared the table, and took out the manuscript he had just started writing. Thinking of the behavior of those bastards during the day these past two days, and Wu Yutang's words just now, Zhou Shuren's face became increasingly ugly. He paused slightly, then continued writing:

"...'These, these are all nonsense,' another scholar stammered, his nose tip immediately swelling red. 'You have been deceived by rumors. Actually, there is no such thing as Yu. "Yu" is a worm. Can a worm tame water? I don't think Gun existed either. "Gun" is a fish. Can a fish, fish, fish tame water water water?' Speaking to this point, he kicked his feet, appearing very exerted.

'But Gun indeed existed. Seven years ago, I saw him with my own eyes going to the foot of Kunlun Mountain to admire plum blossoms.'

'Then his name was mistaken. He probably wasn't called "Gun". His name should be "Man"! As for Yu, that must be a worm. I have much evidence to prove his non-existence. Let everyone come to judge fairly...'

Thus he stood up bravely, took out a knife, scraped off the bark of five large pine trees, ground leftover bread crumbs and water into a paste, mixed in charcoal powder, and wrote textual research erasing Ah Yu on the tree trunks in very small tadpole script, taking a full three times nine, twenty-seven days. But anyone who wanted to read it had to bring out ten tender elm leaves. If they lived on a wooden raft, it was changed to a shell of fresh water moss..."

This story was not long. Zhou Shuren wrote over a thousand words in one breath. Stopping his pen, Zhou Shuren recalled the recent fierce attacks by Zhejiang literati on the People's Party and the Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch, as well as thoughts on the future of the revolution. Zhou Shuren's expression was uncertain. His reason for willing to join the support and rescue team this time was not complex. Zhou Shuren was very clear about the People's Party's political attitude, and he didn't support the People's Party's political philosophy much either. However, this was not enough to prompt Zhou Shuren to participate in actions supporting Beiyang.

The Beiyang Fourth Army expelled the Japanese army through fierce fighting, and Zhou Shuren was very excited. Whether it was the People's Party defeating the Japanese army in Qingdao and annihilating the Japanese Kyushu Division, or Wu Peifu repelling the Japanese army in Rizhao, they were all China's victories. Given the People's Party's ruthless attitude towards enemies, blocking Wu Peifu wasn't too unimaginable. Zhou Shuren didn't want to participate in the merits and demerits or victory and defeat between the People's Party and Beiyang. It was just that those officers and soldiers injured in the war against Japan shouldn't die because of a lack of medicine. Being able to do something for these people was the duty of a Chinese doctor. This was the real reason that made Zhou Shuren lead the team to Rizhao. Otherwise, Zhou Shuren could have let someone else take his place.

But after listening to Wu Yutang's words just now, Zhou Shuren was quite dissatisfied with Wu Yutang's attitude in his heart. Moistening his pen, he crossed out a paragraph and modified his previous article.

"'But the most urgent thing is to quickly send a batch of large rafts to bring the scholars up to the high plateau,' said the third high official. 'At the same time, send people to notify the Country of One-Armed People, letting them know of our reverence for culture. Relief only needs to be sent here every month. The scholars have a joint petition here, which is quite interesting. They believe that culture is the lifeblood of a country, and scholars are the soul of culture. As long as culture exists, Hua Xia exists. Everything else is secondary...'

'They think the population of Hua Xia is too large,' said the first high official. 'Reducing some is also a way to achieve peace. Moreover, those are just ignorant commoners. Their joys, angers, sorrows, and happiness are definitely not as refined as what the wise contemplate. To judge people and discuss matters, one must first rely on subjectivity. For example, Shakespeare...'

'Fart his mother's fart!' Yu thought in his heart, but said loudly with his mouth: 'I have investigated and know that the previous method: "damming", was indeed wrong. From now on, "channeling" should be used! I wonder what everyone's opinion is?'

It was as quiet as a cemetery; the faces of the high officials also showed a deathly color. Many felt they had fallen ill and would probably have to ask for sick leave tomorrow.

'This is Chiyou's method!' a brave young official whispered indignantly.

'In my humble opinion, I think Your Excellency should seem to withdraw the order.' A high official with white beard and hair felt that the rise and fall of the world depended on his mouth at this moment. He steeled his heart, disregarded life and death, and resolutely protested: 'Damming is the old lord's established method. "Not changing the father's way for three years can be called filial piety." -- It has been less than three years since the old lord ascended to heaven.'

Yu did not say a word.

'Moreover, how much effort did the old lord spend? He borrowed the Breathing Earth from God to dam the flood. Although he provoked God's anger, the depth of the flood became a bit shallower. It seems we should still continue to govern according to the convention.' Said another high official with gray beard and hair. He was the godson of Yu's maternal uncle.

Yu did not say a word.

'I see Your Excellency might as well "follow the father's unfinished task",' a fat official saw Yu not speaking and thought he was about to be convinced, so he said loudly with some frivolity, though a layer of oily sweat flowed on his face. 'Follow the family law and redeem the family reputation. Your Excellency probably may not know how people are talking about the old lord...'

'In short, "damming" is a good method that already has a fixed verdict in the world,' the old official with white beard and hair was afraid the fat man would cause trouble, so he rushed to say. 'All other various kinds, the so-called "modern" ones, Chiyou died exactly on this point in the past.'

Yu smiled slightly: 'I know. Some say my dad turned into a yellow bear, some say he turned into a three-legged turtle, and some say I am seeking fame and profit. Let them say what they want. What I want to say is that I have checked the situation of the mountains and marshes, solicited the opinions of the common people, and have seen through the actual situation and made up my mind. No matter what, it must be "channeling"! These colleagues also agree with me.'

He raised his hand and pointed to both sides. The officials with white beards, gray beards, pale faces, fat and sweating oil, and fat but not sweating oil, followed his finger and looked over. They saw a row of dark and thin beggar-like things, not moving, not speaking, not smiling, like they were cast of iron."
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When the ship carrying Zhou Shuren arrived off the coast of Rizhao, several warships could be seen slowly patrolling in the distance. Seeing Zhou Shuren's ship approaching, small naval vessels immediately sped over to intercept. Since it was a civilian ship, the medical team members standing on the deck and by the gunwales were startled by the aggressive approach of the warships.

Fortunately, the warships didn't open fire directly. After pulling alongside, they inquired about the purpose of Zhou Shuren and his group. A naval officer spoke relatively politely, "You must accept an inspection first. If there are no issues after the investigation, we will send you ashore."

Zhou Shuren and the other doctors remained silent, but the "volunteers" were unhappy. Someone immediately clamored, "We traveled thousands of miles to treat the wounded, how can you treat us like this?"

"Yeah! We aren't spies, can't you trust us?"

"The President called for doctors from all over to come to Rizhao, and this is the result we get? Does the President have the final say, or do you subordinates call the shots?"

The naval officer's brow furrowed as he listened, though luckily, only a minority were making noise. Seeing that things were going south, Zhou Shuren quickly stepped forward to express his willingness to obey the navy's arrangements. The officer glared viciously at the few ungrateful fellows for a moment before returning to his own ship.

The inspection wasn't actually that strict. A part of the long breakwater extending into the sea had been built, and the wharf had taken shape. The cargo yard near the wharf, however, had been leveled quite nicely. The Beiyang Army's camp was located on this flat ground. After a casual check at the wharf, the Beiyang officer ordered Zhou Shuren and the others to go to the wounded soldiers to begin treatment.

Unlike the scene of a camp full of wounded soldiers that Zhou Shuren and the others had imagined, there didn't seem to be that many wounded remaining in Rizhao. The wounded were mainly divided into two categories: those with light injuries and the heavily wounded who were almost unable to move. Inside the tents, the heavily wounded lay motionless. They breathed out more than they breathed in, and even their groans were faint, mere hums. The air was filled with the stench of rotting blood. These signs caused great panic among the military doctors; this wasn't a camp for the wounded, this was simply a living tomb filled with people about to die.

Because of the urgent departure, many sterilization equipment hadn't been brought along. Zhou Shuren wanted some lime to serve as a basic disinfectant. They finally found the Beiyang Army quartermaster, who had no desire to be in the wounded camp, only to be told there was none. Zhou Shuren asked for some large cauldrons to boil gauze; there were cauldrons, but not enough fuel. The quartermaster, perhaps out of respect for Zhou Shuren and the others being doctors, promised to send some soldiers to help chop some tree branches.

Since a large number of the wounded had actually lost a significant amount of blood, blood transfusions were needed. Upon hearing that blood had to be drawn from oneself to give to others, the quartermaster immediately rejected the idea. Many doctors and nurses at the Hangzhou Hospital had learned battlefield rescue, and blood transfusion was just one of the most basic subjects. Not to mention that the People's Party had already gone all out to popularize concepts like blood transfusion, even the comrades of the Restoration Society's Western Zhejiang Branch, having experienced bloody battles, could generally accept the concept of blood transfusion. Unexpectedly, it was completely out of the question here with the Beiyang Army.

Without blood transfusions, soldiers lacking blood at least needed emergency infusions of saline solution. But the Beiyang Army also had a massive shortage of salt. When a doctor asked if Beiyang had the kind of bagged refined salt the People's Party had, the Beiyang quartermaster's face immediately changed. He scolded, "Don't talk nonsense! How could we possibly have People's Party stuff here!"

Seeing no way to solve the problem, Zhou Shuren had to ask the officer to send more manpower to help. The officer asked with a sullen face, "Since you are here to help, you should listen to us. How can there be talk of us sending people to help you?"

These speechless-rendering words actually made a lot of sense. With Zhou Shuren's upbringing and intelligence, he knew the officer was correct in principle. But he had also seen the level of the Beiyang military doctors; even if it couldn't be called disregarding human life, it could definitely be evaluated as highly unprofessional. If the doctors and nurses of the Hangzhou Hospital were split up and used separately, people who could have been saved would likely breathe their last.

At this moment, Zhou Shuren could only say pleasant things to the officer to get him to leave as quickly as possible. If this officer decided to make a fuss, heaven knows what would happen. Regardless of what happened, it would definitely not be something Zhou Shuren would be happy with.

"Self-reliance and ample food and clothing!" This phrase, often heard in the People's Party base areas, popped into Zhou Shuren's mind. Whether they could have ample food and clothing was debatable, but given the current situation, if they couldn't be self-reliant, the medical team wouldn't even be able to continue their work. Without a supply of the most basic materials, many treatments simply couldn't proceed.

However, the medical team was currently weak and isolated, and Zhou Shuren understood very well that he had to cooperate with others. He first had the medical team start treatment regardless of whether future supplies were sufficient. The People's Party's method of mass work was simple: don't talk first, just start doing it. As long as others could see that the People's Party had the ability and the strength, there would be people from the masses trying to make friends with the People's Party. This was what Zhou Shuren had learned when listening to the People's Party's lectures on mass work. Of course, Zhou Shuren's family education and his own intelligence allowed him to understand these things as well.

Many hands make light work; everyone has things they can and cannot do. As long as everyone discusses and cooperates, there is no hurdle that cannot be crossed. This requires communication, and this requires exchange. Zhou Shuren still remembered a sentence a People's Party cadre had said, "There is nothing in this world more expensive than something free." Unilateral giving and receiving is either ill-intentioned or unsustainable. generally speaking, if clear and reasonable requests are made of the other party, based on a mutual intention to cooperate, it is rare that a consensus cannot be reached.

Sure enough, Zhou Shuren's command and arrangements worked. The medical team treated forty-something wounded soldiers completely according to normal procedures, and more wounded appeared outside the door. Upon talking with the wounded soldiers, the reason they had gathered became clear. The level of the Beiyang military doctors was indeed quite rotten, and their treatment methods were rather monotonous. Nothing more than extracting bullets, bandaging wounds, and the like. The rest was left to fate, to see if the wounded soldiers' luck was hard enough. Even with such treatment, the speed was very slow.

Zhou Shuren's medical team was not only fast in treatment but also had many methods; they looked better than the military doctors. At this point, for the sake of their own lives, the wounded soldiers would definitely choose the doctors who looked more reliable. That was why they gathered here. Zhou Shuren ordered people to arrange the treatment order for the wounded. During the process, he also asked some wounded soldiers if there were any medical supplies nearby that could be utilized without encroaching on military supplies.

Very quickly, a wounded soldier provided information that there were lime pools near the port. Hearing that lime was useful for treatment, wounded soldiers immediately volunteered to take the medical team to have a look. Zhou Shuren arranged for personnel to follow the wounded soldier to the vicinity of the lime pools, and sure enough, they brought back slaked lime. Before long, the smell of lime water entered the noses of the medical team again; smelling this familiar scent, the team members felt much more at ease.

With the initial communication and cooperation, the subsequent developments became much easier. The guards guarding the wounded camp were mainly lightly wounded soldiers who had participated in the search of Rizhao City. The most valuable things had been taken away when the citizens of Rizhao retreated. Anything slightly valuable had been taken by the Japanese, leaving only odds and ends. A lightly wounded soldier remembered seeing salt in a resident's home in the city. After a search, a hundred or so jin of loose salt was collected. It wasn't enough for other things, but it was enough to make saline solution. Including large cauldrons and fuel, these things were slowly gathered, delivered, and put into use. Even if the medical team couldn't exert its full strength, they could at least maintain some basic medical care. But the work, which had been going well, was interrupted by a sudden accident. A conflict broke out between the wounded soldiers and the "volunteers" in the medical team.

Even if they were wounded, soldiers were definitely not something these volunteers could confront. By the time Zhou Shuren rushed to the scene of the conflict upon hearing the news, the brawl had essentially ended. Seven or eight volunteers had been beaten until their heads were bloody, groaning as they lay on the ground unable to move. Seeing the murderous look on the faces of the wounded soldiers, the female nurses following in Zhou Shuren's group turned pale with fright. The wounded soldier leading the beating seemed to be a junior officer. Seeing Zhou Shuren and the others arrive, he said with a serious expression, "Dr. Zhou, we can distinguish good from bad. You and these young ladies are not in the same group as these bastards. We brothers are indebted to Dr. Zhou for doing his best to treat us, and we would absolutely not lay a hand on good people like Dr. Zhou."

After saying these words, the leading junior officer looked coldly at the "volunteers" groaning on the ground. "These bastards slacked off when working, and we didn't say anything about them. After all, they came with Dr. Zhou, and we have to give Dr. Zhou face. But these scoundrels not only slacked off but also talked nonsense everywhere. The brothers tolerated it, but it turns out some of them were stealing the belongings of the brothers who died of illness. We can't pretend not to see this. These brothers who died had bad luck, but that doesn't mean no one cares about them after they die. Dr. Zhou, for your sake, my brothers and I spared these kids' lives. If they do this again next time, Dr. Zhou, you shouldn't bother with them."

Zhou Shuren couldn't be entirely sure if what the officer said was true or false, but since the man spoke politely, Zhou Shuren couldn't press the issue. Moreover, regarding these volunteers being beaten, Zhou Shuren didn't feel any necessity in his heart to avenge them. The treatment was very arduous; the medical team of less than fifty people had been busy for two days, and there was still a long queue at the door.

While treatment was ongoing, someone was seen running into the main surgery tent in a panic. Zhou Shuren was performing a surgery. He was almost forcefully dragged away from the operating table by the newcomer.

After working almost day and night for two days, Zhou Shuren's reactions to anything outside of surgery had become very dull. It took him a moment to realize that this person was actually Wu Yutang.

"Mr. Wu, what is the matter?" Zhou Shuren asked.

"The Beiyang Army has started to retreat. They left the wounded behind and took the ships themselves!" Although it was already October and the weather wasn't hot, Wu Yutang was still sweating profusely from anxiety.

"Oh?" Zhou Shuren still didn't quite understand what Wu Yutang meant.

"The Beiyang Army requisitioned our ship too. They said the People's Party is about to attack." Wu Yutang finally spoke of the matter he cared about most.

Zhou Shuren almost smiled. If the People's Party really came, these wounded soldiers would truly be saved. The medical capabilities of the People's Party's regular field hospitals were simply not something Zhou Shuren's "medical team" could compare with. Seeing that a portion of the wounded were simply beyond his ability to treat, Zhou Shuren had originally thought he could only watch helplessly as they died. The arrival of the People's Party was fantastic news for the wounded Beiyang soldiers.

It was just that he was extremely exhausted from the heavy work of the past two days, so Zhou Shuren managed to suppress his smile. He asked seriously, wearing a somewhat panicked expression, "Mr. Wu, then what should we do?"

"The only plan now is to squeeze onto the Beiyang Army's fleet." Wu Yutang was extremely anxious.

Zhou Shuren quickly said, "Mr. Wu, since our ship was taken by Beiyang, you should hurry and get on a Beiyang ship. You were sent by Mr. Cai; as long as you can retreat with Beiyang, there will always be a chance. We will pack up here and retreat quickly as well. You don't need to worry about us for now. If we can't get the ship back, how will we return to Zhejiang!"

"Alright, alright!" Wu Yutang was also a bit flustered at this moment. The loss of personnel really wasn't a problem in Wu Yutang's eyes, but that ship had been borrowed by Cai Yuanpei from a trading firm. If the ship couldn't be reclaimed, Wu Yutang wouldn't be able to pay for it even if he sold himself.

Not long after Wu Yutang hurriedly left, a few shouts and commands to stop were heard from outside. A moment later, the wounded soldier seen last time led some men rushing into the operating room. He faced Zhou Shuren and said calmly, "Dr. Zhou, the People's Party is about to attack."

"Oh, I just heard." Zhou Shuren was a little worried in his heart, not knowing what these wounded soldiers wanted to do. But regardless of what these wounded soldiers were going to do, Zhou Shuren would try his best to save the lives of the medical team members first. Because he knew the People's Party's policies and execution capabilities well, Zhou Shuren was very clear that as long as they didn't resist and didn't attempt hostility, falling into the hands of the People's Party could be said to be the safest place in all of China. The death rate was probably even lower than that of ordinary people.

The junior officer leading the wounded soldiers said, "Mr. Zhou, to tell you the truth, I was captured by the People's Party before. I was wounded last time too. The People's Party has always treated captives well; people won't die if they fall into their hands."

These words greatly exceeded Zhou Shuren's expectations. Zhou Shuren had just been considering whether to publicize the People's Party's POW policy, but he hadn't expected that the Beiyang Army, as the enemy of the People's Party, would be quite familiar with this policy.

The wounded soldier didn't know what Zhou Shuren was thinking. Seeing Zhou Shuren's calm demeanor, the wounded soldier thought Zhou Shuren didn't believe him. He persuaded, "Mr. Zhou, you are a doctor. When the People's Party attacks, we will surrender. We will also definitely explain the identity of Dr. Zhou and your group to the People's Party. We just hope that Dr. Zhou can continue to treat our brothers. Before you came, these brothers were just waiting to die. After you came, many brothers were able to hold on until the People's Party attacks. I know being a captive isn't glorious, but no matter how inglorious it is, we have to keep our lives first."

Zhou Shuren breathed a slight sigh of relief. "I am a doctor, and a doctor's job is to cure the sick and save lives. You don't need to worry about this. I will manage my colleagues well."

Having received Zhou Shuren's guarantee, the wounded soldier looked much happier. He hadn't expected Zhou Shuren to be so "reasonable." However, even so, the wounded soldiers still surrounded Zhou Shuren's medical site in a very orderly manner.

After nearly three more hours had passed, and Zhou Shuren and his team had treated another sixty-plus people, the sound of an electric loudspeaker was heard from outside. "We are the glorious Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Brothers of the Beiyang Army ahead, lay down your weapons and surrender. We, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, treat captives leniently."

The effect of the persuasion to surrender was excellent. Zhou Shuren heard someone from the Beiyang Army immediately shout loudly, "Officers opposite! We are wounded soldiers injured while fighting the Japanese. We surrender. Can you send military doctors over quickly? Many of our brothers can't hold on much longer."

Soon, the sound of a large group of people running came from outside. Seeing the panicked expressions of his medical team colleagues, Zhou Shuren advised, "Everyone, don't be afraid, and don't act rashly."

As soon as he finished speaking, the door curtain of the tent was lifted, and several soldiers strode in. Accompanying them was that Beiyang junior officer. "Officers, this is the medical team from Zhejiang. They are not bad people."

Seeing the People's Party military uniforms, Zhou Shuren's heart, which had been hanging in suspense, finally truly settled back into his stomach.
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Shandong was a "foreign land" to Zhou Shuren. If classmates who had attended medical training together could be considered "old friends," then meeting them in Rizhao could be counted as meeting old friends in a foreign land. In the reorganized medical camp, some of the military doctors in the People's Party had participated in the Party school training with Zhou Shuren. Everyone did not exchange too many pleasantries, after all, the urgent task at hand was to save the wounded officers and soldiers of the surrendered Beiyang Army.

Li Bing, the person in charge, looked shrewd and capable. He spoke to the gathered doctors and nurses from Zhejiang Medical College: "Everyone, you are colleagues from the medical field in Zhejiang. We won't waste words; you have been conscripted. You will receive an allowance every day according to our People's Party's labor standards. There is no need to consider escaping or anything like that. When the medical work is over, we will send you back to Zhejiang. For now, just settle down and work here."

The doctors and nurses had a relatively weak will to resist. Surrounded by soldiers with live ammunition, and hearing that there was an allowance for the work, the doctors and nurses from Zhejiang Hospital acquiesced. After all, the People's Party didn't ask them to do anything else, just to continue treating the wounded of the Beiyang Army.

The equipment of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army field hospital arrived quickly. Seeing so much new medical equipment, the doctors and nurses from the Zhejiang side immediately regained their spirit. Everyone worked to eat; one look at this equipment and they knew that the medical level of the People's Party was far higher than that of Zhejiang Hospital.

Due to the intervention of the military hospital of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the doctors and nurses of Zhejiang Hospital could finally lie down and rest for a while. Zhou Shuren and Li Bing lived in the same dormitory at the time. Li Bing's straightforward character was something Zhou Shuren respected considerably. The two ate a meal together while resting at night. After talking about the current situation, Li Bing suddenly asked: "Old Zhou, how are things at home?"

Zhou Shuren was not quite used to the People's Party's style of managing everything. However, it was not convenient to express displeasure at this moment, so Zhou Shuren smiled and said: "Things at home are fine."

"Does everyone have a job?" Li Bing continued to ask brightly.

"My wife is still at home. My younger brothers are still in school," Zhou Shuren replied.

"What is your wife's education level?" Li Bing maintained the People's Party's straightforward attitude.

"She is illiterate." Zhou Shuren's tone held a rare regret. Zhou Shuren's marriage to his first wife, Zhu An, was very unfortunate. At that time, Zhou Shuren did not agree to this marriage, but Zhou Shuren's mother, Old Mrs. Lu, insisted that her son get married. Zhou Shuren had demanded that the woman "unbind her feet" and "study," but these requirements actually frightened the Zhu family. Zhou Shuren had said, "She is my mother's wife, not my wife. This is a gift from my mother to me. I only have an obligation to support her; love is something I do not know."

According to the old standards of evaluation, Li Bing's attitude could be described as "domineering," but these words made Zhou Shuren feel a ray of light appear before his eyes. He tentatively said: "Brother Li, my wife is already 36 years old this year."

Li Bing laughed: "Chairman Chen likes to say, live until old, learn until old, and still not learn enough. What about 36? Four years to graduate from primary school, that's only 40. Studying while working, graduating from technical school would be at most 45. Either way, she could continue working for more than a dozen years."

Hearing such candid words, Zhou Shuren didn't know whether to laugh or cry. "Brother Li, you are treating women like men."

"Oh? Old Zhou, have you heard the sayings of our little guys here? The little guys have said, in our base areas, we treat women like men, and men like livestock. Could it be that Brother Zhou made this up?" Li Bing laughed heartily after speaking.

Zhou Shuren naturally would not fabricate such a joke. Seeing Li Bing speak so frankly, Zhou Shuren was quite speechless. According to the habits of the old ruling class, Zhou Shuren praised: "I didn't expect the atmosphere of the People's Party to be so progressive."

"Everyone is a laborer, it's just a matter of understanding it sooner or later." Li Bing did not think there was anything strange about it. "I won't hide it from Brother Zhou, Chairman Chen rarely directly expresses a wish for others to join the People's Party's ranks, but Chairman Chen regards Brother Zhou highly and has mentioned this matter."

"Oh?" Zhou Shuren was very surprised by this. He and Chen Ke had only met once or twice. Apart from occasionally revealing some understanding of Zhou Shuren's family in his conversation, Chen Ke had not given any hint that he hoped Zhou Shuren would defect to the People's Party. Hearing Li Bing say this, Zhou Shuren couldn't help but be extremely astonished.

Li Bing knew that he wasn't a very skilled lobbyist at persuading others, so he spoke straightforwardly: "Chairman Chen naturally couldn't say it directly, but he mentioned you, Old Zhou, several times, feeling that you are a person who can do things and is willing to do things. How about it, do you want to come and work here with us?"

Chen Ke indeed liked Zhou Shuren very much. This liking was not directed at the "literary giant Lu Xun," but the Zhou Shuren in reality. Chen Ke's mother liked Lu Xun's articles very much. Although she didn't like Lu Xun's acerbic nature, her evaluation of Zhou Shuren was "this person is someone who tells the truth." Moreover, she extremely liked the Zhou family's upbringing. She was quite appreciative of the sentence Zhou Shuren's father said when he died: "What?... Don't shout... No..." And Lu Xun's article "Village Opera" was often taken out by Chen Ke's mother as a standard course for Chen Ke's moral conduct and social handling.

Zhou Shuren's mother took her children to her maiden home. She didn't dare to cause trouble for others at all, so Zhou Shuren couldn't go to see the opera with the other children. When he was "anxious to the point of crying," his mother "tried her best to admonish me, saying that I absolutely could not put on an act, fearing it would make Grandmother angry again, and she wouldn't allow me to go with others, saying she was afraid Grandmother would worry."

"In doing things, you must suit others. If you can't suit others, they will naturally be unhappy, and there is fundamentally no basis for cooperation. As a natural person, you can of course shout loudly, but a human is after all an existence within a society. As a social person, you must endure." That was how Chen Ke's mother educated Chen Ke at that time. Even though Chen Ke was a big bastard at that time, he had to admit that these words were correct.

Chen Ke's mother's education did not stop there. For her unbearably mischievous son, Chen Ke's mother had really exhausted her efforts.

"Chen Ke, Lu Xun wrote, 'That day I didn't fish for shrimp, and I ate very little. Mother was very troubled and couldn't think of a way. By dinner time, Grandmother finally noticed, and said I should be unhappy, that they were too slighting, which was never in the rites of treating guests.' Look, Lu Xun was a small child, yet no matter how unhappy he was, he endured it and didn't show it. He endured until evening, estimating that if he continued to endure, this trip to the village opera would be ruined, and only then did he show it. Only then did his grandmother discover that for Lu Xun, this day had been hard to pass, but he still endured it. Then Lu Xun's grandmother said that Lu Xun should be unhappy, that they were too slighting, which was never in the rites of treating guests."

Chen Ke had said perfunctorily at the time, that as a small child, Chen Ke naturally felt that Lu Xun's grandmother was really reasonable.

Chen Ke's mother looked at her son's expression and knew what her son was thinking. She laughed: "Chen Ke, you definitely think Lu Xun's grandmother is reasonable, but now modify this text for me. Flip the words of Lu Xun's mother and Lu Xun's grandmother. Change it now."

Following his mother's words, Chen Ke only made slight modifications and then couldn't help but laugh out loud. Chen Ke's mother also couldn't help but laugh loudly, "Look, if Lu Xun's mother saw her son unhappy and said Lu Xun should be unhappy, that the country folk were too slighting, which was never in the rites of treating guests. And Lu Xun's grandmother said, saying Lu Xun was putting on an act, that doing so would make Grandmother angry, and wouldn't allow Lu Xun to go with others, saying Grandmother would worry. Wouldn't that be a pair of bastards? How could one live like that! Look, Lu Xun was a social person from a young age."

It was a pity that even though Chen Ke knew what a bastard looked like, he himself remained a standard bastard. Even if he didn't dare to do such bastard things, it was only because Chen Ke knew that the result of doing such bastard things would greatly harm his own interests. It did not mean that Chen Ke himself had broken free from such bastard thinking and become a social person. It wasn't until after he traveled through time and started the revolution that Chen Ke gradually broke free from such vulgar tastes.

So Chen Ke appreciated Zhou Shuren considerably. Plus, Chen Ke had also become a father himself. In order to educate his own daughter, Chen Ke had to think of various stories, so he couldn't help but mention a few more words about Zhou Shuren.

Since Chen Ke had mentioned it, the comrades below couldn't completely turn a blind eye and a deaf ear to it. Li Bing was also one of those in the know. Meeting Zhou Shuren this time, he naturally couldn't let go of the opportunity to recruit him.

How could Zhou Shuren not hear Li Bing's meaning? But he changed the topic: "Brother Li, I wonder why you refuse to let the Beiyang Army off? At any rate, Wu Peifu also has merit in resisting Japan."

Li Bing laughed heartily: "Old Zhou, without investigation there is no right to speak. We told them seven days ago that we could help them treat the wounded. Wu Peifu wanted to talk about political correctness and resolutely disagreed. We then proposed establishing a joint field hospital in a neutral location, but Wu Peifu still wouldn't agree. We couldn't just fight our way over to snatch the wounded."

Zhou Shuren sighed after hearing this. He certainly wouldn't be foolish enough to question why the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't send people to the Beiyang Army camp to practice medicine. But Zhou Shuren still couldn't help but ask: "At present, as far as I can see, many seriously wounded people need blood transfusions..."

"There's no other way, we have to rely on blood donations from our base areas. Before this battle, the Party members, troops, organ personnel, and workers in the Shandong base area had already donated blood. After the Battle of Qingdao, a portion was left. If these are still not enough, we can only mobilize the soldiers to donate blood. Fortunately, as the founder of the blood donation system, Chairman Chen takes the lead in donating blood every six months, and the comrades in the Central Committee also follow suit. At any rate, there is no particular resistance to blood donation throughout the base area." Li Bing said very helplessly.

Hearing these words, Zhou Shuren's expression became solemn. Leaving aside the evaluation of the advanced level of the blood donation system, simply the fact that the high-level officials of the People's Party could build a tradition of blood donation under Chen Ke's leadership was enough to make Zhou Shuren feel deep respect. In the Party lessons of the previous medical training system, the People's Party did not brag about the leading role of Chen Ke and others.

After a moment of silence, Zhou Shuren said: "Brother Li, I will stay in Rizhao for a while. Regarding your kind invitation, I really cannot agree at present. I cannot quite accept the People's Party's platform."

Li Bing saw there was a chance to persuade Zhou Shuren, so he answered enthusiastically: "Our People's Party's platform is very simple: combining Marx's core concepts with Chinese practice. Brother Zhou might as well read the article 'The Communist Manifesto.' All the basic content is in it."

"Then what exactly does 'The Communist Manifesto' say?" Zhou Shuren asked.

"65 years ago, Marx wrote the English edition of 'The Communist Manifesto' and officially published it. In 'The Communist Manifesto,' Marx told us that this world has irreversibly entered the era of heavy industry. The characteristics of the era of heavy industry are globalization, trade liberalization, economic globalization, and cultural globalization. Among all industrial countries, a process of urbanization has arisen. In such an irreversible era of industrialization, in order to adapt to the process of industrialization, we must establish a new institutional system and moral system. Chairman Chen wrote the article 'The Communist Manifesto and China's Industrialization,' which describes how to read the Communist Manifesto. It involves foreign cultural and historical characteristics; at the current stage, these can all be completely set aside first. It won't be too late to understand them when there is time later. If one is not a comrade working in foreign affairs, it doesn't even matter if one doesn't understand them. What needs to be looked at is the discussion in 'The Communist Manifesto' on heavy industrialization, as well as the corresponding new institutional system and new moral system. Nothing is accomplished in one move. For China, the first thing is to establish a socialist system based on industrialization. Revolution is the process of constantly eliminating privilege. In this process, the Chinese people gradually gain their own liberation. Chairman Chen even opposes the view that communism can be established by physically eliminating the bourgeoisie. He firmly supports Marx's view that communism does not deprive anyone of the power to appropriate social products; it only deprives the power to use this appropriation to enslave the labor of others."

Zhou Shuren felt that the People's Party's attitude when facing the enemy could only be described as murderous. Hearing Li Bing say that Chen Ke "opposes the view that communism can be established by physically eliminating the bourgeoisie" was quite contrary to Zhou Shuren's impression. And the last sentence undoubtedly aroused Zhou Shuren's great interest.

"Communism does not deprive anyone of the power to appropriate social products; it only deprives the power to use this appropriation to enslave the labor of others?" Zhou Shuren couldn't help but ask.

"That's right. Communism does not oppose owning private property, but it opposes using private capital to enslave others. Even if we cannot yet achieve the elimination of the existence of private capital at present, we will absolutely not allow private capital to act wildly as it does now. I know Brother Zhou definitely sympathizes with the landlords and gentry; as a person from Zhejiang, it's impossible for you not to think so. But, which landlord or gentry member has not used the appropriation of land, this capital in their hands, to enslave the labor of others? You can think about it." Li Bing finished speaking and went out for a trip first. When he came back, he was already holding a small booklet with the five characters "Communist Manifesto" written on the cover.
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In the China of 1914, no one other than the People's Party could understand the concept of industrialization. Even Zhou Shuren, intelligent as he was, could not do so; after all, he did not live in an industrial age, which left him without even a foundation for imagination.

Zhou Shuren could not understand the content expounded in *The Communist Manifesto* at all. Even words that could universally resonate with humanity, such as "liberation," "opposition," and "freedom," though seemingly impassioned, were actually empty talk to him. That was Marx speaking to Europe in 1848; it had no meaning for China, which was still an agricultural country. Even though Zhou Shuren had always valued scholarship, he was completely bewildered when reading the history of European thought written by Marx.

For example: "German philosophers, would-be philosophers, and beaux esprits (men of letters), eagerly seized on this literature, only forgetting that when these writings immigrated from France into Germany, French social conditions had not immigrated along with them. In contact with German social conditions, this French literature lost all its immediate practical significance and assumed a purely literary aspect. Thus, to the German philosophers of the Eighteenth Century, the demands of the first French Revolution were nothing more than the demands of 'Practical Reason' in general, and the utterance of the will of the revolutionary French bourgeoisie signified, in their eyes, the laws of pure Will, of Will as it was bound to be, of true human Will generally. The work of the German literati consisted solely in bringing the new French ideas into harmony with their ancient philosophical conscience, or rather, in annexing the French ideas without deserting their own philosophic point of view."

Guys like Chen Ke, who came from an industrial age and had the time to read a lot of related books just to brag to others, could probably understand what had happened. Zhou Shuren had no conditions to understand what this passage was talking about. Moreover, for the current Chen Ke, what he valued was the attitude of Marxist materialist dialectics: "In contact with German social conditions, this French literature lost all its immediate practical significance and assumed a purely literary aspect."

As for the massive tomes of the Germans, when Chen Ke read Nietzsche, he could barely manage to be patient, but when he saw Kant's stuff, Chen Ke felt that the torture he suffered was only slightly better than discrete mathematics. The first part of discrete mathematics, about how to determine true and false propositions, was the only thing that could make Chen Ke fall asleep just by looking at it.

If Chen Ke, who had received a full modern education, was like this, then Zhou Shuren, who had no such educational background at all, was even less likely to appreciate what these words were saying. Therefore, after Zhou Shuren finished reading *The Communist Manifesto* in a fog, he felt his eyes light up when he saw Chen Ke's corresponding manuscript on the manifesto.

"There are many paths for China's future, but the only path to survival is to implement industrialization in China." Chen Ke's article was very blunt, cutting straight to the chase from the start. "China's problem is fundamentally not about monarchy or republic, nor is it about national character as some people bullshit about. Only an industrial country can defeat an industrial country; as an agricultural country, China cannot defeat an industrial country no matter what. An industrial country does not just have dozens or hundreds of factories; the industrialization promoted by an industrial country is a lifestyle, a cultural system, a brand-new social system and moral system. If we cannot understand that the whole world has irreversibly entered the industrial age, if we think that China's failure is merely because our weapons are inferior to the enemy's, if we only think that foreigners are more barbaric than China, instead of realizing that an agricultural country has a comprehensive and systemic disadvantage compared to an industrial country, then we cannot save China no matter what. To save China, to save ourselves, there is no other way but to start the process of China's industrialization."

Although the beginning was a call to arms that sounded like bragging, what followed combined the arguments of *The Communist Manifesto* and was quite practical. An industrial country is a social model that combines every laborer with the entire social production. Any private ownership of means of production that restricts activities to a designated area will hinder industrial development. This was the theoretical basis for Chen Ke explaining why state ownership of land must be implemented.

Zhou Shuren finally completely understood why the People's Party was so "ruthless" towards landlords and the gentry. In the political philosophy of the People's Party, there was absolutely no living space for private land owners. This was not a matter of personal like or dislike, but a matter of basic political philosophy.

Regarding China's existing national industry, Chen Ke's attitude was very simple. If small producers could survive under the impact of the People's Party's large-scale industrialization, they naturally had a reason to exist, and there was no need to forcibly eliminate them. If they could not survive, the People's Party had no reason to lend them a hand either. It was an inevitable process for small capital to be crushed by large-scale industrial production. Chen Ke quoted Marx's original words: "You reproach us, us Communists, with desiring to abolish the right of personally acquiring property as the fruit of a man's own labor, which property is alleged to be the groundwork of all personal freedom, activity and independence. Hard-won, self-acquired, self-earned property! Do you mean the property of petty artisan and of the small peasant, a form of property that preceded the bourgeois form? There is no need to abolish that; the development of industry has to a great extent already destroyed it, and is still destroying it daily."

As for the literati class, Chen Ke revealed the fullest contempt in his words: "Industrialized society has stripped of its halo every occupation hitherto honored and looked up to with reverent awe. It has converted the physician, the lawyer, the priest, the poet, the man of science, into its paid wage laborers. In the future era of universal compulsory education in China, all labor is merely labor, and every position is the result of competition and selection. Those guys who think they are noble just because they have read a few sentences and recognized a few characters, who think they can ride roughshod over other laborers, will either become vassals of foreign or Chinese bourgeoisie, or they will all fall into the garbage dump of losers in the cruel industrial competition."

"There will definitely be a bunch of guys who cling to the past and refuse to let go, shouting that dignity is lost and public morality is not what it used to be. But the complete leveling of the status of all laborers, where everyone becomes an equal member of society, will inevitably bring true dignity, self-worth, and a sense of responsibility to all laborers in China."

Regarding the future of China's industrialization, Chen Ke had no intention of outlining any beautiful fantasies. "The result brought by industrialization is that the entire China will feel great pain. Every step of industrial progress, besides bringing a more convenient life, will also bring repetitive mechanical labor, forcing everyone to constantly master more skills and abilities, and to integrate more into social life. All methods of survival that could still work in an agricultural society will quickly become invalid in the industrial age. Apart from becoming a social person, there is simply no other way to survive. There is the pain of being lost, the pain of encountering a strange world, and the pain of making everyone look directly at their own essential nature. The feeling industrial society gives people is a pain that may not be escapable, but without industrialization, life is worse than death. Therefore, laborers of all China, unite!!"

Reading these articles with stern wording and no tolerance, and seeing the industrial age clearly described by Chen Ke, Zhou Shuren had a feeling that Chen Ke was very likely a person who had grown up in this industrial age. If he hadn't experienced this era and felt the pain brought by it, Chen Ke could never have described the industrial age so arrogantly and firmly.

What surprised Zhou Shuren was that he knew Chen Ke's attitude could be described as "mean," but he couldn't bring himself to use this word on Chen Ke no matter what. Like those outstanding people from the backbone class of the old society, Zhou Shuren was not afraid of hardship. From his childhood education, Zhou Shuren understood that pain was the eternal theme of life, and hard work was the only path in life. "Diligence is the path through the mountain of books, and bitterness is the boat across the endless sea of learning." This was not strange to true scholars.

The only thing Zhou Shuren couldn't be sure of was whether the People's Party could fulfill what they promised, or if Chen Ke had the chance to complete the ideal he constructed. In the People's Party's industrialization concept, everyone, including scholars, had to be transformed into "laborers of the industrial age." Chen Ke held an even more distrustful attitude towards scholars of the old era. " The broad masses of working people in China do not detest labor; they look forward to changing their destiny through labor. As long as the prejudice against laborers from the old era is broken, they will definitely be able to become excellent laborers. But the nature of China as an agricultural country determines that the old upper class not only has contempt for laborers but also has a deep-rooted persistence in the hierarchy. To transform this attitude and make them proud of their identity as laborers, unless the future industrial society develops to the point where these people are at the end of their rope, develops to the point where these people understand that if they don't join the ranks of laborers, they will fall into a miserable state of having no way out, otherwise it will be very difficult."

Chen Ke never cared about the attitude of old literati. History has proven that it is basically impossible to eliminate the mindset of being superior to others that these old literati cultivated under the feudal system. Moreover, the fact that the disciples and grand-disciples of these people could still set off a wave of "Republic of China Style" even in the 21st century proved the problem even more. If they could be completely excluded from the new era, the positive significance would far outweigh that little loss of manpower. If these birdmen could stand on the enemy's side and fight to the death with the People's Party, Chen Ke would be even happier.

How could Zhou Shuren not see such an attitude? But his evaluation of old literati was basically the same as Chen Ke's. The only thing he wanted to finally confirm was just one thing: where did Chen Ke's confidence come from? And this problem could not be solved without meeting Chen Ke in person.

However, Zhou Shuren was never arrogant. He could completely imagine how busy Chen Ke was now. Zhou Shuren would never imagine that time would be specially set aside for a small figure like him.

"Let's wait and see if the People's Party can implement their program first." Zhou Shuren decided to stay with the People's Party for a while longer.

Being a military doctor is a hard profession; there are many preparations to be made before the battle, and hard work to be done after the battle. In the days that followed, Zhou Shuren clearly felt the hardship of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Field Hospital. He also confirmed one thing: the People's Party's program was implemented extremely thoroughly, at least in the military hospital. Everyone only addressed each other by their duties. The young military doctors and nurses of the People's Party also had a system where they had to have a meeting every day, especially the summary meeting at night. At the meeting, they didn't complain, but only proposed methods on how to improve efficiency more effectively. What surprised Zhou Shuren was that this improvement in efficiency was accompanied by minimizing labor time as much as possible.

When the military hospital first started, there were too many wounded, and no one talked about shortening labor time. After the initial treatment ended, the hospital began to arrange time rationally, hoping to let the comrades rest well through more effective work.

Zhou Shuren knew that in the Hangzhou Hospital, everyone wanted such things, but they were never said publicly. The fact that the People's Party dared to speak openly and clearly about these issues made Zhou Shuren feel great admiration.

And the doctors of the People's Party who pursued progress also left Zhou Shuren dumbfounded. When he inspected the patients, he saw more than one doctor practicing tying knots. This was one of the necessary skills for surgery. In the People's Party's regulations, one had to tie more than 60 knots a minute to reach the standard. A surgeon in the Hangzhou Hospital who could tie 20 knots a minute would be top-notch. These doctors would sit there practicing tying knots after ward rounds or during free time at work. Zhou Shuren asked them why they tried so hard, and a young doctor smiled and replied, "I also want to be an attending physician. The next exam is coming soon."

Such an answer meant that the People's Party's medical system was primarily evaluated entirely through skill exams, and these exams were open to all doctors. Zhou Shuren asked about the background of this young doctor, and the answer he got was: "I am from Lijiapu, Shouzhou, Anhui. My parents are both farmers."

Here in the People's Party, children of farmers could become doctors. This fact was enough to prove too many things. At least Zhou Shuren knew very well that less than 10 years ago, none of the people around Zhou Shuren studying Western medicine were children from poor families.
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Zhou Shuren originally thought he would stay in Rizhao for a while, but unexpectedly, with a single order from the People's Party, the field hospital and the wounded were all loaded onto trains and transported to Qingdao. Zhou Shuren himself had already decided to stay behind for now; he just hoped the medical team from Hangzhou Hospital could return smoothly. Everyone has their own aspirations; the medical team had already done their best here, and the doctors and nurses all had the intention of returning to Zhejiang.

"Director Li, what are these wounded being transported to Qingdao for?" It was impossible for Zhou Shuren to say straight away that he wanted to leave.

"Not all of them are going to Qingdao. After reaching the Jiaoji Line, they will turn directly towards Jinan and hand these wounded over to the Beiyang side," Li Bing replied. This was a tradition of the People's Party. Because they had families in Hebei, very few Beiyang Army officers and soldiers would surrender to the People's Party. In order to expand the influence of the People's Party's policy of "preferential treatment of captives," the wounded were all sent back to the Beiyang side.

After listening to Li Bing's introduction, Zhou Shuren continued to ask, "Director Li, I wonder if our medical team can be sent back first?"

"That group of volunteers can be sent back first. But the people from the medical team should not go back for the time being." Li Bing's expression was quite serious.

"Why?" Zhou Shuren was very puzzled. Since there were no wounded to treat, forcing the medical team to stay was meaningless. The People's Party did not lack these few doctors, nor did it lack the skills of these people.

"The news from above ordered this. The reason was not stated very clearly, but it roughly says that Mr. Cai is preparing to conduct a purge within the Guangfu Society." Li Bing replied somewhat hesitantly.

"A purge?" Zhou Shuren immediately became tense. He remembered when he came, Cai Yuanpei's trusted aide Wu Yutang kept demanding that Zhou Shuren "draw a clear line" with the Western Zhejiang Branch of the Guangfu Society.

Li Bing nodded, "Since the higher-ups say so, there should be such a thing, but I am not very clear about the more specific details. The higher-ups said this matter is very complex and involves many forces. Many of you are from Western Zhejiang, and I'm afraid it's not very appropriate to go back now, so we are asked to forcibly keep you here. We have absolutely no malicious intent, but since there is such an order, we must execute it."

Zhou Shuren fell silent. This news was too unexpected. "Who exactly is involved in this matter?"

Li Bing said comfortingly, "I don't know about this either, but it shouldn't be some small figure. Brother Zhou, it's useless for you to be anxious. It's just right to take this opportunity to exchange medical skills well with the colleagues from Hangzhou Hospital. Don't waste time."

This suggestion couldn't be called bad. Zhou Shuren responded with a bitter smile. He knew Li Bing could only tell him this much, but Zhou Shuren felt very uneasy about who the "big shot involved in the Guangfu Society purge" was. One could understand with a little thought that if there was a big shot involved, it would likely be Yuan Shikai. But Zhou Shuren clearly felt that the matter was definitely not that simple.

The big shot supporting Cai Yuanpei's purge was indeed not just Yuan Shikai. The British had put in great effort this time in promoting the southern provinces to join the anti-People's Party alliance. Even before Japan's defeat, the British side had attempted to contact Cai Yuanpei, the Speaker of the Zhejiang Provincial Assembly and President of the Guangfu Society.

This change came from the British investigation into the People's Party's railway system. Ever since the People's Party seized Qingdao, they had detained all Germans and taken over German assets. Among them were a batch of industrial enterprises such as the Sifang Locomotive and Rolling Stock Works, and there was no lack of personnel like railway experts. As for the German railway design drawings, not a single one escaped. The British originally didn't care about this; it was only right and proper for the defeated to be controlled by the victors. It wasn't until the People's Party effectively began operating these factories and controlled railways in a short period that the British began to become alert. After investigation, the British found that the People's Party did not lack students who had studied in Germany. Among the heads of the People's Party's industrial departments, quite a few had experience studying in Germany. Obviously, the People's Party was absorbing and digesting German railway technology.

After the People's Party formally expressed their intention to expel British influence, the British began a comprehensive investigation of the People's Party's strength. When they analyzed the People's Party's railway power, the British were stunned. Centered on the four coal and iron complex industrial bases of Hanyang Iron and Steel Group, Maanshan Iron and Steel Group, Zaozhuang Iron and Steel Group, and Hefei Iron and Steel Group, the People's Party was building railways at an astonishing speed. These areas were originally inland, where British influence did not penetrate deeply, and intelligence processing capabilities were insufficient. When the People's Party's railway system was aggregated, the British discovered that there were over 2,000 kilometers of railways known to be completed and open to traffic alone. The railways under construction exceeded 6,000 kilometers. The railways of this era certainly did not have the level of the 21st century; the technical content was not high, and construction was relatively easy. The British certainly wouldn't think to compare these railways vertically with 21st-century railways they hadn't seen either. But the British understood one thing very well: the role of railways for the inland.

Inland transport is inconvenient. If one studies the routes of the People's Party's railways, one can discover that the People's Party's railway construction is very utilitarian and practical. Either connecting important iron and steel bases with important cities, or connecting important cities with important grain-producing areas. Building railways requires a large amount of grain. The People's Party used huge manpower to connect grain-producing areas. Leaving aside the military role, just the grain consumption saved in transportation alone was enough to feed over a hundred thousand railway builders.

After confirming this news, the British faces turned green. One reason they were originally not too enthusiastic about supporting Yuan Shikai was that the British actually didn't believe the People's Party really possessed an army of over one million. At least based on direct and indirect contact between the British and the People's Party, the British believed the People's Party's total troop strength was at a level between 200,000 and 300,000. Yuan Shikai repeatedly said the People's Party had 800,000 troops, but the British didn't believe it. Because Yuan Shikai told the British that most of these 800,000 troops were in the countryside. The British Legation felt Yuan Shikai was looking down on British intelligence. Troops stationed in the countryside were a big joke. They even thought Yuan Shikai counted the People's Party's local tax collectors as troops.

After confirming the People's Party's railway construction and counting in the People's Party Railway Corps provided by Yuan Shikai, the British finally really believed Yuan Shikai wasn't wrong. To build over 2,000 kilometers of railways within a short two or three years, it was impossible without 200,000 people, and these 200,000 people must be able-bodied laborers. Although they didn't know how the so-called "Railway Corps" was trained, in Britain, 200,000 able-bodied men building railways could go to the battlefield with rifles and a little training. Moreover, the British this time also believed in the People's Party's "Engineering Corps" mentioned by Yuan Shikai. In the investigation targeting Huaihai Province, the British found the People's Party dredging canals, building dams, and constructing irrigation channels. These things were not work that could be completed by Chinese peasants farming the land. Since there was the matter of the Railway Corps before, the British no longer dared to treat the People's Party's "Engineering Corps" as non-existent.

Calculating in a quite conservative way, the number of People's Party Engineering Corps would also exceed 100,000. 100,000 Engineering Corps, 200,000 Railway Corps, 300,000 Field Army and defense troops, the total number was also at a level above 600,000. This was double the number the British originally thought. The current number of the Beiyang Army was just approaching 1.2 million. There was still a distance of 600,000 from the 1.8 million troops Yuan Shikai expected. With the combat effectiveness displayed by the People's Party, the British didn't think these 1.2 million Beiyang troops were opponents of the People's Party's over 600,000 troops.

The British originally also had a psychological bottom line. If the People's Party fought into Hebei, this was the British psychological bottom line. At that time, they believed they must start doing something to Beiyang, either support or abandon. Now the British discovered that the reason the People's Party didn't attack into Hebei but turned to attack Hunan was not that the People's Party was insatiable or lacked troops. It was that the People's Party was making comprehensive preparations. When the railway system and logistics system could project the People's Party's 600,000 troops into Hebei for combat, what Beiyang would face would be an irresistible devastating torrent.

After confirming the deduction results, Sir Humphrey immediately expressed that they might as well abandon Beiyang. Since it was impossible for Beiyang to have a chance of winning no matter what, then either release the Japanese, or the British implement comprehensive intimidation against the People's Party. Or try to maintain the situation as much as possible, and after the war in Europe ends, the British would return to Asia with the prestige of victory to beat the People's Party to pieces.

But other personnel of the Legation did not support this. Britain was not optimistic about the expectation of the future war. Originally Britain thought Germany could only last for half a year at most. After the Battle of the Marne, Britain thought defeating Germany would probably take a year and a half later. With the People's Party's current performance of frantically building railways, a year and a half later, let alone Beiyang, they would probably have been annihilated. Even if Beiyang was not annihilated, the People's Party's railway construction mileage should exceed 6,000 kilometers. The Germans fully utilized railways to mobilize troops and implemented interior lines movement in the Franco-Prussian War, so they defeated the French army.

The People's Party is a local snake in China. With sufficient railways as transportation tools, how many people would the British have to send to China to defeat the People's Party which can produce weapons and ammunition itself?

So currently, it is no longer a question of how to support Beiyang, but a question of how to treat the People's Party. The British Legation has long ceased to regard Chen Ke as an uneducated and uncultured Chinese native rebel. They now also admit that the People's Party led by Chen Ke can be considered a very alternative "quasi-industrial nation political organization." Such an organization can only become stronger and stronger with time. The British Legation no longer dares to be arrogant about this. If time is given to the People's Party, the price Britain has to pay to strike the People's Party can only be greater and greater. Whether to negotiate peace with the People's Party or strangle the People's Party in its infancy, the British found that time was not on their side.

So after a long discussion, the British decided to first try to form an anti-People's Party alliance, and then talk about future steps.
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"The Japanese Minister requests an audience!" The guard at the British Legation passed the message inside.

Since Japan's defeat in Qingdao, the Japanese Minister had been quiet for a few days. The British Minister could imagine that during those days, Japan was frantically trying to find a way out of its predicament. Japan seemed to have come up with a solution, as the Japanese cabinet met with the British Minister to Japan, demanding that the British honor the terms of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance and launch a military strike against the People's Party.

Britain found Japan's request rather laughable. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance was a collar Britain had placed around Japan's neck. A dog wearing a collar belongs to its master; in no way was it the dog's turn to command the master. After the Japanese were defeated by the Beiyang forces in Rizhao, Britain was re-evaluating Beiyang's combat effectiveness. Before a final assessment was made, the British Minister to China could not give Japan any reply.

"Tell the Japanese Minister I have no time to receive visitors recently," the British Minister replied crisply.

The Japanese Minister was not surprised to be given the cold shoulder. A loser has no right to negotiate terms; this is a fundamental element of diplomacy. Losing first to the People's Party and then to Beiyang had a tremendous impact on Japanese diplomacy. In fact, it wasn't just the British side; even the Beiyang side unhesitatingly shut the door on Japan. Just a month ago, when the Japanese Minister sought an audience with the Beiyang side, they were all smiles and absolutely dared not be so rude.

"Those useless Army horse manure!" The Japanese Minister cursed inwardly as he resentfully sat back in his carriage.

Facing this defeat, a monstrous wave had risen within Japan. Modern warfare is a very expensive endeavor. Before this war, Japan was full of confidence. The People's Party, an organization established less than eight years ago, could not possibly be a match for the Great Japanese Empire. Britain's tacit consent and Beiyang's acquiescence gave Japan diplomatic victories that made them feel this was an excellent omen.

It wasn't that no one was worried about this war beforehand. For example, Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo had expressed his opposition quite implicitly: "The People's Party was able to make Britain and Beiyang make concessions to Japan in a very short time. Will our war with the People's Party be pulling chestnuts out of the fire for others?"

This meritorious official, who had realized five bond issuances for Japan during the Russo-Japanese War, cutting off Russia's funding sources and forcing Russia into severe failure in the economic war and into bankruptcy, did not dare underestimate the People's Party in the slightest. "Although the People's Party is located in China's interior, it can strike against the United States in our country's important export industry—raw silk. This shows that the People's Party is not isolated and helpless."

But this admonition not only failed to stop the war, it actually fanned the emotions of the war supporters. "If we cannot defeat the People's Party as soon as possible, when will our raw silk exports recover? The land and population China possesses are not something our Japan can compare with. Just the People's Party's controlled areas can almost satisfy the entire demand of the United States. Without breaking the United States' fantasy about the People's Party through war, our silk industry has no way out."

"Shandong's rights and interests originally belonged to Germany and were stolen by the People's Party through war. Only by defeating the People's Party can we seize the rights and interests in Shandong." Prime Minister Okuma Shigenobu's supporter, the Army Minister, stated toughly. This time the Army requested an increase of two divisions. All forces supporting the Navy expressed opposition, while the Army Ministry urgently needed a victory to prove its capabilities.

The operational plan against the People's Party was finally finalized. The supporters from various factions had different goals: some believed in seizing the industrialized city of Qingdao to increase Japan's power; some believed that after seizing Qingdao, they could take advantage of the momentum to expand interests in Shandong; others believed it was necessary to strike at the People's Party's raw silk trade. Ultimately, these were all because Japan's economic situation had taken a sharp downturn in the last three years. The already terrible economy was greatly affected by the competition from the People's Party, especially after the fixed-quota trade agreement signed between the People's Party and Britain dominated the East Asian trade system.

War, war, war. Japan had seized immense profits through war after war. So, to solve the current predicament, war was already the best choice. In order to fight this Qingdao campaign well, Japan spent nearly 100 million yen and mobilized two Class A divisions from the Navy and Army. It cannot be said that Japan made the mistake of underestimating the enemy.

But wars have winners and losers. Japan had won every war in the past. But this war ended in an extremely humiliating situation. The Kyushu Division had over 17,000 killed or captured; the combat troops were almost completely wiped out. The Sendai Division had over 5,000 killed, but fortunately, with the cover of the Navy, they managed to retreat, unlike the Kyushu Division which was annihilated in one fell swoop. Losing to the People's Party might be excused as not knowing the enemy well enough, but losing to Beiyang was completely unacceptable to everyone in Japan. Beiyang was the successor to the Manchu Qing, and the Beiyang Army was a "Chinese Army" through and through. How could the Great Japanese Empire's Army lose to a Chinese Army?

The carriage wheels made a rumbling sound. Whenever the Japanese Minister thought of this defeat, his heart felt as painful as if it were being squeezed. The Army's "horse manure" actually managed to get an entire division wiped out. The Minister thought that a few deaths were nothing, but the entire division's equipment was lost completely. In Rizhao, the Japanese army had also looted a bit, but the People's Party had long since taken people and supplies clean away. It was said that the largest-scale destructive action the Japanese army carried out was smashing all the glass windows in Rizhao with rifle butts. They also transported a few dozen tons of steel bars and hundreds of tons of cement. The looting operation hadn't gone on for a few days before the Japanese army left behind several thousand corpses in Rizhao and fled onto ships in disgrace. The division's artillery had to blow up their cannons to escape.

The Navy felt even more aggrieved. Hundreds of casualties were nothing compared to the Army, but the shells fired were already worth a fortune. But compared to two battleships being hit and over ten warships sunk or damaged, just the repair costs would be at least several million yen. The total loss would likely exceed ten million. The Navy's losses were not necessarily any less than the Army's.

To shirk responsibility, the Navy and Army accused each other, even pushing the blame onto the Minister to China. The Navy Ministry and the Army Ministry reached a rare consensus, both believing that the intelligence department led by the Minister to China operated ineffectively and provided intelligence with major errors, which was one of the major reasons for the defeat. The Minister to China was a man sent by the Navy. He could understand the Army "horse manure" talking nonsense, but it was really too heartbreaking for the Navy Ministry to talk trash.

Because of this defeat, the Okuma Shigenobu cabinet, which had only been in power for a year, fell. No one was willing to take over as the next Prime Minister. The Saionji Kinmochi cabinet in 1911, the Katsura Taro cabinet in 1912, the Yamamoto Gonnohyoe cabinet in 1913, and the Okuma Shigenobu cabinet in 1914—Japan had four cabinets in four years, and now it had even reached the point where no one was willing to take over the cabinet.

Thinking of the domestic situation, the Japanese Minister felt his heart ache even more. Relying on wars that gambled the nation's destiny time and again, Japan had managed to reach its current position in an era fraught with crises. But with just one failed war, Japan faced a massive crisis. Did Japan's luck end here?

The feeling of heartache and chest tightness became stronger. The Japanese Minister took out some Compound Danshen Dripping Pills, put a few grains in his mouth, and in less than two minutes, the pain in his heart was greatly eliminated. Compound Danshen Dripping Pills were also Chinese goods, or more accurately, a product of the People's Party. This newly risen political force was rising at a terrifying speed, not just in military affairs, but in technology, culture, and medicine. Now everyone knew that Chen Ke was a chemist and a pharmacologist. Even now, the "914" produced by the People's Party had a very good reputation in Asia. It even sold well in the Indian market. So the few new drugs launched by Chen Ke also sold very well in the world market. Under the leadership of such a prodigy, the People's Party's power was becoming stronger at an unprecedented speed, so strong that Japan had no way to deal with the People's Party.

Of course, this Japanese Minister did not know the actual situation of the People's Party, so he overestimated Chen Ke. Compound Danshen Dripping Pills was actually an old Chinese medicine. Chen Ke came from a chemistry background, and many of his classmates and brothers worked in medicine. When drinking and bragging, he had heard his brothers talk about so-called proprietary Chinese medicine knowledge. Traditional Chinese Medicine focuses on practice and efficacy. After the liberation, the development of proprietary Chinese medicine went through a series of processes: decoctions (boiling medicine), large honeyed pills (mixed various drug ingredients, crushed, mixed with honey and kneaded, sealed with wax), granules (Chinese medicine boiled, vacuum distilled to remove water, added sugar to make granules), sugar-free granules (further purification of decoctions), and dripping pills. The core point is the step-by-step concentration of active ingredients.

The main ingredients of Compound Danshen Dripping Pills are Danshen (Salvia miltiorrhiza), Sanqi (Panax notoginseng), and Borneol. When Chen Ke engaged in the People's Party's pharmaceutical industry, he hoped to have fist products. Seeing this formula, he felt extremely familiar with it, so he directly had it boiled and concentrated, then added glycerin. Glycerin is a common drug for soothing cardiovascular vessels. The People's Party's oleochemical industry certainly did not lack glycerin. As for the drugs originally boiled from Danshen, Sanqi, and Borneol, these three ingredients required large-scale planting of the corresponding plants. Borneol required camphor trees, so the People's Party handed this project over to the Forestry School for research. The vast working masses lacked practice the least, and camphor tree planting was relatively successful. Not only was the supply of Borneol guaranteed, but the production of Fengyoujing (Essential Balm) and Cooling Oil, which use camphor, was also guaranteed.

The People's Party's medical system for the masses had countless users and experimenters, so drug testing was also guaranteed. After a large number of experiments and repeated improvements, once the Compound Danshen Dripping Pills came out in 1912, they caused a huge sensation in the world. It was hailed as a specific drug for treating heart disease. 914, Compound Danshen Dripping Pills, Fengyoujing, and Cooling Oil all sold well in industrial countries around the world. There were millions of pounds in profit a year. Compound Danshen Dripping Pills were products of the army pharmaceutical factory, and since the Chinese medicine ingredients were complex and difficult to analyze, the People's Party dared to sell them in large quantities without fear of others counterfeiting them.

This behavior, which could almost be described as swindling, turned into foreign admiration for Traditional Chinese Medicine because of the drug's efficacy. Moreover, foreigners had always had a reverence for herbal medicine, even in the 21st century. Chen Ke's deceptive behavior was a huge success. Taking the People's Party's medicine temporarily cured the physical pain of the Japanese Minister, but it aggravated the pain in his heart. Japan lacked these products that the People's Party could sell in large quantities, so its industrialization speed could never pick up. The Japanese Minister was a knowledgeable figure; he had clearly felt the trend of China's re-emergence, and the Japanese Minister understood very well that China's re-emergence meant Japan's decline. It had been hard to reach today's position and become Britain's collaborator in the Far East. If it were suppressed by China again, Japan would never have a day to turn over.

*Or I could suggest to the domestic government to find a way to physically eliminate Chen Ke.* The Japanese Minister could only come up with such a solution. In the Japanese Minister's view, the rise of the People's Party depended entirely on Chen Ke's personal outstanding qualifications and abilities. If Chen Ke were removed, the overall power of the People's Party would be lost by at least half. Since the Japanese Navy held absolute dominance in the Far East, even if the matter were exposed, it would not allow Japan to suffer a blow from the People's Party. The greatly weakened People's Party would inevitably be destroyed under the strikes of Britain, Beiyang, and Japan. At that time, Japan could still obtain huge benefits. Having determined this idea, the Japanese Minister began to brew a report to the domestic government.

The Beiyang government at this time could be described as smug. Wu Peifu's Beiyang Fourth Army suffered over 50% casualties but repelled the Japanese army in Rizhao. This proved that in terms of land warfare, the Beiyang Army was superior to Japan. The British attitude changed immediately. Although Wu Peifu retreated onto the fleet and ran away before the People's Party's siege, Beiyang knew that such a retreat was not enough to lower their weight in the eyes of the British. Anyway, the British would not think that the current Beiyang could really defeat the People's Party.

As the strategist, Gu Weijun naturally became a new dignitary of Beiyang. Yuan Shikai appointed Gu Weijun as the Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs, concurrently serving as a senior advisor to the Presidential Secretariat. This arrangement was firstly to reward Gu Weijun for his achievements, and secondly to protect Gu Weijun. "The wind will destroy the tree that stands out in the forest." If a 26-year-old young man suddenly gained real power in a short period of time, the result was destined to be tragic. Countless people would try to pull Gu Weijun off his horse in actual work no matter what. Yuan Shikai had not only encountered such attacks countless times, but he himself was also proficient in playing with these means. As a senior advisor to the Presidential Secretariat, Gu Weijun had to often accompany Yuan Shikai to attend various meetings and experience various talks. This was also an important step in gradual cultivation.

For the next direction, Gu Weijun's suggestion was very simple. "Join the Entente Powers and undertake obligations within our capabilities."

Military victory in Rizhao did not mean that Beiyang could really completely overwhelm Japan. Beiyang knew this, and the British knew it too. Once Japan recovered, they would definitely continue to oppose Beiyang. After proving Beiyang's strength, if they wanted to maintain this image of victory against Japan, nothing was better than not participating in war anymore. The best way not to participate in war was to join the Entente Powers. With the fierce war in Europe right now, once they joined the Entente Powers, Britain would absolutely not allow countries under the Entente banner to fight each other. At that time, they could use British power to avoid a new Sino-Japanese war.

Wu Peifu's Fourth Army had nearly 20,000 casualties out of 40,000 men. It was only because Wu Peifu trained soldiers strictly and managed them effectively that the Fourth Army persisted until the end. According to internal battle reports, the Beiyang Army also almost collapsed twice, and it was Wu Peifu personally commanding the supervising team that held the line. Even so, under the fierce shelling of the Japanese Navy, the Beiyang Army ultimately could not continue fighting. This allowed the Sendai Division to calmly board ships and retreat. So Beiyang actually didn't want to continue fighting either. When able to get off the donkey along the slope, Yuan Shikai naturally agreed.

At this time, the title of "Senior Advisor" showed its effect. Some high-ranking Beiyang officials tried to provoke Gu Weijun, hoping this ignorant brat would act on impulse. Gu Weijun was smart enough originally, and his father-in-law Tang Shaoyi had repeatedly instructed him, "Let the Great President make the decision on all matters." Gu Weijun simply said, "I am just an advisor, responsible for making suggestions. The Great President is the one to make the final decision." Those provokers had no way to deal with Gu Weijun.

Yuan Shikai certainly agreed to join the Entente Powers, but he was not in a hurry. "Then how should we talk about undertaking obligations?" he asked.

"Undertaking obligations is bargaining. What we can undertake, what we cannot undertake—talk openly with the British. If we can do it, we can do it; if we can't, we are helpless," Gu Weijun answered very crisply.

"Then what benefit is there for us?" Yuan Shikai continued to ask.

Gu Weijun answered very seriously, "Our products will have a market. Why has the People's Party's economy developed very quickly in these few years? Because their foreign trade is huge. When the People's Party talks about economics, they clearly point out that with trade comes markets. Our Beiyang is not without factories, just without markets. In the obligations we undertake, we can sell the goods the Entente Powers need. If various factories have business, they can flourish and develop. The government's tax revenue will naturally increase."

Hearing that money could be made, the eyes of the Beiyang heavy ministers lit up. These people had long wanted to get rich. If the situation was as Gu Weijun said, that they could reach a sales agreement with the British, it would really be a good opportunity to make a fortune. Rarely, this time no one made sarcastic remarks to embarrass Gu Weijun.

"Then the matter of joining the Entente Powers might as well be the responsibility of Shao-chuan," Yuan Shikai said to Tang Shaoyi. Both Tang Shaoyi and Gu Weijun had the courtesy name Shao-chuan. But Gu Weijun would absolutely not be stupid enough to think that Yuan Shikai wanted to hand this matter over to him. So he didn't say a word.
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The British Minister expressed his delight at the Beiyang government's willingness to join the Allied Powers. Right in front of Tang Shaoyi, he ordered a telegram to be sent to London, informing the British government of this good news. He then congratulated Tang Shaoyi, praising the Beiyang government for making a choice that aligned with both justice and its own interests. Tang Shaoyi also stated that the Beiyang government would fulfill the obligations of a member state of the Allied Powers to the best of its ability. Tang Shaoyi then openly began to inquire about the situation on the European battlefield and the war status worldwide.

Diplomats were all shrewd characters; the British Minister felt a burst of appreciation for Tang Shaoyi's "posturing." In reality, everyone knew perfectly well that if the People's Party issue couldn't be resolved, Beiyang itself would face the pressure of life and death. The British Minister was waiting for Tang Shaoyi to take the initiative to talk about the war between Beiyang and the People's Party, but after waiting and waiting, Tang Shaoyi showed no intention of steering the conversation in that direction. While admiring Tang Shaoyi's composure, the British Minister also felt that Tang Shaoyi was perhaps being a bit too arrogant.

The two sides engaged in a conversation where their words didn't match their hearts. The British Minister naturally boasted about how the Allied Powers had suffered heavy losses while the Entente Powers had fought bravely and annihilated countless enemies, claiming the war should end in a short time with the complete victory of the Allied Powers. Tang Shaoyi didn't show any urgency because of this, as he truly didn't know what was actually happening on the European battlefield.

Coming out of the British Legation, Tang Shaoyi felt rare sense of relaxation. In the past, visits to the British Legation were either to protest against Britain or because Britain was trying to extort something from the Manchu government or the Beiyang government; in short, they were always very painful experiences for Tang Shaoyi. Now that the two sides were talking about cooperation calmly like friends, Tang Shaoyi suddenly felt a bit excited. In Tang Shaoyi's view, this experience was an enjoyment, a victory for Chinese diplomacy, where China had won the respect of foreign countries with its own strength.

Because he was in a good mood, when he returned to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Tang Shaoyi walked into his office with a calm and unhurried demeanor. Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs Gu Weijun was working in the office next to Tang Shaoyi's, and a group of middle-aged and young clerks were listening to Gu Weijun explain some legal issues. This was also one of Gu Weijun's main tasks recently, explaining internationally accepted laws and their characteristics to these subordinates. This knowledge could be utilized when dealing with foreign countries.

Seeing Tang Shaoyi return, Gu Weijun told everyone to go about their own business first. He entered Tang Shaoyi's office, carefully closed the door, and listened to Tang Shaoyi's experience of this trip.

After describing the British performance, Tang Shaoyi praised Gu Weijun's suggestion again, "Discussing the matter of joining the Allied Powers on its own merits seems to have had a very good effect."

Gu Weijun knew that Tang Shaoyi had lofty aspirations and a relatively noble character, hoping to achieve something significant. Therefore, even though Tang Shaoyi's words were quite far from the level of international politics, Gu Weijun did not show any negative expression. International affairs were about strength; if one couldn't prove their strength, the great powers wouldn't treat anyone as a dish on the table. Having stayed in Beiyang for a while, Gu Weijun had come to understand the habits of the current officialdom. These Beiyang bureaucrats viewed the world situation according to the habits of domestic officialdom. Domestic officialdom was about "hello, I'm good, everyone is good," and the intensity of the struggle only went as far as the opponent stepping down. Moreover, stepping down temporarily was just stepping down temporarily; the losers also had a chance to make a comeback.

It was completely different internationally. National interests were constantly colliding and competing, and friends and enemies were constantly selected based on the reality of interests. For example, even though Britain tried to form an alliance with Russia in Europe, it supported Japan in attacking Russia in the Far East. However, Russia would not completely fall out with Britain in Europe just because its interests in the Far East were damaged; European interests were fundamental to Russia.

Beiyang had undoubtedly not understood this kind of international political interest selection method that could turn clouds into rain and rain into clouds, completely disregarding human feelings and relationships, and was nakedly transactional. Compared with Beiyang, the People's Party under the leadership of Chen Ke already had such characteristics in its style of action. Taking the attitude towards Britain as an example, the People's Party had not interrupted trade with Britain up to now. After studying the People's Party's statements, Gu Weijun clearly found that the People's Party subdivided interests very precisely. The pursuit of Chinese sovereignty and the pursuit of joining the world trade system were clearly emphasized in the People's Party's statements.

In Beiyang's view, the People's Party's claim to protect the legitimate trading rights of foreign merchants was just a pretext. Gu Weijun, however, believed that both the British and he himself could see clearly that the People's Party did not want to interrupt any legitimate trade activities. It was just that the British and the People's Party had a sharp contradiction over the interest of ruling power in the Yangtze River basin. The British wanted to control the Yangtze River basin, and the People's Party also wanted to control the Yangtze River basin. Both sides had a fierce conflict around this interest.

Although this conflict had not yet been decided, Gu Weijun firmly believed that after this conflict and contradiction were completely resolved, the People's Party and the British side would still collude and cooperate due to various interests. This is the essence of international politics: there are only eternal interests, no eternal enemies.

Gu Weijun believed that Beiyang could not grasp, or even experience, this attitude of the People's Party and the British in the short term. This was a very equal relationship, "all countries are equal before strength." There was no lack of talents in Beiyang who hoped to save the country through industrialization, no lack of talents who hoped to save the country through military means, no lack of talents who hoped to save the country through education, and there was even a certain amount of talents in Beiyang who did not care much about life and death. But Beiyang simply lacked the attitude to understand equality, to understand that in this world, things had nothing to do with closeness or distance, but only with the matter itself. From the collected information, Beiyang's most powerful and dangerous enemy in China, the "People's Party," happened to adhere to this attitude of "seeking truth from facts."

After all, Tang Shaoyi was a talent; he did not lose his composure no matter how happy he was. After happily recounting this experience, Tang Shaoyi asked, "Shao-chuan, do you have any suggestions for the subsequent negotiations?"

"Don't reveal your cards," Gu Weijun answered cleanly and neatly. The advantage Beiyang currently possessed was not the kind of advantage the People's Party had. At present, the British probably believed that as long as the People's Party made a move, the People's Party had no opponent in Asia in land warfare outside the coverage of naval guns. Beiyang obviously did not have such power. At least the British obviously did not believe that Beiyang possessed such power. Then at this stage, they had to constantly give the British confidence and constantly increase common interest points with the British. Only in this way would the British support Beiyang because of themselves.

"That is to say, we should not have direct positive military conflicts with the People's Party in the near future?" Tang Shaoyi grasped the key point.

"The People's Party is currently targeting the south, especially the Yangtze River basin. At this stage, we had better strengthen the integration of the north. Before the final decisive battle breaks out, try to get Britain to support us. Father-in-law, if the People's Party disregards everything and mobilizes its forces to fight a decisive battle with us right now, do you think we can win?" Gu Weijun asked.

Tang Shaoyi fell silent. This question was difficult to answer, and also very easy to answer. The difference lay in whether one stood on the standpoint of "saving face" or "facing reality." The People's Party was currently gathering its elites to go north to attack Hebei, and the possibility of the Beiyang Army winning was not great. The difference might be how long the Beiyang Army could resist. However, the Beiyang Army currently had a strength of more than 1.2 million, and with Wu Peifu's new victory, Tang Shaoyi felt that time was needed to improve the Beiyang Army's strength and combat effectiveness.

"Father-in-law, if our army can expand to 2 million and the training level can reach the level of General Wu Peifu's subordinates, not only will we feel that we have a good chance of winning, but the British will also feel that we have a good chance of winning. Therefore, before the decisive battle is ready, our army cannot suffer any blows of failure. To put it more clearly, before the British finally support us, our army cannot have any failures." Gu Weijun gave the answer.

Tang Shaoyi was silent for a while, "Shao-chuan, why does the People's Party currently refuse to show weakness to the British, and also not fear any failure? If they were willing to show weakness to the British, I'm afraid the British would support the People's Party."

Gu Weijun replied, "Looking at the People's Party's current practices, they firmly believe that they can sweep away all opposing forces, including the British. Showing weakness at this time is meaningless."

Hearing Gu Weijun's explanation, Tang Shaoyi asked hesitantly, "Then should we explain this matter to the British?"

Gu Weijun shook his head, "Father-in-law, I don't think that's necessary. With the intelligence of the British, they can definitely see this clearly. The reason why Britain is indecisive is firstly because they still have illusions about the People's Party, or Britain is currently indecisive. After all, the People's Party has clearly stated that it will neither join the British side nor the German side. The contradiction between the People's Party and Britain is merely a contradiction between the People's Party and the British. Since this is the case, the British feel that dragging this contradiction until after the end of the European war is not bad either. At that time, the British can deal with the People's Party calmly."

Tang Shaoyi associated this with the meeting with the British Minister, where the British expressed with a confident attitude that the European war would inevitably end with a British victory. Regardless of what they said, Tang Shaoyi was truly afraid of the British in his heart. Because of this preconceived attitude, Tang Shaoyi had felt somewhat anxious at the time. After all, this "confident" attitude from the British side meant that the British might turn to support Japan. If such a situation occurred, Beiyang's huge cost for the "Rizhao Victory" would become meaningless. Listening to Gu Weijun's analysis, Tang Shaoyi felt that the British attitude was a bit "fake." The feeling of bluffing was very obvious.

To actually commit such a low-level error, the feeling of shame made Tang Shaoyi feel his face burning a little. After only a moment of silence, Tang Shaoyi asked, "Shao-chuan, do you think that if the British go to war with the People's Party now, could it be that the British cannot win against the People's Party?"

When asking this question, Tang Shaoyi's voice was very low, and he even felt somewhat ashamed. Gu Weijun didn't know how to answer this question for a moment. After a pause, Gu Weijun also replied in a low voice, "The British know this best."

These two Beiyang diplomats both understood a principle: what could not be obtained on the battlefield no matter what, was even more impossible to obtain at the negotiation table. No matter how cold the People's Party was to the British, the People's Party always had the chance to turn and defect to the British. But no matter how hard Beiyang tried, they could only stick to the British to the death. Once abandoned by the British, they would have no future to speak of. This fact was inevitably too cruel, making both Beiyang diplomats feel unable to accept it.

Just as the two Beiyang diplomats considered, the British side was no longer anxious now. Even if the People's Party remained "stubborn," with Japan's anxiety and Beiyang clearly stating it would join the Allied Powers, using the shit-stirring stick experience accumulated by Britain over several hundred years, they had determined that the situation in Asia would return to Britain's customary control track. Both Beiyang and the Japanese were bowing and scraping to compete for British support. The People's Party's firm hostile attitude guaranteed a clear division between enemy and friend. The only fly in the ointment was that the People's Party's strength was perhaps a bit excessive.

Of course, if Britain, Beiyang, and Japan joined hands and were still not the People's Party's opponent, that would also be a not bad thing. The British could follow their long-accumulated methods, decisively sell out Beiyang, turn to support the People's Party, and win over Japan. There were many ways to maintain balance; direct confrontation was merely one method of balancing.

Since there was a clear framework, the British naturally didn't need to worry anymore. The People's Party was certainly shouting about expelling British influence, but their recent performance was not as radical as their shouting. Business between the two sides continued as usual, and even when Britain could not deliver the two steel production lines ordered by the People's Party due to the war, the People's Party expressed serious understanding. At least the deposit did not need to be refunded for the time being.

Including not long ago, when the British asked the People's Party again if they were willing to join the Allied Powers group. The People's Party stated their attitude clearly, "We will not join the European war, so we will not join Britain, and even less will we join Germany."

As for the British inquiry about the contradiction between the two sides, the People's Party also answered very seriously, "China must take back all sovereignty; this is the entire key to the contradiction. If Britain is willing to cooperate in this regard, the People's Party can reach a closer alliance relationship with Britain."

The British would not agree to peacefully hand over their interests in China even if they died, but this did not mean that Britain would refuse to "acknowledge the status quo" when the situation was unfavorable. This was Britain's method of survival. No matter how passive the situation was, no matter how unbearable the situation was to read, the British would face reality and strive for Britain's maximum interests. In a certain sense, Britain was also a practitioner of "seeking truth from facts."

Since "misunderstandings and misinterpretations" no longer existed between the two sides, the British side decided that the immediate goal was to do their utmost to defeat the People's Party. The British Minister felt at ease; this was an equal enemy relationship. The British side also firmly believed that the People's Party was also doing its utmost to regain China's sovereignty at this time. The struggle between the two sides was not based on personal resentment, but merely a struggle for interests. That was all.
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"We will definitely protect the interests of the Entente Powers," the British Minister to China vowed to the French Minister to China. After finishing his pledge, the British Minister added, "Please, have some tea."

"When we went to question the People's Party about what they intend to do, they actually told us that the People's Party's march into Guangxi is China's internal affair and France has no right to interfere. I have never seen such unreasonable Chinese people." The French Minister looked ready to roar, but roaring in the British Legation would be too detrimental to a diplomat's dignity. So although the French Minister's voice was loud, it was still within the bounds of proving his sanity.

Since the British Minister had already guaranteed the interests of the Entente, he naturally wasn't willing to say much more. Listening to the French Minister's endless rambling like Xianglin Sao, the core message was that Britain must step forward to resolve the crisis France was facing. The British Minister felt extremely impatient inside. France's seizure of Annam had not relied solely on their own military force. The French army had been disastrously defeated at Zhennanguan, causing the French government to fall. It was with British "help" that the Manchu Qing were forced to agree to French control over Annam. On this point, Britain looked down on France quite a bit.

The French Minister continued excitedly, "The People's Party must withdraw from Guangxi and acknowledge that Guangxi is France's sphere of influence." As he spoke, the French Minister stared burningly at the British Minister. The French Minister naturally didn't know the mocking thoughts in the British Minister's heart, but it must be stated that even if he knew, he would pretend not to. Compared to the threat France was facing, such mockery was not worth mentioning.

The British Minister listened seriously, but his internal fluctuations were completely different from his calm exterior. The British Minister was constantly clicking his tongue in his heart at how completely unexpected the People's Party's actions were.

After the defeat at Zhennanguan, the French had unexpectedly obtained Annam. But the French were not satisfied with just Annam. The British had turned the Yangtze River valley into their sphere of influence, and the French also attempted to turn Guangxi, Yunnan, and Guizhou into their sphere of influence. Originally, the People's Party's base areas did not border Guangxi, Yunnan, or Guizhou, so the French were not enthusiastic about the conflict between the People's Party and the British. But the People's Party did not stop after seizing Hunan. The Hunan government's armed forces were chased by the People's Party all the way into Guangxi, and the People's Party followed these defeated troops and conquered Guangxi in one stroke. After controlling Hunan, the gateway to Guangxi, Yunnan, and Guizhou was thrown open to the People's Party. France suddenly discovered that the greedy tongue it had extended towards these three Chinese provinces had met directly with the bayonets of the People's Party.

Chen Ke could not reveal the outcome of World War I to anyone, but he knew very well that France had sent 5 million young men to the battlefield to resist the Germans, and they were basically consumed in trench warfare. Even though France surrendered in World War II to preserve its population's vitality, China still didn't take the French seriously. In the Korean War, China sent a Marshal to command the Volunteer Army. Later, during the resistance against France to aid Vietnam, China didn't even send troops, only dispatching a consultant group led by General Chen Geng to Vietnam. Commanding the Vietnamese army was enough to resolve the French army. The strategy Chen Ke established this time was similar: dispatch a consultant group and let the "Annam Liberation Army," with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army as the main body, be responsible for liberating Annam. Although France's intense reaction had no realistic basis, it could not be said to be an incorrect judgment.

The People's Party's army standing directly opposite France was a huge change in the situation that the British Minister found difficult to deal with. His strategic judgment had always been that the People's Party would first choose to have a decisive showdown with the Beiyang forces before making other moves. And the fact that People's Party Chairman Chen Ke's Mobile Central Committee was recently stationed in Zhengzhou undoubtedly reinforced this view of the British Minister. The People's Party was about to have a final showdown with Beiyang. Based on such strategic judgment, the British Minister had formulated his own series of strategies.

A just cause attracts much support, an unjust one finds little. Even if the British Legation didn't know exactly how to read or write this Chinese saying, they fully understood the principle and knew how to implement it. They used a "stalling" method with Yuan Shikai's Beiyang. Since Beiyang already had the intention to join the Entente, they inevitably had requests of Britain. Dangle the carrot of "joining the Entente" in front of the Beiyang government, and the Beiyang donkey would have to obediently walk down the path.

But Beiyang neither sent people continuously to inquire with Britain nor sought information through intermediaries from the British Minister. It was as if nothing had happened; Beiyang completely restrained its actions and did not take any radical response. Britain decided to leave Beiyang out to dry for a while. Even if the British didn't act, the People's Party would press Beiyang step by step. But after nearly a month, the British were disappointed. The People's Party seemed as if nothing had happened; they neither provoked nor showed weakness in the north. Instead, in the south, the People's Party's military offensive directly dragged the French into the water. The drastic change in the situation made the British Minister feel the need to rethink his plan. He spoke some diplomatic clichés and finally managed to send the French Minister away.

Regarding the recent changes in the situation, everyone in the British Legation felt it was very thorny. Britain was an island nation after all and did not directly border Germany. France bordered Germany and was a sworn enemy, putting all its strength into the war with Germany. Britain had to support France in fighting the Germans on the front line.

"Sir Humphrey, based on your observations, how many troops can the People's Party actually commit to war?" The British Legation staff couldn't help but ask this question again. Beiyang's more than one million troops were distributed in Northeast China, Hebei, Shaanxi, Shanxi, and southern provinces like Fujian and Zhejiang. From a strategic perspective, the Beiyang army could launch a massive attack on the People's Party along a front of thousands of kilometers.

So besides the 600,000 troops of the People's Party that were already confirmed, the British side really wanted to determine the final number of People's Party troops. For example, after capturing Hunan and continuing into Guangxi this time, they had to use at least over 100,000 troops. What kind of gaps would the People's Party's troop movements create in their strategic deployment?

Sir Humphrey also found it difficult to answer this. The People's Party's army always gave him the impression of being inexhaustible. Whenever troops were needed, a massive number of People's Party soldiers could always be assembled. After pondering for a moment, Sir Humphrey said based on intelligence collected by Britain and his own deductions, "I estimate at most one million. If it exceeds this number, the People's Party's weapons and equipment cannot be satisfied." This was also a quite reasonable deduction. If the steel production equipment imported by the People's Party ran at half load, it could produce about 950,000 tons of steel a year. The British Legation believed the People's Party's technical level was at most at this level. After deducting the steel the People's Party put into railway construction, arming a million-strong army was the limit.

Continuing to calculate based on other intelligence, the number of troops that the various Chinese factions standing opposed to the People's Party could scrape together was probably between 2.8 million and 3.2 million. If Beiyang could complete its military plan to expand the army to 2.4 million, then this figure could reach about 3.6 million. At least in terms of military strength, 3.6 million against 1 million, the odds of victory were undoubtedly on the side of the 3.6 million.

"If it really doesn't work, we can also let Japan send troops," the British Minister proposed this idea.

Regarding Japan, the British Asia responsibility sector only demanded that Japan honor its commitment to the Entente. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance was a military treaty and did not involve economics. By 1914, Japan still owed the British government several hundred million pounds, and the amounts owed to other banks and in public bonds were equally huge. Unless Japan abandoned the Anglo-Japanese Alliance and joined the German side at this time, these debts were a dog chain around Japan's neck. No matter what Japan's mood was, they had to follow Britain's pace.

After compiling all the data, the British Legation in China, which controlled East Asia, roughly decided to implement their plan. Just as they were discussing, the Legation received a telegram from Britain. With the undersea cable, information transmission from Britain to China was much smoother. The instructions received by the British Minister to China on November 1, 1914, from home could be summarized in three points.

1.  Do not use British naval forces in the Far East to block Sino-US trade. 2.  Agree to the Chinese Government (Beiyang Government) joining the Entente. 3.  Stabilize the Asian situation as soon as possible and increase the scale of British procurement in Asia.

The British Legation was quite opposed to these three orders. Even the second order, which was the most acceptable—agreeing to the Chinese Government joining the Entente—they felt the British domestic handling method was too simple and crude. If they conducted subtle negotiations and fully utilized the current situation, they could completely use the contradictions between Beiyang and Japan to obtain more benefits. But the British domestic stance was completely "better to avoid trouble." This ran completely counter to the British "shit-stirring stick" diplomatic style.

The officials of the Legation could also roughly guess the thoughts at home. In this era, there were only three independent countries in Asia: China, Japan, and Siam. All three countries were gathered in such a ghostly place as the Far East, with complex contradictions, barbaric and backward. Rather than exploiting the contradictions, it was better to completely settle the situation. After all, Britain hadn't expected the war in Europe to be far more difficult than imagined. Quickly pulling the Far Eastern countries onto the Entente's war chariot could also reduce Russia's worries in the rear. Moreover, the British domestic feeling towards the People's Party was not bad. As Britain's largest trading partner in the Far East, the profits from the Far East were not insignificant to Britain.

As for the People's Party shouting about recovering Chinese sovereignty, since the Boer War, Britain had been undergoing a worldwide retraction of power. What Britain considered was a stable Far East, a Far East beneficial to the British imperial structure. It would be best to turn China into a colony, but even if China recovered all sovereignty, as long as this country was sincerely willing to continuously expand trade with Britain and accept Britain's dominant position in the Far East, Britain could accept the existence of such a China.

The Boer War had emptied the British Empire's treasury, and now was not the era to care about face. Facing Wilhelm II's ambitious challenge, if Britain lost this war, it would lose everything. At that time, let alone the Far East, Britain would completely lose control over Europe. Therefore, Britain was unwilling to deploy a single soldier in the Far East. Facing the decline of the British Empire, the officials of the British Legation in China sighed. If it were before, wherever there was chaos in the world, there would be the shadow of the British shit-stirring stick. Even if some regions were not in chaos, the British shit-stirring stick would insert itself to stir things up for its own benefit. Compared to the currently extremely nervous British domestic government, those good times were incredibly nostalgic.

In this regard, the British Legation had to admit that those young men in their twenties and thirties in the People's Party really had enough patience. In the matter of foreign trade, they could really keep their cool. The People's Party not only did not hinder foreign trade in any way but instead continuously honored the contents of the quota trade agreement.

In 1913, before the outbreak of the war, the People's Party controlled areas completed the trade agreement, reaching a total trade volume of 70 million pounds with Britain. What satisfied the British side most was that the People's Party completely insisted on trade balance. Earn as much as you spend. Meticulous and rigorous in attitude. What Britain wanted domestically was the continuous expansion of the Asian trade quota. Controlling Asian shipping rights and financial channels, Britain could already earn huge profits through trade itself. The balanced trade with the People's Party made the Parliament very satisfied. From the data, the People's Party had no hostility towards Britain. As for shouting a few times about recovering sovereignty, from the Qing government to the Beiyang government, from the emperor down to the common people, everyone in China had shouted this. The People's Party's shouting didn't seem any different from others.

Compared to the People's Party's actions prioritizing trade, the Beiyang government's progress was slow, and bilateral trade had not exceeded 10 million pounds to date. Moreover, the Beiyang government had borrowed a large sum of money for military expansion. The British government was also worried about the Beiyang government's repayment ability.

The British Legation had never heard of "no investigation, no right to speak." If they had heard this saying, they would inevitably shout it loudly to curse the British government ten thousand miles away. It was just that the status of the British Legation in China was not high. While they could speak loudly to Japan and the Beiyang government, they could not change domestic policy. Unless the British Legation in China could effectively change the current Far Eastern situation, and this change had to be extremely beneficial to British interests. Otherwise, they would also face ruthless dismissal and investigation.

The British Legation in China, which originally thought it could sit back and relax, playing the various Far Eastern forces in the palm of its hand, was also helpless. After discussion, everyone reached a conclusion: under no circumstances could the Chinese situation be allowed to develop freely. Moreover, the current Chinese situation had fully entered a civil war mode. On the surface, it was just some simple military conflicts, but once the People's Party completed its civil war preparations, there would not be the slightest pause.

After determining the strategy of "giving it a go within the scope of authority," the British Legation immediately began to operate. First, they informed the Beiyang government that Britain agreed to the Beiyang government representing China to join the Entente. Before Yuan Shikai could be happy, the British Minister told Yuan Shikai that as a member of the Entente, the Beiyang government needed to provide troops to the Entente. According to the current scale of the Beiyang Army, it would need to provide about 500,000 troops for the various fronts of the Entente.

Yuan Shikai was scared by this number. If 500,000 troops were immediately pulled out to fight abroad, Beiyang would have no ability to resist after the People's Party marched north.

Looking at Yuan Shikai, whose oily fat face trembled slightly after hearing the translation's narration, Sir Humphrey, acting as the representative, showed no change in his expression. But he was quite happy inside; he had to bluff this Beiyang leader first. But Yuan Shikai's loss of composure did not last too long. He quickly said, "Everyone is a bit tired. Let's suspend our meeting for a moment."

As a guest, Sir Humphrey could not forcibly criticize Yuan Shikai's actions. Yuan Shikai proposed a temporary recess, so Sir Humphrey could only agree to a temporary recess. "If it were before, Yuan Shikai wouldn't dare to do this," Sir Humphrey thought regretfully in the rest room.

"Shaochuan, you also heard Britain's request. What should we do next?" Yuan Shikai asked Gu Weijun.

Gu Weijun was not scared by Sir Humphrey's words at all. "President, since the British have expressed agreement to our joining the Entente, there are nothing more than two results. First, they are not sincere, so they ask for a sky-high price to force us to disagree. Second, they are ready to compromise in exchange for our support. And the request to dispatch 500,000 troops, in my opinion, is not a sky-high price at all. Moreover, the army is in our hands. Britain asks us to dispatch 500,000 men; can they take away a single soldier from us?"

Yuan Shikai simply lacked experience in negotiating with such powerful countries as Britain. Hearing Gu Weijun's explanation, he couldn't help but sneeze a cold laugh. This didn't mean he was mocking Gu Weijun. As a man who rose through the military, not being able to beat foreigners was one thing, but without Yuan Shikai's consent, let alone 500,000 troops, Yuan Shikai would absolutely not let Britain take away a single person from the Beiyang Army.

With a line of thought, Yuan Shikai's mind immediately cleared up a lot. "Shaochuan, then will the British accept our conditions?"

Gu Weijun had spent a lot of effort drafting a document on the political rewards Beiyang should receive after joining the Entente. When it was just presented to Yuan Shikai, Yuan Shikai flipped through it and put it down gently without a word. Beiyang's conditions were simple: abolish concessions, recover sovereignty. Furthermore, the Boxer Indemnity would not be paid during the war, and after defeating Germany, the Boxer Indemnity would be formally cancelled. These were the shackles foreigners put around the Chinese government's neck and were Yuan Shikai's sore point. He simply didn't believe that these could be easily cancelled through treaty agreements just by joining the Entente.

But hearing Sir Humphrey's words today, and then listening to Gu Weijun's analysis, Yuan Shikai began to feel that these conditions might not be impossible to achieve.

Before attending this meeting, Gu Weijun's father-in-law, Tang Shaoyi, had repeatedly exhorted him not to be the slightest bit arrogant. Hearing Yuan Shikai's question, Gu Weijun replied, "President, although these things have to go through a series of negotiations. But the worse the British situation is, the faster they will agree." This answer was already quite implicit. Gu Weijun couldn't bluntly say that as long as they stalled, the British would definitely agree.

"Then we will agree to the British conditions first, but present our conditions to the British first." Yuan Shikai made the final decision. Thinking of the arduous nature of the negotiations, Yuan Shikai sighed in his heart, "It is not easy for me to serve the country and the people."



★


Selection and Being Selected Part 12

Volume 5 - Chapter 56

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 56 Selection and Being Selected (12)

The Japanese intelligence system had also built its own network within the Beiyang system. Especially with a significant number of people in Beiyang feeling envious and jealous of the new upstart Gu Weijun, news spread even faster. Upon learning of the negotiations between Beiyang and Britain, the domestic situation in Japan became extremely tense.

Those who can mix in international society are not fools. Britain and Japan are actually very clear that if Japan wants to expand its interests in China, at this stage it can only cut meat from Beiyang. This is also why Britain allowed Japan to attack Qingdao, and *only* allowed Japan to attack Qingdao. Japan knew the British intentions; the British wanted Japan to obediently be a dog. After Japan did its utmost to achieve victory, Britain would throw a bone for Japan to chew on.

"Britain's current naval power in Asia is not even as great as our Great Japanese Empire. Treating us with such an attitude is too rude." This saying had even begun to circulate within the Japanese Navy Ministry. Of course, the Japanese Navy also inherited that Japanese "ventriloquism" and would not bluntly say that Japan wanted to replace Britain's hegemony in Asia, but instead expressed its attitude in Japanese-style language like "maintaining order in the Far East for Britain."

Regarding this attitude of the Navy Ministry, the Army Ministry, which had just suffered a miserable defeat, naturally could not raise any objections. Moreover, the Army Ministry itself also opposed the Asian order dominated by Britain. As a result, the Army Ministry and the Navy Ministry rarely tacitly agreed and supported each other on this viewpoint.

The Japanese Cabinet certainly could not be foolish to this extent. Without British support, Japan would be nothing. Currently, Japan's enemy is not the British, nor even the People's Party. To maximize Japan's interests in China, they could only make a move on Beiyang. Targeting this issue, the Japanese Cabinet commissioned the intelligence department to organize an analysis. "No investigation, no right to speak." The result of the Japanese intelligence department's analysis was that since the coexistence of the People's Party and Beiyang, the People's Party had almost undertaken the political, economic, and military actions to protect China's interests. Whether it was the Quota Trade Agreement or attacking the German army in Qingdao, the People's Party did its utmost to prevent China's decline. The only thing that puzzled the Japanese intelligence department was that the People's Party did not use these actions to seize dominance in China for itself.

The Japanese Cabinet naturally understood that any action by the People's Party to seize central power would lead to a full-force backlash from the Beiyang government. Any attempt to seize power would lead to a premature rupture between the People's Party and Beiyang. If a reason had to be found for this action, it was that the People's Party avoided the outbreak of civil war more than any other Chinese force. Civil war would inevitably consume China's strength greatly, and Japan was very clear on this point. Especially now that the People's Party treated all foreign forces in China as their primary enemies, civil war could only shatter China. Even if they replaced the Beiyang forces, it did not mean that the People's Party would have the spare energy to smoothly lead the subsequent situation in China.

However, the People's Party's patience had been rewarded. With Europe plunged into war, the influence of foreign forces on China had dropped to the lowest level. Even if the People's Party launched a civil war, it would not lead to strong foreign intervention. So the People's Party appropriately adopted an offensive stance.

For Japan, the current situation was bad to the extreme. Due to the People's Party's restraint, the power of the Beiyang group had not been damaged. Compared to when the Beiyang government was first established, Yuan Shikai's power was even stronger. Strong enough to even repel Japan in land battles. Such a result led to Britain and Beiyang's forces presenting an advantage over Japan. Unless Japan completely tore its face with Britain and threw the power of the whole country into a war of aggression against China, Japan could not possibly loot a burning house. Even if Japan made such a determination and defeated Beiyang and Britain, Japan would still inevitably have to face the People's Party's offensive.

Currently, Japan had 18 divisions, with a total of 500,000 standing troops at most. Throwing these 500,000 men into the Chinese battlefield would only occupy very limited Chinese coastal cities. Even without war, the huge logistics would eat up Japan's economy. According to the intelligence collected now, China's core regions were the Central Plains regions controlled by the People's Party. With the lessons of the Kyushu Division and the Sendai Division, Japan simply did not dare to let its troops have a large-scale land war with the People's Party outside the range of naval guns.

"Are we just going to watch China's situation fluctuate drastically while the Imperial Country stands by with folded arms?" Someone in the Japanese Cabinet raised this question.

Looting a burning house is the most wonderful and most lucrative thing. Being completely unable to intervene in China's current chaotic situation, the members of the Japanese Cabinet felt as uncomfortable as if a cat was scratching their hearts.

"Gentlemen, the current situation is to solve Japan's economic problems first. Once the economic problems are solved, we can reopen our foreign issues." Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo said. At this critical moment, Takahashi Korekiyo was already considered the top choice for the next Prime Minister.

"Are we just going to let the current opportunity pass?" Japanese political elder Katsura Tarō, although no longer Prime Minister, was currently still the Minister of the Interior (Lord Keeper of the Privy Seal/Genro usually, but here text says "Minister of Civil Affairs/Home Minister" roughly? Text says "民政大臣" - likely Home Minister or similar role given context, though historically titles vary. I will translate as "Minister of Home Affairs" or just keep the context implies a high minister). Katsura Tarō was a figure strongly supported by the Army Ministry, and he felt very pity for not being able to intervene in Chinese affairs. Historically, this Prime Minister, who was driven out of office by the Japanese public in 1913 because of his hardline policies, was still the biggest hardliner in the Japanese Cabinet.

"As long as the war in Europe continues, Britain will continue to buy goods from Japan. With this income, Japan's finances can still improve. If we continue to invest in war, not only will Britain be dissatisfied with Japan, but the current fiscal revenue will also face a situation where income does not cover expenditure." Takahashi Korekiyo faced the current crisis as a financial expert, and any action that affected the direction of Japan's economy was within the scope of his opposition.

"If the People's Party seizes political power in China, how will our interests in Manchuria and Mongolia be guaranteed?" Katsura Tarō had no intention of dying down.

Takahashi Korekiyo almost wanted to look at Katsura Tarō with contempt. The so-called interests in Manchuria and Mongolia must be actual interests. Currently, Manchuria and Mongolia lacked railways. Even if mines could be opened, there were no railways to transport them to the seaport. Most importantly, wasn't it the Army Ministry represented by Katsura Tarō that shamelessly shouted about interests in Manchuria and Mongolia, making the Great Japanese Empire so passive? If the two divisions could have defeated the People's Party in the Battle of Qingdao like crushing dry weeds and smashing rotten wood, and seized Qingdao, one of the few industrial port cities in China, how could Japan face the current extremely unfavorable situation?

It was just that Takahashi Korekiyo came from a lowly background and only achieved his current status by completely shedding the spring breeze of Japan's westernization. Katsura Tarō was of royal lineage (Wait, Katsura was samurai class, not royal, but text says "皇族" - maybe implying high nobility/connection or text error. I will follow text implying high status/nobility "Duke") and was pleased to be titled a Duke because of his royal connections. It was extremely unfavorable for Takahashi Korekiyo to conflict directly with Katsura Tarō.

"Currently, the wave of factory bankruptcies is intensifying. If we cannot let factories start work quickly and let civilian materials flow rapidly, military actions can be discussed after this." Takahashi Korekiyo said to other cabinet ministers.

Other cabinet ministers certainly knew the domestic situation in Japan. Several consecutive years of sluggish exports led to soaring domestic grain prices, and Rice Riots spread throughout Japan. If the economy was not restored quickly, I am afraid the riots would turn into uprisings.

"We must absolutely not be soft on those socialists!" Katsura Tarō said viciously. As a defender of the Emperor's autocracy, Katsura Tarō could not tolerate the existence of democratic politics. In 1910, Japanese socialists and anarchists launched widespread activities against the Emperor's autocracy. Kanno Sugako explicitly pointed out that the Emperor was "the chief of economic plunder, the root of political evil, and the source of ideological superstition." In response, Katsura Tarō adopted extremely severe suppression measures. Under the trumped-up charges of "conspiring to assassinate the Emperor," he carried out a massive roundup of socialists and innocently sentenced 24 people to death. Among them, Kōtoku Shūsui and Kanno Sugako, 12 people in total, were successively hanged, and the other 12 were commuted to life imprisonment. This was the famous "High Treason Incident." With this political achievement, Katsura Tarō established his political status. Anyone who opposed the labor movement supported Katsura Tarō.

"The political position of the People's Party is socialism, and as far as I know, many Japanese non-nationals have defected to the People's Party. Many even participated in the Battle of Qingdao. The families of these non-nationals must absolutely not be spared lightly." Katsura Tarō turned the topic to a side favorable to himself, "Moreover, the Minister to China suggested getting rid of the People's Party Chairman Chen Ke. Only by getting rid of this person can the situation in China be changed. The Army Ministry's intelligence department is also discussing this issue."

The members of the Japanese Cabinet looked at each other after hearing this suggestion, and a thought floated in many people's minds, "Katsura Tarō is crazy!"

Directly assassinating the leader of a Chinese political force would inevitably leave traces regardless of success or failure. At that time, Japan would nakedly expose its attitude towards China. Not to mention anything else, there were many Japanese merchants within the area controlled by the People's Party, and the People's Party would absolutely not turn a blind eye to these people. In a better scenario, these people's properties would be confiscated. Thinking of the worst, if the People's Party arrested these people in the name of espionage, countless lives would be lost. If Japanese commoners died, they died, but Japanese merchants were existences with some background. At that time, who in the country would be willing to take responsibility?

However, before the cabinet ministers could speak, Katsura Tarō sneered: "Gentlemen, killing Chen Ke does not necessarily require us to do it ourselves. The People's Party has so many enemies, there are thousands of people who want his life. There are plenty of candidates."

"Enough!" Takahashi Korekiyo finally couldn't help but shout. The Japanese military forces had a huge influence on Japanese politics because they had repeatedly gambled on the national destiny and succeeded. But what Takahashi Korekiyo was most disgusted with were these military representatives. War has victories and defeats; it is impossible to always be victorious. Just one failure in Qingdao blocked the possibility of Japan continuing to intervene in Chinese affairs. If they continued to blow things up and put all of Japan's energy into war, the only possibility of saving the Japanese economy would be lost. At that time, the accumulation of decades after the Meiji Restoration in Japan would only turn into flowing water. Japan might even be reduced to a British colony again.

Thinking only of victory, but completely failing to consider the results after defeat, this was the attitude of the military. Both the Navy and the Army were like this.

Hearing Takahashi Korekiyo's rebuke, Katsura Tarō glared. A baron from a lowly background actually dared to be so rude to a Duke; this was unimaginable in old Japan. Even in current Japan, it was extremely incredible.

However, Saionji Kinmochi, the bigwig of the Seiyūkai, coughed, "Let's discuss the economic issues first." The power behind him was strong, and he finally avoided the continued expansion of this quarrel.
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Chapter 57 Selection and Being Selected (13)

"Takahashi-kun, let's go for a drink tonight," Saionji Kinmochi said to Takahashi Korekiyo after the cabinet meeting broke up in unhappiness. In recent years, Japanese politics had been turbulent, and as the head of the Seiyukai, Saionji Kinmochi had been unable to form a cabinet this time. The Seiyukai had already decided to fully recommend Takahashi Korekiyo for Prime Minister.

"Saionji-kun, I would be honored to accept," Takahashi Korekiyo replied. What he needed most was the support of the heavyweights, so he naturally couldn't refuse.

In November, the weather in Japan was already quite cold. The two took a car to a restaurant in Ginza called Kikuwakamaru. Saionji Kinmochi was a regular here, and the owner respectfully opened the door for them, welcoming the two distinguished guests into a private room. Going to a restaurant in Ginza to drink and talk was already a common practice for Japanese politicians. The entire room was decorated in a Chinese style, without tatami mats, but furnished with tables, chairs, and soft couches. Outside the window were a pond and cherry blossom trees; it was indeed a good place for conversation.

Seeing Takahashi Korekiyo looking preoccupied and silent, Saionji Kinmochi smiled and asked, "What is Takahashi-kun thinking about?"

"The streets are becoming more and more deserted," Takahashi Korekiyo sighed.

"It seems Takahashi-kun is determined to prioritize the economy," Saionji Kinmochi replied. He didn't sit at the table but lay comfortably on a soft couch. Sitting formally for a whole day at the cabinet meeting was quite physically draining and uncomfortable. Being able to lie down and rest for a while was a kind of enjoyment.

Hearing that Saionji Kinmochi completely understood his plan, Takahashi Korekiyo simply relaxed and leaned back on another soft couch. "Saionji-kun, since the military has already brought things to this point, Japan's only chance to recover its vitality is to seize the opportunity of the current European war. To be frank, the People's Party has reached such a state with Britain, yet they still refuse to destroy trade between the two sides. They are also preparing to make a profit from the European war. We want to strike at the People's Party, but we cannot shake their trade with foreign countries. In that case, we might as well focus on solving our immediate economic problems. Once Japan's strength recovers, we can still compete with the People's Party."

Saionji Kinmochi only smiled at such a statement. Takahashi Korekiyo clearly saw Saionji's objection, so he sat up from the couch. "Saionji-kun, please speak frankly."

Saionji felt his fatigue slowly disappearing. He liked this shop and this room precisely because he liked this soft couch. He had tried a similar layout at home but clearly failed to achieve the same feeling, which left him somewhat regretful. Not to mention the water pipe and coffee provided by the shop, which were a great enjoyment. Hearing Takahashi Korekiyo's question amidst this comfort, Saionji couldn't help but feel a bit more regretful in his heart. As a disciple of Ito Hirobumi, a political heavyweight in Japan, and one of the true masters of Japan alongside Yamagata Aritomo's disciple Katsura Taro, Saionji liked Takahashi Korekiyo very much. There were few people in the entire Japanese cabinet who dared to sit on a couch with him like this. However, Takahashi Korekiyo was too focused on domestic issues when considering problems, and was not sensitive enough to changes in the world situation or the changes and attitudes of other forces in Japan. This had to be said to be Takahashi Korekiyo's fatal flaw.

"Takahashi-kun, according to your ideas, Japan will be fundamentally unable to interfere in Chinese affairs for the next three or four years. After Japan survives the current difficulties, what do you think the situation in China will look like?" Saionji Kinmochi asked.

"If we don't have the strength to interfere, there is no point in considering what China will look like," Takahashi Korekiyo had his own view on this.

Saionji Kinmochi's voice was not loud; he didn't want his sense of comfort to vanish so quickly. "According to your plan, Japan will be able to recover its strength in four years. But by then, the People's Party will control China, and Japan will face a powerful and unified China. At that time, will Japan have any other choice but to be excluded from China? So where exactly does Japan's future lie?"

"Saionji-kun, do you also insist on conquering China?" Takahashi Korekiyo asked. With the rise of Japan's strength in recent years, the argument for conquering China had never lacked supporters in Japan. Saionji Kinmochi's teacher, Ito Hirobumi, could also be said to be one of the supporters. In Takahashi Korekiyo's economic plan, Japan absolutely could not continue to invest in military operations in the near future.

As a politician, Saionji Kinmochi was not a short-sighted man. "To conquer China, we must rely on internal changes within China. The rise of the People's Party makes us face a strong opponent, and we cannot fail to consider this factor. Takahashi-kun understands economics, and I am at ease with Takahashi-kun controlling Japan's situation for the next few years. But after Takahashi-kun leads Japan through these difficult years, how should Japan proceed? Focusing on immediate matters is certainly important, but in any case, we cannot ignore the future."

"Then what exactly is Saionji-kun worried about?" Takahashi Korekiyo knew that he was indeed inferior to Saionji Kinmochi in politics, so he asked directly.

Saionji Kinmochi had recovered from his initial fatigue. He stood up from the soft couch and invited Takahashi Korekiyo to sit at the table with him. "There are quite a few Japanese in the People's Party. We have received some information that the People's Party believes it is necessary to overthrow the current regime in Japan and establish a socialist regime. Takahashi-kun, struggles between nations are just like this. Nothing may happen right now, but when things do happen, you will find that many things were determined long ago. If after solving the current problems, we find that we have to face an even worse situation, do you think this is the attitude of truly solving problems?"

Takahashi Korekiyo was not moved by Saionji Kinmochi's attitude at all. "If we can't even solve the current problems, how can we have the ability to compete for the future situation? The People's Party will be fundamentally unable to contend with the Japanese Navy within the visible ten years. In ten years, the war in Europe will be completely over. At that time, if Britain and Japan continue to join hands to control the Asian situation, Japan will still be able to dominate the situation. But the result of forcing a war now is losing the great opportunity right before our eyes. Even if we bomb Qingdao to the ground, what then? Are we going to send a few more divisions into China to fight?"

Saionji Kinmochi supported the Navy, and didn't mind too much hearing Takahashi Korekiyo directly criticize the Japanese Army's defeat. If it were the Army's representative, Katsura Taro, he would probably be furious by now. After the defeat in Shandong this time, no matter how the Japanese Army shirked responsibility, they had at least summarized it seriously. A division-scale Japanese force rashly entering the inland of China controlled by the People's Party would only result in total annihilation. This was also the reason why Saionji Kinmochi was no longer afraid of Katsura Taro. If they really did as Katsura Taro shouted, sending twelve divisions into China to fight the People's Party, as long as Katsura Taro was appointed as commander-in-chief, Katsura Taro would immediately refuse.

However, this did not mean that Saionji Kinmochi could accept standing by with folded arms when the situation in China changed drastically in the future. Takahashi Korekiyo was one of Japan's rare economists, but this did not mean that Saionji Kinmochi had to support Takahashi Korekiyo. However, Takahashi Korekiyo's current performance was still relatively satisfactory to Saionji Kinmochi. "Takahashi-kun, if you become Prime Minister, I hope you will definitely strengthen the Navy. The lifeline of the Great Japanese Empire is the Navy. As you just said, only by suppressing China through the Navy can we establish our advantage."

"Saionji-kun, I am very clear on this point. I believe that repairing naval vessels and continuing to complete the warships already under construction should be placed in the primary position," Takahashi Korekiyo replied. Even if he wasn't a pro-war advocate, Takahashi Korekiyo supported a strong naval force. Without a navy, there would be no reliable commerce; Takahashi Korekiyo was very clear on this point.

After the two sides reached a consensus, they detailed the scope and key points of cooperation at the wine table. The position of the Japanese military in politics was so important that a Prime Minister had to support either the Navy or the Army; in short, they had to lean to one side. Even in the World War II era, Japan could not get rid of this ridiculous problem. Takahashi Korekiyo naturally could not be exempt from this custom. In his heart, he actually believed that the urgent task was to get the Japanese economy up and running no matter what, so he had to choose the more civilized Navy as his backer.

Japan established a new cabinet with Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo on January 4, 1915, and immediately expressed its attitude of "respecting Britain's position in Asia" to Britain. Japan finally willing to obediently obey orders made the British side quite satisfied. Negotiations for Britain and Beiyang to join the Entente Powers were also progressing very well.

Britain naturally would not go into battle shirtless. Japan owed Britain a mountain of debt, which would be paid off with physical goods, including weapons. The Beiyang clique had to guarantee that war preparations would be completed before July 1915, and the war would start no later than September 1915. After eliminating the People's Party, Beiyang needed to fulfill its promise to Britain and dispatch 800,000 troops to the Entente front. In return, Britain would agree to Beiyang recovering sovereign rights and abolishing concessions. At the same time, the Boxer Indemnity owed by Beiyang to Britain and France would be waived. As for Beiyang's debts to the Central Powers, they could naturally also be waived.

Of course, Beiyang had to acknowledge the debts owed to Japan in the Boxer Indemnity; the British would not do something foolish like offending Japan for no reason. At the same time, Britain still held a considerable position in Beiyang's customs. While abolishing the concessions, Beiyang also needed to establish a brand-new Beiyang judicial system under British guidance, especially "Criminal Law," "Civil Law," "Commercial Law," and so on.

On January 26, 1915, the British representative, the Japanese representative, and the Beiyang representative Gu Weijun and others determined the rights and obligations of all parties in the form of the "Far East War Memorandum." The various forces in the Far East, with the People's Party as their enemy, finally temporarily straightened out their relationships.

Yuan Shikai was very satisfied with this because both the British and Japanese representatives explicitly stated, "After eliminating the People's Party, we will absolutely not interfere with China's choice of what system to adopt, and will unconditionally support the polity and system chosen by Yuan Shikai." This guarantee, determined in the form of a document, allowed Yuan Shikai to implement his grand plans after the war. Stabbing the Manchu Qing in the back could not be spoken of as Yuan Shikai's glory, and was even evidence of Yuan Shikai's "double-dealing." But these would all be in the past; the achievement of "unifying the world" was enough to support Yuan Shikai in proclaiming himself emperor. Ascending to the supreme position and adding a surname Yuan to the Chinese imperial genealogy, how great that would be!

Yuan Shikai was very satisfied with Gu Weijun, who had put great effort into this matter. After the "Far East War Memorandum" was signed, Yuan Shikai specifically invited Gu Weijun to dinner. Those who harbored ill intentions towards Gu Weijun were not invited to the banquet at all; only a few core figures of Beiyang and Gu Weijun's father-in-law, Tang Shaoyi, attended this banquet. From the very beginning of the banquet, Yuan Shikai was full of praise for Gu Weijun, setting the tone for the entire banquet.

With Yuan Shikai starting it off, coupled with the diplomatic ability displayed by Gu Weijun, Xu Shichang, Duan Qirui, Wang Shizhen, and other loyal ministers of Beiyang were also full of praise. Once they could abolish the concessions, restore sovereign rights, and waive the Boxer Indemnity, this would completely determine Beiyang's political status. Decades of humiliation would be washed away in one morning, and no one could deny Beiyang's achievements in safeguarding national sovereignty. As for the price of these conditions being the elimination of the People's Party, in the current situation, the whole country was opposing the People's Party. Crushing the People's Party would simply not let Beiyang bear the charge of "colluding with foreign countries." Both face and lining were preserved, and both tangible benefits and reputation were satisfied; such a situation was unattainable in the past.

Gu Weijun was a young man, and being so praised by so many high-ranking elders was something that had never happened before. Not to mention that he himself indeed knew that he had completed a major diplomatic victory, a victory that was absolutely unprecedented. Xu Shichang even praised, "At present, our Republic of China is also a country equal to Britain and Japan. After the victory, we will certainly be able to maintain China's dominant position in Asia." Listening to Xu Shichang's meaning, Japan was not even worth mentioning in Xu Shichang's words at this moment.

People kept praising Tang Shaoyi for finding a good son-in-law. Tang Shaoyi originally hadn't expected his son-in-law Gu Weijun to be able to accomplish such a big thing either. In his pleasant surprise, he drained every cup and smiled from ear to ear.

Gu Weijun, however, did not lose his humility, because he had actually talked deeply with his father-in-law Tang Shaoyi about this matter. No matter how wonderful the future of the treaty was, it was all in the future. To reach that wonderful future, they had to cross the realistic obstacle of the People's Party. The treaty with Britain and Japan came at the cost of Beiyang completely destroying the People's Party. Although Gu Weijun hadn't had many dealings with Chen Ke, just from that time he went to Wuhan to visit Chen Ke, Gu Weijun could be sure that Chen Ke was definitely not a person who would give up his position, nor was he a person who would choose to retreat in the face of the current situation.

In fact, the current situation was less Beiyang's credit and more the People's Party's credit. Without the People's Party turning Britain, Japan, and Beiyang all into enemies and skillfully striking at them, these three parties could not have reached an agreement so smoothly. If the People's Party didn't have such a design, then the People's Party's actions were enough to prove the People's Party's foolhardy bravery. If this was a carefully designed development of the situation by the People's Party, then the People's Party's maneuvers could only be described as ingenious. Gu Weijun was not a soldier; he habitually viewed everything that happened from the perspective of a diplomat. If military operations were also seen as diplomatic means, the People's Party displayed abilities possessed only by top-tier diplomats. Chen Ke had successfully established the camps of enemy and friend. Or rather, Chen Ke had successfully forced all forces in the Far East except the United States into the camp of his enemies. As long as the People's Party did not suffer a military defeat, the Americans would not join the anti-People's Party camp.

As a diplomat, Gu Weijun also understood one thing: the number of the People's Party's enemies was currently unprecedentedly large. These enemies might be able to cause a lot of trouble for the People's Party in some aspects, but the forces that could truly interfere with the People's Party were far less powerful than imagined. The British refused to send troops, and Japan also stated that it would not take military action. The People's Party's only true enemy militarily was the Beiyang clique, which had suffered repeated defeats. The military threat the People's Party faced was even smaller than when Japan first started attacking Qingdao. At that time, it was really possible to form a coalition army composed of Britain, Japan, and Beiyang. But Beiyang refused to state its position at that time, letting this opportunity slip away easily.

Therefore, amidst everyone's praise, Gu Weijun did not get carried away, nor did he forget himself. He even had a fear in his heart that could not be driven away. Beiyang currently seemed to be like oil cooking over a fire, like flowers brocaded on silk, but in reality, it was precisely unprecedentedly isolated. Because Gu Weijun had already used up his diplomatic means, everything left had to rely on Beiyang itself. But whether Beiyang could truly accomplish great things by relying on itself, judging from the current performance, Gu Weijun also had no bottom in his heart.

"Shaochuan, do you have any brilliant views on the current matters?" After three rounds of wine, Yuan Shikai asked with a smile.

Gu Weijun hurriedly said, "President, I am just a scholar. I'm okay with receiving orders to negotiate, but I completely don't understand things outside the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Everything listens to the President's arrangements."

"Hehe." Hearing these appropriate words, Yuan Shikai laughed. He turned to Tang Shaoyi, "Elder Tang, Shaochuan is intelligent, no less than you."

Tang Shaoyi laughed loudly, "The waves behind the Yangtze River drive on those before; with this child, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs has no worries."

Everyone was an old hand, and Tang Shaoyi would absolutely not say anything wrong.

Xu Shichang smiled and said, "A few days ago, Yan Jidao resigned as Premier of the Cabinet on the grounds of illness, and the President has already granted it. Would Elder Tang be willing to condescend to the post of Vice Premier?"

"It looks like I've basked in Shaochuan's light and been promoted." Tang Shaoyi smiled extremely happily. This was indeed something to be happy about. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs was not a lucrative job, and it stood at the forefront of surrendering sovereign rights and humiliating the country. If there were achievements, they belonged to the President and the Premier; if there were problems, one had to be reviled by others. To be promoted to Vice Premier of the Cabinet was a true promotion. At present, Beiyang had reached an agreement with Britain and Japan, and there would still be negotiated assistance later. Even without deliberately extorting, various "writing fees" and "ice and charcoal respect" would be enough for Tang Shaoyi to make a fortune. Moreover, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs would definitely let Gu Weijun preside over it now, so Tang Shaoyi's influence in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs would not be affected at all. How could he not be happy?

Seeing Tang Shaoyi answer readily, Xu Shichang turned to Gu Weijun, "Shaochuan, I originally wanted you to immediately succeed as Minister of Foreign Affairs, but out of intentions of care, the President wants you to be responsible for the full power of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs. This is not the President deliberately suppressing you, but completely out of the President's heart of caring for you. You must not misunderstand."

Gu Weijun would absolutely not misunderstand. He hurriedly replied, "I absolutely obey the President's arrangements and am deeply grateful for the President's heart of care."
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The People's Party's information on the Beiyang clique was almost transparent to them, while Beiyang's information on the People's Party was not transparent enough. For example, Zheng Wenjie, who had taken office in the Army Ministry's Intelligence Office, had once again connected with the People's Party, almost wholesale transferring general information to them. This intelligence wasn't particularly top-secret, but it had the advantage of covering a wide range, from military organization to various problems encountered. The People's Party liked this kind of intelligence; through detailed analysis, they could not only deduce many of Beiyang's military arrangements but also understand many details about Beiyang.

Zheng Wenjie's betrayal of Beiyang this time was voluntary. After learning through his own channels that the "Memorandum on Far East War Operations" had been signed and reading its terms, he understood that Yuan Shikai was going to proclaim himself emperor. Zheng Wenjie was extremely repulsed by this. His reason for opposing Yuan Shikai's monarchy was simple: "None of the Yuan family descendants look capable."

To Zheng Wenjie, Yuan Shikai becoming emperor himself wasn't an issue. Whether it was ability, magnanimity, or sense of belonging, Zheng Wenjie would support Yuan Shikai becoming emperor. However, the title of emperor represented not just the power over life and death, but also that the Yuan family would become the imperial clan. This was what Zheng Wenjie could not accept. The next generation of the Yuan family, from Yuan Keding to Yuan Kewen, none caught Zheng Wenjie's eye. Thinking of such a group becoming crown princes and then ascending to the throne, Zheng Wenjie felt a burst of extreme disgust.

Of course, before resuming cooperation with the People's Party, Zheng Wenjie had struggled psychologically until he figured one thing out, which relieved him. Originally, Zheng Wenjie felt that Yuan Shikai taking the title of emperor was no big deal. If "Emperor" was just an honorific title and didn't involve hereditary power, then how was it different from the current President? Even if President Yuan Shikai was re-elected or became President for Life, Zheng Wenjie wouldn't have a single complaint. If it was just about Yuan Shikai personally gaining unlimited power, why would he go to such lengths to create so much trouble? No matter what was said about Yuan Shikai only wanting the righteous title to exercise power more effectively, didn't the current Yuan Shikai already possess such a righteous title? Wasn't the power possessed by the Grand President equivalent to an emperor not enough? Since he wanted to proclaim himself emperor, an imperial clan would naturally appear. With an imperial clan, there would be bloodline succession. Then, no matter how you put it, Yuan Shikai was placing the rise and fall of his family above the Beiyang group. Zheng Wenjie certainly couldn't support that.

Facts proved that Zheng Wenjie wasn't just thinking blindly without reason. "Sima Zhao's intent is known to everyone on the street." There were already people in Beiyang shouting support for Yuan Shikai to become emperor. There were plenty of smart people these days.

Since Zheng Wenjie had determined that he absolutely would not support Yuan Shikai's son becoming emperor, his choices were limited, perhaps to only one: Yuan Shikai must absolutely not be allowed to eliminate the People's Party. Zheng Wenjie reached a conclusion on this choice very quickly. Yuan Shikai and the People's Party had reached a situation where coexistence was absolutely impossible. Since that was the case, one either supported Yuan Shikai or the People's Party. Given Yuan Shikai's perverse acts and the strength of the People's Party's military forces, Zheng Wenjie quickly connected with the People's Party's Beijing intelligence department. The People's Party never forced defectors like Zheng Wenjie to get secret documents. As long as Zheng Wenjie could provide information on Beiyang's organization, garrisons, and the relevant data and characteristics of commanders at all levels, that was enough.

In the past two years, Beiyang had expanded its army ferociously. Zheng Wenjie discovered that the People's Party had actually already infiltrated the Beiyang Army. As a mid-level officer in the Army Ministry's Intelligence Office, Zheng Wenjie absolutely couldn't spend all day copying and writing. The copying work was handed over to a new clerk, and this clerk was a People's Party intelligence agent. After a private investigation, Zheng Wenjie discovered that the clerk had actually come through Xu Shichang's connections. This made Zheng Wenjie give up hope completely. It wasn't that Zheng Wenjie thought Xu Shichang would betray Yuan Shikai, nor that Xu Shichang would collude with the People's Party. It was that Beiyang's overall incompetence had reached such a level that even people in the Premier's faction could be infiltrated by the People's Party. After discovering this fact, Zheng Wenjie had even fewer illusions about Beiyang's future. One had to know that Beiyang's intelligence work had not been able to infiltrate the People's Party to this day. Meanwhile, the People's Party had already begun to enter quite critical departments of Beiyang.

Handing a roster of officers for Beiyang's newly organized troops to the clerk to copy, Zheng Wenjie glanced at the clerk again. This young man in his twenties was reticent but didn't seem antisocial. He did whatever he was told every day; even if people didn't like him, they wouldn't dislike him. Who would have thought such an honest person was actually a People's Party spy? The clerk responded after receiving the task and started working, his behavior no different from an ordinary clerk. Zheng Wenjie liked this kind of focus and obedience.

Sitting back in his office, Zheng Wenjie couldn't help but think: The People's Party must be very clear about the changes in the current situation. How exactly would they respond to such changes? How cruel would the future war become? As a civilian official, Zheng Wenjie was unlikely to go to the battlefield personally, but he couldn't help but fear the final decisive battle that would erupt in the future.

The People's Party obviously had no emotion of fear, or perhaps the situation at hand left no room for the People's Party to fear. "Who are our enemies? Who are our friends?" Reality no longer required strenuous consideration. At the end of "Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society," there was the clearest statement: "In summary, it can be seen that all warlords, bureaucrats, comprador classes, and big landlord classes that collude with imperialism, as well as a part of the reactionary intellectual circle attached to them, are our enemies. The industrial proletariat is the leading force of our revolution. All semi-proletariat and petty bourgeoisie are our closest friends. As for the vacillating middle class, its right wing may be our enemy and its left wing may be our friend—but we must always be on guard against them and not let them disrupt our front."

Whether one "colluded with imperialism" was the fundamental standard for distinguishing between enemy and self. Beiyang and its vassals had undoubtedly already colluded with imperialism. Some comrades within the People's Party had once doubted Chen Ke's "prophecy," but facts had proven that Chen Ke's prophecy was not wrong at all. Beiyang eventually changed from the self-proclaimed leader and guardian of China into a vassal of imperialism, completely standing on the opposite side of the people's revolution.

Chen Ke had always hoped that comrades could liberate their minds. The development of the situation indeed allowed comrades to see the truth of the facts. For Chen Ke, this was a supreme joy. On January 16, 1915, the People's Party held the Third Plenary Session of the Second Central Committee in Wuhan. At the plenary session, besides continuing to confirm Chairman Chen Ke's leadership status within the party and the guiding status of the people's revolution ideology, Chen Ke made a report titled "Strategic View from a Global Perspective in the New Era" to all central representatives of the People's Party.

"...China can no longer continue to be isolated from the world. Imperialism comes from all over the globe. If China's people's revolution lacks a global strategic vision, it is destined to misjudge the situation. The collusion between the Beiyang clique (and its vassals) and imperialism in the stance of suppressing the Chinese people's revolution is an inevitable choice based on their respective interests. On this point, the whole party must have a profound understanding. There are individuals who betray their class, but there is no class that betrays its interests. As long as the Beiyang clique and the vassal groups continue to insist on maintaining the old order that oppresses the people, they will constantly seek collaborators of the same class and constantly attempt to suppress the people's revolution. With such a group of enemies, we have no possibility of compromise. No matter if they raise their swords against the revolution, or if they try to kneel and beg us, what these people demand is absolutely the preservation of the old land system and the preservation of the privileged status they possessed under the old system..."

Chen Ke had made such speeches clearly distinguishing enemies from friends more than once, but this time it touched the comrades particularly deeply. Originally, comrades hadn't expected that the landlord class, which had once opposed imperialism, would really join hands with imperialism. No matter what kind of "hardships" they had, joining hands with imperialism meant a betrayal of China. If previously some People's Party members still dared to put in a good word for landlords, and some members didn't speak up but were still lenient towards landlords within the allowable range of the system in their actions, today, no one dared to have any objections.

"Comrades, I emphasize again. The competition between the industrialized socialist system we want to establish in the people's revolution and the agricultural land private ownership system is a competition between two systems, a competition between two ways of life. In such institutional competition, the loser must exit the stage of history. This does not shift according to our personal will; this is an ultimate interest competition at the social level. In such a social-level competition, whether participating actively or passively, whether consciously realizing it or being in a state of ignorance, this competition is either-or. There is no neutral space. Either it is long live the capital owners, or long live the laborers. There is basically no third road to take."

While the voice implying the sounding of the decisive battle horn was still echoing in the conference hall, a group of extremely excited comrades had already stood up and applauded enthusiastically.

"Down with Imperialism!" "Down with the Beiyang reactionary regime!" "Down with feudal land ownership!" "Long live the laborers! Long live the working people!"

A beat or a few beats slower, other comrades stood up either actively or passively to applaud and joined the ranks of shouting slogans.

Chen Ke was neither smug nor carried away. His calm gaze swept over the more than three thousand three hundred People's Party national representatives before him. They represented the 660,000 party members and probationary members of the People's Party nationwide. This was the representative body of the most powerful political party in China today. In the near future, Chen Ke would lead these comrades to liberate the whole of China.

Raising his left hand, Chen Ke said loudly, "Comrades, please sit down first."

The party representatives obediently sat back in their seats. "Comrades, the struggle of systems is a struggle between people, a struggle of lifestyles. However, trying to solve this problem purely by physical elimination is useless. We of the People's Party are revolutionaries, not slaughterers. On this point, I hope all comrades can adhere to the principles of revolutionary humanitarianism. For the enemies before us, we certainly have no reason to give up the struggle, but for the enemies who surrender, we must also give them the opportunity to walk the path of laborers. We must have this broad mind of a revolutionary. This speech ends here."

After the meeting ended, Chen Ke managed to extricate himself from the encirclement of enthusiastic comrades with great difficulty. Lu Huitian hurriedly seized the opportunity to discuss recent work with Chen Ke. "What should be done with the captured Huaxing Society members? Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren's attitudes are very stubborn."

This was a completely imaginable result. Revolutionaries who did their utmost to overthrow the Qing Dynasty during the Xinhai Revolution were not necessarily supporters of the people's revolution. Because within the Huaxing Society, there was a group of early Yuewang Society cadres. When liberating Hunan, this group resisted extremely stubbornly, their fighting will even firmer than that of the Hunan government army. If classified, these people couldn't even be called captives, but war criminals.

Chen Ke previously could never have imagined that these renowned revolutionary seniors would become his prisoners. Moreover, according to the theory of the people's revolution, these people could basically be classified as counter-revolutionaries. If it were the Chen Ke of before, he would probably have couldn't help but sigh. Chen Ke replied calmly, "Since they are stubborn, then keep them locked up for a while longer. We, the People's Party, do not need these people to keep up appearances."

"But Qiu Jin and Mr. Xu Xilin have both sent letters..." Lu Huitian said.

Chen Ke looked at Lu Huitian coldly, but this dissatisfaction was less directed at Lu Huitian and more at Chen Ke himself. Politics was not children playing house, but the ultimate competition of interests. Within politics, there was naturally an extremely dark side. Chen Ke had already decided in his heart to sacrifice Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin. And the purpose of sacrificing the two was to more profoundly educate the People's Party. But even with such a calm mindset, Chen Ke still couldn't be sure that what he was doing was absolutely correct.

Lu Huitian was extremely smart. Seeing Chen Ke's attitude, he had his own thoughts. He quickly replied, "I will hold this matter for now and talk about it later. Then, the organization of representatives to visit Wuhan's industrial construction is arranged for the day after tomorrow. Does Chairman Chen want to convene a meeting afterwards?"

The Politburo Standing Committee members had visited Wuhan's industrial construction many times. You Gou, a Politburo member, was simply the person in charge of industrial construction. Convening a Politburo meeting while comrades were visiting was truly a most suitable thing.

"Wasn't this meeting arranged in advance?" Chen Ke was somewhat surprised by this. Theoretically, all schedules should have been determined long ago. How could there be a sudden adjustment for a Politburo meeting?

"It was originally arranged in advance, but recently the intelligence department received some intelligence regarding security. Enemies both domestic and foreign show signs of attempting assassinations. The comrades in the Political Security Department requested an adjustment to the schedule, so a temporary change had to be made," Lu Huitian replied helplessly.

Mentioning security issues, even Chen Ke had no solution. The reactionaries must be jumping over walls like desperate dogs at this time; even if they were destroyed, they would want to drag someone down with them. Originally, the People's Party could have used revolutionary terror to counter counter-revolutionary terror, but Chen Ke simply couldn't deviate from the policy that the Party historically never engaged in assassination. Thinking of this, Chen Ke sighed, "Safety first."

"I will reply to Qiu Jin and Mr. Xu Xilin's letters after a while," Lu Huitian confirmed again.

Chen Ke waved his hand. "No, tell them directly that the current revolutionary situation has changed. Revolutionaries of the past are very likely to become counter-revolutionaries in the current situation. This isn't because they changed, but because the circumstances of the revolution changed. No need to be too implicit."

"What if Mr. Qiu and the others think we are sowing discord?" Lu Huitian asked.

"Then we have no choice. Since we are replying, we have to tell the truth, right?" Chen Ke asked back.

Sure enough, just as Lu Huitian worried, inside the Changxing County Government of the Guangfu Society's West Zhejiang Branch, Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin didn't utter a sound immediately after reading the letter signed by Lu Huitian. After a while, Qiu Jin said, "Wenqing is actually sowing discord too? It's truly unbelievable."

Everyone knew about the conflict between the Guangfu Society's West Zhejiang Branch and the Guangfu Society Headquarters. Lu Huitian's letter had stated it clearly: "Ultimately, is it long live the asset owners, or long live the laborers? This is a fundamental contradiction that can absolutely never be compromised. Since you two in West Zhejiang incline towards the interests of laborers, you will definitely encounter opposition from asset owners. In different times, revolutionaries may look like two different people. Actually, this is absolutely not the case. It is just that in a certain period, overthrowing the Qing Dynasty was the principal contradiction, but feudal land owners have regarded protecting their own interests as their primary goal from beginning to end."

These words clearly indicated that the Guangfu Society's West Zhejiang Branch had already become a thorn in the side and a prick in the flesh of the landlords, wanting the two to see the situation clearly and choose a stance. To Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin, this was naked sowing of discord. Cai Yuanpei was at least a great scholar within the Guangfu Society; his character and learning were beyond question. The People's Party hinting that Cai Yuanpei would stand on the side of the landlords and move against the West Zhejiang Branch—this couldn't help but make Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin feel it was absurd.

"It seems Wenqing is absolutely unwilling to let Mr. Huang Xing and Mr. Song Jiaoren go," Xu Xilin's voice contained some regret.

"Bosun, no matter what happened before, now that the two of them are prisoners, we can't just sit by and ignore it." Qiu Jin was somewhat unhappy with Xu Xilin's attitude. The Guangfu Society, from top to bottom, actually didn't care much for these two people. As early as the Tongmenghui period, these two had engaged in quite a few political maneuvers behind the scenes to push Sun Yat-sen to power. More importantly, the leader of the Guangfu Society at that time was Tao Chengzhang. Tao Chengzhang detested Sun Yat-sen extremely, and had quite a few conflicts with Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. Xu Xilin and Tao Chengzhang were close friends, so naturally, he couldn't genuinely like Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. But Qiu Jin was straightforward and generous; she relatively disliked these intrigues. Chen Ke showing such lack of consideration for former revolutionary ambitionists—Qiu Jin found it a bit hard to watch.

Just as they were speaking, a guard came in from outside and said, "Two Sirs, Lord Tao has come."

"Lord Tao is here?" Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin were both overjoyed. The two hurriedly went out to welcome him.

Sure enough, Tao Chengzhang was waiting outside the Changxing County Yamen with two attendants. Upon seeing the two, Tao Chengzhang smiled. "How have Bosun and Jianhu been recently?"

The two ushered Tao Chengzhang into the rear hall of the county yamen. As soon as the three sat down, Tao Chengzhang said seriously, "A big war is about to be fought recently. Have you two heard?"

The decisive battle between Beiyang and the People's Party was no special secret. Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin both nodded.

"Mr. Cai wants us to go to Hangzhou for a meeting to discuss this matter together," Tao Chengzhang said.

"Then there was no need to trouble Lord Tao to come deliver the message," Qiu Jin asked.

Tao Chengzhang replied slowly, "One of the matters Mr. Cai wants to discuss in this meeting is the thorough implementation of rural gentry self-governance. Since I haven't had much to do recently anyway, I simply came over to bring the message to everyone."
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"Lord Tao, I wonder what your views are on the war?" Xu Xilin was very uneasy about the war. Having experienced wind and rain over these years, Xu Xilin's knowledge far exceeded what it used to be. Regardless of who the victor of the war turned out to be, this victor would control China's future. deep down, Xu Xilin did not hope for the birth of such a victor. But his reason told him clearly and unmistakably that such a victor would be born after all.

Tao Chengzhang's expression was somewhat gloomy. "Mr. Cai's intention is to support Beiyang. I have also asked him many times; Mr. Cai's bottom line is that Zhejiang's autonomy must be guaranteed."

Qiu Jin's nature was more straightforward than the two men; she asked crisp and clear, "Lord Tao, do you think Beiyang can't beat Wenqing?"

Hearing such a direct question, Tao Chengzhang gave a bitter smile. "Jianhu, between Wenqing and Yuan Shikai, I naturally favor Wenqing more in my heart. Moreover, we have many yeoman farmers in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. When Wenqing wrote his books himself, he wrote really well. During the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom period, the population loss in Jiangsu and Zhejiang was extremely huge during the seesaw battles between the Xiang Army and the Taiping Army, so yeoman farmers rose up after the war. But after he started the revolution, he ignored this fact; wherever the People's Party goes, they must carry out land reform. Even if I wanted to say a few words for him, I couldn't say them."

Qiu Jin knew Tao Chengzhang's difficulty, but she didn't quite agree with Tao Chengzhang's statement. The Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch implemented policies of curbing land annexation, rent and interest reduction, and government support for industry and agriculture. Because the specific execution almost completely copied the People's Party government, only blurring the issue of land ownership, although the first few years were arduous, the difficulties of the past two years were considered to be weathered, and the local area in Western Zhejiang was doing quite well.

The Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch discovered in practice that even if a vague policy was adopted towards land ownership, if they wanted to get things done, they still had to forcibly implement suppression against landlords. Developing agriculture, breeding, and industry all required providing means of production to workers and peasants. If the government had no say over land, the most important means of production, everything would be empty talk. For example, the matter of planting mulberry trees was originally a good business that could benefit almost everyone. But seeing that planting mulberries was profitable, landlords began to want "commercial operation," which was traditional monopoly of mulberry leaf trading. They raised the price of mulberry leaves very high through monopoly and usury. The People's Party's purchase price dropped every year. Silkworm farmers worked hard just to earn some money for their labor; if the purchase price was too low, there was simply no benefit.

Out of helplessness, the Western Zhejiang Branch convened a general "Citizens' Assembly," gathering everyone who could be related to this matter, and explained the current situation clearly to everyone. Then the Guangfu Society proposed imitating the People's Party's method: building mulberry gardens, planning planting, and mass production. This proposal quickly received the support of the laboring masses. The laboring masses were numerous and powerful, plus with the armed forces of the Western Zhejiang Branch as backing, the landlords had to submit temporarily. They obtained the operating rights of a part of the mulberry gardens and the right to tax exemption. regarding mulberry leaf prices, they followed the government-designated price method. After straightening out the production channels, the scale of silkworm cocoons doubled successively, and trading profits increased rapidly. Moreover, accompanying the establishment of the Western Zhejiang compulsory education system, agricultural schools were established accordingly, and the level of the sericulture industry was also greatly improved.

This was just one of the examples—tea gardens, chestnut production. As long as the government could forcibly come forward to mobilize the masses and straighten out production relations, relying on the People's Party's huge sales system, Western Zhejiang's commodities always had a market. Aiming at the livelihood issues of farmers, Western Zhejiang also established a supply and marketing cooperative system. The metal farm tools and some machinery and equipment imported from the People's Party were higher in price than in the People's Party base areas, but much cheaper than similar commodities imported from other regions. Production efficiency improved, prices of means of production decreased, plus the government suppressed land annexation and forcibly brought land out to invest in socialized production—there were no common people in the entire Western Zhejiang who didn't support the Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch.

However, Qiu Jin would not blame Tao Chengzhang because of these achievements. She knew that the Western Zhejiang Branch was already an anomaly within the Guangfu Society General Headquarters. Tao Chengzhang was the minority faction within the General Headquarters who strove to defend Western Zhejiang.

"Lord Tao, is Mr. Cai determined to support Beiyang in this meeting?" Xu Xilin asked.

Tao Chengzhang gave a slight bitter smile. "Mr. Cai didn't say it like that; he still uses that old rhetoric, that things must be talked through clearly. However, Mr. Cai has made up his mind this time: you Western Zhejiang must pay taxes."

Hearing this, Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin only felt their heartbeats speed up a lot, and their faces also turned ugly. One of the important reasons, perhaps even the most important reason, why Western Zhejiang had been able to develop over these years lay in the fact that Western Zhejiang did not pay taxes. Not only did they not pay taxes to the Zhejiang government, but because the commercial channels were all cooperative with the People's Party, Western Zhejiang was fundamentally not constrained by other commercial groups, let alone paying any road tolls and *likin* tax. Every single coin earned by the Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch could be used on Western Zhejiang's construction, and it looked like they were doing quite well. Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin knew that the various taxes in Zhejiang apportioned to the common people added up to nearly half of the common people's income. If half of the Western Zhejiang common people's money was used for tax payment, their lives were destined to be unspeakably bitter.

"This..." Xu Xilin looked at Qiu Jin, very troubled.

Tao Chengzhang persuaded, "Bosun, right now our Guangfu Society controls the assembly. When the Zhejiang Military Governor is elected next time, nine out of ten it will be someone from our Guangfu Society who assumes the post. Right now taxes from all other places have been paid; you always have to pay the taxes you owe."

Xu Xilin said solemnly, "Lord Tao, when we formulated the Guangfu Society constitution back then, tax exemption was one of the guiding principles. Moreover, more than half of Zhejiang's taxes these years have fed the Beiyang Army. We feel it's unjust to pay this money."

"So a meeting is needed!" Tao Chengzhang said helplessly. "I see Mr. Cai's meaning is that he is very interested in that Citizen Party started by Wang Youhong in Jiangsu. But everyone knows that the citizenship system Wang Youhong started is linked to tax payment. I actually support the idea of gentry autonomy. So the two of you will still have to speak up more at this meeting."

At the mention of Jiangsu Military Governor Wang Youhong, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin's faces looked even worse. After the rise of the People's Party, the one who truly started institutional construction in the Jiangsu and Zhejiang area was actually Jiangsu. Having Northern Jiangsu forcibly seized, and Southern Jiangsu completely surrounded by the People's Party, it stimulated the sense of crisis in Wang Youhong and the Jiangsu gentry instead.

Using the crisis in the sericulture industry as a juncture, Wang Youhong established the citizenship system in Jiangsu. Property owners had the opportunity to become citizens, but it didn't equal that property owners could definitely become citizens. To become a citizen, besides having a certain amount of property, one also needed to make a property declaration and pay taxes and perform military service according to the declared property. In the entire Jiangsu at present, only about 20% of the people had obtained citizenship. Even so, Wang Youhong still relied on this group of citizens to expel other forces from the assembly and government in several elections, and initially established and improved Jiangsu's systems at all levels. Most importantly, Jiangsu established a conscription-based army composed of citizens. The formal troops plus reserves added up to over a hundred thousand strong. If not for the People's Party, the Jiangsu governed by Wang Youhong would be the largest force in Jiangnan, even stronger than Zhejiang.

Xu Xilin understood that whether mentioning Wang Youhong's citizenship system or mentioning collecting taxes from Western Zhejiang, Cai Yuanpei was attempting to grasp Zhejiang's economy and political power more forcefully. This meeting would not be anything good.

"Lord Tao, please allow us to prepare first," Xu Xilin said.

Tao Chengzhang looked at Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin with a very understanding expression. "You two don't need to rush either."

Western Zhejiang learning from the People's Party was not a simple joke. Besides the attitude towards the land issue and the ability to build industry, Western Zhejiang's system was exactly the same as the People's Party. The Guangfu Society, as the ruling party, comprehensively led government work. And Guangfu Society cadres, as political commissars, led the Guangfu Army under their command. They also implemented "The Branch is Built on the Company," the troops had Soldiers' Committees, and even the "Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention" were important military orders and discipline for the Western Zhejiang Guangfu Army.

The Western Zhejiang Branch now administered the three counties of Deqing, Changxing, and Anji. If Xu Xilin was willing, he could very well move the Western Zhejiang Branch to Huzhou. It was just that at the time, facing the pressure of Duan Qirui's Beiyang Third Division, the Western Zhejiang Branch dared not be so arrogant. Later, Cai Yuanpei became the Speaker of the Zhejiang Assembly, and Xu Xilin didn't want to be too close to the Guangfu Society General Headquarters. So he still chose Changxing, which was backed by the People's Party base area, as the headquarters of the Western Zhejiang Branch. The Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch called the controlled Huzhou the "Huzhou District," corresponding to the People's Party's Liberated Areas. Qiu Jin was the District Mayor of Huzhou District, and Xu Xilin was the Party Secretary of the Huzhou District Committee.

At the Guangfu Society Committee Plenary Meeting of the Western Zhejiang Branch, listening to Xu Xilin narrate the current situation and the possible content of this Guangfu Society General Headquarters meeting, Ji Ye, the Political Commissar of the Anji Military Sub-district and Secretary of the Anji County Party Committee, spoke up, "Secretary Xu, Mayor Qiu, I do not agree with the idea of the Guangfu Society joining the Beiyang side. Our policies and organization are close to the People's Party. Let alone Beiyang, even the divergence between the Guangfu Society General Headquarters and us is greater than with the People's Party. Where is the logic in abandoning what is close to seek what is far?"

The Western Zhejiang Branch was a troop composed of the wounded who were forced to be left on the battlefield after the Guangfu Society's attack on Nanjing was frustrated in 1909, as well as Guangfu Society members who volunteered to bring up the rear. This group of warriors fought together with the People's Party medical team and the guard protecting the medical team, repelling the attack of Wang Youhong's tens of thousands of troops, and then retreated calmly to the People's Party Anhui Base Area for rest and reorganization. After rest and reorganization, this group of Guangfu Society members did not return to Southern Zhejiang controlled by the Guangfu Society at that time, but entered Western Zhejiang backed by the People's Party to start the revolution.

In terms of life-and-death experiences and combat proficiency, they could deservedly claim to be number one within the Guangfu Society. Moreover, the nearly one thousand core personnel of this troop had all received training from the People's Party multiple times. Leaving aside what attitude Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin as leaders had towards the Guangfu Society General Headquarters, the backbone force of the Western Zhejiang Branch all inclined towards the People's Party.

After Cai Yuanpei took over the Guangfu Society from Tao Chengzhang's hands, he implemented a compromise policy towards Beiyang. The Western Zhejiang Branch relied entirely on the People's Party's support to gain a foothold in Western Zhejiang. These comrades knew very well in their hearts that Beiyang completely treated the Western Zhejiang Branch as the People's Party. Since that was the case, a considerable portion of the backbone of the Western Zhejiang Branch, at least Ji Ye, believed that the Western Zhejiang Branch had absolutely no reason to stand on Beiyang's side.

With Ji Ye taking the lead to state her position, other Guangfu Society comrades also began to speak, "That's right, even if we don't help the People's Party, there's no reason to help Beiyang."

"Our Western Zhejiang also has no reason to pay taxes to a Beiyang Military Governor. Mr. Cai took quite a few people from us, especially taking away quite a few doctors. Right now, even with money, there's nowhere to find a doctor."

"For the past year, various forces outside our Western Zhejiang Branch have been constantly in conflict with us. Let's not talk about the Headquarters doing things unfairly themselves. When we had conflicts with others, when did they ever back us up?"

Listening to the comrades opposing with seven mouths and eight tongues, Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin also felt very helpless. They didn't dare let Tao Chengzhang participate in the meeting, not because they were afraid Tao Chengzhang would leak secrets, but because they were afraid Tao Chengzhang would be embarrassed. If the Guangfu Society General Headquarters considered the Western Zhejiang Branch an anomaly, the comrades of the Western Zhejiang Branch likewise considered many policies of the Guangfu Society General Headquarters, especially the core policies, "baffling." On the point of opposing positions, the two sides were no different.

Xu Xilin dared not ask the comrades to vote at this time either. If the method of party democracy was used to implement voting, the result would definitely be the Western Zhejiang Branch rejecting all requests of the Guangfu Society General Headquarters, and might even conversely demand the Guangfu Society General Headquarters break with Beiyang. Judging from the situation the Western Zhejiang Branch understood, at such times Chen Ke could always gain support by persuading comrades. Xu Xilin knew he definitely couldn't do this; in a fierce and equal debate, it would be good enough if he wasn't persuaded by the comrades.

Qiu Jin hurriedly took over the conversation, "Everyone, don't be anxious first. Since it's a meeting, we can talk."

As a representative figure of the pro-People's Party faction in the Guangfu Society, Ji Ye said loudly, "Mayor Qiu, I feel there isn't much to talk about regarding this matter. If Mr. Cai insists on supporting Beiyang, we have no need to stay in the Guangfu Society. Beiyang is obviously not the People's Party's opponent; if we have to choose sides, we must also choose the side of the victor."

With Ji Ye leading, waves of support for the People's Party continued to rise within the Western Zhejiang Branch.

What Xu Xilin least wanted to see was the split of the Guangfu Society. As a veteran of the Guangfu Society, he had gone through life and death for the revolutionary cause of the Guangfu Society. If the Guangfu Society split because he failed to do his best to stop it, Xu Xilin could not accept it no matter what. But Xu Xilin surprisingly found that he couldn't find an ally for a moment. Industry, agriculture, military, mass health, education—the committee gathered all the backbones of the Western Zhejiang Branch. Almost everyone participating in the meeting expressed non-support for Beiyang, and even non-support for the policies of the Guangfu Society General Headquarters. The commercial department originally wanted to say something different from everyone, but after frowning and thinking for a while, he chose to remain silent. Finally, someone managed to say a sentence, but it was the person in charge of the literature and art department, "Harmony is precious. I think at least we shouldn't make things so stiff with the General Headquarters."

"Speaking from *On Contradiction*, you can't clap with one hand..." Ji Ye retorted unceremoniously.

"Alright, alright!" Xu Xilin hurriedly cut off Ji Ye's words. If Ji Ye continued to speak like this, the whole situation would develop towards a fiercer quarrel. Xu Xilin felt that the biggest gap between himself and Chen Ke lay in leadership ability. No matter what, Chen Ke could hold the fort, but with the development of the Western Zhejiang Branch, many times everyone avoided quarreling purely because they were giving Xu Xilin face. In actual action, it was simply impossible for Xu Xilin to make comrades go against their true intentions to execute Xu Xilin's opinions.

"Then I don't hold any ideas for this meeting either. I'll just go to the General Headquarters to fight a war of words and quarrel like before. After quarreling, I'll come back," Xu Xilin said helplessly.

The comrades of the Western Zhejiang Branch also felt quite helpless. Anyway, every time the General Headquarters held a meeting, it was this result: accusations plus quarreling. What maintained the General Headquarters and the Western Zhejiang Branch was only the so-called incense burner sentiment (old ties). But continuing like this was not a solution. As time passed, the divergence between the General Headquarters and the Western Zhejiang Branch increased day by day, and the attitude of the Guangfu Society General Headquarters became clearer and clearer: firmly supporting Beiyang, firmly opposing the People's Party. On this point, the contradiction had no possibility of coordination. Even if Xu Xilin could muddle through like before this time, what about next time? What about the time after next? After the war starts, how should the Western Zhejiang Branch choose?

Ji Ye said, "Secretary Xu, we can't avoid this matter. Let's just come up with a charter ourselves first. Just dragging it out like this isn't a solution either."

Xu Xilin was just afraid of holding this meeting; how could he not be clear about the Western Zhejiang Branch's thoughts? Once war broke out, although the Western Zhejiang Branch was unwilling to join the People's Party, they were very willing to fight side by side with the People's Party. Cai Yuanpei's attitude was also very clear. If discussed, it would only leave the question of whether there would be a civil war within the Guangfu Society. Xu Xilin would rather die than see comrades within the Guangfu Society turning weapons against each other.

"Wait until I come back to talk about everything!" Xu Xilin made the final decision to muddy the waters.

Having determined the comrades' thoughts, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin embarked on the journey to Hangzhou with Tao Chengzhang. On the way, Xu Xilin began to persuade Tao Chengzhang, "Lord Tao, you said the next Zhejiang Military Governor will be someone from our Guangfu Society. I wonder if Lord Tao has the intention to run?"

Tao Chengzhang gave a bitter laugh. "Bosun, I know you oppose joining this war. This time I also want to be this Zhejiang Military Governor to preserve Zhejiang. But Mr. Cai is dead set on joining the war. I came to find you this time, brother, just wanting Bosun to support me. If I can become this Zhejiang Military Governor, I will certainly try my best to let Zhejiang avoid the flames of war."

"But how should the Beiyang Third Army be handled? Aren't they recruiting soldiers and buying horses in Zhejiang just to fight this war? In the news I heard, the Beiyang Third Army is to be expanded to a force of four divisions, one hundred thousand men. If Lord Tao wants to avoid war, the Third Army will certainly not agree."

"Your Western Zhejiang also has over ten thousand men, and Southern Zhejiang currently also has over ten thousand men. The Beiyang Third Army is currently only forty thousand. Within these forty thousand, nearly half are Zhejiang people. As long as we join hands, we can subdue the Third Army somehow. At that time, Zhejiang will have fifty or sixty thousand troops; self-preservation is always possible." Tao Chengzhang told Xu Xilin his plan.

"Then the key is Mr. Cai?" Xu Xilin asked.

"The key is Mr. Cai!" Tao Chengzhang answered heavily.
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Whether it was Tao Chengzhang, Xu Xilin, or Qiu Jin, they all believed that Cai Yuanpei was in Hangzhou presiding over Zhejiang affairs. In reality, Cai Yuanpei was not in Hangzhou. He had disguised himself and left Hangzhou City in a very low-key manner, rushing towards Nanjing. The Nanjing side had also received news of Cai Yuanpei's contact in advance, and Wang Youhong arranged to meet Cai Yuanpei at Yuhuatai.

Cai Yuanpei was not very familiar with Wang Youhong. In recent years, they had met a few times because of the National Assembly and the mediation of inter-provincial disputes. Precisely because of these infrequent meetings, Cai Yuanpei felt that every time he saw Wang Youhong, he could clearly sense the changes in him. This was not about any difference in Wang Youhong's appearance. As a sixty-year-old man, Wang Youhong naturally couldn't have any physical development, not even the chance of cheek swelling caused by wisdom teeth. This change came entirely from the influence of spirit on demeanor and behavior.

When the two first met in 1909, Cai Yuanpei was passing through Jiangsu for Guangfu Society business, and Wang Youhong had received Cai Yuanpei and his party very politely. The impression Wang Youhong left on Cai Yuanpei was that of a military man. A sturdy body, a booming voice, an expression full of oppressiveness, a somewhat purplish-red face, and eyes that slightly bulged from constant glaring.

However, Wang Youhong had been changing. By 1912, when both Wang Youhong and Cai Yuanpei went to Beijing to attend the National Assembly meetings, Wang Youhong still had that oppressive appearance, but the whole person was much more steady. Overall, his temperament was more like Yuan Shikai.

And meeting Wang Youhong again this time, Cai Yuanpei found that the kind of oppressiveness that was once exposed like a signboard had almost disappeared. This wasn't because Wang Youhong had become frail or "collapsed into a pile of mud" after losing his spirit; that external toughness had been replaced by an inner fortitude. Cai Yuanpei was a great scholar; he had seen such changes in literati, from the sharp edge shown when they first achieved learning to the humility and calmness in their gestures after achieving great learning. But Wang Youhong was a military man, an official, yet he also had such a change. This couldn't help but make Cai Yuanpei feel somewhat surprised.

But now was not the time to discuss this. Cai Yuanpei decided to turn a blind eye to these minor details. Cai Yuanpei asked seriously, "War is approaching, I wonder what Governor Wang intends to do?"

Wang Youhong answered very calmly, "War is inevitable. I am always uneasy in my heart. I really don't want to fight, and I don't know how to win. I wonder what advice Speaker Cai has?"

Such a frank and sincere answer didn't sound like a soldier's answer at all, let alone words that a Governor holding great power could say. Cai Yuanpei knew that people who could view problems from such an unbiased angle were extremely difficult to deal with.

Since Wang Youhong was so frank, Cai Yuanpei's words naturally became much more polite, "Governor Wang, the People's Party will absolutely not let us off in the current situation. Chen Ke's political platform absolutely leaves us no way to live. If we cannot eliminate Chen Ke and the People's Party, we will definitely die without a burial place."

Cai Yuanpei could see that Wang Youhong did not feel any fear because of these words, but it was equally obvious that Wang Youhong was interested in Cai Yuanpei's words. But Wang Youhong neither rushed to interrupt nor echoed with feigned understanding. He remained polite and quietly acted as a listener.

Cai Yuanpei originally wanted to pull Wang Youhong completely to his side. Wang Youhong's cooperation made Cai Yuanpei feel much more relaxed. If Wang Youhong were to ask questions in a panic at this time, it would delay time. Cai Yuanpei spoke seriously, and Wang Youhong listened attentively. It took nearly half an hour for Cai Yuanpei to explain the reasons why the People's Party's new system was deviant and lawless to Wang Youhong.

Just when Cai Yuanpei was drinking water to rest, Wang Youhong asked in a calm tone, "Speaker Cai, listening to what you just said, it seems you don't care who can seize the world, but rather that the People's Party must be overthrown. I wonder if that is so?"

Cai Yuanpei was shocked in his heart. Everyone who knew him thought Cai Yuanpei was a staunch follower of Yuan Shikai. In fact, Cai Yuanpei's attitude was very clear, which was to resolutely eliminate the People's Party. To achieve this goal, Cai Yuanpei had no choice but to choose Beiyang. Until now, only Wang Youhong alone had noticed and directly stated Cai Yuanpei's true thoughts.

"Does Governor Wang have any objections to Beiyang?" Cai Yuanpei asked in surprise.

Wang Youhong smiled, "Speaker Cai, to be honest, what we in Jiangsu want is federal autonomy. Whether the People's Party defeats Beiyang, or Beiyang defeats the People's Party, this federal autonomy will come to an end. What difference does it make to us who wins or loses?"

Cai Yuanpei advised, "If the People's Party wins, Jiangsu will definitely be crushed by the People's Party. If Beiyang wins, given Jiangsu's current military strength, Beiyang may not necessarily dare to cross swords with Governor Wang."

"Haha," Wang Youhong laughed. It was a very sincere laugh, with neither mockery nor malice, purely a sincere laugh brought out by hearing something interesting. The laughter did not last too long. Wang Youhong put away his smile and said seriously, "Speaker Cai, if Beiyang can't even take down our Jiangsu, what makes them think they can defeat the People's Party? If Beiyang can't defeat the People's Party, what benefit is there for us in Jiangsu to join Beiyang's side? To be buried along with them?"

This question had clear facts and logic, and its starting point was pure unadulterated egoism. Cai Yuanpei wanted to criticize Wang Youhong for being shortsighted and unable to see the situation clearly. But for a great scholar of Cai Yuanpei's level, he really couldn't say such irrational words to a clear-headed person of Wang Youhong's noble status; that would simply be bringing disgrace upon himself.

"Then Governor Wang, what exactly do you think about the war?" Cai Yuanpei asked.

"I know it's impossible to stay out of it, so Jiangsu's plan is to defend the land and comfort the people. We will absolutely not intervene in however they fight outside, but whoever wants to fight into our Jiangsu, we will definitely resist to the end." Wang Youhong answered very crisply, not only completely confirming Jiangsu's future course of action but even turning around to persuade Cai Yuanpei, "Speaker Cai, people refer to Jiangnan as 'Jiang-Zhe'; Jiangsu and Zhejiang are one entity. The situation in the world is already like this. As a native of Zhejiang, why must you get involved in the struggle between two Henan people? If we Jiang-Zhe join hands, we can at least make the People's Party fearful. If the People's Party is greatly weakened after the great war, we can even strive for local autonomy. This is the way to seek welfare for the elders of Jiang-Zhe."

Cai Yuanpei was quite disdainful of Wang Youhong's shortsighted view. After thinking for a while, he finally threw out an important card, "If we have the assistance of British warships, and the coalition forces of Jiang-Zhe go up the river, what does Governor Wang think the People's Party will do?"

After these words were spoken, Cai Yuanpei saw Wang Youhong's face change completely for the first time. Not only did his expression become extremely severe, but his gaze was also like a sharp knife. "So Mr. Cai has colluded with the British?"

The word "colluded" was not a kind term. Cai Yuanpei couldn't figure out for a moment whether Wang Youhong couldn't find a suitable word in his excitement or if he genuinely had such deep hostility towards the British. And Wang Youhong's subsequent words cleared up the misunderstanding, "Since Mr. Cai has clung to the big tree of the British, I, Wang, really cannot climb that high. Mr. Cai has a boundless future. I wish Mr. Cai can eliminate the People's Party at an early date and save the people and the country from fire and water. I have other matters, so I cannot keep Mr. Cai company."

Being given such a clean and crisp eviction order by Wang Youhong, Cai Yuanpei was inexplicably surprised. However, Wang Youhong didn't give Cai Yuanpei a chance to explain at all. He stood up, apologized, and left leisurely. Now Cai Yuanpei felt Wang Youhong was even more unfathomable. As the Governor of Jiangsu, he was so xenophobic; this was simply unreasonable.

But an eviction was an eviction. It was pointless for Cai Yuanpei to stay in Nanjing shamelessly, so he had to take a boat back to Hangzhou.

The boat was a steam-powered ship built by the People's Party. Sitting in the cabin, Cai Yuanpei couldn't figure out why Wang Youhong was so hostile to the British intervention no matter how hard he thought. For Cai Yuanpei, although the British intervention was very abrupt, Cai Yuanpei didn't object to it much.

At the end of September 1914, the British made contact with Cai Yuanpei through a merchant in Shanghai. This merchant's identity was also quite peculiar; he was actually the cousin of Qi Huishen, a member of the Standing Committee of the Political Bureau of the People's Party. After the contact, the British expressed their willingness to support Cai Yuanpei in opposing the People's Party. If Cai Yuanpei could perform well in opposing the People's Party, the British could give Cai Yuanpei great support. For example, guaranteeing Zhejiang's post-war autonomous status; the British could even support Cai Yuanpei leading the Guangfu Society to obtain true ruling power over Zhejiang. That is to say, in addition to supporting Cai Yuanpei in continuing to control the Zhejiang Assembly and completely controlling the Zhejiang government, he could also control Zhejiang's military power.

The price was so high that Cai Yuanpei felt there must be a catch. Qi Huishen's cousin simply "revealed the bottom card": the British hoped that after Cai Yuanpei led the Guangfu Society to control Zhejiang, he could build Zhejiang into a free trade zone, or at least open major cities as free trade cities. Even with such lobbying, Cai Yuanpei was still very skeptical of the British sincerity. The British bullied Cai Yuanpei, this country bumpkin, by bringing up Japan's suppression of domestic socialists and Europe's crackdown on the Communist Party as examples. At least in terms of opposing the new system implemented by the People's Party, Cai Yuanpei was dead set. Seeing that the attitudes of Europe and Japan were so resolute, Cai Yuanpei felt there was a basis for cooperation. The two sides conducted several rounds of contact and negotiation on the direction of cooperation to exterminate the People's Party.

After Britain and Japan signed the "Far East War Memorandum" with Beiyang, Cai Yuanpei no longer worried that he would become a new "traitor" and thus firmed up his intention to cooperate. The British side not only provided a batch of weapons to Cai Yuanpei but also guaranteed that if the war started, the British fleet would also help the Guangfu Society led by Cai Yuanpei as well as the Beiyang Army to implement military strikes. Cai Yuanpei hadn't expected that one day he would also be able to become a leading figure commanding thousands of troops and horses and even modern warships. And Feng Guozhang, the Governor of Min-Zhe (Fujian-Zhejiang) for Beiyang, also expressed that he would stand firmly with Cai Yuanpei in the campaign to exterminate the Southern People's Party.

The only thing he hadn't expected was that Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong would hold such a strong opposing attitude towards this matter. This made Cai Yuanpei feel extremely puzzled. Was Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong really not afraid of the British?

Harboring this puzzlement, Cai Yuanpei returned to Hangzhou. The people who came to welcome him told him that Tao Chengzhang, Xu Xilin, and Qiu Jin had been waiting for Cai Yuanpei for a day. Cai Yuanpei sighed in his heart. No matter what attitude Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong held, Zhejiang could not change its established strategy. Currently, Min-Zhe Governor Feng Guozhang had not completely finished war preparations. It wasn't just the conscription of troops, weapons and equipment, and the training of new recruits; the People's Party had infiltrated the south quite severely. Although many people in the Guangfu Society and Tongmenghui in Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Fujian had not joined the People's Party, there were quite a few who fully supported the People's Party's policies or supported a part of the People's Party's policies.

Chen Ke spoke of "People's Revolution," and one of his habitual tactics was to infiltrate other political forces. In 1905 in Shanghai, didn't Chen Ke also try to use the power of the Guangfu Society? Chen Ke's generals Hua Xiongmao, You Gou, and Wang Bin were all acquainted through the Guangfu Society. Wherever Chen Ke went, he spared no effort to poach from other forces. Shang Yuan, Pu Guanshui, and Qin Tongren of Beiyang ensured Chen Ke's base area in Fengtai County, Anhui. As for after the First Anqing Campaign, the Yue Wang Society and the Guangfu Society were played by Chen Ke in the palm of his hand. The Yue Wang Society claimed to have a hundred thousand members, yet it was played by Chen Ke to the point of ceasing to exist. In the final analysis, these people were either brainwashed by Chen Ke or had similarities with Chen Ke in their own political concepts, so they were bewitched and deceived.

The result of Cai Yuanpei's discussion with Feng Guozhang and the British side was that to resist the People's Party forces in Jiangnan, the first thing was to completely dig out the "mass base" of the People's Party. Anyone who responded to Chen Ke's political call or potential rebels cooperating with Chen Ke must be cleared out without a single one left. In constant research, Cai Yuanpei also found his own collaborators, that is, the vast number of gentry and landlords in Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Fujian.

After resting for a night, Cai Yuanpei convened a general meeting of the Guangfu Society. In recent years, the Guangfu Society had not only completely recovered its vitality but also won repeatedly in the elections of legislators at all levels in the Jiangsu-Zhejiang region, capturing more than half of the seats. Even gentry and landlords who were originally not members of the Guangfu Society chose to join the Guangfu Society one after another upon seeing its flourishing appearance. Apart from Tao Chengzhang, Xu Xilin, and Qiu Jin, the other attendees of the general meeting were all local gentry.

Tao Chengzhang at least still had the self-awareness of a revolutionary senior. He sat in a front row seat with a grand posture, and his momentum would definitely not be suppressed by anyone. Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin had been working at the grassroots level these years, their hearts full of all kinds of trivial matters, so where would they have the mind to put on airs? The two's simple cloth robes appeared quite shabby amidst a group of fur robes and silk robes, like country bumpkins.

"Everyone, I don't need to hide from you the matter of the upcoming war. Once the war is fought, there will be chaos, and the Zhejiang army has to go out to fight, so the security in the local areas is very disturbing. We don't need to cover up anything about the military discipline of the army, so after discussion, the Zhejiang Assembly has decided to organize local militias in various places. To pacify the locality in normal times, and to transport grain and fodder in critical times. This is also much better than conscripting the common people." Cai Yuanpei spoke of his arrangements as if nothing had happened.

He said it was discussed by the Zhejiang Assembly, but those sitting here were basically important legislators of the Zhejiang Assembly, so everyone knew what the assembly had discussed. Many people listened absent-mindedly, their eyes constantly sweeping over Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. Qiu Jin listened seriously, her left hand unconsciously supporting her chin. That "luxurious" watch attracted the jealous gazes of many bored people. The bigwigs of the Guangfu Society basically knew the origin of this watch. Although they didn't know Chen Ke's identity as a time traveler, 21st-century knockoffs were much more brilliant than the technology of the early 20th century. Plus, Qiu Jin cherished the watch very much, so the electroplated parts were still shiny, and the artificial crystal decoration refracted various rays of light. These bigwigs all had their own watches, but even gold-plated or silver-cased pocket watches were far apart in appearance compared to Qiu Jin's watch, let alone the dense and highly transparent watch glass and the precise timekeeping of this watch.

Out of female instinct, Qiu Jin had already noticed these gazes. She put down the arm supporting her chin and simply hugged her arms together, but the watch was still exposed. Because of the change in angle, the originally reflected brilliance turned into a very soft and delicate light, which actually attracted even more gazes.

Cai Yuanpei finished introducing the recent decisions of the assembly and continued, "Wartime consumption is huge. If tax revenue cannot be ensured and soldiers lack pay and provisions, they will harass the locality. The matter of Zhejiang's tax revenue still has to rely on everyone to handle."

As soon as this signal was sent out, a legislator wearing a fox fur robe began to make difficulties, "Western Zhejiang has not paid taxes for these years. Since the situation is already like this, I think Western Zhejiang has to pay taxes too."

"Sure enough, here it comes!" Qiu Jin couldn't help but reveal a cold sneer, but this time, after all, there was the matter of supporting Tao Chengzhang, so Qiu Jin didn't say a word.

With someone taking the lead, naturally, many followed suit. Legislators of gentry origin didn't speak as straightforwardly as the common people. Anyway, they quoted classics or cried poverty, demanding that Western Zhejiang pay taxes just like other regions.

When this round of talk paused slightly, Xu Xilin spoke, "Speaking of which, the Governor is elected every four years. The Zhejiang Governor was elected in '11, and it is already '15. I wonder who our Guangfu Society is preparing to recommend for this Governor election? Everyone says we have to fight. To fight, we must choose a commander. As long as a Governor that everyone is satisfied with can be elected, it is not impossible for us in Western Zhejiang to pay taxes."

Some legislators hadn't expected Xu Xilin to counterattack in such a way, and they were all stunned. There was also a legislator who asked foolishly, "Then does Brother Xu have someone to recommend?"

"Of course I have someone to recommend!" Xu Xilin said loudly, standing up as he spoke, "I recommend Lord Tao to become the next Governor of Zhejiang."

As soon as this statement came out, the meeting venue buzzed with a commotion. Regarding the candidate for the future Zhejiang Governor, some legislators had thought about it, and some had not. But Xu Xilin recommending Tao Chengzhang caught quite a few people off guard. Although Tao Chengzhang's status in the Guangfu Society had declined in the past two years, Tao Chengzhang was still the Commander-in-Chief of the Guangfu Army and the commander-in-chief of the Guangfu Society's armed forces. Choosing Tao Chengzhang to serve as Zhejiang Governor during wartime was indeed a very persuasive choice.

The legislator who had jumped out earliest to demand Western Zhejiang pay taxes saw the situation change and hurriedly shouted, "This time we must discuss the matter of Western Zhejiang paying taxes first. The matter of the Governor can be discussed later."

Qiu Jin immediately stood up and said, "There's no need to discuss it later. Bosun has already said that if a Governor we are satisfied with is elected, Western Zhejiang can also pay taxes. Moreover, Mr. Cai just said that local militias are to be established in various places. Lord Tao has led troops and fought so many battles; I think it is best for him to command the militias."

Once these words were out, the small-scale private discussions that had already started continued to expand. Tao Chengzhang sat upright in his seat as if they were talking about someone else, but he felt that the current chaotic situation was actually quite good. Cai Yuanpei's seat was near Tao Chengzhang. Tao Chengzhang turned his head slightly and saw a smile on Cai Yuanpei's lips. This made Tao Chengzhang a little confused.
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"Mr. Tao would be a good choice for the Governor of Zhejiang, but the current situation is so uncertain..."

"We must act with caution, with caution."

Regarding who would be elected as the Governor of Zhejiang in 1915, the General Assembly of the Guangfu Society quickly became a hornet's nest, with most representatives discussing it incessantly. Because of Tao Chengzhang's seniority and prestige, no one dared to oppose him directly, but there were few explicit supporters. Tao Chengzhang's expression gradually changed as he listened to the discussions. He had originally anticipated the general development of the situation, but the current ambiguity was still somewhat different from what he had expected. These Guangfu Society representatives were even more hesitant than he had imagined.

Tao Chengzhang stood up abruptly, and the buzzing in the venue vanished instantly. This veteran, one of the most senior members of the Guangfu Society, still held his own influence.

"Gentlemen, you dare not nominate me, Tao Chengzhang, and I can guess the reason. The Beiyang Army has strong forces in Zhejiang, and everyone is afraid that the Beiyang Army won't agree. But I find it strange. We people of Zhejiang are electing our own Zhejiang Governor; why must the Beiyang Army agree? This is Zhejiang, not Beijing," Tao Chengzhang said loudly. His words made sense, but the gentry attending the meeting were not truly moved.

Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin looked at each other, and they both saw helplessness in each other's eyes. This kind of thing had happened more than once or twice in Western Zhejiang. If one believed that saving the country and the people was the most important principle in China at present, then the gentry never spoke of this principle. In Western Zhejiang, whether in the past or present, whether engaging in production or running education, whether building infrastructure or setting up enterprises, the greatest resistance came not from the common people, but from the gentry.

When these things that were beneficial to the entire Western Zhejiang came before the gentry, they would have a good talk with the Western Zhejiang Branch about the principles of "property owners." The Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch was also mostly made up of property owners. At the beginning, they tried to compromise, attempting to use revolutionary principles to influence the landlords and gentry. The landlords and gentry were initially afraid of the Western Zhejiang Branch's military force and were "willing to accommodate" on some small matters. But as social production expanded, there were more and more things that required the gentry's "accommodation," and the gentry also discovered that the Western Zhejiang Branch was unwilling to use force to forcibly push policies. Various confrontations began to increase.

One thing failed, two things failed, three things failed, until later almost everything failed. What the Western Zhejiang Branch wanted to do was seen by the gentry as either "competing with the people for profit" or "extorting the gentry." In the end, there were even people crying and shouting that the Western Zhejiang Branch was "destroying people's ancestral graves" and "ruining people's feng shui." That was when the Western Zhejiang Branch tried to build an irrigation system. All members had undergone special ideological education beforehand, preparing to learn from the People's Party and lead the masses in voluntary labor. This incident thoroughly angered the young people of the Western Zhejiang Branch, and for the first time, everyone decided to cast aside the landlords and mobilize the masses.

The masses naturally hoped to have better irrigation. At the People's Assembly, everyone voted, and the resolution allowing the Western Zhejiang Branch to lead the masses in building the irrigation system was passed with over 90% of the votes. With the support of the masses, the Western Zhejiang Branch forcibly implemented the water conservancy irrigation project with the backing of guns. That year, grain tax revenue increased by ten percent.

With this beginning, the Western Zhejiang Branch relied more and more on the common people and cast aside those landlords and gentry. The common people had no money, only this strength. For those projects where they could earn money to improve their lives by working, the Western Zhejiang Branch insisted on not making empty promises beforehand and insisted on not pretending to be generous when paying. They operated the government and public production with the calculation of a small household. There were no common people who wouldn't follow along.

The Guangfu Society General Assembly before them dared not directly nominate Tao Chengzhang as the next Governor of Zhejiang. Those who genuinely opposed Tao Chengzhang were actually in the minority. The majority, or the vast majority of the gentry who dared not state their position, were afraid that the Beiyang Army would be dissatisfied. If the Beiyang Army was dissatisfied, they would make things difficult for the gentry. Before the barrel of a gun, this bunch of gentry would swallow their broken teeth into their bellies and absolutely dare not resist. If Tao Chengzhang could not protect their interests, then sayings like "Zhejiang is the Zhejiang people's Zhejiang" were just nonsense. No matter how beautiful the future might be, if the risk exceeded a certain range, it was absolutely impossible for these people to abandon their immediate interests to struggle for the future. Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin had seen such things countless times in Western Zhejiang.

As expected, things developed just as the two had predicted. No matter how eloquently Tao Chengzhang tried to gain the support of these gentry councilors, the results were futile. At first, some councilors could still listen patiently, but after a while, some councilors couldn't help but yawn. Tao Chengzhang's effort to become the Governor of Zhejiang could be said to have failed completely.

When Tao Chengzhang sat down with a dry mouth, someone brought up the matter of taxation in Western Zhejiang again "to ease the atmosphere." Qiu Jin immediately re-emphasized the attitude of the Western Zhejiang Branch: "Taxation is fine, but a suitable Governor of Zhejiang must be elected. Otherwise, there is no need to mention this matter again."

Parliament was actually a game between various interest groups, and this game was the most inefficient method. After fussing for a day, all parties had merely stated their own positions and current bottom lines. The content discussed had made no substantive progress at all. Although they had sufficient psychological preparation before coming, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin still felt very regretful. One must know that it was now early spring, and farm work was piling up like a mountain. If they were in Western Zhejiang, the two could at least do a lot of practical work in a day. There would be no need to waste a day's time in vain.

In the evening, Tao Chengzhang came to find the two of them in a huff. Today's situation had exceeded Tao Chengzhang's imagination. Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin originally thought Tao Chengzhang was going to ask them to make more concessions, such as agreeing to the taxation in Western Zhejiang, in exchange for more people supporting Tao Chengzhang. Tao Chengzhang did not make such a meaningless request at all. He said, "Bosun, Jianhu, at this time, the timing cannot be determined within the General Assembly. Since we are to organize a militia, I must ask for your help to send some reliable personnel to me. I don't have to be the Governor of Zhejiang, but the militia absolutely cannot be allowed to let these people do as they please again."

Qiu Jin asked tentatively, "Mr. Tao, what is the situation at Datong School now?" Datong School was the most important cadre school of the Guangfu Society and was once even the military academy of the Guangfu Society. In recent years, Qiu Jin had not gone back to Shaoxing at all. She had only heard that the recent situation at Datong School was quite subtle, but she wasn't clear on exactly how subtle it was.

Sure enough, Tao Chengzhang sighed, "Beiyang is extremely wary of Datong School. After opening a military academy in Zhejiang, they strictly forbade Datong School from having any military-related training. Mr. Cai has already taken the concurrent post of principal of Datong School, and all teachers inside are determined by Mr. Cai. The current Datong School is completely different from our time."

Hearing that the Datong School she had once led had undergone such changes, Qiu Jin felt quite uncomfortable in her heart. She changed the subject and said, "Mr. Tao, it is fine for you to send people to our place to receive military training. But we in Western Zhejiang simply do not have surplus manpower to dispatch to various places."

"That works too," Tao Chengzhang answered readily. "I will speak frankly with you two. In my heart, I don't want to fight a war at all. I don't care who wins or loses between the People's Party and Beiyang, but the system of provincial autonomy cannot be abolished. So I ask you two to help me train these people well. Currently, Beiyang has strong military power in Zhejiang, and these gentry councilors dare not act rashly. We will endure for now. Once the situation in Zhejiang changes, we can use the militia to seize military power in Zhejiang. I don't care at all about being this governor. But the affairs of Zhejiang must be decided by the people of Zhejiang. In any case, we cannot let outsiders manipulate the future of our Zhejiang."

Qiu Jin nodded. "As long as you send the people over, I can train them well. Mr. Tao doesn't need to worry."

Xu Xilin also expressed deep agreement with this. "Mr. Tao, the Beiyang Army must be driven out of Zhejiang. If Wenqing wins, as long as we still have a breath left, we will do our best to request Wenqing to maintain the status quo in Zhejiang."

"Then I entrust it to you two," Tao Chengzhang said gratefully.

"By the way, Mr. Tao, I have a little trick I want to discuss with you," Xu Xilin laughed.

The next day, Tao Chengzhang did not continue to try to seek the position of governor. As soon as the meeting started, he asked, "Since a militia is to be built, who exactly will control this militia? Will the Beiyang Army control it? Or will the Guangfu Army control it?"

If yesterday everyone still dared to offer various opinions on whether Tao Chengzhang could be the Governor of Zhejiang, making the entire conference hall like a beehive, now the room was quite quiet. Everyone dared not make a sound regarding Tao Chengzhang's question today. Being afraid of offending Beiyang was one thing, but directly handing over guns to Beiyang was another. However, with Tao Chengzhang stating his position so aggressively, everyone knew that Tao Chengzhang was determined to seize this military power. This was not the time to talk nonsense.

Tao Chengzhang disregarded everyone's silent expression of some kind of non-support. He said loudly, "Whoever opposes, please stand up."

This was the method Xu Xilin had suggested yesterday. If you are worried that others won't support you, then simply force others to directly express opposition. Sure enough, as Xu Xilin had said, at least no one stood up directly. Everyone really hadn't expected Tao Chengzhang to say this. If they stood up, that would be open opposition. With Tao Chengzhang's influence, even if everyone disagreed, no one was willing to be the first to stand up and express opposition. Someone tried to speak while sitting, but Tao Chengzhang immediately pointed at that person and said, "Either stand up and oppose, or sit there and don't talk. If you chatter on like yesterday, there will be no result even if we talk until tomorrow."

That person had originally intended to do just that, but seeing Tao Chengzhang's attitude was so tough, he simply stopped making a sound.

"If no one opposes, I, your brother, will be responsible for organizing the militia. I wonder what Mr. Cai's opinion is?" Tao Chengzhang said to Cai Yuanpei.

Everyone's eyes fell on Cai Yuanpei. In recent years, Cai Yuanpei had completely established his status as the leader of the Guangfu Society. If Cai Yuanpei opposed, these councilors wouldn't care about offending Tao Chengzhang.

"Then let's hand the matter of organizing the militia to Mr. Huanzhang," Cai Yuanpei said calmly. A portion of the councilors couldn't help but show disappointed expressions on their faces after hearing this.

With this major event determined, the meeting's discussion turned once again into a struggle session against the Western Zhejiang Branch. Various accusations were unleashed. The core content was criticizing the peasant associations being promoted by the Western Zhejiang Branch. In order to improve social production capacity, after repeated setbacks and attempts, Western Zhejiang, led by a group of radical members, finally opened the path of the mass line. Moreover, the folk customs in the Jiangsu and Zhejiang regions were very different from the north; the masses generally liked litigation. After the Western Zhejiang Branch promoted the construction of peasant associations with military force as a background, the dignity and prestige of the landlords were swept away completely. With the landlord power toppled, the peasant association became the only organ of power, truly achieving what people called "all power to the peasant association." Even small matters like a quarrel between a husband and wife had to be resolved at the peasant association. For all matters, if people from the peasant association were not present, they could not be resolved. The peasant association was simply dictating everything in the countryside; it was truly "what they say, gets done."

The peasants' main targets of attack were local tyrants and evil gentry, lawless landlords, and collaterally various patriarchal thoughts and systems, corrupt officials in the cities, and bad habits in the countryside. The momentum of this attack was simply like a violent storm; those who submitted to it survived, and those who defied it perished. The result was that the privileges of the feudal landlords of thousands of years, even if not beaten to a pulp, were at least thoroughly swept away in prestige. Outsiders could only say the peasant association was good, not that the peasant association was bad. Local tyrants, evil gentry, and lawless landlords were completely deprived of the right to speak, and no one dared to say half a word of "no." Under the power of the peasant association, the local tyrants and evil gentry in the areas of the Western Zhejiang Branch all ran to Hangzhou, and the remaining ones simply surrendered to the peasant association in the villages.

In recent years, as the Western Zhejiang Branch dared to mobilize the masses more and more, the relationship between the Guangfu Society General Assembly and the Western Zhejiang Branch had also plummeted. Being criticized meant nothing to Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. Anyway, every increase in social production would always bring one or several victims running to Hangzhou to cry and complain. With too many lice, one doesn't itch; with too much debt, one doesn't worry. They didn't take this to heart at all. Some councilors, when speaking to the point of agitation, even had foam at the corners of their mouths, pointing their fingers straight at Qiu Jin and screaming shrilly, "You are driving people to their deaths!"

Qiu Jin slammed the table fiercely and stood up abruptly. "Driving them to their deaths? Their land is still there, their lives are still there, and they haven't earned any less money. How are we driving them to their deaths? Who exactly said that? Bring those gossipers out and let them say to our faces exactly how we drove them to their deaths?"

Whether one has crossed the line of life and death, or experienced a battlefield like a Asura field, has a completely different effect on people. Don't look at the councilors appearing filled with righteous indignation; the fierce killing intent when Qiu Jin was angry made this group unable to speak for a moment. Moreover, Qiu Jin's attitude made one thing clear to this group: the Western Zhejiang Branch would absolutely not compromise on these matters.

"Forget it, stop arguing." Cai Yuanpei finally came out to smooth things over. "With a great enemy before us, what is everyone arguing about? There will be plenty of matters later. I think we should just end the discussion here for this time."

The veterans and big shots of the Guangfu Society knew that arguing further would not produce any result. They all turned their faces away and no longer glared at each other like fighting cocks. The Guangfu Society General Assembly meeting ended in this atmosphere filled with the smell of gunpowder.

Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin naturally refused to stay any longer in this hostile Hangzhou City. The situation the Guangfu Society General Assembly presented to the two at this meeting was almost incompatible like water and fire. The gentry, under the leadership of Cai Yuanpei, had thoroughly grasped the real power of the Guangfu Society. If Tao Chengzhang could become the next mutually elected Governor of Zhejiang, the Western Zhejiang Branch would still have something to rely on. This personnel arrangement was ruthlessly rejected because the gentry considered their own interests. As the commander-in-chief of the Guangfu Army, Tao Chengzhang was almost rejected even as the commander-in-chief of the newly built militia. The severity of the situation greatly exceeded the imaginations of Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin.

Every time they came to Hangzhou, Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin felt that the city would become much more prosperous, with more people dressed in bright and decent clothes. However, the number of coolies in ragged clothes and beggars also increased greatly. The population of Huzhou controlled by the Western Zhejiang Branch increased rapidly because many new factories were set up. But those who had no food to eat could at least make a living by their own strength because the Western Zhejiang Branch had opened many silk reeling and silk factories, as well as other public institutions needed by society. Unless they were so lazy that they refused to work even if they died, even a street sweeper could barely make ends meet. The marketplace of Hangzhou, especially the constantly increasing brothels, made Qiu Jin extremely dissatisfied. Seeing the heavily made-up women soliciting customers at the doors, Qiu Jin gave a cold snort.

Seeing the two to the gate of Hangzhou City, Tao Chengzhang said gratefully, "Many thanks for your help."

"Mr. Tao, originally we thought that Mr. Tao would never be treated like this in the Guangfu Society, but we have caused trouble for Mr. Tao." Xu Xilin spoke very carefully, afraid of stinging Tao Chengzhang's sad matters.

"You haven't been here for a year either. The Guangfu Society has changed a lot. No wonder you didn't know. No wonder you." How could Tao Chengzhang not understand Xu Xilin's meaning?

"Mr. Tao, if there are any requests, just give the order. Although we can no longer speak in the General Assembly, we can still do a little something in Western Zhejiang." Qiu Jin also sympathized with Tao Chengzhang in her heart. In the first few years when the Guangfu Society was established, Cai Yuanpei was the president in name, but all actual work was led and done by Tao Chengzhang, Xu Xilin, and Qiu Jin. Unexpectedly, the three now held such positions in the Guangfu Society.

Tao Chengzhang saw Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin to the city gate but did not want to part. They simply led their horses and continued walking forward. Tao Chengzhang asked, "I wonder what you two plan to do after going back?"

"We plan to go back and try the unified purchase and sale of grain," Xu Xilin answered.

The unified purchase and sale of grain was a new policy recently implemented by the People's Party in the old base areas. With the completion of land reform in the old base areas, the People's Party had begun to continue policy adjustments according to the characteristics of the industrial age. The Western Zhejiang Branch had also studied the documents in this regard. In the industrial age where transactions were fully socialized, grain transactions, as the most basic of life, also had to be more socialized and more planned economy-oriented. If the government could not control the flow of grain, it was simply impossible to supply the grain needs of the entire society.

The People's Party stabilized grain prices through strong management of the countryside. Renminbi was paper money, and the People's Party did not have enough precious metals as collateral for the currency. Fortunately, the People's Party had to eat every day, so the Renminbi's value was pegged to grain prices, almost creating the Renminbi's credit out of thin air. With the development of the economy in Western Zhejiang, the problem of insufficient currency also appeared. The People's Party could issue paper money, but Western Zhejiang could not do so at all. As a last resort, they had to imitate the People's Party's method and try to implement strong government control over grain in Western Zhejiang first. However, doing so would greatly offend the gentry and landlords again. So Xu Xilin's spirits were not high.

Although Tao Chengzhang could not fully understand the meaning of "unified purchase and sale" mentioned by Xu Xilin, he knew it was definitely not an easy task. But Tao Chengzhang also knew he couldn't help much. He patted Xu Xilin on the shoulder. "Bosun, if you feel it should be done, then go do it. It is incredibly difficult to get others to agree with you in life; as long as you can have a clear conscience, that is enough."

Xu Xilin nodded. "Many thanks for your parting words, Mr. Tao."

Walking further, there was nothing else to say. The three of them did not act like sentimental children. After cupping their hands in farewell, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin led the guard unit towards the direction of Huzhou.
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Chapter 62: April 12th (5)

On the very night the Restoration Society General Assembly concluded, shortly after Tao Chengzhang saw off Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin, a secret meeting convened by Cai Yuanpei with over a dozen Restoration Society heavyweights raised its curtain. The so-called secret meeting simply meant avoiding certain specific individuals, such as those of Tao Chengzhang's faction, or those members who still held strong wariness against the Beiyang government. After these exclusions, the participating Restoration Society bigwigs presented a rather homogeneous quality. None were the earliest members of the Restoration Society; they were quite flexible regarding the revolution, possessed immense wealth, and were all under forty-five years of age.

Unlike their profound and unfathomable refusal to take a stance in the assembly, these men looked shrewd and capable in this private meeting, without a hint of sloppiness. Cai Yuanpei spoke straightforwardly, "Gentlemen, my clearing of the party is entirely to maintain tradition and oppose radicalism. Those people currently waving the banner of revolution have learned all sorts of heretical fallacies from abroad. They kidnap the common people for the selfish interests of one party and destroy the gentry. We absolutely cannot allow such a situation to continue."

These Restoration Society bigwigs nodded silently at Cai Yuanpei's words. Those who could gather here naturally held identical political views; they were all opposed to any changes to the land system. One of the People's Party's policy characteristics was the unswerving implementation of "land revolution." In comparison, even the most radical Tongmenghui back in the day had only shouted the slogan of "equalization of land rights." When Tao Chengzhang was in charge of the Restoration Society, because many members were from owner-peasant backgrounds, the land slogan was the extremely traditional "curb mergers." By the time Cai Yuanpei took over the Restoration Society, he didn't even shout "curb mergers" anymore. Plus, with Cai Yuanpei gaining Beiyang's recognition, the Beiyang army stationed in Zhejiang gave him quite a bit of face, so the local gentry and landlords were naturally willing to flock to him.

"Tao Huanzhang is bent on maintaining the situation of federal self-government of provinces. I can actually understand that. It's just that in the current situation in China, it is fundamentally impossible to truly implement any federal self-government. As far as I know, federal self-government was used by Chen Ke back then to deceive Yuan Shikai in order to protect himself. Once federal self-government is established, every province will plan for itself, wanting other provinces to put in the effort for everything. The three provinces under Chen Ke's jurisdiction could then calmly defeat the other provinces one by one. When other provinces were being destroyed, everyone else wouldn't dare to lend a hand, fearing the People's Party would seize the opportunity to deal with them. In just a few short years, the People's Party went from three provinces to seven. Within the People's Party's territory, Chen Ke absolutely does not talk about federal self-government. The People's Party dominates alone, and the gentry and landlords are brutally slaughtered. The lesson is not far behind; anyone who supports federal self-government can be said to be an accomplice of Chen Ke." Cai Yuanpei explained his views in detail.

"Then how does Elder Cai plan to deal with these people?" a participant asked.

"They absolutely cannot be used!" Cai Yuanpei answered firmly.

The group of bigwigs conversed with each other, verifying Cai Yuanpei's words with their own knowledge. Before long, everyone reached a consensus. "Is Elder Cai completely unconcerned that the People's Party will intervene?"

"The British have already decided to lend a hand," Cai Yuanpei threw out a heavy bombshell.

Now all the participating bigwigs became excited. "It would be great if the British make a move." "Elder Cai, are the British preparing to go to war directly against the People's Party?"

Cai Yuanpei smiled faintly but did not answer. He spread a map on the table. "The West Zhejiang Branch is in collusion with the People's Party. They think that with Anhui behind them, they have something to rely on. The People's Party also needs a buffer zone, so they fully support them. The better off West Zhejiang is, the more the People's Party can bewitch those in our Restoration Society who do not understand reason. As long as West Zhejiang is purged and these internal agents of the People's Party in the Restoration Society are removed, the situation can take on an entirely new look."

Hearing Cai Yuanpei's concluding remarks, someone couldn't help but say, "Elder Cai, we've been meeting all these days, and we've pretty much figured out everyone's thoughts by now. I see those people are stubborn and insensitive; there really is no need to waste any more thought on managing them. Why don't we just start ticking off the list?"

"Yes, we are all in different places. If we tick off the entire list, we can pretty much drag out all the chaotic party members."

"Even if we can't attend to everyone for a moment, someone will definitely report them during the purge. We can just add them in then."

The bigwigs offered their opinions one after another, but the meaning inside and outside their words was the same: "Let's start immediately!"

Cai Yuanpei knew he couldn't obstinately refuse the crowd, but he emphasized his attitude again. "What needs to be cleared out this time are the forces supporting the People's Party's policies. We must target these people first."

"But what should be done about Tao Chengzhang?" someone raised this question again. "How can we keep Tao Chengzhang from interfering in this matter?"

"I will transfer him to South Zhejiang first." Cai Yuanpei also couldn't make up his mind to act against Tao Chengzhang, and he said with some helplessness.

***

February 14, 1915, was the first day of the Lunar New Year. Just as the sky was beginning to brighten, the sound of firecrackers rang out in many places within Hangzhou City. Citizens awakened by the firecrackers were already leisurely preparing to celebrate the New Year. Tao Chengzhang had received Cai Yuanpei's order a few days ago to go to South Zhejiang first to prepare for the reorganization of the Restoration Army there. However, Tao Chengzhang did not set off immediately; he hoped to contact as many Restoration Society key members in Hangzhou as possible before leaving.

Even though Cai Yuanpei already held great power and a considerable number of people within the Restoration Society believed in supporting the Beiyang government, there was still a portion of the old brothers in the middle and upper levels who had fought alongside Beiyang. In their hearts, these people still identified to some extent with seeking an independent status for Zhejiang as much as possible. Whether they dared to speak up for their own personal interests was one thing, but what they would say at a critical moment was another. Tao Chengzhang still tried his best to win the support of those Restoration Society members whose support could be won.

Ready to go out early in the morning, Tao Chengzhang was waiting. A few months ago, a revolutionary youth from Fenghua named Chang Kaishen had defected to Tao Chengzhang. This youth respected Tao Chengzhang's status as a revolutionary senior. His attitude when he joined was very firm, insisting on following Tao Chengzhang to continue the revolution. In the current time when the status of "revolutionary senior" was constantly depreciating, Tao Chengzhang liked this youth's respectful attitude very much. Chang Kaishen had already paid a New Year's call to Tao Chengzhang in advance. During their conversation, hearing Tao Chengzhang mention that he was going to visit guests on the first day of the New Year, Chang Kaishen volunteered to be Tao Chengzhang's attendant, so he could also meet more revolutionary seniors. Tao Chengzhang thought this display of ambition was not bad, so he agreed to wait for Chang Kaishen to go out together on the morning of the first day.

Sure enough, before the sky had fully brightened, someone knocked on the door amidst the sound of firecrackers. Tao Chengzhang opened the door and saw Chang Kaishen standing outside. "You came early." Tao Chengzhang was an impatient person who did things like a whirlwind. This remark was already a considerable commendation.

Before his voice had died away, he saw that Chang Kaishen's delicate face not only lacked the unique smile of a New Year's greeting but even gave Tao Chengzhang an extremely dangerous feeling. After all, having experienced too many life-and-death moments, although there was still a smile on Tao Chengzhang's face, he suddenly spread his arms, grabbed the two door leaves, and began to close the door. In just that instant, a person flashed out from behind Chang Kaishen, stuck a foot into the door, and jammed a knee firmly against a door panel. Chang Kaishen had already drawn a pistol by this time. Following the gap between the half of the door that couldn't be closed and the half that was already shut, he pulled the trigger continuously at Tao Chengzhang's chest, which was truly close at hand.

Hit continuously by bullets, Tao Chengzhang no longer had the strength to hold the door. The person behind Chang Kaishen had already smashed open that door panel. He also had a pistol in his hand. At this moment, Tao Chengzhang's body began to fall backward. That person stepped through the door, fired two shots continuously at Tao Chengzhang's head, and only then twisted his head back and waved at Chang Kaishen.

The assassination time was extremely short, yet both of their expressions became incredibly ferocious. Holstering their pistols, the two no longer paid attention to Tao Chengzhang, whose eyebrows and chest were gurgling blood, and walked quickly together toward the alley entrance. Although the sky was not fully bright, firecrackers were already crackling and popping far and near. The few gunshots just now and the gunpowder smoke from the muzzles were completely covered up cleanly by the unique sounds and smells of the first day of the New Year.

The assassination of Tao Chengzhang shocked the entire Hangzhou during the Spring Festival. The Zhejiang Assembly and the Zhejiang Provincial Government immediately issued notices to apprehend the murderer. The Beiyang troops in various parts of Zhejiang immediately took action, implementing martial law in cities like Hangzhou, Jinhua, and Shaoxing, and setting up blockades on key communication lines.

Hangzhou Police Chief Wang Jinfa never expected that Tao Chengzhang would actually be assassinated on the first day of the New Year. When he was called in by Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui, he still felt he couldn't believe such a major event had happened. Chatting with Zhu Rui about this matter for a while, Wang Jinfa's words didn't hang together; he completely failed to recover from the shock.

"Chief Wang, I didn't just invite you here for this matter. Did you know that your embezzlement of public funds has been exposed?" Zhu Rui said, looking coldly at Wang Jinfa.

"What?" Wang Jinfa actually failed to understand what Zhu Rui was saying for a moment. But Zhu Rui didn't leave Wang Jinfa any time. Four of the Governor's personal guards had already surrounded Wang Jinfa with pistols raised.

No matter how bizarre the matter looked, Wang Jinfa had always been the Assassination King of the Restoration Society. Facing such a situation, he still calmed down. "Governor Zhu, what exactly does this mean?" Wang Jinfa asked in an indifferent tone.

"Chief Wang, did you think I didn't know about your embezzlement of thirty thousand silver dollars? Not only those thirty thousand dollars, but you also bought lives and found scapegoats. You are truly bold." Zhu Rui's voice was full of vigor as he enumerated Wang Jinfa's crimes.

Wang Jinfa spoke just now only to slightly distract the enemy's attention and simultaneously buy himself a little time. But he saw the surrounding four personal guards didn't listen to Zhu Rui speak at all; instead, they were fully focused on aiming their pistols at Wang Jinfa, leaving no opportunity to be exploited. Moreover, what Zhu Rui said was all facts. Wang Jinfa felt a wave of regret in his heart; why hadn't he thought that Zhu Rui had long wanted to deal with him?

In a moment of distraction, Wang Jinfa felt a hard gun muzzle pressed against his lower back. A Governor's personal guard behind him had already moved forward to restrain him. Seeing the other three guards still fully focused—ready to fire if Wang Jinfa made the slightest strange movement—seeing there was no possibility of escape, Wang Jinfa didn't gamble on a chance. "Governor Zhu, what exactly is your intention?"

"Tie him up!" Zhu Rui ordered.

Wait until Wang Jinfa was already bound with ropes, Zhu Rui then said, "Chief Wang, do you know who discovered Mr. Tao was assassinated first today?"

"Who?" Wang Jinfa asked. This transition by Zhu Rui made Wang Jinfa feel a huge sense of unease.

"Heh heh!" Zhu Rui sneered. "It was Xu Zhongqing of the Epidemic Prevention Bureau who discovered it first. Xu Zhongqing said that yesterday he and Mr. Tao agreed to visit someone, and he also said he would go with a person named Chang Kaishen. This Chang Kaishen was recommended to Mr. Tao by you, right?"

Only hearing this did Wang Jinfa start to feel panic in his heart. Xu Zhongqing was introduced into the Restoration Society by Xu Xilin. After the failure of the Nanjing Campaign launched by Tao Chengzhang, he retreated to South Zhejiang with Tao Chengzhang and now held the position of Director of the Epidemic Prevention Bureau. This person had no enmity with Wang Jinfa, and their relationship could even be said to be not bad. So many people would believe Xu Zhongqing's words. More importantly, Chang Kaishen was indeed someone Wang Jinfa had introduced to Tao Chengzhang.

"That was Chen Qimei's introduction in between; that's why I recommended Chang Kaishen to Mr. Tao." Wang Jinfa also didn't have time to put on airs or attempt to overwhelm Zhu Rui with momentum; instead, he began to defend himself.

"You say it was Chen Qimei, so it was Chen Qimei? Who can prove it?" Zhu Rui asked coldly.

When Chen Qimei introduced Chang Kaishen, absolutely no one else was present. Moreover, at that time, a batch of Green Gang opium was detained by Wang Jinfa in Hangzhou. The two dealt with each other over this opium business. Zhejiang prohibited drugs; if others knew about this opium business, Wang Jinfa could completely lose his head. As a last resort, Wang Jinfa stiffened his neck and shouted, "Governor Zhu, do you still not trust me?"

"You want me to trust you? Give me evidence. You say it was introduced by Chen Qimei; how to prove it? We have already sent people to look for Chang Kaishen, but apart from the bloodstains on the ground, we haven't seen anyone. Chang Kaishen is nowhere to be found, alive or dead. How do you expect me to trust you?!" Zhu Rui shouted. "Chief Wang, if you don't explain this matter clearly, then don't blame me for being unpolite. Men, take Chief Wang down for questioning."

The interrogators knew of Wang Jinfa's reputation as the Assassination King, so they were extremely vicious when they struck. After half a day, Wang Jinfa's flesh was already torn open, and he looked less than human. By this point, Wang Jinfa already knew there was a heavy black curtain inside this matter. When the interrogation officer asked again pretentiously, Wang Jinfa laboriously spat out the bloody water in his mouth and smiled miserably, "What exactly do you want me to say?"

"We heard that it was Chen Boping who introduced Chang Kaishen to you. I wonder if that's the case?" the interrogation officer said with a false smile.

"Heh heh," Wang Jinfa laughed miserably. So the matter indeed had a heavy inside story. Chen Boping was Xu Xilin's trusted aide, but Tao Chengzhang disliked this person extremely, having said more than once that Chen Boping "wanted to be emperor." This conflict was completely public; everyone in the Restoration Society knew about it. Swapping Chen Qimei for Chen Boping not only made the originally needle-in-a-haystack clue suddenly become within reach, but the murderer of Tao Chengzhang could also point directly to the West Zhejiang Branch.

*Ruthless! Ruthless!* Wang Jinfa thought to himself. He couldn't help but cough a few times, only feeling a fishy sweetness in his throat; this was obviously a sign of internal injury. If the interrogation officer continued to beat him like this, his life would probably be forfeited here. Wang Jinfa said, "It was Chen Boping who introduced Chang Kaishen to me and asked me to recommend Chang Kaishen to Mr. Tao."

The interrogation officer turned his head and shouted after hearing this, "Men, record the confession."

With Wang Jinfa as this breakthrough point, the case details quickly became "clear." Not only Chen Boping in West Anhui, but Xu Ziying and Gong Baoquan—who hadn't joined the West Zhejiang Branch but had once participated in the revolution under Tao Chengzhang and Xu Xilin—were also implicated in this assassination incident. Xu Ziying and Gong Baoquan were first arrested, and then some letters were confiscated from their homes. The contents of the letters were all opposition to Beiyang's control in Zhejiang, sharp criticism of Cai Yuanpei and Tao Chengzhang, and considerable appreciation for the People's Party's land policy.

To signal fairness to the public, on February 17, which was the *Po Wu* Festival, the Zhejiang Court publicly tried this case. Due to Wang Jinfa's testimony and the proof of the letters, the whole matter was considered to be the West Zhejiang Branch of the Restoration Society being extremely dissatisfied with the General Assembly, and Chen Boping had a major suspicion of directing the murder. The Zhejiang Court immediately ordered the summons of Chen Boping to the court to accept investigation.

When the court documents were delivered pretentiously to Changxing County in West Zhejiang, it was the day after the trial ended, February 19. This was the first time West Zhejiang knew to what extent the events in Hangzhou had actually progressed.

Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin received news on the second day of the New Year that the Beiyang army had blockaded the passages of West Zhejiang to the outside, and they didn't know what had happened at all. When they sent people to inquire about intelligence, they only heard that Tao Chengzhang had been assassinated. This time, the West Zhejiang Branch was also frightened. Tao Chengzhang was a flagship figure of the Restoration Society; his assassination would set off monstrous waves in Zhejiang. The West Zhejiang Branch all hoped that Tao Chengzhang could at least keep his life. Only in this way would things not reach an unmanageable stage.

As a result, a few days later, the official letter from the Zhejiang Court was delivered. Tao Chengzhang had been assassinated and died, and Chang Kaishen, who had immense suspicion of assassination, was actually recommended to Tao Chengzhang by Chen Boping. Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin immediately called Chen Boping to ask what was going on.

Chen Boping certainly couldn't admit he had done this thing, and the reason inside was actually that Tao Chengzhang had once said Chen Boping wanted to be emperor. This matter had happened, true, but it was all stuff from six or seven years ago. Heaven knew how these people dug out this old rotten account to use as evidence. Chen Boping also tried to explain earnestly that this was a frame-up. But under Xu Xilin's repeated questioning, Chen Boping finally couldn't help but fly into a rage. "Mr. Xu, if you really think I did this, then you might as well tie me up and send me to Hangzhou. But I want to make it clear to you, I, Chen Boping, have never done this."

Seeing the quarrel become so unmanageable, Qiu Jin hurriedly persuaded, "Bosun, since Boping says there is no such thing, then it shouldn't be that Boping remembered wrongly."

Xu Xilin sighed long and hard. "I also know Boping couldn't lie, but now Wang Jinfa insists that it was Boping who recommended this Chang Kaishen to Elder Tao. How should we explain this?"

Chen Boping sneered. "Mr. Xu, if you are afraid, then it doesn't matter. Since the Zhejiang Court summons me, I'll just go. I actually want to confront that Wang Jinfa face to face—exactly when did I recommend Chang Kaishen to Mr. Tao? I also want to see who wants to frame me!"

Hearing these words, both Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin fell silent. At the moment, apart from this method, there was no other way. If the West Zhejiang Branch just remained silent like this, it was feared that in less than two days, the entire Restoration Society would start denouncing the West Zhejiang Branch.

"Brother Boping, you cannot go to Hangzhou. Since someone has already made it clear they want to frame you, whether you go or not, you will be framed." Ji Ye, who hadn't made a sound all along, stood up and said loudly.

"Ji Ye, don't be impulsive!" Qiu Jin persuaded.

Hearing Qiu Jin's words, the veins on Ji Ye's forehead were about to pop out from anxiety. "Sister Qiu, I am not being impulsive. Now they have made it clear they want to frame us. If Brother Boping goes to Hangzhou, isn't this delivering meat to the chopping block? We absolutely cannot give them the person."

"If we don't let Boping go to argue and clarify, how do we prove our innocence? If we can't argue clearly, what do we do in the future?" Xu Xilin asked.

Ji Ye just felt there was a big plot inside this matter. At this time, they could only give tit for tat, rather than blindly surrendering. But as for what to do in the future, she hadn't thought it through either.

"I... I... I feel they never intended to let us be innocent at all." After holding it in for a good while, Ji Ye finally spoke her thoughts.

Hearing this, a look of gratitude appeared on Chen Boping's face, while Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin shook their heads slightly, with expressions of helplessness.
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Chapter 63 April 12th (6)

It was late in the day. In her bedroom, Ji Ye took out her revolver from its holster as usual. This was a gift uniformly received by the comrades of the Western Zhejiang Branch of the Restoration Society during their training with the People's Party. Taking out the maintenance tools from the drawer, Ji Ye first wiped the exterior of the gun, then disassembled it to wipe and oil the parts. As a soldier who had once braved death, this was very calming work. Having wiped it many times, Ji Ye's hands dexterously and quickly disassembled the gun without even needing much thought. But her mind was considering things completely unrelated to the gun.

The General Headquarters of the Restoration Society demanded that the Western Zhejiang Branch hand over the "suspect" Chen Boping. This demand triggered fierce opposition among the middle-level members. Over sixty percent of the members demanded that Xu Xilin refuse this unreasonable request.

"They say Boping is a suspect, so he's a suspect? On what grounds? Today they can say Boping is a suspect, tomorrow they can say I'm a suspect," Li Yudong shouted loudly. "Then if we say there are suspects in the General Headquarters, will the General Headquarters admit it?"

This attitude was very much supported by the young cadres, but some "prudent and steady" cadres had other views. "The General Headquarters is the General Headquarters after all. Presumably, they were also panicked after Mr. Tao was murdered, so they deliberately trouble us. If we resist so stiffly, there will be absolutely no room for reconciliation. It would be better to say Boping is not here with us and let him lie low for a while."

Even the young and aggressive cadres were not prepared to completely fall out with the General Headquarters. It was fine to make noise verbally, but in reality, everyone hoped this matter could be smoothed over. After all, at this critical juncture of Tao Chengzhang's murder, if they fell out with the General Headquarters, under the clamor of public opinion, the Western Zhejiang Branch would not be able to wash itself clean even if it jumped into the Yellow River. Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin finally agreed to this opinion.

Ji Ye had consistently opposed any compromise. She believed that any compromise meant admitting that Chen Boping had the suspicion of instructing that so-called Chang Kaishen to murder Tao Chengzhang. And Ji Ye firmly believed that Chen Boping simply didn't do this thing. Since he didn't do it, why should the Western Zhejiang Branch be wronged? Why should Chen Boping be wronged? However, since Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin had already decided, and Chen Boping also agreed, this matter was temporarily operated in this way.

The parts of the revolver had been wiped clean. Ji Ye quickly reassembled the pistol parts, then dry-fired the trigger a few times. The gun operated very well, and the feel was also very smooth. Holding the weapon in her hand, Ji Ye felt she had more courage. Even within the Western Zhejiang Branch which leaned towards the People's Party, Ji Ye was quite a radical one. One of the greatest characteristics of the People's Party was daring to struggle. "Seek peace through struggle, and peace will survive; seek peace through compromise, and peace will perish!" Chen Ke's words left an extremely deep impression on Ji Ye. When the Western Zhejiang Branch first started, it struggled to move a single step because it didn't dare to struggle against the local gentry and didn't dare to mobilize the masses. As their struggle experience enriched, and as they became more and more skilled at mobilizing and relying on the masses, the strength of the Western Zhejiang Branch also grew.

No matter how one looked at it, the Western Zhejiang Branch was "seeking peace through compromise" in the matter of Tao Chengzhang's assassination. Although it wasn't clear what exactly happened in the assassination incident, Ji Ye believed that this unequal peace was destined not to bring any good results. If there were no weapons in hand, heaven knows what would happen.

Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin also didn't intend to swallow the insult silently. The Western Zhejiang Branch, while making excuses that Chen Boping was not in Western Zhejiang, questioned the General Headquarters with a tough tone about how the case of Tao Chengzhang being assassinated could possibly happen—had Hangzhou become completely unable to manage itself? This tough attitude seemed to have some effect. The development of the matter was temporarily not as bad as imagined. The General Headquarters of the Restoration Society sent Tao Chengzhang's close friend Zhao Hanqing to the Western Zhejiang Branch on February 22 to explain the course of events. At least it eased the tense atmosphere between the two sides somewhat.

Zhao Hanqing had been Tao Chengzhang's confidential secretary. Mentioning the matter of Tao Chengzhang's assassination, he was already sobbing as he spoke. Regarding the matters in Hangzhou, Zhao Hanqing strongly advised: "Jianhu, Bosun, you two are both veterans of the Restoration Society. Now that Elder Tao is gone, you must do your best to shoulder the responsibility and maintain the unity of the Restoration Society. When Elder Tao was around, he spoke so many words for Western Zhejiang; you cannot let down Elder Tao's efforts."

These words were spoken with sincerity. Not only were Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin thoroughly moved by thinking of Tao Chengzhang's efforts, even Ji Ye, who held a tough attitude, couldn't help but feel some regret.

"Brother Zhao, from your current perspective, how should this matter be handled?" Xu Xilin asked.

"The best way right now is nothing better than reducing opposition and avoiding misunderstandings," Zhao Hanqing advised. "Elder Tao's bones are not yet cold, the murderer is at large, clouds of war are gathering, and danger lurks on every side. If the Restoration Society splits and resorts to arms at this point, how can we explain it to Elder Tao in the underworld? Now there are people in the General Headquarters fishing in troubled waters, wanting to use this incident to create difficulties. Comrades of Western Zhejiang must not destroy the situation and give them an excuse to succeed. This time Mr. Cai is extremely grief-stricken because of Elder Tao's death and swore to find the murderer. Those real culprits won't be smug for long."

Xu Xilin nodded repeatedly. "We also don't want the Restoration Society to split, but some people just won't let us off and want to pour dirty water on our heads. I still ask Brother Zhao to explain to Mr. Cai when you see him that these things were absolutely not done by us. If Mr. Cai is willing to hold a meeting, Jianhu and I are willing to go to the General Headquarters to confront those people."

Qiu Jin also said, "Mr. Zhao, since you have already stated frankly that there are people in the General Headquarters who are likely involved in this matter, our Western Zhejiang Branch will also work hard to investigate on our own, trying our best to catch the murderer to comfort Elder Tao's spirit in heaven."

"That is excellent! That is excellent!" Zhao Hanqing showed a happy look. "Bosun, be careful in everything. Since someone dared to assassinate Mr. Tao, you in Western Zhejiang must also pay attention to your own safety. However, to avoid giving people a pretext, keep tight internally but loose externally; don't move troops at will. As long as Western Zhejiang doesn't give people a pretext, plus our hard lobbying at the General Headquarters, presumably the matter will be resolved before long. As for the investigation, I think there's no need to be too anxious. It's not that everyone shouldn't do it, but right now it's best not to give people a pretext."

After Zhao Hanqing left, although the comrades in Western Zhejiang still felt that the General Headquarters had heavy hostility, having someone to mediate in the General Headquarters meant there was at least a place to reason, and the once extremely tense atmosphere began to relax. Moreover, recently it was spring plowing, and specific local affairs piled up like mountains. Cadres of the Western Zhejiang Branch had to go to the countryside to solve problems, so naturally, they couldn't gather in Changxing for a long time. As the Political Commissar of the Anji Military Sub-district and a member of the Standing Committee of the Anji County Party Committee, Ji Ye also returned to Anji County to work.

Anji had many mountains and little land; it had never been a wealthy area. To be more precise, the entire Western Zhejiang was like this. Living off the mountain, although there were many mountain products, they had to be sold. Moreover, certain valuable mountain products couldn't possibly allow all the Anji commoners to escape poverty. It wasn't until the People's Party purchased bamboo, chestnuts, walnuts, and tea in large quantities that Anji's economy improved. This was also the fundamental reason why the Western Zhejiang Branch was so close to the People's Party. Only by relying on the People's Party could economic problems be solved. The General Headquarters of the Restoration Society couldn't possibly provide any employment opportunities to Western Zhejiang. Even for Anji's relatively famous bamboo, the purchase price by Hangzhou merchants was very low, and the purchase volume was even lower.

In order to improve bamboo transport capacity, Ji Ye had been inspecting the rivers in Anji, hoping to find a most suitable water transport route. It was true that the People's Party purchased in large quantities, but Anji's transport capacity had already reached its peak. If the transport capacity couldn't be improved, Anji's bamboo trade could only stop at the current level. So on February 25, the People's Party's liaison officer found Ji Ye in the mountains, who was directing the masses to dig bamboo shoots and discussing this matter with them.

The intelligence officer brought a letter from Li Shouxian, Secretary of the Southern Anhui Prefectural Committee. Li Shouxian warned Ji Ye of the possibility that a full-scale military conflict might occur recently. Because of Tao Chengzhang's assassination, the development of the situation had begun to exceed the scope of the People's Party's indirect control. In such an emergency situation, Li Shouxian suggested that Ji Ye make comprehensive preparations, including military struggle.

Such a letter that only stated the facts but didn't give a detailed explanation made Ji Ye a bit confused. She asked the messenger, "Has something happened on Secretary Li's side?"

The messenger saw that no one was around, so he whispered, "The day before yesterday, that is, February 22, a British fleet began cruising on the river surface from Nanjing to Wuhu. Including the Wuhu Sub-district, the entire Anhui has entered level one alert. There are also unusual movements on the Jiangsu side. If the Western Zhejiang Branch encounters any trouble now, I'm afraid it won't be possible to receive actual support from our side for the time being. That's why Secretary Li wrote this letter specifically to notify Mr. Ji Ye."

"Ha!" Ji Ye laughed. "Secretary Li hopes our Western Zhejiang Branch can look after itself, right?"

Having known Li Shouxian for so long and having many dealings in official business, and since both had received training from the People's Party at the same time, Ji Ye had a deep understanding of Li Shouxian's style. He would never mention things that couldn't be done, and sometimes Li Shouxian spoke particularly "politely." If others didn't understand, Li Shouxian wouldn't make any excessive requests either. Of course, at this time, there was no need to expect any aid from Li Shouxian.

Sure enough, the messenger smiled after hearing this. "Secretary Li naturally hopes that the Western Zhejiang Branch can look after itself, so that we don't have to worry about any problems on the flank of Southern Anhui."

Western Zhejiang played an extremely obvious role in shielding the People's Party. Also, because of the special status of the Western Zhejiang Branch, the People's Party certainly didn't want Western Zhejiang to encounter any problems. When passing a message, more things could be discussed. Messengers were all shrewd people, and they could pass messages in an orderly manner. When he discussed the current situation with Ji Ye, everyone believed that war would break out between the People's Party and the Beiyang Army before this winter no matter what. Therefore, the People's Party could only wait in full battle array for the British people's action full of the smell of gunpowder. The Restoration Society was in a mess at this time, so he hoped the Western Zhejiang Branch could look after itself.

Seeing that they had talked enough, the messenger said, "Actually, Secretary Li believes that the best way for the Restoration Society to protect itself is not to participate in the war, but right now the Restoration Society clearly has no such intention. We don't want to sow discord, but considering from a purely political angle, if our People's Party were the Restoration Society Headquarters, we would have already made a move on the Western Zhejiang Branch. With a great enemy before us, who is a friend and who is an enemy must be thoroughly clarified. If it's an enemy, strike; if it's a friend, unite. We consider the Western Zhejiang Branch our friend, so with a great enemy before us and when we have no ability to aid, we can only notify Mr. Ji Ye first. Of course, if the Western Zhejiang Branch asks us for help, we won't sit by and watch either."

"Then why didn't Secretary Li say these words directly to the Western Zhejiang Branch?" Ji Ye asked.

The messenger replied regretfully, "Secretary Li is only the Secretary of Southern Anhui. To formally reach a military alliance with the Western Zhejiang Branch, Secretary Li cannot make this decision. Moreover, Chairman Chen has already asked someone to write a letter to Mr. Qiu and the others, but there has been no response until now. This makes it very difficult to handle. Mr. Ji Ye also knows organizational discipline."

It was indeed very difficult to handle in this kind of matter. Just as Ji Ye couldn't forcibly change the Western Zhejiang Branch's thoughts, Li Shouxian also couldn't ignore the organization's decision to formally reach an offensive and defensive alliance with other political parties. The two looked at each other speechlessly and could only shake their heads and sigh.

Finally, the messenger gave Ji Ye Li Shouxian's gift and suggested that Ji Ye taste it right now. It was a food named Yang Geng, carefully wrapped in oil paper. The surface was smooth and fine, looking like meat jelly. The taste was sweet and delicious, full of the unique flavor of red bean paste and chestnuts. Ji Ye liked this thing after just one bite. The Western Zhejiang Branch, like the People's Party, implemented a policy of equality for all. The basic wages of laborers were all the same, while allowances were linked to position and skills. Plus, without the financial and material resources of the People's Party, Ji Ye could only eat her fill on ordinary days. Encountering such a sweet snack, she almost ate two of the six pieces of Yang Geng in one go, only then remembering to offer one to the messenger.

"Mr. Ji Ye, there's no need for this. We now have this in the winter food allowance in the army," the messenger smiled. "Secretary Li received Mr. Ji Ye's letter last time mentioning wanting to develop industries suitable for Anji. Our People's Party happens to be making this snack, so Secretary Li asked me to bring some over. To see Mr. Ji Ye's opinion. If Mr. Ji Ye thinks it's not bad, we can discuss the production issue of this product after the war."

"Can snacks make big money?" Ji Ye laughed.

"Right now the supply of white sugar is insufficient, so we can't say anything else. But after liberating Guangxi and Guangdong, we can attach importance to sugarcane on a large scale. At that time, we can talk about this money-making issue," the guard smiled.

Sending off the messenger, Ji Ye looked at the Yang Geng in her hand, wanting to continue eating but being a bit reluctant. She felt the People's Party's style was too hard to understand; they could make anything weird. The snack was very good, but thinking of making big money relying on snacks was simply impossible. But she didn't quite dare not to believe it; the People's Party definitely had ways to make big money different from other old methods. Putting away the Yang Geng, Ji Ye didn't waste her mind thinking more about it; she returned to the scene to continue working.

On February 28, 1915, when the British representative formally requested to see Wang Youhong, the Military Governor of Jiangsu, Wang Youhong immediately met with the British representative. In the past few days, although the British warships didn't make any substantial moves, seven or eight large warships cruising back and forth from Shanghai to Wuhu and anchoring outside several important cities in Jiangsu like Nanjing and Zhenjiang greatly affected shipping.

Wang Youhong had known this news for a long time, but Jiangsu itself didn't even have a few civilian steamships and was completely powerless to confront the British fleet. The Jiangsu Military Governor's Office studied countermeasures for several days in a row but couldn't find a way. Wang Youhong, on the other hand, completely took it lightly. "What should come will definitely come; let's wait for the British to talk to us."

Yu Chen was already the Director of the Political Department of the Jiangsu National Defense Army. Other officers were worried, but Yu Chen clearly supported Wang Youhong. He contacted troops everywhere to stabilize the morale of the army. With Yu Chen's efforts, at least all places received the news and didn't panic because of the sudden problem. So when meeting the British representative, Wang Youhong brought Yu Chen along.

The British requirements were no different from Cai Yuanpei's requirements. They hoped Wang Youhong would join the anti-People's Party alliance. With Jiangsu's 100,000 troops, it could certainly become an important force. As a famous "sh*t stirrer," the British guy offered Wang Youhong a pile of generous treatments, such as conditions like supporting Wang Youhong to monopolize Shanghai.

Yu Chen's expression changed quite a bit. In comparison, Wang Youhong's expression remained calm and composed throughout. After the British finished speaking, Wang Youhong replied, "We in Jiangsu have a parliament. I need to vote on these matters in the parliament to make a decision."

The British representative didn't say too much. Among the various forces in China, the British were most familiar with Jiangsu's political system. Adult males with certain property and a certain tax amount had citizenship, and citizens had the right to vote and to be elected. The political leader under this system did not possess dictatorial power in the complete sense. The representative asked, "Then, Governor Wang, how long until you can give me a reply?"

Wang Youhong replied coldly, "Parliament meetings aren't that fast. According to the request proposed by the British side, I think it will be the end of March no matter what."

"Why does it take so long?" The British representative was a bit surprised at this time.

Wang Youhong laughed, "Hehe. This isn't declaring war. If it were declaring war, it would be simple; everyone decides whether to fight or not. What you proposed is a series of issues. For example, the Shanghai issue. You said Shanghai could be handed over to us to manage. But can we in Jiangsu take over Shanghai? What kind of management should be implemented after taking over? What kind of laws need to be enacted? What exactly is the authority of this takeover? Talking about these things is very troublesome."

After hearing these words, the British representative cursed Wang Youhong in his heart for being an old fox. But Britain indeed needed Wang Youhong's cooperation right now. Even with the fleet cruising in the Yangtze River, the British didn't want to and couldn't use force to coerce Wang Youhong. What if Wang Youhong felt things were wrong and defected to the People's Party? So while cursing in his heart, the representative still politely expressed waiting for the result.

After sending the British representative out, Yu Chen couldn't help but ask, "Governor Wang, have the British really considered handing Shanghai over to us?"

Wang Youhong was obviously dissatisfied with Yu Chen's political judgment. "Hehe! Director Yu, who spits out what they've eaten? If it comes to a point where they have to spit it out, they have to spit it out whether we agree or not."

"Then do you plan to convene the parliament, Governor Wang?" Although criticized, Yu Chen obviously still had lucky thoughts in his heart.

"The parliament definitely must be convened. Zhejiang and the British have both stated their positions like this; it won't do not to convene the parliament. But I will first tell the People's Party about the latest happenings."

"Why?" Yu Chen was quite surprised.

"There's no loss to us in telling the People's Party. I, Wang Youhong, have no need to be a dog for the British. People will die eventually. Even if one dies miserably, it's better than being branded with eternal infamy after death and never being able to turn over." Wang Youhong replied coldly.

Yu Chen didn't immediately understand these words, but Wang Youhong didn't explain anymore. "Director Yu, I'll send you to contact the People's Party about this matter."

On March 3, 1915, Ji Ye was busy on the front line until the sun set in the west as usual, only to see the messenger of the Western Zhejiang Branch running towards the construction site panting. He didn't know how many times he had fallen on the mountain road; there were many tears in his clothes, mud on his legs, and even cuts on his face. As soon as the messenger saw Ji Ye, ignoring that there were others around, he couldn't help shouting, "Commissar Ji, the Beiyang Army suddenly rushed into Huzhou. And a Beiyang Army force has already begun to surround our Anji County seat."

During this period of time, the relationship between the Western Zhejiang Branch and the General Headquarters had finally eased a lot. Although the Beiyang Army blocking the road was still there, after sending personnel back and forth, the matter didn't continue to deteriorate. Ji Ye originally thought the General Headquarters had done something ridiculous again or sent a new representative, but she never expected that the Beiyang Army had actually marched into the Western Zhejiang base area. She quickly asked, "How is the Anji County seat now?"

The messenger quickly replied, "The troops firmly did not allow the Beiyang Army to enter the county seat, so the Beiyang Army began to besiege the city. I was ordered by the County Committee to report this matter to Commissar Ji. Most of our comrades are not in the county seat. There are at most seven or eight hundred people in the county seat including troops at all levels. Before I left, I secretly looked at the Beiyang Army's lineup; there must be at least two or three thousand people."

As they were speaking, the sound like thunder suddenly came faintly from the defense line of the county seat in the distance. Ji Ye's face immediately became extremely ugly. That wasn't thunder; that was the sound of shelling. Turning around, Ji Ye ordered the comrades who had already gathered around her, "Groups of two. One group immediately report the situation to the branch in Changxing. Other groups go to other places to send messages to comrades. Gather at the Linjiapu military camp."

"Then what about the county seat?" the messenger asked anxiously.

"It's too late. We can only give up the county seat." Ji Ye clenched her teeth tightly and squeezed this sentence out through the gaps between her teeth.
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On March 3, 1915, just as the Zhejiang Beiyang Army began its raid on the West Zhejiang Branch's base, Military Governor Zhu Rui invited several people for a discussion at the Governor's Mansion in Hangzhou. All of these individuals had attended the "Party Purification" meeting convened by Cai Yuanpei. Judging by their casual postures during the conversation, it was clear that their relationship was anything but ordinary.

"Mr. Cai still has that air of a scholar, shouting about opposing radicalism all day long," someone said in a rather mocking tone.

Zhu Rui, however, stood on Cai Yuanpei's side this time. "If not for the principles Mr. Cai explained, we really wouldn't understand the People's Party's way of doing things. Without Mr. Cai, Zhejiang wouldn't have been able to unite."

"But Mr. Cai is now just shouting about opposing the People's Party. He obviously hasn't grasped the key point," someone replied.

"Purifying the party isn't something that can be done in a moment. Mr. Cai will definitely keep up with the times," Zhu Rui answered.

"Hehe." The implication in Zhu Rui's words was profound enough that someone couldn't help but laugh. "Then we'll just continue to wait for Mr. Cai to point out where the enemy is, and we'll follow Mr. Cai's lead."

This remark was a bit too blunt, and everyone at the meeting couldn't help but laugh. After laughing for a while, the conversation continued in a straightforward and simple manner. "What should be done about Wang Jinfa? Regardless of anything else, with Tao Chengzhang dead, he counts as a founding member."

"This person has already confessed to corruption, bribery, and helping people set up 'slaughtering white ducks' (hiring substitutes for execution). Just kill him," Zhu Rui replied lightly.

"Is there going to be a public execution?"

"Just shoot him directly in prison." Zhu Rui naturally wouldn't court such trouble. If Wang Jinfa were publicly killed on charges of corruption, then half the officials in Hangzhou would be liable to be killed.

"Governor Zhu, although the President has ordered us to promote the extermination of the rebel party members in the southeast, if the People's Party were to aid West Zhejiang..."

Zhu Rui sneered, "What does the People's Party rely on? It's just that they have many people, money, and guns. What did their territory produce before? When have we Zhejiang people ever looked up to people from Anhui? The key right now is that the local gentry are timid and afraid of trouble; they wet their pants at the mere mention of dealing with the People's Party. Only through such a 'Party Purification' can we make them dead set on following our boat. The landlord and gentry families in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, big and small, must total one or two million people. Adding the militias they can mobilize, pulling together three or four hundred thousand people is no problem. Plus, the Third Army is about to expand to 100,000. With these several hundred thousand people, dealing with the People's Party in the Jiangnan region—even if we can't attack, keeping them immobilized will be more than enough."

The several Guangfu Society bigwigs fell silent. Zhu Rui's plan was indeed ruthless, but the overall calculation was correct. Cai Yuanpei had explained the People's Party's theories clearly enough: if the landlords and gentry of Zhejiang did not unite in the face of such a monstrous wave, only a dead end awaited them.

Looking at this group of Guangfu Society bigwigs, who were Cai Yuanpei's right-hand men in this purge, Zhu Rui admonished them again in a stern tone, "Gentlemen, Mr. Cai is a great scholar and sees things more thoroughly than we do. You must be sincerely convinced by Mr. Cai. After wiping out the rebel party in West Zhejiang, we must continue to push forward the work of purifying the party. If you are unconvinced of Mr. Cai in your hearts, it will definitely show in your words. You cannot be careless about this."

"That is natural!" everyone answered hurriedly.

Zhu Rui saw that these people were being somewhat perfunctory, but he had no intention of letting them off. "Gentlemen, there are indeed many things we must learn from the People's Party. The People's Party speaks simply and clearly; those unruly people can understand their nonsense about land revolution and overthrowing local tyrants and evil gentry as soon as they hear it. If we didn't have Mr. Cai to argue on our behalf, we wouldn't see the wolfish ambitions of the People's Party clearly either. Moreover, if Mr. Cai doesn't go to argue, are we supposed to go and argue with the literati of Jiangnan ourselves? When doing things, we will exert our efforts, but when speaking, we must let Mr. Cai be in the front. This point must not be mistaken."

Those present were all sensible people. With Zhu Rui speaking so plainly, a phrase popped into everyone's mind: "Being used as a gun!" It was unknown who burst out laughing first, but one by one, everyone present began to laugh loudly.

Cai Yuanpei did not disappoint these people. On March 5th, upon receiving news that the Beiyang Army had "recovered" Huzhou and Anji and was advancing towards Changxing, Cai Yuanpei convened a plenary meeting of the Guangfu Society headquarters. At the meeting, he first listed the "crimes" of the West Zhejiang Branch: spreading evil doctrines, harming the gentry, extorting landlords, and disobeying the headquarters. Therefore, the headquarters had to purify the Guangfu Society.

Amidst expressions ranging from dumbfounded to overjoyed among the crowd at the headquarters, Shen Kegang, who was overseeing the "Tao Chengzhang Case" this time, stood up and said, "The West Zhejiang Branch refuses to hand over Chen Boping. They are certainly inextricably linked to the conspiracy to assassinate Lord Tao. Gentlemen, I know that everyone feels that we are all of the Guangfu Society lineage and will always have some sentimental ties. Lord Tao was never unkind to the West Zhejiang Branch, yet they treated him like this. If they dare to harm even Lord Tao, what sentimental ties would they have towards our Guangfu Society headquarters? I'll say this upfront: if they obediently surrender and come to the headquarters to explain themselves, I, Shen Kegang, will absolutely treat them with justice. But if they resist with force, then we can only punish them severely without mercy."

Just as he was speaking, someone ran in and delivered a letter. After reading it, Cai Yuanpei stood up with a cold face. "The West Zhejiang Branch has already started fighting with the Beiyang Army in Changxing." After saying this, Cai Yuanpei slammed the letter heavily onto the table.

The conference hall immediately exploded with noise. Everyone knew that the West Zhejiang Branch would not surrender easily, but there was still a portion of people who hoped that Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin could come and explain things clearly. Now that the flames of war had been ignited, any explanation was useless.

"Gentlemen, does anyone have anything else to say?" Shen Kegang asked loudly.

No one dared to stand up and say anything more. Shen Kegang waited for a while before saying loudly, "Then we will expel the West Zhejiang Branch from our Guangfu Society for the crime of rebellion!"

As soon as the meeting ended, Zhao Hanqing, who had once been responsible for negotiations with the West Zhejiang Branch, hurriedly returned home and got busy. He wrote a letter, found his close friend Fan Ainong and two other trusted aides who served in the Hangzhou Tax Police Regiment, and ordered them to rush to Changxing. Fan Ainong was Xu Xilin's disciple and had been teaching at Hangzhou Normal College, so he had not gone to West Zhejiang. After receiving the letter, Zhao Hanqing explained the matter simply to Fan Ainong, then took out a blank document with the seal of the Hangzhou Military Governor's Office that he had prepared for himself and forged a travel pass. After handing it to Fan Ainong, he urged them to hit the road immediately.

With the travel pass, Fan Ainong simply took the main road. However, he didn't dare to head straight for Changxing. It was said that war had already broken out in Changxing, so the main road there would probably be completely impassable. He first detoured to Anji, planning to go to Changxing from Anji. Some of Fan Ainong's students were from Anji, and he had heard that Anji's economy had been good in recent years. Relying on the travel pass and the tax police uniforms, Fan Ainong and his companions arrived in Anji smoothly despite the numerous checkpoints along the way. Outside the county seat of Anji, they saw many things hanging on the city wall from a distance. Looking closely, they looked very much like human heads.

Fan Ainong couldn't believe they were human heads, not because they didn't look like them, but because the number was simply unimaginable. It was as if they were festively hanging lanterns; there were more than a dozen strings hanging down from the city wall, totaling at least several hundred. What kind of hostility could lead to chopping off several hundred heads? Fan Ainong couldn't believe such a thing would actually happen. But upon closer inspection, what else could they be but human heads? From the hairstyles, there were both men and women. Fan Ainong was too horrified to speak, but he heard the two tax policemen who came with him exclaim, "What on earth is going on?"

The three of them had seen a bit of the world and knew it was better not to attract attention at this moment. Just as they were preparing to leave quickly, they saw the Beiyang Army escorting a group of people out of the county seat. Their hands were all tied behind their backs, and they were strung together by a long rope. They were taken to the foot of the city wall and lined up. The Beiyang soldiers lined up and raised their guns. With a command from the officer, gunshots rang out, and these people fell to the ground one after another. The Beiyang soldiers carrying out the execution didn't pause; they stepped forward to deliver a finishing shot to those who weren't dead.

Even the Manchu Qing would go through the motions when beheading people, or even give them a sip of wine. The Beiyang Army's crisp and efficient mass shooting of captives left Fan Ainong unable to comprehend for a moment what exactly he was watching. The two tax policemen who came with him were sharper; seeing that this situation was truly beyond common sense, they quickly pulled Fan Ainong and prepared to leave. But how could the Beiyang Army let these three suspicious people wander off? Someone had already come over to block the three of them. "What do you do?" a leading officer asked in the local Hangzhou dialect.

The fact that the other party was from Zhejiang and not the north made the tax policemen following Fan Ainong relax a bit. He quickly handed over the travel pass and said with a smile, "We are from the Fan family in Changxing. We heard something happened there, so we're rushing home."

While looking at the document, the officer asked suspiciously, "If you're going to Changxing, why did you run here?"

"Isn't it because we heard there's fighting in Changxing, so we detoured through Anji?"

This explanation was reasonable. The Beiyang Army officer saw that the document was indeed fine. Seeing that Fan Ainong looked like a scholar and the two next to him spoke with Hangzhou accents and wore tax police uniforms, he questioned them and discovered that he had even been neighbors with one of the tax policemen in his childhood. Now the relationship immediately became closer. The officer returned the document to Fan Ainong and instructed carefully, "You must be careful on the road. Take the main roads and travel during the day. Otherwise, if you are taken for rebels, it will be hard to explain."

"Officer, who exactly are the rebels? Looking at this, it's terrifying," the tax policeman asked with a smile.

"Here in West Zhejiang, anyone who follows Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin is a rebel. Moreover, we have received orders that anyone identified by the local gentry will also be treated as a rebel."

"Are there that many rebels?" The tax policeman looked at the heads on the city wall and quickly turned his head back.

The officer sighed, "Those on the city wall are only the ones who really followed the rebels. There are also some factories in Anji City. Many people in the factories had grievances with some masters in the city. As soon as these masters reported them, they were arrested and killed as rebels. Just in this one county seat, one or two thousand people have been killed. Men are killed, women are killed too. Sigh! It's a sin."

"Thank you, thank you!" the tax policeman replied hurriedly. Seeing Fan Ainong staring blankly as another group of people was brought out from the city, the tax policeman quickly pulled Fan Ainong. "Young Master Fan, let's leave quickly. It's so chaotic; we'll only feel at ease when we get home early."

Perhaps out of neighborly sentiment, or perhaps because of the Governor of Zhejiang's seal on the travel pass, the officer lowered his voice and said, "You must be careful on the road. It's very chaotic here right now. Many militias have already moved into the countryside. I heard that under the identification of those masters in the countryside, they have started killing the rebel party members of the Peasant Association. So stick to the main road and don't enter the villages."

The tax policeman thanked the officer profusely and immediately dragged Fan Ainong away to hurry on their journey. The three hadn't gone far when they heard a burst of gunfire behind them. Thinking of the scene they had just witnessed, their bodies couldn't help but stiffen. A moment later, there were scattered gunshots; that must be the sound of the finishing shots.

Having finally left the range of the county seat, the tax policeman let out a long breath and couldn't help patting his chest, saying, "Mr. Fan, that scared me to death just now."

Fan Ainong didn't answer. He frowned and muttered to himself, "How could the militia arrive in West Zhejiang so quickly?"

"Huh?" The tax policeman didn't understand.

Fan Ainong didn't explain. The three continued to speed up their journey. Not far along, they smelled a scent of blood. Observing carefully, they found that the scent of blood was actually drifting from a small river ahead. Mustering their courage to walk over, all three were frozen in place by the scene before them. It was an ordinary small river flowing happily down from the mountain, but the river water presented a strange red color. The scent of blood was emanating from this river.

Looking upstream, the river channel was obscured by the dense forest upstream. There were no corpses or severed limbs in the clear red river water. The water flow crashed against the stones, making a cheerful gurgling sound, as if it were a red ribbon flowing endlessly.

"Let's go, let's go up and take a look." Fan Ainong ignored the two tax policemen and simply said this before walking up the mountain along the river.
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"Mr. Fan, let's not go. My legs are weak; I can't walk anymore," the tax policeman said with a trembling voice. Although the Shura-like scene in front of Anji County City just now had terrified him enough, at least there were many people outside the county city. Now facing the gloomy forest, turning his head to see the eerie red river water, and the scenes he hadn't seen with his own eyes but could imagine, the tax policeman's legs really went soft, and he was teetering.

Fan Ainong didn't speak either, just insisted on walking up. This determined action seemed resolute, but Fan Ainong bit his lip tightly, and the rough air spraying from his nose betrayed his emotions. The tax policeman saw he couldn't stop Fan Ainong, and the terrifying scene above also gave him an impulse to see it clearly while being afraid. Finally, the two tax policemen simply stopped talking and followed Fan Ainong silently to continue walking up the mountain.

Walking seven or eight *li* up along the bank of the red small river, the terrain gradually flattened. From a distance, they saw a clearing in the forest where people carrying guns were everywhere. There were Beiyang Army soldiers and some wearing other motley clothes. These people saw the three of Fan Ainong and immediately someone ran over to detain them. Relying on the pass, nothing happened in the end. However, these people didn't let Fan Ainong and the others get close. A Beiyang Army officer with a northern accent shouted extremely impatiently: "What's there to see about killing rebels? Get lost quickly!"

"Sir, our young master heard that the countryside is chaotic, so he wants to go home to greet his family. Since it's killing rebels, who are the rebels? Please enlighten us," the tax policeman asked with an accompanying smile.

The officer looked majestic but wasn't stupid at all. Seeing Fan Ainong wearing a beautiful fine spun silk long gown, with a pocket watch chain faintly visible on his chest, plus the Zhejiang Governor's official pass and the accompanying tax policemen, although this officer continued to put on airs, he explained patiently, "Has anyone in your family joined the Peasant Association?"

"No!" the tax policeman explained hurriedly.

"Then has anyone in your family served as an official in the Western Zhejiang rebel place?"

The tax policeman shook his head like a rattle drum. "Absolutely not. My old master guards the land and farms. Even if someone goes out to be an official, it's the young master going to Hangzhou to be an official."

"Then as long as you haven't offended other gentry, there won't be any trouble," the officer said coldly. "It's just that we are here to exterminate rebels this time. Gentry and landlords everywhere need to help. If there is any hiding of rebels, we won't be lenient."

"We will definitely ask our old master to help with all his might, help with all his might," the tax policeman nodded like a chicken pecking rice.

Fan Ainong didn't participate in these discussions. He finally saw the source of the red river. On the small pebble beach by the river, a high pile of corpses had been heaped up. Moreover, the vast majority of these corpses were beheaded. The pebble beach was already stained with blood spots; it was unknown how many people had been killed in the end. He saw several people in motley clothes drag three bound women to the river beach, and then saw several people in silk clothes come out and point at them, saying something. Then the people in motley clothes forced the three women to kneel. Beiyang Army soldiers wearing cyan military uniforms stepped forward and shot the three women in the back of the head at extremely close range.

The distance was far, and only sharp gunshots came over. All three saw blood flowers burst out from the back of the heads of the executed women. Their bodies shook as if struck by lightning, then fell softly on the pebble beach. As for what those people said, Fan Ainong and the others couldn't hear at all.

"Young Master, let's go quickly. The old master is still waiting at home." The tax policeman saw that Fan Ainong was completely wrong, afraid he would say something or do something. Regardless of whether Fan Ainong was willing or not, they grabbed Fan Ainong and left. Fan Ainong cooperated; he didn't oppose or struggle, allowing the tax policemen to hold him up and walk away quickly. But the tax policemen could feel that Fan Ainong's body was trembling. Not only Fan Ainong, actually the bodies of the two tax policemen were also trembling.

They had all seen war and corpses after the war. Although the death appearance of those people was tragic, it wasn't incomprehensible. Going to the battlefield meant you kill me and I kill you; people who participated in the war knew it, and people who didn't participate in the war also knew it. But this kind of massacre of ordinary people gave people a completely different feeling. Those people were no different from ordinary people like Fan Ainong, yet they were killed mercilessly. Rather than fear caused by death, it was better to say that this act of massacring ordinary people brought greater shock.

With great difficulty, they could no longer see that pebble beach and those crowds frantically killing people. Several people couldn't walk anymore. The tax policemen let go of Fan Ainong and leaned against a tree to let out a long breath. Because their legs could no longer support them, the tax policemen almost slid down the tree to sit on the ground. He panted incessantly and said with a trembling voice: "This scared me to death. What exactly do these people want to do?"

Fan Ainong also sat on the ground silent. Like the tax policemen, he completely couldn't understand what exactly happened. Just the people killed in Anji County City and on that pebble beach just now, the total number exceeded the sum of the dead Fan Ainong had seen with his own eyes in his life. And this all happened within the last few days. Everyone knew the Guangfu Society wanted to purge the party. Fan Ainong also knew about expelling the Western Zhejiang Branch's Guangfu Society qualification. But this was originally just a purely political conflict; how did it evolve into a massacre? Fan Ainong completely didn't understand.

"Go to Changxing quickly, see what exactly happened!" Struggling to stand up, Fan Ainong said to the accompanying tax policemen.

The two tax policemen looked at each other. "Mr. Fan, are we really going to Changxing?"

"Yes." Fan Ainong answered extremely firmly.

"Mr. Fan, Mr. Zhao has kindness towards us. Coming to send you this time, we had to repay Mr. Zhao. But let's say it upfront: although this kindness is heavy, it can't make us lose our lives. If it's sending Mr. Fan to a safe place, we brothers can still do it. If it's letting us take risks with Mr. Fan, we can't accompany you."

Hearing the tax policeman's words, Fan Ainong wasn't angry at all. People have to consider for themselves. The two tax policemen being able to persist until now, accompanying Fan Ainong to see so many killing scenes, was already loyal enough. "As long as we reach Changxing, you two can go back. I will absolutely not let you two take risks with us."

Hearing this, the tax policeman just sighed and didn't say more. The three tidied up a bit and rushed towards the direction of Changxing County City. The tax policemen had been to Changxing. When the three were still fifty or sixty *li* away from the county city, they prepared to rest. Walking another day like this would arrive at Changxing. Not long after sitting down by the roadside, they heard dull sounds ringing in the distance. It seemed like spring thunder, but completely unlike it. Not long after, they saw smoke and dust slowly rising in the sky.

"This is someone firing cannons!" The tax policeman said nervously.

Fan Ainong looked at the smoke and dust for a while, then turned back and said: "Then I'll trouble you two. Sending me here is enough."

Perhaps moved by Fan Ainong's straightforward attitude, the tax policeman was quite a character. "Mr. Fan, if you walk along the main road like this, you will definitely run into the Beiyang main force. From here to the north, there is a small path. It's hard to walk, but relatively quiet. Let us send you to a place thirty *li* from Changxing and then part ways. The rest depends on your own luck, Mr. Fan."

"Okay, many thanks!" Fan Ainong replied.

That small path was indeed "quiet." It was a mountain path that only allowed one or two people to walk side by side, and no one could be seen at all. Walking forward for more than ten *li*, the three sat down to rest. Suddenly, more than a dozen people wearing dark blue military uniforms popped out from unknown where. They raised their rifles and shouted: "Hands up!"

The three had seen this kind of military uniform; it was the uniform of the Western Zhejiang Branch. Fan Ainong shouted hurriedly: "I am Mr. Xu Xilin's student Fan Ainong, here to deliver a letter from Hangzhou."

It was okay not hearing this. After hearing this, the soldiers of the Western Zhejiang Branch couldn't help cursing: "Delivering what letter! You are here to deceive us, right?"

Next, several people rushed up and tied Fan Ainong and the others up without explanation. Just at this time, a team of people followed up from behind. The leader was none other than Ji Ye. Ji Ye had seen Fan Ainong and knew Fan Ainong's relationship with Xu Xilin, so she was slightly polite to Fan Ainong. Searching out the letter Fan Ainong brought, Ji Ye read it with a grim expression, her face becoming uglier and uglier. "Zhao Hanqing still has the face to write to us? He deceived us once; does he want to deceive us a second time?"

Originally, Fan Ainong thought that delivering the letter would solve it. He didn't expect the Western Zhejiang Branch's reaction to be so fierce. "Miss Ji, what do you mean by this?"

Ji Ye rushed up and grabbed Fan Ainong by the collar. "Zhao Hanqing first told us not to provoke the Headquarters and the Beiyang Army, engaging in some 'loose outside, tight inside.' The result? The Beiyang Army rushed into Western Zhejiang and started killing people. Isn't this deceiving us? He still says in the letter to guard against someone playing dirty tricks. Do these people still need to play dirty tricks? They have already killed their way in! What exactly do you mean by sending this letter?"

Fan Ainong could completely understand Ji Ye's attitude. No one expected Western Zhejiang to be killed to such an extent. He didn't explain anymore. "I want to see Mr. Xu!"

"See what? Mr. Xu is leading brothers to fight the Beiyang Army. He has no time to see you!" Ji Ye sneered.

The Beiyang Army attacking Changxing County City encountered tenacious resistance from the troops of the Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch Changxing County Committee inside. Initially, the Beiyang Army demanded to enter the city but was blocked outside the city by the Western Zhejiang Branch. Both sides confronted each other with rifles with bayonets fixed. The order the Beiyang Army received was to eliminate immediately upon encountering resistance. Order was order, but letting the Beiyang Army know clearly that firing would trigger casualties—this bunch of people didn't have the courage to face death directly yet. Having no choice, the Beiyang Army retreated first and mobilized artillery to start launching a formal attack.

Such mobilization gave the Western Zhejiang Branch in Changxing County City time to prepare. The planned raid turned into an extremely formal battle. Since shells cost money, the Beiyang Army officers were naturally unwilling to spend too much money. They fired a few symbolic shots towards Anji. The shells didn't hit the top of the wall but exploded in Anji city. As soon as this demonstrative shelling ended, Beiyang Army soldiers wearing cyan military uniforms began to shoot while attacking towards the city wall relying on Changxing County City under the command of officers. This was the Beiyang infantry tactic, and also a popular tactic in Europe, even an extremely common tactic in the early stage of World War I. It competed on fire density, on the ability of both sides to withstand casualties, and on who would collapse one step later in this war.

The Anji defenders were naturally at a great disadvantage in numbers. Including the County Committee plus the security forces, plus the militia teams composed of workers from various factories, the total count was no more than seven hundred people. The number of true military personnel was even less than two hundred. The Beiyang Army outside the city mobilized a brigade of troops, totaling as high as 8,000. The first wave of Beiyang Army attacking the south of the city mobilized more than 500 people.

The Beiyang Army's retreat before the battle gave Changxing County a certain preparation time. Not only tactical arrangement but also including psychological preparation.

Peace talks with Beiyang had been denied. A considerable part of the Western Zhejiang Branch cadres had fought with the Beiyang Army. A few years ago, when Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin insisted on establishing the Western Zhejiang Branch, a part of the wounded who recovered after the Nanjing Campaign didn't choose to follow Xu Xilin. Instead, a part of the soldiers captured and then released in the Hangzhou Campaign followed Qiu Jin to Western Zhejiang. They knew the cruelty of the Beiyang Army towards captives and would absolutely not live under the Beiyang Army's breath.

The Changxing County Magistrate led the team personally to command the battle. Everyone hid on the city wall and began to try shooting. A bullet was fired from the top of the wall, and three or five bullets flew over from the opposite side, hitting the city wall and sending stone chips flying. Seven or eight soldiers who leaned out successively were hit. Now the soldiers shrinking behind the city wall dared not move even more.
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"How is Mr. Xu now?" Even though Ji Ye's expression did not show inexplicable grief and indignation, Fan Ainong did not dare to be sure whether Xu Xilin was in danger of losing his life. Xu Xilin's personality was too unyielding; he would never stay out of the affair and hide in a safe place at such a critical moment.

"Mr. Xu? You should think about yourself first!" Ji Ye sneered.

Fan Ainong did not expect Ji Ye to suddenly reveal such a fierce appearance. However, having seen the slaughter along the way, he had no fear of death. Instead, he felt a kind of confusion. Killing people was simply too easy. After seeing hundreds of heads chopped off and hundreds of corpses piled up with his own eyes—scenes he could never have imagined before—death was not difficult to imagine at all. Fan Ainong was never afraid of things he could imagine. He asked calmly, "Killing me is not a big deal. Can you give me a reason so that I can die understanding why?"

Such a question was beyond Ji Ye's imagination. If Fan Ainong had tried to argue for himself, or prove that he was a "good person" or someone who "sympathized with the revolution," Ji Ye would have executed Fan Ainong without hesitation. Instead, Fan Ainong's question left Ji Ye unable to answer. Staring at Fan Ainong for a few moments, Ji Ye knew she had no time to tangle with him. She asked, "What exactly are you doing here?"

"I came to deliver a letter, and also to see how the Western Zhejiang Branch is doing," Fan Ainong answered frankly.

"The letter has been delivered, and you have seen what the Western Zhejiang Branch is like. what do you plan to do next?"

"I plan to see Mr. Xu. Regardless of how this matter turns out in the future, I want to face this matter together with Mr. Xu. I saw the Beiyang Army killing so many people on the way. Regardless of what everyone else thinks about this matter, I want to follow Mr. Xu." Fan Ainong spoke with extreme determination.

No matter how much she wanted to immediately execute Fan Ainong and the others on the spot in her heart, Ji Ye still could not make such a decision. For her, the enemy was not these people like Fan Ainong, but the Beiyang Army in the distance. Ji Ye ordered, "Very well. Tie up Fan Ainong and these two people and send them to Mr. Xu. Let Mr. Xu decide whether they live or die."

Fan Ainong did not resist. He allowed people to tie him up and escort him towards Changxing County. He turned his head and looked at the team led by Ji Ye, only to see them going down the mountain along the small path without stopping. Presumably, they were going to cut off the Beiyang Army's rear route.

Although he was tied up tightly, Fan Ainong did not pause in the slightest. He almost stumbled towards Changxing County at the fastest speed possible. As long as he saw Xu Xilin, he could resolve the confusion in his heart: why were so many people dying in this terrible massacre? What kind of deep hatred was there between the Restoration Society Headquarters and the Western Zhejiang Branch? Seeing Fan Ainong so earnest, the escorting soldiers did not make things difficult for him. First, they moved Fan Ainong's hands, which were tied behind his back, to the front. After seeing Fan Ainong stumble a few times, they simply tied the rope around the waists of Fan Ainong and the others. Although this was also meant to monitor them, the sky was already dark, and this way it was not easy for them to fall behind.

After stumbling an unknown number of times in the dark night, Fan Ainong and the others finally approached Changxing County. The night sky was filled with the smell of smoke and blood. However, this smell was completely different from the smell brought by the massacre. The feeling of the massacre was a cold, heavy pressure, while the smell here brought people a kind of boiling, intense feeling.

Changxing County had not fallen into darkness. The electric lights hung high in the city illuminated the streets. There were many ruined walls in the county town that had been ravaged by artillery fire, but the people were not hiding in their own homes. Groups of people were being orderly settled in the county town under the leadership of soldiers and people wearing short clothes with white towels tied around their left arms.

The three were taken into the command headquarters. Xu Xilin did not expect Fan Ainong to be brought here. He looked in surprise for quite a while before truly confirming that the person in front of him was his disciple. "Ainong, why have you come here?"

Fan Ainong simply recounted his purpose and then spoke about what he had seen on his way. He asked loudly, "Mr. Xu, what exactly is going on? How could the killing reach such an extent? Even if everyone disagrees on loyalty, at worst we just part ways."

Xu Xilin smiled bitterly. "Ainong, why has it come to such slaughter? Didn't the Beiyang Army you met on the road already make it clear? Kill those who follow the Western Zhejiang Branch, kill those who join the Peasant Associations, and kill those who have offended the gentry and landlords. The landlords and gentry support the Headquarters and support the Beiyang Army. Although our Western Zhejiang Branch had no desire to participate in the war at all, since we support the common people and support those who live by their own labor, in the eyes of the Headquarters and Beiyang, we are the enemy, we are people on the side of the People's Party."

"Is it just because of this?" Fan Ainong understood what Xu Xilin said, but he still could not understand the logic within it. "Even if the People's Party takes over the world, these gentry won't be unable to live. As far as I know, many people under the rule of the People's Party are not living bad lives even after land reform."

Xu Xilin was truly speechless towards this foolish disciple of his. In fact, before the war broke out, Xu Xilin thought the same way. Even if the war was lost, the People's Party would only kill the enemy. This was also why Xu Xilin was unwilling to participate in the war. As long as he did not participate in the war and did not create a blood debt, Xu Xilin believed there was a possibility of negotiating with Chen Ke. Land reform could be milder, and they could do their best to give some compensation to the gentry and landlords. But all of this was no longer possible. Not to mention that the People's Party would likely not spare this group of Beiyang Army soldiers who had started the slaughter, even if the People's Party could let these people go, Xu Xilin would absolutely not let these people go.

"Ainong, you have already seen these things, but what do you plan to do?" Xu Xilin asked.

"I will follow you, Sir," Fan Ainong answered immediately.

"Do you dare to fight? Do you dare to die?" Xu Xilin asked.

"What is there to fear? I am willing to serve," Fan Ainong said without hesitation.

"Good. Tomorrow morning you will follow me into battle. Go rest for now." Xu Xilin did not have that much time to patiently teach his disciple. He ordered straightforwardly.

Fan Ainong had absolutely no other thoughts. Xu Xilin told him to sleep, and he also felt extremely exhausted. Following someone to a room next to the command headquarters, he lay down and didn't even have the strength to think about things, falling asleep directly.

Xu Xilin did not think about Fan Ainong and the others at all. He continued to deal with the war at hand. "Is there a reply from the People's Party side?"

"Contact has been made, but they said preparations still need two days. Moreover, they have no plans to attack Zhejiang this time, so they suggest we withdraw the masses in the base area to their side," the liaison staff officer answered.

"Why are they unwilling to march into Zhejiang? Did they give an explanation?" Xu Xilin felt inexplicably puzzled.

"They only said there were arrangements in terms of strategy and they cannot spare troops right now. Our comrades in Jiangsu also said that the British fleet has been threatening the People's Party's Wuhu. Presumably, their pressure is not ordinary either," the staff officer explained resentfully. "It looks like the Headquarters had long decided to make a move against us this time. Mr. Tao's affair must have been their doing. Then they used this as a pretext to deal with us."

"But did the People's Party make no preparations?" another staff officer asked. "Chairman Chen Ke has always been very cautious in his actions. How could he not have anticipated this?"

"This is no longer important. A few months ago, Chen Ke had Lu Huitian write a letter to me, telling me to watch out for the Headquarters making a move against us. Unfortunately, I didn't see it clearly. Since they asked us to withdraw the common people to their place, then we will withdraw." Xu Xilin did not want to tangle with this anymore. He said loudly, "My mind is made up. Everyone, hurry up and start preparing for this matter. Send out troops to secure the retreat route."

"Mr. Xu, don't be anxious. I'm afraid we'll have to ask the People's Party for help with the rear route this time. It's not that we want to make things difficult for them. The people we sent out a few days ago have already reported back that the gentry everywhere have gone mad. As long as it's our people, as long as it's people from the Peasant Associations, they kill them all cleanly, regardless of gender or age. Aside from Changxing, in the other two counties and Huzhou, anyone with any connection to us has been killed cleanly. Moreover, blocking stockades have been built everywhere along the way. As soon as our army approaches, they fight us on one hand and send people to notify the Beiyang Army on the other. If we send few people, we can't take the stockades. If we send many people, the Beiyang Army chases very closely. Even if the comrades break through the stockades, they will be defeated by the Beiyang Army. Right now, aside from being able to hold Changxing, we can't do anything else," the staff officer said with difficulty.

"Bosun, do you still not trust Wenqing?" Qiu Jin's voice came from outside. Xu Xilin was stunned, and the others couldn't help but reveal somewhat relieved expressions.

Qiu Jin had been patrolling outside and had returned at this time. Her head was wrapped in gauze, and her right eye was covered under the gauze. Such an injury would originally give people a horrible feeling, but Qiu Jin's imposing manner did not decline in the slightest because of the injury. Instead, it made her look even more dignified.

"Jianhu, why do you say that?" Xu Xilin asked, feeling a bit guilty.

Qiu Jin said frankly, "The situation has already reached this point. Even if we want to withdraw, we don't have many people left. How many troops do we have now? More than ten thousand people have been killed until less than four thousand remain. Those scattered comrades are likely in grave danger now. With the current military strength, we simply can't withdraw from the encirclement of tens of thousands of Beiyang troops. Wenqing never talks about empty things when he does things. The Yue King Society claimed to have a hundred thousand members and refused to submit to Wenqing. Wenqing used a small stratagem, and they scattered until not even dregs remained. I know you are unwilling for the Western Zhejiang Branch to end up in such a state. But if we don't simply seek refuge with the People's Party, there is simply no other road to walk."

Having his thoughts spoken aloud, Xu Xilin no longer concealed anything. "Mr. Tao has already died so unclearly. Our Western Zhejiang Branch are probably the last people who can avenge him. I previously harbored illusions about Mr. Cai, but now it seems Mr. Cai doesn't have the slightest feeling of camaraderie for the Restoration Society in his heart. If we seek refuge with the People's Party like this, what will happen to the remaining comrades of the Restoration Society?"

"Exactly how many comrades are in the Restoration Society? How many comrades and common people in Western Zhejiang are following us now? Which is lighter and which is heavier? Bosun, you cannot fail to think this through clearly." There was no anxiety in Qiu Jin's voice, only an indescribable heaviness.
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When Qiu Jin asked, "How many comrades are actually in the Restoration Society? How many comrades and common people in Western Zhejiang are following us right now? Which is more important?", Xu Xilin was stunned. He truly hadn't considered this question. Over the past few days, Xu Xilin had been burning with anxiety, thinking more about how to defeat the Beiyang Army invading Western Zhejiang and how to correct the "erroneous line" of the Restoration Society headquarters. Therefore, Xu Xilin was considering how short-handed his subordinates were and how to turn the overall war situation in a direction favorable to Western Zhejiang. The perspective Qiu Jin mentioned—prioritizing the interests of the Western Zhejiang Branch above all else—had simply never entered Xu Xilin's scope of thought.

"What do you mean, Jianhu?" Xu Xilin asked.

"If the People's Party can aid us and help us hold Western Zhejiang, that would be best. If not, we will withdraw everyone we can to the People's Party's territory," Qiu Jin answered with extreme decisiveness. "Bosun, we are no longer members of the Restoration Society. Even if we still consider ourselves part of the Western Zhejiang Branch of the Restoration Society, the headquarters no longer recognizes us as such. Since that's the case, we must also think about a way out for these comrades who have followed us."

"It's just... it's just that even if we withdraw, the Beiyang Army has us surrounded on all sides. We might not necessarily be able to break out." Xu Xilin hesitated. The current crisis was another reason why Xu Xilin found it difficult to make up his mind.

When the Beiyang Army came to attack Changxing three days ago, the Western Zhejiang Branch was still quite panicked despite having received intelligence beforehand. The county magistrate took the lead in going up the city wall to command the battle. Outside the city, the Beiyang Army advanced in dense formation while firing, while the defending troops of Changxing lay prone on the battlements, firing continuously. The exchange of fire lasted less than twenty minutes before the county magistrate commanding the battle was hit in the head by a bullet and killed in action. The commander of the County Security Battalion took over command. By this time, the Beiyang Army had already attacked to the base of the city wall. "Grenades! Throw the grenades!" the Security Battalion commander shouted at the top of his lungs amidst the dense gunfire. "Don't forget to pull the cord!"

In terms of military training, these raw recruits of Changxing County were far inferior to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army of the People's Party. However, they had recently gained relatively ample experience in suppressing bandits in the mountainous areas, and the unit commanders paid great attention to detail in every battle. Huddling behind the city wall, pulling the grenade fuse rings with trembling fingers, and then throwing them down from the battlements—everyone still possessed these basic skills. After a series of booming explosions and the screams and cries of the Beiyang Army soldiers, the rain of bullets from below the city wall suddenly began to decrease.

"Fire!" the Security Battalion commander shouted, taking the lead by raising his rifle and lying prone at a crenel on the city wall to begin shooting. Below the city wall was the Beiyang Army, which had begun to fall into chaos. after firing several shots in succession, the commander shouted loudly, "I killed one! Comrades, keep it up!"

In reality, the density of the Beiyang troops below the city was extremely high; firing a shot at random would likely hit someone. Whether they were killed or wounded, no one knew. However, this shout did inspire morale. Other comrades who followed suit and began shooting also shouted, "I killed one!" "I killed one too!"

Hearing these shouts, the soldiers who had once been suppressed by the dense rain of bullets gradually gained some courage, and more and more people began attempting to get up and shoot. War is a process of trading blows; as long as the fire density is sufficient, casualties can be inflicted on the enemy. The Changxing defenders committed more and more firing points to the battle, and they continued to throw grenades at the Beiyang troops below the city. The two sides engaged in a shootout between the top and bottom of the city wall.

The more enemies one kills in war, the bolder one becomes; this is basically the same for all men. Defensive warfare relying on city walls offers a great advantage. When light machine gun firing points also began spewing fierce flames at the Beiyang Army, the three hundred or so Beiyang soldiers below the city who were still capable of fighting finally couldn't hold on any longer after several officers were cut down. Seeing their comrades falling one by one all around them, and clearly seeing the dark muzzles of the enemy spewing flames, heaven knew if the next shot would hit them. Some Beiyang soldiers could not withstand such pressure of death and began to retreat screaming. The entire Beiyang force, its morale damaged, subsequently retreated like a flock of sheep.

The battlefield is such an extremely realistic place. After experiencing the battlefield, everyone can understand that what they have to face is death—not the death in fantasies, but real, ruthless death. The Beiyang Army committed a serious error in their war deployment. Their pre-battle deployment was an encirclement on four sides; the commander originally thought he could intimidate the troops inside Changxing County seat so they wouldn't dare to engage. Another mistake was that because they had artillery support when the battle started, they only launched an attack from the south. If they had attacked from all four sides, the troops in Changxing County seat, lacking experience, would likely have been conquered by the Beiyang Army in one go.

But the Beiyang Army hadn't expected the defenders of Changxing County seat to actually withstand the first wave. When they organized an attack again, the commander of the County Security Battalion had already readjusted the deployment. The troops who performed well in the battle at the south of the city were distributed to the other three sides, using them as the core to build a defensive system.

Militia among the workers were also incorporated into the order of battle. Moreover, following a city defense deployment copied from the People's Party, the troops organized the masses to take refuge in open areas and turned workers and citizens into medical teams to extinguish fires within the city and carry the wounded. Compared to the mobilization and organizational capacity of the People's Party, this was of course extremely inefficient. However, having organization is better than having no organization. After everyone was incorporated into an organizational system, faced with powerful external pressure, the first reaction of human beings was to follow the group.

Taking cover is almost human nature. Hiding behind the city walls, casualties in the Western Zhejiang Branch dropped sharply. And with those cadres who had war experience taking the lead in shooting, the soldiers' will to fight was roused again. The shooting skills of both sides could be said to be six of one and half a dozen of the other; the Beiyang Army had a faster rate of fire, while the Western Zhejiang Branch had better cover. Added to this, it got dark not long after the second wave of attacks began, so the Beiyang Army had to stop the attack.

The Beiyang Third Army this time was born out of the Beiyang Third Division. Duan Qirui still had some skills, and the overall quality of the troops was relatively high. Especially in internal matters, the Third Army inherited the style of the old Beiyang army. That night, they first arrested the officers and soldiers who had fled during the battle during the day, and then promised the soldiers that after breaking the city, they would be allowed to loot at will. Just as dawn broke the next day, the Beiyang Army had already reassembled.

Brigade Commander Zhou Fengshan shouted loudly to the Beiyang troops, "Those who advance will be rewarded, those who retreat will be killed! This is the military discipline of my Beiyang. There aren't many people left inside this Changxing city, but the goods inside are piled up like mountains. After breaking the city, these things will all belong to you guys; I won't take a single coin."

To rectify military discipline and boost morale, Zhou Fengshan ordered all officers and soldiers who had fled to be publicly executed by firing squad in front of the formation. The Beiyang Army immediately launched an encirclement attack on all four sides. However, the attack had to be halted not long after it began. The rear of the Beiyang troops on the north and east sides was completely cut off; troops of the Western Zhejiang Branch, appearing suddenly from who knows where, began to attack fiercely from behind. The attacking troops were forces consolidated by Ji Ye and other regions. Everyone lacked war experience; although the method of attempting a sneak attack was good, the timing was completely wrong. Ji Ye and the others began their sneak attack just as the gunshots of the battle rang out. In reality, the Beiyang Army's formation had not yet deployed at this time, and the troops were still in a stage where they could be mobilized at any time. Moreover, the Beiyang Army could be considered cautious, having placed alert troops in the rear. After all, the Beiyang Army had just killed deserters, so their morale was not bad. Even though the alert troops encountered an attack, they were not routed in one blow by this group of suddenly appearing Western Zhejiang Branch troops. Zhou Fengshan immediately mobilized fresh troops, and soon they discovered that the number of these two newly appearing forces both exceeded a thousand. Because he didn't know the actual situation inside the city, and with enemies besieging from the rear, Zhou Fengshan had to withdraw the troops that were fully encircling the city and switch to a standoff with the Western Zhejiang Branch in Changxing County seat.

The Western Zhejiang troops who came to assist did not linger in battle either; they quickly withdrew into Changxing County seat and began a standoff with the Beiyang Army. In the following few days, the battle did not break out fiercely. The Western Zhejiang Branch began to rapidly gather its teams back to Changxing County. These teams ranged from as few as a dozen people to as many as over a hundred. They continued to gather towards Changxing County in this manner. The Beiyang Army had been startled once, and with scouts discovering the movements of so many enemies, they had to act cautiously. Zhou Fengshan retreated his troops more than ten li to prevent being sneak-attacked again.

Zhou Fengshan didn't know the actual situation, but it was impossible for Xu Xilin not to know. Even though people kept coming, the total troop strength inside Changxing County seat did not exceed four thousand. Moreover, Anji County and Deqing County had both been seized by the Beiyang forces. Changxing was isolated and weak; perhaps it could still hold out. It was just that such simple holding out would ultimately be a dead end.

Qiu Jin no longer discussed with Xu Xilin whether they could withdraw or not. She said calmly, "If we go to plead with Wenqing, what we want is for him to save these remaining few thousand people of our Western Zhejiang Branch, to save the lives of these hundred thousand common people of our Western Zhejiang. For the lives of so many people, we will do whatever Wenqing wants us to do. Even if Wenqing wants our lives, we will happily offer up our heads. Bosun, if you are unwilling to plead with Wenqing, then you might as well make up your mind to fight to the death against the Beiyang Army openly and aboveboard. Bosun, you are the Political Commissar of our Western Zhejiang Branch; you make the decision on the major matters determining our direction. If you cannot make the decision, the committee members who could make it here alive have all arrived; we can hold a meeting to vote."

Seeing that Qiu Jin had already spoken so clearly, and seeing the expectant looks in the eyes of these comrades around him one by one, Xu Xilin already knew what the comrades meant. No one wanted to die. As long as they had the People's Party's assistance, everyone could save their lives even if they lost Western Zhejiang and withdrew to Anhui. At this moment, exactly what choice to make was already very clear.

"Then send someone to make contact again. We request the People's Party's full assistance. As long as they can save everyone, we will obey however they arrange things." Xu Xilin finally made up his mind.
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Chapter 68 April 12th (11)

Since the beginning of the campaign to suppress the "rebel party" in Western Zhejiang, Beiyang Army commander Zhou Fengshan had mixed feelings. As a soldier, Zhou Fengshan knew what he had to do. The battles the Beiyang Army fought most were suppressing unruly people and rebel parties. As an officer from the old Beiyang clique, Zhou Fengshan had no psychological pressure about exterminating the "rebel party" in Western Zhejiang. However, the current Third Army in Zhejiang, and even the Thirtieth Army newly built with the Third Army's transferred personnel as the backbone, had fought against the People's Party. Zhou Fengshan had also been captured. Every time he recalled the battle in Dingyuan, he felt like he had a nightmare. The recent complete annihilation of Duan Zhigui's troops in Henan, and even the complete annihilation of the Japanese Kumamoto Division, made Zhou Fengshan understand that the People's Party's combat effectiveness showed no signs of decline.

Intelligence showed that the Western Zhejiang rebel party had a close relationship with the People's Party. If the People's Party intervened on a large scale during the suppression process, Zhou Fengshan himself would not be willing to suffer this defeat for nothing. Intelligence indicated that a People's Party force of several thousand people had already begun to assemble at the border of Western Zhejiang. So Zhou Fengshan invested huge efforts in scouting work. The reconnaissance network covered the border between the People's Party and the Western Zhejiang Branch as much as possible. If there were signs of People's Party military action, Zhou Fengshan decided to prioritize self-preservation.

"Lord Zhou, that rebel party unit has started harassing our army again." The staff officer in charge of reconnaissance came over with a worried look on his face and said.

Zhou Fengshan glared fiercely at his subordinate and did not speak for a while. This was already the third day. A small unit of more than four hundred people stuck to the Beiyang Army extremely stubbornly, attacking the Beiyang Army whenever there was a chance. Each battle did not last long. These rebel party troops always took advantage of weak points to enter, and would retreat immediately regardless of whether they succeeded or not after a single strike. And they would absolutely not come out in full force; there was always an attack, cover, and rear guard. Each time, they caused at most three to five casualties to the Beiyang Army, and at most twenty to thirty casualties.

For the Beiyang Army's troops of tens of thousands, these casualties really didn't count for much. But suffering fifteen or sixteen attacks a day, and the target of each attack was different, this made the Beiyang Army feel a bit jittery, seeing enemies in every bush and tree. Precisely because the casualties were small, every Beiyang soldier instead didn't want such bad luck to fall on their own heads. The Beiyang Army had also set up ambushes and annihilated a small number of rebel party troops. From the captives' mouths, they knew that the leader was a female bandit named Ji Ye. This news made the Beiyang Army angry enough; a woman not honestly staying at home holding children, what kind of bandit was she playing at?

Of course, the Beiyang Army also forgot a fact. In this bandit suppression order, it was clearly stipulated that as long as they were rebel party members, regardless of gender, they would be killed without pardon. Even if this "female bandit chief" honestly stayed at home holding children, she couldn't possibly be spared.

"Why don't we send a few troops to pursue this bandit army relentlessly and completely scatter them?" A staff officer suggested.

"No." Zhou Fengshan refused. In the engagement with the People's Party, the former Third Division had once done this. The result was that the pursuing troops fell into an encirclement and were defeated one by one by the People's Party. Although he hadn't "dealt with" the People's Party for a few years, such familiar tactics still made Zhou Fengshan recall past events.

Thinking of this, Zhou Fengshan ordered: "Urge the troops in various places, order them to hurry up and exterminate the rebel parties in the localities with the militia. As long as the rebel parties in the localities are exterminated, the Western Zhejiang rebel party remnant hanging in Changxing County seat, their destruction is just around the corner. Other troops must defend strictly and monitor the rebel party in Changxing. Once they make a strange move, we will immediately send troops. As for those flies around, if they attack, just beat them back. In the current situation, they won't last long."

Although the staff officers and officers were not satisfied with this order, no one dared to disobey military orders. Things turned out as Zhou Fengshan expected. The troops led by Ji Ye only attacked slightly. Encountering the situation where the Beiyang Army was waiting in full battle array, they proactively chose to retreat. Moreover, after this retreat, Ji Ye's unit did not continue to launch attacks. The day passed quietly like this.

It wasn't that Ji Ye didn't want to continue harassing, but that the troops' physical strength was already completely exhausted. In fact, today's attack had also exhausted the last bit of strength. Before setting out, the selected comrades all looked bad, even sleepy-eyed, looking like they could fall asleep while walking. Guerrilla warfare consumed a considerable amount of physical strength. They had to walk longer roads and make more complete pre-battle preparations. Even if Changxing was the old nest of the Western Zhejiang Branch and everyone was familiar with the roads to the point they couldn't be more familiar, they could only avoid excessive consumption of physical strength. The roads that had to be walked couldn't be one step less.

Ji Ye led the team personally, but her own brain was buzzing, and her attention couldn't concentrate at all. Just after firing a few shots, she found that the soldiers of the unit all looked exhausted. Ji Ye immediately ordered a retreat. If the Beiyang Army sent troops to chase at this time, this unit would probably be in grave danger.

Using four and a half hours to walk the road that could usually be finished in three hours, the attack unit finally returned to the temporary camp. Except for the sentries, the temporary camp was silent. Everyone was sleeping. The troops that had set out also fell down there and fell asleep upon returning to the camp. Ji Ye fished out wind medicated oil and poured a few drops fiercely into her nostrils, relying on the strong stimulation to slightly curb the sleepiness.

"Is there any news from the sub-branch?" Ji Ye asked the staff officer who stayed behind.

The staff officer who stayed behind had a look of great joy on his face, "The sub-branch said Yi Jing dispatched a liaison officer to connect with the People's Party. Now we are just waiting for news from the People's Party side. If possible, the sub-branch hopes to be able to withdraw all personnel to Anhui."

"That's great." Ji Ye said with her mouth, but in her brain, apart from a burst of relief, she didn't have the slightest feeling. She sat on the ground, leaned her head against a stone next to her, and fell into a deep sleep just like that.

At this time in Wuhan, a thousand miles away, the Central Committee of the People's Party had already received the request letter from the Western Zhejiang Branch. Minister of Defense Hua Xiongmao asked anxiously: "Chairman Chen, should we agree to the Western Zhejiang Branch's request?"

"Agree, dispatch troops immediately to the Western Zhejiang Branch to meet and support their withdrawal." Chen Ke answered very crisply.

Lu Huitian couldn't help asking: "Chairman Chen, why don't we send troops in advance to stop the Restoration Society's massacre this time?"

Chen Ke was silent for a moment before answering: "If I told everyone before that the reactionaries would spare no effort in counter-attacking and settling scores, surely no one would believe it. Because everyone saw that the former landlords and gentry in the base areas were very submissive. It was said in 'On Practice' that if you want to accumulate rational knowledge, you must have perceptual practice. In our base areas, those landlords and gentry who were reactionary to the core have already been eliminated, and we have thoroughly implemented land reform and received the support of the People's Party. The remaining bunch of former landlords and gentry, when the situation has not undergone a fundamental change, they recognized that their own lives were a higher priority than being forced to accept the reality of land reform. That's why we have the current situation where the former landlords and gentry seem relatively cooperative. And the situation in Western Zhejiang is a clear proof, proving how cruelly these old landlords and gentry will treat the revolutionary forces if possible. After seeing it with their own eyes, everyone will not harbor any illusions about them."

The comrades in the Central Committee had already seen relatively detailed information. The "revolutionary degree" of the Restoration Society's Western Zhejiang Branch was vastly different from that of the People's Party, and it could even be said to be fundamentally different. This kind of "moderate" reform couldn't even be called land reform; at most, it implemented adjustments to the old social order. And this kind of adjustment triggered such intense class hatred. The educational significance of this matter was extraordinary.

Hua Xiongmao couldn't help asking: "Chairman Chen, are we just receiving the Western Zhejiang Branch into our base area?"

"Yes. Beiyang is almost unable to hold back. I don't think it's necessary to provoke them excessively. I actually hope to wait until after the summer harvest to start the war?" Chen Ke answered.

"Why? These executioners' hands are stained with the people's blood, are we just going to let them continue to be at large?" Hua Xiongmao was very puzzled by Chen Ke's opinion.

"Beiyang is almost unable to hold on. Now for every day of delay, Beiyang will be a little closer to destruction. At this time, we must wait." Chen Ke led the current situation to a larger topic.

"If Beiyang can control Zhejiang better, won't the strength of their flank be enhanced?" Lu Huitian asked. Chen Ke's statement was inevitably a bit too jumpy.

"This can be discussed later. Right now we must hurry up and summarize the situation in Zhejiang. We must let the comrades understand to what extent the reactionaries can be cruel before the war." Chen Ke didn't want to discuss this issue more. He continued: "Like other revolutionaries of this era, Xu Xilin subconsciously feels that revolution is to achieve a certain great goal, and everyone who follows him should dedicate themselves to this great goal. The gaze of revolutionaries of this era looks upwards, and rarely looks below. Even if they look, it is mostly to blame subordinates for ineffective work..."

"...Considering the problem from the angle of this kind of thinking, the comrades and common people of the Western Zhejiang Branch are subordinates in Xu Xilin's heart. In the immediate moment of crisis, it should be these people considering how to complete Xu Xilin's ideas, rather than Xu Xilin considering these people's interests more. But Xu Xilin now knows that this may not be the correct idea. At least in the eyes of the People's Party that the Western Zhejiang Branch learns from and imitates, this idea is completely wrong..."

"...Power should come from above, strength should come from above. This is Xu Xilin's view, and also the concept accepted by the vast majority of revolutionaries in this era. So Xu Xilin is unwilling to give up the Restoration Society. Even if the current situation is already so critical, Xu Xilin still insists that he is a member of the Restoration Society, and even insists on the idea of avenging Tao Chengzhang. Even if he is completely disappointed in Cai Yuanpei, Xu Xilin is still not disappointed in the Restoration Society..."

"This is the mistake Xu Xilin committed, and our People's Party cannot commit the same mistake. In this world, there are those who betray class interests, but there is no class that betrays interests. And where exactly should our People's Party's class stance stand? Does the power of the current revolution come from the People's Party or from the people? This is the issue I have repeatedly emphasized. I hope comrades can take this Western Zhejiang Branch as an example and discuss it in depth. Thoroughly recognize the situation we have to face. Any unrealistic illusions will bring us huge losses. Who are our enemies, who are our friends? This is the primary question of the revolution!" ...... After the meeting adjourned, other comrades left with heavy expressions. Hua Xiongmao stayed behind. Chen Ke looked at Hua Xiongmao silently. Hua Xiongmao didn't speak immediately. After a while, he opened his mouth and said: "Wen Qing, I hear your meaning, the situation in Zhejiang will continue to deteriorate?"

Chen Ke nodded, "That's right, it will deteriorate to a situation unimaginable to people. It will deteriorate to the point where our comrades will completely wipe their eyes clean!"

Hearing these resolute and decisive words, Hua Xiongmao actually didn't know what he should say anymore.
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Chapter 69: April 12th (12)

"Mr. Zhou, we, the People's Party, would like to transport the members of the West Zhejiang Branch to Anhui." A young man in his twenties said frankly to Zhou Fengshan.

Zhou Fengshan, the Beiyang Army commander responsible for suppressing the "rebels" in West Zhejiang, listened calmly. A People's Party force of over four thousand men had crossed the border into West Zhejiang on March 11th and swiftly advanced towards Changxing. The Beiyang Army's reconnaissance network suffered significant losses upon contact with the People's Party forces. Upon receiving this news, Zhou Fengshan didn't act foolishly; he immediately ordered his troops to assemble and retreat. The People's Party then immediately sent a small unit, bringing along the Beiyang scouts captured over the past few days, to make contact.

Regarding the People's Party soldiers approaching under a white flag, Zhou Fengshan knew they were seeking contact, not surrendering. However, deep down, he truly hoped to see them coming to express genuine submission.

The People's Party representative didn't care what Zhou Fengshan was thinking. He continued his work, "Mr. Zhou, our goal is to take everyone from the West Zhejiang Branch to Anhui, not to engage in war with your army. I wonder if your army's orders before setting out included a fight to the death with our forces?"

If the People's Party representative had shown naked threats, Zhou Fengshan wouldn't have been so unhappy. What displeased him most was the People's Party's "we call the shots" attitude. Their goal was to take the Restoration Society members away, implying that if anyone tried to stop them, the People's Party would not hesitate to fight. Zhou Fengshan asked, "There's no one blocking you from Changxing to the Anhui border anymore, right? Who exactly does your army want to take away?"

"If possible, we also want to take away everyone from the other two locations who is willing to come with us," the People's Party representative replied.

"Hmph," Zhou Fengshan sneered with some bravado, "The rebels in other places are already dead. You don't need to waste your effort on that."

The People's Party representative's eyes widened abruptly. It was genuine shock, followed by intense anger.

Zhou Fengshan originally felt a sense of self-satisfaction from his bravado when he said that, but under the furious glare of the People's Party representative, he felt a wave of guilt. He knew very well that the representative understood what "the rebels are dead" meant. It meant tens of thousands of lives!

The People's Party representative didn't pause for long. He took out a map and placed it on the table. Zones were already marked on it. "Within four days, we will evacuate everyone willing to leave from this area. We will leave behind any supplies we cannot take. We hope Mr. Zhou can be tolerant for these few days."

Zhou Fengshan looked at the map and was greatly startled. The marked areas were regions the Beiyang Army hadn't fully controlled. It was very likely that some "rebels" still existed there.

"Four days is too long. Three days at most." Zhou Fengshan naturally wouldn't be foolish enough to agree immediately.

"We will evacuate as quickly as possible. We will strive not to cause trouble for Mr. Zhou if we can avoid it."

Although the People's Party representative spoke politely, Zhou Fengshan dared not fully trust him. But asking if the People's Party would honor the agreement at this point would show too much weakness. Zhou Fengshan said with a characteristic condescending tone, "Our Beiyang Army will wait at most three days."

This sounded murderous on the surface, but in reality, it explicitly agreed to the People's Party's request. Officialdom was like this; waiting three days meant not starting preparations for three days. Doing anything required preparation time, especially war preparations. The first two days would be entirely spent sending out scouts, and troop movements could only begin on the third day at the earliest. This time was actually one day more than the four days requested by the People's Party.

The People's Party representative was naturally no fool; he understood the meaning immediately. He stood up and said, "Then thank you very much."

Without any tea-serving rituals to see off the guest, the People's Party representative took his leave once the agreement was reached. Zhou Fengshan also liked such a crisp style. The order this time was to exterminate the rebels and retake West Zhejiang. As a Beiyang Army commander, Zhou Fengshan could "act according to circumstances" when facing the People's Party, so he wasn't afraid of people gossiping behind his back about contacting the People's Party. As long as the troops didn't suffer major losses, Zhou Fengshan would have completed his mission. In the current situation, no one wanted to fight those tough battles.

Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin didn't have much to say either. They knew equally well what kind of state West Zhejiang had been reduced to by the killing. The comrades who had fled to Changxing in scattered groups over these days had clearly described the bloody massacres in various places. The West Zhejiang Branch's organization in the localities could be said to have been uprooted, and the comrades who could retreat were basically all in Changxing County.

Perhaps the luckiest among the West Zhejiang Branch was the unit led by Ji Ye. Due to exhaustion reducing their mobility and lacking villages to rely on, this harassment unit had been surrounded by the Beiyang Army. Because of the People's Party's intervention, the Beiyang Army retreated, and Ji Ye's unit safely withdrew to Changxing under the People's Party's cover. However, as soon as she returned to Changxing, Ji Ye had to join an argument.

"We don't want all this equipment and supplies?" Comrades from the West Zhejiang Branch found the rapid evacuation hard to accept. Besides guns and ammunition, Changxing had dozens of factories, large and small. Some were state-owned, some private. Warehouses were piled high with various materials. If they retreated like this, these materials would definitely be left for the Beiyang Army. Even knowing these materials couldn't be taken away, everyone still couldn't accept it.

"Even if we burn the stuff, we can't leave it for the Beiyang Army!" Some people already expressed a tough stance.

The People's Party representative didn't think so. "There must be people in Changxing County town who refuse to leave. Leaving the things behind means the Beiyang Army has things to loot, which can at least lower their hostility. You need to take a long-term view."

"Why try to please the Beiyang Army now?" The West Zhejiang Branch representative was furious at such logic. "Are you thinking they'll go easy on us when we fight them later?"

"Who are the people still staying in Changxing now? They are all the ones who oppose us. Leaving things for them, isn't that getting slapped on the left cheek and then offering the right cheek to be slapped again?"

Seeing the comrades starting to get agitated, Qiu Jin slammed the table and stood up. "All evacuation work this time is the responsibility of the People's Party comrades. Everyone must obey, no objections. This is an order!"

Xu Xilin also clearly expressed his support at this moment. Lacking sleep, Ji Ye's eyes were as red as a rabbit's. She also stood up to express support, but when she opened her mouth, she realized her voice was completely hoarse. She managed to say in a voice everyone could understand, "Disobedience is absolutely forbidden!"

With several key cadres speaking up, the West Zhejiang Branch was finally suppressed.

The evacuation proceeded very smoothly. Everyone in Changxing city who supported the West Zhejiang Branch followed the main force to retreat. Weapons, ammunition, and various currencies were taken away. Including grain, all property that could be immediately liquidated was taken if possible. Conversely, raw silk and other materials requiring long-distance transport that were inconvenient to carry were all left behind after simple sealing.

Not only the comrades and masses in Changxing County town, but also members of various grassroots organizations in the surrounding rural areas not yet attacked, as well as members supporting the West Zhejiang Branch, joined the column. A stream of people surged, leaving their homes and heading towards Anhui with whatever supplies they could carry. A long column of tens of thousands of people retreated to Anhui within four days under the cover of the People's Party.

The Beiyang Army didn't foolishly rush in. After sufficient reconnaissance confirmed the People's Party indeed hadn't left an ambush, they marched rapidly towards Changxing County.

Upon entering the county town, the Beiyang Army saw people on the streets moving supplies from various warehouses to their own homes.

"Daring to touch our stuff! You don't want to live!" Cursing, the Beiyang Army unceremoniously shot these people on the spot. After clearing out the "bad people looting a burning house" according to habit, the Beiyang Army began to break into and search every household. Wherever they saw hoarded wealth, they immediately conducted a thorough looting.

Those who dared to stay in Changxing city were those opposed to the West Zhejiang Branch. Regardless of whether they hung banners supporting the Beiyang Army, the Beiyang Army personally carried out the looting based on the principle of "do it yourself to have ample food and clothing." Resisters were beaten, and those who fought back were executed on the spot. These guys, who once thought Changxing County town would return to a bright and clear sky after the Beiyang Army arrived, found that what greeted them were dark clouds composed of black gun muzzles. They once thought that the West Zhejiang Branch not allowing looting and guaranteeing the normal operation of social order was a policy all regimes would execute. The Beiyang Army used factual actions to educate this bunch that this was completely a delusion.

If the crying in Changxing city during the retreat a few days ago stemmed from the pain of leaving home, the crying in Changxing city now was the despair they couldn't help but emit while being thoroughly plundered.

On March 20, 1915, the news of "completely annihilating the West Zhejiang rebels and recovering West Zhejiang" reached Hangzhou. Even knowing that Zhou Fengshan had ultimately allowed the West Zhejiang remnants to escape into Anhui, neither Zhejiang Military Governor Zhu Rui nor the Beiyang Third Army Commander thought Zhou Fengshan had done anything wrong. In this period, preserving the army meant preserving oneself. So even if Cai Yuanpei complained very implicitly, the military figures just glossed over it. Zhu Rui and the others cared more about how much booty they had raked in from West Zhejiang. The news of capturing over ten thousand piculs of raw silk made them almost unable to close their mouths. A picul of raw silk could sell for at least 50 taels now. Ten thousand piculs of raw silk shipped to Shanghai would be worth hundreds of thousands, not to mention the equipment of the rebel area's silk reeling factories and other factories. Hangzhou factory owners had long wanted to buy this equipment. Making millions from one expedition was a rare good deal.

Cai Yuanpei hadn't considered the issue of these spoils at all. Upon returning to the Restoration Society headquarters, Cai Yuanpei convened a meeting to discuss the next steps. A considerable number of people in the headquarters remained silent. The bloody massacres by the Beiyang Army and militias in West Zhejiang had already spread back to Hangzhou. The killing, originally targeted only at the West Zhejiang Branch, had now turned into a massacre of the entire West Zhejiang region, which greatly exceeded the initial imagination of the Restoration Society cadres.

However, there were always those who couldn't hold back. When the West Zhejiang Branch retreated, they didn't detain those two tax police officers. They had run back to Hangzhou and told Zhao Hanqing everything they had seen and heard. Seeing the joyous looks of some Restoration Society members and thinking of the cruel acts he had heard about, Zhao Hanqing couldn't help but stand up. "Mr. Cai, there is one thing I don't understand. The West Zhejiang Branch defected to the People's Party and betrayed our Restoration Society. Eliminating them is nothing. But the common people of West Zhejiang were just bewildered. Why was it necessary to kill so many people?"

These words were spoken with righteousness. Someone in the Restoration Society couldn't help but voice support. Cai Yuanpei hadn't expected the slaughter in West Zhejiang to be so tragic either. Being questioned by Zhao Hanqing to his face, his expression hesitated for a moment, but he didn't make a sound.

"Zhao Hanqing, I see you are also a rebel!" Liu Zonghan, one of the Restoration Society's Committee of Six who had participated in Zhejiang Military Governor Zhu Rui's massacre plan, didn't explain. He came up and slapped a rebel hat on Zhao Hanqing. "Anyone who sympathizes with the rebels is a wing of the rebels. How many people were in the West Zhejiang rebels? To grow to their current size, the new recruits were all bewildered commoners. Moreover, when the government army went to suppress them, these people didn't abandon the dark for the light and strike back, but instead resisted with all their might. If these bewildered commoners aren't rebels, who is?"

Zhao Hanqing never expected Liu Zonghan to view the problem this way, and simply slapped the hat of attaching to rebels on his head. After all, he had privately supported Xu Xilin, so being spoken to like this naturally made him feel uneasy. So he simply sat back down and fell silent.

Zhao Hanqing sat down, but Wu Huiqiu stood up. This Restoration Society elder was a woman. She was also Qiu Jin's female student who had left home to participate in the revolution because she opposed arranged marriage. She had participated in almost all the battles in the early period of the Restoration Society and was now the Deputy Director of the Hangzhou Education Department and the principal of the Hangzhou Girls' School. Her students came from all over Zhejiang, and the parents of many students from West Zhejiang had been massacred by the Beiyang Army and militias in West Zhejiang. Holding a chest full of anger, she stood up to speak.

"Comrades, didn't we rise up against the Manchus back then to save the people from fire and water? Even if the West Zhejiang Branch defected from the Restoration Society, it was just a difference in political views. And as far as I know, most of the commoners massacred this time didn't join the West Zhejiang army at all. Even if they were bewildered, how can we talk about resistance? Mr. Cai, your virtue is high and noble, you absolutely cannot turn a blind eye to this matter."

"Wu Huiqiu! Are you crying injustice for your teacher?" Since Liu Zonghan had already stated his attitude, he showed no sign of backing down now.

Wu Huiqiu had a rather fierce personality. Even facing Liu Zonghan's threat, she had no fear. "I am indeed crying injustice! If it had been explained from the start that expelling the West Zhejiang Branch meant killing people like this, I would absolutely never have agreed!"

Although these distinct and powerful words didn't garner vocal support from many people, the number of people nodding slightly wasn't small.

Cai Yuanpei's face darkened. Even now, he didn't think there was anything wrong with the party purge. Being accused by Wu Huiqiu in public like this, the displeasure on Cai Yuanpei's face was revealed without omission. But this was something that had already happened. Although everyone had different opinions, time couldn't flow backwards. So the argument wasn't very intense. So Cai Yuanpei at least didn't get angry in public.

The meeting broke up in unhappiness. Liu Zonghan and others found Cai Yuanpei. "Duke Cai, since the West Zhejiang Branch has been eliminated, we need to strike while the iron is hot. We must thoroughly eliminate this bunch within our Restoration Society who have been bewildered by the People's Party according to the original plan."

"Brother Liu is right. Judging by the situation today, there are quite a few people within our Restoration Society who are inclined towards the rebels. These people have close relationships with Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin were in West Zhejiang, so they were easy to deal with. But these people are all inside our Restoration Society; they can be called a disease in the vitals. If we don't act quickly to get rid of them, they will definitely be a huge trouble in the future."

"Duke Cai, Beiyang was ineffective in suppressing the bandits this time. They actually let the West Zhejiang rebels escape to Anhui. If they delusionally want to counterattack Zhejiang in the future, they will definitely contact these people first. That would be an unforeseen disaster."

Cai Yuanpei knew these people were right. Since they had completely broken with West Zhejiang, anyone within the Restoration Society who sympathized with West Zhejiang would be a huge threat in future wars. Even having seen the true face of the party purge, Cai Yuanpei still believed the party purge was absolutely necessary. Thinking of this, Cai Yuanpei said, "The party purge must be completed. However, everyone needs to be more careful this time. A list must be carefully drawn up; it's best not to implicate the innocent."

The few people answered almost in unison, "Duke Cai, rest assured, we will absolutely not act sloppily."
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Chapter 70: April 12th (13)

On March 26, 1915, Feng Guozhang, the Governor of Min-Zhe, received over a dozen distinguished guests at his residence in Fuzhou. One of the duties of the Min-Zhe Governor was to serve as the Commander-in-Chief of the Min-Zhe Military Region. Currently, the 3rd Army and the 30th Army were in Zhejiang, while the 6th Army and the 28th Army were in Fujian. In terms of organization, with four armies and sixteen divisions, there should theoretically be nearly 500,000 troops. Because the People's Party had completely cut off the connection between northern and southern China, the Min-Zhe region was the Beiyang clique's independent military region in the south. Feng Guozhang was the commander of Beiyang's southern forces. This fact also changed Feng Guozhang's title from Governor to Commander-in-Chief.

"Commander, what instructions does the President have this time?" asked Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui respectfully, as Feng Guozhang's subordinate.

"The President has ordered us to completely exterminate the chaotic parties in the south and stabilize the situation. Once the reorganization in the north is complete, we will immediately join the war," Feng Guozhang replied.

"Commander, can we in Guangdong receive support in military armaments?" Although Liangguang Governor Zhang Renjun once held a position far higher than Feng Guozhang, he had to bow to reality.

"Elder Zhang, doesn't Guangdong have many local militias? Organize them, and that's over a hundred thousand men," Feng Guozhang laughed.

"Commander, you think too highly of us in Guangdong," Zhang Renjun smiled faintly. Although he was smiling, Zhang Renjun was extremely dissatisfied with Feng Guozhang's teasing. After Yuan Shikai launched the federal autonomy of provinces, Liangguang was the happiest. While the People's Party rapidly built their base areas, Liangguang also quickly established their own regional cooperation system. Theoretically, the position of Liangguang Governor shouldn't exist, but after discussion, the Liangguang government established a comprehensive cooperation system. Zhang Renjun, as the former Liangguang Governor, also successfully took charge of Liangguang's power.

However, this system suffered a heavy blow last year. The People's Party invaded Guangxi under the pretext of pursuing reactionary troops from Hunan, destroying the Liangguang joint system. Guangdong originally did not border the People's Party territory and had no feelings of hostility or identification with the People's Party, so it once hoped to stay completely out of any war. But when the People's Party seized Guangxi, they annihilated 20,000 Liangguang coalition troops and began large-scale land reform in Guangxi. Guangdong's attitude toward the People's Party changed from indifference to complete hostility. This time, Feng Guozhang convened a meeting of the southeastern provinces. The Guangdong representatives, changing their previous attitude of ignoring Beiyang, attended the meeting with Liangguang Governor Zhang Renjun leading the team, accompanied by Guangdong Governor Lu Rongting, Guangdong Speaker Chen Jiongming, and other high officials. Their purpose in attending the meeting was naturally to gain Beiyang's support to exterminate the People's Party. But as soon as they started talking, they were teased by Feng Guozhang.

Fortunately, Feng Guozhang didn't intend to make things difficult. Although he took a small verbal advantage, he immediately said seriously, "Elder Zhang, you have been in Liangguang for a long time. Don't you think we should pull together in the current situation?"

The meaning of these words was for Zhang Renjun to acknowledge Beiyang's leadership status. How could Zhang Renjun not know this? However, he did not answer immediately. The result of the prior discussion within the Guangdong delegation was not to fully defect to Beiyang, but to stand on Beiyang's side during the war, hoping to continue maintaining the state of federal autonomy after the war. Guangdong Speaker Chen Jiongming took over the conversation, "Commander Feng, I wonder what plans the President has for the post-war period?"

Feng Guozhang turned his head and laughed, "I know that all the provinces are currently worried about whether the President will seize their power after defeating the People's Party. The President has no intention of changing the federal autonomy of provinces. However, talking about whether we can defeat the People's Party now is a bit premature. Fighting a war is not writing an essay; the situation on the battlefield changes in an instant. If we cannot cooperate sincerely, victory or defeat is out of the question. The President gave me orders that the military command for this war must be unified. If Guangdong wants to receive support in military armaments, then you must obey orders during the war. Our Beiyang military discipline is extremely strict; this is no joking matter."

The Guangdong representatives looked at each other. Their greatest hope was to "fight independently," meaning that the military armaments and pay they should receive would not be less, but the military command would be independent of Beiyang's command system. But when they fought against the People's Party, Guangdong's army suffered almost total casualties. Although the People's Party had not yet completed military preparations to attack Guangdong, Guangdong also had no ability to organize an army to counterattack Guangxi. Feng Guozhang's requirement for unified military command made the Guangdong representatives very embarrassed.

Guangdong Governor Lu Rongting hurriedly changed the subject, "Commander, I wonder if the Jiangsu representatives will come?"

After the People's Party seized Guangxi, four provinces remained in the southeast: Guangdong, Fujian, Zhejiang, and Jiangsu. Now representatives from three provinces had arrived, and only the Jiangsu representative had not appeared. Lu Rongting asked this partly to see if the Jiangsu representative would come. If the Jiangsu representative didn't come, it could also hint to Feng Guozhang that Guangdong was still an important force Feng Guozhang could rely on.

This question effectively dampened Feng Guozhang's arrogance. His expression changed slightly before he answered, "Jiangsu's Wang Youhong can't see the situation clearly and is still dreaming his autumn dream of staying out of it. He doesn't think about it—the People's Party has already taken Northern Jiangsu; will they let Southern Jiangsu remain?"

Hearing this and thinking of Guangxi, which had been taken by the People's Party, the faces of the Guangdong representatives also became unsightly.

Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui saw that the positions of everyone were difficult to reconcile, so he also hurriedly jumped in to smooth things over, "Elder Zhang, I'm not speaking ominous words before the battle. We all had our own positions before, but the current matter is already very clear. If we cannot unite sincerely and have even a bit of thought of staying out of it, if the North fights unfavorably against the People's Party and the People's Party frees up their hands to deal with us, can we resist them? Everyone is thinking about what will happen after the war, but if we can't even win this great war, how can we talk about post-war matters? You are all intelligent people; presumably, you should be able to think this through completely."

Lu Rongting sighed, "It's not that Guangdong is unwilling to send troops, but in the battle of Guangxi, our army suffered heavy casualties. The loss of military armaments and supplies was immense. Even if we have soldiers, we have no weapons. The People's Party's equipment is far superior to ours; how can we fight this battle?"

"Military armaments can be discussed, but this time I invited everyone here to discuss another matter. That is the extermination of chaotic parties within each province," Feng Guozhang said loudly. "The People's Party's invasion of provinces was never a hard fight; they have their own insiders in every province. With these insiders leading the way, plus the People's Party's so-called land reform to bewitch the ignorant common people, it was extremely easy for the People's Party to annex a province every time. Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin were once leaders in Zhejiang, didn't they also defect to the People's Party? If Zhejiang hadn't acted ruthlessly to exterminate them, what would Zhejiang look like now?"

Guangdong also roughly knew the news of Zhejiang exterminating the Western Zhejiang Branch of the Guangfu Society. Hearing Feng Guozhang's words, the expressions of the Guangdong representatives were uncertain.

Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui immediately said, "If you think the People's Party will avenge these people, you are greatly mistaken. We exterminated the chaotic party this time, and the People's Party didn't send troops at all. If the People's Party had sent troops, or if the People's Party was preparing to send troops, would I dare to come from Hangzhou to Fuzhou to meet with you all? The People's Party bullies the weak and fears the strong. If they face a battle where they have insiders and can win, they will brag excessively. If we make the first move, they will be honest."

After saying this, Zhu Rui boasted greatly about the "great achievements" of the Beiyang Army in slaughtering the Western Zhejiang Branch of the Guangfu Society. In the process, he fiercely mocked how the People's Party did not save them and didn't even dare to approach the border.

When Zhu Rui finished speaking, Feng Guozhang said again, "Gentlemen, presumably the British have already contacted you. I'm afraid the French have also contacted you. Even if you don't trust us, you must trust the British and French, right?"

These final words finally moved the Guangdong representatives. Britain and France had indeed contacted the Guangdong government and indicated that if the Guangdong government could join the camp to encircle and suppress the People's Party, they would give the Guangdong government such and such support. This was also the reason why the Guangdong side was willing to attend this meeting.

"Are Britain and France willing to support us?" Zhang Renjun wanted to confirm again.

"We might as well ask the British representative to speak about this personally," Feng Guozhang laughed. "Please welcome Sir Humphrey."

The curtain was lifted, and under the astonished gaze of the Guangdong representatives, Sir Humphrey of the British Legation walked out from the inner hall in a leisurely manner.

The Fujian Conference lasted for three days. During the three days, Britain, Beiyang, and Guangdong reached a complete agreement. Britain could be responsible for supporting Guangdong with a batch of weapons and ammunition, which would be traded directly through British merchant houses in Guangdong. However, Guangdong must obey Beiyang's command during the war. Britain guaranteed that Guangdong could continue to maintain the existing Liangguang system after the war, and could even receive a certain share of benefits in Hunan, which was controlled by the People's Party.

To be able to stand shoulder to shoulder with the British and discuss future national affairs almost equally was something the Guangdong government, which was used to being bullied by the British, had never thought of before. Plus, Britain promised that after exterminating the People's Party, they would establish an equal and friendly relationship with China. This greatly dispelled the Guangdong side's worries.

Of course, all these promises were not without conditions. Guangdong must, together with Fujian and Zhejiang, completely eliminate "radical elements" and eliminate the People's Party's "insiders in Guangdong." Only after completing this work would the British provide military equipment to Guangdong. The Guangdong side naturally agreed with this very much. Losing Guangxi and most of their army had already scared Guangdong out of their wits. They naturally chose to join with great joy.

After the agreement was reached, the British representative, Sir Humphrey, withdrew, leaving all problems to be solved by the Chinese themselves. This was also one of Britain's tactics. They were willing to expend great effort to facilitate the achievement of something, but in the specific execution of this matter, the British would let the participants do it themselves. Anyway, holding conditions that these people could not refuse, Britain could maximize their ability to stay out of it, and secondly, leave enough room for retreat for themselves.

The three southeastern provinces discussed again and roughly listed the targets to be struck. And it was determined that on April 12, 1915, the action to cleanse the chaotic parties would be launched simultaneously in the three provinces.
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Resettling tens of thousands of people was never an easy task; the issues of eating, drinking, and basic hygiene alone were enough to drive logistics personnel mad. This was true even for the People's Party's experienced logistics teams. Qiu Jin had suffered a head injury but had insisted on commanding from the front lines; she fell ill after entering Anhui. Xu Xilin no longer thought of seeking an audience with Chen Ke this time; he had to nominally take over command.

The People's Party temporarily settled these people from the Western Zhejiang Branch in Guangde County. Li Shouxian, the Party Secretary of the Southern Anhui Prefecture, personally came to Guangde to meet with Xu Xilin. Not only did Li Shouxian arrive, but the 412th Division of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army also stationed itself in Guangde. With the division's military hospital available, the wounded from the Western Zhejiang Branch finally received comprehensive treatment.

Li Shouxian had only met Xu Xilin four or five times, the last time being two years ago. Seeing this veteran revolutionary who had given Chen Ke his initial support, Li Shouxian was shocked by Xu Xilin's change. Xu Xilin was 42 this year, seven years older than Chen Ke; in this late Qing era, both were considered middle-aged. Li Shouxian had seen Chen Ke recently, and Chen Ke looked unchanged; judging by appearance alone, everyone would believe he was a vibrant young man of twenty-six or twenty-seven. Xu Xilin, however, with his graying hair, dull skin, and wrinkled face, looked no different from an old man of fifty.

"Mr. Xu, are there any issues with your unit's living conditions?" Li Shouxian asked about practical difficulties right away.

Xu Xilin was slightly stunned, then shook his head and replied, "Having reached this state, we are already extremely grateful for your Party's assistance."

Li Shouxian replied, "If there are any difficulties, please speak frankly. We will do our best to solve whatever we can. Moreover, Mr. Xu, if war breaks out, Guangde County will not be safe either. I'm afraid we will have to move everyone to a safer location then. We will notify everyone in advance when the time comes."

The war was just beginning, and Xu Xilin knew this. But even knowing it, he couldn't muster any spirit. The immense upheaval facing him had dealt Xu Xilin too heavy a blow; he never imagined that the internal slaughter within the Restoration Society would reach such a cruel level. The Western Zhejiang Branch had once controlled three counties plus Huzhou City, with a population of 580,000. The total personnel of the Western Zhejiang Branch's government, army, and grassroots organizations numbered over 14,000. Now, a total of over 20,000 people had managed to retreat to Anhui. Among them, members of the Western Zhejiang Branch organization numbered less than 4,000. Intelligence from various places indicated that among those who failed to withdraw, the Western Zhejiang Branch members and the civilians closely associated with them had all been massacred. The death toll was likely over 60,000. One in ten people in Western Zhejiang had been slaughtered; this was something previously unimaginable.

Xu Xilin felt like he was having a nightmare. Although Li Shouxian was sitting across from him, Xu Xilin couldn't help but do something he had done frequently of late—bite his own thumb. Pain radiated from his thumb, but he simply could not wake up from this nightmare.

"Mr. Xu, I wonder what plans the Western Zhejiang Branch has for the future?" Although Li Shouxian saw Xu Xilin biting his finger hard, he could only pretend not to notice. In reality, the People's Party's intelligence gathering was more efficient than Xu Xilin's. As far as the People's Party knew, the Beiyang Army and local forces in Zhejiang had killed nearly 100,000 people in Western Zhejiang. It wasn't just the grassroots personnel of the Western Zhejiang Branch who were slaughtered; the more than 30,000 factory workers in Western Zhejiang were almost wiped out, and nearly 50,000 peasant association members were also killed. The brutality of the Beiyang Army and the mountain landlords was far beyond Li Shouxian's imagination.

"What plans can there be? Everything is finished; the Western Zhejiang Branch has been uprooted. Tao Gong is gone, and there is no place left for us in all of Zhejiang." Xu Xilin's voice could only be described as ashen with despair.

Hearing this, a slight displeasure rose in Li Shouxian's heart. Xu Xilin had reached the point where the People's Party had to send troops to save him, yet he still refused to accept the reality that he was no longer a member of the Restoration Society. But on second thought, if Li Shouxian were to be so cruelly expelled by the People's Party, his performance might be even worse than Xu Xilin's. But then again, in the People's Party, it was impossible for a faction to exist that opposed the Party Central Committee's policies and used military force for its own weight. The situation of the Restoration Society's Western Zhejiang Branch would absolutely never occur within the People's Party.

Sighing slightly, Li Shouxian said, "Mr. Xu, the most urgent task is to convene a meeting of your branch to sort out what has happened. If you continue to be so depressed, how can you face those comrades who have already sacrificed themselves?"

If the People's Party encountered such difficulties—why did this situation arise? How should the immediate problems be solved?—Party organizations at all levels would have already met to discuss. According to the principles of the People's Party organization, as long as there are three Party members in one place, a Party cell must be established, and actions must be discussed. One of the key points emphasized in the People's Party's Rectification Movement was "Anti-Indolence." Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized within the Party, "To sail against the current is to move forward or fall behind; this is the era we face. This is the characteristic of the industrial age; only by constantly moving forward can we survive! Comrades, in the process of constant progress, encountering difficulties is the most normal thing. Our People's Party has grown up amidst difficulties."

Li Shouxian knew everything Chen Ke said well. He was also an "old cadre" who, since the Anhui floods, had followed Chen Ke along with other comrades to face various difficulties head-on. Every time they overcame a hardship with great effort, the People's Party's revolutionary cause would achieve an almost leapfrog development. Great waves sweep away the sand; the enemies and competitors of the People's Party were often not defeated by the People's Party, but fell before difficulties themselves. Looking at Xu Xilin's current state, the Western Zhejiang Branch had also entered the countdown to total elimination.

But Xu Xilin was obviously trapped in self-pity and could not extricate himself, so Li Shouxian offered a few words of advice and left. Inside the People's Party base areas, there were also Party cadres who never recovered after encountering setbacks; without exception, these people ended up being removed from their posts.

After bidding farewell to Xu Xilin, Li Shouxian did not leave Guangde County. He went to find Ji Ye and other mid-level cadres of the Restoration Society. These young people had all received training from the People's Party, so they knew about "Anti-Indolence" to some extent. The Western Zhejiang Branch also insisted that the armed forces should be a labor team, a propaganda team, and a work team. Ji Ye was mainly responsible for the reorganization of the troops, and the current work was nothing more than maintaining order.

When Li Shouxian's figure appeared in Ji Ye's field of vision, Ji Ye was discussing traffic command work with comrades. The premise of maintaining order is that there is an order to maintain. Making people understand traffic order itself required a considerable amount of travel training. From the perspective of actual efficiency, if a camp of 10,000 people did not have good travel order, supervision efficiency would be greatly reduced. The mid-level cadres of the Western Zhejiang Branch were basically all gathered in the camp participating in this work.

In the few days after arriving in Anhui, comrades would occasionally tear up while working, or simply choke back sobs silently, yet no one stopped working. For these young people, persisting in work was the only way to avoid being completely swallowed by grief. Every one of them had wailed aloud more than once during the retreat, and some had even contemplated suicide. In such a mood, even hearing a greeting like "Hello everyone" mattered to no one. Ji Ye and a few others raised their heads with indifferent expressions, while other comrades didn't even lift their heads.

"Brother Li?" Ji Ye asked in surprise, and then a strong sense of shame rose in her heart. In fact, Ji Ye was not Li Shouxian's subordinate; the two belonged to different political entities. But Ji Ye just couldn't help but feel ashamed; as classmates who had been educated in the same school, this shame was completely uncontrollable.

"Hello comrades! You've been working hard, comrades!" There was not the slightest blame or accusation in Li Shouxian's attitude; it was no different from his usual kind greeting. Not only did he speak, but Li Shouxian also stepped forward to shake hands with the young comrades one by one. Including Ji Ye, many comrades felt that their tears had almost run dry, but now they felt tears moistening their eyes again.

Seeing these young people who persisted in their work become emotional, Li Shouxian was also very moved. He patted the shoulders of the young comrades one by one, but still calmly put forward his own view. "Comrades, right now we shouldn't just be working. I suggest everyone convene a meeting immediately to decide the future direction."

"But Mr. Qiu has fallen ill, and Mr. Xu is in that state..." The young comrades of the Western Zhejiang Branch felt that Li Shouxian's proposal was somewhat difficult to implement.

Li Shouxian waved his hand seriously, "Comrades, the power of any political party comes from the grassroots. This basic understanding is repeatedly emphasized in our Party School and Cadre School. If the upper levels collapse, does that mean our grassroots must also collapse? How many people are in the upper levels? In an organization, the lower the level, the greater the number of people."

This was true, but the comrades of the Western Zhejiang Branch couldn't accept the method of holding a meeting on their own without Xu Xilin for the time being. Li Shouxian did not force it. He waited until the Western Zhejiang Branch comrades had arranged the traffic work before saying, "If you don't want to hold a general meeting right now, then I would like to ask comrades for a favor. Have you ever collected data on Restoration Society personnel? Especially the list of Restoration Society personnel in provinces other than Zhejiang?"

This request surprised many people. "Secretary Li, the immediate matter should be to prepare for war, right? What does this have to do with comrades in other provinces?"

Ji Ye was relatively calm. She asked in confusion, "Secretary Li, could it be that the Headquarters is going to move against comrades in other provinces as well?"

At this, the comrades of the Western Zhejiang Branch also felt quite surprised. "Comrades in other provinces have different positions from our Western Zhejiang Branch; how could the Headquarters possibly move against them?"

Li Shouxian originally didn't quite believe that the Restoration Society would be frenzied to this extent either, but Chen Ke had told him about this in a telegram, and Li Shouxian could never disbelieve Chen Ke's judgment. "This matter will not be resolved so simply. As far as we know, even if the comrades of the Restoration Society haven't followed the mass line, some of them still recognize that the land conflict is the greatest conflict in China today. And the Restoration Society Headquarters clearly regards these people as enemies."

Revolutionaries of yeoman farmer background were an important force within the Restoration Society, and the political view of hoping to curb land annexation was also one of the important ideas within the Society. Although the most radical of these people had joined the Western Zhejiang Branch, the political view of moderately opposing annexation still had considerable supporters within the Restoration Society.

Hearing Li Shouxian's words, the young comrades of the Western Zhejiang Branch looked at Li Shouxian with disbelief and exchanged glances. What Li Shouxian said was rather horrifying. If the Headquarters really used such a standard to define friends and enemies, then this reign of terror was only just beginning.

"Why?" Ji Ye asked, her face pale.

"Because these people want a world for the propertied class. When they have this opportunity, they will absolutely not let it slip. Wolves must eat meat; that is the rule of the wolf." Li Shouxian answered with extreme calm, his heavy voice sending a chill down people's spines.
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"Comrades, why is class struggle incomparably cruel? Because class struggle is a naked struggle for benefits. This struggle is not a dispute of sentiment where you curse me once and I curse you twice, but a struggle to maximize the benefits of one's own class. Therefore, once class struggle becomes comprehensive, there will inevitably be extremely terrible slaughter. So do not think that the Guangfu Society will stop after driving away the West Zhejiang Branch. Even if they don't have a clear philosophy... No! Precisely because they don't have a clear philosophy, the struggle and slaughter will be incomparably cruel. Because they subconsciously want to establish an order for thousands of generations, they will rely on instinct to take advantage of this chaos to maximize their own benefits!" Li Shouxian tried his best to persuade the comrades of the West Zhejiang Branch, hoping they could provide a comprehensive list of the Guangfu Society.

The young comrades of the West Zhejiang Branch listened seriously, but no one dared to believe that the landlords and gentry could expand the scope of the slaughter for their own selfish interests. West Zhejiang was already strewn with corpses; if the killing continued, the result would only be that the entire Zhejiang province would become a sea of blood.

Even Ji Ye did not dare to easily express clear support for Li Shouxian's opinion. She asked with some hesitation, "Secretary Li, how insane must one be to do such a thing? My family comes from a landlord background, and it is true that we are unsparing towards tenants and peasants. But I don't believe in the kind of indiscriminate slaughter you mentioned."

Li Shouxian smiled bitterly. When he believed that so-called "human nature" dominated human behavior, Li Shouxian also thought there were too many incredible things in the world. Only after Li Shouxian studied materialism did he discover that all seemingly illogical things are driven by internal interests. The naked cruelty of these internal interests is so terrifying that people dare not face it; the darkness and tyranny of human nature are fully revealed within it. If one cannot view these things with materialist dialectics and historical views, most people simply cannot distinguish them with reason. They will even stubbornly deny that these things inevitably exist.

For example, these young cadres of the Guangfu Society before him resolutely refused to admit it.

Li Shouxian knew that the discussion of such issues must have a prerequisite of cognitive level. Discussing the matter on its own merits was useless. Forcing a discussion would only cause various confusions, so he did not continue to discuss these issues. "Comrades, I am not asking everyone to believe this now. I am just telling everyone our prediction for the future. Who can provide the list of the entire Guangfu Society outside of Zhejiang?"

The young cadres of the Guangfu Society looked at each other. Firstly, they indeed did not have a complete list. Secondly, they did not believe Li Shouxian's words. Plus, the Guangfu Society West Zhejiang Branch was not the People's Party West Zhejiang Branch after all, and there was no reason to provide such confidential intelligence to Li Shouxian. The whole situation remained deadlocked.

Li Shouxian did not want to urge them. The People's Party had no intention of implementing a comprehensive rescue. Since Chen Ke had already set the tone "to educate the whole party and the whole army through the performance of these counter-revolutionaries," Li Shouxian naturally would not act on his own. The reason he did this was to save the young comrades of the West Zhejiang Branch. This group of comrades might be the most likely allies of the People's Party in the whole of China. If their horizons could not be broadened, the cruel experiences they had gone through might not necessarily turn into wealth for these youths.

"Secretary Li, let us discuss it first to see if everyone knows this part of the list," Ji Ye answered Li Shouxian's request in the most tactful way.

"Okay," Li Shouxian replied. "If you need our help with anything, just ask."

When leaving the West Zhejiang Branch, Li Shouxian sighed gently with regret. The possibility of saving the Guangfu Society members as much as possible disappeared in this hesitation.

While Li Shouxian was making his last effort to save them, the actions to clear out the rebel party in the three provinces of Zhejiang, Fujian, and Guangdong were also proceeding in full swing. In Guangzhou, there were some disagreements on how to draw up the list.

"Sun Wen of the Tongmenghui proposed the Three People's Principles, explicitly pointing out the equalization of land rights. I think this is birds of a feather with the People's Party and should be completely exterminated. What do you all think?"

"There are many members of the Tongmenghui, and Speaker Chen Jiongming is also a member of the Tongmenghui. If we don't let anyone from the Tongmenghui off, wouldn't it be inappropriate?" Someone also raised a different opinion.

"Back then, the revolutionary sentiment in Guangdong was extremely high. When we rose up, the People's Party was nowhere to be found! It's just that most of those who rose up back then belonged to the Guangfu Society and the Tongmenghui. It would be very troublesome if we implicate them."

The situation in Guangdong was complex. The revolutionary party in Guangdong was divided into local revolution and overseas Chinese revolution. Political views were actually not important; the key was that these people were deeply improved. If they were implicated blindly, it would be a complete mess. Some people, regardless of their stance, had backing forces that could not be offended. This made those responsible for listing the names feel quite troubled.

Three cobblers equal a Zhuge Liang. After some discussion, someone finally figured out the key point. "Why don't we do this? Let's first list all those suspected of being in the rebel party. We ourselves are reliable, so we will pick out those whose crimes do not deserve death. What do you all think?"

"That is excellent!" The group of people responsible for drawing up the list praised.

With such a main line of thought, the subsequent thinking became broader. "If we draw up the list, we still don't have enough manpower. Why don't we each recommend reliable local figures and let us review them first? These local figures know the local situation. Let them recommend the local lists, and we just need to review them. This is much faster than us doing it."

The new suggestion was approved by everyone. As long as these people controlled the power of review and did not kill the wrong people who should not be killed, the rest was extremely simple.

Once there was a method, someone would do it. Guangdong lacked militias the least; every chamber of commerce maintained its own armed forces. Western Guangdong was a mountainous area with even more bandits and militias. Militias at least had some local consciousness, while bandits had always been a scourge to the area. Not long ago, the armies of Guangdong and Guangxi suffered a devastating blow, and the locals in Guangdong did not like to serve as soldiers. The military had no choice but to recruit bandits, rebuilding the Guangdong army with these recruited bandits as the main force. These "heroes" who lived by licking blood on the blade might have unpredictable performance on the battlefield, but they were quite skilled at suppressing ordinary people.

By the morning of the agreed date, April 12, 1915, the Guangdong New Army, which had already been deployed, blockaded cities like Guangzhou, and the British troops in Hong Kong also blockaded the border. The entire city not only dispatched troops, but foreign patrolmen also received lists for the concessions. After knocking on the doors of the "rebel party" residents, they arrested people without saying a word. The Guangdong New Army was even more unscrupulous; they directly rushed into the "rebel party residences" and started arresting people. After arresting people, the New Army, composed mainly of these bandits, resumed their old trade and carried out "home confiscation" against the rebel party. In just three days, 20,000 people were arrested in major cities in Guangdong, and the targets of arrest were all former revolutionaries.

Chen Jiongming, Speaker of the Guangdong Assembly, never expected that the plan was to arrest the Guangfu Society rebels, but few Guangfu Society rebels were caught, and instead, the Tongmenghui members were arrested completely. He hurriedly went to find Guangdong Governor Lu Rongting. Lu Rongting was also once inclined towards revolution; during the Zhennanguan Uprising led by Sun Yat-sen, Lu Rongting had tipped off Sun Yat-sen.

But Chen Jiongming was disappointed. Lu Rongting had a look of difficulty on his face. "Jingcun, the Tongmenghui has been shouting about equalizing land rights. It's unjustifiable to say they have nothing to do with the People's Party. And you also know that the landlords and gentry in the Pearl River area have been dissatisfied with the Tongmenghui's charter for a long time. It's just that most of them are revolutionary pioneers, so these landlords and gentry didn't dare to touch them before."

"What?" Chen Jiongming thought he heard wrong, his eyes widening round. "Lord Lu, this time is to exterminate the People's Party. Why act against the Guangdong Revolutionary Party?"

"The landlords and gentry insist on this. What can I do?" Lu Rongting looked innocent.

"Lord Lu, this is not right!" Chen Jiongming got a bit angry. "If we handle it like this, isn't it avenging private grudges with public office?"

The proportion of Tongmenghui members in the Guangdong Assembly was not small, which was entirely thanks to the Guangdong Revolutionary Party. Chen Jiongming was not stupid; he knew that this mass arrest had become a seizure of power. The traditional Guangdong gentry wanted to regain their traditional dominant position through this arrest.

"Jingcun, I know what you are thinking. But I think you shouldn't talk nonsense for the time being. It's not like no one is targeting you." Lu Rongting didn't want Chen Jiongming to continue making trouble, so he "admonished" him neither softly nor hard.

Chen Jiongming did not agree with Lu Rongting's advice. He said loudly, "If they have ideas about me, they can come at me. I, Chen Jiongming, have always acted openly and aboveboard. I have nothing to be afraid of."

Seeing that Chen Jiongming wouldn't listen to advice at all, Lu Rongting could only speak kind words to comfort Chen Jiongming.

But Chen Jiongming was a person who refused to admit defeat. Seeing that he couldn't persuade Lu Rongting, Chen Jiongming went to find Zhang Renjun, the Admiral of Guangdong and Guangxi. Zhang Renjun was old and cunning; how could he wade into this muddy water? Not to mention that the Guangdong local faction trying to purge the Tongmenghui had long won Zhang Renjun's support.

Chen Jiongming couldn't find reinforcements. Fortunately, he convened an assembly meeting in the capacity of the Speaker of the Guangdong Assembly. At the meeting, Chen Jiongming's attitude was heavy and his expression painful. After briefly introducing the situation to the members of the Guangdong Assembly, Chen Jiongming demanded a stop to the arrests and that all of Guangdong's strength be used to oppose the People's Party.

How could the councilors of local Guangdong origin agree? Most of these councilors of revolutionary party origin were not rich people, so they did not entirely lean towards the rich in policy. These local gentry finally got this opportunity to eliminate dissidents. Facing Chen Jiongming's challenge, the gentry immediately demanded a re-election of the Speaker of the Guangdong Assembly. Chen Jiongming never imagined that this group of councilors would seize power so openly. The assembly's demand to re-elect the speaker only required the agreement of a simple majority of more than half of the councilors. These councilors obviously came prepared; in the blink of an eye, half of the councilors signed their names on the motion, demanding an immediate re-election.

On the afternoon of April 18, the Guangdong Assembly re-elected the speaker. Chen Jiongming lost the election, and the local gentry chose the former Guangdong Provincial Administration Commissioner Zhang Mingqi as the new Speaker of the Assembly.

As soon as the election ended, Zhang Mingqi stood on the podium with satisfaction. Cupping his hands to the councilors, Zhang Mingqi said loudly, "Fellow councilors, the country is currently in a time of turmoil. if we fully rely on the so-called order of the assembly, we will be bringing disaster upon ourselves. Therefore, I suggest that the assembly immediately investigate the crimes of colluding with the enemy committed by some councilors."

Chen Jiongming was frightened by these words. Losing the speaker election might not be surprising enough, but Zhang Mingqi's statement showed that he had long been prepared. Just as the revolutionary councilors, including Chen Jiongming, were surprised, the gate of the assembly hall suddenly opened wide. A group of heavily armed troops rushed in.

Zhang Mingqi sneered, "Arrest all those rebels!"

The leading officer agreed, and then they lunged at Chen Jiongming and others like wolves and tigers.
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Chapter 73 April 12th (16)

On the night when all the assembly members with revolutionary party backgrounds in the Guangdong Assembly were rounded up in one fell swoop, Lu Rongting went to visit Zhang Mingqi. Both were former officials of the Manchu Qing dynasty, so they didn't stand on ceremony with official pleasantries. Lu Rongting simply congratulated Zhang Mingqi on ascending to the position of Speaker of the Guangdong Assembly, and then asked about the arrested assembly members. "Speaker Zhang, you arrested dozens of assembly members in one breath, but I wonder how you plan to handle things next?"

Zhang Mingqi smiled faintly, "Lord Lu, if these people have indeed committed unlawful acts, I can only enforce the law impartially."

In the language of the Manchu Qing bureaucracy, "enforcing the law impartially" implied punishing with the utmost severity. Coupled with Zhang Mingqi's cold smile, Lu Rongting fully understood the meaning within. He quickly said, "Speaker Zhang, setting aside others for now, Chen Jingcun is a revolutionary veteran with outstanding meritorious service. Can you show him some leniency?"

Zhang Mingqi knew why Lu Rongting was trying hard to protect Chen Jiongming. As a potential sympathizer of the "Revolutionary Party," Lu Rongting was a model of straddling two boats. During the Zhennanguan Uprising back then, Lu Rongting first supported Sun Yat-sen and even once guaranteed he would launch an uprising. However, seeing that Sun Yat-sen could not succeed during the uprising, and with the Imperial Court strictly ordering Liangguang to suppress the Zhennanguan Uprising, Lu Rongting personally led troops to attack Zhennanguan and drove Sun Yat-sen away. Throughout the entire affair, Lu Rongting kept providing information to Sun Yat-sen to ensure he wouldn't be caught. But when it came to destroying the Zhennanguan Uprising army, he was merciless. It seemed Lu Rongting wanted to use these same tricks on Chen Jiongming.

Sighing deeply, Zhang Mingqi said, "Lord Lu, Chen Jiongming is also a notable figure in Guangdong and enjoys considerable popularity. Moreover, I know that what Chen Jiongming seeks is the United Provinces Self-Government, which is still different from those rebels. It's just that Chen Jiongming is short-sighted; he only sees the benefits of United Provinces Self-Government but fails to see that in the current situation, if we cannot fight the People's Party with all our might, we are all dead men. Lord Lu, I don't intend to do anything to Chen Jiongming; I just can't let him continue to protect other rebels within the assembly."

"This is natural, this is natural." Lu Rongting already knew Zhang Mingqi's attitude, but at such a time, he needed a clearer statement from Zhang Mingqi. "Speaker Zhang, naturally I will not shield rebels, but since Jingcun is not a rebel, I still hope Lord Zhang can show him some tolerance."

"Since Lord Lu has spoken, I naturally must comply." Zhang Mingqi also received Lu Rongting's acknowledgement and naturally wouldn't be foolish enough to lack a sense of propriety. He laughed, "Lord Lu, how about we hand Chen Jiongming over to you for custody? What do you think?"

"That would be good." Obtaining custody of Chen Jiongming, Lu Rongting confirmed that Zhang Mingqi had no intention of confronting him. Although he felt something was slightly amiss about this matter, this was not the time to investigate.

And Zhang Mingqi did not hide what he intended to do. He continued, "Lord Lu, if you feel there are other assembly members who are excusable, you might as well speak up straight away. For those whom even Lord Lu is unwilling to speak for, I, your brother, will not be polite. Two days ago, Lord Zhang and the British handed the responsibility of clearing out the rebels to me, presumably valuing the fact that I never tolerate rebels. And clearing out the rebels is absolutely impossible to accomplish without Lord Lu's support."

Lu Rongting knew that Zhang Mingqi had been extremely hostile towards the Revolutionary Party since the Qing era. If not for this, the British wouldn't have supported Zhang Mingqi to be in charge of clearing out the rebels, and Viceroy of Liangguang Zhang Renjun wouldn't have so reassuringly handed the assembly over to Zhang Mingqi. Although he knew Zhang Mingqi would definitely not be soft on the revolutionaries, the current situation was so critical that if someone else were to be in charge of clearing the party, they would definitely be timid and overcautious, absolutely lacking Zhang Mingqi's merciless means. At least others wouldn't dare to so directly arrest assembly members, including Chen Jiongming.

Weighing the current situation, Lu Rongting finally made up his mind. "I'm afraid there might be some inappropriateness in how others handle things. I only felt that Chen Jiongming is indeed not a rebel, so I came to ask for a favor. As for the others, I will absolutely not tolerate them."

How could Zhang Mingqi not guess Lu Rongting's thoughts? He stood up and said seriously, "Lord Lu understands the great cause deeply. Zhang acknowledges this."

With Lu Rongting, who held the military power in Guangdong, giving his final stance, the various forces in Guangdong no longer had any scruples and began to attack with full force.

Lin Xiaofeng was the captain of the Merchant Corps Guard in Jiangmen, Guangdong. On April 10th, he received an order from the Merchant Corps to participate in the military action to clear out rebels in Guangdong. Lin Xiaofeng was very puzzled by this. He cautiously asked the President of the Jiangmen Chamber of Commerce, "President, I haven't heard of any Manchu Qing remnants rebelling?"

The President of the Jiangmen Chamber of Commerce replied grumpily, "What Manchu Qing remnants? The ones to be killed this time are those rebels who call themselves the Revolutionary Party!"

"To kill the Revolutionary Party?" Lin Xiaofeng was stunned.

"Xiaofeng! You are my niece's husband. You must do well this time; it concerns our family business!" The President of the Jiangmen Chamber of Commerce said earnestly. Like other large households in Guangdong in this era, apart from those remaining in Guangdong, the Chamber of Commerce President's family had branches developing in Shanghai and Nanyang. And the Chamber of Commerce President's niece in Shanghai, Yue Lianyi, had married Xiaofeng as his primary wife.

"President, what is going on?" Lin Xiaofeng felt that President Yue of the Chamber of Commerce definitely had words he hadn't fully explained. Even without killing the Revolutionary Party, President Yue of the Chamber of Commerce was a local hegemon, and usually, the Revolutionary Party and President Yue didn't have much conflict.

President Yue was very satisfied with Lin Xiaofeng's astuteness. "The Zhou family are rebels. We must get rid of them."

"The Zhou family?" Lin Xiaofeng felt he understood somewhat. This Zhou family was also a powerful family in the Jiangmen locality and had always been unconvinced by the Yue family. If the Zhou family could be eliminated, the Yue family could become the true overlord of Jiangmen.

President Yue stroked his beard and sneered, "I have already contacted the provincial authorities. The Zhou family are Tongmenghui rebels who have always advocated nonsense like the equalization of land rights. We must respond to the province's order and exterminate them."

"The Zhou family's guards have quite a few guns," Lin Xiaofeng said very implicitly. In fact, if not for the Zhou family's own armed forces being strong enough, Lin Xiaofeng would have long ago led the Merchant Corps Guard to exterminate the Zhou family.

"What use is having many guns? Faced with the cannons of the provincial army, they are nothing!" President Yue answered this question smugly.

"Cannons?" Lin Xiaofeng was stunned. He hadn't expected President Yue to have already negotiated this with the province.

"Among the people responsible for clearing the party this time, there are our people, so the Zhou family was put on the list. However, the military expenditure for the suppression is huge. I'm afraid we won't get the Zhou family's floating wealth this time, but we are definitely taking the Zhou family's land. When you lead people to encircle and suppress this time, you must guide the government troops well!" Speaking of the Zhou family's floating wealth, a look of regret appeared on President Yue's face.

Lin Xiaofeng thought for a moment before suggesting, "President, let's not talk about the money for now. But it's unlikely the government troops can transport all of the Zhou family's goods, right? Why don't we buy them at a low price?"

President Yue was noncommittal about this. He said seriously, "You are still thinking too much. Fight the battle well. Go scout immediately now; don't let the Zhou family members run away."

By April 16th, just as President Yue had said, a large force of government troops arrived in Jiangmen. Led by Lin Xiaofeng, the government troops lunged straight at the location of the Zhou family's trading firm. The Zhou family's Chamber of Commerce compound was built quite solidly, especially since the Zhou family had produced a few Tongmenghui members and had become "arrogant" in the Jiangmen locality. After being surrounded by government troops, the Zhou family was frightened out of their wits. But the Zhou family obviously had no intention of surrendering. Instead, they began to shout across the wall. "Government troop masters outside, our family has a member of the assembly in Jiangmen, and we also have a member in the provincial assembly. Is there some mistake?"

The leading officer laughed loudly. He ordered someone to shout to the Zhou family, "Your family's assembly member in the province has already been taken down. Now the province has issued an order to first exterminate the rebels among these assembly members! If you know what's good for you, surrender obediently to save us brothers from having to take action!"

Hearing these words, silence fell inside the Zhou family compound. With the backer they relied on having fallen, they had no moral high ground to speak of in the face of government troops.

The government troops had not come to reason this time. Although the Zhou family's walls were solid, the government troops came prepared. The column dragged two cannons along. The first shot only blasted a large hole in the wall, but the next two consecutive shots directly hit both sides of the large hole, and the solid wall collapsed with a crash. Holding their rifles, the government troops shouted and charged towards the collapsed breach.

Lin Xiaofeng dared not compete with the government troops. He ordered his men to strictly guard every passage to prevent the Zhou family members from escaping. There was not much gunfire inside the compound; presumably, the Zhou family dared not truly put up a desperate fight. Soon, women's screams were heard from inside the compound, and Lin Xiaofeng was startled. He knew that with his status, it would be difficult to get a share of the spoils inside, but the Zhou family had a concubine who was very pretty, and Lin Xiaofeng had been eyeing her for a long time. It just so happened that his wife had taken the children to Shanghai to visit relatives, and Lin Xiaofeng only thought about getting his hands on the Zhou family's concubine to have some fun for a while. Listening to the women's screams in the compound, Lin Xiaofeng felt as uncomfortable as if a cat were scratching at his heart.

However, the government troops seemed very busy this time. After breaking into the Zhou family home, they only plundered the money and valuable soft goods, selling the land and goods to the Yue family at a discounted price. Lin Xiaofeng did get his wish and got his hands on the Zhou family's concubine. He was just worried that if the Zhou family had a chance to turn things around in the future, it would be difficult to deal with. But while drinking with the government troops, he heard the government troop commander say as if drunk, "We were ordered to exterminate rebels this time and were told to take the rebels back to Guangzhou. But taking so many rebels with us is too troublesome. If we kill them here, we're afraid the locality will be shocked..."

How could President Yue misunderstand the meaning of the government troop master? He quickly said, "These rebels are particularly detestable and should be executed on the spot in the locality to awe the lawless."

"Awe the lawless? Are there still other lawless elements here?" The government troop master said drunkenly, as if intoxicated.

"How could there not be! If the master wants to know, I can list a name list," President Yue said quickly. Being able to borrow the government's hand to thoroughly eradicate the Zhou family was a great good thing that President Yue could only hope for but not reach. If he could borrow the government's hand to eradicate the other thorns in the Yue family's side, that would be an extra joy.

"Then list a name list for me tomorrow." The government troop master looked even more drunk.

The next day, President Yue produced a long list, detailing the deeds of these people's collusion with the Revolutionary Party. Of course, a stack of bank notes was naturally not missing either. After carefully sealing them in an envelope, President Yue sent this envelope to the government troop master. Lin Xiaofeng had also seen this list, and among them were two people who had absolutely no connection with the Revolutionary Party usually. He couldn't help but ask President Yue about it.

"Humph! You only know about that concubine of the Zhou family!" President Yue glared at Lin Xiaofeng with an expression of hating iron for not becoming steel.

Lin Xiaofeng was startled. He thought he had kept the matter quite secret, but he didn't expect it to be discovered by President Yue. Seeing that President Yue had no intention of pursuing the matter, Lin Xiaofeng quickly recovered from his panic. Then he suddenly understood; the wives of those two people were famously pretty.

The government troops worked with high efficiency. Led by Lin Xiaofeng and others, the government troops began to continue arresting the Revolutionary Party members in Jiangmen on a large scale. With local snakes like Master Yue leading the way, all Revolutionary Party members, people with connections to the Revolutionary Party, and people identified locally as "rebels" were quickly arrested cleanly.

Before the government troops left, a major execution took place outside Jiangmen city. Lin Xiaofeng had never seen killing like this. Right by the river, rows of "rebels" were dragged over, bound with ropes. The government troops shot them in the chest or head at close range. Hitting the chest, the bullet would punch a large hole. Hitting the head, the skull cap could fly far away, with red and white flying all over the sky.

Although frightened to death by this scene, a thought unexpectedly popped up in Lin Xiaofeng's mind, "Killing people by the river like this makes it easier to clean up. If they killed people like this in the wild fields, creating such a huge patch of corpses and blood, who would dare to go clean it up!"

On April 20, 1915, in Jiangmen alone, the Guangdong government troops shot and killed over 900 people. The Revolutionary Party in Jiangmen was swept away.

PS: Starting today, I will try hard to update twice a day in the future. I earnestly ask all dear readers to spend some time to check out Zongheng's latest monthly ticket delivery. Asking for monthly tickets, asking for subscriptions!
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In Guangdong, the Tongmenghui was being slaughtered; in Fujian, both the Tongmenghui and the Guangfu Society were being killed. As for Zhejiang, due to the weak influence of the Tongmenghui, the primary target of the purge was the Guangfu Society.

On April 12th, the city gates of various cities in Zhejiang, which had been under martial law for a while, suddenly opened wide. The Beiyang Army and local militia groups stormed into the cities and began arresting people. Anyone who had been introduced into the Guangfu Society by Xu Xilin, Qiu Jin, or even Tao Chengzhang was arrested without exception. Only a portion of the members who had joined under Cai Yuanpei's approval, as well as those who were strongly protected by local gentry, were spared. Hangzhou, Shaoxing, and Jinhua were the hardest-hit areas for arrests.

By April 20th, the number of people arrested in Zhejiang exceeded 40,000. Regarding what to do with so many arrested people, the Fujian-Zhejiang Governor Feng Guozhang instructed: "Do not release them; leave no future trouble." Everywhere knew what "leave no future trouble" meant. Zhejiang had plenty of water, so starting from the 21st, large-scale executions of prisoners began in all localities.

In the past, when killing people, they would at least post a notice, even if it was a frame-up, explaining what these people had specifically done. This great purge initially had this process too, and those killed had to be publicized for their evil deeds of "radicalism" and "opposing landlords." However, by the third day, the various localities lost interest in this. Fabricating notices was an extremely brain-racking task. So in the end, the notices simply read, "On XX date, XX rebel party members were killed. Rebel party member So-and-so, rebel party member So-and-so..."

After killing for another three or four days, batch executions were followed by batch notices, and writing down all the names exhausted the people responsible for clearing the party in various places. To further improve efficiency, they only posted notices once in the morning and once in the afternoon each day. A sheet of paper was filled with "Killed XX people in such-and-such place, killed XXX people in such-and-such place." This finally liberated those responsible for the paperwork from their hard labor.

By May 7, 1915, the frequency of posting execution notices finally slowed down. Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui woke up early in the morning feeling very lethargic. A servant served ginseng tea for Zhu Rui to drink, then changed to white tea for Governor Zhu Rui to rinse his mouth, and only then withdrew.

During these days of mass executions of rebel party members, what Governor Zhu Rui had to do was not check off names for execution, but select from the list those who would temporarily not be killed. As the killing went on round after round, the later it got, the more Governor Zhu Rui had to rack his brains to weigh who not to kill. So he had been working through the night recently. Yesterday, those who could be released from the last batch were all released, and the remaining ones were all to be executed. They were all veterans of the Guangfu Society, as well as a group of people with relatively high influence locally. Even if he was unhappy in his heart, Governor Zhu Rui changed into his military uniform, preparing to go to the prison to see these people off. Human relationships were just such a thing; Governor Zhu Rui could have waited for his subordinates to bring the execution report, but that would make Zhu Rui appear completely heartless. Going personally to deliver some food and fine wine before the condemned prisoners' last day would greatly reflect Governor Zhu Rui's benevolence.

The ginseng tea probably had some effect, and Governor Zhu Rui felt a bit more energetic. After eating a bowl of longan porridge, Zhu Rui ordered the guard to set off for the prison. Although he didn't want to see those death row prisoners personally, Zhu Rui really wanted to see Wang Jinfa's final moments with his own eyes. As one of the big shots of the Guangfu Society, Wang Jinfa was arrogant and looked down on Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui, who came from the New Army. But after being arrested, Wang Jinfa extremely wanted to live. Being able to personally deliver the final meal to Wang Jinfa put Zhu Rui in an excellent mood.

Zhu Rui hadn't ridden a horse for half a year. The British had given a batch of cars to high-ranking officials in Zhejiang, and Zhu Rui naturally chose the one he liked best first. Riding in a car through the streets of Zhejiang, those envious and jealous gazes always put Zhu Rui in a good mood. As usual, two cars set out at the same time, and this time Zhu Rui chose to ride in the first one.

There were few people on the street. Although the shops were still open, they could only be described as deserted. With the recent mass killing of rebel party members everywhere, Hangzhou had already shot over a thousand people, so where would everyone find the mood to buy things? The car drove slowly as usual, and Zhu Rui looked around from inside the car. As they were driving, a woman appeared on the road. The woman was not very old and looked quite pretty. It was just that her standing in the middle of the street was very alarming.

Zhu Rui saw the driver slow down, and the mounted guards clearing the way also stepped forward to drive her away. However, the woman first untied her hairpin, letting her jet-black hair slide down her back. Then the woman unbuttoned her clothes. She was wearing absolutely nothing under her skirt suit. The woman blocked the Zhejiang Governor's convoy completely naked. Now, not only the guards but even Zhu Rui inside the car watched with wide eyes. The woman had an extremely beautiful figure and fair skin. Plus, being stark naked, it was completely impossible to see any threat.

The driver didn't know how to respond, whether to continue moving forward or simply stop. Just at this moment, the woman bent down. Although he couldn't see clearly from the back seat, judging by the posture, Zhu Rui knew the woman should be kneeling. "Is this woman going to cry out a grievance?" Zhu Rui thought. But the only so-called grievance recently was probably the mass killing of rebel party members. Even if the woman cried out a grievance like this, Zhu Rui wasn't prepared to play any "granting grace" drama from a play.

Before he could finish this thought, a burst of gunfire came from the roadside. Zhu Rui saw several guards on the left fall from their horses in succession. "Drive quickly!" Zhu Rui roared at the driver. Regardless, this was not the time to stop here and get beaten.

"There's someone in front!" the driver answered subconsciously.

"Run her over!" Zhu Rui had already realized that the woman in front was inevitably one of the assassins, and he roared viciously.

The driver also figured out the connection. He stepped on the gas, and the car accelerated and rushed forward violently. Just as he estimated the moment of impact with the woman, Zhu Rui felt a huge shock. The car windows shattered, and the car flew into mid-air. When the momentum from many angles converged on his body, only then did Zhu Rui roughly understand that the woman had detonated a bomb. In the split second before losing consciousness, Zhu Rui still hadn't figured out where exactly the bomb was placed?

Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui was assassinated. The car he was riding in was blown into the air by a bomb, and the burning car rolled and flew more than ten meters away after landing. According to the recollections of the surviving guards, the woman hid the bomb inside her clothes, and everyone's eyes were on the woman's naked body. No one noticed the trickery inside the clothes on the ground. And when the woman was kneeling and bowing, she was already holding the fuse. When Zhu Rui's car hit her, she detonated the bomb.

Of course, many years later, bored people also tried to reconstruct this assassination case. They believed that the woman used the kind of detonation device developed by the People's Party. The woman only needed to pinch the electronically controlled fuse, and as soon as she let go, the bomb would explode. Because in a kneeling position, the front of the car would hit the woman's head first, and a normal person could absolutely not effectively control the detonation time in such a posture. This detonation mode developed by the People's Party ensured that even if one lost their life, they could still detonate the bomb, guaranteeing that the assassination effect would not be failed due to various accidental reasons.

The investigation into the woman's identity afterwards also yielded results. She was the daughter of a landlord family in western Zhejiang who had joined the Peasant Association and had attended the Jinhua Girls' School. When clearing out western Zhejiang, some young girls were spared. However, their end could absolutely not be called lucky. These girls were all sold to brothels. Later, somehow, this woman contacted the Western Zhejiang Branch and carried out this assassination together with people from the Western Zhejiang Branch.

However, those who participated in the assassination were either shot dead or committed suicide by taking poison before capture. Since there were people from the Hangzhou locality among them, some also suspected that someone within the Guangfu Society had planned this murder.

Regardless of the speculations, this assassination indeed greatly changed the situation in Zhejiang. It is unknown if the prisoners in the jail were lucky or not, but due to the investigation of this matter, they lived for three more days. Immediately after, anyone locked in the prison, regardless of whether Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui had decided for them to die before his death, was executed by firing squad under the order of Fujian-Zhejiang Governor Feng Guozhang.

When the news reached Anhui, the young comrades of the Western Zhejiang Branch did not celebrate. Even the least sorrowful person only shouted with tears streaming down their face that Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui deserved his death. Li Shouxian's prediction that the various places would massacre Guangfu Society members had been proven true.

The Western Zhejiang Branch had also sent out a portion of comrades, but the majority of them were unable to return. Those comrades who were lucky enough to return spoke with lingering fear about the scenes of killing in various places. The Beiyang Army was somewhat better; at least they arrested people directly. Those militia groups were like mad dogs on the streets; they would kill anyone they saw in the countryside wearing foreign-style clothes, and even those wearing glasses or western-style hats. Some places had become so frenzied that they reached the point of killing anyone wearing leather shoes and carrying a fountain pen.

The People's Party basically hadn't had any real work in Zhejiang. Even the public representatives and commercial units stationed in Hangzhou had all withdrawn to the People's Party base area when Cai Yuanpei implemented anti-People's Party propaganda in 1914. The so-called killing of "People's Party rebel party members" was already a suppression targeting Westernization.

From January 1915, the scale and intensity of militia recruitment in Zhejiang and Fujian greatly increased. Local militia groups in Guangdong were already large in number, so no massive expansion occurred there. In these times, trying to find a livelihood was quite difficult. Originally, militia groups relied on connections; if you weren't an acquaintance, they wouldn't recruit you at all. Even if you were an acquaintance, they might not necessarily recruit you. Militia groups ate rations; who would have that much money to support such a large group of people?

How could those militia groups in the countryside distinguish what the People's Party was? Because the People's Party's goods competed with foreign goods in Zhejiang, this group of people felt that anything Westernized was the People's Party. Plus, that group of Westernized people in the local areas did attempt to lead the new order in Zhejiang, and there were plenty of gentry and landlords dissatisfied with them. The slaughter fell directly on the heads of this group.

"Jealous of the worthy and capable," "stubborn and unchanging," "reactionary to the extreme"—the young people of the Western Zhejiang Branch slapped all sorts of labels on these conservative reactionary gentry in the local areas.

Li Shouxian regretted the comprehension ability of the Western Zhejiang Branch. These comrades very likely attributed the cruel acts to personal character, or so-called human nature. In short, they would think that countless "accidental" factors determined everything that happened, and very few would truly believe that this was the inevitable result of class struggle developing to a certain stage. Li Shouxian didn't want to criticize the young comrades for their lack of experience because of this. He himself had carefully studied Chen Ke's "predictions" regarding this matter before it happened, and after it happened, Li Shouxian forcibly studied it many times before he had to admit that everything that happened was inevitable. There were no accidents in class struggle.
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"Secretary Li, why are you driving us away?" Ji Ye questioned Li Shouxian in a huff.

"No one is driving you away. We are just asking you to escort the masses from West Zhejiang to a safer place," Li Shouxian explained.

"Don't lie to me. Sending us to the border of Anhui and Jiangxi is clearly driving us away from the front line." After learning the skill of reading maps, Ji Ye discovered that many things did not need to be done personally; one could know the true face of many matters just by looking at a map.

Seeing that Ji Ye already had a relatively correct idea, Li Shouxian simply spoke the truth, "A battle is about to start. Leaving you in a place so close to West Zhejiang... I can't guarantee that you won't want to counterattack today or settle scores tomorrow. Moving you to the Jiangxi side is good for everyone."

Ji Ye never expected Li Shouxian to look down on them so much. A look of anxiety immediately appeared on her face. Li Shouxian raised his hand to stop Ji Ye's impulse to speak, "Don't explain, don't explain! In war, one must obey discipline. You can say that you are not afraid of death, but we still value your lives."

Even though Li Shouxian expressed sufficient goodwill, Ji Ye obviously did not appreciate it. After Li Shouxian finished speaking, Ji Ye said angrily, "You just don't trust us!"

Facing Ji Ye's anger and grievance, Li Shouxian was not moved at all. He said seriously, "Comrade Ji Ye, you have also received education in the Party School and the Military Academy. Can we not say hurtful words like 'trust'? We are here to fight a war, and you are full of desire for revenge. Everyone holds two completely different starting points and attitudes. Can this work?"

"Seeking truth from facts" was the core concept of the People's Party. If it didn't involve herself, Ji Ye could manage to "discuss the matter on its own merits" to a certain extent. However, once it involved herself, even if she knew that what Li Shouxian said was completely correct, Ji Ye still could not accept the People's Party's arrangement. "We will just fight properly. Please do not drive us away."

How could Li Shouxian not see Ji Ye's mood? He could only treat it seriously, "Comrade Ji Ye, I hope you can obey discipline. Strengthen discipline, and the revolution will be invincible. Comrade Ji Ye, this place is about to become a battlefield. Why has our People's Party always been able to win militarily? Because on the battlefield, we only want soldiers. Soldiers advance when told to advance and retreat when told to retreat. If we leave you here and send you to the battlefield, can you wholeheartedly engage in military work? I don't believe it. Whether it's your goal or your means, they are all for revenge, not just for completing combat missions. Sending people like you to the battlefield is irresponsible to you and irresponsible to the war. Moreover, if you want to prove that you are disciplined, then arranging for you to escort the masses to a safe place right now is also a revolutionary task."

In the People's Party, organizational construction and personnel arrangements were very different from other political forces. The People's Party considered issues from the perspective of whether the work could be completed. In order to complete the work better, personal emotions were taken into consideration. If personal emotions were harmful to completing the work, the People's Party would not hesitate to transfer these people away from these posts. "Trust" was an extremely serious topic in the People's Party. If a comrade could be recognized as "trustworthy," it meant that everything he said could be fulfilled. At the very least, such a comrade would absolutely not take his personal thoughts and will as the goal of doing things when working.

The comrades of the Guangfu Society's West Zhejiang Branch were undoubtedly far from the requirements of the People's Party.

Ji Ye had at least received systematic training in the Party School and the Cadre School, plus she had a lot of practical work experience. Even in the current emotional state, she finally maintained a certain degree of calm. In order not to be driven away, Ji Ye suppressed the dissatisfaction in her heart and said as seriously as possible, "We won't mention revenge!"

"You don't mention it with your mouths, but you are always thinking about it in your hearts. And since you think you are obedient to discipline, then the organization asks you to escort the West Zhejiang masses to retreat. Please obey the organization's arrangement." Li Shouxian's attitude was very firm.

"..., Secretary Li, the organization cannot be unreasonable!" Ji Ye was pissed off by Li Shouxian.

Li Shouxian replied calmly, "The organization is not a place to talk about personal feelings. The purpose of establishing an organization and improving the system is to do things. Why ask you to escort? I didn't ask you to escort the masses just to make things difficult for you. Because you are also comrades from West Zhejiang, the masses of West Zhejiang will definitely feel uneasy when they arrive in Anhui! With you acquaintances present, everyone will naturally feel at ease. Everyone can't just think of the interests of the masses first when shouting slogans, but let their own emotions dominate their actions in actual work. This is a manifestation of lack of organization and discipline."

Ji Ye didn't expect Li Shouxian to come up with such a "raising to the level of principle". Her wholehearted desire to fight turned out to be "lack of organization and discipline". Just as she wanted to continue to argue a few words, she heard Li Shouxian say seriously, "Comrade Ji Ye, I emphasize again, we are doing work, and our purpose is to complete the work. Whether to obey the organization's arrangement or insist on revenge, you go back and think this matter through before talking to me. I am very busy now, you go out first."

After "driving away" Ji Ye, Li Shouxian felt very tired. It was really better to have a fight with a sensible person than to say a word to a muddled person. Once the starting points were different, various contradictions were destined to arise in the process. What drove the West Zhejiang Branch was a kind of personal emotion, while what guided all the actions of the People's Party was the extremely rational scientific socialist program. Facing the continuously aggregated information about the massacre that was happening, Li Shouxian was first extremely angry, and then felt a kind of confusion. And what Li Shouxian felt now was a kind of sorrow.

Chen Ke, as always, had "predicted" the occurrence of this event before the massacre broke out. At the beginning of the massacre, he explained the true face of this massacre to the comrades of the People's Party. Li Shouxian could almost recite the document issued by Chen Ke in full.

"...Comrades, human thinking patterns must have a base point. Facing a strange environment, we all inevitably feel at a loss and uneasy. Overthrowing the Manchu Qing is a huge change in China, and the emergence of our People's Party is the biggest variable in this change. We have not only established a new system, but we have also made China inevitably see a brand new future and a brand new social structure. Since our People's Party is an alliance of laborers, anyone who relies on labor to settle down and get on with their life will feel rejoiced and feel that a bright universe has descended..."

"..., and those who think that owning land and capital is everything naturally cannot imagine what a world composed purely of laborers looks like. Considering these things according to their thinking of taking land acquisition as the highest goal, they naturally feel that the end of the world has come..."

"...At the moment when the world is undergoing earth-shaking changes, at the moment when those landlords and gentry feel that the end is coming, their first reaction is to restore the surrounding world to the track they are familiar with. But this world is material. Even the most idealistic guy will see the actual world when he opens his eyes. So these people are not crazy. They think that as long as they completely destroy the people and things that did not exist in the old world around them, the world will return to its old appearance, and the world will return to its previous track..."

"...I emphasize again, the world is constantly changing. Everything that happened in China is not because of the appearance of certain people and certain new things, but because of the complete change of the social system. It was these system changes that appeared first, and then new people and things appeared. This sequence relationship must absolutely not be mistaken..."

"...In this massacre, those butchers and all those facing the threat of massacre were shrouded in fear. They were all blinded by the things in front of them. These people either thought that crazy killing and crazy destruction of new things could stop historical progress, or they thought that some people had become bad people, and the world had changed. As the vanguard of Chinese laborers, our People's Party must see clearly this irreversible change in social structure, and bravely go up to lead this change..."

"...In such madness, only the laborers are not crazy. Why? Because those who seem to be crazy are all frightened, scared silly, and scared crazy by the things they imagined in their own minds. And the laborers work at sunrise and rest at sunset, eat, work, and sleep. They can absolutely not go crazy. This is why our People's Party can get so much support and so many victories. Because we ourselves are also laborers. Our People's Party is the vanguard of Chinese laborers. Through labor, we will gain more and build a beautiful future that we cannot even imagine in our most beautiful dreams. That is a height that has never been reached in Chinese history..."

"...Workers of all China, unite!"

Thinking back on everything that had happened, and thinking of Ji Ye who had fallen into the emotion of revenge, Li Shouxian could not help but feel sorrow. Chen Ke once said that hatred is a place where people who cannot concentrate escape when facing sadness. And revenge is to sharpen a sword rusted by blood into a pool of blood. Sadness is to completely immerse the blade body named "heart" in blood in order to heal the chipped edge of the soul. The more it is polished, the more the sword rusts, and because it rusts, it needs to be polished even more. In the end, all that remains is a pile of ground rust powder.

Li Shouxian really wanted to tell Ji Ye, even if the butchers' nine generations were implicated and killed without a single one left now, what was the point? Such killing only satisfied personal emotions, and couldn't even heal the pain brought by sadness. If this was done, what was the difference between Ji Ye and others and those landlords and gentry who killed crazily? They were all just trying to restore the former world, and then trying to wipe out all people and things that changed the world in the name of justice. As for changing a person who devoted himself to social transformation, his initial motivation might come from hatred and the passion for justice, but his final attitude should be beyond hatred and beyond justice. Justice is a social emotion, and the most fundamental spiritual power engaged in social transformation must be super-social and must come from some ultimate ideal.

The success of the People's Party was never because they understood hatred and sadness better, or understood revenge better than others, or even understood revolution and justice better than others. The People's Party just understood labor better than other political organizations in China. And just this small step was the chasm between the People's Party and other political forces.

Li Shouxian found that he could not explain this matter clearly to Ji Ye at all, which made him feel extremely regretful.

PS: Starting today, I will try hard to update two chapters a day. I beg all dear readers to spend some time to look at the introduction of the latest monthly ticket delivery on Zongheng. Asking for monthly tickets, asking for subscriptions!
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Chapter 76 The Beginning of the End (1)

Faced with the massacre that erupted in early 1915, the People's Party never had an extreme reaction. From beginning to end, the People's Party only extended a helping hand to their "half-ally," the "Former Restoration Society West Zhejiang Branch." Cai Yuanpei had originally worried that the ambitious People's Party would contact the "rebel party" within the Restoration Society to seize Jiangsu and Zhejiang, so he insisted on carrying out a great purge of the Restoration Society before the People's Party could make a move, in order to put an end to internal turmoil. The People's Party held their troops and did not move, allowing the great purge "led" by Cai Yuanpei to be completed extremely smoothly.

If it weren't for the assassination of Zhu Rui sparking a series of over a dozen assassination attempts in Zhejiang—some successful, some failures—this great purge would have been a complete success. All figures in Zhejiang who advocated for land reform were either dead or had fled, and those who advocated for Westernization were also killed and scattered. The landlords and gentry regained power, and after the members of local assemblies were purged and slaughtered twice, the "Stability Faction" came into full power. In Cai Yuanpei's view, the entire province of Zhejiang had returned to the correct track. The human factors that could potentially trigger social change had been wiped clean. After this frantic slaughter, the British expressed their support, and the weapons and supplies that were promised were all delivered.

However, Cai Yuanpei felt a faint worry. The entire province of Zhejiang was too "calm," "calm" to the point of being lifeless. No one dared to discuss politics anymore; when mouths opened in the assembly, it was only about how to "thoroughly purge the rebel party." In Cai Yuanpei's view, the rebel party in Zhejiang had already been completely purged, and the urgent task now was to reorganize armaments and wage war against the People's Party. But the landlords and gentry simply didn't mention this matter. Tao Chengzhang, who had been assassinated, had once fiercely advocated for Zhejiang to stay out of the coming war to seek the preservation of the federal autonomy system. These gentry members had once opposed Tao Chengzhang, but after they came to power, their rhetoric became exactly the same as Tao Chengzhang's.

Cai Yuanpei very much agreed with Sun Yat-sen's views. In such a situation, he had no choice but to write a letter to Sun Yat-sen, hoping to receive some theoretical support from him. As a result, when the messenger returned, he brought news that Sun Yat-sen, who was currently serving as the Vice Minister of Railways and a Member of Parliament, had gone abroad to Japan for an "inspection."

"Why?" Cai Yuanpei did not understand why Sun Yat-sen would do this at such a critical juncture.

"The Guangdong assembly members used the Alliance Society's promotion of radicalism as an excuse to demand the Beiyang government kill Sun Yat-sen to apologize to the world. After all, the Equalization of Land Rights was proposed by Sun Yat-sen, and the landlords and gentry are extremely opposed to this. Mr. Sun Yat-sen had actually defended himself, saying his Equalization of Land Rights and the People's Party's land reform were two completely different things. Equalization of Land Rights respects the landlord's ownership of the land. But a large group of people simply wouldn't listen. Out of helplessness, Mr. Sun Yat-sen could only go to Japan to avoid the storm," the messenger explained.

However, there were some things the messenger did not dare to tell Cai Yuanpei directly. Yuan Shikai let Sun Yat-sen be this Member of Parliament and Vice Minister of Railways only to serve as a symbol, like buying the bones of a thousand-li horse to show he values talent. The fact that the leader of the Alliance Society, once the most revolutionary political party, had also surrendered to Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government held immense political significance. Adhering to the Beiyang government's consistent methods, Yuan Shikai specially approved 200,000 silver dollars for Sun Yat-sen to "conduct inspections on railway issues." This money was spent in less than a year. Sun Yat-sen then applied to Yuan Shikai for another 300,000 silver dollars.

During this nationwide "elimination of radicalism," a portion of the members of parliament demanded that Sun Yat-sen make his finances public, asking him to account for where this total of 500,000 silver dollars had gone. Sun Yat-sen could not explain his financial issues, and seeing that the recent situation was unfavorable, he simply used the excuse of an inspection to run to Japan to escape disaster.

Learning that Sun Yat-sen was not in the country, Cai Yuanpei was quite disappointed. He had carefully studied Sun Yat-sen's Three Principles of the People and was a supporter of Sun Yat-sen's thoughts. In Cai Yuanpei's view, implementing a new system to a certain extent was still necessary, and Sun Yat-sen was the only person in China at the moment who could confront the People's Party in terms of political system architecture.

"Mr. Sun is not in Beijing. How is the recent situation in Beijing?" Cai Yuanpei asked.

"Beijing and Tianjin have almost turned into military camps; everyone is preparing for war," the messenger replied hurriedly. He knew of Cai Yuanpei's appreciation for Sun Yat-sen; if Cai Yuanpei insisted on asking about Sun Yat-sen's recent situation, the messenger really wouldn't know how to answer.

"When can the war start?" Cai Yuanpei asked. Although the Beiyang government, from top to bottom, had been shouting about going to war, it had always been about conscription and training, and there was no real movement up to now.

"That, I don't know," the messenger answered.

"I understand," Cai Yuanpei replied. He also knew that the messenger didn't go to Beijing to confirm this matter. There was plenty of discussion on the streets all over the country right now; if what they said were true, the war would have been fought dozens of times already. The messenger didn't come back to "peddle" the rumors heard along the way, which made Cai Yuanpei quite satisfied.

After the messenger left, Cai Yuanpei sat weakly in the empty room. He was not only thinking about when Beiyang would start the war, but he was also equally puzzled as to why the People's Party still had no movement up to now.

The People's Party certainly couldn't be without movement. In 1913, comrades believed that the War of Liberation would break out. In 1914, the People's Party continued to fight, and foreign countries also attempted to interfere in Chinese affairs; the People's Party internally believed the War of Liberation would break out. Chen Ke overruled all dissenting opinions, requiring the base areas to proceed step-by-step to complete conscription, training, and industrial and agricultural production work.

By 1915, Beiyang had entered a stage of large-scale military expansion and training. The comrades within the People's Party had enough experience in this regard. The Beiyang Army claimed to have 2 million troops; without more than a year of training and equipment, an army of this scale could not possibly possess universal combat effectiveness, especially the ability to coordinate in battle. According to intelligence collected and confirmed by the People's Party's intelligence department, the Beiyang Army's so-called command center didn't even have a full complement of operations staff officers, let alone the fact that the existing staff officers were basically clerks with absolutely no combat experience. Therefore, most comrades believed that the comprehensive War of Liberation would start in the second half of 1916.

Just like the previous few times, Chen Ke came out again to overrule the dissenting opinions. He believed that Beiyang's war would begin around August 1915. The comrades dared not disbelieve; they asked Chen Ke to provide clear reasons. By the end of April 1915, Chen Ke finally convened the People's Party National Representative Conference. At the meeting, Chen Ke finally explained this issue: "Beiyang is facing the problem of imported inflation. According to the summary of recent intelligence, imported inflation has already breached the threshold and entered a stage of full-blown outbreak."

"Input" (Imported) was a concept comrades built through specific things like blood transfusions and water infusions. "Inflation" was an economics term learned in class. Separately, everyone understood the two words. Connecting them together and adding a "nature" (suffix -ing/ive/driven), the comrades felt it was impossible to understand.

Chen Ke had no intention of letting the comrades guess. He explained, "The imported inflation Beiyang is encountering refers to a certain economy outside of Beiyang's economic system injecting a large amount of currency into the Beiyang economic system. At present, when the production capacity within the economic system has not been comprehensively improved, the volume of currency in circulation exceeds the volume of transactions, leading to inflation."

Such academic remarks still made the comrades feel it was difficult to understand. Lu Huitian was relatively flexible in this regard; he was the first to figure it out. "Chairman Chen means that the British gave Yuan Shikai a large amount of silver, and Yuan Shikai minted this silver into silver dollars and issued them in Beiyang. The British provided imported inflation to Beiyang."

Some comrades understood, but some still didn't quite understand. "This is real gold and silver, not recklessly printing paper money. How can it be called inflation?"

The People's Party implemented a fiat currency system, with paper money circulating internally. Regarding currency issuance, the People's Party was very worried about inflation issues. The Central Bank was extremely careful when issuing currency and had specially established a project audit department, which was the State-owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission. If paper money didn't have state backing, it was waste paper, too hard even for wiping one's butt. But Beiyang's silver dollars were the real deal. In the concepts of some comrades, this stuff was extremely difficult to link with inflation.

"If it were just more silver dollars, it wouldn't be a problem," Chen Ke explained. "But a large amount of currency is not entering the circulation field evenly right now; instead, it is appearing with high concentration in a few specific sectors. The Beiyang Army can't drink the northwest wind; they have to eat. A large amount of currency is entering the grain purchasing system. Currently, we occupy the Huang-Huai Plain, which is a grain-producing area. Beiyang cannot feed these several million troops relying solely on Hebei and Shandong. And why did I say threshold? The common people also have to eat. If grain prices remain at a relatively high position for a period of time, the people will gradually sell the grain in their hands. Now Beiyang has no grain, and the people have no grain either. Everyone is holding their breath waiting for this year's summer harvest grain."

"This year's summer grain can't be spoken of as a bumper harvest, but it shouldn't be a problem, right?" The comrades from Henan were right next to Hebei and Shandong; they had more of a say regarding Beiyang's harvest this year.

"It is precisely because there is no problem that a problem will occur," Chen Ke replied.

This kind of stick-in-the-mud prophetic statement made the comrades feel very dissatisfied. Chen Ke was often like this in major matters; he always relied on principles he understood himself to infer the development of events. Only after the fact could the comrades understand why things proceeded that way. Before the event happened, no matter how everyone discussed it with Chen Ke, there was always a feeling that the lips of a donkey were not matching the mouth of a horse. So, dissatisfaction aside, the comrades of the People's Party confirmed two things. First was to plan future strategy according to Chairman Chen Ke's train of thought. Second was to earnestly observe and collect intelligence, so as to be able to summarize the issues at future seminars.

In the People's Party, whether one could keep up with Chen Ke's train of thought was a very serious issue. It wasn't that opinions differing from Chen Ke's would bring about any retaliatory strikes, but rather that those comrades who could understand Chen Ke's train of thought could all receive faster promotions. This was an issue that could not be ignored. Since everyone revered Chen Ke as the leader and as the mentor, how could there be a reason for students not to listen properly to the teacher's lecture?
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77. The Beginning of the End (2)

"Recruitment work has also met the target. This March, the last batch of 400,000 new recruits was successfully enlisted. Including the reserves, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army now has a total of 3 million troops." After Chen Ke finished his prediction regarding Beiyang, Minister of Defense Hua Xiongmao began to recount the state of war preparations. "We have organized a total of 20 armies and 80 divisions. At full strength, this totals 2 million troops, with over 1.1 million field troops. The navy and air force total 50,000. Frontline troops number approximately 1.2 million. Railway Corps 400,000, Engineering Corps 600,000, and other reserve forces 800,000. The Military Commission's plan has been completed."

Over 60% of the Party delegates attending the Fourth Plenary Session had military experience, so the comrades had some concept of troop numbers. The total strength of the Beiyang Army was twice that of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's field troops, but this ratio was not enough to give the Beiyang Army an absolute advantage. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's base areas were linked together, and the war preparations over these years had not been in vain. In the base areas, 300,000 Railway Corps soldiers had been building railways like their lives depended on it, and all key strategic locations were now connected by train and shipping. Theoretically, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could transport an army of 100,000 troops along with their equipment from the northernmost north bank of the Yellow River to Hunan in about six days. Then, it would take another ten days for the troops to march to the coast of Guangxi. Or, in about the same amount of time, an army could move from Lianyungang on the shores of the East China Sea into Xi'an, Shaanxi. Traversing most of China from north to south or east to west in half a month—in the China of 1915, only the People's Party could accomplish this. With such mobility, and facing the Beiyang heavy troop groups divided into two major military regions, the numerical disadvantage was actually not obvious.

Having finished speaking about troop preparations, Hua Xiongmao began to discuss equipment. "Weapons and ammunition production and stockpiling have also been completed. For the War of Liberation, we have prepared 200 million rounds of ammunition. Spread across the Beiyang Army, that's about 100 rounds per person. The only issue is that our number of heavy artillery pieces is less than Beiyang's. Apart from 100mm caliber heavy guns, the number of mortars, 37mm guns, and 75mm guns in our forces exceeds that of the Beiyang Army. Utilizing the marching advantage from our troop training, the Beiyang Army's heavy artillery simply cannot catch up with our marches."

"Are we going to implement the tactic of 'strengthening the walls and clearing the fields' to lure the enemy in deep this time?" a Party delegate asked.

"Tactical luring of the enemy in deep is inevitable, but strategically, we will not retreat at all. We will fight on the border with Beiyang and annihilate the enemy's attacking forces," Hua Xiongmao answered.

"Why not adopt a strategy of striking first?" At this question, many delegates perked up.

"Chairman Chen has already explained very clearly that the Beiyang Army is facing a great many problems. Every day they delay fighting, the difficulty increases. If they drag it out until next year, the Beiyang Army will collapse on its own. A strategy of striking first certainly has its benefits, but looking at the overall picture, we have already grasped the strategic initiative. As time passes, our initiative will only grow. We can choose to start the war at any time; we can fight today, or we can fight tomorrow. But with each passing day, Beiyang's life gets a little harder, and their range of choices for starting the war will only get smaller. The more they want to prepare perfectly, the more they will find the situation developing in a direction even less favorable to them." Facing the current situation, Hua Xiongmao was very confident.

"Then according to our estimates, when exactly would it be most advantageous for the Beiyang Army to make their move?" a delegate couldn't help but ask. As soon as such an untimely remark was uttered, it immediately attracted quite a few glares. But the delegate didn't care about this; being able to question the Military Commission on such matters was in itself deeply satisfying.

Hua Xiongmao actually didn't care much about this. When the Military Commission discussed specific issues, they not only had to consider when it was advantageous for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to fight, but also discuss how the Beiyang Army could attack the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army effectively. If they couldn't know themselves and the enemy, and only blindly exaggerated their own advantages, it would be purely seeking their own death. So Hua Xiongmao answered frankly, "Their best opportunity was this March. But the Beiyang Army didn't seize that opportunity. Now it is already early May, and we will not give them any more chances."

While Hua Xiongmao was introducing military preparations to the Party Congress comrades in Wuhan, the Beiyang Army Ministry far away in Beijing was also conducting pre-war mobilization work. Wang Shizhen was a person who never complained; for a figure of his stature, he had long since thoroughly understood that complaining was useless. Yet at the Beiyang Army military conference, Wang Shizhen still couldn't help but say, "We have completely miscalculated this time. Originally, we thought Chen Ke would take the initiative to send troops to seize Zhejiang, but the People's Party has remained still. During the purge in Zhejiang and other places, it was chaotic, making it impossible to send troops. If we send troops now, the People's Party is waiting in full battle array, and I fear there is no opportunity to exploit."

The complaint on Wang Shizhen's lips was far less than the dissatisfaction in his heart. In fact, as early as the beginning of the year, Wang Shizhen had suggested attacking the People's Party's territory north of the Yellow River with elite troops in March, and taking the opportunity to cross the Yellow River and drive a wedge south of the river.

Even though Wang Shizhen was the Minister of the Army and theoretically could order anyone in the army to lead a charge, the subordinate warlords almost collectively opposed this military plan. In the past, Beiyang had been defeated repeatedly when facing the People's Party. Although the warlords commanding weak brigades were not particularly weighty figures, they all had self-knowledge; if these weak soldiers went to attack the People's Party, it would be purely sending them to their deaths. Didn't Duan Zhigui die in the end after being defeated in Henan?

The weighty figures were even less willing to court this disaster. Whether they could defeat the People's Party was already a difficult thing to say, and even if they won, it was destined to be a pyrrhic victory. Wu Peifu's Fourth Army had been greatly sapped of its vitality after a bloody battle with Japan. The Beiyang Army quickly replenished Wu Peifu's troops, but during the large-scale drills Wu Peifu conducted at the beginning of the year, officers from various units who went to observe privately couldn't help but shake their heads in secret. Judging by the performance in the drills, the standard of Wu Peifu's Fourth Army had plummeted.

This was even with the People's Party fully treating nearly two thousand surplus seriously wounded soldiers and sending this group back to Wu Peifu, considering that he had fought the Japanese and counted as an anti-Japanese hero. Among them, more than seven hundred wounded who healed relatively quickly rejoined the ranks, which was the only reason Wu Peifu could organize large-scale drills. Without the addition of so many veterans and officers, Wu Peifu probably wouldn't have been able to hold large-scale drills at all.

It was particularly ironic that this was the first time the Beiyang Army had seen its own force's recovery capability with their own eyes. In past battles, the People's Party's wars of annihilation simply didn't give the Beiyang Army a chance to recover. Watching a powerful army capable of fighting a bloody battle at Rizhao and expelling the Japanese army lose its combat effectiveness after just one battle—such a rapid transformation from strong to weak could not help but make the various warlords exceptionally "cautious."

But the one in the Beiyang Army who could truly call the shots was Yuan Shikai, and the reason Wang Shizhen gave Yuan Shikai was very "special." His strategic planning point was not Beiyang's strength, but targeting the People's Party's "weakness." Wang Shizhen's suggestion was simple: "From January to April every year, the People's Party has relatively less military training. Various units do their utmost to help the common people build water conservancy projects. At this time, their forces are most dispersed. If we can send troops, the People's Party will be forced to concentrate its strength, making it difficult to implement their actions of buying popular support throughout Henan. This would also be of great benefit for our future attack on Henan."

It couldn't be said that this idea was wrong; at any rate, Wang Shizhen had grasped the most traditional aspect of the People's Party. At all times, develop productive forces; at all times, be closely linked with the masses. However, Yuan Shikai's view was completely different. "Pinqing, our preparations are not perfect. Since the People's Party won't attack on their own initiative until April, we can instead fully prepare for war."

Wang Shizhen rarely argued with Yuan Shikai, but if they went by the standard of "everything is ready except the east wind," Beiyang was never perfectly prepared, while the People's Party seemed to always be able to respond calmly and with ease. While officers at all levels of the Beiyang Army were sweating buckets, punching and kicking to train their troops, the People's Party still had leisure time to help common people everywhere with farm work.

Yuan Shikai's hometown, the Xiangcheng area, belonged to the ancient Chenzhou region. Water transport was developed, and grain production was huge. It was just that centuries of bad governance by the Manchu Qing had caused this good place to gradually decline. The People's Party had occupied Henan for only three years, but after land reform, tens of thousands of troops were dispatched every year to engage in water conservancy infrastructure construction together with the local people. According to intelligence from Xiangcheng, all the land in Zhoukou had been transformed into irrigated land. Patches of level farmland were surrounded by river channels. When the spy spoke of Zhoukou's current state, he obviously had a dazzled look. He solemnly guaranteed that with Zhoukou's current state, there could absolutely be no famine.

"President, the People's Party has bought popular support to this extent; we cannot let them continue to work so comfortably." Wang Shizhen made a concluding statement.

The changes in Xiangcheng were a sore point for Yuan Shikai. He was still the President, yet he had lost his hometown. Through land reform, the People's Party had completely controlled the entire Henan in their hands. If not for various spies and reports, Yuan Shikai would never have imagined that there was such a method of annexation in the world. Being able to disrupt the People's Party's pace was certainly good, but Beiyang simply couldn't afford to lose right now. Yuan Shikai feared that any failure would cause the British to abandon their support for Beiyang. "International prestige" was no joke.

After pondering for a while, Yuan Shikai replied, "Pinqing, since Cai Yuanpei in the south is already preparing to purge the Party, and the People's Party has long coveted the south, if they send troops to Zhejiang, we could take the opportunity to move south."

Wang Shizhen was extremely disappointed with this tendency within Beiyang to wait for the right moment to act. After nominally unifying China, he didn't know when Beiyang's dashing spirit had been constantly worn away. Back in Shandong, when facing hundreds of thousands of rebelling peasant armies, the Beiyang Army dared to fight and struggle, wiping them out like autumn wind sweeping away fallen leaves. Now the People's Party's army was constantly expanding, and their recruits were all peasants, yet at this time, the Beiyang Army was becoming timid and overcautious.

It was just that Yuan Shikai didn't want to send troops, plus those warlords in the army were also thoroughly opposed to sending troops, so Wang Shizhen had no way to deal with so many people alone. Although extremely regretful, Wang Shizhen had to face reality.

After giving up the opportunity to attack the People's Party in March, the south did descend into chaos from April. The People's Party, sure enough, did not move at all, just as Wang Shizhen had predicted. According to the obtained "quotations" of People's Party Chairman Chen Ke, Chen Ke always insisted on "you fight yours, I fight mine, I maintain the initiative" in military affairs. This time, Beiyang pinned its hopes on Chen Ke being tempted by temporary benefits and sending troops to the south, which now proved to be a huge mistake. After a bout of water conservancy construction at the beginning of the year, coupled with a good harvest year, the People's Party had a bumper harvest in sight and continued to be in a leading position in war preparedness.

Hearing Wang Shizhen's complaint, the various warlords attending the Army Ministry meeting didn't think much of it. Ninth Army Commander Cao Kun said loudly, "Duke Wang, as soon as this summer harvest is complete, we will go south to exterminate the rebel party."

"Is Commander Cao wanting to lead the vanguard?" Wu Peifu said coldly. Beiyang had 14 armies in the north, totaling 1.4 million troops. Wu Peifu and Cao Kun were both army commanders, so it was normal for them to rival each other. Moreover, Wu Peifu just couldn't stand Cao Kun's boasting style.

"Once we go south, if I am asked to lead the vanguard, I will naturally obey orders." Cao Kun changed his attitude of firmly opposing sending troops a few months ago. "With our more than one million men all going south, we can crush the People's Party to death just by piling on them."

Wang Shizhen was quite dissatisfied with this kind of boasting in his heart. He glanced at the people attending the meeting. Duan Qirui was now the Vice Minister of the Army Ministry, and once war started, he would be the commander-in-chief of the frontline. The rest—Wu Peifu, Cao Kun, Li Chun, Wang Zhanyuan, Tian Zhongyu, Zhang Huaizhi, Lu Yongxiang, Chen Guangyuan, Cai Chengxun, Zhao Yuke, Wang Huaiqing, Jiang Yanxing, Zhang Shaozeng, Lu Jin—these fourteen people commanded the 1.4 million true core troops of Beiyang in the north.

Looking at Cao Kun very seriously again, Wang Shizhen said, "Everyone, the military plan has been finalized. We must send troops this year no matter what, and we absolutely cannot send troops in winter. My intention is the sooner the better; it would be best to send troops in May. I wonder what suggestions you all have?"

Cao Kun never expected Wang Shizhen to want to send troops so soon; he had thought sending troops would be after August, which was why he had talked big. Seeing Wang Shizhen and the other officers all looking at him, Cao Kun subconsciously asked, "Does the President know about this plan?"

Duan Qirui swept a cold glance at Cao Kun. "Commander Cao, when fighting a war, you must listen to the orders of the Army Ministry. The President attends to ten thousand matters of state every day; how could he have time to deal with these details? Do you have to report and ask for instructions from the President for every single thing when you fight?"

Wu Peifu had been personally promoted by Duan Qirui. Hearing Duan Qirui reprimand Cao Kun, he wanted to sneer, but he restrained himself slightly, only turning his head away to give Cao Kun an arrogant profile.

Cao Kun knew he had accidentally shown weakness. At this point, he had no other choice. Cao Kun answered loudly, "Duke Wang, Duke Duan, for this battle, I, Cao Kun, am willing to be the vanguard!"

Seeing that Cao Kun was no longer talking nonsense, Wang Shizhen didn't want to pursue it too much. "There is a military plan for who leads the vanguard. But in our meeting today, what we need to discuss is when to send troops. My idea is very simple: no matter what, we must send troops in May."
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Chapter 78: The Beginning of the End (3)

"Pinqing, why must we deploy troops in May?" Yuan Shikai asked gently. Over the last year or so, due to overwork, Wang Shizhen's originally graying hair had turned completely white. Combined with the deep wrinkles on his face that looked like they were carved by a knife, he looked even more aged. Every time Yuan Shikai saw Wang Shizhen's white hair, he would think of his own rapidly graying hair. There were so many state affairs, and the war with the People's Party was imminent. Yuan Shikai was burning with anxiety and hadn't been able to sleep all night recently.

Wang Shizhen saw Yuan Shikai's hesitant look and was afraid he would say something like "let's wait and see." After a lot of debate and suppression in the Ministry of Army, and with Duan Qirui's help, they had finally agreed on the plan to deploy troops in May. In such a situation, even without Yuan Shikai objecting, as long as Yuan Shikai hesitated slightly, saying "let's study it more, let's prepare more," it would be good if they could deploy troops by September. If it dragged on until September, there would definitely be people hoping to deploy troops in 1916. So Wang Shizhen said firmly, "President, the later our army deploys, the more fully prepared the People's Party will be. Chen Ke is extremely insidious; we absolutely cannot let him strike first."

Yuan Shikai did not answer. He was silent for a long time before asking, "Pinqing, what do you think our chances of winning are?"

Hearing this question, Wang Shizhen didn't know if he should feel relieved or heavy-hearted. What Yuan Shikai voiced was actually the heartfelt thought of the entire Beiyang organization. Everyone wanted to win battles, not lose them. Everyone wanted to put themselves in an invincible position first, and then calmly destroy the enemy. This idea was originally beyond reproach, but where in the world are there such good things?

Wang Shizhen didn't want to say anything more about the People's Party being too crafty. He had heard such words countless times. Because of defeat, Wang Shizhen had once been captured and had seen Chen Ke. Judging by that young man's lack of decorum in speech, he was a hundred and eight thousand miles away from being crafty. If Chen Ke hadn't led a rebellion but had instead joined the Beiyang, the grass on his grave would be tall by now.

Facing such a young man, Beiyang was defeated again and again. Wang Shizhen discovered that it wasn't how strong Chen Ke actually was, but that the People's Party led by Chen Ke was like other forces that started from scratch: those with bare feet aren't afraid of those wearing shoes. They strike when they should, and they are absolutely not afraid of being scolded by others. Now the whole world is scolding the People's Party, but the saying "a thousand pointing fingers will make one die without an illness" doesn't work on the People's Party.

Beiyang's problem was caring too much about other people's evaluation, afraid of damaging their reputation, afraid of bad timing. Every time they fought against the People's Party, they chose a time when they could "advance or retreat" as a last resort, and then after being soundly beaten by the People's Party, they would shrink back. It was this mindset of worrying about gains and losses that allowed the People's Party to seize every opportunity to develop calmly.

"President, chances of winning are fought for. If we don't fight, we will never have a chance of winning. If we want to have victory in our grasp before we fight, then we might as well not fight at all." Wang Shizhen's words were already quite blunt.

"So Pinqing can also get angry at me." Yuan Shikai suddenly smiled.

Wang Shizhen was not moved by Yuan Shikai's words. "This is not getting angry; the arrow is on the string and has to be fired. President, you insist on asking me about the chances of winning. I think our chances are only fifty-fifty. If we drag it out until August, the chances of winning will be less than thirty percent. If we drag it out until the People's Party strikes first, we will have zero chance of winning."

"Then let's do as Pinqing says." Yuan Shikai answered calmly.

Wang Shizhen was prepared to argue strongly with Yuan Shikai, but he didn't expect Yuan Shikai to agree so easily, which surprised Wang Shizhen quite a bit.

Yuan Shikai didn't mean to speak in riddles. He said frankly, "Pinqing, Xu Shichang has already come to see me. The matter of military provisions is far more troublesome than we thought. Last year we bought a large amount of grain, but now we can't collect any grain at all from the localities. Grain prices have skyrocketed, and unscrupulous merchants are hoarding for profit. Now everyone from top to bottom is waiting for the summer harvest. Zhang Jian of the Ministry of Industry, Commerce, and Agriculture actually threatened me saying he wanted to resign, saying that even if the summer grain is harvested this year, there won't be any grain to buy. What others say isn't wrong either. If we don't deploy troops now, I'm afraid the grain will be used up after August. At most, we can fight for another two months. How can we defeat the People's Party in two months?"

Wang Shizhen had heard some rumors about grain, but last year Beiyang issued a large amount of silver dollars, changed the money tax to a grain tax, and took advantage of low grain prices to buy a batch of grain, so military provisions shouldn't be a problem. But he absolutely didn't expect things to have deteriorated to this extent. A look of fear rarely seen appeared on Wang Shizhen's face.

"Pinqing, if we don't deploy troops in May, we will lose the opportunity. I regret it quite a bit now. If only we had deployed troops in March as you said." Yuan Shikai replied.

"Then I will go back and prepare." Wang Shizhen wouldn't act like a whining child either; he answered with a firm tone.

Yuan Shikai stopped Wang Shizhen, however. "Pinqing, between Cao Kun and Wu Peifu, who do you think can be the vanguard?"

Wang Shizhen answered without even thinking, "Wu Peifu. Wu Peifu is resolute and decisive, and his military discipline is very strict."

"No, let's let Cao Kun be the vanguard. Wu Peifu can serve as a killer mace; it would be a pity to use him too early." Yuan Shikai replied.

"Since the President says so, I will listen to the President." Wang Shizhen replied. As long as the troop deployment in May could be confirmed, it didn't matter who was the vanguard. In fact, this vanguard was just a term. Jiang Yanxing, Zhang Shaozeng, and Lu Jin, the three people commanding the 7th Army, 8th Army, and 10th Army, were stationed on the long border line from Henan to Shandong. If war broke out, they would definitely bear the brunt of launching the offensive. The so-called vanguard was just the direction of the main attack.

Zheng Wenjie, the chief of the Army Ministry's Intelligence Office, soon received news that the Beiyang Army was about to move. In the past, he would have felt that he had grasped extremely confidential news. But the clerk the People's Party planted in the Army Ministry's Intelligence Office had completely dispelled Zheng Wenjie's self-righteous thoughts. This was just the People's Party spy that Zheng Wenjie knew about; Zheng Wenjie felt that everyone around him looked like a spy, not knowing how many unknown spies there were.

"Copy this document." Zheng Wenjie handed the document to the spy clerk with a very casual attitude. The clerk responded obediently and began to copy the document. Even seeing that one of the pages was Beiyang's military movement arrangement, he didn't show any surprised expression, but just used a very natural movement to put that page at the very end.

The People's Party soon received news of Beiyang. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was very appreciative of Beiyang's ability to make such a crisp decision. Deploying troops in May was still somewhat regrettable. If Beiyang could move troops a little later, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could help the common people finish harvesting the crops. This kind of work could bond the military and civilians, and secondly, it could more specifically obtain the harvest situation of the main grain-producing areas, which was killing many birds with one stone. But since Beiyang used their last strategic initiative to decide on war, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army ordered the Henan Military Region to enter a state of war.

The enemy facing the Henan Military Region was the Beiyang 8th Army stationed in Handan. The corps commander was Zhang Shaozeng.

Zhang Shaozeng was from Dacheng, Zhili (now Dacheng County, Hebei Province), and lived in Tianjin. A student of the Tianjin Military Academy, he was selected by the Qing court and sent to the first class of the Japanese Army Academy's artillery department. After graduation, he ranked first, and "deeply associated" with his classmates Wu Luzhen and Lan Tianwei at the time, and was known as one of the "Three Heroes of the Shikan Academy". Later he served as the commander of the artillery regiment of the Beiyang 3rd Division.

In history, in the 31st year of the Guangxu reign of the Qing Dynasty (1905), Zhang Shaozeng served as the Chief Supervisor of the Training Department of the Zhili Training Office. In the second year of the Xuantong reign of the Qing Dynasty (1910), Zhang Shaozeng accompanied Beile Zaitao abroad to inspect the armies of Europe and America, and later served as the supervisor of the Army Noble School. The young nobles Zaitao and Zaixun were both his students. In the third year of the Xuantong reign of the Qing Dynasty (1911), he was transferred to the post of commander of the 20th Division, stationed on the line of Shenyang and Xinmin. When the Wuchang Revolutionary Army rose, he was ordered to enter the pass and stationed in Luanzhou. Zhang presented 12 articles to the Qing court, advocating constitutionalism and returning power to the people. In September of that year, the Qing court awarded him the title of Vice Minister, removed him from the post of commander, and appointed him as the Minister of Pacification. Zhang petitioned to be relieved of his duties and returned to Tianjin for medical treatment, which was quickly granted.

In 1912, Yuan Shikai appointed Zhang Shaozeng as the Minister of Pacification for the Yangtze River, running around for the peace talks between the North and the South. In that year, he served as the main minister of the Zhili Progressive Party. In 1913, he was transferred to the post of General of Suiyuan and Supervisor of Land Reclamation. At that time, Outer Mongolia rebelled and invaded the interior. Zhang Shaozeng commanded three armies to meet the enemy and repelled the rebel Mongol army, making great contributions to defending the motherland's borders and maintaining the motherland's unity. President Yuan Shikai commended his achievements and awarded him the rank of Army General, the third rank of nobility, and the First Class Order of the Striped Tiger. In April 1914, Zhang Shaozeng was transferred back to Beijing and was given the title of "General of Might".

In the summer of 1915, in response to Yuan Shikai's restoration of the monarchy, Zhang Shaozeng and Cai E privately discussed Yuan Shikai's conspiracy and organized forces to prepare for an uprising. When Cai E raised the banner of the National Protection Army in Yunnan, Zhang Shaozeng responded vigorously.

But in this timeline of Chen Ke, Zhang Shaozeng was captured in Anhui along with Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui, and was later released. When organizing the new troops, he became the commander of the 8th Army with the support of Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui.

When stationed in Handan, Zhang Shaozeng reorganized and trained the troops with remarkable results. However, hearing that Cao Kun might be the vanguard this time, and attack Henan together with Zhang Shaozeng, Zhang Shaozeng did not show any intention of sincere cooperation. He simply suggested directly to Wang Shizhen to let Wu Peifu be the vanguard.

Wang Shizhen knew that Zhang Shaozeng didn't like Cao Kun. In fact, people in Duan Qirui's faction didn't like Cao Kun. This wasn't entirely because of Cao Kun's so-called "big cannon" personality. It was because Cao Kun was the one among the Beiyang generals who most directly advocated supporting Yuan Shikai to proclaim himself emperor.

Yuan Shikai's desire to proclaim himself emperor this time was known to everyone. Wang Shizhen himself didn't care about fame and fortune and had no interest in this matter. But Cao Kun acted as a trumpeter, declaring everywhere that as long as the People's Party was wiped out this time, they must support Yuan Shikai to become emperor. What's more, every time Cao Kun met Yuan Shikai, he would refer to himself as "your subject". This made those who actually opposed Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself emperor very dissatisfied.
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Chapter 79: The Beginning of the End (4)

Cao Kun already knew that whether he could lead the vanguard was a flashpoint of internal debate within the Beiyang clique. But no matter how much they argued, it was only a matter of leaving a few days early or late. Although he had already married his fourth concubine—a female student from a girls' school, following the trend of other big Beiyang warlords—who was pure and literate, she was far behind in serving people. So before setting out, Cao Kun didn't stay at home, but went with a group of his officers to the Eight Great Hutongs to drink flower wine. Professionals were different; the women coquettishly leaned into the arms of Cao Kun and other officers, flirting and bantering, feeling much happier than at home.

Beside him, an officer's face was flushed with drink. His hand reached into the wide-open lapel of the woman next to him to knead and pinch. The woman let the officer do as he pleased, giggling as she raised her cup to feed him wine. The officer didn't look relaxed at all; he had a tragic look of one going to his death. He pulled his hand out of the woman's lapel, took the wine cup, drained it in one gulp, pushed the woman away, and shouted loudly to Cao Kun: "Commander, this time in battle, your subordinate will fight to the death! Death is death! We absolutely won't let Wu Peifu look down on us!"

"Good!" A circle of officers around them cheered together.

Someone filled the officer's cup, and others began to express their stance to Cao Kun under the influence of alcohol, "Commander, your subordinate will absolutely not lose face for our Ninth Army. We will fight the rebel party to the bitter end!"

Hearing these words from his subordinates, Cao Kun was moved. He stood up with his wine cup, "Brothers, you have been good brothers following me for so many years. We shouldn't say unlucky words before fighting, but being able to sit here and drink together means we are loyal friends. If any brother has a mishap on the battlefield, his family is my, Cao Kun's, family. I will ensure they are provided for in life and death! Come, come, come, drink this cup!"

The officers stood up one after another. Some clever ones had already pushed away the women beside them. Some who had been promoted recently and hadn't participated in such happy banquets before, held onto the girls in their arms and wouldn't let go. Seeing others standing up, they released the girls and stood up a bit slower. This delay met with complaining and dissatisfied looks from their colleagues. Cao Kun turned a blind eye to this completely. After everyone stood up, he took the lead in draining his wine. After drinking, Cao Kun laughed: "We have booked this half of the floor. Everyone must enjoy themselves to the fullest! Before the battle, I, Cao Kun, cannot let everyone be unhappy. Brothers, eat, drink, and play!"

Beiyang officers liked good omens before fighting. After setting out, they would face a future of licking blood from blade points and uncertainty of life and death. Cao Kun's words shouldn't have had hints about death, but these officers didn't feel unhappy because of it. After all, they were facing the People's Party. Even Duan Zhigui had died on the battlefield; death was no longer a vague imagination but a real possibility. Cao Kun's straightforward declaration gave people a feeling of honesty and reliability.

For normal people, really, except for death, there are no major issues. Since they had the realization of dying in battle before the war, indulging in pleasure was the most instinctive thought. Cao Kun wanted everyone to eat, drink, and play to their heart's content, so everyone sat down and indulged. If it were in the past, even if Beiyang military discipline wasn't good, a general of Cao Kun's rank wouldn't dare to gather crowds and mess around like this. But right now, they were about to go to war immediately, so everyone lost their scruples and just played freely.

Cao Kun didn't lie; he had booked this half of the floor. After drinking with the officers in this room, Cao Kun went to other rooms to continue drinking and talking with everyone. Morale boosting work was really physically demanding.

There were quite a few soldiers who held the same idea as Cao Kun and the others. There were guards standing at the entrances of brothels everywhere in the Eight Great Hutongs. Seeing guests not wearing military uniforms, they immediately chased them away. Even those wearing military uniforms would be asked "which unit" they were from. The sounds of singing and dancing inside the walls could be faintly heard. From the outside, it looked like the Eight Great Hutongs had turned into a military camp.

Once high on drink, men loved to look for trouble, let alone these Beiyang soldiers who were about to fight. Among Cao Kun's subordinates, someone first drank too much, went to the toilet, and came back to the wrong door, crashing headlong into another room. Inside the room, several women were already topless, but they were wearing Beiyang military caps on their heads, looking quite nondescript. The officer looked at a group of strangers, men and women, with drunken eyes, trying to identify them. After identifying for a while and realizing he didn't recognize anyone, man or woman, and thinking that Cao Kun said "we booked this floor", this officer loudly questioned: "Who are you people? What are you doing running into our room?"

The people in the room were playing happily. Suddenly someone rushed in from outside and sized everyone up with a gaze like interrogating a thief. This was disappointing enough. And the person who came in from outside didn't think he went to the wrong door, but instead questioned who the people in the room were. The Beiyang officers inside naturally wouldn't explain humbly to such unwarranted questioning. Someone couldn't help but shout: "Where are you from? Don't know your way?"

Being said to not know the way, the intruder immediately flew into a rage. He shouted: "What did you say?"

"Said you don't know the way, and you really don't know the way!" The officers inside the room had also drunk a lot. Although they weren't Cao Kun's subordinates, their tragic mood before going to the battlefield was the same. Seeing someone looking for trouble, and adding that they hadn't done anything wrong, the officers stood up one after another, pointing at the intruder and cursing.

Just then, other officers sharing the room with the outsider also returned from the toilet. Hearing someone quarreling, they immediately came to watch the excitement. Both groups were very emotional. Playing with women only relieved part of the emotion, but the fear of death was not eliminated. Because of embracing charming women and feeling the stimulation brought by life, the feeling of death was reinforced instead. Since someone rushed in to look for trouble, this cavity of hostility turned into evil fire and spewed out.

Thus, cursing turned into pointing noses and scolding, scolding turned into stepping forward and shoving, and shoving turned into exchanging fists and kicks. Cao Kun's subordinates were few in number and were at a disadvantage in a blink of an eye. Not all of Cao Kun's subordinates were drunk and dizzy like the first one. A clever one stopped resisting, escaped from the storm of fists and kicks, ran out of the room, pushed open the door of the nearest room in the half-floor booked by Cao Kun, and shouted loudly, "Our people are being beaten, go help quickly!" Seeing the stunned expressions of a roomful of people, he shouted again, "What are you standing there for, go help quickly!" After shouting, this guy rushed to the next room to continue calling for help in the fight.

The thing Beiyang army lacked least was guys who feared the world wouldn't be chaotic. Immediately someone followed and rushed out. Amidst the screams of women, they indeed saw someone beaten out of the room and falling in the corridor. Looking closely, it was indeed Cao Kun's subordinate. And several other stranger Beiyang officers had already rushed out to continue punching and kicking this person. Encountering this situation, there was no need to say anything more. Cao Kun's subordinates howled and shouted, rushing towards the perpetrating stranger Beiyang officers. The situation in terms of numbers immediately reversed between the two sides. In a blink of an eye, Cao Kun's side beat the opponents back into the room.

After rushing into the room, Cao Kun's subordinates saw that inside the room, those stranger Beiyang officers were surrounding and beating several guys who had fallen to the ground. Additionally, at the far end of the table, a stranger officer was watching the excitement with keen interest. He laughed heartily while forcefully kneading the chest of the woman beside him. This woman was topless and wore a Beiyang military cap on her head. Although she wanted to force a smile, her chest was grabbed very tightly, and the expression on her face was extremely ugly.

Some of Cao Kun's subordinates immediately went to save their comrades. One was extremely dissatisfied with this laughing stranger officer. He stepped forward in a stride, lifted his leg, and kicked towards that stranger officer. The stranger officer was also extremely agile. He pulled the woman beside him over, blocking in front of him like a shield. The woman's reaction was still quick; even in this sudden situation, she raised her arms to block. But arms couldn't twist thighs; blocking with all her might only slowed down the force of the flying kick. Her chest and abdomen still took a solid hit. The woman's face immediately twisted. Because she was firmly propped up by the officer behind like a shield, the woman stood fixed on the spot as if struck by lightning. The one who made the move didn't expect such a change and was also stunned on the spot. But he saw the woman roll her eyes, her bare upper body convulsed a few times, and then she opened her small mouth and sprayed out the wine and food she had just eaten like a water column. It sprayed right onto the face of the Beiyang officer who had accidentally kicked the woman.

The officer behind saw this scene, and seeing the sprayed officer's face full of filth, scrambling to wipe his eyes, he immediately threw the woman aside, ignoring her body twitching rigidly. The officer grabbed a stool and joined the battle group.

Cao Kun could never have imagined that things would develop into this. Just now, his subordinates were drinking and having fun in harmony, and in a blink of an eye, these people started brawling like mad dogs. Cao Kun had a bold personality and was also a famous "muddle-head" in Beiyang. In his youth, he mixed in Taku, nicknamed "Cao the Third Fool". But after all, he became a soldier at 20, plus Yuan Shikai's military discipline was harsh, so he could still observe discipline. The brothel Cao Kun booked in the Eight Great Hutongs this time was a two-story building with a traditional "Hui" character structure. In the center of the house was a hall going straight up and down. There were two staircases leading to the second floor on the left and right. The second floor had a circle of railings facing inward. Cao Kun watched dumbfounded as four people grabbed an unlucky guy who had been beaten immobile and threw him from the second floor into the hall inside. There were also wine tables in the hall. That unlucky guy fell straight onto a table, smashing cups, plates, bowls, and chopsticks, sending them splashing everywhere.

Fortunately, the people below had already seen the fight above and all stood up to watch. Seeing a person flying over, everyone started to dodge, and finally, no more people were injured. Seeing their feast smashed to pieces, the soldiers below cursed while grabbing plates, bowls, and chopsticks to throw up to the second floor. Some with fierce tempers simply picked up benches and rushed up the stairs.

As the scope of the brawl continued to expand, more people kept joining the battle group. A moment later, a fight also started on the first floor. Soon, the people on the first floor fought from inside the hall into the courtyard. Then noise was heard in the courtyard, and the fight went out onto the street.

"This bunch of bandits!" Cao Kun cursed in his heart. In the era of the Beiyang Six Towns, conscription recruited sons of good families. Now during the great expansion of the Beiyang army, where were so many sons of good families to join the army? So Beiyang recruited bandits and hooligans from everywhere, offering amnesty to some and forcefully grabbing others. Generally speaking, get enough people first. Among those who made a move, there was not a single middle or high-ranking Beiyang officer; they were all middle and low-ranking new officers exposing their original hooligan nature.

"Commander, what should we do?" The division commander of the Ninth Army asked anxiously from the side.

"What to do? Call up everyone of our own that we can call, and leave quickly." Cao Kun didn't even have the strength to be angry.

"This..." The division commander felt unconvinced.

"Look, there are people from the Third and Fourth Armies in there. Who are you going to reason with?" Saying this, Cao Kun laughed out of anger.

The division commander looked and indeed saw acquaintances from three or four armies already starting to gather their own people respectively. A hundred or so people were actually divided into seven or eight groups, large and small. With middle and high-ranking officers holding the line, the momentary chaotic situation finally improved.

"Don't just stand there, hurry up!" Cao Kun ordered. Letting officers go out to rectify order, Cao Kun called his personal guards in again, whispered a few instructions, and the guards left with the orders.

The commanders of various units all began to make efforts. Twenty minutes later, the situation was finally temporarily brought under control. The various groups of troops finally gathered in their own piles. Many people had bruised noses and swollen faces, covered in bloodstains. Some were beaten so they walked with a limp. Those who were beaten immobile were also carried aside for treatment. The tables in the hall had long been completely overturned. Cups, plates, bowls, and chopsticks, plus various wine and dishes, were all over the floor. The various aromas of wine and dishes filling the room mixed together, making the smell disgusting instead. As for that unlucky guy who was thrown down from the second floor, when he smashed onto the table, his face happened to land right in a bowl of pork with preserved vegetables. Thick brown sauce covered his face, almost suffocating him. But everyone couldn't see clearly which unit this person was from for a while. After some wiping, they recognized he was a battalion commander of the Fifth Army.

In this chaotic battle, everyone had made a move, and in the mutual chaotic fighting, there were conflicts between almost every unit. This bunch of people glared at each other like fighting cocks, but didn't know who to look for to continue fighting first.

Just then, three or four soldiers suddenly rushed in from outside. They shouted in panic: "The inspectors and police are about to arrive, everyone leave quickly."

Even if military discipline wasn't strictly enforced before the war, Beiyang's military discipline wasn't completely a decoration. Every unit had many examples of people beheaded for violating military discipline recently. These officers' faces all changed color, only hindered by face they didn't dare... Hearing this, Cao Kun shouted to his subordinates: "Is everyone waiting to be caught by the inspectors and get military batons?"

After speaking, Cao Kun took the lead and walked out. With the army commander taking the lead, the people of the Ninth Army carried the heavily wounded and supported the lightly wounded, and began to move. The Ninth Army had many people and great power, so no one dared to block them. With Cao Kun leading the Ninth Army taking the lead, plus everyone was afraid of the inspectors, they began to retreat one after another.

The procuress and male servants of the brothel saw the shop smashed like this. Although they wanted to block, how could these officers be blocked by these people? The various units acted collectively. They pushed over the guys blocking the way and all ran away cleanly.

This sudden incident affected seven or eight venues, seriously injuring five or six, and lightly injured were not counted at all. When Yuan Shikai heard this news, he was furious and strictly ordered all units to rectify military discipline. As the Minister of the Army, Wang Shizhen couldn't refuse such a request either. The result was that the Beiyang Army's plan to send troops originally scheduled for May was forcibly postponed by half a month. Cao Kun's unit, as the chief culprit, was severely rectified. The task of leading the vanguard was given to Wu Peifu.

By June 1, 1915, the Beiyang Army, with Wu Peifu of the Fourth Army and Zhang Shaozeng of the Eighth Army, finally converged. Duan Qirui was the frontline commander-in-chief, personally commanding these two units to launch an attack south against the People's Party.
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Chapter 80: The Beginning of the End (5)

Duan Qirui, Commander of the Henan War Zone, felt that his subordinates had been very respectful lately. Perhaps the brawl incident had released the pre-war hostility of the Beiyang officers, or perhaps it was because Yuan Shikai had personally ordered the officers involved in the brawl to be arrested and publicly flogged. After such a rectification, no one dared to be prickly anymore. However, Duan Qirui would never be satisfied with just this little change. If he were such a shallow person, he would have died dozens of times in the Beiyang clique already.

In the Henan Military Region Headquarters in Handan, Duan Qirui looked at the map leisurely. Beside him, several officers stood straight. It had been more than two hours since the briefing began, and the officers had been standing straight the whole time. Now, their legs were sore and their muscles were stiff. coupled with the heat, these people were covered in sweat. However, they focused their attention on Duan Qirui and the two corps commanders beside him, Zhang Shaozeng and Wu Peifu. Especially on Commander-in-Chief Duan Qirui's extremely gloomy face. Since May, Duan Qirui had punished more than a dozen officers, which was enough to establish his authority.

After looking at the map for a while, Duan Qirui finally turned his head back. He wasn't pretending to be angry to try to establish personal prestige. With Duan Qirui's seniority, status, and ability in Beiyang, he didn't need to do anything deliberately. What made Duan Qirui angry was that it was already June 9th, and the Beiyang Army still hadn't figured out the People's Party's military deployment. Just like the war in Anhui a few years ago, the People's Party's reconnaissance troops strangled the Beiyang Army's reconnaissance troops fiercely. Half a month had passed, and the Beiyang Army's scouts, including cavalry and infantry, had lost more than 500 men whose bodies could be found, and more than 2,000 were missing, presumed dead. Facing such a group of useless subordinates, Duan Qirui was already being extremely polite by just making them stand for two hours.

If he were fighting against others, Duan Qirui might dare to send light troops straight in to attack the enemy's important strongholds. But the opponent was the People's Party, and Duan Qirui himself had once been completely wiped out a few years ago because he advanced lightly without regard for intelligence. And last year, the Japanese also proved with the lives of a division what would happen if one advanced desperately in the People's Party's territory. Duan Qirui found it very puzzling how the People's Party could manage their territory like an iron bucket, impenetrable to needles and water.

Duan Qirui was considering if there were any good methods when he saw one of the reconnaissance officers in front of him stumble because he couldn't stand steadily. Although that person quickly stood properly again, because he was holding his breath and concentrating, the officer's face turned a bit purple. His legs had already started to go numb, and his whole body swayed slightly like a stiff wooden pole. Compared to this officer, the others weren't much better.

Seeing that the purpose of the punishment had almost been achieved, Duan Qirui said coldly, "You all sit down first."

The officers felt as if they had been granted a great pardon. While thanking him repeatedly, they hurriedly pulled over stools and sat down. However, having stood for too long, as soon as they sat on the stools, they immediately felt needle-like pain in their legs. No matter what, these people didn't dare to cry out. They all kept their faces taut, trying hard to swallow all the sounds into their stomachs.

"You have dealt with the People's Party so much, yet you still haven't figured out exactly how many scouts the People's Party has?" Duan Qirui wanted to figure this out the most right now. In terms of reconnaissance, the People's Party adopted a tit-for-tat approach. Once the Beiyang Army's spies entered the neutral zone tacitly agreed upon by both armies, the People's Party would send troops to strangle the Beiyang spies. But the People's Party happened to be very restrained. As long as the Beiyang Army ran back to the Beiyang Army's controlled area, the People's Party never pursued them deeply. The Beiyang Army set up ambushes many times, but the ambushers didn't even catch a single captive from the People's Party.

The officers looked at each other in dismay. This kind of thing was not something to be spoken of recklessly. There was a lesson from the past not long ago. Someone reported to Duan Qirui that they had confirmed a troop stationing point of the People's Party without investigating clearly. As a result, after a large group of Beiyang troops raided that place, they didn't even find a bird's feather. Duan Qirui directly executed that guy for the crime of falsely reporting military intelligence. That guy's head was still hanging at the gate of the military camp. When it concerned their own lives, no one dared to take the risk personally.

However, it wouldn't do to just tough it out and not speak. Just now, everyone spoke vaguely in a circle, which annoyed Duan Qirui, leading to the matter of everyone standing for more than two hours. The one who stumbled and almost fell just now spoke first because he was afraid in his heart, "Commander, the People's Party's reconnaissance mainly relies on airplanes. They patrol regularly every day, and there are at least dozens of mobile and fixed sentry posts. My subordinates suffered the most losses. Carefully inferring, there are at least two or three thousand People's Party scouts opposite the area I am responsible for."

"Two or three thousand?" Duan Qirui felt that this was simply nonsense. He asked coldly, "Have you confirmed that the People's Party has indeed sent out so many troops?"

Seeing that Duan Qirui was already getting angry, that officer couldn't help but shiver. He hurriedly explained, "Commander, every time it's the summer harvest, the People's Party sends troops to harvest with the common people. It's about to be the summer harvest here in Henan, I'm afraid they are participating in the harvest just like in previous years..."

There were definitely quite a few people echoing Duan Qirui. Someone had already started to speak, "This is impossible. It's about to be a war, yet they still send troops to harvest. If the People's Party troops went to harvest, then who is fighting us?"

"The People's Party doesn't have three heads and six arms. Even if they have airplanes in the sky, they still need this many people to fight. I also tried advancing on multiple routes, but the result was that every route encountered the enemy. If there weren't two or three thousand people, it would be absolutely impossible to have this effect."

Duan Qirui watched his subordinates argue, and he was also calculating in his heart. The officer who spoke just now was responsible for a reconnaissance width of about 20 li. If the People's Party put two or three thousand scouts on such a front, the entire area where the People's Party bordered Beiyang was more than six hundred li. Then the People's Party would need to deploy nearly a hundred thousand people in this vast area. Using so many troops as scouts, it would be more cost-effective to just launch an attack directly.

Thinking of this, Duan Qirui really wanted to make that guy who was spouting nonsense continue to stand as punishment. However, he just thought about it. Blindly punishing subordinates would only make them alienated. Moreover, there were indeed abnormalities in what the People's Party displayed. Such a strict blockade level really required tens of thousands of troops to achieve.

"Have no spies come back to report recently?" Duan Qirui changed the subject.

"Didn't see anyone coming over from the People's Party's side," the officers expressed one after another.

Duan Qirui fell silent again. Even if war broke out, even if there was a strong blockade, it was impossible to completely block passage in such a vast area. If the common people really had urgent matters to go north, this area of Hebei couldn't stop them at all. Yet in the recent month, surprisingly no one had come to Handan. This was inevitably too strange.

"Intensify reconnaissance." Duan Qirui finally gave a basically meaningless order.

Those officers responsible for reconnaissance left the meeting room as if granted a great pardon. Only then did Duan Qirui ask Zhang Shaozeng and Wu Peifu, who had not spoken from the beginning, "What do you think?"

"Commander, I think the People's Party doing this is a preparation for an attack," Zhang Shaozeng replied. "Given the People's Party's style of doing things, they are not quite willing to deceive the enemy. If it weren't for an attack, they wouldn't need to make such a big fuss at all."

Regarding someone saying just now that the People's Party sent so many people to cover the harvest, Zhang Shaozeng didn't believe it at all. In fact, if it weren't for the irrefutable evidence, Zhang Shaozeng wouldn't believe the matter of People's Party troops helping the masses harvest grain either.

Duan Qirui was noncommittal about this. He asked Wu Peifu, "What do you think?"

"Commander, I caught two Japanese spies in the army yesterday," Wu Peifu replied.

Duan Qirui completely didn't expect Wu Peifu to actually bring up such an issue. Everyone knew that Wu Peifu had just finished fighting with the Japanese less than half a year ago, and his attitude towards the Japanese was extremely hostile.

"What is this about?" Since Wu Peifu said this matter so openly, Duan Qirui didn't want to treat it lightly either.

"The Japanese are very concerned about our battle this time, but I don't know what exactly they want to do by being so diligent," Wu Peifu himself also felt very uncomprehending.

"How were those two spies dealt with?" Duan Qirui asked.

"Still beating them. These two people aren't honest, have to beat them a while longer." Wu Peifu tried to speak lightly, but the pleasure in his tone was too obvious.

Duan Qirui knew that this torture wouldn't end simply, but these weren't major issues. He had already made a decision in his heart at this time, "There is no need to worry about what the Japanese are thinking. They definitely want to sit on the mountain and watch the tigers fight. As long as we can eliminate the People's Party, they will choose to support us. I think what Commander Zhang said makes sense. The People's Party doing this is presumably preparing to attack. You guys hurry up and make preparations."

At this time in Tokyo, several Japanese were discussing China's recent movements. Someone asked, "Why doesn't Beiyang, as the attacking side, launch an attack?"

This question was very interesting and also quite vicious, but the participant said viciously, "Perhaps they feel that making preparations to start fighting with troops is already an attack, right?"

If there weren't a few people with malicious intent from the bottom of their hearts, the latter sentence should have triggered a burst of laughter.

"Originally, I thought the Chinese could implement a campaign with millions of participants. Later, I thought Beiyang had the ability to implement a campaign on the scale of 200,000 people. Looking at Duan Qirui's performance, I finally know I was wrong," the guy in the lead finally said with a smile.

"But our intelligence personnel have never been able to obtain Beiyang's military plan."

"Whether Beiyang has this military plan is still an uncertain matter."

"Does the People's Party have a comprehensive military plan? Several of our people were recently discovered by Beiyang. However, all the people we sent to the People's Party's side were caught."
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In the living room of Katsura Taro's residence in Tokyo, a meeting of the key generals of the Army Ministry was underway. Katsura Taro had even hung a large map of China in the room. The red territory of the People's Party and the blue territory of the Beiyang government were marked very conspicuously.

The attendees included Katsura Taro, the Minister of the Army, and many representatives who held real power in the military. Commanders and Chiefs of Staff of the First-class Divisions (Type A), as well as representatives from other divisions, were all present. Except for Katsura Taro, who wore a kimono, all other attendees were dressed in the black uniforms of the Imperial Japanese Army.

In peacetime, it was the Navy's warships that could display Japan's national power. Currently, the Takahashi Korekiyo cabinet was pro-Navy. Japan's current policy was not to intervene in the Chinese Civil War but to focus on making a fortune through the opportunity provided by the European War. The Army's request to expand by two divisions naturally could not be passed, and the entire Army Ministry stood in the position of the "opposition party." However, the struggle between the Army Ministry and the Navy Ministry had a long history, with each taking turns in power. No matter how much the Army Ministry cursed verbally, they could still accept the current political reality in their hearts. The purpose of Katsura Taro calling this meeting was to study the situation in China and prepare for the Army faction to regain power in the future.

The Army Ministry had relatively more intelligence on the Beiyang regime and knew quite a bit about Beiyang's strategic arrangements. purely in terms of numbers, the scale of the Chinese Civil War in 1915 was second only to the European War. And the battlefront was perhaps even longer than that of the European War. The Japanese Army Ministry had suffered losses in the Qingdao Campaign and the Rizhao Campaign. They had inwardly thought that both sides of the Chinese Civil War would put on a surprising performance. Facts proved that both sides in the Chinese Civil War had indeed surprised Japan.

"The Beiyang side has absolutely no decent strategy to speak of. It's a waste that they conscripted two million troops." As a disciple of Yamagata Aritomo, Katsura Taro held a contemptuous surprise toward Beiyang's performance.

"Beiyang could have implemented a pincer attack on the People's Party, but there has been no movement up to now. Although the land routes have been thoroughly cut off by the People's Party, the People's Party has no navy, so Beiyang can still effectively command its troops." Chief of the Imperial Japanese Army General Staff Hasegawa Yoshimichi held a similarly contemptuous attitude toward Beiyang. Controlling a million-strong army but hesitating to advance when facing the enemy—this was a major taboo in military strategy.

"Intelligence on the People's Party is indeed unclear; it's not without reason that Beiyang is unwilling to advance rashly." Vice Chief of the General Staff Uehara Yusaku had his own views. "Up to now, the internal mobilization situation of the People's Party remains unclear, and every time they have fought, they have won. The Beiyang Army doing this is also out of helplessness."

In the Qingdao Campaign, both the Japanese Army and Navy had suffered. The Japanese Navy had to engage in an artillery duel with the People's Party; damage to ships was within expectations. However, the Army lost the Kyushu Division, a loss that absolutely could not be ignored. This was also one of the important reasons for the collapse of the Katsura Taro cabinet. At the mention of this, the expressions of the Army generals turned ugly. Although it could be said that the Japanese Army was careless, the fact that a division was annihilated in a single day was still beyond the imagination of this group of Japanese Army men.

Katsura Taro naturally could not let these people from the Army Ministry remain depressed. He spoke in a clear, loud voice: "If things develop according to the current situation, who do you gentlemen think has the greater chance of winning?"

This group from the Army Ministry actually did not look favorably upon the Beiyang Army, but they all knew in their hearts that if the People's Party were to hold power in China, Japan would have to face a thorny enemy. This would by no means be a blessing for Japan.

"If Beiyang can utilize its advantages, it is still possible to defeat the People's Party," Hasegawa Yoshimichi answered in the manner Japanese people were most skilled at. Such an implicit statement meant he did not look favorably upon Beiyang.

"What exactly are the People's Party's deployments? We actually can't find out any news at all," the Section Chief of the China Section (Section 7) answered with difficulty. He actually hadn't wanted to speak, but the bigwigs in the Army had already pressed him many times, so he simply stated it upfront to save himself the trouble of being questioned later.

Receiving such a result, the Army faction people did not press too excessively. After all, any ideals these people had required them to first regain political power in Japan. After the political tossing and turning of these past few years, the entire Japanese economic situation had become very poor. Takahashi Korekiyo was a great hero in solving Japan's economic problems during the Russo-Japanese War. The reason he could be elected Prime Minister under such terrible economic conditions was that everyone hoped Takahashi Korekiyo could solve Japan's current problems.

Katsura Taro naturally knew the thoughts of the attendees. He gave a cold laugh. "Gentlemen, no one wants to participate in war. I can understand your desire for peace. I just want to give an example. According to the intelligence we have obtained, when the People's Party seized the Hanyang Iron Works in 1908, the steel output was no more than 70,000 tons a year. Currently, it has exceeded 700,000 tons, a tenfold increase in total volume. Meanwhile, our Japan has not exceeded 20,000 tons of steel to this day, and iron production is less than 200,000 tons. It is only double what it was seven years ago. Do you all know why this is?"

Most of those attending this meeting were soldiers, so naturally, they didn't know these detailed economic issues. "Mr. Katsura, why is this?"

Katsura Taro said loudly, "That Takahashi Korekiyo actually did some relevant research. We originally had a 'Coke for Iron Ore' agreement with Hubei. After the People's Party seized Hubei, they immediately terminated this agreement. Gentlemen, the People's Party's steel output is now four times ours. If things continue like this for another seven years, and the People's Party's steel output increases another tenfold to 7 million tons, while we in Japan, even if we grow faster than now, reach 700,000 tons... With the People's Party's steel output ten times ours, what future does our Great Japanese Empire have to speak of?"

Modern armies compete on weapons and firepower, and the amount of steel production directly determines victory or defeat in war. On this point, the generals of the Japanese Army understood the crux of the matter very well. A tenfold difference in steel production between two countries meant a world of difference in war capability.

"Does the People's Party really have the ability to push China to such a level?" an officer couldn't help but ask. China's decline was something Japan had seen with its own eyes; Japan had gradually gained its current status by relying on China's decline. If China could rise again, it meant that all of Japan's efforts to date would turn into bubbles. If Japan hadn't won the First Sino-Japanese War and hadn't achieved a lead over China, Japan wouldn't feel too bad. But the current Japan had tasted the sweetness of leading in Asia, so they were particularly afraid of falling behind China again.

"Gentlemen, although one cannot say Takahashi Korekiyo doesn't understand economics, this person is of no great use. You haven't seen the content of recent trade between China and Japan. It would be one thing if we in Japan were importing machinery and equipment from Britain and the United States, but industrial acids and alkalis are all imported from China. Even the brushes used by the Navy to clean gun barrels are made in China." Katsura Taro was unsparing in his attack on Takahashi Korekiyo, who had thrown in his lot with the Navy. "Some days ago, the Navy was preparing for war and needed a large amount of silk for artillery powder bags. But Japan's production of raw silk and silk fabric had all been sold to Britain, and Edo was actually short of silk. In the end, they relied on importing a batch of cheap silk from China to solve the problem in the market. If Japan continues down this path, the fruits of decades of effort since the Meiji Restoration will inevitably flow away like water."

These Army generals didn't understand other economic issues, but they all knew about the silk issue Katsura Taro raised. High-ranking Japanese officers naturally had to have the style of officers; frequenting drinking establishments with hostesses was part of that style. Everyone had heard many hostesses complain about the difficulty of buying silk. Although the Army's large-caliber artillery also needed silk for powder bags. So when Katsura Taro said this, the officers nodded in agreement one after another.

Seeing that he had finally mobilized everyone's sense of identification through concrete matters, Katsura Taro hurriedly struck while the iron was hot: "Gentlemen, Takahashi Korekiyo seems able to solve Japan's immediate predicament, but it is just struggling to get by. If we blindly follow Takahashi Korekiyo's line of thought, by the time Japan's situation improves, China will have become powerful. If we wait until China's power completely overwhelms Japan, that will be the true unpredictable disaster. Those Navy people can at most fire their cannons to scare China. The First Sino-Japanese War has already proved that to make China surrender, we must rely on our Army. No matter how big the warships are, they can't be driven onto land."

"Correct!" "Katsura-san is right!" The Army officers expressed their agreement one after another. What truly made the Manchu Qing submit was not the Japanese Navy, but the Army, which drove the Qing troops out of Korea with the force of crushing dry weeds and smashing rotten wood, and moreover, the Japanese Army destroyed the Russian army in Northeast China. If they relied only on the Navy, what use would it be?

Katsura Taro pointed at the map and cried out loudly: "Gentlemen, we must now carefully study how the war situation in China will actually develop and determine the Army's strategy. Only then can we make achievements in the future."

...

While the fellows with the Army background were holding their strategic meeting, Takahashi Korekiyo also visited Saionji Kinmochi's residence. Navy officers and tycoons of the financial world attended the Navy Ministry's meeting. As the spokesperson for the Navy, Saionji Kinmochi was not smug. Although Japan's economic situation had improved greatly after Takahashi Korekiyo formed his cabinet, British orders had alleviated Japan's debt repayment pressure, and Japan's once-sluggish exports had recovered. These seemingly good pieces of news might be attractive to people in the financial world, but Saionji Kinmochi would not go so far as to be complacent about this improvement in the situation.

Like Katsura Taro, Saionji Kinmochi also believed that Japan's current crisis was just beginning. It wasn't just the military advantage of the People's Party; China's decades of decline seemingly hinted at a completely new transformation, and this was what made Saionji Kinmochi feel fear.

"Gentlemen, the recent economic situation looks good, but Chinese products are now entering the Japanese market in large quantities. Especially in terms of power, Chinese gas engines have occupied almost the entire share of power sources for small enterprises in Japan. This matter cannot be ignored!" Saionji Kinmochi expressed his worry from another economic parameter.
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Compared to the militaristic style of conversation from the Army faction led by Katsura Taro, the Navy faction's manner of speech appeared much more refined. After all, they were considered quite a Westernized group in Japan—people who would drink milk and eat bread. Takahashi Korekiyo had studied abroad, so naturally, he was quite Westernized himself. He knew that his visit here today was essentially a "work report" to these bigshots who supported the Takahashi cabinet. Although Japan's recent economic situation was good, this was precisely the time to be cautious. If the economy were in bad shape, many wouldn't dare to take over the position of Prime Minister. But once the economy turned around, those tempted by the position wouldn't just be from the Army faction. There was more than one or two people waiting in the wings to stab him in the back.

Facing this group from the Navy faction, fellows who were quite sensitive to current technological developments, Saionji Kinmochi raised the point that the People's Party's attitude toward Japan's hot bulb engine trade was definitely not particularly friendly. Of course, this was also Takahashi Korekiyo's opportunity; if he could demonstrate his economic acumen, it would actually be easier to establish authority during a crisis.

The hot bulb engine issue was just a microcosm of current Sino-Japanese trade. For the Japanese government, it wasn't just hot bulb engines they were buying from the People's Party; they also had to import heavy chemical products like the "three acids and two bases," and even hemp ropes and cables. If the government was doing this, the scope of smuggling trade by Japanese "unscrupulous merchants" included all sorts of textiles, and they would even find ways to import daily necessities like needles and thread from China. After all, Japan had a small territory and scarce resources. The People's Party base areas, on the other hand, possessed vast land, and the yield of various crops was enormous. Just taking buttons made from coconut shells and brushes made from coconut palm fibers as an example, the People's Party could produce seven or eight hundred million buttons of various types and tens of millions of brushes of various types a year, at prices that were outrageously cheap. If one was willing to pay a 70% deposit, the People's Party's factories even accepted custom product orders. No matter how much Japan squeezed its laborers, it was impossible to lower prices to such a level.

Faced with the People's Party's cheap hot bulb engine trade, it wasn't that Japan hadn't tried to imitate them. Any industrial nation is a nation of imitators; in this regard, there is no difference between early and late-developing industrial nations. If one cannot learn humbly but instead thinks "I am number one in the world," a destructive end is inevitable. The Japan of 1915 wasn't unable to imitate the hot bulb engines mass-produced by the People's Party, but like with other products, Japan couldn't drive the price down to the People's Party's level. In fact, as early as 1913, Japan had begun to import hot bulb engines manufactured by the People's Party on a relatively large scale.

In this era of high shipping costs, importing hot bulb engines from the United States or Britain was an extremely uneconomical affair. Actually, Japan didn't need to feel ashamed at all, because the hot bulb engines for the entire Western Pacific were basically provided by the People's Party. Not only were the Japanese buying them, but the British and Americans in their Western Pacific colonies were also buying them, and the purchase volume of the British and Americans was even larger than Japan's.

Takahashi Korekiyo was a Japanese economic expert, and he had his own small team conducting research on economic phenomena. A force like the People's Party rising so suddenly couldn't help but draw Takahashi Korekiyo's attention. A power with a population of over a hundred million and a territory several times that of Japan rising so abruptly—if the People's Party's experience could be found, it would be extremely beneficial for a country like Japan that needed rapid expansion.

After listening to Saionji Kinmochi's remarks, Takahashi Korekiyo slowly replied, "I have already sent people to collect information on the People's Party's mode of industrial development. This mode is truly difficult to explain. Although the People's Party also pays great attention to foreign trade, their attention seems to be focused domestically. You all know the fixed-quota trade agreements implemented by the People's Party; they publicly state they do not pursue a trade surplus, but instead go all out to expand the scale of production. Such measures are vastly different from Japan's."

At first hearing, these words felt a bit far off-topic, but the attendees were all people of status. Naturally, they wouldn't simply interrupt but waited quietly for Takahashi Korekiyo to finish speaking.

According to intelligence collected by Japan, the People's Party's foreign exports were entirely for the purpose of driving industrial scale. Because the scale of exported products was very large, the People's Party's related industries were all developing quite well. Of course, given the People's Party's currency which had zero gold as collateral, if the People's Party wanted to export its own currency, no country would accept it. The result was that the number of factories in the People's Party controlled areas increased rapidly, and production capacity continued to improve.

After hearing Takahashi Korekiyo finish, Saionji Kinmochi asked, "What do you see in this, Takahashi-kun?"

"The People's Party can be viewed as a single large conglomerate. The divisions of labor within this conglomerate are different, but they are completely under the control of the People's Party and receive support from the People's Party's central bank. Although other individual enterprises exist, they can be completely ignored," Takahashi Korekiyo replied.

"Then do you mean, Takahashi-kun, that the People's Party is learning from Japan's path?" Saionji Kinmochi was still somewhat puzzled.

Japan had also engaged in state-owned enterprises at the beginning. After the state-owned enterprises had reached a preliminary scale, the Japanese government sold the enterprises cheaply to various zaibatsu (conglomerates), implementing a partition of Japan's state-owned enterprises. Saionji Kinmochi thought Takahashi Korekiyo was likely thinking of this matter.

"Not so," Takahashi Korekiyo replied briskly. "Recently, the hot bulb engine matter has had quite a reaction domestically, and I have analyzed this as well."

Hot bulb engine technology was not complex. Japan wanted to use domestically produced hot bulb engine products to replace imported People's Party hot bulb engines, but Japan's steel output was insufficient, so hot bulb engine output naturally couldn't go up. Moreover, production and sales also involved the issue of profitability for the manufacturers; the price could not compare with the People's Party no matter what. The war in Europe had brought Japan quite a few orders, and Japan, with its family-run small factories as the main production mode, greatly needed power sources like hot bulb engines that were simple to operate and maintain, and not picky about fuel. Addressing Japan's situation, the People's Party also had a series of matching accessories, from gas generators that provided fuel to small generators that the hot bulb engines could tow; all were low-priced, durable, and rugged. Japanese goods were originally the exemplars of "low quality, low price," yet while the People's Party's hot bulb engines surpassed Japanese similar products in quality, the price was actually only 80% of the hot bulb engines produced domestically in Japan. Even selling them as scrap iron wouldn't result in a loss.

The Japanese government had vigorously cracked down on this at first. Consequently, first there were black-hearted Japanese merchants who disregarded life and death to smuggle using small boats, and later it even reached the point where certain shipping companies would implement large-scale smuggling operations every few days. Faced with a situation where production capacity needed to be vigorously expanded, the Japanese government was forced to reluctantly include hot bulb engines in the trade list. One had to know, Japan was just like the United States, both major imitators of mechanical goods. And the Japanese market had never been open to this degree for a certain industrial product.

Hearing this depressing analysis, the attendees, including Saionji Kinmochi, all fell silent. Calculated from an economic angle, Saionji Kinmochi knew that importing large quantities of People's Party hot bulb engines would have an immediate effect on the Japanese economy; orders from Europe would allow these factories to easily earn back their capital. However, letting Chinese industrial products be so rampant in Japan made Saionji Kinmochi feel as uncomfortable inside as if he had eaten several pounds of green-headed flies.

Takahashi Korekiyo had personally approved the import of People's Party hot bulb engines, so he couldn't help but offer an explanation for his own actions. Seeing that the various bigshots remained silent, Takahashi Korekiyo felt much more relaxed inwardly. "Gentlemen, the People's Party has given us a very good line of thinking: enterprise scale must be large enough. This is also the reason for the People's Party's success."

Those inclined toward the Navy Ministry were all very sensitive to the machinery industry; industrial capacity meant national power. Since Takahashi Korekiyo mentioned an idea for industrial construction, everyone was willing to let this Japanese economic expert analyze it a bit.

Takahashi Korekiyo had gained time to continue promoting his own concepts. Since the People's Party base area was so close to Japan, Takahashi Korekiyo also wanted to find out exactly what methods the People's Party used to lower costs. The results of the inquiry surprised him greatly: the People's Party neither squeezed the workers to death nor developed any earth-shattering technologies. The sole reason for the lowered costs was that the People's Party's industrial sector implemented universal parts—for different equipment, there was a series of standard screw types. The characteristic of universal parts was to further lower costs, making larger-scale socialized mass production a possibility.

This simple principle was precisely what Japan could not imitate. The People's Party could use seven or eight large screw factories to provide various screws to the People's Party's entire industrial sector. Each screw factory had over a thousand workers, working six days a week, eight hours a day. Various screws, bolts, washers, and rivets—tens of millions were produced a year. Although Japan considered its industrial scale larger than China's, their factories of small family scale determined that these small enterprises all hoped to follow the "small but complete" path. Like farmers, they would try their best not to buy what they could make themselves. What could be simply patched up, they would try their best not to spend huge financial resources to painstakingly improve that tiny bit of precision. But taking mechanical equipment like the hot bulb engine, which was already considered "big, clumsy, and black," as an example, the accumulation of several small errors could cause terrible consequences. If precision was increased by 1%, the profitable price acceptable to the enterprise might have to increase by 20% or even 40%; Japanese enterprises absolutely would not do such a thing.

Japanese enterprises weren't willing to do this, but the People's Party was. This was one of the important reasons why Japanese people of insight felt fear toward the People's Party. According to the situation Japan understood, the proportion of universal parts on the hot bulb engines produced by the People's Party exceeded 30%. Roughly parts from a dozen factories were used on a single hot bulb engine, whereas for similar Japanese products, it was at most two or three enterprises cooperating in production. Just this single comparison made Japanese products fundamentally unable to compete.

The result of waiting for so long was actually "Japanese products cannot compete with the People's Party"; this couldn't help but make the attendees feel extremely surprised. Before anyone could speak, Takahashi Korekiyo gave the final conclusion. "The People's Party has the power to order enterprises to adopt what types of universal parts. On this point alone, we are already unable to compare."

"Is Takahashi-kun preparing to learn from the People's Party?" Saionji Kinmochi finally somewhat understood what Takahashi Korekiyo wanted to say. It was just that Saionji Kinmochi had said not long ago that the People's Party wanted to learn from Japan's move of selling state-owned enterprises to private individuals; now encountering a potentially opposite conclusion, Saionji Kinmochi was a bit disappointed.

"Whether to learn from the People's Party can be discussed later, but the People's Party is destined to be the enemy of our Great Japanese Empire. We cannot take them lightly. From this perspective, we actually should support the Beiyang government," Takahashi Korekiyo gave his own conclusion.
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Takahashi Korekiyo's assessment of the People's Party's forced implementation of industrial standards accurately pointed out the key to the People's Party's industrial development, but this stuff was a bit too ahead of its time. In 1915, Europe and America were just beginning to see attempts at scientific management under Taylorism, and labor unions were already beginning to struggle against it. The US House of Representatives formed a special investigation committee, and Taylor was forced to testify for 12 hours over four days. His testimony was filled with sharp questions and hostility from workers. In academia, Taylorism was also constantly criticized as a negative example by the human relations school. People criticized Taylor's assumptions about "economic man," criticized Taylorism for creating opposition between workers and management, and criticized the separation of planning and execution functions created by Taylor.

As for the state consciously enforcing comprehensive standardization like ISO certification, that was something the US only implemented as part of the "New Deal" after Roosevelt came to power during the Great Depression. As the chief designer of the entire industrial construction in the People's Party base areas, Chen Ke could accept low product levels, but he could not accept inferior methods of production organization.

As a Japanese economic expert, Takahashi Korekiyo's level of understanding was indeed not low. It was just that the group of people attending the meeting couldn't reach Takahashi's level. The Minister of Education didn't want to participate in the assessment of the People's Party's industrial construction capabilities, but instead asked directly, "Takahashi-kun, may I ask where this intelligence was collected from?"

Takahashi Korekiyo was slightly stunned, and after listening for a moment, he replied, "Part of it was collected through the intelligence department, and another part was from seizing letters written by Miyazaki Toten."

Hearing the name Miyazaki Toten, the faces of many attendees turned ugly. A naval officer couldn't help but curse in a low voice, "That unpatriotic traitor!" Miyazaki Toten used to have a bit of a reputation as a socialist in Japan, but now his reputation was even bigger. As a Japanese person, Miyazaki Toten actually joined the Chinese People's Party and held public office in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The People's Party captured a large number of Japanese troops in the Battle of Qingdao, and Miyazaki Toten led a group of "Japanese traitors" who had joined the People's Party to "brainwash" the prisoners of war.

Miyazaki Toten didn't ask the captured Japanese troops to join the People's Party and strike back at their motherland, Japan. These "Japanese traitors" simply vigorously publicized the unjust nature of Japan's war against China, asking the captured Japanese troops to stand on the side of the Japanese people and oppose participating in such an unjust war. During this, there was also "vicious" criticism of the Japanese zaibatsu. "Japanese compatriots, the domestic zaibatsu drive you to the battlefield to die for them. Apart from that meager salary and one full meal a day, what else have you received?"

Such vicious political attacks left a deep impression on the captured Japanese soldiers. Miyazaki Toten lectured extensively on class struggle theory, propagating that "there is absolutely no common reason between the exploiting class and the exploited class, just as there is no common reason between wolves and sheep."

Although the captured officers and soldiers couldn't completely accept class struggle, these soldiers clearly had doubts about the Battle of Qingdao after being released and returning home. The Army Ministry had to suppress anti-war tendencies in the army by severely punishing captured officers at all levels of the Kyushu Division.

The Navy naturally didn't get along with the Army, but they still expressed support for the hardline measures taken by the Army. In the intelligence exchange between the two sides, the name of the "Japanese traitor" Miyazaki Toten became known to more people.

Hearing Takahashi Korekiyo mention that a lot of intelligence was actually obtained from letters sent by Miyazaki Toten to Japan, the Minister of Education pressed, "Who exactly did Miyazaki Toten write to?"

Anyone Miyazaki Toten would specifically write to must be a Japanese traitor, or at least an accomplice.

"This has been clarified. But the content Miyazaki Toten wrote in the letter is more important," Takahashi Korekiyo said vaguely. Seeing Takahashi Korekiyo like this, Saionji Kinmochi turned his head slightly and looked at the Seiyukai bigwig Ozaki Yukio sitting next to him. Miyazaki Toten had written to Inukai Tsuyoshi introducing some of the Chinese People's Party's programs and political and economic policies. And Inukai Tsuyoshi led the Movement to Protect Constitutional Government in 1912, advocating for the overthrow of the domain cliques and supporting constitutional government. He and Ozaki Yukio, the Mayor of Tokyo sitting next to Saionji Kinmochi, led 234 members of parliament to impeach Prime Minister Katsura Taro for violating the constitution, confusing the distinction between the court and the government, using power for personal gain, and forming private factions... angrily denouncing them for using the Emperor as a shield and imperial edicts as bullets to strike at political enemies. This caused Katsura Taro to lose his will to fight and step down sadly. Inukai Tsuyoshi and Ozaki Yukio were hailed as the "Gods of Constitutional Government" because of this victory. Since Inukai Tsuyoshi was Katsura Taro's political enemy and had a good relationship with the Seiyukai, Saionji Kinmochi naturally couldn't say anything at this time.

Since Saionji Kinmochi expressed his attitude with body language, the Minister of Education and others tactfully stopped pursuing the matter.

The Minister of the Navy hurriedly smoothed things over, "Then should we prepare for war against China now?"

"Before the treasury is replenished, we really can't afford to fight," Takahashi Korekiyo replied quickly. He was able to take over the current situation precisely because the situation was extremely bad. Under Takahashi Korekiyo's efforts, the Japanese economy began to improve by borrowing the east wind of the European war. This was not the time to fight at all. "We need to work with the British to provide support to Yuan Shikai and defeat the People's Party. The British attitude is that they hope to form an Asian coalition force after defeating the People's Party, with the Beiyang Army providing the army and us Japan providing naval support. Britain even agreed to hand over Germany's islands in the Pacific to us Japan after the war is won."

"Oh!" Almost all the naval officers showed joy on their faces. Being able to expand territory, even if it was just some small islands in the Pacific, was a great achievement.

However, the Minister of Education was quite good at pouring cold water. He asked, "If Yuan Shikai is defeated, what choice should we make?"

For the Minister of Education, this was a question that had to be asked. As a Type A division, the Kyushu Division had been completely wiped out, and the Sendai Division, also a Type A division, had not gained any advantage in the Longkou area defended by the People's Party. The People's Party, possessing such combat effectiveness, was not without the possibility of winning the war. If Japan threw its full weight behind supporting Beiyang, but Beiyang failed everyone's expectations, how would Japan position itself? Paying such a high price only to achieve the People's Party's prestige, what was the point of such an investment?

"I only think that the People's Party is our enemy, and the Japanese treasury is not enough to support a full-scale war against China. I think you are all aware of this. What we need to do now is to prolong the Chinese civil war as much as possible. As long as the European war ends, the Allied Powers can intervene militarily in China. At that time, we Japan will gain greater opportunities." Takahashi Korekiyo did not like war, but as an economist, as the person who was able to raise huge funds for the Japanese side of the Russo-Japanese War in Europe while causing Russia's war fundraising to fail completely, Takahashi Korekiyo was not ignorant of how to choose the timing for war.

Although the attendees did not quite believe how strong Takahashi Korekiyo's will to fight was, Takahashi Korekiyo's current statement was enough to satisfy everyone. As long as Takahashi Korekiyo did not oppose the war, it was fine.

"Then let's discuss the issue of support for Yuan Shikai," Saionji Kinmochi took over the leadership of the meeting. "Yuan Shikai needs weapons and ammunition. With the support of the British, even if we can't trust Yuan Shikai, we should temporarily trust the British. These weapons need the British to endorse Yuan Shikai. If the British can't do this, we can only be helpless regarding Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai must use real gold and silver to pay us for the weapons we support."

There was a burst of laughter below. Saionji Kinmochi's attitude satisfied everyone. The People's Party had earned a lot of money from Japan. Even in this special period of war, if they couldn't make money back from China, everyone would naturally be psychologically unbalanced. More importantly, the result of doing so would give the Army faction an excuse. Since the Seiyukai and the naval forces were trying hard to improve Japan's economic situation, there was absolutely no reason to let Katsura Taro's gang gain political benefits in the future.

"But regarding the naval issue, since the British insist that we send troops, you gentlemen need to prepare for an expedition to Europe." Saionji Kinmochi was very proud of this. Even Britain, the world hegemon, had to make a request to Japan at this time. This alone was enough to prove Japan's power. "Gentlemen, your hard work will be exchanged for the opportunity for the Great Japanese Empire to expand its territory. Your reputation will be passed down to future generations. Please work hard, gentlemen."

The chiefs of the Navy Ministry answered loudly: "We will dedicate our lives to serving the country!"

The Mayor of Tokyo, the Seiyukai bigwig, and the man praised by everyone as the "God of Constitutional Government," Ozaki Yukio, looked at this inspiring situation, but deep down he was not as impassioned as he looked on the outside. At this moment, he was thinking of his old friend Inukai Tsuyoshi.

Before the "Japanese traitor" Miyazaki Toten defected to the People's Party, he had a rather low opinion of Japanese politicians, but surprisingly had a good relationship with Inukai Tsuyoshi. So Miyazaki Toten wrote to Inukai Tsuyoshi, hoping to persuade Inukai Tsuyoshi to implement a socialist system in Japan. After all, it was Katsura Taro and others who killed Kotoku Shusui in the "High Treason Incident". Inukai Tsuyoshi still had some sympathy for Japan's socialists.

But sympathy did not equal support. Inukai Tsuyoshi was naturally not a socialist. Even a political organization like the Seiyukai, which maintained constitutional government, could not support socialism. Or rather, precisely because these people supported constitutional government, they were exceptionally opposed to Miyazaki Toten, whose goal was to overthrow the current system. So Inukai Tsuyoshi still took out Miyazaki Toten's letter.

What Ozaki Yukio was considering was that Miyazaki Toten had an unusually strong confidence in the victory of the People's Party. Although Japan had no way to deal with China, and Saionji Kinmochi did not want to discuss the Chinese civil war in depth, this issue was glossed over. But Ozaki Yukio felt a little uneasy in his heart.

Soon, Ozaki Yukio gave up such thoughts. After all, Japan was only a collaborator with Britain's principles in the Far East, not the hegemon of the Far East. The real initiative was still in the hands of the British.

"What exactly are the British thinking?" Ozaki Yukio was very interested in this.
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Miyazaki Toten had long known that by choosing to join the People's Party, he would become a so-called "Japanese traitor." In fact, he didn't even need to imagine it himself; Chen Ke had explicitly explained this to him much earlier. However, Miyazaki Toten didn't care. In his view, joining the People's Party was the only way to save Japan, so the infamy didn't cause him any anxiety or fear.

Chen Ke, on the other hand, made a request of the Japanese members of the People's Party, hoping these comrades would use their social connections in Japan to do their utmost to prevent Japan from intervening in the Chinese Civil War. Miyazaki Toten and other Japanese members first got involved in the propaganda work directed at the captured Japanese soldiers. Not only that, but they also suggested to Chen Ke that they contact the remaining socialists and socialist sympathizers within Japan, to influence the direction of Japanese politics as much as possible through them.

Miyazaki Toten volunteered to write letters to some "upper-class progressive figures" in Japan, attempting to influence Japanese politics through them. What surprised Miyazaki Toten was that Chen Ke wasn't very enthusiastic about this, and even asked Miyazaki Toten and other Japanese comrades to cooperate with the People's Internal Security Commission on this matter. The People's Internal Security Commission was responsible for suppressing counter-revolutionaries. Miyazaki Toten couldn't quite accept this arrangement; he felt that even though they were letters of persuasion, they contained many personal matters. The intervention of the People's Internal Security Commission felt like a questioning of the Japanese comrades' trustworthiness to some extent.

The Japanese liked to play dirty, while the People's Party's organizational discipline strictly opposed such petty maneuvers. Since the People's Internal Security Commission's intervention was completely open, Miyazaki Toten and the others couldn't really say much. After the Party meeting, Miyazaki Toten simply held a meeting with the Japanese comrades involved in the matter.

After listening to Miyazaki Toten's doubts, Heidao Ren bluntly expressed his opposition. "Comrade Miyazaki, I actually firmly support the intervention of the People's Internal Security Commission. Having a clear conscience needs to be proven with facts; just saying it with your mouth is too easy. With the comrades from the People's Internal Security Commission involved, we get that proof. Chairman Chen often seems unreasonable in his actions, but he is actually the one who pays the most attention to reducing trouble for everyone."

Miyazaki Toten didn't quite agree. "Comrade Heidao, do you mean there are comrades within the People's Party who don't approve of us?"

Before Heidao Ren could speak, Meichuan Shangyi burst out laughing. "Comrade Miyazaki, our People's Party's policies are effective and highly targeted. Logically, the masses should firmly support us, right? In reality, the masses do follow us for their own interests, but as for this evaluation and approval...! We can only say we've done our best."

After Meichuan Shangyi finished, Heidao Ren took over. "Comrade Miyazaki, it's not that Chairman Chen doesn't trust us. I actually think Chairman Chen trusts us implicitly. It's precisely because he trusts us that he wants to do his utmost to avoid trouble for us. Let me just ask you one question: how much use do you think these letters will actually be?"

Miyazaki Toten answered quite honestly, "The usefulness should be very limited."

Heidao Ren laughed. "Then isn't that it? Since writing letters is unlikely to have immediate results, but Japan attacking us is extremely likely to happen immediately... If there were no comrades from the People's Internal Security Commission involved in this, and someone insisted on linking these two things together, how would you explain it then? Whether we have a clear conscience is one thing; whether we can make everyone believe us is another. This has to be guaranteed by the system."

These words implied that the People's Party would never lightly trust anyone, which made Miyazaki Toten feel uncomfortable the more he thought about it. However, Miyazaki Toten had also been in the underworld and had been cheated many times, so he naturally wasn't naive enough to believe that human hearts were extremely simple. So, since Heidao Ren had emphasized that this was Chen Ke's concern for the comrades, and the other Japanese comrades also expressed they didn't mind, Miyazaki Toten didn't raise any further objections.

After writing the letters, Miyazaki Toten thought he would get some response. The result disappointed him. The People's Party naturally wouldn't risk having comrades arrested to contact a few big shots. And those previously unknown socialists had all left their hometowns and couldn't be contacted for a while. Miyazaki Toten wasn't one to give up easily; he immediately applied to Chen Ke to go to Korea to contact Korean patriots. This time, Chen Ke bluntly expressed his opposition. "Comrade Miyazaki, the war is about to start immediately. We need to throw all our strength into the war, so we cannot accept any side issues for the time being."

"Does Chairman Chen not have any plans to liberate Korea?" Miyazaki Toten asked.

"Of course I have that plan, so precisely in the near future, we cannot give the Japanese authorities any provocation," Chen Ke replied.

"Then what does Chairman Chen plan to do in the near future?" Miyazaki Toten was quite puzzled by Chen Ke's choice.

"In the near future, we are going to kick the British out of the Yangtze River." Chen Ke gave Miyazaki Toten a straightforward answer. Hearing this goal, Miyazaki Toten's eyes lit up immediately. The People's Party had been shouting for months about kicking the British out of China's Yangtze River. Shouting was one thing, but there had been absolutely no actual action. Miyazaki Toten hadn't expected the People's Party to start acting now.

Chen Ke continued, "We need to put all the Japanese in Wuhan under supervision. This requires Comrade Miyazaki's participation."

"I resolutely obey orders!" Miyazaki Toten replied immediately.

On June 4th, the People's Party Navy sent a certain number of small boats onto the river starting early in the morning. Each boat was piled with a heap of mine-shaped objects. The soldiers on the boats threw the mines into the water. These black, hedgehog-like objects, covered with dozens of trigger rods, began to drift with the river current. To demonstrate their power, the British fleet sailed to the vicinity of Wuhan. On June 2nd, they had received a notification from the People's Party stating that the People's Party was going to conduct a military exercise and required British warships to leave the Yangtze. The People's Party had been shouting these kinds of demands for a while, and the British really hadn't taken it seriously. It wasn't until the lookouts discovered a group of suspected mines drifting vaguely down the slightly misty river in the early morning that ear-piercing alarms immediately sounded on the British warships.

Although the Yangtze waterway was wide, it was not the open sea where British warships could sail at will, and the British had no way to utilize the advantage of their artillery range. The People's Party's defect was that they didn't have large-caliber artillery capable of destroying British warships, which was the reason the British warships dared to ignore the People's Party's warnings and insist on staying in Wuhan. Once an artillery battle started, the People's Party's largest caliber 75mm guns could not penetrate the armor of the British warships no matter what.

But this was just an artillery battle; mines were different. A single mine could be packed with hundreds of kilograms of explosives. If a warship hit one, it could lose its combat effectiveness or even sink. The People's Party had indeed notified the British that they were going to "act," and it wasn't as if the People's Party hadn't performed mine-laying shows on the river before. It was just that the British Navy was indeed plucking up its courage to tough it out; they believed that before the civil war started, the People's Party wouldn't have the guts to make the first move against the British.

No matter how sure they were of their warship armor, no matter how sure they were that the People's Party wouldn't dare to use force against the British Empire without authorization, British naval personnel would never feel comfortable seeing suspected mine objects in their hearts. The fleet commander also refused to be frightened away for nothing here. Since the People's Party had issued a challenge to the British, the British Navy bravely accepted this challenge. Using the main guns was naturally out of the question, so the fleet commander immediately issued the order, "Use the rapid-fire secondary guns to shoot at the mines on the river surface!"

The signalman threw himself at the voice tube and began relaying orders to the secondary gun positions. Moments later, the British Navy displayed their refined military skills. Amidst a series of cannon fire, white waves thrown high by exploding shells erupted near the mines on the river surface. Not only the flagship, but the secondary guns on other warships in the fleet also quickly joined the shooting chorus.

The British Navy was experienced. After the mines were hit by shells, they sank quickly, and no large amount of wood debris floated up in the river water. This allowed the British Navy to quickly discover that these simulated mines were not made of wood. However, the quantity of the People's Party's mines was huge, coming down continuously with the river current. But the quantity of the British Navy's shells was limited. Even though the caliber of the secondary gun shells wasn't large, the quantity carried on a warship wouldn't be too many. At the beginning, every time a "mine" was sunk, the British naval gunners would cheer, but after firing for a while, the cheers gradually disappeared.

"Stop shelling. Warships are to maneuver to avoid the mines." The British fleet commander issued a new order. Since it was impossible to solve all the mines with shelling, they would show off the British Navy's ship-handling skills. In the initial stage, because they had sunk quite a few "mines," the British warships' avoidance was still easy. However, after the next wave of minefields arrived, the British Navy's Yangtze Fleet finally heard the "clang-clang" sounds of "mines" hitting the warship hulls. The sound wasn't loud, but it meant that if the "mines" were real, the British warship hulls would have been accompanied by violent explosions and gaping holes.

The impact sounds became more and more frequent. Finally, the British warships faced a problem: should they counterattack or not? If they didn't counterattack, it meant the People's Party's provocation had achieved its goal. They had already "sunk" the British warships in this "exercise." If they counterattacked, then the flames of war would definitely expand rapidly. In the end, the fleet commander could only remain silent.

The next day, Miyazaki Toten was leading troops into the concession to "invite Japanese merchants." In the consecutive four or five days, People's Party troops entered the concession for large-scale activities. The first thing they did was seal the gates of all the police stations in the concession, and the People's Party troops immediately took over all public security patrol work in the concession.

The only real resistance appeared when the People's Party ordered the police to disarm. At the beginning, the courage of the foreign police was limited to shouting. Facing the dark muzzles of guns, these guys who dared to shout at first quickly lowered their voices. However, when ordered to disarm, there were actually a few guys with backbone who resolutely objected.
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Before the People's Party seized the police stations, they held a meeting as usual to discuss the extent of violent measures that could be used against the police officers who refused to comply during the seizure operation, and whether or not to enforce "civilized law enforcement." This discussion seemed ridiculous, but it was actually about the extent to which they should struggle against the British. The police's resistance ranged from verbal to physical; how should the People's Party respond to different forms of resistance?

Hearing someone quote the saying "struggle with reason, advantage, and restraint," Chen Ke laughed out of anger. "The foreign police represent the privileges of foreigners in China. Although the foreign police haven't dared to step out of the concessions since we took control of Wuhan, and even matters within the concessions have to be discussed with us, privilege is still privilege. If we don't thoroughly smash these privileges, the people won't believe in our determination to protect China's interests! Call it overcorrection if you want, or beating a drowning dog. There is no need to be polite in this seizure of the police stations."

After saying this, Chen Ke glanced at Lin Shenhe, the Minister of Public Security. How could such a smart person like Lin Shenhe not know what Chen Ke meant? He tentatively asked, "Chairman Chen, do you want me to lead the team?"

"Comrade Lin Shenhe, isn't seizing these illegal units the job of the Public Security Department?" Chen Ke replied.

This remark caused a burst of laughter within the Central Committee of the People's Party. Given Lin Shenhe's history with the police station, he might not actually be the most suitable person to step forward. Even if the party knew that Lin Shenhe didn't volunteer for it, some people would definitely gossip behind his back.

However, Lin Shenhe's personality was definitely not one to care about such things. Or rather, precisely because of the laughter from these comrades, Lin Shenhe completely let go of his psychological burden. Since he was already being laughed at, what scruples did he have left? The meeting finally decided that the Public Security Department would take the lead in clearing out all illegal organizations in the base area, and Lin Shenhe would be the commander-in-chief of this operation.

Miyazaki Toten was a Pan-Asianist. Before joining the People's Party, he promoted the liberation of all of Asia. With Chen Ke's attitude so clearly demanding the seizure of the police stations, he was naturally full of energy. Facing those police officers who resolutely refused to disarm, Miyazaki Toten said in fluent Chinese, "As members of an illegal organization, behave yourselves. You illegal organizations should not continue to break the law. If you resist, you will be committing the crime of assaulting police. Our Wuhan public security system has the right to shoot you on the spot."

After saying this, Miyazaki Toten waved his hand to the armed police who came with him. "Load bullets! Fix bayonets!"

With a clatter of bayonets being fixed and bolts being pulled, the armed police were ready for battle. The few guys who insisted on resisting were the heads of the British police station. Being disarmed meant complete surrender, a major event, so they naturally wouldn't submit easily. But seeing the armed police ready to fight immediately, coupled with the overwhelming number of these armed police, the shining bayonets and the action of pulling the bolts just now let these people know that the People's Party was serious.

The leading police chief shouted loudly, "This is an illegal action! We are protected by treaties!"

"Illegal action? Our Wuhan Public Security Bureau is the government department here. The reason for our action this time is to abolish illegal organizations. The concession thing is a treaty signed between the British and the Manchu Qing. What does it have to do with our people's revolution? Any organization that is not registered in our base area is illegal and must be banned. If you want to protest, go protest to the Manchu Qing."

"You are provoking the British Empire!" the police chief shouted loudly.

Miyazaki Toten had attended a church school and understood English. He sneered, "I'll give you half a minute. Hand over your guns!"

Although the police chief knew that he would definitely be disarmed today, he naturally refused to surrender to the Chinese like this. While shouting "The British Empire can never accept such an action," the police chief did not actively hand over his gun.

Miyazaki Toten waited for half a minute, then waved his hand to the armed police. The soldiers rushed up without a word, raised their rifle butts, and smashed them down. The other police officers didn't expect the People's Party to be so ruthless. Just as a group of people wanted to resist, the bayonets of other soldiers were pressed against their chests. The bayonets were not just for show, they really pricked the flesh of those people. The police officers retreated in pain, and the soldiers continued to advance with their bayonets, forcing these guys into a pile.

The police chief was kicked down and beaten up. Miyazaki Toten ordered, "Beat him until he stops screaming!"

Two minutes later, the police chief finally stopped screaming. He curled up on the ground and wept. This beating made this guy, who was usually bossy, begin to fully understand that the People's Party was serious. Of course, this realization had just begun. The soldiers pulled the guy up, stripped him down to his underwear, and then stripped the other police officers of their tops, but left their hats on their heads. Then this group of people was tied up. A board was inserted into the rope on everyone's back, with the words "Illegal Organization Member" written on it. These police officers were connected by a long rope around their necks, and the front end of the long rope was tied to the back of a car. Such a team began to parade through the streets in the concession under the drive of the armed police.

It wasn't just this one team that was dragged out. The United States had received notification from the People's Party, so they didn't encounter any impact. The police stations of other foreign organizations all resisted to some extent. As long as one person resisted, all members of the police station were arrested and paraded through the streets. Seeing the long team, the foreigners on the street immediately exclaimed "God" in various voices, and then they ran away quickly. The People's Party had accepted the existence of the police stations for several years. The Chinese didn't expect the People's Party to completely fall out today. Seeing the police officers who usually looked majestic now either naked or half-naked, tied in a row by a long rope like a herd of livestock, everyone was first surprised, then someone laughed loudly first, and then waves of laughter rose from the onlookers, each wave higher than the last.

The onlookers pointed at these guys who were stripped to the waist but still wearing hats. The Chinese police officers in the team were recognized even more. "That's XXX's son! Usually he is XXXX." The family backgrounds of these guys were exposed cleanly.

The Chinese police officers heard children in the crowd asking, "Why are these people tied up?"

And the adults next to the children laughed and said, "Because they are bad people. Bad people get tied up like this. You can't be this kind of bad person when you grow up. If you dare to learn to be bad like these people, you will also be tied up and paraded through the streets. I'll break your legs then!"

These police officers were originally prominent figures on the street. Now hearing these criticisms, they only felt that their status had plummeted, and they couldn't accept this fact in their hearts. But what they thought in their hearts was no longer important. The forward pulling force from the noose around their necks was real, and this force forced them to continue walking forward under the gaze of everyone. If there were a crack in the ground now, this group of people would want to crawl into it.

After a parade, the People's Party sent these people to the detention center for "hooliganism" in the public security regulations.

The People's Party's parade was a naked statement. Comrades thought that the British would choose to retaliate immediately, but the result was not so. Under the siege of "mines," the British fleet did not open fire to demonstrate. Not only on the first day, but in the following days, the People's Party seized all police stations and required all foreigners in the concessions to apply for residence permits at designated places within three days in accordance with the regulations of the People's Party. All requirements were submitted in the form of official letters. The official letters clearly stated that if these foreigners could not apply on time, they would be arrested as illegal immigrants.

The British Consulate in Wuhan did not have the power to decide whether to start a war. Ordering the British Yangtze Fleet to shell Wuhan required an order from the British Legation. As far as the British Consulate in Wuhan itself was concerned, they did not want a battle to break out now. They had consulted with the commander of the British Yangtze Fleet, and the fleet commander stated that he had no reason to engage in an artillery battle at the moment.

The People's Party's "mine exercise" was really annoying. Although fake mines could not cause substantial damage to warships, fake mines proved one thing: the People's Party had the ability to conduct mine warfare against the British fleet. If real mines were mixed in with a number of fake mines, how should the British fleet respond? In the mine warfare that began a few days ago, the British fleet had discovered that it did not have the ability to completely destroy or avoid the People's Party's mine groups unless the British fleet temporarily withdrew further away.

However, such a decision was impossible to implement. The purpose of the Yangtze Fleet was to protect British interests and defend British expatriates and merchants. It was okay to retreat after a round of shelling, but how would the People's Party deal with the British remaining in Wuhan next? They had already expressed their attitude to Britain through the police station incident. Based on the British understanding of Chen Ke, Chen Ke never went too far in doing things. If he hadn't made up his mind and had enough backup plans, Chen Ke would not have shown any real hostile attitude.

In such a situation, the British Consulate in Wuhan had already passed the news to the British Legation in Beijing as quickly as possible via warships. After the People's Party cut off the telegraph network between North and South China, it took at least two days for the information to reach Beijing. It was impossible for the British Legation to make a decision immediately. Even if they felt humiliated, the British Consulate in Wuhan and the British fleet could only remain silent for the time being.

On June 10, the British Legation had received letters from the Wuhan Consulate and the Commander of the British Yangtze Fleet. But the British Legation couldn't come up with a solution at all. At this time, Beiyang had begun a military confrontation with the People's Party. Even if the British didn't have much confidence in the Beiyang government, they at least knew that Beiyang had an army of one million. In the imagination of the British Minister and Sir Humphrey, the Beiyang Army could at least fight.

However, the actions of this army of one million puzzled the British side. There were some British observers in the Beiyang Army, who actually acted as advisors. Previously, the advisors of the Beiyang Army were mostly German officers. During the war, German officers could not continue their advisory roles openly. As Beiyang's current financier, Britain naturally took on this role.

The news received by these British observers was that the People's Party had implemented an intelligence blockade in Hebei and Shandong, so the Beiyang Army in Hebei dared not launch an attack. On the contrary, small units of the People's Party began to harass the Beiyang Army comprehensively.

Due to the advantage of aerial reconnaissance, the reconnaissance troops of the People's Party first completely suppressed the reconnaissance troops of the Beiyang Army in the battles starting from the end of May. After June 10, small units of the People's Party took the initiative to attack and began to strike at the peripheral strongholds of the Beiyang Army. The Beiyang Army was unprepared for the sharp and fast attacks of the People's Party. When they learned that their peripheral strongholds had been attacked and sent large troops to relieve them, the People's Party troops had already retreated. What was left to the Beiyang Army was only the corpses all over the ground in the strongholds.

Perhaps the Beiyang Army felt that it was too shameful to be seen clearly by the British in its ugly state. After such attacks occurred more than a dozen times, Beiyang simply refused the British observers to participate in any meetings of the headquarters. The British were both angry and amused by this. Did these people in Beiyang think that the British believed that the Beiyang Army could beat the People's Party in small-scale battles?

The telegraph network in Hebei had not been cut off. Facing Beiyang's performance, the British Legation's biggest feeling was that Beiyang was untrustworthy. Regarding such a situation, the British Legation discussed it several times, and the result was that everyone leaned towards "maintaining the status quo."
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June 12, 1915, on the border between Hebei and Henan.

Caojiapu was a very ordinary small village in Linzhang County, Hebei. It was some forty li away from the Anyang border in Henan, and only sixty li from Handan. Although it was relatively close to the Beijing-Hankou Railway, it was quite far from the station, so it didn't gain much benefit from it. The Cao family was the dominant clan in the village, with over 80% of the residents surnamed Cao.

With the summer harvest approaching, Caojiapu would normally be bustling with preparations. But this year, all the village residents gathered at the village entrance for a meeting. This was a council convened personally by the clan leader, Cao Jingxiu, and the male heads of every household attended. A hundred or so people gathered together, making for a dense crowd.

The clan leader, Cao Jingxiu, was over sixty years old. Because he frequently worked in the fields, his skin had the dark purplish tan characteristic of a farmer. "Everyone, old and young, I invited you here today to talk about the coming war. Should we throw our lot in with the People's Party, or stick with the government?"

Hebei was Zhili Province, so they knew the most about the government and there had been many acts of resistance. As soon as Cao Jingxiu said this, someone among the villagers shouted, "With the Beiyang taxes set like this, won't we starve to death if we follow the government?"

After the opposition shouted out, a supporter spoke up. "They're only collecting this tax for one year. Just endure it and it will pass."

The supporter was the local landlord, Cao Cuishan. As soon as his words fell, the initial dissenter, Cao Jinggui, immediately retorted, "Your son is in the Beiyang Army, so of course you support the government. But the harvest this year isn't that good, and the government wants to collect seventy percent as tax. With only thirty percent of the grain left, can we survive until next year?"

The situation in Caojiapu was basically the same as in thousands of other Chinese villages. Generally, the wealthier families had lower generational seniority. This was almost inevitable; families with more land and money had more affairs to attend to, and since getting married wasn't difficult for them, they tended to marry relatively late. Poor families found it hard to get married, so the family would start making arrangements early, leading to earlier marriages. One generation might only differ by five or six years, but accumulated over seven or eight generations, it became a difference of sixty or seventy years. Cao Cuishan and Cao Jinggui were both in their early forties, but they were three generations apart in seniority. Seriously speaking, Cao Jinggui, who was of the same generation as the clan leader Cao Jingxiu, was actually Cao Cuishan's great-grandfather.

Cao Cuishan argued, "The government has bought quite a lot of grain over the past two years, so no one is short of money. Why is there a need to defect to the People's Party?"

Cao Jinggui sneered, "Haha, your family has a lot of grain, so naturally you made big money selling it. But how much grain did we sell in a year? How much money could we earn? Now grain prices are almost reaching the sky. After paying taxes, where would we have any grain left to sell? With the current grain price of sixteen silver dollars per shi of wheat, we couldn't buy a shi of grain even if we sold everything we own."

The Beiyang government lacked grain but had silver dollars in hand. Over the past year or so, the price of wheat had skyrocketed from four dollars a shi to sixteen dollars a shi—a fourfold increase. Hebei hadn't suffered from disasters in recent years, so the harvest was passable. The common people hadn't reached the point where they had nothing to eat. In the past year, not only had the price of wheat soared, but the prices of other grains had also risen three or four times. Seeing grain prices rise like this, everyone sold whatever grain they could. Now that the summer harvest was about to begin, many families didn't have a single grain left at home, just waiting for the wheat to be harvested to eat a full meal. Just at this moment, the government ordered this year's tax revenue to be increased to 70%. Farmers were extremely pragmatic; 30% of the grain would at most allow everyone to eat for half a year, and the little money everyone had in hand was simply not enough to buy half a year's worth of grain. If things went on like this, they would only starve to death.

Although the topic raised was the major issue of "rebellion," Clan Leader Cao Jingxiu still had to convene this meeting under pressure from everyone.

Cao Jinggui's statement received the support of the majority of the villagers. Everyone said one after another, "It's not that we haven't talked to the county about this, but those tax collectors won't make any exceptions. If they hadn't been driven away by the People's Party, I'm afraid they would be living in the fields right now waiting to collect our grain!"

As a landlord, Cao Cuishan naturally couldn't support Cao Jinggui's opinion. He shouted, "If the People's Party comes here, they're going to distribute the land!"

"So what if they distribute the land? They distributed land in Henan years ago, and the people there live much better lives than we do." Caojiapu was only forty-some li from the Anyang border in Henan. Farmers had no concept of provincial boundaries. It was all the same land anyway; did it affect these common people whether it was Henan or not a few dozen li away? The girls who had married over there naturally praised the life in the People's Party territory highly. Concentrated living and the overall planning after land reform made life much easier. Not to mention anything else, just the collective manure collection saved the villagers a huge amount of effort. The transport capacity provided by the People's Party's hot bulb tractors and the manure produced by the village feedlots largely guaranteed the fertility of the land. Not to mention the basic social services like tap water, hospitals, schools, and post offices after moving into collective housing.

The poorer the people, the more they could feel the immense improvement in life under the People's Party's rule. The people of Caojiapu were incredibly envious after seeing the device where clean tap water gushed out just by turning a faucet. For rural areas, carrying water was an exhausting task. If water usage was high, a laborer would have to spend several hours a day just on carrying water. As for the cheap farming tools from the rural cooperatives, as well as the inexpensive cloth and daily necessities, these were good things that made the farmers of Caojiapu drool with envy.

There was a huge difference between the North and the South. In the South, due to the climate, one could survive as long as one had land. In the North, due to water sources and climate, having land didn't necessarily mean one could survive. Nothing else needed to be said; slightly dry weather could cause a massive reduction in grain yields. How much water could be carried by human strength with heavy wooden buckets? Even if the water source was relatively close, the whole family working themselves to death for a day might not be able to water four or five mu of land. Humans could wait, but crops couldn't. Two days of exposure to the scorching sun could kill a lot of crops. The people of Caojiapu had seen that the land under the People's Party's rule was basically all irrigated land. There was no need to dig large-scale diversion canals; after the People's Party drilled mechanical wells, water would gush up from underground. Irrigated land meant that grain yields wouldn't decrease. As long as every family had irrigated land, even with three mu of land per person, it was impossible to starve to death.

Caojiapu was in Linzhang County, and like nearby Anyang, it was close to the Zhang River. However, Anyang had basically popularized irrigated land through mechanical wells and canals, while Caojiapu, which was actually closer to the Zhang River, still had over 60% of its land as dry land, where grain yields basically depended on the heavens. Comparing the two, it was self-evident under whose rule life was better.

"We cannot rebel!" Cao Cuishan's voice became almost hysterical. As a landlord, Cao Cuishan had over ten qing of land at home. If the People's Party controlled Caojiapu, his family would lose everything. Since they were close to the People's Party territory in Anyang, Cao Cuishan naturally knew that although the People's Party didn't confiscate landlords' floating wealth or engage in looting, they absolutely did not tolerate opposition to land reform. The land of the landlords over there had been distributed cleanly, and no one had been able to escape it. He would rather die than let the People's Party fight their way over.

Cao Jinggui advised, "Cuishan, the Beiyang forces can't even make it out of Handan right now. If we actively defect to the People's Party now, we won't have to pay taxes this year. Otherwise, when those tax collectors from the Beiyang government come, we'll only starve to death. If the Beiyang government collects our grain and then gets defeated by the People's Party, our grain will have completely gone to waste. At that time, wouldn't we end up with nothing?"

"We can't rebel even if we end up with nothing!" Cao Cuishan's attitude was extremely clear. He could not accept the fate of his family's land being confiscated. Cao Cuishan originally didn't want his son to join the army, but the People's Party's actions in Henan made him make up his mind. He let his son join the army for only one purpose: to follow the government, win battles, and protect his family's land.

Seeing Cao Cuishan being so stubborn, Cao Jinggui knew he couldn't be persuaded. But he hadn't intended to persuade Cao Cuishan anyway; Cao Jinggui wanted to persuade the other villagers. Turning his head, Cao Jinggui shouted loudly to the other folks, "Everyone, I've said what I needed to say just now. I'm not saying whether the People's Party is better or the government is better. I'll just say one thing: if the government loses the war, what should we do? After our grain is taken away, do we go flee famine and beg for food? If you don't want to flee famine, then just invite the People's Party over. Since we surrendered early, the People's Party would have to exempt us from this year's taxes, right? If you folks are willing, I, Cao Jinggui, am willing to go and talk to the People's Party about this."

Whether or not to defect to the People's Party was a major event after all, and no result could be reached in the first day of discussion. When it finally got dark, Cao Cuishan returned home and immediately summoned his family. His face was terribly gloomy under the lamplight. "You all know about what happened today, right?"

Many of Cao Cuishan's family members had attended the meeting during the day, and everyone's face was as gloomy as Cao Cuishan's. They were all very clear about what the result would be after the People's Party took over Caojiapu.

"We absolutely cannot be polite to those rebels. Although they are fellow villagers, we cannot let Cao Jinggui lead everyone down the wrong path," Cao Cuishan said, almost gritting his teeth.

"Father, then what should we do? Find someone to off Cao Jinggui?" asked Cao Cuishan's son, Cao Yifeng.

"No, we can't do that. Yifeng, go to the county seat tonight and tell the county government about Cao Jinggui planning to rebel. Tell them to come and arrest him quickly." Cao Cuishan said viciously, "Our Cao family has never produced rebels, and we absolutely cannot sit idly by and watch this rebellion happen."

The rest of the Cao family naturally supported Cao Cuishan's view. Cao Yifeng followed his father's order, took a letter, and rushed towards Linzhang County seat. Early the next morning, Cao Yifeng hurried to see the county magistrate. The magistrate knew Cao Cuishan and knew his son Cao Yifeng. Since the young master of the Cao family had come to deliver a report, the magistrate immediately granted him an audience. After hearing that the people of Caojiapu actually wanted to invite the wolf into the house and actively defect to the People's Party, the magistrate was furious. He slapped the table and cursed, "These unruly people are simply lawless!"

There could be no delay. A brigade of the Beiyang Army was stationed in the county. After contacting the Beiyang Army, the magistrate had Cao Yifeng lead a battalion of five hundred Beiyang soldiers and tax collectors to Caojiapu. Even though he knew the tax collectors were going to collect taxes, Cao Yifeng had to accept this fact.



★


The Beginning of the End 12

Volume 5 - Chapter 87

❧ ❧ ❧


The Beginning of the End (12)

After the group left the county seat, the Beiyang Army began marching in their customary single-line formation. The tax collectors from the county knew the way, so there was no need for Cao Yifeng to lead at the front of the column. The tax collector, however, was quite eager to ask Cao Yifeng about the growth of the crops in Caojiapu.

"The crops aren't doing well this year; the harvest won't be much." Cao Yifeng naturally couldn't praise the sturdy wheat ears and the granaries full of grain. Ever since the Beiyang government changed the tax collection method to directly collecting grain, the landlords in Hebei had already felt that life was becoming difficult. But the subsequent massive grain acquisitions filled the landlords' treasuries with silver dollars. As a landlord's son, Cao Yifeng was well aware of the faces of these tax collectors; if they didn't squeeze everyone dry, they wouldn't stop.

The tax collector naturally didn't care about Cao Yifeng's thoughts. Not only did he not care, but he also hoped to make Cao Yifeng understand and support the tax collectors' plans. "Young Master Cao, let's not beat around the bush. We brothers also eat from the bowl of tax collection, so we have to do our best. However, there is always a bottom line to tax collection. As long as the grain handed over reaches a certain amount, everything else is negotiable."

The voice wasn't loud, but it clearly indicated the tax collector's thoughts: taxes had to be collected. However, the tax collector's personal benefits couldn't be missing either. Cao Yifeng smiled apologetically, but in his heart, he wished he could pick up a knife and stab these tax collectors to death. Although he knew that he and his family could absolutely never support the People's Party's land reform, seeing these faces of the tax collectors—or rather, seeing the faces of the old tax collectors restored after witnessing the People's Party's tax collection—Cao Yifeng's disgust soared to a height that even he found surprising.

Cao Yifeng had been to the People's Party base area; a cousin of his had married into a family in Henan. Based on what Cao Yifeng had seen and heard in the People's Party base area just a few dozen miles away, the People's Party's taxation was completely different from the Beiyang side. Common people didn't like paying taxes, so the People's Party never forced the people to pay taxes; paying public grain was voluntary for the people. After the consolidation of villages and the construction of towns, the people all lived collectively in some "communities" in the towns. Those were buildings with bright glass, beautiful floor-to-ceiling curtains, clean tap water, and smooth, polished cement floors.

After the summer harvest, all the grain was handed over by the people themselves; no one refused or delayed. Firstly, the thirty percent tax wasn't high. Secondly, if the tax grain wasn't paid on time, the people would be disqualified from purchasing at the Supply and Marketing Cooperatives. The money spent buying goods at fair prices was much more than buying at the cheap prices of the Supply and Marketing Cooperatives; this expense was enough to buy two or three times the amount of the public grain. The common people calculated this account more shrewdly than anyone else. So there was never any coercion, let alone extortion by tax collectors; you could pay the tax grain or not, as you pleased. If you paid the grain, the grain collection station wouldn't make things difficult for you either.

Cao Yifeng's cousin married a local landlord nicknamed "Zhou Bapi" (Zhou the Skinner). This "Cousin-in-law," apart from being a farming maniac who worked desperately hard, was extreme in exploiting the labor of tenant farmers; he was almost beaten to death during the land reform. However, he had one good point: he loved farming, was stingy with money, and didn't like lending at high interest. In addition, he listened particularly well to the "government"; he didn't dare to resist even when his land was confiscated, so he managed to save his life. When the People's Party organized production teams, Zhou Bapi actually signed up. His reputation as a "skinner" was well known, but surprisingly, quite a few people who loved farming dared to cooperate with him.

Everyone first publicly established the rules of the production team according to the regulations of the People's Party. After "Zhou Bapi" volunteered and was elected as the production team leader, he personally planned the production arrangements. Moreover, the regulations stated clearly that if the yield per mu exceeded 280 jin, "Zhou Bapi" would get twenty-five percent of the surplus grain. This document was notarized by the People's Party Notary Office, and all participating commoners pressed their handprints and signed it. Furthermore, Zhou Bapi was particularly afraid of the government. The government suggested that their production team participate in the "Unified Purchase and Sale" grain acquisition plan, and after studying it, he also persuaded the participants of the production team to join.

This production team had a total of more than 580 mu of land. Over the year, the average yield per mu was more than 320 jin. In addition to the harvest from his own land, Zhou Bapi netted more than 6,000 jin of grain according to the document. Plus the breeding farm contracted by the production team, each participant received two pigs, twenty chickens, and more than two thousand eggs at the end of the year. According to the "Unified Purchase and Sale" plan, each person's year-end income exceeded 300 RMB. The Zhou family's total income for eight people was as high as 6,000 RMB. In Hebei, the exchange rate between RMB and "Yuan Shikai" silver dollars was at a level of 5:1 to 3:1. That is to say, the Zhou family's annual income was at least at the level of 1,200 silver dollars. In the past, when the Zhou family had more than 200 mu of land, they simply couldn't earn this much money.

So when Zhou Bapi invited his brother-in-law Cao Yifeng for a drink, the dishes were very "simple," but there was a lot of talk. Zhou Bapi praised the People's Party's investment in rural water conservancy infrastructure and praised the great use of the "tractors" even more. If irrigated land hadn't been popularized locally, if tractors hadn't come and gone continuously to implement deep plowing and transport various materials during the busy farming season, agricultural output simply couldn't have increased. As for the People's Party's agricultural technology department, Zhou Bapi almost praised these young people from out of town to the skies. Improved seeds, weather forecasts, various pest and disease control technologies, and even investigations of soil characteristics and nutrient components—these young people didn't go to the fields much, and many things were just strictly according to the book. Zhou Bapi was an old hand at farming for many years; although he didn't understand those new terms for a while, he understood the principles inside as soon as he heard them. Because of the urgent need for labor, Zhou Bapi once delayed his two sons and one daughter from going to school. As a result, Zhou Bapi was dragged to the village assembly by cadres from the education department and publicly criticized for "opposing the Compulsory Education Law," but Zhou Bapi held no grudge at all. He had already decided to let his two sons go to the newly opened agricultural school in Anyang after graduating from junior high school to study the People's Party's agricultural technology properly.

Although he was a good hand at work, Zhou Bapi couldn't hold his liquor; his tongue got big after a few cups. He said drunkenly to his brother-in-law Cao Yifeng: "Don't be afraid of having no land. As long as the People's Party keeps its word, you can make money if you are willing to work; there is endless money to be made from farming. Those other landlords in our village acted like their parents had died after their land was distributed. Actually, what the hell are they afraid of? The People's Party, this government, keeps its word; it is a good government. If your side gets liberated and you feel you can't get by, just come and farm with me, brother. As long as you are willing to work, I dare not say too much, but it's no problem to let you earn three to five hundred yuan a year."

Cao Yifeng didn't dare to say anything disrespectful at the time. The bulging veins on Zhou Bapi's calves and arms made Cao Yifeng feel a dull pain in his balls every time he saw them; that was from working day and night in the fields. Who within dozens of miles didn't know that Zhou Bapi had a way with farming? If he wasn't capable at farming, why would a small landlord with only a little over 200 mu of land be able to intermarry with the Cao family, who had more than ten qing of land? That Zhou Bapi could get rich by farming after following the People's Party was his own knack. The Cao family simply couldn't do this. Moreover, according to the news Cao Yifeng got from his cousin, although the production team organized by Zhou Bapi had a good harvest, there were not many people willing to continue joining. Furthermore, after a year of desperate labor, some production team members who couldn't stand it also requested to withdraw. Zhou Bapi himself could be a farming maniac, a labor maniac, but others might not be willing to go crazy with Zhou Bapi. Based on Cao Yifeng's understanding of himself and his family, no one in their family could withstand such labor.

So although he was no longer as afraid of the People's Party's land reform as before, Cao Yifeng still firmed up his attitude: he would absolutely not give up the struggle against the People's Party until the last moment. Even though he was extremely disgusted with the tax collectors in front of him, Cao Yifeng still put on a smile and began to deal with them.

From the county seat of Linzhang County to Caojiapu was more than thirty li. Coupled with the scorching sun now, the marching speed of the Beiyang team was not fast. After walking seven or eight li in more than two hours, the Beiyang Army demanded to rest in a village. After the team stopped, a low-ranking officer of the Beiyang Army walked over with a cheeky smile, "Young Master Cao, everyone has worked so hard, do you want to buy some water for everyone to drink?"

Seeing this hooligan look of the Beiyang Army, Cao Yifeng hated it in his heart! Attacking the People's Party was originally the Beiyang Army's official business. The Beiyang Army taking the tax collectors to Caojiapu was already a clear statement that the Cao family was inclined towards the government. Even if they didn't give encouragement and praise or even rewards, it had already made Cao Yifeng very disappointed. Needless to say about the tax collectors, the Beiyang Army also wanted to extort some "tea money"; this was really too detestable!

But at any rate, Cao Yifeng was not a rural peasant; he still knew about matters on the scene. While smiling apologetically, he took out a few silver dollars and handed them over, "This officer, my brother is also serving in the Beiyang Army; we are all one family. Naturally, we should pay for this tea. Otherwise, if my brother returns home and hears about this, wouldn't he scold me for not knowing the rules?"

The Beiyang officer was originally smiling cheekily, but his face changed after hearing Cao Yifeng's words. "You sure know how to talk! What's wrong? We brave such a scorching sun to march; when we get to Caojiapu, we are risking our lives for your family. You feel distressed just buying us some tea? Who are you sending off with these few dollars? Your brother is a battalion commander, so what the hell? I am Brigadier Zhu's man. Does that Battalion Commander Cao of yours dare to fart when he sees our Brigadier Zhu?"

Having been scolded harshly by the Beiyang Army officer in front of him, Cao Yifeng's face turned as purple as an eggplant from anger. The Beiyang Army officer didn't care at all what Cao Yifeng thought or how angry he was. He raised his finger and pointed at Cao Yifeng's nose, "Which of us five hundred brothers doesn't get more than ten silver dollars a month? Who the fuck are you sending off with these few dollars? I'm telling you, this drink of water won't do without five hundred silver dollars."

This commotion had already made some Beiyang soldiers gather around to watch the fun. Hearing the officer state the price of fifty silver dollars (sic - context implies 500, earlier sentence said 500), someone immediately shouted: "Five hundred silver dollars is worth a fart; even two thousand silver dollars isn't enough. In my opinion, this drink of water should cost one thousand. How is it enough if we don't get two silver dollars each!"

Cao Yifeng's face was originally purple with anger, but hearing the shouting of the surrounding Beiyang soldiers, his face began to turn pale even though the weather was very hot. When Cao Yifeng's brother joined the Beiyang Army, the Beiyang Army's discipline was still passable; at least he heard that the orders absolutely did not allow harassing the common people. But now, marching with the Beiyang Army in person, he found that those words were all lies. These Beiyang soldiers in front of him stared at Cao Yifeng with the eyes of jackals staring at sheep. Even those who didn't stare at Cao Yifeng didn't do so out of a guilty conscience, but with a contemptuous attitude of "having Cao Yifeng eating out of their hands." Such a group of Beiyang soldiers dared to ask for 500 silver dollars just for a drink of water. If they arrived at Caojiapu, how much would they demand from the Cao family? Thinking of this, Cao Yifeng felt cold all over, and his face became even paler.

The tax collector beside Cao Yifeng looked at Cao Yifeng with the eyes one uses for a country bumpkin. He sneered and began to explain: "Young Master Cao, the Beiyang Army has rules for dispatching troops. Departure fees, marching fees, tea money; when fighting, the officers have to scatter money by the handful. Five hundred silver dollars isn't much."

Five hundred silver dollars wasn't much? Cao Yifeng had never heard such absurd words. In Caojiapu, five hundred silver dollars could buy quite a bit of good land; if it were draft animals, it would be enough to buy several heads. Having walked seven or eight li, he had to pay five hundred silver dollars. Caojiapu was more than thirty li away from Linzhang County; wouldn't the whole trip cost two thousand silver dollars? The Cao family might not even net this much money in a year.

Seeing Cao Yifeng's face turning red and then white, the Beiyang officer who first bargained laughed: "Seeing that you don't understand the rules, presumably you didn't bring that much money on you. How about this? You don't have to pay the water money this time, but you have to write me an IOU. Rules are rules; even if our Brigadier Zhu personally led us out, it would still be this price. How about it, Young Master Cao? If you don't know how to write, we have a clerk here; you just need to make a mark."

Cao Yifeng's brain was running rapidly. He wanted to find a solution to the immediate problem. A moment later, he thought of a method that wasn't really a method, which was to find Battalion Commander Hu who was leading the team this time. Cao Yifeng didn't dare to go look for Brigadier Zhu stationed in Linzhang County seat, but Battalion Commander Hu and Cao Yifeng's brother were both battalion commanders; presumably, he would give Cao Yifeng some face no matter what.

Thinking of this, Cao Yifeng shouted loudly: "I want to see Battalion Commander Hu! I want to see Battalion Commander Hu!"

The officer who spoke just now saw that Cao Yifeng refused to submit. He frowned in disgust, "I say, why are you so insensible? Seeing that your brother is also a battalion commander in our Beiyang Army, I was this polite to you. Don't refuse a toast only to be forced to drink a forfeit. Men, teach him a lesson."

As soon as the officer's voice fell, several Beiyang soldiers walked over carrying rifles.

Seeing that things were going wrong, Cao Yifeng couldn't care about fulfilling his father's instructions anymore; instead, he turned around and ran. Only now did he understand that he hadn't invited any rescuers at all, but had provoked a group of plagues. He had just run two steps when Cao Yifeng felt his arm being firmly grabbed. Turning his head, he saw it was the tax collector who had been by his side all along. The tax collector looked at Cao Yifeng with a look of disgust, as if hating iron for not becoming steel. In just this moment of pause, Cao Yifeng felt a sharp pain in his back, and he couldn't help but scream loudly.

"Still want to run? Are you a fucking spy for the People's Party? Huh?" Cao Yifeng heard the officer cursing while he was on the ground. Before he could explain, a storm of beatings began to land on Cao Yifeng's body.

At the beginning, Cao Yifeng could still scream under the beating, but a moment later, his back and ribs were hit hard, and he couldn't even make a screaming sound. Moreover, two Beiyang soldiers stepped firmly on Cao Yifeng's hands, making him unable to move. The others swung their rifles and smashed Cao Yifeng with the rifle butts. Under such a beating that seemed to have no end, Cao Yifeng only felt like dying.

He didn't know how long he had been beaten; anyway, Cao Yifeng felt that his consciousness was completely confused, and even the pain in his body during the beating began to become distant. However, someone poured a basin of cold water over his head. Part of the water got into Cao Yifeng's nostrils, and the coughing caused by choking made Cao Yifeng wake up again. Before he had time to feel how much his body hurt, Cao Yifeng felt someone prop him up. Because his head had been hit by several rifle butts, Cao Yifeng felt dizzy. In such dizziness, he heard someone say: "Young Master Cao, come on, press a handprint here."

After speaking, Cao Yifeng felt someone smear something on his finger, and then something came into close contact with his finger.

In the confusion and despair, Cao Yifeng suddenly heard someone ask in a low voice: "Is it inappropriate to beat him like this?"

Finally, someone was willing to speak for him; a surge of warmth suddenly arose in Cao Yifeng's despairing heart.

"What appropriate or inappropriate! What the hell are you afraid of? We are going to fight such a big battle this time. A small battalion commander of the Cao family is worth a fart. Now there are eight thousand if not ten thousand battalion commanders in our Beiyang Army; this small battalion commander counts for nothing. Whether we brothers can survive when the fighting starts is still up in the air. If we don't get money now, where will the travel expenses come from if we want to run away? At a time like this, if we brothers still wrong ourselves, isn't that being incredibly stupid?" The shouting that followed completely shattered that bit of hope in Cao Yifeng's heart just now.

Cao Yifeng could no longer tell who shouted these words, and it no longer mattered who shouted them. What was revealed in this voice and these words was a madness born of despair. These Beiyang soldiers had no confidence in winning the war; they were like wild beasts that only cared about their immediate interests. Cao Yifeng also despaired. He originally thought that with a Beiyang officer in his family, he could protect the Cao family's property by relying on the government. But the Cao family obviously hadn't figured out what kind of group the government and the Beiyang Army they wanted to rely on actually were.

His brain was groggy, but for some reason, Cao Yifeng thought of his cousin-in-law Zhou Bapi. The image of that farming maniac speaking drunkenly after a few cups of wine appeared strangely vivid in Cao Yifeng's mind, "It was worth it for me to meet the People's Party, this government; one can also earn money by farming..."

The voice in his mind became fainter and fainter, lighter and lighter. Cao Yifeng fainted.
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Cao Cuishan never expected that his son going to the county town to get reinforcements would result in reinforcements indeed arriving, but his son being beaten bloody and brought to the door bound in ropes. No matter how firm Cao Cuishan's attitude against the People's Party was, he was after all just a local landlord. Seeing this situation, Cao Cuishan no longer dared to open the door to welcome the government army. He couldn't care about his son's life or death. Ordering the family servants to shut the door tightly, Cao Cuishan felt his heart thumping wildly. He clutched his chest and ordered: "Hurry up and hide the valuables!"

The five hundred or so regular Beiyang soldiers were in no hurry. They surrounded the Cao family courtyard in an orderly and airtight manner. The Cao family's guards and servants had also lost the will to resist. Cao Cuishan's chaotic mind was entirely considering how his son Cao Yifeng had offended the Beiyang Army officers. He didn't think about how the Beiyang Army was logically supposed to be here to suppress the "unruly people" who advocated joining the People's Party, but after they arrived at Cao Family Shop, they ignored the unruly people completely and went straight for the Cao family compound. Since the Cao family was thoroughly surrounded, Cao Cuishan couldn't see that after the villagers saw the Beiyang Army charging aggressively into the village, those "unruly people" who advocated joining the People's Party had already started fleeing with their families.

"Gentlemen, we are all on the same side. Don't misunderstand, don't misunderstand." Cao Cuishan didn't dare open the door either; he just shouted from inside with a trembling voice.

"Since we are on the same side, what do you mean by keeping the door closed, Old Master Cao? Are you guarding against thieves?" The Beiyang soldiers outside shouted angrily.

Keeping the Beiyang Army outside the door was indeed not the way to treat guests, but the way to treat guests first required confirming that those coming were guests. With the Beiyang Army's fiendish appearance, they didn't look like guests at all, but rather a group of evil spirits coming to the door. Moreover, these evil spirits had none of a guest's humility or caution. Seeing the Cao family not opening the door, someone was already banging on the door with a rifle butt. The gate was quite sturdy; after a dozen bashes, there was no sign of it opening. Then, amidst the stopping shouts of people outside, the door-bashing stopped.

Before Cao Cuishan could catch his breath, he heard a dull sound coming from the door; someone had started kicking it. Relying on the sturdy door bar, the Beiyang soldiers outside kicked it a dozen times without kicking the gate open. However, Cao Cuishan could already be certain that this matter would definitely not end well. By now, everyone else had hidden inside the rooms. Cao Cuishan's wife was scared to tears; she stumbled over, grabbed Cao Cuishan's arm, and cried out: "Master, what is happening outside? Aren't we Beiyang people? Why is the Beiyang Army attacking us?"

"What are you crying for! Is someone dead?" Cao Cuishan shouted. Being shouted at like this, Cao Cuishan's wife, even though panic-stricken, dared not shout anything more.

Straightening his clothes, Cao Cuishan said to the servants: "Open the door."

No one moved. Everyone in the Cao family looked at Cao Cuishan with surprised eyes. If they didn't open the door, they could at least hold out for a bit; if they opened the door, heaven knew what unexpected disaster would occur.

Seeing his own people not moving, Cao Cuishan shouted to the outside: "Military lords, wait a moment, I will open the door immediately," while walking towards the gate himself. Although Cao Cuishan didn't know exactly what the Beiyang Army outside intended, there was basically no difference between opening the door a moment earlier or a moment later. If there was a difference, it was that voluntarily opening the door could preserve a bit of face. If the Beiyang Army outside tore off all pretenses and charged in, they would be even more unscrupulous.

Just as he pulled down the door bar, the gate was violently pushed open from the outside. Cao Cuishan's agility wasn't too bad; he stumbled back a few steps and managed not to be knocked down by the Beiyang soldiers swarming in. Carrying rifles, the Beiyang soldiers rushed straight into the courtyard from the gate impatiently. Then they entered every room they saw, forcibly dragging everyone inside, regardless of gender or age, out. Men's pleading, women's screaming, and children's crying filled the Cao family courtyard in an instant.

Soon, the Cao family members were gathered in the middle of the courtyard, a group of soldiers half-raising their rifles at these people. The soldiers who had once blocked the courtyard entrance quickly made way. An officer who was not tall, wearing a blue military uniform and a battalion commander's rank badge, strode in from outside.

Even seeing the Beiyang Army rushing in, Cao Cuishan could still hold his ground. But seeing this person, especially seeing that person's pair of eyes, Cao Cuishan felt a chill in his heart. Those were a pair of sharp triangular eyes, slightly incongruous on a round face. But the expression on that person's face and his sharp gaze were full of power, carrying an indescribable hostility. The feeling the Beiyang Army battalion commander gave Cao Cuishan was like an unscrupulous poisonous snake, entering the Cao family gate greedily and focusedly.

"You are Old Master Cao, right?" The Beiyang Army battalion commander had a Shandong accent.

"That is me. May I ask how to address this officer?" Cao Cuishan hurriedly said respectfully.

"My surname is Hu, my name is Hu Chuankui." The battalion commander said without any avoidance.

"Battalion Commander Hu, this..." Cao Cuishan had originally thought this Beiyang Army battalion commander would at least not dare to announce his name, but unexpectedly, the man openly stated his name. If it were ordinary times, doing so would be a friendly gesture, but the Beiyang Army had rushed into the Cao family like wolves and tigers; such an action gave Cao Cuishan an ominous feeling.

"Old Master Cao, I heard your son is also a Beiyang Army battalion commander. Since that's the case, I might as well speak frankly. Our Beiyang Army has rules for deploying troops. Ten silver dollars for setting-out fees, two silver dollars for marching fees, two silver dollars for tea fees. When fighting, five silver dollars for funeral arrangements must be paid in advance. According to you, this Cao Family Shop only has unruly people rebelling. We don't need to discuss the life-selling money for leading the charge. This time we came with a total of five hundred brothers. Before coming, our Brigade Commander said this is a county matter, so the county has to pay. The County Magistrate said since it was Old Master Cao who spoke, he couldn't refuse to give face. But the county has no money, so this money still has to be paid by you, Old Master Cao. This brother from the county yamen who accompanied us can testify."

After Hu Chuankui finished speaking, he waved to a tax collector beside him. The tax collector hurriedly stepped forward, first cupped his hands to Cao Cuishan, and said: "Old Master Cao, after your young master met our Magistrate, the Magistrate specifically said that this Beiyang Army deployment requires expenses, and these expenses must be borne by your Cao family. Your young master agreed repeatedly. The Magistrate specifically said these expenses wouldn't be small, and your young master still agreed. Look, this is your young master's petition and the Magistrate's inquiry; it's all written clearly on it. Your young master signed it."

After saying this, the tax collector took out an official document and handed it to Cao Cuishan. Hearing this, Cao Cuishan completely understood what had happened. The Magistrate had made the Cao family bear all the money that should have been borne by himself, and had tricked his son using the form of an official document. Taking the document and opening it, it was indeed so. In the conversation between the Magistrate and Cao Yifeng, these words were spoken very cleverly. The Magistrate's words sounded like he just meant a token gesture, using terms like "rewards" and "comforting the troops," but the Magistrate shrewdly used the phrase "remuneration shall be decided by the Beiyang Army" in the document. Cao Yifeng's fingerprint was pressed on this sentence. Cao Cuishan was initially angry at how his son could be such a fool. But on second thought, since the Magistrate intended to cheat them from the start, presumably these words were never spoken to Cao Yifeng at all, but were written in the document. How would Cao Yifeng dare to question the Magistrate's document? Naturally, he pressed his handprint wherever he was told to.

Seeing the look of anger changing on Cao Cuishan's face, Hu Chuankui didn't wait for Cao Cuishan to say anything. He spoke: "Old Master Cao, you must feel that I am being unreasonable. But nothing can be accomplished without rules. This is the rule in our Beiyang Army: we take money to do things, take money to sell our lives. Otherwise, with so many brothers running back and forth for a hundred *li*, what are they after? Old Master Cao, you feel I am taking money from you here, but you have to think clearly, your young master also takes money just the same when deploying troops elsewhere. Rules are rules; they are the same everywhere."

Hu Chuankui's tone was sincere and earnest, one could even say sonorous and forceful. Those Beiyang soldiers under Hu Chuankui were originally just looking to make a fortune. Now, after listening to Hu Chuankui's words, the guilt brought by that tiny bit of conscience in their hearts had dissipated completely. They felt their actions were quite in accordance with moral principles.

Although Cao Cuishan absolutely didn't want to be extorted by Hu Chuankui, strangely, he was only dissatisfied with the fact that he was being extorted, but didn't object at all to the reasoning Hu Chuankui stated. Cao Cuishan letting his son join the Beiyang Army was definitely not for any loyalty to the sovereign or service to the country. In Cao Cuishan's mind, the concept of a nation didn't exist at all. Although Yuan Shikai was the Great President, in Cao Cuishan's eyes, he was just a high official, completely different from the sacred and inviolable Emperor. The reason for joining Beiyang was simply that Beiyang was the biggest power in Hebei, while the People's Party's land reform policy sounded terrifying. Since letting his son become a soldier was entirely for profit, Hu Chuankui talking about profit in every sentence actually suited Cao Cuishan's taste.

However, agreeing with Hu Chuankui's attitude was one thing; willing to pay was another. Cao Cuishan would absolutely not foolishly take the money out. Let alone a setting-out fee of ten silver dollars per person, Cao Cuishan felt that giving one Beiyang soldier ten *wen* was too much. So Cao Cuishan was completely unmoved, just standing there without saying a word.

At this point, someone had to come out to smooth things over. The tax collector obviously played such a role. Seeing the situation had become deadlocked, he hurriedly stepped forward and smiled: "Old Master Cao, the sun is so poisonous outside, we don't need to talk under the big sun. How about this, let's go inside to talk."

Hu Chuankui just smiled after hearing this. Since the Cao family members inside the rooms had all been dragged out, he unceremoniously strode towards the main house. The two tax collectors, disregarding whether Cao Cuishan was willing or not, pulled and dragged Cao Cuishan into the main house. After the few of them went in, the tax collectors closed the door, leaving the crowd in the courtyard.
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Chapter 89: The Beginning of the End (14)

Since their Battalion Commander Hu Chuankui had already started extorting money, the Beiyang soldiers had nothing to worry about. Although the government's intention for this troop deployment was to "suppress unruly people," the Beiyang Army didn't care about that at all. With a major war imminent, who cared whether people were unruly or not? The Beiyang troops who came to Cao Family Shop were incorporated bandits. Battalion Commander Hu Chuankui was originally a bandit from Shandong, with over a hundred brothers under his command. When the Beiyang Army expanded significantly, Hu Chuankui swallowed up a few small bandit groups and then defected to the Beiyang Army *en masse*.

The Beiyang Army was in desperate need of manpower. Even bandits were organized and disciplined, and they knew how to handle guns and horses, so Hu Chuankui's group was accepted without refusal. Hu Chuankui was good at managing relationships; even though he came from a bandit background, he was no novice in official circles. So, the brothers under his command were not dispersed. Instead, he sat firmly in the position of battalion commander. However, since they ate the Beiyang Army's food, the military law officers were ruthless when executing people. These former bandits had at least learned some rules under the brutal military discipline of the Beiyang Army. Before entering Cao Cuishan's house, Hu Chuankui ordered them not to loot things privately in the Cao family. These fellows managed to hold back for the time being. Anyway, getting a share of the money was only a matter of time. After getting the money, there would be plenty of opportunities to take things from the Cao family.

Since the goal was clear and realizing it was imminent, the discipline of these Beiyang soldiers naturally relaxed greatly. Even the Beiyang soldiers on sentry duty in the village kept glancing towards the Cao family, afraid of being a step late when the money was distributed.

There is a characteristic of rural Hebei, which is that roads are simply not maintained by anyone. Lu Xun said that there was originally no road in the world, but as more people walked, a road was formed. The reality in the countryside is that roads are not only trampled out by human feet but also become sunken because people constantly walk on them. At this time, in order to walk on a flat road, people would walk on others' farmland. Everyone wants to walk on others' flat fields but doesn't want others to walk on their own fields, so many people started digging ditches outside their own fields to stop others from entering. As a result, every household was digging ditches to defend their farmland. The more ditches there were, the more inconvenient it was for everyone to walk. The more inconvenient it was, the more people concentrated on walking on the land that was still relatively flat. And the more people walked, the faster the road became potholed. This vicious cycle made the Hebei land, which should have been flat, present a terrible scene of crisscrossing deep ditches.

This situation also existed in Henan, but after the People's Party liberated Henan, they implemented land reform. At the same time, under the orders of the Party Central Committee led by Chen Ke, great importance was attached to the road issue. After more than two years of rectification, the land in Henan became flatter and flatter, but Hebei, close at hand, was still the same as before.

Although the crisscrossing ditches made travel extremely inconvenient for ordinary people, for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, these ditches provided excellent routes for concealed marching. Columns formed by small units at the squad level were moving rapidly in the ditches. When the leading dagger squad moved to a place less than thirty meters from the entrance of Cao Family Shop village, the Beiyang sentries at the village entrance actually didn't discover them at all.

The squad leader took out a small mirror, first checked the angle of the sun, then clipped the mirror onto a small portable stand and slowly extended the mirror out of the ditch. From the mirror, it was clear that four Beiyang soldiers were chatting under the shade of a tree, and there was no one else from the village entrance to the inside of the village. As a dagger squad, they were naturally different from the rest. The squad leader made a hand signal and handed the mirror to other soldiers. After the soldiers observed the positions, they silently watched the squad leader draw a sketch on the ground with a military dagger.

After designating their respective targets, the soldiers took out steel hand crossbows one after another, then smeared medicine on the crossbow tips. This was a powerful anesthetic. Of course, if the hit location wasn't good, the dosage could also cause death. However, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't intend to let the other side suffer no casualties. After preparations were complete, some soldiers continued to hold small mirrors to observe the enemy situation, while other soldiers started to continue moving forward.

When they reached a straight-line distance of no more than 20 meters, the soldiers waited for the squad leader's order. The squad leader took a few deep breaths, slowly stood up leaning against the ditch, and after waving his hand forcefully, he leaned completely out of the ditch. Every two men dealt with one Beiyang soldier; the hand crossbows fired three shots in succession. Twenty-four crossbow bolts were shot out in an instant. The four Beiyang sentries didn't even have time to scream before falling to the ground. The soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were long prepared. Seeing the Beiyang sentries knocked down, someone immediately rushed over to drag them into the ditch. Several soldiers who had already put on Beiyang military uniforms took off the Beiyang sentries' caps and put them on their own heads, then picked up the Beiyang rifles and stood at the sentry positions.

Having eliminated the Beiyang sentries, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's actions became even faster. The sentries monitored the movement inside the village, using seemingly nonchalant but actually pre-agreed body movements to send signals. Groups of soldiers wearing camouflage uniforms quickly encircled the village. This was a force totaling over 600 men. Mortar positions were set up on three sides of the village, and a machine gun position was set up on the side with the main road. The entire movement took no more than 20 minutes. Even if the Beiyang Army rushed out from inside at this moment, it would be impossible for them to escape.

The Beiyang Army had not discovered the fact that they were surrounded at all, and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't foolishly wait for Beiyang to discover it. Since they had controlled the positions, the troops immediately began to further tighten the encirclement net. The initial dagger squad groped their way into the village.

As the big landlord of Cao Family Shop, the Cao family's courtyard was not small. After the five hundred or so people of the Beiyang Army filled the inside and outside of the courtyard, it wasn't actually too crowded. The negotiation had been going on for almost an hour, and Hu Chuankui hadn't called anyone in to "help enlighten" Cao Cuishan, so looking at the time, the negotiation was about done. At any moment, there might be an order for everyone to start digging for money or distributing money. So the Beiyang Army's attention was basically concentrated inside the courtyard, paying very little attention to matters on the periphery.

Although the dagger squad of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wasn't completely clear about this matter, this trend of the Beiyang Army made the dagger platoon feel it was very advantageous. Since soldiers were passing through, the villagers had either fled or were hiding in their homes without making a sound. Even the dogs of each household had been brought inside by the people to prevent barking from attracting the Beiyang Army's attention. The possibility of being disturbed by sudden occurrences was reduced to the minimum.

"Squad leader, what do we do?" A soldier asked in a low voice.

"Move over there. Clear out what you can." The squad leader also answered in a low voice. Afraid the soldier didn't fully understand his meaning, the squad leader urged again, "No need to show mercy."

The soldiers took out their daggers one after another. The daggers had all undergone surface treatment, or at least been smeared with black ink. A few peripheral Beiyang soldiers were happily discussing going to the brothel in the county town after getting the money. Suddenly, their mouths were covered by figures flashing out from behind, and they breathed their last after daggers stabbed fiercely into their vitals. The soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dagger squad didn't stop. They dragged the corpses to a secluded place nearby and continued to grope forward.

This was a good opportunity for annihilation. The Beiyang Army was completely gathered in one place. In order to utilize the firepower advantage of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, occupying favorable terrain was very important. Moreover, these soldiers also noticed that the Beiyang Army could rely on the large courtyard for defense. In such a situation, getting a little closer to the enemy could reduce the difficulty of the annihilation battle by a fraction. The Beiyang Army had also set up two heavy machine guns. If they could destroy those two heavy machine guns before the attack, and then completely seal the enemy inside the large courtyard, the battle would be completely a situation of catching a turtle in a jar. Without even risking death to attack, just the mortars of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could make the Beiyang Army lose its combat effectiveness.

However, this kind of special attack by a small squad also had its limits. Everyone killed efficiently, raising the knife and letting it fall. But that could only be done against stragglers. The soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were also ordinary people. Trying to rely on one person to kill silently in broad daylight in front of dozens or hundreds of people was an impossible task.

Fortunately, the Beiyang Army's heavy machine guns were placed pompously in front of the Cao family compound. Their intimidation factor was surplus, but their practicality was greatly reduced. The small squad was still fifty meters away from the machine gun position, and there was really no way to get closer. The squad leader ordered the soldiers to prepare to throw grenades. He said to three comrades: "You deal specifically with the enemy's machine guns." These three were top-notch throwers in the dagger squad, with extremely high accuracy in throwing grenades within thirty-some meters.

After the comrades were ready, the squad leader took the lead and rushed out from behind a residential house. He was the first to throw a hand grenade at the nearby Beiyang soldiers. The comrades behind him also followed rushing out to throw grenades. Just as the throwing ended, the squad leader and the comrades who rushed out first flashed back to the concealed place.

Boom, boom. Explosion sounds rang out in succession. The deputy squad leader counted the explosion sounds. After confirming the explosion sounds matched the number of thrown grenades, he rushed out with the three top-notch throwers. They rushed out more than ten meters like a wisp of smoke. Led by the deputy squad leader, the four men each threw two hand grenades towards the direction of the Beiyang machine guns. Then they pulled back.

The squad leader also came out from the concealed place at this time. He saw with his own eyes the grenades exploding accurately near the two heavy machine guns. The dark heavy machine guns flew up in the shockwave of the explosion, twisting and deforming in mid-air. This attack was carried out quite smoothly.

"Fire the signal flare!" The squad leader shouted to the soldier. As soon as his voice fell, two red and one green signal flares were shot into mid-air. The red smoke and green smoke were particularly striking against the blue sky. Not long after, the sound of the charge bugle was heard. The troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army who had already entered attack positions attacked fiercely towards the direction of the Cao family compound.

Under the surprise attack, the Beiyang Army didn't figure out what had happened at all. The series of explosions caused quite a few casualties, but it only threw the Beiyang Army into chaos. People outside the courtyard subconsciously wanted to flee into the courtyard, while people inside the courtyard wanted to come out to see what happened. As a result, a group of people clustered together at the courtyard gate. It wasn't until the bullets of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army came whistling over, creating patches of blood splashes in the chaotic crowd, that this gang finally understood that something was really wrong—someone was attacking.

There was no resistance. Everyone shouted and ran towards the inside of the courtyard. Some who couldn't run away tried to climb the wall into the courtyard in desperation. As a result, the fellows with better jumping ability who grabbed the top of the wall became excellent targets. Quite a few soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, as well as a machine gunner with a light machine gun, took a fancy to these few people. A burst of bullets went over, and these few people left large bloodstains on the wall, then fell from the wall like flour sacks. However, these few people didn't hit the ground directly either; quite a few corpses and wounded had already piled up on the ground. Their corpses merely added another layer in front of the Cao family compound, where corpses lay everywhere.
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Chapter 90: The Beginning of the End (15)

Perhaps because Cao Yifeng had been beaten too severely by the Beiyang Army, when he was brought back to the Cao family home, he was merely left outside the courtyard. After all, if the Cao family saw Cao Yifeng with a swollen face and covered in blood, they might be struck with fear. The shock might be too great, leading them to a desperate "smash the pot" mentality of giving up completely. If the Cao family chose the latter option, the Beiyang Army would also have a headache. Their goal was to make the Cao family pay up according to the rules, not to wipe out the entire Cao family. At least until they got the money, they couldn't choose to wipe out the Cao family.

Since that was the case, the Beiyang Army didn't take Cao Yifeng into the Cao family courtyard. Instead, they found a shady spot outside for the limping Cao Yifeng to sit and rest. They even brought him a bowl of water. By this time, Cao Yifeng had already despaired. The Beiyang Army let Cao Yifeng sit on the ground but didn't untie him. Listening to the screams of his family members inside the courtyard, although Cao Yifeng felt terrible in his heart, surrounded by a group of Beiyang soldiers, he could only sit on the ground, completely powerless to help with the Cao family's plight.

After the battle began, the Beiyang soldiers standing around Cao Yifeng were shot down row by row. The surviving Beiyang soldiers swarmed towards the Cao family courtyard to escape. Any Beiyang soldiers who chose to scatter and flee were shot down. Amidst the flying bullets, one Beiyang soldier responsible for guarding Cao Yifeng actually tried to pull him up. However, he only managed to pull him halfway up when Cao Yifeng felt the soldier suddenly let go. Looking up, he saw blood gurgling out of the Beiyang soldier's throat. Then the body fell backwards.

Cao Yifeng's numb emotions suddenly became agitated, with joy and confusion existing simultaneously. He had seemed dazed just a moment ago, but in reality, his mind had been active without pause. He thought about this calamity that the Cao family shouldn't have suffered, and the sorrow his family would feel after this disaster. He felt infinitely regretful for personally inviting the wolves into the house. Cao Yifeng himself didn't believe in any gods or Buddhas, but in his heart, he prayed to every god and Buddha he could think of. Nowadays in Hebei, there were quite a few people preaching foreign religions, often walking around holding a cross. Although the villagers were extremely dissatisfied with these foreign religious followers, Cao Yifeng still remembered that these guys called the foreign god they believed in "God" (Shangdi). In his desperation, Cao Yifeng even prayed to the "God" of the foreign religion that was usually looked down upon. The Beiyang Army was so vicious; expecting them to change their nature was naturally impossible. The only remaining method was for an army to attack and kill all these bastards.

Now Cao Yifeng felt his prayers had worked. Everywhere he looked, he saw running Beiyang soldiers and officers. "Whose troops are these? Could it be that my brother brought people to save the Cao family?" Cao Yifeng thought excitedly. However, this beautiful dream was quickly shattered. Those Beiyang officers and soldiers were running and screaming like a flock of frightened sheep, "The People's Party is coming!" Hearing the term "People's Party," Cao Yifeng was immediately greatly disappointed. The Beiyang Army before him might be terrible, but Cao Yifeng had invited the Beiyang Army to strike at the even more terrible People's Party. Seeing the running Beiyang soldiers being shot down one by one, Cao Yifeng was quite clever; he simply lay on the ground and played dead.

Having never experienced war, Cao Yifeng felt that the violent explosions and dense rain of bullets weren't actually that terrifying; the firecrackers during the Spring Festival were about the same. The only difference might be that the weapons made louder noises, and the vibrations from the explosions made one's heart palpitate uncontrollably. After an unknown amount of time, the shouting outside the Cao family courtyard gradually ceased. Outside the Cao family mansion, which had turned into a battlefield, there was only the choking smell of gunpowder smoke and the miserable cries for help, some high and some low, from the Beiyang soldiers on the ground who hadn't died yet.

Because he was tied tightly, Cao Yifeng couldn't lift his head at all after lying down. Moreover, he was extremely afraid in his heart. The Beiyang Army, such a fierce army, had been beaten to pieces by the People's Party in an instant. How cruel and tyrannical would the People's Party's army be? Curiosity is human nature. The more he felt the fear of the unknown, the more curious Cao Yifeng felt about the People's Party army he had never met. Because he had been beaten by the Beiyang Army, Cao Yifeng's head was still a bit dizzy. He tried to raise his head slightly to search for the People's Party, but the initial result was somewhat disappointing. Because he was lying on the ground, the perspective was very different from usual, and combined with his slightly blurred vision after the beating, the originally familiar scene became very strange, and he couldn't find any trace of people. Cao Yifeng wanted to raise his head higher to search more carefully, but this movement pulled at the injuries on his neck and back. he couldn't help but groan in a low voice and had to give up this effort.

The calm on the battlefield didn't last too long. Soon, gunshots rang out from inside the Cao family courtyard. The People's Party opposite them immediately launched a counterattack. Screams of Beiyang soldiers constantly came from the top of the wall, and startled cries of Beiyang soldiers also constantly came from inside the courtyard. Presumably, the Beiyang Army suffered a big loss in this exchange of fire.

After waiting for a while longer, intense gunfire suddenly erupted at the back gate of the Cao family courtyard. In addition to ordinary rifle fire, there was a light, continuous explosive sound, and occasionally a few explosions. Of course, screams were also inevitable. Cao Yifeng wasn't able to see it with his own eyes, but he could still imagine that the Beiyang Army had been hit by the People's Party. Presumably, the back gate was also strewn with dead and wounded just like the front gate. "Heh heh!" Cao Yifeng couldn't help but laugh quietly. These Beiyang bandits were getting their retribution. Cao Yifeng felt as refreshed in his heart as if he had eaten a honey fruit.

As soon as the fighting at the back gate of the Cao family stopped, someone in the Cao family front courtyard shouted at the top of their lungs: "People outside, what do you want?" The voice was trembling; the fear in the shouter's heart was revealed without a doubt.

The attacking side outside quickly gave an answer. Cao Yifeng heard someone shouting not far in front of the Cao family mansion: "Listen, Beiyang troops inside! Surrender immediately! We, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, treat captives leniently!"

There was silence in the courtyard for a while before someone continued to shout: "Officers outside, we brothers are all just soldiers carrying guns to earn a living. How about this, you open a path, and we will return to Linzhang County right away. We don't want any of the Cao family's things; we'll leave them all to the officers outside!"

Hearing that the Beiyang Army was actually using the Cao family's property as a bargaining chip, Cao Yifeng was instantly shocked. Before he could figure out what to do, he heard the People's Party army outside shout: "Beiyang brothers inside the courtyard, we, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, are fighting you Beiyang Army. We are not bandits; what does the Cao family's property have to do with us? We say it one more time, you are already surrounded. Laying down your weapons and surrendering immediately is the only way. If you don't surrender, we, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, can only continue the attack until you are all wiped out. Also, regarding the Cao family members, we, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, advise you not to harm the common people. Our discipline includes lenient treatment of captives, but we will absolutely not let off anyone who harms the people."

There was another silence in the courtyard, and then someone shouted: "Don't rush in! If you rush in, we'll kill everyone in the Cao family! You are forcing us to do this!"

With his parents and family being threatened by the Beiyang Army like this, Cao Yifeng was naturally scared out of his wits. However, he had an indescribable doubt, so much so that Cao Yifeng had to rack his brains to figure out exactly where his doubt lay. After a good while, he figured it out. In this battle, the Cao family was originally on the same side as the Beiyang Army. But in the dialogue just now, it was the Cao family's mortal enemy, the People's Party, that tried to protect the Cao family, while the Beiyang Army actually used the lives of the entire Cao family to threaten the People's Party not to attack. This was truly too unexpected.

However, Cao Yifeng wasn't a three-year-old child. What one shouted with their mouth didn't equate to what they thought in their heart. Even now, Cao Yifeng didn't consider the People's Party as his own people. Moreover, based on today's experience, Cao Yifeng had completely despaired of the Beiyang Army. Regarding their shout about killing the Cao family, Cao Yifeng absolutely couldn't treat it as a joke. The immediate plan was that no matter what, he couldn't let the two sides fight again. Even though his heart was still filled with fear of the battlefield, Cao Yifeng still struggled to crawl up. After lying on the ground for so long, plus suffering a severe beating and only having a bowl of water for most of the day, when he struggled to stand up, Cao Yifeng only felt dizzy and his legs were weak, almost falling to the ground again.

There were no longer any Beiyang soldiers lying on top of the Cao family mansion's walls shooting. Cao Yifeng stumbled and ran towards the direction of the People's Party. As he ran, he searched for traces of the People's Party. In front of the Cao family mansion was a large open space. This was because a feng shui master had said that if the mansion directly faced the road, it would easily be hit by bad luck, but the Cao family wasn't willing to let other families' courtyards face the Cao family directly. So they created this open space. During the summer harvest, this place was often used as a sunning ground for wheat. It was quite a distance to the courtyards of other families. Unknown when, the People's Party had already piled up some sandbags at the edge of the open space, with gun barrels sticking out from behind the sandbags. Next to other families' courtyards, there were also indistinct human figures standing or lying down. The whole place where the People's Party was located looked sparsely populated, without the feeling of a massive army gathering.

"Sir, don't shoot. I'm not a bad person!" Cao Yifeng shouted as he ran, his hands tied behind his back.

The People's Party didn't shoot. However, when Cao Yifeng approached the People's Party's position, two people suddenly popped out from somewhere and forcibly dragged Cao Yifeng directly to the side. Cao Yifeng didn't struggle either, obediently letting the two on his left and right drag him aside. The two first searched Cao Yifeng's body. They found a hidden pocket sewn under Cao Yifeng's armpit, which contained a few silver dollars. The money in Cao Yifeng's bosom had already been taken by the Beiyang Army after the beating. The People's Party people searched far more carefully than the Beiyang Army, even finding the money Cao Yifeng had hidden. But to Cao Yifeng's surprise, after the People's Party determined that it wasn't a weapon, they stuffed the money back into Cao Yifeng's pocket, having absolutely no intention of taking it for themselves.

After searching him, the two held Cao Yifeng up and took him to an intersection in the village not too far from the battlefield. Many People's Party people were gathering there, with several layers of sentries posted. After several inquiries, the two approached the People's Party's assembly point. One person dragged Cao Yifeng to stand aside, while the other went over to speak.

Seeing the People's Party members along the way, Cao Yifeng estimated there were about a hundred of them in total. Although he found it very strange that the People's Party had less than thirty percent of the Beiyang Army's numbers yet could beat the Beiyang Army to pieces, Cao Yifeng's attention was attracted by something else. The Beiyang Army was terrible; their terror lay in their cruelty and greed towards people. But when marching, the Beiyang Army appeared quite sluggish. The People's Party members he had just met, however, didn't give off that feeling at all. Everyone was full of vigor, everyone was busy, and everyone had a stern and serious face, yet without that bandit air of the Beiyang Army or the fierceness deliberately put on to intimidate others.

If the feeling the Beiyang Army gave Cao Yifeng was similar to the fear of wild beasts, the People's Party's focus and vigorous vitality, as well as the vigorous demeanor unique to soldiers, made Cao Yifeng feel an indescribable awe.

Soon, Cao Yifeng was brought to the People's Party officer. The officer asked, "Villager, how did you get tied up by the Beiyang Army?"

Cao Yifeng naturally wouldn't be stupid enough to openly admit that his Cao family had gone to the county seat to invite people to suppress the unruly people of Cao Family Shop. He answered, "Sir, I am from the Cao family. The Beiyang Army took a fancy to our family's wealth, so they ran over to rob our home. I was caught by them first. They were afraid I would run home to report the news, so they tied me up."

After finishing, Cao Yifeng didn't ask to be untied, but knelt straight down to the People's Party officer. "Sir, my name is Cao Yifeng, I am from the Cao family. Just now outside, I heard the Beiyang Army has held my family hostage. Sir, I beg you to save my family!"

Seeing Cao Yifeng kneeling, the People's Party commander hurriedly went up to support him, and the soldiers on the left and right also helped pull Cao Yifeng up. "Villager, we are definitely going to wipe out this group of Beiyang troops. We will try our best to protect your family during the battle, but we can't guarantee that we can save them."

Cao Yifeng wasn't happy about this kind treatment; he continued to say loudly: "Sir! You just let the Beiyang Army go. After they leave our Cao family, you can hit them however you want. They are hiding inside my family's courtyard; it's hard to fight there! As long as you can save our Cao family, I will work like an ox or a horse for you in my next life."

As a person whose piety was definitely suspicious, Cao Yifeng didn't hesitate to promise his next life.

"Villager, I know you are worried about your family. But you are begging the wrong person now. It is Beiyang that is holding your family, not us." Hearing Cao Yifeng say this, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army commander's face had already darkened. Cao Yifeng was from the Cao family. Although the People's Party didn't have a mission to eradicate the Cao family in this military operation, most of the People's Party troops had participated in land reform. Families like the Cao family had always been targets of struggle. In the commander's view, the conflict between the Cao family and Beiyang was purely a dog-eat-dog struggle. If they could conveniently save the Cao family, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wouldn't refuse. But changing the battle deployment to save the Cao family was out of the question.

Cao Yifeng wasn't stupid either. He hadn't spoken on the way over, not because he was scared silly, but because he was trying hard to think about how to solve the problem at hand. After his request was unhesitatingly rejected by the People's Party officer, Cao Yifeng hurriedly said: "My house has a secret passage. Sir, you can enter my house through the secret passage!"
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The Cao family's secret tunnel wasn't specially built. It was inadvertently constructed while digging a cellar after buying a nearby villager's house, connecting from the courtyard to a house over thirty meters away. However, the Cao family cared about this very much. After all, with a large family and business, they had to be extra careful. So after it was accidentally dug through, the Cao family members personally completed the final work. This was a secret of the Cao family, known only to core family members.

After hearing this, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army commander quickly showed the simple map to Cao Yifeng. Based on the tunnel layout pointed out by Cao Yifeng, he also called over the platoon leader responsible for the fighting in that vicinity to ask about the situation regarding this tunnel together with Cao Yifeng. Only then did he have Cao Yifeng taken away to rest. The platoon leader responsible for the fighting over there whispered, "Battalion Commander, this tunnel is useless. Based on what he said, even if it's true, it's mainly for hiding people. Even if we send troops in for a raid, the tunnel is too narrow to deploy enough troops."

"There are plenty of ways to raid. We have a lot of experience in Anhui." The battalion commander had his own ideas about the tunnel.

"Are you planning to blow up the courtyard wall directly?" The platoon leader over there was very quick-witted.

The battalion commander agreed with the comrade's alertness. "Since the Cao family has this tunnel, the Beiyang Army will find it hard to fly away after being surrounded by us. In their desperation, they might not fail to ask about this. Who would be the people escaping from the tunnel or hiding inside? Even if they don't know, we can still make use of this tunnel."

"Then I'll go back and find this tunnel first." The platoon leader immediately grasped the main point. If they weren't even sure if the tunnel existed, there was nothing else to talk about.

Over half an hour later, the platoon leader ran over, covered in dust. "Found that tunnel. No one from the Cao family's side is using this tunnel for the time being. I don't know if they know about it."

"Whether they know or not, we'll know once we try. I will order the artillery to blow down the Cao family's courtyard wall first. If we don't make those Beiyang soldiers completely desperate, they won't resort to the final method," the battalion commander laughed.

The platoon leader also roughly understood Cao Yifeng's goal. He asked, "Battalion Commander, are you really preparing to save the Cao family members as much as possible? The way I see it, let them perish together with the Beiyang Army, wouldn't that be fine? We didn't have to save the Cao family members in the first place. If we really want to save them, it's also very difficult to do. Why cause ourselves trouble?"

These words made the other commanders around them involuntarily look up. The difference in combat difficulty between destroying the Beiyang Army and saving the hostages captured by the Beiyang Army was too great. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army never fought unprepared battles, and rescuing hostages was not a training subject. The battalion commander laughed, "The combat objective not being to save the captured people, and deliberately not caring about the life and death of those captured people, are two different things. If we deliberately don't care, how much difference is there between us and those who want to kill them?"

"Then what exactly do you plan to arrange, Battalion Commander?" The platoon leader still didn't understand this.

The battalion political commissar took over the conversation. "The Beiyang Army will definitely use those captured people to bargain with us. We will bargain with them. However, we must absolutely not let the Beiyang Army feel that using those captured people can threaten us. If the Beiyang Army isn't frantic, they won't deliberately kill these people. If this bunch of Beiyang soldiers has already gone frantic, our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army has absolutely no reason to let them off. Our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army treats prisoners of war well, but our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army will absolutely not let off anyone who harms the common people. This point must not be forgotten at any time."

"The Cao family is a local big landlord; they don't count as the people," a staff officer said. This remark clearly represented the inner voice of many comrades, and everyone's eyes carried questions.

"We have all studied 'On Contradiction', right? Primary contradiction, secondary contradiction, this must be distinguished clearly. The current primary contradiction is the contradiction between us and the Beiyang Army. Our contradiction with the Cao family becoming the primary contradiction, that will be a matter for when we implement land reform after liberating this Caojiapu. Chairman Chen has repeatedly emphasized that we cannot forcibly intensify conflicts on the grounds of preparing for a rainy day when the conflict has not yet erupted. If we deliberately let the Beiyang Army kill off the Cao family this time, there is no wall in the world that doesn't leak wind. How will the masses of Caojiapu view us after they find out? We would be despicable villains. If during the land reform the Cao family insists on taking the counter-revolutionary road and we execute them publicly, then the masses will think that we have the ability to implement the new system. Although both are killing people, the background is different, the conditions are different, and the result is also completely different. Comrades cannot generalize when dealing with matters; we must seek truth from facts," the political commissar explained to everyone.

This kind of discussion linking theory with practice was one of the daily tasks of the Party organizations at all levels. Although there were still comrades who felt that doing so was really troublesome, the People's Party organization was never afraid of trouble. Moreover, the battalion commander also supported the political commissar's view. Apart from "trouble", which could only be called a personal feeling as a reason for objection, the comrades couldn't come up with any reasonable and well-founded arguments. Finally, everyone agreed with the political commissar's view. While destroying the Beiyang Army was the main combat objective, they would avoid casualties among the Cao family members as much as possible.

During this period, the entire combat preparation did not stop for a single minute. The grassroots soldiers drew maps, collected intelligence, and passed the maps and intelligence to the troops in various directions to avoid confusion and even accidental injury during the overall operation. The artillerymen also set up positions and determined the firing table parameters. As soon as the command headquarters gave the order, every combat unit could go into battle.

The comrades on the front line continued to shout propaganda when they should, and continued to observe when they should. When the hot air balloon they carried rose into the sky and observed the situation of the Cao family compound from a commanding height, the comrade who had been responsible for questioning Cao Yifeng also brought back the detailed layout drawing of the Cao family compound and the characteristics of each building.

With various pieces of intelligence, the efficiency of formulating the combat plan was much higher. Everyone agreed to use the east courtyard wall as the breakthrough point. Once the east courtyard wall was knocked down, given the layout of the Cao family compound, it would be difficult for the Beiyang Army to find cover to rely on. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could instead most effectively display its firepower advantage. After the battalion commander took the lead in suggesting it, the comrades also agreed.

The artillery unit deployed on the east side of the Cao family had long since conducted direct aiming measurements. The parameters from destroying the courtyard wall to directly shooting into the Cao family courtyard had all been determined. Waiting only for the order, the artillerymen loaded the shells and began test firing. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's infantry support 37mm guns were relatively heavy, so when dispatched urgently, they mostly carried detachable mortars. In order to deal with various situations, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's mortars also added a direct fire function. Facing a building like a courtyard wall, solid shells similar to armor-piercing projectiles were fired first. The projectile whistled out of the barrel and slammed violently into the Cao family's east courtyard wall. Amidst flying gravel, two large pits appeared on the courtyard wall. It seemed the intelligence provided by the battalion headquarters was correct; the Cao family had been quite careful when building the courtyard wall.

However, in present-day China, there was no such thing as a courtyard wall that absolutely couldn't be penetrated by artillery shells, let alone a courtyard wall built by a country landlord. For the artillery units of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, they had far more live-fire training advantages than their PLA "predecessors". The immediate problem was simply how to knock down the courtyard wall rather than punch through it. After using solid shots to inflict heavy damage on the courtyard wall, the switched high-explosive shells whistled and slammed into the wall, causing a violent explosion. The already pitted east wall instantly collapsed a large chunk.

The artillery company commander clicked his tongue. The trajectory was too high; it only knocked down a piece from the top of the east wall, and didn't directly blow down a large section of the wall.

From the moment the shelling began, terrified shouts came from the Beiyang soldiers in the courtyard. As a large chunk of this wall collapsed, the Beiyang troops almost collectively let out desperate screams. Having escaped with their lives from that fierce firepower strike not long ago, these people had already lost their will to fight. Now that the wall they relied on as a psychological barrier was being thoroughly destroyed, these Beiyang soldiers simply didn't know how to continue fighting.

Soon, some Beiyang soldiers tried to rush out from the back door. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's defensive positions, which were already prepared, immediately blocked them with a storm of bullets. Leaving behind a new batch of dead and wounded, the Beiyang soldiers retreated screaming. Some Beiyang soldiers also tried to climb out from the north wall where fighting hadn't started yet. However, as soon as they showed their heads, they were met with fire from outside the north wall. Knowing they couldn't escape from here, the Beiyang soldiers didn't want to throw away their lives for nothing.

"Masters of the People's Party, are you going to kill us all? If you keep attacking, we'll kill the whole Cao family! Even if we die, we'll drag some people down with us!" The Beiyang soldiers inside the courtyard shouted hysterically towards the outside.

"We told you long ago, we want you to surrender! Our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army treats prisoners of war well." The attacking troops continued to shout. The commanding company commander frowned. The Beiyang Army was completely at a dead end. Was their shouting because they were really prepared to fight to the death, or just bargaining?

The doubt didn't last long before the Beiyang soldiers inside laid out their conditions. Silver dollars went from five thousand to ten thousand, and gold bars went from five to fifteen. The company commander cursed his own mistake inwardly. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would fight to the death for victory, but that didn't mean other armies would have such enlightenment. Although the troops were always required to take the enemy seriously tactically—"Bullets don't have eyes! We can't relax at all before achieving final victory!"—at this moment, the tactical part was already over. Whether the Beiyang Army relied on weapons or courage, whatever they did could not have any impact on the outcome of the battle. At this time, blindly insisting that the Beiyang Army would fight to the death was marking the boat to find the sword. The current work was not just to delay time by shouting, but to disintegrate the enemy's final will to fight through shouting.

Thinking of this, the company commander ordered the communications officer to inform the battalion commander of the Beiyang Army's movements and suggest the artillery pause firing. On the other hand, he let the comrades who were shouting start to continue persuading them to surrender.

Just as the persuasion was ongoing, the comrades of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army lying in ambush inside the tunnel heard movement at the Cao family's tunnel entrance. Soon the cover of the tunnel was lifted, and someone started to grope their way in. This tunnel passed through several abandoned cellars. The soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were lying in ambush inside the cellars. The one scouting the way was definitely a small soldier. The comrades hid in the dark and let them pass first. Sure enough, the people behind couldn't keep their cool. Someone was heard saying anxiously, "Brother Hu, let's go quickly. If we don't go, it'll be too late."

After saying this and getting no response, the person who spoke just now continued to persuade, "Brother Hu, at least let's go in and hide first."

Just at this moment, the Beiyang soldier scouting the path also returned from the front. "Battalion Commander, there's no one in the tunnel, and there doesn't seem to be anyone at the exit either."

That "Brother Hu" was silent for a moment first, but with the sound of shelling and the sound of walls collapsing, his endurance obviously reached its limit. "Go, bring that old thing from the Hu family, let's withdraw quickly."

A small group of people filed into the tunnel, and then the entrance to the Hu family's tunnel was closed again. A pleading voice sounded, "Commander Hu, I'll give you however much money you want, I just beg you to leave me my life. You can't kill me!"

"Shut your fucking mouth! I brought my brothers to your door, and as a result, now my brothers are all going to be lost here. Are you a spy for the People's Party, specifically setting up this ambush to deal with us? Speak honestly. If you're not honest, I'll shoot you right now!"

"I'm absolutely not a spy for the People's Party, I... I also don't know how they just came!" The pleading voice said with anxiety and fear.

"Brother Hu, this guy looks unreliable. Let's just kill him and go out ourselves," the person who previously urged to enter the tunnel said.

"Don't kill me! Don't kill me!" The pleading voice turned into a scream, followed by the muffled sound of someone's mouth being covered.

"Speak loudly again and I'll shoot you immediately!" Battalion Commander Hu shouted in a low voice. "If you want to live, lead the way honestly. If there's any more trouble, I'll shoot you first! Do you hear me!"

Although his mouth was covered, the one who had been begging for mercy squeezed out a sound of agreement through the fingers.

The soldiers waited quietly until all these people entered the ambush circle, then they suddenly turned on their flashlights. Under the sudden stimulation of the light beams, the group of people trying to flee were all dazzled. They subconsciously covered the light with their hands. By the time they got slightly used to the flashlight beams, they were already completely surrounded. Regardless of how fierce they were with their mouths just now, not a single one of this group put up a desperate resistance in this situation. Under the order of "Hands up," they all obediently raised their hands.

The matter of Battalion Commander Hu abandoning his brothers to flee for his own life was not discovered by these abandoned Beiyang soldiers. It wasn't until Battalion Commander Hu and his cronies were pushed in front of the Cao family courtyard, bound with ropes and looking dusty and dirty, that the Beiyang soldiers understood their situation. Even the battalion commander had been caught after secretly escaping; these Beiyang small soldiers completely lost the will to resist. After shouting one more time, they followed the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's order, raised their hands high, and walked out of the Cao family courtyard to surrender.

In this chaotic time, the Cao family luckily escaped the fate of being massacred. No one was killed. Except for some women who suffered groping and molestation, the Beiyang soldiers really didn't go so far as to do anything further.

However, the Beiyang Army and the captured tax collectors had absolutely no intention of letting the Cao family escape this calamity. Whether it was Battalion Commander Hu or the tax collectors, they didn't beg for mercy first, but directly started exposing the Cao family's collusion with the government officials and their attempt to kill the common people who were preparing to defect to the People's Party.

The comrades in the battalion were originally depressed because the battalion political commissar and the battalion commander advocated saving the lives of the Cao family members as much as possible. Just to put pressure on the Beiyang Army, a lot of shells were used. If these shells were used to bombard the inside of the Cao family courtyard, the Beiyang Army would probably have suffered over half casualties, and another charge would have completely solved these Beiyang soldiers. But after the Cao family's evil deeds were exposed, these comrades who had participated in land reform all thought of what kind of anger the Cao family's evil deeds would arouse in Caojiapu. And how much trouble this anger would reduce for the People's Party's work in Caojiapu.

These comrades looked at the battalion political commissar and the battalion commander with admiration. Many people had already decided in their hearts that once they had free time, they would ask the battalion political commissar and the battalion commander to explain "On Contradiction" properly again.
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"Kill them!"

"Kill these bastards!"

The sun was vicious. Cao Yifeng lowered his head, the roar of hundreds of people becoming distant in his ears. The Public Trial Rally was being held on a flat piece of ground, attended by several hundred people from the entire village. First, the Beiyang Army captives and the tax collectors from the county tearfully confessed their deeds. When they heard that Cao Cuishan had actually colluded with the government to "suppress the unruly people" in order to try and keep his family's land, everyone roared in anger.

The common people were afraid of the government, and even more afraid of the Beiyang Army. After the Beiyang Army entered the village, those true "unruly people" had all been scared away. With the People's Party, which had annihilated the Beiyang Army, backing them up, this fear rebounded even more violently. If not for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army blocking the surging commoners, these people, driven by their lingering fear, would have beaten the Cao family members to death with their own hands. In fact, even though they were blocked, the masses started looking for clods of earth and such to throw at the Cao family.

Cao Yifeng no longer cared about this. When the Beiyang soldiers and the tax collectors pushed all the responsibility onto the Cao family, Cao Yifeng knew the Cao family was finished. The Beiyang Army's conduct meant they would absolutely massacre the common people. In Yuan Shikai's era, killing "unruly people" in Hebei was already notorious. The nickname "Butcher of the People" was not undeserved. The tax collectors and the captured Beiyang soldiers all publicly admitted that the government had ordered the "unruly people" to be killed. For these commoners, who had managed to "escape from the jaws of death" with great difficulty, a strong impulse to kill was boiling in their chests. Whether it was the Beiyang Army in front of them, the tax collectors, or Cao Cuishan's family, they had all once been people high above them. Now they were tied up tightly, no longer having their former glory. Even though their actions were blocked and the masses couldn't do it themselves, the shouts of "Kill them!" "Kill them!" rose wave after wave.

Throughout this entire operation, Cao Yifeng had suffered the most and experienced the most ups and downs. Betrayed by the government, betrayed by the Beiyang Army, and now spat upon by the whole village, Cao Yifeng felt nothing anymore. Since death was directly connected to eternal sleep, his already empty mind actually felt that this result wasn't bad. With no distracting thoughts in his heart, Cao Yifeng turned a deaf ear to the pleading and explanations of his father, the Beiyang soldiers, and the tax collectors. Closing his eyes under the vicious sun, Cao Yifeng felt a breeze blow against his face, and his skin immediately felt a coolness. This wave of comfort made Cao Yifeng feel calm, even giving him a very happy feeling. He couldn't help but smile.

"What are you smiling at?" A deep and powerful voice came from the side.

It didn't matter who asked; Cao Yifeng didn't even think to answer the question. Since it had come to this, why not enjoy the last coolness brought by the summer breeze before death?

Seeing Cao Yifeng so composed, the questioner became interested. He laughed, "It looks like you've admitted your guilt? Are you not afraid of death?"

"I'll die if I'm afraid, and I'll die if I'm not afraid. What's the difference?" Cao Yifeng said, still with his eyes closed. "The Beiyang Army says our Cao family is the chief culprit, and the People's Party also says our crimes are unpardonable. Falling into the hands of the villagers is also death. The handle of the knife is in other people's hands; what else can I say?"

The speaker couldn't help but laugh after hearing this. After laughing a few times, he said, "Hehe, I remember your name is Cao Yifeng, right?"

The other party was neither overbearing nor cynical. Cao Yifeng opened his eyes and looked over. The person in front of him was a high-ranking officer in the People's Party command whom he had seen before. At least those People's Party soldiers were very obedient to him.

"I am Cao Yifeng." Cao Yifeng didn't waste words.

"Did you go to the county seat to invite the Beiyang Army?" the man continued to ask.

"Yes." Cao Yifeng answered concisely and briskly.

This kind of answer, neither begging for mercy nor shirking responsibility, interested the questioner very much. He asked the initial question again, "Then what were you smiling at?"

" The wind blowing is very cool." Cao Yifeng answered frankly.

"Haha, interesting." The speaker said this, then turned his head and paid no more attention to Cao Yifeng.

Cao Yifeng originally thought the man would say something more, but he didn't expect the man to stop speaking completely and instead focus on watching the Public Trial Rally. Being interrupted like this, the mood of enjoyment just now could not continue. Sorrow suddenly rose from within Cao Yifeng. He refused to cry loudly in public, forcefully holding back the sound of crying, but tears gushed out of his eyes.

When the Public Trial Rally ended, the People's Party announced that Caojiapu would come under the rule of the People's Party, and at the same time, Land Reform would be implemented in Caojiapu. As an active counter-revolutionary, Cao Cuishan was sentenced to death, and punished with the confiscation of the Cao family's property. Regarding the decision for the rest of the Cao family, the People's Party members did not mention it. And when the masses learned the news that tax collection would be waived this year and that every household would be distributed land, coupled with the fact that Cao Cuishan had already paid with his life for his counter-revolutionary acts, thunderous cheers erupted. Everyone didn't care about the fate of the rest of the Cao family.

The People's Party followed the instructions of the Party Central Committee: all execution actions during the Land Reform must be carried out by the People's Party. This was also something Chen Ke had specially emphasized. While mobilizing the masses, the masses must be organized. The boiling vengeful emotions of the masses were understandable, but administrative and judicial power must be firmly held in the hands of the People's Party. This is the most basic power of a government, and a power that absolutely cannot be delegated to others. Throwing criminals among the people and letting the people hack them to pieces might seem very satisfying and reasonable, but from a management perspective, this is a completely irresponsible approach.

This clear regulation began during the People's Party's earliest revolution in Anhui. Xiong Mingyang, the current political commissar of the Henan Military Region, had once personally beheaded a landlord's daughter when attacking a fortified village. Some comrades felt that Xiong Mingyang's action was a bit too ruthless. Coupled with some internal contradictions within the Party, some people suggested whether the people should decide the life and death of these fellows from the old era.

Chen Ke originally made no comment on Xiong Mingyang's approach, but when he heard someone take the opportunity to suggest that the people decide the life and death of landlords, he immediately expressed his opposition clearly. "Our revolution is not just a carnival. It's not that everyone can kill whoever they want just because they are happy at the moment! Revolution is an action to establish a brand-new social system. While destroying, we must begin to build. All judicial powers, including execution, must be held in the hands of our People's Party." Since Chen Ke set the tone, this judicial clause was clearly stipulated in the Land Reform implementation measures.

Cao Yifeng naturally didn't know these things. He discovered that he wasn't dead for the time being, but he didn't feel the joy of surviving a disaster. Since the Cao family had been abandoned by all their former backers and the villagers, Cao Yifeng was completely unoptimistic about what fate awaited them after falling into the hands of the People's Party.

Caojiapu was very close to Henan, so the sayings and old adages were about the same. There was a saying: "It's easy for those who die first, hard for those who die later!" Cao Yifeng's father, Cao Cuishan, died for his choice, which was clean and neat. When storytellers spoke of how high officials dealt with people in the past, they loved to say, " The death penalty can be avoided, but living punishment cannot be escaped." In the stories continued by this sentence, a considerable number of characters in the books were "unable to live, unable to die." If it was this kind of "dying later" method, it would be better to let someone kill him cleanly with one slash.

The People's Party did not keep the Cao family members, the Beiyang Army soldiers, and the tax collectors in Caojiapu. The large troop contingent took them south. They spent a day traveling into Henan in the sweltering heat. All the women among the dozen or so members of the Cao family were riding a train for the first time. Under the escort of soldiers with live ammunition, the train traveled for more than half a day and transported these people to Anyang. A concentration camp was built on a large piece of land outside Anyang City. Wooden fences, barbed wire, tall watchtowers, searchlights, and guards patrolling with big dogs. This grand scale and stern style, modeled after later German architecture, made this group of people dare not resist in the slightest. After being screened, the Cao family and the Beiyang Army were separated by gender and sent into the concentration camp.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't care much about this group of local moneybags from the Cao family, and cared even less about the former bandits who had been captured. Regarding the current war of unprecedented scale, the Party Central Committee also felt somewhat troubled about the captives internally. For Chen Ke, the current Beiyang Army was not the Kuomintang Army during the War of Liberation. The Kuomintang Army at that time was filled with terrible cruel oppression, so many "liberated soldiers" could be captured in the morning, reformed at noon, and become revolutionary soldiers joining the battle in the afternoon. That was the result of the great "Speak Bitterness" meetings.

The Kuomintang back then conscripted men, treating soldiers like slaves. Profound class oppression brought about extreme resistance from the soldiers of the Kuomintang troops. For those liberated soldiers, they fundamentally didn't regard the People's Party as an enemy; their own superiors were the biggest enemies. The Beiyang Army of 1915 also had oppression, but the Beiyang Army was still a mercenary army after all. Yuan Shikai gave pay to this army, and theoretically, there were tax exemption measures for the families of soldiers from the Hebei region. Compared with Baldy Chiang's army, the Beiyang Army the People's Party faced could be called happy.

Historically, when the Beiyang Army expanded greatly, they frantically recruited bandits from all over. The Beiyang Army Chen Ke faced was also like this. Because the casualty rate in Baldy's army during the war against Japan was too high, by the time of the War of Liberation, the soldiers were basically ordinary commoners who had been press-ganged. What ordinary commoners sought was to live a stable life after the war ended, so "Speak Bitterness" meetings were useful for them. But what bitterness did these bandits have to speak of? Especially the habitual bandits of many years. Historically, during the Red Army era, it wasn't that they hadn't used this bunch. The Red Army generals didn't have a high evaluation of these people. Later, they would rather spend several times more time training good commoners who had never touched a gun than easily absorb these people.

Chen Ke didn't quite understand why these things were so before, but after personally engaging in revolution, he understood. Bandits were not peasant uprising armies; they belonged to the "lumpenproletariat" class. They proved by participating in bandit activities that they were unwilling to work. Moreover, after becoming bandits and separating from productive labor, relying on looting to eat and drink well, it was not an easy task to make them get used to labor again. Trying to rely on "Speak Bitterness" meetings to reform their thinking was even more difficult. The pain of bandits in their bandit careers was basically that they didn't rob enough or ruthlessly enough. The bandit chiefs fought fiercely among themselves, one singing after another left the stage. It was also hard to link their cajoling and oppression of the bandits underneath to class oppression. Back when He Zudao was suppressing bandits in Jiangxi, there were quite a few bandit members in the troops. During the Rectification Movement, Jiangxi was rectified the most ruthlessly. It wasn't until almost all cadres and soldiers of bandit origin were discharged that the ethos of the Jiangxi troops was thoroughly turned around.

In the current war, the possibility of release didn't exist either. The Beiyang Army was destined to be captured on a large scale. If released, even if the captives didn't return to the Beiyang Army, they would drift among the people and harm various places. After discussion, the People's Party Central Committee finally decided to handle the POW issue by establishing large-scale concentration camps and labor reform detachments. The POW camp in Anyang was a transit station used for containment, screening, and further transfer.

The current stalemate also ended with the conclusion of the summer harvest in Henan. The Beiyang Army's will to fight was too weak. The Henan Provincial Committee of the People's Party hadn't expected the Beiyang Army to hesitate and not dare to advance, actually allowing Henan to successfully complete the summer harvest in the area north of the Yellow River. Since Beiyang gave the People's Party a chance, the People's Party wouldn't waste it. Now that the food supply was fully guaranteed, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's offensive also began.

On June 18, 1915, Chai Qingguo, commander of the Henan Military Region, formally signed his name on the *Handan Campaign Offensive Order*. The first target was Linzhang County, which was close at hand to Anyang, Henan.
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"Are the Beiyang Army all turtles? The moment we arrive, they hide inside the city!" The commander of the vanguard regiment of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had a quick temper. As soon as the Revolutionary Army approached Linzhang County, the Beiyang Army troops that were once outside the city withdrew into the county seat for defense. The county seat wasn't large; stuffing nearly ten thousand men and horses inside made the defense as solid as an iron bucket.

The commissar wasn't anxious at all. Facing such Beiyang Army troops, the rural work was much simpler than imagined. "Crops don't grow inside the county seat, so what are we afraid of? Can this bunch of Beiyang troops go without eating? We should hurry up and send troops to assist the fellow villagers in harvesting the summer grain. The 'Sixteen-Character Mantra' puts it clearly: 'When the enemy camps, we harass.' Since they are in the county seat, we'll send artillery to constantly harass them and feign an attack on the city."

"You sure can keep your cool. What if the Beiyang Army comes out of the city?" The commander wasn't as optimistic as the commissar.

"If they come out, we fight them. The fields in Hebei are crisscrossed with ditches and canals; we can fight a defensive battle at any time. Small groups of Beiyang troops can't withstand a fight, and if a large group comes out, we'll hold them first and then surround and annihilate them." The commissar described the battle as if it were as simple as eating a meal.

Seeing the commissar so composed, the commander couldn't help but mock himself, "I'm being lazy again."

"Everyone is lazy!" The commissar laughed. "I don't want to expend so much effort either, but how can we defeat the enemy without doing it? After the grain harvest is complete, the Beiyang Army will have no source of grain here in Linzhang. The follow-up troops will be coming up soon, and this grain will be enough for everyone to eat for some time. According to the intelligence we've gathered, the grain inside Linzhang City is only enough for half a month. I don't believe the Beiyang Army's silver dollars can magically turn into grain."

In the summer campaign of 1915, the People's Party choked the Beiyang Army at its critical point: grain shortage. As long as they competed tit-for-tat with the Beiyang Army for the countryside, they could crush the Beiyang Army by starving them alone. The harvest in the north was later than in the south, and the People's Party's battle line advanced step by step along the harvest line. The opposing Beiyang Army seemed to have completely failed to understand this point and still foolishly defended the cities. The cadres and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army couldn't understand how the brains of the Beiyang Army worked.

Although there was only one regiment of vanguard troops, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army still rapidly sent more than half of its troops to the countryside. And this boldness was quickly rewarded. On June 20, just as Hebei generally began to enter the initial summer harvest, two divisions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had completely surrounded Linzhang County. The number of soldiers participating in the harvest increased greatly.

In Handan, less than a hundred *li* from Linzhang County, Wu Peifu completely failed to understand what the People's Party wanted to do. According to the Beiyang operational concept, one either attacked important cities or defended important cities to the death; all battles revolved around key points. The opposing People's Party seemed to be everywhere, yet large-scale battles never commenced. Telegrams urging battle from Beijing came one after another. Holding to the war concept of "know the enemy and know yourself, and you can fight a hundred battles with no danger," Wu Peifu wanted to first determine where the People's Party's main force was.

It wasn't until June 19 that Wu Peifu determined that the main force of the People's Party was gathering in Linzhang County. Linzhang was a major grain-producing county, which fit Wu Peifu's judgment. Since that was the case, Wu Peifu dispatched his troops.

But things were not that simple. The Beiyang Army spent three whole days to travel just over 40 *li* of the 100 *li* journey. After the main force of the Beiyang Army moved out, they were first bombed by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Air Force. To be honest, a four-kilogram bomb or a strafing of two or three hundred machine-gun bullets simply couldn't cause many casualties. For a force of ten thousand men, four or five hundred casualties could be almost ignored.

But this statistical method was for Wu Peifu. Four or five hundred men was only 0.5% of a Beiyang Army corps' strength, but for every Beiyang officer and soldier, there were only two states: injured or not injured. This was a 100% probability. The number of people a plane could kill or wound each time was very limited, but the Beiyang Army troops who witnessed these gods of death descending from the sky and slaughtering wantonly numbered in the tens or hundreds of times that amount. The Beiyang Army had absolutely no method to cope and could only be one-sidedly slaughtered by the buzzing machines in the sky. The sharp whistling sound of bombs tearing through the air raised every Beiyang soldier's heart to their throat. The sound of explosions rang out, followed by the sound of crying for fathers and mothers. This was no longer a march but an execution.

At first, the Beiyang Army stood there and took the bombing. Later, hearing the whistle of planes or bombs, regardless of whether the bombs were coming in their direction, the main body of the Beiyang Army would scramble and crawl to hide by the roadside. Once the troops dispersed, it took a long time to gather them again. What annoyed the Beiyang officers even more was that the more they hid, the more the soldiers understood that the closer they were to the main road, the higher the chance of being hit by bombs, so they ran further and further away from the roadside. This brought even greater trouble to regrouping the troops. After learning to evade, the number of casualties in the Beiyang Army dropped rapidly, but the marching speed could not be described as "declining" but rather "plummeting." The march that was originally planned to be completed in two days had now taken three days to cover just half the distance.

The sluggishness of the Beiyang Army greatly exceeded the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's expectations. It was impossible to scrap the original military plan and start over. The first step adjusted was the encirclement and annihilation of the enemy in Linzhang County. In the original plan, Linzhang County was to be the site of a decisive battle between the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and the Beiyang rescue troops. Since Wu Peifu was ineffective, Chai Qingguo had to use a butcher's knife to kill a chicken and committed a corps originally intended for battle to the siege of annihilation.

Of course, the real battle didn't require filling it with human lives; the main force of the war was the artillery brigade directly under the corps. The weather was clear during the summer harvest, and the visibility range was huge. Under the guidance of the air force, the artillery accurately positioned its firepower on the enemy-packed city walls and several assembly points after a few rounds of test firing.

After firing only a little over two hundred shells, Chai Qingguo felt the pinch. Although nearly ten thousand shells were prepared for the battle, the number of 75mm guns wasn't large. "Why hasn't the air force dropped surrender leaflets yet?" Chai Qingguo asked.

"Don't rush, isn't it starting now?" said Xiong Mingyang, the political commissar of the Henan Military Region, whom he trusted. Sure enough, snow-like specks began to appear under the planes, drifting and falling into Linzhang County seat.

After another while, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army sent someone to shout and persuade them to surrender. The defenders inside the city certainly refused to surrender; they bluntly requested the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to let them go.

"Let them go? What are they thinking? Continue shelling!" Chai Qingguo couldn't be bothered to say more. After firing another two hundred or so shells, a white flag was raised on the city wall. After all, stuffing ten thousand people inside the city resulted in too high a density. The dense positions outside the city blocked the enemy's escape route tight; they had no other way but to surrender.

Having solved the enemy in Linzhang County, the next object of consideration was Wu Peifu, who was on the road. The enemy in Handan numbered over two hundred thousand, and Wu Peifu brought out one hundred thousand this time. In the original plan, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would fight a decisive battle with this reinforcement force in Linzhang County. In the distance of less than a hundred *li* between them, besieging a point to strike the reinforcements was very convenient. Now Wu Peifu had only walked 40 *li*. If the weather conditions were good and one had sharp eyes, one could see 40 *li* away at a glance. At such an awkward distance, a battle of encirclement and annihilation became extremely tricky.

"Dividing the enemy and annihilating them one by one is correct. If there is a glimmer of possibility, we must fight a battle of annihilation. If we let all two hundred thousand enemy troops retreat into Handan, attacking it would be too troublesome." Like other commissars of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Xiong Mingyang was a soldier with outstanding battle achievements.

Chai Qingguo didn't mind the debate. Although he was the commander, in the Military Region Party Committee, he was only a standing committee member and deputy secretary of the Party Committee. The senior commanders were all Party members, so the Party Committee meeting was practically equivalent to an operational meeting. He drew a line on the map with his finger. "Which unit can hold this line and cut off the Beiyang Army? Can we do it? There are one hundred thousand troops on both sides of this line."

Chai Qingguo was commanding three field corps this time, totaling three hundred thousand troops. The three corps commanders and twelve division commanders were all graduates of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Academy. "Fighting battles of annihilation" and "dividing and encircling" were everyone's common line of thought. As long as it was possible, these senior commanders would make such a choice without hesitation. Therefore, they could completely understand what the line Chai Qingguo drew meant. The Beiyang Army wouldn't wait to die with their hands tied; once they found themselves surrounded, both those breaking out and those rescuing would fight with their lives. This defensive line would bear terrible pressure from the enemy. These comrades weren't afraid of death, but failure meant a major setback for the entire campaign. No one dared to easily step forward to state their position. The expectation of three hundred thousand people felt heavy just thinking about it.

"How about I take troops up there?" Deputy Commander of the Military Region Yang Baogui broke the silence. "Which unit is willing to go up with me?"

Everyone's eyes fell on Yang Baogui. Given the combat effectiveness displayed by the Beiyang Army at present, they weren't afraid of fighting. However, the fact that no one had proposed changing the idea of the battle of encirclement and annihilation until now made the comrades feel the headquarters' firm determination.

"Why must we fight such a tough battle? Can't we just besiege them?" Gu Lu, the acting corps commander of the 12th Corps, finally couldn't help speaking. The 12th Corps was an engineering corps, not a field corps, but the liberation of Hebei couldn't do without engineers. Needless to say, land surveying alone required a large number of engineering personnel, and river course rectification required engineering troops even more. In the past few days, the engineering troops had shouldered the vast majority of the labor for the harvest work in Linzhang County.

Since it was a discussion meeting, everyone could say whatever they wanted, not to mention that Gu Lu's question was not unreasonable at all.

Yang Baogui answered this question, "The Beiyang reinforcements will likely come to rescue Handan. Before they come to the rescue, after we destroy this force that came out, we can storm Handan. Once the two hundred thousand enemy troops in Handan are annihilated, the Beiyang clique will be tantamount to having an arm broken."

Gu Lu was not a pure military commander, so he hadn't spoken much on previous campaign planning. After listening to Yang Baogui, Gu Lu fell silent for a moment before replying, "Handan is just a corner of Hebei. If we capture Handan, it's impossible for the Beiyang Army to risk their lives to retake Handan no matter what. They will only consider rescue when there are still enemy troops in Handan. Since we insist on fighting the Beiyang Army on the plains, why not drag the Beiyang Army out to fight? Everyone says Wu Peifu is a very capable fighter in the Beiyang Army. If such a capable unit moves like a snail under air raids, why would other Beiyang troops be more capable than Wu Peifu? Moreover, if the Beiyang Army forcibly comes to the rescue, wouldn't it be fine for us to focus on fighting the Beiyang reinforcements? I firmly support fighting battles of annihilation and destroying the enemy's effective strength. But Beiyang isn't just Wu Peifu's army. If we can annihilate 100,000 or 200,000 reinforcements, the Beiyang Army will either order Wu Peifu to break out or let Wu Peifu defend stubbornly on his own. In either case, we can annihilate Wu Peifu more easily. I don't support fighting such a tough battle right now."

Yang Baogui's eyes went wide. In the original operational plan, the hope was to thoroughly annihilate Wu Peifu's aid troops when Wu Peifu rescued Linzhang County, and then cut off Wu Peifu's connection with the Beiyang clique to deal with him at leisure. His operational thinking was entirely a variation of this plan, while Gu Lu's suggestion was a total change to the current plan. Although he couldn't point out what was wrong with Gu Lu's view in such a short time, Yang Baogui absolutely couldn't accept it. He stood there tongue-tied, unable to speak.

Gu Lu's suggestion was not without supporters among other senior commanders. The commander of the 18th Corps thought for a while and spoke, "I think Comrade Gu Lu's suggestion makes sense. Although we haven't formally fought Wu Peifu, their marching ability is far worse than we thought. Even if they gradually get used to our air force's harassment later, I don't think Wu Peifu is likely to perform too specifically in field battles. Moreover, the Beiyang Army is still short of grain, and a protracted war is very unfavorable to the Beiyang Army. The current situation is that we are rushing to harvest grain, and the troops are somewhat exhausted. If we can get a few days of rest, it should be very good for the next step of operations."

Yang Baogui couldn't help rebutting, "We must exert our capability for continuous combat..."

"Continuous combat is forced when there's no other way. We can fight continuously now because we rely on railway transport. If we marched entirely on two legs, the troops' combat effectiveness would also be greatly discounted. And our combat goal hasn't failed; the initial goal was to give the enemy in Handan a fierce blow and then cut off the connection between the enemy in Handan and the enemy in Beijing. Implementing mobile warfare in the Handan area to seek the annihilation of more enemies."

"But the difference between having one hundred thousand or two hundred thousand men in Handan is still very big." Yang Baogui also grasped a certain key point in the argument.

Amidst the endless debate, more and more comrades began to participate. However, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had no experience in large-scale combat with Beiyang, and even the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army itself lacked experience in large-scale operations with hundreds of thousands of troops. In the end, they couldn't argue out a result, and everyone looked to Commander Chai Qingguo, hoping to see his intention.

Chai Qingguo lived up to expectations. He said, "My intention is for the 18th Corps to dispatch two divisions to assume a pincer posture against the Beiyang Army from the north and south. The original operational plan planned it this way; we might as well execute it this way."

"Commander Chai, if you want to make everything perfect, it's very likely you'll get nothing in the end," Yang Baogui put forward his own view.

"Commander Chai, isn't doing this a bit like 'marking the boat to find the sword'?" The 18th Corps commander found it a bit unacceptable.

Chai Qingguo found these two statements quite interesting. Yang Baogui felt Chai Qingguo wasn't decisive enough, while the 18th Corps commander felt Chai Qingguo was stuck in a rut. Chai Qingguo laughed, "Comrades, it's unlikely for me to commit both 'Left' and 'Right' errors at the same time. I actually quite agree with Comrade Gu Lu's idea. Since the war situation has changed, our deployment must also change. The reason for doing this is to see what the Beiyang Army plans to do next. Moreover, Wu Peifu's performance makes me feel that he is probably even worse than we thought. Even if he hasn't had contact with the air force, he shouldn't have made such a big joke during the march."

In the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the military chief was responsible for military actions, and even the political commissar could not interfere with military actions. If the political commissar felt that the military chief was directing improperly or lacked ability, they could convene a Party Committee meeting to relieve the military commander of their command and elect a new military commander. But before the political commissar formally passed the Party Committee resolution to take over command, military actions must obey the military chief's orders.

So no matter how many doubts they had in their hearts, since Chai Qingguo had given the order, the comrades no longer stubbornly objected. On the afternoon of October 22, two divisions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's 18th Corps began to set out towards the north and south of the Beiyang Wu Peifu Field Group.
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Yang Baogui, as the Deputy Commander of the Henan Military District, volunteered to set off with the Northern Route Army. Chai Qingguo, a fierce general who had participated in the Qingdao Campaign, possessed a strong offensive spirit. If he insisted on keeping a capable officer like Yang Baogui cooped up in the headquarters, Yang Baogui certainly wouldn't be happy about it. However, if he let him go with the Northern Route Army, Yang Baogui would definitely be commanding above his level.

To be fair, Chai Qingguo hadn't given up on the idea of annihilating Wu Peifu's field army group. Since Yang Baogui had such an offensive spirit, Chai Qingguo made a decision that surprised his comrades. He ordered Yang Baogui to lead Gu Lu's 12th Army north to make military preparations between Handan and Xingtai. The 12th Army was an engineering corps, but engineering troops didn't just focus on construction. In a year, they never missed out on three months of basic military training. Their individual equipment was much better than that of the Beiyang Army. The entire army only lacked "75mm heavy artillery" compared to the field armies. And because the engineering troops had extensive construction experience, the field armies admitted they were inferior when it came to digging positions and using explosives. Combat engineers all had to go to the engineering corps for training.

"Comrade Yang Baogui, I will explain this to you one last time. I am not asking you to take the 12th Army to attack Beijing, but to prepare for the next phase of the campaign. So you cannot take it upon yourself to lead troops into battle. Furthermore, you will join the 12th Army's Military Party Committee immediately. Comrade Gu Lu is the Political Commissar and Acting Commander of the 12th Army. In the Party Committee meetings, Comrade Gu Lu is the Party Secretary." Chai Qingguo emphasized the relationship between them to Yang Baogui and Gu Lu.

Gu Lu was never a comrade who didn't know his place. He smiled and said, "Deputy Commander Yang has a lot of combat experience. If we encounter combat issues, we will definitely listen to Deputy Commander Yang's suggestions."

Yang Baogui had always heard that Gu Lu was deeply valued by Chen Ke and Chai Qingguo, and Gu Lu had also recently straightforwardly opposed Chai Qingguo's operational plan. But he didn't expect Gu Lu to have such a clear understanding of this temporary team arrangement. Yang Baogui couldn't help but be greatly surprised.

Since Gu Lu was so reliable, Yang Baogui's confrontational mindset weakened, and he had time to consider serious matters. He couldn't help but ask, "What if the Beiyang forces quickly mobilize troops south?"

Seeing that Yang Baogui finally understood his position, Chai Qingguo felt relieved. "Sending you there is for you to make military preparations. There will be plenty of battles to fight later. We have absolutely no mass base in Hebei. The only thing we can rely on is this railway line. After you go north, you must cut off this railway line for me. If the Beiyang Army wants to move south, I will have the Air Force do their best to contain their march. Sending you, Comrade Yang Baogui, is for you to coordinate the relationship between the two sides."

After Chai Qingguo finished speaking, seeing a look of joy on Yang Baogui's face, he quickly continued to hammer the point home. "I asked you to coordinate, not to command battles in the name of the Deputy Commander. You must remember this clearly."

Someone who could become a Military District Deputy Commander was naturally not a fool. Seeing Chai Qingguo's repeated exhortations, Yang Baogui didn't get angry. "Don't worry, I will definitely complete this task resolutely. However, our troop numbers are insufficient. If the Beiyang Army really jumps over the wall like a desperate dog and moves south in large numbers, I can't guarantee that combat won't occur."

Chai Qingguo was naturally very clear about this. If he wasn't worried about the Beiyang Army moving south, he wouldn't have needed to send Yang Baogui north. "In short, you are not allowed to attack on your own initiative. You must achieve this. Troops will never be enough. The Beiyang Army in Hebei has at most 1.2 million troops capable of fighting. The Shandong Military District might have to face 600,000. We still have two armies as follow-up forces. You just focus on completing the forward preparation work."

"Yes!" Yang Baogui saluted Chai Qingguo.

After seeing off Yang Baogui and Gu Lu, Chai Qingguo ordered the other troops to rest immediately. Given Wu Peifu's current performance, heaven knows what tricks he might come up with. As the saying goes, chaotic punches kill the old master. If it were a skilled enemy, it would be easier to predict the tactics they might use, after all, there are only so many reasonable tactics. But if Wu Peifu acted recklessly, although he would certainly fail, it would cause some trouble for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. At this time, rather than making preparations blindly, it was better to hurry up and rest, and be ready to enter combat at any time.

After the order was passed down, Chai Qingguo looked at the map and suddenly remembered a military saying: "Strike later but arrive first." According to Chen Ke, this was a concept mentioned in Laozi's *Tao Te Ching*. Do not strive to be first, but by acting later one will arrive first. Translated into the language of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, that was: "We won't fire the first shot, but the enemy shouldn't think about firing the second shot." To achieve this, one must "know oneself." If one doesn't even know what level the troops can perform to, acting first would just mean waiting to face all sorts of chaos in one's own troops. But so far, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army hadn't had any problems; instead, the enemy had started to make a joke of themselves.

Since the decision had been made, Chai Qingguo simply stopped thinking about it. As a commander, the position was more about taking responsibility. Being anxious was just another reason for Chai Qingguo to command over his subordinates' heads. So Chai Qingguo simply lay down to sleep for a while. At this moment, ensuring abundant energy was the best thing Chai Qingguo could do. The war had only just begun.

While Chai Qingguo was sound asleep, Wu Peifu, marching some thirty li away from Chai Qingguo, had no way to sleep soundly. The harassment by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Air Force left Wu Peifu completely unable to cope. On the afternoon of the 22nd, Wu Peifu suffered a heavy blow.

In order to rectify the soldiers, Wu Peifu ordered the commanders of all units not to hide when planes came, but to stand on the main road to command. Logically speaking, this method wasn't entirely wrong. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army practiced equality between officers and soldiers; in the face of an air raid, there was no reason for officers to run for their lives first. However, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army talked about science and democracy. Facing an air raid, they absolutely wouldn't foolishly stand there and get bombed. But the Beiyang Army's tradition was "victory through courage." Wu Peifu had been able to repel the Japanese army in Rizhao by relying on this fierceness. So when the planes started the air raid, a division commander whom Wu Peifu favored implemented the military order, personally leading a team of his own guards to stand on the main road and curse the soldiers hiding by the roadside.

At the beginning of the bombing, it was fine. The bombs kicked up rubble and smoke on the road, and because the officers were standing sparsely, no one was injured. But they never expected that the Air Force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would suddenly dive down and unleash a barrage of machine-gun fire at that division commander and his guards. The division commander was caught off guard, hit by six bullets, and died instantly. Wu Peifu was shocked when he received the news. He never imagined that the planes of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could accurately see targets on the ground. It wasn't just Wu Peifu; the other officers who heard the news were all badly frightened.

This was, of course, a misunderstanding the Beiyang Army had about the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Wu Peifu and the others naturally didn't know the characteristics of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Air Force. Because the current planes were extremely fragile, if they were hit by a few shots, they might crash. Therefore, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Air Force units carried out air raids from outside the Beiyang Army's firing range. But when the Beiyang troops hid by the roadside to avoid bombs, that group of people on the road became excellent targets. The air force soldier who dive-strafed was a very young corporal pilot. The reason he did this was simply because he had joined the air force for a short time, and the earliest dive-strafing prohibited new comrades from participating. But after the Beiyang Army fled to the roadside and the road surface was safe, there was still a group of guys "who didn't know Ma Wangye had three eyes" gesticulating on the road, so he took it upon himself to dive and shoot. Choosing this division commander couldn't possibly be because of sharp eyes; it was simply because this division commander had many guards and was a large target.

After the young pilot returned to the airfield, he was pulled out by the flight squadron leader and criticized. The squadron leader ordered this pilot to make a public self-criticism in the attitude of being responsible for revolutionary work, and to guarantee that he would never do such unorganized and undisciplined things again in the future. Wu Peifu certainly didn't know these details. He didn't know right now that after this campaign, this incident would become a classic ideological work case for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Air Force. Disobeying orders and disobeying command was not acceptable, no matter how great the results achieved. Criticism should be given where due, and punishment should be given where due.

Since the Beiyang Army believed that the planes of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could observe ground intelligence extremely accurately, their actions became even more restricted. The officers were all on tenterhooks, afraid that if they exposed themselves outside the soldiers again, they would be killed. Wu Peifu's action, originally intended to boost morale, instead dealt a huge blow to the troops' morale.

Now, only some thirty li from Linzhang County, Wu Peifu absolutely could not accept retreating to Handan in disgrace after setting out with such fanfare. Not to mention Wu Peifu's own self-esteem wouldn't allow it, Yuan Shikai in Beijing also couldn't accept such an action from Wu Peifu. The result of consulting with his subordinates was a suggestion: "Commander, why don't we march at night? If we don't light torches, we should be fine in the dark. So far, we haven't seen the People's Party planes come out at night."

This suggestion was approved by the majority of the officers. Now, as long as they moved during the day, whether advancing or retreating, they would be attacked from the air. Instead of that, it was better to march at night. Being so close to Linzhang County, they could get there in one night.

Wu Peifu immediately expressed his agreement. As a fierce general, Wu Peifu didn't think he would suffer any losses in a head-on battle with the People's Party. So after nightfall, the Beiyang Army only rested slightly before continuing to set out.

The reconnaissance units of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had never given up their reconnaissance of the Beiyang Army, plus there were insiders from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army within Wu Peifu's troops. The news that the Beiyang Army was preparing for a night march quickly reached the headquarters of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Chai Qingguo had already slept for a while. After hearing this news, he didn't make any judgment immediately. He went out to take a cold shower first. Standing in the headquarters courtyard, dripping wet, Chai Qingguo suddenly laughed loudly, "This Wu Peifu really has guts!"

The "Sixteen Character Mantra" emphasized harassment warfare. One of the basic subjects of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was night harassment combat. If it were a small Beiyang unit marching, it might be fine. But a hundred thousand troops marching at night, this was clearly asking for a beating. Seeing the sky starting to dim, Chai Qingguo immediately ordered all senior commanders to be summoned for a meeting. At the same time, Chai Qingguo directly found the army's direct-reporting Reconnaissance Battalion and ordered this elite unit to immediately enter night attack combat. "You don't need to consider too much, like what battle results, or how many enemies to annihilate. Don't think about any of that. If the Beiyang Army marches at night, don't let the Beiyang Army sleep tonight, and you will get the first merit!"

"Guaranteed to complete the mission!" The Reconnaissance Battalion Commander saluted excitedly and left.

When the commanders arrived, the Reconnaissance Battalion had already set off. After listening to the situation introduced by Chai Qingguo, the commanders looked at each other. None of them expected that the war would present such a huge opportunity at this point.
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The End of the Beginning (3)

If one hundred thousand people stood hand in hand, spaced one meter apart, they would stretch out for 100 kilometers, or 200 li. If they stood with arms fully extended holding hands, this figure could increase to 1.5 times that amount. Logically speaking, it should be impossible for Wu Peifu to cover only 40 li in three days. However, large-scale marching isn't just a matter of forming a single long line from start to finish. The movement of a large force primarily involves route planning and a series of preparations by large marching units, which are further divided into several smaller marching units.

Since they had learned from Germany, route planning, scheduling, and logistics should have been the responsibility of the staff department. The weather was sweltering, and Wu Peifu's Chief of Staff, soaked in sweat, endured Wu Peifu's angry scolding. Theoretically, this scolding wasn't unjust. The Chief of Staff didn't dare say a word, though he cursed Wu Peifu in his heart. Although the Beiyang Army's staff department had studied the German General Staff system, its implementation in reality was basically better than nothing. The military commanders of various units held all the power. As a feudal power distribution system, this was perfectly normal. Power comes from above, so the superior naturally held all authority, and all subordinates had to be unconditionally responsible to their superior. But modern military command was completely incompatible with this kind of power structure. When the Beiyang Army had only six divisions and less than 80,000 men, this model might have been maintained to some extent. But when the Beiyang Army expanded to over a million men, the old traditional model became a disaster.

However, these were not excuses. As an army that had received formal Western military education, the Beiyang Army should have understood the most basic knowledge of marching. But China in 1915 did not have the infrastructure of 21st-century China with its crisscrossing railways and dense highway networks. There were only a few roads capable of supporting large troop movements. As soon as the main Beiyang force left Handan, the People's Party Air Force immediately bombed several main roads. Every time the Beiyang Army was strafed and bombed by planes, chaos ensued. Once the front fell into disorder, the road became blocked. By the time they reorganized the troops, time had been wasted. Yet Wu Peifu completely lacked the guts to send smaller scale troops to attack alone. Sending ten or twenty thousand men to attack the People's Party would be delivering meat to the chopping block; only a large force could conduct effective combat.

This unprecedented situation made Wu Peifu incredibly furious, but fury aside, the troops simply couldn't deploy. This pent-up resentment was vented onto the Chief of Staff.

The Chief of Staff naturally felt wronged. The Beiyang Army lacked this kind of large corps operation training. More importantly, the Beiyang Army's war mentality was entirely based on the decisive battle mode. Both sides would line up hundreds of thousands of troops along a long battlefront to wage war. The People's Party opposite the Beiyang Army didn't use this mode at all; the war presented a situation where it could unfold anytime, anywhere. In the previous scout skirmishes, the People's Party attacked everywhere, moving erratically, their presence visible everywhere. Now, not only on the ground, but the war had even unfolded in the sky. They hadn't even had time to analyze these brand-new situations, let alone find corresponding solutions. As for Wu Peifu, it was the same old routine: cursing subordinates for disobeying orders, cursing the Chief of Staff for incompetence. The Chief of Staff thought to himself: The division commanders who obeyed orders are all dead. What use is there for you, Wu Peifu, to keep making such a fuss?

Fortunately, Wu Peifu was not an incompetent person. He knew very well that cursing his subordinates when he was in a bad mood wouldn't solve practical problems. As the supreme commander, Wu Peifu still had a kind of appreciation for his troops. To have not collapsed while camping amidst repeated evasions and regrouping was already a sign of quite remarkable military discipline. However, after several days of tossing and turning like this, the morale of Wu Peifu's subordinates was wavering. Not being able to cover a distance of less than a hundred li—for Wu Peifu, this was not just a humiliation, but a huge joke. Wu Peifu firmly believed that fighting ultimately depended on morale. Now that morale was frustrated, if they couldn't lead the troops to fight their way to Linzhang and instead retreated to Handan with their tails between their legs, would the Beiyang Army still dare to fight when the People's Party planes appeared in the future?

"We must reach Linzhang County even if we march all night," Wu Peifu roared at the Chief of Staff.

Holding onto his last shred of responsibility, the Chief of Staff said, "Marshal, tonight is absolutely impossible. Our marching plans were all prepared for the daytime. If we don't send many troops, it will be useless. If we send many, we are underprepared for tonight. It would be better to prepare tomorrow during the day and march tomorrow night."

"Send a brigade to advance first tonight." Wu Peifu had not lost his reason. Large-scale night marching was inherently troublesome. Let alone a hundred thousand men, moving a division of twenty thousand men would be a disaster. A brigade of around ten thousand men was the limit. Regardless of whether the Chief of Staff was willing or not, Wu Peifu ordered his directly subordinate 1st Brigade of the 1st Division of the 4th Army to advance towards Linzhang County. This was the unit he trusted most.

After receiving the order, the officers and soldiers of the 1st Brigade didn't have the excitement of "winning glory for Old Commander Wu." The Brigade Commander could still hold it in, but the officers and soldiers below were already discussing it animatedly.

"Isn't this sending us to our deaths?" someone said bluntly.

"Running dozens of li in the pitch black to the People's Party's place... what do we do once we get there?" This was a more implicit way of putting it.

"What if the People's Party has set an ambush?" Someone was more concerned about the dangers the military operation itself might encounter.

However, the lower-ranking officers and soldiers had no way to oppose the Brigade Commander's orders, let alone the orders of Old Commander Wu Peifu. Whether they liked it or not, the troops were mobilized. At around nine o'clock in the evening, many officers and soldiers had to embark on the journey full of complaints during the time they would usually spend drinking and gambling.

Summer nights weren't cold, and the wind could even be described as quite cool. The 1st Brigade began to set out by battalion. Fearing discovery on the road, the troops lit the minimum number of torches. Without air raids from planes, the march was indeed much more reassuring. The road was surprisingly peaceful as well; the entire force walked cautiously for over ten li without encountering a single soul. Many Beiyang soldiers who were originally worried finally relaxed. Thinking about it, there were still over twenty li to Linzhang County; the People's Party surely wouldn't be that alert in the middle of the night.

This idea was naturally wrong. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's reconnaissance battalion had discovered this Beiyang force at least half an hour ago and had been tracking them for quite a while. The reconnaissance battalion was elite; theoretically, they weren't used for large-scale attacks. Chai Qingguo also didn't want to use this force in a meaningless war of attrition.

"Since the Beiyang hasn't moved out in large scale, don't attack." The reconnaissance battalion wasn't stupid enough to attack a force more than ten times their size like moths to a flame. But the reconnaissance battalion also felt extremely puzzled by the "bravery" of this Beiyang vanguard. "Did the Beiyang Army just send a unit here to die? Do they have no follow-up troops?"

But in the intelligence transmitted by the People's Party's field telephones, the Beiyang Army had simply sent one unit over. This unit was obviously a Beiyang elite force. Although their night marching speed wasn't fast, they had actually walked over ten li without scattering. The People's Party's night long-distance marching mode relied on comrades behind holding onto the marching packs of the comrades in front to maintain marching speed, yet the Beiyang Army had managed to walk over just like this. However, this didn't mean the Beiyang Army's march was flawless. Their officers were shouting almost non-stop, their voices exposing their whereabouts as clearly as positioning beacons.

"We have to stop them, right? Are we just going to let them reach Linzhang County like this? I didn't expect these enemies to walk so fast." The comrades of the reconnaissance unit raised a question. "Looking at how they marched during the day, I thought they couldn't walk fast."

"Walking only ten-odd li in four or five hours, you call that fast? If it were our troops, we would have walked thirty li." The reconnaissance battalion commander thought this question was too stupid.

"Then what do we do now?" the comrade continued to ask.

"Wait for the phone call." The battalion commander grumpily gave the standard answer.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's field telephone network covered a distance of over thirty li around Linzhang County. Since the intelligence had been conveyed, the remaining work was to wait.

Inside the Linzhang County Headquarters, it was confirmed again and again that the Beiyang Army had only sent a brigade. Among this good news, there was also bad news. This brigade's marching column stretched out for four or five li. Trying to annihilate them in one fell swoop wasn't realistic. Marching speed on the North China Plain was fast; once the fighting dragged on until daylight, it would be difficult to prevent Wu Peifu's reinforcements from coming up.

"Is it an annihilation battle or besieging the point to strike the reinforcements?" Chai Qingguo asked the comrades.

"The Beiyang Army still has some marching capability. Besieging the point to strike reinforcements might not be that easy. Why not let this Beiyang force come over? We'll talk after daybreak."

"A dull knife cuts meat slowly. A fly is meat no matter how small. Not to mention this fly isn't that small."

"Or should we prepare a bigger pocket formation now? Wait to bag all the Beiyang troops inside."

There were all kinds of suggestions, and the headquarters was abuzz with discussion.

Finally, Xiong Mingyang spoke. "Right now, it's not that we don't know ourselves, but we don't know the enemy. The Beiyang Army's performance is too unpredictable. Chairman Chen has always emphasized concentrating four or five times the enemy's strength to fight a quick annihilation battle. Since that's the case, I suggest annihilating this Beiyang force. If the situation requires adapting to changes, weakening the Beiyang Army to the maximum extent within a short time is the key. This method is a bit clumsy, but it's useful."

Since all the comrades chose to attack, Xiong Mingyang's suggestion easily gained support. Chai Qingguo didn't oppose this plan either. "Comrades, none of us are as good at fighting as Chairman Chen, so don't bite off more than we can chew. Let's engage the Beiyang Army here. We'll wipe them out bit by bit."

No one opposed this plan, and the fate of the 1st Brigade of the 1st Division of the Beiyang 4th Army was decided.

But this annihilation battle didn't start with an attack. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's combat engineer units first inserted themselves between the 1st Brigade and the Beiyang field group, laying mines on several roads. They also used hole diggers modeled after the Luoyang shovel to simply create an obstacle belt, setting up blocking positions behind it. The blocking troops quietly entered the positions. Only after the Beiyang vanguard was deemed unable to escape did the annihilation battle commence.

By this time, the sky had turned bright. The Beiyang Army was still over ten li from Linzhang County. After walking all night, they also felt exhausted. Moreover, the officers and soldiers discovered something that left them dumbfounded. The farmland near Linzhang County had been completely harvested. Near Handan, which was controlled by the Beiyang Army, the fields hadn't been harvested yet; there were patches of golden wheat fields everywhere. This was also one reason for the Beiyang Army's slow march—Wu Peifu had strictly ordered that troops were not allowed to trample farmland, and violators would be severely punished. The high-ranking officers of the Beiyang Army knew that without this year's harvest, the food supply in Handan would be very tight. Marching all night, everyone was sleepy and tired, and their nerves were quite tense, so they hadn't noticed the changes in the surrounding scenery. Staring at the harvested wheat fields, the Beiyang Army couldn't help but be surprised. This was the Hebei countryside where the People's Party had never been before, yet the newly arrived People's Party had completely controlled the countryside of Linzhang County.

This surprise didn't last long. Several muffled explosions came from the distance, coming from the rear of the Beiyang Army. A moment later, a burst of gunfire followed. It also came from the rear. The Beiyang Army dared not advance any further. The Brigade Commander ordered the troops to stand by on the spot and then ordered the reconnaissance cavalry to hurry back and see what was happening. The reconnaissance cavalry soon returned with the orderly who had set out earlier. The Beiyang Army wasn't negligent about their rear route; as soon as the sky turned slightly bright, the Brigade Commander had sent cavalry back to contact Wu Peifu. A squad of cavalry had gone, but only two people returned.

"Brigade Commander, the People's Party cut off our retreat." The orderly's voice carried a sobbing tone. "We went over as a squad and ran into an ambush. Luckily there were explosions ahead, so everyone was more careful. Otherwise, I wouldn't have made it back."

"Why were there explosions ahead?" The 1st Brigade Commander pressed.

The orderly answered, still in shock, "We don't know either. We just saw some Beiyang brothers being stopped far away. But we didn't see them exchanging fire with anyone. Instead, when we got close, a lot of People's Party men suddenly appeared by the roadside. The brothers in front weren't careful and were all killed."

The 1st Brigade Commander was alarmed hearing this. He dared not continue attacking Linzhang County. He ordered: "Rear unit becomes the front unit, charge back."

Although they hadn't slept all night, the news that their retreat was cut off raised the Beiyang Army's spirits quite a bit. They were originally in marching formation, but because it was daylight, the troop formation became even denser and more compact. The Brigade Commander's order was quickly implemented, and the troops swiftly turned around and began to head back the way they came.

After receiving this news, Chai Qingguo didn't issue further orders. The military plan had already begun execution; now it depended on the performance of the frontline commanders. He looked up and asked Political Commissar Xiong Mingyang, "Old Xiong, if our troops encountered this situation, how many do you think wouldn't run back along the original road to send themselves to death?"

This question stumped Xiong Mingyang. He pondered for a while before answering with a bitter smile, "Chairman Chen definitely wouldn't do such a thing."

Chai Qingguo was amused by Xiong Mingyang. "Isn't that nonsense? I'm asking you how many of us wouldn't make this kind of foolish mistake."

"This isn't making a foolish mistake; any normal person would do this," Xiong Mingyang answered. "The enemy situation is unclear, so one definitely can't continue forward. Finding a shortcut to circle back counts as using one's brain."

Chai Qingguo shook his head. "Why not advance? Make a gesture of continuing to advance, then suddenly turn diagonally forward, cut through, and turn again. Isn't that the best choice? If the Beiyang Army did that, we'd have a headache."

"Your hypothetical condition is wrong. That's what would be done knowing both oneself and the enemy. We know we can finish setting up positions in an hour or two; does the Beiyang Army know that? If I were surrounded by the Beiyang Army, I would definitely try to see if I could break out first," Xiong Mingyang answered.

"Then what if you encountered an enemy like our People's Party?" Chai Qingguo continued to press.

Facing this question, Xiong Mingyang was silent for a good while before answering, "If I were up against an enemy like our People's Party, firstly, I absolutely wouldn't agree to fight like this. Secondly, if I were surrounded, I would only establish a defensive position on the spot. I believe you, Old Chai, would definitely come to save me."

Chai Qingguo nodded deeply. "I think the same as you."
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The Beiyang Army, having marched all night without any sleep, ran back along their original route, gasping for breath. Officers at all levels urged their soldiers on relentlessly. Running six or seven *li* in an hour could be considered high speed for the Beiyang Army. Theoretically, retreating along the original route wasn't wrong; they were familiar with the road, and it was the shortest distance to the main Beiyang force. If their opponent wasn't the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, this choice would have been absolutely reasonable. But their opponent *was* the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Aside from combat engineers, infantrymen carried an entrenching shovel unless they were conducting a light march. The North China Plain was soil-based, making it easy to build defensive positions. Coupled with the vertical and horizontal irrigation ditches dug by the vast number of people on the North China Plain, the difficulty for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to set up positions was greatly reduced.

The retreating Beiyang Army slammed headfirst into the defensive positions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Wearing camouflage uniforms and straw hats woven from wheat stalks, the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army calmly waited until the Beiyang vanguard was less than thirty meters away before opening fire. The Beiyang soldiers running at the front fell one after another under the dense firepower, like wheat being harvested.

Meeting a head-on blow, the follow-up Beiyang troops immediately panicked. They either stopped in terror or scrambled towards the roadside in a panic. There were ditches by the roadside, and they jumped in one after another, or jumped over the ditches, trying to hide further away.

There was a huge difference between trenches dug specifically for war and ditches dug spontaneously by the common people. Trenches were convenient for combat, while the spontaneous ditches varied in depth and width. Some old ditches were more than a man's height deep; once jumped into, even a rifle wouldn't stick out above the ground, let alone fighting—it was hard even to climb out. The frontmost Beiyang troops, after suffering the blow, instantly turned into a sheet of loose sand, completely losing their combat effectiveness.

Seeing they couldn't rush through, the Beiyang troops behind gathered into a crowd, temporarily waiting for their officers to give orders. Before the officers' orders could arrive, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's shells came whistling in. The shells exploded within the dense crowd of Beiyang soldiers, frantically spraying shrapnel, reaping Beiyang lives like the Grim Reaper waving his scythe. Under the artillery strike, the second wave of Beiyang troops left behind a ground full of corpses and fled in all directions, disintegrating in an instant.

The Beiyang Brigade Commander hadn't expected his troops to be so fragile. By the time he reached the front line, the road, winding for one or two *li*, was piled with the corpses and wounded of the Beiyang Army. The uninjured Beiyang soldiers were either lying on the ground or hiding in roadside ditches; only a very small number were shooting towards the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's positions. The opposite positions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were deathly silent.

"Where exactly is the People's Party?" the Brigade Commander shouted angrily, dragging over a vanguard battalion commander who had escaped with his life.

The battalion commander was from the vanguard battalion after all; his trembling finger roughly pointed out the area of the firefight. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army occupied all the earth slopes on the nearby plain. Although these slopes weren't high, they were extremely superior terrain.

"You two attack towards the east and west," the Brigade Commander ordered two battalion commanders with a tight frown. If blocked in front, detour from the sides—this was the most basic tactic.

This attempt soon produced results. The two battalions of Beiyang troops crossed the harvested wheat fields and hadn't advanced far towards the east and west when the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, already deployed there, began to fire. Under the attack of rifles, machine guns, and mortars, the two battalions collapsed at the first touch. The Brigade Commander saw clearly through his binoculars; whether they were hiding or being killed, the Beiyang soldiers trying to maintain their formation for the attack fell in swathes onto the ground, disappearing into the wheat fields. The speed was like a magic trick.

Blessings never come in pairs, but misfortunes never come singly. Comedy often stops abruptly, but tragedy is always continuous. Just as the probing actions to the left and right failed, the Beiyang Brigade Commander felt a slight vibration from the earth beneath his feet. Following the dense gunfire from the rear, the Beiyang troops bringing up the rear began to run forward as if being chased. The Brigade Commander raised his binoculars; large groups of cavalry figures appeared on the horizon. The People's Party had used cavalry to launch a raid on the Beiyang Army's rear.

"Go hold them off for me! Go hold them off right now!" The Beiyang Brigade Commander shouted at the top of his lungs to two regimental commanders who had just run over to receive orders. If the cavalry charged them on the main road, the troops would only scatter in an uproar.

"Form up quickly!" The Brigade Commander had just chased the two regimental commanders away to command their subordinates when he roared at another battalion commander beside him.

"How do we form up?" The battalion commander had been stupefied by this series of changes and asked in confusion.

The Brigade Commander could endure no longer. Seeing the battalion commander's dumbfounded look, he couldn't hold back and went up to slap the battalion commander twice across the face. The battalion commander was already frightened enough by the rapid changes in the situation, and these two slaps instantly stunned him. The Brigade Commander was only venting his own panic. Seeing the battalion commander had no intention of resisting after being hit, he grabbed the battalion commander by the collar and pointed a finger at the main road ahead, roaring, "Line up over there by those graves! If the People's Party cavalry charges, hold them off with volleys!"

After shouting, the Brigade Commander shoved the battalion commander violently and let go. "Hold them off for me! If the People's Party cavalry charges over and we can't hold them, we're all finished!"

Having received clear instructions, and with the two slaps effectively clearing his head, the battalion commander ran to his troops. With shouts and kicks, he drove his soldiers to the vicinity of the graveyard nearly two hundred meters away to start setting up a volley formation.

Having issued a command that was finally somewhat rational, the Brigade Commander's head also cleared a bit. He turned his head and shouted, "Orderlies! Hurry and tell the two regimental commanders to bring their troops over and set up positions here to hold. Tell them we are less than twenty *li* from Commander Wu. Commander Wu will be here to rescue us immediately!"

This was indeed a good order, though it was really a bit late. And not long after the order was issued, a slight buzzing sound was heard in the sky. The Brigade Commander couldn't help but shiver; this was the unique sound of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's aircraft. The orderlies also froze in terror. The Brigade Commander kicked the nearest orderly. "Go send the orders! If you run slow now, we all die together!"

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Air Force carried out their routine bombing, and this time the number of bombs dropped was even far fewer than in previous days. After all, bombing accuracy was not to be counted on. With the field troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army surrounding the Beiyang Army, it would be terrible if a careless drop hit their own comrades.

From the air, it was clear that the small black dots of the Beiyang Army on the ground were gradually concentrating towards the center, while further out, yellow-brown lines were moving slowly, firmly surrounding these Beiyang troops. At this moment, except for the direction of the Beiyang retreat, one red and two green signal flares rose from all the yellow-brown lines. This was the signal that the troops had reached their designated positions. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's encirclement of the Beiyang Army was complete; the rest was a battle of annihilation.

Reconnaissance plane pilots began to return one after another. Flying an airplane in the sky was indeed a happy thing, but the flight time of these planes was extremely limited, and safety was not guaranteed. It was very likely that a flight went well one trip, and an accident would happen on the next. When the Air Force was a flight group, the group commander was lost. After expanding into an Air Force Division, three division commanders were lost. As an independent branch, the Air Force had also lost a commander-in-chief due to a plane explosion. These bloody lessons and accumulated experience had reduced the aircraft mid-air failure rate to below 20%. So these pilots, daring and unafraid of death, would absolutely not violate air combat regulations.

Intelligence from the Air Force and the Army had reached the commander of the 18th Army, who was responsible for the annihilation battle. The army commander finally breathed a sigh of relief. Know yourself and know your enemy, and you will never be defeated. The only clear evaluation the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had of the Beiyang Army so far was that they were "not good at" mobile warfare.

In the timeline Chen Ke originally came from, the reason mobile warfare was the PLA's specialty for dominating the world was that "movement" itself was an important part of combat. Whether it was the movement to the front line to engage the enemy, or the choice of troop marching. Including various movements by the enemy side, these were all contents of mobile warfare considerations. The Americans were awesome in their powerful industrial strength, whether it was strategic bombing, tactical bombing, or saturation fire attacks. Heavy artillery shaving mountains, bombs washing the ground. The purpose was nothing more than to weaken the enemy's mobility to the maximum extent, dismantle the enemy's defense system, and prepare for the final blow of victory. Even so, in Korea, they were still driven from the Yalu River back to the 38th Parallel by the Volunteers implementing mobile warfare.

The 18th Army Commander naturally couldn't know who his true "master" was, but he knew that the military education system created single-handedly by Chen Ke currently specialized in the study of movement theory. As a military commander cultivated by this education system, he could only command under this war concept. Even so, the Beiyang Army, maneuvered into a field state, was completely no match for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

The Army Commander ordered his staff officers: "All units implement centripetal attacks. Since we've wrapped the enemy in a dumpling wrapper, let's eat the dumpling."

Hitting the enemy before they gain a firm foothold is the most basic tactic. If the Beiyang Army, upon discovering they were surrounded, immediately built positions for dear life, attempted to resist on the spot, and desperately contacted the Wu Peifu Field Group, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could still resolve this brigade, but the price paid would be much higher. But this Brigade Commander had foolishly crashed headfirst into the net laid by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Struggling desperately from within this net was futile; the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would absolutely not give them the chance.

Mu Husan had recently been transferred from a battalion commander in the troops to work in the Army Staff Department based on a transfer order. This was the only system the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army learned from the German General Staff. While issuing the Army Commander's orders with other staff officers, he ruminated on the development of the battle situation in his mind. In the guiding military concepts of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, what could be mentioned in the same breath as the "Sixteen Character Mantra" and "concentrate forces to fight a battle of annihilation" was "you fight yours, I fight mine." Mu Husan had originally been quite worried that the Beiyang Army would utilize their own advantages and choose the method of defending on the spot and resisting stubbornly. But the Beiyang Army followed the track of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's mobile warfare, and the difficulty of the battle was greatly reduced.

Chen Ke had repeatedly emphasized that when tactics and equipment were already determined, the highest requirement for a commander was spiritual firmness.

Mu Husan still remembered the scene when he heard Chen Ke say these words. Chen Ke's attitude was high-spirited, his eyes shining. His left hand swept diagonally through the air, his voice filled with an irresistible focus. "What am I doing now? What *can* I do now? Only the most determined and excellent commanders can use the conditions they already possess to complete combat missions. Because this choice first requires the commander to seek truth from facts. A commander who seeks truth from facts will neither expect some assistance that is fundamentally impossible to appear, nor will he muddle-headedly follow orders just to get the job done. Any seeking truth from facts can only be established on one's own preparations and judgment of the current facts. Comrades, the only road to victory is to rely on oneself. Relying on oneself means facing countless hardships and sacrifices. Without proactively recognizing this, there can be no true firmness. I believe that in everyone's future revolutionary military career, you will inevitably encounter such instances countless times. I hope comrades can see this point from those experiences."

Looking at it now, the Beiyang commander was obviously unqualified. He gave up the optimal choice of holding fast on the spot, which he could have achieved at the moment, and driven by fear, chose the "possibility of escaping with his life." The possibility that the "possibility of escaping with his life" brought a "possibility of falling into an even worse situation" was completely ignored by this Beiyang commander. Then, this Beiyang officer led his subordinates into an even worse situation. "Those who die first have it easy; those who die later have it hard!" This old saying that Chen Ke often mentioned suddenly popped up in Mu Husan's mind.

However, Mu Husan did not let his thoughts expand infinitely on this tactical rumination. The battle had only just begun. Thinking that the outcome was already set now was not only not seeking truth from facts but could also lead to the result of the cooked duck flying away due to distraction. Mu Husan excluded all thoughts unrelated to the battle from his mind and began to focus on his staff work.

The brief distraction of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Staff Officer Mu Husan might have delayed work by a tiny bit, but this bit of time didn't bring any opportunities to the Beiyang Brigade Commander. Not long after the signal flares rose, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops cutting off the Beiyang Army from the Wu Peifu Field Group switched from defense to offense. First, the artillery fire, which had paused for a while, resumed. Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers, dressed in camouflage and wearing straw hats over their helmets, began to attack under the cover of artillery shells.

They didn't implement a tide-like charge. Small units first began to clear out the Beiyang troops hiding in various ditches. The Beiyang soldiers who had originally hidden in the ditches trying to avoid the war were the first to be attacked. Grenades flew into the ditches with a *whoosh*. In the smoke and dust after the explosions, the Beiyang soldiers who weren't killed screamed miserably, their clothes tattered and bodies bloody. Some lucky guys scrambled out of the field ditches in panic. They didn't even want their guns anymore, just running for their lives towards the direction of the Beiyang Army. Bullets caught up with these guys easily from behind at several times their speed, knocking them down one by one.

The surrounded First Brigade of the Beiyang Fourth Army indeed proved that their ability to repel the Japanese in Rizhao was no empty fame. During the pause in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's attack, the Brigade Commander had done his best to arrange the troops into a hollow square formation. At least in the blocked retreat direction, and on the Beiyang Army's rear route, the Brigade Commander had mobilized a battalion of troops each to form a defensive line of about a thousand men on the road. These two battalions lined up in a rather standard "line infantry" manner. Soldiers either stood or crouched, seeking to maintain the density and continuity of firepower with a three-rank firing mode. Heavy machine guns were also placed in position in the line, anchoring the formation.

Other Beiyang troops also entered the military formation one after another, trying to join the ranks of the hollow square to put up a final resistance.

Seeing the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops pouncing over while chasing the routed Beiyang soldiers, the Brigade Commander shouted loudly, "Fire!"

"Brigade Commander, our brothers are still in front!" The battalion commander saw those survivors running towards the Beiyang line and couldn't help but say.

"By the time they run over, the People's Party will be here too! Crashing the formation is a capital offense anyway, start firing now!" The Brigade Commander didn't care about those few Beiyang lives at all; he shouted sternly.

The battalion commander naturally saw the People's Party following close behind. Gritting his teeth, he drew his saber with a *swish*, rushed to the troops, and roared, "Ready! Fire!"

The Beiyang Army had strict discipline. The battalion commander's order quickly reached the company commanders. The company commanders naturally also saw their Beiyang comrades running like rabbits, but the battalion commander had given the order. According to Beiyang military discipline, disobeying military orders was a capital offense. Disregarding the Beiyang soldiers getting closer and closer, the company commanders shouted one after another, "Fire!"

Dense gunfire rang out in the Beiyang array. First rifles, then the roar of machine guns. The fleeing Beiyang soldiers never expected their own people to open fire. Some clever ones who hadn't run straight for the front of the Beiyang formation saved their lives amidst the fierce shooting. Those who had lost their heads and ran straight for the front of the formation were caught off guard, all hit in the chest and killed.

Having cleared out these people between the Beiyang Army and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the soldiers of both sides were completely exposed to each other's muzzles. The Beiyang volley formation was well-trained; once shooting started, it wouldn't stop. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's training in going prone was also a most basic tactical movement. Only a few Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers were hit and fell. Other soldiers instinctively dropped to the ground. Warriors with better cover immediately mounted their guns to fire, while soldiers on completely flat ground rolled sideways one after another, entering relatively better positions.

The Beiyang firepower seemed to suppress the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army for a moment. The Beiyang commanders felt this from the sound of gunfire. Some shallow-minded officers even showed smiles on their faces. But a moment later, the fierce gunfire that rang out wiped their smiles away completely, and they continued to shout orders to the Beiyang soldiers with even louder voices.

After both sides entered the close-range shootout phase, the battle stepped into an even more intense and cruel stage.
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The End of the Beginning (5)

Military Attache Jiang Baili walked hurriedly to the door of Yuan Shikai's office, holding the latest telegram. He stopped to compose himself before knocking. Soon, a guard opened the door, and a scent of incense mixed with a faint smell of urine wafted out from the open room.

Lacking modern medical knowledge, Jiang Baili naturally did not know that this odor was one of the symptoms of late-stage uremia. However, Jiang Baili's rationality led him to believe that no one in the room, including Yuan Shikai, would have wet their pants. Thus, Jiang Baili's military discipline quickly allowed him to ignore the smell. Straightening his military cap, Jiang Baili strode into the President's office.

"President, the foreign military observation group in Handan has been bombed by People's Party aircraft and suffered heavy casualties!" Jiang Baili handed the latest intelligence to Yuan Shikai while giving a brief summary.

Yuan Shikai's oily, fat cheeks trembled slightly. He did not immediately open the telegram but first asked Jiang Baili, "Do the British know about this news?"

"They shouldn't know yet," Jiang Baili replied after a moment of hesitation. "The People's Party has already surrounded Handan. It's impossible for the British to get the news so quickly."

After speaking, Jiang Baili secretly observed Yuan Shikai's expression. For his part, Jiang Baili was actually quite pleased. The People's Party was now offending the British to the death, yet the British had remained quiet. Now that the foreign military observation group had suffered heavy casualties, the British would surely have to make a statement, right?

However, Jiang Baili was disappointed. After reading the telegram, Yuan Shikai showed no joy; instead, he frowned. After thinking for a moment, Yuan Shikai ordered, "Baili, go tell the Ministry of Army that this news is absolutely not to be released."

"President..." Jiang Baili couldn't help but speak up.

Yuan Shikai sneered. "Baili, you might think that since the British have lost people, they definitely won't let the matter rest with the People's Party. That's true, the British always use the death of their people as an excuse to blackmail China. But that's because the British are confident they can defeat China. If the British were confident they could defeat the People's Party, they would have made their move long ago. Since the British still haven't moved, they won't make a move even if some people from the military observation group have died."

Jiang Baili was a smart man. Although he had been temporarily blinded by the immediate changes, hearing Yuan Shikai explain the cause and effect, he quickly understood. Sometimes, understanding too clearly is not necessarily a good thing. After confirming that the British could not be relied upon, Jiang Baili's mood plummeted. More accurately, Jiang Baili's mood returned to the normal level of the past two days. He responded dejectedly, "Yes," and walked out.

"Baili," Yuan Shikai called out to Jiang Baili from behind.

"Does the President have any other orders?" Jiang Baili turned back and answered.

Yuan Shikai hesitated for a moment before saying, "Baili, do you think Wu Peifu can hold out?"

Jiang Baili remained silent; he really couldn't answer. Whether Wu Peifu could hold out was no longer just a battlefield issue. For the first time, Jiang Baili truly realized what a terrifying thing "total war" at the national level was. Although troop conscription and training were arduous, the Beiyang Army at least had numbers, and with foreign support, they had managed to survive that difficult process. Now, throwing these hundreds of thousands of men out there, with the scope of the war limited only to Hebei and Shandong, Beiyang was already unable to cope.

First came the refugees. Thanks to the Beiyang government's spare-no-effort demonization of the People's Party recently, a large number of wealthy people in the localities learned that the war had started and the People's Party was coming. They dragged their families and fled toward the cities. These people all hoped to be as far away from the flames of war as possible, so their destinations were set on large cities like Beijing, Tianjin, and Jinan. Since the news of the outbreak of war spread in mid-May, hundreds of thousands of people had trickled into these major cities. When these wealthy people arrived in a new place, they naturally needed food, shelter, and daily necessities. The prices in these few large cities were already very high; how could they withstand a sudden surge of hundreds of thousands of people? Prices, especially grain prices, immediately skyrocketed.

The Beiyang Army didn't have many train cars to begin with. After the railways were taken over by the military, they were insufficient even for transporting equipment and troops, so where would they find the spare capacity to transport grain? Consequently, grain prices rose three times a day. Beiyang had recently forcibly required merchants to sell grain at fair prices, which barely managed to suppress the situation.

Jiang Baili didn't understand economics. He had once naively believed that if the government stepped in, grain prices could be stabilized. However, reality gave Jiang Baili a harsh lesson. Two days ago, his family told him that there was no more grain at home. Jiang Baili knew that grain prices had been rising absurdly lately, but fortunately, the salary of an attendant officer was not low. Jiang Baili asked casually, "Didn't I just give you a hundred silver dollars?"

"The grain price hasn't changed now, but there is no grain in the grain shops," Jiang Baili's family explained anxiously.

Jiang Baili didn't understand what was going on at first. His family explained the situation carefully. Ever since Beiyang ordered grain merchants not to sell grain at high prices, the government had been arresting people everywhere, which finally intimidated the grain merchants. However, following the "stabilization of grain prices," all the grain shops had no grain.

This news surprised Jiang Baili greatly. He asked, "The grain shops near our home are out of grain?"

"It's not just near our home. I ran through half of Beijing. All the grain shops said they have no grain," Jiang Baili's family replied.

"What?" Jiang Baili finally realized something big had happened. After asking his family for details, Jiang Baili still didn't quite dare to believe it. Beijing was the capital; how could it reach the point where grain shops had no grain to sell? How big of a matter was this? But he was just a military attache; grain matters were not his to interfere with. If Jiang Baili were to make a suggestion to Yuan Shikai, it would be overstepping his authority, and who knows how the people in charge of civil administration would stab Jiang Baili in the back.

No matter how troublesome the official circles were, stomachs would simply get hungry. With no grain at home, Jiang Baili had no choice but to arrange for his family to eat at the Beiyang Army cafeteria. Having been the President's military attache for so long, this was the first time Jiang Baili had used his status. Unexpectedly, the reception staff didn't make things difficult at all and easily arranged things for Jiang Baili's family. Jiang Baili couldn't help but ask the reason, and the answer he got was that ever since grain prices skyrocketed, quite a few Presidential Palace staff had arranged for their families to eat at the Presidential Palace cafeteria. The total number of people mooching meals was as high as several hundred. Now that Jiang Baili was arranging for his family to come over, the people in charge of the cafeteria at the Presidential Palace had long established a rule. The person in charge even explained, "Lord Wang Shizhen has already privately arranged it. All attendants can bring their families to eat. Everyone is working wholeheartedly for the country; we can't let them go without food, right?"

Hearing that Wang Shizhen had personally arranged this matter, Jiang Baili's heart went cold. If Wang Shizhen had intervened, the situation had naturally reached an extremely serious level. And since Wang Shizhen had intervened, it was even more impossible for Yuan Shikai not to know.

It was from this moment that Jiang Baili's mood hit rock bottom. The war had just begun, and the food situation had already reached the point of exhaustion. How could they fight going forward? That was why Jiang Baili had been happy about the heavy casualties of the foreign military observation group. In normal times, with Jiang Baili's level of sophistication, this bit of news would hardly have affected him.

Yuan Shikai naturally wasn't very clear about Jiang Baili's thoughts. Seeing Jiang Baili silent, Yuan Shikai pressed with a question, "Baili, do you have something you can't say?"
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Speaking is a skill that requires great finesse. Faced with Yuan Shikai's inquiry about the recent situation in the Handan theater, Jiang Baili answered straightforwardly, "President, although Wu Peifu is fighting a hard battle in Handan, the overall situation is still advantageous for us Beiyang."

Sure enough, just as Jiang Baili had expected, a sense of relief appeared on Yuan Shikai's oily, fat face. Without asking Jiang Baili to explain exactly where the advantage lay for Beiyang, Yuan Shikai waved his hand, "Hurry up and handle things. Don't let those people cause unnecessary trouble."

"Yes!" Jiang Baili responded loudly, then went out. As soon as he left the door, Jiang Baili's face darkened. What he had just told Yuan Shikai was naturally not the truth. The battle situation in Handan, several hundred li away from the Presidential Palace, could absolutely not be called advantageous. The situation inside Beijing city, within a dozen li around the Presidential Palace, was also fraught with crisis. As an attendant military officer, Jiang Baili could access a lot of information. After discovering that the grain shops in Beijing surprisingly had no grain for sale, Jiang Baili reviewed some information regarding military provisions. Just this partial and far from comprehensive information terrified Jiang Baili.

After Beiyang expanded its army by a million, the grain in Hebei was almost exhausted. Jiang Baili had asked several friends who were connected to grain merchants, and their answers were exactly the same. This process was like boiling a frog in warm water. Faced with constantly rising grain prices, landlords and farmers had already sold the grain in their hands cleanly. Currently, there was not a bit of grain left in the countryside; everyone was waiting for this year's summer harvest.

"Since the grain has all been sold, the grain is naturally concentrated in the hands of Beiyang?" Jiang Baili drew his own conclusion based on the intelligence provided by these people. This judgment was naturally reasonable, but at least from the official documents back and forth, one could not clearly see the limit of Beiyang's massive grain hoarding. Because Jiang Baili found that in recent official documents, a considerable portion were documents from the army demanding grain. And this type of document was increasing; some units even sent two or three consecutive requests for grain in a single day.

From a military organizational perspective, there was obviously something fishy about these documents. Military provisions are allocated on time; the troops are not granaries, so storing that much grain is useless. Before the war started, the Beiyang Army had statistics; the current military grain reserves were definitely enough to eat until September. Now it was only June, and troops were already clamoring that there wasn't enough food. There were only two possibilities for this: either someone lied when the initial plan was formulated, or these troops applying for grain were lying.

Whether it was the high-ranking officials who formulated the plan or the various Governors who implemented the plan, neither of these two groups were people Jiang Baili could afford to offend. Even though he had various doubts in his heart, Jiang Baili could not possibly go and question these people, let alone that this investigation was Jiang Baili's own private action. Encountering such a situation just as the war started, Jiang Baili had completely not expected before the war that such a big problem would occur with grain.

Thinking of this, Jiang Baili's mood became extremely heavy. The grain supply for a million troops was simply not something one person could shoulder. Having already encountered such a problem now, what other unexpected things would continue to happen as the war proceeded?

With things on his mind, Jiang Baili's reaction was inevitably a bit slow. At a corner in the corridor, he was staggered by a collision with someone rushing over. The person's nose hit Jiang Baili's forehead; in the pain, his eyes involuntarily reddened. Before Jiang Baili could understand what happened, he heard the person curse, "Do you walk without eyes?" After saying this, the person pushed Jiang Baili aside and continued to walk hurriedly towards Yuan Shikai's office.

The incident happened suddenly; Jiang Baili was temporarily dazed and didn't even have a reaction of anger. But seeing the person's back, it looked familiar. The hair was graying, and the color of the uniform and the shoulder boards clearly indicated a general. This general strode towards Yuan Shikai's office. The guards naturally wouldn't announce him casually and immediately blocked the general outside the door. The man was also forthright; he shouted loudly in a Tianjin accent with a Jiangxi flavor, "President, Zhang Xun seeks an audience!"

Only then did Jiang Baili remember that the person was Zhang Xun. Zhang Xun had come from Jiangxi to Beijing to seek refuge with Yuan Shikai. Although he had been idled for the past few years, Zhang Xun was after all an officer with a background in leading troops in battle. Beiyang also lacked people, so Yuan Shikai had given Zhang Xun the rank of Major General in the Army, letting Zhang Xun hold a sinecure in the logistics department. Heaven knows what medicine Zhang Xun took to come looking for Yuan Shikai so actively.

Watching the excitement was naturally inappropriate, and Jiang Baili also didn't like watching excitement. In any case, as an attendant military officer, Jiang Baili couldn't go and reason with Zhang Xun, who was a Major General, let alone that Zhang Xun was thirty or forty years older than Jiang Baili. Sulking, Jiang Baili turned and continued to go convey Yuan Shikai's orders.

Like the Presidential Palace, the Army Ministry was also covered in gloomy clouds. As the highest command authority of the Beiyang Army, they were always able to receive intelligence first. The faces of the soldiers shuttling through various rooms holding official documents were solemn; Jiang Baili could tell that everyone was very unhappy. To prohibit the spread of "the foreign military observation group suffered heavy casualties under the People's Party bombing," one had to first find the Vice Minister of the Army, Duan Qirui. Wang Shizhen, as the Minister of the Army, definitely couldn't personally manage this kind of thing.

However, the door to Duan Qirui's office was tightly closed. The guard said coldly to Jiang Baili, "Master Duan is seeing no one right now. If you want to see Master Duan, then wait first."

No matter what Jiang Baili said, the guard only had this one sentence. Just as Jiang Baili didn't know what had happened, he heard someone call from behind, "Isn't this Baili?" Turning his head to look, the speaker was Zheng Wenjie, Deputy Director of the Intelligence Department of the Army Ministry.

Zheng Wenjie said, "Baili, go to my office to talk first." Regardless of whether Jiang Baili was willing or not, Zheng Wenjie pulled Jiang Baili and went elsewhere. That direction was also the direction of Zheng Wenjie's office. Arriving at a relatively secluded place, Zheng Wenjie said in a low voice, "Just received news, Wu Peifu has already withdrawn troops back to Handan. Commander Duan is gathering people to discuss this matter. I think you'd better not wait."

"Wu Peifu withdrew back to Handan?" Jiang Baili completely hadn't expected the war situation to develop to such a stage.

"Not only did Wu Peifu withdraw back to Handan, but a unit of the People's Party has already gone north to attack Xingtai. Now Wu Peifu's two hundred thousand men in Handan have been surrounded. Someone in the Army Ministry thinks we should send troops south to open up the Beijing-Hankou line. There are also people suggesting giving up Handan and letting Wu Peifu withdraw. Baili, you are someone in Beiyang who understands warfare, can you give me, your brother, some advice? If Commander Duan asks, I will have something to say."

"Regardless of whether it is breaking out or holding fast, we must hurry up and send troops south." Jiang Baili answered casually. After finishing, he couldn't help but ask again, "Brother Zheng, this news... isn't mistaken, right?"

Zheng Wenjie smiled bitterly, "We originally didn't believe it either, but the Third Army stationed in Xingtai confirmed repeatedly that a People's Party force of over a hundred thousand has already circled to Wu Peifu's rear and is approaching Xingtai. As for what exactly to do now, no one in the Army Ministry has an idea."

"This news hasn't been told to the President yet?" Jiang Baili now suddenly wanted to leave. Telling Yuan Shikai such news would be purely looking for trouble. Yuan Shikai's mood couldn't possibly accept such a fact.

"The situation is like this. The Army Ministry wants to come up with a solution first, then report this matter to the President." After saying this, Zheng Wenjie sighed deeply.
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Jiang Baili had a good reputation within the Beiyang Army. At this time, there were naturally no rumors about him receiving a ceremonial sword from the Japanese Emperor for graduating first in his class at the Japanese Military Academy; in reality, his grades were merely good enough to not fail. The status of the Japanese Military Academy simply could not compare to the Army War College, and as a student of the Military Academy, it was even less likely for him to be personally received by the Emperor. Most importantly, the grades of Japanese students and international students at the Japanese Military Academy were calculated separately, not together.

Even so, having attended a formal Japanese military academy and graduated normally meant that, at least in terms of academic qualifications, Jiang Baili was doing quite well. Originally, Beiyang had intended for Jiang Baili to be the principal of the Baoding Military Academy, but Yuan Shikai needed a trusted military officer who was proficient in Japanese affairs, so he transferred Jiang Baili to serve as the chief military aide to the President.

Zheng Wenjie knew that Jiang Baili was quite proud. Coupled with the fact that he himself had privately colluded with the People's Party, he naturally felt a bit guilty. In such major matters, he still wanted to appear more active. If Jiang Baili ever revealed to anyone that he had once asked Jiang Baili for advice on the current situation, it would be very beneficial for Zheng Wenjie. So Zheng Wenjie said sincerely, "Baili, you are a hero in our Beiyang Army, always praised by everyone. At this time, please point out a clear path for your older brother here. At least when the superiors ask, don't let me be unable to answer anything."

Jiang Baili found these words quite to his liking, but he still wanted to be a little reserved. After all, he was Yuan Shikai's military aide, following Yuan Shikai every day, which made him very different from his peers. "Brother Zheng, you naturally have high opinions on such matters, why come to ask me?"

Zheng Wenjie had seen plenty of this kind of reserved attitude; most people in Beiyang were of this sort. He quickly lowered his voice and laughed, "Baili, you have a lofty character. Back when the Eldest Young Master invited people for drinks before he ruined things, you never went. Later, the Eldest Young Master indeed ruined things. But this matter is a major event for our Beiyang. As someone from the Intelligence Division, I know that you, Baili, have investigated some things regarding grain. Now grain is the top priority for Beiyang, and Baili, you still care about these key points. So your older brother is sincerely begging you, my brother. Although I can come up with some methods, they are all ideas with a beginning but no end, unable to look at the overall war situation. Baili, you are from a military academy background with excellent academic performance, so you naturally have a complete train of thought. I hope you will definitely explain it to your older brother."

Seeing that Zheng Wenjie understood him so well, Jiang Baili was a bit surprised in his heart, but what Zheng Wenjie said were all things Jiang Baili felt quite satisfied with. Whether it was foreseeing that Yuan Keding would ruin things, or seeing that Beiyang's grain would encounter major problems, Jiang Baili could be considered to have grasped the key points. And since Zheng Wenjie had humbled himself so much, Jiang Baili also felt it necessary to give Zheng Wenjie some help.

"Brother Zheng, I wonder what general ideas the Ministry of Army actually has?" Jiang Baili asked first.

Zheng Wenjie answered, "This... Baili naturally knows that the People's Party once invaded Hebei under the name of bandits, and the Manchu Qing immediately collapsed. Now the Ministry of Army still feels that securing the battle line must not have any leaks. From Jinan to Handan, Beiyang must first protect the battle line."

"It is naturally correct that the battle line cannot have gaps, but as far as I know, when the People's Party fights with our Beiyang, there are no battle lines. They just have those few key points: Handan, Qingdao, Jining, Anyang. Instead of us sticking to a battle line, we might as well attack the People's Party. The People's Party is besieging Handan, so why don't we adopt the strategy of besieging Wei to rescue Zhao?"

Hearing this plan, Zheng Wenjie couldn't help but clap his hands in praise, "Wonderful!"

The current war situation was almost completely identical to the historical situation of "besieging Wei to rescue Zhao." Back then, the State of Wei besieged the State of Zhao's capital, Handan. The State of Qi did not directly send troops to lift the siege of Handan, but instead suddenly sent troops to launch a surprise attack. If they could send troops out of the Yellow River to threaten the People's Party's important town of Kaifeng, not only would the siege of Beiyang's Handan Group be immediately relieved, but the Beiyang Army could even implement a counter-encirclement against the People's Party troops moving north. At that time, the People's Party would have to hurriedly return south, and the Beiyang Army could pursue and kill them all the way. Under such a strategic situation, completely wiping out the People's Party was not an impossible thing.

"Baili is indeed a great talent!" Zheng Wenjie quickly praised.

"But there is one more point." Jiang Baili continued, "Back then, the State of Qi did not immediately raise troops to attack Kaifeng, but first went to attack Xiangling, which is Linfen. They made the Wei army think that the Qi army only wanted to attack the important area of Linfen, in order to tie down the Wei army's forces. That was why they relaxed the defense of Kaifeng. If we want to use the strategy of besieging Wei to rescue Zhao now, we have to find this Xiangling."

"Wonderful!" Zheng Wenjie didn't read many military books. Originally, he thought besieging Wei to rescue Zhao was simply directly attacking the State of Wei's capital, Daliang, to force the Wei army to return. He didn't expect there were these twists and turns inside. So Zheng Wenjie put away the little bit of underestimation in his heart and began to ask Jiang Baili for further advice.

Jiang Baili spent more than an hour teaching the strategy of besieging Wei to rescue Zhao to Zheng Wenjie in detail. But the Ministry of Army's meeting was still not over. Seeing that it was getting late, Jiang Baili felt quite torn about whether to continue waiting or just go back.

Zheng Wenjie laughed, "Baili, I manage the Intelligence Division. We still get news first regarding intelligence. How about this, you go back first today and come again tomorrow morning. By then, I will have spoken to Lord Wang and Lord Duan about this matter first. If you go to find them then, I presume they will see you. Even if they don't see you, they will pass this matter down. What do you think?"

Since Zheng Wenjie was willing to put in such effort, Jiang Baili naturally couldn't ask for more. "Then I will trouble Brother Zheng!"

Early the next day, Jiang Baili arrived at the President's Office. Before he could set off for the Ministry of Army, he received an order from Yuan Shikai, "Prepare for a military meeting."

Those attending the meeting were all high-ranking Beiyang officials. The civil officials were okay, but most of the military generals had red eyes; it seemed they hadn't rested well last night. On the large military map in the conference room, the offensive and defensive situations of both warring sides were clearly marked. North of the Yellow River, more than a dozen armies of various sizes were gathered. The Beiyang Army deployed its forces with Beijing as the core, and massive numbers of troops were stationed in the frontline cities of Handan, Xingtai, Dezhou, Jinan, and others. In contrast, the People's Party was moving from south to north, with their main direction of attack being Handan and Jinan. Compared to Beiyang's pre-war plan of actively attacking Henan, the People's Party was clearly in an offensive posture.

First, Wang Shizhen briefly introduced the war situation. Yuan Shikai then asked coldly, "As far as I know, quite a few people fear the People's Party's airplanes like tigers. Just a few airplanes dropping some bombs down there, and the various units can't move. Can small bombs be fiercer than cannons?"

Hearing Yuan Shikai's words, Jiang Baili finally understood why Yuan Shikai wanted to impose a gag order on the matter of the foreign military observation group suffering heavy casualties during the People's Party's air raid. He immediately felt uneasy in his heart. Although Zheng Wenjie had profusely promised to inform the bigwigs in the Ministry of Army about the gag order, whether Zheng Wenjie had actually done so was something only Heaven knew.

Duan Qirui spoke up, "President, suddenly encountering such fierce bombing during the march, the soldiers were scared out of their wits, and the officers are also still in shock. We currently have no weapons that can reach the People's Party's airplanes. If we blindly make the officers and soldiers advance under bombing, I'm afraid it will make the army's morale unstable."

Hearing that Duan Qirui did not use the foreign military observation group incident as an excuse, Jiang Baili breathed a slight sigh of relief.

"Hmph!" Yuan Shikai gave a cold laugh but did not speak.

Seeing that Yuan Shikai was extremely dissatisfied, Duan Qirui also replied with a solemn expression, "The current key point is to engage the People's Party as soon as possible and defeat them. This subordinate feels we might as well use the strategy of besieging Wei to rescue Zhao."

Jiang Baili was startled. This was the matter he had discussed with Zheng Wenjie. Could it be that Zheng Wenjie had told the people in the Ministry of Army about this plan overnight?

Duan Qirui completely ignored the change in expression of Jiang Baili, the military aide. He continued, "Send a force to circle around to the rear of the People's Party and attack Anyang, cutting off the People's Party's retreat route. When the People's Party returns their army, our great armies in Handan and Xingtai will pursue and kill them all the way, and we should be able to inflict heavy damage on the People's Party."

Just as Duan Qirui finished speaking, Cao Kun stood up to speak: "President, this minister's view is different from Commander Duan's. The People's Party still has troops in Henan. Even if we raid Anyang, the People's Party forces in Handan might not be moved, but instead send other troops north. At that time, not only will we fail to surround the People's Party, but the troops sent to Anyang will instead be surrounded by the People's Party. This is too risky. This minister feels it is better to defend firmly on the spot. Wait until the People's Party consumes a large amount of troops attacking the city and their morale is low before we strike. After all, Handan is a major city, and General Wu Peifu is also a famous general; he won't let the People's Party take Handan so easily."

Jiang Baili could see that this dispute was definitely not something that had just arisen. When Cao Kun opposed Duan Qirui's plan, although Duan Qirui's face looked ugly, he did not show an expression of surprise.

Cao Kun did not stop there; he continued, "If our army is to use 'besieging Wei to rescue Zhao,' then we might as well let the armies in Shaanxi and Jiangnan launch attacks simultaneously. The main force of the People's Party is in Hebei, thousands of *li* away from Jiangnan. The Shaanxi troops can attack Shan County; as long as they can take Shan County, they can attack Luoyang. If they succeed, the People's Party's troops in Henan will inevitably go to Luoyang for defense. At that time, when the People's Party's forces lack support from Henan, sending troops to attack Anyang would be the foolproof strategy. Actually, if either of these two routes succeeds, I'm afraid the People's Party will withdraw their troops. Isn't this better than taking a huge risk to directly attack Anyang?"

Hearing Cao Kun speak to this point, Wu Peifu was almost furious. He said with a strong tone of ridicule, "Distant water cannot quench a nearby thirst. If we follow General Cao's meaning, then we might as well ask the British to go to war immediately and send warships to attack Wuhan. It is said that Chen Ke is in Wuhan; wouldn't that be better than anything else?"

The strong sarcasm in these words couldn't be clearer. However, Cao Kun's nickname was "Cao the Third Fool." He showed absolutely no angry reaction to Duan Qirui's sarcasm. Cao Kun just scratched the back of his head, "If we could persuade the British to send troops, that would be the best thing. If fighting starts in Wuhan, the People's Party will definitely have to withdraw their troops."

Before Duan Qirui could retort angrily, Yuan Shikai couldn't help but shout, "Enough!"

Duan Qirui was indignant, while Cao Kun acted like a fool. The two turned their faces away from each other.

Yuan Shikai no longer had the mind to lecture the two of them. What use was lecturing them? With a formidable enemy currently before them, if he wasn't willing to dismiss the two from their posts, Yuan Shikai still had to rely on these two to command their respective troops. As if he hadn't seen the dispute just now at all, Yuan Shikai said, "Since the People's Party has already delivered themselves to our door, we might as well fight a decisive battle with them. I heard the People's Party general in Hebei is named Chai Qingguo, who previously escaped with his life from our Beiyang's hands in Shandong. Now he has 300,000 men under his command. We might as well see if this Chai Qingguo can still escape with his life this time against our Beiyang Army of a million."

Hearing that Yuan Shikai actually intended to mobilize all forces for a decisive battle with the People's Party in Hebei, the expressions of all the troop commanders turned solemn. They hadn't been idle these days; they had drawn up one operation plan after another. However, these plans all had some problems, which was that the troops of other factions invariably bore the tasks that required effort but yielded no thanks, while the troops of their own faction at least received the best tasks in the military plans. So the head of every faction wanted their own military plan to be passed and clearly opposed the military plans of others.

Now that it looked like Yuan Shikai was going to personally command the war, all the warlords stopped making a sound. Everyone could oppose other military governors, but no one dared to oppose Yuan Shikai.

At this moment, Wang Shizhen spoke up, "Before sending out troops, there is one thing I'm afraid needs to be done first. Recently, many grain shops in Hebei are actually not selling grain. If the common people can't even buy grain, public sentiment will definitely be in great chaos. So someone has to come out and resolve this matter."

Those attending the meeting had mostly heard of this matter. Seeing Wang Shizhen raise this issue at such an important meeting, quite a few felt a bit surprised. Wang Shizhen continued, "I'm afraid there are people involved behind this matter. It would be inconvenient for other high officials to handle this. I recommend the President's second son, Yuan Kewen, to supervise this matter."

As soon as these words came out, everyone's expression changed. Yuan Shikai's eldest son, Yuan Keding, was forced to go abroad because he foolishly recruited people to assassinate Chen Ke. And Yuan Shikai's second son, Yuan Kewen, logically succeeded to Yuan Keding's position. Now that Wang Shizhen suggested Yuan Kewen come out to supervise this matter, it wasn't a bad choice. Everyone would think that Yuan Kewen represented Yuan Shikai's attitude. If they really wanted to solve the grain problem on the market, they really needed someone like Yuan Kewen.

But Yuan Kewen was a real thorn in the hearts of quite a few people.

Sure enough, Wang Shizhen continued, "If the Second Young Master comes out to investigate this grain matter, he has to bring people. We might as well let him bring the Model Regiment to handle this."

Almost everyone's face became even uglier. Wang Shizhen really "didn't avoid relatives in internal appointments"! Yuan Kewen and the Model Regiment were that thorn in the hearts of the Beiyang generals.

The Beiyang New Army was single-handedly pulled up by Yuan Shikai back in the day. And just after Yuan Keding ruined things and was forced to go abroad, Yuan Shikai began to let his second son, Yuan Kewen, start training a "Model Regiment" New Army. This wasn't a result of Yuan Shikai suddenly indulging in wild fantasies; Yuan Kewen had always wanted to imitate the German Emperor's Imperial Guard to organize an army. This army mainly recruited nobles and the children of officers. The German Emperor's purpose in doing this was nothing more than to build a tighter interest group. The high-ranking Beiyang generals could easily understand this point, but Yuan Keding's purpose in wanting to do this made the Beiyang generals feel unable to accept it. The German Royal Imperial Guard was to guard the Emperor. Yuan Shikai was not yet the Emperor, so what exactly was Yuan Keding's purpose in doing this?

Therefore, the group headed by Duan Qirui looked coldly upon this "Model Regiment" New Army led by Yuan Kewen. On the contrary, the group that supported Yuan Shikai's bid for emperor strongly supported it.

Wang Shizhen never expressed an opinion on such matters and did not give special treatment to this "Model Regiment" New Army. But proposing at this critical moment to let the "Model Regiment" New Army handle the grain matter, the generals felt it very unacceptable, yet they really couldn't find a more suitable candidate. Up to now, what the "Model Regiment" New Army represented was still really Yuan Shikai's personal attitude.

Everyone looked at Yuan Shikai, and Yuan Shikai only remained silent for a moment before answering, "Just handle it according to Pinqing's idea!"

As usual, news of the Beiyang Army was quickly transmitted to Chen Ke's hands through the People's Party's intelligence system, and then forwarded to Chai Qingguo at the front line. Chai Qingguo felt extremely excited in his heart, so much so that he spent a full hour barely calming this mood before the meeting.

Not long ago, he annihilated a brigade of Wu Peifu in Linzhang County, and annihilated another brigade of Wu Peifu that had advanced rashly with light troops. In the engagement with Wu Peifu, he beat back and pursued Wu Peifu's troops. In the post-war statistics, he wiped out roughly more than 40,000 men from various Beiyang units. Although he failed to encircle and annihilate the troops Wu Peifu sent out for field battle, such heavy damage could be considered to have made the Beiyang Army suffer greatly. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army did not pursue and attack Handan, where Wu Peifu was entrenched, with hot pursuit. After the opportunity for a war of annihilation was lost, there was absolutely no need to obsess over what had happened in the past. Rather than halting troops under a fortified city without the intention to attack, it was better not to approach the enemy at all.

Now learning that the Beiyang Army claimed they would use a million-strong army to come and annihilate him, this couldn't help but make Chai Qingguo incomparably excited. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army still maintained the initiative in battle; they could fight if they wanted, and leave if they wanted. Whether to engage the enemy was actually not a choice; at the moment, he only had to consider *how* to engage the enemy.

The comrades who received the news at the military meeting were also extremely excited, but most of this excitement was negative emotion. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army had about 300,000 troops in Hebei, among which the 18th Army, which cut off the connection between Handan and Xingtai, was an engineering unit, and it was not yet time for this unit to conduct large-scale field operations. So, 200,000 men facing an attack by a million-strong army—no matter how one looked at it, it was not a good thing that made people optimistic.

The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army's intelligence was very detailed, including an exposition of the strategy of besieging Wei to rescue Zhao proposed by Beiyang's Wu Peifu. Chai Qingguo laughed, "'Besieging Wei to rescue Zhao' states very clearly: rather than attacking a united enemy, attack a dispersed one; rather than attacking the strong, attack the weak. Attacking an enemy force that is concentrated and powerful is not as effective as making the powerful enemy disperse and weaken before attacking. Attacking the enemy's strong parts is not as effective as attacking the enemy's weak parts. The Sixteen-Character Formula talks about exactly this."

"The problem lies in the fact that the enemy is unpredictable. They will definitely implement a multi-pronged attack, but what will be the reaction of each route after being attacked by us? There is currently no way to predict correctly." This statement represented the worries of most comrades.

"The enemy is unpredictable; this is inevitable. That is why Chairman Chen repeatedly emphasizes: you fight your way, I fight mine."



★


The End of the Beginning 8

Volume 5 - Chapter 100

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 100: The End of the Beginning (8)

As usual, news of the Beiyang Army quickly reached Chen Ke through the People's Party's intelligence system, and was then forwarded to Chai Qingguo at the front lines. Chai Qingguo felt extremely excited, so much so that he spent a full hour before the meeting barely managing to calm his mood.

Not long ago, they had annihilated a brigade of Wu Peifu's in Linzhang County, and another brigade of Wu Peifu's that had rashly advanced with light troops. In the engagement with Wu Peifu, they had repelled and pursued Wu Peifu's troops. Post-battle statistics showed they had wiped out over forty thousand men from various Beiyang units. Although they hadn't managed to encircle and annihilate the troops Wu Peifu sent out for field operations, such heavy damage was still a bitter pill for the Beiyang Army. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not relentlessly pursue and attack Handan, where Wu Peifu was entrenched. Since the opportunity for a battle of annihilation had passed, there was absolutely no need to dwell on past events. Rather than halting troops under a fortified city with no intention of attacking, it was better not to approach the enemy at all.

Now, learning that the Beiyang Army claimed to be mobilizing a million troops to come and annihilate them, Chai Qingguo couldn't help but be incredibly excited. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army still held the initiative in combat; they could fight if they wanted, and leave if they wanted. Whether to meet the enemy wasn't really a choice; the only thing to consider right now was *how* to meet them.

The comrades who received the news at the military meeting were also extremely excited, though most of this excitement contained negative emotions. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had about 300,000 troops in Hebei, among which the 18th Army, cutting off the connection between Handan and Xingtai, was still an engineering corps, and it wasn't yet time for this unit to conduct large-scale field operations. So, 200,000 men facing an attack by a million troops—no matter how you looked at it, this wasn't something to be optimistic about.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's intelligence was very detailed, including accounts of the "Besieging Wei to Rescue Zhao" stratagem proposed by the Beiyang's Wu Peifu. The comrades present were all military academy graduates. Chai Qingguo, whose grades in the academy had been quite excellent, laughed: "It says very clearly in *Besieging Wei to Rescue Zhao*: 'It is better to divide the enemy than to attack them together; it is better to attack their passive force than their active force.' Attacking an enemy force that is concentrated and powerful is not as effective as attacking them after they have been dispersed and weakened. Attacking the enemy's strong points is not as effective as attacking their weak points. The Sixteen-Character Mantra talks about exactly this."

Everyone had studied these contents, but some still raised opinions. This statement even represented the worries of the majority of comrades. "The problem lies in the fact that the enemy is unpredictable. They will definitely launch multi-pronged attacks, but how will each prong react after being attacked by us? Right now, there is simply no way to predict correctly."

Chai Qingguo's answer was an extreme cliché. "It is inevitable that the enemy is unpredictable. That is why Chairman Chen repeatedly emphasizes: 'You fight your way, I fight mine.' Isn't the purpose of all that usual training for this war? If we fight our own battles well and accomplish our campaign and tactical objectives, the enemy is doomed."

Having said this, Chai Qingguo walked to the map and pointed at the Hebei war situation. "The Beiyang Army definitely hopes we will besiege Handan and fail to take it for a long time. This way, their million troops can leisurely surround us and execute a battle of annihilation. This is their way of fighting. Our way of fighting is to have a portion of the troops monitor Handan, while the other troops spread out to strike at Beiyang Army units, just like Sun Wukong drilling into the the Bull Demon King's belly."

"That is the tactic of interior line operations. In Hebei, we are fighting on exterior lines; the Beiyang Army is on the interior lines." The dissenters were still relentless.

Chai Qingguo knocked on the blackboard where the map hung. "Then we must take the initiative to attack even more, turning Beiyang's interior lines into exterior lines, and turning our exterior lines into our interior lines. With that wretched state of Beiyang, we don't even need to painstakingly manage the Hebei localities; we just need to be more accepted by the Hebei local masses than Beiyang is."

These words made the eyes of the political commissar and a portion of the senior members light up, but a commander still couldn't help asking: "Then what should be done?"

"What should be done? Of course, it is to thoroughly destroy Beiyang's grassroots in Hebei." Chai Qingguo answered crisply and neatly. "All the county government offices, all the councilors, *Baozhang*, tax collectors—as long as they are targets we can strike, catch them all. For small Beiyang units, resolutely implement annihilation. Strive to make Beiyang blind and deaf in the localities before they launch their large-scale deployment. Comrades, our troops' discipline is far superior to Beiyang's. If we can destroy Beiyang's grassroots organizations in the localities, the entire Hebei will be interior line operations for us. At least we will be more 'interior line' than Beiyang. That's called that... what was that term again?" Chai Qingguo suddenly couldn't remember the specialized term after saying it.

"Did you want to say, 'comparative advantage'?" Political Commissar Xiong Mingyang answered.

Chai Qingguo nodded repeatedly. "Right! It's comparative advantage! People die when compared to people, goods are thrown away when compared to goods! In such specific competition, right now we just need to surpass Beiyang!"

This was no longer a purely military issue. Chai Qingguo was pointing out one of the essential differences between the People's Party and Beiyang: whether they stood with the people, or stood on top of the people. The difference between the two could be said to be worlds apart.

Speaking to this extent, the senior commanders had nothing left to say. Even if the war still had many difficulties, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had absolute confidence in itself regarding uniting the masses.

"What follows will be high-intensity continuous combat. Whichever unit feels it needs rest and reorganization now, propose it. I can let those units be responsible for the work of monitoring Handan. But after the rest period, these units will definitely have to replace the units from the early-stage large-scale mobile warfare on the front lines. So everyone prepare yourselves mentally—the further we go, the harder the fighting will be!" Chai Qingguo gave his own prediction. "Of course, whether Beiyang can successfully deploy these million troops is another matter entirely."

Chai Qingguo's prediction triggered a burst of approving laughter.

The characteristic of the People's Party's intelligence network was paying special attention to the grassroots and to universal information. The danger of this information gathering work was very low, but because the volume of data was massive, collecting and summarizing it was extremely tedious. To maintain the reliability of grassroots data, continuous updates were also needed. The manpower and material resources the People's Party spent caused the Henan side quite a headache. If viewed from the angle of "creating employment," basic intelligence statistics solidly provided thousands of job opportunities. But before this data was truly used, the massive investment seemed to not be worth the cost.

After the combat objective was determined as clearing out Beiyang's local grassroots forces, the various units were soon distributed thick files. The names and locations of each county, the location of government offices, the lives, physical characteristics, and family backgrounds of government organization members, the situation of various local councilors, the situation of *Baozhang*... tens of thousands of pieces of intelligence were rapidly delivered to the hands of each unit. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's goal was to first eliminate the small Beiyang Army units in various places, and then temporarily arrest these people.

Once the goal was clear, the various units of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in Hebei immediately moved out. Starting from Linzhang County, which was already liberated, and the local area of Handan which was under siege, a meticulous "great sweep" officially began. Among the many units, the first to set out was the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Cavalry Brigade. Brigade Commander Pang Zi did not ride at the very front of the column as usual, but honestly commanded the entire march from within the formation. Although the target was his hometown of Nangong County, Pang Zi did not show his past impetuous manner.

This wasn't because Pang Zi had been secretly reprimanded by Chai Qingguo. During the study process at the cadre school, any comrade who could not truly achieve some realization would face the possibility of "indefinite reform." The means of reform was concentrated labor. The more a comrade desperately tried to show they had recognized their mistakes and desperately worked to reform, the less likely they were to pass the review.

Thought reform sounded quite terrifying, but when actually implemented, it was quite simple. There was only one core indicator: any comrade who believed that revolution "had an end," or believed that "once life reaches a certain height, one can sit in that position and issue orders"—if they couldn't withstand this kind of labor reform and thought brainwashing, they could request to withdraw themselves. Otherwise, they had to continuously accept labor reform.
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The End of the Beginning (9)

Pang Zi's original goal for working was very simple: he definitely wanted to get benefits from it. After doing things, he either wanted a promotion or to get rich. Even if the People's Party was very strict, his name had to be on the merit book at least. He believed that even if they hadn't conquered the world yet, there would always be a day for rewards based on merit. When that day came, just based on the densely packed merits in the book, Pang Zi would have to enjoy high position and generous pay.

In the cadre school, these cadres receiving education were first bluntly told that as People's Party members, this kind of thinking was no longer needed. The People's Party was not such an organization. With the liberation of all of China and the development of overall industrial strength, everyone's life would be greatly improved. However, for People's Party members, in the foreseeable thirty years, it would be more about contribution than taking. Legitimate income could definitely be guaranteed, but for those who wanted to engage in "power distribution" like in the feudal era and obtain economic benefits through the power distribution system, they could quit now.

Many comrades did have this kind of thinking psychologically before coming in for reform. More accurately, the ideological system established by the education they received was "sell your life to someone, then get a return."

After being bluntly criticized for this thought, the comrades were all stunned. Chairman Chen Ke and those high-ranking cadres worked so hard. In the eyes of these comrades, that was because of their noble character, and this noble character had already been rewarded—didn't those comrades already have high-level leadership positions? As lower-level cadres, couldn't they receive some degree of "compensation"? So there were comrades who quit, and the number was actually quite large. After a period of reform, more than 30% of the comrades undergoing reform submitted applications to quit.

However, quitting the People's Party was not an easy thing either. "Come clearly, go clearly!" This was the path of reform. Why do you want to leave? Which program and concept of the People's Party can't you accept? This had to be talked through clearly. Bluntly speaking, there were indeed comrades who came for high positions and generous pay, and for privileges.

But these guys with backbone were the minority after all. Most comrades started to equivocate. Talking about unreasonable systems, various difficulties in work. Anyway, they were not wrong; it was all external problems. The Party School was very straightforward: if you want to solve problems, solve them in labor practice. All comrades participating in reform participated in various related labor. This made many comrades complain endlessly. They were not rectified because they couldn't solve practical problems; everyone was opposed to continuing hard labor. The method of reform was constant labor—who could stand it?

The cadre school didn't just blindly torment people; they also constantly held classes. The classes described the concept of the state, what kind of future China the People's Party wanted to build, and why China had to be built this way. These comrades undergoing reform really had their eyes opened. Most comrades who dared to devote themselves to the revolution hoped to change the status quo of China. However, everyone's idea was a change of dynasty. In this earth-shaking revolution, they wanted to elevate themselves from the status of the exploited and ruled to the exploiters and rulers. They had no concept of what the future China would actually look like, nor did they particularly want to figure it out.

Working while receiving educational reform at the Party School broadened their horizons and linked theory with practice. The comrades finally became honest. Everyone gradually told the truth: in this revolution led by Chen Ke, as founding fathers of the revolution, what position should they be in? What could they actually get from this revolution?

The Party Constitution was taken out and explained carefully again, and the basic concepts of the Party were explained again. The future China would be a new system where laborers are the masters. The standard for judging a person in the new society is their labor ability, not bloodline and official position. In education, man's biological nature and social nature were also mentioned. In terms of biological nature, various selfish actions of humans are instincts, even including eating, drinking, whoring, and gambling—these behaviors are just projections of biological nature in human society. There is no good or evil in these behaviors. However, as a social person, from the perspective of "man is the sum of various social relations," as a People's Party member, his cognition can be imperfect or even have incorrect parts, but the core point cannot be wrong. That is, People's Party members must be part of social labor and be proletarians. They possess neither assets nor power. In actual labor, they might be officials or managers of various enterprises, receiving corresponding compensation according to their labor.

Fortunately, Chen Ke himself and the main cadres around him worked hard like saints, and most of these comrades had very direct dealings with Chen Ke. Since Chen Ke himself had already set an example, no one dared to directly say words criticizing this ideal. The focus of the debate concentrated on "whether official position and status are rewards or responsibilities."

Some comrades insisted that official position and status brought enjoyment. If Chairman Chen Ke didn't enjoy it, that was his personal problem. Official position and status themselves must bring enjoyment. Even if it didn't bring enjoyment to oneself, it must bring enjoyment and benefits to the family. This is inevitable, certain, and mandatory!

These words resonated with the vast majority of comrades undergoing reform. But people seek advantages and avoid disadvantages after all. Even if they agreed with this idea in their hearts, those who dared to persist in this concept and publicly state that they were in it for this were still the minority. More than 30% of the comrades undergoing reform had understood their mistakes by this time. They made a profound self-criticism of their behavior. However, they raised another question: since the revolution is not for the concept that being an official is for enjoyment, then what does the revolution mean? How exactly should it be done?

The discussion turned to "whether to participate in social labor as a social person" or "to occupy means of production and power as a projection of biological nature on social behavior." Such higher-level discussions unfolded.

Pang Zi was in the second wave to "graduate" from the cadre school. The comrades in the first wave of "graduates" had thoroughly understood what kind of new China Chen Ke led the People's Party to build during the learning and reform process, and sincerely expressed their willingness to accept this concept. The reason Pang Zi only graduated in the second wave was that he and a considerable number of comrades were already willing to sincerely accept the People's Party's concepts, but they had a deep-rooted idea: since they accepted this reform, were they already labeled as "bad people"? In China, if a person had been a "bad person," they would never be able to turn over a new leaf.

The cadre school conducted education targeting the "good person/bad person" concerns faced by comrades like Pang Zi. Social labor looks at the current work. Comrades all participated in factory labor. If the parts produced yesterday had problems, it didn't mean that after learning and summarizing, the parts today would definitely have problems. And if today's parts were fine, it didn't mean that problems wouldn't be encountered in tomorrow's production.

The key lies in whether the thinking is problematic. The so-called good person or bad person refers to this kind of thinking. Since the thinking has changed, what is there to be afraid of? History cannot be erased, but everyone lives in the present. History is the past that cannot be changed.

Pang Zi was not good at this extremely rational speculation, but he finally understood "what to do." That is to know what his current position needs to do, and what he can do. The organization of the People's Party talks about seeking truth from facts, talks about facts. If someone maliciously mentions the past in work, then the one who is wrong is definitely not Pang Zi.

After determining this matter, Pang Zi finally felt the dark clouds scatter. *Laozi* made mistakes, that's true. But *Laozi* making mistakes doesn't mean you can hold on to *Laozi*'s past mistakes and not let go. Let's just talk about current matters. Together with other comrades who understood this principle, he made a final thought report. After several talks with the organization, Pang Zi and a large number of comrades put down their burdens and returned to the ranks.

Becoming a division commander was naturally out of the question. Although Pang Zi felt regretful, he still accepted this fact. At the meeting where the troops rearranged Pang Zi's work, Pang Zi frankly stated that he would do his best even if he was a small soldier, but he still hoped to at least become a battalion-level commander. This was not only a problem of Pang Zi's own psychological endurance but also because his experience could play a greater effect at least in the battalion-level commander position.

The comrades in the army were extremely straightforward. Pang Zi's words caused a burst of good-natured and understanding laughter in the headquarters. Finally, Pang Zi was appointed as the acting brigade commander of the Cavalry Brigade of the 18th Army. Now he received the order to clear out the Beiyang grassroots in Nangong County.

If it were before, being able to lead thousands of troops back to his hometown, Pang Zi would definitely be smug. After the cadre school education, Pang Zi found that he had absolutely no such thoughts this time. Even when comrades mentioned at the combat meeting that Nangong County was Pang Zi's hometown, Pang Zi immediately and seriously told the comrades not to mention this issue unrelated to the battle. This was not Pang Zi putting on airs or pretending to be noble. He was very clear about his own affairs now. How could the little tail of seeking fame and profit be cut off so easily? It was good enough that he didn't take the initiative to think about returning home in glory. If others provoked him with words, if Pang Zi couldn't immediately eliminate such thoughts, his train of thought would immediately follow. On this point, Pang Zi extremely agreed with the straightforward and taboo-free content in the cadre school education. Chen Ke seemed to be free and unfettered because Chen Ke's perspective was the whole world. He should be the one with the broadest and most profound vision in the Party. It was not that Chen Ke himself had no desire for fame and fortune, but that what Chen Ke pursued had nothing to do with fame and fortune.

Even though it had been a while since "graduating" from the cadre school, Pang Zi could only try hard to avoid the influence of the desire for fame and profit on himself. If it were said to be completely insulated from fame and profit, Pang Zi knew deeply that he was far from being able to do that.

"Let's march in disguise this time. Currently, there are many Beiyang Army garrisons in Hebei, and the local people don't know the Beiyang Army's movements. Disguising as the Beiyang Army makes it easy to trick our way through various defenses." Pang Zi put forward his own view.

No one opposed Pang Zi. Comrades had participated in land reform, which was work implemented in liberated areas. How to effectively solve the enemy's grassroots organizations within the enemy's sphere of influence was also a new topic. Some comrades did mention that Pang Zi led horse bandits to sweep across Hebei back then, and asked what experience from that work could be used for reference.

Pang Zi felt that the ideological education at the cadre school really hit the point. As long as Pang Zi worked down-to-earth, neither trying to prove that he was a good person nor doing the opposite and trying to prove that he didn't care about the evaluation of being a good or bad person, but working completely based on facts, the comrades would treat Pang Zi as a brigade commander doing his job. Because Pang Zi's current job was the acting brigade commander of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Cavalry Brigade. If the atmosphere of seeking truth from facts in the army could be maintained, and one did not try to seek fame and profit, then no one would mention Pang Zi's past at all. What relationship did mentioning Pang Zi's past have with the current work?

With a sense of relaxation and a trace of rejoicing, Pang Zi recounted his experiences back then in a very matter-of-fact way. Nangong County was a traffic hub with many traveling merchants coming and going. At that time, Pang Zi and the others used Linqing near Nangong County as a place for trading stolen goods, and they made a lot of money. At that time, everyone looted everywhere, firstly to let the bandits have some income, and secondly to boost their courage to complete the final grand looting of places like the Manchu Imperial Estates. Bandits scattered everywhere could also effectively disperse the enemy's targets and attention. Now, it was necessary to systematically arrest Beiyang grassroots personnel, which was not comparable to the past.

The military conference first determined the military plan to capture the two county towns in disguise. As for whether to enter various places in disguise to arrest Beiyang grassroots personnel, everyone had quite a divergence of opinion.

"Wearing Beiyang uniforms to arrest people is more effective. It can also make the locals think that the Beiyang Army is going to attack them, creating enough chaos." The supporters' reasons seemed quite sufficient.

The attitude of the opponents was also very firm. "We are now fighting the Beiyang openly and squarely. Tricking the Beiyang defenders is one thing. Arresting Beiyang grassroots personnel is another. We have to let these grassroots understand that Beiyang has absolutely no ability to protect their grassroots personnel. Only in this way can the ordinary people see our power and let the local forces understand that Beiyang has reached such a predicament. If there are no such clear arrests, the locals cannot make a real choice."

"But in this case, will there be resistance from local armed forces? There are many bandits in Hebei. Although most bandits have gone to eat soldier's rations now, the local armed forces are still strong. Based on the situation we already know, the escort agencies in Nangong County and other places also have two or three hundred people, and everyone has a gun. Fighting the Beiyang Army is easy, but clearing out local armed forces, especially clearing out these forces when we haven't grasped the local political power, the difficulties we encounter are very great."

Hearing the term "Nangong County Escort Agency," Pang Zi felt uncomfortable in his heart. For a moment, he couldn't even help suspecting if someone mentioned this matter to imply something. However, Pang Zi forced himself not to make such associations. After all, this was work. Everyone had only one goal, which was work. As a brigade commander, Pang Zi also had only one task, which was to complete the combat mission most effectively. Even if he wanted to prove himself, Pang Zi only had this one way.

It wasn't easy to wait for that uncomfortable feeling in his heart to pass, but Pang Zi felt relaxed instead. He finally made a decision. "For the enemy's armed forces, we should try our best to use camouflage to trick open the enemy's camp and solve them in the smallest way. This is fighting a war, not playing hero. However, for the arrest operation, we should carry it out as publicly as possible. This is to display our strength to the masses. What does everyone think?"

Everyone agreed with this suggestion, and Pang Zi's proposal was supported accordingly. Pang Zi's train of thought opened up at this time. He continued: "Actually, we might as well do this. We can be the People's Party ourselves and pretend to be the Beiyang Army. Get two battalions to specifically disguise themselves as the Beiyang Army, and then move around various places in the name of the People's Party operating in this area. Our main force can just follow this unit everywhere. What does everyone think?"

This idea was cunning enough and more operable. Comrades agreed extremely with this suggestion, and the commander of the Second Battalion immediately stood up and expressed his willingness to undertake this task.

Nangong County was now a war zone. Like other areas, a brigade of defense troops was stationed near the county town. The Magistrate of Nangong County was quite disgusted with this Beiyang Army. Since this unit arrived in Nangong County a few months ago, conflicts between the army and the people had not stopped. Soldiers secretly entering the brothels in the county town to play with women could still be understood. It was definitely not a big deal that local whoremongers couldn't find a place because the brothel business was booming. What annoyed the Magistrate was that when the Beiyang Army quartermasters purchased vegetables and meat, they often didn't give enough money. The vendors felt shortchanged and naturally refused to continue doing this business. The Magistrate also refused to intervene in such conflicts. Soldiers were bandits; it was like this throughout the Manchu Qing era. The Beiyang Army couldn't change either. But first, the quartermaster of the garrison came to find the Magistrate of Nangong County, demanding that they provide enough vegetables and meat. After the Magistrate shirked this matter, the brigade commander of the garrison directly sent people to demand the Magistrate solve this problem. The brigade commander's reason was that it was said that duck eggs in Nangong County were cheap and could be sold to Beijing and Tianjin. Now the price of duck eggs here was extremely expensive; it must be unscrupulous merchants deliberately raising prices.

Hearing this, the Magistrate was furious. Nangong County's duck eggs were indeed once cheap and sold widely. But that was when the big bandit leader Pang Zi was in Nangong County. Wasn't it the Beiyang Army that Pang Zi beat away? Not only did they beat Pang Zi away, but the Beiyang Army also looted Pang Zi's breeding farm completely and even burned the site to flat ground. Since then, the once-famous salted duck eggs of Nangong County had vanished. The Beiyang Army didn't mention what they had done but instead questioned the Magistrate. This practice made the Magistrate extremely annoyed.

However, military lords were not to be trifled with, especially during wartime. It wasn't easy to muddle through the matter. It took a good while for the Magistrate to calm down from those soldiers' extremely aggressive words.

The second day after sending this group of people away, the Magistrate heard that a large group of Beiyang Army cavalry had come from the south early in the morning, passing through Nangong County and heading straight for the Beiyang Army garrison. Fortunately, these people were very arrogant and ignored the county leaders who came to inquire politely. Saving trouble, the Magistrate didn't care either. The only thing that made him feel a little strange was that according to the county's security team, many people in this Beiyang Army team spoke with a Henan accent when marching and passing orders. The Magistrate knew that the Beiyang Army recruited many bandits when expanding the army, and the bandits joined in groups.

"This dignified Zhili has now become a place for bandits from all provinces to entrench themselves!" The Magistrate didn't say anything with his mouth, but he disapproved in his heart.

This Beiyang Army composed of "Henan bandits" had been gone for less than half a day when suddenly a yamen runner rushed into the county yamen in a hurry. "Lord, something bad has happened. The Beiyang Army camp is fighting."

"What's going on?" The Magistrate was also greatly shocked.

"I don't know. Anyway, gunshots are constant there. It must be a fight." The yamen runner answered, also at a loss.

The Magistrate had no solution either. He only had some security corps in his hands, numbering less than five hundred. No matter who dared to attack the Beiyang Army, they must have strong military strength. Those people dared to fight even the tens of thousands of Beiyang troops, let alone the five hundred people in Nangong County. Unknowingly, the Magistrate's forehead was already covered with sweat. "Go..., go and inquire again." The Magistrate gave a solution that was not a solution.

More than two hours later, the yamen runner rushed in again. This time the yamen runner was no longer in a hurry, but tripped at the door and rolled into the county yamen. "Lord! Lord! Something bad has happened! The People's Party is here! The leader is Pang Zi, the former King Pang!"

Hearing this sudden news, the Magistrate sat on the chair, tongue-tied, not knowing what to say at all.
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"People in the county seat, listen up! Put down your weapons and open the city gates. This way you can save your lives. If you resist to the end, bullets have no eyes. Everyone is in this Security Corps just to make a living, why throw your lives away for the Magistrate?" The muffled shouting came from afar. The sound didn't seem to penetrate through the walls, but rather seemed to come down from the sky. This strange sensation made the Magistrate shudder, waking him from his dazed state.

"Who is talking nonsense on the street!" the Magistrate asked tremblingly.

A yamen runner hurriedly ran out to look, and soon darted back. He answered with a face the color of earth: "My Lord, no one is shouting on the street. It's the People's Party shouting outside the city!"

This was clearly one person's voice, not tens or hundreds of people shouting. Even knowing the runner dared not lie, the Magistrate still felt disbelief. He summoned up his courage and said, "Men, prepare the carriage."

The runners could clearly see the Magistrate's legs were soft. They quickly ran out to get a carriage, supporting the Magistrate to go out and ride to the top of the county wall. The voice persuading surrender continued throughout. Shops and households were all scared into closing their doors tightly. However, quite a few people peeked out from the cracks in their doors, and terrified weeping of women could be heard from some courtyards.

The Magistrate wanted to maintain at least some dignity, only letting one runner support him when going up the wall. The Security Corps on the wall was sparse at this time. Using five hundred men to defend the entire county seat was obviously unreliable, not to mention many had already fled. Seeing the Magistrate come up the wall, the head of the Security Corps welcomed him with a pale face. The Magistrate had soft legs, but this Security Corps Commander's legs were both trembling. His lips quivered as he asked: "My Lord, what should we do?"

Ignoring the Security Corps Commander's behavior, the Magistrate held onto the battlements and looked out. Now he finally understood where such a huge sound came from. Two huge loudspeakers were set up not far outside the city, emitting huge sounds. A little further behind the loudspeakers, thousands of soldiers were waiting in full battle array. Originally, the Magistrate thought the trembling Security Corps Commander was a coward, but now he suddenly felt that facing such a massive enemy force, the fact that the Commander could tremble without fleeing already made him a brave man.

At this moment, the Magistrate heard the big loudspeaker shout: "We, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, will never harass the common people, nor will we kill indiscriminately. But you must open the city and surrender. We will wait ten more minutes. If you don't surrender, we will attack the city!"

The Magistrate shuddered all over. If these thousands of people outside attacked the city, these few hundred people simply couldn't hold it. Just as he wanted to ask the Security Corps Commander what to do, he felt his arms being held by people on his left and right. The Magistrate was angry in his heart. If he was supported by people on both sides at this time, what would he look like? Even if he was afraid, he couldn't show it in front of everyone. Just as he wanted to scold the two people, he heard the Security Corps Commander say with an extremely guilty voice: "Lord Magistrate, I am sorry. To save the brothers' lives, I can only wrong you."

As soon as the voice fell, the two holding the Magistrate's arms twisted them back and tied him up. The Magistrate glared at the Security Corps Commander. The Commander looked guilty but did not dodge his gaze. The Magistrate's first reaction was to scream and curse hysterically, but at this last moment, he maintained his self-esteem after all and didn't curse. After all, the Magistrate knew very well that in this situation, any resistance was meaningless.

"Go, tell the People's Party outside the city, we surrender!" The Security Corps Commander ordered the people around him.

That person seemed to have been waiting for this order for a long time. He rushed down the city wall like a rabbit, shouting high: "Gentlemen, don't shoot, we surrender!" and flew towards the People's Party position. The shouting was so loud that even when he was far from the city wall, the Magistrate could still hear it clearly.

When the Magistrate was brought before Pang Zi, he saw Pang Zi discussing something with a group of People's Party soldiers. Seeing this former hooligan return to Nangong County as a high official, the Magistrate sneered, "Pang Zi, you have returned."

Pang Zi certainly heard the sarcasm in these words. He laughed heartily, "I'm leaving right away, but I have to trouble you to take a trip with me."

After speaking, Pang Zi waved his hand, "Take them down!"

The Magistrate originally thought Pang Zi would make a speech full of satisfaction, or even publicly insult him. Unexpectedly, Pang Zi acted as if nothing had happened, doing what he was supposed to do. This steady demeanor was beyond the Magistrate's expectation, but this attitude also gave rise to an annoyance of being despised in the Magistrate.

Similar to when horse bandits ravaged Hebei a few years ago, after Pang Zi and the others annihilated the Beiyang Army stationed in Linqing County, Linqing Wharf became an important transport wharf again. But this time, the People's Party's small steamships no longer transported looted money and goods. The captives of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were loaded onto ships at Linqing Wharf and transported south by water to the concentration camps in the People's Party base areas.

Under the condition that transport capacity and time were fixed, to solve the contradiction between limited transport capacity and the huge number of people, the only way was to increase transport density. The iron cages installed on the long barges towed behind the small steamships were stuffed with people. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't care about background at all, just stuffing people in according to region. So the Nangong County Magistrate, yamen runners, Nangong County Security Corps Commander, and Security Corps members met again. Not only these people, but also the local councilors of Nangong County who hadn't run to Beijing, local tax collectors, and baozhangs also met with the gentlemen in the county.

The People's Party arrested people so thoroughly that these guys who became prisoners had not expected it. The awkwardness of the initial reunion was soon replaced by fear of the future. The runner really couldn't hold back and asked the Security Corps Commander first: "Lord Jing, where do you think they will send us?"

The Security Corps Commander originally thought that by opening the city and surrendering, he would at least be released. He didn't expect to be stuffed into a cage too, and even less expected the People's Party to take him to another place. He couldn't answer for a moment.

Instead, the county councilor said with a crying tone: "I'm afraid they are going to take us to be beheaded, right?"

As soon as this was said, everyone in the cage was frightened enough. Some timid ones already had tears in their eyes and were trembling all over.

"If they wanted to behead us, why go to such great lengths to transport us to another place? Wouldn't it be easier to kill us on the spot and dig a pit to bury us?" The Magistrate was not so nervous, and he spoke slowly.

"Then are they going to kidnap us for ransom?" The councilor didn't feel relieved by the Magistrate's explanation.

"Kidnapping you has ransom, but what ransom is there for kidnapping me and these brothers?" The Security Corps Commander said, unwilling to show weakness. This made sense. There were about a hundred people stuffed in the iron cage. More than half were Security Corps members, all from poor backgrounds, from whom no ransom could be extorted.

"Then what is the use of catching us?" The councilor was even more flustered. Wanting neither life nor money, what exactly did the People's Party want to do by catching so many people? The unknown fear was even more unbearable.

Not only the councilor, but all the arrested people couldn't understand this. The crowd began to discuss in low voices. Before long, someone complained in a low voice, "This Beiyang Army acts high and mighty on normal days, but now they are nowhere to be seen. What do these people eat?"

"The Beiyang Army near the county was defeated by the People's Party. I saw many captives waiting to board ships at the wharf," said someone who had seen the captured Beiyang troops.

Hearing that the Beiyang Army was also wiped out, some Security Corps members couldn't help but make noise, "F*ck, Beiyang cowards! I won't trust them anymore. Anyway, I'm a pauper with no land at home. Doesn't the People's Party distribute land? I won't lose anything if my family gets land distributed. I'll go join the People's Party!"

These indignant words startled the Magistrate, councilor, landlords, and others. However, the other Security Corps members, who were also from poor backgrounds, couldn't help laughing heartily after hearing this, "You go join them, but will they want you?"

The one who spoke felt embarrassed seeing his brothers around him mocking him, and shouted loudly, "Pang Zi joined the People's Party, and the People's Party wanted him. Why wouldn't the People's Party want me if I joined? If according to what the county said, the People's Party just wants to distribute land, even if I can't fight, can't I just honestly farm at home? Back then, I had a relative who joined that collective farm organized by Pang Zi, where a Mr. Chen Tianhua was in charge. Their life was pretty good. If the Beiyang hadn't attacked, my relative would have made a fortune selling salted duck eggs long ago. If farming doesn't work, can I raise ducks?"

"That's true. I also had a relative who participated in the collective farm. If I could raise ducks, that wouldn't be bad." Other corps members immediately agreed.

Listening to these people shouting, the Magistrate's face became uglier and uglier. He couldn't help shouting: "You are trying to be rebel bandits. The People's Party is a bunch of bandits. Following them won't bring any good results!"

Roared at by the Magistrate, including the corps member who shouted first, many people dared not make a sound anymore. However, one who hadn't spoken originally couldn't help sneering, "Bandits? In the eyes of the People's Party, you are the bandit, right? If you weren't a bandit, why are you locked in this cage? We have no grudges with the People's Party in the past or present. If we hadn't followed Beiyang, followed you, how would we be here accompanying you to the execution ground? You still have the face to scold us! Go cool off somewhere!"

The Magistrate had never been rebuked to his face by someone of such low status. His face instantly turned as purple as an eggplant. He pointed at the corps member who spoke and shouted, "You! You have such gall!"

The corps member was stunned at first, but soon was no longer afraid. He also pointed at the Magistrate and shouted: "What? You want to fight me? Fine, let's go one-on-one?"

The runner beside the Magistrate instinctively wanted to stand up for the Magistrate, but other corps members had already come up behind that corps member, staring at the Magistrate and others like tigers watching prey. The runner saw that the other side had many people, and why should he stand up for the Magistrate at this time? Not to mention that life and death were uncertain now, if he angered that group of people opposite, a solid beating right now would be inevitable. Not to mention that according to the news received currently, the Beiyang Army was not a match for the People's Party either. The Magistrate had no hope of regaining his position. Thinking of this, the runner quickly lowered his head and hid to the side, exposing the Magistrate alone in front of the corps members.

Finding himself facing a group of wolf-like corps members alone, the Magistrate suddenly realized he had nothing to rely on. In terms of force, he was not a match for the strong men opposite. In terms of power, now there was no difference in status between him and the strong corps members opposite.

While he was regretting, the corps member had already come up and grabbed the Magistrate. The corps member said viciously: "What the f*ck did you just say?"

"You are audacious!" The Magistrate shouted with a trembling voice. As soon as the shout fell, the corps member in front of him punched the Magistrate in the face. Before the Magistrate could fall, the corps member dragged him over, pinned him to the ground, and kicked him. After a few kicks, his ferocity rose, and he kicked harder and harder, shouting through gritted teeth while kicking: "I'll beat you to death, you dog magistrate! I'll beat... beat you to death, you dog magistrate!"

Other rich people were frightened enough seeing the Magistrate being beaten at first, but seeing the other party actually intended to kill, they couldn't care about fear and rushed up to save the Magistrate. Other corps members saw the rich people rushing up and were afraid their own man would suffer, so some bold ones also went up to block them. After a few shoves, a fight broke out. A moment later, the entire iron cage had turned into a brawl.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers responsible for guarding quickly hit the iron cage with batons and gun butts, "No fighting, no fighting!"

But since the fight had already started, the past hatred uncontrollably ignited everyone's nature. Especially those corps members, who had been bullied by these rich people quite a lot in normal times. Even if they hadn't been bullied directly, seeing the arrogant appearance of those high and mighty guys in the past, they naturally had anger in their hearts. Now that they finally found a chance to make a move, how could they easily let it go? They grabbed those people with money and status and beat them freely, completely ignoring the sound of hitting the iron cage.

Seeing that the situation could not be controlled, the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dared not rashly enter the iron cage at this time. However, the commander had received training. He quickly asked the comrades to splash water into the cage with buckets. Suddenly splashed with cold water all over their heads and bodies, many people had to wipe the water off their faces and eyelids. At this time, the soldiers quickly shouted, "If you fight again, we will splash boiling water inside!" Finally, order was deterred.

Making everyone inside the cage squat against the iron cage, the guard soldiers pointed their guns at these people before opening the cage to go in and clean up the situation. The injured were carried out, and the people who started the fight were also pulled out and tied up. The Magistrate who was beaten first had passed out. Seeing his pale face and difficult breathing, he looked like he was in critical condition. This frightened the soldiers responsible for guarding. Calling for doctors, transferring the wounded and the perpetrators. It took quite a toss to initially stabilize the situation.

By evening, when the whole regiment held a meeting, the ships where group brawls occurred were not just one or two. The reason for the occurrence was without exception conflict between the old upper class and the lower class. And in ten cases, nine times the upper class was beaten badly by the lower class. The few exceptions were ships transporting the Beiyang Army, where officers and their diehards had a larger proportion on the ship, so they gained the upper hand.

Before the transport, everyone hadn't thought so specifically. They really hadn't expected the contradictions accumulated by class oppression in the past to erupt in such a fierce way at this time.

"What should we do? If they continue to fight like this, people will really die." The regiment commander responsible for the escort was a bit panicked. This fleet transported more than 20,000 captives, and the total number of escorts was only 3,000. According to the current appearance, if hundreds of people died on the way, the commander would have no way to account to the military region.

"Shall we screen them again?" The commander couldn't help asking the political commissar.

The political commissar also had no other way. He could understand the reason for the outbreak of class contradictions, but he could only analyze the reasons. Seeing the lower class step the upper class under their feet with violence in actual action, the political commissar was also seeing it with his own eyes for the first time.

Regarding the commander's suggestion, the political commissar said hesitantly: "We don't have time to screen again. Now time is tight and tasks are heavy, we really can't delay this time."

The commander was also helpless. Although he could command the military operations of more than 5,000 people in the whole regiment, that was based on the iron discipline of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Facing a group of strangers who were captives, the commander was also powerless. He thought for a while and said: "Political Commissar, isn't the magic weapon of our Party and army mobilizing the masses and relying on the masses? You are the Political Commissar, hurry up and think of a way according to this line of thought!"

The political commissar listened to this with his mouth agape. Mobilizing the masses is the magic weapon of our Party and army, this is correct. But that is mobilizing the masses in the base areas. How to mobilize these captured masses is still a new topic. let alone studied it, he hadn't even heard it proposed. But right now, they couldn't let these people continue to fight. The political commissar had to take out paper and drew four circles according to principal contradictions and secondary contradictions, who are enemies and who are friends. Naturally, he couldn't let the commander escape to rest. The main cadres in the regiment began to try to analyze the situation on the ship.

Ships where brawls occurred were punished by not being given food. After dawn, screening was implemented on all transport ships. Among those who didn't participate in the brawl yesterday, those from poor backgrounds and lower-class ordinary people were taken out of the ships. They were taken to the command ship for a talk.

The regiment commander responsible for the transport fleet guaranteed these people that if they were willing to help maintain order, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army transport ships would arrive at the destination in two days, and then these people would be released, and even given travel expenses and wages for maintaining order for these two days. The wages were not low, one silver dollar per person per day. But if these people couldn't effectively assist in maintaining order and put an end to brawling incidents, wages would be deducted.

For the wage of one silver dollar a day, these people of various commoner backgrounds naturally liked it. But they all asked the same question coincidently: they were insignificant small characters and simply couldn't suppress the situation.

"You don't need to be afraid of not being able to suppress the situation. As long as you see a conflict about to arise, point out the people who are about to cause trouble and shout their names loudly. We will naturally deal with those people." The commander also spoke practically.

In the end, most of the selected people signed up, and those who first proposed that they might not be able to do this job were hired with priority. A person knowing what they can't do is the symbol of reliability.

With the assistance of these masses, more than a hundred fights were stopped with great difficulty in the next day or so. Including more than two hundred injured and eighteen seriously injured including the Nangong County Magistrate, all captives on the ships were delivered alive to the concentration camp in the south. Of course, those assistants also received travel expenses and salaries, without deduction or difficulty. These people were told that they had been released and could go home.

The commander didn't want to do this job anymore. The comrades couldn't rest well all the way. Even fighting wasn't this tired. Unfortunately, he received an order. Given that the Beiyang Army's movement speed was not fast, the fleet responsible for escorting would temporarily continue the escort work.

After listening to the order, the commander thought to himself, *It would really be better to just fight quickly.*
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The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army launched a massive attack, eliminating isolated small units of the Beiyang Army everywhere and clearing out Beiyang's grassroots organizations. When the news reached the Beiyang side, it naturally became "The People's Party is unleashing soldiers to plunder Hebei." Since the People's Party had once disguised themselves as bandits to carry out such an action against the Manchu Qing, Yuan Shikai was not too surprised. However, he immediately summoned the Beiyang generals and demanded an advance in troop deployment.

"President, preparations are not yet fully complete. Deploying troops immediately is a bit hasty." The Beiyang generals were somewhat puzzled by Yuan Shikai's urgent idea.

Yuan Shikai threw a cold sentence at this group of guys who couldn't see the situation clearly, "If we don't deploy troops, what will we eat?"

"President, isn't there no problem with the military provisions for each army?" Cao Kun foolishly spoke the truth.

Such a politically clueless answer made Yuan Shikai too lazy to even reply. Wang Shizhen answered, "Scouts in the army have gone to various places to investigate. The People's Party is not only looting everywhere, but they have also taken away all the local officials and tax collectors. Without tax collectors, I'm afraid the agricultural tax cannot be collected."

This was what truly gave Yuan Shikai a headache. It was the crucial time for tax collection. If the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were really just looting, it would be fine. But the news brought back by the scouts showed that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's looting actions were few, but they had effectively captured all the Beiyang tax collectors and local Baozhangs. Even if the People's Party sent out ten thousand men to loot, they couldn't carry away much grain on their backs and horses. Without these tax collectors and Baozhangs, Beiyang's tax collection simply could not proceed. This could be said to be pulling the firewood from under the cauldron. It was exactly the time when grain was just harvested, and the common people's grain was still drying. Once it was stored away in a few days, Beiyang could forget about collecting any grain through taxes this year. So Yuan Shikai ordered the Beiyang armies to move out quickly this time, the purpose was also to force the People's Party back as soon as possible and stop them from continuing to wreak havoc in Hebei.

After hearing Wang Shizhen's words, the generals all fell silent. Obviously, the expressions on some of their faces showed disapproval. Yuan Shikai knew what these people didn't say out loud, "If tax collectors can't collect grain, the Beiyang Army can just requisition grain themselves." And this was exactly what Yuan Shikai was trying his best to avoid. He knew the atmosphere of the Beiyang Army too well. When military discipline was strict and provisions were sufficient, the Beiyang Army might be able to refrain from looting the common people. But if the Beiyang Army was sent down to collect grain like this, it was destined to trigger large-scale looting of the Hebei region. Hebei was Zhili, the nest of Beiyang. To start looting in his own nest, Yuan Shikai himself couldn't make such a resolve.

Duan Qirui was responsible for this marching plan. Since Yuan Shikai had said so, he took out the final decisive battle plan that was basically completed. For Beiyang and the People's Party to fight with millions of troops concentrated in such an area of Hebei and Shandong, clever little tricks were useless. So the plan was a very standard large-scale corps operation plan. The Beiyang forces were divided into two major groups to fight in Hebei and Shandong.

Considering that a considerable part of the People's Party's troops had not been committed to Hebei, in the initial plan, the troops in Hebei would launch an attack on the People's Party entrenched in the Handan and Xingtai line with the posture of an encirclement and annihilation battle.

The Shandong side would divide its forces into two routes. One route would firmly defend Jinan, and the other route would head straight for Qingdao. At the same time, the Beiyang Fleet would cooperate with this route of the Beiyang Army at sea to besiege Qingdao. Once Qingdao was conquered, this route of the Beiyang Army would go south along the railway built by the People's Party, heading straight for Lianyungang, to open up communication with the southern Beiyang Army as soon as possible.

The plan was quite desirable. The Beiyang Army had no experience in large-scale wars, and their war concepts were very traditional, with occupying strategic points as the core concept. This plan fit the Beiyang Army's war concepts quite well and was quickly passed.

On July 4, 1915, the reconnaissance aircraft unit of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army observed an anomaly on the horizon in the sky 40 kilometers north of Xingtai. There were not many things that could cause an anomaly on the horizon. The experienced reconnaissance pilots roughly determined that the main force of the Beiyang Army was coming this way. The fuel carried by the plane did not leave them much loiter time for observation, so the pilots immediately made a decisive choice to return.

Upon landing, the pilots immediately reported the situation and requested to take off again.

"Don't even think about it, the plane needs maintenance. If you don't care about your life, our unit still cares," the group commander rejected the pilot's request without a second thought.

"Then I'll switch to another plane for reconnaissance!" The pilot had seen marching columns of thousands or even tens of thousands, but the movement on the horizon was really unusual. Just seeing that sign gave one a feeling of wanting to see it clearly.

"Pilot sorties have discipline, this must be done according to regulations." The group commander was completely unaccommodating. Too many comrades in the Air Force had sacrificed themselves due to mechanical failures. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army simply could not afford such losses just for a closer look.

"Don't worry, I'll take a good look for you," the pilot next in the rotation laughed. "Besides, the enemy can't run that fast. Thirty or forty li, their main force will have to walk for a day no matter what. You'll be able to see them tomorrow regardless."

Joking aside, the pilot for the second round had already become serious before pulling the control stick. Every time they went up into the sky, it was a fight for their lives. This was a fact clearly stated by countless records, training, and accidents witnessed with their own eyes. After accurately piloting the plane into the air, it first circled the airfield once. Only after the ground observed that the plane was flying normally was the pilot allowed to conduct a cruise reconnaissance towards the north of Xingtai.

In the present time without radar and radio navigation, all flights relied on marking ground flight targets to judge the plane's position. Woods, roads, rivers, and landmark buildings easily observed from the air were all base points for the pilots' judgment. Most of the energy in the air was used to make these judgments. Plus observing the situation on the ground, no matter what jokes there were before takeoff, once in the sky, there were absolutely no jokes in the pilot's mind.

Flying north along the railway line for more than thirty kilometers didn't take too long. It was mid-morning, and the summer sun was shining brightly. The pilot's pupils contracted under his flight goggles, not because the sun was dazzling, but because he saw several long green dragons appearing on the distant horizon. Even from a high altitude of more than four hundred meters looking down, the pilot still couldn't see the end of these few long green dragons.

The small dots running back and forth at the very front were definitely the vanguard cavalry. These horse teams ran back and forth, and the rolling dust raised on the ground could even be seen clearly from the air. As for the movement of that large group of men and horses rolling forward, the pilot had no intention of continuing to observe. After taking a few aerial photos, the pilot immediately returned to report. When the 12th Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was stationed near Xingtai, they had already greatly destroyed the Beijing-Hankou Railway. The rails were naturally dismantled, and the roadbed was dug up for nearly a kilometer. The purpose was to prevent the Beiyang main force from arriving in Xingtai smoothly by train. But the facts before eyes showed one thing: the Beiyang Army had come anyway.

Chai Qingguo knew the news of the Beiyang Army going south. As a field army, the 18th Army had already relieved the 12th Engineer Army. The 12th Army had not been idle. They spent more than ten days building a solid defense system on the main communication lines between Xingtai and Handan. This defense system, with a depth of more than 10 kilometers from north to south and east to west, could even be called a defense line. The grain harvested from the vicinity was also stored inside the defense line, enough for the 100,000 men of the 18th Army to eat for two months. Water sources, grain, and ammunition were not lacking inside the defense line. With the Beiyang Army's current capabilities, it was impossible to bypass this defense position. If they wanted to save the troops in Handan, they had to break through this defense system.

Less than fifty kilometers away was the 15th Army in Linzhang County. This was a mobile unit, and the whole unit was ready to circle around with the Beiyang Army. Further south, on the border of Henan and Hebei, was the 12th Army. Their task was to block the possibility of the Beiyang Army going south with all its strength.

Confirming that all troops were in place, Chai Qingguo ordered: "Once the Beiyang Army enters the attack range, the Air Force will begin to carry out routine bombing on the Beiyang Army."

By the afternoon, the Air Force planes of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army took off carrying bombs. At this time, the Beiyang Army troops had moved forward another five kilometers or so. The entire long dragon still had no end in sight, but the whole force had completely entered the Air Force's cruising range. Identifying from high altitude that the flight direction was directly above the marching column of the Beiyang Army, the air force pilot pulled the bomb release handle. Because the plane's bomb bay opened, the airflow in the cockpit also began to show some changes. When the bombing method was initially designed, the airflow problem was not considered, so in addition to mechanical failures, a group commander sacrificed himself heroically. In the subsequent adjustment design, four more planes were lost. Finally, the bombs were almost externally mounted on the outside of the plane, relying on mechanical transmission for release. Even so, a lot of wind would still drill into the cabin through various cracks.

After pulling the handle, the plane underwent slight vibrations due to the center of gravity change from the instant reduction of 48 kilograms of weight. Just such a small vibration had cost the Air Force at least six planes and four lives. The sixth group commander of the Henan Military Region Air Force led three other pilots to specifically experiment with solutions to this problem. One of the three pilots took over the position of the seventh group commander of the Air Force.

Adjusting the flap angle according to the manual, the vibration quickly subsided. The pilot only then had the leisure to observe the result. The green long dragon composed of Beiyang Army soldiers on the ground began to twist. With the bomb explosion point as the center, the enemy fled in all directions, and the team that had condensed into a strand scattered like green gravel. This made the pilot shout excitedly. The newly arrived Beiyang Army was obviously no better at fighting than Wu Peifu's troops in Handan.

The situation of the enemy in Hebei going south in large numbers soon reached Shandong. Acting Military Region Commander Pu Guanshui breathed a sigh of relief. While the situation in the Handan area of Hebei province was in full swing, Shandong seemed calm. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Shandong Military Region had been holding its troops back. Inside the frontline command set up in Jining, Pu Guanshui once showed no respect for his former boss in his words, "Has Yuan Shikai turned into a turtle now?"

Pu Guanshui knew very well that such anger was meaningless. Cursing couldn't possibly kill Yuan Shikai. The strategy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was not to fight for every city with the Beiyang Army in Hebei and Shandong. The strategic point at the junction of Hebei and Shandong was none other than Dezhou. After capturing Dezhou, one could directly attack Beijing. In terms of overall strategy, the Military Commission of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army hoped to mobilize the main forces of Beiyang in Hebei. When both sides were in a stalemate, the Shandong Military Region would send troops quickly, capture Jinan, and then seize Dezhou, thrusting straight into Beijing from Dezhou.

However, the Beiyang Army's reaction was hard to predict, so the main direction of attack was also very likely to be Hebei rather than Shandong. The two armies in Henan were waiting for Beiyang's movements. Now that the Beiyang main force had moved, the war was about to enter a more substantive stage.

"Prepare to start attacking Daming Prefecture!" Pu Guanshui said to the comrades of the military region.

"Commander, in the initial plan, the Military Commission ordered us to annihilate the enemy attacking the base area. Moreover, in the intelligence we have now obtained, the Beiyang Army wants to attack Qingdao first. Why don't we annihilate the enemy troops attacking Qingdao first?" This was a perfectly normal idea.

Pu Guanshui did not support this ordinary view. "After we knock out the enemy attacking Qingdao, what will the enemy do? Won't they still hole up in Jinan and not dare to move? At that time, we will ultimately still have to go fight them. Instead of this, we might as well take Jinan in one fell swoop while the enemy's main force is attacking Qingdao. If the Beiyang Army's reaction is not quick enough, we will directly attack Dezhou. Not only can we split the Beiyang Army in two, but we can also open the gateway to attack Beijing."

"The Beiyang Army's morale is high right now, why contend with them at this time?" There were always dissenting opinions.

"The Beiyang Army's morale is high right now, that's why they dare to send a large force to attack Qingdao. Once their morale is beaten down, these people will definitely shrink back in Jinan and not dare to move. Comrades feel that attacking Jinan now seems like hitting the Beiyang Army hard against hard, but have you considered that if we fight Jinan later, the number of enemies we face is likely to be greater than the current number of enemies? Acting now happens to be able to catch the enemy off guard in this gap after the enemy's troop deployment."

"If the enemy doesn't take Qingdao, they very likely will turn around and go south. At that time, we will be waiting at our ease, wouldn't it be easier?"

Pu Guanshui laughed: "If they can't even take Qingdao, do they dare to go south? Prepare to be attacked front and rear? Or will they set up a defense line opposite Qingdao to trap Qingdao? Even if the Beiyang Army can't fight, they should still know this bit of basic military common sense."

At this time of knowing oneself but not the enemy, Pu Guanshui was also unwilling to entangle too much. He asked loudly: "Comrades, our Shandong troops have mainly fought defensive battles until now. Or fought battles to lure the enemy in deep. Defending Qingdao and annihilating the Japanese Kyushu Division was everyone's fame-making battle. But is the specialty of our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army defensive warfare? From the day our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was built, we have been attacking non-stop! That's why we could walk step by step from Fengtai County in Anhui to here. Yuan Shikai's Beiyang Army is indeed large in number, but while they are attacking Qingdao, we can send troops two or three times the size of the Jinan garrison to launch an attack. Are everyone worried that our offensive ability is not enough to break a big city like Daming Prefecture? Or are you worried that our comrades can't hold Qingdao in front of the Beiyang Army's attack?"

Scanning the comrades around, Pu Guanshui said loudly: "Whichever unit's commander thinks this battle can't be fought, no problem, I can replace him. There are definitely comrades who can fight this battle! There are definitely comrades who can command the troops to victory!"

Such harsh words thrown out, no one dared to make a sound. The comrades of the Shandong Military Region did not disbelieve that they could defeat the Beiyang Army, but comrades had never experienced a siege battle of a scale of over a hundred thousand people, and they also had no bottom in their hearts.

"Regarding this matter, shall we still ask the Military Commission for instructions?" The comrades did not completely agree with Pu Guanshui's high-pressure policy.

Just then, the communicator shouted at the door: "Report, received a telegram from the Military Commission!"

"Read it!" Pu Guanshui ordered with a dark face. Although he didn't know what the Military Commission's order was, Pu Guanshui had decided that no matter what, he would try his best to persuade the Military Commission to agree to his campaign design.

The communicator read loudly: "The current situation has changed. When Beiyang attacks in large numbers, it is suggested that the Shandong Military Region use Qingdao to attract enemy forces and take the opportunity to seize Jinan. After seizing Jinan, create opportunities for a direct attack on Dezhou. If the Beiyang Army can be divided into two parts, our army can easily annihilate a part of the enemy, which is very beneficial to the overall war situation. The Shandong Military Region should reply to this as soon as possible."

Pu Guanshui's face instantly relaxed, and other comrades nodded slowly. Since the Military Commission's attitude was already determined, there was no point in continuing to argue about whether to attack Jinan.

The Beiyang troops attacking Qingdao were mainly the First Army stationed in Jinan and the Second Army transferred from Dezhou. The total number of these two armies was as high as two hundred thousand, and the commander-in-chief was Daming Prefecture Commander Jin Yunpeng. This person was the head of Duan Qirui's "Four Guardian Warriors" and was deeply trusted by Duan Qirui.

In these days of dividing Shandong equally with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Jin Yunpeng was very nervous at first, but slowly got used to it.

The People's Party seized Qingdao, that was seized from the Germans. In other aspects, except for the People's Party seizing the Yimeng Mountain area, there were no special conflicts. As for the Yimeng Mountain area, to Jin Yunpeng, it wasn't anything remarkable. That place was poor to death, having neither money nor tax revenue, and was even a place where bandits ran rampant. The local mountain people were "sinister by nature and intractable". To maintain such a ghostly place would require a large amount of money and grain. If something went wrong, one would also have to bear the responsibility.

However, over the past year, Jin Yunpeng felt that giving up these areas so easily was a bit of a pity. According to what he knew, the People's Party raised silkworms with oak leaves in the Yimeng Mountain area. Foreigners now had a huge demand for silk, almost refusing no one. Although tussah silk was not quite suitable for making clothing compared to mulberry silk, Jin Yunpeng at least knew that foreigners bought this stuff to make gunpowder bags for heavy artillery. Tussah silk was stronger, and foreigners actually liked it. Just relying on this, the poor people in the Yimeng Mountain area earned quite a lot.

Receiving the order to attack Qingdao, Jin Yunpeng was quite excited. If he could seize Qingdao, or even seize Shandong, these countless sources of wealth would fall into his hands. Even knowing that the People's Party was not easy to provoke, and even harder to fight, he still decided to give it a good try.
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Chapter 104: The End of the Beginning (12)

"Comrades, the Beiyang Army is coming to attack us, do you know that?"

"We know!"

"Then do you know why we are fighting?"

"To protect the fruits of the revolution!"

"In the past, comrades had no land and no livelihood. You had to pay rent, pay taxes, and suffer bullying. Now with the revolution, everyone has shared land and food, and you are no longer bullied by officials and landlords. But the officials and landlords won't agree to this; they want to fight their way back and snatch everyone's things. We are fighting this battle with them to defend the fruits of the revolution, to defend everything that everyone has worked so hard to build! Comrades, do you have confidence?"

"Yes!" A cry like a tsunami erupted from the army. This was not a perfunctory shout. Most of the soldiers in the Shandong Military Region of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were not from Shandong, but they were all of commoner origin. Striking down local tyrants and dividing the land in Shandong, and helping the locality with infrastructure construction—all this work was not just needed by the masses in the Shandong base area; placed in any ordinary region of China, it was support that the local masses desperately needed. Although they were serving in Shandong, the soldiers believed that their own homes were undergoing similar changes. Even if they came from old base areas where a considerable part of the infrastructure construction had already been completed, the soldiers still believed that what they were doing was absolutely correct and just.

Regarding the Beiyang Army attacking the base area, the soldiers firmly believed that these people were coming to snatch the people's fruits of revolution. The consensus at the pre-battle mobilization meeting was naturally to thoroughly annihilate the invading Beiyang Army. The political commissars struck while the iron was hot, shouting loudly, "If we don't thoroughly annihilate the Beiyang Army, if we don't thoroughly overthrow the Beiyang government, we common people will never have good days!"

"Annihilate the Beiyang Army!"

"Down with the Beiyang government!"

The soldiers shouted with aroused indignation.

Relying on shouting slogans naturally wouldn't overthrow the Beiyang Army, and battle deployment was also proceeding urgently.

Jin Yunpeng knew that even the Japanese hadn't been able to conquer Qingdao. Simple attacks would be useless; to attack Qingdao, one had to pile on superior forces, just like the Japanese relying purely on troop superiority to take the lushun Fortress during the Russo-Japanese War. The forces in Jinan plus Dezhou totaled around 400,000. Leaving 50,000 to guard each city, using the other troops to attack Qingdao should be about enough.

Even so, Jin Yunpeng didn't dare to be overconfident. From his perspective, it would be best if the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army concentrated its forces to defend Qingdao. If they were stalled under Qingdao and their rear was cut off, that would be too stupid. Of the 300,000 attacking troops, about 100,000 were used to maintain communication lines and guard against the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army south of Qingdao moving north to reinforce. After completing such a deployment, Jin Yunpeng took a train towards Qingdao on July 10th.

The carriage was naturally temporarily modified. Apart from Jin Yunpeng's own bedroom being very comfortable, another carriage had been converted into a staff headquarters, and the military conference was held inside.

"Brothers," because those inside were all high-ranking officers, Jin Yunpeng was much more casual in his address, "In this attack on Qingdao, as long as we take it, I won't take a single bit of the things inside; brothers can take it all for yourselves. However, I'll say this upfront: the Great President and Commander Duan have already issued strict orders. In this battle against the People's Party, victory is permitted, defeat is not. If anyone fights ineffectively or cowers from advancing, it's not that I, your brother, won't show mercy, but the Great President and Commander Duan won't show mercy."

The high-ranking Beiyang officers remained silent. These words were actually as good as unsaid. Yuan Shikai wouldn't show mercy to officers who fought ineffectively, and that had nothing to do with Jin Yunpeng.

After a moment of silence, Chen Guangyuan, commander of the 5th Army, asked, "Commander Jin, regarding our attack on Qingdao, do you have any plan?"

Jin Yunpeng wasn't completely incompetent in military matters; someone without ability couldn't be valued by Duan Qirui. He said seriously, "What plan can there be? First bombard the city with heavy artillery, then charge in. The last time the People's Party fought the Japanese, Qingdao faced the Japanese Navy; the Japanese Army was wiped out before they even saw Qingdao. This time we are attacking from both land and sea, I don't fear Qingdao won't fall."

"Could you be more specific?" asked Zhao Yuke, commander of the 6th Army. Although what Jin Yunpeng said was already the best tactic the Beiyang Army could adopt, any plan would seem insufficient before the battle. Wanting to take Qingdao and having a detailed, reliable plan to attack Qingdao were two different things.

Jin Yunpeng frowned. "Brothers, are you afraid?"

"How could we?! Commander Jin, you must be joking!" The generals didn't dare say the word 'afraid'. At this point, apart from risking their lives in battle, they had no other choice.

"Fighting relies on this spirit. If you're afraid and lose morale, you can't fight anything. Explain clearly to the brothers below this time: once we take Qingdao, the things and people inside belong to everyone!" Jin Yunpeng tried his best to encourage them. The Beiyang Army had no experience in siege warfare at all, and besides saying this, Jin Yunpeng really couldn't come up with anything else.

After the train stopped in Weifang, a communications officer hurriedly boarded the train. "Report! The People's Party forces in Rizhao have already rushed into Qingdao before our army could block them!"

Hearing this news, the faces of the Beiyang generals inside the carriage turned ugly. They planned to attack Qingdao with a powerful superior force, but the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army units reinforcing the Qingdao garrison before the Beiyang Army arrived was definitely not good news.

"How many people did the People's Party send in?" Jin Yunpeng asked with a dark face.

"This... probably less than thirty thousand!" The intelligence obtained by the intelligence officer wasn't very accurate either. The telegram said a large group of People's Party reinforcements had rushed to Qingdao, so the intelligence officer could only guess at the specific number.

"Order the 4th Division of the 5th Army to quickly seal off the railway. Absolutely no more soldiers of the People's Party can be allowed into Qingdao!" Jin Yunpeng ordered.

"Commander Jin, previously according to reconnaissance, the People's Party had fifty thousand troops in Qingdao. Now that another thirty thousand have gone in, will it be too hard to fight?" The 6th Army was originally guarding Dezhou and was now sent to attack Qingdao together with the 5th Army. Zhao Yuke, commander of the 6th Army, felt quite nervous.

Before he could finish speaking, the intelligence officer delivered news one after another. People's Party reinforcement troops appeared constantly, and the Beiyang Army units responsible for guarding the south began to request reinforcements.

After listening to this news, Jin Yunpeng first paced back and forth in the staff carriage with his hands behind his back and a vicious expression, then stopped and laughed loudly. This action puzzled the other generals. Everyone's doubtful gazes fell on Jin Yunpeng.

"Gentlemen, when enemies meet on a narrow road, the brave one wins. Currently, our army must take Qingdao, and the People's Party must rescue Qingdao. We are fighting in such a small place, the People's Party can't play any tricks. As long as the 5th Army guards the south well, we will attack with full force and must take Qingdao."

After saying this, Jin Yunpeng strode to the map. "Brothers, the People's Party has no navy and simply cannot reinforce Qingdao from the sea. Our Beiyang Navy has surrounded Qingdao from the sea. The rest is our army attacking from west to east. To reinforce Qingdao, the People's Party will definitely concentrate all their forces to move north. As long as we can take Qingdao and then the main force suddenly moves south, with the cooperation of the navy, I'm afraid none of the People's Party forces moving north to rescue Qingdao will be able to run away. This is a heavenly military merit. Brothers, you must rise up and kill the enemy to earn your own credit!"

With this explanation, the Beiyang generals suddenly felt their eyes light up. Just as Jin Yunpeng said, this was a huge opportunity. As long as they could take Qingdao in one go, the People's Party troops moving north to reinforce simply wouldn't have time to know that Qingdao had fallen. At that time, the probability of the Beiyang Army achieving further victory would greatly increase.

"Commander Jin, we will definitely take Qingdao and report our merit to the Great President!" The Beiyang generals expressed their stance excitedly.

Later that day, Pu Guanshui also received news of engagement with the enemy. The Beiyang Army's firm attitude in attacking Qingdao made Pu Guanshui and the comrades at the frontline command headquarters breathe a sigh of relief. If Beiyang was half-hearted and blamed others after engagement, this battle would actually not be so easy to fight. After all, taking the train on the Jiaoji Railway, one could reach Jinan from Qingdao in just 12 hours. If the Beiyang Army left troops in every place, the pressure on the forces attacking reinforcements would be too great.

And in the received news, the various units of the Beiyang 5th Army not only didn't show any intention of shrinking back, but instead moved quickly towards the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, assuming a posture of blocking the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army firmly in the south.

"The Daming Prefecture Campaign is all about speed!" Pu Guanshui said. The comrades looked at the map, knowing clearly in their hearts. Jin Yunpeng wasn't a fool; he wouldn't stupidly leave Jinan alone in the rear. Apart from leaving 50,000 troops to guard the city, the Beiyang Army had dispatched troops to other key transportation points to prevent the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army from suddenly marching on Jinan. And the only advantage of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army lay in having basically occupied the Yimeng Mountain area. If the troops took the mountain roads, they could avoid all areas heavily guarded by the Beiyang Army and thrust directly under the walls of Jinan. Before this, the marching route in the mountains had long been determined, and engineering troops had been sent to tidy up the roads. Now the only key point was whether the 100,000 troops attacking Jinan could pass through this difficult and rugged road in the shortest time and launch a surprise attack under Jinan city.

"The troops' morale is high, and the soldiers' desire to fight is very high!" said the Military Region Political Commissar.

Pu Guanshui nodded. "This depends on whether our construction in the Yimeng Mountain area can satisfy the masses!"

This remark was truly pragmatic, but there was no helping it. Marching speed in the mountains couldn't be very fast anyway. If there wasn't a good mass foundation, and the mountain people who were used to climbing mountains and crossing ridges reported to the Beiyang Army, although the campaign wouldn't necessarily fail, the resistance encountered would definitely increase greatly.

And the Shandong Military Region had no better choice at the moment. Pu Guanshui ordered: "The troops feigning attack on the enemy's southern line should strengthen their offensive to make the enemy feel we are determined to reinforce Qingdao. The troops attacking Daming Prefecture should start marching now!"

The mountainous area from Yimeng Mountain to Mount Tai was a region the People's Party had never let go of. Even after signing the agreement with Yuan Shikai a few years ago, where the Yimeng Mountain area was divided into two, with the south belonging to the People's Party and the north to Beiyang, the People's Party had never given up occupying this area. Now, the 38th Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was marching through these mountains.

For the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, this barren mountain area was not unfamiliar. Patches of oak forests, mountain trails, small reservoirs built with stones, and diversion canals excavated and built from the reservoirs—these were all built by the officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army together with the local masses. As for the bridges built with cement and stones in dangerous areas, they were the crystallization of the sweat of the People's Party engineering troops. On the stone tablets erected at the bridgeheads of many bridges, the names and identities of those who sacrificed their lives while building the bridges were engraved. The proportion of soldiers among the sacrifices exceeded half.

On such a piece of land, the People's Party had only given for the past few years. Now marching in the mountains, the troops had to completely trust the people on this land.

This was the first time such a large force had appeared in the Yimeng Mountain area, and soon the villages along the way were alarmed. By the roadside, children herding sheep looked at this long column with surprised eyes. When the troops passed through villages, the masses inside were also alarmed. No one was afraid; instead, many masses hurried up, making various requests to the troops as before. Some wanted the troops to help watch over planted trees, some wanted the troops to help repair agricultural tools, and some had sick people at home and implored the army doctors to help treat them.

The village heads had learned the news that the troops would pass through the mountains to fight earlier. However, while receiving this news, the village heads also received the order: "Absolutely no leaking of information." so although they wanted to persuade them, the village heads didn't know how to explain to the villagers that the troops weren't here to help everyone work this time, but to fight a war.

Fortunately, the troops were well prepared for this. They left a certain number of personnel in the villages to help the masses solve immediate problems, while the main force continued to advance towards Jinan without stopping.

The mountain roads were naturally not easy to walk. If not for the infrastructure construction carried out with untold hardships in the mountains over these years, many places would simply be impassable. Even so, many places simply couldn't allow the troops to march two abreast. The entire force appeared as a long thin line, winding around the mountains.

During the day, planes of the air force also flew in the sky. At night, the troops lit torches, and the mountains seemed to light up with strings of pearls as the undulating columns continued their march in the mountains.

The clothing of the masses along the way was also changing. The deeper into the mountains they went, the more different the clothing became. In relatively closed-off areas, some masses in the mountains even still wore queues. For them, revolution, the abdication of the Manchu Qing, and China implementing a republic were all distant things. These masses had no concept of what had happened outside the mountains.

But facing the team of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, no one was afraid. This was the "government army" they had seen most in recent decades, and this army had brought them too many things. Although they didn't know where so many people were going, and knew clearly that the little grain used to make thin porridge at home wasn't enough for so many people to even get a small bite each, many simple and honest mountain people still took out their family's grain to cook for the army that had brought them so many benefits.

The troops naturally couldn't accept the masses' food; this was required by discipline. But the enthusiasm of the mountain people couldn't be refused, so the troops had to take out grain and money as payment. "No need for this! No need for this." The masses said with beaming smiles, carrying the grain bags.

Every village along the way was left with a portion of soldiers. These comrades not only had to help the local masses solve problems but also had to be responsible for keeping the local masses from leaving the villages to avoid unnecessary trouble.

Starting the march on July 11th, by July 15th, the vanguard troops had passed through the entire mountain area and arrived stealthily near Jinan.

The intelligence agency in Jinan quickly made contact with the troops. The Jinan garrison hadn't discovered the movement of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The city defense was still about the same as usual; apart from a few more troops on the city walls, alertness hadn't been raised to combat readiness levels.

After a brief reorganization, the siege corps launched the attack on the night of July 16th. The summer night didn't have the heat of the day. As Jinan, the City of Springs, the summer night wind was exceptionally cool. The wind mixed with water vapor blew across the high ground, making the guarding Beiyang soldiers inevitably a bit drowsy.

Jin Yunpeng didn't dare to be overconfident, and Jinan city couldn't hold these 50,000 troops. So there were Beiyang Army camps and strongholds in key places like Lizhuang, Shuangshantou, and Changqing. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army divided into two groups: one attacked west to seize those key points, and the other went east to seize key points like Maoling Mountain and Yanchi Mountain, which were barriers to the east of the city.

Because many Beiyang soldiers had been captured in the Hebei battles, there was no shortage of Beiyang uniforms from those who came south from Linqing. When the vanguard troops put on Beiyang uniforms and marched neatly towards the enemy's positions, they looked quite convincing. The only thing that might expose everyone's identity was the guns carried on their shoulders. However, no Beiyang soldiers discovered this, and small squads approached the enemy's periphery.
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The Beginning of the End (13)

July 18th, inside the General Headquarters of the Beiyang Army attacking Qingdao, the atmosphere was so oppressive that none of the staff officers dared to make a sound. Outside, every short while, the dull, thunder-like sound of cannon fire would roll in from the horizon. This was a sound the Beiyang Army General Headquarters had begun to get used to over the past few days. Since the official attack on Qingdao began on July 13th, this was the most frequently heard sound. Every boom from the few giant guns of the Qingdao defenders could travel a long distance, and accompanying the sound of the cannons were countless pieces of bad news.

July 13th, "The 6th Army, 1st Division, 1st Brigade has suffered heavy casualties and cannot continue the siege!" July 14th, "The 6th Army, 1st Division, 2nd Brigade has suffered heavy casualties and cannot continue the siege!" July 16th, "The 6th Army, 2nd Division, 1st Brigade has suffered heavy casualties and cannot continue the siege!" ...

The fierce attacks launched by the Beiyang Army failed time and time again, and every failure resulted in heavy casualties. Jin Yunpeng urged the troops to attack every day, and the troops really did attack, but the war where the Beiyang Army lost the combat effectiveness of a brigade a day made Jin Yunpeng curse loudly every day. After he finally beat a staff officer in a fit of rage, no staff officer was not extremely nervous when entering the headquarters.

"Get people ready, I want to go to the front line to see exactly how hard Qingdao is to attack? The People's Party can take Qingdao, are we that much worse than them? Just using some bullshit barbed wire can stop our Beiyang Army?!" Jin Yunpeng roared with a hoarse voice. The staff officers didn't care about the content of the cursing at all; instead, the fact that Jin Yunpeng was going to the front line made everyone in the headquarters feel a burst of relief.

Jin Yunpeng didn't notice the reaction of the people around him at all; the rage in his heart was indescribable. After days of fierce fighting, the Beiyang Army hadn't even touched the city walls of Qingdao. According to reports, the People's Party had established a battle line that firmly blocked the Beiyang Army's attack route. Barbed wire, bunkers, trenches, machine gun positions—the reports were full of these words. The People's Party's heavy artillery was described as like a plague god; every shell caused heavy casualties to the Beiyang Army. Jin Yunpeng had entered the Beiyang Military Academy twice for advanced studies, and was then selected to study in the 1st Class of the Attached Artillery Camp Military School. After graduation, he remained as an instructor. How could he not know the actual power of shelling?

It must be that those people in front are incompetent, finding various excuses to deceive the headquarters. With a strong desire to kill one to warn a hundred, Jin Yunpeng decided to go to the front-line Beiyang troops to see what was actually happening.

Under the tight protection of his personal cavalry guard, Jin Yunpeng began to set off for the front line more than 30 li away. The scorching sun of July quickly made Jin Yunpeng's forehead sweat, which doubled his anger. The horses in the cavalry team were all good horses, and the cool breeze brought by letting them run at speed was actually quite nice. However, the closer they got to Qingdao, the clearer the once distant sound of artillery became. Not only that, after entering the range where the sharp whistling sound of shells tearing through the air could be heard, the huge shockwaves from the shells landing began to startle Jin Yunpeng's mount.

The Beiyang Army's military hospital was by the roadside in the rear of the attacking troops. The first large group of Beiyang Army soldiers Jin Yunpeng saw were these people. Wounded soldiers with white bandages wrapped around various injured parts could be seen everywhere around the hospital camp. Just glancing around, Jin Yunpeng could roughly judge that there were at least two or three thousand people here. And this was just what could be seen; inside the tents should be the seriously wounded who couldn't move at all. There must be at least five thousand wounded in the entire camp. Although the hospital camp was still some distance from the main road, the sounds carried by the wind included faint howls.

In just a few days, there were so many wounded soldiers; what kind of situation was the battlefield exactly? Jin Yunpeng suddenly felt as if he had fallen into an ice cave. Although he had long known that in war there is victory and defeat, fighting a war requires morale. If one has the thought of defeat before the battle, then everything will surely go wrong. Therefore, Jin Yunpeng had never considered the possibility of defeat against the People's Party. He had already used all the troops in his hands, wanting to rely on numerical superiority to take Qingdao. Judging by the situation before his eyes, it wasn't that the Beiyang Army hadn't engaged in large-scale combat. If there hadn't been large-scale combat, how could there be so many wounded soldiers? Suddenly, the uneasy feeling brought by the thought of possible defeat that had been suppressed at the bottom of his heart made Jin Yunpeng feel waves of chill on his back.

Long after passing the hospital camp, Jin Yunpeng's thoughts still couldn't struggle out of this uneasiness. It wasn't until he saw a group of people wearing Beiyang general officer uniforms appear on the road ahead. At this moment, the anger in Jin Yunpeng's heart had been knocked away by more than half by the miserable state of the hospital camp. He forcibly retracted his thoughts and urged his horse to gallop towards the group of welcoming Beiyang generals.

That a few days' time could strike a group of originally arrogant people into being dispirited or even disheartened—if he hadn't seen it with his own eyes, Jin Yunpeng would absolutely not have believed it. The group of Beiyang Army officers before his eyes opened Jin Yunpeng's eyes wide. The 6th Army Commander Zhao Yuke looked as if he had aged ten years. Of all the officers around him, not a single one had a normal expression; they were either blank, confused, or scared to death. In short, this group of Beiyang generals currently looked like frightened children; one couldn't tell at all that they were commanders of an army of a hundred thousand.

Seeing the cowardly appearance of this group, the anger that had originally subsided in Jin Yunpeng's heart burned even more vigorously. He roared from his horse, "Zhao Yuke, what kind of battle are you fighting?!"

Zhao Yuke, whose hands were forcefully pressed against his sides in a standing-at-attention posture, shook physically. After a moment, this man trembled continuously for a while, then suddenly raised his head, his eyes red, and shouted to Jin Yunpeng with a crying tone: "Commander Jin, come with me to a place!"

Someone nearby prepared a horse. Zhao Yuke ignored how surprised Jin Yunpeng behind him was and took the lead to gallop towards the left. Seeing Zhao Yuke behave so unexpectedly, Jin Yunpeng wasn't in a hurry to question Zhao Yuke's crimes. He urged his horse to follow behind Zhao Yuke.

Approaching a small hill, Jin Yunpeng smelled a foul odor, the smell of something starting to rot. But Zhao Yuke continued forward as if he didn't sense it. Jin Yunpeng had already followed this far, so he had no reason not to continue following. Just rounding the hill a bit, Jin Yunpeng saw a small patch of Beiyang soldiers lying on the ground.

In this big summer, Beiyang soldiers lying under the sun sleeping at noon? Jin Yunpeng immediately felt furious, but a moment later he understood. These weren't living people at all. Those people either had large patches of dried black blood on their bodies, or were simply missing arms and legs. Lying on the ground were all dead Beiyang Army corpses. The further forward he went, the wider Jin Yunpeng's field of vision became. He saw that on the ground, stretching out for almost a few li and dozens of meters wide, lay countless Beiyang Army corpses. Some Beiyang soldiers had their faces covered with cloth and were searching on the ground paved with these corpses. After Jin Yunpeng galloped closer, he saw piles of dirty metal things piled behind these Beiyang soldiers. Looking closely, they turned out to be piles of silver dollars. Those silver dollars were spotted with blood; only the parts not stained with blood reflected a metallic luster in the sunlight.

At this time, Zhao Yuke had already reined in his horse. When Jin Yunpeng arrived near him and reined in his horse, Zhao Yuke cried and said: "Commander Jin, we've fought for three days and died tens of thousands of people. It's not that my command is ineffective, nor is it that I didn't issue pay to everyone. We really can't fight on!"

There are many flies in summer, and corpses attract flies even more. When the Beiyang Army soldiers collecting the belongings of the war dead finished with a corpse and moved forward, they disturbed a patch of green-headed flies around them. And patches of huge green-headed flies buzzing wildly in the air seemed to form a black storm.

Jin Yunpeng also considered himself a hero, a hero who could kill until there were mountains of corpses and seas of blood without blinking an eye. But the Beiyang Army corpses before his eyes that stretched almost endlessly made Jin Yunpeng feel his stomach convulse. If it weren't for the constant news of defeat over the past few days making him too angry to eat, he probably would have started vomiting by now.

There must be at least a few thousand corpses on the ground, and beside this corpse collection site, several high mounds had already been piled up. Presumably, even more Beiyang Army corpses were buried underneath.

Just at this moment, a soldier collecting belongings from a corpse suddenly straightened his waist, tore off the face towel covering his face, and howled hysterically. Jin Yunpeng saw that Beiyang Army soldier howl first, then jump high, starting to cry and laugh at the same time. Then, the Beiyang Army soldier hopped and began to run on the ground covered with corpses, looking like he wanted to escape this hell. That person's pockets were bulging, appearing extremely heavy. Feeling the inconvenience brought by this weight, the soldier took out handfuls of silver dollars from his pockets, throwing them towards the sky and smashing them towards the ground. Handfuls of silver dollars flew and fell onto the large expanse of corpses, disappearing without a trace in moments.

Watching the crazy Beiyang soldier, listening to Zhao Yuke's wailing beside him, breathing the air filled with the smell of rot, and with large green-headed flies occasionally hitting Jin Yunpeng's face, leaving a painful sensation on his skin. On this field of death and madness, under the poisonous sun, Jin Yunpeng suddenly couldn't distinguish whether he was in the human world or in hell.

More than two hours later, a pale-faced Jin Yunpeng finally arrived in front of the People's Party's position, arriving before that defensive line which was said to have devoured countless Beiyang Army lives. There were no impressive peaks here, nor any dangerous terrain rugged enough to be impassable. This was just a piece of somewhat undulating flat land. Not only that, this place could only be described as desolate. It was hard to say if it was soil mixed with stones or stones covered with soil; there weren't even a few blades of grass.

What was impressive were the four rows of barbed wire supported by wooden stakes. The wooden stakes were very thick, and it was unknown how deep they were buried. Densely wound parallel barbed wire was on them. In places on these parallel wires, every short distance there were also diagonal strands, as if it were a sparse large net. Behind these barbed wire fences were the bunkers that occupied a huge amount of space in the reports. Those were some round things, not very large in number. They looked like stone, but no stone seams could be seen. They didn't protrude much from the ground, just two or three feet high. On the side facing the Beiyang Army, three dark windows were opened. Even with binoculars, one couldn't see what was inside at all.

Apart from this, there were the People's Party's trenches said to be behind the barbed wire, but now, apart from a few lines of earth, nothing could be seen at all. If it weren't for this strange barbed wire, those strange bunkers, the black traces left after being ravaged by massive artillery fire near the first row of broken barbed wire, and the faintly visible various severed limbs, Jin Yunpeng simply wouldn't dare to believe that this place had once devoured Beiyang Army lives in large numbers.

This was the most convenient place to attack Qingdao. Other areas were mostly mountainous, and the People's Party had constructed more defensive positions there that were difficult to break. Only this main road was the most convenient; as long as they could break through here, they could press straight on to Qingdao. But this place had precisely become a land of death; the Beiyang Army had lost over ten thousand men and still couldn't cross the threshold.

After observing the battlefield, Jin Yunpeng simply couldn't figure out how powerful these simple things were. Returning to the command post, Jin Yunpeng ordered that in the afternoon, the 3rd Division of the 6th Army should send a regiment to attack here. He wanted to see how a few wooden stakes set up on this flat land, simple to the point of being desolate, could stop an army of tens of thousands.

When the commander of the 3rd Division heard the order, his face immediately turned white. However, under Jin Yunpeng's murderous gaze, he still hurriedly went to issue the order. In the afternoon, the offensive battle indeed began.

Before the battle, the segment of distributing silver dollars certainly wouldn't be missing. Jin Yunpeng was worried about whether there would be embezzlement of this charge fee, so he went to check personally, but didn't see any signs of such things. The shouting about promising money and official positions after rushing over was something the Beiyang Army was familiar with and spoke very fluently. Soldiers in the Beiyang Army were not allowed to talk to each other; whisperers in the army would be killed. This was an order the Beiyang Army could still uphold. If they heard that other troops had been defeated, rumors would often wear down morale more than battle. So the troops of this regiment had morale like a rainbow, not taking what they faced seriously at all.

More than an hour later, the troops had arrived at the attack position. First came a round of shelling. The shells landed on this open ground, blasting up sky-filling crushed stones and clods of earth. for a time, the tremors coming from the ground made people unable to help their blood boil.

"Brothers, charge for me! Chop down those wooden stakes, rush across this flat land, and there will be heavy rewards, fifty silver dollars a person!" Amidst such shouting, the Beiyang Army rushed out under the leadership of junior officers. This was flat land, with simply no place to hide. Behind the charging army, the military band suddenly began to play the tune "The Beiyang Army is Advancing". That murderous music, combined with the infantry line of thousands of men charging side by side, really did have a feeling of toppling mountains and overturning seas.

The first line of barbed wire was already dilapidated and was easily rushed past. The second line was still considered slightly intact. The Beiyang Army soldiers either tried hard to chop the frontal barbed wire with engineer shovels or ran towards nearby gaps in the barbed wire, trying to bypass it as quickly as possible.

Up until this point, apart from the subconscious shouting and howling of the Beiyang Army, the People's Party's position remained silent throughout, without even a single gunshot.
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From the perspective of the Beiyang Army, if they could charge to within thirty meters of the enemy, they could basically confirm their victory. "Winning by courage" was no joke. Historically, even when the Beiyang Army had already fractured and disintegrated, during the Northern Expedition, Ye Ting's Independent Regiment only achieved final victory after engaging in fierce, cruel hand-to-hand combat with the Beiyang Army at key locations like Dingsiqiao. After the historic April 12th Incident, when the Communist Party had been purged, the army commanded by Baldy Chiang was unable to defeat the Beiyang Army in the Second Northern Expedition.

Jin Yunpeng watched the tide-like Beiyang Army charge the People's Party position, his brow already furrowed. Lowering his binoculars, Jin Yunpeng turned to the Beiyang generals observing the battle beside him. Originally, Jin Yunpeng did not believe that a few thin lines of iron wire could stop the Beiyang Army's charge. Now, everything happening was verifying Jin Yunpeng's thoughts.

*Tu tu tu.* There was finally movement from the People's Party side. Jin Yunpeng hurriedly grabbed his binoculars and looked toward the position, only to see long tongues of fire spewing from the shooting ports of several bunkers. The shooting was not directed at the Beiyang Army's entire battle line at all, but rather at the few breaches in the iron net where large numbers of Beiyang soldiers were crowded, man pressing against man.

The Beiyang soldiers naturally were unwilling to expend effort to fully push over the wire netting, not to mention those wooden stakes were buried quite deep. Relying on shaking with hands or kicking with feet, or even smacking with entrenching shovels, could not sever it. As for the barbed wire, it was even more troublesome; grabbing it high up meant getting pricked. Bayonets could not cut the barbed wire, and entrenching shovels were not good at cutting it either. Even if they expended the effort to break one strand, it was not worth mentioning against the dozen strands of the wire net.

The Beiyang troops blocked by the wire net wanted to cash in on the bounty promise and attempted to destroy the net, but the people coming up behind began to push and shove. Instead, this caused several Beiyang soldiers with unstable footing to throw themselves onto the wire net, immediately triggering shrill screams and hysterical curses.

Facing such a situation, the easiest method would be to charge directly through the already damaged gaps in the wire net. Even if the officers wanted to try and maintain formation, the entire charging tide of people had already instinctively advanced toward the gaps in the wire net, gathering into large clumps of crowds at a dozen or so key points. Not only was it man against man, man squeezing man, but the original command system also fell into complete chaos.

Just then, inside the bunkers that had been silent all along, heavy machine guns began to roar. The shooting ports of these bunkers were less than 50 meters from the Beiyang crowds; this was almost equivalent to pressing the muzzle against the Beiyang soldiers' chests and firing. The bullets carried massive kinetic energy, penetrating bodies, severing blood vessels, and shattering bones, yet remaining full of energy. After passing straight through the flesh of the soldier in front, they drilled into the bodies of the Beiyang troops behind, continuing their journey of destroying human bodies.

Although one could not see blood splashing, could not see bullets forcefully flipping open distinct human skulls sending white brain matter flying high, and could not even hear the dying screams of the Beiyang officers and soldiers... however, Jin Yunpeng, watching the formation from the rear, could see the Beiyang troops being mowed down slice by slice like wheat by the bullets. And just a moment after the People's Party's heavy machine guns began to roar, many small black dots suddenly popped up on the ground—those were the People's Party soldiers hiding in the trenches joining the firing line.

The rifle and machine gun fire did not continue for long before the People's Party artillery also began to fire. Shells flew into the Beiyang crowds, who had already been stupefied by the sudden, fierce, and extremely efficient slaughter, harvesting Beiyang lives with even higher single-shell killing efficiency.

Jin Yunpeng was already watching in a daze. The Beiyang Army, which had been attacking like a tide just a short while ago, had in the blink of an eye become the object of slaughter. Those uncomfortable-looking iron wire nets now finally revealed a ferocity like evil ghosts. Under the blow of interlocking firepower, the Beiyang troops who began to flee in all directions were completely trapped by the wire nets. Some people were squeezed onto the wire nets by their companions and immediately began to struggle forcefully, but the struggling had no effect; those unlucky soldiers were hung entirely on the wire nets.

Jin Yunpeng had seen a small section of wire net presented by the Sixth Army. On that thick iron wire, sharp, pointed iron barbs "bloomed" like flowers. He did not know how those iron barbs, hard enough that they could not be easily bent, were firmly wrapped around the three strands of iron wire acting as a support. Anyway, however one looked at it, it was a combination bound together, yet it was impossible to make the clumps of iron barbs wrapped on the wire slide. Seeing the Beiyang troops twisting while hung on the wire nets, Jin Yunpeng recalled the appearance of those iron barbs. He felt his teeth aching, and waves of cold air rising from his back. Relying solely on imagination, he could feel that intense pain.

Under such fierce, multiple blows, the Beiyang Army could no longer maintain its offensive. Not knowing where it started, they attempted to flee. Aside from the unfortunates who had been forcibly squeezed onto the wire nets by their own side and hung there, the escape route for the survivors was still those gaps in the iron nets. The People's Party's firepower chased the route the Beiyang Army was forced to take, firing fiercely. Layers of corpses piled up on this road. Only those Beiyang troops who were scared senseless and began to flee along the channel in the middle of the wire nets survived temporarily. But very quickly, they discovered that between the two rows of wire nets, there were also obstacles cutting off the channel. Like rats that had walked into a dead end, the Beiyang troops just froze there, not knowing whether to try every means to continue advancing or to return the way they came.

The riflemen of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not give them the chance to try. Against almost stationary targets, the volley fire of the rifles displayed massive power. A pile of corpses soon piled up in front of the dead end as well.

The slaughter lasted less than twenty minutes. Except for the Beiyang troops running at the very rear who were able to run back in time, the officers and soldiers charging at the front were unable to escape with their lives from this death trap. The wire nets were full of Beiyang soldiers who were already dead or still struggling helplessly. Jin Yunpeng's mind was in chaos. In this situation, he even subconsciously estimated the number of Beiyang soldiers who fled back. In the first wave of attacks, two battalions totaling two thousand men were committed; those who could flee back numbered perhaps less than three hundred. Nearly ninety percent of the soldiers had lost their lives within twenty minutes, while the People's Party's position remained impregnable. From beginning to end, Jin Yunpeng could not even see a single People's Party soldier fully exposed in his binoculars.

Facts had proven that losing a brigade of soldiers in one day was absolutely not an absurd joke. Jin Yunpeng was nearly petrified. His rationality wanted to acknowledge this fact, but his emotions could in no way accept everything that was happening.

As if wanting to save Jin Yunpeng from this terrible state, only to then throw him into an even deeper abyss, a messenger officer ran over. He shouted in a shrill voice: "Report! Commander Jin, Jinan has fallen!"

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army used less than two days to conquer Jinan. The troops disguised to attack the Beiyang Army's Jinan strongholds succeeded with a light strike. The Beiyang Army simply never expected the People's Party main force to be able to cross the mountain range and attack directly beneath Jinan city, behind layers of checkpoints.

In the night raid, the Beiyang Army collapsed entirely. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army chased the defeated Beiyang soldiers and rapidly broke through the Jinan perimeter defense line. By the 17th, the West Group raided and occupied strongholds like Kuanglizhuang, Shuangshantou, and Changqing, pressing in on the Lashan line; the East Group captured key points like Maolingshan and Yanchishan, the barriers east of the city, and pounced straight for the outer city.

On the morning of the 17th, the West Group cut off all of the Beiyang Army's external passages. At the same time, they fiercely attacked the city wall. The defenders were caught off guard, and the outer city wall was seized by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. However, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not carry many artillery pieces, and their engineering tools were insufficient. The Jinan inner city was 8 to 12 meters high, the bottom width 10 to 11 meters, and the top width 8 to 9 meters. The Beiyang Army and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army engaged in tragic hand-to-hand combat on the city head. Relying on the desperate counterattack of the more than thirty thousand Beiyang troops inside the city, the Beiyang Army actually temporarily held the Jinan inner city wall.

By the dawn of the 18th, the People's Party intelligence system suddenly launched a fierce attack on the enemy troops in the inner city and set fires everywhere. The siege corps seized the combat opportunity, coordinating inside and outside, and mobilized the 2nd Division of the reserve 50th Army to join the West Group in combat. Finally opening a breach, all units fought bloody battles, assaulting continuously. The 73rd Regiment of the 50th Army broke into the inner city from the southeast corner of the city at 09:00 on the 18th; the 109th Regiment of the 38th Army broke in from the southwest corner of the city before dawn. The troops swarmed in and finally breached the enemy's defense line.

After the battle, the 73rd and 109th Regiments were separately awarded the honorary titles of "Jinan First Regiment" and "Jinan Second Regiment" by the Central Military Commission. Immediately, all units attacked fiercely into the depth. Fighting fiercely until the dusk of the 18th, the inner city defenders were completely annihilated, and Jinan, known as the "City of Springs," was liberated. The defending general of Jinan escaped in disguise but was captured by the militia.

Pu Guanshui had been constantly worried about the situation of the Qingdao Campaign, but the current situation was better than imagined. The two hundred thousand troops of the Beiyang Army attacked Qingdao in several columns but were completely blocked in front of Qingdao's outermost defense line. Several days of attacks resulted in not an inch of progress. Under such a situation, Pu Guanshui immediately wired the Military Commission of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, requesting to implement the next step of the strategy to encircle and annihilate the Beiyang Army.

This time, the Central Military Commission did not give clear instructions. Chen Ke only sent one sentence to Pu Guanshui: "Thus, victorious warriors win first and then go to war; defeated warriors go to war first and then seek to win." This was a sentence from *The Art of War* by Sun Tzu. The general idea is that an army capable of winning battles first positions itself in an invincible position, and then goes to engage the enemy to obtain victory. A failing army, however, launches the attack first and then attempts to seek victory during the battle.

The Shandong Military Region, as the victor's side, immediately began to study this instruction. As the winning side, the Shandong Military Region was naturally the "victorious warriors." The Beiyang side was currently the "defeated warriors"; they had launched the battle without a plan and attempted to find a chance for victory during the battle. If looking at it from the things that had already happened, this was an explanation beyond doubt. However, the fact that Chen Ke spoke this way itself implied a very subtle criticism or negation.

What exactly did Chairman Chen want to say? This was what all commanders inside the Shandong Military Region headquarters wanted to figure out.
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"Did we hastily choose the plan to annihilate the Beiyang Army attacking Qingdao because we felt we could win?" Pu Guanshui was the first to realize this, and he offered his opinion. However, this hot-headed plan had been proposed by Pu Guanshui himself, so it took quite a bit of courage to say such things.

Other reasons couldn't explain this instruction better. And thinking carefully, as for how to annihilate the Beiyang Army attacking Qingdao, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army just thought they should fight first, and judging by the current situation, the battle was favorable. This had a flavor of "defeated soldiers fighting first and then seeking victory".

"But we can't just let the Beiyang Army flee, right?" The Chief of Staff offered his opinion. "Annihilating the enemy's effective strength is our strategic guideline."

"How much combat capability can the Beiyang Army retain while fleeing? According to the previous plan, if we attack Dezhou directly and split the Beiyang forces in two, throwing them into greater chaos, wouldn't that consume their strength even more?" The Political Commissar held a different view.

Both choices had their characteristics. If the Beiyang Army were allowed to retreat on their own, given their current virtue, a slight pursuit would turn this large force into a group of stragglers by the time they retreated to Beijing, unable to reform any combat effectiveness in a short time.

Of course, the current plan to annihilate the Beiyang Army could greatly weaken their strength in a short time. After all, if this bunch of Beiyang troops were pulled up to defend a city wall, even if their combat power wasn't strong, they could still cause considerable trouble. The attack on Jinan proved this point; a group of panicked Beiyang troops could still continue to fire from the city wall.

"Regardless, let's analyze the current situation clearly and send a telegram to the Central Committee. And even if we don't go to annihilate the Beiyang Army in the east towards Qingdao, we still need to annihilate those Beiyang troops in the west. After the troops attack Jinan, they also need to rest for two days." Pu Guanshui compromised his thinking slightly.

After Pu Guanshui's telegram reached the Central Military Commission in Wuhan, Hua Xiongmao also felt this choice was rather tricky. The Northern Campaign had been smooth so far. After the Beiyang Army's strategic point of Jinan was captured, the entire strategy had entered a new phase. Although the situation of the Beiyang Army in Shandong was still unclear, they had a fortified city in front and their nest had been taken out. Collapse was just a matter of time.

The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army had experience in military training and various civil-military projects, but there was one thing they had absolutely no experience in: the POW problem. Just in the previous few battles, they had captured tens of thousands of prisoners. How to handle these prisoners was a big problem. At present, they definitely couldn't release them, but they couldn't keep them locked up forever either. If not for the Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention, the solution for prisoners would be ordinary: just don't starve them to death. How to implement the Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention in the POW issue was indeed a big problem. What made Hua Xiongmao especially headache-prone was that Chen Ke himself didn't have a definite idea on resolving the POW issue. Hua Xiongmao supported this point; not only was Chen Ke worried about absorbing prisoners into the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army, but few people in the Military Commission could accept this concept either.

Naturally, Hua Xiongmao couldn't make the decision on such a matter himself. The Shandong Military Region's opinion sparked quite a debate in the subsequent Military Commission meeting. Chen Ke did not attend. After such a large-scale war began, economic problems, or more accurately, logistical problems, became very serious. Many factory orders had problems of various sizes. As the head of the Commission for Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense, You Gou suffered unprecedented pressure. Chen Ke had to personally step in to solve these problems.

"Is Chairman Chen still not coming to the meeting?" Logistics Minister Qin Wu'an asked.

Hua Xiongmao laughed, "Aren't we opposing valuing men over women? Chairman Chen is setting an example, valuing women over men."

The comrades knew Hua Xiongmao liked to pretend to be bad, and since he had already said the bad things about Chen Ke to the limit, everyone couldn't complain anymore. Everyone could only laugh or shake their heads with a bitter smile, and let the matter drop.

"The Shandong Military Region fought well. Comrade Pu Guanshui hasn't been dazzled by victory, and his subsequent plans and reasons are sufficient. So, should we prioritize annihilation on the spot, or prioritize a final total annihilation? What is the Military Commission's opinion?"

Everyone looked at each other. Actually, how to annihilate wasn't the problem; they were going to finish off the Beiyang Army anyway. What troubled everyone wasn't this. Seeing no one speaking up voluntarily, Hua Xiongmao asked, "Comrade Lu Huitian, what do you think?"

Lu Huitian hadn't switched to military administration yet, but Hubei was the People's Party's most important industrial province, and all of Hubei's industry had shifted into the military system. As the Party Secretary of Hubei Province, Lu Huitian also had to attend the meeting.

As a cadre in charge of the Party committee, Lu Huitian naturally considered government affairs more. He said frankly, "Henan has already sent word. Detaining so many people makes them feel very strained. I don't understand military affairs, so I can't say how to fight the battles specifically. But, consuming precious resources and transport capacity on prisoners of war, I really can't accept that."

None of the attending comrades could accept it, so no one raised an objection. Lu Huitian said, "But Chairman Chen has no confidence in reforming prisoners. If he has no confidence, I have no faith either. Comrade He Zudao, you captured the most prisoners in Jiangxi back then, can you give some advice?"

Seeing the ball kicked to his feet, He Zudao didn't shirk it. "I have no way either. Prisoners and our Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army have completely different mindsets. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army isn't just a revolutionary army, it's the people's army. Everyone fights not just for themselves, but for a bright future, for the elders of their hometowns. Even if prisoners defect to us, it's purely for their own interests. I'm not optimistic anyway. Being able to do the political work for our own troops well is already an extremely difficult thing. With such a group of people coming in, I don't approve."

After these words, all Military Commission members nodded in agreement. The Chief of the General Staff couldn't help but say, "Our army itself, besides dedication, also possesses a natural status advantage. After they retire, they are also backbone elements in the localities. A considerable portion will be directly recruited into the cities, becoming new urban residents. If a group of prisoners joins such an army with outstanding status and obtains the identity that only the people's army can possess, I don't support it either. Most importantly, if we recruit these prisoners, we must treat them equally; we can't have any discrimination. This is too hard. These people aren't Comrade Pu Guanshui. Comrade Pu Guanshui is an early old revolutionary; he didn't choose our People's Party because he had no way out. So I cannot agree to recruit prisoners."

Hua Xiongmao nodded. Although they were actually making an issue out of prisoners during wartime, as the Minister of National Defense, Hua Xiongmao naturally couldn't accept the idea of absorbing prisoners into the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army. Especially in the current situation, defeating the Beiyang clique was almost a certainty, so they couldn't give these prisoners any chances.

The logistical pressure was huge, and the attitude towards prisoners was quite consistent. This non-military consideration couldn't help but dominate the strategic judgment. Hua Xiongmao said, "If we look at it from this angle, we support attacking Dezhou, threatening Beijing, and thoroughly disrupting the Beiyang strategy. Moreover, after our investigation, these Beiyang troops are mostly from Hebei and Shandong, and a considerable part are bandits or something. Let them scatter themselves. If the final die-hards insist on fleeing back to Beijing to be buried with Yuan Shikai, we'll fulfill their wish."

This opinion was agreed upon by all attendees. The clerk took notes, writing down this resolution, the main points of the resolution process, and the reasons clearly, preparing to hand it to Chen Ke for final review.

After finishing the northern issue, Hua Xiongmao brought up the southern issue. "The Beiyang troops in the south are fighting desperately, but to no effect. Until now, they haven't even been able to break our border. Once the northern problem is solved, we will solve the southern problem. This time we are the 'Homecoming Legion'. For those reactionary landlords and gentry, we cannot be polite at all. We must pull them up by the roots. This involves a public security war issue. When we attacked the fortified villages in Anhui back then, we did exactly this; there is no reason for tolerance in this. This point is mainly about ideological work, and collecting the crimes of those people."

This topic appeared murderous. Hua Xiongmao didn't hide it at all, telling the comrades one thing: for Zhejiang, Fujian, and Guangdong, the People's Party would conduct a bloodbath. Since that group of traditional upper-class people had already revealed their fangs in April 12th, all the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army could do was kill these guys to the last man.

"There is no problem with the strategy, the problem lies in the technique." He Zudao couldn't possibly care about killing some people, especially since the targets were those counter-revolutionaries who had slaughtered the masses. He Zudao could absolutely not have a shred of pity. "Executing these people still requires public trials and formal punishment. In terms of collecting criminal evidence on this bunch, I'm afraid it won't be that easy."

Hua Xiongmao said, "Those people from the Restoration Society definitely can't be kept. Besides, everyone in the Restoration Society has dirty hands now. The landlords who support the Beiyang clique can't be kept either. Zhejiang is easier to handle, but in Fujian and Guangdong, the intelligence we've collected is really insufficient. But what if they run away after we march in?"

"Implement a strict household registration system at the same time as land reform. Then conduct a massive manhunt. Anyone without identity papers, arrest them and screen them. Although these people can't be screened clearly in a short while, the labor camps never lack people." Logistics Minister Qin Wu'an had no doubts about this at all.

This suggestion had strong operability. Amidst a burst of laughter, this topic also ended.
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On July 28, 1915, Minister of Foreign Affairs Gu Weijun received a notification summoning him for a joint meeting with the ambassadors of Britain, France, and Japan stationed in China. Looking at the letter, Gu Weijun felt a sharp pain in his head.

Just yesterday, explosive news had finally reached Beijing. After annihilating the defending troops in Jinan, the People's Party had marched north and captured Dezhou. One didn't even need professional military knowledge; just looking at the map made it clear. Two hundred li northeast of Dezhou was Cangzhou, and continuing another two hundred li in that direction was Tianjin. From Tianjin, marching two hundred li northwest would reach the walls of Beijing.

Although he studied law, Gu Weijun wasn't ignorant of arithmetic. His father-in-law, Tang Shaoyi, brought him more accurate news: the People's Party dispatched troops on July 22, arrived in Jinan on the 24th, and conquered Dezhou in a single day on the 25th. Jinan to Dezhou was also two hundred li. Calculating at a speed of one hundred li per day, if they encountered no resistance from the Beiyang Army on the road, the People's Party would reach the walls of Beijing in just six days from Dezhou. And Tang Shaoyi didn't give Gu Weijun false information; with the Beiyang Army mobilized in force this time, the total strength remaining in Beijing and Tianjin was no more than 300,000. According to news received by Beiyang, the People's Party had as many as 300,000 troops in Shandong alone.

On July 27, the British Minister had already summoned Gu Weijun once. Gu Weijun used other business as an excuse not to meet him. This time, with the ministers of Britain, France, and Japan summoning him jointly, Gu Weijun really couldn't find a reason to refuse. Even knowing he couldn't avoid it, the final decision power lay in Yuan Shikai's hands, not his. With a heavy heart, Gu Weijun picked up his briefcase and went to the Presidential Palace to see Yuan Shikai.

After Yuan Shikai came to power, he set up his office in Zhongnanhai. At the same time, the outer wall of Baoyue Tower was demolished and it was renamed Xinhua Gate. From then on, Xinhua Gate replaced Xiyuan Gate as the main entrance to Zhongnanhai. Later, Zhongnanhai was successively used as the office for the President and Premier of the Beiyang Government, as well as Zhang Zuolin's "Commander's Palace."

Arriving at Renjutang, where the President worked, Gu Weijun saw a group of guards and doctors in white coats in the reception room. This frightened Gu Weijun badly. He happened to see Jiang Baili and hurriedly went up to grab the anxious-looking Jiang Baili, asking, "What happened?"

Seeing it was Gu Weijun, Jiang Baili whispered, "The President fainted."

"What?" Gu Weijun was terrified. The core of Beiyang was Yuan Shikai. In the current situation, if Yuan Shikai couldn't control the situation, facing the fierce offensive of the People's Party, Beiyang would immediately fall into disarray.

Just then, Yuan Shikai's angry voice was faintly heard from inside, "Who are you mourning for?! I'm fine!" As soon as the voice fell, the crowd surged slightly, then made way. Yuan Shikai was seen striding out from inside. Usually, Yuan Shikai had quite a bit of self-control, but now he came out cursing.

As a diplomat, observing expressions was the most basic thing. Gu Weijun saw that Yuan Shikai's face was pale. Although his back was still straight and his movements slightly exaggerated, looking very imposing, Yuan Shikai's hands were trembling uncontrollably slightly, and beads of sweat hung on his oily, fat face.

Gu Weijun knew Yuan Shikai had to do this, even if he was forcing himself. With so many doctors here, the news definitely couldn't be kept secret. If Yuan Shikai disappeared for a while longer, who knew what rumors would spread to.

With heartfelt respect for Yuan Shikai, Gu Weijun hurriedly went up to him, "President, I have something to report!"

Yuan Shikai looked at Gu Weijun coldly, snorted first, and then said, "Come in and talk!"

Gu Weijun hurriedly stepped forward to support Yuan Shikai's arm. Yuan Shikai initially subconsciously wanted to push Gu Weijun away directly, but just as he made the move, he changed his method. He gently pushed Gu Weijun's arm aside, then placed his hand on Gu Weijun's shoulder, "Shaochuan, you've handled your recent duties well." He said this while walking inside with Gu Weijun.

The guards at the Presidential Palace were very sharp. Seeing Yuan Shikai like this, they quickly chased away the doctors and those who came to watch the excitement.

Gu Weijun felt that the hand Yuan Shikai placed on his shoulder used a lot of force; Yuan Shikai was secretly using Gu Weijun as a crutch. He didn't dare show any sign of struggle, trying to speak as normally as possible about some matters regarding Britain, France, and Japan while coordinating with Yuan Shikai's pace to walk forward slowly. Once inside the door of the Renjutang office, Gu Weijun hurriedly supported Yuan Shikai's arm and helped him back to the President's seat.

Yuan Shikai didn't pretend to be tough anymore after such a clever performance. The temperature inside Renjutang was actually quite cool, but sweat was pouring down Yuan Shikai's forehead. Gu Weijun hurriedly took out his handkerchief and handed it to Yuan Shikai to wipe his sweat. Yuan Shikai rested for a moment before catching his breath.

"Shaochuan, what exactly did you come to say this time?" Yuan Shikai asked. He had been completely pretending to be fine just now, and actually hadn't paid much attention to what he said to Gu Weijun.

Gu Weijun knew this wasn't the time to feign anxiety. If he couldn't get Yuan Shikai's approval, he couldn't do anything himself. And if Yuan Shikai's condition deteriorated, there would be no chance for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to receive direct orders. He hurriedly explained the matter of the British, French, and Japanese ministers to Yuan Shikai in detail.

Yuan Shikai paused for a moment before asking, "So, Britain, France, and Japan went directly to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs?"

Gu Weijun was startled by this insight. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs wasn't a very important department in the Beiyang government. Gu Weijun thought that for Britain, France, and Japan to demand a meeting so forcefully, they must have already sent some official document, or at least some message, to Yuan Shikai. Unexpectedly, Britain, France, and Japan followed the procedure completely this time, only asking to summon Gu Weijun, without having any contact with Yuan Shikai. The implications of this were too great. Generally speaking, doing this indicated Britain, France, and Japan's extreme disappointment with Yuan Shikai. This wasn't a question of order; it was a naked statement in diplomatic terms.

"President, how about I don't meet them?" Gu Weijun said hurriedly.

"What are you afraid of, Shaochuan?" Yuan Shikai sneered. "I trust you. Since they want to see you, go see them. See what these bastards want to say."

"If they ask about the current situation, how should I answer?" Gu Weijun asked for instructions.

"For the current situation, just ask them what they know. We are fighting a great battle in Shandong, and the situation changes in an instant. What they know may not necessarily be correct," Yuan Shikai said.

"Yes!" Gu Weijun understood Yuan Shikai's meaning.

"Go now, save those bastards from letting their imaginations run wild!" Yuan Shikai told Gu Weijun to leave quickly.

"Yes!" Gu Weijun wanted to say a few words telling Yuan Shikai to take care of his health, but he knew saying so would definitely cause a misunderstanding with Yuan Shikai. After pondering for a moment, Gu Weijun said, "The President has recovered; I will report back immediately if there is anything."

Yuan Shikai knew Gu Weijun was indicating he absolutely wouldn't spread rumors outside about Yuan Shikai being ill. He nodded with satisfaction, "Go!"

Leaving the Presidential Palace with a heavy heart, Gu Weijun sent someone to deliver a letter to the ministers of Britain, France, and Japan, inviting them to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Sitting at his desk, Gu Weijun rubbed the center of his brows. This position of Acting Minister of Foreign Affairs caused Gu Weijun great pain. A weak country has no diplomacy, especially in these precarious times. Gu Weijun originally thought the war would last a while, but he didn't expect the war situation to change so quickly. Not long after the Shandong offensive began, it fell into a state of total failure.

The ministers of Britain, France, and Japan came extremely quickly. They were obviously together, as the three ministers returned with the person who delivered the letter to the British Minister.

Upon meeting, the three ministers shook hands with Gu Weijun with grim expressions. The one who spoke first was actually the Japanese Minister. "Mr. Gu, we heard that there have been huge changes in the war situation in Shandong. As countries supporting your side, we have not received any notification from your side. This cannot help but make us feel regret."

After asking the three ministers to sit down first, Gu Weijun replied leisurely, "Our army is fighting the People's Party. We don't know what will happen in war. Perhaps news of a victory is on its way to Beijing right now?"

The Japanese Minister wasn't fooled by these words at all. He sneered, "Mr. Gu is quite composed. But what I want to know is, you first failed to capture Qingdao, and second failed to hold Jinan. How exactly does your army intend to counterattack now?"

"This is a military secret; I really cannot comment!" Although fearful inside, Gu Weijun replied lightly.

"Mr. Gu, we all support Beiyang. We contributed money in both 'Reorganization Loans'. If your side cannot protect itself at all, we have reason to worry that there is no possibility of recovering these two loans. I wonder how Mr. Gu plans to convince us?"

Gu Weijun fell silent. This question wasn't excessive. According to the common international concept of "odious debt," if the People's Party destroyed Beiyang, they could completely choose not to repay these loans. Of course, this was based on the People's Party having the courage to take up arms against foreigners. In Gu Weijun's view, the People's Party had shown no lack of such courage so far. So the anxiety of Britain, France, and Japan had extremely realistic grounds.

"If your side does not support our Beiyang, how do you think the People's Party will view the matter of the 'Reorganization Loans'?" Gu Weijun asked. This was the inevitable deception of diplomacy, but Gu Weijun couldn't help but feel a deep sense of defeat in his heart. Gu Weijun was also a young man who looked forward to building a strong China. Now, using the reason that the People's Party would absolutely not repay odious debts to force Britain, France, and Japan to stand with Beiyang was indeed a reasonable choice tactically. But as a Chinese person, this couldn't help but deeply sting Gu Weijun's conscience. Even if he didn't want to commit treasonous acts, sometimes circumstances forced people to do things completely against their will.

"Mr. Gu, if that is the case, we will have to make our own choice!" The Japanese Minister was certainly not to be trifled with. He didn't accept Gu Weijun's threat at all, but stated his position toughly.

In the dialogue between the Japanese Minister and Gu Weijun, the British and French ministers didn't say a word, just quietly listening to the translation of the conversation between the two.

"I wonder what exactly your side means?" Gu Weijun asked.

"If your side cannot guarantee our interests, we can only rely on ourselves to protect our own interests!" The Japanese Minister said extremely clearly.

Gu Weijun looked at the three ministers before him. This time, Britain and France clearly let Japan speak out while they waited behind. Gu Weijun didn't feel relieved because Japan almost publicly stated it wanted to send troops. If it were some other Beiyang officers, they might be ecstatic. But Gu Weijun wasn't. He absolutely could not accept foreign armies stepping onto Chinese soil again as conquerors, regardless of whether these people were attacking Beiyang or the People's Party. This was Gu Weijun's bottom line.
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"The Beiyang government will solve these problems!" Gu Weijun suppressed his intense sense of shame and spoke with a stern expression.

The Japanese Minister replied coldly, "When? When the People's Party is at the city gates?"

Gu Weijun could no longer endure the Japanese Minister's aggressive pressure. He first loosened his tie, then said loudly, "Minister, China's internal affairs are not for you to interfere with. And after Rizhao, didn't Japan also withdraw its troops?"

The Japanese Minister truly hadn't expected Gu Weijun to actually bring up the Rizhao Campaign. His emotions couldn't help but become agitated. "Mr. Gu, what we are discussing now is the issue of Beiyang repaying its debts. Even if we withdrew from Rizhao, it won't be long before I have to suspect where Beiyang will be able to withdraw to!"

Gu Weijun could bear it no longer; his face flushed red and his breathing became rapid. As the Foreign Minister of a weak regime, Gu Weijun felt a deep sense of humiliation, but he still did his best to counterattack, "Even if Beiyang falls, China will not fall! You lost a division in Qingdao. If you invade China again, those invaders will also be completely wiped out just like the Kyushu Division in Qingdao."

The Japanese Minister was stunned upon hearing these almost desperate words. He had originally thought that Gu Weijun, being a young man, would yield under pressure, but he hadn't expected Gu Weijun to choose such a desperate method of counterattack. The Japanese side was all too clear about the People's Party's toughness. Japan could threaten Beiyang, but if they sent someone to threaten the People's Party, they would likely only be met with the People's Party's ridicule. Even after suffering such ridicule, Japan would still be helpless against the People's Party.

The British Minister raised a hand. "Why argue? Mr. Gu, our purpose in coming here this time is to ask how exactly Beiyang guarantees that it can determine the repayment of the 'Reorganization Loan'. For us, this is the most important thing. We have trusted Beiyang, but listening to your words, it seems you are telling us that our trust was a huge mistake."

"Then does your side wish to tell us that Britain is going to send troops to China?" At this point, Gu Weijun threw caution to the wind, although he didn't wish for Beiyang to agree to foreign military interference in China's internal affairs while he was in charge of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. However, Gu Weijun now only hoped that the foreign armies would suffer a crushing defeat when they engaged the People's Party.

"We have an obligation to protect British expatriates in China, so we hope to be able to set up defenses in Beijing," the British Minister replied extremely crisply.

"Is your side preparing to defend Beijing for us?" Gu Weijun sneered.

"If your side agrees, we can defend Tianjin," the British Minister replied tit-for-tat. "Even if we evacuate our expatriates, we also need a seaport."

"That is absolutely impossible!" Gu Weijun replied with a firm attitude.

"You cannot make the decision. I hope you can inform President Yuan Shikai of this news. We British also have our own interests!" The British Minister coldly dropped this sentence, then stood up to take his leave.

After the ministers of the three countries left the office, Gu Weijun felt as if all the strength in his body had suddenly been drained. He slumped back into his chair, unable to move even a finger. Unknown to him when it started, he suddenly realized that his face was already covered in tear stains.

Yuan Shikai did not seem too surprised by this diplomatic result. His oily, fat face had lost its luster, looking as if he had aged ten years. After listening to Gu Weijun's report, Yuan Shikai waited a long time before replying, "Shaochuan, tell the British that we Beiyang will absolutely not surrender to the People's Party! We will absolutely fight to the bloody end. As for the matter of Tianjin, if the British want to evacuate their expatriates, let them evacuate."

"President!" Gu Weijun became anxious right then. "President, this is absolutely impermissible. If we let foreign armies enter China again, how will we explain it to the outside world?"

Yuan Shikai replied calmly, "Explain to the outside world? The People's Party is about to fight their way to the the foot of Beijing's city walls; how do we explain that? Moreover, if foreign armies intervene, it will also cause trouble for the People's Party. We can't control this matter anymore."

Gu Weijun fell silent. For the first time, he discovered that he might have misjudged Yuan Shikai. This President of the Republic of China, this iron-fisted ruler of the Beiyang Army, was actually far less backbone than Gu Weijun had imagined. Especially when facing internal trouble and foreign aggression, all Yuan Shikai displayed was weakness.

"Shaochuan, you go on then," Yuan Shikai said.

Gu Weijun did not move. Accusing Yuan Shikai now was useless. Gu Weijun just looked at Yuan Shikai with expectant eyes, hoping Yuan Shikai could rescind the order. But Yuan Shikai had no intention of considering the matter further. He waved his hand, "Go, Shaochuan."

"President..." Gu Weijun's voice was as dry as sandpaper. "I now resign from the position of Acting Minister of Foreign Affairs."

Hearing these words, Yuan Shikai's eyes narrowed, a sharp gaze shooting straight at Gu Weijun's eyes. Gu Weijun shuddered all over, but he forcefully gritted his teeth and held on. Even though he was terrified inside, he still didn't flinch in the slightest.

"Shaochuan, national affairs are in such a state, what are you still making a fuss about!" Yuan Shikai shouted. Even though his body was weak, this voice was still full of majesty.

Gu Weijun's voice trembled. In front of Yuan Shikai, Gu Weijun felt true fear, but his words still came out. "President, can Britain, France, and Japan really help us? Even if they make military preparations now, it will take at least a week for Japan to send troops. Even if Japan comes, what can they do? Can they defeat the People's Party? It will take at least half a year for Britain and France to send troops. By then, if we can hold out, we naturally will have held out. If we can't hold out, their arrival will be in vain. But once we agree to this request, we really won't be able to explain it to the outside world."

The anger on Yuan Shikai's face dissipated. The whole person looked very calm, one could even say somewhat unfathomable. Just as Gu Weijun thought Yuan Shikai had accepted his opinion to some extent, he didn't expect Yuan Shikai to suddenly pick up a stack of papers and slam them forcefully onto Gu Weijun's face. Smashed in the head by the thick stack of papers, Gu Weijun felt a wave of dizziness, and then heard Yuan Shikai cursing loudly, "What do you, a wet-behind-the-ears brat, know?! You dare to interrupt in such national affairs? Get out! If you don't want to be the Foreign Minister, then don't be it now!"

Jiang Baili was attending nearby. Seeing Yuan Shikai suddenly fly into a rage, he grabbed Gu Weijun's arm with an ashen face and dragged him outside. Gu Weijun stumbled as he was dragged out of the room by Jiang Baili. He only heard Yuan Shikai cursing loudly, "You bunch of wolf cubs! At a time like this, apart from running away on me, what else can you do!..."

Jiang Baili was of military background after all, and his hand strength was extremely great. Gu Weijun was dragged swaying from side to side. Until he was dragged out of the Presidential Palace, Jiang Baili remained silent throughout. When he let go, Jiang Baili suddenly leaned close to Gu Weijun's ear and whispered, "Shaochuan, you should leave quickly."

After speaking, Jiang Baili kicked Gu Weijun to the ground, then strode away.

Not knowing exactly what had happened, Gu Weijun walked towards the Ministry of Foreign Affairs with a dizzy head. Just as he returned to his office, he saw his father-in-law Tang Shaoyi rushing in. Seeing Gu Weijun, he said nothing and dragged Gu Weijun outside. After the two entered the carriage, the coachman immediately urged the horses to start moving.

"Shaochuan! You leave now!" There was no anger in Tang Shaoyi's voice, only anxiety.

"Father-in-law..." Gu Weijun couldn't figure out exactly what had happened.

"The People's Party has already conquered Cangzhou. I'm afraid they will attack Tianjin in these next two days. If Tianjin falls, Beijing won't be held either. You must leave Beijing immediately for me," Tang Shaoyi said.

"Ah?..." The successive setbacks Gu Weijun had received made him lose some of his judgment. He actually didn't understand this news for a moment.

"Shaochuan, not only Cangzhou. As far as I know, the Beiyang Army in Xingtai was ineffective in their attack and suffered heavy casualties. Just a short while ago, they requested reinforcements from the President, otherwise they wouldn't be able to continue fighting. Xingtai still doesn't know the news of the defeat in Shandong. If they find out, it will be huge chaos. You leave immediately."

Only then did Gu Weijun know what had happened. He hurriedly said, "Father-in-law, then what about you?"

"Me?" Tang Shaoyi smiled bitterly. "What else can I do? With the situation like this, where can I go? Shaochuan, don't go to Tianjin now either. Go south, take the land route to Jiangsu. I heard that under the People's Party's rule, it is considered peaceful. You haven't been in Beiyang for long, and the People's Party presumably won't make things difficult for you. If Jiangsu isn't safe either, just hide in Henan or other places for a while. Definitely do not go to your ancestral home in Jiangsu and Zhejiang; I'm afraid something big is going to happen there."

"I want to stay in Beijing!" Gu Weijun finally said.

"Shaochuan, don't mention that you have already offended the President. If the People's Party really attacks to the foot of Beijing city, do you think that with that bunch of soldier ruffians, what will they be capable of doing at the final moment? Even if you don't think for yourself, you must think for Baoyue!" Tang Shaoyi's voice was full of anxiety and dissatisfaction.

In 1912, after Gu Weijun received his Ph.D. in Law at Columbia University and returned to China, not long after he returned, he was introduced by his father-in-law Zhang Hengshan to go north to see Tang Shaoyi. Tang Shaoyi was serving as the Minister of Foreign Affairs at the time. With his qualifications as a Ph.D. from the United States, Gu Weijun worked as a third-secretary in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs under Tang. He was a dapper young man and frequented the entertainment venues of high officials and noble lords at the Beijing Hotel ballroom. By chance, he encountered Tang Shaoyi's daughter, Tang Baoyue. Tang Baoyue had not been abroad but had long yearned for foreign lands, so she usually wouldn't associate with anyone who wasn't an overseas student. Gu Weijun's good looks touched her heart even more. Since then, the two were inseparable. With this relationship, Gu Weijun began to rise step by step, simply like taking a helicopter. Every time he made a request, Tang Baoyue would pester Tang Shaoyi, not fearing that her old man wouldn't agree.

Far away in Shanghai, Zhang Hengshan was very happy, thinking that obtaining this ideal son-in-law proved his physiognomy skills had reached mastery. So he sent letters and telegrams for Gu Weijun to return to Shanghai to hold the wedding. Gu ignored them and did not reply. Later, Zhang Hengshan finally learned of his romantic history with Miss Tang. He was so angry his old face turned yellow, and he wrote a letter to Tang Shaoyi severely criticizing Gu Weijun and asking Tang to send Gu back to Shanghai. After Tang Shaoyi read the letter, he flew into a rage. He immediately called Gu over, reprimanded him, and ordered him to return to Shanghai immediately. Although Gu did not want to leave Beijing, he couldn't stand the condemnation of his conscience and the persuasion of friends and relatives, so he had to pack his bags and prepare to go south. The matter immediately became known to Tang's daughter. She ran crying to her father and said, "If your child cannot unite with Weijun, I will definitely shave my hair and become a nun!" She insisted that her father intervene in this matter. At that time, Tang Shaoyi had already been promoted to Premier of the State Council. He felt that he shouldn't use his power to forcibly snatch someone else's son-in-law, so he didn't agree. Miss Tang still wouldn't let it go. In order to demonstrate and threaten, she ran to the White Cloud Nunnery in the suburbs of Beijing and had someone notify her father saying: she had selected a date to shave her hair. Tang Shaoyi still paid no heed. Seeing this plan failed, the young lady came up with another plan. She returned to the city and had someone notify her father, saying that if he didn't agree to her request, she would have to go to the Bada Hutong (the old red-light district of Beijing) to do business, and moreover hang up a gold signboard saying "Current Premier's Daughter Rose". This闷棍 (heavy blow) really knocked Tang Shaoyi senseless. He immediately invited his daughter back and announced "unconditional surrender".

As a result, Tang Shaoyi used his power and indeed forced Gu Weijun's father-in-law Zhang Hengshan to break off the engagement. Gu Weijun then became Tang Shaoyi's son-in-law. Now that Tang Shaoyi mentioned Tang Baoyue, it was enough to show that Tang Shaoyi was truly anxious.

Gu Weijun understood Tang Shaoyi's thoughts, but he still felt that this idea of Tang Shaoyi's was a bit too hasty. Just at this moment, a pile of papers suddenly flew down like snowflakes outside the carriage window. The coachman was also stunned by this, and the carriage speed slowed down.

This was a main road, and there were no tall buildings on either side. Who threw these papers? Inside the carriage, Gu Weijun and Tang Shaoyi hadn't figured it out yet when they heard people outside shouting excitedly, "Papers are falling from the sky! Papers are falling from the sky!"

Tang Shaoyi saw the coachman stretching out his hand and grabbing a few papers that were still dancing in the air. He opened the front window and said, "Hand them to me!"

The coachman hurriedly handed two papers inside. Gu Weijun leaned over to Tang Shaoyi's side to look, only to see that these were leaflets, using the People's Party's standard simplified characters. He saw the large headline was "This Life of Yuan Shikai".
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Gu Weijun hadn't expected his father-in-law, Tang Shaoyi, to be so decisive. When their carriage arrived in the southern part of Beijing, Tang Baoyue was already waiting in another carriage. Seeing her father and husband arriving together, a smile finally appeared on Tang Baoyue's anxious face.

"Baoyue, you go south with Shaochuan. Don't worry about me. You two must take care of yourselves!" Tang Shaoyi said with a calm expression.

Tang Baoyue hadn't expected her father to say such a thing. She clearly felt the finality of parting in his words, as if they would never meet again. Tang Baoyue couldn't help but cry out, "Father, come with us!"

"At this point, whether I live or die, everyone knows that I, Tang Shaoyi, am the Deputy Prime Minister of the Beiyang Cabinet. Aside from staying here in Beijing, I have nowhere else to go!" Tang Shaoyi smiled miserably. "Baoyue, you and Shaochuan must escape. As long as you are alive, someone will remember your father."

Tang Baoyue hadn't expected Tang Shaoyi to speak such words of life and death. In fact, when she was pulled out of the study by the servants, she had been happily embroidering a swaddle for her baby. She was already pregnant with Gu Weijun's child.

"Father! What exactly happened?" Tang Baoyue asked anxiously.

"You and Shaochuan head south now. Shaochuan will tell you what happened." Tang Shaoyi suppressed all his emotions and spoke with the kind of cold expression only a father could have. "Your brothers have already gone south; now you are the only one left. Money has been placed in the carriage. Be careful. Go quickly!"

Gu Weijun already knew his father-in-law's plan. Although he couldn't fully understand Tang Shaoyi's intentions, Gu Weijun had no intention of resisting. As far as he knew, the danger Beiyang faced was greater than imagined. Their terrifying opponent, the People's Party, showed no hesitation and was lunging mercilessly towards Beijing.

Tang Baoyue was forcibly pulled into the carriage by Gu Weijun. Watching the carriage head south, Tang Shaoyi heaved a deep sigh of relief, finally feeling a sense of lightness in his heart. Sitting back in his own carriage, Tang Shaoyi picked up the leaflets that had fallen from the sky. Just looking at the text, he could be sure that this "The Life of Yuan Shikai" was written by Chen Ke. A few years ago, Chen Ke had written a leaflet titled "The Life of Cixi," and the result was the sudden deaths of Cixi and Guangxu. Now that such a manuscript had appeared, there was no need to consider what Chen Ke's intentions were.

The leaflet was printed on both sides, but even so, the paper wasn't enough; it required two sheets to piece together the entire article. In this article, Chen Ke explicitly informed the world, or rather the residents of Beijing, that Yuan Shikai was once a hero, but in the current situation, for his own interests and for the existence of Beiyang, Yuan Shikai would become a traitor.

This prediction was not absurd. At least in terms of what Tang Shaoyi knew, this was an existing fact. Regardless of Gu Weijun's attitude, the Beiyang government had already pinned its hopes on foreign powers. Whether it was the two "Reorganization Loans" or various other interactions, Beiyang currently would be at a complete loss without foreign support.

On this point, even if Tang Shaoyi didn't agree with the People's Party's attitude, he agreed with the words in "The Life of Yuan Shikai": "Yuan Shikai represents the interests of the propertied class. If the significance of the old democratic revolution was for the propertied class to replace imperial power as the ruling class, then Yuan Shikai has undoubtedly given everything for this propertied class, or rather to control this propertied class. Although Yuan Shikai considers himself the sole regime above the propertied class, he himself has to admit that the propertied class and the army are the foundations of his rule. This is something any ruler with the slightest sobriety can understand..."

"...If Yuan Shikai's army and the regime supported by that army fall, Yuan Shikai's Beiyang regime will fall. On this point, Yuan Shikai will absolutely not consider the interests of China or the Chinese people to be above the interests of his Beiyang regime. Compatriots, we must recognize this point. Even for our own personal interests, we must recognize this point. The order of interests in Yuan Shikai's heart is the Beiyang regime, the propertied class, and lastly, the vast working people..."

"...If the reactionary Beiyang regime of Yuan Shikai cannot be overthrown, the Chinese people will face the greatest traitor, Yuan Shikai..."

These words pointed directly to the core of Beiyang. Tang Shaoyi knew very well that Gu Weijun's refusal could not stop the general trend of Beiyang. Under Yuan Shikai's command, Beiyang was already requesting intervention from foreign governments. Although this move was recent, or rather, before this war, Yuan Shikai and the Beiyang regime were full of confidence, thinking they could annihilate the People's Party's forces, they had still privately put forward their requests to Britain, France, and Japan, hoping they could "co-construct China."

However, the current Gu Weijun had become a stumbling block to this policy, which slightly surprised Tang Shaoyi. Gu Weijun's firm attitude also surprised Beiyang. Tang Shaoyi had thought Gu Weijun would prioritize the Beiyang government's stance, but now it was proven that this idea was wrong. If it were before, Tang Shaoyi would have felt there was time to reverse his son-in-law's "incorrect stance," but now there was no time. The People's Party's marching speed exceeded Beiyang's imagination.

As the Deputy Prime Minister of the Cabinet, after learning that the People's Party had conquered Cangzhou, Tang Shaoyi knew the situation was hopeless. The reason Beiyang could be Beiyang was largely because it occupied Zhili, that is, Hebei and Shandong. It occupied Beijing, the old imperial city.

If Beiyang were driven out from these two major foundations by the People's Party—more bluntly, if Beiyang were driven out of Beijing by the People's Party—then Beiyang would be reduced to a local regime. Until now, Beiyang's status as the central government was largely determined by the fact that the Beiyang government occupied Beijing.

Driving back into Beijing, Tang Shaoyi found that the gates of the outer city had begun to be sealed. Large groups of Beiyang troops were running to set up defenses at the city gates and checking passersby. Although this move could create a tense atmosphere, it was meaningless. Such a blockade line was meaningless against the People's Party, and letting Beijing citizens know that the People's Party was about to attack the city walls had no meaning other than creating panic given the current situation.

Tang Shaoyi knew he would probably have to take charge of Beiyang's Ministry of Foreign Affairs again immediately, but apart from sorrow, he surprisingly had no other thoughts. The Qing Dynasty had only been forced to acknowledge selling out the country under the condition of defeat in war, but now Beiyang had to accept it without having been defeated externally. This greatly exceeded Tang Shaoyi's psychological tolerance.

Things developed just as Tang Shaoyi had expected. As soon as he arrived at the Cabinet, an attendant military officer from the Presidential Palace who had been waiting there immediately told Tang Shaoyi to go see Yuan Shikai.

"Shaochuan! You go meet the foreign ministers right now and demand that they support us immediately. We will agree to any conditions!" Although Yuan Shikai wanted to say these words with gravitas, his voice contained a panic that could not be hidden.

Tang Shaoyi was truly in despair. It wasn't that he didn't want to do as Yuan Shikai wished. Regardless of what Gu Weijun thought, fearing foreigners, respecting foreigners, and even relying on foreigners were not rare ideas within Beiyang. No matter how the Beiyang New Army originally shouted "Reform and Strengthen the Nation" or held nationalist stances, no one truly dared to ignore or even despise foreign power like the People's Party did.

Tang Shaoyi was not a superstitious person, but he couldn't help but fear Chen Ke. There was a precedent for this, not to mention that Chen Ke had explicitly pointed out in "The Life of Yuan Shikai" that Yuan Shikai would either die as a Chinese person or as a great traitor. The difference between the two determined Yuan Shikai's posthumous evaluation. But in Chen Ke's own prediction, he wasn't optimistic about Yuan Shikai's posthumous reputation at all. Since it wasn't optimistic for Yuan Shikai, Tang Shaoyi felt there was no way to make a final decision regarding the question Chen Ke emphasized: "Where will Yuan Shikai's accomplices go?"

Yuan Shikai saw the expression on Tang Shaoyi's face and sneered, "Shaochuan, have you already seen those notices?"

These notices were definitely dropped by the People's Party's aircraft; Yuan Shikai was clear about that. Beiyang also had its own aircraft, just that they couldn't compare to the People's Party's air force in performance. At least this basic knowledge—that leaflets falling from the sky were dropped by planes—was known. Yuan Shikai didn't have any superstitious attitude.

"President, how exactly should we speak to the powers about this matter?" Tang Shaoyi asked with a dry throat.

"I actually don't care what you all think anymore." Yuan Shikai laughed, a laugh containing a hellish gloom. "But if you are going to say anything to the foreigners, Shaochuan, tell them: whatever they want to take from the People's Party, we will give to them!"

"You mean Beiyang won't yield anything? We are just asking the Allied Powers to intervene?" Tang Shaoyi felt he had recovered quite a bit of vitality. If Yuan Shikai had proposed completely surrendering and selling out the country, Tang Shaoyi wouldn't have been able to accept it.

"Shaochuan must have read the People's Party's leaflet, right?" Yuan Shikai sneered. "If you read it, the People's Party is saying nothing more than that I, Yuan, am selling out the country. Am I, Yuan Shikai, afraid of death? I just want to maintain Beiyang. If Beiyang is gone, where does everyone plan to go?"

Tang Shaoyi dared not deny anything. If the current Beiyang didn't have Yuan Shikai, heaven knew what would happen.

"Shaochuan, go see the foreigners now. Agree to everything regardless of what happens! I can tell you beforehand, even if our Beiyang ceases to exist, I can't let the foreign devils and the People's Party have it easy!" Yuan Shikai said furiously. Just after speaking, Yuan Shikai began to cough loudly.
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Chapter 111: The End of the Beginning (19)

"Regarding Tianjin, we will encircle but not attack! Beijing must be taken as quickly as possible!" Pu Guanshui had only slept for four or five hours a day these past few days, yet he showed no signs of fatigue. On the contrary, this Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army commander, who had originated as a high-ranking officer in the Beiyang Army, was in high spirits and highly focused.

The commanders at the frontline headquarters were just like Pu Guanshui. The development of the situation had greatly exceeded their expectations. The seemingly powerful Beiyang Army had been split in two. The Beiyang Hebei Group on the left flank had once launched a massive offensive against Chai Qingguo's troops. In the Hebei plains, the Beiyang Army had piled up corpses like mountains in front of trenches, barbed wire, bunkers, and machine guns. Now they were halted between Xingtai and Handan, at a loss for what to do. The Beiyang Army on the right flank had retreated from Qingdao, with nearly 200,000 troops huddled in Weifang, unsure of their next move.

Compared to the completely panicked Beiyang Army, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had clear strategic goals and firm tactical concepts. Two reserve corps moved north from Shandong, taking over all key areas in the Shandong Military Region. The Shandong Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army set out from Dezhou and marched all the way north, pressing straight towards Tianjin via Cangzhou.

"Are we really not going to provoke the foreign devils' naval guns for the time being?" Some comrades still felt a bit regretful.

"If we provoke the foreign devils' naval guns now, we'll suffer losses," Pu Guanshui laughed. This was the consistent philosophy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army; fearing sacrifice and throwing away lives for nothing were two completely contradictory things. "The foreign devils' naval guns can't drive onto land anyway, so let's just let them show off at sea for now."

"Report! The 38th Corps has arrived at their destination west of Tianjin. They have occupied the railway and started constructing positions. The 38th Corps requests to conduct probing attacks!" A communications officer ran over to report.

All commanders instinctively looked at the map. After occupying the railway, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had already cut off the connection between Tianjin and Beijing. The war was progressing so smoothly, which also meant that many military plans hadn't been made in time. Although the Military Commission's predictions had all come true, this plan now seemed extremely risky.

"If we attack Beijing and the enemy surrounds us from behind, we'll be heavily besieged," this was the comrades' biggest worry.

"It's normal for the enemy to want to annihilate us under the walls of Beijing. But that requires them to be able to return to Beijing. I don't believe these enemy troops can withstand the pursuit of our other units while retreating. The reason we want to fight all the way to Beijing is to make them surround us. The Beiyang Army is not good at mobile warfare," Pu Guanshui had completely grasped the core of the Military Commission's plan. "To mobilize the Beiyang Army, Yuan Shikai has to give the order. To make Yuan Shikai issue an emergency order, we must fight to the walls of Beijing."

Having said this, Pu Guanshui spoke loudly: "The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army has always opposed dying in vain, but when sacrifice is truly needed, we must have such courage. Comrades have all sworn to the Party flag and the military flag to struggle for China's revolutionary cause for their entire lives! If the revolution requires our unit to be wiped out under the walls of Beijing, then we will be wiped out under the walls of Beijing. The comrades of other units will definitely be able to tread on our blood to liberate all of China!"

These words caused a silent thrum of emotion among the attending commanders. Everyone present had commanded thousands of troops and won many victories. So, even though they had long understood that dying on the battlefield was the most normal thing, suddenly adopting this mindset to go into battle after a string of victories indeed shook everyone's spirit.

"We must complete the task given by the Party!" The political commissar was the first to stand up and say.

Other comrades also stood up one after another to express their stance: fearing no sacrifice and resolutely completing the task.

Pu Guanshui said, "Then let's start the final pre-battle mobilization within the troops. Once we march on Beijing, the subsequent battles won't stop. This will be a battle that decides China's fate. Moreover, our opponents are not just the Beiyang Army, but also the foreign garrisons in China. Tell the comrades that a considerable number of these foreign garrison bastards participated in the slaughter of the Chinese people during the Boxer Rebellion!"

This statement was actually incorrect. The Boxer Rebellion was already 15 years ago. The number of soldiers and officers in the current garrisons who had participated in the Eight-Nation Alliance was very limited. But Pu Guanshui didn't care about inciting nationalist sentiments. For Pu Guanshui himself, eliminating foreign garrisons in China had always been his desire.

On July 30, 1915, the terrified Tianjin garrison received the news. The main force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army facing them had turned northwest. The Tianjin garrison didn't even need to use much brainpower to figure out that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's destination was Beijing.

Two days later, on August 1st, the Army Day of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the 50th Corps, acting as the vanguard, had already eliminated the Langfang defenders and crushed several small Beiyang units along the way. The 50th Corps' 2nd Division officially launched an attack on the Beiyang troops stationed in Tongzhou.

There were two Beiyang corps totaling 200,000 men guarding Beijing, the 1st Corps and the 2nd Corps. The unit stationed in Tongzhou was the Beiyang 2nd Corps. Corps Commander Lu Jin had never expected the People's Party to arrive so quickly. Five or six days ago, Lu Jin still thought the People's Party's troops were in Shandong. He never imagined that the People's Party would ignore the Beiyang Army in Shandong, and even dare to expose their flank to the Beiyang defenders in Tianjin, marching grandly to attack Beijing.

"Don't worry, when the 19th Corps in Tianjin attacks, we can attack from inside and outside and wipe out the People's Party!" Lu Jin cheered his subordinates on in the command headquarters.

Lu Jin's subordinates nodded repeatedly, "Commander Lu is right!"

The reason they did this was not because they supported Lu Jin's ideas so much, but simply to subconsciously express support for a victorious future amidst the confusion of suddenly entering a war.

However, reality soon discounted this support. "Report! A People's Party cavalry unit has bypassed Tongzhou and headed straight for the south of the city."

"The Cavalry Brigade must sortie immediately! We must stop them!" Lu Jin roared instantly. If this People's Party cavalry unit was allowed to bypass Tongzhou and wreak havoc under the walls of Beijing, leaving aside what threat Lu Jin's 2nd Corps would face, he could fully imagine what kind of reprimand he would receive from Yuan Shikai.

The commander of this Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army unit was Pang Zi. He had been temporarily transferred to the Shandong Military Region. Pang Zi, originally belonging to the Henan Military Region as a mobile unit, had not joined the battle order for the Xingtai positional warfare. Instead, he had been on standby in the Linqing and Nangong County areas.

As a local, it was hard to say whether the return of "Pang the Great King" Pang Zi was good or bad for local work. Even if Pang Zi wasn't exactly notorious, he was definitely not a positive figure. However, Chen Tianhua had accepted an emergency order and, as the Hebei Provincial Party Secretary, disregarded the danger to go to Nangong County to preside over the work. In these chaotic times, many old members who had once participated in the Peasant Association cried their hearts out when they saw Director Chen return. With Chen Tianhua presiding here, the area centered on Nangong County quickly calmed down.

It wasn't until the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army began attacking Dezhou that the cavalry brigade commanded by Pang Zi moved north to join the Shandong Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's sequence under the order of the Central Military Commission, in order to strengthen the mobile combat capabilities of the Shandong Military Region. Pang Zi was originally a commander from the Shandong Military Region, so the transfer didn't feel unfamiliar to him.

The purpose of this operation was simple: to engage the Beiyang cavalry units and annihilate them.

"Comrades! If you have any last words, say them now." Pang Zi was not on horseback at this moment; he stood solemnly in front of a row of soldiers.

Pang Zi and several senior commanders had expressions of solemnity and tragedy on their faces, but that row of soldiers looked resolute. This wasn't feigned resolve; these soldiers were all machine gunners. Ever since the annihilation of the Beiyang 3rd Division in Anhui, one of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's tactics against enemy cavalry had been the machine gun array.

As long as the enemy could be lured into the machine gun array, under the close-range sweeping fire of dozens or hundreds of machine guns, no cavalry unit could survive. However, whether the enemy could be lured into the machine gun array right now was a big question. Most importantly, even if they succeeded, there was no way to construct fortified machine gun positions at the moment. Enemies shot off their horses wouldn't die immediately, and facing their attacks, weak individual cover wouldn't provide much protection. Even if it wasn't a near-certain death, everyone could imagine the fate of over half the machine gunners becoming casualties.

The ranks of the soldiers on their shoulders weren't low: Second Lieutenant, Staff Sergeant, and even First Lieutenant and Captain. Such a group represented the backbone of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Every soldier was a Party member, and only such a group could stand out so firmly to undertake this dangerous task.

"Brigade Commander Pang, please let the organization rest assured. We will definitely complete the work in the best way. Besides, there are three comrades in one machine gun position; we can still deal with ten or twenty Beiyang soldiers coming at us." The leading Captain answered loudly.

Just as they were speaking, dozens of soldiers ran over from other places. Upon reaching the vicinity of the formation, they all stood at attention. Although the leading soldier was blocked, he shouted loudly: "Brigade Commander Pang, we request to return to the team, we want to participate in the mission!"

"Only Party members can participate in this mission! We've even written our Party membership applications. Brigade Commander Pang, please let us participate!" Other soldiers also shouted.

"My older brother has already participated. Fighting tigers requires brothers; we came to join the revolution. If we die, let us brothers die together!" Someone's voice already carried a sobbing tone due to agitation.

If it were before, Pang Zi would have probably scolded these comrades for messing around, but this time he felt quite gratified. The comrades participating in the machine gun array were all key personnel; Pang Zi himself couldn't accept consuming so many grassroots backbones. However, without firm conviction, facing the scene of thousands of warhorses galloping over, anyone would panic. If they opened fire prematurely due to confusion and alerted the enemy, leading the enemy to dismount and launch a ground attack, these machine gun array soldiers wouldn't survive—these two hundred people would undoubtedly die.

Only by executing the plan completely with the determination to face death was there hope for survival. Once they attacked blindly due to fear of death, they would undoubtedly die. This was the battlefield. At such a critical moment, the only ones who could be relied upon were the Party members.

"Take these comrades down and explain to them in detail what is going on. Tell them, we are not sending these comrades to die; we are letting them go because they are not afraid of death. Because in there, if even one person is afraid of death, everyone will die!" Pang Zi said loudly.

The Beiyang cavalry brigade came very quickly. Pang Zi had just finished deploying the position when he received intelligence that the enemy was less than ten li away. The establishments of these two cavalry units were similar, both having over four thousand men at full strength. Pang Zi had brought two thousand men this time, while the enemy's troops were at full strength. "Continue to advance," Pang Zi ordered.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops slowed their march, while the enemy sped up to catch up. After all, Tongzhou was the Beiyang's home field. The engagement location Pang Zi chose was a piece of flat land, quite suitable for cavalry engagement. If it weren't so, the Beiyang Army wouldn't have taken the bait.

More than half an hour later, Pang Zi received news that the Beiyang Army had split into two groups, one coming from the south and one circling to the east. It looked like they were preparing a pincer attack from two sides.

After arriving at the designated location, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cavalry unit stopped. This was a small high slope on the flat land. To the south was a large stretch of flat ground, and to the east was a large expanse of fields. No ordinary people dared to stay here now, so the entire wilderness was empty and silent.

The Beiyang Army's southern force was faster. This group also had nearly two thousand men, slightly fewer than Pang Zi's cavalry. Moreover, Pang Zi's troops occupied the small high ground, so form-wise, they were in a slightly disadvantageous position.

"Commander Sun, should we attack?" A staff officer nearby asked.

"Prepare to attack immediately!" The Beiyang cavalry commander Sun Yongsheng replied coldly. Although his expression looked serious, Sun Yongsheng wasn't that relaxed inside. He certainly knew that attacking now put them at a disadvantage, but true battles were all launched with the tacit consent of both sides. With the Beiyang Army's overall two-to-one troop advantage, if Pang Zi didn't want to fight, he could naturally slip away. Sun Yongsheng had to give Pang Zi a strong temptation, a chance to win. As long as Pang Zi could defeat Sun Yongsheng, who was at a disadvantage on the front, before the flanking Beiyang Army on the east attacked, then Pang Zi could adjust his forces and use the momentum of victory to strike the other Beiyang unit. He could very likely create a classic example of winning with fewer numbers.

However, if Pang Zi couldn't achieve this, the result would be being surrounded and annihilated by the Beiyang Army attacking from two sides. This was a gamble. Sun Yongsheng wanted to see if Pang Zi had the determination to place the bet.

Seeing that the People's Party cavalry opposite the Beiyang Army didn't move, neither side dismounted before the decisive battle. They just looked at each other from a distance of four or five hundred meters.

Sun Yongsheng ordered the flag bearer to wave the command flag, and the troops gathered into an attack formation in an orderly manner. This was Sun Yongsheng's second time truly engaging the People's Party. When he was in the Beiyang 3rd Division, he had been captured. As Chen Ke's "relative", Sun Yongsheng had also been shelved. It was only during the Beiyang's great expansion that Sun Yongsheng got an opportunity, and now he had become a Brigade Commander of the Beiyang Cavalry. If not for his entanglement with Chen Ke, Sun Yongsheng couldn't have only reached this position. One should know that officers of his rank in the past were now at least division commanders. Thinking of this, Sun Yongsheng couldn't help but frown tightly; now he had to prove himself with his own war exploits.

Sun Yongsheng closed his eyes, driving all thoughts out of his mind. The last image that had nothing to do with the battle was a woman—the image of Sun Yongsheng's wife, He Qian. Even though he had been a widower for several years, Sun Yongsheng had no intention of remarrying. He Qian's death was a psychological burden Sun Yongsheng could never overcome in his life, although Sun Yongsheng had never heard the word "psychological".

The shout that was already in his throat couldn't come out. Sun Yongsheng opened his eyes and took a deep breath. At that very moment, he saw a People's Party cavalryman on the earthen slope opposite hold a military flag high and stab it fiercely into the ground. When the cavalryman let go, the red flag was already deeply planted in the soil. A gust of wind blew, and the red flag unfurled, fluttering in the wind.

Seeing that the enemy had already shown their attitude, only the thought of battle remained in Sun Yongsheng's heart. "Charge!" He shouted loudly.

The Beiyang Army's flag bearer waved the cyan banner vigorously, and the formation opened. The Beiyang troops, dressed in cyan military uniforms, urged their mounts and charged towards the north.

Only a split second later, the cavalrymen of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also urged their warhorses down from the earthen slope, galloping down from both sides of that military flag. The cavalrymen in the front row held their carbines and fired a few shots. Soldiers in the vanguard of both sides were hit and fell from their horses. But the cavalry behind showed no sign of stopping; the sounds of falling horses and tragic cries were instantly drowned out by the thundering roar of thousands of warhorses and tens of thousands of hooves striking the ground.

Whether it was the Beiyang Army or the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, sabers were drawn from their scabbards. The commanders were followed by flag bearers, military flags fluttering violently in the wind, and saber tips pointed without exception in the direction of the enemy.

Two torrents collided in an instant.

Charging at the very front of the Beiyang cavalry was a Second Lieutenant. He extended his arm back and then swept it forward with force. The trajectory of the blade went straight for the enemy's left chest. As long as it hit, the snow-bright sharp blade would cut an absolutely fatal gash in the enemy's chest.

Opposite him, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cavalryman assumed almost the same posture. This was the standard tactic of cavalry warfare. Everyone made a living on the blade's edge, so their eyes were very sharp. The Beiyang Second Lieutenant was surprised to see his blade hit the opponent's chest first, but the blade didn't cut in at all; a layer of extremely hard material blocked the blade edge.

In that instant, the Second Lieutenant felt his vision start to rise and flip strangely. Amidst the spinning world, the Second Lieutenant saw a headless body sitting on a horse galloping away below. In a burst of confusion, the Second Lieutenant also noticed another detail. The Beiyang military sabers all flickered with the metallic gleam of having been sharpened. But as far as the Second Lieutenant could see, the People's Party's military sabers all without exception presented a dark blue color. That was an indescribably beautiful color.

Then, the Second Lieutenant's eyes closed slightly. The world turned black. His head fell to the ground.
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The End of the Beginning (20)

A pure fight to the death between two cavalry forces. The initial charge was as unstoppable as a mountain flood rushing out of a river channel or a canyon. Relying on the steel forged breastplates worn inside their uniforms, the cavalrymen of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army ignored most of the attacks from the Beiyang Army. The warriors waved their sharp military sabers—mass-produced by comrade workers in the arsenals using forging presses and treated with oxidation—and chopped the Beiyang cavalrymen within their range off their horses like cutting straw. The large formation of the Beiyang Army troops was instantly cut into several sections.

The saber manufacturing technology that instantly settled the fate of hundreds of Beiyang cavalrymen in this battle would not be considered high-tech in the 21st century. The production process was exactly the same as those kitchen knives sold online for a hundred yuan: two pieces of iron sandwiching a steel sheet in the middle, pressed to the appropriate thickness by a machine, roughly ground by an electric grinding wheel, and then surface treated. After the final grinding process, they left the factory in batches.

It is said that Japanese swords use a similar process. The body of the sword is iron with good strength and toughness, while the edge is steel with excellent toughness that can be ground to be extremely sharp. To put it bluntly, this technology is not worth mentioning, but whether one can provide high-quality materials in large quantities reflects the level of industrial capability. The sabers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were lighter and sharper than those of the Beiyang Army.

The steel armor worn by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army inside their uniforms could not be a fully cast and forged half-body armor either; the breastplate was made of leather and steel plates. Agricultural breeding capacity also determined military equipment capabilities.

Since they could not win in the group charge, the Beiyang Army's cavalry formation collapsed like sand. The large cavalry formation of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army continued to charge forward for a distance, then began to curl back along a curved route. Like drawing an elegant arc on the surface of a lake, the main force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cavalry began to scatter the Beiyang Army further and surround them. Small squads separated from the main force and attacked the panicked Beiyang cavalry. If the initial group charge relied more on momentum, the ensuing battle relied more on individual valor and skill.

Sun Yongsheng only now had the chance to observe the cavalry of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Comparing physiques, they were "leaner," but their arms were obviously much thicker than those of the Beiyang soldiers, and these warriors were clearly younger. Sun Yongsheng noticed a young man with rather fair skin wielding a saber with a fluid posture that could only be described as light and agile. With every slash, a Beiyang cavalryman was chopped down. Two Beiyang cavalrymen had been forced into a desperate situation; they simply spurred their horses and rushed straight at this young man with sharp saber skills. Two sabers, one in front and one behind, slashed towards the throat of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army young cavalryman from the left and right.

To Sun Yongsheng's great surprise, that young man showed no fear at all. He raised his left arm, forcibly blocking the attack coming from the left, while the saber in his right hand swept out. The saber of the Beiyang soldier on the right came whistling in, only to be immediately chopped into two pieces by the Revolutionary Army's saber.

This situation went far beyond the expectations of the two Beiyang cavalrymen. The young cavalryman of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not pause in the slightest. He used the steel bracer on his left arm to push away the Beiyang soldier's weapon, while his right saber chopped left and right as fast as thunder. After he passed between the two Beiyang cavalrymen, blood sprayed from their necks, and they fell from their horses.

Horse hooves thundered. After the small squads of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cavalry chopped down the nearby Beiyang soldiers, they turned their horses and returned to the main force. The main force continued to wind forward without stopping, and unknowingly, they had already surrounded the Beiyang cavalry main force.

It didn't take too long for the galloping of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army main cavalry force to gradually stop. The small groups of Beiyang soldiers who had been cut off and surrounded were either chopped off their horses or obediently raised their hands to surrender. The remaining large group of Beiyang cavalry centered on Sun Yongsheng had completely become turtles in a jar. The surrounded Beiyang soldiers saw the warriors of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army sheathe their sabers and take the carbines from their backs. Black muzzles pointed at the Beiyang cavalrymen.

"Beiyang brothers, you have done your best. Surrender now. We, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, treat captives well!" someone shouted.

The Beiyang soldiers holding sabers looked at each other in blank dismay. The number of men still on horseback had dropped from nearly two thousand at the start to less than five hundred now. As long as the cavalry of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army fired a volley, the lives of the Beiyang cavalrymen would end right here. The vast majority of Beiyang soldiers had already lowered the sabers in their hands; even the diehards dared not initiate an attack.

Just then, the unique roar of galloping horses came from the east. Joy appeared on the faces of the Beiyang soldiers; it seemed the other route of Beiyang troops attacking from the flank had arrived nearby. However, this look of great joy immediately vanished cleanly. If the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army prepared to meet the enemy, how would they deal with themselves? They would definitely kill them all first to prevent future trouble as much as possible. Those who had just lowered their sabers nervously, or even desperately, gripped their hilts again and raised their weapons.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army made no move; they just waited quietly right there. Amidst the sound of increasingly approaching horse hooves, the sound of dense light machine gun fire suddenly rang out. That feeling of ten thousand horses galloping instantly changed its tune. As if waiting for this turn of events, the few hundred Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cavalrymen who had remained on the hilltop spurred their mounts and galloped towards the east.

Although the sound of gunshots was very different from heavy machine guns, Sun Yongsheng still understood what had happened from the continuous firing. Years ago, he had escaped with his life from a machine gun position. Those dense bullets, like a rainstorm, like flying locusts, were a nightmare Sun Yongsheng would never forget. He never expected that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could set up this kind of death trap in such a short time. He expected even less that the Beiyang Army would so foolishly rush into the death trap. Indescribable regret and the immense pain brought by regret completely swallowed Sun Yongsheng.

Time passed second by second. The anxious Beiyang soldiers did not know how long had passed. It seemed like years, yet also like an instant. When the crisp, continuous sounds in the distance, dense as popping beans, finally subsided, not long after, a team of cavalry came galloping over. They shouted: "We have completely crushed the enemy in the east! We are victorious!"

The encirclement formation of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army only stirred slightly; every warrior's muzzle was still pointed at the surrounded Beiyang troops. The person who had shouted earlier continued to shout: "Brothers of the Beiyang Army, you have no reinforcements left. Surrender now! We treat captives well!"

The Beiyang soldiers knew this wasn't a lie. They lowered their arms one after another, and the weapons in their hands pointed at the ground again.

In a surge of immense despair, a self-destructive impulse boiled in Sun Yongsheng's chest. He shouted with all his might: "Brothers, let's fight it out with the People's Party!"

Completely contrary to usual times when one call would get a hundred responses, this time no one in the Beiyang Army responded to Sun Yongsheng's shout. The battlefield was already covered with corpses. The groans of soldiers who were heavily wounded but not dead, and the neighing of horses, had been constantly entering the ears of the Beiyang cavalrymen since they were surrounded. Since they couldn't beat the People's Party across from them on their own, and the reinforcements were also completely wiped out, defeat was already set in stone. No one was willing to lose their lives for this meaningless bloody nature.

Seeing no one respond to him, Sun Yongsheng's arrogance quickly disappeared. As a survivor of a narrow escape, as a person saved from the line of death by the doctors of the People's Party, Sun Yongsheng understood that as long as he laid down his weapons, there was a way to live.

The standoff continued; the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was not idle either. Machine gun and mortar positions began to be set up. The cavalry began to retreat team by team. Now there was no need to engage in melee combat anymore. Automatic weapons alone could eventually finish off all the Beiyang soldiers.

"Commander Sun, let's surrender, shall we? The lives of so many brothers are all in your single thought!" a nearby officer couldn't help but advise in a low voice, his voice containing not just fear, but even a sobbing tone. Even seeing the light machine guns of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army for the first time, they knew these weapons were much fiercer than rifles.

Sun Yongsheng actually wanted to agree to this request from his subordinate, but he just couldn't open his mouth to speak of surrender. Being captured last time, Sun Yongsheng could say it was poor command by Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui. In the current situation, the highest commander of the Beiyang Army was Sun Yongsheng himself.

The machine gun and artillery positions had been set up by this time. Pang Zi drew his military saber and ordered someone to shout again. "Beiyang brothers, we admire your backbone. But at this point, why should everyone throw away their lives in vain? We say it one more time: the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army treats captives well. You don't need to worry about being mistreated. Look at your Brigade Commander Sun Yongsheng; he was once a captive of our People's Party. Isn't he perfectly fine now?"

After the last speech was shouted, Pang Zi looked at his watch. He whispered to the comrade beside him, "Wait another ten minutes. After ten minutes, no need to speak anymore, just wipe them out!"

The distance between the positions was extremely limited. In the blink of an eye, the message was conveyed to every machine gun position and artillery position. The cavalry of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army continued to withdraw. After the machine gun strafing and shelling ended, the cavalry would wipe out the Beiyang Army with a final charge.

Everyone was a soldier and naturally wouldn't misunderstand such murderous actions. Pang Zi only waited eight minutes before seeing a Beiyang soldier ride forward, shouting as he ran: "Commander, don't shoot! I surrender."

With someone taking the lead, a large group of Beiyang soldiers who didn't want to die immediately followed behind. These people were surrendering sincerely; none of them dared to speed up their horses. Although Pang Zi wasn't too sure in his heart, the speed of these horses was far from reaching the level where Pang Zi would order strafing.

Cavalrymen went up to make the Beiyang soldiers dismount and disarm. Not long after, only Sun Yongsheng and a very few others remained in the very center of the encirclement. Sun Yongsheng was Chen Ke's relative after all; if he had been killed in battle, that would be one thing. Under the current circumstances, it was really hard for Pang Zi to give the order to send Sun Yongsheng to be buried with Beiyang. Finally, a squad of warriors went up. The comrades pointed their guns at Sun Yongsheng and the others, whose faces were ashen, and disarmed them.

Having resolved the Beiyang Army cavalry, Pang Zi ordered the main force to transport the wounded and escort the captives and gathered horses back to camp. He himself took a reconnaissance company and continued north. The battlefield was less than twenty *li* from the southern city wall of Beijing. It took only half an hour or so for the group to arrive outside the city.

Arriving at the foot of Beijing city as a military commander was the third time for Pang Zi. A few years ago, he led "bandits" to bloodbath the Manchu Qing forces in Beijing; at that time, the Beiyang "friendly forces" were the current masters of Beijing. Even earlier, fifteen years ago, Pang Zi, as a member of the Boxers, fought a bloody battle with foreigners in Beijing. This great city gave Pang Zi the most memories of blood and fire warfare. And this time, Pang Zi was going to bring more bloodshed and sacrifice to Beijing.

In his binoculars, Pang Zi clearly saw that his group had brought quite a shock to the defenders on top of the Beijing city wall. Many people were running, and panic was constantly spreading on the city wall.

"Run around the city wall for a while, and fly the captured Beiyang Army military flags too!" Pang Zi ordered.

The cavalry began to gallop outside the city. The red military flags of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and the blue military flags of the Beiyang Army presented a considerable visual contrast. After running for a while, the city gate opened, and a team of Beiyang troops chased out. Pang Zi ordered the Beiyang Army military flags to be planted in the ground, and led the comrades to begin retreating.

The news that a Beiyang cavalry brigade had been completely wiped out outside Beijing soon reached the Ministry of the Army. This news was immediately subjected to a strict blockade. It wasn't just the news that was blockaded; Beijing was under comprehensive military control. All troops went to the front line, and even more Beiyang soldiers went up onto the city walls, which were already guarded extremely strictly.

Beijing was a big city. Just deploying defenses on the city walls required a force of over fifty thousand men. Adding the defenses at other vital locations, using all ten thousand men of the First Army was still slightly insufficient. Someone suggested transferring the Second Army back to defend as well, but Wang Shizhen immediately refused. The principle of mutual support (horns arrangement) was a basic tenet of city defense. If everyone was blocked inside the city, Beijing would become a dead place.

The Beiyang Army was deploying defenses, and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was not idle at all. Troops sortied towards vital areas around Beijing. Since they had resolved the Second Army's cavalry, the cavalry of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army turned out in full force. Cutting telephone lines. Cutting railways.

The 38th Army and 50th Army had arrived by this time. While pinning down the Second Army outside the city, various units began to capture vital areas outside Beijing.

On August 2nd, Xiangshan, the Canal, and other places were quickly occupied by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. On August 3rd, a simple airfield was quickly paved, and the Air Force transferred to outside Beijing. The first to suffer was the Second Army in Tongzhou. The Air Force's incendiary bombs ignited the Second Army's barracks. Because they had never seen it before, and even less expected that arson could be committed from the sky downwards, the Beiyang Army's Second Army barracks quickly fell into flames. The fire even detonated a munitions depot of the Second Army; the violent explosion formed a mushroom cloud dozens of meters high. From the top of the Beijing city wall, one could clearly feel the violent shaking and even more clearly see that terrible thick cloud.

While the Beiyang Army was panic-stricken, Pu Guanshui, who also felt surprised, immediately organized troops to launch an attack. Starting from noon on August 3rd, by August 4th, the main force of the Beiyang Second Army, including the army headquarters, was completely wiped out. Under panic-stricken conditions, the remnants used flesh and blood to wade open the minefields and fled back into Beijing city.

During the fierce battle, the Beiyang troops inside the city actually tried to leave the city to rescue them. As a result, they suffered heavy casualties in front of the bounding mines heavily deployed in the minefields and had to turtle back into the city. By August 5th, except for the Jundu Path in Changping which was still under Beiyang Army control, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had completely blockaded Beijing city relying on minefields and trenches.

According to the latest intelligence brought by the Air Force, by the night of August 4th, the Beiyang Army in Shandong and southern Hebei had still failed to make any decision, and the main forces were still in a dilemma. This was naturally good news. As long as the Beiyang troops did not frantically return to rescue regardless of everything, the 44th Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army [had already defeated?] Beiyang and took over the defense of Tianjin from the 38th Army. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had at least five days to freely attack Beijing.

Pu Guanshui naturally knew that Chen Ke was no wizard, nor did he know magic. But when facing Beijing, Pu Guanshui really hoped that Chen Ke really had some magic. Ever since *The Life of Yuan Shikai* was dropped into Beijing, Pu Guanshui had been looking forward to Yuan Shikai returning to heaven (dying) sooner. As long as this core figure of Beijing died now, Beijing city would be much easier to fight. Thoughts were thoughts; Pu Guanshui still continued to prepare for the siege battle without hesitation.

Inside Beijing city, there were no signs of panic now. After strict military control was implemented, anyone without a travel pass was forbidden to go out. Heads of unlucky bastards who violated military control were hung on street corners everywhere. The lively and crowded roads were now much more convenient for passage. However, Zheng Wenjie did not think this brief "good order" could prove Beiyang's strength. Seeing those heads at the street intersections, Zheng Wenjie felt a heavy pressure.

Zheng Wenjie had thought that the atmosphere before annihilation should be one of righteous indignation, or at least tragic heroism. But everything before his eyes only made Zheng Wenjie feel a death-like depression. As an official of the Ministry of the Army's Intelligence Department, almost all news had to pass through him. Less than a month ago, when Beiyang made the decision to fight to the death, the war situation was definitely not optimistic. Even so, the extent of the losses back then was still within Zheng Wenjie's tolerance. Even if tens of thousands of casualties occurred in battle, compared to the million-strong Beiyang multitude, it counted as nothing at all. On paper, it was just one percent.

When the million-strong Beiyang Army went south, the feeling in Zheng Wenjie's heart was not panic or fear. On the contrary, he even felt a kind of pride in being part of the Beiyang Army. Even though he had become a traitor, Zheng Wenjie did not have the ability to participate in formulating military plans to harm the Beiyang Army. All combat deployments and military arrangements—the Beiyang Army's goal was without exception to pursue victory. Unleashing a troop advantage several times that of the People's Party to fiercely attack military targets in Hebei and Shandong was by no means a reckless plan.

Just as the Beiyang Army was striving to pursue victory, the news flooding in was without exception that the Beiyang Army had suffered serious defeats. From one defeat to another even greater defeat. From defeats hundreds of *li* away to the current defeat at the foot of Beijing city. Now intelligence was completely interrupted. The latest rumor inside the Ministry of the Army was that the People's Party had powerful forces and had completely annihilated the Beiyang Army in Hebei and Shandong. Because he was a traitor, Zheng Wenjie actually had more news. Based on what he understood and deduced, the Beiyang Army in Shandong and Hebei should not have been annihilated.

At this moment, even if he said so, his colleagues would only think Zheng Wenjie was desperately clutching at straws. This actually made Zheng Wenjie feel much more relaxed. He spread "news favorable to Beiyang" everywhere, which served as an excellent cover for Zheng Wenjie's identity. After all, at this point, no one would believe that a person like Zheng Wenjie who worked so hard to boost morale would be a traitor.

What made the Beiyang ranks most panicked right now was not the news of the Beiyang Army in Hebei and Shandong; the news of Yuan Shikai falling ill made the Beiyang ranks feel indescribable fear at this critical juncture. They could not imagine what would happen to Beiyang if Yuan Shikai died at this time.

So the Beiyang ranks, who originally tried to collect *The Life of Yuan Shikai* dropped from the air by People's Party planes with the bored mindset of onlookers, now mostly burned the documents they had obtained like driving away the god of plague. It wasn't how much they loved and respected Yuan Shikai; it was just that at this point, doing so could make them feel a bit better.
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"Brother Zheng, is there any news about the Great President?" a colleague asked in a low voice.

"The Great President has heaven's blessing, surely he is fine," Zheng Wenjie said ambiguously. Although there was a look of anxiety on his face, Zheng Wenjie felt great contempt for the colleague in front of him. This person had always only cared about making money and never cared about Yuan Shikai's life or death. Acting so anxious now was truly ridiculous.

"Heaven's blessing, yes, yes. The Great President indeed has heaven's blessing!" Zheng Wenjie's colleague nodded repeatedly.

Watching his colleague leave, Zheng Wenjie's gaze couldn't help but fall on the People's Party intelligence agent in the Ministry of Army's Intelligence Department. The agent looked as usual, silent and burying his head in work. If it were ordinary times, this would be nothing, but amidst the panic in the Ministry of Army now, this gentleman appeared quite unique. Looking at the People's Party man, and then looking at the Beiyang bunch, Zheng Wenjie couldn't help but feel dejected.

Withdrawing his thoughts, Zheng Wenjie began to organize documents. Even though Beiyang was currently turtle-shelled inside Beijing city, the paperwork and intelligence seemed to be even more than before. The various armies defending the city were unwilling to come to the Ministry of Army to be scolded, so communication relied on documents. Only at this time did they know to ask for instructions on everything; Zheng Wenjie felt exceptionally dejected.

"Liu Yong, come here for a moment!" Wang Shizhen's personal guard shouted at the door of the Intelligence Department. The People's Party intelligence agent had the common name "Liu Yong". Zheng Wenjie didn't know if this was a real name or a fake one. However, because Liu Yong had been steady in his work these days, he was quite favored by Wang Shizhen. Even knowing this little inside information, every time Wang Shizhen summoned Liu Yong to do something, Zheng Wenjie felt somewhat uncomfortable in his heart.

Liu Yong stood up and followed Wang Shizhen's personal guard into Wang Shizhen's office. From receiving the news of the Beiyang Army's crushing defeat in Shandong to now, it had only been ten days, but Wang Shizhen's originally graying hair had turned almost completely white. The wrinkles on his face looked as if they had been carved by a knife, and his originally extremely aged appearance looked ten years older.

"Liu Yong, take this hand order to the Second Army Commander Lu Jin," Wang Shizhen ordered.

Liu Yong took the document but did not leave. He asked calmly, "Duke Wang, are you not going to visit the Great President today? I heard the Great President has been in a coma for two days."

"Sigh..." Wang Shizhen sighed slightly, but this depression only lasted for a moment. Wang Shizhen immediately stared at Liu Yong alertly and asked sternly, "Who told you this?"

"I am an intelligence agent for the People's Party. This news was not obtained from Beiyang sources," Liu Yong answered straightforwardly.

At this moment, only Wang Shizhen and his personal guard were in the room. Hearing Liu Yong admit his background, the personal guard immediately drew the pistol from his waist. But Liu Yong was unmoved. He smiled and said, "Can we wait for me to finish speaking before this brother takes action?"

The personal guard was stunned. He hadn't expected Liu Yong to be so bold. Wang Shizhen, however, was not as agitated as his guard. He looked Liu Yong up and down and sneered, "Liu Yong, you really have guts."

"Let's close the door to talk," Liu Yong suggested.

Wang Shizhen's chest rose and fell slightly. If the situation hadn't reached this point, and if Liu Yong hadn't clearly stated Yuan Shikai's physical condition, Wang Shizhen would not have wanted to say a word to Liu Yong at all. But right now, what Wang Shizhen needed most was intelligence, especially intelligence on the People's Party. For Liu Yong to admit his identity, presumably the People's Party did have something to say to Wang Shizhen.

"Yu Zhu, go guard the door," Wang Shizhen ordered.

The personal guard was naturally unwilling to do so, but after Wang Shizhen ordered again, Wang Yuzhu obeyed.

Liu Yong stood steadily in front of Wang Shizhen and said, "Duke Wang, this time I am ordered to lobby you on a matter. You know, the establishment of the National Library, the National Museum, and the National Archives were all initially proposed by our People's Party Chairman Chen. What we Chinese worship is not gods, not the afterlife, but our history. The Grand Historian wrote the Records of the Grand Historian, leaving a name in history. In Wen Tianxiang's 'Song of Righteousness', it mentions 'In Qi, the Grand Historian's bamboo slips'. Qi perished over a thousand years ago. We can no longer verify the surname of that Qi Grand Historian. But not only do we know their deeds thousands of years later, but in another thousand years, another ten thousand years, as long as China still exists, their reputation and words, the history they wrote and recorded will continue to be passed down."

Wang Shizhen listened quietly. Although he was greatly surprised by these words, he had already guessed somewhat what news Liu Yong brought.

"Duke Wang, the destruction of Beiyang is close at hand. Even if we, the People's Party, win, we cannot exist for thousands of generations. This does not conform to historical laws. However, China's cultural relics and classics have the potential to be passed down for thousands and ten thousands of years. Therefore, our Chairman Chen asked me to petition you. We don't care about the gold, silver, and treasures in Beijing city. If the day comes when the city is broken, we beg Duke Wang to protect the National Library, the National Museum, the National Archives, and the Imperial Palace. We are going to transform this Imperial Palace into the Palace Museum in the future. This is China's cultural wealth. We dare not ask Duke Wang to surrender to our People's Party. But as long as Duke Wang can protect China's cultural relics and classics, Chairman Chen guarantees not to treat Duke Wang as a war criminal. Furthermore, in the future, when stone tablets are erected at the entrances of the National Library, National Museum, National Archives, and Palace Museum to introduce their history, Duke Wang's contributions will definitely be engraved on them. As long as China does not perish, Duke Wang's contributions will definitely be passed down for thousands of years."

Although he had never thought about leaving a name in history, especially in the current situation where leaving a name as a defeated general was a joke, Wang Shizhen was still shocked internally after hearing the news Liu Yong brought. As an intelligence agent, Liu Yong's role in the Ministry of Army was significant right now. The People's Party wouldn't willingly discard such an important agent. Now that they had done so, and not to persuade surrender or conduct an assassination, but for the sake of cultural relics and classics, Wang Shizhen couldn't help but feel the People's Party's sincerity.

However, once he agreed to the People's Party's conditions, Wang Shizhen would inevitably become a traitor to Beiyang. For Yuan Shikai, Wang Shizhen had gone against his heart to become a traitor to the Manchu Qing once. Once a person stepped on the path of a traitor, did they have to continue walking down it? Was this a kind of retribution? Wang Shizhen thought painfully.

Liu Yong did not push, but just waited quietly. Even though Wang Shizhen usually looked composed, the look of pain and anxiety finally appeared uncontrollably on his face. After a while, Wang Shizhen asked, "What if I don't agree?"

"If Duke Wang doesn't agree, or agrees but doesn't do it, let's not talk about the fate of the cultural relics and classics, I will definitely not survive. Chairman Chen did guarantee to me that if that happens, the outcome for the Wang family members in Niujiazhuang, Zhending, Zhili will not be too good. And among the common people at the East Gate of the city, there will also be some disturbances. More importantly, those robbing things will definitely be Beiyang soldiers. Duke Wang knows that our People's Party treats prisoners of war well. However, for those who harm the common people, our People's Party will absolutely not let them off. At that time, I'm afraid these hundred thousand Beiyang brothers won't survive. So Duke Wang, even for the sake of these Beiyang brothers, please put the country first."

Liu Yong spoke simply and directly, but Wang Shizhen's face couldn't help twitching a few times. Niujiazhuang in Zhending was Wang Shizhen's ancestral home, and outside the East Gate was once the residence of Wang Shizhen and his aunt. Chen Ke was implicitly threatening Wang Shizhen with "implicating his family". As for shooting the looting Beiyang troops, Wang Shizhen naturally knew under what name the People's Party massacred the old upper class everywhere. This tyrannical and shameless image surprisingly matched Chen Ke very well in Wang Shizhen's heart.

Wang Shizhen himself was a talent. He had long known that for those who did things, no matter what they did, whether they succeeded or failed, others' evaluations would be malicious criticism. Unlike other Beiyang generals, Wang Shizhen did not care about so-called vanity. Wang Shizhen felt that Chen Ke was also such a person. If he couldn't kill one to warn a hundred, Chen Ke's plan to protect the cultural relics and classics probably couldn't be implemented at all.

Four days ago, when Yuan Shikai learned the news of the cavalry brigade's destruction outside Beijing, he fainted from anger. He had just woken up when he learned that the Second Army was almost completely wiped out. This time, Yuan Shikai dragged his sick body and worked sleeplessly for a day. At around 4 a.m., Yuan Shikai fainted again and hadn't woken up since. Everyone up and down now linked Yuan Shikai's illness with Cixi's death back then. The generals were all trembling with fear; how could they have the mind to fight the People's Party?

Originally, with Yuan Shikai critically ill, even a bad plan would be to quickly select a successor. The problem was that no one was willing to come out now. If Yuan Shikai recovered, the temporary successor would definitely not have a good end. If Yuan Shikai died just like this, the one who took over would also not have a good end.

Beiyang was said to be a civilian government, but those who could really command were the major warlords. Xu Shichang, as the Premier of the Cabinet, was second only to Yuan Shikai in status. In fact, he had no possibility of taking power. Among the Beiyang generals, Wang Shizhen was regarded as the leader. Wang Shizhen originally didn't want the position; he continued to be an official merely out of loyalty to Yuan Shikai. He was truly annoyed by this. Especially Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui, who ignored political and military affairs all day and ran to various legations to beg foreign troops stationed in Beijing to send troops. This behavior made Wang Shizhen feel disgust and anger from the bottom of his heart.

What Liu Yong said had nothing to do with status, but Wang Shizhen saw another choice. If Yuan Shikai was gone, and Wang Shizhen could make peace with the People's Party, or at least surrender with dignity, Beijing could be saved, and the lives of the Beiyang brothers could also be saved. Wang Shizhen felt that this would be fulfilling his obligations to Yuan Shikai and his Beiyang comrades.

Thinking of this, Wang Shizhen said coldly to Liu Yong, "Go sit outside for now."

Zheng Wenjie naturally didn't know what had happened. He couldn't ask Liu Yong, nor did he want to. All questions could only be buried in his heart. It was wartime now, but the officers only took turns on duty, or rather, those who should slip away still slipped away home. If the People's Party hadn't completely blockaded Beijing, it was unknown if a significant number of officers would have slipped out of Beijing with their families.

In the afternoon, Zheng Wenjie prepared to go home for dinner. He saw Qian Dingchu, with whom he usually had a good relationship, come over and whisper, "Old Zheng, let's go drink tonight."

"Drink?" Zheng Wenjie almost cursed out loud. Was there still a mood to drink at a time like this? But on second thought, being able to drink right now wasn't bad. Zheng Wenjie asked in a low voice, "Where to drink?"

"Just follow me," Qian Dingchu answered in a low voice.

There were others going too, specifically Qian Dingchu's brother-in-law, Li Wendao. The three didn't change clothes; they just got into a car and went straight towards the Eight Great Hutongs. Naturally, drinking and visiting prostitutes were forbidden after martial law. The Eight Great Hutongs looked extremely desolate from the outside. They got off the car in a secluded place and entered a small door. After walking through twists and turns for a while, a scene of singing and dancing suddenly appeared before Zheng Wenjie's eyes. The main gates of the houses in the Eight Great Hutongs were naturally closed, and the windows were shut. But inside, they were receiving guests and operating normally. Moreover, many of those gorging themselves and playing with women inside were wearing military uniforms.

At present, Beijing's food supply was quite tight, and even many official departments didn't have good food. On the contrary, inside these Eight Great Hutongs, the aroma of wine overflowed, and meat filled the tables. Zheng Wenjie couldn't help but sigh. The people in military uniforms were gorging themselves and taking liberties with the brothel women; Zheng Wenjie and the others didn't stand out at all in there. Qian Dingchu took the other two into a private room. After closing the door, he opened the window a little for ventilation. The wine and food were already set out, but the host hadn't arrived.

After waiting for a moment, a person came in from outside, wearing an ordinary Western suit, looking surprisingly like an official. The man was over fifty, with graying hair and a demeanor that wasn't frivolous. He didn't look like someone who would come here to lead a befuddled life. Qian Dingchu hurriedly stood up to introduce him to Zheng Wenjie, "This is Lord He Ruming from the Ministry of Civil Affairs."

Zheng Wenjie was startled. He Ruming was Chen Ke's father-in-law. Although Yuan Shikai had never indicated he would do anything to He Ruming, for He Ruming to dare to be so active at this time, it definitely wasn't for something small.

He Ruming greeted and chatted with everyone politely. They didn't call for women to come in. After drinking a few cups, He Ruming said, "Gentlemen, I am preparing to do something, but it is inconvenient to travel after martial law. I would like to ask you gentlemen to do me a favor and provide some travel passes. I hope you brothers can be lenient."

Qian Dingchu had just stuffed a meatball into his mouth. Hearing He Ruming say this, he chewed and said, "Lord He, it's not that brothers won't help. If it were normal times, what travel pass couldn't we issue? It's just that the situation is like this now, this matter is indeed difficult."

He Ruming smiled and said, "Brother Qian says it's difficult, then it seems I found the right person. If you said it wasn't difficult, then you would surely be tricking me. If joints need to be greased, Brother Qian just say it. I, He Ruming, will definitely not make it difficult for Brother Qian."

Seeing He Ruming being so sensible, Qian Dingchu chewed the meatball and laughed with an ugly expression. Zheng Wenjie knew that Qian Dingchu dragging him along wasn't necessarily out of malice. Since they could eat and drink like this, bringing one of their own to mooch a meal was just mooching a meal. Not to mention there would definitely be more happiness later.

Zheng Wenjie was just wondering, what exactly was He Ruming planning to do at this time? Would he do something detrimental to Beiyang?

However, Qian Dingchu didn't seem to care about this at all. The meatball in his mouth hadn't been swallowed yet, and he used his left hand to lift the wine cup to wash the food down his throat, then picked up a piece of strip meat and started chewing. The whole person was completely immersed in enjoyment.
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Chapter 114: Collapse (2)

When he left, the sky had not yet turned completely dark. He Ruming had spent over a hundred taels of silver on food, drink, and girls, and stuffed another five hundred taels in bank notes, finally obtaining the pass he wanted. He Ruming looked down considerably on Qian Dingchu's drunken, dream-like state. On the other hand, the silent Zheng Wenjie surprised He Ruming somewhat. If it were in the past, with a guy like Zheng Wenjie around, He Ruming would never have made his request so bluntly. But that was the past; the current situation was that Beiyang had effectively collapsed.

This government, huddled in Beijing and supposedly national in scope, had now become a group of cowards who only knew how to shiver. That high-ranking Beiyang military officers could issue a pass to He Ruming in such a situation proved their attitude toward the future even more.

As a mid-level official of the Beiyang government, He Ruming should have felt grief, hesitation, and even despair before the collapse. However, he now had more important things in his heart. Ever since he was thrown into death row by the Manchu Qing government and nearly had his whole family beheaded, and then released, people coming to visit and give gifts—because of his son-in-law Chen Ke—had been, if not an endless stream, at least bringing considerable gift money. He Ruming had thoroughly seen through things; life and death were fated. The only thing he could do was to take responsibility for his loved ones.

Leaving the Eight Great Hutongs, He Ruming got into the carriage borrowed from the government and headed straight for the south of the city. Parking outside a residence, He Ruming got out openly and knocked on the door. Servants brought out large and small bags of things from the back.

The south of the city was Beijing's poor district. This residence couldn't be called luxurious, but it wasn't something the poor of the south city could afford either. When the door opened, Fourth Master Chang stuck his head out. Seeing He Ruming, Fourth Master Chang was startled. "Lord He, why have you come?" After saying this, Fourth Master Chang glanced at the troops standing guard at the street corner not far away and hurriedly invited He Ruming inside.

"Councilor Chang, have you been well recently?" He Ruming asked with a smile as he walked.

"Lord He, don't make fun of me," Fourth Master Chang laughed. Quite a few people lived in this residence, especially many children. The bags in the hands of the servants following He Ruming contained a lot of food; the smell of meat, vegetables, and steamed buns made the little guys stare at the bags, unable to move their eyes away. Some little guys couldn't help but put their fingers in their mouths. A few little guys couldn't help but cry, "Mom, I'm hungry, I want to eat."

Fourth Master Chang stopped and looked at He Ruming with a troubled expression. He Ruming smiled, "These were gifts brought for Councilor Chang originally. Fourth Master Chang, how you want to dispose of them is up to you."

"Lord He, these people are all from our carting guild. You have saved lives; the adults and children have been hungry for two days," Fourth Master Chang said excitedly.

"Then Councilor Chang, you go ahead," He Ruming smiled.

Fourth Master Chang didn't say much more. He first led He Ruming's servants to distribute the food to everyone, and then asked people to help the servants move the rice and white flour from the carriage inside and distribute it to everyone. Amidst a chorus of thousands of thanks and the laughter of children, Fourth Master Chang first let these people from his carting guild go back to their rooms to eat. Only when the courtyard was quieter did he enter his own inner room.

He Ruming had brought his own wine and food. The servants had already set it up and then retreated to guard the door. He Ruming and Fourth Master Chang sat opposite each other. After drinking a cup of wine first, He Ruming asked, "Councilor Chang's carts haven't been returned yet?"

Fourth Master Chang sighed, "Lord He, if it were before, if you came to my place, even if you whipped me, spat in my face and called me useless, I would still have to kneel and beg for your help. But in this current situation, I've accepted it. People have three years of good luck and three years of bad luck. Right now, I only hope the war ends quickly so I can start over."

He Ruming appreciated Fourth Master Chang's attitude. If it were someone else, let alone what they thought in their hearts, they at least couldn't say such spineless words. A few years ago, Fourth Master Chang started a carting guild and established a loan relationship with the bank. Fourth Master Chang dared to act, and with many connections, he built up a huge carting guild in one or two years. He also imported diesel engines from the People's Party and established a tractor brigade. This was like trading a bird gun for a cannon; he made a fortune in short- and medium-distance transport.

It was unlikely for the bank officials to come out and do business personally. Fourth Master Chang had a reputation for good character in the capital. So some people from the bank invested in Fourth Master Chang, and the business grew bigger and bigger. Fourth Master Chang wasn't stupid; in the local elections, relying on the help of these people, he got the status of a local councilor.

These good days weren't interrupted even when the People's Party withdrew from Beiyang territory and Beiyang expanded its army significantly. On the contrary, with the tractor brigade, Fourth Master Chang's business prospered. It wasn't until Yuan Kewen led the "Model Regiment" to rectify Beijing's "economic order" that Fourth Master Chang ran into bad luck.

First, the tractor brigade was "requisitioned," and then Fourth Master Chang's carting guild was forcibly closed because of "economic crimes" and hoarding. The evidence was the more than six hundred bags of flour found in Fourth Master Chang's carting guild. Fourth Master Chang ran transport; how could he not know the recent situation? These two hundred-plus bags of flour were prepared to pay wages to the people in the carting guild. How would Yuan Kewen care about any explanation? These bags of flour became ironclad evidence. If not for the status of "local councilor" and someone speaking for Fourth Master Chang behind the scenes, Fourth Master Chang would have been in jail by now.

Even suffering such a great disaster, Fourth Master Chang never blamed heaven or others, nor did he frantically look for help like a headless fly. This couldn't help but make He Ruming feel quite admiring. Of course, without such admiration, He Ruming wouldn't have sought Fourth Master Chang to do things.

After drinking two more cups of wine, He Ruming said, "Fourth Master Chang, I came this time because you know many brothers on the road. I want to ask you to help me find a few people who can climb walls and open a big gate."

If it were a few years ago, this request would certainly have surprised Fourth Master Chang greatly. Now hearing He Ruming's request, Fourth Master Chang didn't even blink an eyebrow. "Lord He, I'm afraid these people are hard to find. Many capable ones have gone to join the army. There aren't many eating this kind of rice in Beijing city anymore. Moreover, at this time, the brothers' asking price is inevitably too high."

"I don't think a high asking price is necessarily true. And those who can still eat this kind of rice now are truly capable. With capability, the price they want will definitely not be cheap. I need such people in the next two days; Fourth Master Chang can go find them." After speaking, he put a pass in front of Fourth Master Chang.

Fourth Master Chang put down his chopsticks; it seemed he was still struggling quite a bit in his heart. After a while, he said, "Lord He, I shouldn't ask what this matter is for. But I, Old Chang, have never done anything against my conscience. You looking for this kind of person at this time, I..."

He Ruming said seriously, "Fourth Master Chang, I, He Ruming, neither steal nor rob. But I have an enemy. If I don't find him now to clarify some things, I'm afraid I won't have a chance to find him after the city breaks."

These words clearly didn't move Fourth Master Chang. He Ruming simply said straightforwardly, "Fourth Master Chang, Chen Ke is my son-in-law; everyone knows that. If the People's Party can take Beijing, as long as I can help seek justice for Fourth Master Chang, I, He Ruming, will definitely do my best."

Hearing this, Fourth Master Chang knew he couldn't refuse He Ruming. Regardless of what he said with his mouth or admitted in his heart, if he could get back his carting guild, or even get back a part of his vehicles, Fourth Master Chang felt this favor had to be helped. As for what He Ruming wanted to use these people for, Fourth Master Chang didn't care at all. In such a chaotic world, Beiyang was about to finish. What was there that couldn't be done?

Putting away the pass, Fourth Master Chang said, "Lord He, if you are not busy tonight, we might as well go see two people."

Late at night two days later, He Ruming took three cars out of the main gate. After traveling for a while, He Ruming and a dozen people got out of the cars and began to walk. Relying on the Beiyang pass and the guidance of officers, they appeared at the back door of Sun Yongsheng's house. The patrolling troops had been transferred away for some reason. The surroundings of the Sun family were silent.

The two brothers introduced by Fourth Master Chang were extremely agile. They quietly flipped over the courtyard wall and gently opened the back door. He Ruming and a few others sneaked in and closed the door. Relying on the exquisite skills of these two brothers, the door latch was silently opened. He Ruming's subordinate made a gesture, suddenly turned on the flashlight, and rushed in. A moment later, the Sun family was under control.

Quilts and mattresses were hung on the windows and doors, and the lights in the room were finally lit.

Sun Yongsheng's parents, brother, nieces, and nephews, the whole family was there. He Ruming's subordinates were extremely ruthless; the adults had bloodstains on their heads and faces. Everyone was gagged, tied up, and piled on the ground. He Ruming sat by the table, looking down at the Sun family.

"Grandpa Sun, it's been a long time," He Ruming said through gritted teeth, revealing a fierce light in his eyes unknowingly.

The Sun family all knew He Ruming. Since He Ruming was released, the He family had sent people to inquire about He Qian's matter. Since then, the two families had no more dealings. The Sun family never expected that the in-laws of Sun and He would reunite in this way.

"I came this time for two things. The first thing is to tell you that I want to take my sister's ashes away. Our He family member is still our He family member; from now on, she is no longer a member of your Sun family." After He Ruming finished saying what he had wanted to say for a long time, he could no longer suppress his agitated emotions. He closed his eyes with rapid breathing, and it took a good while to calm his emotions slightly.

"The second thing, I want to ask... I want to ask clearly, how exactly did my sister die." He Ruming had said this sentence countless times in his heart through gritted teeth, but when he really said it in front of his great enemy, He Ruming's throat choked up. He wanted to understand the sequence of events more than anyone else, but he suddenly felt that he was afraid to hear the truth of the matter. After all, it was He Ruming himself who decided to marry his sister to the Sun family.

Even knowing that He Ruming absolutely didn't break in with good intentions, hearing this question, the adults of the Sun family showed fear on their faces. Their mouths were gagged, but they tried their best to shout.

"People are like bitter worms; they won't do without beating. Take these little ones and the servants out. Leave Grandpa Sun, Grandma Sun, and these two Young Master and Young Mistress of the Sun family," He Ruming ordered.

After his subordinates followed orders, two other subordinates of He Ruming pulled Sun Yongsheng's brother up, forcibly pressed his arm on the table, pulled out the iron rod at their waist, and smashed it down. Although his mouth was firmly stuffed with cloth and strangled with hemp rope, Sun Yongsheng's brother still let out a not-too-small sound under the severe pain. Several big men held him down firmly so he didn't struggle free. And Sun Yongsheng's brother's hand curled into a ball like a chicken claw, and several smashed fingers were twisted and curled up strangely.

He Ruming lowered his head with great pleasure and asked Grandpa Sun, "Grandpa Sun, do you want to continue watching, or tell me how our sister died? Your young master has plenty of bones on his body. We have this whole night; we can break these bones slowly."

Grandpa Sun's eyes almost turned blood red. The old man emitted an indescribable spirit, which made He Ruming find him more and more unsightly. He got up and kicked Grandpa Sun in the head. Under this kick, Grandpa Sun's head hit the ground heavily.

He Ruming didn't care too much. He said coldly, "My sister was definitely killed by you. Even if you don't tell the truth, you don't have to think about living. If I can't find out the reason today, I don't care. Your Sun family, young and old, will all pay for my sister's life. If you tell the truth, I will release those little ones."

Grandma Sun was still calm. Hearing He Ruming's clear words, she tried hard to make a sound. It wasn't an effort to call for help, but an effort to express something.

"Let her speak," He Ruming ordered.

The cloth ball was taken out of her mouth. Grandma Sun panted for a moment before saying with difficulty, "He Ruming, do your words just now count? Do you, do you dare to swear a poisonous oath?"

He Ruming sneered, "Now you are willing to tell the truth? Fine, heaven above, as long as the Sun family tells me the truth, if I, He Ruming, still want to kill those two children of the Sun family, I, He Ruming, will die a bad death and go to the Tongue-Plucking Hell after death."

Old Mrs. Sun didn't believe this. She gasped and said, "Who believes this? Swear on my daughter-in-law Sun Qian."

The muscles on He Ruming's face immediately stiffened. Fire seemed to spew from his eyes, and his teeth creaked. However, He Ruming still squeezed out the oath from between his teeth, "If I don't keep this oath, the Sun family's daughter-in-law, Sun-He, will not rest in peace underground!"

Old Mrs. Sun actually had no other way. Since He Ruming dared to do this, he would naturally not let the Sun family go. Now the People's Party had surrounded Beijing like an iron barrel outside the city. And Sun Yongsheng's life or death outside Beijing city was unknown. What did killing a few people inside Beijing city count for? No one would really handle this case at all. And after the fall of Beiyang, who would dare to touch the father-in-law of People's Party Chairman Chen Ke? Even if she didn't believe He Ruming's oath, Old Mrs. Sun had to make a final effort. At least the Sun family couldn't be without descendants.

After hesitating for a moment, looking at the several masked big men pointing daggers and steel knives at her, Old Mrs. Sun knew that calling for help was useless. She finally steeled her heart and began to say, "He Qian committed suicide by taking poison."

"Bullshit!" He Ruming cursed in a low voice, "My sister is a girl who stays at home. Where did she get the poison? If she really got poison, she would have poisoned you two old bastards to death!" Speaking of this, He Ruming suddenly realized that his angry words were really a slander against He Qian. He had projected his mood of wanting to kill the Sun family onto his sister. But this was not the time to explain. He Ruming stood there angrily, not knowing what to say.

Grandma Sun gave a bitter laugh, "This is fate. If He Qian really poisoned us to death, that would have been fine. Now it wouldn't bring disaster to the family. At that time, your He family became criminals sought by the court, and the whole family was thrown into prison. Moreover, the rumors outside were vivid, saying not only would your He family be executed, but even our Sun family would be implicated. But He Qian traveled thousands of *li* to Anhui and saved my son back. Hearts are made of flesh; I originally wanted my son Yongsheng to divorce He Qian, so our Sun family would have no more involvement with the He family. This would be considered settling accounts. But Yongsheng was unwilling. After he left that day, I went to persuade He Qian, begging her to have mercy and save our Sun family. This divorce letter didn't need Yongsheng to write; it was the same if we wrote it. But He Qian told me something about the People's Party being powerful. As long as the People's Party continued to win battles, the court wouldn't dare to do anything to the He family and the Sun family. Instead, if the People's Party lost the battle, the court would really take action against the He family and the Sun family. Such treasonous words..."

"Bullshit!" He Ruming scolded again this time, but his voice was not as murderous as before. These were indeed words He Qian could say. If she didn't have such insight, He Qian would definitely not dare to travel thousands of *li* alone to Anhui to save Sun Yongsheng.

Regret also appeared clearly on Grandma Sun's face, but she knew that begging at this time would probably be useless; it would only stimulate He Ruming's anger more. She continued, "I originally just wanted to persuade her to agree not to be a member of our Sun family. Hearing this at that time, I was furious. How dare a daughter-in-law speak to her mother-in-law like this? In a rage, I poured a cup of poisoned wine and placed it in front of her. At that time, I said, if she really felt she was a daughter-in-law of our Sun family, then drink this wine. Or sign the divorce letter and make a clean break with our Sun family from now on. Whether the He family can escape this calamity depends on the He family's own fortune."

"And then?" He Ruming's voice couldn't help trembling.

"I was furious at the time. After saying these things, I went out. After a while, I felt I shouldn't have done that. But Lord He, we had no choice at that time. Even if we forced He Qian to sign the divorce letter and sent her away, others would only say our Sun family was hiding He Qian. At that time, no one would think our Sun family and your He family had cleared ties. This could only let He Qian leave by herself!" Speaking of this, Old Mrs. Sun wanted to cry aggrievedly.

He Ruming said coldly, "Dare to cry, and I'll continue beating!"

Grandma Sun reacted quickly; she put away her crying tone instantly. She continued, "I sat for half the night, thinking back and forth with no solution, so I wanted to go find He Qian to talk about this matter again. I was prepared to kneel and kowtow to her, asking her to let our Sun family go. Sign the divorce letter and leave by herself. We really had no choice. But when I got there, He Qian had already drunk the wine! Boohoo..."

This time Grandma Sun really started sobbing in a low voice.

He Ruming stood there without saying a word. He knew He Qian's temperament better than anyone. Her maiden family suffered a great disaster, and her in-laws forced her like this; He Qian had no other way but to commit suicide. After all, marrying into the Sun family made her a member of the Sun family.

But He Ruming knew this was likely true, yet he didn't want to believe it at all. Thinking of this, He Ruming pointed at Old Mrs. Sun and cursed, "At this time you still make up lies to me. Do you believe I will kill your son right now?! Hmm!!"

"Master He, I didn't tell lies. I still have He Qian's suicide note here. You can look!" Old Mrs. Sun shouted hurriedly.

"Shout again and I'll kill you!" He Ruming shouted in a low voice.

Old Mrs. Sun hurriedly lowered her voice, "The suicide note is at the bottom of that cabinet over there. We have kept it all along!"

He Ruming ordered someone to open the cabinet, and sure enough, a large envelope was found under the cloth lining at the bottom. Opening it, it was indeed a stack of papers filled with writing.

He Ruming opened the largest sheet; it was a divorce letter. Below it was signed and fingerprinted. Not only were there signatures and fingerprints of the Sun family, but also He Ruming's familiar handwriting writing "Sun-He," with clear red ink fingerprints. He didn't expect He Qian to actually sign this.

Opening another letter, the header showed it was actually a letter to He Ying. He Qian's beautiful handwriting made He Ruming's eyes red. Thinking of his sister sitting alone at the table writing these things one night a few years ago, He Ruming's tears streamed down, sliding across his cheeks and hitting the letter paper.

Hurriedly wiping the tears off the letter paper with his sleeve, He Ruming's tears gushed like a spring. He bit the back of his hand hard to stop himself from crying out loud.

After a long while, He Ruming wiped the tears off his face and wanted to continue reading, but seeing the familiar handwriting clearly, He Ruming's tears blurred his eyes again. He simply put the letter into his bosom, and had Old Mrs. Sun's mouth gagged again.

He Ruming looked down at the Sun family. Finally obtaining relatively reliable news, the heavy burden in his heart was finally lifted by half, and his expression and voice became much clearer. "Surnamed Sun, I, He Ruming, might as well make it clear to you. If I let you continue to live, there will always be a thorn, a wooden stake stuck in my heart! So, I will kill everyone in your Sun family today!"

Hearing this, Old Mrs. Sun couldn't help but start struggling, trying hard to make a sound.

He Ruming laughed, "You definitely want to say I swore on my sister. But from the beginning, I said I want to take my sister He Qian back to our He family. She is no longer a member of your Sun family." Speaking of this, He Ruming unfolded the divorce letter in front of Old Mrs. Sun, "Let alone that everyone has signed this divorce letter; my sister is already not a member of your Sun family."

Putting away the divorce letter, although He Ruming's expression was not ferocious, it was as cold as a severe winter. "Surnamed Sun, it's not that I haven't thought about letting you go just now. It's just that my sister was forced to death by you; I am now completely sure of this. My son-in-law Chen Ke once said in their People's Party base area that women should be liberated and old ethics should be smashed. You knew my sister was such a smart person, such a person with backbone, that you actually couldn't do anything to her. So you used ethics to force her to death! You did this on purpose. You watched helplessly as she died! If my sister refused to submit like this, you would definitely have used other methods. My sister was such a person with backbone; she refused to be insulted by you, so she drank that cup of wine herself. Since my sister has nothing to do with your Sun family, your Sun family must pay for her life!"

After saying these words word by word, a look of joy appeared on He Ruming's face. That was the expression only one whose great revenge was avenged would have. He Ruming instructed his subordinates: "Do it, do it cleanly. Don't let them suffer."

The Sun family was wiped out, and it wasn't discovered until the third day. Neither the Beijing army nor the police station took this matter seriously. The People's Party outside Beijing city had already begun to show signs of attacking the city. Where would the Beiyang Army have time to care about such trivial matters?

More importantly, Yuan Shikai had only been lucid a few times in the past few days; most of the time was spent in delirium, convulsions, and fainting. The high-level officials knew that Yuan Shikai was about to die.
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On the morning of August 10, 1915, Wang Shizhen met with a dejected Duan Qirui outside Yuan Shikai's residence. Just looking at Duan Qirui's expression, one could guess that the efforts of Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang to beg the foreign ministers had completely failed.

Seeing Wang Shizhen, Duan Qirui stepped forward despondently and asked, "Brother, how is the President?"

"When the President woke up yesterday, Premier Xu recommended his own younger brother to treat the President's illness, but the President sternly refused," Wang Shizhen replied in a flat tone.

Duan Qirui did not have Wang Shizhen's self-restraint, and his expression became even uglier. Before Duan Qirui could flare up, Wang Shizhen continued, "I heard that within the Yuan family, some want to use Western medicine and some want to use Traditional Chinese Medicine. They have been arguing for days."

Duan Qirui had heard a bit about these two pieces of news, but he had originally thought they were hearsay. It wasn't until Wang Shizhen personally confirmed these two pieces of intelligence that Duan Qirui's face turned ashen. In these past few days, he had humbly gone to contact the foreign ministers. Before Duan Qirui could ask for help, the foreign ministers had sternly reprimanded the Beiyang government for its incompetence, and then demanded that the Beiyang Army do its utmost to first protect the safety of the Legation Quarter. When Duan Qirui finally managed to bring up the matter of asking the foreign powers for help, the ministers' faces, which were already extremely ugly, became even worse. They immediately and mercilessly rejected Duan Qirui's request.

Wang Shizhen saw Duan Qirui unable to hold back from muttering something. He vaguely heard the general idea; Duan Qirui seemed to have said the four words "a group of dragons without a head" (leaderless).

Seeing that Duan Qirui did not curse the Yuan family descendants for their uselessness, Wang Shizhen had an idea in his heart. He said to Duan Qirui, "Zhiquan, I want you to handle something."

"What instructions do you have, Brother?" Duan Qirui had always respected Wang Shizhen, especially at this time; Wang Shizhen must have important matters to entrust.

Wang Shizhen actually hesitated for a moment. Duan Qirui was no fool; some words only needed to be spoken for Duan Qirui to absolutely understand the meaning within. So Wang Shizhen had to weigh his words before saying, "Zhiquan, the city is in such chaos. I want you to send reliable troops to properly guard the National Library, the National Museum, the National Archives, and the Imperial Palace. No one is allowed to take advantage of the fire to rob. Especially the cultural relics and classics, absolutely nothing must happen to them."

Duan Qirui, just as Wang Shizhen had expected, was initially surprised by this order. Soon, Duan Qirui's brows furrowed. He looked left and right, then simply pulled Wang Shizhen into his own carriage. Determining that no one outside could hear, Duan Qirui said anxiously, "Brother, do you feel that Beijing can't be held?"

"Does Zhiquan have any method to hold Beijing?" Wang Shizhen asked back calmly.

Perhaps because he had been captured by the People's Party before, Duan Qirui was surprisingly not as agitated as Wang Shizhen had thought. "We and the People's Party have fought so many battles. Brother, you are the Minister of the Army."

Wang Shizhen sneered. He looked at the outside of Yuan Shikai's residence. "Currently guarding the outside is Yuan Kewen's Model Regiment. This kid doesn't think the President is the Beiyang's President at all; he just thinks the President is a member of his Yuan family. Premier Xu dared to let his brother be this doctor, yet the President actually didn't believe it. The Yuan family would rather quarrel loudly than decide how to treat the illness. what does this look like?"

Duan Qirui looked at those soldiers of the Model Regiment outside the Yuan residence with a gaze full of great malice. After pausing for a long while, he said viciously, "Brother, since the President is unwell, and the Yuan family won't let us escort the President away, then let's break out. Jundu Pass is in our hands. Let's take the troops to Shanxi. Xu Shuzheng is now stationed in Inner and Outer Mongolia, and Shaanxi is currently also our people. As long as we order the troops in Xingtai and Handan not to return to Beijing and go directly to Shanxi. If we occupy the Northwest, there will definitely be a time for a comeback."

Wang Shizhen looked at Duan Qirui with a hint of gratification. This was the best choice the Beiyang Army could take. This younger brother Duan Qirui was utilitarian and had a heavy desire for power, and whenever a major event occurred that he couldn't solve, he would come to trouble Wang Shizhen to think of a way, often making Wang Shizhen feel very impatient. However, in terms of military cultivation, he was indeed an outstanding figure within the Beiyang. In the days when Duan Qirui was not in the Ministry of the Army, the Ministry had also discussed the situation many times. Various plans for stubborn defense or sneak attacks emerged one after another. But there wasn't a single one who could decisively formulate a strategic transfer based on the current situation.

However, amidst this gratification, Wang Shizhen thought of another matter. Since when did Duan Qirui start formulating this plan?

"Then what does Zhiquan plan to do about the grain?" Wang Shizhen asked.

Hearing Wang Shizhen's question, Duan Qirui was overjoyed. "Brother, you come with me. Wherever you point, Brother, I will fight. With you here, Brother, the grain matter will definitely be no problem, and our Beiyang brothers will also have a backbone."

This was something Duan Qirui would say every time he encountered a major difficulty. Although Duan Qirui's intentions were extremely sincere, and he indeed did what he said, for Wang Shizhen, who always had to rack his brains to solve problems, this being trusted and having to undertake things that were fundamentally not Wang Shizhen's duty absolutely did not make him feel good.

"Zhiquan, you go. I am old. This Beijing is my burial place." Wang Shizhen replied faintly. He raised his hand to stop Duan Qirui's attempt to persuade him. "This Beijing has already reached such a state. If you take the soldiers and leave, it will be even greater chaos. Thanks to the brothers thinking highly of me, I cannot leave even more. If we cannot leave a basically orderly situation for the People's Party, heaven knows how Chen Ke will vent his anger on the brothers remaining in Beijing."

Clearly, Duan Qirui did not agree with Wang Shizhen's thinking. He said, "Brother, if Beijing is in great chaos, the People's Party will also have to spend quite a bit of time to clean up the mess. This is advantageous to us!"

"If it were another city, it would be fine. But if this Beijing is in great chaos, it won't be an ordinary mess. If the People's Party simply lets Beijing continue to be chaotic and they send troops to pursue, it won't be easy for you to handle. Conversely, if Beijing is not chaotic, for the sake of face, the People's Party will conversely not pursue. Not to mention that the legations of various countries are all in Beijing. Firstly, they fear the foreign garrisons in Beijing will take action. Secondly, they don't want the foreign ministers to look down on them. They will certainly leave a large army to garrison Beijing. It will also be easier for you to withdraw to Shanxi."

Hearing Wang Shizhen's explanation, Duan Qirui fell silent. What he wanted most was British support. If he turned Beijing into complete chaos, what impression would Duan Qirui leave on the British? If one day he could make a comeback, it would inevitably be too difficult to get British support at that time.

Thinking of this, Duan Qirui felt suddenly enlightened as usual. Wang Shizhen was always able to let the inevitably somewhat reckless Duan Qirui see the most suitable choice. "Brother, you should still come with me. Our Beiyang Army cannot lack you!"

Wang Shizhen shook his head slightly. "Zhiquan, I still say the same thing. Beijing is my burial place; I am not going anywhere. I am already 64 years old this year, with not many days left to live. Leaving these old bones in Beijing can at least protect some of the Beiyang brothers. Zhiquan, you are only 50 years old this year, still a time when you can fight. The million Beiyang brothers following you will have to rely entirely on you. Moreover, I have already started gathering grain, but this grain can at most allow the Beiyang Army to withdraw to Shanxi. I must stay in Beijing to hold down the People's Party."

Every time Duan Qirui encountered a major matter he couldn't handle, he would beg Wang Shizhen. So hearing Wang Shizhen's tone, Duan Qirui knew that this time, no matter what, he could not persuade Wang Shizhen to change his mind. Moreover, with Wang Shizhen presiding over the situation in Beijing, Duan Qirui actually really felt relieved.

After deciding his thoughts, Duan Qirui looked at Yuan Shikai's residence again, then turned back to look at Wang Shizhen. "This kind of matter, I'm afraid, still needs the President to make the decision."

Wang Shizhen replied calmly, "Fighting wars is the Ministry of the Army's responsibility. Since the President currently cannot attend to affairs, I will first shoulder this matter. If the President can recover, I will naturally explain this to the President."

Duan Qirui naturally understood that Wang Shizhen was shouldering all the responsibility. If there were no Wang Shizhen presiding over the overall situation, relying solely on Duan Qirui, he could at most pull away his own trusted aides. Now with Wang Shizhen's help, most of the armies would obey orders.

"Then who among the civil officials should we take?" Since Wang Shizhen resolutely refused to leave, Duan Qirui was the Commander-in-Chief of the Beiyang Army withdrawing west. He didn't want civil officials to ride on his head. However, if there were no civil officials to keep up appearances, Duan Qirui alone would lack sufficient rallying power.

As soon as these words fell, a carriage stopped at the entrance of the Yuan residence, and Xu Shichang got down from it. However, the people guarding the Yuan residence actually didn't let Xu Shichang in to visit. Xu Shichang negotiated with the Yuan family members at the door for a while, and finally actually returned to the carriage resentfully and left.

Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen looked at each other. The candidate for civil official was only the current Premier, Xu Shichang. However, Duan Qirui was somewhat worried. Xu Shichang possessed enormous influence in the Northeast. Xu Shichang might not necessarily disagree with retreating now, but where Xu Shichang hoped to ultimately retreat to was hard to say.

However, this issue didn't have much room for discussion. Currently, the Beijing-Zhangjiakou Railway had been cut off by the People's Party. The directions available for retreat, apart from Shanxi, offered basically no other choice.

"Then Brother, when should the withdrawal time be set?" Duan Qirui asked.

"The sooner the better. If the President passes away and we are still staying inside Beijing city, even without the People's Party outside attacking the city, our own people will probably fall into great chaos first." Speaking of this, Wang Shizhen, who had remained quite calm all along, finally couldn't help but sigh. The Beiyang was entirely kneaded together by Yuan Shikai single-handedly. No matter who took over political power, it was impossible to make the majority submit. The People's Party would not leave Beiyang time for internal rectification. This time, the People's Party had almost staked everything on a desperate rush to the walls of Beijing. It seemed like a huge risk, but they happened to seize the opportunity of Yuan Shikai falling ill.

Wang Shizhen was not superstitious, but he couldn't help but suspect: was there the will of heaven manipulating this matter in the unseen world?

Duan Qirui was an extremely decisive person. The situation had reached such a pass; if Yuan Shikai passed away, they wouldn't be able to leave even if they wanted to. Not to mention that Duan Qirui saw an opportunity, an opportunity for Duan Qirui himself to ascend as the Beiyang leader. This opportunity was almost fleeting. Needless to say, if Beiyang retreated after Yuan Shikai's death, it would be extremely difficult for Duan Qirui to want to wield the supreme command power. Only now could Duan Qirui select his own people and take away the majority of the Beiyang Army as well as the wealth that could be taken away now.

Displaying resolute and decisive methods, with Wang Shizhen's assistance, Duan Qirui consolidated the cadre officials of the Duan Qirui faction currently in Beijing city at a frantic speed. The Commander of the First Army was Duan Qirui's brother-in-law, Wu Guangxin; Duan Qirui was naturally extremely assured about the First Army.

On the morning of August 11, 1915, two divisions of the First Army, under the name of suppressing chaotic parties within the city, took over the defense of the National Treasury and the banks. Then the troops loaded up all the gold and silver that could be moved.

On the 12th, the First Army, using the People's Party's attack on the Jundu Pass in Changping as a reason, carried a large amount of equipment, ammunition, and grain to advance into Changping, and began to secretly advance towards Shanxi. The remnants of Lu Jin's Second Army and the police were ordered to take over Beijing's city defense.

At 2:00 AM on August 13, 1913 [sic - text says 1913, likely typo for 1915], Yuan Shikai woke up for the last time from his coma. At this time, even the Yuan family understood that this was Yuan Shikai's terminal lucidity. Yuan Shikai simply asked about the situation, then ordered the family members guarding him to invite all the Beiyang ministers. Surrounded by a group of pale-faced Beiyang ministers, Yuan Shikai calmly announced that the next President would be succeeded by Xu Shichang. At the same time, he ordered the Beiyang northern units to return with full force to aid Beijing, and the southern units to strive to attack the People's Party to hold down the People's Party to the maximum extent. Yuan Shikai also instructed Xu Shichang to do his utmost to facilitate the Allied Powers sending troops to strike the People's Party.

After saying these things, Yuan Shikai quickly fell into a coma. By 4:00 AM, Yuan Shikai stopped breathing in his coma.

Duan Qirui, who had already received the news, only after receiving the order that Xu Shichang succeeded as President, abandoned the plan to take Xu Shichang west with him. At 3:00 AM, he ordered the final rearguard troops of the First Army to break camp and set out for Shanxi.

Xu Shichang had not expected that Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui were actually playing such tricks behind his back. It wasn't until the afternoon of the 13th that Xu Shichang learned that Duan Qirui's main force had already left Jundu Pass and gone to Shanxi. Xu Shichang, pale with shock, immediately sent people to issue orders to Duan Qirui in the name of the "President," ordering the entire First Army to return to Beijing. He himself stormed into the Ministry of the Army like the wind to find Wang Shizhen.

Wang Shizhen calmly listened to Xu Shichang's narration mixed with shock and rage, as well as his curses, before slowly saying, "If we don't go to Shanxi, where else can we go? Even if Brother Juren gathers the northern Beiyang armies, what will everyone eat?"

Xu Shichang was stunned right then. He subconsciously pointed at Wang Shizhen, and only after a long while could he speak. "Pinqing, you knew about this! You... you knew about this all along!"

"Brother Juren, our Beiyang can only survive by doing this. Apart from this, there is no other way." Wang Shizhen answered this question coldly.

Xu Shichang had not completely sobered up from the shock. Like a broken gramophone, he stammered, "You knew about this all along! You... you knew about this all along!"

Seeing this "current President," who could perhaps be called the number two figure in Beiyang, behaving so unseemly, the final burden in Wang Shizhen's heart was finally unloaded. If Xu Shichang really took over power, Beiyang would definitely first have to face a cruel internal strife. Such internal strife would only have one result: dragging Beiyang into the abyss of complete destruction.

Wang Shizhen felt completely relaxed in his heart. Regardless of what evaluation later generations would have of Wang Shizhen, in this life he was loyal to Yuan Shikai and loyal to Beiyang. Towards these two objects of loyalty, Wang Shizhen had a completely clear conscience. Regardless of how Xu Shichang performed, Wang Shizhen stood up and strode out of the office. The things to be done next were piled up like a mountain; he didn't have time to waste this precious time with Xu Shichang.

The remnants of Lu Jin's Second Army numbered less than thirty thousand, and adding the police force, it was insufficient to strictly defend Beijing city. Although the police didn't dare say anything loudly, they invariably recalled a few years ago when horse bandits rampaged; the police force had also been sent to defend the city. Not long after that city defense, the Qing dynasty perished. The current situation was worse than that time. In the police force's whispers, there was no talk holding any illusion of victory.

At 12:00 noon on August 13, 1915, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army began to attack Beijing city. Loudspeakers shouted to the inside of Beijing city with a resonant voice, "Yuan Shikai is already dead. Beiyang brothers, lay down your weapons and surrender! The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army treats captives preferentially." The leaflets urgently used by the Air Force were all handwritten by the soldiers. The fluttering papers had contents of various sizes and styles, but the content was exactly the same: "Yuan Shikai is already dead. Beiyang brothers, lay down your weapons and surrender! The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army treats captives preferentially."

Most of the Beiyang Army were hearing this news for the first time. Although half-believing and half-doubting, they still resisted tenaciously. By around 4:00 PM, the news that the First Army in Changping had already run to Shanxi finally reached the city defense troops. The morale of the city defense troops completely collapsed. First, the police force took to their heels and ran to their homes inside Beijing city. And the soldiers whose homes were in Beijing also followed suit and deserted. The collapse of morale directly triggered a military collapse. Some ran away with these deserters in a daze. Some just stood foolishly on the battlefield in a daze.

First the South Gate, then the East Gate and North Gate; the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army basically encountered no major resistance and killed their way into Beijing city.

Important sites like the "Presidential Palace," "Premier's Palace," and "Ministry of the Army" fell one after another. And Wang Shizhen fulfilled his promise; the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army smoothly took over the defense of the National Library, the National Museum, the National Archives, and the Imperial Palace. Pu Guanshui, who had been on tenterhooks all along, let out a long sigh of relief after receiving this news. If Beijing city couldn't be taken in one day, it could be taken in two. But once these precious materials, documents, and cultural relics were destroyed, they could truly never be salvaged.

By August 14, the main force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had tightly surrounded the Dongjiaomin Lane (Legation Quarter) and the foreign garrison areas. The cannons captured from the Beiyang city defense troops were also gathered together. The dark muzzles were fully open, and all firing data was set on the coordinates of the foreign garrisons. Other troops were nervously gathering the defeated Beiyang soldiers, arresting Beiyang officials, and pacifying the Beijing populace.

The destroyed telegraph lines could not be restored in a short while. Reports were transmitted to the rear by the Air Force taking off urgently.

On August 15, the Party Central Committee in Wuhan finally received this long-awaited news.
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"Pu Guanshui is about to sit on the Dragon Court!" at the Political Bureau meeting, Hua Xiongmao said with a hint of jealousy.

"It's more accurate to say he's sitting on pins and needles," Propaganda Minister Zhang Yu added kindly.

"If you want to fight, just say so," Chen Ke didn't want Hua Xiongmao's words to spread and cause misunderstandings, so he also added a sentence.

Seeing the comrades being so considerate, Hua Xiongmao sighed deeply, "I'm just fated to be a director of a large office. If I were really asked to command a battle, I'm afraid I couldn't even handle being a brigade commander well. The battles in the future won't be too difficult anyway."

"That's not necessarily true. In the next 30 years, we will face incomparably cruel wars. The scale and situation of the wars are something comrades cannot even imagine right now." Chen Ke involuntarily played the role of a prophet again.

Even though the Political Bureau was full of comrades with at least six or seven, or even ten years of management experience, and they were all in their twenties or thirties, a very enterprising age, no one dared to question Chen Ke's prediction. This was unavoidable. When these comrades were finally forced to realize that they had entered the industrial age and began to see the real existence of industrialization with their own eyes, what they needed was not to argue with Chen Ke, but to find their own way to complete their work and understand the world. And the best way to gain this understanding and even wisdom at present was to listen to Chen Ke.

Chen Ke was now very clear that his own IQ and wisdom were nothing special. His advantage was only the environment he lived in and the education and knowledge he received, which forced him to face the fact of an industrialized China. Therefore, the only thing Chen Ke had to do was to use his greatest efforts to drag China towards the era he was familiar with. Because that was the glorious era when China had the ability to participate in world hegemony.

Of course, this meeting was not a "retreat", an extremely realistic situation was placed before the People's Party. The Beiyang First Army led by Duan Qirui fled to Shanxi, and the Beiyang government was almost wiped out. This might be called a victory, but Duan Qirui gained full freedom of action. And since the establishment of the People's Party, for the vast majority of the time, the People's Party had held the freedom of action and even the initiative.

After Chen Ke finished introducing the situation, the comrades did not speak immediately. They worked every day and often had to complete thinking at the strategic and technical levels. Even if they couldn't come up with a very good strategy, it was not difficult to understand these things.

Because she had never actually commanded a military operation, You Gou had less psychological pressure. She spoke first, "I'll speak first. Regardless of what Chairman Chen thinks, let's just discuss what we can do now. The National Defense Science and Technology Commission can complete the plan, but we can't make more guarantees on quality control. And on increasing production, we can't make any guarantees either. In the last six months or so, more than 600 people have been seriously injured or died due to accidents. Every accident affects the work progress. Most of our current strength is focused on production management and process optimization. This is the status quo of the National Defense Science and Technology Commission."

After the Industrial Production Committee member finished speaking, the Agricultural Committee member spoke next. Agricultural investment was also huge, and it involved policy issues even more. The policy of unified purchase and marketing conflicted with the masses' hope to hoard grain when prices were low and sell when prices were high in the traditional way. Therefore, the collection of public grain was not a big problem, but the national unified grain sales system encountered considerable resistance.

After the speeches of the two major departments of industry and agriculture, the government department began to speak. Conscription work had been accepted by the masses, but there was a widespread problem of maladaptation of labor force in agricultural industrialization, and the masses' concept of property rights was far behind the situation. This did not mean that the masses did not understand the difference between means of production and labor force. They were all people who worked, so it was absolutely impossible for them not to be clear about this.

However, the problem of the masses hoping to encroach on state-owned means of production was becoming prominent. No matter what it was, useful or useless, they all wanted to find a way to get it into their own homes first. Conflicts in this regard were becoming increasingly intense.

Hearing that the masses were beginning to encroach on state-owned means of production, the faces of many Political Bureau members became extremely ugly. Other Political Bureau members were already preparing to speak.

Chen Ke quickly stopped the discussion that might start. As a child from a family of state-owned enterprise employees, Chen Ke knew very well that this kind of thing was not a moral issue at all, nor was it a matter of awareness; it was a matter of human nature. From the perspective of human nature, nothing was as real as what was in one's own pocket. Chen Ke had seen too many things of taking advantage of the state since he was young. If Chen Ke had once supported "large in size and collective in nature", now he supported the concept of a regulated market. Asking people to dedicate themselves unconditionally was an unscientific attitude.

After the report on workers, peasants, and social organization issues was completed, the strategic choice aspect finally began.

He Zudao first explained his point of view, "With the current military strength, we can fight in at most two directions. If it involves marching into the Northwest, then other directions can only be put aside for now."

"But the country must be unified. If we cannot unify in a short time, there will be too many variables in the future." Hua Xiongmao's tone contained only helplessness, and there was no heroism of swallowing the world and swallowing thousands of miles like a tiger.

"Unification is a must. How long it will take to unify, who to unify first, and who to unify later. In what stage-by-stage manner unification will be carried out, this can all be discussed." Zhang Yu said, "However, since Beiyang has withdrawn from Hebei, marching into the Northeast is also imperative."

"Southeast and Northeast?" Qi Huishen asked.

"Southeast and Northeast are just skipping grades. Korea and Annam are China's strategic wings. If we want to take advantage of this European war to thoroughly restore China's strategic situation, these two places absolutely cannot be let go." Zhang Yu continued.

"Hiss!" Many Political Bureau members gasped. Such a strategic goal meant a tough battle with Japan.

Northwest, Southeast, Yunnan-Guizhou, Sichuan, Northeast, Korea, Annam. These strategic targets were listed on the blackboard one by one. You Gou raised her hand to speak as soon as she saw it: "It will take ages to discuss this. Strategic priority, implementation difficulty. We must have a basis for discussion. Who exactly do we consider our enemy?"

"The enemy is definitely imperialism. Their strength is above ours. If we can't solve them, now that the European war is fighting, things are still okay to say, but after the European war is over, they will definitely take action." Qi Huishen answered cleanly and neatly.

"Without internal support, it won't be that easy for them to fight their way in. Our army of one million is not to be trifled with." Hua Xiongmao had a different view.

These two attitudes quickly had their respective supporters. You Gou simply asked Chen Ke, "Then how does Chairman Chen view this matter?"

"I still support Comrade Qi Huishen's view more, but maybe I want to be opportunistic and make full use of the European war. Of course, our insufficient strength and lack of cadres are also big problems at present. If the solution to unification can be completed within three years, things will be easier to handle." Chen Ke replied.

"How so?" The comrades immediately became interested.

"For Yunnan and Guizhou, I want them to send people to participate in the newly convened Political Consultative Conference. If they are willing, naturally it is best. If they are not willing, we will convene it ourselves in the base area now. For Sichuan, it is best to fight in. As for the Northwest, it involves the Xinjiang issue, and I don't think we can wait too long. The urgent task is the Northeast. We don't have a navy now, so we can't attack the Japanese mainland. However, Korea cannot be left to Japan. After retaking Korea, Japan's strength will be greatly damaged. Seeing that it is powerless to support Japan, Britain can only choose again. At that time, there will be an opportunity. Moreover, other regions can cause trouble, but they can't cause us strategic trouble at all. Whether we fight early or late, we can win."

This line of thought sorted out a feasible plan, and many comrades nodded repeatedly. Qi Huishen asked: "Then how to deal with Jiangsu. Up to now, Jiangsu's attitude is still vague and unclear."

"Shanghai is a hot potato. If we don't knock out Japan's arrogance, their navy will still make waves in Shanghai. If we want other provinces to feel they have a chance to breathe, we have to set an example. Since Jiangsu's attitude is unclear, we might as well use Jiangsu as a test. If they are sensible, we might as well let them exist for a few more years. When domestic and foreign affairs are settled, the difficulty of thoroughly solving the Jiangsu problem will naturally be greatly reduced." Chen Ke replied, "This is of course a helpless move. We, the People's Party, rely on the people. Now the revolutionary situation in other provinces has not reached a certain level at all, and our influence on those provinces is also extremely limited. These all take time to operate."

"In this period of time, will the counter-revolutionaries strengthen their own system?" You Gou asked.

After saying this, many committee members laughed. That was the laughter of confidence. Everyone did not think that the efforts of the counter-revolutionaries could narrow the strength gap with the People's Party. This gap could only get bigger and bigger, not smaller and smaller.

Chen Ke replied: "Revolution and counter-revolution are a pair of contradictions. This pair of contradictions arises on the basis that the whole of China has entered the revolutionary era. We originally had no prestige or influence in the Northwest. The counter-revolutionaries building a counter-revolutionary system in the Northwest is, in a sense, also doing propaganda for us. This is telling the masses in the Northwest region that the People's Party is a powerful force. With their propaganda, it is easier for the masses to have an impression of us, and revolutionary work is easier to carry out. Not to mention that the counter-revolutionaries can only do those few tricks, excessive taxation and militarism. These policies will only stimulate more contradictions. In my opinion, their actions can only promote the rapid maturation of the revolution."

These words were a bit too vicious. Including You Gou, the comrades couldn't help but laugh out loud.

"That means we have to solve the two strategic directions of Northeast and Southeast first?" Zhang Yu was relatively calm.

"This has to be decided by everyone's vote." Chen Ke replied.

As usual, this vote ended up taking Chen Ke's intention as the party's final resolution direction. Strategic direction discussions were always relatively mild. When it came to the specific technical execution link, the murderous part of the People's Party appeared.

"None of the old literati in Jiangnan can be used. Those with blood debts will not be let off, and those without blood debts cannot hold any public office."

"I think this group of people will be more honest. However, anyone with inciting speech will be arrested immediately."

"Land is relatively scarce in Jiangnan. I think land consolidation has to start with rectifying the homes of these landlords and gentry."

"It's not a pity to kill all these people."

......

Chen Ke's hostility had faded a lot over the years, but even with rational considerations, Grandpa Mao tried to transform these old literati with great magnanimity, but it had no effect. Instead, he harvested double the hatred and hostility of the old literati. History had proven it to be a useless effort, and naturally, Chen Ke was not willing to repeat the same mistakes.

However, he raised another question, "What about the relatives of comrades in the party? I think this matter must be more public."

"This is not appropriate, right? Our party constitution has already stipulated to break off relations with families with different lines." You Gou said guiltily.

"Politically, you can break off, which is normal. You can't change blood ties, and we can't change family affection either. So we might as well clarify these issues publicly. Hiding it will only cause wild guesses. Our people's revolution must seek truth from facts. Establishing a new system and setting up a new style must also be reasonable. We People's Party members are not monsters. Being demonized by others is one thing, but we cannot demonize ourselves." Zhang Yu replied.

These words were a bit unlike Zhang Yu's usual style. You Gou couldn't help but be curious, "Did the Propaganda Department get some new talent?"

Zhang Yu wasn't angry either, "A Hunan comrade named Li Runshi joined the Propaganda Department. I know now that there are real geniuses in this world. You have to admire them even if you don't want to. This time we are definitely going to negotiate with those foreign ministers in Beijing. I want to recommend Comrade Li Runshi to join the negotiation team. He handles things with courtesy and restraint, and it is necessary to focus on cultivating him."

"Then how does this Comrade Li Runshi compare with Comrade Chen Ke?" Zhang Yu's words made You Gou couldn't help but squeeze Zhang Yu.

Zhang Yu still didn't care. He thought for a moment before replying: "Comrade Chen Ke gives me the feeling that he is not like a human being. He has too many things on him that look unscientific. Comrade Li Runshi can only be described as a genius. He learns and he knows, he knows and he can use. And his character is extremely determined and very atmospheric. I can't compare with this person. This comrade will definitely be able to make great achievements in the party in the future."

Hearing Zhang Yu's words, You Gou felt that her words were a bit excessive. She smiled somewhat embarrassedly: "I think Old Zhang, your mind and tolerance are not quite like a human being either."

Most of this group of high-level officials of the People's Party had eaten from the same pot. Zhang Yu smiled and said: "Comrade You Gou, if you want to apologize to me, just say so directly. Things like mind and tolerance depend on whether the goal is to get things done or to make a profit. Everyone is a person who gets things done, it would be hell if there were no contradictions. But compared with the pressure faced by the entire revolution, this kind of thing is nothing."

Now Zhang Yu made You Gou a bit unable to step down, but You Gou was not a petty person either. She first apologized to Zhang Yu, and then laughed, "I brought this humiliation on myself, I brought this humiliation on myself."

After the nonsense relaxation time passed, the People's Party Political Bureau began a new round of discussion on foreign issues.
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Pu Guanshui’s days were indeed spent sitting on pins and needles. The direct result of the great victory of conquering Beijing was "water shortage" and "food shortage." Pu Guanshui now thoroughly understood just how pragmatic foreigners could be. On the very day Beijing was conquered, the foreign ministers sent people to "inquire" why the People’s Party was besieging the Legation Quarter.

The young comrades of the People’s Party had been receiving "nationalist" education for years. Chen Ke was not too worried that China’s modern nation-state education would lead to the prevalence of any extremist ideology. History had already proven this; the cultural concept of the Central Kingdom and the extremely pragmatic folk traditions were themselves enough to curb the development of extremism. In history, extremism always arose when countries could not solve their internal problems and were forced to solve them externally. Ordinary people simply did not have the passion to die for the interests of the ruling class. The United States experienced 9/11, and the entire nation’s emotions boiled over, but after ten years of security operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, the emotions were gone. As long as China’s own policies were sound, extremist attitudes would certainly exist, but they would absolutely not develop to the point of dominating national policy.

The comrades of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army received education every day like "I am Chinese, China is my motherland, I love my motherland." When they encountered the foreign devils coming to "inquire" with such arrogance, everyone from top to bottom exploded with anger.

"I’d actually like to ask, on what basis do you lot of foreigners station troops in China?" Pu Guanshui and several senior commanders called the messengers of the foreign ministers before them and asked back in a tone of extreme disdain.

"We have a treaty for this!" the representatives of the diplomatic corps replied aggressively after hearing the translation and seeing Pu Guanshui’s extremely disdainful expression.

"Bullshit! Go find whoever signed the treaty with you!" Pu Guanshui didn't make a sound, but the Chief of Staff had already shouted.

Before the translator could translate this, the French representative was already fuming with rage. He spoke in a voice full of foreign accent: "You dare to insult me!"

This did not scare the Chief of Staff at all. He jumped up from his stool. "I insult you? I even want to hit you!"

As soon as these words came out, the guards swarmed up.

Pu Guanshui hurriedly pulled the Chief of Staff away. "What are you preparing to do to a group of unarmed people? Where has your sense of honor gone? Don't act tough at a time like this, it’s disgraceful!"

After the Chief of Staff sat back down in his chair, puffing with anger, Pu Guanshui turned around. "The Chief of Staff cursing at you shows his lack of self-restraint. However, I firmly support what the Chief of Staff said. You go find the Manchu Qing to discuss this treaty. Our Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army has absolutely nothing to do with this treaty."

The French representative thought that Pu Guanshui, who had intervened, would bow his head and apologize. He didn't expect Pu Guanshui’s attitude to be even tougher than the Chief of Staff’s. He threatened, "Are you trying to start a war?"

Pu Guanshui stared into the French representative’s eyes and said word for word, "Whether a war is started or not, I cannot make the decision. But right now, I make the decisions in Beijing. I am formally telling you now, at eight o'clock tomorrow morning, I will send people to draw a line for you. Whoever steps outside this line, we will kill immediately. If any of you fire a single bullet from inside this line, we will immediately launch a full-scale counterattack! In our view, everyone inside this line is a combatant! You can go back and report this now!"

"You are too audacious!" the French representative howled.

Pu Guanshui pointed his left hand straight at the tip of the French representative’s nose. "Don't you fucking refuse a face-saving offer! I don't want to hit you, but that doesn't mean I can't hit you! Get the hell out of here right now, or I'll throw you out!"

When had the foreign devils ever suffered such anger in China? But seeing the Chinese soldiers around them with their hands on their gun handles and their murderous gazes converging on them, they truly felt guilty. The British representative left without saying a word, and the representatives of other countries followed him out. The French representative had been cursed at and wanted to regain some face, but seeing that Pu Guanshui had no intention of showing any weakness, he also felt it was meaningless to be left alone. Muttering in French, the French representative also left.

That night, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army guarded strictly. And the concession area did not dare to use force at all. Early the next morning, Pu Guanshui sent troops to use lime to draw a striking white line around the Dongjiaomin Lane and other areas. With the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army bearing down on the border and the captured Beiyang artillery ready, not a single foreign devil dared to come out and provoke.

After deterring the foreign devils, Pu Guanshui immediately began working hard to solve Beijing's livelihood problems. Beijing had always been short of water, and water delivery was a major industry in Beijing. The reason there were so many bathhouses in Beijing was that the drinking water purchased by most people was simply not enough to take a bath at home. The high price of each bucket of water seemed like a huge joke to the People’s Party.

The siege of the past few days made the water supply in Beijing even more strained. Military control brought the night soil collection industry to a halt, and coupled with the hot weather, the entire city of Beijing had become stinky.

The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army did not lack engineering troops. The combat engineers had also received a lot of engineering training and had ample experience in municipal construction. Coincidentally, the troops captured a batch of cement produced in Tangshan. With this good stuff, the troops began to build an overhead aqueduct to temporarily provide drinking water to Beijing starting from the 14th. After fully considering road green spaces and various redundancies, the troops began construction immediately with the unique fortitude of the army. Various sweet water wells were immediately requisitioned, and the army built simple water towers, water delivery pipelines, and water storage areas at super high speed. By the 16th, Beijing residents in water-scarce areas found that they could collect water with water tickets near their homes.

As for the food problem, the troops copied the population data of the Beijing localities. Residents of all districts could receive a temporary household registration booklet as long as they registered their household with the People’s Party. With the household registration booklet, they could receive grain tickets. The masses of Beijing could first go to the People’s Party "Bank Exchange Office" to exchange silver dollars and copper coins for Renminbi. Then, relying on the daily grain tickets, they could use Renminbi to buy enough food to feed themselves at a fair price.

The People’s Party’s military control remained strict, but the lives of the Beijing masses recovered rapidly. In particular, the factories that the People’s Party had once opened in Beijing, which had been confiscated by the Beiyang government, resumed work if they could. With the roster, factory workers could continue to go to work. Most of the People’s Party’s factories were in the southern city, where the poorer people of Beijing lived. As long as they could go to work and earn money, even if they were paid in Renminbi, it was better than starving to death at home. After the implementation of many military and civil administration measures that had long been tried and tested in the People’s Party base areas, even if Beijing did not return to normal, it quickly regained its calm.

By August 18th, the Beiyang troops in Handan and Xingtai had received Duan Qirui's order. Knowing that Beijing had been conquered by the People’s Party, the Beiyang army left their wounded behind and retreated on a large scale towards Shanxi. The Henan Military Region troops commanded by Chai Qingguo did not pursue them forcefully. So many Beiyang troops fleeing to Shanxi would inevitably create tremendous pressure on Shanxi. Why waste human lives in vain at this time?

The Henan Military Region troops trailed the Beiyang army to prevent them from playing any tricks. At the same time, they began to urgently reorganize the railway.

On August 20th, a train fully loaded with grain arrived in Beijing. The transport of the grain train was done with great fanfare. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army not only restored many civil administration facilities but even restored the police stations and courts. Fourth Master Chang, who had cooperated quite well with the People’s Party, had a large number of things confiscated during the brief control. What could be found was returned, and for what couldn't be found, they could only tell Fourth Master Chang and the others that the People’s Party had done its best, and everyone just had to accept their bad luck for now.

As a major transporter in Beijing, Fourth Master Chang, thanking them a thousand times with tears streaming down his face, raised his arm and called out, and the news of large quantities of grain entering Beijing spread throughout the entire city. This not only stabilized the hearts of the people in Beijing but also gave solid support to the Renminbi. Originally, when every family exchanged for the Renminbi to buy grain, they calculated carefully, exchanging only enough Renminbi for the amount of grain they bought each day. Now, many families dared to exchange for Renminbi for at least two or three days' use at one time. As for the masses in the southern city, they originally had no income. Since the People’s Party issued Renminbi, they could only use Renminbi.

By the 21st, acting Hebei Provincial Party Secretary Chen Tianhua entered Beijing. However, he only stayed in Beijing for one day before continuing to the liberated areas of Hebei. Pu Guanshui was very puzzled by this. Chen Tianhua laughed and said, "One knows one's own affairs. I have a strong inertia. If I enter the city and live a comfortable life for two days, it will be extremely difficult to go down again. I would rather basically solve the work below first before talking about entering the city. I leave the work in Beijing to Commander Pu."

Pu Guanshui naturally knew this was a joke. Not to mention that Beijing might immediately turn into a battlefield, the People’s Party’s land reform in Hebei would definitely proceed from south to north, so Chen Tianhua actually couldn't do anything squatting in Beijing. Moreover, Pu Guanshui couldn't even open his mouth to ask Chen Tianhua for local cadres. Pu Guanshui would be thanking his lucky stars if the localities didn't ask the army for cadres.

Holding Chen Tianhua’s hand, Pu Guanshui said from the bottom of his heart, "Secretary Chen, your completion of the land reform in Hebei as soon as possible is the greatest support for our military work!"

By August 22nd, the legations in Beijing finally couldn't help but send people again to negotiate with Pu Guanshui. The French representative from last time was not among the people who came this time; the leader was Sir Humphrey of Britain. Sir Humphrey naturally behaved very calmly. He first congratulated the People’s Party on capturing Beijing, and then he didn't mention anything about the treaty. He simply asked Pu Guanshui, "I have spoken with Chairman Chen Ke of your party many times, and he has always insisted on maintaining the status quo. I believe Your Excellency the General's attitude is obviously not maintaining the status quo."

Pu Guanshui laughed. "How is this not maintaining the status quo? We haven't sent a single soldier into that piece of land where you are. Of course, in a war situation, everything will change somewhat. On this point, we are also powerless."

Sir Humphrey seemed to have completely missed the flavor in Pu Guanshui’s words. He continued to say politely, "However, external communication for the Concessions and the Legation Quarter has been completely cut off. I believe Your Excellency the General needs to improve this status quo."

Pu Guanshui said sincerely, "Cutting off external communication for the Legation Quarter is really to protect you. After all, it is wartime now. If someone were to sneak into your area and cause trouble, or intentionally cause an accidental discharge of firearms, wouldn't that be trouble? On the contrary, adopting technical means of this current high-pressure situation allows the situation to be better controlled."

Sir Humphrey had long experienced this style of the People’s Party, and he was even clear about why he detested the People’s Party’s style so deeply. Because this was a practice that only a sovereign power acting as a Great Power could implement. In Sir Humphrey’s heart, China was not qualified to adopt such a practice towards the British Empire.

"Your Excellency the General, since you also admit that this is a war zone, we request to evacuate foreign nationals," Sir Humphrey said.

"I agree to the evacuation of foreign nationals, and we will also protect your evacuation operation." Pu Guanshui immediately expressed support for Sir Humphrey’s request.

Before Sir Humphrey could feel satisfied, Pu Guanshui continued, "However, foreign nationals are not allowed to carry weapons. Except for clothing and foreign currency, they are not allowed to carry other valuables. All luggage must be inspected by us before it can be released."

Now Sir Humphrey could no longer hold it in. He darkened his face and asked, "Why do this?"

"Because when Beijing was breached, quite a few people fled into the concessions and the Legation Quarter. They carried a large amount of valuables with them. And they had to use these valuables to exchange for food and water in the concessions. Among these valuables, many were stolen from our country by them. For us, we have an obligation to protect China’s interests and cannot let these things flow out to foreign countries. Moreover, inside the concessions, a large amount of forced buying and selling, and even murder for money, must have occurred. We, the People’s Party, also have an obligation to protect our Chinese people. We will absolutely not suspect your clothing and foreign currency. If you want to take away pianos or violins, we will also let you take them. But for other valuables, we must inspect them before releasing them. We will temporarily detain those items with major suspicions. Wait until you can prove to our court that your property rights are legal, and we will release these items for you to take away. Please rest assured on this point, we, the People’s Party, are absolutely committed to the rule of law."

After listening to these words, Sir Humphrey wanted to reach out and strangle Pu Guanshui to death. In China, no one had ever dared to talk to Sir Humphrey about Chinese laws, about China’s state and national interests so unhurriedly.

And Sir Humphrey was equally clear that Pu Guanshui before him was vastly different from previous Chinese soldiers. Previous Chinese soldiers might have dared to oppose foreigners on some small matters occasionally due to personal reasons, but as long as the foreign minister lodged a protest with the then-Chinese government, the then-Chinese government would suppress these Chinese soldiers. Standing behind Pu Guanshui was the People’s Party, and what Pu Guanshui was executing was the policy of the People’s Party. Even if Sir Humphrey now had the Queen of England write a letter to Chen Ke to protest, it would absolutely not harm a single hair on Pu Guanshui’s head.

Could it be that everything Britain had painstakingly spent huge efforts to maintain in China was now beginning to collapse? An ominous thought flashed across Sir Humphrey’s mind.
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Sir Humphrey did not come to see Pu Guanshui to see to what extent Pu could defend China's interests, let alone to praise Pu's firm patriotism. The more Pu Guanshui and the People's Party behind him could defend China's interests, the more it meant the loss of the British Empire's fundamental interests in China, or even the complete shaking of the sphere of influence the British Empire had constructed in China.

"I have several matters to consult with the General now. First is the issue of food in the Legation Quarter and the concessions. Since you blocked traffic and the flow of goods, the concessions have run short of food. Second is the hygiene issue in the concessions; we hope you can allow the night soil collectors to resume business." Sir Humphrey raised the most direct problems.

"Food can be sold to you, and the night soil collectors can resume work," Pu Guanshui replied.

"I wish to meet with your Party Chairman," Sir Humphrey made his next request.

"We can arrange that as well. Once you have settled your itinerary, we will report the matter to Chairman Chen Ke," Pu Guanshui said, not wanting to waste too much breath on this. His work was piled as high as a mountain, and he had no time to chat with Sir Humphrey about meaningless matters.

"There is also the issue of restoring the telegram service," Sir Humphrey said.

Pu Guanshui refused without a second thought. "We cannot guarantee that. Even our own telegram service has not been restored. As for your telegram issue, it will have to wait."

"Your military control is merely military control, not imprisonment. Your Excellency, I think you should not confuse the difference between the two," Sir Humphrey said calmly, without getting angry.

Pu Guanshui had no interest in such threats. He replied, "We will do our best to resolve this, but things that cannot be resolved simply cannot be resolved."

After seeing Sir Humphrey off, Pu Guanshui did not treat this as a major event. He had his secretary organize the documents, checked them, signed them, and had someone send them to the Central Committee.

Over the next few days, Pu Guanshui provided food supplies to the concessions at five times the price paid by the common people of Beijing. On August 24, a telegram arrived from the Central Committee expressing approval of Pu Guanshui's work. The only suggestion was for Pu to agree to restore telegram communications for the Beijing Legation Quarter.

This could not help but surprise Pu Guanshui. In this era, wired telegrams operated on a relay mode; in fact, before the advent of digital switching, even telephones were the same. Any signal transmission encountered attenuation issues, so telegraph stations were set up at intervals to manually re-transmit the messages. Even later, when wireless telegraphy appeared, a large number of staff members were required to monitor various frequencies at all times.

The People's Party had already invested considerable effort into completing mechanically controlled wired telegram relay equipment. However, this was work that could only be completed within the People's Party's base areas. Currently, many areas between Beijing, Tianjin, and Shanghai were under the control of other factions. Even if the telegraph lines were restored, sending a telegram from Beijing to Tianjin would involve too many troublesome steps.

But that was the nature of wired telegrams; unless it was a prohibitively expensive dedicated line, fewer words were naturally better. For example, the famous joke "People stupid, money plenty, come quick!" was definitely a gag that originated in the era of wired telegrams.

Pu Guanshui immediately replied with two words: "Why?"

That afternoon, he received a reply: "This is an order!"

Since it was an order, Pu Guanshui had no choice but to execute it. He sent someone to inform the Legation Quarter that the People's Party would restore the Beijing Legation Quarter's telegram service the next day and specified the applicable range of the service. Pu Guanshui felt somewhat unwilling, as the scope of the telegram service would reveal the People's Party's actual controlled areas. However, he guessed that the Central Committee's plan was likely to let the foreigners know that the People's Party had already controlled the heartland of China.

After finishing these minor matters, Pu Guanshui continued with his serious business. The war in Hebei and Shandong had not yet ended. After the collapse of the Beiyang regime in Beijing, there were still as many as 300,000 Beiyang troops in Tianjin and Shandong. Only by completely eliminating this group could the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army be considered to have fundamentally wiped out the enemy. However, things were not developing so smoothly.

"Telegram Commander Chai again. When will he arrive in Beijing?" Pu Guanshui said.

Just as he finished speaking, the telegraph operator ran in and handed Pu Guanshui a telegram. Pu quickly opened it, and his joyous expression soon turned into confusion. This was not a telegram from Chai Qingguo, but from the Central Military Commission. The telegram informed Pu Guanshui that the next important task for the entire army was reorganization. First, the units would be reorganized from a "four-four" system to a "three-three" system. Second, the entire army would be formally organized into 46 field armies, along with 1.2 million engineering troops and 600,000 railway troops.

Reorganization required a significant amount of time, as proven by the first reorganization and expansion era of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. It had taken nearly a year for the army to reorganize and expand from over 10,000 to over 30,000 troops. Before the war against the Beiyang Army, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had planned to expand to 3 million. Pu Guanshui picked up a pen and did some calculations. In a "four-four" unit, a division had over 20,000 men, and a corps had 100,000. While the structure of a "three-three" unit was not yet clear, a corps would have only over 20,000 men; even with a full complement of civilian and auxiliary personnel, it would be at most 30,000. Such a structure would require more military training.

Setting aside the trouble of this, calculating at 30,000 men per corps, 46 corps would total 1.38 million. Including 1.2 million engineering troops and 600,000 railway troops, the total military strength would be 3.18 million, which could hardly be called a massive expansion. Currently, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was far from the point of "putting away the swords and letting the horses graze on the southern mountains"; the subsequent Liberation War would be a long-term process. Reorganizing at this time was truly baffling.

However, orders from the Military Commission had to be followed; that went without saying. Pu Guanshui hoped all the more that Chai Qingguo would hurry to Beijing to join him. As commanders of two major military regions, they could at least consult on something. At the very least, when discussing this with the Military Commission, they would have something to say.

On the 26th, on the second train carrying supplies from Henan to Beijing, Chai Qingguo and others were also on board. The commanders of the Shandong and Henan military regions finally met.

"Commander Pu, you've really made a name for yourself," Chai Qingguo laughed as he approached.

"There's nothing to show off about. This wasn't a strategic victory, nor even a tactical one in the true sense. It was entirely a victory of tactics," Pu Guanshui said, quite able to maintain his perspective. In the Shandong campaign, the People's Party had merely fully utilized the advantage of internal movement, implementing a surprise attack along marching routes that the Beiyang Army could never have imagined. As for the Beijing campaign, besides the tactic of "surrounding three sides and leaving one open," the greatest internal reason for victory was Yuan Shikai's sudden illness and death. These were non-replicable factors; if he took this as an achievement, Pu Guanshui really wouldn't have the face for it.

Chai Qingguo had not expected Pu Guanshui to remain so calm at this time. Hearing Pu's explanation, he said seriously, "Commander Pu, you graduates from military academies are indeed different. Different from someone of my humble origin."

"Enough of that nonsense, Commander Chai. Have you seen the Military Commission's order to reorganize the troops? I completely don't understand why the Military Commission is doing this." Pu Guanshui was entirely concerned with the major matter of reorganization.

"I received that news. We'll just do what the Military Commission tells us to do. Besides, I think the plan is good. The 'four-four' system makes the units too large. Anyway, when I fought the Beiyang Army, I felt that in many places, a division was enough. Now if you put a corps there—100,000 men—it's inconvenient for me as a military region commander to bypass the corps commander to command the division commanders. After reorganization, a division will be over 5,000 men, and a corps will be 20,000; mobilization and command will be much more convenient." Chai Qingguo, on the contrary, had more experience in large-scale troop operations and strongly supported the Military Commission's plan.

Pu Guanshui could well understand this explanation. He nodded and said, "That's true, but I wonder if the fire density will drop significantly?"

"That depends on the final fire configuration the Military Commission comes up with. If they only cut pure infantry units, or reduce the number of grassroots units but allocate more automatic weapons to front-line units, a reduction in unit size does not mean a reduction in firepower. Small units also mean less logistical pressure." Despite calling himself a "clodhopper," Chai Qingguo showed no lack of confidence when discussing military matters.

The two commanders became interested as soon as they talked about military issues, especially Pu Guanshui. As the general commander of the military administration in Beijing, he was relying entirely on what he had learned in the base areas to govern the large city of Beijing. The fact that no problems had arisen so far did not mean he truly enjoyed the position. Being able to talk about military matters at this level with a commander like Chai Qingguo allowed his long-repressed energy to finally find an outlet; he was actually more interested than Chai Qingguo.

Chai Qingguo, however, had come from afar and was exhausted from the journey. After talking for two hours, he felt quite tired. He laughed and said, "Commander Pu, is this how you treat a guest? At least let me have a bite to eat first."

"Yes, yes, yes! Look at me, I completely forgot." Pu Guanshui apologized quickly.

After porridge, pickles, steamed buns, and stir-fried greens with minced meat were served, Chai Qingguo looked at the red dates in the porridge and smiled. "It's been a long time since I had porridge like this. It reminds me of the year Gengzi (1900) in Beijing, sigh..."

Pu Guanshui also smiled. "Old Chai, I heard people say you once had a falling out with Chairman Chen in Beijing."

Chai Qingguo said nostalgically, "Let's not mention that. Back then, Chairman Chen was also cautious. He clearly didn't take the people in Beijing seriously, yet he insisted on some organizational discipline to test me. I was young and couldn't stand that crap. So we had a row. Only now do I know that organizational discipline is no joking matter."

"I heard the person causing trouble in Beijing back then was named Zheng Wenjie?" Pu Guanshui asked.

"Now that you mention it, I remember his name. Commander Pu, how did you know?" Chai Qingguo was very surprised.

Pu Guanshui burst into laughter. "Do you think those people on the Internal Affairs Committee are pushovers? As a Beiyang member who surrendered to us, Zheng Wenjie's files are quite interesting."

"Don't mention that. I don't want to see this person," Chai Qingguo said, putting away his smile. "I hold grudges too, so it's best not to meet."

"Understood," Pu Guanshui replied. In fact, he hadn't noticed this either; it was the comrades below who, knowing Chai Qingguo was coming to Beijing, had pulled this person's file separately for Pu Guanshui to see. Pu didn't quite understand if that comrade was being meticulous or if they wanted Chai Qingguo to take revenge on the person. But Pu didn't want Chai Qingguo to get involved in such matters at all. Seeing Chai Qingguo clearly state that he didn't want to see Zheng Wenjie, he felt somewhat relieved.

After eating and resting for a while, Pu Guanshui and Chai Qingguo began discussing the future situation again. If not for the reorganization, Pu Guanshui would have merged with Chai Qingguo's Henan military region forces after restoring order in Beijing. The Central Military Commission's next target was the Northeast. To advance into the Northeast, they first had to deal with the remaining enemies in Hebei.

But with the reorganization work inserted, the military operations became difficult to manage. This was also something Pu Guanshui found very strange. "Doesn't the Military Commission fear that the foreigners will arm these Beiyang troops?"

"Pah! Commander Pu, tell me honestly, just how much equipment have you captured?" Chai Qingguo had a look of disdain on his face.

"This..." Pu Guanshui fell silent. He had captured at least enough equipment to arm 300,000 people. Especially the artillery, which made Pu Guanshui wake up smiling in his dreams.

"See, you're not talking now," Chai Qingguo laughed. "So the Beiyang Army is simply not a problem. The foreigners have no money to pay their salaries. The Beiyang Army won't last long. I'm only worried about one thing: the British will definitely not let this go so easily. Although now is not the time for troop reorganization, the benefits after reorganization are great. First, each province can station a corps. Second, there will be mobile units that can be thrown into any battle at any time. My coming this time also has some other reasons. The Party Central Committee said long ago that Handan should be treated as an important location for a steel group. Once Handan Steel is built, it can immediately relieve Beiyang's industrial pressure. With so much equipment, we'll suffer greatly in combat without railways. Not to mention anything else, if the Handan Steel Group can produce 30,000 tons of rail steel a year, how many railways can we build? Once we have railways, everything will be easy."

"Building a steel plant is not that easy," Pu Guanshui was not optimistic.

"Whether it's easy or not is one thing, but I can tell you privately that the blast furnaces, steelmaking furnaces, and technical experts have already arrived in Handan. I reckon they've probably already started work," Chai Qingguo said in a low voice.

"What?" Pu Guanshui was shocked.

"It's nothing to be surprised about. If we can't build big furnaces, starting with small 20-ton ones is no problem, right? If we can't produce steel rails, starting with iron rails from the mines to the ironworks is no problem, right? Wasn't the Zaozhuang Ironworks built that way? If we can't build machines, producing farm tools is surely fine? When we carry out land reform and can distribute iron farm tools, that will be more effective than giving out money," Chai Qingguo laughed.
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Chapter 119: Collapse (7)

Pu Guanshui and Chai Qingguo were discussing the recent land reforms and industrial construction in Hebei when an intelligence officer handed them a telegram. The contents startled them: "Effective immediately, cease all food supplies to the Japanese barracks along the Beijing to Shanhaiguan line. If the Japanese make inquiries, tell them the price of grain is five silver yuan per jin, with a shipping fee of ten kilograms of gold."

According to the provisions of the Boxer Protocol, the Great Powers not only extorted 450 million taels of silver from the Qing government but also imposed many harsh conditions. One of these was that foreign troops could be stationed at twelve strategic points along the railway from Beijing to Shanhaiguan. At the time, they were called the "Qing China Garrison Army," but in 1912, the name was changed to the "China Garrison Army." Because these troops were stationed in North China, they were commonly known as the "North China Garrison Army," and since their headquarters were in Tianjin, they were also referred to as the "Tianjin Garrison Army."

Tianjin was still in the hands of the Beiyang remnants, but the People's Party had already surrounded all the foreign garrison sites outside of Tianjin. They hadn't just drawn white lines outside the barracks; they had also cordoned them off with ropes, with sentries patrolling day and night with wolfhounds. This directive from the Central Committee was clearly intended to drive the Japanese troops in China into a dead end.

"Are we going to beat the dogs now?!" Chai Qingguo said excitedly. He hated the Japanese to the core. During the suppression of the Jing Tingbin and Zhao Sandu uprisings by the Eight-Nation Alliance and Yuan Shikai, the Japanese had played a major role.

Pu Guanshui completely agreed with Chai Qingguo's sentiment. He had also fought the Japanese in Shandong and Qingdao. The Japanese naval guns had caused significant casualties to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Pu Guanshui had no intention of letting that grudge go lightly. "To beat a dog, you have to consider its master. This time, we're beating the dog specifically for the master to see. We have to make sure we beat this Japanese dog thoroughly." After saying this, Pu Guanshui gave a cold laugh.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had already surrounded the various foreign garrison sites. The daily food supply provided was only 150 grams of flour per person. This supply had only lasted for two days. The Japanese garrison in China consisted of about 400 men, stationed along the railway line from Beijing to Shanhaiguan. After ten or so days of encirclement, the Japanese army's food reserves were already in a critical state. On August 25th, these Japanese troops were suddenly informed that their food supplies would be completely cut off starting that day. Telegram communication between the Japanese garrison and their legation had also been severed at this time, and the Japanese troops immediately panicked. They promptly sent representatives to the surrounding Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army units to ask what was going on.

The unit encircling these 400 Japanese soldiers was a battalion. The battalion commander was a man from Shandong who already had a deep-seated dislike for the Japanese. Upon hearing the Japanese representative's inquiry, he replied with a cold sneer, "Nothing special. We're just not giving you anything to eat. Is that so hard to understand?"

"If there's no food, what are we supposed to do?" the Japanese representative demanded.

The battalion commander felt the Japanese were being quite thick-skinned. He replied with a smile, "Don't worry. Medical science has proven that as long as you have water to drink, you won't die even if you starve for more than ten days." This was content covered in the army's physiology education classes.

Hearing the commander's nonchalant tone, the Japanese representative obviously did not share his optimism. "Is this a declaration of war against the Great Empire of Japan?"

Upon hearing this threat, the battalion commander's face immediately darkened. "If we fought our way to Japan, that would be a declaration of war. You Japanese came to China. On Chinese land, we Chinese call the shots. You'll do exactly what we tell you to do. What's with all this nonsense?"

The Japanese representative was instantly enraged. "Baka!" he couldn't help but shout.

The troops had all received some basic foreign language education; an army that doesn't understand the enemy's language has no future—this was one of the principles of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's education. Insults are always the easiest words to learn in any language. The battalion commander's eyes widened as he stood up. "What did you say to me?"

The political commissar quickly restrained the battalion commander. "No physical violence against diplomatic personnel. That's discipline."

The battalion commander hurriedly sat back down. This matter had been discussed in the Party committee meeting before receiving the Japanese representative. Knowing he couldn't actually strike the Japanese, the commander had resorted to such biting sarcasm. If he were allowed to fight, he would have already ordered his troops to wipe out these 400-odd "Japanese devils" long ago.

After chasing the troublesome Japanese representative out of the camp, the battalion commander ordered his troops to step up patrols from then on. Any Japanese provocation was to be met with gunfire first and questions later. To the commander's surprise, after that one outburst, the Japanese troops actually stayed quietly in their barracks, cowering inside. This made the commander even more nervous. In the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, if things got too quiet, it usually meant something big was about to happen.

By September 1st, the Japanese troops were still motionless in their barracks, which made the commander even more uneasy. He quickly sent a report to the newly formed Hebei Military Region in Beijing and requested instructions on what to do next.

Also on September 1st, a meeting was being held in the Legation Quarter. The ministers of the Entente powers gathered at the British Legation to discuss their next move. These ministers were feeling quite dejected. In the past, if a situation like this arose—or even before it reached this point—if any Chinese government dared to take action against foreigners, the British fleet would have arrived to demonstrate force. Now, the British Yangtze fleet was blocked at the gates of the People's Party in Wuhan, helpless against the People's Party's naval mines. They could neither attack nor leave. Before the legations were blocked, the British minister had already received news: the People's Party had been conducting naval mine attack exercises in multiple sections of the Yangtze River. If the British fleet left Wuhan, they would be unable to return. Thus, if only to maintain their presence, the British Yangtze fleet could not retreat.

Meanwhile, the German commerce raiders were currently causing havoc in the Pacific and Indian Oceans, which was a massive headache for the British. More importantly, the Beiyang Army, which Britain had spent huge sums of money to support, had vanished into thin air in such a short time. Britain's massive investments had gone down the drain. As the ministers who had supported this policy, their future in Britain was destined to be bleak.

Amidst this gloom, the Japanese minister managed to maintain some vitality. Seeing the British and French ministers so dispirited, the Japanese minister offered his suggestion: "Our Japanese fleet can shell Chinese coastal cities to deal a heavy blow to the People's Party!"

The British minister truly lacked the energy to mock such a foolish proposal. The People's Party's actions now seemed extremely cunning. They never exposed their strength in areas where the enemy held an advantage, such as the coastal regions. With the People's Party's strength, it wasn't impossible for them to seize Shanghai. However, up until now, they had consistently ignored Shanghai, the largest trade and tax-revenue city in China. The British fleet could attack Shanghai at any time, but once they entered the Yangtze, even the most powerful warships were at a loss against naval mines.

So far, the only way to strike at the People's Party was to dispatch land forces for an offensive. Thinking of this, the British minister's gaze toward the Japanese minister held an even greater sense of disdain. Japan had the most to say on this matter. The annihilation of the Kyushu Division had proven everything. The British minister now understood the combat effectiveness of the Beiyang Army against the People's Party. But this didn't give him a higher opinion of Japan. Even now, the British minister saw nothing in the Japanese army that inspired hope when facing the People's Party as an enemy.

The French minister remained silent. The European theater was primarily unfolding in France. News from France indicated that in the spring of 1915, the Anglo-French forces had taken advantage of the main German forces being concentrated on the Eastern Front to launch two offensives in Champagne and Artois. However, because they used old tactics and lacked strong fire support, they were successfully repelled by the Germans, suffering heavy casualties instead. In April of that year, the Germans counterattacked and used poison gas for the first time, causing even greater losses for both sides. As a result, on the Western Front in 1915, the Anglo-French forces suffered a million casualties, while the Germans lost 610,000, yet the war remained in a stalemate.

Such a horrific situation was something France had never imagined before the war. Now, with France under total mobilization, its own manpower was insufficient. How could it have the strength to suppress a Chinese revolution from ten thousand miles away?

The Russian minister also remained silent. Russia's strategy toward China was to avoid getting involved with Britain and France as much as possible, instead taking the opportunity of China's decline to seize what they could. Currently, the Eastern Front where Russia was located had gradually become the focus of the European war, and Russia was struggling to organize its army for a counteroffensive. Since the People's Party had demonstrated such strength, heavily damaging Japan and crushing the Beiyang forces on its own, the Russians hoped the People's Party would just stop at Hebei. If such a military force reached the Sino-Russian border, it would be an absolute disaster for Russia. The Russians were never ones to stick their necks out at a time like this.

As for countries like the Netherlands and Belgium, they were essentially irrelevant. Whether they spoke or not made no difference. Thus, they wisely kept their mouths shut.

The Japanese minister belonged to the Army faction. Now that the Navy faction was in power, the Army faction was having a hard time. If the various ministers in China could be convinced to make demands of Japan, the Army faction's influence would greatly increase. Furthermore, the Japanese minister had an even more beautiful scheme. If Japan could dispatch troops to China with the support of various nations, once the European war ended, the Entente powers would strongly support Japan. At that time, Japan could truly bite off a few pieces of China. For instance, the entirety of Manchuria and Mongolia, and perhaps even a large stake in Hebei and Shandong.

Seeing that the ministers of the Entente powers remained silent, the Japanese minister spoke up loudly, "Gentlemen, the People's Party is now violating international treaties and committing illegal acts against us. We should be able to intervene in Chinese affairs according to the treaties. Our current number of troops in China is not small, and we have Tianjin as a base. The People's Party has just captured Beijing and is not yet firmly established. We should be able to engage in effective combat."

"So, should we have the German garrison in China lead the charge and find a German to be the commander?" The French minister had long been annoyed by the Japanese minister's agitation. Hearing him incite the various foreign garrisons to join the fight, he couldn't help but mock him.

Whether they were from the Entente or the Central Powers, the People's Party treated all foreign garrisons the same, surrounding them all without distinction. Surprisingly, the German garrison had shown the least resistance. Even though Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government had promised to join the Entente after eliminating the People's Party, he hadn't pushed Germany to the brink. Since they had lost their territory in Qingdao, the German garrison was concentrated in Beijing. Even after the start of World War I, the legations and garrisons of the Entente and the Central Powers had not engaged in any direct confrontation. The core of the Eight-Nation Alliance was still intact.

The Japanese minister could naturally hear the mockery in the French minister's words, and his face immediately flushed red. However, he knew very well that if their master, Britain, had to choose favorites now, France would certainly rank above Japan. So, even after being insulted, the Japanese minister could only swallow his anger.

The meeting on September 1st produced no effective results. The Entente ministers all agreed that the People's Party's lawless behavior had to be stopped immediately. However, as for how to stop it and who would lead the effort, there was no discussion at all.

However, the report submitted by the battalion commander surrounding the Japanese garrison to the Hebei Military Region headquarters received a reply that same day: the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would restore telegram communication between the Japanese garrison and the Japanese legation. Furthermore, the Japanese garrison had to be informed clearly and unmistakably.

Thus, on September 2nd, when the Entente ministers continued their meeting, the Japanese minister began to furiously denounce the People's Party and firmly stated that, in order to reach a consensus within the Entente, the Entente had an obligation to jointly declare war on the People's Party.

The British and French ministers were naturally aware that the price of grain in the Beijing city controlled by the People's Party was four or five times higher than in the Legation Quarter. They knew even better that the People's Party was doing this intentionally. Even so, the ministers were not moved by the Japanese minister's description of the Japanese garrison's starvation. The People's Party's tough stance was clearly "beating the dog for the master to see." If they truly wanted to eliminate the foreign garrisons, the People's Party wouldn't need to go to such trouble. With only 400 Japanese troops, the People's Party could wipe them out in a matter of minutes. Both the British and French ministers felt that the People's Party's actions had a deeper meaning, but the exact direction of that meaning required discussion. At this moment, the Japanese minister's histrionics were simply an eyesore.

Diplomatic meetings always had breaks. After enduring nearly an hour of the Japanese minister's raving, the Dutch minister proposed a recess. The British and French ministers naturally agreed. Then, the two of them entered a private room to discuss the matter.

The British minister tightly closed the door to the small meeting room before saying, "If the People's Party were willing to join the Entente..."

The French minister did not show much surprise. Even when the Yuan Shikai government had agreed to join the Entente, it had also demanded the full recovery of China's sovereignty. And Britain had not refused. The People's Party's current attitude toward the foreign garrisons was extremely tough, but toughness was just an outward appearance. In essence, the People's Party's actions could be described as "maintaining the status quo."

These matters had already been discussed many times within the French legation. France had discovered that if they stopped trying to dismember and partition China and instead interacted with China normally, the People's Party might even be easier to deal with than the Beiyang government. At least in terms of commercial exchange, the People's Party was a more reliable and wealthier partner than the Beiyang.

"You mean the People's Party is using Japan to force us to take a stand?" the French minister asked the British minister.
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Zhang Yu didn't talk much, but he loved to observe. It wasn't until the train entered Zhengzhou Station and he saw the massive marshalling yard with 36 tracks packed into the kilometer-wide platform, with steam locomotives spraying thick white smoke, sounding ear-piercing whistles, and rumbling in and out of Zhengzhou Station every few minutes, that Zhang Yu finally couldn't help but mutter something.

The comrades of the People's Party were all very young. Even Zhang Yu, the oldest veteran revolutionary in the diplomatic delegation, was less than 40 years old this year. Most of the other representatives were in their early twenties. The vast majority of these young comrades were taking a train for such a long distance for the first time. Seeing Zhang Yu speak, everyone asked what the Minister of Propaganda, Zhang Yu, had actually said.

"The Beijing-Guangzhou Railway is already saturated," Zhang Yu repeated to the young people.

The People's Party's Minister of Propaganda and the spokespersons of various departments had great authority, and they had the right to attend all meetings that required publicity. On this point, Chen Ke had always approved of the American system. The reason why the Central Propaganda Department was often seen as the "Palace of the King of Hell" or "Combat Power of Five scum" was perhaps largely because the duties of these people were "just to do propaganda." The propaganda department simply didn't know the intelligence collected by the decision-making mechanism and the problems encountered in discussions. Being completely in the dark and only knowing how to guess the thoughts of the higher-ups, it was absolutely impossible to do propaganda well.

"Minister Zhang, why do you say that?" These young comrades did not have Zhang Yu's experience of fully participating in economic construction, and they were not proficient in railway operations. They were puzzled by Zhang Yu's sigh. How could Zhang Yu make such a judgment just by looking at the number of trains entering and leaving?

Zhang Yu didn't want to complicate matters, so he said, "You can organize a special study on this matter later. Hurry up and relax your bodies. We still have to continue taking the train."

The train was definitely going to be late; this was completely unavoidable. For example, the train Zhang Yu was taking was more than two hours late, and this was still a relatively normal time. The Beijing-Guangzhou Railway was now full of materials being transported from south to north on every train. Not only the railway, but the ships on the Beijing-Hangzhou Grand Canal controlled by the People's Party were also endless, and all transportation capacity was in a saturated state.

After the train started moving, the negotiation delegation resumed its regular meeting. Zhang Yu introduced the British diplomatic concept. "No permanent friends, only permanent interests." This sentence by 19th-century British Prime Minister Palmerston had become the foundation of British diplomacy. On this matter, the so-called "sense of shame" brought about by betraying teammates was not within the consideration of the British at all.

The People's Party's diplomatic attitude completely inherited Mao Zedong's diplomatic concepts. Historically, Mao Zedong's maneuvering in international politics was even more domineering. Only when it could be proven that the United States could not play without China would the United States extend an olive branch to China. Therefore, when China defended its own interests, it never cared about beating the United States heavily. Since the founding of New China in 1949, up to the 21st century, the only country that could beat the United Nations forces without suffering retaliation was China. The only country that had fought an actual war with the United States and could sit together with the United States as an equal, making the United States not mention the past events at all, was also China.

Even though these young people in the negotiation delegation were talents of the moment, it was not so easy for them to easily understand this thoroughly.

"Promoting peace through fighting?" This question was the most difficult to understand and also the most frequently asked.

"Whether fighting or peace, it is all for interests. The highest interest of China at present is China's independence and liberation. Whoever blocks our independence and liberation, we will fight to the end. However, we must understand why we are fighting. We are fighting Britain and Japan at this stage not to eliminate Britain or Japan, but to complete China's independence and liberation. If we talk about fighting and think about eliminating Britain and destroying Japan, that is failing to grasp the current principal contradiction. Everything is limited, so we cannot infinitely expand the contradiction." Zhang Yu repeatedly emphasized this matter.

However, this kind of thing was easy to say, but it was not so easy to really understand it and turn it into one's own principle of doing things. More than one comrade had expressed in public that since Britain and Japan were China's enemies, they should try every means to completely defeat these two countries, so as to avoid continuing to endure the troubles created by these countries in the future.

Zhang Yu said what he had to say, even if it was "clichéd." However, in his heart, Zhang Yu had already put these people on a blacklist. When this diplomatic work was over, Zhang Yu would kick them out of the team. Not only that, Zhang Yu was even considering whether to specifically note this matter in these people's resume files. Although people would grow, most of the time, once they had the mindset of "Left" adventurism, it was extremely difficult to reverse it. For human beings, this attitude of being eager for quick success and trying to "avoid trouble" was often not because they deliberately wanted to do so, but a manifestation of human biological nature overriding social nature. This was an essential problem. It is easy to change mountains and rivers but hard to alter a person's nature. Only after painful lessons might there be a chance to change a person's essence. However, revolutionary work could not afford to pay such a high price for the growth of these comrades.

Of course, there were also geniuses who amazed Zhang Yu. A small number of comrades not only fully understood everything Zhang Yu said but were also able to draw inferences and use these laws to view the world.

"Strategically despise the enemy, do we have enough strength?" This question made Zhang Yu very satisfied. "How long can the red flag keep fighting?" This kind of question was something that only very sober people could ask. "If a country has no law-abiding families and worthy scholars inside, and no enemy countries and foreign plagues outside, the country will often perish!" The greater the pressure, the more it can erupt with unprecedented advanced nature. Of course, it cannot be ruled out that some people will shrink, fear, waver, and even collapse in the face of pressure. But revolution itself is a process of sifting sand from gold. In terms of the People's Party's system, there will definitely be comrades who can stand up to withstand the pressure and complete the task, constantly pushing the revolutionary cause forward. As a member of the Political Bureau, one of Zhang Yu's important responsibilities was to discover these comrades and entrust them with heavy responsibilities.

"All strength is based on self-construction. If we simply compare the British ruling class and their running dogs with our People's Party and our comrades, our People's Party is at a disadvantage. However, on this land of China, as long as we stand with the people and get the support of the people, we will definitely be able to win. Despise the enemy strategically, and take the enemy seriously tactically." Zhang Yu replied.

Zhang Yu had just answered a question that he was relatively satisfied with when another relatively childish question was raised, "What exactly do the British want?"

"What the British want is not important. The key is what the British can do. If we let them think, they want us Chinese to be slaves to the British, and they want our People's Party to sign more traitorous treaties than the Manchu Qing. But is this possible? So negotiation is a process of communication. What they say is not important. What is important is whether we can correctly tell the other party our position and conditions without ambiguity, and whether we ourselves can correctly understand the other party's thoughts and requirements. Regardless of whether the other party's thoughts are reasonable or whether the other party's requirements are ridiculous. We must strive to correctly understand the other party." Zhang Yu had to say this to all members, but what Zhang Yu really wanted to tell was actually just those few people. Because only those few people could possibly truly understand that the content Zhang Yu was talking about was not just a foreign diplomatic issue, but also a basic issue of being a person.

One reason Zhang Yu admired Chen Ke very much was that Chen Ke understood very well that the closer the comrades were, the more the string of class struggle had to be tightened. Because the conflict of interest between us and the enemy is already clear, while the conflict and cooperation between our own comrades are deeper and sharper. Among comrades, it is even more necessary to correctly convey one's own ideas and correctly understand the demands of comrades.

The ruling class is composed of laborers participating in social labor. Regardless of what position the rulers hold, in addition to inevitably participating in social labor, they must also cross the threshold of social nature overwhelming biological nature. Zhang Yu participated in the revolution for ten years before he truly understood the evil of the "feudal power distribution system." The existence of rulers is inevitable. The greatest evil of the "feudal power distribution system" is that it allows a large number of people whose biological nature overwhelms their social nature to become rulers, and solidifies this system.

However, Zhang Yu did not feel how wonderful this "awareness" was. Understanding this only made him feel lonelier. He had a clearer understanding of the hardships of labor. And many joys originally brought by "human nature" withered unknowingly. Only when seeing those young comrades whose social nature in their nature overwhelmed their biological nature would Zhang Yu truly feel joy. But it was precisely with these comrades that there was no need to discuss the transformation of human nature. Just discussing work would take up almost all the time.

"The British will definitely try to struggle. How will they test our bottom line?" This question, although lacking original thinking, was quite satisfactory.

Zhang Yu replied: "The Party Central Committee's view is that we should first see what reaction Britain's younger brother Japan will have. If Japan jumps happily, the British will remain silent for a while longer."

The reason why the People's Party internally wanted the heads of propaganda departments at all levels to participate in important meetings was to control propaganda and public opinion. If Zhang Yu had not participated in the foreign strategy meeting but relied entirely on his own guesses about how to do propaganda, Zhang Yu would certainly not have been able to understand at this time why the People's Party wanted to exert such great pressure on Japan.

Of course, the British and French ministers possessed a large amount of intelligence. Based on the current situation and interest relationships, their guesses about the People's Party were also correct. The People's Party just wanted to force Britain and France to declare their stand through Japan.

On September 3, 1915, the Hebei Military Region set off from Qinhuangdao, which had already been captured, and marched into Huludao and Suizhong. It put on a posture of marching into the Northeast.

Japan had seized significant rights and interests in Northeast China during the Russo-Japanese War, and their garrison was mainly stationed in the Northeast. The news of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army going north first made Zhang Zuolin, the Military Governor of Fengtian in the Northeast who had already learned the news of the collapse of the Beiyang government, panicked and living in fear all day long, and then it became known to Japan.

Since the annihilation of the Kyushu Division, the relationship between the People's Party and Japan had reached a freezing point. If the People's Party seized the Northeast, there was no need to imagine what the result would be for Japan in the Northeast. The Japanese minister was trapped in Beijing and could not send out news. However, the Japanese military headquarters and cabinet quickly received the news through Zhang Zuolin.

After less than a year of hard work, the Takahashi Korekiyo cabinet had initially stabilized Japan's economic situation, but the Army, which had been strictly restricted in military expenditure and other aspects, had long been unable to hold back. First came the collapse of the Beiyang government, followed by the possibility of the People's Party marching north into the Northeast. This news first made the Japanese military headquarters feel at a loss, and then the Ministry of Army completely exploded. The Ministry of Army, led by Katsura Taro, immediately demanded troops be sent to China, or at least to the Northeast.

The Navy Ministry naturally could not agree to such a request. After the last experience, the Navy knew very well that relying solely on naval guns could not capture Qingdao. Let alone that naval guns could not possibly blast Qingdao into ruins, even if they did, what good would it do?

Saionji Kinmochi simply quarreled directly with Katsura Taro in front of Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo. "Katsura-kun! If we cannot make China cede territory and pay indemnities, any military strike is meaningless. Qingdao is important to the People's Party, but not to the point of being irreplaceable. The People's Party's vital areas are in Wuhan and Wuhu. But the Navy simply cannot drive warships into the Yangtze River!"

Katsura Taro first looked at Saionji Kinmochi with a sideways glance, and after a good while, he spat out a sentence full of contempt, "Coward!"

Saionji Kinmochi almost picked up the teacup in front of him and smashed it at Katsura Taro's head. He wasn't really doing it because he was scolded by Katsura Taro; anyway, they had scolded each other back and forth and it didn't matter anymore. The policy proposed by Katsura Taro was simply not something that Japan's current national strength could bear. What ten divisions entering the Northeast and completely controlling the situation in the Northeast? Even if Japan's national strength could bear a war of such scale, Saionji Kinmochi had profound doubts about the combat effectiveness of the Japanese Army. Katsura Taro's paranoia was almost indescribable to Saionji Kinmochi.

Suppressing his angry emotions, Saionji Kinmochi said as calmly as possible: "Has the average combat effectiveness of the Army now exceeded that of the Kyushu Division?"

Now it was Katsura Taro's turn to have veins bulging on his forehead. The annihilation of the Kyushu Division by the People's Party was absolutely not to be mentioned in the Japanese Army Ministry. Being poked in the sore spot by his political opponent in such an understated tone, Katsura Taro could find no words to refute.

And Saionji Kinmochi had no intention of stopping. He continued: "Katsura-kun, war speaks of favorable climatic, geographical, and human conditions. Now, even if we send troops to Manchuria, winter is coming soon, which is extremely unfavorable for troop operations. This is not possessing favorable climatic conditions. The People's Party are Chinese after all, and they are considered half-locals in Manchuria, while the vast majority of our troops have never been to Manchuria. This is not possessing favorable geographical conditions. As for Zhang Zuolin, he will certainly resist the People's Party, but if the Japanese Army enters Manchuria to fight, it is impossible to get Zhang Zuolin's sincere support. If you make Zhang Zuolin feel that regardless of whether Japan or the People's Party wins, the result will be swallowing Manchuria, who do you think Zhang Zuolin will choose to support? This is not possessing favorable human conditions. I do not want to mock the Army Ministry, and I also believe in the bravery of the Army Ministry. But is now really the time to send troops?"

Takahashi Korekiyo knew very well that he was elected as Prime Minister and did not seize the position of Prime Minister by his own power. Whether it was Katsura Taro or Saionji Kinmochi, their conversation was actually not something Takahashi Korekiyo could interrupt. Even so, Takahashi Korekiyo still agreed very much with Saionji Kinmochi's views and frank attitude in his heart.

Katsura Taro was not a complete maniac who didn't know good from bad. Seeing Saionji Kinmochi's attitude so serious, Katsura Taro was silent for a moment and then said in a deep voice: "These difficulties do indeed exist. But Saionji-kun, if we don't intervene now, do you think we will still have a chance to intervene in the future?"

This question also touched the key point. Saionji Kinmochi lowered his gaze slightly and fell into silence.
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Japan's rise in the late 19th century was legendary, with one of the biggest factors being China's decline. Another reason was Japan's active or passive reliance on the world's leading power as a godfather. At least in Chen Ke's era, the United States had stationed troops in Japan for nearly 70 years, and the vast majority of Japanese people lived their entire lives in a Japan with foreign garrisons.

In 1915, after Japan won the Russo-Japanese War, it began attempting to break free from British control. At the very least, the Army Ministry was vigorously trying to shake off dependence on Britain. The Navy Ministry, on the other hand, had deep affection for Britain. After all, Japan's shipbuilding industry still required a massive amount of technical support from Britain.

Although the British godfather was still around, the other element of Japan's rise—China's continued decline—had been interrupted by the extremely unexpected rise of the People's Party. War, the method Japan had repeatedly used against China with success, met with complete failure in Qingdao. And since the People's Party fought Britain without breaking relations, Britain had not yet let Japan take action. Now that the People's Party had made clear its attitude about marching into the Northeast, Japan's upper echelons indeed faced an extremely difficult choice.

It wasn't that Katsura Taro didn't know the difficulties Japan would encounter if it intervened in the Chinese civil war now. But if they didn't intervene now, would the time be right when the People's Party completely occupied the Northeast just as they had occupied Shandong? Katsura Taro obviously didn't think so.

"Even if the timing now isn't good, we still have a chance. Even if we send troops to China, we won't encounter opposition from the Allied Powers," Katsura Taro said seriously. "I know Saionji-kun believes that after the war in Europe ends, the Allied Powers will conduct a general reckoning with the People's Party. But at that time, it will be at most a new Eight-Nation Alliance situation. If Japan sends the most troops, what will we gain?"

"But at least we won't risk failure," Saionji Kinmochi replied with a firm attitude. "Japan has never faced a major power alone. We have always had clear support from all sides. In the current situation, we seemingly can get support from the Allied Powers, but this support will be very limited. In the Russo-Japanese War, we won only by raising huge amounts of funds. Takahashi-kun played a magnificent role in that. But what actual support can we get right now? Even if the British Far East Fleet can provide some support, we don't need that bit of support from them at all right now. War funds, military strength, even political support. We can't get anything right now. If we win, we only maintain the status quo. If we lose, it won't just be China's Northeast; the war will very likely reach Korea."

Katsura Taro had originally been able to converse with Saionji Kinmochi relatively calmly, but hearing Saionji's steadfast attitude, he became somewhat impatient. "Saionji-kun, which of the Imperial Kingdom's victories wasn't achieved under circumstances of extreme risk? Moreover, the People's Party has no navy. Even if we fail, we'll merely have another Sino-Japanese War in Korea."

Saionji Kinmochi was amused by Katsura Taro's words. "Katsura-kun, do you think the Manchu Qing army can compare to the People's Party's army?"

"..." This question really hit Katsura Taro's weak spot, and he had to fall silent again. The silence only lasted a moment before Katsura Taro said firmly, "Saionji-kun, we cannot *not* send troops now. On this matter, I believe you can still understand."

This time it was Saionji Kinmochi's turn to stay silent. One reason he opposed Katsura Taro's opinion was certainly the struggle between the Navy Ministry and the Army Ministry, but another reason was that Saionji was very worried about the odds of success. But returning to the question of whether they should send troops, Saionji had to admit that Japan indeed had a necessity to send troops now. Even based on the fact that the Japanese Army very likely could not defeat the People's Party, sending troops now was actually a better timing than sending troops later.

While in this dilemma, Saionji Kinmochi finally "remembered" Takahashi Korekiyo, who had been sitting quietly to the side. He turned and asked, "Takahashi-kun, what are your thoughts on sending troops?"

Takahashi Korekiyo knew clearly that he was just a bystander, at most a landlord providing the meeting venue. He absolutely hadn't expected Saionji Kinmochi to ask him. Even though Takahashi was currently the Prime Minister, he knew very well that he was just a transitional Prime Minister here to temporarily solve Japan's economic problems. Once Japan's economic problems were alleviated, he could step down at any time.

Even so, Takahashi Korekiyo didn't plan to stay completely out of it. This wasn't just about him taking office with Saionji Kinmochi's support, nor just because Takahashi himself was quite opposed to meaningless wars, especially this kind of gambling war. After thinking for a moment, Takahashi said, "There was a sentence Saionji-kun said just now that I think is very important. If we don't send troops, the People's Party may not dare to attack Korea, but if war starts, Korea may not necessarily escape attack."

As Japan's current colony, especially with the mining in northern Korea, Korea was very important to Japan. Takahashi Korekiyo didn't want to drag Korea into it because of the war.

After hearing this, Katsura Taro suddenly sneered. "Saionji-kun, the Navy has always been at sea, and I'm afraid you don't have as much intelligence on the land. Did you know that Miyazaki Toten has been contacting Korean rebels?"

"What?" Saionji Kinmochi was surprised by the sudden news.

"Saionji-kun can go investigate this matter freely. This isn't a story I fabricated to deceive everyone. Miyazaki Toten, that unpatriotic traitor, has joined the People's Party and is dedicated to winning over Korean rebels. What do you think the People's Party's purpose is in doing this? Is it not to seize Korea? Why else would they go to such trouble?" Katsura Taro spoke quite relaxed. Since he had figured out the Navy faction's bottom line during the conversation, Katsura already had confidence in his strategy. The Navy Ministry might not be willing to rashly intervene in Chinese affairs, but the Navy faction absolutely could not tolerate losing Korea.

Saionji Kinmochi knew very well that the People's Party's power had always been in central and southern China. This was the first time he had heard that the People's Party had intervened in Korean affairs. He looked at Katsura Taro suspiciously, strongly suspecting that Katsura had casually fabricated this news. for a figure like Katsura Taro, making up fake news to sound real wasn't difficult.

However, the mocking expression on Katsura Taro's face looked genuine no matter how one looked at it. This extremely unfriendly attitude actually gave Katsura Taro's words more credibility.

Katsura Taro laughed. "Saionji-kun, if the People's Party really wants to seize Korea, I would very much like to know the Navy Ministry's view."

Saionji Kinmochi didn't respond at all to Katsura Taro's provocative statement.

Although he didn't intentionally think this way, Katsura Taro felt that through this matter, the opportunity for the Army faction to once again lead the direction of Japanese political policy had finally arrived. And it didn't even require the drastic method of changing the Prime Minister. He couldn't help but glance at the somewhat bewildered current Prime Minister, Takahashi Korekiyo. Although Takahashi wasn't a man of the Army Ministry, Katsura still quite admired Takahashi's skills and ability in finance. If Takahashi Korekiyo were willing to join the Army faction, Katsura wouldn't mind letting Takahashi serve as Prime Minister for two more years.

Katsura Taro wasn't lying. The Army Ministry had received quite a few such reports in the past two years. From the Army Ministry's perspective, these Korean rebels couldn't actually stir up much trouble, and the People's Party was still thousands of miles away from Korea, so they hadn't treated this information as a big deal. In fact, Korea not only had rebels inclined towards China but also some inclined towards Russia. The Korean rebels who had turned to the Russians were actually more threatening.

Now this intelligence finally had a use. Without waiting for the Navy Ministry's factual investigation, the Army Ministry took the initiative to start promoting "forceful intervention in the Chinese situation" within the Japanese government. The People's Party's actions to plot for Korea were extremely clear, and the distance between the People's Party controlled areas and Korea had changed from thousands of miles to a few hundred miles.

For the Japanese upper echelons, whether they supported war or peace, there could be no compromise on the Korean issue. As Japan's first colony, Korea provided raw materials, markets, and manpower to Japan. Since the People's Party had cut off Japan's opportunity to obtain iron ore from China's Yangtze River basin, the iron mines in northern Korea had become Japan's largest source of ore. Starting in 1911, Japan stepped up mineral exploration in Korea. In 1912, they began investing in mining in northern Korea. The People's Party's attempt to seize Korea touched the interests of the entire Japanese government, military, and capitalists.

Japan was already full of hostility toward the People's Party, and now they were "enraged." Katsura Taro's proposal to "intervene in the Chinese civil war and ensure Japan's actual control over Northeast China" quickly received considerable support within Japan. Katsura Taro was quite satisfied with the political wind direction. Now what was needed was an excuse to incite public sentiment. However, as if a pie fell from the sky, an excuse appeared very quickly.

After the People's Party finally provided telegraph services to the legations of various countries in Beijing, and especially after they blockaded the Japanese garrison barracks in China but opened telegraph services for this army, the Japanese Legation began to strongly protest to the People's Party's "Beijing Occupation Force." Katsura Taro immediately ordered Japanese newspapers to publicize this matter widely, and a considerable portion of the Japanese public was enraged! China, Japan's defeated opponent, dared to threaten and harm the lives of the Japanese army like this?!

Starting from September 6th, first Japanese patriotic youth "spontaneously took to the streets," followed by various forces instigated from behind taking to the streets to demonstrate, and advocating for war in papers and public opinion. On September 9th, the slogan "Punish the Violent Sina, Restore Peace" appeared in Japan.

While Japan began entering the preparation stage for war, People's Party representatives had already formally contacted the British and French ministers on September 4th. From the moment both sides sat at the negotiating table, they engaged in frank conversations and fully exchanged opinions. Britain naturally demanded that the People's Party recognize all treaties of the Manchu Qing, while the People's Party demanded the restoration of China's full sovereignty.

Of course, negotiations always started like this. The British didn't care, and Zhang Yu didn't care either. The representatives selected by Zhang Yu were all very young. Even though these young people knew this was an inevitable process, when the British representatives went through the routine of imperialist threats and intimidation, the young comrades were all quite angered by the British representatives.

Zhang Yu said cheerfully, "Isn't this quite normal? Don't be angry. It's still what I said before: don't listen to what they say, but watch what they do. I wonder if everyone noticed, but the British didn't mention trade issues at all?"

The young comrades had good memories, but they were afraid they hadn't paid attention to such things, so they read the meeting minutes again. Sure enough, apart from empty threats and a pile of other meaningless nonsense, the British representatives hadn't mentioned a single word about trade, let alone using the interruption of trade as a condition for blackmail.

Zhang Yu said seriously, "Comrades, since we have our own patriotism, we cannot despise or deny the patriotism of others. From the British Minister's perspective, seeking maximum benefit for Britain is his duty. Except for different standpoints, we are no different from the British Minister."

The next day, September 5th, the negotiations continued. The British Minister acted as if he had never made any demands yesterday; his standpoint hadn't changed, but the content of the discussion was vastly different. Britain asked the People's Party representatives if the People's Party would be willing to accept the treaties signed between Yuan Shikai and the Allied Powers. Zhang Yu, also acting as if nothing had happened yesterday, expressed with a bright attitude, "We agree to join the Allied Powers, but we cannot provide troops militarily. We can only provide twenty thousand military doctors and nurses."

The British Minister was stunned by this reply. Before the negotiation, the British Minister had considered that the People's Party, leveraging their victory over the Beiyang forces, might make various unreasonable demands, or even threaten to join the Central Powers. He precisely hadn't expected that the People's Party's diplomatic philosophy would be so mature and rational. However, in the agreement signed between the British Minister and Beiyang, Beiyang had agreed to provide over five hundred thousand troops. When it came to the People's Party, five hundred thousand troops turned into twenty thousand military doctors and nurses. The gap was simply too large.

Of course, military doctors and nurses were also very important. For the war, the Allied Powers had conscripted a large number of doctors, and according to the news the British Minister received, this had a considerable negative impact on medical care in the British homeland.

The People's Party's performance was too unexpected, and the British representatives proposed a temporary recess. Zhang Yu agreed.

"The European war is an unjust war between imperialist countries. Why should we join the Allied Powers?" The young comrades were very puzzled by this.

Zhang Yu replied, "The victor of this war will inevitably dominate the world situation. China's future can no longer be closed-door isolationism, so we must participate. Of course, we have no reason to sacrifice the lives of Chinese soldiers for an unjust imperialist war. We can only provide medical help."

"Minister Zhang, Japan is a member of the Allied Powers. Why should we continue to provoke them? If we join the Allied Powers, we will have absolutely no chance to go to war with Japan," Li Runshi asked.

Zhang Yu smiled. "If we don't prove we can fight better than Japan, the Allied Powers won't value us at all. Only by fighting Japan can we leave the Allied Powers with one less helper. This is more beneficial for us joining the Allied Powers. So only by defeating Japan can we prove that we can create bigger problems for the Allied Powers in the Far East."

Li Runshi wasn't satisfied by Zhang Yu's answer. He pressed, "Even if the Allied Powers give up on the Far East, it won't have too big an impact on the entire European war effort. And if China becomes completely hostile to the Allied Powers, after the European war ends, we will be in an extremely disadvantageous position. Unless there is some turning point that allows the Allied Powers to ignore our war with Japan. Minister Zhang, where exactly is this turning point?"

Zhang Yu nodded with gratification. "Chairman Chen has his own plans for this, but regarding the specific turning point, the Central Committee can only wait and see for now. However, going to war with Japan is the Central Committee's decision, so this matter doesn't need to be discussed further. We just need to complete the work at hand."
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As intelligence controls on the various legations in Beijing were gradually relaxed, news of Japan's increasingly hardline stance toward China also reached the Allied legations in Beijing. The atmosphere inside the British Legation regarding this new development was quite subtle.

"Has the People's Party already considered this matter, which is why they haven't discussed the British government's recognition of the People's Party government at all?" Sir Humphrey spoke rather directly as he asked.

"Non-recognition isn't a bad thing right now." The British Minister himself actually had the courage to break a cracked pot. After all, the situation hadn't reached the worst possible point. In terms of the results of the talks with the People's Party, the current situation was very likely to be that the People's Party would take over political power in China and join the Allied Powers. The only problem lay in the fact that the British government would likely be unable to recover all its investments in the Beiyang regime, and would not receive military support from the People's Party. Medical corps and nurses belonged to technical branches. The People's Party had released a large number of Beiyang captives, and Britain had privately investigated these captives. According to Britain's findings, the medical standards of the People's Party's military doctors could absolutely not be called poor. Compared to Britain's top surgeons, there was a gap, but compared to the average British level, they were above the passing line. Not to mention that the People's Party Chairman Chen Ke was also a chemist and pharmacologist.

That a change in China's regime would not result in it becoming a member of the Central Powers at least covered the British Minister's bottom line. What the British Legation had to do now was just to bargain as much as possible to reduce losses. At this moment, Japan waging war against the People's Party appeared to be quite a problem. According to the Allied agreement, if Japan declared war on the People's Party, Britain also had an obligation to declare war on the People's Party. However, in such times, Britain still had a loophole to exploit. The People's Party was not a legal Chinese government recognized by the world's nations. The Allied Powers were a military alliance against the Central Powers; this alliance had no obligation to declare war on a non-governmental organization.

"What if Japan is defeated? What should we do? At that time, Japan will certainly ask us to support Japan," Sir Humphrey was somewhat troubled.

"If it really comes to that step, we will just support Japan's demands," the British Minister replied decisively. "It is already meaningless for us to continue mediating this matter. Moreover, even if we mediated, Japan would absolutely not let the matter rest. So if we support Japan cleanly and efficiently when the time comes, it will actually save us a lot of trouble. Besides, it is that bunch back home who will ultimately decide this matter."

Sir Humphrey had originally wanted to persuade him further, but after hearing the Minister's words, he also cleanly gave up his own ideas.

Japan's attitude toward the People's Party not only gave various countries and forces their own ideas, but a small group of people in Japan also had fierce debates about it. The Tongmenghui's headquarters had now returned to Tokyo, Japan. Unlike before, the current Tokyo didn't have many Chinese students; there weren't even many Chinese people. Ten years ago, in 1905 when Sun Yat-sen arrived in Tokyo, welcoming crowds filled the streets. International students cheered, striving to see with their own eyes what kind of person the famous revolutionary, the Sun Wen wanted and struck by the Qing court, actually was.

Now, after a series of revolutions, a "revolutionary senior" like Sun Wen had nothing distinctive about him at all. Not only that, the Guangfu Society's party purge launched by Cai Yuanpei had swept from the Guangfu Society to the populace, from Zhejiang to Fujian and Guangdong. The Tongmenghui had suffered heavy losses in the purge. Southern Tongmenghui members who fled to Sun Yat-sen cried as they said: "Not one in ten survives! Our Tongmenghui members in Guangdong don't even have one in ten surviving."

Of course, Sun Yat-sen's current status was also different from before. With Yuan Shikai, Sun Yat-sen had at least become a Member of Parliament and even the Vice Minister of Railways. Although the money Yuan Shikai gave Sun Yat-sen to survey railway routes had all been used by Sun Yat-sen on Tongmenghui party affairs, the Tongmenghui now had fewer than a hundred members in Japan, so the money in Sun Yat-sen's hands could still hold out.

Wang Jingwei had once followed White Wolf of Henan to stage an uprising. After the People's Party occupied Henan, they immediately implemented land reform, and most of White Wolf's subordinates ran home to share land and farm. In the People's Party's subsequent bandit suppression campaign, Wang Jingwei and White Wolf had to flee to Shaanxi. White Wolf was a famous figure in the underworld and soon became a figure in the Shaanxi Gelaohui (Society of Elder Brothers). Wang Jingwei didn't understand how to deal with these greenwood figures. With no other choice, he ran back to Guangdong. Then he went to Japan to temporarily avoid disaster. It was only when Sun Yat-sen had to run to Japan to "inspect" because he had embezzled railway survey funds that the two met again.

And the change in Japan's strategy toward China allowed Wang Jingwei to see a tremendous opportunity. "President Sun, Japanese friends mentioned something. Now the Beiyang civilian government has already been captured by the People's Party. Currently, among figures of ministerial rank, there is only you alone. Therefore, some Japanese friends believe it is necessary for you to rebuild the Republican government. You are now the highest-ranking government official of the Republic still in existence; only you have the qualification to rebuild the government of the Republic of China."

Hu Hanmin and the others around were all staunch supporters of Sun Yat-sen. Hearing Wang Jingwei's words, their eyes lit up, even though this proposal sounded ridiculous no matter how one listened to it. As a revolutionary pioneer against the Qing, Sun Yat-sen had always been in a hostile stance with Yuan Shikai. Later, Yuan Shikai had consistently made things difficult for Sun Yat-sen. Even when Yuan Shikai finally showed leniency to Sun Yat-sen, letting him be an MP and Vice Minister of Railways, that wasn't because Yuan Shikai had any goodwill toward Sun Yat-sen personally. That action was firstly a "buying horse bones with a thousand gold" gesture to serve as a model to win over other parties. Secondly, for Sun Yat-sen personally, it was even a kind of contemptuous charity.

But at this time, because of Sun Yat-sen's official position as a ministerial-level cadre in the Beiyang government, he had instead become the "most legitimate" successor to the Beiyang government. The ridiculousness within this really forced one to use the phrase "fortune makes fools of people" to describe it.

Sun Yat-sen did not utter a sound. Everyone around could see that Sun Yat-sen was indeed considering this matter very seriously. Those sitting here were the true diehards of the Tongmenghui—Wang Jingwei, Hu Hanmin, Chen Qimei, Wang Boling, Dai Jitao—all were Sun Yat-sen's staunch supporters. However, these people's support for Sun Yat-sen was also in the hope that Sun Yat-sen could continue to rise politically. Now this news brought back by Wang Jingwei excited them endlessly. One must know, Sun Yat-sen had always hoped to receive clear support from the Japanese government, but the Japanese government had never given Sun Yat-sen clear support. Now it seemed Japan's attitude was about to make a 180-degree turn.

"Duke Zhongshan, since Japan has this intention, I feel we might as well discuss this matter with Japan," Hu Hanmin advised. "Many opportunities are fleeting. Yuan Shikai did not rely on the Hundred Days' Reform to come to power. When Chen Ke came to power, however, he relied on Xu Xilin's recommendation. Such opportunities looked not very good at the time, but without the opportunity, it is absolutely impossible. In Shanghai, Chen Ke first studied under Yan Fu, and when he arrived in Beijing, he had Yuan Shikai act as matchmaker. Among the people under Chen Ke, more than half were recruited when he was in Shanghai and Beijing. But this does not equate to Chen Ke not overthrowing the Beiyang government now."

As soon as these words came out, everyone else nodded repeatedly. Although everyone knew Sun Yat-sen and the Beiyang government were not on the same path at all, this was not the time to act on impulse.

Seeing Sun Yat-sen still silent, everyone was anxious in their hearts. Chen Qimei stepped forward wanting to speak again, but was interrupted by Sun Yat-sen waving his hand. "The Japanese never count their words. In the past, it was always us begging them. Now since Japan has found us first, we might as well wait for them to explain things clearly."

Only then did everyone understand Sun Yat-sen's meaning. Sun Yat-sen hadn't considered whether he was willing to cooperate with Japan at all; his thoughts had long since skipped past this juncture. What Sun Yat-sen was considering now was how to ensure the success of this cooperation.

Chen Qimei immediately changed the topic. "Everyone, let me say something. Since we have long known Japan's moral character, we must absolutely not contact Japan privately this time. Yuan Shikai has always been known for strictness, and the People's Party's Chen Ke simply shouts about iron discipline. In this matter, we absolutely must not repeat past mistakes. If everyone goes to contact the Japanese, it will only make the Japanese look down on us."

These words were really reasonable, and the circle of people around Sun Yat-sen all nodded in agreement. Wang Jingwei nodded while glancing at Chen Qimei with a look containing malice. This time it was the Japanese who found Wang Jingwei first to talk about this. Everyone knew Chen Qimei was Sun Yat-sen's true confidant. Chen Qimei spoke nicely, but when it came to actually handling this matter, Chen Qimei wouldn't let others intervene; he himself would definitely intervene, and might even squeeze Wang Jingwei out. When it came time to discuss merits, Chen Qimei could naturally claim to be the greatest contributor to facilitating this matter.

Thinking of this, Wang Jingwei had already made up his mind that no matter what, he couldn't let Chen Qimei snatch this credit. Wang Jingwei also regretted a little; if only he hadn't been so excited that he childishly spoke of this matter in public. He should have communicated well with the Japanese first, and waited until he completely controlled the initiative in this matter. Then, when things reached the final step, Wang Jingwei would tell everyone the news that the Japanese wanted to negotiate directly with Sun Yat-sen. Even if Chen Qimei wanted to snatch the credit then, Wang Jingwei would already hold all the chips. Whatever Chen Qimei said would be useless.

Chen Qimei didn't take immediate action to snatch credit. He first requested that the people at the meeting today absolutely not spread this news, and then requested that everyone take no action, just waiting for Japan's next move. Leaving aside what the participating Tongmenghui members thought in their hearts, verbally they all agreed.

Wang Jingwei's heart was filled with mixed feelings, and he didn't fall asleep until the latter half of the night. When he joined the revolution, he only thought of overthrowing the Manchus. When the Manchus fell in 1911, Wang Jingwei didn't feel any happiness. The Tongmenghui, as the initiator of the revolution, hadn't enjoyed the fruits of the revolution. There was Yuan Shikai in the north and the People's Party in the central region. Even the Guangfu Society, which had defected from the Tongmenghui, had a great say in Zhejiang. As the revolution's initiator, Sun Yat-sen and his followers had ended up in a situation where they couldn't return home, actually becoming completely marginalized.

However, no one could have imagined that Heaven would suddenly send such a massive opportunity to the Tongmenghui. If a legal Chinese government with Sun Yat-sen as Grand President could be established with Japanese support, this government would definitely be recognized by various countries. A wave of calls for sending troops to intervene in Chinese affairs had already formed within Japan, from top to bottom. Presumably, other countries would also support Japan, which was also a great power. Beiyang had now collapsed; as long as the People's Party could be destroyed, then the Tongmenghui could become the rulers of China. Such a turn of events was a miracle one wouldn't have dared to think of before. But this miracle had actually happened.

Tossing and turning, thinking about this future, Wang Jingwei only groggily fell asleep when the sky was about to brighten. As a result, just as he was sleeping soundly, he was shoved vigorously by someone. Calls came to his ears, "Mr. Wang! Mr. Wang!"

Wang Jingwei struggled to open his eyes, and what was before him was a face with ultra-short hair. Identifying him carefully, it was Chen Qimei's little brother, Jiang Zhiqing.

Jiang Zhiqing was Chen Qimei's capable right-hand man. On the Tongmenghui's list of enemies, or rather Chen Qimei's list, the number one enemy was neither Yuan Shikai nor Chen Ke. It was Tao Chengzhang, who had taken the lead in defecting from the Tongmenghui. The grievances between Tao Chengzhang and the Tongmenghui began from the time of fighting for the Tongmenghui's leadership rights. Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke each relied on themselves to develop and had no entanglements with the Tongmenghui. Even when the People's Party took Chen Tianhua away, this didn't make Sun Yat-sen's followers dissatisfied. Chen Tianhua had great influence among students in Japan; his leaving the Tongmenghui to defect to the People's Party only eliminated a powerful competitor for Sun Yat-sen.

What made Sun Yat-sen's supporters feel most hostile was this Tao Chengzhang, who consistently fought with Sun Yat-sen for Tongmenghui leadership and later simply led the Guangfu Society to defect from the alliance. Moreover, Tao Chengzhang and the Yuewang Society under the Tongmenghui's banner cooperated with the People's Party at the same time. After the Yuewang Society was wiped out, the Guangfu Society actually flourished. This deepened the hostility of Sun Yat-sen's supporters.

After Jiang Zhiqing defected to Chen Qimei, because he was steadfast and willing to work, plus loyal and devoted, he was ordered to assassinate Tao Chengzhang. The Tongmenghui also had some members from Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Chen Qimei was a big boss of the Shanghai Green Gang; if he could get rid of guys like Tao Chengzhang who had great hostility toward the Tongmenghui, the Guangfu Society's President Cai Yuanpei might cooperate with the Tongmenghui again. Jiang Zhiqing completed the task very well. But man's calculation is not as good as Heaven's calculation; no one expected the internal purge within the Tongmenghui to clean out the Tongmenghui members in Guangdong so thoroughly.

Wang Jingwei's status within the Tongmenghui was unknown how much higher than Jiang Zhiqing's. As he got up, he asked coldly, "What is the matter?"

Jiang Zhiqing wasn't angry at all. He replied calmly, "Mr. Sun invites you to a meeting."

"Understood," Wang Jingwei responded, and then said to Jiang Zhiqing unceremoniously, "You get out first!"

While changing clothes, Wang Jingwei was very dissatisfied in his heart. Yesterday Chen Qimei began trying to dominate the situation, and now he was anxious to hold a meeting. What exactly did he want to do?

However, upon arriving at the conference room, Wang Jingwei found things were not right. There were few people in the room; the only one already waiting inside was Hu Hanmin. Wang Boling, Dai Jitao and others were not there at all. Sun Yat-sen sat in the main seat with a gloomy face, while Hu Hanmin looked both uneasy and angry.

Just as he sat down, hurried footsteps were heard, and Chen Qimei strode into the room. "Mr. Sun, Wang Boling and Dai Jitao don't know where they've gone. And the people who were with them are also missing. I'm afraid they went to carry out activities on their own."

Hearing this, Wang Jingwei had a feeling of sudden realization. These people were not high officials of the Beiyang government, so naturally they couldn't replace Sun Yat-sen's status. However, if these people could participate in gathering intelligence and contacting the Japanese now, they might gain the appreciation and support of the Japanese. And as long as the Japanese said a word, then in some future "key positions" of the "Chinese Republic," this group of people could secure their own places.

Although up to now, Wang Jingwei believed Chen Qimei still wanted to snatch credit and seize the position second only to Sun Yat-sen, Chen Qimei's statement last night was indeed very reasonable.

PS: Next chapter released tomorrow morning at 8.
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"Mr. Sun, should we send more people to find them?" Chen Qimei asked Sun Yat-sen in a low voice.

Sun Yat-sen's already extremely gloomy face twitched slightly, becoming even more unsightly. "At this point, they still want to act on their own!" After saying this, Sun Yat-sen couldn't help but slap the tatami mat forcefully.

"Zhiqing, you go guard the door now. Those who went out, no matter who comes back, make them wait outside!" Sun Yat-sen said in a dignified voice to Jiang Zhiqing, who was standing by.

"Yes!" Jiang Zhiqing didn't say much. After hearing Sun Yat-sen's order, he responded and walked to the door with large strides.

Wang Jingwei hurriedly persuaded, "Mr. Sun, isn't this not very good? Even if they went out, they may not necessarily be acting on their own. It's more likely they just went to inquire about news."

Sun Yat-sen glared at Wang Jingwei with a look of hating iron for not becoming steel. "Yesterday Qimei already said that everyone should not act on their own. These people who went out today all agreed yesterday. If they went to inquire about news, why didn't they tell me first? Do I really not trust everyone? Is everyone forced to do things so sneakingly? Words said last night can be completely forgotten this morning? Is everyone's memory that bad?"

Wang Jingwei fell silent; he indeed couldn't refute Sun Yat-sen's righteous accusation. But the Tongmenghui had always acted this way: loose organization, lax discipline. Actions depended entirely on momentary impulse, and whether right or wrong, just one sentence "I did this for the revolution!" could counter all accusations. Wang Jingwei himself felt helpless about the Tongmenghui's performance in this aspect.

Hu Hanmin also chimed in at this time, "Jingwei, Mr. Sun has long wanted to rectify party affairs. He suffered from having no opportunity. If it were before, everyone still had no hope for the revolutionary path. If we rashly rectified, it would instead hurt everyone's hearts. But the current situation is different; the Japanese side will definitely support us. If we don't rectify now, and comrades still act like this in the future, wouldn't it cause big trouble?"

Wang Jingwei basically agreed with Hu Hanmin's words, but he still didn't quite understand this "big trouble."

Seeing Wang Jingwei's confused face, Chen Qimei simply made it clear, "Now the new government hasn't been established, so only Mr. Sun has this qualification. But after the government is established in the future, some people will get government official positions. If they cause trouble then, how do we deal with it? If the Japanese do some tricks behind the scenes, that would be the real big trouble!"

Hearing Chen Qimei's words, Wang Jingwei suddenly realized. The "big trouble" Chen Qimei and Hu Hanmin referred to was that some people, after becoming officials of the new "Beiyang Government," would take the opportunity to seize Sun Yat-sen's power with Japanese support. Although he felt this worry was a bit inconceivable, Wang Jingwei finally understood one thing: why Chen Qimei could become Sun Yat-sen's true confidant, while he was always a bit worse than Chen Qimei.

Having figured out this joint, Wang Jingwei quickly declared his position, "I firmly support Mr. Sun to serve as the Grand President, and I also only support Mr. Sun to be the Grand President. Whoever opposes, I will be irreconcilable with that person!"

Chen Qimei patted Wang Jingwei's shoulder with satisfaction. Hearing Wang Jingwei's confession, Sun Yat-sen's face also looked much better.

The promoter of forming a new "Republic of China" government with Sun Yat-sen and the Tongmenghui as the core this time was Katsura Taro. Katsura Taro certainly wouldn't be stupid enough to believe that Zhang Zuolin would sincerely cooperate with Japan. So Japan absolutely couldn't recommend Zhang Zuolin as a cooperation partner. So Japan must support a "Republic of China" government with a status higher than Zhang Zuolin but without real power. This way, Japan could fully use the contradictions between the two to play various tricks.

Because Sun Yat-sen embezzled railway survey funds and was forced to leave for Japan in the name of inspection, the Japanese side didn't care originally. For the people Sun Yat-sen owed money to not to trouble Sun Yat-sen, the Japanese government had already done its utmost. However, with the change in the situation, Sun Yat-sen quickly became a rare commodity.

However, based on the intelligence collected by Katsura Taro, Sun Yat-sen was not a very decisive person. But in this matter, Sun Yat-sen's reaction speed was exceptionally fast. After a fierce but brief internal struggle, Sun Yat-sen actually rectified his subordinates, organizing them into a quasi-military organization establishment and conducting various quasi-military trainings. The result was that temporarily no one left the main group to act alone.

However, such a model simply couldn't confront the Japanese Army Ministry's intelligence system; at most, it just added a little trouble to the intelligence department. Two days later, materials regarding Sun Yat-sen's internal rectification were sent to Katsura Taro in considerable detail.

First was the change in organization. The Tongmenghui was changed to the Chinese Revolutionary Party. The new party constitution stated that the Chinese Revolutionary Party aimed to consolidate the republic and implement the people's livelihood doctrine. At the same time, the new party constitution relaxed the conditions for joining the party, stipulating that anyone who agreed with the party's tenets, was introduced by two party members, and paid a party fee of 10 yuan could join the party.

In terms of organizational discipline, the Chinese Revolutionary Party stipulated that joining the party required pressing a fingerprint and swearing obedience to Sun Yat-sen personally. Sun Yat-sen personally possessed the power to punish Chinese Revolutionary Party members, and a special Punishment Department was set up to be responsible for punishing party members who violated the Chinese Revolutionary Party's discipline.

Article 4 of the new party constitution stipulated: "All Tongmenghui members can become members of this party, and receive this party's certificate with the Tongmenghui member certificate."

After reading these, Katsura Taro threw the report back on the table. He knew that Sun Yat-sen's Japanese wife Otsuki Kaoru was now living with Sun Yat-sen. For some reason, a picture emerged in Katsura Taro's mind: Sun Yat-sen sitting on the main seat in the hall, embracing Otsuki Kaoru in his arms. And a group of former Tongmenghui members lined up in order, raising short knives or something one by one, pledging loyalty to Sun Yat-sen, the current party leader of the Chinese Revolutionary Party, personally.

Although he knew this picture was actually a Japanese yakuza initiation ceremony, Katsura Taro just couldn't easily eliminate such an imagination from his mind.

"Mr. Katsura! Do we need to take any action against Sun Yat-sen and his subordinates?" the intelligence officer asked.

"Let them be," Katsura Taro replied calmly. Such changes had no impact on the Japanese side at all, and the Japanese side even sincerely welcomed such changes. If Sun Yat-sen and these people couldn't unite closely, when they sang a rival show with Zhang Zuolin, it would instead make it troublesome for the Japanese side.

On September 17, after multiple rounds of consultation and negotiation between Japan and Sun Yat-sen and others, the Japanese side formally recognized the request headed by Sun Yat-sen, the Vice Minister of Railways of the Republic of China, and recognized the Republic of China government-in-exile headed by Sun Yat-sen. Sun Yat-sen immediately took up the post of Grand President of the government-in-exile, Wang Jingwei took up the post of Premier of the State Council, Hu Hanmin took up the post of Speaker of the Parliament, and Chen Qimei took up the post of Commander-in-Chief of the Three Services.

Soon, the government-in-exile held a signing ceremony for the "Sino-Japanese Mutual Assistance and Friendship Treaty" with the Japanese government. In the treaty, with a stroke of his pen, Sun Yat-sen promised various Chinese interests that had never belonged to him to Japan. This treaty was called the "Sino-Japanese Alliance Treaty" by later generations.

The news of the establishment of the new "Beiyang Government" in Japan soon reached Beijing. The ministers of various countries in China felt somewhat dumbfounded by this. When the British Minister and the French Minister were having afternoon tea together, they had to admit that this was a clever choice. Britain and France couldn't declare war on the People's Party. Under these circumstances, Japan's best method was to support a "Beiyang Government" close to Japan. With this new "Beiyang Government," Japan could firstly ask Britain and France to support this new government, and secondly, could fully use the restoration of this government's rule to fully intervene in Chinese affairs.

The French Minister said to the British Minister with ill intentions, "It seems Japan is indeed going to leave the British government and act alone."

The British Minister didn't react to such provocation at all; the Japanese side had already secretly notified the British Minister of this matter. In the notification, the Japanese side stated that the People's Party intended to seize Korea, so Japan had to take such response measures. Moreover, the Japanese side also pointed out that the People's Party very likely had its own designs on Annam (Vietnam) as well.

These days, the British Minister's attitude towards the People's Party had changed significantly. He no longer regarded the People's Party as an ordinary local force, but considered the People's Party as a legitimate Chinese government, especially a very capable legitimate Chinese government. From this perspective, Korea and Annam were China's strategic wings. Korea inserted into the Sea of Japan, which was crucial to the Far East. And Annam inserted deeply into the South China Sea, a strategic key point in Southeast Asia. If a capable legitimate Chinese government didn't want to retake these two regions, the British Minister absolutely wouldn't believe it. And now was also the best opportunity to retake these two regions.

Of course, if the People's Party could really retake these two regions, then they would completely offend Japan and France. Even if they could win, after the European War ended, the People's Party would inevitably pay a greater price. With People's Party Chairman Chen Ke's intelligence, how would he choose? This was a matter the British Minister was quite interested in.

This certainly wouldn't be the British Minister's worry. The British Minister now believed he had basically grasped the People's Party's cards; the People's Party wouldn't join the Allied Powers. Then in the future situation development, the People's Party would definitely kneel and beg Britain. The British Minister only needed to wait until that time.

Moreover, there were two other things that interested the British Minister. The first thing was that after occupying Beijing, the People's Party didn't conduct large-scale combat operations but started large-scale reorganization. What exactly was this for? Until now, the British Minister hadn't figured it out.

The second thing was how exactly Japan prepared to intervene in Chinese affairs. Through this intervention method, the British Minister could also understand how capable Japan actually was.

Besides these two things, there was also a not-so-small matter. A domestic telegram from Britain required British troops stationed in China to return home, and France also made the same request around the same time. At this time, actually withdrawing all overseas military forces back to the country, and regarding China's changes and the People's Party's indication of willingness to join the Allied Powers, Britain didn't dismiss the Minister to China but asked the Minister to China to step up persuading the People's Party to join the Allied Powers quickly. This was enough to show that the situation on the European battlefield was completely unoptimistic.

And the British Minister had instinctively felt that before this contest between China and Japan ended, it was impossible for the People's Party to join the Allied Powers. But after this contest ended, how the Allied Powers' attitude towards the People's Party would be was extremely hard to say.

Among the ministers of various countries, the US side had the best days. Trade between the US and the People's Party proceeded quite smoothly. The war didn't cause any loss to trade, and after the People's Party defeated the Beiyang government, the US government felt its investment in the People's Party was a very wise choice.

The US had no garrison in China, and its grain transactions with the People's Party were fair-price transactions, so there were no difficulties in life. The US Minister could even get road passes specially approved by the People's Party, and there were no obstacles in movement. Since the US hadn't joined the Allied Powers or the Central Powers, the struggle between the two major alliances had nothing to do with the US. So after receiving the secret telegram from home, the US Minister simply went secretly to Wuhan to meet with People's Party Chairman Chen Ke.

On September 16, the day before the establishment of the "Exile Beiyang Government," the US Minister met Chen Ke. The two sides conducted a quite American-style diplomatic negotiation happily.

In the economic crisis that began in 1913, the US reached a trade credit agreement with the People's Party. The People's Party exchanged raw silk for machinery, plus other purchases, which was greatly beneficial to the US economy. When the agreement was preliminarily completed in 1915, orders flying like snowflakes from Europe allowed the US to completely walk out of the economic crisis. National power and influence increased greatly. But this couldn't satisfy the US appetite; as an emerging great power, the US was also pursuing higher international status and international dominance.

In today's world, for a true great power, besides having its own powerful strength, whether it had a large number of allies with considerable strength, or more accurately, "how many capable little brothers it has," was proof of a great power. The People's Party defeated Britain's little brother Beiyang in the Chinese Civil War; this couldn't help but make the US look at the People's Party with new eyes.

"We, the US side, want to reach a closer cooperative relationship with your side," the US Minister said straightforwardly.

"Then what does your government hope we do?" Chen Ke was also very direct. The benefits of imperialist countries couldn't be taken for free; there were always conditions. Chen Ke knew this all too well.

"We completely understand your side's request to recover China's sovereignty. We even appreciate your country's efforts for national independence and liberation. But your side must also be clear that on the China issue, our US attitude is the Open Door Policy." The US representative's speech was full of American style.

Chen Ke never opposed globalization; he opposed globalization that damaged China's interests. But under the current situation, China was beginning to march towards the Second Industrial Revolution with difficulty but one step at a time. The gap with foreign technology and industrial strength was relatively limited. At this time, importing technical equipment from abroad was greatly beneficial to China's industrial development. Not to mention that the raw silk trade hadn't encountered the challenge of synthetic silk yet and could at least continue to flourish for more than a dozen years.

So Chen Ke replied calmly, "Our People's Party has always emphasized that we will absolutely not refuse legitimate trade. And we hope to make trade bigger and bigger, more and more flourishing. We said this a few years ago, and we did so. Up to now, we are still like this. Of course, we don't have hard currency, so we can only adopt the method of trade balance. I think Mr. Minister can confirm this."

The US Minister certainly could confirm this. The price of positions in the embassy in China had risen by more than 30% in over a year, faster than the US stock market. The People's Party was indeed constantly expanding the trade quota on the basis of trade balance.

"Of course, in this situation, we also don't hope to adopt a high tariff policy," Chen Ke continued. "So I don't think the 5% tariff needs any adjustment. However, our side also believes that tariffs must be reciprocal. It is neither reasonable nor appropriate for one side alone to adopt a low tariff policy. what do you think?"

The US Minister nodded slightly. He didn't care about this tariff issue at all; the continuous expansion of trade volume was enough for the US to earn several times or even tens of times the profit. More importantly, Chen Ke's speech clearly revealed a message: after the People's Party retook China's sovereignty, the Chinese market would be more open to the US. This was what the US needed most.
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"Chairman Chen, since you have such intentions, can we sign a memorandum on this issue?" the US Minister asked. No conversation is as effective as a written agreement. Of course, the US Minister also believed that a piece of paper was meaningless in the face of reality. However, with this memorandum, he could demonstrate his diplomatic achievements to the US government, which was a very important political accomplishment.

As long as it was a legitimate trade agreement that did not sell out China's interests, Chen Ke would not be afraid to sign as many copies as needed. Just like 21st-century China would absolutely not be afraid to sign the "Sino-US Treaty of Friendship, Commerce and Navigation" with the United States.

Therefore, in this memorandum, the US Minister promised that the United States would maintain benevolent neutrality regarding China's recovery of sovereignty, and agreed to return the concessions in China and cancel privileges. The People's Party explicitly promised to guarantee the legitimate rights and interests of all foreigners in China through law. In terms of trade, the People's Party promised not to adopt any discriminatory attitude towards US trade under the conditions of quota trade and various credit loan agreements signed by both parties. In this document, China and the United States proposed the term "Most Favored Nation treatment" in trade for the first time. That is to say, any trade preferential treatment granted by China or the United States to a third country would automatically apply to both China and the United States.

The US Minister was quite satisfied with this memorandum. He already knew about the agreement signed between Britain and the Beiyang government. Since Britain was willing to promise to give up its privileges in China, the United States' privileges in China could not compare with Britain's at all. Giving up these things in exchange for greater trade benefits—only a fool would not do this.

More importantly, the People's Party did not mention any military commitments. "Benevolent neutrality" is a very broad term. In extreme terms, as long as the United States did not join the allied forces fighting against China, it could be called benevolent neutrality.

Moreover, this document was a "memorandum." Even formal agreements could be torn up with various excuses, let alone a "memorandum." If the People's Party could not withstand the attacks of other countries, the United States would not mind stabbing the People's Party in the back along with other countries.

The news of the signing of the memorandum with the United States reached Beijing, and Zhang Yu gathered the comrades to inform them of the matter. Many comrades showed considerable regret, thinking that it would be best if they could handle such diplomatic work themselves. Some other comrades expressed strong envy that the Central Committee could complete such a major project. Observing the performance of the young comrades, a few more people were classified into the category of those needing further education and training.

A person's bearing is largely reflected in how they position themselves. The organization is like a machine; every part is important, even a small screw is necessary. To be able to position oneself accurately, focus on completing one's own work, and at the same time not pointlessly envy or be jealous of others' achievements—this is the quality required to take on heavy responsibilities. In this regard, Zhang Yu had also heard Chen Ke talk about education issues, but he felt that this might have more to do with nature.

Just like Comrade Li Runshi, he seemed to have no such thing as jealousy at all. All his energy and attention were focused on the work itself. What Zhang Yu appreciated even more was that Li Runshi never meddled and absolutely did not interfere with other people's work. However, Zhang Yu knew very well that Li Runshi was by no means ignorant of the work of other comrades.

After repeatedly judging in his heart several times, Zhang Yu said: "Comrade Li Runshi, the propaganda department in Hebei Province is in desperate need of people recently. I don't even dare to see Commander Chai Qingguo now. Whenever we meet, he asks me for people. We have always asked the army for people; there has never been a case where the army turned around and asked us for people. But I can't resist him now, so I can only send you there."

Li Runshi was slightly stunned. This transfer order was really inexplicable. However, after a moment, Li Runshi replied calmly, "I obey the organization's orders."

Seeing Li Runshi being transferred away from the diplomatic negotiation team, uncontrollable joy appeared on the faces of some young comrades. Zhang Yu had to start reflecting on whether his actions were not natural enough. Obviously, some people had already seen that he appreciated Li Runshi very much. And transferring Li Runshi away from the diplomatic negotiation team meant that they had one less powerful competitor.

However, Zhang Yu had to do this. After the People's Party completed the roping in of the United States, the mission of diplomatic negotiation was basically completed. The next step was to let the current situation develop for a while. Taking Li Runshi back to Wuhan from Beijing and then assigning tasks would be a waste. The task of the Hebei propaganda outlet was heavy and the work was difficult. It happened to give Li Runshi a great opportunity for training.

That evening, Xi Biwu, who had always had a good relationship with Li Runshi in the delegation, found Zhang Yu. "Minister Zhang, I also want to stay and work in Hebei. My home is in Hebei, and I want to stay and work in Hebei."

Xi Biwu was a young comrade in the judicial system. This negotiation team included young cadres from all aspects, and Xi Biwu was an elite selected from the judicial system in Xuzhou.

Zhang Yu smiled: "Homesick?"

Xi Biwu knew that Zhang Yu was joking, and he also smiled politely, "I feel that I am not suitable for diplomatic work. I still want to do some domestic judicial work."

"The work will be very hard," Zhang Yu said.

"I am in this line of work. I will do whatever needs to be done," Xi Biwu replied.

Zhang Yu had intended to observe Xi Biwu for a while longer, but seeing that he had volunteered, Zhang Yu smiled and said: "If you have made up your mind, write me a report."

"Yes!" Xi Biwu replied, "If there is nothing else, I will go write the report first."

After arranging the personnel transfer, Zhang Yu took the two comrades to find Pu Guanshui the next day. The station was extremely lively, with various troops either lining up for training or making various preparations for work.

The People's Party already knew that Japan was going to intervene in Chinese affairs and attempt to seize the Northeast. Chai Qingguo had now assumed the position of Commander of the Hebei Military Region, and Pu Guanshui assumed the position of Commander of the newly formed Eighth Army Group. The Eighth Army Group had ten armies under its jurisdiction. Because the reorganization time was not sufficient, each army was directly adapted from a division of the Shandong Military Region and the Henan Military Region. Things were indeed as Chai Qingguo had expected: the size of the newly formed units became smaller, but the configuration of automatic weapons was greatly increased.

Zhang Yu did not go to see Chai Qingguo first but went to find Pu Guanshui. For the two young comrades, meeting more people was a very important thing. Although Pu Guanshui would probably forget these two as soon as he saw them, whether they had met or not were two completely different natures.

As soon as they entered Pu Guanshui's office, they saw two comrades standing in front of Pu Guanshui. If it were any other time, Zhang Yu should have avoided it, but this time he had no intention of avoiding it. Pu Guanshui certainly knew that Zhang Yu had a reason for doing this. So he didn't ask, but continued his work. "Comrade Cao Yuqing, I want to ask you a question. You go around saying that the current Corps Commander is just a Division Commander. What exactly does this mean?"

Cao Yuqing was the Commander of the 38th Army, and next to him was Mu Husan, the Commander of the 18th Army. In the past few days, Cao Yuqing had said more than once that "the current Corps Commander is just a Division Commander, and some don't even count as Division Commanders." Naturally, someone spread these words everywhere, and the reason was also very clear: Cao Yuqing looked down on Mu Husan very much.

From the moment he saw Mu Husan also appearing in the office, Cao Yuqing dared not utter a sound. Being questioned by Pu Guanshui like this, he didn't dare say a single word. Pu Guanshui certainly would not let Cao Yuqing off. "Yes, Comrade Mu Husan has indeed been promoted relatively quickly. Half a year ago, he was just a regimental-level cadre, and you were already a Deputy Corps Commander. A Division Commander had to salute you first when seeing you. Now you two are both Corps Commanders, regardless of rank. You have thoughts in your heart, I can understand that."

After saying this, Pu Guanshui couldn't help but slam the table. "But, we choose military cadres because military cadres can win battles! Can reduce the sacrifices of comrades! A Corps Commander is also a member of the soldiers. Are you not yourself after becoming a Corps Commander?! You go around talking nonsense, what are you preparing to do?"

Zhang Yu understood as soon as he heard it. Not only was he working hard to promote outstanding young cadres, but the army was also completing the same work through this major reorganization. Zhang Yu turned a deaf ear to Pu Guanshui's subsequent criticism. He couldn't help but think of Gu Lu, the current Deputy Political Commissar of the Engineering Corps. He was also a young comrade promoted by Chen Ke and Qi Huishen. Who would have thought that he was just a small platoon leader a few years ago? But Zhang Yu had no idea how big the side effects of this kind of promotion were. The larger the organization, the fiercer the internal personnel struggle. Although struggle can promote progress, most of the time, it is realistic to have fewer beautiful imaginations about human nature.

The matter definitely ended with criticism and self-criticism as the solution. This matter did not involve any line issues. However, Pu Guanshui did not ask Cao Yuqing to apologize to Mu Husan personally, but asked Cao Yuqing to make a self-criticism to the whole army for the bad influence of his behavior. Zhang Yu agreed with this handling.

Zhang Yu didn't care much about Cao Yuqing. He carefully observed Mu Husan's performance. From beginning to end, Mu Husan was very calm, as if the object of Cao Yuqing's targeting was not him, Mu Husan, at all. This bearing made Zhang Yu very satisfied. If Mu Husan felt that he was looked down upon and thus gave birth to grievances in his heart, then such a comrade could only make Zhang Yu feel disappointed.

After letting Cao Yuqing and Mu Husan leave, Pu Guanshui quickly returned to normal. As he got up to pour water for Zhang Yu and the others, he asked: "These two comrades are..."

"These are the hands I'm providing to Commander Chai. Commander Chai is just different; he can actually ask for people from the civil departments to the army. I think this matter has to be written into our military history. He has set a precedent." After saying this, both Zhang Yu and Pu Guanshui couldn't help but laugh heartily.

Pu Guanshui laughed and said, "Minister Zhang, since you've already given the people, why don't you just give these two comrades to me? This will also allow me to leave a bad name in military history. Anyway, it's all about being famous; I don't care about good reputation or bad reputation."

"Then you have to go talk to Old Chai, or give me a big bribe right now," Zhang Yu also laughed.

Pu Guanshui knew that Zhang Yu definitely didn't come to find him just to crack jokes, and even if Zhang Yu didn't come, Pu Guanshui would have found Zhang Yu to communicate about the diplomatic situation. The movements of Japan made the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army quite concerned. Since they definitely had to fight with Japan, the earlier the preparations, the better.

Of course, Pu Guanshui first introduced the situation to Zhang Yu. The four armies of the Shandong Military Region and the Henan Military Region were broken up and reorganized. Because the firepower of the troops was strengthened, almost all machine gunners were assigned to Pu Guanshui.

"Comrade Chai Qingguo is quite miserable. The remaining troops have to be divided into three parts and handed over to Henan, Shandong, and those staying in Hebei in the form of skeleton units. However, Comrade Chai Qingguo will definitely be happy. In the newly formed Grand Military Region, the Henan Military Sub-district and the Shandong Military Sub-district both belong to the Jinan Military Region. The Commander of the Jinan Military Region is assumed by Comrade Wu Xingchen. With this big brother supporting from behind, Chai Qingguo is at ease, and I am also at ease." Pu Guanshui very cleverly introduced to Zhang Yu the method of how to stop Chai Qingguo's complaints.

When Pu Guanshui finished introducing the situation, Zhang Yu also told Pu Guanshui about the diplomatic situation. "Japan has supported the Tongmenghui and formed some government-in-exile. Now we don't know how they will handle the relationship with Zhang Zuolin. Zhang Zuolin comes from a bandit background and views his own interests higher than the sky; he will absolutely not submit easily. But we have never dealt with Zhang Zuolin. We don't know what choice this person will make at the last moment."

Pu Guanshui knew that Zhang Yu had to report the situation to the Politburo and the Military Commission when he returned to Wuhan, so he spoke bluntly: "We certainly hope to completely eliminate this kind of local power. These people in the Northeast have deep relationships with both Japan and Russia. As far as I know, Zhang Zuolin started his fortune by relying on the Japanese during the Russo-Japanese War. I am not optimistic about this person. Wu Peifu, who fled to Shanxi, also relied on serving the Japanese to get a lot of benefits."

"When to enter Shanxi... I'm afraid we don't need to consider this in the short term. We don't understand the situation in the Northeast. Why don't you ask Xu Shichang more? He should be familiar with this," Zhang Yu replied.

Pu Guanshui sneered, "These people are stubborn. Even now, they still haven't dropped that stinky air. I also went to see those people. Wang Shizhen is okay; at least he has basic politeness. President Xu Shichang, seeing me, a younger generation, shouted that we were usurping the throne and cursed me for betraying Beiyang. You ask him to provide information? Don't count on it now."

After exchanging intelligence for a while longer, seeing that there was nothing else to understand for the time being, Zhang Yu got up to take his leave.

When parting, Pu Guanshui asked closely: "If there is any latest intelligence, who should I ask?"

This question was well asked. A joint intelligence agency had not yet been established in the North, and almost all intelligence was controlled by the army. But the army happened to have no way to conduct diplomacy. Pu Guanshui had asked to the point.

"I will make a special report to the Central Committee, and I will notify you if there is news," Zhang Yu replied.

And Zhang Yu also remembered another question. He asked Pu Guanshui in a low voice, "Will we send troops in the winter?"

Pu Guanshui looked at Zhang Yu seriously and also said in a low voice: "It's hard to say!"
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September 23, 1915, was the Mid-Autumn Festival. On this traditional Chinese festival, the Japanese gave Zhang Zuolin a "big gift." The Japanese Consulate in Fengtian told Zhang Zuolin that the legal government of China was now the Sun Yat-sen government and demanded that Zhang Zuolin recognize the situation and obey the orders of the new government.

Even earlier, Zhang Zuolin had already received news. The Japanese troops stationed in Korea were gathering on the China-Korea border, ready to break through the border and invade the Northeast at any time.

"Motherfucker!" Just after sending away the Japanese Consul, Zhang Zuolin shouted curses in the room. The recent situation had been tormenting Zhang Zuolin. The destruction of the Beiyang government was not actually too bad a thing. If there were no other forces pressing in step by step, without the suppression of the strongman Yuan Shikai, Zhang Zuolin could have taken total control of the Northeast. But the People's Party had no intention of stopping at all. After destroying the troops sent by Zhang Zuolin at Shanhaiguan, they assumed a posture of constant advance.

But after cursing a few times, Zhang Zuolin shouted to the trembling servant outside the door, "Go, call everyone here for a meeting!"

Although Zhang Zuolin in 1915 had not yet reached the glorious moment of being awe-inspiring in 1925 in history, he was now also the Military Governor and Civil Governor of Fengtian, controlling the military and political power of the three provinces of Heilongjiang, Jilin, and Liaoning. However, Zhang Zuolin's footing was not yet stable. The population of the Northeast was originally small, and most of them were refugees or Manchus who ran here after the fall of the Qing Dynasty. If these people were willing to serve as soldiers, they would have joined the army long ago. The population of the three northeastern provinces was not large to begin with, and after Yuan Shikai's major military expansion, the number of troops under Zhang Zuolin was less than 100,000. As for the generals, most of them were officials from the former Qing Dynasty, and the number of real military academy graduates was very limited.

First explaining the latest situation to this group of civil and military officials, Zhang Zuolin asked everyone what they thought. Everyone naturally had ideas. The news from the Japanese was not the earliest to arrive. In early September, Duan Qirui, who had fled to Shanxi, sent an order to the Northeast in the name of the Deputy Minister of War, requiring Zhang Zuolin, the Commander of Fengtian, to accept Duan Qirui's command. For this Deputy Minister of War who fled to Shanxi in a panic, this group of people in the Northeast was extremely dismissive. They optimistically believed that the People's Party was bound to conflict with foreign forces. Didn't Duan Qirui abandon Beijing so quickly and flee to Shanxi just hoping that foreign forces would severely strike the People's Party in Beijing?

However, the subsequent news disappointed them all. The People's Party not only did not fight with foreigners but also sent troops out of Shanhaiguan, making a posture of attacking the Northeast. Just when this group of people felt terrified, the Japanese forced the Northeast to recognize Sun Yat-sen's "legal government." The civil and military officials of the Northeast were both fearful and found it laughable.

"What kind of thing is Sun Yat-sen? President Yuan flattered him and gave him the title of Deputy Minister of Railways. Now he dares to call himself the Great President. Give him an inch and he'll take a mile!" Zhang Zuolin's sworn brother Tang Yulin said loudly.

Zhang Zuolin's brother Zhang Zuoxiang was not so optimistic. He said: "Now that Sun Yat-sen has defected to the Japanese, this matter is not about what Sun Yat-sen wants to do, but what the Japanese want to do. Looking at the Japanese posture, I think they want to fight their way into the Northeast."

Tang Yulin did not reply directly but just glanced at Zhang Zuoxiang unenthusiastically. As Zhang Zuolin's savior and sworn brother and old comrade-in-arms, Tang Yulin had always believed that after Zhang Zuolin became the Military Governor of the Northeast, he would definitely reuse him. Unexpectedly, Zhang Zuolin had restricted him in many ways. Originally, Tang Yulin thought that as a veteran of the Fengtian clique, he should logically become the Commander of the 27th Army. Unexpectedly, Zhang Zuolin actually let his other sworn brother Zhang Zuoxiang become the Commander of the 27th Army. He also made Wang Yongjiang the Director of the Provincial Police Department but did not promote the big brother Tang Yulin. Regarding Zhang Zuoxiang, Tang Yulin had always spoken as little as possible.

"If we ignore the Japanese, what will they do?" asked Wang Yongjiang, the Director of the Police Department.

"Since the Japanese dare to propose this condition, they certainly will not let the matter drop. Everyone knows that the Japanese troops stationed in Korea have reached the border, and our troops have already begun to organize defenses. They are definitely not just simply scaring us." Zhang Zuolin had long known that Japan wanted to annex Manchuria and Mongolia, and even engaged in some "Manchuria-Mongolia Independence Movement."

Wang Yongjiang hesitated a little after hearing this before continuing: "Then are the People's Party and the Japanese joining hands to deal with us?"

This remark was very inspiring. The civil and military officials of the Northeast originally felt that the People's Party and Japan both harbored thoughts of annexing the Northeast. With a tiger at the front door and a wolf at the back, the turbulence of the situation made them all panic. Wang Yongjiang's words reminded everyone. Even with two threats, the Northeast side probably could not resist either side alone. However, whether there was a contradiction between these two forces was something that could be exploited. But this optimistic idea did not last long. The Japanese attitude was very clear. Zhang Zuolin's group had relatively smooth surface communication channels with Japan. The People's Party, however, had not established any diplomatic relations or diplomatic channels with Zhang Zuolin.

Even if they wanted to probe the People's Party's intentions, the Northeast had absolutely no way to achieve this goal. Given the difficulty of the current situation, all the high-ranking officials in the Northeast frowned. The ease with which they initially mocked Sun Yat-sen could not be seen at all.

"In my opinion, let's just fight. We'll hit whoever enters the Northeast!" Tang Yulin said in a deep voice.

"President Yuan's army of one million became like that after fighting for more than a month. How many soldiers do we have in the Northeast? How can we win?" Wang Yongjiang obviously opposed this straightforward idea.

"President Yuan might not necessarily be unable to beat the People's Party, it's just that President Yuan died early," Tang Yulin said unconvinced. The People's Party strictly blocked news, so the intelligence on the Hebei Campaign had only recently been transmitted back to the Northeast. "The army in Hebei was far more numerous than the People's Party. If President Yuan hadn't died, the People's Party would have been completely unable to fight once they reached the city walls of Beijing."

"Do you say Chen Ke knows sorcery? After he wrote something, the Empress Dowager and the Great President..." Zhang Zuoxiang was relatively superstitious. More importantly, the people who brought the news back tried their best to render the scene of the People's Party dropping leaflets from the sky.

There were not many people who were not superstitious in these years. The more status and position one had, the more fearful they felt of unknown forces when encountering difficult situations. When Zhang Zuoxiang said this, everyone's face became extremely ugly.

Tang Yulin was made uncomfortable all over by this heavy pressure. He simply stiffened his neck and said: "So what if Chen Ke knows sorcery? Let's find a few Shaman Lamas who have magic powers and let them cast spells. I don't believe Chen Ke alone can withstand so many people?"

Hearing Tang Yulin speak more and more evilly, Zhang Zuolin couldn't help but scold: "What nonsense are you talking about? It's getting more and more outrageous!"

Ignoring Tang Yulin's face full of unconvinced expression, Zhang Zuolin said to everyone: "The People's Party fighting in is nothing more than wanting to seize the Northeast. But we only have so many soldiers, and when we conscripted soldiers, President Yuan gave us pay. Now, with the money we have on hand, just paying these troops as before won't last a few months. My meaning is, we have to settle on one side. First, figure out what exactly the People's Party thinks. And it's going to be winter soon. At any rate, it's impossible to fight this winter. Stabilize the People's Party first and drag it out until next year."

No one opposed this opinion. In fact, the civil and military officials of the Northeast could not come up with any better solution. Finally, it was decided to send someone to contact the People's Party first to see what exactly the People's Party wanted to do to the Northeast.

The next day, the candidates for the negotiation representatives had not yet been selected. The Japanese Consulate continued to come to Zhang Zuolin's door, asking about Zhang Zuolin's attitude towards the Sun Yat-sen government. Having already cursed the Japanese and Sun Yat-sen's ancestors for eighteen generations in his heart, Zhang Zuolin still said with a smile: "Whether the one in Japan is really Sun Yat-sen or not, we still can't be sure. If it is really Mr. Sun, I think we might as well invite him here for a talk. After all, there are people among us who have met Mr. Sun. It wouldn't matter if we were deceived, but if someone impostered him and deceived the Japanese side, wouldn't it be a joke?"

The Japanese side had long expected that Zhang Zuolin would try every means to shirk, but he didn't expect Zhang Zuolin to actually find such a reason. If those "people who have met Sun Yat-sen" mentioned by Zhang Zuolin flatly denied that Sun Yat-sen was the person himself, Japan would have no way to prove that Zhang Zuolin was wrong.

"Mr. Zhang! Are you trying to oppose our Great Japanese Empire?" the Japanese Consul asked in a very threatening tone.

Zhang Zuolin chuckled: "I am absolutely doing this for Japan's good. Now that the Great President has just passed away, there are as many people fishing in troubled waters as you can imagine. Everyone has to be careful."

After saying this, Zhang Zuolin suddenly slapped his forehead. "By the way, actually, there are plenty of people who have met Sun Yat-sen at the place of Military Governor Feng Guozhang in Jiangnan. I think your country might as well let that Mr. Sun go to Jiangnan first. If Military Governor Feng Guozhang says that is Mr. Sun Yat-sen, and is willing to accept Mr. Sun's government, I will naturally resolutely support it."

Listening to Zhang Zuolin's words of trying his best to push the trouble outside, the Japanese Consul sneered. "Mr. Zhang! Whatever you say is useless. As a friendly neighbor of China, we Japan have the obligation to support Mr. Sun Yat-sen's government to restore the management of China. I think you should still conform to the situation, rather than act against the trend. That is not good for anyone!"

The anger in Zhang Zuolin's heart almost ignited his hair, but his face was still smiling. "This is a big matter; it needs to be treated with caution!"

"Then how long will it take for Mr. Zhang to give us a reply?"

"It's almost New Year's soon. How about next year?" Zhang Zuolin gave a reply.

The Japanese Consul was amused by these words. He laughed, "Three days. I'll give you three days at most."

After speaking, the Japanese Consul got up and took his leave.

The people around Zhang Zuolin were either angry or scared pale one by one. Zhang Zuolin did not look angry at all; he just fell into deep thought.

"Marshal!" Wang Yongjiang shouted softly beside Zhang Zuolin. "Are the Japanese really going to make a move?"

Zhang Zuolin turned his head and said in a heavy tone: "I'm afraid that is exactly the case."
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"Don't tell anyone about this matter!" Zhang Zuolin said to Wang Yongjiang after sending away the Japanese consul.

"Yes! Marshal!" Wang Yongjiang answered hurriedly. But after a pause, Wang Yongjiang couldn't help but ask, "Marshal, are the Japanese just trying to scare us?"

Zhang Zuolin did not speak. He truly hoped the Japanese were just trying to scare him. But given the Japanese posture, Zhang Zuolin clearly felt it wasn't just a bluff. In late September, the Northeast could hardly be considered hot, yet Zhang Zuolin felt his back becoming sticky—it was cold sweat from fear. This sensation greatly stimulated Zhang Zuolin's pride. He turned his head and cursed at Wang Yongjiang, "Damn it all! So what if the Japanese come? At worst, I'll fight them to the death!"

Although the content of his words sounded tragic and heroic, the tone was more akin to despair. Zhang Zuolin had come from a humble background and had struggled hard to climb to his current position. He hadn't even warmed the seat of the Fengtian Military Governor for a few days before facing such a desperate situation. A wave of grievance suddenly welled up in Zhang Zuolin's heart. "Who the hell did I provoke?"

No one in the entire Northeast was unafraid of the Japanese. The Japanese made no attempt to hide their actions this time. Not only did they send someone to contact Zhang Zuolin, but Japanese people all over the Northeast were also vigorously greeting prominent figures, demanding that the Northeast accept the requirements of the Sun Yat-sen government.

When Zhang Zuolin held a meeting again, the civil and military officials of the Northeast were initially silent. Tang Yulin, who originally had the loudest voice and had mocked Sun Yat-sen not long ago, tremblingly put forward a view, "Marshal, how about we fool the Japanese first and pretend to recognize that little bastard Sun Yat-sen?"

The Northeast civil and military officials dared not utter a sound. No one dared to oppose it, but no one dared to support it either.

What Zhang Zuolin detested most right now was someone making such a request. Zhang Zuolin knew the insatiable nature of the Japanese better than anyone. If Sun Yat-sen were invited in, the Japanese would absolutely not stop there. Zhang Zuolin did not get angry, but asked in a calm tone, "After we fool the Japanese, what do we do next?"

Hearing this, Tang Yulin thought he had persuaded Zhang Zuolin, so he hurriedly continued, "We can just put Sun Yat-sen in the city, give him good food and drink, and put him under house arrest. Wouldn't that be enough?"

Zhang Zuolin had originally thought Tang Yulin might have some brilliant idea. After hearing this, he really couldn't hold it back and actually laughed out loud. Hearing this, some of the others felt it made sense, while others frowned.

Zhang Zuolin said angrily, "Yulin! Do you think Japan only wants this Sun Yat-sen to be the president? Without Sun Zhongshan [Sun Yat-sen], they will find a Sun Xishan; without Sun Xishan, they will find a Sun Nanshan. The Japanese want to fight their way into the Northeast now. If Japan could stay out of the Northeast, never mind giving Sun Yat-sen good food and drink, what would it matter even if I made offerings to him like a god?!"

Seeing that none of the others dared to suggest any way to deal with the Japanese invasion, Zhang Zuoxiang couldn't help but say, "Marshal! If we can't hold them off, maybe we should go back to Liaoxi first? At least that's our old turf, the Japanese can't touch us there!"

Zhang Zuolin looked at Zhang Zuoxiang, then glanced at the Northeast civil and military officials shrouded in a gloomy atmosphere, and finally said helplessly, "Brother Zuoxiang, what good would it do even if we retreated to Liaoxi? These troops are now holding on relying on their military pay. Many of them feel they have a home and a career now; who would be willing to go back to Liaoxi to suffer? Once we retreat, the Japanese can recruit a large number of people under the banner of Sun Yat-sen. At that time, we will really be finished!"

Hearing these words, the officials of the Northeast felt as if they had been lashed by a whip. Wang Yongjiang quickly stood up and said, "Marshal! I was promoted by you single-handedly. I will absolutely serve the Marshal with all my heart and soul!"

With Wang Yongjiang taking the lead, the Northeast officials immediately pledged their loyalty to Zhang Zuolin one after another. Zhang Zuolin could see that some people's loyalty was sincere, but a considerable number of people were wavering after learning the news that the Japanese were determined to fight their way in. Of course, there were also some who were not originally from Zhang Zuolin's faction, but had simply become his subordinates in this changing era. Whether they swore allegiance or not was completely meaningless.

However, meaningful or not, this act of cohesion had to be performed. The Northeast was now under attack from two sides. The People's Party was eyeing them covetously from the south, and Japan had simply stated its intentions bluntly. They couldn't win a fight right now, so they could only submit. But Zhang Zuolin had to find a way out for himself, moving money back to his hometown and evacuating his wife and children. Zhang Zuolin himself was also determining the retreat route in case something went wrong.

On September 28, 1915, the Japanese consul was indeed punctual. Three days after the agreement, the Japanese consul visited again as expected. "Mr. Zhang, how have you considered the matter?"

Zhang Zuolin gave a chuckle. "Naturally, we wouldn't distrust our Japanese friends. However, what needs to be done still needs to be done. You have to let me see this Mr. Sun first. If it really is Mr. Sun, we aren't saying we completely disagree with Mr. Sun becoming the Grand President."

The Japanese consul smiled insincerely and said, "Of course you can see Mr. Sun. However, since we support Mr. Sun, naturally we must protect Mr. Sun's safety. As guards, we will dispatch two divisions to escort Mr. Sun to Fengtian. Since Mr. Zhang understands righteousness, please give your assistance regarding passage!"

Hearing Japan's request, Zhang Zuolin could finally no longer smile. Two divisions of Japanese troops entering Fengtian—that was no longer about escorting Sun Yat-sen, but about seizing power. The cards were completely on the table now, and there was no need for Zhang Zuolin to play dumb. He sneered, "There are some things regarding which I feel everyone had better not joke."

The Japanese consul said solemnly, "We are sincerely supporting President Sun Zhongshan's government to restore its status in China. We are absolutely not joking about this matter. Since Mr. Zhang has already agreed to obey the new government just now, why not show some sincerity? I can say that Mr. Sun has already made it clear that he will absolutely not shift Mr. Zhang's official position. Mr. Sun is deeply righteous on this point."

These comforting words sounded like complete bullshit to Zhang Zuolin. He had gone through so much deception and intrigue to seize his current position. Everyone always spoke beautifully at the beginning, but when it came to action, they would never stop until they had played people to death. When Zhang Zuolin had just become a Commander (Regiment Commander), in order to destroy his old rival Du Lisan, Zhang Zuolin used the method of fake recruitment and offering official posts. After inducing him in many ways, he finally caught Du Lisan and executed him by firing squad.

If the Japanese hadn't made promises of official positions, Zhang Zuolin might have thought the Japanese just wanted to march into the Northeast and drive him out of Fengtian. Hearing these words, Zhang Zuolin only felt a greater danger. When the Japanese tried to stabilize him, it was likely they were about to stab him in the back.

At this point, Zhang Zuolin instead put on an expression of resignation. "If that's the case, then I will await Grand President Sun in Fengtian." After discussing the specific details of the military handover, Zhang Zuolin saw off the Japanese consul.

Once the person was gone, Zhang Zuolin immediately sent someone to find Zhang Zuoxiang. "Brother, what you said last time was right. We can only take the troops and hurry back to Liaoxi. The sooner the better!"

Zhang Zuoxiang was instead startled by Zhang Zuolin's words. "Brother, what's wrong?"

"The current situation is not right. If we continue to resist the Japanese here, we will definitely die without a burial place. It's better to just yield Fengtian to the Japanese. The Japanese not only want to hit us now, but I see their intention is also to fight for this territory of the Northeast against the People's Party. If we yield Fengtian, just let the two of them fight it out."

Zhang Zuoxiang had followed Zhang Zuolin through life and death, so he was naturally very clear about the risks involved. Without waiting for further instructions from Zhang Zuolin, he said, "I will transfer our reliable troops to Liaoxi first, and I'll hurry up and mobilize the other troops."

After finishing the discussion with Zhang Zuolin, Zhang Zuoxiang hurriedly went out.

Zhang Zuolin immediately ordered his household to pack up their things quickly and prepare to retreat.

Antiques, calligraphy, paintings, gold and silver—he couldn't care about sorting them anymore, stuffing them directly into various boxes. However, just as they had started packing a little, gunshots suddenly rang out outside. Zhang Zuolin shivered, and a moment later, the gunshots became more and more dense. After another while, Wang Yongjiang rushed into Zhang Zuolin's home, burning with anxiety. "Marshal! The people from Mantetsu in the city are coordinating from inside and outside, and have started to seize the city gates! The brothers can't hold them off now! Marshal, make a decision quickly!"

"Where is Tang Yulin? Isn't he in charge of secret agents!" Zhang Zuolin asked sternly. The Japanese action was so hasty that Zhang Zuolin had surprisingly not detected it at all beforehand.

"Haven't seen him!" Wang Yongjiang answered anxiously.

"I fuck his grandmother!" Zhang Zuolin shouted loudly.

"Marshal, let's hurry up and deploy troops to fight the Japanese!" Wang Yongjiang quickly reminded.

"Fight what fight! Hurry up and *che hu* [run for it]! Let's get out first!" In his desperation, Zhang Zuolin even shouted out the slang from his days as a bandit.
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On September 28, 1915, the Japanese Korea Army charged into the Northeast from Sinuiju. The Northeast garrison at the border was extremely fearful of Japan. When the Japanese army opened fire on them, the Northeast garrison scattered in an uproar. The Japanese Korea Army immediately headed straight for Shenyang. At this time, Japan had bought off Zhang Zuolin's subordinate Tang Yulin. As the commander of secret agents, Tang Yulin concealed the personnel movements under the cover of the Japanese "Mantetsu". Nearly a thousand Japanese soldiers first infiltrated Shenyang in disguise, then changed into Japanese military uniforms, picked up weapons that had been transported into place long ago, and launched an attack on the Shenyang garrison.

The Shenyang garrison feared the enemy like tigers. Except for the subordinates of the Garrison Command who put up weak resistance, the regular Shenyang garrison collapsed at the first touch against the enemy in Japanese military uniforms. Zhang Zuolin had originally wanted to flee back to Liaoxi, but changed his mind when he left the city. He led his personal guard and the defeated troops to retreat towards Changchun. By the morning of September 29, the Japanese army had occupied the entire city of Shenyang.

The intelligence agents of several stations of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's intelligence agency relayed the intelligence. After traveling day and night, they finally arrived near Jinzhou on September 30. There were many refugees on the road. The intelligence agent knew that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was advancing into the Northeast, but did not know the situation of the battle, so he could only slow down and move forward slowly. It was not until he saw an inn flying a safety sign that he urged his almost foaming horse to gallop over.

Just as he jumped off the horse, the comrades inside the inn had already come out to welcome him. "We were just about to send someone to notify you! Didn't expect you to come."

"How is it exactly?" the comrade from the direction of Shenyang asked.

The comrade on the Jinzhou side said happily, "Our troops captured Jinzhou in two days. The more than four thousand enemies in Jinzhou were completely wiped out. Is there any new situation in Shenyang?"

The comrade from the direction of Shenyang smiled bitterly. "The Japanese captured Shenyang in one day. More than thirty thousand defenders completely collapsed."

Now it was the turn of the comrade on the Jinzhou side to be stunned. After staying dazed for a long while, he said in a voice of complete disbelief, "You're not joking, right? Even if those were thirty thousand fucking pigs, they could still resist for two days!"

The situation had changed so much that the intelligence agent dared not stay. He went directly into Jinzhou city to report to the commander of the attacking troops. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army attacking Jinzhou were the 14th and 18th Armies. The main attacking force was the 14th Army, and the garrison force was also the 14th Army. The 18th Army was only responsible for assisting tasks. Their task was to set out from Jinzhou and march towards the Panjin area.

But the intelligence agent from Shenyang arrived in Jinzhou in time, causing the 18th Army to temporarily stop its advance.

The commander of the 14th Army, Wang Zuomin, was an old brother of Chai Qingguo and came from a Boxer background. He was nearly forty years old this year. The commander of the 18th Army, Mu Husan, was only twenty-six years old. The intelligence agent was in his early thirties this year. Seeing Wang Zuomin was fine, but facing a young commander several years younger than himself, he was quite unaccustomed for a moment.

After listening to the intelligence agent recount the fall of Shenyang, Wang Zuomin and Mu Husan looked at each other. Wang Zuomin was shocked, while Mu Husan revealed a sharp feeling like a steel blade being unsheathed.

After just one glance, both Wang Zuomin and Mu Husan's eyes fell on the map. Panjin, which the People's Party wanted to capture right now, was a very important area. It was the center of the Liaohe Delta, bordering Anshan City to the east and northeast, facing Yingkou City across the Daliao River to the southeast, bordering Jinzhou City to the west and northwest, and facing the Liaodong Bay of the Bohai Sea to the south. As long as this area was taken, the vast area of southern Liaoning could be controlled. It was also an important base for the next attack on Liaoyang.

But the appearance of the Japanese disrupted the plan of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. In the original plan, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army thought that if they could capture Shenyang before winter, they would blockade the Sino-Korean border and fight again next spring.

"Should we continue to attack?" Wang Zuomin was extremely hesitant.

Mu Husan did not answer directly. He asked the intelligence agent a few more questions, all about the number and unit designation of the Japanese troops.

"When we tried our best to escape, we didn't investigate this issue at all. But before we left, we confirmed that the Japanese army had already occupied Shenyang." The intelligence agent answered truthfully.

Seeing that nothing new could be asked, Mu Husan said to the intelligence agent, "You go down and rest first."

After the intelligence agent left, Mu Husan took out another topographic map. This was the confidential part of the People's Party's maps. Chen Ke's few hardcover backpacker map books had all been burned now, but these maps were traced and distributed to the whole army. In terms of combat, these topographic maps played a huge role. The layout of mountains and rivers needed more confirmation and further detailed survey, but there was no need to make rough maps.

Wang Zuomin and Mu Husan gathered in front of the topographic map. With the terrain, the situation became clearer. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army followed the flat land by the Bohai Sea and marched north from near Qinhuangdao all the way to capture Jinzhou, a strategic point for exiting the pass. If they continued according to the original military plan, and the 18th Army attacked Panjin, then the possibility of the Japanese army going south had to be considered. Although Japan was the invader, the Japanese had managed the Northeast for more than a decade after all, and were more familiar with the situation in the Northeast than the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The magic weapon of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was relying on the masses and fighting on interior lines. The biggest advantage of interior line operations was supply advantage. Compared with the Japanese army now, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could absolutely not be called fighting on interior lines.

"Fight or defend?" Wang Zuomin asked again.

Mu Husan pointed to several strategic points and said, "How to defend is also a problem. Look at this map. The Japanese navy can attack Qinhuangdao and Huludao at any time. They can also land from Yingkou and other places at any time. If the retreat route is cut off, it will be very difficult to defend."

Wang Zuomin agreed with Mu Husan's point of view, but he also pointed to the map and said, "But once we get here, we can't retreat. If we retreat and the Japanese occupy these strategic points, we will have to pay too great a price to capture these places again."

Mu Husan nodded. "Ensure logistics, mobilize the masses. The troops themselves must also engage in construction and production. We cannot let go of the territory we have already occupied."

Wang Zuomin had just nodded in agreement when he heard Mu Husan continue, "But I think we still have to fight for Panjin. If we don't fight now, the range we can move in is only this small patch of Jinzhou. After attacking Panjin, at least the Japanese will know that we can operate in a wider area."

As fellow army commanders, Wang Zuomin could not command Mu Husan. Moreover, in the original military plan, Mu Husan's task was to attack Panjin. But the situation had changed too much. Even if the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was an offensive force, it was absolutely not a reckless force. "I will guard the rear well," Wang Zuomin said.

"If the situation is not right, I will retreat," Mu Husan also said.

The departure of the 18th Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was delayed by less than half a day, and twenty thousand troops marched towards Panjin.

Sun Yat-sen and his party arrived in the Northeast on September 30. At this time, Shenyang had basically returned to calm—the calm under Japanese military administration. Japanese soldiers were everywhere on the streets. In order to give face to Sun Yat-sen, he and several "officials" of the "New Beiyang Government" entered Shenyang City in cars.

In the same car with Sun Yat-sen were Chen Qimei and Wang Jingwei. Seeing that Sun Yat-sen was quite emotional, the two of them also felt a surge of emotions. having engaged in revolution for more than a decade, this was the first time they had entered a Chinese city with such glory.

There were some "organized" local representatives of Shenyang on the streets. They held banners welcoming "Grand President Sun Yat-sen". Regardless of the look on their faces, at least they waved small flags to show welcome.

Arriving at Zhang Zuolin's Military Governor's Office, a crowd of Northeast civil and military officials who had defected to the Japanese or failed to escape were lined up at the door to welcome them. These people were guys who had experienced at least two regime changes, so even welcoming a new master didn't stimulate their sense of shame much. The leader was the newly appointed Fengtian Garrison Commander Tang Yulin. This sworn brother of Zhang Zuolin went up enthusiastically to open the car door for Sun Yat-sen. "Hello, Grand President Sun! All our government and military colleagues in Fengtian have been waiting for you for a long time."

Sun Yat-sen's two small mustaches were trimmed neatly. He stepped forward to shake hands with Tang Yulin with an attitude that was majestic yet kind. Then he smiled and said, "Let's go inside and talk."

On September 30, 1915, Sun Yat-sen officially announced his inauguration as the second Grand President of the Republic of China in Fengtian. And in the capacity of the President of the Republic, through Japanese communication channels, he sent official presidential letters to Feng Guozhang in the south and Duan Qirui in Shanxi, requiring them to obey the political and military orders of the new government.

On October 1, 1915, the 18th Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army arrived in Panjin. Amidst a chaotic situation, they easily occupied this city.
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"The Chinese troops occupied Panjin?" Japan was also startled after receiving this news. Like the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the Japanese army also had the psychological preparation that they would fight the other side sooner or later, but they had not made plans to engage the other side in the short term.

After a brief discussion, the Japanese army, in the wake of their great victory, made a decision that they would regret too late in the future: "Send a unit to probe them."

"The Japanese sent a regiment?" Mu Husan was quite skeptical about the authenticity of this intelligence. If Mu Husan were not an officer of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, he might have thought this decision was correct. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army emphasized all day long, "You fight your way, I fight mine." If it were Mu Husan, he would either send a small unit or fight a battle of annihilation with heavy troops. He really couldn't do something like sending a few thousand people to play a probing game.

The attitude of the staff department was exactly the same as that of the commander. "How do we annihilate this enemy force?" A Japanese regiment was equivalent to a Chinese regiment level. After the military system of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army changed to the "Three-Three System", the strength of one regiment was lower than that of a Japanese regiment, while the strength of one division was higher than that of a regiment.

"As long as the Japanese army enters the plain area, use the strength of two divisions to annihilate them in field warfare." Mu Husan quickly gave his own idea.

"Should we besiege the point to strike the reinforcements?" The Chief of Staff hoped to expand the battle results even more.

"No need. We have already been to Panjin. Even if we come again next time, it will be a familiar road. No need to pursue greater combat results. It's only October, and it's already this cold. How to pass this winter is no joke." As a Southerner, Mu Husan was extremely sensitive to the weather in the North. Moreover, the military academy had also introduced that in cold regions, sometimes a small wound could kill a person.

"We are going to fight the Japanese!" The troops were extremely excited about this sudden situation. As a Chinese army, defending the country meant fighting foreigners. Although the fact that the reactionaries were also Chinese did not cause any negative impact on the troops' emotions and fighting will, fighting a war with foreigners really made the whole army feel a trace of indescribable emotion amidst their excitement.

However, the early stage of the battle was lackluster. Two divisions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army adopted a rapid march method to try to pincers from left and right, while the Japanese army advanced normally. The sentries of both sides first discovered the other's sentries, then engaged in short skirmishes, and then judged the other's location from the direction of the enemy's retreat. Without air reconnaissance, it took both sides a whole day to enter the critical state of combat.

Captured Japanese prisoners were taken past the formation. The Japanese army's black military uniforms and cylindrical caps opened the eyes of those Revolutionary Army soldiers who had never seen Japanese soldiers before. Color pictures were always a bit distorted, and photos couldn't show the real colors. Fighting enemies wearing such uniforms tomorrow made the comrades feel a bit more confident in their hearts.

"How exactly do we fight this battle?" This was the question most asked by the soldiers in the troops.

"Don't think so much. Just beat them to death. If you can kill them, don't wound them. If you can kill them, don't take prisoners." Almost all commanders at all levels said this to the soldiers. If this were a battle with other domestic armies, the commanders would absolutely not issue such cruel orders. It was not that these commanders were full of militaristic thinking, nor was there any tendency for commanders to incite nationalism and revanchism. Rather, everyone genuinely felt that if domestic reactionaries were enemies, then foreign aggressors were even more so enemies. Plus, they didn't understand how to deal with these people at all, so everyone could only rely more on the weapons in their hands and the combat skills practiced daily.

The troop strength was nearly four times that of the enemy, so the battle naturally unfolded in the mode of a battle of annihilation. After a night of maneuvering, various units began to advance after dawn.

As the defending side, the Japanese army naturally had its advantages. What entered the field of vision of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was a very standard field position. No enemies could be seen on the position, but trenches could be seen. The Japanese army was far stronger than the Beiyang Army in this regard. However, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not care too much about this.

Compared with the Beiyang Army, the Japanese army was more composed. Even if surrounded, the Japanese army sent cavalry to the main force in Shenyang to ask for help. As long as the Japanese army could hold out for one day, the rescue troops would be able to arrive. The Japanese army quietly waited for the numerically superior Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to launch an attack in the form of conventional wave assaults or even group charges. Before such an attack was launched, any shooting was meaningless.

However, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army sent out small units to approach the Japanese army. These soldiers wearing strange camouflage military uniforms made full use of the terrain to approach forward. They also did not fire, but silently shortened the distance to the Japanese army.

The originally relatively calm look of the Regiment Commander began to become anxious. If the opposing Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was allowed to approach without stopping in the form of small units like this, it wouldn't take long for the front lines of both sides to let the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army occupy the advantage in troop strength.

"Fire!" The Regiment Commander finally gave the order.

The Japanese shooting somewhat disrupted the attack method of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The advance that was originally like flowing clouds and flowing water was temporarily interrupted. However, it was not the infantry that returned fire, but the artillery positioned at the rear. Fifty mountain guns and large-caliber mortars began to shoot at the Japanese firepower points. After a few test shots, they caused a large number of casualties on the Japanese position.

"Artillery, return fire!" The Regiment Commander roared. Even knowing that his artillery was inferior in both quantity and caliber, the Regiment Commander could not come up with any other method.

After the artillery duel began, the Regiment Commander's attention became more concentrated. At this time, it was precisely necessary to guard against those Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army infantry who were already extremely close to the Japanese lines launching a charge under artillery fire.

Such a terrible situation did not happen. The troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were still moving forward. But there was never a situation where a large number of soldiers charged. However, not long after, a dozen fire dragons suddenly flew up from the rear of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Some strange things spraying flames and thick smoke from their tails crashed into the Japanese position at high speed.

The violent explosions made the ground start to shake. The Japanese Regiment Commander didn't even understand what had happened, and simply didn't know what those weapons he had never seen before were. Were they the People's Party's heavy artillery, or God knows what ghostly things! He only felt a strong shock, a huge wave of sound and air, and a high-rising column of smoke. Behind the scattered dust and thick smoke, when the shouts of the charge rang out, the Japanese Regiment Commander, whose mind was a bit groggy, didn't even immediately realize that the infantry of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had finally started their charge.

Under the cover of light machine guns, the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not attack across the entire line, but adopted the mode of column attack according to the route observed and planned before the rocket artillery firing. They tore open the enemy's defense line, controlled the breach with light machine guns, and the troops continued to rush inside to kill. This tactic, which was only completed by the Germans at the end of World War I, showed extremely high combat efficiency in the face of the Japanese trench defense system.

Since the trenches were dug straight through, the light machine gunners didn't even need to aim with the sight; they could effectively strike enemies within dozens of meters directly by using the earthen walls on both sides of the trench as reference objects. Most of the Japanese who were shot dead simply didn't have time to use the weapons in their hands to fight back. They were like rats blocked in a dead end. When the comrades in front had not been killed, they blocked the possibility of the Japanese soldiers behind shooting, and the Japanese soldiers behind simply couldn't see what was happening in front. When the comrades in front were shot dead and fell down, they were bewilderedly exposed to the whistling light machine gun bullets.

Sergeant Yokoji Keiji led his squad to be responsible for a heavy machine gun position. The position was located in the third trench, with a very good terrain position that could overlook the attack direction of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. However, when Sergeant Yokoji Keiji woke up from the shock of the rocket artillery and could see the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army relatively clearly, he found that the enemy had already crossed the first three trenches and was launching an assault on the fourth trench. That strange camouflage military uniform blended perfectly with the dust-filled position. Yokoji Keiji surprisingly found that he couldn't count exactly how many enemies were crawling forward or running fast with their waists bent and heads down.

But at this time, he couldn't care about that much anymore. No enemies had appeared on the front that Sergeant Yokoji Keiji was supposed to defend, so he hurriedly shouted and yelled to order his subordinates to turn the machine gun muzzle. The machine gun was set up on the edge of the trench. If they wanted to move it, they had to straighten up their bodies. A moment later, these Japanese soldiers struggling to move it became targets for light machine guns. At least three light machine guns of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army began to shoot at this firepower point. Five or six soldiers were put down on the ground in the blink of an eye.

Perhaps the amulet that Sergeant Yokoji Keiji always wore on his body played a role; he was surprisingly unharmed in such concentrated fire. Unable to care about anything else, Yokoji Keiji pulled the trigger of the heavy machine gun that had already turned its direction. The position was not completely adjusted, so the machine gun began to jump crazily like an uncontrollable inferior horse. God knows how many Chinese troops were hit. The violent vibration quickly made Sergeant Yokoji Keiji's arms feel great pain. When a belt of bullets was finished, Sergeant Yokoji Keiji felt that his hands were numb, and he couldn't even effectively let go of the machine gun tightly gripped in his hands.

In this brief gap, Sergeant Yokoji Keiji saw a few things flying over. Some hit outside the trench and bounced in other directions. However, one fell straight into Sergeant Yokoji Keiji's crotch. Then it was stuck by the corpse of a Japanese soldier.

There was no pain in the initial feeling of the impact. Under the powerful impact force, Yokoji Keiji involuntarily fell backwards. In this instant, he saw the blue sky. Although polluted by gunpowder smoke, behind the smoke was the boundless blue sky with azure colors that seemed capable of sucking people in.

Various Japanese firepower points were the key targets of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army machine gunners. If machine guns couldn't eliminate them, use grenades. If grenades couldn't solve it either, then use both machine guns and grenades. In any case, the enemy's most powerful firepower support had to be eliminated. The soldiers rushing into the battlefield fought completely relying on the habits of their daily training in this huge and cruel environment.

The Japanese position was first split into two in a very short time, and then split into four in an even shorter time. The trenches in each area became dead ends. The Japanese soldiers blocked at both ends were shot dead like rats under the concentrated fire of machine guns and rifles. Some Japanese soldiers managed to hold the entrance to the trench. But the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army threw grenades into the Japanese trenches where the number of people was very dense.

Some Japanese soldiers, terrified by this hellish scene, couldn't help but use both hands and feet to crawl out of the trenches. These Japanese soldiers were killed one after another by various firepower points arranged on the positions already controlled by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The skirmishers whose command system no longer existed might be able to kill or wound one or two soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army by relying on personal bravery and luck. Then they would suffer retaliation from ten times or even dozens of times the firepower, and die a violent death in a moment.

Counting from the time the infantry of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army officially attacked, it only took a little over an hour for the battle situation to turn from a two-sided fight into a one-sided massacre. Even calculating from the start of the movement to the position, the battle had not developed to this stage for even five hours.

Completely destroying the enemy's resistance, annihilating the remnant enemies, and cleaning up the battlefield instead took the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army six or seven hours.

In the battle, from commanders to soldiers, everyone upheld the attitude of "kill if possible, don't wound; kill if possible, don't capture." Of the more than three thousand men in this Japanese regiment, more than one thousand were killed and more than one thousand were wounded. And of these more than one thousand wounded, more than half had no need for medical treatment. When the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army attacked the headquarters, the Japanese Regiment Commander led the security staff and others in a Banzai charge. The soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, who had never encountered such fierce enemies, first used a concentrated fire of machine guns, rifles, and pistols, and then they rushed up almost instinctively to use bayonets and bullets to finish off these fierce enemies.

What chivalry, what respect for brave enemies, those were all strange ideas that only guys far away from the battlefield could come up with. On the battlefield, thoroughly dead enemies were what everyone really needed.

The language of the Chinese and Japanese sides was not mutually intelligible. Whatever the Japanese soldiers yelled in Japanese sounded like meaningless "bird chatter" to the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Even if the Japanese shouted surrender, the effect played was merely to attract the attention of the officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. On the battlefield, there was nothing worse than attracting the enemy's attention.

After the battle ended, the soldiers finally confirmed their victory. Amidst the cheers, there was finally leisure time for problems that there was absolutely no time to think about during the battle. The soldiers conquered death and eliminated the enemy. Looking at the corpses in black military uniforms all over the ground, many people felt fear after the event. The Japanese army was an army with a very strong will to fight. At least during the battle, they tried to use bayonets to solve problems more than once. However, the firepower advantage brought by the troop strength advantage turned these brave Japanese soldiers into sieves. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army attached great importance to bayonet fighting. Many soldiers were guessing what the battle would have looked like if there really had been a bayonet fight.

The commanders considered more. Many commanders felt quite strange. If the combat effectiveness of this Japanese army was regarded as the average Japanese level, such an army could actually capture Shenyang in one day. How useless must the Northeast Army be? It took the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army two days to capture Jinzhou City.

However, the political commissars were certainly not so naive. "Comrades, reactionary armies are all like this. Fight foreigners? They may not dare. But when it comes to really killing Chinese people, they may not necessarily be cowardly as mice. We must not harbor illusions about them. When a dog bites people, it is also very fierce."

The Japanese troops annihilated by this Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army belonged to the 20th Division of the Japanese Korea Army. After being surrounded, they immediately sent people to ask for help from the 20th Division in Fengtian. The 20th Division naturally immediately raised troops to rescue. In the future, this decision would be called an extremely wrong decision in Japanese military history.
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On the early morning of October 6th, atop the city walls of Changchun, Zhang Zuolin, wearing a tragic expression, used his binoculars to watch the Japanese army approaching in the distance. After fleeing to Changchun, Zhang Zuolin surprisingly still had four or five thousand men with him. The garrison troops numbered over three thousand. Cobbling together these seven or eight thousand men, they had at least managed to gain a foothold in Changchun.

The temperature was already quite low. Zhang Zuolin breathed out a puff of white mist and looked up at the clear sky. If only it would snow heavily now. The heavy snows of the Northeast could pile up to waist height; in that case, Japan would have no way to attack Changchun.

Looking back at his subordinates on the city wall, most were defeated soldiers from Fengtian. Along the way, Zhang Zuolin had his personal guard gather these guys who were fleeing like stray dogs as best they could. Although there were quite a few of them, not many carried guns. Even though they had followed Zhang Zuolin to Changchun in their desperation, Changchun didn't have many weapons in stock either. Zhang Zuolin didn't dare issue precious rifles to these defeated soldiers. Aside from the subordinates of Wang Yongjiang's garrison command who carried rifles, many others on the city wall were empty-handed.

Zhang Zuolin saw that many men, even before the Japanese army reached the city walls, were already pale with fright and trembling all over. At the slightest disturbance, they would likely dare to run away. In fact, Zhang Zuolin was just as terrified in his heart. When he was young, he had secretly killed some Japanese, but that was done secretly. It absolutely could not be known by the Japanese. If the Japanese knew, they would seek revenge for those killed. This was also the fundamental reason why Zhang Zuolin and the Fengtian Army did not dare to go to war with Japan. Japan would absolutely show no mercy to those who stood as their enemies. The Russo-Japanese War proved this point. To conquer the Lushun Fortress, the Japanese army paid a huge price, yet they eventually conquered the Lushun Fortress. And Zhang Zuolin and his Fengtian Army simply did not have the courage to stand out as Japan's enemies. As long as it was possible to flee, they would definitely choose to flee.

But Zhang Zuolin now didn't even have the courage to flee. He had gone through untold hardships to climb to the position of Military Governor of Fengtian and become the "King of the Northeast." To make him run back to Western Liaoning to be a bandit again—Zhang Zuolin would rather die.

"Marshal! Open fire and bombard them!" Wang Yongjiang, standing beside Zhang Zuolin, said in a low voice.

"This... wait a little longer!" Zhang Zuolin feigned calm. Opening fire on the Japanese meant officially declaring war on the Japanese, meant Zhang Zuolin publicly taking the stance of an enemy of the Japanese. Precisely because he knew the Japanese devils' attitude of resting only when the enemy was dead, Zhang Zuolin absolutely dared not be Japan's enemy.

"Marshal! We can't wait any longer!" Wang Yongjiang's voice contained a threat amidst the anxiety. "If we don't open fire now, it will really be too late!"

Zhang Zuolin was fighting a fierce battle in his heart. Hearing the tone of reprimand in Wang Yongjiang's voice, Zhang Zuolin flew into a rage out of humiliation and couldn't help but curse, "Motherfucker! What the hell does a scholar like you know!"

Wang Yongjiang's face immediately turned ugly. He was indeed a rare scholar among Zhang Zuolin's subordinates. In his youth, Wang Yongjiang was well-read and exceedingly talented. He had a quick mind and was also skilled in medicine. During his service in the Liaoyang police administration, he was deeply appreciated by Yuan Jinkai. In the early years of the Republic, when Wang Yongjiang served as the director of the Fengtian Provincial Tax Bureau, he met Zhang Zuolin for the first time. Because Zhang came from a rough background and had only studied in a private school for three years, he didn't pay much attention to Wang Yongjiang. The self-righteous Wang Yongjiang was unhappy but couldn't flare up. Later, because during the early period of Zhang Zuolin's administration, the Northeast's finance was in chaos and revenue was tight, and the Japanese used gold notes and banknotes to compete for the market with Fengtian notes, plus the source of Fengtian Army soldiers was complex, military discipline was lax, and many came from the greenwoods (bandits), acting lawlessly. Zhang Zuolin was very anxious and began to recruit worthy men, saying to his subordinates: "Whoever among us is a capable man who can govern the country and bring peace, I will employ him with a high salary!" Yuan Jinkai took the opportunity to recommend Wang Yongjiang. Zhang Zuolin resented his arrogance and didn't want to employ him. Yuan Jinkai said: "Minyuan stood out when he was young, praised by the people of Jinzhou as one of the 'Two Lus and Two Dings.' Even Viceroy Xi Liang praised him as 'the number one man in Fengtian police administration.' This man can be entrusted with heavy responsibility!"

Wang Yongjiang took up the post of senior advisor to the Fengtian Military Governor's Office, and soon became the director of the Provincial Police Department and the director of the Fengtian Police Agency, finally gaining Zhang Zuolin's trust.

In this Japanese attack on Fengtian, Wang Yongjiang was the only Fengtian Army commander capable of organizing troops to counterattack. During the escort of Zhang Zuolin's escape, Wang Yongjiang's subordinates were also the only ones to maintain their formation. Now seeing the Japanese pressing in step by step, while Zhang Zuolin, who claimed to have built his career on fighting, didn't even dare to shell them, Wang Yongjiang's disappointment was unparalleled. He suddenly understood that he had truly chosen the wrong object of loyalty.

However, Zhang Zuolin was Zhang Zuolin after all. After a momentary loss of composure, he also understood that Wang Yongjiang was not wrong. The Fengtian Army officers and soldiers around them were nervous to death. Not only did Zhang Zuolin know that the Japanese absolutely beat their enemies to death when taking revenge, but these Fengtian Army soldiers naturally knew it too. If the Japanese were allowed to press up to the city wall, without even firing a few shots, this bunch of Fengtian Army soldiers would dare to scatter and flee just like those Fengtian Army soldiers who guarded Fengtian.

"Fire a shot to the front of the city," Zhang Zuolin shouted. After shouting, he added a sentence, "Don't shoot too far!"

Wang Yongjiang was so angry in his heart! Trying to scare the Japanese yet afraid to hurt the Japanese—what exactly did Zhang Zuolin want to do?

After a while, the artillery position inside the city finally fired a lonely shot. The shell flew over the top of the city wall and exploded a small pit on the ground fifty-odd meters outside the city.

However, the distant Japanese army seemed to be frightened by this shot. Their speed of action slowed down noticeably. After another while, the Japanese army actually stopped first, and not long after, the Japanese army surprisingly began to retreat.

The Fengtian Army on the Changchun city wall watched the Japanese army's changes dumbfounded. "What are the Japanese doing?" Such whispers spread constantly among the Fengtian Army.

"Are the Japanese preparing some new trick?" A considerable number of people thought the Japanese were about to pull some ruthless move.

Until the Japanese army completely disappeared from the vision of the Fengtian Army on the Changchun city wall, completely disappeared from the vision of the binoculars, the Changchun city wall remained very quiet. No one dared to believe what had happened before their eyes. Until someone suddenly shouted loudly, "Marshal Zhang scared away the Japanese with one shot!" Then, thunderous cheers immediately erupted up and down the city wall!

"Marshal Zhang scared away the Japanese with one shot!" "Marshal Zhang scared away the Japanese with one shot!!"

"Long live Marshal Zhang!" "Long live Marshal Zhang!!"

All kinds of excited shouts revealed the heartfelt thoughts of the Fengtian Army from top to bottom—finally, they didn't have to fight the Japanese!

Zhang Zuolin was also excited, laughing continuously. Hearing the various flattery that began to become somewhat absurd, Zhang Zuolin laughed even more happily. Actually, he didn't really believe this bullshit. Being able to not publicly be the Japanese's enemy was the thing that made Zhang Zuolin happiest.

Wang Yongjiang stared outside the city without saying a word. He naturally couldn't believe such absurd bullshit as "Marshal Zhang scared away the Japanese with one shot." He had even less intention of participating in this incredibly foolish celebration of "surviving a disaster."

"What exactly happened that made the Japanese have to retreat so hastily?" Wang Yongjiang was very puzzled by this.

"Marshal, let's hurry and send someone to inquire about the news," Wang Yongjiang whispered to Zhang Zuolin.

Zhang Zuolin nodded repeatedly while laughing, "Hehe, good, good, send someone to inquire immediately!"

The one attacking Changchun was the 19th Division of the Japanese Chosen Army. They didn't think Changchun could stop the Japanese army's pace at all. After stabilizing the situation in Fengtian, the 19th Division set off for Changchun. But just as the attack preparations were about to begin, a messenger officer from Fengtian brought the headquarters' order, demanding the 19th Division return to Fengtian immediately. The 19th Division Commander was greatly puzzled. Seeing that he was about to attack Changchun, and Zhang Zuolin was so scared he only dared to fire a demonstrative shot, yet at this very moment, he was ordered to ignore Changchun and return to Fengtian immediately.

"What happened?!" the 19th Division Commander asked sternly.

The messenger officer didn't dare to speak loudly. He leaned in front of the 19th Division Commander and whispered, "The 20th Division has been completely wiped out. Fengtian is now completely empty."

"You're not joking, are you?" The 19th Division Commander stared at the messenger officer and asked. This news sounded only ridiculous to the Division Commander. The Fengtian Army collapsed at the first touch before the Japanese army. The People's Party were also Chinese; how could it be possible that a Japanese division was completely annihilated by the People's Party?

But the seal and signature on the official document brought by the messenger officer had no problems. The headquarters ordered the 19th Division to leave Changchun immediately and rush back to Fengtian. This was definitely not a joke by someone trying to tease the Division Commander.

Staring viciously for a good while at Changchun, which was almost in hand, the 19th Division Commander issued the retreat order with extreme indignation.

This was not a joke. The Japanese 20th Division received news that its own regiment was under siege and immediately set off to rescue. Since the Japanese Regimental Commander stated in the request for help that he had prepared a defense system of five trench lines and was confident of holding out for two days, the 20th Division thought this was a good opportunity to attack from inside and outside to inflict heavy damage on the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

Since both sides were in field warfare, there was no possibility of carrying large-caliber artillery. Five trench lines of a regiment were enough to withstand the siege of several times the enemy. Although the annihilation of a division had occurred in Shandong, the Japanese side believed that was because the Japanese army rashly entered the People's Party's controlled area and underestimated the enemy. However, the Northeast was almost half a home field for Japan. The 20th Division did not believe that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, as a guest army, could have the same combat capability as in Shandong.

So the 20th Division was pincered by two divisions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The battle lasted only one day from start to finish. The Division Commander was shot to death by the attacking Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in the division headquarters. He didn't even have time to burn the division's military flag before he died.

Although the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't have a plan to "besiege a point to strike the reinforcements," they unexpectedly achieved the result of "besieging a point to strike the reinforcements."

"Commander Mu, what do we do next? Attack Shenyang?" the Chief of Staff said excitedly. Before the reorganization, he felt deeply worried about what level the combat effectiveness could be maintained at. Now the Chief of Staff had full confidence in the troops' combat effectiveness.

"What if we take Shenyang?" Mu Husan asked back calmly.

"If we take Shenyang, we blockade the China-Korea border!" Faced with Mu Husan's question, the Chief of Staff subconsciously recited the initial operational plan.

"That won't do. The basis of that plan was that Japan was not prepared to march into the Northeast. Now the situation has changed," Mu Husan replied.

"If the plan changes, what do we do next?" the Chief of Staff asked.

"Commander Pu once told us something. When the Military Commission discussed the plan to march into the Northeast, Chairman Chen Ke said that if we catch members of Japan's Mantetsu and shoot one, there will definitely be one or two who are wronged. If we shoot every other one, the half that wasn't shot are definitely all fish that escaped the net. Now Mantetsu is Japan's eyes and ears in the Northeast. Since the Japanese have already entered the Northeast, it is necessary for us to dig out their eyes and ears," Mu Husan's tone sounded relaxed, but there was an indescribable grim killing intent.
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On the gentle slope, the cyan uniforms of the Fengtian Army stood out conspicuously among the corpses of the Japanese army in black uniforms and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in camouflage.

"Hurry up! Carry these few Japanese out of here! They're blocking the way!" A soldier of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army responsible for supervising the labor of these Fengtian Army soldiers shouted.

If it were ordinary times, these Fengtian Army soldiers would have long thought of running away, but the sight of Japanese corpses covering the ground really scared them witless. Some timid ones were too scared to even speak, while some bolder ones whispered to their companions while carrying Japanese corpses and heavy wounded.

"My God, how many Japanese did the People's Party kill?"

"Must be several thousand, right?"

The questioner and the speaker both kept their voices very low.

"Are these people really Japanese?" someone also asked. As soon as the voice fell, intermittent cursing in Japanese from Japanese wounded came from beside them.

The guy who asked this stupid question was rolled eyes at by his companions. "In this place, everywhere is people speaking Japanese. You tell me if they are Japanese army?"

"Then if you say that, when the People's Party fought us, they really showed mercy. Look, corpses all over the ground, and we only lost a few people," a Fengtian Army soldier said with great rejoicing.

Indeed, on the main battlefield where the Japanese 20th Division was annihilated, the ground was covered with a dark mass of Japanese corpses. When the Japanese army was attacked by the sudden appearance, they performed quite well. Fully utilizing the terrain, the 20th Division headquarters established a command post on the high ground, and the vanguard troops immediately launched an attack on the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

Especially on a piece of open ground, it was piled with Japanese corpses. That was the main direction of the Japanese army's several charges. Before the individual shelters and machine gun bunkers rapidly dug by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the Japanese army first had more than three hundred men gunned down. But relying on a fierce spirit, the remaining Japanese troops still charged onto the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's position with bayonets. However, these Japanese troops soon died under attacks from weapons like pistols. Except for the infantry stabbing them a few times with bayonets for fear they weren't completely dead, the battle was bloody enough, but not cruel enough.

These corpse-collecting Fengtian Army soldiers were captured in Panjin. Mu Husan didn't think he had the leisure to feed these guys, nor was there a need to let them go easily. Finally, the political commissar came up with a method: anyone willing to clean up the battlefield could be released after finishing the cleanup. This was truly an indescribable thing for the Fengtian Army.

Generally speaking, people cleaning up the battlefield could search for valuable items on the corpses along the way, especially since these corpses were Japanese. Presumably, there were more valuable things. However, the Fengtian Army absolutely did not believe that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could defeat the Japanese so quickly. Not to mention that the Fengtian Army captives in Panjin this time numbered as high as two thousand. How big a battlefield would it take to employ more than two thousand people to clean it up?

Quite a few Fengtian Army soldiers worried that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was playing some trick, and some timid ones suspected that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wanted to kill the captives, so they resolutely refused to participate in such a thing full of the scent of conspiracy.

With no other choice, the troops forced these guys to the vicinity of the battlefield with bayonets. Seeing the Japanese corpses covering the entire plain, these Fengtian Army soldiers believed that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was not joking. Even so, during the cleanup, Fengtian Army soldiers kept asking the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers around them, "Sir, will you really let us go after cleaning up the battlefield?"

However, not all Fengtian Army soldiers were like this. A very small number of Fengtian Army officers were observing the battlefield, guessing the course of the battle. For example, a battalion commander from the Panjin garrison stood up from time to time to size up the distribution of corpses around him, as well as the pits blasted by various shells. His brows were tightly furrowed, and his face wore an expression of incomprehension.

The battlefield was not the appearance of skirmish lines from both sides shooting at each other. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops attacking Panjin numbered only twenty thousand, but the Japanese casualties were in all directions. He looked toward the nearby hilltop; the Japanese command post was probably set up there. Looking carefully, it was probably so. The Japanese were certainly not stupid enough to set the command post on the very top of the slope, which could be proven by the appearance of many scraps of paper at a position slightly down from the top. And around here, traces of fierce hand-to-hand combat also appeared. Many Japanese corpses on the ground were disemboweled, and the amount of bloodstains was several times that of other areas.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had indeed launched a tragic bayonet fight with the Japanese army in this area. After eliminating the Japanese charges with light machine guns and grenades, the Japanese temporarily adopted a defensive stance. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army immediately completely surrounded the Japanese army and constantly compressed and encroached upon the Japanese positions.

After occupying favorable terrain, first a dozen rockets disrupted the Japanese deployment, followed by charging troops launching a fierce centripetal offensive from both north and south directions.

The Japanese 20th Division had three regiments in its establishment. Although one regiment was lost, the force committed to this battle was still over seven thousand men. The charge had only been going on for a dozen minutes, and two battalions of enemy troops that had not yet fallen into chaos charged up with bayonets to meet the two attacking forces of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army respectively. After machine guns and rifles ran out of bullets, the most reliable thing left was the bayonet. The soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army unhesitatingly engaged in combat with the Japanese army with bayonets.

This battle was later written into the war history of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army as the first large-scale bayonet battle in the true sense. Although the final result was not satisfactory, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army still won the final victory. Chen Ke didn't understand bayonet fighting, knowing only a few basic terms like three-man cover. However, the People's Party itself had a scientific attitude. From the Red Spear Society captured in Shandong, the swordsmen invited from Cangzhou, the warrior monks captured from Shaolin Temple, as well as the Taoist priests invited from Wudang Mountain, together with the doctors of the Military Medical Academy, they had conducted scientific research on killing for several years.

From ergonomics to various traditional martial arts combined in bayonet fighting, plus the troops' training, especially the sufficient food for the troops in recent years, particularly the supply of meat and fat, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not fall behind in bayonet fighting, and the pistols of the squad and platoon leaders were sharp weapons at close range.

The Japanese army had always believed that bayonet fighting could easily crush the Chinese army just like dealing with the Chinese army before. Not only were the two largest organized units sent by the Japanese division headquarters firm in their will, but other Japanese skirmishers also almost instinctively fixed bayonets and engaged in hand-to-hand combat with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Sharp bayonets pierced bodies, cut blood vessels, and severed limbs. Frantic shouts and hysterical roars instantly became the mainstream sounds of the battlefield.

The result was that the more scientific killing techniques of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army won the victory, and this desperate fighting style led to the failure of the Japanese army. They had sent out all their forces, and once these forces were destroyed, the Japanese division headquarters was completely exposed on the attack route of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

The October sky in the Northeast was already very cool. Looking at the large patches of bloodstains and the Japanese corpses with miserable and terrible death appearances in the bloodstains, the Fengtian Army battalion commander couldn't help but shudder. Before seeing such a situation with his own eyes, he would absolutely never believe that there could be an army in China more adept at fighting and braver than the Japanese army, brave enough to conduct large-scale hand-to-hand combat with the Japanese army. And everything before his eyes proved that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was an army capable of defeating the Japanese army. The battalion commander felt his legs go a bit soft.

Looking at the battlefield again, the Fengtian Army soldiers cleaning up the battlefield were working hard to pick the pockets of the Japanese dead when the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wasn't paying attention. Some also untied the Japanese leather belts and strapped them around their waists, then hurriedly covered the belts with their jackets. Some simply took off the Japanese military boots to replace their own broken cloth shoes. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't pursue it too much. Except for a few guys who went too far, such as a guy with seven or eight belts strapped around his waist, whom the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army made keep only one belt and hand over the rest. There were also a few guys whose pockets were bulging to the point of bursting, who were also reprimanded and made to hand over most of the collected stuff.

The Japanese would absolutely not be so tolerant toward the Fengtian Army. If the Fengtian Army dared to touch even a tiny bit of the Japanese army's things in normal times, they would have to pay with their lives.

The Fengtian Army battalion commander suddenly put down the work in his hands. He ran to a Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army commander who was cleaning up the battlefield together with the soldiers and Fengtian Army POWs and shouted loudly: "Sir, I want to join our People's Party."

The commander was stunned, and all the surrounding Fengtian Army POWs were also stunned. Seeing the incomprehension on the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army commander's face, the battalion commander continued to shout: "Sir, I also hate the Japanese! I am willing to serve the People's Party! I... I am a local, you guys will always need locals, right?"

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army certainly needed locals, especially these local snakes of the Fengtian Army. The commander quickly understood what this tall Fengtian Army POW before him meant. He hurriedly said: "Comrade, it is very good that you are willing to forsake darkness for light, but we are here to clean up the battlefield now. How about we finish cleaning up the battlefield together first?"

The next day, Mu Husan received intelligence. After cleaning up the battlefield, more than two hundred Fengtian Army officers and soldiers explicitly expressed their willingness to join the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. And the emotions of the originally shock-unsettled Fengtian Army officers and soldiers clearly stabilized.

Some chose to leave, while some returned to the POW camp, saying they would "think about it again."

Letting the Fengtian Army participate in this battlefield cleanup originally had the intention of establishing prestige. Even if these people were willing to leave, it was no loss to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. As "volunteer propagandists," they could publicize the combat effectiveness of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army along the way. After all, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army couldn't organize the Northeast people to visit these battlefields. Words from Northeast locals were more likely to gain the trust of Northeast locals. Moreover, for the matter of burning the corpses of the Japanese war dead for great influence, Mu Husan was preparing to hire local people in Panjin to complete it.

With these defectors from the Northeast local army, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army gained many relatively reliable intelligence sources. Ordering the political commissar to hurry up and screen and reform these defecting soldiers, Mu Husan's remaining work was to dig out Japan's eyes and ears in the Northeast.
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The "Mantetsu" that the 18th Corps of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wanted to destroy was fully named the South Manchuria Railway Company. It was a special Japanese company that existed in Northeast China from 1906 to 1945. It was the core of Japan's management of Manchuria. At its peak, it held equity in more than 80 affiliated enterprises. The South Manchuria Railway Company was once called "Japan's East India Company in China," meaning it carried out colonial aggression in the name of a company. Therefore, Mantetsu was also called a "Colonial Company."

At its inception in 1906, it seized about 1,100 kilometers of railway. Starting in June 1907, it changed all the seized trunk and branch lines to standard gauge. First was the gauge change and realignment of the Anfeng Railway, and while changing the gauge, the Yalu River Railway Bridge on the China-Korea border was built. Starting in 1908, the second-track projects for sections like Dalian to Changchun and Sujiatun to Fushun were built respectively; at the same time, Dalian Port was expanded on a large scale. Besides owning the railway, it also owned "Mantetsu Attached Lands" ranging from 16.7 meters to 3,000 meters on both sides of the railway, with a total area of 482.9 square kilometers. Since Japan obtained the right to station 15 soldiers per 10 kilometers, the South Manchuria Railway became the stronghold of Japan's continental policy, successively responsible to the Governor-General of Kwantung, the Governor of Kwantung, and the Ambassador to Manchukuo, specifically the Manchurian Affairs Bureau.

To plunder the resources of the Northeast, Mantetsu members exhausted their minds and used vicious means. After having the surrendered Fengtian Army, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army quickly obtained a large amount of intelligence regarding Mantetsu. "This Mantetsu really knows how to bully people!" This was the phrase the Fengtian Army loved to say the most.

"Then let's bully them a bit too," a comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee said to the former Fengtian Army officers and soldiers as if joking.

"How so?" The Northeast men expressed incomprehension at these somewhat strange words.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could not mistreat captives; this was discipline and also a principle. No precedent could be set for such things. But some things had to be done, so the existence of Fengtian Army defectors appeared very valuable.

"We want to sack Mantetsu now, and some matters need help from friends in the underworld," the comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee said quite clearly.

"Yes! Yes!" The former Fengtian Army officers and soldiers nodded repeatedly in understanding during their separate talks. "Actually, there's no need to find any greenwoods bandits. Now that Fengtian is lost, many Fengtian Army brothers have no food to eat; finding them will do!"

After making preparations, the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee also held a meeting. The responsible comrade looked grim. "There are some things we must do now. If it comes to being held accountable, we have to bear the responsibility. Should we discuss this matter in the Army Party Committee?"

The comrades hesitated somewhat. Chen Ke's attitude towards completely destroying Mantetsu was very clear, but this didn't mean Chen Ke publicly supported carrying out a comprehensive massacre of Mantetsu members. For the People's Internal Affairs Committee, to obtain confidential intelligence, they had to "torment Mantetsu members to death." This was the literal meaning. A section of Mantetsu strongholds around Panjin had already been raided. The Japanese kept their mouths very tight, and these people really looked down on Chinese people.

After ordinary torture, they still shouted about how the Great Japanese Empire would not let the People's Party off. Later, there was really no other way but to skin a few stubborn Japanese devils alive in front of the Mantetsu members, then scald them to death with boiling water. Those Mantetsu members who were full of nonsense finally realized that the People's Internal Affairs Committee was not joking. As a result, this bunch of scum was scared into incontinence. They became willing to say everything they knew.

But it was already too late. Since these people had already seen things they shouldn't have seen, after verifying that what they said was correct, each guy was given a shot in the back of the head, and then a fire sent them back to Japan.

It was okay to do this kind of thing once or twice occasionally, but it couldn't always be done like this. When it came to doing it on a large scale, there had to be someone to do the dirty work, so the Internal Affairs Committee could only look for other "partners." But bringing this matter up at the Party Committee meeting would be extremely troublesome. Party Committee meetings had to be recorded. The records couldn't possibly state that everyone enthusiastically discussed whether to use torture on Mantetsu members, the degree of torture, and how to deal with the dead personnel who couldn't withstand the torture. With the army's temper, if you asked them to publicly shoot a million Japanese for the reason of infringing on the people, the army wouldn't even blink an eye, but the army definitely wouldn't intervene in such secret activities. If the Party Committee publicly vetoed it, that would be trouble.

The People's Internal Affairs Committee must obey the Party's leadership. The Party Committee couldn't intervene in the People's Internal Affairs Committee's investigation and arrest matters, but that didn't mean the Party Committee couldn't negate actions of a non-disciplinary and security nature. Moreover, without the support of the Party Committee and the troops, the People's Internal Affairs Committee had absolutely no way to take measures against Mantetsu alone.

After discussion, the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee decided to make this request at the Standing Committee meeting of the Party Committee.

The number of people on the Standing Committee was much smaller, actually just four or five people like the Corps Commander and Political Commissar. Decision-making efficiency was high.

"We hope the troops won't interfere with how those Mantetsu members die," the comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee made the request very straightforwardly.

The Political Commissar wanted to say something after hearing it, but couldn't say anything. After a good while, he said, "After all, we must leave some for public trial and execution; we also need to give the bullied masses a public explanation."

Other comrades from the Logistics Department and Staff Department were very smart. Even if they didn't fully understand at the beginning, they all understood after hearing the Political Commissar's words. The Chief of Staff smiled bitterly and said, "I think it's inappropriate. There is no wall in the world that doesn't leak wind."

Seeing that opinions were already so opposed, Mu Husan, who hadn't made a sound, finally spoke up: "Is the intelligence held by those Japanese that important?"

"Many pieces of intelligence regarding Japan's domestic situation won't be easily confessed by the Japanese. Anyway, the troops will shoot them too, so we might as well extract more intelligence. Intelligence sources are scarce after all," said the comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee.

"Don't think so much. As long as we solve the domestic problems, whatever Japan does is nothing to be afraid of." Mu Husan was quite confident. Or rather, he himself completely disapproved of torture to death.

The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee smiled bitterly. "Many Mantetsu members have stayed in Korea. This time we have already collected some things about Japan implementing land reform in Korea. This intelligence involves many details."

The People's Party implemented land reform domestically, and Japan also implemented "land reform" after annexing and occupying Korea. Of course, Japan's land reform and the People's Party's land reform could be said to run in completely opposite directions. The People's Party eliminated landlords and implemented public ownership of land as a means of production. Japan eliminated Korea's local forces and used the seized land to create pro-Japanese landlords. Especially in the southern plains of Korea, where there were originally many landlords from prominent Korean families; some of these people supported the Japanese, and some didn't. Japan eliminated a large number of landlords who refused to let Korea perish and distributed these lands to those Koreans who defected to Japan. They further supported the pro-Japanese faction in encroaching on land in Korea and striking at dissidents.

"This policy is naturally extremely beneficial to Japan. Land can't run away. Without Japanese support, these landlords can't sustain themselves at all. After creating this kind of political inequality, a large number of Korean landlords, in order to survive, and some speculators, in order to prosper, could only jump onto Japan's boat. After they owed blood debts to the local Korean people, they had to support Japan with all their might and frantically suppress the Korean people's resistance struggle." The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee explained this. Of course, these explanations were also intended to show that the People's Internal Affairs Committee definitely didn't like indiscriminate killing and torture, but had unavoidable difficulties in their work.

Hearing this, those comrades who originally didn't support this approach also fell silent. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would definitely fight into Korea. Collecting more intelligence on Korea, especially intelligence on such interest groups within Korea, was particularly valuable. However, everyone also knew clearly that the Japanese devils wouldn't confess easily. Moreover, mistreating captives wasn't even a principled issue of "can do but can't say." It was simply something that couldn't be done.

After pondering for a moment, Mu Husan said, "Let's do it this way. You can pick 200 people to take away. We will shoot the others on the spot. And these 200 people can't be too famous; the famous ones must be shot publicly."

"This... no problem." The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee didn't have any objection. After all, those capable of engaging in such relatively secret work were mostly office sitters within Mantetsu.

After the decision was set, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army began to act comprehensively. First was sweeping all Japanese garrison strongholds along the railway and various railway stations along the South Manchuria Railway. These railway personnel were all Mantetsu technical personnel, and they had to be cleared as much as possible. Without them, the railway couldn't operate at all. Of course, this group of people could also provide important technical data for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to master the railway in the future.

Two divisions that had participated in annihilating the 20th Division set up defenses in Panjin while seizing time to rest and reorganize. The other two divisions threw themselves into this battle.

First to come under attack was the Mantetsu station of the Yalu River Railway. The cavalry unit of the 18th Corps, with an attitude of ignoring the enemy behind them, wore Japanese military uniforms and thrust straight towards the railway bridge. During the march, the Cavalry Regiment Commander was somewhat worried about this. He asked the Political Commissar, "I say, if we blow up the bridge, will the Japanese rebuild the railway bridge at any cost?"

The Political Commissar smiled. "If someone blew up the Yellow River Railway Bridge, would we repair it at any cost?"

This analogy was quite apt, and the Cavalry Regiment Commander immediately understood completely.

"Advance at full speed!" the Commander ordered.

The Yalu River Bridge in Dandong was an important Japanese transportation hub. Construction started in 1909 and finished in 1911. It was a twelve-span bridge. Japan had troops stationed there year-round to guard it. The number of these garrison troops was less than 300. Although they had already learned via telegram that the Japanese army and the Chinese army were at war, they didn't have enough vigilance.

The news that the Fengtian Army was completely vulnerable and that Fengtian had already been captured had long spread everywhere. However, the battle between the Japanese army and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wasn't mentioned. Let alone the matter of Japan suffering heavy damage. Since there were no enemies in front of them, the Japanese garrison relaxed completely. Seeing a large group of "Japanese cavalry" coming on horseback, they didn't have the slightest vigilance.

It wasn't until the horse team got close that the bridge-guarding troops felt things were a bit serious. This bunch of "cavalry" wore army uniforms, but looking at their horsemanship, they didn't look like army soldiers temporarily mounted on horses. This nondescript attire made these bridge-guarding Japanese soldiers feel very strange. When the cavalry got close, the bridge-guarding troops stepped forward to block these "Japanese cavalry."

When they struck up a conversation, the bridge-guarding troops felt even stranger. Leaving aside that the various equipment on the horses was obviously not the appearance of Japanese cavalry, the bearing and demeanor of these people were also vastly different from that strict hierarchical feeling of the Japanese army. Although the customs and characteristics of each country might be different, the expressions revealed by humans when surprised are shared.

Before the Japanese army began a comprehensive interrogation, they felt that the man leading the "Japanese cavalry" suddenly became murderous. That man suddenly drew his saber and chopped down at the Japanese in front of him.

An army is an army after all, and the basic training of the Japanese army wasn't bad. Even though they were raided and some people died quickly, the Japanese soldiers inside the sentry post still urgently sounded the alarm. Soon, ear-piercing alarms rang out on both banks of the Yalu River.

After the Cavalry Regiment Commander ordered the comrades to annihilate the enemy in front of them, he saw the bridge deck in the middle of the bridge actually start to rotate slowly. It turned out that the Japanese on the opposite bank discovered that the number of attacking enemies was huge and feared they couldn't withstand them, so they simply moved the opening bridge deck in the middle, originally used to facilitate the passage of ships, to prevent the enemy from rushing over along the bridge.

He spat fiercely! The Commander cursed, "These sons of bitches are quite clever!" Smooth sailing all the way, and they even used disguise; God knows how the Japanese saw through it. The Commander naturally wouldn't be happy in his heart.

"Hot air balloon prepare to lift off for observation, demolition team start blowing up the bridge!" The Commander shouted.

The Japanese across the bridge had already set up weapons and sent a telegram to the infantry regiment stationed nearby. If there were no problems, the Japanese infantry regiment could arrive to aid in at most four hours. The garrison commander on the opposite side felt rejoicing on one hand and strange on the other. Where exactly did this enemy pop out from? Although their number wasn't small, it was impossible to occupy this bridge with so few people. Even if they occupied it, they would be besieged by the Japanese army. What exactly did they run here to do?

It wasn't until they saw some people laying explosives on the bridge that the Japanese understood a bit what this troop came to do. Although they knew damage to the bridge was inevitable, the bridge was reinforced concrete. Even with explosive demolition, it wasn't that easy. Seeing a few people tie cables around their waists and hang down from the side of the pier, the Japanese were anxious and angry. Those people were clearly going to blow up the pier. But the bridge-guarding Japanese felt somewhat surprised again. Those people didn't carry any large amount of explosives on their backs. Just those few bulging small packs on them—the explosives carried absolutely couldn't blow down this bridge.

"Go up and shoot!" Even if the Japanese army felt strange about the enemy's surprise attack action, they couldn't ignore it.

But what left them dumbfounded was that before the Japanese army went up to shoot, they saw the enemy opposite had already moved quite a few sandbags over and built protective forts at the already separated bridgehead.

How to blow it up with people on the bridge? Are the enemies opposite all fools? The Japanese thought.

However, since the enemy opposite had already occupied the advantage of fortifications, the Japanese suffered for being a step slow. Those who rushed onto the bridge deck were suppressed by machine guns so they couldn't lift their heads. Moreover, the bridge deck was hardened, and bullets ricocheted severely. The Japanese suffered a lot under the bouncing stray bullets, sustaining considerable casualties.

And just as the battle unfolded, a dozen small-scale explosions occurred one after another on the bridge deck and piers. Because of the fortifications, the combat troops at the bridgehead responsible for suppressing the Japanese army were completely unscathed.

The Cavalry Regiment Commander pinched his watch. The enemy reinforcements on the opposite bank would arrive soon. If they spent so much effort only to blow a few small gaps in the bridge deck, it would be a big joke. Using plastic explosives, this demolition was to blast open a few gaps, then stuff in a large amount of explosives to thoroughly blast down several sections of piers and bridge deck at once. It was fine if Japan repaired it at any cost; it would be even better if they could finish repairing it by next spring, then the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could fight their way to Korea along the Yalu River Bridge.

But this beautiful expectation had to wait until the immediate task was completed first. And the accidental slip-up allowed Japan to still occupy the other half of the bridge. Time was getting shorter and shorter.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Cavalry Regiment Commander was anxious, and the Japanese opposite were even more anxious. They watched as after several small-scale blasts, a deep cut had been blasted into the pier. If explosives were just tied to the outside of the pier, blasting it many times wouldn't have much effect, but filling a large amount of explosives into such a cut could blow the pier sky-high in one go.

They saw those guys blowing up the pier tie pulleys to the bridge railing. The demolition men were completely risking their lives. After placing the explosives, just as they were pulled up, before even reaching a completely safe area, they started to detonate the explosives. As soon as the explosives rang out, they immediately went back down to continue placing them. "Shoot those people down first!" The Japanese commander jumped and shouted to his subordinates.

"But we can't hit them at all on the bridge deck!" the subordinate explained.

"Then you all go to the river bank to shoot! Ignore the frontal enemy!" The Japanese commander howled.

Seeing the Japanese riflemen run onto the river bank to shoot at the comrades blowing up the pier, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army on the bridge began to turn their muzzles to fiercely strike the enemy. However, the shooting angle at the bridgehead was limited. When the enemy hid in the dead angles of fire, they couldn't be hit. The cavalry troops on the Yalu River side shot fiercely at the Japanese army, and mortars also immediately joined the shooting ranks. However, the enemy on the opposite bank wasn't intending to shoot at the cavalry troops; their target was the comrades of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army installing explosives on the bridge. Such a goal gave the Japanese enough places to hide. In these years, a rifle range of seven or eight hundred meters was commonplace, and one kilometer was also normal. Several shooters shooting at a person hanging in mid-air had an extremely high hit rate. Three demolition men sacrificed their lives instantly.

The combat engineer comrades of the demolition team saw the pulled-up comrades had already sacrificed their lives, and their eyes instantly turned red. The engineer commander gave a loud shout, "Party members, follow me up!" Seven or eight comrades immediately came out.

The demolition commander turned his head and said loudly to the comrade responsible for pulling the rope: "If we go down and get killed, let the rope go. No need to pull us up again. We don't care about those few ropes!"

The comrade pulling the rope was instantly stunned. If a comrade was injured, even seriously injured, there might still be hope if pulled up. If the rope was released, and the comrade fell into the water while seriously injured, then there would be absolutely no hope.

Seeing the dumbfounded look of the comrade pulling the rope, the demolition commander tied the rope around his waist while shouting angrily: "The Japanese reinforcements are coming immediately. If we don't finish the work quickly, how many of us will die? If we don't blow down the bridge and the Japanese reinforcements come over the bridge, how many more of us will have to die? Cut the crap. You call out numbers in a moment. Starting from one, you call out once, I'll answer with the same number. If I can't answer the number, it means I'm done for. You guys let the rope go, and the next one goes up!"

After speaking, the commander turned over and climbed over the bridge railing, carrying explosives on his back and hanging down.

As soon as he went down, the sound of Japanese rifle fire from the opposite bank rang out. The comrade on the bridge deck hurriedly shouted loudly: "One!"

"One!" The demolition team captain answered.

After a moment, the comrade on the bridge shouted: "Two!"

"Two!" A response came from under the bridge again.

The comrades really wanted to stick their heads out to watch the demolition captain's actions, but the enemies on the river bank were shooting at the bridge desperately. Everyone could only hide behind the railings and behind the sandbags, unable to stick their heads out at all. Listening to the gunshots ringing out all around, the comrades felt as uncomfortable in their hearts as if stabbed by a knife, yet were helpless.

When the count reached twelve, a very unclear voice came from under the bridge, "I've already placed the explosives, loading immediately..." Then there was no sound.

"Company Commander, Company Commander!" The comrade from the demolition team hurriedly shouted loudly. But no matter how he shouted, there was no response.

"Twelve! Twelve!" Even though the comrade responsible for the rope knew the demolition commander was likely doomed, he couldn't help but slap the bridge deck hard and shout with all his might. But there was still no response.

And another cadre from the demolition team had already tied the rope around his waist. He wiped away a tear, turned over just past the railing, "Still count like that!" After speaking, he went down along the rope.

The Japanese seemed to have found the trick to shooting. Three comrades went down in succession, and all sacrificed their lives just as the count reached five. The comrades on the bridge were already burning with anxiety and in pain like being cut by a knife. This time, to ensure the reliability of the explosives, safe explosives were used, which must be detonated using a detonator. Even if the comrades on the bank hit the explosive pack with rifles, it would be useless.

"Give me your cavalry steel armor to wear!" The vice-captain of the demolition team shouted.

"That thing offers limited protection!" The comrade responsible for releasing the rope said anxiously.

"It's fine, as long as it lets me live until I plug in the timing detonator!" The vice-captain didn't consider whether he could come up alive at all.

The comrade responsible for the rope was stunned, but at this time he couldn't think so much anymore. He asked the comrades behind to send cavalry breastplates over. Just as he picked up three breastplates, he heard the comrade responsible for contacting the hot air balloon on the ground shout exasperatedly: "A large group of enemies discovered in the distance opposite! They'll come over in at most half an hour!"

"Motherfucker!" The Commander cursed loudly. "I'm so useless! Even a disguised attack got seen through!"

The comrade responsible for the rope couldn't care about that much either. While having someone help the demolition team vice-group leader put on the breastplate, he also put a set on himself and wrapped armor leaves on other places too.

There were four sets of pulleys placed in total. It wasn't that everyone refused to place more, but there wasn't enough space. Although knowing clearly that the comrades below had sacrificed their lives, the ropes were never let go. Everyone still hoped to pull the comrades up, even if they were remains, to transport them back as much as possible. If the comrades were allowed to fall into the Yalu River like this, no matter how they searched in the future, it would be impossible to find their remains. Not to mention, if these remains were obtained by the Japanese, they would likely be treated cruelly by the Japanese.

But now there was no time to consider this. Gritting his teeth, he cut the rope. A moment later, the sound of a heavy object falling into the water was heard. The comrade responsible for the rope also tied a rope to himself. Facing the surprised demolition team vice-group leader, this comrade said loudly: "We go down together. I'll block for you. If I die, you treat me as a shield. Whatever happens, we must complete the mission. No more comrades can die!"

The demolition team vice-group leader didn't say more either. "Okay! Go down together!"

The two checked the ropes, shouted "One, two, three!" and turned over the railing together, falling downwards.

Above and below the bridge were completely different feelings. On the bridge deck, even knowing the Yalu River was underfoot, seeing the river water, everyone still had the solid bridge deck under their feet after all. When hanging in mid-air, everyone realized this was completely different. The river water below flowed rolling, and the river wind blew forcefully on their faces. Looking down a few more times, one felt as if the river water was about to swallow and take oneself away, followed by a burst of slight dizziness.

Before getting used to this feeling, enemy bullets were already whizzing over. The rope man in front hadn't been hit yet, but the demolition man behind shouted. "How is it!" The rope man hurriedly shouted.

"Can't die! Continue dropping down!" The demolition team vice-group leader shouted through gritted teeth.

After dropping a few more meters, the rope man felt as if his left leg was pierced fiercely by fire tongs, and then the entire left leg lost strength. He shouted subconsciously, then clenched his teeth tightly, unwilling to make any more sound. When deciding to fall down together, the rope man's heart was filled with huge grief due to the sacrifice of his comrades, and he was also moved by the comrade's revolutionary spirit of regarding death as returning home. At that time, life and death didn't scare him at all.

But now for the first time, he knew that he was really doomed! As if to prove this thought, a bullet hit the rope man's left rib. Although padded with steel armor inside, the bullet didn't completely penetrate. However, the huge impact made the rope man couldn't help but spray a mouthful of blood.

Just at this time, the rope man seemed to hear the demolition team vice-group leader behind him shout, "Done!" The rope man felt a burst of relief in his heart. He knew he no longer had the strength to continue controlling the rope.

At this time, the rope man felt he was shot a few more times in the chest, abdomen, and legs. Only with the previous wounds present, the pain this time was not so intense instead. It was just that his chest became more and more uncomfortable, more and more stuffy, and his ears slowly began to buzz. The rope man didn't know what was going on, but what flashed through his mind was another thought, "Since I'm doomed, at least let the demolition team vice-group leader behind not get hurt again." Thinking of this, although the rope man didn't have the strength to turn his head to look back, he used all his strength to spread his limbs wide.

The comrades on the shore saw the rope man's strange posture and didn't understand at first. But a moment later, they saw the rope man's left arm twist strangely, and then half the arm hung down at a ninety-degree angle. The enemy's bullet hit the arm he used to shield the demolition man behind, actually breaking the arm bone completely. Just such a simple shield clearly saved the demolition man behind a life. And just when the comrades' hearts ached like being twisted, they saw the rope man hit by a dozen bullets in succession, and a red and white blood flower bloomed on his head. The Japanese intensive bullets concentrated on him, the rope man.

It seemed the Japanese also knew something was wrong. If it continued like this, the demolition was destined to succeed! They also went crazy and began to shoot fiercely regardless of anything. This actually had an effect by mistake. Some bullets hit the explosive pack already placed in the pier gap, almost knocking the explosive pack out of the gap.

And the demolition team vice-group leader, having already been injured in the leg just now, seeing this situation, simply grabbed the gap in the pier and used his chest to tightly press against the explosive pack with the timing detonator plugged in.

Although the Commander didn't know who this demolition man was right now, he already knew the demolition man's determination. The Commander shouted to the messenger: "Signal to let the bridge deck install explosives quickly, then retreat immediately." After issuing the order, the Commander turned around, wiped his face hard with his sleeve, and then turned his head to roar at the comrades: "Prepare to retreat!"

The Japanese reinforcement regiment couldn't be said to have not arrived in time. After receiving the distress telegram, this regiment moved out immediately. The journey that originally took four hours took them only three hours to arrive. When they rushed to the bridge side and saw the "Japanese army" on the opposite bank retreating rapidly, the bridge body first shook, and following a sound like muffled thunder, the wide bridge deck tilted over like a toy. Then an earth-shattering loud noise erupted from the bridge deck. Several dozen-meter-wide sections of the bridge deck of the solid Yalu River Bridge shattered into several pieces and crashed down, smashing up pillars of water reaching the sky on the river surface. Although still a few hundred meters away from the broken bridge deck, the water mist splashed into the air followed the violent air flow smashed up by the bridge deck falling into the water, scraping their faces like the cold autumn rain of the Northeast.

The Japanese almost unconsciously surged to the bridge side, only to see that a large section of the Yalu River Bridge had collapsed, and a pier in the middle had only half left. It stood lonely in the surging Yalu River water like a broken reef in the sea. That broken huge bridge deck had completely sunk into the river water. Apart from large whirlpools, no trace could be seen on the river surface at all.

After killing all the Japanese troops, the Cavalry Regiment retreated rapidly. This was originally a huge victory, but not a single comrade revealed a smile. The comrades in the enemy's concentrated fire, the comrades who disappeared in the huge smoke and firelight, their figures were deeply etched in everyone's mind. But what this brought was not just sorrow, but more of something else that was unclear but transcended it.

After such a silent march, the troops finally reached a safe area. The Commander ordered the troops to stop. The comrades silently reined in their horses and dismounted in unison. Everyone knew the Commander had something to say. If he didn't say something now, everyone felt they definitely couldn't stand it.

The Commander soon appeared on a small earthen slope in front of the troops. He also dismounted, his face gloomy. Like everyone else, that expression was not just grief. "Comrades, we sacrificed many comrades today! We don't need to say how they sacrificed anymore; we all saw it!" Speaking of this, the muscles on the Commander's face trembled slightly, and for a moment he actually couldn't continue.

Some comrades couldn't help but start sobbing in low voices, and more comrades wiped tears with red eyes.

"Comrades! Don't cry!" Although the Commander said this, his eyes were also red. Wiping his face hard again, the Commander said loudly: "Comrades, why is our military flag red? Because the red flag is dyed red by the blood of martyrs." Seeing that everyone hadn't drummed up morale, the Commander shouted again: "Why is our military flag red?"

"Because the red flag is dyed red by the blood of martyrs!" The comrades shouted in unison.

"We will absolutely not bring shame to this red flag!"

"We will absolutely not bring shame to this red flag!"

Speaking of this, the Commander's chest heaved violently as he fell silent again. However, under the gaze of the whole regiment's comrades, the Commander quickly clenched his fist and raised his arm. He shouted loudly with all his strength: "Eliminate the invaders, liberate all of China!"

"Eliminate the invaders, liberate all of China!" The comrades also roared along. Although the establishment of the Cavalry Regiment wasn't large, this firm roar penetrated the air and echoed clearly on the plain.

"Eliminate the invaders, liberate all of China!"

"Eliminate the invaders, liberate all of China!"

...

After this battle ended, the 18th Corps Cavalry Regiment was awarded the Collective First Class Merit. And the two comrades who sacrificed their lives bravely became the first two Special Class Combat Heroes of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.
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"The comrades of the Cavalry Regiment really blew up the Yalu River Bridge?" Mu Husan simply repeated this sentence, but said nothing else.

But the comrades in the 18th Corps Headquarters became excited. Blowing up the Yalu River Bridge directly cut off the Japanese army's fastest transportation line. If all troops were assembled, especially if the 14th Corps behind the 18th Corps could send troops to support, taking Shenyang would not be too difficult.

"Don't think like that," listening to the comrades' discussion about the continuously expanding future war situation, Mu Husan finally replied. "If we followed the original military plan, we should have already occupied Shenyang and blockaded the China-Korea border by now. But the actual situation is that we only possess control of the Panjin area, and it's not even complete control. The Japanese army can launch attacks on us from several directions. In fact, the original plan has already failed."

Amidst a series of great victories, Mu Husan actually uttered the word "failed," which couldn't help but make the comrades feel stunned.

Mu Husan said with a serious expression: "We indeed fought a series of victorious battles, but the result of these victories is merely allowing us to gain a foothold in Panjin. Without this series of victories, we would very likely have to retreat back to Jinzhou by now. Comrades, the plan everyone was just discussing already failed when we conquered Jinzhou due to changes in the external situation."

Only a few people in the Corps Headquarters could truly understand Mu Husan's words. Although after setting out from Jinzhou, the general operational route was basically the same as the original plan, in essence, this was already a new battle completely different from the original plan.

"Now all battles and actions revolve around the goal of us being able to persist in the Panjin area this winter. This is by no means an easy thing. I hope comrades make full psychological preparations." Mu Husan knew that some things were not so easily fully understood, but these matters were not urgent right now. While the troops could still maneuver fully, no problems were too big. Only when entering winter would the troops truly encounter problems.

"So now, kill all the people of Mantetsu!" Mu Husan ordered.

Many years later, the elderly Duqiu Dongren lying in the hospital would surely recall that distant afternoon of October 22, 1915, when he was tied up and taken to the execution ground. At that time, Dujiatun was already a relatively lively town by the railway. Rows of earthen houses dared not get too close to the railway, but were closer to a river not far from the railway side. The river surface wasn't wide, but the water was very clear. Occasionally, one or two stones were exposed in the river. There was no bridge on the river, only some wooden piles driven into the riverbed. As long as it wasn't the rainy season, these wooden piles would be exposed above the water surface. Pedestrians could walk back and forth on them.

The attack launched by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was extremely swift and violent. Dujiatun was a small station of Mantetsu. Including troops, Mantetsu staff, technical personnel, and a small hospital where Duqiu Dongren acted as the director, all were in this area.

Before Mantetsu personnel arrived in the Northeast, they all had to undergo military training, regardless of gender. Formations, basic shooting—this was Japan's colonial department, and they could face resistance from locals at any time. Mantetsu members were educated this way, and their own fear of a strange country also reinforced this perception.

But the attack they truly encountered was not launched by locals. The People's Party, which had fought its way into the Northeast from the distant south of China, suddenly directed its spearhead completely at Mantetsu. This was something Mantetsu members had never thought of originally.

The battle began in the early morning. Sudden explosions woke Duqiu from his sleep. These days, Mantetsu was on full alert, so Duqiu slept with his clothes on.

This Mantetsu concentration area also had small cannons and machine guns, but the quantity was not large. At the beginning, Duqiu still felt that Mantetsu's firepower withstood the People's Party's attack. However, the People's Party's firepower only paused for a moment, and then the battle situation underwent a complete and drastic change. Only a long time later did Duqiu know that the battle that seemingly repelled the People's Party at the beginning was just his illusion. In military terms, that was a firepower probe implemented by the People's Party. A means to determine the enemy's firepower configuration and firepower intensity through exchanging fire. After the test ended, the People's Party would make targeted combat adjustments based on the enemy's strength. Generally speaking, no one could withstand the attack launched by the People's Party after they finished adjusting. Mantetsu was no exception.

The subsequent situation could only be described as bloody. Medical personnel like Duqiu were not sent to participate in the frontline combat. Mantetsu's desperate resistance only produced more wounded. And after the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army occupied the rooftops, the machine-gun strafing from high above turned the battle into a massacre. Duqiu could not forget that while he and the few female nurses were simply treating a dozen wounded Mantetsu members in the backyard, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army machine gunners, who had maneuvered over from the roofs at some point, opened fire on the people filling the courtyard. The luckiest among the yard full of wounded only changed from wounded to dying, while those female nurses coming and going were even more miserable. They were walking back and forth in the yard and were more easily hit by bullets. Three or four female nurses were instantly gunned down on the ground.

One of the female nurses was shot in the back of the head, and the bullet went straight out through her forehead. That stunned look and the strange large hole in her forehead seemed branded into Duqiu's mind. Many years later, as long as Duqiu tried to recall, he could realistically remember that nurse's look of shock and incomprehension frozen on her face, before she fell straight down in front of Duqiu. Duqiu was squatting on the ground examining the injury of a wounded man shot in the belly at the time, surviving this storm-like attack. But by the time Duqiu realized what happened, he had changed from a squatting posture to a kneeling posture.

This massacre did not last too long. The sluggish Duqiu clearly remembered hearing someone shout in Chinese: "These inside are not combatants. Next courtyard." With a burst of footsteps on the roof, these people started the next battle.

Until the people outside rushed in, Duqiu didn't recover from the shock. Even when being tied up with ropes, Duqiu didn't resist. The only thing he understood was that he had actually escaped with his life from the hands of the Grim Reaper covering the battlefield.

When Duqiu was brought out from the courtyard inside Mantetsu, he saw blood everywhere on the ground. Bullets and shells had turned the originally level ground pitted and uneven. A corner of the yard was piled with a large heap of Japanese corpses; their unnatural limb postures proved they had all breathed their last. The bloody water flowing out from under the corpses gathered into a shell crater, accumulating a deep pool of red liquid.

All captured Mantetsu members were tied up and taken away. Most of them were wounded. There were a dozen who were seriously wounded and couldn't move; they were simply carried by others. Mantetsu members had all received military education and were unwilling to show the slightest weakness before "Shina" people, so surprisingly no one groaned. However, some people refused to follow the Chinese honestly. The Chinese said nothing at all; the wooden sticks in their hands just rained down blows on the head and face, beating those people until their heads broke and blood flowed. Under such brutal treatment, those few guys who tried to maintain their backbone had to submit.

The march this time wasn't long; the destination was the nearby Dujiatun. The villagers were all gathered. The person leading the shouting to the villagers spoke the local dialect. His speech was fast and his accent heavy; Duqiu only understood a few words like "bully," "resist," and "overthrow." And the emotions of those common people became more and more excited. However, in Duqiu's view, there was a feeling of disbelief in this excitement.

At the end, Duqiu saw the person speaking in front suddenly turn around and point at the captured Mantetsu members, saying something loudly. This time Duqiu roughly understood. "Folks, these Japanese who bullied us Chinese should all be killed! But there might be one or two among them who have done good things for the common people. So, folks, whoever can point out who among them shouldn't die, and state the reason why they shouldn't die, we won't kill them."

Duqiu saw excitement in the eyes of some common people. They looked at this bunch of Japanese with an expression of completely watching a show. Duqiu had seen this kind of expression and look when these people occasionally watched an opera. Expectant, anxious, hoping for stimulating scenes to invigorate and please their nerves. Killing Japanese was just a big show to them. So much so that they didn't care at all that this was about killing people!

Just then, an old man walked out of the crowd. Duqiu's eyes lit up. For epidemic prevention work, Mantetsu occasionally treated sick Chinese people in the surrounding area who they frequently contacted. Although the fees were not low, and it was mainly to monitor epidemics. Speaking from the heart, Duqiu and the others didn't do it to treat the Chinese at all.

The old man pointed at Duqiu and said, "My kid fell ill, and this Japanese saved his life. And I haven't seen him do anything bad. I think he can be spared death."

Although Duqiu didn't understand very clearly, he could roughly guess what this old man said. A hope suddenly rose in his heart. From the battle to being tied up and brought to Dujiatun, the cold style displayed by the People's Party made Duqiu understand that these people had no intention of letting the Japanese off.

But this old man's performance clearly moved these people of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. When facing Chinese people, the attitude of these Chinese troops was so amiable. There were even smiles on their faces.

"Then who else among the folks has a grudge against this Japanese? Is there anyone?" The person who shouted at the beginning continued to shout.

The people below wanted to say something, but dared not, so they laughed embarrassedly and awkwardly.

After waiting for a while, two soldiers from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army came over, pulled Duqiu up, and dragged him to the side.

No one else came over to plead for mercy. A moment later, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dragged the Japanese to the front one by one. Executioners holding big broadswords came over and chopped off the heads of the Japanese one by one.

Every time a Japanese was beheaded, a burst of exclamation erupted from the onlookers. Seeing that the People's Party was actually playing for real, killing Japanese like chopping melons and vegetables, the Japanese who originally didn't struggle began to try to struggle, and those who had struggled now tried to resist. However, every attempt by the Japanese failed; they were quickly subdued.

The Japanese resistance triggered bursts of laughter and mockery from the onlookers. The voices erupting from the crowd were full of ridicule, even a kind of dissatisfaction. They were all condemning these Japanese for why they refused to obediently submit to fate.

The captain of the Mantetsu security team knew he was undoubtedly going to die. Originally, he wanted to maintain the dignity of a samurai, but the heavy pressure of death finally made him unable to maintain his original reserve. He suddenly shouted at the Chinese common people in front of him: "When the army of our Great Japanese Empire comes back, you will all die! You will all pay with your lives for us!"

The masses were initially a little fearful, but a moment later someone started cursing back, "Fuck your mother, you're the one who's going to die!"

"You... however many of you come, we'll kill that many!"

"We'll kill you right now!"

The masses' unilateral angry scolding quickly drummed up their emotions. Young men already rushed up and kicked the Mantetsu security team captain kneeling on the ground in the head. With someone taking the lead, more Chinese youths rushed up from behind and began to beat those Japanese kneeling on the ground. First fists and feet, and soon people came up holding sticks and stones.

The Chinese soldiers stood by and watched at first. Seeing that the masses were really going to beat people to death, they came up to pull the masses away. Soon, the beheading continued. With the conflict just now, before every Japanese was beheaded, the masses shouted slogans together: "Kill him!" "Kill the Japanese!" "Kill the little Japanese devils!"

After the Japanese heads were chopped off, all the masses erupted in a burst of cheers in unison.

Unknowingly, the masses changed from onlookers of beheadings to people on the same front as the Chinese army. This wave of sound and the intense hostility and killing intent behind the sound made Duqiu Dongren feel a fear he couldn't fight against. The Chinese soldiers in front were only two or three hundred, while the common people numbered as many as four or five hundred. Facing the hostility and killing intent of six or seven hundred people, Duqiu, who barely escaped with his life, could only kneel on the ground and lower his head deeply to feel he could avoid it a little.

After the execution ended, the Japanese corpses were inspected again, then piled up and burned with a fire. Duqiu didn't see this scene. Just as the execution assembly ended, he was taken away by the Chinese army. In Duqiu's chaotic mind, he didn't even notice one thing: a batch of personnel was actually missing from this Mantetsu stronghold.

It must be explained that even if Duqiu knew, he wouldn't take it to heart. After all, compared to Duqiu himself basically surviving, whether others were missing really wasn't any big deal.

Not only in Dujiatun, but such things were happening along the entire Mantetsu line. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army pulled out Mantetsu strongholds one by one. As long as no Chinese agreed that a certain or some Japanese could be spared death, the captured personnel were all executed.

In the 18th Corps Headquarters, the comrades felt quite surprised that some Japanese doctors could actually survive. "It looks like what Chairman Chen said is really true! Could it be that killing every one we catch really wrongs some?"

The Political Commissar of the 18th Corps laughed. "Humph! It's not to say they can be spared death. We just handed the power to decide their life and death to the common people to control. This shows that our Chinese common people are very kind. Once there is a justifiable reason, everyone still doesn't want to kill too many people."

This judgment received unanimous approval from the comrades.

After the Political Commissar finished speaking on this issue, he continued: "Our next work is to see if we can hold on until next spring."
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On October 23, 1915, the 21st day since the establishment of Sun Yat-sen's Provisional Government of the Chinese Republic, Wang Jingwei rushed into the "Presidential Palace." Sun Yat-sen was talking to his Japanese wife, Otsuki Kaoru. At this time, Otsuki Kaoru was already pregnant with their second child.

Seeing Wang Jingwei rush in, Otsuki Kaoru held her belly and stood up to greet Wang Jingwei first, then withdrew.

"President, the large group of Japanese prisoners released by the People's Party has arrived outside the city." Wang Jingwei looked anxious and said straight to the point.

Sun Yat-sen showed no surprise; he simply asked, "Is that so?"

Wang Jingwei didn't have such good self-control. He immediately said, "President, although we don't know if what the People's Party said in the leaflets is true or not, judging by now, they may not really be lying. Now the People's Party has likely surrounded Fengtian, and it's impossible for the Japanese 19th Division to fly out."

"So what?" Sun Yat-sen still replied calmly.

This time Wang Jingwei saw it a bit; Sun Yat-sen's expression might not be calmness, but rather a meaning of smashing a cracked pot.

"President, how about we sound out the Japanese and ask if we can go to Tianjin first according to the plan?" Wang Jingwei said. This was Sun Yat-sen's original plan. After Japan occupied the Northeast, Sun Yat-sen would go first to Tianjin, which was still under the control of the Beiyang remnants, to obtain recognition from as many countries as possible. As long as all countries admitted that the Sun Yat-sen government was the legal government of China, Sun Yat-sen could use this name to demand that the southern Beiyang Army and the Shanxi Beiyang Army, which still existed, fall under Sun Yat-sen's banner.

Sun Yat-sen had always attached great importance to the matter of foreign support. In private, Sun Yat-sen had also told Wang Jingwei and others that even if many conditions were promised to foreign countries now, once Sun Yat-sen became the real President of China, couldn't the parliament deny these treaties? Foreign governments were all parliamentary systems, and they had to respect China's public opinion no matter what. So Sun Yat-sen felt that his biggest problem currently was that he couldn't become the real President of China. Therefore, many means could not be implemented at all. So no matter what difficulties and obstacles he had to go through, Sun Yat-sen's primary task was first to be recognized by various countries as the President.

However, the situation changed so fast that Sun Yat-sen really hadn't expected it. The Japanese army, once thought invincible in the Far East, suffered heavy blows one after another. After the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army built an airfield in the Panjin area, they began to drop leaflets on Shenyang. The Japanese 20th Division was annihilated, and the Yalu River Bridge was blockaded. These bad news came one after another.

The Japanese army originally didn't allow Sun Yat-sen and others to intervene in the slightest. When Sun Yat-sen sent someone to ask about the whereabouts of the 20th Division, the Japanese side answered coldly: "The 20th Division has now arrived in Korea."

However, the People's Party's leaflets announced that because the People's Party had no capacity to accommodate them, the wounded soldiers of the 20th Division would be released on October 20. Japan immediately implemented a comprehensive blockade of the entire Fengtian. Wang Jingwei had managed to get a little news with great difficulty. This news precisely proved that the wounded soldiers of the Japanese 20th Division had really arrived in Fengtian.

Hearing Wang Jingwei's suggestion to sound them out, Sun Yat-sen's face finally changed. After a long while, he said, "We must trust our friendly nation! They need our support now."

Hearing this, Wang Jingwei really didn't know what to say. Logically speaking, this was not a wrong choice. But at this time, if Sun Yat-sen had said he wanted to find a way to safeguard his own interests first, perhaps Wang Jingwei would have felt happier.

"Mr. Sun, what if the Japanese army really fails?" Wang Jingwei asked.

"Do you believe the Japanese army will fail?" Sun Yat-sen asked back. "They haven't used all their strength yet. When I negotiated with Japan, the Japanese army said they would send ten divisions to China. Under the current situation, they will soon send more troops to come to China to fight the People's Party. At that time, Jingwei, do you still believe the People's Party can be like now?"

Hearing this inside information, Wang Jingwei suddenly felt the thousand-jin burden in his heart completely lifted, but what immediately replaced this emotion in his heart was a kind of jealousy. Wang Jingwei was indeed among the representatives negotiating with Japan. However, the ones who truly conducted the core negotiations were Sun Yat-sen and Chen Qimei. These secret messages were also only known to Sun Yat-sen and Chen Qimei.

"No wonder Chen Qimei has had no reaction all along!" Wang Jingwei thought in his heart.

After the previously most concerning problem was solved, a new problem popped up. Wang Jingwei asked: "When will Japan's reinforcements arrive?"

"Only the Japanese know this. It's useless for us to be anxious," Sun Yat-sen replied.

The Japanese headquarters in the Northeast was indeed anxious about this matter. In the original campaign design, Japan originally wanted to suddenly kill into Northeast China, eliminate Zhang Zuolin and other Northeast forces, and prop up Sun Yat-sen's government. Militarily, they would march into Jinzhou and Shanhaiguan to block the People's Party's road north. After surviving this winter, Japan could calmly arrange troops to completely control Northeast China with Mantetsu's economic support.

This wishful thinking was disrupted by the swift action of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The Fengtian Army's Zhang Zuolin occupied Changchun. Although not much of a threat, this military force that should have been eliminated in the plan still existed. Now, not only was the entire infantry of the 20th Division lost due to underestimating the enemy, but the Yalu River Bridge was also blown up. The news brought by the damage assessment department was that to fully repair it, it would take at least four months. Next, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army began to purge Mantetsu with brutal means. This was the truly fatal blow to the Japanese army occupying Fengtian. After losing Mantetsu, the Japanese army could no longer implement railway maneuvers, and the Japanese army's intelligence sources were also dug out. If the People's Party was a newcomer outsider, the Japanese army in Fengtian now was not much better than the People's Party.

Now the People's Party released several thousand wounded soldiers of the 20th Division. On the surface, it was full of humanitarianism, but in reality, it was a greater poison scheme. It was already late October, and the weather was quite cold. With these several thousand Japanese wounded suddenly appearing in Fengtian City, for the Japanese army which relied completely on animals for long-distance transport, this was an unbearable logistical pressure. The current Japanese army was not the Japanese army of World War II; they really couldn't bring themselves to force the wounded to die.

Besides hurriedly sending people to get the wounded into Fengtian City first, the Fengtian Japanese army also couldn't care about face and kept sending messages to Japan domestically, asking the Japanese Army Ministry to hurriedly send more troops to the Northeast.

At this time, the Japanese Army Ministry was also going crazy. Katsura Taro had managed to incite domestic sentiment for war against China with great difficulty. Now, except for the cavalry units left in Korea, the infantry units of the 20th Division were completely wiped out. The 19th Division couldn't move in Fengtian. Korea was also completely empty, and the original plan went completely out of shape right from the start. Japan had indeed told Sun Yat-sen that it would send ten divisions to Northeast China. But the purpose of saying this to Sun Yat-sen was actually to scare Sun Yat-sen so that he wouldn't have any disloyal thoughts.

Now Japan didn't have the ability to swallow China in one bite, not to mention that Britain wouldn't agree at all. Japan's plan was also to let the Sun Yat-sen government get recognition from various countries first, and then support Sun Yat-sen to become the real ruler of China as much as possible. At that time, Japan, having contributed greatly, could naturally get benefits in the Northeast. As for what treaties Sun Yat-sen signed with other countries, as long as they didn't damage Japan's interests, Japan had no interest in paying attention.

In the current situation, Fengtian was in imminent danger. If the Sun Yat-sen government was finished off by the People's Party together with the Japanese army in the Northeast, Japan's loss would be great. They had lost to the People's Party once in Shandong. If they lost again in the Northeast, with the virtue of Britain and France, let alone the European war going on now, even if the war ended, and the People's Party and Japan went to war in Korea, Britain and France might not be willing to lend money to Japan again. Without borrowed military funds, what would Japan use to fight?

Originally, Katsura Taro looked down on Takahashi Korekiyo, who came from a lowly background. The Japanese army was invincible, and the biggest contradiction was the issue of the Army Ministry and the Navy Ministry fighting for credit. Now, facing a tough opponent and Japan showing signs of defeat, Katsura Taro suddenly completely understood what kind of amazing achievement Takahashi Korekiyo had actually accomplished during the Russo-Japanese War.

Sending ten divisions to Northeast China was completely impossible. After emergency mobilization, Japan could only send three divisions to Korea first. After the Yalu River Bridge was blown up, the Japanese army needed to use ships to cross the river. For three divisions of forty to fifty thousand men, relying on transport ships to cross the river would take several days, and reorganization after crossing would take a few more days. According to the Northeast meteorological data collected by Mantetsu, the first snow of the Northeast would likely have fallen by then.

If the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's troops in the Northeast couldn't be thoroughly eliminated in the short term, then the Japanese army would have to conduct war in the Northeast's snow that could reach over a meter deep! With continuous low temperatures and severe cold for four or five months, to put it extremely, even a cut on a finger could kill a person. Fighting in such weather, wasn't that bullshit!

"These incompetent things!" Thinking of the Japanese Army's ugly state, Katsura Taro slapped the tatami while cursing loudly in anger.

The Army generals in front of Katsura Taro listened to Katsura Taro's angry curses with shy and awkward expressions on their faces. If the people opposite were from the Navy Ministry, the Army Ministry could treat it easily and even use the insult as an excuse to fight directly with the other side. Katsura Taro was one of their own; the Army Ministry generals didn't even have a reason to unite and resist his scolding. Most of these Army Ministry generals had participated in the First Sino-Japanese War. They really thought the Chinese army was vulnerable before the Japanese army. Facts also proved this idea; Zhang Zuolin's Fengtian Army indeed collapsed at the first touch when facing the Japanese army.

Even for the People's Party, the anomaly among Chinese, the Japanese Army Ministry thought the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army just took advantage of the geography in Shandong. They absolutely never expected that even in the Northeast, the Japanese army would still be vulnerable before the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Actually, quite a few Japanese generals discussed privately whether the reason these anomalous Chinese of the People's Party could rise was that the combat effectiveness of the northern Chinese armies was far lower than that of the southern armies. If evaluating the People's Party alone, perhaps this conclusion could be reached. But the Japanese generals had to face a paradox: when the Beiyang Army fought into Zhejiang, it was a complete victory all the way. They didn't encounter any real resistance at all. From this perspective, the south might not be stronger than the north. In addition, what annihilated the Japanese army was the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's Shandong troops. Compared to the south, Shandong could be considered the north. So the "Anhui Special Theory," "Hubei Special Theory," and even "Shandong Special Theory" regarding China came out one after another. The Japanese Army could be considered united when facing the Navy. But within the Army itself, factions stood in great numbers, and regional concepts were extremely strong. The contradiction between Kanto and Kansai was the biggest problem.

The Japanese Army Ministry of 1915 naturally didn't know that for a country as small as a fart like Japan, by 2015, 100 years later, the voltage of the power grids in Kanto and Kansai would actually be different.

However, at this time, the Army Ministry generals had two things to do. The first thing was to shirk responsibilities related to themselves, and the second was to consider how to solve the immediate problem. So in front of Katsura Taro, the generals of the Army Ministry quickly argued the military contradiction of sending troops into a factional contradiction, and from a factional contradiction into a regional contradiction.

Looking at this bunch of disappointing things, Katsura Taro had to slap the tatami fiercely again and roar: "You all shut up!"

Finally, under Katsura Taro's restraint, the Army Ministry somehow reached a consensus on sending three army divisions first to stabilize the Northeast war situation. But the Army Ministry generals demanded that Katsura Taro fight for conditions from the Diet to expand the army by at least six divisions. These generals of the Army Ministry believed that this war with the People's Party would not end in a short time. If they wanted to achieve the strategy of dominating Asia, the Army needed at least 26 divisions, or at least maintain a standing army of over a million.

Katsura Taro was the leader of the Army Ministry, but he was not the Emperor of the Army Ministry. His status was obtained due to the consistency of political views and interest groups. The Army Ministry's hope to expand the establishment was not a matter of one or two days, and he couldn't refuse these requests. As a last resort, he went privately to the official residence of the current Prime Minister, Takahashi Korekiyo, for a private visit.

Hearing Katsura Taro's request, Takahashi Korekiyo didn't immediately express agreement or opposition. After becoming this Prime Minister, Takahashi Korekiyo contacted more upper levels and witnessed the internal factional struggles dominating Japanese politics from a closer angle. He used to think that pulling together in times of trouble was the kingly way and was very disgusted with party struggles and political struggles. Now Takahashi Korekiyo didn't think so. Speaking from the heart, whether it was Katsura Taro or Saionji Kinmochi, what they wanted to achieve was a powerful Japan, a Japan full of future. The struggle between the Navy faction and the Army faction had traditional reasons, reasons of factional interests, and even reasons of personal likes and dislikes. But in the final analysis, it was all because Japan's current poor and weak national strength was not enough to support the ambitions of these Japanese political bigwigs. From this perspective, there was no difference between Katsura Taro and Saionji Kinmochi.

"Mr. Katsura, it's not that I can't agree to this request," Takahashi Korekiyo finally said.

Hearing this reply, Katsura Taro was startled. Takahashi Korekiyo, as the Prime Minister elected by the Navy Ministry, turning to support the Army Ministry's request—it felt very strange no matter how he heard it. Katsura Taro felt that Takahashi Korekiyo had some special demand. He answered seriously: "Then what request does Takahashi-kun have?"

"If I agree to Mr. Katsura's request, can you guarantee that the Great Japanese Empire can achieve victory no matter what and seize the benefits you mentioned?" Takahashi Korekiyo asked. After saying this, he felt the need to supplement, so he continued: "I mean if I satisfy the request you just proposed. And then you don't propose any new supplementary requests during the execution process."

Katsura Taro was stunned. Katsura Taro knew that the condition Takahashi Korekiyo stated was absolutely impossible for him to achieve. If he could achieve it, war bonds wouldn't have been issued several times during the Russo-Japanese War. Although the generals of the Army Ministry thumped their chests and said that if they could have this and that, the Army would be able to do this and that. But Katsura Taro himself didn't believe such words. If the words of the Army Ministry generals really counted, Qingdao would have been taken long ago, and Northeast China would have been occupied long ago.

Looking at Katsura Taro's hesitant expression, Takahashi Korekiyo said: "Mr. Katsura, now the Navy and the Army have reached a consistent attitude on fighting the People's Party. But Japan's national strength can only support to this extent. If I satisfy your request, we can hold on in the short term. But once the operation fails, we will all face a result."

Speaking of this, Takahashi Korekiyo paused for a moment. He looked at Katsura Taro seriously, and then said word by word: "That result is the complete collapse of the Great Japanese Empire."
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"The Great Japanese Empire will collapse?" Katsura Taro stared at Takahashi Korekiyo with a sharp gaze, his eyes and expression filled with malice and anger. Takahashi Korekiyo's words were clearly implying that Katsura Taro's policy would be the chief culprit of the Great Japanese Empire's collapse. Even if Takahashi Korekiyo's attitude was mild and sincere, Katsura Taro would absolutely not ignore Takahashi Korekiyo's words just because of this bit of politeness.

Since Takahashi Korekiyo dared to say this, naturally he had no misgivings or fear. He continued in the same tone and intonation as before, "Mr. Katsura, your plan doesn't even need to fail completely. As long as your plan cannot be completed smoothly, the Great Japanese Empire's finances will collapse first. Even if this financial collapse doesn't spread rapidly to the army, the time the army can continue to complete the war objectives won't be much. It is even possible that the war situation appears excellent, but the army fails due to domestic problems."

No one had ever dared to describe such a situation so straightforwardly to Katsura Taro. The muscles on Katsura Taro's face twisted; that was the effect caused by gritting his teeth. A moment later, Katsura Taro squeezed words out through his teeth, "Then let the military thoroughly control the country."

For Katsura Taro's performance, Takahashi Korekiyo was not surprised at all. The military's tendency to want to go it alone had always been strong. "After the Meiji Restoration, wasn't it the military samurai class that controlled this country? And the result? In the end, didn't they hand over the problems to the parliament, the government, and party politics to handle because of various unsolvable problems? Mr. Katsura, I believe in the patriotism of you and the military, but first there is a country, and then there is an army to protect the country. Letting the army become the ruler of the country—this isn't a question of whether it works or not, but that such a situation is bound to fail."

After hearing these words, the little respect and appreciation Katsura Taro had before coming to see Takahashi Korekiyo had long flown to the nine heavens. He pointed at Takahashi Korekiyo, wanting to curse this former servant loudly. However, Katsura Taro felt this would be too easy on Takahashi Korekiyo, currently a baron member of the Imperial House of Peers. Finally, Katsura Taro let out a furious shout, "You unpatriotic scum!"

Facing the angry curse of the 67-year-old Katsura Taro, the 61-year-old Takahashi Korekiyo couldn't help but laugh out loud. "Mr. Katsura, it's not that I'm unwilling to support the war. As I see it now, if we don't overthrow China, our Great Japanese Empire has no future. However, this war allows no failure. If we fail, the efforts of our Great Japanese Empire over so many years will turn into bubbles. I am not unable to accept the request you proposed to expand the establishment and expand the war. But you also have to prove that this war will definitely be won!"

The two old men in their sixties stared at each other like this. In Katsura Taro's anger, there was a guilty conscience difficult to completely hide, while Takahashi Korekiyo sat upright in his seat calmly and open-heartedly. Comparing status, prestige, influence, and even age, Katsura Taro was above Takahashi Korekiyo, but at this moment, Takahashi Korekiyo completely held the upper hand.

After a long time, Katsura Taro finally returned to normal. He asked: "Then what kind of victory does Takahashi-kun hope to achieve?"

Takahashi Korekiyo said calmly: "Even if I support it, I have to see what kind of military plan you propose first."

These words were extremely blunt. Katsura Taro didn't ask more and got up to take his leave. Returning to his official residence, Katsura Taro immediately summoned the generals and officers of the Army Ministry, demanding they formulate a comprehensive plan to finally seize the Northeast. This wasn't too difficult a matter. The Japanese Army Ministry had long had various plans on how to thoroughly annex Northeast China, and the preparatory work for this plan had begun implementation since the victory of the Russo-Japanese War.

However, by October 30, 1915, perhaps due to overwork, or as some said, because Katsura Taro was extremely dissatisfied with the final plans presented by the Army Ministry several times and flew into a rage, Katsura Taro suddenly fell ill. He lasted until November 11, when the 67-year-old Katsura Taro passed away.

This variable shocked the entire Japanese political circle, especially the Japanese Army Ministry. Tokutomi Soho had said: "Although Yamagata Aritomo should be pushed as the first for the distinguished service of rebuilding the Imperial Army, regarding reforming the military system of the Imperial Army, rectifying administrative institutions, and strengthening the functions of the Army from 1885, through 1890 and 1891, the one with the most outstanding contributions should be Prince Katsura."

In the Katsura Taro era, facing factional disputes and establishment issues within the Japanese Army Ministry, Katsura Taro implemented drastic reforms. In 1912, he was recommended as a Field Marshal by the army leadership but was refused by Katsura Taro on the grounds that he was an "active politician rather than an active soldier." He was the true bigwig of the Army faction. Katsura Taro's death left the Army Ministry leaderless and in chaos for a time.

At the same time, the 18th Corps of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, far away in the Northeast, did not know that such a major event had happened in Japan. To exterminate the numerous Mantetsu strongholds within five or six hundred li vertically and horizontally, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had done its utmost. By mid-November, the extermination action came to a preliminary conclusion.

"Japan's reaction is too strange," Mu Husan raised this issue at the corps meeting. Actually, if the 18th Corps had attacked comprehensively, the extermination activities could have been completed by early November. But the 18th Corps had to monitor the Japanese army trapped in Shenyang on one hand, and guard against the sudden appearance of Japanese reinforcements on the other, so the troop dispatch efficiency wasn't high.

The comrades in the Corps Headquarters were also quite puzzled by this. If they had known earlier that Japan's reaction was so slow, the 18th Corps could have even gathered together with the 14th Corps to attack Shenyang. The Chief of Staff put forward a view: "Could it be that the Japanese are preparing to launch an attack in winter? Among the Mantetsu intelligence we captured, there is a lot of data on the Northeast's weather as well as cold protection and marching. Compared to the Japanese army, our preparations for wintering are obviously insufficient."

"Fighting in temperatures of minus thirty-something degrees? Small-scale surprise attacks can be considered, but for large-scale campaigns, unless there's a reason we absolutely must fight, this dead of winter is simply not the time for fighting." The Army Logistics Head had just finished receiving winter clothes. Hearing the Chief of Staff's words, he couldn't help but refute. The Military Commission had clearly decided to let the 18th Corps stay in the Panjin area this winter, so before winter, they began to transport a large amount of wintering equipment to the Northeast front line.

After conquering Hebei, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army encountered something that might be called lucky. One of the achievements of the Beiyang government was implementing commercial cotton planting in Hebei. And they also imported long-staple cotton seeds from the United States. After Hebei implemented land reform, to increase farmers' purchasing power, the Hebei Provincial Committee purchased Hebei's cotton in large quantities and opened multiple garment factories at the same time. The troops marching into the Northeast were still wearing summer clothes when they set out. At least before the temperature dropped to an irresistible level, rubber-soled leather boots lined with thick wool inside, long johns, knee pads, hats, wool headgear, wrist guards, thick socks, gloves, and cotton overcoats were transported up.

The Logistics Department was the last batch to change into this equipment. Those in the Logistics Department had to understand arithmetic knowledge, so most were comrades from the old base areas. Back in their hometowns, in November they would at most add an outer jacket over a single layer of clothes. How had they ever endured such bitter cold in the Northeast? Thinking of fighting under the bitter cold never seen before, he really couldn't help but voice his objection.

Although he didn't know if Japan would risk their lives to fight in the dead of winter, the Logistics Head couldn't help but add a sentence, "We Chinese are humans, Japanese are humans too."

Japan's recent military performance was really strange, and the comrades of the Staff Department also couldn't guess what the Japanese exactly wanted to do. Facing the Logistics Head's questioning, the Chief of Staff simply didn't answer.

All eyes then fell on Corps Commander Mu Husan and the Political Commissar. The Political Commissar looked somewhat low-spirited. Everyone couldn't guess what exactly happened, but the Political Commissar himself knew clearly. A few days ago, he and Mu Husan discussed work and had a dispute. The result was that the Political Commissar was lectured by Mu Husan, and the Political Commissar himself actually admitted that his own thinking indeed had problems.

Regarding the two Special Class Combat Heroes who blew up the Yalu River Bridge publicized this time, the troops didn't narrate how they didn't fear death, but placed the emphasis on "If the mission wasn't completed, the troops would suffer greater losses. So for these two combat heroes, the reason making them take such incomparably brave action wasn't to go to their deaths, but to complete the combat mission at all costs."

Some comrades in the troops also raised the point that it wasn't just these two comrades who completed combat missions regardless of life and death. Why were other comrades First Class Combat Heroes, while these two comrades obtained the title of Special Class Combat Heroes?

The troops' explanation for this was: "We entered battle to complete the combat mission. Those sacrificed comrades were indeed very brave. These two sacrificed Special Class Combat Heroes were not only brave but also completed the combat mission and blew up the Yalu River Bridge. This is why when evaluating merit, they are Special Class Combat Heroes, while other sacrificed comrades are First Class Combat Heroes."

The Political Commissar was somewhat troubled by this explanation. After all, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was a revolutionary army. Would this explanation appear too utilitarian?

Mu Husan was very disdainful of this kind of rather "petty bourgeois" view. In the training of middle and high-ranking commanders, Chen Ke's view on war execution had been narrated very bluntly: "No matter how war is beautified, from an extremely cold perspective, war is about how to let our personnel die most effectively! Since war is so cruel, we must let the soldiers understand the purpose of war even more. Everyone is a member of the army, and all commanders and fighters of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army are for achieving victory in war and other operations."

And the Political Commissar obviously hadn't figured this out on this matter. On the battlefield, there are sacrifices and survivors, victories or defeats. The only standard to judge a commander or fighter's contribution to the troops is whether they completed the combat mission. The purpose of the war machine is to win. Every commander and fighter is a member of this war machine and must complete their own task. There is absolutely no such thing as "earning credit for hard work even without achievement."

Fortunately, the Political Commissar's objection to this matter was only said to Mu Husan in private, and Mu Husan didn't intend to argue too much with the Political Commissar. After the Political Commissar expressed that his consideration angle had problems, Mu Husan didn't bring it up again. However, discovering that he had a relatively large error in understanding war was a blow to the Political Commissar's mood.

Mu Husan also couldn't guess what exactly the Japanese wanted to do. Based on the intelligence currently obtained by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, if Japan still wanted to do something to the Northeast, they would inevitably risk the military taboo of using troops in winter. Even having obtained intelligence that Japan's domestic political struggle was fierce, with Mu Husan's cleverness, he couldn't imagine how this struggle would have a huge impact on military affairs. This couldn't be blamed on Mu Husan's lack of imagination. Since the Insurance Corps era, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had never experienced political interference in military affairs. All problems creating confusion were at most divergences on the specific execution of war on the front line. Even on the strategic level, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army always had clear strategic steps. Adjustments to the strategic process were all adjustments that had to be made in response to changes in external situations; there had never been a problem of strategic goals being unexecutable. So regarding this kind of internal strife, using "you can't talk to a summer insect about ice" to describe Mu Husan's ignorance of Japan's internal strife was perhaps very appropriate.

Seeing the comrades all looking at him, Mu Husan said: "Since the situation is unclear, we will persist in 'you fight yours, I fight mine.' Create an environment more favorable to us as much as possible before the battle."
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As the Commander-in-Chief of the march into the Northeast, Pu Guanshui discovered that perhaps he should be called the Commander of the General Logistics Force instead. Pu Guanshui used to think long ago that national strength was directly linked to how many arsenals one had. Later he thought that a complete industrial system and a strong and perfect agricultural system represented national strength. Now he believed that merely being able to produce things was only one aspect; transportation and the allocation of material flows were the true embodiment of national strength.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had a total of 10 reorganized corps along the line of Beijing, Tangshan, Qinhuangdao, Shanhaiguan, Jinzhou, and Panjin. Except for the 18th Corps conducting the war, the other 9 corps were all in a state of defense cum logistical transportation. To allow these 10 corps to fully exert their strength, the Beijing-Harbin Railway had to be cleared.

The Beijing-Harbin Railway started from the capital Beijing in the south and reached Harbin, Heilongjiang Province in the north, passing through four provinces and two cities: Hebei, Tianjin, Liaoning, Jilin, and Heilongjiang. It mainly passed through cities such as Tianjin, Tangshan, Qinhuangdao, Shanhaiguan, Huludao, Jinzhou, Shenyang, Siping, Changchun, and Harbin. The total length was 1,388 kilometers. There were 171 stations in total. Construction started in 1881 and was completed in 1912. It was China's first standard-gauge railway. The Beijing-Harbin Railway connected North China and the Northeast region of China and was the core railway trunk line of the three Northeast provinces. As long as this railway could be cleared, theoretically, the People's Party's supplies could be transported from Wuhan all the way to Harbin without changing trains.

The biggest problem Pu Guanshui faced was that an extremely important station on the Beijing-Harbin Railway, Tianjin Station, was still controlled by the Beiyang remnants. Tianjin was also where the headquarters of the garrisons of various countries in China were located. The Central Committee of the People's Party could not be completely sure what result seizing Tianjin immediately would lead to.

If the Northeast issue didn't exist, the People's Party could have implemented land reform in Hebei step by step and recovered Tianjin after the land reform ended. At that time, even if Japan came out in full force, they wouldn't be able to gain the slightest advantage in Hebei. This timetable wouldn't take long, at most until the beginning of 1916. With the current embarrassing state of the Beiyang defenders in Tianjin, it probably wouldn't even take that long before the Beiyang defenders collapsed on their own.

However, the war in the Northeast required the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to immediately and completely master the entire Beijing-Harbin Railway, at least the section from the Beijing-Harbin Railway to the Panjin area. At this time, the Party Central Committee felt that Britain and other countries were very likely to start biased mediation now.

Pu Guanshui recently not only had a different understanding of "national strength" than before, but also had a deeper understanding of national interests. The British fleet always "maintained presence" in Wuhan. This fleet definitely had a military plan to shell Wuhan. Similarly, the People's Party's military plan to sink the British fleet and even military training did not stagnate in the slightest. Just when swords were drawn and bows bent like this, various materials sold from Wuhan to Britain were still continuously loaded onto freighters. These freighters sailed east along the river past the British fleet, turning a blind eye to the military confrontation completely.

This was national interest. Whether struggle or cooperation, there was never only one standard. The military confrontation between the People's Party and Britain revolved around the struggle for China's sovereignty. Doing big business with Britain revolved around the realization of China's commercial interests. The same applied to Britain. While trying to maintain Britain's privileges in China, Britain also had to maintain large imports of various materials from China due to the European war.

Against this background, Britain would definitely support Japan in the Sino-Japanese War. Even offending the People's Party would not be hesitated. This was the diversity of interests. If one classified the world single-mindedly into enemies or friends, such a person should live very happily spiritually, but only spiritually.

Facing such a choice of interests, Pu Guanshui felt a headache. There was currently no direct railway connection between Beijing and Tangshan, and land transportation of bulk materials was simply a nightmare. No matter from which angle, recovering Tianjin was already imperative.

In this regard, the Central Committee seemed to have been planning something all along. Pu Guanshui was very anxious about this but completely helpless.

Chen Ke was indeed planning some things. In the history he knew, the United States joined the European war in 1917. But as early as 1916, the United States had already determined that if the United States did not participate in the war, the Entente Powers would very likely fail. If the Entente Powers failed, the huge funds the United States lent to Britain would be wasted. So the United States had to participate in the war. As for what excuse the United States used to participate in the war, it was completely unimportant.

And in history, although the United States paid a huge price after participating in the war, Britain and France after the war still hoped the United States would be a "responsible major power," that is to say, they kicked the United States out of the ranks participating in dominating the world situation at the Paris Peace Conference. So when China tried to recover sovereignty in Shandong, the United States expressed strong support for China. Plus Britain didn't want Japan to expand its interests in China, China finally didn't have Shandong cut away.

China in history was powerless to protect itself. Even if the United States wanted to pull China into the partnership to pad the scene for itself, China didn't have this national strength to support it. But the current China was no longer so. Although the People's Party didn't completely control China, it had considerable power. Now if the United States could "give a brother a hand," China could provide great support to the United States.

But whether the United States was willing to "give a brother a hand" was extremely difficult to judge. Although there was a "memorandum" between China and the US, Chen Ke could basically not believe that the paper with the agreement printed on it was more valuable than toilet paper, and because this paper was harder, it was not even as comfortable as toilet paper in terms of use.

The United States' judgment of interests was a very troublesome matter; this probably had to rely on God's will. However, Chen Ke still notified the US Minister in advance of the People's Party's intention to use troops against Tianjin. The US Minister was very smart; he hoped Chen Ke could "wait a little longer."

On November 19, 1915, Chen Ke finally waited for the US Minister's request for a meeting.

Everyone was an old friend, so they spoke very frankly. When the US Minister asked Chen Ke who he thought could win between the Entente Powers and the Central Powers, Chen Ke expressed that judging from the current situation, the situation of the Entente Powers was not good at all. Unless a more powerful force intervened, the Central Powers would very likely have a pyrrhic victory.

"Chairman Chen, our US government maintains neutrality now, but we have provided a large number of loans to Britain. We will support Britain to the end," the US Minister said very frankly.

These words made Chen Ke feel "very interesting." Generally, after starting with such words, the US side would propose very harsh conditions. But for Chen Ke, even if the United States made a completely different choice from history and joined the Central Powers' side, the People's Party must also support the Entente Powers to the end. With this bottom line, even harsh conditions could only be accepted while holding one's nose.

The US representative naturally didn't know Chen Ke's thoughts. Before proposing the US side's conditions, he also felt somewhat guilty. After calming himself slightly, the US representative continued: "We hope your side accepts British bonds in trade."

After listening, Chen Ke sneered, "Hehe." The other participants from the People's Party couldn't help but glare at the US representative.

This request, to put it plainly, was for the People's Party to lend money to Britain. Britain was much richer than the People's Party. A local tyrant borrowing money from a poor man sounded indescribably ludicrous.

After sneering for a while, Chen Ke said: "Then what benefits can we get after we get these British bonds? Personally, I think no matter how much money we lend to the British, the British will ask us to maintain the status quo. And what we precisely cannot accept is maintaining the status quo."

"On this matter, we, the United States, can mediate with the British side on behalf of the People's Party," the US representative replied.

"Is it useful?" Chen Ke asked. "The US side asking us to share the bonds shows that the US is not that confident in the Entente Powers either."

The US representative fell silent. The United States was indeed not too confident in the Entente Powers now.

In the spring of 1915, the British and French allied forces took advantage of the main German forces concentrating on the Eastern Front to launch two rounds of offensives in Champagne and Artois. But because of using old tactics and lacking strong fire cover, they were successfully resisted by the German army, and their own side suffered heavy casualties instead. In April of that year, the German army counterattacked and used poison gas for the first time, making the losses on both sides even more heavy. As a result, on the Western Front in 1915, the British and French allied forces suffered millions of casualties, and the German army also suffered 610,000 casualties, but the war remained in a stalemate.

Because the pressure on the Western Front was slightly reduced, the German army decided to concentrate forces to defeat Russia first, forcing Russia to cease hostilities, thereby ending the war on the Eastern Front and avoiding continuing to fall into the dilemma of fighting on two fronts. The Eastern Front thus became the main battlefield. In May 1915, Ludendorff planned the Gorlice-Tarnow Offensive starting in May 1915. The German-Austrian allied forces, with 18 divisions and more than 2,000 cannons, divided their forces into two routes to attack the Russian army, capturing most of Poland. The German army won a huge victory. The Russian army was expelled from East Prussia and was also forced to abandon Poland, Lithuania, the land west of Riga, and the Volhynia region. Although they failed to force the Russian army into the "Polish Pocket" for annihilation according to the plan. After 6 months of fierce fighting, the German-Austrian allied forces captured Przemysl, Lemberg, Ivangorod, Warsaw, Brest-Litovsk, Vilna, and Riga, and forced the Russian army to retreat to the line from the Gulf of Riga to the Dniester River. The Russian army lost over a million men in total and was beaten back step by step.

The United States naturally knew that the troops defeated by the German army were elite troops built with all of Russia's efforts. Given the Russian Army's combat thinking that rifles were more valuable than soldiers' lives, these elite troops suffering losses of the million-plus level was simply irreparable. Even if the German army failed to eliminate all the Russian main forces and couldn't force Russia to surrender, the Russian army couldn't possibly have any better performance.

At such a time, being able to let China bear a part of the British debt was a very good thing for Britain. And the United States could take advantage of this "achievement" to show its "international influence." Since the People's Party had conflicts with Britain, the United States could also use this conflict to profit from both sides. So the US representative didn't expect to easily persuade Chen Ke.

Seeing the US representative silent, Chen Ke didn't continue to press questions that embarrassed the US representative. He changed the topic, "If it's the current conditions, I absolutely cannot agree. I want to hear what other suggestions your side has."

Seeing Chen Ke express a considerable degree of sincerity, the US representative then said: "If your side is willing to express that you will support the side our US government joins, our government hopes to sign a treaty with your side."

Before the other comrades fully understood the US representative's meaning, they saw Chen Ke's brows frown tightly. After everyone roughly understood the US representative's meaning, everyone's face changed.

The US representative's meaning was very clear; this was asking the People's Party to hand over the power to declare war to the US government's control. This was simply an incomparably absurd request. This meant China admitted to following behind the United States. for the United States, such benefits were naturally extremely great. First, the United States obtained a higher international status. With the People's Party as a little brother, the United States would have great face. Moreover, once the People's Party agreed to the condition of handing over the war declaration power to the United States, then it must also agree to accept the condition of British bonds. Whether from substance or face, the United States would have scooped up all the benefits.

In this matter, the People's Party couldn't get any promise from the United States. The comrades of the People's Party could guess without even asking that in the imminent Sino-Japanese War, the United States would absolutely not stand on the People's Party's side. Except for individual comrades, the other comrades almost looked like their hair was standing up in anger.

Chen Ke still frowned. Whether to agree to such a request was not within Chen Ke's consideration at all. What he was considering now was whether these words from the United States were sincere or a probe. If China and the US reached such a treaty, from Britain's perspective, this European war would inevitably be won. Because Britain didn't need to do anything, just use bonds to buy materials from China desperately.

The People's Party wasn't as wealthy as the United States. In history, a large amount of Entente Powers' gold flowed into the United States. The United States, which implemented the gold standard, experienced relatively serious inflation during World War I. The People's Party now relied on exports to drive employment. What benefit was there for China to get IOUs? Moreover, Britain could use debt repayment to threaten China.

There was a convention of "odious debt non-repayment" internationally, but this first required the victorious side not to have money in others' hands. Britain would definitely count the debts borrowed by Yuan Shikai onto the People's Party's head. At that time, with the People's Party holding a pile of British bonds, wouldn't that be asking for trouble? Chen Ke had made up his mind not to repay those debts borrowed by Yuan Shikai. He naturally wouldn't fall into the trap for no reason like this.

Of course, from the United States' perspective, if Chen Ke could accept British bonds, that would be a perfect result. The British would definitely be extremely appreciative of the US side.

However, sometimes national interests couldn't be calculated from simple short-term losses. Chen Ke naturally didn't want to be excluded from the new international system after the war. From the perspective of the British and French, if they accepted the United States' conditions and had to pull the People's Party into the partnership, then they would have to hold their noses and acknowledge the "fait accompli" created by the People's Party before joining. If there were no corresponding "compensations," Britain and France would definitely make big moves. Because from their perspective, Britain and France were the parties that "suffered a big loss."

Weighing these pros and cons was very difficult. Chen Ke might know well what happened in history, but the situation before him was something that never happened in history. This required Chen Ke to discuss well with the comrades of the People's Party.

"I cannot agree to this matter for the time being. Please wait a few more days," Chen Ke said to the US representative.



★


Collapse 24

Volume 5 - Chapter 136

❧ ❧ ❧


136 Collapse (24) 136 Collapse (24)

Although this was an important meeting deciding China's future fate, or at least the People's Party's future fate, the People's Party only convened a Politburo meeting. And this meeting was confidential. People's Party members who could open their eyes to look at the world were also a minority. The remaining comrades were certainly extremely staunch revolutionary comrades, but counting on them to propose reasonable opinions on foreign affairs was really not a realistic idea.

Chen Ke straightforwardly told the comrades about the current diplomatic predicament. "We are now pursuing three goals. First, we don't want to bear debts. Second, we want to liberate all of China and recover the strategic wings of Korea and Annam. Third, by joining the Entente Powers, we want to intervene in the post-war international mainstream order system. These three strategic goals actually have fierce conflicts. The first two are both against the Entente Powers, or rather infringe upon the current interest system of Britain and France. Since we have already infringed upon the strategic interests of Britain and France, then on the third point, we absolutely cannot think that Britain and France will agree so readily. So, this requires trade-offs, and this requires waiting for opportunities."

A part of the comrades in the Politburo could truly understand the situation Chen Ke explained, while another part had a somewhat narrow entry point. "China's interests inherently belong to China. On what basis do Britain and France think those are theirs?"

Chen Ke had also thought this way before. He explained: "We of the People's Party talk about materialism. The first point of materialism is that we must acknowledge the existence of facts. Yes, China's interests should inherently belong to China, but the current fact is that a considerable part of China's sovereignty and China's interests are not in China's hands, but controlled by Britain and France. For Britain and France, why should they give up the interests already in their hands?"

"If they don't give them up, we'll beat them!" This was a quite common attitude within the People's Party.

"Of course we can beat them; this is inevitable. But after intensifying the contradiction to this degree, how do we complete the third goal—joining the Entente Powers to seek to join the future international mainstream politics? If we firmly believe that we can endure the blockade, endure foreign military threats and even military invasion, then of course we can go our own way. But I personally always believe that when the situation hasn't reached an unmanageable point, we should still not make such a choice."

When Chen Ke was young, he wasn't so satisfied with matters like not recovering Hong Kong after World War II, and the Party even trying to maintain normal relations with Europe and America before crossing the Yangtze River. With the PLA's strength at that time, why did the Party make such a soft gesture? Chen Ke felt the Party had "illusions about imperialism."

Now that Chen Ke faced such a situation, he himself understood that the Party's choice at that time was not wrong. Grandpa Mao, as a grand strategist, and the strategic goals he and the Party leadership pursued during the War of Liberation, were actually the strategic goals Chen Ke was now unknowingly pursuing.

Although history proved that pursuing three strategic goals simultaneously failed after World War II, the People's Party now faced a situation very similar to the end of the War of Liberation. A powerful challenger appeared in the old international strategy. After World War II, the Soviet Union, after being isolated and suppressed for a long time, finally obtained its own status through World War II. Chen Ke was facing the rise of the United States as an important force. Although the United States became the leader of European and American capitalist countries after World War II, this did not mean that the United States during the World War I period did not represent the relatively advanced forces of the same era. At least compared to the colonialism of Britain and France, the United States was much more advanced.

But the struggle between the United States and Britain/France was not like the struggle between the Soviet Union and the United States. After World War II, the Soviet Union wanted to thoroughly overthrow, or more accurately, violently overthrow the old European and American system. The attitude of the United States towards Britain and France after World War I was to replace their world leadership position.

What Chen Ke had to do now was to let the comrades understand the world situation first, and then everyone discuss what China should do together. The difficulty of this process was no less than commanding comrades to engage in a war.

Difficult as it was, no matter how difficult the things that should be done were, they had to be done. So the Politburo of the People's Party held meetings for two consecutive days. One core issue during this period was whether the United States would choose the Entente Powers or the Central Powers.

"Even if the Central Powers' navy can't win, doesn't the United States have the Great White Fleet?" After Chen Ke's earnest explanation, the content of the People's Party's discussion finally evolved to a relatively high-grade level.

At the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century, the strength of the United States expanded rapidly, catching up with the old imperialist powers Britain and France, becoming the richest and most powerful industrial country in the world. On March 4, 1905, Theodore Roosevelt was re-elected as President of the United States. In his inaugural address, he shouted: "The United States has become a great country. This fact compels us that in our dealings with other nations of the world, our actions must be befitting this great nation of America..." As a former Assistant Secretary of the Navy, Roosevelt had always had a special fondness for the navy. After entering the White House, under Roosevelt's persistence and active efforts, in 1907, the battleships of the US Navy reached 20. These warships formed two powerful fleets: one was the Atlantic Fleet, mainly composed of 8 battleships and some small warships; the other was the Pacific Fleet, with 3 battleships as the main force. At the same time, the United States also retained a small-scale fleet in Asia to perform missions in China's inland rivers. In terms of strength, the US Navy at this time ranked only after the British Royal Navy and the German Navy, ranking third in the world. The powerful US Navy laid a solid foundation for the later formation of the "Great White Fleet."

In 1905, Japan won a complete victory in the war against Russia, further expanding its influence in the Far East and the Pacific region. Japan's aggressive expansion momentum in the aforementioned regions seriously threatened the interests of the United States. At this time, the main force of the US Navy was mostly concentrated in the Atlantic, and the fleet strength deployed in Asia was very weak, unable to contend with Japan at all. So the always bold and assertive Roosevelt had to adopt a policy of concession to avoid open conflict with Japan in Asia.

However, with the formation of the confrontation between the United States and Japan in the Pacific region, the hostile emotions of both sides became more and more serious. In 1906, the San Francisco Board of Education in California announced a segregation policy for all Japanese students. When the news reached Japan, the Japanese public regarded it as a great humiliation and immediately set off fierce anti-American demonstrations, slanderously attacking Americans. The Japanese government also strongly demanded that the US government explain this. Japanese public opinion even clamored: "The whole world knows that the poorly equipped US Army and Navy are no match for our highly combat-effective Army and Navy." Japan's "Mainichi Shimbun" roared: "When our great navy admirals appear on the other side of the Pacific, it will be easy to break America's stubborn dream... Why don't we insist on sending warships?" Seeing that the conflict between the two sides was on the verge of breaking out, Roosevelt immediately personally persuaded the San Francisco Board of Education to revoke the aforementioned anti-Japanese regulations, and the situation was alleviated.

Facing Japan's challenge, Roosevelt had been distressed over whether to go to war. If he rashly attacked Japan, would the navy he painstakingly built repeat the disaster of the Russian fleet in 1905—being annihilated by the Japanese navy after circling half the globe? How to find a way to satisfy both sides, showing his strength to the arrogant Japanese while avoiding war? After much thought, Roosevelt finally decided: send a huge fleet to circle the globe to show Japan and other countries the powerful strength of the US Navy.

A year later, a fleet composed of 16 elite battleships of the US Navy and 7 small torpedo boats (predecessors of destroyers), with 14,000 officers and soldiers, appeared on the east coast of the United States. To make the entire fleet more conspicuous, Roosevelt specially ordered all ships to be painted in a magnificent white with a festive meaning, so the world called it the "Great White Fleet."

Quite a few comrades of the People's Party had heard of the name of this "Great White Fleet" and knew that this fleet made the world feel the industrial strength of the United States. In the assumption of many comrades, if the United States chose the Central Powers, then with this Great White Fleet and the Central Powers' fleet pincering the Entente Powers' fleet from two sides, there should be a considerable chance of winning.

Through Chen Ke's narration, as well as the intelligence collected by the People's Party in the United States, viewed comprehensively, the US Great White Fleet could add trouble to the British fleet, but simply couldn't change the current situation. This had to make many comrades feel surprised.

"If the United States builds ships with all its strength, given their industrial capacity, it's not impossible to defeat the British fleet." Someone put forward such a view.

Chen Ke asked loudly: "Spending huge strength just to obtain a possibility. Now, just by accumulating strength, they can get a share of the pie after the war. Why would the United States choose the former? The decline of Britain is an inevitable process. The United States only needs to wait for the opportunity when Britain declines to take a step forward, so why force their head out risking the result of possible failure?"

The comrades were not fools. Instead of talking about the United States now, it was better to say they were discussing the long-term strategy of the People's Party. Obviously, Chen Ke also hoped to follow the path of the United States and choose a better entry point in the future.

Seeing no one continued to speak, Propaganda Minister Zhang Yu simply spoke up. "Then let's make a ranking order for the three goals proposed by Chairman Chen. Which is the highest priority, which is secondary, and which is last. Looking at it now, wanting to achieve them simultaneously is indeed difficult. We must make certain trade-offs."

This trade-off was very easy. Recovering China's sovereignty and seizing the strategic wings of Korea and Annam was naturally the unshakeable primary goal. Regarding this primary goal, the Politburo even unanimously agreed that even if they were besieged by enemies after World War I, this strategic goal must be realized.

Ranked behind, most comrades agreed to join the Entente Powers. Although this goal might force China to accept the possibility of paying considerable wealth to Britain and France, and even very likely destroy the goal ranked third, "which is not repaying odious debts."

After voting, many comrades, sighing because they would likely lose money, determined the strategic ranking order: recover sovereignty, join the Entente Powers, don't pay money for nothing.

After confirming this, Chen Ke summoned the US representative. "We agree in principle to the request proposed by the US side, but the signing of this agreement must be next year."

The US representative showed no surprise at all. As far as the intelligence he obtained was concerned, Chen Ke was a very firm person, and playing little tricks like playing hard to get was useless. Chen Ke and the People's Party he led didn't buy that. Unlike the Manchu Qing and Beiyang, the People's Party never counted on any foreign charity. Similarly, the People's Party would also deal with foreign countries extremely rationally.

So the US representative had to play a trick on a very high level. He smiled and said: "It seems your side has a very high evaluation of your own combat effectiveness."

"I wonder what kind of evaluation the US side has of our combat effectiveness?" Chen Ke also smiled. Although he had an impulse in his heart, Chen Ke simply didn't mention the content hidden beneath his superficial language. If the United States wanted to sign this agreement with China, the People's Party naturally wouldn't let the United States only harvest benefits. When the United States made requests to Britain as China's spokesperson, Britain would have to acknowledge the "fait accompli" at that time.

Just as Chen Ke repeatedly explained to the Politburo comrades, "In terms of national sovereignty and interests, it is impossible for us to make any concessions."

The US representative certainly knew the things hidden in Chen Ke's words. Before coming to China, the US side had also made judgments on what choice the People's Party would make. Seeing that Chen Ke showed no sign of weakness at all, it meant Chen Ke simply didn't mention any plan to stop right now. The US representative pondered for a moment and finally asked: "I wonder what view your side holds on the concessions exactly?"

"Except for the rights possessed by diplomats as common internationally, our People's Party will absolutely not recognize any extraterritoriality on Chinese land, nor will we allow foreign troops to be stationed in China," Chen Ke replied unceremoniously.

Just as the US representative's face looked somewhat ugly, Chen Ke continued: "However, we mentioned to the British side before that we agree to maintain the status quo. That is to say, in the absence of extraterritoriality, on the basis that foreign legitimate merchants and corporate investors abide by Chinese laws, we protect their rights to invest, reside, and operate legitimately in China."

The US representative frowned and thought for a while. "That is to say, you would agree to the continued existence of concessions?"

"It's definitely impossible for concessions to continue to exist, but foreigners currently living in concessions can still continue to live, continue to do business, and continue to live in the concessions. Of course, things like police stations must be abolished, and those whatever police must get the hell out!" Chen Ke gave the answer.

The US representative didn't say anything more after listening. Regardless of whether he really agreed or supported it, at least on the matter of concessions, Chen Ke gave a clear answer for the first time.

"By the way, we will soon march into Tianjin. Eliminate the Beiyang remnants and liberate Tianjin. In this regard, we do not wish to have any conflict based on misunderstanding with the United States." Chen Ke informed the US representative of the People's Party's latest movement.
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"Absolutely cannot trust the Yankees!" After the negotiation with the US representative ended, Chen Ke first reported the negotiation process and results to the Politburo comrades, and then gave such a definition.

Originally, quite a few comrades had a certain appreciation for the conditions proposed by the United States. If the United States could force Britain to accept the "fait accompli" that would happen later, then the United States would be helpful to the Chinese revolution. Hearing Chen Ke's judgment full of distrust towards the United States, many comrades felt that Chen Ke was really a bit fickle.

Chen Ke didn't care at all about these strange looks. "Don't trust the Yankees because the Yankees have already started to guard against us. That's right, the Yankees want to borrow our strength now. Similarly, the Yankees are the first among all European and American countries to estimate our strength from a frontal perspective. When the United States expands its influence, they will definitely have a relatively correct judgment of us. So we resolutely cannot trust the Yankees!"

These words were Chen Ke's summary of World War I, World War II, and the countless storms and countless painful lessons from various countries after the founding of the Republic. He couldn't take those things out as examples now. So Chen Ke had no way whether the comrades understood or not. He continued: "The campaign to attack Tianjin starts now. Only after clearing the railway can we complete the Northeast campaign more smoothly. There is nothing to consider too much now. I ask one sentence now: are comrades prepared to be besieged by Britain and France after the European war ends?"

"Why only Britain and France?" Zhang Yu joked.

"Because the Central Powers have been beaten so hard that they are fundamentally powerless to use troops against us. As long as we successfully retake Korea, Japan will be crippled. As for the United States, they don't have so many interests that they must take the lead. Of course, if we fail, the United States will definitely participate in British and French military operations," Chen Ke replied calmly.

"If it's only Britain and France, we can rest assured." Zhang Yu was very confident about this.

Not only Zhang Yu, but other comrades also really didn't feel afraid. Many People's Party comrades had been to Europe and America. That long distance fit the "tyranny of distance" quite well. After the recent wars, the comrades had considerable confidence in a domestic war on the scale of over a million troops.

"Then send the order to Pu Guanshui now: Attack Tianjin!"

Pu Guanshui finally received the order on December 1. Since the Central Committee issued the order, it definitely meant the Central Committee had made all preparations. Moreover, Pu Guanshui had another feeling. He wanted to send a telegram to the Central Committee saying that Tianjin had basically been captured. But after thinking about it, he felt that doing so would be really boring. Since the Central Military Commission had already issued the order, before finally controlling Tianjin, Pu Guanshui hadn't completed the task.

Finally, Pu Guanshui sent a telegram to the Military Commission, "If the Tianjin defenders retreat south by ship, should we block them?"

The Military Commission responded, "Let them go!"

Pu Guanshui sent another somewhat trembling telegram, "Can our side encourage them to go?"

The Military Commission immediately responded, "That is excellent!"

Now Pu Guanshui was finally completely relieved. Strategically speaking, letting all Tianjin defenders retreat south by ship was actually a good thing for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. With the cowardly appearance of the Beiyang Army, if they couldn't exert combat effectiveness locally, running all the way to Fujian and other places would be even less likely to pose any threat. Not to mention how much logistical pressure retreating to the south would create for Feng Guozhang's Beiyang Army in the south.

The only thing Pu Guanshui felt regrettable about was that at least half of the 100,000 Beiyang troops in Tianjin couldn't go south. Now these 50,000 people were engaging in labor in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's POW camps. The military uniforms provided to the Northeast had the contribution of these people. Spinning and weaving might not be what the Beiyang Army could do, but wearing masks to fluff cotton was something they could still do. Especially when the fruits of labor were linked to meals.

The Intelligence Division Head quickly summarized the latest situation of the Tianjin defenders. "Starting from October, more than 20,000 of the 100,000 Tianjin defenders deserted. 20,000 simply defected to us. And another part, more than 10,000 people, ran to us asking us to let them go home. The total number is nearly 60,000. We have already contacted the remaining 40,000. More than half are willing to go home. Of the remaining 10,000-plus people, more than half want to go to Shanxi. Only a small portion of officers want to go to Feng Guozhang."

"Send someone to tell them, either surrender and hand over weapons or go to Feng Guozhang. There is no third road to choose." Pu Guanshui replied. After thinking, Pu Guanshui said: "Let Comrade Li Runshi be responsible for this matter."

Li Runshi was currently responsible for the dredging work of Longxugou in the south of Beijing City. As the northern end of the Beijing-Hangzhou Grand Canal, Beijing in 1915 couldn't be said to lack water. Whether it was the later diverting Luan River to Tianjin, or the even later South-to-North Water Diversion, firstly it was to solve the water shortage caused by urbanization, and secondly, there was also the reason of improving water quality.

Regarding how to use Beiyang Army POWs, this had always been a headache for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Fortunately, the war in Hebei was basically over now. After holding the passages of the Taihang Mountains—the Eight Passes of Taihang—Duan Qirui, who fled to Shanxi, also didn't have the ability to counterattack in the short term. So Li Runshi suggested "freedom in exchange for labor." For Beiyang Army officers and soldiers, besides ordinary screening, labor screening should also be implemented. Li Runshi's view was: "If we release them without education, this bunch of people will very likely become a scourge locally. Will we have to exterminate them again then? The social division and social class proposed by Marx are based on people participating in social labor being members of society. A solitary primitive man, let alone having no private property, even if stark naked, can't be called a proletarian. Because he is simply not a member of society."

Pu Guanshui was deeply impressed by this evaluation because when he considered class division himself, he first skipped the question of the other party's degree of participation in social production.

Facts proved that Li Runshi was quite capable in POW camp management. In a POW camp of fifty to sixty thousand people, within just over a month, by organizing POWs to participate in social labor, he won nearly half of the POWs over to the stance of accepting the People's Party's rule. The information provided by this near half of the POWs was too rich. Not only were those officers who originally hid their identities caught, but those guys who didn't hide their officer identities but hid their past professions as bandits and robbers were also dragged out.

When the Hebei local government was established, it needed to establish prestige. Establishing prestige was not just simple intimidation of the people, but proving to the people that the People's Party had the ability to manage real local affairs. Helping the people recover blood debts was undoubtedly an important link. Bringing those bandits who once committed crimes to justice in the places where they did evil was the best way.

What surprised Pu Guanshui greatly was that Li Runshi not only caught the bandits but also raised the question of why bandits became bandits. Bandits definitely did a lot of bad things, but were these bad things done because the original purpose was to satisfy their desires for eating, drinking, whoring, and gambling, or because they were desperate and tried to resist oppression, and in the process of resistance, involuntarily did some things they had to do? Li Runshi believed it was necessary to screen this.

After listening to Li Runshi's suggestion, Pu Guanshui thought in his heart, "That bastard Zhang Yu really has an eye for talent. Why didn't I meet such a talent before? But even if I met him, I'm afraid I wouldn't have understood him."

So within just over a month, Li Runshi was promoted like a rocket, sitting in the position of Beijing Propaganda Department Head and member of the Municipal Standing Committee.

After receiving the order at the construction site, Li Runshi changed his clothes without saying a word, took a bath, and set off. He first took a train to the vicinity of Tianjin, escorted by troops to the Tianjin Garrison Command. Before Li Runshi rushed to Tianjin, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had already contacted the local defenders in Tianjin. The local defenders sent a guard unit to "escort" the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army messenger to Tianjin.

At this time, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had already blockaded Tianjin for more than three months. Tianjin was originally a consumption city, and local grain was not enough to support its own needs. Although the army hoarded grain, according to the intelligence of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, this grain was simply not enough to support until next summer's harvest. Not to mention Yuan Shikai's death, the Beijing government's collapse, and Duan Qirui's flight west. With the Tianjin defenders losing the replenishment of grain and pay, the fact that they could persist until now without complete annihilation greatly interested Li Runshi.

The Beiyang Army troops who came to welcome them, from officers to soldiers, were all wearing military uniforms. Soldiers carried rifles. Officers wore short guns. But judging from their spirit and energy, these people were no longer soldiers, but some ordinary people wearing military uniforms. The concentration, resolution, and alertness of soldiers could not be seen at all in the Beiyang Army. They were more like treating being a soldier as a livelihood where one could get money without working. It felt quite like those people playing walk-on roles on stage.

Li Runshi didn't have any hobbies, just loved smoking cigarettes. When he almost subconsciously took out a cigarette, the eyes of these Beiyang Army officers and soldiers all fell on the cigarette and lighter in Li Runshi's hand. The lighter naturally couldn't be given to the Beiyang Army. Even a cadre of Li Runshi's level couldn't have the money to give away a dozen lighters at once.

Looking at the comrades traveling with him, Li Runshi realized why there was a carton of cigarettes in the supplies applied for before departure. A person like Li Runshi naturally wouldn't groundlessly accuse others of embezzling and using power for personal gain before investigation and confirmation. Watching those Beiyang Army officers and soldiers looking eagerly at the cigarettes, some people's Adam's apples moving up and down constantly, he hurriedly offered a cigarette to everyone, and finally handed the remaining small half pack of cigarettes to the leading officer. Now, after lighting up the cigarettes, all Beiyang Army officers and soldiers immediately had spirit, and their attitude became exceptionally enthusiastic.

The group continued to walk inside. Li Runshi had seen the battle lines, trenches, sandbags, and barbed wire of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops besieging Tianjin. But this was the first time Li Runshi saw the inside of the besieged Tianjin city. The Beiyang Army opposite had also built defensive positions. Compared with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, it was the difference between brick-and-tile houses and adobe houses. Not only the difference in material and mode, but the different builders' understanding of war and even their attitude towards work could be clearly distinguished. The Beiyang Army's defense system was not only unreasonable but also became tattered after just over three months due to lack of maintenance. What was more magical was that many places that should have been sealed dead were simply left with gaps because some soldiers felt it was inconvenient to walk.

The group was just about to enter the urban area when they heard a thunderous muffled sound from the distance. Soon violent vibrations came from the ground, and a moment later, a violent explosion sound was heard. Army people were all too familiar with this sound; this was the sound of shelling. And this shelling was obviously from large-caliber artillery. The Beiyang Army soldiers who came to welcome Li Runshi were originally listless, and now they didn't immediately become full of hostility either. The leading officer looked at Li Runshi with panic in his eyes. "Sir, is your People's Party attacking? You should have said so earlier!"

Li Runshi hurriedly replied: "If we were really going to send troops, we would definitely have told everyone. This wasn't done by us. Listening to the sound, why does it seem to come from the seaside?"

After Li Runshi's persuasion and comfort, the Beiyang soldiers responsible for the welcome finally calmed down. The officer couldn't help but say: "Could it be that the foreigners are preparing to attack us?"

"What's going on?" Li Runshi asked hurriedly.

The officer first threw away the cigarette butt, then tremblingly lit another one for himself, took a puff, and then said: "I also heard that recently the foreigners have been asking us to sell our lives for them. Our boss refused all along. Listening to other brothers, the boss said, relying on foreigners is unreliable. The bosses of the People's Party said, treat captives well, but absolutely never spare traitors."

Li Runshi certainly knew about this matter. Pu Guanshui had explicitly sent messages to the Tianjin defenders and also dropped leaflets on Tianjin. He explicitly told the Tianjin defenders that if it was a civil war, everyone served their own master. This couldn't be said to be right or wrong. So captives were treated well. If the Tianjin defenders defected to foreigners and became Hanjian (traitors to China), then there was only a dead end.

Pu Guanshui was not a nameless person in the Beiyang Army back then. If he hadn't left the Beiyang Army, he would be more than qualified to be a corps commander now. After joining the People's Party, Pu Guanshui, as a Beiyang traitor general, was a bad example frequently mentioned and scolded and ridiculed in ordinary times. His popularity was instead much higher than when he was in Beiyang. With such a notorious big shot speaking out that he would absolutely not spare "traitors," the Beiyang Army really believed that Pu Guanshui would definitely go on a killing spree against traitors.

"Comrade Runshi, how about we retreat first. It's too dangerous here." The accompanying comrade said.

Li Runshi thought for a while and said resolutely: "Don't retreat. Since foreigners are attacking, I believe the Beiyang Army also needs our help. We are all Chinese; we can't leave them behind."

Pu Guanshui got the news that foreign troops attempted to attack Tianjin two hours later. The first country that popped into Pu Guanshui's mind was Japan. From a purely military perspective, Japan's choice was also correct. As long as they could occupy Tianjin, even if just controlling Tianjin, the Japanese army could threaten the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, making the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army unable to reinforce the Northeast in a general way.

As for politics, with Japan's attitude being so tough, other countries might instead join this muddy water. Anyway, regarding dealing with the People's Party, these countries had a consensus.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army naturally couldn't stand here watching the Japanese army occupy Tianjin. Pu Guanshui immediately ordered the troops to march towards Tianjin. They had to seize control of Tianjin no matter what.

Two hours after this order was sent out, just a moment before the troops besieging Tianjin were preparing to attack, news suddenly came back. Under Comrade Li Runshi's persuasion, the Beiyang defenders in Tianjin agreed to give up Tianjin "conditionally." This news really exceeded Pu Guanshui's expectations.
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The so-called conditional surrender of Tianjin naturally meant "officers' conditions." Pu Guanshui soon obtained more detailed content. Li Runshi risked huge danger to meet the Tianjin defense commander, clarified the situation to him, and mentioned the matter of the Eight-Nation Alliance. The Eight-Nation Alliance looted wantonly after killing into Tianjin back then, and it was the Japanese army attacking Tianjin right now. Given Japan's own poverty, they would certainly loot wantonly after killing into Tianjin this time. The Beiyang Army officers would likely suffer a lot.

The Beiyang commanders, who originally had no fighting spirit, could hold on for a few months really not because of how firm they were politically. What this group of people cared about most right now was the property they had privately carved up. After the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army captured Beijing, this group quickly carved up Beiyang's military pay and other property. It was just that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army completely besieged the city and blocked the roads. Among these officers, many middle-level officers ran away by boat because they got less money. High-level officers didn't not want to flee for their lives; they knew very clearly that without the soldiers under their command, they couldn't guarantee their property. These people were like poisonous snakes guarding treasures in a cave; they couldn't leave or run away. If they carried this property to other places by themselves, this money would be carved up by other forces.

Just through a conversation, Li Runshi gained insight into the true worries of these people in the process of "presenting facts and reasoning" with them. The situation was urgent at the moment, so Li Runshi promised to protect the personal and property safety of these people. Besides fully guaranteeing the safety of these people's real estate, each officer could be guaranteed the safety of precious metal currency of different amounts according to their rank.

If Li Runshi had nonsensically claimed to guarantee all property safety for this bunch of officers, this bunch of suspicious guys in the Beiyang Army would definitely not have believed it. Instead, guaranteeing that they could only ensure precious metal currency of a clear amount made the desperate Beiyang Army have to believe it.

With such an agreement, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army quickly gathered those Beiyang troops who were overjoyed to escape the war and took over the defense of the entire Tianjin.

Pu Guanshui was not surprised at all by the corrupt bottom line of the Beiyang Army, but he highly appreciated Li Runshi's astuteness. For this reason, Pu Guanshui specially asked Li Runshi to rush back to Beijing to ask Li Runshi about the disposal of whether to adapt these Beiyang troops as organized units.

"I know that neither the Central Committee nor the Military Commission wants to absorb the Beiyang Army as organized units. I support this view," Li Runshi replied.

Pu Guanshui was afraid someone would propose the request to adapt the Beiyang Army. Seeing that Li Runshi didn't get carried away by success, he agreed very much. "Comrade Li Runshi, the performance of the Beiyang Army remnants in Shandong is about the same as in Tianjin. Presumably, their situation is similar to ours. According to the news, of the nearly 200,000 besieged, only forty to fifty thousand are left. I want to appoint you to tell the Shandong Military Region about our experience. what do you think?"

"Resolutely obey organizational arrangements!" Li Runshi immediately stated his attitude.

Pu Guanshui knew he was whipping a fast ox, but there was no other way. The People's Party had accumulated for ten years, but cadres were still extremely insufficient. "Comrade Li Runshi, I can reveal to you first that no one is willing to do the POW work in Shandong and Hebei, and everyone doesn't know how to do it. As far as I know, no one is willing to fight for this job. I intend to recommend you to be responsible. If nothing unexpected happens, I think you should be mentally prepared."

"I obey organizational arrangements!" Li Runshi still replied with a serious attitude.

Watching Li Runshi leave the headquarters with swift but not hurried steps, Pu Guanshui really couldn't help but marvel, and Pu Guanshui really couldn't help but give birth to a feeling of jealousy. This slight jealousy was not entirely directed at Li Runshi's talent, but more at the fact that the current People's Party system could completely provide infinite space for young people. In the People's Party that destroyed the old order, countless young people were rising like new stars. They could spread their wings and soar in this new era of drastic changes.

Because Pu Guanshui came from Beiyang, he understood better than others in the People's Party how oppressive the old system was, and what terrible inertia and tradition it had. Just as Zhou Shuren, who took up the post of President of Beijing First People's Hospital, said, "In the former era, moving a stool could kill people!" Pu Guanshui felt deeply about these words.

And these young people now could achieve high positions that predecessors could only reach after more than ten or twenty years of hard work, relying only on their own abilities in a very short time. This was far from their endpoint; in front of them, there was still limitless space. This made it impossible for Pu Guanshui not to be jealous.

Although Pu Guanshui was not yet forty this year, and although the real power and status he held now were almost unmatched by anyone of the same age in the two hundred years of the Manchu Qing, Pu Guanshui still couldn't help but be jealous of these young people in their twenties. They were the ones who possessed a more brilliant future.

At this moment, Pu Guanshui suddenly remembered Zhang Yu who recommended Li Runshi. Zhang Yu had said a sentence not long ago: "Chairman Chen doesn't look like a human." Pu Guanshui suddenly realized this now. Pu Guanshui had jealousy. If he had to criticize himself, it could even be escalated to "envying the virtuous and able." This is the normal state of human beings.

Chen Ke, however, never had such thoughts. At least no comrade ever thought Chen Ke had a shred of jealousy. Everything Chen Ke did was to provide comrades with space to freely exert their abilities. The higher Chen Ke's status, the stronger the People's Party's strength, and the greater the space provided for comrades to exert their abilities.

Pu Guanshui suddenly understood why he sometimes opposed Chen Ke's ideas but never considered overthrowing Chen Ke's status. For Pu Guanshui, and for the comrades of the People's Party, as long as Chen Ke sat in the leader's position, everyone wouldn't worry about someone tripping them up, let alone worry that everything they did would be buried.

"I have to learn this kind of breadth of mind and boldness well." Pu Guanshui made this determination.

As if Heaven heard Pu Guanshui's thoughts, a trial descended immediately. A field telephone call came in from the Tianjin front line. Pu Guanshui picked up the phone, listened for a moment, and then frowned. "What?! A regiment of the 38th Corps suffered heavy losses under Japanese shelling because they were too far forward?! Disobeyed orders because they worried about not contacting the enemy early enough?! What the hell is the 38th Corps Commander doing? Withdraw that regiment immediately! The regiment commander is removed from office for investigation! I will immediately form a frontline command; follow the plan now!"

Slamming the phone down angrily, Pu Guanshui's heart boiled with the thought of strictly investigating discipline. In the report on the phone, a regiment suffered nearly a thousand casualties. This certainly had an accidental element; the Japanese might be afraid of street fighting, so they implemented indiscriminate shelling on the residential areas near the landing site. However, this situation had been considered as early as the battle of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to conquer Qingdao. At that time, even if troops ran around blindly, there was no situation where attacking troops were too dense.

Nearly a thousand casualties appeared in less than an hour! Attacking Jinan with its high walls and deep moats, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army hadn't experienced such a situation either. Not to mention suffering such casualties unilaterally without even seeing the enemy.

"Arrange the headquarters at a place 50 kilometers from the Tianjin seaside. No, 40 kilometers." The range of naval guns was 30,000 meters. Pu Guanshui didn't dare to put the headquarters within the range of enemy naval guns. It wasn't that he was afraid of death, but once the headquarters was taken out, it would be too big a negative factor for the campaign.

With the thought of severely punishing those commanders boiling in his heart, even though Pu Guanshui knew this thought wouldn't help the current war situation, the annoyance in his heart was indescribable and even more impossible to dispel. Pu Guanshui kept his lips tight; he was afraid that as soon as he opened his mouth, angry curses would blurt out. Really unable to endure it, Pu Guanshui stood up and walked to the desk, fiercely wrote "Seek truth from facts" more than forty times on paper, and only then felt his mood calmed down a lot.

"Hurry up and build temporary airfields, set up communication lines in the Tianjin urban area, and start evacuating citizens!" Pu Guanshui ordered loudly.

The Staff Department immediately recorded it. "What about the deployment of troops?"

Hearing the deployment of troops, Pu Guanshui couldn't help but remember that regiment that lost combat effectiveness for nothing. He hurriedly wrote "Seek truth from facts" a few more times, which counted as dispelling his anger.

"Adjust troop deployment according to the anti-landing warfare plan formulated before. Light in front and heavy in back; arrange more forward positions and observation posts. Once the enemy sends troops to land, immediately implement a swift strike. Transfer quickly after completing the mission." After focusing all attention on specific work, Pu Guanshui's annoyance caused by failure finally disappeared.

After recording, the Chief of Staff asked: "Should we notify other defense zones about this?"

Pu Guanshui replied calmly: "Of course we must notify them, and at the same time strengthen control of transportation lines. Prevent the enemy from sending small units to sabotage. In addition, notify all units about the 38th Corps regiment matter, requiring all units to adjust deployment and not repeat the same mistake, causing meaningless sacrifices."

"If we implement comprehensive control, our troop strength is insufficient," the Chief of Staff replied.

Pu Guanshui replied: "If troop strength is insufficient, use the Beiyang Army POWs in the concentration camps to build. Haven't we already identified a considerable part of the Beiyang Army as belonging to the ranks of the masses who can be reformed? We must dare to use this part of people."

Seeing the Chief of Staff about to go arrange it, Pu Guanshui stopped him again. "In addition, strengthen patriotic education for this part of usable POWs. We are facing foreign aggressors now. On this matter, we Chinese must stand together and jointly strike at foreign aggressors! This is not our internal dispute from before; this is a major issue of right and wrong! By the way, tell Comrade Li Runshi not to go to Shandong first. Stay here to solve this matter first. As for that Shandong matter, let him decide how to notify the Shandong side himself."

"Yes!" The Chief of Staff immediately took the order to arrange it.

Pu Guanshui sat back in his seat and began to look at the map. One of the urgent tasks was to determine what exactly the Japanese side's purpose in raiding Tianjin was. Only then could future operational thinking continue to be determined. The initiative being controlled by the enemy was indeed a situation rarely encountered before.
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"I hope the British and French sides can send troops!" The Japanese Minister to China was an old diplomat after all; his tone at least remained calm when saying this.

The British Minister did not answer this question; he asked another question instead. "We hope that when Japan attacks Tianjin, you can avoid accidentally injuring our headquarters in China."

The Japanese Minister was stunned on the spot. Although he knew the British might not agree readily to pressure the People's Party together, he didn't expect the British Minister to refuse so ruthlessly.

Ignoring the shocked and even aggrieved look on the Japanese Minister's face completely, the British Minister picked up his teacup and took a sip. Refusing Japan was a necessary diplomatic process. Britain now had no intention of carving up and annexing China. The rise of the People's Party only made Britain have to face an opponent that was not easy to bully. This didn't mean Britain would agree to Japan swallowing Northeast China alone. Nor did it mean Britain had an obligation to endorse Japan unconditionally. British diplomacy must first comply with Britain's national interests. After communication was restored, the British homeland had clearly stated that since intelligence from various channels showed no signs of the People's Party joining the Central Powers, the British Parliament would not agree to open another front in China at this difficult moment of the war situation.

Britain's attitude was naturally unacceptable to the Japanese Minister. He tried his best to lobby the British Minister. "We can take full responsibility for all combat operations, but we at least hope to receive the Entente Powers' support in terms of morality and war declaration."

"What if you fail?" The British Minister simply asked straightforwardly.

"We absolutely cannot fail." The Japanese Minister knew clearly he was bragging, but at this moment, the Japanese Minister had no other choice. "The People's Party has no navy. Even if land warfare presents a stalemate, our Japanese Navy can still shell China's coastal cities at will to force the People's Party to surrender."

The British Minister sipped his black tea, and then asked leisurely: "Which coastal cities are you going to shell?"

"We will shell Qingdao and Lianyungang! These two cities are very important to the People's Party!" The Japanese Minister said through gritted teeth.

The British Minister knew that the Japanese side's expression was nothing more than wanting to show they had the ability to strike the People's Party and what a huge advantage the Japanese Navy held. But Japan didn't mention any land warfare issues at all. And these days, newspapers in Beijing, Tianjin, and many places in China where the People's Party could speak all introduced that the Chinese army had dealt a huge blow to the Japanese army in the Northeast. So the British Minister said calmly: "As far as we know, the industrial bases of the People's Party are all far from the coastline. How much use can your shelling of those two cities really be?"

Seeing the British Minister completely unmoved, the Japanese Minister simply asked directly: "Then what exactly is your country's attitude?"

"We believe that if Japan wants to make peace with the People's Party, we can mediate in between," the British Minister replied.

"..." The Japanese Minister really didn't know what to say. The so-called hope for foreign mediation, in a sense, was a very implicit admission of defeat. At least in the wars between China and Japan over these years, it was always China who took the initiative to ask foreign countries to mediate; Japan had never asked foreign countries to mediate. The British Minister's words already indicated Britain's judgment on the outcome of this Sino-Japanese conflict.

Speaking up to here, there was nothing more to say. The Japanese Minister said: "Given the current situation, our side will attempt to intercept the People's Party's merchant ships."

"Humph!" The British Minister snorted through his nose. Japan's current performance indeed completely matched the British side's prediction. What merchant ships did the People's Party have to intercept? According to the intelligence Britain obtained, all ships built by the People's Party so far were cargo ships and merchant ships for inland rivers. If Japan intercepted merchant ships on sea trade routes, they could only intercept British and American merchant ships. And this was precisely what Japan absolutely couldn't do. With Japan forced to this point, the British Minister felt even less need to harbor illusions about Japan defeating the People's Party.

Towards incompetent collaborators, the British attitude had always been very certain. The British Minister said: "You're on your own."

The Japanese Minister left the British Legation with a heavy heart. Actually, regarding the words about shelling Chinese coastal cities and intercepting the People's Party's merchant ships just now, the Japanese Minister actually didn't want to say them either. But the pressure within Japan recently was too great; besides talking tough, the Japanese side simply had no other way.

War can be easily started, but cannot be easily ended. This aspect is the same for everyone. Japan originally thought that as Chinese, the People's Party couldn't be too fundamentally different from Beiyang or the Manchu Qing. That is to say, they would expand victory recklessly when winning, and lose confidence and courage when encountering setbacks.

In the actual course of the war, the People's Party had a clear difference. Eliminating the Japanese 20th Division didn't make the People's Party get carried away and then storm Fengtian recklessly. And Japan's planning failed. They originally hoped that when the People's Party attacked Fengtian, the navy would suddenly land, and at the same time, the troops in Korea would cross the Yalu River to surround the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army from behind. To fight a decisive battle of annihilation. Then wave the army south to attack Jinzhou and Qinhuangdao. Complete the comprehensive occupation of the Northeast.

But the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't come no matter how they waited. What they waited for was the news that the Southern Liaoning Mantetsu was completely eliminated by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Not only Southern Liaoning, even the Mantetsu strongholds in the north of Fengtian were attacked by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cavalry. This really took Japan's life. After losing the Mantetsu strongholds, Japan's strategic foundation was completely shaken. Now Japan domestically demanded to solve the China problem with a comprehensive decisive battle.

The Japanese Minister certainly wouldn't think this idea could be realized. Just as the British Minister said, the People's Party's base areas were all inland far from the coast. These areas were not places Japan's current national strength could fight into. Not to mention the Japanese Army proved one thing with practical action: when encountering the siege of the People's Party's superior forces in field warfare, the Japanese army only had the outcome of annihilation.

"Should I simply resign?" The Japanese Minister thought disheartenedly. Facing the daily urging from home, the Japanese Minister was powerless to refuse. Resigning now might avoid carrying the black pot of "diplomatic incompetence" later.

As soon as he returned to the legation, he saw the liaison officer from home greeting him with a face full of expectation. "How is it? Did the British side agree?"

"The British side refuses to join this war!" The Japanese Minister told the truth; he told the British attitude completely to the liaison officer from Japan.

"Aren't we fellow members of the Entente Powers? There is also the 'Anglo-Japanese Alliance' treaty between us. Why are they surprisingly unwilling to fulfill their obligations in this matter?" The liaison officer from Japan said angrily. He was a Colonel of the Japanese Army Ministry and spoke somewhat unscrupulously.

Originally, the Japanese Minister felt that the bunch of people at home who resolutely advocated fighting the People's Party to the end were crazy. Now seeing the attitude of the domestic liaison officer, he completely despaired. With the mentality of treating a dead horse as a living horse, the Minister asked the domestic liaison officer again what exactly the Navy Ministry and Army Ministry at home thought about attacking Tianjin this time. He had asked last time too, but the Colonel liaison officer from Japan didn't fully reveal the inside information.

Under indignation, the liaison officer finally spoke of the Japanese domestic war plan facing the map. "We intend to occupy Tianjin first, then attack Beijing. After annihilating the main force of the People's Party in Beijing, implement encirclement and annihilation of the People's Party in the Northeast."

This was about the same as the Japanese Minister expected. But the next words almost made the Japanese Minister's jaw drop from fright. "Next, we continue to increase troops, occupying China's Shandong and the entire Hebei. If the British side doesn't accept it, we might as well reveal our plans completely." The Colonel liaison officer meant to give directions to the world.

The Minister's voice trembled a bit. "The British have now clearly stated that they do not wish for Japan to unilaterally change the situation in China!"

"Then does Britain accept the People's Party unilaterally changing the situation in China?!" The Colonel liaison officer questioned the Japanese Minister.

Not caring whether he was insulted or not, the Japanese Minister believed the most important thing right now was to make that bunch of guys at home advocating total war understand the current situation through this Colonel liaison officer. He explained: "For the British, the People's Party coming to power and Beiyang coming to power have no essential difference; they are both a Chinese government. Even if the People's Party conflicts with British interests in some aspects, Britain does not accept total war. They don't want to conquer China now, nor do they intend to turn China into a British colony. Since Britain doesn't want to conquer China right now, they will absolutely not approve of other countries conquering China and occupying China!"

The Colonel liaison officer absolutely never expected the Japanese Minister to actually "speak for the British"! He glared at the Minister. "Our Great Japanese Empire needs to conquer China! If we don't seize the opportunity this time, there will be no opportunity next time!"

"Are you crazy?" The Japanese Minister simply questioned straightforwardly. "If we don't get the support of various countries, can Japan conquer China alone?"

Seeing the Minister's words so unpolite, the Colonel liaison officer also became angry. "Our Army, from top to bottom, holds the determination of 'seven lives to serve the country' and must be loyal to the future of the Imperial State. As long as we mobilize a million-strong army and pour all our efforts into fighting the People's Party, the European war is our best opportunity! On the contrary, you people are short-sighted and simply the shame of the Great Japanese Empire!"

The Minister's original thought of resigning was just a thought, but now looking at the fanatical gaze and expression, the excited tone and movements of the Colonel liaison officer, he was suddenly relieved. At this time, not only did they not know to retreat because of past defeats, but instead tried to obtain the final victory by gambling everything; those people at home were really crazy. Even if out of loyalty to Japan, the Minister had to resign. Resigning could at least give those guys at home a reminder, and through resignation, perhaps he could slightly block the pace of the Japanese military's reckless actions.

But the Minister was also very clear about the style of those guys in Japan. After getting used to gambling-style victories time and again, they would absolutely not truly understand until they hit their heads and bled.

"Japan is finished!" The Minister's heart was filled with thoughts of despair.
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"We are Chinese!" "We are Chinese!" "China is my motherland!" "China is my motherland!" "I love my motherland!" "I love my motherland!"

In a primary school in Beijing, children followed the teacher and read aloud from their textbooks. The class schedule of all schools under the rule of the People's Party basically followed the arrangement of the 21st century. Although the war in Beijing had not ended long ago, among various orders to be restored or created with the highest priority, the ranking of the education system was extremely high.

Li Hongqi was now a Chinese teacher in a primary school in Beijing and concurrently served as the principal of this school. This old master did not decline the request of the People's Party inviting him to work at all, nor did he behave affectedly or decling three times before accepting the matter of being the principal. He just told the cadre who came, "At my age, I can't be an official at all. I appreciate your kindness, but I have always been teaching. If you let me teach, I know how to arrange my time and physical strength. If you let me be an official, I know nothing about it. When the time comes, I'll mess around like a headless fly, which is bad for you and bad for me."

Just after reading the text, the bell for the end of class rang. Primary school students of various ages immediately became excited. No matter what era or year, the end of class could always make children feel happy.

Li Hongqi first packed up the books spread out on the podium, and then said calmly: "Class dismissed!"

"Stand up!" The class monitor shouted.

Amidst the rumbling sound of tables and chairs colliding, the children all stood up. Led by the class monitor, everyone shouted in a not-so-uniform voice: "Goodbye, teacher!"

"Goodbye, students!" Li Hongqi replied.

Then came a more intense rumbling sound, and the students ran outside almost in a swarm.

Li Hongqi tucked his teaching plans and books under his arm, returned to the teachers' office and sat down, only then slightly pounding his waist with his hand. After entering December, the temperature dropped sharply, and no fire had been started in the classroom yet. Just standing for 45 minutes like this made him feel very tired.

Young teachers immediately served tea. "Principal Li, drink some water!"

Beijing's schools were already considered very quiet compared to the outside. Even so, the thing teachers discussed most often was not how to teach well, but the war taking place in Tianjin, more than two hundred li away.

"Will it be the same as last time this time?" A teacher in his forties asked. He was a former Xiucai in the capital, and surprisingly a Bannerman of the Plain Red Banner. He was obviously quite fearful of the Eight-Nation Alliance entering Beijing more than ten years ago. Since the collapse of the Manchu Qing, no one liked to pay attention to Bannermen. Plus, although this person couldn't be said to be "spreading defeatist remarks," his daily fearful appearance made the young teachers in the same school look down on him.

"I say, Master Jin, you've changed your surname to a Han surname, so why do you still care about these things? The country gives you food to eat, so why do you always say such unlucky words?" The Dean of Studies, Ma Han, gave Xiucai Jin a mockery in a fluent Beijing accent. Ma Han was a Beijing local, and this person was surprisingly also a Bannerman. A few years ago, when he was starving to death, he had no choice but to join a factory opened by the People's Party in Beijing as an accountant. When the People's Party withdrew, this person insisted on leaving with the People's Party. He also served as an engineering soldier for a while. This time he returned to Beijing with the People's Party again and was arranged to teach in the school.

Xiucai Jin looked at Ma Han, who had also changed to a Han surname, with a look of disapproval on his face. But in these years, there was no way out without changing to a Han surname, just like Ma Han had a livelihood at least after changing to a Han surname. Before Master Jin changed to a Han surname, he couldn't find work for several years and lived entirely on his family's savings. Not only the two of them, but the Bannermen remaining in Beijing were basically all like this. Guys who didn't change to Han surnames and insisted on their Bannerman identity, whether during the Yuan Shikai period or now that the People's Party had seized Beijing, could only live off their own past savings at home.

"But the foreigners are powerful, even if..." Master Jin couldn't help but say.

"Slap!" Ma Han slapped the table fiercely. He glared at Xiucai Jin and shouted loudly: "Teacher Jin, I'm telling you this for the last time. If you are afraid, resign now, and go wherever you want. As long as you eat the government's food, teach well here! Teach whatever the government asks you to teach. Don't say things you aren't asked to teach; go back to your own home to say them!"

Pfft! Several young teachers couldn't help but snicker. Actually, no one was unconcerned about the current war situation. Seeing someone being scolded instead relieved the tension in these teachers' hearts somewhat.

Ma Han watched Xiucai Jin lower his head. He scanned the other teachers again. "If anyone among us is afraid, leave quickly. If anyone wants to kill enemies and serve the country, you can apply to join the army. But those who stay here, teach well. People say that everyone is responsible for the rise and fall of the country. Since everyone has become a teacher, concentrate on teaching the books well and managing the students well! Other matters will naturally be the responsibility of other departments!"

After listening to Ma Han's scolding, the teachers all fell silent. One-third of them were originally from the army and came to act as teachers temporarily, while the other two-thirds were personnel recruited from society. Those from the army naturally knew that war was not decided by discussion, while the others didn't have much sense of belonging to the People's Party, the new master of Beijing.

Li Hongqi remained silent from beginning to end. He didn't even care what these people thought. In the entire city of Beijing, perhaps he was the one with the deepest relationship with the People's Party. His disciple Shang Yuan already held a high position in the top ten of the People's Party. In terms of the traditional teacher-student model, Chen Ke could also be considered a disciple who had attended his lectures in a sense. However, Li Hongqi never cared about this. Li Hongqi only had a sense of surprise as an outsider regarding the People's Party having such scale and strength in less than ten years. The old master never thought of using his relationship with Shang Yuan and Chen Ke to obtain anything. The People's Party quickly established Beijing's education system, allowing Li Hongqi to find a livelihood to eat for a considerable period of time; this was the thing he was most satisfied with.

As for the outcome of the war, Li Hongqi had his own ideas. But Li Hongqi didn't think he had any necessity to discuss this very private thing with others. Looking up at the sky outside the window, which was already covered with heavy clouds, Li Hongqi said: "It's going to snow. It's not cold when it snows, but it's cold when the snow melts. Let's hurry up and find a way to start a fire in the classroom."

The teachers in the office didn't quite understand what Li Hongqi meant. Everyone was trying to figure out what this old master, who gave up the position of Vice Curator of the National Library and was willing to be a primary school principal and teacher, exactly wanted to say.

Li Hongqi didn't let these people guess blindly either. He said: "Someone has to manage the fire once it's started. How do we arrange this shift?"

"Ah?" Hearing this question completely related to starting a fire for warmth, most people didn't understand what was going on.

"Commander Pu, should we send engineering troops to build a few temporary railways to transport coal?" The Logistics Minister barged into the headquarters and made a request. "It's going to snow soon. If there is no coal, many refugees withdrawn from Tianjin will probably freeze to death, and Beijing also needs to burn coal."

Actually, this place, Beijing, didn't lack coal. Muchengjian, Qianjuntai, Da'anshan, and even Mentougou had coal mines. According to the captured Beiyang data and the exploration of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's engineering exploration troops, the coal mines in Mentougou were even very high-quality anthracite.

In terms of reserves and quality, the abundant coal resources could completely solve the fuel supply for Beijing and Tianjin. The only problem was the lack of dedicated coal transportation railways. In the Manchu Qing and Beiyang eras, control over water sources and coal fuel was an excellent way for the government at that time to amass wealth. The People's Party certainly didn't have this intention, but providing universal heating fuel to the Beijing-Tianjin area, and even to further areas, was a huge project.

Seeing Pu Guanshui look hesitant, the Logistics Minister immediately followed up with an explanation. "Handan Steel Plant has already produced iron. As far as we know, they have already used rails in the mining area themselves. We only need to lay a rail track from the Mentougou area now. No need for steel rails; just build a simple railway. It's enough if it can transport one or two thousand tons a day. When there are steel rails, we can replace this simple railway with a standard railway."

Pu Guanshui nodded slightly. This idea was very good. But...

The Logistics Minister continued: "Manpower is insufficient; we continue to use those people from the POW camps. And we also recruit people from Beijing locally. Anyway, with this simple railway, this war will be much easier to fight!"

Just as they were speaking, the telephone rang. Pu Guanshui picked up the phone. "What is it!"

"Report, a telegram from the troops in Qinhuangdao. The Japanese army is landing in large numbers in Qinhuangdao. The troops hope we can send troops to reinforce. The telegram will be sent to the headquarters immediately!"
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The news of the Japanese attack on Qinhuangdao was finally proven to be a false alarm. It was already three days later when the news that "this was a feint" arrived. Pu Guanshui, who had fallen asleep lying on his desk, was shaken awake. Looking up, the one who shook Pu Guanshui awake was the Logistics Minister. His eyes were red, and his eyelids were swollen like a goldfish.

"Commander Pu, the preliminary plan for building the railway is finally out. Sign it if you see no problems." The Logistics Minister handed a document to Pu Guanshui.

Pu Guanshui thought for a long time before remembering this matter from a few days ago. He roughly looked at the document and then asked: "Why did it take so long?"

"The calculation department put the decimal point in the wrong place. They calculated it repeatedly several times before finding the problem," the Logistics Minister said while yawning.

"Oh?" Pu Guanshui also had a hard time understanding the Logistics Minister's words.

"Then how could such a simple mistake be made?" Pu Guanshui asked.

The Logistics Minister shook his head. "I also asked the comrades in the calculation department. Seeing their situation, I almost cried. These comrades haven't had a normal holiday for more than two hundred days. The responsible comrade just sitting there had his limbs twitching randomly. He said that when he and the comrades close their eyes now, what flies in front of their eyes are numbers. The data waiting to be processed on the responsible comrade's desk alone is more than two feet high. And this is only a small part of the urgent data."

Only in these two years did Pu Guanshui understand how much use mathematics, or the limits, differentiation, integration, and matrices in "higher mathematics," actually had. Those comrades doing mathematics could use things like ghostly talismans to perform effective calculations on various logistics and engineering operations. Pu Guanshui himself had also done logistics work. Let alone not resting normally for more than two hundred days, just doing calculations during the march for a few days, Pu Guanshui felt numbers and formulas flying before his eyes and his limbs twitching uncontrollably. As for placing the decimal point wrong, that was an all-too-common mistake. When extremely tired, Pu Guanshui could even calculate the addition of two-digit numbers wrong. He also couldn't remember that three times seven should equal twenty-one.

Pu Guanshui agreed very much with the Logistics Minister's complaint. "How about we apply for more personnel from the rear?"

The Logistics Minister replied with a grin: "I say, Commander, we should be burning high incense just to scrape together the six hundred people in the calculation department now. Commander Chai curses daily in the headquarters to ask for people from the rear. It's not enough just to understand mathematics; being able to sit there calculating all day is really not something ordinary people can do. Those comrades dragged in to make up the numbers would go crazy after working for a day or two at most."

Hearing this, Pu Guanshui understood the Logistics Minister's meaning. "You mean you are preparing to give the comrades a holiday?"

"It really won't do without a holiday. We can have rotating holidays, but we can't have no holidays. If it really doesn't work, we can drag people in to make up the numbers first, but we don't need to count too much on these comrades being able to work for long." The Logistics Minister gave his thoughts clearly.

"This basic education! Fuck!" Pu Guanshui swore a rare curse. He could command thousands of troops and horses, and a single order could decide the fate of thousands of enemy and friendly soldiers, so Pu Guanshui understood science exceptionally well, or more accurately, how big a role mathematics played in the People's Party. How much practical guiding significance the "Chen Ke Equation" (the Lanchester combat equations plagiarized by Chen Ke) in military deduction had was needless to say now. The handful of young people proficient in mathematics, firmly held in the hands of You Gou, Director of the Commission of Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense, although they couldn't use the large number of equations they summarized to completely simulate combat details in the post-war replay deduction, they could roughly simulate the overall logistics, combat, and supply using the numbers submitted after the war. They could even deduce errors in part of the submitted numbers in reverse.

Every unit commander wanted such treasures, but You Gou actually said that there were simply no conditions in various units to exert the calculation ability of these comrades. The result was that someone unknown gave You Gou the nickname "Old Witch" after a rage, and this nickname spread like wildfire in the troops.

Pu Guanshui naturally wouldn't be so rude as to publicly spread such a nickname, but he was very convinced by what You Gou had said: "These comrades were selected by us from tens of thousands of people. Only by expanding basic education can we get more excellent comrades." And basic education could only rely on time and accumulation. It was useless for Pu Guanshui to be anxious.

"Then take rotating holidays in three shifts. In short, we can't tire people out into illness," Pu Guanshui replied.

"In addition, regarding the railway construction work, Comrade Li Runshi doesn't think we can fully utilize the Beiyang Army," the Logistics Minister replied.

"Why?" Pu Guanshui was very surprised.

"The Beiyang Army is used to being supported with high salaries. Now they want to go home, so they have to work hard. But railway construction work is too hard, so they can't be counted on much. So Comrade Li Runshi suggested that labor is not a punitive measure, but transforming people through labor. Since this is the case, it's better to disband those who perform relatively well, and we will specially recruit railway workers and coal mine workers."

Although in his heart he still wanted to use a large amount of unpaid labor, Pu Guanshui knew that Chen Ke's view was also so. He sighed, "Let Comrade Li Runshi decide this matter."

Just as they were speaking, there was suddenly a bit of commotion outside, and soon a guard ran in. "Commander, it's snowing outside!"

Hearing this news, Pu Guanshui and the Logistics Minister both got up and walked out of the headquarters. Sure enough, snowflakes were dancing in the sky. Snowflakes fell on faces and necks and melted instantly, feeling cool and very comfortable. But neither Pu Guanshui nor the Logistics Minister looked good. Snow itself wouldn't cause too much impact on military and other operations, but once the snow water soaked the ground, various difficulties would follow. Especially for things like railway construction, huge trouble would be encountered.

"Yujian, I heard that railway workers are being recruited now. I think you might as well apply," Li Hongqi said to his son at dinner. At this time, the heavy snow had been falling for two days, and Li Hongqi's courtyard was snow-white. Cabbage, tofu, meat slices, and bones bobbed slightly in the boiling soup on the stove, and the room with the fire lit had a warmth peculiar to a family.

"Dad, I can naturally find a job; you don't need to worry." Although Li Yujian pretended to be calm in tone, that unhappines simply couldn't be hidden.

Li Hongqi persuaded slowly: "I asked you to go to the meat processing plant, you didn't go. I asked you to teach, you didn't want to go either. Garment factories, transportation firms, you looked down on all of them. I think this railway worker job is not bad. Work hard for a few years, and if there is a chance, go to school for further studies. This is surely a livelihood for a long-term meal."

Li Yujian was really impatient listening. He put away his smile and said seriously: "Dad, I have studied for so many years and also worked in the government office. Asking me to do these laboring livelihoods, wouldn't it be losing your face if mentioned by others!"

"What's shameful about working?" Li Hongqi's tone finally couldn't help but rise. "Yujian, don't listen to those people outside talking nonsense. I don't think it's anything even if you sweep the streets or pick up manure. Working to eat, what is shameful about this?"

It wasn't once or twice that Li Yujian heard his father say this. This time he finally couldn't bear it somewhat. With considerable resentment, Li Yujian said: "Dad, I never wanted to say it, but I think you are partial. You look down on me!"

Li Hongqi was really a bit angry. "You are my son. If I look down on you, who do I look up to?"

Li Yujian was stimulated by Li Hongqi's anger. He simply said loudly: "I think you only look up to Senior Brother Shang Yuan. When you talk to him about what to do, you always ask him to have lofty aspirations and do big things. As soon as you mention me, it's these completely insignificant small things. It has always been so!"

Listening to his son's complaints, Li Hongqi fell silent. He just closed his eyes slightly, trying to adjust his breathing which began to be a bit disordered.

Li Yujian completely misunderstood his father's attitude. Moreover, mentioning Shang Yuan, this senior brother, made Li Yujian even more annoyed. "I was doing fine in the government office. If it weren't for Shang Yuan, how could I be looked at differently? Originally, how many opportunities for promotion were ruined because I knew Shang Yuan? He is impressive now, with a resounding reputation in the People's Party. Chen Ke became the Emperor, Shang Yuan can at least be a Prime Minister. You always asked him to do big things, and he has done it! You always said I can't do anything, look, it also fulfilled your words!"

The more Li Yujian spoke, the more aggrieved he felt. At this time, his eyes were already full of tears. "Dad, you are my dad, I am your son. Shang Yuan is not your son!"

"Are you finished?" Li Hongqi's voice became stern. His wife wanted to say something, but Li Hongqi waved his hand, and Mrs. Li didn't dare to try to say anything anymore.

Li Yujian was often scolded by his father, so he wasn't too afraid.

After all, it was his own son. Li Hongqi was truly angry. He wanted to speak nicely, but he still couldn't help but slap the table fiercely. "When your Senior Brother Shang Yuan studied under me, he already had an academic degree. His family was much richer than ours! Did you see that every time he hauled coal for our family, he stood there watching people carry it? When did he not do it himself, carrying it together with those coal-transporting masters, and then moving it to the position? And you! When have you ever done a bit more when you could do a bit less?"

Li Yujian was still unconvinced after hearing this. He said angrily: "That was just him wanting to curry favor with you! Besides, I moved coal more times anyway!"

"You are right, he just wanted to make me happy." Li Hongqi said, "However, Ziyou asked about filial piety. The Master said: 'Nowadays filial piety means being able to support one's parents. But even dogs and horses are supported; without reverence, what is the difference?' Your Senior Brother Shang Yuan not only took on the burden when there was work, he genuinely respected me. He did that thing for me! Which time you did things was it not either forced by helplessness or wanting others to know you did these things, wanting others to know you are capable of being good to others? Is this reverence? You also tried hard to mix in officialdom, but do you think others didn't know you were deliberately currying favor? You always say people in officialdom look down on you. They don't need to do anything; as long as they ignore you, you jump out to do things for others yourself. Doing this, who can really respect you?"

Hearing his father actually accuse him of being unfilial, plus his father unceremoniously poking straight at his shortcomings, Li Yujian's face became even uglier.

Li Hongqi sneered. "The Master said: 'In serving one's parents, one may gently remonstrate. If one sees that they do not follow one's will, one should still be reverent and not disobey, and work without resentment.' I just said a few words to you, and your face changed. Can this be called filial piety? Do you have reverence in your heart? You don't even understand reverence yourself, so how can you make others respect you?"

Hearing these words, Li Yujian's face became even uglier. He suppressed his anger and said: "Dad, according to you, I am neither filial nor reverent. So I am good-for-nothing!"

Li Hongqi raged: "Do you still think you aren't good-for-nothing?!"

Seeing the father and son making such a scene, old Mrs. Li couldn't watch anymore. She slapped her chopsticks on the table with a pa sound. "Old man, you didn't let me speak, but I must speak now."

Li Hongqi was angry enough at this time, so he simply turned his head away and didn't make a sound.

Old Mrs. Li ignored Li Hongqi. She said to her son: "Yujian, you think your dad looks down on you. I have to say, you really don't understand your dad. Your dad's expectations for you are higher than for Shang Yuan. It's just that your dad really doesn't understand you. Don't act out of spite, and don't smash a cracked pot. Let me ask you, with what you think of your own ability, what rank of official would you be satisfied with?"

Li Yujian had always respected and loved his mother. Hearing his mother say this, he thought about it very seriously. "A sixth-rank official, I guess."

Old Mrs. Li smiled. "About there. I think you only have this much ability in this life." Old Mrs. Li laughed. "But what does your dad want you to do? Cultivate yourself, regulate the family, govern the state, and bring peace to the world. With your nature, you wouldn't do hard labor even if you died, and you don't have the aspiration and guts to do big things. Cultivating yourself naturally won't go anywhere. Regulating the family is just keeping the family from starving. But your dad wants you to walk down step by step, and finally be able to govern the state and bring peace to the world."

The mother's words were reasonable in every sentence. Li Yujian was greatly astonished at first. In his impression, his old dad Li Hongqi had always been extremely strict and didn't look like he had high hopes for him at all. But his mother's statement was absolutely not unreasonable. Moreover, his mother pointed out directly that Li Yujian actually had no ambition for advancement, and Li Yujian just bragged about not being inferior to Shang Yuan. At this time, Li Yujian blushed with shame instead.

Old Mrs. Li smiled and said: "Yujian, you have the cleverness. In terms of reciting books, you are much better than Shang Yuan. Let alone Shang Yuan, you are much better than your dad. After I married your dad, when your dad was in his twenties and became a private school teacher, he still often walked and read in the room holding a book before lectures. I asked him why. He said he couldn't remember and always forgot. He read so much that I could recite it just by listening."

Hearing old Mrs. Li talk about these anecdotes, Li Yujian was extremely surprised. Li Hongqi remembered past events and couldn't help but have a trace of a smile on his face.

But old Mrs. Li put away her smile. "I still remember a few passages in the books your dad read. 'The learning of the gentleman enters his ear, attaches to his heart, spreads to his four limbs, and manifests in his movement and stillness. His straight speaking and subtle movements can all be models. The learning of the petty man enters his ear and exits his mouth; between mouth and ear is only four inches. How can it be enough to beautify a seven-foot body! Ancient scholars learned for themselves; today's scholars learn for others. The learning of the gentleman is to beautify himself; the learning of the petty man is to make himself a beast to be offered. Therefore, telling without being asked is called impetuousness; asking one and telling two is called loquacity. Impetuousness is wrong; loquacity is wrong; the gentleman is like an echo.'"

Li Yujian knew these were words from "Xunzi," and he now completely understood in his shame what exactly his mother wanted to say. Sure enough, old Mrs. Li said: "Your dad and your Senior Brother Shang Yuan both have one advantage: they use what they learn for themselves. You, child, learn to show off! Your dad knew his ability wasn't enough, so he honestly became a teacher. Your Senior Brother Shang Yuan never thought of learning any dragon-slaying skills to govern the state and bring peace to the world; he is the kind of person who cherishes the world in his heart. So Shang Yuan is unswerving; he asks if he doesn't understand, learns if he doesn't know. On the road, if he meets a god, he kills the god; if he meets a Buddha, he kills the Buddha. But you, you see a god and learn from the god, see a Buddha and learn from the Buddha! As long as you see others being good, you want to make yourself look like that good thing from the outside. Even if you look exactly like a god or Buddha, aren't you still incompetent yourself? When people ask you to cast a spell for rain, your true form is revealed immediately."

Speaking of this, old Mrs. Li sighed. "Yujian, don't think your dad looks down on you by asking you to do some laboring livelihood. Your dad feels you are flashy and unsubstantial, but he is still dead set on wanting you to walk the path of cultivating yourself, regulating the family, governing the state, and bringing peace to the world. But breadth of mind is probably innate. You are really inferior to your Senior Brother Shang Yuan in this breadth of mind and bearing; you don't fit this path. But the dragon has nine sons, each different. There is no need to wrong yourself to do things you don't like. You might as well think carefully about what exactly you want to do and what you like to do. Don't act out of spite, and don't deceive yourself and others. You are over thirty, read so many books, seen so many things, and mixed in the government office; you should always know what you want to do."

Li Yujian pondered for a good while before saying somewhat embarrassedly: "I know, Mother."

Seeing Li Yujian's attitude was fairly sincere, old Mrs. Li then said: "Let's stop here. If you still want to eat some, hurry up and eat. If you don't want to eat, go back and think about it properly first."

Li Yujian naturally couldn't eat anymore. Hearing his mother say this, he hurriedly got up to take his leave and went back to his own home.

Li Hongqi's second son, Li Yuce, hadn't made a sound since the meal started. At this time, he said: "Dad, I want to go repair the railway and be a railway worker."

"What railway are you going to repair? Go study properly! You are over twenty; studying is also the last chance. If you don't take this opportunity to go to school quickly, life will be hard in the future," Li Hongqi replied. This second son was obedient, but his reading was mediocre. With Li Hongqi's understanding of the People's Party's new education system, he would rather let his second son hurry to get a degree so he could have a better life in the future.

"Dad, didn't you also say just now that being a railway worker also gives a chance to go to school? Wouldn't it be fine if I go to school when I have the chance? I actually really want to be a worker." Li Yuce obviously didn't sympathize with his old dad's mood.

Li Hongqi wanted to say something more, but felt his wife push him under the table. He had to temporarily stop his plan to scold. "We'll talk about this in a couple of days."

After finishing the meal, with no one else in the room, old Mrs. Li said: "Old man, you aren't willing to use Shang Yuan's connections easily. I ache for my sons; I can lower this face. Your temper is too proud; you never look at ordinary people. So you can't teach students, let alone teach sons. Everyone has their own aspirations. At this point, let them go. Aren't you content to have met the child Shang Yuan?"

Li Hongqi pondered for a long time before sighing deeply. "Concern leads to confusion. Things I can't do, I always hope they can do. I always hope they can do better."

"How do you know it's bad for them to live according to their own way of living? If everyone were like the child Shang Yuan, would this world really be better? Some things the child Shang Yuan doesn't feel are suffering, but for others, it would be a living hell." Speaking of this, old Mrs. Li pondered for a moment, and finally couldn't help but say: "Actually, if you had understood Yujian's nature earlier..."

Old Mrs. Li could only speak up to here. The couple looked at each other, and both saw a silent sigh in each other's eyes.
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"Labor supply insufficient?" Chai Qingguo questioned the telegraph operator in his office.

"There is absolutely no error in the telegram draft we translated! Please believe us, Chief!" The telegraph operator directly pointed out Chai Qingguo's doubt.

After letting the telegraph operator go back to work, Chai Qingguo couldn't help but shout at the Chief of Staff: "The base area has a population of two hundred million now, and now there's actually a labor supply shortage!"

The Chief of Staff naturally couldn't curse along with Chai Qingguo. He said matter-of-factly: "Commander Chai, no need to say too long ago, if someone said five years ago that the war could be fought to this scale, would you believe it?"

Chai Qingguo wasn't really shouting abuse due to anxiety attacking his heart. He knew very clearly how large the scale of the current war was. Although the People's Party looked down on old scholars the most, the People's Party also grasped cultural education very tightly. For example, poetry education in culture was one of them. Chai Qingguo had also read Xin Qiji's "Yongyule," and he felt deeply about the line "swallowing ten thousand li like a tiger."

Theoretically, the People's Party could even organize the march from the southernmost Guangxi to the Northeast. In fact, in the latest batch of troops, there were even soldiers from Guangxi. A part of them had already been incorporated into Pu Guanshui's troops. Before long, these soldiers who had truly walked a distance of ten thousand li would participate in the battle to march into the Northeast, and even into Korea.

Chai Qingguo felt uneasy about the consequences brought by the "insufficient labor supply" proposed by the Central Committee. This consequence was that every region and every unit had to find ways to solve problems themselves. If the Central Committee expressed inability to solve problems immediately, one shouldn't expect the local areas to solve problems on a certain battle line by their own efforts.

The Chief of Staff naturally knew where the problem lay. He said in a deep voice: "I have already invited Comrade Li Runshi over to discuss this matter. I hope he can stop insisting on disbanding the Beiyang captives and utilize labor in this aspect as much as possible."

Just as they were speaking, the guard came in to report that Comrade Li Runshi had arrived.

The matter was so urgent that all polite formulas were dispensed with. The Chief of Staff immediately began to introduce the situation. "The Beijing-Hankou line is already saturated; all locomotives and carriages have been incorporated. Canal transport is also saturated; all sections of the canal have been dredged, and transport capacity has reached the upper limit. All factories are running at full load. All troops in various military regions across the country, as long as they are not fighting, are engaged in various infrastructure constructions. Especially our Hebei Military Region, maybe only the guard troops haven't been dispatched. All war affairs in Hebei are the responsibility of the Northeast Military Region troops. Labor supply is insufficient. So we hope Comrade Li Runshi can provide help on the issue of Beiyang captives."

Li Runshi looked at the data. After a long time, he said: "I have also studied Party history materials and discovered a problem. In the early days of our People's Party, we never had a comprehensive conflict with the old system head-on."

"Hmm?" Chai Qingguo and the Chief of Staff felt quite surprised by such an evaluation from Li Runshi. This was a bit too far off topic.

But Li Runshi didn't care at all. He continued: "Before we rose up to make revolution, natural disasters had already destroyed the local old order. So from the initial stage, we actually already controlled the local labor force. In terms of labor use, we were never deficient. Moreover, from the very beginning, we vigorously cultivated our own technical teams and technical reserves. It can be said that we prepared for a rainy day. The result of my research is that we achieved the highest efficiency at that time, and it was simply impossible to do better."

Chai Qingguo and the Chief of Staff looked at Li Runshi with a look of slight disgust and even contempt. Among the middle and high-ranking cadres in the Party, actually no one would suck up to Chen Ke. Everyone had long been used to two states: either able to understand and execute Chen Ke's plan, or unable to understand Chen Ke's plan. Those comrades who couldn't understand Chen Ke's plan, the only thing they had to do was learn to understand and deepen their understanding during execution. Sucking up was useless. Li Runshi's words had the suspicion of sucking up.

But Li Runshi didn't care about such a look from Chai Qingguo at all. He continued: "And the expansion process of the base areas completely relied on the resources provided by the system established initially. In these new base areas, we haven't been able to truly proactively incorporate the local masses into the revolutionary system; we haven't been able to bring the initiative of the masses into play. This led to high dependence on the Central Base Area. Facing only domestic enemies like Beiyang, this model can still operate well. Facing the pressure brought by imperialist attacks, we are stretched to the limit..."

"Hehe hehe!" Chai Qingguo laughed. This very malicious laughter made Li Runshi somewhat stunned, while the Chief of Staff was somewhat afraid. Chai Qingguo stared closely at Li Runshi, various thoughts rolling in his mind. This was not the first time Chai Qingguo heard such words. Chen Ke had said it, and a few other high-ranking cadres in the Party had also said the same or similar words. Someone even quoted words from "On Contradiction" to criticize the mechanical copying of old base area policies in new base areas.

...The so-called metaphysical or vulgar evolutionist worldview is to see the world from an isolated, static, and one-sided viewpoint. This worldview regards all things in the world, the forms and types of all things, as forever isolated from each other and forever unchanging. If there is change, it is only an increase or decrease in quantity and a change in place. And the cause of such increase, decrease, and change lies not inside the things but outside the things, that is, due to the propulsion of external forces...

...Metaphysicians believe that various different things and the characteristics of things in the world have been so since the beginning of their existence. Later changes are merely expansion or contraction in quantity. They believe that a thing can only be repeatedly produced as the same thing forever and cannot change into another different thing...

...Contrary to the metaphysical worldview, the worldview of materialist dialectics advocates studying the development of things from inside the things, from the relationship of one thing to other things, that is, regarding the development of things as the necessary self-movement inside the things, and the movement of every thing is interrelated with and interacts with other things around it. The fundamental cause of the development of things lies not outside the things but inside the things, in the contradictoriness inside the things. Any thing has this contradictoriness inside it, thus causing the movement and development of things. This contradictoriness inside things is the fundamental cause of the development of things, while the interrelation and interaction of one thing with other things are the secondary causes of the development of things. Thus, materialist dialectics powerfully opposes the theory of external causality or the theory of passivity of metaphysical mechanical materialism and vulgar evolutionism. This is clear; simple external causes can only cause the mechanical movement of things, that is, the size of the scope, the increase or decrease of quantity, but cannot explain why things have qualitative diversity and change into each other. In fact, even mechanical movement driven by external force must pass through the contradictoriness inside things. The simple growth of plants and animals, the development of quantity, is mainly also caused by internal contradictions. Similarly, the development of society is mainly not due to external causes but due to internal causes. Many countries under almost the same geographical and climatic conditions have very large differences and imbalances in their development. Take the same country; under the condition that geography and climate have not changed, the changes in society are very large...

These theories sounded very reasonable, but comrades in various new base areas almost used the same words to push back these different opinions: "In actual execution, the old method has high efficiency, while the new method completely needs groping and making mistakes. We firstly don't have this time and secondly don't have this energy."

This was not comrades in various new areas shirking responsibility. Promoting revolution rapidly in new areas and having certainty of victory was by no means an easy thing. Although comrades in new base areas didn't not know that they encountered countless new problems and needed to make adjustments for these problems, time and tasks simply didn't allow large-scale targeted adjustments.

The reason Chai Qingguo laughed "maliciously" was that Zhang Yu supported "deep adjustment" of existing base area policies. And Chai Qingguo also heard that Li Runshi was strongly recommended by Zhang Yu himself, and also obtained Pu Guanshui's approval. Otherwise, even facing the situation of extreme lack of excellent cadres in new base areas, it wouldn't be the turn of a young lad in his early twenties to occupy such a high position. When following Chen Ke to create the Anhui Base Area back then, young people promoted extremely fast could only become county magistrates and county party secretaries in their twenties.

"Then Comrade Li Runshi, how long do you think this adjustment will take?" Chai Qingguo asked.

Li Runshi replied: "It needs a large amount of research now."

Chai Qingguo laughed: "You can certainly conduct research, but I need to fight the Japanese right now. Maybe I even need to fight other foreign devils. By the time you finish your research, this war will probably be over! The old method definitely has problems. The point right now is that the old method can operate well at least, can support the war, and can solve problems. The new method will bring a large number of problems. In case it affects the war, no one can afford this responsibility then."

Li Runshi fell silent temporarily. Chai Qingguo was by no means pestering unreasonably; this reasoning was very easy to understand.

Seeing this situation, the Chief of Staff hurriedly began to smooth things over. "This topic is too big. We might as well talk about the POW camp issue first."

"No," Chai Qingguo waved his hand to express his opposition. "Since the Central Committee has already said labor is insufficient, now all old methods have exerted their strength to the limit. We precisely don't lack this bit of time to talk about this thing now."

Now the Chief of Staff was somewhat surprised. Looking at Chai Qingguo's appearance now, he really didn't look like he wanted to make things difficult for Li Runshi. Could it be that Chai Qingguo really wanted to make adjustments in Hebei?

"Comrade Li Runshi, do you have any method now?" Chai Qingguo continued to ask.

Li Runshi was silent for a while and finally said: "Solve the Beiyang remnants in Shandong first, liberate the entire Shandong. After determining the strategic situation of the entire Hebei and Shandong, fully mobilize the initiative of the masses."

"How to mobilize?" Chai Qingguo continued to ask.

...

...

After Chai Qingguo discussed with Li Runshi for a whole afternoon, he braved the snow to go to the front line personally to find Pu Guanshui. Seeing Pu Guanshui's exhausted appearance, Chai Qingguo joked: "Commander Pu, do you want me to take over your command?"

Pu Guanshui didn't even have the mood to joke. "No need to take over my command; just take over the logistics for me."

Chai Qingguo laughed: "A telegram from the Central Committee told us that other base areas have entered the stage of labor shortage, and the logistics upper limit is completely impossible to increase. As long as you don't make excessive requests, it's not impossible for me to take over logistics."

"What? The logistics upper limit can't increase?" Pu Guanshui was stunned. What he needed now was unlimited logistics. If the logistics aspect could only maintain the status quo, Pu Guanshui would be in a difficult position here. But on second thought, the current situation was that northern Hebei was actually under the control of the Northeast Military Region. If the entire Hebei could be handed over to Chai Qingguo to be responsible for, and he just fought the war, the pressure could decrease constantly instead.

"Commander Chai, tell me clearly, will you play tricks on me in logistics? I trust you, so I really don't want to wrangle later." Pu Guanshui asked.

Chai Qingguo smiled helplessly: "We all came out from fighting wars; what's the point of me making things difficult for you? What should be given won't be less at all; what cuts ours can't cut yours either."

Pu Guanshui thought for a while and finally nodded in agreement.

After reaching an agreement, Chai Qingguo asked about the war situation in the last two days.

"The Japanese are now crazy about destroying our transportation lines. We are holding on desperately. Engineering troops are rushing to repair with their lives. Now it has turned into a war of attrition; this string has to be tight at all times. On the contrary, the fighting is not that intense. Lacking a navy is just this bad. If we had a navy, we could completely throttle the Japanese. Now it's snowing, and the air force can't sortie; no one knows when the Japanese will appear."

"Eh?" Chai Qingguo was somewhat surprised. He originally thought the battle would be in full swing, but he didn't expect the battle to have the flavor of a stalemate war of attrition. "Then what do you plan to do?"

"I am firstly hoping for clear weather so the air force can sortie for reconnaissance in all directions. Secondly, considering how to find a balance point and seek the best configuration in defense and maneuver efficiency. Thirdly, finding a way to let the troops rest. Now not only is the headquarters alarmed three times a day, but the troops also can't rest well," Pu Guanshui replied.

"Listening to your meaning, the Japanese have no intention of comprehensive invasion right now?" Chai Qingguo asked.

"They come from the sea. From the Northeast to Shandong, even to Lianyungang, such a long battle line, we have to defend every place, and every place must be guaranteed not to have problems. They can implement a breakthrough at any point. Whether they intend a comprehensive invasion, we can't judge now either." Pu Guanshui stood in front of the map as he spoke, tapping the Northeast region forcefully. "The current key point is to seize the Northeast. After seizing the Northeast and Korea, we won't be afraid of whatever the Japanese do instead. As a strategic wing, Korea makes Japan unable to ignore it. Because across such a narrow strait, we can attack the Japanese homeland at any time. At that time, we will have thousands of ways to make the Japanese restless. At that time, even if they can still launch attacks on China, it can only be harassment warfare; we really won't be afraid."

Chai Qingguo agreed very much with this. This was also the real reason why the People's Party Military Commission could pass the huge costly strategy of liberating Korea. At the beginning, being so far from Korea, the conflict with Japan wasn't sharp enough. The closer the People's Party got to the Northeast, the more intense Japan's performance became. In the view of the People's Party, this intensity was precisely because the People's Party executed the correct strategy, making Japan completely feel the huge pressure. The more at this time, what was needed was precisely to do it to the end and achieve the goal. Not weak compromise and concession.

"Don't worry, I will definitely do my best to support you!" Chai Qingguo replied.

Although Pu Guanshui knew logistics was the most difficult thing, really being able to be completely liberated from the terrible logistics work made him feel much more relaxed. "Old Chai, how come you have the confidence to take over the entire Hebei?"

"I have to do it even without confidence; this is just a matter of sooner or later. Early death means early reincarnation; dying first is easy, dying later is hard. So I simply take it over to do. In addition, since the Central Committee said it's impossible to give more support, I'm afraid they will also gradually cut support."

"Cut support?" Pu Guanshui was very puzzled.

"Not saying reducing the total amount, but whatever we can solve ourselves, the Central Committee will cut the corresponding support. The total amount won't change. Since this is the case, I also want to make an adjustment in Hebei to see if I can raise the local production capacity of Hebei. If it can be done, the Central Committee can also take a breath. When we really make applications, the Central Committee will also be more generous." Chai Qingguo explained his plan.

"What problem did the Central Committee encounter?" Pu Guanshui was very puzzled. He had no time to consider these problems during this period. Hearing Chai Qingguo speak as if it was very dangerous, Pu Guanshui also felt very surprised.

"What problem can the Central Committee have? Except for lacking everything, the Central Committee probably has no other problems." Chai Qingguo laughed.

"It's good if nothing is wrong," Pu Guanshui said. "Old Chai, since you want to take over logistics, I'll send someone to hand over with you immediately. As for me, I'll sleep for a while first; I haven't slept well these days. With you taking over logistics, I can sleep a peaceful sleep. Thanks!"

Coming out from Pu Guanshui's place, Chai Qingguo looked up at the sky. Pu Guanshui hoped the weather would clear up, but snowflakes still drifted down from the gray sky. It seemed Pu Guanshui's idea fell through. But under this weather, the impact on landing warfare was also huge. The marching of various troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was so difficult, let alone the Japanese wanting to transport a large amount of materials from the sea to the beach. Pu Guanshui said the Japanese army's progress was slow recently. This snow couldn't be said to only cause difficulties for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army; the Japanese wouldn't feel much better either.

On the road back to Beijing from the front line, basically no masses could be seen along the way; it was all troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. This could be understood from the fact that everyone was wearing military cotton coats. Thinking that he was about to take over the affairs of the entire Hebei, Chai Qingguo not only didn't have a feeling of joy but instead had heavy pressure.

As a senior commander of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Chai Qingguo had long passed the stage of only thinking about having greater authority. Authority meant obligation, meant more responsibility, meant carrying more black pots. This was by no means a simple good thing.

"Can only adjust!" Chai Qingguo thought.
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In China's Bohai Sea, at a distance of more than one hundred nautical miles from Tianjin, the Japanese fleet was implementing a patrol. It was called a patrol, but this fleet, with three cruisers as its main force, simply didn't have enough patrol vigilance. This couldn't be blamed on the Japanese Navy not being serious enough; the People's Party had no navy, and the Beiyang Navy had already withdrawn south to Fujian. There was simply no trace of Chinese warships south of the entire Yangtze River in China. What the so-called patrol could encounter was nothing more than British merchant ships. These merchant ships were fully loaded with goods boarded at ports other than Tianjin, sailing leisurely towards the south of China. Their destination was British ports in the Pacific and even the Indian Ocean, and the final goal was war-torn Europe.

After five or six days of heavy snow, the sky finally cleared. The originally gray vision now became incomparably clear. Under the azure sky, merchant ships spewing thick smoke from their chimneys were extremely clear in the observation scopes of the Japanese fleet. Although these British merchant ships sailing leisurely on the sea had no hostility towards the Japanese fleet, the naval officers and sailors on the Japanese fleet looked at the British merchant ships with malicious eyes. The continuous Sino-British trade meant that the People's Party was still competing fiercely with Japan in foreign trade, yet the Japanese fleet simply didn't dare to intercept them, and couldn't even have any obstructive actions. This couldn't help but make the Japanese fleet, which temporarily controlled the seas of Northeast Asia, quite annoyed.

In the captain's cabin of the fleet flagship, high-ranking officers of the Japanese Navy gathered together. Just according to rank, they should have held the meeting on a battleship. But the navy was a gold-swallowing beast; even without fighting, every sortie required huge expenses. dealing with the People's Party which had no navy at all, dispatching battleships would be too much loss for the gain.

"Gentlemen, the Cabinet Prime Minister has already stated regarding the comprehensive war plan proposed by the Army Ministry this time that if the plan is demonstrated to be feasible, he will agree. I hope you all can propose opinions on this matter!" Navy Minister Kato Tomosaburo said.

"The People's Party has no coastal targets worth attacking. Even attacking Qingdao would be more loss than gain." A navy officer immediately put forward his own view. After cruising along the northern coast of China these days, this was also the view of the Navy Ministry officers.

The life of naval guns in these years was only 200 rounds. A salvo of ten thousand guns seemed majestic and magnificent, but the price behind the magnificence was equally expensive and terrible. The attitude of China under the rule of the People's Party was tough, not even like Chinese people. Not to mention that the army horse dung had never been able to win in land warfare. If they couldn't get tangible and reliable benefits, and merely made the war an endless war of attrition, Japan simply couldn't maintain a long-term combat posture.

"Your Excellency Kato, I heard that the Army Ministry hasn't proposed a comprehensive war military plan yet. Is this true?" Navy officers cared quite a bit about this matter. Leaving aside the contradiction between the Army and the Navy, if the Army Ministry advocating total war against China couldn't propose a plan, the war with China couldn't enter a real breakthrough.

Listening to the Navy Ministry officers asking about the Army Ministry formulating a comprehensive invasion plan for China, Kato Tomosaburo had mixed feelings in his heart. Japan hadn't got the plan to break through China yet, but their relationship with the garrisons of other European countries in China had achieved a "breakthrough."

The current garrisons in China were all those countries of the Eight-Nation Alliance back then. These countries themselves had already split into the irreconcilable Entente Powers and Central Powers. Japan simply didn't need to count on getting support from Germany and Austria. As for the British garrison representative, he simply proposed the requirement that the Japanese army must not threaten the safety of the British and French headquarters in Tianjin. The attitude of various countries was almost unprecedentedly consistent: "Japan needs to act against China itself. Don't count on getting support from other countries like before."

Mentioning the meritorious officials of the Russo-Japanese Battle of Tsushima, everyone would think of Combined Fleet Commander Togo Heihachiro. Undoubtedly, this naval battle decided the outcome of the Russo-Japanese War. It was precisely because of Japan's victory in the Russo-Japanese War that Japan became a world-class country and attracted the attention of various countries. So Togo was called the God of War and was granted a state funeral by the Japanese Emperor after his death. But Kato Tomosaburo, who worked closely with Togo on the same warship, served as the Chief of Staff of the Combined Fleet and was the number two figure in the fleet. He was an artillery expert, and the proper use of Japanese naval artillery was an important factor in achieving victory.

This artillery expert didn't just understand military affairs and not diplomacy. The Russo-Japanese War was indeed ended by military victory, but the role played by diplomacy was no smaller than the selfless slaughter on the battlefield. Without British funds, intelligence, and even full support behind the scenes, Japan might not have been able to achieve victory. Not to mention that now in 1915, Japan still owed Britain 600 million pounds in foreign debt because of the Russo-Japanese War.

Kato Tomosaburo knew very clearly that current China couldn't be defeated by the navy. For Japan, the rise of the People's Party was simply like a nightmare. Suddenly, hundreds of thousands of brave soldiers and tens of thousands of various technical personnel appeared in this backward country of China. The reason the Navy Ministry supported pressuring Tianjin was simple: cutting off the Beijing-Tianjin Railway could maximize the strangulation of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's transportation line out of the pass.

However, the huge shelling cost and the life-and-death fighting and sacrifice of the marines did not cut off this railway. On the contrary, because of the Japanese invasion, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army occupied Tianjin instead. Those Chinese braved Japanese artillery fire with amazing courage to drive the locomotives parked at Tianjin Railway Station to a safe place. It wasn't until obtaining the report from intelligence personnel that the Japanese army remembered they should have destroyed these locomotives with artillery.

But at this time, this opportunity had already been lost. From then on, traces of Chinese trains appeared on the Beijing-Harbin line again. The Japanese marines attempted small-scale operations to cut off the railway and achieved certain success at first. But the railway interruption time wasn't long; the Chinese quickly repaired the railway, and trains could still run well. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also constantly set ambushes for the marines. After losing thousands of men in succession, the navy was also unwilling to bear such losses anymore.

"In order to get their plan passed, the Army Ministry is now using all their strength on making plans. Instead, actual military actions are very limited," Kato Tomosaburo replied. Towards the Army Ministry who blew their own trumpet to the sky, Minister Kato expressed his dissatisfaction with such words.

"Could it be that the Army Ministry is preparing to wait until next spring to fight?" The Navy Ministry officers were very dissatisfied with this. "The snow in Manchuria is heavy in winter, but isn't this exactly a good opportunity for us to use our transportation advantage to surround and annihilate the enemy?"

This view immediately received the support of the naval officers. Facing the People's Party which had no maritime strength at all, the land warfare concept identified by the Japanese Navy Ministry could be said to be firm in campaign concept and clear in tactical thought. That was to thoroughly annihilate the effective strength of the People's Party. If commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army listened in on such an idea, presumably they would also agree.

After listening to the discussion of the Japanese naval officers for a while, Navy Minister Kato Tomosaburo spoke up to interrupt the discussion. "Gentlemen, what you are discussing is a war with the goal of occupying Northeast China. I don't want to say there is any problem with everyone's idea, but the Army Ministry is now aiming for a war to overthrow the People's Party. I personally can understand the Army Ministry's difficulties. The People's Party will absolutely not easily give up the Northeast. Even if defeated in the Northeast, they will not easily let it go at that. If it becomes like this, the war will become long-term. And our Great Japanese Empire does not have the ability to endure this long-term war."

"Just wait until the European war ends, and the Entente Powers will definitely support us." The naval officers were relatively knowledgeable, and they immediately proposed this absolutely correct view.

"How long will the European war fight? One year? Half a year, or two years?" As a military expert, Kato Tomosaburo didn't blindly consider the aspects favorable to Japan. The duration and intensity of the European war up to now had already greatly exceeded Kato Tomosaburo's expectations. "If this European war fights for another two or three years, what should we do? Do you gentlemen think we can endure a protracted war of two or three years?"

A naval officer probed: "It's impossible for the European war to fight for so long!"

"Then how do you prove that the European war is impossible to fight for so long?" Kato Tomosaburo asked back.

No one dared to continue speaking. No one in the Japanese Navy Ministry dared to brag like that, boldly predicting the process of the European war.

"Then what is your meaning, Your Excellency?" The officers of the Navy Ministry considered their thoughts unified and were willing to fully support Kato Tomosaburo.

"I don't have any meaning. I think the Navy Ministry has no reason to support a total war, but recently it is necessary for us to implement annihilative military strikes against the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in Northeast China. Completely controlling Northeast China first, this is the bottom line of all our future military operations..."

Just as Kato Tomosaburo was expressing his opinion, a signal came from the voice tube. The observer at the observation post discovered a People's Party reconnaissance plane in the sky. Naval observers were all talents selected for excellent eyesight. Some guys with strong vision claimed to be able to see stars in broad daylight. This was not a joke; it wasn't that there were no stars during the day, but that the strong sunlight made people unable to see the starlight. In the Russo-Japanese War, just because a Russian warship didn't close its porthole, a glimmer of light in a distant place was discovered by a Japanese naval observer, allowing the Japanese army to occupy the advantage of attacking first. Since the Japanese naval observers said they discovered a People's Party plane, they definitely discovered a People's Party reconnaissance plane.

The officers of the Navy Ministry, including Kato Tomosaburo, fell silent. The People's Party's air force indeed exceeded the air forces of the Great Japanese Imperial Army and Navy. During the siege of Qingdao, the Japanese Navy's planes were beaten so hard they dared not take off. Because those who dared to take off were all shot down by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. This was also once an excuse for the Army Ministry to ridicule and even attack the Navy Ministry.

Lack of air superiority was also an important reason why the Navy was unwilling to dispatch marines on a large scale. The Navy indeed possessed powerful mobility at sea, but on clear days, naval landing operations would be detected by the People's Party's air force. In weather so bad that the air force couldn't sortie, naval landings also faced huge difficulties and even dangers. This danger was sometimes even greater than what the air force encountered. Even facing the People's Party with a huge advantage, the Japanese Navy itself knew very clearly that they didn't really occupy an unshakeable advantage everywhere.

"Gentlemen, no need to pay attention to the People's Party's air force first. What views does everyone have on the future direction of the war?" Kato Tomosaburo said in a grave tone.

"We support your idea!" The naval officers said one after another.

At this time, the 18th Corps of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army far away in Panjin also faced snowy days completely. This snow entering December indeed made the troops face huge difficulties. After a heavy snow, the temperature in the Northeast dropped below minus ten degrees. According to the meteorologist's measurement, the lowest temperature was already lower than minus seventeen degrees. Moreover, strong winds blew frequently. Even though they changed into thick winter clothes, the soldiers felt extremely unaccustomed. The enemy at present was no longer the Japanese, but the harsh climate of the Northeast.

After Mu Husan confirmed the temperature, his worried look all along was finally slightly alleviated. The Military Commission emphasized many times to pay attention to the difficulties of wintering in the Northeast, but when really facing this situation, the comrades truly understood what "bitter cold land" meant. After a little water got on the hair, the whole hair could freeze hard instantly. Peeing on the ground, the heat floating in the air hadn't dissipated yet, and the water on the ground could freeze instantly. If they hadn't seen it with their own eyes, the comrades would definitely think this was a joke.

Of course, the Military Commission wouldn't only make requests and warnings to the comrades. Within the scope of its ability, the Military Commission also proposed all suggestions. For example, regarding garrison camps, the Panjin area didn't have enough houses for troops to station. Houses built in a hurry weren't enough to live in either. One of the reasons the Japanese army could occupy Fengtian, or dare to occupy Fengtian, was that Fengtian had enough places for troops to live.

The "snow packing machines" obtained by the 18th Corps of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army finally came in handy at present. In areas already selected, snow houses and igloos were built imitating Eskimos. If not for the bitter cold of the Northeast, this camp construction method couldn't be implemented instead. Even so, wanting to make snow into usable material couldn't be completed by manpower alone. Only with specialized tools could construction work be carried out truly efficiently.

Originally, the soldiers of the 18th Corps thought Mu Husan's "overcast turning sunny" look might be because Mu Husan was driven crazy by the immediate situation. When everyone moved into the snow houses, the comrades realized that sometimes after the temperature dropped to a certain degree, perhaps the phrase "things turn into their opposites when they reach the extreme" could be used to describe the change in the situation.

Low temperature didn't mean completely unbearable; the important thing was the howling wind. The bone-chilling cold blew into every gap of the soldiers' clothes with the strong wind, or simply blew through the clothes, making the body temperature drop rapidly. Military tents shook back and forth in the strong wind at night, making it uncertain if the comrades could sleep well all night.

With houses made of ice and snow, the cold wind was blocked first. Setting up tents inside the ice house, the temperature inside the tent could be seven or eight degrees at least, which was already spring-like warmth compared to outside. Moreover, these ice and snow camps could be set up in places with important strategic positions but no human habitation at all, which was more beneficial for war. Although still not quite used to the material of these "barracks," the comrades of the 18th Corps no longer complained about the current conditions. Having such a camp was of great benefit for the comrades to get used to the Northeast weather.

The troops not only had to get used to the Northeast weather but also had to get used to fighting. Before winter began, the comrades started cutting down trees to make many sturdy wooden planks and poles. At that time, the soldiers didn't understand this. When these wooden planks and poles were used for ski training, everyone knew what they were for. No longer sinking into the thick snow with one step, the marching speed of the troops began to increase greatly in the skiing course.

Mu Husan conducted comprehensive training according to the wintering suggestions proposed by the Military Commission, including winter firearm maintenance and adjustment, and various temporary solutions. Things that needed to be done piled up like a mountain.

"Are we still going to fight in winter?" The Chief of Staff from Subei cared about this very much. He wasn't afraid, just that in such an environment completely unimaginable before, war became not the most important option.

Mu Husan knew this wasn't the Chief of Staff's doubt alone; the comrades of the troops all had this worry. He said loudly: "Isn't everything we do preparing for war? We are humans, Japanese are humans too. Now what we are competing on is who adapts to this winter first. Whoever can exert combat effectiveness in this winter will definitely win."

Time passed day by day like this. By January 1916, besides having preliminarily adapted to the Northeast weather, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also selected the first batch of snow combat soldiers.

"Comrades, our trip this time is not entirely for fighting, but to prepare for subsequent operations. Our targets are here and here!" The assault team captain tapped heavily on the Anshan and Dandong positions on the map. And outside the assault team's camp, the sound of dogs barking could be heard occasionally. That was the barking of Alaskan sled dogs Chen Ke bought from the United States.

These big dogs with sapphire blue eyes looked similar to wolves in appearance, and their temperament was quite cold. They didn't like to bark randomly on ordinary days either. Pulling sleds in the snow, and even tracking, they were excellent. The dog handlers were from Shandong, which was the most "severely cold" region the People's Party could provide at that time. In the Northeast, the bloodline of these dogs made them adapt to the climate here earlier instead.

"When do we set off?" The soldiers' blood boiled one by one. Such boundless snowy plains were indeed a good place to display their skills.

"I say it again, we are not going to fight, but to probe the road. There is plenty of time to fight, but without a marching route, fighting would definitely be twice the effort for half the result." The assault team commander emphasized again.

"Understood!" The soldiers answered immediately.

"Then everyone prepare to set off tomorrow." The commander replied very satisfiedly. Speaking of this, he urged again, "The white silk is used for cover; try your best not to get it dirty!"
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Dandong, the most important city on the China-Korea border, was still called Andong at this time. It faced Sinuiju of Korea across the river to the east, bordered the Yellow Sea to the south, Anshan to the west, Dalian to the southwest, and Benxi to the north. It was an important city integrating sea, land, and river lines in one place.

When Japan invaded the Northeast in 1915, the first place it seized was Andong. By early 1916, Japan still occupied this beautiful small city. Because it was adjacent to the river and sea, the heavy snow filling the sky in other parts of the Northeast became much gentler in Andong. The snow wasn't very deep either, just about covering the insteps. Such a fresh and comfortable winter should be very suitable for residents to come out for a walk, but every household in Andong had its doors tightly closed, and the entire city had no vitality at all.

Not only was there no vitality, but the streets of Andong were now full of murderous intent. Japanese soldiers in black uniforms were all over the streets, everyone looking solemn. Two months ago, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cavalry blew up the Yalu River Bridge. Needless to say about the Japanese bridge-guarding troops, the commander was immediately dismissed and sent to a military court for severe punishment. The troops near the Yalu River Bridge were also severely reprimanded by association.

If it were just reprimands, it wouldn't have really affected the Japanese garrison much. Being scolded by superiors was simply a commonplace meal in the Japanese army. Anyway, as long as they weren't punished, a few scoldings from the superior were just scoldings. However, although the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army existing as an enemy didn't scold people, they were really taking lives. From the time the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army blew up the Yalu River Bridge until the snow fell, because the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cut the telegraph lines, the Japanese army could only rely on traditional manpower to deliver intelligence. Initially, the intelligence coming and going in Andong every day was all kinds of pleas for help. As time went on, the pleas for help became fewer and fewer. It wasn't that the Japanese army beat back the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, but that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army slaughtered all Japanese forces in all areas they could reach. After the snow fell, even the intelligence for help was completely interrupted.

The Japanese army was a proper army after all. What the silence of information made them feel was not peace, but danger. Before the People's Party entered the Northeast, Japan relied on Mantetsu and the Garrison Treaty in China, relied on Mantetsu and the garrison in the Liaodong Peninsula, to effectively implement control over the Northeast. Now the Japanese army huddled in a few limited large strongholds like Andong, Fengtian, and Anshan. Between various strongholds was vast Chinese land. Those days when Japanese network nodes were everywhere were gone forever.

High observation watchtowers were erected in Andong. Andong's "warmth" was also relative; a temperature of around minus ten degrees would make people stomp their feet from cold no matter what. The Japanese soldiers on the watchtower were frozen stiff all over, noses red. But with a mission on hand, the Japanese soldiers still tried hard to observe while shivering. On the winter Northeast plain wrapped in silver, a line of thin small black dots appeared from the direction of Fengtian. This immediately attracted the sentry's attention. He hurriedly picked up his binoculars. That was a column of Japanese soldiers wearing black military uniforms. At least looking at the military uniforms, they were Japanese military uniforms. The sentry immediately sent out an alert message. Last time, the group that raided the Yalu River Bridge was a group of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers wearing Japanese military uniforms. Japan paid great attention to this. The Japanese soldiers below immediately became alert; while assembling, they dispatched a squad of cavalry to check.

Facts proved this was a false alarm. The newly arrived Japanese troops were a team transporting wounded soldiers. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army sent the wounded personnel of the 20th Division to Fengtian, and then began to fiercely attack Mantetsu strongholds. The Japanese army in Fengtian was afraid that transporting wounded soldiers would be intercepted halfway, and secondly, many wounded soldiers also needed continued treatment. So the work of transporting wounded soldiers back to the country only truly unfolded now.

This batch transported a total of about five hundred "lightly wounded" personnel. The carts were full of people lying down. Once they arrived in Andong, whether wounded or the escort team, their faces lit up. As long as they crossed the Yalu River, these people would be considered back home.

"How is Fengtian?" Stationed in Andong was the Japanese Takahashi Regiment. Regiment Commander Takahashi Yoichi asked about the situation in Fengtian.

The squad leader of the escort team shook his head slightly. "The situation is not good."

Until before the snow fell, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had been attacking Mantetsu strongholds everywhere. With the experience of being besieged last time, the Japanese Fengtian garrison with insufficient troops could only use small units to rescue. As a result, they were ambushed several times and lost quite a few troops. With no other choice, Japan could only withdraw the surviving Mantetsu stronghold personnel from various places back to Fengtian and Anshan.

Learning that Fengtian's situation was about the same as Andong's, Regiment Commander Takahashi's expression also became dim. He heard many times that the homeland prepared to increase troops in the Northeast, but currently, both the Northeast and Korea had entered winter, making it very difficult to increase troops. Because Mantetsu strongholds were destroyed, the entire Liaodong Railway had basically stopped running. Maneuvering on two legs in the snowy winter days was a bit too ridiculous.

"Oh? The Japanese wounded transport team has already entered Andong?" In the snow more than ten kilometers away from Andong, some comrades wearing white cloaks and snow camouflage uniforms were struggling to translate the intelligence just dropped by the plane.

Japanese communications were interrupted, and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's were not much better. The only advantage was just the airdropped intelligence delivery implemented by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Air Force.

"Captain, should we try to harass them?" Although the team members knew the purpose of this trip was not to fight, everyone still couldn't help but itch for a fight.

"Cut the crap, hurry up and do the work against the map. Next time we fight, we'll have to be guides. This big snowy field is white all over; identify it well. Walk through every place, see if there are places like big pits." The captain said grumpily.

Pre-war work was just this boring. The name of the assault team was loud and majestic, but the actual work was to personally walk through the roads, water sources, and various places where action might be taken in a dragnet style. The closer to the enemy area, the more careful one had to be. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could play ambush warfare, and the Japanese were not fools either; they had to check carefully near their strongholds. Transportation was inconvenient after the snow, and the Japanese army rarely came out, which gave the opportunity to conduct reconnaissance very close to the Japanese army.

The captain's idea was correct. The day after the assault team began reconnaissance, the Japanese routine patrol team found something wrong. A large number of traces left by humans walking and sleds sliding suddenly appeared in the snow. This news was immediately transmitted back to the Andong stronghold. Regiment Commander Takahashi listened to the report of the reconnaissance troops with a tight frown, looking at the map without speaking for a long time.

"Should we send people to chase?" The staff officer suggested.

"Definitely must send people, but how many people?" Takahashi Yoichi asked. The reply from the Japanese reconnaissance team just now was very clear; the range where enemy traces appeared was very wide. Roughly estimating, the enemy must be three or four hundred people. Ordinary common people couldn't possibly move in such a large place; this must be the vanguard of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

"Are they preparing to fight us in winter?" Takahashi Yoichi couldn't help but ask. In fact, the fact that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could run hundreds of li across the snow from Panjin to Andong in the dead of winter already made Takahashi Yoichi feel extremely surprised.

"Shall we expand the reconnaissance range too?" The Japanese staff officer suggested. After all, backed by the Yalu River, and the Japanese army had also dispatched three divisions to Korea, one of which was stationed in Sinuiju opposite the Yalu River. Relying on railway transportation, this unit's logistical supply was quite good, and it could cross the Yalu River to fight at any time. If fighting broke out in Andong, the Japanese army believed they had the assurance of victory.

"Okay. Starting tomorrow, expand the reconnaissance range. No, send a battalion to move with the reconnaissance team." Takahashi Yoichi finally decided to prioritize safety. Under the current tense situation, if ambushed, Takahashi Yoichi would definitely be punished.

But the Japanese army's luck wasn't too good. Just after this decision was issued, another snow fell in the Northeast. The heavy snow filling the sky covered all traces on the ground and turned the earth into a pure white world again.

The comrades of the 18th Corps welcomed the snow very much now. After all, the Northeast was not the legendary North Pole with boundless ice and snow to draw from. Building ice and snow houses last time basically exhausted the collectible ice and snow. Now that the sky provided building materials again, it was really the best thing.

While ordering the expansion of the camp, Mu Husan ordered troops to repair Mantetsu strongholds near the Beijing-Harbin line and build new garrison sites. The Staff Department immediately felt the smell of gunpowder before a big battle. Food and fodder go before troops and horses move. If not for fighting, the materials currently reserved by the 18th Corps could probably survive this winter.

"If we fight now, what is the campaign goal? Relying on winter operations, I'm afraid we can't complete the initial campaign concept." The Chief of Staff suggested.

"If we aren't enough, pull the 14th Corps in too." Mu Husan laughed. "Anyway, the comrades of the 14th Corps have also come to us recently to get a lot of experience. There is a big gap between having experience and practice."

The Chief of Staff obviously didn't have such a good mood. "Corps Commander, we lack heavy artillery; I'm afraid we can't take Shenyang City."

"Why do we have to take Shenyang City? Why not let the enemies in Shenyang City come out and fight us?" Mu Husan asked back.

"Eh?" The Chief of Staff was somewhat surprised.

"The Japanese gave us a surprise, playing a game of 'the reverse guest becomes the host.' Now we can just return the favor once." Mu Husan explained.

"But logistical supply..." Just as the Chief of Staff finished speaking, he didn't continue. Mu Husan's initial arrangement was to maximize the reserve of materials and improve logistical supply capacity.

"When will the assault team going to Anshan return?" Mu Husan asked.

Anshan was rich in resources. Having just iron and coal allowed this area to have the foundation to become an important industrial zone. Japan had been fully managing Anshan's mineral products and industry since the Russo-Japanese War.

The assault team dispatched by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to Anshan encountered problems in this aspect. The winter Northeast should have had few pedestrians, especially in the days after snow; as long as one didn't enter villages, one shouldn't encounter people at all. As a result, the Anshan area was obviously not the case. Not only were there people in the mining area, but there were also many Japanese guards in the mining area. These days, the Japanese were scared quite a bit by various news, so the number of mining area guards increased quite a bit instead.

With no other choice, the assault team could only avoid these areas as much as possible and start operations around the outside of the mining area.

"Woof! Woof woof woof!" The sled dog suddenly deviated from the target and barked towards a place nearby. The scout sighed, pulled out a long pole from the sled, and poked at that place a few times. Sure enough, as expected, the end of the long pole vibrated violently, and the sound of metal biting came from under the snow. That was a beast trap.

If it were a normal operation, they would naturally take the main road. And hunters wouldn't set beast traps on the main road. But the assault team's route of not taking the usual path greatly increased the possibility of encountering various dangers. Although comrades in the logistics department had long considered this problem, and assault team members all had two or three pairs of boots, one of which had many protective measures, two comrades still injured their feet and now had to ride on sleds to move with the assault team.

Releasing the beast trap from the end of the long pole, the troops continued to advance. Just after walking for not long, a gunshot was suddenly heard. That was the sound of a local musket. A muzzle-loader, loaded with iron sand and gunpowder, a very old-fashioned weapon. Close-range hunting effect was not bad; long-range combat could only be described as "cute."

The person shooting obviously didn't intend to hurt anyone either, but the comrades of the assault team still became tense. Everyone prepared for battle one after another, and the dog handler also forbade the sled dogs from barking randomly.

The place where the gun was fired was a sparse forest. Local dialect came from the opposite side, but there was quite a lot of Shandong accent in it. "What exactly are you doing?"

"What are you doing?" The Shandong comrade in the assault team immediately responded.

The person behind the tree paused for a while before continuing to shout: "Did you break quite a few of my clips?"

The assault team members breathed a sigh of relief. It seemed the person opposite was a local hunter.

"We passed through here and accidentally broke fellow villager's things. We apologize to you. But we didn't do it on purpose." The assault team member shouted.

The hunter opposite was silent for another while, then shouted: "Are you the People's Party that kills Japanese?"

These words immediately made the troops vigilant. Although the People's Party was considered famous outside, being shouted out by a hunter felt wrong no matter what.

"What do you do?" Comrades prepared for battle while continuing to deal with the person opposite.

"Are you the People's Party? If you are the People's Party, I'll come out!" The person opposite continued to shout.

The reconnaissance captain became more alert. While ordering troops sent from both flanks to outflank, and letting comrades be best prepared for battle at any time, he stood up and continued to shout: "We are the People's Party. Fellow villager, come out."

Hearing these words, a person holding a weapon walked out from behind a tree. Just as the assault team captain wanted to speak, he saw two other people walk out from behind other trees. Unexpectedly, there were so many people opposite; several soldiers almost opened fire.

Fortunately, things didn't get to that point. Three hunters arrived at the assault team's location. The leader was tall and looked like a Shandong person by appearance. Perhaps because he hadn't been in the Northeast from Shandong for long, the Shandong flavor in his words was still very strong.

The leading hunter carried the musket on his back and first bowed to the assault team, then said excitedly: "We heard long ago that the People's Party fights the Japanese; now we've finally seen you."

Just as they were speaking, children's screams suddenly came from inside the forest. The outflanking comrades had already arrived in the woods, and now dragged two half-grown children out from the woods.

"Don't be rough!" The captain and the hunter shouted almost simultaneously.

Half an hour later, the crowd lit a bonfire and began to talk. The two children just now had recovered from the fright. First relying on their elders to look curiously at the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army assault team, their attention was soon attracted by the Eskimo dogs sitting steadily beside the breeder. These large-bodied dogs sat there very calmly. Except for their huge size, their eyes and movements were not scary.

"Don't make noise." The hunter saw through the children's thoughts at a glance, pulled them to his side, and then continued to talk with the assault team captain.

The hunters were a family, surnamed Zhu. Anshan locals. The leader said excitedly: "We have suffered in these years. Finally someone dares to come and fight the Japanese! Sir, do you want people to join?"

On August 27, 1904, the Japanese Second Army and Fourth Army fought with the Russian Siberian First Corps, Second Corps, and Fourth Corps on the line of Shangshiqiaozi, Xiashiqiaozi, Tanggangzi in today's Qianshan District and Sifangtai in today's Haicheng City. On August 28, the Japanese line went west from Liuerpu, Nanshahe, Panjialu, Shihuiyao, Xiangshanzi, Sifangtai, Xiaolingzi, Lizi Garden, Shizuizi to Yingshoupu.

This battle lasting 19 days brought deep disasters to the people of Anshan and Liaoyang. Wherever the Japanese and Russian aggressive armies passed, this gang of robber beasts burned houses on sight, killed people on sight, robbed things on sight, looted money on sight, and raped women on sight, doing all kinds of evil. Both Japan and Russia treated captured prisoners with generous hospitality and released them in time, but after capturing Chinese people, they tortured and killed them severely. In the Russo-Japanese Battle of Liaoyang, hundreds of rich villages were destroyed, trees were cut down, and pigs, chickens, cattle, and sheep were all robbed and killed.

No less than thirty thousand refugees from Liaoyang and Anshan were homeless and fled to Fengtian City in panic.

The Zhu family was originally Shandong immigrants who went outside the pass to Fengtian to make a living, and they had some land. Being tossed about like this, their family property was considered completely finished. When they returned to their hometown after the war ended, even the house was demolished. Just as the Zhu family was trying hard to restore the family business, Japanese mining personnel came again. First, they abducted Zhu family members to mine in the mountains, resulting in three deaths in the mine. Later, they forcibly bought a considerable piece of land from the Zhu family at a low price. The Zhu family had to rely on being hunters to subsidize the family livelihood. Although the Zhu family, which originally relied on farming, couldn't be said to be bankrupt now, life was not as good as before anyway.

The more Zhu Huaiji spoke, the more excited he became. Finally, he said loudly: "Sir, I heard you fight the Japanese! I am willing to fight the Japanese with you. Let the Japanese all get off their butts and get the hell out quickly."

Having the cooperation of local common people was naturally a good thing, not to mention that this Zhu Huaiji was a hunter. In this heavy snow, the most the assault team encountered in the wild was hunters. The assault team captain was similar to most elite commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army; he had been a political commissar. Upon hearing it, he knew that Zhu Huaiji's hatred for Japan was very simple. The Japanese affected the Zhu family's life, plus there were lives lost between the two sides. So Zhu Huaiji wanted to drive the Japanese away. But how deep this hatred exactly was, might not be reliable when facing tests.
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"Sirs, your dogs look quite capable!" Zhu Huaiji said. The Eskimo dogs pulled the heavy sleds unhurriedly through the snow. Leaving aside the novelty of this sled power, hunter Zhu Huaiji and others were seeing these huge dogs, as big as foals, for the first time.

The officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army just smiled kindly. These dogs were indeed good, but they also put quite a lot of pressure on logistics. But no one wanted to say so much. Marching in the snow consumed considerable energy; it was better to save a bit of strength if possible.

The assault team captain took over the conversation. "Brother Zhu, are the guards of this mine very formidable?"

"If you say formidable, they aren't that formidable, but there are many of them." Zhu Huaiji was full of anger when mentioning the Japanese mine guards. Not only did the Zhu family have three people lose their lives in the mine, but the mine side used to be a good hunting ground, and now there were no wild animals to hunt there. "Sir, do you want to attack them?"

The assault team captain laughed: "Attacking them is not impossible, but it needs the help of you locals!"

"How do you want me to help?" Seeing hope to fight the Japanese, Zhu Huaiji asked hurriedly.

"You have to lure the Japanese out. If we go directly to fight the Japanese, I'm afraid they will turtle up and not come out. Someone has to get them out!" The assault team captain replied.

This was a necessary method, and even so, it carried considerable risk. In order not to alert the enemy, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had not cut the telegraph lines in Anshan yet. So a short-term siege could very likely attract enemy reinforcements. In such a strange area, even having a map was useless.

"Do you want me to trick the Japanese out?" Zhu Huaiji wilted a bit at that moment. Trickery against the Japanese wasn't impossible, but the key was if the Japanese didn't come out with Zhu Huaiji, that would be terrible.

Seeing Zhu Huaiji's expression, the assault team captain didn't force it either. He smiled and said: "Let's scout the road first. Brother Zhu, with you as a local, we have saved a lot of trouble!"

For several days in a row, Zhu Huaiji and several hunters from the Zhu family took the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to walk through all the villages near Anshan. Now everywhere had heard of the People's Party's name, and with locals leading the way, especially the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's modest attitude—but when mentioning fighting Japanese, they were not modest at all, telling exactly how they slaughtered the Japanese—this made the rural masses admire them considerably.

Zhu Huaiji might not dare to lure the Japanese mine guards out, but the Zhu family wasn't the only one with a grudge against the Japanese. Another family of hunters surnamed Xie volunteered to help lure the Japanese out. "Several members of our family were killed by the Japanese. This time there is finally a chance for revenge; I am not afraid of death myself! I only hope you sirs can kill all the Japanese and help our family get revenge!"

The assault team had a total of more than fifty people. This force could probably deal with one or two hundred people in an ambush battle. The key to the problem was whether the enemy could be tricked into the ambush circle. This really could only rely on the help of local common people.

After two days of careful arrangement, the operation was finally implemented. The combat result was considered not bad. Without losing a single person, the troops wearing white camouflage uniforms first easily annihilated more than fifty people brought into the encirclement by the Xie family hunter. Then they followed the small path to raid the camp of the Japanese mine guards guarding the mine. At the cost of three wounded, they annihilated more than one hundred and thirty people. Then in front of the miners and local common people, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army followed the method of dealing with Mantetsu: unless someone was willing to stand up to vouch for a Japanese and state the reason why that Japanese could be spared death, only then would a certain Japanese be released. Under the circumstance that no one pleaded for mercy, the Japanese were all beheaded. Of course, no one pleaded for the Japanese, and as a result, all the Japanese in this mine were killed clean.

The corpses from the ambush battle were also dragged back to the mine. Spending this effort was to avoid letting the Japanese army discover that battles took place in two places. Anyway, it snowed a lot these days, and the traces on the ground disappeared quickly. The Xie family hunter knew very clearly in his heart that he played a considerable role in the ambush battle, and covering up the battlefield of the ambush battle was also protection for him.

The assault team left a few liaisons to continue operating in the Anshan area, and the main force of the assault team retreated rapidly. Since they had demonstrated combat effectiveness to the masses, the rest was to make contact quickly. This was really a good opportunity to attack.

Bringing the news of progress in Anshan, the assault team returned to the Panjin area. The 18th Corps, which had already intended to seize Anshan, immediately adjusted its deployment. First, they asked the 14th Corps to send troops to take over part of the 18th Corps' garrison, and the 18th Corps troops also began to continue north.

The reaction of the 14th Corps was fast. After receiving the notification from the 18th Corps, they immediately forwarded the news to Northeast Military Region Commander Pu Guanshui. Pu Guanshui immediately ordered the entire 14th Corps to station in the Panjin area. The two corps in Hebei, the 15th and 16th Corps, stationed in Jinzhou and the region between Jinzhou and Panjin. With the support of large troops, the morale of the 14th Corps was also high. And the 18th Corps moved north in batches.

Areas like Jinzhou, Panjin, and Anshan were already very cold at this time, but compared with Changchun further north, the degree of coldness was still limited. Although Changchun's name looked very warm ("Long Spring"), winter was actually the longest here. After entering February, the temperature here dropped to more than minus thirty degrees. Even if the sun was out in broad daylight, no one was willing to go out.

If there was anything colder than this weather, it might be the mood of Zhang Zuolin, the Military Governor of the Northeast temporarily staying in Changchun. Speaking from the heart, being driven out of Fengtian by the Japanese wasn't a shameful thing. Even if Changchun wasn't completely Zhang Zuolin's territory, the Changchun defenders still admired Marshal Zhang for being able to escape with his life. Not to mention that Marshal Zhang scaring away tens of thousands of Japanese troops with one shot was a legend in Changchun City.

But the latest news made Zhang Zuolin more and more afraid. Although the Japanese didn't continue to attack, and Zhang Zuolin had also heard that the People's Party annihilated a Japanese division in Shandong. At that time, Beiyang said the People's Party was bragging. Zhang Zuolin was very afraid of the Japanese, so he naturally also thought the People's Party was bragging. Until his intelligence system in Fengtian sent the news to Changchun that the People's Party annihilated the Japanese 20th Division and blew up the Yalu River Bridge under the Japanese's nose. Zhang Zuolin finally knew the People's Party wasn't bragging.

This Beiyang miscellaneous army warlord who gained huge opportunities in troubled times was truly afraid. In Zhang Zuolin's view, the Japanese definitely wouldn't stay in China for too long. Even with the Russo-Japanese War fought like that, Japan didn't stay in the Northeast in the end.

But the People's Party was completely different. The People's Party definitely wanted to seize the entire China. Even Grand President Yuan Shikai, who had acted as a matchmaker for Chen Ke, was forced to death by Chen Ke. How could Chen Ke be polite to Zhang Zuolin?

However, the view of Wang Yongjiang, the head of another faction in the Fengtian Army currently, was completely different from Zhang Zuolin. After annihilating the 20th Division, news of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army killing Mantetsu members on a large scale reached Changchun. Wang Yongjiang suggested that Zhang Zuolin actively send someone to contact the People's Party, and both sides seek cooperation. Deal with the Japanese in the Northeast together.

Zhang Zuolin certainly disagreed. He believed the current situation should be a good time to sit on the mountain and watch the tigers fight. The biggest threat at present was the Japanese. He should even send news to the Japanese first that Zhang Zuolin had no intention of being an enemy of the Japanese. Exchange for temporary peace. Anyway, as long as he didn't send troops to provoke the Japanese or the People's Party, wait until the general trend was obvious, at least when both sides were in a critical period of fierce war, at that time, no matter who Zhang Zuolin defected to, they would have to pay a big price to Zhang Zuolin.

Wang Yongjiang looked down on this fence-sitting attitude extremely. "Marshal! If neither the Japanese nor the People's Party has the intention to accept us, what do you plan to do?"

"Neither has the intention to accept us?" Zhang Zuolin didn't think it through completely for a moment. A moment later, he finally understood Wang Yongjiang's meaning, and now Zhang Zuolin's face sank.

Wang Yongjiang was one of the few high-level officials in the Fengtian Army who truly came from a scholarly background. He didn't care that Zhang Zuolin was unhappy. "Marshal, the Japanese fought into the Northeast this time to occupy our Northeast. Absolutely not to support the Sun Yat-sen regime. The People's Party fought into the Northeast also to seize the Northeast. Comparing the two, we can only contact the People's Party. At least we are all Chinese. Now even if we contact the Japanese and get temporary peace, that's not because the Japanese genuinely want to let us off, but because under the confrontation with the People's Party, they have absolutely no strength to attack us. Under such a situation, even if we ignore the Japanese, they can't attack over. Marshal, you can't be mistaken!"

Zhang Zuolin certainly knew the ins and outs of this. He pondered for a good while before saying, "This should have been the People's Party coming to find us to talk business..."

How could Wang Yongjiang not know what Zhang Zuolin was thinking? He was quite disappointed in his heart. Originally he thought Zhang Zuolin could be considered a hero, but unexpectedly when it concerned his own life and property, he still revealed his true colors. But since Wang Yongjiang became Zhang Zuolin's subordinate, Wang Yongjiang couldn't help but seriously give correct suggestions. "What the Marshal is thinking is probably still wanting to continue being the Military Governor of Fengtian."

Zhang Zuolin's face blushed slightly. Wang Yongjiang directly spoke out the true thoughts in Zhang Zuolin's heart. Actually, Zhang Zuolin also knew this was obviously unrealistic. If the People's Party defeated the Japanese and seized Fengtian, then he could by no means have his previous status. But after being the Military Governor of Fengtian, even if only for a short time, Zhang Zuolin could no longer give up his former status. So as long as the People's Party could promise Zhang Zuolin to continue being the Military Governor of Fengtian, he would defect to the People's Party banner without hesitation.

"Marshal, you obtained this Fengtian Military Governor position by relying on how much effort you put in and serving successive Military Governors. But in the current situation, if you want to continue to be this Fengtian Military Governor, you can only continue to serve the side that ultimately wins. The weight of your contribution cannot be less than the weight of your contribution before!" Wang Yongjiang really spoke his heart out.

Zhang Zuolin shivered slightly. If Wang Yongjiang hadn't mentioned it, Zhang Zuolin himself would have forgotten how much effort he had actually put in during the past days. Not to mention how much he worked like a horse for others when he established the Security Force in Western Liaoning. Even in the situation where Security Forces everywhere were bandits, Zhang Zuolin's Security Force was strictly disciplined, and many times they did the work first before taking money. They won deep praise from the Western Liaoning locality. If it weren't for this, Zhang Zuolin couldn't have been offered amnesty and enlistment to become the official army of Western Liaoning.

During the Russo-Japanese War, besides maintaining public order within the territory, Zhang Zuolin was also calculating how to enhance his own strength. His principle was whoever gave me benefits, I would help. At first, the Russian army was powerful, so he accepted Russian guns and money and helped the Russian army. Later he was captured by the Japanese army and almost executed. After being released, he signed a vow with the Japanese army, "swearing to aid the Japanese army." After the Russo-Japanese War in 1905, his troops not only didn't suffer losses but instead expanded to 3 battalions.

After that, Zhang Zuolin first used a trick to get rid of the local big bandit Du Lisan. Then he annihilated Mongol bandits in Taonan. The Taonan area was a vast and boundless prairie, the base area for Mongol rebel activities. They were familiar with the terrain, understood the conditions of the people, were skilled in riding and shooting, and appeared and disappeared unpredictably. Their tracks were uncertain; they mostly used surprise attacks, hit and run, vanishing without a trace. Among them, several large groups of Mongol rebels, such as Bayan Dalai, Yaqian, Tokto'a, etc., all "harmed the border areas for several years. When suppressed here, they fled there, spreading and difficult to eliminate; the state regarded them as giant bandits."

When Zhang Zuolin took on this heavy responsibility, it didn't go smoothly at first. Later, he adopted the two-handed strategy of forceful attack and outsmarting, sending people to infiltrate the Mongol rebels to obtain intelligence, and gradually reversed the disadvantageous situation. In 1909, Xu Shichang saw that Zhang Zuolin's troop strength was insufficient, so he expanded his establishment to enhance his strength. Expanding 5 battalions to 7 battalions, and placing the Sun Liechen unit stationed in Taonan under Zhang Zuolin's command. Thus Zhang Zuolin's troops increased to 3,500 men, becoming a powerful force in the Northeast.

Zhang Zuolin was a person who knew gratitude very well. Being so favored and valued by the Viceroy of the Three Northeast Provinces Xu Shichang, he worked harder to suppress bandits. At the same time, he was also constantly summarizing the experiences and lessons of suppressing bandits, groping out a set of feasible laws. He himself also endured hardships and hard work, charging at the head. Therefore, after another year of bitter fighting, he finally killed Bayan Dalai, captured Yaqian alive, and defeated Tokto'a. Later he chased Tokto'a for 800 li, driving Tokto'a all the way to Outer Mongolia. The scourge of Mongol rebels endangering the Northeast border for many years was relieved, striking the arrogant arrogance of Mongol separatists and maintaining national unity and ethnic solidarity.

After the Xinhai Revolution, the People's Party and Yuan Shikai became the two most powerful forces in China at that time. When the Viceroy of the Three Northeast Provinces at that time learned that Lan Tianwei and other revolutionaries holding military power were brewing an uprising, he was immediately scared out of his wits. The Viceroy stated that he was about to enter the pass, that is to say, preparing to run away. At this time, Yuan Jinkai, Vice Speaker of the Fengtian Provincial Consultative Council, immediately knelt to dissuade him and suggested reusing the old Patrol Battalion troops. Zhang Zuolin was inspecting outside at the time. Getting the news of the Viceroy's summons, he hurriedly rushed back to Fengtian and held meetings overnight to study countermeasures.

Revolutionary leaders Lan Tianwei, Wu Jinglian, and others secretly discussed beforehand to seize Northeast political power without bloodshed by means of a meeting. It was planned that Wu Jinglian, in the name of the Speaker of the Fengtian Provincial Consultative Council, would convene leaders from all walks of life in the provincial capital for a meeting to solve this problem at the meeting. They studied a plan to establish the Fengtian Provincial Security Association in the name of maintaining public order, force the Viceroy of the Three Northeast Provinces to leave, and then elect Lan Tianwei as the Military Governor Outside the Pass and Wu Jinglian as the Civil Affairs Chief of Fengtian Province, break away from the Qing court, declare independence, and complete the revolution of the Three Northeast Provinces. If "the general situation in the Northeast is settled, continue to march into the pass, join forces in the suburbs of Beijing, and strike straight at the enemy's den." The naive revolutionaries thought that by adopting the method of voting at a meeting, they could seize power in the Northeast in one fell swoop.

For this meeting, Zhang Zuolin arranged men and horses inside and outside the venue, waiting with guns, applying pressure openly. Zhang Zuolin attended the meeting with a gun, his face full of murderous intent. The atmosphere of the venue was very tense, with a tendency to break out at any moment. But the revolutionaries were not timid; instead, they spoke impassionedly, advocating breaking away from the Qing court and declaring independence. Zhang Zuolin jumped out impatiently, slapped his pistol on the table, and shouted savagely and fiercely: "As a soldier, I, Zhang, only know to obey orders to protect the Marshal. If there is unfairness, although I, Zhang, like to make friends, this pistol of mine doesn't make friends." This was a signal. His partisans around the venue all drew their pistols immediately. The situation was extremely dangerous. Under these circumstances, there was no way to continue the discussion. Councilors inclined towards revolution left the venue in anger one after another. But this was equivalent to yielding the initiative of this meeting to the royalists.

As a result, the Viceroy of the Three Northeast Provinces wielded the great power of the meeting and quickly stabilized the situation. Plus Xu Shichang soon brought troops back to the Northeast and pacified the situation in the Northeast. Now Zhang Zuolin gained Yuan Shikai's appreciation and rose step by step. Finally, he sat on the throne of the Military Governor of Fengtian.

But now the two strong enemies Zhang Zuolin faced, Japan and the People's Party, both relied completely on the strength in their own hands to seize the Northeast. Among all the things Zhang Zuolin was good at, military strength was precisely what he lacked most. In this field, Zhang Zuolin really couldn't intervene.

"Mr. Wang, what exactly do you think?" Zhang Zuolin asked Wang Yongjiang.

"That depends on what exactly the Marshal wants," Wang Yongjiang replied.

Zhang Zuolin knew he definitely had to show his hand eventually. Even if there was no fighting in winter, winter would pass after all. When spring flowers bloomed, even if the Japanese didn't come, the People's Party would come. He finally said: "I don't want to retreat anymore. Where can I retreat to? To Heilongjiang? To Western Liaoning? At least I have to be a Changchun Military Governor!"

When saying this, Zhang Zuolin was actually very guilty. With his current troop strength, it was simply not enough to seek this status. Unexpectedly, Wang Yongjiang nodded repeatedly. "We must guarantee the Changchun Military Governor."

Hearing Wang Yongjiang say this, Zhang Zuolin felt much better. However, how to guarantee his status as Changchun Military Governor, no result was discussed for a while.

But the next day, January 14, 1916, Wang Yongjiang suddenly took advantage of the night to lead his followers out of the city, and his whereabouts were unknown. In the letter left to Zhang Zuolin, Wang Yongjiang wrote: "Heroes see differently from scholars; what use are scholars' aspirations?" Following was Wang Yongjiang's resignation on the grounds of his mother's illness. Although Zhang Zuolin wasn't really any Fengtian Military Governor now, Wang Yongjiang still formally informed Zhang Zuolin in the manner of a subordinate resigning that he quit.

Now among the Fengtian Army in Changchun City, more than thirty percent were people who followed Wang Yongjiang's Garrison Command. With Wang Yongjiang gone, the military morale was immediately shaken. Zhang Zuolin's days became even harder.

After thinking it over, Zhang Zuolin no longer dared to maintain his policy of "splendid isolation." He decided he still had to rely on one side first. Calling his confidant, Zhang Zuolin ordered, "Go to Fengtian to deliver a letter!"

"To whom?" The confidant asked.

"To the current President, Mr. Sun Yat-sen," Zhang Zuolin said in a low voice.
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When Wang Yongjiang left Zhang Zuolin, it wasn't without any doubts. This wasn't because he still held any illusions about Zhang Zuolin. As a scholar, Wang Yongjiang himself hadn't noticed that scholarly nature of his: "A scholar dies for his intimate friend" was one thing, but more importantly, it was "Learn the literary and martial arts, and sell them to the imperial family."

Even now, Wang Yongjiang still believed Zhang Zuolin was a person who dared to promote others and entrust them with heavy responsibilities. The failure of the war could be attributed to the category of "victory and defeat are common things in military affairs" in China, but the strong "rat looking both ways" mentality Zhang Zuolin displayed after the failure could only make Wang Yongjiang feel extremely disappointed. That little bit of merit simply couldn't make Wang Yongjiang decide to stay in Changchun.

Marching in the snow was an extremely arduous thing. The group originally planned to avoid cities, but after walking nearly two hundred li for several days in a row, when they reached the vicinity of Siping, Wang Yongjiang and the two guards couldn't refuse the idea of resting in Siping. Continuing to walk in the snow like this, the three of them even had the heart to die.

However, just when they were more than twenty li away from Siping, the three stopped. They saw a long white wall appearing in the wild field. On this strange white wall, a red flag was inserted. Before they fully understood what was going on, they saw a small squad of people wearing strange clothes, carrying guns, and leading dogs rushing out from behind the wall.

Wang Yongjiang refused to run anymore. The three exhausted people couldn't run at all now. And those dogs looked quite fierce one by one; presumably, they couldn't outrun them either. Honestly waiting for these people to rush in front of them, Wang Yongjiang raised his hands according to the other party's request while uncontrollably asking: "Who are you?"

"We are the troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Siping has already been liberated by us!" The soldier who rushed over shouted loudly. "What do you do?"

"I am... I am the former Director of the Fengtian Police Department and Chief of the Fengtian Police Agency, Wang Yongjiang." Wang Yongjiang had that arrogance of a scholar. Since it had reached this point, he didn't want to hide his identity anymore.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers who rushed out to arrest suspicious elements were not scared by Wang Yongjiang's title. When capturing Beijing, let alone a local police chief under the Beiyang banner, even the so-called Republic President Xu Shichang was tied up and taken away all the same. Those big shots of the old era no longer had any unattainable status in the eyes of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers. Those ministers, high officials, corps commanders, division commanders, brigade commanders, and regiment commanders—when facing bayonets and gun muzzles, which one didn't obediently raise their hands to surrender?

"How did you get here?" the squad leader asked.

"What do you mean?" Wang Yongjiang originally thought the other party would show surprise or fear because of his identity, but he didn't expect the other party to ask a baffling question.

"I asked how you got here. Riding horses? Walking?" The squad leader explained.

"We walked all the way from Changchun," Wang Yongjiang's follower said.

The squad leader looked at the attire of this group, the appearance of clothes that only existed after long-distance walking, especially the appearance of muddy water stained on the boots after long-distance walking. It seemed they didn't lie. "Quite capable!" the squad leader praised. Even the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army couldn't say they could easily cope with this two-hundred-li snow march.

Wang Yongjiang didn't expect the content the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cared about to be so unique. That praise of "quite capable" made Wang Yongjiang inexplicably like it very much. The hardship on this journey was simply indescribable. If not for Wang Yongjiang's resolute nature, an ordinary person probably really couldn't finish such a journey. Regardless of what kind of tragic emotion he had when choosing to leave Zhang Zuolin, the hardship on these two hundred li of road was Wang Yongjiang's truly unforgettable feeling.

The squad leader didn't mean to say more either. He smiled and said: "Then gentlemen, please follow me."

The one that conquered Siping was the troops of the 1st Division of the 18th Corps. Saying conquered, it was actually more like a raid. Siping fell into Japanese hands at present. Because of looking down on the Fengtian Army, plus the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army being very "rampant" in activities south of Shenyang, the Japanese army only had a battalion of defenders in Siping. A division of troops attacked suddenly taking advantage of the snowy weather. Instead of calling it a battle, it was better to call it a one-sided massacre.

After seizing this important city, Japanese prisoners were accommodated according to POW standards. Mantetsu was as usual; if no one pleaded for them, the final outcome was public beheading. After being organized to witness the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army mercilessly chopping off hundreds of Japanese heads with their own eyes, the people of Siping immediately adopted an attitude of obedience to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Siping City was now orderly. Wang Yongjiang looked at Siping City, which was almost the same as in peacetime, and didn't know what to say. He originally thought the places the People's Party passed through would probably be similar to the Fengtian Army.

All institutions and industries of Mantetsu and the Northeast officials were taken over by the People's Party at present. Wang Yongjiang was taken into the Siping Police Station. This was truly an accidental mockery. Wang Yongjiang was the Director of the Fengtian Police Department and Chief of the Fengtian Provincial Police Agency not long ago, exactly the high official managing this police station.

Wang Yongjiang didn't have such emotions; all his attention was attracted by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Needless to say about the Fengtian Army; such a chaotic army was a group of bandits in Wang Yongjiang's eyes. Although the Japanese army had strict discipline, Wang Yongjiang felt the Japanese had too much hostility on them; encountering a tiny bit of stimulation, they would try hard to show a cruel appearance. Although the Fengtian Army was no match for the Japanese at all, Wang Yongjiang still looked down on the Japanese.

When Wang Yongjiang was the Director of the Fengtian Police Department, Shenyang's social order was a mess. Police were scolded as "patrol dogs." Soldiers from greenwoods backgrounds tyrannized, and beating and scolding police happened frequently. Wang Yongjiang, a frail scholar with no strength to tie a chicken, how could he change this status quo?

One day, a certain Song, subordinate of the 53rd Brigade Commander "Tang Dahu" (Tang Yulin), picked a quarrel and stirred up trouble in Pingkangli and was caught into the police station by the police who rushed over upon hearing the news. "Tang Dahu" thought he had saved Zhang Zuolin's life, so he was fearless. He led a large group of guards to barge into the Police Department, slammed his pistol on the table, and ordered Wang Yongjiang to release the man. Wang Yongjiang threw a scholar's tantrum and ignored him. "Tang Dahu" lost face, immediately went back to assemble troops, and surrounded the Police Department tightly. A battle was about to start. Wang Yongjiang also returned color, immediately ordering the police to wait in full battle array, and set up small steel cannons in the courtyard of the Police Department, ready to return fire at any time.

But the actions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army really made Wang Yongjiang curious. This Chinese army, rumored to have defeated the Japanese army several times, didn't have the rigidity of the Japanese army in action, nor the bandit-like appearance of crowding round and shouting like the Fengtian Army. The team escorting Wang Yongjiang marched in a column, without pretentious shouting of majesty, nor the arrogance of swaggering through the streets. Although Wang Yongjiang could see that if he tried to escape, the soldiers with live ammunition behind would definitely kill him immediately, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't have hostility on them. They were just completing their work. Surprisingly, there was still an army in the world that had no pretentious and intimidating style at all in the process of escorting people, but was simply completing its own work. Wang Yongjiang couldn't help but feel incredulous.

The inquiry process was also very simple. The personnel of the People's Internal Affairs Committee first seriously confirmed Wang Yongjiang's identity, and then asked Wang Yongjiang to explain the reason why he left Zhang Zuolin. During this period, there was also a link of finding Fengtian Army defectors to identify Wang Yongjiang. After completing the process, the People's Party Internal Affairs Committee member formally informed Wang Yongjiang that the timing was relatively special now, so Wang Yongjiang would be temporarily detained for a while. During the detention period, they hoped Wang Yongjiang could cooperate with the People's Party's work.

Wang Yongjiang was even more surprised. Such reasonable requests and a completely procedural attitude towards handling affairs made Wang Yongjiang doubt very much whether he was in China. Not that there was anything wrong with doing things this way, but doing things this way was too right, so right that people dared not believe such a handling process actually existed in China. Wang Yongjiang dreamed of establishing such a system. When facing various realities, Wang Yongjiang knew deeply that his idea was just a dream. When the dream became reality, Wang Yongjiang had to deeply doubt whether he had not woken up from a big dream at this moment.

The subsequent prisoner life wasn't too hard either. At least a stove was lit in the cell, and the bedding wasn't too outrageous. The food couldn't be called good, nor could it be called bad. Before Wang Yongjiang entered the cell, his personal belongings were also registered. When signing and fingerprinting, he was also informed that they would be returned to them when released. If not returned, Wang Yongjiang and others could complain to the People's Party judicial department. This was not just dreaming; it made Wang Yongjiang and others feel absurd and laughable.

Lying on the thick straw, Wang Yongjiang wanted to recall what happened, but unexpectedly, as soon as he lay down and wrapped his body in the cotton quilt, he immediately fell asleep.

In the following days, Wang Yongjiang was arraigned every day. What was asked was all kinds of Northeast issues. After each interrogation, the meeting records let Wang Yongjiang sign and fingerprint. Talk if willing to talk; no force or torture for those unwilling to talk. This again made Wang Yongjiang give birth to a feeling of being ignored. On the fourth day, Wang Yongjiang couldn't help but ask: "Sirs..."

"Just call us comrades," the staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee corrected again.

"Comrades, I wonder how you will deal with me, Wang?" Wang Yongjiang asked after changing the address.

The answer was: "This depends on the investigation result. If you don't owe blood debts to the people, then you will be released after the war. Live normally in this country as an equal laborer."

Wang Yongjiang was furious. "Am I, Wang, a person who preys on the common people?!"

The staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee remained very calm. Wang Yongjiang's level of excitement was nothing at all. The staff still replied calmly: "Mr. Wang, what you say or I say doesn't count. What you have done is the fact. Our People's Party talks about seeking truth from facts; only the investigation result can prove everything."

This unusual calmness caused a completely different understanding for Wang Yongjiang. He stared at the staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee with sharp eyes for a while. "So you gentlemen are determined to find evidence of my corruption and perversion of the law?"

"Mr. Wang, I hope you don't fabricate anything by imagination. You haven't stayed in Siping. According to your own statement, your political career in the Northeast was basically in Shenyang. We haven't liberated Shenyang now, so we have no way to verify what you did in Shenyang now. Did you cause any loss of life or any blood cases when you were in politics in Shenyang? Such things must always seek truth from facts."

"Isn't that the same? You are determined to say I, Wang, have blood cases and lives on my hands." Wang Yongjiang felt he didn't misunderstand at all.

"We won't say you have blood cases and lives on your hands, but we won't believe everything you say either. All things must seek truth from facts." The People's Party comrade replied calmly.

These words were very reasonable. Wang Yongjiang was a famous scholar in the Northeast. When Yuan Jinkai recommended Wang Yongjiang to Zhang Zuolin, Zhang Zuolin resented Wang Yongjiang's arrogance and didn't want to employ him. Yuan Jinkai said: "Minyuan stood out when he was young, praised by the people of Jinzhou as one of the 'Two Lus and Two Dings.' Even Viceroy Xi Liang praised him as 'the number one man in Fengtian police administration.' This man can be entrusted with heavy responsibility!"

Wang Yongjiang could understand this attitude of the People's Internal Affairs Committee staff, but after all, he was the party being investigated now. Moreover, these conversations made Wang Yongjiang feel one thing: the People's Party's attitude towards the old upper class of the Northeast absolutely couldn't be called friendly. After pondering for a while, Wang Yongjiang then continued to ask: "May I ask, how does the People's Party view corruption and perversion of the law versus having blood cases and lives on one's hands?"

"In our view, every upper-class person in the old system is corrupt and perverts the law; this is caused by the system. So even if we can't say completely let bygones be bygones, we are unwilling to escalate those relatively institutionalized and personalized matters indefinitely. But! If someone owes blood debts to the common people, then we absolutely cannot let them off. No matter who it is, if they owe blood debts to the common people, they must pay blood for blood. Because this is the most basic justice!" The staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee replied almost calmly.

Wang Yongjiang fell silent. Because various thoughts boiled in his heart, his face was uncertain. After a good while, Wang Yongjiang asked: "If I once used martial law to kill some police officers who violated laws and discipline, I wonder how your side views this matter."

"Someone mentioned that matter." After talking for so long, the staff member was also thirsty. He took a sip of hot water before continuing: "Some say you are cold and cruel by nature, some say you are domineering. But this is a matter of government affairs, and as far as we know, when you ordered the killing, there were laws cited in it. As long as there was no unjust killing based on personal reasons, in principle, we won't evaluate such things. Being in such an old system, you naturally act according to the old system. Our People's Party's system is completely different from the old system you were in, so we can't use our system to apply to things that happened under the old system you were in. If we did so, it would not be seeking truth from facts."

Wang Yongjiang looked up and down at the People's Internal Affairs Committee staff again. This was a young man who looked twenty-seven or twenty-eight years old. Those people around him were basically of similar age. Wang Yongjiang was already forty-five this year. After a good while, Wang Yongjiang asked: "May I ask these comrades, what official positions do you hold in the People's Party exactly?"

The two comrades responsible for recording and assisting the inquiry were slightly stunned, but the comrade in charge of the inquiry said: "Mr. Wang, don't have the idea that we adopt separate treatment for you personally. Seeking truth from facts is the basic principle of our People's Party in doing things. No matter what work we do in the organization, all of us must use this basic principle as the criterion. We treat everyone like this as much as possible."

Wang Yongjiang nodded. He now suddenly felt he could understand why the People's Party achieved such achievements in just ten years. With such a group of members, if the People's Party were still unknown, that would be incomprehensible.

In the following days, Wang Yongjiang said almost everything he knew. He also once probed what exactly the People's Party wanted to do. And the staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee also told him frankly, "We want to retake Korea!"

"You want to fight the Japanese to the end?!" Wang Yongjiang was no longer surprised by the People's Party's aspirations. Instead, he was extremely interested in such a future.

"We must drive the Japanese out of China, out of Korea." The staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee made no secret of it.

Wang Yongjiang said in a tone full of self-mockery: "I am now a guilty person, oh, a suspect. But I want to contribute some strength in the matter of fighting the Japanese. I wonder if your side allows me to work like a dog or horse for you?"

"This is a matter for another department. We will have comrades from other departments contact you about this."

Not long after Wang Yongjiang expressed his attitude, he and the other two former Fengtian Army soldiers who escaped from Changchun together were taken out of the jail and settled in a residence of the Siping Garrison Commander. Wang Yongjiang wasn't affected either. He listed the Fengtian Army intelligence network he knew, as well as the list of relatively reliable personnel in the original Garrison Command and relevant intelligence.

When talking about Zhang Zuolin, Wang Yongjiang upheld the "scholar's strength of character." He said: "No matter what, Marshal Zhang treated me not thinly. I cannot do some things at this time. If I did, my conscience, Wang Yongjiang, would be uneasy. For some things, Marshal Zhang can only resign himself to fate. But I really can't do anything; I hope you gentlemen forgive me."

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't force Wang Yongjiang either. After a few more days, the troops sent people to escort Wang Yongjiang south. This time going south, Wang Yongjiang finally knew what the long white wall he saw north of Siping was. That was snow blocks made with a specialized tool. After pouring cold water on the outer part, it froze into a solid ice layer in a moment. In this world of ice and snow, the ground was frozen like iron blocks, and there was no way to dig fortifications at all. This kind of snow wall was a fortification very easy to manufacture.

The People's Party's ice and snow camp opened Wang Yongjiang's eyes even more. Setting up tents inside the round grave-like ice houses was even much warmer than many civilian houses. Moreover, from Panjin to Siping, the People's Party had already constructed an arc-shaped area against Fengtian. No one went out in the dead of winter, but on the Western Liaoning Plain, between the "linked camps" of the People's Party, there were dense marks left by various sleds walking. Even from Siping to the south, the People's Party used captured trains.

Everything proved one thing: the People's Party was already making war preparations in the harsh environment of winter. Even without waiting for spring, the People's Party could launch an attack on the Japanese army in Fengtian.

Wang Yongjiang never thought that in his lifetime he could actually see a large-scale war by the Chinese army against a foreign army. Although Wang Yongjiang himself didn't love war, in his heart he supported the war against Japan extremely.

On February 14, 1916, Wang Yongjiang finally arrived in Anshan. As soon as he entered Anshan, Wang Yongjiang saw a scene he would never forget in his life. Batches of Japanese were tied up and dragged to the open ground outside Anshan City. In front of countless onlookers of Chinese common people, as long as no Chinese common people came out to state reasons why the Japanese shouldn't die, they were dragged out and beheaded.

Despite being a scholar, and despite facing a bloody execution ground, Wang Yongjiang still couldn't help but laugh out loud happily.
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Wang Yongjiang had always marveled at the youth of the People's Party cadres. Cadres of various levels in their twenties were originally the norm in the People's Party. Becoming division commanders and corps commanders completely by their own ability was even more common. But when Wang Yongjiang saw with his own eyes a young man just over half his age commanding tens of thousands of troops across the Northeast, he still felt a strong jealousy. Wang Yongjiang was only 20 when he entered officialdom; at that time, Mu Husan was just a little baby born not long ago. Wang Yongjiang couldn't help but think that the current People's Party Chairman Chen Ke was only thirty-six this year. Compared with these influential figures in China today, he was really too old.

Mu Husan didn't come to recruit Wang Yongjiang to surrender. Actually, if Wang Yongjiang weren't really a quite honest anomaly among the Northeast civil officials, Mu Husan wouldn't even have met Wang Yongjiang. The People's Party implemented a policy of "discarding like worn-out shoes" towards the old upper class, especially the literati class. Chen Ke had publicly expressed his thorough contempt and despair for literati, asking comrades "not to be confused by the undeserved reputation of literati!"

"Mr. Wang, you have quite some appeal in the Jinzhou area. We want to ask you to lead our troops to Jinzhou. I wonder what you think, sir?" Mu Husan said straight to the point.

Wang Yongjiang was stunned. He originally thought Mu Husan would rely on him to attack Fengtian. Because of his error in judgment, Wang Yongjiang couldn't help but feel a sense of being slighted in his heart. "I wonder how your army prepares to attack Fengtian?"

"We actually don't want to attack Shenyang hard." Mu Husan told the truth. "Attacking a fortified city in winter is really difficult, so our army hopes to fight a field battle with the enemy army instead. So we hope sir can take this opportunity to help us go south."

Mu Husan could be considered to have overcome all dissenting views on the matter of using Wang Yongjiang. He didn't want to make promises of official posts to Wang Yongjiang, but he didn't think the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could start any mass movement in the Northeast in this winter with thick snow and dense forests either. The most efficient way of use was to let Wang Yongjiang help the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army gain a foothold in his hometown. Geographically, if the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could stabilize its presence in Jinzhou, it would be equivalent to controlling the Liaodong Peninsula.

Wang Yongjiang considered Mu Husan's idea. He had seen the winter camp of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, so he could slightly understand the idea that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, capable of large-scale stationing in a snowy environment, was willing to fight field battles. Whether it was the Fengtian Army or the Japanese Army, currently they could only be stationed in the urban areas of the Northeast. He continued to ask: "Is your army confident in competing with the Japanese army?"

"War changes rapidly; we don't know how the Japanese will fight either. In the current situation, it's enough if we can fight our own battle well. So the urgent task is to squeeze the Japanese out of the Northeast." Although Mu Husan would absolutely not put Wang Yongjiang in an important position, he didn't think there was any problem with telling the truth. If he couldn't make people like Wang Yongjiang understand the strategy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, it would have a great negative effect on future cooperation instead.

"Your army really has the will to fight!" Wang Yongjiang praised. The situation where the Fengtian Army collapsed at the first touch when facing the Japanese army made Wang Yongjiang feel jealous shame and helplessness. Facing the Japanese army which was only one-third of their number, the Fengtian Army in Fengtian collapsed at the first touch; this was really shameful. "If Corps Commander Mu trusts me, I am willing to work like a dog or horse for you."

After Mu Husan sent Wang Yongjiang away, he immediately began to continue arranging the current work. Just as he said just now, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't have the intention to attack Shenyang in winter. Firstly, winter attacks were ineffective; secondly, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army still had the plan of besieging a point to strike reinforcements. If they could use the enemy forces in Shenyang as bait to lure the Japanese reinforcements in Korea, a field battle would really be the best choice. But the key to this plan was the issue of troop strength.

The reinforcement of the 14th Corps was really timely. The 18th Corps was transferring all the areas it already controlled to the 14th Corps. Mu Husan actually hoped the 15th Corps could take over the task in the Panjin area, and best if they could also take over the work of marching into Jinzhou. But this encountered a problem: Mu Husan, also as a Corps Commander, was not qualified to command the Corps Commander of the 15th Corps. This required Northeast Military Region Commander Pu Guanshui to be responsible for the adjustment of this matter. However, Pu Guanshui was not in the Northeast at this time. A few days ago, Mu Husan had already sent a carefully worded telegram to Pu Guanshui. After proposing his own suggestions, he still tactfully requested Pu Guanshui to sit in command at the front line. Until now, no reply telegram had been received.

The comrades in the 18th Corps Headquarters had high morale for war at this time. Even without receiving orders from the Military Region, the comrades were still making various preparations. It was impossible for the 18th Corps alone to implement besieging a point to strike reinforcements, so the operational plan of the 18th Corps was to wave the army south after the 14th Corps took over the encirclement constructed by the 18th Corps. Of course, it would be best if the 15th Corps assisted in going south together.

However, Pu Guanshui didn't let Mu Husan wait long. Just the day after Wang Yongjiang arrived in Anshan, Pu Guanshui's military order arrived in Anshan, agreeing to Mu Husan's operational suggestion. Moreover, Pu Guanshui also informed Mu Husan that the headquarters of the Northeast Military Region would transfer to the Panjin area in the shortest time.

Receiving this news, the morale of the entire 18th Corps was boosted. As long as the Military Region Headquarters could transfer to the Northeast, troop coordination work would be guaranteed. Although Japan's sudden action disrupted the strategy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to a certain extent, relying on the hard fighting of the 18th Corps, in the winter that could originally only be spent waiting, the process of the Northeast campaign was being pushed forward step by step by the 18th Corps.

But the Japanese army seemed to have telepathy too. Just when Mu Husan was preparing to order the construction of a blocking line between Dandong and Shenyang, intelligence was suddenly received that the Japanese army in Shenyang began to expel Chinese residents inside Shenyang city in large numbers.

"What do the Japanese want to do? Are they dead set on sticking to the defense?" The staff officer replied unexpectedly. As an invading army, expelling Chinese residents inside the city was also a correct choice when sticking to the defense.

Mu Husan looked at the map with a frown. He pondered for a good while and asked in a rather questioning voice: "Do comrades feel that the Japanese army is about to break out?"

"Break out?" Many comrades felt Mu Husan's words were a bit inconceivable. The Japanese didn't show signs of decline now; instead of breaking out, they might as well wait for reinforcements from Korea.

"It's quite possible that the Japanese want to use Chinese common people to make an issue, for example, sending spies mixed among the common people to go out of the city to inquire about intelligence. We have killed quite a few Japanese spies these days." The Chief of Staff didn't dare to agree with Mu Husan's radical idea either. "Moreover, what benefit is there for the Japanese army to retreat? Possessing the campaign pivot of Shenyang, Japan can at least enliven the situation."

Mu Husan shook his head slightly. "What strategic pivot does the current Shenyang count as? Besides turtling up inside the city, what can the Shenyang Japanese army do? Moreover, how much grain is left in Shenyang city now? According to the intelligence provided by Wang Yongjiang, the grain in Shenyang city is probably about to be finished. If the Japanese commander is smart enough, he will definitely choose to retreat. As long as they retreat to Dandong, this Japanese unit gains comprehensive freedom of action."

"This..." The Chief of Staff still felt he couldn't easily support Mu Husan's view. After all, this didn't conform to too many conventional ideas. Sudden withdrawal in the dead of winter was a big taboo. But the Chief of Staff couldn't oppose it either. After all, if the Japanese army didn't retreat, it would be most beneficial to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army instead, having ample space to use various strategies. If the Japanese army retreated to Andong, then the Japanese army could first place its main force on the Liaodong Peninsula. They could even take actions to counter-cut the southern transportation lines of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

All these ideas were built on something the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army couldn't grasp: what exactly happened in Japan domestically. It was still Japan domestically that could mobilize Japanese military actions, just as it was the Central Committee that could ultimately decide the actions of the 18th Corps.

Changes did occur in Japan domestically. Since Yamagata Aritomo's disciple Katsura Taro passed away, dog-eat-dog struggles began inside the Army Ministry. Who could truly wield the great power of the Army Ministry became an important matter. Of course, an equally important matter was how to let Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo pass the strategic plan dominated by the Army Ministry as soon as possible when he expressed agreement to the war. At such a time, Yamagata Aritomo, the true overlord of the Army Ministry, stood out semi-publicly again.

Of course, the old man Yamagata Aritomo was very excited. He felt he finally had the opportunity to fulfill his wish from twenty years ago.

After the outbreak of the First Sino-Japanese War in 1894, Yamagata, as an Army elder, was extremely excited. He personally went to the battle wielding a sword, serving as the Commander of the First Army, commanding the Japanese army to defeat the Qing army, capture Pyongyang, and then lead the army across the Yalu River into Chinese territory, capturing Jiuliancheng and Dandong in succession. Because the Japanese army succeeded repeatedly and the Qing army retreated in defeat again and again, Yamagata became more and more excited as he fought, even planning to kill his way into the Chinese interior to fight a decisive battle with the main force of the Qing army, completely disregarding supply issues and possible intervention by Western powers. He proposed the "Three Strategies for Conquering Qing" to the Imperial General Headquarters, strongly advocating winter operations: 1. Land again from the sea route to Shanhaiguan for combat, establish a base to conduct operations in Zhili; 2. March towards Lushun, move the supply base to an ice-free port; 3. Advance north immediately, capture Fengtian. In the "Three Strategies for Conquering Qing," Yamagata proposed pressing Beijing and Tianjin in the south and raiding Fengtian in the north, opening two battlefields at the same time, once again displaying the military adventurism of Japanese militarism.

Prime Minister Ito Hirobumi considered factors such as the inconvenience of Japanese landing in winter and intervention by Western powers, and did not agree with Yamagata Aritomo's rash advance proposal. Also, if the battle line was stretched too long in winter, supply would inevitably be difficult. It was better to take the opportunity to attack the Beiyang Fleet naval port in Weihaiwei, Shandong, and attack Taiwan in the south as the best policy. Finally, the Imperial General Headquarters adopted Ito's suggestion, vetoed Yamagata's rash advance proposal, and ordered Yamagata Aritomo's First Army to stand by for the whole winter to wait for spring to launch an offensive again. But Yamagata flagrantly acted arbitrarily, defied the instructions of the Imperial General Headquarters, and privately ordered the Katsura Taro Division to attack Haicheng. It encountered courageous resistance from the Haicheng Qing army and fell into a quagmire, while Japan domestically had no sufficient troops to support Haicheng anymore. So the Imperial General Headquarters decided to dismiss Yamagata from the post of Commander of the First Army. But Kawakami Soroku and others worried that if Yamagata was dismissed publicly, he would inevitably commit seppuku to preserve the face of a warrior, so they suggested Prime Minister Ito meet Emperor Meiji to recall Yamagata in the name of "returning home to recuperate."

So Emperor Meiji personally wrote the recall edict. Although Yamagata claimed his illness had healed, the Son of Heaven's order had been issued and he was helpless, having to take a ship back to the country. Before leaving, he wrote the following poem to the two division commanders Nozu Michitsura and Katsura Taro:

"Wrapped in horsehide, I expect no return; how can I return in vain when the expedition is not half done? Helpless that the Son of Heaven summons so urgently; tears soak my clothes before bidding farewell at the battlefront!"

With the old Field Marshal coming out to give orders, the juniors in the Army Ministry naturally didn't dare to act rashly and engage in infighting anymore. Yamagata Aritomo still insisted on the idea of winter operations. But this time he was not prepared to insist on the plan of fighting on two fronts anymore. The old man could be considered to have foresight; he had already seen clearly that because the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army suddenly exited the pass, Japan's strategic concept was disrupted.

As the saying goes, the bystander sees clearly. Yamagata Aritomo knew very clearly that Katsura Taro's initial strategic concept actually completely inherited Yamagata Aritomo's plan from twenty years ago, which was one route sending troops out of Shenyang, and one route going south to attack Shanhaiguan. However, lacking the cooperation of the navy, plus the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army suddenly going north, the Army Ministry fell into chaos. They were also constantly trying to adjust deployment to complete the initial concept. But trapped by the problem of insufficient troops, the Army Ministry's adjustments led to a more passive situation instead.

So Yamagata Aritomo's view was that in the current situation, Japan should contract its forces and go south with full strength to cut off the rear route of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. If such strategic adjustment could be completed, then the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, which once held the initiative on the battlefield, would have to follow Japan's pace.

Since there was this plan, Fengtian became not only not a necessary strategic point, but a burden instead. Facing the trembling questions of the juniors in the Army Ministry regarding the Fengtian issue, the old man Yamagata Aritomo asked back: "If we give up Fengtian, what do you gentlemen think the People's Party will do?"

"Definitely go all out to seize Fengtian." The officers of the Army Ministry still had this minimum military common sense.

Yamagata Aritomo sneered: "Since the People's Party wants to seize Fengtian now, they definitely still want to continue to seize Changchun and other places. When their forces move north, our forces gathered in Andong can suddenly go south. At that time, an opportunity for the People's Party forces to gather will appear in the Shanhaiguan area. We possess an advantage in the navy; that will be the opportunity to fully utilize it."

After saying this, Yamagata Aritomo sneered again. "If Katsura-kun could have adjusted the troop deployment like this when he first encountered the People's Party's attack, he definitely wouldn't have encountered the current situation. He just wanted to complete the initial plan too much; that's why he fell into passivity!"

"Eh?" The army officers didn't expect the old man Yamagata Aritomo to actually have such sharp strategic vision. And recalling it now, Yamagata Aritomo wasn't wrong. Katsura Taro and the Army Ministry both made this mistake, trying to complete that plan to occupy the entire Northeast at the minimum cost regardless of everything.

Using the strategic backbone provided by Yamagata Aritomo, the Army Ministry conducted several discussions. They found that doing so was really the best choice. Although the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had strong combat effectiveness, they faced a quite unfavorable situation, that is, the logistical line was too singular. Theoretically, the People's Party could still implement supply through Mongolia. But now the Inner and Outer Mongolia regions were in the hands of Beiyang, so the theoretical supply line had no feasibility in practice. The vital passage out of the pass was within the attack range of the Japanese Navy. As long as the People's Party was forced to concentrate forces to go north, the Japanese Navy, which had been unable to exert its strength, would have the opportunity to massacre the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army on a large scale.

After discussion, the Army Ministry quickly passed the new strategic plan. And this plan was also passed in the Cabinet.

The defenders of Fengtian naturally welcomed this extremely. They could be said to be unspeakably miserable during this time. Being trapped in a Chinese city was not enjoyment, especially when enemies with strong combat effectiveness were entrenched outside the city. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't stop at all in winter, but used the weather to constantly compress the Japanese periphery. Plus the grain supply inside Shenyang city was also very problematic. During the Yuan Shikai period, to fight the People's Party, it could be said that all stored grain was used up. The Northeast was a grain-producing area. In the period of high grain prices, not only was the civilian grain in Hebei bought up, but the situation in the Northeast wasn't much better either. City grain reserves also reached extremely low levels. So the current Japanese grain also reached the limit. If they persisted for another two months until the ice melted and snow thwarted, the Japanese troops would probably be too hungry to fight.

The commander of the 19th Division had long wanted to retreat, suffering from not daring to do so. Now with the order, he also acted boldly. If they retreated directly, it would be too conspicuous. Marching more than two hundred li in winter was a quite difficult thing, so he first expelled the common people in Fengtian city out of the city, creating the illusion that the Japanese army was saving grain for long-term defense.

Then, the Japanese army ordered the current "Fengtian Military Governor" Tang Yulin to send troops to take over Fengtian's defense. Tang Yulin felt very incomprehensible about this. What kind of crooked ways were the Japanese playing in this dead of winter?

The 19th Division Commander called Tang Yulin to his headquarters. "Governor Tang, I heard you have opinions on our recent military adjustments?"

Tang Yulin dared not deny it at all. Although the other party was only a division commander, and Tang Yulin was the "Fengtian Military Governor," Tang Yulin dared not offend this Japanese overlord. Moreover, hearing the 19th Division Commander call him Governor, Tang Yulin felt very happy. He hurriedly smiled apologetically: "I will definitely do my duty well. But I hope the Imperial Army can give some guidance. I am a rough man, really not good at this marching and fighting."

"Governor Tang, we are preparing to attack," the 19th Division Commander explained. Having made the posture that the Japanese army was preparing to defend Fengtian firmly, and spreading the rumor that the Japanese army wanted to defend firmly. The People's Party was said to pay great attention to the lives of common people. After expelling Fengtian common people on a large scale, the People's Party would have to appear. Then the Japanese army could move out comprehensively to strike these People's Party troops. Moreover, the Japanese army could also take the opportunity to attack several strongholds of the People's Party.

Tang Yulin actually really didn't understand fighting. Listening to the 19th Division Commander's explanation, he felt it made quite some sense. But Tang Yulin didn't think of one thing: actually, the positions of many main forces of the People's Party were not secrets now. If Japan really decided to strike the People's Party, why not send troops directly?
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Tang Yulin soon received "heavy responsibilities" from the Japanese. As the Fengtian Military Governor who had been a figurehead for a time, he first received the authority of the Garrison Commander, at least controlling the guard duties of two of Fengtian's city gates. This could be considered a lucrative post; guarding the city gates meant one could collect gate taxes. More importantly, guarding the city gates meant receiving great trust. A day later, Tang Yulin's troops were given the task of guarding the city walls. This new responsibility did not make Tang Yulin's subordinates happy. Collecting money at the city gate was one thing, but standing on the city wall in the dead of winter being blown by the knife-like cold wind was certainly not as comfortable as hiding indoors roasting by a fire. However, these Northeast Army soldiers dared not complain about the Japanese. The Japanese were very fierce towards the Northeast Army, and would beat them if they found them unsightly.

The Japanese army currently had no time to supervise the Northeast Army's duty. They were all intensively making war preparations. The news circulating inside Fengtian City was that the Japanese army was going to launch a punitive offensive against the surrounding People's Party. Therefore, posts that had once been held in the hands of the Japanese army were successively transferred to the hands of Tang Yulin's subordinates.

"Brother, why does it look to me like the Japanese are about to run?" a subordinate of Tang Yulin asked at a banquet.

Tang Yulin had set up a banquet to treat everyone because the Japanese had promised Tang Yulin that after the beginning of spring, they would let Tang Yulin control the tax revenue of Fengtian Province. Hearing such insensitive words, Tang Yulin couldn't help but change his expression. If the Japanese were really going to run, wouldn't the status and benefits Tang Yulin had managed to exchange for defecting to the Japanese be completely lost?

Before Tang Yulin, whose face had darkened, could speak, others had already started scolding the speaker. "What nonsense are you talking about? Did you drink too much?"

Seeing everyone looking at him with dissatisfied gazes, the speaker hurriedly accompanied them with a smile and said, "I must have drunk too much and thought wrong. If the Japanese don't move out in full force, I'm afraid they aren't the People's Party's match either."

These words were also not what the people attending the banquet liked to hear. Before the snow fell, the People's Party had released a large number of Japanese prisoners. Although the Japanese had blocked the news, there were thousands of wounded after all; they couldn't truly cover up the sky with one hand by themselves. Tang Yulin's subordinates were not completely ignorant of the overall situation.

Tang Yulin looked around at the brothers who had come to eat. Everyone was of bandit origin and were long-time acquaintances. Just looking at their expressions, Tang Yulin felt extremely disappointed. Since they were of bandit origin, there was naturally no life-and-death friendship to speak of. Moreover, more than half of the people here had originally followed Zhang Zuolin, and only because they didn't have time to escape when Japan attacked Fengtian City, were they forced to defect to Tang Yulin after being captured. Tang Yulin could already see that at least half of these guys actually didn't have high hopes for the Japanese. It was just that no one dared to speak the truth directly like that person just now.

"Brothers, I actually don't rely on the Japanese now, I rely on my own brothers. There's no need for us to hide anything amongst ourselves, just say whatever you have to say," Tang Yulin said to this group of people.

However, this group of people did not say anything else that would make Tang Yulin unhappy, including the person from the beginning.

"We follow Big Brother Tang!"

"Big Brother Tang, can you still not trust us?"

...

Waves of such words expressing loyalty continued endlessly. Just listening to these words, it really looked like they were united in sincerity. But Tang Yulin didn't believe it at all. He was actually quite uneasy in his heart. As a bandit, even if he didn't understand strategy, his long experience in the bandit life made Tang Yulin very clear that if a force was consistently beaten by another force in the short term, then the best method for the beaten force was not to rise up and counterattack, but to slip away quickly.

But of the two forces before his eyes, one was the newly arrived People's Party, and the other was the Japanese who had been majestic in the Northeast for over a dozen years. No matter how Tang Yulin's common sense "hinted" that the Japanese were probably in trouble, Tang Yulin couldn't bring himself to believe that the Japanese would fail completely so quickly.

Not daring to be certain of Japan's failure in his heart, aside from this "blind obedience" under the accumulated might of Japan, from every other angle, Tang Yulin could not truly believe that the Japanese could win. The mood Tang Yulin originally had to win people over through promising official posts and making wishes was completely gone. He just pretended to be happy and drank for a while longer, and the banquet ended without result.

The Japanese did not break their promise. The various authorities originally promised to Tang Yulin were soon handed over to him. No delays, no duplicity; Tang Yulin quickly became the true ruler of Fengtian City.

On February 28, 1916, under gloomy weather, the Japanese army moved out of Fengtian City in large numbers to head south, in the name of suppressing the People's Party.

"Military Governor Tang, this Fengtian City is handed over to you," the commander of the 19th Division said earnestly.

Tang Yulin bowed and scraped, saying, "Yes! I will definitely guard this Fengtian City well."

Watching the large Japanese units marching mightily south across a stretch of pure white snow, even though Tang Yulin knew the Japanese were really leaving Fengtian City behind, he still couldn't connect the Japanese army's departure with the word "fleeing."

Before the figures of the Japanese rear guard had completely disappeared from Tang Yulin's binoculars on the Fengtian city wall, the troops guarding the north of the city suddenly sent someone over. The communications officer seemed to have been frightened quite badly. The top of the city wall was slippery, and he ran too fast to stop his feet, falling directly to the ground, and sliding and rolling right to Tang Yulin's feet. "Military Governor Tang, bad news! Many People's Party people have appeared in the north of the city!"

"What?" Tang Yulin was greatly shocked. "How many people came?"

"Countless. Anyway, the north of the city is full of enemies, I can't see clearly either." Just as the communications officer finished speaking, the sound of guns and cannons firing in unison could already be heard from the direction of the north of the city.

"Quickly send someone to invite the Japanese back!" Tang Yulin actually felt quite excited. The Japanese were going to fight the People's Party, and now the Japanese didn't even need to make a move; the People's Party had delivered themselves to the door.

However, the situation did not develop as Tang Yulin had imagined. The Japanese army should have been able to hear the sound of guns and cannons from Fengtian City. But the Japanese rear guard did not turn back immediately, but continued forward as if they hadn't heard anything. Every few minutes, Tang Yulin raised his binoculars to look at the Japanese rear guard, and then watched helplessly as the Japanese figures disappeared into the binoculars.

"Quick..., quick..., quickly send someone to call the Japanese back!" Not knowing if his body was cold or his heart was cold, Tang Yulin finally shouted with trembling lips.

Just as Tang Yulin's voice fell, someone on the inner side of the city wall shouted, "Big Brother Tang, Big Brother Tang!" Accompanied by the shouting, a person wearing a Beiyang Army officer's uniform scrambled up the city wall. "Big Brother Tang, bad news! The People's Party has already attacked the east of the city! Quickly send people over!"

Tang Yulin was completely stunned. He grabbed the officer who came to report the news and shouted sternly, "What exactly is going on?"

"The People's Party attacked the east of the city!" That person was the one who had thrown cold water on Tang Yulin at the banquet two days ago. His face was pale, looking like he was frightened badly.

Fengtian was also a big city. Even if the city wall was lost, the attacking People's Party couldn't conquer the entire Fengtian in a short while. However, the sound of guns and cannons was getting closer and denser.

Tang Yulin did try to mobilize troops to resist a bit, but no one expected the People's Party to choose this time to attack Fengtian City. Most of the troops and civil and military officials had scattered first after sending off the Japanese, and now many had not returned to their office locations. In the panic, the people who should be found couldn't be found at all.

After another hour or so, the seven or eight cavalrymen who went to chase the Japanese finally ran back. "Military Governor Tang, Military Governor Tang! The Japanese don't believe us, they said we are lying to them. So they won't turn back at all!"

"What exactly did you say to the Japanese?" Tang Yulin asked in panic.

"We said the People's Party is attacking, this gunfire is already denser than setting off firecrackers..."

Tang Yulin waved his hand to stop those brothers' words. "Could you hear the gunfire where the Japanese were?"

"Not too clearly, but we could still hear it. The sound of cannons was much clearer." The Northeast Army soldiers who went to invite the Japanese back hurriedly answered.

"Fuck his mother!" Tang Yulin shouted, his body teetering. Fortunately, several brothers beside him hurriedly reached out to support him, otherwise Tang Yulin would have fallen to the ground. Supporting himself on the city wall, he gasped for several large mouthfuls of air. The cold winter air finally restored the function of Tang Yulin's lungs. The matter at this point couldn't be clearer: the Japanese had really run away. Not only did they run away, but the Japanese also used Fengtian and Tang Yulin's troops as bait. Tang Yulin knew he was still quite lucky; at least he had the chance to understand the matter clearly. If the People's Party had attacked half a day later, Tang Yulin would have really dared to foolishly defend Fengtian to the death.

After thinking this through, Tang Yulin scanned the group of subordinates in front of him, and a calculation immediately formed in his heart. The Japanese had let him be bait, so Tang Yulin absolutely couldn't let others know about this. He first ordered the few people on the city wall who knew the situation to follow him back into the city to "restore command."

After controlling the few insiders, Tang Yulin ordered his subordinate troops to set up defense lines in several blocks of Fengtian. Tang Yulin didn't have much confidence in these defense lines either. No one knew if relying on those people could stop the People's Party. Tang Yulin had the people below pass down the order, "We can't beat the Japanese, but the People's Party are all Chinese, what do we have to be afraid of? Let the brothers fight well, as long as you can hold until noon, everyone gets five silver dollars!" With such a reward, the Northeast Army's morale was at least somewhat boosted.

Having arranged these things, Tang Yulin immediately took the insiders and his personal entourage and rushed into the city. Those who saw where Tang Yulin was going naturally felt very at ease. Tang Yulin shouted that he was going to "restore command"; if he wanted to restore command, he could only go inside the city. The Northeast Army on the city wall naturally couldn't see that the direction Tang Yulin was going was his current official residence, the "Fengtian Military Governor's Manor."

Amidst the sound of guns and cannons filling the city, Tang Yulin took a group of people and rushed into his home. As soon as he entered the door, he immediately had his family pack up valuable things. Tang Yulin's family had long been frightened into a panic by the sound of guns and cannons, and hearing Tang Yulin shout like this, someone immediately started packing up various valuable properties.

Tang Yulin thought that various items could be packed up very quickly, but he didn't expect that after being busy for a good while, the family actually hadn't packed out a clue. He saw big bags and small bags, big boxes and small boxes of things being moved back and forth, and there were even a few boxes that five or six people couldn't lift. Seeing those boxes, Tang Yulin remembered that those were the things he used to store silver dollars. He thought viciously, "If I had known earlier, I would have made a few cellars to bury these silver dollars!"

The direction of the gunfire outside was constantly moving. Originally it was the north of the city, later it was the east of the city, and now it had already reached the west of the city. Relying on experience, Tang Yulin already knew that danger was constantly approaching, but catching sight of the wealth he had used all kinds of methods to obtain, no matter how anxious Tang Yulin was in his heart, he still couldn't help but gesticulate and scold his wives, "Don't take this! Take that!"

However, Tang Yulin was of experienced bandit origin after all. After just making a noise for a while, he knew things were wrong. He no longer gesticulated, but tucked a heavy small box under his arm and took two personal guards walking towards the inside. Bypassing the others, the three went straight to the back door, opened it, and slipped out.

"Big Brother, we're ignoring the people inside here?" A personal guard walked a few steps, then remembered the big and small boxes of things inside, and couldn't help but ask.

"At a time like this, how can we care about so much, leave quickly," Tang Yulin said.

"Where are we going?" The personal guard still didn't immediately understand.

"Leave this place of trouble, Fengtian, quickly; we'll talk about future matters later!" Tang Yulin said while hurrying forward. At this time, every household in Fengtian City had closed their doors and locked them. The roads were empty of people. It was just that with many pedestrians walking on the street, the snow had been stepped on until it was solid. Tang Yulin walked while talking with the heavy small box tucked under his arm. Accidentally, he slipped, staggered, and the small box flew out of his hand. After landing on the ground, the box lid was thrown open, and a pile of gold bars tumbled out with a crashing sound.

The two personal guards had never seen so many heavy yellow gold bars and were stunned for a moment. Tang Yulin hurriedly pounced over to stuff the gold bars into the box. Just as he gathered them up, he heard a sound of footsteps coming from ahead. Looking up, he saw his old acquaintance Wang Yongjiang appearing in front of Tang Yulin with a squad of soldiers.

"Oh! Tang Dahu, looks like you're doing a great job as the Fengtian Military Governor!" Wang Yongjiang said with a sneer. With a crashing sound of guns being raised, the soldiers behind Wang Yongjiang had already aimed their gun muzzles at Tang Yulin and the two personal guards behind him.

Tang Yulin was originally squatting on the ground. Now seeing the situation was wrong, he knelt down to Wang Yongjiang with the momentum. "Brother Wang! Brother Wang! For the sake of our past acquaintance, I beg you to give me a way out. These..., these gold bars are all for you, all for you!"

Seeing Tang Yulin still behaving like this even now, Wang Yongjiang couldn't help but sneer. "Tang Dahu, I thought that after you defected to the Japanese and hung up the title of Fengtian Military Governor, you would be somewhat different from before. I didn't expect that you, a thief to the bone, haven't changed a bit. Still so despicable!"

Too lazy to continue saying anything more to Tang Yulin, Wang Yongjiang waved his hand. "Arrest him!"

The battle to attack Fengtian started quickly and ended even faster. Tang Yulin's troops were originally a collection of bandits with nowhere else to go. Without the Japanese maintaining order, Tang Yulin had no way to truly bring these people together. Facing the surprise attack of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, these people collapsed at the first touch. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army seized Shenyang in less than a day.

Wang Yongjiang had originally been assigned the job of a "liaison officer." When he learned that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was "feigning an attack" on Fengtian, he still felt there wouldn't be any substantive progress. He never expected the Japanese to leave so decisively, and Tang Yulin's resistance to be so negligible. The Northeast Army's scattered resistance collapsed immediately under light machine gun fire. The time and energy the troops spent capturing prisoners far exceeded the battle itself. Wang Yongjiang simply took people straight to the Fengtian Military Governor's Manor, and unexpectedly caught Tang Yulin directly.

Even Tang Yulin, the nominal supreme commander of Fengtian, had been caught, so the others were not even worth mentioning. Wang Yongjiang mistakenly admired the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's decisiveness in turning the feint attack into an offensive based on the changing situation. At the same time, Wang Yongjiang, a Northeasterner, also felt extremely ashamed of the bandit nature exposed by the Northeast Army.

When the siege of Shenyang basically ended, Wang Yongjiang wanted to find Mu Husan to discuss matters after taking over Shenyang, but unexpectedly Mu Husan was not in the city at all. No matter how Wang Yongjiang asked where Mu Husan was, the comrades in the troops all answered with the three words "I don't know."
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On the afternoon of February 22, 1916, four reconnaissance planes flew in formation across the sky. It was obviously going to snow; the clouds were very low, and the reconnaissance planes dared not fly too high. The Northeast Air Force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had paid a painful price for wing, fuselage, and even propeller icing caused by entering the clouds.

The comrades performing the mission now were the elites of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Air Force. Just seeing the general situation on the ground from the air made their expressions solemn. The Air Force pilots all came from the Army and were no strangers to land warfare. Just looking at the distribution of those black dots on the ground and their orderly direction of movement, the comrades of the reconnaissance unit understood that these Japanese troops in black uniforms were by no means a disorderly mob. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army rarely encountered enemies who truly dared to fight, and the Japanese army was undoubtedly different from previous opponents. Moreover, the momentum of the Japanese army moving in the snow also looked very unusual.

After a simple observation, the Air Force began to land at the temporary airfield. It wasn't that the Air Force comrades were afraid of death, but the Air Force in the Northeast Military Region simply could not afford any meaningless losses at the moment. The number of aircraft the Air Force had brought into the Northeast was extremely limited. constrained by fuel, parts, and maintenance, plus aircraft crashes caused by the severe cold weather in the Northeast, the four-plane formation cruise reconnaissance flight was already the maximum scale of daily cruise reconnaissance that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could maintain in the Northeast.

On the map at the 18th Army headquarters, the situation of both the enemy and friendly forces was marked very clearly. The Japanese army launched attacks from the northwest and southeast directions against the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's 18th Army, which was sandwiched in the middle. The map marked a broader war situation. After capturing Shenyang, the 14th Army left two divisions as a reserve, while the other two divisions prepared to move south. The 15th Army set out eastward from the Panjin area, and the 16th Army took over the vast defense zone of the 15th Army and assumed the arduous logistics work.

If the Japanese 19th Division retreating from Shenyang and the reinforcement troops coming from Korea formed a pincer attack on the 18th Army on the battlefield, the four armies of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army entering the Northeast would constitute an encirclement of the Japanese army.

Mu Husan, the commander of the 18th Army who had just been promoted to commander of the Fourth Field Army Group, said: "Let's confirm the campaign issue one last time. Our army's campaign goal is to annihilate the enemy's effective strength. Since the Japanese army is willing to commit a large amount of troops to fight us, then we will completely annihilate the Japanese army here!"

The battlefield set by the 18th Army was on a plain south of Benxihu (Benxi City). The Japanese retreat route followed the railway. Whether it was the Japanese troops moving south or the Japanese reinforcements moving north, this was an area they could not bypass. The reconnaissance cavalry of the Japanese north and south routes had appeared near the defense line set up by the 18th Army many times, and their frequency of activity had significantly increased in the past day or so. The 18th Army judged that the Japanese army also prepared to fight here.

Liu Guange, the Chief of Staff of the Army Group, said to the regimental-level cadres of the whole army participating in the pre-war meeting: "If we can hold the Japanese army for two days, the northern route Japanese army will fall into our pincer attack from front and rear. Therefore, the Japanese army is very likely to adopt a detour method. Of course, the fastest and most effective way for the Japanese army is to annihilate us." The Chief of Staff never cared about saying unlucky words, and he didn't even consider the issue of taboos at all, "So all units must strictly guard their positions. The position stands as long as the man stands! We must never let the Japanese army break through our positions."

All regimental-level cadres of the army attended the last meeting before the war. Everyone had done their best in the preparations they should do. This meeting was not so much a military deployment as it was a final confirmation of combat requirements to everyone.

The Chief of Staff continued to introduce the situation, "As long as we persist for two days, at most two days, the Japanese army's situation will become extremely terrible. If we persist for three days, the 15th Army may cut off the Japanese army's rear route, and the battle results at that time will be more than just one Japanese 19th Division."

A division commander said: "Our single army has to face the pincer attack of about three enemy divisions. Is this information correct?"

"Yes, our current troop strength is less than 20,000. The Japanese reinforcement troops moving north, as well as the troops behind, are about more than one division. If we fight for two days and two nights, and the enemy mobilizes all their forces, we will face the 50,000 troops of three Japanese divisions. However, looking at it now, it is unlikely that the Japanese army will have more troops; they do not have enough time to mobilize."

The defending side naturally has various advantages. After Mu Husan saw the possibility of the Japanese retreat, he overruled all dissenting opinions and mobilized the 18th Army to move, cutting off the enemy's retreat route less than two days in advance. With tools and experience, the construction of the ice and snow defense system was quite fast, and the troops finally didn't have to fight lying on the snow. So facing the enemy's attack, no commander was too worried. Even if the action was hasty, at least the comrades could sleep in the relatively simple ice and snow camp.

At this time, there was nothing more to say. Everyone knew that a bloody battle was inevitable. The meeting time was not long, and the commanders and political commissars of each unit hurried back to make the final position preparations.

Liu Guange looked at Mu Husan who was staring at the map in the empty headquarters. Because the preparations were hasty, although the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army occupied various advantages, the position was still not strong enough, and the depth of the position was less than 5 kilometers. Japanese artillery with a slightly larger caliber could penetrate the entire position with one shot. Moreover, Mu Husan, such a young army commander, had received the order to become the commander of the Fourth Field Army only a day or so ago. Liu Guange really had no confidence in coordinating other units. He couldn't help but ask: "Commander, can the other troops make it?"

"Our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's strategic thought is to annihilate the enemy's effective strength, so we must believe that the comrades can understand and execute the current deployment!" Mu Husan replied without looking back.

Liu Guange could not respond to this. At this time, any adjustment of deployment was an impossible task. Turning around and walking out of the tent, Liu Guange prepared to check the logistics deployment one last time. He had fought wars for so many years, and this was the first time the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was in a state of being completely surrounded by the enemy. Although it was less than five o'clock in the afternoon, it looked as dark as night outside. Just after looking around at the barracks that looked like big steamed buns, Liu Guange felt cold in several places on his face. He looked up and felt that it was snowing.

The division commander of the 19th Division frowned and looked at the map. The biggest enemy of long-distance marching in the Northeast in winter is actually the weather. He thought that no one would be stupid enough to set up positions in the ice and snow in this dead of winter, but the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army opposite clearly did not belong to the category of normal guys. If the 20th Division hadn't been completely annihilated by the 18th Army opposite, the commander of the 19th Division would very much like to think that the commander of the 18th Army was a fool, and the Chinese soldiers of the 18th Army were slave-like soldiers.

The 19th Division originally intended to suddenly abandon Fengtian, withdraw all the way to Andong, and then march south from Andong. First determine the situation of the Liaodong Peninsula, and then attack the Panjin area in the spring. So the Japanese army let the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army capture Fengtian without any reaction. However, this approach might have fulfilled the old Chinese saying "cleverness may overreach itself". The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army clearly did not act according to the Japanese army's ideas. Looking at the current situation, the Chinese army was determined to annihilate the 19th Division. And the 19th Division's abandonment of the Fengtian action instead put them in a difficult situation with interception in front and pursuers behind.

Thinking of this, the 19th Division commander asked: "We can't see the enemy on the position, what is going on?"

The commander of the reconnaissance unit answered somewhat tremblingly: "They are wearing very strange clothes, which are hard to see clearly in the snow. Although we can see enemies moving, it is difficult to determine the enemy's number and deployment."

Hearing such "irresponsible" words, the 19th Division commander waved his hand, "Go down!"

The Chief of Staff couldn't help but ask: "Division Commander, should we launch a night attack?" The Japanese army's black military uniforms actually had some advantages in night combat.

The division commander considered for a moment before answering: "Rest first. The troops have marched a long distance and their physical consumption is great."

"But the troops coming to meet us want us to attack first. In this case, we might as well attack frontally in one go. This way they can also determine the direction of support." The Chief of Staff still insisted on his own point of view.

"I said, the troops need rest!" The division commander said somewhat angrily. It wasn't that he didn't know the benefits of a night attack. Launching a night attack on such a snowy night would be easier to succeed in the early stages. But the enemy opposite was not the Northeast Army, nor the Qing Army. An attack on a snowy night could only lead to a chaotic battle, and the Japanese army might lose command earlier than the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. At least for now, this was not the best choice.

"Then we can't let the enemy just stay there like this, right?" The 19th Division Chief of Staff still had his own ideas.

"What the troops need now is rest!" The 19th Division commander became somewhat angry. Logically speaking, he should be the one advocating for war, while the Chief of Staff should emphasize the preparation work of the troops. But the division commander considered the fatigue brought by the Japanese army's long march, while the Chief of Staff had no such awareness, which was really a very abnormal thing.

The Chief of Staff finally couldn't help but lower his voice and said: "Because of the hasty march, our army lacks tents..."

"Baka!" The division commander finally understood why the Chief of Staff said this. It turned out that this incompetent guy actually hadn't prepared the logistics supplies. Glaring at the Chief of Staff, the division commander finally endured it. He knew very well that the Japanese army did not consider the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's reaction to be so agile. In the original plan, by this time, the 19th Division should have boarded the train coming from the direction of Andong, and then returned comfortably to the Andong stronghold. But the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had torn many gaps in the railway, and the possibility of taking the train had completely ceased to exist.

"Then go to Benxihu first and borrow some quilts from the Chinese." The division commander said almost through gritted teeth, "The troops really can't fight now!"

"Hai!" The Chief of Staff lowered his head and said. This was also the best method under the compelled circumstances.

Before the Chief of Staff could take action, the 19th Division commander said: "Let the Miyazaki Brigade rest first, and distribute the warm clothing of other troops to them as much as possible."

"Hai!" The Chief of Staff could only answer this way.

Gao Yucheng was now an ordinary soldier in the 18th Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Four months ago, he was a small squad leader in the Northeast Army. After being captured in Panjin, Gao Yucheng saw with his own eyes the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army executing Japanese people on a large scale, and he immediately chose to join the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. In these years, the best way to survive was to follow the strong.

However, after joining the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Gao Yucheng gradually began to suspect whether his choice was correct. The biggest benefit of being a soldier was the ability to loot reasonably, but in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, anyone who dared to loot the common people faced inevitable death. It wasn't that there were no former Northeast Army officers and soldiers who defected to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, but those guys who thought the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's "Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention" were just simple propaganda had now all been shot at public trial rallies in front of the common people they had looted.

The only thing that surprised Gao Yucheng was that officers in the Northeast Army only used orders to send soldiers to charge. Even a small squad leader could order his ten soldiers to charge forward. In the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, when fighting, soldiers only needed to follow commanders at all levels to charge forward. So as a soldier, Gao Yucheng did not encounter greater danger than others, and survived safely like this.

However, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was not the army Gao Yucheng truly hoped for. After becoming a commander, not only were there no distinctive privileges, but the risks and hardships were actually greater. Trying to use flattery and other methods was obviously useless. Gao Yucheng used the set of tricks he learned in the Northeast Army in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, which not only had no effect but also met with severe criticism. In the Soldier Committee's election for squad leader, Gao Yucheng didn't even make the shortlist.

But if he didn't stay in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Gao Yucheng had nowhere else to go. He came out to join the army precisely because he didn't like farming. Moreover, putting aside various inconveniences, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was still quite good. No one was beaten or scolded, and there was no deduction of military pay. As for the various equipment of the troops, it was indeed to maximize the guarantee that everyone could fight better. Gao Yucheng felt that this was still a very good choice.

In the early morning of February 23, Gao Yucheng was woken up from the tent by a comrade. Under combat readiness, at least one-third of the troops were on standby at the front line. The snow that had been held back for a long time had been falling flutteringly all night. The ground, which had originally become very slippery due to constant trampling, became suitable for running again. First, according to regulations, everyone rubbed their faces and ears with snow until their bodies began to heat up in the low temperature, and then they hurried to eat. After eating, the troops warmly took over from the comrades on night duty who had been freezing for several hours.

After entering the position, everyone looked carefully at the situation outside the position. The snowy day was very dim during the day, but it was much brighter at night. The sky still had that reddish gloominess, but on the vast white snow, it was easy to see clearly. Gao Yucheng wrapped his overcoat tight and put away his hat and everything. He prepared to shrink behind the snow wall serving as a defense wall and sleep a little longer.

Just at this moment, the whistling of artillery shells suddenly came from the air. "Watch out for shelling!" The commanders did not relax at all, and their shouts rang out on the defensive position.

The Japanese army did not take advantage of the snowy night to launch a sneak attack, but instead launched an attack on the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army before dawn.

Regardless of what advantages the organization and tactics adopted by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had, up to now, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could never compare with the Japanese army, or even the Beiyang Army, in the number of large-caliber artillery. The 19th Division moving south was very clear about the situation they faced. They unceremoniously first poured artillery fire on the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

All soldiers were wearing thick military uniforms. Gao Yucheng shrank tightly behind the ice and snow wall. He not only turned up his overcoat collar but also wrapped his neck tightly with a scarf. The steel helmet was also firmly buckled on his head which wore a wool hood. Shells exploded violently within the defensive position. Gao Yucheng felt the scattered ice slag knocking out various sounds on the steel helmet like hail. And the cotton overcoat also felt the impact of various small fragments.

The Japanese army opposite seemed to want to fire all their shells in one breath. The sound of artillery rang out without stopping for nearly twenty minutes. The position of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army looked like a mess.

As soon as the artillery sound stopped, a sharp whistle sound came from the first line of defense. The short whistle sound represented only one meaning: the enemy was approaching! And very close!

Taking advantage of the cover of the snowy night and the shelling, the Japanese army had unknowingly approached the position of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Gao Yucheng in the second line of defense suddenly felt his heart tighten as if grabbed by something. The sound of rifles and machine guns rang out fiercely with the silence of the artillery sound.
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As a "liberated warrior" from the Northeast Army, aside from assisting the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army with some local work, Gao Yucheng had also participated in combat. The ferocity and skill of the Revolutionary Army had astounded him. Therefore, while stationed at the second line of defense, he felt relatively calm. For the Japanese to break through the Revolutionary Army's first line of defense, they would have to pay a tremendous price. By the time the second line was called into action, the battle might very well be over.

Just as the Japanese artillery bombardment ended, intense gunfire erupted from the first line of defense. After a burst of firing, the sound of shooting gradually died down. The sound of bolts being pulled and bullets being loaded rang out continuously across the position. It seemed the enemy's attack had been contained. A few minutes later, however, earth-shattering cries of "Banzai! Banzai!" suddenly erupted from beyond the first line. The sound was like a tsunami crashing against a mountain.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army should have been returning fire fiercely, but the density of the gunfire was far less than before. Instead, shouts of "The bolt is frozen!" rang out constantly. While the Revolutionary Army's fire density dropped, the Japanese fire showed no sign of weakening. Accompanied by the dull thudding characteristic of running on snow, the Japanese shouted "Banzai" and charged right up to the first line of defense.

"Fix bayonets! Charge!" The commanders on the first line shouted one after another. With a clatter of metal, moments later, the sharp clash of bayonets, the screams of soldiers being stabbed, and the angry roars of hand-to-hand combat merged into a single din.

Gao Yucheng peeked out from the second line. Under the dim sky, he vaguely saw the Revolutionary Army soldiers in snow camouflage and the Japanese soldiers in black uniforms already engaged in a massive chaotic melee. Along with the sound of rapid running, Gao Yucheng heard the sharp piercing sound of bugles. That was the charge call for bayonet combat. "Fix bayonets!" the commander beside Gao Yucheng shouted.

It wasn't just one commander shouting; all the commanders near Gao Yucheng were issuing the same order. Gao Yucheng shivered. He had received a tiny bit of bayonet training, but he never expected his first experience of hand-to-hand combat to begin like this. And his opponents were the formidable Japanese soldiers. In that instant, Gao Yucheng felt as if a black fog had suddenly risen before his eyes; the already dim sky now turned almost completely dark.

The news that the Japanese had used an artillery barrage to cover their approach and then launched a bayonet charge against the Revolutionary Army's position quickly reached the 18th Army Headquarters. Army Commander Mu Husan was somewhat surprised. But he immediately understood; there was absolutely nothing wrong with this deployment by the Japanese 19th Division. In the current situation, the 19th Division held no advantage in firepower or defensive positions. Choosing close-quarters combat and bayonet charges was the best option for the Japanese to maximize their combat effectiveness. Not to mention that in snowy weather, bayonet fighting held a significant advantage.

If this were not the Northeast, but North or Central China, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would have many ways to make their positions stronger. For example, landmines and various alarm systems. However, the temperatures of twenty or thirty degrees below zero in the Northeast made it extremely difficult for the Revolutionary Army's mines to function in this world of ice and snow. Firstly, they were hard to bury; secondly, the mines carried by the Revolutionary Army were not designed for such extreme cold. With snow several feet deep and the bitter cold, the failure rate of the mines exceeded 80%, so Mu Husan simply didn't order any mines to be laid this time. In the dim snowy weather, it was actually easier for the Japanese to move covertly. When all these factors were put together, it made the Revolutionary Army's plan seem inflexible. Moreover, before the battle, the troops hadn't expected the Japanese to implement close-quarters combat so thoroughly.

"Order the troops to counterattack resolutely! The man remains with the position!" Mu Husan shouted the cold order into the phone.

"Commander, the Japanese devils are putting their lives on the line! With the way things are, I have to lead the troops up there myself. Send reinforcements quickly!" The commander of the 6th Regiment, 2nd Division, yelled into the phone and then hung up.

Putting down the phone, the 6th Regiment Commander listened to the earth-shaking shouts of killing not far away. He shouted, "Guard Company, fix bayonets and follow me!"

The intensity and determination of the Japanese assault were something the regiment commander had not anticipated either. If this weren't the Northeast, setting up a dozen machine guns on the position would have resulted in a bloody massacre of the Japanese. But this was the Northeast. The light machine gun units on the position had fired, but the troops had been fighting for so long that ammunition supply was insufficient. When snowflakes fell on the hot machine guns, they melted; if the ammo supply lagged even slightly, the snow water would freeze into ice, easily jamming the guns.

It wasn't just machine guns; rifles were the same. Once the bolt froze, it couldn't be pulled open. The Japanese seemed to have more combat experience in this regard. They were willing to endure their first wave being mowed down in swathes by the Revolutionary Army's firepower, while the second wave held their fire. They waited until the Revolutionary Army's fire paused, until the cold caused weapon failures that severely impacted shooting, then the second wave of Japanese joined the remnants of the first wave, firing fiercely as they closed in on the Revolutionary Army's defensive positions. After suppressing the Revolutionary Army's fire, the Japanese didn't stop to exchange fire but charged up with bayonets fixed.

Due to insufficient preparation, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was caught off guard. No one expected the Japanese to skip reconnaissance by fire and instead send a large force in a do-or-die assault regardless of casualties. The defensive positions made of ice and snow were built for firefights, and due to the rush, they didn't pose a very effective obstacle against infantry bayonet charges. Not to mention that after the snow fell, the once smooth defensive slopes now offered plenty of footholds.

The regiment commander was from Northern Jiangsu and had joined the army in 1910. He had fought some battles, but he never expected to witness a bayonet fight on a regimental scale. In an age where thermal weapons completely dominated warfare, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was forced into cold weapon hand-to-hand combat in this world of ice and snow.

"Am I going to meet my end here today?" An ominous premonition flashed through the 6th Regiment Commander's mind. But at this moment, the entire 6th Regiment was embroiled in melee combat. The Japanese army's suicidal charge had indeed achieved its goal. The commander had no other choice but to lead his troops to meet the enemy.

The commander arrived just in time. He had just led the Guard Company to the second line of defense when he saw a group of Japanese soldiers breaking through. The leading Japanese soldier was waving a katana, hacking towards a soldier opposite him. The soldier clearly had no will to fight and merely raised his rifle tremblingly to block. The Japanese soldier struck with great force, and because the soldier cowered and his posture was wrong, the blow, combined with a slip of his foot, sent him falling to the ground. The commander cursed "Coward!" in his heart, raised his hand, and with one shot, dropped the Japanese soldier who was raising his katana to finish off the fallen soldier.

"Kill!" The commander waved his pistol and led the Guard Company into the charge.

Gao Yucheng hadn't expected the Japanese to charge so quickly. He had just stood up to rush forward with his comrades when he ran headlong into a large group of enemies. The leading Japanese soldiers weren't using bayonets but were wielding katanas. In this kind of melee, katanas were somewhat more effective than bayonets. Or perhaps it was because the Japanese soldiers wielding them had exquisite swordsmanship; they actually hacked down several Revolutionary Army soldiers in a row, breaking through the line. Because he had been lagging behind, Gao Yucheng ended up being the last line of resistance.

Under the dim sky, visibility was poor to begin with, and with the fear in Gao Yucheng's heart, the darkness before his eyes seemed to thicken. He barely made out the enemy's hacking motion and blocked with his rifle almost instinctively. A massive force transmitted through his arms, and Gao Yucheng's foot slipped, sending him crashing to the ground. Now, the darkness before his eyes became even heavier, and everything around him was practically indistinguishable. The only thing he could see clearly was the silhouette of the Japanese soldier raising his katana again.

"It's over!" Gao Yucheng thought. But in such a situation, he felt as if his body had been immobilized by a spell; he couldn't move at all. Just then, a gunshot rang out, and the Japanese soldier fell in response. Then, Gao Yucheng seemed to hear a roar of "Kill!", and a squad of Revolutionary Army soldiers charged up from behind to join the fray.

Gao Yucheng couldn't determine where the shouts of "Kill" were coming from. The Chinese soldiers shouted "Kill" (Sha), while the Japanese soldiers shouted "Charge" (Totsugeki) or "Die". In this life-and-death struggle, voices were severely distorted, blending into an indescribable noise.

But what they were shouting didn't matter anymore. The clash of bayonets, the impact of rifle butts against barrels, the interspersed gunshots, and even the loud explosions and flashes of hand grenades filled the air. In the gloomy dawn, all Gao Yucheng could make out were figures that were vaguely white and figures that were black, fiercely attacking each other and moving about. People screamed constantly, people fell constantly, but the frontline was like a giant beast devouring humans; no matter how many fell, the space between the first and second lines of defense remained filled with moving figures.

Although his eyes couldn't see clearly, Gao Yucheng could smell the pungent gunpowder smoke and the scent of blood. He could clearly hear the various collisions, gunshots, roars, and screams. He could feel the slight sting of snowflakes hitting his face. But he just couldn't see anything around him clearly. In this terrifying vortex of war, Gao Yucheng suddenly couldn't help but kneel on the ground and weep.

However, this weeping was so insignificant compared to the cacophony filling the battlefield that it couldn't attract anyone's attention at all.

The 19th Division Commander looked solemnly toward the distant south, even though his line of sight couldn't see the actual battlefield. Still, he looked south. He had racked his brains to finalize this attack plan; the Miyazaki Brigade had undertaken the assault mission, engaging the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army through tragic hand-to-hand combat.

The Japanese army had to face a difficult breakout battle. The 19th Division Commander had determined that the Revolutionary Army had deployed a defensive position nearly seven kilometers long and five kilometers wide. Regardless of how this position was constructed—even if it was just piles of snow—attacking it with normal tactics would cause the Japanese terrible losses. The only way to win was to exploit the localized weakness in troop numbers caused by the Revolutionary Army defending such a vast area with relatively few troops.

Having taken in the wounded from the 20th Division, no matter how unhappy he was about it, the 19th Division Commander had to confirm one thing: The Chinese army he was facing was a well-equipped force with superior tactics and tenacious fighting will. There was basically no possibility of defeating them in a standard exchange of thermal weapon fire. The only chance for victory lay in hand-to-hand combat.

Therefore, after deploying feints in several places, the 19th Division Commander threw the Miyazaki Brigade—half the division's strength—at a single point. As long as they could break through this point, the Japanese could capitalize on the momentum to crash into the Revolutionary Army's defensive position and breach it. Then they could link up with the reception forces opposite. If they could achieve this, the split Revolutionary Army would suffer a devastating blow. So, no matter the sacrifice upfront, it was worth it.

The reports coming back so far proved that the tactical tension was very successful; the Japanese had broken into the Revolutionary Army's position as hoped. Now was the climax of the brutal melee. The 19th Division Commander did not believe that the success of such a raid would bring a sweeping victory. If it were that easy, the 20th Division wouldn't have been annihilated by the attacks of this Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

"Gentlemen! Do your best!" The Division Commander prayed silently in his heart.

"Motherfucker! Just how many Japanese are there!" The regiment commander roared in anger. He had already emptied three magazines and had established preliminary contact with the commanders of three battalions. The 1st Battalion, deployed at the very front, must have been wiped out. At least, no one had seen any commanders from the 1st Battalion.

The three battalions he had contacted had also suffered heavy casualties. Battalion commanders and commissars were all fighting to the death on the front line. The closest one, the 3rd Battalion Commander, Deputy Commander, and Commissar, had all heroically sacrificed themselves. The 3rd Battalion's 1st Company Commander had temporarily taken over command, but the only troops he could direct were the 1st Company and remnants of the 2nd and 3rd Companies; the 4th Company was completely gone. The situation for the 2nd and 4th Battalions was similar.

A rough calculation showed that of the 6th Regiment's 1,800 men, less than half remained. The large group of Japanese that had initially charged over was also basically dead. The troops were rapidly adjusting their deployment, attempting to re-establish defense on the second line.

But the Japanese gave the 6th Regiment no such chance. Opposite them, Japanese soldiers in black uniforms surged over the ground covered in white and black corpses, swarming continuously toward the less than one thousand survivors of the 6th Regiment.

The regiment commander pulled the trigger again at the Japanese charging toward him, but the pistol didn't fire. He pulled it several times, but it still didn't fire. The commander didn't hesitate; he threw the pistol at the Japanese soldier's head. The sky was a bit brighter now; seeing a dark object flying from a distance, the Japanese soldier instinctively dodged to the side. In that split second, a Guard Company soldier positioned further forward lunged and drove his bayonet into the Japanese soldier's chest.

The Guard Company was the last force to launch a counter-charge, and by now, their casualties were over half. Hand-to-hand combat was like this; life and death were decided in less than a minute. Even if you weren't killed by your opponent, heaven knew what kind of enemy might charge from the side. The Guard Company soldier had just pulled his bayonet from the Japanese corpse when he saw more Japanese surging forward, shouting "Banzai! Banzai!" and reaching them in moments.

The regiment commander grabbed a rifle from the ground and shouted to the bugler behind him, "Blow the charge!"

The sharp, piercing bugle call momentarily cut through the shouts of killing on the position, sending a clear signal to charge to the troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's 6th Regiment. After less than half an hour of bloody fighting, the soldiers' physical strength was significantly drained. The white mist breathed out from their heavy panting instantly froze in the bitter cold, sticking to their eyebrows and beards, making it look as if they had grown white eyebrows and beards. The Japanese opposite were much the same; although their uniform colors were vastly different, the soldiers of both armies had faces covered in frost.

As the charge bugle sounded, some Revolutionary Army commanders and soldiers tried to fire again, but very few guns could shoot. The Japanese made no such effort at all; they charged over howling with bayonets fixed. Some weren't careful and tripped over the corpses littering the ground, which slowed the Japanese down just a tiny bit.

"Comrades! Take off your greatcoats!" Someone shouted first, but on this highly collectivized battlefield, such a shout had a considerable group effect. Someone took the lead in throwing off their thick greatcoat, and moments later, almost all the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers had thrown off their greatcoats. The cruel and fierce hand-to-hand combat immediately unfolded once more.
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The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Northeast Field Army had the most pieces of clothing among all the units. The innermost layer was naturally thermal underwear, with a layer of wool sweaters and woolen leg and knee warmers in the middle. Outside that was a very thin camouflage snow smock, and the outermost layer was a camouflage cotton greatcoat. They had scarves around their necks, woolen balaclavas and steel helmets on their heads, and woolen gloves and cotton mittens on their hands. On their feet were thick socks, footwraps, and rubber-soled felt-lined snow boots. If not for such thick cold-weather gear, these comrades, who had no idea what thirty-some degrees below zero meant before leaving the pass, would have long been wretchedly tormented by the severe cold.

One of the reasons the Japanese army did not conduct large-scale operations in winter was that they believed the severe cold could greatly weaken the combat effectiveness of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

After getting used to wearing these heavy winter clothes, the comrades didn't think to take them off even during hand-to-hand combat. Every surviving comrade of the 6th Regiment at this moment had participated in the bayonet fight less than half an hour ago, and many commanders and fighters had various cuts from bayonets on their cotton coats. After shedding the cotton coats, their bodies felt much lighter. Without the thick cotton coats as a degree of protection, the comrades' mood inevitably became even more tragic and heroic.

Located in the center of the battle line was the 3rd Battalion of the 6th Regiment. The current Acting Battalion Commander, Xu Donghai, was the deputy company commander of the 2nd Company. The 4th Company had only seven or eight soldiers left, and the company commanders, political instructors, and deputy company commanders of the 1st to 3rd Companies had all gloriously sacrificed themselves. The 3rd Battalion had nearly five hundred men at full strength, but now all the commanders and fighters added together numbered less than two hundred.

Standing at the head of the formation, Acting Battalion Commander Xu Donghai took two deep breaths. The icy air stimulated his lungs, causing a burst of pain. As a comrade with a "problematic" background in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Xu Donghai was a captured Shaolin Temple warrior monk a few years ago. When the People's Party fought the local tyrants and distributed the land in Henan, the Shaolin Temple, the largest landlord in Songshan, naturally bore the brunt. As personnel making amends for their crimes, the Shaolin warrior monks had to contribute various Shaolin martial arts techniques. During his reformation, Xu Donghai accepted revolutionary concepts and recognized the fact that the Shaolin Temple monks used land to exploit the Songshan commoners. With his experience as a warrior monk, Xu Donghai was famous in the army for his surpassing fighting skills.

Xu Donghai had just picked off at least seven or eight Japanese officers and soldiers. Facing the Japanese soldiers swarming up like a tide, the emotion boiling in Xu Donghai at this moment was not fear, not panic. He was not unaware that he might not be able to survive the coming bayonet fight. More than half of the comrades of the 6th Regiment had already sacrificed themselves in the previous battle. By this point, no one really thought they could avoid death. However, even realizing this, what boiled in Xu Donghai's chest was a strong impulse to fight; he even craved death. Whether it was the enemy's death or his own was indifferent, as long as it was death brought about by combat, it was what Xu Donghai craved!

Even though the Japanese army was less than ten meters away from rushing to his face, Xu Donghai did not wait for death to approach. He raised his rifle and waved it. "Kill!" Accompanied by this angry shout, Xu Donghai took the lead and charged towards the Japanese army.

Every Japanese soldier opposite looked to have white beards and white eyebrows, and they were imposing when charging straight over, but Xu Donghai felt a slight difference from before as soon as he engaged them. This time, without the cotton coat as a burden, Xu Donghai parried the enemy's thrust more easily, then took a step to the left, turned his body slightly, and the bayonet in his hand extremely easily sliced open the enemy's neck directly from the enemy's right side. Turning back to block another Japanese soldier's bayonet thrust, Xu Donghai fluidly repeated the previous action. The bayonet again easily cut the blood vessels and windpipe on the Japanese soldier's neck.

However, a third Japanese soldier had already pressed extremely close, and Xu Donghai couldn't twist his body around in time. But the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's bayonet fighting was in groups of three. A comrade coming up from behind Xu Donghai had already used a rifle to parry the Japanese soldier's thrust, and another comrade's bayonet pierced the Japanese soldier's chest directly from the front.

"Stab from the left! Stab from the left!" Xu Donghai had already begun to roar.

This voice was only heard by a circle of surrounding comrades amidst the wind, snow, and the roar of hand-to-hand combat, and even if they heard it clearly, quite a few comrades didn't understand what it meant. However, the right-thrust tactic in hand-to-hand combat had also been specially taught in the unit. A few groups of comrades were reminded and quickly turned this reminder into practice.

Before long, more and more comrades understood that the right-thrust tactic in this wind and snow was indeed very effective. The shouts of "Stab from the left!", "Stab from the left!" became more and more frequent. Having taken off their heavy greatcoats and holding a determination to fight to the death, the more than 800 soldiers of the 6th Regiment of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army fought fiercely and tenaciously with the Japanese troops of the Miyazaki Brigade in the wind and snow. The situation of the second hand-to-hand battle was even better than the first. Under the leadership of commanders like Xu Donghai, the unit not only did not perish rapidly in battle, but the kill ratio between China and Japan even changed from four-to-six in the first round to two-to-eight. The seemingly fragile defense line of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was firmly nailed in front of the second line of defense like a solid reef in the ocean tide, without retreating in the slightest.

At this time in the 18th Army Headquarters, Mu Husan listened to the dense ringing of telephones, his expression incomparably grave. Not only was the 6th Regiment under enemy attack, but on the defensive positions facing the 19th Division direction, the Japanese army had launched attacks in five or six places. Not only did the infantry launch attacks, but the Japanese artillery also opened fire again to bombard the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's positions. Lacking combat experience in large-scale bitter cold weather, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army encountered the problem of frozen guns on a large scale. All units were very tense.

And where the enemy's main attack point was at present became the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's biggest doubt. Due to being at a disadvantage in troop strength, adjusting position defense was not easy. Mu Husan had only dispatched a battalion of reinforcements in the direction of the 6th Regiment. Mu Husan was very puzzled by this Japanese action of completely abandoning firepower warfare and adopting bayonet melee combat in the heavy snow. It wasn't just Mu Husan; most comrades in the 18th Army Headquarters believed the Japanese army had a major conspiracy. Once the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's defensive positions underwent major adjustments and the Japanese army suddenly launched a fierce attack, it could lead to the collapse of the entire defense system. The problem was, where exactly was the Japanese army's next attack point?

"If not, send the Air Force to reconnoiter?" a staff officer asked. But his tone was also extremely uncertain; the Air Force could hardly sorty in such heavy snow.

"Or raise a hot air balloon to observe," another staff officer suggested.

Chief of Staff Liu Guange glared at these two comrades. "With the current temperature, hot air balloons can't rise at all!"

As soon as the voice fell, Mu Husan suddenly stood up from his seat. "Order the 5th and 7th Regiments on both sides of the 6th Regiment to close in on the 6th Regiment's direction together. If they still encounter the situation of frozen rifles, conduct bayonet fighting. In any case, we must completely wipe out the enemy in front of the 6th Regiment."

The comrades in the command headquarters were all stunned, but Liu Guange quickly revealed a look of understanding. He immediately picked up the phone and began ordering the operator to connect.

A staff officer hurriedly said, "Commander, the front of the 6th Regiment has indeed encountered a large number of enemy attacks, but this should be a feint."

"A feint? We have planes and positions, and we prepared for several days, yet we still can't figure out the Japanese deployment. On what basis can the Japanese figure out our deployment? Besides, it snowed all night; can the Japanese not know? Marching in the snow, how much physical strength do the Japanese have to send out large reinforcements? The Japanese devils just want us to think the 6th Regiment is facing a feint."

"If it's not a feint, why would the Japanese use such a backward tactic as melee combat?" The staff officer still didn't quite understand.

"How is melee combat backward? If an army dares not conduct bayonet-to-red melee combat, this army is not a qualified army! In this heavy snow, our guns won't fire; can the Japanese guns fire?" Mu Husan had completely thought through the crux of the matter. After loudly refuting the staff officer's objection, he continued to issue orders. "The Division Commander of the Japanese 19th Division has quite seasoned tactics and rich winter combat experience, able to adjust according to the situation. All units must be prepared for bayonet fighting and melee combat. When the enemy facing each unit launches melee combat, our army must make more use of close-range weapons like hand grenades. However, all units must ruthlessly deal the enemy a head-on blow with bayonet fighting!"

Facing such a straightforward order, most of the staff officers revealed shocked expressions. Only Chief of Staff Liu Guange was unaffected, issuing orders to each unit according to Mu Husan's intent.

Brigade Commander Miyazaki Shuji of the attacking Miyazaki Brigade stood straight in the snow. This was not because he deliberately wanted to maintain a soldier's bearing, but because in the temperature of minus twenty-some degrees, the human body would naturally assume a stiff posture. As a Brigade Commander, Miyazaki Shuji was also wearing a woolen greatcoat with better warmth retention. Ordinary Japanese soldiers only wore a military uniform that was "thicker" relative to autumn wear. Miyazaki Shuji could imagine that the bodies of these Japanese soldiers were probably even more "stiff" at this moment.

In front of Miyazaki Shuji were several corpses of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army officers and soldiers who had died in battle. The clothing on the corpses had been removed. This was the first time the Japanese army had obtained samples of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army winter gear. These uniforms used a large amount of woolen material. Even the cotton coats had very ingenious designs; at the waist and other positions, several lines were sealed with sewing machines. Moreover, the cotton coats were also equipped with wide waist belts. Don't look down on such simple processing; it made the waist position tighter, reducing the problem of clothes flapping around that would occur during combat.

Even after taking off the greatcoat, the thin cotton coat inside the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army uniform had sufficient warmth retention. Its performance far exceeded the Japanese army's current "winter clothes."

"No breakthrough yet?" Miyazaki Shuji forcibly moved his gaze away from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army uniforms and asked the Chief of Staff beside him with a slightly guilty conscience. Actually, this question was very superfluous. The distant shouting had not ceased in the slightest, and the chaotic sounds meant that fierce fighting was proceeding cruelly.

"We have not received news of victory for the time being," the Chief of Staff said very implicitly.

The Miyazaki Brigade now had nearly ten thousand troops, and the troops able to go to the front line to participate in melee combat approached eight thousand. The Miyazaki Brigade had already thrown all its forces into the battle. According to the intelligence obtained by the Japanese army, the opposing Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army 18th Army was a reorganized unit. Even at full strength, the whole army was only twenty thousand men. The total number of enemies the Miyazaki Brigade had to face would absolutely not exceed three thousand. With a troop strength advantage of nearly three times, they still could not resolve the facing Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in a short time. Miyazaki Shuji felt a wave of true chill in his heart. He had participated in the Russo-Japanese War. The Russian army, those "Tsar's gray cattle," had quite outstanding performance in melee combat. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, possessing such combat effectiveness, had a comprehensive combat power no lower than the Russian army, which was second-rate in Europe. And the People's Party possessed an army of over a million. Just judging from the current equipment of the Northeast Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, its war potential far exceeded that of the Japanese army. Miyazaki Shuji could not help but feel panic.

The melee combat had approached an hour by this point. The sky had brightened slightly, and Gao Yucheng felt the black fog before his eyes dissipate a lot. The battlefield before him was now much more open, with corpses lying in disorder everywhere on the ground. All remaining commanders and fighters of the 6th Regiment were maintaining the final thin battle line with the regimental commander and the guard squad as the core. Another melee battle of nearly half an hour; the 6th Regiment plus a battalion from the 9th Regiment that rushed over to help added up to more than two thousand men, with less than a tenth remaining. Those who could persist until now, apart from a very few lucky ones, were all melee experts.

Gao Yucheng had been swept into the melee combat ten-some minutes ago. He simply didn't know how he had suddenly stood on the front line with the comrades. The Japanese rushed up howling. Gao Yucheng still subconsciously raised his gun to shoot. But the frozen stiff trigger couldn't be pulled at all. Fortunately, a comrade used a bayonet to parry the enemy's thrust. Gao Yucheng actually didn't know what to do next.

"Coward!" Gao Yucheng heard someone curse angrily nearby. While cursing, that person rushed up with a stride and stabbed a bayonet into the Japanese soldier's throat.

After finishing off the Japanese soldier, that person turned his head and shouted, "Bayonet fight! Use the bayonet to stab!" After shouting, the soldiers in front had already rushed forward like a gale to continue the charge.

Before Gao Yucheng could understand, he was sandwiched among the comrades howling from behind and forced to rush forward.

The last thing needed on the battlefield was thinking. Gao Yucheng dazedly hadn't figured out what exactly happened or what he should do. But after being attacked by the Japanese twice in a row and then saved by comrades, Gao Yucheng also muddily raised his rifle. Another Japanese soldier with white beard and eyebrows rushed over, howling as he charged. This time, Gao Yucheng at least held his bayonet and charged towards the Japanese soldier.

Gao Yucheng's bayonet fighting posture was truly too clumsy. If a comrade in front hadn't used a bayonet to block the Japanese soldier, Gao Yucheng would definitely have been picked off by the opposing Japanese soldier with one stab. But with just that simple parry, Gao Yucheng's bayonet stabbed straight in from the Japanese soldier's chest, not stopping until the bayonet was dead blocked by bone.

It was just this one experience. Gao Yucheng suddenly understood one thing without thinking: he had truly killed a Japanese, and it was the first time he had killed an enemy with a bayonet on the battlefield. Before he could understand what this meant, several more Japanese soldiers appeared in front. The comrade who had just helped Gao Yucheng resist the Japanese thrust had already charged towards the Japanese soldiers.

Gao Yucheng wanted to pull the bayonet out, but he couldn't do it no matter what. Because he used too much force, he accidentally slipped and fell to the ground. There was a rifle with a bayonet attached on the ground. Gao Yucheng couldn't care about that much anymore; he grabbed the rifle from the ground, climbed up, and continued to rush forward following the comrades.

On this boiling battlefield, Gao Yucheng strove to run forward with the comrades. Encountering an enemy, he stabbed fiercely. If a comrade didn't kill the enemy with one blow, he went up to finish them off. Fighting in such a muddled way, Gao Yucheng had actually held on until now. But at this moment, Gao Yucheng's physical strength had also reached its limit. His legs were as heavy as lead weights, and his breathing was as rough as a bellows. And the large amount of cold air entering his lungs made Gao Yucheng's lungs hurt like fire.

"I'm dying, right?" Gao Yucheng struggled to pull the bayonet out of a Japanese soldier. He didn't know which rifle this was that he had swapped for; anyway, the things most lacking on the ground were rifles with bayonets attached and corpses. But after pulling many times, Gao Yucheng also grasped a bit of the knack.

"I really can't go on!" Because he sucked in several large mouthfuls of cold air in a row, Gao Yucheng simply began to cough violently. The violent coughing made Gao Yucheng's snot and tears surge out together.

Standing lonely on the battlefield strewn with corpses, Gao Yucheng saw several Japanese soldiers pouncing towards him. What actually came to his mind was, "If I can survive, next time I definitely must train well in bayonet fighting." This thought made Gao Yucheng feel very surprised. He knew he was about to die at the hands of the Japanese right away, but he didn't have the slightest fear; instead, he had a kind of relief-like gratification. However, even so, Gao Yucheng still unsteadily raised his rifle and assumed a posture to fight with bayonets. Seeing Gao Yucheng's appearance of a trapped beast still fighting, those few Japanese soldiers, who were not just white in eyebrows and beard but whose whole persons were white from being covered in snow, actually hesitated. Their pace also became much slower.

For some reason, Gao Yucheng's heart suddenly relaxed. "Ah! The Japanese are afraid!" This was the first time Gao Yucheng faced the Japanese without any fear, and also the first time Gao Yucheng saw the Japanese show true fear when facing him. Despite this, the Japanese still didn't stop their steps. They just spread out, trying to surround Gao Yucheng from a fan angle, and then attack!

In just this short moment of leniency, Gao Yucheng felt the breath he couldn't catch just now finally smooth out. "If I had known earlier that the Japanese aren't anything to be afraid of, I could have killed more Japanese!" Holding this realization, Gao Yucheng aimed at the Japanese soldier closest to him, held up his bayonet, and charged up.

A burst of dense gunfire rang out. Gao Yucheng found that the Japanese soldier in front of him had fallen, but he immediately felt a burst of ice-cold in his ribs. The strength of his whole person was completely drained clean by that ice-cold sensation. Limply falling to the ground, Gao Yucheng suddenly gave birth to a relaxed feeling. He had lived for twenty-three years, experiencing the hunger of his childhood and boyhood, the indulgence of being a bandit in his boyhood and youth, and that sense of safety obtained with great difficulty serving as a soldier under Marshal Zhang. But on this battlefield of sky-filled flying snow, Gao Yucheng felt peace for the first time. Existing as a true soldier was an extremely brief experience for Gao Yucheng; he didn't even have time to do any thinking. But even with this extremely short experience, Gao Yucheng felt the feeling of truly being feared by people for the first time, and for the first time felt the kind of relaxation brought by the 'too many to count' defying of death that only true soldiers could possess when traversing life and death.

After being deeply stabbed in the ribs by a Japanese bayonet, Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldier Gao Yucheng fell. He didn't see the Japanese soldiers falling one after another after being concentrated by a round of bullets. Nor did he see a large number of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers surging from both sides of the battle line that the 6th Regiment had maintained at the cost of almost total annihilation. These soldiers didn't fixate on a gunfight; after just firing two rows of shots, they also held their bayonets and joined the melee.

The Japanese army, having marched in the world of ice and snow for almost a whole night and then exhausted their physical strength and will fighting hard for an hour, could not hold on for long under such pincer attacks. The fierce battle continued for less than twenty minutes before the Japanese army, having suffered heavy casualties, collapsed. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had no intention of letting them run away. The fresh troops who joined the battle chased them all the way down, stabbing to death from behind the Japanese soldiers whose flight appeared weak and powerless one by one.

After Gao Yucheng was hit by the Japanese bayonet, he fainted. The Japanese bayonet broke inside his body. The metal rapidly exchanged heat between the interior of the human body and the severe cold air. Gao Yucheng's internal organs and blood vessels quickly froze. In just a few minutes, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army former Northeast Army liberated soldier Gao Yucheng sacrificed himself. Like the other nearly two thousand soldiers who gloriously sacrificed themselves, he left no last words, nor any bold and visionary utterings. He just quietly fell on the land of his motherland.
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The victorious 18th Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army showed no signs of wild ecstasy. While this battle had indeed annihilated over 7,000 Japanese troops, the Revolutionary Army had also suffered the sacrifice of over 2,400 commanders and fighters. The 18th Army had been fighting bloody battles in the Northeast for nearly half a year. The casualties from successive battles, combined with the losses from this major engagement, had cost the army over 20% of its strength. Not to mention the large-scale weapon malfunctions that had occurred in the freezing snowy weather.

However, the reconnaissance results were quite surprising. After the annihilation of the Miyazaki Brigade, the division commander of the 19th Division made a prompt decision and withdrew all remaining troops back to Benxihu. As a blocking force, once the 18th Army left its defensive positions, it would encounter various problems, so making a choice was indeed a difficult matter.

"The urgent task now is to quickly inform other units of the situation we encountered. Especially the various troubles we faced. Other units need to learn from our experience and lessons immediately," Mu Husan said.

The meeting was attended by division and regiment-level cadres. The comrades hadn't expected Mu Husan to prioritize this matter. Everyone's eyes couldn't help but fall on Xu Donghai, the acting commander of the 6th Regiment, who was attending the meeting. The 6th Regiment had lost 95% of its commanders and fighters in the battle. In temperatures of twenty-some degrees below zero, once someone was seriously injured—even with wounds that wouldn't be considered fatal in the summer—the wounds would freeze, the blood vessels would freeze, and without targeted medical treatment, the wounded couldn't last long. The near-total annihilation of the Japanese Miyazaki Brigade wasn't because the Revolutionary Army slaughtered prisoners, but because the Japanese wounded simply froze to death in the bitter cold. Similarly, due to more than an hour of hand-to-hand combat, the vast majority of injured comrades in the 6th Regiment couldn't be saved either.

After the battle, the remaining commanders and fighters of the 6th Regiment were only enough to form a single company, but no one dared to exclude the 6th Regiment, which had made such terrible sacrifices, from the military conference. Although Xu Donghai had only been a vice company commander before the battle and an acting battalion commander during the fighting, the fact that he could persist from beginning to end in such hellish combat was enough to command the solemn respect of comrades from other units.

With a wooden expression and his head lowered, Xu Donghai seemed not to hear what the army commander was saying. It wasn't until Mu Husan stood up, walked over to him, and placed a hand on his shoulder that Xu Donghai raised his head in slight surprise.

Mu Husan grabbed Xu Donghai by the shoulder, pulled him up, and then stared intnetly into his eyes, saying, "Comrade Xu Donghai, your regiment bore the brunt of the fighting and made the greatest sacrifices. Your 6th Regiment is the banner of our army, the backbone of our army! So I demand that you pull yourself together now. The battle has only just begun; it is far from over!"

Hearing the commander mention the tragic battle, Xu Donghai's entire body convulsed, and a look of pain flashed across his face. "Com... Commander, our regiment is gone..." Xu Donghai's voice contained indescribable agony.

"If the unit is gone, it can be rebuilt. When we rebuild, I will prioritize rebuilding your 6th Regiment!" Mu Husan didn't waver in the slightest, his voice full of strength. "I will also request a commendation for the unit from the Military Commission! I will apply for an honorary title from the Military Commission! I will apply for campaign badges from the Military Commission! But, Comrade Xu Donghai, you yourself cannot collapse! If you are like this now, what would the spirits of the more than one thousand sacrificed comrades say if they saw you like this?!"

Hearing the commander mention the sacrificed comrades, Xu Donghai's eyes and nose instantly turned red. Although he covered his mouth and managed not to cry out loud in public, tears couldn't stop flowing down his cheeks.

Although Mu Husan's gaze remained resolute and firm, his slightly trembling voice betrayed his emotions. Mu Husan gripped Xu Donghai's shoulder tightly and said loudly, "Comrade Xu Donghai, if you want to cry, cry out loud! No one will laugh at you. But what we must do now is bury our comrades, wipe away our tears, and then continue to move forward. This battle is just the beginning. What your regiment needs to do now is summarize the experience accumulated with fresh blood, and tell these experiences to the comrades of other units, so that they can exchange fewer sacrifices for greater victories! Don't you think this is the true way to comfort the spirits of our comrades in heaven?!"

Xu Donghai only sobbed a few times before stabilizing his emotions. Wiping away his tears, he stood at attention and saluted Commander Mu Husan. "I will resolutely complete the mission!"

"After this operational meeting, the Army Headquarters, the Staff Department, and the Training Section will immediately send comrades to summarize the process of this battle with you. All comrades in your regiment must participate." Mu Husan finished speaking and walked back to his seat. "As for whether to attack the 19th Division first or the incoming Japanese reinforcements, do you comrades have any ideas?"

"Usually, we just need to pay attention to gun maintenance, but fighting in snowy weather is much harder. The snow melts on the gun and immediately freezes again. We can't be cleaning our guns while shooting. I think we can wait until the snow stops before fighting," the commander of the 1st Division said. The cold weather was a big problem. However, based on the various refinements of imported oil carried out in the base areas, the types of anti-freeze oil had finally been determined after multiple experiments by the Northeast troops. The Railway Corps had risked their lives to transport these logistical supplies. But the problem of snow water produced when snow melted on the guns was difficult to solve. Moreover, anti-freeze oil was currently scarce, and it was impossible to keep the guns filled to the brim at all times. Not to mention that putting a large amount of anti-freeze oil in the gun would affect firing. With the Revolutionary Army's tradition of emphasizing weapon maintenance, there hadn't been enough time to summarize a satisfactory solution to this problem.

The head of the Quartermaster Department replied, "Our rifles weren't designed specifically for high-altitude cold regions to begin with, and there was no consideration for snow protection. I'm thinking about temporarily installing a few auxiliary parts on the rifles and machine guns to see if we can provide temporary snow protection."

"Will that work?" All the comrades perked up.

Seeing the hungry wolf-like expressions of the comrades, the head of the Quartermaster Department hurriedly replied, "I can't guarantee this. Even if the parts are installed, it will have a significant impact on the operation of the firearms. So I can only do my best; I can't make any promises to everyone."

This discussion pleased Mu Husan. Since heavy snow would affect the Revolutionary Army's use of firearms, the large quantity of captured Japanese weapons had also undergone emergency testing, and the Japanese weapons encountered the same problems in snowy combat. Moreover, there were no signs that the 19th Division had carried out any special treatment other than grease protection. If the firepower problem could be solved, the heavy snow would actually be a great opportunity for the Revolutionary Army to utilize its firepower configuration and assault tactics. The 6th Regiment had already proven with practical action that the Revolutionary Army would absolutely not be at a disadvantage in bayonet fighting against the Japanese army. The immediate task was to find a way to fully utilize the unit's firepower configuration advantages as soon as possible.

Chief of Staff Liu Guange said, "The communications officer from the 15th Army has brought news. Their march has been affected to a certain extent by the wind and snow. However, they will arrive at the rear of the Japanese army the day after tomorrow at the latest. But if we fail to solve the snow problem, we will likely face a very arduous battle."

The commander of the 2nd Division replied, "If we don't wipe out the Japanese here, are we going to let them go back to Korea?"

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had always taken the annihilation of the enemy's effective strength as its strategic direction; people were the key to everything. Even if Japan could utilize its manpower to replenish the annihilated units, the newly formed units could not compare with the veteran units in terms of quality or experience. However, the 6th Regiment was a unit of the 2nd Division, and the heavy sacrifices of the 6th Regiment gave the 2nd Division commander a strong desire for battle.

The 9th Regiment was a unit of the 3rd Division. Although the 9th Regiment had only sent one battalion of reinforcements, the death rate of this battalion also exceeded 90%. Since the Japanese 19th Division had to retreat to the Benxihu area to hold its ground, as long as the two opposing Japanese divisions were dealt with, the 19th Division would be completely trapped like a turtle in a jar. At that time, how to cook it would be entirely up to the Revolutionary Army. Not to mention that the two divisions of the 14th Army should have already moved south by now. Although relying on two divisions wasn't enough to encircle and annihilate the Japanese 19th Division, which had only one brigade left, monitoring the 19th Division was still achievable.

"The only thing we have to worry about now is a sudden retreat by these two Japanese divisions," Liu Guange said.

"Don't completely cut off the Japanese communication lines; let the 19th Division help us intercept the Japanese army," the commander of the 1st Division replied. Although the 1st Division hadn't directly engaged the 19th Division, it had put in a lot of effort during the annihilation of the 20th Division, and its casualties were not small. It was precisely because of the successful annihilation of the Japanese 20th Division that the 18th Army could have the series of victories that followed, now pushing the 19th Division into a desperate situation. The 1st Division commander naturally wouldn't object to fighting a war of annihilation.

"Then all units should make preparations now. Once the 15th Army arrives in position, we will set out immediately," Mu Husan ordered loudly.

In fact, there was no need for the Revolutionary Army to deliberately relax the blockage of Japanese intelligence lines. While retreating, the 19th Division had already sent seven or eight small detachments to ask for help from the Japanese troops to the south. The southern responding forces were the 6th and 7th Divisions. Upon receiving the news that the 19th Division had paid the price of half its troops and was still unable to break through, the 6th and 7th Divisions immediately transmitted the news back to Antung. The news crossed the Yalu River, and then pierced through North and South Korea at top speed via the Japanese telegraph network in Korea. Following the undersea cable across the Tsushima Strait, it arrived in Tokyo within a day.

It wasn't the first time the Japanese Ministry of the Army had received such news that made them feel utterly ashamed. At this moment, it really wasn't a good time to shirk responsibility or conceal the facts. So, after a whole night of arguing, the Minister of the Army finally mustered the courage to drive over to visit Yamagata Aritomo.

Yamagata Aritomo merely glanced at the Minister of the Army and asked coldly, "Which unit had an incident?"

The Minister of the Army was startled, but since he was prepared beforehand, he earnestly reported the latest news to Yamagata Aritomo.

Yamagata Aritomo didn't fly into a rage. He simply ordered someone to bring out a map and spread it on the table. "Tell me the results of the Ministry of the Army's discussion."

This attitude was even more terrifying to the Minister of the Army than a torrent of abuse. He first glanced at Yamagata's expression before pointing at the map and saying, "The Ministry of the Army wants the 8th Division, currently located in Pyongyang, to cross the Yalu River, while the 6th and 7th Divisions bypass the enemy's defense line to go and meet the 19th Division."

Yamagata Aritomo looked at the map and didn't speak for a long time. After quite a while, he finally opened his mouth and said, "Is there another plan?"

"Another plan..." The Minister of the Army hesitated. He listened for a moment before replying, "The other plan is to order the 19th Division to break out to the north on its own, cross the mountainous area, and return to Korea."

Yamagata Aritomo continued to look calmly at the operational map. His finger pressed on the map, sliding west from Antung, and finally stopped steadily on the location of Panjin. The Minister of the Army's gaze followed Yamagata Aritomo's finger.

"Order the 19th Division to break out on its own. After the 6th and 7th Divisions return to Antung, they are to reorganize their troops at top speed and attack westward," Yamagata Aritomo said.

"Your Excellency, why is that?" the Minister of the Army asked.

"Since we have fallen a step behind the People's Party again, there is no need to insist on executing the original plan. No matter how the People's Party moves, their true base area is in Panjin. As long as we conquer their lair, the People's Party will inevitably have to turn back to retake Panjin," Yamagata Aritomo replied.

"Besieging Wei to rescue Zhao?" the Minister of the Army replied thoughtfully. "In that case, the 19th Division won't be subjected to a powerful enemy pursuit?"

"It's not besieging Wei to rescue Zhao, but rather that our original plan was exactly this. Cut off the People's Party's route into the pass, and encircle and annihilate the People's Party's troops in Manchuria in the spring. However, I didn't expect the 19th Division to be so useless," Yamagata Aritomo replied coldly. The immense dissatisfaction in his tone made the Minister of the Army shudder.

"Your Excellency, if this still can't save the 19th Division, those people in the Navy Ministry..." the Minister of the Army asked hesitantly.

"If we are driven out of Manchuria, what good does it do the Navy Ministry? Are they planning to sail their warships into Manchuria?" Yamagata Aritomo asked in return. Yamagata Aritomo was extremely disgusted in his heart with these petty games of intrigue among the younger generation. The struggle between the Army Ministry and the Navy Ministry had existed for a long time, but at least in Yamagata Aritomo's era, this struggle was based on the common pursuit of victory. At best, there were fierce conflicts when competing for credit, completely unlike the current situation where they would still try to undermine each other relentlessly even when facing a crisis.

Seeing the Minister of the Army's expression of relief, Yamagata Aritomo couldn't help but say, "Besides issuing orders, you must now mobilize the 10th, 11th, and 12th Divisions to enter Korea. The People's Party cannot possibly watch helplessly as Panjin is lost. They will definitely increase their troops as well. By spring, this battle will definitely be fought on a huge scale. Mobilize the troops now."

The Minister of the Army couldn't help but say, "But the Navy side..."

"I will speak to the Navy side. You go and make preparations now!" Yamagata Aritomo ordered in a tone that allowed no questioning.

"Hai!" The Minister of the Army bowed and replied.

The Army Ministry and the Navy Ministry would also spy on each other. While Yamagata Aritomo was listening to the Minister of the Army's report, Saionji Kinmochi also found the current Prime Minister, Takahashi Korekiyo.

Takahashi Korekiyo looked at Saionji Kinmochi's ashen face and roughly guessed some clues in his heart. He poured tea for Saionji Kinmochi and then waited quietly to hear the latest news.

"Takahashi-kun, if the Army is defeated, what exactly do you plan to do?" Saionji Kinmochi didn't mention anything about the war situation but asked directly about the outcome.

Takahashi Korekiyo showed no surprise or hesitation. He replied calmly, "If that happens, I can only vigorously conduct trade with Europe. No matter what, we must make more money to reduce our losses."

Saionji Kinmochi completely hadn't expected Takahashi Korekiyo to be so composed. He was stunned.

Takahashi Korekiyo continued, "In any case, we will be fighting the People's Party over Manchuria. We cannot possibly give up Manchuria. Since that's the case, is there any other choice besides doing our best to win the victory?"

"But the Army's performance is too shameful!" Saionji Kinmochi said angrily.

"Saionji-kun, do you still think our opponent is the China of the past?" Takahashi Korekiyo asked.

"Eh?" Saionji Kinmochi was stunned. He had never considered this question. In fact, this was the first time someone had bluntly raised this issue.

Looking at Saionji Kinmochi's astonished expression, Takahashi Korekiyo said steadily, "Our opponent is not the Manchu Qing, nor the Beiyang; our opponent is the People's Party. The current China is no longer the China of the past. Saionji-kun, I hope you can recognize this. I don't believe the Army Ministry's failure is because the Army Ministry itself is unskilled in war, but because the Army Ministry still thinks the opponent we are facing is the China of the past."

Takahashi Korekiyo looked at Saionji Kinmochi's thoughtful expression, and a trace of loneliness flashed through his heart. Although he knew he was just a transitional Prime Minister, Takahashi Korekiyo sincerely wanted to revitalize Japan during his term. However, he now understood that his position as Prime Minister wouldn't last long. Since that was the case, Takahashi Korekiyo had nothing left to worry about. He continued, "Saionji-kun, the Navy currently feels that China hasn't changed simply because the People's Party hasn't put its strength into building a navy yet. But looking at it now, this situation won't last too long either. The predicament the Army is facing now, the Navy will confront sooner or later. Although I cannot prevent the outbreak of this war, if the war really reaches an unmanageable state, I will still stand up and demand an end to the war. For our Great Japanese Empire, the European war is our best opportunity. Even if I can utilize it for one more year, one more month, or even one more day, I will do my best to strive for this opportunity."

Saionji Kinmochi looked at Takahashi Korekiyo with a frown. He knew that both the ruling and opposition parties in Japan had a very high evaluation of Takahashi Korekiyo's economic abilities. However, Takahashi Korekiyo had been pushed onto the Prime Minister's throne by Saionji Kinmochi single-handedly, so deep down, he still somewhat looked down on Takahashi Korekiyo. Now hearing Takahashi Korekiyo state his strong determination in a calm tone, Saionji Kinmochi couldn't help but feel a burst of respect for him. After all, not just anyone could sit in the Prime Minister's position and still strive to promote their political philosophy with an attitude of completely disregarding the Prime Minister's throne.

Even if only for this magnanimity, Saionji Kinmochi couldn't help but feel respect for Takahashi Korekiyo.
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Chapter 153 Blood Red, Snow White (14)

"Dad! Soldiers are passing through!" On the road from Panjin to Andong, in a very inconspicuous village called Zhoujiatun, a door was pushed open, and a young man rushed in, shouting excitedly.

"What?" Hearing this news, the head of the household shivered in fright. He stood up from the heated kang, "Quickly hide the things in the house!"

"It's the People's Party's soldiers!" The young man was not afraid at all; instead, he continued excitedly, "Dad, let's sell the game we hunted to the People's Party."

"Have you lost your mind!" The head of the household was even more frightened by the young man's words, "Selling things to the government troops? Do you think the government troops don't know we have stuff?"

"Dad! When the People's Party killed the Mantetsu people, they said they have Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention. Buying and selling with the common people is done at fair prices. People in the village ahead have already sold a lot of things to the People's Party!" The young man actually hadn't really dealt with government troops before, he had only heard that the village ahead had sold a lot of mountain goods to the People's Party and made a good profit.

"You believe what government troops say? The Great Qing Dynasty also said it loved the people like children! How many times has our family been harmed by government troops!" The head of the household's veins almost popped out on his forehead as he earnestly instructed his son.

The young man naturally didn't accept the old man's lecture and tried to refute: "Troops have passed through here more than once or twice, and I haven't seen the People's Party take anything!"

"The People's Party took so many things from Mantetsu, would they care about our little bit? You child, you just don't understand!" The head of the household cursed, hating iron for not becoming steel!

"Then give me the few roe deer I hunted last time, I'll take them to sell!" The young man was still not convinced by his father's words.

"Fart!" The old man was furious, "What do you mean you hunted? Without the gunpowder and shot I bought, you'd hunt a fart of a roe deer!"

The father and son quarreled like this, and naturally, they parted on bad terms. However, the old man wasn't as worried in his heart as he said with his mouth. The People's Party had passed near the village many times, and not only had they not forcibly plundered anything, but they had also treated the villagers' illnesses. Although the old man had a deep-seated fear of government troops, in this heavy snow, who would be bored enough to waste energy hiding their own things?

But no one knows a son like his father. The old man was uneasy in the room for a while, suddenly remembering his son's restless nature, knowing that his son could never stay quiet for so long. When he put on his clothes and rushed into the back room where the mountain goods were stored, he indeed saw that the place where seven or eight roe deer meat and skins were originally hung was empty. Needless to say, his son must have secretly taken the things and run off to sell them to the People's Party.

"Damn it!" The old man was furious, but a moment later, a kind of panic filled his chest. That was his son after all, with his reckless temper, if the government troops robbed his things, he would definitely fight them desperately. The old man couldn't care about that much and hurriedly rushed out. It wouldn't matter if the things were robbed, but if something happened to his son, the old man wouldn't be able to live either.

Arriving not far outside the village, he indeed saw an endless long column marching in the fluttering snow. The old man had never seen an army of such scale, and this army was different from any army he had seen before. It wasn't just the flower-white clothes they wore, nor just the strange poles in their hands. All the soldiers gave the old man a feeling that in such snowy weather, there was only one thing they had to do, which was to move forward. As if nothing could stop their pace.

Awed by the momentum penetrating the entire army, the old man didn't want to get close to such an army at all. But there were a few familiar figures ahead, looking like young men from the village, including the old man's son. Those few people were surrounding several officers in flower-white clothes saying something. The old man had no choice but to rush over.

"Sir! Look how good this fur is, just buy it!" Just as the old man approached the crowd, he heard his son's loud voice shouting.

"Yes! Sir, selling this fur in the market wouldn't be at this price, this is really a cheap sale." Beside him, a young man who didn't know death from life was also chiming in.

"Fellow countryman, we'll buy this meat, but we really have no use for the skins right now. On a long journey, weight matters. Taking these skins would only be a burden for us." The officers explained very politely.

Such polite and reasonable government troops scared the old man bad. As the saying goes, when things are abnormal, there must be demons. Government troops reasoning with common people is abnormal; the government troops must be plotting something bad. Rushing over in three steps combined into two, the old man accompanied a smile and blocked the young men behind him, "Sir, we won't sell the skins, just selling the meat is fine."

After finishing speaking, the old man started to shoo the young men back into the village, "Alright, alright, don't cause trouble for the officers. Go home quickly."

"Fellow countryman! Wait!" The officer hurriedly shouted.

The old man was startled in his heart; it seemed he hadn't seen wrong, the government troops were playing hard to get.

"Fellow countryman! We haven't paid for the meat yet!" The officer's next words were even more shocking.

The few young men immediately went around the old man and excitedly took the money. There were also a few young men who didn't know death from life asking the officers to wait here, saying they would go home and bring other meat from home to sell.

The old man's son also wouldn't be left behind, glancing proudly at his old dad, he also ran home to get his own meat. The old man sighed slightly; these young people just didn't know the danger. But these government troops looked quite polite, and didn't look like the type to be secretly bad. He hoped the government troops wouldn't hurt anyone after robbing the things. This could be considered a lesson for the young people.

Until the government troops completed these meat purchases, and politely refused the fur trade. They loaded the meat onto some sleds pulled by big dogs, then pulled out strange cloth from around their necks to cover their faces. The old man thought these government troops were about to make their move. Unexpectedly, the officers actually urged the dog sleds and followed the troops forward. This business deal was actually completed.

But the old man was still unwilling to believe it; the government troops doing this was probably to deceive people. Everyone in this endless unit covered their faces with a strange cloth; if a few people suddenly jumped out and robbed everyone, who would know who did it? But the old man didn't wait for the opportunity to teach a lesson to those show-off kids including his son. The People's Party's troops just marched east into the flying snow without stopping. No one attempted to plunder the small village in this wilderness at all.

Returning home with a mix of rejoicing and unhappiness, the old man saw his son discussing with those bastard kids about going to the towns in the Panjin area to sell furs. The brats said excitedly: "The People's Party soldiers have trodden the road solid, it will be much easier for us to walk."

The old man had never seen an army with no end marching in heavy snow. With who knows how many tens of thousands of people walking past, even the thickest snow would be stepped solid, and there was absolutely no need to worry about getting lost. But the passing of troops meant fighting; heaven knows what the fighting outside had turned into. The old man blocked the door and said loudly: "Selling things this time, can only be said to be your good luck. You met good government troops, but if you go to Panjin, I won't let you go no matter what! What if you don't meet good government troops on the road? Aren't you going to your deaths!"

The young people were only excited for a moment; in this deep winter, even if there was a road to walk, the wind, snow, and low temperatures outside were not easy to endure. Seeing the old man really getting angry, the young people stopped clamoring. "Then when the People's Party government troops pass again, we'll buy things for them then."

The People's Party troops actually sincerely welcomed the masses in the villages along the road to sell food to the troops. On a long journey, weight matters; when marching exceeds a certain distance, any bit of extra weight can cause huge physical consumption. Moreover, the marching 15th Army had not completely accustomed itself to the weather in the Northeast. Needless to say anything else, most of the officers and soldiers of the 18th Army had already mastered the skill of using sleds, while the officers and soldiers of the 15th Army were just attempting to master it.

The snow in the Northeast falls thick; snow more than half a person high is a very common occurrence. In order to increase marching speed, the troops first let dog sleds go in front, followed by troops who had mastered skiing skills relatively well. The road they pressed out was then walked over by the infantry behind, and in the middle, the logistics troops' sleds performed some degree of rolling, which barely maintained a road surface that could guarantee marching speed.

The commander of the 15th Army, Weber, was from Wuhan. He joined the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army in 1908. In terms of seniority, he was far deeper than Mu Husan, the commander of the 18th Army and concurrently the Commander of the Fourth Field Army. But just this one thing made him understand why Mu Husan could come from behind and surpass him. Just this item of marching showed how much thought and brains Mu Husan had actually used.

On the afternoon of the 24th, the troops had arrived at the designated rest point. The 18th Army and the 14th Army had built a large area of snow houses here. At this time, following the bone-piercing gale, the snow soon stopped. The wind blowing at this time was a northwest wind, so the troops could be considered to be moving with the wind. If the troops continued to advance braving the gale, it was very possible to rush to the destination at night. If they started resting now, it would delay at least a few hours.

Although he really wanted to order the troops to continue advancing, Weber consulted the guide staff officer sent by the 18th Army. The suggestion given by the staff officer was to rest immediately.

Weber was very much in favor of this suggestion in his heart, but he asked: "Why?"

"After this gale, the temperature will drop sharply. With the condition of our comrades, I'm just afraid they won't be able to withstand it," the staff officer replied.

"Will the Japanese run away?" Weber knew very well how much suffering the 15th Army had eaten in the Northeast winter. But if the campaign objective could not be completed because of a moment of slackness, the responsibility would firstly be attributed to Weber. In the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army, pursuing responsibility was always processing the top ones first before processing the comrades below. Weber had personally participated in the Military Commission meeting that established this kind of rule.

"If the Japanese march at night in this kind of weather, that would really be the best thing. I'm just afraid that by then the Japanese army won't even have the strength to pull their rifle bolts," the staff officer said calmly. The 18th Army had done this kind of thing once, and as a result, that unit completely lost its combat effectiveness after the march.

After fully understanding the situation, 15th Army Commander Weber immediately ordered the troops to prepare for accommodation. The 18th Army staff officer's suggestion was very correct. Don't look at it being afternoon right now; by the time it got dark, the 15th Army had barely organized the accommodation conditions, and all troops had moved into the ice houses.

Listening to the wolf-howl-like sound of the wind outside, Weber couldn't help but go out personally to inspect the camp. Even though he wore extremely thick clothes, Weber also felt the cold wind rapidly extracting his body temperature. What was more terrible was that Weber didn't even feel the cold; after walking for just a while, he felt his body gradually stiffening. And the dark clouds in the sky were actually quickly driven away by the gale; by midnight, the sky had cleared. The cold moonlight sprinkled on the snow-white earth, making people feel a wave of freezing cold that penetrated the heart and lungs.

The patrol troops were no longer on one shift a night, but one shift every hour. Although inspecting the camp was Weber's habit, today he only stayed outside for an hour and a half before being forced to return to his headquarters. Touching his face with his fingers, Weber found that both his fingers and cheeks had lost their sense of touch. Although it wasn't the first time he was stunned by the bitter cold of the Northeast, Weber still felt some shock at the accurate prediction of the 18th Army staff officer.

Before dawn every day is the coldest time; a clear night leads to faster loss of surface temperature. The geography knowledge Chen Ke learned from junior high school had also completely spread to the People's Party base areas, especially within the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army. Even so, in the bitter cold before dawn, the 15th Army still got up and ate breakfast, then the troops stepped onto the white wilderness dyed slightly red by the dawn light and continued to advance towards the destination.

At 2:00 PM on the 25th, with the support of the 18th Army's reconnaissance troops, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army's 15th Army finally occupied the railway from Benxihu to Andong. Weber ordered the troops to move north along the railway. According to intelligence, the Japanese 7th Division was less than twenty kilometers ahead. In the snow, dog sleds are the most effective tool for action. Not long after marching, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army caught two batches of Japanese scouts. The gale on a sunny day after snow was like a knife cut; these Japanese scouts were trembling all over from the cold and couldn't run at all. Just by stripping off their upper jackets and walking them in the snow for two minutes, these Japanese devils started howling and surrendering. The guys who didn't answer honestly were stripped until only their underpants remained and continued to be walked in the snow, while the honest guys provided the recent situation of the 7th Division.

The 7th Division simply didn't expect the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army to be able to circle around from behind; now they hadn't even set up defensive positions. The gale weather that started last night had made the entire 7th Division turtle up inside their cold camp, unable to move, and the troops' fighting will was low.

The staff department of the 15th Army all looked at Weber. Although the situation of the 15th Army was also miserable, seeing the uniforms of the Japanese scouts with their own eyes, the commanders of the 15th Army all believed that compared to the Japanese army, the 15th Army was definitely far superior to them. If they could launch a surprise attack on the Japanese army, there was a great chance to achieve great battle results.

The temporary headquarters was in a temporary tent; saying it was a tent, actually, it leaked wind everywhere. Weber's military hood covered his head, and his expression couldn't be seen clearly for a moment. The commander of the 1st Division said: "Commander, if you are worried, let our division hit them and try."

After experiencing the long-distance snow march, Weber knew very well how difficult it was to launch an attack in accumulated snow that was at least knee-deep. Once the 1st Division suffered a blow from the enemy's superior forces, the troops behind could not effectively support them. Letting the 1st Division launch a probing attack was no different from letting the 1st Division fight independently. Thinking over and over again, Weber finally succumbed to the temptation of launching a surprise attack to gain war merits.

"Troops attack the enemy's 7th Division!" Weber ordered.
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The news that the 15th Army had launched an attack on the Japanese 7th Division, the Japanese 6th Division had begun to retreat and move closer to the 7th Division, and the Japanese 19th Division was fleeing north after looting Benxihu arrived on Mu Husan's desk almost simultaneously.

The General Staff was stunned. The speed of the Japanese reaction was far beyond the expectations of the Fourth Field Army. Such a coordinated movement could only be described as moving like a rabbit after sitting like a virgin. Mu Husan, however, was not too surprised. He stared at the map for a long while before saying, "There must be some outstanding talent in the Japanese 19th Division!"

"The 19th Division can't command the other two divisions," the staff officer said, puzzled by Mu Husan's judgment. According to common sense, the most important thing at this time was to break through or bypass the 18th Army's defensive positions.

"The actions of the three Japanese divisions are not the result of direct contact; there wasn't enough time," Mu Husan explained to the comrades in the General Staff. "The 19th Division might have told the 6th and 7th Divisions their plan. But they are clearly selling out their teammates. Someone in the 19th Division definitely knows the war philosophy of our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army."

***

Twenty-four hours before Mu Husan explained his thoughts to the staff officers, Major Staff Officer Okamura Yasuji of the 19th Division said to the 19th Division Commander, "Your Excellency, keep people and lose land, land and people are both kept; keep land and lose people, land and people are both lost!"

Okamura Yasuji was a descendant of a Tokugawa Shogunate samurai. After graduating from elementary school, he was admitted to the affiliated middle school of the famous Tokyo Senmon Gakko (renamed Waseda University in 1902). Later, because the tuition was expensive, he transferred to the Tokyo Army Junior School. After graduation, he was admitted to the Army Academy. In October 1904, he graduated from the 16th class of the Army Academy with excellent grades and was commissioned as an infantry second lieutenant, serving as a platoon leader in the supplementary unit of the 1st Infantry Regiment.

At that time, the Russo-Japanese War broke out. With an urgent desire to make contributions to the Emperor, and after Okamura Yasuji's repeated requests for battle, his superiors finally approved his request. In April of the following year, Okamura Yasuji was transferred from the supplementary unit to the 49th Infantry Regiment as a platoon leader in the newly formed 13th Division to participate in the Battle of Sakhalin.

In 1910, Okamura Yasuji entered the Army War College in Tokyo for further studies. In 1913, he graduated from the 25th class of the Army War College with excellent grades and served as a captain company commander in the 1st Infantry Regiment. In August 1914, he was transferred to the War History Section of the General Staff Headquarters as a staff officer.

As a soldier with a purely academic background, Okamura Yasuji's resume could be said to be quite remarkable. When he served as a staff officer in the War History Section of the General Staff Headquarters, Okamura Yasuji was originally assigned to the German War History Research Group. However, since the People's Party had seized Qingdao from the Germans at this time, Okamura Yasuji spent a lot of time researching the People's Party's army on his own.

Before World War I, Japan paid relatively high attention to war history, and it was relatively easy to obtain various materials, at least without encountering any difficulties. In addition, the war philosophy system of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was not complicated, and Chairman Chen's quotations of war philosophy, which Chen Ke was familiar with, were so simple and profound, and catchy. Okamura Yasuji soon researched it quite thoroughly.

In 1915, when Japan formed the 19th and 20th Divisions of the Joseon Garrison Army, Okamura Yasuji was transferred from the War History Section of the General Staff Headquarters to become a major staff officer of the 19th Division. During this war, Okamura Yasuji always held views that were "not quite gregarious" with other staff officers. Therefore, he had always been unpopular with the Division Commander. Before this retreat from Fengtian, Okamura Yasuji pointed out again that they were likely to be intercepted and blocked in the Benxihu area, and it would be better to take the land route directly back to Korea. The Division Commander was furious and simply asked Okamura Yasuji to be responsible for the rear guard work. And Okamura Yasuji commanded the rear guard troops to "turn a blind eye" to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army killing their way into the nearby Fengtian, but tried his best to get the troops to disengage from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army as soon as possible.

After the destruction of the Miyazaki Brigade, the 19th Division Commander discovered that if the 19th Division's rear guard troops had hesitated even a little at that time and continued to entangle with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, they would probably be surrounded by now. And the commander of the rear guard troops, Okamura Yasuji, was even able to judge the actions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in advance. Now trapped in Benxihu and facing the possibility of being completely surrounded by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army at any time, the 19th Division Commander had to call Okamura Yasuji and ask him for his views on the war situation.

Okamura Yasuji did not make any predictions about the war situation like a psychic immediately, but first used "Keep people and lose land, land and people are both kept; keep land and lose people, land and people are both lost!" as his opening remark.

"Before the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army entered Manchuria, we relied on the garrison army in the Northeast and various institutions of Mantetsu to effectively control Manchuria. After the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army entered the Northeast, they first expelled all Mantetsu institutions within their reach. The land of Manchuria always exists. If we lose the existence of Mantetsu institutions on these lands, we lose control over those areas."

The reasoning was very simple. The 19th Division Commander felt quite disappointed in his heart. What he had hoped for was that Okamura Yasuji could accurately point out what actions the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would take, and more importantly, where they would appear, just like before. But listening to Okamura Yasuji's digression, the Division Commander could not bear it anymore. Now was not the time for this kind of simple military theory discussion.

"Okamura-kun, what do you think the People's Party will do next?" the Division Commander asked.

"Your Excellency, the strategy of the People's Party has been consistent from beginning to end. They want to annihilate us," Okamura Yasuji replied.

The Division Commander's original patience completely flew out the window after hearing this. He did not feel it was necessary to have such a "low-level" discussion with Okamura Yasuji. If the People's Party wanted to occupy the Northeast, they naturally had to find ways to annihilate the Japanese troops in the Northeast. If the Japanese army wanted to occupy the Northeast, they also had to do their best to kill other forces that dared to intervene in the Northeast. This was not worth discussing at all.

Okamura Yasuji soon saw the Division Commander's dissatisfied attitude, and he quickly explained further. "Division Commander, the biggest difference between the People's Party's strategy and ours is that in their recent strategy, the purpose of occupying all land is to annihilate our army. While in our army's strategy, there is no such thorough concept at all; what we must guarantee first is the occupation of Manchuria. Manchuria is not our Japanese homeland. Even if our strategy looks the same as the People's Party, when executed, the basis of our considerations will involuntarily have fundamental differences. In any case, the locals in Manchuria do not consider themselves citizens of our Japan. And we do not consider the locals in Manchuria to be our Japanese citizens!"

Those who could mix their way up to the rank of Division Commander were certainly not idiots. With Okamura Yasuji analyzing the current situation like this, the 19th Division Commander somewhat suddenly realized. As long as the People's Party could expel other forces in the Northeast, they would naturally be able to gain the approval of the locals in the Northeast. Because no matter what, the locals in the Northeast at least considered themselves Chinese. The Japanese army in the Northeast must first ensure the safety of the strongholds they maintained, so the People's Party could completely aim to annihilate the Japanese army, while the Japanese army must first ensure their own footing. After losing the support of the Mantetsu organization, the situation of the Japanese army naturally went from bad to worse.

It wasn't that Okamura Yasuji hadn't said similar things before, but only today did the 19th Division Commander truly listen to everything he said. Because when facing the Northeast Army of Zhang Zuolin, the Japanese army did not have such feelings. Only when the opponent of the Japanese army turned into the brave and skillful Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did the 19th Division Commander truly feel that the Japanese army's status as invaders and outsiders had become their biggest burden in China. If they could not defeat the Chinese army in Northeast China, the Japanese army could basically not truly occupy the Northeast.

After a long silence, the Division Commander continued to ask, "So what exactly is Okamura-kun's idea?"

"At present, we shouldn't expect the 6th and 7th Divisions to be able to rescue us in time. The Miyazaki Brigade has already fought very well. Under such circumstances, if we still can't win, the 6th and 7th Divisions can't possibly actively break through the defensive positions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Our current solution is to decisively retreat to the north where there are no enemies, cross the mountains, and return to Korea," Okamura Yasuji said.

The 19th Division Commander listened carefully to Okamura Yasuji's method. If the 19th Division retreated north now, there were basically no enemies in the north. Although crossing the mountains in winter would be fraught with difficulties, as long as the 6th and 7th Divisions pinned down the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, presumably the commander of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would not be stupid enough to leave their solid defensive positions and expose the rear of their troops to the attack range of the Japanese army.

If they wanted to play a little trick in such a battle, while the 19th Division began to retreat north, the 6th and 7th Divisions could even retreat south at the same time. If the commander of the 18th Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was a reckless person, he would very likely be tempted by such a fighter opportunity and want to take this chance to pursue. As long as they left the solid formation, or even if only a part of the army left the solid position, then the 6th and 7th Divisions would have room for action. The Japanese army's superiority in troop strength could play a huge role in the battle.

If the commander of the 18th Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was a suspicious person, he would definitely try to figure out what exactly happened. By the time he figured it out, the 19th Division would have long completely disengaged from contact with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Even if the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could implement a pursuit, the 19th Division would have enough time to set up an ambush in the mountains and deal a certain blow to the pursuers.

"No matter what choice the enemy makes, our army can mobilize the enemy through action. The worst-case scenario is just that our army suffers certain losses when passing through the mountains." Okamura Yasuji finally finished his plan.

The 19th Division Commander pondered silently. It wasn't that he felt there was anything wrong with Okamura Yasuji's plan. Overall, the feasibility of this plan was very high, and the chance of success was very great. But precisely because the chance of success was great, the 19th Division Commander had to think of another matter: what would be his fate after returning to the country? If it were during the First Sino-Japanese War, suffering such a defeat, no matter whose responsibility it was, the 19th Division Commander would have no choice but to commit seppuku to apologize. Even in the current time when the Japanese military system had undergone deep reforms, the responsibility for suffering this disastrous defeat might not necessarily be borne entirely by the 19th Division Commander. But even so, demotion, facing a court-martial, or even being stripped of military status. Plus suffering the supercilious looks of everyone around, such punishment was actually not much different from suicide.

After a long silence, the 19th Division Commander asked, "When does Okamura-kun think it is appropriate to retreat?"

Okamura Yasuji replied decisively, "Retreat now!" After saying this, Okamura Yasuji added in a low voice, "Leave behind all heavy weapons and advance with light equipment."

The muscles on the 19th Division Commander's face twisted. Leaving behind heavy weapons meant it couldn't even be called a "strategic shift" as an excuse; this was already an out-and-out escape. However, at this point, he had no other choice. With a feeling of hopelessness for the future, the 19th Division Commander agreed to Okamura Yasuji's suggestion. He sent people to report to the 6th and 7th Divisions, looted supplies from the people in the Panjin area on a large scale, and the Japanese 19th Division immediately began to move north in the heavy snow.

Although he didn't know the specific situation inside the 19th Division, Mu Husan already understood the 19th Division's thinking. The 18th Army could not pursue the 19th Division no matter what. The 14th Army coming south from Fengtian could at most send out tailing troops, but could not truly implement a pursuit and annihilation. What's more, the key point of the current situation was to annihilate the 6th and 7th Divisions in front of them. Once these two divisions could be annihilated, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could thrust directly into Andong and face the Japanese army across the river.

Although he was quite apprehensive about the combat effectiveness displayed by the 19th Division in the past few days, as well as their cognitive ability regarding war, as long as the Sino-Japanese War was not over, there would be plenty of opportunities to meet the 19th Division again on the battlefield. Moreover, the fact that the 19th Division disengaged from the battlefield so decisively completely eliminated the worries of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. From this perspective, Mu Husan did not think he had suffered a loss.

"Troops move south and participate in the battle to encircle and annihilate the Japanese army!" Mu Husan ordered.

In front of the 18th Army was the Japanese 6th Division. This Japanese unit had not participated in the battle, but had only deployed an offensive posture a few kilometers away. Now that they began to retreat, the road trodden by the main force of the Japanese army reduced the trouble for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's pursuit. The vanguard troops soon caught up and engaged in a fierce exchange of fire with the Japanese rear guard troops.

This was a true field battle. Thick snow covered the earth. Except for the undulations caused by the terrain, the battle between the two armies was carried out on almost the same plane. The Japanese field living conditions were obviously inferior to those of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, and the Japanese cold-weather clothing was also obviously inferior to that of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The cold and fatigue accumulated over several days were very obvious in the battle. That was something difficult to explain except for soldiers; if one had to say it, the Japanese army extremely "lacked combat enthusiasm." They were just fighting mechanically according to their daily training. In contrast, every soldier of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was doing their best to complete the combat mission.

As the defending side, the Japanese army at least occupied a high slope area. And the Japanese artillery advantage was also brought into play, with shells blasting sky-high snowflakes on the attack route of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Black ugly "scars" appeared one after another on the snow-white fields.

"Up!" The one responsible for the first round of attacks was the 3rd Division, which was originally defending the southern front. The commander of the 9th Regiment had managed to snatch the attack mission with great difficulty. With his order, the engineers had already bent down and began to excavate at the bottom of the snow layer more than a meter thick with engineer shovels on the side of the temporarily dug ice and snow trenches.

The distance between the Chinese and Japanese battle lines was currently more than 300 meters. Launching a charge on such a flat plain was just sending themselves up as targets. They had to get closer to the enemy continuously, closer to the maximum limit. The fierce exchange of rifle fire continued. Although it was difficult to aim from more than 300 meters away, this was also a necessary containing battle.

After many snow tunnels dug forward in parallel extended for more than thirty meters, a Japanese shell flew off course and landed straight on a tunnel. The explosion not only lifted a large cloud of snow but also collapsed the snow above several nearby tunnels. Seeing many depressions suddenly appearing on the snow, the Japanese quickly understood what the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wanted to do. While howling, they fired fiercely in the direction of these tunnels.

"Dig some tunnels openly! Save time! Get as close as possible!" The 9th Regiment Commander issued orders.

Under the new order, the tunnel excavation speed obviously increased. The winding tunnels began to extend upwards continuously, not only extending longitudinally but also connecting laterally. Relying on the tunnels, the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army advanced rapidly, constantly shortening the distance between them and the Japanese army.

Seeing that the situation was not right, the commander of the Japanese 6th Division simply gave up the plan to stand fast. The Japanese army gathered troops on the front line, and with the sound of bugles, a large group of Japanese troops actually launched a charge.

"The Japanese are coming to send themselves to death! Grant their wish!" It was no longer a snowy day, and there was uncontrollable excitement in the voice of the 9th Regiment Commander. When the Japanese approached, the machine guns on the front line of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army began to sing lightly, and the dense bullets killed row after row of those Japanese troops moving slowly in the snow. Because their legs were stuck in the thick snow, some Japanese soldiers just leaned forward or backward, or tilted left or right after death, their legs still stuck in the snow and not pulled out at all.

Seeing the advance blocked, the Japanese army had to retreat. But retreating was not so easy either; the slow speed made them excellent targets. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also tried firing mortars, but the shells drilled directly into the deep snow layer with a great curvature. The exploded snow, apart from causing some trouble for the enemy, had its real killing power greatly discounted.

The 9th Regiment Commander did not completely give up shelling because of this. He ordered: "See if the gunners can blast a few paths out with shelling!"

The gunners' attempt was quite good. The mortar shells greatly improved the progress of the "earthwork." The 9th Regiment Commander immediately informed the 3rd Division Headquarters of this new discovery by phone, and the 3rd Division Headquarters also conveyed this latest experience to its 7th and 8th Regiments.

Although the number of troops was far lower than the Japanese 6th Division in front, the commanders and fighters of the 3rd Division displayed unprecedented initiative, stubbornly shortening the distance with the Japanese 6th Division, and doing their best to push the battle towards a full-scale battle.

Mu Husan constantly received the latest battle reports, and to his delight, the 2nd Division of the 14th Army did not pursue the Japanese 19th Division but made every effort to rush to the battlefield. Holding the military strength of four divisions, Mu Husan was full of confidence in achieving a complete victory in the battle.
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"Keep going... Keep moving forward!" shouted the battalion commander of the 1st Battalion, 2nd Regiment, 2nd Division of the 15th Army, who was leading the charge, gasping for breath. Unlike marching on a battlefield, every step in a snow charge involved sinking half a leg into thick snow. Pushing through the snow with leg strength required great effort, and pulling the leg out to take another large step forward required even more.

Half an hour had passed since the charge bugle sounded, and the 1st Battalion, flanking from the side, had only advanced just over 600 meters. Every soldier was panting heavily, and some with insufficient stamina even stopped halfway to catch their breath. The 1st Battalion Commander was anxious. In Shandong, Hebei, and battles in other liberated areas, this short distance of 600 meters could be easily covered by the troops in three minutes, allowing them to immediately engage in fierce combat. He wanted to shout to encourage the comrades to push forward, but the oncoming north wind was extremely fierce, and he was also exhausted. He found that his voice couldn't be heard by the comrades at all. Gritting his teeth, the 1st Battalion Commander continued to trudge heavily forward in the thick snow.

From a high ground, Commander Wei Bo of the 15th Army watched the charge clearly through his binoculars. After the order to attack was given, the speed of the charge was far slower than imagined. Except for the 1st Division's vanguard, which used dog sleds to launch a surprise attack and managed to rush into the Japanese defensive circle in a relatively short time, and the subsequent troops who picked up some speed by following the path pressed by the sleds, the flanking teams all invariably encountered difficulties in movement.

Even knowing there was a problem with his order, Wei Bo couldn't change the operational command now. After the troops had scattered, ordering the comrades to turn back would not only waste physical strength for nothing, but the time spent following the path opened by the 1st Division again might not necessarily be shorter.

"Order the sled troops to open the way!" Wei Bo issued a new command. However, the dog sled troops couldn't be redeployed that quickly, and the troops relying entirely on manpower to charge had to sustain it for a while longer.

Born from the 38th Army, the 15th Army had a tough style, and Commander Wei Bo's character was also quite straightforward. Therefore, the tactics adopted by the 15th Army were very direct, which were the most common infantry squad and platoon tactics of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army. This was a fairly universal tactic in other regions, but when deployed in thick snow, the 15th Army's battle seemed unreasonable.

Wei Bo also made a profound self-criticism for this after the war. The military review meetings of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army did not allow empty talk. After summarization, the final conclusion was, "The 15th Army certainly organized and learned a lot of experience, and also felt the various inconveniences brought by the severe cold of winter, but they were far from truly accepting the objective existence of severe cold and heavy snow like the 18th Army. Subconsciously, the 15th Army still treated this natural environment as an enemy to be overcome, rather than being able to turn these natural conditions into a part of their own combat."

But even so, the 15th Army's battle still had commendable points. First, the 1st Division inserted itself into the defensive positions of the Japanese 7th Division with lightning speed. Although called defensive positions, due to the South Manchuria Railway being completely wiped out and the severe winter weather, the Japanese had not been able to grasp the strength of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army at all. The 7th Division's key defensive direction was still north rather than south. Not long after they discovered the main force of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army charging over, the entire deployment fell into comprehensive chaos. Before the Japanese could fully organize a battle line, the commanders and fighters of the 15th Army had already begun fierce exchanges with the 7th Division.

The battle distance shortened constantly during the exchange of fire. From the first gunshot, it took less than 20 minutes for the battle to develop into the bayonet fighting stage. Fortunately, the Japanese situation was equally bad. The 7th Division certainly had the advantage of defense, but the Japanese army's consistent disregard for logistics was revealed undoubtedly at this time. The tents had poor wind and cold protection, the uniforms were not thick enough, and the warmth retention was low. By the time the Japanese heard the combat order, began to assemble, deploy, and finally felt a little warm, the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army had already crossed the snow and rushed to their faces. Although the process was not as Wei Bo had initially envisioned, a balance was reached due to a series of internal and external factors.

Thus, the current situation became the 1st Division's vanguard troops, with the strength of two battalions, starting a battle against the Japanese 7th Division. Charging and fighting fiercely was the characteristic of the 15th Army. The Japanese troops who initially engaged were insufficient in both numbers and preparation, and lacked unified command. The hastily responding troops couldn't even attack at the battalion scale; many were small squads of dozens of people coming one after another to join the battle.

Facing the Japanese soldiers wearing black uniforms, the soldiers of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army first swept with machine guns, then exchanged rifle fire, and threw grenades to clear the way. After approaching the scattered opponents, they stabbed fiercely with bayonets and fired pistols at close range. In a moment, they wiped out three groups of Japanese soldiers numbering less than a hundred and rushed into the Japanese camp.

The regimental headquarters of the 1st Regiment, 1st Division of the 15th Army followed the first wave of troops into the Japanese camp. The regimental headquarters rushed in with the 2nd Battalion. The 2nd Battalion Commander pulled down the wool neck warmer covering his face and asked the Regimental Commander breathlessly, "Commander, should we set up a position?"

The Regimental Commander answered without thinking, "The 1st Battalion continues to advance, the 2nd Battalion sweeps the enemies inside the surrounding tents. Once the 3rd Battalion catches up, the 2nd Battalion attacks to the left."

The 2nd Battalion Commander looked troubled, "Commander, the comrades are all exhausted! Can we set up a position to rest first, at least catch our breath?"

"If you are tired, rest at the regimental headquarters. I will lead the comrades of the 2nd Battalion to charge forward!" the Regimental Commander shouted angrily. The physical strength required for a snow charge was indeed far beyond imagination, and all comrades, including the Regimental Commander, were very tired. However, the troops had just broken into the enemy's camp. If they didn't take advantage of the enemy's current chaos to develop in depth immediately, once the enemy stabilized their line, the troops that had broken in would face fire from at least a semicircle, or even be counter-enveloped by the enemy. That would be a truly hopeless situation.

The 2nd Battalion Commander knew that the Regimental Commander would not change his mind. He panted a couple of times, then ran back to his troops to start directing the battle.

The sounds of gunshots and explosions became slightly distant in the Japanese camp as the 1st Battalion continued its attack. The 1st Regiment Commander and Political Commissar waited anxiously. Finally, when the 3rd Battalion of the 1st Regiment and the vanguard of the 1st Battalion of the 2nd Regiment arrived at the controlled area, the Regimental Commander handed over the controlled area to the 2nd Regiment's troops. He ordered the 2nd Battalion to attack to the left, while he and the regimental headquarters joined the 3rd Battalion, following the path opened by the 1st Battalion to continue attacking towards the north.

Moving through the dense Japanese tents, the further north they went, the denser the Japanese became. In this dead of winter, the Japanese naturally couldn't sleep without their uniforms. Some Japanese soldiers still looked sleepy; these guys basically lost their lives without figuring out what was going on. Although he was still a bit apprehensive, the 1st Regiment Commander urged the troops to move forward rapidly. Theoretically, the remaining Japanese in the many tents did not have the ability to change the development of the battle. But once the attack was blocked, the situation would become passive.

When the 3rd Battalion was about to catch up with the 1st Battalion, a large group of Japanese soldiers suddenly appeared to the front right. Separated by dense tents, the distance was less than a hundred meters when they discovered each other. The commanders of both armies immediately organized volley fire. Fortunately, the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army was well-trained. While the comrades in the front row squatted to fire, the comrades in the back row dropped to the ground almost simultaneously. This exchange of fire, a contest of will, instantly knocked down many soldiers in both formations. There was also a lot of accumulated snow in the Japanese camp, and lying on it was like diving into a simple cover. The Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army had light machine guns in the exchange of fire, gaining quite an advantage. However, the enemy won in numbers. The Japanese quickly dispersed their forces and circled around through the gaps in the tents, and soon the exchange of fire turned into a bayonet fight again.

Unlike the snowy night bayonet fight encountered by the 18th Army, the sky was now clear. The strong wind had blown away the clouds, revealing a blue sky, bright sunlight, and the whistling sound of the wind. The soldiers of the Chinese and Japanese armies fighting in pairs could see every detail of each other very clearly.

Having participated in the Siege of Jinan, the 15th Army understood the role of bayonets in close-quarters combat even better than the 18th Army. On the city walls of Jinan, facing dense enemies, the troops had no time to reload after emptying their magazines. To kill the swarming enemies, the 38th Army engaged in bayonet fights more than once. And every bayonet fight effectively defeated the Beiyang Army's offensive. Since then, the 38th Army and the four divisions separated from it attached great importance to bayonet fighting. In this short-range combat, the 15th Army directly chose bayonet fighting. The Japanese still thought that bayonet fighting could easily defeat the Chinese army. They bypassed the tents with bayonets, only to see the commanders and fighters of the 15th Army opposite them already charging up with bayonets.

The 15th Army was mainly composed of soldiers from Shandong, whose stature greatly exceeded that of the short Japanese soldiers. Moreover, the People's Party vigorously developed the animal husbandry industry, so the soldiers generally had good food after enlisting. As soon as the Japanese engaged with the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army, the difference in physical strength between the two sides was revealed. When the bayonets crossed, the soldiers from Shandong stood almost still, while the Japanese staggered slightly at best, or retreated a step or two at worst. The Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army used a three-man group bayonet tactic. If the Japanese showed a slight flaw in their posture, the other two soldiers could immediately take advantage of the weakness and end the Japanese soldier's life.

When the formations of both sides were relatively dense, the pistols of the junior commanders of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army were extremely accurate at close range. As long as the pistol didn't have a mechanical failure, every bullet could take out an enemy, or at least injure them. The Japanese who were lucky enough not to die under the pistols were immediately stabbed to death by the charging Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army soldiers.

The battlefield is the place with the least room for negotiation because every mistake costs a life. The Japanese 7th Division did not expect their opponent, the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army, to be so proficient in hand-to-hand combat. Even worse, the Japanese still believed that their opponents had the characteristics of the Chinese army during the First Sino-Japanese War. Even if they had firepower superiority, their morale would be greatly damaged or they would even collapse directly when encountering hand-to-hand combat. For such rigid concepts, the Japanese paid a heavy price. If they hadn't underestimated the enemy, the Japanese inserting from the oblique rear into the 1st and 3rd Battalions might have been able to intercept the 3rd Battalion, or at least delay its advance. In the bayonet fight, this group of more than four hundred Japanese soldiers was wiped out in moments. Some Japanese soldiers were even scared into screaming and hiding inside the tents. The comrades of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army naturally wouldn't rush in. After everyone spread out slightly, some comrades threw grenades into the tents. With a loud bang, the tents were blown to pieces from the inside out like balloons. The enemies hiding inside had their clothes completely shredded, their flesh blurred and charred; even if they didn't die, they lost most of their lives. In the severe cold, they couldn't linger on for long.

The 1st Regiment headquarters commanded the 3rd Battalion to leave a small force to pursue the fleeing remnants, while the main force continued to charge forward. The 1st Battalion had already been attacked by enemies from multiple sides at this time. Although the enemies had not yet been able to unify their command, many ants can kill an elephant. Attacked by fierce enemy fire from three sides, the 1st Battalion was almost suppressed and couldn't lift their heads. The reinforcements from the 3rd Battalion first suppressed the enemies on the right, allowing the 1st Battalion to catch a breath. The battle between China and Japan finally entered positional warfare, and the Japanese finally managed to stop the 1st Regiment's offensive. at this time, the 1st Regiment had already penetrated more than 400 meters into the Japanese camp. With a breakthrough point, the follow-up troops of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army killed their way into the Japanese campsite. Perhaps because the weather was too cold, in the temperature of minus twenty-something degrees, despite the increasingly fierce battle, no "fire" occurred. This brought some trouble to the follow-up troops in clearing the Japanese tents. Some Japanese were hiding in the tents, causing some casualties during the search. But these casualties were nothing compared to the Japanese counterattack.

The Division Commander of the 7th Division never expected that a large force of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army would suddenly appear behind him, and that the attack of this army would be so sharp that the vanguard troops attacked to a distance of less than two hundred meters from the Division Headquarters tent. In the chaotic 7th Division Headquarters, the Division Commander howled: "Order the nearby regiments to counterattack immediately!"

Staff officers and the Japanese brigade and regiment commanders who were in the meeting got up one after another to convey orders or gather troops. In fact, the Japanese 7th Division Commander couldn't be blamed for such panic at this time. The attack route of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army happened to split the Japanese campsite in two, and the attack route was heading straight for the Japanese Division Headquarters. This couldn't help but give the Japanese an illusion that the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army knew the deployment of the Japanese camp perfectly.

However, this anxiety was obviously wrong. If the Japanese Division Commander hadn't mobilized troops like this, the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army might not have noticed that there was a big fish ahead. But such mobilization focused too much on frontal defense. Liu Jiqi, the Commander of the 1st Division of the 15th Army who had followed the troops into the Japanese camp, had always paid attention to observation. The enemy's unusual movement made him keenly feel that the enemy's trend was wrong. He ordered the artillery troops who had already rushed into the Japanese campsite, "All artillery, six rounds rapid fire!" After speaking, Liu Jiqi added, "Extend the range forward with each shell."

The artillerymen who caught up had 12 mortars. They were also panting with exhaustion. Upon receiving the order, the comrades fired immediately. Because of poor control and uneven ground, a shell in the first round of shelling flew relatively far. It drew a beautiful arc with a very high curvature. The mortar shell pierced the top of the Japanese 7th Division Headquarters tent from top to bottom, and then plunged straight into the table in front of the 7th Division Commander. This was the first time the 7th Division Commander had seen a mortar shell fired from the bore with his own eyes, and it was also the last weapon he saw in his life. The violent explosion tore the wooden table to shreds. A relatively thick piece of flying wood deeply inserted into the wide-open mouth of the Division Commander. One end of the wood piece pierced through the Division Commander's throat and cervical vertebrae, exposing a long section from the back of his head. In the post-war report, it was recorded that this Division Commander was stabbed "like a hedgehog" by many flying wood chips.

This unexpected luck basically established the victory. The Japanese 7th Division, having lost its supreme commander, lost its overall command. coupled with the capture of the campsite, they couldn't make up their minds to retreat across the board for a while. As a result, the 2nd and 3rd Divisions outflanking from both sides finally did their best to reach the designated destinations, finally forming an encirclement of the Japanese. The battle continued until late at night. Sporadic fighting even continued until the early hours of the next day. The Japanese 7th Division was eventually completely annihilated.

On the second day of the 7th Division's destruction, which was noon on February 26, 1916, the 18th Army also successfully annihilated the Japanese 6th Division. After the two armies joined forces on the night of the 26th, they moved south under the cover of night and besieged Andong with heavy troops on February 27, capturing this important border city in one day.

March 1, 1916. Except for the Japanese 19th Division struggling to flee in the Changbai Mountains and the Japanese entrenched in Lushun, the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army had resolved the main Japanese forces in the Northeast. This news finally reached the Central Committee in Wuhan on March 4.
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Chapter 156: Three Thousand Li of Rivers and Mountains (1)

"What defines a true industrial nation? What defines a true enterprise? A true industrial nation means its industrial system is capable of self-replication, self-upgrading, and self-expansion." Chen Ke was lecturing on the stage, while the classroom below was packed with heads of various factories under the Commission for Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense from Hubei and even Anhui. Being able to listen to the personal lecture of the highest leader of the Popular Party and the base area, everyone was very excited. Chen Ke couldn't quite judge whether this excitement was directed at the knowledge or at Chen Ke's status.

"Comrades, seeking truth from facts is our Popular Party's style, our guiding ideology, and the foundation of our materialism. Everyone here has practical work experience. No matter how blood-pumping the theory sounds, or how intoxicatingly beautiful the future looks in imagination, once you enter the factory, issues pop up one after another. Reality is very cruel! Therefore, as enterprises that form parts of the industrial system, how can we manage ourselves well? What I want to say is..." Just as Chen Ke reached this point, he saw He Zudao, a member of the Military Commission Standing Committee, push the door open and gesture to him.

Chen Ke knew something major must have happened. He apologized to the students and walked out.

"Chairman Chen, we have annihilated the Japanese 6th and 7th Divisions, and the Japanese 19th Division has fled. By now, we have basically driven the Japanese out of the Northeast." He Zudao didn't show an overly excited expression; he simply stated the facts. "The Military Commission is preparing to hold a meeting. Please go and attend the emergency meeting."

"Understood!" Chen Ke also didn't react with excessive excitement. After speaking with He Zudao, he strode back into the classroom and continued addressing the students: "Any enterprise that cannot adapt to such changes and cannot survive in competition, there is no need to forcibly maintain its existence. This involves the issue of asset restructuring. Moreover, within this category of topics, there is also the issue that monopolistic state-owned enterprises related to people's livelihood construction must exist. That's all for today's class. Class dismissed."

"Stand up!" All students stood up.

"Goodbye, students!" Chen Ke said.

"Goodbye, teacher!" The students shouted almost in unison.

Chen Ke packed up his lecture notes and left with He Zudao. The Party School was not far from the Military Commission. The group of students watched Chairman Chen Ke and Chief Political Commissar He Zudao walking away together, and many faces showed envious looks. In their eyes, these two leading cadres of the Popular Party truly possessed a demeanor of calmness and steadiness.

But in fact, this was just the students' imagination. On the way to the Military Commission, He Zudao explained the latest situation in more detail. Chen Ke breathed a slight sigh of relief, his face showing a rare look of fatigue, but he quickly recovered his usual energetic appearance. He smiled and asked, "Zudao, have you thought about getting married?"

"Ah?" He Zudao was stunned; Chen Ke's question was really strange.

Chen Ke wasn't just saying this casually. He continued on the topic, "Recently, I've been spending more time working with Comrade You Gou. You Gou is already 34 this year, which makes her 36 by nominal age. It's not appropriate for her to remain unmarried. You must be around 30 this year too, right?"

"31, just had my birthday," He Zudao replied somewhat embarrassedly, but he quickly felt something was off. "Chairman Chen, it's not yet time to put the weapons in the arsenal and release the horses to the southern mountains."

"Revolution is like life; there is no end. Revolution must continue, and life must also continue," Chen Ke advised earnestly. "I can't say your Sister You Gou is waiting for you; that wouldn't be seeking truth from facts. But everyone knows your feelings. You should at least go and try."

"Sigh!" He Zudao let out a rare sigh. "Chairman Chen, I always feel that Sister You Gou is far better than me. I don't dare to go. If she rejects me, I won't be able to adjust. Besides, I definitely won't give up then, and wouldn't that be even more painful?"

"You're a boy! Don't be afraid!" Chen Ke said even more earnestly. However, Chen Ke's elder-like tone actually made no sense; he was only 36 this year, and He Zudao was only 5 years younger than him.

He Zudao avoided this topic that made him very embarrassed. "Chairman Chen, you've basically focused entirely on industrial construction during this period. Will we really not encounter major challenges in military affairs anymore?"

"It's not that we won't encounter them again, but to solve the problems we encounter in the future, we need stronger industrial capabilities as support." Once Chen Ke and He Zudao started talking about work, that elder-junior tone instantly vanished, and the conversation atmosphere directly turned into a discussion between comrades. "Industrial construction also involves a system issue. The socialist system is not about doing the opposite of the capitalist system, but about comprehensively surpassing the capitalist system. I've said many times, if going east is wrong, then going west is definitely not right either. To solve problems, we can only go up. But going up definitely doesn't mean making people pull themselves up by their bootstraps; it doesn't mean making people ascend to heaven on the spot."

He Zudao rarely heard Chen Ke complain about anything, but he had also heard from You Gou that Chen Ke encountered huge difficulties when rectifying the industrial order and streamlining industrial production. Now it seemed these difficulties were so great that they even made Chen Ke think military victory was no longer the top priority.

Having revolutionized with Chen Ke for so long, He Zudao understood Chen Ke more and more. In the Popular Party, most comrades believed that Chen Ke worked with extreme patience and had the most far-reaching vision in the party. However, He Zudao didn't completely think so. Precisely because Chen Ke had far-reaching vision, He Zudao could always faintly sense Chen Ke's inner anxiety or even angst. The huge gap between reality and ideals required countless arduous efforts to fill. Facing the job of rectifying the Popular Party's massive industrial system, even Chen Ke's patience seemed to be running out. This couldn't help but make He Zudao feel a trace of worry. He couldn't help but persuade, "Things naturally have their own laws of development. Theory combined with practice—at least there must be practice first. This process is definitely not something that can be achieved overnight."

"Hehehehe!" Chen Ke laughed somewhat weakly. What He Zudao said was the truth, but Chen Ke really hoped to make China's industrial development more scientific and effective. This would require far more effort than in history.

"Forget it, let's not talk about this. How is the training of those Germans going?" Chen Ke changed the topic.

"The Stormtrooper tactics have been discussed and practiced with the Germans many times. I think they have understood and mastered them. The problem is that these Germans are prisoners of war. How much influence can they have on the German army after returning to Germany?" He Zudao replied.

"That's not really a problem. As long as we can send them back to Germany, they will definitely want to wash away the stigma of being captured. Moreover, Germany has suffered millions of casualties now; they are also short of people," Chen Ke replied.

This was Chen Ke's means of attempting to influence World War I. For the German troops captured in Shandong and those besieged in Beijing, the Popular Party had done some mobilization work on them. On the basis of guaranteeing to find ways to send these Germans back to Germany, the Popular Party conducted some technical exchanges with the German army. It had to be said that the Germans, after all, had the foundation of military construction starting from the era of Old Moltke, while the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had only preliminarily built its own war system and knew its deficiencies through practice. Even if these German personnel held back while conducting military exchanges with the Popular Party, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army still benefited greatly. Of course, the Germans also received brand-new trench warfare concepts and methods from the Popular Party.

Chen Ke was very clear that the "Stormtrooper" tactics the Germans began to implement on a large scale in 1917 were initially just research conducted spontaneously by a few officers. Due to a lack of practice, the theoretical basis of these tactics was not solid. It wasn't until after WWI that these tactics were summarized by the German army, combined with the talented Little Mustache's strategy and military construction framework, and finally turned into the "Blitzkrieg" that once made people tremble with fear in Europe.

In WWI, the biggest problem Germany encountered was that because the Stormtrooper tactics had no broad foundation and theory, although many units with carefully trained Stormtroopers achieved great results when first used, after these members were exhausted in the war, the German army lacked follow-up strength, and their efforts finally failed. In order to bleed Britain and France more, Chen Ke adopted the method of "military exchange" with captured German personnel to try to influence the process of WWI.

He Zudao certainly knew Chen Ke's thoughts; the devil is in the details. Chen Ke never placed high hopes on such limited tactical means; he always handled them lightly, doing it once or twice occasionally. But often, these insidious and ruthless little tricks were exactly what the guys Chen Ke wanted to use urgently needed. Thus, the exploited guys would utilize these little tricks to the limit like clutching at a straw. Through their efforts, the Popular Party could easily reap huge benefits in the end. Although He Zudao knew that everything ultimately depended on themselves, he was still often fascinated by these little tricks of Chen Ke.

"Will the Americans take the bait? If they don't cooperate, these Germans can't return to Germany smoothly," He Zudao couldn't help asking this question.

"Everyone's interests in different matters are diverse, let alone that there are so many interest groups in such a big country like the United States. So we only need to consider the interests of the American consortiums cooperating with us on this matter." Speaking of this, Chen Ke couldn't help but preach to He Zudao again, "But the greatest institutional guarantee for our Popular Party to win lies in the fact that for our Popular Party members, organizational interests are paramount. No one can override the organization, this actually existing entity. This point absolutely allows for no wavering!"

He Zudao couldn't quite understand Chen Ke's slightly murderous words. Chen Ke obviously had things he was worried about, but He Zudao didn't think he should pursue it now. In He Zudao's experience, assuming enemies before things happened was a very foolish behavior.

The emotions of the Military Commission comrades were much higher than those of Chen Ke and He Zudao. As soon as they entered the door, they heard laughter. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's achievement of annihilating three Japanese divisions and severely damaging one division indeed had the value to make comrades so happy. The Military Commission had discussed strategic issues many times. Driving Japan out of Korea would complete the goal of driving Japan out of the Asian continent. From then on, the Japanese army could only rely on naval operations. Such a Japan, rather than being a major threat, was more of a huge trouble. A huge trouble is very tricky, but compared to a major threat, it's not as tricky. So the current issue became the strategic deployment of how to march into Korea.

After Chen Ke arrived, the meeting convened immediately. As usual, the first thing Chen Ke raised was the logistics issue. "How many troops can we maintain fighting in Korea now? Has the Military Commission calculated it?"

This question was quite practical. Defense Minister Hua Xiongmao immediately replied, "We haven't calculated it yet; we will start immediately. The result of the current discussion is that we can send small units into Korea to fight first."
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Strategy can only lead to victory if it is correct, and tactics can only be considered correct if they lead to victory. Like other vigorous organizations in history that have achieved great undertakings, the main members of the People's Party have blazed a trail through thorns and brambles, possessing ample practical experience. Coupled with the fact that these principles are discussed daily and yearly within organizational life, there is no issue with these basic consensuses.

The proposals at the Military Commission meeting were scientifically thought out and correctly directed. The current key point was to first send small units to destroy Japan's grassroots organizations in Korea, bleeding the Japanese as much as possible. It was completely the "encircling the cities from the countryside" route. After listening, Chen Ke decided to let the Military Commission continue with their own planning; he had to return to the construction of the industrial system. However, Yan Fu stopped him after the meeting. "Chairman Chen, I would like to write a letter to Sa Zhenbing."

Yan Fu had once served as the Premier of the Beiyang government, but Beiyang soon chased him away to Europe for a "visit." The People's Party also benefited from this incidentally. With Yan Fu leading the team, the naval members sent by the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army to Britain received short-term naval training there. At least these young comrades got on warships and served as interns for a month. After returning from Britain, Yan Fu went back to the base to continue naval research. After all, the subsequent battles were against the Beiyang government, and Yan Fu did not want to fight against his old brothers. Moreover, there was no room for the navy to be used in the civil war. Having remained silent until now, Yan Fu finally spoke up.

"Mr. Yan, there is no rush," Chen Ke replied.

Seeing Chen Ke refuse so bluntly, Yan Fu was somewhat surprised. He explained, "Sa Zhenbing was indeed loyal to Yuan Shikai, but now that Yuan Shikai is gone, I don't think he can be truly loyal to Feng Guozhang."

"Sa Zhenbing may not be loyal to Feng Guozhang, but he is certainly hostile to our People's Party. And I don't want to force the current Beiyang Fleet to a dead end where they have no choice but to surrender. That wouldn't be good for anyone," Chen Ke replied.

"Then why not contact Sa Zhenbing now?" Yan Fu was even more puzzled.

Chen Ke smiled. "Then, Mr. Yan, you might as well just tell Sa Zhenbing that we are about to send troops to Korea."

Yan Fu had already confirmed the People's Party's plan to march into Korea at the meeting, during which he had remained silent throughout. The People's Party's inland river fleet simply could not participate in this military operation. Back then, the Beiyang Fleet actually didn't fight too badly in the Sino-Japanese War; at least the British evaluation after observing the war was that the Beiyang Navy had completed its mission. But the Manchu Qing army collapsed at the first touch in Korea, leading to the total failure of the war. Now, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army had no navy at all, yet relied on a powerful army to launch an attack with full confidence against the Japanese army entrenched in Korea. Such a fact filled Yan Fu with a myriad of feelings.

After pondering for a while, Yan Fu said, "If we can conquer Korea, Sa Zhenbing will definitely be happy. Even if Yuan Weiting knows in the underworld, he would presumably be gratified."

If someone else had said that Yuan Shikai would praise the People's Party's military victory, Chen Ke would definitely think that person was being melodramatic. But coming from Yan Fu, Chen Ke didn't find it abrupt at all. Whether it was the deceased Yuan Shikai or the living Yan Fu and Sa Zhenbing, the defeat of the Sino-Japanese War was an indelible wound in their hearts. To heal this wound, nothing short of a military victory would do.

"You can't force a melon to be sweet. If Sa Zhenbing and the current Beiyang Fleet cannot sincerely defect to the People's Party, then I can only destroy them. No matter how pity it is, I can only do so." Chen Ke didn't want Yan Fu to have any unrealistic ideas. The reason the People's Party hadn't fully made a move in the south yet wasn't that they wanted to let off the Southeast Three Provinces controlled by Feng Guozhang. They were determined to settle accounts after the harvest. If Sa Zhenbing couldn't see the situation clearly, Chen Ke had no intention of insisting on recruiting him.

Yan Fu was a rather astute person. Hearing Chen Ke speak so clearly, a look of unbearable reluctance appeared on his face. When the People's Party killed people, they never used reasons like "XX is an enemy of the People's Party," but rather held public trial rallies to drag out "enemies of the people" and finish them off. After April 12th, the landlords and gentry in the Southeast Three Provinces almost all had the blood of the common people on their hands. As long as the People's Party fought into the Southeast Three Provinces, a larger-scale storm of "claiming blood debts" was destined to occur. Yan Fu knew very well that apart from Chen Ke, anyone who tried to stop this storm would be torn to shreds by the revolutionary tempest first. The only person capable of stopping this storm, Chen Ke himself, was the initiator of this storm.

"Then I will write to Sa Zhenbing now," Yan Fu said.

After Yan Fu left, Zhang Yu stopped Chen Ke again. "Chairman Chen, will the British make any statement recently?"

"That depends on how the Japanese go crying to the British, right?" Chen Ke replied.

"Crying?" It took Zhang Yu a dozen seconds to figure out the meaning of this crying. Once he understood, he couldn't help laughing out loud. " The Japanese dumped the British to go it alone, and now they still have the face to go crying to the British?"

Chen Ke gave a cold laugh. "Minister Zhang, this shows you don't understand the Japanese. There are no strategists in the country of Japan. Our People's Party also plays some little tricks, but our strategic backbone is never built on these little tricks. But the Japanese are different; they have a heavy speculative mentality and opportunism runs rampant. They belong to the type that wants to fully utilize every available opportunity. If the Japanese go crying to the British, they will absolutely not mention the matter of dumping the British to go it alone. Instead, they will tell the British that our People's Party is now attempting to achieve China's independence and liberation, and this independence and liberation run completely counter to the interests of British global hegemony. So Japan has paid such a price for British interests and needs the British to give a brother a hand at this critical moment."

"Haha!" Zhang Yu couldn't help laughing. "Truly a model of opportunism, and what the Japanese are saying is the truth too."

"So, the British statement will definitely still be the same old set. Since they are powerless to intervene in Asian affairs now, they only fantasize about temporarily stabilizing the contradictions first." Chen Ke didn't think the British could do anything else either.

Zhang Yu nodded repeatedly. "I now understand why we have to exchange military technology with the German captives. Originally, I thought we were losing out by doing this. But looking at the long term, taking a loss is actually gaining an advantage."

However, on the same day Zhang Yu and Chen Ke mocked the Japanese and British, news came from the Wuhu area. Two warships flying the Japanese naval flag approached the Wuhu area and shelled Wuhu. The artillery on the Wuhu side immediately returned fire, and the mine troops, who had been prepared for a long time, also launched a mine attack on the Japanese warships. The Japanese warships were clever; seeing the People's Party counterattack immediately, they quickly turned their bows and slipped away.

After facing a series of great victories by Japan and then suddenly encountering such a display of power, the members of the People's Party Military Commission immediately became angry. Even Chen Ke was pulled from the industrial cadre training class to continue the meeting.

"What is this attitude from the British?" The comrades did not blame the Japanese but pointed the finger at the British side. Theoretically, the Yangtze River basin was British territory. Without British permission, warships of other countries could not enter the Yangtze. Now that Japanese warships had suddenly launched such a surprise attack, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army couldn't help but question what role the British played behind the scenes.

For several months, the British Yangtze Fleet had been awkwardly docked near Wuhan. This "presence" seemed laughable, but if the British had truly completely indulged the Japanese, then the situation would undergo a huge change.

Chen Ke hadn't been involved in military management for nearly half a year, and he was also somewhat surprised to encounter such a thing suddenly. But Chen Ke quickly returned to his basic state. In the 21st century, Chen Ke had also been deeply angry because the Yankees were showing off their strength around China. However, in some later discussions, many friends raised a point: the Yankees were indeed suppressing China, but the Yankees at least maintained a global operational system. Even if China pushed the US over and dominated the Western Pacific itself, the cost paid compared to the benefits might not necessarily be cheaper than the global operational system maintained by the Yankees.

The People's Party always told the British "maintain the status quo." What was to be maintained was actually just this sphere of influence constructed by the British in Asia. For the People's Party, the British presence on the Yangtze was actually a barrier ensuring no other countries intervened in the Yangtze River basin. There weren't many comrades within the party who truly fully understood this issue, so the sudden raid by the Japanese warships caused quite a shock to everyone.

But the comrades grasped the focus of the contradiction after all. Everyone wanted to figure out directly what the British were thinking, which was a very correct line of thought.

As the Minister of Propaganda, Zhang Yu also took on diplomatic work. He naturally noticed the gazes of all the comrades looking at him. Zhang Yu didn't act coy either. "I will contact the British, but the British may not be willing to tell the truth."

"Why?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

Zhang Yu thought while speaking slowly, "If this was truly indulged by the British, then when we go to the British, they will definitely be vague. What they want is this effect of intimidation. If this was not indulged by the British but was an action by the Japanese themselves, then it means the Japanese side is attempting to drag the British into the water. Then the British have even less reason to explain clearly to us. We don't have a navy and can't truly punish the British. What's the point of the British explaining clearly to us? To prove that they can't even control their own little brother?"

Listening to Zhang Yu's analysis, Hua Xiongmao's eyes lit up. "The British Yangtze Fleet hasn't made a move yet."

After hearing this inexplicable sentence, the comrades of the Military Commission were stunned at first, but sooner or later, they successively understood what Hua Xiongmao was trying to say. Regardless of the British attitude, the subsequent actions of the British Yangtze Fleet would be the British reaction to this matter.

"Don't worry about the British reaction. Hit the Japanese hard, hit them until the British have to come out and make a clear statement." Chen Ke didn't really think the British attitude was that important. The US in the early 21st century was much stronger than the UK in the early 20th century, and it still couldn't hold on in Afghanistan. China's destiny had never been manipulated by foreigners; it could only be manipulated by China itself. On this point, Chen Ke had always been insistent.

"Then I just have to wait for the British to come to our door!" Zhang Yu laughed.

Chen Ke didn't smile. He just said calmly, "In China, naturally, the British have to come begging at our door!"

As soon as he finished speaking, the intelligence officer handed in the latest intelligence: a part of the British Yangtze Fleet had begun to head downriver. This news made the comrades of the Military Commission look surprised. Chen Ke waved his hand, "Ignore them, continue with our own strategy!"

Thanks to the People's Party's control from Hebei to Wuhan, Britain could finally rely on the wired telegraph constantly strengthened by the People's Party to transmit news. The news of Japanese warships breaking into the Yangtze and shelling Wuhu was quickly transmitted from the British concession in Wuhu to Wuhan, and then from Wuhan to Beijing. The British Minister in Beijing immediately ordered a part of the British Yangtze Fleet to go to Shanghai; they had to stop the Japanese fleet from continuing this no matter what.

Although the news of Japan's major defeat in the Northeast had not yet reached the British, after the Japanese fleet pulled such a stunt, the British Minister was already very clear that the Japanese war in the Northeast had failed. The Japanese fleet doing this had no other purpose than to drag the British into the water as well. Even if Britain didn't stand on the Japanese side, the People's Party's attitude towards the British would become greatly hostile. The beneficiary of the hostility between the People's Party and Britain in the near term would definitely be the Japanese.

The British Minister didn't even bother to summon the Japanese Minister. The British Minister could completely imagine what the Japanese Minister would say. Nothing more than how the rise of the People's Party was unfavorable to Britain. If asked about the Japanese warships charging into the Yangtze, the Japanese Minister would play dumb and say he didn't know. If the Japanese government was asked through diplomatic channels, the Japanese government would definitely use that bureaucratic system set to deal with the British Minister.

How to deal with Japan was a matter for later. The urgent task now was not to let the situation deteriorate further. After all, the Yangtze River basin was the British world. Britain absolutely could not accept such things happening again where Japanese warships conducted military operations unilaterally in the Yangtze River basin, especially when such unilateral actions damaged British interests.

"The latest order from home is for the People's Party to accept our bonds." Sir Humphrey discussed the latest situation with the Minister. The People's Party's trade model of living within its means had brought the trade volume between Britain and the People's Party to an unprecedented level, but this trade still could not meet Britain's current needs. The People's Party's canned goods, furs, chemical products, and even industrial products were all urgently needed by Britain at present, but Britain simply didn't have that many commodities to trade. The best way was to get the People's Party to accept British war bonds. But this was also the most difficult goal. The current relationship between the People's Party and the British could definitely not be called friendly. Sir Humphrey knew very well that as long as Britain turned to support the People's Party's demands, the contradictions between the two sides could be resolved immediately. But this was also a condition Britain could absolutely not accept.

What the People's Party pursued was China's independence and sovereignty integrity. Once China successfully obtained these, the model of dominance constructed by Britain in the Far East would undergo a huge change. Britain could not accept this change. So right now, even if they had to hold their noses, they had to maintain the basic framework of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance.

The British Minister understood this point very well. "The People's Party has a very deep understanding of the world situation." This euphemism actually meant that Britain could not currently change the People's Party's attitude through intimidation. A China that knew the true situation of Britain would not fear Britain.

"I always feel that Chen Ke has many issues he wants to solve, only he isn't willing to say them yet. If we can talk to him about these, perhaps we can solve these problems." Sir Humphrey was no longer hostile to Chen Ke. A smart opponent might actually be better able to achieve the maximization of mutual interests than a muddled collaborator.

"Sir, do you have any ideas?" The British Minister knew there must be a reason for Humphrey saying this.

Sir Humphrey said somewhat hesitantly, "I once talked with Chen Ke about the issue of continuing to expand trade volume. Chen Ke made a very interesting suggestion. He hoped to participate in palm oil production in Malaya."

"Palm oil?" The British Minister felt quite surprised.

"Yes, palm oil." Sir Humphrey didn't know much about palm oil, so he answered without much confidence. However, after the People's Party's technological capabilities and vision had been proven multiple times, he didn't have any prejudice against this.

"What exactly does Chen Ke want?" The British Minister only wanted to know Chen Ke's demands.

"Chen Ke wants to lease land in Malaya to plant oil palms, and the palm oil produced will be shipped back to China."

"How much land does he want to lease? How much is he willing to pay?" The British Minister simply voiced the matters he was most concerned about.

Sir Humphrey answered in a very cautious tone, "He hopes to be able to lease 1 million hectares of land for planting oil palms."

1 million hectares was 10,000 square kilometers, a land area one hundred kilometers long and one hundred kilometers wide. It was truly laughable and suspicious that the People's Party actually wanted to get such a large piece of land in Malaya. However, the British Minister did not discuss this issue; he asked Sir Humphrey bluntly, "How much is Chen Ke preparing to pay?"

This time, it was Sir Humphrey's turn to be tongue-tied and speechless.

"The British want to discuss the issue of leasing land in Malaya with us?" Chen Ke was also very surprised after receiving this telegram. Palm oil was a good thing; it was excellent oil for frying instant noodles and making KFC and McDonald's. in the 21st century, Malaysia and Indonesia could provide over 20 million tons of palm oil annually. China lacked oil; the People's Party had imported a large number of coconuts from the Philippines in recent years, and coconut oil had already greatly supplemented the oil supply in the People's Party base areas. If they could obtain a supply of palm oil, they wouldn't need tens of millions of tons; if they could get 5 million tons annually, China's population of 500 million could get 20 jin of palm oil per person per year. This was no small matter to joke about.

But regarding this suggestion from the British, the first thing Chen Ke thought of was not the future possibilities, but the attitude behind this British move.

"Comrade Li Runshi will negotiate with the British on the matter of leasing land in Malaya to open plantations." On March 7, 1916, the Hebei Provincial Committee received this telegram. Entering March, Beijing had also reached the season of spring warmth and blooming flowers. No matter how bizarre this order was, the Hebei Provincial Committee had no intention of refusing.

Also on this day, the Japanese 19th Division, which had trekked with difficulty in the Changbai Mountains, finally endured all kinds of painful experiences and met the guide troops sent by the Japanese army to receive them. The members of the "Government of the Republic of China" who retreated with the 19th Division shivered in the cold wind while feeling truly happy.

The terrible march in the mountains faced shortages of grain, shortages of food, and the invasion of low temperatures. Every day, people fell and never stood up again. Moreover, every day they had to worry about the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army troops catching up from behind and dealing a fatal blow to this exhausted marching column. After meeting the guide troops who came to welcome them, although the languages were different, these people who had escaped with their lives with great difficulty cheered together.
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Title: Three Thousand Li of Rivers and Mountains (3)

"The 19th Division has returned to Korea," Saionji Kinmochi said to Takahashi Korekiyo with a face full of anger. Takahashi Korekiyo's home in Tokyo was not large; without the various furnishings in the courtyard, one could see the bare ground of the small courtyard just by turning one's head. Although Saionji Kinmochi did not want to glare at Takahashi Korekiyo, he could only glare at him. Crossing the Changbai Mountains in winter, the 19th Division had lost all its heavy weapons. Fortunately, due to Yamagata Aritomo's orders, the Japanese troops stationed in Korea sent out guide units, which prevented the troops from suffering outrageous casualties. Moreover, compared to the result of the total annihilation of the 6th and 7th Divisions, the 19th Division had at least returned to Korea.

"Saionji-kun, I also heard that the Japanese fleet bombarded Wuhu?" Takahashi Korekiyo didn't care about the 19th Division at all. He was not completely without eyes and ears; Takahashi knew a little about the Japanese army's predicament.

Saionji Kinmochi said fiercely in a tone very different from usual: "Bombarding Qingdao and Lianyungang is meaningless. We must put greater pressure on the People's Party now. Even if the Army is useless, the Navy is not comparable to those horse dung in the Army."

"But the Navy doesn't have any definite battle results either, right?" Takahashi Korekiyo said as if nothing had happened.

Hearing this, Saionji Kinmochi frowned first, and then almost subconsciously crossed his arms over his chest. "Takahashi-kun, you don't intend to decide to end the war on your own, do you?"

Takahashi Korekiyo nodded, "Yes, I want to end the war. But I hope Saionji-kun can support me. We have already failed in Manchuria. If we continue to fight, we will only draw the flames of war from Manchuria to Korea. At that time, unless we make huge concessions, the British will not participate in mediation at all."

"In the Sino-Japanese War, we won easily through landing operations..." Saionji Kinmochi couldn't help but want to refute.

"Warships can't sail into Pyongyang. Landing operations only send large numbers of army troops onto the battlefield," Takahashi Korekiyo said loudly.

Saionji Kinmochi was stunned. He didn't quite understand whether Takahashi Korekiyo was mocking the Navy or the Army. The Navy had limitations in its scope of combat application, and the Army was truly no match for the People's Party. Regardless of the battle record, neither the Japanese Army nor Navy could guarantee victory in the war.

Takahashi Korekiyo didn't want to play any riddles. Seeing Saionji Kinmochi subconsciously taking out his pipe, he stepped forward and lit a match for Saionji with a steel lighter, then placed the lighter earnestly in front of Saionji. Saionji Kinmochi was slightly puzzled by Takahashi's action. After carefully looking at the lighter, Saionji's expression also became very ugly. That lighter was made in China. The logo was a beautiful firefly, and below it was printed in simplified characters "Manufactured by Wuhan Lighter Factory", and at the very bottom was a line of English: MadeInChina.

"There are many such lighters in Japan. Because they are cheap, ordinary people can afford them. Filled with gasoline or alcohol, they can be used. If really necessary, filling them with strong liquor can barely light them. They are all smuggled from China by merchants." Takahashi Korekiyo sat back in his seat and answered calmly, "As far as I know, just last year, China exported millions of such lighters to Britain and France, not including the sales of flints. Saionji-kun, if we cannot decisively terminate the war now, but instead willfully continue to expand the war, the flames of war will definitely burn into Korea. If the British do not intervene in the war in Korea, we will lose the opportunity to utilize the European war."

Saionji Kinmochi knew Takahashi Korekiyo's consistent attitude. He couldn't help but say in a mocking tone: "Why can the People's Party do business with the British while fighting a war? We can't."

Takahashi Korekiyo sneered, "Because China has vast territory and endless resources. The victory of the People's Party only allows them to control more and more land, population, and resources. Our mining investments in northern Korea bear the brunt of the war. If the war continues like this, our supply of raw materials will only decrease."

Saionji Kinmochi also sneered, "Then the Army Ministry will also tell Takahashi-kun that if we cannot defeat the People's Party, Korea cannot be kept."

"It's not that I haven't given the Army a chance! What kind of mess did they make of the war in Manchuria? Three and a half divisions were annihilated. Including Mantetsu, we lost 100,000 people and countless investments. Are they preparing to do it again in Korea?" Takahashi Korekiyo's attitude was rarely close to rage.

Saionji Kinmochi looked at Takahashi Korekiyo's performance and suddenly wanted to let Takahashi personally explode at those guys in the Army Ministry. However, he quickly dispelled this almost vengeful thought. Takahashi Korekiyo was now the Prime Minister supported by the Navy, and his financial ability was also urgently needed at present. Saionji Kinmochi said: "Takahashi-kun, you feel that you are the Prime Minister leading Japan, but the Army Ministry believes that the Prime Minister should be someone who serves their policies. Although I agree with your point of view, I still hope you can see the essence clearly."

Takahashi Korekiyo was certainly very clear about these essences. The struggle between the Japanese Army and Navy also included political differences between the Army Ministry's "anti-party politics" and the Navy Ministry's support for "party politics". Whether it was the late Katsura Taro or Katsura Taro's teacher Yamagata Aritomo who was still alive, they were both opposed to party politics. The reason Katsura Taro formed a political party himself was essentially to form a "political organization opposing party politics" wrapped in the skin of a political party. There were actually significant political differences between Takahashi Korekiyo and Saionji Kinmochi, but the two were quite consistent in dealing with this "political organization opposing party politics".

"Saionji-kun, I know the Army Ministry will definitely try to carry this war through to the end. Although I feel it might be better if they were defeated, they won't go to die themselves, but will try every means to drag the entire Japan down with them. I will definitely do my best to stop them, but I hope you can still think about the candidate for the next Prime Minister." Takahashi Korekiyo said.

"I won't let those people in the Army Ministry succeed." Saionji Kinmochi didn't feel that things had developed to such an extent.

Takahashi Korekiyo gave a bitter smile. He said in a heavy voice: "No, Saionji-kun, the problem with Japan right now lies in the refusal to face reality. The people are unwilling to admit that we have been defeated; the people believe that the Great Japanese Empire will not be defeated. Coupled with the instigation of some people, the Japanese people will think that as long as the war continues, the current defeat is merely a footnote to future victory. So the more they pursue victory, the more they fail; the more they fail, the more impossible victory becomes. Because the people do not understand that the current China is no longer the China of the past. Now I want to tell the Japanese people, tell everyone in Japan, in the capacity of the Cabinet Prime Minister, that this idea is wrong. Of course, I also know that the result of my doing so will definitely not be good. Regardless of the result, I will be forced to resign from the position of Prime Minister."

Now Saionji Kinmochi was completely stunned. He never expected that Takahashi Korekiyo had made such a decision. Even if he thought what Takahashi said made a lot of sense, Saionji could not fully accept Takahashi's view, which was to "admit defeat".

Takahashi Korekiyo knew Saionji Kinmochi's thoughts very well. He stared at the hesitant Saionji and continued: "Only by admitting defeat can we continue to fight on everything the Great Japanese Empire still possesses now. If we do not admit defeat, then the Army will definitely demand to retake Manchuria, or even conquer China as the goal. Saionji-kun, what do you think the result of that would be?"

Saionji Kinmochi finally completely understood what Takahashi Korekiyo was saying. Takahashi was prepared to fight to the end with that bunch in the Army Ministry. Not only that, but Takahashi was also prepared to do his best to reverse Japan's current strategic view. Saionji knew very well that the price to be paid for such an action was not just as simple as Takahashi not being able to be Prime Minister. At that time, not only the Japanese Army, but almost the entire cabinet, including the Navy, would be Takahashi's enemies. Takahashi was using his political life to issue a tragic challenge.

However, as a politician, Saionji Kinmochi quickly recovered his calm from this moved emotion. This kind of gamble destined for failure was not something ordinary people could decide on. Not to mention that Takahashi Korekiyo actually had more choices; there was really no need to adopt such a method. Saionji strongly suspected that Takahashi was adopting some kind of political strategy. So Saionji did not make any evaluation or promise regarding Takahashi's statement.

However, what happened next was greatly beyond Saionji Kinmochi's expectations. Takahashi Korekiyo fully exercised his authority as Prime Minister. The plan proposed by the Army Ministry to amass heavy troops in Korea and march into Manchuria after spring was firmly rejected by him. Moreover, Takahashi ordered Foreign Minister Makino Nobuaki to contact the British. Although Makino Nobuaki was a diplomat who extremely advocated for the liberal faction and his stance on promoting Japanese democratic politics was completely consistent with Takahashi and Saionji, facing Takahashi's move to "wake up the Japanese people to face reality", Makino still felt very panicked.

Admitting defeat was not an easy thing for Japan at present. Even admitting a partial defeat would not only deal a huge blow to public morale but also generate great distrust of Japan from the Entente Powers. Makino Nobuaki said hesitantly: "Takahashi-kun, I think there is no problem with the request you want me to convey to the British, but do we really have to go this far?"

Takahashi Korekiyo answered without hesitation: "If we cannot suppress the Army Ministry, the Great Japanese Empire will definitely suffer even greater losses! After losing Manchuria, we absolutely cannot lose Korea as well."

Makino Nobuaki was not completely ignorant of the current military situation. He asked: "How exactly is Takahashi-kun sure that the People's Party will accept British mediation?"

Takahashi Korekiyo said firmly: "Because the People's Party still hasn't refused to join the Entente Powers up to now. What they need is merely to see to what extent the Entente Powers can make concessions. As long as we admit our failure in Manchuria and request the Entente Powers to mediate this matter, then the People's Party will not dare to attack Korea. If we give up this opportunity and just blindly expand the war, in the present moment where we suffer continuous defeats, the Entente Powers will absolutely not be willing to endorse Japan. Think about how the European and American powers mediated conflicts between other countries and China back then! Imagine the result of the Russo-Japanese War! When have the powers ever truly supported the loser?"

Makino Nobuaki stopped talking. He completely understood what Takahashi Korekiyo meant by "admitting failure". If Japan refused to admit past failures, had no means to reverse the failure at present, and continued to fail in future gambles, the Entente Powers would not truly support Japan at all.

However, Makino Nobuaki did not believe that Takahashi Korekiyo could really succeed in establishing a democratic party politics Japan. At least right now, blocking Takahashi's path was the powerful Japanese Army Ministry. He said very implicitly: "Takahashi-kun, there are also quite a few officers in the Navy Ministry who believe that relying on bombarding the coastal cities of the People's Party, or even attacking important cities in the Yangtze River basin of the People's Party, can force the People's Party to submit."

Takahashi Korekiyo gave a rare sneer, "Do the Army and Navy really not know that Japan still owes the British six hundred million pounds in debt that needs to be repaid? Do they really not know that Japan's economy is now facing the brink of collapse?"

At the mention of this issue, Makino Nobuaki also fell silent.

Takahashi Korekiyo might have worried too much. It was obvious that the Japanese Army Ministry knew about Japan's current debt situation. While Takahashi was constantly contacting various parties, preparing to launch diplomatic and internal political adjustments based on "Japan admitting defeat in Manchuria", newspapers closely related to the Army Ministry suddenly published articles about raising war loans during the Russo-Japanese War. The articles wantonly criticized Takahashi Korekiyo for disregarding the situation where Japan already had victory within its grasp during the war fundraising, and just for personal prestige, disregarding Japan's national strength to borrow heavily, causing Japan to be burdened with huge debts. It was precisely these debts that made Japan struggle difficultly at present.

First one newspaper, then several newspapers commented on this matter. Some criticized directly, some seemed to stand on a fair angle but actually accused Takahashi of acting recklessly out of selfishness. There were even various "speculations" accusing Takahashi of lining his own pockets by using the issuance of war bonds.

Takahashi Korekiyo keenly felt that there was a problem behind this matter. If it were according to the tradition of the Army Ministry, they might have rushed into his office with pistols, shouted first, and then slapped the pistols on the table to threaten him. But such a tactic of smearing by creating public opinion first was definitely not a strategy that those single-track-minded fools in the Army Ministry could come up with. There was definitely a guy proficient in party struggles behind this acting as a promoter. Who exactly was this hidden enemy? Takahashi Korekiyo had to suspect that the hardliners in the Navy had major suspicions.

However, this was not the time to look for the perpetrator. With the courage of burning one's boats, Takahashi Korekiyo went to visit the current overlord of the Army faction, and the retired Army Marshal Yamagata Aritomo.

The talk naturally could not achieve any effect. No matter how Takahashi Korekiyo presented facts and reasoned with Yamagata Aritomo, telling him that by admitting the current partial failure, Japan could use the opportunity of the European war to solve Japan's debt problem, and after the finances fully improved, Japan would have plenty of opportunities to regain a dominant position over China, Yamagata Aritomo just had a cold attitude and didn't take these words to heart at all.

When Takahashi Korekiyo had to admit that he couldn't persuade Yamagata Aritomo and left dejectedly, Yamagata Aritomo sneered, "That servant Prime Minister sure can talk."
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After Takahashi Korekiyo left, Yamagata Aritomo only ridiculed this "Prime Minister" with a sentence, but the high-ranking generals of the Army Ministry in Yamagata Aritomo's house were already bristling with anger. In the Japanese Army, one cannot admit tactical failure. Admitting failure means one must "bravely take responsibility," which would mean a large number of people would need to commit seppuku to apologize. Except for the 19th Division Commander who fled back, the other several divisions were all annihilated. This meant no one could "bravely take responsibility." If no division commander bravely took responsibility, then the responsibility could only fall on the heads of the living. Someone in the Army Ministry had to be brave.

The People's Party is the Party commanding the gun. Commanders at all levels are basically Party members. Party committees, command operational meetings, commanders' pre-battle mobilization meetings and discussions, post-battle discussions. The many meetings that integrate the whole army seem complicated, but after such discussions covering almost the entire force, responsibilities become clear. If problems arise in any link of the operation, it is extremely difficult for anyone to truly shirk responsibility.

The Japanese Army Ministry is different. The hierarchy makes this army itself full of various inequalities, and lower-ranking soldiers are even more unequal than other soldiers. Asking senior officers to take responsibility is fundamentally unrealistic in Japan.

However, cursing Takahashi Korekiyo solves nothing. Yamagata Aritomo couldn't be bothered to curse these juniors in the Army Ministry. Instead, the old man mentioned several times the incident when Emperor Meiji forcibly recalled him from Korea to Japan. Yamagata believed that if Japan had been firmer then and attacked Beijing with all its might, forcing the Manchu Qing government to completely cede the Northeast would have been very easy.

The generals and officers of the Army Ministry listened to the old Marshal's complaints, not daring to show the slightest disrespect on their faces, but they couldn't help mocking him in their hearts. If Emperor Meiji hadn't recalled Yamagata Aritomo to Japan back then, Yamagata Aritomo would have had to commit seppuku to apologize for his defeat. How could it be his turn now to complain and curse like this?

"Your Excellency, are we to let Takahashi Korekiyo spread defeatist remarks?" the Vice Minister of the Army asked Yamagata Aritomo.

As the saying goes, the older, the wiser. Yamagata Aritomo didn't want to wipe the asses of this bunch in the Army Ministry at all. War is more realistic than anything. No matter how much they talk about "Seven Lives to Serve the Country," Yamagata Aritomo knew very well that every general and officer in the Army Ministry expected to "Seven Lives of Victory" by participating in a victorious war, not to die in vain in a failed war. After the tragic war in Northeast China, the Japanese Army had already lost the will to compete with the People's Party on the snowy battlefield. The Battle of Qingdao also proved that winter was not the decisive factor for the People's Party to annihilate Japanese divisions. Regarding how to fight future wars, the Army Ministry had not yet come up with a clear line of thought. Even the only consensus in the Army Ministry, that "the war must go on," was subject to debate regarding exactly when and under what circumstances to continue the war.

"If that servant Prime Minister can drag the British in, it wouldn't be a bad thing," Yamagata Aritomo said.

The people in the Army Ministry were stunned at first, but soon understood Yamagata Aritomo's thinking. What the Army needed now was time to reorganize the troops. Japan currently had 21 regular divisions and four mixed brigades. The total strength was around 700,000 men. Since the start of the Battle of Qingdao, the Japanese Army had successively had four divisions and one brigade annihilated as organized units. Adding other losses that definitely amounted to a brigade's strength, five divisions had already been wiped out on Chinese soil. Even if the logistical units of these five divisions that remained in Japan were not annihilated, the troops killed on the front line alone exceeded 100,000. Plus the South Manchuria Railway (Mantetsu), which was closely related to the Army, being exterminated by the People's Party, the Japanese Army's total losses exceeded 150,000.

Generally speaking, if a force loses 30% of its troops, it can be considered to have lost combat effectiveness. The Japanese Army had now lost over 20% of its strength, very close to the danger line of losing 30%. If the war continued, the 8th Division in Korea would have to face tens of thousands of troops rushing into Korea from Northeast China. In terms of combat power, the 8th Division could not resist no matter what. If the 8th Division were annihilated, Japan's 21 regular divisions would be left with only 16, fewer than at the end of the Russo-Japanese War 10 years ago.

Not admitting defeat is one thing, but preventing the war from expanding in the short term and letting Japan gain a chance to catch its breath is not a bad thing. If the British can be thoroughly dragged into the war, Japan might even be able to turn defeat into victory.

"But Takahashi Korekiyo is now demanding the Army admit a tactical defeat. His purpose is to limit the size of the Army," said the Vice Minister of the Army.

"Takahashi Korekiyo not only wants to limit the size of the Army, but also the size of the Navy. Do you think those in the Navy can't see through this?" Yamagata Aritomo sneered. "This servant Prime Minister wants to suppress Japan's armaments across the board to save money to promote his economic plan. His longer-term goal is to establish the sound democratic politics he fantasizes about. Saionji Kinmochi wants to promote constitutional politics and some 'Japan of the World'. They just don't understand that the world today relies only on strong military power. If we had taken advantage of the collapse of the Manchu Qing to fight into Manchuria and annex Manchuria and Mongolia, how could there be the current predicament?"

The generals of the Army Ministry all knew that Yamagata Aritomo had proposed this military plan when the Manchu Qing collapsed, but Saionji Kinmochi tried hard to support the Beiyang government. Although it expanded Japan's interests in China, he was repeatedly criticized by Yamagata Aritomo. Criticizing Saionji Kinmochi was a common occurrence for Yamagata Aritomo, but the Army Ministry generals noticed that Saionji Kinmochi did not advocate fighting to the death with the People's Party immediately this time.

"Send another five divisions to Korea, and at the same time send someone to tell Takahashi Korekiyo that the Army Ministry will absolutely not lose the courage to attack because of this small setback. Ask Takahashi Korekiyo to allocate pension funds. If he can do that, I think everyone should work together at this juncture," said Yamagata Aritomo.

The Army generals quickly understood the meaning in Yamagata Aritomo's words. If Takahashi Korekiyo did not accuse the Army of failure, continued to pay war funds, and quietly took out the death pensions, then the Army Ministry could support Takahashi Korekiyo's "reckless actions" at this stage.

The first two naturally went without saying. The Army Ministry's biggest headache was the pension issue. According to the situation the Army Ministry understood, most of these 150,000 people were war dead. The Army Ministry harbored great anger towards these war dead. They not only ruined the military superiority over China that Japan had established over the years, but the more practical content was that large sum of pension money. Although these Army officers and soldiers all died on the Chinese mainland and could be temporarily dealt with as "unable to verify," the truth would come out sooner or later. How would the Army Ministry face the families of those war dead then? So the pension had to be prepared. As long as there was money, plus manipulating public opinion and silencing mouths, the Army Ministry could suppress the waves of opposition from the people. Otherwise, if the families of hundreds of thousands of dead made a scene, the Army Ministry really couldn't stand it. Takahashi Korekiyo used the excuse of "protecting constitutional government" to overthrow the Katsura Taro cabinet back then. The lesson from the past was only a few years ago.

Although Yamagata Aritomo, like other old men of his age, liked to nag and complain, the old man still saw problems very clearly on such major issues. This made those Japanese Army generals who once had dissatisfaction in their hearts immediately feel great respect again.

Takahashi Korekiyo never expected the Army Ministry's reaction to be so fast. He had just left Yamagata Aritomo's house and returned to his official residence when people from the Army Ministry came to visit. Compared to the Army Ministry's proposed requirements and their consistent stance, it wasn't even excessive. But Takahashi Korekiyo also knew clearly that the Army Ministry would definitely make its own demands.

Sure enough, the visiting Vice Minister of the Army suddenly asked: "Takahashi-kun, are you a patriot?"

Takahashi Korekiyo smiled: "I think patriotism is not something to be eager for quick success and instant benefit, but requires dedicating one's life to serve the country. More importantly, patriotism does not equal being able to override the country with patriotic ideas."

The Vice Minister of the Army sighed slightly, "Takahashi-kun, the current Japanese citizens only know how to shirk responsibility. When encountering difficulties, they don't know how to serve the country wholeheartedly, but push the responsibility to the upper levels. Since this is the case, why not unite Japan under an ideal? Tens of millions of citizens unite in sincerity and serve the country with one heart. Only in this way can we resist the great powers and complete the eternal foundation for the Great Japanese Empire."

Takahashi Korekiyo felt disgusted in his heart. Leaving aside the Army Ministry's ideals, the Army Ministry's rhetoric had a taste of "unchanging for ten thousand years." It was nothing more than that set of uniting all citizens under one ideal and one goal. To put it bluntly, the Army Ministry wanted to take charge of the entire Japan and turn Japan into a large military camp. This was precisely what Takahashi Korekiyo opposed the most.

"I do not oppose war, but I oppose the belief that war can solve all problems. War must be adapted to one's own national strength." Takahashi Korekiyo tried to instill some modern national concepts into this horse-dung head of a Vice Minister again. "In the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War, we Japan fully utilized the international situation, and with the hard work of you gentlemen, we had a series of victories. But in this war, we Japan are fighting alone, so we encountered various setbacks. However, as long as we stabilize the current situation, the international situation is very favorable for Japanese exports. If we work hard starting this year, we still have a chance to completely solve the debt problem..."

The Vice Minister of the Army looked at Takahashi Korekiyo like he was looking at a monster. It wasn't that the Vice Minister didn't know how large the huge debt Japan owed was. Takahashi Korekiyo actually thought he could pay off the debt. This couldn't help but make the Vice Minister of the Army suspect that Takahashi Korekiyo was crazy.

Although Takahashi Korekiyo did not think the Vice Minister of the Army could understand economics, he still took out a thick plan and put it on the table. This plan was the crystallization of Takahashi Korekiyo's painstaking efforts, covering procurement for the Entente Powers in the European war, economic surveys of various Asian countries and regions, and various assessments and expectations. In the final chart was a prediction by Takahashi Korekiyo: by 1918, Japan might be able to completely pay off all debts by living frugally.

Regardless of whether the Vice Minister of the Army could really understand these economic issues, when explaining to this point, Takahashi Korekiyo's voice was full of enthusiasm. "As long as we get rid of the debt shackles, the Great Japanese Empire will have a bright future. We Japan will definitely be able to stand on the world stage with a brand new posture."

Perhaps moved by Takahashi Korekiyo's attitude, the Vice Minister of the Army also said in a tone full of enthusiasm: "If we can really get rid of the debt, Takahashi-kun, we can join hands and build a new world belonging to the Great Japanese Empire together!"

Takahashi Korekiyo's mood, which was originally overflowing with beautiful ideals, was instantly nauseated by these words. The "new world belonging to the Great Japanese Empire" mentioned by the Vice Minister of the Army, needless to ask, was definitely a new world conquered by military force. The brains of Army horse-dung were like horse dung; there were no wrinkles on them. But Takahashi Korekiyo didn't want to destroy this shred of progress that had been hard to come by. If he didn't have the cooperation of this bunch of Army horse-dung, this diplomatic work really couldn't be carried out.

To save Korea, they had to rely on the British, rely on the Entente Powers. But the negative impact caused to the British by Japan's failed independent action this time could not be dispelled in the short term. After exhausting diplomatic efforts to make the British believe that Japan would not continue to run wild alone, if the Army horse-dungs went back on their word and did this again, all of Takahashi Korekiyo's plans would come to naught.

Holding back his dissatisfaction and uneasiness, Takahashi Korekiyo said: "The most important task at present is to let the British intervene in the immediate situation as soon as possible. As long as Britain demands that the People's Party cannot enter Korea in the name of the Entente Powers, it will play a huge role. After stabilizing the front line in Korea, we will do our best to ensure the import of raw materials from Korea to Japan, and at the same time do our best to participate in the development of Southeast Asia. The unfavorable situation will be greatly improved."

"Then can we no longer mention the matter of punishing the violent Chinese?" The Vice Minister of the Army was very good at climbing up the pole.

Takahashi Korekiyo almost held his nose and replied: "I do not oppose war. As long as the situation is restored at present, and as long as the People's Party acts excessively, there will definitely be a brand new joint army action against China. At that time, I still hope that you gentlemen can kill the enemy bravely!"

Since both sides reached a basic understanding of their positions, the Vice Minister of the Army bargained with Takahashi Korekiyo on the three issues raised by Yamagata Aritomo. Except for the third issue of pension which Takahashi Korekiyo dared not fully agree to, the two sides finally reached an agreement on the other two matters. After finally persuading one of the leaders of the Army horse-dung, Takahashi Korekiyo sent the Vice Minister of the Army away and sat on the sofa exhausted, not wanting to move at all.

But soon, official duties came one after another. The Prime Minister of the Cabinet is not a leisurely job. As long as one is willing to work, there is endless work. Takahashi Korekiyo, who usually worked hard, really didn't want to move again today. The current situation was really incredibly arduous. Whether it was the Army Ministry or the Navy Ministry, they all had a large amount of manpower as support behind them. Takahashi Korekiyo, this Cabinet Prime Minister, was a commander without soldiers. The obedience of the bureaucratic system was merely the attitude of subordinates obeying superiors within the system, and there was no one who had to be loyal to Takahashi Korekiyo. So far, Takahashi Korekiyo seemed to have done a lot of things. But all this was just because others couldn't find a solution to the problem and had to compromise with Takahashi Korekiyo temporarily. He, this Prime Minister, was completely dancing on a tightrope. As long as there was a big change in the situation, all Takahashi Korekiyo's efforts would come to naught.

Precisely because of this understanding, Takahashi Korekiyo let go and went for it. Because he knew that if he failed this time, with the domestic situation in Japan, absolutely no one could drag Japan towards a brighter future in the short term.
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Not long after the people from the Army Ministry left, Saionji Kinmochi hurried over to Takahashi Korekiyo's place. "Takahashi-kun, I heard you agreed to the Army Ministry's demands?" Although he knew Takahashi Korekiyo wasn't the type of "simple and honest fellow" who would look up to the sky and howl before going to his death, Saionji Kinmochi hadn't expected Takahashi Korekiyo to be quite so skilled at compromise.

"Yes. What we need now is the sincere cooperation of all Japanese nationals, including the Army Ministry," Takahashi Korekiyo answered very clearly. After speaking, Takahashi Korekiyo took out another proposal, which was a document regarding the supply of raw materials in economic production. "According to the survey results from these past few years, there are abundant mineral resources in northern Korea. If we want to increase Japan's industrial output, we must fully utilize these minerals. Saionji-kun, if we let those enterprises related to the Navy manage the development, do you think they can achieve sufficient efficiency?"

After looking at the columns of data Takahashi Korekiyo pointed out, Saionji Kinmochi was stunned. Judging from the investment and return items, profitability could only be guaranteed if workers' wages were squeezed down to one-third of the level in Japan. Saionji Kinmochi was naturally clear about the level of exploitation in domestic Japanese enterprises; when wages were compressed to this extent, it was no longer a question of wages, but a question of being unable to survive at all.

"Takahashi-kun, what exactly do you mean by this?" Saionji Kinmochi asked in confusion.

"The Army Ministry can achieve this. I want to let those people from the Army Ministry take on this work," Takahashi Korekiyo said.

"How could the Army Ministry possibly achieve this? Do their workers not need to eat..." Saionji Kinmochi had just reached this point when he began to understand somewhat. Now, Saionji Kinmochi fell silent. After a good while, Saionji Kinmochi finally said to Takahashi Korekiyo, "Takahashi-kun, Korea is also Japanese territory now."

Takahashi Korekiyo said with a grim expression, "Korea is Japanese territory, but no one considers Koreans to be Japanese nationals. Saionji-kun, right now we all must face reality. I have pondered this repeatedly over these past days, and only this method can solve the current predicament. Apart from this, we have absolutely no other way. The People's Party is trading with Europe and America on an extremely large scale. If we in Japan cannot boost our trade scale, we are doomed to fail. Moreover, inside Korea, there are plenty of people who do not regard themselves as Japanese nationals and oppose Japan. They must also be dealt with."

Saionji Kinmochi frowned in contemplation. This was not because Takahashi Korekiyo's plan had sparked Saionji Kinmochi's humanitarian sentiments, but rather because Saionji Kinmochi was considering what kind of consequences would arise in Japanese politics after the Army Ministry obtained the mineral development rights in northern Korea.

Takahashi Korekiyo was very clear about Saionji's thoughts. Dealing with the Army Ministry was actually considered simple; after all, the two sides' standpoints were starkly opposed. Any compromise reached at such a time was a compromise that everyone accepted against their will but had no choice but to accept, so it didn't involve more troublesome issues. Takahashi Korekiyo naturally didn't know that in Chen Ke's timeline, Nixon, a die-hard anti-communist in the 1970s, happened to become the key figure in the détente between the United States and China and the Soviet Union. Because no matter what compromises Nixon reached with the communists, it was impossible for anyone within the United States to accuse Nixon of being a "communist element." No matter what compromise Takahashi Korekiyo reached with the Army Ministry, no one in the Japanese political arena would accuse Takahashi Korekiyo of betraying the Constitutionalist faction to defect to the Army Ministry.

However, the Navy Ministry was precisely the group that was difficult for Takahashi Korekiyo to deal with. Because the Navy Ministry naturally believed that Takahashi Korekiyo favoring the Navy Ministry was normal behavior, any matter that allowed the Army Ministry to obtain "benefits" would be considered by the Navy Ministry as Takahashi Korekiyo betraying the Navy faction. What gave Takahashi Korekiyo a slight sense of relief was that Saionji Kinmochi was at least a statesman who used power to establish order and realize policy frameworks, rather than a politician who made the pursuit of profit his sole goal. Even so, Saionji Kinmochi's silence still exerted immense pressure on Takahashi Korekiyo.

After being silent for a good while, Saionji Kinmochi spoke slowly, "The Army Ministry cannot become the leader of the country, but the Army Ministry also represents a portion of public opinion. And the expression of this public opinion must be incorporated within the constitutional system."

Takahashi Korekiyo's gaze toward Saionji Kinmochi instantly filled with respect. Saionji Kinmochi did not want to take this opportunity to fiercely suppress the Army Ministry, but instead attempted to use this opportunity to bring the Army Ministry into the constitutional system. This kind of vision and breadth of mind was extremely remarkable. Although the process involved was destined to be incredibly arduous, without Saionji Kinmochi's support, this idea could absolutely not even be attempted.

Standing up and bowing deeply to Saionji Kinmochi, Takahashi Korekiyo said, "Thank you so much, Saionji-kun!"

Saionji-kun waved his hand. "Takahashi-kun, I once thought that no matter what, I had to protect your position as Prime Minister. Now, I cannot give you this promise."

Takahashi Korekiyo paused slightly, but he quickly understood the meaning within Saionji Kinmochi's words. If Takahashi Korekiyo still appeared as the spokesperson for the Navy Ministry now, then it would be impossible for Takahashi Korekiyo to receive even the bare minimum of trust from the Army Ministry. Since Takahashi Korekiyo was preparing to rely on his own strength to change Japan's situation, he had to appear as a Prime Minister who truly held power, using a consultation mechanism to gain the recognition and cooperation of all sides. Of course, such a Takahashi Korekiyo could not be constrained by the Navy Ministry alone. Everyone he faced was an enemy, and everyone was also a collaborator.

Facing such a challenge and understanding, Takahashi Korekiyo bowed his head to Saionji Kinmochi once again. "Thank you so much, Saionji-kun!"

Since he had a basic tacit understanding with both the Army faction and the Navy faction, Takahashi Korekiyo acted immediately. In his capacity as Prime Minister, he convened a cabinet meeting to coordinate with various factions as well as the industrial, commercial, and banking sectors to push forward Takahashi Korekiyo's "Taisho Revival Plan."

The Army Ministry had originally thought that although Takahashi Korekiyo spoke nicely on the surface, in reality, he would make things very difficult for them. As a result, when they learned that Takahashi Korekiyo was prepared to offer the Korean mining rights with both hands, the Army Ministry heads were all stunned. This was a massive business deal. Originally, these things were controlled in the hands of bankers, and the relationship between bankers and the Army Ministry had always been less than harmonious. Takahashi Korekiyo arranged a series of preferential measures from the banks to the Army Ministry regarding approval, loans, and other aspects. Although this couldn't satisfy the Army Ministry completely, compared to before, the Army Ministry could fully utilize this resource to satisfy the interests of a large batch of small and medium-sized enterprises related to the Army Ministry. Moreover, with the Army garrisoned in Korea, the Army Ministry could also get a share of the pie through methods like dispatching troops to protect corporate interests. Such a good thing was enough to prove Takahashi Korekiyo's sincerity.

The Navy Ministry received other compensation, including export trade and related shipyard orders. The interest groups related to the Navy Ministry likewise saw a massive pie glistening in front of them.

But all of this had one conclusion at the meeting: to obtain these benefits, Takahashi Korekiyo's "Taisho Revival Plan" had to be implemented smoothly. If this plan could not be launched, everything would be a castle in the air. To start the "Taisho Revival Plan," the Japanese ruling class first had to tacitly "acknowledge the defeat of the Manchurian War." Japan's strategy changed from seizing Manchuria to holding onto Korea.

Seeing that the Army Ministry was already completely tempted and would basically agree to this strategic change, the Vice Minister of the Navy could not help but mock at the expanded cabinet meeting, "If we had adopted the strategy of holding onto Manchuria from the very beginning, I'm afraid the situation would be much better now."

As soon as these words were spoken, before the people from the Army Ministry even changed their expressions, Navy Minister Kato Tomosaburo had already slapped the tatami. "Baka! What nonsense are you spouting! Looking at the current situation, we and the People's Party will definitely have a war in Manchuria! There is no strategic misjudgment in this matter!"

Seeing the Navy Minister fly into a rage, the lower-level personnel of the Navy Ministry dared not spout any more nonsense. And Navy Minister Kato Tomosaburo did not stop there; he ordered the Vice Minister of the Navy, "You! Apologize to the gentlemen of the Army Ministry!"

Facing the people of the Army Ministry, whose expressions were indescribable, the Vice Minister of the Navy had to obediently lower his head and apologize. Although the Army Ministry knew that the Navy Ministry was showing great sincerity, they had been defeated after all. This fact could not be changed, so they could not make trouble without reason and expand the dispute. In the end, this matter concluded just like that.

Takahashi Korekiyo knew that the current situation had only temporarily quelled the dispute. In the specific execution of the "Taisho Revival Plan," there would be countless small conflicts, and in the future, contradictions would still erupt rather than be thoroughly eliminated. But that was all a matter for after the "Taisho Revival Plan" showed results. Being able to get the Navy Ministry and the Army Ministry to sit together and reach a consensus on grand national strategy was already a rather satisfying matter. To pursue higher goals right now was in itself an unrealistic fantasy.

The Army Ministry's plan to mobilize another four divisions to be stationed in Korea was passed. Likewise, the plan to expand the construction of Navy merchant ships was also passed. Takahashi Korekiyo even agreed to the plan to tighten belts to restore the personnel and equipment organization of the Sixth and Seventh Divisions.

Facing such plans, both the Army Ministry and the Navy Ministry knew that they could not possibly get anything more from Takahashi Korekiyo now. For all current matters, they could only look to see if Takahashi Korekiyo could allow the national strategy to be implemented smoothly.

After all, Takahashi Korekiyo had made the mess, which was already rotten beyond repair, even messier. If they could pull together in times of trouble for the time being, perhaps there was still a glimmer of hope. If this mess were completely overturned, the worst that could happen to Takahashi Korekiyo would be stepping down in disgrace with a body full of infamy. After Takahashi Korekiyo stepped down, who would be willing to take over the mess? Neither the Navy Ministry nor the Army Ministry was willing.

The British side finally received contact from Japanese Foreign Minister Makino Nobuaki. Upon learning that Japan actually used the reason of "admitting defeat in Manchuria and requesting the Entente Powers to guarantee the security of Japanese territory" to intervene in the mediation between Japan and the People's Party, the British Minister to China was greatly astonished. For the ambitious Japan to be able to make such a low-profile gesture was not an easy thing. But this request was not something Britain could refuse. Britain had no reason to declare war on the People's Party for Japan's interests. However, Japan was at least a member of the Entente Powers. If the People's Party really fought into the territory of a member state of the Entente Powers, no matter who the opponent was, and no matter whether they had the ability to immediately commit to war, the Entente Powers would have to declare war on that country.

So the British Minister quickly sent a telegram to London, and London also quickly sent a reply. "Britain formally presents a diplomatic note to the People's Party, demanding that the People's Party must not invade Japan!"

Since London had clear instructions, the British Minister immediately sent a telegram to Wuhan, where the Central Committee of the People's Party was located, revealing Britain's attitude to the People's Party. At the same time, a special envoy was dispatched to Wuhan to visit the Chairman of the People's Party, Chen Ke.

When receiving the telegram, the Central Committee of the People's Party could be said to be filled with righteous indignation. Everyone thought that Britain's attitude was truly incredibly arrogant. Being biased to this extent could be considered unprecedented. At the same time, some comrades were worried that the Entente Powers were preparing to make a move against the People's Party.

Even though Chen Ke knew that such a statement was nothing compared to the Munich Agreement, he couldn't figure out what exactly Britain was thinking. At such a critical juncture of fierce war, was Britain really prepared to open another front in Asia?

On March 21, 1916, only after the British special envoy Sir Humphrey hurriedly arrived in Wuhan in person did the People's Party obtain clearer information. Sir Humphrey stated that Japan was willing to cease hostilities, and Britain also intended to facilitate this armistice. But no matter what, the People's Party could not attack Korea. Of course, Britain would absolutely not interfere with the People's Party killing invading Japanese soldiers on Chinese soil.

After Chen Ke explained the situation to the comrades, first there was silence, then fierce voices appeared in the conference room. "The Japanese are wimping out just like that?" This voice was not a cheer, but contained immense annoyance.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was currently preparing to continue combat operations. At this critical moment when the troops' morale was high and their confidence was boundless, no one would feel happy about the British sticking their oar in.

However, Minister of National Defense Hua Xiongmao still tried his best to persuade them, "The Northeast has now entered the days when ice and snow melt, and troop movements and combat operations are encountering greater difficulties. The ice houses that played a huge role in the winter can no longer be used now, and the issue of housing has now been put on the agenda. Four armies, seventy to eighty thousand people, could treat the entire Northeast as their camp in the bitter cold of winter, but now this condition has also disappeared. How to arrange stationing has become a big problem..."

Before he could finish, a comrade from the Military Commission said, "Are we scared just because the British are threatening us?"

Chen Ke waved his hand to stop Hua Xiongmao. "The war to liberate the Northeast has temporarily ended. Fighting in Korea is another war; these two things cannot be conflated."

"Even if we think it's ended, I'm afraid the Japanese don't think it's ended." This was a common worry among many comrades. No one believed that the British were standing on the People's Party's side at this time. After Japan suffered successive major blows, the British were blocking for the Japanese first, waiting for Japan to recover its vitality before attacking again. This possibility was not non-existent.

But Chen Ke, on the contrary, did not have such worries. In his timeline, the Japanese obtained more benefits in World War I, while China was constantly in civil war and its national power continued to plummet. Even so, with the struggle of the Chinese communists and the fierce resistance of the Chinese People's Party, even Chiang Kai-shek did not openly surrender to Japan. The situation could not possibly be worse than that result. So Chen Ke answered, "The British side stated that they are very willing to facilitate peace in East Asia. With the war in the European theater raging right now, the British are speaking from the heart."

"Chairman Chen, you were a staunch supporter of attacking Korea back then," a comrade said.

"Regarding Korea, it's only a question of fighting sooner or later, not a question of whether to fight or not. So I'll say the same thing again: we must seek truth from facts. Let's get the specific situation clear first. Moreover, spring plowing is happening everywhere now. Seizing the time to complete planting is our top priority. If we invest a bit more in infrastructure now, we will likely have a hundredfold harvest in the next year or two. So my view is to agree to Britain's suggestion for coordination." Chen Ke gave his own view.

The comrades of the Party Central Committee naturally knew the importance of construction. Digesting the newly liberated Hebei, northern Shandong, and the Northeast was also more important work. So in the final vote, the Central Committee agreed to the decision to temporarily join the peace negotiations hosted by the British.
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The "sincerity" of the Japanese side in the Sino-Japanese peace negotiations surprised both the British and the People's Party. Japan stated that it could fully cease hostilities with the People's Party under British supervision, hoping to restore peace on land, sea, and air. This sincerity came with no preconditions and no other issues discussed; it was simply, "Stop the war, restore peace."

To a normal country, such a statement would mean one thing: Japan sought a truce, not peace. War is never a game played by two bored parties; war always involves its own interests. When People's Party representative Li Runshi raised this issue, the Japanese representative with the Ren Dan mustache stated that Japan was willing to coexist peacefully with China. However, the People's Party was currently a local government, not the government of China, so Japan could not sign any agreement with the People's Party in the name of a nation. But since Japan desired peace, they could establish a memorandum to ensure both sides tried to resolve problems through consultation rather than resorting directly to force as they had a few months ago.

If the negotiations were with the Manchu Qing or the Beiyang government, they would likely be cheering for this "great victory." But the People's Party representatives were not happy about it. Japan's statement could be said to be "just right"; the approach proposed based on the reality of the situation completely guaranteed Japan's maximum current interests. This war between China and Japan was essentially a war between imperialism and the People's Party for China's interests. Ultimately, this contradiction was the most fundamental conflict point between China and the European and American powers. Japan cleverly withdrew from the vanguard position to a step behind the British, and the British intervened in the matter. The whole contradiction returned to the situation before the conflict. The People's Party had to reach a solution with the British regarding China's interests, and other countries would follow this model. If the People's Party bypassed the British to strike at Japanese "territory," it would be tantamount to directly challenging the British bottom line.

After hearing Japan's statement, the British representative took over the conversation, "We, the Entente Powers, absolutely cannot accept any act of attacking the territory of an Entente member."

Li Runshi spoke with full malice, "What if Japan launches an active attack on us from their territory?"

"We in Japan are willing to pursue peace," the Japanese representative replied with a straight face. "As far as the authorization I have received, our side can sign a two-year peace agreement with your side."

At this point, Li Runshi already understood that Japan did not seek peace at all. Just as the Party Central Committee had inferred, the Japanese side now needed a truce period of at least two years. According to the Japanese war history collected by the People's Party, in the Russo-Japanese War, the Japanese army had 55,655 killed in action or died of wounds, 27,192 died of illness (mainly due to beriberi caused by lack of vitamins), and 153,584 wounded. Although the Russo-Japanese War ended with a Japanese victory and Japan seized huge rights and interests in Northeast China, Japan itself still felt it was not worth it, and Japan was about to collapse.

In this Sino-Japanese War, Japan had nearly 150,000 men wiped out from start to finish. Especially in the last two major annihilation battles, due to the severe winter cold, the death rate soared, and the wounded Japanese soldiers set a new high death rate of over 95%. It was completely understandable that Japan sought a truce. The possibility of them continuing the war regardless of everything was actually not great.

Li Runshi felt that Japan's current strength was much stronger than during the Russo-Japanese War. If it had lost so many troops in the Russo-Japanese War, Japan would probably have collapsed. Now, without the support of other European and American powers, Japan was still able to stabilize the situation after suffering such losses alone; it was indeed quite remarkable. Of course, the European countries that had millions of soldiers die on the European battlefield and could still grit their teeth and persist in the war were even more forces not to be underestimated.

At the same time, Li Runshi also had more confidence in the current People's Party regime. If the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army lost 150,000 troops, it would cause considerable damage to the army, but it would be far from breaking its backbone and forcing it to ask for a truce.

As a negotiator, Li Runshi's discretion was not large. The Central Committee had actually agreed to a truce in principle, and currently, the Central Committee did not think bargaining would have much meaning. International justice had always been within the range of cannons. Since the People's Party did not have a navy, forcibly demanding safety at sea would only give others a handle to grab. Besides, what the British needed now was not to disrupt the shipping order in the Western Pacific, but to try their best to maintain this shipping order during the war. The People's Party's request regarding maritime transport completely missed the point.

Glancing at the Japanese representative with the Ren Dan mustache, Li Runshi smiled and said, "Everyone wants peace. I wonder how the Japanese side plans to specifically implement this peace?"

After several days of discussion, China and Japan reached a framework intention for a "truce agreement" under British coordination. Japan suffered heavy losses this time, and both China and Japan tacitly accepted Japan's presence in Lushun (Port Arthur). Aside from this, the People's Party did not recognize any of Japan's special privileges in China. Regarding the Boxer Indemnity, Li Runshi clearly told the Japanese representative with the Ren Dan mustache that they shouldn't even think about it.

Even after suffering such huge losses, the Japanese side swallowed their pride and tacitly accepted these facts. In the implementation of the truce agreement, since both China and Japan had a need for a truce, it was actually easy to reach an agreement. Japan would withdraw all troops in China. The Japanese concessions could still exist, but judicial and other powers within the Japanese concessions would be reclaimed by the Chinese side. Japan only obtained the right of residence.

What surprised the British was that Japan's normal trade was not subjected to discriminatory treatment. The People's Party's attitude towards the transformation of the concessions was to "nationalize" them. As long as any Japanese enterprise operating in China abided by Chinese laws and paid taxes according to the law and on time, it would not encounter special problems. At least no special problems could be seen in the agreement.

If the People's Party really wanted to transform the concessions in this mode, although the British did not want to give up various privileges, let alone the various benefits brought by the concessions, they were not completely unable to accept such handling when the situation was unfavorable.

By mid-April, China and Japan reached the final written agreement. From beginning to end, the Chinese side did not mention the Sun Yat-sen provisional government, nor did the Japanese side. The truce was actually already being executed in fact; at least after the People's Party captured Tianjin, trains were running back and forth inside and outside the pass. After the agreement was signed, the Far East order was determined in legal form. Neither the People's Party, the Japanese side, nor the British side believed that this peace could be maintained for long, but every party believed that peace was needed now. And every party believed that time was on their side.

On the third day after the agreement was signed, Miyazaki Toten, who had already arrived in Beijing, took more than twenty Korean activists to the Northeast. Before departure, these people had received sufficient training. Their goal was simple: enter northern Korea, contact local Korean activists, mobilize the Korean masses, and prepare the foundation for the liberation of Korea.

Although Miyazaki Toten was a very idealistic person, he was not a naive fellow. He knew that the People's Party signed a peace agreement with Japan this time, he knew that the People's Party had no intention of breaking this agreement at the grand strategic level, and he knew even more about the People's Party's determination to retake Korea. These seemingly contradictory thoughts all fell under one fact, which was that the People's Party had no foundation in Korea. At present, these Korean activists were to lay the foundation for the future liberation of Korea.

Korea was not very large, and there were few trains. This group of Korean activists had never had the chance to ride a train for days and nights in a row. These Koreans had even become numb to the vastness of China's land. Although initially, they were amazed by everything they saw. Especially when the train passed through the boundless Huang-Huai Plain and the North China Plain, the neat fields on both sides of the railway, and the army-like neat trees that could not be seen to the end on both sides of the railway, really opened the eyes of the Korean activists. This neatness was definitely not natural; at least two rows of trees were planted between every field. In addition to windbreaks and soil consolidation, the forests also served as boundaries. For mountainous Korea, this design was not suitable. But what the Korean activists marveled at was how much manpower was needed to complete these not-yet-tall trees. This strict layout meant the People's Party's ability to control its territory. With such a powerful organization as backing, the Korean activists also felt their confidence increasing.

When the train arrived in Andong, Miyazaki Toten felt the atmosphere of war. This city had now turned into a huge military camp, with soldiers everywhere. The sound of drills and training was almost non-stop all day long. These people did not stop at Andong; they took a car to Benxi Lake, and the comrades from the troops who came to meet them took the Korean activists to Changbai Mountain. The People's Party had already arranged communication lines in the mountainous area, and what the Korean activists needed was to enter Korea along the communication lines to open up bases in Korea.

"Mr. Miyazaki, you have worked hard." Piao Youxi knew he was about to part with Miyazaki Toten, and he was quite emotional.

Miyazaki Toten smiled, "Be careful after returning to Korea."

Before Piao Youxi could speak, another Korean activist, Jin Chengri, interrupted, "We will definitely complete the mission as soon as possible. The activists hope the People's Party can fully support us."

"That is natural." Miyazaki Toten smiled.

What should be said had long been said on the road. The work of this group of Korean activists was not difficult this time; what they had to do first was to return to Korea and establish the communication lines on the Korean side.

After everyone bid a reluctant farewell and checked their weapons, the Korean activists followed the People's Party comrades who led the way and began to march into the depths of the dense forest. Miyazaki Toten watched the figures of the squad finally being obscured by the dense forest, and in his heart, he could only wish them all the best.

The communication line meant there were supply points and roads convenient for movement. The Korean activists entered Korea quite smoothly. Most of them were from northern Korea. According to the original plan, after crossing the border line, everyone would go home first, settle down in their hometowns, contact local Koreans who opposed Japan, and then establish an overall communication line.

Piao Youxi was from Seoul, Jin Chengri and Jin Liuling were from Pyongyang, and other activists were from everywhere. As the Korean guides for the future Sino-Japanese War, they found that unlike when they left, Japanese military camps could be seen everywhere in northern Korea, and the number of checkpoints for interrogation had increased a lot. The group managed to bypass them with difficulty, and after getting on the main road, everyone scattered one after another.

Jin Chengri and Jin Liuling trudged for more than ten days and finally returned to Pyongyang. Pyongyang was now full of Japanese people. The two specifically waited until night to enter Pyongyang. After parting in the dark, Jin Liuling went towards his home. But just as he approached his home, a burst of noise suddenly came from the road. A large group of Japanese troops came along the road carrying torches. Jin Liuling hurriedly hid by the roadside. Fortunately, he was familiar with this place and managed not to be discovered by the Japanese. Under the illumination of the torches, he saw several bound Koreans in the Japanese team being tied into a string with ropes, stumbling as they were dragged along.

Secretly watching the live-ammunition Japanese troops and those arrested Koreans from the dark, Jin Liuling's heart pounded wildly. He couldn't help thinking: Could it be that the Japanese have discovered that we Korean activists have returned?
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The night was pitch black. Pyongyang's night was very quiet; there were no barking dogs, and it was impossible for a stray cat to suddenly dart out from anywhere. Watchdogs also needed to eat, and in Korea where humans found it hard enough to get their fill, keeping such animals was simply too extravagant. Aside from the footsteps of Japanese soldiers and the gibberish pleading of those bound Koreans, the streets were as silent as death.

After waiting with great difficulty for the Japanese patrol to pass, Jin Liuling waited a while longer. Seeing that indeed no one else was appearing on the street, he secretly slipped out from his hiding place. Pyongyang's main roads at least had some streetlights, although the places with lights were often where the Japanese had police stations or patrol points, making the pitch-black Pyongyang feel a bit brighter. However, these lights were nothing compared to Wuhan. In Jin Liuling's eyes, outside the residential districts composed of magnificent four-story buildings newly built by the People's Party in Wuhan, there were broad avenues. The streetlights weren't very dense, but every night the lights would always turn on. The areas near the lights were also places where the masses loved to gather; even if it didn't reach the level of a city that never sleeps, Wuhan's nights were always lively. Leaving prosperous Wuhan and returning to familiar Pyongyang, Jin Liuling felt an unspeakable discomfort.

The Jin family were wealthy people in the Pyongyang area. Their house, in terms of area, was definitely much larger than the sixty or seventy square meter apartments that housed five or six people. However, the tap water and electric lights that every household in the People's Party residential areas had, the rail transport available right out the door, and even the newly appearing gas-powered cars and electric trams—such an atmosphere gave a completely different feeling. Compared to Pyongyang, it was two different worlds.

Walking on the bumpy, uneven ground, Jin Liuling missed Wuhan's flat asphalt and cement roads. That was the power of industry; the People's Party, possessing industrial power, had suddenly created a brand new world. This world was so smooth, so magnificent.

"We must drive the Japanese out of Korea, and then make Korea into a country like China. At least make Pyongyang as prosperous as Wuhan!" Jin Liuling once again confirmed his resolve.

He walked through the dark streets and made it all the way home. After knocking on the door according to the secret signal, it wasn't long before the gate gently opened a crack. "It's me! Liuling!" Jin Liuling whispered.

The person opening the door didn't say much, just opened the door wider, and Jin Liuling quickly slipped in. Entering the main house, his family members had already woken up one after another. Seeing that Jin Liuling, who had been away for more than a year, had finally returned home safely, they were naturally overjoyed. They first arranged for Jin Liuling to eat. The ice-cold wowotou (steamed corn bread) and kimchi couldn't be heated immediately, and even the water was cold. If it were in Wuhan, even if the honeycomb briquettes couldn't immediately reach stir-frying temperature, there would at least be hot water in the kettle to drink. But this was his own home; the slight unhappiness brought by the inconvenience of life was completely overwhelmed by the happiness of returning home.

The family surrounded Jin Liuling, watching him wolf down the food. His mother's eyes flashed with tears, while his father and older brother wore looks of gratification.

In the late Qing Dynasty, the Manchus were defeated repeatedly. Korea didn't like the Manchus to begin with, and seeing that China was no longer the hegemon of East Asia, they very much wanted to break away from Manchu control. After successively making eyes at Russia and Japan, Korea finally colluded with Japan. But what the Korean upper class never expected was that while the Manchus were hateful and incompetent, it didn't mean that choosing the Manchus was wrong. Korea's act of inviting the wolf into the house directly led to the result of being completely annexed by Japan fifteen years after the First Sino-Japanese War.

As a scholar, Jin Liuling was highly expected by his family, who hoped he could pass the imperial examinations and fulfill the mission of bringing glory to his ancestors. Japan naturally wouldn't recognize Korea's imperial examinations, and old-style families like Jin Liuling's couldn't immediately integrate into the credentials of the new education system. After his future was cut off, the Jin family went directly from an ordinary wealthy Korean class to a radical anti-Japanese faction. Jin Liuling and his brother Jin Sanshun went out to seek a path to liberate Korea. The Jin family clan remained in Pyongyang to secretly contact local personnel seeking Korea's restoration.

Although the Japanese tried their best to blockade intelligence, the Jin family knew a little about the news of the People's Party inflicting heavy losses on the Japanese army in the Northeast. Jin Liuling, with a mouth full of wowotou, kimchi, and cold water, still managed to spare his tongue to excitedly tell his family all the recent news he knew. Hearing that Jin Liuling, who had been away for a long time, had already defected to the People's Party, the Jin family was very happy up and down.

After talking about his own affairs, Jin Liuling asked about the situation at home, especially the Japanese arresting people in Korea that he had just seen.

The biggest feeling of the Jin family in recent years was that Japan's exploitation of the locality was getting more and more ruthless, and the Jin family also felt that the arrests were quite strange. The Japanese first arrested all the beggars and vagrants in Pyongyang, and those petty thieves were also arrested clean. After these people were gone, although life in Pyongyang was still hard, it felt a lot better when going out.

"Where did the Japanese take those people?" Jin Liuling was quite puzzled.

"This... we only heard they were taken to the north. What exactly they are making these people do has not been found out yet," Jin Liuling's father said. After saying this, the father couldn't help but ask again: "The People's Party has already seized China?"

Jin Liuling answered with full confidence: "The People's Party has now captured Beijing, and it won't be long before they can seize the entire China."

Afraid his family wouldn't believe it, Jin Liuling recounted his observations of taking the train from Wuhan by the Yangtze River all the way to the China-Korea border. For things like travel, if one hadn't truly seen it, it would be hard to make up lies. Seeing Jin Liuling speaking with such beaming enthusiasm, the Jin family truly believed it. With such a great power backing them, the Jin family was full of confidence in restoring Korea.

However, this excitement was temporary. After chatting late into the night, everyone was sleepy. Jin Liuling slept until the sun was three poles high before getting up. After getting up, he found that everyone in the family was actually still at home. The Jin family had their own medicine business; usually, the family operated everywhere and didn't have much free time. Jin Liuling felt very embarrassed that he had delayed the family business.

"These days the Japanese are inspecting severely; it's better not to open the door," the old father of the Jin family explained to his son.

As soon as the old father's voice fell, Jin Liuling's eldest brother, Jin Sanshun, said angrily: "It's not just Pyongyang; the whole of Korea is like this. The Japanese are issuing some military scrip in Korea, using a few pieces of torn paper as money. Buying things with this military scrip is restricted; you have to buy things at places specially opened by the Japanese. But the Japanese use this military scrip to buy things everywhere in Korea. Anyone who refuses to accept the military scrip gets arrested by the Japanese. Our family has already suffered a big loss. If we don't hurry up and drive the Japanese out of Korea, this life will soon be unlivable."

Jin Liuling knew that his eldest brother Jin Sanshun mainly operated in Hanseong (Seoul). He asked: "Is it like this in the south too?"

Jin Sanshun gnashed his teeth and said: "It's even worse over in Hanseong. In these past few months, the Japanese used military scrip to buy up all the grain. I heard there have been many cases of people starving to death over there."

Jin Liuling didn't expect that after being away from Korea for a period of time, Korea would have undergone such changes. National hatred and family grievances intertwined; the anger in Jin Liuling's heart had nowhere to vent, and with a "thud", he punched the innocent table fiercely.

Getting angry was naturally useless; anger made Jin Liuling and his family quickly reach a consensus. To change the current situation, the only way was for the People's Party to fight into Korea as soon as possible and drive all the Japanese away.

The job Jin Liuling received this time was to establish a transportation line. Japan was increasing its troops in Korea on a large scale; a division of Japanese troops was stationed in Pyongyang. Jin Liuling strolled around the streets and understood that relying on the dozen or twenty Korean patriots who came back with him to plan attacks on the Japanese was simply moths flying into a flame. After meeting with Jin Chengri, Jin Chengri's anger was even greater than Jin Liuling's. Japan had increased its exploitation of Korea, especially the frantic exploitation using military scrip, which was extremely terrifying.

Banknotes were also common currency in the People's Party's liberated areas, but holding those thin paper notes, one could indeed buy many commodities. The purchasing power of the Renminbi was very high. But Japan's military scrip was completely different. Jin Chengri's family was originally in the livestock business and suffered even greater losses. The Japanese army forcibly "purchased" all the large livestock from Jin Chengri's family at the price of one hundred military scrip per head. At the designated military scrip usage points of the Japanese, the price of a large animal was 120 military scrip. The price difference wasn't particularly large. However, for Koreans, these usage points had prices but no goods. The few products that could be bought were sky-high in price, and the relatively fairly priced commodities were all out of stock.

"This is open robbery!" Jin Chengri said, staring with bloodshot eyes.

"Let's hurry up and establish the transportation station and complete the mission as soon as possible." Jin Liuling already knew that there was no need to harbor any illusions about the Japanese; there was no choice but to drive them out.

Jin Liuling and Jin Chengri split up to contact Korean patriots in Pyongyang and soon contacted quite a number of people. The Japanese military scrip was a catalyst; it caused the wealthy locals in Korea to differentiate rapidly. All the wealthy people whose interests were damaged stood on the side opposing Japan. Even the timid ones only dared to be angry but not speak out.

After contacting people, intelligence also increased. The whereabouts of those Koreans arrested by the Japanese began to become clearer. Pyongyang was the most important city in northern Korea. After Japan occupied Korea, it began to build railways on a large scale in Korea. Pyongyang was an important junction for many railways. According to news provided by Piao Lanzheng, who newly joined the anti-Japanese organization, the Japanese sent the arrested Koreans to railway construction sites. These railways were not only to connect various parts of Korea but also to lead to several important mining areas.

Regardless, the Japanese still needed the assistance of some Koreans for now. Jin Liuling and the others managed to find jobs transporting goods for the construction sites. This was not only to see what the Japanese were doing, but having such a collaborator identity could also provide cover for many future actions. Under the strict surveillance of the Japanese army, the transport team participated by several Korean patriots, including Jin Liuling, took on the job of moving supplies to the north.

Northern Korea is mountainous. Pyongyang was named "Pyongyang" (Flat Land) because of its flat terrain and quiet environment. The northwest of the city is low hills, and the east is rolling hills and fertile fields. The Taedong River flowing through the city center and its tributary, the Pothong River, added a bit of charm to Pyongyang. Since ancient times, Pyongyang has had the beautiful name of "Ryugyong" (Willow Capital) because it is surrounded by mountains and rivers, and many willows were planted in Pyongyang city. But now, the willows were basically gone. The transport team Jin Liuling participated in moved many wooden stakes made of willow trees onto the train. To save trouble, the Japanese left tree trunks at least one foot high above the ground when cutting trees. The result was that it was very difficult to dig out the tree roots. Fortunately, Pyongyang lacked fuel, so many citizens secretly collected branches and such to take home, and would also find ways to utilize the tree trunks as much as possible.

But the latest change was that the Japanese side suddenly arrested citizens holding axes and saws in the name of "sabotaging urban construction". In addition to fines, they also confiscated the "tools of the crime". Jin Liuling saw that among the supplies transported this time, there were many axes and saws of local Korean style. Jin Liuling really couldn't imagine that the looting had reached such a frenzied level.

Back when Korea tried to deal with Asian changes on its own, the later Empress Myeongseong was still "Queen Min" at that time. She encouraged Gojong to adopt an enlightenment policy and introduce Japanese influence, planted confidants in the court and the public, recommended relatives to hold important positions, and excluded the Daewongun's forces. The two factions fought constantly, leading to fierce partisan strife in Korea and turbulent regime changes. In the process, Queen Min and the pro-Japanese reformist faction drifted apart. She leaned towards being pro-China and repeatedly used Qing army forces to sweep away political enemies to seek power. After Japan defeated China in the First Sino-Japanese War, Queen Min, who had lost power due to the seizure of power by the pro-Japanese enlightenment faction, wanted to turn to cooperate with Russia to counter Japan. This triggered the "Eulmi Incident" on October 8, 1895. Japanese Minister Miura Goro led Japanese ronin and rebel troops to invade Gyeongbokgung Palace, murdered Queen Min at Okho-ru, and burned her body. They also coerced Gojong to depose her to a commoner. It was not until two years later in 1897, when Gojong changed the country's name to the Korean Empire and proclaimed himself emperor, that Queen Min was reinstated and posthumously titled Empress Myeongseong, and was buried with honors at Hongneung in Geumgok-dong, Namyangju.

Among the group of Korean patriots convened by Jin Liuling now, there was actually no lack of descendants of those families who had supported Japan. The Japanese were now looting and oppressing all Koreans equally; the richer the people, the more they suffered. The Korean bureaucrats who took refuge with the Japanese were not all wealthy; many middle and lower-layer families suffered huge losses, so they turned to seek to drive out the Japanese again.

"If you knew it would be like this, what were you doing back then?" Jin Liuling didn't have any good feelings towards the Manchus, but he still couldn't help muttering in his heart.

The supplies were finally transported to the place. Jin Liuling also knew a little Japanese. He heard the Japanese soldiers responsible for the handover say: "We have transported this month's rations to you."

The unloading place was very close to the construction site. Jin Liuling saw that on the winding mountainous land, a large number of Korean laborers were burying their heads in work under the Japanese soldiers and overseers. It was already April, and the weather wasn't too cold, but the mountain wind still felt quite chilly. Those large numbers of thinly clad Koreans were grey-faced and their clothes were tattered because of moving stones, smashing gravel for railway paving, carrying sleepers, and carrying wooden stakes. As long as they worked a little slowly, the overseers would wave whips and go up to scold or even beat them.

These Korean laborers dared not resist. Moreover, compared to the seemingly quite sturdy Japanese overseers and Japanese soldiers, the Korean laborers looked very thin and weak one by one. But such a large group of sturdy guys holding weapons forcing a group of thin and weak Koreans to work—this scene made Jin Liuling feel extremely pained.

The Japanese army's attitude towards Koreans was quite bad. Jin Liuling just looked around and was immediately scolded by the Japanese army. His companions quickly echoed with a few curses and made Jin Liuling return to the team.

The transport team was not only responsible for unloading but also for loading goods to go back. There weren't many things transported this time, but there were a dozen or so large boxes like coffins that felt very wrong. However, once the train door closed, Jin Liuling hadn't learned how to hop trains, and had no way of knowing what was actually inside.

Taking the train back to Pyongyang, there were several people wearing white coats over their military uniforms who came to pick up the train. Jin Liuling only vaguely heard the Japanese speaking a bunch of words with serious expressions. Jin Liuling was really curious about what was loaded in the car. There were also people working at the train station among this group of Korean patriots, so Jin Liuling asked them to be responsible for inquiring.

Three days later, Jin Liuling went to find the train station personnel who were changing shifts. The patriot working at the train station looked extremely ugly. He paid extreme attention to those "coffins" and finally accidentally overheard the Japanese conversation. Those things that looked quite like coffins turned out to really be coffins, and inside were actually the corpses of Korean laborers. It was said that they were to be sent to Japan for some "medical research specimens".

Hearing this, Jin Liuling's legs went soft and he almost slumped to the ground. Jin Liuling had also accepted a lot of modern knowledge from the People's Party, and he was extremely disgusted with matters of human dissection and specimens in modern medicine. East Asia had the tradition of burial for peace, and dissecting corpses was considered great disrespect. Therefore, the Korean patriot working at the train station didn't know what was going on, but Jin Liuling had already guessed that various medical schools in Japan lacked materials for dissection. Many Koreans died during this railway construction by Japan, and the corpses of these Koreans were transported to Japan to serve as dissection materials and organ specimens for Japanese medical schools.

Based on the weight Jin Liuling felt when participating in the transport and the feeling when they shook, those coffins didn't contain just one corpse, but were stuffed full of corpses. The Japanese side was not only exploiting and bullying Koreans, but even after Koreans died, they were used by the Japanese as specimens. Jin Liuling didn't know when tears began streaming down his face, and he started wailing loudly.

Because he misunderstood the reason for Jin Liuling's bitter crying, the Korean patriot at the train station said with a face full of grief and indignation: "I also found out one thing. The Japanese give the workers on the construction site four liang of rice every day. They are doing heavy work, yet they only eat four liang a day. Isn't this taking people's lives?"
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"Is giving the Koreans four taels of grain a day too much?" Inside the Government-General of Korea, the newly appointed Commander-in-Chief of the Chosen Army, Tanaka Giichi, asked the industrial and commercial representatives involved in the development of Korea with a pleasant countenance.

Relying on the support of the Army, the representatives spoke quite cautiously. "These Koreans are very cunning and always try to escape. If we invest too many troops to guard them, the military expenses would be too high. However, if they eat too little, they won't be able to work."

Tanaka Giichi laughed, "There are as many Koreans as we want; the key is how to make them do more work. Regarding the use of Koreans, please recognize one thing clearly. The Koreans sent to you are either criminals or political prisoners who oppose the Great Japanese Empire. Ultimately, they are people who have no need to survive. We must make them do the most work in the shortest amount of time; this is the best way for them to atone for their sins."

Although the representatives looked respectful, they felt a bit uneasy after hearing Tanaka Giichi's words. These people came to Korea to make money, not to slaughter Koreans. Working people to death was one thing, but using Korean laborers with the intention of working them to death from the start was a mindset they couldn't adjust to immediately.

Seeing the doubts in the representatives' hearts, Tanaka Giichi stopped smiling and said, "Gentlemen, if the railway opens a day late, or the mine starts operations a day late, how much loss will you suffer? Everyone must think for themselves, and also think for the work of the Great Japanese Empire."

A representative tentatively said, "But... both railways and mines require skilled workers. These Koreans are not skilled workers. To improve labor efficiency, we need to recruit more workers from home to come to Korea."

Tanaka Giichi nodded. "The Ministry of War can help you with this matter. As long as the work progress can be completed faster, we will do our best to support you. As for the Korean laborers you mentioned, everyone, don't have any concerns, use them boldly."

After seeing off the representatives, Tanaka Giichi breathed a slight sigh of relief. He had heard that the People's Party's troops not only fought wars but also undertook a lot of infrastructure construction within China. In this matter, Tanaka Giichi was quite envious, while also extremely contemptuous. If the Army could operate enterprises, presumably the use of Koreans would be more effective. The Ministry of War now controlled Korea. Before the defeat in Manchuria, the Ministry of War still hoped to digest Korea and make Korea a part of Japan. The failure in Manchuria made the Ministry of War change its mind. Mantetsu had operated in Manchuria for so long, yet weren't they still killed cleanly by the locals? Japanese are Japanese, Koreans are Koreans, and Chinese are Chinese. This is an unchangeable fact.

Thinking of this, Tanaka Giichi turned to the current Governor-General of Korea, Hasegawa Yoshimichi, and said, "Hasegawa-kun, regarding the establishment of the Korean Development Corps mentioned last time, I wonder how you have arranged it?"

Hasegawa Yoshimichi was an Army General, and his stance was naturally completely consistent with the Ministry of War. Even so, after hearing Tanaka Giichi's words, his brows couldn't help but furrow. After the Ministry of War obtained the development rights to Korea, they discussed a proposal for a Japanese Development Corps. In general, it meant plundering land in southern Korea, giving a portion to local Korean landlords who defected to Japan, and handing the other portion to conscripted poor and landless Japanese farmers to cultivate.

Theoretically, this method could solve the problem once and for all. By wiping out all the local Koreans who didn't defect to Japan and having Japanese cultivate the land on a large scale, it wouldn't take long for Korea to belong completely to Japan. But the practical effects were obvious. Because of the Manchurian War, Japan had increased its plunder of grain in Korea, and had already encountered many small-scale resistances. If the Japanese Ministry of War's plan continued to be pushed, one could imagine how large-scale the Korean resistance would be in the future.

Seeing Governor-General Hasegawa Yoshimichi behaving like this, Tanaka Giichi sneered, "Hasegawa-kun, just send those rebellious Koreans to the mines. No matter how you look at it, mines need people to work. Not just mines, too many places need Koreans to labor."

"But the original plan wasn't like this..." Hasegawa Yoshimichi was still quite hesitant. The plan after Japan initially conquered Korea was to do their best to absorb the locals to be loyal to Japan, spending decades to thoroughly digest Korea. Such a sudden change really completely altered Japan's original policy. It wasn't that Hasegawa had any thoughts of protecting Koreans, but sending troops to suppress them was also a very expensive matter. The resulting casualties would trigger more costs. Economically speaking, this tough approach wasn't cost-effective.

Even though he was entrusted with important tasks and represented the attitude of the Ministry of War, Tanaka Giichi's status could not compete with Hasegawa Yoshimichi. He tried his best to persuade, "In the short term, we must gather enough grain for the five divisions of the Chosen Army, and we must also have enough minerals shipped back to the homeland. Does Hasegawa-kun have a better way? Just let these Koreans eat idle rice?"

"Military suppression also needs the support of the locals," Governor-General Hasegawa replied. "Now the military scrip issued by the Ministry of War in Korea is already causing complaints everywhere. If we continue to adopt high-pressure measures and trigger unrest throughout Korea, what action will China take?"

Tanaka Giichi replied, "The Great Japanese Empire endured huge humiliation to reach an agreement with China, just to prevent China from having the opportunity to intervene in Korean affairs. Koreans rising up in rebellion isn't a bad thing. After wiping them out, the remaining Koreans will naturally submit to the Great Japanese Empire. This is also a good way to discover enemies."

After saying this, Tanaka Giichi lowered his voice, "Hasegawa-kun, the Ministry of War has more plans this time. Since those in the homeland claiming to be for parliamentary politics have gained the upper hand, our Ministry of War must prove in Korea that our methods can create a Kingly Way Paradise for the Great Japanese Empire. Only in this way can we obtain new opportunities in the future. At this time, shouldn't our Army unite and complete our mission without fear of hardship or fatigue?"

Hearing Tanaka Giichi solemnly say "Kingly Way Paradise", Hasegawa Yoshimichi couldn't help but smile bitterly. Whether the Ministry of War's plan could create a Kingly Way Paradise for the Great Japanese Empire was unknown, but creating an eighteen-level hell for Koreans was completely imaginable.

Seeing Hasegawa Yoshimichi's hesitant appearance, Tanaka Giichi simply told the truth, "What we want those industrial and commercial representatives to do this time is to find effective ways to consume Koreans, letting them do their best for the Great Japanese Empire in the mines. As long as we can find this way, we can maximize help for the Great Japanese Empire to get out of its predicament sooner. It not only reduces the Great Japanese Empire's consumption but also provides more wealth to the Great Japanese Empire. Didn't Britain use this method when conquering the world? What else do you have to hesitate about?"

As the Governor-General of Korea, Hasegawa Yoshimichi naturally hoped for as few troubles as possible. If a major incident occurred that couldn't be cleaned up, ultimately he, the Governor-General, would have to take responsibility. But the attitude of the Ministry of War could not be ignored. Out of helplessness, Hasegawa Yoshimichi first agreed to temporarily implement the Ministry of War's method in the mines. See how the effect turned out. If the effect was passable, then continue to push other plans.

In June in Korea, the weather finally got hot.

Japan had built some mines in Korea by now, but limited by Japan's technological level and its thirst for raw materials, the mines didn't use the tunnel method much; many were open-pit mining after direct blasting.

There were many such pits in northern Korea. Li Yongchang (Lee Young-chang) was one of the newly sent laborers. He was arrested in Pyongyang on the grounds of "economic crimes". The more specific reason was that he refused to sell his family's wooden furniture to the Japanese. Korea didn't have the habit of using banknotes originally, let alone military scrip with credibility low to a heinous degree. So Li Yongchang resisted, then was arrested, and finally sent to the mine.

Here, he was no longer called Li Yongchang, but laborer number 2018 wearing shackles. Japanese were responsible for mining with metal tools. Li Yongchang was assigned a basket with a wooden frame. His daily job was to transport ore from the bottom of the pit to the edge. The amount of ore transported determined the amount of food Li Yongchang could eat. Because a blast had just been carried out, a lot of fine dust in the pit had not yet completely settled. Li Yongchang was already walking down along that extremely solid path under the angry shouts of the overseer and the driving of leather whips.

Many people were coughing; Li Yongchang was also coughing. Some people coughed because of choking on dust, while others coughed because of illness. Everyone's clothes were tattered. Being cut by the sharp corners of the ore was certainly a reason, but tearing off clothes to wrap around the iron shackles on their feet to prevent the skin from being worn too badly was the most important reason.

After more than a month of labor, Li Yongchang didn't even have the ability to think. Every day it was just those two steamed buns and a little kimchi. Hunger stripped Li Yongchang of the strength to think so much. All his groggy brain could understand was that he must work every day. If he didn't finish the work, he would starve. Starving would lead to sickness. The result of sickness or attempting to escape would be disappearing from the mining area forever. Especially those who escaped; they were all shot dead on the spot.

The personnel in this mining area was fixed, and every number was fixed. Because Koreans were shot dead every day for trying to escape, and sick Koreans were taken away because they could no longer work, new Koreans were sent here every day.

The decision power of whether one was sick lay in the hands of the Japanese doctors in the mining area. Any Korean who feigned illness, or whose illness was not serious, would be punished in public, either whipped or starved. And those Koreans who fell seriously ill never returned after being taken away. Among the Korean laborers, no one believed what the Korean foremen said, that they would really be taken for treatment after falling seriously ill. The Japanese foremen were so cruel to Koreans who weren't sick; what attitude would they have towards those seriously ill Korean laborers? Everyone simply didn't dare to imagine.

Almost subconsciously looking up at the sun, he saw the sun hadn't set yet. Putting down the basket and letting the Japanese workers and Korean foremen load ore into it, Li Yongchang just wanted to pant a few more times. His body was already numb; the only thing he could still feel was whether his physical strength was enough to carry the heavy ore.

"2018, move faster!" The Korean foreman wore a face towel to prevent dust, so his shouting voice was quite muffled. There were numbers on both the basket and the wooden frame. Although the turnover frequency was quite high, the foreman didn't need to know everyone. Carrying the heavy basket on his back, Li Yongchang dragged his shackles and walked towards the road climbing out of the pit.

Inside the overseer's room built near the mine pit, several Japanese were doing calculations.

"We still have to continue buying barbed wire..."

"More baskets and wooden frames are damaged..."

"Why did I hear recently that the price of mine slaves sold by the Ministry of War is going to rise..."

"The cost of opening new pits..."

"The cost of explosives..."

"Shackle wear is quite large..."

The calculation of various miscellaneous expenses was the summary of experience over these days. After a crackling round of abacus calculations, the person in charge of the mine looked at the final numbers and frowned deeply.

"Uncle, if we add the approval fee to the Ministry of War, the money we can earn is actually not much," the young man next to him couldn't help but say.

The Japanese man called "Uncle" certainly knew this. His gaze patrolled back and forth on a series of lists, trying to find a way to reduce costs. Every time he saw the consumption and wear of baskets and wooden frames, his brows couldn't help but furrow deeper. But this wasn't a problem he could solve. Since slave labor was used, naturally one couldn't expect this bunch of "mine slaves" to pay attention to tool consumption. This was really an unavoidable loss.

But right now, they really couldn't give the mine slaves any chance to escape. This bunch were criminals sent by the Ministry of War. The Ministry of War wanted to see the person if alive and the corpse if dead. A while ago, to improve efficiency, mine slaves were put in charge of digging ore, and incidents of mine slaves trying to attack guards with tools occurred. In the exchanges among mine owners, such things were mentioned many times. In the end, the result of everyone's discussion was to only let mine slaves carry ore.

Besides this kind of thing, this group of mine owners also reached a consensus in their exchange of experience that they must improve the food supply for those relatively honest mine slaves. Some mines adopted extreme food supplies, resulting in personnel changing too fast. Incidents of mine slaves collectively trying to escape occurred. The Ministry of War dispatched a large number of troops to catch the mine slaves back and kill them. The mine owners involved were fined a large sum of money. If they could maintain a batch of honest mine slaves, it would really be of great benefit to the effective operation of the mine. After all, buying mine slaves from the Ministry of War also cost money.

Seeing his uncle so anxious, the young Japanese whispered, "Uncle, I heard that Chinese mining baskets use a very special rattan, which is very strong and durable. The price is not high, and some mines have already bought and used them. Not only mining baskets, their barbed wire price is also lower than domestic ones..."

This news wasn't any special secret. Chinese goods, or rather the People's Party's goods, sold quite well in Japan. For example, the price of hot bulb engines was at least twenty percent lower than in Japan. Plus, the People's Party provided abundant accessories. From the generators that the hot bulb engines could drive to the gas generators that provided fuel, the quality greatly exceeded Japan's crudely made products. The price was quite a bit lower. In this wilderness, mechanical maintenance was a big problem. Once a mechanical failure occurred, it often delayed a lot of work. If they got two spare mechanical devices, it could solve the problem, but this would greatly increase the cost. It was extremely uneconomical from a cost accounting perspective.

So the cheap and durable Chinese hot bulb engine was a very essential product.

The only difficulty lay in the fact that these products could only be obtained by "very well-connected" Japanese merchants. The Ministry of War was very strict on this.

"Let's try again and see if we can make the Ministry of War loosen their bite," the Japanese mine owner said with a sigh.
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The Japanese Army Ministry finally had some smiles on their faces. Although the economic investment in Korea was large, the returns were far greater than imagined. Selling mining rights had effectively earned a large sum. Even if enterprises related to the Army Ministry and private investors didn't necessarily have the money, the Ministry of Finance provided funds to mine owners through bank loans. These funds were transferred directly to the Army Ministry, giving them substantial revenue.

The families of officers who died in Northeast China received their pensions first, which effectively alleviated dissatisfaction within the army. The funding for rebuilding two divisions finally had a source, not to mention the substantial handling fees obtained at every step of the process. The entire situation was good—not just a little good, but very good. According to the Army Ministry's statistics, just the ore shipped to the Japanese home islands annually could earn immense profits, to say nothing of the pacifying effect these interests provided to the various forces closely related to the Army Ministry.

Even though they still detested the current Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo, the Army Ministry had to truly admit that Takahashi Korekiyo was very economically capable and was not a mortal enemy of the Army Ministry. What made the current Army Ministry dissatisfied was that the price Takahashi Korekiyo paid the Army Ministry for the ore was too low. Moreover, these mines, after a few years of operation, would have to be returned to state management. But there was no helping this; when the Army Ministry was allowed to lead mining in Korea, this was already a condition proposed by Takahashi Korekiyo. So the Army Ministry's idea was that when the next cabinet election came around, if Takahashi Korekiyo didn't extend the Army Ministry's control over the minerals, they would find a way to oust him. Of course, that was a matter for the future.

The Army Ministry certainly wasn't a gathering of benevolent men and believing women; they could imagine the results their actions in Korea would lead to. To deal with the difficult situation in the future, Japan specifically gathered the remnants of Mantetsu to discuss the future situation.

The conference room adopted the layout of a Japanese residence. On the left sat members of the Japanese Army Ministry in black military uniforms, and on the right sat Mantetsu members in black kimono. The first to speak was a Mantetsu member. "In the newly promulgated laws, should we add clauses for punishing the families of those rebel parties?" The eager expression of the Mantetsu representative proved they were very enthusiastic about this.

The Army Ministry representatives knew the Mantetsu representatives' thoughts very well. The so-called punishment of families actually had nothing to do with the law. The true purpose of the punishment was the confiscation of property. When the Army Ministry spoke of this with a slightly mocking tone, the Mantetsu personnel stated that for the female family members of the rebels, they could be fully utilized in the South Seas.

In Takahashi Korekiyo's economic policy, there was not only the full development of Korea but also a plan to expand Japanese investment in the South Seas. Seizing the opportunity of the Allied Powers, exerting the capacity of Japan's shipbuilding industry, and fully utilizing the resources of the South Seas was Takahashi Korekiyo's method of attempting to make up for Japan's losses in the Chinese market. Among Japan's major industries in the South Seas, the "flower and willow" establishments run by the Japanese state were a very large profit-generating project. If the family members of the Korean rebels could be fully utilized, it should increase revenue considerably.

The Army Ministry was somewhat dissatisfied with Mantetsu's wishful thinking. Suppressing local resistance in Korea cost money. Not only did it cost money, but there would also be soldier casualties. After some bargaining, Mantetsu agreed to provide funds to organize armed forces belonging to Mantetsu, and Mantetsu's military forces would participate in combat when suppressing the Koreans.

Disputes and even quarrels ran through the entire meeting process. The basis of discussion between the Army Ministry and Mantetsu did not change in the slightest. Revolving around the core of "how to fully utilize" Korean manpower and material resources, the Army Ministry and Mantetsu argued endlessly about the cost-effectiveness ratio between the costs they would pay and their future returns. Everyone wanted the lion's share, and everyone wanted to contribute less.

When the quarreling reached the point where faces were red and necks were thick, Tanaka Giichi, who was participating in the meeting, suddenly laughed loudly. This unexpected action surprised everyone participating in the meeting. Tanaka Giichi laughed for a while, then suddenly said, "Gentlemen, why do I feel like we are holding a parliamentary session here?"

Hearing this, the members of the Army Ministry and Mantetsu were stunned for a moment, and then after a while, many people couldn't help but laugh out loud together. Whether it was the Army Ministry or Mantetsu, they were quite opposed to the parliamentary constitutional system, but this did not mean that internal coordination was not needed. Every group was composed of different interest groups internally. Even if every interest group had a common broad goal, they still had different interest demands in the detailed process. Unless it was a political system with highly centralized power and strict divisions, such a situation of quarreling could not be avoided at all.

After Tanaka Giichi put away his smile, his gaze swept coldly across the faces of these people in front of him. The predecessor of the Army Ministry was a group formed by combining various "restoration activists" of the Meiji Restoration era. In such a group, killings due to interests were by no means something that had happened only dozens or hundreds of times. Choshu, Satsuma, Opening the Country, Overthrowing the Shogunate, Revering the Emperor, Expelling the Barbarians—various different ideologies were entangled together. There had been over a hundred famous assassination incidents alone. The leaders of the various factions rarely died on the battlefield; on the contrary, most were assassinated.

The surface reasons for various assassinations were very complex: differences in philosophy, or mutually believing the other party had betrayed the original ideals. But the essence was extremely simple: Japan's various interests simply could not be effectively governed and coordinated. Therefore, the Army Ministry loathed party politics extremely, believing that party politics allowed various quarrels to persist and expand without limit. Only by thoroughly destroying party politics and establishing a political system with Japanese characteristics—where upper and lower ranks were clearly distinct, subordinates must be unconditionally responsible to superiors, and those in lower positions "serve with death" to those in higher positions—was the only way for Japan to embark on prosperity and development.

Watching the dispute between the Army Ministry and Mantetsu, Tanaka Giichi felt very disappointed in his heart. The relationship between the Army Ministry and Mantetsu was extremely close, yet even so, real interests were still difficult to reconcile, and they even had to adopt this mode close to "parliamentary discussion" to make any progress.

Harboring disappointment, Tanaka Giichi had to console himself in his heart, "At least these people present won't start killing each other."

"Tanaka-kun, many merchants have already proposed importing goods from China. Some smugglers' business has even reached Japan. I think we need to manage these things properly," said the Mantetsu representative. Before Tanaka Giichi could answer, the Mantetsu representative continued, "Please let our Mantetsu be responsible for trade with China."

Looking at the sincere gaze of the Mantetsu representative, Tanaka Giichi didn't even have the strength to mock him.

Jin Liuling trekked through the mountains of Korea, panting. There were Japanese checkpoints on all major traffic routes. Approaching the summer harvest, Japanese management in Korea was becoming stricter and stricter. In these past few months, the traffic lines Jin Liuling had exhausted his strength to open up had suffered great destruction. This was not because the Japanese had uncovered the organizations of the Korean patriots; if measured by anti-Japanese ideology, there were few Koreans who were not "Korean patriots." The traffic lines had to rely on numerous mountain villages. The Japanese had launched surprise attacks on many mountain villages in the mountainous areas, and everyone in the attacked villages had been taken away. The houses in these villages were not wasted either; those who moved in locally were all Japanese. The Japanese side used this method to gradually Japanize the northern mountainous areas of Korea. This created endless trouble for opening up traffic lines.

Jin Liuling could only choose to take routes even farther from the main roads. Japanese tentacles had not yet been able to reach those areas for the time being. Exhausted and sweating profusely, Jin Liuling sat down by a large mountain rock, utterly spent. Taking out a towel to wipe the sweat constantly seeping from his forehead and neck, panting heavily, Jin Liuling suddenly felt a burst of loss. He never knew revolution was such an arduous thing. When in China, Jin Liuling had heard the story of the People's Party starting out during the great floods. Listening to that process of arduous struggle, Jin Liuling was truly moved. But when personally implementing the revolution, Jin Liuling realized what a world of difference there was between things said with a touch of the lips and the process of personal practice.

Taking a train from Wuhan to traverse thousands of li to arrive at the Sino-Korean border didn't take many days, nor did it require much effort. Walking from Pyongyang to the Sino-Korean border took nearly twice the time, and the troubles created by the Japanese encountered in between were not too many; the vast majority of the time was spent trekking alone in the barren mountains and wild ridges. If not for the intense emotions he held in his heart, Jin Liuling knew he actually couldn't have persisted.

The dry rations in his pocket wouldn't last much longer either. After all, having traveled back and forth on this route several times, Jin Liuling knew that half a day's time ahead, there was a small mountain cave. Stored there were canned goods and other supplies transported from the Chinese side, as well as beds laid with branches and straw mats. At least after arriving there, he could truly rest.

Standing up with difficulty, Jin Liuling continued to advance toward the supply point. With canned goods, these foods that could be stored for a long time, the traffic lines could exist independently without relying on residential points like villages. These supply points, with a little expansion and replenishment, could even provide food for nearly a hundred people, able to support small detachments fighting in the mountains for a long time. Personally walking in the mountains, Jin Liuling finally understood the difficulty of maintaining a march and combat on the scale of dozens of people, and even more preliminarily understood what was called the power possessed only by an industrial nation. Relying only on these supply points, Jin Liuling had already lived in the mountainous area for over a month.

By the time the sun was slanting west, Jin Liuling finally reached the supply point with difficulty. However, there were already guests inside the supply point. Jin Chengri and Piao Youxi, along with two other Korean patriots, were already inside. Seeing these comrades, Jin Liuling was quite pleasantly surprised. Especially Piao Youxi; they hadn't seen each other since parting ways.

But Jin Liuling quickly saw that things were wrong, because the several Korean patriots all had tear-stained faces. Before Jin Liuling could ask, Piao Youxi stood up unsteadily. With a crying tone, Piao Youxi said in a hoarse voice, "Brother Liuling! An uprising happened in Seoul, but the Japanese army suppressed the uprising on a large scale. Too many people died; the water of the Han River has turned red!"

Just as Jin Liuling was astonished, Jin Chengri also stood up and said, "Brother Liuling, you weren't in Pyongyang. Many comrades couldn't hold back and launched an uprising. But among our people, someone turned traitor. The Japanese surrounded our headquarters first. A good number of people died. I risked my life to escape."

The Seoul Uprising was only a shock to Jin Liuling, but the Pyongyang Uprising was a bolt from the blue. Because the current headquarters of the Korean patriots in Pyongyang was Jin Liuling's home. The Japanese besieging the Pyongyang headquarters meant that Jin Liuling's family was finished.
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"Three thousand *li* of rivers and mountains, three thousand *li* of blood and tears, is it?" Chen Ke looked at the latest report on the situation in Korea and spoke in a tone as if reading an expository text.

The comrades of the Central Committee had somewhat stunned expressions on their faces. The report naturally described the appearance of the Korean insurgents being killed, with corpses piled up like mountains. However, the report wrote that when Korean patriots like Jin Liuling and Piao Youxi fled to China, they knelt on the ground and kowtowed until they bled, wailing loudly. This part, which didn't really need to be specifically written clearly in a report, appearing in the report was enough to explain how much stimulation the tragic state of affairs at the time gave to the comrades in the Northeast. The comrades had long heard Chen Ke predict Japan's movements, but when they really saw the description, even if their hearts were like iron and stone, it was hard not to feel compassion. After all, China had also experienced such miserable days. The comrades were quite surprised by Chen Ke's indifferent reaction.

Chen Ke's expression remained calm, "The Northeast Military Region has already provided guns and supplies to help Korea organize guerrilla units in the north. My view is that the Korean comrades must learn to mobilize the masses and not adopt the methods of the Yuewang Society or the Guangfu Society in making revolution."

Hearing Chen Ke mention the old secret society methods of making revolution, many Central Committee comrades revealed smiles that couldn't be considered friendly. If Chen Ke hadn't mentioned it, everyone wouldn't have even recalled these past events when discussing Korea.

If other comrades' smiles could be considered not very friendly, Zhang Yu simply sneered. He had taken over Southern Anhui completely starting from the Second Battle of Anqing, and the process of thoroughly, thoroughly eradicating the Yuewang Society had cost him a lot of thought and effort.

The Western Zhejiang Branch of the Guangfu Society was at least an ally of the People's Party now, so comrades tried to avoid mentioning them when speaking, "How can we be sure the Korean patriots won't become a second Yuewang Society?"

Chen Ke didn't even need to imagine the miserable state of being squeezed by Japan. Knowing the cruelty of early capitalism and the things Japan had done in China, Chen Ke knew what Japan would do, so there wasn't a trace of fluctuation in his heart. He simply said matter-of-factly: "Korean patriots dare to sacrifice, but I believe they definitely hope even more that China will send troops to help them restore their country. When we are fighting the Japanese army in the Northeast, if the Korean people launch an uprising throughout Korea, the opportunity for combat could be caught. But as the saying goes, 'When the time comes, heaven and earth join forces; when luck leaves, the hero is not free.' So after the combat opportunity is lost, we cannot send troops at this stage; Korea can only rely on itself. Japan is a stronger enemy than the Manchu Qing. If the model of people's war is not adopted, Korea can never achieve liberation by itself. We ourselves must also see this point clearly: even if we send troops, it requires the Korean people themselves to pursue national liberation."

Zhang Yu was also very calm, "I want to confirm one more time, we won't adopt a policy of annexation towards Korea, right?"

This topic lifted the spirits of many people. The People's Party had also analyzed the reasons why Korea had fallen to this state. Among the captured personnel in Beijing, there were quite a few who understood the Korean situation. If one must evaluate the current miserable state of Korea, saying "it's their own fault" from China's standpoint wouldn't be excessive. So if a huge price was paid to liberate Korea, how to deal with Korea afterwards was indeed a question worth discussing. Moreover, Korea's political system could also be described as "counter-revolutionary."

"Annexing Korea is meaningless. Even though it was China's tributary state for thousands of years, Korea has at least always been independent. From an international perspective, we want to recover lost territories right now; this 'eating posture' is still very important. Foreign countries might be able to accept China retaking its old spheres of influence, but they won't accept China expanding rapidly. Now is not the time for that. We have absolutely no necessity to create unnecessary troubles. However, for Annam, we cannot adopt the Korean method." Chen Ke didn't care what tragicomedies were happening in Korea. The foundation of strategy is strength, regardless of how much the Korean people suffered or how much sin was committed. Regardless of whether Korean patriots like Jin Liuling and Piao Youxi kowtowed until they bled or committed seppuku. Before Korean anti-Japanese organizations are established, before Korean anti-Japanese organizations can substantially fight Japan and achieve predictable, credible combat results, no expectations can be used as a basis for strategic measurement. This is the basic of seeking truth from facts: anything that does not exist in reality cannot be considered to exist just by relying on fantasy.

Chen Ke stood up and walked to the front of the map of Asia, pointing at the map near Annam as if ordering from a menu, "The French control the three countries of Annam, Laos, and Cambodia. We want to merge Laos, making it Chinese territory. Cambodia needs to sign a military alliance treaty with us. As for Annam..." Chen Ke swiped with his pointer, "We want the northern mountainous areas to be incorporated into our territory, but we don't want a single bit of the plains areas. For the border areas between plains and mountains, we only want the high ground."

"Why?" Zhang Yu asked. The pens of the recorder and some comrades were swishing and tapping on the paper. These comrades knew they knew nothing about foreign strategy, so none of them wanted to argue with Chen Ke. However, according to organizational regulations, even Chen Ke's decisions needed to be passed by the Party Committee to be executed. Every vote by a Central Committee member meant responsibility.

"The mainstream of the world in the next thirty years is waging war and preparing to wage war. There is only the question of fighting and how to fight, not the question of whether to fight or not." Chen Ke did not think that a Second World War wouldn't break out. If not for the terror balance of nuclear weapons, a Third World War would likely have broken out long ago. The beautiful wishes of an individual or a group of people could not change the world situation at all.

The pointer drew a circle on the map, completely encircling the area from China's northernmost point to Southeast Asia, including Australia and New Zealand, "China must liberate the entire West Pacific. This European war... no, after the United States and China join the war, this will be a World War. It is the First World War. This great war is fundamentally not the end; there will still be a Second World War. After the Second World War, which will be almost destructive, China needs to rely on the entire West Pacific to obtain victory for the Chinese Socialist Alliance in the long-term competition that follows. Of course, barring any particularly miraculous events, I'm afraid only the extremely long-lived comrades among us will be able to see the day the competition is decided."

This batch of the People's Party's first generation comrades were all of the age of 1880 or 1890. To live until 1990 indeed required an age of a hundred years. Chen Ke was not optimistic that China's changes could alter the rhythm of the competition between the world's two mainstreams too much.

"This European war is just a beginning?" Although Zhang Yu had long accepted the fact that Chen Ke was a monster psychologically, he was still frightened by Chen Ke's such bold "prediction." As for the other comrades, for a moment they didn't even know what to say. The European war was raging like fire and tea; ordinary comrades couldn't even be completely sure of the outcome of the European war, yet Chen Ke dared to predict a more distant war with such certainty. Although Chen Ke always talked about seeking truth from facts, many of Chen Ke's own actions often seemed to prove that seeking truth from facts might not always be correct.

"Then what are the specific steps?" Lu Huitian never cared what Chen Ke's predictions were; he cared more about what should be done right now and what steps to take.

Chen Ke walked back to his seat, "In Korea, the Japanese owe the Koreans a blood debt; we help the Korean patriots organize guerrilla units. In the Northeast, we continue to liberate the entire Northeast. In the South, those landlords and gentry owe the people a blood debt, and it is also time for it to be repaid."

Hearing Chen Ke mention the blood debt of Jiangnan, or more accurately the monstrous crimes committed in the three places of Zhejiang, Fujian, and Guangdong during the April 12th incident last year, the comrades' gazes all became sharp.

While the wars to liberate Hebei, Shandong, and even the advance into the Northeast were raging like fire and tea, Jiangnan was rarely relatively calm. Wang Youhong in Jiangsu had an ambiguous attitude, remaining silent from beginning to end and burying his head in making money. Feng Guozhang in the south originally thought the Beiyang main forces in Hebei could capture Huaihai Province controlled by the People's Party, then he would wave his army north to force Wang Youhong in Jiangsu to surrender, and then launch a full-scale attack on the People's Party from east to west. Plus, the People's Party's control center was in Wuhan, too close to Zhejiang. So Feng Guozhang mainly focused on defense in Jiangnan, and no major battles actually occurred between the two sides. Waiting and waiting, what they waited for was Yuan Shikai dying of illness, the People's Party seizing Hebei and Shandong, and sending troops outside the pass. The situation where the Beiyang remnants in Hebei fled to Shanxi. Feng Guozhang had already completely torn his face with the People's Party; there wasn't even a possibility of a ceasefire. Judging from the intelligence obtained by the People's Party's intelligence agency, the three Beiyang provinces in Jiangnan led by Feng Guozhang were frowning and trembling with fear all day long.

After the People's Party signed the agreement with Japan, the troops took advantage of these few months to reorganize and mobilize; preparations to march into Jiangnan were already complete. Helping Korea organize guerrilla units and liberating the Northeast were the tasks of the Northeast Military Region. Marching into Jiangnan was a task directly commanded by the Central Committee. The committee members from the Military Commission in the Center all had eyes shining. Chen Ke's prediction of the world situation in the next few decades could be left for then, but the current war was what the comrades had been looking forward to for a long time.

The situation of Korean patriots kowtowing until they bled in the Northeast Military Region might move the comrades in the Northeast, but the tragic state of the masses in Jiangnan being slaughtered had long made many comrades in the People's Party Central Committee bristle with anger. The focus of discussing Jiangnan affairs quickly skipped over those executioners who participated in the counter-revolutionary massacre. For these people, the meeting minutes only wrote a short line: "Regarding the initiators and executors of the April 12th incident, the Central Committee's resolution is: whoever owes the people a blood debt must pay with their life."

The Central Committee's focus of discussion on Jiangnan concentrated on the participants, more specifically, the members of the landlord armed militias, and the families of the landlords.

Qi Huishen's relationship with the People's Internal Affairs Committee was still "extremely close." He pulled a document out of his briefcase and first distributed the data charts to the comrades. Qi Huishen introduced: "Of the families of landlords suppressed in Anhui, 30% have been executed over the past ten years. Among the reasons for execution, 32% were for sabotaging collective production, 17% were for acting as inside agents for Beiyang, 22% were for various criminal cases involving loss of life, and another 15% were for participating in local triad organizations. Another 3% were executed for participating in feudal secret societies. The rest were executed for various criminal acts like theft and fraud. There were also a small number executed for committing rape."

Three out of ten people were executed; this ratio was not low. Many comrades hadn't specifically researched this data. Looking at the charts and pie charts, everyone's expression was very grave. Qi Huishen said: "However, although the execution rate among these people is high, not many are sentenced to fixed-term imprisonment, less than 3%. In the annual case reviews, due to background reasons, the proportion of unjust, false, and wrong cases falling on these guys' heads is also relatively large. Many local cadres falsified work; in order to close cases, this group of people sometimes became scapegoats. Among these people, there are also many who truly transformed their stance and concentrated on being laborers, producing results. About 3% of these guys became production team leaders in various places, and about 10% continued in business. About 7% became soldiers. These people have a relatively high literacy rate, and 50% of their children have attended junior high school, especially the proportion of girls attending junior high school is even higher. According to the investigation results, they all hope their children can establish a good background..."

In the old society of Anhui, there were many fortified villages (*weizi*) and landlord militias. These people were all kinsmen of the old Huai Army. Added to the fact that natural disasters in Anhui were quite heavy, the old upper class could be said to be full of villains. The war between the People's Party and Anhui local forces was also extremely bloody and cruel. 99% of the Anhui fortified villages were broken by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army using military force. Just in the first three years, nearly 100,000 members of the old forces were killed in Anhui and Hubei.

The People's Party stressed seeking truth from facts, so the People's Party absolutely believed that the families of the old forces weren't crazy. Their land was seized, their relatives killed; the oppressed among them might feel liberated, but overall, it was impossible for these people to happily accept reality. The People's Party's attitude in this regard was "We, the People's Party, have no personal grudges; whoever is the enemy of the people is our enemy." It was only through such a concept that the policy didn't turn into a massacre of former landlords. Even so, an attitude of distrust towards the old upper class was a common mindset within the People's Party. Qi Huishen, a revolutionary from a standard comprador family, especially understood the mindset that taking away someone's wealth is worse than killing their parents. Not to mention the People's Party not only took away their wealth but also killed their parents.

"For these families, I think it's better to move them to other regions. It's better for everyone. As for the participants, hand them over to the people for trial?" Lu Huitian said.

Zhang Yu subconsciously touched his chin, his eyes shining as he looked at the chart. Some comrades frowned, others simply closed their eyes to think. Lu Huitian seemed somewhat indifferent, just looking at Chen Ke.

Chen Ke asked: "Move them to where? And I heard some villages were almost killed off by these people. How can public trial meetings be held in these areas?"

Qi Huishen answered: "They can be moved anywhere, but I still hope not to kill too many people who haven't stained their hands with blood."

Zhang Yu couldn't help but sneer, "We've built Workers' New Villages; are we going to build a bunch of Sinners' New Villages now?"

Hearing this firmly opposed attitude, many comrades understood that this discussion would not end so easily.
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When disaster is imminent, most humans, or at least a significant portion of them, are able to see the true face of the disaster. Sometimes, when salvation attempts to arrive before the disaster, salvation is often seen as the disaster itself.

"In these past few years, whether it's the Discipline Inspection Commission or the People's Internal Affairs Committee, a considerable amount of energy has unexpectedly been used to correct unjust, false, and wrong cases. Revolution is a process of earth-shattering change, but since the revolutionary process cannot immediately expand everyone's living space, coupled with the limited working level, political level, and problem-solving ability of many grassroots cadres... In propaganda work, if they cannot maintain a style of seeking truth from facts, and just brag about it first regardless of whether it can be done or not... After raising the people's expectations, once reality and the situation these people bragged about do not match, the masses will naturally have grievances. There are some cadres who do not find the root of the problem, but just try to smooth things over and temporarily suppress the problem. Groups that are in a disadvantaged position due to policy reasons become scapegoats..."

"Moving these people away from their original residence seems very inhumane, but it can also avoid many problems..."

"From the situation we have collected now, the level of local cadres has directly led to new unfairness. This new unfairness directly damages our party's appeal and influence among the masses..."

Qi Huishen had rich work experience. The work experience accumulated from engaging in the work of the People's Internal Affairs Committee did not make Qi Huishen regard human life as grass; on the contrary, it made him hope to avoid meaningless killing even more. If the comrades below were given fewer opportunities to make mistakes, this would also be a true care for the comrades below.

Listening to Qi Huishen's implicit criticism of the People's Party's grassroots organization construction, no one was willing to make a sound. First of all, the issue discussed this time was not the grassroots organization issue. Secondly, the problem of grassroots organizations could not be solved overnight. The grassroots organization was not the army. Army life was simple and lively: war, war preparation, training, and labor. The grassroots had to face a terrible and complex situation, with various relationships intertwined. The People's Party had already exerted great effort on organization, and up to now, it could only ensure that orders from superiors could be guaranteed to be executed by subordinates. If one blindly nitpicked the errors within, many major tasks wouldn't even need to be done.

Qi Huishen would not be so stupid as to expand the topic infinitely. After stating the reasons for the suggestion of migrating some of the Jiangnan landlord relatives, he ended with, "Therefore, I believe that large-scale migration should be implemented for these people."

No one took up this conversation, and even Zhang Yu, who always dared to speak, remained silent. Chen Ke looked at the comrades and then said, "The two pillars of the socialist system are science and democracy. The science and democracy we, the People's Party, talk about are different from the science and democracy shouted by those scholars. Those guys who keep science and democracy on their lips mean that they themselves understand science and democracy, so they are naturally entitled to a superior status over others and the power to rule. But when we talk about science and democracy, it is to apply science and democracy to our work..."

Those who could sit in this position were all long-tested comrades. Everyone knew that Qi Huishen was right, and everyone knew that Chen Ke was right. The theory Chen Ke spoke of was very correct and had practical feasibility. The only problem was that many people simply couldn't understand what Chen Ke was actually saying. Or rather, comrades without a vast amount of work experience simply couldn't possibly understand what Chen Ke was saying. The comrades who could read and understand what Chen Ke was saying at the moment had almost risen within the organization like rockets; how could the grassroots possibly retain so many outstanding comrades? The current situation was that the upper echelons of the People's Party had gathered a large number of outstanding talents, and the operation at the entire strategic level was already relatively smooth. But with the expansion of the People's Party's liberated areas, various problems in grassroots operations could be said to be emerging one after another.

Qi Huishen could be considered a pillar of the state. As he said, a large part of the work of the Discipline Inspection Commission and the People's Internal Affairs Committee had unexpectedly become correcting problems, rather than severely striking at enemies.

Chen Ke actually knew this too, but what had to be said still had to be said. If even the correct theory couldn't be expounded, that would be even worse. "Our party's 'On Practice' is to teach everyone scientific methods, and our party's 'On Contradiction' is the method to establish a democratic system. Now we must strengthen the study of these two documents. Our party's three major styles of work must be implemented. regarding seeking truth from facts, I think Comrade Qi Huishen has done very well."

After confirming his support for Qi Huishen, Chen Ke said, "So I now suggest that we need to make adjustments in the system. Many times, it is the top party and government leaders in various places who are responsible for talent selection. I hear there are many people writing notes [recommendation letters]. The result is that the leadership responsibility system now has a strong tendency to turn into a bureaucratic leadership dictatorship, and the power of the Organization Department has been greatly weakened instead. I feel this situation needs adjustment. The Organization Department is the part that selects talents according to the party's policies and program. This department determines the orientation of our party's personnel at all levels. Since there are so many problems now, we might as well start by rectifying the Organization Department. what does everyone think?"

As soon as these words came out, the comrades of the Central Politburo couldn't help but whisper to each other. The Party Committee had once unified all powers, especially the important personnel power. Now in Chen Ke's plan, preparing to elevate the Organization Department's personnel decision-making power was a very important change for the party organization. How great its impact would be simply couldn't be seen right now. Moreover, the establishment of more authority for the Organization Department meant that a management system needed to be established. Who would be responsible for this construction work was a big question. Currently, Qi Huishen was the Organization Minister, but his status and authority came more from his identity as a Politburo member. The implications here seemed quite subtle.

However, the People's Party had established a brand-new political system in these ten years. No matter what twists and turns there were, this system was constantly improving. Anyone who could perform outstandingly within it could be said to have a meteoric rise. The People's Party internally formulated an emergency response ranking list. It was about who would take over urgently in case leaders at various levels could not fulfill their work. The current Director of the General Office of the Central Committee, Ren Qiying, had become an important cadre ranked in the top one hundred in the People's Party's liberated areas from a landlord's daughter. That is to say, in case the top few dozen cadres died suddenly at the same time, Ren Qiying would leap to become the temporary supreme leader of the People's Party. Although the vacant position would soon be filled by a new successor through elections by party committees at various levels, this was enough to prove the importance of organizational construction work.

Many comrades looked at Qi Huishen with eyes containing some unconcealable envy and jealousy. Originally, no one thought Qi Huishen would launch such a sudden attack so "unwisely," but the result was that Qi Huishen quickly obtained more authority. Of course, more experienced comrades also began to suspect if this was a play performed by Chen Ke and Qi Huishen. Of course, no one dared to say so, or even hint at it. Everyone was very clear about the troublesome degree of grassroots work. If strengthening the work of the Organization Department could improve grassroots work, everyone would absolutely welcome it. So this proposal was passed very quickly.

After temporarily solving the problem raised by Qi Huishen, the meeting content returned to the Jiangnan issue discussed just now. If the landlord families were forcibly moved away, then how to deal with the militia corps as participants? This was also a thorny problem. In principle, the People's Party adopted a zero-tolerance attitude towards any independent armed forces existing under its rule. The problem was, if a policy of extermination was adopted against the militia corps participating in counter-revolutionary actions, many areas where counter-revolutionary atrocities were extremely rampant would be killed into uninhabited zones.

The Central Committee of the People's Party was very confident in the executive power of the People's Party. This confidence was built on the experience that any order would be carried out to the end. Once the conclusion of this meeting was out, it would determine the lives of tens of thousands or even hundreds of thousands of people. No one dared to take this lightly.

"The militia leaders must not be let off, but the guys below who were forced to obey should still be screened."

"If the masses' families demand that the killers pay with their lives personally, what do we do?"

"Some killings were not seen by the masses at all. If they demand that all participants pay with their lives, then what?"

"But what if there are participants who have repented? Do we not give them a chance to turn over a new leaf?"

"If someone is willing to atone for their crimes, and the victim's family also agrees, what about this?"

"Atone? For the victim's family, the perpetrator should atone for a lifetime. But for the redeemer, once they have saved their life, how long can this mood of atonement last? There are no filial sons before the bed of the long-sick, let alone for people who are not related by blood."

"If we kill them all, how many must be killed?"

"Then let's consider it in reverse. How about giving a reason not to kill them?"

Every opinion had certain reasoning. Similarly, this kind of counter-revolutionary act based on class struggle also had reasons to force people to death.

Later in the discussion, due to emotional numbness, more direct viewpoints also came out, "Cost! Cost! Any social behavior cannot be without cost, let alone the cost of such large-scale social action!"

No one loved killing people. Depriving a person of their life required great courage and motivation. For the counter-revolutionary leaders, the People's Party Central Committee would not consider giving them any chance to live. Similarly, for those who participated in the counter-revolutionary massacre because they were forced by life or just to live a better life, the central leaders, including Chen Ke, could not harden their hearts to determine a policy of physical elimination.

After a very long discussion, the Central Committee finally reached a compromise temporary measure: first establish concentration camps to lock all these people up. Of course, for those who still refused to surrender when the People's Party marched into Jiangnan, there was only the countermeasure of merciless elimination. Although such a decision still had to pay a huge social cost, compared to large-scale massacres, this choice still obtained the approval of the central comrades. Some things could be delayed for a day, so delay them for a day first.

Military preparations were already in place, but political decisions dragged their feet a bit. After the Politburo determined the overall plan to screen and cleanse Jiangnan, Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin were invited to Wuhan. After all, as the "long-tested" ally of the People's Party, the Western Zhejiang Branch of the Restoration Society could not be left behind at this time.

Similar to what Chen Ke thought, after Qiu Jin learned of the People's Party's counter-revolutionary suppression plan, her first reaction was "unbearable." Qiu Jin could accept the suppression of the "chief evils" among the middle-level executive personnel. Although it was an ironclad fact that Cai Yuanpei was the mastermind, Qiu Jin still said, "Wen Qing, regarding Mr. Cai... can you let him off?" If it were according to Qiu Jin's attitude, she would let off the upper echelons of the Restoration Society if possible, but instead deal a killer blow to the lower levels of the Restoration Society. As for the Beiyang Army behind the Restoration Society, Qiu Jin gritted her teeth and said, "Not one of those people can be left!"

Xu Xilin frowned and said, "Xuanqing, you still say such words at this point? If we let these people go, what will the tens of thousands of Restoration Society comrades killed by them think? Who will uphold justice for the hundreds of thousands of people killed in Western Zhejiang? In all matters, the chief evils must be executed! Mr. Cai's crimes..."

Speaking of this, Xu Xilin also couldn't go on.

Chen Ke listened quietly without making a sound. Xu Xilin was only 43 years old this year. Before April 12th, he still had a head of black hair. Now Xu Xilin's hair was almost completely white. He looked fully 20 years older. Qiu Jin was not much better; she was 41 years old this year and also had graying hair. The April 12th counter-revolutionary massacre launched within the Restoration Society was too great a psychological blow to these two revolutionary seniors. Not only their appearance, but the original sharpness of the two had also been exhausted. If it were 1905 when Chen Ke first met them, presumably these two would seek revenge on Cai Yuanpei and others regardless of life or death.

However, there was one point where the two were very consistent. After a period of silence, Xu Xilin said to Chen Ke, "Wen Qing, are you going to catch all the gentry in Jiangsu and Zhejiang in one net?"

"Whoever owes a blood debt to the people must pay it back." Chen Ke's attitude and statement were consistent from beginning to end. "We won't touch a finger of the gentry who did not participate in April 12th."

Qiu Jin frowned and looked at Chen Ke, "But if Wen Qing wants to carry out land reform in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, the gentry will absolutely not agree."

Chen Ke smiled. "Whether they agree or not is not up to them. The Agrarian Revolution is the policy of our People's Party. Wherever we go, from Guangxi to the Northeast, land reform has been implemented. The people's living standards have improved significantly, and social productive forces have been greatly liberated. From the perspective of China's interests, this proves that there are no problems with the land reform policy. Those who try to stop land reform are like a mantis trying to stop a chariot; if they encounter misfortune, it can only be said that they have brought it upon themselves."

Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin naturally knew the firmness of the People's Party's attitude toward the Agrarian Revolution. Seeing that persuasion was useless, the two stopped doing this useless work. Xu Xilin said, "Wen Qing, Jiangsu and Zhejiang have already suffered a great disaster, and so many people have died. I still hope Wen Qing has the virtue of caring for life and can show mercy. If you kill so many people, how will others comment on you when they mention you a hundred years later?"

If it were before, Chen Ke was still somewhat concerned about his reputation a hundred years later. But now he didn't care about this matter at all. The leaders of the communist revolution in history saved over a billion people, but as a result, they were slandered as unprecedentedly great demons in human history after their deaths. Chen Ke felt, what did he count as? If the Chinese revolution could succeed, he would at most be just one member among the numerous demons. If it really were so, Chen Ke felt this was still his glory.

As for eliminating counter-revolutionaries, Chen Ke didn't even worry that he had no supporters. At least among the people Chen Ke knew, when discussing this matter, as long as they weren't deliberately changing the subject, he really hadn't seen many people who denied the correctness of land reform and opposed demanding blood debts from those who slaughtered the common people.

However, Chen Ke was no longer the youth of the past who thought he could say whatever he wanted after mastering the correct theory. He smiled gently, "What the two of you reminded me is correct. If I can kill one less person, I will absolutely not kill one more. On this point, I think exactly the same as the two of you."

August 1, 1916, was the Army Day of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army. The Central Military Commission of the People's Party formally issued the order to march into the three southeast provinces. The Fifth Field Army of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army set out from Anhui, and the Sixth Field Army set out from Jiangxi, attacking into Zhejiang and Guangdong respectively. The Southeast War of Liberation officially began.
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Chapter 167 Blood Debt Paid in Blood (3)

At the Mawei Naval Port in Fujian, the Beiyang Minister of the Navy Sa Zhenbing sat alone in his office. The guards outside stood strictly by the door; Sa Zhenbing had ordered that without his personal command, no one was allowed to enter. Ensuring that his train of thought would not be interrupted by any unexpected visitors, Sa Zhenbing opened the letter written to him by his old classmate and comrade-in-arms, Yan Fu. This was the third letter Yan Fu had sent.

The content of the letter was simple. Yan Fu frankly admitted that the People's Party's plan to advance into Korea had failed due to British intervention. Since an external war was no longer feasible, the flames of war from the Chinese bear were bound to sweep across the domestic battlefield. In the letter, Yan Fu formally invited Sa Zhenbing for the first time to join the People's Party and contribute his strength to the New China.

The letter was not long. Sa Zhenbing read it carefully several times, and only after confirming that he had not misunderstood Yan Fu's meaning at all, did he carefully put the letter away. Sa Zhenbing was born in 1859, a full five years younger than Yan Fu, who was born in 1854. In the winter of 1876, he was sent to the Royal Naval College, Greenwich, in the UK to study navigation along with Ye Zugui, Liu Buchan, Fang Boqian, and Yan Fu. After graduating from the British Naval Academy, Yan Fu became a devout teacher at the Beiyang Naval Academy, while Sa Zhenbing became a captain in the Beiyang Navy. After the First Sino-Japanese War, the surviving officers and soldiers of the navy were all dismissed and sent home. Yan Fu continued to teach and translate books. When Sa Zhenbing returned home, he was destitute and had to become a private tutor. Later, he was reinstated and returned to the navy. After the Eight-Nation Alliance invasion of China, Yan Fu left the imperial court and went to the populace, while Sa Zhenbing remained in the navy. However, the world is unpredictable, and now the two of them stood in opposing camps.

Despite being enemies, Sa Zhenbing was very envious of this big brother, Yan Fu. Merely after translating "Evolution and Ethics", Yan Fu had become a world-renowned scholar. Sa Zhenbing had long heard that Yan Fu had become the principal of the People's Party Naval Academy. As the teacher of the People's Party Chairman Chen Ke and the founder of the People's Party Navy, Yan Fu now had students everywhere. Many of the steamships running on the Yangtze River were built by the People's Party themselves, and it was said that their number and tonnage were not something the shipping bureaus established by the Manchu Qing could compare with. Sa Zhenbing was very clear that in today's declining Chinese navy, Yan Fu, as a great scholar and a great hero of the revival of the Chinese navy, would surely leave his name in history.

In the letter, Yan Fu guaranteed that if Sa Zhenbing could lead the Beiyang Fleet and Nanyang Fleet in Fujian to defect to the People's Party, the People's Party would appoint Sa Zhenbing as the Commander-in-Chief of the Navy. Sa Zhenbing believed that his big brother's guarantee would not be a deception. But Sa Zhenbing had no intention of defecting to the People's Party.

As the Beiyang Minister of the Navy, Sa Zhenbing was very clear about the People's Party's policy of people's revolution. On this point, regardless of whether he sincerely supported it or not, Sa Zhenbing could generally accept it. However, Sa Zhenbing felt that the land revolution promoted by the People's Party was too radical. As for the class struggle led by the People's Party, Sa Zhenbing felt that this was simply acting recklessly.

Like ordinary people of this era, Sa Zhenbing believed that there was good and evil, good and bad in this world. But a person's good or evil, good or bad, should be determined by their behavior. Sa Zhenbing believed that the Chinese traditional concept of good and evil did not exist in the People's Party's program. Class struggle did not care about personal behavior, only about whether one had money or not. Those with money were bad people, and those without money were good people. When Yuan Shikai was still alive, Sa Zhenbing and other high-ranking officials in Beijing thought this simple and crude attitude was simply the biggest joke in the world.

But the facts ruthlessly proved one thing: no matter how unreasonable the People's Party's policies were, the actual results were obvious. Chen Ke started from Fengtai County and overthrew the Beiyang government in just ten years. He even inflicted heavy losses on the Japanese army in the Northeast. The southeastern provinces had many dealings with foreign countries, and the armistice agreement signed between the People's Party and Japan was published in full in Shanghai newspapers. This was the first time in decades that China had won a victory from a great power through war and regained part of China's sovereignty. Japan's concessions, extraterritoriality, and other rights were completely stripped away. The compensation to Japan in the Boxer Indemnity and the compensation in the Treaty of Shimonoseki were all terminated in the treaty.

The foreign country Sa Zhenbing hated the most was Japan. In the First Sino-Japanese War, the Beiyang Navy suffered a disastrous defeat to Japan. This led to a war of unprecedented humiliation in the Manchu Qing era. Now the People's Party had annihilated more than 100,000 Japanese troops with the power of a few provinces. Such a record and the treaty signed afterwards proved the power of the People's Party with indisputable facts. The entire Beiyang and Nanyang navies, including Sa Zhenbing, were greatly shaken. If it weren't for the strong intervention of the British, who pulled the Allied Powers as Japan's backing, Sa Zhenbing believed that the People's Party would definitely have marched into Korea as Yan Fu said, wiping away the shame of the defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War. But the concept of "class struggle" of the People's Party still could not make Sa Zhenbing choose to defect to the People's Party with sincere conviction.

It was just that if they didn't defect to the People's Party, where was the way out for the Beiyang Navy and the Nanyang Navy? Sa Zhenbing was already 57 years old, long past the age where hot blood rushed up and he dared to do anything. He knew very well that even without a powerful fleet like Japan's, the current Beiyang and Nanyang fleets alone were enough to blockade the People's Party's maritime channels. Even if the People's Party currently looked like the number one army in the Far East.

The navy could roam the four seas when it had coal and shells, but when coal, shells, and food were exhausted, it still had to obediently return to the home port for supplies and repairs. Fujian had many mountains and was not rich in minerals. The Beiyang Navy had fled from Tianjin to Fujian in panic last year. Now many warships had been docked in the port for nearly a year, lacking coal and ammunition. Most of the ships could not move at all now, and many small ships were leaking seriously because there was no money for repairs. If this situation continued, in less than a few years, this fleet would completely lose its combat effectiveness amidst rust.

Even though Sa Zhenbing specifically had guards guard the door, someone was still able to let the guards come in and report, "My Lord, the navy officers and soldiers request an audience."

Sa Zhenbing couldn't help but sigh deeply. Since the collapse of the Beiyang Beijing government, Feng Guozhang had completely lost his source of funds. After the Beiyang Fleet went south, military pay hadn't been issued on time for more than half a year. Even if a little pay was issued, it was delayed and owed. An important means of maintaining discipline in the Beiyang Army was to issue pay on time, and Feng Guozhang did not have Yuan Shikai's appeal. The officers and soldiers couldn't even eat, and public sentiment was infuriated; recently it had reached a boiling point.

"Send someone to persuade them first." Sa Zhenbing really had no way to solve this problem either. After saying this, Sa Zhenbing's brows knit tightly together again. Only a powerful country could have a powerful navy, because the navy was a gold-swallowing beast. Manufacturing a warship already cost a huge amount, and the money spent to maintain the warship's combat effectiveness was more than that for manufacturing or purchasing the warship.

Sa Zhenbing couldn't help but waver in his heart. Even if his political views were quite incompatible with the People's Party, looking at China today, the only political force that had the money to build, maintain, and even develop a navy was the People's Party. And the People's Party also genuinely wanted to build a powerful navy. With his palm on his forehead, Sa Zhenbing had mixed feelings in his heart.

In the current war situation, there was not a single possibility of victory visible. Feng Guozhang had once tried to beg the British, and the British gave Feng Guozhang a very magical reply, "Britain will not participate in the war between the People's Party and Feng Guozhang. If Feng Guozhang dispatches a fleet to attack the People's Party, it absolutely must not affect the free passage of British merchant ships. Moreover, the Beiyang Fleet cannot dock in Shanghai."

Feng Guozhang took these words as a "pass" given by the British, but Sa Zhenbing almost fainted from anger at Feng Guozhang. The British attitude was telling Feng Guozhang, "You can die however you like, but if you dare to let us suffer any losses, we British will deal with you immediately."

Sa Zhenbing was very clear about the nature of these European and American powers. If Feng Guozhang could keep the three southeastern provinces, perhaps the British could still force Feng Guozhang to sign some treaties in exchange for some benefits. The People's Party could eliminate even the Beiyang Beijing government and beat away the Japanese; what did Feng Guozhang rely on to resist the People's Party's attack? Any agreement signed between the British and Feng Guozhang did not have a shred of credibility. In the current situation, it seemed the British still wanted to cause some trouble for the People's Party, so they had some contact with Feng Guozhang. If the People's Party could give the British benefits, I'm afraid the British fleet would have happily sailed over to help the People's Party besiege Feng Guozhang long ago.

But Feng Guozhang was completely confused at this time and couldn't see the situation clearly at all, only thinking of relying on the three southeastern provinces to resist stubbornly. Even if the Beiyang Fleet sailed into the Yangtze River to engage the People's Party, it could at most attack a few cities along the river belonging to the People's Party. The People's Party's army could still march into the three southeastern provinces openly. The navy had no use in this war. Not to mention that based on the navy's current ship conditions, basically not many ships could maintain combat effectiveness.

Apart from surrendering to the People's Party, did the navy have any other way out? Sa Zhenbing had to think despairingly. And judging from the situation that could be deduced from reality, unless the Beiyang Fleet and Nanyang Fleet dissolved themselves, there really was no other way out.

After painful contemplation, Sa Zhenbing finally sent someone to contact Yan Fu.

The liaison didn't have to go too far. Yan Fu was no longer in Wuhan now, but had arrived in Shanghai. He was temporarily living in the heavily guarded campus of Shanghai Renxin Medical College. Since the collapse of the Beiyang Beijing government, the People's Party's presence in Shanghai had become completely public. The consular corps of various countries in Shanghai turned a blind eye to the entry of a division of the People's Party army into Shanghai by boat, and Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong, who theoretically had administrative jurisdiction over Shanghai, also turned a blind eye to this. With Shanghai Renxin Medical College as the core, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army established its own garrison area. The British flag that originally flew over Shanghai Renxin Medical College had also turned into the Five-Star Red Flag.

When the envoy sent by Sa Zhenbing, He Rujie, entered Yan Fu's office, he found that his own biological brother, He Ruqing, was also there. He Rujie and He Ruqing were both biological younger brothers of Chen Ke's father-in-law, He Ruming. He Ruqing had been working at the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau, while He Rujie was a captain in the Nanyang Navy. Because of their relationship with Chen Ke, the three He brothers did not feel too much pain or loss over the collapse of the Manchu Qing and Beiyang; after all, people had to face the future. As long as the three of them didn't act foolishly, the He family's glorious future was not something far-fetched.

Yan Fu was a peer and good friend of the three He brothers' father, Old Master He. If looking from the perspective of mentorship, Chen Ke should actually call He Ruming and his two brothers "Senior Brothers". However, now that the He brothers saw Yan Fu, they didn't dare to be presumptuous in the slightest. Paying respects to Yan Fu respectfully with the etiquette of a junior, He Rujie presented a letter to Yan Fu with both hands, "Mr. Yan, this junior has come to deliver a letter entrusted by Lord Sa. Lord Sa asked this junior to send his regards to you."

"Sit." Yan Fu asked the He brothers to sit down. Without looking at the letter, Yan Fu said, "When your esteemed father, Old Master He, passed away, I wasn't able to go and pay my respects. Every time I think of it, I feel very regretful. When I went to Beijing a few years ago, I went to Old Master He's tomb and paid my respects, which can be considered as fulfilling my heart's intent."

He Rujie bowed and said, "Mr. Yan, that you could go to pay respects personally... if my father knows in the underworld, he will surely be extremely gratified."

Yan Fu waved his hand, "Sit, sit. We are family, no need for these conventionalities. I came this time mainly because the People's Party wants to settle the situation in Jiangnan. I am very concerned about the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau and the Beiyang and Nanyang Navies, so I came to Shanghai to preside over this matter."

He Rujie quickly stood up and replied, "Mr. Yan, you are a veteran senior of the Beiyang Navy and Nanyang Navy. At this time, you, the old senior, must point out the way for us juniors."

He Ruqing also stood up and said, "Mr. Yan, Shanghai was also Wenqing's initial place of rise. It's just that I didn't know a hero like Wenqing at that time, so I missed the opportunity to make friends. Now that Wenqing is seeing that he is about to unite the world, if there is any place where I can be of use, I hope Mr. Yan will speak clearly. I will definitely do my utmost."

Yan Fu knew that the He family had a very good upbringing. Although these two were also Chen Ke's uncles-in-law by status, they didn't dare to put on the "air" of an uncle-in-law at all. It was obvious that they had a very clear understanding of the fact that their lives and properties were in the hands of others. The two clearly expressed their stance and attitude. Yan Fu was not a person who liked to talk nonsense originally; since this was the case, he opened Sa Zhenbing's letter.

Unlike Yan Fu's concise letter, Sa Zhenbing wrote a long letter to Yan Fu eloquently. In the letter, Sa Zhenbing explained his political differences with the People's Party, but instead didn't introduce much about China's only two remaining major fleets. The general idea was that he hoped Yan Fu could try his best to stop the People's Party from acting rashly politically. And the current situation of the two major fleets was that it wouldn't do if they didn't surrender; he hoped Yan Fu could mediate and guarantee the interests of the two major fleets.

After reading the letter, Yan Fu asked He Rujie about the situation in Fujian. He Rujie smiled bitterly and said, "Military Governor Feng is short of money and people right now, and the entire Jiangnan is in a mess. Some people from the Military Governor's Office tried to intervene in the navy. Lord Sa has to deal with those people on one hand, and appease the brothers in the navy on the other. But the navy hasn't been paid for months; how can it be suppressed so easily?"

After He Rujie finished speaking, seeing Yan Fu's helpless sigh and regretful look, he tentatively said, "Mr. Yan, this junior has a presumptuous request. The situation is already like this now, and the entire Southeast knows that it is sooner or later that the People's Party will fight its way over. President Yuan couldn't even resist, let alone Military Governor Feng. Why don't you, Mr. Yan, give this junior some money now? After this junior goes back, I will use the money to relieve the navy brothers who can't even eat. See what these brothers' plans are. If the situation is feasible, the People's Party can send a fleet to transport the army and land directly in Fujian. Attack them unprepared and take down the Military Governor's Office in one fell swoop. At that time, the entire Fujian will be easily obtained."

This plan indeed had quite some merit. Yan Fu felt that He Rujie sold his superior extremely decisively. If this plan could succeed, Sa Zhenbing's attitude would no longer be important.
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Yan Fu and He Rujie discussed the matter and finally reached an agreement in principle regarding the surrender of the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets.

The Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets had an obligation to ensure the safety of their vessels. Once they surrendered, all naval vessels would be handed over to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's naval forces. The Revolutionary Army, in turn, guaranteed the personal safety of the naval officers and men, and would make up for any unpaid wages. The naval personnel were obligated to remain in service with the new naval forces for one year, during which they would be responsible for assisting the Revolutionary Army's naval forces in familiarizing themselves with the vessels. During this period, their wages would be paid on time according to the original Beiyang pay scale. After one year, those officers and men who wished to remain in the Revolutionary Army's navy would receive wages according to the Revolutionary Army's naval standards. For those who did not wish to join the navy, the Revolutionary Army's navy would pay one year's wages as severance and allow them to return home.

Not talking about ideals, not talking about the future, but first solving the immediate concern of wages, and providing a standard for future wages. Yan Fu's proposal impressed He Rujie greatly. If Yan Fu had acted as a senior figure, ignoring the livelihood issues that the naval officers and men cared about most, and instead dictated terms to the navy from a high horse, He Rujie would have only felt embarrassed. Yan Fu started from the practical interests of the naval personnel, which made He Rujie feel much more relaxed, while also admiring the People's Party's strong economic power.

Negotiations were never completed in a single session. As soon as He Rujie settled things, he immediately took the boat back to Fujian. At least nominally, He Rujie had come to "patrol." After the "patrol" was over, naturally, he had to rush back immediately. Before leaving, He Rujie left Yan Fu with two sets of radio transmitters and exchanged communication times, frequencies, and codes. Running back and forth was indeed a waste of time; it would be much easier with radio transmitters.

Yan Fu also gave He Rujie twenty thousand silver dollars to carry out work after he returned. Although He Rujie's plan to send ships to transport the army to raid the Fujian Governor's Office could not be taken seriously for now, the preliminary work of buying over and appeasing the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets was indeed necessary.

After He Rujie left Shanghai, Yan Fu immediately discussed the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau with He Ruqing. After the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau was destroyed, the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau was considered the largest industrial production enterprise outside the People's Party's sphere of influence. In particular, the Jiangnan Shipyard under the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau was something the People's Party was determined to obtain.

"Mr. Yan, there is one thing I have never understood. Since Wang Youhong is alone and weak, and Shanghai is such a vital place, why has the People's Party delayed moving on Shanghai?" He Ruqing raised this question that had always puzzled him. As the number one contributor of commercial taxes in China, other forces would try to seize Shanghai whenever they had the chance. But the People's Party hesitated to act. Even though they had sent a division of troops to Shanghai, the People's Party showed no signs of actually controlling the Shanghai Chamber of Commerce or other institutions. Such unfathomable behavior was really worth pondering.

Yan Fu laughed: "What we want is Shanghai's production capacity, these factories, these equipment, these workers. This is the true foundation and strength of the country. Ignoring these precious resources and only thinking about collecting taxes to make money—what is the use of making more money? Moreover, we were surrounded by enemies before. Once we took Shanghai, this prize would not become our aid, but instead become our burden, our weak point. Not to mention others, just consider the Japanese we recently fought. If we had already seized Shanghai at that time, and the Japanese army, flying into a rage out of humiliation, sent warships to shell Shanghai in retaliation, what would we use to resist the Japanese army? Rather than that, we might as well let Shanghai remain in British hands for now. The Japanese would not dare to touch the British no matter what."

Having said this, Yan Fu laughed calmly: "Since we dare to take Shanghai, we will have the confidence to hold Shanghai and ensure its safety."

These words were spoken openly and honestly, leaving He Rujie dumbfounded. He had never thought that there were people in China today who disregarded immediate temporary gains and losses and looked at problems from such a long-term perspective. The People's Party's power had been sufficient to conquer Shanghai years ago; Yan Fu didn't need to speak in high-minded tones about this matter at all. Because of his excitement, He Rujie's voice trembled a little, "Mr. Yan, you... you really have the heart of a statesman."

Yan Fu smiled proudly, "Hehe, this is not my idea. This is the decision of the Party Central Committee. Those young people are the ones who truly have foresight. It is a great fortune for China to have such talents!"

He Rujie didn't care whether Yan Fu's evaluation of the young people in the People's Party Central Committee was true or false. What he could be sure of was that if he could make a great contribution when the People's Party took Shanghai, he, He Rujie, could at least save his own life. While this era certainly relied on personal relationships and family connections, He Rujie's father, Old Master He, had taught his children history, warning them that when it came to matters involving the Emperor, it was better to avoid them. The Imperial Family was the place that stressed rules the most; being at the center of the storm of power struggles, any torrent could crush a person to pieces. To settle down and get on with one's life in this world, the best way was to be able to do practical work and not fight for the limelight. In any era, even if the imperial court only wanted to save face, they still had to do some practical things. As long as one wasn't foolish enough to covet interests that shouldn't belong to them, officials who worked honestly generally lived long and didn't suffer from poverty.

Becoming Chen Ke's uncle-in-law, He Rujie did not feel that this was his capital. The He family had suffered countless sins because of their connection with Chen Ke. The reason the He brothers could live safely until now, apart from good luck, was also related to the virtue the He brothers had accumulated in their daily lives. If following Old Master He's teachings, He Rujie wanted to continue muddling along in the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau as Chen Ke's relative, he now had to "treat Chen Ke as a relative," which meant putting in effort for Chen Ke and the People's Party. Even so, Chen Ke might not necessarily treat He Rujie well. Old Master He had long explained this, "Those in power, they themselves are often involuntary."

He Rujie said respectfully to Yan Fu: "Mr. Yan, I don't know the People's Party's plans, and I don't have much ability, so I can't do big things. But if there are some errand-running tasks, I will not decline. You are a senior, and I will listen completely to your arrangements and dispatch for such matters."

Seeing He Rujie being so sensible, Yan Fu also relaxed a lot. Since He Rujie was Chen Ke's relative, Yan Fu couldn't set him up. "There is no rush for the Shanghai matter. For now, we must first talk to Wang Youhong. You just continue to do your original job well."

"Yes." Hearing that Yan Fu did not intend to entrust him with a heavy responsibility, He Rujie felt a wave of relief in his heart.

The People's Party carried out its plan step by step. For the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets, Yan Fu conducted instigation work in Shanghai. For Wang Youhong in Jiangsu, who had always had a sensible attitude, the People's Party also showed respect and prepared to determine the next step through negotiations. For the counter-revolutionaries in the three southeast provinces, the People's Party ordered the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to make their attitude clear.

On August 5, 1916, at 10:00 AM, Ji Ye, dressed in military uniform, ran all the way from the frontline command post attacking Hangzhou to the frontline positions. As a native of Zhejiang, Ji Ye was now serving as a liaison officer and communications officer. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army set out from Anhui, the advance troops passed through the mountainous areas of western Zhejiang, broke through the Beiyang Army's defense lines all the way, and rushed directly to the foot of Hangzhou city. Ji Ye had been acting as a guide and liaison for the advance troops.

The troops implemented an encirclement campaign this time, so the various units did not immediately launch a siege upon arriving at Hangzhou city. They blockaded various traffic routes and arrested personnel fleeing from Hangzhou city. During the march, it wasn't that Ji Ye hadn't thought about staying in western Zhejiang; there were too many unjust souls of the Restoration Society's western Zhejiang branch comrades there, too many unjust souls of the western Zhejiang common people. She wished she could immediately demand payment for the blood debts from the local landlords. But Ji Ye suppressed the impulse and followed the troops to fight to the foot of Hangzhou city. The Hangzhou city before her was the central city where the Zhejiang counter-revolutionaries were entrenched. Given the combat effectiveness level of the Beiyang Army and the local armed forces, the primary task of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was actually not to capture Hangzhou, but to ensure that those counter-revolutionaries could not flee from Hangzhou city during the battle.

As a liaison officer, Ji Ye actually didn't need to go to the front line. The anger boiling in Ji Ye's heart urged the young female revolutionary to the front. Finally, the day had arrived when she could avenge her comrades. Ji Ye could not hold back her excitement no matter what. She wanted to see with her own eyes how the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army fought into Hangzhou city.

The straight-line distance from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's starting point to Hangzhou city was less than 200 li (100 km). Even with many mountain roads and rivers, the Revolutionary Army took less than four days to break through two Beiyang Army defense lines and arrive at Hangzhou city. It had been a few years since she last saw Hangzhou city, but Ji Ye didn't find any special changes on the Hangzhou city wall. The cyan military uniforms and caps of the Beiyang defenders were clearly visible through the binoculars. Judging from the way they ran back and forth on the city wall with lowered bodies, the Beiyang Army was indeed frightened enough.

Putting down the binoculars, Ji Ye looked at the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army commanders and fighters who were ready for battle. They had already dug trenches. Most comrades were not excited at this time; they held their guns and leaned against the walls of the trenches, dozing off.

Surprise attacking two or three hundred li in four days was not an easy task. Even though Ji Ye hadn't participated in the fighting, she was also tired enough. Seeing the comrades so relaxed before the battle, Ji Ye also leaned against the wall. Although various emotions were boiling in her heart, in an atmosphere that could even be described as peaceful, she unknowingly fell asleep.

Regardless of the atmosphere outside Hangzhou city, inside Hangzhou city, it was a mess like a pot of porridge. After the April 12th Purge broke out last year, Hangzhou city could be said to be heavily guarded. The three southern provinces had at least some self-knowledge. In September of last year, they actively launched two or three attacks on the People's Party, but after losing more than 30,000 people to the People's Party's continuous annihilation in the mountainous areas, they became honest.

There are a thousand days to be a thief, but no thousand days to guard against a thief. The profound posture of the People's Party's southern forces not taking the initiative to attack for more than a year initially made the people in Hangzhou startle three times a day, then startle once every three days, and finally, inevitably, they slacked off. When the People's Party eliminated the Beiyang government in Beijing, Hangzhou was tense for a while. When the People's Party started fighting with the Japanese, Hangzhou felt safe again, and even thought the People's Party would lose to the Japanese. After the signing of the Sino-Japanese Peace Treaty, the people of Hangzhou, whose moods had gone through great ups and downs, showed a numb expression under repeated passionate stimulation. They wishfully thought that the People's Party's main target in the next stage would be Duan Qirui, who had fled into Shanxi.

In fact, this idea had no rationality, but the crowd in Hangzhou insisted on thinking so. Beiyang and Japan, these two domestic and foreign forces stronger than the three southeast provinces, had been destroyed or retreated under the People's Party's attacks one after another. Even if they admitted that the People's Party's next target was themselves, what use would it be? Thus, among the prominent figures in Hangzhou city, some chose to leave Hangzhou, some chose to continue living in constant fear, and some simply plunged into various entertainment venues in Hangzhou to seek pleasure wantonly. When the news of the People's Party's attack reached Hangzhou, it took a day just to gather all the prominent figures in Hangzhou city. Then two days were spent arguing. Before a result could be argued out, the People's Party had surrounded Hangzhou city.

Just as rats will scramble to escape from a sinking ship, quite a few smart ones had already run away in these three days. When Cai Yuanpei, the speaker of the Zhejiang Assembly, convened a meeting, he discovered that many familiar faces did not appear at all. For example, Zhejiang Governor Wang Ziming, the supreme commander who should have commanded Hangzhou's defense, had disappeared yesterday morning. It wasn't until the afternoon that the Zhejiang Assembly learned the news that the People's Party had broken through the Beiyang Army's defense line. Wang Ziming had once vigorously competed with Cai Yuanpei for control of Zhejiang. At the critical moment, Wang Ziming decisively abandoned the position he had once striven for. On the contrary, more than half of the assembly members from local Zhejiang gentry backgrounds remained. Although Zhejiang Assembly Speaker Cai Yuanpei could see that these people had fallen into a state of complete panic.

"Mr. Cai, how about we find someone to negotiate peace with the People's Party?" Finally, an assembly member proposed a suggestion that seemed relatively rational, but this suggestion was met with eye-rolls from many members. Zhejiang had been shouting slogans about destroying the People's Party for so long; going to negotiate peace now was just inviting humiliation. More importantly, the current Zhejiang Assembly, after the April 12th Purge, had absolutely no one who could speak to the People's Party. The degree of closeness to the People's Party was an important criterion for the purge. In that bloody storm last year, being close to the People's Party or being able to speak to the People's Party already met the criteria for execution.

"The urgent task is, who will command the Beiyang Army?" An assembly member raised this question. As the Governor of Zhejiang, Wang Ziming held military power, and the Beiyang Army was his subordinate. Many of the Restoration Society members who could fight had experience fighting alongside the People's Party. Most of the best fighters had followed Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin to western Zhejiang, and those among this group who didn't die had run to the People's Party. The remaining group had basically died under the Restoration Society's own butcher knife, and those who luckily survived were also eliminated by Wang Ziming through various means. The military leaders who had once dominated Jiangsu and Zhejiang were gone.

The local militia leaders Cai Yuanpei used for the purge naturally had their own purposes. After completing the work of killing for the purge, they took their militias back to the local areas to be local emperors. Apart from a few nominal "Restoration Army" leaders, there were no Restoration Society military personnel in Hangzhou city at all.

If the Beiyang Army wavered again at this time, the People's Party would be able to capture Hangzhou without encountering any resistance. Just when the assembly felt extremely dangerous, the bad news finally arrived. A Restoration Society spy almost rushed into the assembly hall scrambling and crawling, "Mr. Cai, the Beiyang Army in the east of the city has run away!"
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The eyes of the masses are sharp, regardless of which camp they belong to. Wang Ziming was originally placed by Yuan Shikai beside Feng Guozhang. After Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui was assassinated, Feng Guozhang simply arranged for Wang Ziming to take the position of Zhejiang Governor. Wang Ziming was quite greedy for power and position; even though he knew this was inappropriate, he still took office. Upon learning that the People's Party had easily breached the defense line set up by the Beiyang Army in Western Zhejiang, he decisively chose to flee. As someone who had been a governor, Wang Ziming was smart; he didn't choose to foolishly abandon the city and flee directly. Wang Ziming first arranged for his subordinates to strengthen the defenses, and he himself pretended to inspect various city walls, even punishing several squads for defensive loopholes caused by panic.

After putting on a full show of defending Hangzhou City to the death, Wang Ziming took his own subordinates out of the city for inspection. He didn't bring his wife and children, nor did he bring large boxes of belongings. Wang Ziming's personal guards only carried a few small bundles. He truly inspected the defenses outside the city, and Wang Ziming returned to the city again to arrange several military affairs. He showed his face multiple times before disappearing.

Wang Ziming was very clear that if he didn't do this and ran away directly, the result would be that the Beiyang Army in the entire Hangzhou City would immediately collapse. Collapse was sooner or later; the People's Party, capable of annihilating over a hundred thousand Japanese troops, could certainly easily crush Hangzhou's defenders. Since that was the case, from the perspective of Wang Ziming's interests, a Zhejiang full of defeated soldiers was even more dangerous. Rather than that, it was better to let the Beiyang Army defending Hangzhou become the People's Party's target, while Wang Ziming seized this opportunity to withdraw to Shanghai first.

Such decisiveness indeed bought time for Wang Ziming. The Beiyang Army, kept in the dark, indeed held on for less than twenty-four hours more. But after failing to find Wang Ziming multiple times, the Beiyang Army also realized what happened. The Beiyang Army in the east of the city was the first to choose to flee for their lives. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army facing these routed soldiers received the order: "Do not let a single one go."

Routed soldiers are more terrible than bandits. This matter, proven countless times in history, had also been encountered by the People's Party. Back then, after releasing the captured Beiyang 3rd Division, these Beiyang soldiers, who had no weapons in their hands, also turned into routed soldiers after marching, looting the common people around Xuzhou along the way. The purpose of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army entering Zhejiang was to eliminate the counter-revolutionaries in Zhejiang, not to let the flames of war poison Zhejiang. What's more, the hands of these Beiyang troops were stained with the blood of too many masses in Western Zhejiang.

"Fire!" The commanders on the front line all received the order. A fire net composed of machine guns and rifles instantly covered the Beiyang routed soldiers fleeing out of the city. The Beiyang Army originally thought that the People's Party did not have many troops outside the city. Soldiers dragging their guns thought they could escape by bypassing the People's Party's positions blocking the city gates. When they suddenly discovered a large number of Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army soldiers appearing from many places, bullets were already whistling towards them. Those running at the very front were knocked to the ground in patches. Those who died directly suffered less pain; the wailing of those who didn't die immediately scared the Beiyang soldiers behind them into screaming and turning around to run back into Hangzhou City.

The appearance of routed soldiers meant that the military organization inside the city had already collapsed. Some very lucky guys were not killed immediately, and the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army immediately captured a very small number of lucky ones. After interrogation, the news that Zhejiang Governor Wang Ziming had privately fled shocked the comrades.

As the mastermind and one of the main executors of the April 12th Massacre, Wang Ziming occupied a position in the top three on the blacklist listed by the People's Party this time. This was an important figure who must be seen alive or dead. The routed soldiers didn't know much; they had no will to fight in the first place. After hearing that Hangzhou Governor Wang Ziming had already fled, everyone simply scattered in an uproar. As for when Wang Ziming ran, where he ran to, or where he had run, they naturally knew nothing. Even whether Wang Ziming had really fled, the routed soldiers couldn't be completely sure.

While tightening military deployment, the comrades on the front line also passed the latest situation to the headquarters.

Attacking Hangzhou was the 39th Army under the establishment of the 5th Field Army. Corps Commander Zhao Weiguang said: "Since we can't determine Wang Ziming's movements, let these routed soldiers determine who is still in the city first. Those inside the city absolutely cannot be allowed to run away."

Dealing with the Beiyang Army, there was no need to worry too much about troops in other places mobilizing for rescue. Plus, with air force reconnaissance, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army's 39th Army left no reserves at all, but dispatched all twenty thousand troops to completely surround Hangzhou City.

The battle in the east of the city alarmed troops in other areas, and the news quickly spread. Ji Ye, who was a liaison officer in the north of the city, soon received the news. Ji Ye rushed into the affiliated division headquarters, "Division Commander Liu, please suggest to the Corps Commander to immediately dispatch a search team to arrest Wang Ziming."

Division Commander Liu looked very serious, "Comrade Ji Ye, catching Wang Ziming is not just your personal wish, but also one of the missions of this war."

Hearing Division Commander Liu's words, Ji Ye breathed a sigh of relief. If she couldn't catch the executioner Wang Ziming, her heart could never be at peace. However, Division Commander Liu's next words surprised Ji Ye slightly. "Comrade Ji Ye, there is always a question of priority in things. The purpose of waging war is to win the war. Only after the war is won can the follow-up actions of arresting counter-revolutionaries take place. So I suggest you carefully consider the priority of this issue. Do not let personal thoughts affect the process of this war."

Ji Ye was also a smart comrade. She soon discovered that when she barged in, a discussion meeting was taking place inside the division headquarters. The staff officers and commissars whose normal work was interrupted by Ji Ye did not look at Ji Ye with malicious eyes, but a trace of blame was inevitable. "Ah! I'm sorry to disturb the comrades' work." Ji Ye couldn't help but blush.

The difficulty of the battle against the Southern Beiyang Army was not high. By the afternoon of that day, after the follow-up 40th Army troops followed up, the 39th Army, which had already deployed its attack positions, immediately launched an attack. The reorganized Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army had undergone large-scale personnel transfers and training. Experienced troops, besides supporting new troops with personnel, also put great effort into training.

Assault firepower composed of light machine guns, rifles, grenades, and accompanying artillery easily tore the enemy's defense line to shreds. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army paid only a very small price to storm the city wall and occupy key high grounds. Looking down from above, the troops saw the enemies rushing about like wolves in the gradually shrinking encirclement. They tried to find a road to escape, and every attempt to find one failed at the cost of several lives.

Large numbers of Beiyang troops subsequently surrendered. The spearhead troops divided Hangzhou City into pieces along the streets and bridges of Hangzhou. The nights in August were still short; at past eight in the evening, the sky had still not completely plunged into darkness. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army's combat camouflage uniforms and the Beiyang Army's all-blue military uniforms were extremely easy to distinguish. Looking down from above, one could see that wherever the red flag of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army pointed, the Beiyang troops, whose numbers were far greater than the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army, threw down their weapons one after another and knelt to surrender.

Some Beiyang troops who continued to rush about like wolves also lost their will to fight. After seeing the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army's troops, they turned their heads and ran. But there were more and more Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army soldiers inside Hangzhou City. After running back and forth for a while, surrounded by black muzzle openings and snow-bright bayonets, these guys also surrendered.

After losing Wang Ziming's command, the Beiyang Army basically couldn't talk about such a thing as morale anymore, and the battle proceeded extremely smoothly. After the sky went completely dark, the real resistance broke out at the assembly site defended to the death by the Zhejiang Assembly.

That bunch from the Zhejiang Assembly knew that the People's Party would absolutely not let them go. During the April 12th Massacre last year, the people of the Restoration Society's Western Zhejiang Branch were killed miserably, but the remaining group withdrew to the People's Party as an organizational unit. The assembly members were all clear that even if the People's Party let the people of the Zhejiang Assembly go, the Western Zhejiang Branch that killed its way back would not let the assembly members of the Zhejiang Assembly go. There were quite a few in the Zhejiang Assembly who had played with guns. They weren't good at leading troops to fight, but they still had the confidence that killing one was breaking even, and killing two was earning one in the end.

The order the troops received was to capture these reactionary ringleaders alive. Facing the desperate resistance of these people, it was not difficult to turn these counter-revolutionaries and the Zhejiang Assembly building completely into powder with devastating firepower. Under the circumstance that the war had already been won, the issue of capturing them alive should be considered more.

The attacking troops discussed it; trying to catch all these guys without one dying was not realistic. At the moment, they could only kill as few enemies as possible. After the troops readjusted their deployment, first one red and two green signal flares rose into the sky. Then, several dazzling new stars suddenly burst out in the sky. The flares, looking down from above, illuminated a huge area centered on the Zhejiang Assembly in the night as if it were day.

The heavy machine guns moved into position opened fire fiercely at the assembly's courtyard wall. Bullets punched bowl-sized deep pits in the courtyard wall, or simply penetrated the wall and hit directly inside the courtyard. Fragments of bricks and stones and gray dust took on the appearance of thick smoke in the air. The enemy firepower guarding the assembly site was instantly weakened to almost negligible. The attacking troops, wearing dust-proof goggles, began to crawl forward taking advantage of such a situation.

As the flares fell to the ground, the vicinity of the assembly recovered darkness slightly. Less than ten minutes later, several more flares rose into the sky again. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army's heavy machine guns continued to chisel fiercely on the wall. Several sections of the courtyard wall were forcefully cut off by bullets, swaying and falling towards the inside of the courtyard. With the rumbling sound of the walls falling to the ground, thicker smoke rose from inside the courtyard.

The heavy machine guns near those courtyard walls stopped firing. The soldiers who had already reached the vicinity of the courtyard walls took three steps as two and rushed to the person-high courtyard wall. The soldiers in front placed wooden ladders on the gaps, and the soldiers behind climbed over the wooden ladders and jumped into the courtyard.

Ji Ye had also followed the troops to the enemy's final stronghold at this time. Seeing the soldiers swarming in, she pulled out her pistol and wanted to rush inside too. The comrades on the front line saw from Ji Ye's neck-length short hair that she was a woman. Someone immediately grabbed Ji Ye. "Don't go!"

Ji Ye thought this was a comrade worrying about her safety. Before she could say some ruthless words about personally taking revenge even if she died, the comrade who held her said: "You are not from the unit, so don't go and disrupt the unit's order."

It turned out she was looked down upon! Ji Ye instantly felt a myriad of flames of anger. She was, at any rate, someone who had fought in Nanjing and withstood the attack of Wang Youhong's army of ten thousand together with hundreds of People's Party and Restoration Society warriors. Just then, the sound of charge bugles rang out almost simultaneously from all sides of the Zhejiang Assembly site! This was the order to attack. Every soldier immediately raised the weapon in their hands and charged towards the gaps where the enemy could no longer be seen.

The comrade holding Ji Ye paused slightly, let go of his hand, and charged forward with his unit. Delayed by half a step, Ji Ye also merged into the torrent composed of soldiers and launched a charge against the final fortress of the enemy's desperate resistance inside Hangzhou City.

Cai Yuanpei once thought he understood war, or at least thought he understood how to command a war. When the People's Party imposed real war upon Hangzhou City, Cai Yuanpei discovered that he actually didn't understand war at all. Cai Yuanpei knew "an army burning with righteous indignation is bound to win". After the Beiyang Army lost its highest commander, not only did it not show the posture of "sorrowful troops" under the unfavorable situation, but it collapsed entirely. The only ones in Hangzhou City who could be commanded were actually a group of assembly members, and the garrison troops locally in Hangzhou still under the control of the Restoration Society.

Cai Yuanpei also knew "speed is precious in war" and "move like a escaping rabbit, still like a virgin". When Hangzhou City was in a mess like a pot of porridge, the People's Party held their troops still, and no news could be found at all. Then the attack began simultaneously from all directions. Various news arrived one after another. The People's Party breached the North Gate, South Gate, East Gate, West Gate. The People's Party attacked into Hangzhou City. The speed of the war situation's changes was even faster than the imagination of the entire war situation Cai Yuanpei built in his mind. By the time Cai Yuanpei truly determined the war situation, the People's Party had already begun to besiege the Zhejiang Assembly.

The siege battle was even more beyond Cai Yuanpei's imagination. The new gadgets that illuminated the Zhejiang Assembly site like day radiated dazzling white light in the sky, so bright that the naked eye couldn't even look directly at them. The battle was not the blade-against-blade, spear-against-spear slaughter in imagination. The People's Party's firepower was not a battle line, but individual firepower points. At every point, the People's Party unleashed ammunition of terrible density. That was simply not an attack, but a storm composed of bullets.

Cai Yuanpei also went to the front line personally. Of course, at this time the straight-line distance between the "rear" and the front line was only over two hundred meters. The People's Party's circular attack turned the front, back, left, and right of the assembly into front lines. In the places where dense bullets reached, they could turn a person into a sieve, into fragments. Cai Yuanpei saw with his own eyes a brave assembly member who, because he accidentally exposed himself under the People's Party's concentrated fire, had his head, shoulders, arms, and upper body instantly turned into something like a ragged cloth amidst violent shaking. As if that wasn't flesh, but a pile of rotten mud. The assembly members and the participating garrison troops didn't dare to lift their heads, and then the People's Party suddenly swarmed in from the gaps in the collapsed walls.

Those guys from the Zhejiang Assembly who had dared to carry guns forward to fight desperately in despair, when the People's Party soldiers charged into the assembly courtyard shouting the slogan "Disarm and no killing", facing the black muzzle openings and the bayonets on the rifles that shone under the light above their heads as bright as day, those people raised their hands honestly and surrendered. As for those soldiers of the Garrison Command, they surrendered obediently while coughing and shouting "Sir, don't shoot".

All this was the reality that Cai Yuanpei saw with his own eyes and experienced personally. And all this made Cai Yuanpei feel a sense of unreality. The distance from the position where the People's Party launched the attack to the Zhejiang Assembly was such that if a prominent figure in Hangzhou put on airs slightly, the time spent on the road would greatly exceed the time of the People's Party's attack.

Those People's Party soldiers wearing strange clothes and wearing steel helmets fluently finished off all resisters and resolved the battle. If not for the fact that these people were shouting Chinese, Cai Yuanpei wouldn't even be able to associate them with Chinese people. As a great scholar, Cai Yuanpei was still willing to seek truth from facts. He was surprised to find that it was not until the People's Party's army appeared before his eyes that he understood he had never known he was fighting against such a powerful force before.

Before Cai Yuanpei could think much more, he saw a woman wearing a strange patterned military uniform and carrying a pistol appear in front of him. After identifying carefully, Cai Yuanpei finally recognized that this was Ji Ye, a capable general of the Western Zhejiang Branch.

Ji Ye shouted: "Surnamed Cai, the blood debt you owe has finally come to the time to be repaid!"

This voice was not too loud amidst a chaotic noise, and then Cai Yuanpei saw Ji Ye raise her pistol and want to shoot him, but was then pulled away by several People's Party soldiers. Unknown why, Ji Ye's action of wanting to kill him instead made Cai Yuanpei feel a burst of relief. This was the only person Cai Yuanpei considered familiar in this intense and strange night, and also the only matter Cai Yuanpei could understand and imagine with his reason.
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170 Blood Debt Paid In Blood (6) "Just how many people did they kill here?" For soldiers who kept company with war and death at all times, it was not an easy thing to make their voices tremble. A search team of the 15th Army Group of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army stood on a rocky beach by a small river, staring blankly at patches of black stones. This was an ordinary small river in the Western Zhejiang water system, not even having a proper name. According to the information provided by Fan Ainong, a member of the Western Zhejiang Branch, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's search team indeed found this relatively hidden site of a massacre. After the reorganization of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, most units had combat experience. It was easy to distinguish whether something was bloodstains. The mottled black presented by the stones before their eyes was not their original color, but left by a large amount of fresh blood soaking in and drying up on the rocks. Zhejiang was rainy; seeing this black color clearly after more than a year of wind and rain showed just how much blood had flowed back then. The search team couldn't just look a few times and be done with it. The comrades first scraped the surface of the black stones a few times with military daggers. Sure enough, the cyan stone texture was immediately revealed under the black surface layer. The recorders recorded these data one by one. "Just how many people did they kill here?" Even though they had said it once, the comrades said it again in a doubtful tone. The search team didn't just look and touch simply to finish the job, and the tragic massacre left a large number of traces even after more than a year of wind and rain. Besides the stones soaked by a large amount of fresh blood, the search even found quite a few broken bone fragments, and even shattered skull caps. Controlling major cities, ports, and transportation lines, and then implementing suppression of counter-revolutionaries region by region. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's plan to attack the three southeastern provinces was not bizarre; it was completely a cliché pattern. After liberating Hangzhou, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army ensured control over northern Zhejiang. The 5th Army Group split its forces to go south and east, and the 15th Army Group took over the already liberated areas. The comrades had all heard of the miserable state of Western Zhejiang. After truly entering Western Zhejiang and searching carefully in those places of collective killing, tragic traces could still be found. After more than a year of wind and rain, mottled bloodstains could still be faintly seen on city walls, and countless evidence was searched out in places of massacres. Such search operations were naturally not to find survivors, but to confirm the monstrous crimes committed by the counter-revolutionaries. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was never afraid of battle and showed no mercy when fighting enemies. But this did not mean that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army liked to kill people, nor did it mean the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wanted to treat human life like grass. To suppress counter-revolutionaries required reliable evidence. There were no soldiers from Zhejiang in the various units, and the troops had not operated in Zhejiang before. If such searches were not conducted, it would be difficult for the troops to understand to what extent the enemy could be ferocious. Looking at the collected intelligence, Heidao Ren, Political Commissar of the 15th Army Group, turned green in the face. As a Japanese, Heidao Ren could understand such a thing as brutality. Driven by fear, humans would always do some things that normal people found incredible. During the First Sino-Japanese War, Japan had carried out quite a few massacres. But that was against the nationals of another country. To carry out such brutal massacres against one's own nationals was something that challenged human imagination. Heidao Ren naturally wouldn't declare to the comrades the results of his thinking based on different ethnicities. Instead, He Jinwu, Commander of the 15th Army Group, and Lu Zhengping, the Chief of Staff, couldn't help but sigh: "Back then we thought we were ruthless enough when killing landlords in the base area. Now looking at it, that was true compassion." If the landlords heard this, they would definitely think the People's Party cadres were talking nonsense. But Heidao Ren was extremely approving of this statement. It wasn't that he was now on the killing side. Looking at the overall situation, the People's Party had killed no more than 600,000 reactionaries in the liberated areas of eight provinces over several years. Those people all had blood cases on their hands or were killed in open warfare. Adding the Chinese and Japanese soldiers killed in the revolutionary war, the total number was still less than one million. Now, judging solely by the incomplete data temporarily collected, the number of Restoration Society members and Peasant Association members killed in Zhejiang Province alone would exceed 100,000. After the upcoming counter-revolutionary suppression operation was completed, it was expected that another 200,000 to 300,000 would be killed from beginning to end. This was just the territory of one province. In the entire three southeastern provinces, during this counter-revolutionary massacre and the suppression of counter-revolutionaries targeting the massacre, the total number of people who had died and would die would probably not be less than one million. If the People's Party had relied on military force to conquer the three southeastern provinces from the beginning, even if they adopted sufficiently ruthless disposal methods, the number of people dying in the revolutionary war and the actions to suppress landlords would absolutely not have exceeded 100,000. Compared to the cruelty of the reactionaries' counter-attack, the severity of the People's Party knocking down reactionaries simply felt like a spring breeze brushing the face. Chen Ke once said that revolution is the greatest humanitarianism. Heidao Ren finally understood the heaviest part of those words now. Revolution would cause a large number of deaths in a very short time, but compared to the number of people dying from being involved in long-term chaos, not only would the number of dead be greatly reduced, but the fresh blood and life of every deceased person would leave their own value in history. Heidao Ren couldn't help but recall another remark Chen Ke had made: the history of human progress is like the formation of coal; at first it is a large lump, and in the end, there is only a small bit. And it is not enough for the fresh blood offered to be of sufficient quantity; the quality must also be sufficient. What must be offered on the altar is the blood of truly determined revolutionaries and counter-revolutionaries. Heidao Ren once felt Chen Ke's words were a bit too much groaning without illness. Seeing the true situation of the April 12th counter-revolutionary massacre with his own eyes, he suddenly understood what Chen Ke was talking about. Understanding everything Chen Ke referred to, Heidao Ren couldn't help but have another doubt pop up. With what kind of perspective did Chen Ke gain insight into history and revolution? How much willpower did it take to admit that the revolution must cross a sea of blood with no bottom in sight to continue forward, to possibly approach the shore of victory? "Commissar Heidao, we must hurry up with our mobilization meeting this time," said Lu Zhengping, Chief of Staff of the Army Group and Deputy Secretary of the Army Group Party Committee. "The soldiers feel they came to fight a war, not to kill people like cutting rice like this. Or should we hand this work over completely to the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee?" The People's Party had quite a few foreign party members, or more accurately, Japanese party members. The original default rule in the army was that Japanese party members could not become party committee secretaries. With the sharp increase in the number of troops, this defaulted to foreign party members not being able to become commanders above the corps level. Anyway, army group political commissars and army group commanders participated in all high-level military meetings and party committee meetings. This adjustment was less a precaution than a protection. With the troops spread so large, often it wasn't that a certain individual would cause irreparable loss to the troops, but that one had to guard against a not-small number of people with ulterior motives gaining opportunities to spread rumors and slanders. Heidao Ren had risen all the way from company commander and political commissar and had never cared about this. It wasn't that the Japanese side hadn't sent spies attempting to contact Heidao Ren, so rumors and slanders were actually more terrible than assassination. Everyone knew this point, and Heidao Ren really couldn't take these things to heart. He answered: "First wipe out the militias attempting to resist; knocking them out is the root. Suppression of counter-revolutionaries has never been a matter of one or two days." In order to be able to kill fewer people while trying not to let off counter-revolutionaries, the counter-revolutionary suppression plan for the entire three southeastern provinces would take more than a year or even longer. The primary step was not to disrupt the three southeastern provinces, but to stabilize them and immediately establish a household registration system. Counter-revolutionaries would also flee; the problem of the masses fleeing their native land during times of war was common. The liberated areas had ample experience with this. After the strict household registration system was established, those displaced persons from other places underwent containment, screening, and repatriation. Added to the circulation of intelligence, many guys who owed blood debts in their hometowns and fled were arrested and brought to justice. After proving to the masses in the localities that those criminals would be caught and executed even if they fled to the ends of the earth, the prestige of the People's Party was established along with it. This suppression operation in Jiangsu and Zhejiang adopted the same train of thought and model. "It would be great if there were no wars sometime!" Army Group Commander He Jinwu sighed. He was also an old soldier with ten years of military service and had participated in almost every battle in Jiangnan. Long-term war, and the slaughter and destruction brought by war, made these soldiers desire peace more than anyone else. In the military education of the People's Party, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army stepped onto the battlefield without hesitation precisely for the sake of peace. Because of this, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could always maintain high morale. "That also depends on to what extent the militias resist in cornered struggles!" Lu Zhengping was not blindly optimistic about the bloody storm to be experienced on the road to peace. Just as he thought, ever since the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army entered Zhejiang, battles had been going on every day. Breaking the Beiyang Army, destroying or capturing the Beiyang Army did not mean the end of the war. In the various villages of Zhejiang, the war was proceeding even more cruelly. In a valley, twenty or so people wearing various colored clothes were sweating profusely and fleeing with stumbling steps. They were the militia of Wujialing in Western Zhejiang. During April 12th, this militia had killed quite a few members of the Peasant Association in Western Zhejiang. Before the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army fought over, they knew they had forged a deep blood feud with the People's Party, so they tried their best to contact the Beiyang Army for support. When the Beiyang Army set up defense lines in Western Zhejiang, these people tried their best to communicate with the Beiyang Army. So after the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army broke the Beiyang Army's defense line, this militia received the news immediately. When the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army attacked Wujialing, they did put up a cornered resistance. But with the difference of heaven and earth between the two sides' weapons and equipment, military training, and tactical level, the militia soon found themselves half-surrounded. The firepower strike point of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was right on the soft underbelly of the militia's defense line. Under dense and accurate firepower attacks, the guys in the militia attempting to resist were knocked down one by one. These people had all slaughtered local Peasant Association members; they knew the result if the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army won. So when the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cut into the soft underbelly of the militia's defense system, split the militia's defense line in two, and began a pincer attack from two sides, the militia leader made a prompt decision to take people and run. He couldn't care about his family and wealth, nor could he care about so many brothers. At this moment, what these people could do was save themselves first. Along the way, the pursuing team of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army fired shots continuously. The guys lagging at the end were either knocked down or simply knelt and surrendered after they couldn't run anymore. The militia leader Wen Side was also a local "hero"; he gritted his teeth and led the team running for their lives, maintaining the team somehow. Such a small team used their advantage of familiarity with the terrain to flee desperately. Guns were thrown away, weapons were thrown away, everything hindering escape was thrown away. Running to the point where they were almost foaming at the mouth, the pursuers from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army behind them still bit on deathly tight without letting go. Stumbling and staggering into the valley, the pursuers behind seemed tired too, and the distance between the two sides did not shorten. Wen Side, taking the lead, finally slowed his pace a bit. As a result, with him taking the lead, people behind him simply collapsed on the ground, unable to move. Wen Side shouted anxiously: "Get up quickly! You can't rest; once you rest, you can never move again." But no matter how Wen Side shouted, the militia members who had sat down or fallen down still couldn't move. "Sigh!" Wen Side knew these brothers really couldn't run anymore. He shouted fiercely and continued to walk forward. Seeing Wen Side wanting to go without taking them, the brothers behind struggled to stand up. But they saw Wen Side hadn't gone too far when a snow-white flower popped up on his head. This familiar scene reminded the militia members of the look they would see when shooting at the heads of Peasant Association members with rifles more than a year ago. Only then did they hear a clear gunshot from the mountain. The gunshot was like a signal; Wen Side was still standing relatively straight, and then he fell straight backward.
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一七一 血债血偿（七）

The snipers displayed tremendous power in the encirclement and suppression battle. Whether it was dealing with the stubborn resistance of the militia in cornered positions or driving the fleeing militia into the encirclement for annihilation, their precise strike capabilities inflicted fatal casualties on the enemy. The war mode constructed by modern warfare concepts was simply beyond the comprehension of a militia that still believed collective volley fire could greatly intimidate the opponent. When modernization suddenly occurred before their eyes, the reaction of the militia was exactly the same as Cai Yuanpei's; they understood neither the objective of the People's Party's actions nor the process of the People's Party's actions. The only thing the militia could do was fight a battle that was chaotic for them, and then confusedly accept the fate of being killed or captured.

The backbone of the forty-some militia groups in Western Zhejiang numbered more than nine hundred men. Including various hanger-ons or cannon fodder making up the numbers, there were more than three thousand people. Under the fierce attack of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, they were completely wiped out very quickly. The price paid by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was five dead and seventy-eight wounded.

The troops were not at all ecstatic because of such a "victory." The subsequent work was not easy at all. The troops separately interrogated all the captured personnel about every massacre operation they had participated in. The confessors led the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to find massacre sites one by one. Through investigation and excavation, collective massacre sites and corpse burial grounds were discovered one after another.

After class struggle turned into class war, its tragic state could only be described as hair-raising. Skulls were shattered, or heads were chopped off, or breastbones were completely pierced by bullets from front to back; in the remains of some masses, broken spear tips could even be seen. Different weapons created different injuries. Every burial site signified a massacre, and some large burial pits actually contained several kinds of masses who died from different injuries, which proved that the slaughter carried out in these places happened not just once, but multiple times.

As combat experts, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could very clearly distinguish these differences. Through the excavation of the burial sites, some massacres that the participants dared not speak of were also discovered. But these people knew that once their crimes were exposed, they would definitely die. No matter how the comrades of the troops interrogated, many people absolutely would not talk about their own evil deeds and flatly denied the exposure of others.

The perpetrators refused to admit it, so they could only ask others. However, mass work encountered great trouble. The majority of the common people still surviving in Western Zhejiang now were not Peasant Association activists. More accurately speaking, the Peasant Association activists and even the common people who joined the Peasant Association had been killed cleanly. For these people, their relationship with the landlords, gentry, and militia was actually somewhat closer. They refused to stand up and reveal what had actually happened at the time no matter what.

The help that the comrades in Western Zhejiang could offer was actually limited. The grassroots comrades of the Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch suffered heavy casualties, and the members in quite a few areas were all killed off. The local situation they provided was very effective, but in terms of details, more accurately in terms of household registration statistics, it was much worse. This problem was only resolved after the comrades who conquered Hangzhou confiscated a large batch of Western Zhejiang household registration documents that the Hangzhou side had seized from Western Zhejiang.

Those were the local situation files produced by the Western Zhejiang Branch, including population and detailed household registration and identity of each village. In these files, almost more than half of the names were ticked off with a vermilion pen. The annotation below was "Executed"!

Seeing the files they had worked so hard to produce with their own eyes, as well as the shocking execution instructions on them, the comrades of Western Zhejiang wailed loudly. There were not many Zhejiang people among the cadres of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, but even so, after seeing such files, everyone's eyes turned red. Whole families upon whole families had their names ticked off; men, women, old, and young, none were spared. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would never take their participation in the public trial and execution of landlords as their own achievement to brag about; that was killing people after all. Even if they did not feel in the wrong when killing those wicked people, they would absolutely not feel happy in their hearts. Now, all the guilt in the comrades' hearts was swept away, and incomparable hatred for the enemy filled their chests.

However, what was truly of great help to the specific work were the files regarding land records. After cross-referencing, the troops discovered the true reason why those common people who had not joined the militia kept their mouths shut. Every one of these families possessed land that originally did not belong to them. After the landlords and gentry commanded the militia to massacre the common people who joined the Peasant Association, they hypocritically gave a portion of the land of the original Peasant Association members to those "relatively honest" common people. Even if they had no human lives on their hands, in order to keep their own land, the common people could not expose others. Once the local order was restored to the situation before April 12th, it primarily meant that these peasants who obtained land would lose this land.

"This bunch of bastards!" The cadres of the troops became angry because of this very reasonable explanation. The object of this anger was those common people who maintained silence. "Do they think that if they don't say anything, we can't find out?"

Seeing the situation was not right, the political commissars hurriedly persuaded the agitated cadres, "No matter what situation arises, we of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cannot treat the people as our own enemies."

"The people? We treat them as the people, but they don't feel that we are their own! With this behavior of theirs, how do they look like the people?" The cadres almost started shouting abuse.

Political commissars were political commissars after all; they had to talk politics at all times, especially at such a critical moment. "No investigation, no right to speak. At any rate, let us clarify the problem first!"

With the land and household registration situation, investigations were launched all over Western Zhejiang. For example, in Wujialing, the troops questioned four families of common people who occupied the good land of the killed masses.

Seeing the comrades of the troops state the detailed situation and knowing that they could not muddle through by pretending to be deaf and dumb, those common people who had been using "can't remember clearly" and "was so scared at the time I hid at home and didn't dare go out" as excuses finally opened their mouths in fear, "Officer, you don't understand, this land wasn't snatched by me, I bought it!"

It turned out that the landlords and gentry did not give the land to the common people for free. After they slaughtered the local masses, they seized the masses' land and then sold this land to other common people at varying prices. For the common people who had money to buy, they collected money. The common people who had no money to buy land also wanted to buy land, so they let the common people write IOUs.

The local common people were firstly afraid of the armed force of these counter-revolutionaries, and secondly, they themselves also had a guilty conscience and dared not admit to obtaining others' land. The common people even more did not want to lose their own land because of an unnecessary admission. The money to purchase this land was accumulated by them through much hard work. As for the money for buying land borrowed from the landlords and gentry, it might not be paid off in several years or even more than a decade.

After understanding the facts, the troops began to discuss solutions.

Towards these bystanders, a considerable number of comrades had great anger, "There is no need to be polite to these people either! Just confiscate their illegally obtained land directly!"

The comrades holding such an attitude exceeded seventy percent of the Party Committee. Letting the counter-revolutionary landlords and gentry pay their blood debt with blood naturally needed no further discussion. The indifference of the bystanders was admittedly not a capital crime, but the comrades did not want to let them off lightly at all.

The opinion formed by this kind of thinking was handed up, and soon the Central Committee transferred Anhui Governor Li Shouxian to assume the post of Zhejiang Provincial Party Secretary and concurrently Governor of Zhejiang Province. The first thing Li Shouxian did after taking office was to reject such a handling opinion.

At the Party Committee meeting, Li Shouxian calmly said to the indignant comrades: "Comrades, do you consider the land trading that occurred in Western Zhejiang after the April 12th massacre to be a revolutionary problem or a legal problem?"

"This is of course a revolutionary problem!" He Jinwu, Commander of the 15th Army, immediately said indignantly.

"Can you tell me the reason?" Li Shouxian asked calmly.

"Those people occupied the Peasant Association's land, how can it be a legal problem?" He Jinwu said angrily.

Li Shouxian remained calm. He asked: "Then how do you prove that these people seized this land from the hands of the Peasant Association?"

He Jinwu fell silent; this matter indeed could not be proved.

Li Shouxian said: "In the summary situation I have seen, the masses who bought land basically all have land deeds and documents. At that time, the political power in Western Zhejiang had already been overthrown, and the counter-revolutionaries had already grasped the political power in Western Zhejiang. The action of the masses purchasing land from their hands, no matter how I look at it, is a legal problem."

As soon as Li Shouxian's voice fell, He Jinwu slammed the table and stood up. He said angrily: "Bullshit legal problem! Aren't these people just wanting to take advantage? Could the land price they bought the land at buy that much land in normal times? I'm afraid they couldn't even buy one-third of the land! Not labeling them as counter-revolutionary accomplices is already letting them off cheap, and this is still a legal problem? Is what they did reasonable then?"

Not only He Jinwu, but most of the comrades of the Zhejiang Provincial Committee, or rather the comrades of the Party Committee of the troops, glared at Li Shouxian. Even the comrades whose attitudes were not so intense mostly had blame in their gazes when looking at Li Shouxian.

Li Shouxian could completely understand the comrades' emotions. He himself also did not have any good feelings towards this bunch of masses who took advantage. But Li Shouxian had already understood very clearly in his long-term work that reason and emotion appeared to run in opposite directions most of the time. Things that conformed to reason might not necessarily conform to feelings. Looking at the indignant comrades around him, Li Shouxian did not get angry. He suddenly remembered a passage Shang Yuan had once said to him.

How to treat the darkness, cruelty, and shamelessness in society, how to break free from these darknesses, cruelties, and shamelessnesses, and eliminate all injustice with a firm attitude, is a very severe test for revolutionaries participating in the people's revolution. A person who throws themselves into the people's revolution, their initial motivation may come from hatred and the passion to pursue justice, but the ultimate attitude should transcend hatred and also transcend justice. Justice is a sentiment on the social level, while the most fundamental spiritual power engaged in the people's revolution must come from communist ideals, specifically, it must conform to the basic principles of materialism and communism.

After pausing slightly for a moment to alleviate the excited opposing emotions in the conference room, Li Shouxian stood up. Because he was in the center position of the conference table, behind Li Shouxian was the Party flag hanging on the wall. He said with a clear and bright voice: "Comrades, I now want to ask everyone a question. Is the view that the masses' behavior of purchasing land is not a legal problem, seeking truth from facts?"
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Chapter 172: Blood Debt Paid in Blood (8)

"The first thing about seeking truth from facts is to face what has already happened. You cannot speculate on the process. Just state the actual content of what you saw, what you heard, and what intelligence you collected." Li Shouxian said calmly to the comrades.

He Jinwu said loudly: "What actually happened is that a part of the masses in Western Zhejiang bought the land and property of the revolutionary masses that had been embezzled by the counter-revolutionaries from the counter-revolutionaries. And attempted to take it for themselves."

Li Shouxian smiled: "Comrade He Jinwu, the first part of what you said is basically correct, but the second part is not quite right. From the perspective of the masses, they have already taken this land for themselves. You saying 'attempted to take it for themselves' is far from a statement of seeking truth from facts."

"Heh heh!" He Jinwu laughed coldly, "Secretary Li is right, they really have already taken it for themselves now. But with our People's Party here, then this kind of action can never truly succeed."

Li Shouxian felt quite regretful about He Jinwu's speech, "Comrade He Jinwu, my following speech is not directed at what is going to happen in the future, I am now directing it at your train of thought in considering problems. Why do we want to implement land reform? This is our Party's policy. Many regions did not have counter-revolutionary incidents, do we not implement land reform all the same? The masses in some regions support land reform, the masses in some regions do not support land reform, this is the masses' own business. Our goal is that we must implement land reform. So implementing land reform is our business, what does it have to do with the masses?"

He Jinwu, like most comrades, was extremely dissatisfied with the Western Zhejiang masses who "took great advantage" during the counter-revolutionary atrocities, so thoughts of making things difficult for them arose in his heart. Hearing Li Shouxian criticize his own train of thought, He Jinwu also felt that Li Shouxian, this local cadre, was "gesticulating and issuing orders the moment he got off the horse", and was very unconvinced in his heart.

Li Shouxian smiled: "I feel that the comrades' thinking is very straightforward. Whoever dares to drink the blood of revolutionaries deserves to die. Even if they did not commit a capital crime, it is a case of 'death penalty is avoidable but living punishment cannot be spared'. We have guns and soldiers in our hands now. Wanting to punish these Western Zhejiang people... that is really the easiest thing. Confiscate their illegal land, impose fines on their actions, and carry out punitive measures against them in policy. I come from an administrative work background. If I want to make them unable to live or die, there are too many ways. I can think of several in the blink of an eye."

These words fit the comrades' thoughts quite well. The straightforward people among the comrades could not help but reveal smiles.

Li Shouxian also smiled. He said to He Jinwu: "Comrade He Jinwu, and other comrades, please sing 'Good Springtime in February'."

Seeing everyone's stunned appearance, Li Shouxian urged: "I heard this song was written when Chairman Chen Ke inspected the army farms. There is no reason the comrades in the army can't sing it. Don't be afraid of being shy, will a comrade please sing it."

The comrades also couldn't figure out what trick Li Shouxian was playing, and looked at each other in incomprehension. Finally, it was the Japanese Political Commissar Heidao Ren who sang.

Good springtime in February, every family is busy farming. Hoping for a good harvest this year, donating more grains to fill the army provisions. Good springtime in February, every family is busy farming. You reap what you sow, you get beans if you plant beans, whoever plants hatred will suffer disaster himself! ……

After Heidao Ren finished singing once, Li Shouxian repeated one part of the lyrics, "'You reap what you sow, you get beans if you plant beans, whoever plants hatred will suffer disaster himself!' I have always felt this part of the lyrics is very good. I feel this part of the lyrics is extremely 'seeking truth from facts'. The counter-revolutionaries in Zhejiang, the counter-revolutionaries in Western Zhejiang, what they opposed was the land revolution policy proposed by our People's Party. They planted hatred, and now is the process of their blood debt being paid in blood. Similarly, I also want to ask, when these masses bought the land, was it to oppose our People's Party's land revolution policy? If any comrade thinks so, please stand up and state your own thoughts!"

Li Shouxian was effectively challenging them, and the participating comrades were very clear about this. But even if they were angry enough to have red faces and thick necks, still no one stood up to refute Li Shouxian's words. Everyone was very clear that Li Shouxian was right. The common people of Western Zhejiang did not buy the land to confront the People's Party; they did it purely for their own interests. The comrades' anger was precisely directed at this kind of selfish action.

Seeing no one stood up to oppose, Li Shouxian's expression returned to composure again. First scanning the comrades, Li Shouxian said steadily: "Chairman Chen also wrote an article called *Medicine*. Some comrades have read this article, some comrades probably haven't. It tells a story. In our Jiangnan, there is a saying that human blood buns can cure consumption, which is the pulmonary tuberculosis we learned about in medical class. The only son of a family of honest people got consumption, so they asked the executioner for help. At that time, people were being killed, and the one being killed was a revolutionary. The reason the revolutionary shed his head and blood to participate in the revolution was to save the Chinese common people. As a result, after the revolutionary was killed, the protagonist in the story got the human blood bun. The revolutionary failed to awaken the common people through his own death, and the common people did not save their son because of the revolutionary's human blood bun..."

This was a miserable story. Li Shouxian had an extremely deep impression of it. He happened to have this article in the luggage he carried with him. Li Shouxian simply took this article out and read it to the comrades once. The steady voice recited this novel with a gloomy style, and the entire conference room fell into a deathly silence.

"They had not walked twenty or thirty steps when they suddenly heard a loud 'Caw--' from behind; both of them looked back in horror, only to see that crow spread its two wings, brace itself, and fly straight towards the distant sky like an arrow."

When Li Shouxian finished reading the last paragraph, comrades from Western Zhejiang were already covering their mouths and crying woo-woo. Some comrades sobbed in low voices, constantly wiping tears with their cuffs. Other comrades had expressions mixed with anger and pain on their faces.

This piece *Medicine* touched everyone present. The revolutionaries flew into the fire like moths, disregarding their own safety to seek welfare and create a tomorrow for the people, but the people could not understand. They still lived firmly amidst various sufferings. The tragic state of Western Zhejiang matched the story told in this article completely. In order to live better, the surviving masses took out almost all their savings to buy the blood-stained land. They did not understand why those martyrs sacrificed themselves at all.

Li Shouxian wiped away the tears from the corners of his own eyes. Having done administrative work for so long, he knew the hardships and helplessness of construction work better than the army comrades galloping across the battlefield.

Sniffling and exhaling deeply, as if only in this way could the stone-like depression in his chest be dispersed a bit, Li Shouxian continued: "Whoever plants hatred suffers disaster himself. The masses of Western Zhejiang did not buy land because they opposed the land revolution. If we punish their behavior of buying land from our own standpoint, then we are planting hatred. No one will truly admit they are a bad person. Not only are the masses of Western Zhejiang like this, even those counter-revolutionaries are like this. Facing such a situation, we must adhere to the Party's Three Great Styles of Work, and must adhere to the principle of seeking truth from facts. We must adhere to the mass line, coming from the masses and going to the masses. Instead of simply and crudely thinking that we grasp the truth, so we can do whatever we want according to our own judgment standards and preferences! Just like in *Medicine*, the real murderer is not Hua Laoshuan. Do you think it is right to punish Hua Laoshuan because he got a human blood bun for his son?"

He Jinwu, the Commander of the 15th Army Group who had been the representative of the army comrades' thoughts, did not answer this time. He just kept wiping the tears rolling down. After quite a while, he choked with sobs and said: "I... I already understand... Secretary Li's meaning. Please, Secretary Li, state your train of thought."

Seeing the whole situation had been turned around, Li Shouxian said: "All land transactions during the counter-revolutionary period will be terminated after the grain harvest this year. Confiscation must be implemented for the property of counter-revolutionary elements. After confiscation, return the money the masses spent on buying land to the masses, and recover the land. Of course, this must be after the masses harvest. Since the masses grew grain through labor, we have to safeguard the fruits of their labor. Of course, after these end, we will start implementing land reform in Western Zhejiang."

Even if they felt Li Shouxian doing this was really a bit too benevolent, no comrade raised opposition or doubts again. Li Shouxian had already persuaded the comrades who were overflowing with vengeful emotions. A storm that was very likely to target the masses was finally curbed before it erupted.

Of course, Li Shouxian assuming the post of Secretary of the Zhejiang Provincial Committee was not solely to curb wrong trends. In the following days, Li Shouxian began to carry out the construction work of local militias. In order not to let the masses of Zhejiang develop a delusion that they were "the conquered", and to ensure the smooth execution of the suppression of counter-revolutionaries, it was necessary to win the masses over to their side more than ever at this time.

The tragic slaughter caused by class struggle in Western Zhejiang was considered a rather unique existence in Zhejiang. The April 12th counter-revolutionary massacre swept through the entire Zhejiang, but the true climax of the massacre was the slaughter of those new forces rising in the new era by the traditional old forces in the localities. Judging from the intelligence collected by the People's Party, in the great massacre of Zhejiang, the international students known as "Fake Foreign Devils", the youths educated in new-style schools, and those guys attempting to stand out in electoral politics, suffered a total counter-attack from the old forces. As long as they slapped the hat of "rebel party" on them, those old forces in the countryside could massacre these people with justifiable names. And these victims had no connection with the People's Party, and even less direct relation with the Western Zhejiang Branch. Many of those killed were even firm opponents of the reform policies promoted by the Western Zhejiang Branch.

The People's Party did not have many reasons to intervene in the internal massacre of the Zhejiang people, so it had to unite more closely with the masses and stand together with the masses to strike at these stubborn counter-revolutionaries. Because what these counter-revolutionaries actually opposed was not necessarily the People's Party; they firmly opposed all revolutionary actions. Against this part of people, Li Shouxian prepared to oppose them by organizing militias.

After the reorganization of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, there were many commanders and fighters in various places. The commanders and fighters from the Shandong Military Region were extremely experienced in assisting the masses to organize landlord militias.

The best way to deal with landlord militias was nothing better than people's militias. Historically, landlord militias were once the Party's main enemy. When Chen Ke had not studied deeply, he was quite apprehensive about this. Since Chen Ke was very apprehensive, he put great effort into understanding landlord militias. The Party established a specialized work department to engage in this aspect of work.

The landlord militia was a native local force, while the People's Party was an external force. On the surface, it had the flavor of a dragon crossing the river fighting a local snake. Without investigation, there is no right to speak. The People's Party gradually recognized the true face of the landlord militia during the revolutionary process.

The ravages of landlord militias on the base areas in history relied firstly on the enemy's regular army pinning down or even suppressing the revolutionary regular army. The People's Party encountered this problem in Shandong. Many Red Spear Societies and local landlord militias once used "how the Beiyang commanders will do such and such" as an excuse to intimidate the masses in the Shandong base area, using this excuse to extort property from the masses in the Shandong base area. The People's Party decisively implemented fierce strikes against those local organizations. As a result, the "Beiyang commanders" made no move at all. The masses of the people were a bit apprehensive at first, but after observing for a while, they found the landlord militias were simply bragging. From then on, the base area masses no longer submitted to the intimidation of those local forces. Whenever the landlord militias came to extort, the masses dared to challenge these people.

Of course, while challenging them, the masses would also hurriedly notify the nearby Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army garrison. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army naturally dispatched troops immediately to strike those landlord militias like the autumn wind sweeping away fallen leaves. After several such struggles, the masses in various places established their own militia organizations under the organization of the People's Party. Sometimes, before the troops arrived, the militia had already taken care of the landlord militia.

The characteristic of human society is that whoever is more organized can win. The masses who were originally a sheet of loose sand feared the landlord militia, but later it became the landlord militia fearing the organized masses. And the landlord militia organization was originally just a local force like bandits. When there were no other forces around, they would expand their territory, collect "protection fees", and promote their own order. Since the masses in various places were already organized, the landlord militia could only contract. As the saying goes, a rabbit does not eat the grass around its burrow; the landlord militia also dared not take extreme measures against locals. Without money to support them, the landlord militia naturally had to lower its revenue, which led to the peripheral attached personnel of the landlord militia running away one after another.

Without personnel, without revenue, the internal members of the landlord militia often would not unite sincerely, but would scheme against each other. The People's Party used this opportunity to expand the Supply and Marketing Cooperative trade, penetrate into the landlord militia, and easily disintegrated the Shandong local landlord militia organizations as outsiders.

Since the Shandong comrades had ample experience in this aspect, the Zhejiang Provincial Committee entrusted the work teams composed of these comrades to start work in Zhejiang.
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Chapter 173 Blood Debt Paid In Blood (9)

"Everything for the masses, everything relying on the masses, from the masses, to the masses." Li Shouxian repeatedly emphasized the Mass Line at the working conference of the newly established Zhejiang Provincial Committee and government. "This does not mean that whatever the masses say is right. Our People's Party is the vanguard of the labor alliance, so we must rely on the broad masses of laborers. On the basis of land reform, we must promote the development of labor power, become one with the laboring masses, and practically solve the problems encountered by the laboring masses in the process of labor. Therefore, we must always remember that we are also members of the laborers."

Being able to consistently adhere to such a style was the biggest reason why Li Shouxian was able to rise rapidly within the Party. As a laborer who knew how hard labor really was, Li Shouxian never held anything back. What he hoped for most was that everyone around him was a true laborer, so that things could really be done. The organization had mobilized a large number of young cadres to work in Zhejiang to liberate Hebei and Shandong. During the period when the campaigns to liberate the Northeast and the Southeast were proceeding simultaneously, the shortage of cadres was particularly serious. To be able to allocate hundreds of young cadres to Li Shouxian during this difficult period, the Organization Department had really done its utmost.

"Is the primary task at the moment to purge the reactionaries?" Some comrades felt that Li Shouxian was putting the cart before the horse.

To such a question, Li Shouxian answered calmly: "If we only kill the reactionaries, most of the masses will think that we have only defeated the reactionaries militarily. Of course, this is also a way to establish a new order, but I think we can perhaps do better. Let the masses realize why we must kill the reactionaries. Whether the masses support why we do this is not the most critical thing. Letting the masses understand what kind of new society we want to build is the way for the revolution to truly penetrate the masses."

"What if, after the masses understand the purpose of our revolution, they choose to support the reactionaries?" a comrade asked.

Li Shouxian did not get angry at such a difficult question. He looked at the young comrade and smiled: "If such a thing really happens, then first of all it proves that our propaganda has already taken effect. Comrade, you must know one thing, the masses of the people are very smart, smarter than those guys who call themselves rulers. Their judgment of interests is more accurate than anyone else's. When it's time to tell lies to fool people, the masses know how to speak better than anyone else. If you think the masses will be buried with forces that are destined to perish, that is completely an illusion!"

Seeing Li Shouxian's broad-mindedness, the young comrade who spoke below stopped joking. He asked: "Secretary Li, I have never quite understood why the masses cannot have higher political consciousness. what exactly is the fundamental difference between us People's Party members and the masses?"

Many comrades had this question, and everyone pricked up their ears waiting to hear Li Shouxian's speech on this matter.

"The fundamental difference between us People's Party members and the masses lies in the fact that we have a powerful organization, and each of us relies on the various resources provided by this organization. And we ourselves also provide the labor within our capacity to this organization. Even if there are lazy people among us, organizational discipline and organizational rules are restraining us. Any comrade who cannot meet the needs of the organization will basically be transferred from their post. Take the army as an example. A single order from Chairman Chen can make tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, or millions of soldiers cooperate sincerely for the same goal. This is not because Chairman Chen has any magic power personally, nor is it because everyone blindly worships Chairman Chen. Because Chairman Chen is in this position, he himself must serve the interests of the entire organization and the interests of the entire Liberated Area. In the future, when we liberate all of China, he must serve the interests of all of China. Every one of our comrades is like this. Since our interests come from such a huge organization, every one of us must serve the interests of the organization. This is the stance."

The comrades fell silent. This was the first time a senior cadre had explained the relationship between the individual and the organization so clearly to them from a purely interest-based perspective. Although everyone had heard this before, for the comrades, the words of a senior cadre were more convincing than those of the political commissars and secretaries around them. Even though what Li Shouxian said was exactly the same as what political commissars and secretaries at all levels said.

Li Shouxian continued: "Comrades, why do you feel that the masses have no consciousness? Because the masses can only rely on themselves. If it's a bit larger, they have to rely on their family. If it's expanded a bit more, they have to rely on their clan. People say that even an upright official finds it hard to settle family quarrels. This is saying that even within intimate organizations like families and clans, the contradiction between individual interests and overall interests is already very intense. For such a large organization as ours, there is no need for people with ulterior motives to stir up trouble. Just between various departments and in various time periods, legitimate needs can trigger fierce debates and even confrontation. This is a conflict of interests. Specific problems can be analyzed specifically, but anyone who thinks that this kind of conflict will not happen is making the mistake of not seeking truth from facts."

Hearing this, the comrades burst into laughter. Li Shouxian's words made the young comrades feel a burst of relief, because usually most debates would encounter accusations of "disunity". And the young people's rebellious psychology was very dissatisfied with this kind of constraint.

"Then let's return to the Mass Line. There is one thing we must recognize clearly. This world is changing all the time. If there is a world that no longer changes, that world must be a dead world. As long as we still exist in this material world, then the world is changing every moment. The biggest change in China right now is that the old social system is about to be overthrown, and as the vanguard of the laborers, our People's Party wants to build a new world. Following the Mass Line means letting the laboring masses contact our organization and accept the services of our organization. And the service we provide is to help the masses labor better. The masses will naturally have various needs. We must be good at listening to the needs of the masses. And we must learn to grasp the needs of the masses attempting to change their destiny through labor and attempting to improve their lives through labor. As long as we can discover these needs and satisfy these needs of the masses, then the masses will definitely stand on our side!"

Speaking of this, Li Shouxian waved his arm in the air, "Everything for the masses, everything relying on the masses, from the masses, to the masses. This is the Mass Line, and it is also the working method we must adhere to!"

The comrades immediately began to applaud enthusiastically. These words immediately raised everyone's confidence by a large margin. Facing complex situations, facing the non-cooperation and even questioning of the masses, simply shouting "everything for the masses" like a slogan could not solve any problems at all. Many comrades had complained in private, "How many nails can a person make even if they are made of iron? If I work alone and the masses ignore me, what is the use?" But Li Shouxian's words made everyone feel their eyes light up. Many specific methods were already very clear in Li Shouxian's words.

Li Shouxian laughed: "It's useless to say more, comrades, let's start working!"

After the meeting ended, the political commissars and secretaries responsible for party and government work smiled at Li Shouxian: "Secretary Li, you released this group of Sun Monkeys from the Flower and Fruit Mountain, just waiting for them to make havoc in Heaven!"

Li Shouxian laughed: "Havoc in Heaven? As long as they are going to labor, they will know that with the tightening band of labor on their heads, any kind of Monkey King will have a splitting headache!"

Although they did not hear Li Shouxian's words, the young Sun Monkeys soon learned the power of labor. Even if the suppression of reactionaries was not allowed to expand, it did not mean that Li Shouxian was here to protect the reactionaries. After persuading the comrades and determining the general direction of the entire Zhejiang work at the provincial committee meeting, Li Shouxian immediately presided over the liquidation of the reactionaries in western Zhejiang.

The effectiveness of having household registration or not was shown at this time. conducting inquiries against the determined household registration, and following the vine to get the melon regarding the whereabouts of missing persons, many things could be figured out. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army re-created local household registration and rebuilt population archives. This was not only heavy paperwork, but also involved a comprehensive investigation of the locality. Some people had to be stationed in the locality to investigate the population and household registration. There were also comrades who had to go everywhere. In addition to verifying the data, they also had to report the data back to the statistics department. This was work that would break one's legs and wear out one's lips.

After the statistical work was preliminarily completed, the western Zhejiang side had to investigate the missing persons. The most missing persons in western Zhejiang were women and children. The Beiyang Army had a system of military prostitutes. In order to curry favor with the Beiyang Army officers, the reactionaries in western Zhejiang also sent good-looking women to the Beiyang Army officers. How to find the whereabouts of these women as soon as possible was an arduous task.

As more and more cities in Zhejiang were liberated, the comrades in western Zhejiang, based on the intelligence collected, began to go to various places to look for the trafficked personnel. The development of things was just as Li Shouxian said. The Sun Monkeys who were released had no time to act wildly at all. As long as they were comrades who went to labor, without exception, they all stepped on the long journey of seeking the right path.

The women of western Zhejiang who were trafficked by the reactionaries to various places began to be retrieved one by one. These women suffered all kinds of bullying. After returning to their hometowns, they were invited to participate in interrogations and confrontations. Seeing the enemies who killed their relatives and sold them to other places, the women immediately rushed up regardless of their own safety to fight these reactionaries desperately. If the comrades hadn't been prepared and quickly stopped them, many of the bound reactionaries would definitely have shed blood on the spot.

It was not only the trafficked women who were brought back. Some traffickers involved were also escorted to western Zhejiang after being arrested. Even a lot of documents for buying and selling human beings were seized. With both human testimony and material evidence complete, the guys who originally flatly denied their crimes and refused to admit them finally succumbed. The reason why they insisted on not confessing mostly stemmed from the stubborn instinct of human beings to be unable to admit defeat. These guys knew very well that with what they had done, even if it wasn't the present time when the People's Party controlled western Zhejiang, as long as it wasn't a particularly scoundrel period, these crimes were capital offenses. Once admitted, the crimes would be conclusive. Being killed by others was other people's business, but admitting that one deserved to die was something only heroes and cowards could easily do.

Facing conclusive human testimony and material evidence, the psychological defense line of some guys who were originally holding on bitterly finally collapsed. And the ugly side of human beings was demonstrated vividly in them. No longer caring about the friendship when killing people together, these people scrambled to expose the crimes of their accomplices like pouring beans out of a bamboo tube. This was of great help in finding out what happened in western Zhejiang.

The detailed and arduous work of the People's Party, in addition to subduing the reactionaries, also had a huge impact among the ordinary masses in western Zhejiang. Seeing with their own eyes that the People's Party actually found those women whom everyone originally thought they would never see again with magical powers, while the masses were surprised, they also knew that past events could no longer be hidden. After the original fluke mentality vanished, the masses also began to cooperate with the work of the People's Party, and various exposures gradually increased.



★


Blood Debt Paid In Blood 10

Volume 5 - Chapter 174

❧ ❧ ❧


Yan Fu's main mission in Shanghai was to resolve the issue of the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets, with a secondary mission to attempt contact with Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong. As the People's Party advanced into Zhejiang and Guangdong, the Beiyang Army forces engaging the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in both regions were completely annihilated. The Beiyang Army presented a scene of total collapse. Die-hard Beiyang troops fled to Fujian one after another, while the locally conscripted Beiyang troops attempted to hold the cities.

Yan Fu originally did not quite agree with He Rujie's plan to transport troops to Fujian by sea. He did not dare to completely trust the Beiyang Fleet's Sa Zhenbing. Transporting troops by sea was indeed a good method, but it had to be based on the ability to guarantee the safety of the sea routes. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's navy, let alone comparing to the Japanese or British navies, was in a position of being unilaterally beaten even compared to the current Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets.

A single ship could carry thousands of people. Dispatching army troops by sea without naval cover... if Sa Zhenbing turned hostile and refused to surrender, a few shells could wipe out these thousands of men. Since its establishment, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had fought across ten thousand li and fought so many battles. The total number of comrades sacrificed from beginning to end was less than fifty thousand. Losing five thousand men in a sea transport was a matter of minutes. With these five thousand men, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could even fight its way into Fujian from the Zhejiang-Fujian border. Yan Fu naturally refused to agree to a military plan based on trusting Sa Zhenbing.

As an insider, Sa Zhenbing's attitude became increasingly positive. Yan Fu could think of the reasons for the change in his old classmate and comrade-in-arms. Aside from the cities in Zhejiang already being occupied, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had already conquered Guangdong on September 1st after two days of bitter fighting. They captured a large number of Guangdong's prominent figures, including Zhang Renjun.

The only ports in all of China capable of accommodating the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets that were not under People's Party control were Shanghai and a few small ports in Fujian. Sa Zhenbing had originally spoken some vague and irrelevant words, but now he only discussed how the People's Party would implement the treatment for the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets.

Yan Fu also clearly expressed the People's Party's attitude: the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army must capture the Southeast Governor Feng Guozhang alive. Feng Guozhang must absolutely not be allowed to escape the country. For this reason, Sa Zhenbing specially sent He Rujie to negotiate this matter with Yan Fu.

He Rujie raised Sa Zhenbing's question, "Why can the People's Party let Sun Yat-sen go, but cannot let Feng Guozhang go? Is it because Sun Yat-sen is also a revolutionary?"

"It has nothing to do with Sun Yat-sen's background," Yan Fu replied decisively. "Sun Yat-sen's actions up to now have all been personal behaviors. Whether he defected to the Japanese or established his own government. In this era, Sun Yat-sen and his followers made their own choices while drifting with the tide. They may have made many promises and owed money to many people, but that is at most a civil dispute. Moreover, as far as we know, for the promises of official positions Sun Yat-sen made at the time, those people were willing to pay the money themselves. But Feng Guozhang is different. He participated in the April 12th operation and owes countless blood debts. Feng Guozhang did not kill people personally, but he instructed many people to massacre the masses. This is the reason why we can ignore Sun Yat-sen, but absolutely cannot let Feng Guozhang go."

Seeing Yan Fu's attitude was so firm, He Rujie thought for a moment and finally spoke of the thing Sa Zhenbing was truly worried about. "Mr. Yan, in this April 12th incident, the Fleet also did some things because of Governor Feng's orders. If someone wants to pursue this matter to the end, the Fleet cannot completely absolve itself of involvement. I wonder how Mr. Yan prepares to treat the officers and men of the Fleet?"

"Did you participate in massacre of the masses personally?" Yan Fu asked.

"Of course not, but we did participate in transporting troops," He Rujie replied seriously. Both the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets learned from the British, and the navy still followed the "white glove" gentlemanly style. Because of the vast difference in pay and weapon operation costs compared to the army, the navy and army had always been incompatible. The navy drifted everywhere on the sea, often staying on ships for months without disembarking, and had no time to participate in the army's messy affairs. The massacre commanded by Feng Guozhang had nothing to do with the Nanyang Fleet navy. Not to mention that during the April 12th massacre, the entire Beiyang Fleet was still in Tianjin.

However, neither Sa Zhenbing nor He Rujie were children. As the saying goes, 'if you want to condemn someone, you can always find a charge', let alone when the People's Party's attitude towards eliminating the Beiyang faction was so firm. At this time, because the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had no navy, they had to be polite to the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets. Once they took over the warships, the possibility of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army turning hostile was not non-existent. At that time, they could deal with these navy people with any excuse.

Yan Fu naturally understood the worries of the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets. Given the current development trend, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could finish off Feng Guozhang with just the army. The Fleet could not save Feng Guozhang's fate at all. Since neither Sa Zhenbing nor He Rujie planned to defect to foreigners, the Fleet could only consider the issue of their own safety after surrendering. So Yan Fu said patiently, "Rujie, I have repeatedly stated the People's Party's attitude. If you don't believe it, I have no other way. What I can guarantee is that as long as the Fleet did not participate in the personal massacre and only participated in troop transport operations, then we will not pursue the Fleet's responsibility for this. If obeying Feng Guozhang's military dispatch is considered a major crime of the Fleet, Rujie, don't you think doing so is ridiculous?"

He Rujie could certainly see Yan Fu's inner impatience. In fact, saying so much naggingly, He Rujie himself was annoyed. However, many questions were not raised by Sa Zhenbing alone. The high-level officers of the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets had already held a meeting and reached a consensus on the principle of defecting to the People's Party. However, everyone had their own worries. As the intermediary, He Rujie had to ask all the questions once. Hearing Yan Fu's many answers which could be said to be watertight, He Rujie also admired this sixty-something old man in his heart. Young people might not necessarily be able to bring out such energy to answer so many questions. He Rujie finally began to ask his own doubts, "Mr. Yan, I personally just want to ask one question. Why does the People's Party not choose to settle accounts with us after the autumn harvest?"

"Rujie, our People's Party's style is seeking truth from facts. Among the officers and men of the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets, there are those who joined the Fleet to serve the country, and there are those like me who came from poor families and could only go to the free Nanyang Naval Academy, finally ending up in this naval profession. Presumably, there is no one here who joined the Fleet because they wanted to be enemies with our People's Party, right?"

"Naturally, there is not," He Rujie replied quickly.

"Then why should our People's Party settle accounts with everyone for joining the Fleet and standing on the opposite side of the People's Party in the past? There is no such logic in this world," Yan Fu said.

He Rujie nodded repeatedly; these words were indeed upright and honorable. However, before He Rujie could relax for a moment, Yan Fu continued, "But, once the Fleet defects to the People's Party and becomes the Navy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, then the Navy is the People's Party's Navy and must obey the People's Party's regulations. The one-year transition period I mentioned earlier will absolutely not be broken. After one year, it is not just whether the officers and men of the Fleet are willing to continue working in the Navy, our People's Party will also choose the officers and men we think are suitable to continue working in the Navy. At that time, it is absolutely not that we want to settle accounts, but since it is the Navy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, it must conform to the regulations of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. I also ask Rujie to understand this point and explain it clearly to the officers and men of the Fleet."

He Rujie's mood dropped to rock bottom with this sentence. The real idea of the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets was to be able to monopolize the Fleet like now and build the Fleet into a territory controlled by this faction. Of course, they could be loyal to Yan Fu, loyal to the People's Party, and loyal to Chen Ke. But apart from the obligation of loyalty, they did not want to give up the Fleet. Yan Fu's words clearly and plainly indicated that this idea was impossible to realize. Even knowing that Yan Fu's request was not excessive at all, He Rujie still felt quite heavy in his heart. After all, everyone had been in the Fleet for so many years, and it would be very difficult if they were forced to leave. But this thought was really hard to say out loud. Finally, He Rujie made a request, "Mr. Yan, can the transition period be extended to three years, or at least two and a half years?"

Yan Fu thought for a while and replied, "Two and a half years, it can't be longer."

He Rujie felt a burst of relief in his heart. A one-year transition period was really unacceptable, but with two and a half years, the situation would be greatly different. People who wanted to leave the Fleet would also have relatively sufficient time to plan a way out for themselves.

After reaching the agreement, He Rujie could not wait to leave Shanghai and return to Fujian to reply to everyone personally. He directly sent a telegram to Sa Zhenbing via radio, reporting the latest negotiation situation. Learning that Yan Fu would not impose unjust charges on the Fleet and that the transition period had been extended to two and a half years, Sa Zhenbing, after a day of discussion, conveyed the decision to agree to the uprising to Yan Fu. Of course, this was also conditional. Because of the lack of supplies and maintenance for the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets, most ships could not move at all. Once the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army fought to Fuzhou and Mawei, the Fleet would surrender.

The Central Committee was very happy with the intelligence conveyed by Yan Fu and immediately instructed Yan Fu to finalize the details of this matter immediately. The remaining Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets in China were very precious resources. If the People's Party could get them, it would be a leap forward development for the entire country's maritime system.

So Yan Fu not only received full authority but also a great deal of autonomy. After all, Yan Fu was a veteran of the navy, and his students were spread all over the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets. Yan Fu knew the rules and various twists and turns inside best.

And Yan Fu quickly replied with an astonishing request. He requested to lead a small unit and a portion of silver dollars to go to Sa Zhenbing in Fujian personally. "Everything has risks. I am already old, and everything I have learned has been taught to the students of the Naval Academy. When Feng Guozhang is desperate, he will definitely command the navy to do some crazy acts. If my personal visit to Fujian can reduce some losses for the navy, then I am willing to take any risk."

Other comrades naturally did not dare to make a decision easily on such a request. Yan Fu was not only one of the veterans and founders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Navy but also Chen Ke's teacher. Although everyone thought Yan Fu's idea was correct, and saving one more warship at this time, even a small one, was a huge benefit. But in the face of risk, no one dared to guarantee anything. After all, no one was willing to say that the value of a warship was more important than Yan Fu's life.

Finally, Chen Ke made the final decision, "Agree to Comrade Yan Fu's request, but this time tell the Fujian side that we will dispatch two regiments of troops to arrive in Fujian by sea together, and ask them to be ready to receive them."

Sa Zhenbing considered for a day and gave a reply, "Agree to Mr. Yan and two regiments of troops coming to Fujian."

On September 9, 1916, a fleet composed of a freighter and two Fujian patrol boats set off from Shanghai for Fujian. The Fujian Fleet side indeed received this group of people to land in Fujian smoothly according to the original plan.

However, on September 13, Yan Fu personally sent a telegram to the Party Central Committee in Wuhan, "My unit arrested Feng Guozhang, who was trying to escape by boat from Fujian, on the 12th. The troops have occupied Fuzhou and the Fujian Governor's Office, and blocked Fuzhou Port with the assistance of the uprising navy. Requesting army comrades to advance rapidly into Fuzhou to help stabilize the local situation."
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Before Feng Guozhang was arrested, he was unaware of the Navy's conspiracy. Even at the moment of his arrest, he did not immediately form the thought that the Navy had defected to the People's Party.

This "Dog of the Beiyang," who was appreciated by Yuan Shikai for being "loyal and reliable" among the Beiyang generals, had fallen into the pathetic state of a stray dog ever since the collapse of the Beiyang government in Beijing last year. Solely in terms of the territory nominally controlled in 1916, Feng Guozhang was considered the second largest power in China, second only to the People's Party. The three southeastern provinces of Zhejiang and Guangdong were wealthy lands, and even Fujian was not poorer than Jiangxi under the People's Party rule. Holding these three places, yet ending up in such a state, Feng Guozhang himself found it very puzzling.

The People's Party had no direct presence in these three provinces. All official agencies of the People's Party in the three provinces had openly completed their evacuation before April 12th. Beiyang and the Guangfu Society had simply stood by and watched. After April 12th, heads rolled locally, and the traditional gentry once again grasped local power. If the new-style figures were still willing to cooperate with Beiyang to some extent, the old-style figures were polite to Beiyang, but merely polite. In terms of land taxation and trade, these old-school figures were old hands at struggling against the government. After clearing out the "radicals," the conservative factions guarding their turf practically painted themselves into a corner.

In order to expand its military strength, the Beiyang Army recruited a large number of locals from the three provinces. These people formed cliques within the army, directly weakening the Beiyang Army's control capability. When it came time for tax collection, the localities controlled by the old-style figures could not collect any tax at all. Feng Guozhang had also adopted some coercive measures, but after pushing the localities too hard, they actually handed over some IOUs as "tax payments." In a fit of rage, Feng Guozhang ordered troops to go down and urge the collection of arrears.

The troops of the locals naturally dragged their feet; when asking for military pay, they didn't miss a single copper, but when collecting taxes, they had zero effectiveness. When Feng Guozhang's Beiyang Army was sent out, the landlords got the news and actually ran away with their money in advance. Local officials and troops obstructed the regular Beiyang Army in every possible way. The Beiyang Army could not be stationed locally for long, and unable to find the major landlords who owed money, they could only return dejectedly. After several such struggles, Feng Guozhang ended up in total failure.

After the collapse of the Beiyang government in Beijing, Feng Guozhang's once ample military funds were immediately cut off. Military pay could not be issued on time; Feng Guozhang could only maintain the military expenses of the old Beiyang Army, while the newly joined Beiyang troops had to be owed. Having done this, it was even less possible for Feng Guozhang to rely on the new southern Beiyang Army to accomplish anything.

At first, Feng Guozhang also hoped to learn from Yuan Shikai and solve the immediate financial problems through a series of foreign loans. But the British were very cold towards Feng Guozhang, and the Japanese once enthusiastically contacted Feng Guozhang, but the precondition was actually requiring Feng Guozhang to recognize Sun Yat-sen's (Sun Wen's) provisional government. Feng Guozhang couldn't help but curse in private, "What kind of thing is Sun Wen!" During the Beiyang government period, Sun Wen was basically a clown in Beiyang's hands; Feng Guozhang would rather die on the battlefield than bow his head to such a thing.

It wasn't that Feng Guozhang hadn't tried to contact other Beiyang forces. Even without Yuan Shikai, the leader of Beiyang, Beiyang was not completely destroyed. Speaking only of the controlled territorial area, the People's Party did not occupy half of China's territory either. Feng Guozhang still had certain illusions about the revitalization of Beiyang. Through unremitting efforts, Beiyang news was finally obtained. The "Dragon of Beiyang" Wang Shizhen was released because of his meritorious service in "protecting cultural relics" and was now "spending his remaining years in peace" in Beijing. The "Tiger of Beiyang" Duan Qirui withdrew into Shanxi with more than 300,000 Beiyang troops. He was now occupying Shanxi and Shaanxi. In Duan Qirui's letter to Feng Guozhang, Duan Qirui asked Feng Guozhang to negotiate with foreigners as a representative of Beiyang, hoping to gain their support.

While Feng Guozhang was striving to contact foreigners, things quickly changed. After the People's Party drove the Japanese away in the Northeast, they actually signed a peace agreement with the Japanese. Not only did the British attitude become colder, but the Japanese simply disappeared from Feng Guozhang's side.

Feng Guozhang's personality was not suitable to be a supreme leader. He had neither Yuan Shikai's ability to command the overall situation nor Duan Qirui's daring determination. Without Yuan Shikai's support, when Feng Guozhang had to create a situation on his own, he just muddled through day by day. Internally, he could not integrate the three southeastern provinces; externally, he couldn't even sign a traitorous treaty.

It was not until the People's Party fought into the three southeastern provinces that Feng Guozhang immediately received requests for help from all over. The local forces that seemed to disappear during tax collection finally remembered that there was still Feng Guozhang, the Warlord who theoretically stood at the highest position in the southeast. And they also tried to beg Feng Guozhang to save them.

It wasn't that Feng Guozhang hadn't made efforts. He united with the forces of other provinces to set up defense lines in various strategic locations, trying to play a defensive role when the People's Party attacked. In order to maintain these defense lines, Feng Guozhang's Warlord's Office had almost pawned its pants. But these defense lines played no role at all. Under the fierce attack of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army, the defense lines were breached, and the defending troops were wiped out. These were the elite troops of the three southeastern provinces. The speed was so fast that Feng Guozhang was completely caught off guard.

The People's Party's offensive, which started in August, had never stopped. The troops of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army conquered cities in Zhejiang and Guangdong one by one, but ignored Fujian. It could be clearly seen from the map that the People's Party seemed to have spread its north and south wings; after swallowing Zhejiang and Guangdong, they would launch a pincer attack on Fujian. At that time, Feng Guozhang, staying alone in Fujian, would face an inevitable doom.

By this point, Feng Guozhang also understood that all his efforts would fail. On the eve of destruction, Feng Guozhang was full of puzzlement in the Warlord's Office: what had he been doing in the southeast these past few years? Feng Guozhang had thought that it would be great if he could launch an attack on the People's Party regardless of everything. But this idea was quickly overturned by himself. If Feng Guozhang did this, the result would only be that the People's Party would turn the forces originally used to attack the Beijing government to attack Feng Guozhang. Would Feng Guozhang be able to withstand the People's Party's attack then? Feng Guozhang had no such confidence at all.

However, this regret was very hollow, because all the news coming now was so unreal. Just like all the news Feng Guozhang had heard about the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army, incredible battle results flew in one after another. It was as if what existed in front of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army were not enemies and various difficult terrains to breach. What existed in front of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army was a wide and flat golden avenue, and those legendary incomparably fierce soldiers just walked easily all the way, heading straight for the final victory.

Hearing that Beiyang troops everywhere were fleeing towards Fuzhou, Feng Guozhang's last psychological line of defense also collapsed. He knew the current situation of Fuzhou very well. After Feng Guozhang's scavenging over these few years, Fuzhou, which should have been considered very prosperous, now had sparse commerce and a sharply decreased population. The entire city simply had no way to maintain so many troops. After painful consideration, Feng Guozhang decided to abandon all the troops and flee Fuzhou, fleeing to Shanghai.

So on September 10th, Feng Guozhang contacted the Beiyang Minister of the Navy, Sa Zhenbing, asking to arrange the command headquarters on a naval warship. Sa Zhenbing replied to Feng Guozhang that the warships currently lacked maintenance and supplies, and only small vessels could operate. Feng Guozhang had long been annoyed by Sa Zhenbing's ceaseless requests for supplies and maintenance for the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets over the past year or so; now being checkmated by Sa Zhenbing like this, Feng Guozhang could only accept it.

The report brought back by Feng Guozhang's trusted aide didn't tell lies either; the navy's big ships had been beaten by wind and rain for over a year and were already covered in rust. Feng Guozhang was able to gain Yuan Shikai's favor also because he had written some military theoretical works. Feng Guozhang was still relatively clear about basic naval knowledge; without supplies and maintenance for so long, the navy's warships were indeed in a miserable state.

Left with no choice, Feng Guozhang could only agree to choose a small warship as his command ship. Spending a day moving the wealth piled up in the Warlord's Office onto the warship, Feng Guozhang pretended to go inspect the navy's situation first.

Sa Zhenbing invited Feng Guozhang to the navy's flagship to discuss issues regarding naval supplies. Feng Guozhang naturally couldn't refuse to give face. Taking a few guards onto the navy's flagship, the peeling paint on the hull and the mottled gangway ladder all strengthened Feng Guozhang's determination. As soon as he fooled Sa Zhenbing, he would order his flagship to set sail under the pretext of an inspection. Fleeing to Shanghai and never coming back.

Holding this thought, Feng Guozhang entered the flagship's command room accompanied by Sa Zhenbing. As soon as he entered the door, he saw his old acquaintance Yan Fu standing inside the command room, and then several muffled sounds came from behind him. Before Feng Guozhang could figure out what was happening, Sa Zhenbing's subordinates who had come to accompany him had already seized Feng Guozhang and dragged him into the command room. As the door of the command room closed, Feng Guozhang found himself alone with Yan Fu, Sa Zhenbing, and six wolf-like naval officers in the command room.

"Huafu, long time no see," Yan Fu said brightly.

Feng Guozhang did not have Yan Fu's self-restraint, and more importantly, Yan Fu already held the winning ticket. As the guy who had fallen into the trap, Feng Guozhang's breadth of mind and spirit were far from reaching the level where he could tease his opponent a bit.

"Men, come!" Feng Guozhang shouted.

Naturally, no one would come to save Warlord Feng. The few people in the command room looked at Feng Guozhang's stubborn resistance with amused expressions. After shouting several times with no response, Feng Guozhang suddenly tried to use his shoulder to ram away the naval officer behind him and rush out of the hatch behind him. The naval officers gave him no such chance; they held Feng Guozhang tightly, pulled out a rope, and tied the Lord Warlord up firmly.

A few minutes later, Feng Guozhang was tied to a chair. Yan Fu sat in the main seat opposite Feng Guozhang, and Sa Zhenbing sat in the seat to Yan Fu's right. Just from this seating arrangement, Feng Guozhang understood everything.

"Sa Zhenbing! You traitor!" Feng Guozhang cursed angrily.

Sa Zhenbing blushed, while Yan Fu took over the conversation, "Huafu, why is this necessary? Moving the command headquarters to the warship—why exactly are you doing this? Do we, your own people, really need to spell it out?"

These words stung Feng Guozhang's sense of shame like a knife. He also blushed and stopped uttering a sound.

Yan Fu did not persuade Feng Guozhang to surrender; such a hypocritical practice was meaningless. Firstly, Yan Fu didn't have any intention to definitely save Feng Guozhang; secondly, for Feng Guozhang's actions, Yan Fu also believed he must be severely punished. So Yan Fu just looked at Feng Guozhang gently, stood up, and said one sentence, "Huafu, for future matters, look out for yourself."

Walking out of the command room with Sa Zhenbing, Yan Fu said: "The plan for now is that we must immediately send troops to seize Fuzhou City."

Capturing Feng Guozhang was an unexpected joy, but Feng Guozhang's subordinates did not know that Feng Guozhang prepared to abandon them and flee for his life alone. So troops loyal to Feng Guozhang might still attempt to snatch Feng Guozhang back. Most of the naval vessels were immobile at this time; the only way was to suddenly adopt a raid method and seize Fuzhou City with the assistance of the fleet's naval guns.

"Two regiments of troops can seize Fuzhou City?" Sa Zhenbing asked skeptically. After the reorganization of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army, the total number of troops in two regiments was less than three thousand. The Beiyang Army inside Fuzhou City had to be at least twenty or thirty thousand. Fighting ten with one—such an action completely exceeded the scope of normal thinking.

Yan Fu could only issue the order to attack at this time. Although there was no need to play the hero, at the critical moment, someone had to stand up and be the hero. The officers and men of the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets agreed to surrender, but they were certainly not convinced in their hearts. Soldiers, after all—whether they could fight or not, they had to see the war with their own eyes to know.

That was a battle the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets would never forget. Although the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army's surprise attack held the advantage of catching the enemy off guard, this advantage was not enough to offset the numerical disadvantage of fighting one against ten. The officers and men of the navy knew for the first time what modern warfare in the world was really about. It was not just the attitude of regarding death as returning home, which is indispensable in modern warfare; the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army displayed superb war skills, approaching the enemy first, then effectively combining various weapons to break through the enemy's defense lines with maximum speed, dealing the enemy a devastating blow.

The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army could conceal themselves to the maximum extent on the battlefield, and the navy's high-power telescopes could not effectively track the movements of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army. But the battle lasted for more than three hours, and the Beiyang Army was forced to the southwest corner of Fuzhou City by the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army. Two regiments surrounded the Beiyang forces, which were seven or eight times their number.

Feng Guozhang was dragged onto the city wall, and Sa Zhenbing, along with the naval officers and men whose morale had been inspired, also brought weapons and joined the ranks of the encirclement. That was a scene Sa Zhenbing would never forget. Feng Guozhang, with a trembling voice, told the Beiyang Army officers and men into the microphone that he had been caught while trying to run away. The Beiyang Army did not curse angrily, nor did they wail in defeat. Only a soldier walked forward and threw his rifle on the open ground under the city wall. Subsequently, tens of thousands of Beiyang Army officers and men stepped forward one after another and threw their weapons there. The weapons piled up like a small mountain, yet no officer or soldier fired a single shot at the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army with these weapons.

Sa Zhenbing had also read some poetry and books, so he vaguely recalled a line from a certain poem he had read before, which seemed to be, "Fourteen thousand men all stripped off their armor, was there not one who was a man?"

When he first read this poem, Sa Zhenbing felt it seemed full of tragedy. When he witnessed a similar situation with his own eyes, Sa Zhenbing was stunned to discover that the only expression on the faces of all the surrendering Beiyang officers and men was the sense of relief brought by escaping from the war. This discovery couldn't help but make Sa Zhenbing feel that his view of the world was truly wrong.
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The People's Party transferred all comrades of Zhejiang, Fujian, and Guangdong origin to work in the aforementioned three regions. Zhou Shuren, Lin Juemin, and others were on the transfer list. There were nearly ten thousand comrades from these three regions. Excluding those in the army, the other six thousand or so all received training before returning to their hometowns.

The person in charge of legal training was Xu Dian, President of the Supreme Procuratorate. This legal expert no longer held the "supremacy of law" ideas of his youth. At the training meeting, Xu Dian frankly told the comrades, "We face two major issues in this work. The first is resolving criminal cases. We cannot copy the laws of the Liberated Areas to the three southeastern provinces. This must be emphasized again and again. Our basis for handling criminal cases can only be the basic consensus in traditional Chinese culture: murderers die, and those who injure others are punished. Whoever owes a blood debt to the people must pay it back. I want to repeatedly emphasize this point. When working, comrades must absolutely not publicize how our People's Party will do this or that. I hope comrades can grasp this basic point."

Zhou Shuren and Lin Juemin happened to be sitting next to each other in the Party School auditorium. The organization had arranged for Zhou Shuren to return to Hangzhou to be responsible for establishing the Hangzhou Medical College and its affiliated hospital, based on the existing Hangzhou Hospital. Lin Juemin was to return to Guangzhou to be responsible for establishing the Guangzhou local government. Hearing these cold and ruthless words, a trace of unbearable emotion appeared on Zhou Shuren's face, while Lin Juemin gave a low, cold laugh.

Hearing this laugh, Zhou Shuren turned to look at Lin Juemin. He saw that Lin Juemin's expression was not mocking Xu Dian at all; instead, there was a great fervor within that coldly smiling face. Zhou Shuren could guess that Lin Juemin supported the implementation of the "blood debt paid in blood" policy in various regions.

After Xu Dian explained the main points of the purpose and methods of this work to the comrades from a legal perspective and a legal execution perspective, the class went into recess. Zhou Shuren couldn't help but strike up a conversation with Lin Juemin. Everyone had their name on the badge on their chest, so one only had to look to know how to address the other. Zhou Shuren asked, "Comrade Lin, I feel you firmly support this action?"

"Why not support it?" Lin Juemin asked back.

Zhou Shuren actually couldn't find a reason not to support it either. After pondering for a good while, he replied, "Some people could be spared from death."

Lin Juemin looked at Zhou Shuren for a while and then suddenly laughed. "Comrade Zhou, I think what many comrades are truly worried about is that after our People's Party establishes this rule, the common people will use this method to solve all problems in the future. After all, this is not the era when Liu Bang made a three-article agreement with the elders of Guanzhong. Perhaps you feel that if the common people stand up and speak, there will be mixed blessings."

Zhou Shuren was stunned. Lin Juemin's words struck directly at the thoughts deep in his heart. Some self-evident things hadn't even occurred to Zhou Shuren himself before hearing these words, yet they perfectly matched his thoughts. Zhou Shuren carefully examined Lin Juemin. Judging from his appearance, Lin Juemin was less than 30 years old.

Just then, another young man with "Fang Shengdong" written on his chest badge leaned over. "Juemin, why are you sitting here?"

Lin Juemin laughed, "I came late and there were no seats. How could I dare to be picky? I sat down as soon as I saw an empty seat, otherwise, wouldn't I be asking for a scolding?"

At this time, the recess had ended, and everyone came back to listen to the lecture. Seeing an empty seat here, Fang Shengdong simply occupied it and sat down. Young people like to make friends. Upon hearing that Zhou Shuren was a hospital director and studied Western medicine, Lin Juemin and Fang Shengdong were even more willing to befriend him.

Zhou Shuren loved quietness, and having not been in the People's Party for long, he didn't have any close friends. During lunch, he was dragged by Lin Juemin and Fang Shengdong to join the comrades from Guangdong. These two and some other comrades were all people Chen Ke had found based on the Huanghuagang list he remembered. However, these young comrades initially had their own views on the People's Party, so some of them went back. During the seven or eight years of revolutionary career, some Guangdong comrades died in battle or from illness, and some were imprisoned or executed for violating laws and crimes. There were few left of that group of youths who had come to the base area together. However, those who could persist until now were not ordinary figures.

After talking for only a short while, everyone grew to like Zhou Shuren. Lin Juemin said, "Comrade Zhou, originally I always didn't understand the art of judging people, always feeling that one may know a person's face but not their heart. Now, with the attitude of seeking truth from facts, I feel I can understand someone at a glance."

"How so?" Zhou Shuren knew Lin Juemin was praising him as a talent, and he became a bit interested. Moreover, at such a time, even if just to join in the fun, he had to ask for the details.

Lin Juemin laughed, "Comrade Zhou's speech is never exaggerated. He speaks of things that have happened. He doesn't speculate, and he doesn't treat inferences as facts. This is not something ordinary people can do."

Zhou Shuren had a nature of speaking the truth and doing practical things, so he didn't feel much about Lin Juemin's praise. He asked, "Comrade Lin, since you are responsible for the work of the Organization Department, you should understand the sentiments of the people quite well. In this April 12th incident, if we had only followed Mr. Cai... Yuanpei's original intention of purifying the party, absolutely not so many people would have been killed. Later, when rivers of blood flowed, the vast majority were killed by various localities for the sake of profit. This time, the People's Party is taking 'blood debt paid in blood' as the guiding ideology. It is hard to guarantee that such things will not repeat themselves. I feel we must be cautious."

Lin Juemin nodded. "In this cadre rectification, the first thing mentioned is to persist in the style of seeking truth from facts. If we seek truth from facts, we won't believe there are once-and-for-all solutions in the world. A matter has a beginning and an end; this is the process of things. Doing personnel work in the Organization Department, the biggest problem I encounter is always involuntarily hoping to do things perfectly. Now it seems that being able to finish a matter from beginning to end is already not bad. So, understanding one thing at a time may seem inefficient, but it actually increases efficiency."

If it were someone else, they might feel Lin Juemin's words were far off the topic, but Zhou Shuren understood Lin Juemin's attitude as a member of the Organization Department. "So, Comrade Lin means that blood debts are blood debts, repayment is repayment, compensation is compensation, and development is development. They absolutely should not be mixed together?"

"Exactly so," Lin Juemin replied.

Zhou Shuren nodded. If this could really be achieved during execution, it would indeed avoid a lot of trouble. It was just that this requirement for the People's Party was too high. Normal people hope for once-and-for-all solutions or just muddling through. What Lin Juemin said would encounter countless troubles during execution.

Seeing the doubt on Zhou Shuren's face, Lin Juemin laughed, "We threw ourselves into the revolution back then to sweep away the filth of the world and build a bright universe. Such things must be done no matter how troublesome. Not only must they be done, but we must also do our utmost to promote these methods of doing things to the whole world. If every common person could do things this way, how great would that China be!"

One of the important reasons Zhou Shuren had not chosen to join the People's Party until now was that he felt the People's Party's political philosophy was too profound. If one followed the People's Party's requirements, everyone would be a talent, even if they couldn't become generals or ministers. Such an ideal was certainly worthy of respect, but for a normal person to achieve this step, they must experience countless hardships and pain. Taking this step was indeed an extremely difficult thing.

With such a difference in understanding, the subsequent conversation was not so congenial. Moreover, the lunch break was not long, and the comrades went back to class after eating. this meeting did not make them close friends.

The training classes were mainly aimed at non-class struggle areas. Western Zhejiang, where class struggle had erupted, was under complete military control. after the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army liberated the three southeastern provinces, there was considerable debate regarding the handling process.

All social actions require costs, and the cost of imprisoning criminals is even greater. Some comrades proposed that those lower-level executors had fewer implications. Since various issues had basically been investigated clearly, they should simply be executed first to give the common people an explanation.

Similarly, another group of comrades believed that if the goal was just to close cases simply, then everyone arrested now could be taken out and killed. If killing was necessary, start with the ringleaders. Otherwise, once the ringleaders pushed the responsibility onto the guys who had already been killed, it would make things complicated. More importantly, there was the attitude of the masses. If the executors were killed first, they might not care about the crimes of those planners they had never seen.

Both attitudes made sense. However, a significant number of criminals had not been brought to justice. Some had run to the area controlled by Wang Youhong, and some had run to the concessions. Missing this group of people, the entire April 12th criminal system lacked witnesses. Finally, someone asked the representative of the People's Internal Affairs Committee if they could restart the torture model on a large scale.

This suggestion was directly rejected by the representative of the People's Internal Affairs Committee. In recent years, the People's Party had emphasized science and democracy. Within the People's Internal Affairs Committee, the result of applying science was to try not to create unjust, false, and wrong cases. Creating unjust, false, and wrong cases was a great harm to revolutionary work. Through a large amount of practical accumulation, interrogation methods increasingly targeted factual inquiry, using normal processes to determine guilt. Hearing about restarting torture, the People's Internal Affairs Committee felt greatly insulted.

Since this path didn't work, the only option was to arrest all criminal suspects as much as possible. And this involved external issues. That was the power of Wang Youhong in Jiangsu. In recent years, after Wang Youhong controlled Southern Jiangsu, he implemented a citizen system centered on tax payment and military service. Whatever policies the People's Party had, especially those related to workers and peasants, Wang Youhong would try to implement in Southern Jiangsu.

Wang Youhong and the guys in Southern Jiangsu had good luck. If not for World War I, simply imitating the People's Party's policies would have led to comprehensive internal chaos in Southern Jiangsu itself. However, World War I led Britain to expand its procurement in China, and Wang Youhong obtained markets and capital. Learning from the People's Party to purchase mechanical equipment based on trade balance and organize machine production, the livelihood situation in Southern Jiangsu had improved significantly.

How to treat Wang Youhong was a difficult problem, neither big nor small. Conquering Jiangsu completely by military force was of course achievable, but no one thought it was necessary to directly take such simple and crude measures. So the discussion result was to first formally propose to Wang Youhong, demanding that he hand over the people.

While the People's Party discussed how to deal with Wang Youhong, in Nanjing, Wang Youhong also gathered the Jiangsu Assembly to discuss how to respond to the current changing situation. This Governor of Zhejiang wore the blue military uniform of the Beiyang Army. Although it seemed a bit out of touch with the times at this moment, no one noticed this point. Wang Youhong's hair was completely white, but his teeth hadn't fallen out, giving him a somewhat transcendent appearance. "Fellow citizens, fellow assembly members. I think there is no need to say more about the current situation. The People's Party loves to say 'seek truth from facts', so let us also seek truth from facts. There are two ways to reason in this world: the first is with the mouth, and the second is with the fist. The situation today is already like this. We definitely want to reason with our mouths, but whether the People's Party is willing to listen, willing to reason with us with their mouths, is something no one can be sure of. I convened this meeting to hear how everyone wants to reason."

This statement was very clear. The expressions on the faces of the Jiangsu Assembly members varied, but the number of assembly members showing grief and indignation was relatively large. Jiangsu absolutely could not defeat the People's Party in a war; every Jiangsu assembly member was very clear about this. Therefore, the sense of grief and indignation from feeling bullied was particularly strong.

"Governor Wang, we will absolutely not surrender!" an assembly member shouted. With this shout, other assembly members began to echo.

Wang Youhong couldn't help but laugh. "Everyone, the People's Party hasn't persuaded us to surrender yet, and we are discussing surrender ourselves. If everyone thinks this way, then I think we might as well just surrender voluntarily."

Mocked by Wang Youhong like this, those impatient assembly members all blushed. However, Wang Youhong didn't want to pursue this point. He said, "The People's Party definitely won't make this request now. I do have a matter that requires everyone to make a decision. The People's Party will absolutely not let go of most of those people who fled to our Jiangsu. And many of those who came to seek refuge are assembly members or prominent figures of our Jiangsu. If the People's Party demands these people from us, should we hand them over or not? This matter requires everyone to make a decision."

"Why hand them over?" An assembly member who had just shown weakness impatiently began to show his "pride". "People have arrived in our Jiangsu. Sending them back means they will be beheaded. How is doing this different from surrendering to the People's Party?"

As soon as the voice fell, another assembly member immediately stood up to refute, "Why should we Jiangsu people shelter Zhejiang guys, Fujian guys, and Guangdong guys?"

An argument ensued immediately. Some assembly members believed this was something the People's Party should beg Jiangsu for, while others were completely worried about Jiangsu's safety. Wang Youhong watched this living drama with an expressionless face, but he was extremely contemptuous in his heart. The performance of these guys could only be described with the phrase "servile yet overbearing". Clearly, they were afraid in their hearts but dared not say it directly. With such a group of subordinates, Wang Youhong completely gave up the idea of armed resistance against the People's Party.

Having seen enough of the assembly members' performance, Wang Youhong waved his hand to interrupt the assembly members' argument. "No matter what the People's Party wants to do, let them submit a request to us with a formal legal document!"

This was a sore point in Wang Youhong's heart. His attempt to take a concubine back then had finally been defeated by a legal document from the People's Party. The dignified Governor of Jiangsu had to bow to the document written by the People's Party's legal clerks. So Wang Youhong decided that no matter how things developed, he would require the People's Party to communicate via formal official documents. Doing this was not entirely Wang Youhong acting on impulse. Although he couldn't completely pinpoint who it was, Wang Youhong knew that someone in the Jiangsu Assembly was in communication with the People's Party. This request was also Wang Youhong's method of testing whether the People's Party had the heart to resolve the Jiangsu issue peacefully.
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Just as Wang Youhong had expected, three days after he made a speech to the Jiangsu Assembly requesting the People's Party to issue a formal document for the extradition of criminals, the People's Party's Jiangsu Office formally submitted an official document from the Zhejiang Provincial Procuratorate to Wang Youhong, requesting Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong to provide a list of Zhejiang personnel who had fled to Jiangsu.

Wang Youhong didn't care who had leaked the news. He carefully looked at the line "To Mr. Wang Youhong, Governor of Jiangsu and Speaker of the Jiangsu Assembly" on the letterhead of the official document; at least on the surface, the People's Party fully recognized Wang Youhong's official status. Handing the letter to Jiangsu Garrison Commander Yu Chen, Wang Youhong lifted his cup and sipped his tea.

After reading the letter, Yu Chen frowned deeply. He tentatively asked, "Governor Wang, are you planning to hand the people over to them?"

"At a time like this, we definitely have to hand people over, but we can't hand them all over," Wang Youhong said unhurriedly.

Yu Chen couldn't understand Wang Youhong's thinking at all. He pondered for a good while before continuing to ask, "Governor Wang, please speak clearly."

"There are two possibilities for the People's Party asking for people this time. First, they want to annex us. No matter who we hand over, they will definitely find fault and say we are shielding criminals of the people, using this as an excuse to attack us. If so, then we can only wait for death with our hands tied." Wang Youhong didn't want to say any foolish words about fighting back. Yuan Shikai was much more powerful than Wang Youhong, and what end did he come to after fighting back? Jiangsu had been able to continue existing until now by relying on thick-skinned survival.

As the Garrison Commander, Yu Chen controlled the entire military force of Jiangsu. He naturally understood the outcome of Jiangsu expecting to maintain independence by force. So he asked with a hopeful mood, "What if the People's Party doesn't want to annex us?"

"If they don't want to annex us, they must want to use our Jiangsu as a negative example. Chen Ke is insidious and vicious, yet he wants to teach all his life's learning to those people in the People's Party. The People's Party also stresses seeking truth from facts. Some things, if Chen Ke just says them with his mouth, will definitely cause trouble, and his subordinates might not be willing to believe him. So Chen Ke would rather temporarily not expand his territory and let other provinces do stupid things, using actual events to prove that what Chen Ke said was correct." Speaking of this, Wang Youhong also got excited and cursed, "Chen Ke is truly devoid of conscience!"

Yu Chen couldn't help but nod repeatedly. If Chen Ke used schemes and intrigues to deceive other provinces, at least that would be treating opponents as equal human beings, and one might even praise Chen Ke for being smart enough. But to prove that the path he pointed out was correct, he sat back and watched other provinces do stupid things to prove his predictions right. That was clearly treating others as existences lower than Chen Ke. This condescending attitude could only be evaluated as devoid of conscience. "If this can be tolerated, what cannot be tolerated?" probably referred to this attitude of Chen Ke.

After cursing Chen Ke, Wang Youhong calmed his emotions before continuing, "Currently, the People's Party is sweeping through like splitting bamboo. Taking our Jiangsu would be as easy as lifting a hand. Even if Chen Ke wants to make an example of our Jiangsu, he might not be able to get his subordinates to agree. So when handing people over, we can't hand them all over. The People's Party is clamoring to settle blood debts; whose blood debts are they settling? Isn't it the blood debts of that bunch from Western Zhejiang! Cai Yuanpei purged the Guangfu Society's party in Zhejiang, and Feng Guozhang and Zhang Renjun killed both the Tongmenghui and the Guangfu Society together in Fujian and Guangdong. After these people are killed off, Chen Ke is probably secretly happy in his heart. If Feng Guozhang and Zhang Renjun hadn't started killing like this in Fujian and Guangdong, Chen Ke would still have to kill them all over again after taking Fujian and Guangdong. So whatever people the People's Party wants to kill, we'll give them those people."

Yu Chen supported Wang Youhong's analysis very much, but he still had doubts. "Governor Wang, what does doing this have to do with the People's Party not attacking our Jiangsu?"

"My doing this is to tell the People's Party that we know what they want to do. To tell them we are willing to serve the People's Party. I've also read some books these years; the sorrow of a small country is that it must serve a big country. If the People's Party feels we are useful, we still have to let the People's Party understand that we know how to serve a big country. Only then can we survive. Otherwise, there is only a dead end." After saying this, Wang Youhong couldn't help but unbutton the collar of his military uniform. The weather was already hot, and Wang Youhong's heart was also anxious as if boiling. Principles were easy to say, but really realizing one's own incompetence and helplessness, this pain was more unbearable than physical pain.

Yu Chen could also understand Wang Youhong's mood. Rushing forward to be killed by the enemy after a long howl at the sky—this decision was sometimes easy to make. But to endure humiliation and bear burdens, sleeping on brushwood and tasting gall, was an extremely difficult thing.

Before Yu Chen could offer words of comfort, Wang Youhong was already gasping for breath and said, "The Manchu Qing fell, and Yuan Shikai was so formidable, yet he fell too. I don't believe that with the People's Party achieving such a situation in just ten years, he can really stand firm. As long as our Jiangsu can hold on, sooner or later there will be a day when we see the People's Party in trouble. No matter what, I want to see that day, to see the day when that little bastard Chen Ke is deserted by his followers and dies an unnatural death." Speaking of this, Wang Youhong's pitch involuntarily raised almost an octave, shouting with a howling momentum, "When that time comes, I also want to write an article 'This Life of Chen Ke' and burn it for Chen Ke to see!"

Yu Chen was naturally extremely unwilling in his heart too, but Wang Youhong's words had a bit of a taste of acting out of pique. Although his heart was still very depressed, a trace of a smile couldn't help but appear on Yu Chen's face.

Zhejiang Governor Wang Ziming was theoretically a big shot on the same level as Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong. In the Beiyang government, Wang Ziming was of the direct line, while Wang Youhong was of the collateral line, so Wang Ziming's actual status should be slightly higher than Wang Youhong. Half-dreaming and half-awake, Wang Ziming suddenly felt he was attending the Beiyang National Assembly. The vast banquet hall was full of high officials from various places. He was standing behind Feng Guozhang clapping along with others, and the spirited Yuan Shikai walked to the main seat and sat down amidst everyone's applause. And Wang Youhong was standing quietly three or four steps behind Wang Ziming, with no one paying attention to him. A sense of self-satisfaction instantly filled Wang Ziming's whole body, making him excited and joyful...

With his head jerking down, Wang Ziming shivered and woke up from his dream. Not far in front of Wang Ziming were wooden bars as thick as an arm. A large iron chain passed through the wooden door on the bars and was tightly locked by an iron lock. Wang Ziming and his personal guards were locked in the same cell. The cell only had three floor pallets made of straw mats. Wang Ziming leaned against the wall alone, half-lying on one pallet. Three personal guards were sleeping squeezed together on the large pallet formed by the other two straw mats.

The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army had fought to the city walls of Hangzhou. After escaping from Hangzhou, Wang Ziming did not flee to Fujian but headed straight for Nanjing. Anyone could see the current situation clearly; the three southeastern provinces were finished. The Beiyang defense lines couldn't stop the People's Party's army, and in field battles, they were even less likely to be opponents of the People's Party. Wang Ziming didn't want to see Feng Guozhang at all. Seeing Feng Guozhang would have no meaning other than getting a furious scolding or even being dragged out and killed as a warning to others.

The best way in the current situation was to first flee to the Shanghai concessions to hide for a while. After the situation stabilized, Wang Ziming could also choose to run to other places, or simply go abroad. In these days of turmoil of war, traveling along the road carried too much risk. There were steamships from Nanjing to Shanghai, which was the fastest route.

Wang Ziming had thought of all kinds of problems; the only thing he didn't expect was that Jiangsu looked loose on the outside but was tight on the inside. No different situation from the past was seen at the border of Jiangsu and Zhejiang, and Wang Ziming was also very smooth when he went to buy boat tickets. But when he was led into a "waiting hall" by the port guide, he found that quite a few soldiers were standing outside the main door on the other side. As soon as the door of the "waiting hall" closed, these soldiers came in to interrogate the passengers one by one. Anyone suspicious was taken away.

After discovering something was wrong, Wang Ziming immediately revealed his identity as the Governor of Zhejiang. The soldiers not only did not treat Wang Ziming respectfully because of this, but the leading officer also cursed and shouted, "With your appearance of a little rascal, you still pretend to be the Governor of Zhejiang? Are you looking to die?" While cursing, the soldiers tied up Wang Ziming and the others and took them away. After being thrown into the cell, no one interrogated them, and no one paid attention to them. Except for someone delivering prisoner's food and collecting the wooden bucket for excrement and urine on time, Wang Ziming and the others seemed to be forgotten by the world.

The days in the prison passed quickly yet not quickly. Every day was spent with thousands of thoughts in his mind, feeling like years. But when calculating the time occasionally, he found that Wang Ziming had actually been detained for more than a month.

"Wang Ziming! You guys come out!" someone shouted outside.

A surge of excitement immediately rose in Wang Ziming's heart. The other party calling him by name indicated that Jiangsu had already recognized Wang Ziming's identity. The days of detention were too hard to bear; Wang Ziming was not afraid of what Wang Youhong would do to him at all. Even if he were killed, it would be more comfortable than rotting day by day in prison.

The jailers put handcuffs and shackles on Wang Ziming and the others, making a clear posture of bringing them to trial. Wang Ziming let the jailers manipulate him, having an air of regarding death as returning home. With the background music of clanking sounds, Wang Ziming and the others followed the Jiangsu jailers out of the large prison. There was already a group of people similarly wearing handcuffs and shackles in the open space outside the prison. Their clothes were mostly tattered, and their bodies emitted a strong smell of sweat and urine. Most of them were actually Wang Ziming's acquaintances in Zhejiang: civil officials, military officers, assembly members, leading figures of the Guangfu Society. Even though these people were standard accessories of prisoners from head to toe, Wang Ziming couldn't help but have the illusion that this was Zhejiang territory.

Everyone had fled Zhejiang privately. When running away, they all thought they were letting others attract the People's Party's attention. They didn't expect to meet such old friends in this situation. Before wanting to speak, they felt a bit embarrassed. They just nodded in greeting; in such a large open space, no one took the initiative to utter a sound.

Just then, a group of Jiangsu soldiers wearing Beiyang military uniforms brought a large team of soldiers wearing People's Party military uniforms walking over. The People's Party soldiers held a roster and began to receive this batch of Zhejiang high officials. This group of people immediately understood that Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong had made preparations long ago. Heaven knows what agreement Wang Youhong had reached with the People's Party during the period he detained this group of people. Anyway, the facts before their eyes proved without ambiguity that Wang Youhong completely treated the Zhejiang high officials as a gift to give to the People's Party.

Wang Ziming's original air of regarding death as returning home vanished without a trace. He had tried every possible way to flee the People's Party's devilish claws, but he didn't expect that after suffering so much pain, he still failed to escape with his life. Wang Ziming's lips and legs were trembling; fear and despair made his throat extremely thirsty. However, Wang Ziming suddenly felt that these fears of his were not that shameful. Because some of the "former leading figures" of Zhejiang around him had already started weeping; fear and despair made them cry like little girls.

PS: There will be another chapter before 12 o'clock.
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With Jiangsu's help, most of the culprits of the April 12th Massacre, especially the Western Zhejiang Massacre, were captured by the People's Party. Wang Youhong was right; the people he handed over were exactly those the People's Party needed most. The most important and critical trial in Western Zhejiang could now proceed smoothly.

Cai Yuanpei had engaged in revolution in his early years and had even carried out assassinations. He never imagined that one day he would be tried as a counter-revolutionary, nor did he expect that, as someone who had always insisted on local autonomy, he would hear thousands of Western Zhejiang commoners at the courthouse entrance shouting in their local dialect, "Kill Cai Yuanpei! Kill Cai Yuanpei!"

All the glory and the people he had once sworn to protect had left Cai Yuanpei. Even knowing that falling into the hands of the People's Party meant certain death, Cai Yuanpei still tasted despair. Of course, Cai Yuanpei did not want to bow his head to the People's Party. Even in the People's Party's court, Cai Yuanpei still attempted to use his own philosophy to refute the People's Party and expose their true colors.

Cai Yuanpei was not the only one on trial. Feng Guozhang, Wang Ziming, and other high-ranking officials from Zhejiang stood dejectedly in the defendant's dock. The gallery was packed. Although Cai Yuanpei knew these people were arranged by the People's Party, he felt no fear. Feng Guozhang, Wang Ziming, and the others were dejected, but Cai Yuanpei held his head high. When the court clerk began confirming everyone's identity, Cai Yuanpei answered, "I am Cai Yuanpei! But I am not the counter-revolutionary you speak of!"

The judge calmly interrupted Cai Yuanpei's attempted speech, and Cai Yuanpei calmly stopped to wait for the judge to speak. In Cai Yuanpei's experience, those condescending fellows often spouted nonsense. After they finished their nonsense, it would be a better time for rebuttal. Even if the audience was all People's Party members, Cai Yuanpei believed that refuting the People's Party judge in front of them was something of value.

"Cai Yuanpei, we brought you here today not because of what you thought, nor because of what you propagated. We brought you here today because of what you did!" The judge's voice echoed in the courtroom. It was not condescending, nor was it hysterical, but the judge's presence made everyone in the court, both the accused and the audience, feel a sense of pressure. "You are suspected of planning murder! You are suspected of participating in murder! You are suspected of directing murder! This is the reason we brought you here for trial today. You are being tried here as a murder suspect, not as a revolutionary. Please get this straight."

Being characterized as a murder suspect, Cai Yuanpei felt greatly insulted. If one were to discuss the organization that had killed the most people in China over the past decade, all other organizations combined could not catch up to the People's Party. Cai Yuanpei felt that for the People's Party, this killing machine, to try him in the name of a murder suspect could only be described as absurd.

Before Cai Yuanpei could figure out how to refute, the judge said amidst the whispers of the audience, "Prosecutor, please proceed with the indictment."

The prosecutor did not accuse Cai Yuanpei personally at all, but instead presented evidence one piece after another. After more than a year of intelligence gathering, and more than a month of investigation involving enormous manpower and resources, the full picture of the Western Zhejiang Massacre had been basically clarified. Case by case, from the collective massacres carried out by the Beiyang Army and the militia, to the lynching carried out by landlords and gentry. The prosecutor presented the full picture of the Western Zhejiang Massacre to the court.

Most of the audience were People's Party members, while a small portion were commoners from various parts of Zhejiang. Even so, everyone had heard more or less about the events in Western Zhejiang. Even if they hadn't heard of it, Zhejiang people knew something about the madness of killing in Zhejiang. Even so, the entire court was shocked by the tragic state of the Western Zhejiang Massacre. Exclamations rang out from time to time in the courtroom. Some audience members angrily shouted to kill the culprits of the massacre like Feng Guozhang and Cai Yuanpei. The bailiffs immediately stepped forward to stop these acts of disturbing the court order.

Cai Yuanpei could no longer deliver the speech he had prepared. The People's Party did not criticize the personal character of ringleaders like Cai Yuanpei, but pointed out exactly what they had done. After more than an hour of narration, the prosecutor began to call witnesses. The witnesses included officers from the Beiyang Army, gentry, and survivors of the massacre. Their testimonies, as well as the written orders produced, all proved that the April 12th Massacre was a premeditated, organized, and carefully planned massacre targeting the people of Western Zhejiang.

The three hours of the morning passed in a flash. The prosecutor's indictment was not yet over, but it was time for a recess. The judge announced a one-hour break for everyone to eat and rest, with the trial continuing in an hour.

To prevent collusion, the prominent figures on trial were all detained separately. Cai Yuanpei was taken to the toilet to urinate, and after washing his hands, he was taken back to the holding cell. The meal was ready, but no chopsticks were provided, only a very dull wooden spoon. Cai Yuanpei sat at the table in a daze, delaying his meal.

The morning's trial not only shocked the audience but also shocked Cai Yuanpei. Cai Yuanpei did not regret killing the members of the Restoration Society's Western Zhejiang Branch, nor did he regret killing members of the Peasant Association and Labor Union. Even at this moment, Cai Yuanpei firmly believed that the propositions of those rebels brought disaster to the country and the people and had to be eliminated. What shocked Cai Yuanpei was the massacre and abuse of women and children in Western Zhejiang. He was even more shocked that the People's Party had spent so much energy and effort to collect these materials so clearly.

If the People's Party wanted to convict Cai Yuanpei on these charges, Cai Yuanpei knew very well that he could not refute them at all. Although Cai Yuanpei had never ordered the killing of women and children, he was very clear when he issued the order to purge the party that when the nest is overturned, no egg is left intact; the relatives of those rebels would certainly not have a good end. When considering these women and children, Cai Yuanpei had held the malice of letting them die however they might.

The People's Party prosecutor did not believe that Cai Yuanpei had issued the order to kill women and children, but believed that Cai Yuanpei had an inescapable responsibility for this. Faced with these irrefutable facts, Cai Yuanpei really could not refute. As a scholar, Cai Yuanpei did not care about killing commoners. After all, it was not him doing it personally, and he would not go to the front line. History books were full of records of all the commoners in a certain place being killed during wars. Dead commoners were just a fact on paper, not a reality that could move Cai Yuanpei.

But when the People's Party placed the reality of the Western Zhejiang Massacre in front of Cai Yuanpei, he finally realized that he could not argue. But inability to argue meant he had to plead guilty and accept punishment, which was precisely what Cai Yuanpei originally thought was absurd. What crime was there in killing rebels? This was a great and good thing that benefited the country and the people! As an early rebel and a famous scholar, Cai Yuanpei fell into a dilemma. His heart could not prove that he was innocent, yet he could not believe that he was guilty. But reality unambiguously made Cai Yuanpei understand that if he remained silent like this, he would definitely be executed as a murderer and nailed to the pillar of shame for the rest of his life.

The hour passed quickly, and the guards did not persuade Cai Yuanpei to eat. Their task was to monitor Cai Yuanpei to prevent suicide, not to take care of his daily life. When the time was up, they dragged up the still-dazed Cai Yuanpei and took him to the court.

The prosecutor continued the morning's work. The atrocities of the Western Zhejiang Massacre were simply too numerous. The targets were also numerous. Just stating the facts was an extremely arduous job. Not to mention that stating these facts themselves was a challenge to human nature. Sometimes, while speaking of those criminal facts, the prosecutor himself could not help but burst into tears and sob. The audience in the court also wept. The people of Western Zhejiang had suffered too much pain, too heavily. No human could remain unaffected. The bailiffs maintaining order quieted the wailing audience members or took them out of the court to avoid affecting the trial. They themselves also had red eyes, or simply had tears hanging on their faces.

Just the statement took a day and a half. The trial was broadcast externally via microphone. After the first day ended, the masses in Hangzhou who listened to the broadcast from the loudspeakers gathered at the courthouse entrance. When Cai Yuanpei, Feng Guozhang, and others left the court under the layered protection of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the masses outside shouted angrily at them. If not for the army's protection, the masses would have rushed up and torn Feng Guozhang, Cai Yuanpei, and the others to pieces.

"Kill Feng Guozhang!" "Kill Cai Yuanpei!" "Avenge the common people!" These slogans were shouted louder and louder. Feng Guozhang, Cai Yuanpei, and the others had never been surrounded by so many commoners. That roar, though chaotic, was condensed with the same anger, making them feel as if their marrow had been frozen.

During the trial the next morning, the bailiffs took great effort to stop the shouts of "Kill Feng Guozhang!" and "Kill Cai Yuanpei!" from the gallery. After the prosecutor finished his statement, he requested the judge to sentence these people to death for murder.

"I am not the mastermind! The mastermind is Cai Yuanpei! The party purge was planned by Cai Yuanpei alone!" Feng Guozhang suddenly clamored.

The whole court was stunned; no one expected Feng Guozhang to pull such a move. Finding this opening, Feng Guozhang continued to shout loudly, "We in the Beiyang Army are outsiders; how would we know the inside story of the Restoration Society? Cai Yuanpei came to us himself and asked us to send troops, and President Yuan Shikai also ordered us to act. That's why I was forced to send troops to follow Cai Yuanpei and do these things. I am not the mastermind! I am not the mastermind!"

Zhejiang Governor Wang Ziming immediately followed suit and shouted, "It was Zhu Rui who participated at the time! I only became the Governor of Zhejiang after Zhu Rui was blown up! I didn't participate in this at all! I... I am wrongly accused! Your Honor, I am wrongly accused!"

With these two taking the lead, everyone other than Cai Yuanpei immediately followed. They shouted one after another that they were coerced into this matter, and the masterminds were Cai Yuanpei and Yuan Shikai. They were forced to participate, and even if they participated, they did not put in any effort.

However, with a dozen people speaking at once, the voices of various local accents mixed together, making nothing audible. The judge hurriedly banged the gavel violently, and a roar came from the gallery, "You are all farting!" The masses then stood up and cursed at the group of defendants together, and the entire courtroom fell into chaos.

The judge waved his hand helplessly. The bailiffs took the suspects out of the courtroom temporarily while trying to calm the emotions of the audience.

Seeing Feng Guozhang, Cai Yuanpei, and other suspects leaving, someone, in a fit of rage, took off a shoe and threw it over. This reminded the audience members. Shoes, bits and pieces from pockets, coins, and some even took off their jackets and rolled them into balls to throw at Cai Yuanpei and the others. In an instant, colorful fabrics flew across the courtroom.
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The situation of the public trial for the April 12th Massacre had spiraled out of control to such an extent that continuing to allow observers seemed like an impossible task. The judge finally permitted reporters to observe, but ordinary masses were barred from entering the court. The public broadcast channels continued, and around several loudspeakers, tens of thousands of people gathered in seas of humanity.

China's *tanci*, storytelling, and operas have never lacked content regarding trials. However, those popular entertainments did not propagate fair trials, but rather propagated privilege and personal legends. The People's Party's trial of Feng Guozhang and Cai Yuanpei was the first time the people of Zhejiang witnessed what was called law, and what was called a trial. Before even hearing the prosecution's content, everyone already knew that Feng Guozhang and Cai Yuanpei were dead men walking. Having killed so many people and being caught by the People's Party, there was no reason for them not to die.

This trial conveyed a message to the people of Jiangsu and Zhejiang: it turned out that even high-status individuals had to pay with their lives for slaughtering the common people. At least under the rule of the People's Party, the act of slaughtering commoners required the heads of those "big shots" as repayment. Although they didn't know why they were happy, most of the commoners who heard the trial felt a sense of elation. Some spoke loudly, declaring their stance or foresight. More commoners stood quietly, pricking up their ears to listen to what was actually happening inside the courtroom.

The situation inside the courtroom was not as solemn as outside. Feng Guozhang, Wang Ziming, and others were all from officialdom. According to their experience, being caught by the enemy was already a reason for certain death; whether they had slaughtered people was merely a side detail. In the officialdom of the Qing Dynasty and the Beiyang clique, the reason for sentencing was just to find a reasonable excuse for execution. In a state where hostile forces ensured they could kill the other party, drinking a mouthful of cold water could be a reason to sentence the enemy to death. The only method now was to express as much as possible that they personally had no hostility towards the People's Party. Given how bad the situation was, the chances of this succeeding were minuscule. However, when doing nothing meant certain death, doing something couldn't possibly make things worse. Without exception, these people pushed the responsibility onto Cai Yuanpei.

Cai Yuanpei was not angry. Facing everyone pushing the responsibility onto him, Cai Yuanpei actually didn't find it incomprehensible. He had never looked up to this bunch from Beiyang; their despicable and cowardly behavior completely fit Cai Yuanpei's judgment of Beiyang. After Feng Guozhang and the others had performed to their heart's content, Cai Yuanpei finally spoke, "The People's Party calls itself revolutionary, then wantonly slaughters counter-revolutionaries. As far as I know, hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions, have died at your hands. As the Speaker of the Zhejiang Assembly and the President of the Restoration Society, how I handle the affairs of the Restoration Society is my duty. Since I have fallen into your hands, there is naturally nothing to say. You can kill me however you wish. I just have a question: on what principle are you gentlemen killing me?"

These words, even if not sonorous and forceful, could be considered open and aboveboard. The judge had long discussed various possible situations with his colleagues, including the reactions of Cai Yuanpei and others. Differences in revolution were not Cai Yuanpei's crime. To break Cai Yuanpei's psychological defenses and make him admit he was a counter-revolutionary would indeed be satisfying. However, refuting Cai Yuanpei and judging Cai Yuanpei actually had no relation to each other. The former targeted personal thoughts, while the latter targeted actual actions. Personal thoughts were not the reason for bringing Cai Yuanpei to court. Nor were they reasons that needed to be discussed in court. If ideological issues were discussed in court, it could only be described as "not attending to proper duties."

The judge asked, "Cai Yuanpei, do you believe the prosecutor's accusations against your actions are incorrect? If you believe you did not do these things, you have the right to question and refute."

Cai Yuanpei's bellyful of thoughts were originally like a surging river, ready to gush out in words, but as soon as the judge mentioned "what was done," he was immediately rendered speechless. What was thought, what was said—these were matters where everyone had their own logic, and Cai Yuanpei was confident in arguing on the basis of reason with anyone. But as for what was done, unless one refused to admit it or hoped others hadn't discovered it, the facts certainly could not be erased.

Seeing Cai Yuanpei fall silent, the judge continued the trial proceedings.

Fan Ainong had worked in education. After following the Western Zhejiang Branch to join the People's Party, his attitude towards the People's Party was very positive, and he had now left the Restoration Society. As a probationary member of the People's Party, as the Acting Director of the Zhejiang Education Bureau, and also as one of the witnesses to the massacre, Fan Ainong appeared in the witness box.

There were not many witnesses to the Wujialing Massacre who were innocent; Fan Ainong was one of them. When Cai Yuanpei saw Fan Ainong appear in front of him, his eyebrows twitched slightly. Fan Ainong did not pay much attention to Feng Guozhang and the others; his gaze also fell on Cai Yuanpei's face. Both of them had once appreciated each other greatly, but now they appeared in court as irreconcilable opponents. Neither of them was calm. Before Cai Yuanpei could see Fan Ainong's expression clearly, he saw Fan Ainong turn his head away.

The procedures in court were fixed. After asking for the witness's name and other basic information, the judge asked Fan Ainong if he knew that giving false testimony would lead to punishment under criminal law. Fan Ainong stated that he knew and would completely follow a realistic and pragmatic attitude, and that his testimony was all based on what he had seen with his own eyes.

After the initial process ended, under the prosecutor's questioning, Fan Ainong introduced what he had seen and heard at the time. No lyricism, no criticism. He simply introduced under what circumstances he arrived at Wujialing, the river dyed red with blood, the execution process he witnessed, several piles of corpses, the identities of the executioners, and Fan Ainong's conversation with them. Then Fan Ainong withdrew.

Cai Yuanpei did not care about these killing processes. Firstly, he had heard too much of such scenes; secondly, he didn't really care how many people were killed. The Party Purge was originally meant to kill all the chaotic parties; it would be strange not to kill people. The only thing that caught Cai Yuanpei's attention was Fan Ainong's demeanor. Without looking at Cai Yuanpei again, Fan Ainong simply withdrew. Cai Yuanpei really appreciated Fan Ainong, a straightforward and justice-minded young man. Cai Yuanpei was somewhat puzzled by Fan Ainong's cold performance.

Next, the prosecutor summoned other witnesses. Wen Side, the head of the Wujialing militia, had been shot dead, but many other militia members had been captured. When the militia's deputy head, nicknamed Tiger You, was brought up, his expressions were much richer. During the interrogation, whenever there was a chance, Tiger You would try every means to push the responsibility onto the dead Wen Side. If one didn't listen to the statement of facts, Tiger You's other words simply described himself as a pure and kind little white rabbit who ate vegetarian food, chanted Buddha's name, and didn't even dare to step on an ant. Of course, Tiger You's appearance did not match his description. A long scar ran down the right side of his face like a centipede. This was said to have been chopped out by a group of Hainan bandits when Tiger You was escorting goods in the south. In Tiger You's fierce self-vindication, the scar not only twisted but also stood out prominently with the changes in his skin color, as if the centipede had come alive.

The judge and prosecutor managed to ask about many specific occurrences. Wen Side had accepted instructions from Beiyang and, under the funding and command of local gentry and landlords, carried out the massacre at Wujialing. The official documents of the Beiyang Army were also confiscated. After Tiger You was taken down, the Beiyang Army officer who commanded this matter was also brought up to provide testimony. The Beiyang Army officer proved that he had signed it, and the one who ordered the signing of these documents was a higher-ranking commander.

The chain of evidence was pulled out link by link. Finally, human testimony and physical evidence all proved that this was an action planned by the Zhejiang government based on documents approved by Feng Guozhang, and the purge list attached to the documents formulated by Cai Yuanpei. Its purpose was to use the mode of physical elimination to completely kill off the members of the Western Zhejiang Branch in the Wujialing area, as well as the members of the local Peasant Association.

The judge asked Feng Guozhang and Cai Yuanpei if this was true. Feng Guozhang quickly explained, "If not for Cai Yuanpei's list, I wouldn't even know where Wujialing is. Cai Yuanpei wrote the list, Yuan Shikai gave the order, and I signed the document. I'm just a worker!"

Cai Yuanpei didn't want to defend against this question at all. Even the list and the original official documents had been confiscated by the People's Party; what else was there to say?

"Cai Yuanpei, you drafted this list, correct?" the judge asked.

Although reluctant, Cai Yuanpei answered, "Yes!"

"You drafted this list requiring people to be killed according to it. Is that so?" the judge continued to ask.

"Yes!" Cai Yuanpei felt his momentum was too weak, so he raised his head and answered in a louder voice. After saying this, Cai Yuanpei finally added a sentence, "I drafted this list for them to kill chaotic parties. There were absolutely no women or children in the list."

The court clerk swiftly recorded the speeches of everyone in the court. Hearing Cai Yuanpei say this, Feng Guozhang quickly interrupted, "I only wrote an official document to second the motion; I didn't ask the people below to slaughter those women and children either!"

All the upper-level handlers immediately emphasized their innocence in this way. The lower-level suspects simply cried and howled, adding, "There were so many official documents at that time. I was in a hurry to go to a banquet and didn't read what was on the document at all. I just signed it casually. I really didn't mean to. I couldn't not sign it at the time! If I didn't sign, I would have been treated as a chaotic party and killed by Feng Guozhang, Cai Yuanpei, and the others! I was forced! I was forced!"

The court was not a place for lyricism; the job of the trial was to determine whether the events that occurred were true. Since these people admitted that these things were true, the trial continued to the next fact.

Cai Yuanpei felt that these people from the People's Party were really enduring enough. They never mentioned why, only asking what happened. No speculation, no fabrication, just taking out all the evidence. And looking at it, they seemed to really intend to clarify everything that had happened. If they simply wanted to kill people, just the things that had already been proven were enough to drag all the suspects out and kill them. Even sentencing them to death by *lingchi* (slow slicing) would be enough. Cai Yuanpei really couldn't figure out what medicine was sold in the People's Party's gourd.

Cai Yuanpei inside the courtroom could not hear the sounds outside, but Fan Ainong, who walked out of the courtroom after testifying, heard clearly and saw plainly. Among the masses listening to the trial through electric loudspeakers, waves of shouts to kill arose. The political propagandists of the People's Party stood in front of the masses, loudly proclaiming the People's Party's concepts, "Folks, fellow countrymen! No matter who it is, no one can punish others for things they haven't done. We, the People's Party, arrested these people not because they were officials, but because they did bad things! We won't let bad people who did bad things go. Everyone, is that right?"

"Right! Absolutely cannot let bad people go!" The masses responded enthusiastically.

"For those who did bad things, we absolutely cannot let them go. For those who didn't do bad things, we also absolutely cannot wrong them! Everyone, is that right?"

"Right!" The masses continued to respond enthusiastically.

Fan Ainong stood with a gloomy face around the excited masses, quietly watching the masses echo the propaganda of the People's Party cadres. Although his face was cold, Fan Ainong was very excited in his heart. He had once admired Cai Yuanpei very much, so Fan Ainong was half angry and half pained that Cai Yuanpei had done such a thing. Seeing that revolutionary senior of high moral character actually reduced to such a state, Fan Ainong felt even worse than if he had been reduced to such a state himself.

But this was the fact, something that had happened. Facing indisputable facts, Fan Ainong couldn't bear to look at Cai Yuanpei in court at all, because he didn't know what he would say if he kept staring at Cai Yuanpei. In the heat wave formed by the indignant emotions of the masses, Fan Ainong felt a little better in his heart. The fluctuations of the outside world were strong enough, which actually made Fan Ainong feel that the excitement in his heart appeared calm. If he were alone, Fan Ainong would have no way to handle his mood.

And this cold performance was so out of place with the outside world that some people had already noticed Fan Ainong. More and more people looked at Fan Ainong, with expressions ranging from incomprehension to resentment on their faces. Seeing Fan Ainong continue to stand there thoughtfully, some of the masses' movements were eager, probably wanting to come over and question Fan Ainong.

Just then, a hand was suddenly placed on Fan Ainong's shoulder. Fan Ainong slowly turned his head and saw Xu Dian, the Procurator-General of the Supreme People's Procuratorate, standing behind him with two bailiffs. Xu Dian's hand was resting on Fan Ainong's shoulder.

Although the masses didn't know Xu Dian, they could see that Xu Dian was a high official of the People's Party. The emblem on his uniform and the guards following behind him proved Xu Dian's identity. Seeing Xu Dian affectionately put his arm around Fan Ainong's shoulder and walk out of the circle together, the masses who had originally intended to find trouble with Fan Ainong in their excitement immediately gave up on this idea.

Just then, the People's Party cadres were shouting slogans, and the attention of the masses instantly turned back to the intense emotions gathered by the propaganda.

Xu Dian said something when he pulled Fan Ainong out, but at that time, voices were noisy, and Fan Ainong didn't hear clearly at all. Walking to a place far away from the gathering place of the masses, Xu Dian spoke again, "Comrade Fan Ainong, you feel very bad in your heart, right?"

To this question, Fan Ainong only responded with a long sigh.

"Let's go, let's stroll around West Lake. I've been in Hangzhou for a few days, but I haven't had time to walk around West Lake. If I return to Wuhan and people ask about West Lake, even if I can't say exactly what's good about West Lake, I should at least be able to say what West Lake looks like," Xu Dian laughed.

Fan Ainong knew that Xu Dian was doing this to ease the atmosphere, but he really had no intention of chatting. However, he couldn't refuse Xu Dian's invitation. He nodded silently and followed Xu Dian towards West Lake.

Arriving at the lakeside, Fan Ainong saw an old friend, Zhou Shuren, already waiting there. After the People's Party took control of Zhejiang, Fan Ainong and Zhou Shuren were now colleagues again. Fan Ainong was the Acting Director of the Zhejiang Education Bureau, recently focusing on the construction of the Political Science and Law College. Zhou Shuren was the Acting Deputy Director of the Zhejiang Education Bureau, recently focusing on the construction of the Medical College.

The three walked side by side by the West Lake. Xu Dian spoke, "I once heard a saying: the truth will never hurt us. I wonder what thoughts you two have on this."

Zhou Shuren had always been steady, so he was just slightly stunned but did not speak. Fan Ainong, however, had a fierce temperament. He didn't care at all about the huge gap in rank between him and Xu Dian; he glared at Xu Dian fiercely with a look of disgust.
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Xu Dian, Zhou Shuren, and Fan Ainong were walking and chatting by the West Lake. The three were about the same age, all in their mid-thirties. The People's Party canteen paid close attention to nutritional balance, so although Xu Dian was a bit stern, his complexion was excellent, making him look younger than the other two. Fan Ainong had small irises; in other words, the whites of his eyes were visible on all four sides. When he stared fixedly, it gave the impression he was looking for trouble, which was why he often almost attracted trouble just by standing next to a crowd. When Fan Ainong really glared at Xu Dian with force, the expression looked even more vicious to others.

Prosecutor Xu Dian didn't care about such behavior at all. Let alone a vicious glare, he had faced people in court shouting that they would kill his entire family. More importantly, Xu Dian actually quite admired Zhou Shuren and Fan Ainong.

Seeing Fan Ainong remain silent, Xu Dian asked again, "I once heard a saying: the truth will never hurt us. I wonder what thoughts you two have on this?"

How could someone as intelligent as Zhou Shuren not know what Xu Dian was referring to? Fan Ainong, on the other hand, had a temperament where his emotions showed on his face. Hearing Xu Dian ask again, even Zhou Shuren couldn't help but sigh. For the common people of Jiangsu and Zhejiang, Cai Yuanpei was one of those high-and-mighty figures of the past. For the literati of Jiangsu and Zhejiang, the shock of Cai Yuanpei standing trial was indescribable. It was the feeling of an idol collapsing.

Seeing neither of them speak, Xu Dian slowed his pace and pointed to a willow tree in front of them. "Gentlemen, I see a willow tree ahead. That should be correct, right?"

Zhou Shuren and Fan Ainong exchanged a glance. Both saw disgust in the other's eyes at Xu Dian's pretentious affectation. However, since Xu Dian had spoken, they couldn't simply not reply. Fan Ainong answered in a rather malicious tone, "That should be correct. I wonder if Brother Zhou sees it the same way?"

Zhou Shuren was very polite in his conduct. He answered indifferently, "There is indeed a willow tree ahead. Comrade Xu Dian is correct."

Xu Dian walked up and patted the tree trunk. After hearing the dull thud from the impact, Xu Dian withdrew his hand and rubbed off a bit of dead bark stuck to it, then continued, "We saw the willow tree, we touched the willow tree. If this is not a hallucination, it means the existence of this willow tree is a truth. This truth has not hurt us. I think saying it like that should be correct."

This remark suited the taste of the literati quite well. A hint of respect appeared in Zhou Shuren's expression, and Fan Ainong also put away his antagonistic attitude, although his gaze, with its abundance of eye-white, still made one feel uncomfortable.

Xu Dian smiled. "Chairman Chen looks very serious, but it is said that he studied metaphysical stuff when he was a child. Once he said there is a kind of magic called the Word Spirit technique (*Kotodama*)." Afraid he wasn't clear, Xu Dian picked up a twig from the ground and wrote the three characters on the dirt. Fan Ainong and Zhou Shuren were both students who had returned from Japan; seeing these three characters, they felt familiar, seemingly having heard of such things in Japan. Of course, they wouldn't show off this knowledge in front of Xu Dian.

"The meaning of the Word Spirit technique is roughly that when a person who knows this magic casts a spell, they make those who hear them speak have hallucinations. If he says there is a willow tree ahead, everyone will see that there is indeed such a willow tree ahead. Very magical." Xu Dian laughed again after finishing his explanation. "However, this magic has a problem. If the person under the spell sees the reality... for example, if I know the Word Spirit technique and say there is a vibrant willow tree ahead, but there is actually a dead willow tree here. Then reality and hallucination exist simultaneously. Reality will stimulate the human brain, producing a kind of pain. Under the effect of this pain, the Word Spirit technique will be broken."

Watching the flickering gazes of Zhou Shuren and Fan Ainong, Xu Dian continued, "If an ugly person uses the Word Spirit technique to make people think he is another handsome person, everyone under the spell will believe it. But if this ugly person and that handsome person appear in front of everyone at the same time, everyone's brains will be stimulated by reality, and in the end, they will still be able to recognize the ugly person's disguise. However, the pain of the brain being stimulated is unavoidable."

Actually, Xu Dian didn't need to be so blunt. When he used the willow tree for comparison, Zhou Shuren and Fan Ainong had already roughly guessed what Xu Dian wanted to say. Zhou Shuren's face darkened, and Fan Ainong simply said in a hurt tone, "I suppose Brother Xu is someone who will not be deceived, someone who will absolutely not be hurt by the truth."

Hearing Fan Ainong's mockery, Xu Dian laughed heartily. "That's impossible. People all grow slowly through pain. Having suffered enough injuries and endured enough pain, I naturally refuse to take the initiative to get hurt again. But doing things always requires a method. If one cannot follow materialism, cannot seek truth from facts, then wanting to avoid injury is not easy."

Fan Ainong's current mood was not suitable for education at all. Even knowing that what Xu Dian said was correct, even knowing clearly that the truth had been exposed to the world by the People's Party, Fan Ainong still felt that maintaining the beautiful image of Cai Yuanpei in his mind made him more comfortable. So Fan Ainong said to Xu Dian in a very aggressive tone, "Brother Xu, if you want me to speak ill of Mr. Cai, you have found the wrong person."

Xu Dian remained smiling. "I don't have that intention. Whether you say Mr. Cai is good or say Mr. Cai is bad, it's all just the Word Spirit technique. What kind of person he actually is, just look at what he has done seeking truth from facts."

Although Xu Dian's words were very mild, Fan Ainong felt a dull ache in his chest, as if his brain couldn't bear the pain and irresponsibly handed the sensation over to his heart. Under the stimulation of the pain, Fan Ainong's pupils contracted, his black irises shrinking almost a full circle, making the whites of his eyes look as if there were even more of them.

"Gentlemen, I am discussing this with you today because I feel both of you are excellent talents. Comrade Fan Ainong has also submitted an application to join the Party, so as a Party member, I have an obligation to exchange views on the Party's philosophy with comrades. Everyone has participated in this great change of the era with the attitude of saving China and promoting revolution. Chairman Chen said that if we walk east and it's wrong, then there is no need to ask, walking west is definitely also wrong. We can only walk forward, because history is a spiral ascending process. This is like a donkey pulling a millstone while blindfolded. It has walked east, west, south, and north. It seems to be moving forward, seems to be running in all directions seeking a path. But it is still wandering blindly on the same plane. If the road beneath its feet was sloping upwards, after circling round and round, it would eventually rise into the sky, towards the vast heavens. I hope you two can choose such a direction."

Neither Zhou Shuren nor Fan Ainong expected Xu Dian to use a blindfolded donkey pulling a millstone as a metaphor for the revolution. Recalling the appearance of donkeys pulling millstones they had seen, smiles couldn't help but appear on both their faces. Then imagining what the result would be if there were an upward sloping path under the blindfolded jackass's feet as it persisted in walking, their expressions unconsciously became serious again.

After a long while, Fan Ainong slowly said, "Brother Xu, Mr. Cai is a revolutionary senior after all, and he put in great effort for the revolution. If you were to kill him with one slash of the blade, even if we were sad, we would feel some comfort. To humiliate Mr. Cai to this extent, even knowing clearly that he deserves it, I still cannot bear it in my heart."

After saying this, Fan Ainong felt the pain in his chest had not disappeared but had become more intense. He gasped for breath and continued, "Brother Xu, I actually don't want to see the real Mr. Cai. I hope Mr. Cai will always be that Mr. Cai who would not spare his life to assassinate high officials of the Qing dynasty and even Cixi. What I want to see is that Mr. Cai who dared to revolutionize, who was brave in revolution. I hope Mr. Cai will always be that kind of person! I don't want to see the truth!"

Zhou Shuren had remained silent. Hearing Fan Ainong's heartfelt outpouring, Zhou Shuren couldn't help turning his face toward the West Lake and sighing softly again. However, Xu Dian knew that the reason the sigh was very quiet was that Zhou Shuren's lips were tightly closed and his teeth were clenched together; the breath was exhaled through his nostrils.

Xu Dian continued to smile and said, "Comrade Fan Ainong, Comrade Zhou Shuren, both of you should have walked on mountain roads, right? Answer me, have you?"

"I have." "I have." Fan Ainong and Zhou Shuren answered one after another.

Xu Dian nodded. "Look at this mountain road, winding upwards, also circling the mountain round and round. From the foot of the mountain, we see a nice spot on the road above. We walk up along the road. Following the road, walking blindly east, west, south, and north, we will definitely reach that point. When we were at the foot of the mountain, that point was definitely above our heads. But when we reach that point, we have definitely already trampled that point under our feet."

Speaking to here, Xu Dian's expression became serious. "Mr. Cai is a revolutionary senior; this is a fact, this is the truth. You and I must recognize this fact, acknowledge this truth. But the revolution is upward. Mr. Cai believes that the position he reached is the end of the revolution. But we, the People's Party, believe that was merely a stage that needed to be passed on the revolutionary road. At this time, Mr. Cai feels that walking further up is going down an evil path. Whoever wants to continue forward, Mr. Cai will kill. So, when at the foot of the mountain, Mr. Cai was indeed a revolutionary senior; there is nothing wrong with that. But when we have reached this point and want to continue walking forward, Mr. Cai is a counter-revolutionary. There is nothing wrong with this either."

Xu Dian's words were already quite blunt, but Zhou Shuren and Fan Ainong did not refute them, nor did they get agitated. Zhou Shuren lowered his head, while Fan Ainong closed his eyes as he tilted his head back. Both fell silent.

Considerate of their emotions, Xu Dian paused for a while before continuing, "So, the truth will never hurt us. Gentlemen, Mr. Cai has not changed; it is you who have changed. It is you who relied on your own strength to walk east, west, south, and north along this road, walking to a new height. While constantly moving forward, you two did not look at Mr. Cai, did not see that Mr. Cai had already stopped. The last time you saw Mr. Cai, he was still above you. You also didn't see clearly what the road you walked was actually like. In the arduous trek, everyone was already doing their utmost just to continue walking. Who could think about so much? So when you see Mr. Cai again, you still feel that Mr. Cai is above you. You feel that while you were walking upward, Mr. Cai was also walking upward, and at this moment should be even higher above you. But what is the truth? The truth is that you two have already surpassed Mr. Cai on the road of revolution. Mr. Cai is already behind you, below you. This is the truth I want to tell you two. I hope you can see this clearly."

Zhou Shuren and Fan Ainong were neither fools nor unreasonable people. Since Xu Dian was not speaking nonsense, and they had both experienced so much, they quickly understood what Xu Dian was saying. Zhou Shuren and Fan Ainong couldn't help exchanging a glance. The pained expressions disappeared, and they only saw helplessness on each other's faces.

Fan Ainong walked to the willow tree beside Xu Dian. First, he stroked the rough bark of the willow with his palm, then began to slap the willow tree with his palm. Xu Dian and Zhou Shuren saw Fan Ainong slapping faster and faster, harder and harder, and were just about to step forward to stop him. But they saw Fan Ainong stop slapping, cover his face with his red palms, and begin to sob in a low voice. The two walked up to comfort Fan Ainong, only to see that Fan Ainong was already tear-stained without them realizing it; it seemed he had been crying silently for quite a while.

However, Fan Ainong's crying was no longer that of bewilderment and despair from being unable to accept the facts, but the sorrow brought about by a regret from the bottom of his heart.

When Fan Ainong recovered his calm, Xu Dian let him wash his face casually by the West Lake, and then continued the conversation.

"I invited you two here today, firstly to resolve your cognitive issues. Now it looks like they have been resolved. Then let's proceed to the second matter. We in the People's Party are all a bunch of mortals; a single coin can stump a hero. So this trial must improve efficiency. This is the instruction of the Party Central Committee. You are both persons in charge of the education system, and you know how many people have arrived recently. I have to discuss this matter properly with everyone."

Hundreds of various massacres had occurred in western Zhejiang, with tens of thousands of participants. Trying to fully practice seeking truth from facts was a terrifying task. Procedural justice meant massive costs. Just to sort out a series of criminal facts completely, based on an optimistic estimate of reviewing three cases a day, just to clear things up in court would take at least half a year. If there were twists and turns in between, a year wouldn't be rare.

Xu Dian was once a believer in the supremacy of law. Seeing the entire list and the required various expenditures, his face turned green. This cost could completely use up the annual budget of the judicial departments of over a dozen provinces in the Liberated Areas. The huge gap between ideal and reality had to be filled with massive amounts of money. Even without calculating this money, the daily eating, drinking, housing, and guarding of the more than 100,000 arrested people was a terrible expenditure. Investing this money in economic construction would be enough to change the livelihood of a small half of Zhejiang.

Including the Central Committee, there were views to settle the cases as soon as possible without needing to be too detailed. However, Chen Ke had different thoughts on this matter. "The counter-revolutionaries massacred the masses, so let's have a retaliatory massacre against the counter-revolutionaries. If we do that, the cost can indeed be brought down. But when we deprive a person of their life, there is also a cost. The reason the law forcibly implements order is not for punishment; in a social sense, it is to learn from past mistakes to avoid future ones, and to cure the sickness to save the patient. The People's Party talks about science and democracy, so there must be a legal system. Rely on the legal system to maintain science and democracy. If we deprive so many people of their lives, we must let the masses understand through this great trial how the legal system operates and where the baseline drawn by the legal system actually lies. Otherwise, what is the significance of us killing so many people? We must not only be responsible to ourselves, but we must also be responsible to the enemy! Without such an attitude, the entire trial and execution will only turn into a carnival with limited meaning, a celebration."

After many discussions, a resolution was finally formed. The Central Committee gave this trial more financial and manpower support. Zhejiang would take this matter as its core work in the near future. Students of various legal majors in the Liberated Areas would all be transferred to Zhejiang to participate in the work of the Great Trial. And a large number of comrades from various departments would be drafted to participate in this trial. Apart from the trial itself, internal education of the judicial system must be completed.

After introducing the situation, Xu Dian summarized, "Although it is unrealistic to establish a judicial system in Zhejiang all at once, and even more unrealistic to make all the masses establish a concept of the legal system, we still have to do our best. The social operating costs are too high. The costs we can use are all the fruits of the masses' labor, and we must try our best not to waste them. So how to use these costs efficiently is an important practice. Everyone has to perk up and work hard."
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Zhou Shuren had met Chen Ke before. Based on his impression at the time, he felt that Chen Ke was a guy who didn't live up to his reputation. Chen Ke's appearance showed no sign of that decisive and slaughtering spirit, nor did he have that aura of authority without anger. Many people looked reliable at first glance, making others trust them. But the impression Chen Ke left on Zhou Shuren was that he had too much on his mind and thought too much. The whole person was a bit too gloomy.

However, Zhou Shuren was not willing to take his first impression as Chen Ke's true appearance. There were plenty of noble people who had more "style" than Chen Ke, and every single one of them had been defeated by Chen Ke. In the People's Party, there were as many straightforward, unrestrained, and attractive figures as ox hairs, and every one of them willingly accepted Chen Ke's leadership. So Zhou Shuren guessed that Chen Ke must have some extremely unique qualities, and these were places Zhou Shuren hadn't seen, or places Chen Ke didn't want Zhou Shuren to see.

The work of the acting deputy director of the Education Bureau was extremely arduous, yet amidst this hard work, Zhou Shuren received a letter from Chen Ke. When he confirmed the sender was Chen Ke, Zhou Shuren felt quite astonished. What exactly had happened to make Chen Ke send a letter personally?

The content of the letter was very simple. Chen Ke wanted to commission Zhou Shuren to write an article with the theme "Viewing the Rotten Manchu Judicial System from the Opera *Striking the Imperial Carriage*". Chen Ke briefly introduced the judicial system of the Song Dynasty and Bao Zheng's status as an Imperial Envoy. If any imperial relative really dared to block Bao Zheng's carriage, they were purely seeking death. *Striking the Imperial Carriage* was a story from the Qing Dynasty novel *Three Heroes and Five Gallants*. Chen Ke requested that Zhou Shuren, amidst his busy schedule, take the lead in writing this article. The style of language and the mode adopted were completely up to Zhou Shuren to decide. The letter also included some materials regarding the judicial system of the Song Dynasty.

Regarding the purpose of writing this article, Chen Ke's explanation was: firstly, Zhejiang was establishing a legal system, so there needed to be a reckoning with the rotten Manchu system. The masses might not be interested in the People's Party's judicial theory, but starting with opera would make it easier to resonate with the people. Secondly, Chen Ke hoped to use this as a beginning, to start a movement to restore the true face of Chinese history and culture.

After reading Chen Ke's letter several times, Zhou Shuren was very puzzled. Heaven knew how Chen Ke came up with this crazy idea. The work of popularizing the legal system was itself a process of education and practice. Chen Ke actually wanted to promote this like singing a big opera. Not to mention anything else, doing it this way seemed very trifling at first glance. Moreover, Zhou Shuren felt a sense of unease. Chen Ke arranging for Zhou Shuren to write this article, needless to say, was probably because he knew Zhou Shuren had liked the novel *Three Heroes and Five Gallants* since he was young. Such detailed intelligence work couldn't help but make Zhou Shuren feel very uneasy.

With no other choice, Zhou Shuren took the letter to find Xu Dian, hoping Xu Dian could give an explanation. Unexpectedly, after reading the letter, Xu Dian repeatedly praised it as a good method. Zhou Shuren was very perplexed by this.

Xu Dian replied, "If we stand up and criticize *Striking the Imperial Carriage* as bad, someone will definitely say, 'Since *Striking the Imperial Carriage* is bad, then you People's Party write something good.' Now that we are trying counter-revolutionaries, we can adapt how we handle cases into a play, focusing on publicizing the principles, characteristics, and processes of our judicial system. This is much stronger than empty verbal propaganda."

Now Zhou Shuren felt a bit enlightened, but he still felt that doing this was a bit too trifling. A government actually fighting for the propaganda front with the people by slandering traditional drama, this was also a bit too petty.

Xu Dian did not support Zhou Shuren's view. "Hey! How is this called petty? If the masses can really keep the content of the opera in their hearts, they will know the process when they go to court. How much social cost will this save? We spent so much cost building this system just to let this system protect the interests of the masses. If the masses don't come to court, what are we raising so many people for?"

Zhou Shuren also agreed with Xu Dian's thoughts on social cost. He asked Xu Dian, "Procurator-General Xu, listening to your meaning just now, this plan was designed by Chairman Chen?"

"Looking at this ruthlessness, and the excavation and verification of history, only Chairman Chen could come up with it. Oh, right, regarding the detailed verification of Song history, it should be done by that bunch in the Museum of Culture and History. A group of old fogies, the sour Confucian smell in what they write is heavy enough."

Since Xu Dian said so, Zhou Shuren accepted it. After going back and carefully reading the outline proposed by Chen Ke and the attached verification, he really did read some flavor out of it. Chen Ke started completely from the perspective of a leader viewing the overall situation, proposing the interest relationships and origins of various factions before the fall of the Northern Song Dynasty. After reading it, there was a clear and distinct feeling. The verification content, however, was chewing on words, filled with a flavor of singing praises and trembling with fear.

After receiving this task, Zhou Shuren couldn't help but have a new understanding of Chen Ke. This person might stand high in the temple, but he also seemed to be far away in the *jianghu* (common world). Zhou Shuren knew that the People's Party had no staff system, and no one possessed a purely private planning team. The People's Party's system was very transparent and didn't need any rotten rules. Although he was not a People's Party member, when the Party committee meetings were held, every attendee had the right to speak. According to Fan Ainong, under the requirement of seeking truth from facts, the People's Party wanted criticism and self-criticism, covering an extremely wide range. But the core idea was only one: how to get things done well.

After judgment, Zhou Shuren had to believe Xu Dian's words; this idea was probably thought up by Chen Ke. This triggered another doubt in Zhou Shuren: what kind of brain did one have to have to engage in extremely theoretical political and military thinking while simultaneously holding the thinking patterns of common market people? This was no longer something a great man could do; to put it bluntly, this was very much like the jumping thinking that only an abnormal person could possess.

Thinking of this, Zhou Shuren felt a bit discouraged. Because quite a few theoretical hypotheses in the People's Party's medical field were really proposed by Chen Ke. The hypothesis system regarding brain structure bore Chen Ke's name.

Sighing, Zhou Shuren felt he could somewhat understand why Chen Ke could become the leader of the People's Party. When a person could not only propose correct theories but also propose many methods that seemed feasible, or at least entry points that seemed feasible, this had to be respected. If Chen Ke's thinking jumped between such theory and reality every day, then that bit of "gloominess" Chen Ke displayed was nothing at all. If things were really as Zhou Shuren imagined, the expression shown by Chen Ke after completing such thinking work could even be described as cheerful and lively.

No other examples were needed. As a literati, Zhou Shuren could completely read that kind of acerbic malice and happiness from Chen Ke's suggestion of "Viewing the Rotten Manchu Judicial System from the Opera *Striking the Imperial Carriage*". To dare to do this, one had to have the courage to mock the malice and courage of the people of the world.

Chen Ke had this malice and courage to dare to mock the people of the world, and Zhou Shuren also had the persistence to carry out this courage, but the actual work was far harder than imagined. The massive amount of Song Dynasty citizen materials made Zhou Shuren feel a kind of astonishment. Before such systematic summarization and organization, Zhou Shuren actually didn't know that the Song Dynasty in Chinese history actually had such a splendid culture and system, nor was he clear about the context and characteristics of the Song Dynasty's centralized system.

After verifying the historical materials with the inferences proposed by Chen Ke, Zhou Shuren formed the impression that Chen Ke was an old pedant. Zhou Shuren of course knew that with Chen Ke's age, it was impossible to have enough time to study Song history materials. In *The Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism* written by Chen Ke, the errors in various historical materials were as numerous as ox hairs. Zhejiang literati had written quite a few articles mocking Chen Ke. But from the perspective of the materialist view of history, what Chen Ke said could indeed completely get rid of that ethereal so-called "fate" theory, and could justify itself in reason.

Zhou Shuren of course didn't know Chen Ke's background, and it was even more impossible for him to know that on the forum Chen Ke was on, there were some "Song history experts", and people who moved a large number of research articles on Song history, and some web novels about Song history also provided Chen Ke with a lot of ideas. Although these novels couldn't be treated as Song history research, they could provide many interesting and insightful ideas and thoughts in many details.

What Zhou Shuren knew even less was how frenzied Chen Ke could be when borrowing other people's wisdom.

As a medical expert and literati, Zhou Shuren had a team allocated by the organization. He himself also knew some unemployed literati in Zhejiang with specialties in opera. Zhou Shuren also had a genuine passion for attacking those old traditions that didn't talk about the legal system. A month later, the article was written. In order to ensure his identity wouldn't affect the article, Zhou Shuren used the pen name Lu Xun. This article was published together with the previously written *Curbing the Flood* as *Old Tales Retold*.

The drama regarding the judicial trial was also beginning to be rehearsed intensively. Lu Xun's literary level was extraordinarily high, plus the emotions were full, and with the enthusiasm of those hungry literati to climb high branches, the speed of opera arrangement was also very fast. Less than two months after the trials began, the opera was sent to Xu Dian for review.

After watching it, Xu Dian was very satisfied with the play Zhou Shuren was responsible for. "This thing has no problem with details and the main melody. The core point is that everyone is equal before the law. If you want to find such a law, only we, the People's Party, have it here! As for artistry and the embellishment of words, that can come later."

Zhou Shuren felt Xu Dian was a bit too straightforward; there was actually quite a lot of very malicious sarcasm in it. Zhou Shuren also knew that being so sharp was a bit excessive, but he just wanted to weave these in.

A Party committee member of the legal system grinned bitterly. "Procurator-General Xu, should some details be deliberated again?"

Xu Dian laughed loudly. "Isn't it just that some plot points are a bit acerbic? For us, if mistakes exist, correct them; if not, keep up the good work. As for the masses, we must believe that the eyes of the masses are sharp. They have more discernment ability than we do. When selling radishes quickly, you don't wash the mud; let's perform it first."

After speaking, Xu Dian turned to Zhou Shuren and said, "These plays shouldn't be condensed into one. Separate them, just like that *Three Heroes and Five Gallants*, write more in the manner of a serialized story. Deputy Director Zhou, this work will trouble you."

Zhou Shuren didn't expect his efforts to be acknowledged so quickly. He expected even less that the novel *Storm in Western Zhejiang*, based on these plays, would come out, and movies, TV series, and even songs based on these plays would appear one after another in the following decades.

Zhou Shuren expected even less that decades later, China's highest literary award would be the Lu Xun Literature Prize, named after Zhou Shuren's pen name, Lu Xun.

Of course, in the short term, Zhou Shuren's reputation was not significant. But the name Lu Xun became well known to the newly formed future judicial teams. Lu Xun's review of the *[XXXX]* play became one of the assignments these students had to complete.

Zhou Shuren was a person very good at observation. His cognition of processes, grasp of character characteristics, and portrayal of details were far beyond ordinary people. Some students racked their brains when memorizing various regulations, but the results were not very good. Instead, after watching the plays, they had a rather deep impression of the processes.

Two months after the public trials began, and before the public trials had ended, plays about the public trials began to be performed in various places. With insufficient drama guidance, cadres and students from the legal aspect directly filled the roles. The opera teams went to various cities and villages. After the opera performances ended, the cadres and students explained the facts in the operas. With the opera as a gimmick, the masses at least knew what to ask. With the opera as an introduction, the cadres and students also had entry points for propaganda. The masses in the three southeastern provinces quickly knew that the People's Party had an institution called the court. If they wanted to sue, going to the government wouldn't work; they had to go to this institution called the court. The government couldn't try cases; only the court could.

As for what exactly the relationship between the government and the court was, the common people weren't clear, but at least the concept that only the court could try cases was finally propagated to the folk. As for how to identify who was from the court, the masses were very smart. Even without special propaganda, they knew to look for people according to those costumes in the big operas.

Of course, after these big operas finished, the masses also understood one thing. Those guys who used to be high and mighty were dead meat. The people were such a pragmatic group; since they knew a certain class was very likely to be finished, the masses' reaction was to participate in the action of toppling this class. Landlords and gentry found their days becoming harder and harder.

The People's Party was currently only demanding the blood debt from the gang that planned the Western Zhejiang Massacre. Because they temporarily didn't have the ability and personnel to fully implement land reform policies in the three southeastern provinces, they didn't touch the landlords and gentry who slaughtered each other in internal strife. These plays were performed, and the comrades from the courts who went deep into various places with the big opera troupes conducted propaganda. The families of the deceased who suffered slaughter in the internal strife of course knew that those powers currently in favor had money and guns, and wanting revenge was extremely difficult. Now seeing those high officials in the plays becoming prisoners one by one, daring not resist the People's Party at all, and the People's Party's big opera troupe had arrived in the locality, many people's minds became active.

Very quickly, some families of victims waited until the big opera finished and left, then secretly ran to find the opera troupe under the cover of night to cry out their grievances. Materials on various homicide cases began to pile up in the People's Party courts. Actions targeting the grassroots level in the three southeastern provinces gradually matured.
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"The hearts of men are made of flesh!" Xu Dian said with a rare sentimental tone during his interim report to the Central Committee regarding the grand trials in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. "The Chinese common people are truly very easily satisfied. Once justice is served, they are really too kind."

The People's Party originally did not want to engage in mass killings. Theoretically speaking, those accomplices, regardless of whether they had personally killed anyone, could all be sentenced to death. Once the grand trials began, the anger of the masses quickly shifted from the grassroots perpetrators to the planners of the massacre.

Xu Dian recounted the changes in the situation. "For these masses, they originally could not touch the ringleaders. Those people were high above; the masses had never even seen them, and didn't even know their names. Now that we have kicked these people down from the clouds and made them kneel before the people to accept judgment, the masses' hatred towards the specific implementers has actually lessened at this stage."

"Does that mean those small fry whose hands aren't stained with blood might not die?" Organization Department Minister Qi Huishen asked.

Xu Dian nodded. "That depends on how the Central Committee decides to handle this matter. If we are determined to let these people die together, it would still be very easy to manipulate public sentiment to sentence them to death. If the Central Committee believes that fixed-term imprisonment is sufficient as punishment, these people can survive."

Lu Huitian laughed. "I don't think so. It's already October, and the land reform in Western Zhejiang is about to begin. Life for these people won't be easy during the land reform."

Land is the lifeblood of farmers. Even families without blood feuds might have bloody conflicts fighting for the land they desire in their hearts, let alone when there is already an existing blood feud contradiction. The Party Central Committee might be able to view the problem with an attitude of "one thing at a time," but grassroots comrades would have to face countless troubles in actual operation. Lu Huitian had extremely rich administrative experience; once he said this, the comrades in the Central Committee could all imagine what would specifically happen.

Lu Huitian continued, "Life must go on, and people have to eat no matter how many blood feuds there are. We originally thought about moving the families of the landlords and gentry away, but looking at the situation now, these surviving revolutionary people are actually the minority. If we speak from the perspective of efficiency, we have to consider moving the surviving revolutionary masses and their families away."

Hearing Lu Huitian's proposal, the expressions of the comrades in the Central Committee were a bit unhappy. But no one criticized Lu Huitian's line as being wrong, because Lu Huitian was telling the truth. The land reform implemented by the People's Party in other regions had been able to unite the majority of the masses. After the tragic class struggle in Western Zhejiang, the majority in Western Zhejiang were actually not the revolutionary masses. To put it more bluntly, from the People's Party's perspective, the majority of the masses in Western Zhejiang belonged to the "guilty." Leaving the revolutionary masses and their surviving families in Western Zhejiang would easily form a situation where the minority oppresses the majority. If it were a regime like the Manchu Qing that deliberately provoked local conflicts, they would certainly be happy to do this. The People's Party would absolutely not choose such a method.

Even though the attitude of seeking truth from facts was implemented, the sense of justice in the hearts of the Central Committee comrades was still stimulated. No one would feel comfortable with such a situation.

After a moment of silence, Chen Ke asked Xu Dian, "What does Comrade Li Shouxian think?"

Xu Dian replied, "Comrade Li Shouxian said that this responsibility is too great; a single sentence could determine the life or death of over a hundred thousand people. He cannot bear this responsibility. Therefore, Comrade Li Shouxian hopes that the Central Committee can first make a strategic decision."

Now, the comrades of the Central Committee fell silent again. Everyone understood that Li Shouxian was right to do this. If the families of the revolutionaries were moved, the matter would not be so easy to handle. No one wants to leave their native land; after leaving their native land, everyone would have a strong sense of resentment in their hearts. A large part of the power to decide the life or death of those accomplices lay in the hands of these surviving families. If they didn't leave their native land, the families might consider that they would continue to be neighbors with the others in the future; as long as the compensation was satisfactory, they might show leniency.

But once they left their native land, what politeness would these families have left? At most, they would never interact with them again; it was completely imaginable that they would demand the execution of all participants. It was like an infected wound; no matter how it was treated, the pus that had formed must come out.

Everyone was clear about Li Shouxian's administrative ability; what the Central Committee could think of, Li Shouxian definitely thought of as well. His decisive choice not to bear the responsibility was indeed correct. The reason the Central Committee was the Central Committee was that the Central Committee had to shoulder the responsibility, rather than the Central Committee taking the benefits while the subordinates carried the bad consequences.

The formulation of policy is never the absolute practice of a certain truth, nor is it seeking perfection. Rather, it is a balance of various long-term and short-term interests.

The Central Committee had no reason to demand that the slaughtered common people be kinder than the slaughterers.

The Central Committee was also unwilling to cruelly sacrifice the lives of these more than a hundred thousand people due to certain emotional factors when it was possible to spare the lives of those accomplices whose crimes did not deserve death.

As the People's Party Central Committee promoting the concept of equality for all, they could not allow a certain region to form a natural threshold of high and low status.

It was just that all of this was the understanding of the People's Party Central Committee, not the attitude of the people.

Every Central Committee member in the conference room frowned and remained silent. The experience accumulated in practical work made various speculations of possibilities roll through their minds. Which interest should be chosen as the final guiding standard was indeed a very difficult matter to handle.

Xu Dian also had rich work experience, and he fully understood the distress of the Central Committee comrades. And Xu Dian finally understood why he could not become a true core member of the Party Central Committee. This was not just a question of job characteristics; more importantly, he understood that he lacked sufficient decisiveness. After all, at the very beginning, Xu Dian had already expressed his position that he did not hope for too much killing. But Xu Dian had not taken into account the other problems that would be encountered. He merely put forward the view of the judicial department. Even if this idea was the consensus of the Central Committee, faced with the terrible responsibility to be borne, Xu Dian knew he absolutely could not shoulder it.

"Human heads are not chives; they don't grow back after being cut," Chen Ke put forward his own view. Even when the killing intent was at its peak, the Central Committee was unwilling to take the simple path of slaughter, let alone now that the situation was far better than imagined.

The comrades of the Central Committee nodded slightly. Qi Huishen said, "Then should we send a comrade to Western Zhejiang to assist in the work?"

This was very subtle. What is called assisting in work? It was completely the Central Committee sending someone to Western Zhejiang to shoulder the responsibility.

"We should still trust Comrade Li Shouxian," Lu Huitian said. "The current situation mainly exists in Western Zhejiang. For the whole of Zhejiang, our policy has not changed."

Qi Huishen's attitude was still very firm. "Precisely because we trust Comrade Li Shouxian, we must support him even more. If everyone has concerns, we can send a young comrade to Western Zhejiang."

"Oh?" The comrades present immediately felt that Qi Huishen, the Organization Minister, had his own ideas.

"How young?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

"Almost 20 years old," Qi Huishen said calmly. "Graduating from the Political and Law College this year."

Now no one wanted to make a sound. It wasn't without precedent in the People's Party for someone to become a regional leader at the age of 20; it could even be said to be the norm, such as He Zudao who controlled military administration in the Military Commission. In the People's Party, those who took charge of great power only after the age of 30 were actually the minority. But that was 10 years ago. Now that Qi Huishen dared to recommend such a candidate, it showed he indeed had full confidence.

The Organization Minister managed personnel; recommending candidates was within Qi Huishen's scope of authority. At this point, the comrades felt Qi Huishen's attitude was too tough, but there was nothing to say institutionally. Adhering to the tradition of the People's Party, Qi Huishen's skin regarding the pursuit of vain reputation had long passed the stage of thin to thick, and had now entered the realm of thick to non-existent. He said calmly, "This job requires not only talking about principles but also handling interpersonal relationships skillfully while talking about principles. That is what Chairman Chen calls EQ. Many local cadres in Zhejiang might have okay EQ, but there are problems with their principles and the degree of application of principles. Many of our comrades from the old base areas grasp principles very well, but have problems with EQ. This young comrade I want to recommend exceeds the category of excellent in terms of the materialist view of seeking truth from facts, IQ, conduct, and attitude towards striving for progress. More importantly, in terms of EQ, many of us old guys in the Central Committee may not be able to catch up with him. Breathtaking! Breathtaking!"

Chen Ke couldn't reject Qi Huishen's request either. He laughed, "Needless to say, he must be better than me."

The Central Committee members couldn't help but laugh. But Qi Huishen didn't laugh; he said seriously to Chen Ke, "Anyone in our People's Party can talk about interpersonal relationships, but only you cannot. You cannot have interpersonal relationships."

After these words were spoken, the comrades were stunned for a moment, and then the entire venue roared with laughter. Chen Ke also laughed heartily, "Originally, I was worried that my lack of understanding of interpersonal relationships would make everyone dislike me. I didn't expect this to be a good thing."

After everyone finished laughing, Qi Huishen continued, "Sometimes, seeing extremely excellent comrades, I still can't help but want to hand over harder work to them. Only with pressure is there motivation, but any work must have someone to bear the responsibility. Since I am doing this, I want to put forward three ideas. First, the recommended comrade must be discussed by the Party Committee. Second, the recommender must share the responsibility. Third, the recommended comrade must have a clear scope of use, and the recommender cannot seek special care. If these three points can be achieved, rigorous recommendation is not a bad thing."

These were honest words, and all the Central Committee comrades nodded in agreement. Hua Xiongmao laughed, "This is the work of the Organization Department. You, Minister Qi, must definitely be constantly progressing amidst mistakes."

Seeing that Hua Xiongmao supported Qi Huishen, and Chen Ke had no intention of stopping it, everyone expressed their agreement. A Party Committee resolution; this recommendation must be kept confidential. And it was suggested that all future Party Committee recommendation work adopt a confidential archiving system. Checked by the Political and Legal Affairs Commission. So, three days later, a young comrade named Wu Xiangyu went to report to Li Shouxian with the Central Committee's instruction document.

Li Shouxian was very satisfied after seeing the Central Committee's resolution. The resolution required that when dealing with the Western Zhejiang issue, appropriate means should be adopted to "stabilize the emotions of the masses in Western Zhejiang," and after the trials and land reform were completed, the surviving families of the revolutionary masses would be moved to the cities and arranged for work. Li Shouxian understood very well that this was a method of using both kindness and severity. To put it bluntly, it was to use the existence of the surviving families of the revolutionary masses to make the people in the Western Zhejiang region feel pressure, and complete the trials, land reform, and grassroots organization construction work under pressure. After this work was completed, the government would come forward to move the surviving families of the revolutionary masses out of Western Zhejiang, restoring equality and stability in Western Zhejiang.

What surprised and satisfied Li Shouxian even more was that the young comrade Wu Xiangyu quickly understood the Central Committee's ideas, and without a trace of "surprise." This was not a trait easily found in young people; young people were prone to making a fuss about nothing and viewing the world completely based on their own understanding. But this young comrade Wu Xiangyu had a strange affinity; he easily integrated into the organization and was able to quickly determine his scope of work and work content.

The People's Party was never afraid of comrades failing, but this did not mean allowing comrades to have problems with their ideological starting point when doing work. Doing work was simply doing work; a young comrade like Wu Xiangyu really made Li Shouxian overjoyed. However, the more excellent the comrade, the more they needed tempering. Without a large amount of failure experience, without these failures letting the laborer understand what they exactly "could not do," the political life of an excellent comrade could easily die prematurely halfway. There was no need for the Central Committee to instruct; Li Shouxian knew very well how to use these young comrades.

There was a rule in the People's Party's organizational engineering: a qualified cadre must be able to discover and train their own successor in their work. Treating a position as one's own inviolable territory was a standard manifestation of the feudal system. Without anyone, the earth would continue to turn, and the sun would rise as usual. Since one was a member of the organization, one must consider problems from the perspective of the organization's good operation.

Seeing a young comrade with the possibility of succeeding his position, Li Shouxian felt very gratified. However, this comrade being so young also made Li Shouxian feel that jealousy and envy unique to older people towards young people.

Since the land reform work in Western Zhejiang was to unfold, the trial work also had to be intensified. Fortunately, the huge manpower and material resources invested in the early stage finally saw results. The trials for the upper levels were nearing the end; the Zhejiang Provincial High Court was responsible for trying those high-level counter-revolutionaries. The intermediate and local courts in various places were responsible for the trial work of counter-revolutionaries at all levels.

What the People's Party spent huge manpower and energy to deal with was the group of people who carried out the massacre in Western Zhejiang. After these facts were investigated clearly, the internal slaughter within the ruling class in Zhejiang and even the three southeastern provinces could be put aside for a while. The high-level counter-revolutionaries naturally could not be spared; the reason they were not killed now was that some issues had not been finally clarified. The middle-level personnel of the counter-revolutionaries were also dead for sure; the reason they were not dead now was that there were still some issues with the specific executors below that needed to be completely clarified. The local courts began comprehensive trials of specific executors throughout Western Zhejiang. The leaders among them naturally had no possibility of escaping punishment. Regarding the judgments of accessories and vassals, most were only sentenced to fixed-term imprisonment.

Regarding the judgment of fixed-term imprisonment, Li Shouxian raised a practical operational question to Xu Dian. "How to ensure in actual operation that the masses do not form the concept that labor is a punishment?"
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"We have always said that labor is the most glorious, and we must absolutely not treat labor as a form of punishment. So what exactly is punishment? Punishment is depriving the criminal of the economic benefits obtained through labor. This is the content of the punishment. Of course, I actually do not recommend depriving criminals of the right to obtain remuneration through participating in labor. I think this still needs to be clearly distinguished."

Li Shouxian spoke with fervor and assurance while facing Xu Dian, and Xu Dian listened quietly. Theoretical research, as well as research combining fact with theory, had always been important work for the People's Party. The People's Party promoted the rapid development of the base area's economy by establishing a socialist system, promoting scientific systems, and improving labor efficiency. In this process, the People's Party, as well as the Party, government, and army, all paid a huge amount of labor, even labor without remuneration. Therefore, in the field of labor remuneration and property rights definition, there has always been a lot of debate and discussion.

After listening to Li Shouxian express a set of leftist concepts within the People's Party, Xu Dian asked a question, "Now it is not such a simple problem of defining punishment. Chairman Chen has spoken about labor-intensive sweatshops. Our labor reform department once made an attempt and organized production according to that method. I think you definitely know what the result was."

Li Shouxian certainly knew. There was a labor reform team in Hubei that implemented an unprecedentedly "harsh" management model. All actions had to be strictly carried out according to the schedule, and there was also mandatory ideological education of criticism and self-criticism. This labor reform team was engaged in the repetitive labor of making buttons. After a year, the income of the high-efficiency working criminals was higher than that of ordinary workers outside. Because this money, after deducting food costs, was all handed over to the criminals' families, it ended up causing incidents where, when the criminals' sentences were served and they were about to be released, their families begged for them to be locked up for a few more years.

Envy is human nature. Hubei produced various jingles to satirize this matter. The rumor that "Going to prison makes you a rich man!" made the Hubei local government quite uncomfortable for a while.

Li Shouxian certainly would not be stumped by this example. He sneered, "What was the propaganda department doing?"

Xu Dian waved his hand, "This is not a matter for the propaganda department. We also want to implement such a high intensity of workload outside, but we simply cannot find so many laborers willing to exert such great effort. That labor reform team had meticulous management. Moreover, criminals participating in labor is a compulsory behavior; labor became the entirety of the criminals' lives. But when you are outside, life is not that simple. What is that called? Oh, pursuing quality of life."

Li Shouxian sneered, "Only laborers can possibly improve their quality of life. Without labor, where does life come from?"

Xu Dian really couldn't figure out what exactly Li Shouxian meant. He laughed, "This idea of yours..." Just as he said this, Xu Dian somewhat understood what Li Shouxian meant. He said in surprise, "Are you planning to do this in Zhejiang?"

"Can't I?" Li Shouxian replied.

Xu Dian replied seriously, "I think it won't work, at least it is inappropriate. You must know, what the masses want to get rid of now is the status quo of poverty. If you use material incentives like this, I'm afraid it will cause ideological confusion. There will definitely be a portion who feel that crime is not that shameful."

Li Shouxian replied seriously, "You are the one talking nonsense. Which of the Chinese common people doesn't know that crime is shameful? It is inevitable that some people will be confused as you said, but that shows there is a problem with the propaganda department. Comrade Lu Huitian is very capable, but I think he is a rightist. Propaganda work cannot make the masses distinguish right from wrong; the purpose of propaganda work is to let the masses come into contact with facts. Distinguishing right from wrong is a personal ideological problem. Thinking that talking with one's mouth can solve ideological problems, that is idealism."

Xu Dian actually believed Li Shouxian's words. Even if severe laws and harsh punishments were adopted, there would still be people flying into the fire like moths to trigger the law. Everyone pursues different things. In order to satisfy the desires in their hearts, many people really disregard everything. After calming his emotions a bit, Xu Dian replied, "But if it is not mandatory, many things I'm afraid may not necessarily develop in the direction we hope for. I still say that. The social cost is too high. Sometimes strong control is also necessary."

Facing Xu Dian's questioning, Li Shouxian replied, "How the social cost is increased can only be determined after practice. No investigation, no right to speak."

Seeing that Li Shouxian was determined, Xu Dian also gave up the effort to persuade Li Shouxian. Because Xu Dian himself also hoped to see Li Shouxian's attempt succeed.

Concern for laborers and respect for labor did not mean that Li Shouxian was soft on the counter-revolutionaries who should be shot. While arranging labor reform, Li Shouxian also arranged for the execution of counter-revolutionaries in Western Zhejiang. In every village, in every town, at the places where those counter-revolutionaries had killed revolutionary masses, execution rallies were held. Revolutionary families wearing mourning dress, as well as common people with various expressions on their faces, all arrived at the scene.

Red flags fluttered, dazzlingly bright under the winter sky. The criminals to be executed had long known their fate of being forced to death. Everyone was limp all over, no longer having the tyranny they had when killing people. In groups of four, these people were brought to the execution ground and made to kneel. The judicial police pulled out the wooden signs marked with their names inserted behind their backs, and then shot them in the back of the head at the position of the medulla oblongata with pistols.

After the gunshots rang out, the crowd all had dark faces and did not make a sound. The revolutionary families, on the other hand, wailed loudly. Within ten days, a total of more than 9,700 counter-revolutionaries were executed in Western Zhejiang. Adding the more than 45,000 people sentenced to prison terms, the forces of landlords and gentry entrenched in Western Zhejiang were completely swept away.

With such a powerful deterrent force, the People's Party carried out land reform in Western Zhejiang. No one resisted. Based on the People's Party's investigation of the mountains, forests, and fields in Western Zhejiang, all the land reform work was completed very quickly. After the land reform was completed, Western Zhejiang built supply and marketing cooperatives and various labor production technology service departments according to the plan. The People's Party struck its roots deeply in Zhejiang.

Jiangsu, which neighbors Zhejiang, also welcomed representatives of the People's Party in the winter of 1916. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army formally made a request to Wang Youhong to fully take over the Beiyang government's assets in Jiangsu. Wang Youhong naturally knew that the People's Party was referring to the officially owned land in Shanghai, as well as a series of industries with the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau as the core.

To this, Wang Youhong did not refuse. Moreover, Wang Youhong also maintained very flexible discussion techniques, conducting discussions on how the People's Party and Jiangsu would cooperate in Shanghai. "Raw silk is not only the bulk of your side's exports but also our side's largest export item. And we both need to import machinery and equipment. I hope to be able to cooperate on this matter."

The People's Party representative was very appreciative of the attitude Wang Youhong showed. He asked, "Admiral Wang, our side is very interested in the New Policies you are implementing in Jiangsu. But I wonder how Admiral Wang carried out the theoretical design?"

Wang Youhong laughed, "This is thanks to Mr. Yan, who successively produced two versions of the translation of *The Wealth of Nations*. I also read Chairman Chen's book review. It was truly of great benefit."

"Adam Smith's *The Wealth of Nations*?" the People's Party representative asked.

Wang Youhong replied frankly, "Exactly. Chairman Chen said in the book review that the most shining point of Adam Smith in the book is encouraging the development of industrial capital and restricting or even striking at landlord forces. Because industrial capital is capital based on the entire society, while landlord forces are a backward way of drawing a circle on the ground to serve as a prison. We in Jiangsu have learned Chairman Chen's attitude, encouraging production and restricting speculation and various rents and taxes. Although the days were hard in the first few years, it got better after getting over the hurdle."

"So that's how it is," the People's Party representative nodded slowly and said.

Wang Youhong was also unclear whether the People's Party representative was faking it or was really moved. Anyway, these were no longer important. The People's Party possessed the ability to destroy Jiangsu, so what was said with the mouth was no longer important.

Sure enough, the People's Party representative paused for a moment and then said, "Military Governor Wang, Chairman Chen entrusted me to pass a word to you. Regarding Jiangsu, we want to split it into two. Shanghai will be a municipality directly under the central government, directly managed by our People's Party. And the remaining part of Jiangsu will form a special administrative region. This administrative region can decide its own system and establish laws by itself. Everything will be like the policies during the autonomy of the joint provinces. I wonder what Military Governor Wang thinks?"

What should come will come eventually, Wang Youhong thought. However, Wang Youhong's power could no longer determine the fate of Jiangsu. Whether the People's Party swallowed it whole or nibbled it away was no longer important to Wang Youhong. Moreover, the request made by Chen Ke really could not be said to have not saved face for Wang Youhong. The place of Shanghai was simply not an area Wang Youhong could control. Not only could Wang Youhong not afford to provoke the foreign forces, but even the local gang forces in Shanghai were hard for Wang Youhong to shake. Since the People's Party was willing to wade into this muddy water, Wang Youhong had no other way but to agree.

"As for the Jiangsu Special Administrative Region, are there any particular requirements?" Wang Youhong inquired about the matter most important to himself.

Just as Wang Youhong thought, the People's Party actually did not care at all what Wang Youhong thought about Shanghai. While that representative of the People's Party was negotiating with Wang Youhong, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, with the help of He Ruqing, had already controlled the various enterprises of the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau. And a fleet of considerable size, covered in rust, also approached the dock of the Jiangnan Shipyard. The Beiyang symbol was faintly visible on the ships, but the flags on the masts had already been changed to the red August 1st military flag.

Yan Fu, in a snow-white navy uniform, stood on the dock watching this Chinese fleet that had weathered storms slowly approaching, tears already glistening in his eyes. This fleet had undergone emergency repairs and was replenished with coal. The small vessels underwent major repairs in Mawei. The large vessels sailed to Shanghai to undergo comprehensive repairs at the shipyard of the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau. If no accidents happened, in two months, a brand-new People's Navy fleet would set sail from Shanghai and head south. The destination of this fleet was Hainan Island.

The purpose of the People's Party building a navy was to face the future, but what Yan Fu felt at this moment was heavy history. Having experienced countless storms, countless efforts, and countless heartbreaks. Yan Fu had experienced all the major events of this navy for nearly 30 years of the first half of his life. Now that this navy was crowned with the name of the people, he met with it again.

Most of the workers and technical personnel of the Jiangnan Shipyard were already in place. Among them were also many engineering personnel of the People's Party. The personnel of the Jiangnan Shipyard showed more vigilance, while the personnel of the People's Party showed a kind of enthusiastic expectation. The vast majority of them had never boarded a warship with a tonnage of over a thousand tons, let alone repaired and refitted these warships. Now that they finally got such an opportunity, every comrade was full of drive. More importantly, in the eyes of the engineering and technical personnel of the People's Party, the fleet before them was "our fleet." This especially stirred their emotions.

With the help of tugboats, the largest warship in the lead finally docked at the pier. The technical personnel and port affairs personnel of the Jiangnan Shipyard began work such as tying cables to the ship.

After the gangway was set up, a team of soldiers wearing Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Navy uniforms walked down from the mottled gangway. Leading them was Navy Commander Sa Zhenbing. Unlike Yan Fu's emotional excitement, Sa Zhenbing appeared slightly reserved. Sailing for the first time as a member of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Navy was also a very new experience for Sa Zhenbing.

Outside the shipyard harbor, there were not only the navy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army but also warships of Britain and even Japan. Compared with the rusty Chinese ships, the British and Japanese ships looked quite sleek because of timely maintenance. Moreover, from tonnage to artillery, the British and Japanese warships exceeded the warships of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army by a lot. Comparing the two, the British and Japanese militaries were full of a high-spirited posturing attitude. It was just that the moods of the naval commanders of the two countries were far from that relaxed.

The only thing that can destroy a fleet on the ocean is the enemy's fleet. Up to now, Britain and Japan temporarily had no intention of having a showdown with the People's Party on land. The sharp weapon they could use to threaten the People's Party was the navy in their hands. China has a long coastline and numerous ports. Even if this fleet, which could almost be described as dilapidated, underwent repairs, it could still play a very important role after escaping the surveillance of the British and Japanese navies.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had already proven its power on land. Even with the cooperation of a not-so-powerful navy, the difficulty of fighting the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would be greatly increased. Especially Japan; they knew very well that fighting the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in Korea was only a matter of time. If Japan encountered an attack by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Navy during the war, Japan's combat would also encounter great problems.

The Japanese naval commander actually really wanted to shell the navy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army right now. Launching a surprise attack at this moment, there was a more than ninety percent probability of completely wiping out this fleet. However, the Japanese naval commander was equally clear that if he did this now, the army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would have a one hundred percent probability of immediately launching an attack on Korea. If that happened, the Japanese naval commander did not want to guess at all what winning percentage Japan could have in the Korean war. Anyway, that would definitely not be a number that made the Japanese feel rejoicing and encouraged.

The China of the past that would succumb as long as it received a war threat no longer existed. Even watching China strive to sharpen its fangs of war with their own eyes, foreign countries could only watch helplessly. The Japanese naval commander, sensing this change, felt a great unease arise in his heart.
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In the world of 1916, the Chinese Civil War and the war between China and Japan, as well as the subsequent purge by the People's Party, resulted in nearly a million casualties in East Asia. At the western end of the World Island, the European war also continued its brutal bloodbath.

At the beginning of the year, Chen Ke exhausted all means and, with the help of American financial groups, sent 700 German soldiers back to Germany. The American financial group helping the People's Party asked the People's Party representative a question, "What use is there in sending 700 people back to Germany?"

The People's Party representative replied: "We also want to establish relations with Germany after the war. At any rate, there will always be a few left out of the 700 after they arrive. Perhaps among these survivors, there might be some who are willing to help the People's Party make connections and get to know the prominent figures of post-war Germany."

Running connections is not a unique characteristic of China; it is the same in countries all over the world, just that the forms of expression are different. The social status of German soldiers is relatively high, and having officers to help would indeed be of great benefit. Compared to detaining German prisoners in China, the latter option of paying a certain price to prepare for future connections carried greater risk, but the potential returns after success were also greater. The American side also investigated the situation of these German soldiers and found that they had no special mission. After all, the distance between China and Germany made cooperation between the two countries seem extremely unlikely. In the end, the American financial group decided to help.

This was originally a small matter. There were quite a few German immigrants in the United States, and it was not rare for descendants of Germans to return to Germany to fight during World War I. So the Americans didn't think much about it at all.

In the summer of the Battle of Verdun, when the German front line adopted tactics on two directions that were vastly different from previous battle models, the Americans simply did not treat the subtle changes therein and the actions of the People's Party as anything significant.

In early 1916, the German Imperial Command decided to shift its strategic focus westward. Chief of the General Staff Falkenhayn set the strike target at the famous fortress of Verdun in France. Verdun was a salient in the Anglo-French line; it was like a protruding sharp tooth, posing a serious threat to the flank of the German army penetrating into northern France. Germany and France had clashed here many times, but the German army had failed to capture the fortress. If the German army could capture Verdun in one fell swoop this time, it would surely deal a heavy blow to French morale. At the same time, occupying Verdun would open up the German army's path to Paris. Once Paris was occupied, France would collapse on its own, and the remaining British and Russian armies would not be enough to be feared.

However, in the First World War, the Western Front in Europe had massed artillery clusters unprecedented in human history and continuous trench defense lines. Neither the Entente nor the Central Powers lacked firepower, or even manpower. What they lacked was the mobility and method to break through the enemy's defense lines.

The Battle of Verdun was fought from February to June 1916. Almost every inch of land was bombarded by artillery fire, and almost every inch of land had people attempting to dig trenches or successfully digging trenches. The German army paid a heavy price for its difficult advance. On June 22, the German army used poison gas warfare on a large scale for the first time in human history. Poison gas warfare had a certain effect, easily pushing the battle line a few kilometers. This was a huge success on the battlefield of the terrifying trench warfare meat grinder, but it failed to achieve a breakthrough in the true sense.

In another direction, a German division spontaneously adopted completely new breakthrough tactics. The German infantry division did not adopt the previous tactic of artillery coverage followed by infantry charges. This time, the artillery bombardment changed from violent full-coverage fire to continuous suppression fire. This kind of attack was very dangerous. It wasn't about the threat to the enemy, but because the European battlefield of WWI gathered the world's largest artillery groups. Continuous shelling could easily expose one's own position, causing the artillery position to be shelled by enemy artillery.

The purpose of the German continuous shelling was to disrupt the communications and command of the enemy's defense lines. The real highlight was the tactics of this division. They did not attack in a line. The entire division was divided into three assault directions. The assault teams at the very front were mainly small combat groups, equipped with light machine guns, mortars, flamethrowers, grenade launchers, and hand grenades, looking for the enemy's weak zones and carrying out breakthroughs. After breaking through, the assault troops continued to advance forward. Targets included enemy artillery positions, headquarters, and intersections of communication lines. The remnant enemy forces on the attack route were left to follow-up troops to clean up. On June 22, within half a day of the attack starting, they advanced 8 kilometers at an astonishing speed.

This attack was ultimately defeated by the overwhelming artillery fire of the French army. In order to contain the fierce attack of this German force, when the French found that the situation was becoming irretrievable, they even disregarded the remnant French troops still on the positions and fired more than a hundred thousand shells at this attacking German division within two hours. The Germans were naturally unwilling to give up this 8-kilometer breakthrough depth either. Although no one thought there could be such progress before the battle started, and follow-up artillery preparation was insufficient, Germany still did its best to mobilize firepower to fiercely shoot at the French artillery positions. Within one day, on this breakthrough point three kilometers wide and eight kilometers long, both sides consumed over a million shells in total.

The casualties of the German division that implemented the breakthrough exceeded 80%, and 90% of these casualties were caused by shelling. Finally, this division was withdrawn to the rear for reorganization and rest, and the Battle of Verdun continued to be fought as it was in history.

The change came 3 months later, when the Battle of the Somme was in its most difficult period.

In June 1916, to relieve the pressure on the French army in the Battle of Verdun, the Anglo-French allied forces jointly launched the Battle of the Somme. On July 1, 1916, the British created a "movable and tragic" act of idiocy in the history of human warfare. Starting from June 24, the British and French armies carried out 7 days of artillery preparation. At 7:30 am on July 1, the infantry launched an attack under artillery support. The main attack directions of both Britain and France achieved breakthroughs, but the British left wing attack troops lined up in square formations. The officers' riding boots and caps were polished bright, and the infantry's bayonets flashed with cold light. They just lined up in horizontal lines and launched a charge towards the German trenches in square formations amidst the accompaniment of military band music.

Under the violent fire of German Maxim machine guns and artillery, these British troops were mowed down in patches like wheat. In one day, the British lost 60,000 men.

Of course, the British quickly demonstrated the demeanor of an industrial power. Such idiotic behavior did not appear a second time. Moreover, on September 15, 1916, Britain implemented the first tank attack in human history during the Battle of the Somme. These steel behemoths roared, their thick shells resisting machine gun bullets and even small-caliber artillery shells on the positions. They crushed over barbed wire, crossed trenches, and fiercely strafed German soldiers from a commanding height with the machine guns carried on the tanks. It brought great panic to the German army, breaking through four or five kilometers in one day.

As if to retaliate against the British tank attack, on September 16, 1916, a German corps went to the front line from the rear. This corps was responsible for a battle line ten kilometers wide. Unlike other troops, this corps received personnel from a division that had suffered heavy losses in Verdun three months ago and had to be withdrawn to the rear. Moreover, members of this division held many important positions in this corps.

On September 27, 1916, when the Battle of the Somme fell into a stalemate stage, this corps launched an attack on the British and French armies on the front. Almost exactly the same as the attack three months ago, this corps sent assault teams to lurk in front of the enemy under the cover of night, cut the barbed wire, and launched a sudden attack before dawn. They no longer pursued a full breakthrough, but launched fierce attacks on more than a dozen pre-determined attack points.

These soldiers used light machine guns, flamethrowers, mortars, rifle grenades, and even engineer shovels with great proficiency. They completed the breakthrough within a little over an hour. The follow-up troops of this German corps immediately followed up the attack in column formation, killing their way into the positions of the British and French armies. German artillery shelled Britain and France in the form of a barrage. This corps ignored the rear and flanks, burying their heads and attacking forward continuously.

The main German force followed the path opened up by this corps. They exterminated the British and French "remnant enemies" on the positions, although the number of remnant enemies was far greater than the number eliminated in the previous battle. However, these British and French soldiers had already been divided and surrounded. When subjected to German attacks that were far greater in number than their own side, they could only be annihilated one by one.

The entire battle line width of the Battle of the Somme was only 50 kilometers. The German army advanced eight kilometers in one day on a 10-kilometer battle line width, triggering a German counterattack on the entire battle line. Seeing that the entire battle line was on the verge of collapse, the Anglo-French allied forces used artillery shells to weave a deathly net of firepower. The shelling lasted for a whole day. Coupled with the use of tank troops to implement counterattacks, they managed to maintain the situation from deteriorating further after paying a huge price in manpower and consumption of weapons and ammunition.

After a day, on the entire 50-kilometer wide battle line, the Anglo-French allied forces were beaten back five kilometers, and the furthest attack distance of the German army reached an unprecedented ten kilometers. The Germans also paid a heavy price. The corps responsible for the attack suffered nearly half casualties and simply disbanded on the spot. Some personnel were incorporated into other troops, and another part of the personnel was transferred back to the rear for reorganization and restructuring.

By the rainy season in November, the Battle of the Somme ended. The Anglo-French allied forces lost 960,000 men. Not only did they not capture the Somme River, but the battle line was pushed back 8 kilometers by the German army. The German army lost 450,000 men.

The Battle of Verdun was still continuing. The French army had already lost 550,000 men in Verdun, and the German army lost 340,000. The fighting was still going on brutally.

By this time, the troop strength of the Anglo-French allied forces had reached rock bottom. The ruling classes of both countries knew very well that if no new forces joined the war, it was unknown whether they could defeat the Central Powers. Both countries would exhaust all their country's troops before seeing victory.

In addition to strongly demanding that Russia immediately implement an attack on Germany to relieve the pressure on Germany in the West, Britain and France both turned their eyes to the whole world, trying to seek new sources of troops. The powers that entered the vision of the two countries were first and foremost the United States, which had always "remained neutral," and secondly, the Chinese People's Party, which had been fighting for the liberation of its own country.

The United States was a supplier to the Entente Powers and had strong industrial capabilities. The latest intelligence from China claimed that the Chinese People's Party had already seized the Northeast, and the Northeast regional warlord Zhang Zuolin fled to Mongolia. A People's Party navy crossed the Qiongzhou Strait and seized the southern Chinese island of Qiongzhou. At this time, the People's Party controlled a vast area from the Northeast to the South China Sea, possessing a population of over two hundred million and an army numbering in the millions.

Especially the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army under the People's Party. The army in this military force displayed combat effectiveness far exceeding that of the Japanese Army. In terms of combat effectiveness alone, it greatly exceeded the upper limit of the cannon fodder troops that Britain and France expected.

Neither the United States nor the People's Party showed any intention of joining the Entente Powers. Especially the People's Party; even at the critical moment of falling out with the British, they consistently emphasized their attitude of unwillingness to join the Entente Powers.

The British could naturally understand the People's Party's thinking. In fact, for decades, they had been facing resistance forces everywhere trying to seek their own country's independence. The goal pursued by the People's Party was not strange to the British at all. At the end of 1916, when the British Empire had almost been bled dry, the issue of this country, China, obtaining its own independence and sovereignty was not a headache for the British at all. Even in the sequence of China issues, the problem that gave the British more of a headache was how to get the Chinese People's Party to accept British war bonds. The Chinese People's Party was not only an opponent of the British but also a supplier of considerable scale to Britain.

So Britain and France quickly reached a consensus. The most important diplomatic work right now was how to get the United States and the Chinese People's Party to join the Entente and provide troops.

Soon, the ministers of Britain and France in the United States and China both received orders from their home countries.



★


Butterflys Wings 2

Volume 5 - Chapter 185

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 185 Butterfly's Wings (2)

"They finally came!" Chen Ke stretched lazily in his seat, completely disregarding his image, after seeing off the British Minister who had personally come to Wuhan to visit the People's Party. The comrades passed around and read the document brought by the British Minister. This document was written in Chinese, and very thoughtfully adopted the People's Party's horizontal left-to-right writing style, and even used simplified characters.

That Chen Ke could feel so relaxed made the comrades feel even more jubilant, and even a bit disbelief. Not only had the British Minister personally come to Wuhan, but Britain had also shown true sincerity. After confronting the People's Party in Wuhan for over a year, the British Yangtze Fleet weighed anchor and sailed for Shanghai. Although the British fleet still blocked the mouth of the Yangtze River, and the Anglo-Japanese Alliance gave Britain an overwhelming advantage in the Far East oceans, Britain's retreat made the People's Party realize one thing: this retreat was just the beginning, not the end.

"What was the result of the talks?" Zhang Yu asked. Like the other comrades, he couldn't help but smile. After so much persistence and effort, seeing the true dawn made Zhang Yu feel a bit overwhelmed with emotion.

"Shall we employ some Beiyang members?" Chen Ke didn't answer how to do it, but instead raised a strange question.

"Why?" The comrades were very surprised. Today, when the People's Party had completely trampled Beiyang underfoot, employing Beiyang personnel seemed rather odd. Even from the perspective of making contributions, there was no need to let Beiyang members atone for their crimes through service.

Chen Ke answered, "Because we are a bunch of country bumpkins who don't understand international law and international conventions."

"Haha!" "Hehe!" "Hoho!" The comrades' different personalities led to different laughter, but the meaning behind the laughter was the same: everyone felt Chen Ke was joking too much.

"Isn't international law just justice within the range of a cannon?" Hua Xiongmao said.

Chen Ke also smiled and replied, "That's right. The problem is that negotiations outside the range of cannons still require skill. I have great confidence in the comrades if we roll up our sleeves and fight the British. But asking you to pay lip service to the British and engage in intrigue is really not something we have been trained for. We need to find professionals for this kind of work."

Seeing that Chen Ke wasn't trying to give the Beiyang people a way out or a policy advantage, the comrades' emotions calmed down. "Then who are you planning to use, Chairman Chen?"

"Tang Shaoyi's son-in-law, Gu Weijun," Chen Ke gave the answer.

Everyone had heard of Tang Shaoyi, but most comrades were hearing the name Gu Weijun for the first time. Since Chen Ke had named him, and only wanted to bring a young man from Beiyang to work, the comrades didn't try to stop Chen Ke's idea.

"The recent work is not focused on diplomacy. Justice is within the range of cannons, so what we need is to work hard to build cannons with longer range." Chen Ke had just finished half his sentence when Hua Xiongmao became happy, thinking there might be a war to fight. However, Hua Xiongmao was quickly disappointed as Chen Ke continued, "The core work right now is making steel and building railways."

Seeing the comrades looking puzzled, Chen Ke was in a good mood, so he explained, "The industrial strength of the Americans has long surpassed that of the British. One of the foundations of their heavy industry development lies in the extensive construction of railways. The benefit of railways is that they lower transportation costs, greatly reducing the cost of commodity circulation. Not to mention the efficiency of transporting troops, grain, and materials. I don't need to emphasize to everyone what the Beijing-Hankou line looks like right now, do I?"

"Are we really not going to take military action for the time being?" Hua Xiongmao was very brooding about this. Seeing a great opportunity to unify China, he could only watch helplessly, which made him very anxious.

Chen Ke persuaded, "In the future, we will definitely not lack battles to fight. What we lack is a period of peace and construction. If we do one more point of construction now, we will have ten points of return in the future. Doesn't the current state of the Beijing-Hankou Railway explain the problem clearly enough?"

Hearing that development was to tilt towards heavy industry, You Gou immediately became energetic. "These tasks need the full support of the Railway Engineering Corps!"

Since You Gou spoke so politely, Hua Xiongmao couldn't help but express himself. "The shipyards will also develop greatly."

"No matter how many ships the shipyard builds, without the support of the army's engineering corps, the canal shipping will be blocked by silt." With You Gou's intelligence, she wouldn't fall for Hua Xiongmao's trick at all.

Seeing that he couldn't out-argue You Gou, Hua Xiongmao accepted it. "Fine! Fine! Our troops will increase investment in infrastructure construction. It's just that the comrades in the localities should also cooperate with the labor."

Finance Minister Fu Yu said with some worry, "In the final analysis, it's still a question of organizing labor. But can the national financial budget support it? The current currency issuance volume is too large, several times larger than two years ago. There are no signs of inflation yet, and the comrades in the Ministry of Finance don't dare to use the calculation models anymore. According to the old models, this would cause major problems."

Chen Ke had witnessed the 2008 financial crisis, so he wasn't too worried about the currency issuance problem. "The core point of the financial problem is whether the laborers can get paid. If the money only goes into the hands of the laborers, the operation of this society is very healthy. If the money only goes into the hands of rentiers and capital owners, then something big will definitely happen. So while developing productive forces, we must reduce various social costs. Heavy industry is precisely what can best balance the two. We are now importing a large amount of raw materials from overseas, and many regions also have many professional processing industries based on their own characteristics. If costs cannot be reduced, our domestic masses cannot afford these products, which is true waste. Distorting supply and demand can only be maintained for a while; it cannot go on forever. That would cause big trouble. My personal energy is limited, and recently I still want to focus on economic construction work."

No one dared to stop Chen Ke from focusing on whatever work he wanted. Diplomatic work was handed over to the Politburo. Britain formally presented a series of demands to the People's Party. First of all, Britain became tough on abolishing various old treaties. Regarding British interests in China, they no longer had the appearance that "everything can be discussed" as before.

When it came to real bargaining and haggling over every ounce, it meant that the deal was striding forward towards a settlement. The navigation rights of British merchant ships entering and exiting the Yangtze River were Britain's most important commercial interest in China. The People's Party and Britain conducted the first round of negotiations with this issue as the entry point.

Gu Weijun's capture by the People's Party was of the "walking right into the trap" type. His father-in-law Tang Shaoyi told Gu Weijun to run away quickly, and he did run away with his wife. After arriving in Henan, Gu Weijun felt that there was really no way to continue fleeing south. Not only were the checks at train stations and other places extremely strict, but even the countryside was under martial law if he went by land.

Under such circumstances, Gu Weijun was stranded in Zhengzhou, unable to move. In the end, Gu Weijun simply made a risky move. He ran to the People's Party Henan government, identified himself, and asked to be sent to see Yan Fu, with Gu Weijun paying for the travel expenses himself. This was really a last resort. Yan Fu was the only high-ranking official in the People's Party that Gu Weijun could connect with. With the turmoil outside, if he forced his way south, Gu Weijun felt that he and his wife might lose their lives. As a last resort, Gu Weijun could only hug this big tree first.

Hearing that this young man, Gu Weijun, was actually the Acting Minister of Foreign Affairs for Beiyang, and that he wanted to see Yan Fu, the comrades in Zhengzhou didn't dare to make a decision easily. aside from investigating Gu Weijun, they also sent news to the Central Committee and Yan Fu. The Central Committee's reply was, "If it is confirmed that this person is Gu Weijun, send him to Wuhan." After some investigation, Gu Weijun and his wife Tang Baoyue were sent to Wuhan. The People's Party didn't make things difficult for him, nor did they release him. They just put Gu Weijun under supervision and let him temporarily work as an English teacher in a middle school in Wuhan.

Gu Weijun was very pragmatic and didn't resist this arrangement at all. Now that he had been urgently transferred to the diplomatic negotiation team, Gu Weijun did his best in the negotiations on the Sino-British shipping issue. Moreover, Gu Weijun boldly made a request, hoping to mobilize some people from the Beiyang Ministry of Foreign Affairs to join the negotiation team.

Zhang Yu was very responsible in his work. He didn't specifically ask Chen Ke for instructions and agreed to the matter on his own initiative. In response to some doubts from the comrades, Zhang Yu replied, "We are not asking those Beiyang people to be officials, but to work. We pay them."

Put this way, no one dared to say anything more. Following Gu Weijun's request, Beijing first released a group of Beiyang Ministry of Foreign Affairs personnel, and at the same time urgently shipped the documents, materials, and books requested by Gu Weijun to Wuhan. With these materials, the laymen of the People's Party realized that there were really many things in diplomatic negotiations that were not a joke.

Regarding navigation rights, there are many issues including inland waters, territorial seas, and innocent passage. As long as one doesn't hold the attitude of "my house, my rules, whatever I say goes," these conventions accumulated over many years do have their reasons. Equality between great powers requires these agreements as a basis for guaranteeing their respective interests. After signing these agreements with the British, similar agreements can be signed with other countries based on the principle of "consistency among the powers."

Moreover, the agreement does not mean copying every clause foolishly. Based on what principles to choose what kind of agreement to sign, and what kind of tricks are hidden behind these agreements, the People's Party knew some superficial things, but really didn't understand the more detailed content and didn't have enough experience. After Gu Weijun and his team joined, they indeed greatly strengthened the power of the People's Party.

Of course, the People's Party didn't need to wrong itself for the sake of the agreement. After all, the agreement was completely enforced by power. Even if the British fleet's right to free passage in the Yangtze River was abolished, if the People's Party couldn't possess the ability to sink British warships in the Yangtze River, the People's Party could only stare helplessly if the British fleet fought its way into the Yangtze River. Under the soft velvet glove must be a strong and powerful iron wrist. Justice only within the range of cannons is the sole foundation of international law.

While Zhang Yu admired the professional ability of Gu Weijun and others and supported Chen Ke's "eye for talent," Gu Weijun also felt awe and joy at the strength of the People's Party. Recovering the concessions and abolishing unequal treaties had always been Gu Weijun's ideal. During the Beiyang period, Gu Weijun had always worked hard for this. With Gu Weijun's knowledge and experience, he could be completely sure that this time the British were indeed sincere about revising the treaties with China. It was also the best opportunity for China to regain its sovereignty.

Before participating in this negotiation, Gu Weijun had never imagined that a group of unknown young people could achieve goals that the Manchu Qing had failed to achieve in more than sixty years, starting from scratch and taking only ten years. These leaders of the People's Party were generally a few years older than Gu Weijun, but decades younger than established, high-ranking figures like Yuan Shikai and Gu Weijun's father-in-law Tang Shaoyi.

Gu Weijun truly wanted to go all out to participate in such a major historic event and leave his name in history. In his actual work, he did just that.

However, after every confrontation with the British, or arguing on the basis of reason, or discussing various details and the various interest disputes hidden behind the details with the People's Party cadres, when he returned home and lay on the bed, Gu Weijun would often feel a kind of uneasiness. He strongly suspected that everything he fought for China's interests during the day was just a beautiful dream, and that he was just not waking up from a big dream while lying in bed. Then Gu Weijun would pick up law books and study them carefully. In addition to dispelling this groundless worry, he could also prepare for the next day's negotiations.

After three weeks of negotiations, China and Britain finally reached a preliminary intended agreement on British navigation rights and the issue of concessions in the Yangtze River basin. On the basis of this intended agreement, the British made another request to discuss with the People's Party the issue of Britain recognizing the People's Party government as the legal government of China.

On this issue, Zhang Yu had to ask Chen Ke for instructions. Just as Zhang Yu thought, Chen Ke didn't care at all about whether the British recognized the People's Party government. Chen Ke said to Zhang Yu, "Contact the Americans and see what their attitude is now."

Zhang Yu said jokingly, "Are we really going to hug the Americans' thighs instead of the British ones?"

Chen Ke also laughed, "The British have thick skin; they don't care if they lose a little face. On the contrary, the Americans and we have more in common in terms of interests for the time being. Also, tell the Yankees that we want the French to make some concessions to us on the Annam issue."

"Why not tell the British?" Zhang Yu asked.

Chen Ke replied, "The British will support the French in this matter no matter what. The French are beaten like this now. If we ask them to spit out the land again, they won't agree to it even for the sake of face."

"Then what role do we want the Yankees to play?" Zhang Yu was really puzzled.

"Since we want to give the United States such a big face, we have to let the Americans feel embarrassed. Otherwise, wouldn't we be too self-abasing? Besides, if the Yankees are willing to be a mouthpiece, we welcome it. If the Yankees are not willing to do even such a small thing, then we can openly collude with the British!" Chen Ke gave his own thoughts.

Zhang Yu blinked, confused by the complex international relations described by Chen Ke.
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Chapter 186 Butterfly's Wings (3)

Following the partial agreement reached between the British Minister and the People's Party, the French Minister also arrived in Wuhan. This time, Chen Ke did not meet the French Minister but had Zhang Yu meet him in a private capacity first. The French Minister first brought up the agreement regarding concessions reached between Britain and the People's Party, firmly stating that France was willing to sign a similar agreement with China.

Zhang Yu cheerfully expressed appreciation for this, and at the same time, cheerfully talked with the French Minister about the past when France wanted to designate Yunnan, Guizhou, and Guangxi as its sphere of influence. This content was very sharp, yet Zhang Yu's cheerful attitude could be described as amiable. The French Minister immediately stated that those were completely outside rumors. France had always respected China's sovereignty and territorial integrity.

"If your country can uphold such an attitude, we welcome it extremely. We want to establish a brand-new friendly Sino-French relationship." Zhang Yu said, even beaming with joy.

This smiling tiger attitude immediately made the French representative nervous. He darkened his face and asked, "May I ask what exactly are your country's intentions?"

Zhang Yu took out a map of Indochina, which showed five regions. At this time, France had already turned Laos and Cambodia into its protectorates, while Annam was divided into three parts: North, Central, and South. Pointing to Laos and Northern Vietnam, Zhang Yu said, "We are willing to send troops to protect Laos and Northern Vietnam, so that France can have more troops to go back and defend France."

Looking at the French Minister's shocked expression, Zhang Yu said in a serious and sincere tone, "To protect world peace, let us help you!"

The French certainly knew very well how they got Annam. At the beginning of the "chat," Zhang Yu mentioned France's ambition to swallow Yunnan, Guizhou, and Guangxi. With this groundwork laid, the French Minister was not so agitated by Zhang Yu's request, which was like hitting someone when they were down. Even if the French Minister was agitated inside, the current France was no longer the France of early 1914. Back then, France dared to shout about taking military action against the People's Party, and even in 1915, while the war in Europe was raging, France kept trying to make small moves against Yunnan and Guizhou.

But by December 1916, France had almost bled dry. News from France indicated that the French army, suffering terrible losses, had almost mutinied. The French soldiers participating in the Battle of Verdun were unwilling to throw away their lives in vain in a brutal war with no end in sight. Finally, the French upper echelons had to promise the soldiers that they would never participate in harsh offensive battles against the German army again, preventing a real mutiny from happening. Since then, French soldiers refused to conduct offensive battles and only defended in the trenches. If the European battlefield was like this, France really had no strength to fight for Indochina, ten thousand miles away.

"Those protecting Laos and Northern Vietnam must be members of the Entente Powers. Does this mean your country is expressing willingness to join the Entente Powers?" the French Minister asked.

Zhang Yu said seriously, "If your country thinks that our proposal to defend these two countries is an initial request, just the beginning of a series of requests, we feel this is a result of a lack of understanding of us. This request is the bottom line of our People's Party. It has nothing to do with whether we join the Entente Powers. Regarding joining the Entente Powers, our attitude has long been made clear. I believe Mr. Minister was well aware of what would happen before arriving in Wuhan."

Both Britain and France knew that the People's Party was not opposed to joining the Entente Powers. Now Zhang Yu was speaking prettily, making China's reclaiming of a part of Indochina a prerequisite for its relationship with France. However, no matter how Zhang Yu tried to speak of these two things separately, it was impossible for the French Minister to truly treat them as completely independent demands.

Seeing the French Minister's slightly impatient look, Zhang Yu had to continue explaining, "The ongoing war will definitely have an end. The relationship between China and France existed before this war and will continue to exist after this war. Why don't we create a beginning for a friendly Sino-French relationship?"

"A beginning for a friendly Sino-French relationship?" The French Minister was very touched by such future-oriented words. He already knew that if the issues raised by the People's Party regarding Indochina could not be resolved, this beginning would forever remain just a beginning. The Chinese, far away from the war, could wait, but the French could not. France was defeated in the Franco-Prussian War and suffered the painful fate of ceding territory and paying indemnities. If they failed in this European war, the British could at most withdraw from the war if they couldn't continue fighting. They had a fleet to defend the British homeland and a vast colonial system. The crown on the British Emperor's head did not originate from Europe, but from India. But what about France? Could it kneel at the feet of the new Emperor of the future Holy Roman Empire?

The Chinese scheme must not be allowed to succeed; the French Minister made such a decision. The unhappiness triggered by such strong confrontational consciousness quickly exceeded normal levels. Just as this confrontational consciousness was rising, the French Minister suddenly understood what Zhang Yu wanted to say. Zhang Yu was expressing that the People's Party would firmly not agree to discuss the Indochina issue within the framework of the Entente Powers. The People's Party smartly realized that the dominance of the Entente system would inevitably be in the hands of Britain and France. Any compromise within this system would come at a huge price.

If the Japanese Minister were facing such a problem, he would definitely fly into a rage. He would use all possible petty means to force the People's Party to make concessions. If the British Minister encountered such a problem, they would think of ways to cause trouble for the People's Party. Anyway, the scope of cooperation between the two sides was so large that there were plenty of ways to make the People's Party feel uncomfortable.

But France really didn't have the ability to choose the methods of Britain or Japan. Leaving aside the old entanglements between China and France on the Indochina issue, France did not seize Indochina by defeating China. The seizure of Annam relied more on the power of the British. After the People's Party raised this dispute, the British would definitely not think that these two small French colonies had any value. The Northern Vietnam state established by France was located in the mountains, and Laos was a tropical rainforest covered in dense jungle. Just throwing these two godforsaken places to the People's Party could exchange for more benefits. Even if Britain didn't pressure France, it wouldn't be happy to see France's insistence on these two pieces of land affect the process of pulling the People's Party into the Entente Powers. Moreover, Britain and France were not a monolith. Doing something that sacrificed French interests put absolutely no pressure on Britain. Even if France quit now, the worst outcome would be France surrendering. Britain's world hegemony was tottering, while the French would become slaves of a conquered nation.

The reality was this cruel, and Zhang Yu had limited the negotiation target to only the French side. The reality faced made the French Minister feel extremely thorny. After talking for a while longer, Zhang Yu sent the grim-faced French Minister out.

The American side had received Zhang Yu's notification earlier. After some discussion, the American side finally understood the meaning of the People's Party. If the United States refused to support the People's Party's request, then the People's Party would try to join the Entente Powers by coordinating with Britain and France.

Britain already owed huge debts to the United States at this time. If the Entente Powers were defeated, the United States would inevitably suffer terrible losses. For the United States, joining the Entente Powers was only a matter of time. If China reached an agreement directly with Britain and France, the result would inevitably be the United States joining the Entente Powers alone. Both the US government and Congress hoped to make a fortune by joining this European war and establish a greater voice for the United States in the world. Once China became close to Britain, Britain would have Japan as an ally and China as a collaborator in the Far East. The United States would be in a position of complete isolation in the Far East.

After careful deliberation, the US government and members of Congress believed that they could not make a wrong judgment at this time. If the United States could not support and satisfy China's demands, it would be greatly disadvantageous to the United States. Therefore, the US government issued orders to the US Minister, requiring them to find a way to change the "memorandum" between the People's Party and the US side into a formal agreement.

Originally, the Americans were unwilling to get involved in the war between the People's Party and Japan, and wrote a memorandum almost as a perfunctory task. The memorandum was full of clauses that were very beneficial to the United States. At that time, the United States felt that this fence-sitting posture allowed them to attack or retreat, and could satisfy US interests to the greatest extent.

Now, the shortcomings of the "memorandum," a non-treaty document, were revealed. The People's Party could easily cast the memorandum aside and take unilateral action. The content of this memorandum could not even be made public at the moment. Because after seeing these rather harsh terms, Britain and France only needed to be "more generous" than the United States to make China turn to Britain and France without any moral pressure.

To avoid such things from happening, the US Minister had to do a lot of diplomatic work.

Gu Weijun, an employee of the People's Party negotiation team, really had a sense of clarity like a master of hindsight after seeing the relevant materials. From the perspective of that time, the People's Party's dealings with foreign countries could be said to be swallowing insults. They were forced to "recognize the status quo" and forced to sign a "memorandum" to stabilize the United States. However, this series of swallowing insults had become an excellent foreshadowing today when the situation had undergone tremendous changes.

Zhang Yu did not complacently make territorial demands to foreign countries, but negotiated unilaterally with France. This action forced France into a very awkward position. France was now facing a dilemma; both short-term and long-term interests required France to maintain good relations with the People's Party. The dispute over two small pieces of land was not worth mentioning compared to the benefits of cooperation.

However, for China, the benefits obtained were unprecedentedly huge. Britain did not cut off too much Chinese land, and Britain was still the world hegemon, so the People's Party discussed basic agreements for normal exchanges between China and foreign countries with Britain. France had seized China's sphere of influence, so China made France make a full "friendly gesture." As for the United States, Zhang Yu had already handed the "Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence" to Gu Weijun, asking Gu Weijun to discuss a comprehensive friendly diplomatic relations agreement with the United States based on this.

Adopting different handling methods for different opponents. Unless Britain, France, and the United States united now to strike China, and everyone tore off their faces and fought openly. Otherwise, China had established its diplomatic stance. As a Chinese, Gu Weijun could also experience a very wonderful thing. During the Victory at Zhennanguan, Laos was not a vassal state of China, but the People's Party now was not asking France to spit out Annam, but asking France to spit out Laos. The various meanings contained in this were really worth pondering.

Of course, as a Chinese negotiation representative, Gu Weijun would certainly not have any private comments on this matter. Nor would he cleverly show off. Instead, he raised a question to Zhang Yu, "Even if the French agree, they won't let it go so easily."

Zhang Yu nodded, "It is absolutely impossible for relations between countries to be smooth sailing. Struggle is the mainstream, and the only core."

Gu Weijun was a smart person. At first, he felt that Zhang Yu's words were too murderous, but after careful thought, Gu Weijun suddenly and sincerely admired Zhang Yu's boldness. During the Qing Dynasty, France and China had contradictions and conflicts, and during the People's Party period, it was also contradictions and conflicts. The only difference was merely that the People's Party's power had grown stronger, while France's power had declined. Although the forms of expression seemed worlds apart, there was no difference in essence.

Despite knowing this, Gu Weijun hoped that the current situation could continue, or even continue forever. After experiencing so much suffering, Gu Weijun had finally waited until China could suppress the foreigners. Even knowing that the world was changing, Gu Weijun hoped that China would never return to those days of humiliation.

After this emotion subsided, Gu Weijun thought of another thing. He tentatively asked Zhang Yu, "Minister Zhang, I heard that the case in Zhejiang is almost finished being tried."

"Oh?" Zhang Yu was stunned. He didn't expect Gu Weijun to bring up such a topic, but Zhang Yu quickly figured out the problem. He laughed, "What did your darling say to you?"

Despite studying Mandarin for a long time, Zhang Yu could only speak Mandarin with a Shanxi accent. Gu Weijun listened to the hard "darling" and only understood after a good while that Zhang Yu was referring to Gu Weijun's wife. He couldn't help blushing.

Zhang Yu laughed, "There is no conclusion on the handling of Beiyang for the time being. Your father-in-law and the others will probably have to be detained for a while longer."

"I heard that for Zhejiang, the upper echelons are handled first, and then the lower echelons. I wonder what the handling method for Beiyang is?" Gu Weijun still didn't give up. He was fearful of what kind of handling method the People's Party intended to implement on Beiyang.

With the conduct of that Beiyang gang, according to the People's Party's trial standards in Zhejiang, every Beiyang executive had crimes punishable by execution. Yuan Shikai might be Chen Ke's matchmaker, but Beiyang was not Chen Ke's matchmaker. By comparison, Cai Yuanpei was once a revolutionary. It was unlikely that the People's Party would favor one over the other, letting Beiyang off the hook while striking hard at the Guangfu Society, who were also revolutionaries. Even knowing that his little "merit" was insignificant to the People's Party, Gu Weijun still hoped to help his father-in-law.

Zhang Yu didn't think that much. The Central Committee of the People's Party had not yet decided how to deal with the Beiyang gang. But out of love for talent, Zhang Yu replied, "It will be Beiyang's turn after Cai Yuanpei and his gang are shot. You don't have to worry, shooting Cai Yuanpei is a matter of the near future."
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Chapter 187 Butterfly's Wings (4)

The reaction of the French government to the People's Party's "suggestion" of protecting Northern Vietnam and Laos was not nearly as big as the People's Party had imagined. Compared to the fierce war taking place on French soil, a few colonies ten thousand miles away were not worth mentioning at all. France was actually very interested in the "Sino-French relationship" proposed by the People's Party. The broad commercial cooperation interests reached between China and Britain made the French side very envious. If Zhang Yu was not joking and truly supported the establishment of a commercial cooperation relationship between China and France independent of Britain, the French would certainly welcome it warmly.

During the Sino-French negotiations, Gu Weijun increasingly realized just how grand the "boldness" of the People's Party was. China's 5% tariff was already a very low level in this era. This was originally a side effect of foreign countries forcibly opening China's doors with strong ships and sharp cannons. They coerced China into lowering tariffs, which directly led to a significant reduction in China's tax revenue.

Abolishing concessions and reclaiming sovereignty—the People's Party did not show the mania of a nouveau riche in these aspects, but negotiated realistically based on the interests of both sides. They proposed various agreements that satisfied normal commercial interests and did not shy away from the reality caused by history. This mature demeanor often made the young Gu Weijun feel his own immaturity.

Regarding tariffs, the People's Party seemed not to see these tax revenue issues at all, and had no intention of forcibly changing the current tax rates. Low tariffs had now become a sharp weapon for the People's Party in negotiations with foreign countries. The only thing Zhang Yu insisted on was developing trade between the People's Party and foreign countries on the basis of fixed-quota trade. His explanation was, "We don't have hard currency and can't implement the gold standard, so we can only use fiat currency."

Regarding this insistence, Gu Weijun found that he couldn't guess the People's Party's core policy no matter what, so he simply stopped asking about the reasoning behind it.

France, nicknamed the "Usury Empire," had a considerable standard in lending. Since low tariffs could guarantee France's interests, France proposed that in order to build a "brand new Sino-French relationship," France could consider "transferring the protectorate rights of Northern Vietnam and Laos" to China, but China should also consider providing loans to France to support France's war needs.

"As far as I know, France is not short of money," Zhang Yu replied.

The French Minister's face immediately turned ugly. Zhang Yu's words were equivalent to directly rejecting France's request. Zhang Yu's subsequent request surprised the French Minister even more, "I would like to invite Mr. Minister to visit Chinese farms and factories with me. I wonder what Mr. Minister thinks?"

The French Minister asked in confusion, "What exactly does Mr. Zhang intend? To prove that China has the production capacity for grain and industry?"

Zhang Yu laughed, "France's industrial, agricultural, and technological levels are first-class in Europe. Leaving aside the issue of joining the Entente Powers, which is a matter for later, I just hope the Minister can evaluate whether the level of these Chinese farmers and workers can reach the French level."

The French Minister was somewhat annoyed by Zhang Yu's statement. After all that talk, he just wanted to show off China's strength! The French Minister said unfriendliness, "Can Mr. Zhang send these farmers and workers to work in France?"

Zhang Yu replied, "Why not?"

Now the French Minister suddenly realized. With a polite smile, he said, "I have never been to Wuhan, and I would very much like to visit."

Zhang Yu also replied readily, "We Chinese have a saying: Is it not delightful to have friends coming from afar? Let me personally be your guide."

The scope of the visit was quite extensive. Zhang Yu accompanied the French Minister for a week to visit farms, rural areas, factories, and mines in Hubei and Anhui. While traveling, everyone discussed the possibility of Sino-French cooperation in various fields. China in the late Qing Dynasty was not too far behind the world level in technology. After the People's Party seized several important industrial centers in China, it further strengthened its industrial level and strength. France also had its own unique level in heavy industry, not to mention that France was a major agricultural country in Europe. Originally, their industrial and mining enterprises did not notice the huge demand for industrial construction in China. Even if they noticed, they had no way to compete with Britain in the Far East.

After a week of visits, the French Minister was really "unsatisfied." If he hadn't been burdened with a mission, the French Minister would have even wanted to tour the entire People's Party base area. What a vast market this was! What infinite business opportunities were here! Not to mention consuming the demand of the entire Chinese market, just the demand seen was enough to make various industries in France eat until their mouths were full of oil.

As for the Chinese workers and farmers in the farms and factories, their work performance also greatly exceeded the French side's imagination. Agriculture was China's strong suit. The French even saw a large number of hot-bulb tractors driving back and forth on the farms, whether for plowing or transportation. China was not a backward country at all; this country was also making efforts towards industrialization.

As for the factories, the French were confident in their own country's level; France's industrial level was far above China's. Although he didn't know the specific situation in French factories, the French Minister believed that those Chinese workers who buried their heads in work could serve as apprentice workers in France, and presumably could meet French standards.

Men in France had all gone to the battlefield. Even if the Chinese side refused to send troops, if they could send hundreds of thousands or millions of workers and farmers to work in France's empty factories and farms, it would also give France huge support. The French Minister's negotiation angle naturally leaned in this direction.

"If workers are sent, these workers cannot be considered immigrants," the French Minister emphasized this issue first.

"Of course, we have no intention of emigrating millions of people to France," Zhang Yu agreed. "However, if we send labor to France, we also need to sign an agreement with the French side to guarantee the legitimate rights and interests of Chinese workers."

Zhang Yu then emphasized, "We are sending workers to France, not sending slaves to France. So we must ensure that the legitimate rights and interests of these Chinese citizens are guaranteed. This is the foundation of everything!"

The French Minister could certainly understand Zhang Yu's request. After conducting friendly negotiations in this regard, the French Minister returned to the consulate in Wuhan on the grounds of fatigue. Three days later, the French Minister formally proposed to Zhang Yu, hoping to negotiate with Zhang Yu on sending 50,000 Chinese laborers to work in France.

In international politics, when two very important countries conduct secret room negotiations, other countries will feel uneasy. The secret talks between China and France aroused great "interest" from Britain and the United States. Between these two countries whose relationship was once quite tense, they suddenly became intimate. Britain didn't really care. Anyway, the goal they pursued was for China to join the Entente Powers and for China to recognize British bonds.

Compared to Britain's calmness, the American representative's greatest feeling was unease. If China cast aside the United States and colluded with France, this would have a considerable impact on the United States' grand strategy. But the person in charge of negotiations was Zhang Yu, and Zhang Yu had not shown up, nor had other leaders of the People's Party. The American Minister was as anxious as an ant on a hot pan.

Since national-level diplomatic work could not proceed smoothly, His Excellency the Minister temporarily put his own commercial interests first. Because he had once taken the lead in negotiating the coconut trade with China, the American Minister spent a lot of money to keep his position as Minister to China, one of the purposes being to continue monopolizing this coconut trade. The American Minister quickly connected with the Chinese business representative in this regard. However, the Chinese business representative who used to contact the American Minister was gone. The new representative told the American Minister with an indifferent expression, "The situation has changed now."

The new Chinese business representative tried to be polite on his face, but that smile squeezed out with effort was really fake enough; it looked even less comfortable than having no expression at all. Such an expression indicated hostility and rejection, and the American Minister immediately became alert. Perhaps his own business was going to suffer some losses? The American Minister asked, "What changes?"

"The route originally intended to be transported to Anhui via the Yangtze River has changed slightly. We have already started to build a processing plant in Fuzhou. Right here." The Chinese business representative pointed to the map and said, "In the future, part of the transportation route will be greatly shortened."

Hearing that the coconut trade was not going to be reduced or even cancelled, the American Minister's heart immediately returned to his stomach. He just didn't understand what was going on with the Chinese business representative's indifferent attitude, and where the original business representative had gone. During the entire meeting, several people from the Chinese side were present, all with gloomy faces, as if they were going to do something terrible.

But the whole negotiation was very constructive. The People's Party planned to build two new coconut processing zones in Fujian and Guangdong. These two places were closer to the Philippines and could save costs significantly. The American Minister expressed the hope that the Chinese side would expand the labor export quota for picking coconuts. The labor ability of the locals in the Philippines, especially their enthusiasm for such large-scale repetitive labor, was limited. Chinese laborers were more efficient in the Philippines.

Such a request was not immediately agreed to like last time. The Chinese business representative's expression became even uglier. He coldly stated that this matter could continue to be discussed. He could not give the American Minister any answer now.

What exactly happened? This was the American Minister's biggest doubt after the meeting ended. The previous Chinese business representative was a guy with a very flexible attitude, especially after receiving certain benefits during the negotiation, his posture became even more flexible. He did his best to satisfy the American Minister's requests. The new production plan seemed well-designed to the American Minister, whether it was the transportation route or the local arrangements. Including the arrangements for a series of receiving and handling procedures, the Chinese side had obviously put in effort. The problem was that the negotiation opponent this time was very stiff, even raw. If the American Minister didn't care more about money, he would probably have turned a cold face in return due to personal willingness.

After this happened, the American Minister wondered if these things he encountered were a kind of attitude of the People's Party.

Regarding the People's Party acquiring political power in China, the United States was already fully mentally prepared. The United States even welcomed the People's Party's completion of control over China. What the United States was really worried about was the foreign attitude of this emerging political force. It was only 16 years ago that China was last pinned down and beaten by foreign countries. In the more than half a century before 1916, China had been beaten by foreign countries time and again, so the People's Party, which had finally started to regain China's status, was extremely likely to erupt with strong hostility towards the outside world.

However, the American Minister soon understood what had actually happened. American consulates everywhere paid great attention to collecting intelligence. According to the situation they learned, the Chinese business representative who originally negotiated with the American Minister had been dismissed and investigated for accepting bribes. Not just that one person; the People's Party carried out a major rectification of various business negotiation personnel, and many people fell. Some were even shot for accepting huge amounts of bribes.

The new batch of people who came up now could also complete business negotiations according to the orders of the People's Party, but with the warning not far behind, they now followed a strict avoidance negotiation mode, for fear of following in the footsteps of those previous guys. In business negotiations in various countries, especially in the mode of the People's Party which was akin to government procurement, officials basically had to take a bite; this was a global convention. The Chinese business representative who discussed business with the American Minister actually didn't take much. Judging by the price in the worldwide scope, this official was already quite honest.

However, the People's Party even used the death penalty to deal with this behavior. The American Minister didn't know whether to express appreciation for the People's Party's practice or to express horror at this practice of the People's Party. If the United States also did things like the People's Party, first of all, the diplomatic circles would be executed entirely. In the United States, except for a few important diplomats, the positions of other diplomats were bought with money, which was legal behavior in the United States. As for various commercial behaviors where government officials colluded with capitalists, there were also corresponding judicial procedures in the United States to legalize them. Those guys who were sentenced were all brought down in political struggles because they acted recklessly without regard for the rules. If following the People's Party's standards and methods, domestic officials in the United States would basically all have to be executed, and the American Minister himself could not be spared.

But fortunately, the People's Party did not oppose normal commercial behavior, and the American Minister did not need to worry about how the People's Party handled its own affairs. But feeling like the fox mourning the death of the hare, the American Minister felt that after returning to his country, he needed to promote several laws to protect the legality of his actions. What moral and behavioral standards the People's Party used to define their own country was China's internal affair, but the United States was a country ruled by law. As a member of the American ruling class, he must use the law to protect the interests of the ruling class. Things that were illegal in China had to be legal in the United States.

However, these operations could only begin after returning to the country. The American Minister arranged his work. Finally, he waited until Zhang Yu and the French Minister finished their negotiations. After seeing Zhang Yu, the American Minister immediately presented the attitude of the US government to Zhang Yu, "The Federal Government of the United States is willing to recognize the People's Party government as the legal government of China, and hopes that diplomatic relations can be established between the two countries as soon as possible."

"Oh?" Zhang Yu was not surprised by this. He laughed, "Mr. Minister, we welcome the attitude of the US government. I will introduce you to one of our personnel who studied in the United States. The specific operation of this matter can be handed over to him. I hope to talk to you about the diplomatic philosophy of our People's Party. You may remember, that is the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence."
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The American Minister naturally could not come to negotiate with the People's Party empty-handed. In addition to being responsible for recognizing the People's Party regime and handling the establishment of diplomatic relations with the new Chinese government afterwards, the American side also brought an official gift. Upon learning that the People's Party controlled Shanghai, the United States hoped to build four 10,000-ton merchant ships at the Jiangnan Shipyard.

"We will provide the important equipment, materials, design drawings, and even engineers. Your side only needs to provide the docks, site, and auxiliary personnel. If your side also needs to increase shipbuilding equipment, our country can even consider giving your country credit loans." The American Minister introduced the situation.

Chen Ke had reminded Zhang Yu that the American side might talk to the People's Party about shipbuilding cooperation. After all, the People's Party and the United States had discussions about building a navy. At that time, the People's Party did not have a shipbuilding base, and the United States did not want to wade into muddy waters when the People's Party was in conflict with Britain. The intention of cooperation had long existed, and now was exactly the opportunity to turn intention into practice.

Zhang Yu had also prepared for this, having read the information long ago. Hearing the American side state their needs so frankly, Zhang Yu replied, "Is this the American side ordering ships from us separately, or is the American side preparing to fulfill the naval construction plan discussed before?"

"If your side is prepared to fulfill that agreement, we certainly welcome it." The American Minister was delighted. His original mission also included this task, but at any rate, this topic had to be raised by the People's Party first.

"Can the price of machinery and equipment follow the original price?" Zhang Yu continued to ask.

"Absolutely not!" The American Minister immediately rejected Zhang Yu's proposal.

The American Minister understood the People's Party's craftiness very well. Taking advantage of the economic crisis in the United States before World War I, the People's Party purchased a large number of machines at very low prices. At that time, American shipping was relatively idle, and the People's Party raced against time to ship these machines and equipment back to China. In order to acquire equipment as much as possible, the People's Party even hired Chinese workers who were driven to desperation by the American "Chinese Exclusion Act" to quickly dismantle factories after buying bankrupt ones, and then shipped both people and equipment away.

At that time, the attitude in the United States towards the People's Party was very mocking, especially those Americans with strong anti-Chinese stances who were simply glad that the People's Party had cleaned up all the trash in the United States. However, these mockeries did not last long before World War I broke out. Stimulated by orders from Europe, the entire American industry started operating at almost full capacity, and the prices of machinery and equipment skyrocketed. Americans discovered that the People's Party had actually made a huge profit.

Now Zhang Yu wanted to buy machinery and equipment at the prices of that time. The prices of these equipment had more than doubled compared to before the war. No matter how sincere the US government was, it was impossible to sell products to the People's Party at that price.

"We still don't have money," Zhang Yu said sincerely.

"Our country can provide credit loans," the American Minister replied quickly. Now a large amount of gold from the Entente Powers was pouring into the United States, and the United States was experiencing inflation problems. If money could be lent to the People's Party, at least there was raw silk trade as a guarantee, which was several streets better than that pile of IOUs from Britain.

"Many thanks for your country's support, but borrowing money to live is really unreliable. Can we discuss this matter again?" Zhang Yu replied, "Or shall we solve the immediate priorities first?"

The so-called priority was the US government recognizing the People's Party government and the two countries establishing formal diplomatic relations. Chen Ke emphasized repeatedly that the "Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence" must be established with the United States, but there was no need to mention this topic with France and Britain at all. Zhang Yu already had the confidence and assurance to go to war with world powers. At least he believed that going to war with other countries on Chinese soil could still protect China's interests. However, the implied content of Chen Ke's attitude was that China wanted to "not respect sovereignty and territorial integrity, and interfere in each other's internal affairs" with Britain and France. This attitude that had to be fought for could not help but make Zhang Yu feel a little excited.

Of course, Zhang Yu knew very well how he should explain this issue. After all, in the international relations of this era, "not respecting sovereignty and territorial integrity, and interfering in each other's internal affairs" was originally a tradition.

The Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence seemed like a rhetoric of "farting after taking off pants" in the eyes of the American Minister, but this principle was also relatively beneficial to the United States. The American Minister could fully imagine how eager the People's Party was to avoid foreign interference now. Interfering in Chinese affairs across the Pacific Ocean was also an unimaginable thing for the United States. Unless the United States completely abandoned the Chinese market and prepared for a military invasion of China, blocking China's coast with a fleet would be an action where the loss outweighed the gain. The vast Pacific Ocean itself prevented the United States from investing too many troops in China. With Japan's lesson from the past, even if the United States used all its strength to send 100,000 people, they would be surrounded and annihilated by China's million-strong army as soon as they entered the Chinese interior. Only a fool would make such a decision.

However, the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence emphasized by the People's Party were by no means a simple slogan; these principles were extremely practical. Once this agreement was signed, the United States must establish its stance on other local regimes in China. The American Minister asked, "After the People's Party wipes out the chaotic parties in various places, can our American merchants invest in the whole of China?"

Zhang Yu said with a mix of coaxing and threatening, "It will definitely not work in the initial stage. We need to implement the final rectification in various places. I think you gentlemen don't want to run to turbulent areas and encounter various uncontrollable dangers, right?"

"But how long will this deadline be?" The American Minister insisted on asking.

Zhang Yu smiled confidently, "If you are referring to the southeast region, fully normal investment can be resumed within two years. If it is the northwest, it will not exceed six years at the latest."

The American Minister understood that this was Zhang Yu predicting the course of the future war. This time was also within normal imagination. Investing in the southeast meant competing with the British in the southeast. The United States had no strongholds in northwest China at all. Since Zhang Yu confidently believed that the northwest problem could be solved within five years, then they would just wait and see to what extent the People's Party could achieve it.

Since China and the United States, separated by the Pacific Ocean, both showed the ability to defend their land territories, in 1916, only guys in madhouses could think of a land war where you die and we live between China and the United States. And guys in madhouses could not lead the official negotiations between China and the United States.

The People's Party held fast to the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, requiring the United States to establish diplomatic relations with China under this principle. The American side wanted to avoid various troublesome details as much as possible. Only agreeing to such a seemingly all-encompassing yet quite empty principle could give ample space for various detailed discussions later, so the American side agreed to this request of the People's Party.

Gu Weijun studied law in the United States and was very familiar with the American judicial system. The People's Party did not use specific legal provisions as a blueprint, but based it on a "principle." This was obviously a practice not in line with American conventions. The United States could completely use its domestic laws as an excuse to undermine this principle. He expressed to Zhang Yu that doing so was tantamount to being meaningless.

Zhang Yu laughed, "Setting principles is to guard principles. Laws amount to nothing. If laws were sacred and inviolable, then there would be no need to amend laws after they are set. Otherwise, what are the people who amend laws? Gods?"

"Law is about legal principles, about principles..." Gu Weijun said this and suddenly realized that there was no need to say anything more. If basic principles could not be observed, specific legal provisions would really "amount to nothing" as Zhang Yu said. Law is an agreement between people. If this agreement is not taken seriously by both parties at all, legal provisions are completely meaningless.

Moved, shocked, panicked, admiring—various emotions mixed into an indescribable feeling in Gu Weijun's heart. He couldn't help asking Zhang Yu, "For this principle, to what extent can we go?"

A sneer appeared on Zhang Yu's face. Behind this sneer was great determination. He replied, "I can't speak for others, but for me, to destroy this principle, one must first step over my dead body."

Hearing Zhang Yu's words, Gu Weijun couldn't help but recite the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence again in his heart, "Mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, mutual non-aggression, non-interference in each other's internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence."

Gu Weijun actually didn't have much confidence in how determined Zhang Yu was not to interfere in other countries, and he didn't care at all. For China, which had been bullied for more than sixty years, wanting sovereignty and territorial integrity not to be interfered with by other countries, wanting not to be invaded by other countries, and wanting internal affairs not to be interfered with by other countries was not about thinking of methods with all one's might, but about practicing with blood. Just as Zhang Yu said, soldiers must truly step onto the battlefield to defend China's interests.

Recalling his days in Beiyang, when Beiyang faced foreigners, they quoted classics and collected all the "axioms and justice" they could collect, but they couldn't really accomplish anything.

Zhang Yu and the People's Party, who mocked the law, never talked about this. They just went to the battlefield and maintained the principles they insisted on with blood and life. Precisely because of the struggle of such a group of people, Gu Weijun, as an employee of the People's Party, could play various word games with the powers, and could discuss what the meaning of law was with Zhang Yu when reaching an agreement.

Gu Weijun knew that weak countries had no diplomacy. The initial feeling of this pain was inflicted on Gu Weijun by the People's Party. Gu Weijun finally fully understood why Zhang Yu mocked legal provisions. Strong countries were definitely not supported by legal provisions; they were supported precisely by these people who did not believe in legal provisions at all.

"Valiant warriors, the shield and wall of the nation!" Gu Weijun now understood why the Book of Songs praised soldiers so much. At present, when soldiers were almost synonymous with shame, the leadership of the People's Party, which was almost entirely of military origin, allowed the title of soldier to regain true glory.

Gu Weijun couldn't help but repeat, "To persist in the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, we would even go to war with the United States?"

Zhang Yu didn't have the leisure for Gu Weijun's sentimentalism. To this stupid question, Zhang Yu answered simply, "Isn't that nonsense?!"

The news of the establishment of diplomatic relations between China and the United States on January 1, 1917, shook the world, or more accurately, shook Britain, France, and Japan. Just as the secret negotiations between Chinese and French representatives made the United States feel uneasy, the agreement between China and the United States also made France feel uneasy. As the People's Party expected, the British already knew about the separate agreement between China and France.

The news that France was very likely to get 50,000 Chinese laborers in the near future could only be described as making Britain envious, jealous, and hateful. However, this was a separate agreement between China and France. Since the People's Party did not join the Entente Powers, the People's Party had no obligations to the Entente Powers. Britain couldn't even use the principle of consistency among the powers to demand that the People's Party also provide labor to Britain.

The news of the establishment of diplomatic relations between China and the United States further stimulated Britain. Although the memorandum signed by the United States and China was a secret treaty, it was not impossible secret intelligence for the British to obtain. If the People's Party really implemented this memorandum, it would be a good thing for the Entente Powers, but not necessarily good news for Britain. This meant that the "international influence" of the American side increased greatly.

Britain could only urge its own minister to reach a diplomatic agreement with China as soon as possible. Only in this way could various demands be formally made to the People's Party.

However, the People's Party did not immediately reach an agreement with Britain. By January 4, 1917, the People's Party government formally established diplomatic relations with France. The two sides reached a secret agreement when establishing diplomatic relations. Once China joined the Entente Powers, France would allow the People's Party army to enter the Northern Vietnam State and Laos, and support the various commercial interests of the People's Party in Indochina. Within one year after the Entente Powers defeated the Central Powers, France would hand over the Northern Vietnam State and Laos to China for "protection."

At the same time, the two sides signed an agreement that the People's Party would provide the first batch of 50,000 laborers to France before February 1917 to work in French farms and factories. Depending on the specific situation, France had the right to continue requesting the People's Party to expand labor. France guaranteed that these laborers would not go to the battlefield but would work in the rear of France. France and the People's Party established a committee to coordinate and supervise the specific implementation process of the agreement.

Leaving Britain aside, the People's Party hooked up with Entente member France and cooperated brazenly with quasi-Entente member the United States. The British Minister found that he completely missed the point. What was the reason that the Chinese refused to reach an agreement with Britain? Finally, the British side found Zhang Yu and asked Zhang Yu to explain the reason for this behavior of the People's Party.

Zhang Yu took out a map, pointed to the border between China and India, and asked, "We don't know what Britain means by separately designating the McMahon Line?"

The British Minister didn't even know about the "McMahon Line." But the British Minister knew very well that Britain had always been infiltrating Tibet. Since the People's Party raised this issue with such a tough attitude, even if the People's Party had not even entered the Tibet region, the British Minister hurriedly wired back to his country. The British Foreign Office went to great lengths to finally figure out the McMahon Line matter. The result was quickly determined. Britain stated that the McMahon Line was cancelled. On the Sino-Indian border issue, Britain would sign an agreement with the People's Party under friendly conditions.

After discussing this issue, the British Minister raised another issue, "I wonder what the People's Party thinks about those applying for asylum in the British Concession?"

Zhang Yu laughed, "If some people claim to be political prisoners and say they are politically persecuted so they run to your Britain, this kind of thing is unclear. Britain can deal with them however it wants. We also don't want to make it so that everyone can't step down. However, if this person is a criminal, we will absolutely not let him go. We hope to reach an agreement on the extradition of criminals with the British side."

The British representative nodded; this request was indeed very reasonable. He continued to ask, "Now someone is requesting the People's Party to release Cai Yuanpei. Requesting our Britain to protect this person..."

Just hearing this, Zhang Yu immediately interrupted the British Minister very rudely, "This person is a criminal, a murderer. We are going to execute him in a few days, so we hope the British side will not plead for a murderer anymore."
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The preparations for the trial and execution in Western Zhejiang were all public. No one dared to utter a word about the execution of Feng Guozhang and other Beiyang figures, let alone plead for mercy. However, after the news that Cai Yuanpei was sentenced to death spread, the literati in China became lively.

Old-school figures of the "Literature and History Institute" like Feng Xu and Shen Zengzhi certainly didn't dare to make a sound, and perhaps guys like them were even secretly happy in their hearts.

However, the new-style literati, from the "Education to Save the Nation Faction" represented by Ma Xiangbo in Shanghai, to Chen Duxiu who once rose in rebellion, as well as Li Dazhao's group in Beijing, and Yang Jichang in Hunan, all wrote letters to petition Chen Ke or the People's Party. The most amazing thing was that Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, who were still locked in prison, also tried to petition Chen Ke through various channels. Disregarding the reality that they were still prisoners, the two shouted grand words about being willing to die with Mr. Cai.

The People's Party really hadn't expected that killing a counter-revolutionary would cause such a strong reaction from domestic literati. Finally, even Yan Fu had to write a letter to Chen Ke very implicitly, saying: "Recently, people visit every day to plead for Jiemin. I am extremely disturbed by it."

Facing the almost pervasive lobbying, the Politburo, under such immense pressure, had to ask Chen Ke to come out and make a decision. Chen Ke initially thought it was due to ineffective propaganda work, so he asked Zhang Yu, "Have Cai Yuanpei's actions been publicized?"

Zhang Yu also felt quite wronged, "Where do I have time to manage the Propaganda Department recently? But the work has already been assigned. I asked the comrades in the Propaganda Department to investigate, and everything that should be publicized in various places has been publicized. Who knows what these stupid literati are thinking."

Chen Ke knew that Zhang Yu couldn't be lying about such things, and he already had a general idea in his mind. "Are they trying to save a counter-revolutionary, or are they preparing to save a literatus? Has everyone analyzed this question?"

"Save a counter-revolutionary or save a literatus?" The comrades really hadn't considered such a question. The People's Party had always looked down on or even discriminated against old literati; this wasn't even a secret. Although the People's Party was filled with people who had been educated in the old era, these years the comrades had stood together with the people in revolution, talking all the time about the mass line, mobilizing the masses, serving the broad working people, and that labor is the most glorious. No one had time to deal with those idiot literati. Not to mention that in the struggle of local work, fighting against literati who maintained the patriarchal clan system was a constant task.

In such an atmosphere, literati were almost collectively labeled as "untrustworthy and unusable." Coupled with the People's Party's invincibility, the expansion of the base areas led to a geometric explosion of work. The People's Party had even less inclination and energy to pay attention to literati. No one expected that literati across the country would actually try to unite because of Cai Yuanpei's affair.

Lu Huitian looked left and right, seeing the surprised faces of every comrade, he asked, "Is anyone responsible for investigating this matter? Is there no movement from the People's Internal Affairs Committee?"

Ren Qiying, Director of the General Office of the Central Committee, laughed: "Recently, the focus of work has been anti-corruption and anti-sabotage. No one cares about this kind of thing at all. Moreover, these literati haven't really linked up. They sent messages to us through various channels, and then gradually linked up during the process of sending messages. My father is a small scholar, and people from the so-called same sect and school whom he hasn't seen for many years all came to find him. It annoyed him to no end. Presumably, it's the same for everyone here."

Ren Qiying said there was no investigation, but actually, his summary was quite on point. In fact, these central cadres of the People's Party had long thrown Cai Yuanpei to the back of their minds. Having killed hundreds of thousands of counter-revolutionaries, who would care about killing this big counter-revolutionary whose hands were stained with the blood of the people? But everyone didn't expect that guys who hadn't been seen for many years, or even never met, would actually come to plead for Cai Yuanpei through various channels like this. They forced the Central Committee of the People's Party to hold a meeting for this.

Qi Huishen considered his words before saying: "My old man is a businessman, yet he was also instigated by others to get involved in this matter. He's obsessed! I received a letter from Xie Mingxian, the Secretary of the Hunan Provincial Committee. The letter stated that he had already issued orders to the party, government, and military regarding this matter. No one is allowed to communicate with people pleading for Cai Yuanpei. All such people will not be received."

Chen Ke knew very well that Qi Huishen also wanted to protect his old father. Since he couldn't go back to Shanghai to persuade his father, he might as well scold his old father at the meeting first to make some preparations for later. Chen Ke actually appreciated Qi Huishen's cleverness. At least now that the matter had developed to this point, it was not simply a matter of whether to kill Cai Yuanpei or not, but that the People's Party was going to have a struggle with the old gentry. It was really hard to say to what extent such a struggle would develop.

Lu Huitian had always been considered a right-wing force within the party, and he wasn't too tight on the string of struggle. He couldn't help asking: "What exactly do these people want to do?"

Zhang Yu laughed: "What do they want to do? They want to overturn the sky! Now through compulsory education, we are training a brand-new intellectual class in large numbers, and striving to complete literacy for the whole of China, and even making everyone a new type of laborer with culture and knowledge. Those literati see it in their eyes and are naturally anxious in their hearts. When we finish this work, what will they rely on to maintain their status?"

Some comrades couldn't immediately understand these words full of ideological struggle. However, Yuwen Badu, who had a lower education level, immediately echoed Zhang Yu's words. He said with high morale: "These people have been doing worse and worse in recent years, but their stink hasn't changed a bit. After reading a few stinking books, they think they are insufferably arrogant. They can't carry anything on their shoulders or lift anything with their hands, yet they look down on working people and treat themselves as lords. In the early years during the land reform, they sang a different tune from the government. Later, for a while, they tried to sing praises. But at that time we ignored them. In recent years, their resentment has grown bigger and bigger, shouting that our People's Party is deliberately making things difficult for them."

Because of his lower education level, Yuwen Badu was honest and willing to work. Although he couldn't shoulder heavy responsibilities in terms of direction, he worked in important departments in various places. Although there was no place for him in the Standing Committee, he was a veteran among the Politburo members. Now Yuwen Badu served as the Vice Minister of the Organization Department, responsible for grassroots cadre training and the formulation of selection criteria. These words he spoke showed quite a level.

Moreover, Yuwen Badu obviously had great resentment. He continued: "Those literati still like to point fingers and criticize from a high position. Fortunately, since our People's Party was established, we have completely abolished and severely cracked down on aides. All jobs are one person per pit. Meetings before work, summaries after work. Whoever causes trouble will be held accountable. Those literati who entered the People's Party's various systems through exams were mostly expelled very quickly because they looked down on the masses and loved to criticize others openly or secretly. Even those who were not expelled shut their mouths and buried their heads in work. So I think Comrade Zhang Yu is right. These people are not pleading for Cai Yuanpei at all, but want to overturn the sky. Trying to regain this bit of status for scholars."

The comrades were originally confused. Later, Ren Qiying outlined a general situation. Then they were bluffed by Zhang Yu's murderous words. Finally, after listening to Yuwen Badu's angry statement, the whole matter basically had a clue. However, relaxed, seeing Yuwen Badu's anxious look, and at the same time feeling that those literati were too overestimating themselves, many comrades actually laughed out loud.

Yuwen Badu thought the comrades were laughing at him. Although Yuwen Badu could despise those literati, in the Party Central Committee composed of hard-working laborers, he was still one of the comrades with the lowest education. Although Yuwen Badu's cultural level had improved by leaps and bounds over the years, the inferiority complex of low education formed in front of these close comrades could not be eliminated. So after Yuwen Badu misunderstood the comrades, he simply shut his mouth and sulked.

Ren Qiying and Yuwen Badu had been partners for several years and knew Yuwen Badu's temperament and knots well. During the process of Yuwen Badu improving his cultural level, Ren Qiying and his father had made great efforts. So Ren Qiying also laughed and continued: "These literati have been blinded by lard."

As soon as these words came out, the comrades who hadn't laughed originally couldn't help laughing maliciously. Qi Huishen sneered maliciously a few times, "Comrade Badu described it so vividly; it's almost as if I saw it with my own eyes."

Yuwen Badu actually knew his own problem long ago. At this time, he quickly recovered his mood. He said with a cold face: "Now that the grassroots are holding this civil service exam, all kinds of demons and ghosts have come out. If we take their nonsense to heart, we'll die of anger."

The comrades nodded slightly, but their eyes shifted to Chen Ke. If it was just a simple matter of face, the People's Party could ignore it. But once the problem escalated to a counterattack by the literati class, the People's Party could only carry out a large-scale counterattack. Chen Ke was the only one who could issue orders in such a short time.

Chen Ke looked thoughtful. After a good while, he said: "No investigation, no right to speak. We need to investigate first."

"How to investigate? Asking people one by one, when will it end? And asking won't yield any results." Zhang Yu obviously did not support such a gentle method.

Chen Ke smiled and said: "There are many ways to investigate, but we have a huge advantage now. Although it can be said to be extremely arbitrary, no matter what the results of the investigation are, it will not change our attitude towards literati. Since the final stance is determined first, the investigation can be relaxed."

Zhang Yu immediately nodded in agreement. Lu Huitian felt that Chen Ke's attitude was really too tough. He advised: "Meaninglessly stimulating contradictions does not help solve any problems."

"Comrade Lu Huitian, what is the essence of our People's Party?" Chen Ke asked.

"The vanguard of the proletarian laborers." Lu Huitian could naturally answer this immediately.

Chen Ke nodded heavily, and his tone became quite harsh, "How could the proletarian laborers support letting Cai Yuanpei go? Not to mention what excuse these people use. They think Cai Yuanpei is a scholar and literatus who has made contributions. If this is the stance, I'm afraid the laborers may not support letting Cai Yuanpei go either. The literati class is trying to regain the dominance of Chinese society. As long as our People's Party is still here, this is their eternal dream!"

"But forcibly intensifying such contradictions..." Lu Huitian was still quite worried about this.

Chen Ke sneered: "If they are not afraid of death, they can go to Duan Qirui. As the successor of Beiyang, Duan Qirui should welcome these literati very much. If they are afraid of death, they can go to Wang Youhong. As long as they are in our liberated areas, they have to face this reality! In the ranks of the ruling class composed of working people, there is no place for literati."

"Right! There is no place for literati in the new ruling class!" Yuwen Badu loudly agreed. He had actually wanted to fiercely criticize and belittle those literati for a long time, but he could never find suitable words. Listening to Chen Ke's words, Yuwen Badu felt that all the emotions in his chest were completely expressed, and he couldn't help applauding repeatedly.

Zhang Yu didn't want Lu Huitian to chatter about some rightist words anymore. He asked: "Then what kind of investigation method?"

"Find a few comrades to engage in a war of words with them." Chen Ke said without hesitation, "Those literati currently have some newspapers, and we also have newspapers. Regarding what has happened recently, we will seek truth from facts and introduce it clearly in large articles. Presumably, those literati will definitely counterattack. Wouldn't the investigation be clear then?"

After speaking, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing, "It can't be said that these literati didn't help Cai Yuanpei. If we do this, Cai Yuanpei can still live for a few more days."

"Calling it a war of words, we can't really curse people." Although Zhang Yu was the Minister of Propaganda, since Chen Ke intervened, he had to ask.

"Simple. Tell those literati that everyone in this world is equal, and no one is more equal than others." Chen Ke's words were full of malice.

Most of the people in the People's Party were scholars. Hearing these acerbic words that only literati could say, everyone couldn't help laughing out loud together. Although Yuwen Badu never considered himself a literatus, he had rich work experience. He knew even better how these words could sting the "self-esteem" of those literati.

"In Hebei, in the Southeast, in Wuhan, in Shanghai, find a few comrades to write articles. Then wait for those literati to counterattack. I always believe that the eyes of the people are sharp. Unless they are guys who think they can jump into the literati class, no one will support the literati class regaining a high position. In addition, this is also a good opportunity, and our internal rectification also has a direction. Apart from counterattacking the literati class, we ourselves must distinguish having culture and knowledge completely from literati. Learning culture and knowledge is for better labor, not to obtain privileged status." Chen Ke quickly arranged the work.

After listening, Yuwen Badu couldn't help praising: "Chairman Chen, your judgment is really good! How did you come up with it?"

Chen Ke laughed: "I didn't come up with this. When I was studying, I was also the kind of bastard who thought that reading books meant I should be above others. So there's no need to think, I practiced it myself."

Hearing Chen Ke's "joke," the comrades in the Central Committee almost all laughed loudly. But Zhang Yu, Lu Huitian, Qi Huishen, and Ren Qiying did not laugh. They all believed that Chen Ke's words were definitely not a joke.

When the comrades finished laughing, Chen Ke said: "There must be a comrade in charge of this matter. I suggest Comrade Yuwen Badu be responsible for this."

Yuwen Badu didn't expect Chen Ke to arrange it this way. He hurriedly said: "I don't know how to write articles. I can't do this kind of thing well."

"Comrade Yuwen Badu, you didn't think it through. Right now, it's precisely not requiring you to write articles; what is needed now is for you to be able to stabilize your stance. Struggle with those literati from the stance of a laborer. Moreover, what we have to do is not to persuade or ridicule literati, but to win over the masses and laborers. Now everyone in the Central Committee has read books and can write articles. But they may not necessarily be able to speak into the hearts of the masses. In this point, none of us are as good as you. You just hold onto the things the masses care about, write out the masses' concerns, and write out how those scholars bluff the masses. You definitely know these best." Chen Ke said.

If Chen Ke hadn't said so, Yuwen Badu would have feared that these words were a kind of mockery. But Chen Ke never mocked comrades, so Yuwen Badu finally had a little confidence.

And Chen Ke continued: "Comrade Yuwen Badu, among those in our party who can truly hold a tolerant attitude towards the masses, you should be the most tolerant. We really are not as good as you in this point; we have to learn from you."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Yuwen Badu felt his eyes heat up for some reason. He hurriedly wiped his eyes and recovered his emotions. "I will work hard to... finish this job."

"There are comrades in various places to write specific articles; you just need to handle the gatekeeping. In addition, if Comrade Ren Qiying has time, come and help Comrade Yuwen Badu. You have been partners for so long, you should be able to cooperate well. Also, Comrade Ren Qiying, let me instigate you a bit; those literati look down on women." Chen Ke smiled after finishing. Other comrades also laughed together.
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Chapter 190 Butterfly's Wings (7)

Hangzhou, Zhejiang. Zhou Shuren sat at his desk, fishing out a cigarette and matches. Since defecting to the People's Party, Zhou Shuren found that although his salary had not increased but decreased, the prices within the People's Party's liberated areas were far lower than in other regions. In terms of pure purchasing power, his wages had actually increased a bit. Zhou Shuren had no hobbies; the only thing that could be called a pastime was cigarettes, which he could now smoke freely every day with his current wages.

Lighting a cigarette, Zhou Shuren looked at the outline of "A Brief History of Chinese Fiction" he was writing. Literature had been Zhou Shuren's strong suit since childhood. Although he took up medicine because of his father, for livelihood, and with the feeling of "curing the bodies of Chinese people," Zhou Shuren understood that what he truly loved was literature.

Because of the People's Party, Zhou Shuren turned around and finally returned to the path of literature. Plus, after writing the articles commissioned by Chen Ke, Zhou Shuren re-read "The Three Heroes and Five Gallants" and other novels, and couldn't help but start writing this research paper. However, official work seemed to have no pause. Now, in order to deal with the literati, one of the People's Party's "war of words" contestants was Zhou Shuren.

He had just finished writing the evaluation of "Romance of the Three Kingdoms" on the manuscript: "Trying to show Liu Bei's generosity makes him seem fake; describing Zhuge Liang's wisdom makes him seem like a demon." Zhou Shuren smoked slowly, and finally couldn't help picking up his pen and adding the two characters "Chen Ke" above "Zhuge."

Chen Ke's acerbity towards literati absolutely could not be described as "generous," but his wit in adapting to circumstances and striving to dominate the situation was quite like Zhuge Liang. Moreover, in terms of winning over the masses, Chen Ke could be considered to be adapting to the times. As long as there was an opportunity to contact the masses, Chen Ke would not let it go easily.

Zhou Shuren didn't understand the army. Since joining the People's Party, he couldn't fully understand why the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was invincible. However, in political propaganda, Zhou Shuren did feel the fundamental difference between the People's Party and other forces. Other forces thought they were superior to the people, but the People's Party truly stood with the people. Who wins and who loses need not be discussed; Zhou Shuren was just worried about the future of the literati.

Those attempting to rescue Cai Yuanpei this time were spread almost all over the country, but ironically, few people in Jiangsu and Zhejiang dared to make a sound. Even so, recently some people had come to Zhou Shuren to intercede, hoping that Zhou Shuren could "give Mr. Cai a hand." The reason was simple: "After all, Mr. Cai didn't kill anyone with his own hands" or "Mr. Cai was just deceived by others."

In a nutshell, it was "Stealing books can't be counted as stealing... Stealing books! ... Can a scholar's affair be counted as stealing?"

The People's Party's struggle strategy seemed complex, but it was simple to describe: "A thief is a thief; a scholar stealing things is also a thief. If there are scholars who think they are not thieves even if they steal, then these scholars are just thieves who haven't had time to steal yet."

Zhou Shuren certainly knew the reasons why scholars were dissatisfied with the People's Party, and could also guess the reaction of scholars after seeing the People's Party's contemptuous evaluation of them. They would definitely fly into a rage and rise up to counterattack. What the People's Party was waiting for was this reaction from the scholars.

Zhou Shuren's eyebrows were tightly knit together. He himself was a scholar who mocked scholars. Essentially, Zhou Shuren still hoped to leave some dignity for scholars. But now these scholars had brought themselves to a state of disgrace, so they really couldn't blame the People's Party for being ruthless.

But is it really good to do this? Zhou Shuren was very skeptical.

In Chinese history, scholars were the backbone of China, no matter how many scums appeared. There were always those who showed their ambition by death and sacrificed themselves for the law. Even Chen Ke had evaluated, "On the brink of the destruction of Chinese civilization several times, how many literati advanced wave upon wave to fight to preserve Chinese culture. Without them, there would be no continuation of Chinese culture." Zhou Shuren agreed deeply with this evaluation. However, if the storm destroying traditional scholars came from China itself, Zhou Shuren was not sure who could persist to the end this time. Because the comrades chosen by the People's Party were the working people.

Lighting another cigarette for himself, Zhou Shuren simply stood up and walked to the window of the study. It would be the Spring Festival soon, and even in the courtyard in Jiangnan, there was no abundant vitality. Such a courtyard fit Zhou Shuren's mood at this moment quite well.

In Chinese tradition, literati were a class. Whether in the temples or among the people, the gentry firmly held the lifeline of this country. Any dynasty had to rely on the gentry class to implement control. But in the current "great changes unseen in three thousand years," a political force attempting to end this system seemed to have really appeared.

The People's Party chose the masses who did not master knowledge as their allies and comrades-in-arms. The leadership of the People's Party might have come from the literati class, but without exception, they all betrayed the literati class. Zhou Shuren saw clearly that the People's Party educated the people and cultivated the people according to its own political philosophy. At the same time, it firmly regarded the literati class as an object that must be eradicated.

Although the literati class might not be able to understand the attitude of the People's Party, they intuitively felt the changes of the times. Under the rule of the People's Party, the literati class faced the fate of rapid marginalization. If it weren't for the People's Party being in power, one wouldn't even need to imagine how a new dynasty established at this time would "treat worthy men with courtesy"—just take the recently fallen Beiyang government as an example. The Beiyang government respected literati very much. Zhang Taiyan, who came from the Guangfu Society, often cursed Yuan Shikai in Beijing and fiercely criticized many of Yuan Shikai's policies. This "scholar's demeanor" of "not fearing power" was highly esteemed by literati. Literati, after all, were teachers of emperors! Entering the court as ministers, going out as generals. Even if they couldn't leap over the dragon gate and succeed in the imperial examinations, they had to be able to speak up locally and lead the ethos of a region.

Some time ago, at Chen Ke's request, Zhou Shuren read the History of Song in order to write an article. He yearned for the past when "the Emperor ruled the world together with the scholar-officials." And Zhou Shuren knew very well that even in the Qing Dynasty where literati were treated as slaves, the status of slaves was at least above the slaves that were the people. Before Chen Ke led the People's Party to respond to the calls of the people struggling in the status of slaves, literati took it for granted that they were nobler than the people. This was also the reason why so many people pleaded for Cai Yuanpei.

The people Cai Yuanpei personally designated to be killed were all those who tried to betray the gentry class and stand on the side of the people. Just for this point, in the eyes of literati, Cai Yuanpei's crime did not deserve death. This was not only the literati's support for Cai Yuanpei but also the literati's intentional or unintentional resistance to the People's Party. If Cai Yuanpei could be saved, or at least Cai Yuanpei's "good reputation" could be preserved, the literati would have won a victory against the People's Party.

Chen Ke undoubtedly saw through the literati's tricks and decided to counterattack unceremoniously. Zhou Shuren was thus pushed to the front line of the battle.

Sighing again, Zhou Shuren returned to his seat and sat down. Various thoughts cluttered his mind. He wrote casually on the paper. After writing for a while, Zhou Shuren put down his pen, read what he had just scribbled, and then saw a paragraph he wrote, "Those who were once rich want to return to the ancient ways; those who are currently rich want to maintain the status quo; those who have never been rich want reform. It is generally like this. Generally! What they call returning to the ancient ways is returning to some years ago that they remember, not to the times of Yu, Xia, Shang, and Zhou."

"Hmph! Heh heh! Haha!" Zhou Shuren couldn't help laughing out loud. Zhou Shuren wasn't sure if this was self-mockery or for some other reason. But Zhou Shuren knew very clearly that no matter what, he couldn't stand on the side of the literati this time.

Having stayed in the People's Party's liberated area for so long, Zhou Shuren saw that the People's Party dedicated all the fruits of the revolution to the working masses. To the literati, the People's Party was extremely stingy. Seeing that they didn't share the dividends of the revolution, the literati were naturally extremely dissatisfied. It was just that these literati didn't have the backbone to pick up weapons and fight the People's Party, so almost the entire literati class tried to "rescue" Cai Yuanpei, who had once risen to fight. This was also the logic literati should have.

Pondering for a long time, Zhou Shuren finally picked up the pen again.

A few days later, Yuwen Badu found Chen Ke with a manuscript in a rage. Chen Ke unfolded it and saw a paragraph heavily marked with a red pen, "Revolution, counter-revolution, non-revolution. The revolutionary are killed by the counter-revolutionary. The counter-revolutionary are killed by the revolutionary. The non-revolutionary are sometimes taken for revolutionaries and killed by counter-revolutionaries, sometimes taken for counter-revolutionaries and killed by revolutionaries, or sometimes taken for nothing and killed by revolutionaries or counter-revolutionaries. Revolution, re-revolution, re-re-revolution, re-re..."

Ignoring Yuwen Badu's angry face, Chen Ke was amused by this paragraph full of Lu Xun's style and laughed loudly.

"Chairman Chen, you can still laugh?" Yuwen Badu said angrily.

Chen Ke managed to stop smiling and said in a barely normal tone, "Why can't I laugh? Comrade Zhou Shuren described it very vividly. Isn't this the status quo in Western Zhejiang?"

Seeing that Chen Ke didn't set his stance correctly, Yuwen Badu became even more unhappy. He pointed to a paragraph and read: "'The non-revolutionary are sometimes taken for revolutionaries and killed by counter-revolutionaries, sometimes taken for counter-revolutionaries and killed by revolutionaries.' When did we ever kill the non-revolutionary?"

"If Comrade Li Shouxian hadn't stopped it, I'm afraid this would have happened. If you say that no one in Western Zhejiang really suffered innocently, I don't believe it. Every temple has ghosts who died unjustly." Chen Ke still answered with a "not set correctly" stance.

"If you say so, then there are no good people in Hongdong County!" Yuwen Badu firmly disagreed with Chen Ke's view.

Chen Ke asked Yuwen Badu to sit down and poured him a cup of tea before continuing: "Comrade Yuwen Badu, you clearly haven't figured out what kind of stuff those literati are. You think the article written by Comrade Zhou Shuren is nitpicking, right?"

"That's right." Yuwen Badu said angrily.

Chen Ke said pleasantly: "Comrade Badu, if the literati really just found the problems we made, I would really think they have improved. The problem is that literati are dogs that can't stop eating shit. If I guessed correctly, they want to overthrow our People's Party. You think Comrade Zhou Shuren's article is disrespectful to our People's Party. In the eyes of literati, Zhou Shuren is clearly betraying the literati group, which is treason and heresy. He must be fiercely criticized. The literati's thoughts are different from yours, so don't worry about it so much. Just wait and see what the literati group says."

Since Chen Ke said so, Yuwen Badu accepted it angrily for the time being, but judging by his appearance, he would just refrain from actively looking for trouble with Zhou Shuren.

Chen Ke didn't want Yuwen Badu to make a wasted trip, so he said: "Comrade Badu, how many people in Anhui do you think are willing to go to France?"

"Uh?" Yuwen Badu was stunned. After thinking for a while, he said, "It depends on how much money is given. If they can't make money, don't expect many people. We have invested so much in water conservancy these years. Although disasters still happen often, life is infinitely better than before. Counting on the scale of fleeing famine is definitely not feasible."

Seeing Chen Ke falling into consideration, Yuwen Badu added: "Chairman Chen, I'm not saying Anhui people are bad, but those who are willing to work definitely don't want to leave home. Sending people to farms and factories in France, I think it's better to find those who are steadfast and willing to work."

Chen Ke shook his head, "Your idea is wrong. We are sending laborers to work on French farms, not completing a task where doing a passable job is enough. The main thing is that you have to get more worker cadres to go to factories. The opportunity to intern in France is not easy to find. Let's not say learning everything from France, but at least we should learn the work we participate in, right? And to say something that is hard to judge, France lacks people. If our workers do well, maybe they can work in France for a few more years and learn for a few more years. Isn't this saving money and time compared to our own R&D in the base area?"

"If it's really that good, then it's not bad. But what if they refuse to come back?" Yuwen Badu asked.

"So I ask you to select personnel as carefully as possible. If they really refuse to come back, then let them be. But of course, we hope that the more who can come back, the better. This requires organization," Chen Ke said.

Yuwen Badu nodded repeatedly, "I will definitely strictly grasp the organization."

Chen Ke quickly said: "But, but! Comrade Badu, you can't make it a blatant and fanfare organization. If there are really those who refuse to come back, what do you think they will do to stay in France?"

"If they don't want to come back, they just won't come back? what else can they do?" Yuwen Badu said.

"They will sell out our organization to the French." Chen Ke replied. Chen Ke never had any illusions about human nature; humans are extremely weak under temptation. Historically, the Bai Xin couple had also been to France for work-study, and as a result, they fell in love with the French environment. After returning to China, facing the oppression of the White Terror, the Bai Xin couple simply became traitors, causing great losses to the revolution. Peng Pai was arrested and sacrificed because of Bai Xin's betrayal. And the price Bai Xin and his wife demanded for betraying their comrades was just two boat tickets back to France.

Given the French attitude, the number of Chinese laborers provided by China to France this time might reach as many as 500,000. There must be some people who may not want to return to China. So managing too strictly might actually cause problems.

Yuwen Badu said unhappily: "Chairman Chen, why do you take such care of those wavering elements?"

"Wavering elements are more likely to spoil things than to accomplish them. But where do we have hundreds of thousands of steadfast comrades to send to France? If we had so many comrades, we would go to liberate the whole country!" Chen Ke also complained. He chose more flexible measures also limited by the actual situation, not because he genuinely wanted to be harsh on steadfast comrades.

After discussing for a long time, finally Yuwen Badu thought that core members could be dispatched at a ratio of 2%, and other Chinese laborers would be tilted towards the management method of heavy industry factories.

After confirming these, Yuwen Badu bid farewell and went back to work. Chen Ke continued to complete the pile of paperwork in his office.

January 23, 1917, was the Spring Festival. After the Spring Festival, even before the Lantern Festival, newspapers participated by literati in various places began to publish articles, launching fierce attacks against the article published by the People's Party before the Spring Festival as the introduction to the "war of words."

While the People's Party quickly completed its external work, it also began to face the challenge of domestic literati.
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Chapter 191 Butterfly's Wings (8)

"By sneaking off to Shanghai this time, I can finally get rid of those literati who came to me to plead for mercy." At the working meeting of the National Defense Science and Technology Commission, Kong Zhang said cheerfully. There were many busybodies by nature, and the People's Party's education emphasized this very much. Plus, in this era where conservatism was still overwhelmingly dominant, the curiosity of the comrades was not enough to make them look for trouble.

"Electric Tyrant Kong, you are going to Shanghai. Do you have anything to say before you leave?" You Gou said to Kong Zhang with a grin.

"Why do you sound like I'm going to the execution ground?" Kong Zhang retorted, but his face was blooming with a smile. Kong Zhang liked listening to storytelling about the Sui and Tang dynasties, so he liked his nickname "Electric Tyrant Kong" very much. Firstly, this nickname reminded him of Li Yuanba, the number one hero of the Sui and Tang dynasties. Secondly, the story of Li Yuanba being struck dead by lightning after throwing a hammer at the sky gave Kong Zhang, who worked in the electric power industry, a special sense of superiority. After all, before joining the revolution, Kong Zhang's nickname in Xuzhou was "Struck by Lightning."

You Gou didn't intend to joke too much. She asked Kong Zhang, "Have you chosen your successor?"

Kong Zhang replied, "Comrade Hei Guofei should be able to take over the work in Wuhan, but personnel issues have to be decided by the Party Committee. My personal recommendation is useless."

After speaking, Kong Zhang couldn't help asking, "Comrade You Gou, I heard you are getting married?"

You Gou blushed, "We are talking about work. What does this have to do with work?"

"Your family is from Shanghai, and Political Commissar He's family is also from Shanghai. And you have to go to Shanghai anyway, so why not go to Shanghai with me and handle public and private affairs together? With the support of you two, won't it be glorious and decent for me?" Kong Zhang said with a grin.

Although Kong Zhang was humorous by nature and liked to joke, he was by no means a frivolous person. The reason he mentioned going to Shanghai was that the People's Party really wanted to do a big job in Shanghai recently. The city of Shanghai already had infrastructure levels exceeding most base area towns, but viewed as an industrial center, that infrastructure was far from enough. Sending Minister of Electric Power Kong Zhang to Shanghai to preside over the work proved the attitude of the People's Party. And the National Defense Science and Technology Commission also had to invest great strength in Shanghai. Other industrial enterprises could be built in other areas of the liberated areas, but shipyards could not. The shipyards in Wuhan were designed for building inland river and coastal vessels. The construction of the four 10,000-ton ships proposed by the US side must use the docks of the Jiangnan Shipyard in Shanghai.

As the boss of the People's Party's industrial department and a native of Shanghai, today, ten years after not returning to her hometown, You Gou had to go to Shanghai personally for on-site inspection.

Mentioning work, the relaxed mood originally from talking about marriage disappeared completely. You Gou's purpose in joining the revolution ten years ago had nothing to do with overthrowing the Manchu Qing. She hoped to be able to display her strengths and become a useful talent. Revolution was a learning process, and You Gou also learned modern Chinese history. During the First Opium War, Britain cut off China's grain transport, forcing the Manchu Qing to surrender. The high-level officials in the People's Party knew that the next war with Japan was only a matter of time. Before the war started, the possibility of important coastal cities being bombarded by Japan must be considered. It would be too uneconomical for huge investments made with hard work to be destroyed by a few shells.

So the investment in Shanghai this time was by no means simply considering construction issues. If it were just to build a few power plants and waterworks, and lay some pipelines, let alone mobilizing a cadre of You Gou's level, even Minister of Electric Power Kong Zhang couldn't possibly leave his work in Wuhan to go to Shanghai for long-term work.

Reclaiming sovereignty and abolishing concessions were the wishes of many aspiring Chinese youths, but after reclaiming sovereignty, one must defend sovereignty. When You Gou chatted with He Zudao, they talked about this matter. Both felt that in this rapidly changing world where the weak are prey to the strong, one must be strong enough to defend the country's interests.

Kong Zhang certainly knew what You Gou was thinking, which was why he dared to suggest that He Zudao go to Shanghai together. As China's most important gateway, Shanghai indeed needed strong construction and defense. The National Defense Science and Technology Commission operated on a model integrating military and administration, and power plants were key units under military control. Kong Zhang had personally held a steel gun to patrol and stand guard not just a few dozen times over these years.

Among the people attending the meeting, the one who truly experienced enemy attacks from the sea was Qin Tongren. His attitude towards building Shanghai was the most conservative. The naval power of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was too weak, and building a navy would not be effective in just a few years. Trying to resist Japan's attacks from the sea by means of fleet warfare was impossible with the People's Party's current assets. So Qin Tongren said, "Judging from the experience in Wuhan, urban construction needs overall planning. Including preparations during wartime, everything must be planned first. I would suggest designing Shanghai's industries in a deep layout."

Hearing this, You Gou immediately got excited, "Urban planning? That still has to be done by Chairman Chen. Not only can we not plan it, but the cost issue is really too difficult to calculate. Wuhan's sewage is discharged directly into the Yangtze River. Look at what the Yangtze River has become. The location for the sewage treatment plant has been reserved, and construction has started. But this also involves a technical problem of using bacteria to decompose filth. We started researching bacteria six or seven years ago, and there are still no fully feasible results. Even if domestic sewage can barely be discharged into the Yangtze River after purification, what about industrial sewage? The stuff in there is even harder to deal with."

Many times, the more knowledge one has, and the wider the coverage of the content considered overall, the more headache the whole problem becomes. Urban construction must take all aspects of the entire city into consideration in advance. Fortunately, Chen Ke was knowledgeable, and Chinese was an extremely scientific system. Many times, even if he didn't know the specific operation, just hearing the term, he could roughly guess the technology and method adopted for the operation.

For Chen Ke, this was the accumulation of countless readings. For the comrades in actual work, it was a process of practice and exploration on an unprecedented scale. Mentioning work, You Gou, who had undergone countless tempering, would become inexplicably excited. Only this time, the direction of You Gou's feelings was somewhat different. She said, "I now feel that peace is a good thing. If there can be peace, we can boldly engage in construction. We don't have to waste so much thought in Shanghai."

"That is peace as you understand it." As a male, Kong Zhang's view of the world was quite different from You Gou's. "If we can defend China's peace, why should we care about what happens to other countries? If they are in chaos, we can watch more jokes."

"I am against wars of aggression." Qin Tongren had participated in wars after all. If he could retaliate against foreign aggressors, Qin Tongren would certainly be happy. But the feelings left by war for Qin Tongren were strong, so he hoped to avoid war more.

Kong Zhang didn't come to argue with his immediate superior about the future route of China. He changed the topic, "If we want to avoid war, we can only rely on offensive power. Currently, the biggest threat to defending Shanghai is the foreigners' fleets. If we can manufacture a large number of offensive weapons in a short time, such as vessels capable of launching torpedoes, it will still be enough to be effective."

It wasn't that Qin Tongren hadn't considered these plans. He replied, "Torpedo boats will be hit by the secondary guns of enemy warships. If we use mine attacks, it will affect Shanghai's normal shipping. As for submarine technology, our current accumulation is not yet mature. Let alone airplanes. Torpedo bombers, the name sounds grand, but current planes can't fly themselves if they carry a torpedo..."

The categories under the National Defense Science and Technology Commission were quite complete, including the national laboratory system, and the "brands" for various basic research were also complete. It was just that complete "brands" did not mean being able to produce results. The foundation of the scientific system was not those equations, but a large number of experiments, the summary of the experimental process, and the analysis and summary of the data after the experiment ended. Even in the 21st century where Chen Ke was from, technical personnel had to go through such a learning and practical process. Not to mention the People's Party, which had just started to truly build a scientific research system.

Seeing Qin Tongren chattering endlessly, Zhang Yu couldn't help interrupting him, "Chairman Chen has repeatedly emphasized not to count on any decisive weapon. Counting on winning by surprise is called writing, directing, and acting by oneself. I am very clear about this. But I always think that to protect oneself, one must first have the ability to attack. If one weapon doesn't work, then build a few more types. Sometimes it is more important to make the enemy feel worried, rather than manufacturing some weapons that have reached a perfect state."

Seeing that everyone was getting heated, You Gou laughed, "It seems that defending Shanghai doesn't require on-site investigation. We can probably solve the problem by holding a meeting here. Isn't that right, everyone?"

Such a calm statement dispelled the hostile emotions between Qin Tongren and Kong Zhang. Both actually knew that nothing could be debated out by debating alone. With You Gou smoothing things over, the two took the opportunity to stop the argument.

On February 10, 1917, the joint team of the National Defense Science and Technology Commission arrived in Shanghai. At this time, Shanghai was completely controlled by the People's Party. The first phase of work was led by Lin Shenhe, a former Shanghai patrolman.

Having had the experience of governing Wuhan, Lin Shenhe knew very well how arduous his work in Shanghai was. The work of the first phase was to completely destroy the old system while establishing a new one. The foundation of destroying the old system was to solve the land and employment problems.

In the past few months, the People's Party had reached agreements with Britain, France, and the United States, the most important of which was reclaiming the concession land. As for Japan, Germany, and Austria, the People's Party simply ignored the existence of these countries. There were many common people begging for food in Shanghai. To unite the masses, one must first find a way for the masses to eat. Lin Shenhe recruited a large number of laborers and took these laborers to start demolishing the concessions.

As a former patrolman of the concession police station, Lin Shenhe knew the concessions like the back of his hand. After reaching a consensus on land replacement with Britain, France, and the United States, Lin Shenhe started to act without even much discussion. The first to bear the brunt was the Japanese settlement. Lin Shenhe sent someone to tell the Minister of the Japanese Legation that the People's Party had taken back all the land. The Japanese side must move quickly within the deadline. Adhering to their consistent style of bullying the soft and fearing the hard, the Japanese, from officials to private individuals, indeed moved out completely within the deadline. Seeing that the Japanese moved honestly, the residents in the concession also honestly signed the demolition agreement. Lin Shenhe immediately invested the large amount of manpower in his hands to raze the Japanese settlement to the ground.

Then it was the turn of the areas around Shikumen and Xujiahui. Chen Ke told Lin Shenhe that any area with a church must be resolved first, and the church must be completely destroyed. If missionaries applied for new missionary sites, arrange them temporarily in the garbage dump. Anyone who believed in foreign religions could be treated as a pariah in policy. This was not Chen Ke's personal attitude alone. The only thing that made the comrades of the Party Central Committee deprive someone of equal status based on their belief was believing in foreign religions.

Although Lin Shenhe's wife was a quite devout Catholic, Lin Shenhe himself did not have the slightest dissatisfaction or unease with the Central Committee's attitude. He even executed this policy with joy in his heart.

After destruction came construction. Following the residential community model experimented with in Wuhan, the People's Party began to build a large number of four-story residential communities in the destroyed concession areas.

Shanghai had many people and little land, and there was the so-called Lilong culture. Chen Ke didn't care at all that he might be labeled as the destroyer of Lilong culture. As for Lin Shenhe, he didn't even have the concept of Lilong culture. According to calculations, the new residential communities could accommodate more than twice the previous population. Who should this extra housing be provided to? When the joint team of the National Defense Science and Technology Commission arrived in Shanghai, the Party Committee meeting of the Shanghai Management Committee was discussing this issue.

You Gou heard about this matter. She didn't care if people said she "started bossing people around as soon as she got off the bus." Without avoiding suspicion, You Gou spoke impatiently, "You can ask first, are these people working in the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau willing to exchange their current residences for these communities?"

"Do those people in the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau own their own houses?" Lin Shenhe was not afraid of You Gou and asked.

"Only with a stable home can one work happily. I have been in Shanghai for so many years, and I have never seen the homes of ordinary workers in the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau being bigger and better than the houses in our communities." You Gou used her intelligence advantage as a Shanghai local.

"What if they refuse to exchange?" Lin Shenhe asked.

You Gou laughed, "If they refuse to exchange, fire them. And with Comrade Lin Shenhe playing the bad guy, I have confidence in you."

Lin Shenhe was not angry about this at all. You Gou meant she was willing to take responsibility. With the National Defense Science and Technology Commission taking responsibility, what did Lin Shenhe have to fear?

Demolition was a tedious and long task. After giving an emergency suggestion, You Gou left the remaining work to Lin Shenhe to handle. Entrenched in the safety zone centered on the Shanghai Renxin Medical College, the National Defense Science and Technology Commission set up its stall and began its work.

The first thing You Gou did after settling the basic work was to take He Zudao to visit her parents. After He Zudao's brother, whom he depended on, died of illness a few years ago, he had no immediate family members at home. So He Zudao asked Yan Fu to act as his parent.

Yan Fu was of course a highly respected big shot, but He Zudao still felt some regret in his heart. He had always regarded Chen Ke as an elder brother and teacher. If Chen Ke acted as He Zudao's parent, He Zudao would truly feel satisfied.

You Gou's family could be considered truly rich in Shanghai, but compared to He Zudao or Yan Fu, they were at most ant-level existences. You Gou, the "prodigal daughter" of the family, had been away for ten years. At first, she became a member of a famous rebel gang. The You family did business, so they naturally understood the importance of intelligence. After learning this news, the You family once felt very terrified and tried hard to bring You Gou home. As time went by, You Gou gradually changed from a "rebel" to a "capable general of a separatist force," and recently became a dignified founding father. This roller-coaster-like experience made the You family somewhat at a loss.

No matter how You Gou's identity changed, their daughter was still their daughter after all. Upon seeing her daughter, the old lady immediately hugged her with tears in her eyes. After seeing his daughter, the old man first felt joy, then anger surged up, and he almost wanted to rush up and slap his daughter twice. But looking at the fierce and ferocious guard behind his daughter, the master finally held back the impulse.

After taking their seats, the old man let Yan Fu take the seat of honor. After Yan Fu sat down, he said, "Brother You, I am just attending on behalf of someone today. The one who should be sitting here is our Party Chairman Chen Ke. But he is really too busy with work to come in person, so he wrote a letter asking me to propose marriage."

Master You certainly knew who Chen Ke was now; he was an existence equivalent to an emperor. His daughter had followed Chen Ke for more than ten years, and this could be considered a fruitful result. Seeing Yan Fu stand up and hand a letter to him, Master You's hands were trembling so much he couldn't open the letter. Because of excessive excitement, he didn't know what to say, just repeating like a broken gramophone: "I don't deserve this! I don't deserve this!"

The excitement in He Zudao's heart at this time was no less than that of Master You. Apart from encouraging He Zudao to confess to You Gou quickly, Chen Ke had made no other indication on this matter. He Zudao certainly knew that Chen Ke couldn't get away to come to Shanghai no matter what. He had thought about holding a wedding banquet when returning to Wuhan, and drinking a few more cups with Chen Ke then. Unexpectedly, Chen Ke had long arranged for He Zudao's marriage.

He Zudao couldn't help grinning and wanting to laugh. For some reason, his nose soured and tears flowed out. Just as he wanted to wipe his tears with the back of his hand, he saw a handkerchief already handed to him. Turning his head, he saw it was You Gou, looking at He Zudao with an extremely rare soft smile. He Zudao took the handkerchief and wiped his eyes, feeling greatly satisfied in his heart. Even if he died now, he would have no regrets.

For the You family, He Zudao's marriage was considered "well-matched." This threshold certainly did not refer to the You family's status, but You Gou's status. For You Gou, this was just a private matter, and compared to the work she shouldered, it was even a trivial matter.

Destruction also required methods. Even before Lin Shenhe wantonly destroyed the old buildings in Shanghai, he asked the Public Concession Committee to hand over all maps and measurement data. The engineering corps of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had also nervously started survey work. In the plan of the National Defense Science and Technology Commission, Wuhan was naturally already an industrial center. Shanghai would be another important industrial center.
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Chapter 192 Butterfly's Wings (9)

Ma Xiangbo, Principal and Director of Fudan Public School, was almost 77 years old on February 15, 1917. He stood stubbornly at the gate of the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau, leaning on his cane and staring into the sea breeze. Whenever anyone came to persuade Ma Xiangbo to rest nearby first, Ma Xiangbo only demanded that Yan Fu come to see him personally. The staff also felt very troubled; a 77-year-old man, almost 80 by traditional reckoning. Who dared to forcibly move such a highly respected old man? If the old man fell to the ground, who could explain it clearly?

Yan Fu had been hiding in the military-controlled Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau for more than a month, afraid to go out. After talking with Mr. Ma Xiangbo a few times, Yan Fu didn't even dare to attend Ma Xiangbo's banquets. Being blocked at the door by Ma Xiangbo for more than an hour, the staff kept sending messages to Yan Fu. Yan Fu could only obediently come out and invite Ma Xiangbo into the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau to talk.

"Jidao, I have set a bad precedent this time, and I am very uneasy in my heart." Mr. Ma Xiangbo apologized to Yan Fu first.

Ma Xiangbo was Cai Yuanpei's teacher. What was there to say about a teacher stepping forward for his disciple? Yan Fu laughed: "Mr. Xiangbo, if you have anything to say, you might as well say it all at once. But my attitude has long been determined. Whatever the court rules, that is how it will be executed."

"Jidao, I still want to ask you to intercede with Wenqing about this matter. Jiemin did order the killing of many people, but after all, he didn't kill anyone with his own hands. Even if he is sentenced to life imprisonment, what harm is there? Wang Shizhen of Beiyang fought so many battles with you, yet didn't you release him? Why be so harsh on Jiemin?" Ma Xiangbo said.

Yan Fu was afraid to see these literati because he feared this kind of entanglement. Wang Shizhen did create a huge blood debt in Shandong, but that was a political measure of the Manchu Qing group. Wang Shizhen did not create bloody cases for personal purposes to claim credit and rewards. Although the facts were cruel, the cruelty of the implementation lay in the fact that Wang Shizhen was a member of the Manchu Qing ruling class, so he naturally had to maintain the interests of the Manchu Qing ruling group. This was a problem of the political group, not Wang Shizhen's personal problem. Facing direct challenges, Wang Shizhen made his own judgment and decision. If responsibility were to be pursued on the charge of being accomplices, every member of the Manchu Qing group deserved to die, and every one of them deserved to be killed. By the same logic, in the April 12 Counter-Revolutionary Massacre, all participants from Beiyang and the Guangfu Society should also be executed.

Raising the point that those who did not kill with their own hands should not be executed, Yan Fu was not sure whether Ma Xiangbo did it intentionally or unintentionally. But he was very clear about one thing: if not for Cai Yuanpei's planning, would those specific executors have been so bored as to run to Western Zhejiang to carry out a massacre?

Not understanding Ma Xiangbo's thoughts, Yan Fu understood the literati's thoughts. They were such a group of people; they never did things themselves, they always directed others to do it. If successful, the credit naturally belonged to the commander. Once something went wrong, the literati believed that the executor was the guilty one. Those who dared to act like Tan Sitong, who had the chance to run but didn't, proving the justice they pursued with their blood, were always the minority among the minority of such literati.

"Mr. Xiangbo, this is a criminal case. Someone killed people..." Yan Fu could only respond to Ma Xiangbo with such a most ordinary explanation.

But Ma Xiangbo interrupted Yan Fu, "Jidao, I'm not asking to say Jiemin is innocent. After all, so many people died. Not only did your People's Party publish the public trial, but foreign newspapers participating in the public trial also published the trial. The evidence is all there; I certainly can't turn a blind eye. You also said that Jiemin participated in planning the events in Western Zhejiang, but you didn't say Jiemin personally killed anyone. If one must say, Jiemin's life and death are in your hands."

Yan Fu sighed. The last few times, he and Ma Xiangbo couldn't agree on this matter no matter what, which finally made Yan Fu not want to see Ma Xiangbo again. This time was still the same. Yan Fu patiently said: "Mr. Xiangbo, we judge anything never based on personal likes and dislikes. Seeking truth from facts is the only standard for the People's Party to judge things."

Ma Xiangbo heard Yan Fu say this kind of thing several times, and he also knew that Yan Fu couldn't make any concessions in this regard. Also sighing, Ma Xiangbo said: "Jidao, come to think of it, more than ten years ago, it was I who asked you to accept Chen Ke as a disciple. I am already old, and I generally can't remember things from these ten-plus years clearly, but the things from that time are vivid in my mind. I wonder if you, Jidao, can still remember what I said back then?"

Hearing Ma Xiangbo mention the past, a smile finally appeared on Yan Fu's face. Yan Fu felt deeply empathetic to Ma Xiangbo's feelings about these ten-plus years. For Yan Fu, twelve years passed in a flash, really just a snap of the fingers. But Yan Fu clearly remembered that day more than ten years ago. Ma Xiangbo was ill, and Yan Fu sat in the outer room of Ma Xiangbo's sickbed and saw Chen Ke's book for the first time. When the two talked, Ma Xiangbo asked Yan Fu to accept Chen Ke as a disciple. At that time, Ma Xiangbo said: "This book will inevitably become popular in the world. The principles described by the author, even if not the ultimate truth of the heavenly way, are by no means heresy. Young people who read it will surely follow in droves. Jidao, the person who wrote this book is a genius given by heaven. If you are willing, I would like you to accept him as a disciple. If no one disciplines him, this person will probably bring disaster to the world."

At that time, Yan Fu was very surprised that a great scholar like Ma Xiangbo would attach such importance to Chen Ke. If it weren't for Ma Xiangbo's request, Yan Fu might have missed Chen Ke, or at least Yan Fu very likely wouldn't have accepted Chen Ke as a disciple.

Looking back at the past, the smile on Yan Fu's face quickly disappeared. He had actually participated in the revolutionary work presided over by Chen Ke for ten years. In these ten years, Yan Fu did countless jobs, worrying about the immediate situation and China's future every day. Where did he have time to recall the beginning? Now Yan Fu suddenly felt he somewhat understood the reason for Ma Xiangbo's request back then.

Because he wasn't sure, Yan Fu couldn't help asking: "Mr. Xiangbo, were you afraid back then that Wenqing would lay hands on the literati?"

Seeing that Yan Fu had remembered the past, Ma Xiangbo sighed and said: "I didn't expect Wenqing to have today's achievements at that time. I just felt that the reasoning Wenqing stated at that time was extremely domineering. What he said was certainly correct, but it lacked any heart of compassion and mercy. Using Confucian principles, but acting entirely in the style of Legalists. Outer Confucianism and inner Legalism, the implementation must be harsh governance. Wenqing wants to walk the great road of saving the country. My ability couldn't help him at all, which is why I asked you, Jidao, to be Wenqing's teacher."

"So Mr. Xiangbo now wants me to stand on the side of the literati?" Yan Fu asked.

Hearing Yan Fu's words, Mr. Ma Xiangbo's face looked even worse. These days, pondering repeatedly over Cai Yuanpei's matter, Ma Xiangbo figured out why he firmly opposed the execution of Cai Yuanpei. Why did literati always talk about Qin Shi Huang "burning books and burying scholars"? Chen Ke had noted in the book series "Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism" that most of the books burned by Qin Shi Huang back then were books on witchcraft and monsters, and most of those buried were alchemists. Corresponding to the People's Party's practice, that is strictly cracking down on feudal secret societies.

Literati had no intention of complaining on behalf of alchemists. Their purpose in attacking Qin Shi Huang was to oppose the Legalist policy of governing the country implemented by Qin Shi Huang. In order to attack Qin Shi Huang's Legalist concept of governing the country, literati even distorted facts and confused the public.

Ma Xiangbo didn't want to distort facts on the matter of Cai Yuanpei because the facts couldn't be hidden at all. The people of Western Zhejiang were all there, and witness and material evidence were complete. Cai Yuanpei himself also confessed candidly to what he had done.

Chen Ke proved with his practical actions that he was truly a guy who "unified knowledge and action." Ma Xiangbo paid extreme attention to Chen Ke's trial in Western Zhejiang, plus a series of dramatic works created by Zhou Shuren performed in various places. After careful comparison, Ma Xiangbo found corresponding content in Chen Ke's books.

The Qin Code stipulated a set of litigation systems: public prosecution and non-public prosecution. The People's Party had a system of criminal prosecutors and civil burden of proof and appeal.

The judicial organs of the Qin State were divided into three levels: central, commandery, and county. The People's Party had the distinction of courts, intermediate courts, and high courts.

In the central government of the Qin State, the emperor held the highest judicial power. The Tingwei (Minister of Justice) tried national cases. The Yushi Dafu (Censor-in-chief) and Jiancha Yushi (Monitoring Censors) supervised the law nationwide. The People's Party completely copied this, with the system and distinction of Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court. Zhou Shuren's plays emphasized these aspects strongly.

In details, in the Qin State, lawsuits could be filed by victims or by state officials. During interrogation, torture to extract confessions was generally not advocated; on-site inspection and evidence collection were emphasized; a "written report" system was implemented; and appeals were allowed after judgment.

Even the requirement during the trial process of the Qin State court that "when the prisoner is making a statement, even if the judge knows the prisoner is lying, he cannot interrupt the prisoner's statement" was implemented without any difference.

No matter what you think, it only matters what you did. After doing something, if you violated the law, you have to take responsibility.

Chen Ke praised the existence of the "Qin Law": "The principles of conviction and sentencing in the Qin Dynasty included: determining criminal responsibility capacity; distinguishing between intent and negligence; distinguishing the severity of criminal consequences; aggravated punishment for joint crimes and recidivism; false accusation counter-punishment; aggravated punishment for abettors; lighter punishment for surrender, etc. It was the only conscious era of classical rule of law in Chinese history and has an irreplaceable historical status in the history of Chinese civilization. Before the Qin Law, China was in the era of rule by ritual. After Qin, China was in the era of rule by man. Only in the one hundred and sixty years or so from Shang Yang's reform to Qin Shi Huang's unification of China did China enter a relatively complete classical rule of law society. This is the greatest pride and the greatest civilized creation of the Chinese nation in the era of original civilization and even the entire classical civilization."

However, in the eyes of literati, this was not "the greatest pride, the greatest civilized creation" at all; this was harsh punishment and cruel laws; this was the obliteration of humanity.

Ma Xiangbo naturally felt deep sympathy for the experience of the people in Western Zhejiang. He believed that even if the people of Western Zhejiang acted radically, it did not warrant the death penalty. Similarly, Ma Xiangbo believed that regardless of what thoughts or even difficulties Cai Yuanpei had, sentencing Cai Yuanpei to death solely on the grounds of participating in the April 12 Massacre was also unfair. If not for the incitement of Yuan Shikai of Beiyang, if not for the support and usurpation of Feng Guozhang, if not for the local landlords and gentry taking a chicken feather for a command arrow and wantonly using the "party purge" order launched by Cai Yuanpei to eliminate dissidents, Western Zhejiang would absolutely not have been killed like that.

In these aspects, the People's Party investigated very clearly even during the court trial process. So Ma Xiangbo didn't understand. Since the People's Party was unwilling to wrong Cai Yuanpei, why couldn't the People's Party let Cai Yuanpei off the hook because of his difficulties?

So Ma Xiangbo couldn't help but suspect the reason behind the People's Party's firm attitude. Was it because Cai Yuanpei publicly opposed the People's Party? Was it because Cai Yuanpei publicly attacked and accused the People's Party of various political platforms? Was it because of these that the People's Party wanted to use the name of the people to chop off Cai Yuanpei's head as a warning?

Based on these concerns, Ma Xiangbo took action to try to rescue Cai Yuanpei. The achievements established by the People's Party so far were undeniable, but the cold and ruthless actions shown by the People's Party, with no heart of tolerance, made Ma Xiangbo very worried. Would such a powerful political force composed entirely of young people run all the way onto the old path of the Qin State? Ma Xiangbo believed that if things really developed like this, it would not only be the tragedy of the People's Party, not only the tragedy of Chen Ke whom Ma Xiangbo appreciated quite a lot, not only the tragedy of those Fudan Public School students who joined the People's Party, but also the tragedy of literati under heaven, and the tragedy of the entire China.

Back then, Ma Xiangbo just had an indescribable sense of alertness towards Chen Ke. At that time, Chen Ke was just a distinctive young man. When asking Yan Fu to accept Chen Ke as a disciple, Ma Xiangbo mostly wanted to give Chen Ke a hand. He didn't think of placing any chess pieces in the People's Party first. Not to mention that Yan Fu was by no means the kind of person to be a chess piece for others.

Now, Ma Xiangbo found that apart from being able to ask Yan Fu for help, he had no other way to go. Hearing Yan Fu's sentence "So Mr. Xiangbo now wants me to stand on the side of the literati?", Ma Xiangbo felt a chill in his heart. The meaning of these words was surprisingly that Yan Fu also believed Cai Yuanpei should be killed.

Ma Xiangbo said sternly: "Jidao, Jiemin's fault is not excessive even if he redeems it with death. But if there is no heart of compassion and mercy, and only blind implementation of harsh governance, this is the reason why the Qin Dynasty died in the second generation. This is a lesson from the past!"

"Blind implementation of harsh governance is the reason why the Qin Dynasty died in the second generation?" Yan Fu couldn't help laughing out loud. Although Chen Ke never called himself a historian, Chen Ke loved to talk about history. He also combined the history he told with the reality of the People's Party.

The reason for the death of the Qin Dynasty in the second generation was firstly the collapse of internal order. Li Si participated in Zhao Gao's rebellious act, tampered with the will, supported Hu Hai, and killed Fu Su and Meng Tian. Then came the wanton massacre of his own brothers. After this nonsense, the internal order of the entire Qin Dynasty was gone. This was the reason Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized organizational discipline. To break through a solid fortress, either the cornerstones at the foot of these fortresses turn into gravel, causing the fortress to collapse with a crash, or internal chaos within the fortress leads to chaos inside. The collapse of the Qin State was indeed related to the imperfection of the Qin State system, and the harsh order did lead to the expansion of internal strife. But Yan Fu already understood clearly that the relationship between the cruel laws of the Qin State and the collapse of the Qin State mentioned by Ma Xiangbo was not based on a realistic attitude, but on an attitude from the standpoint of literati.

Seeing Yan Fu laughing so hard that tears almost came out, Ma Xiangbo couldn't help asking somewhat annoyedly: "Why do you laugh, Jidao?"

Yan Fu managed to stop laughing, "Mr. Xiangbo, I really haven't seen what harsh punishments and cruel laws our People's Party has used."

Ma Xiangbo said loudly: "I see your published list this time; the number of people killed is in the tens of thousands. Which dynasty or generation has seen killing like this?"

Yan Fu asked back seriously: "Mr. Xiangbo, since you are paying attention to this matter. Which person in here do you think does not deserve to die? If you find one, you can file a complaint. What we, the People's Party, are most unwilling to see is unjust, false, and wrong cases. We are afraid our feelings on this are even stronger than yours. Confucius said: Without trust, people cannot stand. We make laws and execute laws; what we fear most is unjust, false, and wrong cases."

Seeing Yan Fu's attitude so tough, Ma Xiangbo also got a little angry, "Jidao, I'm not saying you want to conduct unjust imprisonment. I trust the character of Wenqing and you. I am saying that the laws you formulated and executed are too harsh!"

Even though Ma Xiangbo clearly stated "trust the character of Chen Ke and Yan Fu," this kindness did not make Yan Fu feel happy. On the contrary, Yan Fu already understood that he and Ma Xiangbo had nothing more to say. What was expressed under this kindness was Ma Xiangbo's opposition to the basic philosophy of the People's Party. Weighing his words, Yan Fu said slowly: "Mr. Xiangbo, we, the People's Party, also believe in character, but our standard for judging a person is seeking truth from facts, looking at what this person has done. You trust the character of me and Wenqing; this is your affirmation of us, and I am very moved. But if Wenqing and I violate the law, we must also submit to the law."

Now Ma Xiangbo's face completely changed, "Does this mean you insist on killing Jiemin?"

Yan Fu's face also became extremely helpless, "Mr. Xiangbo, we don't mean that we must kill anyone. If Mr. Xiangbo trusts the character of me and Wenqing, please believe this point. We have absolutely no malice towards Jiemin, nor do we have malice towards anyone. It is he himself who owes a blood debt to the people, and the people want him to repay it. Killing pays with life. Mr. Xiangbo, you surely won't oppose the principle that killing pays with life, right?"

Ma Xiangbo was a great scholar after all. Even if he thought Cai Yuanpei shouldn't die, he couldn't say the logic that killing doesn't need to be paid with life.

Yan Fu continued seriously: "Mr. Xiangbo, since we met, I have really cherished the friendship between us. So I will speak frankly. If I am measuring the heart of a gentleman with the heart of a villain, please bear with me. Now surely some people think we want to kill Jiemin because Jiemin scolded us. I have to tell you, this is not a fact. Not to mention far places, you should know very well how many people right here in Shanghai have scolded us. Did we arrest and kill them? Did we arrest them? No! You also cited the example of Wang Shizhen. He did more than scold us; he brought troops to fight us. He even killed our soldiers. But did we kill him? No! Fighting is for each other's masters. Once on the battlefield, we know we might be killed by the enemy. Did we take revenge for this? No! Our People's Party has no private feud of our own. What does scolding us count for? As long as the law is not violated, everyone has their own freedom of speech. Legitimate freedom of speech is protected by law. Our People's Party protects everyone's legitimate rights through law. But the rights we protect do not include killing. I believe you can definitely understand this."

Ma Xiangbo felt Yan Fu's sincerity and helplessness. He knew Yan Fu very well. Yan Fu was never a person keen on defending himself; Yan Fu's personality even extremely lacked attitude towards his own behavior. To make Yan Fu say such words was already an extremely rare thing. However, Yan Fu's words deeply stimulated Ma Xiangbo. In these words, Yan Fu wanted to express only one core, that is, "State law is merciless"!

If in the Manchu Qing era, someone put forward such a view and tried to truly execute it, Ma Xiangbo would feel that the world had been restored to clarity. But hearing Yan Fu, whom Ma Xiangbo appreciated and trusted very much, say this, Ma Xiangbo felt a kind of chill. That was like the chill that could almost freeze people to death felt when watching the bright moon on a clear winter night. Finally suppressing the unease in his heart, Ma Xiangbo asked: "Jidao, I know you were unwilling to see me for this matter. So today I am so rude to want to see you, actually just to talk to you about this matter one last time. I want to ask you, is there any way to spare Jiemin's life?"

Yan Fu shook his head slightly, his face full of regret, "The law allows no blasphemy."
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Chapter 193 Butterfly's Wings (10)

"Director Feng, do you really want to publish this article?" Shen Zengzhi said to Feng Xu with a cold face as soon as he entered the living room of Feng Xu's house. The weather was nice; sunlight shone straight into the living room from the balcony on the third floor, making the room bright. Coupled with the heat evenly released by the chimney connected to the coal stove in the room, despite his cold face, Shen Zengzhi's complexion looked much better in the comfortable warmth.

Feng Xu certainly knew that Shen Zengzhi's address of "Director Feng" was quite malicious. Ever since the Anhui Education College moved from Fengtai County to Anqing, the Literature and History Institute, which was once a "shelter for guilty officials of the former Qing Dynasty," also moved to Anqing. As the People's Party's liberated area became larger and larger, the high-pressure attitude towards former Qing officials also relaxed. The current Literature and History Institute was just a place where a few people who really liked literature and history work, as well as guys who really didn't want to go out to find ordinary jobs or couldn't find errands, muddled along for a living.

Shen Zengzhi was the deputy director of the Anhui Literature and History Institute. Although Feng Xu suggested several times that Shen Zengzhi serve as the director of the Anhui Provincial Library, and Shen Zengzhi also "concurrently" held the post of deputy director of the library, Shen Zengzhi insisted on setting his unit in the Literature and History Institute. Shen Zengzhi's own explanation for this was, "What qualifications does an old prisoner of a fallen country have to pick and choose?"

The People's Party didn't want to lower itself to Shen Zengzhi's level. Plus, Shen Zengzhi was smart enough never to say a word about politics in public. Only a few people who had a good relationship with Shen Zengzhi heard him compare himself to a remnant of the old dynasty. The People's Party had carried out constitutional popularization work in Anhui many times, and everyone had studied the article on "freedom of speech." Even if Feng Xu publicly declared this, it did not meet the conditions for conviction. Since the People's Party was so tolerant of speech, everyone was naturally less willing to gossip behind their backs.

Shen Zengzhi worked very hard in the library. After the People's Party conquered Beijing, Shen Zengzhi also went to participate in the index compilation work of the National Library. After returning, he sincerely praised the People's Party's emphasis on book work, believing that the National Library and libraries in various places truly respected culture.

Feng Xu knew that the People's Party firmly advocated the method of "engraving the craftsman's name on the object," and all book indexes had the names of the compilers. Shen Zengzhi did not think this represented "distrust" at this time, but felt a little complacent because his name was listed on it.

"Brother Shen, sit down for a while and let me finish filling out this housing survey form." Feng Xu took Shen Zengzhi back to the study and said after sitting down. Feng Xu had no savings, and after being captured, he accepted his fate. After regaining his freedom, he sold all his family property and distributed most of the money to his family. He only kept a little money for himself to buy a two-bedroom apartment in Anqing, which was more than sixty square meters. The People's Party was engaging in large-scale infrastructure construction in the liberated areas, and everyone had to declare their property status. What Feng Xu was filling out was the standard real estate registration form.

Wearing reading glasses to study the content on the form carefully, Feng Xu filled out the form with a fountain pen. Only then did he turn his head and ask Shen Zengzhi, "Brother Shen, have you finished filling yours out?"

Shen Zengzhi was a calligrapher with an income far higher than Feng Xu. He bought a three-bedroom, two-living room, two-bathroom apartment, the price of which was more than double that of Feng Xu's. Hearing Feng Xu ask this, Shen Zengzhi sneered, "How dare I not fill it out? The People's Party shows no mercy in killing its own people; how would they let me off?"

Feng Xu knew that Shen Zengzhi was talking about the People's Party's recent "Three-Anti Work." Just for anti-corruption, several officials were killed, and even more were imprisoned, shaking the entire government.

But these were obviously not what Shen Zengzhi came to talk to Feng Xu about. Shen Zengzhi was referring to an article called "A Brief Analysis of Superior and Inferior" written by Feng Xu recently to participate in the cultural struggle. In the article, he elaborated on the two sentences "Punishment does not extend up to the great officers, and rites do not extend down to the common people" and "Only the highest wisdom and the lowest stupidity do not change." He believed that from the perspective of the view of punishment and rites in the pre-Qin bloodline clan society, in ancient times, all members of society, for the prosperity and development of their own bloodline clan and the reproduction of descendants, had to strictly observe the ritual system and criminal law followed by everyone, and no one could be special. During the time of Yao and Shun, Shun asked Gun to control the flood. Gun failed to cure it, so Gun received the death penalty. After Shun ceded the throne to Yu, Yu not only reused Gaotao who executed his father but also had a friendship better than old times. At that time, punishment and rites maintained justice and dignity, and even the leader was no exception. Therefore, "superior and inferior" did not emphasize discrimination and difference, but emphasized the consistency of superior and inferior.

Although Shen Zengzhi was far inferior to Feng Xu in administrative ability, he did have his own advantages in scholarship, especially in textual research. Hearing Feng Xu ask this, Shen Zengzhi replied: "Brother Menghua, those so-called primitive societies are all imagined by Chen Ke alone. Without textual evidence, how can we take it as accurate? Moreover, although your explanation makes sense, how can you be sure it is indeed the original intention of the ancestors?"

"We are all disciples of Confucianism. Confucianism has existed for two thousand years because what Confucianism has said for two thousand years is useful. Misinterpreting the words of the ancient sages has happened not just once or twice. As for those pedantic scholars, countless of them have completely misinterpreted it. What's more, mine may not necessarily be a misinterpretation." Feng Xu's voice was not loud, but his attitude was extremely firm.

This time Shen Zengzhi did not argue with Feng Xu. He pulled a chair, sat down, and fell into deep thought.

Feng Xu seemed to be talking to himself, "If those people engaged in Western learning could produce things the same as what Chen Ke produced, we naturally would have nothing to say and just obediently bow our heads and admit defeat. Brother Shen, you are also a great Confucian scholar of the current age. Is Cai Yuanpei's knowledge above yours? Apart from being able to borrow some words from foreigners, what has he created himself?"

While speaking, Feng Xu's hands didn't stop. He peeled a honey tangerine and handed it to Shen Zengzhi. The honey tangerine had been placed by the fire for a while, and it was still warm in Shen Zengzhi's hand. Breaking off a few segments and putting them in his mouth, it was truly full of sweetness.

"I wonder what Brother Menghua plans to do?" Shen Zengzhi said slowly.

"The theoretical pillars of the People's Party now are science and democracy. We don't understand natural science, so let's not interfere completely." Feng Xu took another honey tangerine himself and peeled it slowly as he spoke.

"What do you mean by not interfering completely?" Shen Zengzhi was relatively stubborn, or rather relatively straightforward, and was very puzzled by what Feng Xu said.

"We don't understand natural science, but we have read the Analects. The Master said: You! Shall I teach you what knowledge is? When you know a thing, to hold that you know it; and when you do not know a thing, to allow that you do not know it; this is knowledge." After Feng Xu finished explaining, he also ate a few segments of the peeled honey tangerine. The honey tangerines were produced in Hubei and transported by steamers on the river to almost every city along the Yangtze River. The sales were very good.

Shen Zengzhi somewhat understood Feng Xu's meaning now, and he looked excited. "The People's Party loves to say 'seek truth from facts.' Wasn't this phrase also first spoken by Confucian disciples?"

Seeing that Shen Zengzhi finally got the point, Feng Xu nodded repeatedly, "Exactly so. In fact, how much of what Chen Ke said is not what my Confucianism has already said? Since we encounter such a great opportunity, why don't we get to the root of the matter and restore order for Confucianism? Moreover, Brother Shen, you have also been an education commissioner. Do you like pedantic scholars? Borrowing a sentence from Chen Ke, expel them from the Confucian team!"

At the mention of Chen Ke, Shen Zengzhi got angry. Ever since being "pitted" by Chen Ke into participating in the writing team of "The Life of Cixi," Shen Zengzhi had no good feelings for Chen Ke anymore. He sneered again, "Brother Menghua, Chen Ke talks about equality, but our Confucianism talks about the Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues..."

"Did Confucius say the Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues?" Feng Xu interrupted Shen Zengzhi, "I have read in the Book of Rites: They hate to see goods lying on the ground, but do not necessarily wish to keep them for themselves; they hate not to exert their strength, but do not necessarily wish to exert it for their own benefit."

Shen Zengzhi knew that this was a passage where Confucius talked about "Great Unity" in the "Book of Rites." The general idea was that people cherish labor products but have no selfishness and will not take them for themselves; people are ashamed of not exerting effort or exerting less effort in joint labor, and can work with all their might, but without the idea of "getting more."

Even though Shen Zengzhi was knowledgeable and had a good memory, it was only after hearing Feng Xu's words today that he remembered Confucius had such writings. But after savoring it carefully, he asked, realizing it was actually somewhat similar to the socialist system mentioned by the People's Party.

Having lost the thought of confrontation, Shen Zengzhi asked Feng Xu: "Brother Menghua, are you actually planning to abandon the Cardinal Guides and Constant Virtues and only talk about the Book of Songs and the Book of History?"

Feng Xu replied calmly: "The Master said: In the Book of Songs are three hundred pieces, but the design of them all may be embraced in one sentence—'Having no depraved thoughts.' what's wrong with only talking about the Book of Songs and the Book of History? Since Chen Ke has established new Cardinal Guides and Constant Virtues, we should avoid the old ones like the plague. Why impose the Cardinal Guides and Constant Virtues of later generations on Confucius?"

This bold idea made Shen Zengzhi feel extremely excited but also uncomfortable all over. With Shen Zengzhi's intelligence, he fully understood Feng Xu's ambition. Feng Xu wanted to be the "Dong Zhongshu" under the rule of the People's Party. Such a bold move to completely sever the various extensions accumulated by Confucianism over nearly two thousand years from the "Book of Songs and the Book of History" and re-attach them to the system proposed by the People's Party—just thinking about such an action drained all of Shen Zengzhi's strength. The firm belief and effort required to do such a big thing made Shen Zengzhi's body tremble slightly.

Using almost all his strength, Shen Zengzhi said with a dry throat: "But the 'Analects' also talks about hierarchy."

Feng Xu immediately replied: "To borrow a phrase from the People's Party, that is the historical limitation of the sages. Xunzi also said that the movement of heaven follows a constant course, and one should control the mandate of heaven and use it. Chen Ke praised it greatly as naive materialism. We cannot ask people two thousand years ago to be the same as us; doing so is not seeking truth from facts."

This time Shen Zengzhi no longer had the mind to feel unhappy about Feng Xu bringing up Chen Ke's words. He asked Feng Xu with a hoarse voice and trembling body, "Brother Menghua, what exactly do you want to do?"

"I want to restore the ancient ways!" Feng Xu replied frankly, "And restore it all the way back to two thousand years ago in one go!"

At this point, Feng Xu couldn't help standing up from his seat because he was too excited. "Among the things accumulated over these two thousand years, there are good and bad, and most of them are outdated. Then let's throw them all away. We absolutely cannot let the far-fetched interpretations of later generations stain the reputation of the ancient sages. If this still cannot save Confucianism..."

"If it cannot save Confucianism, what then?" Shen Zengzhi asked closely.

"Then I'll just go and die!" Feng Xu answered loudly.

Looking at Feng Xu's determined eyes and hearing his decisive tone, Shen Zengzhi shuddered greatly.

While Feng Xu, a Confucian believer, was planning how to save Confucianism in the new era by abandoning the Cardinal Guides and Constant Virtues and such stuff, the great scholar Chen Duxiu, also in Anqing, felt in his heart that the husband being the guide of the wife in the Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues might be a very good thing.

Within the political system constructed by the People's Party, there was the signboard of the Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), but the enthusiasm of the People's Party to form the CPPCC was even lower than that of the Party in history. Chen Ke rarely formed such a political organization with a very negative attitude. The reason for forming the CPPCC was firstly that the CPPCC ran through the entire history of New China after all. Even if Chen Ke didn't know what the CPPCC was for, Chen Ke would feel very uncomfortable without the existence of the CPPCC. Secondly, Chen Ke originally thought that there might be some so-called "democratic parties" existing, and stuffing them into the CPPCC would be an appeasement at any rate.

So in many provinces, the CPPCC was a signboard that no one even remembered. Even in Anhui, where the CPPCC was run best, and Chen Duxiu changed from the Vice Chairman of the Anhui CPPCC to the Chairman, the group of pedantic scholars under him added up to no more than six hundred people. The scale of each plenary session was not even as large as the gathering of the Women's Federation in those few large factories in Anqing.

As the Chairman of the CPPCC, Chen Duxiu certainly knew the current status of the CPPCC. Factually speaking, Chen Duxiu supported "women's liberation." It was just that listening to the voices of protest from a group of female laborers blocking the outside of the CPPCC, Chen Duxiu really didn't feel that "women's liberation" was a gospel for men.

A few years ago, because the editor of "Tongcheng Night Talk" published articles opposing women's liberation, it became a thorn in the eyes of women. When the CPPCC tried hard to recruit people, it recruited some people from "Tongcheng Night Talk" into the CPPCC. These people and the conservatives in the CPPCC both held a stance opposing women's liberation, so the Anhui CPPCC became a thorn in the eye of the Anqing Women's Federation. Over the years, there were dozens of small conflicts and several large conflicts between the two sides. Once, thousands of female workers carrying various fighting tools besieged the CPPCC and almost smashed it. Facing that intense situation, the police comrades were sweating profusely and dared not intervene easily. It was the comrades of the Anqing Municipal Committee who came forward and managed to calm things down with difficulty.

Female workers sang the worker's song "We Workers Have Strength" loudly, their arrogance rushing straight to the sky. The female representatives at the very front of the array used electric megaphones to tell the representatives hiding inside the CPPCC to "come out and die"! In the CPPCC venue, the group of mainly middle-aged and elderly representatives, their beards black mixed with white, gray beards, and white beards were all trembling slightly due to anger and fear.

Chen Duxiu originally wanted to invite the women representatives in for an open debate, but after peeking at the formation outside, he was also scared. Not afraid of the opponent's large numbers, but worried that the women would rush in and beat these CPPCC representatives to death. At that time, Chen Duxiu even rejoiced that Qiu Jin was not in Anqing. If Qiu Jin were in Anqing, she might have attacked the CPPCC with a drawn katana.

And this conflict was a continuation of the previous conflict. The Women's Federation held grudges, and the CPPCC gang held grudges even more than the women. In the action initiated by the CPPCC to rescue Cai Yuanpei, those guys responsible for propaganda in newspapers actually attacked women's liberation with sarcasm and insults.

The Women's Federation had gained the upper hand in several struggles, so naturally, they refused to show weakness this time, and the door-blocking protest broke out again. This time, however, Chen Duxiu did not simply think that the Women's Federation was reasonable. It wasn't because the articles involved saving Cai Yuanpei, and Chen Duxiu genuinely wanted Cai Yuanpei to live.

Nor was it the CPPCC people having a fit of "a dog can't stop eating shit." The real reason for this struggle was the housing problem caused by the urban renovation of Anqing. In this matter, Chen Duxiu believed that the People's Party was really too partial to the laborers this time, partial to the point of being almost unreasonable. So the CPPCC's counterattack could not be said to be unreasonable.
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Like other Chinese cities of the same era, Anqing lacked multi-story buildings. The People's Party built new-style residential areas in several major cities along the Yangtze River. This not only fully utilized urban space and increased the capacity for urban residents but also greatly improved the quality of life for urban residents through the construction of urban water supply and sewage systems as well as power supply systems. If land ownership issues were not involved, this would truly be a great thing.

"These women are really turning the sky upside down! If it weren't for the People's Party blindly indulging them here, how could such things happen!" The gentry expressed their dissatisfaction one after another.

"Is there any shame left for these women to show their faces outside?"

"A group of women living by themselves, what kind of thing is this? What kind of trend is this?!"

More complaints and accusations targeting specific issues appeared increasingly in the CPPCC venue, from women working to women unbinding their feet, from women going to school to women's housing. Later, it was female cadres, female armed police, female police officers; all firepower was concentrated on the matter of women's liberation.

Chen Duxiu didn't want to wade into this muddy water. He knew the moral conduct of this group of "masters" clearly. If they really faced a group of women charging over with brooms, their first reaction would definitely not be to meet them head-on, but to turn around and run.

However, before Chen Duxiu's train of thought could unfold, he heard someone say loudly: "If you ask me, Mr. Cai didn't do much wrong in Western Zhejiang. Rules are rules. Just look at our Anqing; Western Zhejiang is probably about the same as our Anqing. Can it work without management?"

These words immediately received support from a crowd. Of course, no one dared to say that killing people was right. No one loved killing people; landlords, gentry, and the People's Party were the same on this point. Landlords and gentry liked to use killing to intimidate others, but if they were really asked to kill people themselves, they would definitely delegate it to others. The People's Party sentencing Cai Yuanpei under criminal law this time blocked this path.

These people in the Anqing CPPCC had all seen news and operas related to the Western Zhejiang trial. The People's Party did not use personal execution as the standard, but distinguished between principal offenders and accessories. Principal offenders were given heavier sentences, while accessories could receive reduced sentences after exposing the criminal acts of their accomplices. This broke the rules of the Manchu Qing era. Although the Manchu Qing era also preached "a life for a life," the one paying with their life was often not the mastermind; those who actually carried out the killing were often scapegoats. If the mastermind had a strong background, finding a few unlucky ghosts to fill the numbers would be enough for an explanation.

However, the Great Trial of Western Zhejiang clearly told the people that whoever planned the killing had to atone with death. The Anqing gentry certainly knew that the People's Party meant what it said, so they refused to test the law themselves. Needless to say, the attitude of these CPPCC guys was unprecedentedly consistent. "I saw it clearly in the news; a lot of bad things were done by the people below using Mr. Cai's name. How can the blame be pushed onto Mr. Cai? The People's Party also knows that Mr. Cai didn't kill a single person with his own hands. Relying on this to sentence Mr. Cai to death is indeed a great injustice. We should jointly sign a petition to plead for Mr. Cai!"

A white-bearded CPPCC member said indignantly: "Mr. Cai had great kindness to Chen Ke. Back then, if it weren't for Mr. Cai's full support, how could anyone have helped Chen Ke when he arrived in Shanghai? I heard it was also Mr. Cai who tried his best to lobby so that Yan Fu accepted Chen Ke as a disciple. Now that Chen Ke has gained power, he lays a murderous hand on Mr. Cai. Is this... is this still human?"

These words immediately received support from more people. What Chen Ke did was simply deceiving his master and destroying his ancestors! In the eyes of the literati and gentry, this was the truly capital crime that must be punished by death explicitly.

Amidst the public indignation, some people also became uneasy. "Is saying this a bit too much?"

Immediately someone retorted angrily: "What are you afraid of? Freedom of speech! We are neither opposing the government nor publishing hateful incitement remarks. Is it illegal to say a few words about the matter itself? If the People's Party can do it, we can't say it?"

Among the excited gentry, someone shouted even louder: "Exactly so! Doesn't their People's Party want to talk about the rule of law! Doesn't the constitution they shout about every day also protect freedom of speech? If they want to arrest people because of what we said, let them come and arrest me! I want to see how the People's Party will sentence me in court!"

"Exactly!" "Exactly!"

Amidst voices of approval, the Anhui CPPCC was filled with an atmosphere of defending the freedom of speech granted to the people of the liberated areas by the People's Party constitution. Everyone held their heads high, their expressions either firm or tragic, truly having the backbone of guardians of the constitution.

Chen Duxiu certainly didn't know the internet term "derailing the thread," but his feeling was the same as those repliers who tried to discuss the post seriously but found the whole discussion had long gone thousands of miles off-topic. And the most amazing thing was that after some discussion, this thread would always seemingly inexplicably jump back to the content discussed in the main post.

No matter how they attacked the People's Party or what dissatisfaction they had with the People's Party's policies, in the end, the gentry concluded with "Cai Yuanpei should not die." Every dissatisfaction with the People's Party was ultimately transformed into a reason why Cai Yuanpei should not die.

This discussion had not been going on for just a day or two. Apart from not daring to deny the fact that Cai Yuanpei personally issued the order to kill, in the eyes of the gentry, everything Cai Yuanpei did had reasons, even very correct reasons. Cai Yuanpei's starting point of "rectifying order and eliminating chaos" was very good; what messed things up were the executors below. If things could be executed as Cai Yuanpei expected, it would absolutely not have resulted in the subsequent tragic state.

Besides analyzing and defending what Cai Yuanpei had already done, some gentry also raised various hypotheses about the past.

"If the Western Zhejiang side hadn't been so radical and had done things more through consultation with the locals, how could Mr. Cai Yuanpei have been forced to use the method of purging counter-revolutionaries?"

"Isn't this talking about democracy? Those people in Western Zhejiang shouted democracy, but why weren't they democratic when doing things? Relying on their numbers to forcibly carry out land reform, it would be strange if nothing happened!"

Among these CPPCC members, there were also those who had read more books. Someone immediately shouted: "That is called the tyranny of the majority! I saw it written in Mr. Yan Fu's book!" Usually, people in the CPPCC called Yan Fu by his full name. Once someone dug up usable content from Yan Fu's book, Yan Fu was immediately crowned with the title of Mister again.

Those with clearer thinking in the CPPCC immediately summarized these points: "Mr. Cai was also forced. Regarding the matters in Western Zhejiang, those people in Western Zhejiang were not without responsibility. They went their own way, opposing democracy and consultation. Implementing the tyranny of the majority. Everyone has a temper; it's not like Mr. Cai didn't speak against radicalism! These people are radicalism."

"Right! Both sides have responsibilities in this matter!" This view immediately received clear approval from almost all CPPCC members.

With a basic consensus, this group of CPPCC members utilized their specialties and began to "judge" this case morally. Finally, they pooled their wisdom and sorted out a line of thought. After sorting it out, the CPPCC members solemnly handed a stack of manuscripts to Chen Duxiu, hoping that the great scholar Chen Duxiu could organize this into an article for publication.

The CPPCC members fully expressed how they respected Chen Duxiu's character, ability, learning, and status, believing that Chen Duxiu could absolutely represent the true thoughts of the entire Anhui. Even though the voices of female opponents blasting from the electric megaphones outside could be heard, these CPPCC members still believed that they could truly represent the public opinion of Anhui. Even phrases like "truth is often in the hands of the minority" popped out.

The core idea was one: Chen Duxiu, work hard, go for it. Publish articles in Chen Duxiu's personal name, and everyone will support Chen Duxiu's right to freedom of speech. If the People's Party is unfavorable to Chen Duxiu, the Anhui CPPCC will absolutely not sit idly by.

Among these empty words, the only relatively constructive suggestion was that since the printing factories in Anhui were controlled by the People's Party and there might be printing problems, these articles might as well be published in places like Shanghai. Firstly, they wouldn't encounter so many obstacles; secondly, it would allow Anhui's views to be understood by the whole country. Even though the People's Party had been in Anhui for the longest time, Anhui did not only have voices echoing the People's Party.

Chen Duxiu certainly knew what these people wanted to do; they were eager to express their thoughts. And as usual, these guys always pushed others to the forefront of the storm. It wasn't that this group of people in the Anhui CPPCC hadn't tried it themselves, but the result was a head-on blow from the masses. After repeated attempts and failures, these people all understood that they couldn't do these things. They could only turn to help from stronger people.

People who dared to publicly plead for Cai Yuanpei naturally had to have enough reputation. If a nobody did this, they would only end up humiliating themselves. It wasn't suffering humiliation from the People's Party; regardless of the size of the reputation, the People's Party didn't care about literati at all. The humiliation literati suffered came from within the literati group. "Not knowing the height of the sky and the depth of the earth!" "Who do you think you are?" This was the first reaction of literati when they saw others. Raising one's arm and receiving a response from all directions didn't apply to just anyone.

So Chen Duxiu didn't feel anything inappropriate. At this time, if the CPPCC people didn't look for Chen Duxiu, who was famous in the south, who else could they find? What made Chen Duxiu feel inappropriate was the constitution proposed by the CPPCC personnel. The entire content was nothing but speculation, with absolutely no content regarding facts.

judging from what Chen Duxiu heard, the Anhui CPPCC seemed to have transformed into storytellers. They told a story vividly, in which various characters' psychology and behaviors were imagined by this group of people from the Anhui CPPCC, and all behaviors were also their cropping and combination of various materials and events that happened in Anhui. After such creation and reasoning about it all, the Anhui CPPCC finally named the protagonist of this story Cai Yuanpei.

Even though Chen Duxiu didn't oppose the views of these CPPCC people too much and didn't agree with killing Cai Yuanpei, he still felt that doing so was a bit excessive. Because Chen Duxiu really wanted to save Cai Yuanpei, while these people in the Anhui CPPCC didn't care about Cai Yuanpei's life or death; they just wanted to express their dissatisfaction with the People's Party. This was quite different from what Chen Duxiu wanted to express.

Thinking of this, "Gentlemen, I do have some channels to publish articles in Shanghai. How about this? I will also contact Anhui. Publish articles in Shanghai on one hand, and in Anhui on the other. But let's write our own separately and communicate more. I wonder what you think?"

"If we can publish articles in Anhui and Shanghai simultaneously, that would naturally be best. But with the People's Party's style..." The CPPCC members looked troubled.

"I will go talk to the person in charge here in Anhui. As you gentlemen said, since the People's Party advocates freedom of speech, how can we not even have the right to speak?" Chen Duxiu replied.

The CPPCC members looked at each other, their eyes full of difficulty. Finally, someone spoke up, "It's not that we can't speak, it's just that after speaking, things will be made difficult for us."

"Nothing under heaven is greater than reason. if you gentlemen speak directly about interests, it is naturally easy to arouse strong conflicts. But this time we are talking reason, talking about not killing more people. If the reasoning is correct, what do we have to fear?" Chen Duxiu didn't want to blindly support the actions of the CPPCC either. Although the liberated women acted a bit excessively, there was no reason to only allow the CPPCC to curse people while others couldn't talk back.

Seeing Chen Duxiu's firm attitude, these CPPCC members talked for a while and all expressed their agreement.
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Whether Cai Yuanpei should be killed or must be killed caused great controversy in the People's Party liberated areas. Discussions filled the newspapers, with some supporting Cai Yuanpei and others cursing the Western Zhejiang massacre. Ironically, the truly major events concerning the nation's destiny were ignored.

In industry, the People's Party's total steel output exceeded 5 million tons for the first time, and steel production broke through 1.2 million tons. The People's Party proposed that by 1920, six new railways would be built, and double lines for the Beijing-Hankou Railway, Beijing-Harbin Railway, and Luoyang-Lianyungang Railway would be constructed.

Preliminary construction work for the four 10,000-ton ships ordered by the United States at Jiangnan Shipyard also began. The United States also ordered twelve 1,000-ton coastal transport ships from Wuhan Shipbuilding Group for coconut collection and transportation. Wuhan Shipbuilding Group immediately began investing heavily in building new docks.

In education, the number of junior high school enrollments exceeded 8 million for the first time. The People's Party issued a notice nationwide, re-emphasizing that normal schools were free. If a directional agreement was signed with a normal school, all tuition fees could be waived starting from junior high school. The state would also provide certain subsidies.

Another matter was the government's strong promotion of the "mandatory clauses" in the "Compulsory Education Law," stating that anyone with a household registration in the People's Party liberated areas had the obligation to receive education.

In agriculture, the People's Party liberated areas added 20 million mu of irrigated land, and grain production continued to increase.

The old upper class had no interest in the industrial and agricultural development of the People's Party, nor any interest in "singing praises" for the People's Party. The people could not understand what these macroeconomic data meant. However, Britain and France were very interested in the data published by the People's Party. Both countries also paid attention to the People's Party's trial of Western Zhejiang. In the eyes of Britain and France, Cai Yuanpei was already a dead dog, with no need for salvation at all. The only pity for both countries was that they hadn't noticed Cai Yuanpei sooner. Compared with Beiyang, Cai Yuanpei showed greater determination and ability to act. If they had fully supported Cai Yuanpei earlier, the two countries might have had more cards to play when negotiating with the People's Party.

But now that Cai Yuanpei was finished, Britain and France had no other choice but to cooperate with the People's Party during the war in Europe.

France did not lack industrial products; they lacked labor. The first batch of 50,000 Chinese laborers from the People's Party had already boarded ships to France, and the French Minister to China received great praise from home. Britain's needs were more complex; the British side demanded that the People's Party expand exports to Japan "at preferential prices."

The "Anglo-Japanese Alliance" was the cornerstone of Britain's strategy in the Far East, and the British were very clear about this. The British, who were good at balancing strategies, would absolutely not do foolish things like giving up the initiative. Britain was a major industrial country, so the British Minister naturally would not believe the data published by the People's Party. Based on British experience, the price for such explosive industrial development would be that the People's Party controlled areas would have long been engulfed in flames of war.

Despite thinking that the People's Party was bragging to show off its industrial power and raise the asking price to the Entente Powers, Britain was also somewhat worried. The British side believed that the data published by the People's Party and future plans were probably exaggerated by more than double. calculating based on half of the published data as actual production capacity meant that the People's Party's industrial output was close to one-sixth of Russia's. China's population was four times that of Russia, and its agricultural level was far higher than Russia's. That is to say, the People's Party could very likely maintain an army of more than two million for several years of homeland defense war after the war in Europe. Britain did not wish for such a powerful country to rise in the Far East at all.

To balance China, the expansion of Chinese naval power must be suppressed, and the most readily available method was to support Japan. Japan, which suffered heavy losses due to the war in Northeast China, had now connected with Britain under the guidance of Takahashi Korekiyo. As Japan's creditor, Britain certainly felt good, but desperately squeezing Japanese labor to make Japan pay back the money was a better choice for Britain during the European war.

The biggest problem facing Japan was a shortage of raw materials, especially primary industrial products and heavy chemical products. Not to mention importing these products from Europe to Japan thousands of miles away, the cost and losses during transportation were enough to double the product prices. Europe was currently importing large quantities of heavy chemical products from China, so where would there be extra stuff for Japan? Britain must make China expand the output of industrial products, at least guaranteeing supply to Japan.

Vice Minister of Commerce Wang Bin, who negotiated with Britain, almost flatly rejected Britain's request. "Our current output cannot even guarantee domestic demand, let alone guarantee the total export volume to Japan, not to mention any preferential prices."

"Didn't your country's steel output already exceed five million tons?" the British Minister said in a slightly sarcastic tone.

"The population of our liberated areas is over 300 million, and the steel used for civilian purposes is only over 3 million tons. Do you know what the per capita is? One person averages 20 jin of iron, which is the amount of steel for a set of mediocre farm tools. If made into rails, it would only be this short a section." Wang Bin gestured a length of less than a foot as he spoke. "Your country's steel output is ten times ours, and your population is much smaller than ours. The per capita is dozens of times ours. Your country's industry has gone through hundreds of years of history, and the total accumulated over these hundreds of years is even more than ours. So we really cannot meet your country's request because your country's perspective on things is really different from ours. Your country really has it; we really don't."

The People's Party admitting the gap between the two countries so frankly made the British Minister feel quite good inside. However, Wang Bin's unexaggerated attitude also made the British side feel a kind of displeasure. There was no need to doubt the People's Party's policy of desperately developing industry while taking advantage of the European war situation. The People's Party's frank admission of the gap with Britain only showed that the People's Party had really carefully studied the gap between the two countries and was trying to narrow it. Such determination was praiseworthy, and such ambition was fearful.

With the European war fighting to this extent, Britain no longer believed that it could carry out a new round of conquering the world after the war ended. As early as after the Boer War, Britain began global contraction, primarily due to financial issues. With the European war proceeding to this point, Britain not only encountered a financial crisis, but the crisis brought by population loss also began to highlight itself.

Although there was no anti-war trend in Britain yet, some people were already "reflecting" on whether it was a wrong choice for Britain to spend great effort to defend a "regicide." If it were the British Crown Prince who was assassinated in Serbia, would Britain make a different choice from Austria?

Since the possibility of a large-scale war with the People's Party after the war was minimal, Britain must maintain Japan's strength. The British Minister did not haggle with Wang Bin on these matters. He said: "The matter of price can continue to be discussed. Our side wants to discuss with your country regarding your country's subscription to our bonds."

This was a three-year bond with a total amount of 200 million pounds, no discount, and no handling fees. Pricing was based on the prices of goods exported by the People's Party to Britain in January 1917. Before using up this money, Britain did not need to pay any currency to the People's Party, and the two sides would settle this.

Of course, the British also knew that the People's Party was not easy to talk to. He laughed: "Regarding your country's request to lease land in Malaya to grow palms, our government has also expressed agreement. We can reach an agreement in the near future."

"Customs silver must be paid in spot silver." Wang Bin did not object to other terms but raised this one request.

The British Minister's eyebrows frowned slightly. It was now the era of the gold standard, and the price of silver had been falling all the way. Even if China was still on the silver standard, such a request could not help but make the British Minister feel a taste of retaliation. However, this request could not be said to be unreasonable. The People's Party's tariff was only 5%, so the British Minister frowned and agreed.

As soon as the agreement was reached, the British side gave the People's Party a long order list, listing demands ranging from ores, raw silk, silk, chemical supplies, to even grain. The most ridiculous thing was that it actually included opium.

Seeing the item of opium, Wang Bin's eyebrows immediately stood up. The Opium War created painful memories for China. Even the Manchu Qing knew to ban opium, let alone the People's Party.

The British side seemed not to see Wang Bin's changed face and said: "We have read the full text of the 'Narcotics Control Regulations' promulgated by your country. This is official trade. We hope your country can export opium, tincture of opium, and morphine."

Listening to the British Minister's words, Wang Bin's face was twitching. Throughout China, not only the People's Party but all people of insight hated the opium disaster deeply. After the Opium War, starting from the late 1860s, domestic opium first formed a competitive advantage over imported opium in Yunnan, Guizhou, Sichuan, and other places. By the 1870s, it developed into nationwide cultivation, and in the 1880s, it completely overwhelmed imported opium. Domestic opium achieved complete victory in the fierce opium market competition. This might be the only commercial war victory China achieved in the countless commercial wars of the 19th century. But such a victory was a tragedy, carrying too much bitterness and helplessness, because the bigger the market, the more suffering it brought to the Chinese people, and the deeper China's crisis.

Chen Ke and the People's Party firmly opposed drug trade and were merciless in banning drugs and executing drug dealers. However, the People's Party upheld a scientific attitude and did not implement a measure to overturn everything with one stick regarding narcotics. Therefore, in the base areas, in addition to special laws like the "Anti-Drug Law," the criminal law also contained several contents related to drugs. At the same time, the People's Party's judicial system also had the practical application of the "Narcotics Control Regulations."

Opium itself has considerable medicinal value, and its application range is even quite wide. The key is not to use opium as a drug. The People's Party's level of farming was not just generally high, but considerably high. The problem was that in planting opium, the People's Party seemed to be cursed by heaven; several attempts at planting were unsuccessful. Lack of experience was certainly one aspect, but no one being willing to put their heart into organizing this work properly also played a huge role.

However, war and the continuously expanding public medical system had a demand for opium, even a considerable demand. To give a simple example, in this era where clean drinking water was not universal, acute diarrhea was a very common problem, and the mortality rate was not low. At present, when there were no major breakthroughs in pharmacology and medical science, the therapeutic effect of taking a trace amount of opium paste orally was excellent, without the side effect of addiction. Just for this item, there was huge demand every year.

Imports were too expensive, plus the People's Party completely banned opium in grain-producing areas. It was not until the People's Party liberated Yunnan and Guizhou that there were quite a few locals growing opium in Yunnan and Guizhou. Due to the complex situation in Yunnan and Guizhou, a simple land reform could not completely change the local situation. Finally, while killing private opium dealers on a large scale, the People's Party prohibited smoking in Yunnan and Guizhou on one hand, and signed opium purchase agreements with farmers in Yunnan and Guizhou on the other.

Such an incompetent handling method had already made many comrades in the People's Party feel extremely ashamed. Unexpectedly, this bunch of British opium dealers actually had the cheek to purchase opium from China. It stabbed deeply into Wang Bin's sense of shame.

Calming his emotions, Wang Bin asked: "As the world's largest opium producer and seller, how can your country lack opium?"

"War demand is too great!" the British Minister replied. From his tone, Wang Bin discovered the British Minister's helplessness. You descendants of opium dealers also have today! Wang Bin felt great in his heart. After looking at the content regarding opium again, Wang Bin said: "If it is stimulant drugs during wartime, our side also has research. Of course, your side knows that our 'Narcotics Control Regulations' are extremely strict. If your side is interested in these and willing to try, we can reach a secret agreement."

The British Minister's eyes lit up. In Europe, there was a "rumor" regarding the earth-shaking changes in the Chinese people. The content was that chemist Chen Ke had developed a drug for war, which could make cowardly Chinese soldiers become fearless of death.

In contemporary Europe and America, as 606 and 914 gradually curbed the spread of syphilis, it was hard to determine whether Chen Ke's greatest fame was as the leader of the People's Party or as a pharmaceutical chemist. The drug that changed soldiers' fighting will was still just a "rumor" so far, although most Europeans who heard this statement expressed belief. However, without evidence, foreign governments couldn't publicly say this about the People's Party. Not to mention that war itself was a living hell, and using drugs in hell to relieve the terrible pressure endured by soldiers was also a tradition of European armies.

The British Minister asked with very professional vocabulary: "How is the addictiveness?"

"Much smaller than heroin, even lighter than morphine." Wang Bin's answer made the British Minister believe the "rumor" even more. He agreed with Wang Bin to send some "samples" to the British Minister for "trial" as soon as possible, before the focus of discussion turned back to the huge list again.

The drug provided by Wang Bin was methamphetamine. Using a small dose can improve a person's mood, giving a feeling of increased ability and heightened awakening. It shows high spirits, clarity, alertness, talkativeness, enthusiasm, active thinking, high mood, concentrated attention, and improved work ability. Moreover, there is no sense of fatigue or hunger during long hours of work or study. Therefore, even until the 70s, methamphetamine was a legal stimulant in many industries. European and American countries used it in World War II, and Japan abused it in the air force.

After receiving the "samples" provided by Wang Bin, the British Minister immediately found people to try them. Unlike opium-series drugs, the users felt relaxed all over, and the whole person showed great ability improvement in all aspects.

After only three or four days of observation, the British Minister transmitted this "major discovery" back to Britain.

Because Britain was not too cautious when testing the drug, the French also discovered this matter. After requesting "samples" from Wang Bin and also conducting experiments on living people, the French Minister's telegram regarding this also immediately flew back to France.
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Chapter 195 Butterfly's Wings (13)

April 1, 1917, Reims, a city in northeastern France.

On the edge of Reims, a not-so-wide river flowed quietly. This ordinary river had a once ordinary name: "Marne River." Since the outbreak of the European War in 1914, this river had been dyed red several times by the blood of the French and Germans. It had also been blasted countless times by whistling shells, splashing water and mud everywhere.

Now, on this land where shrapnel could be kicked up with a few casual steps, a regiment of French soldiers was about to take on the task of the vanguard launching an attack on the German army. The "anti-gas" tablets had been taken by the French army, and the "breathing aid" powder had also been inhaled into the nostrils of the French officers and soldiers.

Only a few minutes later, these French troops, who originally looked suspicious and exhausted, changed. Their suspicious gazes became firm and sharp, and their exhaustion flew away from those French soldiers without a trace, as if they had grown wings. The French officers and soldiers, who hadn't exercised seriously for a long time, spontaneously began to stretch, squat, and stretch their legs. The strength that had been dormant for a long time suddenly erupted from within them, forcing the French officers and soldiers to release it through exercise.

Not only the soldiers and lower-ranking officers, but even the regimental commander, who had been gloomy for months, showed a long-lost smile. He issued orders in a voice full of power, and various units began to run, move their bodies, and perform military drills. Even the order to clean guns was carried out.

Since the Battle of Verdun last year, French troops generally had been unwilling to engage in offensive warfare again. The French upper echelons had to agree to let the French soldiers implement defense. The French army had been fighting against the attacking German army with machine guns and mortars in fortresses and bunkers. Even if the German army approached the trenches, the French army refused to expose themselves to German fire to shoot. They relied on powerful slingshots to launch grenades against the incoming German army.

This was already very lucky. The regiment appointed to lead the charge now had almost started a mutiny back then. And the reason why this regiment, used as a vanguard, was not punished was that the entire French army was almost about to launch a collective mutiny.

The roar of cannons on the battlefield that seemed never to stop, and the bullets that seemed to be everywhere, almost drove all the French troops crazy. Even bearing the stigma of mutiny, these soldiers were unwilling to stay on the battlefield equivalent to hell. However, such a unit had now magically recovered its vitality.

Even though they knew their task was to launch an attack, and they also understood very well that the French upper echelons had once promised that "soldiers will never participate in harsh battles attacking the German army again," the rapidly flowing blood and the unusually clear mind unknowingly established confidence, driving fear and unease out of their minds. These French soldiers felt a desire in their chests, an indescribable true desire. After the exercise, these soldiers gathered again into neat ranks, and everyone's eyes invariably looked towards the regimental commander standing on a stool looking down from above.

"Compatriots of France! Behind us is the land of France, where our parents and relatives are. In front of us is still the land of France, but it is not the French who are entrenched there, but the Jerries! Today, we are going to take back our French land. If we can't do it, we will kneel before the Germans again like 46 years ago..."

The regimental commander felt his thinking was particularly clear today. He could actually clearly remember that the Franco-Prussian War broke out and ended from 1870 to 1871. He even calculated in just an instant that 1917 minus 1871 equaled 46. He discovered even more that he actually had the courage to fight, and could clearly explain the reasons for fighting to the French officers and soldiers of his regiment who were listless not long ago.

Scanning with his eyes, the regimental commander could almost see the face of every French officer and soldier clearly, and could feel their increasingly excited emotions. The intense breathing, the skin becoming lively due to surging blood, the regimental commander could see and even feel it all.

After a long series of highly inflammatory mobilization, the regimental commander shouted: "Soldiers, although we once dared not fight, the time to wash away our shame has arrived! Long live! France!"

"Long live! France!" Nearly half of the soldiers shouted in unison.

Humans are such a group-oriented creature. With repeated shouting, all the officers and soldiers shouted together. The blood boiling in their chests, and that indescribable desire, were all gathered under the slogan "Long live! France!" amidst the excited mass emotion. Even the regimental commander himself became intoxicated.

Finally, the regimental commander used his last bit of strength to shout: "Go! Follow me to battle!" That cry full of true feelings pierced the air and almost echoed in the sky.

Four hours later, the headquarters received the news. Led by this French infantry regiment filled with defeatism, where the vast majority of soldiers could almost be equated with traitors, the French army launched a brave attack on the opposite German position. The attack failed, but according to the observations of observers and reconnaissance planes, when other regiments hesitated to advance under German artillery fire, lay on the ground, and hid motionless in trenches huddled together, the vanguard regiment continued to advance despite suffering huge losses. Some soldiers who rushed into the German trenches launched a tragic bayonet fight even when surrounded by the German army.

After summarizing this news, the personnel at the headquarters suddenly exploded. The general process was first to curse the female relatives of all generations of the traitors on the front line and rear, and then curse the logistics department for sending "anti-gas drugs" to the front line only after the war had been going on for several years.

This unit was not the only one taking and inhaling "anti-gas drugs." The French General Headquarters collected more results.

"Anti-gas drugs" could effectively improve all ability indices of the French army. Physical strength, speed, reaction time, and even courage that could not be seen or touched could be generated out of thin air like magic.

The war had lasted so long. Whether Britain or France, they had long used various drugs in large quantities in the army to treat mental illnesses on the battlefield. Cigarettes were nothing; opium and morphine had long become the most common therapeutic drugs. Those drugs could only relieve the heavy pressure and great pain on the soldiers' minds after the war. No drug had ever been able to stimulate soldiers' strength and fighting spirit before the war like "anti-gas drugs."

Of course, not all experiments achieved extremely satisfactory results. Those damned people in the logistics department requested finding eloquent soldiers to carry out large-scale pre-war mobilization, shouting slogans, brainwashing, etc. However, with the current fighting will of the French army, it was difficult to find enough guys who could incite fighting will, so some attacks were inevitably discounted.

France did not lack orators. After discussion, the General Headquarters believed that orators could be urgently recruited and allowed to take and inhale "anti-gas drugs" before giving speeches. In short, various strategies emerged like a blowout. This was also an extremely rare thing in the French General Headquarters.

However, when the General Headquarters asked the logistics department to continue providing "anti-gas drugs" for the upcoming large-scale offensive battles, the logistics department stated, "The drugs are used up; you have to wait a bit longer."

Such a delay in war opportunities almost made the General Headquarters send the logistics department to a military court. Telegrams from the French side immediately flew to China, ten thousand miles away.

Wang Bin, the commercial representative of the People's Party, said sincerely to the French Minister: "Although we have not conducted enough research, this drug will inevitably lead to a considerable degree of side effects. We have already listed these drugs in the list of controlled drugs attached to our 'Narcotics Control Regulations.' So I hope your country can consider large-scale use only after conducting more research on it."

The French Minister politely waited for Wang Bin to finish. His folded arms pressed on the table, and his upper body leaned over the table. In a tone of genuine anxiety, the French Minister asked: "Please say it! What price do you want?"

On April 4, 1917, in front of the heavily guarded Louvre in Paris, the Chinese Minister and staff, together with the French, carefully loaded the "spoils of war" looted by France from China and then exhibited in the Louvre onto trucks. The long convoy would drive to Cherbourg, where Chinese cultural relics would be shipped to China. Along with them was a considerable amount of silver, which was the price Wang Bin demanded.

China and France reached a secret agreement on this matter. China did not admit selling any drugs to France, and at the same time, France could not sell these "anti-gas drugs" back to China for any reason or in any way after the war. Just one day before these looted Chinese cultural relics were loaded, France entrusted British warships to enter the Yangtze River and sail urgently to Wuhu. After receiving the "anti-gas drugs" in Wuhu, they turned and sailed to Europe, striving to transport these goods to Europe and France in the shortest possible time.

For France, the last attempt not only organized a real offensive that had not been seen for a long time but also achieved another unexpected effect: it could consume a large number of those "dangerous soldiers with treasonous intentions." The fighting will of the new recruits replenished in the rear defense was far tougher than those old soldiers tortured by the battlefield for three years, and the loyalty of the new recruits was more reliable. The French upper echelons had been frightened by the near collective mutiny of the French army in 1916 and dared not touch those old soldiers just to maintain the army. With a brand-new solution, they felt as if a big stone had fallen from their hearts. They were filled with doubled longing for the "anti-gas drugs" to arrive in France as soon as possible.

"Chairman Chen, is it appropriate to do this?" Although commercial representative Wang Bin negotiated a big deal, Wang Bin felt very uneasy about France preparing to use this stimulant on a large scale.

"The Germans have advanced military technology; the French rely on divine skills to protect their bodies. That's probably what it is." Chen Ke was not as sentimental as Wang Bin. The French organizing death charges in the late stages of World War I was not "news" to Chen Ke. If he didn't know the nature of the French, Chen Ke originally planned to sell the drugs to the British.

On the battlefields of World War I, stimulants were already extremely popular. Britain had hundreds of thousands more drug addicts who had served in the army after the war. The French relied on death charges to consume French soldiers driven to mutiny by the hellish battlefield. Originally, Chen Ke didn't know this. It was thanks to the French; a French female director made a movie depicting the Battle of Stalingrad called "Enemy at the Gates." Chen Ke could remember this movie because of the road; he and a few brothers and girls walked home after watching the movie.

Later, there was news that when this female director visited Russia, she was protested by Soviet veterans throwing stones. After discussions on various forums, the matter of the French death charges in the late stages of World War I was finally dug out.

The French were so cruel to their own people; Chen Ke had no reason to be more merciful than the French upper echelons. As for the British side, methamphetamine addiction was much easier to treat than heroin addiction. Chen Ke had explicitly ordered Wang Bin to emphasize again and again to the government purchasers from France and Britain who came to buy these drugs the possible consequences and side effects of the drugs. Without any coercion, narcotics trade between countries was completely legal. After the People's Party had done everything it could, there was absolutely no reason to refuse the purchase requests made by the British and French governments.

Wang Bin had never seen the movie where Dongfang Bubai played by Brigitte Lin said "You have Western technology, I have divine skills to protect my body," so he couldn't understand Chen Ke's sense of humor. Moreover, Wang Bin cared more about the moral level of the People's Party, so he still advised: "Chairman Chen, once this starts, I'm afraid there will be endless troubles."

"Comrade Wang Bin, you say this because you haven't experienced those extreme environments. Have you walked on the bridge of a steel mill? Below is molten steel at thousands of degrees. If a person falls, not even dregs remain; they are burned to fly ash immediately. Have you driven a car for more than ten hours continuously? Have you experienced a battlefield where shells explode every second in front of and behind you? We, the People's Party, don't use these things now because our soldiers know why they fight, so they can endure such a terrible environment. But many workers under extreme conditions cannot endure it. Not to mention those European soldiers fighting for Entente capitalists. Of course, we will not allow these things to become popular domestically; you can rest assured about this. And don't consider this trade with pan-moralism. In the face of inescapable reality, people's moral considerations are different. Drinking poison to quench thirst; when extremely thirsty, even poisoned wine must be drunk."

Listening to Chen Ke's words, Wang Bin fell silent. He knew very well how firm Chen Ke and the People's Party were in their stance on drug prohibition and anti-drugs, but the world was just this cruel. To win the war, the French Minister begged Wang Bin to agree to provide drugs. If there was even a tiny bit of hesitation in France's attitude, this deal would not have been made. The French had no hesitation; what the French had was a strong desire.

At least those looted national treasures could finally return home! Wang Bin could only use this reason to comfort himself at this time. This was also the only reason he could find to put his conscience at ease.
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Chapter 196 Butterfly's Wings (14)

"Revolution breaks out in Russia; the Tsar is overthrown." "The United States requests to formally sign a treaty with us regarding joint declaration of war by the US and China." "Large-scale battles between French and German troops are taking place between Reims and Soissons." "The Russian Provisional Government states it will resolutely not withdraw from the Entente Powers and will continue to fight." ......

After the People's Party entered the world stage with a relatively equal status for the first time, all kinds of complicated information flooded in like a tide. Before determining how to respond, it was discovered that international telegraph costs had soared.

As far as Chen Ke himself was concerned, he fully understood why the information technology revolution allowed the United States to win so many actual economic benefits. The higher the level of industrialization, the smoother the information flow and the lower the cost. When Chen Ke time-traveled, one gram of silver was less than three yuan. Not to mention network communication, even using international calls to transmit a few messages from abroad to China would not exceed the price of one gram of silver. However, the above news cost more than three hundred taels of silver in telegraph fees, which was more than ten thousand times the cost of modern communication.

Chen Ke calculated that if he wanted to build a more effective communication system, the initial technological investment might look huge now, but the subsequent efficiency would save the money back in a few years.

The comrades did not have Chen Ke's troubles and considerations; that was really too advanced for them. What everyone worried about was how to deal with the current situation, trying to make various prompt judgments based on the received news, and also determining the correctness of the judgments. The difficulty was no less than Chen Ke considering how to improve the technological level of the information industry under the current situation.

To temporarily deal with foreign issues, Chen Ke organized a Foreign Affairs Committee responsible for contacting and negotiating. This time, Zhang Yu retired from the leading position and returned to the propaganda department. Wang Bin, the Ministry of Commerce's representative to the US, temporarily took over the duties of the Foreign Affairs Committee. The so-called committee's strategic planning and final decisions still had to be reported to Chen Ke and ultimately decided by him.

The comrades now even lacked the idea of asking questions. It wasn't that everyone didn't want to ask, but asking fewer questions was just a waste of time. If they asked Chen Ke systematically, everyone knew that neither they nor Chen Ke had that time to waste on this.

The layouts that seemed understated and inexplicable before had now become the strategic cornerstone of the People's Party's foreign affairs. Even manufacturing things like stimulants that couldn't be put on the table could exchange for national treasures lost overseas for China. It could also earn some gold and silver from Britain and France along the way. The money earned could not only recoup all the investment in drug research and development but even support the financial expenses of the Fine Chemical Research Institute and the Analytical Chemistry Research Institute for three years.

Industries that the cadres of the People's Party used to look at with bitterness and deep hatred were now profitable across the board through foreign trade. Coconut processing, an industry with quite thin profits relying entirely on industrial scale operation, also made a lot of money due to the export of produced coconut portable food, palm cables, and even buttons. Steel enterprises, as long as they could produce steel, absolutely did not worry about sales. Even pig iron with limited uses and low prices could make a lot of money by transshipping to Japan through the British. Not to mention the continuously rising international grain prices, allowing chestnuts originally produced in many mountainous areas to sell wildly internationally. As for mechanical processing and heavy chemical products with higher technical content, these products had been like the emperor's daughter who didn't worry about getting married for several years.

Whenever the railway expanded to a new area, the specialty products of that area could enter the People's Party's expanding list of commodities. Not to mention raw silk, an industry that would never disappoint people. The people of Shandong, especially the impoverished areas of Yimeng Mountain, showed signs of getting rid of poverty and becoming rich within two years relying on tussah silkworms. The impoverished areas of Dabie Mountain near the Yangtze River line had already realized the process of initially getting rid of poverty through raw silk and tea income.

And Chen Ke's performance made the comrades feel even more at ease. Through the surging wind and clouds of the world situation, Chen Ke became incredibly calm, as if the vigorous wars happening in the world and the fierce changes caused by the wars were as gentle as a clear breeze and bright moon.

Practical experience told the comrades that when the situation seemed deadlocked and quiet, Chen Ke would occasionally show anxiety and impatience. Moreover, Chen Ke would always boldly push various radical plans or lead the whole party to bury their heads in hard preparation. When the situation entered a stage of fierce turbulence, it was the season for the People's Party to harvest massively. Before it was domestic, now the harvesting sickle of the People's Party had begun to wave internationally.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army officially took over Northern Vietnam and Laos. The masses in these two regions were not much different from those in Guangxi, Yunnan, and Guizhou. As soon as the war in Europe ended, these two regions would be formally incorporated into China as provinces. Recovering lost territories and expanding frontiers without unifying China surpassed the comrades' imagination of civil and military achievements.

While things were smooth sailing internationally, domestic problems, especially the issue surrounding Cai Yuanpei's life and death, fermented even more. The debate of several months finally crossed the turning point in early May, and the situation gradually became clear. Those more impatient comrades discovered again that waiting and patience were essential virtues for a person.

The attitude of the masses had always been clear; they all supported the execution of Cai Yuanpei. The reason was very simple: the masses supported the policies of the People's Party. The Guangfu Society in Western Zhejiang executed policies similar to the People's Party. Cai Yuanpei started a massacre in Western Zhejiang, so if Cai Yuanpei seized the territory of the People's Party, he would inevitably start a massacre against the people in the People's Party's territory. Therefore, the masses did not think there was any reason to pardon Cai Yuanpei at all.

Those who supported Cai Yuanpei not dying believed that Cai Yuanpei did not kill for personal gain, and his actions were entirely out of political considerations. Li Dazhao in Beijing, even though he believed Cai Yuanpei had indeed committed great sins of killing, thought political prisoners should not be executed. It was unfair for the People's Party to designate Cai Yuanpei as a criminal. Chen Duxiu, Chairman of the Anhui CPPCC, supported this greatly. He even declared that if Cai Yuanpei must be killed, he should be killed as a political prisoner. Otherwise, this would be "death not for his crime," a kind of power play played by the People's Party.

The first job Zhang Yu did after regaining control of the Propaganda Department was to write a signed article "A Brief Analysis of the Constitution and Political Prisoners." In the article, Zhang Yu analyzed repeatedly that there was no concept of political prisoners in the Constitution of the People's Party. Discussing what happened in reality, what stance one held was by no means a reason for conviction. Since the concept of political prisoners did not exist in the People's Party at all, Cai Yuanpei was naturally not a political prisoner.

Thus, the focus of the debate immediately turned towards the legislative basis of the People's Party Constitution. The matter in Article 1 of the Constitution regarding the liberated areas being political entities led by the People's Party became the focus of attack.

Zhang Yu took out the resolution records of the People's Congresses of various provinces in the liberated areas. This article was passed by the vote of the People's Congress, not forcibly written into the Constitution by the People's Party itself.

When the debate reached this point, Li Dazhao was the first to withdraw from the debate. He only implored Chen Ke to use the Chairman's power of special pardon to pardon Cai Yuanpei.

Zhang Yu immediately mocked Li Dazhao, "The State Chairman certainly has the power of special pardon, but the request for special pardon is not made by the Chairman, but by the People's Congress, and finally issued by the State Chairman. It is really ridiculous to come and request a special pardon without even clarifying that power belongs to the people."

Even though mocked by Zhang Yu, Li Dazhao remained silent. Instead, Chen Duxiu continued to plead for Cai Yuanpei. He believed that not setting up political prisoners and not punishing anyone for political views was a great political progress. However, this did not indicate that someone would not use judicial means to deal with people with different political views. Cai Yuanpei's actions were all during his administration in Zhejiang, and at that time, there were political prisoners in Zhejiang. Even if dealing with Cai Yuanpei, the laws of Zhejiang at that time should be used to solve the problem. Or use the Constitution and laws of the Republic of China that were still in use in Zhejiang at that time to solve the problem.

Zhang Yu mocked Chen Duxiu: where is the logic that the People's Party leaves its own laws unused but insists on using Zhejiang's laws? Moreover, those who sued Cai Yuanpei were the families and friends of those killed. The People's Party had no intention of paying attention to Zhejiang's past politics. Someone sued Cai Yuanpei for murder, and the People's Party determined after investigation that it was a fact that Cai Yuanpei premeditated murder. So Cai Yuanpei was sentenced to death according to the facts. Since the concept of political prisoner did not exist in the People's Party's laws, it was naturally impossible to touch a hair of Cai Yuanpei due to political factors.

By early June, some local celebrities either gave up "rescue" or simply focused on clearing Cai Yuanpei's name like Chen Duxiu. Whether giving up or clearing his name, in fact, these celebrities knew very well that they were powerless to save Cai Yuanpei's life.

On the contrary, the former gentry in the localities, since they finally had the opportunity to challenge the People's Party and learned that the People's Party would not punish them for political views, even if anxious in their hearts, these people began to try to elaborate their political concepts and oppose various policies of the People's Party including land reform.

As a result, the People's Party really stuck to the declared law of not setting up political prisoners and not convicting people for different political concepts. Those people who originally seemed to gather together to try to rescue Cai Yuanpei began to disintegrate rapidly under the People's Party's strategy of responding to all changes with constancy by adhering to the Constitution and laws, revealing their true colors one after another.

Whatever policies the People's Party promoted—land revolution, equality between men and women, compulsory education, industrial development—these people opposed. The reasons for opposition were bizarre, but summarized into one point: "Landlords and gentry want to continue to hold power."

Zhang Yu originally didn't believe that these granite heads had any salvage value, and facts also proved that this bunch of people shrank into the "glory memories" of the past and refused to face reality. But what surprised Zhang Yu a bit was that these guys actually had no reaction to the fact that the United States declared war on the Central Powers in May after the People's Party concluded a war declaration treaty with the United States. They attacked everything, but just didn't attack the biggest change in the People's Party's foreign affairs.

Because Yuwen Badu was also responsible for matters in this regard, Zhang Yu couldn't help finding Yuwen Badu to discuss this issue.

"Those people are afraid of foreigners." Yuwen Badu didn't even feel puzzled, "Besides, do you think they can distinguish what camp those foreigners belong to? Do they know what the Entente Powers and the Central Powers are all about?"

"Even if they don't know, they should at least make some noise, right?" Zhang Yu was still somewhat puzzled.

Yuwen Badu looked at Zhang Yu carefully, wanting to determine if Zhang Yu was joking. Determining that Zhang Yu was indeed not joking, Yuwen Badu replied: "Minister Zhang, we must seek truth from facts. I can only provide an inference now. Those people probably still think about relying on the power of foreign devils to get rid of our People's Party in the future. Precisely because they can't distinguish the difference between foreign devils, they dare not make a sound. They are probably afraid of saying the wrong thing now and being held a grudge by foreign devils."

Zhang Yu hadn't communicated with people of low quality for a long time. After listening to Yuwen Badu's explanation, Zhang Yu spent several minutes considering the explanation proposed by Yuwen Badu. The more he thought about it, the more reasonable it seemed. It was just that Zhang Yu felt Yuwen Badu still overestimated the landlords and gentry. How could such a bunch of country bumpkins take various worldwide forces into consideration?

"This inference makes sense, but inference is still inference," Zhang Yu said.

Yuwen Badu admitted frankly, "I said long ago that this is an inference. The basis of this inference is that the gentry are at their wit's end on this matter. The biggest manifestation of a guilty conscience is barking loudly but daring not to provoke more enemies."

Zhang Yu rolled his eyes, "Comrade Yuwen Badu, a few months ago you were gritting your teeth and insisting on getting rid of this bunch of landlords and gentry. How come a few months passed and you are not afraid of them at all?"

These words poked Yuwen Badu's "shame point." He blushed and replied very embarrassedly: "I also think it's too shameful that I actually took this bunch of birdmen seriously a few months ago. Whatever others said, I took it for real. This is too shameful, too shameful."

Hearing this, Zhang Yu looked somewhat respectful. He said to Yuwen Badu very seriously: "Comrade Yuwen Badu, knowing that superficial phenomena are never reliable is really great progress. It seems that for this year's Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee, I have to cast a vote for you."

Mentioning the People's Party Plenary Session, Yuwen Badu's expression became completely serious. In the past, the situation was turbulent, and the work of central leaders changed frequently. Chen Ke even fled everywhere with the General Office of the Central Committee. Now the situation was gradually stabilizing. When the whole country was liberated, mobile office work would no longer be the mainstream, at least not fluctuating as much as now. The Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee would be a meeting to determine the new order, or at least to determine the true core leadership.

Yuwen Badu said: "With my ability, I don't consider entering the decision-making level at all. It's enough to do a good job at the executive level. But Minister Zhang, as the Minister of Propaganda, you are qualified to participate in every Standing Committee meeting. I have high hopes for you."

"Tch!" Zhang Yu sneered, "Participating in this meeting doesn't mean I am qualified to lead the meeting's resolutions. I am also working at the executive level. The adjustment of the Central Committee this time will definitely not be small. Now the Politburo gives great power to the Organization Department and the Propaganda Department, but in my opinion, these two departments hold great power but will happen not to have seats in the Standing Committee of the Politburo."

"Why?" Although Yuwen Badu felt Zhang Yu was right, he still wanted to ask what was going on.

These words undoubtedly disappointed Zhang Yu very much. He rolled his eyes, "You can go ask Comrade Qi Huishen about this, or go ask Comrade Ren Qiying. I think they will explain it clearly to you."
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Chapter 197 Butterfly's Wings (15)

Yuwen Badu always believed that Ren Qiying was more suitable for the Organization Department than himself, but Ren Qiying had absolutely no interest in the work of the Organization Department. Since Zhang Yu, with a hint of sarcasm, asked Yuwen Badu to ask Ren Qiying, Yuwen Badu really went to find Ren Qiying. If she didn't know Yuwen Badu too well, Ren Qiying would have thought that Comrade Yuwen Badu, the Deputy Minister of the Organization Department, was deliberately finding fault. Ren Qiying was both admiring and speechless about Chen Ke placing Yuwen Badu in such a perfectly suitable position. So she told Yuwen Badu seriously, "I think you should discuss this kind of thing with Comrade Qi Huishen."

"I have never been familiar with Comrade Qi Huishen, and honestly speaking, I am a little afraid of Comrade Qi Huishen." Facing his old partner, Yuwen Badu spoke from the bottom of his heart.

Responding to Yuwen Badu's heartfelt words, Ren Qiying simply spoke frankly to the end, "If Comrade Qi Huishen wanted to punish you, even ten Yuwen Badus would be sent flying by him. Badu, let me put it this way: you are truly a good person and a good comrade, so everyone bears no malice towards you. If you had even a little bit of selfishness, you would have been sent to who knows where long ago."

It wasn't that the People's Party didn't have internal strife; the stability of the high-level leadership was entirely built on Chen Ke's iron fist. There were no personal relationships between Chen Ke and the comrades. He Zudao, Chen Ke's recognized disciple and die-hard follower, also won everyone's recognition through his own ability. At any rate, with family heritage and insight from the 21st century, Chen Ke was very sensitive to meaningless struggles. Before struggles turned into personnel battles, he used perfecting the system and formulating more detailed organizational norms to solve conflicts. The high-level leaders were not fools. In the present where interest groups had not yet fully developed, everyone could see who had selfishness and who didn't.

So the situation never deteriorated to an unbearable degree, truly relying on the power of the organization.

Yuwen Badu was certainly not a fool either. Although he couldn't understand the subtle mentality of those top-ranking superiors in the high-level leadership of the People's Party, he did possess the standard to command the grassroots. Hearing the words of his old partner Ren Qiying, Yuwen Badu was not angry at all. "Comrade Ren Qiying, let alone Comrade Qi Huishen, I can't even compare to you."

Hearing such sincere words, Ren Qiying said seriously, "I know saying it is like not saying it, but I emphasize again, Comrade Badu, don't say this about me. Everyone has their own characteristics. Many things about you, for example, your adherence to principles, I really can't compare. If you really feel admiration for me, then I beg you, don't mention me whatever you say."

"Naturally, naturally." Yuwen Badu had suffered a lot in actual work. The experience he accumulated in actual work was that most of what he said would be maliciously distorted or even deliberately used by people with ulterior motives. His words praising Ren Qiying had been used many times, causing Yuwen Badu to later firmly state that all his statements were his own thoughts and his own understanding of organizational documents when speaking. He dared not mention any specific person anymore.

Ren Qiying certainly knew what a good person Yuwen Badu was, so she advised: "Comrade Badu, I really suggest you find time to have a good talk with Comrade Qi Huishen. If you can gain some understanding after using the things he says, it will be very beneficial to you, to the work, and even to the revolutionary cause."

"Then what is the difference between Comrade Qi Huishen and Chairman Chen?" Yuwen Badu asked.

Ren Qiying didn't want Yuwen Badu to lose himself in the huge changes that followed. Sometimes, if a person can stick to themselves from beginning to end, big trouble won't happen. What is feared is the kind of guy who wants to improve himself but ends up wrongly intervening in fields he is not suitable for at all. After thinking for a while, Ren Qiying said: "The difference is that both Chairman Chen and Comrade Qi Huishen can be guides, but you and I cannot. If the two of us lead the way, it must be a blind road. And even if the road is right in front of us, the two of us may not necessarily be able to see that it is the road. So you don't have to think about immediately becoming Chairman Chen or Comrade Qi Huishen. You just follow your previous practice: when that road is pointed out, you walk forward without hesitation. When you can see that road, you walk forward yourself. Comrade Badu, I mean it sincerely. In terms of seeing the road clearly, you are better than me. In terms of commanding people how to walk like a landlord's wife, I am better than you. So, just walk along the original path like this, and that will do." Sometimes half-knowledge is more terrible and harmful than ignorance.

Yuwen Badu didn't know that his biggest advantage was being willing to listen to advice; he was a person who listened to advice. Since Ren Qiying said so, the thought of going to find Qi Huishen was also dispelled by himself. However, not long after his conversation with Ren Qiying, Qi Huishen actually took the initiative to come to Yuwen Badu's door. "Comrade Yuwen Badu, I hope you can be responsible with me for suppressing those voices of injustice within the Organization Department."

"Ah?" Yuwen Badu was a bit confused. "Suppress who?"

"Someone in the Organization Department proposed that heads of organization departments at all levels should become members of the standing committees of party committees at all levels. This is absolutely impossible. Heads of organization departments and propaganda departments at all levels are qualified to attend party committee meetings at all levels, qualified to participate in meetings, and even able to independently veto some requirements of the party committee in the fields of the Organization Department and Propaganda Department. However, this does not mean that the Organization Department and Propaganda Department are above the Party Committee. Our Organization Department and Propaganda Department still have to accept the supervision of the Politics and Law Committee. Is the Politics and Law Committee the overlord of the People's Party? We are all members of the whole organization. Anyone must accept the supervision of others, and anyone must do their own job well." When Qi Huishen talked about the problems of the Organization Department, he was full of anger.

Yuwen Badu felt every time that he might not necessarily understand specifically what Qi Huishen was saying, but Yuwen Badu knew very well the darkness of the human heart. That couldn't even be described as darkness; he felt that perhaps it should be described as "feudal power enfeoffment" or "bureaucracy." Chen Ke had said that anyone and any organization has the impulse and action to expand their coverage to infinity. Such impulses and actions generally stop only when they encounter strong resistance. Therefore, having drive and ability to act are rare and commendable qualities, but what is even more rare and commendable is restraining oneself from doing certain things.

After having the discussion with Ren Qiying, Yuwen Badu was actually also thinking about his differences from other comrades. Listening to Qi Huishen's discussion, Yuwen Badu suddenly discovered that although Chen Ke and Qi Huishen looked completely different on many things, they were quite consistent in knowing what they should not do. The only difference lay in that Chen Ke had to order the People's Party not to do certain things, while Qi Huishen, even if inferior to Chen Ke in some matters, knew very well what not to do when managing his own department.

Yuwen Badu said: "I will have a good talk with the comrades about this matter. As long as comrades come to me to talk about this, I will stop them from doing so. However, the whole discussion should still be discussed at the party meeting, right?"

"This is natural," Qi Huishen replied.

Yuwen Badu couldn't figure out whether Qi Huishen's attitude was approval or dissatisfaction, but Yuwen Badu was not the kind of person who would change his attitude towards the Party Committee because of others' dissatisfaction. At any time, Yuwen Badu firmly believed that the resolution of the Party Committee meeting was the final resolution. This was what he learned from Chen Ke, and also what Yuwen Badu had always adhered to.
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The news of the joint US-China effort in 1917 deeply shook the upper echelons of Japan. As early as January 1917, the United States had decided to join the Entente Powers. In order to get China on board the American ship, intensive communication took place between the two countries. The United States waited for three months until April 9th to reach the "US-China Defense Alliance" treaty with China, which had a term of one year. The treaty stipulated that if either country was militarily attacked by a third country, the other country was obligated to send troops to help and jointly declare war on the attacking country. When one party joined an international military organization, the other country was also obligated to join.

The People's Party was Japan's enemy; this was beyond doubt. The United States and Japan were countries competing for dominance in the Pacific, and this conflict had a history of nearly 20 years. Since the Spanish-American War, when the United States seized the Spanish colony of the Philippines and officially intervened in the Western Pacific, the contradiction between the US and Japan had become increasingly intensified. It was absolutely impossible for the Japanese to forget the global visit of the US Great White Fleet passing through Yokohama in 1908.

In 1905, Japan won a complete victory in the war against Russia, further expanding its influence in the Far East and the Pacific region. Japan's aggressive expansion momentum in the aforementioned regions seriously threatened US interests. At this time, the main force of the US Navy was mostly concentrated in the Atlantic, and the fleet deployed in Asia was very weak, unable to contend with Japan at all. Therefore, the always bold and flamboyant Roosevelt had to adopt a concession policy to avoid open conflict with Japan in Asia.

With the formation of the confrontation between the US and Japan in the Pacific region, hostility between the two sides became increasingly serious. In 1906, the San Francisco Board of Education in California announced a segregation policy for all Japanese students. When the news reached Japan, the Japanese public regarded it as a great humiliation and immediately launched fierce anti-American demonstrations, vigorously vilifying Americans. The Japanese government also strongly demanded an explanation from the US government. Japanese public opinion even clamored: "The whole world knows that the poorly equipped US Army and Navy are no match for our highly combat-effective Army and Navy." Japan's "Mainichi Shimbun" roared: "When our great naval admiral appears on the other side of the Pacific, it will be easy to break America's stubborn dream... Why don't we insist on sending warships?" Seeing that conflict between the two sides was imminent, Roosevelt immediately personally persuaded the San Francisco Board of Education to revoke the aforementioned anti-Japanese regulations, and only then did the situation ease down.

President Roosevelt did not want to solve the problem by war. If the US fleet crossed the Pacific to strike Japan, the result would very likely be the same fate as the Russian Navy. So he dispatched the "Great White Fleet," with all US ship hulls painted white, for a world tour.

Japan adopted an attitude of "observe quietly, then draw conclusions" towards the "Great White Fleet." As early as when the "Great White Fleet" docked at the US port of San Francisco, the Japanese government mobilized thousands of Japanese students in San Francisco to line the streets in welcome, singing the US national anthem loudly in English to show friendship. At the same time, Japanese officials in the US also invited the US fleet to visit Yokohama to further investigate the details of the Americans.

On October 18, 1908, a fleet composed of 16 elite battleships and 7 small torpedo boats (predecessors of destroyers) of the US Navy, with 14,000 officers and soldiers, entered the important visiting port of Yokohama.

When the "Great White Fleet" arrived at the famous Japanese naval port of Yokohama, almost all Japanese were astounded by the huge lineup of the US Navy. Japan began to take this opponent seriously. US officers and soldiers were "welcomed most friendlily not only by the Emperor and his staff but also by the entire country," and the celebrations lasted for a whole week. In the carnival atmosphere, Japan's Admiral Togo Heihachiro, then 61 years old, even allowed visiting US military officers to toss him from the carpet into the air.

Of course, it was impossible for Japan to truly "welcome" its opponent in the Pacific as a guest. Instead, it was a posture made out of necessity after feeling the pressure of the powerful US Navy. Contrary to the unanimous "anti-American" public opinion in Japan before the fleet arrived, a Japanese diplomat stated: "The voyage of the US fleet did not cause unhappiness and fear in Japan; this is a guarantee of peace." The Japanese government also changed its past arrogant posture, agreeing to maintain the status quo in the Pacific and respecting the US "Open Door" policy. For this, Roosevelt triumphantly declared: This global voyage as a diplomatic "Big Stick Policy" was his "major contribution to the cause of peace."

Now that Japan's maritime opponent and land enemy were colluding with common strategic interests, Japan could not help but feel real panic. The "US-China Defense Alliance" treaty was for two years (Wait, the first paragraph said one year, but here it says two years. I should translate literally as the text says. The text says "two years" here, but "one year" in the first paragraph. I will stick to the text). The treaty did not discuss renewal issues. The Japanese upper echelons still read and analyzed this treaty obsessively time and again, trying to find any evidence to prove that this treaty targeted Japan. Of course, this treaty was not signed targeting Japan, so Japan naturally could not find any intention in this regard.

Americans certainly didn't care what the Japanese thought. After this agreement tailor-made for World War I was announced to the world, the value of the United States immediately doubled. Britain and France, who had originally tried hard to urge China to join the Entente Powers, immediately cast aside the People's Party and turned to contact the United States. The United States was naturally smug, declaring war on Germany on May 5th and joining the Entente Powers. According to the "US-China Defense Alliance" treaty, China immediately joined the Entente group and declared war on Germany at the same time.

After learning this news, Japan finally breathed a half sigh of relief. China and Japan changed from a quasi-war state to allies in the same trench. The European war had been fought for three years, and no one knew how much longer this war could be fought. The Japanese side estimated that the war would not end within a year. By that time, the "US-China Defense Alliance" treaty would have expired, and the United States would naturally have no reason to intervene in the Sino-Japanese war that would break out further in the future.

Moreover, once the European war ended, even if China and the United States freed their hands, Japan and Britain would also not be bound by the war. At that time, the situation in the Western Pacific might not necessarily be more favorable to China. War might be inevitable, but as long as Japan could seize the time to accumulate advantages now, Japan was not without a chance of winning.

The Sino-Japanese War had ended for a year. The Takahashi Korekiyo cabinet plundered Korea and Taiwan wantonly externally, and increased the extraction from the Japanese domestic populace internally. By exporting every commodity that could be exported to the Entente Powers as much as possible, even with the competition from the People's Party causing the price of goods procurement in the Far East to fall somewhat, Britain had no intention of giving up Japan, this important pawn. Among similar products, Britain still prioritized purchasing Japanese goods, and Japan was rapidly repaying Britain's debt.

Takahashi Korekiyo understood economics, finance, and even some international politics. The zaibatsu, powerful families, and officers of the Army and Navy Departments naturally appreciated Takahashi Korekiyo's policies very much. This policy and the grasp of international strategic timing allowed the Japanese ruling class to seize a large amount of monetary wealth. Not just banknotes; Japan even got a lot of hard currency. Gold reserves increased greatly.

What gave Japan a headache at present was the huge contradiction accumulated by crazy plundering. Compressing all unnecessary expenses meant compressing the interests of the lower classes. The upper classes used Japan's policies to make huge profits. Japanese citizens lived a hard life. To solve the civil resistance sentiment, the Japanese upper echelons moved a large number of landless farmers to southern and northern Korea. At the same time, they increased the plundering of the colony Korea.

Northern Korea was a mining area, and people died every day in every mining area. The already extremely insufficient rations for mine slaves were further cut. Any mine slave who could not complete the mining quota would not receive food that day. If a mine slave could not complete the mining quota for two consecutive days, they would be whipped in public. Tired, hungry, and injured, mine slaves died quickly. In order to complete the task volume assigned by the Army Department, Japanese mine owners had to frantically adopt such means, using naked death threats to increase production.

When this method was first implemented, it did produce a tiny bit of effect. If there were no resistance from Korean patriots, perhaps this effect could have been maintained. However, Korean patriots formed guerrilla groups. They utilized the terrain to attack Japanese mining areas in the north. How could the Japanese Army Department allow their cash cow to suffer the slightest damage? They immediately organized troops to implement a "cleaning" policy around the mining areas. All surrounding Korean villages were collectively captured; men were sent to mine, and women became slaves who could be bought and sold.

The Japanese Governor-General of Korea was responsible for settling the Japanese who moved to Korea in those villages that had been swept clean. The North Korea Railway Company, reorganized from the South Manchuria Railway Company, provided land in northern Korea to these landless Japanese people. In addition to farming and paying taxes, these Japanese were also organized by "Han Tie" (Korea Railway) for military training to assist the army in guarding Japanese mines. The army obtained more safety zones and more auxiliary troops. Production was stabilized again in the short term.

All captured Korean guerrilla members were brutally tortured. The vast majority of captured guerrillas confessed; they pointed out the camps of the Korean guerrillas. The Japanese army immediately attacked these camps and quickly eliminated most of the Korean guerrillas.

The Korean patriots were not frightened; they were still fighting. After the Army Department inevitably expanded the scope of Japanese mining areas to seize greater benefits, the Korean guerrillas attacked again. The purpose of this action was no longer to kill Japanese and destroy mines. The main purpose of every successful attack on a mine was to rescue mine slaves.

Most of these mine slaves who had lost everything chose to run for their lives home, while a small number chose to join the Korean guerrillas. Most of those mine slaves who ran for their lives failed to escape home; they were intercepted and executed by the Japanese halfway. Even the lucky few, after escaping home, found their homes destroyed and themselves completely homeless. Or not long after escaping back, they were arrested again. This time, not only the mine slave himself suffered, but the mine slave's whole family was also implicated.

But doing so couldn't even be called mending the fold after the sheep were lost. Japan's actions in the northern mining areas were finally exposed. As Koreans' own intelligence channels began to spread, people who originally did not oppose Korean patriots began to support them. Guys who originally chose to escape out of fear also began to gradually lean towards Korean patriots.

Moreover, the Japanese gradually discovered that they had created a batch of enemies who were fearless of death for themselves. Mine slaves who could survive all had good bodies, especially a strong desire to win. All the weak had already died. After the Korean guerrillas were composed of such a batch of members with only the desire for revenge in their minds, they erupted with amazing combat effectiveness.

As long as the guerrilla members of mine slave origin were fed full, they could march in the mountains for several days continuously. As long as there was any combat opportunity, these guerrilla members would not let it go. What made the Japanese Army Department feel fearful was that the Korean guerrilla members caught initially would confess after some torture. The current guerrilla members, no matter how tortured, actually revealed absolutely no news. Some guerrilla members, fearing they couldn't help confessing after being captured, even bit off their own tongues after being captured.

The extremely angry Japanese Army Department brutally killed the tortured guerrilla members and then hung their corpses in areas where guerrillas appeared, intending to intimidate the Korean guerrillas. Later, the Japanese army found that even taking prisoners was a quite difficult thing. Korean guerrilla members carried "glory grenades" with them. Once they fell into a situation of being captured, they would not hesitate to immediately pull the grenade to commit suicide.

In northern Korea, Korean guerrilla members holding Japanese-style weapons and eating food without any markings on the packaging engaged in brutal battles with Japan's large-scale army and the immigrant army under "Han Tie." Although they hadn't become a significant climate yet, the Japanese army no longer thought they could easily wipe these people out completely.

Compared with Japan's overall "flourishing" situation, these things were just small problems. However, Japan knew very well that it was the People's Party supporting the Korean guerrillas, and it was only a matter of time before a new war broke out between Japan and the People's Party. If during the First Sino-Japanese War, Japan could still rely on a large number of pro-Japanese Koreans to fight the Qing army, in the future war, a large number of Koreans would throw themselves into the war as the vanguard of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army without turning back. Therefore, Japan paid great attention to the movements of the People's Party government, which already controlled half of China and was recognized by the vast majority of major countries in the world.

Regarding the upcoming Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee of the People's Party, the Japanese tried every means to get the core news. This plenary session would not only establish the latest leadership collective of the People's Party but also structure the leadership collective of the People's Party government. It would further determine the structure of the People's Party government and the future strategic direction of People's Party China.

The movements of the People's Party were crucial to Japan.

Not only Japan, but countries all over the world, especially those in fierce war, were extremely interested in what system and policies China would adopt. As a power ranked in the top ten in the world in 1917, and as a New China joining the world structure with an equal identity, any decision of this country would have an impact on the world.
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The high-level leadership of the People's Party had always had a core, but never a core leadership group. Chen Ke was undoubtedly the core; everything revolved around Chen Ke. Or more accurately, Chen Ke turned the systems he had seen with his own eyes and learned personally in the future into reality in this time and space, one by one, according to specific circumstances. As the greatest servant within the People's Party, Chen Ke did not deify himself, but only pointed out the fact that he was a servant. All comrades realized that without Chen Ke, there would be no People's Party and no liberated areas. Since it was a fact that Chen Ke's service was indispensable from the perspective of the interests of the People's Party and even China, the comrades of the People's Party faced the facts, recognized the facts, and no longer tried to deprive Chen Ke of his leadership position.

As for the various heroes within the party, their status appeared quite interesting. The People's Party was indeed powerful and seemingly invincible at present, but calculating from the decision of the eight-member group to establish the People's Party in 1905, the establishment time of this political party was only 12 years. The comrades of the Politburo went up and down, and the party and government cadres in various places moved through various positions like a revolving lantern. Some persisted, some never recovered after a setback, some chose to leave, some were expelled from the party, and some were imprisoned or even shot for violating the law.

Cooperation was one thing, but accepting XX's leadership for a term of 5 years institutionally from now on was another matter. Fortunately, Chen Ke had been propagating like brainwashing for twelve years that "the embodiment of personal value stems from the realistic needs of society and groups, so leadership positions are to serve the interests of society and groups. The more people served, the higher the technical content of service, and the greater the power." If this concept hadn't been talked about every day and every year, along with criticism and self-criticism at party committee meetings, and various regulations, education, correction, and even executions by the Discipline Inspection Commission and the People's Internal Affairs Committee, this kind of propaganda would not have "taken root in the hearts of the people."

In any case, everyone in the People's Party already understood that this time it was really necessary to establish and perfect the organizational structure. This round would determine the status of many people. Zhang Yu knew himself that he didn't have any special popularity, and deep down he was really unwilling to be subordinate to others. Although many people tried to encourage Zhang Yu to become a member of the new Standing Committee of the Politburo, Zhang Yu coldly refused.

Until Qi Huishen came over and discussed the candidates for the Standing Committee of the Politburo while drinking with Zhang Yu, Zhang Yu simply replied coldly: "Minister Qi, if the two of us talk about this, will it make people think that we are suspected of setting up another central committee? This should be a matter for the Party Committee to discuss. You say we reach an offensive and defensive alliance; what is this? Say whatever you have at the party meeting."

Qi Huishen laughed loudly, "Comrade Zhang Yu, then I inform you in the name of the Minister of Organization. Recently I have a problem, which is the problem of comrades in various places privately engaging in organization departments. If dealt with harshly, I'm afraid comrades won't understand or accept it. If not dealt with harshly, I'm afraid comrades will think this is just a gust of wind. Making this propaganda long-term, talking about it every day and every year, who wouldn't be annoyed? Do you have any suggestions?"

"I also have no solution to this problem," Zhang Yu replied in a cold voice. "How should I put it? There is just such a bunch of people who simply don't listen. They hold small meetings at the drop of a hat, and look for friends and relatives when they encounter problems. Asking them to do self-criticism, the thought of dealing with it perfunctorily accounts for the majority. They didn't do much self-criticism, but instead felt that someone snitched, that this was destroying organizational unity. If they really disregard organizational unity, I would have punished them. With their bear-like appearance, dealing with them is a sure thing every time."

Qi Huishen had managed the Internal Affairs Committee for a long time. The Internal Affairs Committee had been purged three times by himself, from the top to the gatekeepers at the bottom without missing a single one. Playing political tricks was really not worth mentioning for Qi Huishen. His biggest problem now was how to make comrades realize how to play political tricks while not being stupid enough to play with fire and burn themselves.

Nodding deeply, Qi Huishen said: "Minister Zhang, I know you have always cherished comrades, but it was easier to say when we had fewer people. Now with so many people, it won't work without seizing typical cases. The problem is, if we do it on such a large scale, will people say we are luring snakes out of their holes?"

Zhang Yu sneered and said: "Comrades who can reach the Central Committee, the Politburo, and the Central Committee all have a characteristic. Everyone knows what they can do and what they can't do. Let me tell you something. A few days ago, my wife came home and told me something. she played table tennis with Chairman Chen's wife, and Chairman Chen's daughter also went. There weren't many table tennis tables, so my wife held Chairman Chen's daughter and watched from the side. She even let Chairman Chen's daughter hold the table tennis paddle, and she held Chairman Chen's daughter's wrist waving the paddle there."

Chen Ke's daughter, Chen Qianru, was beautiful and smart, a little doll very much liked by these high-level officials of the People's Party. Hearing Zhang Yu talk about this little girl, Qi Huishen was also very interested. A smile couldn't help appearing on his face as he asked: "Then what did Chen Qianru say?"

"Chen Qianru said, Auntie, I came to play, I didn't come to play table tennis." Speaking of this, there was still no smile on Zhang Yu's face. "My wife is not even as good as a child. She spoke so clearly, yet my wife didn't understand. At that time, my wife said, Auntie also came to play. Chairman Chen's daughter immediately told my wife, Auntie, you are different from me; you didn't come to play, you came to exercise."

After listening, Qi Huishen laughed loudly, "There is such a thing? When student Chen Qianru grows up, we must let her come to work in our department!"

Zhang Yu rolled his eyes at Qi Huishen, "Maybe she is not willing to do your work, but willing to work in the Propaganda Department or the Ministry of Foreign Affairs."

Qi Huishen didn't care about Zhang Yu's rebuke. He clicked his tongue in wonder, "How was this child raised? With just this insight, most adults are not as sensible as her."

"Such a tiny little girl knows what she doesn't want to do and pushes it away quickly. She is really not a busybody! But my wife, almost thirty, is not as good as a little girl. She kept chattering there about how good exercise is, how exercise can promote development and health. How playing table tennis can coordinate the body, with close coordination of hands, brain, and eyes. After coming back, after telling me all this, she even said Chairman Chen's daughter was squeamish. Oh my! I was so angry! Later I asked my wife, have you investigated Chairman Chen's daughter? How do you know she doesn't exercise? How do you know her daughter hasn't played table tennis? What kind of story are you making up?" While speaking, Zhang Yu poked the table fiercely with his finger as if venting his anger, making the table thump loudly.

Listening to Zhang Yu angrily recounting his wife's "deeds," even Qi Huishen, a usually quite serious person, couldn't help laughing back and forth. Zhang Yu couldn't hold it back either. His stern face relaxed, and he simply laughed loudly together. He said breathlessly while laughing, "As a result, my wife even felt that I, Zhang Yu, as a person... as a person was unreasonable, with too arrogant an attitude, and not pursuing progress. Finally, she swore not to let my son be so... so squeamish in the future, and must make my son a brave person who is not afraid of difficulties. I f*cking wanted to die at that time."

Hearing this, Qi Huishen was already shedding tears and was only short of rolling on the ground laughing.

The two capable generals of the People's Party managed to stop laughing with difficulty, blew their noses, and washed the tears from their faces. While wiping his hands with a towel, Zhang Yu said with extreme helplessness: "Comrade Qi Huishen, what do you think I could say at that time? Whatever I said, logically speaking, would be me, Zhang Yu, willing to degenerate and not seeking progress. But Qi Huishen, you can definitely understand, was it me, Zhang Yu, being unreasonable, or my wife being too much of a busybody!" Zhang Yu was truly angry. By the end, his voice had the flavor of a roar.

Qi Huishen certainly wouldn't misunderstand Zhang Yu's meaning, and his face also became very gloomy. Put this principle to those top leading cadres of the People's Party, and everyone basically understood. At any rate, this group of people were guys who had received the harsh ruler education of the old era. Essentially, even with very Westernized knowledge, Chen Ke was essentially this kind of person and had received this kind of education.

Being capable of handling affairs and being a busybody are two completely different concepts, just as bravery and rashness seem to manifest similarly but are absolutely not the same thing. But this kind of thing is hard to explain clearly. Just as Zhang Yu and Qi Huishen could understand what a smart and brave little fellow Chen Ke's daughter Chen Qianru was. If Chen Qianru hadn't seen others play table tennis, hadn't tried playing table tennis herself, how would she know she couldn't play table tennis? And what was more precious was that Chen Qianru could bravely speak the truth seeking from facts, "I came to play." Even if Zhang Yu's wife talked until the sky broke, Chen Qianru had the courage to bear it and didn't care at all whether others would laugh at her.

However, Qi Huishen was also smart enough. He didn't think Zhang Yu was venting his dissatisfaction through narration because he couldn't hold back his emotions. Qi Huishen laughed, "I think, members of the Central Committee of the People's Party, members of the Politburo, and especially members of the Standing Committee of the Politburo, shouldn't be worse than a little girl no matter what."

Zhang Yu raised his eyes and looked at Qi Huishen for a while, but didn't follow up with a single word.

At the preparatory meeting for the Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee held in July, Chen Ke proposed the vision for the future central structure. The Politburo would set up five Standing Committee members. Every time the Politburo Standing Committee met, the Director of the Central Propaganda Department and the Director of the Central Organization Department would participate in the meeting if needed. According to different meeting contents, relevant Politburo members and Central Committee members would be selected to participate in the meeting. This was the "Five Standing Committee Members System" or "Seven-Member or Nine-Member Meeting System" during the five-year term of the Third Plenary Session.

After listening to Chen Ke's vision, at least Zhang Yu and Qi Huishen already understood who they should vote for and who should be on the list of the five-member Politburo Standing Committee that appeared for the first time in the People's Party. Apart from Chen Ke's unshakeable position as a Standing Committee member, the other four were almost ready to come out.
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"Comrade Xu Dian, who was severely criticized by Chairman Chen, can also become a Standing Committee member?" After the list of the five Standing Committee members was released, it immediately sparked considerable controversy. The focus of the controversy was mainly on Xu Dian.

No one questioned Chen Ke's status as a Standing Committee member. There was some discussion about Qi Huishen and Zhang Yu not entering the Standing Committee, but since these two could often attend Standing Committee meetings, the Central Committee members working in the Organization Department and the propaganda and diplomatic fields did not have overly strong opinions. Shang Yuan and Chen Tianhua had served as governors, provincial party secretaries, and directors of political departments in multiple provinces, and no one raised objections either. The National Defense Science and Technology Commission led by You Gou was said to be split into the National Defense Science and Technology Commission, the Ministry of Industry, the Ministry of Science and Technology, and the Ministry of Transport in the near future. Although You Gou was a woman and married to He Zudao, the Director of the General Political Department of the Military Commission, as the nominal leader of the industrial sector, no one wanted to question her either. However, there always had to be some topics of debate to express the comrades' feelings, and as a result, Xu Dian, who had the weakest backing, became the target of public criticism.

Logically speaking, Xu Dian's qualifications were not bad. He was a member of the two major party groups in Shanghai and Beijing back then. Shanghai provided the manpower backbone, while the members of the Beijing party group provided a very solid foundation for the revolutionary cause. Shang Yuan and Pu Guanshui provided Fengtai County and military ordnance, intelligence, and personnel respectively. In the first Battle of Anqing implemented after the thousand-mile march, Pu Guanshui, as a guide, made significant contributions. There were quite a few comrades from Beijing among the personnel in the industrial sector. The Boxer members from Shanghai, Beijing, Shandong, and Hebei basically formed the early core force of the People's Party.

It wasn't a problem for comrades from the political and legal sector to become Standing Committee members. Xu Dian had served as the Secretary of the Politics and Law Committee, but everyone still felt that Xu Dian was not qualified enough to be one of the five Standing Committee members. If Qi Huishen were to serve as a Standing Committee member, this dissent would naturally disappear completely. Since this was a personnel adjustment before the Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee and the result of the Politburo election, the comrades who were not convinced by Xu Dian had quite a few opinions. Since it was hard to find fault with Xu Dian's work, Xu Dian's qualifications were questioned.

Xu Dian himself also didn't expect such a result. Originally, he thought it was likely that Qi Huishen would be transferred from the Organization Department and then become one of the five Standing Committee members. He never expected that Qi Huishen would only become a member of the seven-member meeting. Moreover, Xu Dian was currently the Procurator-General of the Supreme Procuratorate, not the Secretary of the Politics and Law Committee. Being suddenly promoted to one of the five Standing Committee members like this was also a rather tough approach by Chen Ke. Even with Chen Ke's recommendation, in the voting of the 25 Politburo members, Xu Dian barely passed with 14 to 11. This voting result was basically equivalent to "failing" in the People's Party. So Xu Dian felt very astonished.

So almost at the same time as the puzzled voices of the comrades below appeared, Xu Dian also found Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, after repeated consideration, I want to state my position to you. I will absolutely not hypocritically resign from the position of Standing Committee member."

Chen Ke was quite satisfied with Xu Dian's statement. If Xu Dian dared to "modestly decline" even a tiny bit, Chen Ke would immediately remove Xu Dian from the position of Standing Committee member and arrange for someone else.

"However, I really want to know, why did you choose me? In terms of qualifications, work performance, and even the election by comrades, there are comrades who are easier to gain the trust of comrades than me."

"Because you have made mistakes that were almost errors of line before, I chose you from the political and legal system." Chen Ke replied, "Political and legal work is, in a sense, a process of trial and error. Many other departments just need to complete their work; the army wins battles, and industry and agriculture produce well. If they do it, it shows that at least the execution is correct. But the political and legal department is not just about finishing the trial and closing the case. Every law involves legal principles, legal intent, and legal standards. Every trial faces a lot of pressure. Not only must there be articles, but there must also be sufficient understanding of precedents. A comrade who has never made mistakes, a comrade full of a sense of justice, a comrade who has not been tormented to death by the relationship between law, reality, and politics, can absolutely not do this job well. Comrade Yan Fu said a sentence that I praise very much: the law allows no blasphemy. After so much time, I think Comrade Xu Dian, you are a comrade who can maintain the dignity of the law."

Xu Dian was not moved to tears by this "gratitude for recognition." Instead, he was deeply touched by Chen Ke's phrase "after so much time." In order to prevent the judicial work of the People's Party from becoming a simple "customary law" or "rule by man," Xu Dian had exhausted his efforts in the past ten years and encountered countless supercilious looks and interrogations. Of course, he also spent a lot of the people's wealth.

So Xu Dian didn't react too much to his qualification as a Standing Committee member. Xu Dian knew in his heart how arduous the problems he would face ahead were. But he still had some concerns.

Chen Ke certainly saw Xu Dian's concerns, "Say whatever you have."

"I don't know Comrade Qi Huishen's view." Xu Dian simply brought up his biggest concern.

"Hmph! Comrade Qi Huishen is a comrade who sticks to organizational principles. You don't need to worry about him at all." Chen Ke didn't want to criticize Xu Dian either. Although it was a secret ballot, Chen Ke had actually communicated with several main comrades. If not for the two votes from Qi Huishen and Zhang Yu, the final result would not have been 14:11 passing, but 12:13 failing.

Xu Dian didn't act like a coy little girl. Since Chen Ke said so, he had nothing more to ask. "I'll go back to work then."

After Xu Dian went out, Chen Ke let out a long breath. Selecting Xu Dian was also a very difficult decision for Chen Ke. He certainly knew how much opposition he would encounter. Even though he had considerable confidence in Xu Dian, Chen Ke knew very well that if a person didn't have true awareness, as long as there was a trace of pursuit and desire for false fame, he would definitely get into trouble. This was a core issue of worldview and also an issue of comprehensive quality. Facing enemies firmly, quite a few people could do it. Facing the misunderstanding, opposition, and ridicule of comrades firmly was a test far more arduous than fighting desperately with enemies. Now that Xu Dian had withstood the test, Chen Ke felt much more at ease.

The reason Chen Ke made the political and legal department represented by Xu Dian one of the five Standing Committee members was quite realistic. Problems within the People's Party had begun to gradually emerge. In times of crisis, organizations can often erupt with unprecedented advanced nature. Because if not advanced enough and unable to unite allies to the greatest extent, the organization will fail. Moreover, as revolutionaries and rebels, the feeling of being in a low position is strong after all, and the intention to spontaneously stand with the working people is still very sincere.

Now that the People's Party was about to establish a government representing China, changes in mentality would also follow. The original mud-legged rebels transformed into founding fathers. When He Zudao and You Gou visited You Gou's family, the feelings transmitted back were just like this. Not to mention Master You secretly asking You Gou when Chen Ke would proclaim himself emperor and ascend the throne, and what high official position You Gou could hold then, and whether she could be titled a king.

You Gou's aversion to her two brothers also increased greatly. Originally, You Gou's brothers were ashamed to acknowledge You Gou as their sister. Now, You Gou's two brothers bragged wantonly in conversations with other merchants and compradors about how capable their sister was, and that the You family was already a noble relative in Shanghai. It wasn't just You Gou who provided this news, but also Lin Shenhe, who was responsible for the recent work in Shanghai.

If the laws of the People's Party were implemented in Shanghai, and if You Gou's brothers acted recklessly, Lin Shenhe would have no reason to let them go. However, You Gou had high awareness and knew that Lin Shenhe was right to do so. But how would some comrades with low awareness and no legal consciousness view this kind of thing? Hanging their heads on their belts to make a revolution, their relatives could still survive during the bloody storm. Now that it was liberated, their relatives were sentenced and even beheaded instead. Who would genuinely feel that there was no problem with doing this?

Many times, even most of the time, it was not the comrades themselves who changed, but the comrades' relatives. The reason why Xu Dian was opposed by many people was that Xu Dian could insist on the dignity of the judiciary and offended quite a few people. The vast majority of comrades would agree to kill embezzlers within the party, the government, and the organization because they had a passion for justice. Moreover, these embezzlers did damage the overall interests of the organization. But in conflicts between comrades' relatives and non-party personages, comrades might not necessarily agree with the judiciary.

So far, such things hadn't happened yet, but Chen Ke firmly believed that such things were only a matter of time and could not be avoided. Xu Dian's ascendancy was a warning bell. At least the opposing votes against Xu Dian proved to some extent that the warning bell might have really worked. Chen Ke sincerely hoped that Xu Dian could shake up some people because Chen Ke was equally merciless when killing those who broke the law.

After establishing the list of the five-person group, the People's Party began to prepare for the upcoming Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee. Party committees in various places began to hold meetings, and the People's Congress also began to conduct elections. Even if it was just a formality, the People's Congress would vote on the main cadres. Even if adjustments were desired, they would have to wait until these main cadres were elected before their positions could be transferred.

At this time, foreign problems also began to emerge. After the French side received the first batch of Chinese laborers provided by the People's Party, they soon made a request for China to send a second batch of Chinese laborers. The ambassador to France and the comrades of the Chinese Labor Management Committee stated that the French were quite satisfied with the Chinese laborers. Given the industriousness of the French, the farmers among the Chinese laborers originally thought they would be exploited strongly in France; everyone just believed in the high wages promised by the People's Party. As a result, after arriving at the depressed French farms, the work of the Chinese farmers received high praise from France.

This was not only because Chinese farmers could skillfully use farm tools and worked quite hard. Moreover, the ability shown by Chinese farmers in farm machinery, and even infrastructure construction and repair of farm tools, surprised the French greatly. Driving a tractor, repairing an irrigation canal, digging a well—Chinese laborers showed they could do everything. The Chinese laborers dispatched by China had basically participated in such labor in their hometowns. While on the ship, the Chinese laborers were organized to learn some simple daily French and also received training in the repair of iron farm tools. In 1917, when village blacksmiths were conscripted into the army or the French logistics department, Chinese laborers soon gradually restored vitality to the areas they were put into. The French side immediately requested China to provide another 300,000 Chinese laborers, specifically pointing out the request for farmers.

Japanese spy agencies didn't get news in this regard at first. seeing hundreds of thousands of Chinese wearing almost uniform denim clothes suddenly gathering in Wuhan, Zhengzhou, Xuzhou, and even Fujian, they were almost scared to death.

"Chinese people are concentrated in various camps, taking medicine uniformly, receiving drug injections, and seem to be vaccinated against cowpox."

"The gathered Chinese accept military training. In addition to marching in formation and drilling, they also learn medicine and brush their teeth uniformly, wash their faces and clothes with soap, and learn to trim fingernails and toenails with nail clippers..."

"All Chinese shave their hair short, and the hairstyle is extremely similar to the general hairstyle of the Chinese army..."

"Chinese people take a bath every day..."

Japanese spies sent all the observed news back to Japan, almost risking arrest. This terrified the Japanese upper echelons. If Japan did this, it would be conscription and primary military training.

Japan didn't dare to show weakness completely, so it could only inquire about the actual situation from the British side very implicitly. Getting the news that this batch of Chinese was the next batch of Chinese laborers to be shipped to France, Japan finally breathed a sigh of relief.

After the crisis of the People's Party recruiting hundreds of thousands of troops to start a war against Japan was lifted, Japan began to feel jealous again. Hundreds of thousands of Chinese laborers could earn a lot of money, and Japan hoped very much to make money by selling labor. Hearing the request from the Japanese side, the British Minister to Japan asked Japan very coldly whether they were willing to send Japanese troops to fight in Europe.

This scared the Japanese representative badly. Not knowing if it was because of the hot weather, fine beads of sweat appeared on the Japanese representative's forehead. "We can discuss this issue further."

The British Minister to Japan said in a very sharp tone: "Your country has already seized Germany's colonies in the Pacific, so isn't it also a necessary action for your country to send troops to fight in Europe? Even China has sent hundreds of thousands of Chinese laborers to France. They are even preparing to send medical personnel to France to establish rear hospitals. I wonder what your country plans to do?"

Japanese military observers in Europe had long informed Japan of the situation on the European battlefield. Unprecedented artillery groups in human history fired terrible barrages, and battles were bloody and stormy. The Japanese side was always arrogant when conducting wars against other countries personally. However, for wars they did not participate in themselves, they calculated extremely shrewdly.

More than a year ago, after suffering the loss of 150,000 young and strong men, Japan domestically had almost been unable to withstand the pressure. Now the People's Party was eyeing Japan covetously, and more than 100,000 Chinese troops were stationed on the Sino-Korean border, making Japan feel extremely heavy pressure. If they participated in a major campaign on the European battlefield where both sides could suffer millions of casualties in a month, just one time would be enough to make the Japanese Army truly finished.

So no matter what excuse Britain offered, or even promised to give Germany's colonies in Africa to Japan, the Japanese representative could only hem and haw to stall, but absolutely dared not make any promises.

When the Japanese side discussed whether to send Japanese labor to France, the cabinet made all the tempted guys give up this idea with just one question: "How many of the people we sent to Brazil came back?"
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Japan wanted very much to make a profit from providing labor to Europe, but Japan found itself really powerless. Even if they completely opposed the socialist set, fabricated various theories to explain or distort the facts, Japan could not deny the facts by its own will. Economic operation requires the input of labor; manpower is the most basic factor for human society to create wealth.

Compared with the population of more than 300 million controlled by the People's Party, Japan's population of more than 54 million was less than one-sixth of that in the People's Party's controlled area. And Japan's land area was less than one-tenth of the People's Party's controlled area. In order to repay debts, the maximum squeeze was also implemented on its own people. If the Japanese people could go without eating, the Japanese upper echelons wouldn't mind the population reaching a level equal to that of China.

Even facing heavy population pressure at present, the Japanese cabinet abandoned the idea of providing manpower support to Europe after discussion. Every laborer was very important to Japan. With Japan's current squeezing ability, Japanese labor staying in the homeland could enable the upper echelons to earn far more money than sending them out. Moreover, Japan still had Korea to squeeze. The Army Department had already put forward a request for the Japanese homeland to provide more landless people. These poor landless Japanese were sent to Korea. In addition to farming, they could also provide various military assistance. The comprehensive benefit was higher.

After analysis, the cabinet meeting unanimously agreed: "Troops and labor cannot be dispatched overseas."

After accepting this fact with extreme unwillingness in their hearts, Japan couldn't help but shift the topic to China again. Takahashi Korekiyo raised a question: "Why hasn't the People's Party killed Cai Yuanpei yet?"

This was a question the Japanese cabinet had discussed many times. However, those members of the cabinet who supported party politics did not understand the operation mode of the People's Party's one-party dominance, while those members of the cabinet who opposed party politics did not understand why the People's Party system adopted the mode of a political party. Therefore, the Japanese cabinet did not know why the People's Party went to great lengths on the Cai Yuanpei matter. They originally didn't care about Cai Yuanpei; it was entirely because the People's Party attached importance to Cai Yuanpei that the Japanese side paid attention to this matter, hoping to find opportunities beneficial to themselves in it.

But no matter how they discussed the behavior of the People's Party, it was difficult for Japan to come up with an interpretation. As for the formal statement of the People's Party, "Execute murderers, promote and implement the rule of law, learn from past mistakes to avoid future ones, and cure the sickness to save the patient," the Japanese cabinet didn't believe it at all.

Seeing everyone looking at each other, Takahashi Korekiyo stopped wasting time and asked: "Have you contacted those Chinese who oppose killing Cai Yuanpei?"

This time it was the turn of the Army Department people to speak, "The people we sent tried their best to contact these people. After contacting our personnel, the attitude of these Chinese was very consistent. They don't want to have any contact with us Japanese. On the contrary, Duan Qirui's side proposed the idea of forming an alliance with us."

The cabinet was very disappointed with this; saying these words was like saying nothing. Duan Qirui definitely wanted to get any support, but Japan couldn't fly and really couldn't cross the vast People's Party controlled area to give Duan Qirui any help. Duan Qirui wanted Japan to intimidate the People's Party with military threats, which was precisely the promise Japan could least give.

External affairs were not going smoothly. The Japanese Foreign Minister said: "We received news that the Russian Provisional Government launched an attack on the German-Austrian coalition forces and suffered heavy casualties. Russia continues to be in turmoil internally. Can we prepare for this?"

Hearing this news, the eyes of the Japanese cabinet members lit up. If they couldn't get benefits from China, getting benefits from Russia was also a very good choice. Before the discussion could unfold, Takahashi Korekiyo stopped the discussion neatly, "Before completely definite news, no intention of intervening in Russian affairs is allowed."

After the cabinet meeting ended, Saionji Kinmochi pulled Takahashi Korekiyo aside and said privately: "Takahashi-kun, do you have an impression of Kita Ikki?"

Takahashi Korekiyo certainly had an impression. Kita Ikki, Miyazaki Toten, and others were relatively famous figures even before the rise of the People's Party. As for names like Kuroshima Jin and Umekawa Kamiyoshi who already held high positions in the People's Party as Japanese, as well as hundreds of Japanese who defected to the People's Party and thousands of family members who followed them to China, the Japanese intelligence agency had dedicated personnel responsible for managing their information.

"What about Kita Ikki?" Takahashi Korekiyo asked.

Saionji Kinmochi said somewhat embarrassedly: "Kita Ikki wrote me a letter and sent me his own new work along the way. I heard that I am not the only one who received it. Although many people in the cabinet may not have accepted it, Kita Ikki sent it to them. What I can be sure of is that many people in the Army Department accepted Kita Ikki's things."

Now, Takahashi Korekiyo was stunned.
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Hearing that Kita Ikki had sent things to so many people in the Japanese cabinet, Takahashi Korekiyo felt both relieved and slightly jealous that he hadn't received anything. He asked, "What exactly did Kita Ikki say?"

Saionji Kinmochi laughed, "What he said is not important. What's important is that I have sent people to openly contact those Japanese in China."

From a tactical point of view, this method was actually not bad. The problem was that only a high-ranking and powerful Japanese like Saionji Kinmochi dared to make such a decision. If it were anyone else, they would probably have been labeled with the crime of colluding with China long ago.

Even so, Takahashi Korekiyo couldn't help but say in a contemptuous tone: "Do those unpatriotic people still have the concept of the Imperial State? I'm afraid they have long regarded themselves as Chinese now, right?"

Takahashi Korekiyo couldn't be blamed for this. Among those who defected to the People's Party, except for Kuroshima Jinichirō, now renamed Kuroshima Jin, who still claimed and was said to have the blood of the Southern Court imperial family of Japan, and even self-proclaimed to be "the only peerage in three thousand years," the origins of the others were basically similar to Toyotomi Hideyoshi's. However, the current status of these guys was vastly different. Group Army Political Commissar, Vice Minister of Agriculture, Deputy Governor, Deputy Mayor, Deputy County Magistrate, Party Secretary, Bureau Chief, Director, Division Head—there were many who managed tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, or even millions of people under them.

According to investigations, among the relatives who ran to China with them to make a living, little brats had even been born who joined Chinese nationality and couldn't even speak Japanese. When these people were in Japan, they had to bow and scrape when seeing officials. Now, when middle-ranking Japanese officials saw them, they had to bow and scrape instead. The Japanese upper echelons hated these Japanese traitors who defected to the People's Party to the core.

Saionji Kinmochi didn't care about the changes in the status of the Japanese members of the People's Party. He said: "We can always provide some channels of communication through these people. If we look for them so openly, presumably these people will also be in a difficult position."

Takahashi Korekiyo agreed with Saionji Kinmochi's idea. As Japanese, following the People's Party in hostility against Japan, if the Japanese side officially sent people to contact them, these people would definitely feel uncomfortable all over. In the eyes of Japanese and Chinese, no matter what they did, they couldn't change their bloodline.

"Then I'll leave it to you, Saionji-kun." Takahashi Korekiyo neatly pushed all the troubles in his hands to others.

But Saionji Kinmochi and Takahashi Korekiyo were obviously wrong. The Japanese members of the People's Party didn't feel difficult at all. Even Kita Ikki, who hadn't joined the People's Party, didn't show the slightest embarrassment when facing the envoy sent by Japan. On August 14, 1917, when Kita Ikki saw the Japanese envoy, he didn't even avoid suspicion and said directly: "I'm going to the court. If you are willing, come along. If not, come back another day."

Being able to highlight the relationship between the Japanese members of the People's Party and Japan was one of the tasks of the Japanese envoy. With this rare opportunity to show his face, the Japanese envoy certainly wouldn't let it go. As the two walked out, the Japanese envoy couldn't help asking first: "There are so many houses to be built in Hangzhou City?"

"It's like this everywhere in China now." Kita Ikki said simply and neatly. Since the People's Party didn't want to adopt any slum solutions during the industrial development stage, and Chen Ke made arrangements in the manner of a "hundred-year plan," building residential communities and industrial zones became the norm in major cities recently. Hangzhou had many water systems. Compared with the major cities in Hebei and Henan that Kita Ikki had visited, the civil engineering of the People's Party in Hangzhou was just a sprinkle.

"What are you going to the court for, Kita-kun? To report me?" the Japanese envoy asked with a smile.

"Mr. Cai Yuanpei will be shot in a few days. I want to go to the court to make a final effort," Kita Ikki replied.

"You want to save Mr. Cai Yuanpei?" The Japanese envoy was very surprised. He thought Kita Ikki would at least firmly support the policies of the People's Party.

"How is that possible? I think Mr. Cai Yuanpei should not be sentenced to death for murder, but should be sentenced to death for counter-revolutionary crimes. But the People's Party's attitude is too firm, so I'm going to the court to make a final effort this time," Kita Ikki replied. "If the court doesn't work, I'll go to the People's Congress to propose a motion."

Hearing Kita Ikki's answer, the Japanese envoy almost stumbled. Kita Ikki didn't care about whether to kill Cai Yuanpei or not, but cared about under what name Cai Yuanpei was killed. Such a move gave the Japanese envoy a feeling that could only be described as ridiculous. Cat playing with mouse was nothing more than this, right? The envoy was Japanese, and he was particularly puzzled by the implications contained therein. Moreover, since the envoy was dispatched by Saionji Kinmochi, he could understand that the People's Congress was equivalent to the Japanese Diet, but the political organization of the People's Party obviously ranked above the People's Congress in status. In his view, exercising this dictatorship in the posture of a political party was quite similar to the combination of the characteristics of the Japanese Army and Navy. Kita Ikki, who had always been a supporter of the socialist system, seemed not to care about this at all, which was also something the envoy didn't understand.

Kita Ikki's action obviously ended up with no result. The court staff seemed extremely annoyed with Kita Ikki's action, and their tone could be called quite impolite. Seeing that they couldn't persuade Kita Ikki to leave, the young staff of the court simply told Kita Ikki, "If you think the law is unfair, then go to the People's Congress. Our court only executes the law, not makes the law."

Even though he had seen many strange things in the People's Party, the Japanese envoy was stunned by this extremely constitutionally conscious answer. One of the biggest characteristics of the bureaucratic organization is to push people from one place to another when encountering unsolvable things. But to find a reasonable basis from the Constitution, this level was truly breathtaking. Looking carefully at the age of the court staff, she was at most a young woman in her early twenties. The Japanese envoy was really confused. Could it be that the number of talents in the hands of the People's Party had reached such an extent?

Kita Ikki didn't waste any more words either. He left the court with the envoy and went to the People's Congress near the court. The location of the People's Congress was at the original Jiangsu Provincial Assembly. Kita Ikki asked to see the Standing Committee member of the People's Congress, but the receptionist didn't appear for a long time. The one who came out was a soldier. Kita Ikki laughed angrily at first sight, "Sagara Aka! What are you doing in the People's Congress?"

Because Kita Ikki used Japanese pronunciation, the Japanese envoy was stunned. Sagara Aka was a relative of Sagara Sōzō of the Sekihōtai back then. His original name was Kojima Horigorō. After coming to China to join the revolution, he changed his name to Sagara Aka (Xiang Lechi). He was now a division-level cadre of the People's Party. This Sagara Aka was also on the Japanese envoy's visiting list.

"I am a member of the Preparatory Committee of the People's Congress. Why can't I come to the People's Congress?" Sagara Aka answered Kita Ikki with a smile while sizing up the Japanese envoy. "Presumably, this is one of the envoys sent by Japan, Mr. Okamura Yasuji, right?"

Hearing Sagara Aka call out his name directly, Okamura Yasuji also stepped forward politely and bowed, "Sagara-kun, I am Okamura Yasuji."

Different from Okamura Yasuji's Japanese etiquette, Sagara Aka stepped forward and shook hands with Okamura Yasuji. His entire demeanor showed no trace of being Japanese, completely consistent with the style of the People's Party.

After shaking hands, Sagara Aka smiled in Chinese: "Let's talk inside."

The location of the former Zhejiang Provincial Assembly was very simple from inside to outside. Apart from necessary tables and chairs, there were no superfluous things. Even the walls collapsed by artillery fire had not been repaired, only the broken bricks and stones had been cleaned up. Okamura Yasuji didn't avoid suspicion at all. He laughed: "Is the People's Party so frugal?"

"No, this place will be demolished soon." Sagara Aka poured tea for the two while answering. The place of conversation was an empty small meeting room with nothing but a dozen tables and chairs. The staff who brought in the teacups and teapot didn't leave after entering.

Sagara Aka said to Kita Ikki: "Brother Kita, don't mention that the Zhejiang People's Congress hasn't been elected yet. Even if the Zhejiang People's Congress is elected, it's useless. The Zhejiang People's Congress cannot violate the Constitution. The Constitution stipulates that there are no political prisoners and no counter-revolutionary crimes. The crime related to political prisoners is subversion of state power, which has a special law. But this law doesn't apply to Cai Yuanpei at all. When he was arrested, he was still an opponent in the civil war, and subverting the state was Cai Yuanpei's right. Even if you ask the National People's Congress to hold a meeting, the People's Congress cannot discuss Cai Yuanpei's matter. The People's Congress has to amend the Constitution first before determining Cai Yuanpei's counter-revolutionary crime. You can understand if I say it this way, right?"

Hearing this, Okamura Yasuji couldn't hold back anymore. His voice was slightly excited as he said: "Sagara-kun, please forgive me for interrupting. Did you come up with these things yourself?"

Sagara Aka was honest, "No, I didn't come up with this. We learned this during meetings."

"So that's how it is." Okamura Yasuji nodded repeatedly. He understood less and less what the People's Party wanted to do. In fact, whether it was the Japanese Army, Navy, or Diet, the purpose of all political forces was only one: to achieve their own interest goals. As for what specific means to adopt, it was entirely based on what kind of power each force possessed. They would all choose the political structure and means most suitable for exerting their power.

As Japan's current "China expert," or more accurately "People's Party expert," Okamura Yasuji himself had studied all the People's Party materials and documents he could collect, and knew the term "procedural justice." However, being able to reinforce "procedural justice" to this extent through meetings really made Okamura Yasuji nod and sigh.

Kita Ikki was not moved by Sagara Aka's rhetoric at all. He said relentlessly, "Counter-revolution inevitably exists. Cai Yuanpei is a counter-revolutionary! We cannot bury our heads in the sand."

Sagara Aka laughed: "We discussed at the meeting that counter-revolution and revolution are a pair of contradictions. This involves a question: what is counter-revolution? How to define it? Even for the People's Party, which persists in communist revolution, socialist revolution, and People's Party revolution, even if the attitude has always been firm, in various stages, the counter-revolution in the eyes of the People's Party is also constantly changing. More than ten years ago, those who supported the continued existence of the Manchu Qing government were counter-revolutionaries. So at that time, Yuan Shikai could choose to overthrow the Manchu Qing, and he was not a counter-revolutionary. What next? Whoever opposes land reform with arms is a counter-revolutionary. But as land reform ended in most areas, counter-revolutionaries were eliminated. Now the definition of counter-revolution is different again. Even Cai Yuanpei was once a firm revolutionary. There is no way to use such hard-to-define things as laws."

Kita Ikki was very impatient with such words. He said: "Then wouldn't it be fine to formulate counter-revolution for each stage in each stage?"

Hearing this, Sagara Aka shook his head, "Counter-revolution is a title meaningful only to the past and present, but the world is constantly changing. Through our current efforts, the future social situation is constantly changing. We cannot let everyone live under the shadow of the past forever. If the crime of counter-revolution is forcibly formulated, you will find that most people are counter-revolutionaries at every stage. If raising the matter to the level of principle, such a judgment can absolutely be drawn."

Hearing this, Kita Ikki snorted coldly, obviously disagreeing with Sagara Aka's view.

And Sagara Aka also disagreed with Kita Ikki's view. He stopped smiling and said seriously: "Brother Kita, our People's Party is the vanguard of the broad working people. What we want to create is a bright future belonging to the working people, not to turn the working people into various counter-revolutionaries. This is our most basic political stance. I always feel that your problem is that you always want to establish a kingly paradise that is once and for all and eternal. Do you think unchanging things can really become a kingly paradise? This kind of thinking is not seeking truth from facts."

Kita Ikki still didn't agree with Sagara Aka's idea, but Okamura Yasuji next to him agreed with Sagara Aka's view quite a bit. As a soldier, if one thinks that war has an eternal mode and military technology is fixed in the present, it only proves that this soldier is unqualified.

Of course, originally as an envoy, Okamura Yasuji's task was to cause some trouble for the Japanese members of the People's Party and create some discord. Now Okamura Yasuji felt this idea was too naive. If the feasibility of implementation was not considered, the best way at present was to send people to kill all the Japanese members of the People's Party. This would best serve Japan's current interests, or rather, the interests of the Japanese upper echelons at present.
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Full of joy, returning in disappointment. This was somewhat close to Okamura Yasuji's current state of mind. Kita Ikki obviously did not support the stance and methods of the People's Party, but he was even more opposed to Japan's current political model. Originally, Okamura Yasuji had the task of persuading Japanese revolutionaries in China to act as insiders for the Japanese high-level officials. As a result, Okamura Yasuji found that Kita Ikki was not only unmoved but even tried hard to persuade Okamura Yasuji, the envoy from the Japanese side, to defect to the revolution. This was inevitably "too much," even though Kita Ikki's "Outline for the Reconstruction of Japan" was indeed quite interesting.

After managing to cope with Kita Ikki's enthusiastic explanation for the time being, Okamura Yasuji asked: "Kita-kun, are all the Japanese members of the People's Party like Sagara Aka now?"

"These people are now divided into two types: one is like Sagara Aka, and the other is unwilling to consider Japan anymore, trying to join Chinese nationality and be Chinese from now on." Kita Ikki gave Okamura Yasuji a fairly definite answer.

Since Kita Ikki was very interested in Cai Yuanpei, Okamura Yasuji also adopted the mode of following the conversation. He asked: "What is the attitude of these people towards the execution of Mr. Cai Yuanpei?"

"Either they think this is just an event encountered in the revolutionary process, or they are indifferent." Kita Ikki's tone showed considerable disappointment in this. "Revolution requires ideals. After the People's Party established its own national regime, it stopped talking about ideals and only talked about systems and execution. I originally thought Chen Ke would not support the so-called concept of separation of powers, but aimed at unifying the concept of the whole country. But in recent execution, the People's Party is only unifying its own concepts. regarding the revolution at the national level, they actually proposed the view of recognizing the coexistence of various thoughts and even multiple forms of ownership."

Kita Ikki spoke very passionately, and Okamura Yasuji listened with great interest. This was not pretended by Okamura Yasuji. As a person with considerable learning in the Japanese Army, he never opposed learning. Especially after experiencing that terrible winter retreat in Northeast China, Okamura Yasuji became more interested in the propositions of the People's Party, especially Chen Ke's military thoughts.

Only the advanced and correct can win; Okamura Yasuji firmly believed this. The equipment of the People's Party was not much more advanced than Japan's; Okamura Yasuji learned this through the war. Since the failure of the Japanese army was not caused by weapons with a generational gap, what remained was the gap in military command. There was nothing particularly spectacular in the specific campaign execution of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army; this was Okamura Yasuji's reflection on the war. The clever combination of techniques and tactics came entirely from daily training. The Japanese troops who had experienced the flames of war did not return alive, so one could only learn the tactics of the People's Party after analysis. In fact, Japan was also learning these things.

What Okamura Yasuji truly found difficult to learn was the strategy of the People's Party. The Japanese army had already fallen into a desperate situation before the war proceeded to actual engagement. Unless the Japanese army could accumulate tactical victories to finally reach the point of reversing strategic victory, or the People's Party made huge mistakes in the process of executing tactics, the war situation in the Northeast would have had no other outcome. This was Okamura Yasuji's true feeling after reviewing the Sino-Japanese War in the Northeast. But he couldn't say this out loud.

The commander of the 19th Division committed suicide after returning to Japan, but before he died, he still tried every means to protect Okamura Yasuji. After investigation, the Army Department believed that Okamura Yasuji performed quite well during the campaign. If not for his strong advocacy of retreat, the 19th Division could not have returned to Korea at all. Therefore, the Army Department listed Okamura Yasuji on the reprimand list but did not demote him. Even though Okamura Yasuji was transferred back to Japan to serve as a liaison officer, they seized the opportunity to promote his military rank.

Okamura Yasuji was not disheartened by the defeat. The work of a liaison officer was very leisurely, so he devoted more time to learning. Before being appointed as an envoy this time, Okamura Yasuji also seriously studied the full text of Kita Ikki's "Outline for the Reconstruction of Japan."

Essentially, Okamura Yasuji agreed with Kita Ikki's view that Japan must be integrated into a strong system, and the idea of coexistence of multiple concepts was extremely harmful to Japan. The reason why the Army Department opposed party politics was not entirely because their own interests could not be expanded infinitely; those who had this idea were mostly the upper echelons. For the middle and lower young officers of the army, especially lower-ranking officers, they hated the squeeze and exploitation of the country by big capitalists. No matter how many slogans party politics put forward and how many bills were voted on, Japan's national interests were basically seized by big capitalists, and the Japanese people did not get benefits.

The Japanese upper echelons certainly knew the dissatisfaction and opposition accumulated among the people. Even before the rise of the People's Party, Japan went all out to crack down on socialist concepts. After the rise of the People's Party, the Japanese upper echelons strictly blocked the spread of People's Party thoughts to Japan, especially people's revolution, land revolution, and socialism. Even if it didn't reach the point of "executing the clan of those who talk together," at least it was a state of jittery fear where every bush and tree looked like an enemy. Among the news Okamura Yasuji had heard, anything with the word "society" was banned in Japan; even a book called "Insect Society" written by a biologist was banned from publication because of the use of the word "society." A police officer in Nagano Prefecture once saw a sign of a certain "kaisha" (company in Japanese) hanging at someone's door. He read "kaisha" backwards as "shakai" (society), drew his sword, and rushed into the office to execute his duty! After Japan was defeated in Northeast China, this situation became increasingly intense.

The upper echelons strongly suppressed "non-national thoughts," while Japanese citizens were breathless from cruel exploitation and oppression. Since they couldn't get other thoughts, Japan's existing thoughts began to be recombined and reinterpreted. All parties tried to find a future path from them. The Army Department naturally supported expansionism. Even if they couldn't beat the People's Party, the Japanese military department tried hard to cultivate revenge sentiment. The rise and construction of the People's Party made the Japanese Army Department feel deeply that if they could annex China, Japan could also have an equally glorious future.

Okamura Yasuji might not fully support the views of the Japanese military department. Just blindly clamoring "seven lives to serve the country" and "loyalty to the Emperor" could absolutely not win victory. Okamura Yasuji fully understood how terrible rigid thinking was before implementing the retreat. The People's Party never shouted slogans like "communism" or "socialism" to the people; they said directly "land revolution," "people's liberation," and "class struggle." Just these three points and various execution policies made the People's Party invincible.

In Kita Ikki's "Outline for the Reconstruction of Japan," Okamura Yasuji didn't care much about Kita Ikki's understanding of the socialist system. What Okamura Yasuji cared about was the set of practical methods proposed by Kita Ikki. After all, having stayed in China for a long time, Kita Ikki combined the practice of the People's Party with the Japanese situation in his mind and proposed a complete set of practical measures. If the content of cracking down on and suppressing big capital and landlords was cancelled, simply on the reorganization mode of Japanese society, Okamura Yasuji believed that Kita Ikki's views were very reliable.

Okamura Yasuji believed that the current problem in Japan was that capital owners seized all benefits. Kita Ikki believed that a strong government implementing a ticket system to give Japanese citizens minimum guarantees, while rewarding diligence and punishing laziness, combined with nationalist education, could purify the thoughts of Japanese citizens, let Japanese citizens recognize who the enemy was, and unite to overthrow all enemies domestic and foreign.

Combining the practice and theory of the People's Party, Okamura Yasuji believed that the biggest problem of the Army Department lay in their neglect of the people. These people were too accustomed to commanding and even oppressing the people, but never thought of integrating the entire Japanese people under one concept. Okamura Yasuji had studied Chinese since childhood and had high attainments in Chinese. He saw a very interesting sentence when the People's Party recently criticized Cai Yuanpei: "All people are equal, but some are more equal than others." After reading it, he suddenly felt a sudden enlightenment about politics.

Let alone achieving the subtle state of "some are more equal than others," the Army Department couldn't even shout the slogan of the first step, "all people are equal." In this regard, Kita Ikki's "Outline for the Reconstruction of Japan" at least systematically proposed how to shout the slogan "all people are equal" in Japan, and systematically explained how to interpret the slogan "all people are equal" under "one concept."

This execution method was what Okamura Yasuji believed the Army Department truly needed.

So after listening seriously to Kita Ikki's remarks attacking the People's Party's "gradual revolution, but continuous revolution," Okamura Yasuji found time to ask: "Kita-kun, don't you plan to go and see Cai Yuanpei off? After all, he will be executed by shooting in three days."

"I have no good feelings for Cai Yuanpei himself at all; why should I go to see him off?" Kita Ikki asked, feeling very strange.

"If you are not interested in him, then I would like to talk to you about your book," Okamura Yasuji said.

Kita Ikki didn't expect that Okamura Yasuji would be very interested in his book. After hesitating for only a moment, his gaze became enthusiastic.

While Okamura Yasuji and Kita Ikki were conducting an in-depth discussion on the "Outline for the Reconstruction of Japan," a gathering of parting in life and death was taking place inside the Hangzhou prison where Cai Yuanpei was detained.

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren sat opposite Cai Yuanpei. Both looked complex and were quite emotional. Opposite them, Cai Yuanpei, even wearing handcuffs and shackles connected by an iron chain, remained quite calm. He could even say to the two with a miserable smile: "Seeing that you two are still well, a big stone in my heart has fallen. You two once supported me, Cai, and I am very grateful."

Huang Xing had a straightforward nature. His two whiskers trembled slightly, "Mr. Cai, I came this time to ask one thing: was the person who assassinated Duke Tao really Chiang Kai-shek (Jiang Zhiqing)?"

Hearing this, Song Jiaoren's breathing became slightly heavier, and his sharp gaze fell on Cai Yuanpei's face. The assassination of Tao Chengzhang was the prelude to this April 12 Great Purge in Western Zhejiang. If Tao Chengzhang hadn't died, Cai Yuanpei, fearing the consequences, might not have dared to implement the purge so wantonly. After all, Tao Chengzhang's prestige was there. If Tao Chengzhang was determined to oppose it, many people in the Guangfu Society might not have dared to really jump out under Tao Chengzhang's accumulated prestige.

Hearing this question, Cai Yuanpei's expression dimmed, "Huanqing's death indeed had nothing to do with me. Based on the testimony obtained in this trial, it seems that Chen Qimei had a great relationship with Huanqing's death. I am not aware of the rest."

After a moment of silence, Cai Yuanpei continued, "If you two don't believe me, Cai, you are free not to. Thinking about it now, I, Cai, indeed have a great responsibility for Huanqing's death."

In fact, Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren didn't really fully believe that Cai Yuanpei would lay hands on Tao Chengzhang. However, since they publicly declared their willingness to die with Cai Yuanpei, many people who came to visit the prison mentioned this matter. Even if it didn't reach the point where repeated slander makes gold melt, the two couldn't help but have doubts in their hearts.

Song Jiaoren hesitated for a moment and finally couldn't help asking: "Mr. Cai, I want to be bold and ask you a question. If Huanqing had not been assassinated by Chiang Kai-shek, would he be on your purge list?"

Hearing this, Huang Xing's body trembled slightly, and he also stared at Cai Yuanpei with burning eyes. However, Cai Yuanpei's performance couldn't help but make Huang Xing feel uneasy, because Cai Yuanpei lowered his gaze and actually remained silent for a long time.
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"The meeting time is almost up." The prison guard reminded the three people sitting quietly.

This voice broke the silence that had lasted for a long time in the room. Cai Yuanpei couldn't help trembling slightly. Just as Song Jiaoren was about to request an extension of the meeting time, Cai Yuanpei raised his head, "If Huanqing didn't die at the hands of Chiang Kai-shek, I'm afraid... either I die at his hands, or he dies at mine. This matter presumably cannot be wrong."

Huang Xing was greatly shocked. He stared straight at Cai Yuanpei, as if knowing Cai Yuanpei for the first time. Song Jiaoren didn't make a sound either; his face also had a shocked expression.

"Why?" Song Jiaoren finally asked after several moments.

"Our paths are just different. The China I want to establish is very different from the China Pinqing wants to establish. Besides, I was indeed afraid of foreign interference at that time." Cai Yuanpei answered in an extremely calm voice.

"Why?" As if not hearing what Cai Yuanpei just said, Song Jiaoren continued asking.

Cai Yuanpei gave a miserable smile, "No matter what crime Chen Ke wants to use to kill me, I don't care anymore. I've been thinking these days, what capital crime have I committed? After much thought, purging the party in Zhejiang because I was afraid of foreigners is the reason why I deserve to die. No matter how foreigners threatened, the People's Party always rose to fight. If I could have disregarded life and death and risen to fight for China at that time, it would have been good. But I no longer have this opportunity. Gentlemen, thank you for remembering old friendship and coming to visit me in prison. Let's part here today."

Seeing Cai Yuanpei preparing to get up, Song Jiaoren couldn't help standing up, "Mr. Cai, please stay. Whether you were afraid of foreigners at that time is not a big deal. I just want to ask you, why did you insist on purging the party?"

Cai Yuanpei originally didn't want to continue talking to Song Jiaoren. Hearing the excitement in Song Jiaoren's tone, he paused slightly, "Regarding the party purge, I have absolutely no regrets." After finishing, Cai Yuanpei, escorted by jailers on both sides, walked towards the door leading from the meeting room to the prison.

Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing both wanted to stop Cai Yuanpei, but the prison guards immediately grabbed the two of them. Unable to struggle free, Song Jiaoren could only shout again and again, "Mr. Cai, why did you insist on doing that?"

Cai Yuanpei remained silent to Song Jiaoren's questioning and inquiry until his figure disappeared behind the door. The slightly shaking prison door after closing completely blocked Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren's sight.

On the day Cai Yuanpei was shot, the streets of Hangzhou were truly empty; the number of onlookers set a record for Hangzhou City. More than 300,000 people participated in watching at the venue and along the route.

The onlookers were not only Hangzhou locals; many came from other places. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dispatched 10,000 officers and soldiers to maintain order, but even so, they could not completely control the situation. A large number of bereaved families from Western Zhejiang came to attend the execution meeting wearing mourning clothes. Executed simultaneously with Cai Yuanpei were more than twenty principal culprits of the Western Zhejiang Massacre, including Feng Guozhang and Wang Ziming.

The bereaved families of Western Zhejiang, who had long shed all their tears, finally cried loudly again on such a day. At every street corner, there were bereaved families in mourning clothes waiting to see their mortal enemies, their great foes, passing by in front of them, bound with ropes and with death penalty signs inserted. At the same time, quite a few people came to see Cai Yuanpei and others off. Gentry from various places prepared red silk and fine wine, ready to give Cai Yuanpei a final send-off. Seeing this group of people acting like this, how could the bereaved families let them go? Before the parade, dozens of civil fights broke out on the already crowded streets of Hangzhou. The soldiers spent a lot of effort to rescue those gentry. The numbers on both sides were completely disproportionate; when the gentry and literati were pulled out from the crowd, they generally had bruised noses, swollen faces, and bleeding heads.

Bursts of roars from the execution meeting venue were enough to prove how the masses viewed those guys escorted onto the stage for public display. Not long after the roars finally subsided, a burst of earth-shaking cheers suddenly came from the venue. Accompanied by the cheers, many people ran out of the venue and joined the ranks of the masses waiting to watch the parade.

"Coming out!" "Coming out!" Many people who joined the team shouted excitedly to the people next to them.

Surrounded by the army, several trucks drove out of the venue. The first two trucks were full of bailiffs wearing steel helmets and carrying live ammunition. From the third truck, Cai Yuanpei, Feng Guozhang, and others had their hands tied behind their backs, with "execution signs" inserted behind their heads. The black brush wrote "XXX, Death Row Prisoner," and the names had been crossed with a red X by a red pen.

There were also bailiff soldiers standing on the trucks. Apart from those guarding the death row prisoners on the left and right, those lined up on both sides were maintaining order.

Some gentry and literati who hid relatively well, holding red satin and carrying wine, just squeezed out of the line, wanting to stop the convoy to drape red and hang colorful decorations for Cai Yuanpei, and send him "departure wine." The soldiers who had been waiting in full array immediately pulled these guys aside and pressed them to the ground.

There were also bereaved families who smashed stones they carried with them at Cai Yuanpei and other death row prisoners. The bailiffs hurriedly protected Cai Yuanpei and others. The officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army maintaining order also immediately stopped this behavior. The entire convoy was not affected by the outside and arrived at the execution ground according to the plan.

When Cai Yuanpei was dragged off the truck, his face was already pale. He looked around. Apart from those who were also to be executed, there were no acquaintances present. Especially Chen Ke, the victor, was not present. This inevitably made Cai Yuanpei feel very regretful. He had actually been waiting for Chen Ke to visit the prison in person, waiting for Chen Ke to say something in a superior victor's posture. At that time, Cai Yuanpei would have the opportunity to speak out all his views on all the revolutionary actions promoted by the People's Party heartily.

But Chen Ke did not give Cai Yuanpei this opportunity, and even the People's Party from top to bottom did not give Cai Yuanpei this opportunity. Every conversation between the People's Party and Cai Yuanpei only followed the concept of talking to a murderer. Cai Yuanpei didn't want to talk to himself endlessly like Xiang Lin's Wife in "The New Year's Sacrifice" written by Chen Ke. Cai Yuanpei felt that doing so would be like he really did something wrong that required tolerance from others. As a result, until the moment he was shot, Cai Yuanpei did not find an opportunity to justify his actions. Nor did he find an opportunity to denounce the People's Party.

So there was nothing special about the execution process of Cai Yuanpei. A row of people had the "execution signs" behind their backs pulled out, exposing the back of their heads. The execution squad aimed the muzzles of their pistols at the back of the death row prisoners' heads and fired upon command. Cai Yuanpei did not struggle before death, so one bullet solved his life.

Feng Guozhang's performance was also relatively brave. However, Wang Ziming, the Governor of Zhejiang, was overly nervous. At the moment of firing, he tilted his head, and the bullet failed to cut off the medulla oblongata smoothly. The soldier responsible for the execution had to fire a few shots at Wang Ziming's heart with a rifle, finally killing this guy.

A burst of exclamations rose among the onlookers, while the voices of the bereaved families from Western Zhejiang were mixed with cheers and pain.

After executing all the masterminds of the April 12 Massacre, their bodies were taken for autopsy. After confirming that the prisoners were dead and the cause of death, notices were immediately posted in important places in Hangzhou. In those locations, countless execution notices had been posted more than a year ago. The notice of executing the perpetrators posted here aroused sighs from some people involuntarily, while more people felt truly relieved.

The aftermath did not end simply. The bereaved families from Western Zhejiang celebrated and offered sacrifices. Some people also demanded that the People's Party hand over the bodies of Cai Yuanpei and others so that everyone could tear them to pieces. The Zhejiang side immediately published a notice stating that insulting corpses was not allowed in the laws of the People's Party. The Chinese common people could accept the law prohibiting insults to corpses, and the bereaved families could not leave the farmland allocated to them to stay in Hangzhou for a long time.

Whether excitement, joy, shock, or sorrow, no work for a day means no food for a day. This is the most normal life for Chinese laborers. A few days later, Hangzhou City finally temporarily returned to calm.

However, the aftermath always exists. The court of the People's Party issued a release order, and Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, leaders of the Huaxinghui who once resisted the People's Party helplessly in Hunan, were released. Welcoming Song Jiaoren outside the prison gate was Ji Ye from the former Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch.

Taking the two to the residence, Ji Ye asked: "I wonder what plans you two have for the future?"

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren knew that the People's Party would not let them go easily, but they still didn't expect that the People's Party actually sent a woman to talk to them. Even hearing Ji Ye introduce herself as an old member of the Guangfu Society who participated in most of the Guangfu Society's wars. But shouting about women's liberation and maintaining a calm and equal mentality when facing a woman of equal status are two different things. Not to mention that Ji Ye was now speaking to the two from a superior position.

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren looked at Ji Ye rather coldly. Song Jiaoren said: "I wonder how the People's Party plans to arrange for us? Let me say this upfront: it is absolutely impossible for us to bow down to the People's Party."

"I knew you would say that." Ji Ye sneered, "There are three paths now. The first path: you two return to your hometowns, register for household registration, and then farm or work in the city."

Hearing that the People's Party actually wanted to "demote them to commoners," Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren's faces looked even worse.

Ji Ye waited for a moment, seeing that neither of them made a sound, she continued: "The second path: you two can go to Wang Youhong in Jiangsu. Or simply go to defect to Duan Qirui."

These words aroused the hostility of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren even more. Neither of them was willing to succumb to the People's Party; how could they succumb to the weaker Wang Youhong and Duan Qirui?

"The third path: you two can go to Japan to defect to Sun Wen (Sun Yat-sen). It happens that Japan has sent an envoy to Hangzhou. We can let you return to Japan with the Japanese envoy." Ji Ye continued to state the third path provided by the People's Party.

This suggestion moved Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren quite a bit. The last remnants of the Tongmenghui were in Japan, and Sun Yat-sen was also in Japan. If they could join forces with comrades, at least psychologically they would feel much better.

"I wonder why the People's Party wants to do this?" Huang Xing was impatient; he asked first.

"You are revolutionary seniors. For you revolutionary seniors, we have to give a policy and a way out at any rate." After finishing the first half, ignoring the astonished expressions of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, Ji Ye continued: "But our People's Party never promises official positions to anyone. What we provide now is all we can do. I hope you two can understand."

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were also "old revolutionaries." They naturally knew how vicious the People's Party was in doing this. According to the handling of Cai Yuanpei, although the two also adopted military resistance means, that was just a war between two forces. Criminal law and civil law did not apply. For the People's Party, instead of constantly guarding against the two gathering supporters again, it was better to drive them away. Whether to Wang Youhong, Duan Qirui, or Sun Yat-sen. The People's Party could get rid of big trouble and establish an image of "magnanimity." The next time the People's Party met Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, there would be no need to show mercy.

After understanding this, the two understood even more why the People's Party sent a little girl to talk about this matter with these two revolutionary seniors. It seemed that the People's Party hoped Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren would leave on their own after feeling the humiliation.

"Can we discuss it again?" Song Jiaoren said coldly.

"Yes. Before you two make a decision, all your living expenses will be covered by our People's Party." Ji Ye said politely.

Such vicious words made Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren feel great humiliation. After Ji Ye went out, Huang Xing stood up abruptly, paced back and forth in the room a few times, and almost couldn't help cursing loudly. However, Song Jiaoren stopped Huang Xing, "Brother Jingwu, do you think Chiang Kai-shek was really sent by Chen Qimei?"

Being mentioned this question, Huang Xing couldn't say anything immediately. He paced a few more times before sitting back in his seat and asking: "Why would Chen Qimei do this?"

Song Jiaoren said heavily: "I don't know!"

Now Huang Xing could only fall silent. Chen Qimei was Sun Yat-sen's confidant. If Chen Qimei's responsibility must be pursued, Sun Yat-sen would probably not escape involvement. However, Cai Yuanpei had already admitted that the party purge he launched would not spare Tao Chengzhang, and now Chen Qimei was also involved. Huang Xing didn't want to understand what happened in between at all.

"Brother Jingwu, why don't we go to Japan?" Song Jiaoren said.

"Uh?" Huang Xing was stunned.

"The main reason why we revolutionary parties lost to Chen Ke is probably disunity. Chen Ke's word is law in the People's Party; no one dares to challenge it. The people below completely follow his arrangements. So in a dozen years, he amazed the world with a single brilliant feat and achieved such success. Think about how many people the People's Party had when it started? Less than ten people. If we go to Japan to join Mr. Sun and regroup, we won't be much worse than Chen Ke. They can achieve such success in a dozen years; why can't we?" Song Jiaoren's tone was mild at first, but became passionate towards the end.

"No!" On these major issues, Huang Xing generally listened to Song Jiaoren's ideas, but this time he gave a neat opposition. "The People's Party's intention to drive us away is so obvious now. Presumably, if we stay on their territory, it will definitely make these people feel uncomfortable. So they force us to leave. If we leave, we are just following the People's Party's wishes."

When Huang Xing said this, Song Jiaoren felt it made sense too. "Then what do you plan to do, Brother Jingwu?"

"Let's go to Shanghai first. We have more relatives and old friends in Shanghai. After arriving in Shanghai, we will contact Mr. Sun in Japan on one hand, and contact old friends on the other. Wait and see first, then talk about future things." Huang Xing replied.

Song Jiaoren thought over and over again, then nodded and said: "Let's follow Brother Jingwu's meaning."
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After the execution of Cai Yuanpei and others, the guys who had pleaded for Cai Yuanpei all quieted down. In a sense, the working masses are "fickle and forgetful." For them, they must move forward with the changes in society. Cai Yuanpei and others were just figures in political struggle. Without Cai Yuanpei and others, the sun still rises in the east and sets in the west. Delaying any bit of livelihood for Cai Yuanpei would be irresponsible to oneself and one's family.

So after Cai Yuanpei's death, the latest hot news in the market became the news of the People's Party recruiting a large number of workers for the silk factory set up in Hangzhou. More than ten days later, the news of recruitment for the Hangzhou Bamboo Ware Factory temporarily overwhelmed the news of the silk factory and became the content of concern in the streets and alleys.

The serious unemployment problem in the late Qing Dynasty had always been the biggest difficulty in society, and this was also true for Hangzhou and the entire Zhejiang. A decent job was not easy to find; it required pulling many strings and knowing many prominent figures. Opportunities like the People's Party offering, where one could sign up to be a worker just by handling household registration, were rare.

However, the People's Party built factories and recruited workers like performing magic. Traditional silk, bamboo ware, papermaking, and even small shop assistants renamed "salespeople"—these industries all began to recruit people one after another. Those with strength could also go to various construction sites to work as "laborers."

Hangzhou laborers were slightly uneasy about accepting those beautifully printed banknotes, but the various grain shops and supply and marketing cooperatives opened by the People's Party only accepted banknotes. No matter how uneasy they were in their hearts, the locals in Hangzhou could only exchange gold, silver, and copper coins for banknotes, or work to earn banknotes. The stomach always gets hungry quickly. To survive, the working people can always show extraordinary endurance.

When the "Compulsory Education Law" propaganda team beat gongs and drums in Hangzhou for vigorous propaganda, the surprise of the working masses reached a new peak. It was no longer news that the People's Party mandatorily ordered children to go to school, but the Compulsory Education Law ordering adults to also accept cultural education was unbelievable.

"What do we do after going to school? become teachers?" Many citizens were very excited about this. The joy in this emotion was greater. Everyone wanted to earn more money, and everyone had their own evaluation of high and low, noble and humble industries. Salespeople needed to understand the abacus, be able to write, and keep accounts. These things were not something ordinary people could learn.

As for doctors, teachers, and nurses in hospitals and schools, these were jobs admired by citizens. inside beautiful big houses, the wind couldn't blow on them, and the rain couldn't drench them. Of course, these all required longer study, strict apprenticeship processes, and a lot of money for more professional knowledge education. Under the rule of the People's Party, these high-ranking industries actually opened their doors to ordinary people, which couldn't help but make people excited. The hot topic discussed in the streets and alleys changed to school education and the recently increasingly amazing real estate registration work.

Entering September 1917, the hot news in Hangzhou changed to the election of the People's Congress. Having had parliamentary elections in Zhejiang and Hangzhou, this news made the local masses feel very interesting. Candidates for previous elections in Hangzhou required extremely high qualifications, and ordinary people had no interest. The conditions for current local elections were that any Chinese citizen with household registration had the right to vote and stand for election.

Now the focus of local discussion was who was willing to sign up. After April 12 and the subsequent great trial, the gentry in Hangzhou City were basically finished, and there were few prominent figures left. Without so many people, everyone was curious about how the election would be conducted.

Zhou Shuren had been told more than once that everyone wanted to elect him as a deputy to the People's Congress. In current Hangzhou, being a deputy to the People's Congress was not popular at all, although there was no spending a lot of money for elections. But those who could afford to spend a lot of money had already been killed or arrested, and the rich people who were lucky enough to escape this matter refused to show their faces again no matter what. Zhou Shuren certainly knew that these people intended to lie low for a while. Western Zhejiang was indeed killed miserably enough. But in the Zhejiang Provincial Assembly, counting those killed by Beiyang, those killed by the People's Party, and those sentenced to death in absentia, the death rate of assembly members was as high as 98%, and the tragic degree was basically on par with the Western Zhejiang Massacre. The Hangzhou Assembly was slightly better, with a death rate of 95%. Zhou Shuren knew the situation in his hometown Shaoxing. The assembly members in the Shaoxing Local Assembly, adding up those killed, sentenced to death, and sentenced to death in absentia, created a miracle of 100%.

With Zhou Shuren's keenness, he didn't know what to say about such a situation. Should he praise counter-revolutionaries and revolutionaries for their firm stance and strong fighting spirit? Zhou Shuren couldn't say such words. However, Zhou Shuren finally refused to run for the position in the Hangzhou People's Congress, not because he didn't want to look for trouble, but because deputies to the People's Congress could not be government employees. As the deputy director of the Education Bureau, Zhou Shuren was not qualified to run.

Just from this one thing, Zhou Shuren clearly felt the People's Party's attitude of preparing to thoroughly weaken the People's Congress. At least in the near future, they were prepared to comprehensively weaken the functions and powers of the People's Congress. The most powerful organization in China was the People's Party. If this organization gave up obtaining leadership status in the People's Congress, it only meant one thing: this organization was preparing to comprehensively weaken the People's Congress as an organ of power. No one could imagine that the powerful figures of the People's Party would bow to the People's Congress.

As clear proof, Zhou Shuren found that the People's Party's party representative meeting was extremely lively. Even Zhou Shuren, an outsider, felt the intense internal competition of this closed-door party representative meeting. In order to fight for the representative qualification for the Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee of the People's Party, competition was fierce even in the Hangzhou region.

When Zhou Shuren discussed this matter with Fan Ainong, Fan Ainong was not so sensitive. He laughed: "There is so much work right now; what's the use of thinking about these things. Haven't we seen enough of the outcome of participating in politics? If I hadn't run fast back then, you could only visit me at my grave now."

These words sounded very relaxed coming from Fan Ainong, but they happened not to be a joke. Zhou Shuren really didn't know how to answer. After thinking for a while, he suddenly said: "Ainong, I want to resign and become a deputy to the People's Congress."

"What?" Fan Ainong was surprised, "The job is fine; why think of resigning?"

"You also know that I'm just holding a title now, getting paid for nothing. Usually, apart from writing things, it's still writing things. This is not a long-term thing either." Zhou Shuren replied.

Zhou Shuren laughed: "Brother Zhou, the Chinese Department of Hangzhou University wants to invite me to be a teacher, and compiling plays also brings income now. If I really can't get by, going back to the hospital to be a doctor can always earn a living. Besides, you also know that my family sold everything after the land reform, but at least we can buy a house in Hangzhou. Relying on these two incomes, eating is never a problem."

"Are you preparing to concentrate on writing?" Fan Ainong asked seriously.

"Yes. This era has changed so much, and there is so much nonsense. I can finally confirm during this period that I genuinely like writing. If I can strengthen the spirit of the nationals by writing, that would be even better."

Fan Ainong's expression became more solemn, "We are all working under the People's Party now. You must know that the People's Party is determined to eradicate literati. Why do you have to choose this job at the forefront of the storm?"

"They want to eradicate literati, not culture. Now it is because some people can't distinguish between literati and culture, entangling the two. Those who want to write are afraid in their hearts, and those who want to vent dissatisfaction through writing will definitely talk nonsense like some time ago. If those people are indulged in acting recklessly, how is it a good thing? At this time, someone has to stand up."

Fan Ainong shook his head slightly, "Brother Zhou, what you say is correct, but it is really difficult to do. The People's Party doesn't act now, but it doesn't mean they won't act in the future. Do you think those literati will have a good end? They can't carry anything on their shoulders or lift anything with their hands. Before long, even the ancestral family property will be unreliable. With their appearance, do you think the People's Party will let them be officials? After declining like this, what do you think they can do?"

"Precisely because of this, don't you think it's even more necessary for someone to come out and write?" Zhou Shuren replied.

Fan Ainong knew he couldn't persuade Zhou Shuren anymore. He finally said: "Is Brother Zhou not afraid that someone will scold you for becoming a hack writer?"

To such a question, Zhou Shuren just smiled contemptuously and didn't answer at all.

Fan Ainong knew that Zhou Shuren had made up his mind. He poured a cup of tea for Zhou Shuren and didn't continue the conversation.

Since no upper-class people were willing to come out and run for deputies to the People's Congress, eventually the quota for the Hangzhou People's Congress became a personnel arrangement. Most of those elected were the quite capable ones among the laborers. Even if Zhou Shuren resigned from public office, he was considered a celebrity anyway. After a simple election, Zhou Shuren was elected as a deputy to the Zhejiang People's Congress, and after another simple election, Zhou Shuren was elected as a deputy to the National People's Congress.

In December 1917, the People's Congress meeting was officially held in Wuhan.

In November, the Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee of the People's Party had ended. Zhou Shuren knew very well that although it was called a national meeting of the People's Congress, it was actually doing things according to orders. Sure enough, the representatives of the People's Party threw out a series of topics at the meeting.

The name of the country was established as the People's Republic of China, the national flag as the Five-Star Red Flag, the national anthem as the March of the Volunteers, and the national emblem, etc., were all determined. Even the National Day was determined by the People's Party: "Since China has not yet been truly unified, the National Day is temporarily undetermined."

Feeling that after being forced to raise his hand to cast a meaningless vote in a series of votes, Zhou Shuren actually deeply agreed with this resolution. The People's Party did not arrogantly think that as the nominal legal government of China, it could hastily set a day as its founding day. If the People's Party did such a thing like a monkey wearing a hat, Zhou Shuren would really feel that he had misjudged the object.

Among all the topics, it was said that the national flag was Chen Ke's suggestion, and the national emblem was modified from the combination of the People's Party's traditional logo and the national flag. The national anthem was also composed by Chen Ke. Zhou Shuren voted in favor of several other topics, but he cast an opposing vote on the national flag alone.

This opposition was not directed at the style of the national flag; Zhou Shuren thought the flag was very beautiful.

Zhou Shuren's dissatisfaction was not directed at the red background of the national flag either. "The national flag is dyed red by the blood of martyrs." This explanation indeed had an inspiring effect. And this was indeed a fact; without the martyrs not fearing bloodshed and sacrifice, there would be no China today.

Even the yellow five-pointed stars with the visual effect of "near big, far small" were not the object of Zhou Shuren's dissatisfaction. Yellow represented the color of emperors in China, and only yellow could match red on the national flag.

What Zhou Shuren was dissatisfied with was the issue of the big star and small stars. The People's Party explained that the small stars represented the working class, the peasant class, the urban petty bourgeoisie, and the national bourgeoisie. These four classes equally surrounded and supervised the People's Party as the leading political party.

In this era, "small star" (Xiao Xing) had a metaphor, referring to a concubine. Zhang Chuanshan of the Qing Dynasty was one of the four talents in Shu. He got a concubine in Suzhou. This old indecent Zhang Chuanshan also designed a meeting between the concubine and Zhang Chuanshan's wife in the Kezhong Pavilion. They talked happily, but his wife was kept in the dark. This Zhang Chuanshan was very proud of his means and displayed the essence of a poet, writing a poem saying: "The Weaver Girl laughs coldly at the Cowherd; once the Milky Way is untied, a small star is revealed." The meaning is that the Weaver Girl is still waiting bitterly on the other side of the Milky Way, but the Cowherd has a concubine.

Although the People's Party called the national flag the Five-Star Red Flag, avoiding this boring argument to a certain extent, Zhou Shuren could guarantee that there would definitely be literati rising to oppose it.

However, the opposition of a few people was meaningless. At least Zhou Shuren knew very well that in the Zhejiang People's Congress delegation composed of laborers, no one from a worker, peasant, or soldier background understood this metaphor. These deputies to the People's Congress from worker, peasant, and military backgrounds genuinely felt that this flag looked very good.

So Zhou Shuren had to reflect on his own thoughts. If he thought that "his own vote should be a crucial vote," then Zhou Shuren had great reason to believe that the national flag approved by others was "uncultured" or "contained malice." But from the perspective of the minority obeying the majority, since the final voting result was that most people agreed with the style of the national flag, then as a deputy to the National People's Congress, Zhou Shuren had the obligation to maintain the common voting result. No matter how unhappy he felt in his heart, he had to admit that this national flag was the banner of China.

Whether talking about legal principles or democracy, Zhou Shuren couldn't pick out any place to criticize regarding the voting result. But Zhou Shuren just felt unhappy in his heart, which was really a brand-new experience for him.

Apart from this content, as an organ of power, the People's Congress really enjoyed huge power. For example, the government's 1917 work report on the work already completed in 1917, and the 1918 financial budget. Various data made Zhou Shuren dizzy. What is finance, how is government money issued, and what exactly does the currency withdrawal plan mean? Zhou Shuren found that he couldn't understand at all. This was not just a matter of technical terms, but that Zhou Shuren couldn't have a concept of the whole country at all.

For example, what exactly did the newly established three northeastern provinces look like? Why abolish Rehe Province? What purpose was the discussion draft proposed by the People's Party on abolishing provinces and establishing prefectures in the next thirty years based on? Zhou Shuren found that let alone the whole country, even regarding abolishing provinces and establishing prefectures in Zhejiang, on what grounds to establish prefectures, and how many prefectures Zhejiang would be divided into—as a native of Zhejiang, he couldn't understand.

Zhou Shuren felt that the only thing he could understand was the "accountability system," which meant how to establish the supervision of the working masses over the government and the People's Congress and other institutions. Zhou Shuren really understood this. However, he felt suspicious about the "mass line," "rule of law framework," and "protecting civil servants" proposed by the People's Party.

The People's Party very realistically raised the issue of "cognitive level," that is, regarding the masses' cognitive level of various systems, what difference exactly existed between the equality advocated by the People's Party and the equality perceived by the people? How to handle this difference.

Zhou Shuren had considerable understanding of the dark side of human nature. Once power is in hand, orders are carried out; this is the same for everyone. If it is an unequal society, everyone will hope to stand above others. What exactly should be the standard of judgment? This is a very difficult thing.

Anyway, the People's Congress meeting went on and on. The deputies to the People's Congress came more to learn. The People's Party described the appearance of a China to everyone. Everyone listened dizzily, established correct or incorrect concepts, and finally voted in favor of the topics proposed by the People's Party and called it a day.

Even Zhou Shuren found that when he really faced national affairs, although he wanted to exercise people's power very much, in specific operations, he could only follow the crowd like this.

What all representatives at the meeting understood was the election of Chen Ke as the State Chairman. Even regarding Shang Yuan's election as the Premier of the Government, many deputies to the People's Congress didn't know who Shang Yuan was, nor did they know what Shang Yuan had done. When everyone voted for Chen Ke, they still knew what they were doing. When voting for Shang Yuan, many people didn't know what this solemn vote meant.

After this People's Congress meeting, Zhou Shuren felt that he had grown a lot. It is easy to criticize world affairs sitting in a study, but when world affairs are really placed in front of them, these deputies to the People's Congress simply don't know what it is.

By January 1918, after the People's Congress meeting ended, sure enough, as Zhou Shuren thought, literati were extremely opposed to various classes becoming "small stars." Bored people in various places raised various ridicule.

On the contrary, deputies to the People's Congress Feng Xu and Shen Zengzhi published articles trying to refute this issue of slandering the Book of Songs.

"Tiny are those small stars, Three or five of them in the east. Swiftly we go by night; Early and late we are in the public office; Our lot is not like theirs." This is a chapter in "The Book of Songs - Odes of Shao and the South - Small Stars." These two scholars believed that this referred to the feelings of a minor official.

Later, many people interpreted it indiscriminately, believing that the meaning of this poem was to praise the virtue of the queen and concubines. Zheng Xuan of the Han Dynasty believed that "small stars" were numerous nameless stars, used to metaphorize the numerous concubines of King Zhou. Zhu Xi of the Southern Song Dynasty had a similar view: "The lady of the southern country inherited the transformation of the queen and concubines. She could be non-jealous to benefit her subordinates, so her numerous concubines were concerned about her like this. Because the numerous concubines went to serve the ruler, dared not stay for the night, went when seeing stars, and returned when seeing stars... so they said the reason for this was that the lot endowed to them was different from the noble ones, so they deeply regarded getting to serve the ruler as the favor of the lady, and dared not complain about the diligence of going back and forth." extremely profound. Therefore, small stars also referred to "concubines" in ancient times.

Feng Xu publicly believed that this rebuttal was purely a distortion caused by the thinking of the Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues.

Although there were far more literati opposing Feng Xu than supporting him, Feng Xu at least began to try to establish his own stance through this matter.

The People's Party had absolutely no interest in these arguments. For the People's Party, the real big event lay in November 1917, when the October Revolution broke out in Russia. Lenin led the Bolsheviks to overthrow the provisional government and obtained leadership over major cities like Moscow and a considerable territory of Russia.

The Soviet established by the Bolsheviks formally sent a telegram to the People's Party. The telegram requested the Chinese government to withdraw from the First World War together with Russia. The telegram said that the Soviet would formally send an envoy to China to conduct formal negotiations with the People's Party.
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Before learning to surf the internet, Chen Ke once believed Lenin's words about returning all Chinese territories seized by Tsarist Russia, and thought that Stalin later reneged on the debt. Later, when he learned to surf the internet, especially after various relatively professional discussions began to appear online, Chen Ke realized that these words were lies.

Back then, Soviet Russia wanted to withdraw from the war and signed the "Treaty of Brest-Litovsk" with the Germans. This treaty fully demonstrated how crafty and cunning the great Comrade Lenin was.

The Bolsheviks had always been a minority. Lenin led the Bolsheviks to success truly because of Comrade Lenin's outstanding personal ability. At that time, the situation in Russia participating in World War I had deteriorated to the point where the people had no clothes or food. The people's greatest desire was a truce, hoping that the country could focus all its energy on national construction and at least let the people have food to eat.

Comrade Lenin saw through the situation at that time. If the Bolsheviks could not gather their strength in a very short time, once the war in Europe ended, Soviet Russia would inevitably perish. So Comrade Lenin signed the "Treaty of Brest-Litovsk" with Germany. The signing process was full of twists and turns, and the Germans asked for a very high price in the treaty. The Bolshevik Central Committee was unwilling, so the first and second votes rejected Lenin's opinion. Among them, Bukharin jumped very actively and took the lead in opposing several times. This was probably one of the reasons why the line "Bukharin is a traitor" later appeared in "Lenin in October."

Lenin eventually threatened to withdraw from the government and the Central Committee. Bukharin didn't care about this, and Stalin did not waver. Trotsky disagreed with Lenin's opinion, but to prevent Lenin's resignation and the party's split, his attitude changed. Under his influence, there were 4 abstentions. As a result, Lenin's proposal was passed with 7 votes in favor, 4 abstentions, and 4 votes against.

On February 24, the Soviet Russian government sent a negotiating delegation again to negotiate with Germany.

On March 3, the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was formally signed. According to the treaty, Soviet Russia ceded 3.23 million square kilometers of territory and paid an indemnity of 6 billion marks. Trotsky was dismissed from the post of People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs.

After Germany's defeat, it signed an armistice agreement with the Entente Powers on November 11, 1918. The Soviet Russian government immediately announced the annulment of this treaty on November 12, making the content of the treaty practically a piece of waste paper.

Soviet Russia, which withdrew from World War I first, seized precious time to complete the gathering of strength. Therefore, the ruthless and decisive means of the Bolsheviks in eradicating enemies were also greatly related to the situation at that time. Having studied this history, Chen Ke certainly would not believe the bullshit that Comrade Lenin really wanted to spit out all the Chinese territories occupied by Tsarist Russia.

The People's Party had not paid attention to Russia because Chen Ke did not know whether the October Revolution would break out. Now that the October Revolution had broken out, Chen Ke certainly would not be stupid enough to believe Comrade Lenin's words.

"Do the Bolsheviks also believe in Marx's communism?" The comrades of the People's Party didn't know much about the Bolsheviks. In fact, the People's Party had no time to pay attention to the northern neighbor.

"Yes," Chen Ke replied. "There are some extraordinary talents in this political party."

Being called a talent was already remarkable, and being defined as "extraordinary" above talent was even more formidable. Especially since this was an evaluation made by the leader of the People's Party, the comrades at the plenary session of the Political Bureau of the Central Committee of the People's Party immediately perked up.

"Chairman Chen, have you been to Russia?" You Gou couldn't help asking.

"I read Comrade Lenin's articles; this person is very formidable," Chen Ke replied lightly. The People's Party had contact with the Second International. Although the relationship was not great, the Second International provided the People's Party with many publicly available documents.

"Then how do we deal with this Russian matter?" You Gou continued to ask.

"I want to reach a good-neighborly and friendly relationship with Russia, provided that China and Russia can restore the Treaty of Nerchinsk. If possible, I still hope that the birthplace of our great poet Li Bai can return to the Chinese map." Chen Ke still replied lightly.

No one in the Central Committee of the People's Party misunderstood Chen Ke's attitude. Although everyone didn't want to use the method of observing words and expressions to win Chen Ke's favor, everyone knew that the more lightly Chen Ke spoke, the more ruthlessness filled his heart. Everyone saw it right; there was a look of unfocused gaze in Chen Ke's eyes, and there was not a trace of expression on his face. This was enough to prove that Chen Ke was also considering how to deal with the future situation.

This was also where the comrades found Chen Ke very interesting. He seemed to be able to enter an indescribable state at any time. In that state, Chen Ke would look at the world with a vision that the comrades couldn't imagine. In this state, Chen Ke could even talk to everyone basically normally.

"We don't have the troops to fight Russia at all right now. Even with emergency mobilization, we can at most maintain 300,000 troops in the Northeast," Hua Xiongmao said.

"It's not time to solve the problem militarily yet." Chen Ke's eyes still looked unfocused, but he rejected Hua Xiongmao's suggestion.

"Then when do we wait until?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

This question finally made Chen Ke close his eyes. A moment later, Chen Ke opened his eyes and looked at Hua Xiongmao with sharp and spirited eyes, "Even if the northern territories cannot be reclaimed, it is not a problem. It is better to put our precious national strength on the present. Moreover, if the goal is just to add some trouble to Comrade Lenin, there are too many ways."

Even if they didn't know how Chen Ke planned to add trouble to Comrade Lenin, the Central Committee of the People's Party already understood that the tone had been set on how to treat the Bolsheviks led by Comrade Lenin and Soviet Russia at present.

The People's Party had little experience in treating allies so far. After determining Comrade Lenin as a potential enemy, the comrades of the People's Party felt much more relaxed. Zhang Yu asked: "Comrade Lenin's envoy has arrived here; how should we treat him?"

Chen Ke replied: "Tell them that we always oppose imperialist wars, but for the interests of China, we cannot withdraw from the Entente group. This is the multifaceted nature of interests. Please ask Comrade Lenin to understand our difficulties."

"Oh? You actually want to tell the truth to Comrade Lenin!" Zhang Yu immediately became interested. If the other party could really understand these words and face the attitude of the People's Party realistically... he would really be a remarkable character.

Chen Tianhua frowned slightly, "But as a political party believing in communism..."

"First of all, we must seek truth from facts." Chen Ke cut off Chen Tianhua's words, "Marxism emphasizes materialism first. What Marxism wants to liberate first is the Marxist himself. We should not be constrained by vague theories because we live in a material world. Revisionism certainly cannot be engaged in, but can we walk the path of socialism and even communism relying on metaphysics? Socialism and communism are advanced primarily because they are science, not religion."

"Then how to talk about the scientific nature of Marxism?" Chen Tianhua was very interested in this topic.

"The primary characteristic of science is falsifiability. The essence of non-science lies not in its correctness or not, but in its unfalsifiability. So I said that mathematics and logic are non-science because they do not use any experience to verify them. If we want to prove that socialism and communism are sciences, we need to be able to prove that they are falsifiable. There are ways to prove that they are wrong. If we can verify these errors one by one, what is left? What is left is the correct method." Chen Ke couldn't help but talk about these things that were a bit too far off topic, but as a guy who believed in Marxism-Leninism-Maoism, Chen Ke couldn't help but talk about these after receiving news from Lenin. The example of the Soviet Union was too great and too hard for Chen Ke to let go. If Grandpa Mao hadn't forcefully cleared the Soviet model within the party in history, heaven knows what terrible results would have appeared in China.

But these words were inevitably too mysterious. As a political party believing in Marxism, wanting to falsify Marxism sounded suspiciously like deceiving the master and destroying the ancestors. The comrades looked at each other, very puzzled by Chen Ke's meaning.

Chen Tianhua said: "Chairman Chen, can you explain it in simpler words?"

Chen Ke snorted coldly and said loudly: "The Tao that can be told is not the eternal Tao. The name that can be named is not the eternal name. The nameless is the beginning of heaven and earth; the named is the mother of all things. Therefore, let there always be non-being, so we may see their subtlety, and let there always be being, so we may see their outcome. The two are the same, but after they are produced, they have different names. They both may be called deep and profound. Deeper and more profound, the door of all subtleties!"

This is the opening of the "Tao Te Ching," condensing the basic attitude of Chinese philosophy towards science and the world. Reading it was much more mysterious than the "Conjectures and Refutations" plagiarized by Chen Ke.

Chen Tianhua didn't become a Standing Committee member of the party branch for nothing. While other committee members either frowned in deep thought or were simply dumbfounded, Chen Tianhua laughed: "Mold clay to make a vessel; from its non-being (in the center) comes the utility of the vessel. Cut out doors and windows to make a house; from its non-being comes the utility of the house. Therefore, profit comes from what is there; utility from what is not there."

"Exactly so. Marxism believes that truths in the world are relative and dialectical. We persist in Marxism; we persist in using theory to practice. We believe that productive forces are the driving force for social development. We believe that labor created man himself. We also want to learn the advanced parts of all cultures. However, we must absolutely not invite Marxism to be a god or a memorial tablet. If we can't do this, we can't fight imperialism, let alone Comrade Lenin." After saying these, Chen Ke breathed a long sigh of relief as if exhaling poison gas.

Chen Ke said this far, and even if the comrades didn't understand the classical Chinese, they had fully understood Chen Ke's attitude. "On Contradiction" repeatedly stated that contradictions exist eternally. Since the Bolsheviks led by Comrade Lenin contacted the People's Party, contradictions existed at the moment such a relationship was established. What remained to be done was how to solve old contradictions and meet new contradictions. In the eyes of Marxist revolutionaries, contradictions are all the truth of the world. At least Chen Ke instilled this into the comrades, and everything in the past proved this fact.

"Then our recent work is still focused on reducing social operating costs through transportation and infrastructure construction?" You Gou asked somewhat happily. The recent infrastructure construction had achieved remarkable results. The steel and cement industries faced unprecedented pressure, allowing the People's Party to fully recover the investment in the large crusher project. Even if not measuring the problem from the perspective of making money, wherever railways and shipping went, the reduction in transaction costs greatly promoted the development of labor in various places. The development of labor driven by social demand also promoted the social consciousness of the local masses. This is a very simple principle. The masses know very well that outsiders must come to buy things so that the things they originally couldn't sell can be sold. They must know who exactly comes to buy their products. And what they hope most is that outsiders can continue to come and buy their products. Through infrastructure construction such as railways, roads, and water transport, more and more masses finally have more connections with the government-led society.

When the Central Committee of the People's Party talked about economic issues, they would absolutely not be like the People's Congress, knowing neither the how nor the why. The industrial part of the government work report was still proposed by the National Defense Science and Technology Commission. You Gou pointed to the map and said: "The coal-iron complex group in the Northeast, the coal-iron complex group from Beijing to Handan, the coal-iron complex group in Henan, the coal-iron complex group in the Yangtze River basin, and the coal-iron complex group near Zaozhuang have all been laid out. The southern ones have already achieved construction results. But I still feel something is wrong with the coal-iron complex group in Zhanjiang here. Especially why build a coal-iron complex on Qiongzhou Island (Hainan)?"

Chen Ke certainly wouldn't tell You Gou that the high-quality iron ore on Hainan Island was proven during the Japanese invasion of China, nor would he tell You Gou that the book "Lin Gao Qi Ming" on the internet in the 21st century had ample fantasies about developing Hainan Island. Chen Ke just asked, "Did you find iron ore?"

"Found it, the grade is good." You Gou replied.

"Then build it," Chen Ke replied.

You Gou laughed: "How can our industrial department be afraid of investment? We are only afraid that the investment is not enough, but the Ministry of Finance is scared out of its wits now. Chairman Chen, you have to persuade them."

"Do I still need to persuade them? Our People's Party's globalization radiates at most to a part of Southeast Asia. Our tentacles have just reached India. Except for raw silk and heavy chemical products, other products have not been able to enter Europe. I asked the Ministry of Finance, and the Ministry of Finance said that most of the costs are now spent on transportation. Not even mentioning these bulk trades, we can sell as much soda ash as we have. But we can't produce steel for manufacturing high-temperature and high-pressure equipment, which let the Americans earn how much money from us? We have developed electroslag remelting technology for more than six years and spent countless money. Now we can build reaction kettles ourselves, and hasn't our cognitive knowledge of the reactions of various ores improved a big step? This money can be earned back in a blink of an eye."

Hearing Chen Ke criticize him, the Minister of Finance was very unconvinced, "The European war, oh, once the World War ends, the British and French owe a buttload of debt, American production capacity has skyrocketed, and Europe is beaten into ruins. No matter how you look at it, the world market will be in a depression period. With our production scale expanded to such an extent, it would be strange if nothing goes wrong."

"If you think that China after the end of World War I will be exactly the same as now and will not change, your statement is correct. But the world is changing, and China is changing every day. The Second Industrial Revolution is not over now; it is just unfolding." Chen Ke knew very well how fearful China was when joining the WTO. The result was that China was not only not killed by foreign countries, but China killed foreign countries instead. The era the People's Party faced now was very similar to the situation New China faced in the 21st century.

In every link, China was a bit behind the world, but this backwardness could be offset by labor-intensive industries and the advantages of the industrial chain of "the whole country as a chessboard" possessed by China's system. So China had nothing to fear. The problem lay in whether China's industrial R&D could forcibly eliminate backward production methods and technologies at the fastest speed. Whether China could cultivate its own powerful enterprises and entrepreneurial spirit.

If the various feudalistic things that draw a circle on the ground as a prison in the production field could not be eliminated, China would sooner or later fall into the outcome of Europe and the Soviet Union. This was what Chen Ke was afraid of. As for the tragic state of crawling and hitting the head on the ground all the way during the development process, this is the norm of social development. With Chen Ke in the People's Party, this process could absolutely be described as smooth sailing.

The Minister of Finance knew he couldn't twist Chen Ke's arm. He gritted his teeth and made up his mind, "I can only give another 500 million, not a penny more."

"Okay," Chen Ke replied.

Just as You Gou started to smile like a flower, she heard Chen Ke continue: "Regarding the commercial bank loan issue discussed last time, and the credit rating method for all enterprises, I think we can use this 500 million for a pilot run."

Hearing this, You Gou's face instantly turned black. Instead, the Minister of Finance immediately revealed a big smile and nodded vigorously, "Let's do it this way! Let's do it this way!"
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The envoy sent by Comrade Lenin couldn't be a high-ranking cadre. In the results of the meeting discussion, the People's Party didn't care much about Comrade Lenin, let alone expect anything from the envoy. Zhang Yu did some preparation, but he soon found that apart from rhetoric like "Protect world peace, let us help you," he had no better way to deal with it.

The Russian Bolsheviks hoped to withdraw from the war together with the People's Party as soon as they opened their mouths. The People's Party had contributed very little to the war, nor did it expect to get more things from the war. Seeing that they could recover the sovereignty China lost after enduring until the end of the war, Chen Ke had predicted that after this great war, countries around the world would definitely learn from the painful experience and establish a new world order. New China was about to truly enter the world stage for the first time. No matter how one looked at it, there was no reason to sacrifice its own interests for the interests of Russia.

As for Soviet Russia shouting about canceling all Russia's unequal extraterritorial rights in China, this made Zhang Yu feel even more ridiculous. Not to mention that Russia currently had no power to maintain its privileges in China at all, even if Russia refused to cancel its privileges in China after the end of the World War, did they think they could really keep these privileges?

The People's Party achieved national liberation relying on the support of the Chinese people. Along the way, they worked hard and endured hardships. The blood and sweat of the comrades were sprinkled on every inch of the liberated areas. Comrade Lenin wanted to fool China just by opening his mouth. Zhang Yu found it interesting just thinking about it.

Even Zhang Yu felt this way, not to mention other comrades. Chen Ke always liked to say that if domestic construction could accumulate a tiny bit more, there would be considerable returns in the days to come. Facts proved that what Chen Ke said was absolutely correct. The comrades of the People's Party completely did not think it necessary to delay China's time for the Russians.

Moreover, the current focus had shifted to the new policy promoted by Chen Ke. The method of commercial banks approving loans triggered a comprehensive backlash from various provinces and many central departments. State-owned enterprises in the People's Party base areas, with strong capital and manpower advantages, easily occupied almost all industries. In such a bustling construction process, suddenly those office workers in the banks took the power of economic construction that could have been owned by party and government organs into their hands. How could the high officials of the People's Party, government, and military be convinced?

The comrades in the Central Committee were probably temporarily persuaded by Chen Ke, while the comrades in the localities could guess without thinking that this must be a bad idea advocated by Chen Ke. Everyone was used to this kind of thing. Comrades found that every time Chen Ke took out a new system and put it on the comrades' heads like a bridle, the comrades felt uncomfortable all over like bound wild horses. Making cynical remarks and complaining loudly were mild reactions. In more intense times, it wasn't unheard of for people to privately shout "re-elect the party chairman next time." Waiting until Chen Ke's rules worked in practice, allowing increasingly complex and expanding work to find suitable execution methods, and spreading from the upper to the middle and lower levels, the comrades would begin to sing praises of Chen Ke's "mature and prudent planning for the country."

After repeated tossing and turning over these years, the comrades were too lazy to scold Chen Ke for blind command anymore. Actual experience told everyone that even if they couldn't understand it now, it wouldn't be long before the comrades would be grateful for how effectively these seemingly outrageous policies protected comrades institutionally, saving them from committing many mistakes enough to be beheaded.

However, the system of commercial banks being responsible for approving projects still aroused great resistance. No one dared to scold Chen Ke, so the fire point shifted to Xu Dian's head, the Standing Committee member of the Politburo in charge of the judiciary. The Politics and Law Committee and the People's Internal Affairs Committee were the two departments that killed the most People's Party members in this world. And Xu Dian, who was responsible for the judiciary, undoubtedly "bore the anger of the world," and getting scolded was also expected. Xie Mingxian, Secretary of the Hunan Provincial Committee, was undoubtedly one of those dissatisfied with Xu Dian at present.

Xie Mingxian was not in Hunan but on a boat to Hubei. Hunan had abundant water systems, and the People's Party developed the shipbuilding industry desperately. Now more than 30% of the ships traveling on the Xiang River were equipped with engines. Fleets with volumes significantly larger than sail-powered ships either went downstream or went upstream with thick smoke rising from their chimneys. Some large steamships towed long container-style barges behind them, moving on the water surface like a long dragon. It looked majestic and imposing. On the contrary, those sail-powered ships and small boats either gave way or hindered shipping. The water police had to travel back and forth in speedboats to maintain order.

As the Secretary of the Hunan Provincial Committee, Xie Mingxian should have been happy about this, but looking at the situation before him, he frowned.

Hunan was liberated relatively late, and the local situation was also relatively complex. Suppressing bandits in Western Hunan was not difficult. In an era when bandit groups armed with five or six single-shot rifles could be called fierce bandits, the People's Party's bandit suppression troops were equipped with magazine rifles, light machine guns, mortars, grenades, signal flares, and compasses. There were planes for reconnaissance in the sky, and wolf dogs searching ahead on the ground. After two years of repeated suppression, except for the bandit bones with brain problems, Western Hunan bandits had become a historical term.

For Hunan Provincial Party Secretary Xie Mingxian, Western Hunan bandits had not been a problem since He Zudao took military control of Jiangxi seven or eight years ago. The political propaganda significance of completely eradicating bandits was far greater than the practical significance. What Xie Mingxian needed was investment in Hunan. Only by reducing the cost of living through investment could the people of Hunan be closely united around the People's Party.

This idea was very popular in the newly opened liberated areas. In this beautiful era of flourishing production and sales, there were only problems of not being able to produce, not problems of not being able to sell. Xie Mingxian had a good relationship with Li Shouxian, the current Secretary of the Zhejiang Provincial Committee. Back then, Li Shouxian fully understood Chen Ke's instructions. Others felt that it was difficult to engage in production in mountainous areas and were willing to go to the plains. Li Shouxian did the opposite, running almost all over the mountainous areas of Anhui, sparing no effort to help the people in the mountainous areas develop and straighten out the production and transportation channels of various products. As soon as the European war started, the originally poor Anhui immediately took on a new look.

With the income of the people rising, when Li Shouxian called on the masses to build roads, open canals, and build reservoirs, everyone was enthusiastic and devoted themselves wholeheartedly. There was no need to emphasize raw silk anymore. Chestnuts, tea, and bamboo, products that were nothing in the south, became the pillar industries of Anhui. Besides gaining great fame, Li Shouxian actually made Anhui look a bit like the richest place under heaven.

Another successful example was the poor place of Jiangxi. When He Zudao governed Jiangxi, the method adopted was similar to Li Shouxian's. Moreover, He Zudao's biggest success highlight was the development of the deer breeding industry. Velvet antlers, deer skin, deer antlers, deer bones, deer blood, deer meat, deer tendons—these things had absolutely no worry about sales.

Before the outbreak of the war in Europe, deer skin and deer antlers were very popular commodities internationally. Once the European war started, the prices of these products rose with the tide. This pioneered the large profit of the animal breeding industry of the People's Party.

As a late-developing area, Hunan had neither the accumulation of old liberated areas nor the foundation for engaging in industry. The masses in this place were conservative, and local forces were strong. Chen Ke's suggestion to Xie Mingxian was to start by liberating thoughts locally. But Xie Mingxian did not agree with this very much. He believed that Hunan lacked leading products and should adopt the method of the advanced driving the backward. Now that land reform had been completed, the People's Party precisely needed to let Hunan recuperate temporarily and promote changes in the entire Hunan through economic development.

Hunan did not lack water systems. In the late Qing Dynasty, Hunan had an internal impulse to fully develop shipping. As long as the People's Party could increase investment in this area, it should be able to achieve immediate results. After a few years, the driving role of water transport was obvious, but it was far from meeting Xie Mingxian's expectations. Ironically, the regulation that banks were responsible for project approval appeared at this time.

Banks in various places were vertically led by commercial banks, and commercial banks were directly led by the People's Bank of China. The laws drafted by Xu Dian and others stipulated that the People's Bank of China was the central bank of the People's Republic of China and one of the constituent departments of the State Council of the People's Republic of China. According to the "Law of the People's Bank of China of the People's Republic of China," under the leadership of the State Council, the People's Bank of China independently executed monetary policy, fulfilled duties, and carried out business according to law, free from interference by local governments, government departments at all levels, social organizations, and individuals. Even the Ministry of Finance was not the direct leader of the People's Bank of China. After this party organization adjustment, Chen Ke was actually already the leader of the People's Bank of China.

These years, banks and taxation were rectified miserably in repeated rectifications. Many people fell from power, and quite a few lost their lives. With these lessons from the past, even if the desks of the presidents and secretaries of various commercial banks were piled with various notes requesting loans, they strictly abided by the bank's system and persisted in various approval processes that seemed complex and meaningless.

Even if Xie Mingxian was angry out of shame, there was nothing he could do. He couldn't carry a gun to find the person in charge of the bank and demand a loan. If Xie Mingxian did this, first of all, those people in the bank would probably not give Xie Mingxian a loan even if they died. Because dying at the hands of Xie Mingxian could at least earn the title of a martyr. If they lent money not according to regulations, besides a dead end if found out, they would also have to bear the stigma of criminals. Secondly, if Xie Mingxian dared to do this, within a few hours, those people from the People's Internal Affairs Committee would drag Xie Mingxian away with guns.

Even though he had read in books that wise monarchs and virtuous ministers could "clarify laws, set systems, and clarify the world," Xie Mingxian praised this very much. However, when he tried to display his ambitions under such clear systems, Xie Mingxian realized how difficult it was. The system designed and executed by Chen Ke set limits at every level, controlled at every level, and supervised at every level. It was no longer possible for any province to act arbitrarily according to its own ideas like when Chen Ke managed Anhui ten years ago.

What made Xie Mingxian even more annoyed was that Xu Dian, with great power in hand, issued orders to various provinces, requiring them to thoroughly implement the execution of the "Marriage Law," and actually criticized Henan and Hunan by name. Being famous in the central government like this was really not what Xie Mingxian expected. Xie Mingxian's annoyance with Xu Dian was completely imaginable.

In a state of full anger, Xie Mingxian began to arrange the implementation of the Marriage Law intensively, requiring cadres in various places to summarize the local situation. But Xie Mingxian did not drag the comrade in charge of the judiciary over for a fierce criticism. If he only had this level, Xie Mingxian would absolutely not be able to sit in the position of Secretary of the Hunan Provincial Committee.

At this time, Xie Mingxian received a letter from his hometown in Hubei, saying that his mother was critically ill and hoped to see Xie Mingxian before she died. Xie Mingxian was a filial son, so he was naturally burning with anxiety. As the Secretary of the Provincial Committee, Xie Mingxian also understood that many things recently would change. So he asked for leave from the Provincial Committee to go to Hubei to visit his mother.

Xie Mingxian's mother was a concubine, which was also an important reason why Xie Mingxian embarked on the revolutionary road. Because he was smart and eager to learn since childhood and was praised by the teacher when studying, Xie Mingxian was often made difficult or even beaten by his half-brothers. Xie Mingxian's mother was a thorn in the eye and a thorn in the flesh of his father's wife, suffering all kinds of difficulties. At that time, Xie Mingxian learned patience and disguise, and also buried hatred deep in his heart.

After the People's Party seized Hubei, Xie Mingxian once took his mother out to live with him. As a result, after living for a few months, his father wrote a letter asking Xie Mingxian's mother to go home. Xie Mingxian certainly knew the reason; his father didn't want to accept land reform and also wanted Xie Mingxian's brothers to get a half-official position through Xie Mingxian's influence. With deep pleasure, Xie Mingxian said to Lu Huitian, Secretary of the Hubei Provincial Committee, at the organizational meeting, "Our family cannot have a single bit of special treatment. Our family's children absolutely cannot be taken care of. Old Lu, if you violate discipline, don't say I didn't tell you openly. Be strict rather than lenient with our family."

Everyone was an old comrade-in-arms and knew each other inside out. Who didn't know what Xie Mingxian meant? The comrades were just waiting for a word from Xie Mingxian. Since Xie Mingxian put his words here, everyone naturally did what they should do.

Xie Mingxian certainly refused to let his mother go back to that home to suffer anger again. When he left home and chose to participate in the revolution, he no longer regarded that home as home. Those who bullied him, those who were hostile to him, and those who stood by and watched were already strangers to Xie Mingxian. Being able to take his mother out to live together, Xie Mingxian never wanted to see that home again.

It was just that things were not as Xie Mingxian thought. He thought that from then on he could live a life of working hard, honoring his mother, and serving his mother to enjoy her old age. But there were always people unwilling to let Xie Mingxian get what he wanted.

Xie Mingxian's father wrote many times asking Xie Mingxian's mother to go home, and Xie Mingxian always withheld the letters. However, his father did not give up, and finally sent one of Xie Mingxian's uncles to find them personally. The middle-aged man, frightened into stuttering by the stern atmosphere already initially possessed by the People's Party, finally didn't know which nerve went wrong and actually said to Xie Mingxian's mother: "Big Brother said, if you don't go home again, don't go back in the future, and don't think about being buried in the Xie family's ancestral grave."

Xie Mingxian was a scholar by origin anyway, and also had the title of Xiucai in the former Qing Dynasty, so the consistent view of those comrades from rough backgrounds on Xie Mingxian was "quite refined." But at this time, Xie Mingxian stood up abruptly like a reckless fellow, grabbing his uncle's arm and dragging him out. However, what Xie Mingxian worried about most happened; his mother burst into tears.
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Xie Mingxian's hometown was very close to Yueyang, but it was within the borders of Hubei. The time spent on the journey was not long. Therefore, Xie Mingxian never had time on the road to figure out why his mother insisted on returning to her hometown. Even though Xie Mingxian exhausted his arguments, talking about the miserable life in the past and the bright future, Xie Mingxian's mother remained unmoved. The old lady had only one sentence: "I followed your father, and I will follow him to the end. You can't let me have no origin and no result."

Finally, after Xie Mingxian's bitter persuasion, his mother showed signs of relenting, but the old lady only raised one request: she wanted Xie Mingxian to bring his father's whole family to Wuhan for settlement.

Xie Mingxian naturally wouldn't agree. In that family, the only person he could accept was his half-brother. The little guy was very smart and motivated, and made considerable progress studying with Xie Mingxian. If the Manchu Qing hadn't abolished the imperial examination, Xie Mingxian believed that his younger brother would definitely pass the examination in the future. But as for the rest of the Xie family, Xie Mingxian would rather he had never known them.

The old lady was not good with words. Seeing that Xie Mingxian refused to reconcile with the Xie family no matter what, she only left a sentence "Your father treated both you and me quite well!" Then she packed her things and returned to her hometown with Xie Mingxian's uncle.

That was more than two years ago. Xie Mingxian was being notified at that time that he might be promoted to Secretary of the Hunan Provincial Committee. He was so busy with work that he had no energy to attend to family affairs. With great doubts, Xie Mingxian could only send his mother onto the passenger ship back to her hometown.

Disembarking at Yueyang, Xie Mingxian took his guard and just entered the boundary of Hubei when the team that came to welcome him startled him. It was a whole company of cavalry. Making such a big fuss in such a period, Xie Mingxian strongly suspected what Hubei Provincial Party Secretary Lu Huitian wanted to do. There was once a cadre from Fengtai County who put on a big show when returning to his hometown. After learning about it, Chen Ke stripped that person of his position without a word. Although it must be admitted that that person was too bold, actually letting a battalion accompany him. That was a four-four system infantry battalion; having a thousand people crowding around was indeed courting death.

Just a cavalry company with a hundred people, plus tall horses, was also a force that absolutely could not be ignored. Xie Mingxian couldn't help suspecting whether Lu Huitian had any bad intentions. However, the company commander of the cavalry company explained: "Secretary Xie, dispatching a hundred of us won't take many days. Just treat it as a field training. We won't find people to receive us in Hubei and try not to trouble the local government. If something happens to you in Hubei, how can we in Hubei explain it? If there is any inconvenience, you have to bear with it."

Xie Mingxian thought about it and accepted it. If Lu Huitian went to Hunan to visit relatives, Xie Mingxian wouldn't dare to be careless about the safety of Hubei Provincial Party Secretary Lu Huitian either. Moreover, Lu Huitian neither came to welcome him personally nor let local cadres welcome him; this was already a very cautious arrangement.

Hubei was an old liberated area, and just looking at the roads, they were much better than those in Hunan. It was the time for spring plowing. People were transplanting rice seedlings and sowing seeds everywhere in the fields, and occasionally tractors could be seen driving slowly. Seeing many changes unique to the liberated areas added to the familiar scenery of his hometown, Xie Mingxian also felt quite gratified. Thinking that his mother was seriously ill at home, he accelerated his horse.

When the large group of people and horses arrived at the village entrance, Xie Mingxian felt a dizziness. This was his hometown after all. Even if he didn't like walking around when he was at home, Xie Mingxian knew very well whether there were weddings or funerals in the village.

Sure enough, as soon as he saw his own gate, Xie Mingxian's heart beat even faster. No signs were needed anymore; a spirit shed was set up at the gate of his house. Even during the spring plowing time, people were still going in and out. Seeing the galloping horse team, these people in the village hurriedly made way. They stood by the roadside in the village, carefully observing these soldiers and Xie Mingxian mixed among them. Only one person was not wearing a military uniform.

Dismounting, Xie Mingxian strode into his own gate. Counting from the last time he stepped out of this door, Xie Mingxian hadn't entered his own door for fully thirteen years.

No one dared to stop Xie Mingxian. Everyone stared blankly as Xie Mingxian took a few soldiers and strode to the entrance of the mourning hall. The movement of this cavalry team of more than a hundred people was not small, and the people in the mourning hall naturally heard the noise outside. Xie Mingxian saw several people standing at the entrance of the mourning hall; it was Xie Mingxian's father, Xie Fuzheng. Xie Mingxian was stunned; he saw that his father was already old. His hair was almost completely white, and the wrinkles on his face were like deep carvings on wood. The only thing that could still overlap with Xie Mingxian's memory was probably Xie Fuzheng's straight waist.

Xie Fuzheng was wearing mourning clothes. Standing beside Xie Fuzheng was Xie Mingxian's younger brother, Xie Minggu. This thin child in Xie Mingxian's memory had grown taller. When Xie Mingxian left home, Xie Minggu was still a seven or eight-year-old child, and now he was a twenty-year-old young man. Only his brows and eyes still showed his appearance from childhood.

However, at this moment, Xie Mingxian didn't want to say anything to his father and brother at all. He strode into the main room and saw a coffin placed inside. The coffin lid was not closed. Looking in through the gap, he saw Xie Mingxian's mother lying quietly inside, looking peaceful. There was no need to say anything more; a sourness rushed straight from his nasal cavity to his forehead. Xie Mingxian lay on the coffin and began to cry loudly.

Only when realizing that he would never see his relatives again did Xie Mingxian deeply know what he had lost. The expectations, longing, and plans for future life once held. Those were only truly useful when everyone had not passed away. Just like Xie Mingxian still thought about taking his mother out of her hometown again this summer if he wasn't too busy. Taking a boat ride and feeling the appearance of Changsha full of lights. Projects including street lamps were part of the urban construction within Xie Mingxian's plan for this year. Seeing her son able to preside over such a huge project, presumably Xie Mingxian's mother would also feel happy, right?

But all these imaginations became imaginations forever. Looking at the peaceful expression of his mother lying there, Xie Mingxian finally knew that he had completely lost his mother.

There seemed to be some movement outside, but Xie Mingxian didn't want to pay attention at all. The sorrow in his chest could only be released through crying, but no matter how many tears flowed from his eyes, it couldn't relax the painful feeling in his heart at all.

Not knowing how long he cried, Xie Mingxian felt his legs go soft, and his hands could almost not hold onto the coffin. He almost slipped from the side of the coffin. Fortunately, someone supported Xie Mingxian on both sides. "Brother, sit down for a while first." A voice with a familiar accent said. Turning his head slightly, Xie Minggu's figure was in his tear-blurred eyes.

"Secretary Xie, sit down first, sit down first." On the other side, Xie Mingxian's guard said somewhat chokingly.

Almost being helped by these two people to sit on a chair a few steps away from the coffin, Xie Mingxian suddenly wanted to rush up again to look at his mother. But suddenly he was extremely afraid to see his mother's face again. Seeing his mother's face would remind Xie Mingxian again that he had truly lost his mother.

Crying for a while longer, Xie Mingxian managed to stop his sorrowful voice with difficulty. He took a towel from his brother's hand and wiped his face. He leaned in the chair, breathing weakly and unable to move. It was also at this time that Xie Mingxian noticed that the hall was full of people inside and outside the door at some point. Young people looked at Xie Mingxian with curiosity. Middle-aged people mostly wore a thoughtful expression; seeing Xie Mingxian looking over slightly, their expressions became somewhat fawning. As for the elderly, they looked appreciative.

His mind was muddled; Xie Mingxian didn't even understand what these people gathered at the door wanted to do. He just wanted to sit beside his mother and vent his sorrow to his heart's content. Having such a group of people nearby was really too eyesore.

Seeing Xie Mingxian noticing him, a white-bearded old man at the head walked forward tremblingly. He opened his mouth missing several teeth and said: "Mingxian, remember me?"

Xie Mingxian shook his head slightly.

"I am your Granduncle." Although the old man spoke with a lisp, his voice was quite powerful. "You child really act like a noble person forgetting things. I am the Granduncle living at the head of the village."

Xie Mingxian continued to shake his head. As the son of a concubine, his social status was not high at that time. Xie Mingxian still remembered the strange and mocking eyes of the people around him when he followed his mother to watch plays when he was a child. When going out, he often heard various sarcastic remarks. Xie Mingxian didn't talk much, but that didn't mean he couldn't distinguish other people's moods. In Xie Mingxian's memory, his hometown was not a place that made people feel nostalgic at all.

Activities like ancestral worship and big plays in the village were lively events that children liked, but Xie Mingxian never qualified to be among them. This might be the real reason why Xie Mingxian hated almost all entertainment activities and focused his energy entirely on reading since childhood.

So whether it was the village entrance or the field edge, Xie Mingxian wouldn't go out if he could help it. He didn't want to know who lived there; who lived there made little difference to Xie Mingxian. Anyway, those living there were definitely people who looked down on Xie Mingxian.

The old man was obviously very disappointed with Xie Mingxian. No matter how he reminded him, Xie Mingxian didn't show any look of sudden realization on his face. He simply sighed and walked aside.

"Brother Mingxian, do you still remember me?" This time a sturdy man came up.

Since he called Xie Mingxian brother, presumably this person was also younger than Xie Mingxian. But Xie Mingxian had absolutely no desire to continue talking nonsense with these people. He just wanted to persuade this group of people to leave quickly, leaving him alone to sit quietly beside his mother.

But the person speaking happened not to have this plan. He continued enthusiastically: "Brother Mingxian, we studied together when we were young."

At the mention of studying, Xie Mingxian had even less goodwill towards this person. If the villagers could only look at Xie Mingxian with strange eyes, then fellow students were the only place where sarcastic words could be said directly to Xie Mingxian. No need to identify who that person was anymore; it must be a guy who had mocked Xie Mingxian to his face.
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The appearance of a cavalry troop of more than a hundred people in the countryside was an extremely shocking event. The village cadres had been waiting at the gate of Xie Mingxian's house for a long time. As village cadres, they were obliged to participate in matters like weddings and funerals in the village. However, this was the affair of the dignified Hunan Provincial Party Secretary Xie Mingxian's family. The village head knew that he was nothing in front of Xie Mingxian. If things were handled well, it wouldn't count as any credit. If things were handled poorly, it would be a big problem.

Seeing a group of clan leaders in the village enter Xie Mingxian's house carelessly, village head Xie Fusheng felt it necessary to go in for a moment. In any case, hiding aside and not showing his face at this time was completely inappropriate.

As soon as Xie Fusheng entered the gate of Xie Mingxian's house, he saw a comrade looking like a clerk speaking to the crowd gathered at Xie Mingxian's house in Mandarin with a heavy Hunan accent: "Fellow villagers, Secretary Xie has come back for the funeral. Please be considerate and go back first."

The leading elderly men stood still, and several middle-aged men behind them stepped forward and shouted: "Even if Secretary Xie doesn't want to say anything to us, we haven't seen Secretary Xie for so long, and we still want to say a few more words to Secretary Xie."

Xie Fusheng didn't even need to see the people; just by hearing the voices, he could distinguish that those were members of the eldest branch of the local Xie clan. Xie Mingxian's father, Xie Fuzheng, was not from the eldest branch, but he was a figure with considerable strength in the entire Xie family, and he was usually not very harmonious with the eldest branch. Back then, when Xie Mingxian was bullied, quite a few reasons were really not because he was annoying. Although as a person with a reputation for studying in this area, Xie Mingxian did arouse jealousy from many people. From birth to growth, and finally leaving home to venture outside, throughout the process of being in his hometown, Xie Mingxian was always a harmless guy to humans and animals. Let alone doing things like chasing chickens and beating dogs, Xie Mingxian even rarely went out. Therefore, the identity of Xie Mingxian's mother as a concubine was brought out by the eldest branch family as a reason to attack Xie Mingxian.

Judging from the current posture, now that Xie Mingxian came back for the funeral, the eldest branch had changed its previous confrontation against Xie Fuzheng's family and made it clear that they wanted to build a relationship with Xie Mingxian.

Just as village head Xie Fusheng thought, that clerk comrade only listened to Xie Mingxian's command. No matter how those "fellow villagers" wanted to talk directly to Xie Mingxian, the clerk politely stopped everyone from squeezing into the house first. The comrades from the troops soon joined the ranks of the clerk comrade. They first used a human wall to block these fellow villagers outside, and then while saying "Fellow villagers, please understand Secretary Xie's mood," "Fellow villagers, go back first," they slowly moved forward, squeezing the people in the courtyard outward.

However, although they were driving people out, the comrades from the troops could not use roughness. And the fellow villagers had absolutely no intention of retreating either. People on both sides just refused to retreat, squeezing against each other. After confronting for a moment, several clan elders finally sighed and said loudly: "Mingxian, you have been out for so many years, and your airs have become big. We won't disturb you."

After speaking, they took the lead and left. Others followed them and left the Xie family's courtyard. The village head didn't expect these people to leave so decisively. He didn't have time to dodge for a moment and was bumped by the outgoing crowd, staggering a few times. These people who came out didn't pay attention to the village head either, just left and dispersed like this.

Wait until there was no one else in the courtyard, the village head pulled up the heel of his shoe that was stepped off in the crowd, and then entered the courtyard. The clerk comrade immediately greeted him, "This fellow villager, please go back first."

Xie Fusheng hurriedly said: "I am the village head of our village, checking if there is anything I need to help with." After speaking, Xie Fusheng pointed to the few comrades who followed up behind him, "These are several cadres of our village. Everyone came to help two days ago. This time we also came to have a look together."

Xie Mingxian's secretary, Liu Chunsheng, was slightly stunned. Xie Fusheng looked listless and didn't look like the shrewd and capable appearance of most village heads no matter how he looked. However, since Xie Fusheng introduced himself, presumably he was not an impostor. Liu Chunsheng hurriedly stepped forward to shake hands with these village cadre comrades one by one, "Thank you, comrades, for your concern. However, regarding our recent system, everyone must have studied it. Secretary Xie dare not disturb the normal work of comrades this time when he comes back, not to mention that everyone is busy during this spring plowing time. Holding a funeral has already disturbed all comrades, so we shouldn't affect everyone's normal work more. Thank you, thank you."

Not until Liu Chunsheng sent the village cadres out did Xie Fusheng and others realize that Xie Mingxian was really seeing guests off. Village cadres naturally dared not disturb the family affairs of the Provincial Party Secretary. Doing less means fewer mistakes; Xie Fusheng felt much more relaxed in his heart when he left.

Xie Mingxian really wasn't in the mood to say anything to the people outside. Seeing Liu Chunsheng send everyone away, he said to Liu Chunsheng who walked back: "Chunsheng, arrange for the comrades of the troops to rest and eat. Close the gate; I don't want to see outsiders."

Liu Chunsheng went to arrange these things. Xie Mingxian's brother had already brought a towel and a basin of water to Xie Mingxian. Xie Mingxian just wiped his face, looked up and saw his mother's coffin; he immediately burst into tears again. After crying for a good while, Xie Mingxian felt slightly better in his heart. After washing his face again, Xie Mingxian recovered basic calmness.

Sitting back in the chair, Xie Mingxian asked his father, "How did my mother pass away?"

Xie Mingxian's father did not answer, but just raised his head to look at the coffin parked in the room, a look of loss appearing on his aged face. Xie Mingxian waited for a while, seeing his father still not speaking, he was about to continue asking when he heard the door in the room open. Turning his head, Xie Mingxian saw the person he least wanted to see.

"Mother." Xie Minggu went up to support an elderly woman with bound feet walking out from the inner room door.

Xie Fuzheng's principal wife walked a few steps and sat down in the position of the mistress in the room. She tried to use a tone that could still be considered gentle and said: "Mingxian, you are back."

Xie Mingxian subconsciously wanted to stand up, but glancing at his mother's coffin, he sat firmly in the chair and said in as calm a tone as possible: "Hello, Auntie, long time no see."

The atmosphere in the room immediately became stiff. Xie Fuzheng's principal wife's face was as cold as frost. According to the rules, Xie Mingxian had to call her mother and even kowtow. But Xie Mingxian clearly expressed his attitude with practical actions and words. Seeing that Xie Mingxian not only had no intention of moving but also leaned comfortably in the chair with his legs crossed, Xie Fuzheng's principal wife snorted angrily and simply got up and went back to the inner room.

After his father's principal wife returned to the room, Xie Mingxian put down his crossed legs, turned his head and continued to ask his father. "How did my mother pass away?"

As if completely ignoring the fierce family conflict just now, Xie Fuzheng still had a look of loss on his face, "First it was wind-cold, then fever. Our local doctors couldn't cure it, so she was sent to the military hospital in the county. The hospital said it was some infection, and the high fever wouldn't go down. Later she didn't hold on."

"Why not send her to the hospital in Yueyang?" Xie Mingxian couldn't help questioning. But as soon as he finished speaking, he also felt that his words were really a bit excessive. Being able to send her to the military hospital in the county was already a very strenuous thing for the countryside. Xie Fuzheng was no longer the middle-aged man when Xie Mingxian left home thirteen years ago; the current Xie Fuzheng was already an old man. It was really unreasonable to blame such an old man so severely.

Xie Fuzheng seemed not to hear his son's excessiveness, still looking at the coffin in the room with a look of loss and remaining silent.

"Brother, it's wrong for you to say that." Xie Minggu sent his mother back to the inner room, and just as he came out, he heard Xie Mingxian questioning Xie Fuzheng. He couldn't help retorting, "At that time, Dad and I sent Second Mother to the county hospital. Dad did say whether to send Second Mother to the hospital in Yueyang, but we are in Hubei, not Hunan, and whether they would accept her over there was still a question. It was I who took the initiative to send Second Mother to the county hospital. If you want to blame someone, blame me!"

Hearing this, Xie Mingxian almost flew into a rage, but after all, he was someone who could become a Provincial Party Secretary, and he usually did a lot of criticism and self-criticism. At this time, Xie Mingxian already understood that the psychology for intermediate cadres of the People's Party mentioned the five stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. At this time, Xie Mingxian was obviously in the anger stage, and Xie Mingxian also realized that his anger at this time was not so much anger caused by being unable to accept his mother's death, as it was an outburst of Xie Mingxian's long-deposited resentment towards this family for many years. If as an ordinary person, Xie Mingxian might be able to do this. But as a Provincial Party Secretary, Xie Mingxian could not do this no matter what.

Even though he understood this principle in his heart, Xie Mingxian still felt his heart beating violently due to uncontrollable anger, and his eardrums could even hear the thumping sound of blood vessel congestion.

Just then, Xie Fuzheng finally took the initiative to say a sentence, "The person is gone, so don't say these useless words. Mingxian, when do you plan to leave?"

Xie Mingxian was dumbfounded by these words. He had thought along the way that his old father would definitely say something, but he didn't expect his father not to mention Xie Mingxian contributing to the family at all, but actually put on a posture of driving people away. Since his own father was preparing to drive people away, Xie Mingxian had no reason to shamelessly insist on staying at home, not to mention that he originally had no plan to stay at home for a long time. Xie Mingxian had long lost any attachment to his hometown; he only hoped never to see this place again in his life.

"I will leave after mother is buried," Xie Mingxian replied.

"Then where do you plan to live these few days?" Xie Fuzheng continued to ask.

"Stay with the comrades of the troops first." Xie Mingxian didn't have the guts to engage in any special privileges, even though he had seniority in the party and his own advantages. However, Xie Mingxian knew deeply that he didn't have the talent of other comrades who were good at going through fire and water. The reason Xie Mingxian participated in the revolution was very simple. When he arrived in Shanghai as a stranger, Chen Ke gave him a book editing job that could utilize what Xie Mingxian had learned. Later, he continued to follow Chen Ke because the People's Party had money to maintain organizational operations, and everyone had wages. Initially, he engaged in "underground work" with Qi Huishen in Shanghai, and later worked in the Anhui base area. Before going to the battlefield, there was military training, arrangements, and plans. Doing civil affairs work also involved analysis and investigation. Generally speaking, what he did was no more dangerous than the comrades, nor harder than the comrades. What the comrades encountered and overcame, Xie Mingxian also experienced.

Regarding pioneering, innovation, and adapting to circumstances, Xie Mingxian believed that these were not his strengths. If Xie Mingxian thought he had any unique points, it might be that he could "endure." Understanding what exactly Chen Ke's instructions meant, Xie Mingxian distributed these instructions to the cadres of various departments, and then through meticulous work, he could basically ensure that the policy implementation did not deviate too much. And Xie Mingxian found that this "ability" of his was just a life-saving skill learned from being bullied at home.

Xie Mingxian actually envied those comrades who were free and easy, envied those comrades who were on the front line of fierce struggle, and especially envied the style displayed by Chen Ke that everything was under control. In Xie Mingxian's view, when the People's Party was tit-for-tat, facing the enemy's dagger, they could always pull out a big machete from behind.

And Xie Mingxian didn't even have to face the enemy; just facing his father, an ordinary commoner, he was already falling into a disadvantage step by step.

Xie Fuzheng didn't care what his son thought at all. Since his son Xie Mingxian had clearly expressed his future action plan, Xie Fuzheng got up and said: "Then come with me to see the graveyard. That place is right next to the plot I set for myself."

Xie Mingxian followed behind his father walking in the fields of his hometown, and his brother Xie Minggu followed behind Xie Mingxian. Honestly speaking, Xie Mingxian was very discouraged. He came this time intending to wait for his mother's illness to improve, then take her to the hospital in Yueyang, and then transfer her to the hospital in Changsha if there was a chance. This could also be considered a roundabout way to save her.

However, his mother's death had already dealt a blow to Xie Mingxian amidst shock, and now he was following obediently behind his father just like when he was a child. This was completely different from the situation of dominating the scene that Xie Mingxian had imagined. However, Xie Mingxian's father still looked unhurried, which made Xie Mingxian feel even more discouraged.

In terms of official position, Xie Mingxian was now the Secretary of the Hunan Provincial Committee and had more than a hundred troops in his hands. Although it was impossible to wash his hometown with blood, he could turn a village like his hometown upside down according to his own will. But organizational discipline firmly bound Xie Mingxian's hands and feet. Moreover, Xie Mingxian never dared to challenge the seriousness of organizational discipline.

The three stopped in front of a graveyard, which was the ancestral grave of the Xie family. Although saying so, the entire Xie clan was actually buried in this area. Seeing the grave mounds occupying a large piece of land, Xie Mingxian couldn't help asking: "Hasn't the establishment of spirit pagodas been proposed here yet?"

The People's Party began to promote cemeteries and spirit pagodas in many areas. Especially promoting spirit pagodas that occupy very little land, implementing the policy of centralized burial of ashes.

Hearing Xie Mingxian's words, Xie Fuzheng just turned his head slightly to look at his son but didn't say a word. This made a thought pop up in Xie Mingxian's heart full of struggle: Could it be that his father insisted on earth burial?

Before Xie Mingxian could speak, Xie Minggu already said loudly: "Brother! What's wrong with you? After returning home, you only know how to fight with our own family. Yes, I know you think many people in our family treated you and Second Mother badly, so Dad never said a word about you never coming home. But regarding the burial, I have to explain to you clearly..."

"Minggu, shut up." Xie Fuzheng said slowly.

After listening to his father's words, Xie Minggu finally stopped angrily. Xie Mingxian turned his head to look at his brother whose face was flushed with anger, and his heart was somewhat shaken. He also knew that he was really excessive just now. In fact, even if he didn't call his father's principal wife "mother," at least standing up and calling "First Mother" was the due courtesy. This brother of his was very sensible. Even if Xie Mingxian embarrassed him to his face, Xie Minggu didn't make a sound. So making Xie Minggu angry like this must not be an ordinary matter.

"Minggu, what exactly is going on?" Xie Mingxian asked seriously.

Xie Minggu turned his head away not to look at Xie Mingxian. After a good while, he turned back and said with considerable malice: "Don't you say you follow the mass line and closely contact the masses? You shouldn't ask me; you should go ask those masses."
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Xie Mingxian would certainly not be foolish enough to really carry out mass work in his hometown, nor did he continue to question his father, who was as calm as usual, and his younger brother, who refused to explain no matter what. Xie Mingxian went directly to visit the village cadres.

Village head Liu Chunsheng came back very late. Because of the death of Xie Mingxian's mother and the appearance of Xie Mingxian himself, Liu Chunsheng, as the village head, had already wasted a lot of time during this tense spring plowing season. Fortunately, Xie Mingxian did not chat with Liu Chunsheng, which gave Liu Chunsheng time to continue working in the fields. When he returned home and found Secretary Xie actually waiting in the room himself, Liu Chunsheng was startled. He asked nervously: "Secretary Xie, is there something wrong with my arrangement? I have already sent someone to arrange a campsite for the comrades of the troops."

Xie Mingxian laughed: "Comrade Liu Chunsheng, your work is done very well. I didn't come here to question you about anything. I really came to ask you for advice."

Hearing Xie Mingxian say this, Liu Chunsheng finally steadied his emotions, "Secretary Xie, which aspect of work do you want me to report on?"

"Not report; I really came to ask you for advice." Xie Mingxian said very seriously, "I haven't been back for so long, and I don't know what the situation is in my family. I hope Comrade Liu Chunsheng can introduce the situation to me with an attitude of seeking truth from facts."

Liu Chunsheng couldn't figure out what Xie Mingxian's attitude was. If he came to punish someone, there was actually no need to make it so complicated. Calling Liu Chunsheng over and criticizing him fiercely was something Xie Mingxian could absolutely do. He didn't even need to say anything to Liu Chunsheng; if Xie Mingxian really wanted to adopt any policy towards his family, a document from above could solve the problem. So Liu Chunsheng had to believe a little that Xie Mingxian really wanted to understand the situation.

After roughly judging Xie Mingxian's purpose, Liu Chunsheng's face looked even worse. "Secretary Xie... I don't know this situation very well either."

Xie Mingxian might not understand the situation in his hometown, but he knew enough about village officials like Liu Chunsheng. If the village was governed very well, he would have probably started talking big long ago. There must be some problems that Liu Chunsheng dared not mention at all, which was why he prevaricated like this. However, Xie Mingxian couldn't do anything to the masses, but dealing with Liu Chunsheng was not difficult at all.

Keeping a straight face, Xie Mingxian said in a flat tone: "Comrade Liu Chunsheng, if you refuse to talk to me, I won't force you. I can make a report to the county, asking them to send someone to talk to you. If the comrades in the county also feel that some things are inconvenient to say, then I can make a report to the provincial committee, asking Comrade Lu Huitian to send someone to talk to you. If that still doesn't work, I can ask Secretary Lu Huitian to come and talk to you personally. However, do you think this is necessary?"

Hearing this, Liu Chunsheng turned pale with fright. He waved his hands hurriedly, "Secretary Xie, ask whatever you want. I will definitely say it, I will definitely say it."

"I don't know anything now, so I want to ask you to tell me personally about things related to our family." Xie Mingxian continued with a straight face, "Our family members are all here too. Presumably, it's not a big deal; presumably, it's just some neighborhood conflicts. Presumably, you also know that I am not welcomed at all in the village. How big can these things be? Just say it directly."

Hearing Xie Mingxian set a tone for reporting the situation first, the fear in Liu Chunsheng's heart decreased slightly. After swallowing a mouthful of saliva, he said: "Secretary Xie, I'm just telling you what I know. If I say anything wrong, please don't be angry."

Xie Mingxian pulled a bamboo stool for Liu Chunsheng and sat on one himself, "Say whatever there is."

Liu Chunsheng sat on the stool, thought for a while, and began to speak, "Secretary Xie, your mother is gone this time. Originally, your father planned to bury your mother. However, some old people in the village spoke up; they are all from the eldest branch of the Xie family. They said that a concubine cannot be buried in the ancestral grave; there is no such rule."

After finishing, Liu Chunsheng observed Xie Mingxian's expression himself, but seeing that Xie Mingxian's expression didn't change much, he stopped and dared not continue.

Seeing Liu Chunsheng not continuing, Xie Mingxian asked: "Then as the village head, how did you solve this matter?"

"Being this village head! There were some problems when I was elected." Liu Chunsheng said with great difficulty. After saying this, Liu Chunsheng thought for a moment, simply straightened his back, looked into Xie Mingxian's eyes, and started talking.

"Secretary Xie, you also know that your Xie family is a big household in the village. After you became a high official, the people of the Xie family thought about using your name to do things. At first, the county party secretary and the county magistrate dared not offend them too much, and the elected village head was also a member of the Xie family. As a result, our village had a fight over water with several neighboring villages, and the Xie family injured quite a few people from other villages. In the end, they even brought out your name, saying that even if they sued, with you here, the neighboring villages wouldn't win the lawsuit. This matter passed just like that at the time. But someone in the neighboring village became a soldier and later transferred to work in the Politics and Law Committee. This matter was poked to the top. Secretary Lu Huitian was extremely annoyed and personally sent someone to handle this matter. The county party secretary and the county magistrate were both given a major demerit and removed from office. How could the newly appointed county party secretary and county magistrate dare to relax on this matter? Those who beat people were arrested, and several were sentenced. All officials with the surname Xie in the village were removed."

Now Xie Mingxian understood where the basic problem lay. He even felt he somewhat understood why Lu Huitian actually sent a company to be his guard. "Then was anyone in my family involved in this matter?" Xie Mingxian asked.

Seeing that Xie Mingxian was really not angry, Liu Chunsheng felt greatly reassured. He said: "Secretary Xie, I am a few years older than you, and I also know some things in the village. Your father was very formidable back then and offended quite a few people in the village. After your family produced a high official like you, people who originally wanted to screw your father behind his back during the land reform didn't dare to act. As far as I know, originally they wanted to punish your family severely by using the fact that your family was a landlord. After that incident, the village wanted your father to help. The Xie family shouted that the county magistrate was nothing; they had someone above. But your father held on and didn't budge at all. Now that the Xie family saw your family couldn't help at all, they treated your family even worse and often looked for trouble with your family. After you took the old lady away, many people said you wanted to take the whole family to the provincial capital. But after waiting for almost a year with no movement, more people made irresponsible remarks. Our Liu family doesn't have as many people as the Xie family, and what we say doesn't count. Master Xie had no choice but to invite the old lady back."

Hearing this, Xie Mingxian's expression finally became ugly. He said in a dry voice: "Village Head Liu, tell me clearly whatever happened; don't hide anything from me. Do you hear me!"

Seeing that Xie Mingxian was truly angry, not knowing whether the weather was cold enough or Xie Mingxian's voice was ruthless enough, Liu Chunsheng couldn't help trembling slightly, "Secretary Xie, you also know that your mother is from the Liu family. However, your uncle's family was declining back then, and there was talk of selling your mother. Later, I don't know how your father got this news; he paid a large sum of money to marry your mother as a concubine. At that time, the people of the eldest branch of the Xie family happened to be fighting for land with our Liu family. From then on, they used this to look down on our Liu family people. But that land was finally obtained by your father, so those people of the eldest branch held a grudge against your family. Our Liu family people also didn't like your family because people always talked about this. So at that time, you suffered a lot of grievances..."

Xie Mingxian never expected that he originally wanted to ask what happened recently, but even old scores were dragged out. It turned out that the reason why his mother and he suffered so much discrimination was actually this. Stunned there for a long while, Xie Mingxian couldn't say a word. He left home to escape those who treated him badly. After escaping, Xie Mingxian joined the revolutionary big family. Country, country, the People's Party regards the country as home. With these comrades who went through fire and water and shed blood and sweat together, the achievements belonging to the People's Party were established. However, the contradictions in the countryside had not been completely resolved until now.

"Didn't you struggle a bit as village cadres?" Xie Mingxian asked coldly.

"The county is unwilling to intervene in the affairs of our village. Because of the water grabbing incident, we formed a feud with several neighboring villages. The county is unwilling to cause trouble by merging villages either. Several neighboring villages were originally frightened by your reputation. Now seeing that the Xie family is not as powerful as said, they are unwilling to merge with our village. Otherwise, look at why our village is still like this!" Liu Chunsheng said with considerable resentment.

Xie Mingxian took over the conversation, "So the village vented all the resentment on my family?"

This time Liu Chunsheng dared not take over the conversation. Feeling extremely embarrassed, Liu Chunsheng was restless. After a good while, he said: "Secretary Xie, I have also participated in many county meetings. I also know that the central government has repeatedly ordered not to allow any special treatment for the families of leading cadres. I know you are also really in a difficult position. You brought so many comrades from the troops this time. I think you should just let the comrades from the troops carry the coffin for the funeral. Once the person is buried, this matter will pass. With the comrades from the troops helping with the funeral, those people from the eldest branch of the Xie family won't dare to stop it no matter what."

Now Xie Mingxian finally understood the ins and outs of the matter, and also understood what a capable comrade Hubei Provincial Party Secretary Lu Huitian was. Just holding a simple funeral with a hundred or so comrades. It would save Xie Mingxian's face and effectively deter the eldest branch of the Xie family. The most important thing was to solve this problem in the shortest time. Even if someone made an issue of this matter, Lu Huitian could take full responsibility. After Xie Mingxian left, Xie Mingxian's hometown would maintain the status quo temporarily, and there would be plenty of opportunities to solve this matter in the future. From the perspective of administrative means, it was indeed an experience very worth learning.

However, the anger in Xie Mingxian's heart was fanned doubly, not against Lu Huitian, but against those guys who once made Xie Mingxian suffer so much. If he did according to the route arranged by Lu Huitian, at least Xie Mingxian would be submitting to these clan forces. Lu Huitian could handle it this way when governing Hubei, but Xie Mingxian was unwilling to continue admitting defeat like this.

After communicating with Liu Chunsheng on some issues for a while, Xie Mingxian got up to leave.

Coming out of Liu Chunsheng's house, Xie Mingxian didn't go back to his own home directly. He went to his uncle's house first. For the visit of such a high-ranking nephew, both of Xie Mingxian's uncles' entire families were alarmed. Hearing that Xie Mingxian just wanted a few young lads from his uncle's family to help, his two uncles' families agreed readily. Xie Mingxian spent a lot of effort to hold back, not letting himself ask his uncle where exactly their family was going to sell his mother back then. Even so, Xie Mingxian felt uncomfortable all over. After leaving some gift money for his uncle's family, he left in a hurry.

Staying in the troop camp for one night, Xie Mingxian was almost sleepless all night. Various things in the past could be connected according to a thread, making Xie Mingxian feel somewhat enlightened. However, this knot was accumulated over many years, and it was impossible to melt in just one day. All the crux concentrated on one person, that is Xie Mingxian's father.

Xie Mingxian was not a fool either. Even if he suffered anger from outsiders, Xie Mingxian didn't take it to heart too much. What he couldn't accept most was that his father was described by Liu Chunsheng as a very capable, shrewd, and strong person. To marry Xie Mingxian's mother, he also spent a huge amount of energy and money. Then why did such a person refuse to stand up and support Xie Mingxian a little when Xie Mingxian was bullied, or at least encourage Xie Mingxian a little? Even if he couldn't do these, saying a few words that could warm people's hearts, Xie Mingxian's father should always be able to do it, right?

But Xie Mingxian never had such a memory, not even once. Encouragement, support, and even celebrating for success—these were things Xie Mingxian had read in books and only experienced personally after joining the People's Party. When he was beside his father, Xie Mingxian felt only the plainest indifference. Thinking of these, Xie Mingxian couldn't help but derive a deep question: did he disappoint his father so much? Being praised by teachers since childhood, and later passing the imperial examination, this would be considered a very remarkable thing in any family. Could it be so worthless in the eyes of Xie Mingxian's father?

Thinking back and forth, Xie Mingxian felt his head was dizzy. He didn't know when he fell asleep in a daze.

The sound of reporting the password woke Xie Mingxian from his dream. Looking up, he saw the sky was slightly bright. The troops outside had already started morning exercises. Xie Mingxian looked at the bamboo ribs supporting the tent and couldn't remember where he was for a moment. He had also worked in the army; in fact, there were few middle and high-level cadres in the People's Party who hadn't served in the army. This familiar sound of drilling was once part of the comrades' lives.

Almost instinctively climbing up to put on clothes, Xie Mingxian remembered that he was already in his hometown, and the purpose of this trip had changed from visiting his mother to attending a funeral. Thinking of his mother, Xie Mingxian's tears flowed out again. Covering his mouth and sobbing silently for a while, Xie Mingxian got up and wiped his face.

Walking out of the tent and looking at the morning glow on the horizon, Xie Mingxian knew that today was a day he must struggle. It was a day when the struggle must be won. Cheering up, eating simple field rations with the comrades, Xie Mingxian strode towards the direction of home with his secretary.
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Xie Mingxian felt that whether the matter in his heart was truly put down had a considerable impact on his psychology. Just like before he went home, he had almost elevated the conflict with his father to the height of class struggle. Now this contradiction still existed, but it had been lowered all the way from class struggle to internal contradictions among the people, and this struggle level was still continuously declining. When Xie Mingxian walked into the house and saw his father already in the courtyard preparing to carry the coffin for the funeral, Xie Mingxian lowered this contradiction level again in his heart to the grade of internal family contradictions.

After having such a feeling, Xie Mingxian suddenly felt very strange; why didn't he have such an understanding before? If Xie Mingxian pushed his own lack of progress onto the "decaying Confucian culture," it would also be possible. Confucian culture talked about fatherly kindness and filial piety, about harmony, about all beautiful things. At that time, Xie Mingxian really longed for these things in books to exist. He hoped to live in such a world.

Looking at these texts from a dialectical perspective, Xie Mingxian immediately had a completely different understanding. The purpose of propaganda is to achieve things that are difficult to achieve. If this world were not full of contradictions and cruel struggles, the set propagated by Confucianism would have no meaning of existence at all. It was precisely because of the hope that the world could be better that Confucian sages established thoughts and formulated systems. And Xie Mingxian undoubtedly did not reach the level and height of Confucian sages before. He didn't understand those books at all, just as "A Madman's Diary," which Xie Mingxian suddenly recalled in his hard thinking last night, said: Everything must be studied before it can be understood. In ancient times, people were often eaten; I remember this too, but not very clearly. I opened history to check; this history had no dates, and on every page were scrawled the words "Benevolence, Righteousness, and Morality." I couldn't sleep anyway, so I read carefully for half the night, only to see words from between the lines; the whole book was filled with two words: "Eat People"!

The sun continued to climb up. After it was bright, several young men from Xie Mingxian's uncle's family arrived at Xie Mingxian's house to take over. They didn't dare to go directly to Xie Mingxian's house yesterday, but only saw from a distance Xie Mingxian riding on a tall horse, returning to his hometown gloriously surrounded by hundreds of mighty troops. So although they were in their early twenties or nearly thirty, they all looked at Xie Mingxian with awe and envy.

Xie Mingxian's father, Xie Fuzheng, invited everyone to drink water first, and then pointed to the wooden bars and ropes leaning against the wall, "Prepare to carry the person away."

The young men were a bit cramped after hearing this. The leader was Li Shouxian's cousin. He said hesitantly: "Uncle, if we don't carry it well, please don't blame us."

There was still no expression on Xie Fuzheng's aged face. He said calmly: "You can come to help; this is you valuing the relationship of relatives. I really can't carry it anymore, so I have to rely on you young men. What's good or bad about carrying? If we are tired on the road, we will rest; if we can't walk fast, we will walk slowly. Carrying your aunt to bury her, I will be endlessly grateful to you. When we come back, I will treat you to a meal."

After speaking, Xie Fuzheng took out several red envelopes from his bosom and distributed one to each young man.

Seeing that Xie Fuzheng was not picky at all and gave red envelopes, the expressions of the young men immediately relaxed. They pinched the thickness of the red envelopes, and almost beaming with joy, they came up and began to insert the wooden bars under the coffin and set them up, then used ropes to tie the coffin firmly to the wooden bars. Fearing that the wooden bars were not strong enough, two wooden bars were placed at each of the three rows of positions for six people to carry. The ends of the bars were wrapped thickly with white cloth, which neither hurt the shoulders nor made it hard to exert force.

Seeing that these were ready, Xie Fuzheng said to Xie Mingxian: "Do you want to look at your mother again, or look a few more times when we arrive at the graveyard?"

Hearing this, Xie Mingxian couldn't help crying again. He held the coffin opening and looked at his mother's remains, unable to bear letting people close the coffin no matter what. His cousins saw Xie Mingxian crying sadly and wanted to come up to persuade him but didn't know what to say, nor did they dare to come up rashly to persuade him. Xie Fuzheng invited several people to the back room to drink tea and eat snacks, letting Xie Mingxian vent his sadness here alone. Before going to the back room, Xie Fuzheng said to Xie Minggu: "Close the door; what is there for others to see?"

Xie Mingxian didn't care about these arrangements of his father at all. Thinking that he would be separated from his mother forever, he couldn't stop crying. He had seen birth, old age, sickness, and death before. On the battlefield, so many fresh young lives turned into corpses covering the ground in an instant. There would always be corpses on the river after floods. When Xie Mingxian did "underground work" in Shanghai, even in years without war and natural disasters, there were dead bodies on the streets of Shanghai every day. Old, young, male, female; every winter, countless poor people died. At that time, Xie Mingxian also felt sad, and after sadness, a strong desire to change this tragic situation in China arose in his heart.

Now his mother passed away, and Xie Mingxian's feeling was completely different from before. It was as if a big piece was forcibly dug out of his own soul. Even knowing that his mother would pass away eventually, that huge hollow feeling could not be filled no matter what. That feeling of emptiness made Xie Mingxian tremble all over. He knew very well that he had lost his dearest mother forever.

After crying for a while longer, Xie Mingxian left the side of the coffin, knelt silently in front of his mother's coffin, and began to burn paper money in a basin. The People's Party absolutely did not recruit religious believers, nor did it advocate any view of the world after death. If these old rules of funeral procession must be raised to the level of principle, that would be engaging in feudal superstition. However, Xie Mingxian didn't care at this time. That part of brain cells in his mind controlling Provincial Party Secretary Xie Mingxian was still active. If someone questioned Xie Mingxian why he did this at this time, Xie Mingxian would definitely tell that person calmly that he didn't actually believe in this, but his mother did, and Xie Mingxian did this entirely for peace of mind.

Simply but without missing a single link, he completed the traditional funeral procedures. Xie Mingxian found that as long as no thought of showing off to others was mixed in, and as long as no meaningless gaudiness was mixed in, these traditional funeral procedures effectively organized the process of people painfully separating from their relatives. Every step expressed grief, and the completion of every step could roughly give a little comfort to the psychology of the living.

As a former Xiucai of the Qing Dynasty, Xie Mingxian knew very well that the "Doctrine of the Mean" said: occupy the position, practice the rites, play the music, respect what they honored, love what they were intimate with; serve the dead as if they were living, serve the departed as if they were present; this is the perfection of filial piety.

Xie Mingxian finally felt that for the living, this was indeed a good way to greatly alleviate the pain of losing a loved one. Although this actually had no effect on the dead.

It was also at this time that Xie Mingxian heard a knock on the door from outside first, and then someone shouted: "Is Brother Mingxian in?"

Xie Mingxian's fighting nerve immediately became active. Holding a funeral and burying relatives was originally just a very private matter, but in human society, this was not a simple private matter. At least in the eyes of many people, it was not a private matter. This is not a joke. In the summary of people's bankruptcy caused by borrowing loans when the People's Party did social surveys, the reason "weddings and funerals" ranked second, and ordinary people's bankruptcy caused by eating, drinking, whoring, gambling, and smoking was far behind "weddings and funerals."

For Xie Mingxian, holding such a simple funeral was impossible to make him bankrupt. Moreover, Xie Mingxian's father Xie Fuzheng didn't even use Xie Mingxian's money. From the coffin, clothes, even the red envelopes distributed to the coffin bearers, and the wine and food to entertain those who helped, facts proved that Xie Fuzheng had prepared all this long ago. However, reality proved that even if the Xie family kept such a low profile, there were still people unwilling to let the Xie family go.

At this time, there was no one else in the courtyard. The secretary looked at Xie Mingxian. Xie Mingxian waved his hand to him, signaling the secretary not to open the door or answer first. Those people outside urged Xie Mingxian to make up his mind. He originally wasn't sure what to bury with his mother. Putting copper coins in the mouth, or even gold, silver, and beautiful jade, couldn't make Xie Mingxian feel anything to be proud of. Xie Mingxian took off his party emblem from the shirt inside his clothes and pinned it seriously on the pillow by his mother's head. Xie Mingxian found that this was the thing that truly made him feel proud and could entrust his grief.

Regardless of how they knocked on the door or shouted outside, Xie Mingxian called the secretary over to close the coffin together. He breathed a sigh of relief, wiped away tears, and tidied his clothes. Only then did Xie Mingxian go to open the door.

A large crowd of people gathered outside the door darkly. At such a critical juncture of spring plowing, these people didn't go to work in the fields but ran to Xie Mingxian's house, which really made Xie Mingxian feel very disappointed.

The one knocking on the door was the one who claimed to be Xie Mingxian's childhood classmate yesterday, with several old men standing behind. Seeing the door open, that "classmate" poked his head in to look first. There were no comrades from the troops in the courtyard at all. The "classmate" then withdrew his body and said to Xie Mingxian as if relieved of a heavy burden: "Brother Mingxian, how are you planning to give our aunt a grand funeral?"

Xie Mingxian said in a very calm tone: "No grand funeral. I plan to bury my mother today, and this matter ends here."

"What?!" Xie Mingxian's classmate immediately screamed. He looked Xie Mingxian up and down slightly exaggeratedly, "Brother Mingxian, you are such a big official now. Speaking of which, this is also a former governor. If you handle our aunt's funeral like this, you will be laughed at."

"Hehe," Xie Mingxian sneered a few times. He and his mother had lived amidst people's jokes for decades. This group of people who had mocked Xie Mingxian actually had the face to say that Xie Mingxian would be laughed at for handling the funeral simply. This was really too "humorous."

Seeing Xie Mingxian sneer, that "classmate" also knew what Xie Mingxian was sneering at. A look of embarrassment flashed across his face, and then the "classmate" leaned forward, almost whispering against Xie Mingxian's ear, "Brother Mingxian, there were indeed people who laughed at you before, but if you handle our aunt's matter grandly this time, who would dare to laugh at you when this matter is mentioned in the future? Why don't you understand?!"

Xie Mingxian wanted very much to question his "classmate": who do you think you are? But anyway, the People's Party had discipline, and Xie Mingxian was unwilling to intensify contradictions meaninglessly. He stepped back slightly and said indifferently: "Let them laugh if they want to. This is how I do things. If everyone has nothing else, then hurry to the fields to work. We will finish the funeral ourselves."

Seeing that Xie Mingxian refused to give in, that "classmate" had no choice, and they dared not really do anything to Xie Mingxian. The "classmate" turned his head in difficulty to look at the several old men behind him.

The "Granduncle" from yesterday saw that Xie Mingxian was impervious to reason and knew that Xie Mingxian's "classmate" could not persuade Xie Mingxian no matter what. He stepped forward, "Mingxian, how close your mother was to you back then. Every time I saw your mother taking you out, she protected you like a chick. Do you have the heart to let your mother be buried just like this? Can you still be considered filial?!"

Hearing this "Granduncle" question his filial piety like this, it actually wiped out the little bit of guilt remaining in Xie Mingxian's heart completely. No matter how Xie Mingxian blamed himself, if he showed weakness to this group of people and was manipulated by them at this time, Xie Mingxian felt that this would be the greatest unfilial piety to his mother.

Standing steadily at his own door, Xie Mingxian said calmly: "Granduncle, whether I am filial or not, my mother knows, and I know myself. This is a matter between us mother and son. My mother can't hear whatever you say now, so why bother? Granduncle, I'm afraid you have been standing for quite a while. I think you shouldn't tire yourself out; why not go home and rest for a while first?"

Hearing Xie Mingxian's words, the faces of these people in front changed greatly, while someone behind couldn't help snickering.

"Granduncle" kept a straight face, chattering about how unfilial Xie Mingxian was doing this and how he let down Xie Mingxian's mother. The secretary behind Xie Mingxian was already full of anger and was about to step forward to say something when Xie Mingxian stopped him. At this time, Xie Mingxian had completely figured it out. Not only Xie Mingxian himself, but his father Xie Fuzheng, who was entertaining guests in the back room at this time, didn't care at all about what these people in the village would say. Even if Xie Mingxian's "reputation was ruined" in his hometown from now on, and even those surrounding places also thought Xie Mingxian's "reputation was ruined," so what? Xie Mingxian would eat when he should eat, sleep when he should sleep, and live as he should live. As long as the system established by the People's Party existed, no one could openly harm any person living a normal life. Let others say what they want.

Seeing Xie Mingxian looking determined like a crow eating a weight, and "Granduncle" having cursed and attacked for a good while, seemingly tired quite a bit. Finally, "Granduncle" stopped talking. He paused to pant for a moment before continuing to ask: "Then Mingxian, how exactly do you plan to hold the funeral?"

"I'll carry my mother out and bury her; that's how the funeral will be held." Xie Mingxian replied.

Hearing this, "Granduncle" sneered, "Then where do you plan to go out from?"

Xie Mingxian felt quite strange in his heart; what was this strange question about? Maintaining his calmness, Xie Mingxian replied: "Just carry her out through the door. What is there to ask about where to go out from?"

A big sneer appeared on "Granduncle's" face, "This is not a rule of the Xie family alone; this is an old rule of thousands of years. A concubine! When dead, she cannot go through the door. A hole must be chiseled in the wall to go out from the hole."

Now, before Xie Mingxian made a sound, the secretary was truly furious. If it was a small conflict before, what this "Granduncle" said now clearly showed that he wanted to confront to the end.

How could Xie Mingxian not guess the secretary's reaction? He turned his head and pressed the secretary's shoulder, telling this young man to calm down. Turning back, Xie Mingxian asked loudly: "Then what if I insist on carrying the person out through the main gate?"

Granduncle did not give in either. He pointed to the door and said: "We old guys will move chairs and sit at the door. If you want to go out, just crush over us!"
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Several old men finally used their identities as "elders" and "clan elders" to deal with Xie Mingxian. Xie Mingxian had thought about such a possibility long ago. In fact, ever since Xie Mingxian realized where his personal problem lay, he not only didn't find it ridiculous for the old gentlemen to do so, but even thought these old men would inevitably make such a choice. After all, they were prominent figures in the village and valued their face higher than the sky. If they were really asked to roll on the ground and make a scene, the old men probably wouldn't be able to do it.

Seeing the Provincial Party Secretary being so embarrassed, the secretary could no longer bear it. He leaned close to Xie Mingxian and whispered: "Secretary Xie, how about I invite the comrades from the troops over?"

Xie Mingxian shook his head slightly, "No need. I came to attend a funeral, not to conduct a sweep."

"But these people are too excessive." The secretary still couldn't help his anger.

Xie Mingxian shook his head slightly. In the secretary's view, the "enemy" was pressing forward step by step, almost reaching the point of revealing the dagger. But in Xie Mingxian's view, these people in front of him had basically reached the end of their wits. Although he didn't know what specific steps they would take, long-term struggle made Xie Mingxian very clear that with just one small step, one last small step, these people would collapse.

Without making Xie Mingxian wait too long, his "classmate" ran up and said to Xie Mingxian, "Brother Mingxian, we are all fellow villagers; why do you have to do this?"

Xie Mingxian didn't say a word, waiting for his "classmate" to lay out the path. Xie Mingxian's "classmate" did not disappoint him. He continued: "How about this, Brother Mingxian, let's go to the ancestral hall. The elders are not unreasonable people. As long as we talk properly, we can definitely make sense."

"I won't go to the ancestral hall. And I came today to attend the funeral; I want to bury my mother. Or do you think I can't bury my mother?" Xie Mingxian said loudly, his sharp gaze making the classmate in front of him almost shudder.

"Absolutely not, absolutely not!" Xie Mingxian's classmate hurriedly said. At this moment, he suddenly regretted being too impatient and accidentally revealing his cards, allowing Xie Mingxian to seize the reason. But what this classmate said just now was what the eldest branch of the Xie family cared about most. Xie Mingxian's father, as a side branch, had always been too capable, consistently suppressing the eldest branch. After Xie Mingxian occupied a high position, Xie Mingxian's father seemed even more estranged from the eldest branch of the Xie family. The eldest branch of the Xie family not only didn't get any benefits because of Xie Mingxian but also suffered government crackdowns because of the water grabbing fight. If they couldn't take this opportunity to control Xie Mingxian, once Xie Mingxian left, they would have to go to Xie Mingxian's territory to find him in the future.

But what could have been planned calmly was completely destroyed by Xie Mingxian's father, Xie Fuzheng's plan to bury quickly. There was no grand banquet, nor beating of gongs and drums. The eldest branch originally thought that Xie Mingxian would quarrel fiercely with Xie Fuzheng because of such a simple funeral after returning. Unexpectedly, Xie Mingxian actually made the same choice as his father Xie Fuzheng. If a hundred or so soldiers forcibly carried the person out for the funeral, giving the eldest branch of the Xie family ten guts, they wouldn't dare to stop it.

However, care leads to chaos. Xie Mingxian's classmate accidentally said something that Xie Mingxian caught, and Xie Mingxian made it clear that he would not let go of this opportunity. No matter how Xie Mingxian's classmate tried to defend himself, Xie Mingxian continued to say loudly as if he didn't hear it: "My mother is lying in the room now. Do you just not want my mother to be buried? If you think so, you might as well say it directly."

Once overwhelming the opponent in momentum, Xie Mingxian was not a weak character. A weak guy could not become a Provincial Party Secretary no matter what. More importantly, Xie Mingxian had thoroughly understood that this was just a conflict of interest among the masses. No matter what thoughts were behind it, the problem must be limited to the matter itself. Obviously, Xie Mingxian's opposition was bent on muddying the waters, while what Xie Mingxian had to do was precisely to guide the problem to specific issues. In the process of killing Cai Yuanpei, Xie Mingxian understood this very well.

Being questioned and rebuked by Xie Mingxian like this, the arrogance of the people outside the door was knocked down by a large chunk. Anyway, it wasn't a life-and-death moment, and no one would act recklessly regardless of everything. In Hubei under the rule of the People's Party, even if the eldest branch of the Xie family didn't get extra benefits, life was getting better day by day. Asking them to kill officials and rebel, they had neither the guts nor the intention. Seeing that the plan was about to fail completely, several elders could only strictly guard the bottom line.

"Mingxian, if you want to bury your mother, we won't say anything, nor will we stop you." The Granduncle took over the conversation, "But for thousands of years, there has been no rule of burying a concubine through the main gate. This can only be done by opening the wall. If you want to break this rule now, we old men will never agree. Whatever you say now won't work! If you don't want the troops to come, we will help you open the wall. In short, this rule cannot be broken. If you insist on going through the main gate, I will stop you no matter what."

The situation that was somewhat tense just now was turned into something like relying on old age to sell old age with a few words. Xie Mingxian's secretary felt that this face change was a bit too fast. But right now, Xie Mingxian fell into an even more difficult situation. If he had sent troops to deter them at the beginning, even if the reason was far-fetched, at least there was a reason. Now there was no chance to use force. While thinking quickly of a way in his mind, the secretary looked at Xie Mingxian.

Hearing this, Xie Mingxian said loudly: "Granduncle, you say my mother cannot go out from this door, then I ask you, can I go out from this door? If I go out from this door, will you stop me?"

These words were inevitably somewhat inexplicable. The group of the eldest branch of the Xie family at the door looked at each other, really not understanding what Xie Mingxian meant. Xie Mingxian didn't give these people too much time either. He took a step forward and continued to ask loudly: "If I, Xie Mingxian, go out from this door, will you stop me?"

The people blocking the door looked at Xie Mingxian's imposing manner looking down from above and couldn't help taking a step back. The Granduncle calmed himself and looked at Xie Mingxian with suspicious eyes, "It's okay if you go out from this door, but if you carry your mother with others, it won't do."

"Good, that's settled." Xie Mingxian answered loudly. After speaking, he strode towards the back room under everyone's surprised gaze.

But he heard the Granduncle behind him say: "Mingxian, I advise you to open a hole in the wall to go out. We are family; after opening the hole, carrying the coffin for the funeral, we will definitely not let you do it yourself."

Xie Mingxian didn't look back and walked straight to his own back room. Such a dispute had long alerted the people in the back room. Xie Mingxian's cousins hid at the door listening with pricked ears for a long time. Seeing Xie Mingxian come in, they all looked at Xie Mingxian with complex eyes.

"Everyone prepare for the funeral; I'll have to trouble you all now." Xie Mingxian said to the people in the room.

Xie Mingxian's eldest cousin looked out from the room door and saw the dark crowd blocking the door outside. He gasped and dared not move. After a while, he said: "My legs are soft; I'm afraid I can't carry it."

Hearing this, Xie Mingxian was a bit dumbfounded. However, he didn't want to complicate matters anymore. Ignoring the cowardly eldest cousin, Xie Mingxian asked the other cousins: "Who else can't carry it? Say it now."

Immediately, three other cousins expressed that they were afraid they couldn't do it. Only the three youngest cousins looked eager to try, "Brother Mingxian, we are willing to carry."

Xie Mingxian was slightly troubled. Carrying the coffin required six people, and according to his plan, it had to be six people. Even with three cousins plus Xie Mingxian's secretary, four people were probably not enough.

Seeing Xie Mingxian's expression, his father Xie Fuzheng said slowly: "If there are not enough people, let your brothers help you."

These words surprised Xie Mingxian quite a bit. His younger brother Xie Minggu was fine, but his elder brothers had been Xie Mingxian's enemies since childhood and usually didn't even talk. Seeing Xie Mingxian's hesitant expression, Xie Fuzheng didn't say anything more but just went into the inner room. Soon, he walked out with Xie Mingxian's younger brother Xie Minggu and Xie Mingxian's second elder brother Xie Mingwang. Not seen for more than ten years, Xie Mingwang had also changed from a young man to a sturdy middle-aged man.

Continuing the antagonistic appearance from childhood, Xie Mingwang didn't exchange pleasantries with Xie Mingxian at all, just standing quietly beside his father.

"Six people, carry it." Xie Fuzheng said. Everyone agreed and walked towards the front hall. Xie Mingxian's cousin ran excitedly to the front, about to grab the frontmost bar end, but heard Xie Mingxian's brother Xie Mingwang say: "Let our Xie family members carry the front."

Xie Mingxian's cousin was stunned, and a look of dissatisfaction immediately appeared on his face. Xie Mingxian hurried up to comfort his cousin. To show respect, he let his secretary stand at the very back position. No matter how dissatisfied Xie Mingxian's cousin was, he dared not not give face to Xie Mingxian. With a slightly sullen look, they gave up the front row.

Although he had heard the word "tai gang" (arguing/bickering, literally carrying a bar) and heard that those troublemakers would be called "gang tou" (bar head) in some places, Xie Mingxian couldn't guarantee whether his brother counted as a "gang tou." Feeling slightly uneasy in his heart, Xie Mingxian had no other way to think of. That his brother, who was usually not close, could stand up was already greatly beyond Xie Mingxian's expectations.

Xie Mingxian hurriedly said: "Thank you, brother. It's just that I'm afraid everyone will have to suffer a bit more next."

Xie Mingwang just hummed softly but said nothing more. Then, under everyone's gaze, Xie Mingxian stepped on the stool next to the coffin and climbed onto the coffin. He held the two frontmost sides of the coffin tightly with both hands, then his shoulders were level with the front edge of the coffin, and his head protruded from the front of the coffin. Under the surprised gaze of the six coffin bearers, Xie Mingxian said: "Alright, let's go."

Just now, everyone heard that Xie Mingxian and "Granduncle" reached an agreement. No one could stop Xie Mingxian from going out, but if Xie Mingxian carried his mother out, he must be stopped. Everyone never expected Xie Mingxian to actually play such a trick. The faces of the six coffin bearers were either surprised or simply showed smiles completely unsuitable for a funeral.

Amidst the confusion, they heard Xie Fuzheng say slowly: "Carry and go."

After speaking, Xie Fuzheng put the bag containing paper money on his shoulder and walked out first.

The people outside didn't expect that Xie Mingxian, a dignified Provincial Party Secretary, would act so shamelessly. But seeing the coffin lifted up, Xie Mingxian's head extending in front of the coffin, and the coffin moving step by step towards the courtyard gate with the efforts of six people.

Now the people at the door were anxious. Just as they wanted to rush forward, Xie Mingxian's few timid cousins showed enough cleverness at this time. They hurried forward to block the crowd, managing to protect the gate at any rate.

When the coffin reached the door, Xie Mingxian said loudly: "Granduncle, are you blocking the door to not let me go out?"

"Mingxian, what are you doing?" That Granduncle's face almost turned white with anger. After being choked by Xie Mingxian's words just now, he really had no way to say anything more now.

They only saw Xie Mingxian lying on the coffin shouting: "I want to go out now; none of you stop me."

At this time, whether those trying to block the door or those trying to rush out the door, many people had smiles on their faces that had nothing to do with the funeral. A funeral that should have been serious almost turned into a farce.

Xie Mingxian didn't care so much either; he just continued to shout: "I want to go out now; none of you stop me."

Xie Mingxian's few cousins also tried hard to squeeze and resist. Those people outside had been standing for quite a while, and most of them were tired, while these people ate and drank in the back room and rested for quite a while. They were obviously physically advantageous. Moreover, at this time, no matter which aspect of reasoning, they occupied the advantage, so they had no scruples. After a round of fighting and squeezing, the coffin head finally went out of the gate.

The so-called defeat like a landslide is exactly this. They couldn't win in reasoning, couldn't win in tricks, plus couldn't win in strength. When a part of the coffin finally moved out of the gate, the people outside also lost heart. Someone finally withdrew from the blocking ranks. Other blockers either gave up or slackened their work. Soon, more and more of the coffin came out. Xie Mingxian swayed left and right as if riding a bumping horse. He used both hands and feet, trying hard to stabilize himself on the coffin so as not to fall off. After another effort, the coffin carried by six people finally broke free from the crowd through the gate and reached the street.

The six coffin bearers were all panting heavily from exhaustion. Seeing that the goal was finally achieved, they almost simultaneously asked each other: "Let's rest."

Although Xie Mingxian didn't join the "battle group," in order to stabilize himself on the coffin, he also exerted a lot of effort. When the six people put down the coffin, he also climbed down from the coffin panting heavily. Looking back at his own gate, Xie Mingxian felt a burst of relief in his heart. In any case, Xie Mingxian broke through the obstacles and let his mother come out through the main gate.

No one spoke; everyone really didn't know what to say. After resting like this for a while, Xie Mingxian asked the cousin in the last row to give up the bar end. He said: "Let's go."

Six people lifted the coffin and continued towards the graveyard.

Naturally, there were people following to watch the excitement, but when seeing the graveyard from a distance, sharp-eyed people saw that a group of soldiers were already waiting at the graveyard first. Seeing the funeral coffin appear, the comrades of the troops hurried to send people to escort it. A few wooden bars were placed under the coffin, and the number of coffin bearers changed from six to ten. Such a number would also become a joke circulating in Xie Mingxian's hometown in the future; there had never been such a number for carrying a coffin.

But Xie Mingxian didn't care about this kind of thing at all. Many hands make light work. After four new people joined, everyone felt the pressure on their shoulders lighten, and the walking speed increased a lot.

The comrades of the troops had already dug the grave pit, and the burial speed was also very fast. Less than half an hour after Xie Mingxian threw the first shovel of earth, a new grave mound was built up.

Xie Mingxian knelt in front of his mother's grave with a thud. This time he didn't cry anymore. He kowtowed three times respectfully. Xie Mingxian said with bright eyes: "Mother, I'm leaving now. I'll come back to see you when I'm free in the future. But I swear to you in front of your grave, I will fight these things to the end in my life. I will definitely eradicate these feudal things completely. I will never let such things happen in China again!"

After making a solemn promise and kowtowing three more times to his mother, Xie Mingxian stood up and said to the comrades: "Prepare to set off!"

After this incident, Xie Mingxian's cousins were obviously much closer to Xie Mingxian than early in the morning. Xie Mingxian's second elder brother still had a cold face, as if he hadn't helped his brother just now. The group stopped at the gathering place of the cavalry. The troops had already packed their equipment, everyone leading their horses, just waiting for Xie Mingxian to issue the order to set off.

Xie Fuzheng still said calmly: "Mingxian, go now. I'll handle the rest."

Xie Mingxian really didn't know what to say to his father. He hesitated for a while and said: "Dad, do you want to move to Changsha to settle down after a while? If you don't want to go to Changsha, going to Wuhan or Yueyang is fine too."

"Let your brother go with you now. He is young; let him go out and see the world." Xie Fuzheng still replied plainly.

Xie Mingxian really didn't know what was in his old father's mind. Xie Fuzheng seemed to have no human emotions. Whether it was parting in life and death or his son going far away, it was as plain as drinking cold water to Xie Fuzheng. Xie Minggu, on the other hand, showed a happy smile, "Thank you, Dad."

"Follow your brother now; no need to go home." Xie Fuzheng said.

Xie Mingxian really didn't want to consider what his father thought anymore. He couldn't help asking the question he cared about most at this time, "Dad, why did you marry my mother back then?"

This question seemed to have some effect. At least the expression on Xie Fuzheng's face changed slightly. But this expression didn't make Xie Mingxian feel any happiness because that expression was more like a mockery of an unfilial son. After pausing for a while, Xie Fuzheng opened his mouth and said: "I married your mother because I liked your mother."

After speaking, Xie Fuzheng ignored his second son and the group of nephews, walking slowly towards the village alone.

Staring at his father's back for a long time, Xie Mingxian turned around and said to his excited brother: "Let's go."

Cavalry troops always bring some spare horses. A horse was arranged for Xie Minggu. Everyone mounted their horses. Contrary to the direction Xie Mingxian's father Xie Fuzheng went, the large troop rumbled towards the direction of the setting sun.
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Xie Mingxian's secretary never understood why Xie Mingxian let that group of clan members in his hometown off so easily. However, along the way, Xie Mingxian was either contemplating, writing, or talking to his younger brother Xie Minggu. Only after returning to Changsha did the secretary bring up this matter again during Xie Mingxian's free time. "Secretary Xie, why did you give up the struggle? What's so great about those old guys? We didn't even need to send troops; the comrades in the village could have dealt with them."

"Do you think those people did something wrong?" Xie Mingxian asked.

"Yes!" The secretary answered with righteous indignation.

Xie Mingxian remained silent for a moment before asking again: "Even if they did wrong, this is at most a conflict of quarreling. If we send people to take action, the conflict immediately escalates to the level of fighting. Why should we intensify this conflict?"

The secretary could see that Xie Mingxian was against his idea, but anyway, the secretary was also a party member. In terms of discussion on party work, he and Xie Mingxian were equal. So after hesitating slightly, the secretary said frankly: "This... they promote feudal clans. To put it seriously, they are all counter-revolutionaries."

Xie Mingxian laughed: "You don't need to look back too far. Twelve years ago, basically everyone in our liberated areas was a counter-revolutionary, and even I was a counter-revolutionary. I didn't like clans back then because they bullied me. If the clan worshipped me as a god and whatever I said counted, I would still think the clan was the best organization."

Hearing Xie Mingxian say this, the secretary fell silent. Xie Mingxian continued: "To eliminate clans, first you have to understand what exactly a clan is and where the so-called power of clan forces comes from. The core power of a clan is the jurisdiction over clan members linked by blood ties, ranging from suppressing public opinion to controlling the lives of clan members. Therefore, a clan is an interest group. We say liberation, liberation; we mean to liberate the people from the old social organizations."

The secretary lowered his head slightly. He was also a smart young man. Hearing Xie Mingxian say this and comparing it with the actual situation, the secretary understood that Xie Mingxian's return to his hometown this time did not show weakness, but he really struggled with those clan members and won a tangible victory. It was just that compared with the glorious victories achieved by the People's Party in politics and military affairs, this kind of victory seemed insignificant and even gave people an extremely stifling feeling.

Xie Mingxian didn't want to criticize the secretary. After returning from his hometown this time, Xie Mingxian felt that his view of problems was far less "sharp" than before, but this didn't mean that Xie Mingxian had lost his enterprising spirit. On the contrary, the desire to completely crush clans had never been as firm as today.

A smile couldn't help appearing on his face. Xie Mingxian said in a gentle tone: "I didn't understand my father before, but now I understand a little. Although he hasn't studied the theories of our People's Party, I have to say he is a person who seeks truth from facts. Because he really realized that this world is forever in contradiction and struggle, and you have to struggle to do anything."

The secretary supported these words very much, "So we must create a bright and clear world!"

Xie Mingxian shook his head slightly, "No, the vast majority of people think that a bright and clear world is a world without struggle, without oppression, and without inequality. If a person thinks that revolution is to create such a world, it can only be said that this person is not a revolutionary. This world exists in struggle; this world exists in various collisions. Without struggle, there would be no world. Contradiction and struggle are the truth of this world."

Such education was also a basic concept in the People's Party, but even party members might not genuinely accept such views. At least Xie Mingxian's secretary found this infinite struggle not so acceptable. "Secretary Xie, I still think everyone should live in harmony, and society should be orderly. At least those people shouldn't bully others."

Xie Mingxian laughed: "The purpose of struggle is to establish order. Don't those people in the countryside want to establish the order they advocate? They don't want to create a lawless world. From the perspective of our People's Party, what they do is lawless, but from the perspective of those people, our People's Party is the one that is lawless."

The secretary immediately became excited and said loudly: "Right! So we must fight against these reactionary feudal clans!"

"Then we send troops, and recruit manpower from the county and village, beat these people until their heads bleed, and then order them to kneel all the way from the village entrance to the graveyard in a line. When we carry the coffin past them, they bow three times and kowtow nine times in turn, shouting long live. If we do this, what is the difference between our People's Party and them? Hahahaha!" Although Xie Mingxian adhered to the party's philosophy and party spirit, when describing such a scene, he still laughed quite happily.

Hearing the scene described by Xie Mingxian was so relieving, the secretary couldn't help laughing out loud too. He said while laughing: "If we really do this, it's not like we can't do it."

Xie Mingxian wanted to continue saying something, but he suddenly laughed even harder. Amidst laughter, Xie Mingxian barely managed to even his breath and said to the secretary: "We can also tie up that Granduncle, tie a rope around his neck, and tie the other end of the rope to the head of my mother's coffin. ...Also... also tie... tie two mourning sticks to his head..." Having said this, Xie Mingxian couldn't continue anymore. He laughed so hard he almost slipped from the chair to the floor.

Hearing Xie Mingxian's words, a picture instantly appeared in the secretary's mind. That old guy's head bleeding, ropes tying him tightly like a twisted dough twist, white cloth strips firmly tying two slender mourning sticks covered with white paper strips to both sides of his head, as if erecting two slender cricket-like tentacles, combined with the old man's white beard and the mouth missing several teeth... The secretary immediately laughed loudly too. While laughing, he stammered: "Best... best tie up your... classmate like this too."

This return to his hometown made the secretary angry enough. Xie Mingxian naturally wouldn't be full of joy either. Hearing the secretary mention treating that annoying classmate like this too, Xie Mingxian turned from laughing loudly to laughing wildly.

With images of revenge filling their minds, the two laughed back and forth. Hearing this loud laughter, the guard couldn't help poking his head in from outside the door, looking suspiciously at Xie Mingxian and the other going crazy. But seeing no clues, he could only resume his guard state.

After venting the anger in their hearts greatly through full imagination, Xie Mingxian and the secretary managed to calm down with difficulty. Because of laughing too hard, Xie Mingxian coughed for a good while. The secretary went up and thumped Xie Mingxian's back hard a few times before Xie Mingxian said breathlessly: "The enemy of our People's Party is not the working people. On the way back this time, I kept thinking that actually everyone just wants to live richer and happier. What's wrong with thinking this way?"

"But you can't bully people either." Although the secretary had dispersed a lot of resentment, he still couldn't accept Xie Mingxian's tolerance.

"You can't get rich without killing the poor. If bullying people can make oneself rich, then I can say that for the vast majority of people, there is only the question of whether they can do it, not whether they want to do it." Xie Mingxian's expression returned to calm. When elaborating on this issue, there was not even a trace of expression on his face.

The People's Party had always regarded the people extremely heavily. The secretary never expected Xie Mingxian to view the people as so "terrible." However, Xie Mingxian didn't care about this politically "incorrect" speech at all. He said frankly: "We always say that the Chinese people are great people because the Chinese people are most full of fighting spirit. The history of civilization for thousands of years is a history of struggle accumulated with blood and tears. The Chinese people know very well that if you bully others now, others will definitely retaliate when they have the chance. It is not too late for a gentleman to take revenge in ten years; a villain takes revenge from morning to night. Everyone is unwilling to do things to the extreme, hoping to reduce all unnecessary troubles so as to focus energy on struggling with the natural environment and on production. This is why the Chinese people are so great."

The secretary fell silent. After venting just now, the resentment in his heart decreased greatly. Plus, what Xie Mingxian said was indeed reasonable. Unless the people in the village were beaten to death, it would be fine when the troops were in the village, but after the troops withdrew, the situation would not only not take on a new look but would only become worse.

Xie Mingxian continued: "So what we have to do now is to unite the working masses and develop productive forces, at least to free conflicts from that low level of struggling for survival. When income is high, the masses will naturally follow us. After we deprive the clan of all judicial and administrative powers, won't they at most just block the door and shout a few times like now? A few words will send them away."

"Then at least it will be quieter," the secretary replied.

Xie Mingxian shook his head slightly, "No, under the new system led by us and the new production methods led by us, products will be greatly enriched, and new contradictions will appear accordingly, probably much more intense than now. But at that time, the dominance will be in our hands. Even without waiting for that time, just in this process, all old things have to go into the garbage heap. Isn't it happier for us to completely eradicate these things than simply showing off our power?"

The secretary wanted very much to nod in agreement, but he couldn't nod no matter what. Eradicating the old system meant facing ethereal thoughts. What if it was really eradicated? It would just make those who had done bad things before live better. But striking the enemy opposite swiftly and powerfully could give real huge pleasure after victory. Comparing the two... obviously, the latter was much more attractive. The secretary asked: "Then can we eradicate the old system after striking the bad elements?"

Xie Mingxian still shook his head, "Revolution revolutionizes the mandate of heaven; what is to be destroyed is the original social system. If it's just that originally they bullied us, and now we bully others, that is changing the dealer, not revolution. The central government has repeatedly ordered about this matter. If we bully others first and then establish a new system, what will the masses think? The masses will think that we just want to institutionalize our existing interests. The eyes of the masses are sharp. Why didn't my few cousins dare to carry the coffin at first? Wasn't it because they were afraid that after we used force on the masses, we would leave, and how would they live their days in the village? Why did they join our ranks later? Wasn't it because they felt our method was feasible, so they wanted to help us get out of the main gate?"

Mentioning the performance of Xie Mingxian's few cousins, the secretary could only contemptuously define them as "opportunists" in his heart. But it must be said that without the help of those few opportunists, it would not have been easy to get out of the gate. But even though he was still extremely unhappy in his heart, the secretary was convinced by Xie Mingxian. He asked: "Secretary Xie, then what do you plan to do next?"

"I plan to go down to the localities. Listen to the requests of comrades, see the problems encountered in specific execution, so as to formulate the work arrangement for the entire province. If I was treated like this when I went down this time, I'm afraid the comrades' work is even more difficult." Pausing for a moment, Xie Mingxian continued: "I also have to learn from comrades and communicate with comrades. I really have to be a student first, then a teacher."

The secretary was very puzzled by Xie Mingxian's last strange exclamation, but this was also one of the commonly used phrases in the political education of the People's Party, so he didn't ask further. Xie Mingxian had his own plan, and the secretary's job was to arrange Xie Mingxian's work; there were many things to do later.

This happened in Hubei, and Lu Huitian ordered the mobilization of a company of troops, which was not a small matter. Although Lu Huitian definitely had to bear all responsibilities, if something happened, it couldn't be settled by simply punishing Lu Huitian. The report of the whole incident was quickly summarized and even alarmed Chen Ke, the Chairman of the Military Commission. After reading the report, no matter what he thought in his heart, Chen Ke made no comment on this.

The representative of Soviet Russia was in Wuhan at this time. Even if the People's Party did not strategically treat Soviet Russia as a big deal, Chen Ke's order to mobilize railway corps to strengthen the construction of transportation lines to the Northeast and also strengthen the extension of the Beijing-Zhangjiakou Railway to Suiyuan had proven that the new military action of the People's Party had begun. The civil war, which had been silent for more than a year, was reignited. And this new direction couldn't help but make the high-level officials speculate. How exactly did Chen Ke plan to treat the new Soviet Russian regime?

The Soviet representative was a young comrade named Belkov, twenty-six years old. Assuming heavy responsibilities at twenty-six was not uncommon in the People's Party, and was even a norm. The initial party members of the People's Party had less than thirteen years of party standing if calculated by anniversary. Thirteen years ago, Comrade Belkov was already in junior high school. According to his upper-middle-class background in Moscow, Russia, he was probably already able to play a few tunes on the violin at that time.

Even if Chen Ke had no time at all, he had to make time to meet this official envoy. There were not many people in the country who understood Russian, so a comrade with a Northeast accent acted as a translator. Simple handshake, taking seats, Chen Ke asked straightforwardly: "Comrade Belkov, what mission does the Bolshevik Central Committee entrust you with?"
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Comrade Belkov had already met with Zhang Yu and was very clear about the stance of the People's Party. The All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) also knew that there was a political organization called the People's Party in China, which was said to be guided by Marxism. However, the two sides had no opportunity to establish contact at all. The Second International in Europe was almost completely split during the World War, so there was even less opportunity to learn more about the People's Party.

In this era, Marxism and socialism were by no means insignificant schools of thought in Europe. Basically, every European country had socialist parties and Marxist parties. Therefore, the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) was very interested in what policy the People's Party held. Based on the information Belkov had learned, he believed that the People's Party was not so much a Marxist party as it was more similar to the Social Democratic Party in Europe. Lenin had instructed Belkov that if the People's Party was a Social Democratic Party, then he must pay extreme attention to the nationalist tendencies of the People's Party.

Sure enough, as Lenin predicted, on the matter of withdrawing from the World War, Chen Ke flatly rejected Lenin's suggestion. "We have always opposed imperialist wars, so we will not send any troops to Europe to participate in the war. However, we will not withdraw from the Entente Powers either. No matter what differences and conflicts Russia has with Europe, Europe still regards Russia as part of Europe. But we, China, need to join the world. As Marx described in the 'Communist Manifesto,' globalization is the inevitable direction of the world's future."

The term "globalization" did not appear at all during World War I, so Belkov was very interested in this unfamiliar term that had never appeared in the "Communist Manifesto." However, based on the understanding gap of one hundred years between the two sides, Belkov finally only roughly understood what Chen Ke meant after discussing the specific content of the "Communist Manifesto" with Chen Ke.

...The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connexions everywhere.

The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world market given a cosmopolitan character to production and consumption in every country. To the great chagrin of Reactionists, it has drawn from under the feet of industry the national ground on which it stood. All old-established national industries have been destroyed or are daily being destroyed. They are dislodged by new industries, whose introduction becomes a life and death question for all civilized nations, by industries that no longer work up indigenous raw material, but raw material drawn from the remotest zones; industries whose products are consumed, not only at home, but in every quarter of the globe. In place of the old wants, satisfied by the production of the country, we find new wants, requiring for their satisfaction the products of distant lands and climes. In place of the old local and national seclusion and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal inter-dependence of nations. And as in material, so also in intellectual production. The intellectual creations of individual nations become common property. National one-sidedness and narrow-mindedness become more and more impossible, and from the numerous national and local literatures, there arises a world literature.

The bourgeoisie, by the rapid improvement of all instruments of production, by the immensely facilitated means of communication, draws all, even the most barbarian, nations into civilization. The cheap prices of its commodities are the heavy artillery with which it batters down all Chinese walls, with which it forces the barbarians' intensely obstinate hatred of foreigners to capitulate. It compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bourgeois mode of production; it compels them to introduce what it calls civilization into their midst, i.e., to become bourgeois themselves. In one word, it creates a world after its own image. ...

This was the prediction of globalization in the "Communist Manifesto" officially published by Marx in February 1848. Chen Ke actually saw how accurately this prediction was realized.

Even though Belkov had not seen the appearance of the 21st century, in 1918, 70 years after the publication of the "Communist Manifesto," he indeed felt Marx's profound insight. Similarly, changing his initial impression of the People's Party, Belkov had to admit that the leader of the People's Party in front of him was by no means a simple leader of a Social Democratic Party. Judging from what Chen Ke said, Chen Ke was indeed a figure who had truly studied Marxism and was influenced by Marxism to a considerable extent.

Regarding the political platform of the People's Party, Chen Ke did not hide it either. The People's Party believed that scientific communism could definitely be realized, but China with backward productive forces could not realize "public ownership of the means of production" for the time being. Therefore, the People's Party could only temporarily manage the means of production in the form of a socialist system and allow multiple forms of ownership of the means of production to exist for a long time. This is the viewpoint of historical materialism.

Belkov was not in charge of ideology in the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks). If he were a comrade in charge of ideology, he could not have been sent to China from thousands of miles away. This would waste several months on the road. Regarding Chen Ke's firm explanation, Belkov did not have much room for full discussion. Moreover, Chen Ke had flatly rejected the request of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) hoping that China would withdraw from the World War together. Next, he proposed the establishment of diplomatic relations between China and Russia. Once diplomatic relations were established, Russia was willing to cancel all privileges in China and cancel all "secret treaties" signed between Russia and China that were harmful to China.

Chen Ke didn't want to say anything unpleasant. Comrade Belkov's attitude of loyalty to the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) was commendable. If he didn't have such loyalty, Chen Ke would have felt disappointed. However, Chen Ke also regretted that Comrade Lenin, the old fox, played such tricks. There is a saying in history that Comrade Lenin proposed to abolish all "secret treaties" signed between Tsarist Russia and China. Chen Ke had not a bit of interest in these so-called "secret treaties."

Regarding Comrade Belkov's proposal hoping for the establishment of diplomatic relations between China and Russia, Chen Ke rejected it on the grounds of Politburo discussion. At the end of the meeting, Chen Ke entrusted Comrade Belkov to bring his congratulations to Comrade Lenin and the Central Committee of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks). Chen Ke expressed his belief that the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) would definitely be able to achieve the liberation of the entire Russia in the shortest time.

Ending the meeting, Chen Ke immediately convened a meeting of the Standing Committee of the Politburo. He said straightforwardly: "I personally think that the Russian Communist Party is already considering the issue of those territories bordering China."

The comrades of the People's Party naturally knew that Chen Ke wanted to recover those territories, but they didn't expect Chen Ke to propose this idea so simply and clearly.

"Are we going to fight?" You Gou immediately became nervous.

Chen Ke laughed: "Our civil war hasn't ended, and the Russian civil war hasn't ended either. Even if there is a war, it won't be our turn to fight the Russians first. Now we just have to start preparing. The Northeast Military Region will march north immediately when spring begins. The Hebei Military Region will start marching into Inner and Outer Mongolia."

"Until where will the march to the north go?" You Gou cared about this very much.

Chen Ke answered very simply, "Restoring to the Treaty of Nerchinsk will be enough. I have no interest in Russian land."

Chen Tianhua had read some materials about the Russian Communist Party. Although the materials were very limited, Chen Tianhua was still quite interested. "That depends on what kind of war the Russian Communist Party will fight with us? The Northeast is already that cold; how cold will it be further north? If Russia loses the Far East, it will be difficult for Russia to maintain a large-scale presence in the East. From the perspective of social operating costs, if Russia wants to maintain a balance of power with us, the cost is too high."

Chen Ke nodded, "As long as the Treaty of Nerchinsk can be restored, I don't want to have any war with the Russian Communist Party. That would be a war where the loss outweighs the gain. Have you all seen our reports on Laos and Northern Vietnam? Why don't we go south instead of consuming precious national strength meaninglessly in the north?"

The Politburo had certainly read the report on Northern Vietnam. After the People's Party occupied Hong Gai in Quang Ninh, the local coal mines almost drove the mining experts of the People's Party crazy. This was high-quality anthracite never seen before. Just expanding the local port casually could transport it to Qiongzhou Island (Hainan), where it could be directly used for iron and steel smelting. The newly built steel and iron directly solved a large part of Qiongzhou Island's demand. Moreover, Northern Vietnam also had iron ore and limestone mines, plus abundant water volume, fully possessing the important conditions for a coal-iron complex industrial base.

Not to mention that the rich resources of Southeast Asia and other places were now completely open to the People's Party. The originally inexplicable coconut trade had now become the source of a very influential industrial chain in China. Coconut candy, coconut oil, coconut meat, coconut shell, coconut palm—this industrial chain provided nearly one million jobs, most of which were jobs that women could handle. The price of buttons in the People's Party base area was so low that in less than ten years, it eliminated buttons made of traditional fabrics for thousands of years in a huge range. As for the Malaysian palm oil development that had already begun, Chen Ke estimated that it could provide more than five million tons of oil to China every year. What a huge profit this was.

Reality had made the Standing Committee members of the Politburo realize how rich the returns trade could bring. Southeast Asia was an important market for the industrial products of the People's Party. Precisely because trade allowed local merchants and colonists in Southeast Asia to make big money, they also attached more importance to trade. It is no exaggeration to say that trade with Southeast Asia changed the economic form within the People's Party liberated areas in a very short time. Under such a situation, having a meaningless war with the northern Russian neighbor was indeed a very stupid thing.

"Giving up no inch of land, Russia might not be willing to suffer this loss." Chen Tianhua was not confused into thinking that Russians were soft persimmons that could be kneaded at will.

"So we have to do a lot of preparatory work," Chen Ke replied.

"Speaking of preparatory work, Britain and France have already asked us to provide more anti-gas drugs," You Gou said. The People's Party from top to bottom, and even people of insight in China, had an instinctive aversion to stimulants. Even if this drug was almost more expensive than gold, You Gou didn't like this trade at all.

"How much more do they want?" Chen Ke asked.

"Ten tons?" Now Chen Ke was also a bit confused. The People's Party had also inhumanely conducted experiments with their own comrades and prisoners. Taking 0.2 grams at a time was enough to stimulate the nerves. One ton is one million grams. Even if the British and French armies used one ton at a time, and the white people in Britain and France were more tolerant to stimulants, needing 0.5 grams per person, that would be enough for an army of 2 million to launch a major offensive. They wanted to buy ten tons in one go; what unprecedented scale of battle were they preparing to fight?

You Gou sneered: "Chairman Chen, do you think those people in Britain and France are like us, unwilling to touch that stuff even when at the end of their rope? I also learned a bit; they are almost relying on this to hang on to their lives now. I also sent people to investigate; now the British and French troops on the war front rely on this to maintain morale. They take it regularly every month to boost their spirits. They have to take it before battle, and after battle, they smoke opium, take morphine, and even inject Dolantin and heroin. Without this method, they can't even maintain the army on the battlefield. I think they want this amount just to maintain daily consumption."

In mid-1917, relying on the "Divine Body Protection Pill" purchased on a large scale from China, the French launched several large-scale campaigns in succession. After a bloody battle, the French could no longer continue fighting. The current French high-level officials were not too worried about the French army lacking the will to fight; the reason they couldn't continue fighting was that they had really bled dry. Young and strong men could no longer be seen on the streets of France; they had all gone to the front line.

France had almost bled dry, so in the second half of 1917, the main body of the offensive became the British army. After a series of battles, with the help of the "Divine Body Protection Pill," the British army exerted unprecedented fighting will. The British army and the cannon fodder troops conscripted from various colonies suffered nearly 2 million casualties. Especially those colonial servant troops; the British inevitably gave them large doses of "Divine Body Protection Pill" before the war, and the casualties of these cannon fodder troops were particularly heavy.

"Britain and France do things quite scientifically; they also did quantitative experiments. White people take between 0.5 and 0.7 grams at a time. Servant troops from North Africa and South Asia take about the same amount, maybe slightly less. Black people need about one gram at a time."

Chen Ke rarely showed a dumbfounded expression. Drugs were really beyond Chen Ke's imagination. His moral outlook really couldn't let him rationally construct a reasonable line of thought.

"In addition, the Americans also know about this medicine. They made a request to buy one ton from us. But they hoped we could be cheaper. Wang Bin has already rejected this unreasonable request." You Gou threw out another piece of news.

Before Chen Ke could understand, You Gou continued to throw out an even bigger flash bomb, "The Germans also sent someone to contact us. As long as we can transport these medicines to Germany, they are willing to pay ten times the price, trading entirely in gold. If we are willing to give them the formula, they promised to give us anything we want. Whatever we want, they give."

As a guy interested in military affairs, as an admirer of the People's Army, and a descendant of the Eighth Route Army, Chen Ke still had a little sacred feeling about war. Since its establishment, the great People's Liberation Army had never fought a battle for aggression. As a citizen of New China, this was also a part that Chen Ke was proud of.

Chen Ke knew that sometimes he had a martyr's mentality. Revolution requires sacrifice, and the altar of history always craves sacrifices. Even knowing that this idea only proved the weakness and incompetence in his human nature, Chen Ke still needed this mentality to balance his emotions. He engaged in intrigue internationally, trying to fully utilize the situation to obtain maximum benefits for China. These means could not shake Chen Ke's confidence in personal morality.

So You Gou's report outlined a picture where the warring parties of the imperialist war tried to rely entirely on drugs to numb their armies to maintain a cruel and bloody war. This couldn't help but make Chen Ke feel like vomiting.

Having suppressed this emotion with difficulty, Chen Ke said: "Didn't we develop several kinds of stimulants? Find one with the weakest effect to give to Germany. What does everyone think?"

With Chen Ke as the backing, You Gou had no problem of conscience at all. She sneered, "Selling to the Germans is fine. According to the conventions of belligerent countries, we have already confiscated all German assets in China. The problem is that the Germans are destined to be defeated. Once defeated, they are destined to be stripped clean by the Entente Powers. What can they use to pay us back then?"
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"As long as the Germans kill more British, French, and Americans, this is the greatest help to us." Chen Ke originally thought he should be righteous and confident when saying this, but rarely, he felt a little guilty. It wasn't moral guilt, but he felt that saying this seemed very superfluous.

The actual situation was indeed so. After Chen Ke finished speaking, the Standing Committee members of the Politburo immediately showed relieved expressions. So the question moved to the next stage: how can China get the maximum benefit by executing this choice?

"Germany definitely can't give us anything." Chen Tianhua was very clear about this.

"Try not to let the Entente Powers know what we did. Should we set up an external intelligence agency?" Qi Huishen, who had a deep background in the People's Internal Affairs Committee, put forward a quite professional view.

"Is it playing commercial bribery?" Because of the rectification movement and the Three-Anti Campaign within the party, You Gou quickly thought of more specific execution methods.

"Should we conduct more private exchanges of military technology with Germany?" Shang Yuan also said with his usual steady attitude.

In short, when it came to major events in the future, everyone showed considerable steadiness.

"The key is what Germany will do next?" Chen Ke certainly roughly knew the process of World War I. Even if the current World War I was quite different from the historical one, based on the current situation, Chen Ke knew anyway that the US army was going to enter Europe to fight, and the Germans would inevitably fight to the death with the Americans.

Germany had no other choice but to attack. In fact, in 1918, Germany really risked its life to launch an attack, and the reputation of the Stormtroopers was established at that time. After the training in 1917, Chen Ke had reason to believe that the German Stormtroopers could do even better.

After discussion, the People's Party ultimately rejected the plan to provide drug support to Germany. This was not because the Standing Committee did not support more bloodshed in the war, but because the People's Party had absolutely no experience in how to conduct these activities. If it was profitable, they could do it. Providing these drug synthesis technologies to Germany when it was unprofitable, Britain and France would definitely see that the People's Party had bad intentions. At this time, being only one step away from steadily reaping the fruits of victory in the war, excessive pursuit of maximizing interests would often be counterproductive.

Finally, the result of the discussion on foreign affairs was the strategic policy of "stability towards Europe, offensive towards Russia, striving to digest the south, especially Cambodia."

While the People's Party determined its own strategy, the Soviet representative Belkov was also analyzing what attitude the People's Party would adopt towards the world, especially what attitude and action it would take towards the new Soviet. Comrade Lenin repeatedly emphasized "turning the imperialist war into a civil war," which was to complete the revolution throughout Russia through the situation of World War I. As for nationalism, Comrade Lenin had always been extremely opposed to it. Before Belkov came to China this time, Lenin asked Belkov to carefully observe the nature of the People's Party.

Even without observing too carefully, Belkov understood that the People's Party was determined to stand on the boat of the Entente Powers and participate in the ranks of imperialism. However, after talking with Chen Ke, Belkov dared not rashly classify People's Party China simply into the ranks of imperialism.

Members of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) had two views on China. The first was that the People's Party did not have too strong a power and was just fully utilizing the current situation for its own profit. The second was that the People's Party could independently defeat Japan in Northeast China and was a very powerful political party. Regardless of what stance they held towards China, the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) admitted that China had been ravaged by the powers for nearly a century, and Russia was the country that had encroached on the most Chinese territory. If they pinned their hopes on China having a good attitude towards Russia, this was completely unrealistic. Comrade Lenin repeatedly asked Belkov to judge whether the People's Party possessed strong nationalist sentiments.

After observation, Belkov found that People's Party Chairman Chen Ke possessed huge prestige and control within the party. Chen Ke didn't mention a word about nationalism, which might originally prove that Chen Ke was not interested in nationalism. However, when Belkov deliberately touched upon nationalist issues, Chen Ke always cleverly avoided all discussions about nationalism. This couldn't help but make Belkov feel fear.

Belkov didn't know the Chinese saying "barking dogs don't bite," nor did he know the saying "mute mosquitoes bite people to death," but a person who could avoid talking about all topics regarding national issues was absolutely unlikely to be a person without nationalist sentiments. Such a conversation gave Belkov a great sense of crisis.

In his observations along the way, Belkov saw China as a country where motor boats came and went endlessly on the Yangtze River, and where buildings and wide streets were everywhere. It was also a China with traces of tall chimneys everywhere along the Yangtze River. Russia was not an industrial power in Europe either, and the situation in the countryside was not much better than in China. Seeing an "industrialized China" completely different from the ignorant and backward China widely circulated in Europe, Belkov felt that the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks)'s basic cognition of China was terribly wrong. An industrialized China, a China with a population of more than 400 million, was by no means an opponent that could be easily dealt with. Not to mention that the leading figure of this opponent was a character like Chen Ke.

There was also a "Russian Consulate" in Wuhan, but that was the consulate of Tsarist Russia, not the consulate of the new Soviet regime. Belkov didn't want to have any dealings with those people at all. Whether to rush back to Russia now or continue to stay in China for basic situation investigation, Belkov made a difficult judgment in his heart. Finally, Belkov decided to stay in Wuhan, the current capital of the People's Party, for a few more days to carefully observe the strength of the People's Party. He believed that even if the possibility was extremely slim, he still had to apply to the People's Party to visit the factories of the People's Party to see what kind of industrial strength the People's Party actually possessed.

As Belkov expected, he submitted the application the next day and received an affirmative reply on the third day. It seemed that the People's Party indeed wanted to show its strength to the representative of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks).

Originally, the first stop discussed by both parties was the port of Wuhan, but the People's Party temporarily changed its mind. This interested Belkov greatly. He sent other comrades to the port of Wuhan to see the situation. What exactly was the reason that made the People's Party not want people to see their port? That night, after visiting the Wuhan railway system of the People's Party and returning, Belkov's comrade told him, "Three warships full of soldiers are sailing upstream towards the west of the Yangtze River."
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Chapter 216 Liberation War (1)

In 1918, the roar of machines was not a description but a statement of fact. Factory production required power. Russia adopted steam power, where large boilers as power sources stood tall, emitting a rumble to drive various transmission devices. Centralized supply of steam power was considered very advanced technology. In enterprises with backward technology, almost every large and medium-sized equipment required an independent steam drive device.

Amidst the earth-shattering roar, in the humid environment full of scorching steam, and with various furnace fires visible everywhere, let alone concentrating on work, maintaining normal psychological and physiological states was already extremely difficult in such an environment. Industrial workers faced extremely harsh working environments and crazy exploitation by capitalists. If there were really no other way to make a living, who would be willing to be a worker?

So after entering the factories of the People's Party, Belkov clearly felt that the machines in the People's Party factories were also roaring, but compared with Russian factories, it was like a small wizard meeting a great wizard. Comrade Belkov was surprised to find that most of the factories of the People's Party used electricity as a power source. Even in heavy industrial enterprises like the Wuhan Iron and Steel Plant, although the trains pulling ore from the riverside to the factory were steam-driven and some large equipment also used steam power, small and medium-sized equipment had been switched to electric motor drive.

Compared with heavy steam power equipment, electrically driven equipment was significantly smaller in volume and weight. The direct result of reduced self-weight was a greatly increased operating speed of the equipment. For example, cranes in steel mills, if powered by steam, could not be so light and handy while possessing sufficient power. Lifting bundles of steel bars, several stacked steel plates, and rolls of rolled steel sheets, the cranes could easily lift them and then use the rotation of their own arms to move them. The movements Belkov saw in Russian steel mills were basically completed by rail vehicles for transportation.

Originally, Belkov thought that the strength displayed by the People's Party should be large industrial clusters stretching for several kilometers or even more than ten kilometers. Even such industrial clusters were not completely absent in Russia; such clusters existed in Moscow and St. Petersburg. After seeing the enterprise production of the People's Party, although Belkov did not yet understand its internal technology, he intuitively understood that this was a powerful force beyond Russia's current industrial level.

Not only enterprises like steel mills, but also military factories producing guns and bullets, and enterprises producing various civilian equipment, the People's Party had almost fully implemented electrification. Of course, the result of electrification was frequent breakdowns. In just a few days, large-scale production interruptions caused by power failures that Belkov witnessed with his own eyes occurred more than a dozen times. Small problems were as numerous as the hairs on an ox; Belkov didn't even want to bother counting them.

The intelligence of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) recorded that China had a population of 400 million. If there were hundreds of cities like Wuhan, China would possess industrial strength almost capable of completely overwhelming Russia. Reaching such a conclusion required only simple arithmetic skills, not even a very high level of political understanding.

After visiting the Wuhan Industrial Zone of the People's Party, Belkov also visited the Wuhan New City residential area, which mainly consisted of four-story buildings. Between the residential area and the industrial area, there were civilian rapid transit railways and buses, and a large number of Chinese workers rode bicycles to work. Inside the residential area were kindergartens, schools, hospitals, post offices, gardens and green spaces, squares, and entertainment facilities. The residential buildings in the community were deserted during the day, but the schools and kindergartens became very lively every once in a while. Especially, kindergarten teachers often took children to play on the green space. Large groups of little ones followed the male and female teachers closely, some screaming, some laughing happily, and some crying inexplicably.

Belkov was not married yet, let alone having children. Seeing such large groups of little babies, he just couldn't help but smile.

After the day shift ended, the community became lively. People came and went; the sound of stir-frying came from the kitchen windows of every household, wafting out the aroma of various meals. The shops selling steamed buns always had the most people crowding in front of them. After eating, adults and children walked outside. Many people gathered in front of the radio in front of the shop, listening to the broadcast while chatting and playing cards.

When it got later, lights lit up in the windows of every household. The children running wild outside went home one by one under the calls of their parents, and the streets gradually quieted down. Even later, the lights of the entire city gradually went out. There was some movement when the workers on three shifts went to and off work; most workers returning late would eat something at the night snack stalls before going back to sleep. Apart from this, Wuhan's night was shrouded in the silence of dreamland, and would not become active again with the crowd going to work and school until dawn.

During the visit, Belkov noticed one thing: in this bustling city of Wuhan, there were no rich areas or slum areas. The living environment was almost exactly the same, and all shops provided services to everyone equally. Even the few foreigners in Wuhan bought various goods in shops opened by Chinese people. Of course, there were also a small number of shops with exotic styles opened by foreigners, and these shops were also open to Chinese people.

There were no prostitutes soliciting customers, nor beggars. This Chinese city in 1918 looked very ordinary, and this sense of equal ordinariness surprised Belkov the most. The style of this city was very much like the feeling the People's Party gave Belkov: very calm, very composed, and at the same time full of vitality. In this city, one would involuntarily give birth to a wish to live happily and steadily.

After the visit, Comrade Belkov also gave birth to a wish that the People's Party, which could build such a city, might be able to coexist peacefully with Russia. Regarding Comrade Belkov's sincere plea, Chen Ke also gave sufficient respect, "Comrade Belkov, I think peace based on the Treaty of Nerchinsk is a very good choice for both China and Russia. We are willing to establish a completely good-neighborly and friendly relationship with Russia based on the Treaty of Nerchinsk." After saying this, Chen Ke sincerely wished that the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) headed by Comrade Lenin could achieve a comprehensive victory in the Russian Liberation War as soon as possible. Then he asked Zhang Yu to see Comrade Belkov off.

Comrade Belkov understood that facing the communist party of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks), Chen Ke finally revealed his true colors as a nationalist. According to Belkov's judgment, Zhang Yu, who was responsible for receiving the representative of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks), should be an important figure in the People's Party. Therefore, Comrade Belkov discussed with Zhang Yu the nationalist tendencies and even imperialist tendencies of the People's Party.

Zhang Yu answered quite simply, "Comrade Belkov, as far as we know, the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) is also negotiating a truce with Germany now, and is very likely to accept extremely harsh truce conditions from the German side. Then I cannot help but ask a question: why does your side adopt such a method towards Germany? This is really a very puzzling thing."

Hearing Zhang Yu's threat-filled words, Belkov felt that continuing to negotiate with the People's Party at this stage was pure nonsense. The People's Party seemed to have made up its mind to attack Russia. This practice of hitting someone when they are down made Comrade Belkov's heart boil with strong patriotic righteous anger and deep hatred for the reactionary thoughts of the People's Party.

After sending Belkov away, Zhang Yu unexpectedly received an invitation from the British Consulate. As the de facto Foreign Minister, Zhang Yu could only take his secretary to attend the diplomatic ball at the British Consulate. At the meeting, the British Minister to China asked if the People's Party was going to make Wuhan the capital.

This was also a matter discussed internally by the People's Party. The model of a mobile central government created by Chen Ke a few years ago largely solved the troubles encountered by various provinces at that time. The troubles of that time were solved, but this brought new troubles. The People's Party argued endlessly about where to establish the capital. Wuhan was built very well now, but the comrades found that Chen Ke showed no intention of making Wuhan the capital. Zhang Yu didn't want to worry about this either. He laughed: "Is Mr. Minister not used to the climate in Wuhan?"

"That's not it," the British Minister laughed, "but building an embassy in your country's capital is also something we need to do."

"Can you wait temporarily until we complete domestic unification?" Zhang Yu laughed, "Or does Mr. Minister not trust us?"

The British Minister certainly knew Zhang Yu was joking. Although he actually looked forward to the failure of the People's Party's unification war in his heart, the British Minister still laughed loudly: "Minister Zhang speaks very interestingly."

After talking about recent trade issues for a while, the British Minister introduced the person who walked up to them, "I think Minister Zhang must have met the Russian Minister."

Zhang Yu had certainly met the Russian Minister, but this Minister now felt somewhat unworthy of the name. After the Russian February Revolution, the Romanov Dynasty collapsed. The October Revolution overthrew the Kerensky Provisional Government that came to power after the February Revolution. However, the Russian Minister in front of him was still the Minister to China appointed by Tsar Nicholas II, whose whereabouts were unknown now. It was only because the attitudes of Britain and France in the Entente Powers were still quite ambiguous, and the collapsed Russian Kerensky Provisional Government had no time to pay attention to China's problems when it was in power, that this gentleman could continue to be called "Russian Minister."

Since the task of introduction was completed, the British Minister excused himself to talk to the Belgian Minister, leaving Zhang Yu and the "Russian Minister" aside.

Zhang Yu's foreign language was not very good, and he basically relied on translation for foreign affairs. The Russian Minister also knew that Russian was not the main language for China's foreign exchanges. When the two and their entourage arrived at a secluded place, the Russian Minister simply started speaking French. Zhang Yu's translator listened carefully to the Russian Minister's words and translated them in time, "I heard that your country provided some drugs to Britain and France. I wonder if your country is willing to uphold the obligations of an Entente member and also provide these drugs to our side."

Using unscrupulous means for victory was completely within Zhang Yu's acceptance range, but like the comrades of the People's Party, Zhang Yu believed that the applicable scope of "unscrupulous means" should be on "cultivating internal strength," not getting some drugs of unknown origin to eat and then erupting with "combat power" under the effect of drugs.

In fact, the internal attention of the People's Party to the "Divine Body Protection Pill" was also after Chen Ke recommended this drug to Britain and France. However, this drug, as Chen Ke "predicted," was strongly addictive. Comrades who volunteered to use these drugs for experiments were all strong-willed comrades, but they still encountered great difficulties when quitting. The prisoners who tested the drug almost used the method of treating mental illness, binding and even electric shock, to achieve physical withdrawal, but still encountered huge problems in psychological dependence.

Of course, the effect of this drug was indeed terrifying. Comrades who tried it created a record of continuous work of copying, exercising, and even massive data calculation without sleeping for three consecutive days. Foreign devils flocked to this drug, which Zhang Yu could fully understand. If the side effects of the drug were not considered, every time Zhang Yu imagined the scene of millions of drugged foreign devils killing their way into China, his heart indeed felt a little creepy. Facing such a terrible demon drug, Zhang Yu felt more of a heartfelt fear of Chen Ke's "chemical genius."

"Does your side want to use this drug?" Zhang Yu asked.

"I hope to purchase a part of this drug using Russia's property in China as collateral." The Russian Minister said urgently.

Zhang Yu was somewhat stunned by this. This "Russian Minister" actually did not have the right to dispose of Russia's property in China. Offering such completely unrealistic conditions was really inconsistent with the identity of a Minister. However, Zhang Yu quickly figured it out. If the "Russian Minister" could send this drug back to the country as quickly as possible to please the Russian forces fighting the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) government, there was a great possibility of continuing to be the "Russian Minister."

But this thought was quickly overturned by Zhang Yu himself. If this drug was needed, Britain and France could have recommended it to the Russian side. Russia was famously poor, and it would not be a heavy burden for Britain and France to distribute a part of the drugs to Russia. But why did the British Minister take a detour to let Zhang Yu contact the "Russian Minister" who heaven knows how long he could still work?

So after expressing agreement "in principle" to reach a sales intention, Zhang Yu left the Russian Minister and found the British Minister. The British Minister was talking with the Dutch Minister at this time. Hearing Zhang Yu seemingly casually ask what the Entente Powers thought of the several current governments in Russia, the British Minister said with satisfaction: "Does your side know that the Moscow government is negotiating with Germany?"

"Uh?" Zhang Yu knew that Chen Ke had predicted this matter. When the British Minister provided more accurate news, Zhang Yu could only play dumb and say, "I don't know yet."

"Then you know now." The British Minister said seriously, "The Entente Powers absolutely do not accept this action taken by the Moscow government, nor do they accept the choice of the Moscow government to withdraw from the Entente Powers."

"That means the Entente Powers do not recognize the Moscow government?" Zhang Yu asked.

"Yes, the Entente Powers do not recognize the Moscow government, nor is it possible to establish diplomatic relations with the Moscow government." The British Minister said very seriously.

Although he didn't know if the British side heard any rumors, the first thought in Zhang Yu's mind now was that even if they joined the Entente group, the People's Party Chinese government was also a second-rate character that needed to be guarded against in the eyes of Britain and France. The next thought was that he needed to see if anyone inside had leaked news to the Entente Powers.

Thinking of this, Zhang Yu nodded slightly while saying to the British Minister: "I understand."
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At the Standing Committee meeting, Chen Ke agreed with Zhang Yu's judgment on Britain. Chen Tianhua had rich experience in local work, but he felt somewhat unable to grasp the changes in the recent international situation. He asked: "How exactly do the British plan to deal with the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks)? Are they going to wage war against them?"

Although Shang Yuan did not engage in party affairs, he was very sensitive to more specific interests. "The contradiction between Britain and the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) is not Britain's main contradiction yet. This contradiction level will only escalate after the war in Europe ends." After speaking, Shang Yuan paused for a moment before continuing: "So Comrade Lenin is indeed a person with very strategic vision."

Qi Huishen replied: "After all is said and done, the path he chose is also the one our People's Party has walked."

Hearing this comparison, Chen Ke almost laughed out loud. It wasn't that he dared to mock Comrade Lenin; Chen Ke knew very well that the strategic choice of the People's Party was actually copying Comrade Lenin's path. However, this expression was misunderstood by the comrades. Although Xu Dian did not manage strategy, having worked hard with the comrades for more than ten years, his level as a master of hindsight was naturally more than enough. He also laughed: "Revolution is indeed nurtured among the people. In the intelligence we received, the Bolsheviks were able to seize power only by calling for opposition to continuing the war. Comrade Lenin's idea of using the period of imperialist war to complete the domestic revolution is indeed good. What we worried about most back then was the situation of imperialists joining hands to interfere in China. Up to now, we have finally avoided this situation by every possible means. It is a pity that the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) prepared too late. If they could have prepared purposefully a few years earlier, I'm afraid the situation would have been basically settled by now."

Shang Yuan also sighed: "This can only show that their strategic vision is still not enough. But looking back now, we really danced on the tip of a knife all the way. If we had advanced rashly a little bit, or slackened a little bit, we wouldn't have the situation today."

"We avoided the crisis of joint siege by domestic and foreign enemies, but it is difficult for the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) to get such an opportunity. I'm afraid our China will also become a member of the siege against the Bolsheviks." Zhang Yu's personality was full of the characteristics of advancing with the times. Summarizing the past is certainly important, but everyone lives in the present. The arduous trek of the present and the rolling future are more important. Since the British side has already expressed its attitude, Zhang Yu believed that determining China's stance might be the top priority.

Chen Tianhua did not wish for the demise of a Marxist political party. Hearing Zhang Yu speak so murderously, he asked: "Strategically speaking, if we join hands with the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks), or maintain benevolent neutrality towards them, will it trigger a siege by the Entente Powers?"

"It is definitely not us who can deal a fatal blow to the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks), and our help may not be of much use to them either." Zhang Yu cleverly put forward his thoughts and stance.

Hearing Zhang Yu's words, Chen Tianhua simply clarified the topic, "Then let me put it this way. Based on our experience, in the early stages of the war, when we still couldn't afford to lose, the Beiyang Army that came to encircle and suppress us used that... ah, Divine Body Protection Pill. We would very likely suffer heavy losses. That would be a heavy blow to the revolution. The old army indeed lacked the will to war and revolutionary ideals; they were a group of paper tigers strategically. But in real sword and gun battles, these old armies also had combat effectiveness, not to mention the old armies that had experienced war."

The Standing Committee members of the Politburo were now confident in fighting any army that took drugs. Moreover, the drugs developed by Chen Ke were used on the European battlefield after all, and everyone could even use this to joke. However, once the army of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) engaged directly with the old Russian army, which was not bad in quantity and equipment, they would probably suffer considerable losses in the initial stage. Taking the People's Party as an example, as long as the Beiyang Army could achieve a one-to-one exchange ratio with the People's Party back then, it would have been difficult to determine who would be the winner of the Chinese civil war.

You Gou also lost the mood for joking from a while ago. Seeing other comrades arguing quite fiercely, she couldn't help shaking her head, "I study chemistry. Drugs can not only treat diseases specifically, achieving the effect of curing the disease as soon as the medicine is taken, but can even change the mental state of human beings specifically. I should have felt very proud. But now I also feel very sad."

Zhang Yu replied coldly: "That is the user's problem, not the developer's problem. Chairman Chen knew the usage of this thing before developing it; why did we never use it? Opium, morphine, and even heroin are indeed very good products when used as medicine. Some people insist on using these drugs to find excitement; is it also the drugs' fault?"

Hearing that everyone actually led the discussion to war ethics, Chen Ke hurried to interrupt this meaningless discussion, "The All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) will definitely face fierce wars, and we don't need to be the first to express our stance at this time. If they are willing to sign a border treaty with us first, we will have a reason to express to the Entente Powers that we don't want to obtain excessive benefits. It is okay to support Comrade Lenin behind the scenes."

"Don't want to obtain excessive benefits?" Chen Tianhua felt very strange about Chen Ke's usage of words.

Chen Ke nodded, "Yes, as the saying goes, when a wall is about to fall, everyone pushes it. If the Bolsheviks can't hold on, all countries will want to cut a piece of flesh from them, and we can't stay out of it either. The British will definitely not support us swallowing the Asian part of Russia, but if we don't show a coveting for benefits consistent with our strength, the British will definitely think we are abnormal and must think we have ghosts behind us. At this time, if we make a statement consistent with our strength, it will not attract attention instead. Moreover, this is our last chance to reclaim the old northern territories. We just want to restore the Treaty of Nerchinsk, which is exactly within the range acceptable to the Entente group. If we make a request even a tiny bit more, the Entente group will think we must pay greater benefits. So the key is timing. Making appropriate requests at the appropriate time is the best way to solve problems."

The Standing Committee members and members of the Politburo naturally knew that this timing was very important. How to choose the timing specifically had always been Chen Ke's job. The comrades all wanted to hear Chen Ke's opinion.

Chen Ke stood up and pointed to the map, "Our best choice at the current timing is to unify the whole country. A complete China itself has huge value and bargaining capital. To move against Russia, we ourselves cannot have handles in the hands of others."

"Hasn't the Military Commission already started marching on the North Route and West Route?" Shang Yuan asked.

"The North Route has the business of wool and animal husbandry. Herdsmen are naturally willing to conduct comprehensive cooperation with us. As for the West Route, what I care about most is how to quickly change the local situation." After Chen Ke finished speaking, he pointed to the location of Baidi City in Fengjie on the map, "Leaving Baidi at dawn amidst colorful clouds, returning to Jiangling a thousand miles away in one day. The sounds of apes on both banks cry ceaselessly, the light boat has already passed ten thousand mountains. In my opinion, Li Taibai's poem has quite a strategic meaning."

Baidi City in Fengjie is located on the north bank of the Yangtze River, about 15 li east of Fengjie City, hidden in lush green trees. It is the west entrance of the Three Gorges and the gateway to Sichuan. Due to its perilous terrain, it has been a place contested by military strategists throughout the ages. At the end of the Western Han Dynasty, Gongsun Shu occupied Shu and built a city on the mountain. Because a well in the city often emitted white gas like a white dragon, he took the title of White Emperor (Baidi) and named this city Baidi City. After Gongsun Shu died, locals built a temple on the mountain and erected a statue of Gongsun Shu, calling it the Baidi Temple. Since Gongsun Shu was not orthodox but a usurper, in the seventh year of Zhengde of the Ming Dynasty (1512), the Governor of Sichuan destroyed the statue of Gongsun Shu and worshiped the River God, Earth God, and Ma Yuan instead, renaming it "San Gong Shrine."

In the twelfth year of Jiajing of the Ming Dynasty (1533), it was changed to worship Liu Bei and Zhuge Liang, named "Zhengyi Shrine"; later, statues of Guan Yu and Zhang Fei were added, forming a pattern where there was no White Emperor in the Baidi Temple, but Shu Han figures were worshiped for a long time.

A fleet of the People's Party composed of ten ships arrived at Baidi City on March 4, 1918. Sichuan has always been affluent, but faced the situation of difficult Shu roads. The scenery of the Three Gorges is certainly beautiful, and the strange peaks and rocks are pleasing to the eyes of well-fed tourists, but it is by no means a gospel for boatmen, and can even be said to be a disaster for boatmen. In the era of sail power, ships sank in the Three Gorges every year, and the chanting of Sichuan boat trackers pulling boats has echoed on this waterway for thousands of years.

The fleet going upstream had an average tonnage of about a thousand tons. The ships were equipped with the latest steam engines of the People's Party, or more accurately, steam engines produced by the People's Party with blueprints provided by the United States. Even so, the fleet going upstream also felt that the horsepower of these steam engines was still not quite enough.

Thousand-ton steel ships naturally could not be called light boats, and their speed could not achieve a thousand miles a day. However, seeing these steel beasts parting the waves and going upstream, all the sailors and boatmen on other ships along the way stood on the side of their own ships closer to the People's Party fleet, watching dumbfounded.

At the head of the fleet was naturally the gunboat opening the way, with thick muzzles, towering masts, and lights and flag signals providing guidance to the entire fleet. And there was also a "scientific research ship" in the People's Party fleet, which puzzled the comrades. This ship, constructed with design ideas jointly proposed by the School of Mining and the Naval Academy, looked unremarkable on the surface but was loaded with many measuring instruments. From water speed, water temperature, water depth measurement, to equipment for collecting various ore samples. Although the volume was not particularly large, it was said that the entire cost was far higher than any other ship in the fleet. Due to the existence of this scientific research ship, the originally not fast enough sailing speed of the entire fleet was even more discounted.

Baidi City was actually not big, and Fengjie was not a big city either. An important reason for the relative prosperity of this city was that there was a scenic spot called "Yanyu Huilan" (Yanyu Swirling Waves) here.

"That big rock is the Yanyu Pile, right?" The fleet commander pointed ahead and asked after ordering the fleet to anchor.

Only to see a huge stone pillar standing in the center of the not-so-wide river surface at the mouth of Qutang Gorge below Baidi City. Saying stone pillar was not enough; it could even be called a small island.

The political commissar and the fleet commander stood side by side at the bow. The river surface was turbulent, and higher up, mist filled the air. Looking up at the sky, the mountain peaks were almost entirely submerged in clouds and mist. Higher up on that mountain, the figure of Baidi City could be seen faintly. The political commissar couldn't help reciting: "Yanyu is as big as an elephant, Qutang cannot be ascended. Yanyu is as big as an ox, Qutang cannot be stayed at. Yanyu is as big as a horse, Qutang cannot be descended. Yanyu is as big as a bundle, Qutang cannot be touched. Yanyu is as big as a turtle, Qutang cannot be peeked at. Yanyu is as big as a soft-shelled turtle, boats cannot travel in Qutang."

The fleet commander did not have such refined interest. He pointed to the Yanyu Pile and said: "As long as this big rock is still here, no matter if it looks big or small, no matter what it looks like, ships passing through here shouldn't think of having a good time. Am I right in saying this?"

The political commissar also laughed: "That's right."

"Isn't our task to blow it up?" The fleet commander continued to ask.

"Yes." The political commissar nodded in agreement.

The fleet commander continued to ask: "Besides, before blowing up this big rock, don't we need to take more photos? Chairman Chen actually sent someone to take photos earlier, and those photos were used as materials for this operation."

"That's right," the political commissar replied.

Only then did the fleet commander turn his head, "Then Political Commissar, I have a question. Why did I hear before this operation that someone linked Feng Shui with this operation? This is completely a channel clearing job; what does it have to do with Feng Shui?"

The political commissar was not stumped by the fleet commander. He laughed: "Things like Feng Shui, you don't believe, but some people believe. You don't say, but some people say. We are here to work, so hurry up and blow up this Yanyu Pile. Just looking at the fuel consumption now, we may not necessarily be able to sail the ship to Chongqing."

Many years later, the elderly in Fengjie would still talk with relish to the young people visiting Baidi City about how they saw with their own eyes the People's Party blowing up the Yanyu Pile, and the Sichuan opera troupe even specially arranged a play called "Blowing up Yanyu." There were various versions of legends like the destruction of the Yanyu Pile changed the fate of Sichuan.

However, the military history records of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were far less romantic and fantasy-like. In the military history records, the naval fleet of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army drove steel pillars into the rocks by the river and pulled up steel cables. Naval officers and soldiers and engineering corps officers and soldiers went up to the Yanyu Pile first, drilling holes with electric drills and nailing steel cables on it. To complete this work, a power supply warship accidentally hit a reef, causing a hole in the hull. It was only thanks to effective damage control that a major accident of capsizing and sinking did not occur.

Divers tied with hundreds of jin of steel ingots dived down to carefully measure the size and scale of the Yanyu Pile. Demolition experts also went underwater for on-site investigation and formulated a demolition plan after careful calculation.

Starting from March 15, 1918, after three consecutive days of blasting, the Yanyu Pile was finally blown into fragments. The fleet did not end its work after the Yanyu Pile disappeared from the river surface. They had nailed many steel rods on the Yanyu Pile before the blasting. Divers used the steel rods on the residue of the Yanyu Pile sunk in the river to tie steel cables, used ships to drag the largest piece of Yanyu Pile residue away from the center of the river, and used explosives to continue blowing up other residues into small pieces that would not affect shipping.

The largest residue was dragged to the riverbank with a winch, and a stone tablet was erected in front of the residue, inscribed with "Residue of Yanyu Pile."

At the beginning, the masses in Fengjie were very puzzled by the inexplicable actions of the People's Party. Plus, ships mostly had to stop at the Yanyu Pile to wait for local pilots. Seeing the large warships of the People's Party and receiving the news that the People's Party blocked the shipping route, the fleets were extremely afraid and dared not take the risk to look for trouble and touch bad luck.

When the blasting of the Yanyu Pile began, the people of Fengjie and the ship owners, sailors, and boatmen of the fleets knelt down. This was not fear in their hearts, but they really knelt down.

The Yanyu Pile was indeed a gate of hell, but it had existed for thousands of years and was already a sacred object existing in the hearts of everyone on the Yangtze River. The People's Party simply and roughly blew up the Yanyu Pile until not even a shadow could be found, and even "displayed the corpse" of the Yanyu Pile to the public. Not many Sichuan people could figure out their mood at this time.

Even for the pilots who relied on the Yanyu Pile for a living, this craft was mostly passed down in the family, and the Yanyu Pile had claimed the lives of how many generations of their ancestors. So kneeling and crying loudly was actually mixed with joy in sorrow. The people sailing ships knew that once the Yanyu Pile was gone, sailing would be much more convenient from then on. But looking at the empty and strange river surface, they felt extremely lost. Kneeling and crying loudly was joy mixed with sorrow.

The fleet of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army completely ignored the reactions of these people. Some ships in the fleet were damaged. Moreover, fuel consumption exceeded expectations. After discussion, the fleet decisively turned around and returned. The fleet decided to return to Wuhan for rest and reorganization before going up the river again. On March 25, 1918, the fleet left Baidi City and went downstream.

By early April 1918, the news that the People's Party blew up the Yanyu Pile spread through most of Sichuan.
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Baidi City is surrounded by water on three sides and leans against a mountain on one side. It stands alone and towering, with a desolate atmosphere, appearing exceptionally beautiful amidst the magnificent and precipitous mountains and waters of Kuimen. To climb up from the foot of the mountain, one has to ascend nearly a thousand stone steps to reach the gate of Baidi Temple at the top of the mountain. From here, one can view the majestic momentum of Kuimen. Going around to the back of the temple, one can see the winding and beautiful Caotang River flowing into the Yangtze River from the foot of Baidi Mountain.

Sichuan's shamanistic culture is prevalent, and various folk mythological figures since the Tang Dynasty can basically find certain origins in Sichuan. The most famous one is Erlang Shen, the True Lord of Illustrious Sage. When ships leaving Sichuan arrived below Baidi City, they saw that the familiar Yanyu Pile was missing on the broad river surface, but a huge rock several people high, which more than ten people might not be able to encircle with their arms, appeared by the river. Many "big steel nails" were nailed on the big rock, and a stone tablet was erected in front of it. Before the Yanyu Pile was blown up, there was a pavilion on it, and in the pavilion was a stone tablet engraved with the foolish essay "Ode to Yanyu Pile" written by Su Shi, who had never studied fluid mechanics. This tablet was also knocked down and transported to be erected beside the remnant rock. Destroying the Yanyu Pile, suppressing evil with steel nails, and erecting a tablet as proof—these elements that artists "loved to see and hear" greatly stimulated the shamanistic culture and mythological story plots in their hearts.

After the People's Party blew up the Yanyu Pile, rumors were rife in Fengjie, and the incense of Baidi City also flourished accordingly. However, on April 14, 1918, a group of people wearing dark blue clothes appeared on the mountain path of Baidi City. Dark blue military uniforms, dark blue military caps, but the leather shoes were black. No one dared to block the way of these people. The news from down the mountain said that these people came down from the fleet that blew up the Yanyu Pile last time.

The troops lined up rigorously in a column and went up along the mountain path, led by Fleet Commander Zhu Yao. The Naval Political Department praised them for their neat completion of the task of blowing up the Yanyu Pile. Through actual sailing, they accumulated experience for large ships to navigate to the upper reaches of the Yangtze River. At least the Military Commission passed an emergency plan, and a fuel supply plant and a machine repair plant were expanded in Yichang.

The task Zhu Yao received this time was to continue advancing to the upper reaches of the Yangtze River along the previous route. However, the scientific research ship in the fleet was collecting new hydrological data after the Yanyu Pile was blown up, so the fleet temporarily anchored in the Fengjie area. Zhu Yao had a somewhat restless nature, so he simply organized officers and soldiers to visit Baidi City. This could not only exercise their bodies but also show off the demeanor of the People's Party army.

There was nothing particularly good to see in Baidi Temple; the mountain was quite high, but the temple was very small. The People's Party opposed feudal superstition. After visiting the statues of Shu Han figures, the naval officers and soldiers lined up to prepare to go down the mountain. At this time, a woman with red eyes and a pale face leaned forward tremblingly and said something in the local dialect of Fengjie.

Zhu Yao was from Hebei. As a descendant of Beiyang, his father admired Yan Fu's great name very much, so Zhu Yao was sent to the People's Party to study in 1909. After political review, he was assigned to the Naval Academy. After graduation, he did a lot of naval work and now served as the fleet commander of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army marching into Sichuan. Zhu Yao was used to Mandarin and couldn't understand a word of the local dialect of Fengjie. Fortunately, comrades from Hubei could understand a lot. He asked the woman a few sentences. During the question and answer, he saw a look of excited joy appear on the woman's pale face, and even her complexion seemed much ruddy.

The Hubei comrade turned his head and said to Zhu Yao: "Commander Zhu, this aunt's son is sick. She asked if we have doctors and if we can treat him. We said we could at most help take a look, but we couldn't promise her any treatment effect."

Zhu Yao frowned slightly. The medical level in the liberated areas of the Republic was far higher than in other regions of China. If the fleet's medical team started treatment in Fengjie, it would very likely trigger a frenzy of seeking medical treatment locally. The incense in Baidi City was flourishing. Apart from the inherent tradition of praying to gods and worshipping Buddha, the psychological emptiness caused by the People's Party blowing up the Yanyu Pile was also one of the reasons. It was just that the purpose of praying to gods and worshipping Buddha was to solve problems that reality could not solve, especially the desire for the treatment of diseases.

Whether there is a political commissar present means whether there is political leadership for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Zhu Yao knew very well that medical treatment could greatly promote the influence of the People's Party, but he didn't want to spend precious manpower on meaningless things at this time. However, Zhu Yao also knew very well that the political commissar would probably choose to provide medical services to the masses in Fengjie.

Things turned out just as Zhu Yao expected. The group went down the mountain, and the political commissar agreed to diagnose the local woman's son. The diagnosis came out quickly; the teenager had acute appendicitis and needed surgery immediately. Hearing that the doctor wanted to cut open her son's body and remove an organ, the woman was terrified. However, the subsequent development greatly exceeded Zhu Yao's expectations. The mother's face was as white as paper. After biting her lips tightly and hesitating for a while, she suddenly knelt down and shouted: "Masters, please save my son properly."

The subsequent development was very simple. The doctor with rich surgical experience performed a successful operation, removing the swollen appendix and carefully stitching the wound. The weak child soon fell asleep with the help of anesthetics. The appendix was on the verge of ulceration, but it had not ulcerated. After the anti-inflammatory liquid medicine was hung up, the child's complexion gradually recovered from greenish-white to a more normal skin color.

The political commissar naturally saw that Zhu Yao had no enthusiasm for saving lives, but it seemed inappropriate to question whether the fleet commander lacked the revolutionary humanitarian spirit of healing the wounded and rescuing the dying. At least it was indeed inappropriate without conclusive evidence. So the political commissar just asked Zhu Yao, "Do we want to continue advancing?"

"Advance now." Zhu Yao replied immediately, with no thought of staying in his tone.

This attitude made the political commissar a bit unable to stand it, "Commander Zhu, why do I feel that you have no interest in helping the masses at all?"

Zhu Yao was not frightened by the political commissar's attitude at all. He said frankly: "Our action this time is not a civil affairs action. If we were responsible for establishing a hospital, then of course we could vigorously propagate and work hard in Fengjie. But the purpose of our action is to go up the river. You say we treated a few people incidentally; of course, we can lend a helping hand. But if work is delayed because of these rescue actions unrelated to the purpose of the action, I don't think this is a responsible attitude towards the revolution."

The political commissar was actually not old either, only in his early thirties. Zhu Yao was only twenty-six years old. Moreover, as the representative of the Party Committee, the political commissar was actually above Zhu Yao in both status and authority. The political commissar was quite dissatisfied with Zhu Yao's attitude of "despising" political work. He asked: "Then what does Commander Zhu mean?"

"I mean to set sail immediately and continue up the river before the news spreads. Our task is this, and our purpose is also this. And..." Zhu Yao stopped here.

"And what?" The political commissar really wanted to know what exactly Zhu Yao's attitude towards treating the masses was.

Zhu Yao was young after all. Although he knew he shouldn't say this, he couldn't help but speak out his thoughts: "Political Commissar, my attitude is that the humanitarian spirit of healing the wounded and rescuing the dying does not equal buying popularity. We unite the masses, but it doesn't mean we have to get good reviews from the masses all the time. I think that is not the attitude of making a revolution."

Daring to speak out such a view so straightforwardly, Zhu Yao could actually be considered an honest person. But these words made the political commissar's face turn a bit pale. He said seriously: "Commander Zhu, you are opposing the mass line!"

Zhu Yao also said seriously: "Then are we going to obey the orders of the Military Commission now, or follow the mass line and mobilize the masses? Give me a choice between the two."
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When the Yangtze River Fleet of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army decided to set sail, they encountered a small problem. Surgical operation is not just finished after cutting and stitching. It includes post-operative observation, maintaining anti-inflammation, post-operative physical recovery guidance, and even removing stitches. This series of work requires professional knowledge. Leaving a few doctors behind for a teenage patient was obviously inappropriate, and taking the teenager on board to continue sailing upstream was also inappropriate. Leaving the teenager in Baidi City, Fengjie, also made the officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, who had relatively procedural thinking, feel inappropriate.

Fleet Commander Zhu Yao managed to stop himself from saying meaningless nonsense with difficulty. Serving the people is right, and carrying forward the revolutionary spirit of healing the wounded and rescuing the dying is also right. But pursuing perfection is great nonsense. If doctors were omnipotent, there would be no such thing as dying from illness in this world.

The fleet political commissar was once very dissatisfied with Zhu Yao's attitude, but at this time he was also unwilling to continue talking. After all, the medical knowledge and treatment procedures possessed by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were far higher than those of the local people. If anyone in the army dared to say that it was over after performing surgery on the commanders and fighters of the army, it would not only end in being cursed to death, but the person holding this attitude would also be subject to disciplinary action.

At this point, the fleet could only hold a Party Committee meeting to solve the problem. Hearing the political commissar briefly introduce the situation, the comrades of the Party Committee also fell silent. As a comrade with eight years of naval qualifications, Fleet Deputy Commander Gao Meng was 24 years old this year. So he spoke more frankly, asking: "Political Commissar, do you want everyone to bear the responsibility together, or do you want everyone to vote by raising hands?"

Voting by raising hands means bearing responsibility, and any resolution of the Party Committee must be recorded. No matter how the political commissar listened to Gao Meng's words, he felt very unfriendly, but in a blink of an eye, he was relieved. Since there was no meeting and voting before treatment, a Party Committee voting was to be held after treatment. Regardless of what the political commissar initially thought, everyone had completely legitimate reasons to suspect that the political commissar was suspected of dragging everyone down as scapegoats afterwards.

In theory, whoever decides to start bears the result. However, the members of the People's Party have a privilege that is "more equal" than others, that is, doing well is a duty, and responsibility cannot be escaped if something goes wrong. Everyone was repeatedly told before joining the party that guys who treated this warning as a deaf ear had bad luck.

Fortunately, Zhu Yao interrupted, "Don't talk about who is right and who is wrong in this matter. I ask now, does anyone oppose not leaving people behind and setting sail directly at this time? Also, we have to notify the comrades about leaving some anti-inflammatory drugs."

Zhu Yao said this to show that he would bear the responsibility. Since he didn't want to drag everyone down as scapegoats, the comrades no longer raised objections. The control of drugs in the army was very strict. One of the important tasks of each party meeting was to study the notification and handling of various typical incidents. Cases of execution for privately reselling and stealing drugs were not studied just once or twice. Zhu Yao asking everyone to supervise in this matter was not because he had nothing better to do.

Leaving medical advice and drugs, repeatedly emphasizing the usage method and dosage of anti-inflammatory drugs to the mother, the fleet used a small boat to pick up the doctor back to the warship before continuing to advance.

In the subsequent voyage, the political commissar appeared extremely silent; he just silently did his specific work. Zhu Yao was busy commanding the fleet navigation along the way. When the fleet passed Yibin, Zhu Yao had to talk to the political commissar personally, "Political Commissar, did I speak too directly and make you unhappy?"

At this time, the political commissar had completed the inspection of logistic materials in the cabin. He wiped his sweat and said: "Unhappiness is only one aspect. I am thinking whether we can finish the work quickly and then return to Baidi City as soon as possible to see that child."

"Baidi City has passed. It's meaningless for you to keep thinking about Baidi City," Zhu Yao advised.

"Being criticized by comrades, even if I am unhappy, I don't feel wronged. But I really don't want to let go of this matter in Baidi City." The political commissar tried his best to adhere to the attitude of seeking truth from facts and spoke very honestly.

Zhu Yao looked at the political commissar with regret, "You have to let go even if you can't. This matter has passed. From the moment we left Baidi City, the life and death of that child are not led by us. Political Commissar, don't have the illusion that we still have influence on that child."

The political commissar shook his head slightly, "The principles have been said countless times, but if I can't let go in my heart, I just can't let go."

Seeing the political commissar's firm attitude, Zhu Yao couldn't persuade him anymore: "Then you can't say nothing either. Work is not just burying your head in doing it. You have to communicate."

"There were big problems with the last party meeting, and I am also reflecting on the mistakes of the last time. Party meetings really can't be held casually, nor can just anything be raised casually." The political commissar sighed.

Zhu Yao disagreed with this, "I think the last party meeting was held well. What should be said was said, and comrades also expressed their opinions and attitudes. The purpose of the meeting is to express attitudes and solve problems. It's not that every time must be a meeting of unity and victory. If there is any problem, I think the meeting was not finished, and some things were not discussed clearly."

The political commissar stared at Zhu Yao with a gloomy face. If he hadn't maintained basic trust in Zhu Yao, the political commissar would have thoroughly questioned whether Zhu Yao wanted to beat a drowning dog politically. While the two were silent and speechless like this, the signalman who came in from outside relieved the embarrassment well. "Report! The survey ship encountered river channel problems."

"Meeting!" Zhu Yao ordered.

The two major cities in the Sichuan area in 1918 were Chongqing and Chengdu. The order received by the fleet was to see if they could reach Chengdu directly. At this time, the fleet had long turned from the Yangtze River into the Min River from Yibin. Before departure, the troops collected a large amount of intelligence. It was just that this intelligence looked like various stuff compiled by literati at first glance. There was much lyricism, and specific numbers were extremely scarce. The fleet was equipped with a scientific research ship for the purpose of field measurement of hydrological data of the Yangtze River and Min River. Thanks to the scientific research ship, the fleet hadn't encountered too many problems in these two rivers and managed to advance to the current position.

"We are approaching the Leshan area. There are too many problems with this river channel; the survey ship can't make it. As it looks now, only a few small gunboats of 300 tons can pass this section. Transport ships with very shallow drafts can almost pass too." The commander in charge of surveying reported the situation facing the map.

Thousand-ton warships had thick armor, fierce firepower, and many personnel. The existing artillery in such a closed province as Sichuan could not directly penetrate the armor. However, warships of more than 200 tons might not necessarily be able to defend against the enemy's heavy firepower.

"Many ants bite an elephant to death. If the enemy transports heavy firepower here like crazy, I'm afraid we can't hold it." Zhu Ting was very worried about this.

"Doesn't it say that Sichuan warlords are fighting each other now? We haven't seen enemies in established units until now; are they hiding because of fear!" Gao Meng started joking.

"I really don't want to see enemies in established units." Zhu Yao didn't want to joke. This action was almost a military adventure. The only difference from a military adventure was that the troops did not come to Sichuan to start a war, nor did they set military strike targets. Even so, the military commanders at the Party Committee meeting were very nervous in their hearts. The millions of mu of fertile fields in the Chengdu Plain were the foundation for Sichuan being called the Land of Abundance. The Yangtze River Fleet not encountering strikes in Chongqing did not mean they would not encounter strikes near Chengdu. The space for warships to dodge in the Yangtze River was very small. With insufficient hydrological data on the Min River, whether the fleet could sail to the vicinity of Chengdu was still a big question.

Hearing the comrades say a lot, the political commissar, whose mood was originally annoyed, appeared even more angry, "Then might as well look at the problem from the most difficult angle. If our warships encounter enemy shelling in the Min River, how big is the caliber of the enemy's artillery? How fast is the firing rate? How is the training of the gunners?"

Gao Meng was mainly responsible for fleet artillery. He pondered slightly and answered readily: "Although I don't know the specific situation, I don't have any illusions about Sichuan's gunners and artillery."

This explanation was very pale and feeble. No matter what in theory, that was theory. Just as the fleet didn't expect to hit a reef at Yanyu Pile causing damage to a warship. Moreover, they didn't encounter any attacks when passing through Chongqing, but facing Chengdu, the nominal provincial capital of Sichuan, the fleet really dared not take it lightly.

"If we turn back now, I think we can be considered to have completed the task." Zhu Yao said hesitantly.

"The advantage of ships lies in their ability to move continuously. Giving up this advantage, we can only be beaten passively." The political commissar also came from the old inland river fleet, plus he was angry in his heart, so his attitude appeared particularly tough. "Since big ships can't pass, why not form a detachment of small ships to continue advancing. If precise measurement can't be done, do rough measurement. The main force of the fleet moves back and forth between Yibin and Leshan. Measure on one hand, and attract attention from all sides on the other. Going downstream saves fuel; the fuel for half the journey doesn't have to be enough for half."

If the original action was called risky, what the political commissar proposed now was true adventure, or at least the risk increased greatly. However, the political commissar's attitude was very firm, "I will be responsible for the detachment continuing to advance. The order of the Military Commission must be carried out to the end."

Under such a dispute, it was turn to suspect whether the political commissar harbored revenge. But the order of the Military Commission was indeed to advance to Chengdu as much as possible. Currently, Sichuan troops did not appear at all. The chaos in Sichuan directly manifested only as a low-level situation within local warlords. Without telegraphs along the Yangtze River basin and targeted early warning systems, it was impossible to implement effective attacks on the fleet.

Finally, under the insistence of the political commissar, the suggestion he proposed was passed. The fleet was divided into two parts; one part continued up the Min River, and the other part did measurement work while creating illusions with maneuvers.

By the evening of May 1st, which was Labor Day in the base area, the detachment was approaching Dujiangyan. The Military Commission's plan clearly stated that Dujiangyan was the furthest target of this voyage.

"There is really no military force to invest in Dujiangyan maintenance." The political commissar looked at that inconspicuous water conservancy facility and couldn't help sighing. Dujiangyan is the oldest water conservancy facility in the world, and its design reached a nearly perfect level. Since Li Bing and his son successfully completed this water conservancy facility, the Chengdu Plain "followed people's will in floods and droughts, knew no famine, had no lean years, and the world called it the Land of Abundance."

However, after the small boat carried the political commissar and soldiers to land on Dujiangyan, the situation seen was indeed as stated in the People's Party's report: no one had repaired this water conservancy facility for a long time. According to records, Dujiangyan needed maintenance once a year, but after the collapse of the Manchu Qing, no one in Sichuan cared about infrastructure anymore.

Just like the Feishayan (Flying Sand Weir) where the political commissar stood, it was built by piling up bamboo cages filled with pebbles. The top of the weir was made to a suitable height to play a role in regulating water volume. When the water level of the Inner River was too high, the floodwater would overflow the Feishayan through the flat water trough and flow into the Outer River, so that the water volume entering the Baopingkou (Precious Bottle Mouth) would not be too large, protecting the Inner River irrigation area from floods; at the same time, the water flow overflowing the Feishayan into the Outer River produced eddies. Due to centrifugal action, sediment and even huge stones would be thrown over the Feishayan, so it could also effectively reduce sediment deposition around the Baopingkou.

However, the bamboo cages that should have been clearly seen were already buried under sand and soil. Only places close to the river water showed some traces of bamboo cages soaked for a long time. Other places were completely covered under sand, soil, and gravel, as if it were a small island in the water formed completely naturally.

The political commissar bent down to grab a handful of sand and soil, then stood up. This was Sichuan, the recent target of the People's Party. Among the civil affairs goals, once Sichuan was liberated, besides repairing Dujiangyan as soon as possible, there was also the work of seizing the time to complete the construction of the Chengdu-Chongqing Railway. Regarding the Railway Protection Movement that caused a sensation in Sichuan back then, the result analyzed in the materials collected by the People's Party was that the Manchu Qing government once let the local Sichuan undertake railway construction. As a result, the survey and other actions arranged by the government had been completed, but the engineering funds allocated by the Manchu Qing were either embezzled or misappropriated, and the railway bonds issued locally were embezzled by that group of gentry. The government finally prepared to take back the road building rights and solve it by the government. So Sichuan made a big fuss.

The Manchu Qing was certainly guilty of heinous crimes, but one thing is one thing; it cannot be said that the Railway Protection Movement was the Manchu Qing acting recklessly. If the Manchu Qing had responsibility, it was that the government's execution ability was too low. So low that it hadn't had time to make mistakes in the matter of building railways.

However, when the political commissar thought of this matter, what he associated in his heart was his own work. The People's Party had strong execution power. If not for this execution power, he could not have gone upstream a thousand miles against the current with his comrades and stood on Dujiangyan in one month. But the result brought by this execution power was that there were too many choices for everything. Politics, military, organizational order. When these forces were twisted into a rope, they were indeed invincible. How to straighten out these complex relationships when the goal was not clear enough was indeed a very difficult thing.

Thinking of the dispute with Zhu Ting a few days ago, the political commissar felt more irritable in his heart. However, the guard had already run over, "Political Commissar, guys looking like enemies appeared."

"Retreat." The political commissar answered neatly. If facing a war with a quite clear stance, any command would be easy. The officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army knew why they fought. Even if it was dangerous, it was at most death. Going up the river this time was to demonstrate power and prepare for the comprehensive liberation of Sichuan in the next step.

The gunboats and transport ships had completed turning around. When the commanders and fighters all boarded the ships, the whistle sounded on the Chengdu Plain for the first time. Regardless of what those people who surrounded them in fear and trembling thought, the small fleet weighed anchor and began to go downstream. The return journey was indeed fast. Even without the speed of Li Taibai's "returning to Jiangling a thousand miles away in one day," the fleet returned to Leshan in less than half the time of going upstream. After joining the main force of the fleet, the fleet embarked on the return journey.

By May 7, the fleet returned to Baidi City again. The observer saw from a distance that a simple lighthouse had been erected on the high bank, and the red light was an electric lamp. Only the large troops of the People's Party could have such equipment. "Fengjie has been liberated!" The observer couldn't help shouting loudly to the comrades.

Both Zhu Ting and the political commissar breathed a long sigh of relief. As long as they were in the liberated area with a strong organization as backing, all problems could be solved easily. Dealing with the many problems encountered according to various priorities, at least that child's life was saved.

The fleet docked at Fengjie. The comrades who came to welcome immediately came up to ask about the process of this voyage and the situations encountered, including photos of various key positions on both banks of the Yangtze River and Min River, and hand-drawn topographic maps. These were important materials for continuing to march into Sichuan.

After finishing these with difficulty, before Zhu Ting and the political commissar had time to ask about that child, the comrade stationed in Fengjie asked: "As far as we know, you performed an operation in Fengjie?"

"Yes." The political commissar replied. He could see that the expression of the local comrade indicated something bad.

Sure enough, the local comrade said seriously: "That child died."

"What?" Both the political commissar and Zhu Ting almost jumped up, "The operation was very successful."

"Yes, our medical staff examined the child's body; there was no problem with the operation. That child died of bacterial infection caused after the operation." The local comrade replied.

"Impossible. We gave that child's mother medical advice and anti-inflammatory drugs." The political commissar stood up and said loudly.

The local comrade nodded, "We also investigated this matter. That child's mother also said you gave medicine, but she felt fine at first and didn't take it every day according to medical advice. Later, when the child developed a high fever due to bacterial infection, in her desperation, she gave all the medicine to the child to eat at once..."

The political commissar sat back in his seat dejectedly. He probably heard the local comrade say that this matter had been investigated and the comrades of the fleet were not responsible. However, the political commissar's chaotic brain had no reaction to this information at all. What he could be sure of was that if they hadn't been so anxious to continue upstream at that time, or if they had left a doctor behind, this child probably wouldn't have died. But could they do these things at that time? After reflection these days, the political commissar actually admitted that what Zhu Ting said was correct. The order of the Military Commission was for the fleet to go up the river, not to be living Bodhisattvas to cure diseases and save people. Moreover, if no doctor had operated at that time, that child wouldn't have lasted three days. The appendix already showed signs of ulceration. Once the ulcerated pus entered the abdominal cavity, even an immortal couldn't save him back.

The fleet was short of fuel and had to return to Wuhan to report the situation. The originally silent political commissar became even more silent along the way. When he arrived in Wuhan and reported his work, the political commissar simply went directly to find General Political Commissar He Zudao. Apart from He Zudao, the political commissar really didn't know who could completely untie this knot in his heart.
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He Zudao was very familiar with the vast majority of high-ranking political commissars. His job was to engage in political propaganda and ideological work. Generally speaking, when fleet political commissars looked for He Zudao, he would always receive them. Inviting the political commissar to sit on the palm-mat fabric sofa in the office, He Zudao began to listen to the complaints of the Yangtze River Fleet Political Commissar. After listening, He Zudao suggested: "I suggest you go to the new psychological counseling department and talk to them."

The political commissar became agitated as if scalded by burning charcoal, "What? That department that catches criminals and madmen?"

The People's Internal Affairs Committee was the first unit in the People's Party to create a psychology department, followed by the behavioral psychology department of the public security system. The coverage of this department and discipline soon exceeded the scope of these two powerful departments. Next came the Discipline Inspection Commission and many departments related to social behavior, but the comrades of the People's Party had a very poor impression of these two departments. The initial purpose of these two departments was to find various counter-revolutionaries and psychological maladjustment symptoms. In the eyes of the comrades, it was catching criminals and madmen.

"Look, look, you are immediately not seeking truth from facts," He Zudao laughed. "Our core philosophy is seeking truth from facts, but facts have proved that to achieve seeking truth from facts requires suitable methods. This method is different for everyone. Everyone has their own characteristics, so the organization established this department and pioneered this discipline."

The political commissar knew perfectly well that what He Zudao said was correct, but he just couldn't overcome the aversion to the psychological counseling department. Turning his head away, the political commissar simply sized up He Zudao's office. The office couldn't be simpler. Except for the new fabric sofa, all the tables, chairs, and furniture in the room looked like they had been used for a while. The cleanliness and tidiness of this office were indeed at the level of a General Political Commissar. The only thing that could be called a decoration was the four characters "Seeking Truth from Facts" hanging on the wall.

There was really nothing in the room that could stimulate or comfort the political commissar, so he could only withdraw his gaze, "Political Commissar He, I think you are definitely better than that department."

He Zudao replied unhurriedly: "You haven't investigated, so how do you know?"

The political commissar hurriedly said: "Every time after listening to you, I always feel that my heart brightens up. Of course, it's because you do better than those people."

He Zudao shook his head slightly, "That's because what you hear is my logic. Everything I say is to elaborate on seeking truth from facts according to my own personal logic. If anything I say resonates with everyone, it's only because I may have pointed out the truth of things. But the way I see the truth is just my personal way. What's the use of just seeing the result? To walk on that road, one must find one's own way. As for how to find this way, I think the comrades in the psychological counseling department are more adept and professional than me."

Speaking of this, He Zudao couldn't help laughing, "But let me make it clear first. Once psychological analysis purely analyzes psychology, it becomes shamanism and religion. Our psychology department only solves one problem: how to enable comrades to treat the world and themselves realistically. It's not about engaging in some inner confession or playing those sighing literati tricks at all."

Hearing this, the political commissar was somewhat tempted, but this temptation was only momentary. The political commissar quickly abandoned this idea. Chen Ke never engaged in any psychological counseling, and He Zudao didn't engage in any psychological counseling either. Why should the political commissar go for psychological counseling?

"Political Commissar He, it's better if you just talk to me," the political commissar said.

"Alright," He Zudao replied. Forcing the political commissar to accept psychological counseling by order would only have side effects. It is unlikely to have good psychological effects with a hostile mentality. He asked, "How did you feel after saving that child?"

"Feel?" The political commissar was somewhat surprised by this question. After hesitating for a moment, the political commissar replied: "I actually don't care about the child's matter. I just felt that I should do my best to do a little more that is helpful to the revolution."

He Zudao continued to ask: "Then what did you think after hearing that the child passed away?"

"I was very disappointed; I felt very disappointed." The political commissar's tone became somewhat agitated, "I failed in this matter, and Commander Zhu Ting had predicted this result at that time. Even though I knew there was such a possibility at that time, I still believed that such a thing would not happen. So many appendectomy surgeries were performed in the base area without problems; I actually thought this kind of thing was impossible to happen."

The political commissar's original voice was fairly low, but by the end, his emotions had become completely agitated.

He Zudao listened quietly, watching the political commissar's emotions becoming more and more agitated, but he said nothing. The psychological counseling department had learned a lot from political commissars at all levels. After discussion, the comrades believed that interrupting others and pointing out the wrong logic in their words was very efficient. A command system like the army can achieve some effects in a short time. However, if one wants to truly make people gain insight, one must first let the other party continue the topic according to their own logic, and finally let them summarize their own logic. Guys who cannot seek truth from facts will find that their logic conflicts with the facts.

He Zudao listened quietly, and sure enough, the political commissar slowly revealed this trend. After pouring out his feelings, the contradiction in the political commissar's heart focused on two main points: the effort to save the child failed, and this failure could have been avoided. Since a failure occurred, there must be a responsible person, and the political commissar could not determine the responsible person in his heart. He Zudao was temporarily unsure whether the political commissar thought he or Fleet Commander Zhu Yao should bear greater responsibility.

When the political commissar couldn't continue speaking, He Zudao said: "Do you think the child's mother did wrong?"

The political commissar first nodded reflexively, then frowned and shook his head, "Political Commissar He, I originally thought there was a problem with the child's mother. If she had followed the doctor's advice, this child might not have died. But now I feel again that even if the child's mother listened to the doctor's advice, this child also had the possibility of dying after surgery. I feel there are unclear things in this, but I think Commander Zhu Yao's attitude towards the masses is too cold, which is not the sentiment a People's Party member should have at all."

"Then where do you think Commander Zhu Yao was wrong?" He Zudao continued to guide the topic downwards.

The political commissar's voice rose quite a bit, "Commander Zhu Yao thinks that either finish the process or take one step and count it as one step. He only sees how to do it and doesn't care about the result at all."

Facing such a severe accusation, He Zudao still remained silent. It is normal to encounter such doubts and confusion in political work. In fact, most political disputes revolve around similar issues.

After criticizing Zhu Yao in a high profile, the political commissar's tone lowered a bit, "But facts have proved that Commander Zhu Yao's judgment of the future was correct. Unless I disobey the order of the Military Commission, things can only develop like this. Even if I say anything, the current fact is that Commander Zhu Yao was not wrong. So I can't figure this out."

He Zudao continued to listen quietly. He knew he should remain silent at this time, but He Zudao couldn't help considering whether he should forcefully implement the psychological counseling system. The political commissar had used more than half an hour speaking up to this point, while He Zudao originally thought the reception time would be at most half an hour. Professional psychological counselors, however, would have enough time to solve these problems.

But since it started, He Zudao had to try his best to solve the problem. So he continued to be silent.

The political commissar's train of thought could no longer continue here. He actually discovered the problem himself. He believed that everyone had responsibilities to bear, but he dared not blame the people, nor did he dare to blame the Military Commission, let alone the system of prioritizing military tasks. But the child was innocent, and the disappearance of such a life was actually undeserved. And the political commissar at least didn't want to blame the disease. When people can't find a responsible person, they often push the responsibility to germs that have no thinking ability at all. After all, the political commissar had studied medical knowledge. If he did so too, what difference would there be from the feudal superstition of believing in supernatural forces like the "God of Plague"?

Various thoughts mixed together. The political commissar originally felt he had figured out the main point a little, but then fell into more confusion. If simply admitting that Zhu Yao's cold approach was correct could be considered a solution, the political commissar happened to be most unwilling to admit this line of thought. If one has no feeling for human life and only uses a so-called "scientific" perspective to understand the world, the political commissar absolutely cannot admit that is revolution.

Seeing that the political commissar's train of thought in this round finally ended, He Zudao asked: "Do you think the child's death is wrong?"

"Yes." The political commissar answered very simply.

"Then I hope you do the following work: reformulate the action plan for this time with the line of thought you think is correct. Can you?" He Zudao said.

"Okay." The political commissar replied.

He Zudao nodded, "And this discussion will also become our typical case, which will be fully discussed in the training of the Political Department later. So you have to cooperate with the psychological counseling department for psychological analysis."

The political commissar was stunned, "This..."

"This is an order." He Zudao did not give the political commissar a chance to refute. The execution strength of the Political Department's orders was not weaker than that of the military department, and orders from superiors to subordinates had more binding force.

Sending away the political commissar of the Yangtze River Fleet, He Zudao also felt helpless. Adhering to the attitude of seeking truth from facts would bring great pain to people. If one could really reach the realm of seeking truth from facts, that would probably be the realm of God. The formal name of the psychology department established by the People's Party was actually "Human Ethology Research Center." The research direction stuck to "seeking truth from facts," so most of the first batch of research results were "counter-common sense."

One of the sharpest examples is the characteristics of human thinking. The latest hypothesis suggests that human cognition is a process where "thinking combines observed fragments into coherence using imagination." Even though this hypothesis still has many problems and is even "incomplete" itself, its core is that human observation and analysis capabilities cannot have a comprehensive determination of every movement link. Therefore, the basis of all cognition is various fragments and pieces. Even with the help of various instruments and devices, it is only possible to approach the truth infinitely, but impossible to depict the accurate truth.

Just such a cognition caused a huge sensation in the discussion. Everyone believes that what they see is real. But this theory, based on the factual basis of materialism, proved that humans cannot see the truth now. This shook common sense first.

Fortunately, the philosophy of the People's Party is Marxism and materialism. Political classes have long repeatedly talked about relative truth and absolute truth, so at least it didn't cause chaotic thinking. However, how to guide everyone's actions based on this scientific attitude made the heads of the comrades studying theory explode.

More importantly, the bunch of "lunatics" in the Human Ethology Research Department also coldly raised another very practical question: "Even if one is willing to accept the attitude of seeking truth from facts, one still encounters so many problems. Then for those who choose not to accept seeking truth from facts because they feel pain, how should we persuade them to undergo huge pain to face the facts?"

Although Zhou Shuren did not participate in this ethology discussion, as if having telepathy, he wrote an article, mentioning in a question-and-answer format:

"Suppose there is an iron house, without windows and impossible to destroy. Inside there are many people fast asleep, and they will soon suffocate to death. However, they pass from slumber to death without feeling the sorrow of dying. Now you shout loudly, waking up a few relatively sober people, making these unfortunate few suffer the irremediable agony of death. Do you think you are doing them a favor?"

"However, since a few have woken up, you cannot say there is absolutely no hope of destroying this iron house."

Yes, although I have my own convictions, when it comes to hope, it cannot be obliterated, because hope lies in the future. I absolutely cannot use my proof of its non-existence to refute his claim of its possible existence.

Because of this article, plus the medical professional background Zhou Shuren himself possessed, the Human Ethology Research Center simply sent an official invitation letter to Zhou Shuren, wanting to hire him as a researcher.

Let alone the issue of the "Human Ethology Research Center" recruiting people everywhere, deeper discussions on the "mass line" gradually emerged. Originally, many people thought based on experience that "people are born different." Now there were gradually more material research foundations. Thanks to the tolerant atmosphere and system for science within the People's Party, some comrades simply raised the question of "initiative in self-transformation."

Party members of the People's Party have all been tested, or rather birds of a feather flock together; this group of people all have a considerable degree of initiative. If one simply equates the initiative of these people with everyone having such strong initiative, it is obviously an unscientific cognition.

If inferring with a fairly narrow scope, there is a "paradox." The process of seeking truth from facts brings "greatly increased success rates based on different interest pursuits." Then has seeking truth from facts itself become a kind of success study? Isn't this reversing cause and effect?

Similarly, if discussing based on the nature of the world, combining the theory and practice of social transformation, there is another problem: how to promote human beings to "move forward"? If some people feel they can accept their situation, then how to treat these people.

Most critically, someone proposed to clearly define "ruling class" and "ruler" "on a scientific basis." This undoubtedly opened an extremely troublesome door.

Compared with the ideological confusion caused by the theoretical hurricane of these people, the little trouble of the Yangtze River Fleet Political Commissar was nothing at all. As the General Political Commissar, He Zudao himself couldn't even simply push these ideological studies to the comrades in the party branch. After all, at the practical level of ideological work, political commissars are duty-bound.

Many comrades with firm revolutionary concepts believe that revolution is to establish an equal world. So if the theoretical department comes up with a theoretical basis that "people are born completely unequal," the consequences would be completely subversive.
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Political Commissar He Zudao could not help but pay attention to the development of communist and socialist theories, nor could he ignore the application of theories at the practical level. However, obscure and "counter-common sense" theories were never the main point of concern for most people. Although the complexity of the theory gave him a headache, the institutional construction required for connecting theory with practice made He Zudao realize even more that his ability was really insufficient to construct such a system. However, since everyone lives in the material world, all actions must accept the laws of the material world.

Entering Sichuan required coordination between water and land. Three days after talking with He Zudao, the Political Commissar of the Yangtze River Fleet came to see He Zudao again very seriously. He frankly admitted that he could not formulate a "correct plan" at all. After reflection, the Political Commissar realized that letting the vanguard force undertake tasks beyond its strength was the biggest mistake. So after carefully analyzing his mistakes, the Political Commissar requested He Zudao not to use his own case as an example.

No one wants to make a fool of themselves in front of everyone. He Zudao could understand the Political Commissar's thoughts very well. In the Military Commission's military plan to enter Sichuan, the expanded Yangtze River Fleet undertook the important task of transporting troops and materials. Putting pressure on the Yangtze River Fleet Political Commissar that he couldn't bear was not a good idea either. However, He Zudao still rejected the Political Commissar's request. There might not be enough such examples now, but it would be a very typical case in the future.

He Zudao said: "I will try my best to extract the core contradictions of this matter, so you don't have to worry too much. I will absolutely not mention any names and try to downplay specific facts that are easy to associate. But this case is very typical."

The Political Commissar looked helpless. He Zudao felt sympathetic in his heart, but there was nothing he could do. Reality is just like this: "When three people walk together, there must be one who can be my teacher. I select their good qualities and follow them, and their bad qualities and change them." This has been said for thousands of years, but most people who have read this sentence use the method of mocking others to gain their own satisfaction, creating a false imagination that "I am capable, I am better than others." This is also one of the many practical guidelines of the "Human Ethology Research Center." Although these guidelines really faced the dark side of the human heart directly, they were quite scientific, or at least feelings summarized from much experience. He Zudao could accept this fact, but he didn't like this fact.

However, regardless of personal thoughts, the military action of the People's Party to enter Sichuan did not pause at all. Historically, as long as a few natural barriers could be broken through and troops could be transported to a few key points, the collapse of local regimes in Sichuan was basically very rapid. The People's Party did not focus on land routes this time. The action of blowing up the Yanyu Pile frightened various forces in the Fengjie area, and they surrendered immediately after contacting the spearhead of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. After blowing up the Yanyu Pile, the water forces of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could completely go up the river. After thousands of marine troops landed, Chongqing also surrendered almost without a fight.

The remaining important area was Chengdu. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dispatched a large number of small boats of about 300 tons to transport troops across the water area from Yibin to Leshan, and then advanced by water and land, taking Chengdu easily. With the preparatory work of the vanguard fleet, it took less than a month to seize several major strategic points along the Yangtze River in Sichuan.

Liberating the mountainous areas was not a simple job and could be done slowly. Starting from June 1st, the People's Party, mainly with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, hired a large number of local people in Chengdu to carry out emergency repair work on Dujiangyan, which had not been maintained for a long time.

For thousands of years, Sichuan had used bamboo cages made of bamboo strips filled with a large number of stones to repair Dujiangyan. The weir body of the ancient bamboo cage structure was not stable under the impact of the rapid current of the Min River, and although the Inner River channel had a sand discharge mechanism, silting could still not be avoided. Therefore, Dujiangyan needed to be renovated regularly to make it operate effectively. In the Song Dynasty, a system of annual repair by cutting off the flow during the low water period in winter and spring and during the slack farming season was established, called "Chuantao" (Dredging). During annual repairs, the weir body was repaired, and the river channel was deepened. The depth of dredging the shoal was based on digging to the stone horses buried at the bottom of the shoal, and the height of the weir body was based on being flush with the water gauge on the rock wall on the opposite bank.

The People's Party actually wanted to maintain Dujiangyan in June when the flood season was approaching. The local people in Chengdu thought the People's Party was a bit too reckless. However, the mechanical equipment brought by the steel ships spewing thick smoke from their chimneys opened the eyes of the local people in Chengdu. Steel plates, steel bars, cement, iron wires, bamboo strips processed from bamboo purchased locally, as well as generators, steam engines, and winches. The hired masses only did some auxiliary work, while the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army undertook the most arduous and dangerous work. And most of the workload in these jobs was completed by those roaring machines.

By June 15th, the emergency repair work of Dujiangyan was completed. The newly established Sichuan Provincial Government of the Republic presided over the ceremony of opening the sluice to release water. The winch slowly pulled up the sluice riveted with steel plates, and the water of the Min River rolled in, continuing to irrigate the ten thousand mu of fertile fields on the Chengdu Plain.

On July 1st, the Anlan Bridge was reinforced with steel columns and steel bars, and the expensive bridge toll was cancelled. At the same time, utilizing the geographical conditions of Feishayan on Dujiangyan, a simple cable bridge was built using materials such as steel columns and iron chains, also without charging any bridge toll. This immediately made the masses near Chengdu praise the "new government."

There was no need to formulate a strategy specifically; Chinese history had long recorded the expansion strategy for the next step after controlling Ba Shu. That is Hanzhong. There is an idiom called "coveting Shu after getting Long," which was what Cao Cao said after crusading against Zhang Lu and feeling strategically unable to complete the attack on Ba Shu. However, not long after, Liu Bei sent troops from Ba Shu to seize Hanzhong. After seizing Hanzhong, one could send troops from Hanzhong to march into "Guanzhong," that is, Shaanxi.

At this time, the People's Party already possessed Henan and controlled Shan County. Duan Qirui, who fled into Shanxi, not only controlled Shanxi but also controlled Shaanxi, Ningxia, and other places to a certain extent. For this last enemy, the Military Commission could now give directions just by drawing a map.

"Attacking Shanxi doesn't even need to go through the Eight Passes of Taihang; fighting all the way from Inner Mongolia is also a way."

"Attacking Shaanxi can go from Shan County to Tongguan, while another route goes through Hanzhong. Attacking from both sides, Duan Qirui will find it difficult to attend to both ends, which is a situation of catching a turtle in a jar."

"This is not just two routes, but at least five routes. Inner Mongolia, Hebei, and Hanzhong are three routes, and Henan divides troops into two routes to enter Shanxi and Shaanxi."

If Duan Qirui heard the discussion of the Central Revolutionary Committee of the People's Party, his nose would probably be crooked with anger. The main point of discussion was actually marching rather than fighting. The comrades of the Military Commission indeed considered it this way. If they could ensure the march, wherever the remnants of Beiyang intercepted and attacked, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would defeat them there. This was the natural consideration of the comrades.

Chen Ke didn't care too much about how to eliminate Duan Qirui. The problem he considered was further away, "Tibet, Xinjiang, Outer Mongolia. These regions are the most difficult challenges we face. The roads in these regions are rugged, supplies are difficult, and it involves the issue of recovering national territory."

It is very easy to expand territory on a map. If sitting in a comfortable conference room drinking tea and chatting, map expansion is even a great pleasure. But the troops on the front line are completely different. Tibet's plateau climate, harsh supply conditions; to go to Xinjiang, one has to pass through the Gobi Desert outside Lanzhou. As for Outer Mongolia, it was originally a place where the Golden Family of Inner Mongolia exiled criminals. If the climate were really pleasant and the water and grass lush, that place would not have been used as a place of exile no matter what. As for Nerchinsk and other places further north of the Outer Khingan Mountains, the climate is even worse than in the Northeast. What the soldiers of the troops have to face is by no means a relaxed and glorious march.

Chen Ke briefly explained these situations to the comrades. The faces of the comrades, who were inexplicably excited about recovering the main regions of China, also became calm. The frontier is the frontier because the environment in those places is indeed too harsh compared to the Central Plains.

The People's Party built railways extensively, dredged shipping, and built ships, passing through the Shu roads that were "harder than climbing to the blue sky" with extremely little resistance. Such facts indeed dulled the comrades' perception of difficulties quite a bit.

The commanders of the major military regions in the north also rushed back to attend the meeting this time. Chai Qingguo didn't speak at first. Seeing everyone fall silent temporarily, he suggested: "I think it's better to fully utilize the Beijing-Suiyuan Railway extended from Beijing-Zhangjiakou now, liberate Inner Mongolia first, and then march into Outer Mongolia."

"Then what about Duan Qirui?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

Chai Qingguo replied: "Back then, Zhang Liang could disperse Xiang Yu's eight thousand soldiers by playing the flute. I think inducing Duan Qirui to surrender is also not bad."

"Inducing Duan Qirui to surrender? I think it's difficult." Hua Xiongmao was very skeptical about this.

Chai Qingguo smiled and replied: "If Duan Qirui doesn't surrender, his subordinates may not be willing to die with Duan Qirui. Now many Beiyang troops who fled into Shanxi with Duan Qirui have secretly run back to Hebei. As long as the propaganda is effective, I don't think the soldiers of the Beiyang Army are that firm."
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"Duan Qirui has caused quite a lot of harm in Shanxi. If he surrenders, we have to guarantee his personal safety at any rate. It would be better to fight into Shanxi, arrest him, and then behead him. That would be an explanation to the people, and an explanation to the brothers who rose up in the Boxer Rebellion before," Hua Xiongmao said to Chai Qingguo.

Wu Xingchen remained silent all the time. Hearing Hua Xiongmao say this, he couldn't help but speak up, "Minister Hua, the Boxer Rebellion ended after it failed. The current revolution has nothing to do with the Boxer Rebellion. Even if we don't let Duan Qirui go, so many soldiers from Hebei in the Beiyang Army are just obeying orders to eat. If we can make them surrender, it will be good for everyone. Even if we eliminate Duan Qirui, it is best to only eliminate Duan Qirui and his die-hard followers."

Hua Xiongmao actually wanted to fight. Although he was the Minister of Defense and in charge of military orders, the powers of the Ministry of Defense were increasingly divided by the Military Commission, the General Political Department, the General Staff, and the General Logistics Department. The Ministry of Defense was increasingly becoming a nominal institution. Facing such changes, Hua Xiongmao became more and more anxious. When he was anxious in his heart, he naturally became impetuous, and his gaffes in speech became more and more frequent.

However, the opinions of the Military Commission were easily unified. Everyone first asked Chen Ke how long the Russian Civil War in the north would roughly last. Chen Ke knew that historically, 1919 was a difficult stage for Comrade Lenin. At that time, he shouted to the Beiyang government at the time and began to fool the Beiyang government. But in this time and space, Chen Ke couldn't guarantee what would happen. The People's Party was too big a variable parameter. Speaking from a small point, historically, Russia also had an army composed of Chinese laborers in Russia, numbering tens of thousands. Due to the emergence of the People's Party, the phenomenon of Chinese people running to Russia to work on a large scale did not occur. Needless to say, this Chinese legion definitely could not appear in the battle sequence of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks).

Seeing Chen Ke hesitant, Hua Xiongmao simply asked: "Chairman Chen, when do you think we must reach the border line at the latest?"

Now Chen Ke had to answer: "At the latest, today next year."

"One year?" The comrades of the Military Commission looked at each other. Based on clear strategic expectations, the opinions of the attackers easily reached a consensus, "Strive to solve Duan Qirui in half a year, and control the border line in half a year. And push the border line north to the position we desire."

"The problem of the frontier does not lie in fighting, but in whether it can be stabilized." Chen Ke had already let go and let the comrades of the Military Commission do it; he only managed strategic planning. In actual combat command now, Chen Ke believed that he could at most rank in the top one hundred.

"That means we still have to build railways?" For the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, this couldn't even be considered an idea; it was just the most common common sense.

During the break in the middle of the meeting, Hua Xiongmao found Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, I think Comrade Wu Xingchen can serve as the Minister of Defense now."

Chen Ke could understand Hua Xiongmao's thoughts. Among many high-ranking commanders, Hua Xiongmao's military achievements could be said to be the lowest. "Then what do you want to do?"

"Before I became the Minister of Defense, I was at most a division commander. I can still be a division commander," Hua Xiongmao replied.

"Zhenglan, you are cunning enough." Chen Ke couldn't help laughing loudly, "I think you can be a corps commander."

Seeing that Chen Ke agreed with his idea, Hua Xiongmao immediately replied excitedly: "Corps commander or division commander is actually fine, but let me fight battles. Otherwise, sitting with everyone, I feel ashamed."

"How about going to Inner Mongolia?" Chen Ke asked.

"No problem." Hearing that there was finally a battle to fight, Hua Xiongmao immediately expressed agreement cheerfully.

As a result, after the break ended, Hua Xiongmao put forward his idea. Which comrade in the Military Commission was not a smart person? They understood what was going on as soon as they heard it. Wu Xingchen didn't want to be this Minister of Defense either; such a position with a big name but little actual work was really not attractive. He suggested: "How about we let Comrade Pu Guanshui be this Minister of Defense?"

As the commander of the Northeast Military Region, how could Pu Guanshui be interested in being the Minister of Defense? He immediately declined modestly: "I think Comrade Wu Xingchen or Comrade Chai Qingguo are very suitable. I am really not suitable."

A group of people refused to be the Minister of Defense. At this time, everyone remembered the benefits of others and began to recommend each other vigorously. Really unable to recommend, after seven or eight comrades recommended Xiong Mingyang, Xiong Mingyang simply proposed a nonsense suggestion in desperation, "Let's draw lots."

Chen Ke was so angry that he almost went up to kick Xiong Mingyang. Even if the position of Minister of Defense was not valued, it was not the turn to decide this position by drawing lots. Was this a group of warlords choosing a spokesperson, or an organized revolutionary army choosing a cadre?

Finally, Chen Ke suddenly thought of a good candidate, "Let's let Comrade Yan Fu be the Minister of Defense, right?"

This suggestion was immediately approved by everyone in the Military Commission. Yan Fu was currently rectifying the navy in Fuzhou and did not attend this meeting. Moreover, if Yan Fu became the Minister of Defense, besides having sufficient qualifications and prestige, it could also reassure the navy that defected from Beiyang, and could have a considerable positive effect on inducing the Beiyang Army to surrender in the future.

Hua Xiongmao got his wish and became a corps commander, responsible for the march into Inner Mongolia along the Beijing-Suiyuan line. Mu Husan prepared for the march into eastern Outer Mongolia and the Nerchinsk line, and Chai Qingguo was responsible for marching into Shanxi from the east. Before the military strike, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army implemented the final persuasion to surrender to the Beiyang Duan Qirui forces.

To persuade Duan Qirui to surrender, the best candidate was Wang Shizhen. Duan Qirui might not be very loyal to Yuan Shikai, but he almost obeyed Wang Shizhen implicitly. At least when encountering trouble, he was still willing to listen to Wang Shizhen's advice. The Military Commission immediately telegraphed the comrades in Hebei to start persuading Wang Shizhen to help.

Li Runshi, the current acting Secretary of the Hebei Provincial Committee, immediately paid a visit in person.

Beijing was also engaging in large-scale construction now, fully building residential communities. The southern part of Beijing, mainly inhabited by the poor, had become a big construction site at this time, while the residential areas of those rich people in the north had not been touched for the time being. Wang Shizhen's home was in this area.

Although there was no time to engage in community construction, the neighborhood committee and the owners' committee had started construction anyway. When Li Runshi saw Wang Shizhen, the old man was sweeping the street with a big broom. According to the suggestion of the neighborhood committee, every family had to provide labor to sweep the street. At this time, the living standard of the masses was not high, and it was obviously not time to organize property management companies. Seeing Wang Shizhen sweeping the floor, Li Runshi admired him quite a bit. Wang Shizhen didn't sweep very cleanly, but Wang Shizhen swept every place on the street.

Li Runshi didn't care so much either. He picked up an idle broom next to him and joined the ranks of labor. The two obviously had a very consistent attitude towards sweeping the floor. Sweeping the hutong from this end to that end, there was no dead corner, nor any place swept very differently. After sweeping the first time, the two tacitly swept some places that needed sweeping again.

Wang Shizhen put away the broom and said to Li Runshi: "May I ask who this is..."

Li Runshi hurriedly replied: "I am Li Runshi, the current Secretary of the Hebei Provincial Committee."

"Oh." Wang Shizhen looked Li Runshi up and down before saying, "Please come inside to drink some water and rest."

After sitting down in the room, Li Runshi told Wang Shizhen his purpose directly. Wang Shizhen was not surprised either, "Chen Ke asked me, an old man, to persuade Duan Qirui to surrender. Is Chen Ke not afraid that Duan Qirui will resist stubbornly after knowing the news?"

Li Runshi explained: "If we persuade Duan Qirui to surrender directly, I'm afraid he will resist stubbornly. If Duke Wang is willing to come forward, those willing to fight will naturally still fight, but those who want to surrender will presumably surrender."

Wang Shizhen naturally knew the meaning in Li Runshi's words. He said politely: "I know your purpose. Let me think for three days. I will give you an answer in three days."

After Li Runshi left, Wang Shizhen closed the gate and sat under the eaves in the courtyard. He actually knew very clearly that if Duan Qirui did not surrender, he would definitely not have a good end. When Wang Shizhen advised Duan Qirui to withdraw to Shanxi, firstly he knew that Duan Qirui really had the heart to annex the world, and secondly, Wang Shizhen did not think the People's Party had such powerful strength.

However, as before, Wang Shizhen still misjudged the strategic direction of the People's Party. He originally thought that the People's Party would pursue Duan Qirui relentlessly, but unexpectedly, the People's Party let Duan Qirui go, turned to fight the Japanese in the Northeast, and drove Japan out of Northeast China.

Now, even if he still didn't like the People's Party, Wang Shizhen had to admit that the People's Party's magnanimity indeed had the appearance of an emperor. Similarly, Wang Shizhen also saw Chen Ke's consistent cunning and craftiness. Back then, after Cao Cao defeated Yuan Shao at Guandu, he did not wave his troops to march into Hebei. Instead, he waited for internal strife within Yuan Shao's group. After Yuan Shao died and Hebei was in chaos, Cao Cao easily took Hebei. Chen Ke was undoubtedly the same.

The People's Party first defeated Japan, colluded with the United States, and joined the Entente Powers. While solving the biggest external trouble, Duan Qirui's forces in the northwest had fallen into great chaos.

After fleeing to Shanxi, Duan Qirui originally thought that the People's Party would pursue victory, so he could only vigorously expand the army and prepare for war. As a result, the People's Party happened to stand still, and Duan Qirui soon fell into a financial crisis. The warlords of the northwestern provinces not only did not unite but, on the contrary, internal contradictions intensified. Fortunately, Duan Qirui was considered tough-handed. He suddenly waved his army into Shaanxi and seized control of Shaanxi. With the land of Shaanxi and Shanxi provinces, Duan Qirui could stabilize his situation.

Wang Shizhen saw clearly that the war between the People's Party and the Beiyang northwestern provinces had already determined the winner before it was fought. In terms of military strength, equipment, training, and even control over local areas, the People's Party completely overwhelmed Duan Qirui. If the People's Party really persuaded surrender, it would be a good opportunity for Duan Qirui and those people in Beiyang.

But some things still made Wang Shizhen feel uneasy. The killing of Cai Yuanpei had already shocked the world. Duan Qirui also had a lot of blood of the common people on his hands. If the People's Party pursued responsibility like they did with Cai Yuanpei, Duan Qirui would certainly have no reason to survive. Wang Shizhen was very worried about whether the People's Party would pardon Duan Qirui's crimes.
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Wang Shizhen was having a headache about Beiyang affairs at home when another visitor arrived. Former Beiyang Premier Xu Shichang paid a visit. The People's Party couldn't keep the Beiyang group in prison forever; that would be giving them too much credit.

After the formal founding of the nation, these people were temporarily released from imprisonment. People of Xu Shichang's level were only told that "they may not leave Beijing without application." In fact, quite a few high-ranking Beiyang officials fled Beijing privately, and the People's Party didn't take them seriously. There were also those who formally applied to leave Beijing. For example, former Vice Premier Tang Shaoyi applied to go to Wuhan to visit his daughter and son-in-law. The application was not only approved, but the People's Party also provided train tickets for Tang Shaoyi's family.

Xu Shichang prided himself on his status and refused to do things like escaping privately. having served in the Hanlin Academy, Xu Shichang also got a job as a consultant in the Literature and History Institute, receiving a not-small salary every month. So besides staying at home and participating in the compilation of literature and history at the institute, Xu Shichang also visited friends occasionally.

Wang Shizhen invited Xu Shichang to sit down and poured water. Xu Shichang said: "Pinqing, the People's Party asked me to lobby Duan Qirui to surrender. Have they approached you about this?"

"They have already talked to me." Wang Shizhen replied lightly.

"Then what is your intention, Pinqing?" Xu Shichang asked nervously.

Wang Shizhen still replied flatly: "I haven't thought it through yet, and even if I go to persuade Duan Qirui, I'm afraid he may not listen to me."

Xu Shichang said very seriously: "I think we can just write a letter to Duan Qirui casually. The People's Party has always been ruthless in doing things. How long has it been since Cai Yuanpei was killed? I'm afraid people from Beiyang will follow in Cai Jiemin's footsteps."

Even at this time, Xu Shichang was still as keen on fame and status as before, which made Wang Shizhen feel disgusted. If Xu Shichang hadn't persuaded him like this, Wang Shizhen would still be somewhat worried. After Xu Shichang's persuasion, Wang Shizhen felt that it would be better to seriously persuade Duan Qirui to surrender and be done with it. Duan Qirui himself certainly had ambition for fame, but that was because Duan Qirui himself had such a character. But Duan Qirui was surrounded by people like Xu Shichang. Being surrounded by such people, no matter how capable Duan Qirui was, he would only be burdened in vain.

Thinking of this, Wang Shizhen said: "Brother Juren, you are relatively familiar with Mr. Li Hongqi. Why don't we go ask Mr. Li for advice?"

Xu Shichang was stunned at first, then nodded repeatedly, "That's very good! That's very good!"

Li Hongqi was not at home. Because the school was building dormitories, he simply moved to live in the school. For the school, dormitories were a big deal. Plus the construction was urgent, working three shifts a day. Li Hongqi always felt uneasy if he didn't watch it with his own eyes.

After listening to the questions of the two former Beiyang big shots beside the construction site, Li Hongqi felt these two were too interesting. He laughed: "Do you two still think Duan Qirui can win?"

Even though he genuinely cared about Duan Qirui and some old Beiyang troops who fled to the northwest, Wang Shizhen was still amused by these words. Xu Shichang didn't have such a peaceful mentality; his brows were tightly knit.

Li Hongqi continued: "If you two think Duan Qirui can win, then you might as well continue fighting. If you think he can't win, what's the use of continuing to fight except for more people dying?"

Although Xu Shichang couldn't explain what was going on, he could see that Li Hongqi and Wang Shizhen's views were quite consistent. Instead, Xu Shichang became the minority among the three. He couldn't help arguing strongly: "If Chen Ke hadn't killed Cai Jiemin, I could still trust them. But he killed Cai Jiemin with such a charge. If Duan Qirui is sentenced with this charge, he will definitely not survive."

Li Hongqi originally didn't want to provoke trouble, but Xu Shichang's timid words made Li Hongqi quite disgusted. He simply said slowly with a contemplative look: "Duke Xu, I haven't met Duan Qirui. Is that Duan Qirui a person who clings to life and fears death?"

These words sounded simple, but the malice inside was sufficient. Although Wang Shizhen was not an emotional person, he guessed other people's thoughts very accurately. Hearing Li Hongqi's words, Wang Shizhen almost laughed out loud.

Xu Shichang himself was a Jinshi by origin and had always thought highly of himself, so he didn't hear Li Hongqi's meaning at first. He said strangely: "How could Duan Qirui be a person who clings to life and fears death?"

Li Hongqi said with a serious expression: "Since he is not a person who clings to life and fears death, presumably he is unwilling to suffer humiliation. If he surrenders, what is there to be afraid of? In the end, it's just death."

Xu Shichang was a big shot after all. After understanding Li Hongqi's meaning, he immediately shut his mouth and refused to speak again.

Without Xu Shichang's interference, Wang Shizhen opened his mouth and said: "Mr. Li, you are teaching here, and our disturbance is already presumptuous. We still hope you can point out a way for the Beiyang brothers with your compassionate heart. Please do not hesitate to enlighten us."

Li Hongqi knew that Chen Ke and Shang Yuan never liked to lie, let alone on such national affairs. Since they asked former Beiyang heavyweights to persuade surrender, there were certainly plans to deal with the situation where Duan Qirui refused to surrender, but they definitely wouldn't do things like killing prisoners. After pondering for a moment, he said: "At present, some people think the situation is still ambiguous, but I think the situation is already settled. Those people in the northwest cannot hold the old lands of pre-Qin."

Wang Shizhen replied: "Since they can't hold it, it's okay to surrender. But I don't know one thing: is Wenqing's offer of surrender real or fake?"

Li Hongqi closed his eyes and pondered again before saying: "Wenqing is not a person who holds grudges. But why didn't he mention surrender before? Of course, he was thinking of preparing for military unification in the future. Why does he want surrender now? It must also be because he feels that the Northwest issue must be resolved in a short time, and the fastest way is nothing other than surrender. I can't say this is a pie falling from the sky, but I feel it is a rare opportunity. If this opportunity is missed, there won't be a second time."

Wang Shizhen agreed quite a bit with Li Hongqi's judgment. He asked: "Then what does Mr. Li think Wenqing is plotting that makes him so anxious to use troops against the Northwest?"

"In my opinion, when the People's Party suddenly moves troops, the reason is never domestic but foreign. I think Wenqing's focus this time is probably not domestic, but foreign," Li Hongqi replied.

"Foreign?" Wang Shizhen was stunned. He originally thought that Chen Ke had already decided to attack the remnants of Beiyang, so he tried to use persuasion to surrender to divide and disintegrate the remnants of Beiyang first. However, Li Hongqi's statement immediately opened Wang Shizhen's train of thought. If the ultimate goal of the People's Party was not Beiyang but foreign countries... Russia immediately appeared in Wang Shizhen's mind.

The People's Party's newspapers also had international news sections, and there was also some news about the outbreak of civil war in Russia. Combining this news with the possibility that the People's Party was trying to march north taking advantage of the Russian civil war, Wang Shizhen easily made a strategic judgment. The People's Party must completely defeat the Beiyang remnants in the northwest and obtain stable control of the northwest before engaging in a full-scale war with Russia.

Now, Wang Shizhen's heart became even more conflicted. Regarding the infringement of China by European and American powers, other countries only demanded indemnities and established concessions. Britain only got Hong Kong Island from China, while Russia ceded territory. Being able to recover lost territory is the dream of any true Chinese soldier. Even for the Beiyang Army, a Chinese army that feared foreigners, high-ranking generals had also dreamed of reclaiming lost territories.

Wang Shizhen was unwilling to think too much about these things; he just knew that Beiyang was simply incapable. Now that there was finally a Chinese army that might achieve this ideal, it was impossible for Wang Shizhen not to be happy. However, if Beiyang was to be completely destroyed before achieving this ideal, Wang Shizhen inevitably hesitated again.

Li Hongqi didn't want to get entangled with these two people anymore. He said: "Gentlemen, I'm just a teacher. I'm also talking nonsense about national affairs, which shouldn't be taken seriously. The construction site is very busy now, and I can't keep you company talking anymore. Please go back first."

On the way back, Wang Shizhen's eyes were bright and he said nothing, while Xu Shichang pursed his lips, his anger not yet dissipated. Entering Wang Shizhen's house, Xu Shichang said: "What do you plan to do, Pinqing?"

Wang Shizhen did not answer this question directly, "Duan Qirui has a resolute character. If he wants others to help, he might treat worthy men with courtesy. If he is asked to work for others, that is by no means easy. So Duke Xu can do whatever he thinks."

Before Xu Shichang could understand, Wang Shizhen issued an eviction order, "I'm tired today, please go back first, Duke Xu."

Before the three days agreed with Li Runshi, the next day Wang Shizhen handed a letter to the comrade at the reception office of the Hebei Provincial Committee, asking him to forward the letter to Li Runshi. The letter was simply unsealed. The comrade at the reception office knew who Wang Shizhen was. Seeing that there was indeed a letter inside, he wanted to ask a few more questions, but saw that Wang Shizhen had already got up to leave.

Less than ten days later, this letter was delivered to Duan Qirui in Xi'an.

Seeing the familiar handwriting on the envelope, Duan Qirui couldn't help sighing. He had already received the notice of persuasion to surrender from the People's Party. Not only was the letter of persuasion sent directly to Duan Qirui, but the People's Party also posted notices extensively in Shaanxi, Shanxi, and other places. Just as the People's Party could post notices in Beijing when the Manchu Qing was still around, Duan Qirui knew that the People's Party had not relaxed the establishment of its intelligence system at all.

Wang Shizhen could become a famous figure in Beiyang because he had almost no personal desire for fame. Among the Beiyang generals full of personal desire for fame, Wang Shizhen was indeed a rare type who was strong without desire. Coupled with Wang Shizhen's outstanding ability, this was the reason why all the generals were convinced by Wang Shizhen. However, in the current situation, what Duan Qirui wanted most was Wang Shizhen's advice, yet what he feared most was also Wang Shizhen's advice.

Duan Qirui knew that Wang Shizhen could always solve problems, but the way to solve problems was always too fair. In the Yuan Shikai era, solving problems fairly could stabilize Yuan Shikai's rule, but it was by no means a good thing for Duan Qirui. Even without reading the letter, Duan Qirui could think that Wang Shizhen's suggestion must be the best way to solve the problem, but not the way to maximize Duan Qirui's interests.

Things turned out just as Duan Qirui thought. Wang Shizhen suggested that Duan Qirui negotiate with the People's Party on the condition of signing a peace agreement. The northwestern provinces would recognize the leadership of the People's Party and strive for limited local autonomy as much as possible.

Duan Qirui shook his head slightly and put the letter back on the table. Compared with humiliating "surrender," limited local autonomy was already a huge improvement. Up to now, Duan Qirui no longer fantasized about being able to raise troops immediately to overthrow the People's Party and obtain ruling power over the whole of China. However, the current situation in the northwest at least still had mountains and rivers as barriers and possessed vast territory. From this perspective, limited local autonomy was actually not much different from surrender, just the difference between dying early or late. If destruction was inevitable, Duan Qirui still hoped to go through a convincing war, rather than bowing his head and admitting defeat so cowardly.

The war between Beiyang and the People's Party left Duan Qirui with the impression of the word "cowardly." In every war, the Beiyang Army was finished without being able to fully exert its strength. If they hadn't fallen into an extremely disadvantageous situation before the war time and again, but both sides could deploy their formations and fight freely. Just like the battle in the Northeast bragged about by the People's Party, the Chinese and Japanese armies crashed head-on and then fought bloody battles. If it were such a war, even if Duan Qirui lost, he would feel that he had done his best, at least losing clearly.

Even knowing that making the enemy unable to exert full strength is also a kind of combat ability, as the side unable to exert strength every time, the depression in Duan Qirui's heart was really indescribable.

Holding such hostility and personal emotions, Duan Qirui quickly began to mobilize troops to strengthen the defense of Shanxi and Shaanxi, and expanded conscription. No matter how hard he tried, from a strategic point of view, what Duan Qirui did could only be described by the word "wait." This approach was no different from Beiyang and Chiang Kai-shek (Baldy).

The People's Party never waited. The war philosophy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was completely inherited from that army in history with a strong offensive spirit. Although the main strength of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had been placed on infrastructure construction for two years, from the placement of troops to the training of troops, preparations for marching were being made.

Just a few days after the notice of persuasion to surrender was sent to Duan Qirui, Hua Xiongmao, who had stepped down from the post of Minister of Defense, rushed to Zhangjiakou day and night. There was not just a corps there, but a reinforced infantry corps incorporated with two cavalry divisions. The opponent of this force was Xu Shuzheng, who was deployed in Inner Mongolia and Outer Mongolia.

Every Beiyang warlord received a letter of persuasion to surrender, but the People's Party had no illusions about them at all. These Beiyang warlords might have been called "Military Governors" when under Yuan Shikai, but once Yuan Shikai died, they were now completely a group of warlords. No matter how these people viewed themselves, what they could truly rely on was only the army in their hands. With an army, they were local kings; without an army, they were nothing. These guys had completely become a group of warlords. To deal with warlords who only knew how to rely on force, only force could make them face reality.

"Since Xu Shuzheng doesn't surrender, we have no need to wait any longer. No amount of negotiation is useful." After all, having stayed in the central government for more than ten years, leaving aside military command ability, Hua Xiongmao's understanding of politics was profound enough. "Launch an attack on Xu Shuzheng."

On August 20, 1918, the news that Xu Shuzheng's troops were completely wiped out at the border of Inner Mongolia and Outer Mongolia reached Duan Qirui.
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"Yo! General Xu, I've heard of you for a long time, and finally meet you today." Hua Xiongmao stood up and smiled as he watched Xu Shuzheng being brought into the headquarters in handcuffs.

Xu Shuzheng just snorted and did not answer. He actually knew long ago that Hua Xiongmao was an "old rebel bandit" in the People's Party, but this was indeed the first time he had seen him.

Hua Xiongmao looked Xu Shuzheng up and down. Having worked with Chen Ke for more than ten years, Hua Xiongmao had never seen Chen Ke issue orders based on personal emotions. However, before Hua Xiongmao took up his post this time, Chen Ke rarely talked to Hua Xiongmao about Xu Shuzheng. The People's Party had special files on all Beiyang generals, and after capturing most Beiyang officials, these files became even more numerous. According to the records, Yuan Shikai once commented on Xu Shuzheng: "Youzheng (Xu Shuzheng) also has some talent. If he follows the right path, he can be expected to go far. But he is arrogant and self-righteous, offending too many people."

Hua Xiongmao naturally did not know that Chen Ke was moved by compassion because Xu Shuzheng had the merit of recovering Outer Mongolia "in history." Seeing Xu Shuzheng's arrogant demeanor even after being captured, what Hua Xiongmao recalled was Chen Ke's evaluation of Xu Shuzheng, "If a person has some ability, in Beiyang he must be sharp-edged, overly arrogant, bold and daring, and making too many enemies. We cannot set any precedent for Xu Shuzheng; there are quite a few such comrades in our People's Party. Xu Shuzheng definitely has a way to court death, but if we can avoid killing him, let's not kill him. However, if he deserves to be killed, there is no need to let him go."

Asking Xu Shuzheng to sit down first, Hua Xiongmao said straightforwardly: "General Xu, I have a question. Do you think you have a reason not to die?"

Xu Shuzheng originally thought that Hua Xiongmao wanted to persuade him to surrender, but he didn't expect such an intimidating question right from the start. Just as he wanted to get angry, he calmed down quickly. He suddenly grinned, "I have killed countless people. If you want to find a reason to kill me, it is very easy."

Hua Xiongmao laughed: "Killed countless people? Let's not brag about this. Is it that you can't count yourself, or that you killed many people? I think General Xu is probably just the former."

Mocked by Hua Xiongmao like this, Xu Shuzheng just sneered and stopped talking.

Hua Xiongmao continued: "In war, you kill me and I kill you; this is duty. I will never kill you because of this. As for your hostility to our People's Party, it is not a capital crime either. As for you drinking soldiers' blood (embezzling soldiers' pay) and taking empty pay, these are all your Beiyang affairs; we won't use these reasons to kill you."

"Hmph! Since you say these reasons are not the cause for killing me, then I, Xu, have no reason to be killed." Xu Shuzheng sneered.

Hua Xiongmao smiled slightly, "Then let me ask you something. In Guisui, you ordered the killing of sixteen common people who refused to pay taxes. This happened, right? Do you think you should pay with your life?"

Hearing this, Xu Shuzheng immediately flew into a rage, "Resisting tax payment, why can't they be killed? Hasn't your People's Party killed such people?"

"Not a single one." Hua Xiongmao stared into Xu Shuzheng's eyes and answered seriously, "Our People's Party never kills for money, and never kills common people. I haven't even mentioned your Beiyang Army looting common people along the way during the march. I can tell you responsibly that here with us, officers and soldiers robbing along the way are punishable by death. No one has ever escaped punishment after doing such a thing. In the more than ten years since our army was founded, several such incidents have occurred, and all participants were shot."

Whether a person is lying can be seen from their eyes and expressions. Xu Shuzheng looked into Hua Xiongmao's eyes, but saw no sign of lying from Hua Xiongmao. After confronting for a long time, Xu Shuzheng said: "So the People's Party insists on killing me."

"So I asked you first, do you think you have a reason not to die." Hua Xiongmao said seriously.

Xu Shuzheng said loudly: "Because I didn't surrender, you want to kill one to warn a hundred?"

"Your logic is flawed!" Hua Xiongmao couldn't help correcting, "We persuade surrender. What is the condition for persuasion to surrender? That is, if there is no personal blood debt, we will not kill him. You killed people because of government affairs; this does not belong to personal blood debt, so it is not within the scope of deserving to be killed. But if you don't surrender, the basis for not killing naturally doesn't exist. One thing is one thing."

For the People's Party, Chen Ke had been instilling the modern concept of governing the country that everyone is equal before the law for more than ten years, so Hua Xiongmao was very clear about this logically. For Xu Shuzheng, his thinking was still the traditional thinking mode of "good people and bad people." Good people have the right to receive different treatment, and bad people can be executed even without committing crimes. And power is the highest criterion for determining good and bad people. Plus, although Xu Shuzheng was a warrior, he learned to read at 3, could write poetry at 7, passed the county level imperial exam at 13, and became a stipend student at 17, known as a child prodigy, so he could not accept this concept of the People's Party even more.

"After all is said and done, you still want to kill me, Xu." Xu Shuzheng sneered.

Hua Xiongmao was also a bit annoyed. He sighed and said: "You are just illogical. If I wanted to kill you, why would I waste these words with you? Just lock you up first, wait until Yulin is liberated, and open the court. Naturally, someone will sue you, then try you according to the law, and finally sentence you. Why do I waste my breath with you? Do I get a sense of accomplishment by making you bow your head and admit guilt? I am a lazy person, and matters of the judiciary are not within my scope of interference. So I ask you one last time, do you think you have a reason not to die."

Although Xu Shuzheng still couldn't understand and accept the thinking of the People's Party, he at least understood one thing: Hua Xiongmao was neither trying to show off his power nor doing it for fun. I'm afraid it was really as Hua Xiongmao said, looking for a reason why Xu Shuzheng could not die. No one wants to die. Even if he felt great humiliation, Xu Shuzheng couldn't help considering the reason why he could not die.

After thinking for a good while, Xu Shuzheng finally replied: "If according to your People's Party's standard for killing people, I indeed have no reason not to die." After saying this, a bleak smile appeared on Xu Shuzheng's face, "But after I die, I have an unfinished wish. In the past few years, I have planned the strategy for recovering Outer Mongolia, which is almost finished now. Since you have fought the Japanese, presumably you are not afraid of the Russian hairy ones. If you have the guts to fight the Russians, you might as well take that strategy and use it."

Hua Xiongmao originally really wanted to kill Xu Shuzheng and be done with it. It wasn't that he had any opinion on Xu Shuzheng, but between letting Xu Shuzheng go and not letting Xu Shuzheng go, Hua Xiongmao believed that executing Xu Shuzheng would be more beneficial to Chen Ke. However, hearing Xu Shuzheng's words, Hua Xiongmao felt that Chen Ke was quite prescient. After Beiyang fled to the northwest, they had no enterprising spirit. Xu Shuzheng's original intention to recover Outer Mongolia was probably to expand Beiyang's territory. Regardless of what his original intention was, if there was really such a plan, then this person's backbone was quite extraordinary.

"This is the reason why you can not die." Hua Xiongmao said, "If a person has at least the thought and effort to be loyal to the country, we still have to give a policy and a way out."

Xu Shuzheng's last words were actually half true and half false. Although he did make preparations to recover Outer Mongolia, this plan was only a plan. Limited by the strength of the Beiyang remnants, Xu Shuzheng completely relied on his personal ability to operate this matter, and whether it could be achieved was still uncertain. The reason he said this was also largely due to the thought of mocking Hua Xiongmao.

Unexpectedly, Hua Xiongmao seemed indifferent to other things about Xu Shuzheng, but upon hearing that Xu Shuzheng tried to recover national territory, he actually praised him greatly, which made Xu Shuzheng feel that there was something tricky in it.

Xu Shuzheng looked at Hua Xiongmao for a long time before saying slowly: "I am only planning, and it is uncertain whether it can be done. If you think my planning will definitely work, you are overestimating me, Xu."

Hua Xiongmao replied calmly: "There are many external factors regarding whether it can be done, but whether to do it or not is a personal attitude. Just this attitude proves that you are still a true patriot, knowing that meat has to rot in one's own pot. Can you show me this material?"

Xu Shuzheng naturally did not lie. In order to march into Outer Mongolia, he had accumulated a lot of materials. Plus dictating his plan, the whole verification was very convenient.

In fact, Xu Shuzheng's method was not very exquisite. Due to the "October Revolution" in Russia, the Outer Mongolian princes and nobles headed by Jebtsundamba lost their backer, so they decided to return to China to maintain their own interests. Xu Shuzheng had already contacted Outer Mongolia. He planned to lead two infantry brigades and one cavalry regiment to march out of the pass and advance towards Urga (Kulun). At the same time, invite large merchant groups such as Shanxi merchants to various parts of Outer Mongolia to promote the economic construction of Outer Mongolia through commerce. Then find a way to put the "Premier of the Cabinet" of the puppet regime of Outer Mongolia, Badamdorj, as well as the princes and the Living Buddha Jebtsundamba under house arrest.

Hua Xiongmao quite appreciated this plan which could almost be described as adventurous. Compared with the Beiyang remnants, the People's Party was far superior in manpower and material resources. However, there was one thing that was not superior, that was the connections in Inner and Outer Mongolia.

The biggest reason why Chen Ke didn't want to use troops against the northwest immediately back then was that the People's Party lacked internal cadres, and a large number of systems were still vacant and urgently needed construction. Another reason was that the People's Party had no influence in the northwest. As the saying goes, "no discord, no concord." From a dialectical point of view, this fighting was also a process of deepening understanding and testing the bottom line. If entering the northwest with a brand-new system, the contradiction between the People's Party and the old system would immediately become the main contradiction in the northwest.

If the situation hadn't developed well, and the People's Party coveted Shu after getting Long (insatiable desire), hoping to take the opportunity to recover the old territory ceded by Russia, the military action against the northwest would have had to be delayed for a while longer.

After discussing with Xu Shuzheng and some captured Beiyang officials in Inner and Outer Mongolia, Hua Xiongmao reached a consensus with them. Pardon the crimes of Beiyang personnel in the Mongolian region who were willing to rise up and surrender, including Xu Shuzheng, and these people would join the military action of the People's Party to recover Outer Mongolia.

Originally, Xu Shuzheng wanted the Shanxi merchant groups to contribute money and effort to promote the economy of Outer Mongolia. Now the People's Party shouldered the economic construction entirely. The troops Xu Shuzheng originally wanted to mobilize had been defeated, so the troops of the People's Party naturally became the only military force. What Xu Shuzheng and the others had to do was to use their connections to assist the People's Party in completing the modified Xu Shuzheng plan and bring Outer Mongolia back to the embrace of the motherland.

Xu Shuzheng and the Beiyang Outer Mongolian officials originally had limited enthusiasm for this change. After all, this had a flavor of making wedding clothes for others. However, learning from Hua Xiongmao that the People's Party's plan was far more than this, and recovering Outer Mongolia was only a link in the People's Party's recovery of old lands, Xu Shuzheng and others immediately became enthusiastic.

If they only completed the plan to recover Outer Mongolia, Xu Shuzheng and others would be nothing more than a group of surrendered generals who clung to life and feared death. If they could work hard to recover old lands, Xu Shuzheng and others would be true national heroes. For their own current interests and reputation for generations to come, there was no need to make any "difficult choice" about where to go.

Having settled this matter, Hua Xiongmao was also very happy. Originally, he thought Chen Ke might have some connection with Xu Shuzheng's family. Now he had to suspect what kind of little trick Chen Ke was playing. Hua Xiongmao had been watching from the sidelines in many domestic and foreign wars of the People's Party. Now being able to shoulder such an unprecedented heavy responsibility was an excellent opportunity to establish Hua Xiongmao's military fame.

Thus, the military plan was sent to the Military Commission of the People's Party at high speed. Upholding the tradition of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's strong offensive spirit, Hua Xiongmao also began to make intensive preparations.

With Xu Shuzheng and others acting as the leading party, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army defeated the troops sent by Duan Qirui to intercept, and quickly liberated the entire Suiyuan. The captured soldiers naturally surrendered. After screening the captured officers, those within the scope of salvation also cheerfully surrendered after being persuaded by the "risen" Xu Shuzheng and others.

In the process of working together with the People's Party, this group of people discovered that the People's Party indeed did things very differently from Beiyang and even the Manchu Qing. Apart from the factor of having money, the People's Party gave Beiyang two strongest feelings. One was that the People's Party from top to bottom was really not greedy for money, and the second was that the People's Party really knew how to spend money.

Just like the wool business, the price of wool on the grassland was very low, plus the processing technology was very poor, so it was actually not easy to do. The People's Party's handling method was completely different from the bandit-like method of setting up checkpoints to collect fees. Merchant caravans composed of troops moved back and forth on the grassland, propagating the existence of the People's Party merchant caravans whenever they met herdsmen.

Due to the good firepower and large numbers of the troops, they were not afraid of large or small groups of horse bandits. And in transactions, the People's Party's method was even more peculiar. In addition to the normal transaction of exchanging wool for daily necessities, the People's Party actually used wool products to exchange for wool. Sweaters, woolen gloves, woolen hats, sheepskin jackets, sheepskin boots, and even felt for building yurts were exchanged. The exchange ratio was about 1.5 to 1.

Xu Shuzheng was greatly puzzled by this obviously losing business, "Commander Hua, do you have nowhere to use your excess money? Why do you want to let these Mongols get off cheaply?"

Hua Xiongmao explained: "How is this called letting Mongols get off cheaply? If the Mongol compatriots don't know that their worthless things can be exchanged for these good things, how can they be sincerely willing to expand business with us?"

Xu Shuzheng seemed to understand but not fully understand. Hua Xiongmao had to explain further: "Do you think our commodities are much better than the products produced on the grassland itself?"

"This is natural!" Xu Shuzheng absolutely had this minimum insight.

Hua Xiongmao continued to explain: "Since the Mongol compatriots see this fact, they can understand that the products on the grassland need our processing technology to become so good, and they will have a demand for us."

Xu Shuzheng thought for a while and raised a new question, "What if they want to get these technologies from us, and then they start this production themselves?"

Hua Xiongmao felt that Xu Shuzheng was really smart to be able to see this step. He laughed: "To learn our things, they have to be able to speak Chinese, write Chinese characters, and accept Han culture education and production methods. If the Mongol compatriots on the grassland learn all these, they will be Han people. How good is that."

Xu Shuzheng was also called a child prodigy since childhood. He never expected Hua Xiongmao to think this way. Dumbfounded and stunned for a long time, Xu Shuzheng didn't know what he should say.
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On October 4, 1918, the news of the loss of Hanzhong finally made Duan Qirui understand what it meant to be besieged on all sides (Four-sided Chu song). Within two months, Xu Shuzheng was first captured and then defected. Suiyuan Province was lost, and Hanzhong was taken by the People's Party. Similar to his previous experiences of being hostile to the People's Party, before Duan Qirui could exert his strength, he was already struggling. The People's Party, occupying Shan County, gathered heavy troops and glared like a tiger. If troops were mobilized at this time to recapture Hanzhong or Suiyuan, let alone whether it could be done, firstly, the troops guarding Tongguan would be weakened, and Xi'an would also have to play the empty city stratagem. If Tongguan were captured by the People's Party, the gate of Shaanxi would be completely open. Duan Qirui was not arrogant enough to think he still had the slightest chance of winning at this time.

If confronting the People's Party at Tongguan, the result would be letting the People's Party wreak havoc in other places. Since Suiyuan had been taken down, other areas were completely unstable. After a large number of former Beiyang people defected to the People's Party, some also communicated with Duan Qirui with good intentions or other thoughts, so Duan Qirui had a clear understanding this time that the People's Party did not march south on a large scale after occupying Suiyuan. The goal of the People's Party was not him, Duan Qirui, but Outer Mongolia and Xinjiang. Instead of using troops in Guanzhong where the roads were difficult, it was more convenient to take the Beijing-Zhangjiakou line which was already there and the Beijing-Suiyuan line which would likely be open to traffic within half a year.

The People's Party still occupied the moral high ground of the nation this time. As long as they could successfully recover the old lands, any attack by Duan Qirui on the People's Party in this process would be enough to nail Duan Qirui to the pillar of shame in history. Duan Qirui could absolutely not escape the reputation of a traitor. Even if Duan Qirui stood still, after the People's Party completed its strategic goals, it could easily turn back and eliminate Duan Qirui. After the People's Party eliminated Duan Qirui, putting the title of traitor on Duan Qirui would be a piece of cake.

At this time, Duan Qirui deeply regretted not listening to Wang Shizhen's advice two months ago. If he had been willing to negotiate with the People's Party then, even if he couldn't gain the initiative, at least he would have had more opportunities. Like in the Beiyang era, Duan Qirui still stubbornly believed that the goal of the People's Party was the northwest, to launch a civil war, and did not expect that the People's Party actually intended to target Russia, to launch a foreign war.

Back then, the People's Party relied on fighting the Germans in Qingdao and the Japanese in the Northeast. Through the victory of foreign wars, it quickly gained the support of public opinion. Even the literati who opposed the People's Party most at most dared to question the People's Party's domestic policies and dared not mention the People's Party's foreign wars at all. The reason why a large group of people who were quite dissatisfied with the People's Party dared not or were unwilling to oppose the People's Party was also because the People's Party won every battle in foreign wars.

Now even Duan Qirui's die-hard follower Xu Shuzheng had surrendered to the People's Party. As a traitor, he actually got the title of "Uprising General." It was as if Xu Shuzheng had always been wearing the same pair of pants as the People's Party. This was inevitably too ridiculous.

Duan Qirui began to seriously consider Wang Shizhen's suggestion, at least to conduct political negotiations with the People's Party first. As long as political negotiations started, at least there would be no military conflict between the two sides for the time being. With Yuan Shikai's lesson from the past, it was really too difficult for Duan Qirui to make this determination.

After agreeing to the autonomy of associated provinces back then, the People's Party immediately grew big. The period of peace indeed gave Beiyang a chance to recuperate, but compared with the fierce expansion of the People's Party's power, this peace could even be said to be aiding the enemy. Now the People's Party was already so powerful and had inserted its hands into the northwest. Duan Qirui firmly believed that even if peace could be achieved temporarily this time, when this peace ended, it would be the time when the People's Party seized the entire China.

After fighting with the People's Party for more than ten years, Duan Qirui felt for the first time that he really couldn't hold on anymore.

Regardless of what he thought in his heart, Duan Qirui had to maintain calm at least on the surface. Whenever a subordinate tried to talk to Duan Qirui about this matter, Duan Qirui would coldly refuse to let the subordinate continue. Duan Qirui knew very well that his subordinates followed him for glory and wealth. Before reaching the end of the rope, these people would abandon Duan Qirui without hesitation. This was also an important reason why Duan Qirui refused to accept Wang Shizhen's advice.

It never rains but it pours. While Duan Qirui was contemplating, Wu Peifu strode into Duan Qirui's office with an anxious look, "Premier Duan, Tongguan reported back that dozens of brothers ran to the People's Party under the cover of night yesterday."

Duan Qirui dared not proclaim himself president, but assumed the post of Premier of the Cabinet himself. No one else dared to be this president either, so Duan Qirui commanded the northwest as Premier.

Before Duan Qirui could reply, Wu Peifu continued: "The Tongguan commander asked us for military pay again!"

Duan Qirui shot a gaze full of anger from his eyes, as if wanting to penetrate the distance between Xi'an and Tongguan and burn that incompetent commander to death. In the past month, almost every day soldiers fled to the People's Party side. The commander of the Tongguan garrison had no other way but to spend money, just watching people run away every day.

But the anger was only momentary. Duan Qirui stood up, put his hands behind his back, and began to pace back and forth in the room. The treasury in Xi'an had bottomed out and couldn't take out any money at all. The Shanxi Chamber of Commerce had also been extorted by Duan Qirui almost completely, and all mobilizable financial resources had been completely exhausted. If there was no money to pay the army, using strict military discipline would only incite mutiny.

After walking for a while, Duan Qirui said to Wu Peifu: "Go find Sun Yongsheng."

Wu Peifu was stunned. As Chen Ke's "uncle," since He Qian passed away, Sun Yongsheng actually had no kinship with Chen Ke anymore. But this former kinship still made Sun Yongsheng quite embarrassed in the Beiyang Army all along. However, since Sun Yongsheng could follow Duan Qirui to Shanxi, this had already demonstrated his loyalty to Beiyang. Moreover, killing Sun Yongsheng would be meaningless, so Duan Qirui arranged an idle job for Sun Yongsheng. Now at such a desperate stage, Duan Qirui called Sun Yongsheng over. Wu Peifu already felt an unsettling taste. However, Wu Peifu did not refuse this order, just saluted simply and went out.

Duan Qirui walked a few more circles and stopped in front of the map. Until now, as the Premier of the Cabinet, he nominally controlled provinces such as Shaanxi, Shanxi, Ningxia, Qinghai, Xinjiang, and Tibet, but only nominally. Ningxia, Qinghai, and Xinjiang had long been virtually independent, completely controlled by local warlords. Tibet Province had never had any official contact with Duan Qirui. As long as Duan Qirui lost Shanxi and Shaanxi, he would be finished.

Sun Yongsheng came quickly. When he entered the door, Duan Qirui was still standing quietly in front of the map. Duan Qirui was not fat, and worrying day and night these days made him much thinner. Seeing Duan Qirui's thin back, Sun Yongsheng felt an inexplicable sadness. After Yuan Shikai died, the Beiyang government in Beijing collapsed, and the golden age of Beiyang ended. More than two years later, the People's Party pressed forward step by step, and everyone in Beiyang felt panic before the end came.

At present, only Duan Qirui personally could unite the Beiyang Army and barely keep this group in existence. When Wu Peifu told Sun Yongsheng that Duan Qirui called him over, Sun Yongsheng was indeed anxious in his heart.

"Yongsheng, sit down." Duan Qirui said as he turned around.

Sun Yongsheng dared not disobey the order, but only dared to sit on the stool with half a buttock.

Duan Qirui sat back in his seat and then slowly said to Sun Yongsheng: "Yongsheng, I want you to go and pass a message to the People's Party."

These words made Sun Yongsheng's body stiffen immediately. Mentioning the People's Party, Sun Yongsheng felt uncomfortable all over. He said with a dry throat: "I wonder what Premier Duan wants this subordinate to say."

"I want to negotiate peace with them." Duan Qirui finally said what he least wanted to say.

"This... there are so many people in our Beiyang; anyone can be sent." Sun Yongsheng's heart beat very fast. As a middle-level officer, even an awkwardly positioned middle-level officer, Sun Yongsheng knew the current situation of Beiyang. Many officers who originally didn't want to have much contact with Sun Yongsheng had recently started to invite Sun Yongsheng to drink often. Although the place they could go was just to eat mutton soup, a meal of this level in Beijing could only be called eating, but in Xi'an, it was already a very "high-end" pastime.

When eating together, many people also mentioned Sun Yongsheng's identity. Now it was not mockery, but heartfelt envy. Thanks to Beiyang's propaganda and the People's Party's own political propaganda, both the speakers and the listeners knew that the People's Party was not a political organization that practiced "when a man gets to the top, all his friends and relations get there with him." The reason for saying this was simply because Sun Yongsheng still had a way out at any rate. The Beiyang troops who followed Duan Qirui to the northwest had been promoted, but they were far from getting rich. The reason why everyone didn't disband was only because they didn't know where to make a living after disbanding.

The people below were extremely confused about the future, yet the upper-level Duan Qirui actually wanted to "negotiate peace" with the People's Party. Sun Yongsheng's heart was filled with strong anxiety at this time.

"Negotiating peace is not surrendering. I want to maintain the situation of associated provincial autonomy for Shanxi and Shaanxi provinces." Duan Qirui explained, but his voice was not so confident.

"This subordinate still feels it is inappropriate for this subordinate to go." Sun Yongsheng still didn't want to wade into this muddy water.

Duan Qirui kept a straight face, "Yongsheng, if I ask you to go, you just go. Now there are so many brothers who are uneasy in their hearts. As long as you can go and come back, everyone will naturally have confidence. In fact, for so long, I have always trusted you. At this point, you are the most suitable candidate to pass messages with the People's Party."

Sun Yongsheng also knew that Duan Qirui treated him well. Listening to Duan Qirui's meaning, it was impossible to refuse. Sun Yongsheng stood up, "The Premier orders this subordinate to go, so this subordinate will go. This trip will absolutely not disappoint the Premier's expectations."

"That's right!" Duan Qirui said to Sun Yongsheng in an encouraging tone.

Although the news that Sun Yongsheng was going to pass messages to the People's Party was considered "confidential information," given the current level of Duan Qirui's organization, this secret could not be kept for long at all. Before Sun Yongsheng set off, several groups of people privately approached Sun Yongsheng to inquire about news. After sending these people away with difficulty, Sun Yongsheng embarked on the journey under the protection of a group of guards.

The journey was not long, starting from Xi'an and ending in Shan County. As a messenger rather than a negotiator, Sun Yongsheng only needed to make this round trip. When he arrived at Tongguan and passed outside the military camp, Sun Yongsheng's only feeling was a chill in his heart. Logically speaking, Tongguan at this time should be heavily guarded and full of war atmosphere. However, although there were many troops and many military camps, it gave a deserted feeling. It seemed that there was nothing left in Tongguan except military camps. No soldiers could be seen, and no noise of drilling could be heard.

Some of the defenders responsible for the pass at Tongguan knew Sun Yongsheng. They looked at Sun Yongsheng with eyes full of surprise. If it weren't for many people following Sun Yongsheng, they would probably have come up to ask at this time. Sun Yongsheng saw that the complexion of these people guarding the checkpoint was not very good, and their attitude was even more casual. As if this was not a battlefield at all. Judging militarily, not to mention the fierce People's Party, if the hostile party were Sun Yongsheng, he would also dare to boldly lead troops to charge over. Judging from the situation seen before his eyes, Sun Yongsheng felt that the Beiyang Army of the Yuan Shikai era would have at least an 80% chance of winning against the current group of Beiyang Army.

Leaving Tongguan and arriving in Shan County, Sun Yongsheng immediately felt a familiar army feeling. Those formations, those soldiers, all looked vigorous. As for those barbed wire fences, wooden fences, and tall watchtowers, just looking at them made Sun Yongsheng lose the thought of attacking. Without powerful firepower to destroy these military facilities, no matter how many people came up, it would be sending them to death.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army treated the envoy with the same rigor and politeness, asked Sun Yongsheng's purpose, accepted the letters and documents brought by Sun Yongsheng, and arranged for Sun Yongsheng and his party to stay. The next afternoon, they invited Sun Yongsheng over for a talk.

"If the Northwest and Tibet can formally recognize the leadership of the Central Government, accept officials dispatched by the Central Government, gradually adopt unified judicial and administrative systems in various places, accept the reorganization of the army by the Central Government, and obey the orders of the Central Government in the military actions to be taken by the Central Government, we can accept peace talks." The Tongguan Commander said.

Sun Yongsheng calculated these conditions in his heart; no matter how he listened, it was almost the same as surrendering. He dared not promise anything, just simply said: "Does your side have an official document for the requirements?"

The Tongguan Commander pushed a document stapled with a few sheets of paper in front of Sun Yongsheng, "All our requirements are on it. You can take it back for Duan Qirui to see."

As a messenger, the task is to deliver the message. After getting the reply from the People's Party, Sun Yongsheng immediately returned. The Tongguan checkpoint was still guarded by those people. seeing that Sun Yongsheng and others actually came back, their eyes showed a little enthusiasm besides astonishment. Sun Yongsheng even heard someone shouting to others: "Old Sun is back! Old Sun is back! I won the bet!"

It seems these people were really afraid that I would run away. Sun Yongsheng thought helplessly. Is my conduct as Sun Yongsheng really that bad?

But on second thought, Duan Qirui himself also said that as long as Sun Yongsheng could come back after going, the Beiyang brothers would have confidence. Even Sun Yongsheng, who had the most options for retreat, didn't choose to defect to the People's Party, so what were others anxious about?

Sun Yongsheng felt quite sad that Beiyang had to use such a method to stimulate military morale. He came back this time, but if he really ran to the People's Party and didn't come back, what would happen to the Beiyang Army?
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After taking office as the Minister of Defense, Yan Fu found that the Ministry of Defense had been cut down to just the position of the Minister of Defense. And the most interesting thing was that in the documents Yan Fu received, the position of Minister of Defense even ranked below the Standing Committee Member of the Central Military Commission of the Chinese People's Party. There are no walls in the world that wind does not pass through; Yan Fu heard that Xiong Mingyang had even proposed drawing lots to decide the Minister of Defense. Since the Central Military Commission and the Ministry of Defense were already one team with two signboards, the Minister of Defense had become an external institution. This position thus became a title to compare seniority and level of foreign exchange. This was actually a true recognition of Yan Fu's ability.

This time Chen Ke invited Yan Fu back to Wuhan to discuss work. Yan Fu didn't care about his so-called reputation at all; whether adding a title of Minister of Defense was no longer important to Yan Fu. What Yan Fu cared about most was that in October 1918, the international situation for the navy had suddenly become severe.

Upon seeing Chen Ke, Yan Fu first asked about the central government's heavy industry plan, including the shipbuilding industry.

Chen Ke laughed: "Does Mr. Yan feel that our industrial development is too slow?"

Yan Fu shook his head slightly. The industrial construction of the Manchu Qing had basically fallen into the hands of the People's Party by now, and this precious wealth had expanded sharply under the management of the People's Party. However, no matter how China's industry expanded, the overly thin accumulation was not enough to satisfy Yan Fu's expectations. As a great scholar and a navy expert, Yan Fu knew very well that the process of accumulation and construction could not be avoided at all. But as an ordinary human being, even knowing that his thoughts were inevitably too hasty, he could not suppress his desire for his dreams.

"Wenqing, I am already 65 years old this year. Originally, at this age, I shouldn't have such high aspirations. It's rare for a person to live to seventy since ancient times, and I don't know if I can live to that day. But I just want to see three things before I die: a 10,000-ton ship built by China itself, China recovering Korea, and China recovering all the lost old lands from Russia. If I can see these three things before I die, I will die without regrets."

"Aren't the ships commissioned by the United States almost finished?" Chen Ke laughed.

Yan Fu replied: "But our war with Japan is also imminent. The World War is about to end; how many years will the Sino-Japanese War take? One year? Two years?"

Chen Ke stopped talking for a moment. World War I was indeed about to end. The world situation was about to undergo tremendous changes.

Germany launched five large-scale attacks starting from March 1918. The German army, using Stormtrooper tactics, appeared unstoppable from the beginning of the campaign, showing a momentum of fighting all the way to Paris.

Facing the sharp tactics of the German army, Britain and France also found a way to cope, which was to desperately prolong the combat time. In every new campaign on the Western Front, the German army tore through the British and French defense lines with tactics. Seeing the positions breached, Britain and France would first use indiscriminate artillery fire to block the German offensive. British and French officers and soldiers relied on "Divine Body Protection Pills" to stimulate their nerves, and a large number of tanks and infantry dispersed into infantry combat teams launched counterattacks day and night. The military observers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could not even describe the cruel battles in words. The battle accounts, which should have been expository texts, were almost written as lyrical prose.

France sent all the soldiers they could pull to the front line, and Britain pulled cannon fodder troops from various colonies into this flesh-and-blood mill on a large scale. Even though Britain and France fought with energy beyond human norms, the German army still advanced towards Paris relying on tactics. Until the end of June, the US troops who finally arrived in France were immediately thrown into the battle to plug the gaps.

Throughout July, with the help of 500,000 fresh American troops sent by the United States to France, 900,000 Chinese laborers working in France responsible for industrial and agricultural production, and 50,000 Chinese military doctors and nurses helping to implement treatment, plus twenty tons of Divine Body Protection Pills urgently provided by the People's Party, the German offensive finally failed. In August, the German army retreated all the way back to the Hindenburg Line for passive defense.

Before Britain and France had time to prepare for an attack on Germany, the most serious stage of the Spanish Flu broke out. The whole world fell into the infection of the influenza virus. The mortality rate of this flu was particularly high among young adults aged 20-35. In addition to high fever and headache, symptoms included blue face and coughing up blood; the flu often led to complications and death, with pneumonia being the most common. A large number of soldiers on the battlefield with harsh environments fell ill and died.

Even in the safe rear, many cities in Europe and America restricted citizens from going to public places. Cinemas, dance halls, sports venues, etc., were closed for more than a year. Tram conductors in Seattle refused to pick up passengers without masks.

There is a chapter about the "Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse" in the "Book of Revelation" of the New Testament of the Bible, roughly saying that before the end of the world, four horsemen—Death, War, Pestilence, and Famine—would bring things corresponding to their attributes to the world, followed by the destruction of the world.

War, death, and insufficient food supply caused by war had already made all countries feel fear. The plague causing large numbers of young people to die completely activated the panic about the end of the world in Europe and America. Various terrifying rumors circulated in Europe and America. Church bells everywhere rang almost day and night.

Of course, European and American countries could not rely on praying to God to solve practical problems. Various countries also had some experience in dealing with epidemics. The cremation grounds burning the corpses of those who died of illness emitted thick black smoke every day. The description sent back by the People's Party's organization in Europe was "gray snow fell from the sky."

The People's Party attached great importance to the training of doctors. In addition to the 50,000 military doctors dispatched, there were also about 50,000 doctors among the 900,000 laborers sent to France. These 100,000 doctors undertook arduous work. Not only did they have to take care of Chinese laborers, but the war also drew away most British and French doctors, so the French could only seek Chinese doctors for treatment. Where there were Chinese people, there were Chinese doctors, and with doctors, there was hope for survival.

The French were slightly better off. At least with these 100,000 doctors and nurses "flying from the sky," the flu mortality rate dropped below 2%. Since the People's Party did not provide labor and medical personnel to Britain, the situation in Britain was even worse. Desperate Europe called for doctors, and at this time, only China could provide doctors in large quantities.

The British and French Ministers found Zhang Yu with the Chinese government work report. They pointed to the column on medical professional doctor and nurse training in the People's Party work report and first asked Zhang Yu to confirm whether it was true. By 1917, the number of graduated and enrolled doctors and nurses in the People's Party reached as high as 1.2 million. Concerning the life and death of their own people, the British Minister was slightly calm. He solemnly stated that if China was willing to send doctors and nurses, Britain sincerely expressed that during the period these doctors and nurses worked in Britain, Britain was willing to provide treatment completely equal to British citizens. Moreover, if any doctors and nurses died, the British side was willing to provide financial compensation. The British Minister could represent the British government to sign an agreement with the People's Party immediately and accept the People's Party sending people to form a supervisory committee with Britain.

The French had a romantic character. The Minister, revealing his true feelings, really shed tears and expressed to Zhang Yu that the 100,000 Chinese doctors and nurses gave France huge help. For the Chinese doctors and nurses who had unfortunately died of illness, the French side had already prepared compensation, which could be handed over to the Chinese government at any time. However, now France needed more help. They applied to China for 100,000 doctors and nurses, even students currently in school would do.

France needed at least 100,000 doctors and nurses, and Britain also made a request for 100,000 people. The People's Party convened the Central Committee of the People's Party. After five days of arduous discussion, they finally agreed to provide this batch of medical personnel to work in Britain and France. Britain and France immediately dispatched fleets to China to pick up people. After strict disinfection, the fleets carried 200,000 urgently convened Chinese doctors and nurses, a large amount of sulfonamides, and loquat-type drugs for clearing lungs and relieving coughs to Europe.

After the bloody battles of 1918 and the ravage of this pandemic, Yan Fu already understood that the First World War was finally about to end. Once the First World War ended, there would be no room for buffer between China and Japan anymore. Even if Chinese doctors and nurses could establish China's image again, for the rulers of the Entente Powers, realistic political considerations would not be mixed with personal feelings.

The Anglo-Japanese Alliance in the Far East could not be dissolved; Britain needed Japan, and Japan needed Britain even more. And the Japanese fleet had an overwhelming advantage over the People's Navy on the ocean. The First World War temporarily curbed the escalation of Sino-Japanese conflicts. Once the First World War ended, war between China and Japan would be inevitable. Yan Fu was deeply worried about this.

Chen Ke's strategic arrangement, however, was not in the order Yan Fu hoped for. "What I hope to solve first is Mr. Yan's third wish: recover the homeland occupied by Russia first. So I hope Mr. Yan can go to Shan County to preside over the negotiations with Duan Qirui. If you need anyone, feel free to invite them."

"Does Wenqing really still want to let Duan Qirui go temporarily?" Yan Fu was somewhat surprised by Chen Ke's view.

Chen Ke shook his head slightly, "If the Northwest issue can be solved without war, at least without war in the near future, the Central Committee thinks it's best to shed less unnecessary blood. Of course, you can also make it clear to Duan Qirui, let him give up the idea of splitting territory and being a local emperor in the Northwest as soon as possible. We really don't want to add any more trouble to recovering the homeland now. If Duan Qirui insists on obstructing our actions, let him wash his neck and wait for death. Just based on his collusion with foreigners during his lifetime, we can definitely make him wear the hat of a traitor after death. And we will definitely make this case an ironclad case. At that time, although Duan Qirui's reputation won't compare to Qin Hui, it will be enough to compare with Shi Jingtang who sold the Sixteen Prefectures of Yanyun to the Khitans."

Yan Fu had never seen Chen Ke say threatening words, let alone seen Chen Ke's attitude being "arrogant" to such an extent, so he didn't want to criticize Chen Ke at all. Moreover, the metaphor of Shi Jingtang was unexpectedly consistent with reality. When Shi Jingtang of the Five Dynasties period was a minister in Later Tang, he was attacked by Li Congke. Seeing the army at the city gate and insufficient strength, Shi Jingtang asked Yelü Deguang of Khitan for help according to plan, promising traitorous conditions: ceding the Sixteen Prefectures to Khitan, paying large amounts of tribute annually, and calling himself a son-emperor. Later, the Northern Song Dynasty could never recover the Sixteen Prefectures of Yanyun, resulting in no natural barriers to defend in the north.

The People's Party was currently trying to recover the northern homeland. If the strategic goal could not be achieved due to Duan Qirui's factor, calling Duan Qirui a contemporary Shi Jingtang would not be excessive.

"Then I'll go to Beijing first," Yan Fu said.

A few days later, Yan Fu appeared travel-worn outside Wang Shizhen's house. It happened to be Wang Shizhen's turn to fulfill community obligations. Yan Fu didn't care about anything else; he asked the guard to take over Wang Shizhen's broom to sweep the floor, and he himself pulled Wang Shizhen back into the house.

Hearing Yan Fu relay Chen Ke's words, Wang Shizhen sneered: "If the homeland cannot be recovered, Chen Wenqing doesn't say he is incompetent but wants to blame Duan Qirui. Isn't this a joke?"

Yan Fu was not moved at all. He said loudly: "If talking about incompetence, later generations can say Wenqing is incompetent, but we people who became civil officials and generals in the Manchu Qing era are not qualified to say Wenqing is incompetent. Brother Pinqing, just say it straight, help or not."

Wang Shizhen sneered, "If you want me to help, you, Yan Jidao, can't stay out of it either. You have to go to Xi'an with me to see Duan Qirui."

"No problem, I'll go with you to see Duan Qirui." Yan Fu answered neatly.

Wang Shizhen frowned slightly. Seeing that Yan Fu didn't care about his own life or death at all, with an attitude of disregarding himself for the country, Wang Shizhen felt it was not bad. Duan Qirui had this and that personal problem, but he had one advantage: he cared very much about his reputation. If the People's Party just fought Duan Qirui to contend for hegemony, Duan Qirui might stubbornly persist to the end. But the main contradiction now was the contradiction between China and Russia. If the People's Party could save Duan Qirui's face a little more, the Northwest matter could probably be settled. Anyway, things were just as Yan Fu said; regardless of whether the homeland occupied by the Russians could be recovered, Duan Qirui had no chance of winning.

"Then how about we set off now?" Wang Shizhen asked.

On October 22, surrounded by heavy troops of the Beiyang Army, Yan Fu and Wang Shizhen entered the "Republic of China" Premier's Residence located in Xi'an.

Duan Qirui greeted Wang Shizhen with an extremely enthusiastic attitude, but was quite cold to Yan Fu. Wang Shizhen didn't mean to steal the show either. After exchanging a few casual words with Duan Qirui, Wang Shizhen said to Duan Qirui: "Zhiquan, I came this time hoping you and Big Brother Jidao have a good talk. If you ask me what to do, I think you might as well listen to Big Brother Jidao's words."

Everyone was a sensible person. After the three sat down in the room, Yan Fu told Duan Qirui Chen Ke's thoughts and requirements in unambiguous language.

"What if I insist on resisting stubbornly?" Duan Qirui asked.

Yan Fu didn't say any tactful words either. He said seriously: "Wenqing thinks highly of Zhiquan, so he threatens someone for the first time. Wenqing guarantees that after you are defeated and die, he will definitely let you leave a reputation as Shi Jingtang the Second in history books."

Hearing this, Duan Qirui was furious at first, but soon recovered his mood. He couldn't help laughing loudly, "Comparing me to that son-emperor, he really thinks highly of me."

Before Duan Qirui could say anything more, Wang Shizhen interrupted, "Zhiquan, Wenqing is begging at your door. Why do you have to be so self-abasing?"

"Old brother, it's more like Wenqing is fighting to my door!" Duan Qirui sneered.

"If Wenqing fights his way in, the Northwest will be in total chaos. By the time he finishes cleaning up the mess, it will take at least a year or so. If both sides negotiate peace, Wenqing can send troops to fight for the Chinese homeland with the Russians. He is not begging at your door now, but why else would he come?" Wang Shizhen replied.
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As the saying goes, laymen watch the excitement, while experts watch the knack. Therefore, experts refer to figures who have made certain achievements in relevant industries, and laymen refer to figures who have participated in relevant industries. Those who have never participated in relevant industries at all can understand neither the knack nor the excitement.

In politics and military affairs, Duan Qirui was an expert. He could tell where the knack was with just one look. There was no need to mention overly straightforward issues like the People's Party's request to reorganize the Beiyang Army. The People's Party demanded to take over the roads entering Xinjiang and other places. Once the roads were clear, the People's Party could finish off the Beiyang Army at any time. If he accepted the People's Party's suggestions, it would basically be no different from surrendering.

"Mr. Jidao, aren't you underestimating me by proposing these conditions?" Duan Qirui managed to find a wording that was relatively appropriate for the current situation.

Yan Fu smiled and shook his head, "Brother Zhiquan, if I really underestimated you, I could have just promised you official positions and played some tricks behind your back. Although our People's Party absolutely does not allow these things within the party, it doesn't mean we don't know how to use these means ourselves. Brother Zhiquan, you are a smart person; why bother?"

"Then what exactly does the People's Party want to do with me?" Duan Qirui could understand Yan Fu's words. There were plenty of means to stab in the back, but the more one wanted to stab in the back, the better one had to cover up on the surface.

Yan Fu replied: "We don't want to do anything to you now; we just want to solve the problem of recovering the old lands. In this process, what path you choose is your business. You can refuse us now, then we will go through Inner Mongolia and Outer Mongolia. It's just a matter of shedding more blood and sweat. When we turn back to talk about your matter then, that will be another matter."

Duan Qirui shook his head slightly, "Mr. Jidao, after all is said and done, you still want us to surrender."

"Brother Zhiquan, recovering the old lands is a matter for the whole of China. Whether you want to surrender to us is your business. These two things were not the same thing originally; why do you confuse them?" Yan Fu questioned Duan Qirui.

Standing at the height of the country, Yan Fu's words put immense pressure on Duan Qirui. Chen Ke threatened Duan Qirui that he would make Duan Qirui "Shi Jingtang the Second." Duan Qirui originally took it as a joke, but as the conversation went deeper, Duan Qirui increasingly felt that Chen Ke's threat really couldn't be taken as a joke.

The fact now was that it was absolutely impossible for Duan Qirui to win against the People's Party. The only thing he could do now was to add some trouble to the People's Party when they recovered the old lands. The People's Party had clearly stated that there would absolutely be retaliation for this. Of course, Duan Qirui had another way, which was to surrender obediently and then completely withdraw from the historical stage. But Duan Qirui was only 53 years old this year, which was the golden age for a big figure in politics. To ask him to withdraw from the historical stage obediently, Duan Qirui felt it would be better to die.

Various entanglements made Duan Qirui unable to decide what to do. Finally, after agreeing with Yan Fu to continue negotiations the next day and settling Yan Fu down first, Duan Qirui found Wang Shizhen. "Old brother, the People's Party is determined to destroy our Beiyang. I wonder what advice you have."

Wang Shizhen replied frankly: "I think you should surrender."

"What?!" Duan Qirui immediately became agitated, "Just surrender like this?"

Wang Shizhen knew long ago that Duan Qirui would have such a reaction. He frowned and said to Duan Qirui: "Zhiquan, I know you value me, your brother. But you only ask me to come forward to help you solve things when the situation is out of control every time. As long as the situation improves, tell me when you have ever listened to my words?"

Duan Qirui knew that Wang Shizhen was right. In fact, not only Duan Qirui, but all Beiyang generals were like this to Wang Shizhen. Duan Qirui said somewhat embarrassedly: "Old brother, are you angry?"

Wang Shizhen laughed: "I'm not angry. You are all like this. What should I be angry about? Zhiquan, everyone thinks I am very capable and smart. But I never think so. In terms of capability and smartness, you and others are much better than me."

Duan Qirui didn't know whether Wang Shizhen's words were praise or ridicule. He said somewhat hesitantly: "Old brother, you'd better say it straight. At this time, why are you still speaking in riddles?"

Wang Shizhen wasn't prepared to be polite either. He said: "You and everyone else just want that result. Because you just want that result, you try every means to run towards that result. Regarding the troop training methods set down when Duke Yuan was alive, you people all contributed greatly. What killing those who talk together, killing those who violate orders. Thinking of these methods is your ability. But I want to ask one question: without the military pay issued on time every month, could the Beiyang New Army be trained solely relying on your methods?"

For the matter of military pay, Duan Qirui was almost worried to death. Hearing Wang Shizhen ask this, he simply said nothing.

Regardless of whether Duan Qirui spoke or not, Wang Shizhen continued: "Zhiquan, do you still remember when Rong Lu came to Xiaozhan for the second troop review twenty years ago?"

Duan Qirui nodded slightly. In February 1898, Rong Lu came to Xiaozhan for inspection again. Passing the Haihe River, the river surface was not wide and still frozen. Wang Shizhen used specially made canvas to make a bridge and laid it on the ice. Rong Lu's infantry, cavalry, and artillery passed over the bridge as if walking on a smooth road. This canvas bridge could be turned into a small boat for crossing with a little arrangement, and if disassembled and folded, it was extremely easy to store and carry. Rong Lu was even happier after seeing it. When the inspection was over and he went back across the Haihe River again, Wang Shizhen still set up the canvas bridge for him. Rong Lu was worried that the weather was getting warmer and the frozen river was thawing, which might be dangerous. Wang Shizhen reported: "Don't worry, the ice will only thaw after three days." Later it turned out to be so. Rong Lu was deeply convinced by Wang Shizhen's accurate prediction.

Wang Shizhen sneered: "Rong Lu thought I predicted things like a god. In fact, every time the Haihe River froze, I ordered people to record it, generally when it froze, how thick the ice was, and when it thawed. I can't divine; where do I have the ability to predict things like a god? Seeing more, remembering more, walking on ice more, falling into water more times, drinking too much water and not wanting to drink anymore, so I had to learn how not to fall into water. I know you usually say I like to walk around everywhere and look very leisurely. How am I leisurely? If I can't see things and learn things, when I need to use them, I will definitely be completely in the dark!"

Duan Qirui was not a fool either. Hearing Wang Shizhen say this, he already secretly felt that what Wang Shizhen said was actually quite similar to the problems Duan Qirui usually encountered.

Wang Shizhen continued: "What are you people thinking? You think that usually you don't need to walk or look, at most walk a few steps casually. Or read a few books casually after recognizing a few characters, and then when someone asks you, you can immediately say when it freezes and when it thaws. This is where I am different from you. If Rong Lu asked me, I would do this. If Rong Lu didn't ask me, I would still do this. If it were up to me, I wouldn't want Rong Lu to ask me at all. That's just trouble."

Duan Qirui suddenly understood that when he usually looked for Wang Shizhen to do things, he saw Wang Shizhen always having that calm look of "immortal demeanor," and the "calmness and composure" when doing things after agreeing. Wang Shizhen was called the Dragon of Beiyang because of the feeling that one could see the head but not the tail of the dragon when he did things. Unexpectedly, hearing Wang Shizhen pour out his heart, it turned out not to be the case at all.

Blushing slightly, Duan Qirui said somewhat hesitantly: "Old brother, are you saying that I do things without following rules and am too eager for quick success and instant benefits?"

"No! I'm saying you are too much of a busybody! I'm saying Zhiquan, you are just a busybody." Wang Shizhen was angry, which was extremely rare.

Being criticized so fiercely by Wang Shizhen, Duan Qirui even stammered a bit, "Old brother... where do these words come from?"

Wang Shizhen said frankly: "Back then, Duke Yuan was a minister of the Great Qing, yet he thought about going up a higher level and overthrowing the Great Qing. I was extremely opposed to it. But at that time, the arrow was on the string and had to be fired. If Duke Yuan didn't act, others would act, which was also unavoidable. After Duke Yuan became the Great President, he didn't do well what he should do himself. Let's not say the People's Party is treacherous and cunning, harboring evil intentions. When did we not think about destroying the People's Party? But the People's Party devoted itself to people's livelihood and became strong soldiers and sturdy horses. Did it fall from the sky? Which item of the countless money they earned was not done by them bit by bit? Fighting Germany, fighting Japan, did Germany and Japan lose to the People's Party on purpose? Duke Yuan didn't seek to do his own things well through hard work, but thought about borrowing help from foreign countries, borrowing a large sum of money from foreign countries to fight the People's Party. Isn't this neglecting proper duties?"

Duan Qirui had never heard Wang Shizhen criticize Yuan Shikai so fiercely, and he was completely stunned.

Wang Shizhen continued: "You took the brothers to the northwest. If you tried hard to rectify the people's livelihood, there would be much to do now. I also heard about Xu Shuzheng's matter. He devoted himself to recovering Outer Mongolia, so after surrendering to the People's Party, the People's Party also entrusted him with heavy responsibilities. If you could have worked hard earlier and recovered Outer Mongolia first, the People's Party would probably have negotiated peace with you long ago. As a person who has made great contributions to the country, the People's Party would not dare to disrespect you."

Regarding the hypothesis proposed by Wang Shizhen about recovering Outer Mongolia, ever since Xu Shuzheng defected to the People's Party, Duan Qirui had also thought of it many times. Every time he thought of it, he couldn't help sighing and regretting deeply why he didn't act earlier. The People's Party didn't use troops against Beiyang for more than two years; Duan Qirui actually had plenty of time. After listening to Wang Shizhen's scolding, Duan Qirui said after a long time: "Old brother, then what does this have to do with me being a busybody?"

Now Wang Shizhen was completely disappointed. He actually didn't want to speak so bluntly, but even after speaking so bluntly, Duan Qirui still didn't understand where the problem was. This couldn't help but make Wang Shizhen feel a kind of despair. He sighed deeply, "Zhiquan, what is a busybody? It is not considering one's own duty, but always thinking about things outside one's duty. The divine tool (throne/power) has no master originally; those with virtue and power occupy it..."

Now Duan Qirui felt that Wang Shizhen looked down on him too much. His face also changed, "Old brother, are you saying I have no virtue and no talent?"

"If I say you have virtue and talent, you will have virtue and talent, then of course I can say you have virtue and talent! But in this current situation, how do you want me to describe you?" Wang Shizhen also refused to give an inch, tit for tat.

Duan Qirui was almost confused with anger. He said almost subconsciously: "Isn't it just that I lost to the People's Party?"

Wang Shizhen's face turned pale with anger, "How many people did the People's Party have in Anhui thirteen years ago? Ten years ago when we attacked the People's Party and lost to them that time, how many people did they already have? How many people did you take to the northwest, and how many years have you been in the northwest? The People's Party didn't even use full strength and beat you like this. What else do you want to say?"

Being rebuked like this, Duan Qirui was so ashamed and angry that he couldn't speak.

Wang Shizhen was actually a person who valued feelings. Usually, when old brothers from Beiyang came to Wang Shizhen's door to ask him to do things, as long as it wasn't looking for trouble for no reason, Wang Shizhen would consider it. Even if these troublemakers poked the hole themselves first, but when things forced these guys to the wall and left them with no way out, Wang Shizhen still couldn't help helping them if he could. But this time he really had enough. At present, when the People's Party was struggling for national interests, Duan Qirui was still full of his own little calculations, wanting to get the maximum benefit for himself in every word. Wang Shizhen really didn't want to wipe Duan Qirui's ass anymore.

"Zhiquan, what is being a busybody? That is leaving one's own path unwalked and insisting on walking someone else's path. As long as this step is taken, trouble will happen sooner or later; there is absolutely no reason for trouble not to happen. Now the People's Party has laid out the path; you can figure out how to go yourself."

Hearing that Wang Shizhen meant to give up completely in these words, Duan Qirui also felt a little flustered. At this time, he was exactly at the end of his rope. No matter how unhappy he was, Duan Qirui couldn't accept severing ties with Wang Shizhen. He hurriedly stood up and said: "Old brother, don't be angry. I, your brother, just feel it's fine now. What if the People's Party finishes fighting in the north and immediately turns hostile and denies people?"

"If you walk the same path with the People's Party, why are you afraid of the People's Party turning hostile?" Wang Shizhen asked.

"When did the People's Party ever walk the same path with us people from Beiyang?" Duan Qirui still tried to quibble for his actions.

"Is Yan Fu a Beiyang person? Is Pu Guanshui a Beiyang person? Is Shang Yuan from the Beiyang faction? Xu Dian, Qin Tongren, which of them is not from Beiyang? Even if you think they are not, is Xu Shuzheng not from Beiyang? If you yourself don't want to walk the same path with the People's Party, then don't say no one is of one mind with you." After speaking, Wang Shizhen stood up, "Zhiquan, I'm tired today. You go back first."

"Old brother..." Duan Qirui wanted to say something more, but saw Wang Shizhen turn around with his hands behind his back. Standing behind Wang Shizhen with clenched fists, Duan Qirui struggled in his heart for a good while, and finally turned and left.

After Duan Qirui left, Wang Shizhen still stood there without moving for a long time. He found that deep in his heart, he still didn't want to ignore Duan Qirui. However, the People's Party, which usually could always seize the opportunity in the domestic situation, seemed not so keen in this foreign war. Since they were already slow strategically, they could only make up for the time in other links.

Duan Qirui was hesitant now, quite like waiting for the highest bid. But the People's Party was burning with anxiety and would not give Duan Qirui too much opportunity at all. Wang Shizhen was almost certain that if Yan Fu failed to persuade Duan Qirui this time, as soon as Yan Fu returned to Shan County where the People's Party gathered troops, they would immediately launch an attack on Duan Qirui. That would be the real end of the rope.

Therefore, even if he couldn't make Duan Qirui understand his painstaking efforts, Wang Shizhen believed that he still had to force Duan Qirui to make a decision as soon as possible.



★


Liberation War 13

Volume 5 - Chapter 229

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 228 Liberation War (13)

On the second day of the Northwest Peace Talks Conference, Wang Shizhen still participated in the meeting. Duan Qirui also appeared at the venue on time, but judging from his gray face and bloodshot eyes, it was clear that Duan Qirui hadn't slept all night.

After sitting down, Duan Qirui said: "Mr. Jidao, if the peace talks are successful, I want to return to my hometown in Anhui to retire. I wonder if that's possible."

"No." Yan Fu answered very simply, "Brother Zhiquan is now the most influential person in Beiyang. You are indispensable for matters in the Northwest."

Wang Shizhen felt relieved in his heart; the People's Party forcing Duan Qirui to serve showed that they really didn't want to do anything bad to Duan Qirui.

Duan Qirui was not as open-minded as Wang Shizhen. He said: "I know that the People's Party's rules for doing things are very different from our Beiyang's. If we do things wrong, I wonder how the People's Party will deal with us."

Yan Fu said: "I also know some of Beiyang's rules. Saying that you should act completely according to our People's Party's methods in a short while is indeed asking too much. The matters below can still be handled according to Beiyang's methods, but the upper level must adopt our People's Party's democratic centralism. Everything must be discussed by everyone in a meeting. Once a resolution is reached, everyone must act according to this resolution. What others say may not be achieved, but presumably, what one says oneself can always be achieved."

Duan Qirui glanced at Yan Fu, feeling that the meaning in the words just now was quite profound. Was Yan Fu preparing to solve problems by way of military pledges? But there was no fault to be found in these words, so Duan Qirui stopped dwelling on this detail.

After discussing many conditions with difficulty, Yan Fu raised a new question, "We want to appoint Brother Zhiquan as the Chairman of the Five Northwest Provinces Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC). I wonder what Brother Zhiquan thinks?"

Duan Qirui was stunned. Yan Fu had always said that the People's Party would not promise official positions, but now he broke the original statement and promised a chairman of the Five Provinces CPPCC. Duan Qirui, however, didn't know what the CPPCC did.

Yan Fu continued: "In addition, Brother Duan's title of Premier also has to be changed. How about being a Vice Premier in charge of the five provinces in the Northwest?"

Now Duan Qirui was even more confused. Vice Premiers usually had no real power. Being a Vice Premier with real power was not a drop in status compared to being a Premier. As for the position of CPPCC Chairman, after discussing for a long time, Duan Qirui finally understood that the CPPCC was actually intended to replace the current local assemblies of the five provinces, belonging to a transitional institution towards the People's Congress.

No one from Beiyang liked the parliament. After calculating in his heart, Duan Qirui found that although the People's Party spoke harshly, in reality, they still let Duan Qirui control the assembly, the army, and the government—the power of all three. His actual power did not suffer any special loss. It could even be said that with the support of the People's Party behind him, Duan Qirui's real power actually expanded.

If he didn't surrender, he would die now; if he surrendered, he would die later. Not to mention that the People's Party offered quite favorable conditions. On the third day, Duan Qirui symbolically convened a meeting of the Beiyang remnants. Those Beiyang warlords had long been in panic. After hearing the conditions conveyed by Duan Qirui, this group of people all revealed their true colors as busybodies.

Except for a very few confidants of Duan Qirui who simply questioned whether the People's Party was sincere or fake, everyone else began to bargain over this condition without exception, as if they really had the ability to refuse this condition.

Duan Qirui was a smart person. After being scolded by Wang Shizhen, he had a feeling of enlightenment. Seeing the performance of this group of birdmen, Duan Qirui directly laid down his words, "If you think it's okay, then don't say anything more. If anyone thinks it's not okay, then I'll give up this position, and you can sit in this position."

Busybodies, especially incompetent busybodies, all have the same virtue. They clamor happily when things happen, but when asked to take responsibility, they all become completely soft eggs.

Hearing Duan Qirui lay down harsh words, who dared to talk nonsense anymore? Those with some ability simply kept their mouths shut, while those without ability couldn't help defending themselves with a few words, trying to make others believe how loyal they were to Beiyang and how worried they were that everyone would be deceived. Duan Qirui didn't even have the impulse to scold these guys. He just simply ordered the meeting to adjourn.

The People's Party didn't expect these people from Beiyang to accomplish anything at all, as long as they didn't spoil things. In order to try not to stimulate the nerves of the Beiyang remnants, the People's Party did not send troops stationed in Shan County into Shaanxi. However, facts proved that busybody guys would swallow the bitter fruit they made sooner or later.

Yan Fu left Xi'an and just got on the train from Shan County directly to Zhengzhou. The news of the successful peace talks between Duan Qirui and the People's Party reached the Beiyang defenders in Tongguan. Previously, in order to control the soldiers, the Beiyang Army could only use core troops to guard soldiers with unstable morale. Now that Beiyang relaxed from top to bottom, even the die-hard Beiyang troops lost their spirit. As for those soldiers who had long been unwilling to risk their lives for Duan Qirui, they seized this opportunity and swarmed from Tongguan towards Shan County.

The defense of the People's Party did not relax at all. Even if these fleeing Beiyang troops tried to bypass the defense line of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army still captured all these people. After being captured, these Beiyang troops only made one request: "We don't want to be soldiers and fight anymore; we want to go home!"

Regardless of whether Duan Qirui on the opposite side would be fuming with rage, the People's Party sent these fleeing soldiers to concentration camps for centralized detention and screening. Soldiers who were found to have no problems after screening were sent back to their original domiciles first.

A few days later, the intelligence system of the People's Party transmitted the latest news back to Wuhan. Duan Qirui was indeed fuming with rage, but not against the People's Party, nor even against these deserters. With his current financial resources, he couldn't support so many soldiers anyway. If unstable guys fled, let them flee. What made Duan Qirui angry was that some bold guys actually began to challenge Duan Qirui's prestige at this time, shouting during public meetings that the People's Party harbored evil intentions and that these deserters were deliberately instigated by the People's Party.

Without external pressure from the People's Party, Duan Qirui unceremoniously removed this group of people from office. Then he transferred the troops in Tongguan back for reorganization. Those who wanted to leave, Duan Qirui let them leave. For those who didn't want to leave, Duan Qirui promoted those who should be promoted and adjusted those who should be adjusted. At the same time, he broke up the troops and reorganized them.

Originally, there were quite a few factions in the Beiyang Army that fled to the northwest, and Duan Qirui never had the chance to rectify them. Taking advantage of this opportunity, Duan Qirui carried out a major purge of his subordinates and promoted those loyal to himself. Although the scale of the Northwest Beiyang Army shrank greatly, order was finally restored with difficulty, and internal unity was achieved.

The ongoing Politburo meeting had no interest in this change. Duan Qirui being able to control the situation was even quite beneficial for the People's Party to march into the north. In November 1918, the focus of the People's Party was when the World War would end. Another question was to what extent the industrial development that the People's Party had consistently grasped could support various domestic affairs.

Railways! Railways! Railways! With a powerful railway system, the country's operating costs can be greatly reduced, and economic activity can be greatly increased. At the time when national liberation was nominally achieved, it was no longer an era where strategic goals could be achieved solely by wisdom, bravery, and even the spirit of sacrifice. What China needed was strong industrial capability. Most importantly, at least the People's Party understood what industry could achieve. The mist that once covered their eyes was lifted, seeing a vast new world, and everyone's greatest impulse was to gallop freely in this new world as soon as possible.

All committee members looked at Chen Ke, the leader of the People's Party, who had led the People's Party to this point and brought China to this point. Before this new threshold, everyone waited for Chen Ke to issue new orders.

Chen Ke indeed responded to everyone's expectations. He said: "This round of good days of making money easily is over. In the future, it won't be a time when any rotten goods can be sold casually. Comrades, get ready for harder struggle."

No one made a sound because most comrades couldn't understand what "any rotten goods can be sold casually" meant.

Chen Ke explained: "As soon as the World War ends, Europe needs to rebuild, and the United States will become the biggest economic winner in the North Atlantic economic circle due to geographical reasons. Britain and France suffered the heaviest losses, and they will definitely try every means to make up for the losses. Everyone, don't expect them to be so gentle to us anymore."

This was just common sense, and the Politburo could fully understand it. You Gou, the leader of the industrial sector, asked on behalf of the comrades: "But what does rotten goods mean?"

Chen Ke laughed: "To make money, the best industrial products in the world will compete with us. Comrades, do you think the quality of our industrial products is very good?"

These words were inevitably too hurtful. The industrial system of the People's Party created industrial categories more than ten times that of before. These industrial categories had grown vigorously under the nourishment of the First World War. The comrades were quite proud and confident of the crystallization of their sweat.

Chen Ke laughed: "After the war ends, we need to introduce steelmaking technology from France, and especially introduce technology and personnel from Germany as much as possible. We have to use the nearly one billion pounds of bonds in our hands well. In addition, Belgium and the Netherlands have quite good technologies. Italy's shipbuilding is doing well, and they are still very poor, so we must fully cooperate with Italy."

There was no need for Chen Ke to "predict" like a stick god anymore; personnel of the People's Party overseas had collected a large amount of information and materials. Comrades also had some understanding of these.

"What about the United States?" Zhang Yu asked. As the largest international partner of the People's Party, it was somewhat puzzling that Chen Ke didn't mention the United States at all.

Chen Ke replied: "Given the current inflation level in the United States, expecting to introduce technology from the United States is clearly a losing proposition. The United States now has the European market, and they won't really care about us. Comrades, I talked about economic crises before. Now let's look back; every time we made a big fortune in the international market, it was relying on a worldwide economic crisis or a worldwide war. Without these, we couldn't have completed so much accumulation before World War I."

Hearing this, the Politburo members laughed out loud sooner or later. Many things cannot be looked back upon. Looking back, at that time, the People's Party either tightened their belts, accepted seemingly extremely harsh conditions, or borrowed a large amount of foreign debt with fear and trembling. Facing the unknown future, except for comrades who blindly trusted Chen Ke, everyone was uneasy in their hearts. Now the comrades realized how much benefit they had earned back then.

"The capitalists will sell us the rope to hang themselves. That's probably what it means," Yuwen Badu couldn't help laughing. This remark caused a roar of laughter; this was what Chen Ke had said once. At that time, everyone really treated this as a joke.

After everyone laughed enough, Chen Tianhua said: "Does that mean the next economic crisis will break out first in these countries that made money from the World War?"

"Yes." Chen Ke nodded in agreement.

"What about the next time?" Chen Tianhua asked closely.

"Things like economic crises happen basically once every ten years. No industrial country can escape this fate." Chen Ke elaborated on a simple empirical summary.

"Does that mean our China can't escape either?" Chen Tianhua was very serious about theory.

"Right. If we also adopt the capitalist set, we can't escape either." Chen Ke never hid his sickness for fear of treatment.

"How to do it specifically?" Chen Tianhua continued to ask closely.

"Advance with the times, cross the river by feeling the stones," Chen Ke replied.

Chen Ke knew that in the 100 years from the beginning of the 20th century to the beginning of the 21st century, the world really underwent tremendous changes. The most significant change was that the world became increasingly flatter. In the 1980s, there were even eighth-hand dealers reselling steel. At the beginning of the 21st century, fourth-hand and fifth-hand dealers in China could still be rampant. By the second decade of the 21st century, the internet age had compressed the living space of third-hand dealers to an extremely pitiful extent.

Quite a few relatively high-level "keyboard politburos" could appear on the internet not only because everyone was really full enough to have more time to think about other things, but more importantly because a lot of information reached the level where national leaders and ordinary netizens received information almost simultaneously.

Chen Ke's friend in Industry and Commerce said that as soon as the Sanlu incident broke out, local Industry and Commerce Administration Bureaus began to gather personnel on their own and completed the full preparation for sealing Sanlu products overnight. The reason why local Industry and Commerce Bureaus did not act immediately was just that everyone was waiting for the order from the State Administration for Industry and Commerce. Taking unilateral action without orders did not conform to organizational procedures.

The high efficiency of the People's Party was simply because Chen Ke could completely ignore the normal process of all research, analysis, induction, summary, and finally reaching a result. He relied entirely on his cognitive level as a time-traveler to implement strong promotion. Moreover, the comrades had sufficient revolutionary enthusiasm and the ability to act with the daring to unhorse the emperor at the risk of death by a thousand cuts. Therefore, the People's Party could develop at a speed completely inconsistent with seeking truth from facts.

But in this era where the Second Industrial Revolution was just unfolding, the industrial level of China in the second decade of the 21st century was still a distant future. Chen Ke could only adapt himself to this reality. Chen Ke must try every means to establish a more mature organization. An organization that could operate normally even without Chen Ke.

The Politburo members naturally couldn't understand Chen Ke's thoughts. Chen Tianhua raised a very representative question, "What about more specific execution steps?"

"Besides constantly creating, we have to eliminate. And it is mandatory elimination," Chen Ke said. After speaking, looking at the comrades' gazes full of thirst for knowledge towards him, Chen Ke couldn't help dispelling the thought of saying some more conceptual ideas. Crossing the river by feeling the stones is easy to say, but incomparably difficult to do.

"The most important work in the near future is to perfect the national large laboratory system as soon as possible. While we temporarily have money to buy technology, make up for the lack of technology and practical experience in various categories as much as possible..." Chen Ke began to narrate the basic practices.

This was actually an important link in Roosevelt's New Deal. To save costs, Roosevelt ordered the United States to engage in mandatory technological unification. All manufacturing enterprises had to pay some money to the national laboratory every year, and then the national laboratory entrusted various schools and technology development institutions to conduct development. Enterprises had the right to share technology from these technology development departments. And production equipment and technology had to be forcibly eliminated every once in a while. Especially later in the space race with the Soviet Union, the United States exerted this system to the limit.

New China also had a similar system, but because China's technology was too far behind the world's first-class level, this system mainly digested technology and parameters introduced from abroad for a long time. Plus, this kind of construction required large investment and was slow to yield results, appearing inefficient compared to directly introducing technology. So this system hadn't played a big role all along.

However, in Chen Ke's era, the technological gap between China and the world was not that big. Plus the accumulation over these years, the People's Party precisely needed such a system to strengthen the development of China's science and technology.

"This is the core work of the industrial department in the next two years, to establish our own science and technology system." Chen Ke finally issued the order.

"Then what is the name of this plan?" You Gou asked.

"Let's call it the Technology Tree Plan," Chen Ke replied.
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Chapter 229 Spoils Sharing Conference (1)

On December 8, 1919, the German Emperor fled Berlin in a panic and ran to the Netherlands. At 5 am on December 9, at the Rethondes Station in the Compiegne Forest northeast of Paris, the German delegation headed by the Foreign Minister boarded the train of the Commander-in-Chief of the Allied Forces, French Marshal Foch, and signed the armistice treaty of World War I. The terms of the armistice were extremely harsh, including:

Within 14 days, the German army must withdraw from the territories of France, Belgium, and Luxembourg occupied in this war, as well as the Alsace-Lorraine region occupied in the Franco-Prussian War; Within one month, hand over German territory west of the Rhine and German territory 30 kilometers east of the Rhine to the Allied Forces; Hand over cruisers, battleships, destroyers, 234 submarines, all aircraft of the air force, 500 cannons, and a large amount of guns and ammunition; Germany must hand over 31.68 billion US dollars in war reparations (Germany could not produce this much, and it was repeatedly reduced to 714 million US dollars later); Germany must hand over 5,000 perfectly functional locomotives, 150,000 carriages, and 5,000 trucks. Germany must hand over all colonies... This tragic war finally came to an end.

Someone said that when everything comes to an end, a new beginning will appear. On the day the old war ended, the spoils sharing conference started immediately. There are many smart people in this world. Even in mid-November 1918, before the war officially ended, the Republic received an invitation from the United States, inviting the People's Party to discuss post-war issues together.

The Republic was very sensible, as a member country that made a big profit and as a partner country of the United States. Chen Ke did not attend the peace conference himself, but sent a diplomatic team composed of Premier Shang Yuan, Minister of Propaganda Zhang Yu, new employees of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs like Gu Weijun and Tang Shaoyi, and urgently drafted Li Runshi, Wu Xiangyu, and others.

After spending more than half a month on the road, the diplomatic team arrived in Washington on January 10, 1919, and went to visit US President Wilson and Washington's post-war peace decision-making team. The US side revealed a piece of news to China. On January 7, representatives of the five countries of Britain, France, the United States, Japan, and Italy had held a preparatory meeting for the Paris Peace Conference. At the preparatory meeting, Britain, France, Italy, and Japan tried to reach a secret agreement, stipulating that the five major powers of Britain, France, the United States, Japan, and Italy were "belligerents with general interests" and could participate in all meetings of the peace conference. Belgium, China, Serbia, and other countries were "belligerents with specific interests" and could only attend meetings related to their own countries. Bolivia and other countries that severed diplomatic relations with Germany could only express their opinions orally or in writing when the five major powers deemed it necessary. The rules of procedure also limited the number of plenipotentiary representatives of each country attending the meeting: 5 for each of the five major powers, 3 for Belgium, Serbia, and Brazil, and 2 for China, Poland, and other countries, totaling 70.

One of the common sayings of the People's Party is "relying on mountains, mountains fall; relying on rivers, rivers dry up." Regarding the attitude of Britain, France, and other countries, the representatives of the Republic felt it was perfectly normal. If they didn't do this, it would surprise the representatives of the Republic greatly.

The US representative thought that the indifferent look of the People's Party was a manifestation of discouragement. He proudly stated that under the strong insistence of the United States, China also became a "belligerent with general interests" and had the right to participate in the discussion of all issues.

Reciprocating kindness, since the US side was so considerate, the People's Party naturally sensibly expressed that it would do its best to support the US stance.

Only after confirming that the People's Party had no "unreasonable ambitions" did the US representative arrange for the People's Party delegation to meet US President Wilson. Wilson hoped that the People's Party could firmly support his "Fourteen Points." Since the People's Party firmly believed that everything could only rely on oneself, supporting Wilson was naturally not a problem. Chen Ke had previously quoted lines from "The Peach Blossom Fan," "See him build a tall building, see him banquet guests, see his building collapse." Since the powers were willing to jump desperately, what harm was there for the People's Party to jump with them.

At this time, the US side was in a time of smug satisfaction. In World War I, they obtained unprecedented benefits and also shifted a lot of British and French war bonds to the People's Party. In such a smooth sailing good time, the United States finally proposed its own route for world hegemony. What Wilson couldn't understand was why Chen Ke didn't attend such an important meeting. The People's Party told Wilson, "Chen Ke is in poor health and really can't stand the fatigue of travel." This reason was also quite reliable, so the US side accepted the explanation of the Republic.

After the Chinese and American delegations joined, the large-scale delegation took a ship to Paris together. On February 7, 1919, two months after the end of World War I, missions from most sovereign countries in the world arrived in Paris. The impatient spoils sharing conference officially began.

This spoils sharing conference was very interesting. Except for the People's Party, which had a plan in mind long ago, representatives of every country connected and colluded with each other, trying to gain more in this "world-changing" conference. Apart from having a fairly unified opinion on plotting to eliminate the newborn Russian Bolshevik regime, any other treaty among countries was full of contradictions.

Members of the People's Party had to get to know representatives from various countries every day. In the summary meeting every night, the comrades' understanding of the world became deeper and deeper. At the same time, as a new power in the Western Pacific, the comrades also personally experienced what national strength meant.

Every day, foreign representatives expressed "regret" that Chen Ke could not attend this meeting. The great name of the newly risen Chinese dictator had gradually gained some influence in the world. The Indian Imperial Crown on the head of the British King, the Russian Tsar, the Holy Roman Imperial Crown on the head of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the Great Emperor of Ottoman Turkey, the Chinese Emperor, and the Ethiopian Emperor—these crowns were recognized by the world at that time. Being able to stand at the peak of imperial power once recognized at the age of 38 by one's own efforts, such a rare existence indeed had viewing value in the eyes of representatives from various countries.

The People's Party representatives were not so bored; everyone talked more about another issue. Although Engels did not live to see World War I, he made a prediction about such a war.

"The occupation of Belgium... is always a necessary condition for the attacker, whether it is Germany attacking France or France attacking Germany." (Engels, "Po and Rhine")

"The system of standing armies in Europe has been developed to the extreme... As long as standing armies are not reorganized into militias based on the universal arming of the people in time... either this system will bankrupt the people of various countries economically due to the unbearable burden of military expenditure, or it will inevitably lead to a devastating war." (Engels, "Can Europe Disarm?")

"But it can be predicted: if this war breaks out... it will be the complete bankruptcy of class states politically, militarily, economically (including financially), and morally. It may cause such a situation: the military machine rises in rebellion and refuses to continue... slaughtering each other. The cry of class states is: After us, the deluge. But after the deluge, what comes out is us, and only us." (Engels, "Letter to August Bebel")

Engels predicted that the future world war would last for three or four years.

In 1887, Engels wrote in the "Introduction to Borkheim's 'In Memory of the Extreme German Patriots of 1806-1807'": "...For Prussia-Germany, no other war is possible now except a world war."

"This will be a world war of unprecedented scale and unprecedented intensity. At that time, 8 to 10 million soldiers will slaughter each other and eat the whole of Europe clean, more severely than any locust swarm at any time."

Revolutionary mentor Engels predicted this war with profound vision, and the People's Party representatives admired this very much. The only problem was Engels' prediction of the war outcome,

"...The old states and their traditional statecraft collapsed together, so that crowns rolled by the dozens on the street and no one picked them up; it is absolutely impossible to predict how all this will end and who will be the victor in the struggle; only one result is absolutely certain, that is universal exhaustion and creating conditions for the final victory of the working class."

After the war, the crowns of the Russian Tsar, the German Second Reich, and the Austro-Hungarian Empire did fall, and emperors would probably never appear in these three countries again. Even if the crowns of other European kingdoms were still there, they no longer had the power to influence the world. But whether the final victory of the working class broke out after this war or in the distant future... judging from Chen Ke's meaning, the imperialists did not learn any lessons from this war at all; this great war was just the beginning, not the end.

In order to prepare for the new war, some comrades accompanying the team temporarily left the team as soon as they arrived in Paris. After visiting the German representatives, Pu Guanshui went to Berlin with the recommendation and help of the German delegation.

As a student of a German military academy, Pu Guanshui first connected with his few surviving teachers and the survivors of the "Stormtrooper" experts sent back to Germany by the People's Party. Krupp Steel was the largest supplier of weapons and equipment in Germany. With the recommendation of the German army, Pu Guanshui finally met the president of Krupp.

"Does your side think that in the next fifteen years, you need to set up some research centers in Asia?" Pu Guanshui asked.

The president of Krupp was obviously not interested in this suggestion. Krupp was a traditional industrial family business, not a joint-stock company like those in the United States, let alone an organization like the People's Party that used capital operation as a means. Based on the firm attitude of the family business, no matter how much Pu Guanshui wore out his lips, the president of Krupp did not agree to cooperate with the People's Party.

At this time, Germany was in chaos. The old army was in a state of panic, and various ideologies flooded society. Pu Guanshui completely couldn't believe that this was the Germany he saw when he was studying. Although Pu Guanshui also tried to contact German upper-class figures in many ways, in such a critical period, Pu Guanshui's efforts completely missed the point.

PS: Very busy these two days. The update time began to be chaotic, and the update volume can only be guaranteed as much as possible. Probably can start to gradually return to normal in three days.
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"In Pu Guanshui's letter, it sounds like a socialist revolution is about to break out in Germany," Tang Shaoyi said in a somewhat skeptical tone after reading Pu Guanshui's letter. Both Tang Shaoyi and Gu Weijun had taken the civil service exam and were hired by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs after passing the exam. This time, the two arrived in Paris as members of the People's Party diplomatic team.

"Germany now is similar to our late Qing Dynasty; the emperor has fallen, and the new order has not yet been established." Zhang Yu replied.

Seeing Zhang Yu answer very relaxedly, Tang Shaoyi did not continue the conversation. After all, China had been pinned down and beaten severely by foreigners for sixty years starting from 1840, and this situation was not reversed until the emergence of the People's Party. Tang Shaoyi knew that Zhang Yu and other People's Party members upheld the struggle philosophy of the People's Party; they could accept bloodshed and sacrifice anytime and anywhere, and enduring hardship and fatigue was even more common. This fearless attitude allowed Zhang Yu to look down on foreigners. Tang Shaoyi, who almost instinctively avoided struggle, knew deeply that he could not do these things.

After becoming an "official" of the People's Party this time, Tang Shaoyi found that the People's Party was vastly different from the Manchu Qing, and even from Chinese tradition. Government officials were just employees; they were employees of the People's Party, or rather employees of "people's power." Although Tang Shaoyi didn't believe at all that the latter could be truly realized. For Tang Shaoyi, it was best for the world to have clear hierarchies; the higher the status, the less one should suffer, and the hard work paid should be rewarded more. The longer he stayed in the People's Party, the more Tang Shaoyi doubted whether his choice to "be an official" in the People's Party was correct.

"Are we going to intervene in the revolution in Europe?" Gu Weijun asked. As a young man, having not worked long in the People's Party, Gu Weijun showed signs of evolving towards imperialist diplomacy. Powerful countries relying on their own strength to interfere in anything that can be interfered with is undoubtedly the norm of this world now.

Seeing that the things discussed were getting more and more outrageous, Shang Yuan, as the head of the delegation, began to control the direction of the topic, "We came to attend the Paris Peace Conference not to participate in dividing up the world, but to see the situation. Let's solve our own problems first. The Entente Powers are now taking action against Russia, and it is not too surprising for them to take action against our China. Maybe we have to wait for others to attack us when we go back."

Hearing that the foreign devils might attack China again, Tang Shaoyi and Gu Weijun's faces became a little nervous, while the comrades of the People's Party couldn't help showing smiles of various emotions, or simply had no reaction to this.

"Leaving aside whether a revolution will break out in Europe, will a revolution break out in Japan?" Shang Yuan changed the topic.

"Why don't we ask them tomorrow?" Zhang Yu said jokingly. Shang Yuan also snorted slightly upon hearing this. These days, every time the representatives of the six major powers of the Paris Peace Conference—Britain, the United States, France, Italy, China, and Japan—discussed issues, the People's Party representatives could see the grim faces of Saionji Kinmochi, Makino Nobuaki, and other Japanese representatives as soon as they looked up.

"What is there to talk about with these old guys?" Even as a relatively older one in the People's Party, compared with the foreign old guys, Shang Yuan was unusually young.

"Then what are you, big brother, going to tell us?" Zhang Yu asked.

Shang Yuan said: "Having attended this peace conference until now, I finally understand what national strength means. No matter what kind of superficial reasoning, it is an interpretation of the strength a country already possesses and has been proven. Potential cannot be put on the table. Materialism is this cruel."

Originally, the young comrades still had the mood to joke around, but after listening to Shang Yuan's words, everyone's expression became serious.

"It is not just Comrade Pu Guanshui who encountered setbacks in Germany this time. Our suggestions to seek technical cooperation from France, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands, and other countries have all encountered big problems. These countries simply didn't take our request seriously." Shang Yuan summarized the recent work, "We don't possess presentable industrial strength, so no one takes us seriously. Chairman Chen emphasized before this trip that we indeed have potential, but we lack strength. We ourselves cannot confuse strength with potential; the world will not accept such a view."

"Does that mean our work this time is completely preliminary?" Wu Xiangyu asked.

This question didn't even need special emphasis. Many comrades in the delegation were visiting the United States and Europe for the first time. After seeing with their own eyes the strength possessed by these industrial countries, especially the power possessed by the ruling classes of these countries, the comrades had already seen the gap between the Republic and the world's first-class powers. Domestically, the People's Party worked so hard on a large number of infrastructure projects that they almost vomited blood, and was proud of the earth-shaking changes in the country. They were even more excited about the bright future of the Republic on the blueprint. However, what the delegation saw in the United States and Europe were a large number of existing cities, factories, and spider web-like railways and highways. To bring the entire China to the level of the United States and Europe was by no means a simple task that could be completed in one or two years; it required more than ten or even twenty years of arduous efforts.

"Premier Shang is right. We indeed cannot pursue more things this time. As long as we can recover what belongs to China, it is enough. Efforts to seek larger goals stop here. What we are doing now is the layout for the future."

Unifying thoughts in time and adjusting work direction is the tradition of the People's Party. Even so, the work of the People's Party was only one day ahead of the situation.

On February 17, 1919, even before the peace conference fully established the disposal of the defeated, the Japanese representative impatiently proposed that China fulfill "international obligations" and recognize international treaties.

The "international treaties" mentioned by Japan referred to the treaties signed between Japan and the Manchu Qing. Japan believed that the government of the Republic had reasons to fulfill international treaties.

Looking at the grim old face of Makino Nobuaki when he spoke, Zhang Yu suddenly felt that war is sometimes much simpler than peace. What they couldn't get on the battlefield, the Japanese wanted to get from the negotiating table.

It was absolutely impossible for Japan to get the Chinese interests reclaimed by the People's Party from the battlefield. Zhang Yu wanted very much to ask frankly, "If we don't give it to you, what does Japan plan to do?"

In future strategic planning, China must launch a military strike against Japan and drive Japan out of Korea. After losing Korea, Japan and China are only separated by the Tsushima Strait, and the planes of the People's Party can fly across this strait in less than an hour. Even knowing that the Japanese side could absolutely not declare war publicly at the Paris Peace Conference, Zhang Yu almost couldn't help saying that the Republic welcomed Japan to declare war.

It was absolutely impossible for Japan to raise this issue alone. As soon as the Japanese representative finished speaking, the British side immediately proposed that the Republic had the obligation to fulfill international treaties. What Britain referred to was the money Yuan Shikai borrowed from Britain and other countries.

"We also believe that it is necessary for China to fulfill international obligations." French Prime Minister Clemenceau, who was already 78 years old, though full of white hair, was still as fierce as a beast, truly worthy of his nickname "Tiger Prime Minister."

Chen Ke used all his strategies to take great advantage at every stage, especially earning a large amount of money in the First World War. Now the Entente countries were all in a post-war financial crisis, with terrible losses of manpower and material resources and astronomical bonds. To solve these problems, money was needed.

China had already demonstrated the war power to defend its own interests. Britain, France, and Japan all knew that it was impossible to snatch food from the tiger's mouth. So when they could make things difficult for China, they absolutely refused to let go of any opportunity.

The seemingly enthusiastic performance of the previous few days was gone. The strife among allies who were once in the "same trench" instantly became fierce. France even publicly stated that the agreement signed with the People's Party regarding Indochina must be considered for continued performance only after China assumed "corresponding international obligations."

Hearing this, it was obviously a step to renege on debts. Even with sufficient mental preparation in their hearts, the young comrades of the People's Party were still full of anger. Changing face so fast, this is the essence of imperialism. This is the diplomacy of imperialism.
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"Let's go back to China." It was April 1, 1919, when Shang Yuan said this to Zhang Yu.

For Shang Yuan, the biggest feeling was no longer anger, but exhaustion. If he were in China, Shang Yuan would still feel that no matter how tired he was, he would achieve some results. Being suppressed desperately by the representatives of Britain, France, and Japan all day long, Shang Yuan felt that this was simply murdering his life.

"How about Premier Shang Yuan, you go to visit Italy?" Zhang Yu was also tired enough. He admired Chen Ke's foresight very much in his heart. At least Chen Ke had never thought of coming to participate in this peace conference, while other comrades invariably had the thought of being eager to try.

Italian Prime Minister Orlando had left the conference on March 27 to return to Italy, handing over the work at the Paris Peace Conference to the Minister of Foreign Affairs. China was besieged, while Italy was ignored. Given the poor performance of the Italian army in World War I, and at the same time, Italy had no profit to speak of at all, Britain and France had no interest in Italy at all, treating Italy completely as a soy sauce-buying (insignificant) follower.

Ironically, the Italians still hoped to make a big fortune at the Paris Peace Conference. Shang Yuan saw more than once that when Italians tried to fight for interests, the British said "No! No! No!" in a contemptuous tone. The French "Tiger Prime Minister" even dared to shout loudly at the Italian Prime Minister. In the end, the Italian Prime Minister simply went back to his country first to express his dissatisfaction with such treatment.

Hearing Zhang Yu's suggestion, Shang Yuan also felt it was not bad. After telegraphing the Italian side, the Chinese delegation soon received a response. The Italian side welcomed the Chinese Premier to visit Italy.

The People's Party had booked a cruise ship in the United States long ago, which came in handy for the Paris Peace Conference. Shang Yuan handed over the work of the delegation to Zhang Yu. He and some members of the delegation boarded the ship in Marseille and went straight to Rome.

The Italian welcome was not enthusiastic at all, just following the rules. The Chinese visiting delegation had an audience with the King of Italy the day after disembarking, saying a bunch of meaningless nonsense. Shang Yuan didn't start negotiations with Italian Prime Minister Orlando until the third day.

Mr. Prime Minister looked worried and had no enthusiasm. Shang Yuan could fully understand the Prime Minister's attitude. Along the way to Rome, there were refugees, beggars, and veterans everywhere. Near the hotel where Shang Yuan stayed, people were demonstrating. The theme of the demonstration was probably anti-hunger and anti-unemployment. Under such circumstances, it would be strange if Mr. Prime Minister could be triumphant.

Under such circumstances, Shang Yuan felt it was really inappropriate to say some New Year's greetings. He said: "Mr. Prime Minister, if we curse Britain and France together here, I personally think our two sides should have enough common ground."

After listening to the translation, the Prime Minister first showed a genuine smile, but soon the smile turned into a look of alertness.

The People's Party actually gained huge benefits in World War I, whether it was the actual control of national sovereignty, economic interests, or even the looted cultural relics. China had a great harvest. Being pressed now was simply because countries like Britain and France felt they lost too much and wanted to threaten China. Italy suffered heavy losses in World War I, and in the current situation, there was no place to make money at all. Those godforsaken colonies had no output, and domestic unemployment was appalling.

Hearing Shang Yuan's speech establishing a common stance, the Prime Minister intuitively thought that China was trying to pull Italy together to oppose Britain and France. He certainly couldn't accept such an attitude. Britain and France were hateful, but allying with powerless China was an even worse idea.

Shang Yuan certainly wouldn't propose stupid suggestions like allying with Italy. "I came this time to cooperate with your country. Our country has formulated a merchant ship manufacturing plan and is looking for collaborators. Your country's shipbuilding level is not weaker than Britain and France. I wonder if your country has any intention in this regard."

"You want to buy ships?" The Italian Prime Minister's face immediately cleared up from cloudy. This was the best economic news the Italian Prime Minister had heard in years. He asked eagerly: "How many do you want to buy?"

Shang Yuan laughed: "We want to build a large number of cargo ships. Not only buying, but we also need to acquire manufacturing technology. I wonder if your side is willing to cooperate."

Seeing Shang Yuan propose his idea seriously, Italian Prime Minister Orlando immediately began to brag about how awesome Italy's domestic shipbuilding industry was. If not for reasons one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, etc., Italy's shipbuilding industry would have long made the British, French, and Americans kneel.

Shang Yuan didn't understand shipbuilding, and secondly, talks at his level were not responsible for the details. After the two sides roughly reached an intentional agreement, the specific discussion work was handed over to specialized personnel. After discussing the possibility of trade cooperation between China and Italy, Shang Yuan prepared to leave.

The Italian Prime Minister originally thought Shang Yuan came to pull allies. Seeing that Shang Yuan didn't do this from beginning to end, he tentatively asked about China's plans for the future.

"I plan to go to Persia again." Shang Yuan gave the Italian Prime Minister an answer.

"Go to Persia?" The Italian Prime Minister completely didn't understand what Shang Yuan wanted to do.

"I want to go to Persia to discuss oil business." The People's Party had been importing oil in large quantities. Chen Ke prepared to discuss oil business with Persia, so Shang Yuan simply went to Persia, which was not too far from the Mediterranean.

"Has China abandoned this peace conference?" Prime Minister Orlando felt even more surprised.

"You also saw that Britain and France treat us like a defeated country. Instead of being angry there, I might as well use the time to talk business. At least when talking business, no one will mock us," Shang Yuan replied.

The Italian Prime Minister felt deeply empathetic about this. Even if Italy was defeated repeatedly, it kept fighting despite defeats. In Italy's view, the Entente Powers' practice of killing the donkey after it had done the grinding was really too excessive. When parting with the Chinese delegation, although he didn't say it, the Italian Prime Minister had a great fondness for China.

The delegation didn't actually go to Persia completely; some representatives went to Czechoslovakia. Czechoslovakia was a region with quite strong industry in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Seeing that the Austro-Hungarian Empire was about to lose the Czech region after World War I, the People's Party thought it was also a good choice to contact the Czechs at this time.

While Britain, France, and the United States were giving directions for the division of the future world, the Chinese delegation visited, contacted, and negotiated with various industrial countries in Europe, especially those with uncertain futures and precarious situations. Many negotiations were conducted on purchasing machinery and equipment, purchasing industrial technology, and even potential future industrial cooperation.

By May 4, Shang Yuan finally rushed back to Paris after completing the preliminary intentional plan for oil exploration investment in the Persian region with the King of Persia.

The Paris Peace Conference was still in chaos. To divide the spoils, every country used up its lip service. The biggest change in the Chinese delegation was not what agreements were reached, but a greater understanding of the world situation. Even Tang Shaoyi, who feared the powers in his heart, made great progress; at least he was no longer afraid of the Japanese.

The Japanese had been trying to pressure China into making concessions. When Shang Yuan was absent, the Japanese representative finally plucked up the courage to have a one-on-one talk with the Chinese representative. Tang Shaoyi attended this meeting.

The meeting atmosphere was of course extremely unfriendly. After the Japanese side talked nonsense for a while, Zhang Yu simply tore off his face. He said arrogantly to Makino Nobuaki: "If you think we will make concessions, you might as well take all the means you have the guts to take. If all else fails, you can declare war."

The Japanese side didn't expect Zhang Yu's attitude to be arrogant to such an extent, but given the current balance of power between the two sides, Japan dared not declare war no matter what.

Looking at Makino Nobuaki's angry and aggrieved face, Zhang Yu sneered: "You are not convinced, are you? Or do you feel we insulted you? Then you can go find your British daddy, hug your British daddy's thigh and cry, 'Daddy, you have to decide for me! Daddy, you can't ignore me!'" Speaking of this, Zhang Yu waved his hand contemptuously at Makino Nobuaki, "Go! Go! Hurry up and cry to your daddy!"

Tang Shaoyi, who attended the meeting, was frightened by Zhang Yu's behavior, but he saw that the two young comrades Li Runshi and Wu Xiangyu, who also attended the meeting, had already burst into laughter. Looking at the Japanese's distorted faces with anger and trembling lips, Tang Shaoyi was really trembling with fear, afraid that the Japanese who had suffered such humiliation would really declare war.

The Japanese representative left the seat indignantly and didn't speak to the Chinese representative at any meeting later. But half a month passed, and the Japanese representative didn't have any declaration of war speech or posture.

After suffering such humiliation in diplomatic occasions, Japan dared not declare war at all. Even Tang Shaoyi saw Japan's weakness, but he still found his son-in-law Gu Weijun to discuss this matter.

Gu Weijun said in a knowing tone: "Father-in-law, weak countries have no diplomacy. If Japan declares war on us, can Japan resist if we fight into Korea?"

"This..." Tang Shaoyi already understood that once the Sino-Japanese war started, Japan could not win at all. But he still felt very uneasy, "What reaction will the British have?"

Gu Weijun replied: "Father-in-law, Minister Zhang's words are rough but the reasoning is not. Britain is Japan's daddy, but Japan is not Britain's daddy. Britain has a large amount of trade with us. If Britain goes to war with China because of Japan, this trade will be interrupted. Britain will have great economic losses. Britain is still waiting for Japan to pay tribute to Britain now; how could it pay any price for Japan?"

"But..." Tang Shaoyi still felt very unaccustomed to this way of thinking.

Being a young man after all, Gu Weijun got used to the latest situation earlier. He explained proudly: "We always say accept the status quo. What is the status quo? The status quo is that China has actually recovered most of its sovereignty and interests. What we need is just for foreign countries to publicly recognize this status quo. To change this status quo, the Japanese have to fight us. Since neither Japan nor Britain is sure of defeating us, they can only accept the status quo. Britain is willing to let Japan change the current status quo a bit, but that is treating Japan like a dog to order around. Japan is not stupid; they won't fight a war with absolutely no chance of winning."

After listening to this and connecting it with reality, Tang Shaoyi was also considered to have confirmed the current situation. He asked almost strugglingly: "What if the Japanese fight over? Won't the Central Committee pursue Minister Zhang's responsibility?"

Gu Weijun laughed: "If the Japanese fight over, we will fight them. What does this have to do with Minister Zhang? Is Minister Zhang the Emperor of Japan? If Minister Zhang tells the Japanese to do something, will the Japanese do it? Besides, the Japanese don't want to fight us, but we still want to fight the Japanese!"

Looking at his son-in-law's confident demeanor, Tang Shaoyi finally discovered where his greatest sense of maladjustment came from. Whether in the Manchu Qing era or the Beiyang era, once a tough Chinese official triggered a strong posture from foreign countries, the domestic government would make an issue of this Chinese official. However, during the period when the People's Party was in power, officials with a tough attitude were actually backed by the state. This world of difference was the change Tang Shaoyi could least adapt to.

Shang Yuan's actions after returning convinced Tang Shaoyi even more of his son-in-law Gu Weijun's judgment. Shang Yuan only asked if there was any content targeting China in the recently reached world standard agreements. If there was content targeting China, the Chinese side must argue strongly on just grounds. If not, the Chinese side could accept it.

Tang Shaoyi was mainly engaged in this aspect. He reported some situations; a considerable part of the newly established international organizations actually required membership fees.

"We'll pay them reasonable fees. What we want to do is integrate into this world, not close the door to guard ourselves. The key is the implementation of this agreement. We must find out whether there are clauses targeting China openly or secretly in the agreement. We can't be calculated by others." Shang Yuan replied.

Shang Yuan's calm attitude made Tang Shaoyi even more unaccustomed. In the Manchu Qing era, as long as it involved paying money, the imperial court would not consider it at all. The People's Party's attitude of trying hard to integrate into the world was diametrically opposed to the Manchu Qing.

In negotiations concerning individual countries, the Chinese delegation upheld the stance of defending national sovereignty tit for tat, not giving in an inch. In the stance within the entire international framework, China also had a clear attitude. The Chinese government firmly supported normal economic activities. And it repeatedly reiterated that even if China lacked funds at this stage and trade was in principle based on reciprocal trade amounts, China would not take this method as an unwavering stance. Therefore, China welcomed the establishment of normal exchanges between the banking industries of various countries and China, so as to make the Renminbi a world currency as soon as possible.

This statement, especially China's proposal of the internationalization of the Renminbi, made many countries laugh quite a bit. Chinese banks had no branches overseas, and as "fiat money," the Renminbi had no precious metals as collateral at all. The Chinese actually hoped that their "paper money" would become a world currency; wasn't this an international joke?

Adopting a series of targeted actions to protect its own interests, China did not participate in various ambitious actions of various countries. Plus, China did not sing high profile, but just confidently announced to countries around the world that China was very confident in its own development and welcomed countries to fully cooperate with China in trade and technology.

At the Paris Peace Conference filled with greed and ambition, China had quite a "fresh and pure" peaceful flavor.

According to the tacit understanding between the two sides, the US side received public support from China. However, President Wilson began to doubt whether pulling in China as a little partner was the right choice. The reason the US liked China, besides its large size, was the combat effectiveness China demonstrated. As a result, China was like a harmless little white rabbit at the Paris Peace Conference, pulling connections and talking business everywhere. Facing blackmail from countries like Britain and France, China could also refuse to give in to their faces, but didn't mention this matter at all in other places.

This mature diplomatic style was certainly praiseworthy, but it inevitably made China's image too weak. So weak that Japan dared to publicly propose a motion "requiring China to fulfill international treaties" at the general assembly attended by representatives from all countries.

Although the Chinese side raised objections saying this was a "problem between China and Japan," led by Britain and France, many countries still temporarily expressed their stance by betraying China's interests.

Of course, this was originally a problem between China and Japan, and all countries abstained in the actual voting. Only the Polish representative expressed strong support for Japan on this matter that had nothing to do with him at all. The US representative was stunned. Poland had not yet truly become independent, yet it tried to show its existence. What exactly did it want to do?

Anyway, representatives of most countries knew well not to participate in things with no profit. Plus, China expressed opposition with an extremely tough attitude and suggested that this matter could be negotiated separately after the Paris Peace Conference. The Chinese representative's motion was supported by representatives from various countries, and the international conference excluded this matter from the discussion scope of the Paris Peace Conference.

This was originally just a matter between two countries, and eventually returned to its original face. It would be discussed separately by the two countries involved, China and Japan. Anyway, after the Paris Peace Conference, this matter would be forgotten by all countries.

However, the Chinese delegation breathed a big sigh of relief about this. In the view of the Chinese delegation, this matter was not so simple. Having suffered enough from the "principle of consistency among the powers," the Chinese representative was very sensitive to such matters of China making concessions. Finally eliminating the threat of the "principle of consistency among the powers" was a huge breakthrough after all.

The Chinese side managed to get rid of the blow of the "principle of consistency among the powers" with difficulty, but this did not mean that the "principle of consistency among the powers" went bankrupt. Regarding striking Russia, China finally received a notification of the six-power joint meeting.

In fact, countries had their own ideas and actions long ago. After the Russian Revolution, the Russian Communist Party led by Lenin resolutely withdrew from the Great War. First, they discussed with the Entente Powers, but the Entente Powers didn't discuss this with Russia at all. So Lenin simply reached an agreement with the Central Powers and withdrew from the war after making major concessions. The Entente Powers were extremely dissatisfied with the treacherous action of the Russian Communist Party. Moreover, the World War did not bring any war benefits to any country at all. If they could carve up Russia a bit, it would be some territorial interest compensation for all countries.

So the Entente Powers had decided to jointly strike Russia.

The Japanese representative was truly impatient. Japan borders Russia. Since they encountered a huge failure in China, if they could bite off a few mouthfuls of meat from Russia fiercely and occupy large territories, it would naturally be a great thing for Japan.

The United States held the mentality of beating rabbits while gathering grass (doing something incidental while doing the main task). It would be best if they could take advantage, and it didn't matter if they couldn't.

The Chinese representative proposed the condition of not recognizing the old territorial agreement with Russia. This formally indicated that China was going to take action against Russia. However, the Chinese representative stated that China could only echo the actions of other Entente countries on the Sino-Russian border and was not prepared to send troops to participate in combat in the European part.

Britain and France were somewhat puzzled by China's attitude, while the Japanese side was very uneasy about China's statement of sending troops, but Japan had no way to oppose China sending troops.

The United States supported China's attitude, so this matter was settled like this.
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Chapter 232 Spoils Sharing Conference (4)

When Comrade Belkov visited Chen Ke for the second time on June 1, 1919, his attitude appeared much more composed than last time.

Comrade Lenin had already publicly shouted to China, unilaterally and permanently abolishing all unequal treaties imposed on China by Tsarist Russia after 1896. This attitude bore great pressure within the Russian Communist Party. As a member of the great powers, Russia knew the principle of consistency among the powers very well. Once concessions were made to a member of the Entente Powers, it would inevitably lead to a series of chain reactions.

Although Comrade Lenin tried his best to persuade his comrades that it was necessary to reach a good relationship with China and pry China, this unstable member of the Entente Powers, off the chain of the Entente Powers. But after the bitter battles of 1918, the Russian Communist Party already had certain confidence in dealing with European and American powers, and the comrades did not approve of making such large-scale concessions to a weak Eastern regime at this time.

The intelligence about China brought back by Comrade Belkov was valued, but when the newborn Soviet regime faced the disaster of total destruction, what intelligence was not worth valuing?

With the task of trying every means to get China's bottom line, Comrade Belkov once again went through a long trek and finally sat in front of Chen Ke.

Chen Ke did not intend to add any difficulty to Comrade Belkov's task. When Belkov asked where China's bottom line was, Chen Ke took out a map, which had already marked China's demands.

This was a map of the northern border that the Manchu Qing Dynasty once possessed. Belkov was speechless for a moment after reading it. In the western section, China entered Central Asia; in the eastern section, China restored the border line of the Treaty of Nerchinsk, simply including the vast area including the Trans-Siberian Railway directly. If China completed its goal, the north of Russia would be completely placed on the ice field.

Belkov didn't want to refute anything. Comrade Lenin was almost commanding the Russian Communist Party to fight bloody battles alone. Chen Ke in front of him was just like Comrade Lenin, almost restoring China from a declining Eastern country to its current appearance by his own strength alone. In that case, jumping, roaring, and cursing should be useless to Chen Ke. Comrade Belkov asked calmly: "May I ask Comrade Chen Ke, what is the purpose of your making this map?"

"The places I drew are all places the Manchu Qing Dynasty once reached. If in a more distant era, Russia didn't even exist. Such a border is meaningless to our two countries." Chen Ke said while pointing to the Trans-Siberian Railway in the eastern section of the map, "Since Russia built this railway, we are willing to recognize Russia's ownership of this railway. On the basis of recognizing Russia's ownership, negotiate a treaty for the joint use of this railway."

Comrade Belkov felt sincerity in Chen Ke's tone, so he particularly didn't understand what Chen Ke's attitude was. Frowning, Belkov asked: "Comrade Chen Ke, I want to know what you think this border line you drew means?"

"I think once this border is determined, then this border will represent peace. I very much hope that our two countries can have no troops stationed on this border. And considering the long term, I also hope to reach a mutual trust mechanism of notifying each other when both sides mobilize battalion-level troops within 50 kilometers of the border. Also friendly policies such as visa-free free travel for border personnel." Chen Ke answered very seriously.

Comrade Belkov was really speechless. He felt that playing dumb must have a bottom line, especially since a character like Chen Ke had no reason to be silly. Comrade Belkov had to remind Chen Ke, "Comrade Chen Ke, what I want to ask is, why do you think our country will accept such a border line?"

Chen Ke replied calmly: "Because in the territorial contention war that will inevitably break out later, you will find that the Chinese army you face is not an imperialist army. Our purpose is not to be hostile to the Soviet regime, nor to destroy Russia. What we want to take back is only the land we lost. I know that when Comrade Lenin fought against the Entente troops in Europe, by propagating the essence of imperialist war and propagating the fooling of their country's armies by the imperialist ruling class, he made those Entente troops give up their fighting will to fight with you..."

Listening to Chen Ke's calm narration, Comrade Belkov's expression was not calm. Chen Ke indeed very clearly elaborated on many key policies adopted by the Russian Communist Party, and policies that played a huge role. This showed that Chen Ke knew the Russian Communist Party very well, and there might even be people in the Russian Communist Party providing intelligence to the People's Party.

"...Comrade Belkov, there is a very interesting logical problem here. I also hope you can clarify it to Comrade Lenin after returning to Moscow. If the Russian Communist Party believes that it is just for you to inherit the Chinese territory seized by Russia through war, then relatively, it is also a kind of justice for us to retake our lost land through war. So in the future war, you will find that our soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army are different from those troops of the Entente Powers. We have no hostility towards Russia, and we are not even interested in the territory already occupied by Russia. What we want to retake is only the territory lost by our China. And our comrades of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army will also be very clear that you and we both believe in communism." Chen Ke continued his elaboration.

Comrade Belkov listened to Chen Ke's calm elaboration with mixed feelings in his heart. His biggest doubt was whether Chen Ke was an imperialist or not. Undoubtedly, Chen Ke was absolutely a nationalist, but his attitude was very different from ordinary nationalists. That was, Chen Ke seemed not to have a disparagement of other nations because of nationalism. This was a very strange place. Chen Ke's nationalism was built on a very reciprocal attitude. Since Chen Ke admitted his own nationalism, he would equally respect others' nationalism. A mainstream nationalist admits that the nationalism he identifies with is correct, and at the same time will invariably think that other countries' nationalism is wrong.

"Then is there a possibility of avoiding such a war?" Comrade Belkov was unknowingly overwhelmed by Chen Ke's attitude, and he began to try more flexible methods.

Chen Ke replied: "The method is for your side to recognize this border line. We will not only not have a war with your side but will also immediately start to establish friendly relations with your side. War is a very expensive thing, especially for social systems like yours and ours, and the geographical location of this area. War will inevitably be a bottomless pit. Apart from devouring human lives and funds almost endlessly, the meaning of war may only be to determine a border line."

"Comrade Chen Ke, then why does your side insist on this border line?" Comrade Belkov still wanted to try his best to persuade Chen Ke.

Chen Ke replied: "This is the land we lost. These lands are not lands we voluntarily gave up, but lands lost under your side's bayonets. So we want to retake these lands. This is China's problem, not our personal problem. This is also our difference from those imperialists. The imperialists besieging Russia now have ideas about the Russian Communist Party and Russia. But we China only have ideas about our China's own problems. So I hope Comrade Belkov can tell Comrade Lenin and those comrades of the Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party my attitude clearly. Even if war breaks out between our two sides, I also hope this war is clear, not a meaningless war mixed with various lies and propaganda. After all, no matter how the war ends eventually, I hope to be able to start restoring friendly relations with your country after the war ends. War may exist for a long time, but everyone hopes for peace."

Comrade Belkov knew that there was no need to continue talking. Chen Ke was either telling a big lie or telling the complete truth. But anyway, one thing has been confirmed now: the People's Party wants to march into Russian territory like other imperialist countries.

"Comrade Chen Ke, how about we establish liaison agencies with each other?" Comrade Belkov asked.

Chen Ke answered very simply: "Okay."

As soon as Comrade Belkov left the meeting room and had not even walked out of the gate of the Central Committee of the People's Party, Chen Ke continued to discuss the specific execution of the foreign war with the comrades of the Military Commission.

The Paris Peace Conference has now proved that China has probably temporarily got rid of the crisis of foreign invasion, but China is still expanding its military and preparing for war. The Military Commission plans to expand the size of the army from the current 3 million to 5.5 million. A newly formed 10th Group Army will be stationed in Laos, and the 11th and 12th Group Armies will be stationed in Northern Vietnam. Complete control of the local areas as soon as possible, and complete the work of incorporating the local areas into China as soon as possible.

In the north, the scale of the railway corps is vigorously expanded. Now the railway corps troops are building the railway to Urga (Kulun) like crazy. Russia has the Trans-Siberian Railway, and the Republic is also planning to build an east-west grand railway from the Northeast to Xinjiang. Once this railway is completed, China will obtain sufficient mobility in the north. However, it is estimated that the completion of this railway will take at least five years.

"The Paris Peace Conference is almost over. Should those comrades withdraw the medical teams in Europe quickly?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"Withdraw the Chinese medical personnel in Britain to France temporarily first. At the same time, make a request to the United States to charter ships, hurry up." Chen Ke replied. War requires a large number of logistical medical personnel, and the Chinese side indeed needs these comrades who have been trained abroad.

"Then do we want to sign the final agreement? There is no issue regarding China's recovery of sovereignty in the agreement at all." This was what the comrades cared about most.

"Let them sign. As long as there are no treaties harming China's interests, we will sign these treaties. Sometimes one has to be able to endure." Chen Ke replied.

Soon, the Chinese delegation received domestic telegrams. Shang Yuan and others set up embassies and consulates in various European countries and tried their best to discuss and sign trade agreements with various European countries.

Italy's work efficiency was too low. Prime Minister Orlando bragged extravagantly, but actually, progress was very limited. For European reconstruction work, steel was once in short supply. Plus Italy thought China was easy to fool, and actually offered an astronomical price; the price of each ship was twice that of similar American ships.

Shang Yuan had to tell this Italian Prime Minister very bluntly, "One cannot be too greedy."

Heaven knows how this Prime Minister bragged to that bunch of ship manufacturers in Italy. After being politely refused by Shang Yuan to close the deal at an astronomical price, the Italian Prime Minister immediately sent a harshly worded telegram to Shang Yuan, accusing Shang Yuan of "having no commercial credit."

"Fuck his daddy's egg!" After reading the telegram, Shang Yuan was so angry that he cursed in his hometown Henan dialect. He originally thought that although the imperialist powers Britain and France engaging in hegemony were extremely hateful, at least Britain and France did business with some minimum commercial ethics. If the People's Party was stricter and didn't get fooled, basic business could still be done. Italy didn't even talk about minimum commercial credit now. This was really weird enough.

Zhang Yu advised: "Poor mountains and evil waters produce unruly people. If Italians worked diligently and steadily, wouldn't they have become a world power like Britain and France long ago? Trusting Italians is our own fault; let's adjust the strategy."

Shang Yuan knew Zhang Yu was right, but he never expected that even when the situation was so bad, no one in Europe was willing to do business with China seriously. It seemed that the only ones who could truly cooperate were probably the two old imperialist countries, Britain and France. This couldn't help but make Shang Yuan feel extremely frustrated. He said angrily: "Given the current situation, we are very likely to return empty-handed from Paris."

"Aren't we here to pave the way? Returning empty-handed is definitely out of the question." Zhang Yu continued to advise. Although advising, Zhang Yu was also very surprised by the bad situation. At the Paris Peace Conference dominated by Britain and France, if the comrades hadn't resisted strongly with the attitude of "dare to touch China's things, we will fight you desperately," let alone getting some soup while others ate meat, even the things in the People's Party's own pot would have almost been scooped away. If they had held even a tiny bit of illusion about the Paris Peace Conference before departure, China would probably have suffered a big loss.

Currently at the Paris Peace Conference, China has had a lot of dealings with countries around the world. What should be said has been said, and what should be bragged about has been bragged about. However, will things really bring significant benefits to China as Chen Ke expected? The comrades dared not be unconditionally optimistic.

Facts also proved that this worry was not superfluous.

US President Wilson tried hard to sell his concept of the "Fourteen Points" in Paris. Moreover, the United States possessed strong industrial strength. On the naval issue crucial to the world, through the efforts of US President Wilson, the United States finally obtained a level to contend with Britain.

And US President Wilson could be considered to have "taken good care" of China. Any proposals and agreements harmful to China, with Wilson's help, were dragged until after the Paris Peace Conference for separate discussion by relevant parties on the grounds of "unilateral agreement."

So although Europe and many regions completed the framework of the so-called "Versailles Treaty System" with various treaties, with the help of the United States, China still skillfully avoided the possibility of being restricted by the Treaty of Versailles.

However, the trouble finally appeared in the United States itself. President Wilson found that although he struggled to promote his personal "idealism" abroad, the US Congress did not buy it. The Congress rejected the proposal for the United States to join the "League of Nations" in two votes. Such a result directly led to the fact that the Americans, who were most active at the Paris Peace Conference, happened not to become a member state of the "League of Nations," the core part of the Treaty of Versailles.

On the contrary, China, because of Chen Ke's instructions, formally became a part of the "League of Nations" as a signatory state, despite many conditions that were actually not very favorable to China.

When the "Treaty of Versailles" was finally signed, Saionji Kinmochi, the head of the Japanese delegation, finally had a separate meeting with Shang Yuan. After Japanese Foreign Minister Makino Nobuaki was insulted to his face by Chinese Propaganda Minister Zhang Yu, he resolutely refused to have any contact with the Chinese delegation again.

Important leaders of two major countries in the Western Pacific sat together. The content of the discussion was about the issue of "racial equality" proposed by Makino Nobuaki on the Japanese side.

Japan's plenipotentiary representative, Makino Nobuaki, prepared for the psychological preparation of being the bird that sticks its head out, calling for the inclusion of abolishing racial discrimination and advocating racial equality in the League Covenant. In prior negotiations, the United States and Britain proposed that it could be accepted under the premise of modifying several clauses. However, Australia publicly rejected this proposal. The People's Party had absolutely no enthusiasm for this proposal but simply voted in favor.

After the committee officially started, the United States, which had the same problem as Australia, and Britain, the suzerain state of Australia at that time, both changed their previous positions and clearly expressed opposition. Later, Japan proposed a more compromise plan, that is, adding "agree to equality of all nations and fair treatment of citizens of all nations" in the preamble of the League Covenant. The voting result was that 11 out of 17 countries agreed. But the chairman, US President Wilson, declared the proposal invalid on the grounds that "such issues require unanimous passage to take effect."

Makino Nobuaki suffered such a setback, so he made such a speech at the conference: "I am worried about the future of the League of Nations. Only when there is a chance, I will definitely raise such issues again." After the meeting ended, British Prime Minister Lloyd George walked to Makino's side and shook hands with him, saying: "I admire Japan's attitude very much."

Saionji Kinmochi found that although the People's Party voted in support of this proposal every time, its attitude was obviously cold. However, the United States, considered by all countries as China's ally, resolutely opposed this proposal, but China did not mean to echo the United States at all. The subtle feeling in between made Saionji Kinmochi risk being insulted again to have a talk with Shang Yuan, who looked quite steady in the People's Party.

Shang Yuan laughed: "Mr. Saionji, Australia and the United States are very xenophobic. It is impossible for you to ask them to vote in favor of this matter. You know that the 'Chinese Exclusion Act' in the United States has not been cancelled yet."

Saionji of course knew about the "Chinese Exclusion Act," which was also the most confusing thing for the Japanese side. Why could China endure such humiliation and still collude with the United States? After Makino Nobuaki was greatly insulted by Zhang Yu, he returned to the station of the Japanese mission and couldn't help cursing loudly, "The United States is China's sugar daddy!"

Looking at Saionji's suspicious expression, Shang Yuan couldn't help laughing: "Equality is a noun, an evaluation. What we pursue is de facto equality. Shouting anything with the mouth is useless."

Saionji Kinmochi still couldn't quite understand Shang Yuan's meaning and continued to look at Shang Yuan with suspicious eyes. Shang Yuan didn't have any illusions about the Japanese's strength and mentality either. He stood up, picked up a pen, wrote a sentence, and handed it to Saionji Kinmochi.

A gentleman is ashamed if his cultivation is not refined, but not ashamed if he is seen as dirty; ashamed if he is not trustworthy, but not ashamed if he is not trusted; ashamed if he is incompetent, but not ashamed if he is not used.

Shang Yuan's brush calligraphy was quite excellent. After writing, he handed the paper to Saionji Kinmochi, "I hope Mr. Saionji can encourage each other with me!"

This was Shang Yuan's heartfelt words!
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Chapter 233 Spoils Sharing Conference (5)

The Paris Peace Conference did not bring explicit benefits to China, but merely acknowledged the existence of numerous conflicts of interest between China and the powers. The People's Party's newspapers only simply reported these facts, and the only evaluation was that these problems would be resolved one by one in the future.

The young comrades within the party were quite surprised by this. Until now, the People's Party had been invincible both domestically and internationally. Comrades who had not participated in the Paris Peace Conference thought that the peace conference would be like a domestic battlefield, a place where the People's Party could run freely. Therefore, some comrades almost openly accused the delegation of ineffective work on this matter.

Anyway, there was discipline within the party, as well as various forms of notification mechanisms and study meetings. After the comrades who personally participated in the peace conference returned to report their experiences, through urgently convened layer-by-layer study meetings and guidance within the party, no matter what the comrades thought in their hearts, they at least verbally admitted that they must continue to struggle hard and contribute to China's construction cause.

However, many domestic newspapers were not operated by the People's Party. For various purposes, various comments began to appear in these newspapers. "Criticism of the People's Party's weak diplomacy" soon became the mainstream of such comments. Even dogs dislike those who have been in charge for three years. For those running newspapers, even if not out of hostility, simply openly criticizing and mocking the powerful People's Party was indeed a very pleasant thing.

Zhang Yu had already accumulated a bellyful of anger at the Paris Peace Conference. When he returned to China and looked at the newspapers, the overwhelming articles were actually mocking the incompetence of the People's Party. Although they didn't dare to directly say comments like "humiliating the nation and forfeiting its sovereignty," various nonsensical remarks mixed with sarcasm and far-fetched associations based on speculation really made Zhang Yu feel furious.

"We have to deal with these birdmen properly!" Zhang Yu said angrily at the Standing Committee meeting.

Chen Ke laughed: "Then what law do you think they violated?"

"Newspapers are full of nonsense, but can they talk nonsense on this kind of thing?" Zhang Yu said angrily.

Chen Ke didn't want to say anything for the time being. He had seen too much nonsense without a bottom line than these reports. Considering from a more positive angle, at least no newspaper now said how kind Britain and France were and that China should willingly sell its sovereignty to Britain and France. Just this point was much more principled than a considerable number of newspapers in the 21st century. Of course, in this era of Chinese national rejuvenation, in an era where the masses really dared to smash newspaper offices, newspaper offices also had to consider their own safety.

Seeing Chen Ke silent, Zhang Yu turned his head annoyedly, and as a result, he saw Xu Dian at a glance. He asked: "Xu Dian, you are in charge of the judiciary. Is there any way judicially?"

Xu Dian expressed helplessly, "The newspapers are only publishing comments now and haven't reached the point of fabricating facts. They have freedom of speech."

"According to what you say, can't we punish these birdmen?" Zhang Yu said angrily.

Seeing that Zhang Yu wanted to get real, Chen Ke advised: "Alright, alright, let's leave this matter as it is for now. Newspapers also rely on gimmicks to make a living, and they are not official newspapers. We just need to selectively tell some truths, and they can't tell any truths either. In this world, everyone has to compromise."

Whether appeasing or forcibly suppressing, Chen Ke finally managed to make Zhang Yu temporarily suppress his boiling anger. The topic continued back to business. "Comrades, I am going to do something very unrealistic, that is, map expansion."

After speaking, Chen Ke asked someone to bring out a map. This was the result of more than a year of struggle by the Beiyang Literature and History Institute and the National Library under the People's Party. In the vast South China Sea, combining all intelligence from China and foreign countries, whether exposed above the water or not, wherever there was a place name, China named it and encircled it into China's territorial waters.

Chen Ke said: "If our ships can go there, then go there. If they can't go, we also have to shout it out first. Whether these islands are above water all year round or underwater all year round, it doesn't matter. What matters is that they have been China's inherent territory since ancient times. They are an inseparable part of China."

Looking at the sea area half the size of China, the Politburo did not fully understand Chen Ke's meaning for a moment. "Chairman Chen, what do you mean?"

"I mean, this map must be propagated. Don't care whether other countries agree or oppose it; that's not important. What is important is that this sea area is China's territorial waters, and these islands are China's national land since ancient times." Chen Ke emphasized the words "since ancient times" very heavily, and the comrades of the Politburo quickly understood some of Chen Ke's meaning.

"Then to what extent should we emphasize it? Submit to the League of Nations, or military confrontation?" Qi Huishen asked.

"Just let them know there is such a thing. Don't make people feel that we will resort to force for this. But we must declare first. In the system after the Treaty of Versailles, it's probably whoever claims ownership first possesses greater legitimacy. Ultimate legitimacy is determined by cannons. Since we don't have actual existing cannons, then let's use mouth cannons (verbal attacks/claims) first." Chen Ke replied.

This was one of the historical achievements of Beiyang back then. Chen Ke had seen the map of the South China Sea drawn by Beiyang, which was much more exaggerated than the one by the Kuomintang. As a latecomer in history, Chen Ke believed that he had no reason to do worse than Beiyang.

Chen Ke followed up with an explanation: "I have to entrust comrades to do this matter; I feel I can't do it well myself. Moreover, this is completely a mouth cannon problem in diplomacy, purely mouth cannon, it's fooling people. So the attitude cannot be tough. If we can make various countries feel that this is a joke we made, that would be best. We should also make full use of the nonsensical remarks of some domestic newspapers. Anyway, this is a kind of public opinion. We are under strong pressure from public opinion."

Zhang Yu blinked a few times and suddenly laughed out loud. Even Shang Yuan, who felt Chen Ke's suggestion was too ridiculous, couldn't help showing a wry smile.

After discussing the map expansion, the Standing Committee continued to discuss more practical issues. By July 1919, the development of the People's Party's industrial strength, especially the steel production level, reached a new high. The domestic 15-ton open-hearth furnace finally passed the acceptance check, and the domestic oxygen top-blown converter also entered the finalization stage. After a large number of newly built steel mills were put into production, it was estimated that steel output could exceed 2.4 million tons in 1919. In the plan for 1920, crude steel output was likely to reach or even exceed the level of 3.6 million tons.

"The steel mill exhaust gas collection system, and small turbine generators utilizing exhaust gas, are all being worked on. But there is absolutely no certainty about the progress." You Gou reported work to other Standing Committee members.

Fortunately, Chinese, especially the modern Chinese system "planned" by Chen Ke, had basically taken shape. Even if the Standing Committee members didn't understand technology, they could probably have a minimum concept upon hearing the terms.

"Utilizing exhaust gas?" Zhang Yu was relatively interested in technology, so he asked.

"Yes, simply put, it can save a lot of costs. Of course, technological project establishment and development, as well as the establishment funds for the basic categories of related national laboratories, it is estimated that thirty years later, or after the scale of our steel mills expands fifty times, there will be a day when the costs can be recovered." You Gou was a bit incoherent.

"What exactly does this mean?" Zhang Yu didn't understand.

"What I mean is that the state must support these technologies, and not just for a year or two. This is a long-term investment process. Fortunately, Chairman Chen proposed the principle design and practical ideas, so we don't have to grope out of thin air." You Gou instinctively explained in the language of the technical department.

However, seeing the comrades seeming to understand but not really understanding, You Gou directly switched to another line of thought, "...Let's put it this way, half of the money we earned from selling vigor pills (stimulants) to Europe and America has now been invested in this."

Now all Standing Committee members and the two non-Standing Committee members attending the meeting understood You Gou's meaning. Everyone except Chen Ke changed their expressions; the comrades knew what a huge sum of money that was.

You Gou's expression didn't change because she had changed her face countless times when facing various industrial plans. Anyway, You Gou accepted project development directly entrusted by Chen Ke, and the success rate was surprisingly high. Even for unsuccessful ones, everyone knew where exactly they got stuck and in which aspects continued investment was needed. So You Gou replied very proudly: "I have to correct a wrong idea of comrades. The basis of industrialization is continuous investment. Industrialization will make production and life more and more convenient, but industrialization itself can only become more and more expensive. Because this is a system, the industrial system needs to precipitate countless money and countless labor. This is something piled up with human labor and even human lives."

"Why does this sound like a demon?" Zhang Yu laughed.

You Gou replied with an unhappy look: "If Minister Zhang, you really prepare to understand it this way, I don't want to refute you either. We have paid human lives on every project. This is not my exaggeration; this is a fact. Because of that exhaust gas, it's not that we haven't poisoned people to death. It's not just one or two people who got caught in the fan and chopped up. I have even seen these things with my own eyes, so I also hope comrades have a certain understanding."

Looking at Zhang Yu's somewhat ugly expression, You Gou replied: "It's not just on the battlefield that there are martyrs; we in the industrial sector also have many martyrs. But you can also call them not paying attention to labor safety protection, but without these lives, it is impossible to awaken workers' concern for labor safety protection."

The Standing Committee members nodded slightly. Anyway, what they heard every day was all kinds of news, among which bad news and unfavorable news accounted for the vast majority. Even for good news, there were also many unknown sacrifices behind it. This is modern industrial society. If in agricultural society, deaths could be attributed to natural and man-made disasters, in modern industrial society, human lives are used to fill a path that continuously moves forward. So sometimes, this society seems even more "inhumane."

"Okay, next question. Navy construction issue!" Chen Ke continued to the next topic.
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Chapter 234 Spoils Sharing Conference (6)

"Everything for the front line, everything for victory!" Under the call of the Bolshevik Central Committee in Russia, the Russian people threw themselves into the war.

1919 was an arduous year for the Russian Communist Party, and also a glorious year. Foreign invaders, domestic White Armies, and Mensheviks finally stood together nakedly. In Russia, in addition to the Soviets established by the Bolsheviks, a large number of Mensheviks also established their own Soviet regimes. While resisting the White Armies and foreign intervention forces, the Bolsheviks strove to win over the masses and forcefully eliminate Menshevik regimes in various places.

Any regime that does not stand with the people, any regime that cannot be combined with the people, will be helpless in the face of people's war. On this point, there is actually no difference in countries all over the world.

Strategically speaking, the Russian Communist Party had prevented the two military forces of Kolchak and Denikin from joining forces. If these two had completely opened up contact with each other in 1918, the result would have been terrible.

However, by 1919, the Bolsheviks had established their own grassroots organizations in the vast Russian countryside, uprooting the weak grassroots organizations of the White Armies and Mensheviks from the Russian land. The remaining battles became merely heavy troop encirclement and suppression of the enemy.

In July 1919, the Red Army besieged Kolchak's stronghold, and the battle for the city of Zlatoust had entered a critical moment. But when a not-so-large British force resolutely broke through the Red Army controlled area and entered Kolchak's controlled area, the situation became even stranger.

The Russian Communist Party did not want a full-scale war with the Entente Powers. Any conflict that could lead to an excuse for greater intervention by the Entente Powers was something the Red Army tried to avoid. Especially since this British force openly marched under the banner of delivering humanitarian aid, the Red Army wanted to avoid trouble even more. After all, this was just a British force with a scale of less than a regiment. Such a number of troops could not fundamentally reverse the war situation. Moreover, after contacting Kolchak, the British force retreated quickly.

Next, the Red Army soon discovered that the situation had changed greatly.

Kolchak's army was not bad in number, and its combat capability and level were not inferior to the Red Army troops. Their biggest problem was low morale. As the army of exploiters, they did not fight for themselves. This army was not rooted in the people of this country but attached to the ruling class. In simple smooth-sailing battles, the army might still show certain combat effectiveness. Once entering a cruel war of attrition, or when great willpower was needed to overwhelm the fear of death, such an army would wither.

Although the Russian Red Army did not have the systematic theoretical construction and large amount of practical summary of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army under the People's Party, compared with Kolchak's troops, the Russian Red Army was still a force rooted in the Russian people.

Therefore, through the arduous battles in the early stage, the 5th Army and the 2nd Army of the Red Army had completed preparations before the campaign. Then the 5th Army attacking Zlatoust and the 2nd Army attacking Yekaterinburg encountered stubborn resistance from Kolchak's troops.

This was truly stubborn resistance. In every trench, on every high ground, in every combat place, Kolchak's army fought fearlessly of death. The qualities of being unyielding, fighting to the death without retreating, and persisting to the end, originally possessed by the Red Army, were vividly displayed in Kolchak's troops.

The most special thing was the spirit of daring to attack. The Red Army relied on this offensive spirit to finally overwhelm the enemy in every battle. When Kolchak's army encountered heavy casualties, they always lost morale quickly, or tried to seek an easier attack route for victory, or gathered firepower to try to overwhelm the Red Army. The Red Army relied on will to defeat these quite experienced White Armies time and again.

Now the White Army faced by the Red Army fought to the death without retreating during the day. At critical moments when positions were in danger of being breached, many White troops did not call for artillery support, let alone abandon positions to flee. Led by officers, the White troops raised their bayonets and launched counter-charges against the Red Army. The officers in front were beaten down, and those behind held up the White Army's military flag to continue charging. When entering a bloody competition of combat capability and combat skills, the advantage of the White Army was displayed. Many positions were occupied by the Red Army only after paying huge sacrifices and after all the defending White troops died in battle.

And after a day of arduous fighting, the White Army launched a counterattack at night. The exhausted Red Army had never encountered such a large-scale comprehensive night counterattack. Both the 5th Army and the 2nd Army of the Russian Red Army suffered heavy losses in the night battle.

After three days of fighting, the party members and backbone elements in the 5th Army and the 2nd Army were exhausted, and the White Army also suffered heavy casualties. At this critical moment, it was the White Army that "mustered up courage." They launched a desperate attack with fanatical fighting spirit, almost completely defeating the 5th Army and the 2nd Army of the Russian Red Army. Seeing that they could no longer achieve the campaign objectives, the two Red Army armies could only retreat with hatred all the way.

The Russian Communist Party was not without gains. After interrogating the White Army personnel captured in these two battles, they finally figured out that the "humanitarian aid" provided by that small British force to the White Army was a kind of drug. Through channels of people in the Entente Powers who sympathized with and supported the Russian Revolution, the Russian Communist Party learned that these drugs were "Divine Body Protection Pills" purchased by Britain from China.

According to intelligence obtained from Britain and France, Britain and France had no intention of continuing the war with China after World War I. Because this "Divine Body Protection Pill" developed by People's Party Chairman Chen Ke showed terrible power in the just-concluded World War, the high-level officials of Britain and France lost their will to fight just by imagining the scene of British and French ground forces invading China facing the charge of millions of Chinese troops taking this drug. No one was willing to fight a war destined to fail.

After the Russian Communist Party obtained a small amount of "Divine Body Protection Pills" through channels, they conducted experiments in the Russian Red Army. Physical strength, brain power, attention—in every aspect, the users showed great improvement. Moreover, this drug could promote a strong desire to attack, and desire to attack is one of the pillars of victory on the battlefield. The drug could trigger physiological impulses that overwhelmed class consciousness, which greatly surprised the Russian Communist Party.

Chen Ke's attribute as a chemist was recorded in the archives established by various countries in the world targeting Chen Ke. The sulfonamides and Chuanbei Loquat Syrup used by the medical teams of the People's Party in helping Britain and France treat the "Spanish Flu" had good efficacy, which made the Russian Communist Party believe in the credibility of this drug even more.

The only thing that could make the Russian Communist Party feel "relieved" was that this "Divine Body Protection Pill" was expensive, and Britain only provided it to Kolchak's troops when seeing the situation was extremely unfavorable. It was said that the British's own stock was also very limited. But this "relief" itself was also very limited. Because Britain could purchase these drugs in large quantities from China and provide them to various White Armies including Kolchak.

Britain didn't even need to do it; Kolchak controlled the western part of the Ural Mountains, and they could purchase these drugs directly from China via land routes.

This counterattack also repelled the offensive of the Russian Red Army. In particular, in order to obtain victory on the Eastern Front, the Red Army supplemented a large number of party members, Communist Youth League members, and trade union members to the front line. The hard fight with Kolchak certainly caused heavy losses to Kolchak, but the backbone of the Russian Red Army also suffered heavy losses.

Most importantly, Kolchak had a brand-new means of controlling the army. If the drug could effectively stimulate the fighting will of the White Army, Kolchak could use a large number of troops with weak fighting will to launch terrible offensives against the Red Army. This would be a terrible problem.

Next, the Russian Communist Party indeed saw a chain reaction. In June, counter-revolutionary rebellions occurred at the Krasnaya Gorka (Red Hill) Fort and Grey Horse Fort near Petrograd. The Red Army Navy risked sending a fleet and a large number of troops to suppress the two forts occupied by counter-revolutionaries, but the numerically superior Red Army could not conquer them for a long time. Even tragic hand-to-hand combat could not make the enemies in the forts lose their will to fight. The rebels could go without sleep for days and nights, resisting fiercely day and night.

After strictly blocking the news, the Russian Communist Party had to reformulate its strategy. When the enemy might erupt with unexpected combat effectiveness, this new situation made the Red Army feel extremely thorny.

The Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party believed that a large amount of "Divine Body Protection Pills" must absolutely not be allowed to continue flowing into the Russian Civil War. Even if they tore their faces with the British and French intervention forces, they could not allow the situation to undergo such a major change. In addition to controlling the contact between foreign intervention forces and Kolchak, they also had to find a way to prevent China from providing "Divine Body Protection Pills" to the White Army side. In the news brought back by Comrade Belkov, Chen Ke made territorial demands to Russia, and listening to Chen Ke's meaning, Chen Ke might want to paralyze the Russian Communist Party, or genuinely want to maintain good relations with the Russian Communist Party. Anyway, the People's Party did not hold hostility towards the Russian Communist Party at this time. Then negotiation was an effective way to solve the problem. Even if deceptive means were used, China, this seemingly weakest link in the imperialist chain, must be pried off from the noose put around the neck of the Russian Communist Party by imperialism.

Millions of drugged Chinese troops killing their way into Russia from the empty Siberian direction, or even killing their way towards Moscow through Central Asia—Comrade Lenin, who imagined this, also felt very uncomfortable in his heart. If they wanted to solve the China problem through diplomacy, they couldn't simply send a Comrade Belkov. While the Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party had not yet decided on the candidate, the White Army had already started launching offensive battles against Moscow again from various directions. The White Army, supplemented by lumpenproletariat, rich peasants, and even a large number of middle peasants, showed considerable combat effectiveness on various fronts.

The failure of the offensive battle on the Eastern Front triggered a chain reaction. Not only these White Armies, but also the intervention cannon fodder troops dispatched by small countries around Russia showed a considerable degree of "combat effectiveness" in the subsequent battles. From July to September, after a series of bloody battles, the Red Army finally stabilized the situation. Every "outstandingly performing" White Army and intervention force showed signs of taking drugs before the battle. A small amount of "Divine Body Protection Pills" was found in the pockets of many officer corpses.

Such losses were almost unbearable for the Russian Red Army. The backbone elements in the Red Army, especially political commissars, led the attack in large numbers during battles, and the loss rate far exceeded that of ordinary soldiers. In previous battles, as long as these elite backbones defeated the enemy's backbone, the remaining enemy troops would collapse without fighting. In current battles, the elite of the Russian Red Army had to be exchanged for the enemy's cannon fodder troops. Such an exchange ratio was almost unbearable for the Red Army.

The main forces of the Red Army were also composed of ordinary people. Without enough leading examples, they would also feel fear and panic. When these troops faced the subsequent attacks by the elite troops of the White Army, the outcome was not favorable to the Russian Red Army.

To avoid the worst-case scenario, the Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party finally chose Trotsky to go to China with Comrade Belkov. Just before this ultra-high-level diplomatic team started to go to China, the Russian Communist Party received good news: the "Divine Body Protection Pills" purchased by the Entente Powers during World War I were running out. If the supply channel from China could be cut off, the pressure on the Soviet Communist Party in the subsequent war would be greatly reduced.

Although Kolchak controlled the eastern region of Moscow, the Russian Communist Party opened up a transportation line. Through this transportation line, the Russian Communist Party delegation could contact the People's Party as soon as possible.

By mid-October, the Russian Communist Party delegation, which took a great risk to notify the People's Party in advance, finally met the Chinese troops entering Russian territory through China's Outer Mongolia. This meeting itself proved one thing to the Russian Communist Party: the People's Party was still willing to establish good relations with the Russian Communist Party as they said.

When the Russian Communist Party delegation went south from Outer Mongolia, they found that China was intensively building a railway connecting Kulun (Urga) to southern China, and some sections were even temporarily open to traffic. Like most railway trial runs, the first to run were "road-pressing" freight trains loaded with a lot of things. The vehicles from south to north naturally carried railway construction materials. Those from north to south carried large quantities of goods such as ores and wool.

If a war broke out between China and Russia, this railway would be China's transportation artery. Russia did not have much population in the Far East and Siberia. Such a railway would allow China to transport a large number of troops and materials to the war front. A protracted war on the ice field would be a disaster for Russia.

The meeting place was not Wuhan, but Zhangjiakou. People's Party Propaganda Minister Zhang Yu was already waiting for Comrade Trotsky in Zhangjiakou.

In this talk, Trotsky first stated that the Russian Communist Party was willing to implement good-neighborly and friendly relations with China. But he personally did not support the action of changing the border line, "Peace is by no means unilaterally imposed by one party on the other. If we want to maintain true peace, I think mutual recognition based on the current status quo and agreeing on future friendship is the most important."

"Comrade Trotsky, the treaty we want to sign with the Russian Communist Party is different from the 'Treaty of Brest-Litovsk'," Zhang Yu didn't care about provoking Trotsky's mood at all; he said straight to the point, "The so-called cannot be imposed is because your Russian Communist Party tries to inherit the treaties imposed on us by Russia. Of course, it is easy to have self-confidence in such things. But what we advocate is that we want to take back what we were once forcibly deprived of. This feeling is more urgent and intense than the feeling of justice you possess."

Trotsky knew the proposition of the People's Party, but he didn't expect Zhang Yu to be tough to this extent.

However, this was just the beginning for Zhang Yu. He handed a thick document to Trotsky. "Comrade Trotsky, we want our army's propaganda to be based solely on facts. To what extent will these facts stimulate the fighting will of our troops? I hope you can say something after reading these."

Trotsky opened these documents; some were in Chinese, and some were in Russian. The top part was the record of the Hailanpao (Blagoveshchensk) Massacre.

The massacre of Chinese residents living in Hailanpao by Tsarist Russia from July 16 to 21, 1900, caused the death of more than 5,000 Chinese people. The Hailanpao Massacre and the Sixty-Four Villages East of the River Massacre that occurred on July 17, 1900, are collectively known as the "Gengzi Russian Disaster."

After the "Heilongjiang Incident," an atmosphere of terror shrouded inside and outside Hailanpao City, and incidents of persecuting Chinese people increased unabated. Representatives of Chinese residents asked Gribsky for instructions on whether the Chinese in the city needed to evacuate. He deceived the representatives, saying that Chinese people "can stay where they are without worry." Subsequently, he ordered a ban on Chinese people crossing the river, detained all ferries, and sent cavalry to disperse the crowd preparing to cross the river.

On July 16, 1900, Gribsky ordered the arrest of all Chinese people without leaving a single one. A crazy massive arrest began. Fully armed Tsarist Russian soldiers broke into Chinese residences and shops, arresting and taking away everyone regardless of gender or age, "even infants in arms were forcibly pulled out." More than 1,500 Chinese fled outside the city to hide but were also searched out by Russian soldiers. Many were stabbed to death alive by bayonets, and the living were "driven into the police station like being driven into a beast pen." Nearly 3,500 people were arrested that day. The police station couldn't accommodate them, so they were escorted to a sawmill by the Zeya River that night.

On July 17, 1900, the Hailanpao City Police Station drove all the detained Chinese to the bank of the Heilongjiang River (Amur River), lying that they would be ferried across to the other bank by boat. But there was not even a single boat on the shore. Arriving at the riverbank, Russian soldiers waved their sabers and drove all the Chinese "straight into the water." "When women threw their children onto the shore, begging to spare at least the children's lives, Russian soldiers caught these babies, picked them up on bayonets, and cut the babies into pieces." A mother "left her child on the shore and walked into the river herself," but after walking a few steps, she came back to hug the child and walked into the water. Finally, she had to go ashore again to "put down her precious child," and the inhumane Russian soldiers slashed and killed the child and his mother.

A Russian soldier who participated in the massacre recorded the entire massacre process:

"When arriving at Blagoveshchensk, the eastern sky was crimson, illuminating the Heilongjiang water like blood. Russian troops holding bayonets surrounded the crowd, leaving the riverbank side open, and constantly compressing the encirclement. Officers waved sabers and shouted crazily: 'Those who disobey orders will be shot immediately!' The crowd began to be pushed into the turbid current of the Heilongjiang like an avalanche. The crowd screamed madly, their voices shaking the blue sky. Some tried desperately to push through the crowd to escape the net; some trampled on the squeezed-down women and babies in an attempt to escape. These people were either kicked into mid-air by cavalry horses' hooves or stabbed to the ground by cavalry bayonets. Immediately, Russian soldiers fired together. Shouts, cries, gunshots, and angry curses mixed together. The tragic situation was indescribable, simply a picture of hell."

Yang Jigong, a clerk of the Aihun Deputy Commander-in-Chief's Yamen, recorded: "At 11 am on the 21st (July 17th in the Gregorian calendar), looking across to the other bank, Russians drove countless overseas Chinese to surround the riverbank, the noise shaking the wild. Looking closely, Russian soldiers each held swords and axes, chopping east and slashing west, severing corpses and crushing bones. The sound shocked the nose with sourness. The heavily injured died on the bank, the lightly injured died in the river, and those uninjured all threw themselves into the water and drowned. Skeletons floated and overflowed, covering the river and ocean."

Those who witnessed this massacre all felt "hair stand on end and heartbroken." Even the slaughterers were condemned by their conscience. A Russian volunteer soldier said, "The killing side completely exterminated humanity; they were either devils or beasts. To see such a tragic scene in the human world... is simply a nightmare. If the people killed were all men who still had the ability to struggle, perhaps it would not be so tragic," but seeing "mothers clutching babies trying to escape being stabbed down one after another, and babies rolling from their bosoms being crushed," "only those beasts with absolutely no humanity can stand it!"

Zhang Yu looked at Trotsky, whose face was terrible, and said coldly: "These facts are our propaganda materials. And this is only 19 years ago from now."
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Since Trotsky was responsible for negotiating with the People's Party, he and some comrades had also done a lot of homework, such as searching for materials in Moscow's huge database. After reading a considerable amount of cruel orders issued by Russia during its expansion in the East, Trotsky was not too surprised by the Hailanpao (Blagoveshchensk) Massacre. The Tsar had always had the idea of establishing "Yellow Russia," and this was just policy execution. If anything surprised Trotsky, it was probably the rise of People's Party China.

Before China fell into the disaster of total destruction, Chinese revolutionaries suddenly stood up to save the country with such a rapid posture, forcefully stopping the trend of China sliding into the abyss. If not for witnessing the results of these fruitful efforts with his own eyes, Trotsky would have thought that this was just a Chinese dream.

However, since China had begun to reverse its declining trend, the neighboring countries that once dared to treat China arrogantly clearly felt that days were getting harder. For example, the example of the massacre carried out by Russia cited by Zhang Yu. Such things would inevitably trigger a full-scale war between any great powers, and China and Russia could not be an exception.

So Trotsky asked calmly: "I wonder who the People's Party thinks should be responsible for this matter?"

Zhang Yu replied: "From the perspective of our People's Party, this is our own responsibility. We did not fulfill the obligation of defending the land and the country, which led to the fate of our compatriots being massacred. So no matter what, we must retake the land China lost, and then firmly guard China's territory."

The meaning in these words could not be clearer. The People's Party firmly stated that there would be no concessions on the border line issue.

Trotsky knew that it was impossible to influence the People's Party's attitude on the issue of China marching north. Since that was the case, what could be discussed was another issue. "If your side insists on going north, then your side will face Kolchak. I wonder what your side plans to do."

Zhang Yu frowned slightly, "Comrade Trotsky, haven't you discovered that the reason why we negotiate repeatedly with your side on this issue is that we firmly believe one thing: the Russian Communist Party will inevitably win the Russian Liberation War and become the final victor? If our attitude were not firm enough, then why would we waste so many words with your side on this matter?"

Trotsky was stunned. This was actually the view Comrade Lenin proposed to the Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party before this trip. Comrade Lenin predicted that the People's Party firmly believed in the victory of the Russian Communist Party, so the People's Party wanted to establish a relatively friendly relationship with the Russian Communist Party. The Russian Communist Party internally did not agree much with Comrade Lenin's prediction, but unexpectedly, Comrade Lenin's prediction came true again.

Ignoring Trotsky's silence, Zhang Yu continued: "The reason why we want to discuss this issue repeatedly with the Russian Communist Party is that we hope that when the army of the Russian Communist Party enters the East in the future, both sides will have reached an agreement on the border line issue. At that time, there will definitely be many small frictions between the two sides on the detailed determination of the border, but at least there will be no full-scale conflict in the general direction. I emphasize again, what we want to take back is only the territory taken by Russia. We do not want to start a meaningless war with the Russian Communist Party because of coveting Russian territory. That is worthless."

After Zhang Yu's explanation, Trotsky finally connected the internal logic of these statements by the People's Party. Regardless of what concerns the Russian Communist Party had, looking at the attitude of the People's Party from the written and verbal expressions all along, the internal logic was consistent.

The People's Party believed in the inevitability of the Russian Communist Party's victory, and also had the determination to retake the lost territory at all costs. Before a full-scale conflict with the Russian Communist Party broke out, the People's Party still wanted to reach an agreement with the Russian Communist Party on this issue through negotiation.

Whether it was the railway to Outer Mongolia, or the collection and summary of historical materials by the People's Party to mobilize the people to the greatest extent, or various drugs including "Divine Body Protection Pills," and even the discussions between the People's Party and the Russian Communist Party. All war preparations were being promoted step by step. If an agreement with the Russian Communist Party could be reached, the People's Party could obtain the territory they expected at the minimum cost. Even if the negotiation failed, the People's Party could completely start taking action unilaterally after preparations were completed.

Facing such a shrewd and calculating opponent, Trotsky suddenly became very puzzled. The information showed that Chen Ke was born in 1880. Trotsky was one year older than Chen Ke, and the core leaders of the People's Party were mostly younger than Trotsky. No matter how you look at it, they shouldn't be such a group of people. Are Easterners born with a longer-term vision than Westerners? Trotsky even gave birth to a feeling completely inconsistent with the basic theory of Marxism.

The meeting took a break here. Trotsky proposed to continue the negotiation two days later on the grounds of needing rest. Zhang Yu did not press step by step and immediately agreed.

Trotsky and the Russian Communist Party delegation conducted a comprehensive discussion on the current situation. The basis of the discussion became "The People's Party genuinely supports the Russian Communist Party as they said." However, another deduction result that greatly surprised the Russian Communist Party delegation appeared in the sand table deduction.

Even if the People's Party had no hostility towards the Russian Communist Party and no subjective malice towards Russia. However, once the Russian Communist Party reached a new border treaty with the People's Party, it would turn out that every attack by the Russian Communist Party on Kolchak objectively helped the People's Party reduce the pressure of marching north. The People's Party didn't even need to march north earlier than the Russian Communist Party. As long as they waited until the Russian Communist Party began to march into Siberia and the Far East, the People's Party could start later but arrive first, reaching the border agreed upon by both sides. Everything the Russian Communist Party did was working for the People's Party.

But if the Russian Communist Party was unable to destroy the White Army under Kolchak, it meant that the Russian Communist Party itself had not yet won the victory of the Russian Revolution, then the People's Party would have plenty of time to make calm preparations for the march.

So overall, the Russian Civil War itself was the root of the People's Party's profit. The more cruel the civil war, the more advantageous the position of the People's Party. In order to end the cruel civil war in Russia as soon as possible, it was difficult for the Russian Communist Party to refuse cooperation with the People's Party. Cooperation with the Russian Communist Party happened to guarantee the People's Party's profit to the greatest extent.

"This man Chen Ke is a devil!" Trotsky said angrily at the end of the deduction. Unless the People's Party suddenly collapsed like the German regime, this was an outcome of "counting money in a sack" that the Russian Communist Party could not avoid at all.

Comrade Belkov could only sigh; anger was meaningless. When the situation had reached this point, one could only pinch one's nose and accept it. In fact, according to the intelligence obtained by Comrade Belkov, didn't the People's Party also return home dejectedly without any gain at the Paris Peace Conference?

Of course, judging from Chen Ke's virtue, he must have made some more far-reaching layout. Even without actual proof, Belkov still firmly believed so. Therefore, Comrade Belkov wanted to persuade Comrade Trotsky to face the facts as realistically as possible.

The border negotiation was arduous and exceptional. Both Trotsky and Zhang Yu were firm in their attitudes. Trotsky demanded that the People's Party clearly support the Russian Communist Party. Zhang Yu refused immediately. And Trotsky also firmly disagreed with the border line demarcation of the People's Party. After arguing for a few more days, the meeting adjourned again.

After the Russian Communist Party delegation realized that the People's Party could not make concessions on the border line demarcation at all, after internal discussion, they finally came up with a more pragmatic attitude after the adjournment.

First, they asked the Chinese side for the production method of "Divine Body Protection Pills." The huge effect after taking the medicine left a deep impression on the Russian side.

Zhang Yu specially invited a Chinese military doctor who had returned from France to introduce specifically the side effects after the British and French troops took the medicine. Taking medicine would only make the army a "disposable army." The military doctor explained various side effects brought by the drug to the Russian side. "The biggest problem with this drug is that psychological dependence is extremely difficult to break. In other words, after using this drug, a person is like a mental patient. You have to treat them in the way of treating mental illness. I believe the comrades of the Russian Communist Party would not want the troops to become a mental patient troop, right?"

"Then what experience do Chinese comrades have in treatment?" Trotsky felt that the Chinese military doctor's words were too wonderful.

"We only developed this drug; we don't use this drug domestically." The military doctor replied.

The faces of Trotsky and other Russian Communist Party representatives immediately showed disapproval. These words were not convincing at all.

However, the military doctor of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't want to explain too much. After witnessing the terrible situation on the Western Front battlefield in Europe during World War I, any explanation seemed very pale and feeble. Some things must be seen with one's own eyes to know how terrible the world is.

However, under repeated requests from the Russian side, the People's Party finally agreed to provide a drug formula called "Amphetamine." The military doctor repeatedly emphasized that the biggest consequence of using this drug is that long-term users may never feel happiness again.

Regarding such psychological stuff, Trotsky and the Russian Communist Party side didn't care too much. In such a cruel world, actually emphasizing pure personal feelings like happiness really made the Russian Communist Party unable to understand what the People's Party was thinking. What the Russian Communist Party negotiators cared about most was that the People's Party stated that it would not provide any such drugs to the Entente Powers and the Russian White Army.

After reaching an agreement on this practical issue, after a series of discussions, Trotsky made the People's Party agree to give up part of the territorial demands. For example, the border line proposed by the People's Party originally reached Lake Baikal. Now, under Trotsky's strong arguments, the People's Party decided to give up the territorial claim around Lake Baikal. However, the two sides reached some intentional ideas on economic cooperation and personnel flow.

What surprised Trotsky even more was that the People's Party actually proposed a non-garrison agreement on the border. That is to say, due to the geographical location of the new border, apart from border patrols and police forces, the People's Party could even accept a 2:1 ratio of garrison troops on the Russian side to the Chinese side. Since Russia faced pressure from the United States and Japan, China could even accept the situation where there were more garrisons on the Russian side in the Far East.

"If possible, we don't want to invest any military force on this long border line. The cost is too high." Zhang Yu emphasized again, "A peaceful Sino-Russian border is a great thing for both sides. Comrade Trotsky, as long as both China and Russia are industrial countries, the struggle for small pieces of land cannot last too long at all. If it is a large-scale war aimed at eliminating the other side, don't you think this is a nightmare for the attacking side?"

As one of the founders of the Red Army, Trotsky certainly knew what a nightmare it was to wage war across thousands or tens of thousands of kilometers. Millions of troops fighting on such a long battle line, small troops could attack the enemy's rear at will, destroying railways and blowing up bridges. Anyway, no matter what the Chinese side thought, for Russia's Trans-Siberian Railway, it simply couldn't withstand such constant damage unless Russia used hundreds of thousands of troops to protect the railway. Of course, hundreds of thousands of troops protecting the railway day and night would itself make the war extremely ridiculous.

Finally, the two sides reached an intentional agreement. Many more detailed and even more "interesting" technical consultations that needed to be considered were left for subsequent discussions.

Before Trotsky prepared to go back to report to the Central Committee of the Soviet Communist Party, Zhang Yu told Trotsky that the People's Party was preparing to march into Central Asia. Of course, such a march would strictly abide by the border line proposed by the Chinese side.

When Trotsky finally returned to Moscow, it was already December. The White Army's offensive had reached a frenzied level. On the snow-covered Eastern Front, the White Army launched continuous fierce attacks on important cities in the Soviet Communist Party's liberated areas. No matter how many warnings and precautions were written in the drug introduction of the People's Party, the Soviet Red Army still used the "gift" forcibly demanded by Trotsky from the People's Party without hesitation.

The effect of large-scale use was indeed very good. Even when taken orally according to strict dosage standards, the Red Army troops with low morale tortured by war greatly relieved their mental pressure. Even in the 1970s of Chen Ke's time and space, these drugs were originally drugs for treating mental conditions in the military and special industrial sectors. The Russian Communist Party at least didn't treat the troops as consumables. Although this drug had to be used, they still paid considerable attention to the dosage when using it.

The White Army inhaled "Divine Body Protection Pills," and the Red Army took "Ten-Complete Great Tonic Pills" orally. Both sides jumped directly from the World War I era to the World War II era in military drug technology. During the Patriotic War, both the German army and the Soviet army took such drugs. Of course, this level of military drug technology hadn't reached the level of the US military in the 21st century. The US military used drugs extensively in the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, forcefully creating hundreds of thousands of soldiers suffering from so-called "battlefield syndrome." To cover up the shame, the Americans found a bunch of excuses from depleted uranium bombs to various confusing things. In fact, as long as the "refreshing pills" before battle and the "sleeping pills" during rest were cancelled, the number of American "battlefield syndrome patients" should drop by an order of magnitude.

Since the gap with the White Army was leveled in drug taking, the advantage of the Red Army in people's war was brought into play. In March 1920, the Red Army launched an attack on Kolchak's troops again, and Kolchak failed to withstand it again. Of course, this was also very likely because the stock of "Divine Body Protection Pills" from Britain and France was exhausted, and the People's Party refused to continue providing such drugs.

In May 1920, Kolchak's troops were defeated. The remnants fled across the Ural Mountains and routed towards the east.

In July 1920, Chen Ke's paper on "Methamphetamine Chiral Carbon and Organic Compound Chiral Carbon Research" was published, and patents were registered and applied for in various countries. This caused a not-so-small sensation worldwide. The major imperialist powers didn't expect that the military drug formula they coveted so much was obtained so easily.

Of course, not surprisingly, after the Nobel Prize in Medicine, Chen Ke ascended the throne of the Nobel Prize in Chemistry again in 1921. This was the second of the four Nobel Prizes in Chen Ke's life. Of course, the wave of criticism against Chen Ke as a "devil chemist" also began to appear in 1921.

This is a story for later.
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Pitiful people must have hateful qualities. When Chen Ke was a big loser, he felt that these words were full of the acerbity unique to winners. As Chen Ke transformed step by step towards a winner, he slowly discovered that if these words sounded annoying, it was because winners generally lacked emotion extremely. In order to make losers understand, they had to imitate emotion.

Many propaganda pieces and articles have said more than once that the United States was excluded from the Versailles spoils sharing system by Britain and France after World War I. The United States paid a huge price but got nothing, which led to the United States losing confidence in Britain and France and beginning to seek splendid isolation, so isolationism prevailed domestically.

In 1920, where Chen Ke was, Chen Ke only wanted to say one comment about this: "Bullshit"!

As an international system after the Treaty of Versailles, the League of Nations indeed had many immature aspects. However, isolationism ran rampant in the United States itself, and the people and politicians were willing to enjoy the results but unwilling to bear obligations. Put simply, the US Congress twice rejected the treaty to join the League of Nations. This was the result of strong domestic isolationism in the United States, not that being excluded stimulated domestic isolationism in the United States.

Then the side of the United States only wanting to enjoy the results soon showed. Britain indeed hoped that the United States could become a "responsible major country" in North America, and an "obedient little partner" within Britain's world hegemony system. Of course, the United States refused to agree. Less than a year after the end of World War I, the world shipbuilding competition began.

Britain wanted to build warships, and the United States, backed by strong industrial strength, also began to build ships. Britain's little partner in Asia, Japan, also followed suit and began to build ships.

For Japan, building ships actually had more practical significance. Facing powerful China, Japan no longer truly believed that it could seek victory in land warfare. To obtain strategic balance, Japan indeed needed sufficient retaliatory capability. This capability could only come from the navy.

Regarding Japan's madness, the Chinese side had no way either. A navy cannot be built in a day, and relying solely on purchase is not realistic either. Apart from watching Japan build ships, the People's Party didn't have too many ways to compete at sea.

And the Japanese comrades in the People's Party also rarely began to be impetuous.

"Can the Russian Bolsheviks succeed? If they can succeed, combined with the success of our People's Party, can we start promoting the socialist revolution in Japan now?" Japanese comrades led by Kuroshima Jin specially asked to see Chen Ke for this.

"As it looks now, Japan is far from revolution," Zhang Yu replied.

"What's the problem with this?" Kuroshima Jin was very puzzled.

"This problem comes from within Japan, not outside. The socialist movement and the socialist revolution are two different things. The characteristic of the socialist revolution is to find a way to solve problems by oneself when encountering them. And those backbone elements of the socialist movement always engage in opportunism when encountering major difficulties. They never act according to real political needs, but seek external help in an emotional way of loyal alliance." Zhang Yu replied.

"What is the difference between socialist revolutionaries and backbone elements of the socialist movement?" Kuroshima Jin continued to ask.

"Comrade Li Runshi, what do you think?" Zhang Yu said to Li Runshi, who came to the Central Committee to report on his work.

"The former practices the justice they believe in, while the latter believes they are justice itself," Li Runshi replied.

Listening to the Q&A of this highly regarded young comrade, many old party members of the People's Party couldn't help smiling.
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Chapter 236 Windfall Business (2)

After sending off Kuroshima Jin and other Japanese comrades, the meeting of the Standing Committee of the Politburo continued.

"After reaching an agreement with the Russian Communist Party this time, it looks like the Russian Communist Party is going to succeed. The Russian Communist Party does not seek allies, but implements different cooperation methods according to different situations." Zhang Yu praised the performance of the Russian Communist Party greatly.

"Japan is clinging to the Anglo-Japanese Alliance now; is it determined to rely on force to threaten other countries?" Shang Yuan was relatively appreciative of Japan's diplomatic efforts at the Paris Peace Conference, but Japan's latest choice also made him feel quite regretful.

Chen Ke didn't want to discuss the superficial phenomena of these issues too much. He said: "The news brought by Comrade Belkov is that the Russian Communist Party is willing in principle to reach an agreement with us on the new border line."

"Isn't Comrade Hua Xiongmao advancing vigorously?" Chen Tianhua laughed. Being able to avoid a full-scale war with a political party that also believes in Marxism, Chen Tianhua was naturally quite supportive.

"Comrade Mu Husan has almost arrived in the designated area. However, we haven't been to the old border for hundreds of years, so the difficulties are still very great," Chen Ke replied.

The Far East and Siberia are indeed very vast, but this is a truly bitterly cold place. So bitter that even the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army complained endlessly. Severe cold, mountain forests, swamps, and wilderness. According to the air force, the scenery is beautiful. But that's looking from the sky. When one walks into the mountain forest personally, one knows how arduous it is there.

"Still the same sentence: making steel, building railways!" Without Chen Ke emphasizing it again, You Gou emphasized the established policy. The basis for the rise of American industry, and even the basis for the rise of European industry, was the railway network. Germany had the most powerful industry in Europe, and similarly, Germany also had the best and densest railway network in Europe.

"In recent years, our construction has been focused on infrastructure and heavy industry, right?" Shang Yuan asked.

"A large part is also in import and export." Qi Huishen added, "Almost one-fourth of the raw materials for our light industry are imported. I looked through the statistical data last time; there are signs that it is approaching one-third."

"It's okay. Russia will also be a big raw material supplier in the future," Chen Ke replied calmly.

"Now the international market is in a depression. Is the money we earned in World War I enough?" Chen Tianhua was somewhat worried about the future situation. The more he could look at the world, the more Chen Tianhua discovered that the entire China was actually built on a peculiar situation of integrating into the world trade system.

While the world needs Chinese goods, China is also importing world raw materials desperately. At this time, it can be seen that Chen Ke's layout thinking over the past ten years is extraordinarily clear, which is to develop trade desperately without incurring debts and increase employment opportunities. So far, this thinking has indeed allowed China to develop rapidly. But such development gives people the feeling of "being controlled by others."

Chen Tianhua said slowly: "I didn't understand what kind of system the colonial system was before. Because we were bullied, I felt that the colonial system was a kind of sin. Why do I feel now that the colonial system is not without inherent rationality?"

Chen Ke couldn't help laughing loudly. Having such thoughts shows that Chen Tianhua indeed has real progress. He replied: "Everyone wants to get larger raw material producing areas, and everyone wants to get larger commodity sales markets. This is naturally an inherently rational choice. However, imperialism has no future. Everyone will be able to deeply realize this matter later."

"How much later?" Zhang Yu said jokingly.

"Not too long. From this year to next year, imperialists will start selling ropes." Chen Ke was quite confident about this, "Economic crisis, once every ten years. This economic crisis has already begun."

"Who will come to sell the rope this time?" You Gou said expectantly.

Chen Ke didn't know who would come to the door. History has changed so much that it's not surprising whoever comes to the door. "Comrades Shang Yuan and Zhang Yu have already contacted many countries at the Paris Peace Conference. The seeds have been buried, waiting to grow into towering trees slowly. Let's not worry blindly. There is one thing, though. Kolchak has sent someone to contact us, wanting to go to Japan through our territory, hoping to make a comeback. I want to discuss this matter with comrades."

"Is there any big profit?" You Gou was very curious. Chen Ke spoke so calmly; there must be something tricky inside.

"It is said that Kolchak brought out the gold from the Tsar's treasury." Chen Ke replied. Before the comrades' faces changed significantly, Chen Ke continued, "The problem is that there are as many as one million people in Kolchak's group. They are all people extremely hostile to the Russian Communist Party. So these people can't be very friendly to us either. Everyone, don't think about getting all this gold anymore. It's best if we can make them take out some; getting it all is not realistic."

"How much gold is there exactly?" You Gou's eyes were already bright.

"Maybe four or five hundred tons?" Chen Ke replied.

All the Standing Committee members' eyes instantly became bright, and the conference room instantly became quiet.

"Hey, hey! Everyone doesn't have the idea of killing people and robbing goods, right?" This silence frightened Chen Ke.

Even though Chen Ke warned so, the comrades still remained silent. What the People's Party lacked most was hard currency. Fiat money could circulate greatly, but currency backed by precious metals was obviously more attractive. The Ministry of Finance had proposed several times hoping to issue gold yuan notes and silver yuan notes with gold and silver as collateral. Later, it was rejected by the Politburo. At that time, the quantity of gold and silver owned by the People's Party itself was very limited.

After the First World War, China's gold and silver reserves increased rapidly. And after unifying China, the Renminbi has now exchanged for a large amount of gold and silver. The Ministry of Finance once again proposed the suggestion of issuing gold yuan notes and silver yuan notes. The reason was also very sufficient: "With the improvement of people's living standards, the quantity of commercial grain that can be used as collateral now is not increasing, but decreasing. Perhaps it is time to change the collateral for the Renminbi."

Heavy industrial products cannot be used as collateral unless steel can be hoarded for speculation and profit through reselling. Otherwise, what use is it for the people to put a few tons of steel at home? Light industrial products that can make the most money, however, because China's resources are tilted towards heavy industry, adopted a mode of distorting supply and demand for daily necessities. Forcibly depressing the prices of daily necessities directly led to huge problems in monetary policy. The whole country fell into a deflationary situation.

Fortunately, the People's Party has always emphasized foreign trade, and with the boost of World War I, the country's economy can still develop at high speed. Before World War I, the People's Party adopted industrial transformation in time and adjusted the investment proportion, so at any rate, the external impact was not too strong. Even so, all departments faced the problem of lack of money. The Ministry of Finance was forced to jump up and down, even lobbying the Politburo members and Standing Committee members.

After presenting facts, reasoning, and even repeatedly studying and analyzing Chen Ke's past economic policies, the rhetoric of the Ministry of Finance made people feel more and more that they had made great progress. If they could really get hundreds of tons of gold from Kolchak, the possibility of issuing gold yuan notes and silver yuan notes would be greatly increased. Other departments might be able to ignore this matter temporarily, but You Gou, who managed the industrial department, could not turn a blind eye to this.

"Changing the current economic policy is absolutely not allowed." Chen Ke replied immediately. The economic situation faced by the People's Party now is much, much better than in the first 30 years of New China. Just a coconut business, two billion buttons a year. Even if one button can save one gram of cotton, two billion buttons can save two thousand tons of cotton. How much cloth can be spun from these two thousand tons of cotton? How much employment can such an industrial chain drive?

"I know how hard this stage is to endure. This is not about walking past it; this is about enduring through it! Being in deep water and scorching fire." Chen Ke said. In Chen Ke's time and space, many people used the economic achievements of the latter thirty years to negate the policies of the first thirty years. Chen Ke felt this was utter nonsense. China in 1949 was an agricultural country, while thirty years later, China was already a semi-industrial country with a preliminary industrial system. Even the worst industrial country is not comparable to the best agricultural country. Otherwise, Argentina was once one of the top ten powers in the world; why did it reach the point of bankruptcy several times in the second half of the 20th century? What decent foreign trade did New China have in the first 30 years? In the current time and space, the People's Party even exchanged industrial products for raw materials with the posture of a "high-tech" country in many industries, desperately improving the living standards of the entire country.

"According to the latest census, our national population is almost 600 million. Now the world population is only 2 billion; we account for 30%. We are not those capitalist countries that let the people live or die. Calculating this per capita, we know to what extent the Chinese people can live. We now feel that the work is very difficult and painful, which is inevitable. What we have to do now is to bury our heads in work, engage in education, infrastructure, production, and technology. When the level of productive forces increases, the standard of living will naturally rise. If engaging in a monetary policy could solve the problem, would we need to wait for that group of people from the Ministry of Finance to say it?" Chen Ke was not angry when saying this, but felt very helpless. He had also listened to many lectures when he just entered university. Looking back now, the policy proposed in the lectures for the rapid free convertibility of Renminbi was utter nonsense. But at that time, as an extremely pure silly youth, Chen Ke felt that this idea was really reasonable and had propagated this policy in many places. Every time he thinks of it now, Chen Ke feels ashamed. If a person commits the stupidity of thinking there is a shortcut, he will be stupid without a bottom line.

"Simply put, work hard and get paid on time. If the economic policy can execute this, it is a great success. What ingenuity, what marvelous skills to strengthen the country—we don't need to consider such things. What needs to be considered now is who will do those arduous jobs and how to do them! Don't promise the people any bright future; the eyes of the people are sharp. Whether this life has become better, whether this future is bright, the people see more clearly than us. What we can promise is only bleeding, sweating, and shedding tears. And it is how to bleed, sweat, and shed tears more effectively. Even how to bleed, sweat, and shed tears willingly. Wanting the country to be strong, wanting to have a good life, wanting to have a bright future, wanting to obtain personal freedom. Apart from this path, there is no other way!"

There was silence in the conference room for a while. You Gou asked: "When will such days end?"

"For us People's Party members, this is probably fate. Having chosen this flag, we must experience these pains. As for whether it is happy, everyone's feeling is different. But whether life has become better, whether brightness appears in the future, I still say the same thing: the eyes of the people are sharp; they can see these clearly." Chen Ke's attitude towards this remained consistent.

The issue of higher-level psychological feelings did not last too long. Soon the topic returned to Kolchak. Regarding these people, especially the gold carried by these people, Chen Ke's attitude was very simple. Normal trade, no looting. Anyway, they need to eat and drink; normal trade is enough to strip them clean. If this group of people hopes to take a ship back to Europe, that's even better; this can earn more money.

"No matter how much the Russian Communist Party hates these people, these people are Russians after all. It will have a bad influence if we take action." Chen Ke concluded with these words.

The depressing days did not last too long; imperialism soon began to sell ropes. In September 1920, when the Chinese delegation participating in the Summer Olympics in Belgium returned, official delegations from countries such as the Netherlands, Italy, and Czechoslovakia also came along.

The Netherlands had vast colonies in Asia. Since the United States could sell coconuts, the Netherlands also sold them, and the British began to sell coconuts desperately even earlier. Not only coconuts but also rubber, spices, and tropical crops. The Dutch delegation hoped to expand comprehensive trade with China.

After calculation by both sides, the Netherlands had a slight surplus. The People's Party asked if the Netherlands was willing to accept British war bonds. The Dutch refused with difficulty. Although Britain won the war in Europe, there were no special gains after the war, so the price of British bonds was falling all the way.

The People's Party proposed to make up the difference with pharmaceutical trade. Now the Dutch side became very interested. Chinese medicine is now a very loud name in Europe. Especially drugs containing pearls, musk, rhinoceros horn, bezoar, etc., were crowned with the title of Chinese "Royal Secret Medicine." With the use of drugs including sulfonamides and Chuanbei Loquat Syrup in Europe by Chinese medical personnel, Europe and America were quite interested in expensive and mysterious Chinese drugs.

For the People's Party, anything that can be obtained through breeding, such as musk and pearls, is very easy to get. Especially in Chen Ke's junior high school textbooks, there were even expository texts about pearl cultivation. After obtaining Northern Vietnam, they even had excellent artificial pearl cultivation bases.

Using drugs to balance the trade volume with the Netherlands, at least in 1921, China's economic development had more guarantees. Along the way, the Academy of Traditional Chinese Medicine and the analytical technology department of traditional Chinese medicine also received certain funds.

After stabilizing their own situation, the Czechs urgently needed a market. Shang Yuan negotiated with them about technical cooperation issues. The Czechs were not as picky as the Dutch; they also accepted British bonds. A package agreement was reached including equipment sales and technology transfer. It was not that the Czechs didn't know that improving China's industrial capability might affect their future. However, the fact faced by the Czechs was that no matter how difficult tomorrow would be, tomorrow was a problem that only those who could survive today were qualified to consider.

The attitude of the Italian delegation playing dumb was quite cute. The Prime Minister seemed to have never written a letter to scold Shang Yuan loudly, and talked affectionately with Shang Yuan about the unfinished agreement last time. The price finally fell back to a normal level, and technical cooperation could continue on a beneficial and restrained commercial track.

However, after suffering from the Italians, the Chinese side was extremely worried about Italy's credit. So originally planned to build eight 10,000-ton ships, with the Italians building two in Italy first and then building the remaining six in China. Now the plan shrank by half, building a total of four ships. Now one ship is built by the Italians, and the rest are built in China. After completing all orders, the remaining half of the matter will be discussed.

Since China paid the money, the Italians had no way to refuse. Finally, the two sides signed an agreement in this regard. In the current depression and chaos in Europe, half a piece of fatty meat is much better than not eating meat.

China, this unified large market, became increasingly important in the Western Pacific.
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Chapter 237 Windfall Business (3)

In October 1920, a military officer named Pahlavi visited China as a national representative of Persia. This surname really stimulated Chen Ke's imagination greatly. Not only the surname issue, but this Pahlavi was a quite important figure in the military. Therefore, Chen Ke attached considerable importance to this person.

And this Mr. Pahlavi attached great importance to how the People's Party got rid of foreign invasion and was currently striving to recover national sovereignty. In the face-to-face meeting with Chen Ke, Pahlavi specifically talked about this matter many times. Chen Ke did not propagate communist ideology either, but just talked about the perspective of people's revolution. And he discussed with Pahlavi the "Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence" mentioned when the People's Party established diplomatic relations with Iran (Persia).

Obviously, Pahlavi was very interested in this issue. He had many discussions with Chen Ke on the future Sino-Iranian relations, the scope of cooperation between the two sides, and in-depth development projects that could be carried out. Pahlavi was originally responsible for negotiating with China on the oil cooperation project discussed last time between Persia and China. Among them, China proposed that it could exchange industrial aid for oil, especially conducting oil transactions in the form of railway aid and agricultural technology aid. Pahlavi was extremely excited about this.

After the meeting, the People's Party arranged for Pahlavi to visit the railways in Wuhan, and then go to visit agricultural construction in Hubei and Anhui. Finally, the two sides reached an oil trade agreement. Persia agreed to allow China to enter Iran in terms of oil exploitation. However, the agreement did not mention a word about railway construction and agricultural construction.

Shang Yuan was quite curious about Chen Ke's approach. Geographically speaking, Persia was at most a barely important country. The only difference was that Persia had always maintained independence and was now in a state of almost becoming a foreign colony. Asking about how to obtain national liberation made some sense. Mentioning railway and agricultural cooperation seemed to miss the point.

"Don't underestimate the Persians." Chen Ke said to Shang Yuan. Mentioning Iran, Chen Ke talked with Shang Yuan about the issue of marching in Central Asia. The local people looked no different from Chinese people. Except for the language barrier and different clothing, if the two sides mixed together, no problem could be seen at all.

"The cavalry troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army have arrived at the scheduled border and eliminated local military resistance. The problem is that railway construction will take a long time. Fortunately, the troops of the Russian Communist Party have reached the area bordering us." Shang Yuan said.

After saying this, Shang Yuan looked at the map and found that the area reached by the People's Party was not far from Persia. He asked in surprise: "Chairman Chen, do you plan to build a railway to Persia?"

"There is no such plan for the time being. If we build this railway now, it would expose our intentions too much." Chen Ke replied.

Not long after the Persians left, the British Minister actually came again. The new British Minister was Sir Humphrey, and what he raised was actually the issue of the People's Party repaying debts.

No matter how small a fly is, it is still meat. Britain supported Yuan Shikai to fight a civil war with the People's Party. It could be considered spending a lot of money, and the British led the way in giving the Yuan Shikai government several "Reorganization Loans," which was also money. The British, who owed a buttload of debt, certainly didn't want this money to go down the drain for nothing. It would be best if they could get some back. The British side even publicly claimed that if China did not repay the money, Britain would directly deduct this money from Sino-British trade.

Negotiations representing national interests naturally had to be tit-for-tat, and Sir Humphrey naturally performed well in this regard. But after all, he was an old friend of China; a tough attitude did not mean a bad attitude. Sir Humphrey chatted and laughed with old friends of the People's Party during the recess.

"Minister Zhang, do you have any plans to invest in Middle East oil?" Sir Humphrey asked.

"Is this a state act? Or a private investment?" Zhang Yu asked. Oil was already a priority development project on the list of the People's Party. The only place in the northwest where the People's Party stationed a large number of troops was the Yumen oil project. Zhang Yu was naturally quite interested in the news provided by Sir Humphrey.

"I have a friend who got part of the exploration rights in Kuwait and urgently needs financial support now. If possible, I can liaise in between." Sir Humphrey was very enthusiastic about this. If he were an ambassador in another country, Sir Humphrey would absolutely not dare to be so "arrogant." However, the style of the People's Party was indeed unique. At least with the precedent of the American Minister and Consul, Sir Humphrey thought it would be too stupid not to learn from it. Most importantly, the style of the People's Party allowed them to maintain a convention, that is, they would absolutely not publicize commercial negotiations with ministers of various countries.

The two sides first confirmed the location of Kuwait on the map. Zhang Yu looked at the map carefully, touched his chin with his hand and said: "The key lies in how to guarantee our interests. Oil is of course a good thing, but from Kuwait to China, we have to go through such a long sea journey. Your country can block these transactions anywhere and cause us trouble. In the current situation, we really have no way to ensure this."

"That's why I suggested that your country cooperate with my friend. Once a British company is involved, maritime transport can still be guaranteed to a considerable extent." Sir Humphrey was quite enthusiastic about this.

"We will consider it." Zhang Yu looked at the map and said with a frown.

After the break ended, the two sides continued the heated negotiation.

Upholding the principle of "odious debts are not repaid," the People's Party believed that this batch of debts owed by Beiyang needed to be carefully classified. For example, debts used to attack the People's Party could absolutely not be recognized, nor could they be repaid. Moreover, discounts on loans and other fees had no possibility of repayment at all. Only the money paid directly in silver and the unpaid principal could be repaid.

After repeated calculations and discussions, the People's Party finally gave Sir Humphrey a repayment list. The actual repayment was limited to the principal that Britain had not recovered. The part of the principal used for military expenses was also deducted.
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Chapter 237 Windfall Business (4)

The sky in Berlin in late autumn was gray, and this city, once the capital of a powerful European country, seemed to have lost its vitality. There were far fewer pedestrians on the street than before the war, and there were no smiles on the faces of these few pedestrians. Public hygiene management had also lost its vitality; garbage and dead leaves were all over the street. Instead, there were beggars rummaging slowly through the garbage, trying to find things that could continue to be used.

A car stopped in front of a very unremarkable small building, and several men got out of the car. Their Asian appearance was very rare on the streets of Berlin. Moreover, these people were wearing woolen trench coats with quite smooth fabric. These two things were rare elements in Berlin. As if knowing that they were easy to attract attention, several people walked quickly into the small building.

This small building didn't look like much from the outside, but once inside, it felt very different. The internal entrance was strictly guarded by soldiers wearing the military uniforms of the German Second Reich. Going further inside, one would encounter more German soldiers. The rank insignia on their shoulders proved their identity. Apart from those lieutenants who obviously belonged to doing odd jobs, the others were at least major-level soldiers. As for senior officers wearing general-level rank insignia, there were also quite a few.

The Chinese people not in military attire attracted everyone's attention in this small building, but from the expressions of these German soldiers, it was not difficult to find that this was definitely not the first time these Chinese had come here.

With a lieutenant leading the way in front, the Chinese arrived at a very small room. Judging from the arrangement of tables and chairs, this was used as a meeting room. Not long after the Chinese entered the room, a lieutenant general walked into the meeting room with a gentle and refined young captain. After shaking hands and sitting down, the talk began immediately.

This unremarkable small building was a committee of the German rearmament military commission. The Treaty of Versailles stipulated that Germany could only retain an army of 100,000 people. The vast majority of German soldiers must retire. Choosing who to stay in Germany's new army was the task of this internal committee. It could be said that this committee held the heavy responsibility of rebuilding the future German army.

Lieutenant General Schneider and Captain Manstein were important persons in charge among them, while the Chinese opposite were envoys from the Chinese side, a group represented by Lieutenant General Pu Guanshui.

"The Marshal is relatively interested in your country's proposal. But these suggestions seem a bit too general." Lieutenant General Schneider said with a straight face. It wasn't because China was a member of the Entente Powers that the Lieutenant General had any hostility towards China in his heart. Rather, like other German generals, the Lieutenant General believed that a soldier keeping a straight face was the best expression during official duties.

No translation was needed; Pu Guanshui and his party could all speak German. Moreover, Lieutenant General Schneider was Pu Guanshui's "senior fellow student," so Pu Guanshui had no psychological estrangement from this negotiation opponent. looking at Captain Manstein sitting beside Lieutenant General Schneider, Pu Guanshui found it difficult to connect this young man, who looked gentle and refined with a temperament more like a scholar, with his uncle-in-law Field Marshal Hindenburg. You know, Hindenburg had a chubby round face with two neatly trimmed big mustaches, looking arrogant all over. That was the standard appearance of a Prussian warrior.

Withdrawing his gaze, Pu Guanshui said: "In terms of distance alone, there is no possibility of any actual conflict between your country and mine. Of course, this must exclude irrational behavior caused by malicious deliberate hostility. Then, at present without actual conflict, our country believes that cooperation is the best choice."

Captain Manstein noticed Pu Guanshui's gaze just now, but there was no surprised look on the captain's face. As Manstein coming from a famous military family, he actually cared about this Chinese lieutenant general opposite him very much. Based on age alone, Manstein was only five or six years younger than Pu Guanshui. Their ranks were worlds apart. But Manstein did not think Pu Guanshui was "lucky to advance."

German soldiers also reflected on the war, especially after some German troops defeated in Qingdao brought back assault tactics from China. Middle and high-ranking officers in the German army, especially senior officers, no longer dared to underestimate China's military level. In post-war reflections, officers of the old German General Staff regretted more than once that if they had conducted military cooperation with China earlier and introduced China's assault tactics before the war, the winner of this war would have been the Germans. And a more mainstream view was that even if the research on assault tactics was completed in 1916, but if the German army could be comprehensively transformed and implemented unswervingly, Germany could also have won.

Manstein believed that even with the merit of assault tactics alone, Pu Guanshui could become a lieutenant general in the German army. Envy existed, but Manstein did not have any idea of looking down on Pu Guanshui. On the contrary, he listened carefully to Pu Guanshui's speech, hoping to have the possibility of cooperation with China in future military aspects.

"...The Entente Powers will absolutely not give your country's military industry any chance. Even if there is a chance, it will be more than ten years later. Losing more than ten years in vain is a very fatal blow to any military industry. And our country has many deficiencies in the military industry. We believe that your country and mine have ample room for cooperation in these fields." Pu Guanshui seriously stated his attitude.

Germany's political situation was considered initially stabilized by 1920. Of course, this stability was only relative. The French looted wantonly in Germany, dismantling factories and moving machines everywhere. And the post-war economic crisis hit the German economy fiercely. The so-called stability was merely that Pu Guanshui knew who to look for.

However, China's diplomatic personnel in various countries still worked non-stop with hundredfold enthusiasm. The newborn Republic needed to quickly improve its military and industrial strength. Pu Guanshui knew very well that at this time, it was very, very far from the peace of putting weapons in the arsenal and grazing horses on the southern mountain. Everything the People's Party seized by seizing the opportunity of World War I, Britain, France, and other countries hoped to take back from China again after the war in Europe ended.

These had nothing to do with personal likes and dislikes, but if a country wants to survive, it must compete. Everything Britain and France promised to win over China in World War I ended with the end of the war. China can only rely on itself to defend everything it has obtained. Then the first thing needed is for China to possess sufficient military power.

After listening to Pu Guanshui's explanation of cooperation, Lieutenant General Schneider said slowly: "But the requirements proposed by your country far exceed the scope of military cooperation; this is already comprehensive industrial cooperation."

Pu Guanshui nodded, "We invite German industrial enterprises to set up research institutions in China, or work in Chinese laboratories. Including Germany selling various technologies to China, it is indeed industrial cooperation. However, modern warfare is no longer a simple competition between soldiers and military industries. The war that just ended not long ago has proved that war is already a competition between the overall strength of countries. These two aspects cannot be separated. And there is a close connection and intimate relationship between the German military and the industrial sector. So I hope your side can provide us with help in these fields."

A trace of unhappy expression appeared on Lieutenant General Schneider's face. As a senior soldier, His Excellency the Lieutenant General did not think the army should have any so-called intimate relationship with industrial zaibatsu. As a military empire, the status of industrial zaibatsu in the Prussian Empire should theoretically be below the military; this was a relatively popular view in the German army.

However, the new Weimar Republic obviously made the general feel very dissatisfied. Through the so-called parliamentary system, the independence of the German army had been greatly damaged. As for Pu Guanshui's proposal hoping that the military could help Chinese people cooperate with German enterprises, firstly, the military felt this was somewhat degrading their status, and secondly, reality also made this request difficult to realize.

"If so, why don't you directly seek negotiations with the government?" Lieutenant General Schneider asked.

"Your government is now full of thoughts about how to solve the debt repayment problem under the framework of the Treaty of Versailles, and there is no way to conduct long-term strategic exchanges and discussions with them. What we pursue is long-term cooperation; short-term benefits are not too many. Of course, I think your government has absolutely no intention of trying to liberate Germany from under the Treaty of Versailles." What Pu Guanshui said was certainly the truth, but the inflammatory flavor in it was very obvious.

Even knowing that Pu Guanshui meant to sow discord, this analysis hitting the main point still softened the expression on Lieutenant General Schneider's face a bit.

Pu Guanshui continued: "If your side conducts scientific and technological development alone, it requires investment of funds and personnel. This is cost. Turning developed military technology into military equipment also requires investment of funds and technology. Military research is a money-burning business. We provide the costs for experimental development. Although your side has no income, your side does not need to invest either. So I think cooperation is very beneficial to both parties."

Lieutenant General Schneider had fully understood Lieutenant General Pu Guanshui's thoughts, and Lieutenant General Schneider was also quite interested in Pu Guanshui's suggestion. After agreeing on the time for the next meeting, the German side saw the guests off.

"Commander Pu, will the Germans agree?" The accompanying staff officer asked after returning to the car.

"I'm not worried about them disagreeing; I'm worried about what these people can actually provide." Pu Guanshui replied.

And the German side also immediately convened a meeting, attended by the revanchist faction in the German army. Regarding the probability of a Sino-German outbreak, these guys who were at least familiar with the world map didn't think there was any problem. Even if China was strong enough to invade Germany, it would have to destroy one of the three countries: Britain, the United States, and Russia first, or even destroy all three countries. If China could really do it, the Germans would feel very happy.

Since the German revanchist faction didn't care about China becoming strong at all, the only remaining question was exactly how much benefit they could get from China.

There was never a lack of Junker capitalists and Junker officers in the banquets of German dignitaries. Contacting those guys whose recent situation was miserable was not a problem. The problem was that a more persuasive person was needed to make this decision now. So as the discussion deepened, everyone's eyes fell more and more on Captain Manstein.

Captain Manstein was certainly not a fool. If his uncle-in-law Field Marshal Hindenburg could come forward to lead, this matter could possibly be fully promoted. After all, this was the military bypassing the government to reach an agreement with a foreign country. Even if it was a private agreement, this was not a small matter. So Captain Manstein played deaf and dumb and didn't say a word. Finally, it was Lieutenant General Schneider who stated that he would visit Field Marshal Hindenburg in the near future.

After listening to General Schneider's report, the old Marshal remained silent for a moment and then gave instructions that this kind of thing was not worth considering. Since the German army had recognized the Weimar government, it could not do such a thing. Moreover, this kind of thing must be operated by a committee, and active servicemen could not participate in this kind of thing.

After saying these words, the old Marshal stated again that rebuilding the German army required efforts from all sides.

Lieutenant General Schneider quickly understood Field Marshal Hindenburg's meaning. He stated that a committee of retired generals would be formed to take over this matter.

Field Marshal Hindenburg was silent for a while again, as if admonishing: "Active servicemen must absolutely not participate in this matter."

With the guarantee of the old Marshal, Lieutenant General Schneider ordered all active servicemen, including himself and Captain Manstein, not to have private contacts with Pu Guanshui and others anymore. Then he arranged for retired personnel to meet with Pu Guanshui.

Soon, a secret committee jointly formed by retired generals of the former German General Staff and Junker industrial capitalists was established. Much to the committee's surprise, the first thing Pu Guanshui wanted to acquire was several railway machinery factories that had already gone bankrupt under the French torment. Including data, skilled workers, and engineers, the People's Party was willing to settle in pounds or francs.

Completing this deal took a month. Skilled workers and engineers refused to go to distant China. Pu Guanshui changed the cooperation method. Instead of hiring Germans to go to China, China sent people to Germany to study. During the learning and exchange process, the Chinese side provided the expenses.

These technologies couldn't be considered very advanced, but China had indeed accumulated a large number of problems in railway equipment production. Besides researching by themselves, learning directly from Germany was also the best way.

After receiving the check from the French bank provided by the People's Party, the German side immediately sent someone to cash the check. When the person in charge returned to the committee carrying a suitcase full of francs and opened the suitcase, although these people were not guys who hadn't seen money, in this crisis period, getting so much non-German mark cash indeed reassured them like a tranquilizer.

The first deal was used to determine the transaction method and transaction credit. Once this door was opened, the follow-up became easier.

Germany used submarines extensively in the war. After a lot of bargaining with this committee, the People's Party finally obtained the blueprints of German submarines and part of the production technology. The transaction was set at a Swiss bank again. This transaction amount was relatively large, and the Swiss bank didn't have that much cash, so it could only transfer China's money into Germany's secret account.

Now the Germans really had confidence. The committee and Pu Guanshui consulted on gun steel production. But the Germans asked for too high a price, and Pu Guanshui rejected it neatly. The People's Party didn't have that much money to waste on such things. Finally, the two sides discussed the intentional cooperation of civilian power stations, and the German side was willing to send people to China for power station technology exchange.

Pu Guanshui didn't want to stay in Germany for too long either. It was late summer when he came to Germany for the second time, and now it was almost New Year's Day of 1921. With fairly rich results, handing over other work to the secret representative remaining in Berlin to continue consulting with the German secret committee, Pu Guanshui prepared to board the passenger ship returning to China.

"Commander Pu, where is the main point of discussing shipbuilding technology transfer with Germany next?" The Chinese secret liaison officer asked for instructions before departure.

"Domestically, we are now desperately accumulating experience and will summarize the problems encountered in production. We will list a list of needed content. You visit Germany first now. Try to figure out the details of the Germans clearly, and we will notify you of specific needs." Pu Guanshui urged. In fact, he didn't have any particularly targeted demand indicators either. The People's Party's industrial construction idea was quite simple: blossoming everywhere. Taking steel as an example, for steel and alloy steel of various properties, in addition to building laboratories for research by the National Laboratory itself, laboratories were also established in several universities to produce one by one proportional formula. After the developed samples underwent various parameter experiments, if satisfied, they would be handed over to several other laboratories for experiments. Finally, they would be handed over to the National Laboratory for repeated experiments to ensure that the experimental data was correct.

This was an extremely time-consuming job. Even if satisfactory formulas were screened out in the laboratory, transforming from laboratory production to mass production also required considerable investment. It is at this stage that foreign advanced experience needs to be introduced. Introduction is necessary, and not introducing foolishly is even more necessary.

Not only in Germany, but China also dispatched similar technology collection teams in major industrial countries around the world. While Pu Guanshui tried hard to encourage comrades to have confidence in future work, his heart was not as confident as he appeared on the outside. As an expert who knew the ropes, Pu Guanshui had no blindly optimistic idea about how much effort military industrial construction required.

Just as Pu Guanshui was about to board the gangway, someone suddenly called out to him. The guard vigilantly blocked Pu Guanshui before he turned his head to look back. He saw that the person coming was a member of the German secret committee. The person seemed to have run quite anxiously, and the moisture brought out by his breath condensed into white mist slightly more obvious than others in the cold air.

Squeezing to Pu Guanshui's side with difficulty, the person whispered: "The committee wants to consult with you on one more thing."

"Which aspect is it?" Pu Guanshui actually wanted to return to China earlier in his heart. Without a more specific list of technical projects, negotiations were really twice the effort for half the result.

"I wonder how interested your country is in large warship construction?" the committee member asked.

"Are you willing to cooperate with us on welding technology?" Before this trip, a technology that the People's Party explicitly proposed needing great attention was welding technology. However, during the negotiation and cooperation process, Pu Guanshui judged that it was far from the level of such cooperation at present, so he simply didn't mention it.

The committee member frowned, paused for a moment and said: "If your side is indeed interested in this aspect, we can still discuss it."

Still very skeptical about these words in his heart, but after weighing for a moment, Pu Guanshui decided to stay in Germany for a few more days.



★


Windfall Business 5

Volume 5 - Chapter 241

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 238 Windfall Business (5)

On January 6, 1921, Pu Guanshui said loudly to the members of the German secret committee: "Members of the committee, China and Germany are far apart. If we want our ordinary trade to be profitable, there is only one way: build larger cargo ships to sail between the two countries for commerce. Of course, regarding your doubts about our shipbuilding capabilities, I also admit that your doubts are indeed correct. Now, let alone battleships, we can't even build cruisers. But this doesn't mean we are content with the status quo, nor does it mean we can only rely on imports to solve problems."

The atmosphere of the meeting had fallen into a very unpleasant state. The German committee members hoped to make a big fortune from China. No matter how urgent the Germans' desire for cooperation was, it was by no means an overnight thing to truly free the Germans from their contempt for China. After having enough of the German nonsense, Pu Guanshui finally couldn't help standing up to express his attitude.

"We China have nearly 600 million people, and as it looks now, in the next ten years, China's population may reach ten times that of Germany. Our government will implement compulsory education throughout the country even if it means smashing pots and selling iron. This means that in the next ten years, our primary school graduates will be ten times that of Germany, and junior high school graduates will be ten times that of Germany. In the next twenty years, our high school students and university students will also be ten times that of Germany. The longer the time, the greater China's advantage will be. On this point, time is on China's side. With such abundant educated manpower, promoting scientific and technological progress is only a matter of time..."

"...We Chinese have established our own country for more than 4,000 years. Our current country is the continuation of that country more than 4,000 years ago, so we never lack patience and never lack self-confidence. Since we have embarked on the road of national rejuvenation, this general trend is irreversible..."

"...Cooperation requires not only sincerity and mood but also down-to-earth progress step by step. We admit our current backwardness, so what we want is not face-saving work that soars to the sky in one go, but to learn from the most basic courses one by one like primary school students. We feel absolutely no shame about this..."

"...We indeed need large warship projects very much, but without the transfer of a complete set of technologies, especially the transfer of various production and processing technologies, just building a few ships, I think this is precisely the most inefficient way..."

The number of German secret committee members had increased by several compared to a few days ago, and these were just committee members. The news that the Chinese were trying to buy German technology spread quickly. Although the news of direct American investment in Germany also spread quickly and was even more attractive, the German military had sufficient appeal at any rate. The United States and Germany met in battle, and before Germany could possibly achieve final victory, they forcefully blocked the German army outside Paris. Compared with this, China appeared more valuable for cooperation.

After listening to Pu Guanshui's speech with the theme of "self-reliance, ample food and clothing," many Germans still felt quite unhappy. If China really mastered all technologies itself as Pu Guanshui said, then what was the necessity for China to cooperate with Germany? Before seeing the future prospects of cooperation, many committee members fully felt the threat that China might bring.

After the meeting adjourned, Pu Guanshui sat in his seat feeling somewhat depressed. He suddenly felt that he was really not material for diplomacy. Diplomacy should be compromise, various efforts to try to persuade others to change their minds. But in the dozen years in the People's Party, what Pu Guanshui learned was the set of relying on oneself and struggling hard. Moreover, this set was deeply imprinted on all of Pu Guanshui's actions and thoughts. Asking him to be polite and courteous, Pu Guanshui could certainly do it. However, when facing difficulties, Pu Guanshui's stubbornness couldn't help but bubble out.

Of course, German soldiers quite appreciated this attitude of the Chinese army. Soldiers have a more straightforward character. Moreover, "backbone" is something that has a great positive effect on the army. So the military representatives attending the meeting talked with Pu Guanshui with great interest about the strategic conflict between China and Britain.

"We have 600 million people, we have a strong government, and our army knows deeply to fight for the country. The British now dare not adopt the method of land army attack against our country. But we indeed lack naval power. Britain can use their advantage at sea to threaten us and implement encirclement." Pu Guanshui did not hide his sickness for fear of treatment regarding the strategic situation. Every step of China's liberation was fought out. Negotiation was merely a summary discussion of the status quo after the war truly ended. It was both the key point of the previous war and the starting point of the next war.

"What we really need now is comprehensive national strength. Only with such national strength can we conduct a comprehensive war with a country like Britain." After saying this, Pu Guanshui couldn't help emphasizing, "A true comprehensive war."

The revanchist representatives of the German army couldn't help nodding slightly. The failure of this war was because the war was far from comprehensive enough. Even if many victories were won on land, the German navy was comprehensively suppressed by Britain. If the German High Seas Fleet could break through the British blockade, the outcome of this war would have been completely different.

"Does the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army need instructors?" asked a committee member who was a former soldier.

"Naval instructors who participated in the Battle of Jutland, German artillery instructors, artillery instructors with actual command experience of artillery groups are best. Also commanders of various low, medium, and high-level combat commands. We are willing to invite them to China to conduct military exchanges with us." Pu Guanshui resolutely opposed those unrealistic business projects of the capitalists, but extremely welcomed this kind of military technology exchange proposed by the German military which was very suitable for China's situation.

Based on different standpoints, two attitudes appeared in the committee. The capitalist group was very dissatisfied with the stinginess of the People's Party. Pu Guanshui was impervious to reason. Any project that could not obtain technology transfer, any large project that was of no help to solving the immediate technical needs of the People's Party, Pu Guanshui resolutely rejected.

German retired soldiers felt that the harvest was quite abundant. The People's Party was willing to pay considerable remuneration to invite German retired soldiers to China for exchange and lectures. German post-war warships, artillery, and logistical equipment were looted by Britain and France, and these soldiers with professional skills were unemployed. If various experimental seminar trainings could be conducted in China, and the Chinese paid for the German army to conduct a post-war rehearsal summary of the war, this would be a quite cost-effective thing for the German army.

As for China learning war-related technologies and improving China's war level in this process, this was not within the consideration range of German soldiers at all. After all, Germans had discussed this matter. Even if China obtained Germany's most advanced military command technology, it posed no threat to Germany at all in the current situation. The spearhead of the Chinese army would inevitably point to Russia and Britain.

Pu Guanshui was very satisfied with this agreement. Pu Guanshui naturally saw the little calculations of the Germans clearly. Germany was equivalent to sending a small army model to China and using the Chinese army to conduct a war replay. For the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, which had no opportunity to participate in actual combat in World War I, this was a very good learning opportunity.

And after the agreement was completed, another piece of news reached Pu Guanshui. The French looted a large number of artillery from Germany, but these artillery could neither be eaten nor drunk, and maintenance required money. After discussing with China, the French sold part of the artillery to China at the price of scrap steel. Chinese personnel in France wanted to contact cheaper transport ships. You know, these artillery were not expensive, but the freight was more expensive than the artillery.

So Pu Guanshui immediately asked this committee if they could provide transportation services at preferential prices. Now the capitalists in the committee were finally happier. Currently, German shipping companies had no business, and this deal was really a pie falling from the sky.

After many connections and many troubles, by March 1921, nearly a thousand various types of artillery were finally loaded on ships and set sail. German military experts had already set off for China successively earlier. Among the unemployed technical personnel of German military industrial enterprises, some people closely related to the military simply set off for China for higher salaries.

In April 1921, after half a year of tossing and turning, Pu Guanshui finally sat on the ship returning to China. Watching the European coastline gradually disappear from view, Pu Guanshui secretly swore in his heart that if there was a next time, he would never accept the task of coming to Europe to engage in these specific jobs no matter what. This half a year made Pu Guanshui feel more exhausting than fighting ten battles.

The fleet carrying artillery and parts returned to China after untold hardships, and it was already June. Pu Guanshui, who returned to China in advance, was already responsible for arranging comprehensive cooperation between the Chinese Military Academy and German military experts.

Engaging in pure military work, no matter how tedious, Pu Guanshui did it without complaint. As long as he didn't have to deal with those annoying foreign officials, Pu Guanshui would do anything.

However, the Chinese government had to deal with the "annoying foreign officials." Japan learned that France sold a lot of cannons to China, and the artillery had already arrived in China. The Japanese diplomatic department immediately lodged a strong protest.

The French had long lost the intention of invading China by land army. Similar to the starting point of the Germans willing to conduct comprehensive military command technology exchange with China, the French also felt that selling cannons to China was beneficial to France and troublesome for the British. And Britain's trouble, from a certain perspective, was France's interest. France had no reason to refuse double benefits.

After the Japanese protest, the French side quickly saw more clearly that China obviously could not have a full-scale conflict with Britain. The biggest threat of these cannons was Japan. Of course, because of the existence of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, after Japan felt threatened, it would naturally pull the British to fill the scene. With increased pressure in the Western Pacific, the possibility of Britain relying more on France appeared. No matter how you look at it, the tension in the Western Pacific thousands of miles away had no bad influence on the French. Regarding the exasperated protest of the Japanese government, the French side treated it like listening to a fart.

As for China, which got the cannons, it also ignored Japan's clamor. For the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the function of these cannons was training. With the continuous improvement of electric furnace steelmaking, converter steelmaking, and oxygen top-blown technology, as well as the development of high-quality iron ore in the south, the quality of the Republic's steel was advancing slowly but steadily. Before the large-caliber artillery manufactured by the Republic itself entered the sequence, it was necessary for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to master the use of large-caliber artillery and experience what high-intensity firepower war was like.

Regarding the inquiry raised by the Japanese Minister to the Chinese government, the Chinese side answered very simply: "Chinese military construction is purely China's internal affair, and Japan has no reason to interfere in China's internal affairs."

The characteristic of imperialist countries is "long hands, managing broadly." Japan could do nothing about China, so the British side had to come forward. British Minister Sir Humphrey managed to reach a negotiation with China on reparations with difficulty. China and Britain had a summary of various old bad debts. After various deductions, except for the batch of silver Britain gave to Yuan Shikai, China made no concessions at all.

As for the bonds issued by the Manchu Qing, the Republic publicly stated that it would not recognize them at all. "You can go to the Manchu Qing government to ask for it; asking our People's Party for it is completely unreasonable."

On this basis, except for Japan which still kept shouting about the "international treaty" issue relentlessly, other countries also maintained the principle of "consistency among the powers" and all gave up the thought of making a fortune from China.

Not only that, although the Republic had not reached agreements with various countries on issues such as concessions, taking the municipal construction of various cities as an opportunity, China had actually completed the recovery of concessions. Shanghai patrolmen tried to "maintain some integrity," and then after being beaten up by people from unknown places, they were stripped naked and left on the streets of Shanghai with no one caring. Several "particularly spine-hard" ones were beaten until they couldn't take care of themselves.

Since then, when foreign patrolmen appeared on the streets, they didn't dare to resist even when thrown stones by Chinese people. Because every resistance would be met with merciless beating.

Water and electricity were cut off in foreigner gathering areas, and no one collected garbage. After having enough of the filth and stench, the foreign devils left the once glorious concessions one after another. After selling their properties at extremely low prices, they either bought legal properties in the new district to continue their business or simply packed up and went back to Europe.

Other countries had absolutely no influence on China. As for the British Empire, they found that facing China was a powerful country with 600 million people, an army, industry, and a market. A full-scale conflict due to these small frictions could neither achieve decisive military victory nor bear major commercial losses. So the British very cleverly "kept these old debts in mind," waiting for an opportunity to settle accounts later. At the same time, the British faced the future and began to seek struggle and cooperation with China on the current basis.

So when Sir Humphrey seriously raised the issue of Sino-Japanese relations to the People's Party, Chen Ke did not dare to despise the British attitude. If the British had already moved forward, while China still clung to the past, it would only put China in a very disadvantageous position.
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"Sir Humphrey, I wonder if there is any new progress on the Anglo-Japanese Alliance Treaty?" Chen Ke poured tea for Sir Humphrey while speaking. This was a high-quality bone china tea cup, a new product of the People's Party. Sir Humphrey knew his goods; just by picking up the tea cup, his expression changed slightly.

At Chen Ke's level, how could he not see these subtle differences? With no reaction on his face, Chen Ke was quite happy in his heart. Industry is a system, especially after the People's Party established the National Laboratory, technical exchanges within the same industrial system became very easy.

Steel mills tried hard to develop electric furnaces to achieve good temperature control. Whether it is 1320 degrees or 1380 degrees for bone china on Taobao, it is not a problem for steel mills. Steel mill temperature control technology can easily be used in porcelain firing. Craftsmen in Jingdezhen, industrial ceramic departments, and steel mills combined forces, and bone china was fired. Of course, the credit of the breeding industry providing cow bone powder cannot be erased. Slightly cheaper than British bone china, but actually quite expensive Chinese bone china also sold quite well in the US market.

Holding the warm bone china, he first tasted a sip of black tea. Sir Humphrey added two sugar cubes to the tea cup before taking a satisfied big gulp. After moistening his throat, Sir Humphrey said: "My country cannot accept China unilaterally changing the situation in Asia; this can only create tension in Asia."

Britain was not just talking; recently, British and Japanese warships frequently appeared at China's doorstep. Because Britain and China had a verbal agreement on warship maintenance, British warships unceremoniously entered shipyards in Shanghai, China, for a considerable period of "maintenance." Chen Ke had long received reports on this intimidating practice.

"I can understand Britain's position, but is there any new progress on the Anglo-Japanese Alliance Treaty recently?" Chen Ke continued to repeat the previous question. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance stipulated that both contracting parties recognized each other's right to protect their own interests in China and Korea. If Britain's "special interests" in China or Japan's "special interests" in China and Korea were threatened by other countries, or infringed upon due to "disturbances" within China and Korea, the two countries had the right to intervene; when one contracting party fought with a third country to protect the above interests, the other party should strictly maintain neutrality; if one contracting party was attacked by two or more countries, the other party should provide military assistance and fight together.

Taking advantage of Britain being tied down by World War I, the People's Party not only "threatened" the "special interests" of Britain and Japan in China, but also smashed these "special interests" to pieces. Britain has been very patient to endure until now without taking action.

Hearing Chen Ke repeatedly ask about the latest progress of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance Treaty, Sir Humphrey also felt quite helpless. Japan very much wanted major progress in the Anglo-Japanese Alliance Treaty. If it could be modified so that Britain took the initiative to send troops to attack China, that would be exactly what Japan wanted. However, Britain was not stupid; the British would absolutely not do things like sending hundreds of thousands of people to die in China.

You know, the crown on the British Emperor's head was the Indian Crown. Moreover, if China was pushed too hard and attacked Burma and India desperately, what then? Going by land, they wouldn't have to face the British naval advantage.

"Our British Empire firmly opposes any behavior that unilaterally changes the situation in Asia." Sir Humphrey said the honest truth very seriously. Since the current pattern had allowed Britain to receive huge benefits, what Britain had to do was to maintain the current situation, not break it.

"If Sir Humphrey refers to the economic cooperation between China and the United States, then the British side is overthinking. If the things provided by Britain are of better quality and lower price than the United States, Britain doesn't need to say a word; we naturally won't buy American goods. The problem is that the quality of British goods is not much better than American goods, but the price is much more expensive than American ones. In terms of cost-effectiveness, it is more cost-effective for China to buy American goods." Chen Ke replied frankly.

"Then your country should consider the friendly relationship with Britain at any rate." Sir Humphrey said to Chen Ke very seriously.

Chen Ke stared into Sir Humphrey's eyes and responded very seriously, "Business is business. We bear no malice towards any country."

"Chairman Chen, I think you should be more inclined to buy British products." Sir Humphrey advised earnestly.

Chen Ke also explained patiently: "Sir Humphrey, you can't just ask us to buy with empty words. Britain has industry, technology, and standards. The problem is that Britain never sends these products to China for us to see. We need to use them right now, and the Americans do very well in this regard. Whatever demand we have, the United States satisfies it immediately. Under such circumstances, who do you think I should choose?"

After such a full and frank exchange, both China and Britain roughly understood the other's bottom line in the near future. When the meeting time was up, Sir Humphrey could only get up and leave.

On the way back to the consulate, the entourage asked: "Is China determined to collude with the United States?"

Sir Humphrey did not draw a conclusion immediately. He felt the situation was far from simple. Japan was barking very loudly now, but in fact, Japan was extremely afraid of war. Japan provided a large amount of information to Britain, saying that China supported Korean traitors to attack the Japanese army in Korea. However, the intelligence collected by the British was that Japan massacred Koreans in large numbers in Korea, triggering fierce resistance from Koreans. Now military actions against Japan had broken out throughout Korea. In the north, Japan couldn't even get out of the control range of big cities. As long as the Japanese army entered outside the control range of strongholds, they would immediately be attacked by Korean guerrillas.

Seeing Sir Humphrey silent, the entourage couldn't help asking again: "Sir, why did you ask China to stop supporting Korea? Isn't this also the request of the Foreign Office?"

"There is no evidence for this matter. Besides, China raised the issue of Japan carrying out a massacre against Koreans; how should we answer?" The British were relatively clear about what Japan did in Korea. Britain didn't think there was anything wrong with the Japanese doing this, but times were different after all. Massacres could only be done in practice, not spoken about. China could totally ignore Britain's questioning. And even if this matter was brought to the League of Nations, it would still be Japan that lost face. It wasn't that the League of Nations could really stop Japan from slaughtering Koreans, but that Japan, after being forced to use massacre methods, still couldn't solve the Korean guerrillas, which would make countries laugh their heads off in their hearts.

"Judging from the performance of the Japanese side, they obviously can't hold on anymore. If China's support for Korea cannot be interrupted, in case Japan loses Korea..." The entourage was obviously very worried about this. Britain knew very well what Japan would become if it lost Korea. Korea would definitely throw itself into China's embrace again. Just looking at the map, with Korea pressing against Japan's waist like a dagger, one could understand Japan's anxiety.

Regarding Japan's incompetence, Sir Humphrey's voice sounded very angry, "Why does China want to send troops now? Hasn't Japan figured it out? China doesn't need to send troops to Korea at all!"

"China doesn't need to send troops to Korea at all." Chen Ke said at the Politburo meeting, "Imperialism can absolutely not win a people's war."

Where there is oppression, there is resistance. Japan's atrocities in Korea aroused great resistance from Korea. Especially those death mines; almost every rescued Korean mine slave became the most determined resister and the most determined Korean restorationist. China was naturally happy to see this happen.

"But the Korean side has been begging us to send troops." Chen Tianhua said.

"In the current situation, we cannot send troops!" Chen Ke replied: "I asked the British Minister today. His attitude is very firm; he absolutely does not accept China sending troops to Korea. All we can do is help Koreans liberate Korea themselves. Militarily speaking, at least in northern Korea, the problem can be solved by squeezing Japan out of various strongholds in Korea. First let Korea establish a base area backed by China, a liberated area. At the same time, fight tit-for-tat with the Japanese to wrestle for land inch by inch. Of course, all the key lies in mobilizing the masses. If the guerrillas cannot become a real political party, it is impossible to truly defeat the Japanese aggressors."

"But Koreans have no interest in the socialist system at all. There are all kinds of factions among Korean patriots. Those who want to restore the Li family dynasty, those who want to engage in some local fiefdoms, and many are simply driven by hatred. The only common point among these people is that they hope to restore Korea with the help of powerful external forces." Chen Tianhua regretted this very much.

"Then let them continue to die." Zhang Yu sneered, "Back then, Korea welcomed the Japanese incomparably, thinking that with foreign intervention, they could get rid of China's control. These people are not dead yet."

Such a lack of compassion made Chen Tianhua very embarrassed, but no one supported Chen Tianhua's opinion. Even Shang Yuan, who had a quite "honest and kind" personality, did not support Chen Tianhua, "Only when truly standing with the people can an organization have vitality. We have undertaken all weapons for the Korean guerrillas, as well as most of the food supply. What else do they want us to do? A liter of rice breeds gratitude, a dou of rice breeds hatred (giving a little help brings gratitude, giving too much help brings resentment). Giving Korea too much is just asking for trouble for ourselves."

"Why do you say that?" You Gou was curious.

Qi Huishen replied: "Because Koreans only want the result of liberation now. If we satisfy this result directly, Koreans will think that begging strong countries is useful, and even think that they can play strong countries in the palm of their hands. Today they beg China for liberation; tomorrow, heaven knows for what purpose they will go to beg some other strong country. I don't think this is good for Korea either."

You Gou didn't like to beg for anything since childhood, and there was no such environment in the People's Party, so it took quite a while for her to have some basic concepts in her mind. When she figured it out, You Gou couldn't help laughing: "Indeed so. If Korea begs us again after liberation, asking us to help them build the country as rich as China, we certainly can't do it. Other countries take the opportunity to fool Korea, and I'm afraid they will follow other countries."

"Small countries are like this; it can't be helped." Shang Yuan laughed.

After discussing the Korean situation coldly, Chen Ke turned the targeting angle completely to Japan, "We reached an agreement with Russia. In order to help Russia attract firepower, they decided to recognize our sovereignty over North Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands. A large part of these islands are under Japanese control. Now we are going to stir up a hornet's nest. The British are unwilling to unilaterally change any situation, so we can only maintain these disputes first."

"Should we drag the United States into the water?" Zhang Yu asked.

"No need to trouble the Americans." Chen Ke replied, "Besides, the United States has already entered the water long ago; where does dragging the United States into the water come from?"

"So, the United States might also stab us in the back?" Zhang Yu said a very serious topic with a relaxed expression.

"Ride a donkey and read the songbook—wait and see. As long as our own industrial development doesn't go wrong, nothing is a problem." You Gou was surprisingly confident about this.

You Gou was indeed right; the smooth development of industry could indeed solve most problems. The biggest reason why Japan was jumping up and down right now was that their industry had big problems.

After the end of World War I, an economic crisis soon appeared in the world. Except for the People's Party, other countries in the world that made a fortune in World War I all encountered economic crises.

The biggest characteristic of capitalist countries is "profit-driven." Government and capital consortia actively investing in long-term scientific research and development was something after the Great Depression. Now all scientific and technological research and economic actions revolve around profit as the sole purpose without exception, and it is short-term profit.

The United States was fine; after all, it had a huge industrial system and strong agricultural production. Europe lacked food after the war, and the US grain production sector obtained rich profits. But Japan had a thin foundation and weak industrial capability. Without orders flying like snowflakes, Japan immediately fell into a comprehensive economic crisis.

Takahashi Korekiyo immediately adopted corresponding economic adjustments, compressing military expenses, devaluing the yen, and the government coming forward to undertake the high-risk southward cooperation strategy. According to Takahashi Korekiyo's plan, Japan would solve Japan's domestic problems by increasing its share in the US and Southeast Asian markets.

However, this time he was not as lucky as last time. Not only was the Japanese Army opposing Takahashi Korekiyo, but even the Navy Department began to oppose Takahashi Korekiyo.

In the Western Pacific, there was not only the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. After the United States intervened in the Western Pacific and maintained a fairly close relationship with China, Japan, as Britain's strategic pillar, immediately felt strong pressure. There was the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army on land and the US fleet at sea. Even though the wolf-like northern neighbor Russia was in a bad situation now, Japan had no ability to occupy the lands in the far north.

The Army's northward plan was rejected. The Emperor's chamberlain simply mocked behind his back, "What are we conquering there for? To hunt bears for His Majesty the Emperor?"

Pressure from the Army was easier to deal with. To maintain strategic advantages over China, plus Britain's instigation, Japan participated in the shipbuilding competition with Britain. The Navy Department forcefully proposed a huge naval plan to establish two "Eight-Eight Fleets."

Takahashi Korekiyo strongly opposed it, which naturally encountered fierce backlash from the Navy Department. Seeing that the situation could no longer be changed, Takahashi Korekiyo simply announced that he would not run for Prime Minister again after his term expired. The Japanese political situation immediately became turbulent.
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PS: Recently, the home renovation has entered the most annoying final stage, and the update is unstable. Please understand.

For a prime minister who is about to leave office and has publicly announced that he will not participate in the next prime minister election, life should have been quite comfortable. No one deliberately confronts Takahashi Korekiyo anymore, and no one troubles Takahashi Korekiyo because of urgent state affairs. Anyway, the most urgent thing for Japan now is the candidate for the next prime minister.

Takahashi Korekiyo also has no intention of withdrawing from politics. Various forces, including the Imperial Palace, the Army Department, the Navy Department, and the Diet, have spoken to Takahashi Korekiyo, hoping that he can serve as the Finance Minister after stepping down as prime minister. Theoretically, Takahashi Korekiyo only needs to wait to bow and step down, and then go to the Ministry of Finance to continue doing what he is best at.

However, things are not that simple. Takahashi Korekiyo wanted to spend the last few days of his prime minister term easily, but political matters still came one after another.

The biggest difference between Takahashi Korekiyo and other politicians is their way of thinking about solving problems. The current mainstream thinking in Japan has a strong characteristic, that is, domestic problems are solved abroad. Since the countries surrounding Japan are all truly major powers—China, Russia, Britain, and even the United States desperately infiltrating the Western Pacific—the strength of each country is above Japan. Except for Britain, China, Russia, and the United States all hold hostility towards Japan. Most Japanese political figures believe that Japan must expand to obtain stability, and Japan must seize every opportunity to implement expansion.

Therefore, Takahashi Korekiyo himself is a minority in Japanese politics. He does not oppose expansion, but believes that expansion should obey the pace of Japan solving internal problems, rather than all activities within Japan obeying the needs of expansion.

So several things placed in front of Japanese Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo are full of controversy. The first thing is about Kolchak moving east. Although lacking coordination, the Entente Powers have an agreement on attacking Russia. Churchill, who served as the British Secretary of State for War during the siege of Soviet Russia, claimed after the operation ended that he served as the organizer of the "Fourteen-Nation Attack" on the Soviet Republic.

China and the United States can completely ignore the orders of Churchill and Britain, but Japan dares not do so. After Kolchak was defeated west of the Ural Mountains and driven across the Ural Mountains to the vast and wild eastern part of Russia, he did not decide to establish a base on the spot, but continued all the way east, seeking refuge with Japan according to Britain's "suggestion," striving to make a comeback.

After more than half a year of marching, more than a million people under Kolchak actually arrived in the Pacific region. Kolchak's envoy demanded that Japan honor its promise to Britain and help Kolchak gain a foothold in the Far East.

Japan is very troubled by this. After the Russian Revolution, Japan certainly hoped to make a big fortune in the Far East. Hope is always too fragile. First, they fell into a protracted public security war in Korea. The crazy plunder of the Army Department in Korea led to fierce resistance from Koreans. Korean guerrillas fiercely attacked Japanese mining areas in northern Korea, tore up railways, blew up bridges, and attacked and destroyed scattered Japanese strongholds. This forced most of Japan's troops to be used to deal with the Korean problem.

And China marched north, fighting all the way to the vicinity of Nerchinsk, occupying vast lands. These areas occupied by China relied entirely on railway transportation, and the ship cannons of the Japanese Navy could not even threaten the Chinese. The Japanese Army Department did not want to fight a big war with China in these northern regions at all, so Japan only seized the northern part of Vladivostok.

Even this harvest could not be enjoyed by Japan alone. The US Navy sent troops demonstratively in the name of the joint dispatch of troops by the Entente Powers and also landed in the northern part of Vladivostok. China and the United States firmly blocked Japan's road to the north.

So whether it was the Japanese Army Department or the Navy Department, they all found Takahashi Korekiyo for a meeting, preparing to discuss this "once-in-a-lifetime opportunity."

Reaching this current situation, Takahashi Korekiyo didn't care about anything anymore. The Army Department shouted the loudest, and Takahashi Korekiyo poured a bucket of cold water on their heads, "Although I don't understand military affairs, as far as the common sense I know is concerned, rather than the army landing on the Far East coast and fighting a war with China which has railway transportation advantages, it would be more money-saving to cross the Sino-Japanese border line of the Yalu River directly and go to war with China."

Hearing this, the Army Department fell silent. Theoretically, this was the best way. China's march into the Far East relied entirely on the Northeast they had already seized as a base. The best way to seize the Far East was to seize Northeast China. The only problem was that the Japanese Army Department had no ability to do this at all.

The Japanese Navy Department did not want to invite humiliation. The navy could at most seize a few ports and was powerless to complete the plan of seizing the Far East alone.

Seeing that the military department yielded with difficulty, Takahashi Korekiyo did not continue to act as a hero verbally. He said: "The most important thing now is to quickly figure out Kolchak's situation."
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"Who is an engineer? Who has an engineer's professional certificate! Come over here!" "Who can read! Sign up here!" ...... ......

At the "border" between China and Russia in the Far East, there was a large temporary campsite. This was a simple camp built using the terrain. It was so simple that there were only bonfires, and everyone slept on the ground. Although the Russians defended the camp with live ammunition, the Chinese soldiers didn't care. The Russians didn't have many weapons in their hands, and ammunition was even less sufficient for threatening large-scale battles. So the Chinese soldiers looked cheerful, holding loudspeakers, shouting to the Russian crowd in fluent or not-so-fluent Russian. The Russians looked coldly one by one, watching the "recruiting" Chinese soldiers with numb expressions.

Those shouting were all wearing Chinese military uniforms. Some were Chinese, and some were Russians with high noses and deep eyes. Their fluent Russian was enough to prove this. The Russians still following Kolchak even recognized that some of them were Russians who chose to defect to the People's Party in the border area between Russia and Western Mongolia a few months ago.

"This is the last chance. After the weather gets cold, the Sino-Russian border will be blocked. At that time, there will be no chance to enter China for refuge." Not only public recruitment, but some Russians in plain clothes began lobbying within Kolchak's team.

This Russian team, which had fled thousands of miles from the Ural Mountains to the Far East, now had less than 500,000 people left. Centered on the gold train escorted by Kolchak, this team fled all the way from west to east. The Red Army had no intention of letting Kolchak go. Trotsky's troops were pursuing desperately behind Kolchak. If it weren't because Trotsky's troops also had to take into account the border issue with China, Kolchak would probably have been wiped out long ago.

Dropping out, fleeing, the number of people in Kolchak's troops became fewer and fewer. Especially at the junction entering China's Outer Mongolia, the Chinese army defended China's border line on one hand, and sold some supplies to Kolchak's side on the other, while also recruiting engineers and technical personnel from Kolchak's team.

At least more than 100,000 Russians chose to leave the team and follow the Chinese. Most of those who left brought their families, and there were also some nobles with weak wills. Those who did not choose to leave continued to move forward with difficulty, relying on gold to buy food and daily necessities from China.

Arriving at Irkutsk near Lake Baikal, Kolchak's troops refused to continue advancing. Firstly, the Chinese army had blocked the railway from here to the east. They told Kolchak that the land ahead was already Chinese territory. Although the number of Chinese troops was not very large, Kolchak's troops, who had fled thousands of kilometers, no longer had the will to fight.

After negotiating with the Chinese army commander Hua Xiongmao, Kolchak paid the price of 100 tons of gold and obtained China's approval for passage. Not only providing approval, the Chinese even thoughtfully provided train transportation services to Kolchak's team. Those still loyal to Kolchak continued to move east with Kolchak, but some people firmly chose to stay in Irkutsk. According to the records left by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, these Russians cried but refused to take another step east. Led by the bishop and others in the team, they cried and prayed in churches or other places all day long. They would rather waste time like this, would rather be caught and shot by the pursuing Russian Red Army, than take another step forward.

The Central Military Commission ordered the 9th Group Army in Outer Mongolia not to participate in Russia's internal problems. Hua Xiongmao certainly knew how cruel class struggle was. However, compassion is common to all men. Except for never letting go of guys who owed blood debts to the people, the People's Party's killing was all on the battlefield, not engaging in massacres against this bunch of guys who had completely lost their will to fight.

Hua Xiongmao immediately ordered the troops to retreat. The order of the Central Military Commission allowing no resistance was certainly one reason, but having been in the central government for so long, Hua Xiongmao sniffed something very disturbing from the order. Before retreating, a small number of Russians secretly handed their children to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, asking them to take the children away to China. Hua Xiongmao agreed on his own initiative.

Not long after, facts proved that the order of the Central Military Commission was by no means groundless worry. The cavalry of the Red Army pursuit troops drove many Russians to the new Sino-Russian border and shot the fleeing ones on the spot near the new border. Survivors who fled to China recounted the merciless slaughter of Russian counter-revolutionaries by the Russian Red Army in Irkutsk.

Saying Lake Baikal turned red, saying corpses piled up like mountains. Hua Xiongmao didn't believe this bullshit. The south bank of Lake Baikal was under Chinese control, and the lake water was still blue, with no sign of turning red at all. The Russian Red Army did arrest these people, and the Russian Red Army also purchased a lot of grain from the Chinese side. Judging from the total amount of grain, it should include the basic rations for the captured personnel on the Russian side. It was proper to shoot some counter-revolutionaries with huge crimes, but Hua Xiongmao absolutely did not believe that the Russian Red Army could shoot all two or three hundred thousand people.

From Irkutsk to the west coast of the Pacific, the Russians crossed the two control areas of Hua Xiongmao's Outer Mongolia Military Region and the New Northeast Military Region. When Hua Xiongmao met Mu Husan, the commander of the Northern Command of the New Northeast Military Region, to hand over work, the two reached a common conclusion about the fact that the People's Party did not seize Kolchak's gold at all, "The Central Committee is really far-sighted."

Mu Husan said calmly: "This batch of gold is like a magnet, condensing Kolchak's subordinates into a group. To protect the safety of this batch of gold, they will definitely choose to leave our territory. We have absolutely no need to covet things that didn't belong to us originally."

Hua Xiongmao had heard of Mu Husan's great name long ago. It is hard for young comrades to avoid being eager for quick success and instant benefits. Being completely unmoved by immediate interests like Mu Husan was actually a rare thing. Hua Xiongmao replied: "Saying not greedy is a lie, but being able to get rid of trouble is the best thing. Kolchak's gold happens to attract fire from other countries for us. The new frontier is so big; thank God if nothing happens."

At the end of August 1921, after Kolchak's troops arrived in the Far East, sure enough, as Hua Xiongmao and Mu Husan expected, they purchased a part of grain and other daily necessities again, and then continued north. judging by the posture, they wanted to run to the north of the new Sino-Russian border as soon as possible.

The People's Party conducted the last "recruitment" among these people, but few chose to join the People's Party. People who could run all the way from the Ural Mountains to the Western Pacific had had multiple opportunities to break away. Having arrived at the Western Pacific, how could they choose to defect to the Chinese army flying the hammer and sickle flag?

"Commander, the Russians have accelerated their retreat north." The political commissar greatly appreciated Mu Husan's judgment. Before implementing "solicitation" to Kolchak's subordinates, the Party Committee strongly suspected that a large number of Russians would defect to China. However, the Russians not only didn't defect to the Chinese but left quickly instead, which saved everyone trouble.

Mu Husan didn't want to be complacent at all. Before meeting Hua Xiongmao, Mu Husan was very worried that the most senior soldier of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would ask Mu Husan to get as much as possible from Kolchak. However, an old revolutionary is an old revolutionary. After taking what should be taken, Hua Xiongmao's reasonable and restrained attitude indeed made Mu Husan completely relieved. What Hua Xiongmao considered first was stabilizing the border of the Republic, not the benefits and achievements that bit of gold could bring.

Compared with inside the pass (Guandong), the Northeast was already deadly cold. After entering September, the area responsible by the Northern Command of the New Northeast Military Region showed a trend of significant cooling earlier than the traditional Northeast region. While the "Autumn Tiger" (Indian summer) in September was raging inside the pass, the northern region of the Republic had to start comprehensive preparations for winter equipment to survive the half-year-long winter. Although not intending to explain for the Manchu Qing, Mu Husan somewhat understood why the Manchu Qing gave up these areas so easily. To maintain a military presence in such a place required strong national power. If not for the hundreds of thousands of railway soldiers in the Northeast who did not engage in grain production at all but specialized in building railways, Mu Husan absolutely did not believe that he could maintain the existence of tens of thousands of troops on such a long border line in the dead of winter.

In such an area, maintaining the "existence" of tens of thousands of troops capable of engaging in war in winter was itself a terrible job.

According to intelligence, Kolchak's destination was the area in the easternmost part of Russia from the Lena River to the Kamchatka Peninsula. The Russians with rich winter experience should have only two choices: either quickly establish a winter camp here, or enter other countries from these areas. No matter what they chose, in the winter when traffic was almost cut off, the Chinese New Northeast Command had to tighten its nerves and guard against any variables that might appear.

Compared with these troubles, Mu Husan felt that gold was not worth mentioning at all.

The attitude of the two northern military region commanders made the Military Commission feel very relieved. The Central Military Commission couldn't say directly that if the two commanders were full of plans to make contributions and establish careers, executing orders overtly while violating them covertly, and secretly targeting Kolchak's gold, the Central Military Commission could only dismiss them and investigate.

The recent situation in Asia was very subtle. Except for the Republic and areas maintaining close trade relations with the Republic, other countries and regions fell into economic crisis. When imperialist countries encountered such problems, they always transferred domestic contradictions to foreign countries. China must absolutely not become the target of public criticism at this time.

The US side had repeatedly proposed to China whether it was willing to participate in the dismantling of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance with the United States. This matter triggered considerable controversy within the People's Party. Chen Ke was trying hard to unify opinions within the party through this matter and make an overall adjustment to future strategic planning. If they touched Kolchak's gold, which the United States, Britain, Japan, and Soviet Russia all paid attention to, the People's Party would immediately encounter opposition from all surrounding countries.

Chen Ke looked grim at the Standing Committee meeting of the Politburo, and what he said was indeed greatly beyond the comrades' expectations, "I personally think maintaining the status quo has its practical significance. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance certainly has a restrictive effect on China, but the Anglo-Japanese Alliance is now on the defensive, and this alliance itself faces great challenges from the United States. Our China is also developing rapidly. Within a few years, this alliance will become a noose around the necks of Britain and Japan. It is necessary to allow the existence of this alliance at this stage."

"Die early, reincarnate early! What's wrong with dissolving this alliance now and replacing it with a future Sino-US alliance?" You Gou was a relatively radical one. Facing the direct threat of the Japanese fleet to important coastal cities, what You Gou wanted to solve most first was the Japanese navy problem.

"Those who die first have it easy; those who die later have it hard! So we have to let the Anglo-Japanese Alliance die later, and not let them die first." Chen Ke said.

"Why absolutely cannot trust the United States?" Shang Yuan asked. The United States did not really work for China's interests at the Paris Peace Conference, and Shang Yuan was also quite dissatisfied with Americans. However, the cooperative relationship between China and the United States indeed shared a lot of pressure for China. Chen Ke expressed a firm sense of distrust towards the United States in his attitude, which Shang Yuan had to ask clearly.

"Cannot trust the United States because of the principle of consistency among the powers." Zhang Yu took over the conversation, "Once the Anglo-Japanese Alliance is broken up, a brand-new system of consistency among the powers must be established in the Pacific region. Where exactly is the biggest conflict between Americans and the Anglo-Japanese Alliance? I think everyone should understand."

"The biggest contradiction in the Pacific now is the navy issue." Chen Tianhua also began to express his support for Chen Ke, "Our navy can't even defend itself, let alone participate in the new Pacific system. Rather than breaking up the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, it is better to let the Anglo-Japanese Alliance continue to exist. We must fully utilize the contradictions among imperialist countries."

You Gou didn't expect that no one in the Standing Committee of the Politburo supported her stance. This result surprised You Gou very much. She couldn't help asking: "The United States does not have the ability to threaten our territory. Even with consistency among the powers, we should be able to withstand the pressure."

Chen Ke explained: "The status quo already conforms to our greatest interests. What benefit does changing the current situation rashly bring to us? The purpose of the powers reaching a new system is to regulate future order, and their consistency will inevitably target China. At that time, China loses the cooperative relationship with the United States and loses the de facto trade system with Britain. This is equivalent to losing interests both inside and outside. What benefit does this have for us?"

"The realistic situation is that the Anglo-Japanese Alliance is indeed threatening us, and we and Japan may not necessarily avoid a showdown in a short time. At that time, we will unilaterally bear the blows of Japan and Britain, and Americans may not necessarily refrain from hitting us when we are down." You Gou was not without her own considerations.

Chen Ke agreed very much with You Gou's attitude towards the United States. He laughed: "Since we don't trust Americans, why not keep the Anglo-Japanese Alliance that Americans are trying hard to break up? The Anglo-Japanese Alliance is not only our shackles but also shackles against the United States. We don't need to risk the United States becoming our adversary. Some troublesome things must also be tolerated temporarily."

Since this issue had obtained the consent of the vast majority of Standing Committee members, and You Gou did not oppose it extremely, tolerating the continued existence of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance became the diplomatic direction in the near future.

Chen Ke discussed the issue of the unfriendly neighbor in the north again, "News from Europe says Tukhachevsky was defeated under the city of Warsaw. Russia's effort to attack Western Europe failed. If no special changes occur, the Russian situation has been determined. Before long, Russia will circle its territory with the current border line."

"What impact does this have on us? Will Russia go back on its word?" Shang Yuan was very heartbroken about the huge amount of funds invested in the north. If investment continued, it would be too regrettable.

"Beaten like that, what guts does Russia have to open another front in the East?" Zhang Yu was very sharp, "Will Britain and France refocus their energy on a global scale?"

"Yes. We have to be prepared for Britain's re-layout on a global scale." Chen Ke expressed agreement with Zhang Yu's answer.



★


Washington Treaty 4

Volume 5 - Chapter 245

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 242 Washington Treaty (4)

The defeat of Russia in the Battle of Warsaw was, in a sense, a milestone in the Russian Revolution. Poland claimed that it had been destroyed, but in fact, the Kingdom of Poland still existed theoretically, only that the Russian Tsar concurrently held the position of King of Poland. If it had really been completely partitioned and the original Polish area turned into provinces of Prussia, Austria, and Russia, Poland could not have successfully restored its country 123 years after its complete destruction.

After restoring the country, Poland fully exposed its nature as a doormat. At that time, the ruling leader Pilsudski tried to restore the border between Poland and Russia in 1772, so he launched an attack on Soviet Russia. With the support of the Entente Powers, the Polish vanguard fought all the way to Kiev. The Russian Red Army launched a comprehensive counterattack against the Polish invaders and drove the Polish army back to Poland.

After withstanding the attack of the Entente Powers, the Russian Communist Party led by Lenin also believed it necessary to change the original policy. If they could eliminate Poland, the biggest running dog of the Entente Powers, they could not only recover lost territories but also completely change the situation in Europe. Workers in Germany, Austria, and Czechoslovakia refused to load munitions aiding Poland onto trains, and workers at British docks demanded that the British government immediately end the war with Soviet Russia. Once the Polish problem was solved, post-war domestic contradictions in various countries were like powder kegs, and tremendous changes would occur immediately in Europe.

The Entente Powers certainly knew this terrible result. Britain and France desperately sent materials to Poland through the port of Danzig, and Poland's strong idiotic spirit also played a positive role at this time.

The Russian Communist Party also encountered its own problems at this time. Comrade Lenin was in poor health, and fierce "discussions" took place within the party regarding the position of successor. Comrade Stalin had a tough personality and was really not popular in the party. Therefore, Comrade Stalin, who performed well in the early stage of the Polish campaign, was later replaced by Tukhachevsky in command, which planted the root of disaster for the failure of the Polish campaign.

Tukhachevsky was indecisive and full of plans to fight a beautiful battle. Several years later, when the Central Military Commission of the People's Party analyzed the failure of the Polish campaign, it concluded: "A perfect campaign and a victorious campaign are never the same thing. Perfection is an evaluation after the fact, while victory is always the full utilization of the conditions currently in hand. Tukhachevsky's performance in the Polish campaign proved that he was not an excellent frontline commander. When a military commander falls into the thinking trap of wanting to fight a beautiful battle, he deviates from the thinking mode of seeking truth from facts..."

Pilsudski did not have Tukhachevsky's problem. This soldier from an unorthodox background thought only about how to effectively use the cards currently in his hand. He didn't even have any illusions about the combat capability and morale of his troops. So when facing the Iron Stalin, Pilsudski was repeatedly frustrated. Tukhachevsky, however, discovered various "disadvantages" of the Russian Red Army and tried to eliminate the bad influence caused by disadvantages first before fighting a textbook-like "perfect victory."

Having experienced various difficulties and hardships, Pilsudski, who only wanted the substance of victory and not the good looks of face, was overjoyed when he found that the Polish army still had the will to fight. He immediately formulated a military plan targeting the current war situation, risking huge risks to fiercely strike the troops commanded by Tukhachevsky. Tukhachevsky's troops were defeated, and the Russian Red Army had to withdraw from Poland. Russia's effort to change the European situation through war failed.

Throughout 1921, major countries in the world were working hard to clean up the situation after World War I. The Polish campaign ended, and the Russian border line basically stabilized. On the vast sea, competition became doubly fierce.

Britain pursued the idea of the number one navy, meaning that the British fleet should overwhelm the sum of the second and third navies. Relying on its rapidly expanding industrial and financial strength, the United States issued a challenge to Britain, the world's number one naval power. US Secretary of the Navy Daniels declared that one hundred and thirty-seven warships would be built within five years to "build the strongest and best navy in the world."

Unwilling to be outdone, British Prime Minister Lloyd George stated: "Great Britain would rather spend the last penny to maintain naval superiority over the United States or any other country."

In order to compete with the United States and Britain, Japan ambitiously formulated the Eight-Eight Fleet Plan, that is, possessing two powerful fleets, each with eight capital ships, updated every eight years.

Immediately after, France and Italy also excitedly joined this competition. In this way, the powers built one ship while others built two. From the Atlantic and Mediterranean to the Pacific, an arms race without smoke became increasingly fierce.

But not long after, the powers began to taste the bitterness of the arms race. With the launch of warships one by one, military expenditures increased sharply, and the finances of various countries were stretched.

Britain was the first unable to keep up. It had long been financially exhausted by the war, and now struggling to join the arms race was truly miserable. Japan was also powerless. In order to implement the Eight-Eight Fleet Plan, naval appropriations accounted for one-third of the entire national budget. Although the United States was wealthy, it was not easy to truly overwhelm Britain and Japan.

Starting in 1920, the economic crisis spreading across capitalist countries broke out, and the call for disarmament from the people of various countries became higher and higher. The naval arms race of the powers fell into a dilemma.

The United States then convened a peace conference, hoping to solve the situation caused by the arms race. Receiving the invitation from the United States, the Chinese side quickly replied to the United States, "China's naval strength is too weak to participate in such a meeting."

This was the truth. China had no plan for large-scale construction of surface warships in the near future. The Central Military Commission of the People's Party formulated the naval development idea of "Air, Submarine, Fast." Aircraft, submarines, and torpedo boats were the future development direction of the Chinese Navy. The construction of large surface ships was all focused on civilian vessels.

Chen Ke never had the romance of a decisive battle with large battleship formations. The goal of the future Republic was a war centered on aircraft carrier formations and large-scale ocean-going submarines. In Chen Ke's thinking, battleships were mainly for bombardment, not decisive weapons. In that case, whether to participate in the naval treaty seemed very meaningless.

But the Americans didn't think so. China did not gain real benefits at the Paris Peace Conference. Regardless of how the People's Party solved problems such as concessions within China, at least in terms of law, the concession and legal issues between China and the powers were still unresolved. To break up the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, the support of China must be relied upon in the Western Pacific.

So the United States invited China to join the Washington Conference again. At the same time, it promised that the United States would do its best to help China solve "historical legacy" problems. At the same time, it promised that the United States would strive for a relatively good naval quota for China.

As a last resort, the Chinese side finally dispatched a delegation to the United States to attend the conference.

Gu Weijun attended the meeting as the deputy head of the Chinese delegation this time, and the head was Minister of Commerce Wang Bin. Wang Bin's work was not military negotiation, but trying to lobby various countries to establish a Pacific trade zone.

In November 1921, the Washington Conference was finally convened.

From the seating arrangement at the conference, one could also see the subtle aspects. The United States, the world's number one industrial power, sat with China, the world's number one populous country. Representatives of Britain and Japan sat together. The two emerging major powers, China and the United States, were already the most powerful industrial countries on the east and west coasts of the Pacific. In 1921, the crude steel output of the United States reached the level of 20 million tons, and China barely broke through the level of 5 million tons by holding its breath.

The economic crisis dealt a heavy blow to the industrial strength of capitalist countries. You know, in 1920, the crude steel output of the United States exceeded 42 million tons, and Britain also had a level of 9 million tons. In 1921, the crude steel output of the United States was only half of that in 1920, and Britain simply fell to 3.7 million tons. As a little partner of Britain, Japan's crude steel output increased year by year, roughly 450,000 tons in 1921. This amount was not even one-tenth of China's.

Representatives of the United States, Britain, France, Italy, Japan, Belgium, the Netherlands, Portugal, and China gathered together. Looking at the representatives of various countries, Gu Weijun felt quite uncomfortable in his heart. Most of these nine countries participated in the Eight-Power Allied Forces twenty years ago, and China was the object of the Eight-Power Allied Forces' aggression. Now in this meeting to formulate the future order of the Pacific, China still did not have the power to dominate the situation.

Of course, Gu Weijun knew this idea was quite silly. Britain, France, and the United States facing China were all old capitalist countries. If Gu Weijun's goal twenty years ago was to completely abolish unequal treaties and let China obtain its own liberation, today, this goal has basically been achieved.

The rise of China did not make Gu Weijun feel satisfied. He found that his current hope was for China to reach or even surpass the status of these powers, and ultimately exist as a world leader or even ruler. Just like now Gu Weijun completely disregarded Belgium, the Netherlands, and Portugal.

As a pawn of Britain, plus their petty-minded personality, at the beginning of the meeting, when the Japanese representative spoke, he brought up old matters again, demanding China fulfill the obligations of international treaties. Gu Weijun was a young man after all, and he quickly adapted to the changes in China. If Gu Weijun was still somewhat afraid of Japan's clamor at the Paris Peace Conference, now he didn't care about this at all. If it weren't because the Chinese representative was Wang Bin, Gu Weijun would have immediately demanded tit-for-tat that Japan get out of China's Lushun (Port Arthur).

Wang Bin was not so excited. He said slowly: "Since we are here to discuss the naval limitation agreement, I think the Pacific region should have a more peaceful attitude. For example, simply limit the existence of battleships and cruisers in the Pacific. Let there be no such large warships in the entire Pacific. I think this will bring more peace to the world."

The reaction of other naval powers to Wang Bin's words could only be described in one word: contempt. On the contrary, the Netherlands and Portugal, especially the Dutch representative, showed a smile of approval. The Dutch representative knew that he was here to make up the numbers anyway, and whatever he said was like saying nothing. He simply smashed the broken jar (gave up trying) and said: "I support the view of the Chinese representative."

The mouse actually wanted to bell the cat. Wang Bin's "absurd proposal" was immediately rejected by the naval powers.

At such a high-level meeting, what was least needed was "face." Even though the proposal was rejected, Wang Bin didn't have the slightest expression of embarrassment. Since he couldn't bell the cat, Wang Bin began to shamelessly propose the next proposal. "My country's shipbuilding capability is very backward. Since the purpose of limiting the navy is to achieve balance, and it is a balance of force, then my country must guarantee our naval combat balance. On this point, I think it is necessary for my country to declare in advance."

Without Wang Bin's special emphasis, all countries knew that China's shipbuilding capability was very backward. And Wang Bin shamelessly proposed the theory of balance of force, clearly wanting to stake a claim. The British representative said in a mocking tone: "I wonder what level the Chinese side hopes to achieve?"

"The tonnage of capital ships should be at least 120% of the Japanese Navy, and of course, our side hopes it to be 150% of the Japanese Navy." Wang Bin said unashamedly.

As soon as this number was mentioned, the faces of representatives from all countries changed. Even in a shameless interest meeting, Wang Bin's shamelessness had almost broken through the lower limit.

"China already has 5.5 million army troops! We will absolutely not allow China to possess so many naval forces again!" The Japanese representative almost roared.

Facing the frantic Japanese representative, Wang Bin laughed heartily: "There are many countries that know the situation of our China, and I also know that there is an evaluation of the Chinese army in many countries. Our Chinese Army is called a slave army. Among our 5.5 million troops, the number of engineering corps and railway corps exceeds 3.5 million. These troops are responsible for China's railway construction and infrastructure construction. The time for military training is far less than the time for doing engineering work. Even for the remaining troops, at least half a year in a year is engaged in infrastructure construction work. Building roads, repairing canals; every harvest time during the busy farming season, the troops even have to help farmers harvest. I say to you proudly that our army is more like a militia. Their task is to defend the people and build a better life together with the people, not like your motherlands, building a professional army armed to the teeth."

Hearing Wang Bin say this, the British representative couldn't bear it anymore and said: "Then I would like to ask your side to explain why this militia of yours invites so many German soldiers to China for military training. As far as we know, German soldiers have a very high evaluation of your country's army, believing that your country's army possesses extremely high combat effectiveness."

"Not German soldiers, but former German soldiers." Wang Bin corrected immediately. The military cooperation between former German soldiers and China was not too secret. Nearly a thousand former generals, former field officers, and former company officers with rich combat experience formed a simulated German General Staff and command system, which opened the eyes of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The Germans who could start a world war definitely did not have an undeserved reputation. Military technologies tempered by years of military theoretical accumulation and actual combat gave the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army a lot of inspiration.

Similarly, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, which always adhered to mobile warfare, also left a deep impression on the German army. Strong offensive spirit, flexible and varied column tactics—the Germans even rejoiced greatly that the Chinese had no interest in participating in the World War. If such an army of millions appeared on the European battlefield, Germany would inevitably pay a heavy price.

Both sides learned from each other on assault tactics, especially summarizing World War I tactics on assault warfare with high-intensity firepower density. The British obviously collected intelligence on these cooperations.

Participating countries also knew more or less about this intelligence. Japan and Britain publicly threw out this intelligence, which had no impact on China at all. However, hearing about 5.5 million troops and the military training of the Chinese Army by the German Army, other countries changed their faces almost simultaneously.

As a result, the meeting on the first day almost became a verbal questioning and even a verbal crusade against China.

Gu Weijun was still green. When encountering almost unanimous opposition from the powers, his heartbeat still accelerated a lot. Wang Bin acted as if nothing happened, only emphasizing one thing, "We China have had too many experiences in recent decades, and these experiences make us sure of one thing. We must be able to defend China's security."

After the meeting that day, Gu Weijun asked Wang Bin with uncontrollable nervousness how to proceed with the negotiations later.

"Comrade Gu Weijun, we said at the Paris Peace Conference that a country's strength and potential are not the same thing. At the Paris Peace Conference, we had potential at most. Now what Britain and other countries oppose is the strength we possess." Wang Bin didn't waver at all because of being attacked by other countries during the day.

"But doesn't this give other countries various excuses?" Gu Weijun continued to ask.

Wang Bin laughed: "That's because other countries have seen little and regard it as strange. Let's not talk about the total number; let's calculate per capita with them! As soon as per capita is calculated, we can see who among these countries is truly militaristic!"

"Calculate per capita..." Gu Weijun felt a sense of enlightenment.
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Chapter 243 Washington Treaty (5)

In the era without nuclear weapons, the ultimate big killer, the capital ships of the navy were the nuclear weapons of that time. When the Washington Conference was convened, all countries genuinely wanted to end war, at least the wars between major powers. The World War I that just ended left overly tragic memories for the world. In just four or five years, war plus the flu killed nearly 100 million people in Europe and America. Unless one was a guy determined to destroy the world, no one wanted such a situation to happen again.

Therefore, when Britain and Japan revealed that China had 5.5 million active military personnel, this terrifying number frightened other countries enough. The total population of men, women, old and young in Belgium did not add up to 5.5 million, and the populations of the Netherlands and Portugal were also very limited. As for Britain, France, and Japan, 5.5 million people equaled one-tenth of their population. China's population was five times that of the United States, and the United States also felt afraid from the bottom of its heart hearing the number of China's 5.5 million strong army.

For China, per capita is always a big killer. With a population of 600 million, China's military expenditure and even the proportion of soldiers in the total population were much lower than those of Britain, France, and Japan. Taking France as an example, France had a population of 40 million and an army of 800,000. The proportion of military service was as high as 2%. China's was less than 1%. Moreover, according to Wang Bin, the actual number of China's field army was less than 1.2 million, accounting for 0.2% of China's population. France's military service proportion was 10 times that of China.

The proportion of the army in the population and the proportion of military expenditure in national income of all major industrial countries were much higher than China's. Wang Bin used this data to question other countries about who was truly militaristic. This group mockery was quite big, so much so that countries simply refused to discuss this issue with Wang Bin.

However, Wang Bin was not here to spoil the situation. He concluded gently: "Our country's army is not so much an army as a group of industrial workers with professional skills. China's cultural and educational level is low, so production can only be organized in the mode of an army. Therefore, the armies of various countries are professional armies, while our Chinese army is a militia with conscripts as the main body. Most of the work in the army is labor and study. After retiring and passing through employment guidance, soldiers can become very good ordinary workers. This army exists to defend peace, not to start a war."

Wang Bin spoke with confidence and justice because this was China's reality. But the representatives of various countries listened disapprovingly. In their view, whether the 5.5 million Chinese troops defend peace or start a war, isn't it just an order from the People's Party alone? However, the People's Party's army formation mode explained a doubt of foreign countries: how exactly did China support so many troops? Using the army like "slaves," engaging in production to support themselves when not fighting, and sending them to the battlefield as cannon fodder when fighting. This could indeed save military expenses greatly. As for why Chinese people could be so obedient, representatives of various countries simply attributed it to the "slavish nature" of Chinese people who dared not resist.

In any case, 5.5 million Chinese soldiers were 5.5 million Chinese soldiers after all. It was the Chinese government that supported this army, and it was the Chinese government that provided equipment to this army. Unless declaring war on China, countries really had no way to stop the self-construction of the Chinese Army.

Like all so-called peace conferences in this era, a few major countries decided the direction and topics of the conference. The three naval powers of the Pacific, the United States, Britain, and Japan, held a secret small meeting. Such a scale of the Chinese army made Britain and Japan's demand to maintain the Anglo-Japanese Alliance even stronger. In terms of dissolving the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, the stance of the two countries was unwavering. The United States had no way to persuade Britain and Japan either, and could only finally accept the continued existence of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance.

After all, the number of 5.5 million Chinese army troops was too impactful, and the United States was unwilling to stand on the opposite side of China in a broader multi-national security guarantee way. Everyone was hanging out internationally. Once facing such a scale of Chinese army in a war, all countries hoped that other countries would go to die, while hiding behind to pick peaches (reap benefits).

Japan not only demanded retaining the Anglo-Japanese Alliance relying on the "China threat theory," but also demanded that the naval ratio of Britain, the United States, and Japan be 10:10:7. At the same time, it demanded that China's naval tonnage should not exceed one-third of Japan's.

The US representative was sure that it was absolutely impossible for China to accept this ratio. The fact was just as the United States expected; China demanded to maintain naval capital ship tonnage at least equal to Japan. This time, it wasn't just China raising objections; France and Italy were also extremely dissatisfied with the 2.5 ratio allocated to them. They also demanded to have a ratio equal to Japan.

At this point, Britain and the United States had to make suppressing China the top priority. Wang Bin answered very briskly, "In recent decades, we have suffered so many invasions, and the enemies all came from the sea. We China must be able to defend China's security."

Both Britain and the United States were countries that participated in the Eight-Power Allied Forces 20 years ago, and they felt quite embarrassed about China's request. The US representative asked, "Then what level of security does China pursue exactly?"

"The security of free trade at sea; this is the minimum bottom line." Wang Bin brought out the set of world system advocated by Wilson.

Regardless of what kind of armaments China had, the interest China demanded was actually normal commercial trade. This hit the spot for the US representative.

Looking at the softened expression of the US representative, Wang Bin continued: "The navy issue is fundamentally a trade route protection issue. The Chinese side hopes to solve conflicts among countries within the framework of a Pacific trade agreement. I can tell you clearly that even if we get the same share as Japan, our China doesn't have that much military expenditure to build so many warships. If a peaceful trade system can be established, we can give up the naval ratio equal to Japan that we originally requested."

This was not Wang Bin boasting; the People's Party's attitude on trade was indeed consistent. China was committed to integrating into the world system and the globalized market. On this point, even the British didn't think that the Chinese representative Wang Bin was just perfunctory.

With Wang Bin's diligent lobbying, the naval limitation treaty actually turned into a Pacific trade issue among Britain, the United States, and China. This was also the true essential issue.

Britain dared to brag about anything. After making a pile of meaningless promises to China, Wang Bin finally presented China's bottom line: China accepted a ratio of 4.

"This is absolutely impossible! At most 2!" The British representative immediately rejected China's request as if he had never said any good attitude towards China.

More than a month was spent in various quarrels. Finally, regarding capital ships and aircraft carriers, China made huge concessions. China accepted the condition that the total tonnage of all warships would not exceed 300,000 tons. But Wang Bin stated, "China cannot accept restrictions on ship types. Because China has no experience in building various types of warships at all. For the same warship, other major naval powers may only need three years to build, while we may have to build for ten years. Even if the ships are built, our efficiency in using these warships and our ability to exert the combat level of these warships are far lower than the major naval countries in the world. Therefore, the above request is already the bottom line acceptable to our China. If the above request cannot be accepted, we will not sign this agreement."

"China must accept the agreement." The British representative's attitude was very firm.

Wang Bin continued with a gloomy face: "With our country's current technical level, starting to build ships from now, it will take at least 15 years to manufacture a battleship. Our country does not believe that other countries will transfer battleship technology to our country, so everyone doesn't need to say words that don't mean what they say. All countries are naval powers and definitely know technological development much better than us. Therefore, technical limitations have already strangled our necks, and we cannot accept other more restrictions."

The British and Japanese representatives were certainly unwilling to relax the suppression of China. The Sino-Japanese War and Sino-German military cooperation had proved that if 5.5 million Chinese troops attacked, both Britain and Japan would have to kneel at the places bordering China. If China possessed a powerful navy again, no one in the Western Pacific would be China's opponent.

The United States felt that adding trouble to Britain and Japan was a good thing. Anyway, the United States did not intend to cross the Pacific to fight China's 5.5 million army. Since the Anglo-Japanese Alliance could not be broken up, the United States naturally chose to cause trouble for the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. The United States expressed support for China's request. All countries knew China's shipbuilding level very well. Investing huge R&D and construction costs in the navy was enough to consume China's national defense funds. All countries were breathless from exhaustion in the shipbuilding competition, and the United States knew very well what cost shipbuilding would incur.

Facing the threat of China withdrawing from the Washington Conference, Britain also felt helpless. Containment of China had been proven unrealistic now. At least the United States, this stick stirring shit, would definitely try every means to collude with China. The British were not afraid of China's navy, which started almost from scratch. For this navy to defend China's own long coastline, it would take at least 20 years, while the term of the naval treaty was 15 years. In these 15 years, Britain was not worried about encountering challenges from the Chinese navy. In addition, containment of China would inevitably cause the interruption of Sino-British trade, and Britain still cared quite a bit about the benefits brought to Britain by Western Pacific trade.

Finally, under the mediation of the United States, the British side finally agreed to China's request.

The Japanese side naturally resolutely refused to accept China's request. If possible, Japan hoped China would have no warships at all. Japan's overly explicit performance actually aroused the aversion of other countries. The purpose of the Washington Conference was to limit navies. Even if a country like China with little navy withdrew from the conference, the real impact would be very limited. On the contrary, if Japan, a Western Pacific naval power, made a scene, it would be destruction to the world situation. Japan soon found that "public opinion" was against it, and all countries demanded Japan face the problem with a rational perspective.

Britain couldn't completely ignore Japan's feelings either. It took the lead in guaranteeing Japan that it would not provide warship construction technology to China. France and other countries were actually waiting for Japan to make trouble. The more Japan made trouble, the more excuses France and other countries would have to blackmail Britain. The United States was the host responsible for convening the meeting. If the meeting broke up, it would lose face greatly.

Finally, the United States proposed prohibiting the proliferation of warship construction technology, which was equivalent to agreeing to the British attitude in disguise. Japan had no choice but to accept this resolution.

Ultimately, the Washington Naval Treaty stipulated that the five countries of Britain, the United States, Japan, France, and Italy would build capital ships in a ratio of 10:10:7:3.5:3.5. Britain and the United States each received a quota of 500,000 tons. In addition, in the construction of aircraft carriers, the United States and Britain received a quota of 135,000 tons. Japan received a quota of 91,000 tons.

China received a quota of 300,000 tons for the total tonnage of all warships. If China wanted to build large warships, it must abide by the limitations of the Washington Treaty on capital ships. However, China could choose the types of ships to build according to its own needs, not limited by the specific number of ships.

The treaty was for 15 years and would expire in 1936.

As soon as the capital ship issue was resolved, the submarine issue was brought to the table. The British suffered from German submarines, so they firmly demanded restrictions on submarine development. The French immediately expressed opposition. Without even needing China to fan the flames in between, Britain and France launched a fierce quarrel.

The British representative said aggressively: "Britain can never allow France, which possesses an army of 800,000, to possess a first-class submarine fleet again!" The French representative countered: "If Britain is willing to cancel capital ships, then we will immediately cancel submarines."

The British representative immediately fought back: "If France, with bases all over the place, possesses a large number of submarines again, the threat to Britain may be many times greater than the threat of Germany to Britain."

The French representative retorted sarcastically: "Britain builds capital ships presumably to catch sardines? Then, why not let poor France also build a few submarines to study seabed plants?"

The Americans wanted to smooth things over, but the British and French didn't buy it at all. After a good quarrel, this matter was simply shelved completely.

After the naval treaty was signed, the Chinese representative immediately raised the issue of Lushun (Port Arthur) Port. Demanding Japan to withdraw from Lushun Port immediately. Now the Japanese representative almost wanted to lie on the ground and roll around making a scene.

Looking at the bear-like appearance of the Japanese representative, Gu Weijun just wanted to tell the Japanese representative, "Roll as far as you can!" This was what Zhang Yu said jokingly before the Chinese delegation departed. Gu Weijun always felt that he was a very passionate person, especially on diplomatic occasions; he always had a tragic generous impulse. Now this young man increasingly found that his elegance seemed to be constantly shrinking, while the impulse to curse grew day by day.

As a Doctor of Law, Gu Weijun studied various international laws intensively. However, after working with these "old revolutionaries" of the People's Party with science and engineering backgrounds for such a period, Gu Weijun realized that the essence of international law is strength. With strength, one can make laws and interpret laws from an angle beneficial to one's own side. In an era where China's strength was simply insufficient to protect itself, apart from verbal justice, China had nothing to rely on.

On the Lushun issue, the United States immediately began to fan the flames, "This is China's internal affair; we will not interfere."

The Japanese representative immediately expressed strong protest against the United States' gloating statement, "This is an international agreement; China is absolutely not allowed to undermine it unilaterally!"

Gu Weijun immediately stated, "China's sovereignty allows no violation. As a member of the Entente Powers, Japan has no reason to station troops in China. This is the essence of international agreements. If so, what is the meaning of fighting together in the same trench? The Japanese side is destroying international conventions, and China has no reason to accept such an agreement."

The quarrel lasted for several days. Japan refused to give in, and China was equally firm in its attitude. And the Washington Conference had already been held for four months, reaching March 1922. Looking at the posture of China and Japan, there were signs of declaring war on each other at the Washington Conference. The United States couldn't let such a result happen anyway. Finally, before things got out of hand, the United States smartly announced the end of the meeting, stating that any issues between two countries could be solved by negotiation between the two countries themselves.

The Washington Conference basically limited the arms race worldwide. It roughly established the dominance of the Versailles system over the entire world. The United States leaped to become a major power capable of contending with Britain, but China also rose as a force not to be ignored in the world.

Several other things also happened in 1922. After the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army marched into Tibet and approached Lhasa, the local "government" finally clearly expressed obedience to the central government. Then the People's Republic of China was formally founded and provided a new map of China to the whole world. Northern Vladivostok and the Kuril Islands occupied by Japan formally appeared in China's territory.

Under Trotsky's command, the Russian Red Army completely solved Kolchak's troops and finally recaptured about 270 tons of gold. Except for a part of the gold hidden and temporarily unfindable, about 160 tons of gold flowed into China's pockets before and after. But Trotsky was not a petty guy after all. If China had not curbed its greed, heaven knows how much of the 500 tons of gold would be left.

On December 30, 1922, the Soviet Union was formally founded. The eastern end of the World Island was completely composed of socialist countries. Such a variable overwhelmed many "international observers." No one knew where this change would lead the world.
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How much money does Chairman Chen actually have? This is a question many people are quite interested in. In 1923, after the People's Party legally established the transparency of assets, especially for officials and party members, this question was finally answered. Chen Ke himself is a poor ghost. His wages were never high to begin with; after deducting food costs and paying rent, there was very little left. Especially after his wife, He Ying, gave birth to their second child, even that little surplus was gone.

Of course, it’s not that there aren't big tycoons within the Party. Ranking first is You Gou, who has inherited two million RMB in assets, equivalent to the annual income of five thousand ordinary workers. The one who is currently a poor ghost but has the potential to leap to become the number one wealthy person in the Party in the future is Qi Huishen. Qi Huishen’s father has a massive fortune of seven million RMB, and this money will sooner or later fall entirely into Qi Huishen’s pockets.

Most People's Party cadres don't have much money. Reality has forced the People's Party to move the schedule for raising civil servant salaries forward.

Before the wage increase, Chen Ke finally caught an opportunity to earn some extra income in 1923. At the end of 1922, because of his development of synthetic ammonia technology, he shared the 1918 Nobel Prize in Chemistry and the gold medal with the German chemist Haber. 1918 was during the war, so the Nobel Prize could not be awarded. After the war, both Chen Ke and Haber faced questions regarding their moral character. Haber was considered a warmonger, and Chen Ke was also considered a warmonger. Coupled with France's obstruction of Haber, the Nobel Committee didn't finally make up its mind until 1922.

And at the end of 1922, Chen Ke not only won the Chemistry Prize, but his General Theory of Quantum Mechanics proposed in early 1921 also triggered a shock in the Copenhagen School. Of course, this highly controversial topic was not enough for Chen Ke to win a prize. The reason for Chen Ke's award was the verification experiments he came up with regarding electron diffraction and the photoelectric effect.

Many years later, this was one of the reasons why a group of people fiercely attacked Chen Ke as the greatest demon in human history. A man famous for syphilis treatment, stimulant research, and nuclear weapons theoretical research—a guy who turned all these studies into military and commercial uses—had little chance of gaining the appreciation of pacifists.

In 1923, Chen Ke finally had the chance to use his "academic research ability" to subsidize his household expenses. It was just that the economic situation in Sweden in 1922 was terrible. Chen Ke took half the prize money, which was only 190,000 Swedish Kronor. For an ordinary Chinese family, this would indeed count as a huge sum.

"I won't be turning this money over," Chen Ke said in the Politburo.

"Why?" The Standing Committee members were all quite surprised. It wasn't that everyone coveted the money, but rather that this was widely divergent from Chen Ke's usual style.

"Is there any problem with distribution according to work?" Chen Ke asked in return.

"No problem. We're just not used to it," You Gou, the Party's current wealthiest person, answered very crisply.

In terms of economic contribution, if Chen Ke dared to say he was second in the Party, no one would dare say they were first. The early operating funds of the People's Party were all maintained by the money Chen Ke earned. As for the industrial industries established under Chen Ke's guidance, they were already China's money-printing machines. Such a selfless person, for the first time, was putting money that belonged to him into his own pocket. Even if it was unassailable in terms of reason and morality, it would always arouse the curiosity of the comrades.

Chen Ke was very clear that the unease in his heart was not because he was pocketing the prize money that belonged to him, but because of the shame generated by "plagiarism." He took some time to adjust his mindset before replying, "Striking at the rentier class is our current policy. However, if individual labor cannot be recognized, it will inevitably deal a huge blow to the enthusiasm of laborers. Collectivism is certainly good, but even the best things cannot withstand the destruction of being overextended."

"If you start this, aren't you afraid of being accused of paving the way for the legalization of wealthy people within the Party?" Zhang Yu said in a tone that made it impossible for others to figure out his emotions.

The two big "wealthy people" in the Party looked at Zhang Yu with disdain. Human jealousy is not so easily eliminated. Both believed that Zhang Yu might not genuinely be jealous of their money, but that wasn't because Zhang Yu wouldn't be jealous, but rather that as long as Zhang Yu considered engaging in revolutionary work as his proper business, jealousy would be harmful to him.

Chen Ke answered Zhang Yu's question seriously, "Marx didn't oppose private property either, let alone want to eliminate private property. According to the *Communist Manifesto*, communism does not deprive anyone of the power to appropriate social products; it only deprives the power to use this appropriation to enslave the labor of others. That is to say, rich people and capitalists are two different things. I don't need to stop anyone from discussing this matter. If someone wants to discuss it, we should actually use the discussion to clearly distinguish between being wealthy and having property. We need to explain capital and possessions clearly."

The Standing Committee members and the two cadres equivalent to Standing Committee members were all well-versed in theory. At least they had long since clearly understood the essential difference between property and capital from Chen Ke. Chen Tianhua said excitedly, "Is this going to be class struggle?!"

The proletariat under the rule of the People's Party did not necessarily have a connection with poverty. Over the past ten years, the income of most proletarian laborers had increased rapidly. The standard of living for urban industrial laborers had generally reached or even exceeded the standard of living of small landlords at the end of the Qing Dynasty. At the end of the Qing Dynasty, a small landlord family could absolutely not reach the level of eating their fill every day, having meat at least once a week, and every school-age child being able to go to school. Not to mention enjoying the community's medical, hygiene, communication, and entertainment levels.

"But jealousy is something that cannot be eradicated. Chairman Chen, are you prepared to gamble your reputation to wade into these muddy waters?" There was no concept of a bright world in Zhang Yu's eyes; this guy's personality always focused more on the dark side of human nature. This was also one of the reasons why he was favored by Chen Ke and appreciated and trusted by the comrades. Without a guy like Zhang Yu playing a positive role, an organization could easily turn into a group of fanatics.

Chen Ke laughed. "Whether my reputation will be ruined depends on what result this great discussion will actually produce. If the result of the discussion can really clarify the facts, I will first be treated as an ordinary laborer. Jealousy cannot be eliminated, but everyone can at least distinguish what kind of existence capital actually is. What is getting rich by capital operation, and how the proletariat makes money by labor—these essential concepts will be distinguished. As for whether class struggle will break out, that depends on the extent of the preliminary ideological preparation."

Zhang Yu gave a dry laugh as if he found it amusing. "Chairman Chen, I have deep experience in propaganda. The eyes of the people are sharp, but that is only when facing immediate interests. With your matter, what the people truly care about is how to get a Nobel Prize, or how to be like you and put the prize money into their own pockets. If you talk to them about the hardships of labor, many people will give up immediately. Those who know how to give up are actually the smart ones. The muddled ones will immediately fantasize about metaphysics and follow a map to find a horse. They have no idea how fierce the competition to get this prize money actually is. They are the kind of guys whose heads have been muddled by success studies. They think success can not only be replicated but can be replicated solely by imitating surface phenomena. They don't know that they will only end up trying to draw a tiger and ending up with a dog, and they never think that they are doing foolish things like climbing a wall upon hearing a drumbeat. Chairman Chen, with this beat of your drum, how many people will follow along and act foolishly? I think we shouldn't ask for trouble like this."

Hearing this, Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh out loud. Not only did Chen Ke laugh, but Qi Huishen also couldn't help but laugh. Shang Yuan and You Gou sneered, Chen Tianhua smiled bitterly, and Xu Dian simply didn't smile.

Shang Yuan put away his sneering smile and asked seriously, "Then, Comrade Zhang Yu, what is your view? We can't just let this matter take its own course, right?"

"My view is that we have to reinforce the concept of the ruling class," Zhang Yu answered seriously. "The ruling class must have class consciousness. The current ruling class is the laborers, but among these laborers, how many actually want to become capitalists? Or at least become people with control over capital. Our People's Party is composed of the proletariat, and our People's Party is also the largest controller of capital in China. This is a fact. So how does our People's Party determine our control over capital? How does our People's Party operate this capital? What is the relationship between our People's Party and the ruling class? How can the concepts of our People's Party be self-consistent with the actual operating system? How does it conform to science and democracy? How do we solve this series of topics?"

Listening to Zhang Yu's string of questions, Qi Huishen praised, "These questions are very good, but the discussion triggered by these questions must have a cause. Chairman Chen wants to use this Nobel Prize as an entry point. I don't think there's anything wrong with this line of thought."

"A correct line of thought does not equal correct steps!" Zhang Yu immediately raised an objection. "Not to mention the ruling class, just within our People's Party, everyone indeed doesn't dare to fish capital into their own pockets. But how large is the proportion of those who want to become capital controllers? Whoever can control capital has the greatest right to speak. Hasn't our People's Party been able to achieve today's success over the past dozen years precisely because we control the largest capital in the entire China? Can't we challenge foreigners precisely because of the capital controlled in our hands?"

Hearing this, the common ground between Zhang Yu and Chen Ke became gradually clear, and the divergence between the two also gradually emerged. You Gou said, "Does that mean Comrade Zhang Yu thinks we should educate in stages? First education within the Party, then laborer education, and finally universal capital education for all people?"

Upon hearing this, Chen Tianhua immediately opposed Zhang Yu's viewpoint. "This is absolutely not okay. You can't just educate the rulers. This must be education directed at the people of the whole country."

"We cannot artificially create a revolution. Revolution is first when the masses of the people have a demand, and only then can we respond to the people's legitimate requests. If the people have no demand, or the people's demand itself is unreasonable, how do we respond?" Zhang Yu showed no sign of weakness.

Chen Tianhua wanted to refute Zhang Yu, but after thinking carefully, he couldn't help but frown. "Comrade Zhang Yu, do you mean you still don't want to intensify the struggle?"

Zhang Yu narrowed his eyes slightly and stayed silent for the moment. He really hadn't expected Chen Tianhua to be astute to such a degree.

You Gou's level of political struggle was relatively poor, and she couldn't understand the dialogue between these two, which was like speaking in riddles. "Hey! What exactly do you two mean?"

Qi Huishen's expression wasn't very good either. Seeing that You Gou's question seemed a bit naive, he explained, "They don't mean much. Comrade Zhang Yu hopes to solve the problem of the future development path by cleaning up our own house. Comrade Chen Tianhua wants to introduce a mechanism for public supervision. However, public supervision can easily get out of control, directly turning contradictions among the people into contradictions between ourselves and the enemy."

Hearing Qi Huishen clarify his attitude so clearly, Zhang Yu nodded and replied, "That's right. The construction of a mechanism for public supervision is inevitably a very long process. At the current stage, we cannot grant too much power to the people. Our People's Party doesn't want to manipulate public opinion, but some people do. What do we do then? Drag those people out and kill them?"

"Who wants to manipulate public opinion?" You Gou still didn't quite understand.

Even though You Gou was this obtuse, Zhang Yu saw the possibility of pulling in an ally. He explained frankly, "The fastest way to get rich is nothing other than mastering capital. Once the power of capital is realized, everyone wants to master capital. Even those who know they don't have the ability to master capital at least want to be a rentier class. If this issue is rashly opened up, leaving aside the people, I believe that within our People's Party itself, quite a few factions will emerge. I'm not saying that these factions don't have an ideological basis now, but that the self-awareness of these people is not yet sufficient; they still act on instinct. Once there is a large-scale debate, once there is an opportunity, these people will definitely choose sides. What do we do then?"

Seeing that Zhang Yu had spoken so clearly, Chen Tianhua also simply and firmly stated his own position. "We must struggle when we should struggle. We must purge a portion of people from the ranks when we should purge a portion of people. Covering it up is definitely not going to work. Does the socialist system not rely on capital operation? The socialist system should be more adept at capital operation than the capitalist system. There is at least one thing we must be sure of: our People's Party is not a party of the whole people!"

Hearing this, You Gou finally understood where the problem lay. She wanted to say something, but couldn't say anything. Speaking of selfishness, everyone had it. You Gou had absolutely no intention of donating the two million in her hands. She was already pregnant, and maternal instinct strongly urged You Gou to leave this money to her child. She had chosen revolution, so she could only dedicate her life to the revolution. But after personally walking through the arduous path, although You Gou hoped her child could become a useful talent, if her child became an ordinary person with a life that wasn't so hard, You Gou didn't think there was anything wrong with that.

Chen Tianhua was still single, while Zhang Yu already had a wife and children. The issue the two were discussing appeared extremely sharp. This not only concerned the currently well-operating state system but also involved the future direction of this system.

At this point, Chen Ke couldn't help but speak up. "Society has to develop forward, so we must pass this pass. Blocking it is definitely not an option; we must guide it. Without the consensus of the people, who are we going to guide?"

Zhang Yu didn't want to abandon his position just because of these few light words from Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, the capitalist system still occupies a comprehensive advantage overall. I won't say anything else; right now, the foreign devils are conspiring very closely with Wang Youhong. Looking at their meaning, they intend to prop up a model in our China."

Since the economic crisis, life in the Jiangsu Special Administrative Region had become impossible for a time. Exports declined across the board, and people's livelihood was in a depression. The masses were about to rise up in revolution. As a result, with a few orders from the British, Jiangsu's economy immediately entered a stable state. The British naturally couldn't be harboring any spirit of internationalism; their intentions were obvious to everyone on the street.

Hearing Zhang Yu cite this example, everyone's faces except Chen Ke's looked quite bad.

Chen Ke looked at everyone's expressions and couldn't help but laugh out loud. Amidst the questioning and puzzled gazes, Chen Ke laughed, "I don't want to say anything special either. I'll repeat what I've said many times before. Watch him build a red tower, watch him entertain guests, watch his building collapse."
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The Kanto Tragedy (Part 2)

In March 1923, just as the People's Party's publicity campaign was kicking off, Kita Ikki could not resist requesting a meeting with Chen Ke. Chen Ke simply had no time to pay him any attention. It wasn't just Chen Ke; the entire upper echelon of the People's Party was swamped. Up until early 1921, the People's Party internally had not even resolved the question of whether to place the capital in Beijing or Zhengzhou.

Placing the capital in Beijing would allow for the direct utilization of many existing facilities, but these were precisely the things the People's Party loathed the most, so this opinion was not popular.

In Chen Ke's original timeline, starting from the 1980s, the first stop for the State Council every summer harvest was Henan. The vast Huang-Huai Plain produced an enormous quantity of grain; as long as Henan had a bumper harvest, the government felt half-relieved. The problem was that Zhengzhou was the center of Henan. Making Zhengzhou the capital was tantamount to dismembering Henan. Therefore, the plan to place the capital in Zhengzhou included a provision for the Central Government to directly administer Henan.

Zhengzhou was a transportation hub. In 1923, that business with Baldy Jiang digging open the Huayuankou dyke hadn't happened yet. The ecological environment of the Yellow River basin was far better than in the New China era, and the Huai River basin's environment was vastly superior. However, ever since the fall of the Northern Song Dynasty, Henan had not seen a capital city for nearly a thousand years. Plonking a capital down on the great plain inevitably made the comrades feel something was amiss.

In the end, Chen Ke gritted his teeth and decided to establish the capital in Zhengzhou. Even so, time was running out. Because the final location of the capital hadn't been determined, the Founding Ceremony hadn't really been properly organized. Wuhan was a nice place, very suitable for being the provincial capital of Hubei, but not suitable to be the national capital.

Once the Central Committee gave the order, the relocation work began immediately. Capital construction was actually the easy part. Chen Ke had criticized Zhengzhou's urban planning for over a decade, and when Chen Ke traveled back in time, Zhengzhou was already a metropolis with a population of nearly ten million. Relying solely on memory, he knew how to build this "Green City of the Central Plains."

Zhengzhou had terrain that was higher in the west and lower in the east, but the slope was gentle. The Jinshui River within the urban area had existed since the time Zichan served as the Chancellor of the State of Zheng, and the lakes and reservoirs to the west and south could provide ample water. Although there were no Temple of Heaven or Temple of Earth, Zhengzhou did have the ruins of the Shang Dynasty city walls, and on such a solid earth plain, there was no need to worry about earthquakes. The only problem with being the capital was the insufficient level of urban construction. In the plain areas, land could be enclosed at will. Starting from 1922, Zhengzhou, which already had a preliminary scale, entered a phase of intense construction. Before the National Day of 1923, the Central Government had to move into the new capital no matter what. Not holding a military parade for the founding of the country could be excused by the convening of the People's Congress. But if there was still no military parade after moving the capital, that would just be a joke.

Such a rushed action naturally couldn't be too refined. Fortunately, Chen Ke had always been extremely decisive about things once they were decided. So, on June 2, 1923, when the trains carrying the various ministries and commissions of the Central Government arrived in Zhengzhou, they discovered their destination was a building unlike anything they had ever seen before. Different from the traditional square Chinese architecture, the new seat of the Central Government was a massive building that appeared as a pentagon from the air.

To save trouble, Chen Ke simply copied the appearance of the American Pentagon. The mountainous areas northwest of Zhengzhou had limestone, and there were newly built cement plants. Sand and earth were dug directly from the Yellow River, reinforced steel was sent from Handan, and Henan lacked no labor force. The Engineering Corps, along with the Surveying and Mapping Academy and the Anti-Aircraft Artillery Academy in Zhengzhou, conducted follow-up designs and drafting based on the initial design while construction was already underway. In just one year and two months, this massive building capable of accommodating forty thousand office staff was completed.

After the personnel of the General Office of the Central Committee entered their various office areas, they found that the lime on the walls hadn't even dried thoroughly. The Central Office Building was near the Jinshui River, the location of the future Bishagang Park. To the east was the vast People's Square. In Chen Ke's timeline, this place was the expansive Green City Square. Now, expanded directly to the edge of the Jinshui River, the People's Square assumed the same responsibility.

After Chen Ke dug the first shovel of earth for the foundation of the Monument to the People's Heroes in the center of the square, intense construction began.

It didn't matter that there was no Tiananmen Gate Tower. Between the Pentagon-shaped office building and the People's Square was the broad Zhongyuan Road. The side of the Central Office Building facing Zhongyuan Road had been designed with a reviewing stand, whose height and grandeur were in no way inferior to the Tiananmen Gate Tower.

By July 17, the Central Government was finally settled in. Troops participating in the National Day ceremony began to gather in the capital. It was only when Chen Ke met with Kuroshima Hitoshi that he learned Kita Ikki, unable to see Chen Ke, had simply gone back to Japan.

"Even if Comrade Kita Ikki has some heavy petty-bourgeois thinking, he is still a socialist after all. What did he go back to Japan for?" Chen Ke asked Kuroshima Hitoshi.

Kuroshima Hitoshi was now serving as the Political Commissar of the 6th Army Group of the Garrison Force. He knew Chen Ke's words were quite polite; Kita Ikki's actions might be more fittingly described as "walking right into a trap." He replied helplessly, "Mr. Kita cares for Japan. He insisted on going back, and I couldn't stop him."

What this era lacked least were men of impassioned spirit, and Kita Ikki was a typical example of such people. So what Chen Ke didn't understand most was precisely this point. "Does Comrade Kita Ikki really think he can persuade that bunch of capitalists in Japan?"

Kuroshima Hitoshi shook his head. "China and Japan will inevitably determine a victor in the future. Mr. Kita still hopes to resolve this dispute more peacefully. It is said that quite a few people in the Japanese Army Ministry currently agree with Mr. Kita's political program, which is an important reason for his return to Japan."

"Resolve this matter peacefully?" Chen Ke almost laughed out loud. The People's Party demanded that Japan withdraw from Lushun (Port Arthur) and Dalian. This way, the only part of China still in foreign hands would be Hong Kong. Although the Portuguese were entrenched in Macau, they held a document signed by the Emperor of the Ming Dynasty allowing the Portuguese to reside in Macau. Among all foreign treaties, this was the only one the People's Party government considered valid. Of course, the valid part was only the content where the Ming Emperor allowed the Portuguese to possess that specific portion; the People's Party recognized none of the other parts where the Portuguese had looted during fires. Moreover, through military means, the Portuguese had already been forced back.

In 1923, Japan was to return the leased territories of Lushun and Dalian, whose leases were expiring. Lushun and Dalian had been forcibly leased by Russia in 1898 for a period of 25 years, expiring exactly in 1923. After the Russo-Japanese War, Japan defeated Russia and inherited this lease.

During the Beiyang era, no matter how Japan pressured the Yuan Shikai government, Yuan Shikai never allowed Japan to extend the lease. After Yuan Shikai's death, Sun Yat-sen's "Provisional Government" did sign a treaty with Japan extending the lease. However, as this provisional government quietly disappeared, Japan didn't have the face to bring this treaty out as evidence. China and Japan had negotiated this multiple times, and Japan stated with a tough attitude that since the Chinese side did not recognize international treaties, Japan had no obligation to abide by them either.

Talk was cheap; Japan was also guilty at heart. The People's Party had already issued an ultimatum to Japan: "If Japan does not withdraw from the Luda area by January 1, 1924, the Chinese Government will arrest all Japanese in the Luda area on charges of illegal entry."

The People's Party not only issued this ultimatum to Japan but also notified other countries, specifically informing Britain. Other countries had no interests involved in this matter, so whatever nonsense they spouted was useless. The British, due to the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, didn't want to say anything. After all, the People's Party was not declaring war on Japan, but taking security actions on Chinese territory under the name of "arresting illegal entrants."

The Americans naturally cheered loudly; any action that struck at Japan suited the US just fine. With Britain remaining silent, a guilty and discouraged Japan threatened to submit the matter to the League of Nations for handling. However, the essence of the League of Nations' handling of problems was "recognizing the status quo," not acting as a tool to endorse a specific country. Even if the League of Nations accepted Japan's request, it would require Japanese military forces to first withdraw from the Luda area, have the League of Nations take over Luda, and then deal with the Luda issue according to the League's charter. Having experienced World War I, the League of Nations still had to maintain some dignity. According to the purpose of the League of Nations, Japan's practice of insisting on staying in China could not possibly receive its support. For Japan, the result of doing so would be being forced to withdraw from the Luda area, a result that fundamentally deviated from Japan's goals.

The People's Party didn't care about Japan's attitude at all. Since Japan couldn't get support from the League of Nations, war was the best option. The People's Navy's surface vessel strength was insufficient, but with German help, submarine development had made considerable progress. Two submarines had now completed manufacturing and begun experimental voyages. If Japan dared to dispatch its army from the Korea region, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wouldn't mind directly invading Korea.

In such a sword-rattling situation, Kita Ikki was no fool. How could he possibly believe that China and Japan could "resolve the problem more peacefully"?

"If Mr. Kita can really achieve something within Japan, must Chairman Chen still go to war?" Kuroshima Hitoshi asked. The hardline attitude towards foreign affairs was becoming increasingly mainstream within the People's Party. If a problem could be solved by military means, people didn't consider the possibility of a political solution. this trend made Kuroshima Hitoshi feel very uneasy.

"If the Japanese government is willing to peacefully withdraw from the Luda area, I am certainly willing to accept peace. Like you, I worry about imperialist tendencies that might emerge within the Party. But the current problem is that the Japanese government fears and hates its own socialists to the extreme. If Comrade Kita Ikki is deceived and brings back a false peace scam, I wouldn't even think much of it. What I am worried about now is Comrade Kita Ikki's safety. Whether he can return to China alive this time is something very worthy of doubt."

Kuroshima Hitoshi naturally couldn't harbor any illusions about the Japanese government. Hearing Chen Ke speak so earnestly, he couldn't help but feel a warm sensation in his heart. Moreover, regarding Kita Ikki's fate, Kuroshima Hitoshi was also quite uneasy. If the Japanese government really killed Kita Ikki, it would only prove that there was no other way to liberate Japan than to overthrow this government.

Meanwhile, in Japan, Takahashi Korekiyo received the news of Kita Ikki's visit. Takahashi Korekiyo felt quite surprised by this, but not uneasy. The fact that this "unpatriotic" person registered in Japan could return to the country was in itself a reality worth savoring.

"Your Excellency Takahashi! This is a gift I brought back from China." Kita Ikki's attitude towards Takahashi Korekiyo was quite respectful. Even as a Japanese, Kita Ikki was quite puzzled by the domestic attitude in Japan this time. That bunch back home actually allowed him to return, and didn't particularly restrict his freedom of movement after his return; this simply didn't look like something the Japanese side would do.

"Mr. Kita, please sit." Takahashi Korekiyo invited Kita Ikki to sit down. The gift was quite elegant: a set of extremely precious bone china tea ware, and fine tea leaves Kita Ikki had brought back from China. Takahashi Korekiyo's servant first looked at Kita Ikki with curious eyes, then went to wash the tea set. Brewing the tea didn't take too long, and soon the reception room was filled with the fragrance of tea.

Before the two had time to taste the tea, Saionji Kinmochi suddenly arrived for a visit. A moment later, Ugaki Kazushige of the Army Ministry actually came to visit as well. This gave Takahashi Korekiyo and Kita Ikki a feeling of being caught off guard. Thus, an economist, an anti-imperial government social activist, a constitutional politician, and a militarist—this strange combination of four people—began critiquing the People's Party's exquisite bone china tea set.

The surface of the bone china was extremely dense and smooth, the cup body thin, feeling incredibly light in the hand. Yet such a cup body was quite heat-insulating, feeling warm to the touch. In the Japanese Imperial Palace, there was British bone china regarded as treasure; unless one was a high-ranking minister of great status, one would not be served with bone china. Saionji Kinmochi and Takahashi Korekiyo were both high officials. Comparing the British bone china with the Chinese bone china, they found that the Chinese goods were in no way inferior to the British ones. This couldn't help but make the two sigh with emotion.

Kita Ikki was the youngest among them and also the most impatient. He was the first to break the idle chatter. "Gentlemen, I have stayed in China for a few years and have experienced and witnessed China's changes. I originally hoped that the victory of the Chinese revolution would ultimately drive the victory of the Japanese revolution. But now I believe that Japan can rely on its own strength to complete its self-revolution. So the purpose of my return this time is to attempt to contact and discuss with domestic forces in Japan to see if political consensus can be reached."

The three high-ranking Japanese figures did not excitedly follow Kita Ikki's speech. Ugaki Kazushige, the youngest among them, was 15 years older than Kita Ikki; naturally, it was impossible for him to get emotional over a few sentences.

Kita Ikki also didn't think he had the ability to persuade Japan's top brass with just a few words. He continued, "Japan has now lost the possibility of militarily overwhelming China. According to the information I have obtained, China has now expanded its army to 5.5 million men. Although the number of engineering and railway troops exceeds 3.5 million, these troops are not without combat effectiveness. During wartime, they can also be committed to battle. Japan simply does not have the strength to mobilize and commit an army of 5 million in a war. I have read the People's Party's Government Work Report. In 1921, the People's Party's crude steel output reached 5 million tons, all domestically produced. In 1922, the steel quality of several newly built steel bases in China stabilized, and output increased further. Crude steel output reached the level of 6 million tons. Japan can in no way surpass China."

The People's Party's Government Work Report was no classified document. Chen Ke had always advocated political transparency. A great power like China had only itself as a true enemy; external pressure was no longer enough to bring China down. Instead of racking one's brains to keep these data secret, it was better to bring them out to scare the foreigners.

The Japanese side had also obtained this data. Listening to Kita Ikki speak so seriously, Ugaki Kazushige finally couldn't resist speaking in a mocking tone, "Is Mr. Kita here to sing the praises of the People's Party?"

Kita Ikki shook his head. "I do not wish to sing praises for anyone. I only wish to discuss Japan's future with you gentlemen. The People's Party talks about class, about class consciousness. I believe that Japan's ruling class and Japan's bourgeoisie may know how to make money, but they both lack their own class consciousness. I believe this is the reason why Japan cannot compare to China."

Hearing this "heresy," the representatives of the three major Japanese forces were all very disapproving. There were some things they didn't want to say right now. Kita Ikki had been in China too long; in many places, he had been Sinicized, or rather, "People's Party-ized" too severely. At the very least, when he spoke, he paid no attention to using the complex series of honorifics used in Japanese when facing important figures. Not using these honorifics made it feel as if Kita Ikki were equal to these important figures.
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3 The Kanto Tragedy (3)

"Kita-kun, just how lacking do you think Japan's... class consciousness is?" Saionji asked, his tone quite unnatural. The Japanese language certainly didn't lack the term 'class', nor did it lack the word 'consciousness', but combining them seemed rather odd to him.

Kita Ikki answered immediately, "Every Japanese person's interests are closely linked to Japan as a nation. The nation's interests are the interests of the entire Japan. Class interests, however, are about the distribution of existing interests. Every class hopes to get a larger share of the overall benefit. Yet, to obtain more benefits, one must expand Japan's overall productive capacity. In this regard, I believe Japan's current system is unreasonable."

The People's Party never hid or tucked away the issue of class interests. Chen Ke was extremely disgusted by the lies of capitalism, especially in the era he had lived in, where financial capital told one monstrous lie after another, making the face of capitalism even clearer to him. No matter how many checks were written, or how many zeros were added to the figures, if no one planted and harvested the fields, rice and steamed buns would absolutely not grow out of the ground. If no one lifted the sedan chair, the sedan chair would absolutely not walk by itself.

All finance is built upon the foundation of physical production, and all profit is built upon the foundation of labor. This simple and direct explanation was enough to shatter the capitalists' lies, making the development of productive forces stand out with exceptional clarity. Coupled with the People's Party's recent outreach regarding property and capital, Kita Ikki's understanding of Japan had deepened significantly.

Capitalists own capital, but that doesn't mean capitalists are rich people; many are actually heavily in debt. The commodities produced only generate profit for the capitalist after they undergo the "thrilling leap" from commodity to currency. To expand markets and plunder currency, colonialists have been looting the whole world for hundreds of years. Kita Ikki believed that the path China was taking—developing productive forces and tapping into internal potential—was the correct path Japan should choose.

Originally, Kita Ikki thought revolution meant getting rid of a small bunch of bad guys at the top of Japan. But after realizing the class theory defined by capital ownership, he actually began to fear socialist revolution. Because what he wanted to get rid of were "bad people who stole their positions," while socialist revolution wanted to get rid of "the system established by capitalists." Kita Ikki did not consider small and medium capital owners to be Japan's enemies. That was why he risked so much to run back, attempting to persuade the Japanese bourgeoisie to have "class consciousness." He hoped these people could understand that their interests were built upon the foundation of the national interest as a whole, and thus build a more harmonious Japan.

Listening to Kita Ikki expound on these "heresies" with clear logic, the other three members of the Japanese upper class remained silent. Takahashi Korekiyo could completely understand the economic theories Kita Ikki proposed, and Saionji Kinmochi resonated with the political consultation under a parliamentary system. As for Ugaki Kazushige of the Army Ministry, he appreciated Kita Ikki's political concept of national unity from top to bottom.

All three approved of certain parts of Kita Ikki's theory, while maintaining a stance of complete opposition to other parts. The one thing they had in common was their complete opposition to the "class division theory" proposed by Kita Ikki. Kita Ikki believed that if Japan wanted to achieve progress, the core could only be the coordination between the two opposing classes: the capital owners and the proletarian laborers.

After finally listening to Kita Ikki's narrative, Ugaki Kazushige stood up and said, "I still have matters to attend to, so I will take my leave first."

Saionji Kinmochi wanted to say something, but in the end, he said nothing and simply stood up and left.

Takahashi Korekiyo was quite interested in the People's Party's economic development, so he actually conversed with Kita Ikki about it. Hearing the details of the People's Party implementing state ownership of land, where everyone was allocated land and larger-scale production was organized through production teams—especially that thirty percent agricultural in-kind tax and industry feeding back into agriculture—Takahashi Korekiyo was already certain that China's economic policies could absolutely not be copied in Japan.

"Kita-kun, I would like to ask, what do you think the core economic concept of the People's Party is?" Takahashi Korekiyo asked.

Kita Ikki answered crisply, "I personally believe the People's Party's core economic concept is to lower the cost for an individual to become a laborer."

This concept was not Kita Ikki's creative idea, but content from the People's Party discussions. With laborers as the ruling class of China, rather than property owners and rentiers, lowering the cost for a person to become a laborer was the People's Party's core economic line of thought. There were many methods to lower it, such as low grain prices, compulsory education, various social service systems, and state restrictions limiting one person to owning one house while using various methods to make it very easy for laborers to obtain the right of residence. Even to expand employment, the People's Party accepted the existence of private enterprise. Everything revolved around lowering the cost for an individual to become a laborer.

If, under such low costs, a person was still unwilling to actively become a laborer, the People's Party had, in addition to ideological counseling and employment counseling, institutions for forced labor. Chinese families sent their good-for-nothing members into these labor institutions with jubilation. Compared to Japanese people begging grandparents and pleading with grandmothers yet still unable to find a job to feed themselves, China's employment situation seemed excessively good.

Even without much fantasy about the Japanese upper class, Kita Ikki still tried his best to lobby the current Japanese Minister of Finance, Takahashi Korekiyo. "Your Excellency Takahashi, I believe this is exactly what Japan lacks most right now. In Japan, labor professions are still divided into high and low ranks. In China, they are working to change this mindset. Even in China, the People's Party believes there is no need to adopt administrative means to forcibly eliminate capitalists. China is using anti-monopoly measures, anti-local protectionism, and even political anti-populism, using means of free competition to allow state-owned enterprises to gain a dominant position step by step. Japan's economic situation is not good, so the state has an even greater obligation to shoulder the responsibility. To promote Japanese economic development by having the state lower the cost of becoming a laborer, and thereby drive the progress of Japanese politics as a whole."

Takahashi Korekiyo appreciated this policy, but he understood very well that Kita Ikki's suggestions had absolutely no possibility of being realized in Japan. After sending Kita Ikki away, Takahashi ordered his servant to brew tea again. Holding the bone china teacup that felt warm and smooth in his hand, he reflected on what Kita Ikki had said: the class consciousness of the Japanese ruling class and bourgeoisie was insufficient.

The Japanese ruling class might lack the consciousness to realize national interests, but they absolutely could not be said to have "insufficient class consciousness" when it came to protecting their own existing interests. In terms of suppressing the people internally, plundering interests externally, and slaughtering socialists, the various ruling strata of Japan were unprecedentedly unified. Even the Navy's Constitutional Party faction and the Army's Imperial Way faction, which appeared incompatible on the surface, only differed in degree on these matters, not in stance. The difference between the two was merely that the Constitutional Party faction hoped to limit and eliminate the socialist movement and socialist influence, while the Imperial Way faction knew they couldn't limit and eliminate the socialist movement, so they simply adopted a high-pressure policy of physical extermination. As long as an incident involved the Japanese people pursuing their interests, the Japanese ruling class would get as excited as if a red-hot branding iron had been shoved up their rectums.

So Takahashi Korekiyo really didn't understand: who on earth let Kita Ikki return to Japan?

Kita Ikki seemed to have absolutely no self-awareness that he might be persecuted. After leaving Takahashi Korekiyo's place, he didn't return to his residence but started strolling around Tokyo.

Compared to when he left Japan a few years ago, Tokyo had changed a lot. There were more and more small wooden houses in Tokyo, and more and more people on the streets. When Kita Ikki compared the Japanese he saw with the Chinese he had seen, the problem was obvious. Height, posture, dress, complexion—the Chinese looked much healthier than the Japanese. Japan was Kita Ikki's hometown after all; the familiar clothes and local accents made him feel very comfortable. It was just that in the details, Kita Ikki noticed the differences between Chinese and Japanese clothing.

In Chinese cities, patched clothes were extremely common. The recently popular denim clothes didn't look bad at all even after being patched. The biggest difference in clothing between China and Japan lay in the hemming. Most hems in Japan were hand-sewn, while in Chinese cities, they were machine-sewn. Not just in big cities, but even in county towns and small towns formed by merging a few villages, there was no lack of sewing machine shops. Sewing fees were very cheap; besides state-owned sewing shops, the number of private sewing shops was also large. In Chinese industrial cities that had been industrialized for a longer time, the sales proportion of ready-made clothes was getting larger and larger.

Using a sewing machine to hem greatly increased the durability of the clothes' edges. If washed on time, the lifespan of the clothing would also be extended significantly. The only problem was that sewing machines and soap were not cheap.

After visiting a few general stores in Japan, Kita Ikki found that the price of soap in Japan was at least four times that in China. Especially the high-grade "transparent soap" from China; the sales price in Japan was even eight times that of the sales price in China.

Such a data comparison definitely could not prove that Japan's national power was five times that of China; it could only prove that the cost of living in Japan was several times higher than in China.

Having grown accustomed to commodity prices in China, Kita Ikki's expression became extremely ugly as he looked at the price tags on Japanese goods. Before returning to Japan, Kita Ikki had already fully accepted the fact that China's national power far exceeded Japan's, but he still hadn't expected the gap between the two countries to have widened to such an extent.

The shop owner didn't recognize Kita Ikki. Seeing this fellow with a ruddy complexion and robust build standing wordlessly in front of the soap section with a gloomy face, looking very much like he was looking for trouble, his heart shivered. Looking closely, Kita Ikki had all ten fingers intact, and there were no traces of tattoos exposed at his collar or cuffs. Although the fabric of his dark blue Western-style suit was peculiar, it draped well and didn't wrinkle. The round-collared shirt inside was of a fine and smooth texture—he didn't look like a hooligan.

Even so, the owner was still apprehensive. After secretly sending a clerk to contact the yakuza brave who collected protection fees on the shopping street, the owner walked up with a smile and said, "Sir, would you like to buy some soap?"

Kita Ikki asked offhandedly, "Do you have any soap smuggled from China here?"

Now the shop owner's face changed drastically. Smuggling was a heinous crime in this period. If caught, there would be a huge fine. Asking such a question, Kita Ikki was clearly not here to buy things; he was obviously here to smash up the shop.

The owner laughed dryly and said, "What kind of joke are you cracking? We absolutely don't have any smuggled goods here."

Kita Ikki didn't pursue it. He picked up a bar of soap and smelled it under his nose—sure enough, it had that unique aroma of coconut oil soap. Just as he put down that bar and was about to pick up another, several people stormed in from outside the shop. "Who's making trouble here!" the leader shouted.

Kita Ikki turned his head to look. The face was somewhat familiar; looking closely, it turned out to be an old acquaintance, Sakata Kogoro, who had run errands for Kita Ikki before. Sakata Kogoro also hadn't expected to see his old patron Kita Ikki here. He knew Kita Ikki was a figure "watched" by the Japanese government, but definitely not a hooligan looking for trouble or a government spy.

After a brief communication between the two, the misunderstanding was cleared up. Since Kita Ikki wasn't here to cause trouble, Sakata couldn't use force against him. But hearing Kita Ikki ask about soap smuggled from China, Sakata's expression immediately became very ugly. "Kita-kun, why would you think of asking about this sort of thing?"

"I'm doing a social investigation, just an investigation," Kita Ikki answered. He roughly described the soap prices and supply channels within China to Sakata, proposing that he wanted to compare the soap prices between China and Japan.

This question was too baffling. Sakata Kogoro didn't want to invite trouble, so naturally, he immediately refused to help Kita Ikki.

Coming out of the shop, Kita Ikki didn't care if anyone was tailing him. He wandered around Tokyo for a good while longer, only returning to his residence when night fell.

As soon as he opened the door, he saw someone was already waiting for him inside. It was Kita Ikki's good friend in Japan, Okawa Shumei. Okawa Shumei was a high-achieving graduate of Tokyo Imperial University and now served as a professor at Takushoku University. The first president of Takushoku University was Katsura Taro, and the school had been restructured from the "Taiwan Association School"—this connection alone was enough to reveal the relationship between Okawa Shumei and the Army Ministry.

"Kita-kun, I heard you went to do a social investigation. Why did you think of investigating smuggled soap?" Okawa Shumei didn't stand on ceremony at all. Seeing Kita Ikki enter the room, he stood up to greet him and asked straightforwardly.

"Okawa-kun, please have a seat." Kita Ikki shook hands with Okawa Shumei and sat down with him. "It's not a problem of soap. Since Okawa-kun already knows about this, I assume you've brought soap over?"

Okawa Shumei had been entrusted by the Army Ministry to sound out Kita Ikki's attitude. The person in charge was meticulous and had indeed asked Okawa Shumei to bring a few bars of smuggled Chinese soap.

"I learned some things in China. It's a bit interesting," Kita Ikki said. He picked up a bar of transparent coconut oil soap and smelled it. "This is coconut oil soap, made from coconut oil China ships in from Southeast Asia."

As he spoke, Kita Ikki picked up another bar of soap and smelled it. This time, Kita Ikki nodded and said, "This is it. This is soap made from palm oil. The smell is different from other soaps."

Okawa Shumei watched Kita Ikki showing off his knowledge like a charlatan, simply not understanding what significance this had.

"The source of raw materials for the soap, the production mode, and the sales channels. Once these are understood, one can roughly calculate how many countries the People's Party has oil trade dealings with. And the transport and processing of oils, as well as the price of soap, can determine China's processing capacity, transport capacity, and the output and technical level of a portion of related chemical products. Just by comparing the price of soap in China and Japan, and collecting some basic relevant data from China, one can also roughly estimate the industrial gap between the two sides, and even roughly calculate the gap in national power between the two sides."

Okawa Shumei not only didn't understand Kita Ikki's meaning, but he was also even more confused by these words. If one could see so many things just from a small bar of soap, then what was the use of so many intelligence agencies?

"Okawa-kun, what I want to say is, if Japan wants to break free from its current difficult situation, it must change its current political system and build Japan with a more effective system. If we don't do this, Japan will be completely crushed by China in terms of national power within a few years," Kita Ikki answered.

When facing high-ranking Japanese officials, Kita Ikki still had to try his best to use language that wouldn't provoke them. But facing his like-minded friend Okawa Shumei, Kita Ikki had absolutely no reservations and began to reveal his entire line of thought for building Japan to Okawa Shumei.
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Except for some doubts about the "market competition" proposed in the People's Party's economic policy, Kita Ikki's other economic policy proposals were completely a copy of the People's Party. Strategically, Kita Ikki boldly proposed the idea of a Sino-Japanese alliance, "Construct a future alliance of new Asian nations with equal laborers!"

This was not just Kita Ikki's personal view; Japanese People's Party members, and even many Japanese living in China, shared this idea. The revolutionary storm in China over the past decade or so, and China's rapidly developing national power, had deeply touched the Japanese who joined this revolution.

"Are you trying to destroy Japan?" Okawa Shumei's eyes widened. It was not easy to transcend the stance of nationalism. Japan had been fighting with China for spheres of influence and annexed Korea less than ten years ago. If they were to form an alliance with China, it was naturally very easy to think of the word "annexation".

"Construct a future alliance of new Asian nations with equal laborers!" Kita Ikki emphasized this foundation again, "The new alliance of nations is a union of nations of equal laborers. Hebei and Yunnan-Guizhou in China are almost completely different countries. Language, customs, clothing, and lifestyle are all worlds apart. If we don't discuss the historical issue that both places have always been within China's territory, the only similarity between these two places is that the people live by labor."

"Say what you will, this is still annexation!" Okawa Shumei shook his head repeatedly.

Kita Ikki could understand Okawa Shumei's thoughts. He said loudly: "A union of nations, where China and Japan fully realize the free flow of personnel and the full integration of economies. The technology, raw materials, and markets that Japan needs can all be obtained from China. Okawa-kun, what do you think is the biggest problem facing China's population of 600 million right now? Precisely, it is not a surplus of labor. From the situation I understand, labor shortages have appeared everywhere in China."

A labor shortage in China with a population of 600 million? Okawa Shumei frowned suspiciously, "Kita-kun, don't joke."

"I'm not joking!" Kita Ikki said seriously, "There is a labor shortage everywhere in China. China is now building railways on a large scale, connecting various cities together. Is building 10,000 kilometers of railway a year a lot? But even if China builds 10,000 kilometers of railway every year, it will take twenty years to complete 200,000 kilometers of railway. That would only just catch up to the level of the United States. This is not just about people laying tracks; the trains running on the tracks, the wagons, management, railway maintenance, and the materials transported on the railways all need people to operate them. In the vast rural areas, China is building reservoirs, leveling land, and planting trees. There is a bunch of old fogeys in China who have already criticized the People's Party's economic policies for not sparing the people's strength. At present, there is a shortage of labor everywhere in China, and anyone with labor power has the opportunity to make money."

Originally, Japan collected a relatively large amount of intelligence on China, but in recent years, Sino-Japanese relations have been tense, and intelligence collection work has also lagged significantly. Okawa Shumei did not have first-hand information like Kita Ikki. Hearing about the changes in China, he was skeptical and didn't know whether to believe Kita Ikki's words.

"The state is a tool for class rule. The ideals of Japan's Meiji Restoration have been completely destroyed. The current Japan is merely a tool used by the great clans to extract wealth, not a country for Japanese laborers to live in. Even if Japan does not merge with China, I absolutely cannot accept Japan turning into the living hell it is now." Kita Ikki impassioned explained his views. Sino-Japanese alliance, after the merger of the navies of the two countries, would be the number one navy in the entire Western Pacific, and in terms of overall scale, it could even equal the tonnage and capital ships of the British and American navies. China possessed the world's largest army and had established a peaceful stance with Russia, ensuring stability in the north. The rest was to strive to liberate all of Asia and build a World Island composed of laborers together with the Soviet Union. In the further future, liberate the whole world.

Okawa Shumei could be considered a so-called "radical reformist", but Kita Ikki had obviously found the wrong comrade. Okawa Shumei listened more and asked less afterwards. Most of what he asked was Kita Ikki's views on the Japanese government.

The two talked until late at night before parting. Early the next morning, Okawa Shumei ran to find Lieutenant Colonel Okamura Yasuji of the Army Ministry and talked to him about Kita Ikki's "ideological problems".

The old "China Hands" in the Japanese army were no longer taken seriously because of the rise of the People's Party and various misjudgments. Since escaping from the Northeast with his life, Okamura Yasuji's views on China were very different from those of the Army Ministry, yet he was often able to make correct predictions. Okamura Yasuji was now a "China Hand" of some renown in the Army Ministry. When Kita Ikki, a famous anti-establishment element, returned from China, the Japanese Army Ministry sent Okamura Yasuji to be responsible for the surveillance work.

After listening to Okawa Shumei's exposure, Okamura Yasuji asked unhurriedly: "Does Kita Ikki merely want to overthrow the Japanese government?"

Okawa Shumei didn't quite understand why such a big thing as overthrowing the Japanese government became "merely" in Okamura Yasuji's mouth. He said decisively: "Kita Ikki indeed wants to overthrow the current government!"

Okamura Yasuji continued to speak unhurriedly: "If Kita Ikki says anything else to Okawa-kun in the future, I hope Okawa-kun can report it in time."

It was extremely normal for the Army Ministry to dislike the government, but Okamura Yasuji's attitude had actually reached such a level of disregard that Okawa Shumei couldn't help but feel very surprised. However, Okawa Shumei had already acted as an informer, so he couldn't possibly accuse Lieutenant Colonel Okamura Yasuji of disrespect to the government with any righteous attitude. Harboring great puzzlement, Okawa Shumei took his leave.

Kita Ikki didn't know what Okawa Shumei had done. After getting up early in the morning, Kita Ikki changed into a kimono and went out with a shoulder bag. Since returning to Japan, being followed was something Kita Ikki could completely imagine. He walked onto the street leisurely as if he hadn't seen anyone following him at all.

Japan was able to produce gramophones as early as 1910, and many recording companies had been established. Many relatively high-class shops on the street had gramophones placed in them, and would often play records to attract customers. Kita Ikki didn't go to Ginza, but went to a shop in a lower-consumption area. After entering the shop, Kita Ikki gave the shop owner a dime, but didn't want to buy anything. Instead, he asked the shop owner to help "test a record". The shop owner was naturally quite satisfied with this business. After starting to spin the record, he placed the needle on the record. Amidst the faint crackling sound of electric current, a thick male voice came out of the horn.

The record was playing a song, and the lyrics went: "Waves surge in the abyss of Miluo, clouds fly chaotically over Mount Wu. Standing in this muddy world, my blood boils with righteous indignation..."

This was the only old Japanese song that Chen Ke could remember the lyrics to. Firstly, the lyrics were full of allusions to China. Secondly, Chen Ke happened to have discussed the February 26 Incident with people on a forum before he time-traveled. Like ordinary time-travelers, Chen Ke was full of thoughts of destroying Japan and slaughtering the US at first. In order to avoid forgetting it inevitably in the future, this original Japanese rebellion song was recorded by Chen Ke.

It wasn't written very completely at the time, and relied on Japanese comrades to supplement and modify it to be complete. Paired with a simple tune, it was simple, clear, and tragic in atmosphere. Another Japanese song recorded by Chen Ke was the original version of "Senbonzakura". These records remained in Chen Ke's database, and unexpectedly, these preparations only came in handy more than ten years later. Before Kita Ikki, the revolutionary, returned to Japan, the People's Party recorded a record for Kita Ikki to take back to Japan.

Of course, this song was also modified. 1923 was not the Showa era; Taisho was still on the throne. So "Song of Showa Restoration" became "Song of Taisho Restoration". The difference of a few notes did not affect the integrity of the song.

"Stop the sad song of Li Sao, the days of tragic singing and generous indignation are gone. Our swords right now, are leaping in the blood of purification." Coming out of the gramophone's big horn, many people passing by on the street had already noticed this song and began to stop and listen.

Kita Ikki liked this song very much. Historically, the author of this song was himself a follower of Kita Ikki's thoughts. On the contrary, the latter song "Senbonzakura" did not please Kita Ikki. Apart from the tune being too Westernized, the lyrics were inevitably too sarcastic. There were also some vocabulary words in it that he couldn't understand. For example, ICBM and ray gun. It was just that professional rebellion songs were not so easy to write, so Kita Ikki could only make do with what was available.

The two guys following him outside were obviously soldiers. They stood outside the shop with gloomy expressions, staring closely at Kita Ikki. Kita Ikki wanted to buy a pack of cigarettes, but found that the price of cigarettes was at least four times more expensive than in China. After getting used to prices in China, Kita Ikki felt uncomfortable looking at prices in Japan no matter how he looked at them.

The song wasn't long. Kita Ikki played it three times in a row before taking the record and leaving the shop. He walked on the Japanese streets as if taking a walk to investigate, finding a shop every now and then to play the song a few times. By the afternoon, the two followers finally couldn't bear it anymore. After waiting for Kita Ikki to play the record again, they directly blocked Kita Ikki on the street.

"Mr. Kita, what exactly are you trying to do?" Both soldiers were not old. One of them, who looked twenty-four or twenty-five, asked relatively politely.

"I want to attract other people's attention." Kita Ikki answered very crisply.

The young spy was stunned. The spy who was nearly thirty years old took over the conversation and asked: "And then?"

"And then naturally, it is to propagate the method to save Japan." Kita Ikki didn't hide his views at all. After a large part of the day's investigation, Kita Ikki had come into contact with more of Japan's specific current situation. The Japanese economic situation was even worse than Kita Ikki had thought.

"Are you trying to incite a riot?" the older spy sneered.

Facing such an accusation, Kita Ikki laughed instead, "Who exactly is inciting a riot? If Japan's situation was very good and everyone lived without worry, what ability would I have alone to incite a riot? Aren't the people who are truly inciting a riot precisely those who are in charge of Japanese politics?"

The older spy's face became even more severe. Hearing this, the younger one was first stunned, then appeared bewildered.

"If you two have nothing else, I will continue shopping," said Kita Ikki.

After tossing about for a day, Kita Ikki returned to the inn in the evening. The room was on the second floor. Kita Ikki saw from the window that the two spies downstairs first guarded for a while, then the older spy left first. The younger spy looked up at Kita Ikki's room from time to time.

Kita Ikki didn't care about this. Japan's situation was much worse than imagined. He classified and listed the data copied during the day, put the data into the price index equation written by the People's Party, and could roughly calculate the comprehensive price level. This was one of the People's Party's methods in social management. Although the data was still very insufficient, having calculations was better than having no calculations.

After writing for a while, someone knocked on the door outside. Kita Ikki got up and opened the door. The person outside was actually that young spy, with a cramped expression on his face. Kita Ikki let him into the room, and the young spy said: "Mr. Kita, I wonder what you think of the future of Japan at present?"

"Japan's economy is getting worse and worse," Kita Ikki replied. While inviting the young spy to sit down, Kita Ikki took out the data he had already listed. Kita Ikki still remembered Japan's data before World War I. If consumer goods and wages were each 100, according to the incomplete data investigated by Kita Ikki, Tokyo's prices had already risen to over 300, while wages were only 190.

"What does this mean?" The young spy couldn't understand the data table at all, and could only ask for the result directly.

"This means that everyone's actual income has not only not increased, but is decreasing," Kita Ikki explained. Normally, if the price index rose from 100 to 300, the wage index would also have to reach 300 to be considered breaking even. Those above 300 were the population with increased real income, and those below 300 were the population with decreased real income.

Even a lackey like a spy who was taken relatively seriously could not have received such professional political training. Not to mention that the spies doing the shadowing were even less likely to receive administrative training. If he hadn't stayed in China for so many years, Kita Ikki wouldn't have had such professional knowledge.

Listening to Kita Ikki explain the economic problem so seriously, the spy was confused about the sampling calculation method, but he agreed quite a bit with the result judgment. He finally understood why he earned more money, but felt that life was getting worse. Because price increases were never in place all at once, every time the price rose, it was only for a part of the commodities. Everyone needed different commodities, and it was impossible to notice the prices of all commodities. As a result, everyone's overall feeling about the price increase was the same, but the degree to which they were affected by the price increase varied, and they could not feel the details of the price increase.

After Kita Ikki's explanation, the young spy's attitude towards Kita Ikki became more respectful. He nodded repeatedly, "Things are indeed getting more and more expensive, and life is indeed getting harder and harder."

"More and more factories are opening now, which shows that money has been invested in production," Kita Ikki continued to explain. Capital operation was to continuously expand the scale of production. Even without more specific data, in the situation Kita Ikki saw and asked about, there were more and more factories in Tokyo, indicating that funds were being invested in the production field at great speed.

The spy was already quite impressed by Kita Ikki's knowledge and insight. Kita Ikki had left Japan for a long time. The spy had been in Tokyo since graduating from the military academy, so he simply provided his own observations to Kita Ikki. Since the spy was already following Kita Ikki's train of thought, the next things were simple. Since Japan did not lend on a large scale, the total amount of money was relatively stable. Since capitalists frantically squeezed workers' wages and invested money in expanding the scale of production, then the workers had no money in their hands and insufficient purchasing power. Meanwhile, the expanded production scale produced more commodities. If the commodities could not be sold, operations would naturally be greatly affected.

Capital had no profit, and the direct result was that factories were under-operating. Under-operation of factories in turn affected the plummeting prices of industrial products used for industrial purposes.

The young spy had to ask Kita Ikki about almost all the nouns to ensure he understood the sentences Kita Ikki said. However, he had to spend even greater effort to try to understand Kita Ikki's explanation of concepts such as industrial production and consumption. When he finally barely understood these facts, the spy did not have a look of sudden enlightenment, but instead his expression was filled with doubt.

Kita Ikki could understand this doubt. When he studied sociology in the People's Party base area back then, he also had such profound doubts. So Kita Ikki patted the young spy on the shoulder, "If you can't understand the concept of capital, it is naturally very difficult to understand what I said. If you are interested, you can invite your young friends to discuss these things with me when you have time. I believe this knowledge is helpful to everyone."
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In the following days, Kita Ikki wandered all over Tokyo. After entering August, the young spy, having learned some basic socio-economic knowledge from Kita, became increasingly close to him. By August 5th, the young spy excitedly told Kita Ikki that the Army Ministry had ended their surveillance mission on him. The young fellow specifically asked if they would switch people to continue the surveillance or terminate it, and the result was termination.

"I am Haneda Sei." The young spy gave his name for the first time. "Mr. Kita, aren't you afraid the government will take action against you?"

Kita Ikki smiled bitterly. "Of course I'm afraid! Which revolution has ever been bloodless? I only fear dying in vain. If the Japanese revolution can succeed, what is my life worth?"

There were plenty of Japanese who spoke such big words. As a spy, Haneda Sei was tired of hearing them. However, the songs Kita Ikki composed and the specific social statistical analysis methods Kita taught him made Haneda respect Kita immensely. Compared to those who simply attacked the government and frantically shouted revolutionary slogans, Kita Ikki gave Haneda the feeling of truly clearing away the clouds to see the sun.

Haneda Sei said seriously, "Mr. Kita, there are many organizations in Tokyo shouting for revolution. If you need their addresses, I can provide them to you. But there are many spies watching these organizations, so please be very careful."

"Thank you very much!" Kita Ikki bowed seriously in thanks.

This sincere attitude made Haneda Sei feel embarrassed. He quickly bowed in return, blushing as he said, "Mr. Kita, even if I want to help you, my ability is limited. But the current situation in Japan is so terrible, and no one can find a way out. On the contrary, Mr. Kita is perhaps the only one who can find a way out for Japan. So please, Mr. Kita, you must do your best!"

Using the list provided by Haneda Sei, Kita Ikki began to contact those "anti-government salon" organizations in Tokyo. In fact, he didn't necessarily trust Haneda Sei completely. Kita Ikki was a Japanese "activist". Like other activists, in his early years, to raise revolutionary funds, he had done many unsavory things. In this regard, Miyazaki Toten, who had now defected to the People's Party, was exactly the same as Kita Ikki; Miyazaki Toten had even joined the Yakuza in his early years. With his understanding of the dark side of human nature and conspiracies, Kita Ikki was by no means a naive and kind person.

It was just that if he didn't trust Haneda Sei now, there was no other way. Kita Ikki did need to contact those Japanese radicals. In the revolutionary theory of the People's Party, revolution is not created by revolutionaries, but needed by the working people. This sentence left a deep impression on Kita Ikki. The People's Party started with just a few people and unified China in name within a dozen years. Even if the speed of seizing power was far less than that of the Beiyang Yuan Shikai, such a miraculous performance could be called shocking.

Kita Ikki had been away from Japan for several years, and China had changed a lot in those years, as had Japan. Without investigation, there is no right to speak. What Kita Ikki needed most now was to reintegrate into society. At least now Kita Ikki was no longer lacking in funds. The Japanese comrades in the People's Party had pooled a sum of money themselves, and Kuroshima Jen had applied for an activity fund from the People's Party. If he were to use money to pave the way like before, finding a tavern or brothel like a "Meiji activist," calling some women to eat, drink, and talk, it naturally wouldn't last long. But for normal food, clothing, housing, and transportation, this money could guarantee Kita Ikki a normal life for quite a long time.

Tokyo in August was hot to death. Just moving a little would cause sweating all over. Kita Ikki walked around under the scorching sun. He didn't hastily contact those anti-Japanese government salon organizations according to the list provided by Haneda Sei. Instead, he joined hands with Okawa Shumei of Takushoku University to organize a summer social investigation, recruiting university students to conduct it.

Okawa Shumei originally thought the Army Ministry was going to arrest Kita Ikki, but the situation did not turn out that way. The Army Ministry completely gave up and generally stopped paying attention to Kita Ikki, which gave Okawa Shumei a reassurance pill. He didn't want to refuse cooperation with Kita Ikki, but the basis of this cooperation was not to drag himself down meaninglessly.

Hearing it was a social investigation, Okawa Shumei thought it was feasible. The rise of China and the establishment of the Soviet Union put great pressure on Japan, which bordered these two countries. Social systems different from capitalist countries had a particularly huge impact on Japan. "Laborers are the masters of the house!" Even without knowing what such a country really looked like, just this simple slogan could greatly arouse the longing and enthusiasm of the laborers.

In Japanese universities, many professors taught socialism and communism as part of "Western democratic systems" to students. The Japanese upper class had always had high "class control awareness," and the government had always stood firmly on the side of property owners, suppressing proletarian resistance strongly. Facing universities, the breeding ground for the reserve force of the ruling class, while they attached importance to it, their reaction was slightly slow.

The social investigation was not under various supervisions. Kita Ikki's investigation plan did not involve political content at all, covering price indices, wages, rent, and land leasing fees—completely simple economic data. The students were confused, and Okawa Shumei was also at a loss. But seeing Kita Ikki's confident appearance, the investigation managed to proceed.

The People's Party's social investigation method was actually "inherited from Europe and America." Thanks to Chen Ke, who only knew a few terms, analyzing the terms allowed for reverse engineering the direction. The economic department of the People's Party discussed and formulated the rules. Kita Ikki had studied these courses systematically in school. In Japan, where economics and economic analysis were not yet developed, this appeared particularly advanced.

At a private university like Takushoku University, even if the students weren't rich or noble, they were by no means ordinary poor people. After the data was analyzed, the students compared these data with what they knew, and Japan's economic situation in recent years immediately leapt onto the paper. The investment proportion of the Japanese bourgeoisie was too large, national wages were low, and the domestic market was extremely weak. Once the European and American markets weakened, these investments would immediately become idle. Idle investments occupied the vast majority of Japan's wealth; industry didn't run, and the economy immediately plummeted.

After having the general direction, Kita Ikki did not criticize political economy right away. Instead, he turned to sample surveys on more specific content. "Why are investments idle?" This was the first topic the economic analysis group had to solve.

Okawa Shumei was completely baffled. From the perspective of liberals or anti-government figures, finding the reason for the bad economic situation was already sufficient reason to curse the government. In fact, the young university students were full of vigor, and many had already started cursing the Japanese government for inaction and sitting by while the economy declined. With just a little incitement, a new anti-government group would form. Unexpectedly, Kita Ikki actually let go of such a good opportunity and wanted to conduct a more detailed investigation and analysis instead.

"Kita-kun, what exactly do you want to do?" Okawa Shumei asked Kita Ikki seriously.

"Seek truth from facts." Kita Ikki replied. After saying this, Kita Ikki laughed himself. During the training at the People's Party cadre school, cadres including Kita Ikki, upon seeing social investigation data, would immediately start making critical comments, guessing what happened based on their own imagination. The cadre school teachers would ask comrades to do more detailed investigations and seek truth from facts. At that time, Kita Ikki was quite unconvinced. Unexpectedly, after returning to Japan, Kita Ikki himself was now acting in the role of asking others to seek truth from facts. This contrast was truly laughable.

Okawa Shumei could not understand Kita Ikki's thoughts. He felt Kita Ikki might be harboring evil intentions, preparing some deeper conspiracy. But after carefully reading the investigation plan, Okawa Shumei couldn't see any problems in it. Knowing the economic situation was bad, conducting specific sample surveys on what specifically happened was also a legitimate method of scholarship. The only problem was, why would an anti-government guy, clearly holding enough inciting material in his hands, instead seriously engage in scholarship?

The students didn't think so much. They felt the investigation provided a brand new way to understand society, especially those students whose families owned factories; they felt this particularly strongly.

The sample survey was conducted according to educational background. People with university education, high school education, apprenticeship education, or family trade skills were divided into seven or eight different types, and each type was subject to a special investigation of unemployed or suspended personnel.

Kita Ikki was assigned a university graduate named Maeda Ryoichi. This Maeda Ryoichi was the young master of a small machinery factory in Tokyo, a graduate of Tokyo Imperial University's mechanical engineering department. The family factory had stopped work last year and hadn't started up yet.

In 1923, when university students were scarce, it wasn't hard to pull strings among students. After someone introduced them, Maeda Ryoichi agreed to accept the investigation.

Similar to mainstream Japanese factories, the Maeda family's factory was also a family-style workshop. Entering the factory converted from their own courtyard, Kita Ikki noticed that the power source of this small factory was actually a hot-bulb engine produced in China. The machine was maintained with considerable care. Despite not running for nearly a year, the parts that needed oiling were carefully oiled, and the places that needed organizing were cleaned and wiped spotless. These were enough to prove that the Maeda family's machinery factory was by no means a sloppy operation that only cared about production.

The supporting parts for the hot-bulb engine were complete. The machine provided its own power, generated electricity, and there was also a gas generator—everything was there. Even with a worried face, when Maeda Ryoichi talked about his family's factory, that seriousness made Kita Ikki identify with him quite a bit.

The small machinery factory mainly provided parts for Tokyo's shipyards. Starting from the year before last, the shipyard business had been in decline all the way. During the naval arms race, many warships were started. But the ones producing supporting parts for warships were all large enterprises; the Maeda family's small factory had absolutely no chance to intervene. Warship construction squeezed out the construction of civilian ships at the shipyards. Although they tried hard to maintain it, the Maeda family's factory still had to close down.

Other investigation results were basically the same as the Maeda family's. Japanese large enterprises had now taken almost all national orders, and the survival space of small enterprises was greatly squeezed, leading to almost comprehensive bankruptcy or suspension of work.

"Mr. Kita! This is completely the government's responsibility!" "The government is corrupt and incompetent, only knowing how to favor the interests of the zaibatsu." "This really is disregarding the life and death of the common people!"

Without Kita Ikki needing to incite, remarks attacking and cursing the government rolled out. With flushed faces and furrowed brows, the young people were filled with righteous indignation.

"That's not necessarily true," Kita Ikki replied. Japanese production enterprises were very similar to private enterprises in Wuhan, an important industrial center of the People's Party. The scale of the enterprises was not large, and they were easily impacted by economic turbulence. In the People's Party's territory, these small enterprises also had a hard time. The People's Party's large state-owned enterprises easily suppressed China's small and medium-sized enterprises to the point of breathlessness. However, the People's Party's economic model had essential differences from Japan's. "In this regard, the government's biggest responsibility is completely denying small enterprises the opportunity to participate in the social mass production system."

Hearing Kita Ikki attack the government like this, the young students were greatly surprised.

"Mr. Kita, what does this mean?" the students asked.

Kita Ikki replied, "I have stayed in China, and this situation exists in China too. But as long as small enterprises have production capacity and are willing to transform their production equipment and technology, the Chinese government is still willing to give them a hand. Through government investment, private enterprises are transformed into public-private partnerships through a shareholding system. However, what the Japanese government does is to be indifferent to small enterprises, letting them live or die on their own. I am not saying that these small enterprises have no problems themselves, but the government simply does not help enterprises improve their production level; this is indeed indifference."

"The state helping enterprises? The state sold enterprises cheaply to the clans long ago; how could they possibly help these small private enterprises?" a student sneered.

In the late Meiji Restoration, Japan sold a large number of state-owned enterprises cheaply to the clans and gave these large consortia various financial supports. This was the reason for the rapid development of Japan's large enterprises. Now, except for some military enterprises that must be controlled by the state, there were no other state-owned enterprises. Even banks were mostly privatized. With the financial industry joining hands with large enterprises, how could they bother to support small enterprises?

Kita Ikki's words triggered even greater dissatisfaction among the young people towards the government.
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"By the middle of the Meiji Restoration, the state still used state-owned enterprises as a guide, serving as a model for all industries in Japan. In the later period, the zaibatsu grew powerful and simply carved up the state-owned enterprises."

"At that time, Japanese state-owned enterprises were inefficient, and the workers had terrible attitudes. The state-owned enterprises could not continue either!"

"You are speaking for the zaibatsu!"

"You are the one disregarding the facts!"

Young people have drive and strong subjective initiative. Conversely, they also lack the mindset to view problems objectively and comprehensively. After Kita Ikki led a group of university students to conduct a social investigation, the students, after a brief period of surprise and excitement, immediately began to interpret history according to their own ideas.

It didn't take long for historical discussion to turn into personal attacks. Almost all the young people related to the zaibatsu that carved up Japan's state-owned enterprises back then tended to criticize the drawbacks of state-owned enterprises without exception, while university students from ordinary backgrounds tended to negate the act of carving up state-owned enterprises in Japan back then. Even though both factions were extremely dissatisfied with the current status of Japan, the temporary team led by Kita Ikki still split due to issues of stance.

After a few days of quarreling, the status quo faction found Kita Ikki. "Mr. Kita, we want to quit the team!" Asakura Keita, who was related to the Mitsui Zaibatsu, said very seriously, "We have learned a lot from Mr. Kita these past days. Thank you very much."

"Asakura-kun, why must you leave?" Even though he had long guessed this possibility, Kita Ikki still felt quite regretful.

"The social investigation was supposed to be about the future, yet some people insist on holding onto the past. My classmates and I cannot accept this point, so we can only choose to withdraw." Asakura Keita's words were quite blunt. "Academic discussion has turned into personal attacks; this has completely violated the original intention. Therefore, we earnestly request Mr. Kita to allow us to leave."

Personal attacks were almost inevitable; Kita Ikki could completely understand this. Based on different classes, interests also had completely different scopes. Kita Ikki did not answer immediately. He first lit a cigarette for himself, using this to organize his thoughts. Class struggle with class consciousness is unusually sharp. Everyone wants change. Those with a certain understanding of society will demand that this change, while protecting their current interests, also increase their interests. Those with a profound understanding of society might be able to accept current losses more calmly, but what they pursue is future interests.

The rise of the People's Party completely conformed to such a law. Facing huge external pressure, under the leadership of a strong leader, the People's Party made up its mind to completely crush old China and build a new China. And they really turned this determination and ideal into reality.

If China had not been so humiliated, with foreigners running rampant in China and forcibly carving up China, the People's Party could absolutely not have risen so strongly. Kita Ikki had originally only learned this from class, but now he truly understood it. The split of the social investigation group proved this point in an extremely straightforward manner.

Unless driven to a dead end, who could make up the mind to destroy everything old? Even if Chen Ke had such determination and insight, and the ability to turn his hand into clouds and turn his hand into rain, if there were no followers, Chen Ke would be nothing more than a lone ordinary person. It was precisely the fierce blows of foreign invaders against China, and the incompetence and greed of the Manchu Qing government, that gave Chen Ke the space to fully display his abilities.

The Japanese branch of the People's Party also tried to establish a People's Party Japan Branch in Japan, but the effect was not significant. Because Japanese people who held hope for China mostly chose to run to China to participate in the revolution, or chose to come to China to make a living. Kita Ikki once looked down on these people very much; he thought this bunch was addicted to the superior environment of the present. When one could eat meat by putting in effort in China, who would want to return to Japan to eat chaff and swallow vegetables?

Reality forced Kita Ikki to consider that the reasoning of the Japanese People's Party members might be correct: borrowing the surging tide of the Chinese revolution to fight back to Japan might be more efficient. Just a social investigation could lead to the split of the team because the external pressure was not large enough, and Japan's internal thoughts about the future were still quite chaotic.

"By choosing to leave now, are you admitting defeat?" Kita Ikki asked Asakura Keita.

"Uh?" Asakura Keita was stunned. Not only was he stunned, but the people behind Asakura Keita were also all stunned.

"Is the reason for your departure simply because those people said words you don't like to hear? I think not entirely. The reason for your departure is probably more because you are unable to convince the other side." Kita Ikki used the work techniques he learned from the People's Party.

"They are completely unreasonable!" Asakura Keita was a young person after all. Being criticized by Kita Ikki very skillfully as running away, his competitive spirit was aroused.

"Everyone has their own reasoning; it's just that everyone doesn't want to admit others' reasoning, that's all," Kita Ikki replied. After speaking, he wrote four characters on paper. For Japan in 1923, Chinese was a required course for cultured people.

The four characters Kita Ikki wrote were actually just two characters, only the order was different. They were the two words "Struggle" (斗争 - Dòuzhēng) and "Fight" (争斗 - Zhēngdòu).

"Fighting is a part of struggle, but struggle does not equal fighting. Everyone is indeed struggling; right now, it is a struggle of ideas. Both sides think they are correct. Ordinary people all think this way, thinking they are absolutely correct. But everyone is not an ordinary person. As university students, everyone will inevitably be the ruling class of the nation in the future. There is even a chance to become rulers. The first priority of a ruler is to seek truth from facts." Kita Ikki spoke with earnest words and good intentions.

Hearing Kita Ikki give them such a high evaluation, even addressing them as "future rulers of Japan," the young people immediately felt their anger subside considerably.

"Mr. Kita, those people are simply unreasonable. They push all the fault onto the point of the government abandoning state-owned enterprises. I think this is incorrect." Asakura Keita spoke loudly. Because he had already noticed that the students of the other faction outside had also arrived outside the room where Kita Ikki was, his voice was exceptionally loud.

"You guys come in too." Kita Ikki called out to the people outside.

Soon, all the university students participating in the social investigation gathered together. Inside the room, they were divided into two clearly distinct factions. They each stood together in groups, looking as if they were irreconcilable.

Kita Ikki scanned the students standing on his left and right respectively. Everyone's gaze was filled with the firmness of "I am right," and no one felt guilty.

"Gentlemen, the Manchu Qing, which has already perished, always thought it was absolutely correct because it was stuck in its old ways. So when facing Japan, which opened its eyes to see the world, it was beaten to a pulp. And Japan, which beat the Manchu Qing to a pulp, suffered repeated defeats when meeting the People's Party that overthrew the Manchu Qing. The Japanese Navy can still maintain an advantage over the People's Party merely because it started building a navy a few decades earlier than the People's Party. Last year, the People's Party's crude steel output was more than ten times that of Japan. If Japan remains in its current state, in less than twenty years, the Japanese Navy will inevitably have no power to fight back when facing the People's Party's Navy. Everyone, no need to get excited; what I am saying are facts supported by data." Kita Ikki looked at the indignant students and finally had to suppress them temporarily.

"Mr. Kita, how could the People's Party's steel output be ten times that of Japan?" Asakura Keita said.

"I said crude steel, not steel." Kita Ikki corrected. These people were university students after all; they could still understand the difference between steel and iron.

"When I was in China, I met quite a few high-level members of the People's Party and talked with them about the Manchu Qing. How do you gentlemen think the high-level members of the People's Party evaluated the Manchu Qing?" Kita Ikki asked.

The students looked at each other in blank dismay; this question was truly beyond their imagination.

Kita Ikki didn't want to keep them in suspense either. He gave the answer very crisply, "The high-level members of the People's Party don't use 'good' or 'bad' to evaluate the Manchu Qing at all. When they talk about the Manchu Qing, they only mention what specifically the Manchu Qing did and what results these actions led to. The Manchu Qing was a government that humiliated the nation and forfeited its sovereignty for China, yet humiliating the nation and forfeiting sovereignty is merely a result. The causes and processes that led to this result—the high-level members of the People's Party absolutely do not use 'good' or 'bad' to evaluate them. They analyze and explain seeking truth from facts. It is exactly a China led by such a group of people that beat our Japan to a pulp!"

Japan's disastrous defeat in the war with the People's Party eventually led to Japan having to withdraw from China. This matter was no longer a secret. It was just that the war did not lead to Japan ceding territory and paying indemnities, plus the Japanese government and the military tried hard to manipulate public opinion, so domestic Japan considered this merely a "setback," not a "defeat."

Immediately, a student spoke impassioned words: "Mr. Kita, we will definitely have a chance to defeat China. To reoccupy Manchuria!"

Kita Ikki immediately criticized, "Your words are not seeking truth from facts. In the war that has already occurred, we failed. As to whether a future war can be won, none of us can guarantee it. If the army thought they could launch a war they would definitely win, they would have made their move long ago."

The student who spoke flushed red, his breathing became very heavy, and his expression was also extremely unhappy. The reason he didn't refute Kita Ikki was because he obviously hadn't found a way to refute yet. But it didn't equal him admitting defeat.

Kita Ikki had absolutely no thought of comforting this student. He opposed acting on impulse, but that didn't mean Kita Ikki could accept an attitude of not seeking truth from facts. If this student chose to leave in anger, Kita Ikki would absolutely not stop him.

Scanning the students for another round, Kita Ikki spoke in a stern tone: "Since you gentlemen are the future ruling class of Japan, I require you gentlemen to have the thinking and methods of rulers. If you gentlemen are still the same as the current rulers of Japan, then Japan's future will continue to be one failure after another. On this point, I hope you gentlemen can have some awakening!"

People will certainly stick to their own reasoning, but when facing a more scientific attitude, except for those blinded by personal interests, almost everyone can feel the persuasive power possessed by correct things.

Asakura Keita bowed his head slightly to Kita Ikki and said seriously, "Hai!"

One after another, all the students expressed their agreement to Kita Ikki.

"Next, let us discuss the current status of the Japanese economy." Kita Ikki pulled the work back onto the originally scheduled track.
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The layout of the "Matsuzuru-maru" tavern wasn't much different from other eateries in Tokyo, Japan. Under the signboard above the door hung a dark blue fabric curtain that only covered the top half of the entrance. The curtain was divided into three panels, each with a white kanji character written on it, combining to form the shop's name.

Simply opening a tavern in the common areas of Tokyo would likely only lose money; "Matsuzuru-maru" was a mixed business of tavern and restaurant. Upon entering, there was a long counter on the left. In the sink at the far end of the counter, hot water was kept ready to warm wine at any time. Japanese laborers, after finishing work at noon or in the evening, would often spend one or two copper coins to buy a porcelain pot of sake. They would sit on the stools outside the counter, drink it hot, and rest. If they were willing to spend two more coins, they could buy a dish of oden or boiled fava beans as snacks. If they shelled out more than a dozen coins, they could buy a fish. But those were prices from over a decade ago. Since 1918, prices had already risen four or five times over.

Whenever it was mealtime, the inside of "Matsuzuru-maru" would become lively. Kita Ikki lifted the curtain and walked into the "Matsuzuru-maru" shop right at this time.

At this moment, half the seats in the shop were already occupied by customers. Almost everyone had wine in front of them. Compared to other taverns, no matter how much water the boss of "Matsuzuru-maru" mixed into the sake, at least he maintained a basic low price for alcoholic beverages, which was exceptionally good at soliciting customers.

Those with poor alcohol tolerance would become tipsy after a few mouthfuls, resting their heads on their forearms at the counter to doze off. Those with good tolerance sat at the tables, holding bowls of smuggled high-proof Chinese liquor bought by the shopkeeper, offering toasts to everyone before drinking slowly. After a sip, they would smack their lips and loudly exhale alcohol fumes.

The few fellows who were strictly eating held bowls of bean rice mixed with rice, shoveling it into their mouths in large mouthfuls. Because they ate urgently, a mouthful wouldn't go down, making their necks thick and red. They hurriedly asked the boss for a cup of water to wash the bean rice down their throats.

Returning from China, especially having stayed in the People's Party base area for so long, Kita Ikki discovered that the drinking habits of Japanese and Chinese people were not quite the same. The majority of Japanese drank for the sake of drinking; there weren't many dishes, and what they pursued was that drunken feeling. Chinese people also drank, but at least half the time they treated wine as a flavoring agent, first eating some rice and dishes ferociously, then drinking a sip of wine to moisten things. In the Chinese colloquialism, this was "eating fragrant and drinking spicy."

Once this wine went down the hatch, the atmosphere became lively. Almost everyone was talking, either about the weather or recent news. Of course, there was no lack of complaints. The one exhaling fumes while drinking was a rickshaw puller. Because his exhaling was too loud, it attracted the attention of others. Seeing everyone's gaze fall upon him, that man kept a straight face and complained to everyone about how he hadn't stopped his feet under the big sun from early morning until now, and his body had gone from wet to dry, and dry to wet, he didn't know how many times!

Most of the others were chatting idly with each other. Hearing these two sentences, they all immediately went quiet for a moment, and then, like birds whose nest had exploded, they all remembered the grievances of the day and wanted to tell everyone. Even those eating the bean rice mixed with rice cleared a space in their mouths to move their tongues, speaking while swallowing, the veins on their heads popping out: "Is pulling a monthly rental easy?! I haven't had a drop of water or grain between my teeth from two o'clock until now! Talking about Ginza to Sakuradamon—*hic!*—I've already done three round trips! My asshole is practically tired enough to explode, just constantly farting!" He looked around at everyone in a circle, nodded, and stuffed another mouthful of bean rice into his mouth.

Kita Ikki just listened quietly, but did not participate in these discussions. Even in Wuhan, where China's economy was most developed, such scenes were also not rare. Every laborer worked rather hard. In order to gather all strength to develop heavy industry, the People's Party's extraction of labor power in economic fields that the state could directly control could be described as "ferocious." Including Chen Ke, no one had any capital dividends other than wages; everyone was laboring, laboring, laboring. When the student investigation group led by Kita Ikki analyzed the Japanese economy, the latest consensus was that in the last ten years in Japan, investment had greatly squeezed consumption. Compared to Japan, the People's Party's investment intensity was not inferior in the slightest, and perhaps even surpassed it.

Thinking of the research group he led, Kita Ikki felt a burst of pride and gratification. To carry out a social revolution, one must first know what the status of society is. University students from relatively high backgrounds naturally had various kinds of youthful naivety and immaturity, but they had other advantages; their horizons were obviously much broader than the general public.

To possess insight, without considering personal aptitude, one can only rely on wealth and the social environment inherited from birth. Takushoku University was a "new school"; when it was founded in 1900, it didn't even have its own school buildings and simply borrowed the buildings of Tokyo Politics and Law University. Many of the students at the school were guys who hadn't gotten into Tokyo University, Waseda, or Keio University. Young people naturally connected everywhere during the summer vacation, and gradually, students from these famous schools appeared in the social investigation team led by Kita Ikki.

The ruling class of every country generally possessed a level of insight and ability exceeding that of ordinary people. When the ability and organizational power of the ruling class were weaker than the private sector, that regime had reached its dead end. In 1923, students who could have their own leisure time during the summer vacation did not come from low backgrounds. Poor students were all working hard to help their families at this time; there was simply no possibility for them to engage in social investigations that didn't make money and even required paying out of pocket.

The People's Party cadre school curriculum was originally content for the management stratum of the ruling class to study. Students from the middle and upper classes felt an affinity as soon as they heard it. The experience accumulated by the People's Party's government affairs opened the eyes of the students who lacked practical operation.

When Kita Ikki was young, he relied on doing shady business to accumulate revolutionary funds. Now he simply required the students to pay a participation fee for the activities in addition to bearing their own food costs. Of course, every group could share the printed copies of the manuscripts that were summarized. Among the students, there were some whose families ran printing plants, and they negotiated business at a preferential price, with professional typesetting workers responsible for mass printing work. This fee was not cheap for ordinary Japanese families, yet all the students participating in the social investigation took the money out very easily.

With the Chinese revolution as a model, Kita Ikki's development so far could be considered quite smooth. At least the students understood the difference between capital and money, although Kita Ikki was still not satisfied enough with the students' performance.

This couldn't be blamed on the students either. Chen Ke dared to mock foreign countries; for example, the cadre school had quoted Chen Ke mocking foreign countries for "only having economics, and no political economy." This kind of mockery indeed found clear proof in Japan. Students might have a little concept of economics, but they were utterly ignorant of political economy. Even university students from business schools, their professional knowledge was nothing more than how to serve business departments. Comparing Japanese university courses with the political courses of the People's Party School and schools at various levels, Kita Ikki clearly felt that Japanese universities were nurturing high-level laborers, rather than the People's Party's line of thinking of using education to nurture the future ruling class.

Kita Ikki could only rely on the political economy courses of the Party School he recorded himself, as well as his own half-baked understanding of "historical materialism," to lecture the students. Even so, the university students still felt that Kita Ikki's learning was unfathomable.

Looking at these ordinary Japanese laborers before his eyes who only thought about how to solve tomorrow's livelihood issues, Kita Ikki felt a sense of superiority in his heart that was hard to suppress, as well as a sense of anxiety. Just wait a few more months, just a few months will do. At that time, Kita Ikki would have a certain amount of manpower to promote revolutionary propaganda among the people.

Learning from the People's Party's experience, Kita Ikki was very clear that directly propagandizing *Das Kapital* and the socialist system to the people would not work at all. To lead the Japanese people to rise up in revolution, there must be a revolutionary method suitable for Japan. To put it more bluntly, there had to be a grassroots foundation. And this grassroots foundation was neither those university students nor this group of laborers before his eyes. To obtain control of the grassroots in Japan, one definitely had to obtain the cooperation of a portion of people. This "Matsuzuru-maru" tavern was one of the "anti-government salons" recommended to Kita Ikki by Haneda Sei. The true grassroots personnel appeared and disappeared in here.

After the liveliest mealtime period passed, the laborers went home to rest one after another. The subsequent customers were those purely drinking. These people were mainly soldiers and skilled workers. Their voices were far from as loud as the laborers, and their expressions were much more solemn or intense. What was more obvious was that on the tables of these people, there was mostly a fish and a few dishes of vegetables, and the content of their discussion was also a bit more "advanced" like their meals.

These people, without exception, all cursed the government. Among them, some believed that as long as XX, XXXX, and XXX were eliminated from the government, the Japanese government would be able to embark on a more correct path. Or they believed that certain institutions of the Japanese government were the root cause of the calamity to the country and the people. Those with a higher level could even discuss certain policies, believing that these policies were damaging Japan's interests in such and such ways.

In the eyes of the current Japanese ruling class, these people were undoubtedly "anti-government." If it were before, Kita Ikki would also hold this view, but now he no longer thought so.

Cursing the government and being anti-government were not the same thing at all. According to the clear classification standards in the People's Party School and cadre school, anti-government was anti-system. Cursing the government was because they felt the government could do better, and cursed loudly out of disappointment. Judging by the People's Party's standards, these people were actually staunch supporters of the Japanese government.

For example, several soldiers who came today fiercely cursed the deterioration of the economic situation, cursed the incompetence of the government and the corruption of party politics, and also occasionally attacked the current weakness of the Army Ministry. However, their subsequent words completely revealed their attitude.

"Every powerful country either has vast colonies or has vast territory. Japan has a small territory and lacks resources. So what we need is a more effective method. First, we must kill off all the Koreans and Taiwanese, and let the Japanese populace obtain the land and local mineral development rights. Only in this way can everyone have rice to eat."

"Indeed! The Garrison Army not only costs money but also has to maintain local order. The resistance in the Korean region is extremely intense. Rather than using military force and military expenditure for defense, it's better to use it to exterminate the Koreans. There is no need whatsoever to keep the Koreans!"

"Unemployment in Japan itself is already so severe now, yet there are still so many Koreans coming to Japan to work. The government is selling out the country! Drive the Koreans back to Korea; there is absolutely no need to give them job opportunities."

These soldiers were filled with righteous indignation one by one. While fiercely attacking the government, they didn't forget to offer advice and suggestions.

Regarding these "strategies," Kita Ikki did not think there was any profound value worth learning from. Oppression internally, plunder externally, solving domestic contradictions externally—this attitude was nothing but the essence of imperialism. What had to be admitted was that these young officers felt the oppression of the Japanese government and felt the pain of being oppressed. However, they remained staunch supporters of the Japanese government. Even if these young soldiers might have the courage to overthrow the current government, what they wanted to establish was merely a new government that "more effectively executed the imperialist essence of the current government." What they opposed was being oppressed themselves, not oppression itself.

In the *Communist Manifesto*, Marx said that the bourgeoisie compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bourgeois mode of production; it compels them to introduce what it calls civilization into their midst, i.e., to become bourgeois themselves. In one word, it creates a world after its own image.

Japan was undoubtedly already a true capitalist system country. The cognition of this country was already completely the train of thought created by the capitalist system. That is to say, one must become a bourgeois! This cognition of Japan's status quo could not help but make Kita Ikki feel a kind of disappointment.

Kita Ikki couldn't help but recall the words in *A Madman's Diary*.

*Wanting to eat men, at the same time afraid of being eaten themselves, they all look at each other with the deepest suspicion...*

*...If you could just get rid of that frame of mind, then you could go to work, walk, eat and sleep at ease. That would be so comfortable. This is just a threshold, a pass. But they are fathers and sons, brothers, husbands and wives, friends, teachers and students, enemies and strangers, and they have all joined forces to encourage each other, to hold each other back, and for the life of them they won't cross it.*
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"If we can defeat China..."

"If we can secure the market..."

"If only we could..."

Such were the words heard in those "anti-government salons." It was as if all of Japan's problems could be solved simply by eliminating other countries and seizing their possessions.

There were too many flaws in this line of thinking for Kita Ikki to systematically critique. Putting aside the fact that these fantasies had absolutely no possibility of realization, Kita Ikki felt the most laughable thing was that these Japanese lower classes actually believed the Japanese ruling class would share the majority of the benefits with them after achieving these goals.

In the system constructed by the People's Party, they strived to turn all laborers into China's ruling class. regardless of how large the ruling class ultimately was, the benefits obtained by China were naturally shared by this massive ruling class. But as the ruled class, the Japanese lower strata could only depend on the whims of others, waiting for the ruling class to scatter some leftovers to feed them. The state is a tool of class rule; laborers who cannot become the ruling class are destined to have no future. The level of consciousness among the Japanese masses made Kita Ikki feel like a tiger trying to gnaw on a hedgehog—there was no place to sink his teeth in—when he attempted revolutionary propaganda.

Even so, whenever Kita Ikki had time, he would appear in various counter-revolutionary salons. If one wanted to mobilize the masses, one could not detach oneself from the masses. Getting his face known was also preparation before the propaganda work.

Opportunity faces everyone equally; only those who are prepared can discover it. Kita Ikki had just sat down and hadn't even had time to take a sip of his watered-down sake when he saw several young military men who were pontificating look at him with very unfriendly gazes. Drinking alone slowly, without any display of sorrow—this was a very uncommon sight in Japan.

Lifting his sake bowl, Kita Ikki smiled amiably at those young soldiers. He had no intention of taking the initiative to strike up a conversation. However, those young soldiers were unlike Kita Ikki. A young man wearing the rank of Second Lieutenant stood up, walked over to Kita Ikki, and asked loudly in a very unfriendly tone, "What have you been looking at us for?"

To make it to Second Lieutenant, one could be considered to have stepped into the lower-middle levels of the military. The Second Lieutenant wasn't old; he had learned to speak loudly in the army, but he hadn't yet reached the level of casually using violence against civilians. Kita Ikki stood up and smiled, "I was just listening to you gentlemen discuss the current situation and felt somewhat moved, that's all."

Kita Ikki didn't know if he should tell the truth. The young officer's behavior clearly showed he didn't know the cruelty of war, let alone what kind of bloody storm he would encounter if he went to the battlefield. The biggest characteristic of these half-baked types was their daring to talk big.

Seeing Kita Ikki hesitate to speak, the Second Lieutenant felt even more annoyed. "Do you think there's something wrong with what we said?"

Kita Ikki smiled. He felt that nothing the Second Lieutenant said was right. Seeing the other party was quite relentless, Kita Ikki said, "The number of Japanese troops is currently around 500,000, while the Chinese troops number 5.5 million. As far as I know, the equipment and training of the Chinese army are no inferior to the Japanese army. If war breaks out, even if the Japanese army doesn't have to fight one against ten, it will at least face three times the enemy. I don't think we would have any advantage in such a situation."

The Second Lieutenant clearly hadn't expected Kita Ikki to speak so logically. This time, it was his turn to be temporarily speechless. The last war between China and Japan had only been six or seven years ago; the Japanese army had not yet forgotten the last tragic defeat.

The other soldiers eating together were equally surprised. Although the figure of 5.5 million Chinese troops wasn't blocked information, they hadn't expected a Japanese person to be able to state this number clearly. Another Second Lieutenant had already stood up and walked over. He looked Kita Ikki up and down carefully, then asked, "May I ask for this gentleman's name?"

"I am Kita Ikki."

"...Is it Mr. Kita from Takushoku University?" the newly joined Second Lieutenant asked hurriedly.

"..." Now it was Kita Ikki's turn to be surprised. He hadn't deliberately publicized himself; he hadn't expected the other party to know about Kita Ikki leading the social investigations.

"I have a junior high classmate who is a student at Takushoku University and is currently in your social investigation group," the Second Lieutenant said excitedly. "My classmate says your learning is unfathomable, that you are a true scholar!"

For young people from ordinary backgrounds, the best path at present was to go to university or military academy. To become a commissioned officer at a young age meant they were naturally from a military academy. With a social connection, the situation that was just swords drawn and bows bent immediately turned into a warm invitation.

Kita Ikki joined the table of young soldiers. After chatting, it became clear that these young men were all from near Tokyo and would soon be transferred to be stationed in Korea. This was also why they had proposed such radical ideas regarding Korea.

Korea had already been the place of greatest casualties for the Japanese army in recent years. Guerrillas throughout Korea, especially in the north, attacked Japanese troops everywhere. In the early years, the Japanese army could still suppress these Korean guerrillas. But the guerrilla war had dragged on for five or six years, and the combat effectiveness of the Korean guerrillas grew by the day. Many of these young men's seniors from the military academy had lost their lives in Korea. The seniors who returned alive dispiritedly told their juniors that if possible, they should try their best to be assigned to the southern plains of Korea. The northern mountains were already ablaze with beacons of war; Japanese soldiers died every day. A large area of Korea backed by the Yalu River had even become the domain of the guerrillas. The Japanese army had encircled and suppressed them repeatedly, failing each time. Those Koreans appeared and disappeared unpredictably; they fought if they could win, and ran into the deep mountains and old forests if they couldn't. When chased urgently by the Japanese army, they even crossed the border into China. According to data brought back by seniors, the Japanese army now suffered thousands of combat deaths annually.

These officers were quite lucky to be assigned to Seoul. But this army stationed in Korea often had to mobilize; being stationed in Seoul didn't mean they wouldn't participate in the war in northern Korea. Because of the great unease in their hearts, the young soldiers simply proposed the view of killing all Koreans.

"Kill all Koreans?" Kita Ikki smiled bitterly. Korea had a population of over ten million at any rate. The number of Japanese troops stationed in Korea was less than 150,000. If they really wanted to kill all Koreans, the Koreans who were not yet participating in armed resistance against Japan would be forced into a desperate situation and would definitely fight for their lives. 150,000 Japanese troops facing over 15 million Koreans—the Japanese army couldn't even wipe out the guerrillas in northern Korea, let alone fighting one against a hundred.

Hearing Kita Ikki's explanation, these Second Lieutenants all fell silent. None of them had participated in war. At least in the education they received at the military academy, war was victory and glory! But the seniors who returned to the country were all depressed, showing no excitement or satisfaction from serving the country. This had already greatly stimulated everyone's psychology. Hearing Kita Ikki's completely reasonable explanation, the young men's moods became even worse.

"If it weren't for the Chinese supporting them from behind, it would be impossible for us to be fighting like this!" Second Lieutenant Miyazaki, who had originally sought to provoke Kita Ikki, said angrily.

"Korea has always been China's vassal state; how could they not support Korea?" Kita Ikki felt the young men were truly too cute.

"But Korea is already Japanese territory! It's wrong for them to do this!" Second Lieutenant Miyazaki's attitude remained indignant.

Even without Kita Ikki saying anything more, Second Lieutenant Matsushita, who had a classmate in Kita Ikki's social investigation group, said, "After China was defeated and lost Korea, they definitely want to try every means to take Korea back."

"Then we'll just fight another battle with China!" Second Lieutenant Miyazaki said loudly, as if in a fit of pique. "We could defeat China last time, and we can still defeat China this time! The school's assessment is that the Chinese need at least a two-to-one troop advantage to fight us."

Kita Ikki was almost amused by these words. However, after holding back his laughter, he realized this matter was actually not funny at all. Not only was it not funny, it could even be said to be somewhat terrifying.

Ever since the defeat in the war with China, the Japanese Army Ministry had tried its best to avoid war with China; this was a very wise choice. However, looking at it now, the Army Ministry was still doing unwise things, which was to start using lies to deceive the army.

Know yourself and know your enemy, and you will never be defeated in a hundred battles. If the army cannot face the facts but instead starts using lies to deceive its own soldiers, the result will be terrible. Soldiers who don't believe the lies will naturally lose trust in the army. And soldiers who believe the lies are even worse off; they are very likely to take irrational actions because they overestimate themselves.

Kita Ikki knew that China actually desired a war between China and Japan far more than Japan did. From a strategic perspective, once China took back Korea, it would be equivalent to pressing a dagger against Japan's waist. No matter how strong the Japanese Navy was, it could only take the nearby Korea as its primary target. In this way, the threat of the Japanese Navy, which held total superiority, to China would be greatly reduced.

Once the Japanese troops, frustrated in Korea, arrogantly believed the Army Ministry's lies and thought they could win against China, once war started, the one to suffer would definitely be Japan, not China.

Just as he didn't know how to advise them, he saw another Second Lieutenant, who hadn't spoken much the whole time, open his mouth. "You can believe the Army Ministry's words too? If their words were credible, the Korean guerrillas would have been flattened long ago!"
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In the military theory Kita Ikki learned in China, People's War was repeatedly emphasized. The People's Party had not yet had the opportunity to practice People's War in all aspects, so Chen Ke put extra effort into the military theory of People's War. The People's War in Korea was the best place for the People's Party to research People's War.

The theories in this area were all public. The People's Party had no intention of launching an imperialist war of aggression abroad, so they had absolutely no fear regarding this. Seeing the few Second Lieutenants terrified of dying in battle after going to Korea, Kita Ikki simply discussed the concept of People's War with them.

"Therefore the skillful fighter puts himself into a position which makes defeat impossible, and does not miss the moment for defeating the enemy. Thus the victorious strategist only seeks battle after the victory has been won, whereas he who is destined to defeat first fights and afterwards looks for victory." Kita Ikki mentioned this passage to the Second Lieutenants. The Party School and Cadre School were not military academies, so not much military theory was taught. This was the People's Party's summary and induction of the theory of People's War. No matter how many lies filled the Japanese military academies, they wouldn't be foolish enough not to study *Sun Tzu's Art of War*. The Second Lieutenants all knew this was the original text from *Sun Tzu's Art of War*.

The essence of People's War is very simple. The highest principles are the "just nature" of the war's occurrence, the "mass nature" of participation in the war, and the "integral nature" of war practice. In the content of military practice, these concepts are implemented as the basic guidelines and principles for war guidance, army building, and national defense construction.

Although Chen Ke had never participated in a People's War, when he asked himself, he never considered any war of New China to be a war of aggression. Even if New China's traitors might have completely different thoughts. So in the eyes of the broad masses, every war of New China was a just war. The soldiers coming from the people thought the same. Only by firmly believing that they were just could they have sufficient fighting will in war.

Inheriting the line of thought of People's War, the People's Party's internal and external propaganda only spoke of "recovering lost territory" and never mentioned expanding territory. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army accepted this line of thought, and combined with the domestic political system, this exploded with powerful combat effectiveness.

The Koreans were the same. Even the vacillating Korean upper class was not dead set on being Japanese. The slogan "Restore the Korean Nation" always had appeal to Koreans. The only problem lay in who would bear the cost of restoring Korea.

Back then, Korea thought the Japanese could pay the bill for Korea to get rid of the Manchu Qing's control. Now the exploited classes of Korea had already deeply tasted the results. Japan's bone-sucking exploitation in Korea made the entire Korea wish they were dead. Even the Korean upper class felt their choice was wrong. They very much hoped someone would stand up and pay the bill for Korea's restoration, and then they could continue to be the rulers in a liberated Korea.

The Korean lower classes and Korean patriots had already stood up to resist Japan's colonial rule, and the old Korean upper class adopted a strategy of secret support for this.

As the few Second Lieutenants listened to Kita Ikki unhurriedly analyze the situation in Korea, their expressions became heavier and more surprised. This shock was not only because Kita Ikki analyzed it in such detail as if he had seen the Korean situation with his own eyes, but also because the intelligence from various angles brought back by the military academy seniors who returned from Korea could be pieced together like a puzzle in Kita Ikki's analysis. With a comprehensive guiding line of thought, a large amount of details were completely strung together, reasonably displayed before the eyes of the young officers.

"No wonder the seniors said Koreans can't be trusted, and the more they are officials, the less they can be trusted!" Second Lieutenant Miyazaki said as if waking from a dream. Because of strict military discipline, Japanese soldiers didn't dare say just anything. Now he finally understood the meaning behind his seniors' words.

Second Lieutenant Matsumoto also nodded repeatedly. "Indeed! Koreans cannot be trusted."

Towards these cute youths, Kita Ikki really didn't know what to say. The unjust nature of imperialist war had been revealed to such an extent, yet these young people only sighed that Koreans were untrustworthy, without the slightest reflection that they should negate unjust wars. Kita Ikki found it very strange what kind of ideological education was conducted inside the Japanese army. In China, an organization like the People's Party couldn't even launch a war of aggression. After all, the purpose of a war of aggression is profit, while the people are the ones paying for the war. This kind of propaganda was completely open. Japan and China were indeed two completely different worlds politically.

"Mr. Kita, you are such a great talent, do you have a solution to the Korean problem?" Second Lieutenant Ando, who had once fiercely criticized the Army Ministry as untrustworthy, asked.

Kita Ikki shook his head. "As long as Japan's policy towards Korea doesn't change, this war will have no end."

Second Lieutenant Ando sighed and stopped speaking. Second Lieutenant Miyazaki said angrily, "What People's War? Kill all the Koreans, and where will there be any People's War?"

This time it was Kita Ikki's turn to smile bitterly. "Second Lieutenant Miyazaki, after you arrive in Korea, unless you are fighting, you won't see the Korean guerrillas armed to resist the Japanese army. Those you can kill are all Koreans who haven't joined the Korean guerrillas. These Koreans even pay taxes and grain to Japan. If you start killing them now, besides striking the Koreans who obey the Japanese government, at the same time, the Koreans who haven't been killed yet will know your policy of killing all Koreans, and will flee to the Korean guerrillas before being killed. You are adding troops to the Korean guerrillas again. If you truly support the war, your thoughts go against your original intention."

Second Lieutenant Miyazaki blushed first, then suddenly realized, "No wonder the seniors back from Korea said the garrison in Korea is strictly enforcing military discipline now, absolutely not allowing the army to be rude to Koreans."

Looking at Second Lieutenant Miyazaki only now understanding the military orders, Kita Ikki had a great interest in the Army Ministry's education system. Heaven knows how conflicted those guys in the Army Ministry are when facing thorny situations. If they don't use lies to deceive and drive the army, the Japanese army has no fighting will. And no matter how many monstrous lies are told, a crow's wings can't block the sun. Looking at these few Japanese Second Lieutenants who feared war, one could know what level the morale of the Japanese garrison in Korea was at.

Second Lieutenant Matsumoto was a relatively calm one. He didn't join in Second Lieutenant Miyazaki's nonsense, but looked at Kita Ikki seriously. Matsumoto asked, "Mr. Kita, if without China's support, we could definitely solve the rebellion in Korea. But can we really not beat China? I heard from classmates that you stayed in China for a long time and even met His Excellency Chairman Chen Ke of the People's Party. I hope you can give a real explanation."

Hearing Matsumoto say Kita Ikki had met Chen Ke, the other Second Lieutenants were all stunned. They already admired Kita Ikki's insight, but didn't expect Kita Ikki to have such a background. Since the First Sino-Japanese War and the Eight-Nation Alliance's invasion of China, Japan, from top to bottom, had begun to gradually look down on China. But this situation didn't last too long. Since the People's Party conquered Qingdao, which was held by the Germans, ten years ago, and then wiped out the Japanese troops attacking Qingdao, Japan once again felt the powerful pressure brought by China, and that mentality of despising China changed greatly.

After the Japanese army suffered a tragic defeat in Northeast China, they dared not underestimate China even more. Even facing Chen Ke, the leader of the enemy country, young Japanese soldiers couldn't help but add the honorific "His Excellency". Kita Ikki, having met Chen Ke, appeared even more valuable.

Kita Ikki said, "If you want to go to war with China, it's not like there's no chance. This year, because the lease for Lyuda has expired, the Chinese government wants the Japanese army to withdraw from the Lushun and Dalian area. They publicly stated that if the Japanese army is still in the Lyuda area on January 1st of next year, China will launch military operations against the Lyuda area. If Japan wants to go to war with China, this is the best opportunity."

Hearing there was really a chance to go to full-scale war with China, the few Japanese Second Lieutenants showed no excitement of establishing merit, but looked very grim.

After looking at each other several times, Second Lieutenant Miyazaki, who seemed to be a hardliner, said timidly, "Could it be that China can't accept the Japanese army staying in the Lyuda area?"

"They absolutely will not accept it," Kita Ikki answered very decisively.

With the opportunity to go to war with China, Second Lieutenant Miyazaki couldn't say any tough words about fighting the Chinese to the death. Because young people cared about face, although he puffed up wanting to say something, in the end he said nothing.

"The victorious strategist only seeks battle after the victory has been won, whereas he who is destined to defeat first fights and afterwards looks for victory." This was the only art of war Kita Ikki learned in the Cadre School, and also the art of war he truly understood. "The purpose of war is victory. China has prepared for victory; what they have to do is merely seek the opportunity for battle. Therefore the skillful fighter puts himself into a position which makes defeat impossible, and does not miss the moment for defeating the enemy. Whether it is China or Korea, as long as they stand on the basis of People's War, they are already in an invincible position."

"Mr. Kita, is there no way to defeat the Koreans?" Second Lieutenant Ando asked seriously.

Kita Ikki remained silent on this question for the time being. The discussion environment in the People's Party School was quite loose, and the cognitive level regarding "Materialism", "Seeking Truth from Facts", and "Marxism" was very high. According to the popular view, if one understood historical materialism and seeking truth from facts, one could be a slave owner in the slave era, an official or landlord in the feudal era, a capitalist in the capitalist era, and a qualified laborer in the socialist and future communist eras. In the final analysis, historical materialism and seeking truth from facts were entirely methods for cultivating the ruling class.

How high the revolutionary level of the Koreans was, Kita Ikki had no right to speak without investigation, but analyzing from the perspective of historical materialism, it wasn't that there were no ways to deal with Korea. But Kita Ikki didn't want to scheme for this unjust war, and even less did he want to serve the Japanese ruling class. Revolution required one's own class consciousness first. No matter how insufficient Kita Ikki felt his consciousness was, he couldn't stand on the side of the Japanese rulers.

"Mr. Kita, why are you unwilling to instruct us? Do you not trust us?" Second Lieutenant Matsumoto asked nervously.

"What use is it if I tell you? Can you change Japan's overall strategy? Let alone the upper echelons, would your superiors listen to your suggestions? Do you think the Japanese army is the Chinese Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army?" Kita Ikki simply spoke very bluntly.

"What's the difference?" Second Lieutenant Matsumoto was very puzzled.

Kita Ikki simply told them about the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's pre-war seminars, "immortal meetings" (democratic discussion meetings), mobilization meetings, and corresponding detailed ideological work; wartime Party members taking on the most dangerous work, Youth League members taking on the next most dangerous work, as well as battlefield party admission, wartime promotion, and post-war summary meetings. Especially during merit evaluation, combat heroes were basically all grassroots soldiers and commanders, while mid-to-high-level commanders were only evaluated for ability, but rarely given merit awards.

As he spoke, the young Japanese officers were dumbfounded. They really wanted to question if Kita Ikki was making up stories, but this didn't seem like something that could be made up. This talk went on for a long time, until curfew. Although the few officers wanted to stay out all night, they still feared military law. They sincerely asked Kita Ikki to meet again the next day, but Kita Ikki didn't dare agree casually. The group of young soldiers before him had become physically stiff from excitement. If he dared to agree to see them tomorrow, there was no guarantee who would show up.

"I've been very busy with school matters recently, so I definitely can't make it tomorrow. How about in a few days?" Kita Ikki said with a kindly attitude.

Japanese people attach great importance to hierarchy, and even more to seniority. Since Kita Ikki said so, the young officers didn't dare to be presumptuous. They sincerely requested Kita Ikki to come to "Songhewan" when he had time, and then left the wine shop.

Kita Ikki had rarely considered military issues recently. Having stayed in China for so long, he knew the People's Party's style well. If the People's Party dared to put out the word, it could absolutely not be a desperate move. Whether an organization is mature is shown in its patience. Even if the People's Party encountered a situation where their pants were on fire, as long as they weren't prepared, they could endure it. The saying "Self-reliance and ample food and clothing" was definitely not just a slogan. Since the People's Party put out the word about Japan withdrawing from the Lyuda area in 1913, then likely as early as two years ago, the People's Party had already begun comprehensive war preparations.

However, Kita Ikki wasn't too worried about the war issue. Judging by the virtue of the Japanese army struggling incredibly just to deal with Korea, as long as the Army Ministry had the minimum rationality, they wouldn't be stupid enough to go to war with China. But they probably wouldn't choose to withdraw from the Lyuda area either; the whole matter would probably still be solved through diplomacy. Thinking of this, Kita Ikki couldn't help but feel a sense of sympathy for the current Prime Minister, Yamamoto Gonnohyoe. Becoming Prime Minister in this period was no glory at all, but a tangible torture.

The owner of "Songhewan" didn't dare provoke the soldiers. When Kita Ikki left the shop, it was already late at night. Although the owner looked like he was about to fall asleep from sleepiness, he still bowed politely.

Compared to the brightly lit former capital of the People's Party, Wuhan, Tokyo at night was a world of total darkness. Those on night patrol held lanterns and struck clappers, shouting "Watch out for fire" every now and then. The entire Tokyo was immersed in a peaceful sleep.

Kita Ikki walked slowly. He felt very tired, yet very happy. Reasoning with others was also a process of organizing his own thoughts. Over these days, Kita Ikki felt he was gradually integrating what he had learned. Even the formerly biggest difficulty, the concept of "proletariat", had seen a major breakthrough. Leaving Japan for several years, while educating students, Kita Ikki also learned a lot about Japan's current situation from social investigations and students' questions. The current situation used to confuse the old Kita Ikki greatly, but now he felt he could already recognize the inherent inevitability of these situations. The thing that troubled Kita Ikki most now was how to teach what he realized to those around him.

Thinking about things slowly along the way, it was already 2 AM when he returned to his residence. Kita Ikki fell asleep immediately and didn't wake up until nearly 10 AM the next morning.

The students didn't dare disturb Kita Ikki. When Kita Ikki got up, he felt somewhat embarrassed. It was almost lunch time, so he could only consider what to eat first, and decide what to do in the afternoon later.

As a result, just after eating lunch, a guest came to visit. The person who came was a Colonel, which made the students feel some awe. Kita Ikki went to the door and saw Colonel Okamura Yasuji of the Army Ministry standing under the sun outside in a summer military uniform. Next to him was Okawa Shumei, who had gone out to welcome him first.

Seeing Kita Ikki come out, Okamura Yasuji first looked Kita Ikki up and down carefully, and then slowly said, "Mr. Kita, I heard you drank with a few army soldiers yesterday and spread quite a few untimely remarks. Is this true?"
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As a Japanese person, to survive in society, one must first learn to shift blame and speak nonsense. A large majority of Japanese revolutionaries who fled to China would rather choose the bloody mode of fighting back to Japan than return to engage in grassroots construction; this is one of the reasons. After enjoying a life of speaking the truth in China, they felt that speaking nonsense against their conscience was more painful than torture.

In the People's Party, you can say the wrong thing, but you cannot speak nonsense. The standard for speaking the truth is exceptionally simple: say what you see, say what you hear. You cannot speak "guesses," and certainly cannot fabricate stories. Kita Ikki felt that while in China, due to his own petty thoughts and his "obsessions," as well as the fear of being laughed at or being told he was incompetent—these negative remarks—he felt that speaking the truth was not always easy to do.

The problem was that after this tour in China, Kita Ikki deeply felt just how absurd the atmosphere in Japan was. Immediately upon arrival, Okamura Yasuji slapped Kita Ikki with the charge of "spreading untimely remarks." If this were in China, Okamura Yasuji, as a government official, would have already violated the clauses regarding freedom of speech in the Chinese Constitution.

The People's Party and the Chinese people also did not like spreading untimely remarks. For example, the famous writer Zhou Shuren once wrote an article mocking those fellows who pretended to be profound. He satirized people who, when attending a one-month-old baby's celebration, instead of offering New Year's greetings, pretended to be profound by saying nonsense like "this child will eventually die."

Freedom of speech is protected in China. The fellow who speaks nonsense at a baby's celebration might be beaten by the host; that is a personal issue. The state cannot limit freedom of speech; only speech that violates the law will face legal sanctions. And these are sanctions based on the facts of the matter; the government absolutely cannot criticize personal character. Moreover, Kita Ikki hadn't told a single lie.

But in Japan, an untimely statement is itself a tangible crime. This was also something Kita Ikki felt strongly about: if lies have become a means for a country to maintain its existence, then one can only say there is something wrong with this country, something wrong with this era.

Of course, not lying doesn't mean one has to be an arrogant, self-appreciating fool. Kita Ikki smiled and asked, "Why does Okamura-kun say this?"

Okamura Yasuji, wearing that unfathomable smile unique to the Japanese upper class, replied, "Why is Kita-kun spreading the word that the Lushun-Dalian lease agreement expires this year?"

Kita Ikki's expression slowly turned serious. It seemed Okamura Yasuji had indeed come prepared; the question raised was very sharp. Persisting in a lie sometimes doesn't necessarily require telling a huge lie; stopping people from telling the truth is itself part of lying.

If it were in the People's Party, especially in the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army, during the collective brainstorming at pre-war mobilization meetings, there would be a segment for collecting various intelligence. If Kita Ikki told other uninformed comrades at the meeting that the Lushun-Dalian lease agreement expired in 1923, Kita Ikki would receive everyone's praise, not accusation. In Japan, this was a tangible crime.

Okawa Shumei saw that things were going wrong and hurriedly came up to smooth things over. "Kita-kun must be drunk; I saw him come back drunk late last night."

Hearing this excuse made on his behalf, Kita Ikki felt both funny and annoyed. If it were in the People's Party, a guy who dared to attend a meeting drunk would be the one committing a major error; being drunk could absolutely not be used as an excuse to escape responsibility.

Okamura Yasuji gave a light laugh. "Drunk, is he?"

Seeing the situation turn slightly for the better, Okawa Shumei hurriedly invited Okamura Yasuji inside first. "The sun is too strong outside. Go in and have a cup of tea." A few minutes later, in the meeting room Okawa Shumei had specially cleared out, Kita Ikki and Okamura Yasuji sat facing each other, a cup of clear tea placed before each of them.

"Kita-kun, those officers who violated the curfew have already been confined. I see they seem to be trying to hide something for you. I must say, those young men seem to have quite a bit of backbone; they haven't said anything up to now. However, the owner of Matsu-Tsuru-Maru said quite a lot. For the sake of those young men, doesn't Kita-kun have anything to say?" Okamura Yasuji spoke unhurriedly.

Okawa Shumei felt a burst of relief in his heart. Okamura Yasuji's attitude seemed high-pressure, but in reality, it had already softened considerably. If it were a normal situation, he wouldn't have revealed that the young men hadn't said anything, but would have started threatening Kita Ikki with what the young men had supposedly said.

Kita Ikki, however, had a gloomy face. "What the young men and I discussed was all what I saw and heard in China. I wonder what Okamura-kun wants to hear?"

"I want to hear Kita-kun's views on the construction of the Chinese military. According to the owner of Matsu-Tsuru-Maru, Kita-kun said quite a lot yesterday," Okamura Yasuji said leisurely.

"The difference between the Chinese military and the Japanese military is that they are an army where officers and soldiers are equal. There is no privileged class in this army. Everyone has to go through the same selection model, so this army has rational personnel allocation, is well-trained, and appoints people based on ability. It is extremely combat-capable," Kita Ikki said calmly.

Hearing this, Okawa Shumei's face turned ugly. Okamura Yasuji himself had graduated from the Army War College. Even if he wasn't part of the "Saber Group" with immense privileges, he was at least part of the "Tenpo-sen" group of the Army War College, absolutely belonging to the privileged class. Pointing at a monk and cursing a bald donkey—in terms of how untimely the remark was, Kita Ikki had somewhat of a flavor of piercing the heavens.

However, Okamura Yasuji didn't look angry at all. He actually nodded. "So that's how it is. Kita-kun, please continue."

Kita Ikki continued as if he hadn't mocked the Japanese Army at all. "The Chinese army uses conscription. Unless one performs exceptionally well and volunteers to stay in the army, there is a possibility of long-term service. The Chinese government has put great effort into job placement for retired servicemen. From this point of view, the grassroots of the Chinese army is more like a militia. Whether one attended military school from a young age doesn't have much impact on a military career. As it stands now, soldiers with a junior high or high school education who perform well in the troops and become volunteers before going to military school are more likely to be reused in command positions..."

The internal organization of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army was not a particular secret. After all, it was 1923; unless it was an extremely bizarre country, they would at least adopt rhetoric like "appointing people on their merit" in all walks of life. As for things like glass ceilings, they inevitably existed in every country. In human society, the gap between theory and reality has always been huge.

Okamura Yasuji asked about what he didn't understand, without any personal emotion involved. Even if one couldn't say he was chatting happily with Kita Ikki, at least the exchange was natural. As they spoke, the topic turned to the Lushun-Dalian issue. "...Today is already August 29th; there are only the last three months left. Does Kita-kun think war will definitely break out?"

Kita Ikki answered just as crisply. "It takes two to tango. If Japan is unwilling to withdraw from Lushun-Dalian, then war will definitely break out. Based on what I know, the People's Party doesn't even discuss the Lushun-Dalian issue."

Okawa Shumei didn't quite understand. He interjected, "Not discussing the Lushun-Dalian issue? Wouldn't that mean not going to war?"

Okamura Yasuji smiled slightly but didn't speak. Kita Ikki turned to Okawa Shumei. "In the basic stance of the People's Party, national sovereignty is not discussed, and national territorial integrity is not discussed. Since they don't discuss this matter, then they will definitely recover the Lushun-Dalian region at all costs."

Okamura Yasuji politely waited for Kita Ikki to finish explaining the characteristics of the People's Party to Okawa Shumei before continuing to ask, "Then if war breaks out between China and Japan, will China expand the scope of the war?"

Kita Ikki replied, "If Japan wants to expand the scale of the war, then the scale of the war will definitely expand. Based on what I know, the People's Party has not discussed the issue of expanding the war."

Okawa Shumei was stunned again. "Is China going to attack Korea?"

Okamura Yasuji didn't even smile this time. Kita Ikki explained to Okawa Shumei again, "Regarding foreign wars, if the People's Party hasn't discussed it, it means they won't send troops, at least not proactively."

Japan's strategic characteristic was a lack of long-term strategy. Fierce internal strife prevented Japan from reaching an internal consensus, and short-term strategies became the best bargaining chips in the struggle for power and profit. Okawa Shumei was undoubtedly a Japanese person; he simply couldn't understand how the People's Party could be so stable in handling war and diplomacy.

Okamura Yasuji wasn't here to listen to Okawa Shumei act foolishly. He ignored Okawa Shumei completely and said seriously to Kita Ikki, "Can Mr. Kita contact the People's Party? We want to negotiate with them regarding the Lushun-Dalian lease issue."

Kita Ikki had a favorable impression of Okamura Yasuji. This person, even if he was in the "Tenpo-sen" group of the Army, really had the ability to match his status. Regarding Okamura Yasuji's request, Kita Ikki wasn't necessarily unwilling to help, but he knew very well that it was already too late. "Okamura-kun, if a definite withdrawal time is the condition for negotiation, I can help. But the 'we' you speak of, is it the Army Ministry? Or does it represent the government? No matter which side, I don't think they will bring out such conditions. The People's Party understands the Japanese situation very well, especially the Japanese mindset."

Even after being rejected so decisively, Okamura Yasuji didn't get angry, nor was there any anger from embarrassment in his expression. "Kita-kun, in your view, is this war completely unavoidable?"

"Looking at the current situation, I don't see any possibility of avoiding war. The People's Party definitely won't change. Whether it's the Army Ministry or the Navy Ministry, no one dares to bear the infamy of abandoning Lushun-Dalian. Given the current chaotic political mindset in Japan, if Okamura-kun were someone from the People's Party, what would you choose?" After Kita Ikki finished speaking, he picked up his teacup and took a sip, as if he wasn't discussing such a major event as war at all.

Okawa Shumei listened and finally understood completely. It turned out Okamura Yasuji came this time to ask about the possibility of war breaking out again between China and Japan. And Kita Ikki actually believed war was completely unavoidable. His expression immediately became anxious.

Unlike the anxious expression of the bystander, the two people talking, whether Kita Ikki or Okamura Yasuji, didn't have any extreme expressions. Since neither intended to speak nonsense, there was no need to get excited about what changes might happen in the future.

"Then can Kita-kun predict the development of the future situation?" Okamura Yasuji said.

Kita Ikki stood up, took a world map off the wall, and spread it on the table. "If the future Japanese government has enough control, or no control at all, then the war will break out in the Lushun-Dalian region. After a labor-intensive and wealth-draining war, it will be fought until one of the Chinese or Japanese sides can't support it financially. Of course, I personally think Japan will be the first to be unable to support it. Because of the existence of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, China will not actively attack Korea. In terms of international interests, the People's Party is very shrewd."

After finishing the Lushun-Dalian matter, Kita Ikki's finger moved from Lushun-Dalian to the Korea region. "For Japan, the worst-case scenario is that the government has a certain amount of control. After the failure of the war in the Lushun-Dalian region, the government doesn't fall into complete chaos but reaches a consensus. The scale of the war will inevitably expand. The army stationed in Korea shouldn't have the strength to attack China from Korea; the greatest possibility is the navy shelling Chinese coastal cities and intercepting Chinese merchant ships. Such variables mean even the Anglo-Japanese Alliance can't protect Japan. The British want to use the Anglo-Japanese Alliance to stabilize the Far East situation, not to back Japan up. Even if Britain takes a biased stance, it's impossible for them to declare war on China for Japan's sake. And once Japan takes military action against the Chinese mainland, the Chinese army will definitely fight into Korea. When the Japanese army stationed in Korea is completely wiped out, this farce will be over."

Okawa Shumei's face was no longer anxious but dull. Kita Ikki's prediction sounded reasonable yet absurd. Not to mention Kita Ikki insisted that the Japanese army would lose, he also didn't show any approval for the Anglo-Japanese Alliance that Japan relied on for psychological comfort. Listening to Kita Ikki, Japan had already failed before the war. He looked at Kita Ikki, then at Okamura Yasuji, wanting to speak but tongue-tied and unable to say anything. Okawa Shumei once thought he understood Kita Ikki; now he discovered he was wrong.

Okamura Yasuji looked carefully at the map, his gaze patrolling back and forth between Lushun-Dalian and Korea. Finally, he withdrew his gaze and asked seriously, "May I ask Kita-kun, do you think China has completed all war preparations?"

"They have absolutely completed them. This is beyond doubt." Kita Ikki had no intention of deceiving. Having finally met a Japanese person smart enough to be willing to speak the truth, Kita Ikki didn't want to use any false mask to hide his thoughts anymore.

Okamura Yasuji didn't look at the map again. He stood up and bowed slightly to Kita Ikki. "Thank you, Kita-kun, for your advice. I will take my leave now."

Kita Ikki also stood up. "Okamura-kun, I wonder about those young men who were confined..."

"After I go back, I will order their release. They wouldn't say anything, and I have no reason to continue detaining them," Okamura Yasuji replied lightly.

"Many thanks!" Kita Ikki also bowed in greeting.

"It is truly a pity that Kita-kun did not go to the Army War College." Leaving this sentence behind, Okamura Yasuji took his leave.
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Okamura Yasuji was a very smart man. A smart man knows when to speak, but a *very* smart man knows when not to speak at all. As the Army's "China Hand," and responsible for the recent suppression of heterodox thoughts within the General Staff, if it were anyone else who had a deep conversation with Kita Ikki, they would either immediately find a way to kill Kita Ikki or excitedly rush to the Army Ministry to offer plans. Okamura Yasuji did neither; he continued his work as if he had never met Kita Ikki. Regarding the heresy in the army, Okamura Yasuji focused on intimidation. Arrests were made, but those arrested were released after a slight reprimand. For Okamura Yasuji, this thorny task was a shortcut to future benefits.

The Army Ministry, of course, did not know that Okamura Yasuji, who came from the "Tenpo Coin" group, was acting this way. Katsura Taro was long dead, and Katsura's teacher Yamagata Aritomo had also passed away. The one now in charge of the Army Ministry's house was Tanaka Giichi. Tanaka Giichi was not only a famous soldier but also had a unique political vision.

The struggle between the Army and Navy had reached a white-hot stage. The Prime Minister after Takahashi Korekiyo, Yamamoto Gonnohyoe, was a Navy man, and also someone whom Yamagata Aritomo had once ruthlessly purged. The "Siemens Scandal" of corruption in the Navy Ministry at the end of 1913 had dealt a huge blow to the Navy's power. As a Japanese Navy elder who had promoted Togo Heihachiro, Yamamoto Gonnohyoe had not been involved in the matter, yet he was forced into the reserves. The Navy faction suffered a heavy blow.

However, the rise of China had saved the Navy faction. After the Army suffered a series of defeats, Takahashi Korekiyo came to power. Upon taking office, Takahashi Korekiyo reorganized the Japanese order, suppressed the Army's factions, and even prepared to abolish the Japanese General Staff. Although he did not accomplish this in the end, the power of the Army Ministry was greatly weakened. The Army Ministry, originally in chaos internally, was finally forced to elect a new leader, Tanaka Giichi.

Tanaka Giichi did not directly launch a confrontation with the Navy Ministry but chose a policy bordering on "dying down." Do not actively stir up trouble, do not actively expand the Army Ministry's power, but absolutely do not make concessions. This was the strategy Tanaka Giichi chose.

On the Lüda issue, Tanaka Giichi ordered the entire Army Ministry to absolutely not speak out. Lüda was a naval base; whether to give up Lüda was inherently the Navy Ministry's business. The Army Ministry initially did not understand why Tanaka Giichi did this, but with China's tough attitude, the Japanese public had a strong reaction to the Lüda issue.

It was the Japanese Army that had spent untold hardships to conquer Port Arthur; this was the spoil of war Japan had gained after the Russo-Japanese War. Now, to obediently hand it back to the Chinese, the Japanese public naturally held a strong opposing attitude. The Yamamoto Gonnohyoe cabinet knew they could not hold Lüda, nor could they go to full-scale war with China over it. However, "public opinion" was opposing them; Japan's intense mindset of expansion did not allow giving up any piece of land they had swallowed. The government felt this matter was extremely thorny.

Facing the government's "silence," the public had no other recourse, so the Army, which could oppose the Navy Ministry, became the object of the people's expectations again. Many young people began to petition the Army Ministry, asking the Army Ministry to come forward and stop the government from returning the Lüda region to China. Facing this political change within the country, Tanaka Giichi again issued a strict order to the Army Ministry: "Absolutely no comments or attitudes regarding the Lüda issue are permitted."

The smart guys in the Army Ministry had already understood Tanaka Giichi's approach. As long as the Army Ministry remained silent, all pressure would fall on the Navy's head. This pressure would only become heavier, and the Navy Ministry's choices would become fewer and fewer.

"What if the Navy Ministry wins in a future war..." some not-so-smart Army Ministry soldiers also asked Tanaka Giichi.

"Then let them win," Tanaka Giichi answered extremely crisply. "We in the Army Ministry have already bled for Lüda; now is not the time for us to speak."
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August 30, 1923, Japanese Prime Minister Yamamoto Gonnohyoe convened a cabinet meeting to discuss the Lüda issue. Led by Tanaka Giichi, the Ministry of War collectively imitated Xu Shu entering Cao Cao's camp—saying nothing. The entire meeting lacked fierce debate, instead appearing lifeless.

Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo went back and forth with just two words: no money.

Foreign Minister Makino Nobuaki had been viciously insulted by People's Party Propaganda Minister Zhang Yu in Paris a few years ago, and he personally regarded this as a humiliation. Regarding whether to go to war with China, Makino Nobuaki's heart naturally supported war. However, just as Zhang Yu had maliciously mocked back then, Japan could currently rely only on the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. If a full-scale war broke out between China and Japan, let alone holding the Lüda region, Japan feared that even Korea would be completely lost. Makino Nobuaki reported the diplomatic results obtained from Britain to the cabinet.

"The British resolutely oppose China resolving the Lüda issue by military means." Every time Makino Nobuaki mentioned the British, he felt a faint displeasure in his heart. As a 62-year-old veteran diplomat this year, having a young man more than twenty years his junior point at his nose and mock him saying "Japan goes crying to its British daddy whenever there's trouble," Makino Nobuaki truly could not forget Zhang Yu's meanness and malice.

The faces of the cabinet members looked much better, but Makino Nobuaki continued, "The British side also explicitly stated that if a military conflict between China and Japan occurs only in the Lüda region, Britain will not conduct any substantive intervention."

Hearing that "British Daddy" refused to help, the faces of the Japanese cabinet members immediately turned ugly again. Tanaka Giichi snickered inwardly; the Ministry of War didn't believe the British would help at all. Being able to get Britain to publicly issue a statement opposing China's use of force was enough to show that Makino Nobuaki's work was outstanding. Of course, Tanaka Giichi would absolutely not praise Makino Nobuaki like this.

"The British stated that if China takes the initiative to attack Korea, they will submit the matter of China invading Japan to the League of Nations." Makino Nobuaki brought out his greatest diplomatic achievement.

This could be considered good news; at least the British expressed their adherence to the bottom line of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. However, Makino Nobuaki soon brought out new bad news, "The British privately stated that if Japan shells Chinese coastal cities, Britain also will not accept Japan blockading China's maritime trade routes."

Tanaka Giichi could be considered quite self-restrained. Although a mocking smile appeared on his face, he forced himself to hold back and didn't make a sound. But just because War Minister Tanaka Giichi didn't speak didn't mean no one wanted to drag him into the water. Minister of Communications Inukai Tsuyoshi opened his mouth and said, "Does Tanaka-kun have anything to say?"

"No," Tanaka Giichi immediately replied.

"Does the Ministry of War have no thoughts on this at all?" Inukai Tsuyoshi continued.

"This is a diplomatic issue; what thoughts can the Ministry of War have?" Tanaka Giichi lightly pushed the responsibility completely away, as if the Ministry of War never interfered in Japanese diplomacy.

The cabinet members were all incredibly shrewd fellows; how could they not see the Ministry of War's thoughts? Everyone looked at each other, mostly with expressions of being unable to speak. No matter who it was, they all understood one thing: no one present had the ability to bear this responsibility.

Japan could not give up any land it had obtained or territory it occupied. The Ministry of War was once majestic, but after the current Cabinet Prime Minister Yamamoto Gonnohyoe was ruthlessly hit by Yamagata Aritomo using the "Siemens Incident", the Ministry of Navy's reputation was swept away, reaching a point where it could almost not be maintained. But the Ministry of War's victory did not last long. After the disastrous defeat caused by attacking Qingdao controlled by the People's Party, they also encountered fierce opposition. Having lost over a hundred thousand men around the Northeast China campaign, the Ministry of War's reputation was also swept away.

For the current Japan, any government that "forfeited sovereignty and humiliated the nation" could not have a good end. Even if the failure was due to insufficient strength, it would lead to the collapse of the entire faction. The Japanese public could not understand the issue of the expiration of the "lease term" for the Lüda region. Even if they knew, they would not allow the Lushun Fortress, which was seized at the cost of tens of thousands of Japanese soldiers' lives, to be obediently handed over to the People's Party. If it was just to pointlessly occupy it for these ten-plus years, why pay the price of so many human lives back then?

Tanaka Giichi was very smart; he knew when not to speak. And he ordered the Ministry of War to be equally silent. According to Japanese custom, the person who speaks must bear the responsibility. Or rather, the Ministry of Navy, which was now gradually dominating Japanese politics, had to bear the responsibility.

Yamamoto Gonnohyoe lowered his gaze. He had discussed this matter with the Ministry of Navy many times. The Ministry of Navy's strategic deduction results were not discouraging. If the entire Combined Fleet were placed in the Lüda region to block the People's Party's attack with fierce artillery fire, the Ministry of Navy believed there was still a chance of victory. But this involved another problem, which was also the most fatal problem. Naval sorties required a large amount of money. With the fiscal budget provided by Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo, the Navy would exhaust the entire country's military budget with just three months of sorties. Even if the Ministry of War tightened their belts one by one and didn't eat or drink, if this war exceeded three months, they would have to issue national bonds again to sustain the war. Holding Lushun might maintain Japan's face. But such a war could not have any benefits.

Originally, Japan hoped that Britain would intervene in China based on the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, but the British attitude greatly disappointed Yamamoto Gonnohyoe. Britain could not provide any support at all. At least if war broke out in the Lüda region, Britain could not provide any support.

"Are the British not prepared to join the mediation?" Yamamoto Gonnohyoe asked Foreign Minister Makino Nobuaki.

"The British have clearly stated that if it is merely a military conflict in the Lüda region, they will not intervene in the war." Makino Nobuaki answered very crisply. At such a time, any inaccurate hint would lead to catastrophic consequences, and Makino Nobuaki was very clear about this.

"Then what is the attitude of the Chinese side?" Yamamoto Gonnohyoe asked. The Japanese government had already sent a delegation to contact China.

Makino Nobuaki did not personally go to negotiate with China. Firstly, the negotiation with Britain was more important. Secondly, Makino Nobuaki didn't want to see Zhang Yu's face ever again. "The Chinese side's reply is that if there is a clear timetable for troop withdrawal, they can discuss the withdrawal issue with us. If there is no clear timetable for troop withdrawal, they will not have any contact with us regarding this issue. The Chinese side also explicitly stated that if it reaches December 31, 1923, and no withdrawal agreement has been reached between China and Japan, they will unilaterally take military action."

After Makino Nobuaki finished speaking about the current situation without ambiguity, the Japanese cabinet fell into a deathly silence. Facing the new Chinese government, which was completely different from the Manchu Qing and the Beiyang, Japan was truly at its wit's end. The People's Party used military power as a backing to push political policies, and the Japanese government found itself helpless. Theoretically, military victory could determine everything, but in terms of the current situation, the Japanese army could sustain the war, but could not win it.

Yamamoto Gonnohyoe turned to look at Takahashi Korekiyo. "Takahashi-kun, is the European and American bond market willing to accept Japanese war bonds this time?" During the Russo-Japanese War last time, it was thanks to Takahashi Korekiyo's efforts that a large amount of war bonds were issued, allowing Japan to obtain funds for victory. In the European war that ended a few years ago, Japan obtained huge profits. It even turned from a debtor nation into a creditor nation in one fell swoop. If it was borrowing debt, Japan could still afford it. More importantly, once foreign countries were willing to accept Japanese war bonds, it meant that Japan could get foreign support.

"The United States resolutely does not accept any war bonds related to Japan and China. The speculators in the US market are asking for prices that are too low and completely mismatched with the returns of this war. The attitudes of the British and French markets are very ambiguous. Investors now value German bonds more and are not willing to participate in new risks at all." Takahashi Korekiyo originally opposed meaningless wars. After hitting walls everywhere despite his efforts, he spoke very directly.

The faces of the cabinet members became even uglier. If they could not get foreign support, the prospects of this war would become even bleaker. Facing the terrible situation before them, all Japanese cabinet members could only be passively silent or actively silent.

After a long time, Yamamoto Gonnohyoe asked Tanaka Giichi, "Tanaka-kun, what thoughts does the Ministry of War have on the prospects of the war?"

Tanaka Giichi knew that this was exactly the time for him to speak, so he answered straightforwardly, "The Ministry of War has insufficient troops. The Ministry of War's troops have already been exhausted in Korea. Therefore, we cannot bring out any troops to defend the Lushun Fortress to the death. Moreover, the Ministry of War has made several deductions regarding such a war from top to bottom, and truly cannot find any possibility of victory."

"Is the Ministry of War just giving up like this?" Yamamoto Gonnohyoe asked. Although this sounded like a questioning, the Ministry of Navy really had no confidence at this time. Since warships couldn't go ashore, a war on land that was only maintained within the range of naval guns was meaningless. Moreover, how many shells did naval guns have? Not to mention that the barrels of naval guns had a lifespan limit and simply could not fire non-stop like the army's artillery.

"Now the Army can only sustain combat by relying on sea transport, so whatever the Army says is meaningless. Does Your Excellency the Prime Minister want to start a full-scale war with China? Do you want to send the Army from Korea and fight all the way to the Lüda region?" Tanaka Giichi asked back.

All cabinet members except for the Ministry of War faction looked at Tanaka Giichi with a look of disgust. In terms of invading China, the Ministry of War was once the biggest advocate. But now Tanaka Giichi was actually disguising himself as an anti-war pioneer. If not for the Army's incompetence, the entire Northeast China should have been under Japanese control by now. With the current situation, Japan simply did not have the ability to launch a full-scale war against China. Choosing war meant no possibility of victory. Choosing peace would lead to strong pressure from within Japan. The Japanese cabinet members looked at each other one by one. No one could say a word.

The cabinet meeting could only choose to reconvene in three days. Because tomorrow, which was September 1st, Crown Prince Hirohito was going to hold a garden party. Many members of the cabinet had to attend.
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On August 31, 1923, Okamura Yasuji entertained two important guests: Nagata Tetsuzan and Obata Toshirō.

"Tomorrow, Crown Prince Hirohito will host a garden party to entertain foreign ministers and cabinet ministers. I have been ordered by His Highness the Crown Prince to go to the Imperial Palace to serve as a guard," Okamura Yasuji said slowly as he poured tea for the other two. The tea leaves were a gift from Kita Ikki to Okamura Yasuji, much more fragrant than Japanese tea. However, the three of them drank it slowly like plain water, not feeling anything special about it.

In 1921, all three had visited Europe as military officers and formed a secret pact in Baden-Baden, Germany. They swore to oppose the Choshu clique in the army, overthrow Tanaka Giichi, who was already faintly becoming the leader of the army, and support the Crown Prince's ascension. When this covenant was formed, the person standing guard at the door was Tojo Hideki. In addition to these three core members, they also gathered young talents who did not belong to the Choshu domain, such as Umezu Yoshijirō, Yamashita Tomoyuki, Isogai Rensuke, Matsui Iwane, Nakamura Kotaro, Nakajima Kesago, and Shimomura Sadamu, forming a secret organization.

Over the past few years, this small organization had fully utilized the chaos in Japan to strive to expand its scale. Kita Ikki's ability to return to Japan was certainly because someone in the Japanese upper echelons wanted to use him, but the efforts of this small organization could not be ignored either.

If anyone else heard that Okamura Yasuji had been specifically summoned by the Crown Prince, they would have long felt jealous, but Nagata Tetsuzan and Obata Toshirō had no such reaction at all. Nagata Tetsuzan said frankly, "Then I'll leave it to you, Okamura-kun. Now we must stabilize the Crown Prince's position and absolutely cannot let those with ulterior motives pull any tricks."

Emperor Meiji could be considered a rare one among Japanese emperors over the past thousand years; even if he couldn't be said to hold great power, he could still influence Japan's political situation. However, Japan had a strong tradition of a figurehead monarch. Back then, a group of local feudal lords used the Emperor's name to get rid of the Tokugawa Shogunate, and then they wanted to continue to completely sideline the Emperor. The guys in the Ministry of War paid lip service to loyalty to the Emperor, but their actions often ran counter to it. For example, the late Yamagata Aritomo completely opposed the current Emperor Taisho, and was extremely detested by Taisho. But it wasn't just Yamagata Aritomo who wanted to completely sideline the Emperor; the Ministry of War, the Ministry of Navy, the Cabinet, and the bureaucratic group stood on almost the same ground in this regard.

In all fairness, Okamura Yasuji, Nagata Tetsuzan, and Obata Toshirō might not be such loyal subjects to the Emperor either, but with the victorious experience of the Meiji era, if they could effectively use the Emperor's name, it would be of great benefit for seizing power.

Regarding Nagata Tetsuzan's exhortation, Okamura Yasuji slowly replied, "I will definitely do my best on this point."

Obata Toshirō was worried about something else. "Okamura-kun, from what you can see, can this person Kita Ikki be used by us?"

Okamura Yasuji slowly shook his head. "This person can absolutely not be used by us. He has been in China for too long; I can only say he has become more like a Chinese person. However, Kita Ikki's understanding is far beyond that of ordinary Japanese people, which is a pity."

"If the situation continues like this, Japan's opportunities and national destiny from the Meiji era will completely disappear," Nagata Tetsuzan said decisively. Unlike other Japanese soldiers, Nagata Tetsuzan did not brag about the Yamato race or Bushido spirit at all, but hit the nail on the head regarding the essence of Japan's rise: "Opportunity and National Destiny."

Japan's rise was completely built on the foundation of China's weakness. Coupled with the scramble for the Far East by European and American powers, Japan was able to suddenly flourish in such a situation. However, a China capable of defending itself would completely shatter Japan's opportunities and national destiny. Nagata Tetsuzan saw this very clearly.

Such a smart guy as Okamura Yasuji certainly fully agreed with Nagata Tetsuzan's view. He continued to speak slowly and methodically, "I think Kita Ikki's meaning is very clear. He wants China and Japan to form an alliance. Utilizing the conflict between China and the European and American powers to expand greater space for Japan. I am not optimistic about this idea at all. An equal relationship can absolutely not exist between China and Japan. I think you gentlemen would also absolutely not accept a Japan that lives under China."

The other two nodded seriously. Japan had waited so hard for the current opportunity, but the sudden rise of the People's Party completely disrupted Japan's original plans. Nagata Tetsuzan was a recognized talent in the Japanese Ministry of War. After graduating from the Army War College, Nagata Tetsuzan was immediately assigned to the Department of the Inspector General of Military Training. Soon, he revealed his talent and was the main drafter of the "Military Education Order." The then Chief of the Department (equal in status to the Vice Minister of War and the Vice Chief of the General Staff), Lieutenant General Hongo Fusataro, was greatly surprised and full of praise when he saw that this fledgling Lieutenant Nagata could actually take on such an epoch-making grand plan that covered the education of the entire army.

In 1913, Nagata was promoted to Captain. In the ten years since then, he was sent to Europe three times, for a total of six years. He was an extremely intelligent person with a strong thirst for knowledge. coupled with a solid foundation in German, it was during the First World War. He paid close attention to the war situation, and at the same time conducted in-depth comparative research on the strategic resources, industrial standards, and the total mobilization system of various countries that invested their manpower, financial resources, and material resources to exert the function of total war. In 1920, he submitted a content-rich "National General Mobilization Opinion" to the Japanese Army authorities, which was praised by General Ugaki Kazushige, who served as Minister of War twice from the late Taisho to the early Showa period, as even more brilliant than the total war theory of German General Ludendorff.

But nothing could ignore reality. After the People's Party curbed the trend of China's sinking, this "National General Mobilization Opinion" became a joke. Even with the limit of Japan's power that could be mobilized by this plan, it would only be 8 million troops. The People's Party maintained a standing army of 5.5 million in peacetime. Okamura Yasuji was a China expert, and the results of his investigation made Nagata Tetsuzan feel painful. The Chinese army had a three-year service period, and retired soldiers received quite good treatment. China's reserves and local militia organizations, according to the mobilization ratio of 4% for ordinary countries, once a full-scale war broke out between China and Japan, China's population of 600 million could mobilize up to 24 million troops with military experience. The sheer number was three times that of Japan.

Nagata Tetsuzan was no fool; he would not believe the nonsense that one Japanese soldier could fight at least two Chinese soldiers. Even if a 1:2 war of attrition could be carried out between China and Japan, if all 8 million Japanese troops died in China in exchange for the lives of 16 million Chinese soldiers, China would still have 8 million troops in hand. If Japan lost 8 million able-bodied men, China wouldn't even need to take the initiative to attack; a country with a population of less than 60 million like Japan would collapse on its own.

And what the People's Party displayed was not just powerful mobilization capability, but also that determination to fight to the end. The reason why Nagata Tetsuzan, Okamura Yasuji, and Obata Toshirō wanted to establish a strong emperor system was largely influenced by China. East Asian countries found it easier to understand the concept of a strong leader. Nagata Tetsuzan firmly believed that the People's Party Chairman Chen Ke ruling over China was one of the biggest reasons for China's rise in such a short period. A powerful leader could naturally lead a country onto the correct path. Viewing China from a Japanese perspective, once Chen Ke issued the order to fight to the last man, the Chinese army would carry out this order to the end. The huge disadvantage brought by the population gap between Japan and China would be completely exposed in front of such incomparable determination.

Moreover, another problem was Chen Ke's age. This Chinese leader was too young. In 1923, he was only 43 years old, four years older than Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji, and five years older than Obata Toshirō. Such a person would have at least 20 more years of ruling time. If he lived to be 84 like Yamagata Aritomo who died the year before last, then he could still wield power in China for 40 years. Although anyone could make mistakes, based on Chen Ke's performance so far, Nagata Tetsuzan did not dare to have such fantasies.

Every time he compared the situation between China and Japan, Nagata Tetsuzan felt a sense of despair. This sense of powerlessness brought by despair instead ignited the passion of Nagata Tetsuzan and the others. Now there was a very "traitorous" view within the Japanese upper echelons. Those defeatists even thought that if Japan had not persecuted China so excessively in the Treaty of Shimonoseki, if there had been no Eight-Nation Alliance invasion of China bringing great humiliation to China, then it might very well still be the Manchu court on stage now. Without the People's Party led by Chen Ke, facing such a weak and internally conflicted China, Japan could still easily gain the upper hand. From this perspective, Japan's rise only served to stimulate China.

This kind of remark seemed full of mockery towards China, but in essence, it was a truly defeatist attitude. Nagata Tetsuzan believed that no matter how much luck and national destiny played a part in Japan's rise, it was also the result of countless Japanese soldiers risking their lives. Those guys who bowed their heads and admitted defeat now, pushing everything onto some unseen will of heaven, should all be punished by heaven.

Nagata Tetsuzan said seriously, "Okamura-kun, please make it clear to His Highness Hirohito no matter what, China is by no means invincible. As long as Japan is united as one, we are not without opportunities. Tanaka Giichi is certainly unreliable, but there are definitely people in the Ministry of War who are truly working for the country."

Obata Toshirō nodded repeatedly, but what he said seemed unrelated to this. "It seems we must make concessions on the Lüda matter, but absolutely no retreat can be made regarding Korea. How does Kita Ikki view this matter?"

"Chen Ke shows no signs of being confused at all. Kita Ikki firmly believes that if we do not send troops from Korea, China will absolutely not take the initiative to attack Korea," Okamura Yasuji said with a hint of dissatisfaction characteristic of an egoist. "So no matter what the fighting looks like in the Lüda region, it is impossible to trigger foreign intervention."

This answer made the three outstanding Japanese soldiers very resentful. The People's Party was as experienced and cunning as a poisonous snake hiding deep in a hole. Any external changes seemed unable to make them lose their bearings. On this point, Japan had no opportunity to exploit at all. To finish off China, there would have to be a worldwide siege like the Eight-Nation Alliance, but China simply did not give Japan such an opportunity. The British were unwilling to pull chestnuts out of the fire, and as for the American attitude towards Japan, what they were doing now was comprehensively suppressing the Anglo-Japanese Alliance.

Nagata Tetsuzan didn't want to waste words either. He asked Okamura Yasuji, "What do the young officers think?"

"Very dissatisfied," replied Okamura Yasuji, who was in charge of intelligence work. "Dissatisfaction with the Choshu domain is the mainstream. Casualties in Korea are so high, and the morale of the troops is getting lower and lower. The lower the fighting will, the worse the combat effectiveness of the troops; the worse the combat effectiveness, the more people die. The more people die, the lower the morale. This is already a vicious cycle. Without a complete change in the system, there will be no solution. So I am very interested in Kita Ikki's views. No matter how absurd his starting point is, this person has real substance in terms of rebuilding the Japanese order. At least he grasped one point, which is to overthrow the zaibatsu and focus on grassroots construction."

"Grassroots construction?" Nagata Tetsuzan sneered. "The Seiyukai, the political party factions, and that Inukai Tsuyoshi are still shouting for universal suffrage! Is this Japan's grassroots construction? The People's Party makes sense on this matter. If universal suffrage is simply opened up, it will be whoever has money who can take the stage. In the end, it's just the zaibatsu changing their brand to come on stage. Is it capital controlling power, or power controlling capital? This is the essential question. And this power, does it come from the people's pursuit of money and capital, or from the state's pursuit of productivity development? This is an even bigger question."

Borrowing the wisdom of the People's Party was a common occurrence recently in such a small group. Okamura Yasuji could even recite large sections of many People's Party documents. Modern industrial countries were all huge organizations that integrated the entire country into the state capital operating system, and no industrial country could bypass the issue of people's power.

"In the final analysis, Japan's power must be in the hands of patriots. None of those rich people are worth trusting," Nagata Tetsuzan said loudly.

"I have already made arrangements for these issues within the scope of my authority," Okamura Yasuji replied slowly. "We need time; what we lack most is time."

"Then let Tanaka Giichi go mess around for now. We must gather our strength within the army," Nagata Tetsuzan replied.

"Then are we going to Korea? We absolutely cannot lose Korea now. The Ministry of War actually acquiesced to the withdrawal regarding the Lüda matter this time, but what if the Ministry of Navy expands the war completely?" Obata Toshirō asked.

This question was indeed an extremely annoying matter. Japan could not afford a full-scale war; anyone who wasn't a fool knew that. The Ministry of Navy seemed to never engage in meaningless wars, but now that the Ministry of Navy was in power, they were forced by domestic public opinion to a point where they really couldn't make any concessions. Even if the Ministry of Navy smashed the pot and acted like a coward, the People's Party would still attack the Lüda region without hesitation. If the Ministry of Navy, under strong domestic public opinion pressure, jumped over the wall like a desperate dog and used the navy to attack Chinese coastal cities, expanding the scale of the war from the Lüda region to a full-scale war, it would instead be an extremely dangerous matter.

Although Tanaka Giichi was a big bastard, in terms of vision, he ordered the Ministry of War not to speak on this matter and also minimized the war clamor originating from the Ministry of War as much as possible. In terms of political wisdom, he indeed did not disgrace his status as the head of the Army.

"To win the war, we must avoid war," Obata Toshirō said with some difficulty. Back then, the Beiyang Fleet forced Japan to the point of suffocation. At that time, Japan was united as one and finally got rid of the Beiyang Fleet. Now it seemed that Japan had to sleep on brushwood and taste gall again.

Nagata Tetsuzan said with a cold face, "On this point, please make it clear to His Highness Hirohito, Okamura-kun. Tanaka Giichi's current actions are for personal goals. And although we also support doing this, we are truly doing it for the future of the country."

"Please rest assured on this point, Nagata-kun," Okamura Yasuji answered very seriously.
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There has always been a saying in Japan that Emperor Taisho, who was still on the throne in 1923, had been sickly since childhood. He suffered from meningitis which left sequelae, and at the age of 40, he suffered from cerebral thrombosis, which turned into mental illness. When the illness attacked, the Emperor would often behave ridiculously in public. For example, while watching a military exercise, he would suddenly run down from the reviewing stand, open a soldier's backpack and rummage through it. Once, when attending the opening ceremony of the Diet, on a whim, he giggled while rolling up his speech into a cylinder, placing it over his eye like a telescope, and staring wildly at the foreign envoys. The elder statesmen felt that he could no longer make a fool of himself and lose face for the Japanese people, so in 1921, they decided to have Crown Prince Hirohito serve as Regent. In his later years, Emperor Taisho was already in a state of mental derangement.

However, there is also a theory that Taisho was actually quite healthy. But he was engaged in a fierce struggle with the various factional genro of Japan, and all factions from top to bottom wanted to curtail the immense power that Meiji possessed. Therefore, many of Taisho's "misconducts" were actually the result of Taisho's struggle with the cliques.

From the perspective of historical materialism, struggle exists eternally. Just like action and reaction, these seemingly contradictory and opposing sides cannot exist unilaterally, just as isolated and static things can absolutely not exist unilaterally. So regardless of what kind of person Taisho really was, in the struggle with the powerful ministers, the final outcome of the Crown Prince becoming Regent declared Taisho's failure.

"Your Highness! Good day!" At the Akasaka Detached Palace in Tokyo, the 39-year-old Okamura Yasuji bowed seriously to the 22-year-old Regent Crown Prince Hirohito.

Hirohito wore a formal suit, not a Western suit, but the kind of military-style clothing that Japan imitated from European royalty. It is rare to find fat people among 22-year-old Japanese, and coupled with the good training of the royal family, the splendid clothes, and the hair cut short almost to the scalp like a soldier, Hirohito looked very spirited. Hirohito liked the army very much. During his childhood and adolescence, the principals of the schools Hirohito attended were Nogi Maresuke and Togo Heihachiro, which gave this young man the unique enthusiasm and "confidence" of a second-rate enthusiast for military affairs.

"Okamura-kun, would you prefer to stand inside the room, or walk around with me?" Hirohito asked Okamura Yasuji with a smile.

"Whatever Your Highness commands," Okamura Yasuji said with gratitude. Standing inside the room referred to an official position like a guard for the entire garden party, while walking around meant the status of Hirohito's attendant. Theoretically, the latter seemed to be able to effectively improve Okamura Yasuji's status, but Okamura Yasuji did not really want to act as Hirohito's attendant. Sometimes, showing off one's relationship with the upper echelons too much would only create more enemies.

Crown Prince Hirohito looked at the thin-faced Okamura Yasuji and suddenly smiled. "Okamura-kun, you should walk with me. There are some things I want to ask you."

This way of handling things was considered the mildest. Both being a guard or an attendant would bring trouble to Okamura Yasuji. As someone he valued, Hirohito also did not want to create too much unnecessary trouble for Okamura Yasuji.

In terms of political struggle, although Hirohito was young, he was not a completely inexperienced fledgling. In 1918, when the 17-year-old Hirohito entered his youth, his marriage was naturally brought up. Nagako, Princess Kuni, was internally decided as the Crown Princess, and the marriage was planned for that year. However, Yamagata Aritomo, a genro figure who held sway over the government at the time, opposed the marriage on the grounds that Nagako's mother was colorblind, believing that Nagako's family genetics were poor. As a result, the disturbance over this marriage lasted for a full year and a half with neither side giving in. In the end, Hirohito overcame all dissenting opinions and decided to take Nagako as his wife, while Yamagata Aritomo was forced to resign due to this incident. In Japan, as long as power is involved, trivial matters can become the key to the rise and fall of certain big figures. With his own marriage as practice, Hirohito thoroughly understood this point.

It was also after this incident that Okamura Yasuji and others decided to support Hirohito. To get rid of the deeply entrneched Choshu Domain in Japan, they could only rely on the power of the future Emperor. This was also the reason why Okamura Yasuji, Nagata Tetsuzan, and others swore to support Hirohito, who was now the Regent Crown Prince, to formally ascend the throne.

The conversation between Hirohito and Okamura Yasuji in the garden naturally attracted the attention of many people, but for such matters, instead of holding secret talks, it was better to meet openly like this. As long as no one was eavesdropping at close range, the action itself was enough to make the guys who dominated Japan's fate have many associations. As for whether the positive or negative effect of this on Okamura Yasuji was greater, that would depend on the will of Amaterasu Omikami.

"Okamura-kun, what are your thoughts on the Lushun-Dalian issue?" Hirohito's question was actually very simple. As a disciple of Nogi Maresuke, the great hero of the Battle of Port Arthur, and Togo Heihachiro of the Russo-Japanese naval battle, Hirohito believed that he definitely could not be called ignorant of military affairs. Therefore, this Regent Crown Prince was not satisfied with the many discussions in the cabinet.

"Your Highness, now is not the time to start a war with China," Okamura Yasuji immediately answered seriously. If anyone wants to be a fool, let those guys go be fools. Something that cannot be done simply cannot be done; for Okamura Yasuji and those behind him, this was merely a fact.

"But General Tanaka's attitude is very strange." Hirohito also did not believe that Japan currently had the power to compete with China for the Lushun-Dalian area. Although dissatisfied, this Crown Prince was not an overly stubborn guy.

"General Tanaka's attitude is more for himself. Hasn't Your Highness heard the news that General Tanaka is preparing to enter politics?" When it was time to stab Tanaka Giichi in the back, Okamura Yasuji knew exactly what to say.

"General Tanaka wants to enter politics?" Hirohito had really heard this news for the first time. He frowned slightly, feeling very suspicious in his heart.

"At least the news I received is indeed so," Okamura Yasuji said seriously. Party politics is currently the most popular thing in Japan. There are already many rumors in the Army Ministry that Tanaka Giichi is preparing to give up the title of Marshal to enter politics and gain the power to lead Japan through party politics. Although Tanaka Giichi might really want to destroy party politics through party struggle, in Okamura Yasuji's view, this was purely messing around.

After thinking for a while, Hirohito's once tightly furrowed brows suddenly relaxed. He laughed: "Then I can only wait and see."

The backstabbing that needed to be done had been done, so Okamura Yasuji did not continue to fan the flames.

After talking for a while, Hirohito smiled and said, "Okamura-kun, I believe in your loyalty."

"Thank you, Your Highness," Okamura Yasuji immediately replied. He knew that this conversation had ended.

For the rest of the time, Okamura Yasuji stood guard outside the gate of the garden party like a wooden stake. Whether it was the people specifically responsible for guarding or those high-ranking Japanese officials, they all looked at Okamura Yasuji with unfriendly eyes. However, Okamura Yasuji did not care at all. If one wants to continue climbing up in Japan, this kind of situation will definitely not happen only once or twice. One must swim across the boundless ocean of malice to reach the shore of victory. Okamura Yasuji was very clear about this.

Envoys from various countries had already arrived at the scene of the garden party one after another, including the Chinese ambassador to Japan. Many people noticed Okamura Yasuji sticking out in the group of guards at the door. This thin Japanese colonel was not wearing the uniform of the Imperial Guard, so his lonely figure was particularly eye-catching. The ambassadors were all extremely shrewd people. This abnormal appearance forced people to notice Okamura Yasuji, but no one showed a reaction different from usual. Although many people committed Okamura Yasuji's appearance to memory.

Garden parties equivalent to state banquets were basically nonsense. Unless someone wanted to deliberately create a topic, everyone tacitly said some probing words to each other, and then gave some ambiguous answers to other inquirers. Around 11 o'clock, Regent Crown Prince Hirohito delivered the traditional welcome speech, and then the ambassadors of various countries began to find people to chat with according to their needs.

Not long after the chatting began, it was noon, and the foreign envoys were being entertained. Amidst the joyous exchanges between hosts and guests, a violent, sudden tremor came from deep underground. "Earthquake!" The thought immediately popped into everyone's mind. In earthquake-prone Japan, it is common for the earth to shake, but the violence of this shaking was truly unlike anything seen before. Everyone felt as if they were riding a small boat on the sea, tossing about. Some guests in poor health even lost their balance for a moment and slipped to the ground. Then the entire ground vibrated like a wild horse, and the sound of violent collisions came from the beams and windows. Everyone's face changed color. If this group of people were not envoys from various countries, the agile ones among them would probably have started rushing out the door to avoid the earthquake.

However, many maids in the garden party did not have the composure of the ambassadors and Japanese big shots. They could not help but scream. Amidst the screams of women and the low exclamations of men, the earth continued to shake violently and uncontrollably. It was unknown how long it took before it gradually returned to calm. Every guest's face was pale; they had never felt such a strong earthquake.

Before the shaking earth and clinking bowls and chopsticks had completely returned to absolute calm, Hirohito disregarded etiquette and stumbled out to the garden outside the hall. He saw a scene like a landslide and earth crack. The newly completed 12-story Tokyo Tower "was snapped in two like a matchstick"; countless tall buildings collapsed in an instant. Tokyo suddenly appeared low and empty.

The Akasaka Detached Palace had extremely high earthquake resistance and did not collapse. However, many biographers later wrote one after another that in the courtyard of the Detached Palace, where aftershocks continued, Hirohito's expression was dull and he was "dazed". This was not a description but a record. Japan's Regent Crown Prince Hirohito was staring blankly just as the words described, as if he were merely an earthquake victim too.

Okamura Yasuji recovered extremely quickly from the panic of the earthquake. Since he was acting as a guard, he was standing at the door. He could see the entire earthquake scene more clearly. Outside the Akasaka Detached Palace was a large open area, from which one could see the appearance of Tokyo almost at a glance. That was truly a hellish scene. Reinforced concrete, brick and wood, pure wood, traditional Japanese wooden structures with papered windows—all kinds of buildings jumped and twisted in an instant. If the traditional Japanese houses were merely swaying, those new-style buildings began to show huge cracks during the shaking, and then snapped or collapsed like a dream. The Tokyo that Okamura Yasuji saw seemed to scatter like a house of cards, and the scattered pieces formed a bizarre and motley appearance in various shapes.

Then, columns of silvery-white water suddenly rose from the ground, rushing high into the sky like beautiful fountains. Rainbows appeared in the scattering water mist.

Okamura Yasuji was not deceived by this beautiful illusion. He knew that was the result of the underground water pipes rupturing. However, for the water pipes buried underground to suffer such thorough destruction, how great was the destructive power of this earthquake?

"Protect Your Highness!" This was Okamura Yasuji's first thought after recovering his basic senses. He was the first to react among a group of dumbfounded guards. Striding forward, Okamura Yasuji rushed into the hall where the meeting was being held. Then he saw the back of the Japanese Regent Crown Prince Hirohito standing blankly on the spot.

Seeing that Hirohito was safe and sound, the big stone in Okamura Yasuji's heart immediately fell to the ground. However, seeing Hirohito standing there dumbly without saying a word in his crisp military-style formal dress, Okamura Yasuji only felt considerable disappointment in his heart.

Whether one is a qualified soldier or not, looking at whether they wear a military uniform is completely useless. Whether one has experienced the test of blood and fire, whether one has experienced the painful torment of the heart during wartime, can be seen clearly from the temperament a person displays. People who have truly passed the test of life and death have something that only those who have passed the same test can feel. If forced to describe it, it is "looking forward" at all times. On the battlefield, guys who cannot look forward will be finished. Even if they have just brushed past death a second ago, true warriors will not deliberately recall the soul-stirring nature of that second. Because if they do not look forward and do not face the death rushing towards them in the next second head-on, then death is only a matter of time.

Okamura Yasuji had also met some high-ranking cadres of the People's Party. They more or less had the unique temperament of having passed through death. That was strength tempered by depression and suffering. Okamura Yasuji himself had experienced such tests in Northeast China. Therefore, he did not care about any superficial things at all. His modification of his appearance was merely due to the needs of others. For Okamura Yasuji, he fundamentally did not care what his appearance looked like.

But Crown Prince Hirohito obviously lacked these things. The upbringing possessed by great aristocrats could make his behavior look quite dignified. But it was only just that. At this time, what this Regent Crown Prince needed to do was not to daze, but to issue orders immediately. Even if not for disaster relief, at least he should appease the order within the Akasaka Detached Palace and see if anyone was injured. Standing there dazing is of no fucking use!
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Chapter 15: The Kanto Tragedy (14)

"Your Highness Hirohito, if Japan requires any material aid, I can return immediately to contact the Chinese government," the Chinese Minister to Japan said loudly, stepping up to Hirohito first among all the envoys.

Okamura Neiji, whose consciousness was already filled with shock and confusion, was startled. Amidst the panicked crowd, this young Chinese Minister remained calm. Although his breathing was rapid, he had at least regained his composure. However, Crown Prince Hirohito remained silent, standing there in a daze as if he couldn't hear anything, staring blankly at the distant sky.

Seeing no reaction from Hirohito, the Chinese Minister turned to the Japanese Prime Minister Yamamoto Gonnohyōe, who had already stood up, and repeated his offer loudly. "Mr. Prime Minister, if Japan needs any assistance, please speak frankly."

Yamamoto Gonnohyōe was also trembling all over. Faced with the goodwill shown by Japan's toughest enemy at this moment, he couldn't find the words to respond for a moment. It was the Minister of Finance, Takahashi Korekiyo, who shakily stood up and walked over to the Chinese Minister. "We thank the Chinese side for their kindness. We will make preparations in this regard immediately."

After saying this, Takahashi Korekiyo looked at the dazed Hirohito, then at the speechless Yamamoto Gonnohyōe. He wanted to say something, but in the end, he remained silent. If he, the Finance Minister, took any action to lead the situation at this time, aside from attracting meaningless hostility to himself, it would only expose the chaos and incompetence of the Japanese government to the foreign envoys.

Fortunately, the officials of the Japanese Imperial Palace were not useless. They immediately played their role, first ushering the foreign envoys to a "safe" place without explanation, and then beginning to clean up the furniture and other items in the Akasaka Detached Palace that had been messed up by the earthquake. Of course, except for necessary fires, all kitchen stoves and the like were extinguished.

As an Army Colonel and not a member of the Imperial Guard, Okamura Neiji was left there, ignored. He tactfully prepared to leave the Akasaka Detached Palace. Because of the aftershocks, the palace staff walking back and forth were unsteady and accidentally bumped into Hirohito lightly. This bump seemed to wake Hirohito from a nightmare. He suddenly turned his head and saw Okamura Neiji preparing to withdraw. He said in a trembling voice, "Okamura-kun, you stay here for now."

Malicious gazes immediately fell upon Okamura Neiji. Those gazes felt like needles pricking his back, making him uncomfortable. However, since the Crown Prince had given a clear order, Okamura Neiji naturally couldn't refuse. For the time being, Okamura Neiji stood behind Hirohito, watching this future Emperor of Japan facing everyone with a gloomy, silent, and cold expression. With constant aftershocks, Okamura Neiji could only focus all his attention on protecting Hirohito's safety, not daring to suggest that Hirohito issue any disaster relief instructions immediately.

However, within an hour of the earthquake, even though the high walls of the Akasaka Detached Palace blocked the direct view, thick smoke could still be seen rising over Tokyo. Reports naturally arrived at the Akasaka Detached Palace very quickly. The reporter's throat seemed to be strangled by an invisible hand. Due to terror, his vocal cords seemed frozen. "Tokyo is on fire!"

September 1, 1923, was a Saturday. The Tokyo area was bustling with people. Merchants and office workers were still busy in office buildings, while housewives began to cook. Because it was Saturday, the stations were packed with people preparing to go on vacation.

When the great earthquake struck, many families had their stoves burning vigorously. Stoves collapsed, overturning pots and pans, splashing flames and sending sparks flying. Tokyo was not only densely populated, but its houses were also mostly wooden structures. The earthquake destroyed gas pipelines, causing gas to leak and ignite upon contact with fire. Residents' stoves provided the fire source, while the gas and wooden houses served as excellent "fuel." The combination of these factors turned Tokyo and other places into a sea of fire. Explosions and cries for help from the fire rose and fell.

The strong earthquake destroyed the water mains under the ground in Tokyo. Japan had many earthquakes and was considered experienced in disaster relief. But no matter how quick the firefighters were, they couldn't fight the fire with their bodies. When the water valves were opened, there was no gushing tap water. Instead, many cracks suddenly opened on the ground. Some firefighters couldn't dodge in time and fell directly into the terrible gaps. Then the gaps snapped shut like the bloody mouth of a demon. The screams of these firefighters could not be heard at all on the Japanese streets already filled with shrieks and wails. Then, the water in the ruptured underground pipes gushed out from the newly closed ground cracks under strong underground pressure. The firefighters and other unfortunates who had fallen into the cracks had just been crushed into meat paste by the powerful force of the earth. This meat paste and severed limbs were mixed in the underground spurting water and flushed out of the cracks. Streams of silver-white and blood-red water columns danced in the air together with broken limbs.

After the fire broke out, it quickly became uncontrollable. The shockwaves brought by the earthquake stirred up huge gales in the area. The burning areas immediately turned into a sea of fire, and the wind aided the fire, making it burn more and more fiercely. From the seaside to the city, the strong wind swept up everything that could be swept up, scattering burning debris that had no open flames into areas that had not yet caught fire. Wherever the fire seeds spread, soaring flames ignited. Factories were burning, schools were burning, residential houses were burning...

The raging fire grilled the air to a temperature exceeding the ignition point of paper in a very short time. Then, fire seeds were no longer needed at all. Wherever this terrible scorching wind blew, things began to burn! Paper burned, wood burned, houses burned. The dead, the injured, the living—humans who were unfortunately swallowed by the scorching wind also began to burn. First the hair, then the clothes, and then the skin and subcutaneous fat.

The dead were lucky because they couldn't die again. The living humans swept into the scorching wind couldn't even let out a scream. The moment they subconsciously opened their mouths, the terrible high temperature cooked their soft throats and vocal cords, and these poor humans' lungs also lost the ability to breathe. The moment their skin began to burn, these humans were not yet dead. In addition to the pain of burning like falling into the flames of hell felt on the body surface, the humans also had to endure the terrible pain of suffocation internally. Under such double pain, the dead all clutched their own throats with their hands. When their charred bodies were found, their tragic state made it look as if they had strangled themselves with their own hands.

Of course, whether their bodies could be found or not was also a matter of luck. The entire Tokyo had been swallowed by soaring flames, as if the sky was burning and the earth was burning. Burning houses collapsed on the dead, and many people were burned into unrecognizable charcoal together with the wood.

Reporters rushed into the Akasaka Detached Palace one after another. For the first two hours, they mainly reported on the fire in Tokyo. Amidst the ceaseless aftershocks, reports of tsunamis began to appear in the third hour.

In order to escape the earthquake and fire, the lucky survivors began to look for a place where they wouldn't be crushed by collapsing buildings or burned by the fire to stay temporarily. The only places that could meet these two requirements were beaches, ports, and piers. Terrified people flocked to Tokyo's beaches, piers, and ports.

The epicenter of the Great Kanto Earthquake was off the coast of Tokyo. The earthquake not only caused huge losses directly on land. The huge energy released by the earth's crust also caused a monstrous tsunami. At the ports, piers, and beaches, the refugees who had just escaped from the earthquake and fire saw the sea water receding at a terrible speed, as if some behemoth in the sea was frantically swallowing the sea water. Then, at the edge of the sea and sky that the eyes could reach, a silver line suddenly appeared. A moment later, the refugees taking shelter at the ports, piers, and beaches saw the silver line approaching the coast at an alarming speed. Soon, a transverse giant wave more than ten meters high pushed over, covering the sky and earth. Some people were already scared silly. A wave more than ten meters high, with no end in sight to the left or right, was like a blue high wall with a silver edge on top. such a behemoth had never appeared even in the most terrible nightmares. Not to mention, the giant wave did not gradually lower as it moved, as Tokyoites who had seen the sea many times were accustomed to.

The tsunami not only did not lower with the distance moved, but instead grew taller as it approached the coast. This change, which seemed to completely violate human common sense, dumbfounded at least half of the people, who stared blankly and didn't think of turning back to escape towards the burning Tokyo.

And those who tried to escape like ants in front of the giant wave had no way to escape at all. This monstrous giant wave lunged at the coast at a speed of 750 kilometers per hour. In 1923, except for artillery shells, nothing could exceed the speed of this tsunami in a very short time. Even the fastest airplanes couldn't fly that fast. Within the range that the tsunami could reach, the crowds and everything by the sea were instantly swallowed by the huge wave over ten meters high, either swept into the depths of the ocean, thrown into mid-air by the huge wave, or thrown far onto the land like ants played with by a giant hand.

The air in the Akasaka Detached Palace seemed to have solidified. Not only the always silent Hirohito, but the terrible news also left everyone speechless. Those with weak psychological endurance listened to the terrified reports of the messengers and collapsed on the ground, their legs weak and unable to move. Others, disregarding any rules, began to weep silently. Of course, no one thought of scolding or punishing these people at this time. Under such a terrible natural disaster, everyone's heart was filled with fear and despair. They even felt that this world was about to be destroyed.

Okamura Neiji had once felt that Hirohito's "dazed" performance was really too slow to react. However, at this moment, his mind was in chaos. If there were a mirror at this time, Okamura Neiji might not even be able to recognize that the guy in the mirror with an iron-blue face was himself.

Tokyo gathered the wealth of Edo for more than two hundred years, gathered Japan's important industries, and gathered Japan's largest number of ships. Not only did the earthquake and fire destroy the wealth on Tokyo's land, but the huge tsunami also destroyed everything in Tokyo's port from the sea. Since the Meiji Restoration, everything gathered in Tokyo had vanished in an instant. Not long ago, Okamura Neiji had talked with Nagata Tetsuzan about Japan's luck and national destiny. They had even laughed at the "absurd view" that Japan's rise was merely to stimulate China's rise. At this moment, Okamura Neiji couldn't help but want to believe that there really was such a thing as fate. After such a disaster, Okamura Neiji couldn't imagine what Japan could use to confront China.

In this chaos, it was Hirohito who finally spoke. "Send someone to contact Father Emperor. We absolutely cannot let Father Emperor's safety be compromised. Also, order the troops stationed in Osaka to transfer to the Tokyo area to maintain order."

With such clear instructions, the Akasaka Detached Palace immediately seemed to regain its backbone and temporarily recovered some vitality. Someone had already stood up to convey the order.

"Okamura-kun, Okamura-kun!" The calls made Okamura Neiji look up from his completely absent-minded state, only to see that the person calling him was Crown Prince Hirohito. Okamura Neiji immediately forcibly took back his mind and said in a tone that was still considered relatively compliant with the rules, "What are your orders, Your Highness?"

Even if Okamura Neiji's etiquette was a bit worse at this time, it wouldn't attract other people's attention. At this time, being able to have a relatively normal reaction was considered quite a good performance. So Hirohito didn't care about Okamura Neiji's loss of composure at all. If he didn't lose his composure at this time, it would be completely abnormal. "Okamura-kun, you personally take people to Father Emperor's place. You must protect their safety!"

"Hai!" Okamura Neiji immediately bowed and answered. When he looked up again, Okamura Neiji asked, "Your Highness, should we bring some carrier pigeons? After the earthquake, the telegraph network is probably useless."

This clear train of thought reminded many people. Hirohito nodded. "Urgently deploy carrier pigeons. Including the messengers going to Osaka to mobilize troops, they must also bring carrier pigeons!"

While the high-ranking officials in Japan's number one earthquake-resistant building, the Akasaka Detached Palace, were working hard on post-disaster issues, Kita Ikki managed to rescue all the members of the Social Investigation Society buried under the collapsed houses with great difficulty. This was really a great stroke of luck. Since school was about to start officially, all members of the society gathered on Saturday. They hadn't even been this complete during the entire social investigation period.

Another stroke of luck was that the society was located in an old school building with limited space. After entering September, the temperature dropped a lot, so the society meeting was simply held in the open space outside the school building. Although the young people were frightened by the earthquake, there were no fire sources on the flat ground, nor did any ground fissures appear. The vast majority of members were safe and sound.

Even for the few students who stayed inside the school building to be in charge of work, when the earthquake came, the clever ones had already run out of the school building. The not-so-clever ones or those with weak athletic ability were buried in the school building. But after all, this was a Japanese-style house. The house structure inherited from practical experience was at least suitable for earthquake-prone areas. After more than an hour of rescue efforts, the three young people buried inside were finally rescued. Two were seriously injured and one was slightly injured. For the time being, no life-threatening danger was found for the seriously injured.

The young people were not only saving people, but some also ran out to inquire about news. The information brought back really scared Kita Ikki and the others. "Tokyo is on fire!" And without much effort, the thick smoke and the crowds fleeing into the school for refuge brought various news into the campus of Takushoku University. Some students whose homes were in the Tokyo fire zone immediately wanted to run home.

Kita Ikki shouted angrily, "No one is allowed to act without authorization!" Over these days, he had established a considerable degree of prestige. At this moment, his thunderous roar finally calmed the scene.

Striding up to the students, Kita Ikki shouted, "Since I gathered you here, I am responsible for you! Whether you like it or not, I can't watch you go to your deaths! If your families are fine, they are very likely coming towards the school now! If they arrive at the school and can't find you, what do you expect your families to do? If your families unfortunately had an accident, isn't running back to the fire scene just sending yourselves to death? Do your families hope to see such a result?"

Whether the words were pleasant to hear was not important at all. At this time, Kita Ikki had to stabilize the students' hearts first. Sure enough, after hearing the simple speculation about the matter, regardless of the expressions on the students' faces, at least they no longer had the urge to rush out in a hurry. Seeing that he had roughly controlled the situation, Kita Ikki roared again, "Now everyone listen to the order, line up and assemble!"
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Chapter 16 The Kanto Tragedy (15)

If Kita Ikki had to explain the difference between the People's Party's bureaucratic system and the Japanese bureaucratic system, the great earthquake finally allowed him to articulate it. The Japanese bureaucratic system exists to command others to serve them, whereas the People's Party's bureaucratic system, in addition to having the traditional management and command functions, also has the function of leading others to get things done.

In terms of social organization, China is much more "organized" than Japan. This can be seen from the composition of class cadres in schools: class monitor, study commissary, sports commissary, arts commissary, squadron leader, team leader. All of these actually form a complete social organizational unit. Compared to the Japanese bureaucracy which is solely responsible to superiors, the high degree of organization in the Chinese system is more like a *true* bureaucracy.

Japanese schools also have similar models, but the problem lies in the fact that student cadres have inherited the nature of Japanese bureaucrats, where their characteristics as oppressors far outweigh their role as servers. Now, what Kita Ikki had to do first was to organize the students under him. In the face of a natural disaster like an earthquake, unorganized individuals are not only insignificant, but their safety is also even more unreliable.

However, Kita Ikki discovered that he first had to deal with the Japanese bureaucratic system. It wasn't just the Social Investigation Group's building that had collapsed; the majority of Takushoku University's buildings had also collapsed. Many of the school bureaucrats were dead or injured, and those who were lucky enough to escape unharmed appeared in the school looking disheveled and covered in dust.

In the midst of the chaos, students were running around like headless flies, and Kita Ikki's team, which still had some organization, immediately became the core force that many tried to attach themselves to. A school official of god knows what rank ran over to Kita Ikki and started shouting. This fellow, who looked to be in his forties, was half-bald and covered in dust and grime, looking extremely wretched. Shouting at students in such a state held no appeal to begin with, let alone the content of his shouting. He wasn't concerned about whether the students were safe, nor was he telling them to be careful; instead, he was ordering the students to run out and find rescue personnel. In the chaotic disaster zone, how could rescue personnel be found so easily? And even if they were found, what then?

Compared to this fellow's actions, which were full of the style of a Japanese superior officer, Kita Ikki's approach of asking students to line up and restore order was much more persuasive and appealing. Seeing that the students were completely unmoved, the school official obviously got angry and started roaring with a tough attitude. But as he roared, his dust-covered face twisted like a clown.

Kita Ikki didn't want to argue or conflict with this official. This was not the time for arguments. He stepped forward and said, "With so many refugees constantly pouring in, if we go look for rescue personnel now, we won't find anyone, and the order in the school will quickly collapse."

Hearing the word "refugees," the official's face twisted even more. As a person in charge at the school, he could still yell at students. But in a great earthquake, students could scatter at any moment. Those refugees were not members of the school to begin with, so whatever the school official shouted would have no binding force on them at all. This was also one of the reasons why the official wanted the students to go find rescue personnel; only people with broader law enforcement powers could suppress these refugees.

"Then, sir, what do you suggest?" the school official immediately asked nervously.

"Since this is a school, naturally the students should be responsible for the management of the school!" Kita Ikki replied.

The school official glanced at Kita Ikki and the students who obviously wouldn't listen to him, but said nothing more.

Seeing that the internal conflict was temporarily settled, Kita Ikki immediately continued the actions that had just been interrupted. Among the students, those who looked kinder were sent to guide refugees to the open grounds first. Those who were strong and fit were responsible for saving people and security work. The relatively weaker ones were responsible for maintaining order and guiding the panicked students and refugees.

To the great surprise of the school official, in such a chaotic situation, Kita Ikki actually had students find two Japanese flags. He used one of them to make an army flag, and wrote the four big characters "Takushoku University" on a large piece of white cloth. Using wooden poles, he raised the three flags high. Kita Ikki shouted orders: "If you meet students from the school, tell them to gather under the Takushoku University flag. Arrange male refugees in the open space under the Japanese flag, and try to get the elderly, weak, women, and children to gather in the open space under the army flag."

The students weren't very clear on why Kita Ikki was doing this, but seeing the flags flying high, they felt an inexplicable sense of stability in their hearts. After accepting the orders, everyone began to carry out the tasks assigned by Kita Ikki.

After several hours of effort, the students and teachers of the school began to reassemble. Kita Ikki did not stop those who were anxious to flee home. For those who were unwilling to flee on their own, Kita Ikki ordered everyone to wrap a cloth strip with the four characters "Takushoku University" written on it around their heads, and follow the team organized by Kita Ikki to maintain order at Takushoku University.

In this critical moment, anyone who dared to stand up and organize everyone, and could effectively organize everyone for self-rescue, had sufficient appeal. There were opponents, of course, but no one dared to openly challenge Kita Ikki's status at this time.

Before night fell, Kita Ikki's command ability was also reaching its limit. The biggest characteristic of the People's Party's way of doing things lay in the emphasis on logistics and summarization. When Kita Ikki attended lectures, he preferred to learn how to be a leader. As an outsider, the People's Party naturally wouldn't give him any key training. But within the People's Party, logistics and summarization courses were always the focus. A group of students had more than enough enthusiasm, but they hadn't received such professional training. After half a day of hard work, even the students standing in place maintaining order had shouted themselves hoarse and could barely make a sound. The students with the best physical strength were also exhausted and could run no more. However, because Takushoku University was orderly under the command and arrangement of these people centered around Kita Ikki, refugees instinctively flocked here as soon as they saw such a seemingly orderly place.

As night fell, more and more refugees surged towards Takushoku University. With the burning Tokyo as a backdrop, under the dark sky mixed with red flames, the chaotic column of refugees seemed endless from a distance.

*This might be my limit,* Kita Ikki thought to himself. Regardless of what magnificent plans he had in his heart to transform all of Japan, facing the rolling tide of people, Kita Ikki felt that he was already exhausted. What gave him even greater psychological pressure was that those students didn't realize the situation of Kita Ikki as the leader; they were also frightened by this tide of people. Everyone looked at Kita Ikki with nervous eyes, expecting Kita Ikki to issue more orders.

The People's Party always talked about the mass line, and Kita Ikki realized he had only heard about it. If he could have mobilized the masses more during the day and mobilized the people who had already been taken in, Kita Ikki wouldn't just have this bunch of exhausted students to use now.

But this thought was instantly denied by Kita Ikki. He was now just a guy living off the empty shell of Takushoku University, which had lost its command system. Kita Ikki couldn't shit gold or piss silver, nor could he perform miracles like the five loaves and two fish. How could he settle down that group of terrified refugees and organize them effectively?

However, the swarming refugees were increasing in the dim light faintly illuminated by the fire, getting closer and closer. If they were allowed to approach like this, a stampede would likely occur in the darkness. The People's Party loved to hold meetings, and whenever they held a meeting, they would inevitably report on many incidents. Most of the incidents reported were not good things. Various mass stampede incidents across the country had happened more than once or twice.

His chest full of passion had long been consumed after an afternoon of effort. At this time, Kita Ikki was burning with anxiety, but surprisingly, his heart calmed down. "Since we no longer have room to accommodate more refugees here, let's hurry up and shout, don't let other refugees crowd in." Kita Ikki chose the honest approach.

The students had been taking in refugees all afternoon. In their exhausted brains, they had become accustomed to "taking in." Hearing Kita Ikki speak words of refusal, many were stunned.

Seeing that the students weren't moving, Kita Ikki said, "Find some refugees who have calmed down and ask them to help us shout together!"
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Chapter 17: The Kanto Tragedy (16)

There are many written recollections regarding the Great Kanto Earthquake, and in these memoirs, the weather in the Kanto disaster area is described as overcast. In reality, the Kanto region had beautiful sunny weather during those days. However, Tokyo was burning, Yokohama was burning; the fires ruthlessly swallowed one city block after another. Thick smoke obscured the sun, so the sky over Tokyo remained gloomy after dawn on September 2nd.

When Kita Ikki woke up, he had no idea what time it was. The gloomy sky held the lingering heat of an "Indian summer," along with the heat brought by the wind from nearby fires. Of course, the air was also filled with the stench of excrement from who knows how many refugees gathered near Takushoku University.

None of this mattered to Kita Ikki anymore. He stood up and saw an area covered by an unknown number of refugees. Such a multitude of people, centered on the Takushoku University playground and spreading out as if infinitely, gave Kita Ikki waves of lingering fear.

Last night, Kita Ikki had managed to think of mobilizing the masses. He and his students had dragged and pulled, shouting together to the refugees already staying at Takushoku University not to crowd, and he personally led people to hold torches to settle the refugees in place. Kita Ikki and his group were already exhausted, and the refugees, having gone through an afternoon of panic, were equally exhausted. So when they encountered a large group of people shouting that it was already full ahead and not to walk further, the refugees submissively obeyed the orders.

While Kita Ikki and his group stopped the refugees from wandering around, they also ordered the refugees already settled inside Takushoku University to find wood to start fires. The streetlights had long since been unusable, so piles of bonfires managed to illuminate the vicinity of Takushoku University. The refugees weren't fools; seeing clearly that there was indeed a sea of people ahead, they followed the arrangements of Kita Ikki's expanded team and halted in the farther surroundings.

They busied themselves until late at night, finally avoiding a large-scale stampede that might have been triggered by refugees running wildly in the dark. Kita Ikki's physical strength was almost completely exhausted. He had the students split into groups to maintain order, and originally wanted to sit down and rest, but his head simply tilted to the side and he fell asleep unknowingly.

Looking at the countless refugees under the dim sky now, Kita Ikki felt a wave of relief in his heart, followed by a sense of panic. In China, such a large gathering of people was not rare. The entire country of China had been undergoing large-scale construction in recent years, especially in water conservancy facility construction. "Ten-thousand-man water conservancy campaigns" and "hundred-thousand-man water conservancy campaigns" were not rare. Camps where tens of thousands or over a hundred thousand people rested temporarily together were similarly boundless.

But! Behind those camps were vast amounts of grain, as well as a powerful social management system. Before dawn in the camps, breakfast would definitely be ready, just waiting for everyone to eat immediately after getting up. In this temporary gathering place composed of Tokyo refugees, there was nothing. Some children had been woken by hunger early in the morning and started crying and fussing. Aftershocks still occurred from time to time; although the ground tremors frightened many, the aftershocks passed quickly. Since yesterday afternoon, Tokyo had been experiencing continuous aftershocks, and the refugees at this moment had already started to get used to it, so no disturbances were triggered.

Just as Kita Ikki didn't know what to do next, a small squad consisting of a mix of Japanese soldiers and police appeared on the "passage" spontaneously cleared by the crowd. It could hardly be called a passage; it was merely a few connected spots that refugees naturally avoided because they were truly unsuitable for human rest.

The target of these people seemed obvious. They headed straight for the center of this mass of refugees—that is, where Kita Ikki had ordered the three flags to be raised. Originally, these three flags were not close to each other; Kita Ikki had set them up to distinguish types of refugees. However, after a massive number of refugees gathered, these three flags had long lost their original function. If one looked from a great distance, one would see three flags standing stubbornly close together in the vast ocean of refugees. These three flags were so eye-catching, so high above, that it was impossible not to notice them.

From the refugees' perspective, those wearing military uniforms and police uniforms were also extremely eye-catching. They represented the power of the government. The organized appearance of these people meant that the Japanese government behind them had not collapsed. As this mixed force marched through the refugees, the Japanese refugees rose one after another to make way for them. After these soldiers passed, the Japanese refugees stood up one after another, waiting to see what the soldiers and police would actually say.

When this squad of soldiers finally arrived under the flags, Kita Ikki noticed that a large number of refugees had already stood up, looking at these soldiers with expectant eyes.

The soldiers walked with grim faces until they stopped under the Japanese national flag. Looking up at the national flag, their expressions became even grimmer. The Lieutenant Colonel leading them shouted, "Who is the officer here?"

Hearing this shout, the eyes of everyone near the Japanese national flag fell on Kita Ikki. There was no need for words anymore; the gazes of the soldiers and police also fell on Kita Ikki. The Lieutenant Colonel looked Kita Ikki up and down. From Kita Ikki's clothing, his identity couldn't be discerned at all. "Are you the officer here?" The Lieutenant Colonel's tone became slightly more polite.

"I am just temporarily responsible for the order at Takushoku University," Kita Ikki did not try to act important.

"Did you raise these flags here?" the Lieutenant Colonel asked.

This question was truly beyond everyone's expectations. However, the Lieutenant Colonel's questioning did not stop there. He continued to ask in a gloomy tone, "What are you preparing to do by raising the military flag?"

Kita Ikki was stunned. Yes, what was he preparing to do? In China, no matter what natural disaster was encountered, as long as China's Five-Star Red Flag and the August 1st Army Flag were raised, it could give the masses in the Chinese disaster area a sense of stability. So in his desperation, Kita Ikki had almost instinctively ordered men to raise the two flags. Kita Ikki now understood that he had indeed overstepped.

The Lieutenant Colonel didn't want to say much more. He first said to the people behind him, "Take those two flags down." Then he turned and said to Kita Ikki, "You come with us."

Soldiers quickly pushed down the "flagpoles" and removed the three flags. Police had already grabbed Kita Ikki by the arms on the left and right. This mixed unit of soldiers and police took Kita Ikki and began to leave.

The students looked at each other in dismay. They never expected the Japanese military to pull a move like this. Given what Kita Ikki and the students following him had done after the earthquake, even a public commendation would have been completely appropriate. How could the students have imagined they would be treated so unreasonably?

Regarding being taken away by soldiers and police, Kita Ikki had no thoughts of objection. From the perspective of the Japanese government, if someone suddenly hung up two such flags in a disaster area, nervousness was inevitable. China has the idiom "raise a bamboo pole as a standard" (meaning to start an uprising), and Japan also has a tradition of *ikki* (uprisings). In a disaster year, as long as a sufficient number gathered, and then a flag was raised, rebellion would be a logical next step. The army being so terrified of these flags couldn't be said to be making a fuss over nothing.

When the students came up to block the soldiers, Kita Ikki instead told the students to stand down. But before his voice had faded, the police had already come up and arrested the few leading students. "Take them all away!" the Lieutenant Colonel commanded.

The students had been conducting disaster relief all along and had no thought of resisting the Japanese government at all, not to mention that by this time, they hadn't eaten or drunk anything for most of the day. Facing the army's hardline tactics, the remaining students backed down. They watched helplessly as the soldiers and police took Kita Ikki and some students away.

On a global scale, there was absolutely nothing problematic about the Japanese army doing this; it couldn't even be called a moral issue. Not to mention in 1923, even in the 21st century, one of the primary jobs of armies in various countries, except for the Chinese army, was to suppress their own masses. Chen Ke had such confidence in the moral level of the People's Army that it was clearly pointed out in the cadre school's political education: "The army is the most violent unit within the state's violence apparatus. Therefore, as the People's Army, as the army led by the Party, the Chinese army must possess higher moral standards than the ordinary masses. We must achieve this because the socialist system itself is indeed superior to other systems. We have sufficient political vision and political ability to create a true People's Army."

Having learned this, Kita Ikki did not consider the rough treatment he received from the army to be a problem. When he was taken away by the police, a dark joy even arose in Kita Ikki's heart. If he hadn't been taken away, he would have had to face the subsequent arrangements for so many refugees. Where Kita Ikki was now was not China, but Japan. He did not have the ability to shoulder the heavy responsibilities that would follow. Simply from the perspective of Kita Ikki's interests, being taken away when he was at his wit's end, when he was helpless, and before he made any mistakes, was actually a great thing. Future accusations regarding Kita Ikki's abilities would lose their basis. What everyone saw was that Kita Ikki had done everything in his power for the refugees.

So Kita Ikki did not resist or confront them, and obediently went with the soldiers and police. Adopting such a method could also avoid a lot of unnecessary harm.

On the way to the nearby police station, Kita Ikki saw quite a few soldiers and police appearing on the streets. They began to interrogate people coming out of the ruins. Their ferocity was far rougher than the soldiers and police who had arrested Kita Ikki. Because Kita Ikki didn't resist or explain, the police simply monitored him after taking him out of the crowd of refugees to prevent him from running away privately, but they no longer held him by the arms.

As for the police and soldiers interrogating suspicious people on the street, once they found valuable items on a suspect, especially things like gold and silver jewelry, they would pick them up and smell them. If there was a strange odor, they would pin the suspect to the ground without any explanation and execute them on the spot. They were either shot dead or stabbed to death with bayonets. Some short-tempered soldiers directly used military sabers to chop off the heads of theft suspects. Japan's violent apparatus had already mobilized and was using high-pressure tactics to suppress any unrest in the Tokyo disaster area.

The students originally following behind Kita Ikki still attempted to explain, but after seeing this cruel scene of slaughter, they also obediently shut their mouths.

After the group was taken to the nearby police station, they saw that quite a few people had already been brought here. The leading Lieutenant Colonel looked at the people packed into the police station and asked sternly, "What is going on?"

"They are all arrested thieves," someone reported.

The Lieutenant Colonel flew into a rage. "Is there a need to lock these people up? Drag them all out and behead them. Hang up their heads and write slogans stating they are thieves."

Seeing his subordinates looking blank and at a loss, the Lieutenant Colonel went up and slapped the subordinate in front of him twice. Then he roared, "Baka! Go and dispose of these bastards right now!"

Seeing the cannibalistic expression in the Lieutenant Colonel's eyes, the subordinate immediately went to execute the order. The Lieutenant Colonel watched as his subordinates began to drag those thieves outside. Only after hearing gunshots ring out outside did he take Kita Ikki and the others into the police station, his anger still unappeased.

The execution speed was very fast. Within an hour, the police station's cells became empty. And the Lieutenant Colonel's interrogation of Kita Ikki and the others was also coming to an end.

Kita Ikki did not present himself as a hero who saved the people at all. He simply answered what he had done and why he had done it. No explanations, no questions. After the Lieutenant Colonel confirmed the statements of Kita Ikki and the other students, he said with a cold expression, "Aren't you afraid of an incident gathering so many people? The open ground at a clothing factory was about the same size as here. Tens of thousands fled in there, and they all burned to death inside. How do you have such guts?!"

Kita Ikki didn't understand after hearing this, but since the Lieutenant Colonel said so, it shouldn't be a joke. The Lieutenant Colonel was indeed not joking. Before he came to Kita Ikki, he had just returned from that military clothing factory. That military clothing factory had an open space about the size of a stadium. After the earthquake, it was packed with tens of thousands of evacuees. Fires hadn't started around there yet, so it was considered a safe zone for the time being. Before the crowd squeezing in there had time to rejoice at escaping the tiger's den, the fire quickly lunged there from all directions. The fire surrounded the clothing factory at maximum speed, and the encirclement became smaller and smaller. The refugees trapped in the encirclement were in chaos, crashing around like headless flies. Even if they weren't burned to death by the fire, they were trampled to death. All exits were sealed by the raging fire; people had nowhere to go. The fire began to devour every person's life. Thick smoke completely shrouded the place, and many died of suffocation from lack of oxygen. None of the 32,000 people sheltering there survived; the scene was too horrible to look at.

The Lieutenant Colonel had just come from there when he heard that tens of thousands had gathered near Takushoku University. He hurriedly rushed over. Seeing that nothing had happened, the lingering fear in the Lieutenant Colonel's heart triggered immense anger. That was why he arrested Kita Ikki and the others. This wasn't just because of anger; the Lieutenant Colonel wasn't a fool either. If the leaders weren't taken away, there would be no possibility of dispersing the refugees later.

Just as the interrogation was about to end, someone ran in from outside and whispered a few sentences in the Lieutenant Colonel's ear. The Lieutenant Colonel frowned deeply. He stood up and said, "Lock these people in the cells first." Then he strode away with his subordinates.

The empty cell was very quiet. Kita Ikki sat down on the straw mat on the floor, feeling a sense of peace in his heart. Whatever fate awaited him later could be dealt with later; at least now he finally had a government to "rely" on.

Kita Ikki could drop his burden and relax, but the Japanese government could not relax. The Japanese Cabinet was arguing fiercely as usual. Prime Minister Yamamoto Gonnohyōe asked Tanaka Giichi loudly, "Why does Tanaka-kun want to stop requesting aid from China?"

Tanaka Giichi answered with a cold face, "If we make a request for aid to China, China will definitely impose conditions on us."

In terms of Japan's current international relations, the one most "intimate" with Japan should be Britain. But now, the only one capable of supporting Japan at the national level was China. In terms of distance and national power, only China could support Japan. Moreover, the first to issue an aid statement to Japan was also the Chinese Minister to Japan.

However, given the current Sino-Japanese relations, what the Japanese side worried about most was that China would loot a burning house. Tokyo was burning fiercely, Yokohama was also burning fiercely, and the fire showed no signs of extinguishing at all. Japan's most important Kanto Plain was completely ruined. As more statistical data came in, the Cabinet fell deeper into despair. The ports of Tokyo and Yokohama gathered the most ships in Japan, and the tsunami had completely destroyed all ships in these two major ports. By rough estimation, at least over 5,000 ships were destroyed by the tsunami. Japan was extremely dependent on maritime transport, and now transporting supplies to Tokyo from other regions was a huge problem. The only thing worth celebrating was that because of the Lushun-Dalian issue, the Japanese Navy was not in the Tokyo area, but on the side of the Sea of Japan. If a large number of warships had been destroyed by the tsunami, the Japanese Cabinet would have absolutely no idea how to handle the subsequent problems.

Tanaka Giichi firmly opposed requesting aid from China. "Prime Minister Yamamoto, now we must make preparations to guard against China."

Before Yamamoto Gonnohyōe could speak, Minister of Finance Takahashi Korekiyo said, "We can make preparations, but what about after we finish making preparations?"

"Hmm?" Tanaka Giichi frowned and looked at Takahashi Korekiyo.

Takahashi Korekiyo did not flinch at all but stared intently at Tanaka Giichi. "Tanaka-kun, I'm asking you, what happens after we have finished making preparations to guard against China?"
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"If we don't make preparations, are we supposed to wait for the People's Party to do what Japan did during the Haiyuan Earthquake?" Tanaka Giichi asked.

At the end of 1920, after the Haiyuan Earthquake erupted in China, seismological stations around the world detected the seismic waves. On the day of the earthquake, the Central Government of China informed Duan Qirui's Northwest Local Government that the central authorities would be coming to provide disaster relief. The very next day, troops from the People's Party's Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in the Henan, Hebei, Inner Mongolia, and Outer Mongolia military regions marched in large numbers into the Northwest territory, which was still under Duan Qirui's control.

Japan's reaction was sharp. They immediately increased their troops in Korea, and the navy stepped up its patrols in the China Seas. Japanese intelligence agencies in China confirmed that the earthquake was felt even as far south as Guangzhou. At that time, rumors were truly flying everywhere in China, and Japan had played a part in spreading quite a few rumors about how the People's Party's perverse acts had incurred the wrath of heaven.

The People's Party's Ministry of State Security arrested quite a few rumor-mongers for this. Furthermore, newspapers, radio broadcasts, and various organizational units all organized high-intensity dissemination of earthquake knowledge. It was only with great difficulty that order was restored.

During that earthquake, apart from causing trouble, Japan offered neither aid nor any positive gestures. With Japan's "gem of a precedent" before them, Tanaka Giichi worried about the People's Party's "rubble to follow."

"The Anglo-Japanese Alliance is the guarantee of Japan's basic strategy. The People's Party will absolutely not lightly test the bottom line of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance." Takahashi Korekiyo did not support Tanaka Giichi's attitude.

Mentioning the Anglo-Japanese Alliance filled Tanaka Giichi with anger. Those unenterprising fellows in the Navy Ministry always treated the Anglo-Japanese Alliance as a protective talisman. In Tanaka Giichi's view, the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was a shackle around Japan's neck. If not for the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, Japan could have long since taken free action against China. Tanaka Giichi was naturally well aware that the result of taking free military action against China would very likely be failure, but without a total war, many people in the Army Ministry felt "very unsatisfied."

Prime Minister Yamamoto Gonnohyoe didn't care at all about such disputes. He asked Takahashi Korekiyo, "How much aid can China provide?"

"That depends first on whether we make a request to China. Given the current Sino-Japanese relations, it is unlikely they will proactively offer any amount," Takahashi Korekiyo answered frankly.

"What if China links this issue with the Lüda issue?" Tanaka Giichi questioned loudly. Before the earthquake struck, Tanaka Giichi could naturally remain silent. But after the earthquake, Japan was the victim. At this moment, Tanaka Giichi completely changed his strategy.

"Then what is your view, Tanaka-kun?" Takahashi Korekiyo asked.

"We must make China declare that the Lüda issue will be shelved until Japan's disaster relief is concluded," Tanaka Giichi said calmly.

The faces of the cabinet members immediately turned ugly. The timing of this demand raised by Tanaka Giichi was truly too ingenious. Takahashi Korekiyo cursed inwardly, *Despicable villain!* Quite a few cabinet ministers from the naval faction pursed their lips and turned their faces away. If they didn't do so, they feared they would end up glaring angrily at Tanaka Giichi.

As if he didn't see the expressions of these cabinet members, Tanaka Giichi continued, "If we cannot achieve this point, the cabinet will have no way to answer to the Japanese public."

Hearing Tanaka Giichi's words, every cabinet member who supported party politics felt a deep sense of absurdity amidst their extreme anger. The big boss of the Army Ministry was actually considering the thoughts of the public; wasn't this the greatest absurdity?

Inukai Tsuyoshi, who had joined the Yamamoto Gonnohyoe cabinet on the condition of "implementing universal suffrage in Japan as soon as possible," was even more furious. Precisely because he advocated for Japanese universal suffrage politics, Inukai Tsuyoshi was even more aware of Tanaka Giichi's sinister intentions. At this critical moment, Inukai Tsuyoshi spoke extremely unceremoniously, "Does Tanaka-kun intend to use Japanese domestic laws to bind the Chinese government to compliance?"

Tanaka Giichi's face reddened slightly. Having his true colors exposed so directly was not a pleasant experience at such a high-level meeting.

Inukai Tsuyoshi had absolutely no intention of stopping. He had once launched the Movement to Protect Constitutional Government with Ozaki Yukio to overthrow the Katsura Taro cabinet, and was a figure known alongside Ozaki Yukio as the "God of Constitutional Government." Inukai Tsuyoshi had never had any tolerance for those who maliciously exploited public opinion. "Tanaka-kun, the Lüda issue is the Lüda issue, and the relief issue is the relief issue. By forcibly linking the two, do you want to demonstrate strength to China, or are you preparing to show weakness to China?"

This time it was Tanaka Giichi's turn for his face to become extremely ugly, but Inukai Tsuyoshi had no intention of ending his attack. He continued to question, "Tanaka-kun, or do you want to provoke a conflict between China and Japan and drag the British in? To expand Britain's voice in Japan by using the Anglo-Japanese Alliance?"

Tanaka Giichi hadn't expected Inukai Tsuyoshi to be unceremonious to this degree. Regarding whether to use the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, Tanaka Giichi actually hadn't considered that much. What benefit would bringing the British into Japanese affairs have for Japan? The entire Japanese Army Ministry only wanted to use Britain, not to sell their lives for Britain. For Tanaka Giichi, all he wanted to do was undermine the current cabinet and force it into an untenable position. On the actual Lüda issue, the high-level and even most mid-level officers of the Army Ministry understood very well that Japan could not withstand China's offensive. Moreover, in terms of grand strategy, China did not buy into Japanese threats. If China wanted to retake Lüda, then they could certainly retake Lüda.

Facing Inukai Tsuyoshi's aggressive attitude, Tanaka Giichi switched from defense to offense. He asked with a sneer, "Then what do you propose to do, Inukai-kun? Are we to just withdraw from Lüda like this?"

"If we have no choice but to withdraw from Lüda, then we withdraw from Lüda. I think everyone here is well aware of how large the annual expenditure to maintain Lüda actually is," Inukai Tsuyoshi answered seriously.

Tanaka Giichi sneered, "And after withdrawing from Lüda? Withdraw from Korea? Withdraw from Taiwan? The Chinese national strategy has long included plans to seize these two regions. It is not that we in Japan do not look forward to peace, but that China does not look forward to peace at all. Making any concessions now is futile. Russia ceded both Northern Sakhalin, which was in Japanese hands, and the Kuril Islands to China. After China seizes Korea and Taiwan, it will be the turn of these two regions. What will you do then, Inukai-kun?"

When Tanaka Giichi got serious, he wasn't just capable of playing shady tricks. Competition between nations was this cruel. Being dealt this blow by Tanaka Giichi, the members of the Yamamoto Gonnohyoe cabinet couldn't say anything.

Seeing that he had salvaged the situation, Tanaka Giichi pressed his advantage. "Is Chinese aid essential? I do not believe it is essential. Will war break out between China and Japan? I believe war will definitely break out. Then how should Japan's path proceed from here? trapped in the current situation waiting for death? Or rising up to counterattack and safeguard Japan's national rights and interests? I still insist we should fight to the end. Any compromise or concession will only fuel China's ambitions. On this point, we absolutely cannot waver just because Japan has suffered an earthquake."

The regions Tanaka Giichi mentioned had a total area more than half the size of Japan's current homeland. If they were all taken by China, Japan would be completely beaten back to its pre-Meiji Restoration state, and half a century of painstaking efforts would come to naught. Not only the people in the Army Ministry, but the people in the Navy Ministry also could not accept this. Inukai Tsuyoshi dared not and did not want to make such a political decision.

Looking at the silent crowd, Tanaka Giichi said loudly, "Taking a hardline attitude toward China now is to prove to China that we, Japan, have not been knocked down by this disaster. We have the ability to fight China; only this can temporarily dispel China's ambitions. And I can also explain to everyone now that it is not that I cannot accept giving up the Lüda region. But the Lüda region is now our frontline for resisting China. Only by resisting in Lüda can we attract China's attention. If we give up Lüda, what follows will be an unavoidable series of defeats. If Japan wants to maintain a balance of power with China, it can only take the offensive. Any retreat will lead to the subjugation of Japan."

Japan had once challenged China and won a series of victories. But after the rise of the People's Party, Japan had lost every battle. What Tanaka Giichi said completely revealed the current truth. China had merely halted its trend of decline; it was far from the period of rejuvenation. However, judging from the current trend, China had already embarked on the road to rejuvenation, and time was not on Japan's side at all. The Army was simply no match for China now. In the future, what would happen to the Japanese Navy, which occupied an almost comprehensive advantage? Would it face a powerful challenge from the Chinese Navy? When that time came, what power would Japan have left to resist China's offensive?

The content of the cabinet meeting had actually turned into a debate on Japan's future national strategy, which was truly far beyond Yamamoto Gonnohyoe's expectations. Future grand strategy was certainly important, but the immediate problem was the Great Japan Earthquake. All of Tokyo was still burning. If this problem couldn't be solved, the total collapse of the Yamamoto Gonnohyoe cabinet was not an unpredictable event.

Yamamoto Gonnohyoe forced himself to pull back from the mood that had been further depressed by Tanaka Giichi's dangerous predictions. "Let us discuss the matter of Japan's own disaster relief for now," he said helplessly.

The fires in Tokyo and Yokohama burned for three days before extinguishing. To describe it by smell, Tokyo was filled with the scent of roasting meat. It wasn't just those who were directly buried in the ruins and burned to death by the fire; victims who tried to hide in open spaces to avoid the flames were surrounded like dumplings by the raging fire. Several incidents occurred where tens of thousands of people were burned or suffocated to death together.

Yokohama was filled with the smell of boiled meat. Many Yokohama citizens fled into the parks, sitting in the water with only their heads exposed, attempting to escape the fire demon in this way. But when the great fire struck, sparks flew wildly over their heads, and many had their hair set on fire. More than 24,000 people who wanted to escape the fire in Yokohama Park were surrounded by the raging flames and burned alive. Even the lake water in the park was heated by the fire until it was steaming hot, and the people who jumped into the lake were boiled alive by the hot water.

Even the people on the beach could not save their lives. Thousands of Yokohama victims fled to the beach, jumping into the sea one after another, clinging to floating debris and the edges of boats. Water and fire are incompatible, so jumping into the seawater to avoid the fire seemed only natural. A few hours later, an oil depot near the beach exploded, pouring more than 100,000 tons of oil into Yokohama Bay. The fire ignited the oil on the water's surface, and Yokohama Bay became a veritable sea of fire. More than 3,000 people taking refuge in the seawater were boiled by the fire burning on the surface.

The hellish scene completely terrified the residents of the Kanto region. The Japanese are a so-called "Nation of Eight Million Gods," and they believe that everything has a spirit. Even without China instigating anything, all sorts of rumors had already begun to circulate in the Japanese disaster zone. The most common rumor was that the large number of Koreans working in Japan did not revere Japanese gods, and thus triggered this great earthquake.
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On September 5th, a Lieutenant Colonel appeared outside the cell of the police station prison where Kita Ikki and the students who followed him were detained. He looked down at Kita Ikki with a slightly contemptuous gaze, then said to the soldier beside him, "Release them."

Kita Ikki had expected to rot in prison, so being released so quickly was truly beyond his expectations. Even more surprising was that the one who came to release him was an Army Lieutenant Colonel.

"I am Obata Toshishiro. Kita-kun, you have been released," Lieutenant Colonel Obata Toshishiro said rather unfriendly.

"Obata-kun, is there any food?" For the past few days, Kita Ikki and the others had only been given half a rice ball each day. He and the students detained with him were starving.

Obata Toshishiro was slightly taken aback, but seeing the weak and feeble state of Kita Ikki and the others as they came out of the cell, he turned to his orderly and said, "Give them a few rice balls."

After sharing the rice balls with the students, the students were released on the spot, while Kita Ikki was taken away by Obata Toshishiro. The treatment was not bad; there was even a car responsible for the transport.

Prisons are certainly terrifying, but at least the interior of a prison still looks normal. Because the army and police maintaining order adopted high-pressure tactics, criminals caught were executed on the spot, so no new criminals were sent to prison. The original criminals in the prison had also been dragged out and executed outside the police station. Plus, the police knew that Kita Ikki and his group were not common criminals, but were arrested for acting imprudently. They even had some credit in disaster relief, so they weren't treated too harshly. The empty prison wasn't actually too hard to bear.

Leaving the prison, what entered Kita Ikki's eyes were ruins full of shocking sights. During the earthquake, there was no mood to care about things far away. On the day he was arrested, Tokyo was still burning. Fire is a strangely bewitching thing; even when the fire was raging, it gave a feeling of vitality. Now that the fire that had burned Tokyo for a full three days had finally been extinguished, what was reflected in Kita Ikki's eyes was the brokenness after the fire. The vast majority of things that were once buildings, after being burned by fire, seemed to have their life force completely exhausted, leaving only that characteristic charred brokenness. Looking around, medium and high-rise buildings had disappeared completely, and the entire sky of Tokyo seemed to be much higher. In the low and broken Tokyo, there were "streets" full of charred objects sealed off by soldiers and police everywhere. Although he couldn't see very clearly from inside the car, Kita Ikki could roughly notice that the people in the disaster victim gathering areas were all dirty and their complexions were very bad. Recalling the lively scene of Tokyo before the earthquake, Kita Ikki couldn't help but suck in a breath of cold air.

The raging of the fire had passed, but the slaughter between humans had not ended. Kita Ikki saw many ordinary young people with cloth strips tied around their heads escorting many people who had been beaten black and blue to the disaster victim gathering points. He originally thought those were thieves and the like. But after looking a few more times, Kita Ikki discovered something was wrong. The expressions on the faces of the Japanese youths were not hatred, but an indescribable excitement and distortion. They punched and kicked those bound guys, driving them towards the victim area like livestock. The soldiers and police on the roadside actually turned a blind eye to this.

"Who are those people?" Although it was the first time meeting Obata Toshishiro, Kita Ikki couldn't help but ask.

"They are Koreans," Obata Toshishiro answered coldly, his expression holding a sense of impatience.

"Why arrest so many Koreans?" Kita Ikki was very puzzled by this.

"Kita-kun, you don't think about yourself now, what kind of Koreans are you caring about?" Obata Toshishiro became even more impatient.

"What do I have to care about? At this time, the army already controls Tokyo. They can deal with me however they want. Is there any use in caring about that?" Kita Ikki didn't want to spend any thought on such meaningless things. When he was first thrown into prison, that unknown Lieutenant Colonel said that killing dozens of people meant killing dozens of people. So-called extraordinary measures for extraordinary times; if that Lieutenant Colonel had ordered Kita Ikki killed then, he would have been killed.

Now, there was some respect in Obata Toshishiro's eyes when he looked at Kita Ikki. Even if not in an organization like the Japanese army that advocates Bushido, ordinary people are easily filled with reverence for such a realistic attitude.

The car took Kita Ikki into a military camp in an unknown location. Kita Ikki was taken down in a place with few people, but he saw that the person waiting outside was actually Okamura Yasuji. While Kita Ikki was surprised, he saw Obata Toshishiro ask in surprise, "Okamura-kun, you're back!"

"Ordered by His Highness to protect the Emperor, but was driven back after arriving," Okamura Yasuji answered calmly.

Ordering someone to take Kita Ikki inside first, Obata Toshishiro began to communicate privately with Okamura Yasuji in a low voice outside. Okamura Yasuji asked first, "Why is there such a massacre going on outside?"

"They are killing Koreans," Obata Toshishiro answered.

"The military headquarters let them do this?" Okamura Yasuji was very puzzled. What he saw when he came back was not such a simple matter. Thousands of Koreans were driven together by many youth groups, subjected to all kinds of mockery and insults. Then after a so-called "street trial", they were pushed in front of the earthquake survivors and beheaded in public. This was not being burned to death, but a collective massacre. As a Japanese, Okamura Yasuji could accept this scene, but he couldn't understand why they had to do this.

Obata Toshishiro and Okamura Yasuji were allies in the "Baden-Baden Three Crows", so he didn't hide it from Okamura Yasuji. He whispered, "I heard it was His Highness's order."

After the earthquake, Crown Prince Hirohito immediately mobilized the army to the disaster area to maintain order. Through General Fukuda Masataro, he announced the implementation of martial law, and immediately accused Koreans and socialists of offending the gods, leading to the occurrence of this great disaster. The people below deeply understood the "superior's will" and began to accuse Koreans in Japan of attempting to loot during the fire. There were originally rumors among the people that Koreans disrespecting Japanese gods led to natural disasters. Under such more efficient official demagoguery, the Japanese who feared the gods believed it to be true. Immediately, they began a massacre of Koreans in the disaster area.

Such a smart guy as Okamura Yasuji instantly understood what Obata Toshishiro did not say explicitly. After the great earthquake, railway transport on land and shipping transport at sea in the Kanto region had been interrupted, and supply could not be restored in the short term. If the government ordered full-scale disaster relief at this time, the dissatisfaction of the victims would be entirely directed at the government. It wasn't that the government didn't want to provide full-scale disaster relief, but that it really couldn't be done. Then finding an acceptable scapegoat to slaughter would alleviate the emotions of the populace on one hand, and on the other hand, through this action, find those guys who still had the ability to act. After controlling this group of guys who openly killed people, it would reduce the potential hidden danger of victims causing trouble, and could also intimidate the common people. Okamura Yasuji personally witnessed two public slaughter incidents, each place chopping off the heads of over a thousand people. Japanese people believe that blood sacrifice with living people is a very effective method of sacrifice. Okamura Yasuji observed that many Japanese, especially middle-aged and elderly people, had no interest in the slaughter itself, but silently chanted prayers facing the site where thousands of headless corpses were piled up, as if performing a religious rite.

Okamura Yasuji was very satisfied with Crown Prince Hirohito's decisive approach. If the lord is incompetent and indecisive, the people below certainly have more room for action, but at critical moments they will often drop the ball. Hirohito usually didn't like to intervene in so many things, quite able to maintain the detachment an Emperor should have. But being able to make the correct choice at critical moments, such a lord is most liked by people with ideas like Okamura Yasuji.

"Are we going to purge the socialists this time too?" Okamura Yasuji put the matter of Koreans aside and asked about the other target for elimination mentioned by Obata Toshishiro.

"Arrests have already begun," Obata Toshishiro answered.

"How to deal with the Chinese?" Okamura Yasuji asked the question he was more concerned about.

Obata Toshishiro paused slightly. China and Japan have had trade exchanges for thousands of years, and Japanese people are accustomed to Chinese people appearing in Japan. If they insisted on spreading rumors that Chinese people caused the natural disaster, ordinary Japanese people wouldn't really believe it in their hearts. The military headquarters really wanted to vent their anger on Chinese merchants in Japan, but they were worried that doing so would give China a pretext. It would be terrible if China immediately sent troops to attack Korea. "We are putting all Chinese into concentration camps and will repatriate them collectively very soon," Obata Toshishiro answered. "The military headquarters intends to order people to tell the Chinese that they'd better reciprocate."

"Are you planning to let Kita Ikki go?" Okamura Yasuji asked.

"If we don't let him go, he is dead for sure. I feel it is not yet time for Kita Ikki to die," Obata Toshishiro answered.

The arrangement was very reasonable, so Okamura Yasuji stopped asking about this matter. Obata Toshishiro asked, "Okamura-kun, did His Highness entrust you with any position this time?"

Okamura Yasuji answered, "The military headquarters ordered me to the Propaganda and Intelligence Department of the Martial Law Command, responsible for news censorship during the martial law period."

"Then what plans do you have, Okamura-kun?"

"I want to go to Korea," Okamura Yasuji answered with abnormal firmness.

Obata Toshishiro sucked in a breath of cold air slightly. Korea is currently the place Japanese soldiers least want to go. Continuous battles, endless encirclement and suppression campaigns. Climbing mountains, crossing old forests. The Japanese army fought extremely hard in battles against Korean guerrillas. He didn't expect Okamura Yasuji to actually want to go to a place others avoided like the plague.

"Since we aspire to serve the country, it is only natural to take up responsibility. If there are no achievements, we won't receive His Highness's true trust no matter what," Okamura Yasuji answered steadily.

"I will go to the Army War College as an instructor next year. So I will definitely do my best to help you this year, Okamura-kun," Obata Toshishiro answered.

"Many thanks!" Okamura Yasuji felt a burst of relief in his heart. Although it was going to that hellhole of Korea, Okamura Yasuji was already a Colonel at this time, which meant he would be a Regiment Commander if he went. After becoming a Regiment Commander and having certain achievements, he would be transferred back to the Army Ministry for further studies, and then it would be possible to become a General. Now Okamura had gained Hirohito's favor, and on this threshold of being promoted to General, he could be considered to have "people above". In the Japanese army, everyone is shrewd. Even if Korea is a dragon's pool and tiger's den, if it involves a critical moment that could pave the way for others, setting up stumbling blocks is all too common. Obata Toshishiro's father was Baron Obata Bito, a top graduate of the 16th class of the Army Academy in 1904, and a Sword Group graduate of the 23rd class of the Army War College in 1914. If he could help with all his might, these things would be relatively easy to settle.

After the two finished discussing, Okamura Yasuji hurried to report to the Martial Law Command. After knowing the inside story, hearing the shouts of "Catch that Korean", Okamura Yasuji lost interest.

When walking past a street corner, another small team arresting Koreans appeared. Okamura Yasuji simply stopped and let those people pass first. Unexpectedly, when the Korean being chased in front saw Okamura Yasuji, this Army Colonel, he actually pounced violently in front of Okamura Yasuji and hugged Okamura Yasuji's thigh. He shouted in a Hakodate accent: "Sir, my younger brother is serving in the army, I am not a Korean! I am not a Korean!"

Before his voice fell, the Japanese youths chasing up from behind rushed up and pinned this guy down. First, they pulled him off Okamura Yasuji's leg. Some apologized to Okamura Yasuji, saying their actions were clumsy, while others punched and kicked this guy who was defending himself with a Hakodate local accent.

Japan has many dialects, and there are people from all over in the army. Okamura Yasuji could also hear that the unlucky guy indeed had a Hakodate accent. He first called a stop to the youths punching and kicking that guy who was likely from Hakodate, and then asked, "How do you determine if someone is Korean?"

"Let them say 15 yen 50 sen," the youth in front answered excitedly.

"Huh?" Okamura Yasuji pondered for a while before he understood what was going on. Because there are no voiced sounds in the Korean language, speaking the words "15 yen 50 sen" presents difficulties. Identifying whether someone is Korean or Japanese solely based on the pronunciation of these few words, even Okamura Yasuji who could completely accept this slaughter felt it was too rash. Japanese people from outside Tokyo could also be mistaken due to speaking with local accents. Just like this unlucky guy from Hakodate, he might lose his life just because his pronunciation was not right.

"I hear his accent should be from Hakodate, you can check again." Even so, Okamura Yasuji didn't want to get himself involved in boring trouble. After saying this, he didn't care what result that guy from Hakodate would have in the future. Parting the crowd, Okamura Yasuji strode towards his destination, the direction of the Martial Law Command.
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As an island nation, Japan faced the reality of having no retreat, so its national policies easily tended toward extremes. They would beat the weak to death, while naturally being very smooth with those they could not provoke. Sino-Japanese relations were currently quite poor, and China was an object Japan really could not defeat. Not only was China anti-Japanese, but Japan was also anti-Chinese. In recent years, China had been doing quite well, and the lives of ordinary people were much better than in Japan. As a result, the number of Chinese in Japan had plummeted, with fewer than five hundred remaining in Tokyo.

Most of these five hundred were merchants seeking wealth amidst danger. After the Great Kanto Earthquake, these Chinese merchants suffered disaster. It was inevitable that their shops would collapse or be burned, and it was inevitable that Japanese disaster victims would loot Chinese shops on a large scale. Even worse, perhaps out of shame or fear that the Chinese would sue the looters, the mob simply began to kill people after robbing them.

By the time the Japanese army and police received orders to send the Chinese to concentration camps, they found that they could not find any Chinese in Tokyo. This caused considerable panic among the Japanese authorities. The Army Ministry had originally intended to send the Chinese to concentration camps so that the Chinese side would obediently send relief supplies to Japan and pick up the Chinese by ship on the return trip. Now that the Chinese had been killed off, who would be picked up when the relief supply ships arrived? Could they get some Japanese to fill the numbers?

To be honest, both the Japanese government and the military felt quite aggrieved. Five hundred Chinese was not a very small number. However, compared to the more than one hundred thousand disaster victims who died in the Great Earthquake, it was a small number. Compared to the hundreds of thousands of injured Japanese, it was an even smaller number.

Compared to the number of people killed in the Kanto disaster area during and after the earthquake, it was definitely not a large figure. Tens of thousands of Koreans in Tokyo, Yokohama, and other places had been killed cleanly, which had already led to protests from the Japanese *zaibatsu*. Most of the Koreans working in Japan were cheap labor hired by the *zaibatsu*; killing tens of thousands of Koreans in one go caused no small loss to the *zaibatsu*.

The killing in the disaster area was not limited to Koreans; there were at least several thousand Japanese killed by Japanese. These were all scoundrels who had lost their minds and tried to fish in troubled waters. The gold, silver, and jewelry on the bodies of those burned to death would emit a strong, pungent stench. Anyone found with valuable items carrying this special stench would be executed on the spot.

In total, with hundreds of thousands of casualties, the five hundred Chinese accounted for only about one-thousandth of the total. However, for a powerful country, this was absolutely no reason for explanation. let alone killing five hundred people; if one wanted to fight, a mutual exchange of insults would be a reason for war. Now China and Japan were already in a quasi-war state. It was completely imaginable that such deaths would be taken as a reason for war.

At this point, the Japanese authorities could only face the facts. First, they ordered all Chinese in Japan to be concentrated, and the military issued a strict order prohibiting any military killing of Chinese. If any killing of "concentrated" Chinese occurred, the person in charge would be severely punished without mercy.

Foreign Minister Makino Nobuaki felt quite relieved when he heard that five hundred Chinese had been killed. Every time Chinese people were mentioned, Makino Nobuaki remembered Zhang Yu's face full of malicious mockery and that voice full of contempt, "Go find your British daddy." But after the relief, Makino Nobuaki also understood that this would be a major diplomatic incident.

In fact, Makino Nobuaki felt that the Japanese government was quite aggrieved in this matter. They had not specifically issued an order to kill Chinese people. The government had to take the blame for the spontaneous actions of the Japanese public. Heaven knew how the Chinese would pester them over this matter.

Chinese Minister to Japan Chen Shijun had just finished listening to Makino Nobuaki's self-defensive words when he stood up abruptly. "What exactly do you mean by this?" His young face was somewhat twisted with anger.

"The Japanese government feels very regretful about this matter." Makino Nobuaki had not expected this young minister to lose his composure like this.

Chen Shijun managed to suppress his fury with great difficulty and did not explode immediately. However, he squeezed a sentence out through his clenched teeth, "That is to say, the Japanese public murdered our Chinese people. Is that what you mean?"

"Accidental injury! Accidental injury!" Makino Nobuaki already understood that this matter would absolutely not be settled easily, so he hurriedly explained, "More than one hundred thousand people have died in the disaster area, and people are dying every day. The accidental injury to Chinese people is a tragedy, a tragedy. The Japanese government has already ordered the protection of Chinese expatriates, and we do not wish for such tragedies to occur either."

Chen Shijun controlled himself with great difficulty, stopping himself from physically attacking Makino Nobuaki. He wanted to leave in a huff, but his consciousness as a diplomat finally gained the upper hand. "First, we demand that the Japanese side immediately search for survivors. Second, we are withdrawing our expatriates now, and we hope the Japanese side can cooperate with our work!"

"This... this is acceptable," Makino Nobuaki replied. Any explanation at this point was meaningless; anyway, the worst-case scenario was just war. In terms of fighting, China and Japan had long been rubbing their fists and wiping their palms.

The young Chinese Minister to Japan left a deep impression on Makino Nobuaki. He did not ask for explanations, did not seek those responsible; all his actions revolved around one thing: evacuation of expatriates, and a total evacuation at that. It was as if the matter of the dead had never happened.

This was a very rational approach, and Makino Nobuaki felt the terrible implications behind it. This Chinese minister was now working for the Chinese expatriates alive in Japan. Of course, once the living Chinese were transported back to China, what would follow would certainly be actions regarding the Chinese dead. Makino Nobuaki was not afraid of this. As a veteran diplomat, he knew very well that such things could not be avoided. Since the outcome was destined to be a tragedy, perhaps reducing some boring troubles on the road to tragedy was also a kind of consolation.

The news flew straight back to Zhengzhou and immediately triggered a fierce reaction in the Central Committee. Since the rise of the People's Party, there had been no massacres of Chinese by foreigners for more than a decade. Minister of Publicity Zhang Yu's gaze was as sharp as a steel needle. "Who are we defining as the enemy?! Is it the Japanese government or the Japanese mob?"

"What's the difference?" You Gou asked.

"The difference is big," Xu Dian replied. "If we define the enemy as the Japanese government, then we can declare war on Japan. If we define the enemy as the Japanese mob, then we can demand the Japanese government punish the Japanese mob for this. Moreover, we don't need to give Japan any aid this time."

"Then between the Japanese government and the Japanese public, who can cooperate with us?" You Gou continued to ask.

"Of course it's the Japanese government," Xu Dian replied.

The members of the Politburo Standing Committee were all fellows who dared to tell the truth. Zhang Yu was one type, and Xu Dian was another. Daring to straightforwardly despise foreign masses and not fearing guilt by association, Xu Dian counted as a typical example.

"Get the people back first," Shang Yuan replied. In actual execution, the priority naturally went to the living. As long as the green hills remain, there is no fear of running out of firewood; financial losses were already extremely hard to recover, and if lives were lost too, there would be no chance to even turn the tables.

"Are we going to war?" Qi Huishen asked.

"Do you think we aren't in a quasi-war stage now?" Chen Ke's answer was quite simple. "Strengthen personnel deployment to Taiwan and Korea. Especially Taiwan; the probability of combat personnel going there and never returning is very high."

The Japanese high command's judgment of China was not wrong; the People's Party had no intention of peaceful coexistence with Japan at all. In recent years, cooperation with the Germans had gradually unfolded, and with the impact of the economic crisis, technical exchanges between China and Europe had increased. several domestic shipbuilding enterprises had also been integrated into the industrial system. To liberate Taiwan, ships were a must. The People's Party was not Moses and could not part the waters of the Taiwan Strait. To deploy personnel to Taiwan and provide continuous weapon support, ships were needed, and they had to be ships capable of evading the Japanese naval blockade. By 1922, the People's Navy finally had ships with speed and range that were barely sufficient.

"After the Great Japanese Earthquake, they will definitely increase their plunder of Korea and Taiwan. Where there is oppression, there is resistance; this opportunity must not be missed." Chen Ke seemed not to have heard the news of the Great Japanese Earthquake at all; he was considering purely the issue of the strategic window of opportunity.

"Then when do we publicize the issue of Japan slaughtering Chinese expatriates?" Zhang Yu asked.

"When we evacuate the expatriates this time, bring some aid supplies. When the evacuation is over, start publicizing this matter domestically and internationally." Chen Ke answered very crisply. In Chen Ke's timeline, the level of the TG propaganda department really left Chen Ke speechless. This was not to say China couldn't aid foreign countries; as a great power, it had to have the magnanimity of a great power. The problem was that Chairman Mao's style of being "justified, advantageous, and restrained" really failed to manifest in China's propaganda actions.

Doing things required seeking truth from facts; one couldn't use the muddying method of saying good people are all good and bad people are all bad. Aiding Indonesia was China's humanitarian spirit, but the matter of Indonesia slaughtering Chinese people naturally had to be fully exposed as well. Face is something one earns oneself, not something given by others. In the international community, no one owes anyone anything. It was thanks to Chen Ke having such experience that he could handle the Japanese earthquake issue relatively calmly.

"Will the Japanese comrades within the Party have any thoughts?" Organization Minister Qi Huishen asked. Once such propaganda started, anti-Japanese sentiment within China would naturally rise significantly. The emotions of their own comrades had to be considered.

"Speak the truth, do practical things. We can't make everyone sing our praises, let alone make others worship us. All we can do is speak the truth and do practical things. If some people can't accept this fact, then let them be. So we ourselves must speak the truth. Don't deliberately smear the Japanese government, and there is absolutely no need to speak for the Japanese public. Burying one's head in the sand is definitely unacceptable," Chen Ke replied.

"But the masses won't be so rational," Qi Huishen was still somewhat worried about this.

Zhang Yu immediately took over the conversation. "We have a legal system. What the masses think is not important, and we can't order the masses on what to think. But we can always regulate everyone's actions through the legal system. If you're afraid of the masses acting recklessly, you might as well think more about how to maintain public order."

"Maintaining public order costs money. If the masses start attacking Japanese people, the cost of us deploying police forces, including follow-up work, will definitely not be small," Qi Huishen replied.

Hearing this, Xu Dian also supported Zhang Yu. "Building a country with rule of law inherently requires a long time, numerous incidents, and huge costs. This is like climbing stairs; which flight of a hundred steps can you skip? These costs must be paid when due. Enlightening the people's wisdom solely by positive education is absolutely impossible."

Qi Huishen glanced at Xu Dian; he felt that Xu Dian was becoming increasingly active. As the various systems of New China were completed, this Standing Committee member in charge of the judicial sector was much stronger than before in both influence and attitude toward policy. Moreover, in the early years, Xu Dian and Zhang Yu had been somewhat like fire and water, but now the two of them showed a trend of hitting it off.

"We'll just bear whatever consequences arise from speaking the truth and doing practical things. To avoid trouble, trying to contrive some good result from the start is a bureaucratic style of work." Chen Ke had the final word.

"Then who should we send?" Qi Huishen stopped struggling with other issues and jumped to the next one.

"Sa Zhenbing is obviously unsuitable, so let Navy General Commissar Qin Shou lead the team." Chen Ke appointed the general.

When Qin Shou received the news, he was still in Shanghai, waiting with People's Navy Commander-in-Chief Sa Zhenbing for the Navy's latest destroyer to launch. The People's Party Navy high command had held a seminar on future naval development in 1921. At the meeting, Military Commission Chairman Chen Ke had determined the future naval development direction with an extremely high-pressure stance: a new type of navy centered on aircraft carrier battle groups.

The current leaders in the People's Navy, Yan Fu, Sa Zhenbing, and Qin Shou, had originally all graduated from the Southern Naval Academy. Apart from these three, the New China naval personnel were basically all from the People's Naval Academy. Hearing Chen Ke, a complete layman, actually come up with a completely different line of thinking for future ocean-going combat, the three of them did not dare to fully oppose it.

At the present stage, the main direction of the People's Party Navy was aircraft, submarines, and fast boats, but Chen Ke's naval development program had cancelled the battleship direction. Only heavy cruisers of over ten thousand tons were used as bombardment units. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Air Force had developed very early, and aircraft on ships had also been tested. But the new aircraft carrier with a side island superstructure and a flush deck proposed by Chen Ke completely abandoned artillery.

Qin Shou was a member of the People's Party's early Beijing Party Group and had gone south with Chen Ke. Apart from Qin Shou, the naval commanders without exception resolutely supported Chen Ke. As long as the ships were made of steel and the tonnage was large enough, these naval personnel would hesitate at nothing to realize any future naval model Chen Ke spoke of. This left the three of them unable to even raise an argument of opposition.

Since the aircraft carrier direction could not be debated, they could not possibly raise objections to the combat functions of heavy cruisers, destroyers, and frigates either.

Destroyers were medium-sized vessels equipped with various weapons such as anti-air, anti-submarine, and anti-surface capabilities. They could perform offensive assault missions in naval formations, undertake anti-air and anti-submarine escort tasks for combat formations, and also serve as support forces in amphibious and anti-amphibious operations.

Frigates were light surface combat vessels with anti-submarine torpedoes and naval guns as their main weapons. They were mainly used for escorting naval formations, as well as for reconnaissance, alert, patrol, mine-laying, and supporting landings.

The United States had reached an agreement with China and sold two treaty battleships that were surplus to American requirements to China. The main bodies of the ships had already been built, and they were towed to China for mid-to-late-stage fitting out.

These two battleships were warships with which China could truly confront the battleships of other countries in the world without falling behind. The United States had also managed to sell them to China only after withstanding pressure from Britain with great difficulty. Defense Minister Yan Fu, Navy Commander-in-Chief Sa Zhenbing, and Navy General Commissar Qin Shou all knew they definitely couldn't twist Chen Ke's arm, but they hoped to complete the later-stage work on these two warships as soon as possible to prove to Chen Ke with actual results that battleships had not exited the military stage at all.

The Defense Minister mainly managed the seal, because the Ministry of Defense now only had the Minister left, without even a single office staffer. Similarly, as long as there was an external mission, Sa Zhenbing and Qin Shou could become Vice Ministers of Defense or even the Minister of Defense at any time. So Yan Fu simply moved into the dormitory of the Shanghai Shipyard, supervising the shipbuilding work every day.

Sa Zhenbing and Qin Shou did have the task of managing naval operations, but whenever the two had a chance, they would bring the fleet to Shanghai. First, it was to use the fleet to deter foreigners, and second, they were also dreaming about those two behemoths in the dry dock.

After receiving the telegram ordering the People's Navy to go to Japan to evacuate expatriates, Sa Zhenbing's face was terribly grim. The Beiyang Fleet had also visited Japan back then, and there had been a big fight in the Japanese red-light district. More than thirty years had passed, but Sa Zhenbing could still clearly recall the situation at that time.

"What ships did the Military Commission say to send?" Sa Zhenbing asked.

"One destroyer, two frigates, and a ten-thousand-ton steamer. It will be loaded with relief supplies for Japan. The order specifies that they must be ones we built ourselves," Qin Shou replied.

"If only those two battleships could be sent," Sa Zhenbing could not help but say.

Looking at the expression of his old comrade-in-arms and old classmate, the 69-year-old Yan Fu could not help but pat Sa Zhenbing on the shoulder. "Don't worry, we will definitely live to see the day the Navy takes revenge!"
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The National Day of 1923 was approaching. Construction on the People's Square opposite the Five-Star Building continued day and night, creating a brightly lit scene after dark. The Monument to the People's Heroes was nearing completion, as was the Great Hall of the People. Engineers specializing in acoustics and optics were testing various sound equipment, lighting, ventilation systems, and backup power supplies twenty-four hours a day. The area near Zhengzhou had no shortage of flat land, and various parade formations were stepping up their drills, striving to present a gift for the National Day. The orderly military commands and slogans could be heard clearly from several miles away.

However, in the Prime Minister's office within the Five-Star Building, Shang Yuan was shouting at several provincial governors and party secretaries with a rarely seen high pitch: "Are you offering auspicious signs? Is this a republic or a feudal dynasty? Are you high-ranking officials guarding the frontiers or people's cadres?"

The faces of several provincial party secretaries turned pale. They had never expected that someone as steady as Shang Yuan would have such a violent side. Shang Yuan couldn't be blamed for getting truly angry; even at forty-three years old, Chen Ke hadn't become any more tolerant. With age, he might have even become a bit more acerbic. Before the Great Kanto Earthquake in Japan, and before the national situation reports from various provinces arrived in Zhengzhou, Chen Ke had one day said with a tone of malicious cheerfulness, "This time, someone might just launch some satellites for us, engaging in some National Day gift-giving or something."

Shang Yuan hadn't taken it to heart at the time. As the Prime Minister of such a large country, if Shang Yuan took everything everyone said to heart, he would have died of exhaustion long ago. As a result, the day after Chen Ke said that, "victory reports" from several provinces were sent into the Prime Minister's office. Things like vegetables and fruits weighing dozens of catties growing in the fields, or some strange bumper harvest in a certain place. In short, the situation was not just a little good, but excellent. Shang Yuan was, after all, a Juren (provincial graduate) of the former Qing Dynasty; he knew exactly what this stuff was at a glance. The Prime Minister's office and the Chairman's office were very close, so Shang Yuan dropped the reports and stormed into Chen Ke's room.

"Chairman Chen, did you receive some news?" Shang Yuan asked Chen Ke seriously.

"What news?" Chen Ke was confused by the question.

"Didn't you just say yesterday that someone was going to launch satellites?" Shang Yuan's expression became even more serious.

"Oh... that matter." Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh. "That was my guess."

It really was Chen Ke's guess. However, in history, after Comrade Liu Xiuyang became the State Chairman, he immediately launched a round of satellites. Chen Ke didn't have much data, so he couldn't fully understand Comrade Liu Xiuyang's thoughts. But bureaucracy is the same in ancient times, modern times, China, and abroad. A bureaucracy responsible to its superiors has the advantage of quantifiable assessment of bureaucratic work, but its disadvantage also lies in the quantifiable assessment of bureaucratic work. Making the boss happy is one of the best ways to pass the assessment. Seeing Shang Yuan's angry appearance, Chen Ke even found it quite amusing; the Prime Minister of New China seemed to have encountered a problem in this matter.

Shang Yuan really hadn't expected Chen Ke to give such an answer. He naturally couldn't know that Chen Ke had been in contact with so many political struggles, so a casual "guessed it" could absolutely not make Shang Yuan feel Chen Ke's sincerity.

"You can guess that someone is launching satellites just by guessing?" Shang Yuan said, prepared to get to the bottom of it.

"Launching satellites and offering auspicious signs have no essential difference; they are just the same practice under different historical environments," Chen Ke answered solemnly.

"Comrade Chen Ke, what exactly do you want to say?" Shang Yuan asked seriously. He found Chen Ke's attitude of speaking in half-sentences very unacceptable.

Seeing that Shang Yuan was very dissatisfied, Chen Ke didn't dare to continue speaking flippantly. He said seriously, "We are all materialists. There is a saying that I feel I cannot entirely agree with, but I think it still makes some sense: 'Existence is reasonable' (Hegel: What is rational is actual and what is actual is rational)."

"Reasonable? That depends on whose reason it fits," Shang Yuan said. "I have a doubt this time. Chairman Chen, did you know something beforehand, which is why you said what you said yesterday?"

Chen Ke smiled. "We all claim to be believers in Marxism and claim to have read historical materialism. Chance and necessity—how do we explain this matter?"

Shang Yuan frowned. Chance and necessity were, of course, important components of historical materialism. Chen Ke's words seemed to contain more malice. Historical materialism believes that necessity is built upon a definite material basis, while chance merely determines the specific time of its occurrence. Viewing the problem from this angle, the occurrence of "offering auspicious signs" was an unavoidable event. Yet Shang Yuan believed that the occurrence of such things was not reasonable.

However, Shang Yuan was Shang Yuan after all, a tested warrior of the People's Party. Since the event of offering auspicious signs had already happened, Shang Yuan would not think that such a thing was an illusion, or that certain individuals had lost their party spirit and moral standing. For anything to happen, there must be inevitable factors. Accusing comrades without cause was unreasonable, even though Shang Yuan had already decided to accuse the comrades.

So after summoning several comrades to Zhengzhou and hearing them express that the historically breakthrough events were congratulations for the National Day, he still couldn't hold back his anger. "I manage the administrative department; comrades from the Party Committee can go find Chairman Chen. I just want to ask one thing: what exactly do the comrades responsible for administration mean by reporting these situations?"

Rebuked by the Prime Minister like this, the comrades were also stunned. Shang Yuan actually already knew what these comrades meant, which was why he was particularly furious. "I can tell you about something that happened recently in Zhengzhou. A comrade slapped a production team leader in the face in public."

The ins and outs of this matter were simple. Qin Tongren's son worked at the Zhengzhou Machinery Plant. The team leader issued a production task order. This order took the highest daily production output ever achieved by the machinery plant's production team as the standard and required every production team worker to complete this task. After listening to this, Qin Tongren's son first negotiated with the production team leader. The result of the negotiation was that the production team leader required the team members to overcome all difficulties to complete the task. In a fit of rage, Qin Tongren's son slapped the production team leader in the face in public and cursed, "Aren't you harming people?!"

This slap won the secret applause of all the workers in the production team. The highest production volume on an accidental day was by no means the norm. If they had to work according to that highest day every day, who could stand it?

Shang Yuan finished telling this story seriously, then asked the governors a question. "Can you guarantee that the size of every similar agricultural product grown in the fields is the size of that agricultural product you presented as a gift for the National Day? Can you do that?"

The governors dared not make a sound. They actually hadn't lied; there really were agricultural products that suddenly grew to abnormal sizes. But to have every similar agricultural product reach such a huge volume was absolutely unrealistic.

Even without Chen Ke specifically explaining, Shang Yuan quickly understood where the joint lay. New China's industrial and agricultural production were both developing. Improved seeds, chemical fertilizers, and pesticides were all developing rapidly. The gun steel technology introduced from Germany hadn't been completely put into military use. Under Chen Ke's intervention, the gun steel technology was instead first developed by a joint technical task force with the synthetic ammonia reactor task force to develop a new generation of large-scale synthetic ammonia reactors. The heat and high-pressure resistant gun steel production technology proved effective in civilian industry. With large reactors, the key problem restricting the Republic's synthetic ammonia technology was solved, and the annual production line of 40,000 tons of synthetic ammonia finally achieved a breakthrough. The cost of synthetic ammonia dropped by more than 50%. The Republic's agricultural production quickly popularized chemical fertilizers.

The industrial system commanded by You Gou included seed production, and there were also many statistics on data regarding the massive abnormal growth of plants. The agricultural technology department was very cautious about this. They collected a large number of abnormally huge crops for research, attempting to find the root cause of this gigantism. After collecting more data, You Gou still didn't dare to report good news; instead, she conducted scientific research very cautiously. Yet the governors dared to report good news; this was simply taking science too lightly.

Facing the seemingly aggrieved expressions of some governors, Shang Yuan didn't want to engage in any further discussion. He knew that if he discussed it further, he might lose control of his emotions even more. "I'll just ask one question. When you reported these things, did you consult the person in charge of the agricultural department? Party Committee matters don't involve administrative issues; that is the scope responsible by Chairman Chen. What kind of process have you actually come up with in administration?"

If Shang Yuan's anger could be considered to have awed the governors, Shang Yuan's question surprised them. Why should governors consulting the central government inquire with the agricultural department? This process was indeed quite "novel." Moreover, the governors summoned by Shang Yuan hadn't told lies; huge crops really had grown in the fields. If Shang Yuan had directly launched a heart-condemning attack, they might have been able to argue some reason, but since Shang Yuan didn't attack their motives, they didn't even know what to say.

Shang Yuan looked at the governors who hesitated to speak, his annoyance indescribable. The dark clouds of war not only hadn't left China's skies but showed a trend of becoming even more intense. At this time, the governors were actually playing this game. Shang Yuan had managed to hold back even more intense words with great difficulty. Finally controlling his emotions, Shang Yuan tried to speak plainly: "China wants to rise, and it can only rely on seeking truth from facts. Inviting you here this time was to discuss this very issue. Since you comrades wanted to present gifts for the National Day, then as the Prime Minister in charge of administration, I also feel it necessary to speak with you comrades about this issue."

Those who could mix their way up to being governors were definitely not fools, let alone those provincial party secretaries. "Premier Shang, we were wrong. We reported blindly without properly researching the situation; it was indeed very imprudent."

"You aren't preparing to make the agricultural department the scapegoat, are you?" Shang Yuan immediately replied. Shang Yuan knew the rules of officialdom much better than these comrades. Upon hearing this, Shang Yuan knew that what he had just said had absolutely no effect, so he simply pointed out these people's thoughts.

Now, a quite long silence appeared in Shang Yuan's conference room.
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Chapter 22: Helpless Experience 2

After receiving a scolding from Shang Yuan, the governors and provincial party secretaries were led by Shang Yuan to Chen Ke's office. These comrades felt even more uneasy in their hearts. The People's Party placed the utmost importance on institutions, and as provincial-level cadres, they had all undergone various institutional training. From the knowledge they had gained from this training, Shang Yuan could strip someone in the administrative department of their position, but he could not touch those provincial party secretaries. However, as the Party Chairman, Chen Ke's authority allowed him to dismiss provincial party secretaries with just a meeting.

Upon seeing Chen Ke, the provincial party secretaries immediately stepped forward and said, "Chairman Chen, we were wrong."

Hearing this, Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh out loud. He stood up and said, "Comrades, please sit."

This was one of Chen Ke's good points. Whether he was happy or unhappy, he never used oppressive means physically against people. Because he had been made to stand in the corner, beaten, and made to kneel as a child, Chen Ke didn't think there was anything wrong with his parents' way of thinking and doing things back then. However, Chen Ke felt that muddled people just didn't understand; even if you beat them to death, they still wouldn't understand. Once they understood, they would understand without needing to be beaten. Therefore, some physical stimulation was completely useless and might very well trigger hostile emotions in the other party.

After everyone had sat down, Chen Ke said, "Comrades, when a person does something, they might feel that they don't like doing it, but they must do it. I don't think it's likely that someone knows doing something is definitely wrong, knows that doing it won't achieve their goal, and yet still insists on doing it. Of course, there is a premise here, which is knowing how to achieve the goal. If one simply doesn't know how to achieve the goal, then no matter what choice is made, it's not strange."

This was Chen Ke's own experience. In Chen Ke's original timeline, in order to make money, to get rich, to "realize his own value," he was anxious like a stray dog all day long, rushing about like a fish that had slipped through the net. He tried every possible way to seek the correct path, yet no matter how he went, he couldn't get it right, or rather, no matter how he went, he couldn't get the result he wanted. After traveling through time, Chen Ke no longer used his own methods. Instead, he lowered his head, calmed his mind, and focused on copying the correct answers. After copying for eighteen years, he had copied out the current results. Therefore, Chen Ke didn't feel there was anything shameful about making mistakes. From the perspective of historical materialism, if there hadn't been the previous reckless behavior, it would have been impossible for Chen Ke to have his current sudden awakening. Since he himself had been so reckless, Chen Ke felt that unless they were born anti-social elements, normal people simply hadn't been able to pass those hurdles to improve themselves, rather than them insisting on doing so.

The governors and provincial party secretaries looked at each other in dismay. The reason for presenting auspicious signs was naturally to make the Central Committee happy, hoping that the Central Committee would recognize their achievements. Some people believed that even if these unusually huge crops were not the norm, it might not be impossible for all crops to become this huge in the future. Of course, there were also some who were making an attempt to see if the practice of presenting auspicious signs could win the favor of the Central Committee.

Reality indeed dealt a heavy blow to the comrades who hoped to win the Central Committee's favor. Shang Yuan's methods were intense and his attitude was clear-cut. Even though Chen Ke did not get angry, his words showed no sign of approval for the practice of presenting auspicious signs.

The governors and provincial party secretaries didn't dare to make a sound, but Shang Yuan was very daring. He asked Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, do you think some comrades are truly muddled? Or are some comrades pretending to be muddled while understanding perfectly well?"

Chen Ke replied, "I think this is primarily a problem with the Central Committee; the ideological training is insufficient. What is the ideological foundation of our People's Party? First is science, second is democracy. Regarding this matter, I feel that the comrades' approach was unscientific. I think the government should organize training classes to strengthen scientific viewpoints, and at the same time, try to eliminate the occurrence of such things by perfecting the system. Of course, the Party should also organize training classes to resolve this issue ideologically."

With the Party Chairman, the State Chairman, and the State Premier singing a duet like this, the faces of the governors and provincial party secretaries turned almost green. The People's Party had conducted several rectification movements, and organizing training classes was, in a sense, a deprivation of duty. In the anti-feudal training classes back then, some comrades failed to graduate after more than three years of "labor practice" and were finally sent directly back to their hometowns. Shang Yuan's anger might end with writing a self-criticism and conducting ideological self-criticism, but Chen Ke's approach looked a lot like a reshuffle.

Now some people could no longer sit still. The provincial party secretaries sprang to their feet. "Chairman Chen, I was wrong. I will definitely change!"

"Sit, sit down and speak." Chen Ke said unhurriedly. After the comrades sat down uneasily, Chen Ke continued, "Even without this matter, I would have suggested that the organization conduct comprehensive studies. It's just that after this incident, the studies have been moved up. The problem everyone has now is not whether it will happen, but when it will happen. Everyone should not have unnecessary psychological burdens. Making this kind of mistake is very normal; not making this kind of mistake would be abnormal."

After finally calming down these governors and provincial party secretaries and ordering these comrades to go back immediately and wait for the study notice, Chen Ke announced the end of the meeting. Shang Yuan did not feel the slightest bit satisfied. He asked Chen Ke seriously, "Chairman Chen, how serious do you think this atmosphere within the Party is?"

Chen Ke replied equally seriously, "This is not an atmosphere within the Party; this is the normal reaction of everyone within a system. Science and democracy are concepts at the social level. How can biological instincts projected onto the social level be so easily eliminated?"

Shang Yuan did not intend to let Chen Ke off easily. This seemingly profound attitude couldn't bluff someone like Shang Yuan. He continued to ask seriously, "Then why wouldn't you do this, I wouldn't do this, and many comrades wouldn't do this?"

"There are two reasons for not doing this. The first is simply not thinking about problems in this way. The second is knowing to be afraid, knowing that doing so will definitely result in punishment, so not daring to do it. I have always said that if going east is wrong, going west is definitely wrong too," Chen Ke replied.

Shang Yuan already understood what Chen Ke meant. When he didn't understand back then, Mr. Li Hongqi had told Shang Yuan that if a person demanded to feel both capable and self-respecting, then they were done for. If they expected others' evaluation of them to be "both capable and self-respecting," then they had reached a hopeless stage.

*Must first suffer in their will, labor in their muscles and bones, starve in their skin and flesh, empty their bodies, and confound their conduct...*

A guy with an empty belly who fails at everything he does, if he thinks he is very capable, isn't that a huge joke? If such a person not only feels he is very capable but also uses the future "possibility" of "thus Heaven is about to place a great responsibility on this person," which hasn't happened at all, to defend his current pathetic situation, it is absolutely proof of insufficient mental normality.

To shoulder a great responsibility, one must "tempt his heart and harden his nature, increasing his inability," and one must struggle out of the quagmire by one's own strength. To put it cruelly, these real feelings cannot be felt by someone who hasn't crawled out of the quagmire after exhausting work, foaming at the mouth, and becoming dizzy. That is wisdom that can only possibly be obtained after he crawls out of the quagmire and relies on his increased ability to struggle for a longer time, finally having the spare energy to reflect.

*You cannot talk to a well frog about the sea, for it is confined by its space; you cannot talk to a summer insect about ice, for it is limited by its time.* What the hell can people still struggling in the quagmire understand? If they really understood, wouldn't they have come out of the quagmire?

"Indeed, we must have more training!" Shang Yuan originally felt that Chen Ke's approach of opening training classes was too mild, but now he felt that doing so was very correct.

Seeing that Shang Yuan had figured it out, Chen Ke continued, "The system must be strengthened, and the system must be perfected. How can it be so easy to awaken ideologically? For those comrades who have already awakened, the system is the best tool in their hands. For comrades who haven't awakened but know to be afraid, the system is a tool to restrain their actions, and also the best tool to protect these comrades from taking actions that hurt themselves and others. What kind of system to establish, why establish such a system, our philosophy, the scientific socialism and scientific communism we follow, as well as our scientific understanding of human behavior and human society itself—what exactly are these cognitive things, and how to build a system centered on philosophy on the basis of reality—this is the core content of this study. In the final analysis, it is still science and democracy."

After this practical experience, Shang Yuan had intended to go back and consider the government's training content, but he stopped and turned back to ask Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, previously you said you had made countless mistakes that were low-level to the point of being shameful. I thought you were just joking about yourself. But now I suddenly believe your words are true. If not for that kind of deeply felt pain, you couldn't have this kind of tolerance you have now. But this raises a new question. If you made so many unforgivable mistakes, normally speaking, dying dozens of times wouldn't be too much. How did you survive until now?"

This question was asked well. Chen Ke first frowned, then soon couldn't help but smile. "Because the environment I lived in was very superior and very wealthy. After I failed, I only had to pay with my future, but I wouldn't lose my little life. Moreover, although social competition is fierce, everyone is only fighting for those opportunities. Few people want to beat me, this loser, to death after winning the competition. That's why I could survive and continuously accumulate my experience and understanding."

Hearing Chen Ke's explanation, it was Shang Yuan's turn to frown. The vast majority of the mistakes Chen Ke committed were of the unforgivable level. How tolerant must a society be for no one to beat Chen Ke to death after he made mistakes and messed things up? Even without society punishing Chen Ke, even a wealthy and powerful family couldn't be so tolerant of a prodigal son like Chen Ke. According to those mistakes Chen Ke mentioned, the family wouldn't even adopt measures of exile, but would directly execute Chen Ke.

...No wonder Chen Ke never mentioned his background. Shang Yuan suddenly felt he understood some of the reasons. If Shang Yuan's children made as many mistakes as Chen Ke, even if their future achievements were limitless, Shang Yuan didn't think he could forgive their past behavior. Such reckless behavior was a heinous crime.

"Does such an environment really exist?" Shang Yuan couldn't help but ask.

"The development of productive forces is the greatest driving force for social progress, so I believe that in the future everyone will be able to live in such a society." Chen Ke was very confident about this because he had lived in such a world. Beggars in 1923 only begged for food, while beggars in the 21st century already didn't want food, only money. The great abundance of material brought by the development of productive forces also brought a tremendous increase in the tolerance of the entire society towards individuals, and individuals also gained a tremendous degree of freedom. Marx predicted that after the great development of productive forces, human society would enter communism, and at that time, the freedom of personal development for everyone would be the goal of the entire communism. Of course, Marx also believed that in the communist period, labor had become a human need. Laziness must be eliminated; on this issue, Chen Ke had absolutely no humanitarian attitude.

Shang Yuan couldn't understand what Chen Ke was saying. This kind of thing could only be understood by people who had experienced it and reflected on it. Humans always take what they obtain for granted; only after losing it will they feel its preciousness. This is the same for any human being.

This incident of presenting auspicious signs was quickly extinguished under the extremely swift reaction of the Standing Committee of the Politburo. Chen Ke was extremely restrained. In his explanation to the Standing Committee of the Politburo, Chen Ke firmly opposed the direction of expanding the impact of this incident. "It's easy to take down a few muddled eggs, but I'm afraid the people who replace them will be even more muddled. And I am very worried about one thing: there will definitely be conspirators inside our People's Party, the kind of guys who try to fish in troubled waters. So the operation of the system must be guaranteed at all times."

The majority of the Standing Committee members had witnessed the dark side of humanity. For comrades who made mistakes, it was a contradiction among the people. For conspirators, the handling mode for contradictions between the enemy and us must be adopted. Zhang Yu also rarely didn't say any "jokes" about this. He nodded and said, "What if people are taught to be bad? Drawing a tiger and ending up with a dog is the most common problem. If they didn't know there was such a thing, they might not have had so many ideas. After knowing more, it's easier to learn to be bad. How can ideological awakening be something that passes so easily? One really has to die once. Whether a carp can jump over the dragon gate or not, it has to die once."

Zhang Yu was speaking from his own experience, yet Shang Yuan looked at Zhang Yu with an extremely astonished expression. Shang Yuan really hadn't expected that this guy Zhang Yu could describe awakening so vividly.

Xu Dian didn't support Zhang Yu this time. He said calmly, "Aim for the top, get the middle; aim for the middle, get the bottom; aim for the bottom, and you will surely fail. Perfecting the system and seeking truth from facts can at least prevent that group of people who know fear from acting recklessly. For that group of people who will act recklessly, if they know one they will do one reckless thing, if they know ten they will do ten reckless things. Saying anything is useless."

Qi Huishen also joined the ranks of opposing Zhang Yu. "The People's Party is the vanguard of the proletariat. Is it okay for the vanguard to demand of itself the same as ordinary laborers? The clearer the theory, the more specific the system, the more able to link theory with practice, and the more it is with the fundamental interests of the masses, the more people will be able to understand. Harmony with the dust is not the attitude for making revolution."

Zhang Yu, as usual, always had the resolve that 'though thousands of people are against me, I will go.' "Doing it this way means using standards that extremely few people can achieve to demand of the vast majority. If we do this, the atmosphere of telling lies will definitely become popular within the Party, and the atmosphere of learning to tell lies will become even more popular. Without revolutionary consciousness but with a mouth full of revolutionary language, what is the difference between that and the Dharma-Ending Age?"

"Dharma-Ending Age?" You Gou didn't hear what this sentence meant.

Zhang Yu replied, "When Shakyamuni Buddha was about to enter Nirvana, the Demon King said to Shakyamuni Buddha, 'The Sage has no constant heart, but takes the heart of the common people as his heart. Bo Xun (Mara) also has no constant heart, but takes the heart of the common people as his heart. In terms of complying with the common people, Buddha, you cannot compare to me. You have strict precepts and vigorously emphasize the harm of greed, teaching people to stay away from greed. But I comply with the desires of the common people and satisfy the desires of the common people. Without the greed of sentient beings, where would I, Bo Xun, be? In the Dharma-Ending Age, I will tell my demonic sons and grandsons to mix into your sangha, wear your kasaya, and destroy your Buddha-Dharma. They will distort your sutras and destroy your precepts to achieve the goal that I cannot achieve by force today.' Shakyamuni cried after hearing this."

You Gou didn't cry after hearing this, but her face looked very bad.

"I don't oppose this study; making it a rectification movement is also fine. Our People's Party has been invincible so far because we speak the truth and do practical things. We propose solutions after encountering problems. We have patience, ideals, and righteousness. regarding the enemy, we watch them build vermilion towers, watch them feast guests, and watch their towers collapse. We have had so many seemingly incredible victories because we persisted in our practice of seeking truth from facts, and the enemies obediently handed over victory with their own hands. The noose that hangs the enemy is the noose the enemy begged us to buy, and then the enemy hanged themselves. Now we are going to forge a noose ourselves. Are we preparing to hang the enemy, or are we preparing to hang ourselves?"
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Chapter 23: Helpless Experience (3)

"I support Comrade Zhang Yu's point of view. Even if they haven't learned to tell the truth, we cannot force comrades to tell lies." You Gou expressed her clear support for Zhang Yu. "The problem we face now is that most comrades simply don't know what to say, so they speak according to the methods of the old era. It's not that they intend to do this. If we force comrades to tell lies, that would be putting the cart before the horse."

"That implies there are major problems with the work of the Organization Department," Qi Huishen said with a frown.

You Gou had no intention of attacking Qi Huishen. "Having problems is the norm; having no problems is what's impossible. If we were to discuss all the problems in the industrial sector up to now—considering that over a thousand people have died in industrial accidents—if I, as the person in charge, were dragged out and shot, it wouldn't be seen as an injustice. Therefore, the system must conform to reality and to theory, and the theory must naturally be explained clearly. We cannot demand that comrades immediately raise their standards to a theoretical level completely. And indeed, the system is not perfect. But the reason for most industrial accidents is not that those comrades didn't understand the theory, but that they didn't follow the system."

Qi Huishen still frowned. "This is asking comrades to admit that they indeed have gaps compared to other comrades that cannot be closed. It's a gap stamped with a label, likely a gap they can never cross in their lifetime. This is detrimental to unity."

"We might as well just say the competition is too cruel," Shang Yuan replied. "The human heart is a very dark thing. If one participates in competition and ends up with a conclusion that they might never catch up in this lifetime... Destroying what others have that one lacks, dragging others down to one's own level—this is a very common mindset. Egalitarian ideas are deeply rooted in the human heart."

"The rectification work within the Party and the government still needs to focus on anti-feudalism. Drawing a circle on the ground to make a prison is the most basic instinct; even animals know to mark their territory with scent. When this instinct is projected onto social nature, feudal systems naturally emerge to regulate such views. The focus of ideological work in the near future remains anti-feudalism, striving to promote steps to eliminate feudalism within the system," Chen Ke replied. "In history, the United States pushed through a series of extremely important acts, doing their utmost to wipe out local protectionism, local monopolies, and later even introduced anti-trust laws and estate taxes. That the United States could later become the world's number one power, leaving other nations far behind, was absolutely not due to pure luck or mere geographical advantage. A world-class power must have world-class institutions."

"Anti-feudalism is a good entry point. I agree," Shang Yuan replied. "Offering auspicious omens is standard feudal stuff."

You Gou replied, "Let's promote anti-feudalism in tandem with the scientific system. Not a comprehensive scientific system, but the scientific nature of each functional department, especially the scientific process of investigation and reporting. Let's not be hasty; we'll complete it item by item."

"Anti-feudalism means we want democracy. Our progress on the democratic process hasn't been very good. Theory and practice are too disconnected," Zhang Yu replied. Constitutionally speaking, the power of the People's Republic comes from the people, but the reality is that the People's Party controls all power. The disconnection between theory and practice is not just a minor issue.

Zhang Yu continued, "Exactly what power should be handed over to the People's Congress, to the people—this is a big question. I feel it would be better to hand over the right of supervision to the people first."

"The crying child gets the milk?" Chen Ke smiled. He wasn't opposed to Zhang Yu's idea, but rather, he was reminded of professional medical disturbers.

Zhang Yu did not misunderstand Chen Ke's meaning. He also smiled. "Since we are popularizing freedom of speech, the right of supervision is precisely a part of freedom of speech. Isn't the practice of freedom of speech exactly the practice of the people's right of supervision?"

You Gou immediately followed up, "The practice in state-owned enterprises is also a part of it. The workers' right to speak in the enterprise is both a scientific practice and a democratic practice."

"If we can complete the layout on this matter in the next few years, that would be quite remarkable." Chen Ke had a sufficient prediction of the arduousness of the work.

The "offering auspicious omens" incident ended roughly like this. There was no circular of criticism for the various provincial governors and provincial party secretaries. The Party Central Committee and the government issued an order: unconventional production increases and special crop data must not be reported as good news. The Politburo members believed it was inappropriate to adopt the method of circulated criticism. Criticizing these comrades did not mean senselessly starting struggles in every province. Especially in a period when a foreign war was likely to break out.

The Central Committee's clear but contained approach achieved good results. In the following days, the view of the various provinces regarding the criticism of the governors was essentially that they had slapped the horse on the leg while trying to flatter it—let's not do such stupid things in the future. Realizing that this was a stupid thing to do and that they shouldn't do it was enough to achieve the objective. Doing fewer stupid things would at least reduce trouble. There were already too many actual troubles in life.

When Zhengzhou was decided as the capital, the Central Committee's supporting plan was for the Central Government to directly administer Henan. Various works originally belonging to the Henan Provincial Committee came directly under the leadership of the Central Committee. Although the various cities and counties did not exceed the rank of similar administrative units in other provinces, the administrative unit of the "Provincial Government" no longer existed in Henan. This was also an experiment in the commandery and county system.

On September 17, as the National Day celebrations entered their final stage, Xinyang City also received the government's notice. Regarding this notice, the municipal government didn't watch the drama unfold like other provincial-level units. The Party and government leadership teams were holding a meeting with grim faces. The Vice Mayor's face was pale, sweat seeping out incessantly, his whole body trembling as if he were having a malaria attack.

The Director of the Agriculture Bureau's face was about the same as the Vice Mayor's. And the faces of the city's administrative team were only slightly better than the Agriculture Bureau Director's by a tiny fraction.

The Mayor of Xinyang had a face of iron-blue. He opened his mouth several times wanting to speak, but couldn't say a word. Finally, with great difficulty, he plucked up the courage to ask the Agriculture Bureau Director, "How much does this crop failure incident have to do with the weather?"

The Agriculture Bureau Director didn't understand the implied meaning of the Xinyang Mayor at first. After hearing this, a trace of joy couldn't help but appear on his face. "The weather influence was very significant. We will verify the issue of the weather affecting agriculture."

Seeing that the Agriculture Bureau Director had caught on, the Mayor turned to the comrades from the engineering unit and said with a dry, hoarse voice, "I feel that we didn't grasp the water conservancy construction tightly enough. This is our work falling short. However, time was tight and the tasks were heavy; the lack of overall planning is also due to our lack of work experience."

The comrades from the engineering unit nodded repeatedly with pale faces. "I feel the Municipal Committee indeed needs to strengthen learning on overall planning. We cannot make the same mistake in the future."

In such a vast monsoon region like China, the simultaneous occurrence of floods and droughts is a perfectly normal thing. The purpose of large-scale water conservancy construction nationwide is to guarantee the stability of agricultural production to the maximum extent. This is a problem clearly explained even in cadre schools and junior high school textbooks.

After conversing with the comrades along this line of thought, the Mayor of Xinyang looked at the Party Secretary. "Secretary, as the Deputy Secretary of the Municipal Standing Committee, my work fell short. I wonder what views you have, Secretary?"

The Party Secretary's complexion was no better than the Mayor's. He barely maintained his composure. "Comrades, we encountered a natural disaster. And because water conservancy work was not in place and manpower arrangement was inappropriate, we failed to salvage the losses in time. The lesson is profound! The lesson is profound! I hope everyone can take this as a warning and not make the same mistake in future work!"

The comrades of the two municipal leadership teams nodded repeatedly, then cast their eyes on the Vice Mayor. The Party Secretary stared at the Vice Mayor, his voice containing immense anger. "The Vice Mayor has an inescapable responsibility for the work errors. For now, he is given the punishment of suspension from all duties to reflect at home. What do the comrades think?"

"Agreed!"

"Agreed!"

The members of the Municipal Committee raised their hands in agreement one after another.

On September 19, a document was delivered to Premier Shang Yuan. The issuing unit was the National Security Bureau. This gave Shang Yuan a start. The National Security Bureau originated from the People's Internal Affairs Committee, and although its functions had expanded to add quite a few domestic responsibilities, when the National Security Bureau was mentioned, the first thought of People's Party comrades was "contradictions between ourselves and the enemy"!

The content of the document was very simple. Xinyang City, because of adopting substandard seeds, resulted in total crop failure in two-thirds of the city's rice paddies.

Two thoughts surged in Shang Yuan's mind simultaneously: How did the National Security Bureau start monitoring domestic administrative issues? And why hasn't the government received a report from the Xinyang government on such a major matter up to now?
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Chapter 24: Helpless Experience (4)

In the official document transferred by the National Security Bureau, the sequence of events was very clear. The wife of the Xinyang Vice Mayor in charge of agriculture had a classmate working in an agricultural technology company. This company was conducting rice seed research and had developed a new type of late-season rice seed. Through connections, this new seed was recommended to the Xinyang Vice Mayor. After the Vice Mayor arranged for a small-scale trial planting which yielded good results, he disregarded the opposition from the Director of the Agricultural Bureau and suggested promoting this rice seed across the two leading bodies of Xinyang City.

There were certainly disputes. The small-scale trial was effective, so finally, with the mindset of presenting a gift to the nation, the two leading bodies reached a consensus to fully promote this late-season rice in Xinyang. By September, the rice had grown, but it did not head, leading to a total harvest failure of the second season of late rice.

Food is the first necessity of the people! Since the revolution in Fengtai County, this has been the foundation of the People's Party regime. Not having enough to eat is a total negation of a regime's governing ability. The massive population of China in the late Qing Dynasty brought social contradictions which were the most fundamental contradictions. The People's Party seized this main contradiction, destroyed the old land ownership system through land revolution, and thus stood out in the late Qing.

Water conservancy facilities, pesticides, fertilizers, improved seeds, soil improvement—the agricultural revolution route pointed out by Chen Ke received the support of the entire party and even the people of the whole country. The heavy chemical industry chain initiated by synthetic ammonia earned massive wealth for China. The technological breakthrough in large-scale synthetic ammonia production lines allowed fertilizers to begin entering rural areas on a large scale.

Fertilizer means soil fertility, and fertility means being able to plant two seasons. Planting two seasons means agricultural output can almost double. In the past two years, agricultural output has increased rapidly. As long as one works, one can eat their fill, and even save some money. The current status of New China has built an indestructible public support for the People's Party.

As one of the old members of the People's Party and one of the founders of the Fengtai County Revolutionary Base, Shang Yuan knew better than anyone the damage a local crop failure brings to the people, and the serious impact on the regime. If it were before, the several leading bodies in this region would have been dismissed and investigated from top to bottom, and shooting people wouldn't be rare.

However, in 1923, Shang Yuan did not immediately fly into a rage, and could even handle this matter with a relatively calm attitude. Shang Yuan did not directly order people to seize the two leading bodies of the Xinyang region, but instead invited the person in charge of the National Security Bureau to his office.

The People's Internal Affairs Committee deals with contradictions between the enemy and us; it is an extremely powerful structure. As the system has gradually improved over these years, the definition of national security is also changing. Security issues are caused not only by enemy invasion, espionage, and secret sabotage. The definition of national security is also vastly different. For example, the food issue. When there isn't enough food, the food issue lies merely in how to produce more grain. Now that the people can eat their fill, food security has turned into how to stabilize grain prices and social sentiment. Other industries are basically the same, so the People's Internal Affairs Committee was reorganized into the National Security Bureau.

"Director Dai, what is this investigation about?" Shang Yuan asked.

The current Director, Dai Qingshan, was from an old political work background. Hearing Shang Yuan's question, he frowned slightly. The National Security Bureau is currently directly under the Military Commission. However, there has been discussion about the positioning of the National Security Bureau. It is said that the latest plan is to place the National Security Bureau directly under the leadership of the Politburo. So, facing the question from Politburo Standing Committee member Shang Yuan, Dai Qingshan did not answer directly but asked back, "Premier Shang, do you feel our investigation overstepped the rules?"

Shang Yuan indeed felt this investigation overstepped. Such matters should have been the responsibility of the two leading bodies of Xinyang. Even if there were problems with the two bodies, it would be the People's Congress's turn to speak. The silence of all three bodies indeed indicated a major problem in the Xinyang region. But this does not mean the National Security Bureau can intervene in this matter as secret police.

The Republic has developed well these years. One of the positive effects of having a large family and business is being able to cope with these "small-scale" crop failures. From this perspective, Shang Yuan did not think it was necessary to act with burning urgency.

What Shang Yuan cared about was Chen Ke's predictions about various unhealthy tendencies within the party. The People's Party naturally cannot consist of all saints. Judging from a realistic perspective, it is easy to reach such a result. What Shang Yuan cared about was how exactly Chen Ke learned of these situations.

Even without being at the Politburo Standing Committee level, comrades at the Politburo member and Central Committee member levels all have a consensus, which is that no one is allowed to use personnel struggle methods to undermine organizational discipline. Chen Ke, in particular, cannot use personnel struggle to undermine organizational discipline. This was something Chen Ke had taught everyone.

The "Presenting Auspicious Omens" incident had already made Shang Yuan somewhat suspicious. This time, the National Security Bureau's intervention in the Xinyang crop failure event made Shang Yuan feel even more uneasy. Organizational resolution to employ secret police is an organizational act. If an individual employs secret police, this problem would be serious, even more serious than a crop failure in Xinyang.

"Our Security Bureau is responsible for rumor issues. While the feudal secret societies are being cracked down upon, mountainous areas, especially tea-producing mountainous areas like Xinyang, as you know, have many feudal superstitious activities. Things like 'Midnight Tea', getting little girls to pick tea in the middle of the night, full of ghosts and spirits. And other gimmicks. We have never ignored the Xinyang region. This matter didn't just come out now; there were signs more than a month ago. Comrades below reported such a thing long ago, and the masses are very afraid." Dai Qingshan dared to send the official document to Shang Yuan, so he wasn't unprepared. As soon as Shang Yuan asked, Dai Qingshan answered very frankly.

The use of chemical fertilizers has greatly promoted agricultural production. Even with the hard work of agricultural knowledge popularization teams, the masses still have a very instinctive reaction to such magical things, which is to habitually mythologize them. Spiritual energy, divine medicine—these traditions cannot be solved in a day or two. The old base areas of the People's Party are considered quite good due to the level of technology popularization. Other regions have had incidents where people thought chemical fertilizers could cure diseases, resulting in deaths from eating fertilizer. There were also incidents of large-scale poisoning using pesticides. Although the National Security Bureau cannot go out in person, it has never relaxed its inspection of intelligence.

After the news of "offending the immortals, so the rice didn't head" appeared in Xinyang, the National Security Bureau intervened in the investigation. The result was finding that the rice indeed didn't head, but they waited and waited without seeing the agricultural department or the two leading bodies of the party and government come out to explain to the masses.

Intelligence work has many methods, and this time no special methods were used at all. Just casually asking cadres and the masses revealed a lot of intelligence. After combing through the intelligence, apart from the specific scientific principle of rice not heading, the entire social operation immediately became clear.

Dai Qingshan waited another half month. The rumors in the Xinyang region became more and more intense, but the local leading bodies insisted on holding their silence. The National Security Bureau couldn't wait any longer. It was only a matter of time before this exploded. When it did explode, the National Security Bureau's investigation couldn't be hidden either. So he simply transferred this report to Shang Yuan.

Shang Yuan originally had considerable wariness towards the National Security Bureau's action. After hearing Dai Qingshan's statement, Shang Yuan didn't know what to say. This matter really had nothing to do with the National Security Bureau; rather, the level of bastardy of the local leading bodies had somewhat broken through the horizon. Shang Yuan's anger shifted from the National Security Bureau to the Xinyang locality.

"Director Dai, who else knows about this matter now?" Shang Yuan asked.

"Are you asking about the masses or the cadres?" Dai Qingshan asked back.

Shang Yuan was nearly 50 this year. Hearing the question from Dai Qingshan, who was less than forty, he couldn't help but blush. The masses in the Xinyang region probably didn't know the specific inside story, but how could they not know that the late rice in the fields had failed? The cadres in the Xinyang region definitely knew more. But in the central government in Zhengzhou, hardly anyone knew about this. At least Shang Yuan, as the Premier, surprisingly didn't know. For some reason, what came to Shang Yuan's mind at this moment was not the Xinyang region, but that indescribable smile of Chen Ke. It seemed like a joke, yet the more he thought about it, the deeper the meaning seemed.

"I asked the wrong question. Based on the situation you've collected, how many such incidents are there nationwide?" Shang Yuan, who originally thought the National Security Bureau was acting recklessly, now had to rely on the intelligence collected by Dai Qingshan.

"In recent years, there have been many incidents involving seeds, fertilizers, and pesticides nationwide. The scales aren't very large. This is the first time for something like Xinyang." Dai Qingshan replied.

"Did Chairman Chen entrust you to investigate such matters?" Shang Yuan asked.

Dai Qingshan frowned. He did not answer this question directly but stared at Shang Yuan. The sharp gaze made Shang Yuan feel very uncomfortable. However, Dai Qingshan did not look away at all; that sharp gaze seemed as if it wanted to pierce directly into Shang Yuan's mind to read his true thoughts. But this gaze did not last too long. Dai Qingshan also felt he had lost his composure. He turned his head and said, "Premier Shang, you should know that our National Security Bureau is strictly forbidden from using 'speechcraft' on comrades, right?"

Shang Yuan was shocked in his heart. The People's Internal Affairs Committee had undertaken the research topic of human behavioral science very early on. 'Speechcraft' is a psychological suggestion and guidance technique extended from human psychology and behavioral science. The People's Internal Affairs Committee and the later reorganized National Security Bureau have been purged five times. In the two more recent purges, many of the purged comrades did not commit any organizational errors or personal malicious errors; they were purged because they used speechcraft on comrades.

Dai Qingshan turned back. "Premier Shang, in terms of party spirit, we all have to learn from Chairman Chen. Compared to party spirit, let's not compare with him; we can't compare."

Shang Yuan suddenly had an illusion. He suspected whether he had been guided by Dai Qingshan's speechcraft. But Shang Yuan actually understood very well that the reason he had this illusion was that Chen Ke's predictions about the internal situation, like his predictions about the struggle against the enemy in the past, had been accurately fulfilled again. During the struggle against the enemy, no matter how magical Chen Ke's predictions were, once they came true, the People's Party would have a great harvest. Now Shang Yuan suddenly felt he could understand the enemy's mentality. Facing a Chen Ke who could see through them, how terrified those enemies who could understand this must be. That really is dying without knowing how one died.

Dai Qingshan looked at Shang Yuan's face, which showed a trace of pain. He deliberated for a moment before saying, "Premier Shang, our National Security Bureau is only responsible for security work. If you ask me what happened, I can realistically answer what we investigated. If you ask why these things happened, I suggest you ask Chairman Chen, and ask those comrades who did those things."

After Dai Qingshan left, Shang Yuan fell silent in his office for quite a while before finally getting up to find Chen Ke. After reporting the problem to Chen Ke, Shang Yuan handed the report to him. Contrary to what Shang Yuan thought, Chen Ke's expression relaxed after reading the report. Chen Ke didn't speak, just quietly waited for Shang Yuan to speak.

"I originally thought our People's Party's administration wouldn't have such major issues." Shang Yuan said.

"This matter isn't big," Chen Ke laughed. Compared to the matter of "10,000 jin per mu", compared to important national cadres standing on top of wheat supposedly yielding 100,000 jin per mu to take photos, and compared to such photos appearing in the People's Daily, the cadres of Xinyang can still be considered good cadres.

Chen Ke looked at Shang Yuan's face, where the muscles were almost twisting. He put away his smile and said, "In this matter, the Xinyang regional cadres acted unscientifically. They arbitrarily launched the promotion work through administrative means without demonstrating it in each village according to agricultural procedures. If there is a fault, it is actually just this one fault. They did not observe scientific laws."

Hearing Chen Ke's explanation, Shang Yuan thought about it carefully and found it was indeed the case. His heart felt relieved.

However, Chen Ke's expression became very grim. "Comrade Shang Yuan, do you know what a careerist is?"

Shang Yuan thought for a moment and said in astonishment, "Is someone trying to use this incident?"

"Hehe," Chen Ke sneered. "We must admit the facts. For comrades who want to be officials, for comrades without revolutionary awareness, what they care about is whether their official positions can be kept. Keeping their official positions is the core of everything they do. I personally guess that even when they make self-criticisms, it will just be one sentence: 'How could I have believed XXX?!'"

At the meeting of the two leading bodies of Xinyang City, the mayor said with regret: "How could I have believed XXX?!"

These words indeed spoke the heartfelt thoughts of everyone. What was originally a good thing to present a gift to the nation has now become a sword over everyone's head. The country is now grasping with two hands: grain and steel. With grain, the people can live and work in peace; with steel, industry can be developed, railways built, mines opened, and water conservancy constructed. If they hadn't believed in that rice seed which had quite good growth and harvest during the small-scale trial, and if they had used the most conservative method and used the most ordinary seeds, two seasons of harvest would have been enough to greatly improve the lives of the masses in the Xinyang region. This merit would have been enough to get a quite good rating for the region's work.

Now everything has come to naught. The cadres present know what terrible punishment they will face for causing such a result. In the revolutionary war years, this would mean losing one's head! Not to mention causing a crop failure in a region, just try stealing a hundred jin of grain as a cadre. The bloody lessons are not just one or two. Timid comrades were already trembling in their legs. Now the Central Government directly administers Henan. The local cadres in Henan once had great excitement: "We are all capital officials now!" Such jokes were not unspoken. Now they finally understand that capital officials are not easy to be! Anything happening in Henan will be stabbed directly to the Central Government.

"Should we report this matter?" the Agricultural Bureau Chief said tremblingly. As the person in charge of the agricultural department, the Agricultural Bureau Chief had no possibility of shirking responsibility. Naturally, no one responded to this. Only the scratching sound of the recorder recording echoed in the conference room.

"Stop recording! Can you?!" The Agricultural Bureau Chief wanted to use a relatively stern voice, but when it came out, it turned into an almost pleading tone.

These words reminded quite a few people. Their eyes fell on the Party Committee Secretary. The Party Committee Secretary couldn't help but shudder. Meetings must have records; this is the regulation of organizational discipline. If a temporary meeting doesn't have time to record, it must be supplemented afterwards. And the municipal committee records definitely already included their discussion on presenting a gift to the nation. When saying those words at that time, the comrades were all full of enthusiasm. However, having received so much training and education, they actually knew that such speeches were extremely unfavorable to everyone.
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"The comrades inspecting the autumn grain will be here before long, how am I supposed to report to the comrades from the Ministry of Agriculture then?" The Director of the Xinyang Agricultural Bureau faced much greater pressure than others. The government report could be written slowly, but the autumn grain inspection was definitely not something that could be easily dealt with, "How about we find Commander Chai and talk to him about this first?"

Chai Qingguo had been the Commander of the Henan Military District, and many cadres had transferred from the army back then. Now without a Henan Provincial Committee, and facing unfamiliar central comrades, the cadres in the Xinyang region didn't think they could muddle through. But seeing the clerk still recording, the Agricultural Bureau Director swallowed the rest of his words back into his stomach.

The clerks were managed by the Confidentiality Division, and the Confidentiality Division was responsible for archive management. Theoretically, as long as one could control the archive records, one could resist a large part of the higher-level investigations. However, the system clearly stipulated that any act of tampering with archive records, once discovered, would result in immediate removal from all posts, and accountability would be pursued; serious cases would lead to sentencing or even execution. The current situation, however, would not reach the extent of sentencing or execution. Although every person in the two leadership teams hoped the clerk wouldn't record, if the clerk really didn't record, the next choice for the members of the Xinyang City leadership teams would be to immediately fire this clerk. In any case, if a clerk could dominate the affairs of the two leadership teams, the members of the two leadership teams might as well commit suicide and be done with it.

Finally, the public meeting was forced to end, and the Mayor and the Municipal Party Secretary simply started a small meeting. Among the other comrades, at least three had voted against the decision when determining the rice seeds, and the other comrades were now also at a loss. At this time, it depended on the leaders.

"We can only find Commander Chai to put in a good word for me," the Mayor said.

"Will Commander Chai speak for us?" The Municipal Party Secretary was very uneasy about this.

The Mayor was very helpless, "One of those who voted against it was the Secretary of the Commission for Discipline Inspection, and the other was the Director of the Organization Department. It's already loyal enough of them not to have exposed this matter up to now. I can guarantee that if anyone from the Commission for Discipline Inspection and the Organization Department comes down to investigate, they will say everything. If we wait any longer, something will happen sooner or later. So we can only hurry to find Commander Chai. If he knows beforehand, he will speak for us no matter what."

"But Commander Chai is in Hebei now. If he wants to speak for us, he has to find someone else again. With this back and forth, will there be enough time?" The Municipal Party Secretary finally revealed a look of panic. Don't look at how he also tried to arrange the content of the report to the higher-ups, but the People's Party stressed seeking truth from facts. Lies were lies after all; perhaps they could deceive everyone for a period of time, perhaps they could deceive a certain part of the people forever, but they could absolutely not deceive everyone forever. Not to mention that none of the cadres in the Central Committee of the People's Party were fools. There were many guys who practiced fraud, yet in the end, things were all exposed. After things were exposed, no one could escape the organization's punishment.

"We must protect our own comrades," the Municipal Party Secretary said to the Mayor, which was also his own final psychological barrier, "If we can't protect our own comrades, are we still human?"

The Mayor also couldn't help but nod repeatedly. Once this matter blew up, it was very likely that the two leadership teams would be taken out together. The comrades had all made it to their current positions with great difficulty. To completely lose their official positions just because of one mistake was indeed very pitiable.

"Then let's go find Comrade Chai Qingguo. For this National Day, Comrade Chai Qingguo should be arriving in Zhengzhou." The Municipal Party Secretary finally made up his mind. There wasn't much time left for him.

Chai Qingguo was indeed in Zhengzhou. The commanders of the coastal military districts, especially the northern coastal military districts, had all gathered in Zhengzhou. Japan would absolutely not accept that its path to rise would end here, just as China would absolutely not accept that the path of rejuvenation could not be traversed. In such irreconcilable contradictions, time was obviously on China's side. New China was becoming stronger every day, especially the navy. The former General Staff personnel of Germany had exchanged a full set of submarine technology for a large amount of funds, and were improving German submarines together with China. New ideas that Germany itself did not dare to easily adopt, because China undertook the research and development as well as experiments, Germany boldly proposed various upgrade ideas. For example, the snorkel technology used on submarines.

As a Military District Commander, as an army soldier, Chai Qingguo originally didn't want to care about naval equipment, but the geographical situation of Hebei forced Chai Qingguo to care about this issue. When large surface ships could not yet rival Japan, and the air force also lacked the ability to threaten large Japanese naval vessels, submarines capable of launching torpedoes underwater appeared particularly important.

"The biggest difference between the navy and the army lies in that once a naval vessel is damaged, there is no such thing as on-site treatment, dispersing to hide, and planning to fight again. After I took the navy class, I felt that the navy is very fragile." Chai Qingguo was discussing the future situation with the Xuzhou Military District Commander and the Northeast Military District Commander over a map.

"I really didn't know about damage control before. If there is a hole in one place, the combat effectiveness of the entire ship will drop. Submarines are just guerrilla warfare at sea." Mu Husan, the Northern Commander of the Northeast Military District, nodded in agreement.

The Xuzhou Military District also had a very long coastline, so it was particularly sensitive to invasions from the sea. Yang Baogui, the Commander of the Xuzhou Military District, was very uncomfortable with this, "Guerrilla warfare is right, but there are no base areas at sea. Warships can only undergo maintenance and refitting by returning to port. The army's thinking cannot be completely used as experience."

The Military Commission generally welcomed war, although after the Great Kanto Earthquake in Japan, the Military Commission was very skeptical about whether Japan would adopt war measures after its war potential was greatly frustrated. When internally strong, one could take one's time and appropriately show weakness externally; when internally weak, one had to show more toughness instead. However, war was after all a contest of national power. After the overall national power declined, war could not be sustained at all.

While the Military Commission was discussing these issues, Chai Qingguo received news that the Xinyang Municipal Party Secretary had come to visit his old leader. Chai Qingguo didn't want to see this subordinate at all. Now, heaven knows when the war would start. Once Japan jumped over the wall in desperation, the war would expand to Korea. However, not long after the guard went out, he came back again, "The Municipal Party Secretary insists on seeing you, saying there is important business."

Yang Baogui had been a political commissar for a period of time, plus he had a good relationship with Chai Qingguo. Seeing that Chai Qingguo wanted to go out, he couldn't help but say, "Old Chai, I say, don't stir up any trouble."

"Stir up trouble?" Chai Qingguo was somewhat puzzled.

Mu Husan also said, "What big matters can there still be between the army and the government? If there is a big matter, he can go find Gu Lu, what use is there in finding you?"

With the development of productivity, the field armies had gradually decoupled from local governments, and the military system itself was also changing. For a Military District Commander like Chai Qingguo, unless it was a major natural disaster where the army had to be used for disaster relief, otherwise if there were any large-scale projects locally, or if technical support was needed from the troops, they could just directly find the Engineering Corps and the Railway Corps. The Central Government directly administered Henan, and the Hebei Military District Commander couldn't manage Henan's affairs either.

Chai Qingguo was naturally very grateful for the kind reminders of the two Military District Commanders, but he was still somewhat strange. exactly how big of a matter could it be to make the Xinyang Municipal Party Secretary run over to find him?

Seeing the Xinyang Municipal Party Secretary's miserable face, Chai Qingguo's heart shivered. After listening to the situation, Chai Qingguo stood up abruptly, pointed at the Municipal Party Secretary and shouted, "Secretary Wu, you feel that you made it to your current positions with great difficulty, and it's very pitiable to completely lose your official positions just because of one mistake. Then are the common people who had a total crop failure in the autumn harvest because of your blind fucking commanding not pitiable? Who is more pitiable exactly?!"

The Municipal Party Secretary naturally wouldn't think he could easily persuade Chai Qingguo. Even being scolded didn't make him despair, "Commander Chai, we did our work very well. Xinyang had a bumper harvest of summer grain this year. Even if something happened to the autumn grain, the common people's lives aren't impossible to get by. But once something happens to us, then there will be no chance in the future."

"Bullshit!" Chai Qingguo was completely furious after hearing this, "Have you lost your balls as an official? I ask you, no matter how many victorious battles you have fought, if you disobey orders for your own benefit, command blindly yourself, and get people killed, will the military court let you off or not? After daring to do it, how come you dare not take responsibility?"

"That matter really wasn't done by us, it was the rice seed strongly recommended by the Deputy Mayor. It's not like we didn't do trial planting, it was really fine back then!" The Municipal Party Secretary also felt that he was really too aggrieved.

"You... since you have your own reasoning, then go find the Commission for Discipline Inspection and the Ministry of Agriculture to say it now. What are you telling me for? You want to ask me to plead for you, don't you? Fine, I order you now, go to the Commission for Discipline Inspection immediately to confess and explain. I will order the guards to escort you there, I'm actually afraid you'll run away on the road." After speaking, Chai Qingguo immediately ordered the guards to take the Municipal Party Secretary away. When the Municipal Party Secretary was forcibly taken away by Chai Qingguo's guards, for some reason, he actually felt a trace of relief in his heart.

Watching the back of this former subordinate, Chai Qingguo was so angry that his hands were trembling. He deeply hated that he hadn't listened to the advice of Yang Baogui and Mu Husan just now. No one thought of finding Chai Qingguo for glorious and face-saving things, but they asked Chai Qingguo to help with crooked ways. Chai Qingguo actually really wanted to pull out his gun and shoot this former subordinate.

After a long time, Chai Qingguo barely calmed his anger. He returned to the Military Commission's conference room in a rage. Yang Baogui and Mu Husan were both smart people. Seeing Chai Qingguo's expression, they said nothing, waiting for Chai Qingguo to speak. After listening to Chai Qingguo's introduction, Yang Baogui laughed, "You are preparing to drag us in to be your witnesses. Then you have to treat us to a drink."

Mu Husan sneered, "This kind of thing is becoming more and more common."

The words of the two old comrades-in-arms actually allowed Chai Qingguo's emotions to be relieved a lot. He asked angrily, "You have also encountered this kind of thing?"

"Many cadres in the localities act very disgracefully. Some soldiers suffered grievances in their hometowns, and they said quite a lot of things after returning to the army," Yang Baogui replied.

"Chairman Chen doesn't care about these people either. What has this become!" After all, Chai Qingguo had engaged in military control in several provinces, and his civil administration experience was not necessarily less than that of government cadres.

Mu Husan replied, "Commander Chai, the military and administration are completely separated now. Our army should not intervene in local affairs."

Chai Qingguo had nothing else to say except for a long sigh.
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"Oh! So it ended just like that." Chen Ke was quite appreciative of the closing report on the Xinyang Incident. No one dared to resist to the end, and no one stepped up at the critical moment to shoulder all responsibility for their "brothers." Under the investigation of the Discipline Inspection Commission, all the Xinyang cadres scrambled to spill their guts, pouring out everything they knew and everything they guessed like beans from a bamboo tube, confessing everything clearly.

"Confess and you'll rot in jail; resist and you'll be home for New Year. No one has said such bullshit yet, have they?" Chen Ke laughed.

Shang Yuan's face turned almost green with anger, mostly directed at the Xinyang Incident, but partly at Chen Ke's joking manner. Shang Yuan said angrily, "Chairman Chen, is this how you view our organization?"

"There is nothing new under the sun. Honestly speaking, I rate the performance of our comrades this time very highly," Chen Ke replied. "This unhealthy trend—as long as it meets a level of cadres who can resolutely resist, it reveals its true form. The organization's self-correction ability is tough enough."

"This kind of thing shouldn't have happened at all!" Shang Yuan simply did not accept Chen Ke's explanation.

"What is 'official-standard mentality'? It means taking the maintenance of one's own official position as the sole purpose. As long as there is any chance, one will strive to speculate and trick, desperately climbing up. This is the tradition of thousands of years of feudalism and 'he who excels in learning can be an official.' You tore down the windmill, but the wind is still there. Changing customs and habits, how can it be that easy!" Chen Ke had seen historical records and expositions of such cruel facts with his own eyes, and he had completely accepted them.

"Is there no way to solve this kind of thing?" The Xinyang Incident had a huge impact on Shang Yuan. As one of the founders of New China, Shang Yuan had once optimistically believed that New China could get rid of such things, but he did not expect the corruption of the entire government to be so fast. And Chen Ke, who had long ago coldly and jokingly predicted such events, looked detestable to Shang Yuan no matter how he looked at him.

"Systems! Productive forces!" Chen Ke actually didn't have any other good methods either. With Chairman Mao's great talent and bold vision, and with so many revolutionary predecessors who had experienced the test of war back then, the evil deeds of those years were not fundamentally reversed. Chen Ke felt very satisfied now, really satisfied. He originally thought that careerists would add fuel to the flames in this matter, but Chai Qingguo's adherence to revolutionary concepts, and especially the shrewdness of Yang Baogui and Mu Husan, as well as their attitude of protecting themselves, showed that there was enough fear of the central authority and enough sobriety. With such comrades who adhered to principles, Chen Ke felt that his efforts were already remarkable.

"Systems? Productive forces?" Shang Yuan, who was in a fit of anger, still couldn't understand this. He asked doubtfully.

"Those comrades with awareness may not actually be willing to be high-ranking cadres, because for them, being a high-ranking cadre makes no difference from being an ordinary laborer. Being an ordinary laborer is even more relaxed. They can support themselves, live very well, and even be very happy. These comrades may not be willing to be such big officials. Those guys who drilled their way in are definitely the ones who want to be officials. So systems must be established so that these guys dare not act wildly. And through elimination, we weed these people out." Chen Ke finally understood the meaning of "great waves washing away the sand" in the past two years. In the historical war years, elimination happened through the test of life and death. Now, we can only rely on systems.

Chen Ke had heard old revolutionaries talk about their mental journey: "It's not that I didn't want to act wildly like that, it's just that when I thought of the comrades who sacrificed back then, I couldn't do it." The revolutionary team forged after an arduous revolutionary journey was still like this. Not everyone can have the realm of a pure proletarian revolutionary like Chairman Mao. That almost relies on personal quality, not purely on experience. Just like Chen Ke himself—Chen Ke was able to reach this step today not because he is so great, but just because there is so much correct history in front of him. Chen Ke knew that his ability was limited. Apart from learning from his predecessors, he simply didn't see any other path. Moreover, the education Chen Ke received since childhood had always been to be a true laborer like Shi Chuanxiang and Zhang Binggui. Chen Ke had merely received education on what kind of difficulties a laborer faces, how to recognize these difficulties, and how to transform himself.

Chen Ke put away his joking tone and said to Shang Yuan very seriously, "Any true laborer, they are never in it for the result, but for the doing. No starting point, no ending point; their meaning is to do a certain job. Until death. So laborers—oh, no. The ruling classes know deeply the hardships of doing things. It's not that they want to be cautious, but that they *must* be cautious, they *must* transform themselves. What time to get up, what time to sleep, what time to start working! You have to do it if you want to, and you have to do it if you don't want to. How can it be said to be that easy? People who haven't walked this path absolutely don't have this feeling. Even if they did the same thing nicely, the feeling they get is absolutely different!"

Shang Yuan also worked like this every day. He said with the exasperation of one watching iron fail to become steel, "As long as this step is crossed, everything will be vast sky and ocean. For this kind of person, I will give them whatever they want! Countless official positions, countless heavy responsibilities, opportunities to leave a name in history—if they don't want to do it, I still want to stuff these things on them! Just this step, just this step!"

Chen Ke sneered. "Proletarian revolutionaries are those who have been liberated from all fetters and comforts, found their own positioning, and found the things they want to do, and they will keep doing it like this! I still say that: get rid of this mindset, rest assured to do things, walk, eat, and sleep—how comfortable. This is just a threshold, a critical juncture. But they are fathers, sons, brothers, husbands, wives, friends, teachers, students, enemies, and strangers, all knotted together, advising each other, holding each other back, and unwilling to cross this step even if they die."

Shang Yuan listened to Chen Ke's words and looked at Chen Ke's expression full of hatred. He suddenly felt that Chen Ke looked much more pleasing to the eye at this moment. Some things, no matter how they are said, even if broken apart and crushed to explain, are useless to many people. They are like *Taotie*, with an appetite that can never be filled. Wanting to eat people, yet afraid of being eaten by others, looking at each other with eyes full of deep suspicion.

The cadres in Xinyang were not bad people. Standing at a very high height, Shang Yuan felt that these people at least knew to fear discipline and knew that the power of the organization was not something they could resist. But Shang Yuan knew that they were not changing sincerely. But if they didn't change, they would be eliminated sooner or later. Even if there are many such people, they will be exterminated by real people, just like a hunter killing wolves! Like bugs!

However, after such anger, Shang Yuan suddenly felt a burst of horror. Now the People's Party relied entirely on the strong suppression of the upper levels. What if cadres like those in Xinyang became the upper level? Chen Ke would die, and Shang Yuan would also die. Even if they didn't die, if there were no comrades like Chai Qingguo, Yang Baogui, and Mu Husan, if the comrades in power were exactly the same as the comrades in Xinyang, what should be done? Xinyang was not far from Zhengzhou, and Shang Yuan could also be kept in the dark. Such imagination made Shang Yuan shudder.

"You don't need to be so afraid!" Chen Ke had long considered this. Chairman Mao said back then that we found a way to break the cycle of order and chaos in China, and that is people's democracy! The result of Chen Ke's own consideration was only this one method. "Shang Yuan, what if the masses in Xinyang could make their own voices heard this time? What if the feedback of the system could be incorporated into the system of national governance? The comrades of the National Security Bureau wouldn't even need to make a sound. Because their own interests were damaged, the people would definitely have poked this matter out much earlier! The problem now is that we can't hear the people's voices, and there are no channels to amplify the people's voices to the extent that they are heard by the whole country. If this can be done, no matter how bold the people below are, they wouldn't dare to be so excessive!"

"This is a system problem, but what does it have to do with productive forces?" Shang Yuan could understand the people's democracy Chen Ke mentioned, but since Chen Ke deliberately mentioned productive forces, he knew there must be more implied in it.

Chen Ke didn't think there was any absolutely correct group in the world. He laughed. "If the level of productive forces is not reached, the people are also clueless. The country stated clearly that some masses mythologized the efficacy of chemical fertilizers, and actually believed that eating chemical fertilizers could cure diseases. The result was that people died from eating them. If the level of productive forces is not reached, the people can't possibly come into contact with so many problems needed to improve their own productive forces. Without these practices, the people can't possibly be forced to learn science and learn a scientific attitude. If it is the supervision of such a group of clueless people, what effect do you think it will have? Mob politics is also unacceptable."

Shang Yuan thought for a long while and suddenly understood what Chen Ke meant. "You don't intend to expand this matter?"

Chen Ke agreed with Shang Yuan's perception. "That's right. The essence of this matter is not who wants to oppose the Party, nor who wants to be counter-revolutionary. Seek truth from facts. Historical materialism always requires us to seek truth from facts. These Xinyang comrades, in my opinion, are not really bad people. They just don't understand science, and the system hasn't reached the point where they are forced to be scientific. So in this aspect, we must strengthen and perfect the system, and at the same time formulate the mass response. We must begin to endow the People's Congress with power related to this. We can't be like now, stripping the People's Congress of even a tiny bit of power."

Shang Yuan nodded slowly. Chen Ke made a lot of sense. If the People's Congress could really expose the government's reckless behavior, it wouldn't have reached the level where "upright officials" like Chai Qingguo were needed to maintain order.

Chen Ke continued, "In addition, we are about to face war. Now we really don't have the spare energy to trigger larger-scale turmoil. Japan's attitude is very important. If they want war, we must have war. Let's do it in stages."

"Who do you plan to let take charge of the construction of the People's Congress?" Shang Yuan asked. The construction of any system requires suitable personnel. If the wrong candidate is arranged, the result will be tragic.

"Comrade Li Runshi's work in Hebei is quite outstanding. I want him to take charge of this matter." Chen Ke gave his candidate.
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27 Battle of Lushun (1)

"Quoting Confucius again! Can't you say something from Marx?" Anqing College of Politics and Law was an old domestic school. On September 27th, facing the National Day, the school was about to go on holiday. Most of the students were from out of town, so they were preparing to celebrate the national situation. Because of the opposition to extravagance and waste, even though the student union prepared a celebration, there was no special content. The bulletin boards were done long ago, and the students were moving freely in the office. Student Union President Chen Shaoyu looked at the People's Party newspaper and said very disdainfully, "Can't you use Europe or Russia as an example for metaphors? Confucius, a representative figure of the slave-owner era, what is there not to negate?"

"Didn't we already say a while ago that Confucius has no ideological relationship with the Shandong Kong family, nor with Confucianism? Confucius existed before them, not after them. There is no reason to ask Confucius to endorse them." Student Union Vice President Zhang Yingao answered while reading the newspaper.

The newspaper detailed the Xinyang incident and used the evaluation method of "not committing the same error twice". After reading it, Zhang Yingao didn't care whether Chen Shaoyu was happy or not, and nodded in praise, "So 'not committing the same error twice' actually means this. It doesn't mean not making the same mistake a second time, but knowing that after making a mistake, one doesn't cover it up. The article believes that making mistakes is inevitable, and repeatedly making the same mistake is the norm. But one should admit mistakes frankly and accept punishment for them. Never cover up mistakes, and certainly don't commit new mistakes to cover up the second one. With this connection, 'not shifting anger' also follows logically."

Zhang Yingao was quite in favor of this. If the seed problem could be treated scientifically, it would naturally be impossible to cause a complete crop failure. Even if taking a step back, it was really due to climate and other problems leading to large-scale production reduction or even total failure, what does that have to do with the Xinyang cadres? No one thinks the Xinyang cadres have to be responsible for the weather. Even if they were wrong, if they could stop immediately and report the problem practically and realistically, it would just be an unscientific mistake. Now the matter has turned into deceiving superiors and deluding subordinates, wallowing in the mire together. Even the three cadres who voted against it were punished with the same crime for knowing about it but not reporting it. The two sets of leadership teams were all removed from their posts.

"Those three who didn't report are somewhat pitiful." Zhang Yingao had some sympathy for these three people.

Chen Shaoyu sneered: "What's pitiful about them? After the crop failure in Xinyang, tens of millions of jin of rice were lost, along with the seeds, pesticides, fertilizers, and labor invested earlier. How much is this worth? Selling both sets of leadership teams, how much would that be worth? I say these three are even more detestable! Others made mistakes knowingly, but they didn't make mistakes, yet they covered for those who did! Are they standing on the side of the Party, on the side of the people, or on the side of their own small clique?"

Zhang Yingao felt a bit unhappy in his heart. Once reported, one becomes a traitor to the group. This is just like reporting to the teacher; it can never be approved by classmates. How can a traitor face his comrades? However, after this most common thought ended, Zhang Yingao felt that Chen Shaoyu made sense. If standing on the side of the Party and the people, these people knowing and not reporting was a betrayal of the people. As students of the Political Department, they knew what kind of end would come from standing on the opposite side of the people. Even if the people might not have the power to punish these people, the Party organization would absolutely not let them off.

Because he felt his consciousness was not as good as Chen Shaoyu's, Zhang Yingao couldn't help but ask with a bit of dissatisfaction: "Then why do you think it's wrong for the newspaper to use Confucius's words?"

"The Kong family hasn't been anything good for thousands of years. As soon as the master changes, look at how their family immediately goes up to lick like pug dogs. A few years ago, the Kong family saw that our People's Party won the world, and immediately went up to lick. Fortunately, Chairman Chen and the others were smart and immediately scolded the Kong family back. They also exposed all the dirty things they did. At least Confucius knew the distinction between Hua and Yi. The Kong family licked the Mongol Yuan, licked the Manchu Qing. Where is there a single shred of their ancestor's bloodliness?" Chen Shaoyu said with a sneer, "I say, just tear down the Confucius Temple directly. What's the use of keeping such a place that hides dirt? The Yue Fei Temple in Hangzhou has the kneeling statue of Qin Hui. The traitorous descendants of the Kong family should also be set up as statues in front of the Confucius Temple!"

Zhang Yingao was from the Law Department, and these debates were his forte. Seeing Chen Shaoyu actually say such radical words, Zhang Yingao retorted with a bit of smugness: "Hasn't this already been exposed? Besides, the newspaper also said that descendants can bear the sins of their ancestors, but you can't reverse it and let the ancestors bear the sins of the descendants. If those people fell into Confucius's hands, Confucius would have personally executed these unfilial descendants long ago."

"Confucius isn't any good bird either! 'The father conceals the misconduct of the son, and the son conceals the misconduct of the father. Uprightness is to be found in this.' What good thing can say such words?" Chen Shaoyu said angrily.

"You can't say that." Zhang Yingao was a law major, and he immediately denied Chen Shaoyu from the Political Department. "Secretary Xu Dian specifically used this as an example. Father concealing for son, and son concealing for father is the most instinctive reaction. We must do things practically and realistically. So legally, we cannot force the relatives of the suspect to actively testify against the suspect. We must create an environment for telling the truth, not force others to lie. Work must avoid being simple and crude."

"You're talking nonsense!" Chen Shaoyu already realized he accidentally fell into Zhang Yingao's trick, but he refused to admit he was wrong, and instead tried to stick to his own idea to the end. "Standards must be consistent, that is equality! Artificially creating inequality is finding excuses and reasons for the exploiting class's set of filial piety! The old exploiting class used this stuff to fool the masses, are we also going to use this stuff to fool the masses?"

Zhang Yingao frowned. Chen Shaoyu's attack was really excessive, and raising this issue to such a level of principle, Zhang Yingao felt he had to accept the challenge.

Just as a debate was about to begin, a student rushed in waving a newspaper, "Damn it! Japanese devils are slaughtering overseas Chinese in Japan! Beat these bastards!"

Internal contradictions among the people were instantly suppressed by the contradictions between the enemy and us with foreign countries. The students in the classroom crowded around, wanting to see the news earlier. Helplessly, there were too many people, crowded inside and out, so no one could see clearly. "Literature and Art Commissioner, read the newspaper!" Chen Shaoyu shouted loudly.

The Literature and Art Commissioner pulled the newspaper out of the crowd and read aloud with an expression of excitement and pride: "In the Great Tokyo Earthquake in Japan, Japan slaughtered nearly six hundred of our overseas Chinese in Japan. Moreover, Japanese victims, incited by certain forces, attacked our transport ships delivering relief supplies and picking up our overseas Chinese in Japan..."

A buzzing sound immediately erupted from the crowd. The trace of self-satisfaction in the Literature and Art Commissioner's heart flew to the nine heavens. He shook his head and looked at the newspaper again, wanting to see if he had read the wrong words. At this time, curses were already constant in the classroom.

"Kill all Japanese!" "Japanese go die!" "What kind of things are they!" ...

Seeking peace through struggle, peace survives; seeking peace through compromise, peace dies. The Central Committee of the People's Party has always treated problems this way. So after Chen Ke received the latest intelligence, he immediately ordered it to be published in the newspaper. Even in the Standing Committee meeting of the Political Bureau, the overall reaction was definitely not gentler than the young students. Moreover, if judged by the age standards of later generations, the Political Bureau members were all "young and middle-aged," not yet reached middle age.

"It seems we can't avoid fighting this war." Xu Dian, the only student in the Political Bureau who had studied in Japan, spoke first. "It is absolutely impossible for Japan to show weakness to us."

Zhang Yu sneered: "Whether they show weakness is no longer the question. Will the Japanese hand over the mastermind to us? That's simply impossible. Chairman Chen, are we going to fight?"

With these two Standing Committee members taking the lead, other committee members didn't want to make any excuses for Japan at all. Everyone looked at Chen Ke.

Chen Ke replied: "Preparations for attacking the Lyuda (Lushun-Dalian) area have long been completed. The troops are just waiting for orders. Moreover, the evacuation work has been completed, and all our personnel have returned to the country. I now propose to immediately recover Lyuda. What are the comrades' views?"

All Standing Committee members immediately expressed agreement.

"Then I will give orders to the Military Commission now!" Chen Ke said, slightly gritting his teeth. He thought that with Japan's indecisive virtue, they would at least be more careful. He didn't expect Japan's control over the country to have reached such a weak level. Chen Ke didn't want to figure out who gave the order to attack the Chinese evacuation personnel anymore, nor did he want to send any protest to the Japanese government. If heaven gives and you don't take, you will be blamed. Now the best excuse to recover Lyuda has arrived, giving up would be foolish.

The full name of the Lyuda area should be the Lushun-Dalian area. This area was territory forcibly leased by the Tsarist government as the base for the main force of the Russian Pacific Fleet according to an agreement with China (1898).

Lushun Port is surrounded by mountains, with Golden Mountain to the east and Tiger Tail Peninsula to the west. The terrain is precipitous. Tsarist Russia occupied this ice-free port in 1898. To maintain this window for Tsarist Russia in Asia, Tsarist Russia spent a full 2 years on geographical exploration and design. It decided to spend 30 million rubles to build Lushun into an impregnable fortress.

The construction of Lushun fortifications (designed by Colonel Velichko) began in 1901, but progress was slow. 60,000 Chinese workers and Tsarist Russian technicians spent 4 years building more than 40 fortress groups and more than 70 artillery batteries. All fortresses and batteries were protected by barbed wire, traps, landmines, and a large number of infantry bunkers. The forward positions were Dagushan, Xiaogushan, and 203 Highlands. By January 1904, only 116 of the 552 cannons (108 on the coastal front, 8 on the land front) were ready.

When Japan captured the Lushun Fortress, the "God of War" Nogi Maresuke was pitted by the Army Ministry. The intelligence given to him was completely irrelevant. The Japanese Army had less than 50,000 men, while the Russian troops in the modernized Lushun Fortress were also more than 50,000, and the Russian troops had a great advantage in the number of cannons. According to World War I standards, the Japanese army should have at least 3 times the troops, 6 times the firepower, and 18 times the ammunition to attack.

Troop strength was actually not dominant, and firepower was even less dominant. Nogi Maresuke could only play human bullet attacks, trying to fill the fortress with the flesh and blood of the Japanese army. Then Japan suffered heavy losses in Lushun. Japan suffered 60,000 casualties, with nearly 40,000 dead.

After Japan occupied Lushun, they built the Lushun Fortress desperately. Especially after the People's Party demanded that Japan withdraw from the Lyuda area, Japan strengthened the defensive forces in the Lyuda area. Now there are three divisions and 60,000 people stuffed inside the Lushun Fortress. Moreover, the Japanese army also had the experience of integrated land and sea defense warfare in the Battle of Lushun. So Japan itself declared that Lushun is an impregnable fortress.

Since July, the People's Party has organized the masses in the Lyuda area to evacuate from the local area. Now there are basically no Chinese in the Lyuda area, and the war can be carried out recklessly. The aircraft of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army fly over the Lyuda area every day for reconnaissance, and intelligence gathering work is extremely effective. The war has long been carried out dozens of times on paper. The troops established similar terrain and conducted multiple live-fire exercises. The war preparations of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army can be described as sufficient.

On the evening of September 26, Mu Husan had already arrived at the front-line command post. The telegram had long been sent to the troops. Seeing the deputy commander of the campaign Mu Husan in place, Mi Feng, commander of the Southern Military Region of the Northeast Military Region, breathed a sigh of relief.

"Commander Mu, using special shells this time, isn't the Military Commission afraid of Japanese retaliation?" What Mi Feng cared about most was this matter.

Mu Husan replied: "Chairman Chen said, this is used on our own territory, no need to worry about any foreign evaluation. Moreover, for a country like Japan, the more they know we have this ability, the more they understand our determination to use this weapon, the less they dare to use it against us."

As a commander of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Mi Feng, like other commanders, never doubted the views of Chen Ke, the creator of this army. However, this view was a bit too stimulating. Mi Feng grinned, "Thinking about it this way, aren't the Japanese cheap people?"

Mu Husan was not excited. He replied: "I asked the same thing. Chairman Chen said that some Japanese are not cheap people from a personal point of view, but most of these people are not in the Japanese high-level. In addition, have you already issued an ultimatum to the Japanese garrison in the Lyuda area?"

"It has already been issued, requiring them to withdraw from the Lyuda area before September 27, or hand over their weapons for us to supervise them." Mi Feng replied.

Mu Husan asked: "Commander Mi, if you and I were defending this place, would we wait for death here?"

"Uh?" Mi Feng was stunned, "If the Military Commission insists that we defend to the death, then I will defend to the death. But in any case, I don't think we should defend to the death like this."

Mu Husan replied: "So Chairman Chen's judgment that the Japanese are cheap people is correct. Not considering the overall situation, not considering victory or defeat, only considering face, they are inferior even to cheap people. Prepare to attack!"

At 11:05 PM on September 26, 1923, the rocket artillery group of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army slowly raised their muzzles at several launch sites prepared long ago. In terms of accuracy, large-caliber heavy artillery is undoubtedly much better than rocket artillery. However, even with the introduction of gun steel technology from Germany, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army still failed to wait for its own large-caliber artillery group. The gun steel technology was used by civilian departments. First, synthetic ammonia did need research in this area. Second, the digestion and absorption of gun steel technology also took time. So the number of heavy guns above 155 caliber is really negligible.

However, in terms of caliber, destructive power, and rate of fire, rocket artillery is the first choice for saturation fire. For a place like Lushun Fortress with solid facilities, compact layout, and concentrated defensive forces, the killing effect of rocket artillery is much better. More importantly, rocket artillery is easy to build.

At 0:05 AM on September 27, the artillery commanders who had already synchronized their watches before departure watched the fluorescent dots of the hands on their watches reach the specified time for the campaign. Everyone issued the order to their comrades, "Fire"!

In the next instant, patches of fire dragons dragging long red-orange tails, like meteor showers, flew towards the direction of Lushun Fortress.
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Chapter 28: Battle of Lushun (2)

Inside the latrine, filth was splattered all over the walls, and under the high temperature, it quickly turned into dried black traces.

A large, gaping black hole had appeared on the latrine wall. If a living person were to look out from inside, they would see rows of brilliant flames arranged in neat formation outside, resembling the stream of traffic on a highway under the night sky of the 21st century. Aside from the fact that every streak of flame represented the death and slaughter of the God of War, the rocket artillery flying harmlessly through the air actually gave off a very brilliant and peaceful feeling.

But the combat warheads of the rockets were loaded with high-explosive shells. The intense heat of the violent explosion instantly blasted the inside of the latrine to smithereens. The walls connecting the latrine to other parts were blown down, and the wall section leading to the corridor turned into countless fragments, instantly killing the people outside as well. So there was no human activity here. Apart from the unique sharp *whoosh* of the rockets coming from outside, there were only the loud bangs and shockwaves caused by the rockets landing.

After a good while, the sound of running was finally heard. "Your Excellency! Your Excellency!" someone shouted while running over.

The Japanese troops in the Lushun Fortress naturally didn't think the Chinese army wouldn't attack Lushun. For over a year, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had been encircling Lushun and making various preparations, and the Japanese army had been observing all along. The withdrawal of Chinese people from Lushun was an even more unmistakable signal.

The best means of defense in war is offense. After taking the initiative to attack and destroy the invading enemy, there is no pressure on defense. Although they were a bit "two" (silly/stubborn), Japan generally placed great emphasis on the spirit of offense. For example, in officer interviews, there was a type of question where the examiner would ask, "What should you do if you suddenly discover the enemy ahead?" If it were in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, a force full of offensive spirit, the answer would generally be: take cover immediately, send out reconnaissance troops, and prepare for combat at the same time. In the Japanese army, such an answer would definitely be given a poor rating. The standard answer was: immediately surround and annihilate the enemy! If a serious Japanese soldier dared to ask, "Under what circumstances was the enemy discovered?" then this Japanese soldier's future would certainly be dim.

But talk is talk; the Japanese Lushun troops simply didn't actually execute this kind of "martial spirit." Not only did they lack martial spirit, but the Japanese defenders' orders were to strictly guard the fortress and guard against a sneak attack by the Chinese army. Cruel factual data explained one thing to the Japanese army: fighting field battles with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had already resulted in the loss of three divisions. If the three divisions in Lushun were to bravely leave the fortress, the result would definitely not be good.

On the 26th, the Japanese army didn't discover anything special. The so-called "nothing special" referred to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army still being in that posture of being ready for combat at any time. Regarding whether war would break out on the 27th, there was much debate on the Japanese side, and the conclusion was "better safe than sorry."

Level one combat readiness continued to be maintained, and officers at all levels had to be on duty. Fortress Commander Major General Abe Nobuyuki, who came from an artillery background and had served as commander of multiple fortresses, adhered to the attitude that "carefulness allows a ship to sail for ten thousand years." At midnight, he personally led a team to inspect. Since the Fortress Commander was so serious, according to the tradition of the Japanese army, the three division commanders naturally couldn't lie in their dormitories and sleep soundly.

The soldiers had long known that the supreme commander was coming to inspect the camp. Seeing that the generals really hadn't slept at past 11 PM and instead appeared among the frontline garrison troops, the soldiers and officers were extremely moved. One by one, they stood straight with high spirits, welcoming the commander's inspection with their best appearance. Major General Abe walked solemnly in the long military passage, his leather boots stepping on the ground, emitting a dignified *thump-thump* sound. The general and field officers behind him were also strictly groomed, following silently behind the commander. Doing such a thing in the dead of night created a gloomy sense of horror amidst the solemnity.

By the end of September, the weather had cooled down, and the night wind was even a bit chilly. After visiting multiple artillery positions, Major General Abe finally made a suggestion, as if to prove that he was a living person of flesh and blood: "Let's go take a piss."

Before setting off, everyone had drunk tea to refresh themselves. After walking for so long, they indeed felt the urge to urinate. The latrine definitely couldn't be built in the center of the fortress. With poor drainage and ventilation, the smell alone could kill people. Although the windows weren't large and were difficult to climb from the outside, the latrine still had windows.

According to the habits of the Japanese army, when the commander took a piss, someone stood guard outside the window. The sentry watched the fireworks-like things flying up into the sky, actually unable to figure out what they were. That brilliant scene looked rather like a fireworks festival in Tokyo. However, as the trajectories of the fireworks in the sky diverged more and more, and instead of extinguishing, the fireworks dived towards the ground with sharp whistling sounds, the Japanese soldier standing guard outside the fortress latrine wall didn't think to cover the latrine behind him at all. Instead, he instinctively screamed and dodged to the side.

The violent explosion and shockwave made this guard, whose reaction was considered quite agile, dizzy and dazzled. His chest felt as if a large stone had been stuffed into it, heavy and suffocating. His nose was filled with the pungent smell of gunpowder smoke, and his throat felt a fishy-sweet sensation. Not knowing how much time had passed, the guard's mind finally cleared a little. He found that his entire self was beginning to be swallowed by numbness. He subconsciously used his arms to prop himself up from the ground, wanting to crawl up, but discovered that while his arms had propped against the ground, he couldn't feel the existence of his arms at all.

This shock stimulated his nerves. The guard instinctively looked left and right, trying to find someone who could help him. What came into his view was a large, gaping black hole on the wall outside the latrine, from which billowing thick smoke was emerging. "Did something happen to the General? Then I won't be able to account for it!" This thought immediately surfaced in the guard's mind. The thought triggered agitation, and the stuff that had been blocking his throat sprayed out in liquid form. In the suffocating pain caused by fresh blood blocking his throat, the guard's vision was soon swallowed by darkness.

Later war history recorded that during the rocket artillery's coverage fire, one shell hit the Japanese Lushun Fortress commanders who were in the latrine. It killed two generals, including the Fortress Garrison Commander, and two colonels on the spot. Within the following day, another general and a Japanese lieutenant colonel died from their injuries. The Japanese Lushun Command Headquarters suffered a devastating blow.

This was an unexpected surprise. The accuracy of the rail-mounted rocket artillery was very poor, with a shooting error of around a hundred meters. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army hadn't considered conducting any decapitation strike at all, but rather intended to use rocket artillery for coverage fire. With such a large margin of error, accurately destroying a Japanese strongpoint was purely a matter of "beating the rabbits while cutting the grass" (incidental success). The primary target was the minefields laid by the Japanese army outside the fortress.

The Japanese army had learned from the Russian army and laid broad minefields outside the fortress. Whether the rockets could penetrate the thick fortress defensive walls was a toss-up, but they were extremely effective tools for destroying landmines. The Japanese combat troops placed outside the fortress walls suffered a devastating blow. When a rocket landed, everything within a dozen meters turned into a sea of fire. The massive shockwave also had terrible lethality. The Japanese troops inside the fortress at least had defensive walls, but a large portion of the Japanese troops outside the fortress weren't killed by the explosion, but by the concussive force. Those Japanese soldiers had intact exteriors, simply curling up quietly in the trenches with traces of blood at their mouths and noses. Aside from that, they looked like they were asleep. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dissected many Japanese corpses after the battle and obtained a considerable amount of data.

This round of fierce artillery fire did not completely breach the Lushun Fortress. Amidst the violent explosions, alarms rang fiercely inside the Japanese fortress. Various units woke up from their sleep, and amidst the frantic shouting of officers, the Japanese soldiers grabbed their weapons and rushed to their posts. The violent tremors gave the Japanese soldiers the feeling of being on a boat. Dirt fell rustling out from the cracks in the fortress masonry. Unlucky Japanese strongpoints were hit directly by rocket shells; shrapnel, flames, and rubble swept in from the blasted-open front like a storm, tearing everyone inside to shreds.

Devastating artillery fire continued to explode in uncertain places, as if the end of the world had arrived. However, the twenty-something minutes of earth-shaking shelling was as swift as its beginning; there was no extended fire, but an abrupt stop.

The Japanese troops couldn't see the situation outside clearly in the dark night. Smelling the pungent gunpowder smoke and looking at the pitch-black outside, they looked somewhat bewildered and at a loss. Inside the fortress, they talked about fighting every day for years, and the Japanese troops' nerves were almost numb. When war arrived, they didn't feel relieved, but puzzled.

Soon, the artillery of the Lushun Fortress began to return fire. Although they didn't know the specific location of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's artillery positions, the Japanese artillery still began to fire desperately. Having been seized by the enemy, what remained to be done was not to wait, but to counterattack. However, being completely in the dark, they could only conduct retaliatory counterattacks.

In the pitch-black night, the Japanese officers and soldiers widened their eyes, staring at the impenetrable night outside.

Taking out the enemy's fortress commander was completely an accident. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army artillery units quickly packed up their gun carriages, and the trucks immediately shifted positions.

Inside the General Headquarters, the two commanders, Mu Husan and Mi Feng, discussed the next phase of the battle. Mu Husan excelled at frontal combat; surrounding and annihilating the enemy with an imposing army was his forte. Mi Feng had a different set of characteristics; he was very good at fighting battles that seemed very dangerous. The main problem with attacking the Lushun Fortress lay in the Japanese naval-land coordination. The largest caliber artillery of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was only 155mm; the fortress guns exceeding 200mm caliber were currently still at the Qingdao Fortress. A frontal war would inevitably be a cruel siege battle. Once such a siege battle entered the stage of full-scale attack, the rocket artillery with its poor accuracy might pose a greater threat to their own people than to the enemy.

Mu Husan knew he absolutely couldn't have formulated a battle plan like Mi Feng's. He couldn't help but say, "Commander Mi, this is a one-shot deal."

"Since it's already this dangerous, how much more dangerous can fighting like this be?" Mi Feng was quite open-minded. "Order the special shells to prepare for firing!"

This was the biggest difference between Mi Feng and Mu Husan. Mi Feng believed that after the first round of coverage fire, the Japanese troops that hadn't been destroyed should have all gone into the strongpoints by now. This was the best time for gas shells to display their power.

Mu Husan knew that he absolutely wouldn't dare to use this as the pivot of battle command just because he believed it. Yet Mi Feng dared. Not only did he dare, but he solidly formulated the siege tactics with this as the core. However, on second thought, Mu Husan felt relieved. If Mu Husan were commanding, the battle would just employ normal offensive tactics. And the second half of the campaign progress formulated by Mi Feng was also exactly the same standard attack method. Mi Feng was just playing a little trick at the opening of the campaign. If the little trick didn't succeed, the subsequent battle would still be bloody and cruel. If the little trick succeeded, the subsequent battle would be vastly different.

This was really a matter of personality! Mu Husan suddenly felt he could understand why Chen Ke wanted the more junior Mi Feng to be the campaign commander. To others, there might be many twists and turns in this, such as fearing Mu Husan would have to bear too much responsibility if he failed, so letting Mi Feng take the fall. Or wanting to support more people to rise up to achieve balance in the army. In short, there were plenty of explanations centered on power struggles.

However, in Mu Husan's view, Mi Feng's greatest strength was that while understanding standard offensive tactics, he possessed a mindset of adapting to local conditions. If such a person were a frontline commander, he would be quite difficult to deal with.

The development of the war proved Mi Feng bet correctly. After more than an hour, the artillery, ready once again, switched to special shells and began firing at 3:15. It was still a scene of soaring fire dragons, still comprehensive coverage fire. This time, what landed on the ground were not explosive warheads, but steel cylinders one after another. After landing, the steel cylinders began to spew out large amounts of gas.

In the darkness before dawn, the Japanese troops couldn't see clearly what was happening outside at all. The artillery attack that ended over an hour ago still left the air filled with the strong smell of gunpowder and various pungent scorched odors. The rocket artillery coverage fire had completed its task literally; every inch of land in the entire fortress had undergone the baptism of explosions, or at least the baptism of strong shockwaves.

The Lushun Fortress was built against the mountains, and many passages were underground. The ones on the surface had already been ravaged horribly by the powerful firepower of the rocket artillery. Intelligence on the fortress's losses had now been somewhat tallied. Any position that didn't have semi-permanent defensive fortifications had suffered a devastating blow. Many underground ventilation holes were blocked by the large amount of soil blasted up. The Japanese army didn't yet know that the headquarters had suffered a devastating blow while using the toilet. Intermediate commanders ordered people to report the situation while urgently ordering the clearing of ventilation vents and simultaneously turning on ventilators for air exchange.

Almost at this very moment, the second batch of artillery gas shells arrived at the Japanese positions. This was phosgene. The Germans had used it in World War I, and were quite experienced with it.

The Japanese defenders in Lushun didn't notice at first that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had used gas shells. All the Japanese soldiers were seeing such an overwhelming artillery bombardment for the first time and hadn't yet recovered from such a shock. The strange smell of phosgene mixed in the gunpowder smoke didn't seem that odd, or wasn't discovered at all. As for chest tightness and coughing, it wasn't necessarily a symptom that only appeared because of inhaling poison gas.

By the time the Japanese army discovered that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had used gas shells, it was already 3:50.
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Battle of Lushun (3)

Gas cylinders fell all over the Lushun fortress, hissing and spewing gas for nearly half an hour before the Japanese troops finally realized the People's Party was using poison gas. It wasn't that the Japanese officers were unaware of chemical warfare, but Japan's backward industrial capabilities made it difficult for them to comprehend how much gas could actually be contained in such small steel cylinders.

The methods of releasing gas during World War I were quite primitive, especially the early use of chlorine. German troops would haul massive canisters to the edge of their trenches facing the enemy, wait for the wind to blow in the right direction, and then open the valves to let the wind carry the gas over. Of course, when the Germans used phosgene later on, they adopted technology similar to rocket artillery. After acquiring gun steel technology, the People's Party not only applied it to high-temperature, high-pressure synthetic ammonia reactors but also to high-pressure gas storage technology.

The gas cylinders landed across the Lushun fortress at a little past three in the morning. It was pitch black outside, and nothing could be seen. The Japanese dared not fire flares over their own positions; illuminating oneself on the battlefield was a suicidal act. In such darkness, steel cylinders over 80 centimeters long and less than 20 centimeters in diameter were not easy to spot.

Many Japanese soldiers saw the metal objects on the ground, but they assumed they were unexploded dud shells and dared not approach them. Not only did they stay away, but they also warned others to keep their distance. It wasn't until a large number of Japanese troops began fainting from the fumes that they vaguely realized what the People's Party had done.

"Poison gas! The Chinese are using poison gas!" Although this was vastly different from the manuals that depicted rows of large cylinders set up on trenches, the low-ranking Japanese officers, facing a life-or-death crisis, threw their habit of respecting superiors to the winds and began screaming hysterically.

Defending against gas required gas masks, equipment the Japanese army simply did not have. The officers knew of gas warfare as a tactic, but facing it for the first time, the Japanese had no idea where the gas was coming from, let alone how to counter it. The firing points of the Lushun fortress were not tall towers but continuous bunkers with firing ports close to the ground. Many Japanese inside felt dizzy, their lungs suffering immensely as breathing became increasingly difficult. The ventilation systems, designed before World War I, had no gas filtration capabilities. Some gas shells landed right near the ventilation intakes, sending phosgene directly into the fortress through the ducts, knocking out even more men. by the time the Japanese realized they were under gas attack, many ventilation operators had already lost combat effectiveness due to pulmonary edema caused by the phosgene. The entire Lushun fortress fell into utter chaos.

The characteristic of phosgene is that it doesn't kill immediately. In environments where the concentration isn't lethally high, it takes some time after inhalation for the effects to manifest. By 4:25 AM, Mi Feng ordered the second artillery bombardment to begin.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could confirm that the phosgene had taken effect because the firing of the Japanese fortress artillery groups had clearly gone awry. Both the density of fire and the scatter of impact points displayed the panicked reaction of the gunners, as noted by the observing artillery staff.

So, after the second bombardment began, Mi Feng and Mu Husan simply left the command post to go outside and watch the spectacle of indiscriminate firepower coverage. The command post wasn't located on high ground, so the two commanders could only see a dense net of fire woven by streaks of flame in the distant night sky, thicker than the stars. The explosions of shells in the distance were indistinguishable from one another; the rolling thunder never ceased for a moment, sounding like a landslide or a tsunami.

"War really is a gold-swallowing beast," Mi Feng sighed. Just the three coverage bombardments organized for this Lushun campaign had already fired off over two thousand rocket shells. If calculated at one thousand yuan per shell, that was over two million RMB. Including the research and development for rocket artillery, conventional shells, and chemical shells, two million RMB was just a fraction of the research costs. Mobilizing over 300,000 combat troops from the army, navy, and air force, plus over a million troops from the two major military regions of the Northeast and coastal military regions like Hebei and Jinan. Even calculating for 1.5 million troops at an average monthly wage of 50 yuan, the wages alone came to 75 million a month. Not to mention the massive industrial system of New China behind this army. It was an astronomical sum of money that Mi Feng couldn't even clearly calculate.

These figures weighed heavily on Mi Feng's heart. The responsibility he bore wasn't just for the troops already committed to the battle, but also the pressure of the direct and indirect support from hundreds of millions of Chinese people. Thus, Mi Feng's morale was high; with the support of so many people, he didn't believe the war could be lost.

Mu Husan had gone through that emotional phase long ago. Due to his personality, he made a slight misjudgment of Mi Feng's mood. Mu Husan replied, "Japan can't afford a long war, although I really hope Japan gets desperate enough to send the Chosen Army to attack the Northeast."

Both commanders were soldiers. Even knowing the cruelty of war, they still deeply loved their profession, perhaps even craving war on a larger scale. Mu Husan watched the orderly trails of the rockets, his voice containing barely suppressed passion. "If the Japanese dare to cross the border line, we can attack Korea immediately. After liberating all of Korea, Japan is destined to never have a day of peace!"

"Japan has no money anyway. This battle is just to deal with the Japanese Navy and these sixty thousand Japanese Army troops." Mi Feng didn't care much about attacking Korea; that was a campaign within Mu Husan's scope of responsibility. By then, Mi Feng feared he wouldn't even be a deputy commander. Not to mention the Military Commission didn't think Japan would smash the pot to that extent.

Mu Husan quickly pulled back his thoughts and asked, "Will this round of shelling burn off the poison gas?"

Mi Feng's shelling plan was ingenious. He fully considered the Japanese unfamiliarity with gas warfare and the characteristics of the night. The first round of indiscriminate coverage shelling was to stun the Japanese, followed by gas shells to cause maximum casualties. The final round of indiscriminate coverage shelling was for final destruction, not only to destroy the Japanese positions as much as possible but also to burn off and disperse the gas lingering over the positions to the greatest extent. Not only did the Japanese lack anti-gas equipment, but the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also lacked anti-gas gear suitable for war. If they had such equipment and had undergone sufficient military training, the special shells wouldn't have been loaded with phosgene, but directly with Sarin gas, which had a strange name.

The third round of shelling lasted from 4:25 AM to 5:10 AM. Eighteen rocket artillery positions fired in rotation. Frontline observers sent back intelligence: "The entire Japanese defensive position in the Lushun area has been plowed over once!"

"Where are the advance troops?" Mi Feng asked the staff officer.

The staff officer immediately replied, "The advance troops have already seized the Japanese frontline defensive positions and are clearing roads and establishing communication lines. Once the artillery fire pauses, they can continue the attack."

At this moment, the artillery fire had just ceased. Based on the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's live-fire experience, the ground temperature at the explosion points could exceed a thousand degrees. Not to mention all the combustibles outside the Lushun fortress were already burning fiercely; even blocks of iron would have been melted.

By now, the bright figure of the Morning Star had appeared on the horizon. It wouldn't be long before the first rays of dawn revealed a beautiful silhouette under the rising sun. The attack of the advance troops would also launch when the ground temperature dropped rapidly from a thousand degrees to a temperature humans could withstand. The battlefield was about to enter the cruel stage of mountains of corpses and seas of blood.

The advance troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army encountered no resistance. Russia had provided all the blueprints they possessed of the Lushun fortress, and the Russian officers who built the fortress also provided detailed internal information. Even the Chinese laborers who participated in the construction of the Lushun fortress were interviewed and provided the intelligence they possessed.

coupled with a large number of aerial photos, a "simplified Lushun fortress" was even simulated before the attack as a training ground for the assault troops. The only issue was that the density and power of the shelling were so great that the "Lushun fortress" everyone was familiar with had become unrecognizable.

The attack route had long been ravaged by artillery into a desert-like state, full of rubble and earth clods. One crater followed another, and it took great effort to identify the defensive positions the Japanese had once built. Small units opened up roads and established communication lines like mercury spilling over the ground. There were no enemy defenses at all on the entire outer perimeter. Progress was extremely smooth.

However, this did not make the troops feel relaxed. Even two bombardments that destroyed the surface defense system could not completely destroy all Japanese firing points, especially those gun emplacements built of thick concrete and brick. These emplacements were the most dangerous. Small units were fine, but during a large-scale attack, Japanese artillery could bombard the areas they wanted to hit according to preset data.

However, as the sun revealed its first trace of fiery red from the horizon, rows of small dots appeared in the sky. Then, a sharp whistling sound approached from afar, diving straight from the sky toward the ground.
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Chapter 30: Battle of Lushun (4)

The Lushun Fortress finally fell into complete chaos at dawn. The artillery fire of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could not compare to the American firepower in the Korean War after World War II, nor could it compare to the unprecedented artillery concentrations of World War I. However, in Asia, the Japanese army experienced for the first time what "artillery washing the ground" meant. After the artillery devastation, not only did the attacking Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army feel that the actual Lushun Fortress was vastly different from the "Simplified Lushun Fortress" replica, but the Japanese themselves felt even more profoundly that the Lushun Fortress had been changed beyond recognition.

The entire fortress, literally every part of it, had been hit by rockets. All Japanese troops in the positions set up outside had lost contact. Search parties reported that no survivors were found. Even semi-permanent fortifications, if the walls were slightly insufficiently thick, had large holes blown into them by high-explosive shells upon direct hits. This wasn't just in one place, but everywhere.

The place where the fortress commander was killed was in the center of the fortress; being far from the enemy did not save it. Every part of the entire fortress suffered indiscriminate shelling. Various defensive units urgently reported the situation to the command headquarters, but unfortunately, the commanders at the headquarters were already gone. First, a massive amount of information about fortress damage flooded the officers temporarily taking over the command, followed by a massive amount of information about the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army using poison gas. It wasn't that the Japanese headquarters personnel were incompetent, but that they had never imagined war could be fought like this. These Japanese soldiers completely lost control of the situation.

The headquarters could not react immediately, and the Japanese troops in various units were also helpless. Looking out from inside the fortress with fear and trepidation, there were bomb craters everywhere outside, raging flames everywhere, or flames about to go out due to lack of fuel. After confirming that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was using poison gas, the Japanese officers and soldiers felt that even the air they breathed on Chinese soil was filled with deadly hostility. This greatly shook the morale of the Japanese army.

The artillery positions also suffered huge damage from the indiscriminate shelling, but most of them managed to persist. However, the surface appearance the artillerymen were used to was almost completely different. Many things they used as aiming landmarks were completely different from yesterday before sunset. Because of the poison gas, every strange smell in the air made the Japanese artillerymen feel suspicious and panicked. Every artilleryman covered his mouth and nose with a towel. Comrades who were familiar in the past instantly became strangers with blurred faces. This change had a considerable impact on their mentality, and the combat effectiveness of the Japanese artillerymen was also greatly discounted. When they tried hard to find the enemy artillery positions with artillery scopes, their eyes were always inadvertently attracted by the miserable state inside the fortress.

Then came new stimuli one after another. Just as the sky was brightening, a new series of explosions occurred in the Lushun Fortress, and the artillerymen could not find where the artillery positions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were at all.

"Look at the sky!" A Japanese artillery observer shouted. Telescopes looked towards the sky, and then they saw a large number of huge aircraft passing over the Lushun Fortress. A series of small dots fell straight down from the planes. With an indescribably sharp whistling sound, the small dots became larger and larger. Huge bombs fell directly into the fortress. The huge explosions made the artillerymen realize that the power of these bombs was no less than that of 250mm caliber shells.

In the telescopes, the red five-pointed star was clearly visible on the silver-gray fuselage. That was the common symbol of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

"What do we do? Shoot at the sky?" There were some clever ones among the artillerymen, but their clever suggestions received no response from others. The Lushun Fortress was designed without any consideration for air raids. The top of the fortress had always been a key reinforced defensive area, and the gun muzzles could not be raised to an angle to shoot at the sky at all. Moreover, the Japanese army had never conducted research and training on anti-aircraft artillery. Now, apart from waiting for the aircraft of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to bomb the fortress fiercely with bombs, the Japanese air force had no other way to deal with it.

Looking up at the sky monopolized by the Chinese Air Force, the feeling of being passively beaten on one side made the mood of these artillerymen desperate. Many Japanese soldiers suddenly suspected whether the gods in the sky had also joined the Chinese side and completely abandoned Japan on the ground.

Flying in the sky was the People's Air Force's latest bomber, the "H-4C". Towards the end of World War I, the Germans developed the Zeppelin-Staaken R.VI four-engine heavy bomber. The aircraft had a bomb load of 2000 kg and participated in the bombing of Britain and France at the end of the war. After the war ended, the Treaty of Versailles stipulated that Germans were not allowed to possess such bombers. Like German submarines, this part of the technology was transferred to China by the "Former General Staff" which had gone behind the scenes, to continue research and development in China.

Of course, the former German soldiers, as was only right and proper, pocketed a part of the money China paid them, and the rest of the money was handed over to the people of the Former General Staff for distribution. Since the General Staff was ordered to dissolve by the Allied Powers, these unemployed soldiers had no wages to collect.

In 1923, the highest commander of the People's Air Force was the Air Force Commander. From the earliest organization starting from the group, to the later regiment commanders, division commanders, and corps commanders, the current Air Force Commander Chu Fengge was the eighteenth highest commander, and also the first commander of the Air Force to survive for more than 18 months.

At this time, the commander was in the Qingdao Fortress responsible for command. According to Chu Fengge's original intention, he wanted to personally lead the team to carry out the bombing mission. In the bold and fearless tradition of the People's Air Force, commanders must never hide in a safe place to command the battle. Not to mention that this was China's first real large-scale air force bombing operation. As a result, he was ordered by the Political Commissar at the Party Committee meeting not to participate in the battle personally. Military commanders naturally dared not resist the orders of the Party Committee, but Chu Fengge's restless performance fully demonstrated his mood at this time.

"Is there a new telegram from the Southern Liaoning Airport?" Chu Fengge asked the communicator for the umpteenth time.

"They have already sent a telegram just now. The weather conditions are very good, very suitable for combat." The communicator answered Chu Fengge's question cleverly.

"What about maritime reconnaissance?" Chu Fengge asked next. This bombing adopted shuttle bombing. Reconnaissance planes, fighter jets, and bombers took off and landed at a total of ten airports on both sides: six airports in the direction of Qingdao, Yantai, and Weihai, and four airports in the direction of Southern Liaoning. In terms of army and air force strength, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army naturally had full confidence against Japan. In the war so far, both branches of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had shown overwhelming superiority over Japan.

However, the Japanese army still held an overwhelming advantage in the navy, which was the most uncomfortable place for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. This was also where many senior commanders found Chen Ke's strategy very difficult to accept. Logically speaking, fostering strengths and circumventing weaknesses was the most effective way. The Military Commission had demonstrated many times that as long as the Japanese were driven out of Korea, the Japanese navy would have absolutely no ability to threaten China's coast. With heavy bombers like the H-4C, Chu Fengge was fully confident of taking off from future Korean airports and then fiercely bombing the Japanese mainland. However, Chen Ke, who had always been known for his strong offensive spirit, showed unusual conservatism in this matter. His explanation was "the time is not yet ripe".

Now the Military Commission finally issued an order. During this attack on the Lushun-Dalian area, if the Air Force discovered Japanese warships at sea, it could adopt a high-altitude bombing mode to attack them. But it must be high-altitude bombing, with ensuring the safety of the troops as the top priority.

Chu Fengge certainly knew what level the current aircraft were at. The "Tech Tree" plan of the People's Party's industrial department relied on national laboratories and the school system for overall technological design, so the technology from the Germans, which was far more substantial than China's, added a lot of categories to the "Tech Tree". With the technology provided by the Germans, aircraft performance improved linearly. At least the aircraft failure rate dropped, and the service life of parts was extended a lot. The fact that Chu Fengge had lived for 18 months after becoming commander was clear proof.

But there were limits to this. Just like the H-4C, the aircraft was changed from biplane to monoplane, a large amount of aluminum alloy material was used, and the fuel tank was wrapped with a rubber layer to prevent fuel leakage after being hit. If the Germans were designing for themselves, they would naturally consider the problem of aluminum materials deforming and burning after being hit. When designing for China, the German engineers only mentioned this problem. The Chinese side insisted on reducing the aircraft's own weight, so the German engineers did not insist anymore.

Once such an aircraft took a shell, it would be finished immediately. On the vast ocean, the survival rate of pilots after parachuting would also be very low, so low that they were basically hopeless. The People's Air Force certainly would not regard the lives of its own comrades as grass. The Air Force could fully understand Chen Ke's order. However, compliance could only happen when bombing the Japanese navy. If they didn't see the Japanese fleet at all, there was no point in complying or not.

In the midst of anxiety, the telegraph operator in the next room suddenly rushed in with a telegram, "Commander, the Air Force has just discovered enemy warships at sea and dropped bombs on them from high altitude before leaving. According to the report, it seems that the enemy warships were not hit."

"Good!" Chu Fengge shouted excitedly. With the hit rate of high-altitude bombing, it was even less reliable than rockets. But being able to drop bombs on the enemy itself meant that the Air Force had set a precedent for attacking the enemy navy!

However, this tolerance did not last for 30 seconds. Moments after saying "Good", Chu Fengge couldn't help but ask: "Did they really not hit the enemy?"

"The Air Force telegram said they saw no signs of a hit," the telegraph operator replied.

Actually, this answer was not quite right. After the Air Force formation discovered the Japanese navy at sea, they dropped more than sixty bombs. One bomb was extremely lucky and hit a Japanese warship, and it hit the Japanese navy's flagship, the Kongō. However, due to a fuse problem, the bomb did not explode. It just smashed a pit in the armor of the Kongō and bounced into the sea.

The Japanese navy fleet was anchored in Lushun Port. The shelling after midnight made the Japanese navy feel extremely shocked. It wasn't the power of the rockets; the power of main guns with a caliber of 280mm or more firing at land was far above that of rockets. The problem was that the rate of fire and life of naval guns made it impossible for warships to turn the entire Lushun Fortress into a sea of fire in a few minutes.

The Russo-Japanese War allowed Japan to learn the experience of joint land and sea offensives and joint land and sea defenses. The Japanese naval fleet, which was also in a state of first-level combat readiness, immediately weighed anchor and began to cruise near the waters of Lushun, ready to shell the attacking troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army at any time. Back then, Japan blockaded the coast of Lushun, allowing the Japanese army to attack without scruples. For China's weak navy, the Japanese navy simply didn't take it seriously. Even if the Chinese army showed strong firepower delivery capabilities, the Japanese navy did not believe that Chinese gunners could hit a fleet constantly changing positions at sea.

Reality gave the Japanese army a blow to the head. The Chinese artillery did not attack the Japanese navy. Just as dawn broke, the Chinese Air Force launched an attack on the Japanese navy. Bombs fell from the sky, and the Japanese navy had no means of defense at all. Especially that bomb that hit the Kongō, although it did not cause any damage, it still scared the Japanese navy into a cold sweat.

Naval observers found that the large Chinese formation had flown away, but more than three Chinese reconnaissance planes were hovering over the Japanese fleet like annoying flies. This clearly showed they were tracking the Japanese fleet and preparing for the next wave of attacks.

What to do? Everyone in the Japanese fleet wanted to solve this problem immediately.

The maximum range of the warship's main guns was only 30 kilometers. At this distance, the Japanese fleet could not talk about accuracy at all. The most critical thing was that only a small number of main guns could reach this distance. If they got close to the coast, God knows when the next bombing by the Chinese Air Force would arrive. The Japanese army also had no air defense experience. Judging from the hit by the bomb, the weight of this bomb was probably between 80 kg and 100 kg. God knows what power the bomb would have after exploding.

Just waiting to be bombed was definitely not an option; they had to dodge at least. The problem was that when dodging, the warships could not effectively complete the shelling mission against the land. What to do? This became the biggest feeling of the Japanese fleet.

Combined Fleet Commander Takeshita Isamu convened a meeting with a gloomy face on the flagship Kongō. The senior officers and staff of the headquarters also had gloomy faces. They already knew that the fortress defense commander had unfortunately been killed in action, and now they were encountering attacks from the sky. Both the Japanese army and navy believed that the Lushun Fortress was an impregnable fortress. At least if the war was limited to the Lushun-Dalian area, no matter how much price the Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army paid, it would be impossible to capture the Lushun Fortress. However, reality had exceeded pre-war imagination.

"We can divide the fleet into two parts and block the narrow section, which can contain the Chinese attack on the Lushun Fortress," the Chief of Staff suggested.

This suggestion sounded inexplicable. Some slow-reacting naval officers didn't understand it for a moment, but Takeshita Isamu understood. This suggestion was rather passive. The Chief of Staff implied that the Combined Fleet could not temporarily resist attacks from the air. In order to ensure combat capability, the fleet should be split into two. Even if a certain part of the fleet was attacked, the other part of the fleet could still maintain combat capability.

The Deputy Commander had already figured out the key points. He said angrily: "We can split into two, but can't the Shina air force split into two? Their reconnaissance planes have been following us. They can see clearly whatever we do."

The Chief of Staff was also blunt, "Then what should we do? Just wait here to be bombed?"

"The Chinese Air Force may not necessarily have that many planes to bomb us all the time. The Shina people can reconnoiter, and we can also reconnoiter in advance when their planes fly over," the Deputy Commander said angrily.

"What will our planes do after taking off? Get shot down?" The Chief of Staff was also unceremonious. The Japanese Air Force had always been in a state of being unilaterally slaughtered when facing the Chinese Air Force. This was a fact proven many times.

While the Combined Fleet was arguing endlessly, four nautical miles away from the Combined Fleet, four Chinese submarines had retracted their periscopes and snorkels, and quietly approached the Japanese Combined Fleet underwater.

There were wireless transmitters inside the submarines. The submarines only sent a few continuous short signals indicating that the target had been found. The headquarters quickly replied, "Attack!"

In the engine rooms quieted by electric drive, the commanders of the four submarines only issued brief orders, "Comrades, the days of the Japanese Navy baring its fangs and claws on the Chinese coast will be ended by us!"

"Yes!" The comrades answered one after another. Everyone had trained for so long just for this day. At the pre-war mobilization meeting, the troops had long known the campaign arrangement. Since Japan controlled the joint land and sea defense, what the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had to do was to make it impossible for the Japanese navy to participate in the Lushun campaign. The mission of the Air Force and Submarine Force was to strike the Japanese Combined Fleet. There was no need to annihilate the Combined Fleet. As long as the Combined Fleet could be prevented from participating in the battle smoothly, leaving combat space for the Army, the Navy would have completed its mission.

"Long live the motherland!" The captains said finally at the brief mobilization meetings. Facing a powerful enemy, every comrade in the submarine force knew how great the threat of death they faced was. The only reason that could keep everyone moving forward bravely was this one: for the motherland, for the people!

"Long live the motherland!" The commanders and fighters said at the same time.

Comrades at every post quickly took their places, and the silent underwater killers advanced towards their respective targets.

At 6:37 am on September 27, the Japanese Combined Fleet was attacked by torpedoes. A cruiser and a battleship were hit. Although both warships were thick-skinned and damage control was quite effective, the Combined Fleet fell into panic just like the Japanese troops inside the Lushun Fortress.

They finally understood that the war had changed. This was no longer a battle on the ground and at sea. The land and sea defenders of the Japanese Lushun Fortress faced all-round attacks from the land, from the air, and from underwater. There was no place safe in the three-dimensional area of the entire war.
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31 Battle of Lushun (5)

The shuttle bombing did not stop. Two groups of bombers that took off from airports in Yantai and other places landed in Southern Liaoning, and the bomber group at the Southern Liaoning airport took off. Southern Liaoning originally did not have an airport capable of handling four-engine bombers; these behemoths required a runway over two thousand meters long. Even after emergency reconstruction, the concrete runway at the Southern Liaoning airport was only 1500 meters long. The remaining nearly one thousand meters of the runway were covered with thick steel plates.

Air Force Deputy Commander Xiang Fei was stationed at the Southern Liaoning airport. He was truly full of admiration for the grand handwriting of Chairman of the Military Commission Chen Ke. The steel plates came from Anshan Steel. After liberation, the industrial development in the Northeast was very fast, especially since the Anshan Iron and Steel Group had the foundation of Mantetsu, so it developed even faster. Even so, seeing that the silver-gray metal runway did not bend or sink at all under the heavy weight of the aircraft, Xiang Fei felt a great sense of pride as a soldier of an industrial country for the first time.

"Did we take out the Japanese airport?" Xiang Fei asked the commander of the air force bomber unit.

The bomber unit commander replied excitedly, "Report to the Commander, the runway took at least five or six bombs. We have already taken photos. Even if the Japanese airport isn't completely rendered useless this time, after a few more rounds, that airport definitely won't be able to hold up."

The primary bombing objective must be to destroy the enemy's combat capabilities. Once destroyed, many future troubles can be eliminated. If the rocket artillery coverage fire cannot eliminate all the enemy's important targets, then it is the Air Force's turn to show its power.

The commander then said with regret, "However, we didn't manage to hit the Japanese warships this time. We are quite disappointed. We will definitely try hard to hit them next time."

"Don't say that, and don't think like that!" Xiang Fei immediately replied, "Execute according to orders. Our planes can't withstand a single shell, so don't think too much. The lives of comrades are the most important. It is not yet time to risk your lives."

"Yes!" The bomber group commander immediately replied, "I will go make preparations for takeoff now."

Watching the behemoths on the airfield slowly turning their fuselages, Xiang Fei was filled with pride. With such war strength, they would definitely be able to defeat the Japanese army and recover the national territory.

The Air Force could stay far away from the enemy forces, but the Army had to engage in a bayonet-to-bayonet battle with the Japanese. On the positions leading to the Lushun Fortress, a long line of tricycles formed a mobile unit. These were the diesel-powered tricycles common in mountainous areas in later generations, capable of carrying several tons of supplies at a time. They were very suitable for driving in undulating terrain.

"Party members and Communist Youth League members drive. Comrades sitting in the car, if you see something wrong, jump off immediately. Did you hear me?" The commander shouted loudly, "I'll say it one last time. If you encounter something wrong, comrades must jump off immediately and protect themselves."

Attacking a fortress cannot be done with rifles alone. Bullets with a diameter of less than one centimeter are useless against solid concrete no matter how many are fired. There must be assault equipment. Carrying heavy assault equipment to the front line by manpower alone would consume a lot of time and manpower just for the transportation process. No matter how fast New China developed, it did not have the ability to build tanks from World War II. Therefore, simple motorized tricycles were the important transportation force for this assault.

After listening to the commander's shout, the soldiers shouted in unison: "Yes!"

"Then get in the car, let's go!" The commander shouted, and he himself jumped into the carriage of a tricycle very close to the front. Signal flares and other items were already piled up inside. A squad of eleven soldiers also leaped onto the tricycles. The troops behind them boarded their respective transport vehicles in the convoy according to their formation.

The red flag on the commander's car was held high and waved vigorously. This was the signal for attack. The convoy started moving forward like a long dragon waking up from a deep sleep.

The vanguard officers opened roads through mountains and built bridges across waters. The vanguard troops penetrating deep into the enemy's defensive positions were not meant to rush headlong into the enemy positions, but to control the starting point for the next step. Real offense was not their specialty; offense had to rely on better-equipped troops. Aside from soldiers, every carriage was piled with bullets and other supplies. Heavy fire units also had various small-caliber siege artillery and ammunition. Engineering units also carried some engineering equipment and paving materials like steel plates.

The carriages of these tricycles were also detachable. Once they reached the position, the partitions and such would be removed and thrown on the position to be used to pave roads that were more convenient for vehicles to travel on. In the troops further back, there were also 50mm, 75mm, and 105mm artillery. Since the fight had started, there was no need to hold anything back.

On the road ahead, there were not only tricycle convoys but also many infantrymen. Seeing the convoy rushing over, the troops immediately turned to roads that were more difficult to traverse. Only the engineers were still rushing to repair a simple road that would allow motor vehicles to continue advancing.

At this time, the sky was already bright, and the Japanese artillery had also begun to fire at the advancing positions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The rocket artillery of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also immediately began suppressive counter-fire. Shells fell from time to time in the possible direction of advance of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, while clouds of smoke continued to rise from the Lushun Fortress. In such an exchange of fire, a shell could fly over and hit the convoy at any time. After all, tricycles were not small targets, and the Japanese army would not turn a blind eye to the convoy.

However, the drivers did not hesitate at all. They increased the vehicle speed to the maximum allowed by the road conditions. These were vehicles that had been used quite a lot in mountainous areas. Most comrades of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army came from rural areas, and many even had experience driving this kind of vehicle before enlisting. The advance seemed dangerous, but it did not stop the vehicles from moving forward. On the contrary, the comrades sitting in the cars felt that the tricycles were undulating like small boats on the waves. In many places, they seemed to tilt as if they were about to overturn. But everyone knew this was an illusion. If they didn't move, the vehicle would be fine. Once the comrades on the car moved around, it would be easy to cause problems. The comrades held on tightly to the vehicle, trying to keep their bodies in their original positions. At the same time, they used their legs to brace against the equipment and ammunition loaded in the car so that these things could also maintain their original positions.

The Japanese army indeed discovered this team quickly approaching the fortress. Without much thought, the Japanese army could know what it meant for the enemy to approach them. But this troop was as slippery as a cunning fish, and could not be simply caught by the Japanese artillery.

The Lushun Fortress consisted of more than 40 fort groups and more than 70 artillery batteries. All forts and batteries were protected by barbed wire, traps, landmines, and a large number of infantry bunkers. The rocket artillery's coverage fire turned all barbed wire, traps, minefields, and infantry bunkers into powder, except for the semi-permanent forts and batteries. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army destroyed the Japanese defense plan with the power of steel and fire. The semi-permanent firing points that were still standing firm were all subjected to concentrated strikes by the rocket artillery units. These firing points all had to face a probability problem. If weapons with a large killing area like rocket artillery kept hitting them, then no matter how narrow the gun port was, there was a possibility of being hit. Not to mention that the rocket artillery of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not just have high-explosive warheads, nor was it only used as a launch device for poison gas shells.

The convoy was very far from the batteries, and only large-caliber artillery could hit it. While the Japanese artillery was adjusting parameters according to the firing table, preparing to deal a devastating blow to the distant convoy, a new round of artillery fire flew fiercely towards the Japanese batteries, and some of them actually exploded in mid-air. After the explosion, it was not just shrapnel that pounced on the surroundings like a storm. A large number of steel balls were instantly heated to a red-hot degree by the explosion and flew towards the surroundings in large patches.

When the dense steel balls flew towards the battery, the Japanese troops hiding inside were no longer safe and sound. Some Japanese soldiers who were not unlucky enough were directly shot through the head or chest by the steel balls, their bodies collapsing softly. Some unlucky bastards were not killed immediately but suffered heavy injuries, falling to the ground amidst screams. The firing was interrupted instantly. Only a few shells flew towards the convoy.
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Battle of Lushun (6)

New recruits fear guns, veterans fear cannons. As a veteran among veterans, Wu Shengli, Deputy Division Commander of the 3rd Division of the 15th Army, responsible for battlefield traffic command, was no longer even afraid of cannons. When a shell of over 200mm caliber came flying, there was no way to hide. It was either life or death, left entirely to fate.

So, Deputy Division Commander Wu Shengli simply stood upright on a small slope on the battlefield, completely ignoring that he was within range of the enemy's heavy artillery of over 200mm caliber, and focused on directing the traffic below. With his mind not on dodging shells, Wu Shengli had clean forgotten the possibility that he could be hit by a shell at any moment. Seeing a shell explode three hundred meters away, the blast wave overturning a nearby tricycle, he immediately ordered men to help. "Save the people first, then plant the flag there, and direct the vehicles behind to take the other road."

It was now 10:18 AM. Ten hours had passed since the shelling began at 12:00 AM, but to Wu Shengli, it felt like the blink of an eye. The worst-case scenario had not occurred; the Japanese army and navy had failed to implement joint defense up to this point. In the earliest plan, if the Japanese navy had joined the battle, the artillery units would have had the rocket artillery units shell the Japanese warships near the coast regardless of casualties.

By now, the siege troops of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army had arrived beneath the fortress. In at most half an hour, the frontal battle would begin. Wu Shengli was in a very high state of excitement; the casualties so far were even more optimistic than the optimistic estimates.

Just as he thought this, several more shells from the Japanese artillery flew over. The accuracy was poor this time; apart from blasting a few large craters in the ground, Wu Shengli didn't see any new casualties for the time being.

The Lushun Fortress was a large fortress group composed of a large number of small bastions. Attacking them one by one was destined to result in huge casualties, so the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army simply opened with a "ground-washing" mode using rocket artillery. The Japanese had never expected to suddenly encounter such an unprecedented density of artillery fire. Not only was their original defense plan completely scrapped, but now they had no new plan to settle on.

The infantry bunker positions originally used to protect the bastions had now been reduced to powder along with the infantry inside. The surviving generals and field officers in the new command center had twisted expressions, unable to come up with any new ideas. Over ten thousand Japanese troops had been placed on the outer infantry positions, and a quarter of the entire fortress's strength was finished within a few hours.

The troops sent out after the first shelling were smoked back by poison gas, and the troops forcibly kept outside were completely wiped out during the Chinese army's second shelling. Continuing to send troops out like this was a trend towards suicide. But staying inside the isolated strongholds would only result in being destroyed one by one. The Chinese army's artillery fire was too fierce; the shallowly buried telephone lines had been blown apart, and some bastions had now become isolated islands. The defense system that once seemed impregnable had now collapsed like a sandcastle built on a beach.

"Is there any result from calling the navy!" the Fortress Defense Commander asked with red eyes. He had called the navy many times, but the navy had maintained an unusual silence and had not answered until now.

"The navy still hasn't responded," the staff officer replied. Army observers saw that after the navy near Lushun Port was bombed by the Chinese air force, they immediately withdrew to more distant waters. The joint army-navy artillery blockade, originally thought to be absolutely reliable, turned out to be so unreliable at this moment.

"Send a telegram to the Ministry of Army! Send a telegram to the General Staff! Ask them to send reinforcements immediately!" The temporary commander almost howled.

The Ministry of Army had already received the telegram that the Luda area was under attack by the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army. Tanaka Giichi had never expected the Chinese to attack the Luda area at this time. This military bigwig of the Ministry of Army, who usually chatted and laughed cheerfully, now had a face no better than the Japanese troops in the Luda area facing the fierce attack of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army.

What Tanaka Giichi was most annoyed about was that he had still underestimated the People's Party's speed of decision-making. On September 21st, the Chinese personnel delivering disaster relief supplies to Tokyo were attacked by a group of people with ulterior motives while picking up Chinese nationals to return home. On September 25th, the Chinese government sent a telegram to the Japanese government, demanding that they either withdraw from Luda by 0:00 on the 27th or surrender their weapons to the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army and be temporarily taken into custody by the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army.

The Japanese side naturally knew that this matter could not be settled easily. In fact, the Japanese Ministry of Army had never expected that someone would actually attack the Chinese delivering disaster relief supplies. Six days later, the Japanese side had not found out who had instigated the incident, only knowing that someone had incited the Japanese disaster victims by saying that the Chinese were going to take away large amounts of gold and silver earned from Japan and evacuate from Tokyo. As a result, the Youth League led a large group of disaster victims to surround the evacuating Chinese. The Japanese army naturally dared not open fire on the large and menacing crowd of disaster victims, while the disaster victims threw stones at the Chinese relief personnel and nationals. More than a dozen Chinese were injured, two of whom were hit in the head by stones and seriously wounded.

This matter was not a big deal in the eyes of the Japanese authorities, but internationally, it put the People's Party completely in the right. Attacking diplomatic personnel of a hostile country was enough to trigger a war, let alone attacking personnel from a foreign country delivering disaster relief supplies.

Moreover, the Chinese relief personnel were not Li Hongzhang of the Manchu Qing government, who could still shamelessly stay in Japan to sign a treaty after being attacked. They completely ignored the Japanese government's kind advice and immediately boarded the ship to evacuate. They gave the Japanese government no chance to take remedial action.

China and Japan were bound to have a military conflict over the Luda area. Tanaka Giichi knew very well that the occurrence of the attack had become leverage against the Ministry of Army, and there would definitely be people in the government and the public using this as an excuse to attack the Ministry of Army.

If it were in the past, the Ministry of Army could certainly use excuses like declaring war on China to divert the conflict. The problem was that now was not the past. Any member of the Japanese ruling class who wasn't a fool knew very well that China was far more eager for Japan to declare war on China than Japan was. Japan was precisely trying to avoid an all-out war.

With a heavy heart, Tanaka Giichi attended the cabinet meeting held at 9:30. Unlike what he thought, no one made a sound, and no one attacked the Ministry of Army responsible for Tokyo's security. The current situation was already very clear; no matter what, it was impossible to win this sudden war. Tanaka Giichi did not know that the Ministry of Navy had also received a telegram from the Combined Fleet, notifying them of the Combined Fleet being attacked by the Chinese air force and submarines. In the telegram, the Combined Fleet dared not tell lies; they simply didn't mention whether the Combined Fleet had sunk the attacking submarines. That meant the Chinese submarines had retreated safely after hitting the Combined Fleet.

In such a predicament, neither the Ministry of Army nor the Ministry of Navy wanted to make any effort to expand the war. Everyone in the cabinet smoked and drank tea, just not wanting to speak. Just then, the Crown Prince's attendant officer walked into the cabinet meeting room. Some people inside were startled, thinking Crown Prince Hirohito was preparing to force a result from the cabinet discussion, while others clearly showed expressions of expectation on their faces.

The attendant officer said, "His Highness hopes to end the war through diplomatic means. A meaningless war is not what Japan needs right now."

All members of the cabinet breathed a sigh of relief. In fact, these people had long thought about the surrender of the Luda area. The problem was that no one dared to open their mouth first. The cabinet members were no fools; using Japan's unique "ventriloquism" to interpret, Hirohito had issued an order allowing surrender. Now the cabinet immediately became active. Prime Minister Yamamoto Gonnohyoe immediately replied, "We shall obey His Highness's decree."

After saying this, even before Hirohito's attendant officer left, Yamamoto Gonnohyoe asked Foreign Minister Makino Nobuaki to contact the Chinese Ambassador to Japan and request an unconditional ceasefire.

The Japanese cabinet displayed unprecedented efficiency. The Chinese Embassy in Japan had also made various preparations long ago. After receiving the notification from the Japanese side at 10:17, they immediately sent a telegram to the Chinese government. At 10:30, the Chinese government replied, "The Japanese garrison in Lushun can first send a ceasefire representative to the Chinese side. Discuss an immediate ceasefire."

At 11:00, just as the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army was about to start uprooting the Lushun Fortress defense group, many forts in the Lushun Fortress raised white flags. The General Command of the campaign also sent a message, "If the Japanese side raises a white flag, the attack can be temporarily suspended."

At 12:00, representatives from both the Chinese and Japanese front lines began face-to-face negotiations. The Japanese side expressed willingness to withdraw from Lushun, but the Japanese side could not surrender to the Chinese side as prisoners of war. Furthermore, Japan could only withdraw after all weapons and ammunition in Lushun were evacuated. The Chinese side demanded that the combat vessels of the Japanese Combined Fleet must evacuate Chinese waters first.

After Mu Husan and Mi Feng sent a telegram to the Central Committee, only then did he say, "There are capable people on the Japanese side."

Mi Feng was not unhappy because Mu Husan did not praise his exquisite arrangements for the initial attack. He also nodded seriously in agreement, "Being able to pick up and put down, such a Japan is really not easy to deal with."

Mu Husan nodded and said, "At least our troops won't suffer greater losses. This is the only thing that can be called gratifying."

Hearing Mu Husan say that the troops would not suffer more casualties, Mi Feng showed a real smile. Attacking such a strong fortress as Luda, casualties of over ten thousand were a normal deduction scenario. In fact, the smoothness of this war so far and the low casualties had greatly exceeded Mi Feng's imagination. He said to Mu Husan, "Commander Mu, the mode of war has changed. Future wars will be completely different from before. If our enemies also have such a level..."

Mu Husan's face was gloomy, and he nodded silently.

Back then, when Li Hongzhang and Japan signed the "Treaty of Shimonoseki," the Japanese representative opened by saying that they must get Taiwan and other places no matter what. This time, the Chinese negotiation representative also opened by saying, "No matter what, the Japanese army must completely withdraw from the Luda area before September 30th. If the Japanese army refuses to withdraw, then let us carry them out."

Since the war had reached this point, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army not only did not withdraw from their positions but instead began to strengthen preparations for offensive warfare on the positions. The Japanese representatives inside the Lushun Fortress protested, but the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army side was completely unmoved and continued to make preparations on their own.

However, the Japanese cabinet also knew that this battle could not continue. During the ceasefire, detailed reports from the front line returned to Japan. Upon hearing that nearly twenty thousand soldiers had died in the Lushun Fortress within just a few hours, and nearly ten thousand soldiers were poisoned by gas, with combat effectiveness greatly discounted, although the Japanese cabinet was also cursing the cruel methods of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army, they dared not raise any views on continuing the war.

Finally, both sides reached an agreement. The Japanese army could leave some personnel for withdrawal wrap-up, while the combat troops would withdraw from the Luda area before 12:00 noon on September 30th. Subsequent weapons transportation and material evacuation could be completed before November 5, 1923.

This agreement saved face for both sides, and the Politburo immediately agreed to the agreement. However, the comrades in the Military Commission were somewhat indignant about this. The Battle of Lushun had been prepared for too long. Ever since recovering the Northeast, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army had been preparing for this campaign. The final result was such a hasty conclusion, which made the comrades of the Military Commission feel very uncomfortable all over.

He Zudao alone suppressed this attitude. Even if the first to raise an objection was the Vice Chairman of the Military Commission, Wu Xingchen, who was now in charge of military orders, "Comrade Wu Xingchen, our campaign objective is to recover the Luda area. Since the objective has been achieved, there is no need to continue the pursuit."

Wu Xingchen was someone who had suffered great losses at the hands of the Japanese. Even if he completely understood this point, he still shook his head. Comrades represented by Wu Xingchen very much hoped to take this opportunity to fight into Korea. He said in a depressed tone, "After all is said and done, we are still afraid of the British, aren't we!"

He Zudao did not feel angry. He replied calmly, "That's right. Our current strength is not enough to shake Britain. Moreover, the British have at least blocked the Americans for us. We fought so easily this time because our industrial strength far exceeds that of Japan. But our industrial strength has not yet reached the sum of the United States and Britain."

Hearing He Zudao's serious analysis, Wu Xingchen suddenly felt a burst of excitement in his heart. Even though he had known Chen Ke for nearly twenty years, Wu Xingchen still felt that he couldn't figure out what Chen Ke was thinking. This person seemed to be different from everyone else. When others would be timid, Chen Ke was always daring. When everyone was ready to pursue a victory, Chen Ke would always hold his pace. But listening to He Zudao's words, Wu Xingchen suddenly felt that he somewhat understood Chen Ke. He felt that Chen Ke's goal was to thoroughly crush Britain and the United States. Even before meeting Wu Xingchen, when Wu Xingchen was still bewildered and at a loss, Chen Ke had already set the goal and walked down the path unremittingly.

Then Wu Xingchen's attitude suddenly changed.

Losing its spokesman, the attitude of the Military Commission quickly calmed down. Even if they let tens of thousands of Japanese troops go in Luda, it didn't mean they would let the Japanese go in Korea.

Before the National Day, the Military Commission issued a new order. All Korean personnel in the troops were to be concentrated. Moreover, the troops also received more classified news that Koreans in China were all to be registered in detail, and after the liberation of Korea, they would all be sent back to Korea. These orders were enough to prove that China's strategic direction had shifted to Korea.

On September 30th, Nagata Tetsuzan found Okamura Yasuji. Japan after the great earthquake had at least returned to calm. Okamura Yasuji was responsible for news control, and no news about Luda was allowed to be released. The withdrawal of the Japanese army did not affect the domestic situation.

Because of the light, Nagata Tetsuzan's spectacle lenses reflected a layer of light. "Okamura-kun, rumors outside say that it was you who suggested to His Highness Hirohito to give up Luda."

Okamura Yasuji was summoned to the Imperial Palace by Hirohito for questioning at 8:00 on September 27th, but what the two discussed had nothing to do with the Luda area at all. However, Okamura Yasuji did not deny it because regarding the Luda issue, Okamura Yasuji had talked with Hirohito even earlier. At that time, Okamura Yasuji had seriously analyzed the situation in Luda to Hirohito. Unless the British decided to declare war on China, even if China and Japan fought until mountains of corpses and seas of blood were formed in Luda, it would be impossible to get foreign intervention. The Americans were eyeing them covetously, and the French were too busy to look after themselves. China and the newly established Soviet Union signed the "Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship and Peace." In the agreement, China and the Soviet Union did not form a military alliance, but the agreement stipulated that although China and the Soviet Union did not have to bear any military obligations to each other, when one of the two countries was invaded by other countries, the other country would not open its territory and territorial waters to other countries for passage, and neither country would establish bases with military presence from other countries targeting the other country on its own territory. The treaty was for a term of five years, renewable every five years.

Such a treaty with limited obligations was precisely the easiest to observe. Both China and the Soviet Union were major powers, so naturally, they could not accept foreign troops stationed on their own territory. As long as there was no direct military conflict between China and the Soviet Union, there was no possibility of opening territory and airspace passage rights to other countries. With the Soviet Union blocking possible invasions from the west behind them, China could easily block attacks from the east with its own strength. Even if they failed multiple times in the Luda area, China could make a comeback, while the Anglo-Japanese Alliance could only ensure that China did not attack Korea, but Britain could not send troops to participate in the Chinese people's war on Chinese soil.

Obviously, Hirohito understood and accepted such strategic analysis. Moreover, when the situation was urgent, he issued quite clever instructions.

"What views do the Ministry of Army and Ministry of Navy have on His Highness?" Okamura Yasuji asked.

"They dare not say anything." A smile appeared on Nagata Tetsuzan's face. In Japan, daring not to say anything itself had a profound meaning. Especially when they dared not say anything to the future Emperor, it meant that Hirohito had gained a considerable advantage through this matter.

Before Okamura Yasuji could breathe a sigh of relief, Nagata Tetsuzan smiled and said, "They dare not say anything to His Highness, but I heard that your application to go to Korea was blocked by someone."

Okamura Yasuji did not show any disappointed expression. He nodded and replied, "I know."

Nagata Tetsuzan was too smart. There were some words Okamura Yasuji did not want to say to Nagata Tetsuzan. If Luda was still in Japanese hands, Okamura Yasuji would still dare to go to Korea. After China recovered Luda, the next strategic direction would definitely be Korea. Okamura Yasuji was not afraid of death, but he also knew that with his status as a colonel now, going to Korea would only result in being sold out by others. Even if he wanted to go to Korea, he had to wait until the guys in the Army hit a brick wall and were bleeding from their heads.

Two of the "Three Crows of Baden-Baden" exchanged opinions, and then went about their own work.
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Peacetime (1)

Japan dared not publish news regarding the Lushun-Dalian region, but China had no such scruples. On September 30th, newspapers all over the country published the news that the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army had expelled the Japanese troops entrenched in the Lushun-Dalian region and recaptured the national territory. This news added a tremendous atmosphere of celebration to National Day. The anger aroused a few days earlier by Japan's attack on the Chinese disaster relief teams completely dissipated in the face of this news.

Zhengzhou had long been ready for the National Day military parade. Chen Ke got up before dawn to attend the flag-raising ceremony. People's Square was packed with people and heavily guarded. In the late first decade of the 21st century, Chen Ke had finally realized through Obama's showmanship that a national leader's "man of the people" actions were also a labor-intensive and costly affair. So he never liked engaging in this kind of meaningless showmanship. The Republic had just been established, and there were plenty of enemies both inside and out. For example, nearly ten thousand troops were deployed to People's Square to prevent any incidents. Chen Ke himself might not fear death, but the problem was that if he died an unnatural death, it would affect the country's work.

However, one had to appear when one was supposed to appear, such as attending the flag-raising ceremony. Even if he wasn't a nationalist, Chen Ke still believed that the early state paid insufficient attention to the national flag and that the operation of cultural soft power was far less scientific than that of the United States. Chen Ke had to advocate a new atmosphere through a series of actions.

But no matter what he thought in his heart, when watching the flag-raising ceremony, Chen Ke still felt that he was not as calm as he had imagined. Under the protection of a team of tall and straight flag guards, the Five-Star Red Flag finally appeared at the edge of the square. It wasn't solemn and chilling, but a kind of genuine pride.

When the *March of the Volunteers* began to play, Chen Ke almost instinctively placed his left hand on his left chest, watching the Republic's flag rise slowly. In the crisp autumn air of October, the morning breeze blew the flag, fully unfurling the bright red banner. Everyone present sang the national anthem simultaneously. Although the voices were uneven, the feeling was the same. Looking up at the flag representing the country, everyone couldn't help but feel moved—whether it was joy, touched emotion, melancholy, or unfamiliarity. But watching the flag-raising ceremony itself was reinforcing everyone's relationship with the country.

However, Chen Ke didn't expect that many onlookers saw Chen Ke pressing his right hand (sic - text says left hand on left chest earlier, then right hand on chest here, likely author error or description of salute. Standard civilian salute is right hand over heart. Text says "left hand on left chest" then "right hand according to left chest" then "right hand on chest". I will assume Right Hand over Heart is the intended visual) to his chest from afar. From then on, the gesture of pressing the right hand to the chest became the standard posture for citizens other than military personnel to salute the national flag.

After watching the flag ceremony, Chen Ke ran to the government cafeteria in the Pentagon to eat breakfast. His wife and child were already waiting for him. Chen Qianru, who had just started high school, pulled hard on Chen Ke's arm. Chen Ke bent down and, like an ordinary dad from the 21st century, smiled and said to his daughter, "What's up?"

Chen Qianru whispered, "Dad, I want to go up to the gate tower to watch the parade too."

"That's definitely not allowed. There are regulations for people going up to the gate tower; it was arranged long ago," Chen Ke said with a smile but a serious attitude.

Now Chen Qianru wasn't happy. The little girl's eyebrows and eyes resembled Chen Ke, but her delicate face shape came from her mother. Added to her tender skin, in her father's eyes, she was deadly beautiful even when angry. He Ying, on the other hand, had been battling wits and courage with her daughter for over a decade. Seeing her daughter act coquettishly towards her father, her face immediately darkened. "Qianru, listen to your father. You can't go up there right now."

"Qianru, do you want to go up there to watch the National Day parade?" Shang Yuan walked over at this moment carrying a bowl of corn porridge, a small saucer of pickled vegetables, and two fried dough sticks.

The aggrieved look on Chen Qianru's face was immediately swept away. She said very seriously to Shang Yuan, "Hello, Uncle Shang Yuan."

Shang Yuan laughed, "Chairman Chen, my family just can't seem to raise a delicate little daughter like yours no matter what. Comrade He Ying has contributed to this!"

He Ying also laughed, "It's almost annoying to death; the girl has too many little schemes. Premier Shang, your sons are very presentable."

"Daughters naturally have to be spoiled; my wife just couldn't give birth to one," Shang Yuan sat down next to Chen Ke. It was known among the high-level officials that Chen Ke doted on his daughter, but Shang Yuan noticed that when outsiders were present, Chen Qianru always stayed by her parents' side without saying a word. Don't look at the little girl's young age; she could always find her position very accurately. Shang Yuan felt that Chen Ke really hadn't spoiled this daughter in vain.

After breakfast, work continued. The families of officials and military personnel attending the ceremony were not arranged on the reviewing stand, but watched from the glass corridor on a lower floor. When the country was founded last year, Chen Ke had already plagiarized Chairman Mao's famous words in Wuhan, "The Chinese people have stood up!"

This time, what was plagiarized was another passage from Chairman Mao:

"Eternal glory to the people's heroes who sacrificed their lives in the People's War of Liberation and the People's Revolution in the past six years! Eternal glory to the people's heroes who sacrificed their lives in the People's War of Liberation and the People's Revolution in the past twenty-two years! Eternal glory to the people's heroes who, from 1840, sacrificed their lives in the various struggles against domestic and foreign enemies for national independence and the freedom and well-being of the people!"

All the soldiers below cheered first. It was the bloody battles of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army that had created this country. Naturally, the majority of the people's heroes were soldiers. And the founding of the state was in 1922, recognizing the Boxer Movement of twenty-two years ago, and regarding this movement as the vanguard of the People's War of Liberation. Generals of the Republic like Wu Xingchen, Chai Qingguo, and Pang Zi who had participated in the Boxer Movement, especially those who had participated in the Jing Tingbin and Zhao Sanduo peasant uprisings that were jointly suppressed by the Manchu Qing court and foreign invaders, couldn't help but fill their eyes with tears. Although they already knew the content of the inscription on the Monument to the People's Heroes, hearing it read aloud personally by the founder of the Republic on National Day, Pang Zi and the others felt that their elders and brothers in the uprising army in the netherworld could finally close their eyes in peace.

At 9:30 AM, the military parade began. Following the plagiarized procedure, Chen Ke first rode in a special military jeep past the phalanxes of troops.

"Comrades, hello!" "Hello, Commander!" "Comrades, you have worked hard!" "Serve the people!"

For Chen Ke, this was the most common standard procedure, but for the officers and soldiers of the various units participating in this parade, being personally reviewed by the creator of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army was indeed a supreme glory.

Infantry, cavalry, light troop carriers, and armored vehicles—the phalanxes lined up for several *li*. This was the military power of the New China.

After the review by car, the phalanx march began. At the very front, amidst the honor guards of the Army, Navy, and Air Force, a tall Army flag-bearer held the military flag as they passed through the square. He waved the military flag fluidly, tilting the flagpole forward just as a gust of wind blew over, smoothly unfurling the August 1st military flag. Amidst the *March of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army*, the sound of footsteps, neat as if made by a single person, rang out loudly.

The Army, Navy, and Air Force honor guards passed first, followed by the cavalry and artillery towed by military trucks. This equipment was all domestically produced, which made Chen Ke extremely satisfied. Then, formations composed of reconnaissance planes, fighter jets, and bombers flew across the sky. When the massive figures of the heavy bombers that had participated in the Battle of Lushun a few days ago flew across the sky, everyone looked up high. Many citizens who had come to watch the parade were seeing objects flying in the sky for the first time.

After watching the parade, Chen Ke's gaze fell on the camera positions in the square. Even though Chen Ke had participated in organizing talent shows, he didn't actually understand filming much. However, thanks to the "blessing" of that young female director of the National Day parade, where a large number of netizens across the country criticized the parade filming, Chen Ke had roughly remembered a few terms like long shot and forty-five-degree high angle. The benefit of modern Chinese lay in this: even if one completely didn't know what operations lay behind these terms, knowing a few terms was enough to make professionals suddenly see the light. Several test shoots had achieved quite good results, which made some people who knew the inside story suspect even more just how wealthy Chen Ke's family was to be able to afford to play with movie cameras.

Looking at the leaders high above, those who didn't know better always felt they were very majestic. Only after really standing in this position did one know that, apart from those bored fellows, people who really did things didn't feel there was anything very special about standing on the gate tower at all.

Just as the parade ended, the state banquet to host envoys from various countries began. Chen Ke didn't like social engagements; he only made a symbolic appearance, ate a few mouthfuls of food, and left the banquet hall. The Soviet representative, Comrade Belkov, was already waiting for Chen Ke in the conference room.

"Congratulations on the National Day birthday of the great People's Republic of China," Comrade Belkov said very politely, and judging by his attitude, it was indeed a heartfelt congratulation. After all, in this world, China was the only one willing to be friendly with the Soviet Union.

"Comrade Belkov, our recapture of the Lushun region received great help from the Soviet comrades. We express our gratitude for this," Chen Ke said with a calm attitude, as if the Russians had never occupied China's Lushun-Dalian region. "And our supplies can be transported directly to Lushun and sent to the Soviet Union via railway."

The Soviet Union was officially established in 1922, and the situation at this time was not very optimistic. The cruel civil war had beaten Russia, which was already relatively backward in Europe, into a state of devastation. At this time, the one truly giving aid to the Soviet Union was China. The aid supplies were *Erdaoniang*, tobacco, tea, sugar, edible oil, edible spices, towels, and various civilian products. The Chinese government also didn't insist that the Soviet Union tighten its belt to trade with real gold and silver; Sino-Soviet trade could adopt a barter model, or even be bought on credit. It would be fine to trade after the Soviet Union's production capacity recovered.

Comrade Belkov was very clear about how these aids and "trade" helped the Soviet Union. Farming in high-cold regions was not easy to begin with. Russian cuisine consisted of black bread, borscht, cabbage, pork sausage, lard, and beef. Strong liquor was not a luxury item, but a necessity. The Chinese comrades didn't pit the Soviet Union like foreign countries did. Guangxi, Northern Vietnam, Laos Province, and places like Cambodia that China already actually controlled grew sugarcane extensively. After the sugarcane was made into sugar, the bagasse was used to produce alcohol. The alcohol produced was then brewed again after being mixed with potato-fermented liquor, resulting in a strong liquor that very much suited the taste of the Russian nation. The alcohol content was as high as 55 degrees. Of course, the *Erguotou* produced in China was considered a supreme delicacy by the Russian ethnicity.

Over the past year or so, China had already provided 6 million tons of supplies to the Soviet Union, greatly alleviating the difficulties encountered by the Soviet Union. Communism indeed required ideals and spirit, but if the workers and farmers on the collective farms could get 500 grams of *Erdaoniang* every week, it would exceptionally stimulate their enthusiasm for socialist construction. Not to mention the soft towels, comfortable underwear, thermos bottles that greatly improved heat retention performance, meat sausages with added edible spices, and the colorful pickles from China.

Belkov said, "This time Comrade Stalin sent me here to agree to the matter of renting land near Moscow proposed by your country."

Chen Ke felt that "helping people to the end, sending the Buddha to the West" was an excellent tradition of China, which also contained great wisdom. With the Soviet Union's messy civilian industry, if trade between China and the Soviet Union adopted barter trade, there was great potential. The Soviet Union was implementing the New Economic Policy. Chen Ke felt that the Soviet method of tightening their belts to exchange for foreign exchange had too many side effects. Transporting *Erdaoniang* and supplies for which the Soviet Union had no source of raw materials could still be said to be a matter of no choice. But transporting pickles and soybean paste by train was a bit too ridiculous. Based on the confidence in the Chinese race's farming, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs asked if they could rent land west of the Ural Mountains in Russia to grow vegetables.

The Chinese side naturally couldn't bluntly say "You Russians are no good at farming," so the reason was to research planting techniques in high-cold regions.

Comrade Belkov brought the news that Comrade Stalin, who was presiding over the work of the Soviet Union, agreed to provide 100,000 *desiatinas* of land south of Moscow as a test zone. The lease term was twenty-five years, with a three-year construction period. After three years, half of the output would be handed over to the Soviet government as rent, and the other half would be purchased by the Soviet government.

One *desiatina* is approximately one hectare (approx. 1.09 hectares). Comrade Stalin was bold enough to allocate one thousand square kilometers to the Chinese comrades for farming in one go. This was 0.005% of Russia's land.

Chen Ke's impression of Uncle Steel wasn't bad. Although this future "Father of the Soviet Nationalities" had ruthless methods, he was the true builder of the Soviet Union. Without Uncle Steel, the Soviet Union probably wouldn't have been able to beat Germany in World War II.

But as a politician, Chen Ke felt the huge pressure Uncle Steel was bearing. To build such a massive country as the Soviet Union, there had to be a model. Chen Ke knew that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had originally only proposed getting a piece of land for China to plant, thinking that a hundred or so square kilometers would be enough. But he didn't expect Uncle Steel to expand it by ten times. It seemed Uncle Steel really needed a model project and needed to maximize the Soviet Union's industrial and agricultural production capacity. He wouldn't even let go of this request from China, which hadn't even taken shape yet.

Belkov was afraid Chen Ke might misunderstand, so he added, "This matter received instructions from Comrade Dzerzhinsky."

Dzerzhinsky and Trotsky were the two who came to China to "extort" the most aid. They not only "extorted" supplies but also "extorted" personnel. China sent sixty to seventy thousand medical personnel to help the Soviet Union establish a nationwide medical system, but these two still felt it wasn't enough. They asked for whatever they could catch. Of course, such contributions were not without return; at least Sino-Soviet relations quickly got rid of the tense state after China reclaimed its lost territories.

Obviously, Comrade Belkov was more obedient to the commands of Comrade Dzerzhinsky and Comrade Trotsky. He took out a long "trade" list for Chen Ke to look over. After reading it, Chen Ke was frightened by the total weight reaching as high as 12 million tons. "Does the railway have such large transport capacity?"

"So we hope the Chinese comrades can provide ships and transport via sea routes," Comrade Belkov replied.

"The Soviet comrades really don't treat themselves as outsiders!" Chen Ke thought to himself. He knew the straightforward nature of the "Hairy Bears" and also knew the great achievements of the Soviet people in working hard to build their country. With the Soviet Union's current population of over one hundred million, theoretically, each person receiving 100 kilograms of supplies could indeed help the Soviet Union tide over the difficulties as soon as possible. The problem was that China really didn't have such large maritime transport capacity, even using the summer Arctic route. But for the sake of the vast trade space in the future, Chen Ke said sincerely, "We can only do our best."
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The rapid rapprochement between the Soviet Union and China was a truly major event internationally.

When China, in its capacity as an Allied power, "recovered lost territories" from the Soviet Union, countries around the world believed this would lead to a long-term, comprehensive conflict between the two nations. However, they never expected that the leaders of these two countries would have faces thick enough to pierce the sky. Just after resolving the border issues with swords drawn and bows bent, China's material and personnel aid surged toward the Soviet Union like a tide.

Even more ridiculous was the actual control operations along the border outside of the Sino-Soviet Friendship Treaty. China and the Soviet Union had actually established a "mutual trust system" along the border. Any military movement of a division-level unit within 100 kilometers of the border was to be notified to the other side. Regimental-level movements within 50 kilometers were also to be notified. Looking at this, it seemed China and the Soviet Union intended to establish a long-term posture of military non-confrontation.

Both China and the Soviet Union were great powers. Although they were both a bit weak, they had the foundations of great powers after all. The problem great powers faced was that if they fought on two fronts, they would struggle to attend to both ends due to their vast territories. However, if a great power only had to face combat in one direction, no one would dare to act rashly against them. Two-thirds of the territory of the entire World Island was in the hands of China and the Soviet Union. Although these two countries had not signed any military alliance, the friendly trend displayed so far was itself a posture more terrifying than the military alliances between many small countries.

Receiving a request from the British Minister, Sir Humphrey, to visit the northwestern provinces of China, Zhang Yu was initially a bit unhappy, but his mood quickly changed. He told Sir Humphrey, "You can inquire with the Northwest side."

Britain had rich diplomatic experience. Upon hearing this, Sir Humphrey knew something was amiss, so he discussed it with the staff at the British Legation in China.

"Duan Qirui is a man who loves fame and power; we need to focus on this point." The British Minister to China easily reached a consensus on this. It wasn't that they hadn't dealt with Duan Qirui before. If a comparison had to be made, Duan Qirui's current situation was actually quite similar to when he was in the Beiyang government. There was a leader above him whom Duan Qirui absolutely could not move, and Duan Qirui himself harbored ulterior motives. According to the Chinese saying the British had learned, at this moment, neither the central government of New China nor Duan Qirui wanted to "tear open their faces" (have an open falling out) in the short term, so it was necessary for the British to give Duan Qirui some "face."

For the first time in his life, Duan Qirui received an application letter from a foreigner delivered with an attitude of looking up to him. The British Consul in Xi'an personally delivered the letter to Duan Qirui. There was no longer any arrogance on his face; even if it couldn't be called servile, he was absolutely respectful towards Duan Qirui. Tasting true respect from a foreigner for the first time, even though Duan Qirui knew the British guy harbored ulterior motives, he still felt his heart blooming with joy.

After informing the British Consul that he would consider the matter, Duan Qirui sought out Wang Shizhen to discuss it.

Looking at the look of self-satisfaction that Duan Qirui couldn't conceal no matter how hard he tried, Wang Shizhen simply turned his head away, not wanting to pay any attention to Duan Qirui at all. Having become accustomed to being ignored by Wang Shizhen, Duan Qirui was quite immune to it. "Brother, I guess you are thinking that this face wasn't earned by me, and the British aren't trying to give me face, but want to use me as a gun."

Wang Shizhen's expression improved slightly. He asked, "Zhiquan, what do you plan to do?"

"No matter what the British want me to do, I will just ask for an exorbitant price. If the British are willing to give it, they give it; if not, forget it. Anyway, asking me to do anything for them is out of the question." Duan Qirui had long made his own calculations.

Wang Shizhen sneered, "Zhiquan, you still want to play the People's Party and the British in the palm of your hand. Which of these two can you afford to play with?"

Almost at the same time, Wang Youhong, the Chief Executive of the Jiangsu Special Administrative Region, was also holding a meeting with the Jiangsu Assembly. "Members of the Assembly, the British wanting to establish good relations with us is all bullshit. We can do business with them, but we cannot get involved in any other matters. If anyone thinks we can play the British, that is pure delusion."

A cautious Member of the Assembly put forward his opinion, "Governor Wang, if we can get on the British boat now, things will be much better when we discuss matters with the People's Party. We are just borrowing the power of the British, not defecting to the British, so what's the big deal?"

Wang Youhong was nearly 70 years old, but the old man's voice was still resonant. In response to the Assembly Member's query, Wang Youhong's voice contained a kind of extreme contempt. "What the British have their eyes on is that our Jiangsu has been able to stand tall for nearly twenty years. But in these nearly twenty years, when have we ever relied on the British?"

Comparing historically, after Wang Youhong took charge of Jiangsu, he first lost Northern Jiangsu, then Shanghai, and now lingered on, shrinking into the Southern Jiangsu area. However, comparing horizontally, when Wang Youhong became the Governor of Jiangsu, the Manchu Qing, Beiyang, Guangfu Society, Tongmenghui, and other forces were all present. Now the Manchu Qing had gloomily exited the stage of history. The remnants of Beiyang, Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen, were in the Northwest, but the local politics and economy were already controlled by the People's Party. The Guangfu Society had been absorbed by the People's Party. The Tongmenghui, after the slaughter by Beiyang and the Guangfu Society, now only had those few dozen people left in Japan. The members in China had long since abandoned the Tongmenghui.

In comparison, even while constantly facing the heavy pressure of the People's Party, Jiangsu had maintained its independent political and military power. Regardless of what thoughts one harbored, at least the People's Party had not been able to control Jiangsu to this day. Compared to other forces, the Jiangsu led by Wang Youhong could certainly be called outstanding and unique.

The old man's still sharp gaze swept across the faces of the assembly members, and the sarcastic tone in Wang Youhong's voice became even thicker. "The People's Party has said that imperialist countries are never soft-hearted when killing their running dogs. As long as there is enough exchange of interests, imperialist countries never hesitate in the slightest to sell out their running dogs. Why are the British contacting us so humbly now? Naturally, they want us to deal with the People's Party. If we can't deal with the People's Party, the British can just pat their butts and leave. Separated by a vast ocean, the People's Party won't be able to fight over there for a while. But where can our Jiangsu go? I certainly won't go; I will die in Jiangsu. And where do you gentlemen sitting here plan to go?!"

The seated assembly members couldn't figure out for a moment what exactly Wang Youhong meant; there was actually a flavor of disregarding life and death in these words. In reality, the conditions the British offered Jiangsu were very generous. For example, helping Jiangsu build silk factories and establish industries. These were opportunities that Jiangsu could only dream of.

The miraculous rise of the People's Party over the past ten-plus years had made everyone in Jiangsu understand that without industry, there is nothing. It didn't rely on those muddy-legged peasants; the leaders Chen Ke, You Gou, Yan Fu, Qin Tongren, and even Kong Zhang who was recruited away from Northern Jiangsu by the People's Party—which one wasn't a student who had studied abroad? Which one wasn't a great scholar who understood modern science?

If one had to say how the People's Party differed from other forces, it was merely that the People's Party was willing to tighten its belt and squeeze food out of its own mouth to develop education. On this point, even the Jiangsu Assembly had sobered up. Other forces squeezed the common people to death to gather wealth. Only the People's Party cast a long line to catch big fish; once the common people received an education, they could become workers and engage in industry. Once industry developed, the People's Party could resist the Great Powers externally and pacify the warlords internally.

Now that the British were willing to support Jiangsu, this was a great thing, like a pie falling from the sky. Southern Jiangsu was originally affluent, and the atmosphere for studying among the people was strong. As long as there was British support, in a few years, they probably wouldn't be worse off than the People's Party.

Yet Wang Youhong didn't think this was a good opportunity; instead, he thought it was something greatly harmful to Jiangsu. This couldn't help but make the assembly members suspect if Wang Youhong had become senile. The British wanted to use Jiangsu as a gun—didn't Jiangsu know that? Once the machines were in hand, they would be one's own. If the British pushed too hard, couldn't Jiangsu just hide behind the People's Party? As the central government, could the People's Party really allow the British to run onto Chinese soil and bully Chinese people?

Such a simple principle—why couldn't Governor Wang Youhong think of it?

The meeting of the Jiangsu Assembly ended on a sour note. During the recess, the Jiangsu assembly members began a major networking effort, trying to find a way to persuade Wang Youhong.

Wang Youhong returned to his official residence and lay down on his bed. Although he could still hold on in the Assembly, Wang Youhong knew very well that his body couldn't last much longer. During his long military career and his struggle in the turbulent currents of the times, Wang Youhong found that he had truly become "pragmatic" about many things. It was now October, and the weather wasn't too cold yet, but Wang Youhong felt his hands and feet becoming unnaturally cold, and his perception of his body was constantly fading. That wasn't caused by the cold weather; it was very likely a sign of the Grim Reaper's arrival.

At this moment, Wang Youhong did not panic. He immediately sent someone to find the Commander of the Jiangsu Provincial Defense Force, Yu Chen. Yu Chen quickly arrived at Wang Youhong's residence. Hearing the personal guards say Wang Youhong was seriously ill, Yu Chen was surprised to see Wang Youhong slowly drinking tea with a composed expression when he saw him. This couldn't help but make Yu Chen feel strange.

"Commander Yu, sit," Wang Youhong said calmly.

After Yu Chen sat down, Wang Youhong said, "I am very likely about to die."

This gave Yu Chen quite a scare. For over a decade, no matter how Wang Youhong had tried his best to solidify his own power, Jiangsu had been propped up by Wang Youhong after all. If Wang Youhong were to die suddenly at this time, heaven knew what the People's Party would actually do.

Seeing Yu Chen sitting there as if petrified, Wang Youhong laughed. "Commander Yu, everyone dies. The Empress Dowager died, Yuan Shikai died, so many figures who shook the world have died. What does it matter if I'm missing? Rather, after I die, I want to hand over the control of Jiangsu to you. Those people in the Assembly are unreliable. If they are allowed to act recklessly, Jiangsu will be finished in a few years!"

Yu Chen didn't care for the Jiangsu Assembly either, but he didn't expect Wang Youhong's evaluation of the Assembly to be so low. He couldn't help but say, "Governor, even if the Assembly is a bit dull, surely they wouldn't do things that dig their own graves."

"Wouldn't dig their own graves? Heh heh!" Wang Youhong wanted to laugh out loud, but due to a lack of strength, it turned into a sneer. "In the final analysis, they only care about themselves. But the People's Party is now like the sun at high noon, and Chen Ke cares about the world. On this point alone, the superiority of one over the other is immediately judged. If Chen Ke casually digs a pit for them, they will definitely jump in."

Feeling his legs getting colder, Wang Youhong pulled the quilt up a bit. He stared at Yu Chen and said, "These people always feel that if the power in their hands increases, they can protect themselves. But they simply don't understand that how much power Jiangsu has depends entirely on the People's Party's will. As long as they don't understand this, the Assembly will sooner or later fall into the People's Party's trap."

After saying this, Wang Youhong felt his strength failing even more and couldn't help but gasp for breath. Yu Chen stood up abruptly and shouted to the outside, "Quick, call the doctor!"

"No need to call the doctor." Wang Youhong waved his hand at Yu Chen. "If doctors were useful, there wouldn't be any dead people. I'm not in pain right now, what's the use of calling a doctor."

After gasping for a moment, Wang Youhong called Yu Chen to sit in front of him. He grasped Yu Chen's hand and said, "Yu Chen, you have followed me for so long. You know the hardships of our journey. I originally struggled to support Jiangsu because I had the thought of using this place to rise and achieve a great undertaking. Now that thought has long since died. I only want to maintain Jiangsu to prove that I, Wang Youhong, have not completely lost to Chen Ke. After I die, you take charge of Jiangsu. At least continue this undertaking. Do not lose to Chen Ke."
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Wang Youhong had always thought that dying should be an easy thing—just a breath that doesn't come up, a kick of the legs, and it's over. However, when arranging his posthumous affairs, Wang Youhong discovered that wanting to die without regrets seemed harder than not dying at all.

For this bunch of dregs in the Jiangsu Assembly, Wang Youhong first of all had no way to make them see reason. It was truly a case of "people will risk beheading for profit, but no one does a losing trade." No matter how much they shouted as if they had realized the truth, saying "The People's Party's huge investment in infrastructure guarantees their high output," Jiangsu's infrastructure investment remained like dregs.

In the 1924 fiscal budget regarding infrastructure, Wang Youhong had hoped to expand revenue through increasing the business tax, using the raised funds for water conservancy construction. Southern Jiangsu was originally wealthy, and although it encountered an economic crisis after the end of World War I, due to the deliberate support of the British who increased their purchase of raw silk and silk fabrics from Jiangsu, it managed to avoid a civil uprising.

With the pressure of the People's Party from the outside, Southern Jiangsu had at any rate implemented some bourgeois reforms, such as curbing land annexation, developing industry and commerce, government implementation of project support, promoting education, and building water conservancy works. The proportion of owner-peasants in the whole of Southern Jiangsu was very large; after the ruling class had squeezed the owner-peasants for all they were worth, these policies plagiarized from the People's Party played a huge role, and the people's overall standard of living was much better than before. However, to bring water conservancy construction up to the level of the People's Party, Southern Jiangsu needed a large sum of funds. Wang Youhong was prepared to expand taxation on the citizen class, to at any rate scrape together enough money to strive to solve the water conservancy problem.

As soon as tax collection was mentioned, the members of the Jiangsu Assembly became hyperactive as if their tendons had been pulled out, and all sorts of reasons came flooding in. "In order to expand production, we have already borrowed a large sum of money from the Bank of Jiangsu, collecting taxes now will kill us!" "The shortage of labor has led to a rise in the price of labor, the cost of building water conservancy is too high!" Even though Wang Youhong had known long ago that he would encounter such a situation, he still couldn't help but want to curse angrily in his heart. The People's Party's engineering corps might not earn wages lower than Jiangsu's laborers, but look at their efficiency—that was the style of a champion army.

The external problems were complex and thorny, and Wang Youhong's family had also caused trouble. His sons and wife simply didn't want to leave Jiangsu.

"Master, we don't want to go back to Tianjin. Tianjin is under the rule of the People's Party, will we have any good fruit to eat if we go back?" Wang Youhong's first wife had already passed away, and his second wife took the lead in opposing Wang Youhong's suggestion.

Wang Youhong said with a cold face, "If you don't want to return to Tianjin, then go abroad."

"Father, Jiangsu is your territory anyway, what's wrong with us staying in Jiangsu?" Wang Youhong's eldest son said.

Hearing this bullshit from his son, Wang Youhong was furious in his heart. What's wrong with staying in Jiangsu? Wang Youhong had actually heard the news long ago that this bastard eldest son of his was taking the lead and actually trying to "succeed Wang Youhong."

Looking at his sons who had been blinded by power, Wang Youhong felt that he had some vitality—that was the vitality to beat his sons soundly. He managed to suppress his anger, frowned and said, "Some of Yuan Weiting's sons saved their lives abroad, and some are honestly muddling along in Beijing. You stay in Jiangsu, what play are you planning to stage?"

Seeing that Wang Youhong was truly angry, his family temporarily dared not utter a sound. Wang Youhong continued, "I am the head of the family, surely I must consider for you. You think that because you are my sons, the people of Jiangsu will submit to you? If you go to Tianjin, the People's Party will at least have some regard for face and won't make an example of you. I am the Military Governor of Jiangsu, but how many people have I offended while being this Military Governor? Once I die, I'm afraid there are people who will want your lives! What's wrong with staying in Jiangsu? Staying in Jiangsu to wait for death?!" Speaking to the end, Wang Youhong still couldn't help but get angry and shouted loudly.

Wang Youhong's sons hadn't expected their old man to view the problem this way at all. Wang Youhong called the wind and summoned the rain in Jiangsu, and the people of Jiangsu were also respectful to the Wang family. Wang Youhong said someone wanted the Wang family's lives, but they didn't believe it.

Seeing the look of his family, Wang Youhong was even more angry, "You refuse to go, right? No problem, I will send soldiers to tie you up right now and send you to Tianjin. I will also establish a law in the Assembly forbidding you from entering Jiangsu again!"

Wang Youhong's family knew that Wang Youhong had really made up his mind. The youngest son was quite clever; he stepped forward a few steps, knelt in front of Wang Youhong and hugged Wang Youhong's legs, "Father, if we go, let's go together. Wherever you take us, we will follow you. Wherever you let us go, we will also go. But you can't not let us fulfill our filial piety in front of you. You can't!"

Hearing his son say this, Wang Youhong's heart immediately softened. He first let his youngest son get up, and then said, "I am really doing this for your own good. This place, Jiangsu, will have trouble sooner or later. Once something happens, what will you do? Going to Tianjin is good, going abroad is good, leaving this place of trouble that is Jiangsu is truly for your own good."

Wang Youhong's eldest son was not convinced. He couldn't help but say, "Father, you say someone wants to do something to our Wang family, then we should strike first and gain the upper hand, directly wipe them out..."

"Get out! Get the hell out of here!" Before his eldest son could finish speaking, Wang Youhong pointed at his eldest son and cursed. Not only did he curse, Wang Youhong even wanted to stand up and kick and beat his eldest son. It was a pity that Wang Youhong's legs could no longer support his own weight. In such urgency to stand up, Wang Youhong almost fell to the ground.

When Yu Chen arrived at Wang Youhong's official residence under orders, he saw Wang Youhong looking composed, even extremely relaxed, leaning against the bed. Seeing the panicked appearance of Wang Youhong's personal soldiers, Yu Chen had thought something big had happened, but now he was somewhat confused.

Seeing Yu Chen come in, Wang Youhong opened his mouth and said, "Yu Chen, send someone to escort my sons back to the old home in Tianjin. If they are not honest, binding them with ropes is also fine. Treating them as prisoners is also fine."

Yu Chen was just stunned, but not panicked. Hearing Wang Youhong's order, the first thing Yu Chen thought of was that he could indeed become the Military Governor of Jiangsu after Wang Youhong. Yu Chen said gently, "Governor Wang, why is this necessary?"

"I am their father, after all, I feel for them. I really cannot bear to watch them seek their own death helplessly." Wang Youhong smiled bitterly, "At this time, I can't care about matters of face anymore. Even if I'm laughed at by others, I can't manage that much."

Yu Chen of course wouldn't be foolish enough to think Wang Youhong really wanted to be laughed at, and what benefit would it be to Yu Chen if Wang Youhong was ridiculed because of family matters? He answered gently, "Governor Wang, I will definitely send the young masters safely back to Tianjin, please rest assured."

Seeing Yu Chen being so sensible, Wang Youhong felt relieved, "I hand over the burden of Jiangsu to you. This Jiangsu will be your world in the future, you have a hard task ahead."

Yu Chen smiled, "Governor Wang, the Manchu Qing has fallen, Yuan Shikai has fallen, so many forces have fallen. Where is there any talk of 'my world'? If Governor Wang trusts me, I can only do my best. However, Governor Wang, there is one thing I have never been able to understand, what exactly is this 'heroic spirit'? You are also a hero, and I see Chen Ke can also be counted as a hero. I know clearly that heroes must be different from the masses, but I do not know where this difference lies. I still hope Governor Wang can teach me."

"Heroic spirit?" Hearing this, Wang Youhong first frowned slightly, then actually laughed mockingly, "Heroic spirit is never spoken of by heroes themselves. Yu Chen, go get that copy of the *Analects* from the bookshelf."

Yu Chen took the *Analects* somewhat unexpectedly and handed it to Wang Youhong. Wang Youhong opened a page and handed it to Yu Chen. Yu Chen looked carefully at the page and felt that this copy of the *Analects* didn't seem to have anything different. Looking at the content again, it was *Analects - Zilu Chapter 13*.

*Zigong asked: "What must one be like to be called a scholar?" The Master said: "He who in his conduct of himself maintains a sense of shame, and when sent to any quarter will not disgrace his prince's commission, deserves to be called a scholar."*

*Asked: "May I venture to ask who may be placed in the next lower rank?" Said: "He whom the circle of his relatives pronounce to be filial, whom his fellow-villagers and neighbors pronounce to be fraternal."*

*Asked: "May I venture to ask who may be placed in the next lower rank?" Said: "They are determined to be sincere in what they say, and to carry out what they do. They are obstinate little men. Yet perhaps they may make the next class."*

*Asked: "What is the character of those who administer the government in the present day?" The Master said: "Pooh! They are people of small capacity, not worth counting!"*

After reading it, Yu Chen didn't understand what these words actually meant.

Wang Youhong didn't explain the words in the *Analects* either. He said, "Heroic spirit, to put it plainly, is having no way of retreat, only being able to move forward. Those bastard sons of mine, they certainly won't admit it with their mouths, but in their hearts they always feel that no matter what trouble they cause, there is always a way out, there is always someone to take responsibility for them. But look at Chen Ke, when did he ever have a way out? Who could take responsibility for him? I am naturally not a hero, but all these years in Jiangsu I have felt that my life hangs by a thread. No matter how mentally and physically exhausted I was, I had nowhere to go, I had no way of retreat. So later, I didn't think about a way out for anything I did. Either I knew I could do it, so I did it. If I couldn't do it, then I resolutely wouldn't touch it. I wouldn't even think about things I couldn't do myself. That's how I've dragged out my feeble existence until now. You say I'm a hero, that's flattering me. But after I understood this principle, thinking back on those heroes I've seen before, regarding their actions when they accomplished things, without exception, they had never thought of a way of retreat."

After saying this, Wang Youhong saw Yu Chen frowning slightly, seeming unable to understand. Wang Youhong couldn't help but feel somewhat disappointed. Did he choose the wrong person? Wang Youhong felt somewhat flustered in his heart.

After a while, Yu Chen spoke, "Governor Wang, thank you for your teaching. I have understood your point about having no way out, but I feel that you and Chen Ke, apart from having such spirit, are always able to find a road to walk. I still hope you can give pointers on this."

Wang Youhong couldn't help but feel somewhat disappointed in his heart, but Yu Chen being able to understand "having no way out" could be considered picking the general from among the cripples in Jiangsu. Thinking about it again, given Jiangsu's state, what way out was there to speak of? Wang Youhong himself was just muddling along, living one day at a time. If there really was a way out, why would he need to forcibly send his sons back to the old home in Tianjin? Expecting Yu Chen to find a way out himself was also fundamentally impossible.

"Yu Chen, I read an article written by a man named Lu Xun. It said that originally there is no path in the world, but when many people pass, a path is made. The path Chen Ke walked was unprecedented, but he was able to pull countless people to walk with him. Even if there was no road, they trampled out a road. Therefore, the will of Heaven is the hearts of the people. No one can stop the direction of the people's hearts. In all my years in Jiangsu, what I could do was merely to conform to the people's hearts as much as possible..."

Describing Jiangsu's path to his successor, Wang Youhong couldn't help but praise Chen Ke again. If Chen Ke could hear this, he probably wouldn't be able to make any other expression besides a bitter smile. The path Chen Ke walked was the one that countless "predecessors" had trampled out. But Wang Youhong naturally couldn't understand that.

Wang Youhong continued to recount his feelings and experience of being this Governor to his successor, "As the Military Governor of Jiangsu, what needs to be done is to manage Jiangsu's affairs well. Whether they are managed well or not, the people below actually know clearly in their hearts. What the Jiangsu Governor needs to do is merely to maintain the rules well, maintain the system well. Everyone wants to complain that they get too little, but this entire distribution system has to abide by the rules set by everyone gathering together. Chen Ke's capacity is much larger than mine; he can set the system of distribution for the whole world, so he can naturally sit in his current position. And the Jiangsu Governor must be someone who can set the rules for Jiangsu's distribution well. Offending someone isn't scary, making someone lose face isn't scary either. What's scary is if you can't be true in word and resolute in deed. Confucius said that people who are true in word and resolute in deed are merely obstinate little men. However, for a person who only knows how to be an official, only knows how to smooth things over to keep his own position, what did Confucius say? People of small capacity, not worth counting!..."

The People's Party's intelligence agency soon obtained the information that Wang Youhong was dying, was arranging his posthumous affairs, and promoting a successor. The most obvious example was that on October 25th, Wang Youhong's family was sent to Tianjin.

And Chen Ke at this time had also been invited to visit the Soviet Union, on the way to attend the Soviet Union's National Day. Of course, the journey basically wouldn't take two months. Chen Ke's itinerary included inspecting work in Hebei and the Northeast along the railway as he went north. So the work of handling Jiangsu affairs fell on Shang Yuan.

A Jiangsu [situation] couldn't possibly even warrant convening a Politburo Standing Committee meeting. You Gou and the others' children had just been weaned, and they hurriedly went south to Wuhan and other places to inspect work. Xu Dian was straightening out a series of major cases triggered by the implementation of the "Marriage Law" in Henan and other places. Chen Tianhua, Qi Huishen, Zhang Yu, and Li Runshi were responsible for the new Party School cadre training together. Of the Standing Committee members, only Shang Yuan was left to preside over government work. And Shang Yuan himself was preparing to go to Sichuan, Yunnan, and Guizhou to inspect, and was also making work arrangements. regarding the request for instructions on "how to handle the Jiangsu issue," Shang Yuan had just one sentence: Let them handle it themselves, we will not intervene.

So at the end of 1923, no force in China took the British seriously, and as a result, the British became depressed. They had never encountered such a thing in other countries of the world. Even with the United States, a country quite hostile to Britain, Britain had sufficient influence. At least when the British made some moves, the United States had to respond seriously no matter what. Yet they didn't expect to hit a snag in China. The British Empire had never been ignored like this!

According to the British style, what they needed to do at this time was to create some trouble for China, forcing China to approach Britain. But the Battle of Lushun, which had just ended not long ago, gave the British a huge shock. In terms of airplanes, artillery, and submarines, the British level was above that of China.

The British were very clear about the news that China had hired a large number of former German General Staff personnel. There were quite a few among the German Junkers who defected to Britain, and among this group of Germans in China, there were those who provided intelligence to Britain. The British were very clear about what the Germans had provided to China. An expert sees the trick; comparing the technology the Germans provided to China with the technology China ultimately produced, Britain understood that China not only had the ability to imitate but even had its own innovation capability. This meant that China possessed its own powerful technical military force, which triggered strong unease in Britain. Britain didn't even have the mind to create trouble for China anymore.

Sir Humphrey held the report he wrote, picked up his pen wanting to revise it, but didn't know where to start. In terms of data, Sino-British trade had recently gone up a level. The British pound had depreciated significantly once after WWI, requiring the currencies of various countries to appreciate by double against the pound. The Renminbi was a fiat currency, requiring no precious metal collateral; before appreciation, it was a piece of paper, and after appreciation, it was still a piece of paper.

Until now, the British had not been able to obtain an alternative production area for raw silk. Plus, tea among Chinese agricultural products had once again regained market dominance in the world tea market. Traditional Chinese porcelain trade had even driven Japanese porcelain to a dead end in terms of price, and high-end bone china products also appeared. Industrial product prices similarly maintained great competitiveness.

Conversely, because of the depreciation of the pound, China increased the scale of imports. China became the biggest buyer of raw materials in the entire Southeast Asia, and even oil in the Middle East. With such a big buyer intervening in the world market, Sino-British trade volume advanced by leaps and bounds.

Sir Humphrey, however, felt an indescribable, immense danger. China's strength meant that the Far East system Britain had constructed with great difficulty faced a situation of total collapse. What Britain should consider most now was either to increase support for Japan to "maintain the balance of power," or to choose a new "partner."

However, Britain's tradition was to weaken large countries like China as much as possible. If Britain turned to cooperate with China, that meant China would inevitably obtain hegemony in the Far East.
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"How is the contact with the Chinese intellectual circles going recently?" Sir Humphrey was not discouraged even though he had been rejected by two powerful regions in China, the Northwest and Jiangsu. The world was large, and no amount of conspiracy could fill it all.

"There are already quite a few people willing to come to Britain as visiting scholars," Sir Humphrey's deputy, Bernard, replied immediately. After a moment of hesitation, Bernard continued, "But can these people play any role after returning to China from Britain? Many of them are marginalized people in China as well."

Sir Humphrey was very clear about this, but there were some things that even the British Empire could not do anything about. To be fair, no matter what nonsense those racists spouted, China was at least acknowledged as a member of the civilized nations of the world, it was just that its "level of civilization" might not be high compared to other countries. Chen Ke's major achievements in science had almost single-handedly reversed the attitude of European countries towards China. During World War I, a large number of Chinese doctors and nurses made the British lower class realize through their rescue work in Britain and France that China was not an ignorant and backward country. The British government was also forced into a corner at that time; in the whole world, only China could provide so many medical personnel. When the Chinese doctors and nurses left Britain and Britain's overall medical level fell sharply, the British government discovered that Chinese doctors and nurses had reversed the British people's view of China through their own work.

If the Eight-Nation Alliance's invasion of China did indeed make the great powers despise China, then after the People's Party seized political power in China, this trend was reversed in another direction.

The German Emperor had once propagandized the "Yellow Peril" with ulterior motives. Now the German Emperor was in exile abroad, but his words had become a prophecy. After the People's Party seized power in China, it demonstrated considerable combat effectiveness. The Japanese Army, which could defeat Russia, became a weak force without the power to resist when facing China. With the "Sino-Soviet Friendship Treaty", Europe and America no longer considered crossing thousands of miles of ocean to attack distant China. Throwing hundreds of thousands of troops into China would cost a lot of money. Once these troops left the protection of naval guns, they would have to face China's planes, tanks, and cannons. Only a fool would spend huge sums of money to add to China's glory of defeating foreign countries.

Since they could not invade China militarily, they could only cultivate pro-British forces in China. At this time, Britain realized the consequences of its past arrogance. During the Eight-Nation Alliance's invasion of China, they thought they could punish China, so they took many photos. The People's Party didn't even need to deliberately fabricate any content; just bringing out the photos taken by those countries when they were complacent was enough to incite extreme hostility among the Chinese people towards Britain.

As for religious cases and various unequal treaties, the People's Party had too many things they could utilize. In those concessions, after every patriotic education campaign organized by the Chinese government, foreigners dared not go out for a long time. Being thrown stones at was considered light; even if they were beaten up, the police would pretend not to see it, or come up slowly to break up the fight with bias.

Some Chinese literati who did not know death also tried to write some articles "clarifying the facts". One of them wrote that Britain's use of violence to open China's door promoted China's modernization in the long run. Then this "scholar" immediately lost his job. Not only that, but the words "traitor" were written all over his door and walls, and he was harassed all day long. If the People's Party hadn't protected him, this guy would probably have been beaten to death. Finally, after this "scholar's" wife divorced him and took the children back to her parents' home, the scholar hanged himself.

Facing such an unfavorable situation, the British could only adopt more circuitous means. Regardless of good or bad, they would first gather a group of people willing to be pro-British, and then arrange for them to be visiting scholars. Future matters would be discussed later. Britain had already seen the most obvious proof from the United States. There was a saying in mainstream American society: "My dad taught me two things since I was young. The first is to believe in God, and the second is to hate the British."

After arranging the visiting scholars to Britain, Humphrey asked, "Is the attitude of the Qi Huishen and You Gou families towards us still the same?"

The high-level officials of the People's Party not only had deep origins with the Beiyang clique, but quite a few also had origins with the British. Qi Huishen and You Gou's families were from big comprador backgrounds, which was the breach the British wanted to breakthrough the most.

Bernard replied, "Qi Huishen's father has already transferred all the businesses he managed to his clan. He sold all his own property and deposited the money in the bank to earn interest. The You family now specializes in business with Southeast Asia and no longer does business within China."

After saying this, Bernard said in a tone that was hard to describe, "These Chinese are really too cunning."

The insidious and vicious nature of the People's Party naturally did not need to be mentioned, but the leader of this party, Chen Ke, gave people an indescribable feeling. The analysis result of the British intelligence department was that Chen Ke had received a good aristocratic education since childhood, especially a comprehensive education in politics, economics, and diplomacy. But they could not find out which schools in Europe Chen Ke had attended, nor could they find out which European professors Chen Ke's family had hired to teach him. The only thing that could be certain was that Chen Ke must have a background in learning Western culture.

The British intelligence department somewhat believed the rumors that Chen Ke might be a descendant of the Manchu Qing imperial family. Only the imperial family could afford to give their children such an education. As for why Chen Ke, coming from the imperial family, was so ruthless towards the Manchu Qing, this was not a problem for the British. Power struggles had always been fierce and cruel. Although it seemed strange that Chen Ke did not proclaim himself emperor, it was not inexplicable. Chen Ke's status in China was even more respected than an emperor. The British were not ignorant bumpkins; trading the destruction of the Manchu Qing for a powerful China was difficult for those outstanding figures to do themselves, but it was not unimaginable. Not to mention that after Chen Ke was poisoned by Marxism, there would definitely be great differences.

"Domestic opinion in Britain wants to break up the Sino-Soviet alliance. Since China hates foreigners so much, we might as well start from this aspect," Sir Humphrey ordered.

Major countries in the world would feel uncomfortable when looking at the map of China and the Soviet Union. These were two true great powers with a combined land area of over 30 million square kilometers and a total population of over 700 million. The territories of these two countries stretched from the west coast of the Pacific Ocean to near the east coast of the Atlantic Ocean. Although the Nordic countries had blocked the Soviet Union's path into the "North Atlantic", the core economic circle of the world, the Nordic countries were all defeated opponents of Russia. The Russian army performed poorly in World War I, and the Red Army also suffered a setback under the city of Warsaw, but the Soviet Red Army still drove away the interventionist forces of the Entente Powers and eliminated the domestic White Army. Countries could look down on Russia verbally, but no country wanted to invade the Soviet Union. Especially now that the major industrial countries in the world were very anti-war after World War I, Europe and America understood that they could not organize another attack on the Soviet Union.

In this matter, the British saw that Chen Ke was still ahead of other forces. The People's Party and the Russian Bolsheviks resolved the border issue first with an extremely long-term perspective. The Soviet Union made huge concessions and quickly received huge returns. In this world, only China could provide medical and technical personnel numbering more than a hundred thousand, as well as assistance of million-ton level materials without counting the rewards.

The Chinese government vigorously publicized that it had resolved the long-term border issue with Russia, claiming that under the correct attitude of the new Soviet government, the events that had occurred between China and Russia in the past had all been resolved. China and the Soviet Union should put down their burdens and run towards tomorrow together. Zhang Yu, who was in charge of propaganda work, had excellent ability and made this propaganda campaign almost perfect. Sir Humphrey saw clearly that China was very careful to distinguish Russia from the European and American powers. The Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence were even one of the required test contents in junior high school politics classes. So far, China had only publicly declared the "Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence" when establishing diplomatic relations with two countries. One was the United States, and the other was the Soviet Union.

By now, Sir Humphrey had already smelled the malice faintly contained within. There was a Pacific Ocean between China and the United States, so large-scale mutual interference was basically impossible. There was a long border line between China and the Soviet Union, and if they interfered with each other, it would only end in mutual destruction. So China made its attitude clear.

Then what about countries that did not establish diplomatic relations with China based on the "Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence"? China was not strong enough now and did not have the power to do anything. When China became more powerful, what kind of philosophy would it use to deal with these countries? Would it adopt the mainstream method of great powers interfering with weak countries in the world today?

Bernard knew Sir Humphrey's thoughts very well. He tentatively said, "I heard that there are some relatively extreme views on the Japanese side. They believe that as long as Chen Ke is eliminated alone, the whole of China will be completely different."

Hearing this, Sir Humphrey almost wanted to sneer. Assassination? Not to mention the Japanese's notorious reputation in China, whether they could sneak into China to carry out assassination was a big question. Even if the assassination was successful, did the Japanese think that Britain would endorse Japan?

Now there was a trend of thought in Britain that believed that Britain shielding regicides and triggering the European war was a wrong choice. Morally speaking, a regicide was a regicide, and Britain had set a bad example. Even if Germany failed, it could not be considered that the act of regicide was correct. If this were promoted, in case people in the colonies killed the King of England and Emperor of India, according to Britain's practice, those people in the colonies could completely call themselves Serbia.

Moreover, the British side obtained a large amount of data after the war. These data could prove that as long as it dragged on for two more years, the German economy would have collapsed due to frantic war preparations. At that time, even if the war still broke out, Britain's losses would definitely not be so great.

In the final analysis, it was Britain itself that was declining. Sir Humphrey had to admit this fact in his heart. After Britain dominated the world for half a century, too many great powers had risen in the world. And Britain's own strength was already somewhat inadequate.

Thinking of this, Sir Humphrey said to Bernard, "If the Japanese hint anything to you again, then tell the Japanese clearly that Britain firmly opposes any action to unilaterally change the situation."
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Historically, the days of crown princes have never been easy. The heirs to the immense power in the hands of the supreme leaders have always had to face a large number of opponents. Yu Chen, the successor designated by Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong, clearly felt such pressure.

Ever since Wang Youhong forcibly sent his sons to Tianjin, the rumors that the Wang family was engaging in hereditary succession dissipated. As long as one was not an idiot, everyone in Jiangsu could see that Wang Youhong intended to hand over power to the current Commander of the Jiangsu Defense Force, Yu Chen. Thus, a voice appeared in the Jiangsu Parliament: "Is military interference in politics beneficial to the healthy development of democratic politics!"

Yu Chen had never held the parliament in high regard. It was still within an acceptable range for these members of parliament to consider their own interests. To cover up their naked intentions for profit, they found high-sounding reasons for various proposals, which showed that the guys in the parliament knew that being a true villain was wrong, and at least they should be hypocrites. Yu Chen knew that human nature was like this. If the personnel of the Jiangsu Parliament could completely ignore their personal interests and focus on the country like Chen Ke and the People's Party, Jiangsu would not have muddled along to its current state.

But this time, the parliament's expression made Yu Chen first completely despair of the parliament, and then feel very confused. What exactly did this group of people in the parliament mean? Were they preparing to seize power? Preparing to completely oppose Wang Youhong? Or were they trying to muddy the waters to make Yu Chen make concessions?

Educating the successor is the leader's task. Wang Youhong just listened to Yu Chen simply mention the parliament's performance, and then sneered and said, "This is just because the People's Party has made no move until now, and these people have become obsessed."

After saying this, Wang Youhong said with the anger of a selfish person, "So I said, these people in the parliament are not even fit to carry shoes for the People's Party!"

Yu Chen did not feel that the members of parliament were so unbearable. With a casual pointer from Wang Youhong, Yu Chen understood the key to the problem. In the past, the Jiangsu members of parliament were honest because after the People's Party fought over, they would carry out land reform and divide the land. Under such heavy pressure, the members of parliament dared not make a fuss. Now that the People's Party had ignored Jiangsu for a long time, the People's Party certainly knew the news that Wang Youhong was about to die. But the People's Party was able to sit firmly on the fishing platform, completely unmoved.

Yu Chen originally thought that holding still was the most beneficial method for the People's Party. Seeing the People's Party's calm and composed performance, Yu Chen realized that there were indeed people with long-term vision in the world. The People's Party's unresponsive posture, even if it made that group of members of parliament feel uneasy, also encouraged their petty thoughts. Under the situation of "no harm done", those members of parliament definitely felt it was necessary to play some little tricks beneficial to themselves.

"Governor Wang, regarding these members of parliament..." Yu Chen asked.

Wang Youhong's face was extremely ugly. He said fiercely, "Sometimes I think, if I defected to the People's Party and then killed all this bunch of members of parliament, I wouldn't feel like I suffered a loss."

Yu Chen was completely unsure whether Wang Youhong meant this sincerely or as a joke, so he could only listen quietly. After Wang Youhong vented his dissatisfaction, he said, "Yu Chen, you don't need to worry about so much. Directly preside over the tax work in the parliament."

It was easy for Wang Youhong to give orders, but doing it was a completely different matter. Yu Chen braced himself to preside over the Jiangsu Parliament in the capacity of Governor Wang Youhong's agent. As soon as the request for tax increase was proposed, the members of parliament immediately opposed it strongly in the parliament. When Yu Chen returned to his office, various lobbyists came one after another.

The first batch to come were personnel from the army. The Jiangsu Defense Force had a conscription system, and all citizens had the obligation to serve in the military. This batch of citizens were naturally the propertied class and owner-peasants. The tax increase was definitely aimed at this group of people, so the officers ran one by one to Commander of the Defense Force Yu Chen to intercede.

It was easy to talk within the army. Yu Chen called more high-ranking officers, closed the door, and then slapped the table hard, "Your families are also farming. With the current water conservancy facilities in Jiangsu, do you still have the face to compare with Northern Jiangsu?"

This angry shout immediately awed this group of officers. The water conservancy facilities in the areas where Jiangsu bordered Northern Jiangsu were worlds apart. The natural conditions in Southern Jiangsu were considered quite good, but compared with the previously poorer Northern Jiangsu, Southern Jiangsu had already fallen behind.

The officers were silent for a while, and finally someone murmured, "Commander, but you can't treat us as coolies."

Yu Chen had originally thought of persuading and educating them as much as possible. After hearing this big honest truth, his anger rose, and he couldn't help but shout, "Then isn't the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army coolies? Is it so difficult for you to do something for the locality? After building water conservancy, won't your own families benefit?"

The reasoning was naturally correct, but the Jiangsu Defense Force still couldn't accept it in their hearts. Being a soldier was for eating grain. Protecting Jiangsu seemed nice, but the problem was, after the People's Party fought over, could this army of a hundred thousand defend Jiangsu? The Jiangsu Defense Force had long understood the People's Party's combat achievements against foreigners through newspapers and many channels. Let alone tens of thousands of Jiangsu Defense Force, what could even more than a hundred thousand Japanese troops do? Were they not also beaten by the People's Party until they were utterly defeated and the whole army was wiped out?

Such a situation had happened more than once or twice. Yu Chen was used to it. The People's Party had political commissars, political ideals, professional engineering corps, and strong grassroots organizations. The Jiangsu Defense Force was just a very normal defense force. When facing a strong enemy, this army was not willing to die. They also did not think they should engage in hard work. The meaning of the army's existence was merely to display military force to deter the common people of Jiangsu so that the common people dared not rise up to overthrow the current regime in Jiangsu. This was the Jiangsu Defense Force's cognition of itself.

When Yu Chen was the commander, there was still Wang Youhong above to give instructions, and such an army could barely operate. When Yu Chen placed himself in the position of Jiangsu's leader, he discovered that the bunch of goods he had accepted were completely unreliable.

When glaring at his subordinates, Yu Chen remembered Wang Youhong's joke, "Sometimes I think, if I defected to the People's Party and then killed all this bunch of members of parliament, I wouldn't feel like I suffered a loss."

These were indeed words of anger. If he could willingly defect to the People's Party, Yu Chen would have done so long ago. Commanding the army from high above, even if he died, he would die like a character. What was working in the mud and dust every day?

Yu Chen finally put away his angry look and first ordered the troops to go back and prepare.

As soon as the army people left, the parliament's lobbyist arrived. It was the Vice Speaker and Jiangsu Finance Minister Zhang Jian. Zhang Jian was not as straightforward as those soldiers. He initially expressed support for the plan to build water conservancy facilities, but raised a question that Jiangsu really had no money now, and all money had been invested in market operations. He warned Yu Chen, "If currency is issued additionally now, it will inevitably lead to inflation."

With the People's Party's controlled model in front, it was impossible for Jiangsu not to learn. Foreign countries were on the gold standard, and Jiangsu had no precious metals at all, so Jiangsu adopted a compromise model. The currency had "silver content", but it could not be directly exchanged for gold and silver from the central bank. There was a redemption waiting period of eighteen months, which was actually a disguised implementation of fiat currency.

In addition to learning experience from the People's Party, Jiangsu also borrowed part of the financial system from countries like Britain, and finally implemented Jiangsu's monetary policy in the "national debt" mode. The government-led economic behavior temporarily borrowed money in the form of national debt, and after the second year's tax collection, the Ministry of Finance would redeem the national debt. This model was finally decided by Wang Youhong. Yu Chen knew in his heart that the source of this system was the internal party teaching material on financial models discussed by Chen Ke, which Wang Youhong bought from the People's Party at a high price. Although the People's Party did not implement such a model, they relied on a strict financial budget system as support.

Yu Chen didn't care too much about Zhang Jian's words. Anyway, in the final analysis, it was just one sentence: the Jiangsu Parliament was unwilling to increase taxes on tax-paying citizens. Yu Chen asked, "Then what exactly does Minister Zhang plan to do?"

Zhang Jian replied righteously, "Since the People's Party is the central government, they have the obligation to take responsibility for the construction of local water conservancy facilities."

Even if there were sudden thunder and lightning outside now, Yu Chen would not be more surprised. But at this moment, the sky outside was clear, the sun was shining brightly, and it was a fine day with a gentle breeze and warm sun.

"Central government?" Yu Chen said subconsciously.

Yu Chen's mind was in chaos. Zhang Jian had always been extremely hostile to the People's Party and never considered the People's Party to be the central government. In fact, this bunch of goods in Jiangsu were all the same. They believed that Jiangsu was a completely independent small kingdom, and was forced to submit to the People's Party at this time. So every member of the Jiangsu upper echelon had a strong sense of independence. Unexpectedly, Zhang Jian actually requested the central government to take responsibility for the work of building water conservancy projects.

Various thoughts were messy like a pot of porridge in Yu Chen's mind, but the logically most ridiculous part among them finally occupied the main content, "We have never paid taxes to the central government, why should they help us build water conservancy facilities?"

"That depends on what kind of water conservancy facilities they build," Zhang Jian replied, "What we need now is not detailed water conservancy facilities, but the work undertaken by the engineering corps under the People's Party. I have also seen the efficiency of the People's Party engineering corps construction. For the main project that takes us Jiangsu several months to build, they can finish it in just one month, or even less than one month. Moreover, in the entire arrangement, the People's Party government has always had the engineering corps undertake the main project construction, and other comprehensive supporting construction is completed by the locality. We Jiangsu are merely going to implement it like this."

Zhang Jian spoke clearly and plainly, but Yu Chen felt completely confused. It wasn't that he couldn't understand the method Zhang Jian proposed, but Yu Chen couldn't understand what medicine Zhang Jian had taken to actually come up with such a method.
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"Minister Zhang, are you saying this is the Parliament's intention?" Yu Chen could hardly believe that the Parliament, usually so loud in its rhetoric, would actually acknowledge the existence of the People's Party Central Committee in such a manner.

Zhang Jian smiled faintly. "Quite a few MPs in the Parliament have already agreed to this line of thinking. However, the Parliament cannot make the final decision on this matter entirely on its own."

Yu Chen frowned and asked tentatively, "Minister Zhang, what exactly are the MPs thinking?"

Zhang Jian knew how to play dumb very well; he analyzed the matter entirely from an economic perspective. The People's Party's water conservancy projects were methods Chen Ke had devised after absorbing experiences from future generations. Historically, large-scale water conservancy projects were the foundation for the takeoff of Chinese agriculture. The problem lay in the fact that the masses only wanted to use them but didn't want to build them. Later, after the Reform and Opening Up, a large number of water conservancy projects fell directly into disrepair. Therefore, from the very beginning, Chen Ke had clarified many systems. Investigation, analysis, design, construction, auxiliary construction, and later maintenance all had clear scopes of authority and responsibility. These were all public materials.

The Jiangsu Parliament had long had its own sufficient needs. According to the People's Party's construction section, local areas would provide labor for auxiliary construction according to their needs, and there was a sufficient supervision and management system for later maintenance. For example, regarding water source issues, the extent of annual maintenance, minor revisions to maintenance standards every three years, and a major revision every six years based on the latest construction levels were all specified.

These were also knowledge that Wang Youhong had organized people to learn from the People's Party. It was just that limited by Jiangsu's technology and social mobilization capabilities, they couldn't possibly start from land reform like the People's Party did. So in the end, the matter met with opposition from many MPs and was dragged out.

Listening to Zhang Jian's introduction, Yu Chen felt he understood a bit. He asked, "Is Minister Zhang planning to implement land reform?"

Facts speak louder than words. Jiangsu, surrounded by the People's Party for a long time, naturally couldn't be unaware of what was happening in the surrounding areas. The changes in New China were comprehensive improvements: low grain prices and commodity prices, a large number of employment opportunities, and various brand-new industrial sectors. Even without discussing these things that laymen couldn't even understand, the steamships and railways built by the People's Party themselves were enough to explain what changes had taken place in China.

Southern Jiangsu was a wealthy place and had always looked down on poor places like Northern Jiangsu and Anhui. However, with the waxing and waning over the past dozen years, not to mention the originally wealthy Zhejiang, the People's Party had abruptly relied on industrial development to let the living standards in Northern Jiangsu and Anhui catch up with Southern Jiangsu. Even the originally barren mountainous areas could get rich quickly relying on forestry and breeding industries, let alone the plain areas with good water conservancy projects and agricultural technology support.

People of insight in Jiangsu all realized that if land reform could not be implemented in Jiangsu to utilize land and resources more effectively like the People's Party, the gap between Jiangsu and the surrounding areas would only get bigger and bigger. If this gap widened further, once there was some natural or man-made disaster, the People's Party wouldn't even need to do it themselves; the Jiangsu people who couldn't survive would rise up and overthrow the current ruling class of Jiangsu. After World War I, there hadn't even been a major natural disaster, just some slight trouble in foreign trade, and such a situation had almost appeared.

Hearing Yu Chen's inquiry, Zhang Jian replied, "We already have laws restricting land mergers. If we can push them further, it should be more effective."

Yu Chen frowned again. It wasn't that he doubted Zhang Jian's sincerity, but he couldn't understand how much cooperative attitude Zhang Jian actually had. The decree restricting mergers was a decree forcibly pushed by Wang Youhong with military force as the background. Any land transaction had to be approved by the government to be effective. Wang Youhong very cleverly stipulated that anyone found engaging in private land trade would not only lose the acquired land once exposed but would also have another piece of land of the same area confiscated by the government.

When this decree was implemented, it offended quite a few people. But Wang Youhong still relied on this to establish the prestige of the government. At the same time, through various government-guided cooperative organizations, Wang Youhong managed to integrate the people in the localities to some extent. Relying on foreign markets, Jiangsu finally maintained its tax revenue. During this period, what supported Wang Youhong was not some benevolence, but the military power in his hands.

If Zhang Jian wanted to push such a radical land policy, he would inevitably have to rely on the military power in Yu Chen's hands. The people offended by this action could only be more. Was Zhang Jian trying to pull Yu Chen in to get this done and lay a foundation for Jiangsu's future? Or was he preparing to take advantage of the opportunity of Wang Youhong's impending death to seek some benefits for himself and the people behind him?

Seeing Yu Chen's hesitant look, Zhang Jian simply said frankly, "Commander Yu, the place where the People's Party can most bewitch the people of Jiangsu lies in their land reform. If we talk about whether the land reform was done beautifully, we have to say they did it extremely beautifully. However, the People's Party always thinks they are amazing, actually promoting some communism that opposes private ownership. Everyone works hard and accumulates family property; is that wrong? There is no such logic in the world! After discussing with some MPs, we all feel that land reform must be done. Land to the tiller, this is definitely not a wrong thing! Besides this, we Jiangsu must have our own Jiangsu path, and absolutely cannot share property and wives like the People's Party!"

Originally, Yu Chen was listening seriously, but when he heard Zhang Jian say at the end that the People's Party "shared property and wives", he almost choked to death on a breath stuck in his throat. No matter how radical the People's Party's policies were, as far as Yu Chen knew, there was absolutely no such thing as sharing property and wives. On the contrary, after the implementation of the "Marriage Law", taking concubines was not allowed under the People's Party's rule, and arranged marriages and mercenary marriages were even more forbidden. Yu Chen was not lustful himself and considered his own moral conduct to be very particular. He actually appreciated the People's Party's "Marriage Law" very much. Hearing Zhang Jian talk such nonsense, he really had nothing to say in response.

However, in politics, there were too many cases of lying with one's eyes open. What Yu Chen had to do was not to correct this obvious lie, but to figure out Zhang Jian's true thoughts. At the same time, he also had to figure out who was standing behind Zhang Jian. Yu Chen himself was not without the idea of wanting to engage in land reform, it was just that the People's Party had already proven with practical actions what kind of slaughter land reform entailed. If, according to Zhang Jian, the People's Party opposed private ownership, then the old land system was land private ownership, and Jiangsu engaging in land reform was itself destroying private ownership. If Jiangsu did this, where would they have the face to say that the People's Party "shared property and wives"?

Zhang Jian, however, had no intention of continuing the deep conversation. Seeing Yu Chen's ambiguous attitude, Zhang Jian actually just took his leave like that.

Yu Chen wanted to clarify the threads in this sudden matter himself, but amidst the thousands of threads, he actually couldn't sort it out. The attitude of those in the army and Zhang Jian's attitude were actually widely divergent. Finally, Yu Chen could only go find Wang Youhong and seek help from this leader of Jiangsu.

Wang Youhong pondered silently after listening to Yu Chen's report. Yu Chen waited patiently. After a good while, Wang Youhong asked, "Yu Chen, what are your thoughts?"

Yu Chen naturally had thoughts. He deliberated for a good while before replying, "Does Zhang Jian want to cooperate with me and then become the real leader of Jiangsu?"

If the full score for evaluation was one hundred points, in Wang Youhong's view, Yu Chen's answer could probably count for 80 points. Engaging in theoretical research was not Yu Chen's strong suit, and Wang Youhong was very clear about this. In the entire Jiangsu, when it came to theoretical research, especially social system research, there were no talents who could rank high. In terms of being knowledgeable, Zhang Jian was actually above Yu Chen.

Looking at Yu Chen's troubled look, Wang Youhong laughed. "Yu Chen, there is an old saying that it is precious for a man to have self-knowledge. I have only understood after all these years that wanting to have self-knowledge is an extremely difficult thing. You also know very well that my little bit of ability was all learned from the People's Party. I originally felt very ashamed that a dignified Governor of Jiangsu could only pick up other people's scraps and learn from a person more than twenty years younger than me. Now I don't think so. Chen Ke has always told the people of the People's Party to be modest and prudent, to always hold a learning attitude, to be students, and not to self-righteously act as teachers. That I can get to this step today, no matter how unwilling I am in my heart, everything I have done is the result of my conscientiously being a student."

Yu Chen knew that this was Wang Youhong educating him, but he couldn't listen to it. The matter at hand was not to go learn, but to solve the immediate occurrence. The reason why everyone could accept Wang Youhong as this Governor of Jiangsu was definitely not because Wang Youhong appeared as a student, but because he was everyone's teacher as the guide of Jiangsu.

In his anxiety, Yu Chen heard Wang Youhong continue, "Regarding Zhang Jian's matter, your judgment is very correct. He wants to join hands with you to push for land reform. To push for land reform, he must rely on the military force in your hands; there is no way Zhang Jian can do this on his own. In this process, Zhang Jian will definitely eliminate dissidents. When the matter is finally settled, if he can control the army, he will definitely not let you off either."

With Wang Youhong's affirmation, Yu Chen set his mind at ease. It seemed his judgment of Zhang Jian was not wrong.

"So I think you might as well learn from Zhang Jian on this matter and see exactly how he prepares to push for land reform," Wang Youhong gave the final response plan.

"I help Zhang Jian complete the land reform?" Yu Chen was very surprised at this. Knowing clearly that Zhang Jian had his own schemes, yet helping him—this approach was a bit too strange.

"Not helping him, but cooperating with him," Wang Youhong replied. "Remember, don't tear down Zhang Jian's platform, and don't try to manipulate him behind his back. Just push this land reform together."

Such a statement completely confused Yu Chen. He pondered for a while, suspecting that Wang Youhong meant to kill the donkey after it had finished the grinding—to use the army in hand to get rid of Zhang Jian after the land reform was completed.

But thinking in reverse, Yu Chen felt this might not necessarily be Wang Youhong's meaning. Wang Youhong had also experienced several internal changes and struggles in Jiangsu, but there had been no such act of killing the donkey after the grinding. If Wang Youhong had done such a thing, Yu Chen would have likely been estranged from him long ago.

Since he couldn't think of a way, Yu Chen simply adopted the attitude of a student. "Please enlighten me, Governor Wang!"

"Mn!" Wang Youhong was obviously very satisfied with Yu Chen's reaction. "Yu Chen, I handed over all military power to you. Do you think no one is talking about you behind your back? There are plenty. But I am not afraid. As long as everyone is working for Jiangsu, even if you, Yu Chen, don't submit to me, Wang Youhong, faced with this chaotic situation, it naturally has to be resolved. Let me ask you, do you think the land reform proposed by Zhang Jian is right or wrong?"

Yu Chen replied, "This... I think it makes some sense and should be done."

Wang Youhong continued, "What you are worried about now is that Zhang Jian will take the opportunity to seize power. You are worried, but aren't others worried? They are also worried, perhaps even more than you. After I die, there are plenty of people who want to sit in this seat. These people all have a worry: even if they jump out, whether they can beat you is still uncertain. Even if they overthrow you, can they sit firmly in the position of Governor of Jiangsu? Even those who opposed you behind your back from the beginning, if they want to overthrow the person who overthrew you, Yu Chen, the banner they would have to raise would definitely be that that person violated Wang Youhong's entrustment. This is the so-called legitimacy! You have the legitimacy on you now, so you are more justifiable than anyone else!"

Yu Chen understood a bit now. "Is Zhang Jian wanting to apply to the People's Party because he plans to use the People's Party's legitimacy to suppress the legitimacy you established?"

Wang Youhong just chuckled once but didn't answer.

If it were before, even if Yu Chen could hold it back on his face, in his heart he would have been thinking of ways to directly get rid of Zhang Jian. But with Wang Youhong's hint, Yu Chen just frowned in deep thought and actually didn't speak.

Looking at his successor who already had enough calmness, Wang Youhong was quite satisfied in his heart. It was not easy to be a successor. If he couldn't beat these colleagues full of schemes below, and couldn't demonstrate strength that these people acknowledged, then either he couldn't ascend to the position at all, or even if he could, being pulled down would only be a matter of time.

Yu Chen thought for a good while before looking up and saying, "Governor Wang, I will discuss in the Parliament appointing Zhang Jian to negotiate with the People's Party. Of course, if the preliminary negotiations are successful, I will personally negotiate with the People's Party."

Regarding this line of thought from Yu Chen, Wang Youhong felt it could score at least 95 points. He said, "Then go do it!"
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The People's Party's existence in Jiangsu was open. It was only because the Central Committee of the People's Party decided not to interfere in Jiangsu's affairs for the time being that the Jiangsu Special Administrative Region existed. At this stage, the People's Party only had overt commercial entities and covert intelligence agencies in Jiangsu.

The People's Party intelligence department was very clear about the internal struggles in Jiangsu. In November 1923, the struggle between Yu Chen, Commander of the Jiangsu National Defense Army, and the Jiangsu Parliament became increasingly fierce. Yu Chen did not want anyone to possess the legal lineage of succession to the Jiangsu Military Governor. He had already obtained Wang Youhong's support, so the members of the parliament who tried to overthrow Yu Chen simply attempted to use the legal authority of the People's Party to counter Yu Chen's legal authority.

Fortunately, the head of the Jiangsu intelligence department was also a veteran political commissar. He analyzed the problem based on facts and finally saw the essence of the matter clearly. The members of the Jiangsu Parliament had long since ceased to plan on using Jiangsu as a base to contend for the world. What they wanted was merely to maintain their power in Jiangsu. Since the parliament had the "self-awareness of the ruling class," the military-political strongman power that relied on force to override the parliament was naturally the object these people strove to resist. Wang Youhong's control over Jiangsu for nearly twenty years had at least established prestige, and no one in Jiangsu dared to directly challenge Wang Youhong. But as for Yu Chen, the second generation of this military-political system, the parliamentarians had no intention of submitting obediently.

Of course, the Jiangsu parliamentarians did not dare to clearly carry a banner and defect to the People's Party. Because the parliamentarians could at least struggle against Yu Chen, whereas the People's Party was an object Jiangsu could not struggle against at all. If they failed to utilize the People's Party and instead "invited the wolf into the house," the Jiangsu parliamentarians would absolutely not agree to do so.

"The Jiangsu Parliament faction is vacillating between two ends!" The head of the Jiangsu intelligence department made this judgment at a meeting with comrades.

Judgments could be made casually, but the true face of the matter was not that simple. A part of the parliamentarians, represented by the seventy-year-old Zhang Jian, actually wanted to carry out land reform in Jiangsu. Moreover, the purpose of the land reform was to alleviate Jiangsu's fundamental contradictions, keep up with China's overall situation, and then engage in political confrontation with the People's Party. In addition to the military-political faction and the parliament faction, a third faction distinct from the two appeared in Jiangsu. Such a change made the Jiangsu intelligence agency feel somewhat troubled.

The struggle between the three existing factions in Jiangsu also appeared extremely interesting. Zhang Jian and Yu Chen cooperated on land reform, and in this aspect, they were in a state of struggle with the Jiangsu Parliament faction. However, this "Land Reform Cooperation Faction" was also full of fierce struggles internally. Whoever could lead "Jiangsu's land reform" and lead Jiangsu's land reform to success would definitely be the future leader of Jiangsu. Because Yu Chen possessed Wang Youhong's background, he had a strong trend of occupying the initiative. Thus, in terms of opposing Yu Chen, the Land Reform faction represented by Zhang Jian and the Jiangsu Parliament faction actually had relatively close common interests.

This was only the main manifestation of the contradictions in Jiangsu's upper strata. Within it, there were even more complicated factional struggles, past grudges and entanglements, and struggles between families and regions. Finally, the report from the Jiangsu intelligence department simply quoted a saying: "The temple is small but the evil wind is strong; the pond is shallow but the turtles are many."

Shang Yuan had already set off to inspect work in Sichuan, Yunnan, and Guizhou. The Politburo Standing Committee in the Central Committee changed from 5+2 to 2+2. As the Minister of Propaganda, Zhang Yu did not care at all that he actually did not have formal voting rights, and simply presided over the meeting.

Chen Ke never had any intention of establishing a second-in-command, nor did he have any actions to suppress a second-in-command. He simply unswervingly maintained the Party's organizational discipline. Therefore, who was willing to speak more at meetings, or who became the temporary leader in certain meetings due to work or research scope, was not a problem for the Politburo Standing Committee members located at the peak of power. Everyone knew that Chen Ke had absolutely no hobby or idea of monopolizing power; he only struck at people who attempted to monopolize power. Striking at people who attempted to monopolize power was a consistent tradition of the Politburo Standing Committee and even the Politburo, so Zhang Yu's style actually kept him safe and sound.

"The temple is small but the evil wind is strong; the pond is shallow but the turtles are many. well said!" Zhang Yu praised.

Chen Tianhua said: "Originally, I thought destroying Jiangsu would be a matter of lifting a hand. Now I feel this is simply a living textbook."

Qi Huishen nodded in agreement, "There really is nothing new under the sun. Jiangsu and we are doing this together."

Xu Dian also expressed deep agreement, "Using copper as a mirror, one can adjust one's clothes and cap; using history as a mirror, one can know the rise and fall; using people as a mirror, one can understand right and wrong. Externally there are Britain, the US, and the Soviet Union; internally there are Jiangsu and the Northwest. I now feel that being a student is really good. As long as one is willing to learn, these countries and forces are free teachers."

Responsible for personnel work, which was equivalent to controlling the future of the People's Party, Qi Huishen's importance was by no means below Chen Ke. In this Party School and Cadre School study, Qi Huishen presided over cadre education work. "Where is the capitalist system more progressive than the feudal system? It is progressive in that everyone is equal before capital. No matter whether your bloodline is noble, your background prominent, or how high your position is. When the capitalist system develops to the end, there is only the saying that everyone is equal before capital. With Jiangsu doing it this way, I would like to see if they can break through Jiangsu's feudal system and progress to the capitalist system, or if they will stop at the level of feudal socialism as stated in the 'Communist Manifesto'."

Hearing Qi Huishen speak with such foresight and passion, Zhang Yu laughed: "Old Qi, you can actually understand the 'Communist Manifesto'. Amazing!"

Qi Huishen was not moved by what Zhang Yu said at all. He replied calmly: "Mechanical application and forced interpretation, that's all. In the past, Chairman Chen talked every day and every year like an old lady, saying we must be modest and prudent and have the mindset of a student. Back when we were in a difficult state, I actually felt I was number one in the world. Now that we really occupy such a big advantage, I only understand a little bit about how to learn from others and what to learn. Truly, among any three people walking, there must be a teacher of mine!"

"Then Old Qi, you can also stand shoulder to shoulder with Confucius." Zhang Yu's words sounded like a joke, but his tone and expression did not have the slightest hint of joking.

Like other comrades, Chen Tianhua finally had more days where he could smile than days where he frowned in the past two years. He laughed: "Alright, that's enough blowing your own horn. Now it seems Zhang Jian in Jiangsu is preparing to take the capitalist road, and this Yu Chen might want to take the feudal socialist road. Of course, without Wang Youhong directing behind the scenes, we don't know this person Yu Chen's political program."

Zhang Yu didn't want to spend so much time and energy on Jiangsu at all. He replied: "Still the same words: watch him build the vermilion tower, watch him feast the guests, watch his tower collapse. So many forces, so many people are like this. Just waiting to see Jiangsu's end is enough. As for our training this time, we should eliminate feudal ideas within the Party and the government as much as possible. I do have an idea. When we just had the territory of a few provinces, Chairman Chen took the Central Committee to move around, directly guiding the work in various places. It actually reduced a lot of problems. This time, why not fully implement the 'squatting point' system? Just like troops going down to the grassroots."

Going down to the grassroots was a work method the People's Party paid great attention to in the early days. Policy makers, in addition to formulating policies, also had to go to the grassroots to participate in labor and at the same time observe the implementation of policies at the grassroots level. Firstly, they could grasp first-hand information; secondly, they could understand the characteristics of policies in the micro-execution field. Many young comrades were discovered when going down to the grassroots. Policy makers knew the purpose of the policies best. Whether the grassroots comrades below could understand the original intention of the policies and complete the work according to local conditions, the comrades above could see clearly at a glance.

"How large should the scale be? Will there be situations of looking at flowers while riding a horse (superficial observation)?" Qi Huishen asked.

"One can work at the grassroots for a year or two." Zhang Yu was unceremonious.

Chen Tianhua laughed: "Haha! Comrade Zhang Yu, are you going to say next that if anyone feels they are being exiled, then really just exile them there?"

Zhang Yu replied without hesitation: "I do have this meaning. If we don't do this now, the 'official standard' mentality will only intensify in the future. How long has it been since the matter of offering auspicious omens? If those people in Xinyang hadn't been thinking about their official positions, even if they were just being a monk for a day and ringing the bell for a day, they wouldn't have made it into that state. Being able to go up but not down, this is absolutely not okay!"

Chen Tianhua replied: "That is still a system problem. How to use the system to ensure normal operation, formulate work processes, and ensure various works do not deviate from the track. In the final analysis, it is still science and democracy. The Politburo is responsible for system formulation work. We must know that comrades oppose feudalism, so we ourselves must first oppose our own feudalism. We have been making revolution for so many years, and finally we can open fire on the feudal system across the board. In comparison, Jiangsu is not bad either."

The last sentence was a joke that wasn't a joke. Some comrades smiled, and some didn't even smile.

Xu Dian asked: "Who will be responsible for the Jiangsu matter?"

Qi Huishen replied: "Jiangsu and Zhejiang, Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Let Comrade Li Shouxiuan from Zhejiang be responsible."

The Politburo Standing Committee members were all clear-headed and didn't worry about Li Shouxiuan's work ability at all. Qi Huishen probably wanted to see what level the Acting Governor of Zhejiang, Comrade Wu Xiangyu, really had. Zhang Yu couldn't hold back and said: "Let Comrade Li Shouxiuan check the gate, and Comrade Wu Xiangyu be responsible for this matter."

The Standing Committee members passed this proposal unanimously. Now that the upper echelons of the People's Party were generally entering their 40s, everyone not only didn't feel they were capable, but generally felt they should let younger comrades have the opportunity to display their skills. If they failed, they naturally couldn't avoid being held accountable. In terms of the number of failures, the old guys had failed many more times. Only in this repeated tempering could one grow up.

Li Shouxiuan was naturally also a member of the "old guys." As a qualified "old guy," he understood the Central Committee's meaning very well. So Li Shouxiuan did not avoid relatives internally. Besides Wu Xiangyu being responsible for this matter, he also sent his wife, Ji Ye, to be the deputy leader of the Zhejiang Issue Group.

After the People's Party's deployment on the Jiangsu issue had been implemented to specific people, the internal debate in Jiangsu had not yet produced a result. Because the People's Party could see through the essence of the Jiangsu issue from the height of historical materialism, and could even position the various people in Jiangsu, while the various people in Jiangsu could not make accurate self-positioning and continued to engage in a chaotic dispute.

Wang Youhong originally wanted to wait a bit longer. Yu Chen's performance was still considered passing. He finally understood that he had to grasp political power and determine his status as a leader, his right to speak, and his dominance. No matter how high Zhang Jian's status was or how loud his reputation was, he was Yu Chen's subordinate, not a person of equal status with Yu Chen.

Zhang Jian showed fatigue at this time. Wang Youhong wasn't dead, and Yu Chen was still the Commander of the Jiangsu National Defense Army, so he was always in a subordinate position. Upward, he couldn't suppress or coax Yu Chen to give up the dominance of land reform. Downward, most parliamentarians held a posture of resolute resistance to land reform. The People's Party outside was extraordinarily calm. No matter how Jiangsu caused a ruckus, they never intervened or spoke. Originally, he wanted to promote his ambitions by doing big things, but reality cruelly blocked Zhang Jian's efforts.

Just when Zhang Jian was disheartened, Wang Youhong invited Zhang Jian to sit at his place. Since preparing to cultivate Yu Chen, Wang Youhong had not invited anyone to his place. Zhang Jian had an arrogant nature, but he was not a fool. He understood that this meeting was a critical moment deciding his future fate.

Wang Youhong felt he had lived clearly in this life. People had to die. If one suffered countless pains before death, one could only say one's fate was bitter. As long as there was no special physical discomfort, waiting quietly for death was also a very enjoyable thing. With such a mentality, his days were quite pleasant.

Seeing Zhang Jian arrive, Wang Youhong, even though his legs and feet were no longer agile, still personally sat in the hall waiting for Zhang Jian. As soon as Zhang Jian came in, Wang Youhong laughed: "Zhuangyuan Gong, I have missed you very much recently."

Zhang Jian didn't expect that Wang Youhong, who said he was going to die, not only didn't have the panic and unease of impending death but was even more gentle and humorous. Zhang Jian was already 70 years old this year. Wang Youhong was a few years younger than Zhang Jian, yet this "younger" Wang Youhong was going to die first. Zhang Jian couldn't help but feel a sense of desolation in his heart.

As an old opponent and old friend who had fought and cooperated for many years, Zhang Jian was not polite either. He sat down beside Wang Youhong, "Governor Wang seems to be in good health."

"For my situation of dying soon, I feel pretty good." Wang Youhong laughed. After someone served tea to Zhang Jian, Wang Youhong said: "Zhuangyuan Gong, I want to ask you something. Do you think this child Yu Chen can shoulder heavy responsibilities? After I die, do you have any other candidates you want to recommend?"

Facing such a tricky question, Zhang Jian did not utter a sound but considered what Wang Youhong meant.

Wang Youhong said frankly: "Zhuangyuan Gong, you want to carry out land reform, so I let Yu Chen be your deputy, and you two handle this big event together. But for the future Jiangsu, I think this child Yu Chen can shoulder it. Or does Zhuangyuan Gong feel others can shoulder it?"

Zhang Jian did not completely have the intention of getting rid of Yu Chen. If he had this intention, Zhang Jian would not have engaged in land reform matters. He never expected Wang Youhong to present such an attitude now. He was arrogant by nature and didn't want to lie, so he simply said: "Governor Wang, I know I am inferior to you these years, so I can accept you being this Jiangsu Governor. However, I do not want to be subordinate to this child Yu Chen."

"Okay." Wang Youhong answered immediately, "Zhuangyuan Gong, I, a dying person, don't want to curse anyone. It is rare for people to live to seventy since ancient times, and I am going to die before seventy. If Zhuangyuan Gong passes away in the future, that will also be a happy funeral. As long as this child Yu Chen can be allowed to govern, it is not impossible for Zhuangyuan Gong not to want to be subordinate to Yu Chen."

Zhang Jian stared at Wang Youhong for a good while before slowly saying: "I wonder what arrangement Governor Wang has?"

A few days later, Wang Youhong had people carry him to the Jiangsu Parliament. The parliamentarians all watched this dying ruler of Jiangsu sit steadily on the chair and take out a stack of things. Wang Youhong laughed: "More than ten years ago, Chen Ke wrote a book 'This Life of Cixi'. Some have read it, some haven't. I will read a passage to everyone."

In an atmosphere of surprise, Wang Youhong read the part about Cixi conducting the New Policies. Especially the part about the Dingwei Political Change within the Manchu Qing court, where the Beiyang faction and the Qingliu faction engaged in a chaotic war for the dominance of the New Policies, resulting in completely cutting off the possibility of the New Policies.

After reading, facing the Jiangsu parliamentarians who had somewhat understood the flavor, Wang Youhong put down "This Life of Cixi" and picked up another book "This Life of Yuan Shikai". "Chen Ke also wrote a book 'This Life of Yuan Shikai'. I will also read a passage to everyone."

The content of this passage was about how Yuan Shikai failed during the transfer of power. Now, the people in the Jiangsu Parliament basically understood what Wang Youhong meant. However, after reading these two things, Wang Youhong pulled out a few pages of paper again. "Chen Ke wrote a piece of stuff more than ten years ago called 'Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society'. I will also read a bit to everyone."

Wang Youhong selected a few paragraphs and read them. The Jiangsu Parliament was already in an uproar.

"The petty bourgeoisie. Such as owner-peasants, master handicraftsmen, the lower levels of the intellectuals—students, primary and secondary school teachers, lower government functionaries, office clerks, small lawyers, small traders, etc., all belong to this category...

The owner-peasants and master handicraftsmen are engaged in small-scale production. Although the various strata within this petty bourgeoisie all have the same petty-bourgeois economic status, they fall into three different sections. The first section consists of those who have some surplus money or grain, that is, those who, by manual or mental labor, earn more each year than they consume for their own support. Such people very much want to get rich and are most devout worshipers of Marshal Zhao; while they have no illusions about amassing great fortunes, they invariably desire to climb up into the middle bourgeoisie. Their mouths water copiously when they see the small moneybags who are so much respected...

The second section consists of those who in the main are economically self-supporting. They are quite different from the people in the first section; they also want to get rich, but Marshal Zhao never lets them... They feel that the world is now no longer what it was. They feel that they cannot earn enough to live on by just putting in the same amount of labor as before. To make ends meet they have to work longer hours, get up earlier and leave off later, and be doubly careful at their work. They become rather abusive, denouncing the foreigners as 'foreign devils', the warlords as 'robber generals' and the local tyrants and evil gentry as 'the heartless rich'...

The third section consists of those whose standard of living is falling. Many of this section, who originally belonged to so-called affluent families, are gradually barely managing to hold their own, and then gradually are finding their standard of living falling. At the end of each year when they settle their accounts, they are shocked, exclaiming, 'What! Another deficit!' As such people have seen better days and are now going downhill with every passing year, their debts mounting and their life becoming more and more miserable, they 'shudder at the thought of the future'. They are in great mental distress because there is such a contrast between their past and their present. Such people are quite important for the revolutionary movement..."

Jiangsu had opposed the People's Party internally for so many years and had too many discourses attacking the People's Party, but few had truly read Chen Ke's books. Wang Youhong picked the core stuff. After reading and adding his own comments, the parliamentarians found that Chen Ke analyzed the various classes in China so thoroughly, as if they saw the current status of Jiangsu. More than half of the people in the Jiangsu Parliament were small and medium property owners, and their feelings were especially profound. Even the curse words were exactly the same.

Those in the Jiangsu Parliament who had read Chen Ke's books mostly studied how to get rich and had no interest in these political aspects. Whispering, sighing in surprise, finally, it almost turned into a clamor of voices.

Wang Youhong knocked hard on the table and managed to suppress this wave of sound with great difficulty. "Gentlemen, if you want to maintain your current life and not let people rise up to overthrow our current days, then there is only one path. We ourselves rise up to make revolution! If we make revolution ourselves, there is a better road. If others rise up to make revolution, we are at a dead end! What I want to tell everyone today is just this one thing: it won't do without land reform!"
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Who are our enemies? Who are our friends? This is the primary question of the revolution.

Whether it was Jiangsu's Wang Youhong or the People's Party's Wu Xiangyu and Ji Ye, once foreign relations were considered, this sentence would certainly pop up first. Ji Ye had long since withdrawn from the Restoration Society and joined the People's Party; she was now the Chairwoman of the Zhejiang Women's Federation. Most of the young comrades in the Western Zhejiang branch of the Restoration Society had made this choice. On the other hand, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin remained in the Restoration Society; currently, Xu Xilin was the Chairman of the Restoration Society, and Qiu Jin was the Vice-Chairwoman. The Restoration Society was also the first registered democratic political party in New China to be officially recognized by the People's Party.

The constitution stipulates that the people have the rights to assembly, demonstration, procession, and association. Like freedom of speech, since these are legal provisions rather than inherent attributes of birth, the scope of use for these rights guaranteed by law is also limited to within the bounds of the law.

For example, if one wants to use the rights of assembly and procession guaranteed by law, one must first apply to the public security department. Only assemblies and processions agreed upon by the public security department are legal processions. Those without an application cannot be said to not be processions, but they belong to actions outside of legal protection. If the law enforcement department believes that these actions outside the scope of legal protection have affected normal social order, then the law enforcement department can ban them according to the law.

The legal system of human society is not a patch; since the law is the embodiment of the will of the ruling class, the ruling class naturally has the power to regulate and constrain it. This was explained very clearly in the political textbooks of the People's Party starting from junior high school. Chen Ke was never afraid that the people would understand this; he was only afraid that the people would not understand the naked, cruel essence of society.

Therefore, the same applies to forming associations and parties. Anyone can apply to form a party; this is the people's right. But whether to approve it or not is within the authority of the judicial department. Political party organizations approved by the judicial department can obtain various advantages within the authority prescribed by law. So far, only the Restoration Society has been approved. It is not that there are no other organizations claiming to be political parties, but they all belong to the unregistered category. Any idea of attempting to use government-owned venues in various places for activities will not be guaranteed.

Ji Ye was not in the judicial sector and had no interest in this. Her task this time was simple: to assist Wu Xiangyu as the deputy leader in dealing with various applications that Jiangsu might submit to the People's Party. This working group consisted of six people: the leader and deputy leader, plus a recorder-cum-witness, and three liaison officers.

Ji Ye, who had been through life and death since her teens, found this matter rather headache-inducing. What made her scratch her head even more was that Li Shouxian threw her a copy of the *Communist Manifesto* and asked her to read it in contrast to the situation in Jiangsu. The *Communist Manifesto* was a manuscript written by Marx for the Communist International, first published as a pamphlet in London in February 1848. By 1923, it had a history of 75 years. This smacked heavily of reading an old almanac.

Ji Ye read it repeatedly several times, feeling quite muddled. On the other hand, Wu Xiangyu studied this work repeatedly and seemed to gain great benefits from it. "If you don't know, learn; if you don't understand, ask"—this is the basic working method adhered to by People's Party members. Ji Ye simply went to ask Wu Xiangyu what insights he actually had.

Wu Xiangyu immediately highlighted a few paragraphs for Ji Ye.

*In the earlier epochs of history, we find almost everywhere a complicated arrangement of society into various orders, a manifold gradation of social rank. In ancient Rome we have patricians, knights, plebeians, slaves; in the Middle Ages, feudal lords, vassals, guild-masters, journeymen, apprentices, serfs; in almost all of these classes, again, subordinate gradations.*

*The modern bourgeois society that has sprouted from the ruins of feudal society has not done away with class antagonisms. It has but established new classes, new conditions of oppression, new forms of struggle in place of the old ones.*

*Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, possesses, however, this distinct feature: it has simplified class antagonisms. Society as a whole is more and more splitting up into two great hostile camps, into two great classes directly facing each other — Bourgeoisie and Proletariat.*

...

*We see then: the modern bourgeoisie is itself the product of a long course of development, of a series of revolutions in the modes of production and of exchange.*

*Each step in the development of the bourgeoisie was accompanied by a corresponding political advance of that class. An oppressed class under the sway of the feudal nobility, an armed and self-governing association in the medieval commune: here independent urban republic (as in Italy and Germany); there taxable “third estate” of the monarchy (as in France); afterwards, in the period of manufacturing proper, serving either the semi-feudal or the absolute monarchy as a counterpoise against the nobility, and, in fact, cornerstone of the great monarchies in general, the bourgeoisie has at last, since the establishment of Modern Industry and of the world market, conquered for itself, in the modern representative State, exclusive political sway. The executive of the modern state is but a committee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie.*

*The bourgeoisie, historically, has played a most revolutionary part.*

*The bourgeoisie, wherever it has got the upper hand, has put an end to all feudal, patriarchal, idyllic relations. It has pitilessly torn asunder the motley feudal ties that bound man to his “natural superiors”, and has left remaining no other nexus between man and man than naked self-interest, than callous “cash payment”.*

...

*The French and English aristocracies, by their historical position, were called upon to write pamphlets against modern bourgeois society. In the French July Revolution of 1830, and in the English reform agitation, these aristocracies again succumbed to the hateful upstart. Thenceforth, a serious political struggle was altogether out of the question. A literary battle alone remained possible. But even in the domain of literature the old cries of the restoration period had become impossible. In order to arouse sympathy, the aristocracy was obliged to lose sight, apparently, of its own interests, and to formulate their indictment against the bourgeoisie in the interest of the exploited working class alone. Thus, the aristocracy took their revenge by singing lampoons on their new masters and whispering in his ears sinister prophecies of coming catastrophe.*

*In this way arose feudal Socialism: half lamentation, half lampoon; half an echo of the past, half menace of the future; at times, by its bitter, witty and incisive criticism, striking the bourgeoisie to the very heart’s core; but always ludicrous in its effect, through total incapacity to comprehend the march of modern history.*

*The aristocracy, in order to rally the people to them, waved the proletarian alms-bag in front for a banner. But the people, so often as it joined them, saw on their hindquarters the old feudal coats of arms, and deserted with loud and irreverent laughter.*

*One section of the French Legitimists and “Young England” exhibited this spectacle.*

*In pointing out that their mode of exploitation was different to that of the bourgeoisie, the feudalists forget that they exploited under circumstances and conditions that were quite different and that are now antiquated. In showing that, under their rule, the modern proletariat never existed, they forget that the modern bourgeoisie is the necessary offspring of their own form of society.*

*For the rest, so little do they conceal the reactionary character of their criticism that their chief accusation against the bourgeois amounts to this, that under the bourgeois régime a class is being developed which is destined to cut up root and branch the old order of society.*

*What they upbraid the bourgeoisie with is not so much that it creates a proletariat as that it creates a revolutionary proletariat.*

...

Ji Ye read these paragraphs; she had actually read them at least dozens of times, but no matter how she read them, she felt completely bewildered. Ji Ye did not understand what exactly had happened in England and France. Even after looking through the People's Party's materials, she only understood that revolutions had occurred in both England and France. Cromwell killed a bunch of people in England, and later after he died, the English aristocracy came back and killed a bunch of people. As for the French Revolution, it was a case of "you sing and I take the stage." Starting from the storming of the Bastille, Ji Ye could associate the killing of Louis XVI with the fall of the Manchu Qing, but the Girondins, the Jacobins, the Thermidorians—they rose and fell rapidly, slaughtering each other like a revolving lantern until they were killed off. It was only the rise of Napoleon in the end that terminated France's turmoil.

Ji Ye found it quite easy to associate this great figure who shone brilliantly in France with Chen Ke. It was precisely Chen Ke who ended China's turmoil and brought China back onto a glorious path. Although she wouldn't say it out loud, if Chen Ke wanted to proclaim himself emperor, Ji Ye would absolutely raise both hands in approval.

So Ji Ye didn't understand what exactly Wu Xiangyu had seen in it.

Wu Xiangyu had actually spoken privately with Li Shouxian, and Li Shouxian had asked Wu Xiangyu to "help educate my wife." Born into a family of officials and legal advisors in Zhejiang, Wu Xiangyu was free-spirited, intelligent, and eager to learn, and he was also willing to serve the country. He naturally understood Li Shouxian's meaning. This was neither to gild Ji Ye nor to secretly plot against anyone; the existence of Ji Ye and the other comrades was to provide protection for Wu Xiangyu. Wu Xiangyu could handle this matter alone, but without the testimony of other comrades, whether Wu Xiangyu did a good job or not would trigger too many discussions. After all, he was only a 25-year-old young man this year.

"Comrade Ji Ye, just these few paragraphs are enough to explain the current problem in Jiangsu clearly." Wu Xiangyu explained patiently. The six-person team was now all present, and Wu Xiangyu would not do something foolish like having a private conversation during a process that required a meeting for discussion.

Wang Youhong represented traditional feudal power. No matter how Wang Youhong whitewashed himself, his power came from military force and the inheritance of power under a feudal model like the Jiangsu Governorship.

As for Yu Chen, he was the power successor designated by Wang Youhong. If there were no changes, he would also be in the same vein as Wang Youhong.

However, Zhang Jian was different. He represented the emerging national bourgeoisie of Jiangsu. This bourgeoisie came from within Wang Youhong's system; while accepting Wang Youhong's protection, they also naturally wanted to expand the coverage of this new force. If one simply thought that Zhang Jian was Wang Youhong's enemy, that would be a huge mistake. The force represented by Zhang Jian did not have the overthrow of Wang Youhong as its own interest requirement; rather, in order to survive, they attempted to grasp greater power. If Wang Youhong blocked this path, the force represented by Zhang Jian would engage in a life-and-death struggle with Wang Youhong and his successor Yu Chen.

"If Wang Youhong and Yu Chen not only do not block the development of this class but instead merge with this class, then this class will lift Wang Youhong and Yu Chen to the status of Napoleon. Napoleon was able to deal with all other opponents not because he proclaimed himself emperor, but because Napoleon promulgated the *Code*, establishing the system of bourgeois rule in France by means of a code," Wu Xiangyu explained to the comrades.

"In other words, they are all doing it for their own interests!" Ji Ye connected her reflection on the Restoration Society with the reality in Jiangsu.

Whether one has participated in a cruel revolution or not, the direct result is one's horizon. Regardless of whether Ji Ye could understand foreign revolutions or correctly connect foreign revolutions with the Chinese revolution, Ji Ye knew why she had gone through life and death several times, and why her enemies and friends were constantly changing. Cai Yuanpei and the gentry of Zhejiang had made Ji Ye realize this deeply.

But the other few comrades had grown up within the People's Party; they might be able to understand the People's Party, but they could not understand Wang Youhong.

Ji Ye frowned slightly and thought for a while, attempting to speak several times but failing to do so because she thought of Cai Yuanpei. Finally, she managed to say with difficulty: "Does Wang Youhong not only not fear his own death, but actually want to use his own death as an opportunity to change the dominant force in Jiangsu? Is this person that formidable?"

Now it was Wu Xiangyu's turn to frown slightly. To be able to stand firm for nearly twenty years under the heavy pressure of the People's Party and in the torrent of this era, Wang Youhong could be considered a hero of chaotic times. Prime Minister Li also revealed to Wu Xiangyu some of the Central Committee's views on Wang Youhong and Jiangsu; the Central Committee wanted to keep this force as a living textbook. Without people like Wang Youhong, it would be difficult for the Central Committee to lecture comrades on the *Communist Manifesto* and for these comrades to understand the essence of society pointed out by Marx's concise and accurate language.

Also battle-hardened, it was hard for Ji Ye as a staunch revolutionary to understand what exactly had happened in Jiangsu. Only when Ji Ye connected the ups and downs of the Restoration Society with the affairs of Jiangsu could she slightly understand the social development and the class struggle between landed feudal lords and the bourgeoisie described in the *Communist Manifesto*.

Thinking of this, Wu Xiangyu suddenly somewhat understood why Li Shouxian had said "help educate my wife." Apart from Ji Ye, the other four comrades, who wore expressions of enthusiasm and focused demeanors, all revealed the characteristic fussiness of people who completely failed to understand what situation they were facing.

Wu Xiangyu could not remain silent forever, so he could only tell the truth. "Wang Youhong is very formidable. In the materials provided by the intelligence department, Wang Youhong started learning from our People's Party more than ten years ago. From his performance, although this person stands on the standpoint of the propertied class, he is not ignorant of historical development. Someone who can see the veins of history can be considered a figure."

Ji Ye's eyes lit up. "Exactly how formidable is this person? And what is the Central Committee's attitude?"

Wu Xiangyu did not want to reveal the Central Committee's plans. If this news were to leak out carelessly, it would probably cause an uproar, so Wu Xiangyu replied: "Whether he is formidable or not depends on to what extent he can revolutionize. It depends on whether he can establish a new order in Jiangsu. Let us just watch and wait."
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On December 22, 1923, Wang Youhong knew he was dying. His legs were not only immobile, but he couldn't even feel it when he pinched them with his hands. This loss of sensation was slowly spreading from his legs up his body. When this feeling reached his chest, or perhaps even before that, his life would come to an end.

Regarding this manner of death, Wang Youhong felt it was incredibly fortunate. He couldn't help but think that his ancestors must have accumulated virtue to bless their descendants. He didn't have to be tormented on a sickbed until he was skinny and dying, nor did he have to feel terrified and restless about an unknown death. Just slowly feeling death approach, slowly savoring his final moments—it was almost poetic.

But this good mood was completely destroyed after seeing the faces of Yu Chen and Zhang Jian. Wang Youhong muttered in his heart, "Really, they won't even let me die in peace!"

There were no family members wailing beside him—family members he had worried about all his life—and no useless doctors giving rotten ideas that sounded like they could prolong life. If he could just sit by the river with an interesting person like Chen Ke, casually drink some tea, and chat, that would be a great enjoyment. But looking at the anxious and worried faces of Yu Chen and Zhang Jian, Wang Youhong felt that the beauty of the world had been completely ruined by these guys.

Thinking of this, Wang Youhong felt there was no need to waste the rare good time he had left on troubles that would happen after he was gone. He said, "Gentlemen, I plan to go sit by the river. Do you want to come along?"

Yu Chen and Zhang Jian were stunned. This request was a bit magical. Even in Nanjing, where the scenery was nice, winter was not the time for sightseeing. However, they didn't dare to stop Wang Youhong. The personal guards carried Wang Youhong into the car, and Yu Chen and Zhang Jian got in as well.

Wang Youhong had already made efforts. After several rounds of discussion, the Jiangsu Assembly finally set up a temporary land reform group above the Governor of Jiangsu. Zhang Jian served as the group leader, and Yu Chen as the deputy leader. The Assembly also agreed that Yu Chen would succeed Wang Youhong as the Governor of Jiangsu. Now Yu Chen was officially the Governor of Jiangsu. As soon as Wang Youhong passed away, Yu Chen would be the rightful leader.

But the two men who held great power still looked troubled. Wang Youhong couldn't help but say, "Things in the world are divided into those that can be done and those that cannot be done. Things that can be done are further divided into those with acceptable costs and those with unacceptable costs. You two can do the land reform. You have a large group of landlords and gentry supporting you, and the British have signed a raw silk purchase agreement with us. The raw silk trade for the next five years is pretty much secured. Just do it. Why are you frowning so much?"

Hearing this, Yu Chen felt a wave of resentment: "It's easy to say when you're not the one carrying the burden." However, as soon as this resentment arose, Yu Chen blushed. Wang Youhong had recognized his talent and promoted him, and was now handing over the position of Governor of Jiangsu to him. It was really inappropriate to have such thoughts. In this reflection, Yu Chen finally understood how heavy his psychological pressure was.

Wang Youhong had experienced the state of mind Yu Chen was currently in countless times. He could see through Yu Chen's thoughts just by looking at the subtle changes on his face. He smiled and said, "Governor Yu, don't think that just because I handled this matter, you can take over easily. If I weren't dying, would those people below dare to make trouble? If they don't make trouble, how can you establish your prestige? In such a chaotic world, under which governor's seat is there not a mountain of corpses? Do you think this is being a Emperor in peacetime? How many Chinese and foreigners has Chen Ke killed leading the People's Party? If those corpses were thrown into the Yangtze River, they could fill it up."

Hearing Wang Youhong discuss such a bloody topic in such a calm tone, Zhang Jian couldn't help but shiver. He wanted to remain silent, but Wang Youhong was about to die. Zhang Jian couldn't help but praise, "Governor Wang, I am truly convinced by you now."

Wang Youhong had no interest in this idle chatter. He continued, "There is one thing I must make clear to you two—oh, I've said it before, but I'll say it again. You absolutely must not let those people below mess up the raw silk trade. They are following you now because the situation forces them to, so you must learn from the People's Party. We have watched for so many years; the People's Party's methods are the most profitable. You must not listen to the nonsense of the people below!"

"Don't worry, Governor Wang!" Facing Wang Youhong's heartfelt words, Yu Chen's voice was a little choked.

The car arrived at the riverside. The personal guards carried Wang Youhong down. The weather was very good, the sun was shining warmly. Wang Youhong quietly looked at the scenery by the river, and then looked for a while at Nanjing city, where he had stayed for over twenty years. The riverside had been cleared by the army. Between heaven and earth, beside the river water, it seemed only this old man Wang Youhong remained.

A sudden wave of dizziness made Wang Youhong's head spin. Then Wang Youhong saw various silhouettes of his life playing around him like a new movie from the People's Party: triumphant, frustrated, happy, sad, satisfied, regretful. All these experiences no longer carried strong emotions, but flowed through Wang Youhong's body like the Yangtze River beside him, winding towards the unknown downstream.

"If I could do it all over again, I really would want to go with Chen Ke." A thought bubbled up from the depths of Wang Youhong's heart—something he had always realized but never dared to say aloud. "If that were the case..."

"Governor! Governor!" Shouts came from what seemed like a very distant place. Wang Youhong finally made out that it was Yu Chen's anxious and panicked voice. A sense of annoyance rose in Wang Youhong's heart; this wailing-like shouting ruined much of his wonderful feeling.

"Don't shout!" Wang Youhong tried hard to say. He didn't know if he actually spoke the words, but Yu Chen's shouting disappeared. Sensations from several parts of his body made Wang Youhong realize that someone seemed to be holding his hand. This feeling wasn't bad. Panting lightly, Wang Youhong said with an indescribable sense of satisfaction, "Life is truly beautiful."

The intoxicating dizziness that had been interrupted by the shouting descended upon Wang Youhong again. In an indescribable lightness, everything Wang Youhong felt gradually faded. A thick, warm darkness wrapped Wang Youhong entirely, carrying him towards some distant place.

Wang Youhong died.

Unlike Wang Youhong's own gentle feelings, his physical body betrayed its master's will in the final moments. The program etched into human DNA ran automatically. To stimulate the last bit of vitality to fight against death, the muscles in Wang Youhong's face and body twisted tightly, looking extremely hideous. While Wang Youhong's body was spasming, what Yu Chen heard were two very inappropriate sentences: "Don't shout!" and "Life is truly beautiful." It wasn't until Wang Youhong's body went stiff and his temperature continued to drop that Yu Chen realized his superior was now just a corpse left in this world. That strong man who had controlled Jiangsu for nearly twenty years had left this world.

An indescribable panic and sense of loss instantly opened Yu Chen's tear ducts. He knelt beside Wang Youhong, hugged Wang Youhong's legs, and cried loudly.

Wang Youhong's death was an even bigger shock to Zhang Jian. He actually didn't like Wang Youhong at all; even facing Wang Youhong's corpse now, Zhang Jian dared to say so. But like Yu Chen, Zhang Jian felt a huge sense of loss. At least for Jiangsu, an era had passed. The curtain falling on the Jiangsu era ruled by Wang Youhong had a particularly large impact on Zhang Jian, who was seventy years old this year. Zhang Jian clearly realized that it wouldn't be long before he too would cross the threshold Wang Youhong had just stepped over.

For Yu Chen and Zhang Jian, Wang Youhong's death involved many personal feelings. But for many people, Wang Youhong's death was merely a signal. Even before the next day, on the very night of Wang Youhong's death, many assembly members gathered together. A seemingly influential assembly member spoke loudly in front of the crowd:

"Everyone! When Governor Wang was alive, we trusted him. If he presided over the land reform, we could still follow Governor Wang. But what are Yu Chen and Zhang Jian? Over a decade ago, he was just a cruel official! Acting willfully in the name of a military judge. Zhang Jian couldn't survive in Beiyang first, and after his business in Northern Jiangsu was confiscated by the People's Party, he fled to our Jiangsu. Without Governor Wang kindly taking them in, who knows where these two would have died long ago? How could they have their status today? Therefore, our Assembly absolutely cannot just listen to them. When the Assembly meets tomorrow, we must re-elect the Speaker!"

"Right! We can't let them preside over some land reform! These two are untrustworthy!"

"Zhang Jian only knows how to hang out with those businessmen; he's nothing but a profiteering merchant! What does he know about the hardships of us farmers!"

The assembly members shouted loudly as if they had never cast votes of approval in the Assembly. These people were mostly traditional landlords, or new rich who had managed to save some money over the years to buy some land. In general, they made their living by collecting land rent and issuing usury—traditional modes of operation. Once land reform happened, their interests would likely suffer significant losses. In these years, those in Jiangsu who knew how to do business had long since made their fortunes. Those who were still simply digging food from the earth were people who couldn't handle big business and could only rely on land to make money.

Just as they were speaking, there was a sudden rapid banging on the door. The assembly members were stunned. Who was banging on the door so late at night? As soon as the servant at the door opened it, a group of soldiers carrying torches and weapons rushed in from outside. The assembly members stared at this group in astonishment. They could see clearly now—these soldiers were all Tax Police.

The Tax Police officer in the lead pulled a piece of paper from his pocket with a cold face and shouted, "According to investigation, [Name], [Name], [Name]... you people have evaded taxes. Now come with us for investigation!"

The assembly members were dumbfounded. Those among them with clear heads had already figured it out: Yu Chen didn't wait for these assembly members to rise up in resistance at all; he had struck first.

"You are so bold!" Some assembly members were already screaming hysterically.

Others who were quick-witted shouted, "We still have our status as assembly members! You can't arrest us! This is illegal!"

The leading Tax Police officer was well-prepared for this legal issue. He took out another official letter. "Here is the instruction from the Standing Committee of the Assembly. Your status as assembly members has been suspended. Come with us now."

"Wait! You say it's an instruction, so it's an instruction? Let us see!" The assembly member who had taken the lead earlier suppressed his panic and shouted sternly.

"Sure!" The Tax Police officer handed the official letter to that assembly member.

The surrounding assembly members gathered around to look. It was indeed an official letter from the Assembly. The ink was still fresh, the names of the attendees were all there, and the seal of the Standing Committee of the Assembly was stamped over the names. All signs indicated that this operation was indeed carefully planned.

A local tyrant is a local tyrant. Even with the title of assembly member, their nature hadn't changed much. Thinking they were doomed, one person beside him actually snatched the official letter and tore it to shreds.

"Heh heh!" The Tax Police officer sneered twice. "You actually dare to tear up an official document and attempt to resist arrest? Beat them!"

As soon as the words fell, the Tax Police swarmed up, brandishing their sticks and began to beat this group of assembly members violently. Professional law enforcement agencies were trained; although their strikes were ruthless, they inflicted internal injuries. There were no bloody heads or broken bones. The assembly members were knocked to the ground one by one, howling like pigs being slaughtered.

"Tie them up and take them away. Gag their mouths; hearing them squeal is disgusting!" the Tax Police officer shouted.

The whole plan had begun execution while Wang Youhong was still alive. The Jiangsu National Defense Force had long been confined to barracks for training. Except for those troops loyal to Yu Chen, all unreliable military personnel were disarmed under various orders, completely cut off from contact with the outside world.

The day after the assembly members were arrested, Yu Chen, in the name of the Governor of Jiangsu, began a major purge of the Jiangsu civil service system. A large number of people with dissenting political views were purged from the Jiangsu civil service. Some with rallying power were thrown directly into prison.

The land reform plan that had been passed by the Assembly during Wang Youhong's life was immediately implemented. Arresting people from the Assembly was one thing, but the land reform plan having been passed by the Assembly was another matter entirely.

By mid-January, the situation in Jiangsu finally stabilized. Yu Chen completely controlled the army, and the capital faction led by Zhang Jian also suppressed other factions in public opinion. At least the common people of Jiangsu knew one thing: the new Governor Yu Chen was going to carry out land reform in Jiangsu, and the land reform model was quite similar to that of the People's Party. Everyone would have land, and even tenant farmers would have the opportunity to obtain their own land. Moreover, it would no longer be the local gentry leading the villages; the Jiangsu government would rely on raw silk, agriculture, and other institutions to lead the production of the Jiangsu people. Even institutions like agricultural cooperatives and agricultural banks would be fully implemented in the countryside. Jiangsu had a large proportion of owner-peasants, so this impact was limited. What really excited the villagers was that Governor Yu Chen proposed to "eradicate usury; the government bank will provide low-interest loans to the people!"

What the farming people of Jiangsu found most unbearable was actually not water conservancy construction. While they certainly envied the water conservancy facilities under the People's Party's rule, the land in Southern Jiangsu was already fertile; the People's Party's great efforts in water conservancy construction just made land in other areas as good as Southern Jiangsu.

What the Jiangsu people found most unbearable was the "usury" that farmers had to endure. "Nine out, thirteen back" was considered generous. Compound interest, rolling interest, short-term monthly interest of 30%... various forms of usury meant that after the people with no financial power worked hard, most of the profits were taken away by usury. And with slightly bad luck, they would face the prospect of their families being broken and ruined.

The newly appointed Governor Yu Chen vowed to wipe out usury, which immediately won the hearts of the Jiangsu people.

This was something the Jiangsu people could understand. What they couldn't quite understand was the "universal suffrage" proposed by Governor Yu Chen. That is to say, as long as one was registered in the government's new population hierarchy and paid taxes to the government on time, any man or woman over the age of eighteen could be a "citizen."

When Wang Youhong was around, the "citizens" were the gentry class, or at least owner-peasants who could afford to pay taxes. Citizens could run for assembly members, and after the assembly members enacted laws, they could do whatever they wanted according to the law. Although they didn't know what they could actually do after becoming citizens, the people genuinely supported such a change.

By early February 1924, representatives from Jiangsu finally sent a telegram to the Central Committee of the People's Party, hoping to discuss with the People's Party Central Committee the issue of the central government dispatching forces to help Jiangsu with water conservancy construction planning.
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Before Jiangsu's new Governor Yu Chen submitted his application to the People's Party Central Committee, comprehensive intelligence regarding Jiangsu had already been placed before the relevant departments and personnel of the People's Party. Judging by the results of this bourgeois revolution up to February 1924, Jiangsu's new ruling group could be said to have done quite well. They carried out targeted eliminations of enemies within the parliament, and when entering the rural grassroots, they effectively seized the lifeline of the traditional landlords' "usury." According to intelligence gathered by agents, all of this had been planned by Wang Youhong before his death. Wu Xiangyu couldn't help but marvel at Wang Youhong's capability.

As the highest official responsible for Jiangsu affairs, Li Shouxian naturally would not ignore this. The People's Party's economic policy revolved around capital operations, but since he had never managed a completely capitalist system, it was hard for him to judge Jiangsu's future development. The only thing that was certain was that Jiangsu still hadn't seen any outstanding professional talent in economics.

The People's Party's economic thinking came from Chen Ke. Logically speaking, Chen Ke should have returned to China by now. However, that was not the case. The Central Committee, of course, had to keep Chen Ke's whereabouts secret. According to the reply Li Shouxian received, Chen Ke had not yet returned. Li Shouxian felt very disappointed. If Chen Ke were in the country at this time, there would be no need for military means; relying solely on economic means, he could mold Jiangsu into whatever shape he wanted.

Since Chen Ke was not present, Li Shouxian adhered to the Central Committee's strategy and ordered Wu Xiangyu and Ji Ye to negotiate water conservancy issues with Jiangsu.

This was a very sensitive task. To engage in water conservancy construction, massive field surveys were required. The People's Party's aircraft had long since taken a large number of photos of Jiangsu and produced quite a few maps. If the goal was a military offensive, these maps were sufficient to fight into Jiangsu. However, the advantage achieved through technology did not mean that the People's Party's survey personnel would find it convenient to enter Jiangsu.

"Comrade Ji Ye, I have a concern. If the diehards in Jiangsu are unwilling to accept defeat and resort to attacking our engineering personnel, what should we do?" Wu Xiangyu discussed this issue with Ji Ye.

In military matters, Ji Ye was far more experienced than Wu Xiangyu. She smiled and said, "We can ask Jiangsu to hand over part of the management rights of the Beijing-Hangzhou Grand Canal first."

"Brilliant!" Wu Xiangyu nodded repeatedly. While the People's Party was building railways extensively, they also fully utilized various waterways. Since ocean transport faced the possibility of attacks by Japanese warships, the People's Party had renovated the Beijing-Hangzhou Grand Canal. The canal was widened and deepened, and the embankments were built with cement and stone. For this purpose, the machinery department had developed a specialized category early on: dredgers. However, a very important section of the Beijing-Hangzhou Grand Canal was in Jiangsu. Although Jiangsu dared not do anything to the People's Party's fleet, the issue of the river channel being in disrepair for years greatly restricted the scale of the People's Party's shipping. The request Ji Ye proposed was extremely reasonable. If this problem could be solved, the People's Party could recover all its investment in Jiangsu just through the increased total transport volume.

Yu Chen had completely not expected the People's Party to play this hand. He originally didn't really want the People's Party to do anything; this application was merely to express an attitude to the People's Party and gain their recognition and support. Vital canal transportation was not within Yu Chen's scope of consideration at this time. But the canal was closely related to water conservancy, and now he couldn't even find a good excuse to refuse. As a last resort, Yu Chen could only adopt the "stalling" tactic.

If Yu Chen could stall, the People's Party could stall even better. Wu Xiangyu and Ji Ye were already very busy with their work. Since Jiangsu was like this, they were happy to have less trouble. They could move to deal with Jiangsu at any time, but the government affairs in Zhejiang could not be delayed. So this matter temporarily calmed down.

At this time, in Moscow, thousands of miles away from Jiangsu and Zhejiang, if Chen Ke knew that his comrades could "stall" things so easily, he would certainly be very envious. Some things could be stalled, but some things could not.

At the end of 1923, after inspecting the work in Hebei, the Northeast, and Inner and Outer Mongolia, Chen Ke took a train to the Soviet Union. Accompanying Chen Ke to the Soviet Union were one hundred thousand tons of instant noodles.

After acquiring palm oil plantations in Malaysia, the People's Party had also leased a large amount of land from the Netherlands for planting oil palms. Palm oil had many uses. Besides making fried foods for McDonald's and KFC, which had not yet appeared, it could also be used to make instant noodles.

After visiting Komsomolsk-on-Amur (Sunset Komsomolsk City), Chen Ke was unsure if ethnic Russians had a low tolerance for spicy food. After "extensive human experimentation," Chen Ke found that this record was quite accurate. So, the seasoning packets in the instant noodles contained non-spicy seasoning. Modern commerce requires researching customer needs. After "extremely extensive human experimentation," the People's Party's instant noodle factory discovered that Russians preferred fresh and savory flavors, such as caviar. Once the target was set, with the superb level of Chinese cuisine, finding similar seasonings was easy.

In China's food aid to Russia, instant noodles were a "strategic material" ranked just after Erdaoniang liquor. This stuff required absolutely no complex logistics; as long as you carried instant noodles, you could eat them dry. If there were conditions to boil water, heating a few slices of black bread by the fire would make for a hot and delicious meal. If there was meat, throwing a few beets into the instant noodle soup would meet and exceed the gourmet standards of the Russian people. If such a meal was accompanied by Erdaoniang... there were already Soviet state-owned enterprise workers eating this every day for 180 days straight and still being perfectly satisfied. So on Comrade Belkov's list, "priority supply" was highlighted after Erdaoniang and instant noodles.

There wasn't much to eat on the train, especially in the Soviet winter. Not only did the Soviet comrades eat instant noodles, but the Chinese delegation also ate them. The Soviet comrades could also share some pickles like pickled cucumbers from the Chinese delegation, and alcoholic beverages were in open supply, so the relationship between everyone quickly became harmonious.

Chen Ke truly witnessed how much the Soviet comrades could drink. After finishing a bottle of vodka, a few Soviet comrades patrolling the roof of the train could still walk vigorously on the shaking train. Before his time travel, Chen Ke's limit was a little over one jin (500g), and that was when he was helping someone block drinks at a brother's wedding banquet. After drinking several large glasses, he went to the toilet and vomited until the sky went dark. Seeing the prowess of the Soviet comrades with his own eyes, Chen Ke genuinely admired them.

Upon arriving in Moscow, Comrade Lenin had completely lost the ability to take care of himself after a stroke. It was very difficult to communicate with Comrade Lenin. Even so, seeing this great man, this demigod of the Soviet Communist Party, with his own eyes, Chen Ke still felt very excited. The two only truly "discussed" one issue, which was that China would resist attacks from the east, specifically suppressing potential attacks on the Soviet Union by Japan and Britain. After receiving Chen Ke's formal guarantee, Comrade Lenin clearly looked much more relieved.

After visiting Comrade Lenin, Chen Ke finally met all the comrades of the Central Committee of the CPSU. Especially the six comrades mentioned in Lenin's Testament: Stalin, Trotsky, Zinoviev, Kamenev, Bukharin, and Pyatakov.

After meeting these people, Chen Ke finally intuitively felt why "Iron Man" Comrade Stalin was able to purge these five. The strong impression Uncle Iron Man left on Chen Ke was that this was a man who did things! It was hard to describe because Uncle Iron Man never cared how others viewed him, nor did he care what impression he would leave on others. Confucius said, "At forty, I had no doubts; at fifty, I knew the decree of Heaven." Uncle Iron Man was two years "older" than Chen Ke; he was 45 in 1923. This man had completely entered the realm of "knowing the decree of Heaven."

According to the teachings of Chen Ke's family, that meant if he carried a manure bucket on his back, he could be Shi Chuanxiang; if he held a broom, he could sweep the streets; if he held a small flag, he could direct traffic at an intersection. Average people would show signs of imitation, but Uncle Iron Man had absolutely no such tendency. He truly knew the decree of Heaven, living his own life, doing his own things. Not for money, not for profit, not for reputation—he was just such a pure leader of the CPSU, leading the Soviet Union down the path Uncle Iron Man believed to be correct. Compared to Uncle Iron Man, the others could also be called heroes, but they lacked that pure element.

When Uncle Iron Man negotiated with Chen Ke, he was also open and aboveboard, using all the necessary tactics. For example, the common tactic of giving Chen Ke a display of authority first, loudly accusing Chen Ke and the People's Party of letting the Soviet Union down. The next day, as if he had never said those words, he would talk intimately with Chen Ke about cooperation between China and the Soviet Union like brothers. For a guy like Chen Ke who was already "shameless," these tactics were useless. Like Uncle Iron Man, Chen Ke firmly believed that this world was material. In other words, everything depended on strength. So when Uncle Iron Man played tricks with a calm heart but an agitated exterior, Chen Ke was completely unmoved.

Since childhood, Chen Ke had received countless beatings. After beating him, his mother would start her ideological education: "Startling the snake by hitting the grass, startling the snake by hitting the grass. If someone hits the grass, you jump! Isn't that looking for death? Don't talk about hitting the grass; even if someone eats the grass, you have to hide in the hole and not move a muscle. As long as you have poison fangs in your mouth, anyone passing through your territory has to think about the consequences."

China had gained its current status by relying on its own strength. As long as it had poison fangs, it wasn't afraid of others coming to its territory. If the opportunity was right, it could bite even the King of Heaven to death. No one wanted to provoke unnecessary trouble. As long as China didn't court death itself, other countries would naturally respect China sufficiently when they needed it.

Following "On Contradiction" and his family education, after struggling with Uncle Iron Man for several rounds, Chen Ke hit it off with him. Without so much nonsense, once the two casually exchanged a few words, they knew what the other was thinking.

Like Comrade Lenin, Uncle Iron Man hoped to have a stable East, with China helping the Soviet Union withstand all possible attacks in the Pacific. And Chen Ke could even hear that Uncle Iron Man intended to "sell out teammates." For the interests of the Soviet Union, Uncle Iron Man was probably prepared to use some petty tricks against China as well.

On this point, Chen Ke simply pointed it out directly: "China can protect its own security by relying on itself. So, as long as the Soviet comrades do not provoke a meaningless substantive war, we can understand whatever the Soviet comrades do."

If it were other Soviet comrades, such as Comrade Trotsky, hearing Chen Ke say this would probably make them feel very uneasy. If it were Comrade Bukharin, he would probably feel that Chen Ke had ulterior motives and might even fly into a rage feeling insulted.

Uncle Iron Man was completely different. He just nodded, indicating he had understood Chen Ke's meaning. Then he began to discuss the next issue with Chen Ke. The translator's face, however, looked very bad. Those who could serve as translators at meetings of this level were extremely outstanding talents; he couldn't possibly fail to understand what Chen Ke was actually saying.

After attending the Soviet National Day celebration and the military parade, Chen Ke went to visit the Chinese comrades providing medical aid in the Soviet Union. Seeing Chairman Chen Ke come personally to visit them, the aid comrades were moved to tears. Of course, some comrades who couldn't hold it in also took the opportunity to criticize the various bad behaviors of the Soviet comrades.

"Comrades, I am aware of your hardships and grievances. I thank you here for your hard work; you are making a major contribution to the revolution. But I still have to say, comrades are here to do aid work. If the Soviet comrades were doing very well in this area, then you would be here to learn, not to aid. Since we are here to do aid work, we must complete the aid work."

"The Soviet comrades always make a pile of unreasonable demands! When something happens in our country, we always control the situation first so it doesn't deteriorate further, then study why it happened. If it can be completely solved, we solve it completely. If it can't be solved, we set up a project and have long-term systems and methods to deal with it. But the Soviet comrades' attitude is unscientific. When something happens, apart from shouting and looking for someone to blame, they do very little else. After the matter is resolved, they shelf it as if it never happened. I find this attitude unacceptable!" A representative of the aid members stood up and said loudly. Seeing his red eyes and indignant tone, it seemed he had suffered a lot of anger.

The comrades of the medical aid team all stared at Chen Ke; it seemed these words represented everyone's heartfelt thoughts.

Chen Ke looked at the aggrieved comrades and felt sympathy in his heart. The simple and crude style of the Soviet comrades—Chen Ke had read about it many times in books. He knew this was not a problem that could be solved overnight. The full name of the Cheka that Comrade Lenin suggested establishing was the "All-Russian Extraordinary Commission for Combating Counter-Revolution and Sabotage." This crude style was actually sabotage, behavior that had a special commission to handle it. As for Uncle Iron Man, after he took full power, he simply used criminal penalties to deal with various forms of sabotage. It was useless for Chen Ke to talk about such things. In fact, not only in the Soviet Union, but the rectification training and study currently being conducted within China also had one of its goals as striking against "lazy elements."

So Chen Ke could only say, "Comrades, I can completely understand your feelings. Our Party's organizations are all established and organized with science and democracy as core points. So I must tell you now, we follow systems. My purpose in coming today is to comfort everyone, listen to your hardships, and bring the respect of the motherland and the Party to you. Our medical aid unit is also organized. I believe you must have received responses from the organization, and our organization has surely made suggestions to the Soviet comrades. Whether the Soviet comrades accept them is their business. In my position, I can only listen to the situation you recount from the perspective of my position, and within the scope of my position, use allowed methods to strive to solve and push for the resolution of these matters. But in actual execution, I absolutely cannot command across levels. This does not conform to the organizational system."

The comrades were a bit stunned. With Chen Ke "speaking official jargon" like this, anyone would feel uncomfortable. The most important thing in Chinese tradition was "reaching the heavenly hearing" and "the Blue Sky Official." In present-day China, no one had a higher status than Chen Ke. If even Chen Ke refused to personally intervene in this matter, then there was probably no way to solve it.

Looking at the disappointed expressions of the comrades, Chen Ke had to review the arduous process of establishing China's medical system, the design ideas and principles of its establishment, and the means and methods adopted in various execution processes. Then he compared China's medical system with the Soviet Union's current medical system. After hearing this, the comrades finally understood that Chen Ke was not shirking responsibility, but that he really could not forcibly interfere. The medical aid team was working in the spirit of revolutionary humanitarianism to save the dying and heal the wounded, not to be masters in the Soviet Union. When encountering difficulties, they could only push forward through hard struggle, not simply find a few "Blue Sky Officials" to solve problems through the upper echelons.

Finally, Chen Ke said, "I am really happy to see that comrades are still healthy here today. Facing so many difficulties, you have solved so many problems through hard work and saved millions of patients. The motherland thanks you! The Party thanks you! When you return to China, we will definitely welcome you with red sashes and flowers, warmly welcoming comrades who have completed arduous tasks. Everyone is a hero of the revolution! On behalf of the Party Central Committee, I thank you again. You have worked hard!"

Warm applause represented the comrades' mood. In any case, Chen Ke did not use big empty words to respond to the doubts and grievances of the medical aid team. This point alone made the comrades feel the sincerity of the Party Central Committee represented by Chen Ke.

After the meeting ended, the responsible comrade of the medical team grabbed Chen Ke's hand and started crying, "Chairman Chen, thank you so much. If you had put on airs and said something else, we wouldn't have been able to go on living!"

After saying this, the responsible comrade couldn't hold back and cried loudly. It seemed the simple and crude style of the Soviet comrades had really almost driven the responsible comrade of the medical team crazy.

By mid-January 1924, Chen Ke had finished his visit and was preparing to return to China when Comrade Lenin passed away. Now the original plan had to be changed, and Chen Ke attended Comrade Lenin's funeral. Meanwhile, the contradictions within the Soviet Central Committee intensified rapidly. Trotsky and some members of the CPSU Central Committee actually wanted to use Chen Ke to "balance" the internal contradictions of the CPSU.

This annoyed Chen Ke to no end. The reason Trotsky gave was that after seeing Chen Ke's meeting and conversation with the Chinese medical team, he felt Chen Ke's evaluation of the Soviet system was very pertinent, so Trotsky hoped Chen Ke could give a speech at the Soviet Central Committee discussing the Chinese comrades' views on the communist revolution.

If it were anyone else, they might have enthusiastically participated in a major event that could influence another country's internal affairs. But Chen Ke, a guy from downstream in history, detested doing this. "Watch him build a tall building, watch him feast his guests, watch his building collapse." This was Chen Ke's consistent style towards the outside world. Plant a seed, have a good sleep, and wake up to find the seed has grown into a towering tree; this was the feeling of a history-downstreamer towards history. What Chen Ke wanted to utilize was history; what he wanted to change was China. To be suddenly dragged into a storm he shouldn't have been involved in at all was completely contrary to Chen Ke's thinking.

What surprised Chen Ke was that Comrade Stalin also expressed the same intention to him.

What exactly did this bunch in the CPSU Central Committee want to do? Chen Ke was truly confused.
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Chen Ke had scraped his way into the position of leader by copying the correct answers for over a dozen years, so he was particularly adherent to the teachings in the *Analects of Confucius*, "Xue Er". Zengzi said: "I daily examine myself on three points: whether, in transacting business for others, I may have been not faithful; whether, in intercourse with friends, I may have been not sincere; whether I may have not mastered and practiced the instructions of my teacher."

After positioning himself as a plagiarist and a learner, Chen Ke gradually understood where his true advantage lay. This advantage was absolutely not that Chen Ke had some profound theoretical foundation, but that he knew how to build institutions, he understood some practices of institutional operation, and he also understood how he, as a "bastard who had made mistakes but could still be educated," could crawl out of the abyss of shameful failure.

When the Soviet comrades asked Chen Ke to give a speech, Chen Ke scratched his head a bit. First, Chen Ke's own understanding of communism was vastly different from the communism of this era. Second, Chen Ke had seen the collapse of the Soviet Union, and he really couldn't prescribe a miracle cure for it. Finally, Chen Ke simply smashed the broken jar; anyway, the people cursing Chen Ke already numbered in the millions—too much debt to worry about, too many lice to itch. Chen Ke could completely accept a few more Soviet comrades cursing him.

The content of the public speech was very simple. Chen Ke spoke about the practical application of *The Communist Manifesto* in China. China had not yet entered the capitalist system; before the revolution, it was a semi-colonial agricultural society. The People's Party had to resist imperialist invasion on one hand and engage in industrial construction on the other, while also solving the domestic feudal old system. This involved many complex contradictions. The People's Party, adhering to the attitude of seeking truth from facts, did not handle problems simply and crudely. All policies were conducted around modern capital operation laws, or in other words, according to the three main development directions pointed out by Marx in *The Communist Manifesto*.

*The Communist Manifesto* explicitly pointed out: transactions covering the scale of the entire society, global trade, large-scale industrial production, and large-scale urbanization. In Chen Ke's original timeline, China also solved its own problems step by step in this way, and naturally, Chen Ke handled problems in the same manner.

Chen Ke also specifically quoted Engels: "The ultimate causes of all social changes and political revolutions are to be sought, not in men's brains, not in their growing insight into eternal truth and justice, but in changes in the modes of production and exchange. They are to be sought, not in the philosophy, but in the economics of each particular epoch. The growing perception that existing social institutions are unreasonable and unjust, that 'reason has become unreason, and right wrong,' is only proof that in the modes of production and exchange changes have silently taken place."

The speech turned into a report meeting. Chen Ke recounted the People's Party's course over more than ten years, which included the characteristics of Chinese society itself, transaction models, and ownership models. The new capital operation model established by the People's Party, and how this operation model was promoted to the whole of China through socialist revolution, and how it thoroughly changed China's modes of production and exchange.

The Soviet comrades never expected Chen Ke to pull such a move; the report went on for a whole day. Even the original meeting of the CPSU Central Committee was temporarily cancelled. The Soviet comrades kept asking questions, and Chen Ke's answers always revolved around one core: "Communism is not a comprehensive reaction against capitalism; it isn't that if capitalism goes east, we go west. Communism, socialism, is a more comprehensive liberation of productive forces. Socialist countries are more efficient and more reasonable than capitalist ones. And all of this is built upon science and democracy. Science comes first, democracy follows. The path to realizing communism is science, and the method and means to condense the state and society is democracy. The sequential relationship between these two cannot be mistaken..."

The CPSU did not know much about the People's Party, and understood the characteristics of the People's Party itself even less. In the eyes of most Soviet comrades, the People's Party seemed to be selling dog meat while hanging a sheep's head, and the People's Party leader Chen Ke was a politician and scientist full of schemes, sinister and ruthless, and with a hard hand. What the Soviet comrades didn't expect was that Chen Ke was truly a learner of *The Communist Manifesto*, and was building China according to the road pointed out in those few thin pages of *The Communist Manifesto*.

At the end of the report meeting, Chen Ke proposed the concept of a ruling party. As the ruling party of a socialist country, it absolutely must not be foolish enough to be a "party of the whole people." Moreover, no matter how much internal debate or even dispute there is, the political party is not allowed to split. There must be iron discipline in execution.

Chen Ke noticed that after hearing these words, Trotsky's face looked a bit bad, while Comrade Stalin's expression did not change at all.

After giving this report, Chen Ke prepared to return to China. Comrade Stalin asked to speak with Chen Ke alone again. This meeting had no polite formalities; Uncle Steel proposed the intention of establishing a comprehensive Sino-Soviet alliance. Chen Ke rejected it right then and there.

"Comrade Stalin, all things develop in struggle. Between two countries, and even between different regions of the same country, there exists cooperation and struggle. The People's Party believes in the globalization predicted in *The Communist Manifesto*. Cooperation between China and the Soviet Union will increase, and contradictions will also increase. In the process of resolving these contradictions, China and the Soviet Union will naturally move closer. When it comes time for a comprehensive alliance, I believe everyone will know the time has come. When there is a lack of a foundation for cooperation, forcibly establishing a guiding future direction does not conform to the laws of development of things."

Uncle Steel understood Chen Ke's meaning very well. To ensure he hadn't misjudged Chen Ke's attitude, he still asked one sentence: "Has China really decided not to engage in any military confrontation with the Soviet Union?"

Chen Ke replied: "From a strategic perspective, the initiative for this decision actually lies in the hands of the Soviet Union. If we have a military conflict with the Soviet Union, the ultimate goal would definitely be to destroy the Soviet Union. Since the People's Party has absolutely no such intention, small-scale military conflicts are meaningless waste for China. So I believe the initiative actually lies in the hands of the Soviet comrades."

Even with such an unfriendly attitude, Uncle Steel could understand it completely. Based on cold strategic thinking considerations, it could actually rule out many meaningless things. Chen Ke was right; unless the People's Party changed its strategic concept, small-scale conflicts between China and the Soviet Union had no practical significance. If they wanted to train troops and show off strength, they could just hold joint military exercises. Playing little tricks on the border was meaningless for the overall strategy of great powers like China and the Soviet Union.

Uncle Steel lit a new bowl of tobacco in his pipe, took two puffs, and then continued to ask: "What plans does the People's Party have for future wars?"

"China liberates the Western Pacific, the Soviet Union liberates Europe. What do you think, Comrade Stalin?" Chen Ke did not hide anything.

"Will the Chinese comrades make the first move?" Uncle Steel was very sharp regarding this strategic judgment.

"We will definitely strive to make the first move!" Chen Ke gave a clear answer. Uncle Steel was far shrewder than a fox; Chen Ke hadn't thought at all about taking advantage of the Soviet Union, that was simply impossible.

Seeing Uncle Steel's thoughtful look, Chen Ke said: "China will definitely adhere to the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence reached with the Soviet Union, please rest assured on this point."

Even with such a straightforward dialogue, there was nothing more to say at this point. Uncle Steel thought for a while before continuing: "I will appoint Comrade Belkov to be responsible for cooperation with China."

Has Comrade Belkov clearly taken a stand to follow Uncle Steel? Chen Ke thought. But this couldn't be asked. Chen Ke nodded and replied, "Comrade Lin Bao is responsible for liaison work with the Soviet Union."

Having ended the meeting with Comrade Stalin, Chen Ke took the train back to China according to plan. On the way, Chen Ke admired Comrade Stalin's political maneuvering very much. Chairman Mao said, "With grain in hand, there is no panic in the heart." grasping China's aid and trade in hand, this was a very useful card.

By the time Chen Ke returned to China, it was already mid-February. An important link in the People's Party's eastward strategy, the work of supporting Korea in waging the people's liberation war, had always been important content. At this time, Korea had also reached the season when ice and snow melt, and a new round of battles against the Japanese occupation forces was about to begin.

Before Chen Ke went to the Soviet Union, he inspected the Daqing Oilfield area. Before time-traveling, Chen Ke had visited friends in Daqing and visited the place where the oil worker Mr. Wang Jinxi had fought. Of course, he also slept with a Russian girl in the local entertainment facilities along the way. Later he went to Dandong and played a few hands in a casino opened on the North Korean side. Chen Ke didn't love gambling, but he loved adding content to his life experience.

This experience gave him a rough idea of Daqing's location. The biggest problem with oil drilling was where in the vast area it was best to drill. With a rough area, a large amount of cost could be saved. Now that the Yumen Oilfield had been developed, if China wanted to promote industrialization faster, it had to develop the Daqing Oilfield. Without an annual production of 15 million tons of oil, there was no way to support a total war.

The Soviet issue had been resolved. Expelling Japan from Korea was the precondition for ensuring the safety of the Daqing Oilfield.

Mu Husan, Liu Guange, and Mi Feng were all capable generals of the Northeast Military Region. Regarding the war to liberate Korea, the first request the three put forward was to establish Japanese-style weapon repair and ammunition production enterprises. China's current standard weapons and ammunition were not compatible with Japan's. The future standard weapons decided by the Military Commission were firearms similar to the AK-47 and Type 56. The development of bolt-action rifles had already leaned towards precision shooting rifles, and every squad had to be equipped with a sniper.

The weapons initially given to the Korean comrades were all Japanese-style weapons captured in several major battles. After capturing the Lushun Fortress in '23, there were also some captures. Rifles needed repair, but they also needed replenishment. They couldn't count on the Korean comrades to be like China during the War of Resistance back then, "No food, no clothes, the enemy sends them to us; no guns, no cannons, the enemy makes them for us."

Liu Guange said with some dissatisfaction: "The Korean comrades don't pay much attention to collecting shell casings, no matter how much we say. The consumption of bullets is very large, and they can only rely on us to make them for them."

Chen Ke knew that the pressure on the Korean guerrillas was also very great now. Back then, Kim Il-sung joined the Anti-Japanese Amalgamated Army, and it wasn't until '37 that he led the Amalgamated Army troops back to Korea to fight. The current Korean guerrillas had not been driven out of Korea under Japan's repeated encirclement and suppression campaigns; their performance was already very outstanding.

"I see from the intelligence that there are constant uprisings throughout Korea now," Chen Ke asked.

The Great Kanto Earthquake changed Japan's entire strategic thinking. When the Japanese mainland suffered huge losses, Japan cared very much about Korea and Taiwan, which were under their colonial rule. However, this care changed from rule and assimilation to squeezing them to death.

The guerrillas in northern Korea had been fighting for several years, and now it was the turn of the southern agricultural areas to begin large-scale anti-rent and anti-tax actions. The heavy taxes collected by Japan had reached the point where even the southern landlords could no longer shift the contradictions onto the Korean peasants.

"Now, arming Korean revolutionaries on a large scale can deal a heavy blow to Japan. Given the current situation, we must send troops into Korea to fight," Mu Husan said. "If we let these Korean insurgents be suppressed by Japan, Japan will be able to get a sufficient respite. They might even be able to implement the strategic choice of mass immigration to Korea. At that time, we will be passive."

Engaging in massacres in 1924 wouldn't attract any international intervention. The great powers had been slaughtering people all over the world for hundreds of years; not to mention their unclean buttocks, these countries all had faces covered in blood and filth. Using opposition to massacres as an excuse to interfere in other countries would simply be slapping their own faces.

Just when the Great Earthquake happened in Japan, they were able to organize a massacre of foreigners in the earthquake zone. Now panic had spread to the whole of Japan. With the Japanese people's conduct, wiping out Koreans wasn't something they were incapable of doing. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance guaranteed that Japan could do whatever it wanted in Korea. The People's Party didn't believe the British would stop the Japanese from doing this.

Chen Ke replied: "Apart from sending troops, there seems to be no other way. Then let's organize a Volunteer Army force."

After issuing this order, Chen Ke felt a burst of relief in his heart. Just the noun alone made Chen Ke feel very comfortable.

After several years of construction in the Northeast, the level of industry and agriculture had improved a lot, and bullet factories could easily switch production. The content discussed by the Military Commission fell on the scale of the Volunteer Army. Theoretically, the entire Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could become a "Volunteer Army." Just like the French "Volunteer Army" helped the United States found its country. Doing it so blatantly now was not good for China. The British could not sit idly by.

"Then let's first determine where we plan to temporarily stabilize the battle line." Chen Ke put forward his own view. He had no intention of creating two Koreas, but northern Korea was mountainous and suitable for mountain warfare. Chen Ke wanted to use this war to fully improve the mountain warfare capabilities of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

Chief of General Staff Pu Guanshui looked at the map for quite a while. "Liberating Korea completely now would only cause Japan to completely tear off its face with us. At that time, a cornered dog will jump the wall; who knows what Japan might do. It is more appropriate to fight to the edge of the plains first. This way, the Korean patriots will have time to form their own government, and at the same time, Japan's strength can be greatly consumed in various guerrilla wars."

The other comrades only discussed for a moment before agreeing with Pu Guanshui's opinion. Everyone turned their gaze to Chen Ke. Chen Ke immediately replied: "I agree with everyone's view."
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When Chen Ke was in the Soviet Union, he had said that a Marxist political party must have discipline like iron. For Chen Ke, this was something proven by history. The Northeast already had new arsenals, yet the commanders of the two major military regions, North and South, could not directly issue orders to the arsenals to produce Japanese-style weapons and ammunition. Such orders required the approval of the Central Military Commission.

Discussions within the Central Military Commission were easy enough, but as the saying goes, "The King of Hell is easy to see, but the little devils are hard to deal with." Things were not so simple for the commanders. Soon, a demobilized subordinate of Mu Husan came to ask for a meeting with the commander.

"Not seeing him!" Mu Husan replied to the guard crisply.

Liu Guange did not find this reaction strange, but Mi Feng looked at Mu Husan with some surprise. "Commander Mu, isn't this..."

Mu Husan remained unmoved. He said seriously, "We are the military, they are the local administration. What is there to see? In the future, don't see anyone for this kind of thing."

Mi Feng had never seen Mu Husan so stern and was somewhat taken aback. As Deputy Commander and a member of the Party Standing Committee—and rumored to be promoted to Political Commissar of the Military Region after the merger of the North and South Northeast Military Regions—Liu Guange saw the look of a political simpleton on Mi Feng's face and felt compelled to speak up. "Commander Mi, Henan has been rectifying things very severely recently. Our troops have been strictly grasping the propaganda and education on gender equality. You should know about this matter. In the local areas of Henan, the implementation of the Marriage Law has driven quite a few people to suicide. The Center is currently investigating this matter. Let's not get involved in local administrative affairs!"

Mi Feng didn't understand the connections involved, nor did he understand how the Marriage Law could drive people to suicide. Even with the steady demeanor of a commander, a sense of bafflement still showed.

Liu Guange didn't care if Mi Feng could figure these things out; what he cared about was Mi Feng's lack of an attitude of keeping a respectful distance. Military interference in politics was a great taboo. Unless Mi Feng could be as politically mature as Chai Qingguo and completely follow the Party's direction, getting involved in political struggles would be a dead end. Compared to Chai Qingguo, Mi Feng's political experience was like someone who had grown up in a honeypot. Chai Qingguo dared to struggle against any unhealthy tendencies; Liu Guange did not have such confidence in Mi Feng.

Mu Husan's view of Mi Feng was the same as Liu Guange's. Just seeing that Mi Feng didn't have an attitude of keeping a respectful distance, Mu Husan understood that he couldn't harbor any illusions about Mi Feng politically. So Mu Husan also made a prompt decision. He said, "Commander Mi, there are some things where we have to position ourselves correctly. No position possesses special privileges."

Facing the joint opposition of the Commander and Deputy Commander of the Northeast Military Region, and having no desire to intervene in the local government himself, Mi Feng let the matter drop.

Mu Husan's choice was correct. The person outside asking to see Mu Husan was a local cadre from Henan, and one who was about to be processed. After the Center took direct control of Henan, the days for local cadres in Henan became very difficult. When there was still a Henan Provincial Government, they only had to be responsible to the Provincial Party Secretary and the Governor at most. Now, the various ministries and commissions were not the Governor. Talking big wouldn't work, talking small wouldn't work either. The heads of the ministries were impenetrable; they just demanded that the local areas do exactly as instructed!

When Chen Ke was visiting the Soviet Union, there was a major study campaign for both the Party and government teams back home. Study definitely meant discussing problems, and the issues with the Marriage Law were one of the important contents of the study.

In April 1921, New China promulgated the "Marriage Law of the People's Republic of China." This was the first legal document in Chinese history formulated by the proletariat regarding women's liberation and freedom of marriage, thereby opening the prelude to the reform of the Chinese marriage system. It had epoch-making significance.

A piece of legal text could not immediately change the backward state of the Chinese marriage and family system at the time. The concepts of "Three Obediences and Four Virtues" and "the husband guides the wife" were still deeply rooted in the land of China. Marriage cases emerged one after another, and in many provinces and regions, tragic incidents of women committing suicide or being killed due to marital relations still occurred. According to statistics from the East China Region Democratic Women's Federation, in 1922, there were 1,245 verifiable cases in Shandong Province of suicide due to involuntary marriage and family abuse. In the nine counties of the Huaiyin Prefecture in Northern Jiangsu, 119 women were driven to suicide or beaten to death from May to August 1922. In Linquan County of Fuyang Prefecture in Northern Anhui, 52 women were abused to death from January to September 1922. In Xin'an District of Lu'an County, four women were beaten to death due to marriage disputes in six days. In Huian City, Fujian, because the feudal marriage system was deeply rooted, the local Party organization and People's Government did not pay enough attention to solving the special suffering of women and did not seriously organize forces to thoroughly destroy the barbaric marriage system, resulting in multiple incidents of collective suicide by women in the city. According to incomplete statistics: from October 1921 to August 1922, 122 women committed collective suicide in Huian. In the entire East China Region, according to incomplete statistics from the promulgation of the Marriage Law to the end of 1923, more than 11,500 men and women committed suicide or were killed due to lack of freedom in marriage.

This was just the situation reported by the provinces. After the Center took direct control of Henan, the situation in Henan had nowhere to hide. A considerable number of cadres still could not get used to freedom of marriage, especially freedom of divorce. They considered it "bad influence" and "immoral," often intentionally or unintentionally obstructing and undermining the "Marriage Law," and infringing upon women's personal freedom. A female judge at the Kaifeng People's Court in Henan Province, after joining the court work, refused to study, did not accept criticism, and had serious erroneous thoughts of not handling cases according to the "Marriage Law." In 1922, in a divorce case judgment for a peasant couple, this judge actually believed that the man "is a peasant" and "it wasn't easy to spend one hundred and twenty yuan on betrothal gifts," so she did not grant the divorce. She even interfered with her younger sister's freedom of marriage, opposing her sister's romance and union with a bailiff.

Regarding the implementation of the "Marriage Law," some Henan cadres adopted an attitude of indifference. They did not sympathize with or support women suffering from the persecution of the feudal marriage system, causing many women who rose up to struggle to fail due to isolation and lack of help. A relatively common phenomenon was simply ignoring marriage cases or delaying their handling. For example, a woman in Luoyang City, Henan Province, was married by her parents to a young man in Yanshi County in August 1922. The couple's relationship was bad, and they often quarreled. After the promulgation of the "Marriage Law," the woman went to the Luoyang People's Court to apply for a divorce. But she went four times, and each time was refused by the court's case receiver (who also handled mediation) with excuses like "it's late," "no petition filed," or "doesn't meet divorce conditions." On August 23, 1922, after her fourth request for divorce was not granted, the woman was brutally killed by the man in the suburbs that very night.

In Huaiyang Prefecture of Henan Province, within less than a year of the promulgation of the "Marriage Law," 212 women were abused and killed; in Shangqiu Prefecture of Henan Province, more than 30 women committed suicide due to marriage problems from January to April 1923.

According to a summary of reports from various places in the Central-South Region, within one year from May 1922 to May 1923, more than 10,000 people were killed or committed suicide due to marriage problems in the region. Among them, 2,042 women died in Henan Province from 1922 to June 1923. After June 1923, the "Marriage Law" received a certain amount of attention in Henan Province, but within the five months from July to November 1923, there were still 60 women who died due to marriage problems.

Chinese people all know that even an upright official finds it hard to settle family affairs. In the process of judicial implementation, legal workers also upheld the attitude of advising reconciliation rather than separation. Women truly wanted to achieve self-liberation after receiving land or working in factories. The People's Party felt that its fairly robust grassroots political power was already powerless to protect the people who should be protected when faced with the opposition of a portion of the people.

A life for a life. Whether it is judged as intentional homicide is based on whether there is a clear intent to commit a crime. For thousands of years, imperial power did not extend below the county level. Now that the Central Government's power had suddenly intervened in every corner of society, this triggered maladjustment and backlash from the masses.

A husband killing his wife was already a tragedy, and now killing the man meant paying with another life; wasn't this ruining the family? The masses didn't care about your many laws. The masses didn't participate in the formulation of the laws when they were made, nor did they sign or pledge anything. The government above produced a law that violated long-standing historical traditions, causing "family discord," so basically no one among the masses clearly supported the government. This was the rhetoric of the officials below.

Xu Dian was not misled by this rhetoric at all. His attitude was extremely clear: "No matter what the masses think, the fact that such things emerge one after another is primarily because Party members and civil servants everywhere have not thoroughly understood women's liberation, or even oppose women's liberation in their hearts! No matter how much the masses oppose, what they do first when facing the government is observe the wind and direction. If government civil servants don't understand women's liberation correctly enough, how can the masses possibly have a correct understanding of women's liberation?"

The *People's Daily* also immediately published a front-page article: "The 'Marriage Law' is Not a Divorce Law, Nor a Marriage Law, But a Law to Protect Everyone and Liberate Everyone!"

Taking this as the entry point, the Party launched another "anti-feudal" rectification movement.

The last large-scale anti-feudal movement used "anti-meritorious service mentality" as the entry point to rectify the parochial thinking within the Party and military. This anti-feudal movement not only inherited the previous line of thought but also added deeper content: "No one possesses ownership over another person's body," and "Everyone is equal before the law."

When Chen Ke returned from the Soviet Union and saw the latest reports, even he felt the speed of this advancement was a bit fast. The new "Marriage Law" was actually formulated from the perspective of an industrial nation. China in 1923 had not yet entered such a high-level industrial age.

In the 21st century, industrial countries universally experienced the problem of declining fertility rates. This trend was not bound by any political ideology. Iran, ruled by Shiite Muslims, could at least be linked to theocracy. However, Iran itself was an industrial country, and such a Muslim industrial country also experienced a problem of drastically declining birth rates. While other Muslims were relying on the "womb weapon" to give birth wildly, the fertility rate of Iranian women dropped to below 2. Chen Ke roughly remembered a statistic: from 1981 to 1991, Iran's population grew by 18 million, with a growth rate of 3.5% to 4%. However, in the following years, the growth rate dropped to 1.3%.

The most fundamental reason for the population decline in industrial countries is that women have been liberated. With the development of productive forces, the range of female employment has greatly increased. Men are by nature fond of "doing big things." When they are struggling out there risking their lives to realize their self-ideals, girls do not have such great ambitions. Girls show a trend of overwhelming boys in those jobs that do not have too much mobility but require patience. Boys jump up and down, making a few deals a year, earning fifty or a hundred thousand. Girls work steadily for more than two thousand a month, and with the year-end bonus, they also have thirty or forty thousand a year. Men do not show an overwhelming advantage.

Men are by nature fond of playing. If they have money, they go out to be happy. For someone earning a hundred thousand a year, the money remaining in their own pocket by the end of the year might not necessarily be more than the girls. In most Chinese families in the 21st century, women manage the money, and without the woman's salary, life would really be hard to get by.

Girls rely on their own work to support themselves, and can even have a house and a car. Under the modern industrial state system, gender equality based on economic and work equality can naturally be realized. This was what Chen Ke learned from Chairman Mao.

In the 21st century, a Chinese literary worker actually ridiculed Chairman Mao's women's liberation as a "women's work movement." Chen Ke felt this person was the standard model of an "ignorant fool who doesn't know what's good for them."

So upon returning to China, Chen Ke convened a Politburo meeting. At the meeting, Chen Ke first approved of Xu Dian's criticism of the Party members and civil servants. "The comrades of the Politburo must first determine for themselves whether they support gender equality! Then determine under what circumstances they support gender equality! Finally, determine how we are to achieve gender equality! If the Politburo cannot solve its own ideological problems, then there is no need to even think about the levels below."

The style of the People's Party was to speak the truth. Anyone who discussed things by bringing up old scores at a meeting would suffer for it. So the group of masters in the Politburo began to speak out.

"Gender equality doesn't mean women riding on top of men's heads!"

"At home, it can't be that whatever the woman says goes!"

Remarks like these were nothing much. The comrades who said these things had married female revolutionary comrades, and in terms of income, these comrades did not hold the advantage.

"Does a woman get a divorce just because she says she wants a divorce? This decision can't be made unilaterally, right? I feel the regulations in the Marriage Law are too harsh. Emotional incompatibility is a reason for divorce! Which family doesn't have some bumps and scrapes?"

"Women can also initiate divorce; I think this really hurts a man's face!"

Remarks like these also appeared.

Xu Dian knew self-awareness that he did not have Chen Ke's rallying power. Firstly, it would be very difficult for him to convene such a Politburo meeting. Secondly, even if he convened it, he might not be able to get the comrades to speak their hearts. Moreover, listening to the complaints of the Politburo comrades, Xu Dian felt a vague unease. These complaints sounded like a counterattack against the law no matter how he listened. Xu Dian had already discussed legal issues with Chen Ke many times, and he had come to profoundly understand the fragility of this thing called law. No matter how advanced a law is, if it cannot synchronize with the economic and social conceptual development of the time, various problems will ensue.

Even facing so many opposing opinions from the Politburo, Xu Dian did not think there was any problem with the line of thought behind the new Marriage Law. This was a law truly based on scientific socialism and based on universal care for humanity; it was a law to liberate human society and remove the shackles of human society.

However, this law indeed faced many resistances. Because the development of social productive forces had indeed not reached that height.

Chen Ke was not overwhelmed by these opposing opinions. After all, he came from downstream in history. Even if he couldn't summarize the inevitability of historical development, Chen Ke had at least seen the results of the inevitability of historical development with his own eyes. "I now already know that comrades think this law is relatively ahead of its time. Now I want to ask another question: does anyone oppose the gender equality under the future industrial society that I spoke of?"

This time no one dared to voice opposition. It was obviously unrealistic to ask men to take the initiative to kneel down to promote women's status. But if faced with women who already possessed their own independent economic status, this bunch in the Politburo might still dare to use their own status to gain an overwhelming advantage in the family, but they could also imagine that ordinary laborers would absolutely not dare to do so.

Chen Ke looked around the silent conference room and continued, "Then let us study this law. Let's see what exactly this law wants to regulate, what it wants to oppose, and what it wants to protect. Comrade Xu Dian will explain."

Two days later, the Politburo's problem was finally resolved. The comrades of the Politburo reached a consensus: the legitimate rights and interests of working women must be protected. As for the problems of non-working women, they would be solved by strengthening the work of the Women's Federation. And the execution of women's employment work would be promoted.

Once the Politburo solved the problem, it was the turn of the Central Committee. At the Central Committee level, diehards appeared. Chen Ke didn't even need to name names; the Central Committee unanimously agreed that certain comrades had strong concepts of feudal hierarchy and deeply rooted discrimination against women, and they must be temporarily relieved of their work. Thus, high-ranking cadres who attended study classes because they opposed gender equality appeared.

After resolving the Central Committee, comrades at the level of governor and provincial party secretary had to start accepting education. Because they were responsible for concrete work, there were no diehards among the governors and provincial secretaries. What they needed was a more detailed scope of legal application and methods of legal application. This was Xu Dian's professional duty and strong suit, so the Politburo handed this aspect of work to Xu Dian. A matter that had once nearly caused a huge uproar at the high levels was resolved just like that.

With the upper levels reaching a consensus, the subsequent matters, though tedious, were quite easy to smooth out. After completing the work assignments for the provincial level, Xu Dian also applied to go down to the grassroots. He wasn't going to punish people. "The work of the grassroots comrades is too hard," Xu Dian said seriously. "The upper levels are still a bunch of muddleheads, let alone speaking of the hardship of the grassroots comrades."

Chen Ke laughed. "Who will be responsible for the work of your position? Are you strictly supporting Comrade Zhang Yu's suggestion about high-level comrades going down to the grassroots in a disguised form?"

Xu Dian also laughed, which was rare. "Political and Legal Affairs has a Party Committee. If I go down, the Party Committee can naturally select personnel to be temporarily responsible. If there aren't enough personnel in the Party Committees at various levels, they can recommend people from the lower-level Party Committees to come up and take over the work. Besides, Chairman Chen, you are sitting in the Center, so we are at ease. If something goes wrong with the Center's work, we in the Party Committee will hold a meeting to call you to account!"

These words actually had a bit of a bootlicking flavor. For the stern-natured Xu Dian to say such things was also quite a rare occurrence.

Chen Ke put away his smile. "Since you are going down to the grassroots, study the grassroots organizations well, as well as the institutional problems of legal implementation at various levels. Listen more, learn more, see more. Don't give work instructions, and don't start spouting nonsense just because you get excited. This is the key to going down to the grassroots."

"If one starts gesturing and dictating the moment they get off their horse, the work will invariably go wrong." Xu Dian recited a passage related to "On Practice." "Talk about it every day, talk about it every year—this is absolutely not enough. I will speak this way when I go down too."

Chen Ke sighed. "These few years are just the last of the peace." He couldn't help but speak the words that should have been hidden in his heart.

Xu Dian was slightly stunned, but he quickly replied, "Rest assured, we will definitely do our utmost to prepare before the war."
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Chapter 44 Liberation of Korea (1)

Someone once made a statistical analysis: since the world entered the 20th century, counting all civil and foreign wars, the days where the entire globe was at peace could practically be counted on one hand. After the end of World War I, regardless of whether there were flames of war elsewhere in the world, on the land of Korea, slaughter was staged every single day.

March 1, 1924, Dandong.

Uiju, the capital of North Pyongan Province in Korea, not far opposite Dandong, had seen no trace of the Japanese since June 4, 1922. The Battle of Uiju, comprehensively commanded by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and with the Revolutionary Army bearing the main brunt of the fighting, had wiped out a Japanese brigade in one stroke. Since then, Uiju was not only the capital of North Pyongan Province but also the temporary capital of the newly established People's Republic of Korea.

The Yalu River Bridge, built by the Japanese, was now operated by a joint management group from China and Korea. The railway bridge had long been repaired by the Japanese. This transportation hub connecting Korea and China was currently a sea of people.

The Chinese government had long ago issued orders to gather Koreans in China and send them back to Korea. At this time, absolutely no one could have imagined that one of Chen Ke's goals was to send all Koreans in China away. A practice that might be viewed as a racial issue in peacetime was now considered a necessary method by both the People's Party and Korean patriots. Even those Koreans in China who were reluctant to return felt that Chen Ke was doing the right thing.

After the Japanese ravages, more than a million people in Korea had been killed or "consumed" in death mines within a dozen years. Coupled with the large-scale Japanese immigration to Korea, all insightful people in Korea realized that things were heading in a very dangerous direction. Intelligence warfare and public opinion warfare are important modes of war between nations. As a "self-funded Wumao" (volunteer pro-China commenter) who had fought against the "50 Cents" (paid pro-West commenters) for many years on the internet in another timeline, Chen Ke could be said to be the one with the deepest understanding in this spacetime.

The key to public opinion warfare lies in using facts as much as possible to expound on the enemy's atrocities. Japan's atrocities in Korea were numerous and needed no further incitement. However, many Koreans actually did not know about the Great Kanto Earthquake in Japan. The People's Party dug deep into this matter. From Japanese disaster victims massacring Koreans in the disaster areas to Japan frantically plundering Korean supplies to send to Japan. Finally, the People's Party strove to publicize a "conclusion": The Japanese want to kill all Korean men and use Korean land to settle Japanese disaster victims.

If the propaganda simply said the Japanese wanted to kill all Koreans, it would certainly not reflect the power of public opinion warfare. If "Koreans" were replaced with "Korean men," this would combine the fact that "the Japanese have been killing Korean men" with the imaginative space that the masses love to hear and see, such as "If Korean men are all killed, how will the Japanese treat Korean women?"

So the news that the Japanese wanted to kill all Korean men spread like wildfire throughout Korea. Even the southern Koreans, who dared not make the slightest move for fear of Japanese suppression, did not doubt the authenticity of this news. In North Pyongan Province, which had now become a liberated area, this was even more of a consensus. The current Korea-Japan War had turned from a war of liberation into a war of survival. Korean patriots firmly believed that if they could not drive the Japanese out of Korea, it would mean the complete extinction of the Korean nation.

If one must speak of so-called "national character," Korea's national character, to put it nicely, could be called "seizing the day." Near the Yalu River Bridge, some wooden poles were erected, with quite a few human heads stuck on top. Beside them were notices with annotations like "Japanese Spy" and "Korean Traitor." There was also a large white cloth banner with two lines written in red ink.

Never let go of a single Japanese spy!! Never let go of a single Korean traitor!!

The handwriting was aggressive and radiated a murderous aura.

In these days, Japanese squads had also tried to blow up the Yalu River Bridge. After failing, their heads were chopped off and stuck here for public display. In addition, the Korean patriots had created a roster themselves. Anyone who advocated being pro-Japanese during the Joseon Dynasty or served as an official for the Japanese after Japan annexed Korea was classified as a Korean traitor. Many Koreans fled to Uiju. After screening, the heads of the traitors were also chopped off; some were hung here for display, and some were displayed in various places in North Pyongan Province.

Comrades from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also advised the Korean patriots, suggesting they should at least pay attention to the united front issue. Killing all the way like this, those "Korean traitors" who originally wanted to leave the Japanese forces and defect to the Korean side would have absolutely no way to live. It would have been better not to advise; this advice instead provoked the dissatisfaction of the Korean patriots. "It was because these traitors were not completely eliminated back then that Korea fell. Just killing them is letting them off lightly! They should actually be dismembered and executed by lingering death."

Since the Korean patriots said this, the comrades of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could not say anything more. After all, the organization had long made it extremely clear that China absolutely had no intention of taking the opportunity to annex Korea, and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army must respect the right of Korean comrades to speak on Korean affairs.

Of course, everything has two sides. Such a clear-cut concept of enemy and friend, while lacking political flexibility, could also simplify contradictions. For example, the Korean comrades were quite simple in battle. When fighting a winning battle, they had the momentum of swallowing thousands of miles like a tiger; when fighting a losing battle, they retreated quite briskly too. Of course, if they were absolutely required to hold their ground, the supervising teams showed no mercy when killing people. All in all, the comrades of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army felt that there was really no need to stay in this place of Korea for long.

Most of the middle and high-ranking cadres in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had civil administration experience. In their view, establishing some bases for operations against Japan in Korea in the future would be purely a base issue. They absolutely could not engage in more things together with Korea. Otherwise, everyone would just argue endlessly.

March was the reorganization period in the plan. Since China had entered the war, there was no need to completely hide it. The Korean combat troops were reorganized into the Korean Volunteer Army. Theoretically, these people were all ethnic Korean volunteers. With 40,000 volunteers from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army as the backbone, four armies and twelve divisions were formed according to the organization model of the Revolutionary Army, designated as the 1st to 4th Volunteer Armies. In the 1st to 3rd Armies, Chinese troops accounted for five-ninths, Koreans sent from China accounted for two-ninths, and local Korean troops accounted for two-ninths. In the 4th Army, Chinese troops accounted for one-third, and Korean troops accounted for two-thirds.

The purpose of this organization was for veterans to lead new recruits. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army not only followed the "three-three system" in large formations but also used three-man combat groups within squads. This combat mode had high technical content. If the proportion of local Korean troops was too large, the battle simply could not be fought. According to the plan, Korean soldiers who qualified in battle would be handed over to the Korean side to learn to form the Korean Defense Force themselves. Their designations would be independent, and they would begin to undertake more and more combat tasks until the combat was completely undertaken by the Korean side independently.

Besides organization, the same applied to weapons. The Volunteer Army's weapons and equipment were unified Chinese standard weapons. The Korean side's current equipment was Japanese-style equipment. This was not discriminatory treatment; the Korean side consisted of locals after all, and they were also responsible for the work of guerrilla teams infiltrating the south. The opponent was the Japanese army, so the Korean side could naturally make better use of captured weapons and ammunition.

April was the "green and yellow don't meet" month (the lean season); last year's grain had been eaten, and the new grain was just green seedlings. For the Korean side, war logistics relied entirely on China, so having no grain did not affect the overall situation at all. For the Japanese, it was completely different. They suffered repeated blows, and the larger the scale of the war, the more troops they had to mobilize. The troops needed to eat and drink, and that was eating and drinking while separated from the homeland. The logistical pressure was immense.

On April 15th, large numbers of reorganized Korean guerrilla teams began to move south. The target was Pyongyang.

It wasn't that Japan didn't know the situation; they had long known that the "Korean bandits" were preparing to take this opportunity to make a big scene. Knowing was one thing; having the power to solve it was another.

"The Japanese want to kill all Korean men and use Korean land to settle Japanese disaster victims." This rumor was known to everyone on the street in Korea, placing the Japanese side in a wonderfully awkward position. The Japanese Army Ministry had not thought of doing this, but the Japanese Army Ministry felt that this plan was too difficult to implement in the short term, so they rejected it themselves. As colonizers, expending tremendous effort to kill all the indigenous people and then engaging in mass immigration—tax revenue alone could not support such a huge operation. At the same time, slaughtering Koreans also had a cost; Japanese people would die. These costs were too high. For Japan, the best method was to slowly encroach upon Korea and squeeze the labor of Koreans to death during the encroachment process. Finally, consume the Koreans completely.

However, after the Great Kanto Earthquake, many extremist ideological organizations with no brains spontaneously appeared in Japan. Amidst the panic brought by the great earthquake, firstly they felt Japan was unsafe, and secondly, they heard Koreans were rebelling. So they instinctively shouted the slogan "Kill all Koreans! Immigrate to all of Korea!" This slogan actually had quite a market in Japan. From the perspective of Western-style democracy, this idea had deep popular support. In Western-style democracy, the government theoretically has to follow public opinion; this belongs to the content of "procedural justice."

The Navy Ministry, which advocated party politics, complained endlessly. They had been striving to beg the UK, requesting the UK to suppress China according to the terms of the "Anglo-Japanese Alliance" so that China would not interfere in "Japan's internal affairs." But the British were not stupid either. After World War I, Europe advocated peace. Although Britain itself was the biggest executioner in slaughtering indigenous people, Britain was attacked by the People's Party's public opinion war. Some left-wing newspapers in Europe reported on the domestic Japanese advocacy of "Kill all Koreans! Immigrate to all of Korea!"

After the Americans got this news, they reported it at great length in major newspapers. The American public didn't like the British to begin with, and liked the Japanese even less. Now, the little sympathy American society had for the Great Kanto Earthquake instantly flew to the nine heavens. A wave of voices appeared in American society believing that the Japanese were fundamentally not civilized people.

After industrialization, especially after World War I, the civilization level of human "civilized society" had improved quite a lot. Britain could not openly support Japan's policy no matter what. Because "public opinion" was really opposing this kind of national policy of massacre. Most importantly, Britain had the ability to threaten China with force, but Britain did not have the ability to attack China with force.

Before the Sino-Soviet alliance, China was surrounded by enemies on all sides. Now with China and the Soviet Union clearly putting on the face of an alliance, China was not afraid of external forces traveling thousands of miles to attack the Chinese mainland. At the same time, Britain now had a great regret of having been deceived. After China legally and reasonably swallowed Northern Vietnam and Laos, and almost substantially controlled Cambodia, the strategic situation of geopolitics had undergone subtle changes.

China was building railways on a large scale, and the railway leading directly to Cambodia had also started construction. Once this railway was completed, China would have a good transportation line to attack Burma. Behind Burma was India. India was Britain's most important colony and the source of the crown on the British King's head.

The close military exchanges between China and Germany also allowed Britain to obtain a lot of intelligence on the military level of the Chinese army. Sometimes knowing the truth is not necessarily a good thing. The more sober people in the British military departments had to admit one thing: Britain commanding Indian troops to fight against China did not hold an advantage. The terrifying scale of China's 5.5 million army was a big deal. If China and Britain completely tore their faces and had a long, full-scale war, the British really couldn't take it.

On Britain's strategic map, the Western Pacific was not Britain's core interest at all; it was the strategic boundary. In the concepts the British had held, the British took Indian servants, drove African slaves, and conquered the world. The yellow race in Asia was just the lowest level of existence. At least strategically, Africa was more important than the Western Pacific. That China could attack Malaya by land was something Britain found very headache-inducing. The country of China had declined for decades; when China suddenly rose, Britain was not yet used to viewing China from the perspective of a major power. So this difficult ideological transformation was very painful for the British.
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45 Liberation of Korea 2

For two great powers, war is never a troublesome issue. It is simply destruction or being destroyed, or fighting until both sides can fight no longer. The troublesome thing lies in the fact that both warring parties believe the war is controllable. It wasn't until nuclear weapons threatened the existence of all mankind that a type of war with completely uncontrollable consequences finally appeared.

In Chen Ke's timeline, before World War I, the great powers all believed that war was completely controllable. After reflecting on the tragic First World War, facts proved to the great powers that war between them was not entirely controllable either. Therefore, the major powers were unwilling to engage in a war that gambled the fate of their nations. This lasted until madmen like Japan and Germany were forced to start World War II. After World War II, all great powers understood one thing: the outcome of a war between great powers is uncontrollable. Thus, the so-called "localized war" emerged.

The Korean War was China's war of founding because, in this localized war in Korea, China proved its combat power was sufficient to be a great power. The United States repeatedly calculated the gains and losses of the Korean War and found that if the US used the Chinese mainland as a "localized war battlefield," the intensity of the war would basically be no different from a full-scale war between great powers. So from then on, China existed as a great power. And after World War II, great powers did not fight each other directly.

Under Chen Ke's analysis, the Central Military Commission finally understood this issue. However, Chen Ke was not quite sure if the British could understand it. If the British could understand this issue, then positioning the Korean War as a localized war would be acceptable. A land war purely between China and Japan—the outcome of the war was not worth repeated discussion. But how to view this war was a big issue.

When the comrades of the Politburo were discussing the war, someone raised a point. "If Britain replaces the Anglo-Japanese Alliance with a Sino-British Alliance, would it be helpful for the war?"

Chen Ke laughed: "The first demand the British will make is definitely that China cannot ally with the Soviet Union. This is a condition we cannot accept."

"Break up the Sino-Soviet alliance?" Many comrades were stunned. The Sino-British Alliance and the Sino-Soviet Alliance did not seem to be such mutually exclusive contents. According to the traditional view of the Chinese people, "one more friend means one more path." The fact that Britain insisted on breaking up the Sino-Soviet alliance puzzled the comrades who were unfamiliar with diplomatic issues.

Chen Ke did not want to explain. He suggested that when Zhang Yu negotiated with the British, comrades from the Politburo should send representatives to attend.

Before China could contact Britain, the British Minister took the initiative to contact China. During the talks, Zhang Yu tentatively proposed the idea of a Sino-British Alliance. The British Minister unhesitatingly stated that to discuss a Sino-British Alliance, China must dissolve any alliance relationship with the Soviet Union. At the same time, China must oppose all American actions to enter the Western Pacific.

The main intention of this British contact was to demand that China immediately cease any military operations against Japan.

After the Sino-British meeting, the Politburo continued its meeting. This time, it was Propaganda Minister Zhang Yu who was responsible for the explanation. "The British are currently the world hegemon. What they need is not friends at all, but the power to decide world affairs. We Chinese feel that we can manage our own affairs. The British don't see it that way; they feel that for anything in this world, the British must have the dominance. It must be done according to the order established by the British."

"Bullshit!" Someone immediately cursed. Many comrades felt that diplomacy was a very elegant matter. Seeing the reality behind diplomacy, the more hot-blooded comrades were already bristling with anger.

Chen Ke actually wanted to laugh. Before he realized what hegemony meant, his reaction to the various hegemonic acts of imperialism was about the same as the comrades' current performance. However, before Chen Ke realized that imperialism had no future and that one could not follow the old path of imperialism, deep down in his heart, he actually quite envied the style of imperialist countries. As the saying goes, the Kingly Way is vast, the Hegemonic Way is brilliant. If China could become the world hegemon, Chen Ke would not object much.

*It seems that most people in the People's Party are imperialists,* Chen Ke thought to himself.

The immediate priority in reality was not the Sino-British Alliance or the Sino-Soviet Alliance. The British performance regarding the Sino-Japanese War was actually quite surprising to Chen Ke. The reaction speed of the British was much slower than imagined, and it seemed that the pressure within Britain was not small.

But Chen Ke dared not say such prophet-like words. Chen Ke was now almost an anti-materialist existence within the People's Party, or at least an anti-"On Practice" existence. If Chen Ke engaged in public opinion warfare and then talked about the high domestic pressure in Britain, the connection between the two would be hard for the People's Party Central Committee to understand at present. Chen Ke had seen with his own eyes how foreign countries tried to infiltrate China pervasively in the internet age, but such issues had no practice in 1924. The only thing Chen Ke could do was to order the troops to fight intensely and gain control of the mountainous areas in northern Korea as soon as possible.

The war itself was nothing remarkable. In 1923, China's crude steel output was 8 million tons, while Japan's crude steel output was less than 300,000 tons. In terms of heavy industrial output, China's output in every category exceeded Japan's by more than ten times. Especially in the synthetic ammonia industrial chain, China's categories were much more complete than Japan's. Taking soda ash as an example, China's output was hundreds of times that of Japan. These high-quality and inexpensive soda ash products were exported in large quantities to the whole world. A large part of them was even given to the Soviet Union as aid materials. Japan was also an importer of Chinese soda ash.

In the regular army, Chinese snipers were deployed down to the squad level. The People's Party had started firing glass in Anhui more than ten years ago. Coupled with optical glass technology introduced from Germany and Russia, lens manufacturing technology had advanced by leaps and bounds. According to intelligence collected by the People's Party, the Japanese army secretly imported Chinese binoculars. After importing them, Japan scraped off the labels and installed the Japanese army's emblem on the scraped-off spots. Honestly, the Japanese skill of "making a dojo in a snail's shell" was really good. One really couldn't tell that the "modified" binoculars had been processed in those places.

On May 14th, news came from the front line that the Korean Volunteer Army had already fought to the Han River Plain and occupied the mountainous areas of northern Korea. The vanguard troops were progressing smoothly. The follow-up troops were still working hard to clear out the Japanese remnants in northern Korea, and the main force was besieging Pyongyang. After the Japanese learned that the Korean patriots would chop off heads and dig out hearts upon catching Japanese people, the defenders in Pyongyang were extremely tenacious. Since death was inevitable, dying in battle was much better than being cruelly tortured to death after being captured. Killing one more enemy would be earning one back.

Of course, among the news that came together, there were also stories of the Korean patriots wantonly settling scores with "Korean traitors," with heads rolling everywhere.

On May 26th, the British Minister, Sir Humphrey, was finally granted permission to be received by the new Minister of Foreign Affairs, Li Yunshi.

Sir Humphrey knew that Li Yunshi was a rising political star within the People's Party. He became a minister at the age of 31. Although this was not a rare thing in the People's Party, those were the first generation of the People's Party, the rebel team where a 25-year-old could be an elder brother. In British intelligence, Li Yunshi was clearly the second generation.

Regardless of which generation he faced, Sir Humphrey jumped right in to protest China's actions. Minister Li Yunshi was not in a hurry. Speaking in broken Chinese-style English, he said: "Sir Humphrey, there have been many wars between Korea and Japan. This war is no different from the many Korean-Japanese wars in history."

Sir Humphrey was not here to listen to a history lesson; he was here to defend Britain's control over Far Eastern affairs. Therefore, Sir Humphrey had no intention of circling around with Li Yunshi. He immediately put forward the British demands: End the war! Restore the original posture!

Li Yunshi laughed: "Sir Humphrey, what kind of state do you want to restore to? Yesterday's state? The state of 20 years ago? Or the state of 200 years ago, or perhaps the state of 1000 years ago? China has a very long history, and Chinese people also love recording history. In China's thousands of years of history, all kinds of states between Korea and Japan can be found!"

Sir Humphrey was a smart man. After hearing Li Yunshi's words, he already understood China's meaning. As the dominator of the Far Eastern order for thousands of years, China naturally wanted to restore its dominance over the Far East after its revival. Thus, the subsequent topic went directly deep into the discussion of dominance over the Far East between China and Britain.

There was a reason why Li Yunshi rose so fast within the People's Party. His mastery of communism, "On Practice," and "On Contradiction" was extremely high. He was a recognized theoretical expert within the party and also a master of linking theory with practice. With Japan heavily damaged and Britain not yet recovered from its losses in World War I, China already possessed an actual advantage. The People's Party could not possibly make concessions and acknowledge the British dominance over Korean affairs. Therefore, Sir Humphrey deeply felt what a difficult negotiation expert Li Yunshi was to deal with.

Sir Humphrey was a man of the British bureaucratic system. The characteristic of the bureaucratic system was to entangle issues together when discussing them, making people dizzy with thousands of threads. In the end, they would lay out all the maximum boundary lines in the whole matter and create a huge framework.

Li Yunshi, on the other hand, was able to straighten out the many relationships proposed by Sir Humphrey, throwing aside matters unrelated to the war between Korea and Japan, and separating the various relationships between China and Britain extremely clearly. Sir Humphrey felt that this Foreign Minister of the People's Party had mastered the principle of "fighting without breaking" too brilliantly. Unless Britain's policy towards China changed to overthrowing the People's Party government at all costs, he could not possibly gain the upper hand in the negotiations.

Unknowingly, the negotiation turned into a negotiation mode between great powers. Two great powers with their own strength were deciding the fate of small nations for their own strategic interests.

Sir Humphrey found that the negotiation had actually developed to this point, so he cleverly terminated the negotiation. Before leaving, Sir Humphrey left a sentence: "We, Britain, cannot accept the result of the war continuing. The war must end here! If the Chinese side cannot accept this request, then we, Britain, can only intervene in this matter according to the Anglo-Japanese Alliance Treaty."

Facing such a naked threat, Li Yunshi was not angry at all. This was Britain's true bottom line. Like the struggles between great powers in the past, any great power acknowledges the status quo. The status quo is the manifestation of strength. The strategic goal of the People's Party Central Committee at the beginning was to liberate the mountainous areas of northern Korea. Because the strength of the People's Navy was not enough to overwhelm Japan. If China's navy could overwhelm Japan, the People's Party's goal would naturally be to liberate the entire Korea.

The wrestling between China, Japan, and Britain ended here. If they wanted to liberate the entire Korea, it would depend on the Korean comrades' own strength.

On this matter, Li Yunshi agreed with the People's Party Central Committee's view very much. "Better to fight a smart man than talk to a fool!" The British could be negotiated with, but when the Korean comrades learned that they had to fight the future war by themselves, heaven knew how they would perform.
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"Are we really not going to help Korea establish a new government?" Mi Feng raised this question at the Volunteer Army Headquarters Party Committee meeting. Mu Husan remained silent. In his heart, he had already defined Comrade Mi Feng: his political idiocy was as profound as his military competence was high.

In terms of strategy, Mu Husan believed Mi Feng was definitely not his inferior; in terms of tactics, Mu Husan thought he might even be slightly worse than Mi Feng. If he were the commander-in-chief of this Korean Liberation War, he would at least have to mobilize more than 300,000 troops and a large amount of artillery to participate in the battle. Mi Feng, on the other hand, had skillfully organized the unit's offensive firepower. For Japanese strongholds, he adopted the tactic of leveling them in one go; for key cities occupied by the Japanese, he adopted a mode of besieging without attacking. The troops displayed the spirit of continuous combat and increased the intensity of their march. In just over twenty days, they had advanced nearly a thousand *li* to the edge of the plains.

The Japanese thought the Chinese army would adopt a mode of attacking key points, so they gathered heavy troops to build extensive fortifications. Such a response completely became a burden for Japan itself. The Korean Volunteer Army first controlled northern Korea, and then proceeded to sweep through northern Korea. Mi Feng commanded over a hundred thousand men and fought a beautiful battle.

However, the Military Commission had issued instructions to the Northeast Military Region several times: absolutely do not actively interfere in Korea's internal affairs. After the liberation of Korea, except for security issues, China would not actively impose any control over Korea. There was no need to explain it too clearly; Mu Husan could understand this issue very well. The People's Party's greatest advantage was that the system came first. The Party's leader, Chen Ke, could produce a set of systems and also list the ideas and conditions for operating the systems. This set of systems was quite suitable for China's national conditions and could also be combined with the current world situation. As long as one was not as politically foolish as Mi Feng, following it would not cause too many problems.

The Korean aspiring patriots firstly had no concept of building a modern industrial nation, and secondly, there had been no emergence of a system that could absorb various systems and, through trial and error, produce a system suitable for Korea's national conditions. This exploration process was destined to be arduous and difficult. At this time, the People's Party interfering in this process would not have good results.

Mi Feng only saw the achievement of establishing a new system in Korea, but did not see the various difficulties behind this achievement. Whenever people participate in social activities, they either succeed or spoil things. The Korean comrades had ambitions as big as their guts. At a glance, this was the typical style of being unable to accomplish anything but liable to spoil everything. If they didn't draw a clear line with them quickly, were they waiting to look for trouble later?

If it were someone unrelated to Mu Husan, with Mu Husan's temperament, he would naturally "watch him build his vermilion tower, watch him feast his guests, watch his building collapse!" But now Mi Feng was also a member of the headquarters, and Mu Husan could not escape involvement in the things Mi Feng stirred up. Watching Mi Feng act foolishly, Mu Husan finally said, "We must obey the Military Commission's orders."

Mi Feng did not yet have the guts to challenge the authority of the Military Commission. After hearing Mu Husan's words, Mi Feng finally shut his mouth.

Recently, there had been an anti-feudalism campaign within the army, and quite a few typical cases had been caught in the troops. Heaven knows what a division commander in the Northeast Military Region was thinking, but he actually replaced his guards with "his own people." After this matter was exposed, the division commander, who could be considered to have distinguished war service, was immediately stripped of all duties and imprisoned.

Guards were under the management of the Political Protection Department. On the one hand, they had to firmly protect the chief's safety. If the chief had any acts of collaborating with the enemy, treason, or opposing the Party, the guards were to report to the Political Protection Department, and in emergencies, even subdue the chief who was carrying out reactionary acts. This was plainly a job of both protection and surveillance. Whoever dared to replace the guards with "his own people" meant publicly challenging the principle of the Party commanding the gun. If it weren't peacetime now, this division commander might have been shot.

Mu Husan had never thought of engaging in any reactionary behavior, so naturally, he didn't care if anyone was watching him. Having someone do this kind of security work for him, Mu Husan felt it saved him a lot of worry. However, many cadres now had a restless mood of "seven dissatisfied, eight unhappy." Without a processed example, this bunch simply didn't know the severity. In Mu Husan's view, Mi Feng at least knew to be afraid.

Liu Guange immediately interjected, "Then how do we handle this Korean matter next?"

Mu Husan replied, "This war will be a very long-term process. Let's temporarily hand over the work of reorganizing Korea to the Korean aspiring patriots. We will secretly prepare food; we will very likely encounter a situation where a large number of southern Koreans flee to the north. At that time, the food issue will be a big problem."

Liu Guange could understand this very well, but he had his own worries. "If we retreat, what if the Japanese attack?"

Mu Husan replied, "The urgent task now is to quickly establish a Korean government recognized by the world. It is not for us to fight the Japanese. As long as there is a Korean government recognized by the world, the war will be a war between Korea and Japan, and we can go all out. In the final analysis, this is still a political war, a diplomatic war. The country should have made such preparations long ago. Now we are not trying to intervene, but to quickly let go."

Mi Feng still couldn't understand this matter, while Liu Guange, after thinking for a while, understood Mu Husan's meaning.

Subsequent events were indeed similar to what Mu Husan had predicted. The Central Committee sent Foreign Minister Li Runshi to be responsible for Korean affairs. Sure enough, the primary responsibility was to establish a Korean government.

The military and political representatives of the People's Party finally understood what "a monkey bathed and dressed in a hat" meant. With the Korean aspiring patriots' understanding of the world, quite a few still thought the earth was flat. They felt that as long as they did as before, with China backing them up, they could do anything. It was hard enough to let these guys know that their primary task was to establish a Korean government recognized by the world. These people then developed another idea; they felt they were a member of the world, a very important existence.

Mu Husan had already given up on dealing with the Korean aspiring patriots. These troublesome tasks were all borne by Li Runshi; Mu Husan only took charge of the Korean army. Regarding the Koreans' performance, Mu Husan felt that Chen Ke's repeated mention of "the Chinese people are a great people," a slogan that seemed like political propaganda, was actually too correct.

Engaging in revolution in China was absolutely not as difficult as in Korea. The Chinese people were the people of a great power and had an incredibly deep cultural heritage. At least the Chinese people knew the principle of knowing when to stop. The Korean aspiring patriots, many of whom had seen the industrial zones starting to be built in Northeast China, had not even finished building their own government before some were already trying to request aid from China to establish their own industry in Korea. Politically, the people proposing such ideas likely wanted to obtain China's aid to increase their own say in the yet-to-be-established Korean government. It seemed like a good opportunity for China to intervene in Korea, but in reality, it could only prove the chaos within Korea.

Mu Husan acted as a hands-off boss, but Li Runshi did not have such good fortune. He was now combining theory with practice and could be considered to have completely understood the relationship between science and democracy from practice. Chen Ke always said that science is the foundation of democracy. Democracy without a scientific foundation would be at best populism. What Korea lacked most was science, not only natural science but also social science.

Since the People's Party was established, it had fully promoted the establishment of natural science and social science. During the period when there wasn't enough to eat, it vigorously set up modern education. After having base areas, the path became smoother and smoother. Comparing this with Korea, it was very easy to understand. Comrades who at least knew basic scientific principles, as long as they didn't violate the most basic sociological principles, at least wouldn't do anything too outrageous. When reasoning, everyone had heard of the same nouns, and they just discussed the concepts represented by the nouns.

Muddle-headed eggs were never muddle-headed about just one thing, but muddle-headed about everything. Plus, without science as support, they always felt that just talking could bring benefits. If it weren't for Japan being in a mess domestically, heaven knows what kind of development the situation would have had now. For the Koreans, this was indeed an unexpected joy. However, Li Runshi's work ability was very strong; he at least forced the Korean aspiring patriots to first create a government framework, and in the name of the "People's Republic of Korea," sent telegrams to governments all over the world, announcing the establishment of this government of the Korean people themselves. And sent telegrams to various countries proposing the establishment of diplomatic relations.

Korea's unexpected joy was Japan's great disaster. China suddenly intervened in Korean affairs, capturing the Korean mountainous areas under the banner of the Korean Volunteer Army, and the Japanese didn't even have time to react. Besides begging the British, the Japanese Navy carried out a general mobilization.

Japan had won the last Sino-Japanese War in Korea, and theoretically, Japan could copy the last strategy. Japan soon discovered that this idea was no longer achievable. The world was changing too fast.

In the last war that occurred in Korea, Northeast China didn't even have a railway network. Moving troops had to rely on two legs and sea transport. Now, not only did China have a relatively mature railway network, but Korea also had railways domestically. Theoretically, departing from China's capital Zhengzhou, the railway could transport troops into northern Korea within 72 hours. The People's Party officially started its first Five-Year Plan in 1921. They transported a large amount of manpower to the Northeast to develop the Northeast's resources. In 1923, the population of the Northeast increased by nearly double, and industrial and agricultural strength developed very quickly. Relying solely on the strength of the Northeast, China could fight a war with Japan. The Japanese government felt extremely painful.

After the Great Kanto Earthquake, China skillfully manipulated public opinion. The Japanese victims' massacre of Koreans and Chinese in the disaster areas was publicized all over the world. The incident of the Chinese relief supply fleet being attacked by Japanese victims became known to the whole world, and China logically stopped providing aid to Japan and even laid a black hand behind their backs.

In this era, reporters scoured the world for information. China skillfully manipulated public opinion, spreading the slogan raised by Japanese nationals, "Kill all Koreans! Immigrate to all of Korea!" to the whole world. The results of interviews by reporters from various countries were consistent with China's propaganda, which led to Japan's comprehensive passivity.

The current Minister of the Army, Tanaka Giichi, taking advantage of the national panic after the Great Kanto Earthquake, established the national youth organization "Great Japan United Youth Corps." This organization claimed to have 2.5 million members and became a powerful support base for Tanaka. One of the purposes of such an organization was to implement immigration policies for the colonies. Tanaka Giichi didn't expect a large number of foreign reporters to run to Japan for interviews. This confirmed the evidence that Japan wanted to kill all Koreans.

By the time Okamura Yasuji realized something was wrong and began to restrict foreign reporters' interviews in Japan, the foolish practices of Japanese officialdom were immediately fully exposed. Local officials and powerful factions regarded foreign reporters as fierce floods and savage beasts, vigorously restricting the actions of foreign reporters, and there were even incidents of insulting or even attacking foreign reporters. This did no good whatsoever for Japan's public opinion war; negative news reports about Japan flooded American newspapers. There was also a large amount of such news in European newspapers.

After receiving the telegram from the People's Republic of Korea, various countries were not in a hurry. This telegram represented nothing; at least there had to be formal representatives going to other countries, which would take a long time. Newspapers in various countries soon obtained intelligence sources and reported the matter one after another. In addition, China's intelligence warfare units published a large number of articles introducing Korea, especially articles introducing the war between Korea and Japan, in many newspapers. The masses in Europe and America who read these reports were largely inclined towards Korea's cause of liberation.

At the end of May 1924, when Japan's intelligence in European and American countries returned to Japan, the Japanese cabinet discovered that the matter was completely beyond their imagination. What was originally a matter in a remote corner of the world in the Far East had turned into international news. Moreover, with the help of China and the Soviet Union, Korean representatives arrived in Geneva, the seat of the League of Nations, on June 1, 1924, requesting the League of Nations to recognize Korea's independence and sovereignty and support Korea's cause of liberation.

Although the League of Nations itself did not possess enforcement power, it at least flew the banner of peace. Regarding Korea's request, the League of Nations did not immediately accept it, but it did not completely reject it either.

In short, this matter had gradually evolved into a global issue.

The Crown Prince of Japan, now the Prince Regent Hirohito, had become increasingly distrustful of the Japanese cabinet. The young Prince Regent hoped to have a political team of his own. Hirohito increasingly trusted young officers like Okamura Yasuji and Nagata Tetsuzan who showed loyalty to him. While the cabinet was discussing the changes in Korea with scorched brows, Hirohito simply summoned these few people to him to ask for their opinions.

Nagata Tetsuzan was known as the smartest person in the Japanese Army; he had completely seen through the current situation. With a steely face, Nagata Tetsuzan replied, "Your Highness, I can be certain that the People's Party has been laying out this plan for a long time. The Great Kanto Earthquake gave the People's Party the timing, and Chen Ke seized this opportunity to push this matter forward."

Hirohito was 23 years old this year, 21 years "younger" than Chen Ke. Hirohito knew that in 1905, when Hirohito was 4 years old, Chen Ke had dedicated himself to China. In Hirohito's growth process, he had heard Chen Ke's name countless times, and every piece of news accompanied by the name Chen Ke was about China's wars and victories. Hearing Nagata Tetsuzan say this, Hirohito's heart skipped a beat.

"Nagata-kun, why do you say that?" Hirohito asked.

Nagata Tetsuzan's face remained steely as he answered seriously, "For so much news to appear simultaneously all over the world, it is definitely not something China could accomplish immediately upon thinking of it after the great earthquake in Japan. China must have made many layouts in Europe and America long ago, and many Chinese were waiting in Europe and America to send messages. Once they received the notification from within China, they immediately began to act."

Okamura Yasuji's face was also extremely ugly. Although Chen Ke's goal was definitely not targeted at Okamura Yasuji, Okamura Yasuji himself felt a great shame. As the soldier responsible for news management in the Tokyo disaster area, Okamura Yasuji had been ruthlessly played by China. A large amount of news unfavorable to Japan had flowed to the whole world just like that. Besides anger at the People's Party, Okamura Yasuji's anger was more directed at the "Choshu Clique" in the Japanese army. If Tanaka Giichi hadn't so blatantly organized his own political forces and used slogans to incite this bunch of people, foreign reporters arriving in the disaster area should have interviewed news about Japan doing its utmost for disaster relief and victims striving to save themselves through production.

Things like massacres could be done in 1924, but they couldn't be nakedly brought to the table. Even less could they be brought before the eyes of the public. What was worse was that reporters had indeed encountered attacks. Reporters, these people, made a living by writing sensational articles, fearing only that the world was not in chaos. They would fabricate stories out of thin air, let alone after being beaten. By now, Japan had already lost a huge move.

Hirohito was just a 23-year-old youth and couldn't understand so many things at all. Therefore, Hirohito didn't think Okamura Yasuji had made any mistakes. Moreover, Nagata Tetsuzan had said it very clearly: the People's Party had laid out the plan long ago and made its move while taking advantage of this earthquake. An earthquake was not something anyone could dominate. Hirohito asked, "What should be the method of response?"

Nagata Tetsuzan looked at Okamura Yasuji beside him, and then glanced at Obata Toshishiro. Strategically, being one step behind meant being behind at almost every step. Japan's theoretically best method now was to defeat China, forcing China to admit defeat just like in the First Sino-Japanese War back then, and finally completely controlling Korea. Of course, this was only a theoretical method. Now, as soon as China and Japan started a war, the result of a long-term war would inevitably be Japan losing Korea. Besides this method, Japan could only limit military objectives to Korea and endure a long war.

They dared not fail to answer His Highness Hirohito's question. Nagata Tetsuzan was not at all optimistic about the result of a war with the battlefield limited to Korea. It was Obata Toshishiro who had a more straightforward nature; he took over the conversation, "Your Highness, the immediate response is to defeat all other countries' forces in Korea. At the same time, we must not start a full-scale war with China."

Hirohito was, after all, a student of Nogi Maresuke and Togo Heihachiro, and could barely understand this suggestion. After thinking for a while, he continued to ask, "Then what benefit does the 'Anglo-Japanese Alliance' actually have for our country? Apart from defending against China, the Soviet Union, and the United States, our country has no other benefits."

Core members of the "Three Crows of Baden-Baden"—Nagata Tetsuzan, Okamura Yasuji, and Obata Toshishiro—could not take up this topic. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance was increasingly becoming a shackle for Japan; this was undoubted. The British used this alliance to restrain Japan, making Japan confront three great powers in the Far East. However, if Japan no longer confronted these three great powers now, what would be the outcome? China had obtained lands including the Kuril Islands and Sakhalin Island from the Soviet Union. These lands were currently marked within Japan on Japanese maps. Once China gained naval superiority, they would mercilessly launch an attack on Japan. What would Japan do then?
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What was Japan to do when facing a China that presented overwhelming power? Not only was Prince Regent Hirohito at a loss, but the Japanese Cabinet was also at a loss.

Ever since Britain began industrializing, apart from plunder, the development speed of a nation had been very limited. Averaging it out, a 3% annual growth rate was considered a great miracle. The speed of industrial and agricultural development in the base areas controlled by the People's Party was something unheard of and unseen in this timeline. According to the People's Party's internal statistics, since 1911, the agricultural and industrial growth in the base areas had exceeded 7% every year. Industrial growth alone exceeded 12% at its lowest. In 1923, the scale of China's industry was eight times that of 1911. Most importantly, China's industrial categories were constantly being perfected, primarily solving the problem of whether they existed or not.

Japan could not comprehend China's changes. They originally viewed China as "blowing hard" every day, claiming grain yields per mu increased by over a dozen jin annually. After more than a decade, China's average grain yield per mu had reached 400 jin. This was nearly double that of Japan. In industry, today they would break through in steel rolling—"The days of the Chinese people relying entirely on imports for rolled steel products are finally over!" Tomorrow they would break through with a hydraulic press or a gantry crane—"The days of the Chinese people being unable to produce large-scale marine processing equipment are gone forever!" The *People's Daily* was full of such articles every day.

There were plenty of jokes in Japan mocking the Chinese People's Party for bragging, but these changes were all real. China was running fast with small steps, ceaselessly raising its own industrial level. Japan's industrial advantage over China had completely turned into a disadvantage within a dozen years. In the Lushun Fortress campaign, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's triphibious attack from land, sea, and air finally made Japan understand just how powerful the China they were facing really was. Especially the Navy, which Japan took pride in; the fleet took four torpedoes. Over a thousand shells were fired in the naval bombardment. The result was zero gains. After the submarine force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army attacked the Japanese Navy, they actually safely disengaged from the battle line. This terrified the Japanese Navy. They didn't know exactly how many submarines China had, nor could they guarantee their luck would be this good every time. The damage control on the warships that took torpedoes was effective, and at least they didn't sink. There were no major disasters, but plenty of minor troubles. Repairing the torpedoed warships alone cost over a million yen. Japan could no longer continue the war with China.

Current Prime Minister Yamamoto Gonnohyoe knew his time as Prime Minister had come to an end. He had absolutely no power to reverse Japan's situation. Disaster relief and war—either one exceeded Japan's current capabilities. After receiving news that the "traitors" from northern Korea had publicly appeared in Geneva, Yamamoto Gonnohyoe simply resigned from the Cabinet, taking the blame. He resigned quite happily; the position of Prime Minister was currently not a hot potato, but an erupting volcano. No one was willing to sit on this crater and wait for death. Surprisingly, no one wanted to fight for such a high-ranking and powerful position as Prime Minister.

The Cabinet members were very clear that the key now was not the position of Prime Minister. The policy of limited expansion that Japan had established after the First Sino-Japanese War had now reached a dead end. As long as Japan still upheld a policy of hardline external expansion, it would ceaselessly come into conflict with China. Looking at the current balance of power between China and Japan, the trend of Japan losing every battle was almost impossible to reverse. The external environment was so harsh, and the internal situation was no better than the external one. After the Great Kanto Earthquake, Japan's industrial and agricultural levels continued to shrink, with unemployment and bankruptcy. External pressure could not be transferred internally, and internal problems could not be transferred externally. The entire Japan was beset with difficulties both at home and abroad, and social conflict had reached an extremely dangerous edge.

Both the Japanese Army Ministry and Navy Ministry requested Takahashi Korekiyo to take up the post of Prime Minister. In the last ten years, only Takahashi Korekiyo had completed a Prime Minister's term. Although Takahashi Korekiyo faced "unprecedented pressure" at the time, when the Japanese upper class and common people looked back, the days of the Takahashi Cabinet were still considered passable. However, Takahashi Korekiyo was inclined to decline this request. Takahashi Korekiyo was no fool; how could he not see the current problems clearly? The pressure from the Japanese public was unprecedentedly huge. The people lacked food and clothing, so the idea among the Japanese populace was "solve this practical problem as soon as possible; if it really doesn't work, going out to rob is also a very good method." Takahashi Korekiyo had absolutely no solution for this.

The Japanese Cabinet meeting discussed not how to solve the problems, but who to elect as Prime Minister first.

In such a desperate situation, Takahashi Korekiyo still made a suggestion: send someone to talk to the People's Party. This suggestion was approved by the Japanese Cabinet. The candidate was easy to pick; Takahashi Korekiyo recommended Kita Ikki as the Japanese special envoy. Now the Cabinet members all knew of Kita Ikki, an existence hovering between citizen and non-citizen. Finally, it was decided that with Army Minister Tanaka Giichi as the head of the delegation and Kita Ikki as the deputy head, Japan dispatched this very high-level delegation to China to hold talks with the People's Party.

After the Great Kanto Earthquake in Japan, Kita Ikki had become somewhat famous. The reason for his fame was that the Japanese in China, especially the Japanese People's Party members in China and the Japanese laborers in China, had displayed patriotism, smashing pots and selling iron to raise funds everywhere. The People's Party secretly gave support as well, and in the end, over four million yuan was raised. Using these funds, they purchased over 16 million jin of rice as well as some medical and disaster zone supplies, hired a ship, and sent them to Japan. The person responsible for distributing these materials in Japan was Kita Ikki.

Kita Ikki also didn't lack manpower. His student team was now following him to carry out disaster relief. These people were all members of Japan's current ruling class, and the chaos in the disaster zone posed the greatest threat to them. Young people had hot blood and enthusiasm, and now they had supplies in hand. Kita Ikki's calmness and composure in settling the victims during the earthquake made the young people admire him greatly. As a result, quite a few students from several famous Japanese universities joined this relief group. Some students even applied for a leave of absence to follow Kita Ikki in disaster relief work after their schools reopened.

The heads of Japanese universities were not heartless existences either. The schools even supported the young students' actions. As long as the supplies from China didn't stop, they were happy to see their students establish a good image among the people. There were more and more students from various university rescue teams under Kita Ikki's banner, and Kita Ikki was a figure heard of by over ten million people in the Kanto region.

So Kita Ikki was invited to the Ministry of Finance, where Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo personally received him. Seeing Takahashi Korekiyo wasn't too surprising, but seeing Army Minister Tanaka Giichi made Kita Ikki feel extremely surprised. Upon learning that the Japanese Cabinet had arranged such a task for him, Kita Ikki fell silent for a while before asking, "Your Excellencies, is Japan's national policy going to change?"

Once these words came out, it was Takahashi Korekiyo and Tanaka Giichi's turn to be shocked. The Japanese high command had not taken action against Kita Ikki because they didn't know what he actually wanted to do. The Japanese Army Ministry had long wanted to establish a relatively reliable communication channel with China, but suffered from a lack of suitable candidates. Initially, the Army Ministry allowing Kita Ikki to return to the country also had this intention. After the Great Kanto Earthquake, the Army Ministry tolerated Kita Ikki's continued existence. As time passed, Kita Ikki gradually became a figure who couldn't be touched. He was providing disaster relief in Japan, and at any rate, had saved quite a few victims. There were junior officers in the Army Ministry who publicly shouted for getting rid of Kita Ikki, and there were also those who publicly believed Kita Ikki "did not deserve death at present." At this point, unless it was a "private" *Tenchu* action, the Japanese upper echelons really couldn't publicly punish Kita Ikki in this storm.

Tanaka Giichi originally thought Kita Ikki was a very clever opportunist. Hearing Kita Ikki point directly at Japan's national policy, he realized that Kita Ikki was definitely not an ordinary person.

"Does Mr. Kita have any thoughts on Japan's current national policy?" Tanaka Giichi asked, narrowing his eyes.

Kita Ikki's eyes were as dark as a panda's due to overwork for the past half-year. He said in a weary voice, "I cannot judge whether Japan's future national policy will change. Japan's primary issue right now is probably to retreat comprehensively, and lose as little as possible during the retreat."

Takahashi Korekiyo immediately felt he might have chosen the wrong person. Kita Ikki had already seen through Japan's current situation. If he, as a member of the negotiating team, revealed this bottom line to the People's Party, it would be extremely disadvantageous for the negotiations.

Watching the changing expression on Takahashi Korekiyo's face, Kita Ikki smiled bitterly. "Your Excellency Takahashi, Your Excellency Tanaka, Japan cannot solve any problems by just toughing it out. For the People's Party, they would rather let Japan tough it out like this. Japan's strength will only get weaker and weaker. If dragged out for a few more years, the disparity in power between China and Japan will be even more disparate. At that time, they will be even more handy in dealing with Japan. From what I have seen, the offensive and defensive trend between China and Japan shifted ten years ago, but Japan did not adjust its policy in time, always thinking it was the superior side, which led to the continuous failures now."

Takahashi Korekiyo and Tanaka Giichi remained silent for the moment. They had long vaguely understood this problem, but no one dared to state it so clearly. Positioning oneself as the weaker side was a very painful thing, let alone showing weakness to such a great threat as China.

Kita Ikki had long given up the idea of Japan contending for hegemony with China. When he was in China, all he saw was China facing endless trouble and hardship—labor, labor, labor. China's socialist system guided all of China's labor to constantly improve China's productive forces. After seeing with his own eyes how the socialist system operated, Kita Ikki felt that the socialist system was perhaps too arduous. When he returned to Japan, the life he experienced was not arduousness, but a despair where no future could be seen. One could die from natural disasters, one could die from man-made calamities; even without natural and man-made disasters, the situation Japan faced relying solely on national power competition would eventually end in doom. As long as Japan persisted in confronting China in its national policy, Japan would have no future. Regarding Takahashi Korekiyo and Tanaka Giichi's surprise, Kita Ikki felt not anger nor astonishment, but a kind of disgust. At this point, what were the Japanese upper echelons still pretending for?

The subsequent matters could not be discussed further. Takahashi Korekiyo originally thought Kita Ikki was usable, at least to use Kita Ikki as a person to bridge connections. As a result, Kita Ikki saw things too clearly, obviously unsuitable to undertake this work anymore.

Tanaka Giichi was even more depressed. Being exposed on the fundamental problems Japan faced in incredibly clear language by Kita Ikki—who had never been an official, came from a lowly background, had been a revolutionary, and had been a blackmailing little hooligan—created a foul mood from this contrast that was almost impossible to dispel. Most importantly, every sentence Kita Ikki spoke was the truth. Tanaka Giichi knew that any rebuttal of his would be self-deception.

Japan's chaos was not eliminated; instead, it became even more intense due to the chaos in perception.

On July 1, 1924, the United States, which had not joined the League of Nations, sent a telegram to five countries: Britain, France, Japan, China, and the Soviet Union. The content was: "In view of the current chaotic situation in the Far East, the United States suggests convening a Far East Affairs Conference. To resolve Far East affairs through consultation."

The meaning behind this telegram was quite interesting. Chen Ke encountered a problem outside the historical track for the first time. For Chen Ke, making full use of Japan's chaos to ultimately achieve the recovery of all national territories including Taiwan, while limiting Japanese territory to within the four islands and restoring the independent status of Ryukyu, was his ultimate plan. Up to now, this plan had been proceeding quite smoothly. After Japan suffered a series of blows, the government presented a state of chaotic numbness. By skillfully guiding the situation and letting Japan continue to be this chaotic, in a few years, China would be able to deal Japan a fatal blow with its own strength.

At this time, if Britain had jumped out, China had many ways to deal with Britain. But it just had to be the United States jumping out, not Britain. These so-called international conferences were all stages for great powers to re-establish their stances. The US jumping out was very unfavorable for China, but quite favorable for Britain and Japan. This made Chen Ke feel rather unhappy in his heart. Because China could not publicly say, "We demand that Japan's territory be limited to within the four islands, and the entire East Asia must be decided by China."

First, the United States sent the telegram, and the British were as cunning as thieves, immediately expressing approval together with France. They also demanded that all warring parties join this conference. China could only unite with the Soviet Union, which was completely "buying soy sauce" [just passing through/bystander], and the two countries issued a request that Korean representatives must participate in the conference. Now Japan was placed on the cusp of the storm. The US, UK, France, China, and the USSR—these were all world powers. Japan's strength could not compare with these five countries.

According to the principle of unanimity among the powers, once the five powers of the US, UK, France, China, and the USSR reached a certain agreement, it would be the final resolution on Earth. Because 80% of the world's territory, population, and industrial strength were in the hands of these five countries. Japan could only kneel before these five countries.

Japan domestically couldn't come up with a way to cope at all. Among these five countries, Britain had an alliance with Japan. France didn't have any special relationship with Japan. Based on Japan's role in the Far East, China, the US, and the Soviet Union were all countries with considerable conflicts with Japan. It was clear that Japan would not get any good out of this matter.

Finally, under the repeated urging of the British, the Japanese government had to dispatch representatives full of grievances to participate in this conference where the powers interfered in Japanese affairs.
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Chapter 47: Liberation of Korea (5) Chapter 47: Liberation of Korea (5)

Li Runshi knew he was not a god. He was a man of retentive memory and broad learning, having attended the Paris Peace Conference after World War I as a member of the Chinese delegation. At that conference, the British Prime Minister had remarked, "Giving Upper Silesia to Poland would be like giving a monkey a pocket watch."

The Korean comrades had not seen much of the world, and they certainly didn't have a leader like Chen Ke, who, while perhaps lacking in some maturity, had received an excellent education. *On Practice* stated that everyone must complete their understanding of things through practice. However, insight and knowledge relied on education; relying solely on practice was too inefficient. Regardless of his own level, Chen Ke had at least contributed all his knowledge without reservation. Armed with this knowledge as preparation, the People's Party wouldn't go too far astray even if they were just mimicking the motions. Added to this were the democratic discussions within the Party, as well as criticism and self-criticism; soon, a large group of comrades would be able to stand on their own. After this period of contact, Li Runshi did not believe the Korean comrades were inherently inferior in any way. It was just that their level of insight and knowledge was too poor.

But at this conference, the Korean comrades had to make an appearance. The People's Party Central Committee had stated clearly that this was a meeting where the Great Powers would interfere in the affairs of other nations, and Japan and Korea had to duke it out here.

Of course, the talks were not entirely about Korean affairs. When Great Powers got together, they had to discuss serious business, and Li Runshi's other job was to talk business with foreigners.

Recently, the domestic organic chemical industry had broken through the threshold of high-temperature cracking technology, and Chen Ke was working his heart out training these departments. Chemical fiber products were being finalized, while products like phenolic resin and plexiglass had already begun trial sales on the international market. The response in the international market was quite good. According to China's foreign trade policy, while China expanded its exports, it would also increase imports. Domestic production of 10,000-ton ships was also on track, with shipyards working desperately to produce steamships. The shipping departments were working just as hard to haul raw materials back.

On the world market, sweet crude was relatively expensive, while sour crude was cheap and sold poorly. China had managed to solve the desulfurization technology, including the subsequent collection and reuse of sulfur. Large amounts of sour crude in the Middle East had no takers, and China had bought quite a few sour crude oil wells. One of the topics Li Runshi had to discuss with Britain was the acquisition and transport security of this portion of crude oil.

As always, Chen Ke did not attend this meeting, so Li Runshi had to take full responsibility for the negotiation work. The People's Party was going to organize a tanker fleet with a total tonnage exceeding 100,000 tons to handle the transport work. Without the cooperation of the British, this transport work simply could not be completed. If it were anyone else, having to consider all of this might have worked them to death. Li Runshi did not look for trouble, but he was never afraid of it. Through such negotiations, Li Runshi found that he could see the economic pulse of the entire country clearly.

Before setting out, Li Runshi wrote a letter to his friend in the military and fellow poet, Chen Shijun. It was a lyric poem written in reply to one of his. The conference location was set in Washington. The Americans had no small ambition; not having joined the League of Nations, they tried their best to convene international conferences on American soil. During the Washington Conference a few years ago, there had been a naval limitation treaty, but this time there wasn't anything of that sort.

In late July, the Washington conference regarding Far Eastern issues finally convened. Before it began, Li Runshi gave some gifts to the representatives of various countries. These were plexiglass wind goggles, as well as ordinary sunglasses. Not only were the lenses made of pure, transparent plexiglass, but the spring hinges on the temples were also of the outward-opening type, capable of flexing outward by a dozen degrees. They were extremely suitable for people with wide faces. These fine parts seemed to present no difficulty in imitation, but manufacturing them required considerably high processing technology. Those in the know would understand at a glance. Not to mention the new material that was plexiglass.

The attendees were all people of great status and didn't care at all about these little trinkets. The talks went straight to the main subject: exactly how to solve the current problem in Korea.

The United States had been shouting about national self-determination, even though they would absolutely never give the Indians the right to self-determination. For this Korean matter, the United States played the same old tune, demanding that the Korean region implement national self-determination under international supervision.

This hostility-filled approach immediately met with strong opposition from Japan. National self-determination for Korea was destined to mean Korea restoring its nationhood. The British also immediately expressed their opposition. If Britain supported Korean self-determination, it would be tantamount to selling out Japan. If Korea could have self-determination, then could Britain's colonies have self-determination? Could India have self-determination? Could Ireland have self-determination?

The Soviet representative had originally come to the meeting purely to act as a bystander. They had been blockaded for several years and needed an opportunity to return to the international community. The Chinese comrades had fulfilled their promise and continued to suppress Japan, leaving Japan with absolutely no strength to threaten the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union's original purpose was just to come and show support, shouting a few phrases when it was time to speak. But as soon as they saw this American "national self-determination," the Soviet Union keenly discovered the meaning behind it. The Americans also held a strong attitude of opposition towards the colonial system. Regardless of whether the United States had invaded the Soviet Union or not, at least this stance coincided with the Soviet Union's stance. Thus, the Soviet Union was the first to express support.

France very quickly understood the United States' intent. Even if the French representatives had no intersection of interests with Japan, they likewise firmly opposed national self-determination.

Listening to the speeches of the representatives from various countries, the Korean representatives felt so aggrieved that their tears almost fell. What the hell did Korea have to do with Britain and France? Yet Britain and France were openly interfering in Korea's internal affairs. It must be stated that among the Korean patriots, there was still considerable apprehension regarding China. If Korea restored its traditional relationship with China, they could accept it. However, there were also Korean patriots who worried that after driving away the Japanese, the Chinese would annex Korea. Now, listening to the speeches among the world powers, the Korean representatives no longer had any mind to worry about China. Compared to these wolf-like foreign countries, the Chinese comrades were truly as warm as spring toward Korea.

Leaving Korea aside, the six Great Powers were divided into two camps. China, the United States, and the Soviet Union clearly had consistent positions, while Britain, France, and Japan, as supporters of colonialism, maintained that same old imperialist style. As the victimized party, Korea had absolutely no right to speak.

The first day of open meetings broke up in discord just like that.

The interests of the Great Powers were diverse; discussions on the Korean issue might end in discord, but within each country's delegation, there were naturally various business representatives. The business representatives enthusiastically convened discussions in their own fields. The petroleum agreement between China, the United States, and Britain was progressing quite well.

The United States was the largest oil producer and refiner in the 20th century. Britain occupied such a large territory in vain, as their actual utilization was quite limited. Before China developed the Yumen Oilfield, China was once thought to have no petroleum resources. Now that there was the Yumen Oilfield, it counted as an "oil-poor country," and the United States very much wanted to become China's oil supplier.

The British naturally refused to hand over such a large market on a silver platter. Both Britain and the US wanted to know how many tons of crude oil China wanted to import a year. The Chinese side, of course, refused to be extorted for no reason. The British side controlled the dominance of the world oil market, and the price at the British crude oil exchange was the weathervane for world prices. No matter how large the production of Texas oil in the United States, they did not have pricing power. Therefore, once China and the United States could reach an oil supply agreement, it would directly toss Britain aside.

After China finally gave the figure of 20 million tons of crude oil a year, the contention between Britain and the US immediately became fierce. By the third day of negotiations, after the Soviet representative "learned" of the news, they also barged in. All three countries wanted to fight for this big Chinese market.

The Chinese side had just two requirements: the price had to be favorable, and the supply had to be stable. In this regard, Britain's advantage wasn't actually that much greater than the United States'. After all, the distance from the Middle East to China wasn't that much shorter than from the United States to China. Britain's advantage lay in having a lot of high-sulfur oil that others didn't want. So in the end, the British were allocated a quota of 10 million tons, and the United States also obtained a quota of 10 million tons. The price was far lower than the ordinary world price.

As for China's requirement to handle its own transport, this was also agreed to by both countries. Anyway, the number of Chinese tankers was extremely small; the majority of the transportation profits would still be scooped up by British and American shipping companies. Theoretically, after settling such a huge deal, the British business representatives were in a great mood. Since 1923, China's trade in new silk stockings and plastic products had become very large. With this, Britain could easily balance Sino-British trade. They could also hold a large part of China's oil lifeline in British hands.

The various business negotiations alongside the Korean issue were in full swing and proceeding quite smoothly. However, the core issue for which this conference was nominally convened—the Korean issue—had made no progress throughout.

The Japanese representative publicly proposed that all countries should work together to extinguish the Korean rebellion and hand over the "Korean rebels" to Japan for disposal. The American representative continued to make things difficult for the Japanese, raising the issue of Japan wanting to kill all Koreans. The Japanese side naturally refuted this with all their might, attempting to tell the participating countries that these were rumors.

The Korean representatives finally got a chance to speak. They brought out a large amount of evidence proving that Japan was purposefully slaughtering and exterminating Koreans. From the mines of death in northern Korea to the massacres of Koreans in Japan. Of course, Korea did not forget to prove that the Japan-Korea Annexation Treaty itself was a fraud. The signatory was not the King of Korea at all, but a treaty signed privately by a powerful minister below him.

Speaking of the heartbreaking parts, the Korean representatives couldn't help but weep. This sorrowful crying actually had some infectious power.

Finally, the British side proposed that this matter could not be resolved according to national self-determination. Japan could guarantee to treat Korea absolutely kindly, but nations could not use interventionist means to split Japan's inherent territory.

"Inherent territory, is it?" The Soviet representative gave a heavy snort. During the Tsarist era, Russia had also interfered in Korea and had even gained significant benefits. So the Soviet representative simply asked in a mocking tone, "Inherent territory from which period, exactly?"
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Reality is more persuasive than any imagination. The Korean representatives felt the world was dark and sunless. Compared to the wolf-like Great Powers, even the Manchu Qing's control over Korea could be considered gentle breeze and warm rain.

After the Korean representative cried in public, the French representative raised a request: from now on, unless all six participating countries agreed, the Korean representative could no longer attend the meeting. For the Great Powers, this request was perfectly normal. If the Great Powers were personified, they would say, "Our status was won by swords and guns, what use is crying? Even if we compete in crying, we Great Powers have larger populations, and shed more tears than small countries! Not to mention, which Great Power hasn't had millions die in conflicts of interest, or killed millions of people from other countries? The fact that small countries haven't been wiped out already shows we Great Powers have a conscience!"

Tsarist Russia was a Great Power, and the Soviet representative knew how Great Powers did business. In the private consultation meeting between China and the Soviet Union, the Soviet representative bluntly proposed: "We must make other countries admit the existence of such a war."

Li Runshi knew clearly that whether the world acknowledged a war was of great significance. Once a war was acknowledged by the world, it could be considered as opening a public casino where all parties could enter and place bets. By the current rules of the world, this was equivalent to confirming a local war. The goals and bottom lines of war had rough implicit rules, and the European and American powers still had the spirit of admitting defeat when gambling. Generally speaking, no one would pointlessly expand a war over such a "small pot". This was truly the style of imperialism; everyone was essentially a businessman.

But the "pot" of Korea was special. Once the world recognized this pot, Japan would be in a lose-lose situation. Japan naturally refused to admit it, and Britain wouldn't just watch its thug in Asia suffer such losses.

Li Runshi suggested: "We might as well settle for the next best thing and just let the world know there is such a war."

"No need for such trouble, we can let Korea formally declare war on Japan." The Soviet representative was from an old imperialist country after all, and was very clear about these international ways.

Once China and the Soviet Union agreed, the Korean representatives immediately moved. This meeting caused quite a stir, and many reporters came to interview. The Korean representatives first publicly announced to the reporters that the newly established People's Republic of Korea formally declared war on Japan, and then detailed the thousands of years of relationship between Korea and Japan. Korea's history was much longer than American history, and mentioning a relationship of thousands of years actually attracted the interest of American journalists.

After such a commotion, the Japanese representatives were thoroughly angered. China and the Soviet Union's attitude made it clear they wanted to take Korea. The United States kept biasedly helping the other side, and Britain and France were completely unreliable in this matter. The Japanese representatives could only angrily announce their withdrawal from the meeting and lodged a solemn protest with the US government.

After the Japanese withdrew from the meeting, the Americans were elated, while the British were a bit embarrassed. But everyone was a major power after all. Without the two small countries of Japan and Korea, the five major powers of the US, UK, France, China, and the Soviet Union immediately turned the page on the past and began discussing relations among the five countries.

This belonged to secret talks. Li Runshi, following the Central Committee's instructions, delivered a speech that later became famous: "Fellow representatives, our five countries are all Great Powers. Regardless of how we view each other, regardless of what contradictions exist between us, we are all Great Powers. This is a fact. We must build relations between Great Powers on the basis of acknowledging this fact..."

This speech, later known as the "Great Power Declaration", was full of the People's Party's style of seeking truth from facts, and for the first time proposed a future concept of non-colonial globalization.

Of course, since this speech involved opposing colonialism, the colonial powers Britain and France were naturally extremely dissatisfied deep down. The People's Party's proactive proposal of global trade, however, was approved by the US and Soviet Union, and even Britain and France felt it was somewhat interesting. One of the reasons China wasn't too hostilely treated by European and American powers after its liberation was that China was willing to trade. Although the Renminbi as a fiat currency was incompatible with the world's mainstream Gold Standard at this time, relatively speaking, the People's Party's trade balance policy made countries relatively satisfied. China focused heavily on exports, and many export products sold very well. After trade balance, countries could explain it well to their own governments and consortiums. Since they couldn't open China's borders by force, doing more business was originally a strength of Europe and America. Some industries were indeed impacted by Chinese goods, but similarly, some industries made big money. No country's parliament would hold on to a country with balanced trade and not let go.

During the group talks, the UK, France, and US even discussed currency exchange issues with China. France had the least gold reserves, so France could accept the exchange of Renminbi and Francs.

As soon as France showed this intention, Britain got angry. What did the French mean? Want to tear down the stage? Regardless of how China rose, Britain regarded the Western Pacific as its own backyard. In cooperation between national banking industries, Britain believed itself to be the financial center. Settlement business must be responsible by Britain.

The contradictions and struggles between major powers were just like this; as long as there was strength, there was no worry about lack of business. Even the US settled several big deals including coal mines with the Soviet Union. Finally, the five major powers felt unsatisfied, and the US side simply suggested that the five major powers sit together and talk once every year in the future, with the location in Washington.

Britain objected right then. The British side believed that if there was to be a fixed location, it had to be London. France naturally thought it should be Paris. The Soviet Union came out to smooth things over, suggesting that after each meeting, the location of the next meeting would be determined at the end. Countries would take turns hosting.

The Chinese side naturally upheld the attitude of keeping a low profile. Seeing that all countries agreed with this opinion, Li Runshi supported the next meeting being held in the Soviet Union. The Americans didn't want to give face to the British, so they agreed with the Chinese suggestion. It was finally determined that the level of this annual meeting of the five countries didn't need to be too high, minister level would do.

The Soviet Union was very satisfied after the meeting adjourned. This new Soviet state lacked diplomatic channels, and this regular meeting between major powers was at least a breakthrough in Soviet diplomacy. The US showed its face and gained a lot of tangible benefits, incidentally striking a blow at Britain and Japan, so they were naturally satisfied too.

The Chinese side was also very satisfied. Before domestic oil field development, they barely secured oil supplies for the next two or three years. So at the end of the meeting, Li Runshi specifically explained to the countries that China absolutely had no intention of annexing Korea. Nor did it plan to treat Korea as a colony. If Korea gained independence, then all countries could freely conduct normal diplomatic and commercial exchanges with Korea.

This guarantee dispelled some of Britain's worries. France had no relationship with Korea at all, so they could naturally accept China's attitude. Britain knew it couldn't solve China by force or trade pressure. Without Britain's trade, China could still trade with the US and the Soviet Union, and even the French didn't support Britain behind its back, so Japan was sold out.

The Japanese representatives returned to their country like aggrieved little wives, and the news they brought back shook the Japanese upper echelons. After the war in Korea was accepted by the world, the nature of the problem was vastly different. The biggest problem was that the belligerents were no longer China and Japan, but Korea and Japan. China had really shed its involvement. Most importantly, this was a result recognized by Britain. This also meant a major change in Britain's stance. Britain had acknowledged China's status in the Far East.

Also being an island nation, Japan could easily understand the British way of thinking. Facing an opponent they couldn't resist, an island nation would choose to ignore it temporarily. They would contract their power on the continent and wait for changes in the continental power itself. Britain's approach was to acknowledge China's voice in Korean affairs. If China's actions in Korea didn't meet strong resistance, or if China itself had major problems giving Britain an opportunity, Britain would "acknowledge" any "status quo" currently happening in Korea.

By this time, everything that could be done diplomatically was done. The Revolutionary Army of Workers and Peasants had sent another 200,000 troops to Korea, sweeping south with the force of crushing dry weeds and smashing rotten wood. Tanaka Giichi was very shrewd; he immediately ordered the troops stationed in Korea to "fully contract". The Japanese army ran faster than rabbits, "fully contracting" to the Busan area to organize resistance.

By January 1925, the Japanese army withdrew from the Busan area, and the entirety of Korea was liberated. The situation in the Far East underwent tremendous changes. The newly established People's Republic of Korea and China signed the Sino-Korean Friendship Treaty based on the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence. Korea proactively requested China to sign a five-year "Sino-Korean Mutual Defense Treaty".

The Mutual Defense Treaty stipulated that this treaty did not involve any offensive content. Purely with voluntary and defensive as core points, if a signatory country was invaded by other countries, the other country had the obligation to participate in military support for the invaded country.

In addition, Korea proactively applied to China, requesting China to establish land, sea, and air military bases in seven areas including Busan, Korea, to help Korea build its own national defense forces. The base usage period was twenty years, with China bearing the base construction and operation costs.

Since then, the offensive and defensive momentum in the Far East completely reversed, with Japan changing from the offensive side to the defensive side. The whole of Japan fell into further chaos.

This was only chaos within Japan; the entire Far East situation did not become chaotic because of it. The Soviet Union had no intention of participating in Pacific affairs at this time, and the US, UK, and China had no plans to expand the chaos. The three countries even reached a new trade agreement. Britain agreed to establish a Western Pacific Financial Settlement Center in Guangdong. The Renminbi, this non-gold standard fiat currency, formally became the settlement currency of the settlement center.
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Wartime Line (1)

"Smooth sailing" was the overwhelming sentiment across China regarding the years from 1925 to 1928. Judging by the traditional habits of Chinese agriculture, life was getting better day by day. Wherever railways reached, the changes in life were even faster. National hygiene campaigns, national science popularization campaigns, and national legal awareness campaigns were repeated every year. Aside from that, it was just work, work, work!

Affordable cloth and farming tools no longer surprised the laborers; after working their hearts out, they could now afford bicycles, watches, and radios. If they worked well, they were even eligible to apply for loans to buy products like tractors.

The masses also discovered they had a new privilege: "reviewing cadre work." The review method was unique; everything the cadres said was recorded, and at the end of every year, a general assembly was held where the people evaluated whether the cadres had fulfilled their promises. In the People's Party's words, this was called "seeking truth from facts"—the government itself could not speak nonsense.

If the people saw something they didn't like, they could report or complain to the People's Congress. Every month, the People's Congress would publish a batch of public opinions, determining whose proposals, reports, or complaints would be formally discussed. After each session, there would be some feedback.

For the people, the significance of this was limited; at most, it was something to watch. What the rural masses cared about were the movies shown once a week and the various technical services provided by the agricultural technology service companies—how to harvest more grain, how to buy more cheap goods, and the many fresh products brought by the service teams each time.

Crucially, it was about whether they could join engineering teams during the slack farming season and participate in construction projects everywhere. The grain purchase price had risen somewhat in these three years, from twenty cents to thirty-five cents. Even so, for rural families, this income growth could not keep up with family needs. To make money, they relied on joining urban engineering construction more during the slack season. That was a livelihood calculated by the day; although it was tiring, the money earned in three months was more than what they earned from farming all year.

The feelings of urban residents were relatively more complex; the biggest feeling was the issue of wage increases. The scale of cities was getting larger and larger, and the number of factories was increasing, yet wage income increased limitedly. Those in agriculture at least had the income from their land; those in industry had no such good fortune. If there was no work this month, there would be no food next month. Although every family had some savings to last a few months, with more and more new things appearing, pockets seemed increasingly empty.

As for the civil service system, the object of their greatest dissatisfaction was probably the Central Committee led by Chairman Chen Ke—there were too many damn rules. Traditionally, becoming an official meant being high and mighty, having power and money. In reality, the days of civil servants were not easy; they truly had "the worry of selling white powder, but the income of selling cabbage." All day long, after learning new systems themselves, they had to explain various systems to the people. After the People's Congress finally obtained the "right of supervision," the civil service system faced the threat of complaints every day.

People slowly got used to these annoyances. The fact that everyone felt was that compared to a dozen years ago, life was truly different. The entire China had become unfamiliar. The China of the past had not changed much for decades; tomorrow was just a simple repetition of yesterday. Now, every tomorrow would be somewhat different from yesterday. It might be new goods, new factories, new systems, or even new lifestyles.

For example, the private catering and hairdressing industries in the cities were the most obvious. In the past, the lifespan of a restaurant would be at least around three years. As urbanization progressed, the number of restaurants increased dozens of times, truly having the flavor of "you finish singing and I take the stage." The average lifespan of restaurants plummeted to less than a year and a half, and in many large cities, the lifespan of restaurants even fell to less than a year. If you didn't make money, you were finished. While consumers didn't care much about this bloody competitive reality—they just chose the restaurants they liked—in the eyes of the labor and employment departments, these were two completely different matters.

More than one person within the Party was already questioning whether Chen Ke was engaging in communism or socialism. The core of China's economic policy was expanding employment, not creating a purely "XXX" state. Whether state-owned or private enterprises, as long as they could expand employment, regardless of whether they were private ownership or not, policy allowed their existence. Chen Ke did not produce any profound theories; he just put forward one view: "Industrialization and urbanization will inevitably sweep the entire China into them; we must survive this period."

The old revolutionaries were noncommittal about this. Some young cadres were very puzzled by Chen Ke's "unrevolutionary" attitude. Industrialization brought countless new contradictions, and young cadres had to face these complex contradictions directly. The old revolutionaries almost stayed in the local areas for long periods; apart from recording, listening, and asking, they said nothing. Every year or half-year, after they returned to the upper levels, new systems and regulations would be promulgated. Some poorly performing young cadres would also suffer. Those with quick minds were promoted quickly. But they were always the minority; for most cadres, they couldn't even understand what exactly had happened to society.

By the beginning of 1928, there were several trends within the Party. The more mainstream trend was that everyone asked Chairman Chen Ke to propose a standard that would be "unchanging for ten thousand generations," a system that could be strictly unchanged for eternity. Even if this eternal system had to be relearned by everyone, people felt it would be much better than the current chaotic situation.

At this time, Chen Ke was inspecting work in Hebei, and there were also some changes in the high levels of the People's Party. Yan Fu passed away in December 1927. Before his death, Yan Fu held the hand of Chen Ke, who had come to visit, and grabbed the hand of Sa Zhenbing, who was also before the sickbed. With old tears streaming down his face, he said, "I have run about for the country all my life; after recovering Korea, I have no regrets in death. I have only one request: scatter my ashes in Dadonggou after I die. So many comrades-in-arms and students were left there; when I go to the netherworld, I can personally tell them that the shame of Korea has been washed away. Gentlemen, you can rest in peace."

The old man did not make requests like annihilating the Japanese fleet. Chen Ke was very moved by this. To be able to accept defeat—this was Yan Fu's heroism. "Commander Sa and I will go to Dadonggou personally."

Sa Zhenbing held Yan Fu's thin hand, also with tears streaming down his face. "Brother Jidao, you go a step ahead. After I die, I will also be buried in Dadonggou to keep you all company. If there is good news, I will also bring it to you all personally."

Yan Fu's memorial service was simple and solemn. Yan Fu's body, lying amidst flowers, was covered with the Party flag. Party and state leaders personally attended and presided over the memorial service.

However, the burial ceremony was not so relaxed. Theoretically, Yan Fu's children had the greatest say, but no one dared to fight for this decision-making power with Chen Ke, "Yan Fu's disciple." Chen Ke, however, could not rashly change arrangements because of Yan Fu's affairs. By January 1928, after Chen Ke went south to inspect work, he reviewed the South Sea Fleet at the Zhanjiang Naval Base in Guangdong, then went north with the main force of the South Sea Fleet to Qingdao to join the Yellow Sea Fleet. The flagships of the two fleets were China's two battleships, hull numbers 1025 and 1026. Naval comrades had asked about the significance of such hull numbering. Chen Ke's answer was: "In the future, our warships will number over a thousand; it won't be enough without four-digit hull numbers."

When the Yellow Sea Fleet participated in the training and sea burial, the hull number of the ship with the second-largest tonnage was very subtle; it was actually an aircraft carrier numbered 0004. This aircraft carrier had a displacement of 15,000 tons and adopted a completely new design idea. It had a single-sided island command tower, a full teak flight deck, a 15-degree upward ski-jump on the takeoff end, three elevators, and auxiliary takeoff acceleration devices powered by high-pressure gas. Although its tonnage was much smaller than existing American and Japanese carriers, after eliminating naval guns for artillery battles and heavy armor, its aircraft capacity was as high as 48 planes.

This design idea was completely different from the thick armor and large-caliber artillery of traditional navies; only Chen Ke could push through all objections to finalize the design. China's two major fleets conducted a large-scale exercise according to plan. During the exercise, Chen Ke's flagship was not the two battleships, but the aircraft carrier. This was an experimental warship completely designed by China itself. The naval upper echelon even knew that the various logistics personnel wearing colored vests running on the carrier, and even some exaggerated body signal languages, were all established by Chen Ke. Even the positions of those judges who determined if planes could land, and even some of the judges' standards, were completed under Chen Ke's instructions. They all knew clearly that for the structure of the future People's Navy, Central Military Commission Chairman Chen Ke already had his own ideas.

After the exercise, it was finally time for Yan Fu's burial ceremony. Chen Ke, however, switched to a battleship. This attention to detail moved the naval officers and men. Chen Ke was the creator of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, and Yan Fu was undoubtedly one of the creators of the People's Navy; the middle and high-ranking commanders of the navy were basically all Principal Yan's students. Everyone knew clearly that between aircraft carriers and battleships, Yan Fu was undoubtedly more passionate about battleships. And Chen Ke's choice to scatter Yan Fu's ashes from a battleship was also a form of true respect.

In the waters of Dadonggou, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army March played from the high-pitched speakers on the battleship. Yan Fu's children scattered Yan Fu's ashes mixed with flower petals onto this sad place for the Chinese navy. Theoretically, Chen Ke was a retired soldier; he and the commanders and fighters used a military salute to pay tribute to this senior who had dedicated his life to the Chinese navy.

On January 22, 1928, after Chen Ke landed in Tianjin, he arrived in Beijing, the provincial capital of Hebei. Shang Yuan was inspecting the north; the two met at this time, preparing to return to Zhengzhou together.

The train would not leave for another half day, and it happened to be New Year's Eve. Neither Chen Ke nor Shang Yuan were people who liked bustling scenes. They didn't attend the New Year's greeting meeting. After listening to Chen Ke simply introduce Yan Fu's funeral, Shang Yuan suddenly proposed, "Let's go visit Teacher Li Hongqi. Teacher will be a bit happier if the two of us go."

"You mean *you* will be a bit happier," Chen Ke laughed.

"It's all the same," Shang Yuan sighed.

In 1928, there was naturally no so-called global warming issue; on New Year's Eve, it snowed just like in previous years. Every household was naturally celebrating the New Year in a lively manner. The car Chen Ke and Shang Yuan rode in stopped at the entrance of the cemetery under the curtain of night; the surroundings were truly quiet.

The snowy night sky was actually quite bright. Without the pressure of government affairs, Chen Ke felt in a good mood, and Shang Yuan looked very relaxed too. The only problem was that Shang Yuan was nearly 60; this revolutionary who started as a Qing Dynasty *Juren* clearly didn't have the stamina of the 48-year-old Chen Ke. Chen Ke matched Shang Yuan's pace, walking slowly on the soft accumulated snow in the silent, unmanned cemetery.

Neither wanted to talk about government affairs. Shang Yuan said slowly, "Teacher passed away five years ago. I remember his death anniversary is in a few days. But I haven't been to see Teacher even once; today I can finally come and take a look."

"It's pretty much like the last time we saw Teacher Li, just the two of us," Chen Ke replied nostalgically.

"Say, Wenqing, how will we be buried after we die?" Shang Yuan asked.

Chen Ke smiled: "You, well, you should be able to be cremated and buried. I don't know about me. Anyway, after death, it's just a pile of meat; the Party committee can handle it however they like."

Even if these two didn't want to talk about government affairs, no matter what, it was impossible to avoid government affairs. Shang Yuan also slowly replied, "You mean like Comrade Lenin."

Chen Ke had absolutely no fear of death. He replied, "When a person is dead, why think so much. After death, one should just sleep quietly; where is the logic in the dead worrying about the living."

Hearing Chen Ke speak so lightly, Shang Yuan couldn't help but laugh: "It seems Teacher Li said something similar too."

Li Hongqi's grave was very simple—a very ordinary position among rows of tight tombstones, a very ordinary tombstone. The tombstone was covered with snow, and the front was empty with nothing. Shang Yuan was suddenly stunned. Chen Ke immediately replied, "We didn't bring tools for sweeping the grave; let's just wipe the tombstone."

After speaking, Chen Ke untied the scarf from his neck and handed it to Shang Yuan; he himself used his wool gloves. Neither were particular people; after wiping the tombstone vigorously, Chen Ke patted the snow off the scarf and wound it back around his neck. Standing in front of the tombstone for a moment, Shang Yuan finally couldn't help but say, "Wenqing, you should be very clear about the wind direction within the Party recently."
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Chen Ke understood the changes within the Party better than anyone else. He had seen such changes at least once before. Moreover, he had read many records related to such changes from even earlier times. So when Shang Yuan couldn't help but ask if Chen Ke knew which way the wind was blowing within the Party, Chen Ke didn't answer directly, but instead responded with a famous quote.

"The ultimate causes of all social changes and political revolutions are to be sought, not in men's brains, not in their growing insight into eternal truth and justice, but in changes in the modes of production and exchange. They are to be sought, not in the philosophy, but in the economics of each particular epoch. The growing perception that existing social institutions are unreasonable and unjust, that reason has become unreason, and right wrong, is only proof that in the modes of production and exchange changes have silently taken place."

The People's Party had many "modes of thinking," and this passage from Engels definitely ranked in the top twenty. Especially in recent years, it had been quoted by Chen Ke even more frequently. Shang Yuan understood Chen Ke's meaning as soon as he heard it, yet he did not feel as if he had just woken from a dream; instead, he felt even more uneasy.

Chen Ke continued, "China used to be an agricultural country, so it inevitably had to be paired with that set of feudal things. In terms of Chinese history, our ancestors had already done the best they could. Now that China is transforming into an industrial country, that original feudal system really isn't suitable anymore. And we all come from the old era; we inevitably carry the brand of the old era. One of the essential natures of any living being is to believe that what they are doing is correct. Even if humans have reason, have rational thought, this biological nature isn't so easily removed. It's normal for everyone to feel unadjusted now. If someone felt very adjusted, that would mean that person isn't normal."

Shang Yuan was amused and exasperated by Chen Ke's *chuunibyou*-sounding words. "Putting it that way, you, Chen Wenqing, are the most abnormal person in China then?"

Chen Ke was very clear that he was abnormal. What normality was there to speak of for a time traveler in an era a hundred years ago? So he continued, "Now many comrades say I am indulging capitalism. I must admit, I have indeed been doing so recently."

"Why?" Shang Yuan knew Chen Ke was about to say something surprising.

"I oppose capitalism, but I have always supported capital operations. With the current tendency within the Party, the flavor of leftism is getting stronger and stronger. Of course, leftist comrades are still good comrades! But in the situation I see, feudalism is rising from the dregs, and these feudalists are now disguising themselves as leftists." Chen Ke's tone was quite vicious.

It took Shang Yuan several minutes of thought to understand this passage, and he laughed too. "In this way arose feudal Socialism: half lamentation, half lampoon; half an echo of the past, half menace of the future; at times, by its bitter, witty and incisive criticism, striking the bourgeoisie to the very heart’s core; but always ludicrous in its effect, through total incapacity to comprehend the march of modern history. The aristocracy, in order to rally the people to them, waved the proletarian alms-bag in front for a banner. But the people, so often as it joined them, saw on their hindquarters the old feudal coats of arms, and deserted with loud and irreverent laughter."

Chen Ke smiled with full malice. "There is nothing new under the sun. The bourgeoisie, wherever it has got the upper hand, has put an end to all feudal, patriarchal, idyllic relations. It has pitilessly torn asunder the motley feudal ties that bound man to his 'natural superiors', and has left remaining no other nexus between man and man than naked self-interest, than callous 'cash payment'. It has drowned the most heavenly ecstasies of religious fervour, of chivalrous enthusiasm, of philistine sentimentalism, in the icy water of egotistical calculation. It has resolved personal worth into exchange value, and in place of the numberless indefeasible chartered freedoms, has set up that single, unconscionable freedom — Free Trade. In one word, for exploitation, veiled by religious and political illusions, it has substituted naked, shameless, direct, brutal exploitation. The bourgeoisie has stripped of its halo every occupation hitherto honoured and looked up to with reverent awe. It has converted the physician, the lawyer, the priest, the poet, the man of science, into its paid wage labourers."

This content should have triggered profound political reflection, but Marx's writing was excellent, and the translation was equally powerful. These pungent and profound words stimulated Shang Yuan's sense of joy, and he couldn't help but laugh out loud.

Chen Ke also spoke with a smile, "So that's why Marx and Engels are mentors. Heh heh, this really isn't a joke. If it were me, even if you beat me to death I couldn't grasp such a profound essence, nor organize such refined language."

"Haha, that's right. If it were you, you'd just hold a meeting directly, pull a long face, and demand everyone engage in criticism and self-criticism! Haha!" Shang Yuan laughed until he rocked back and forth. After laughing for a good while, Shang Yuan wiped away the tears that had come from laughing and said seriously, "But Wenqing, after you read these things, at least you know what to do and know what will happen. I read them and just read them. If you asked me to handle some past matters, I could still do it. But asking me to lead the country forward, I really can't do it."

Chen Ke said in a very arrogant tone, "So that's why I'm an abnormal person!"

At this, Shang Yuan couldn't help but burst into laughter. He wanted to press against the tombstone of Mr. Li Hongqi beside him to support his teetering body, but felt that would be very disrespectful, so Shang Yuan simply sat cross-legged on the snow and continued to laugh. After laughing for another good while, Shang Yuan suddenly started sobbing. Wiping away a handful of tears, Shang Yuan sighed, "If only we could have liberated the country ten years earlier, and if I could have reached today's understanding earlier, back then we could have joked together with Teacher Li. Teacher Li was a wonderful person. Such a serious person, but when he told jokes he could make people die of laughter. What a pity."

A few sentences of truly happy joking were enough to relieve all of Chen Ke's pressure. He returned to being that leader of the People's Party, and Chen Ke said seriously, "There is a reason why I indulge the existence and even the expansion of private capital. For the next ten years, China will continue to expand its military and prepare for war. That will be an unprecedented war. We will fight the British, and very likely fight the Americans too, perhaps even fight both Britain and the United States simultaneously for a period of time. In the sky, on the ocean, on land. In jungles, in mountains, on plains, in swamps, in deserts, on ice sheets, in every place the eye can see and cannot see. This war will likely cover every corner of the globe. That will likely be a true total war."

"What does this have to do with indulging private capital?" Shang Yuan was very puzzled.

Chen Ke walked a few steps slowly with his hands behind his back. Having stood in the snow for a long time, his feet were already feeling the stinging pain brought by the chill. "During the war, I will adopt a wartime system. A wartime system, well, is a command system. The feudal system, the official-standard mentality, will definitely take advantage of the wartime system to self-inflate and self-reinforce, finally creating an unprecedented monster. After the war ends, I will set about destroying this monster. Destroying capitalism is absolutely not killing off all capitalists, but replacing the capitalist system with a brand new, more vibrant system. Destroying the bureaucratic system under the war system is the true decisive battle in politics. It's not a bad thing to have some foreshadowing for those times."

Listening to Chen Ke's words, Shang Yuan's greatest feeling was bewilderment. As usual, while Chen Ke was setting about creating, he was also starting to consider destruction. What Shang Yuan didn't understand was exactly what that unprecedented monster Chen Ke described would look like. While he was pondering, Shang Yuan saw Chen Ke extend a hand. "Get up, don't sit there. You'll freeze."

The two discussed work as they walked leisurely toward the cemetery entrance. The future work Chen Ke spoke of involved too much, and Shang Yuan had too many questions to ask Chen Ke, so they would stop every few steps to talk for a while. After a long time, they hadn't walked very far. There was no one in the cemetery, so the guards didn't come too close. When the two finally walked to the cemetery entrance, they discovered there was someone who appeared to be there to sweep a grave. And this person was actually an acquaintance, Mr. Li Hongqi's son, Li Yujian.

Li Yujian obviously hadn't expected the person sweeping a grave in the cemetery to be Shang Yuan. He carefully identified the person beside Shang Yuan and discovered it was actually Chen Ke.

Shang Yuan wasn't too surprised. Li Yujian's nature was actually quite upright and uncompromising; in his essence, he had learned some of Li Hongqi's superficial aspects. Li Yujian didn't really like paying attention to people in his personality. So coming to sweep the grave at night wasn't that strange of a thing.

Stepping forward to exchange a few words, Li Yujian tried hard to speak in a flat tone. "Senior Brother Shang Yuan, tomorrow is the fifth anniversary of my father's passing. I didn't want to make a big scene on the first day of the Lunar New Year, so I came to pay my respects tonight."

It looked like Li Yujian had been waiting outside for quite a while. Although he couldn't see too clearly in the snow, Shang Yuan could hear that Li Yujian's voice was trembling a bit; presumably, he was frozen stiff. Standing beside Li Yujian was a quiet and gentle little girl, dressed in thick clothes, who also looked like she was shivering from the cold.

Shang Yuan felt very apologetic in his heart. He hadn't expected anyone to come sweep a grave on New Year's Eve. And it was Li Yujian, with whom he had a very poor relationship in the past. Just as he didn't know what to say, he saw Chen Ke step forward and extend a hand to Li Yujian. "We are extremely apologetic for delaying your grave sweeping. We are leaving immediately; you can go in now."

Li Yujian hadn't expected Chen Ke to speak so approachably. Seeing Chen Ke take the initiative to extend his hand, Li Yujian paused for a moment before stepping forward to shake hands with Chen Ke. His voice was trembling a little, whether from excitement or the cold was unknown. "Chairman Chen, hello."

After shaking hands, Chen Ke bent down and spoke gently to the little girl beside Li Yujian. "Hello."

The little girl looked at the tall and large Chen Ke somewhat timidly, but answered very politely, "Hello."

They exchanged a few common, nutritious sentences, merely telling each other their names, and Chen Ke asked the little girl's age. Then Chen Ke said gently, "It's almost the Spring Festival. What should you say to Uncle me?"

The little girl was stunned, presumably never having seen someone so thick-skinned. "Happy New Year, Uncle."

Without another word, Chen Ke pulled two ten-yuan notes from his pocket and handed them to the little girl. "Uncle also wishes you a Happy New Year. This is New Year's money for you."

Li Yujian was stunned by this seemingly normal but completely abnormal exchange of courtesy. He had intended to decline, but after looking at Shang Yuan, Li Yujian finally said, "If Uncle Chen gives it to you, just take it."

Having received her father's permission, the little girl then put away the banknotes Chen Ke handed over. After looking at them carefully, she put them in her pocket and said to Chen Ke in a much more cheerful voice, "Thank you, Uncle Chen."

"Such a good girl." Chen Ke patted the little girl's head and said to Li Yujian, "You came by bus, right? Now with this delay, I'm afraid you won't catch the last bus back. We'll wait for you outside. Take our car back together."

In his life, Li Yujian was most unwilling to lose face in front of Shang Yuan. If it were anyone else's kindness, Li Yujian would probably have refused. But facing Chen Ke's kindness, Li Yujian felt that if he declined, it would appear too lacking in grace. Plus, he knew his daughter was probably frozen enough. He nodded. "Thank you very much."

More than half an hour later, Li Yujian came out after finishing the grave sweeping. Presumably seeing that the tombstone had been wiped clean once, his attitude toward Shang Yuan was also a bit more polite. It was warm inside the car, and the little girl fell asleep in a short while. After dropping this family off at Li Yujian's doorstep, Chen Ke even helped gently carry the sleeping little girl out and hand her into Li Yujian's arms. Li Yujian only said a thank you and went upstairs holding his daughter.

Sitting back in the car with Chen Ke, Shang Yuan couldn't help but sigh, "Peaceful days are better after all."

Chen Ke gave Shang Yuan a definite answer. "War cannot be avoided, so fighting a big one is better than fighting a small one, and fighting early is better than fighting late. The faster the industrialization process, the less the people will suffer. The simpler the capital operations, the fewer the contradictions. If you want society to progress, you don't need to consider sentimental tenderness. Just like Li Yujian, he doesn't like you. But he speaks little enough, so everyone can instead be courteous and restrained. If he had been affectedly unconventional just then, not only would a circle of people have wasted time with him, but everyone would have suffered in the snow with him."

Since Chen Ke's humanity had evolved to such a level, Shang Yuan could only express agreement.

When Chen Ke and the others returned to Zhengzhou, they immediately began to arrange work. The task received by the propaganda department led by Zhang Yu was to demonstrate the inevitability of speculation and rentierism leading to destruction.

Zhang Yu laughed immediately upon hearing this task. "Whose house is about to collapse?"

"The British have already made this prediction. I think the British fellows are quite right," Chen Ke replied. The British controlled a massive amount of financial data, and Britain was also the first to sense the dangerous atmosphere of the Great Depression.

The 1920s were called the "New Era." Wealth and opportunity seemed to open their stingy doors to the Americans who had just won in the First World War. The entire society flocked to new technologies and new lifestyles. "Conspicuous consumption" became the trend of the times. U.S. President Hoover even dared to publicly shout, "We are in sight of the day when poverty will be banished from this nation."

Zhang Yu was amused. "Many people in the country see the Americans entertaining guests and are incredibly envious. Our propaganda department shouts every day opposing illegal fundraising, but these pyramid schemes spring up repeatedly despite prohibitions. Jiangsu has circled quite a bit of money in this regard. Our state-run stock and bond markets need to hurry up and open."

"No rush. Wait for those people in Jiangsu to be torn to shreds by creditors coming to their doors," Chen Ke replied with a smile like a demon.
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Jiangsu Governor Yu Chen didn't know exactly how the People's Party was calculating its moves regarding Jiangsu, but he had been feeling quite confident lately. After Zhang Jian passed away in 1927, most of the industrial and commercial figures under Zhang's banner had defected to Yu Chen's camp. Land reform had encountered countless troubles, but they remained just that—troubles. Jiangsu implemented land reform following the policies left behind by Wang Youhong. Yu Chen mortgaged Jiangsu's raw silk exports to the United States and Britain in exchange for foreign currency. He then exchanged this foreign currency with the People's Party for Renminbi to pay the wages of the engineering corps of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

This was truly withstanding pressure. Internally, Jiangsu had no way to utilize that foreign currency; it was just a string of zeros in bank accounts or a pile of paper money useless to the province. In theory, that foreign exchange could be converted into gold, but Jiangsu had no ability to exchange gold from foreign banks, let alone transport it back to Jiangsu. The industrial and commercial sectors in Jiangsu knew about this, but as soon as the ordinary members of the provincial assembly heard "there's money," they automatically associated it with currency usable within Jiangsu.

Fortunately, Zhang Jian was still around at the time, and with great difficulty, he managed to solve this knowledge gap through some educational outreach. Then the Jiangsu assembly members immediately questioned: what was the use of getting a pile of money that couldn't be spent? Upon learning that Jiangsu was to use this money to pay the People's Party, the assembly members were "filled with righteous indignation," and some even publicly shouted that Yu Chen was a "traitor to Jiangsu."

When the People's Party's water conservancy engineering troops finished the project after more than a year, everyone in Jiangsu, from assembly members and gentry to the common people, was dumbfounded. They simply couldn't imagine that human transformation of nature could reach such earth-shattering levels. The Jiangsu section of the Grand Canal had been widened to over fifty meters, allowing four boats to sail abreast, with riverbanks entirely reinforced with cement and stone. The newly built irrigation system functioned for both irrigation and flood discharge, and reservoirs ensured a backup water source at all times.

Southern Jiangsu was already a fertile land, and after this overhaul, it looked completely brand new. In particular, the bridges erected over many waterways greatly facilitated transportation in Jiangsu. Everyone high and low in Jiangsu knew that with the pittance of a salary paid to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army engineering troops, if Jiangsu were to build these projects themselves, achieving one-third of the result would have been their limit.

Land reform was ultimately rolled out by imitating the People's Party's method—three *mu* of land per person. The remaining land was public land. The state was responsible for allocation, while local organizations were responsible for actual operations. Taking the raw silk trade as an example, the Jiangsu government compressed the transaction links; the government forcibly set prices for each link and took charge of raw silk production and acquisition. After a large consortium took over the operation of raw silk, meaningless consumption in Jiangsu was greatly reduced. Aside from those who lost control over the original links being extremely dissatisfied, everyone who participated in the labor was actually quite satisfied. The ordinary common people were especially satisfied.

Laborers originally relied on selling their strength to earn money, and various unexpected problems always plagued everyone. Now that the risks were borne by this new consortium, the common people worked with extreme effort, free from worries about the future.

Most of those who lost their privileges were loan sharks. Now the Bank of Jiangsu had fully taken over these businesses, providing low-interest loans to the people. Private lending was still dominated by gold and silver, but Jiangsu promoted paper currency, which instantly squeezed gold and silver lending out of existence. These usurers, having lost their channel for making money, naturally wanted to oppose Yu Chen. for a time, Yu Chen's reputation as the "Money-Grabbing Commander" resounded throughout Jiangsu.

Wang Youhong's plan had long anticipated this, and Yu Chen's method of dealing with it was simple: "kill to establish authority." He ordered various departments to carry out forceful strikes against those market bullies, killing almost everyone they caught. These market bullies had close relationships with the loan sharks originally; seeing this group executed one by one, the voices of opposition from the usurers immediately vanished.

Such efforts still couldn't completely resolve Jiangsu's financial gap. Mortgaging the future income of the raw silk trade meant spending next year's money this year. Yu Chen then allowed foreigners to invest and build factories in Jiangsu, using this foreign exchange to pay off debts.

Before his death, Zhang Jian did one other thing: he opened several stock markets in Jiangsu, selling shares of some government-run Jiangsu enterprises to raise funds. At the same time, private individuals were allowed to issue stocks in the market to raise money. Initially, the loan sharks invested their funds into these stock markets, and the investors saw bountiful returns. Making money with money, without lifting a finger, and seemingly backed by the Jiangsu government along with a whole set of policies favoring property owners.

Soon, funds from all over Jiangsu were attracted into the stock market. The loan sharks were quite astute; they turned into brokers, soliciting funds for the stock market. Since these people had already obtained huge returns from their investments, the ignorant common people, as well as the country bumpkin landlords and gentry, naturally trusted them quite a bit. Not only was capital from all over Jiangsu sucked into the Jiangsu stock market, but "former property owners" within the surrounding People's Party-controlled areas, unable to compete with the People's Party in industry, either invested their funds in the Jiangsu stock market or raised funds from it.

In just a few years, stories of overnight riches and figures spread north and south of the Yangtze River. After being suppressed by the People's Party for twenty years, Jiangsu finally shook off its past predicament and instantly became a holy land in the hearts of property owners, a symbol of the new China.

No one cursed Yu Chen as a "traitor to Jiangsu" or "Money-Grabbing Commander" anymore. Now, everyone within Jiangsu's borders believed Governor Yu Chen was simply Marshal Zhao Gongming reincarnated, possessing the Midas touch.

Yu Chen was a few years younger than Chen Ke. Regarding this tide of flattery, although he very much wanted to laugh it off, he couldn't quite reach that level of detachment. When executing Wang Youhong's posthumous strategies, Yu Chen had also been apprehensive. He hadn't expected that after a few years, he would actually be able to create such a situation. Yu Chen felt it was simply like falling into a dream. Sometimes he couldn't help but think, if they had understood twenty years ago that doing this would lead to such a situation, how could they have let Chen Ke's People's Party hold today's dominant position? It was unknown whose hand the deer would have died in.

However, Yu Chen was somewhat of a figure after all. After giving birth to such thoughts, he also knew that in reality, this was not realistic. Even if Jiangsu's current policies were vastly different from the current People's Party, they were no different in terms of eliminating landlords and usury. If this policy were placed twenty years ago, it would be exactly the same "rebel party" behavior as the People's Party. To implement such a policy in Jiangsu, how many people would have to be killed just within Jiangsu? The very group that now steadfastly supported and worshipped Jiangsu's current policies—twenty years ago, probably more than ninety percent of them would have had to be killed.

So Yu Chen abandoned his delusions and focused his attention on immediate matters. Don't look at how Jiangsu was currently like oil added to fire, flowers added to brocade; Yu Chen still felt an unspeakable unease. The greatest unease lay in the fact that ever since Wang Youhong died, Jiangsu could increasingly no longer understand the People's Party's policies.

Like Wang Youhong, Yu Chen also subscribed to some of the People's Party's major newspapers. When Wang Youhong was alive, Yu Chen would discuss the People's Party's policies with him whenever he had the chance. Whether Wang Youhong approved or mocked them, he could always analyze a reasonable explanation roughly. Jiangsu would then make some corresponding countermeasures. Ever since Wang Youhong died, Yu Chen found that no one could play such a role anymore. Let alone someone to resolve doubts for Yu Chen, Yu Chen had to be responsible for resolving doubts for others.

For example, after March 1928, the People's Party's newspapers began frequently publishing articles mocking the shortsightedness of speculators and rentiers. The core idea of the articles was quite simple: any economic operation is built on the foundation of physical production and sales. The current lively investment and lending craze in China was pouring massive amounts of capital into a very narrow market. This market would soon reach a state of complete saturation, returns on equity would get lower and lower, and market risks would get higher and higher. Money begetting money was just a trick; in the later stages, there would definitely be a total collapse.

Yu Chen could naturally understand these terms, and he knew the People's Party was mocking Jiangsu as being about to completely finished. This kind of fortune-teller-like prophecy made Yu Chen feel truly sick of it. The People's Party occupied such a large territory and possessed such powerful military force, yet they couldn't improve the lives of the people within their own territory. This led many people from the People's Party's side to run to Jiangsu to invest and buy stocks. If Yu Chen could take charge of China, he would certainly be able to do better than the People's Party.

Currently, Jiangsu did not lack money. Foreigners were lining up to invest and build factories in Jiangsu. Foreigners were also using the Bank of Jiangsu to exchange massive amounts of British pounds and US dollars for the Renminbi held in the bank. With the foreign exchange in Jiangsu's hands, paying off external debts was no pressure at all. With Mentor Wang Youhong gone, Yu Chen certainly felt uneasy in his heart, yet the data clearly proved that there were no problems with Jiangsu's economy. In the end, Jiangsu Governor Yu Chen decided to regard everything the People's Party said as farting.

The People's Party didn't care what Yu Chen thought. Jiangsu's situation seemed lively, but compared to the People's Party's overall plate, it could only be described as insignificant. Jiangsu also played a role the People's Party hadn't originally expected—it became an excellent channel for the People's Party to exchange Renminbi for foreign currency. Regardless of whether Jiangsu could see it clearly, the People's Party saw it very clearly: the foreign devils were shrewd. They didn't want to use the pounds and dollars in their hands to exchange for Jiangsu's local currency at all; instead, they watched for opportunities to exchange for the Renminbi in the Jiangsu market. The Renminbi in the Jiangsu financial market was mostly brought there by property owners from outside Jiangsu; this group of property owners had actually converted quite a bit of their Renminbi into Jiangsu's local currency.

According to the People's Party's statistics, the personal debt ratio in the entire Jiangsu region was rising in a straight line, practically having broken through 80% and heading straight for 100%. Due to the massive influx of capital into Jiangsu, the return on capital in Jiangsu was also plummeting in a straight line. within the Asian scope, only Japan could compare with Jiangsu. Everything was ready, only the east wind was lacking; a true economic crisis, a capitalist economic crisis triggered by finance, was about to erupt within Jiangsu.

After Zhang Yu made various preparations, he asked a question at the Politburo plenary meeting: "Can capitalist economic crises really not be overcome? Looking at the situation now, it doesn't look like something is about to happen."

Chen Ke, on the other hand, was full of confidence. The People's Party had been systematically acquiring gold and cash internationally over these years. unexpectedly, Jiangsu was able to contribute quite a few pounds and dollars this time, which put Chen Ke in a great mood. "This is something that will inevitably happen under the joint context of domestic and international conditions. We People's Party members are not fortune tellers; we can only know according to laws that this thing will definitely happen, and we can roughly judge the time it will happen. However, we have no way to determine the specific time it will happen. We must view exactly how this large-scale economic crisis occurs with a scholarly mindset."

Over these years, Chen Ke's image as a "stick-god" had faded quite a bit; after all, Chen Ke himself was just a time traveler, not God. The People's Party's line had always remained on the track of science and democracy, with science placed even before democracy. After intelligence materials were collected, summarized, and discussed after the fact, the ins and outs of past events became clear. The comrades believed Chen Ke had keen intuition and penetrating insight into the future, but they didn't think Chen Ke could create many incredible results just by running his mouth.

One of the jobs of the Party leader was to maintain the system, and the second was to lead the direction. The comrades all acknowledged that Chen Ke had completed the workload he should have in the leader's position. No one wanted to argue with Chen Ke about the future direction; what the comrades wanted to know was what to do given that the future direction was determined.

"Comrade You Gou has already made a report. We've tightened our belts for over twenty years to engage in technology and education. By last year, we had already repeated the correct laboratory experiments for basic research from abroad, and we've figured out the principles for most experiments. In the future, we still have to tighten our belts and continue to engage in technology. Many of our technical equipment were obtained from abroad during economic crises; we are constantly narrowing the gap with the world's most cutting-edge technology. If this economic crisis begins, we can make another large-scale acquisition. Then we must digest and absorb these technologies as quickly as possible. We must not only know the how, but also the why, and even master the laws of nature to use them. Crossing this step, China will not just be a large country in territory, population, and military, but also a great power in technology!"

This was just the same old tune; Chen Ke had always paid extreme attention to technological development for many years, and the Republic's technological level had indeed developed very quickly. On this matter, no one wanted to argue with Chen Ke either.

Wait until Chen Ke finished the "talk every day, talk every year" old routine, someone stood up to speak, "Chairman Chen, grassroots comrades in the Party have had a doubt recently. Is what we are doing now building Communism?"

The comrades asked bluntly, and Chen Ke answered frankly, "We are not building Communism right now. To be more precise, we are currently opposing old feudal ideology and lifestyles while promoting industrialization. The principal contradiction in our recent social development is the contradiction between industrialization and feudalism, and the problem of every comrade unable to find their own positioning in the new era. This problem can only be solved in the development of an industrialized society. Personal initiative is certainly important, but if one wants to survive in the industrial age, one can only transform oneself according to the lifestyle of industrialized society, learn knowledge, increase one's level of understanding, and thereby transform one's thinking. Comparison over time will certainly show much improvement due to the development of productive forces. But without competitiveness, comparison across peers will only get worse and worse."

These words were perhaps too honest. If it weren't Chen Ke saying such things, he would probably have faced all-around opposition and attacks. Even with Chen Ke's prestige, quite a few comrades changed their expressions. But Chen Ke was completely unmoved. "Comrades, I don't read many reports, so I'm not too clear on exactly what the grassroots comrades are thinking. I just want to ask one question: Is Communism about getting something for nothing? Or does anyone think that now that it's the Communist era, one can get something for nothing?"

This slightly mocking tone calmed the comrades' momentarily agitated emotions.

Chen Ke did not pause and continued speaking, "The state is a tool of class rule. Since classes exist, contradictions must exist. We are building socialism, and we claim to follow science, so we cannot have an attitude of burying our heads in the sand. Standing on Earth, we might think the sun revolves around the Earth. What is the fact? It is the Earth revolving around the sun! In China, because our culture is advanced, proposing such a viewpoint won't get you killed. In foreign countries, in the era where foreign devils were using science to break the power of the church, admitting such a scientific fact would get you killed. And in our current socialist China, whoever can make a breakthrough in science will not be slaughtered but will be draped in red and flowers and praised by the people. This is social progress. Politically, some comrades genuinely don't understand; they feel unadapted, so they want to spark debate. There are also some who are feigning confusion while understanding perfectly well, wanting to stir up some trouble to fish in troubled waters. Then, as the vanguard of the laborers, how exactly should we in the People's Party view this problem? I think everyone should have a good discussion about it!"
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"I can't help but ask, is this a problem with the system? I have fallen into deep contemplation."

Back when Chen Ke was fighting online as a "self-funded 50-center," he would feel a wave of uncontrollable nausea whenever he saw this phrase. Perhaps it was some form of retribution, but in 1928, Chen Ke frequently fell into deep contemplation, and what he was considering was indeed the problem with the system.

There was no problem with the socialist direction, but the socialist system definitely needed constant modification. Whether crossing the river by feeling the stones or operating from a strategically advantageous position, to quote a sentence Chen Ke learned from a foreign bank executive: "Can we not bring up such a hurtful topic as trust?"

Feudal systems relied on rule by man. Even though ancient China developed the imperial examination system, which eliminated hereditary nobility to the greatest extent, it still couldn't escape the problem of interest groups forming. It wasn't about whether there were conspirators; conspirators didn't just appear out of thin air. If a slave owner were to travel to the 21st century, no matter how shrewd and capable he was, no matter how well-versed in the politics of the slave era, no matter how proficient in the art of enslaving people, it would be useless. The general environment not only didn't support slavery, but it also comprehensively opposed slavery within its institutions.

In theory, the pinnacle of the capitalist system was equality before capital, but among all the capitalist countries Chen Ke had seen, not a single one could achieve this. Even the most capitalist American system retained a large amount of feudal remnants. Not to mention scientific socialism, which holistically transcended the capitalist system.

By July, after Chen Qianru went on summer vacation, seeing her old man always sitting alone in the study without saying a word after coming home every day, she couldn't help but snuggle up to Chen Ke to try and cheer him up.

Chen Ke also had a headache from thinking, so he patted Chen Qianru's shoulder. "Let me tell you a story."

"Okay, okay!" Chen Qianru loved listening to Chen Ke tell stories the most. She moved a stool and sat next to Chen Ke. Seeing her daughter and husband talking together, while her son had run out to play with his classmates, He Ying also brought half a watermelon over, cutting it up for the father and daughter to eat.

Chen Ke began, "I only heard this, it's not recorded in the history books. When that bastard Qianlong went down to Jiangnan to mess around..."

He Ying was unhappy as soon as she heard this. "What kind of language is 'bastard'? What is 'messing around'? As the Chairman, how can you speak so unreliably? You're going to lead the child astray!"

Chen Ke never argued at home. He laughed, "I'm in a bad mood, let me vent a little."

He Ying simply moved a stool and sat next to the father and daughter, supervising Chen Ke to make sure he didn't say anything else unreliable.

"During this trip to Jiangnan, he happened to be discussing official business with a minister. The two talked enthusiastically until noon. Qianlong said, 'It's noon, let's eat together.' Then he asked the minister, 'Did you eat breakfast?' The minister said, 'Your subject ate four eggs.' Qianlong was furious and said to the minister, 'How can you be such a corrupt official? I heard from others that eggs cost ten taels of silver each. You spent forty taels just for one morning.'"

He Ying's eyes went wide upon hearing this. What nonsense was Chen Ke spouting?!

Chen Qianru, on the other hand, showed a slightly surprised expression, then couldn't help but burst into laughter.

Chen Ke looked at his daughter and asked with an expression that was outwardly stern but actually doting, characteristic of a father, "Qianru, if you were that minister, how would you answer?"

Chen Qianru frowned slightly, thought for a moment, and replied, "The eggs I ate are different from those ten-tael-a-piece ones. The ones I ate were all cheap eggs with cracked shells, just a few copper coins each."

Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh heartily. He Ying, however, couldn't help but shake her head. People said a nephew resembles his uncle, and that looks skip a generation. Chen Qianru looked like her father, but in many ways, she resembled He Ying's aunt, He Qian. She didn't resemble He Ying all that much. And Chen Qianru's cleverness and astuteness were exactly the same as He Qian's. Sometimes when He Ying thought of her aunt's misfortune, she couldn't help but worry that her daughter Chen Qianru must not follow her grandmother's old path.

Chen Ke didn't think that much of it. He asked, "Why?"

Chen Qianru replied seriously, "Qianlong was clearly being cheated. What does it matter if he's cheated one more time? Moreover, if this lie were exposed, how many people would suffer along with it? If I were that minister, I couldn't do something that breaks the rules."

Hearing this, He Ying got angry. "What nonsense are you two talking about?"

Chen Qianru was educated by Chen Ke, and on one point she was truly her father's daughter. Neither of them had any beautiful fantasies about human nature, possessing an attitude that largely disregarded the so-called principles of the world. He Ying came from an official's family and wasn't entirely ignorant of the various tricks officials learned. But He Ying genuinely disliked these things. She actually believed that her aunt He Qian had learned too many skills from He Ying's grandfather, which had ultimately harmed her.

Chen Qianru, however, was extremely adept at handling situations. She grabbed her mother He Ying's arm and said coquettishly, "Mom, I wouldn't say this outside. I'm just chatting with Dad. Don't be angry!"

He Ying was unmoved. She kept a straight face and said, "Qianru, you're a girl, why are you learning these things? You're studying in the mathematics department now and also taking courses in the philosophy department. Later, become an engineer or a teacher. Your father is in politics, but you know your father doesn't want you to go into politics."

Chen Qianru was still young. Being scolded by her mother like this, she felt unhappy inside and couldn't help but argue back a few words. "If you don't understand these things, you'll suffer losses. Mom, do you think things are easy at school right now? Classmates are all fighting to get ahead, fighting to get ahead. My grades are among the best in the class, but even if I don't want to fight with them, they won't let me off! Joining the Party, student work—even if I don't fight with them, they still want to fight with me!"

He Ying became very unhappy hearing this. "Joining the Party is to serve the people. What are you fighting for?"

Chen Qianru's view on this was completely different from her mother's. "Is it that easy to serve the people? The opportunity to serve the people isn't that easy to fight for. Many classmates are using all sorts of methods now just to be able to take over the reins..." Just as she said this, Chen Qianru stopped speaking. She knew she was too relaxed at home and couldn't help but say things she shouldn't have.

However, Chen Ke's expression had already changed. He asked, "Wait! Who did you say wants to take over the reins?"

Chen Qianru was so scared she didn't dare make a sound. She knew her old man Chen Ke was a smart person; for some topics, one only had to mention the beginning and Chen Ke would immediately know the ins and outs. Just this one sentence she shouldn't have said was equivalent to selling out her classmates.

He Ying wasn't an expert in politics. Seeing Chen Ke's attitude suddenly become so severe, she immediately couldn't help but worry about her daughter.

Chen Qianru saw that her father was serious, so she cleverly decided to be honest. "Dad, everyone in the school knows now that being a civil servant isn't easy. It's fine if you want to do technical work, but if you want a future in politics, you have to be a Party member. To join the Party, they look at performance. Whether you can get into the Student Union has a big impact. I'm currently the logistics committee member of the Student Union. The lower-level ones want to build connections with me, and the higher-level ones want to form cliques with me. I don't want to screw people over, and I especially don't want to be used as a gun by others, but there are too many people who want to use me as a gun. Those with poor grades are trying every possible means."

"What's this about taking over the reins?" Chen Ke cared about this the most. The examples of "if the father is a hero, the son is a good man" had left too deep an impression on Chen Ke. Hearing this term mentioned in a university, Chen Ke couldn't help but tense his nerves.

Things were indeed roughly as Chen Ke had thought. University students whose fathers or relatives were officials at home naturally wanted to rely on their connections and academic qualifications to "take over the reins of the revolution." These people knew that the biggest threshold was Party membership. And joining the Party was now a very serious issue, especially for the Party committees in schools.

Hearing that the gate to Party membership was at least being guarded, Chen Ke finally breathed a sigh of relief. It seemed Chen Tianhua's Party work was done well. It was normal for young people, especially those from good backgrounds, to want to take over, but thinking they could take over just because they wanted to—that was abnormal. Without sufficient testing, a bunch of silly students who had only read books joining the Party—that would be too ridiculous.

After listening to the situation Chen Qianru described, the resolve Chen Ke originally couldn't make was finally made. At the Politburo Standing Committee meeting, Chen Ke proposed the suggestion of "Up to the Mountains and Down to the Countryside."

When You Gou heard that all university students were to go to work on the toughest front lines, she was a bit dumbfounded. "Chairman Chen, I'm waiting to use people. If you make them give up their majors and go up to the mountains and down to the countryside after graduation, that disrupts the plan."

Chen Ke replied, "Then we might as well promulgate a system. Any university student who wants to go into politics must have experience going up to the mountains and down to the countryside. After civil servants pass the exam, no matter who you are, you have to go work at the grassroots level for a few years. You might even have to work at the grassroots level for a lifetime. University students who want to go into politics must go to the hardest places."

You Gou wanted to say more, but Zhang Yu interrupted, "Comrade You Gou, didn't you come out of 'up to the mountains and down to the countryside' yourself? For the university students in our wave, how could the environment back then be as superior as it is now? If they count as suffering, what did we count as back then? Going to hell?"

What Chen Ke worried about was people wanting to "take over." He knew that in his own timeline, many old revolutionaries forced their own children to take the lead in going down to the countryside, which actually resulted in many inappropriate outcomes. Chen Ke didn't dislike young people who had ambition, a desire to enter politics, and a wish to inherit the glory of their fathers. But this path had to have a cost, a price. Explicitly stating the hardships of the path before they chose was actually more humane.

You Gou quickly understood as well. This wasn't about sending all university students to the countryside, but only making those young people with lofty ambitions accept tougher tests. You Gou had walked this path herself back then. If one only wanted to be a technical pass, they could very well stay in the comfortable cities.

After arranging the system issue, Chen Ke praised Chen Tianhua's work. Chen Tianhua gave a bitter smile. "Everything comes at a cost. Right now, the total number of Party members and probationary Party members is 3.6 million. Based on the population, that's roughly one in two hundred. The ratio is too small."

Chen Ke shook his head. "3.6 million isn't small. As long as they can reach the level a Party member should have, pulling 3.6 million people out could build a country, or destroy a country. But if the system is unreasonable, that's when things become unmanageable. Additionally, I want to discuss a question with everyone. Should we prepare for war?"

The Politburo Standing Committee wasn't surprised. Actually, Chen Ke had spoken about a more comprehensive war more than once, but exactly how comprehensive it would be was the question.

"The goal I'm personally considering might be a bit imperialistic. My greatest hope is to turn a part of the foreign colonies in Southeast Asia, as well as Australia and New Zealand, into Chinese territory." Chen Ke seriously stated his thoughts.

This goal was indeed imperialistic enough. These lands exceeded ten million square kilometers in area. China already had over ten million square kilometers of land. If these places became Chinese territory, then China would be the world's largest country with an area exceeding twenty million square kilometers. From close to the Arctic Circle in the north to close to the Antarctic Circle in the south.

"This is putting our lives on the line against the British!" Zhang Yu exclaimed in admiration. "Do we have enough naval power?"

Chen Ke naturally knew the current quantity of military equipment was completely insufficient. "So, before the war starts, the number of frontline Air Force pilots must exceed fifty thousand, and naval vessels must exceed a thousand. The Army's frontline field troops should prepare for eight million, and the reserves must exceed thirty million. Without land, sea, and air forces of this scale, as well as the matching logistics and projection capabilities, there's no need to fight this war; it would be very hard to win."

You Gou calculated in her mind for a while, her voice trembling rarely. "This year we expect steel production to exceed 17 million tons. If such a war is to be fought, I estimate annual steel production will have to exceed 50 million tons. Now that we have many large laboratories, and the control mode for scientific research work is at least a laboratory-production-R&D feedback system, if we want to expand capacity that much, the investment in technology will have to be at least three times greater—no, five times. Do we have that much money?"

Hearing You Gou's euphemistic objection, Zhang Yu continued, "If you build a gallows, if you don't hang someone else, you'll hang yourself. Once the bow is drawn, there's no turning back. Once this decision is made, there's no way to turn around."

Chen Tianhua followed up, "There's no need to speak blindly in politics. This isn't liberating Australia; this is annexing Australia. That can only rely on inciting nationalist sentiment, and I don't think that's very easy to manage. And the aftereffects, I fear, will be too many."

Chen Ke had repeatedly considered these things the comrades were saying, but the result of his consideration was only two options. Either sit and wait for the world to move in a completely unknowable direction, or use the future Chen Ke still knew to take a final gamble. The result of the gamble was hard to predict, but this was the only opportunity Chen Ke knew of to annex new territories that could be accepted internationally. And Australia's resources were a strategic temptation Chen Ke found hard to resist. If China wanted to confront the entire world with its own strength, then it had to obtain Australia.

At this point, Chen Ke didn't want to think about this problem alone anymore; it was time for the Party Committee to make a decision. Dragging over a map, Chen Ke began to recount the reasons why he had such strategic thinking.

Originally, the comrades in the Politburo were sure that Chen Ke had traveled around the developed capitalist countries of Europe and America, but they hadn't expected Chen Ke to be so familiar with a god-forsaken place like Australia. One could know the geographical advantages by looking at a map, but the comrades hadn't expected Chen Ke to be so familiar with the endless mineral resources Australia possessed.

Chen Ke spent several hours recounting this plan that had been stifled in his heart for over twenty years. After finishing, he suddenly felt extremely relaxed. Looking at the frowning and silent Standing Committee members, Chen Ke said comfortably, "Before starting the revolution, I had already planned this project. This counts as my ultimate strategic concept. If this strategic concept can be realized, China won't have to worry for thousands of generations. As long as no internal problems arise, maintaining a lead over the world for another hundred years or so will be no pressure. But countless so-called leaders were blinded by these so-called long-term interests. As a result, they made wrong judgments, leading to the abandonment of all previous efforts. In this matter, I resolutely obey the Party Committee's resolution."
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The discussion regarding the "Ultimate Strategic Goal" had been relatively normal during the day; everyone was at least discussing it. But when night came, You Gou returned home, ate dinner, and sat in front of the map, staring blankly. After coaxing the child to sleep, He Zudao saw You Gou still staring at the map as if in meditation and asked curiously, "What place are you looking at?"

You Gou pointed to the Southeast Asia region. "There are five countries there."

He Zudao took a glance and answered with some confusion, "Indeed, there are five countries. Britain, the Netherlands, the United States, France, and Siam."

"Only these five countries exist," You Gou couldn't help but ask again.

"Correct," He Zudao replied. Then he saw You Gou get up to make a phone call.

After a while, He Zudao saw You Gou return and say, "You sleep, I'm not coming back tonight."

Watching You Gou hurry out the door, this time it was He Zudao's turn to sit in front of the map and look. He Zudao could roughly guess what You Gou was worried about. The Military Commission had already confirmed the southward plan; the only thing not determined was the extent of the southward advance. In earlier years, China's strategy had both northward and southward options. After establishing a stable northern border with the Soviet Union, China only had the southward path left. However, He Zudao's gaze did not go straight to Australia but turned from Yunnan to Burma, and then to India in the west. Strategically, this was a knife thrust straight into the heart of Britain, and it was also the campaign the Military Commission had discussed most recently.

You Gou knew her family situation was special. The couple couldn't discuss any work, as discussing it would involve leaking secrets. During the day, You Gou hadn't reacted, but by night, the huge shock, accompanied by her understanding of the strategy, turned into genuine horror. You Gou called several Standing Committee members, and they were all wide awake. You Gou simply proposed an overnight meeting, which was approved by everyone.

The meeting quickly turned into an inquiry session. Of the five countries in Southeast Asia, the United States could not be fought. There was no need to fight Siam; it was too busy taking care of itself, so keeping Siam in a state of benevolent neutrality would suffice. As for Annam, controlled by France, given its strength, it could be solved casually.

The only two enemies were the Netherlands and Britain. Fighting the Netherlands required the navy to conduct cross-sea operations. Fighting Britain would be a war challenging the current hegemon of the world. Following the sea route along the Southeast Asian peninsula would be enough for the southward advance. As for wanting to threaten Britain, one would march from Yunnan to liberate Burma, then attack India. In this part of the plan, China would mostly be conducting land warfare, and the navy could also receive support from land-based aircraft.

You Gou managed industry. She knew very well how much effort Chen Ke had poured into the air force, and she knew what fighters, bombers, and torpedo bombers were for. You Gou was also very clear on the use of the radar being developed by the People's Party in war.

From this perspective, this was clearly a war in two stages. If the initial war could successfully achieve its goals, and the United States did not intervene in the Western Pacific war, Australia and New Zealand would be within China's striking range, isolated and helpless. Currently, these two countries were still British territories. Since they were beating Britain, there was no need to let these two places go.

A strategy that seemed grand to the point of absurdity appeared before the eyes of the other Standing Committee members, including You Gou, like a complete jigsaw puzzle. After reflection and fermentation, You Gou and the others finally understood where the "temptation" Chen Ke spoke of lay—this strategy was not impossible to realize. If Australia and New Zealand were excluded, the probability of realizing this strategy exceeded fifty percent. Among the neighbors bordering China, none could withstand a blow from China's 8 million troops.

"What if it's a phased operation?" You Gou felt her heart pounding violently. She was also 46 years old, soon to be over half a century. But the excitement at this moment was as uncontrollable as a teenager's.

"The trap I mentioned lies precisely here," Chen Ke was quite calm. "This strategy is exactly impossible to implement in phases. War is uncontrollable; either do it to the end or don't do it at all. The moment bandits sit down to divide the spoils, they are reduced to the role of petty thieves. In a foreign war, unless we fight until the opponent kneels in surrender, the moment we switch between offense and defense, we turn from attacking to passively taking a beating. This is the biggest trap in this; one cannot think that war is controllable. War is completely uncontrollable. World War I is a clear example."

Apart from Chen Ke, the only person here with military experience was Zhang Yu. After hearing Chen Ke's words, Zhang Yu nodded repeatedly. His finger pointed to the Dutch colonies. "What if we learn from the United States and only fight the Netherlands? Then we'll hold out there and wait for other countries to make the first move. If they don't move, we'll have new oil bases in addition to the oil already extracted in the Daqing area."

"Although the variables are large, this is controllable," Chen Ke replied. "However, if we only take this military objective as the ultimate goal, I am completely unclear about the future variables."

Zhang Yu laughed. "Being able to consider it to this extent, you can no longer be considered human. You should at least act like a human for once; don't calculate everything without a doubt."

This joke eased the atmosphere. Qi Huishen finally had a chance to speak. "If it's the Netherlands, the matter is easy to handle. What reason did the United States need to fight Spain? As long as the United States doesn't join the war, we and Britain are neighbors. Britain has to consider India at least."

"Start a war with just any random excuse?" Chen Tianhua was frightened by the style of conversation in the Politburo, which was so imperialist, although he himself actually didn't dislike such a style. As a Chinese person, especially an educated Chinese person, as long as their spine hadn't been completely broken, the imperial pride precipitated in the profound culture was an instinct. This had nothing to do with believing in Marxism or historical materialism. On the matter of expanding territory, there was only whether it could be done and whether it was worth it, not the consideration of whether it *should* be done.

For a whole night, the five Standing Committee members discussed the various possible traps hidden in the southward plan. Since war was uncontrollable, what should be done was a comprehensive analysis of the dangers contained within.

The five Standing Committee members reached a tentative attitude. The next few days would be a joint discussion between the Military Commission and a portion of the Politburo personnel to modify and adjust the entire strategy. There were 12 people participating in the confidential discussion. This process was very troublesome. Everyone who participated in the discussion fell into the "strategic trap" that Chen Ke and the Standing Committee members had fallen into. The ultimate Australian trap offered too much temptation to the comrades. Millions of square kilometers of new territory was a temptation that Chinese people could essentially not resist.

The final result was very conservative. Eliminating the Dutch presence in the Western Pacific became the first choice. Borneo at least had the issue of the restoration of the Lanfang Republic. From the captured Manchu documents, there were relevant records. This was a part that could be utilized.

This encountered a problem. The Lanfang Republic had already been destroyed. This could serve as rhetoric after occupation, but it could not serve as a reason to start a war.

Chen Ke didn't care at all. "The noose to hang the capitalists is always sold to us by the capitalists themselves. All we have to do is make preparations, and then wait. Looking at the current data, the Great Depression is already inevitable. That will be a Great Depression that will open the comrades' eyes wide. The free-market capitalism currently popular all over the world will be completely finished in the coming economic crisis. We can all witness this historical moment with our own eyes."

Chinese dynasties changed, and even Chinese civilization had entered and exited the trash heap of history several times. The capitalist system was so prosperous now, but viewed from the perspective of "prosperity must decline" accumulated by China in its history of flowing blood, a total collapse was not difficult for Chinese people to understand.

Perhaps even more surprising were the candidates for the 12 people Chen Ke convened to participate in the strategic discussion. Chen Ke, Shang Yuan, You Gou, Chen Tianhua, Zhang Yu, Qi Huishen, and Xu Dian—these seven were not surprising. The addition of He Zudao and Pu Guanshui was also not strange. The three young comrades, Li Runshi, Wu Xiangyu, and Ren Guopei, were surprising. Ren Guopei was very young, but he was recommended by Ren Qiying and received strong approval from Qi Huishen. This comrade's character belonged to the type who "if he can walk a hundred steps, he won't walk ninety-nine." He was a down-to-earth, willing, selfless, and fearless person. Qi Huishen had privately praised him, saying that there were many in the Organization Department with higher qualifications than him, but few who were better people than him, and in terms of future prospects, no one could surpass him.

The addition of several young comrades made the old guys at the meeting feel that Chen Ke was arranging his affairs for after he was gone.

After discussion, the Central Committee decided that starting from 1929, the economy would tilt towards military expansion and war preparations. Although the comrades were not too clear on exactly how the Netherlands would dig its own grave, they could probably imagine that the Dutch would likely lay hands on the overseas Chinese in the Dutch colonies. The problem was, to what degree of stupidity did the Netherlands have to reach to dare to brazenly lay hands on Chinese overseas Chinese? Looking at Chen Ke's meaning, the Netherlands would definitely be that stupid. This kind of prediction had Chen Ke's style; he just dared to predict that the enemy would commit acts of stupidity with no lower limit, and then the People's Party, which had long been prepared, would pounce and solve the enemy.

With a mood of nervousness, longing, and disbelief, the high-level officials of the People's Party waited to see the "historical moment" predicted by Chen Ke.

The occurrence of the "historical moment" was actually quite normal. The People's Party vigorously aided the Soviet Union, and Soviet industry and agriculture recovered quickly. In order to fully develop trade, the Soviet Union made full use of its own resources and began to export timber in large quantities at cheap prices. This could probably be called the last straw that broke the camel's back. The real root of the disease was in the United States.

After World War I, the United States had a large amount of investment in Europe, a large part of which was in Germany. German industry recovered quickly. The markets of China and the Soviet Union were both new markets opened up by Germany, yet Germany faced a problem. Germany's industry was revived with borrowed money. France was crazily pressing for debt repayment, and Germany had to have sufficient profits to repay the debts.

Neither China's nor the Soviet Union's currency was on the gold standard, so they couldn't be used as internationally accepted payment currencies. China also insisted on a trade balance policy. In order to expand trade with China, countries had to increase their exports to China to some extent.

The British, who controlled the dominance of world trade, were the first to discover this problem, so Britain accepted Renminbi as an international currency to a limited extent in the Asian region. Germany was very far from Asia, so this policy was of no use to Germany. Added to the "military cooperation" between China and Germany, the former German General Staff conducted a large amount of private trade in technology. The German army, intending revenge, had money, but German trade suffered great losses.

The Soviet Union was willing to import technology from Germany, but suffered from having no hard currency gold. Trade between China and the Soviet Union was barter trade; no matter how big the business was, there was no hard currency income. They could only rely on exporting large amounts of cheap timber to earn foreign exchange. Prior to this, after European agriculture finally recovered from the impact of World War I, it directly led to a reduction in European demand for North American grain. The spread of synthetic ammonia increased grain yields. Although the Soviet Union did not act as fiercely in Ukraine as in history, and even because European grain recovered earlier, the Soviet Union lost the opportunity to sell grain cheaply to earn foreign exchange. The Soviet Union then further intensified competitive price-cutting in the timber market.

Chen Ke had once thought that the market development of China and the Soviet Union would delay the economic crisis. The cruel reality proved that the consumption power of China and the Soviet Union could not increase the world's total consumption volume at all. The illusion of the Sino-Soviet market, especially the Chinese market, instead stimulated the production desire of the United States and Europe. The plan to go to China to earn money actually turned into the fact of going to China's Jiangsu to earn money. The People's Party's trade was concentrated in raw materials, industrial machinery, and industrial technology introduction. No matter how large the trade volume, the profits went to large monopoly capitalists; small and medium capitalists were not able to benefit from it.

The oil consortiums, the steel and machinery consortiums, and the special interest groups that owned large amounts of land and could produce raw materials in large quantities—these top British and American capitalists were very friendly towards China and were considered "old friends of China." Such a small handful of "old friends of China" monopolized more than 80% of China's foreign trade. They made pots of money, but not a cent landed in the pockets of the British and American people. British and American small and medium capital fought with bloody heads for the less than 20% share of China trade. Of course there were those who made money, and even big money, but more were losers in the competition.

The economic crisis brewed and fermented at an astonishing speed. Speculation ran rampant within the United States, the stock market climbed crazily, and the United States began to withdraw overseas funds to participate in this feast of the U.S. stock market. On October 24, 1929, the United States welcomed its "Black Thursday." On this day, the U.S. financial world collapsed. Stocks fell from the peak into the abyss overnight, and the price drop was so fast that the automatic stock ticker couldn't keep up. October 29, 1929, was a Tuesday, and on this day the New York stock market crash reached its extreme point, so some people also used "Black Tuesday" to refer to this event. Within just two short weeks from October 29 to November 13, 1929, a total of 30 billion U.S. dollars in wealth disappeared, equivalent to the total expenditure of the United States in World War I. But the collapse of the U.S. stock market was merely the crater of the eruption of a disastrous economic crisis.

In order to save the stock crisis, the United States began to frantically withdraw dollars from overseas. Small capital overseas immediately suffered unbearable blows, and China's Jiangsu was one of these small capitals.

The Americans who were originally queuing up to invest in Jiangsu immediately turned into a group queuing up to withdraw dollars from Jiangsu banks. Jiangsu's foreign exchange reserves were still okay, and this wave of withdrawals was withstood. The next round of blows was even more ferocious. Orders signed between the United States and Jiangsu were cancelled in large numbers.

To produce these goods, the Jiangsu national capitalists had paid money for the early purchase of raw materials and the distribution of wages. The sales link in economic production was described by Marx as a "thrilling leap." When the economy was good, this leap seemed logical and natural. Now, the Jiangsu national capitalists discovered that this leap had become a "chasm."

Without an external market, what was the use of a pile of goods accumulated in hand? During the years of the feast in Jiangsu, in order to expand production, this group of national capitalists was heavily in debt. Many debts were due in the short term. If they didn't make money, what would they use to repay the debt?

The People's Party's market was close at hand, but the Jiangsu national capitalists discovered that their previous practice of crazily raising funds from the surrounding areas controlled by the People's Party was now bearing its own bitter fruit. The surrounding areas also had no cash, and even if Jiangsu sold at a loss, they couldn't sell. Selling at a loss meant a huge loss in cash recovery, and the speed of cash recovery did not become faster just because of the increased speed of selling at a loss.

Some Jiangsu national capitalists prepared to wait a little longer, but the stock market reacted one step ahead. In order to raise funds, a large number of speculators began to crazily sell stocks to cash out. Jiangsu stock prices fell as crazily as the U.S. stock market. Many people immediately became heavily indebted. In December 1929, floating corpses of those who successfully committed suicide by jumping into the river began to appear in the Yangtze River beside Nanjing.

This was a classic textbook case of a capitalist economic crisis. The People's Party mobilized all intelligence sources to organize studies within the party and broadcast the process in its entirety. Such a living drama shook the entire People's Party. Especially those civil servants who had privately invested in the Jiangsu stock market and suffered heavy losses suffered almost unhealable trauma to their souls.
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Winters in Jiangnan were far warmer than in the north, but the winter of early 1930 seemed far colder than previous years.

Yu Chen, still a few years shy of fifty, sat blankly in his empty residence. It was as if his vitality had been exhausted. Aside from his haggard appearance, Yu Chen's posture was more like that of a severely frightened animal; any disturbance seemed capable of startling him, yet his overall reaction was numb and dull.

Jiangsu Governor Yu Chen simply could not comprehend what the changes of the past two months truly meant. The beautiful scenes of blooming flowers and full moons, of singing and dancing, had instantly turned into a gloomy scene of wailing ghosts and howling wolves. Those sought-after factories, those buildings in the new cities that Jiangsu, Nanjing, Zhenjiang, and other places had begun to build a few months ago in imitation of Shanghai, had all once been objects of public adoration. How many people had fought madly for these places to gain a chance at a new life? People buying property in Nanjing and Zhenjiang had even queued up days in advance. The mighty long lines had stretched out for a great distance. Now, most factories had stopped work, and no one was interested in the properties. No, to be more accurate, everyone was trying hard to sell off these assets in exchange for cash.

The Jiangsu financial center had once been a transit station for foreign capital to acquire Renminbi. After Jiangsu used the foreign exchange in its hands to cope with the foreign exchange withdrawal run, they faced a heavy Renminbi withdrawal run. Jiangsu was still part of China, yet the local currency of Jiangsu was not Renminbi. Outside Jiangsu, everyone had Renminbi in their hands; inside Jiangsu, Renminbi was already an extremely rare existence.

Yu Chen's groggy thoughts were mixed with indescribable regret. in Wang Youhong's posthumous policy, Wang Youhong had proposed that Jiangsu give up its own currency and apply to the central government to use Renminbi. After Wang Youhong's death, this proposal encountered great resistance in the Jiangsu Assembly, coupled with the People's Party's indifferent refusal, and then there was no follow-up. Yu Chen had done his utmost to execute Wang Youhong's policies. Before encountering today's devastating blow, this monetary policy was a plan that Yu Chen himself could not fully accept. In Yu Chen's view, that was tantamount to a disguised surrender. When it was rejected by the People's Party, Yu Chen had even felt a burst of relief. Now Yu Chen finally knew just how far behind Wang Youhong he was. If Wang Youhong's policy could have been realized, Jiangsu would not have reached such a desperate situation now.

If Jiangsu were currently using Renminbi, even if Jiangsu was now in a state of de facto independence, there would still be ways to forcibly raise Renminbi locally through taxes and other methods. The People's Party officials had never opened the exchange between Renminbi and Jiangsu's local currency, and Jiangsu's private exchange was simply insufficient to raise Renminbi cash. Recently, the repayment of Renminbi debt had been immense. People everywhere in Jiangsu who held Renminbi had long since hidden these Renminbi away like treasures; how would they be willing to circulate them in the market?

Someone walked in with heavy steps outside. Hearing this sound, Jiangsu Governor Yu Chen shuddered as if whipped. He could no longer bear any more blows. Raising his head, he saw it was the current Commander of the Jiangsu National Defense Army, Li Rui. Li Rui, face full of anger, said to Yu Chen, "Governor, we caught a few more treacherous merchants reselling Renminbi. You have to make the decision to kill them!"

"Kill who?" Yu Chen asked somewhat dazedly.

Li Rui was someone Yu Chen had promoted. He was shrewd and straightforward, and his character was naturally beyond reproach. He had contributed greatly when Yu Chen wiped out the local bullies in various business channels a few years ago. Privately, he was considered a strong contender for Jiangsu Governor after Yu Chen. This was not completely groundless. Since Wang Youhong would rather drive his family back to his hometown in Tianjin and die alone than hand over the position of Governor to anyone but Yu Chen, Yu Chen felt he had no reason to choose a relative as his successor for Jiangsu Governor. Li Rui was indeed one of the successors Yu Chen favored.

Li Rui did not think that much. His anger undiminished, he said, "Governor, we have already issued orders that private individuals are not allowed to hoard foreign exchange and Renminbi; they must be deposited in the National Bank. Yet there are some treacherous merchants who hoard Renminbi privately and sell it at high prices in the black market. After receiving a report, I destroyed a black market, and it turned out that among the people inside were actually a few prominent assemblymen. Governor, these people absolutely cannot be let off!"

"Heh, assemblymen..." Yu Chen smiled bitterly. When had these assemblymen ever done anything good? When there was profit to be made, they were never absent. When the country faced difficulties, they ran away without a trace. As for this kind of private buying and selling, it had happened plenty of times when Wang Youhong was alive. Yu Chen also read various newspapers and publications of the People's Party. The People's Party did not compile a history of the Qing Dynasty, but there was an article called "Resolution on Certain Historical Events Since Chongzhen". Although the article was not signed by Chen Ke, it was the People's Party's evaluation of the Manchu Qing.

The *Resolution* stated that the most corrupt gentry at the end of the Ming Dynasty dominated the court, leading to the Ming Dynasty's destruction. The Manchu Qing colluded with the corrupt gentry to create a centralized, autocratic, and corrupt system, pushing this system to its peak. Regarding the gentry and the gentry system, the People's Party upheld a consistent attitude, believing that if you killed nine out of ten, there would still be some who slipped through the net. In the People's Party controlled areas, the gentry class had already been uprooted. So with such a blatant total negation, surprisingly no one dared to come out and oppose it.

Yu Chen did not like the gentry either, but after reading the People's Party's articles, he also felt the People's Party was a bit excessive. Now, experiencing a great catastrophe, Yu Chen finally understood that the People's Party's view was actually correct. This gentry system born under a completely feudal theoretical train of thought indeed had original sin; killing them was no pity.

Even if he believed in his heart that killing them was no pity, Yu Chen could not just start a massacre like this. Jiangsu's system was built upon the alliance of the gentry and the industrial and commercial figures transformed from the gentry. If he laid a murderous hand on this system, Jiangsu might as well just join the People's Party, or it would be cutting its own roots.

But seeing the murderous look on Li Rui's face, Yu Chen ordered, "Lock them up first. You be responsible for this matter. Whoever pleads for them, lock them up together."

Having finally sent Li Rui away, Yu Chen returned to his initial state. What Yu Chen needed now was to find a solution to the problem. If the debt was only to the private sector or the stock market, he could just let them sink or swim. Now the Jiangsu government had also intervened and owed a large amount of debt. When the creditors came knocking, would the Jiangsu government also collapse along with them?

amidst hesitation and fear, a personal guard ran in and whispered, "Governor, someone has delivered intelligence."

"Oh?" Yu Chen immediately regained some spirit. He stood up and ordered, "Bring it in quickly!"

What was brought in was a letter. As Yu Chen read it, his face actually regained some vitality.

In Hangzhou, Zhejiang, Wu Xiangyu asked the comrades in the office to archive the file after reading the latest intelligence. The news was simple: some private enterprises in Shanghai were preparing to group together for warmth and inject capital into Jiangsu. At the same time, comrades of the People's Party in Shanghai also sent news that the Shanghai Chamber of Commerce held a meeting, hoping to save Jiangsu. The Chamber of Commerce was full of private business owners; several leaders believed that if Jiangsu fell, the Shanghai Chamber of Commerce's investments in Jiangsu would be lost entirely. Since what Jiangsu lacked now was cash, the Shanghai Chamber of Commerce would raise cash for Jiangsu to relieve Jiangsu's urgent need. It could be resolved leisurely later.

Wu Xiangyu had an impatient nature. Since getting married, with his wife's help, Wu Xiangyu had improved quite a lot. Looking at the national capitalists trying to group together for warmth to tide over the difficulties, Wu Xiangyu actually wanted to say to them, you guys should just take a break, don't do this useless work.

Now Wu Xiangyu had finally officially become the Governor of Zhejiang Province. His old superior Li Shouxian had been promoted to Vice Premier of the country. There were rumors that Premier Li might become the Premier of the country in the next term. But Wu Xiangyu had not expected that Li Shouxian was surprisingly not included in the 12-person meeting in Beijing that decided China's future direction.

Wu Xiangyu himself did not care about this matter at all; this was his personality. Wu Xiangyu never thought that official position represented anything amazing. Official position represented work and responsibility. As a revolutionary, a revolutionary did whatever the organization needed them to do. Wu Xiangyu of course knew that he had already entered the ranks of the future leadership echelon of the People's Party. His attitude towards this was limited to a state of "understood". There were three young comrades attending the meeting. Wu Xiangyu found that the performance of the other two comrades was exactly the same as his own; they believed they were there to work, and apart from work, attending such a meeting had no other significance.

So Wu Xiangyu continued to be his Zhejiang Governor and continued to be responsible for Jiangsu work. The Party had long seen through Jiangsu with incomparable clarity. Wu Xiangyu had originally thought Jiangsu might produce something different. Unexpectedly, Jiangsu staged a classic textbook economic crisis. Comparing the Party's predictions, economics textbooks, and Jiangsu's intelligence, Wu Xiangyu found that Jiangsu's changes did not have even a single surprise.

First the stock market collapsed, then the debt market was in imminent danger. The exhaustion of cash led to a plummet in industrial product prices, followed by a plummet in the prices of industrial equipment like factories. After the unemployment rate climbed sharply, people were unemployed in large numbers. To solve the problem, the government adopted coercive means to start "rectifying economic order", and at the same time prepared to raise taxes. In short, all actions were to solve the chaotic situation, yet the more they solved, the more chaotic it became. Of course, it had not yet reached the stage of social unrest and total collapse. But such a prospect was only a matter of time.

The Central Committee had already made a prediction that this economic crisis would last for several years. Since the Central Committee was so certain, there must be a reason. In a situation where Jiangsu could not obtain external funds and orders, it was bound to lead to a total collapse. Wu Xiangyu's job was to record this process as important material for the People's Party's social research.

When he returned home after work, Wu Xiangyu talked about these things with his wife. It wasn't revealing secrets, but pure lamentation. "Chairman Chen seems never to make a fuss. No matter how terrible the thing is, in Chairman Chen's eyes, it all seems very normal."

Wu Xiangyu's wife put a chopstick of green vegetables into Wu Xiangyu's bowl. "That is because the height at which Chairman Chen stands is different. From his height, things themselves certainly have various characteristics and are worth paying attention to, being surprised by, and researching, but the occurrence of anything is normal."

Hearing his wife's words, Wu Xiangyu suddenly felt moved. When attending the meeting in Beijing, the People's Party discussed specific things that would happen in the future, and everyone had their own emotions. Towards good or bad things happening in the future, all attendees were fearless. Although his wife had not attended such a meeting, it was as if she had seen it with her own eyes. Wu Xiangyu put a not-large piece of pork strip into his wife's bowl, then continued eating without saying a word.

After that, the development of events was exactly the same as the Party Central Committee's prediction. After Jiangsu received Renminbi cash support from Shanghai, it temporarily stabilized its position. However, the external situation became even worse. The People's Party's chemical fiber products had gradually occupied the short silk market in recent years. As soon as the economic crisis arrived, foreign consumption of raw silk shrank rapidly. Jiangsu's largest export commodities were raw silk and silk fabrics; these two products could only be sold at reduced prices. Initially, there were some foreign speculators who wanted to hoard low-priced raw silk and silk fabrics to make a profit after the market recovered. The foreign market continued to be sluggish for more than half a year, and these speculators eventually disappeared.

Cutting off the external market was a fatal blow to Jiangsu. Private enterprises in Shanghai were also hit by this terrible economic cold current. External demand continued to decline. In order to survive, they could only sell products at reduced prices. However, this price reduction was a beat slower than the price reduction sales of foreign peers. Foreign factory owners and merchants with rich experience in economic crises had long begun to sell frantically at reduced prices. Chinese private enterprises had never experienced such a tragic stage. The United States could sell at a reduced price of one-half or even one-third of the production cost; Chinese merchants could not do such a thing. By the time they made up their minds to do so, they had long lost the opportunity for price-reduction sales.

The private sector was in a depression everywhere, yet unexpectedly, the vast majority of those who could still have a stable income at this stage were in China. State-owned enterprises in the People's Party controlled areas operated normally as usual, and rural life was not affected. For the cash that private owners craved, factories still paid it out on time. The prerequisite was that one had to be a worker in a state-owned enterprise. For several years, private owners had been "peacocks flying southeast", fighting with their old lives to go to Jiangsu to manage their lives. Now they ran to the People's Party's areas in a swarm. Making money was one of the purposes; hiding from debt was also another very important purpose.

In September 1930, the Shanghai Chamber of Commerce applied to Shanghai Mayor Lin Shenhe for government relief several times to no avail, so they simply went to the streets to demonstrate. Holding flags of "Against Hunger, Against Unemployment", a large number of private owners who owed a buttload of debt blocked the entrance of the Shanghai Municipal Government requesting government relief. These people knelt on the ground, their cries shaking the sky. Besides large slogans, there were also some small slogans: "Government banks discriminate against private industry and commerce", "State-owned enterprises engage in unfair competition". All kinds of banners that had nothing to do with ordinary commoners vented the indignation of the private owners.

Lin Shenhe naturally knew long ago that this kind of thing would happen. As a former Shanghai patrolman, Lin Shenhe knew the Shanghai underground financial industry deeply. A few years ago, Lin Shenhe had prepared to sweep away this gang but was stopped by the Central Committee. Waiting until today to see this gang unable to muddle along anymore, Lin Shenhe's heart was filled with malicious pleasure.

These punks saw that the People's Party did not confiscate their property and enterprises, so they thought they could continue the good days of the past in the new era, and they also ridiculed the socialist system quite a lot. Now retribution had come! Under the global economic crisis, the good days of these guys had finally come to an end.

"What is the reaction of the masses?" After Lin Shenhe finished feeling good in his heart, he called the comrades of the National Security Bureau.

"Haven't seen any masses supporting them." The National Security Bureau had always cared about mass incidents and had long arranged a comprehensive investigation. "These people usually always feel they are amazing and have no mass foundation. But them blocking the government gate without application like this, should we rectify it a bit?"

Lin Shenhe leaned back comfortably in his chair and replied, "No need! As long as the masses don't support them, let them continue kneeling there. When they are tired of kneeling and hungry from kneeling, they will naturally leave. These masters are delicate. In addition, there must be people in the civil service who invested in these people's businesses. With the investment failing, will some people jump over the wall in desperation and give advice to these people? We still have to ask the comrades of the Security Bureau to help investigate."

"You can rest assured about this; this is one of our jobs," the comrade from the Security Bureau on the other side replied.

Putting down the phone, Lin Shenhe stood up and looked down from a height through the window at the black mass of the crowd outside for a while, then returned to his desk satisfied to continue working.

The Shanghai masses were quite delighted to see these rich people fall to their current state. Previously, these people were idols in the hearts of the Shanghai masses. They had money. Although they no longer had their former status, according to Shanghai customs, having money was status. Seeing this gang mixed to such a state now, although the Shanghai masses felt quite surprised—"They probably didn't expect to see such days when they were making big money, right!"—schadenfreude was naturally inevitable.

Not long after, the newspapers published news again. A batch of government civil servants were expelled from public office and held legally responsible for colluding with these rich people and attempting to influence government policy. Now the common people of Shanghai completely understood one thing: in Shanghai, the ones who truly had power and influence were the People's Party government that could let the common people of Shanghai have jobs and food to eat. Those rich people seemed glorious when they were triumphant, but compared to the sufficiently benevolent People's Party government, they counted for nothing.

The People's Party's performance in Shanghai made Jiangsu Governor Yu Chen completely despair. He originally thought that if the propertied classes united, even if they couldn't temporarily overthrow the People's Party government, they could at least keep Jiangsu. Now the propertied classes were unable to even protect themselves under the blow of the economic crisis; they all scattered, showing absolutely no sign of going bankrupt to protect Jiangsu. The People's Party not only adopted an attitude of indifference towards Jiangsu, but also an attitude of indifference towards the bankrupt propertied classes under the People's Party's rule.

Those state-owned enterprises under the People's Party stood tall and erect, acting as if nothing had happened. Cruel reality caused many ideas to appear throughout Jiangsu. Jiangsu could be said to be in imminent danger now, but it could also be said to have stabilized its position. The comprehensive imitation of the People's Party's rural land reform stopped the economic shock at the countryside. Even if the farmers had no business, at least they still had their own land to farm. If they grew grain, self-preservation was still possible. The water conservancy society built with the People's Party's help performed well, reducing the impact of natural disasters to a minimum. Even during the economic crisis when industry and commerce fell into a situation of total collapse, Jiangsu agriculture actually had good harvests for two consecutive years.

Under the comparison of facts, one of the currents of thought in Jiangsu recently was that Jiangsu should simply give up its independent status and defect to the People's Party. Now industrialists and merchants owed a buttload of Renminbi debt, and the Jiangsu government also publicly declared that it would delay debt repayment. If Jiangsu sold all the precious metals in its hands, the money gathered could probably barely repay the debt. It was just that after doing so, Jiangsu's currency would become paper money with absolutely no collateral. If Jiangsu could defect to the People's Party, after Renminbi replaced Jiangsu's local currency, the circulated Jiangsu economy would not be without a chance to repay the debt.

The land reform that had once made Jiangsu's propertied classes hate deeply had now conversely become Jiangsu's life-saving talisman. This was something that gang in the Jiangsu Assembly had never expected originally. So the Jiangsu Assembly quickly reached an agreement, hoping to hand over part of the autonomy to the central government in exchange for Renminbi becoming the official currency of Jiangsu.

Against such a background, Yu Chen went to Hangzhou, Zhejiang to visit Zhejiang Governor Wu Xiangyu.
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"Jiangsu hopes to abolish the local currency and accept the Renminbi as Jiangsu's only official currency..." Yu Chen was still using the same old arguments. Nanjing was not far from Hangzhou, and with current transportation conditions, a trip to Hangzhou didn't take much time at all.

Wu Xiangyu and Ji Ye listened quietly. Hearing Yu Chen finish with the same old rhetoric, the gist was still that Jiangsu was giving the Central Government face, so the Center should give Jiangsu some tangible benefits. The situation in Jiangsu was somewhat outside the Central Government's expectations; the results of land reform had at least provided a safety net for Jiangsu. Private industry and commerce had completely collapsed, but Jiangsu itself had not collapsed. Although in the long run, it would only take one natural disaster for Jiangsu's economy, with its industry already completely finished, to collapse entirely. For a country like China with frequent natural disasters, such events were common. One only had to wait, and it likely wouldn't be long. It was just that doing so would be a bit too inhumane.

But regarding Yu Chen's attitude—or more accurately, the attitude of Jiangsu's current ruling class—the Central Government absolutely could not accept it. The Jiangsu Special Administrative Region is an administrative unit of China, not the Central Government's master. The Central Government had no reason to provide special treatment to Jiangsu.

Seeing that Yu Chen had finished speaking, Wu Xiangyu waited for a moment before replying, "The Central Committee will consider it."

Hearing this, Yu Chen knew that the People's Party had no goodwill to speak of. He knew that begging was absolutely useless, so he began to add bargaining chips. "We in Jiangsu are willing to pay taxes to the Central Government."

"The Central Committee will consider this matter," Wu Xiangyu replied calmly. His main job regarding Jiangsu was not to decide its fate, but to record it.

"We are willing to give up Jiangsu's army, and have the Central Government station troops here. The people of Jiangsu will also undertake military service." Yu Chen gritted his teeth and continued to increase the stakes. Jiangsu's army was now just a presence; if the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wanted to solve Jiangsu with military force, they could do so at any time. However, this army itself was also a major psychological pillar for Jiangsu. If military expenses weren't so heavy right now, Yu Chen wouldn't have made such a compromise.

Wu Xiangyu quickly made a judgment. Even if Jiangsu paid taxes to the Central Government and gave up its army, its essence would not change. Administrative, judicial, and other powers were still in the hands of the Jiangsu Assembly. Since the Central Government had no intention of solving Jiangsu militarily at present, these concessions didn't have much practical significance. So Wu Xiangyu changed his wording slightly, "I will report this matter to the Central Committee."

Hearing this, Yu Chen knew that the Central Government had no intention of taking advantage of Jiangsu, which was even more terrifying than if they did. He steadied his emotions and said loudly, "Governor Wu, Jiangsu is part of China! Regardless of current political disagreements, the people of Jiangsu are Chinese after all. You cannot just stand by and watch us die. If the Central Government has any dissatisfaction with me, Yu Chen, you can arrest me. Kill me or cut me to pieces, as you wish. If you think I, Yu Chen, have been disrespectful to the Central Government, I can kowtow every three steps from Nanjing all the way to Zhengzhou. But the Central Government cannot just watch Jiangsu die."

These words sounded open and aboveboard, but they only *seemed* that way. Yu Chen had absolutely no ability to resist whatever the People's Party wanted to do with Jiangsu. Wu Xiangyu just listened to these words, though the secretary and guards beside him seemed somewhat moved. Ji Ye, who could be considered to have come from a rough background, had heard too many such grandstanding words since childhood. She barely managed to hold back her laughter. However, the smile she couldn't completely suppress on her face still betrayed her emotions. At least Wu Xiangyu completely saw the mocking flavor in Ji Ye's expression.

Wu Xiangyu felt he couldn't give Yu Chen any more unrealistic fantasies. There was no point in continuing to entangle like this. He said, "Governor Yu Chen, if the Central Government wants to solve the Jiangsu problem, then Jiangsu must be like other provinces—same system, same organizational model. What you are asking for now is ostensibly pleading for the people of Jiangsu, but in the final analysis, you want to maintain the interests of Jiangsu's current ruling class. You are using the people as a shield to put gold on your own face; I think this is very unnecessary. The Central Government cannot specifically go and save you property owners. Since Jiangsu is the world of property owners, then continue to follow the path of the world of property owners. When the propertied class can't solve problems anymore, they run to beg the proletariat, hoping the proletariat will give the propertied class a hand. Don't you think this request is logically too ridiculous?"

Yu Chen didn't expect Wu Xiangyu, such a young man, to speak so sharply and to state the essence of the problem so thoroughly. Yu Chen himself had absolutely no intention of giving up power, nor did he have any thought of abandoning Jiangsu's current political system. He had only run to beg because there was really no other way. Listening to Wu Xiangyu's meaning, the Central Government's attitude was very clear: if they wanted the Central Government to intervene, it would inevitably be a comprehensive solution for Jiangsu. This wasn't even a treaty under coercion; it was demanding that Jiangsu's current ruling class kneel and surrender, and commit suicide along the way. Yu Chen himself absolutely could not accept this, and the Jiangsu Assembly absolutely could not accept it either.

At this point, Yu Chen could only say, "Then can Jiangsu borrowing money from the Central Government be discussed?"

"The Central Government has no budget in this area, so it is impossible to consider such a thing," Wu Xiangyu refused crisply.

"Then is the Central Government just going to watch us die?!" Yu Chen's tone was extremely severe.

"If you were willing to die, that would show you really have backbone!" Ji Ye couldn't help but say. "Dying is easy. Hanging yourself, drinking poison, jumping into the river—it's very easy to do this in Nanjing. If you don't have the courage to commit suicide and want someone else to do it for you, you just have to send troops to attack our People's Party, and you can get your wish immediately. But it's been twenty years, and not only have you not actively done this, I see you are still trying your best to avoid doing this. So you won't die. Unless the King of Hell personally takes you away, as long as you have a breath left, you will all strive to live. Trust me, I am absolutely not joking."

Although Ji Ye emphasized she wasn't joking, the secretaries and guards had already chuckled quietly. Even Wu Xiangyu, who was calm enough, barely held back his smile.

Yu Chen's face had turned somewhat purple with anger. Yu Chen naturally knew Ji Ye; more than twenty years ago, when the Restoration Society attacked Nanjing, Yu Chen was on the battlefield, and Ji Ye was also on the battlefield. Now the two sides met again with completely different objects of allegiance. This time, Yu Chen still failed to gain the upper hand.

Steadying his spirit, Yu Chen said slowly, "The People's Party doesn't oppose all private ownership; there are plenty of private enterprises in your territory. Why must you be so ruthless towards us in Jiangsu?"

Ji Ye also replied in a calm tone, "Our People's Party hasn't done anything to your Jiangsu at all. I think you, Governor Yu Chen, are definitely very clear on this. That you have reached this step is entirely your own choice. Have we been ruthless to you? No. We just did nothing. If you want the socialist system to provide a safety net for private ownership, I advise you not to consider such things anymore. It's impossible."

Having his words completely blocked by Ji Ye, Yu Chen just felt he had really come to the wrong place. His negotiating opponent was young, but his thinking was extremely clear. Behind such answers reflected the attitude of the People's Party Central Committee.

Yu Chen did not give up there. He asked, "Then what exactly is the People's Party's view on our Jiangsu?"

"The People's Party has no view on Jiangsu. We just want to see what choice the people of Jiangsu will ultimately make. The choice of the Jiangsu people will decide Jiangsu's fate, and that is all," Ji Ye replied.

"Heh heh!" Yu Chen laughed coldly. "Then can I understand it this way: the People's Party wants to eradicate our Jiangsu gentry and merchants all together, and before eradicating us, you want us to lose all face and be reviled by ten thousand people. In the future, when we are mentioned, the people will hate us to the bone. From then on, they will follow your People's Party willingly. Killing a man is nothing more than a head hitting the ground; don't you think doing this is too excessive?"

To Yu Chen's harsh words, Ji Ye was completely unmoved. She replied calmly, "The people of Jiangsu will make their own choice."

After Yu Chen left in a huff, a comrade in the negotiation team couldn't help but say worriedly, "Will they engage in assassination or sabotage?"

Ji Ye laughed, "You think too highly of these people. If they really had that backbone, they would have done it long ago. If you asked them to die themselves, they would feel their lives are very precious!"

"There will always be some desperadoes, right?" The comrade was still not quite assured.

Ji Ye laughed, "Desperadoes with only brute courage will be discovered before they can do anything. As for those with both wisdom and courage, who would be willing to sell their lives for this bunch? Even if there are a few die-hard loyalists, they are famous people. Even if they desperately wanted to do this, those masters in Jiangsu would probably try their best to stop them. Those masters are very clear: as soon as we discover someone doing this, the death date for those masters will have arrived. Brotherhood and loyalty are things they just blow about with their mouths."

Hearing Ji Ye discuss these matters so casually, the comrade from the working group felt it made sense, but couldn't quite believe it. If it were the People's Party, no matter who the opponent was, as long as they were identified as an enemy, the enemy must be eliminated. However, Ji Ye looked down on the People's Party's enemies so much that it was a bit hard to believe.

Ji Ye and Wu Xiangyu exchanged a glance. Although they didn't speak, both had already mentally labeled this comrade as "unusable." Fearing death is normal, but having no confidence in one's own organization's capabilities only shows that this person has no trust in the organization at all.

Facts were as Ji Ye said. Although Yu Chen had the rage to kill everyone in the People's Party, he simply didn't consider actually doing so. He understood that now Jiangsu could only rely on itself to survive this difficulty, although this difficulty was extremely hard to survive.

As the saying goes, blessings never come in pairs, and misfortunes never come singly. When Yu Chen returned to Jiangsu, Li Rui, Commander of the Jiangsu National Defense Force, ran to tell Yu Chen in exasperation that the Jiangsu National Defense Force had started to clamor for pay.

"Was the military pay not issued on time?" Yu Chen was both shocked and angry hearing this news. As Jiangsu's deterrent force, the army's pay had always been issued on time.

"Of course the pay was issued on time, but these people want a raise!" Li Rui said angrily.

"Why?" Yu Chen asked.

"The officers and soldiers clamoring for pay said that life at home can't go on anymore. If the military pay isn't raised, life at home can't go on!" Li Rui replied in exasperation.

"Whoever clamors for pay, kick them all out of the army!" Yu Chen gave the order right then. "At this time they think of a raise. The government has spent so much effort to issue pay on time! Not being considerate of the government, only thinking of themselves—none of these people can stay!"

Just after sending Li Rui to solve the issue of the clamoring army, Wu Cai, the person in charge of the Tax Police, came to see Yu Chen. "Governor, the brothers in the Tax Police are clamoring to collect taxes from People's Party ships passing through the Grand Canal."

Yu Chen's brain buzzed. When the People's Party widened the canal, they had reached an agreement with Jiangsu that People's Party ships would not be charged any crossing fees. Now the people in the Tax Police force actually wanted to collect taxes from People's Party ships. What on earth were they trying to do? Commit suicide?

Seeing Yu Chen's face turn iron-green, Wu Cai hurriedly explained, "The brothers in the Tax Police used to have some extra income to subsidize their families. Now with the situation like this, our merchant ships have no business and aren't running. The ones passing through the canal are all People's Party ships. The brothers said, not much, just collecting five hundred yuan per ship, this year we could at least..."

Yu Chen shouted, "Go back and tell them, if they don't want to work in the Tax Police, then get out immediately! You encounter this kind of thing and don't suppress it immediately, but run here to speak for them. Do you manage the Tax Police, or does the Tax Police manage you?"

The more Yu Chen spoke, the angrier he got, his voice becoming somewhat hysterical. He had been full of worries all the way back to Nanjing from Hangzhou, his emotions were overly agitated, and he hadn't eaten anything for almost two days. Encountering so many things in succession, Yu Chen suddenly felt his chest tighten and his head spin. He only felt his vision go black, and the ground beneath his feet began to rotate.

The People's Party's intelligence agencies quickly collected intelligence on Jiangsu. The corruption of the ruling class truly surprised the cadres of the People's Party. At this time, instead of overcoming difficulties together, everyone wanted to solve their own predicament first, stepping on others' shoulders to escape the disaster.

"This is the instinctive attitude of human beings, but from a social perspective, this method cannot solve problems." In various meetings of the People's Party, Jiangsu was used as an example to vigorously criticize various backward methods. It wasn't just Jiangsu; news from all over the world was gradually transmitted back to China, and the entire world situation was presented before China. After the economic crisis, capitalist countries that once looked unparalleled instantly fell into chaos. These stories, which were familiar to Chen Ke, were truly fresh news to the members of the People's Party and the Chinese civil service system.

Of course, it was far from the point of killing cows, burning wheat, and pouring out milk. When it reached that point, Chen Ke had already ordered a massive propaganda campaign. Although after the founding of New China, the living standards of the Chinese people had truly improved. Even in Chen Ke's original timeline, pouring out milk appeared in China more than 50 years after the founding of the PRC.

A truly major event internationally was the United States enacting the Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act. Signed into law by President Herbert Hoover on June 17, 1930, the act raised tariffs on more than 2,000 imported goods to historically high levels. At the time in the United States, 1,028 economists signed a petition to boycott the bill; and after the bill was passed, many countries took retaliatory tariff measures against the United States, causing both U.S. imports and exports to drop sharply by more than 50%.

China was also forced to reduce trade with the United States and turn to increasing trade with the Soviet Union.

This was unavoidable. Of China's three biggest trade partners—Britain, the United States, and the Soviet Union—the United States began to engage in trade protectionism and implement high tariffs. Britain, originally known as the "Nightwatchman of the World Economy," under the impact of the Great Depression, abandoned its status as nightwatchman and began to discuss trade barrier issues.

The People's Party's intelligence agencies had already caught wind that after the United States adopted a high import tariff policy, Britain was preparing to implement the "Imperial Preference System." In fact, Britain had already started to do so.

After World War I, Britain was impacted by the United States in the international market, so it gradually abandoned the free trade policy and paid increasing attention to the issue of Imperial Preference. The capitalist world economic crisis that began in 1929 forced Britain to completely abandon the free trade policy, publishing the "Import Duties Act" on February 9, 1932. According to the act, except for those with special provisions, goods imported into the UK were subject to a 10% ad valorem import duty, plus additional duties; at the Ottawa Imperial Economic Conference held in July of the same year, based on the principle of "home producers first, empire producers second, and foreign producers last," Britain signed 11 bilateral agreements with the dominions and between dominions. The main contents were: Britain gave tariff preferences to imported goods from dominions and colonies; Britain restricted the import of agricultural products from countries outside the empire to ensure the sales market for agricultural products from various dominions and colonies of the empire in Britain; British industrial products enjoyed preferential treatment when exported to dominions and colonies; and high tariffs were imposed on goods from countries other than Britain. The Imperial Preference System, from its formation to World War II, enabled Britain to preserve the imperial market to a certain extent and withstand the pressure from the United States and Germany. In 1938, Britain's exports to the empire accounted for 40% of total exports, and imports accounted for half of total imports.

Fortunately, the People's Party had positioned itself in the Soviet Union, and Sino-Soviet trade was doing very well. The massive amount of raw materials from the Soviet Union stimulated the economy in the Northwest. Even many comrades within the party were very skeptical: China's own raw material production had plenty of potential to be tapped, so why import heavily from outside?

Chen Ke couldn't explain this issue from a long-term perspective, as it involved too much content. The protection of domestic resources, the protection of the domestic environment, and many subtle thoughts about the country. For example, Chen Ke ordered that the phrase "vast territory and abundant resources" should not appear in Chinese textbooks.

Not all news in this world was good. For example, in the face of the Great Depression, Japan's steel industry actually developed somewhat. The United States exported a large amount of scrap steel to Japan, and Japan's steel production began to climb. It was estimated that in 1930 it could reach 500,000 tons, as much as 1/40th of China's.
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In 1931, the economic crisis began to enter its third year. By this time, it was no longer just an economic crisis, but a true Great Depression. Across the entire globe, 50% tariffs became the norm. Only China continued to uphold a 5% import and export tariff, and of course, China also continued to uphold its policy of trade balance. Sir Humphrey, the British Ambassador to China, was recalled to London as an "Old China Hand."

This was not a punishment, but a normal rotation. The British side had another purpose in recalling Sir Humphrey: they hoped to study how to expand British sales quotas in China to drive the British domestic economy. Sir Humphrey could be considered to have returned with honor; life as a minister in China was quite good. The People's Party was difficult to deal with, but they were sensible people. Adopting an attitude of "business is business," Sir Humphrey had smooth sailing in Sino-British trade. For example, in the Malayan land lease project that Sir Humphrey vigorously promoted, the People's Party transported tens of millions of tons of oil palm seeds from Malaya every year. With an export tax of one pound per ton of oil palm seeds, that meant tens of millions of pounds in revenue, and Britain also gained a stable supply of palm oil. The land in Malaya was fully developed, and from any comprehensive benefit perspective, the British Empire received enormous tangible benefits.

This was just one of Sir Humphrey's achievements. The coconut and oil trade in Southeast Asia also expanded Britain's revenue. A man who increased the Empire's income by hundreds of millions of pounds annually naturally deserved to be treated as a meritorious official. Now, Britain needed this meritorious official to make even greater contributions to the country.

Britain hadn't changed much; this was Sir Humphrey's most intuitive feeling about London. China's changes were too fast. The capital, Zhengzhou, had turned from a city centered around a train station into a modern metropolis in just a few years. Buildings, factories, and railways were under frantic construction. It wasn't just Zhengzhou; the entire country of China was undergoing tremendous changes every day. These changes took Sir Humphrey from being dazzled to being accustomed, so much so that after returning to Britain, he found himself unaccustomed to his homeland. At the very least, he was completely unaccustomed to the hard-to-swallow food in Britain.

The British Cabinet's meeting on Sino-British trade was formally convened only after Sir Humphrey's return. Sir Humphrey gave a report to a special committee of the Cabinet, introducing and assessing China's consumption power. The amazing construction achievements shocked everyone on the special committee. However, having stayed in China for so long, Sir Humphrey did not believe this proved China had consumption power; he believed this precisely showed China lacked it.

"China's wealth has been used for fixed asset investment, or long-term heavy industry investment. Civilian consumption power has been compressed to a pitiful level. Since Britain has not been able to control these Chinese state-owned assets, it is impossible to get a share of the pie from them. To further open the Chinese market, Britain needs to make more efforts," Sir Humphrey concluded.

Upon hearing this, thoughts of the Opium War popped into the minds of the special committee members. Of course, this thought was quickly dismissed. China was building railways and roads on a large scale, including the construction of roads and railways in Yunnan, which bordered Burma. If war broke out between China and Britain, before Britain could gain a comprehensive advantage, they would have to consider the possibility of the Chinese army charging into Burma. Burma was right next to India. The thought of China's 5.5 million-strong army made the mood of the British upper class turn sour.

Originally, Britain wanted to export 20 million tons of crude oil to China in 1930. After the economic crisis, the British economy suffered considerable damage, and trade between China and Britain barely maintained the 1929 level. Seeing that Sino-British trade in 1930 might interrupt the continuous growth that had lasted for more than twenty years and enter a downward trajectory, the British government was naturally extremely anxious.

There were favorable conditions, too. The economic crisis forced Britain to abandon the gold standard. Although the "inconvertible gold standard" sounded like it was in the same vein as the gold standard, in reality, it had become a fiat currency system. Since the banknotes of both China and Britain had turned into paper, the biggest trade barrier that once stood between the two countries was now removed. Of course, solving one problem led to the appearance of the next. If the British allowed the Chinese Renminbi to become a formal world currency and allowed China to run a trade deficit, and the British ended up holding a pile of Renminbi, how could they invest it to appreciate its value?

One of the purposes of recalling Sir Humphrey from China was to ask this question: would China accept British investment in China? Not petty play, but true large-scale investment.

To the Chinese, the big British capitalists were "old friends of China." To the British upper class, the British big capitalists also believed that the Chinese government was an "old friend of Britain." Since friends had encountered problems, how should they help each other out?

The British civil service system was also a bureaucratic system, and Sir Humphrey didn't dare to bring out all the preparations he had made in China. He looked infinitely glorious now, but behind his back, who knew how many people were envious, jealous, and hateful. Sir Humphrey naturally understood the principle of mutual flattery. Some things were not that they couldn't be done, or couldn't be done publicly, but rather it depended on who was brought along to do them. Interest groups were very realistic things; joining the right interest group meant rising to the next level. If you found the wrong people, then you could just wait to be given a hard time until you died.

The Cabinet special committee was just an organization for show. The daytime talks were just an appetizer; the private banquet in the evening was the main course. The number of people invited to the banquet with Sir Humphrey was limited to just five: a Cabinet minister, three tycoons, and Sir Humphrey himself, all graduates of Cambridge University. After discussing the Oxford-Cambridge boat race, the meal was almost over. The conversation then reached the critical part.

Sir Humphrey first received news from the Cabinet minister that there was an idea in the Cabinet to promote Sir Humphrey to work in the Treasury, but there were also those who opposed it. The minister did not continue further.

Sir Humphrey glanced at the oil tycoon at the table and then continued, "I have had some discussions with the People's Party regarding oil trade. They want to establish oil processing bases in Cambodia and Hainan Island, and they need cooperation and investment."

This topic hit the mark for the two oil tycoons. They stared at Sir Humphrey, waiting for him to continue. The Cabinet minister also looked at Sir Humphrey intently.

"China wants to utilize Dutch oil nearby, process it in Cambodia, sell part of it to the Southeast Asian region, and use part of it in China." Sir Humphrey began to slowly reveal his hand.

"Is it a joint venture, or some other method?" the Cabinet minister asked.

"The Chinese attitude on this is still quite hesitant. The Chinese side discussed that they want to open a stock exchange domestically." Sir Humphrey revealed more cards.

"I heard that the Chinese side already has a transport fleet of 700,000 tons?" the shipbuilding tycoon present asked.

"The latest news is that it has exceeded 1.6 million tons. It is said that more ships will be launched in 1930. China has put a lot of effort into the shipbuilding industry." Sir Humphrey answered slowly while drinking black tea.

"But Britain has not received any orders from China," the shipbuilding tycoon asked.

Sir Humphrey answered seriously, "In the news I heard, the Chinese side once wanted to import some shipbuilding technology from Britain, but did not get Britain's consent."

The shipbuilding tycoon did not refuse to acknowledge this news. He continued to ask, "Then where did China import the technology from? Italy?"

After these words were spoken, several people present couldn't help but smile. Italy's industrial strength was far inferior to Britain's. After Britain refused China's request, China could only go to Italy to seek technology.

"But we must consider the possibility of military conflict between China and Britain." The oil tycoon did not relax his vigilance at all. China's actions towards Japan clearly showed that China was not a pacifist at all.

Sir Humphrey fell silent. Britain absolutely did not want a war with China right now. As an old-school colonialist, Britain could also feel the increasing pressure China was putting on Britain. The British were all too familiar with this kind of pressure; France and Germany had once given Britain basically the same feeling. If it weren't for the fact that the British Empire was in comprehensive contraction now, Britain would probably have completely fallen out with China, or at least tried every means to contain China.

"War?" The Cabinet minister replied with a slightly contemptuous tone. After all, Britain had experienced the blood and fire of the European war. It was obvious that this Cabinet minister did not believe Britain would lose to China in a war. It was just that bordering a major land power was the most annoying thing for a maritime nation. China's population was about the same as the sum of all countries under the British Empire, but this involved a problem: the British Empire's industry was mainly concentrated in the North Atlantic region, while China's was completely concentrated in one region. The only region comparable to China in population was India, and Britain knew very well that India's industrial strength could not compare with China's at all. Not to mention that the relationship between the British Empire and its various colonies differed vastly. Even so, the British upper class still did not believe that Britain would fail in a war.

The shipbuilding tycoon pulled the topic back to the earlier content. "Sir Humphrey, can you talk about China establishing a joint venture? What kind of shareholding and dividend methods will China adopt?"

In April 1931, Sir Humphrey returned to China as an official of the British Treasury. His goal was to discuss with China the establishment of an oil refining company. Oil refining is a very interesting industry. Even into the second decade of the 21st century, among the oil-rich Middle Eastern regions, only Iran was a country capable of producing the fuel it needed.

In theory, getting oil and subjecting it to temperature control allows for the fractional distillation of gasoline and diesel. This requires very low equipment standards. Back in the day, many places in the Northwest with private small oil wells did this. This method had low efficiency, high waste, and severe pollution. Both economic and social benefits were very poor.

Oil quality has a huge impact on refined products, and crude oil suitable for refining is very expensive. The People's Party took the petrochemical route. Before obtaining gun steel, the People's Party began to research oil cracking technology on a large scale, greatly increasing the output of gasoline and diesel. After obtaining heat-resistant and high-pressure gun steel technology, the People's Party went all out to promote higher temperature and high-pressure oil cracking technology.

Cracked oil contains more olefins and aromatics; products like ethylene are important indicators. Similarly, hydrogenation reactions on high-octane alkenes can refine high-octane fuel. This is the fuel most needed by the air force.

This kind of petrochemical industry was also a technology- and capital-intensive industry in 1930. In the whole world, only China and the United States had this kind of industry on a large scale. China's fractionating towers went from 20 meters to 40 meters, 50 meters, and now the highest had reached 80 meters. And they were continuing to get taller. Fortunately, in this world at this time, this technology was "top-tier tech." The People's Party had finally recouped all costs, including the laboratories.

Chen Ke studied polymer materials, and these were all basic courses. The textbooks had long written out various parameters and catalysts clearly. With these parameters and design ideas, and with no one daring to question Chen Ke's views, China's chemical industry, despite a difficult start, was able to persist in running with small steps, and it was a non-stop run for more than a decade.

The British could also guess that China had a major breakthrough in technology, but they were unclear about exactly what stage China had progressed to, and even less clear about the extent to which China could utilize crude oil. The British believed China's utilization of crude oil was probably below 30%, but they didn't know that China's utilization rate exceeded 80%.

Negotiation is about testing the bottom line. China's negotiators were all strictly trained, Oscar-level actors. Not only would they absolutely not reveal their inner thoughts through emotional leakage, but when needed, they could also make their voices tremble, foreheads sweat, and pupils dilate at any time. If the negotiating opponent observed carefully, they would also find that one or both of the Chinese negotiator's hands, or one or both feet, were trembling slightly.

The advantage of the Chinese language allowing for interpretation based on context also manifested itself. As long as they could memorize a few terms, they could imitate experts. The British probably believed that China's oil utilization rate was 25%, so based on this calculation, the two sides signed an agreement that was quite fair on a 25% basis, with the British taking quite a bit of advantage.

The investment method followed a model where Britain provided crude oil, and the Chinese side was responsible for construction and production. For the first five years, depending on the quality of the crude oil, China would pay a certain amount of Renminbi to purchase it. Britain would take 30% of the gasoline and diesel, and at the same time could use Renminbi to purchase the remaining gasoline and diesel.

This was of great benefit to the British. They could cut off China's crude oil supply at any time. At the same time, this Renminbi could be used to buy Chinese oil products, or to buy goods Britain wanted in the Chinese market.

After entering the Second Industrial Revolution, gasoline and diesel were like the emperor's daughter—never worrying about finding a suitor. Even in a situation like the Great Depression, as long as the price was low enough, there would still be a sufficient market. Handing over the investment and production of oil refining to China, the British not only got rid of the huge infrastructure investment and the massive production costs, but also got rid of the workers' resistance. For the British, who possessed vast colonies and countless resources, this was a good thing with a hundred benefits and no harm.

Furthermore, if Britain didn't cooperate with China, the United States was also eyeing the Chinese market like a tiger. The British believed the Chinese domestic market was limited; if Britain grabbed such a big piece of the cake, the Americans wouldn't be able to eat that piece. In the end, under Sir Humphrey's mediation, the British side successfully raised the oil trade between Britain and China to the level of 22 million tons per year. Nearly 10 million tons of this was high-sulfur crude oil that couldn't be sold for a good price at all.

British economics academia believed that with production comes surplus, surplus brings economic crisis, and economic crisis brings workers' movements. Transferring these troubles and hardships to a poor country like China, and using some leftovers that Britain looked down upon to send China away, would be enough to stabilize China.

Getting rid of the big trouble brought by production, Britain established its top-tier food chain status globally through the "global economic division of labor." As long as they held overwhelming naval superiority, Britain could guarantee stability in the Far East.

Chen Ke was very familiar with this way of thinking of the British. He had also learned in history textbooks that the British completely lived off the colonial economy before World War II. But the British were British after all; they were a Great Power for hundreds of years, and their intelligence was not to be doubted. So from the beginning, Chen Ke still felt a bit afraid to believe it. When it was finally determined that the British really thought this way, Chen Ke had to sigh inwardly: the capitalist system really remembers the eating but not the beating.
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57 Wartime Line (9)

After *Harvest* was published in the *People's Daily*, it triggered a strong reaction. In 1931, Jiangsu suffered a disaster of abundance. After Jiangsu's commerce and industry had already collapsed due to the Great Depression, the Jiangsu government, in order to hold out to the end, adopted a policy of cheap grain exports, shifting Jiangsu's export market to Japan. However, American grain was already so cheap that Jiangsu farmers were completely unable to compete, and Jiangsu's grain exports suffered a devastating blow. To this end, Jiangsu adopted a high-tax policy during the bumper year, frantically raising taxes to exploit the people. The bumper year not only failed to make the people's lives better, but instead saw a large number of farmers go bankrupt because they could not pay their taxes. Through the propaganda of the *People's Daily*, the situation in Jiangsu was finally made known to people all over the country.

The events that followed were even more intense. The Nanjing collective prostitution case was finally released under pressure with Zhang Yu's intervention. Qinhuai was originally a red-light district. After Jiangsu owed huge debts in Renminbi, the Renminbi showed an ultra-high exchange rate against the local Jiangsu currency. Sexual services that could originally only be afforded by the rich could now be enjoyed by middle-income laborers from areas surrounding Jiangsu. And in order to raise Renminbi, the Jiangsu government directly intervened in this trade, doing their best to encourage the sex industry to attract outsiders. The People's Party had completely eradicated the sex industry in their controlled areas. With full bellies comes the desire for carnal pleasures, so group tours to Qinhuai appeared. Among them were consumer groups that included civil servants from outside Jiangsu.

The People's Internal Affairs Commission was not to be trifled with. This matter was quickly discovered and reported to the organization. The *People's Daily* reported the matter, triggering an even more intense reaction inside and outside the Party. Zhejiang and Anhui accounted for the bulk of the group tours, and Zhejiang Governor Wu Xiangyu came under unprecedented pressure. In addition to strictly investigating the matter, Wu Xiangyu also felt that the Central Committee was preparing to move against Jiangsu.

After a nationwide propaganda campaign criticizing Jiangsu's evil system began, people all over the country expressed their positions one after another, believing that the Jiangsu Special Administrative Region had become a sinkhole of filth and that the Jiangsu people living in deep waters and scorching fire needed to be liberated. Yu Chen was no fool. Seeing this propaganda, he understood that the Jiangsu regime had finally reached its dead end.

Yu Chen was naturally very unwilling to accept this; Jiangsu had held out until now. The upper echelons of Jiangsu were not fools either. They knew roughly about the worldwide economic crisis, which at least explained why Jiangsu's foreign trade had completely collapsed. It wasn't that Jiangsu itself wasn't working hard, but that the external environment was too poor. In the external economic storm, China's private business owners had not suffered a devastating blow. Competition in industries like catering and sewing was becoming increasingly fierce, but the scale was expanding again and again. New China's state-owned enterprises propped up the foundation of the economy, and urbanization gave the service industry a huge market.

Jiangsu was now merely utilizing its local advantage in the service industry, yet the People's Party had seized upon this handle. Looking at it now, the People's Party seemed intent on enforcing justice on behalf of Heaven. The Jiangsu Assembly immediately held a meeting. In the meeting, curses against the People's Party for meddling in others' business or harboring ulterior motives occupied most of the first half-hour. These upper-class people had seen clearly that the People's Party was probably going to get serious this time.

A member of the assembly spoke with impassioned generosity, "The Yangzhou Thin Horse is a part of traditional culture with a long history, spanning over a thousand years. The People's Party wants to destroy traditional culture."

" distinctions between superior and inferior, private property, men holding political power—these are all Chinese traditions. Which dynasty or generation in the history books was not like this? The People's Party has learned some heresy from foreigners and doesn't consider themselves Chinese. Instead, they use foreign things to destroy Chinese traditions! Are they still Chinese?"

Denunciations of this kind were endless, echoing within the Jiangsu Assembly.

It must be admitted that a large part of what these people said was fact. Even in the timeline Chen Ke originally came from, there were quite a few "public intellectuals" who shouted things like "Traditional culture is in Taiwan, traditional culture is in Hong Kong." Such traditions were indeed in Taiwan and Hong Kong. In New China, these things were being crushed along with the revolution and industrialization. Under the protection of their foreign daddies, Taiwan and Hong Kong took away Chinese traditions, but the only thing they didn't take away was China's spirit as a great power. If the members of the Jiangsu Assembly had the ability to travel through time and see the public intellectuals of Chen Ke's timeline, they would probably sigh and say, "Our path is not solitary."

But the People's Party could not be toppled just by cursing. The Jiangsu assemblymen knew this well. Watching the People's Party's propaganda offensive becoming fiercer and fiercer, the Jiangsu assemblymen also felt chilled to the bone.

"The ones taking boats to the Qinhuai River are also their People's Party officials. What does this have to do with our Jiangsu? Can they send troops to attack us over this?" an assemblyman said, seemingly aggressive but actually weak.

"We are doing our own business. Nobody forced them to come. Has this become our fault instead?"

The assemblymen discussed it repeatedly but couldn't come up with any result. After all, according to Jiangsu's logic, they couldn't see where Jiangsu was wrong in any way. The Jiangsu assemblymen believed that Jiangsu's only fault was simply that they were no match for the People's Party militarily. Amidst much anxiety, the Jiangsu assemblymen had no solution; they could only drag things out for the time being.

The People's Party reacted relatively quickly and didn't just stick to propaganda like before. Formal organizations of the People's Party soon appeared in Jiangsu. The People's Party Jiangsu Provincial Committee first hung out its shingle, and then began political propaganda, ideological agitation, and running study classes. The initial scale was not large, starting in a few major cities in Jiangsu, but these activities were completely open.

The Central Committee had already decided to resolve the Jiangsu issue, not by adopting military means, but by adopting the model of mobilizing the masses. With strong military and economic backing, getting rid of Jiangsu's existing upper class was just a matter of time.

The bunch of assemblymen in the Jiangsu Assembly panicked. The change in the People's Party's policy really scared them. In the past, no matter what Jiangsu did, the People's Party had never conducted any substantial activities in Jiangsu. Jiangsu's politics and economy were all run by Jiangsu itself. Now that the People's Party had formally established a Party organization in Jiangsu, their intentions didn't even need to be guessed.

"Should we ban all activities of the People's Party in Jiangsu?" an assemblyman made such a suggestion in terror.

Those assemblymen who had not yet lost their reason were scared by such a stupid proposal. Publicly banning the People's Party's activities in Jiangsu would be tantamount to declaring war on the People's Party. If they didn't let the People's Party use civil means, they would only force the People's Party to use martial means.

Jiangsu Governor Yu Chen decided to burn his bridges. "Gentlemen, everyone has been in Jiangsu for so long. The People's Party is a newcomer to Jiangsu. Are you so afraid that the People's Party can agitate the common people of Jiangsu? If they can agitate, can't we agitate too? In comparison, will the Jiangsu people believe us, or believe them? If the Jiangsu people really believe the People's Party, that only proves we deserve to lose! Gentlemen, what we need to do now is not to be afraid, but to solidly handle Jiangsu's affairs well and not give the People's Party any opportunities. Them coming to our Jiangsu, I think it's actually a good thing. Let the Jiangsu people take a good look at what kind of virtue the People's Party actually has! Aren't they just a bunch of characters who run to Jiangsu to sit on flower boats as soon as they have a few coins in their pockets? The People's Party dares to expose its own ugliness, so why should we be polite?" Thus, various stories about People's Party members sitting on flower boats on the Qinhuai River in Jiangsu soon began to circulate.

The working group responsible for Jiangsu work saw some personnel changes; some new personnel were added, and some were transferred out. Jiangsu's rapid reaction immediately caused some impact on the working group. Jiangsu's public opinion war made the working group feel somewhat caught off guard. Comrade Wu Xiangyu was very capable, but he was a relatively rigorous person. Like the mainstream cadres of the People's Party, he belonged to the Puritan type of character. Being splashed with such a bucket of dirty water right on the head, Wu Xiangyu felt a sense of humiliation.

Fortunately, although People's Party leader Comrade Chen Ke's desires were so low that he outdid even the Puritans, Chen Ke was fundamentally not a Puritan. So after Chen Ke learned of Jiangsu's response, he sent a short telegram to Wu Xiangyu with just one sentence written on it: "No investigation, no right to speak. We cannot mechanically apply our own thoughts about the matter to the thoughts of the Jiangsu public."

Receiving Comrade Chen Ke's support at a critical moment, Wu Xiangyu was very grateful. If it were a person with insufficiently firm will encountering this kind of predicament, they would probably immediately start using the leader's name as a shield. Wu Xiangyu did not shirk responsibility or take his anger out on others; he just set to work according to the instructions.

The investigation results were truly surprising. In Jiangsu, rich officials drinking flower wine couldn't be talked about as a romantic affair, nor was it absolutely a shameful thing. Jiangsu's propaganda did not make the Jiangsu commoners feel that the People's Party were all morally corrupt guys. Instead, it made them feel that the People's Party civil servants had money and status, and were all big shots.

The investigation results did not make Wu Xiangyu feel relaxed. Instead, he recognized the situation clearly: the political campaign in Jiangsu would be a real hard battle of changing customs and habits. The Jiangsu people's view of the world and the People's Party's view of the world were indeed two completely different worlds.

Chen Ke had feelings similar to Wu Xiangyu's, but the object was not the Jiangsu people, but directed at the German Communist Party. Strategically speaking, if a Three Red Nations Alliance of China, the Soviet Union, and Germany could be formed, let alone liberating the World Island, even toppling the capitalist system of the whole world would be a fight with a chance of winning.

Little Mustache was indeed a Child of Destiny. This figure, who survived dozens of assassination attempts in his life, still displayed his good luck even amidst drastic historical changes. His rise was not much different from history.

The People's Party never engaged in assassination, and Chen Ke had no interest in it either. War is uncontrollable, and history is uncontrollable too. Chen Ke's greatest advantage was not disrupting history, but utilizing history as much as possible. So after Little Mustache started making noise, Chen Ke did not move to suppress the Nazi forces, but contacted the German Communist Party. Chen Ke suggested that the German Communist Party wage a tit-for-tat struggle against the Nazis and do their utmost to unite and organize the German masses.

Adhering to his habit of copying historical answers, the prescription Chen Ke wrote out for the German Communist Party mainly had three points. First, establish street fighting squads to engage in tit-for-tat combat against the street violence of other political parties in a polite but restrained manner. Second, oppose the rentier class's exploitation of the people in a way the German people could understand, by finding sinners. Third, organize production self-help activities. Maintain the lives of unemployed masses through communal labor and barter trade. Fourth, unite all German progressive forces that can be united.

The KPD was indeed the Communist Party of a developed industrial country; it did have a high-end, magnificent, and classy side. After carefully analyzing Chen Ke's suggestions, the KPD was shocked. Not just shocked, but nauseated to the point of eating a pound of vomit. This policy first required the KPD to participate in street hooligan brawls; second, it was to be anti-Semitic; and finally, it was to make all kinds of "hypocritical promises" to the masses. Anyway, the goal was just one: to seize power by any means necessary. How was this a suggestion from the leader of a great socialist power? This was a plan from an out-and-out conspirator and opportunist. The KPD unceremoniously rejected Chen Ke's suggestions.

The KPD thought Chen Ke was a conspirator and opportunist. Chen Ke wasn't angry; he just felt that the German Communist Party was a classic case of scholars rebelling for three years without success. Germany was ruled by the propertied class, and it was inherently ridiculous for the KPD to hang around in parliament thinking they could seize power through parliamentary struggle. The German Wehrmacht didn't support the KPD at all, and the KPD had no organized armed forces in their hands, yet they acted high and mighty. No wonder the German Communist Party was eradicated by the Nazi Party in history. A tiny Reichstag Fire was enough to finish off the KPD.

As for the KPD actually refusing to be anti-Semitic, this was the most incredible thing. Anti-Semitism was a manifestation of political correctness in Europe. It was okay not to oppose the Jewish nation, but in Germany, at least publicly accuse and publicly oppose the evil deeds of Jewish speculative merchants. Did the KPD think they were Jesus? Could they walk on water just by speaking the truths of communism? Or could they perform the miracle of the five loaves and two fish? Without the ability to realize these miracles, then honestly speak some words the people can understand.

Above, there was the consensus of property owners and imperialist countries against communism, and the Wehrmacht, the backbone of Germany, didn't care for the German Communist Party at all. It was hard enough to encounter the Great Depression, yet the KPD didn't talk about doing everything possible to expand their influence among the people and do some tangible things for the people, while accumulating military power in the hands of the German Communist Party.

Abandoning these methods to walk the path of parliamentary struggle—did the KPD really believe in historical materialism? This was Chen Ke's puzzlement.

Things having reached this point, Chen Ke had no way out either. If the KPD belonged to the category that could be saved, China could really give them a hand from behind. Since the KPD was mud that couldn't be plastered onto a wall, the People's Party couldn't possibly invest in this direction destined for failure. The People's Party intelligence agency could only regretfully treat the KPD as a failed case. That is, to record in detail the rise of the Nazi Party and the failure of the KPD. As an important case study in social science.

Apart from these matters, Chen Ke did only one thing throughout 1931: establishing the scientific and technological system between national laboratories and production. As a child of railway workers, Chen Ke had quite a lot of understanding of the development of high-speed rail. It could even be said that the masterpiece of China's production and technological innovation was the development of high-speed rail. What China introduced was not only a large amount of technology, but more importantly, the advanced scientific research mechanisms of Europe and America.

In the process of high-speed rail R&D, the role of foreign technology was limited, even very limited. The key was this mechanism: even if a single screw had a problem, it had to be sent to the laboratory for research. The direction of research was not limited to how to prevent problems, but first to figure out *why* the accident happened. To use a simple metaphor, it was "Ten Thousand Whys."

Was it a material problem? Was it a temperature problem? In science, there are no accidents, only inevitable consequences based on laws. This required massive amounts of experimentation to complete. What needed to be studied was not just the small problem that occurred, but the various laws related to it.

For example, the expansion rate under cold temperatures in the north. What this required was not experiments with degrees as the unit, but experiments with tenths of a degree as the unit. The ratio of various metals was not in units of 1%, but in units of 0.01%. Just to be able to precisely control the ratios in these materials was a revolution in materials science.

There were no shortcuts to this basic research; it was just constant delving and experimenting. The People's Party's industrial menthol production was unique in the world. This was from when Chen Ke was in university and Japanese people came to their school to give a report. The reports of the two Japanese professors were nothing special. One professor who specialized in menthol production looked more like a Chinese person in his demeanor. He recounted his problem with developing a catalyst. This Japanese professor experimented hundreds and thousands of times, all failures. Finally, he got a new catalyst just produced from a friend, with the content calculated in milligrams. This solved the problem of industrial catalyst conversion of chiral carbon.

The inevitability of science is the inevitability of chemical reactions. Finding these inevitabilities can only rely on a rigorous scientific attitude, relying on massive amounts of money, personnel, experiments, and data summarization to accumulate bit by bit.

This is a threshold that no one can bypass.

In March 1932, Chen Ke finally preliminarily left this aspect of work. What should be taught and what should be said, Chen Ke had done. The "technology anti-authority, anti-monopoly" line of thought learned from Chairman Mao, Chen Ke also tried his best to implement. Everyone is equal before practice. As long as they are in a team, regardless of seniority or age, everyone should have the right to speak.

Of course, anti-authority does not mean trying every way to get rid of authority so one can become the authority oneself, and then using one's authority to suppress others; that is still the feudal way. As always, Chen Ke also made many speeches in the scientific community that seemed contradictory but were fundamentally not contradictory, such as "anti-feudalism" and "anti-egalitarianism."

Chen Ke held back strongly so as not to propagate the Doctrine of the Mean. The vast majority of people who read the Doctrine of the Mean simply don't understand what the Doctrine of the Mean is actually saying. Moreover, with productivity developed to the current industrial age, the Mean must also be established on a scientific basis. All social behavior and even individual behavior in the industrial age must be established on a scientific basis. This concept is precisely the most difficult to establish.
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In 1932, the Great Depression had reached its climax. It was a nightmarish memory for laborers all over the world. The economic recession in Europe and America had hit its peak. The United States had 13.7 million unemployed, Germany 5.6 million, and Britain 2.8 million. It was estimated that in 1929, the operating rate of the entire US industry only reached 80%, and the investment amount (calculated in 1958 US dollars) dropped from 40.4 billion US dollars in 1929 to 27.4 billion US dollars in 1930, and further decreased to 4.7 billion US dollars in 1932.

Germany was even more miserable, burdened with the heavy debt pressure of the Versailles System. Under the economic crisis, France frantically pressed Germany for debt repayment. The Weimar government had no choice but to resort to printing massive amounts of banknotes to repay debts through inflation, leading to the Mark depreciating at a terrifying speed. At that time, the face value of German currency had reached 20 billion. The value to buy one egg was equivalent to buying 30 million eggs in the past. The movie "Isn't Life Wonderful?", which depicted the miserable state of affairs at that time, described such a scene: a person forgot a basket full of money on the street; the money was dumped on the ground, and the basket was stolen. The Mark had turned into waste paper, and the unemployment rate of the German people had long exceeded 50%.

Grain prices collapsed worldwide. In all capitalist industrial nations, agriculture faced the predicament of bankruptcy almost entirely.

While the whole world was wailing in anguish, only two countries presented a completely different situation. That was the Soviet Union and China.

The Soviet Union's planned economy simply did not have any unemployment problems. The powerful planning bureaucracy adopted a production mode of distorted supply and demand and forced distribution. The state arranged all consumption for the people, including food, clothing, housing, and transportation. As long as this system did not collapse, there was no such thing as an economic crisis.

China's situation was even more worthy of pondering: fixed grain prices, stable currency, and massive infrastructure investment. Compared with world investments, China's massive investment was extremely "forward-looking". According to statistics, starting from 1926, China's funds used for scientific and technological research and development as well as education exceeded 15% of the total value of industrial and agricultural production. The trade balance policy protected China's economic territory. China no longer needed to provide gold to the United States as it did during World War I. Using only the gold stored within China as collateral, the United States and Britain were willing to provide credit loans to China for China to purchase American and British goods.

In the West Pacific Economic Zone, China's economy was stable, its currency was stable, and supply and demand were stable. The RMB, as an important settlement currency in the West Pacific Economic Zone, relied on China's massive economy to present a super-stable posture. As long as the West Pacific could be integrated into China's economic circle and participate in China's economic circulation system, they could rely on the Chinese market to obtain a stable life. From large ships to small needles and threads, China could produce them all. This Chinese market imported a large amount of raw materials and high-tech products. If the prices of certain commodities were truly ridiculously low, China would even import them. Of course, the premise was the willingness to settle in RMB. Within just a few years, the credit of the RMB had been established.

All of this relied on the development of China's banking services. China's major commercial banks had established their own overseas branches in many cities in Southeast Asia, implementing cross-region remittance and settlement businesses. When going out to do business, it was impossible to carry bundles of banknotes on one's shoulder, and this was even more true for cross-ocean trade. For example, if someone deposited 1 million RMB in the Manila Branch of the China Construction Bank and then ran to the Guangzhou Branch of the China Construction Bank in China to withdraw this 1 million RMB, the simplest way was for the Guangzhou branch to contact the Manila branch to confirm if such a thing existed. Moreover, they also had to determine the reliability of the deposit slips, withdrawal slips, etc., carried by the withdrawer. They also had to determine if this guy belonged to a fraud gang and if he had utilized the time difference to run to the Guangzhou branch in China to withdraw the money again after withdrawing it at another branch.

If there were only three or five transactions, the bank's dedicated telegraph communication could still handle it, but the larger the volume of data coming and going, the longer the time required. Moreover, many business amounts were not large, just deposit and withdrawal of a few dozen yuan, so the priority for sending telegrams was ranked last. Banks have always been one of the biggest customers of computer networks, and also the customers with the highest security requirements. This is not without reason.

In the 1930s, at least wireless telegraphy was popular in the world. If it were in earlier times, without telegraphs, the so-called "endorsement" would appear, which meant that some withdrawal slips paid in foreign countries had the credit guarantee of big banks on the back. If this slip was a fraudulent one, the big bank would have to bear the responsibility for this "endorsed" slip. This is also one of the origins of the modern credit system in Europe and America. Foreigners attach great importance to "signatures" because after signing, one has to bear the responsibility.

The biggest difference between the People's Party and the Soviet Union lay in the fact that it attached great importance to the construction of the financial and banking industry. A lot of construction had been done in this regard domestically for many years. During the Great Depression, the Bank of China finally went to the West Pacific. It became an important financial force in the West Pacific region and also became one of the most important economic pillars of the West Pacific economy.

It is inevitable that a tall tree catches the wind. For example, the Netherlands obviously had a different attitude from Britain. After having the support of China's banks in the West Pacific, the overseas Chinese finally found a big backer. In the past, the money they earned could only be kept at home, or placed in Dutch banks, and the richer ones could put it in British banks. The People's Party had also worked hard in Southeast Asia for nearly twenty years. With the services of China's banks, most overseas Chinese deposited their money in the Bank of China.

Before the economic crisis, the Netherlands might still have been able to turn a blind eye to this. After the outbreak of the economic crisis, foreign banks collapsed in large numbers, especially in the Dutch Asian colonies. A considerable number of the collapsed banks were due to Chinese overseas Chinese withdrawing money from Dutch banks and depositing it into the Bank of China.

As the Great Depression intensified, the Netherlands also needed to extract funds from the colonies back to the European mainland to save its domestic economy. But it just happened that there was no money to extract. The mentality of the colonialists was simple: to constantly draw blood from the colonies. The colonies were like pig farms owned by the colonialists. Feeding the pigs fat was only to eat more meat. As for the feelings of the pigs themselves, the colonialists did not care at all. If they were forced to care a little, it was only to eat meat more effectively and for a longer term. With China as a backer for the overseas Chinese, the Dutch really felt that they could not tolerate it.

The People's Party soon received the news, and the reaction to this was quite calm. This matter would happen sooner or later; it was impossible for it not to happen. Since the Netherlands had already been regarded as a war target, the only question the People's Party had to ask was, "Is China ready for war?"

This would be a cross-sea expedition, a type of war that China had not conducted for hundreds of years. This would also be a war that changed the situation in Southeast Asia. As the saying goes, once the bow is drawn, there is no turning back arrow. Once this step was taken, China would have no way back. Chen Ke wanted to prepare for a few more years. Deep research into vacuum tubes had already begun, and research into transistors and lasers had also reached the final stage. It was unknown when breakthrough progress would be achieved. No one in this world understood the significance of these two technological breakthroughs better than Chen Ke. As long as a breakthrough was achieved, as long as the simplest microcontroller could be put into actual combat application, it was unlikely for China to fail. Even when facing the United States, it would be the same.

However, many things did not shift according to China's will. Once the Netherlands made a move, China had to respond with a tough attitude. This was a choice with no other way out. Because if the Netherlands dared to start this, and if China only knew how to protest, it would trigger a chain reaction throughout Southeast Asia. China's layout in Southeast Asia would immediately suffer enormous losses.

By June 1932, Chen Ke finally issued the order to prepare for war. China hereupon entered the wartime track.
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The Dutch East Indies was the official name for Indonesia in 1932. Compared to the history of the colony of Indonesia established in 1949, the Dutch East Indies had a history spanning several hundred years. The most famous region here was originally the Spice Islands. Since Columbus discovered the New World, the volume of spice trade had multiplied several times over a hundred years, reaching its peak in the 18th century. Excessive trade meant spices were no longer precious items. Meanwhile, new novelties constantly introduced during the Age of Discovery also changed the Western fashion of being solely obsessed with spices. First came tobacco, followed by tea, coffee, cocoa, cane sugar... and the even more stimulating American chili peppers, causing traditional spices to gradually lose their charm. Furthermore, the tastes of the aristocracy or the bourgeoisie incorporated more elements; sweet, spicy, and light flavors all became part of the new fashion. A new fashion evaluation system also emerged; in 17th and 18th century Europe, many new fashion books were published, such as *The Queen's Closet Opened*, *Royal and Bourgeois Cookery*, and *Smells*. By the 19th century, the bourgeoisie ushered in a new century of reshaping world fashion, where everything was torn down and started anew.

Spices and the Spice Islands thus exited the stage of history. Added to the success of China's own spice cultivation, the days for the Dutch East Indies during World War I were quite difficult. It wasn't until oil extraction began in Balikpapan that a sense of prosperity was somewhat restored.

Overseas Chinese in the Dutch East Indies mostly resided in places like Sumatra and Java. In the late stages of WWI, the British first leased land to China to develop the palm oil business. The Netherlands followed suit and signed cooperation agreements; China leased some islands in the Dutch East Indies to open oil palm farms and rubber plantations. Generally speaking, this was standard economic and trade cooperation.

It was public knowledge that the nominal head of the People's Party in the Dutch East Indies was Wang Qinian. Wang Qinian's official title was Chairman of the Dutch East Indies Renxin Medical College. This fellow, who held a graduation certificate from a French medical specialist school, continued in his profession after joining the People's Party. He was not particularly radical or fanatical politically, and his work was very steady. Later, entrusted by the People's Party, he opened branch schools in British Malaya and the Dutch East Indies in his capacity as a school board director of the Sino-British joint venture Shanghai Renxin Medical College.

At the same time, Wang Qinian was also the vice-chairman of the Southeast Asia division of China's famous reproductive health products enterprise, Durex—nicknamed "Teacher Du"—Safety Products. He was also the main agent for many specific medicines in Southeast Asia. The leading figures in Southeast Asia all knew of such a "Red-topped Merchant" (merchant with official rank); especially among Japanese women in Southeast Asia, Wang Qinian was truly known to everyone.

Director Wang Qinian knew his significance was to attract fire, and he was used to it. In 1932, Wang Qinian's main sphere of activity was Jakarta. Given his network of relationships, much of the news he received was related to Japan.

The female business led by the Japanese government once covered the entire Far East and Southeast Asia. The People's Party and the Soviet Union eradicated such businesses in the Far East, so Japan turned to attack the Southeast Asian market. Since its defeat in Korea, Japan had spared no effort in developing the service industry in Southeast Asia. These businesses did not overlap with Wang Qinian's, so there was no commercial competition. What Wang Qinian cared about was Japan's persistent propagation of the "China Threat Theory" in Southeast Asia.

The Kingdom of Siam had moved very close to China in recent years. As a friendly neighbor of China, Siam had always hoped to break free from British control. China naturally was happy to see such a thing; for instance, the construction of the Indochina Railway, which China and Siam had already agreed upon, started despite British opposition.

As China stepped onto the road of rejuvenation, its influence on Southeast Asia naturally grew larger and larger. Japan attempted to use these contradictions to form an anti-China alliance in the Western Pacific region, a model quite similar to the anti-Napoleonic French coalitions in Europe back in the day.

Wang Qinian was a target on the surface; the news he obtained in normal activities was certainly not classified. Even so, he still received intelligence that Japan had launched a new round of anti-China initiatives.

The one who provided this news to Wang Qinian was an official from the Governor-General's Office of the Dutch East Indies. This official was a key target for bribery. At a banquet, sipping rum, he drunkenly spoke of Japan's proposal: "Japan suggests that Britain and the Netherlands join together to form a Joint Maritime Security Mechanism, with the navies of the three countries conducting regular exchange exercises."

"Is that so?" Wang Qinian poured more rum into the official's glass while opening an exquisitely packaged small box containing Soviet Volga caviar. This was a high-end luxury item even in Europe; in the Dutch East Indies, the number of people who could get to taste this delicacy was extremely limited.

The Dutch official's eyes lit up immediately. He picked up a spoon, scooped a spoonful into his mouth, and closed his eyes slightly to enjoy it. Wang Qinian actually didn't like this taste; he just symbolically scooped a few eggs into his mouth.

The Dutch official shook his head and enjoyed it for a good while before happily taking another swig of rum. Heaving a big sigh, he continued, " The Governor-General has already discussed it with the homeland and is preparing to pass this proposal."

"Oh!" A look of surprise appeared on Wang Qinian's face. He frowned and asked, "Could this have an impact on civilian merchant ships?"

The official was very satisfied with Wang Qinian's astuteness. He smiled and replied, "So we suggest that Chinese trading merchant ships had best fly the Dutch flag and register with a Dutch shipping company."

If they flew the Dutch flag and registered with a Dutch shipping company, they would have to pay a large fee to the Netherlands. China was building ships like crazy domestically precisely to expand trade in Southeast Asia. The increasingly large scale of the Chinese fleet had indeed enlivened trade in the Western Pacific, and it had also become a big piece of fat meat in the eyes of Britain and the Netherlands. Doing nothing and yet making a big profit was always the nature of colonialists. Wang Qinian was inclined to believe that this "Joint Maritime Security Mechanism" proposed by Japan was likely real.

After eating and drinking for a while longer, Wang Qinian gave this official some gifts and then sent a car to take him away.

Whether this official betrayed the news to China out of a greedy nature or was simply the person responsible for leaking word privately didn't matter. Relations between nations were naked interest relations. The stronger China's industrial strength, the greater the pressure surrounding countries felt; this was the essence of the world. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance had not been dissolved to this day, and Britain and the Netherlands showed signs of moving closer to Japan because they all had to face China's expanding naval power. Maintaining Japan's fleet was a strategic deterrent against China.

Was this just deterrence, or was the Netherlands using the power of Britain and Japan to blackmail China, or was it a prelude to these three countries preparing to go a step further? Wang Qinian entrusted the People's Party intelligence agency to continue investigating in the Dutch East Indies, while he himself headed to Singapore. Nominally it was to inspect school work, but in reality, it was to visit the British Governor of Singapore.

Tropical diseases were very common in Southeast Asia. The ability of Renxin Medical College to establish schools in Southeast Asia was largely because there was indeed a need for a large number of professional doctors here. Neither Britain nor the Netherlands had decent medical schools, nor were there many high-level doctors willing to leave Europe to practice medicine in Southeast Asia.

After Wang Qinian arrived in Singapore, he soon attended a banquet hosted by the Singapore Governor. During the banquet, an official under this Governor revealed almost the same news to Wang Qinian and suggested that Chinese merchant ships fly the British flag and register with British freight companies.

It looked like this was really coordinated! Wang Qinian confirmed the accuracy of the news; at least the blackmail was actually happening. With the expansion of China's economic frontier, foreign countries were trying every means to make a buck off China. On land, no country dared to invade China, so they tried every means at sea where they held the advantage.

Just as Wang Qinian thought, the officials of the Governor's mansion were all mouthpieces; their purpose was to tell China to hurry up and obediently hand over the benefits. A meeting much more sinister than what was told to Wang Qinian was currently being held in Jakarta.

The colonial governors of both Britain and the Netherlands had sent negotiation envoys to discuss the issue of Chinese banks in Southeast Asia.

The Dutch side's attitude was very radical. "We want to close China's banks in the Netherlands' [territories]. In the future, trade between China and the Netherlands must be conducted through Dutch banks."

The British side appeared much more composed; after all, British banks were the leaders of the banking industry in Southeast Asia. If Dutch banks monopolized banking services between the Netherlands and China, the British wouldn't get any benefits. "I think it is better to temporarily restrict Chinese banking services in certain areas, such as private deposits."

"Does your side have any good methods?" the Dutch representative asked.

"Demand that Chinese banks hand over information under the requirement of tax audits," the British representative replied.

The Dutch representative couldn't help but nod repeatedly, while the British representative continued in that unfathomable tone characteristic of British bureaucrats, "I think our two sides can conduct a joint tax audit to investigate tax evasion activities in other countries. Of course, before this, we still need to establish new tax standards."

Some things didn't need to be said explicitly; for example, the targets of the British and Dutch investigation would definitely be Overseas Chinese merchants, and some overseas enterprises of the People's Party would definitely be involved as well. But the goal was the same: to kill off China's banking industry in Southeast Asia, or at least control the business of China's banking industry in the hands of Britain and the Netherlands.

Regarding such actions, the colonialists of the two places didn't feel there was anything inappropriate at all. They had crossed the oceans, traveling thousands of miles from Europe to this ghostly place in Southeast Asia, killing and burning for hundreds of years—wasn't the purpose to be able to tyrannize the locality?

The Dutch representative then asked, "Regarding the matter of Japan wanting to invest in Southeast Asia, what view does your Governor have?"

"Tax investigations are also responsible for some commercial disputes, right? If Japan wants to purchase, I think there is no reason to refuse Japan," the British representative replied calmly.

In 1932, the Dutch representative hadn't seen Japanese anime from the end of the 20th century. If he had, he would definitely have laughed sinisterly and said, "You are bad enough."

As long as it was operated cleverly, a false impression could be created to the outside world: the Japanese had their eyes on Chinese farms in the Netherlands' [territories] and Malaysia, and then thought of ways to seize Chinese farms. And the British and Dutch officials were merely "deceived" by the Japanese. This kind of operation was the easiest thing in the world; it only required a little time and means.

The Dutch representative had already decided to set aside some land near Chinese farms for Japan to "open farms." As for what would happen next, the Dutch representative believed Japan wouldn't fail to understand what to do.
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The discussions between Britain and the Netherlands were conducted in an entirely friendly atmosphere. The Netherlands was no longer the "Sea Coachman" that once vied with Britain for world hegemony; they knew perfectly well they could no longer compete with Britain. They could only survive under the world order led by Britain. The tragic First World War made it very clear to the Netherlands that it was no longer a player capable of standing at the center of the stage.

After the discussions ended, the British representative returned to Singapore to report to the Governor. After introducing the content of the negotiations, the British representative was still somewhat unconfident. "Will the Dutch act according to our wishes?"

"What else would they do if not this?" the Governor of Singapore retorted. Gone were the days when the Dutch could make pots of money just by relying on spices. If one wanted to suck blood in the West Pacific, the only target was China. Of the six great powers in the West Pacific—Britain, the US, the Soviet Union, Japan, France, and China—the Soviet Union was too far away and had no interests in the West Pacific, so the Netherlands had no reason to have any friction with the Soviet Union in the Far East. The naval strength of the remaining four countries far exceeded that of the Netherlands. The only one with money but lacking a navy was China.

"But are we really only cancelling the deposit business of the Bank of China in our colonies? Their deposit business was originally quite limited, so this won't have much impact on China." The British representative asked this question. If the Dutch were to fall out with the Chinese, Britain's approach seemed a bit too polite to the Chinese.

The Governor of Singapore did not explain much. In the plan from the British homeland, Britain did not need to deal any heavy blow to China's overseas economy at all. Some things could not even be known by the negotiators; if too many people knew, the possibility of leaking information would increase.

In the plan from the British homeland, Britain wanted to instigate the Netherlands to severely crack down on China's banking industry in the Dutch East Indies, while Britain would only close down a small portion of the banking interests of China in Britain's Southeast Asian colonies. The anger of the Chinese would definitely be directed at the Netherlands, and at that time, the Netherlands could pull Japan in to take the blame. China no longer bordered Japan, and China's naval strength was inferior to Japan's. Britain only needed to ensure Japan's comprehensive naval superiority over China in accordance with the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. What could China do? Britain, Japan, and the Netherlands would form a linked trap, tightly ensnaring China. Unless China could accumulate immense strength to completely overwhelm the quasi-alliance formed by these three countries at sea. In the eyes of the British, this would take at least twenty years.

As for what would happen in twenty years, Britain never cared. The British Empire had experienced one challenger after another for hundreds of years; they knew perfectly well that Britain's enemies were always changing. All Britain had to do was ensure the dominant position of its own navy. Perhaps it would be China that couldn't hold on in twenty years. Strategies needed time to test their results.

Britain began to make some moves according to the agreement, and of course, they were merely moves. But the British seemed to have underestimated the intelligence of the Dutch. The Dutch also made some moves, which were likewise merely moves. The Chinese in the Dutch East Indies felt danger and pressure, but it was just danger and pressure, nothing more.

If it were an ordinary conspirator, they might have started to feel uneasy by now. But Britain had been a conspirator for hundreds of years, and they had enough patience. Time dragged on until the end of 1932. The Great Depression had been going on solidly for three years, and by the calendar, it was about to enter its fourth year. The Netherlands finally couldn't hold back anymore. Under the pretext of a tax audit, the Dutch government demanded that the Bank of China provide its information. At the same time, the Netherlands also began to carve out land near the plantations run by the Chinese according to the agreement, to be "managed" by the Japanese.

These few months were not too long for the guys playing conspiracies. For China, however, it was unimaginably lucky.

During these few months, China's industry made tremendous progress. Thanks to the Great Depression, American laboratories finally developed a prototype of an anion sputter coater. Given the relationship between the People's Party and the major American consortiums, the People's Party spent gold to purchase the machine and the corresponding process design. The total weight of this real gold was heavier than the machine and the blueprints combined. The principle of the laser had been proposed by Einstein as early as 1916, and the ruby and sapphire crystal experiments in the People's Party's laboratories had basically entered the stage of volume production after huge investment.

The rest was simple. The carbon dioxide laser generator was the graduation experiment of Chen Ke's university roommate in the physics department. When Chen Ke was young, he was a utilitarian bastard, and also a bastard with a not-so-low IQ. He also had enough interest in natural science. University theses weren't about how complex the theory was; as long as the mathematical principles weren't involved, he could remember the explanation of such pure theories just by listening once and looking at the materials. At that time, the key production issue everyone discussed was this optical coating problem. After solving this problem, the remaining odds and ends, although important, were things that could be solved in the electrical parts market.

The money was spent, the scientific and technical personnel were down-to-earth and willing to work, and the People's Party's basic experimental accumulation was thick enough; what was lacking was the core equipment. As soon as the American equipment arrived, the stumbling block for China's laser was kicked away. The "Technology Tree Plan" itself was a joint research plan. More than a dozen related department laboratories worked in three shifts, twenty-four hours a day. More than two months after getting the machine, the first ruby laser finally appeared in this world.

Transistors relied entirely on technical accumulation. The Solvay Conference was held once a year, and Chen Ke held the title of a scientist in the photoelectric effect. Out of courtesy, the Solvay Conference would also send an invitation to Chen Ke. Chen Ke didn't go himself; he always sent a team to go on a pilgrimage every year. When they came back from academic exchanges, if Chen Ke felt he had heard of the translated terms, he would appoint them as directions for study and research. Transistor theory was just very ordinary knowledge in universities in the 21st century. Chinese universities were still places that forced students to memorize theory wildly; if they couldn't recite this stuff, they would fail the course. With these specious directions as guidance, and massive research funds thrown in, after massive investment and experimentation, first germanium transistors, then silicon transistors, appeared successively.

The People's Party's technology at this stage fully reflected the "Chen Ke Model". Often, without even theoretical preparation, under the guidance of the leadership's will, they would run wildly towards a certain "unknown direction". The popular joke in the "cutting-edge fields" of the Chinese scientific community was "If there are difficulties, overcome them and advance; if there are no difficulties, create difficulties and advance." Chen Ke was undoubtedly the culprit who "created difficulties".

The true significance of these two breakthroughs had not yet been fully comprehended by the Chinese scientific community, but Chen Ke was already blooming with joy in his heart. The model of prioritizing technological breakthroughs had a terrible problem, which was that there was basically no accumulation. Once one wanted to expand, one would immediately feel the problem of insufficient foundation. But now it was the Great Depression. Whoever held gold could go anywhere and be successful. Technological breakthroughs brought a lot of problems and incomprehension in China. These problems and incomprehensions for the Chinese scientific research teams might not necessarily be problems and incomprehensions abroad.

During the Great Depression, there was very little technology in this world that could not be bought and sold with gold, and very few people could remain unmoved in the face of respect, generous rewards, excellent laboratory conditions, and potential future scientific research results. The door to the People's Party's treasury was rarely open at this time. Personnel holding gold visited Europe and the United States everywhere based on intelligence collected over the past decade or so.

The electronics industry was the future money-printing machine, and the Ministry of Finance dared not raise any objections. Most of the leading products in the People's Party's foreign trade came out under Chen Ke's personal leadership or "personal care". What's more, the purpose of this round of technology bottom-fishing was clear. Every technology and every famous scientist was reported. The auditors of the Ministry of Finance just couldn't understand the scientific principles involved, but they couldn't think that some people were full and had nothing better to do than to suffer from hysteria.

With such great news, the Dutch act of self-destruction did not bring any unhappiness to Chen Ke. In this critical period of racing against time, the hesitation of the Dutch caused terrible consequences for themselves.

"Let the Ministry of Foreign Affairs issue the most solemn protest against the improper means of the Dutch." Chen Ke only gave such an answer.

As one of the 12, Li Runshi certainly knew China's future grand strategy. He was just curious why Chen Ke was so happy. Chen Ke didn't mention the matter of technological progress. To Li Runshi's question, Chen Ke replied: "The Dutch and the British completely don't understand why we built hospitals there." After speaking, Chen Ke wrote a note and let Li Runshi go study the confidential documents himself.

The content of these documents was relatively simple. Doctors of Chinese veteran origin had conducted a large amount of "social practice" in the Dutch East Indies. Using plantations as cover, they had long conducted many trekking marches in the Dutch East Indies. This was work that came at a huge cost. There were many natives on the Dutch East Indies archipelago, including cannibals and headhunters. It wasn't that these natives had any moral problems; they would eat anything when starving. The tropical rainforest covered with thick vegetation was by no means a friendly existence.

After looking at the secret documents filled with death, Li Runshi thought for a good while before suddenly realizing. The four words "Guerrilla Warfare" popped into his mind. This was the strategy the People's Party really wanted to implement. In such a terrible environment, the Dutch colonialists could absolutely not go deep into the "vast rural world" of the Dutch East Indies. The People's Party, however, could use well-trained teams to fight guerrillas in the Netherlands. Although those cannibals and headhunters who dared to eat human flesh were savage, they might not necessarily be impossible to cooperate with. In fact, they were rather simple objects to contact. Doctors who could carry medicine, were powerful, had kung fu skills, and could fight ten people alone while saving lives and healing the wounded had exceptional "persuasiveness" to these natives.

After finishing the materials, Li Runshi understood that Chen Ke's meaning at this stage was to "watch the changes quietly". The People's Party was not afraid of the Dutch going too far; the People's Party was afraid of the Dutch not going too far. Besides the Netherlands, Li Runshi was also quite worried about Japan's attitude, but Japan was still shrinking in the back now. No matter how worried, they had to wait for Japan to step onto the front stage like the Dutch first.
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61 The Mantis Stalks the Cicada (3)

To the Dutch, the Chinese government's "most solemn protest" was entirely within expectations. In the several centuries since European colonizers had arrived in Southeast Asia, the Netherlands had only suffered a loss once, in Taiwan. When the Spanish—now defeated by the Americans—massacred Chinese people in Luzon centuries ago, what could the Ming government of that time do? When the Netherlands destroyed the Lanfang Republic, what could the Manchu Qing government do? That the People's Party was capable of issuing a "most solemn protest" showed that the Chinese government's reaction was actually quite sharp.

Of course, the Netherlands could not see the segmented ship construction beginning trials in China's completely closed-off shipyards, nor could they see the laser beams used for positioning in that segmented construction. Even if the Dutch had seen them, they wouldn't have understood the significance of these odd-looking things. This was different from hundreds of years ago; China's technology had comprehensively surpassed the Netherlands, reaching a level the Dutch couldn't even comprehend.

For the Dutch, since the Chinese government was protesting and the Bank of China refused to hand over data, naturally, they had to employ coercive measures. They immediately seized the Bank of China's branches in the Dutch East Indies on charges of violating Dutch law. After the Netherlands took such hardline measures, the British, in accordance with their agreement, also announced the termination of the Bank of China's deposit operations in British Malaya. For a time, both the Dutch and the British in Southeast Asia began to lay their hands on China's wealth.

What did such a move against China's state-owned banks mean? At least to the large number of former military personnel in the state-owned banks, this was no different from a declaration of war. Such actions undoubtedly reminded these former soldiers of the imperialist invasions of China. The news that followed was even more provocative: the Dutch East Indies authorities had imprisoned Wang Qinian on charges of "tax evasion." Because the amount involved in Wang Qinian's alleged "tax evasion" was "huge," the local court refused his request for bail.

At such a moment, the Japanese fleet, which had been turtling up for a long time, sortied its main force from Kure. The massive fleet swaggered along the coasts of Korea and China in a demonstration of force before sailing into ports in Taiwan. The People's Air Force and Navy, naturally, would not let Japan demonstrate so comfortably; Air Force reconnaissance planes, fighters, bombers, and torpedo attack aircraft followed them all the way. The Yellow Sea Fleet urgently fired up their boilers and weighed anchor, trying their best to rush over. It was just that compared to Japan's grand fleet, these ships and planes did indeed look somewhat shabby in size.

The British maintained silence; sometimes, for a great power, not speaking represents an attitude more than speaking does. Just like after 9/11 in the United States, China expressed sincere condolences. But what was said wasn't important. Thinking back to the US bombing of the Chinese embassy and the South China Sea collision incident a few years prior to 9/11, Chinese leaders likely weren't truly all that sorrowful about the United States' "tragic misfortune"—they might even have felt quite pleased. A great power could say things they didn't mean. But if China had remained silent after 9/11, *that* would have signaled a serious attitude.

As the dispute between the Netherlands and China intensified, and Japan poured oil on the fire with its demonstration, the British remained truly wordless, not mentioning a syllable of it. The Soviet Union, of course, shouted a few times on China's behalf. The United States, conversely, only made a few understated remarks, which everyone could understand; since the US wasn't participating in this loot-sharing operation and was having its own chaotic domestic issues, expecting the US to jump in and meddle at this time was clearly unrealistic.

This reaction was also within the expectations of Britain, the Netherlands, and Japan. They had chosen this timing specifically to strike when China was isolated and without aid.

March 1933, in a Dutch prison.

A Dutch prosecutor stared down from a high position at Wang Qinian, who was shackled in handcuffs and leg irons. Although this prosecutor very much wanted to intimidate Wang Qinian, Wang remained composed and completely unmoved. The Dutch dared to arrest Wang Qinian, but that was as far as they would go; they didn't dare to do anything excessive, such as finding an excuse to kill him. If Wang Qinian were to actually fall critically ill in prison, the ones who would be most terrified would likely be the Dutch themselves.

Seeing that he couldn't intimidate Wang Qinian with his gaze, the prosecutor could only speak in a threatening tone: "Wang Qinian, do you admit your guilt?"

"I am innocent. My so-called crimes are entirely your frame-up," Wang Qinian replied calmly.

A look of anger floated onto the prosecutor's face. For days now, Wang Qinian had consistently given this one answer, saying nothing else at all. No matter how the prosecutor used threats or inducements—saying that signing a plea deal would lead to a lighter sentence—Wang Qinian remained completely indifferent, as if he had become addicted to living in prison.

If it were anyone else, the Dutch prison had plenty of means to deal with them; making someone wish for death rather than life was too easy inside a prison. But the higher-ups had given orders: Wang Qinian must absolutely not be mistreated, and the People's Party must not be given a pretext. Even if it was a frame-up, they still had to have some regard for international appearances. Moreover, there were Dutch merchants in China; if Wang Qinian were mistreated here and the People's Party took retaliatory action, turning it into a messy dogfight, neither side would benefit.

After another round of meaningless interrogation, the farce temporarily ended. However, the prosecutor wasn't worried. Wang Qinian could be a stone in a latrine—hard and smelly—but many overseas Chinese did not possess such hard bones. The family fortunes they had accumulated over a lifetime were all in the Dutch East Indies, and they didn't have the conditions to resist to the end. Once these people were broken, they could use criminal deduction to entrap Wang Qinian, and then all they had to do was deport him. Law was really just a matter of doing that.

Not being able to mistreat Wang Qinian didn't equate to not being able to mistreat other overseas Chinese. Already, some Chinese, unable to withstand the torture and coercion, had admitted to their own criminal acts. And these acts weren't entirely false accusations; as for tax evasion, it was the same all over the world. It was truly easy for the tax bureau to find fault. The only problem was the lack of hard evidence to effectively link these people's confessions to Wang Qinian, which was the difficult spot for the Dutch side right now.

The Netherlands felt no danger at all in doing this. The entire world was wailing like ghosts and howling like wolves due to the Great Depression. Even without the wailing and howling, European countries and the US had no reason to stick their necks out for China, and certainly no reason to uphold justice for China. The only one who could speak a few words for China was the Soviet Union, and the Soviet Union was viewed as a massive threat in Europe. Even if some countries wanted to say a few seemingly reasonable words of fairness, as long as the Soviet Union stood on China's side first, these countries could only shut their mouths. This was the reality China faced.

Britain wasn't just calculating against the Dutch; the Dutch were also calculating against the British. As long as China's naval power couldn't suppress Britain and Japan, any use of force by China against the Netherlands would face joint suppression by Britain and Japan. The Dutch East Indies were thousands of kilometers from China; if they suffered a military strike, Britain and Japan would bear the brunt of it. The Netherlands wasn't worried at all about encountering any danger themselves.

April 17, 1933.

The silhouette of a fleet appeared in the waters of the Dutch East Indies. The red flag of the Chinese People's Navy flew high on the mast of every ship in this fleet. In the command room, the fleet's supreme commander was Sa Zhenbing. This old man, over seventy years of age, had resolutely demanded to participate in this military operation before fully retiring. This was the farthest voyage by Chinese warships to date. The Military Commission, embracing an attitude of blowing the matter up, had dispatched a special task force combining the two main forces of the Nanyang Fleet and the Yellow Sea Fleet to demonstrate in the Dutch East Indies.

"Radar has detected enemy warships. Distance is approximately 80 kilometers to the due west."

"Reconnaissance Flight Group Three reports via telegram: Dutch fleet discovered. Strength: one destroyer, one frigate."

"Radar scan has not detected enemy submarines."

The special task force was composed of one aircraft carrier and two battleships as its core. The destroyers and frigates were all installed with new-model radars. While these couldn't compare to the Aegis and phased arrays of the 21st century, and the radar installed on ships with insufficient tonnage was single-function—either surface search, air search, or underwater sonar search—even so, the search capabilities of the special task force had reached an unprecedented level.

In terms of gunnery duel experience, the People's Navy didn't consider itself to have outstanding ability; it was said that some Japanese naval observers had eyesight keen enough to see stars in broad daylight. The loyalty and courage of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were beyond doubt, and arming this loyal and courageous army was China's technology. The minimum education level of the naval fleet commanders and fighters was junior high school graduation, and the proportion of university graduates from the National Defense University exceeded 15%.

Sa Zhenbing looked at the bright green dot representing the enemy on the instrument display, his heart filled with a myriad of feelings. He was old, too old to actually participate in combat anymore, and the technological development of this era had gone beyond Sa Zhenbing's imagination. War began beyond the line of sight; this was already an era for young men.

"Continue forward!" Sa Zhenbing issued the order with composure. This would be his last time commanding a fleet of such scale.

"Left full rudder," the captain ordered.

"Left full rudder!" the commander shouted into the communicator.

"Rudder full left!" The helmsman's reply came quickly through the communicator. The fleet carved a beautiful large arc, turning its bow toward the direction of the enemy.

Thirty minutes later, the communications officer shouted again: "Submarine sonar has locked onto the enemy!"

The Navy's submarines were equipped with sonar, which was one of the People's Navy's killer maces. A moment later, the communications soldier shouted again: "Sonar has discovered traces of an enemy submarine."

Excited expressions appeared on the faces of all the commanders. Although they had tested this new equipment dozens or hundreds of times in exercises, this was the first time using it against an enemy. Many commanders couldn't help but clench and unclench their hands; as long as the fleet commander gave the order, battle could commence immediately.

At this point, the enemy hadn't even had time to react; it was very likely they hadn't yet discovered that such a large fleet had closed to within attack range. The People's Navy had already corrected its course, bearing straight down on the Dutch Navy. It wasn't until the two sides closed to a distance of 40 kilometers that the Dutch naval warships began to turn their headings in a panic, as if startled. They moved to intercept the People's Navy fleet. Dutch radio waves also appeared in the radio monitoring system. Presumably, they were sending an emergency transmission to the naval command in the Dutch East Indies.

"We can prepare for a strike at least half an hour in advance," Sa Zhenbing said leisurely in the command room.

Unless it was at the imminent-combat readiness level, warships were prepared for battle at any time. A well-trained navy, like the British or Japanese, could fire shells within a few minutes of encountering the enemy. Otherwise, from encounter to main gun salvo, it would take at least ten minutes or so. Ten minutes was enough for the torpedo planes and bombers of the carrier group to launch a round of attacks. If the enemy's luck was bad, by the time the battleships closed in, they would only be conducting roll-call fire against burning, exploding enemy vessels.

"Fire-control radar activated! Begin target lock." When the distance to the Dutch Navy was only 30 kilometers, the People's Navy was already prepped for firing.

"Laser auxiliary measurement start." The commander in charge of the gunnery system suppressed his excitement and issued the order.

Moments later, observers saw several bowl-sized red light spots appear on the side of the Dutch warship's hull. The light spots flickered. The firing system's calculators, based on the angle of the laser emission and the position of the laser emitter relative to the muzzle, quickly determined the firing angle.

The laser emitter quickly made fine adjustments. When the light spots of two laser beams appeared in almost the same position simultaneously, the absolute distance between the People's Navy vessel and the enemy was determined. With confirmed figures, hit probability would be greatly increased once fire was opened.

"Experiment complete!" the gunnery system commander shouted loudly. The laser emitter immediately ceased operation and entered standby mode.

This was the naval warfare of the future! Sa Zhenbing's heart surged with emotion. Even though it had been performed multiple times in practical exercises, having it verified in quasi-combat still gave this old soldier a massive shock. The opposing Dutch Navy still had no idea what had happened; with the characteristic valor of a navy, the Dutch Navy stubbornly closed in to shadow the sudden appearance of the Chinese fleet.

Sa Zhenbing ordered, "Sail according to plan." After speaking, he leaned back in the command chair and closed his eyes. Such a drill had consumed a great deal of Sa Zhenbing's energy; he indeed needed rest. In Sa Zhenbing's mind, the expression of relief on Chen Ke's face after personally participating in the exercise floated up. For this founder of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, that was rare. For Sa Zhenbing, the various precise, effective combat and search capabilities that generations of naval servicemen had fantasized about had all become reality. What was needed now was merely brave, bold, and astute actual combat. These were precisely the things the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army lacked least.

The sudden appearance of the People's Navy off the coast of the Netherlands' colony brought a massive shock to the Dutch. The Chinese wouldn't dare attack the Dutch East Indies—even after seeing the People's Navy's large fleet, the Dutch still believed this. However, the fact that the Chinese Navy had the ability to arrive at the coast of a Dutch-controlled region was still a huge impact. The last time such a thing had happened was 272 years ago, on the island of Taiwan, which at that time was nominally still within China's territory.
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The Chinese fleet's demonstration in the Netherlands delighted a faction of the Japanese upper echelon. Years ago, being driven out of Korea had dealt a terrible psychological blow to Japan. Conversely, the impact on national power was not as terrifying as it appeared. Historically, Japan's plunder had focused on Northeast China, but China had long since retaken the Northeast. After the Great Kanto Earthquake, Japan had exploited Korea to an unsustainable degree; the Korean people were universally opposing Japanese control, making Korea Japan's greatest bleeding wound. After retreating to the Japanese home islands, various losses actually decreased.

Given the precedent of Korea, Japan dared not go too far in Taiwan. The People's Party had also sent quite a few personnel to Taiwan to launch guerrilla warfare. Japan could only intensify the blockade of Taiwan while employing both carrot and stick to strengthen control, striving to purge Chinese guerrilla forces. During this period of retraction, Japan had to accept the reality. However, after Hirohito successfully ascended the throne, new trends appeared in Japanese politics.

Japan's current Prime Minister, Takahashi Korekiyo, asked his aide and assistant, Kita Ikki, "Kita-kun, what do you think China intends to do by demonstrating against the Netherlands?"

Kita Ikki shook his head slightly. "It is definitely not as simple as a mere demonstration. When Chen Ke does something, he either doesn't start it, or he sees it through to the end. I have never seen anyone who could play him in the palm of their hand."

Hearing this answer, Takahashi Korekiyo fell silent. This was Takahashi Korekiyo's second cabinet. Just like the last time, his cabinet formation finally halted the revolving-door changes in Japanese politics. The outside world generally believed that Takahashi Korekiyo would be able to finish his term just like last time. For Takahashi Korekiyo, Japan needed to maintain a relatively stable relationship with China. But the affairs of Japan were not something this 79-year-old man could completely control.

In May 1925, Tanaka Giichi, who was widely expected to become a Field Marshal, suddenly retired from active duty to enter politics. "Entering politics" didn't just mean wanting to be Prime Minister; given Tanaka Giichi's status at the time, the premiership would be his sooner or later. Tanaka Giichi wanted to be a party leader. Japan's domestic contradictions were deep, and the call for universal suffrage was growing louder. Tanaka Giichi wanted to sacrifice his Marshal title to win greater space for the military.

Thus, in 1925, Tanaka retired and went to the Rikken Seiyukai (Friends of Constitutional Government) to succeed Takahashi Korekiyo as the fifth president. This "Seiyukai" was the party "personally created" by Ito Hirobumi. Tanaka didn't go empty-handed; he brought a greeting gift of three million Japanese yen. What was the concept of three million yen at that time? Three million was equivalent to 500 years of salary for an Army General. Where did he get it? When the Army Ministry was frantically plundering Korea, they obtained 24 million yen in secret funds. Eight million was used in the interim, and the remaining 16 million or so had unknown whereabouts. As the Minister of War, Tanaka Giichi naturally knew exactly where this money was.

After the defeat in Korea, Japanese politics finally stabilized. A "Constitution Protection Three-Faction Cabinet" was formed under Kato Takaaki's leadership, but the Kenseikai (Constitutional Association), as the largest party, still held the reins of the political world. As a result, the first Kato cabinet was shaken by attacks from the Seiyukai and resigned en masse. The right to form a cabinet after the general election fell into Kato's hands again. Tanaka Giichi refused Kato Takaaki's invitation to join the cabinet and fully exploited the issue of reorganizing earthquake disaster bills that emerged during the financial crisis. He instigated the bureaucrats of the Privy Council to reject the government's emergency imperial decree to bail out the Bank of Taiwan on the grounds of it being "unconstitutional," forcing the newly formed Wakatsuki Reijiro cabinet to resign en masse.

After all, both the Army and Navy bore responsibility for the defeat. To ease the conflict, Saionji Kinmochi had to compromise, and Tanaka Giichi actually became Prime Minister through his own maneuvering. After becoming Prime Minister, Tanaka Giichi did not stop universal suffrage; instead, he wanted to guide universal suffrage in the direction he expected.

The Tanaka cabinet was formed hastily after the resignation of the Wakatsuki cabinet and was a regime based on a minority ruling party. In June 1927, the opposition Kenseikai and the Seiyu Honto merged to form the Rikken Minseito (Constitutional Democratic Party). Under the slogan of "implementing parliament-centrism under the Emperor's rule" and supported by the Mitsubishi zaibatsu, the party actively approached elder statesmen and bureaucratic forces, attacking the Tanaka cabinet's domestic and foreign policies with the intention of taking power, posing a huge threat to the Tanaka Giichi regime. Tanaka decided to mold a powerful ruling party through the general election to be held in 1928.

To win the election, the government replaced or transferred over a hundred local officials down to the level of governor. At the same time, they massively interfered in election activities through bribery and inducements. Any speech mentioning "3 million yen" or "Army secret funds" was banned by the government. The opposition Minseito also joined the bribery war. The election result was that the Seiyukai did not reach a majority, winning only one more seat than the Minseito. To this end, Tanaka used large amounts of money and positions to divide and win over independents, seeking to control the parliament. Finally, he obtained 217 seats, achieving the status of an "unnatural majority party" in the parliament with a razor-thin margin. This was the true scene of Japan's first general election.

Tanaka Giichi didn't actually care whether the parliament was elected by universal suffrage or was an aristocratic diet. What he truly hoped for was a complete reversal against China. The Japanese Army knew very well that if China was allowed to continue growing stronger, Japan would sooner or later be finished off by China. There could not be two powers in the Far East; how to overwhelm China became the sole objective of the Tanaka cabinet.

Before the First Sino-Japanese War, Japan had scrimped and saved to win, with the Emperor himself donating money to build ships. Entering the late 1920s, warfare had become three-dimensional, requiring even more investment. Not only the Navy, but the Army and Air Force also needed strengthening. This time, there was no vacillating Korea for Japan to exploit. Although the internal situation in Korea was not yet stable enough, when it came to Japan, Korea had an extremely clear attitude: strictly preventing a repeat of the past. Japan turned its gaze toward Southeast Asia.

Man proposes, God disposes. Just as Japan's great cause of revenge—enduring humiliation to bide its time—began, the Great Depression arrived. Tanaka Giichi knew nothing of economics and was truly powerless to solve this matter. However, the Emperor had his own trusted small clique like the "Three Crows of Baden-Baden" by his side. Hirohito had already made up his mind to root out the Choshu clique that had dominated the Japanese Army for decades. If Tanaka Giichi really wanted to use universal suffrage to completely sideline the Emperor, that would have been one thing, but he happened to want to use the Emperor's name to build a united Japan. This gave Hirohito the opportunity. The Great Depression dealt a heavy blow to the already teetering Japanese economy, and in February 1931, the Emperor publicly rebuked Tanaka Giichi, saying he "didn't understand economics at all."

A few days later, Tanaka Giichi died on the belly of his concubine. Rumors spread wildly among the Japanese public that Tanaka Giichi had been scared to death after being scolded by the Emperor.

Although Tanaka Giichi, as a Choshu clique elder, was a mortal enemy of Nagata Tetsuzan and others, the tricks Tanaka Giichi played using universal suffrage actually aligned quite well with the mindset of the "Control Faction" (Tosei-ha) represented by Nagata Tetsuzan. By the time of the Great Depression, the Control Faction had thoroughly established their political platform and line. They advocated for steady and gradual national reform through lawful means from the top down, under the control of the military headquarters, without using force. The Control Faction demanded the establishment of a total war system and strengthening control over the military.

In the view of Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji, Tanaka Giichi was right in wanting to defeat China to determine Japan's future path, so Japan must endure humiliation and wait for the opportunity. As long as an Asian anti-China, anti-communist alliance could be formed, and Japan joined hands with Britain, the United States, and other countries to launch another "Eight-Nation Alliance," they could finish off China. At that time, Japan, as the vanguard of anti-China and anti-communism, would naturally receive immense benefits after the war. In the process of achieving this goal, Japan must be sincerely united.

To be sincerely united, domestic contradictions had to be weakened. But domestic contradictions based on economic recession could not be weakened. After Tanaka Giichi's death, in 1931, the 77-year-old Takahashi Korekiyo was forced to come out of retirement again to take charge of Japan's economy at the request of a group of people. Takahashi Korekiyo also hired an assistant: Kita Ikki, who was serving as a temporary lecturer in political science at Takushoku University and had been elected as a Tokyo local assemblyman during the general election of the Tanaka Giichi era.

It was helpless that the old man Takahashi Korekiyo came to power. Everyone in Japanese politics knew that their own faction couldn't solve the problem, and no one could get support from other factions. Prime Ministers and Cabinet Ministers rotated like a revolving lantern, but only Takahashi Korekiyo, as Minister of Finance, always stood firm. The only person who could be recognized by both the Japanese upper echelon and the citizens was Takahashi Korekiyo.

Becoming Prime Minister again at the advanced age of 77, Takahashi Korekiyo implemented a series of policies. He first passed numerous bills such as the Army Disarmament Proposal, the Prefectural System Amendment to expand the scope of suffrage, the Juvenile Law, and the Health Insurance Law. Under the situation at the time, the Takahashi cabinet was one that mixed policies to strengthen public security with reformist policies.

Economically, Takahashi Korekiyo pushed for inflationary economic policies. Takahashi's strategy was nothing more than devaluing the yen to promote exports, freeing it from the constraints of the gold standard, and issuing banknotes to increase "liquidity." It combined fiscal policy, quantitative easing, and exchange rate devaluation. Facing a deficit, he didn't raise taxes to raise funds but issued bonds.

Takahashi used this method to let the yen exchange rate "float downward." From December 1931, when 100 yen exchanged for 49 US dollars, it fell to 1933 when 100 yen could only exchange for 25 US dollars. That year, the US dollar left the gold standard, and the yen recovered slightly, stabilizing between 29 to 30 dollars per 100 yen. In about two years, the yen fell by about 40% against the dollar, making Japanese goods "no longer expensive" internationally, especially in the US market, and export volume surged. In 1929, Japanese exports reached 2.15 billion yen; impacted by the Great Depression, it fell to 1.15 billion in 1931. After Takahashi implemented the "Takahashi Policy" in 1931, Japan's export volume increased year by year. Japan's national income (there was no "invention" of GDP at that time) increased by 60%, consumer prices rose by 18%, and the stock market "doubled."

The veteran economist finally stabilized the economy with great difficulty, and Kita Ikki played a significant role in this. Kita Ikki now counted as having sufficient background. He finally printed and publicly released his revised "Outline for the Reconstruction of Japan." In terms of strengthening social fairness, restricting large capital, expanding the survival of small and medium capital, and promoting employment, Kita Ikki made outstanding efforts and achieved results. Compared with the People's Party, these results naturally had a gap, but ending the chaos of liberal capitalism and promoting employment could itself improve Japan's economic and social stability.

In addition to these political achievements, Kita Ikki also officially began to propagate the distinction between feudalism and capitalism in Japan, criticizing the hypocrisy of feudal socialism. This won Kita Ikki immense prestige in the intellectual world, but also brought him numerous enemies and fellow travelers.

The Control Faction regarded Kita Ikki's thoughts as a thorn in their side, while the newly risen Imperial Way Faction (Kodo-ha) regarded Kita Ikki's thoughts as a guiding light. The political platform of the Imperial Way Faction was to "clear the Emperor's side," eliminate the treacherous ministers and villains around the Emperor, and support the Emperor's personal rule to transform Japan. This was the Way of the Emperor, hence called the Imperial Way Faction. Although theoretically related to the Emperor, the members of the Imperial Way Faction all came from the bottom. It was a loose group, generally composed of young field officers, or even company-grade officers.

As for how loyal such an organization really was to the Japanese Emperor, Kita Ikki himself had privately said to Takahashi Korekiyo, "Sometimes lies are just things you have to say."

Most of these young people came from rural areas or were grassroots citizens. When they returned home after leave from the army, they would encounter things like their families going bankrupt or their sisters being forced into prostitution. Rather than saying they were loyal to the Emperor, it was better to say that their limited social knowledge made them believe that the tragic encounters they met were all "caused by bad people around the Emperor." All the injustice in this world was because bad people held power.

Since Kita Ikki became the spiritual leader and political mentor of the Imperial Way Faction, the Imperial Way Faction began to change gradually. Many young people finally began to recognize the existence of classes and realized that class oppression was the real cause of the tragedy of the ruled people at the bottom of Japan.

The initiator of this attempt to join hands with the Netherlands and Britain to build a military alliance encircling China was Japan's Control Faction. Kita Ikki felt increasingly worried about Japan's situation.

Just as he had said to Takahashi Korekiyo earlier, Chen Ke, or rather the People's Party's style of doing things was indeed completely different from other political figures or political organizations. This organization had no half-hearted thoughts. If Chen Ke made a gesture of military threat to the Netherlands publicly, then a subsequent military strike was almost inevitable. Meaningless threats were never the choice of the People's Party. Since the People's Party decided on a military strike, then even if the King of Heaven himself came out halfway to stop it, the People's Party would have the confidence to knock the King of Heaven down.

Seeing Kita Ikki frowning in thought, Takahashi Korekiyo didn't let him continue thinking. "Kita-kun, let's talk about the matter of the national industrial unified standards you promoted a while ago."

Since Takahashi Korekiyo had spoken, Kita Ikki could only focus his attention on the specific issue. Japan's biggest problem lay in its deep-rooted feudal traditions, which economically manifested as numerous handicraft workshops. When he was in China, Kita Ikki saw with his own eyes how the People's Party transformed the raw silk industry. Except for maintaining the existence of various silkworm species and mulberry trees in some areas subsidized by the state to ensure "biodiversity," other areas forcefully implemented the most advanced technology and silkworm species. In the production field, the state would forcefully eliminate technologies every year, forcing various production units to adopt equipment and technology upgrades. With state-led productivity development and state-forced elimination of backward production methods, China's industry progressed slowly but steadily.

Banking sector loan issuance also had targets, refusing to issue loans to backward production, which itself could improve the repayment rate. Improving the technological level could itself create quite a few new labor employment opportunities. Kita Ikki added this part to Takahashi Korekiyo's economic policy, which indeed effectively improved Japan's production efficiency and reduced costs. Takahashi Korekiyo was preparing to imitate China's technology tree plan and build a "technology tree" belonging to Japan itself in Japan.

After discussing these matters, Kita Ikki rose to take his leave; he still had a pile of things to do.

"Matsuzurumaru" was already the place where Kita Ikki was most frequently active. It had been burned clean by fire during the earthquake. When Kita Ikki was distributing relief grain, he used this place as a base. Many disaster victims who came to receive relief sighed after the disaster relief ended: "For the first time in my life, I ate white rice for six months straight."

In the eyes of these former disaster victims, Kita Ikki was simply a god-like existence. Later, during the general election, Kita Ikki managed to become the assemblyman for this district. In this area, wherever Kita Ikki went, people would greet him.

Since it had been a place for serving porridge, the scale of Matsuzurumaru was naturally not comparable to before. The tavern's area was several times larger. Because it introduced the Chinese breeding farm and fast-food restaurant model, the front part had several long tables surrounded by densely packed stools, selling a large amount of fried chicken foods and Japanese-style meals. The back part consisted of various private rooms. After entering Matsuzurumaru, Kita Ikki went directly to the back. At this moment, several men in plain clothes were already waiting inside.

As soon as Kita Ikki entered, he saw Captain Ando Teruzo waiting anxiously. Before Kita Ikki could stand firm, Captain Ando stood up and said, "Mr. Kita, you've finally come. These are comrades who have newly joined us. They are all Navy servicemen."

The young officers seemed to be visiting Matsuzurumaru for the first time. In front of each of them was a plate of batter-fried chicken legs, a bowl of white rice, and a dish of pickles. Sake was placed on the table, and the few of them were burying their heads in the food, chewing vigorously, their cheeks bulging. Upon hearing that the person coming in was Kita Ikki, the young officers hurriedly stood up, trying hard to swallow the chicken and rice in their mouths. One young man with a relatively slender neck was so anxious to swallow that his face turned red.

Captain Ando was just about to criticize these people, asking "where did your manners go," but Kita Ikki had already stopped Ando. "Everyone sit, finish eating first, finish eating first."

This approachable style was nothing to Kita Ikki. At the Party School in China, he had even taken turns cleaning the Party School toilets with provincial governors and party secretaries. But those young Navy officers were moved to tears. In front of them was the Tokyo local assemblyman, the famous Kita Ikki. That was the legendary figure who let tens of thousands of disaster victims eat white rice for half a year.

Seeing these people standing there dumbfounded, Captain Ando asked them to sit down first. Kita Ikki sat down first himself, picked up the teapot, and poured tea into the cup of the young officer who had almost choked while swallowing rice. Then he invited everyone to sit down and talk again. This style truly moved those young men. They first saluted Kita Ikki and reported their names before sitting down.

"Mr. Kita, we have all read your book. We all want to see the new Japan you wish to build, so we came to see you through an introduction," the Navy servicemen said earnestly.

Kita Ikki knew that in the Navy, where the Control Faction held the advantage, his book was a banned book. In the Army Ministry, with the secret support of Inspector General of Military Training and War Councillor Mazaki Jinzaburo and Obata Toshishiro of the Military Academy, Kita Ikki had many supporters within the Army Ministry, but supporters from the Navy were few and far between.

The group talked for a while and brought up recent events in the Navy. These servicemen included lieutenants and sergeants. They mentioned one thing: recently, the Japanese Navy was conducting military exercises with China as the hypothetical enemy. Talk of going to war with China and blockading Chinese shipping was rampant in the Navy.

Kita Ikki felt a chill in his heart after hearing this. This was a way to seek death.
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The fact that someone from the Navy, dominated by the Tōseiha (Control Faction), would defect to the Kōdōha (Imperial Way Faction) seemed somewhat unexpected. The Japanese Army had suffered repeated defeats, so in comparison, the Navy was doing relatively well. In his conversation with them, Kita Ikki discovered that these young naval officers defecting to the Kōdōha were actually motivated by war-weariness, which couldn't help but give rise to a sense of astonishment.

The young naval lieutenant who had explicitly expressed his war-weariness said with some embarrassment, "Mr. Kita, I have five brothers in my family. My parents passed away early, and my older brother died in battle in Korea a few years ago. His ashes returned to Japan with the retreating troops. I was still studying at the naval academy then, and I only found out when I went home to visit that when the remains of the war dead were sent back, my uncles fought over my brother's ashes at the gate of the barracks just to get the pension money!"

Hearing this, the expressions of these young soldiers turned ugly. This kind of thing hadn't happened just once or twice. Captain Suematsu Taihei, a member of Kita Ikki's organization, had mentioned such things when he was in the Aomori Regiment. Captain Suematsu Taihei had also told another story: "When the Korean War was tense, some parents in the Aomori Fifth Regiment wrote letters to their sons going off to war, saying that after they died in battle, they should use the money issued by the state to fulfill their filial piety."

The young naval lieutenant said seriously, "If it were to defend Japan, I would participate in any kind of war. But fighting China now is not to defend Japan; the high-ranking officials and dignitaries are only in it for themselves. The war is only making Japan weaker and weaker. It hasn't made Japan any richer at all. Not a single word of the propaganda in the army has come true."

"What if Japan is defeated by China?" Kita Ikki couldn't help but ask. War indeed could not bring benefits to Japan, but the People's Party was very likely to launch a war against Japan. This wasn't about how warlike the People's Party was, but that the situation would definitely develop in this direction. If the People's Party wanted to go to war against the Dutch East Indies in the south, they would absolutely not allow a Japan with a powerful navy to exist in the north.

"This..." The young soldiers looked at Kita Ikki with astonished eyes. For such a big shot to say something like this, they couldn't help but consider what exactly Kita Ikki was trying to say.

Kita Ikki, however, did not continue. For the past few years, he had been considering the future relationship between China and Japan. It was no longer possible for Japan to suppress China, so what would the future Sino-Japanese relationship be like? If China only restricted Japan to the Japanese archipelago, then Japan wouldn't have any future to speak of either. From the perspective of political cost, restoring the old Chinese tributary system and occasionally throwing some scraps to Japan to buy people's hearts might be more cost-effective for China. But such a future was not what Kita Ikki hoped to see. Even if Japan itself could undergo a complete revolution, Japan's future couldn't possibly be held in Japan's own hands. This was the matter Kita Ikki felt most uncertain about.

Seeing Kita Ikki remain silent, the young men plucked up their courage and tentatively said, "Mr. Kita, we want to support someone like you to become Japan's leader. The communes you've organized near Tokyo make us all look up to your character."

Hearing this, Kita Ikki smiled bitterly. After the earthquake, Kita Ikki had become somewhat famous. He had set up several rural communes in some areas on the outskirts of Tokyo. There was nothing strange about rural communes; to put it plainly, they were Soviet organizations. Following scientific and democratic organizational methods, the feudal system was abolished on several plots of land, and intensive management was implemented. Matters big and small were discussed and passed through Soviet meetings, equal pay for equal work was implemented for laborers, strict financial budgets and management strategies were enforced, and agricultural products were linked with several chain food enterprises for one-stop service.

In the process of implementing this, Kita Ikki encountered no small amount of difficulties. He relied on his own status to withstand the pressure. To put it bluntly, Kita Ikki was a feudal lord who merely implemented the Soviet system within his own "territory." Such an organizational method was not at all advanced internationally; only in a place like Japan could it present a competitive advantage against small and medium capital relying on economies of scale, and withstand the pressure of large conglomerates relying on its internal distribution system. Having witnessed the feedback of Chinese industry to agriculture, Kita Ikki felt that his few rural communes, which couldn't even compare to the scale of a Chinese production brigade, were really quite pitiful. Kita Ikki had also thought about expanding the scale of this land, trying to connect the land into one piece as much as possible. As a result, he met with resolute opposition from the surrounding landlords. The reasons were bizarre and varied, but in short, they had a great aversion to Kita Ikki's commune system.

But in the eyes of these young men, and in the eyes of many people, the first thing about these communes was that no one went hungry. The commune prioritized meeting its own supply, and the surplus products were traded externally. The profits obtained were distributed and used after discussion by the commune assembly. Aside from the intense cultivation of the land in the summer, Japanese farmers had to go into the city to work in the winter. Even so, the annual income, after deducting rent and taxes, was often difficult to maintain a warm and full life for a family. That the rural communes didn't go hungry and even had surplus distribution was a very magical thing.

With this topic, Kita Ikki also found some discussion points he could cut into. He analyzed several problems encountered in the existence of the communes. Taxes didn't need to be mentioned; the sale of the commune's agricultural products was subject to layers of exploitation first. Japan's feudalism was no joke; to borrow a phrase from Zhou Shuren, "Moving a stool could get people killed."

Every street, every shop, and even every road was controlled or meddled in by their respective large and small, visible and invisible feudal lords. If the Great Kanto Earthquake hadn't broken many old things, the communes Kita Ikki established would probably have been wiped out long ago. Kita Ikki himself was also a figure with some power in Tokyo, and coupled with his effective disaster relief during the earthquake, everyone gave him face. Even so, Kita Ikki still felt extremely strained. And Kita Ikki knew that when the People's Party swept away these feudal remnants in their own country, they struck extremely hard. Once labeled with organized crime, one would basically be executed. In Japan, the yakuza operated completely openly because the Japanese government was even darker than the yakuza, and the people had to rely on the yakuza to protect themselves. The yakuza also used this to nominally protect the people on one hand, while colluding with the government to mark out territory and oppress the people on the other.

How could young people understand these deep-level things? Hearing the explanation Kita Ikki made using the commune as an example, they were dumbfounded. Recovering from their shock with great difficulty, someone asked, "If these bad people are removed, Japan will get better, right?"

Kita Ikki shook his head, "What we need to do is not to kill people, but to sweep away evil. The root of evil is absolutely not just those few bad people, but deeper things. The system, the atmosphere, the level of social development—these are the real reasons."

Kita Ikki's organization had no formal name. When the young men excitedly wanted to give this organization a resounding name, Kita Ikki stopped such a practice. Because such organizations were just individual small groups. The organization studied Marxism, but its program was mainly anti-feudal. Finally, forced by helplessness, Kita Ikki had to give it a name: the "Japan Anti-Feudal Alliance." The organization's program was to oppose all of Japan's feudal systems and strive to push Japan into a brand-new era.

Hearing Kita Ikki's account, the several young men from the Navy felt their eyes light up, as if they saw a new world. However, the Navy was even stricter than the Army. They just took a primary ideological book about the "Japan Anti-Feudal Alliance" from Captain Ando, agreed on a way to meet in the future, and left in a hurry. When everyone left, they also took a few fried chicken legs Kita Ikki gave them. For the appetites of young people, fried chicken legs coated in batter were truly a delight.

After they left, Captain Ando asked, "Mr. Kita, the Navy won't really go to war with China, will it?" Because of repeated defeats, the Army was temporarily not considering war with China; the impact of the war on the Army was very limited.

"What the Navy thinks is no longer important; just wait and see the Navy's outcome," Kita Ikki replied. Every time he talked about Japan's feudal system with Japanese people, Kita Ikki felt very depressed. Without destruction, there is no rebirth. The destruction of Japan's feudal system would inevitably lead to the complete end of Japan's upper class. A revolution is not a dinner party, or writing an essay, or painting a picture, or doing embroidery; it cannot be so refined, so leisurely and gentle, so temperate, kind, courteous, restrained, and magnanimous. A revolution is an insurrection, an act of violence by which one class overthrows another!

Kita Ikki's only worry was that if the revolutionaries were themselves a group of feudalists, and the action of new feudal rulers overthrowing old feudal rulers was crowned with the name of revolution, then it would be a farce of dog-eat-dog, a farce of taking turns at the dealer's seat. Apart from shedding countless blood in vain, the significance would be very limited.

With people like Kita Ikki, there would naturally also be people who staunchly maintained Japan's feudal rule. The Tōseiha in the Japanese Navy was basically such a group. What they wanted to maintain was the current system, just like their program: under the control of the military headquarters, without using force, but through top-down legal channels, to carry out stable and gradual national reform.

The Tōseiha bigwigs were extremely satisfied with the encirclement net against China that had already begun to take shape. Since they couldn't contend with China on land, they would contain China's power at sea. This time, China sent a fleet to the Netherlands to demonstrate, which made the Tōseiha celebrate with clapping hands. The alliance relationship needed to be maintained. Once Britain and the Netherlands both stepped onto the anti-China path, coupled with China's tough attitude, this alliance would only become more and more stable. Of course, Japan also had its own plans. What Japan had to do was to cleverly play tricks and divert the anger of the Chinese people towards the Netherlands, which had the weakest naval strength. Since they couldn't cross the vast ocean, what China could do was direct its anger towards Britain, which bordered it on land. At that time, Japan's importance would become prominent. As for China crossing the Tsushima Strait to attack the Japanese mainland, the Japanese side believed they could hold this strait. Although they had been sold out by the British once, the Japanese side still believed that the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was what guaranteed the Japanese mainland would not suffer a Chinese attack.

Japan had its own ideas, but China had no reason to dance to Japan's baton. After the naval formation returned from the demonstration in the Netherlands, the discussion of many new pieces of equipment came onto the agenda. Overly precise experimental equipment had its advantages, but it wasn't practical. Equipment like lasers was excluded from the finalized warships. Chen Ke did not feel it was a pity; after all, laser and transistor technology were only fully applied more than twenty years later, and radar technology had also undergone countless innovations.

Warships of World War II levels were not the Type 054 warships of 21st-century China. The so-called "dumping dumplings" referred to being able to manufacture in large quantities. Having radar, having sonar—this made for a good warship. The remaining key was the naval aviation's torpedo bombers. No warship could withstand being hit by twenty-odd torpedoes; even a monstrosity like the Yamato built by Japan was the same.

Although Italy's industrial level was not high, its level in ship design was very outstanding. The Great Depression made it so the Italians couldn't hold out either. They finally lowered their noble heads and provided China with a lot of shipbuilding technology and ship design ideas. Compared with the ship design ideas provided by the Germans, the Chinese engineering side felt that the Italian designs were more scientific and reasonable. Although the Italians themselves couldn't produce the materials needed for many designs, this didn't stop the Italians' imagination from exerting its effect. A 1:1 scale model of a 25,000-ton aircraft carrier jointly designed by Italy and China had already begun construction in Wuhan and Shanghai simultaneously. These warships would appear in the dry docks in the near future.

Before this, China was not prepared to just stand by foolishly and watch Japan showing off its strength. The battle to liberate Taiwan had already been put on the schedule.

"The key to liberating Taiwan is being able to transport troops onto Taiwan and transport supplies to sustain the troops in combat. The core of everything is the supply line," Navy Commissar Qin Shou explained the design of the Taiwan campaign at the Military Commission meeting.

Theoretically, establishing a supply line from Fujian to the Taiwan Strait would complete the mission. After wiping out the Japanese forces on Taiwan Island, the war would be basically over. Unless Japan could completely cut off this supply line and then leisurely transport over a hundred thousand troops to Taiwan to strangle the Chinese troops on Taiwan Island.

"The key now is the coordination of naval aviation, naval surface forces, and underwater forces." Qin Shou spoke very simply. He didn't want to brag. In fact, the Navy's research result was that if the Japanese army carelessly ran over to Taiwan thinking they could win by relying on the tonnage and volume of their warships, they would definitely suffer a big loss.

"During the day, the Air Force will coordinate with the Navy's surface forces. At night, the underwater forces will coordinate with the surface forces. The fighting on land will depend on whether the comrades in the Army can successfully complete their mission. If the Army completes the mission a day early, the pressure on the Navy can be much lighter." Qin Shou spoke very politely.

With the Navy's grand parade to the Netherlands this time, the naval forces had great confidence in sonar and radar. The width of the Taiwan Strait was limited, and the naval aviation's torpedo bomber units were even more full of confidence. Air Force Commander Chu Fengge stood up immediately after Qin Shou finished speaking, "Comrades, as long as a stable base is built in Taiwan, we can rely on the bases in Taiwan and Fujian to attack at any time under good weather conditions."

Engineering Corps Commander Gu Lu spoke last, "We already have practical experience in the construction of radar stations. We have combat experience in the rapid construction of runways during the Lüda Campaign. Our engineering corps is confident in completing this mission."

The military preparations were already very sufficient; the Political Bureau's considerations on the political side were the final hurdle. However, in this regard, the Political Bureau had not reached a completely unanimous attitude. The Political Bureau all had a question: "After crossing the sea to liberate Taiwan, what will the world's attitude be towards China?"
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In the industrial age, Taiwan's geographical location was of paramount importance to China. If China possessed Taiwan, the Chinese Navy could enter and exit the Pacific Ocean at will, and Japan's southward maritime passage would be firmly blocked by China. The so-called maritime alliance of Japan, Britain, and the Netherlands would instantly become a joke.

Everything has two sides. After China seized Taiwan, it would bring about a complete change in the situation in the Western Pacific. The United States was the biggest variable in this. The United States had always tried to break up the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. After China retook Taiwan, the Anglo-Japanese Alliance would exist in name only; Taiwan and the Philippines would cut off the maritime coordination between Britain and Japan.

Contradictions are constantly transforming. The contradiction between the Anglo-Japanese Alliance and the United States might very well shift from being the principal contradiction in the Western Pacific to a secondary one. Facing China, an increasingly powerful Western Pacific power, what choice would the United States make? As the world's number one industrial nation, the United States was currently plagued by the economic crisis, and isolationism was prevalent domestically. But this was only the internal cause for the United States not wanting to participate in world changes; it did not mean that the United States lacked the ability to participate in world changes.

Regarding the strategic change, one could understand it just by looking at the map. Regarding the attitude towards the United States, the Politburo found it strange why Chen Ke looked down on the British so much. In this era, Britain was still the world hegemon, and the United States was just one of the great powers. For Chen Ke, to express it in crude words, "Britain ain't shit!"

China at the time of Chen Ke's birth had no tradition of looking up to Britain. During Chen Ke's growth process, the British had never been an existence capable of influencing or threatening China. In this spacetime, it took Chen Ke several years to establish the concept that China and Britain were actually genuine neighbors.

Chamberlain back then was definitely not a fool who was deceived. The British upper echelons were very clear that as soon as World War II started, whether Britain won or lost, the British Empire's hegemony would end. So Chamberlain, who adopted the appeasement policy, returned to London and received unanimous praise. As for Churchill, he was only blown up so high after the victory. If they had really followed Churchill's hardline policy of "even if the last Indian dies, the British Empire will not yield" from the beginning, Britain would definitely have died a miserable death.

In 1933, China's crude steel output would break through 30 million tons, while the American crude steel output in 1916 had already exceeded 40 million tons. Chen Ke was very clear that in 1944, the US steel output would easily exceed 80 million tons. With China's current iron ore exploration and development capabilities, it could at most reach the level of 60 million tons.

If China could comprehensively change the situation in the Western Pacific, the United States had no reason not to have other ideas. Isolationism sounded scary, but as long as there were sufficient interests, American capitalists were not incapable of changing this trend. So Chen Ke never cared about what the British would do; the British were done for either way. But the Americans were completely different; the Yanks really had the strength and were just waiting for an opportunity.

The Japanese comrades of the People's Party did not care what the British thought at this time, nor did they care what the Americans thought. Their goals were all focused on how China prepared to treat Japan. From 1905 to 1933, among the Japanese cadres in the People's Party, there were Garrison Political Commissars, Ministers of Agriculture, and even Provincial Governors. These old men, nearing 60, had joined the Chinese revolution as early as 28 years ago. Now some even had grandsons, and some comrades had even died of old age, but the original intention, the goal of liberating Japan, still seemed far away.

These people were all mixed in the middle and high levels, and they were naturally clear about the recent situation. China was determined to solve the Japan problem. But to what extent would it be solved? The old men's idea was naturally to liberate all of Japan and establish a People's Republic of Japan. However, considering it from a strategic perspective, China might not be willing to fight such a comprehensive war. So the Japanese comrades, led by Garrison Political Commissar Heidao Ren, formally submitted a request to the Party Central Committee, hoping to solve the Japan problem.

Heidao Ren, representing the Japanese comrades, proposed: liberate Japan, establish a republic, and join the subsequently established Western Pacific Socialist Alliance. This was completely in line with the initial thoughts of the Japanese comrades.

Chen Ke raised a few questions. First, would China enter Japan as a liberator or a compeller? Second, the People's Party stresses seeking truth from facts; to eradicate the Japanese feudal system, exactly how many people would have to be killed?

These were very real questions. The Chinese People's Revolution had been going on for nearly 30 years. Chen Ke talked about it every day and every year, and only then was an understanding of the feudal system constructed in the minds of the Chinese people. Anti-feudalism had a system of theory and practice. With Japan's current status quo, where industrialization was closely combined with the feudal system and mixed with a large number of capitalist industrial operation elements, if a storm-like revolution were to come, heads would really roll.

Revolution is certainly not a dinner party, and the purpose of revolution is not the complete physical elimination of "bad people." What kind of structure and relationship the post-war socialist alliance would be is a big question. At the same time, the post-war territorial division, and the contradictions that would inevitably erupt from it, were also very tricky.

"We in China do not want to become Japan's overlord. I think the Japanese comrades can definitely understand this," Chen Ke said seriously to a group of Japanese comrades who looked no different from Chinese people.

Based on China's attitude towards Korea, the Japanese comrades could naturally understand this. After the liberation of Korea, China did not implement any interference in Korea's internal affairs. Apart from taking the initiative to help Korea establish a household registration system under the modern industrial mode, and some help in forming an army, Korea managed its own affairs. Based on the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, China and Korea established a new relationship different from the old tributary system.

Japan was unlikely to follow this old path. Without China, there would be no Korean independence; Korea was willing to move closer to China and learn from China. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army fighting its way into Japan, slaughtering a large number of Japanese, and then posing as liberators—such a scenario seemed nondescript no matter how one looked at it. The Japanese people needed an improvement in their current painful state; they needed raw materials and markets, not introspection on how they had been poisoned by the feudal system. This was just like the people of Anhui throwing themselves into the revolution back then; they couldn't survive anyway, and since death was certain either way, following the People's Party wasn't some unimaginable thing.

If considered from this angle, the Japanese comrades had to admit that the Chinese people were really great enough. Many oppressions that the Japanese were accustomed to were unbearable in the eyes of the Chinese people. The question "Are kings and generals born with noble blood?" from thousands of years ago had already completely opened a new chapter in Chinese cultural thought. But the Japanese envoys to the Tang Dynasty failed to eventually turn the imperial examination system into Japan's national policy.

But Chen Ke's wisdom seemed almost infinite to the Japanese comrades, so they frankly asked Chen Ke what ideas he actually had.

"I think Japan can build a socialist country with Japanese characteristics," Chen Ke gave the answer. Just like the People's Party's constant struggle in Jiangsu recently, while having a comprehensive military advantage, the People's Party launched an all-out struggle based on the needs of the Jiangsu people and the actual situation in Jiangsu. Now, one-quarter of the members of the Jiangsu Parliament were members of the Jiangsu People's Party Branch or councilors who stood with the People's Party. in the political and economic struggle, many changes that were not thought of at all originally were happening. The propertied class was not devoid of merit, especially those propertied classes who realized that the feudal system was unreliable. When they evolved into the higher capitalist field, quite a few showed a rather remarkable level in labor. For example, the garment industry, shoe industry, catering industry, and so on.

Heidao Ren was worthy of being a political commissar; he quickly figured out the key to the matter. "Then Chairman Chen's meaning is to destroy the Japanese military forces, then let Japan agree to legalize the communist party, and use the universal suffrage system now established in Japan to transform Japan in a long-term struggle?"

"That's always better than killing millions of people all the way through Japan. We are revolutionaries, not executioners," Chen Ke replied.

Hearing this, Heidao Ren took a lot of effort to let his mindset keep up with Chen Ke's mindset. This was a very difficult thing to explain. Although the People's Party didn't kill millions at once, the total number of various killings added up to millions. But viewing this problem from Chen Ke's mindset and train of thought, every killing was "learning from past mistakes to avoid future ones, and curing the sickness to save the patient." It belonged to the category of setting rules. Just like in the process of implementing the "Marriage Law" that ended not long ago, those who killed women who wanted to divorce—regardless of whether these people were the woman's husband, the husband's family, or her maiden family—were all sentenced or executed for the crime of murder.

The state is a tool of class rule, and the judicial organs are the violent organs of the state. These violent organs use violence to ensure that the will of the ruling class can be successfully executed. Although the ruling class of New China is the working people, the majority, the violent organs representing the interests of this majority are still violent organs.

Seeing the Japanese comrades falling into deep thought, Chen Ke said: "Comrades, many people who participate in the revolution think that through revolution, a system for the ages must be established, an absolutely correct and absolutely just system must be established. We can understand this revolutionary passion, but this idea is obviously inconsistent with the attitude of historical materialism. The future is definitely not a simple repetition of the past; every day we open our eyes, it is a new world. The capitalist system that Marx saw with his own eyes, criticized, and praised, was finished after this Great Depression. For capitalism to survive, it must also constantly develop itself, and finally, the capitalist system itself must thoroughly bury the feudal system. What we want to oppose and eradicate now is the feudal system. It is those things that draw a circle on the ground to serve as a prison."

Chen Ke never hesitated to sing some praises for the capitalist system. He originally thought that as a time traveler, he should have a vision ahead of the world. Now he practiced, thought, and then discovered that this world was really interesting. Before, Chen Ke had read books written by hardcore believers of the capitalist system. The books wantonly criticized the American system as nonsense, believing that the United States had completely fallen into the trap of crony capitalism. Now Chen Ke thought that perhaps it could be called feudal lineage capitalism, which was the "blue blood noble" system that Americans themselves talked about. The books believed that neither pure capitalism nor pure communism (socialism) would have any interest in monetary policy. The capitalist system cherished currency extremely and would not issue currency indiscriminately, while communism simply looked down on currency, so it would not consider any policy of indiscriminate currency issuance either.

The 1950s and 60s in the United States were a truly glorious era. At that time, the status of workers was very high. Having a job, working seriously, and working hard—that was social status. In those years, the children of the rich also went to public schools, and they never publicized how rich their families were. Like the children of ordinary workers, they studied, worked, earned money, and lived. Not working and only thinking about speculation was behavior belonging to the shameful category.

This ethos reached its peak during the era of space exploration competition between the United States and the Soviet Union. Workers and technicians related to the space industry would secretly climb over the wall back to the factory after work to continue working secretly for a few hours without asking for any pay. The United States at that time was really strong enough and glorious enough.

That was why US President Kennedy dared to say those words that were full of hoodwinking, full of the ruling class letting the ruled class go to die, and only those words could become a famous American quote.

"And so, my fellow Americans: ask not what your country can do for you--ask what you can do for your country.

My fellow citizens of the world: ask not what America will do for you, but what together we can do for the freedom of man.

Finally, whether you are citizens of America or citizens of the world, ask of us here the same high standards of strength and sacrifice which we ask of you. With a good conscience our only sure reward, with history the final judge of our deeds, let us go forth to lead the land we love, asking His blessing and His help, but knowing that here on earth God's work must truly be our own."

Heidao Ren certainly didn't know what Kennedy, who was no longer wearing split-crotch pants, would say 30 years later. He simply didn't know nor care that there was an American named Kennedy. What he cared about was Japan's future. "Chairman Chen, does that mean the future steps are divided into three? One, destroy the Combined Fleet; two, force the Japanese authorities to sign a humiliating treaty; three, obtain the victory of the socialist revolution through struggle under military superiority?"

Chen Ke laughed: "Just about. But I'll say it again: it is not revolutionaries creating the revolution, but the people needing the revolution. I believe that the Japanese people need self-liberation."

Having managed to convince the Japanese Party members with great difficulty, Chen Ke held another meeting in the Politburo. After the liberation of Taiwan, the situation would definitely be different. The liberation of Taiwan was not the end of China's foreign wars, but a beginning. With China fighting wars all the way like this, what kind of influence would it have internationally?

Once China really became a target of public criticism in the Western Pacific, the future strategy would have to change completely. Chen Ke had full trust in Uncle Steel of the Soviet Union. Chen Ke firmly believed that Uncle Steel would absolutely not sacrifice a single bit of the Soviet Union's interests; when it came to selling out teammates, Uncle Steel's level was very high. Based on this trust, when China was under siege by the world, there was no need to count on the Soviet Union's help at all. To confront the world with the power of China alone was indeed too strenuous now.

Chen Ke felt that his attitude was very scientific and calm. However, this scientific and calm attitude brought no small fright to the ordinary Politburo comrades. Chen Ke always loved to say that the world is uncontrollable. Yet in international strategy, Chen Ke actually wanted to completely control the enemy. This was not even the level of anticipating the enemy's moves, but an attitude of wanting to take full control. But reflecting on the People's Party's journey, without Chen Ke's unusually comprehensive strategic concept of control, the People's Party could absolutely not have reached this step so easily.

As for the other 11 people participating in China's Australia strategy, knowing that 30 years ago when Chen Ke was just a young lad in his early 20s, he already had a grander strategic concept, they didn't even feel frightened. Since China had already reached this step, they would just walk however they should walk. Everyone was very clear that what Chen Ke wanted to do was merely to release some information to the Politburo, so that the comrades of the Politburo would be mentally prepared before the situation changed.

On June 1, 1933, a small unit responsible for transport by a submarine force prepared to set sail. Mi Feng, who had been transferred to serve as the Commander of the Fujian Military Region at this time, personally saw the comrades off. Alcohol was strictly prohibited inside the submarine. The two hundred comrades used tea instead of wine.

"After arriving in Taiwan, the comrades already in Taiwan will meet you. The battle is dangerous and cruel; comrades must be mentally prepared for this! When everyone comes back, I'll treat everyone to a drink!"

"Give everything for the cause of China's liberation!" the commandos replied in unison. Mobilization meetings had long been held many times; there was no need for Commander Mi Feng to emphasize again what kind of situation everyone would face.

The commander and the commandos raised their teacups and drank the top-quality Fujian tea in one gulp. Someone took the lead in smashing the teacup on the ground. Immediately, a series of sounds of breaking teacups rang out on the cement-paved military wharf. With the determination of no return, the troops lined up and boarded the submarine docked at the port without looking back.

The Japanese Navy's Combined Fleet had already returned to Kure Port from Keelung Port, Taiwan at this time, but the fleet stationed in Taiwan did not relax its daily patrols in the slightest. If the Chinese fleet wanted to force its way across the Taiwan Strait, such a strait could not stop the Chinese landing troops. Japan was thousands of kilometers away from Taiwan, but it couldn't station troops in Taiwan permanently; it could only come to Taiwan irregularly every year.

It was also a helpless choice for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to use submarines to transport personnel. In these years, China had transported personnel to Taiwan many times, triggering great vigilance from Japan. The density of maritime patrols was getting higher and higher. Only submarines could approach Taiwan quietly and unknown to anyone, sending personnel onto Taiwan Island.

In order to coordinate with this action, the People's Navy's special task force did not disband after returning from the Netherlands, but appeared in the waters northeast of Taiwan. The fleet's movement immediately triggered Japan's vigilance. In addition to issuing orders to strengthen alerts, they hurriedly transferred a part of the naval vessels defending southeast Taiwan to the northeast direction to strengthen the guard against the Chinese Navy. At the same time, they notified the Combined Fleet that had already returned to Japan of this latest situation.

Relying on sonar search, the submarine force successfully dropped off the troops in southern Taiwan.

On June 5, the whole world received a clear-code telegram. The content of the telegram was that the Taiwanese people wanted to get rid of Japanese colonial rule and return to China. Such a telegram on the international public channel did not trigger any special repercussions.

By 3:40 AM on June 6, the Fujian airfield was suddenly brightly lit. Large numbers of planes that had long been prepared slowly taxied onto the runway, among which dozens of huge planes were particularly eye-catching. Teams of infantry began to board the planes in an orderly manner from the assembly area. As soon as boarding was completed, the cabin doors were closed. The four large propellers of the aircraft immediately began to rotate. Under the powerful thrust, the aircraft began to move forward along the long runway that seemed to have no end. Finally, the nose pulled up, the tires of the landing gear broke contact with the ground, and the huge aircraft flew into mid-air, flying towards the east, towards the direction of southern Taiwan.
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Regiment Commander Gu Yongnian sat in the slightly vibrating cabin. Due to the roar of the engines, he had to speak very loudly for the comrades next to him to hear clearly. Since this was the case, the soldiers had no desire to converse. Everyone was either checking their equipment or silently wiping their weapons, ensuring the plastic cloth wrapped around the muzzles was secure. Airborne operations were inherently complex military actions. The process of descending from the sky was dangerous, and maintaining the correct posture during landing was essential to avoid injury. At that moment, no one had the mind to worry about the position of their guns. However, once the landing was complete, if the muzzle was clogged with dirt, combat would be affected. After much trial and error, using plastic cloth to wrap the muzzle was the simplest method. Even if they had to fire immediately, the thin plastic cloth would not affect shooting.

Gu Yongnian finished checking his equipment like the other comrades, but he did not lean back against the cabin wall to rest his eyes. He took out a wallet from his bosom, inside of which was a group photo. In the photo, two young Chinese men in military uniforms and two in civilian clothes stood together. One of the uniformed youths was Gu Yongnian; this was a photo of the four Gu brothers. The other soldier was Gu Yongnian's older brother, who had already sacrificed his life in Taiwan.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had never given up its efforts to liberate Taiwan. After controlling Fujian and possessing military vessels capable of evading Japanese patrol ships, they continuously sent small detachments into Taiwan to attempt to establish anti-Japanese base areas. However, the small area of Taiwan lacked space, making mobile warfare impossible to conduct. Guerrilla warfare entering the mountainous areas of Taiwan would also face heavy encirclement and suppression by heavy Japanese forces. The Japanese Army, which suffered heavy casualties facing Chinese troops in other regions, finally saw the possibility of victory in Taiwan, and their fighting spirit was extremely high. The battles between the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and the Japanese army in Taiwan were extremely bloody and cruel. After capturing wounded Chinese soldiers, the Japanese army mostly tortured them cruelly before publicly executing them. And the Chinese small detachments that went to Taiwan later also adopted a method of killing all Japanese prisoners. The combat style of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also underwent significant changes.

According to Japanese war history records, the Chinese small detachments that landed on Taiwan after 1921 "each carried a 'Glory Grenade'. When facing capture, they would not hesitate to pull the fuse of the Glory Grenade to commit suicide. The killing attacks by Chinese soldiers on Japanese soldiers and civilians were extremely cruel... The miserable state after battles in Japanese settlement areas is difficult to describe."

The Japanese respected powerful opponents and attached great importance to the policy of "treating prisoners well" during the Russo-Japanese War. In the early stages of the engagement with Chinese small detachments in Taiwan, Japan still dared to be cruel. However, the exchange ratio made the Japanese feel unbearable. For every Chinese soldier entering Taiwan killed, Japan had to pay the lives of five to ten Japanese soldiers and civilians. The "civilians" killed by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were basically Japanese technical personnel, merchants, and officials. During the most intense period of small detachment operations, Japanese officials even tried every means to refuse to take office in Taiwan.

In 1924, when Japan was driven out of Korea by China, Chinese troops captured more than 30,000 Japanese prisoners of war and nearly 100,000 Japanese civilians. Japan privately discussed with China, requesting China to hand over these Japanese prisoners and civilians to Japan instead of transferring them to the Korean government. The Japanese knew very well what the fate of these Japanese soldiers and civilians would be once they fell into the hands of the Koreans.

The Chinese side's demand was for Japan to hand over the remains of Chinese soldiers captured and killed in Taiwan. The Japanese side was forced to agree to this request and handed over the remains of captured and killed Chinese soldiers in three batches. Among them were the remains of Gu Yongnian's older brother, Gu Yongle. The vast majority of the remains were decapitated; Japan had beheaded Chinese soldiers to intimidate the Chinese people in Taiwan.

Because the Great Kanto Earthquake caused enormous losses, Japan increased its exploitation of Taiwan, inciting fierce resistance from the Taiwanese masses. China immediately increased its troop infiltration operations. Japan mobilized 100,000 troops to Taiwan and paid the price of 6,000 deaths to suppress the uprising in Taiwan. Most of the Japanese were killed by Chinese infiltration troops. Facing such huge losses, the Japanese actually abandoned the policy of retaliatory punishment against local Taiwanese residents.

After the Taiwan uprising finally subsided, Japan had to privately ask the British to come forward and coordinate. Britain put pressure on China, and China also needed to wait for a strategic opportunity. Finally, China and Japan reached an agreement on "no killing of civilians." Chinese small detachments entering Taiwan would not target Japanese civilians. Japan would only "expel" discovered Chinese military forces and try to avoid military conflict. In other words, if the Chinese small detachment was not caught on the spot, as long as the detachment members did not carry weapons and pretended to be locals, they could openly buy boat tickets and take a ship back to the mainland. Japan pretended not to see it at all.

Although this matter was comical, Japan had no choice. China was too close to Taiwan, and Japan was too far from Taiwan. If tens of thousands of Japanese died in Taiwan every year, the Japanese could not bear it either. Especially when the vast majority of the Japanese killed were technical and bureaucratic members that Japan needed to spend a lot of energy training, as well as wealthy merchants. The Japanese side could only tighten the fence and fully guard against China's maritime infiltration. At the same time, Japan began to adopt more conciliatory policies towards Taiwan, including a certain degree of political and economic autonomy. For ten years, China had infiltrated Taiwan like a sieve, but somehow maintained a situation without war.

Gu Yongnian did not care what the Japanese on the island of Taiwan thought. His brother had died in battle in Taiwan, and the unit had received the order to attack Taiwan. Then the only thing left was to wipe out the Japanese troops in Taiwan. Not to mention the mobilization meeting before the war, which repeatedly emphasized that Taiwan was China's territory. Even if the Japanese claimed that Taiwan already belonged to Japan, it was land lost after China's defeat in the war. Since this was the case, as long as the war was won, China could naturally take Taiwan back.

Closing the wallet, Gu Yongnian looked through the plane's window towards the horizon where the morning glow had already appeared. There were some small black dots in the distance flying at the same speed as the transport plane; that should be the escorting fighter squadron. Because they were in the air, they could see the dawn much earlier than on land. The rosy clouds dyed the sea surface, which should have been blue, a golden-red color, as if it were a sheet of molten liquid metal. However, before long, the sea surface would once again present a blue color as the sun rose. Of course, by that time, Gu Yongnian would have already landed on the land of Taiwan, China, landing on the land where his brother had sacrificed his life.

At 5:15, the staff officer stood up from beside the radio. "Regiment Commander, we've arrived!"

Gu Yongnian walked to the cabin door and opened it together with two other comrades. A violent suction rushed in from the front. The three comrades were all strapped in with safety belts and were not pulled out of the cabin by this suction. Looking down, several rows of bonfires were arranged in the shape of a pentagram; that was the agreed-upon landing signal.

"Prepare to jump!" Gu Yongnian turned back and shouted to the comrades inside the cabin.

The People's Air Force fleet chose Kaohsiung as the parachute landing area. Besides being an important military base in southern Taiwan, Kaohsiung's terrain belonged to the alluvial plain region, and there were no large rivers within the territory. It was relatively easy for paratroopers to concentrate after landing. A Japanese division was stationed here. After eliminating the enemies here, the Japanese garrison in Taiwan would only have another division in Taipei and a brigade in Taichung left. With the combat effectiveness of the Japanese Army, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army simply did not put them in their eyes.

The people of Kaohsiung got up very early in June to work in the fields. Many people witnessed the world's first regiment-scale airborne operation with their own eyes. Even in their old age, they would still often talk about this operation. Those sky-filling snow-white parachutes blocked out the entire sky. And the common sigh of all those who witnessed this scene with their own eyes was one sentence: "They just jumped down from the sky!"

Not only did paratroopers descend from the air, but gliders loaded with light artillery also landed on the reasonably flat ground. These gliders all had their own power systems; although they couldn't take off on their own, their range wasn't too bad. Not to mention that this airborne operation was originally a one-way flight.

After landing with bumps and jumps in the farmland or other ground, the troops immediately opened the cabin doors and dragged out various artillery pieces from inside. Paratroopers who landed nearby rushed up to help carry artillery shells out. There were already more than 200 commando comrades on the ground guiding them. Added to other personnel who had been in Taiwan for a long time, as well as the underground resistance organizations developed in Taiwan, a team of more than 4,000 people was quickly assembled.

Kaohsiung had coastal defense positions, but these positions were all designed to resist attacks from the sea. It was not a 360-degree defense system without dead angles. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not just bring airborne troops. After the bomber units waited for the airborne troops to land, they began to drop dense bombs on the Japanese defense positions. Japanese fortresses and barracks were instantly bombed into soaring flames and filled with smoke. After one wave of bombing passed, the Japanese troops with weak air defense capabilities suffered heavy losses. Many Japanese soldiers were even blown into the sky while standing foolishly on the uncovered drill ground, overwhelmed and at a loss.

As soon as the air force's bombing ended, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, who had long studied Kaohsiung's defense system in detail, launched a fierce attack toward the enemy according to the pre-planned attack routes. They quickly broke through the outer Japanese defense lines and pressed straight towards the command center. The battle could not even be described as intense; the Japanese troops fell into chaos under this fierce blow. Several exchanges of fire were encounter battles triggered after airborne troops accidentally met Japanese troops rushing around like headless flies.

Before the Japanese troops could raise their guns to shoot, they saw the troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army rushing at the front raise the thick and short firearms in their hands and pull the triggers without aiming at all. Fierce flames sprayed from the muzzles. In a moment, the Japanese troops were all beaten to the ground. Just like this, relying on fierce close-combat firepower and vigorous charging and fighting, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army captured one Japanese strongpoint after another. A unit even occupied the Japanese artillery position, completely destroying the Japanese plan to use artillery fire to deal with this force descending from the sky.

Just as the Japanese troops had recovered slightly from the confusion of being caught off guard, began to mobilize troops for defense, and prepared to send troops to launch a counterattack, another piece of bad news arrived. The figure of the People's Navy Special Task Force appeared on the sea surface. The Special Task Force began to use naval guns to fire fiercely at the coastal defense system near Kaohsiung.

Cold sweat ran straight down the Japanese commander's forehead and back. He had long heard that the battles of the Chinese army were dominated by various stratagems and could always attack the enemy unprepared. He had done his best when making defense preparations, but launching an attack from the sky was no longer a stratagem; it exceeded the Japanese imagination.

Just at this time, an urgent call came into the headquarters. The observer reported another terrible piece of news: a new wave of airborne landings had begun. The Japanese commander's legs went soft, and he slumped back into his chair. The sky had become the Chinese people's passage; they launched attacks from the sky and also transported troops through the sky.

The 104th Airborne Division landed in four waves. The last wave air-dropped a large amount of weapons and ammunition. Although the Type 31 submachine gun had great power, its consumption was also great. After having this wave of ammunition supply, the troops maintained the ability for continuous combat.

The Japanese military camp did not have permanent fortifications, and Japanese strongpoints were still dominated by heavy machine guns. The officers knew that if the military camp fell, the Japanese troops would either have to flee or "retreat" to the coastal defense positions that were being fiercely shelled by the Chinese navy. Heaven knew how many Chinese troops would descend from the sky; the Japanese soldiers already felt that the Chinese could transport as many troops as they wanted from the sky.

Officers supervised the battle personally, ordering machine gunners to fire fiercely. This shooting did indeed play some role; the dense bullets checked the momentum of the Chinese army's attack. Seeing the Chinese troops all using the terrain to lie there and avoid bullets, the Japanese captain commanding the strongpoint breathed a sigh of relief. People could land from the sky, but surely even cannons couldn't land, right? And it would take some time for cannons to be transported here. Holding out for a while is a while!

However, this captain suddenly saw a person among the suppressed Chinese soldiers in front stand up abruptly during a gap in the machine gun fire. This soldier was not holding a gun in his hand but carried a strange tube on his shoulder. That Chinese soldier knelt on one knee, his upper body perfectly straight, holding that tube in a strange posture. The Japanese captain was just about to order the machine gunner to open fire on this soldier when he saw the tube on the Chinese soldier's shoulder suddenly spray out a streak of fire, and then something flew straight towards the heavy machine gun position at a speed that the eye could still follow. A moment later, this thing smashed ruthlessly into the sandbags on the periphery of the machine gun position, and the huge air wave set off by the explosion overturned the Japanese captain.

A sharp ringing sound rang in the captain's ears. It was not a heard sound, but tinnitus appearing in the captain's eardrums under the huge shock. Not long after, the captain suddenly felt his head hit by something, and then he knew nothing.

After destroying the Japanese strongpoint, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers who had been lying on the ground leapt up and rushed into the dilapidated Japanese strongpoint at top speed. They didn't care to distinguish whether the enemies were dead or alive; after adding a burst of bullets to each enemy's head, the troops pounced fiercely towards the Japanese positions behind.

On the afternoon of June 6, 1933, the 104th Airborne Division of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, in coordination with the Navy, resolved the Japanese defenders in Kaohsiung within one day and liberated Kaohsiung City. On the same day, after the People's Navy marched into the Penghu Islands and eliminated the Japanese navy there, the transport fleet arrived at the port of Kaohsiung on the morning of June 7, transporting an army division onto the island of Taiwan.

After Commander Mi Feng received the telegram, he determined that this battle could not fail.
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"This is the price of a modern war!" There were no cheers in the Politburo meeting for the smooth execution of the military operation to liberate Taiwan. Firstly, the war had not yet been fully won. Secondly, the figures on the data sheet were somewhat "shocking."

An industrial nation possesses great production capacity, but its consumption is also a terrifying astronomical figure. A battleship sailing for a day consumes more oil than the entire Zhengzhou City uses in a day. The operation of the Task Force and the airborne troops had already consumed the entire annual oil usage of Zhengzhou City. Of course, this was also because there were not many cars and tractors at present.

"If such a war lasts for half a year or a year, what kind of consumption will that be?" Chen Ke said. "Of course, this doesn't mean I oppose a war that should be fought. I just want to introduce this situation to everyone."

The more astute comrades in the Politburo had already thought of a problem: China's oil supply issue. After the discovery of the Daqing Oilfield, production had soared. Thanks to the efforts of oil workers represented by model worker Comrade Wang Xijin, China finally had a truly large oilfield and its own oil base. However, the Dutch East Indies itself produced oil. After fighting Japan, what would the attitude of the Dutch East Indies be? How would the British, who controlled Middle Eastern crude oil, consider future Sino-British relations? And what about the attitude of the United States, another oil supplier for China?

The keener comrades had already sniffed the stronger scent of war in Chen Ke's words. Either do it or don't do it; don't try with a half-hearted attitude. This was the People's Party's way of doing things. China would not let the Netherlands off the hook.

Foreign Minister Li Runshi broke the temporary silence of the Politburo meeting. "How long do we need to prepare?"

"Three years!" Chen Ke replied.

This remark caused a stir in the Politburo. Even without mentioning specific names, most comrades in the Politburo knew exactly who the subject was. The tone for the real foreign war had been set now.

The Dutch East Indies authorities did not know that Chen Ke had already set a timeline. They only received news on June 8th about the military conflict between China and Japan in Taiwan. The Dutch were not too surprised; they had suffered the same blow in Taiwan more than two hundred years ago. What surprised the Dutch was that China had actually taken action. They were frightened by China's decisive reaction.

A hundred years ago, the world might have gone to war at the drop of a hat, but that was a hundred years ago. After experiencing the tragic European war, Europeans' fear of war had greatly increased. At the same time, war was becoming increasingly expensive, an expense that a small country like the Netherlands could not bear at all.

The Dutch East Indies Navy only had two light cruisers, a few destroyers, and a dozen old frigates. Such a meager naval force had no resistance against the Chinese Task Force that had appeared on the edge of the Dutch East Indies a few months ago. Having been at sea for so many years, how could the Dutch not know the strategic significance of Taiwan? The maritime encirclement against China, recently constructed by Japan, Britain, and the Netherlands, mainly relied on Japan's naval power. Once Taiwan was retaken by China, this encirclement would dissolve on its own.

On the evening of June 10th, the Dutch envoy rushed to Singapore to seek an audience with the British Governor of Singapore.

The British received the news a day earlier than the Dutch, getting it on June 7th. The turn of events also stunned the British. As pragmatic British diplomats, they hadn't expected China's reaction to be so tough. Britain had its own fleet in the Western Pacific, and if they transferred the Indian Ocean Fleet, they could also have naval superiority over China.

The problem was that Britain bordered China. Once a war started, it couldn't just be fought at sea. China was not Japan; their Ministry of the Navy and Ministry of the Army did not display a life-or-death struggle posture. The Governor of Singapore did not have the authority to provoke a full-scale war between China and Britain. The British could only give perfunctory responses to the Dutch envoy. After all, Britain had only prohibited China from conducting deposit business in British Southeast Asia and had not done anything to directly anger China like the Netherlands had. Even if China knew Britain was the instigator behind the scenes, what could they do? Moreover, Britain wasn't even the mastermind behind the scenes.

The Dutch representative was not stupid either. He suggested, "Let our two countries' fleets in the Western Pacific go to the vicinity of Taiwan to observe the battle together."

This idea couldn't be called a bad one. The Dutch had also realized that Britain couldn't truly participate in the war. But when a "quasi-ally" was being beaten up, it would be unjustifiable if the British didn't show up. A "shit-stirrer" also had obligations, which was to show up at all times. If Britain stood by with folded arms while China pummeled Japan, it would be tantamount to fully acknowledging China's dominance in the Far East. As the world's boss and a global shit-stirrer that had to have a finger in every pie, if Britain did this, it would chill the hearts of its brothers.

At this moment, Britain had to show up at least. If Japan happened to gain maritime superiority, the warships of the two "onlooker" countries could immediately join the fray and throw some punches. Even if Japan suffered a crushing defeat, Britain and the Netherlands would have at least appeared, existed, and had "certain influence."

The Governor of Singapore did not reject this suggestion. Even if the Dutch hadn't proposed it, the British were considering doing so. It's hard to be the boss! The more one contracts, the more one must exist; standing by is equivalent to fleeing in panic. So by June 11th, the British and Dutch fleets quickly assembled and began heading north towards Taiwan on June 12th.

This was not the first time Britain had observed a naval battle between China and Japan. They had observed once during the First Sino-Japanese War, so this was technically the second time. During the First Sino-Japanese War, Britain's evaluation of the Chinese Beiyang Fleet was not too bad, believing that the Chinese fleet had actually completed its mission. The problem lay in China's command of the war, which was trash.

What kind of performance would China's rebuilt fleet have this time? The British naval commander, sitting on the HMS *Warspite*, the flagship of the Far East Fleet strengthened in 1931, pondered this question. This war between China and Japan over Taiwan was different from the last one. In the last war, China's army collapsed, leading to a total defeat. However, the People's Party Army's series of campaigns against Japan in recent years had proven that the Japanese Army was no match for the Chinese Army. So, the role played by the Japanese Navy this time was quite consistent with the role of the Beiyang Fleet back then. Relying on the Japanese Navy to cut off China's maritime passage to Taiwan, and then transporting a large number of troops to land on Taiwan to resolve the Chinese Army that had already landed on Taiwan with superior forces.

So where would the focus of the struggle be? The British fleet commander's gaze fell on the Kaohsiung area in southern Taiwan. According to internal information provided by the British Minister to Japan, China had landed in southern Taiwan, and this campaign was unfolding from south to north. The naval battle between China and Japan would inevitably unfold in this area.

Facts proved the British fleet commander correct. On June 13th, reconnaissance planes taking off from the British fleet's aircraft carrier HMS *Hermes* reported that the navies of China and Japan were engaging in a fierce battle near Taiwan Island. And the Chinese fleet, seemingly no match for the Japanese fleet, was retreating to the south. The British fleet commander was delighted. had he actually caught up with such a good thing? If it could really be so, Britain's "observation" this time would be too valuable.

Sure enough, after continuing north for a while, they saw two fleets, one behind the other, moving from the northeast to the southwest. In the lead was a fleet centered on a Chinese battleship, and closely pursuing behind was the Japanese fleet. The Chinese battleship was a modified vessel imported from the United States. According to the data known to the British, its speed did not exceed 26 knots, and its artillery was very average. At this moment, the Chinese fleet centered on this battleship was fleeing at full speed.

Chasing behind were Japan's three *Kongō*-class battleships. According to the British Air Force report, they should be the *Kongō*, *Hiei*, and *Haruna*. The British Navy understood completely now; it was impossible to win a one-on-three duel. The Chinese fleet's choice to flee in panic was completely correct. However, the British Air Force also saw a strange thing. The *Haruna*'s superstructure had obviously taken a few hits, and the smoke hadn't cleared yet. The *Hiei* was also not unscathed; if observed carefully, there were marks on its hull too. Relatively speaking, the Chinese battleship showed no signs of damage. The Chinese battleship's bow cut through the waves, and judging from its running posture, the entire warship was in excellent condition. Even upon discovering the British fleet, the Chinese warship showed no signs of pausing and continued to run for its life along the original course.

Britain couldn't block the Chinese fleet's path directly; doing so would be equivalent to directly participating in the war. The combined fleet of Britain and the Netherlands began to change direction to follow this chase at sea. From the observed results, the Chinese warship didn't start fleeing immediately after seeing the Japanese Navy, but had engaged in combat and achieved certain results. China's reconstituted navy was young enough, and it was surprising that such a young navy could achieve such a level.

Naval personnel couldn't help but feel their blood boil when they saw a naval battle. All observation posts were filled with British and Dutch naval officers and soldiers. Everyone pointed and gestured, guessing the outcome of this chase. Some of the more frivolous ones even opened betting pools.

Just as this group of guys was watching the fun, a violent explosion suddenly occurred on the port side of the Japanese Navy flagship *Kongō*, which was charging at the very back. The explosion didn't happen just once; a moment later, another violent explosion occurred on the left side of the *Kongō*. The *Kongō*'s speed immediately slowed down. The British naval officers immediately analyzed clearly that this was the result of a torpedo attack. There were no other warships near the Japanese Navy, so it must be torpedoes fired by submarines.

The Chinese battleship also observed this situation. The battleship, which had been fleeing in a straight line, quickly turned hard to starboard, carving a beautiful white arc on the sea surface. It was actually turning back to fight the Japanese Navy.

"What a beautiful trajectory!" the observation officer on the mast couldn't help but praise. For a behemoth like a battleship to perform such a maneuver, if one had to describe it, it was like the acrobatics of a nimble elephant. On the azure sea, a snow-white arc trajectory dozens of meters wide looked indescribably beautiful no matter how one looked at it; it was the perfect combination of power and mobility.

The Japanese battleship charging at the very front was the *Hiei*. The observers on the *Hiei* also saw the *Kongō* being hit, so the ship's speed began to slow down. However, just at this moment, the *Hiei* also suffered a close-range torpedo attack. The torpedo was fired from the rear flank and directly hit the *Hiei*'s propeller. After two explosions triggered sky-high water columns, the *Hiei* lost most of its power, and its speed dropped rapidly.

And this disaster didn't end there. Ten minutes later, the right part of the *Hiei*'s front hull was hit by several more torpedoes in succession. Under such fierce blows, explosions were heard continuously from inside the hull of this 26,000-plus-ton warship, and the entire hull began to list to the right.

The British fleet commander was stunned by the sudden change before his eyes. He had already realized that China must have ambushed submarines. Feigning flight was to lure the Japanese Navy into the submarine's encirclement. But submarines were slow and couldn't catch up with the speed of battleships. On the vast sea, it was difficult to determine position. How exactly did the Chinese determine their course so precisely?

At this time, the *Haruna*, the middle of the three battleships which had already been hit, began to change course and proceeded in response to the Chinese battleship's turn direction. Firstly, it was to engage the Chinese battleship, and secondly, it was to avoid the Chinese submarines whose location was unknown as soon as possible.

Just then, the *Haruna* also suffered a close-range torpedo attack. The helmsman performed outstandingly, managing to dodge two torpedoes coming from the front left, but failed to dodge the four torpedoes coming from the rear. One torpedo hit the *Haruna*'s propeller from the rear. Like the *Hiei*, it lost power. Relying on inertia and the remaining propeller, it continued to move forward. Besides a greatly reduced speed, its course could no longer be changed.

The battle had taken such a sudden turn that the combined fleet of Britain and the Netherlands was stunned. Every warship ordered its observation posts to diligently search for the location of submarine periscopes. Especially the places where torpedoes might have just originated were the focus of the observers of the two fleets. But no matter how they looked, apart from the waves and the oil leaking from the three Japanese warships, there were no suspicious signs at all on the sea surface.

With three Japanese battleships damaged, the Chinese fleet, led by the Chinese battleship, completed its turn and bore down menacingly on the Japanese fleet, no longer fleeing in panic like a short while ago. The Japanese battleships used their remaining power to make a final effort. Not only did they fire continuously, but they also began to release smoke screens to reduce the possibility of being discovered.

This should have been a very wise choice, but the British fleet commander didn't necessarily judge it so. Smoke screens could obscure the Japanese fleet's silhouette, but they could also obscure the Japanese fleet's vision. Now, the most dangerous thing for the Japanese fleet might not be the naval guns of the Chinese battleship, but the Chinese submarine force that had not yet revealed itself. Sure enough, just as the British fleet commander expected, most of the officers in the "onlooking" British fleet had grave expressions. They gripped their binoculars tightly, trying hard to look into the battlefield where smoke was beginning to fill the air, striving to see the subsequent battle situation clearly.

Only one captain had uncontrollable joy on his face. He had purely been bored out of his mind just now and bet on the big upset of the Chinese Navy completely wiping out the Japanese fleet. Apart from him, no one else had bet on this obviously unreliable option. Now, looking at it, the possibility of the captain making a fortune had risen from 0% in a straight line. The captain was full of anticipation in his heart, hoping that the Chinese submarine force would continue to work hard and perform up to their standard. After all, to make money from odds of 1:500, one might not encounter such a chance once in a lifetime.
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To deal with the Japanese fleet, the People's Navy dispatched all 36 of their submarines, forming a wolfpack. To maximize stealth, the submarine force did not use snorkels but instead relied on chemical air regeneration for internal circulation. The air quality in the enclosed space of a submarine was already poor, and the use of chemicals made the smell even worse. However, the officers and men of the force endured it in silence.

Several Chinese submarines were positioned right beneath the joint British and Dutch fleet. Fortunately, the force was cautious enough not to launch an attack immediately. Using periscopes, they saw that the numerous reinforcing warships on the sonar were actually British and Dutch vessels. The comrades in the force were quite surprised; the original plan had not anticipated British and Dutch participation. This was not the time to act on their own initiative. The submarine force prepared for battle at any moment but held their fire. After careful observation, they saw no signs of the British and Dutch fleets joining the fight, which allowed the comrades of the force to breathe a sigh of relief.

The surface battle had now entered its final stage. With fire-control radar, the accuracy of the People's Navy battleships' shelling had improved significantly. The three Japanese battleships also realized the situation was extremely dangerous, and all their guns began firing desperately. Even the listing *Hiei* abandoned any intention of continuing to sail. While damage control personnel frantically tried to control the flooding, *Hiei*'s main and secondary guns were firing with all their might.

The British were truly astonished by the Chinese battleships' gunnery level. They had assumed the Chinese navy's shooting skills would be limited, but what they saw was that the directional accuracy of every Chinese naval shell far exceeded British imagination. In a naval battle, both sides are constantly changing positions, separated by at least ten thousand meters. The British observed that every Chinese shell landed within two hundred meters of the enemy, with excellent directional accuracy. This was simply not the standard of a navy that had been established for only a dozen years.

The gunnery level that surprised the British was a disaster for the Japanese. The approaching Chinese battleships concentrated their fire on the disabled *Hiei*. The very first shell hit *Hiei*'s mast. Of the next eight shells, one hit the bow and three were near misses. Amidst towering water columns and violent explosions, *Hiei*'s two forward turrets fell silent.

The *Kongō* was the first to be hit by a torpedo, but because of this, it had the most time to adjust. At a time like this, how could the Imperial Japanese Navy choose to retreat? The *Kongō* charged at full speed toward the Chinese battleships, attempting to join the melee. This choice led to a fatal error. The *Kongō* believed its speed would allow it to shake off the accidental encounter with Chinese submarines. For the Japanese, this line of thinking wasn't wrong. The mistake lay in the *Kongō* commander's belief that there were few Chinese submarines and he was just unlucky.

In reality, *Kongō*'s luck had been quite good; there were only two submarines in its vicinity, and one was quite far away. But this turn sent it straight toward the position of four Chinese submarines. The commanders of the four submarines were not about to let such an opportunity slip by. With a 3-degree spread, all four submarines launched torpedoes at the onrushing *Kongō* from a distance of 600 to 900 yards. By the time *Kongō*'s lookouts spotted the torpedo tracks, it was too late. Five of the eight torpedoes hit *Kongō*, and four detonated. The port side of *Kongō*'s waterline, already damaged by a torpedo, was blasted open with four more gaping holes, and seawater poured in.

The *Kongō* was an old battleship built before World War I, using British technology. Its torpedo defense was already poor, let alone against five hits. Watching the *Kongō* list rapidly, the British fleet commander had mixed feelings. The *Warspite* he was sitting on was also an old battleship built before WWI, though it had been refitted with anti-torpedo bulges. Japan had originally intended to do the same, but after losing its source of iron ore, steel production plummeted, and such plans vanished into thin air. If it had been refitted, perhaps it would have fared better.

The *Kongō* was now incapable of combat, unable to even maintain navigation. The flooding on one side was beyond the control of damage control teams. Forcing the guns to fire while the list increased only accelerated its sinking.

Ten minutes after *Kongō* lost combat effectiveness, *Hiei*'s luck also ran out. The Chinese submarine force, aided by the smoke screen, closed in for the kill. Six torpedoes hit *Hiei*, and three exploded. *Hiei* had already suffered three near-misses from high-explosive shells during the duel with the Chinese battleships. After taking three more torpedoes, *Hiei* broke in two amidships following a tremor. The bow and stern rose high into the air as it sank into the sea. The British naval observers had good eyesight; they could even see the unexploded torpedo stuck in *Hiei*'s stern.

The only ship still capable of returning fire was the *Haruna*. *Haruna* had bad luck; its propeller had been destroyed, severely damaging its propulsion. However, *Haruna* did not give up. It had received a telegram stating that other warships chasing the Chinese transport fleet were rushing over desperately after receiving the call for help.

After receiving news of the Chinese fleet landing in southern Taiwan, the Japanese Combined Fleet set out immediately. Part of the fleet unloaded the Army "horse dung" in the north, while the fleet centered on the three *Kongō*-class battleships went south to find the Chinese fleet. They actually found them. The Chinese battleships engaged briefly, saw the situation was unfavorable, and immediately abandoned the transport fleet to flee.

After all, the opponents were battleships; light cruisers, destroyers, and frigates couldn't withstand a single hit. Light cruisers and destroyers were more suitable for dealing with the fleeing Chinese transport fleet. With three Japanese battleships against one, once a dogfight started, victory was assured. This led to the pursuit scenario the British initially witnessed.

Upon receiving news that the battleships had been attacked by torpedoes, the Japanese fleet chasing the Chinese transports couldn't bother with the few transport ships that had fled beyond the range of Chinese shore batteries. They turned and rushed toward the battlefield. Although they would be facing a fleet led by Chinese battleships, and it was doubtful how much use light cruisers and destroyers would be, having one more gun and one more torpedo tube was better than nothing at this moment.

"What a perfect target!" The British fleet commander sighed inwardly. The Japanese Navy's luck was terrible. If *Haruna*'s propeller hadn't been destroyed, the entire situation might have been very different. But no matter how one lamented the twists of fate, the reality was that *Hiei* had sunk, *Kongō* was listing and sinking, and *Haruna*'s hull and surrounding water were constantly exploding with shells. After ten minutes of fierce bombardment by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army battleships, a massive flame shooting hundreds of meters high suddenly erupted from *Haruna*'s deck. That must have been the result of a magazine hit. Watching the giant pillar of fire and the trajectory of two turrets blown into the sky, all the British and Dutch naval officers and men gasped.

However, the Chinese battleships did not stop firing. The completely immobilized *Haruna* took several more hits from 360mm shells, and in the blink of an eye, it broke into four pieces and sank into the sea.

"Too cruel!" Most of the officers and men of the joint British and Dutch fleet were seeing a battle between battleships for the first time, and it was the first time in their lives they had witnessed battleships being sunk. Except for the captain who was eagerly hoping for *Kongō* to finish quickly, the other naval personnel felt very uneasy. They all ate from the same naval bowl and were relatively close to Japan; the feeling of the fox mourning the death of the hare could not be dismissed.

However, they finally saw the true "culprits" of this naval battle. The Chinese submarine force surfaced and began to withdraw from the battlefield according to the pre-arranged plan.

"There's one here! Another one over there!" "Three appearing to the northeast!" "...My God! How many submarines does China have?!"

One after another, dark gray submarines surfaced and began heading northwest. On the sea surface, still shrouded in smoke not yet dispersed by the sea breeze, Chinese submarines seemed to be everywhere. The British and Dutch officers and men finally understood that the destruction of the Japanese fleet was not due to bad luck, but because they had been tricked by the Chinese navy into a submarine ambush. Let alone three Japanese battleships, even if the British and Dutch Grand Fleet had intruded into this formation, their fate wouldn't have been much better.

Some officers responsible for photography began taking pictures of the Chinese submarines, especially those very close to the joint British and Dutch fleet. The surfacing of these submarines had startled the British and Dutch personnel. They hadn't expected the underwater reapers to be so close to them.

The People's Navy submarines didn't surface to scare the British and Dutch; submarines have very low speed underwater. To reach maximum speed, they must surface. The battle was over, and it was time for a general retreat. Even if they had to fight again, they needed to exchange the foul air inside the submarines first.

They did not specifically target the *Kongō*, which was listing continuously and whose deck was almost touching the water. The Chinese fleet signaled the British and Dutch fleet, suggesting they rescue the Japanese survivors. Then, with the battleships at the core, the destroyers and submarines followed behind as they disengaged from the battlefield toward the northwest.

"Were the Chinese battleships not hit?" the British fleet commander asked the staff officer beside him.

"Uh... yes," the staff officer replied after waking from his shock and thinking for a moment. This should have been a battle worth studying carefully, but the British naval staff officer's heart was filled with negative emotions. Originally, he thought that no matter how hard the Chinese tried or how powerful they were on land, they were not a force worth taking seriously at sea. Now, that idea had vanished. The elusive submarine force had always been a headache for surface fleets. Judging by the massive size of those Chinese submarines, these warships must displace at least 500 tons, and some of the particularly large ones probably approached or exceeded a thousand tons. If such submarines sortied from North Vietnam or even Cambodia, the entire South China Sea would be within their attack range. This was by no means good news for the British Far East Fleet.

The British and Dutch fleets were not saints either. After the Chinese fleet left, they began sending destroyers to fish out the Japanese naval personnel from the water. As the rescue operation neared its end, a large number of Japanese warships appeared from the north. Just then, the *Kongō* capsized completely; the deck sank beneath the water, and the keel rose above the surface. A moment later, the flagship of the Japanese Combined Fleet sank into the waters of southern Taiwan.

The British captain who had won the bet was grinning from ear to ear. He had wagered 5 pounds on this gamble, and now he would collect 2500 pounds. Even for a British naval officer, this was a huge sum.
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After the observation ended, the British and Dutch fleets felt there was no need to continue watching. Since the People's Party Army had already landed on Taiwan on a large scale, the outcome wasn't hard to guess. After the Japanese Navy suffered a significant blow, the war's victory or defeat was no longer worth considering. Leaving a small fleet to continue observing, the main force of the joint British and Dutch fleet headed south back to port.

This time, without sending liaison personnel, the Governor of Singapore and the Governor of the Dutch East Indies met in person. The Dutch Governor seriously proposed that strategy is not a joke; if China uses its army to strike Britain and its navy to strike the Netherlands simultaneously, all of Southeast Asia would be in danger.

Regarding this highly confrontational viewpoint, the British Governor of Singapore didn't really take it to heart. The biggest taboo in diplomacy is believing whatever others say. The Dutch spoke as if China would attack Britain tomorrow, which was clearly unrealistic. The Governor of Singapore laughed, "Why doesn't the Dutch side reduce the total amount of oil exported to China? That way, China's navy won't be able to move."

This sounded very reasonable, but the Dutch Governor was no fool; he knew immediately this was mockery. The Dutch could stop selling oil to China, but the Americans would sell in large quantities. Not only would the Americans sell, but the British right in front of him would also sell in large quantities. In such a terrible period of the Great Depression, countries were engaging in extremely fierce competition for the export of bulk commodities. The hostile state between the Netherlands and China was also the Dutch Governor trying to make a fortune, not that the Netherlands was really so full it wanted a military conflict with China. The oil trade between the Netherlands and China had not been affected at all; what should be sold was sold, what should be bought was bought.

Seeing that the British side had no intention of endorsing the Netherlands, the Dutch Governor realized he had really been played by the British this time. Japan, which had originally jumped the highest, was now visibly about to be defeated. Britain had the strongest power but acted the most moderately. The Netherlands was still holding China's Wang Qinian. Given the Dutch attitude of being seven kinds of dissatisfied and eight kinds of indignant, insisting on bringing Wang Qinian to justice, giving up so disheartenedly would be hard on the Dutch authorities' face.

Doing so wasn't really a big deal. Military disputes between China and Japan were just things that had erupted continuously in recent decades; it wasn't strange for the two countries to fight. Complete peace would be what was strange. Similarly, the sudden deterioration of relations between the Netherlands and China was the seemingly strange thing.

Wang Qinian's matter couldn't be dragged on forever. The Netherlands had wanted to handle Wang Qinian in a high-profile manner, but now couldn't continue to do so. Even though Wang Qinian's attitude was like a stone in a latrine—hard and smelly—and he had remained quite high-profile in his opposition to Dutch detention. On the fourth day after Britain and the Netherlands watched the battle, the court of the Dutch East Indies hastily opened a session and handled a pile of cases with unprecedented "efficiency."

Regarding the so-called "tax evasion" case, a fine was imposed. As for Wang Qinian, after fabricating some charges, he was declared an "persona non grata" and deported. As for Chinese banks, the Dutch side changed its initial method. Instead of ordering the Bank of China to hand over all data, they prohibited the Bank of China's private deposit business in the Netherlands. Within a deadline of four months, Chinese banks were to clear up all depositor accounts.

This seemingly much milder handling method did not satisfy the Chinese side at all. Bank deposits are meant to be loaned out. The Chinese side had not brought the money in the Dutch East Indies banks back to China but was investing in the Dutch East Indies. This was mainly targeted at Chinese enterprises. Now suddenly requiring the Chinese side to stop private business meant short-term loans couldn't be collected at all, and banknotes had to be hurriedly shipped from China.

The trouble and losses involved couldn't be judged in the short term. The Chinese banking industry had long begun implementing financial operational independence. Chen Ke was most afraid of a replay of the situation he had seen where a leader could get a bank loan just by signing a note, so there were strict regulations in the banking system. Even if it couldn't be called arrogant domestically, the banking industry, which was considered an important department, was treated this way by the Netherlands and Britain. Even comrades in the banking industry who were not from military backgrounds began to show an attitude of declaring war on the Netherlands. It was just that China and Japan were fighting fiercely at this time, so this voice wasn't too obvious.

The war between China and Japan over Taiwan did not end in a short time. This wasn't because China wanted a protracted war; the Chinese side wanted to resolve the battle for Taiwan quickly. But Japan seemed determined to keep Taiwan even if it meant pouring the whole country's strength into it. Since Japan was so persistent, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't mind prolonging the war with Japan.

Even after three Kongō-class ships were sunk, the Japanese Navy still had no intention of stopping. Japan insisted on sending a fleet to transport over a hundred thousand Japanese army troops from Japan to Taiwan island, attempting to use numerical superiority to resolve the more than 60,000 Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops who already controlled southern Taiwan.

But the equipment gap between the two sides was too large. Taiwan is mountainous, and weapons more suitable for mountain warfare are automatic firearms. The Type 31 automatic rifle is a product imitating the Type 59 submachine gun and the Type 81 gun family, and is also China's future standard infantry weapon. The bullet uses a 7.62mm caliber and employs the famous future steel-core cavity design. The steel core head also has a lead sleeve extension. Although it won't shatter like a dum-dum bullet after hitting a human body, the hollow point easily deforms and bends. After the warhead decelerates, the lead sleeve in front of the steel core shifts, promoting further instability and tumbling of the warhead. The human body will bear almost all the damage. Compared to Japan's Type 38 rifle which makes "one hole on both sides," the People's Party's Type 31 automatic rifle is simply a demonic design.

The Japanese Army and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army fought in the mountains. For every shot the Japanese Army fired with their Type 38 rifles, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army here fired at least three shots, holding a comprehensive advantage in firepower. The Type 31 bolt-action rifle took the path of precision shooting. With the new coating technology, the 2x optical sight replaced the traditional sight, suppressing the Japanese army in accuracy as well. If soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were hit by bullets, as long as it wasn't a fatal vital point, they could continue fighting after bandaging. If Japanese soldiers were hit, they would either die or suffer fractures, immediately losing combat effectiveness.

Unable to contest the mountains, the Japanese army dared not drive straight south. As fierce fighting continued, the Japanese army was soon full of wounded soldiers.

The People's Navy also had no intention of attempting a decisive battle with Japan. Generally speaking, the side in a psychological disadvantage always hopes to achieve victory in a decisive battle through some "miracles." This has nothing to do with national character. For example, when Chen Ke played games as a casual player against professional players, he always fantasized about performing above his level while the professional player suddenly messed up. Such things have happened, and miracles will always appear as long as one is willing to try and the base of attempts is large enough. The problem is that naval battles don't offer that many opportunities for repeated attempts, just as the People's Navy chose to turn and run when facing one against three.

Japan's so-called national character is that the country's mentality is always one of psychological weakness. The enduring popularity of anime like Gundam, which features decisive battle weapons, in Japan is due to this traditional mentality.

The People's Navy knew its strength was weak, but it didn't have Japan's psychological weakness. In every battle, everyone would despise the enemy strategically but value the enemy tactically, accumulating small victories into a big victory.

The Taiwan Strait is relatively shallow and unsuitable for battles of the battleship class. The People's Navy utilized the "Air-Sub-Fast" model. Four torpedo boats accompanied by a supply ship roamed the Taiwan Strait. Encountering an opponent they could fight, the torpedo boats would rush up and unleash a barrage of torpedoes, then turn and run. For opponents they couldn't fight, they would immediately call for air force sorties. Light cruiser-class warships were dealt with by torpedo bombers, and destroyers were dealt with by medium twin-engine bombers. As for other deep-sea areas, the Japanese could go wherever they wanted; there were People's Navy submarine forces patrolling there. The submarine forces adopted a mode of taking a potshot when they saw a chance and then retreating.

What Japan feared most was not a short-term decisive battle, but a long-term war of attrition. After fighting turned into this mode on both land and sea, Japan's losses skyrocketed.

The fighting lasted from June to July. China lost over two thousand tons of vessels, while the Japanese Navy's losses were more than double China's. After all, what China had sunk were torpedo boats, while many of Japan's losses were destroyer and frigate class. In land battles, Japan lost nearly 30,000 troops, while the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army lost less than four thousand.

The Central Military Commission was very puzzled by Japan's gritty determination to hold on. Had Japan taken the wrong medicine? Or had they not taken any medicine at all? But once the war started, Japan strictly blocked internal news, leaving the People's Party's intelligence department with no clue. Apart from the endless daily battles, they could only wait for the final news to come out.

By July, the Central Military Commission carried out tentative work, ordering the Air Force to drop surrender leaflets on the Japanese garrison in Taiwan. They contained information about how hard the lives of the Japanese people were, and how the Japanese financial conglomerates and warlords levied exorbitant taxes and forced the Japanese people to die.

Chen Ke always felt that history proved Chairman Mao's attitude about distinguishing between the Japanese people and Japanese militarists was generally correct, but in reality, there were problems. The Japanese people themselves also supported the war. Apart from war, Japan had no means to resolve its domestic pressure.

So he just executed it according to the method of propaganda warfare. He didn't have much confidence in the propaganda warfare of the WWII era. In the Yan'an period, the Party even collected wanted posters printed with many leading cadres to use as writing paper. It was common to tear such things to roll cigarettes. The revolutionaries and Red Army soldiers back then were not illiterate people.

However, the matter greatly exceeded China's expectations. On the third day after the leaflets were dropped in large quantities, Japanese soldiers began to defect to the Chinese side. The news they brought was even more surprising. Large-scale political struggles had occurred within Japan!
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Chairman Mao once said, be a student first, then be a teacher. Chen Ke never had the consciousness of being a teacher. Confucius said that at fifty, one knows the mandate of heaven. Even at the age of fifty-three, the mandate of heaven that Chen Ke realized was to always maintain the attitude of a student and keep moving forward every day. He had never thought about being a teacher or a revolutionary mentor.

Needless to say, every time he read the *Communist Manifesto*, Chen Ke was overwhelmed by the profound observational and inductive abilities of the revolutionary mentor Comrade Marx, his highly condensed thoughts, and the height of historical materialism. He always lamented that predecessors like Marx were truly great scholars. As for Chen Ke himself, he could only try his best to follow the times every day, and strive to push the productive forces and social system of the time and space he was currently in towards the time and space Chen Ke came from. What he had to do was not to stand on the shoulders of giants, but to try hard to run after the giants' footsteps.

However, the fact that Chen Ke himself did not want to be a revolutionary mentor did not mean that other people in this era did not see Chen Ke that way. After all, Chen Ke had a full hundred years more insight than this era. Marx had no way to accurately grasp the future development, but Chen Ke was a person who had seen the "future" with his own eyes.

Needless to say, in the time and space he was currently in, Chen Ke's contribution to "anti-feudalism" could be considered a contribution. He had seen the "feudal system" of an agricultural country, and he had also seen the "feudal remnants" of the industrial age. The "Five-Stage Theory" of social development proposed by Comrade Stalin appeared when a theoretical guide was needed at that time. The "feudal system" proposed by Chen Ke, from land distribution to power distribution, and even the mixture of capitalism and feudal system under the industrialization system, was also a "temporary theory" that had to be proposed when a theoretical guide was temporarily needed.

This theory existed in China as an opposition to the bureaucratic system, but it triggered quite a repercussion in Japan. In Japan, a country with a strong feudal system, many Japanese scholars whose eyes were pitch black suddenly saw a ray of light. After the Meiji Restoration in Japan, the industrialized system was introduced, but the old feudal system was not completely broken. In the fierce power struggle, the expansion of central power did eliminate some old systems, but the feudal system was not eliminated in Japan. Instead, a large part of feudal autocracy was strengthened due to industrialization.

Kita Ikki acted publicly in Japan. With his propaganda and introduction, coupled with the background of the Taisho Democracy era, and the intensification of contradictions caused by the failure of expansionism in Japan, many desperate intellectuals took Chen Ke's criticism of the feudal system as a new guide. Although they could not yet support communism, they hoped to establish a state capitalism. Or a mixed economy of socialist system and capitalist system.

Whether it is a socialist system or a capitalist system, this is a divergence on the ownership of means of production. Theoretically, both systems are anti-feudal and anti-monopoly. Therefore, the Japanese revolution unexpectedly entered a new stage. The enemy in front of the Japanese anti-feudalists was the Japanese upper class, especially the Toseiha of the military that was gradually unifying the Japanese upper class.

The success of the Chinese revolution set an example. A country can not only rely on the support of its own ordinary people to achieve liberation, but also start to sweep away the feudal system on the basis of achieving national independence and liberation. Even if Chen Ke didn't think this was anything amazing, in the eyes of the progressive forces in Japan, this was a genuine great revolution.

Japan's domestic political thought immediately underwent tremendous changes. The progressive forces who felt very painful about the "retrogression" in the late Meiji Restoration "found" the reason for the failure of the Meiji Restoration. Even if industrialization was introduced to change Japan's productivity methods, the Meiji Restoration failed to continue the restoration in the aspect of anti-feudalism, and even a certain degree of retrogression appeared. After Marxism "changed hands several times", especially after passing through the hands of Chen Ke, a time traveler, under the search of Japanese revolutionaries, it actually combined with the needs of the Japanese revolution.

The bribery election triggered by Tanaka Giichi was originally intended to strengthen the military's voice in the country, but this fellow put on a skin of "universal suffrage" after all, and made certain concessions and compromises to the Japanese people. After this crack in the door was opened, many political forces did not dare to propose the program of socialism, so they wrapped the socialist program in the coat of "anti-feudalism" and appeared in the Japanese political arena. In the mid-term parliamentary election of 1933, political parties under the banner of anti-feudalism occupied more than half of the scale.

This change frightened the Japanese upper class. The capitalist system has capitalist democracy, and the socialist system has socialist democracy. After the feudal system puts on the skin of industrialization, it can even copy and use universal suffrage. The problem is that the essence of Japan is still a feudal system. When they can engage in hereditary parliament members, they will not let the bourgeois members of "upstart" origin in the faction obtain equal power. When they can maintain the rule of the feudal faction, they will not support the propertied class democracy of capitalism. Not to mention recognizing that members of parliament representing the demands of the working people enter the parliament, this power organ.

In the mid-term election of the parliament, nearly 100 seats fell into the hands of members who clearly supported anti-feudalism, and 20 of them were members with relatively clear socialist tendencies. When the bourgeoisie and the working masses reached a united front on "anti-feudalism", the fear of the Japanese upper class was really indescribable.

Then the internal political struggle in Japan intensified immediately. The Toseiha of the Japanese military did not do anything new either. They began to frantically put "red hats" on those anti-feudal members of parliament, and publicized through various channels that this group of people were communists and socialists.

Japan has a tradition of suppressing and even slaughtering communists and socialists by force. The intent of such preparatory work was too obvious, so that this group of members of parliament immediately launched a counterattack. The Toseiha had the Navy behind them, so the anti-feudal members of parliament turned their eyes to the Army, to Kita Ikki, the earliest anti-feudalist who formed the "Japan Anti-Feudal Alliance".

This period was like a godsend. A military conflict between China and Japan over Taiwan occurred. The Japanese upper class showed an attitude of no compromise on the one hand, and strengthened the propaganda of fighting to the end at all costs. At the same time, suspicious Army troops were sent to Taiwan. At the same time, they began to publicize that the disadvantage of the Japanese war situation was due to the existence of treasonous forces in the country.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs led by Li Runshi was responsible for foreign intelligence collection. After the incident of the Japanese Army defecting to the People's Party occurred, Li Runshi personally took charge and finally analyzed the changes in the Japanese situation clearly.

"Isn't this McCarthyism?" Chen Ke felt a burst of amusement in his heart. In his original time and space, from the late 1940s to the early 1950s, an anti-communist and xenophobic movement represented by "McCarthyism" was set off, involving all levels of American politics, education and culture, and its influence is still visible today. McCarthy was a pervert and a lunatic in the eyes of the American capitalist democrats. But the American media's epitaph for Mr. McCarthy was: a remarkable brave soul, a great patriot.

As for the means used by McCarthyism, it is nothing more than making a list of "traitors", putting red hats on people, and extreme hatred of democracy. Japan actually evolved to this point, Chen Ke found it too interesting.

However, Chen Ke was in a flourishing China, so he could certainly feel amused by this change. For Japan domestically, this was not funny at all. Except for war maniacs, no one in Japan thought that Japan could occupy Taiwan for a long time. This can be seen from the fact that Japanese officials would rather stay in Japan and not be promoted than go to Taiwan to be officials.

The Japanese Army was willing to fight China when China invaded the Japanese mainland, but the Japanese Army simply did not regard Taiwan as Japan's own territory, and even the Navy controlled by the Toseiha was the same. Unless it was a victory within easy reach, or old Marshal Togo Heihachiro personally led the army, otherwise the Japanese Navy had no intention of fighting a war with a narrow escape.

As the saying goes, there is nothing new under the sun. As an existence from the downstream of history, these fierce changes were not shocking at all in Chen Ke's view. Fools repeat history, smart people precisely repeat history, that's probably all there is to it. On the contrary, the anti-feudal movement in Japan had never appeared in history, but in China, Chen Ke was the standard-bearer of anti-feudalism. Therefore, Li Runshi also didn't feel that this matter was anything strange. When Li Runshi attended the Politburo Standing Committee meeting, he just asked Chen Ke how to deal with this problem.

Chen Ke laughed: "The Japanese obviously haven't got the knack of it. The level of engaging in this movement is too low."

"How so?" The Politburo Standing Committee members all knew that when it came to schemes and intrigues, Chen Ke could really be called a talent. Everyone was very interested in this.

Chen Ke gave his own view, "It's easy to smear the anti-feudal progressive forces. Just get some people who play with populism out. Populism seems to support democracy, but populism has the characteristic of being extremely short-sighted. Although it is good at agitating the masses, it is basically equivalent to anti-science in essence, and will definitely make a lot of big jokes. Divide and compete for the mass base of the democrats by supporting populism, and smear the democrats by cracking down on populism. Wait until this group of populists do some uncontrollable stupid things, the masses will pursue stability. At this time, the feudal rulers who grasp science can appear as conservatives and easily get rid of the democrats."

"Do the Japanese feudal rulers have such a high level? Guys who don't even agree with the materialist conception of history, they can't have the means to accurately grasp the situation." Chen Tianhua laughed. Other comrades also couldn't help laughing. Some strategies are certainly exquisite in the eyes of socialists, but only socialists have the ability to accurately judge and control them. It is precisely because of such ability that socialists will simply not waste precious energy on such boring things.

Chen Tianhua asked: "Will Japan have a revolution?"

"That depends on the choice of the Japanese people themselves." Chen Ke replied. Even at this time, he still hadn't made up his mind to intervene in Japanese politics.
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"End the war between China and Japan, restore peace, and embark on a road of coexistence and co-prosperity." Such words were constantly spreading through leaflets among the Japanese troops in Taiwan. Of course, there were officers who excitedly tried to criticize these words, saying that only by defeating China could Japan obtain unlimited space, but this approach clearly failed. The warlike clamor only elicited eye-rolls from the Japanese soldiers and did not achieve any real effect. Those officers who were still truly loyal to the Emperor had already led teams to attack the People's Party, and turned into corpses that were carried back, or simply could not be carried back at all. The guys who could encourage soldiers to die without being harmed themselves were not heroes with outstanding military exploits.

Captain Ando Teruzo's unit was also in Taiwan at this time. He had always suspected that this transfer was the result of pure political maneuvering. Although a large number of people in the Japanese parliamentary elections played the banner of "anti-feudalism", many small political parties even wanted to join Kita Ikki's "Japan Anti-Feudal Alliance". However, the biggest difference between Kita Ikki's organization and other organizations was that the first step to entering this organization was to confirm the view that "the state is a tool of class rule".

As long as one truly understood this, one's view of the world would be completely different. Acknowledging the existence of class oppression naturally meant distinguishing between the ruling class and the ruled class. The most important thing was to determine the class one belonged to and establish one's own class stance. Anyone who could complete the above ideological cognition, without even needing special emphasis later, whether they were the exploited proletariat, small producers, or even the bourgeoisie, could discover that the biggest problem in Japan was nothing more than the suppression of the feudal system. At this time, taking out "Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society" and explaining it to these people, the entire situation in Japan would become suddenly clear.

Some people really could not generate the courage to confront Japan's deep-seated feudal system. They found that the enemy was not just a few corrupt officials, or the few big bad guys around the Emperor who bewitched and deceived the Emperor. The enemy ranged from the Emperor down to the bureaucrats, and even included those gangs secretly colluding with the officials. Everyone from top to bottom formed a system. Although there was flattery and deception within the system for their respective interests, the system itself was too powerful in Japan.

Some people chose to withdraw. These people were without exception the vassal stratum of this ruling class. Recognizing the truth about their masters helped them hug their masters' thighs tightly. The contradiction between the enemy and us that they thought of was actually the contradiction within the Japanese feudal ruling class, not the contradiction between the Japanese ruling class and the people.

But more people chose to stay. Those who could stay with Kita Ikki were basically that part of people who despaired of the Japanese ruling class. Even if they were born into the ruling class, they had decided to betray their own background.

Fortunately, Kita Ikki was considered a big celebrity, and many practical policies promoted by Kita Ikki had also become policies for some of the propertied class to settle down and get on with their pursuits. Even if the "Japan Anti-Feudal Alliance" attracted the attention of the Japanese upper echelons, it had not yet been banned. However, the core members of the Japan Anti-Feudal Alliance organization were invariably watched. Especially the members in the Army were all sent to Taiwan to participate in the war.

However, Captain Ando did not regret his choice. The revolutionary principles told by Kita Ikki really illuminated the world in front of Captain Ando like a bright light. Reading a large number of revolutionary documents and articles, and listening to Kita Ikki's narration of these documents and articles, Captain Ando changed from a hot-blooded youth who opposed "eating people" to a revolutionary who realized that he was "not necessarily unintentionally one who had eaten people" and then wanted to overthrow this man-eating system.

Kita Ikki had been to China. When he introduced China's system, he did not describe China as a country full of selfless and fearless revolutionaries. On the contrary, Kita Ikki used "the great people know best what is most beneficial to themselves" to describe China.

No one would do a losing business; this is the same under heaven. Even the loyal and brave Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could not possibly enter the battlefield disregarding life and death just by listening to a few sentences of propaganda about communism. Without land reform, without industrialization, without culture, education, and technology going to the countryside, without the methods and systems of a New China where life could be gradually changed and improved by labor, it would be impossible for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to be willing to face death in order to defend their current life. Kita Ikki emphasized this point when introducing the situation in China.

Japan once had the upper hand when facing the Manchu Qing, but lost every battle when facing the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. In order to maintain an offensive posture externally, Japan had to squeeze its own people desperately. These simple facts were written clearly in the People's Party's leaflets. "Japanese officers and soldiers, do you think the food you eat every day is bestowed upon you by the Japanese upper class? The Japanese upper class does not farm, does not produce, and does not have the magic to excrete gold and urinate silver. Aren't those grains and materials the fruits of your parents' and brothers' hard labor? Most of the products produced by these laborers are taken away by the Japanese upper class, and most of them are used by themselves. The remaining dregs are thrown to you, do you have to thank the corrupt Japanese upper class for this?"

The People's Party always dared to say these words loudly, not only within the party, but also to the people of all China, "The state is a tool of class rule." After the NPC gained a part of the real supervision power, the propaganda of these basic political principles became deeper and broader. But this was only China doing this. Japan's propaganda machine promoted words like "Loyalty to the sovereign and patriotism, serving the country for seven lives, long-lasting military fortunes, see you at Yasukuni Shrine".

So Captain Ando Teruzo, whose horizons had been extremely broadened, saw clearly that Japanese officers and soldiers had also thought about this kind of thing in private, but this was the first time that someone had openly and straightforwardly pointed out that they were being exploited and driven. If the Japanese army could win through war and plunder the wealth of enemy countries, the Japanese army might still be able to persist. The current situation was that the war situation was unfavorable, and in the long run, the possibility of failure was extremely high. The morale of the Japanese army became increasingly difficult to maintain as the war continued. In order to maintain morale, Japanese officers talked big about clichés that had been said countless times. These nonsense words that had been heard countless times failed to play a good role. On the contrary, they made the Japanese soldiers loathe this war even more.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's policy of preferential treatment for captives, etc., was also explained in the leaflets. It listed that in the previous wars with Japan, although they were ruthless during the battle, once the enemy surrendered, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army never mistreated captives. The number of Japanese troops who actively defected to the Chinese side could be said to be negligible, but when they could not resist in battle, there were more and more cases of Japanese troops raising their hands to surrender. These news quickly spread throughout the Japanese troops in Taiwan. The Japanese upper echelons could only lie that this group of people had been killed by the Chinese side. But those seriously wounded were returned to the Japanese army by the Chinese side after treatment.

These guys who were supposed to have been "cruelly killed by the Chinese" actually came back alive, effectively debunking the lies of the Japanese army. What was worse was that some of these people were transported back to Japan, and some died of illness in Japanese military hospitals because they could not be transported in time. The saying "Maybe it would be better not to come back" also spread throughout the Japanese army.

Captain Ando Teruzo believed that it was impossible for Japan to win by dragging on like in the First Sino-Japanese War. It was only possible for Japan to be dragged down by dragging on. As he thought, the Japanese Taiwan Command, which was beaten by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in mountain warfare until it had no ability to resist, gave up the plan to compete with China in the mountainous areas and formulated a new plan in July. In the new plan, the army would be divided into two groups. One group would attack southward along the railway, and the other group would take a boat around to southern Taiwan to carry out a landing. Captain Ando was in the unit that was marching south on foot.

Captain Ando had an indescribable feeling about such an offensive plan. Kita Ikki had also talked about the essentials of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's mobile warfare: "The enemy advances, we retreat; the enemy camps, we harass; the enemy tires, we attack; the enemy retreats, we pursue." Japan had never regarded Taiwan as Japanese territory, and most local Taiwanese had never regarded Japan as their true motherland. The Japanese troops fighting in Taiwan were basically in enemy territory. Such a southward plan was completely a conventional mode of engagement between two armies. What would be the outcome if they encountered mobile warfare?

Even considering such a difficult situation, when Captain Ando personally embarked on the journey, he discovered that reality was more terrible than imagination.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had as many as 60,000 troops in Taiwan at this time. The opponent was 120,000 Japanese troops. Although the military strength seemed disparate, in fact, the Japanese army did not have any military advantage as imagined. The Chinese Air Force easily solved the Japanese Air Force and controlled the sky over Taiwan from then on.

Before World War II, airplanes in various countries around the world showed a situation where civil aircraft technology advanced by leaps and bounds, while military aircraft progressed clumsily. China's airlines were all state-owned, so they achieved a pattern of desperate accumulation for civil use and extremely "advanced" research for military use. Propeller planes were not that advanced either. What Chen Ke was most familiar with were some characteristics of the three models: BF109, P51, and Zero. Because the Zero was a heresy, Chen Ke never made up his mind.

China and Germany had originally cooperated in many aspects of military technology. As soon as the Great Depression began, many German aircraft designers were either unemployed or could not find investors at all. So China logically cooperated with Germany in this regard. The BF109 was obtained by several major German aircraft design companies in exchange for helping China perfect wind tunnels, and they received full help from Chinese wind tunnels to complete aerodynamics experiments for Germany.

In terms of jet fighters, the young German turbojet engine designer Ohain came to China in 1930 to lecture, study, and work to earn money, participating in China's plan to improve turbofan generators using steel mill exhaust gas. This person did not want to return to Germany either, and applied for turbojet engine, and even turbofan engine projects at the school. After approval, he engaged in R&D and production with the development team in China. The new engine was not only used on propeller fighters, but also considered for jet fighter projects.

After the prototype of the BF109 came out, the German side used the engine they produced themselves, while China used a new engine with a turbocharger, and the engine output power was greatly improved. However, what made Chen Ke a little unhappy was that according to the finalized naming, this aircraft got the name J-8. This took Chen Ke quite a while to get used to.

Whether Chen Ke was happy or not, the combat capability of the J-8 fighter was unquestionable. After aerodynamic optimization in the wind tunnel, the appearance of the aircraft was more beautiful. Japan's old-fashioned biplane fighters, which were not many in number originally, suffered a devastating blow in front of the J-8 fighters.

Without air cover, the march of the Japanese main force immediately encountered problems. It was cloudy on the first day of the march. The railway had long been stripped of several kilometers of rails by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, and the train locomotive could not be used. The Japanese army could only rely on their two legs to walk. Captain Ando suddenly saw several planes rushing down from the clouds, strafing the Japanese marching column fiercely with machine guns, and attacking with rockets under the wings. The whole process did not exceed three minutes. By the time the planes pulled up and ran away without a trace, the Japanese troops marching on the ground had just had time to deploy air defense firepower.

These attacks were not fixed in time or place. After the fighters finished fighting, it was the turn of the light bombers to drop bombs on the Japanese column. Although the accuracy was worth considering, the deterrence was solid. No one could stand suffering such slaughter unilaterally. The Japanese army could only carry machine guns on one side, ready to engage in air defense combat at any time, and continue to advance with fear and trembling on the other.

At night, the familiar sound of automatic rifle fire made the Japanese army sleepless all night. The next day during the day, the fighter jets did not appear again, and it was the turn of the bombers to appear. China's four-engine bombers crossed the Taiwan Strait and dropped hundreds of tons of bombs on the Japanese marching column at a height that Japanese anti-aircraft machine guns could not reach at all.

The bombs were not just ordinary high-explosive bombs, but also some steel ball bombs. Whether exploding on the ground or in the air, the flying red-hot steel balls killed and wounded the Japanese marching column in patches.

On the second night, the Japanese army stopped walking. Soldiers on the front line generally hoped to withdraw. Following this way of walking, no one could guarantee that they would reach the destination alive. Not only did the soldiers demand a retreat, but even those Japanese officers who shouted about fighting to the death with the Chinese no longer dared to say any beautiful words.

In the command post to which Captain Ando belonged, the tent for discussion was tightly closed, and a marching lantern with dim light was lit inside. This was a trick learned from the navy to prevent light leakage from inviting enemy bombing. It was July now, and everyone was covered in stinking sweat after marching. Covered like this again, the smell inside the tent was very unpleasant.

Even though it was so uncomfortable, everyone participating in the meeting, from the regiment commander to the battalion commander and company commander, seemed to be competing in composure and did not make a sound. The weather was hot, and the tent was airtight. Everyone was soon sweating profusely, aggravating the unpleasant smell of sweat and sourness in the air. These soldiers did not speak even if they sat dryly like this.

Continuing to move forward meant waiting for attacks from the air at all times. But no one was willing to say anything. If they took the mountain road, they would have to fight directly with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. During the day, fighting had already taken place. The Japanese troops pursuing the Chinese troops who seemed to be fleeing broke into a minefield and suffered more than two hundred casualties. Japan no longer dared to march into the mountainous areas.

Finally, the regiment commander probably couldn't stand the humidity and heat, and finally opened his mouth to order: "Gentlemen, prepare yourselves. We will continue marching tomorrow."

No one dared to object, and the meeting broke up like this. Walking out of the tent, Captain Ando took a deep breath of fresh air. The sense of relaxation that should have come from physical comfort was absent because of the extremely pessimistic prediction of the war. The tragic expectation of the future pressed on Captain Ando's heart like a big stone.
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"Captain, are we going to continue the attack tomorrow?" When Captain Ando returned to the garrison, he was immediately surrounded by his soldiers. Their faces wore expressions of concern and even fear.

Captain Ando could only sigh, unable to say a word.

The soldiers had enough trust in Captain Ando, who had prestige and had always treated them well, to dare to speak some truth. A soldier said in an agitated tone, "Captain, hasn't the Army Ministry always said that China is very backward? That the Chinese only have numbers, aren't afraid of death, and dare to charge? Now it's obviously not the case!"

Captain Ando had no way to answer this question. He had fought against the Chinese and knew that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was no weak force. This Chinese army was well-equipped, had superb tactics, and was well-trained. Of course, it was also a fact that the Chinese had numbers, weren't afraid of death, and dared to charge. However, the people in the Japanese Army Ministry had cleverly used rhetoric to avoid talking about Japan's inferior equipment and tactics, only talking about how the Chinese weren't afraid of death and dared to charge, as if the Japanese army could win on the battlefield just by being even less afraid of death and daring to charge even more.

Once they were really on the battlefield, facing attacks from the Chinese in the air and on the ground, the Japanese soldiers immediately knew they were facing an enemy armed to the teeth, possessing war capabilities beyond the imagination of Japanese soldiers. This huge contrast gave the Japanese soldiers a strong sense of fear and also a strong feeling of having been deceived.

Captain Ando wanted to say directly that everyone had been tricked into coming to the battlefield. Captain Ando also wanted to say directly that the Army Ministry's talk about the Chinese army being driven onto the battlefield was also nonsense. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did detailed mobilization work before every battle, telling the Chinese soldiers the truth about why they had to fight this battle. But Captain Ando's status prevented him from saying this directly. Saying it directly wouldn't solve any problems and would only cause emotional instability among the soldiers.

However, the Japanese soldiers weren't fools either. Someone had already whispered, "Have we been deceived?"

The voice wasn't loud, but it made every soldier fall silent. Seeing the situation reach this point, Captain Ando couldn't stay silent even if he wanted to. The Captain said loudly, "Gentlemen, then I can only ask you to obey my orders. But please rest assured, I will definitely strive to bring everyone back to our hometown alive. Any speculation is meaningless; only by going back alive can we speak of a future. So now I am issuing a gag order. All matters related to future marches and battles are strictly forbidden from discussion!"

The Japanese army did have this advantage; when a superior officer issued such a strict order, the soldiers would obey, especially since it was the prestigious Captain Ando. Watching the dispersing soldiers, Captain Ando's heart didn't feel lighter, but heavier. A lie is a lie, and it can't be maintained for too long. Although Captain Ando sincerely wanted to bring his subordinates back to Japan alive, he himself had no confidence in whether he could do it. Unless some earth-shattering event occurred, the upper echelons of the military would never issue an order to withdraw troops.

It wasn't just the flustered officers and soldiers on the front line who didn't rest at night; the Japanese military headquarters was also brightly lit. China's rapid and tough response exceeded the expectations of the Japanese military. Taiwan certainly could not be lost; if Taiwan was lost, Japan's efforts over the past 40 years would come to naught. The Japanese military had to adopt a tough confrontational attitude. Having a short-term response method was at least an explanation for the war.

How exactly was this war to be fought? To what extent? Long-term strategy had always been Japan's shortcoming. Japan's long-term strategy only worked when they defeated the Manchu Qing in the First Sino-Japanese War. Afterward, Japan's strategy met with a powerful counterattack from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. In the days that followed, Japan was always troubled by immediate matters and no longer had the ability to carry out any long-term strategy.

The option of declaring war on China was first rejected by Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo. He had originally opposed Japan's meaningless provocation of conflict with China, but now the main force advocating a tough stance against China had become the Navy. With Saionji Kinmochi present, Takahashi Korekiyo couldn't actively oppose the Navy Ministry either. Once the war started, it would consume huge funds. Japan's economic recovery was slow, and the fragility of this recovery during the Great Depression could be imagined. If it were to undertake a full-scale war now, the Japanese economy would inevitably collapse.

There were quite a few guys in the Navy Ministry who understood international conventions. They actually started shouting in the newspapers that after an official declaration of war internationally, all countries would have to "maintain neutrality" towards the warring nations, and one of the conditions was to reduce or even interrupt trade with the warring nations. China's economy would suffer heavy losses in the embargo. Seeing this kind of propaganda, old man Takahashi Korekiyo's face turned green with anger. Japan's total losses might be smaller, but the proportion of losses would only be greater. Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo suspected that these people were crazy for war? To even come up with such an idea?

Not only was Takahashi Korekiyo firmly opposed to this move, but many industrial and commercial forces, including the zaibatsu, also opposed such a move. They had managed to get exports to the United States with great difficulty. Once exports stopped, wouldn't it be the death of them?

The relationship between the Navy Ministry and industry and commerce was relatively close. Facing the opposition of the diet members representing the enterprises, these people were unhappy but couldn't refuse. The Army, on the other hand, had always disliked Japanese enterprises. While in Korea, they strove to prohibit large enterprises from investing in Korea. The Army Ministry personally organized the "Death Mines" for production. Although it aroused the opposition of the entire Korea, the Army Ministry believed that its failure was due to lax management and methods that were too mild. If they could have ensured that no mining slaves escaped from the mines at that time, how could the Koreans have known about the existence of the Death Mines? In the final analysis, it was the management of those enterprises that was problematic, not the Army Ministry's measures.

Seeing that the Navy Ministry, which originally had a bit of backbone, showed a shrinking posture after facing opposition from the bourgeoisie, the Army Ministry cursed behind their backs that the Navy Ministry was full of born traitors.

"Did these people not think about what the result would be after losing Taiwan?"

"The Imperial Kingdom's seventy years of national destiny will be ruined in a day with the loss of Taiwan!"

Abuse of the Navy Ministry occupied the main part of the early stage of the meeting, but just abusing didn't solve the problem. The southward offensive campaign in Taiwan had suffered a great setback. In the telegrams, even those in the Taiwan Command very implicitly raised the request of whether to choose to stick to defense temporarily. Now even the Army Ministry's own people couldn't be relied on, which made the officers in the Army Ministry who didn't participate in the war burn with anger. The Army Ministry was like a gambler who had lost his eyes; seeing that this last hand seemed precarious, they were especially unwilling to lose it.

"Let the Taiwan side launch an all-out attack and fight to the end for the Emperor!" Finally, the Army Ministry made such a decision.

After the Army Ministry meeting ended, Nagata Tetsuzan went to find Okamura Yasuji. Both of them were now colonels. They could know the situation inside the Army Ministry but didn't have much special speaking rights. In the strategy of the Navy challenging China, both of them had played a certain promoting role. But at this time, their spirits were not very high.

"This move was made too early!" Nagata Tetsuzan said with difficulty.

Okamura Yasuji nodded slightly. Neither of them expected the Chinese side to react so swiftly. As a smart person, Okamura Yasuji knew he had miscalculated.

"Okamura-kun, do you think the Taiwan side can hold out?" Nagata Tetsuzan asked.

Okamura Yasuji shook his head slightly. Meaningless fantasies couldn't solve problems in reality. Okamura Yasuji didn't like to talk much. Firstly, it was his nature, and secondly, the atmosphere inside the Army Ministry made Okamura Yasuji feel that speaking was sometimes quite painful.

Nagata Tetsuzan held the same view as Okamura Yasuji. He pondered for a while and finally asked what was in his heart, "If we fail this time, does Japan still have a chance?"

Okamura Yasuji slowly answered, "If we ally with China, perhaps there is still a chance."

"What?" Nagata Tetsuzan asked in astonishment. Defeating China and dominating Asia had been Japan's national policy for decades. Even with Nagata Tetsuzan's intelligence, he involuntarily placed his train of thought on this traditional national policy and didn't expect Okamura Yasuji to jump out of this mindset.

Okamura Yasuji continued, "If we, Japan, have already annexed China, then what is the next step we need to do? It must be an attempt to conquer the world. Now that China has revived, what does their attitude towards Britain and the Netherlands this time indicate? China also has plans to conquer the world. If Japan is bound to fail, then why don't we cooperate with China while we still have a naval advantage? As the old Chinese saying goes, if they eat meat, they should give us some soup."

"Give us some soup?" Nagata Tetsuzan was Japanese after all. In Japanese habits, the loser would have nothing. The winner would not give any preferential treatment to the loser. Nagata Tetsuzan couldn't accept Okamura Yasuji's idea for a moment.

Okamura Yasuji didn't let Nagata Tetsuzan continue his meaningless brain-filling. He said, "I have talked with Kita Ikki several times recently. Kita Ikki's view is that China hopes for a revolution to occur in Japan, and then China and Japan will imitate the relationship between China and Korea to reach an alliance. Once a Far East alliance is reached, we will possess a navy that can rival Britain and the United States, and an army that surpasses Britain and the United States. At that time, this Far East alliance will be an invincible force in the world."

"Kita Ikki wants to oppose feudalism, which means completely destroying all of Japan's current foundations." Nagata Tetsuzan got a bit truly agitated. He loudly reminded Okamura Yasuji.

Okamura Yasuji wasn't so agitated. He still said unhurriedly, "If opposing feudalism can make the Imperial Kingdom more prosperous, then it's not like we can't oppose feudalism. Where are all those daimyos now? If those daimyos hadn't been eliminated, how could there be the Imperial Kingdom of today? The Choshu Domain is gone, but isn't the Choshu clique a feudal force? If we can borrow China's hand to wipe out these local forces in Japan, it wouldn't be a bad thing for the Imperial Kingdom."

Nagata Tetsuzan fell silent for the time being. His loathing for local forces was unparalleled. If these "feudal forces" could be uprooted all at once, Nagata Tetsuzan would naturally welcome it. Similarly, Nagata Tetsuzan also had an extreme loathing for democratic politics, and wanted to completely annihilate the so-called emerging capitalist democracy. This concept of feudal socialism was the common attitude of the smart people in the Army Ministry. Regarding the points raised by Kita Ikki, Nagata Tetsuzan had as much opposition as he had agreement, and even more.

Okamura Yasuji was inferior to Nagata Tetsuzan in some areas, but in the consideration of strategy and the judgment of immediate maximum interests, he had a level surpassing Nagata Tetsuzan. Seeing that Nagata Tetsuzan was on the verge of being persuaded, he continued to persuade, "Nagata-kun, the Imperial Kingdom still has the ability to reach a compromise with China now. If we are hesitant and wait until we have nothing in our hands, it will be useless to think about anything then."

"Those people in the military headquarters cannot be persuaded..." Nagata Tetsuzan rarely found an excuse.

Okamura Yasuji answered seriously, "Don't worry about those people in the military headquarters. If Japan is defeated this time, it's useless no matter what those people in the military headquarters say. China cannot possibly fight directly into Japan; they also need collaborators in Japan. At this time, whoever acts as China's collaborator in Japan can wield the great power of Japan."

Nagata Tetsuzan was frightened by Okamura Yasuji. Listening to Okamura Yasuji's meaning, he actually really wanted to make a fresh start.

"We can contact Kita Ikki more and see what China's attitude really is. We can make a decision then," Okamura Yasuji answered.

That night, Okamura Yasuji and Nagata Tetsuzan went to see Kita Ikki together. Kita Ikki didn't have much friendship with Okamura Yasuji, but he owed Okamura Yasuji a favor after all. After the Great Kanto Earthquake, if it weren't for the several helping hands of Okamura Yasuji, who was the person in charge of news and intelligence management, Kita Ikki's end would likely have been very bad.

Seeing Okamura Yasuji and Nagata Tetsuzan, who was now also somewhat famous, visiting, Kita Ikki was quite polite to them.

Okamura Yasuji asked straightforwardly, "Kita-kun, coming here presumptuously this time, I want to ask, in the political program designed by you, what position does the military headquarters hold?"

Kita Ikki didn't hoodwink these two either, "The army must be commanded by the Party!"

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army resolutely obeyed the command of the People's Party. This was something the Japanese military headquarters was very clear about. China's system was not unacceptable in the eyes of the Japanese military headquarters; they were even very envious of it. The reason they didn't do so was certainly due to political system reasons, but the dispute between the Japanese Army and Navy was also an unsolvable problem. The two simply couldn't be unified under one banner.

The two sides talked for a while longer. Kita Ikki said seriously, "Gentlemen, I know that many people in the military headquarters envy China's system where the Party commands the gun, but where does the People's Party's power come from? It doesn't come from Chen Ke, but from the Chinese people. The People's Party doesn't rely on military force to suppress the people, but relies on military force to suppress the people's enemies. In the mid-Meiji Restoration period, there were many state-owned enterprises, and these enterprises supported the country. When the state-owned enterprises were carved up by the zaibatsu, the country's power also fell into the hands of various zaibatsu. The new system I hope to establish is not a military dictatorship, nor is it an Emperor dictatorship, but a system where everyone is equal before labor. The political party that will lead Japan in the future is a laborers' party."

Okamura Yasuji and Nagata Tetsuzan didn't really oppose this idea of Kita Ikki's. Neither of them came from the upper class. Towards those guys who were born with silver spoons in their mouths, these two were envious on one hand and looked down on them on the other. If relying on ability, these two believed they were not inferior to anyone. Pursuing equality is a kind of social instinct of human beings. The more capable people are, the less they think there is a reason to be born subservient to others.

In recent years, Kita Ikki had considered a lot by combining China's revolutionary practice. He analyzed in detail the relationship between science and democracy, the relationship between class and oppression, and the relationship between the Emperor system and Emperor dictatorship to these two middle-aged officers who were considered "Young Officers". Okamura Yasuji and Nagata Tetsuzan finally understood that a democratic system didn't necessarily mean abolishing the Emperor, and that there was a huge difference between a democratic system and populism. Theoretical modern democracy is established on a scientific basis, a discussion of interests within the same class, and the distribution of the fruits of labor. It is not a group of people sitting there deciding everything by voting. Modern democracy is opposed to absolute egalitarianism. Understanding this, as military experts, Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji had a new understanding of modern democracy. They felt that this modern democracy might not be devoid of merit.

By the time the discussion reached this point, it was almost dawn. Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji had official duties the next day, so the two stood up to take their leave. When sending the two to the door, Kita Ikki said seriously, "Gentlemen, I believe that no matter what the future holds, the first thing Japan needs to do now is to strive to bury the feudal system."
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Okamura Yasuji's title of "China Hand" was no joke. Using his status as the Japanese military intelligence community's China expert as cover, he could read the People's Party's books without scruple. If other soldiers were caught reading People's Party books, they would face punishment. If Okamura Yasuji didn't read People's Party books, that would be a dereliction of duty. Okamura Yasuji was very much in agreement with Chen Ke's statement that "War is uncontrollable." Okamura Yasuji was also sick of the gambler's mentality in the Japanese military that refused to admit defeat and always thought about flipping the table.

Therefore, Okamura Yasuji greatly admired a few other sayings of Chen Ke: "Either do it, or don't do it. Do not just 'try'!" "The vast majority of failures occur because one chooses to pursue a result, rather than choosing to endure the hardships of completing the process. Having a goal and pursuing a result are two completely different things." "The ultimate victor is often the one who hasn't been eliminated in every round of the exam." "Failure is the most normal thing. After anyone truly completes a task, they will feel there are too many areas that need improvement. Only those who cannot complete the task will shout about the existence of perfect things."

In the final analysis, these words all meant one thing: to succeed, one must complete the mission and seek truth from facts. Okamura Yasuji himself was such a person—not vain, and with no hobby of gilding the lily. Looking at those bastards in the Japanese Army Ministry who lacked the ability to complete tasks yet insisted on using various excuses to whitewash their failures, Okamura Yasuji felt that wiping these guys out would absolutely be a contribution to Japan.

Since he had decided to change Japan's national policy, Okamura Yasuji began to plan future actions. This kind of action needed to be built upon the total failure of the Japanese Army Ministry and Navy Ministry. This was not difficult; the Army Ministry and Navy Ministry were currently walking on the road to failure. The only uncertainty was when they would face the finish line of failure.

Once the result of failure became reality, it would bound to be another dog-eat-dog struggle. At that time, what needed to be done was not merely to "cleanse the monarch's side," but a true cleansing of the monarch's side—that is to say, a large number of people had to be physically eliminated. Okamura Yasuji left this task to Nagata Tetsuzan to judge. He, on the other hand, took up another matter, which was to sound out the People's Party's attitude.

With Okamura Yasuji's help, Kita Ikki's envoy soon arrived in China and successfully made contact with Hei Dao Ren. Hei Dao Ren's eyes had turned green waiting for a revolution or the like to occur inside Japan; naturally, he would not let this opportunity pass. Soon, the Chinese side's attitude was conveyed to Japan. The Chinese terms were simple: Taiwan and its affiliated islands were not even up for discussion—they must return to China. Ryukyu must also restore its independent status. North Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands, which China obtained from the Soviet Union, must also be returned to China. And as reparations, South Sakhalin must also be handed over to China. As a prerequisite for Sino-Japanese friendship, China agreed to form an industry alliance with Japan in the raw silk sector. At the same time, normal trade with Japan including raw materials, finance, and technology would be restored, and a portion of the job market would be opened.

These harsh conditions frightened Okamura Yasuji; this was tantamount to beating Japan back to its pre-1870 borders. However, upon careful analysis, Okamura Yasuji discovered the subtleties within. The raw silk market was the largest area of competition between China and Japan; if China and Japan reached an industry alliance in this regard, most cutthroat competition would be avoided. As for trade in raw materials, technology, and finance, these were what Japan needed most. After re-entering the Chinese market, Japan's trade pressure would be greatly reduced. As for opening a portion of the job market, that meant allowing Japanese people to work in China. This was an excellent method to alleviate Japan's employment pressure.

Of course, the initiative in these matters lay in China's hands; China could turn hostile and renege on the debt at any time. Okamura Yasuji, however, believed that such a thing was unlikely to happen. What China lacked most right now was allies. It would be good enough if Korea, such a vassal state, didn't cause trouble for China; one couldn't expect Korea to be of any help to China. Japan was different. Needless to say anything else, China and Japan had ample room for cooperation in shipbuilding alone. And Japan was very envious of China's powerful synthetic ammonia industry; with synthetic ammonia, Japan could solve a large part of its food problem.

Although these conditions were very perilous, Hei Dao Ren guaranteed that these were all of China's demands. Once these obstacles to Sino-Japanese peace were resolved, future Sino-Japanese relations could develop smoothly in the manner of an alliance.

Kita Ikki could accept China's conditions. Losing a few islands that produced little was a trade-off for a brand-new Sino-Japanese relationship. Kita Ikki believed this deal was completely doable. While Okamura Yasuji was hesitating, news of Japan's failure in Taiwan kept coming back.

First was that Southward Advance Plan. The Japanese army braved Chinese bombing and flank attacks to advance south with a death wish. The Japanese troops taking the sea route were blocked at the beachhead positions. Under continuous air raids and the continuous fire of automatic weapons equipped by the Chinese infantry, the Japanese charge turned into a suicide mission. After struggling for seven days at the beachhead positions in southern Taiwan, the Japanese army was forced to withdraw from combat. Of the more than 20,000 men who landed, less than 4,000 returned.

The Japanese troops taking the land route were even more miserable. Two divisions, 40,000 men, advanced south and were skillfully surrounded by the Chinese using the terrain. Of the 40,000 men, less than 15,000 returned. It was equivalent to losing half their troops.

The 60,000 men remaining in Taipei didn't have it easy either. On July 17th, the Chinese carried out a large-scale air raid on the areas occupied by the Japanese army. It was said that the Chinese used a type of heavy aircraft, each installed with 12 machine guns, to strafe the Japanese Army stations. In addition, China also used a large amount of incendiary bombs, burning the Japanese army stations into a sea of fire. The Japanese Army remaining in Taipei was caught off guard and also lost nearly 10,000 men.

Suffering such losses, the Japanese headquarters in Taiwan was also frantic with worry and officially proposed a request for total withdrawal for the first time.

The old fogeys in the Army Ministry were also driven mad. They held continuous meetings to discuss countermeasures. Finally, they actually came up with an idea to dispatch 300,000 army troops to Taiwan.

The Navy Ministry had no opportunity to mock the Army at all. The Combined Fleet had lost three Kongō-class ships; this was already a complete loss of face. In striking at China's transport lines crossing the Taiwan Strait, the Navy had suffered heavy losses. The great bombing of Taipei and other places by China had destroyed the Japanese fuel depots in Taiwan. meanwhile, the Chinese submarine force constantly struck at Japan's transport lines. The Japanese Navy was facing a situation of fuel shortage. If they continued to fight, either the naval warships would be unable to sortied due to lack of fuel, or they would have to withdraw to Japan to refuel before returning to Taiwan to fight. Neither outcome was what the Japanese Navy was willing to see, so while the Navy Ministry kept its mouth shut, in their hearts they also hoped to withdraw troops.

Okamura Yasuji was very clear about that little trick of the Japanese Army Ministry. They proposed dispatching 300,000 men to Taiwan not because they really intended to do so, but to force the current Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo to publicly veto it. Then the Army Ministry could push all the responsibility onto Takahashi Korekiyo's head. According to Kita Ikki, upon seeing the amount of pension for the tens of thousands of war dead, this old man Takahashi Korekiyo nearly passed out. This pension sum was enough to bankrupt Japan's finances.

Kita Ikki watched Okamura Yasuji and Nagata Tetsuzan silently fish out shriveled cigarette packs. He pulled out two cartons of cigarettes from under the tea table and handed them to the two men. This was part of the gifts Hei Dao Ren had brought to Kita Ikki—all white packaging, without any logos. This fully proved how meticulous Hei Dao Ren, this Garrison Military Region Political Commissar, was in his thinking.

While the three were smoking silently, another uninvited guest arrived. Obata Toshiro walked into Kita Ikki's smoke-filled living room. Since the split between the Imperial Way Faction and the Control Faction had become wider and wider, the Three Crows had also split. Obata Toshiro was of the Imperial Way Faction and had drifted apart from Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji of the Control Faction, instead moving closer and closer to Kita Ikki. Now, with Kita Ikki as the core, the members of the Baden-Baden Three Crows had gathered once again, which surprised all three of them.

Everyone was an adult, and more importantly, everyone was a smart person. There was no need for so much nonsense, so they went straight to the topic. Kita Ikki said: "Japan's national policy must change. Japan can no longer act as the British running dog but must unite with Asia. No matter how harsh the demands raised by China seem now, as long as Japan maintains a hostile posture towards China, China has the ability to achieve these goals through war. Take Sakhalin for example; after China finishes fighting for Taiwan, can they not take Sakhalin next? How wide is the strait between Sakhalin and China? Is it as wide as the Taiwan Strait? But the future China promises Japan is something the British cannot possibly give us. There is no need to consider which path to take anymore! Launching the Showa Restoration, overthrowing all of Japan's feudalists, restoring the correct path of the Meiji Restoration, and establishing a brand-new Japan is Japan's only way out!"

At this point, Kita Ikki revealed the dagger he had been hiding. He took out a few copies of the *Communist Manifesto* and handed them to the Baden-Baden Three Crows, beginning to recount the exposition on global changes within the *Communist Manifesto*. Japan had entered the industrial age after all; although the level of industrialization was not high, it was no longer an agricultural country. The earlier parts regarding the changes of industrialization triggering large-scale industry, globalization, and urbanization completely corresponded with Japan's current status. As for the subsequent analysis, Kita Ikki emphasized the third chapter, which was what Marx called "Reactionary Socialism," "Conservative or Bourgeois Socialism," and "Critical-Utopian Socialism and Communism." Combining the *Communist Manifesto* with Japan's status quo, Kita Ikki analyzed in detail Japan's entire situation, which was like a powder keg, as well as the common points in the demands of various stratums and parties including the Imperial Way Faction and the Control Faction. "Facing the chaotic and divided Japanese society, everyone is calling for a strong unified force to end such a painful era!"

"As long as everyone unites and stands on the standpoint of the laborers, eliminating the feudal system that draws prisons on the ground and exploits layer by layer, Japan's future will definitely take on an entirely new look! Whether it is the Emperor system or the parliamentary system, these are not the root. The root lies in who exactly is Japan's ruling class!" Kita Ikki spoke with impassioned generosity. "Gentlemen, perhaps you feel that your power and status come from the feudal system. What I want to say is, none of you gentlemen are from great noble families. With your talents, in a New Japan where laborers are the ruling class, could you not sit in the positions you hold today? If not for those noble factions who eat the bread of idleness, gentlemen should have obtained even higher status than now. Given Japan's current situation, we don't need to consider a communist system that eliminates private ownership; that is still very far away. But we can personally build a New Japan guided by science and democracy, which has eliminated the feudal system! At least a New Japan united under one political party!"

Obata Toshiro came from a minor noble background and completely supported Kita Ikki's views. On the contrary, Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji, who came from common backgrounds, were not so idealistic. They felt somewhat apprehensive about the future Kita Ikki described. That would be a brand-new system. Since Kita Ikki's revolutionary philosophy came from China, looking at China's model, this system indeed had its advantages. But China was a vast country; its arable land, resources, and population were far from what Japan could compare with. These two people did not believe that implementing this system would enable Japan to undergo such tremendous changes as China had. Although these two people indeed looked forward to Japan having such great changes.

Most importantly, how would China treat Japan after the revolution? If China did not truly intend to prop up a Japanese revolution but wanted to loot a burning house, then Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji would instantly turn from heroes saving Japan into sinners betraying Japan! This was an outcome the two would rather die than face.

Looking at the two hesitant men, Kita Ikki said loudly: "In the Manchu Qing era, the oppression of the Chinese people by the Manchu court was even worse than the oppression of the Chinese people by foreign aggressors. But after the People's Party rose up in revolution, the Chinese people not only overthrew the Manchu Qing but also drove away the foreign aggressors. Our Japan is also a country with thousands of years of history. We must have confidence in the Japanese people. Unless the New Japan you gentlemen want to build is a country that oppresses its own people more cruelly than foreigners, what do we have to fear? Are the Japanese people born traitors? If China wants to invade Japan, I, Kita Ikki, will be the first to shoulder a gun and fight the Chinese aggressors to the end!"

Perhaps Kita Ikki had hit upon the thoughts of Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji, or perhaps Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji had seen through the fact of the total collapse of Japan's current regime. In the end, the Baden-Baden Three Crows and the Japanese Anti-Feudal Alliance reached an agreement. Both sides would jointly promote the revolution. They would establish a New Japan through an armed uprising.

New Japan's policy would take allying with China as its core foreign policy. Internally, it would eliminate domestic feudal clans and implement land reform across all of Japan. It would also rebuild an industrial system with state-owned enterprises as the core.

At the same time, Japan could recognize the full autonomy of Ryukyu but resolutely opposed handing South Sakhalin over to China. Japan would hand over North Sakhalin, which it had seized from Tsarist Russia during WWI, and the Kuril Islands to China. However, China must open its market to Japan, adopt policies of economic inclination towards Japan, and ensure Japan's trade barriers. This was the maximum concession the Control Faction could make. If China could not agree, then the Control Faction could only refuse China.

China naturally could not disagree. Hei Dao Ren saw that the revolutionary situation in Japan was developing so fast; in order to promote the Japanese revolution as soon as possible and realize their ideals, the Japanese cadres of the People's Party had resolved to persuade the Central Committee no matter what.

As for Chen Ke, gaining the entire Sakhalin Island would naturally be best, but the interests of promoting a Japanese revolution were far more important than South Sakhalin. After forming a strategic alliance in the Far East, China could go south with full force. A spontaneous revolution in Japan could save China too much energy and cost. Given Japan's economic performance in the post-war era of history, Chen Ke had a certain degree of confidence in Japan. Having such a peaceful competitor would also be a great boost to China.

Therefore, Chen Ke personally made the decision to agree to the Japanese side's request.

The alliance of the Japanese Imperial Way Faction and Control Faction knew that no one could endorse this agreement between China and Japan. Fortunately, these core members were all astute, capable, meticulous, and bold fellows.

They quickly determined the direction of the rebellion: they must withdraw the troops who had suffered heavy losses in Taiwan back to Japan. The fury of these soldiers, who had suffered immense pain and were filled with feelings of being deceived and betrayed, would definitely be able to burn the old Japanese upper class to ashes! The Baden-Baden Three Crows had the greatest advantage in this regard. As trusted aides of the Showa Emperor, their influence on the Emperor was by no means comparable to that of ordinary people. Soon, these people lobbied Hirohito and began to question the unfavorable turn of events in the war.
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The Japanese Standing Army was once composed of 19 divisions and 4 independent brigades, with a total number of around 500,000 men. This was the "former" figure. After a series of defeats and financial problems, this number had been reduced to 12 standing divisions, and the total number of personnel had dropped to 300,000. After losing nearly three divisions of troops in Taiwan this time, the Japanese Army Ministry had absolutely no way to explain this to the Showa Emperor. Hirohito himself might not have sincerely supported a major fight with China in Taiwan; the ones holding the hardline attitude were the people in the Army Ministry, and the Navy Ministry was even more hyped up, stirring up trouble at the front. Neither Hirohito, the Army Ministry, nor the Navy Ministry expected China's military power to have become so strong. The already fierce Chinese army saw its combat effectiveness soar with the help of the air force.

This couldn't be blamed on Japan's lack of insight; one could only say that Chen Ke was "knowledgeable and experienced." Even if he was a complete layman regarding modern warfare, it didn't mean Chen Ke didn't know the military characteristics of World War II. In terms of theory on how to build a powerful air force, Chen Ke was inferior to great military strategists of this era like Douhet. But at least Chen Ke had read WWII memoirs like *Panzer Leader*, and had seen so many documentaries and articles on war history. He knew how air force combat was actually fought during WWII and even after WWII, and he also knew some design characteristics of relevant weapons in war.

This was the reason why the People's Party could far surpass the world. From theory to practice, no one knew what development would occur. So when theory turned into practice, there usually existed multiple design ideas simultaneously. The debates in this aspect alone would consume a large amount of time and cost. Chen Ke directly took out the systems and even hierarchies summarized after being tempered by practice, and then, in the spirit of "拿来主义" (taking what is useful), applied the theories directly to the mature practical methods, which also made sense. Coupled with his status, as long as Chen Ke wasn't talking nonsense and the theory was self-consistent, the comrades would execute it.

The things Chen Ke used were all things proven by countless lives through thousands of temperings. Moreover, as an existence from the downstream of history, the more advanced the technology, the stronger his guiding role. For example, the air force was like this. The People's Party Air Force had many combat examples of strategic bombing and tactical bombing. Among them, there was no lack of examples where the National Revolutionary Army was strafed longitudinally by Japanese planes while marching, suffering heavy casualties. Using these things on the Japanese army, which had not yet groped out a systematic way of fighting, was naturally handy.

The Japanese high command naturally didn't know these inside stories, nor did they go to the front lines to participate in the war personally. Since they couldn't imagine the Chinese Air Force's elusive combat methods and the myriad of functions on the battlefield, the Japanese high command absolutely could not "believe" that just a few airplanes could completely change the form on the battlefield. At least on the surface, they absolutely could not express any belief. With an army twice the size of the People's Party's, plus a navy superior in tonnage and training, they were actually beaten to a pulp in Taiwan. If anyone "dared to believe" at this time, they would have to bear the responsibility for it.

Okamura Yasuji's disgust for the upper echelons of the military was unparalleled. Just as Kita Ikki had analyzed, it wasn't that the Japanese upper echelons didn't talk about science, but that when facing problems, their first consideration was shifting responsibility. Only when the upper echelons finished shifting responsibility and held subordinates accountable did the possibility of science existing appear.

If it were a benevolent superior, they would allow subordinates to use science to explain failure, to use science to prove that there were reasons for the failure. If it were a brutal superior, they wouldn't give subordinates such a chance to explain at all. The problem was that when the starting point was wrong, even with the intervention of science, what use was it?

Okamura Yasuji knew that failure in China might not necessarily lead to punishment. The prerequisite was that the process of failure had to be recorded in detail, including subjective attitudes and objective facts, especially objective facts. China talked about science first, facts first, and discussed responsibility only after these were clarified. Instead of Japan, where everything operated around responsibility and results.

"We must get rid of these guys!" Okamura Yasuji once again determined his stance. With such a group of people controlling Japan's political power, Japan's future would forever be dark. No matter how anti-democratic Okamura Yasuji was, he also established the thought that he absolutely could not be anti-science.

After the Emperor intervened, things finally proceeded in a relatively good direction. Takahashi Korekiyo bravely shouldered the responsibility. This 79-year-old man firmly opposed continuing the war in Taiwan and advocated immediate withdrawal. The Army Ministry released a few harsh words, "If Excellency Takahashi is determined to decide this way, then we don't know about future matters!"

However, Takahashi Korekiyo was completely unmoved and stuck to his decision. Under the lobbying of Okamura Yasuji and others, Hirohito also believed that a "temporary withdrawal" was needed now, so he also supported Takahashi Korekiyo's view. Since the Army Ministry and Navy Ministry already "didn't know anything," they no longer made any obstruction. The order to withdraw was successfully sent to the front line.

Okamura Yasuji was very clear that the upper echelons of the Army Ministry were secretly relieved. They knew very well in their hearts that the war really couldn't be fought anymore. Not only because military funds had long been exhausted, but the Army Ministry had lost confidence in defeating China. With Takahashi Korekiyo giving everyone a way out, the Army Ministry and Navy Ministry hurriedly climbed down the steps. If it were any later, these big shots really wouldn't be able to step down.

"Let these guys be smug for a few more days!" Nagata Tetsuzan, who confirmed the news, said viciously. "No one in the military committed seppuku, and they actually brazenly accepted the fact of defeat. Since these people refuse to shoulder the responsibility, then let others judge the fate of these guys next."

However, Okamura Yasuji had a different opinion. "Nagata-kun, I think on this matter we really have to learn from China. They never engage in seppuku suicide, yet they still win battles. Japan values spirit and despises science, despises progress. The result now is that the Chinese win every battle. I don't oppose spirit, but just as Kita Ikki said, science is the foundation of everything. Nothing can override science."

"Wait until the innovation of the upper echelons is completed, Kita Ikki must be eliminated!" Nagata Tetsuzan didn't refute Okamura Yasuji's words, but simply stated his attitude towards Kita Ikki calmly.

Okamura Yasuji had no objection to this; he held the same understanding. Kita Ikki's existence was more dangerous than those people in the military. That bunch in the military were true bastards and fools. Kita Ikki was neither a bastard nor a fool. The future Japan could eliminate the feudal system, but there absolutely could not be a place for this guy Kita Ikki. Originally, Okamura Yasuji himself wasn't actually very clear why he had the idea that Kita Ikki must be eliminated. After listening to Kita Ikki preach the *Communist Manifesto*, Okamura Yasuji understood the real reason. In his discussion on "Reactionary Socialism," Marx said, "The chief accusation which they bring against the bourgeoisie is exactly this: that under the sway of the bourgeoisie a class is being developed which is destined to cut up root and branch the old order of society. What they upbraid the bourgeoisie with is not so much that it creates a proletariat as that it creates a revolutionary proletariat."

Okamura Yasuji knew Marx wasn't wrong. Kita Ikki wasn't "merely" preaching revolution to the Japanese ruling class, but preaching revolution to the common people of Japan, inciting revolution. This was exactly where Kita Ikki deserved to die the most!
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In August 1933, Captain Ando could not truly believe that he had escaped the battlefield until he walked off the transport ship. Even though the familiar Tokyo port and familiar crowds were before his eyes. He raised his hand and bit down hard on the back of it; the stinging pain reminded Captain Ando that all this was real. His reason accepted this, but his emotions were strongly rejecting this fact. Rushing through Captain Ando's neurons was an indescribable excitement—a strong impression left by the battlefield, so strong that even though his body had left the battlefield, his soul seemed to still be wandering there.

More than half of the men in Captain Ando's battalion came back to Japan alive on the ship. The others were contained in ash boxes wrapped in white cloth. The two opposite corners of the white cloth were tied together, and the ash boxes in the cloth slings hung around the necks of the surviving comrades. Captain Ando, who had seen with his own eyes the cremation of Japanese corpses, knew very well that the Japanese army in their panicked retreat had no time to cremate bodies properly. Corpses were piled high on wood stacks and burned together. The ashes were just handfuls grabbed randomly and put into the boxes. There was no guarantee that the box with a fallen soldier's name on it actually contained his ashes.

These things, which should have been very important, Captain Ando felt were completely unimportant at this moment. The battlefield of iron and blood was deeply branded into Captain Ando's soul, burning his soul like an inextinguishable karmic fire. That was a battlefield that truly burned. The attacks by the Chinese Air Force during Japanese military marches had once made the Japanese army feel unbearable, but compared to the later engagements, that was simply a gentle breeze and mild rain.

After formally engaging the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army's ground forces, giant iron canisters fell from the sky and exploded violently upon hitting the ground. The damage caused by flying shrapnel was nothing; what blasted out of the iron canisters was gasoline and things that couldn't be clearly described. Under the effect of searing high temperatures, the gasoline burned fiercely in the air. Everywhere it splashed instantly became rising flames. There were also sticky substances splashing in the air together with it. Once they stuck to the bodies of Japanese soldiers, they could not be extinguished no matter how much they were beaten. The Japanese offensive positions turned into a sea of fire in an instant. The Japanese soldiers who had just started their attack turned into burning men one by one, and amidst screams, they were mowed down in swathes by the storm-like bullet rain from the Chinese army opposite them.

Captain Ando saw through his binoculars that soldiers in the distance had their outer clothes ignited by gasoline. A soldier tried to roll to extinguish the flames, but the brief rolling only temporarily suppressed the flames beneath him. However, the fuel stained during the roll started burning on other parts of the soldier's body. As soon as the temporarily extinguished flames left the ground, they quickly reignited. The soldier was turned into a human torch, screaming miserably on the battlefield as he was burned alive.

There were also soldiers who took off their uniforms but had that splashing sticky substance fall on their bodies. The soldier tried to wipe it off with his hand, but his palm caught fire instead. To pull off the burning flames on his body, the soldier clawed at himself until he was scarred and bloody, but it had no effect. The skin near the burning points could be seen turning charred black.

Some soldiers, completely engulfed in flames and unable to extinguish them, simply stood up, threw down their equally scorching hot rifles, and stumbled towards the Chinese positions, only to be killed by bullets. This was the best way for them to seek release.

The Japanese army had to withdraw from the offensive positions; no one was willing to wait for death in that fiery hell anymore. And what greeted the retreating Japanese army was the God of Death from the sky. The shadows of giant planes shrouded the Japanese army. It was unknown how many machine guns were mounted on those planes, but every plane, from its commanding height, had countless muzzles spraying ceaseless flames in all directions.

Some Japanese soldiers tried to fight back with their weapons. For every bullet fired from a Type 38 rifle, the machine guns on the planes fired ten or twenty rounds back. One soldier had extremely good luck and fired four or five shots in a row, only to be focused on by a machine gun sweep. This soldier had all the bones and muscles from his waist up broken by the continuous stream of bullets. He was cut in two; his lower body fell to the ground, while his upper body tumbled and fell several meters behind.

But more Japanese soldiers were killed or wounded in the dense strafing from above after firing only one or two shots. These planes passed over the retreating Japanese army, creating a sea of blood in the literal sense.

Captain Ando was very smart. Seeing the forward positions blasted into a sea of fire, he immediately commanded his troops to retreat. When the Chinese planes carried out their large-scale strafing attacks, his troops had already retreated to a nearby area with cover. The Captain himself did not hide but stood in place commanding his subordinates to take cover quickly.

At this moment, someone suddenly pounced on Captain Ando, knocking him to the ground. Then a string of bullets grazed Captain Ando's head and shot into the soft earth beside him. This was a subordinate of Captain Ando. He used his own life to save Captain Ando, who was saving the Ando Battalion. As long as Captain Ando closed his eyes, he could hear the weeping of that subordinate who was hit by the machine gun as he died, "Captain, we have all been deceived!"

The subordinate's dying words were not referring to the Chinese opposite them. The two sides in war were there to kill each other; there was nothing strange about the Chinese actions. Captain Ando knew that the "deceived" his savior spoke of meant deceived by the Army Ministry. The Chinese army that the Army Ministry described to the Japanese army was a completely different matter from the Chinese army before their eyes. Either the Army Ministry knew the combat power of the Chinese army and deliberately didn't tell the troops committed to battle, or the Army Ministry simply didn't know what kind of combat capabilities the opposing Chinese army had, and then made up some intelligence to tell the troops committed to battle.

Regardless of which situation it was, the Japanese soldiers fighting on the front lines had been deceived by the Army Ministry. They wouldn't even admit that they didn't know what weapons and tactics the Chinese army actually used, using lies about the Chinese army's equipment being similar to the Japanese army to deceive the Japanese troops.

Even after encountering the Chinese army's automatic weapons and air raids on the road, they not only didn't correct their rhetoric but sent more people to specifically emphasize to the Japanese troops that the automatic weapons in the hands of the Chinese army opposite them and the planes in the sky were very, very few, and were purely the Chinese army trying to scare the Japanese army and blow their morale. As long as the Japanese army could display the Bushido spirit, they could engage the Chinese army, whose weapons and equipment were about the same.

Fortunately, many senior Japanese officers were killed under the demon-like strafing of the Chinese army's machine guns and planes. Finally, the Japanese Taipei Command had to order the frontline Japanese troops to "temporarily" retreat. On the retreat road, Captain Ando experienced terrible days and nights.

The Chinese army's planes, artillery, and automatic weapons made the Japanese army pay a painful price for every step of their retreat. Originally, more than 80% of the troops withdrew, but by the time they retreated to Taiwan, only less than 60% remained. In particular, the Chinese army cleverly set up an encirclement net using the mountainous terrain. The Ando Battalion managed to find a small path that was only mined because the Chinese army had insufficient troops. Captain Ando did not foolishly turn around to look for other roads; his troops paid the price of 10% of their strength to clear the path with human lives. Coupled with two consecutive days of rain which prevented the Chinese Air Force from sorting, a considerable number of Japanese troops found a way to escape.

Of the more than 40,000 men, less than 15,000 returned to Taipei. Two-thirds of the troops were left in Taiwan. Those days and nights of blood and fire occupied Captain Ando's mind like a nightmare, impossible to drive away no matter what.

Theoretically, Captain Ando should now be called Major Ando. After he found and opened up the retreat channel regardless of casualties, the Division Commander who withdrew through this channel personally ordered the promotion of Captain Ando to Major. But Captain Ando quickly forgot about this matter completely.

When the Division Commander, with a face as pale as a ghost but still pretending to have the solemn look of a superior officer, promoted Captain Ando in front of a group of defeated soldiers, Captain Ando barely held back from asking, "Why did the Army Ministry deceive us?"

Back in Tokyo, the troops returned to the barracks first. The scene of fighting for pensions was staged again. Families engaged in open strife and veiled struggles completely devoid of any familial affection in order to fight for the remains of the fallen soldiers. Major Ando had seen this kind of situation before and was no longer shocked. At this moment, Major Ando was filled with sorrow; the ash boxes with the names of the fallen soldiers written on them might not contain the fallen soldiers themselves.

Because it was a defeat, of course, there was no way to hold any celebrations. However, troop management was also very lax. Major Ando was also a hero who saved the Japanese army, so he would not face any difficulties if he wanted to leave the barracks. Major Ando went home first and saw his parents. His parents spoke many good words about Kita Ikki to Ando. As ordinary small business owners, the new policies advocated by Kita Ikki were quite beneficial to small producers. Every small enterprise, as long as it paid a certain amount of money, could be linked with relevant scientific research institutions and obtain improved technology.

Ando Teruzo knew that Kita Ikki had a far grander goal, which was the "Japan National Laboratory" covering all of Japan. If this plan could be implemented, the technological upgrading of small enterprises would have a more reliable guarantee. Ando Teruzo also knew that big business owners were more speculative in technology; they completely opposed such a National Laboratory plan serving small enterprises. It was only with the strong help of Takahashi Korekiyo that Kita Ikki barely managed to achieve this step.

After bidding farewell to his parents, Ando Teruzo went to visit Kita Ikki. Seeing Ando return, Kita Ikki couldn't help but breathe a sigh of relief. After stepping forward to shake hands with Ando, Kita Ikki said as if relieved of a heavy burden, "It is good that you are back."

"Mr. Kita! The Army Ministry deceived us! You were right, apart from deception, they simply have no other means now!" Harboring strong depression, Ando Teruzo shouted these words. Then, as if dry tear ducts suddenly recovered, Ando Teruzo sat there and cried aloud.

So many comrades and subordinates did not die in battle, but were unilaterally slaughtered on the battlefield. Even if the Army Ministry knew nothing about China's intelligence, if they had not continued to act willfully after encountering the Chinese's completely different weapons and air raids, but instead adopted corresponding countermeasures, the result would have been vastly different! So many Japanese officers and soldiers died completely worthlessly!

Kita Ikki didn't even want to comfort Ando Teruzo. The People's Party's social science research attached great importance to emotional release. Blocking emotional release is unscientific; only after venting can one regain calm as soon as possible. Only after regaining calm can one consider problems more rationally. So after Major Ando cried for a good while and finally stopped, Kita Ikki handed a towel to Major Ando.

"I said long ago, this is not about some bad people intentionally doing bad things. It is that there is a problem with this system. If the system is not changed, when these people encounter problems they cannot solve, or enemies they cannot defeat, and are at their wits' end, they can only do this. If they don't do this, they themselves will be held accountable by this problematic system. If they do this, this problematic system will not pursue their responsibility," Kita Ikki replied.

"Then what should we do?" The eyes of Major Ando, red from crying, flashed with the light of hatred.

"Gather comrades, mobilize the masses!" Kita Ikki replied, "Now is not yet the time to overthrow this system. If we rely only on the army now, then even if we get rid of those people at the top, it will just be replacing them with some relatively open-minded guys. It's just old wine in new bottles. If we want to launch a revolution without letting the fruits of the revolution be stolen, we can only let more comrades understand what kind of revolution is to be carried out! And we must get the support of the masses! If we can't do that, the revolution might only move forward a tiny step. Or not even move a step, but just be used by careerists to go in another direction."

Major Ando heard that big things had happened while he was away from Japan, so he hurriedly asked Kita Ikki what exactly had happened. Kita Ikki told Ando Teruzo about the recent movements of the Toseiha. After introducing the situation, Kita Ikki said: "Even if a revolution is launched, if comrades see some people they consider to be the chief culprits being killed, they might think the revolution has succeeded. But this is wrong. If we cannot gather the strength to shake the entire Japan, a military coup alone simply cannot achieve the goal of revolution, not to mention that the power in the hands of the Toseiha is now greater than ours. If the coup succeeds, the Toseiha might very well still get the support of the Emperor. At that time, the situation of the revolutionary faction will be even more passive!"

This was the matter repeatedly warned about in the secret letters sent by Kuroshima Jin and others. The biggest reason for the success of the People's Party's revolution was that it always persisted in striking hard at the most stubborn conservatives while uniting the people to the greatest extent. In terms of striking at stubborn conservatives, the People's Party was never soft-hearted. Nor was there any pause. After one most stubborn conservative was destroyed, the People's Party immediately began to strike at the next most stubborn conservative. Even if a second ago this conservative was standing in the same trench as the People's Party.

The theft of revolutionary fruits was the norm for past Chinese peasant uprisings. After the insurgent army shook the foundation of the old system, it failed and degenerated because it could not establish a new system. Chairman Mao had long clearly pointed out the reasons for these failures, and history also told Chen Ke how those former revolutionaries in Chinese history suddenly revealed their true counter-revolutionary colors. In this regard, Chen Ke never had any "benevolence" to speak of.

The reason Chen Ke was not very optimistic about the Japanese revolution was that the reactionary forces in Japan were too strong. If one could not recognize the true face of the reactionaries and could not truly mobilize the Japanese people to wage the most thorough struggle against the reactionaries... The Sekihotai of the Meiji Restoration was a lesson from the past.

Seeing that Ando Teruzo's emotions had truly recovered, Kita Ikki began to discuss his deductions and plans for the Japanese revolution with Ando Teruzo.



★


The Oriole Flies Away 8

Volume 6 - Chapter 77

❧ ❧ ❧


The Oriole Flies Away (8)

"Has Kita Ikki made any moves?" Nagata Tetsuzan asked with some suspicion. They had assumed that Kita Ikki would do his best to incite the soldiers while a large number of angry soldiers were returning to Japan. Unexpectedly, Kita Ikki did not do so; instead, his organization turned towards the more grassroots rural areas.

"It seems they want to advocate for the 'Five-tenths Tax' through the general election, saying they will strive for the countryside." Okamura Yasuji did not act as proactively as Nagata Tetsuzan; instead, he planned before acting. Therefore, Okamura Yasuji put extra effort into intelligence gathering.

"Five-tenths Tax?" Nagata Tetsuzan frowned at first, then couldn't help but laugh out loud. "He actually wants to push for the Five-tenths Tax through the election?"

In the Japanese countryside, collecting seventy percent tax could probably be called benevolent government. According to the intelligence on China provided by Okamura Yasuji, the People's Party only collected thirty percent agricultural tax, which Nagata Tetsuzan did not dare to believe for a long time. Kita Ikki wanted to reduce rural taxes to fifty percent through the parliament; no matter how one listened to it, it sounded like a big joke.

Okamura Yasuji did not laugh, however. He had absolutely no interest in whether Japan could levy only fifty percent agricultural tax. Originally, both Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji believed that Kita Ikki, as the spiritual leader of the Imperial Way Faction, would likely be the first to take action. They were all waiting for Kita Ikki to make the first move, or at least for the Imperial Way Faction to cause trouble. Regardless of what Kita Ikki was actually thinking, it seemed this plan could not be realized for the time being. If the Imperial Way Faction did not move, it would be inconvenient for the Control Faction to make a move.

Previously, the Control Faction and the Imperial Way Faction in Japan shared a common stance: a tough attitude towards China. Whether it was the Control Faction's "Total War" or the Imperial Way Faction's "Seven Lives for the Country," if it was just to defend Japan, there was no need to consider such drastic methods. After carefully understanding the course of the Taiwan Campaign, even Nagata Tetsuzan felt that this stance had to be abandoned.

China's huge advantage in army and air force weapons left Nagata Tetsuzan wondering how to bridge the gap. Data collected from the battlefield indicated that the Chinese aircraft participating in the war were several times larger than the largest aircraft Japan could build. The air force was not the army; for the army, even if one found a farmer who had never been trained, shoved a rifle into his hands, he could pass off as an infantryman. But the air force relied entirely on technological power. After seeing the data on Chinese air force planes brought by Nagata Tetsuzan, the person in charge of the Army Air Service R&D institution asked repeatedly whether these were airplanes or airships. After confirming that they were indeed airplanes, the person in charge's face turned green. He clearly stated that Japan was simply unable to develop aircraft of such volume. Then, as if possessed, he rambled on about various air force data.

Nagata Tetsuzan had no interest in terms related to air force development. Through this incident, he understood that Japan need not consider manufacturing a force capable of countering the Chinese air force for several years. If well-trained army troops went to the battlefield and were wiped out by Chinese planes before even seeing the faces of the Chinese, then what was the point of training the army? Nagata Tetsuzan was not one of those old fogies in the military department; he held an extremely clear attitude towards war: one should not fight when one cannot win.

But the actual situation in Japan was that for decades, the propaganda of the Japanese military department had always claimed that in the late period of the Tokugawa Shogunate, which was beset by internal troubles and foreign aggression, patriotic scholars and soldiers did not hesitate to sacrifice their lives and abandon everything to strive to save the country. Only then were they able to overthrow the old Shogunate, implement the Meiji Restoration, establish a stable national system, and subsequently, with the national policy of "Rich Country, Strong Army," develop industries and resist foreign insults, taking only 45 years to make Japan leap into the ranks of the world's first-class powers.

Now, after less than twenty years of "struggle," Japan, as a first-class power, had been beaten by China, once an old and weak empire, to the point where it could only defend the Japanese homeland. The unrest triggered by this huge contrast would definitely thoroughly deal a blow to the status of soldiers in Japan.

Even if they finally realized the need for "anti-feudalism," Nagata Tetsuzan and others still believed that what was needed was an "anti-feudalism" led by a unified Japanese military department, rather than the military department itself being reduced to a minor role. Since Tanaka Giichi, the Japanese Army had always wanted to exclude other political parties and completely control the cabinet. Now that the Army and Navy were continuously defeated, the possibility of controlling the cabinet was constantly decreasing.

The Imperial Way Faction was originally a radical faction for foreign war. After a series of failures, they now turned inward, demanding to clear out domestic "traitors" first. The Control Faction wanted to reap the spoils of the contest effortlessly. But Kita Ikki supported this "Five-tenths Tax," seemingly intending to steer the struggle towards parliamentary struggle, which greatly surprised the members of the Control Faction.

"I'm afraid the People's Party is behind this!" Okamura Yasuji pondered again and again and finally put forward his own opinion. The People's Party followed the path of "encircling the cities from the countryside." Before obtaining sufficient strength, the People's Party abandoned its old nest in Shanghai and lay low in the rural areas of Anhui to develop; Okamura Yasuji was very clear about this. Now that Kita Ikki said he wanted to promote the "Five-tenths Tax," in terms of his scope of action, he had already shifted to the Japanese countryside. The Japanese countryside had always been a place the Japanese ruling class found very thorny; the origin of the Rice Riots was the countryside, and social contradictions were quite acute. According to the People's Party's theory, this was a place with great potential.

Hearing Okamura Yasuji's explanation, Nagata Tetsuzan also felt it made quite a lot of sense. But if Kita Ikki did this, the Control Faction had no way to cope. Could it be that they had to go down to the countryside with Kita Ikki and the others to "compete for the masses"? The Control Faction's strongholds were all in the cities; they had no such plans at all.

"Now, no matter what, someone must come out to drive the situation!" Nagata Tetsuzan said.

Almost at the same time, Obata Toshishiro was also holding another meeting. "Now, no matter what, we must not act rashly!"

When the "Three Crows of Baden-Baden" first formed an alliance, they still had a group of like-minded youths. Among them, four were known as "China Experts." Okamura Yasuji naturally ranked first; the other three were Itagaki Seishiro, Doihara Kenji, and Isogai Rensuke. As a member of the Imperial Way Faction, Obata Toshishiro had already parted ways with the Control Faction, and these four China Experts all joined the Control Faction side. Actually, there was one more, and that was Ishiwara Kanji.

Ishiwara Kanji was originally an officer stationed in Korea. After the great defeat in Korea, Ishiwara Kanji changed his stance. He believed that Japan could no longer challenge China, so he turned to advocate completing Japan's internal Showa Restoration first, strongly advocating getting rid of domestic zaibatsu and reorganizing Japan. So Ishiwara Kanji simply defected to the Imperial Way Faction supported by Obata Toshishiro.

Hearing the viewpoint put forward by Obata Toshishiro, Ishiwara Kanji agreed greatly. The current situation in Japan was like dry wood and a blazing fire. After the defeat in Taiwan, not only were tens of thousands of troops lost, but the national finances, which had shown some improvement, also fell into crisis again. In the remarks spread by the Control Faction, not only did they not mention the military department's problems, but they actually pointed the finger at Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo, believing that Takahashi Korekiyo's reduction of military expenditure led to insufficient equipment, which was the greatest responsibility for this failure.

Ishiwara Kanji was not a benevolent man or a faithful woman, but even he could not stand such lies. The military department's assertions were simply nonsense. China naturally wanted to avenge the First Sino-Japanese War, but without the Navy Department jumping up and down contacting white people to try to encircle China, China would simply have had no excuse to strike so hard. With Obata Toshishiro pointing this out, Ishiwara Kanji also felt that the Control Faction's approach harbored evil intentions.

As a minor aristocrat, Obata Toshishiro knew the corruption of Japan's upper class well. After uniting with Kita Ikki, he realized the issue of class struggle, so at this time, Obata Toshishiro resolutely opposed the Imperial Way Faction making any rash moves.

Ishiwara Kanji also didn't want to pull chestnuts out of the fire for others, only he also didn't wish for the current military upper echelons to continue occupying leadership positions. Ishiwara Kanji asked, "Then shall we sit and watch the situation remain unchanged?"

"It is impossible for the situation to remain unchanged," Obata Toshishiro replied. "This time, like before, there will be a large number of wounded soldiers retiring. However, after these wounded soldiers return to the countryside, their lives will definitely be very difficult. The Five-tenths Tax movement launched by Mr. Kita is to use this retirement to exert pressure on the government. If the farmers in the countryside can unite to put forward their own political demands, it will be greatly beneficial for promoting the revolution!"

"Farmers?" Ishiwara Kanji was stunned. In this country with a strict hierarchy, farmers were not a glorious identity. They were objects of exploitation, bullying, and utilization, and were also considered the group with the least power. Hearing that Kita Ikki wanted to mobilize farmers, Ishiwara Kanji couldn't help but feel surprised.

"Is Mr. Kita preparing to organize an Ikki (uprising)?" Ishiwara Kanji asked tentatively. This was the most destructive way of organizing farmers he could think of.

"Since there is already a general election, mobilizing farmers to promote changes in parliament members is also a method," Obata Toshishiro replied.

Ishiwara Kanji was not optimistic about the general election at all. "The general election is bribery; those people buy and sell votes openly!"

Farmers knew nothing about politics. In the harsh living environment, they tried to sell everything in their hands for banknotes. Bribery in the general election had become normalized, turning the general election system, which was initially advertised as everyone having political power, into something completely different.

Obata Toshishiro knew how to fight wars, but he didn't know specific political operations. He could only choose to believe in Kita Ikki. "Mr. Kita's meaning is to let the people know that the ballots in their hands can realize political interests. If there is no such avenue of struggle, there is simply no starting point for wanting a revolution."

Looking at Ishiwara Kanji's face full of disbelief, Obata Toshishiro emphasized, "Ishiwara-kun, you should be very clear about the equality between officers and soldiers in the Chinese army, right? I remember you were the one who told me this matter first."

Ishiwara Kanji naturally knew. Initially, he told Obata Toshishiro about this matter with the mindset of telling a "strange tale." After so many years, Ishiwara Kanji finally understood that equality between officers and soldiers was one of the basic guarantees for the formidable combat effectiveness of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army.

"Soldiers are the foundation of the Japanese army. In the Chinese army, soldiers who perform well also have the opportunity to enter military academies to receive education and then become generals. Our Japanese army cannot do this now, but at any rate, we must pay attention to the lives of soldiers. This is absolutely correct," Obata Toshishiro said seriously.

Ishiwara Kanji occasionally felt a surge of pity when he saw the miserable state of soldiers after retirement. When he didn't see it, he put the matter to the back of his mind. However, since Kita Ikki wanted to use retired soldiers to make an issue, Ishiwara Kanji had to consider that Kita Ikki also had intentions of trying to expand his influence within the army. But since he thought of this matter, he thought of it; there was no need to say it out loud. So Ishiwara Kanji replied, "As the person in charge of retired soldier affairs, I will also do my best to provide better placement for the soldiers."

The Imperial Way Faction had changed direction, and the Control Faction was also waiting for an opportunity. Although a large number of soldiers were injured, retired, or killed in battle, Takahashi Korekiyo exhausted all financial efforts to barely withstand the pressure. Therefore, the turmoil that was very likely to occur did not happen.

The high officials of the Japanese military department self-righteously believed they had prestige and appeal, so they didn't consider specific details. It wasn't that they didn't want to consider them, but that they didn't dare to study them carefully. Perhaps there were some sensible people in the high levels of the Japanese military department. Although they hadn't heard Chen Ke's saying "Those who die first have it easy, those who die later have it hard!", they also knew that it was always quiet before the storm. But what could a few sensible people do? The situation remained calm on the surface, brewing a huge storm for the future.
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At the end of 1933, before the storm rose in Japan, China stirred up a storm in Taiwan. Liberating Taiwan was a significant event, but Chen Ke genuinely felt little about it. It was like holding a Royal Flush against a pair; winning was only natural. Previously, when reading Napoleon's famous quote, "If it's not bad news, don't wake me up!", Chen Ke thought Napoleon was impressive. After Chen Ke became a leader himself, he felt Napoleon was just telling the truth. Because good news affecting precious sleep was absolutely a desecration of life. In Chen Ke's position, what was least lacking was all kinds of news; what was lacking was time to sleep. However, the news from Taiwan did prolong Chen Ke's working hours somewhat.

Years ago, after Baldy retreated to Taiwan, he encountered uprisings not long after. With Chen Ke's caution, it was impossible for him not to remind the comrades stationed in Taiwan about such matters. However, what was bound to come would come; when preparing to implement land reform, the local landlords in Taiwan also put up fierce resistance.

It was a smooth process for the People's Party to confiscate the property and land left by the Japanese rulers during the Japanese occupation of Taiwan. Including using Chinese doctors to take over Japanese hospitals in Taiwan, these processes were supported by the local masses in Taiwan. Even the liquidation of some Chinese personnel who acted as running dogs for the Japanese when the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's small detachments fought into Taiwan over the past dozen years did not encounter any resistance.

However, such days did not last too long. The People's Party was not yet prepared to propose a comprehensive land reform plan, intending to start implementation a few years later. But things did not go so smoothly. Less than half an year after the liberation of Taiwan, resistance emerged and grew bigger and bigger.

Taiwan was not large, but conflicts were numerous. Throughout the Qing Dynasty, fights between Fujianese and Hakkas, conflicts between Quanzhou and Zhangzhou people, various collective armed brawls, and civil unrests of all sizes never ceased. This kind of folk custom made Qing officials call Taiwan a difficult place to govern. After the liberation of Taiwan, the local common people did not feel much jubilation either. There were also some local big families, such as the Gu family, who contacted a group of local gentry wanting to establish a parliament.

The People's Party's attitude towards the gentry had been consistent for decades, believing that the gentry could never be relied upon. Practice on the mainland also proved that this view was by no means groundless or malicious slander. To restore feudal traditions, the gentry had always been jumping up and down. The People's Party simply excluded the gentry completely politically. The glass ceiling of the civil service system had regulations: gentry were absolutely not to be employed, and children of gentry were to be admitted last. Only this could be considered excluding the gentry from the system.

But a basic norm in the world is "the temple is small but the evil wind is strong; the pool is shallow but the bastards are many." The gentry in Taiwan drilled around everywhere, and when drilling failed, they began to cause trouble. The reasons for causing trouble could be found everywhere. For example, many cheap industrial products transported from the mainland that Taiwan did not have greatly satisfied the needs of the Taiwan public. But these goods squeezed the business of private owners in Taiwan. The mainland had been industrialized for so many years, and many goods were quite competitive internationally. Taiwan itself had no industry; so many goods entering Taiwan in a short period immediately made the private owners howl.

Another issue was the sugar business. The People's Party planted sugarcane extensively in Guangxi and Guangdong. Because of fertilizers like synthetic ammonia, China's sugarcane yield was high, processing level was high, and there was also technology to fully utilize bagasse for winemaking. The price of cane sugar was much lower than the level in Taiwan. This cane sugar not only satisfied China's own needs but also occupied the Southeast Asian market, and was even sold as far as the United States and India.

The People's Party did not have Japanese yen in hand, and the Renminbi had not yet fully covered Taiwan. Moreover, acquiring local Taiwan cane sugar at the mainland's cane sugar price made the People's Party cadres in Taiwan unhappy in their hearts. This required approval from the Ministry of Finance. So the speed of cane sugar acquisition was indeed a bit slow.

The local gentry in Taiwan seized on these points. Some clever gentry knew that the mainland had already implemented comprehensive land reform, and Taiwan probably couldn't escape it either. So they began to incite local private enterprises and landlords to oppose the People's Party together. The reason was that the People's Party simply did not treat Taiwan as part of China and wanted to plunder Taiwan's wealth.

If the People's Party really planned this, the comrades could have a clear conscience being scolded like this. The problem was that the People's Party's economic policy was fundamentally tilting towards Taiwan. Besides rushing to supplement and improve Taiwan's original social service system after driving away the Japanese, they also provided a large amount of locally urgently needed goods, and even purchased Taiwan's agricultural products at a loss. The result of these practices turned out to be comprehensive opposition. The People's Party hadn't done this kind of pioneering work for quite a few years; encountering this situation, the comrades had an attitude of bristling with anger.

Parades! Demonstrations! Engaging in extremely inflammatory speeches! This group of people headed by Taiwan's local gentry spared no effort. Regardless of how high-sounding their superficial words were, their entire idea was to want power, to retain the old system, and at the same time to take advantage of the mainland side.

The People's Party had many intelligence channels, but it was the Security Bureau that passed the news to the Central Committee first. Chen Ke did not feel there was anything strange about this kind of thing at all. He just asked one question, "Who is the current Party Secretary of Taiwan Province?"

"Zhuo Xiansheng," Chen Tianhua replied.

"Let's not intervene easily in local work," Chen Ke gave such an answer.

"What if the local forces collude with the Japanese remnants?" Shang Yuan was a bit more nervous.

Chen Ke was not nervous at all. "I'm not afraid of them making a fuss; I'm afraid of them not making a fuss. Once this fuss happens, who is an enemy and who is a friend will be seen clearly. I see that our comrades are grasping the principle issues very well now; we absolutely cannot make any compromise with that bunch of old forces."

"But Taiwan has been separated for so many years after all..." Shang Yuan felt Chen Ke's attitude was a bit too tough.

Chen Ke sneered, "Taiwan being separated for so many years is a fact, not a reason. According to this logic, Laos Province has been separated for hundreds of years. Locals don't even use Chinese characters, but haven't we promoted the new system very well in Laos? We are engaging in revolution, not building relationships. Our task is to bring every region of China, every citizen, into the new era as soon as possible. As for whether they like or resent this new era, that is a personal choice issue. Zhejiang was never separated; Cai Yuanpei was even a veteran revolutionary, and the result? We want to dig up the old system from the roots. The beneficiaries of the old system see that they have lost the capital to tyrannize in the new system, so naturally they will fight us desperately."

With the situation analyzed to this point, the comrades could only temporarily terminate this topic. The People's Party's system did not allow bypassing immediate leadership to command, so unless it was a unified decision by the Politburo or the Standing Committee, the government could not interfere in the actions of the local Taiwan comrades before the Taiwan Party Committee made a formal application report. This seemed to respect the work of local comrades very much, but it was also a very cruel method. Once failed, it was failure; there was simply no possibility of shirking. Of course, there were also coping measures of hiding facts and fabricating lies; then what remained was the question of how the level of supervision mechanisms in various aspects was.

Having finished talking about Taiwan, Chen Ke suddenly spoke of another matter. "My three terms as State Chairman are about to expire. I will step down next term."

The comrades looked at each other. Currently, one term was five years; three terms were 15 years. Chen Ke meant to formally leave the position of State Chairman according to the system. Everyone looked at me, I looked at you. Finally, Zhang Yu opened his mouth, "Then Chairman Chen, do you mean to recommend the candidate for the next term?"

"I think so. Since I am the Chairman. The Party Chairman is elected. But for the State Chairman, in my position, I cannot recommend the next one. I feel the recommendation work should be handled by the Standing Committee of the Politburo and the comrades of the Politburo." Even while saying he wouldn't interfere, Chen Ke still showed no retreat in deciding the system.

Seeing everyone fall silent, Qi Huishen asked a sentence, "Will you step down from the position of Party Chairman?"

"The Party Chairman is elected jointly by the party members. I obey the decision of the Party Committee," Chen Ke replied.

After these words were spoken, all the Standing Committee members felt a sense of relief. As long as Chen Ke still sat in the position of Party Chairman, who was elected State Chairman was not an important matter.

The comrades' gazes immediately wandered back and forth among Shang Yuan, Chen Tianhua, and Qi Huishen. Obviously, these three people were the most competitive candidates.

This news spread quite fast. The views of the Politburo and the comrades of the People's Party Central Committee were basically consistent with those of the Politburo comrades. As long as Chen Ke was still the Party Chairman, then no one possessed the possibility of shaking Chen Ke's status. In such a situation, the State Chairman could be completely seen as one set of team with two signboards. The approximate status, well, was about the same as the Minister of Defense. Its importance might not even be as good as the Premier of the State Council.

Legally speaking, the State Chairman was elected by the National People's Congress and theoretically represented the people's choice. Now the People's Party was the vanguard of the broad laboring people, the ruling class of China. This was just like the Party leading the National People's Congress; undoubtedly, the Party Chairman was to lead the State Chairman.

On the contrary, the Premier, as the highest person in charge of the civil service system, was a unit with genuine power. Chen Ke could indeed decide the fate of the Premier of the State Council with one sentence. However, specific implementation still required going through many procedural links. As for the State Chairman, as long as Chen Ke wasn't dead and was still in the position of Party Chairman, this theoretically exalted position was just of a rubber-stamp nature.

Since the power structure did not undergo any change, no one would feel any confusion or unease. The honorary and exalted position of State Chairman should naturally be assumed by highly respected veterans. Shang Yuan, Chen Tianhua, and Qi Huishen were undoubtedly very suitable candidates. As for who would elect the State Chairman, Chen Ke's approach won the appreciation of the comrades.

Chen Ke's character, put nicely, was being able to pick up and put down; put badly, was being very lazy. regarding things he decided to let go of, Chen Ke always discarded them like worn-out shoes and never looked back. Chen Ke never added any unnecessary things to his home. Occasionally when there were such gadgets due to accidents, if someone was willing to take them away, Chen Ke would thank them repeatedly, "You are ridding the people of a harm!" He would even treat them to a meal to express gratitude. It was so for objects in life, and equally so for official positions.

Chen Ke's son was still small, currently in the period where he was mischievous and annoying to everyone. So only Chen Ke's wife and daughter knew Chen Ke's true thoughts. To their questions, Chen Ke answered like this: "According to our family's ancestral teachings, even if I beg for food on the street, it is impossible to use other things to elevate my status. For an independent and autonomous person, no person or thing has such value. They are not worthy. Any attempt to use external things to decorate oneself is looking for unhappiness. As long as one has one's own proper business and strives to complete the workload. To complete the workload with unthinking devotion is already beyond one's power. Desires are the fewer the better; things are the fewer the better."

Since Chen Ke viewed the world this way, he really only cared about his own work—formulating systems. After formulating, he would also look at the issues of system operation. But as for what exactly the system was operating, he didn't care at all.

Chen Ke didn't have idle time just because he wanted to. After dealing with these matters, Comrade Trotsky, the person in charge of the Siberian region of the Russian Republic of the Soviet Union, came to visit Chen Ke. Comrade Trotsky had been increasingly unhappy in recent years. First, he encountered comprehensive opposition from the CPSU Central Committee headed by Uncle Steel at the center. Now he was simply kicked from Moscow to the ice and snow of the Siberian frozen earth zone to be the secretary. The area of Siberia was vast; only one person could be distributed per two square kilometers. According to the standard of population density, this was a no-man's land. The number of tigers and bears on this land added up was probably more than people. Reduced to this state, Comrade Trotsky was definitely full of complaints.

Coming to China this time was also out of necessity. When Chen Ke visited the Soviet Union, he made a public report believing that the CPSU must have "iron discipline." This clearly supported Comrade Stalin. This was also Chen Ke's original intention. After Uncle Steel took charge of the Soviet Union's power, he opposed Trotsky's "Permanent Revolution." He believed that Trotsky's view of "denying the revolutionary role of peasants, advocating skipping the democratic revolution stage to directly carry out socialist revolution, and believing that a single country cannot build socialism" was extremely wrong.

The People's Party had already proved that socialist revolution was not impossible in an agricultural country. Part of Trotsky's arguments were negated by facts. However, seeing the "anti-feudal struggle" ongoing in China, Trotsky believed this was a revolutionary theory that could be utilized.

Uncle Steel believed that human social development would follow the direction of primitive society, slave society, feudal society, capitalist society, and communist society. The view of the Chinese comrades was quite different from Uncle Steel's view. Especially in the judgment of the current world development stage, the Chinese comrades believed that the world environment was currently in the middle and late stages of feudal society. The greatest enemy of the capitalist system and the socialist system was the "feudal system" within them. The land enfeoffment system might have perished, but the power enfeoffment system had not truly disintegrated. It would even continuously present a posture of constantly cycling back and forth between strengthening and weakening with the acceleration of social rhythm and the outbreak of economic crises.

This view was more "conservative" than the mainstream view of any communist party or socialist party in the world today. Most people with some political awareness in the world today believed that the world had already entered the stage of absolute struggle between capitalism and communism. But Chen Ke dared to say that this world had not yet broken free from the feudal system, and gave a brand-new definition to the feudal system. Besides land enfeoffment, he also included power enfeoffment in the scope of the feudal system. If this revolutionary theory could be truly established, then Trotsky would have a great possibility of shaking the set established by Comrade Stalin.

At this point, Chen Ke no longer had any scruples about whether he was changing history. He said frankly to Comrade Trotsky: "Comrade Trotsky, I don't want to evaluate your view on revolution, nor do I want to evaluate Comrade Stalin's evaluation of revolution. Our cognition of the world is relative. From the perspective of ultimate absolute truth, we are all imperfect, and possibly even totally wrong. Because different opinions belong to ideology, while communist organization belongs to material form. As materialists, we must definitely insist on matter being primary and consciousness being secondary. So your current actions are incorrect from the perspective of revolution. Insisting on one's personal view can probably be counted as a good quality. But without good operation at the material level, it is impossible to build a country well."

Trotsky hadn't expected Chen Ke to pull this move. While he was pondering silently, Chen Ke continued, "I seriously give you a suggestion. After you return to the Soviet Union, write a letter to the CPSU Central Committee, admitting that your actions indeed have actual effects of splitting and affecting the Central Committee. And guarantee not to make such mistakes again in the future. I believe the comrades of the CPSU Central Committee are broad-minded and will definitely be able to understand whether what you elaborated is sincere or not. And they will also arrange suitable work for you."

After hearing Chen Ke's suggestion, Trotsky was also extremely annoyed. Since Chen Ke truly spoke of very realistic problems, Comrade Trotsky also answered very crisply, "The atmosphere of arbitrary action by the CPSU Central Committee is becoming more and more prevalent now. This has already violated Marxism and violated Comrade Lenin's organizational principles. I feel these current practices are sliding rapidly towards a feudal system."

Chen Ke replied, "Comrade Trotsky, you can certainly oppose the feudal system, but you cannot split the CPSU Central Committee. Do you think your doing so is an attitude of unity? Is it the CPSU with iron discipline established by Comrade Lenin?"

Trotsky already understood Chen Ke's meaning. He terminated this topic and began to exchange views on the feudal system with Chen Ke.

After Trotsky left, Chen Ke ordered someone to send a copy of the meeting record to Uncle Steel. Such a decisive action surprised the Standing Committee members of the Politburo. Chen Ke explained, "If I say now that I am sincerely helping Comrade Trotsky and helping the Soviet comrades, do you believe it?"

The comrades of the Politburo could believe it, only they doubted whether Uncle Steel would believe it. Chen Ke himself was also somewhat skeptical, but he still had basic trust in Comrade Stalin's character. He replied, "As long as Comrade Stalin is not muddled, he will be able to understand my true thoughts. Even if he can't understand, it doesn't matter; we must first clear things up ourselves. The reason I received Comrade Trotsky was that he is one of the representative figures of the CPSU. If there was no follow-up after this meeting started, it would be bad for everyone."

After finishing these matters, Chen Ke cast his gaze back to the neighbor in the east. "Have everyone read the plan sent by Comrade Kita Ikki? After reading it, can everyone agree with Comrade Kita Ikki's idea?"
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Before the German Ambassador to China met with Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang as ordered, he felt a bit guilty. Although the Nazi Party was making a lot of noise in Germany, it was a very young political party, and the German upper echelons were not controlled by the Nazi Party. In the eyes of the current German Ambassador to China, the article by the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs attacking the Nazi Party for engaging in racism was not outrageous.

Although he was an elite in the German diplomatic circle, the German Ambassador to China was at most at the level of a Department Director in China. A small Department Director could only obey orders from Berlin.

Upon seeing Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang, looking at this slender middle-aged man with somewhat bright eyes, the German Ambassador immediately made an expression full of anger, "The German Foreign Ministry requests the Chinese Foreign Ministry to explain the previous article!"

Li Shiguang did not give the German Ambassador a good face at all. He said, "I will first notify you that the Chinese government has downgraded diplomatic relations with Germany. The diplomatic personnel of China stationed in Germany have been downgraded from Ambassador level to Minister level."

The German Ambassador originally thought that China was just paying lip service to occupy the moral high ground. But downgrading the diplomatic level for a country was not just talk; this would inevitably trigger a diplomatic struggle between the two countries. The original idea of just going through the motions was thrown to the winds. The German Ambassador immediately asked, "Why is your country so severe towards Germany? Can Mr. Minister give me a clear explanation?"

Li Shiguang had also once felt that China doing this was a bit excessive, but He Rui did not see it that way at all. At a meeting attended by Premier Wu Youping, Minister of Commerce Li Chenggang, Minister of Propaganda Li Runshi, and Foreign Minister Li Shiguang, He Rui gave an explanation, "Our attitude has always been clear: human beings are equal. Whether they are Africans, Americans, Asians, or Europeans, they are all equal members of the human world. Our propaganda offensive against Germany is not only directed at Germany alone, but is actually announcing our attitude to Europe and the whole world..."

Li Shiguang felt that He Rui's attitude was too radical, but he still accepted He Rui's view. Li Shiguang was not very interested in promoting equality for all human beings in the world, but from a realistic point of view, if China could not express its views at this time, it would be tantamount to tacitly accepting Germany's set of racist concepts.

There is a question of "equal rights" at the diplomatic level. If the racist system established by Germany defined Chinese people as a rank lower than white people, and China did not explicitly oppose it and demand that Germany cancel the racist system against Chinese people, other countries could cite Germany's racism and define China as a race lower than white people. The Qing Dynasty and the Beiyang government had suffered great losses in these aspects in the past, and the He Rui government would not allow foreigners to act wildly.

Li Shiguang said calmly, "We have received the latest news that the Nazi Party Stormtroopers smashed five Chinese shops in Germany two days ago, causing property damage and injuries. Just yesterday, the Nazi Party Stormtroopers also attacked a Maoshan Sect Daoist temple in Berlin and injured Daoists.

Linking the facts of the German Nazi Party attacking Chinese people and Daoist temples in Germany with the Nazi Party's racist system, we have to reasonably suspect that the German Nazi government is systematically discriminating against Chinese people, so we have downgraded diplomatic relations with Germany. If these matters cannot be reasonably explained, and facts prove that the Nazi Party insists on a policy of discrimination and harm against Chinese people, we will continue to downgrade Sino-German diplomatic relations until this problem is solved."

The current German Ambassador to China was a fan of Peking Opera. He joined the German Daoist Association five years ago and became a Daoist believer, which was very fashionable in Germany today. A thought popped up in the mind of this German Ambassador, who was greatly influenced by Chinese culture, "I am more wronged than Dou E!"

Now there were only two people from the Nazi Party in the German government, and one of them was Hitler, who had just been appointed Chancellor. How did it become a Nazi government in the description of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs?

However, since Li Shiguang had clearly stated this matter, the German Ambassador could only hurry back to send a telegram to Berlin, requesting Berlin to quickly investigate what exactly was going on.

Hitler was not angry after receiving the clear news. He was only the Chancellor now and had not had time to replace the cabinet ministers with Nazi Party members. He could only immediately order the SS to investigate the matter. Fortunately, the SS had now recruited Reinhard Heydrich, a young talent whom Hitler appreciated very much. Hitler told Himmler that Heydrich must handle this matter.

After giving the order, Hitler's mood even became happy. Among the world powers, the Chinese government was the first country to use the term "Nazi government", and this was on the second day after Hitler became Chancellor. Hitler's current goal was to establish the Nazi political party and completely control power. Being recognized and taken seriously by a major power made Hitler very happy.

Heydrich was 28 years old this year, a very handsome man with blond hair and blue eyes. Teachers and instructors who had come into contact with Heydrich all believed that what was more outstanding than his handsome appearance in Heydrich was his talent. And as soon as Himmler discovered Heydrich's ability, he immediately entrusted him with heavy responsibilities. As Hitler's guard, the SS, this young man naturally entered Hitler's field of vision and gained Hitler's favor in a short time.

Heydrich did not care about this. When he heard Himmler describe this matter as "the Stormtroopers' actions triggered China's dissatisfaction", he had a judgment in his heart: Himmler wanted to suppress the Stormtroopers very much. In this regard, Heydrich could completely understand. The relationship between the Stormtroopers and the SS was competitive, and Hitler obviously trusted the SS, whose personnel were selected, organized tightly, and disciplined, more. As for "triggering China's anger" mentioned by Himmler, Heydrich did not agree. But Heydrich did not say his thoughts either, but just went to work after accepting the order.

Heydrich sent his intelligence department to be responsible for investigating the smashing of businesses. As long as they went to the Chinese Embassy in Berlin to ask for intelligence, this little matter could be easily cleared up. After arranging these, Heydrich personally took a car to the Daoist temple located in the suburbs of Berlin.

This Daoist temple was built completely on the model of a Chinese Daoist temple. At this time, the mountain gate of the Daoist temple was broken, and some Chinese and Germans wearing Daoist robes were repairing it together with workers. Seeing Heydrich bringing some armed personnel wearing black uniforms, one Chinese and one German Daoist put down the work in their hands and went up to meet them.

Facing each other, the two Daoists folded their hands and performed a Daoist greeting, saying, "Immeasurable Light. I wonder what business this friend has in coming here?"

It was the first time Heydrich met German Daoists face to face. Seeing the starting gesture of the Chinese and German Daoists, he immediately felt that Chinese Daoism had something to it. Not to mention the Daoist robes, hair buns, and hairpins of the two Daoists, which looked simple and elegant. That unique and meaningful greeting gesture contained Daoist concepts.

Heydrich introduced his background with a calm expression, and the two Daoists invited Heydrich into the Daoist temple to talk. The group passed through the broken mountain gate and the traditional courtyard, entering the main hall. They saw that two consecutive doors had been destroyed, and the statues of the Three Pure Ones in the main hall had also been smeared and damaged. Some workers were repairing the statues of the Three Pure Ones.

The moon gate beside the main hall led to the Cloud Room. The group took their seats in the Cloud Room, which was furnished simply. Heydrich was really curious, so he asked how Daoism developed in Germany. Through the introduction of the German Daoist, Heydrich had a rough concept.

The development of Daoism in Germany was not the result of Chinese missionary work, but was formed after the "Tao Te Ching" was introduced to Europe and received admiration and praise from German scholars in the 18th century. Kant had carefully studied the Tao Te Ching and made his analysis and praise. Afterwards, more German philosophers and scholars appreciated Laozi's views very much.

After World War I, Germany's economy was very bad, leading to a surge in people's demand for religion. German intellectuals were unwilling to believe in God anymore, and instead turned to the ideological world of Daoism. Since then, local Daoist temples began to appear in Germany.

After China's unification in 1924, at the invitation of the German Daoist Association, the Chinese Daoist Association began to dispatch Chinese Daoists to practice in German Daoist temples in 1926, and funded the invitation of German Daoists to travel to China.

Having figured this out, Heydrich found that his job was not simply dealing with public security issues, but involved a "religious case". Given the situation, Heydrich asked, "May I ask if the destruction by the thugs will be considered blasphemy against the gods?"

The Chinese and German Daoists looked at each other. This time it was the Chinese Daoist Qing Yuanzi who used not very fluent German to introduce Daoist concepts to Heydrich. Even a person like Heydrich did not dare to be completely sure that his understanding was correct after spending a quarter of an hour listening to Qing Yuanzi's explanation, so he asked the German Daoist Qing Mingzi again, "Sir, can I think so? Daoism believes that there is no afterlife for humans, and the highest pursuit of Daoists is to attain the Dao and become immortals while alive."

Qing Mingzi did not expect that this handsome young man in front of him could understand to this extent. He felt that Heydrich had a talent for Daoism in his heart, so he praised, "Immeasurable Celestial Worthy. Good man Heydrich, Daoism believes that everything is operated by the Dao. Even if someone wants to blaspheme the Great Dao, there is no way to start. As for the Daoist temple, it is originally a place for Daoists and lay Buddhists to cultivate their bodies and minds. Being objects of the mortal world, how can there be talk of blasphemy?"

Hearing such an explanation that clearly separated immortals and mortals, Heydrich couldn't help but feel some goodwill towards Daoism. According to what the two Daoists Qing Yuanzi and Qing Mingzi said, the damage to the Daoist temple was purely a matter between mortals, at most a property dispute. It had nothing to do with the "Great Dao" believed by Daoists or the Three Pure Ones Patriarchs. In contrast to Christianity, if someone burned a church, it would be an attack on God.

Since it was just property damage and a public security incident, Heydrich could handle it easily. Just as he wanted to start working, Heydrich was still a bit curious and asked, "Excuse me, in the view of Daoism, do heretics exist?"

The German Daoist Qing Mingzi had a very clear definition of heretics. He immediately answered, "The world has its own laws. In the eyes of us Daoists, it is like the sunrise and sunset. Whether one believes in Daoism or believes in other religions, is the sun that everyone sees every day different?"

Hearing this explanation, Heydrich couldn't help nodding. Daoism was very close to his imagination of religion. Although he was handling this matter because of the Führer's order, Heydrich himself also hoped to solve the problem of the attack for the Daoist temple.

After asking about the time and process of the thug attack, as well as the Daoists' description of the attackers, Heydrich stood up to leave. At the door, he saw the Daoists re-hanging the plaque at the entrance. Heydrich did not know Chinese characters, so he asked the German Daoist Qing Mingzi what was written on the plaque. Qing Mingzi answered proudly, "This is the name of our Daoist temple, Sanqing Temple."

Returning to the SS headquarters, Heydrich immediately began to issue orders. Soon it was confirmed that the smashing of Chinese shops and the Daoist temple was indeed done by the Stormtroopers. Contacting the Stormtroopers, the other side heard that the SS demanded the Stormtroopers to hand over the action records, and rudely refused with curses.

Heydrich was not angry either. He didn't expect the Stormtroopers to hand over the perpetrators in the first place. As long as it was confirmed that it was done by the Stormtroopers, the next thing should be solved by Hitler. After submitting the report, Heydrich considered the Stormtroopers. Himmler wanted to solve the Stormtroopers but thought it was very difficult. Heydrich himself believed that the demise of the Stormtroopers was not far off. Because from the highest commander Röhm to the various group leaders and captains, the Stormtroopers all believed that they were the core force of the German national movement promoted by the Nazi Party. Such people completely failed to understand that the world was constantly changing. Once the Nazi government was fully established, the Stormtroopers would lose their meaning of existence. If they tried to continue to expand their influence, they were destined to be counterattacked. Especially since Hitler was starting to unite the majority of all those who could be united in Germany, the Stormtroopers would sooner or later become a minority.

In the afternoon, Heydrich, who was handling other matters, received a call from Himmler, "You will attend the reception hosted by the Führer with me tonight."

Heydrich agreed immediately. Five minutes earlier than the agreed time, Heydrich had already arrived. After waiting for three minutes, the car Himmler was riding in arrived at the entrance of the reception. The two entered the banquet hall one after another. Hitler was already chatting cordially with the core members of the Nazi Party who had arrived.

Seeing that it was 7 o'clock, Hitler stood on the podium and said loudly, "Comrades, today we celebrate our cause reaching this day. Thank you comrades for your efforts over the past ten years!"

There was applause below the stage. Göring, Goebbels, Hess, Röhm and others were full of smiles and ambition.

Hitler continued, "Before the banquet, I would like to invite Professor Karl Haushofer and his family to the stage. I have a gift for them."

Professor Karl Haushofer was Hess's teacher and could also be considered Hitler's semi-teacher in international relations. Amid the applause of the core members of the Nazi Party, the professor and his family walked onto the podium. Rudolf Hess stood beside Hitler with a few certificates, beaming with joy. Hitler said loudly to the core members of the Nazi Party, "Today I want to give Professor Haushofer a gift, which is the Honorary Aryan certificates for his wife and sons!"

A burst of warm applause immediately rang out below the stage. Hitler shook hands with Professor Karl Haushofer, and then shook hands with the professor's wife and two sons one by one, giving the three Honorary Aryan certificates personally signed by Hitler to the three of them.

Watching this scene, Heydrich did not feel there was any problem at all. Even if it was a Jew with conclusive evidence and clear bloodline, as long as they were a true fellow traveler of the Nazi Party, a Honorary Aryan certificate personally signed by Hitler could solve it.

Looking at the smiles of the professor's family, Heydrich's eyes fell on Göring and the person beside him. The person beside Göring was Erhard Milch, the captain of the 6th Fighter Squadron during the Great War in Europe. As Göring's old comrade-in-arms, Göring, who was about to be appointed as the Commander of the Air Force, invited his old comrade-in-arms to rebuild the German Air Force together. Heydrich had heard Himmler say that this Erhard Milch's father was a Jew. But Hitler loved talent, so Erhard Milch not only joined the Nazi Party, but no one in the Nazi Party mentioned Erhard Milch's background issue.

This was the Nazi Party that Heydrich identified with, recruiting heroes from all sides and uniting Germany from top to bottom. For policy reasons, Jewish profiteers naturally had to be eliminated and their property confiscated. As for whether the talents who joined the Nazi Party had Jewish blood, this was not important at all.

The banquet began soon. Whether Austrians or Germans, regardless of Germanic blood or Jewish blood. The atmosphere of this united banquet was friendly and emotions were high. Hitler did not smoke, drink, or eat much meat. Just as Göring and others were gorging themselves and drinking heavily, Hitler finished the vegetarian food in front of him and got up to leave.

Soon, Himmler, Heydrich, Professor Karl, Hess, and Röhm arrived in the reception room next to the banquet hall. Hitler's secretary Hess closed the door. Hitler, who was already waiting in the reception room, asked, "Professor Karl, I hope to hear your analysis of the Chinese Foreign Ministry's actions."

Professor Karl had already seen the article by the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs and also heard about the latest development of downgrading diplomatic relations with Germany because Chinese citizens were attacked in Germany. Upon Hitler's inquiry, Professor Karl explained that China's actions were no different from those of world powers like Britain, the United States, and France, simply to protect the legitimate interests of its nationals overseas.

As for China attacking Germany's racism, Professor Karl believed that this was China expressing its attitude to other countries in Europe and America by attacking Germany.

Hitler was very interested in this explanation. He asked, "Can this be seen as China's declaration of challenge to Europe and America?"

"It is a challenge to the European and American dominance of the world," Professor Karl added.

Hitler nodded slightly, and after thinking for a moment, he continued to ask, "If we ignore this, what would be the worst-case scenario?"

"Mein Führer, that would very likely lead to a stalemate in official relations between China and Germany. The Chinese government might not interrupt Sino-German trade, but official exchanges between China and Germany would decrease."

Hitler fell silent temporarily. Germany wanted to get rid of the current predicament, and the method was actually very simple: stimulate the economy through investment domestically, and provide orders through trade internationally. China was already a large market in the world and the single market with the largest population. The French government only had today's prosperity after cooperating with China. In Hitler's economic arrangement, opening up the Chinese market was a very important link. If the officials of China and Germany did not interact, Germany's economic recovery would be hugely affected.

Having determined these, Hitler stood up, "Röhm, come with me for a moment."

Heydrich didn't expect that Hitler had already seen his report which was submitted only a few hours ago. He saw the chubby Röhm stand up, with a look of indifference, and followed Hitler out of the reception room. Not long after, faint voices came from next door; it turned out that Hitler was angry.

After a good while, Hitler walked back to the room, his anger not yet subsided. Heydrich roughly judged it: Röhm was obviously unwilling to hand over the people, triggering Hitler's anger. Judging from the time, it took Hitler some time to convince Röhm. At least he temporarily ordered Röhm to obey Hitler's command. Röhm was already acting so willfully now; Heydrich felt that Röhm's future was really dark.

Hitler calmed his emotions first before continuing to ask, "Professor Karl, do you think other European and American countries will use the Chinese government's statement?"

Professor Karl answered decisively, "They will very much want to use it, but in the current world, the only great power that can attack racism morally is China."

Hitler nodded slightly. China did not participate in the wave of colonialism, but instead suffered from the invasion of colonial countries. This was originally China's disadvantage, but after China's rejuvenation, it became China's advantage instead. However, Hitler didn't lament this change much; what he was concerned about was whether France would follow suit. As long as the European and American powers did not stir up trouble with China, this diplomatic downgrade storm could be handled.

Thinking of this, Hitler ordered Heydrich, "Heydrich, go to Röhm's place tomorrow to pick up the people and send them to the police station. We have to give China an explanation."

After speaking, Hitler said to Hess, "Make an appointment with the Chinese Ambassador to Germany. I'll talk to her."
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"It seems Kita Ikki has already noticed," Okamura Yasuji said to Nagata Tetsuzan.

There was no need to mention anything specific; Nagata Tetsuzan knew exactly what Okamura Yasuji was referring to. He laughed coldly, "Since Kita Ikki is determined to restrain the Imperial Way Faction, let's see if the Imperial Way Faction is willing to listen to him."

Having the intention to ally and actually achieving an alliance were two different things. Not to mention that even after Nagata Tetsuzan's promotion to Major General, he was still just a Major General. There were many Generals and Lieutenant Generals in the military headquarters, so Nagata Tetsuzan couldn't decide everything.

"But with Kita Ikki restraining the Imperial Way Faction, we can't temporarily use them to deal with those big shots," Okamura Yasuji wasn't so optimistic. The core of the Control Faction was Nagata Tetsuzan, and for Nagata Tetsuzan to ascend to power in the military headquarters, those big shots had to be dealt with. The people of the Imperial Way Faction were the most impulsive; believing their ideals were correct, they were prone to acting recklessly. They were actually the best candidates for eliminating the big shots in the army. Besides the military big shots, there were also a bunch of important ministers now, all of whom were major enemies of the Control Faction's desire for power.

The military big shots at least advocated for the military to hold power, whereas Takahashi Korekiyo was one of the biggest pillars of party politics, known as the "God of Constitutional Government." In the eyes of the Control Faction, Takahashi Korekiyo was the pillar behind the zaibatsu and a political enemy that absolutely had to be eliminated. The best way to eliminate Takahashi Korekiyo was physical elimination.

Who should be sent to accomplish this task of "Heaven's Punishment"?

When Nagata Tetsuzan discussed sending someone to assassinate Takahashi Korekiyo, he always felt a bit uneasy in his heart. He had also probed Hirohito's attitude towards Takahashi Korekiyo multiple times. Although this Japanese Emperor, who was just over 30 years old, had a dislike for the old fogies, he trusted Takahashi Korekiyo very much.

This wasn't just Hirohito's feeling alone. Any faction in Japan, whether they liked Takahashi Korekiyo or not, trusted this old man's economic abilities. For over 20 years, Cabinet Prime Ministers had changed like a revolving lantern, and Cabinet Ministers had taken the stage in rotation like cutting chives, but Takahashi Korekiyo had always stood firm in the Cabinet. Regardless of who sent someone to kill Takahashi Korekiyo, and regardless of whether the instigator's faction could take charge of Japan's power, the instigator would absolutely not remain safe and sound. Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji had no intention of being pawns for others.

"Then let's start with synthetic ammonia. Have the newspapers publish articles saying that once synthetic ammonia is controlled by private enterprise, the price will definitely not come down," Okamura Yasuji suggested.

After Kita Ikki mobilized retired soldiers to return to their hometowns to promote the "50% Tax" issue, he was also promoting the popularization of synthetic ammonia along the way. Naturally, Nagata Tetsuzan had no reason to let Kita Ikki get his way.

After the People's Party and the United States jointly developed synthetic ammonia, the industry became a money-printing machine for the People's Party, earning countless amounts of money over twenty years. After Japan finally mastered the relevant technology for this industry, they realized just how much profit this industry could generate and how significant it was for the country.

Currently, the state was investing in building fertilizer plants, and the Army controlled the reactor steel. This industry, which was extremely important to Japan, absolutely could not fall into the hands of the zaibatsu, nor could it be controlled by bureaucratic departments like the Ministry of Commerce. The synthetic ammonia industry had to be firmly controlled by the Ministry of the Army!

"I already have a plan," Nagata Tetsuzan said.

"Oh?" Okamura Yasuji was somewhat surprised by Nagata Tetsuzan's statement. Without being 100% sure, Nagata Tetsuzan would not have said this.

"According to the Americans, the People's Party already has a 70,000-ton synthetic ammonia production line. We might as well import such a production line from the People's Party," Nagata Tetsuzan replied.

"Where will the money come from?" Importing core technology from the United States and Britain had already cost a lot of money. Okamura Yasuji couldn't think of how to get such a large sum.

"We can raise this fund from the soldiers," Nagata Tetsuzan replied.

Okamura Yasuji rolled his eyes and roughly understood Nagata Tetsuzan's meaning. Most Japanese soldiers were from peasant backgrounds, and their desire for fertilizer that could increase yields by 20% was the strongest. Once this project could be introduced and completed, not only could the Ministry of the Army exclusively possess the most advanced synthetic ammonia production, but they could also control the peasants through the distribution and rationing of fertilizer. At the same time, it could also express a friendly attitude towards China.

Even if this project fell through, the military headquarters could push the responsibility onto the "sinners." At that time, those sinners would have to face the wrath of all the soldiers who had invested in this project.

"But will China agree?" Okamura Yasuji was very worried about this.

"Then I'll have to trouble you, Okamura-kun, to make a trip to China personally," Nagata Tetsuzan said.

Okamura Yasuji didn't really want to stick his neck out, but one sentence from Nagata Tetsuzan made him dispel the thought of retreating, "I have already mentioned this matter to His Majesty, and His Majesty is very interested."

So, in January 1934, Okamura Yasuji stepped onto Chinese soil once again.

Okamura Yasuji's last visit to China happened to coincide with the People's Party executing Cai Yuanpei, back when the People's Party had just seized national power. In Okamura Yasuji's impression, some large cities in China might not necessarily be more prosperous than Tokyo, though the ordinary countryside was more advanced than rural Japan.

This time coming to China, Okamura Yasuji specifically chose to enter via Shanghai. Shanghai had been the largest city in the Far East since the late 19th century. After arriving in this city again, Okamura Yasuji was stunned. The Shanghai port had undergone massive expansion and was vastly different from before.

For a metropolis like Shanghai, expanding the port was nothing. After passing customs and entering Shanghai city, Okamura Yasuji discovered that the Shanghai of a dozen years ago had vanished. The Shanghai filled with longtangs and alleyways had completely disappeared. Unfolded before Okamura Yasuji was a gigantic modern city. Ordinary roads were basically six lanes, while broad avenues were ten or even twelve lanes. On both sides of the roads were beautiful green belts, and cars, trucks, motorcycles, and bicycles streamed endlessly on the roads.

Looking at those broad and straight avenues, Okamura Yasuji felt that the Chinese had simply built the roads as airport runways. His soldier's intuition was not wrong; when those main roads were constructed, there was indeed such an intention. In the event of a sudden state of war, the large avenues could immediately be converted into temporary airfields. Of course, Okamura Yasuji did not know these things.

In the space framed by the curving or straight lanes were six or seven-story buildings. These buildings had no particular distinctiveness, but the buildings nestled among the greenery stretched on endlessly. Compared to the low wooden houses of Tokyo, these buildings in Shanghai fully embodied China's industrial capacity, which far exceeded that of Japan.

"Is this the gap between China and Japan?" Okamura Yasuji said silently in his heart. Facts always speak louder than words. Regardless of whether Okamura Yasuji had once advocated war with China, after seeing the changes in Shanghai, he had already dispelled that notion.

"Such a city is not inferior even compared to the United States," said Yamamoto Isoroku, standing beside Okamura Yasuji. The Ministry of the Navy naturally wouldn't sit by and watch the Ministry of the Army swallow the big pie of synthetic ammonia all by itself. Since Okamura Yasuji was leading the team, the Ministry of the Navy sent Yamamoto Isoroku, who had once studied at Harvard University, as Okamura Yasuji's "assistant."

"If we were to attack such a city, what method does Yamamoto-kun think would be best?" Okamura Yasuji asked Yamamoto.

Yamamoto Isoroku thought carefully for a while, then shook his head, "The Navy has no way. What would the Army do?"

Okamura Yasuji actually hadn't come up with any method either. The city before him was massive in scale. According to Japanese intelligence, Shanghai already had a population of over 5 million. If the Army were sent to attack such a city, they would probably have to commit at least 500,000 troops. Currently, the total number of Japan's Army and Navy combined wasn't that high. Okamura Yasuji and Yamamoto discussed it, and the two decided to temporarily change their schedule. They would first tour Shanghai and the nearby cities to see what kind of strength China actually possessed.

Cities like Shanghai, Hangzhou, Suzhou, Nanjing, and Zhenjiang in the lower reaches of the Yangtze River were not far apart. These cities, large and small, formed a city cluster. It could be said that the essence of China's Yangtze River basin was almost all gathered here. If one went upriver, past Nanjing were Wuhu, Anqing, and Wuhan. That was where the People's Party had started. Okamura Yasuji had been there; the industrial level there was already quite strong a dozen years ago. Looking at the changes in Shanghai, the situation there should presumably be even stronger now.

Another reason for deciding to change the itinerary was that neither Okamura Yasuji nor Yamamoto Isoroku believed that what they saw before their eyes was real. They both suspected that this was a vanity project created by the Chinese government, making the important city of Shanghai magnificent to keep up appearances.

Thus, the head of the Japanese delegation and his assistant took their subordinates on a tour of Jiangnan. Railways had been built between all the cities, and transportation was extremely convenient. Okamura Yasuji understood intelligence work well, and Yamamoto Isoroku had a broad horizon. Moreover, the work of introducing technology itself wasn't particularly urgent. The Japanese delegation spent fifteen days in Jiangnan touring the city cluster between Shanghai and Nanjing.

The silk and embroidery of Suzhou and Hangzhou, the cuisine of Zhenjiang, the historical sites of Nanjing—these were originally things pleasing to the eye and mind, not to mention that the scenery of Jiangnan was inherently good. Even in the cold of January, it didn't appear lifeless. But these two outstanding figures of the Japanese military felt a chill in their hearts, as cold as the near-freezing air.

The results of what the Japanese group saw and investigated along the way proved that this was absolutely not a prosperity feigned for show. There were no extremely wealthy people in China now, but there were also no people who lacked food and clothing and had nothing. The latter was arguably too rare in this world. Of course, the Japanese also saw some Chinese people dressed in rags and looking dirty. But a glance revealed that it was due to personal reasons, because these people didn't have the complexion caused by starvation. On the contrary, there were some guys who looked like technicians with dark circles under their eyes and poor complexions. That was obviously a problem caused by working too hard and had nothing to do with starving.

There weren't many people on the streets during the day, but after work in the evening, the entire city bustled with activity. With the Spring Festival approaching, business on the streets was booming with people buying New Year's goods. At night, these cities were brightly lit; at the very least, the streetlights on every street were on.

The area toured by the Japanese group was at least half the size of Japan. The stability and affluence here proved that this fertile land of China was far stronger than Japan. The industrial and agricultural strength of this land alone exceeded that of the entire country of Japan.

Yamamoto Isoroku was rather free-spirited. Yamamoto had a gambling addiction, and he knew that Shanghai and other places originally had casinos. He also wanted to gamble a few hands to satisfy his craving, but the local Japanese consulate told Yamamoto Isoroku that China had banned gambling, and the casinos had long been eradicated. Finally, after they arrived in Nanjing, they finally found a professional casino, and Yamamoto Isoroku went in and satisfied his craving in a big way. To Yamamoto Isoroku, whose gambling skills reached the level of a professional gambler, the level of Chinese gamblers was really quite lousy. He won over twenty thousand in one go at the casino, and in the end, the casino manager "escorted" him out.

With extra money in hand, Yamamoto first set aside a portion to pay back a good friend of his. He had previously lost 3,000 yuan to this good friend over a small bet. Although Yamamoto's friend didn't take it seriously, Yamamoto was willing to bet and willing to pay. He would pay back whenever he had some spare money, and he had been paying it back for several years. Winning so much in the Chinese casino was enough to pay off the remaining debt. Then, playing the host, Yamamoto rented a pleasure boat on the Qinhuai River and called some girls to drink with them.

Okamura Yasuji didn't talk much, but seeing Yamamoto's style, he couldn't help but mock in Japanese, "If only the level of the Chinese army were the same as the Chinese gamblers' gambling skills."

Yamamoto shook his head, "The stronger a country is, the worse its gambling skills probably are. Everyone is busy with proper business; who has time for this?"

Okamura Yasuji hadn't expected Yamamoto Isoroku's mind to still be so clear. He couldn't help but size up Yamamoto carefully for a few moments before continuing to ask, "Does Yamamoto-kun think Japan still has the strength to fight China?"

Yamamoto Isoroku sighed slightly, "We still have the strength for a fight, but the war will inevitably end in defeat."

"Inevitably end in defeat?" Okamura Yasuji repeated, as if asking a follow-up question, or perhaps asking himself.

"Inevitably be defeated!" Yamamoto Isoroku didn't have any taboos. "China and Japan are too close, so close that a complete defense is impossible. The Navy can launch landings directly on Kyushu and southern Honshu from Korea, and the Air Force can bomb Japan directly. I originally thought the Chinese newspapers saying steel production broke 20 million tons was boasting, but now it seems they indeed have this strength."

Okamura Yasuji actually acknowledged Yamamoto Isoroku's point of view. Along the way, they had seen too many construction sites in Chinese cities. The buildings in those cities were all reinforced concrete frame structures, and the scaffolding was made of steel pipes. Not to mention the cars on the streets and the bicycles in every household. These all required massive amounts of steel, as well as sufficient steel processing capability.

There was no need to say the rest; Okamura and Yamamoto were both smart people. They wouldn't conceive plans of invasion just because they saw China's wealth. This steel could be used for civilian purposes, and it could just as easily be used in the military field. The Taiwan Campaign had proven just to what extent China could be armed. Neither of them mentioned the issue of a Sino-Japanese war again, because both knew that unless China itself experienced some special turmoil and suffered a fatal blow from another powerful country, Japan no longer had the power to challenge China.

After determining these things, the Japanese delegation transferred from Nanjing to Xuzhou, and then took the train from Xuzhou all the way to Zhengzhou. After all, their official mission was to discuss purchasing Chinese synthetic ammonia production lines with China.
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Leaving Jiangzhe and heading north, the cities were not as beautiful as those in Jiangzhe. This did not make Okamura Yasuji and Yamamoto Isoroku feel any more relaxed, because on both sides of the train were the endless farmlands of the vast Huang-Huai Plain. Looking from afar, the rows of trees in the fields were as neat as if measured by a ruler. If the paddy fields of Jiangzhe had many curved shapes due to the terrain, then the fields on the great plain felt like stern and martial soldiers, filling Okamura Yasuji and Yamamoto Isoroku with awe.

"Without the well-field system, there is no way to achieve the governance of the Three Kings," Okamura Yasuji said slowly. As a "China hand," he had read Chen Ke's *Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism* and was very impressed by the section on Tang Taizong opposing feudalism and strengthening the imperial examinations. Although the People's Party resolutely attacked the feudal system, the scene before him reminded Okamura Yasuji of the "well-field system."

Yamamoto Isoroku was not too proficient in Chinese culture, but he had been to the United States and had seen similarly vast plains. The agriculture on China's plains had obviously undergone strict planning, and the irrigation system covered the entire plain region; the yield could be imagined.

"China will definitely challenge Britain," Yamamoto Isoroku said to Okamura Yasuji.

Okamura Yasuji nodded; this was already a certainty. With such powerful national strength, not challenging Britain's presence in Asia was completely incomprehensible from a Japanese perspective. "It is truly incredible that such a powerful China was made into that state by the Manchu Qing," Okamura Yasuji replied.

Yamamoto Isoroku nodded, but spoke of something else. "Will China sell the synthetic ammonia production line to us?"

Okamura Yasuji also had no certainty. Japanese spies had tried every means to steal China's industrial intelligence, but China's important industrial sectors were all under military control. They had lost quite a few personnel, but had no successes. If China didn't want to sell the production line to Japan, Japan had no way.

After arriving in Zhengzhou, Okamura Yasuji and the others visited the Chinese Ministry of Commerce. The Ministry of Commerce did not give the Japanese delegation a pleasant look. They asked a question straight away: "What currency does Japan intend to use to pay for the purchase?"

This blunt statement made Okamura Yasuji freeze. He hadn't expected China to agree so easily, but when asking about the payment currency, there seemed to be a sinister feeling. Of course, Okamura Yasuji was overthinking. According to the original intention of the Ministry of Commerce, they simply didn't want to sell the synthetic ammonia production line to Japan. The Chinese Ministry of Commerce had been feeding off the synthetic ammonia industry and its extended industrial chain for twenty years. To use a metaphor, they used to sell "banknotes," and now they were being asked to sell the "money printing machine." The comrades naturally felt extremely unhappy in their hearts. Controlling a monopoly industry and raking in money—no one wanted to give up those days.

The Japanese Embassy in China had already raised this issue with the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Li Runshi's attitude was that it could be sold to Japan. This attitude was opposed by many comrades, who believed Japan would copy China's production line. This lawsuit eventually went to the Politburo, and Chen Ke supported Li Runshi's view. "Industrial technology diffusion is an inevitability. Only by having the ability to diffuse industrial technology can we bring about a positive national image. China used to be looked down upon because it made no contribution to world development. Of course, this contribution must be realized through normal commercial interactions."

The Ministry of Commerce rarely resisted Chen Ke's viewpoint. Chen Ke could only repeatedly explain to the Ministry of Commerce the promoting effect of competition on development, and that standing still and refusing to make progress was definitely not viable. When China stood still, it would fall behind the world. In China's most powerful periods, it had always learned foreign cultural technologies from the whole world and introduced foreign crops.

However, Chen Ke's persuasion and education had basically no effect. Besides the Ministry of Commerce not wanting to sell the synthetic ammonia production line, Japan had united with the Netherlands and Britain to cause trouble for China, which had a certain impact on China's commerce in Southeast Asia. Especially the comrades in the banking system, who had lost quite a few benefits in Southeast Asia, were now full of vengeful sentiments. The Ministry of Commerce had a very good relationship with the banking system, so naturally, they were also affected quite a bit.

Finally, Chen Ke had to bring out the ultimate reason of "organization resolution," which finally made the Ministry of Commerce resentfully accept the instruction. So Okamura Yasuji felt that the Chinese Ministry of Commerce had bad intentions. In fact, according to the Ministry of Commerce's original intention, they really wanted to beat Okamura Yasuji with sticks and drive him out of the Ministry of Commerce's gates.

Since the Chinese Ministry of Commerce agreed to sell, even if Okamura Yasuji had major doubts in his heart, he could only continue to negotiate. Okamura Yasuji's idea of paying with Japanese Yen was quickly rejected. The personnel of the Chinese Ministry of Commerce told Okamura Yasuji very seriously that no one internationally wanted Yen, so naturally there was no demand for Yen reserves, and China was the same. Using Yen—no way!

There were no economic talents within the Japanese military. Although they had considered the payment currency issue before coming to China, the military had no other currencies in hand. Seeing the Chinese reject it so simply and neatly, Okamura Yasuji could only suggest that China accept the method of payment in Yen, and use the Yen to purchase Japanese goods in Japan.

"The Yen has been falling. If we accept Yen, it is equivalent to getting currency that is constantly shrinking. Moreover, what is there to trade in Sino-Japanese trade? Can Mr. Okamura give us some suggestions?" The Ministry of Commerce was plainly and openly bullying Okamura Yasuji.

On the first day, the two sides "discussed" for a long time regarding payment currency but did not reach an agreement. Returning to their residence, the members of this military delegation were all furious. Japanese soldiers, after all, always felt that violence could solve all problems. They were quite hostile towards the financial magnates within Japan, and were even less willing to learn business negotiation skills from the financial magnates. Now negotiating with the Chinese Ministry of Commerce, they felt that all crows under heaven are equally black—China's commercial departments were of the same virtue as Japan's financial magnates. For profit, they could disregard everything.

It was also strange to say that these Japanese soldiers cursed China's treachery, as if the Chinese side owed them. But at least these people did not let out ruthless words about teaching the Chinese a lesson. This was still somewhat different from their attitude when talking about Japanese financial magnates.

The negotiations on the morning of the second day also did not go smoothly. The Chinese side did not loosen up at all regarding the Japanese payment method. They still presented facts and insisted on the stance that China could not suffer a loss. Finally, Okamura Yasuji could only ask what currency the Chinese side could actually accept. The Chinese side's answer was also quite standard: RMB, British Pounds, US Dollars; if really necessary, hard currencies like gold and silver could also be accepted. In short, that constantly depreciating Yen was absolutely no go.

Just when Okamura Yasuji felt that this matter would probably not be settled, Foreign Minister Li Runshi met with Okamura Yasuji and the others in the afternoon. Unlike the Ministry of Commerce, Li Runshi asked: "What kind of payment means does the Japanese side feel it has?"

Okamura Yasuji didn't have any payment means either. He simply admitted frankly, "We are relying on domestic donations to purchase this equipment this time. In our hands, apart from Yen, we have nothing."

After saying this, Okamura Yasuji also made up his mind. If the People's Party made any request that the delegation could not fulfill, he would interrupt this negotiation and return to his country.

Perhaps seeing Okamura Yasuji's slightly tragic expression, Li Runshi couldn't help but smile. "Mr. Okamura, a successful negotiation is not signing an unequal treaty. Success means a win-win situation. So, what can be win-win in this matter?"

Okamura Yasuji and Yamamoto Isoroku could understand this paragraph. Except for understanding, they also didn't understand the meaning of "win-win." Okamura Yasuji didn't like to talk much, especially at such a critical moment, he had to think about "why" a few more times. On the contrary, Yamamoto Isoroku had done diplomatic work and was very good at talking in such situations. Seeing Okamura Yasuji glance at him, Yamamoto Isoroku spoke up naturally, "Our side merely represents those coming to discuss purchasing your side's synthetic ammonia production line, so we don't know how this win-win is actually a win-win."

"Then is your side actually acting in the capacity of merchants? Or in the capacity of the Japanese Ministry of Commerce? In the capacity of military representatives? Or in the capacity of agents of the Japanese military? At least we must first establish our respective standpoints before we can continue talking, right?" Li Runshi laughed.

After hearing these words, Okamura Yasuji suddenly had a feeling of enlightenment. The Japanese delegation originally represented the interests of the Japanese military, but had to disguise themselves as normal commercial representatives. And the Chinese Ministry of Commerce simply defined the delegation sent by the Japanese military as a "commercial delegation" and used commercial methods to deal with the Japanese military delegation. The Japanese military was originally disguised as business representatives. The current reality was that the military had not yet taken power domestically. Japan's Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Commerce, and other departments were firmly controlled by Takahashi Korekiyo and others. The means the military could implement were very few.

Seeing that Li Runshi did not have the intention of opposing this deal, Okamura Yasuji really wanted to complete this business. He could only take a slight step back. "We represent the identity of the vast number of soldiers who contributed funds. Of course, we also represent the attitude of the Japanese military. In order to ensure that the families of soldiers can use chemical fertilizer, we need to purchase your side's production line."

"Since your side says so, our side can consider selling the production line to your side, and can also consider accepting your side paying in Yen," Li Runshi replied.

Okamura Yasuji and Yamamoto Isoroku showed no signs of happiness after hearing this. The People's Party made a concession in selling the production line, but they would definitely ask for a return. Sure enough, Li Runshi continued: "Our side heard that the current Japanese cabinet has produced a 'Cooperative Budget Proposal' agreement and will gradually withdraw Yen. We also must ensure the stability of the Yen. As long as your side can confirm not to obstruct the execution of this 'Cooperative Budget Proposal,' we can reach an agreement with your side. Your side must know that by reaching an agreement with your side, we have already offended the Japanese cabinet and offended those people in Japanese diplomacy. Here, we also must have an explanation that we can present."

Okamura Yasuji and Yamamoto Isoroku both understood at this moment. What the People's Party wanted was for the military to make a certain concession, and a concession that the military would find very hard to accept.
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"This is the demeanor of a true great power!" When the Japanese delegation was resting for the evening, Isoroku Yamamoto expressed his heartfelt admiration for the bearing displayed by Li Runshi. Japan had always been boasting to its own citizens that it had become a first-rate power. But when compared with the current China, they discovered that Japan's status as a first-rate power was somewhat unworthy of the name.

Interest groups exist in any major power. For example, China's Ministry of Commerce and the banking system undoubtedly belong to interest groups. If these people were allowed to dominate the situation, China would certainly become a nation where commercial interests reigned supreme. Whether a country is a true great power does not depend on how powerful the interest groups are, but on whether the entire country has a genuine leadership system and whether national policies have a clear line of thought.

Yasuji Okamura also rarely praised China. Analyze the situation seen so far, China's long-term and short-term policies were very clear, which proved that China had an unbreakable leadership core. The future Japanese system that the *Tōseiha* (Control Faction) dreamed of had actually been completely realized in China.

When Isoroku Yamamoto and Yasuji Okamura held a private meeting, Okamura asked Yamamoto for his views on Japan's anti-feudalism. Yamamoto brewed his words for a good while before answering: "When treating others, who doesn't want to oppose feudalism?"

Isoroku Yamamoto looked quite elegant, perhaps because he was from a proper background and had attended several universities. But these words were laughable. After laughing and reflecting, Yasuji Okamura felt that it really made sense. The Japanese military forces were divided into the Army Ministry and the Navy Ministry. Before the military could even take power, these two forces were already fighting openly and maneuvering secretly, each wanting to be the sole dominant power. Opposing others' feudalism was fine, but one could not oppose it onto oneself. Disobeying others' orders was due to insisting on the truth; others disobeying one's own orders was obstinacy. Yasuji Okamura knew very well that the entire Japan was most definitely not lacking in this kind of trash.

As a "Showa Warlord," that is, a soldier trusted by Hirohito, when facing facts, Yasuji Okamura could only think disrespectfully that if Hirohito didn't even need Chen Ke's strength and prestige, but just had the capability of the People's Party Foreign Minister Li Runshi, the entire Japan could be easily unified.

The problem lay in the fact that the "Emperor" was a living god who could not make mistakes. If Hirohito were to truly take full charge of government affairs, he would be destined to expose various errors to the public. Yasuji Okamura had read the People's Party's "On Practice" thoroughly. It repeatedly emphasized that it is impossible not to fail or make mistakes. The problem does not lie in the mistakes and failures that are destined to occur, but in the view and attitude towards the world.

Just like the several demands Li Runshi made to the Japanese delegation today, one could hear that they completely saw through the thinking behind the issues between China and Japan. The People's Party required the Japanese military to promise to maintain economic stability and also required the Japanese military to formally publicize in newspapers the goodwill released by China in this trade.

From the perspective of national strategy, China's requirements could be summed up in one point: China and Japan must break away from the state of quasi-war confrontation. Breaking away from this state was good for both Japan and China. The problem was not with the Chinese side, but that there were too many forces within Japan that actually ate "patriotic rice." Once they wanted to realize their own interests, they would use the method of "labeling others as traitors" to attack others.

Yasuji Okamura didn't need to exert much effort to figure out that the *zaibatsu* wanted to control the synthetic ammonia production line. If the military could gain the upper hand, the *zaibatsu* would accuse the military of colluding with China. If the *zaibatsu* were given the opportunity for this collusion, they would probably collude even more thoroughly. At that time, the *zaibatsu* would beautify themselves as great patriots "planning anxiously for Japan's future," while others were insidious and cowardly "traitors." This trick had been played not only by the Japanese *zaibatsu* but also by the military headquarters and government bureaucrats.

In short, the Japanese ruling class thought of every way to say various things that could seek benefits for themselves, just avoiding the truth. It was truly unprecedented to see a country like China that relied on telling the truth to safeguard its own interests.

Since he was born Japanese, Yasuji Okamura also had to muddle through in Japan. He was often helpless against such a status quo.

Seeing Yasuji Okamura frowning and contemplating in silence, Isoroku Yamamoto simply said: "We are only responsible for negotiations. Let's just take the current negotiation results back."

The Japanese delegation had no other way. China had no factional disputes, at least no factional disputes that Japan could utilize. Facing a monolithic China, the most efficient response for the Japanese delegation was to bring the results obtained from this negotiation, as well as everything they had personally seen during their travels in China before the negotiation, back to Japan as soon as possible.

After Yasuji Okamura returned to Japan, he soon received unprecedented attention. Most of the people in the Army Ministry who had read Okamura's report began to attack Okamura for "spreading defeatist remarks!"

"The smuggled goods you brought back seem pretty good," Tetsuzan Nagata teased Yasuji Okamura while adding white sugar to his red tea cup. The supply of white sugar in China was not rationed; anyone with Renminbi could buy it, and the price was only thirty percent of the domestic price in Japan. Isoroku Yamamoto was not a stingy person. Since he had won a large sum of money in China, he bought a thousand *jin* of white sugar when he went back and distributed it equally among the ten people in the delegation.

Yasuji Okamura, on the other hand, bought some black tea to bring back as a gift for Tetsuzan Nagata. In order to contact people from various factions, Nagata was now forced to dabble in wine, women, avarice, and pride. The policy of "Leaving Asia and Entering Europe" triggered a pursuit of Western lifestyles among the Japanese upper class. Black tea was considered a "noble" beverage by the Japanese. naturally, sugar had to be put in black tea. When visiting others, presenting a *jin* of refined white granulated sugar was already considered a valuable gift in Japan.

Japanese customs managed such "luxury goods" very strictly, and the delegation was detained by customs when they returned to Japan. It was Tetsuzan Nagata who took action to get these people out of trouble.

Knowing that Tetsuzan Nagata was simply teasing, Yasuji Okamura didn't take it to heart. He asked: "Looking at the current situation, it seems these people have already agreed to change the policy?"

Those who shouted the happiest in Japan were not necessarily the ones opposed to such a policy. The most common situation was that these people often supported the policy and hoped to monopolize the benefits of executing it themselves. To be able to set off such a wave of opposition because of a report showed that various interest groups hoped to ease relations with China, and even hoped to reach normalization of relations with China as soon as possible. It was just that the military, especially the Army Ministry, was walking at the very front. According to Japanese tradition, various interest groups began to curse loudly while tearing down the stage from behind.

"That old thief Korekiyo Takahashi had this intention long ago, he just refused to say it first himself. After your report was sent up, Takahashi invited the Army Minister to dinner and even called me along, saying something about the Army not affecting Japan's foreign policy and so on. Between the lines, he still didn't want the Army to control the synthetic ammonia production line," Tetsuzan Nagata replied.

"China is more powerful than we imagined," Yasuji Okamura said slowly. "I originally thought that for the sake of war, China had invested all its national power into the military industry. Now it seems that the proportion of their investment in the military industry is far lower than that of Japan."

"Mmm! Those canned yellow peaches you brought back are quite delicious," Tetsuzan Nagata replied. " The texture of that glass is far better than Japan's."

Yasuji Okamura sighed slightly. That was indeed very high-quality glass, with a crystal-clear texture and a beautiful shape. It wasn't a simple bucket shape, but a small-mouthed, big-bellied shape resembling a pottery urn, and the volume was large too. After eating the delicious canned yellow peaches, Yasuji Okamura's wife specially kept the jar to pickle vegetables. The emerald green vegetables soaked in the clear and transparent brine looked delightful. Yasuji Okamura knew that even if Japan also had Chinese yellow peaches—with the same taste, same price, and same portion—Japanese people would definitely want to buy Chinese goods more. Because the bottle was beautiful. A country that could spend effort on such things was definitely not a militaristic state that focused fully on the army.

Seeing Yasuji Okamura's expression, Tetsuzan Nagata understood Okamura's thoughts. He said: "Okamura-kun, prepare yourself. You will set off for China immediately. You can tell the Chinese side that the military does not want to block the cooperation budget bill. Even if it means cutting military expenses to maintain the current size of the army, we also hope to reach an agreement in this regard as soon as possible and start engineering construction as soon as possible."

Yasuji Okamura asked: "Where will the factory be located?"

"Right near Tokyo," Tetsuzan Nagata replied. "As soon as the agreement is reached, we will start fundraising immediately. Because of the special approval for synthetic ammonia fertilizer, those few rural communes Ikki Kita organized recently show signs of linking up into a continuous area."

"Oh?" Yasuji Okamura was quite surprised by this. Ikki Kita's rural communes were also a focal point. With a brand-new administrative and organizational model, plus the combination of several related industries, even the *Tōseiha* felt that this kind of rural commune had redeeming qualities. Originally, the *Tōseiha* allied with middle peasants in the countryside as cooperation targets. If the rural commune model could really be realized across Japan, controlling the entire countryside would also be a good method.

It was just that the landlords near the rural communes originally refused to join the communes or sell land to them. Unexpectedly, with synthetic ammonia, even the landlords could be shaken. Yasuji Okamura certainly knew Tetsuzan Nagata's urgent desire to complete the integration of the army and army families as soon as possible. Once synthetic ammonia could be promoted, the effect would probably be even more huge than imagined.

"By the way, when you go to China this time, I'll assign a ship to you. Based on the things you brought back this time, I want ten times the amount," Tetsuzan Nagata instructed.

Yasuji Okamura knew that Tetsuzan Nagata had been very active recently and needed a large amount of presentable gifts. However, this was no longer just bringing a large amount of things; it could count as smuggling. But Yasuji Okamura said nothing, only nodding to express agreement.

Once both cooperating parties had a clear goal, matters proceeded extremely rapidly. As the military's plenipotentiary representative, Yasuji Okamura cooperated very happily with Chinese Foreign Minister Li Runshi. New equipment was relatively expensive. Both sides inspected the completed synthetic ammonia production enterprises in Tianjin and Xuzhou, and finally settled on the one in Xuzhou.

Once the agreement was signed, China immediately began dismantling the equipment. The Japanese side began to convert the land of a military uniform factory into land for the army's synthetic ammonia plant. Both China and Japan displayed super high efficiency. The agreement was reached in February. In March, the factory was being dismantled in China while basic civil construction was being done in Japan. In April, the dismantled parts began to be loaded onto ships for transport.

Construction started in May. Chinese workers and technicians, along with troops conscripted by the Japanese army, worked in three shifts 24 hours a day in full swing. The factory installation was completed in July, test runs were conducted in August, and the first batch of synthetic ammonia was produced in September. The skilled construction ability of the Chinese engineering personnel and their down-to-earth and hard-working attitude left a deep impression on the Japanese side.

The profitability speed of the synthetic ammonia industry also satisfied the military. Utilizing the "Chinese Soda Making Process" purchased at a high price, by November, Japan no longer imported soda ash from China, and the price of soda ash in Japan fell rapidly.

The army's fundraising process also went very well. The funds raised in November were already in place. Applications for purchasing synthetic ammonia fertilizer were queued up to December 1935 by December. The Japanese military headquarters made a request to China to purchase four more sets of old equipment.

The Chinese Ministry of Commerce finally reluctantly accepted the reality. The purchase fees obtained from Japan roughly offset the cost of the new synthetic ammonia production lines. Xuzhou dismantled an old 70,000-ton plant and built a new 125,000-ton plant on the old site, and prepared to build two more new 125,000-ton plants.

Learning that old plants could be sold for money, coastal cities one after another submitted requests to the Ministry of Commerce to sell local 30,000 to 70,000-ton old synthetic ammonia plants. Every place knew very well that dismantling an old plant could be exchanged for a new one. Only a fool wouldn't do such a thing.

From 1934 to 1935, the "Agricultural Revolution" led by the Japanese military headquarters was booming. In two years, by purchasing old Chinese factories, Japan's synthetic ammonia production jumped from 30,000 tons all the way to 350,000 tons, achieving a historic great leap. Japan's agricultural industry output in 1935 increased by more than ten percent. It was estimated that it could increase by at least another ten percent in 1936.

Of course, given Japanese tradition, it was impossible for farmers to pocket this ten percent of grain for themselves. The Japanese tax department demanded an increase of five percent in agricultural tax. This clashed fiercely with the "Fifty Percent Tax" movement launched by Ikki Kita. The Japanese Anti-Feudal Alliance obtained 16 seats in the Diet in the 1935 elections. Although it was still a small party in the Diet, after uniting with several other MPs, the Anti-Feudal Alliance was also able to propose its own bills.

As the leader of the Anti-Feudal Alliance, Ikki Kita proposed that Japan maintain the 1934 agricultural tax amount, that the state implement policies tilted towards agriculture and strive to increase agricultural output, and to only consider increasing agricultural tax after the 1934 agricultural levy reached 50% of the total output.

This proposal could be considered an "agricultural tax reduction" plan unprecedented in Japanese history. It wasn't that tax reduction plans hadn't been proposed before, but those were simple tax reductions. What Ikki Kita proposed was tax reduction based on increasing agricultural output, which greatly increased feasibility. This naturally triggered a fierce political struggle in the Japanese political arena.
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The high-level leadership of the People's Party welcomed the changes in Japan. A country focused on the struggle for domestic productivity distribution generally would not choose a path of external expansion, unless that road was truly blocked. It would take at least several years to judge this. As for whether Japan would become more powerful after these years of reorganization, the People's Party leadership did not care. The People's Party had spent over twenty years focusing on technology and the development of productive forces; the current path had not only not narrowed, but had become wider and wider. If Japan found this road unsustainable within a few years, then it was destined to fail. Such a failed country was destined not to have too strong a national power.

Of course, a large part of the People's Party leadership's confidence came from Chairman Chen Ke's satisfactory evaluation of China's current technological development. Since even the leader of the People's Party could express satisfaction, the comrades firmly believed that China was on the right path.

Chen Ke was naturally satisfied. He believed that China could make a fortune during the Great Depression; this was something proved by the precedent of the Soviet Union. In fact, what they had gained was even more than what Chen Ke had wanted. China had gone through untold hardships to catch up with the Second Industrial Revolution. Before World War II, many breakthrough technologies were not without accumulation, but people of this era had not thought about how to combine these technologies to break through in new directions.

People of this era did not expect the future direction of technology, but Chen Ke had seen it with his own eyes. And one of the biggest difficulties in Chinese industry was the problem of precision measurement. To process high-precision parts, one must have higher-precision machine tools. Chen Ke was deeply impressed by one thing. He heard from his family that China had imported a batch of equipment from the United States and Germany for the railways. The precision requirements of these devices reached five decimal places, while China's measurement precision at that time was three decimal places. The Chinese factories had a huge headache at the time; this meant that China simply did not have the ability to determine the true dimensions of the parts it produced.

Splitting a millimeter into two is easy. Splitting a millimeter into ten is not too difficult. But splitting a millimeter into a thousand or ten thousand is absolutely a major problem in industrial technology. How to determine whether the precision is one ten-thousandth of a millimeter, or 0.5 ten-thousandths of a millimeter? Or an even more precise number? Without precise measuring instruments, none of this could be achieved. Therefore, one of the earliest industrial departments established by the People's Party was Weights and Measures.

Investment in measuring instruments would always seem insufficient. The People's Party industrial department spent nearly thirty years of effort on this, accumulating a lot of technology and attempting countless experiments, until the Great Depression, when they finally knocked open the doors of those second-rate European and American measuring instrument factories. When the People's Party took over these factories, they wanted everything, not even letting go of scraps of paper with writing on them.

The accumulation of hundreds of years of mechanical processing knowledge in Europe and America was really not a joke. Those tricks and lines of thought were truly incomparably ingenious. Even though the People's Party had been working hard to accumulate on its own, after really seeing the methods of established industrial powers, Chinese technical personnel also felt amazed.

And many design ideas from Europe and America that could not be realized due to technical limitations made the Chinese industrial department even more powerful—what Europe and America could not do did not mean the People's Party could not do it. Quartz clocks, electron tubes, transistors, lasers—these technologies combined with traditional precision measurement techniques played a huge role in China breaking through the bottlenecks of old precision measurement technologies.

At least by 1935, Chinese laboratories already had machine tools capable of achieving an accuracy of one-hundredth of a millimeter. With high-precision production capabilities, two-axis linkage machine tools and three-axis linkage machine tools were also being frantically developed. Once these devices could be completed, the machining accuracy of high-precision components would improve rapidly.

For example, the reaction kettles sold to Japan did not have high precision. In order to prevent leakage and other problems, they had to be made big, stupid, black, and coarse. Technically speaking, big, stupid, black, and coarse stuff had extremely high uncontrollability in expansion rates. Uncontrollable expansion rates under high temperature and high pressure would inevitably increase the possibility of interface leakage. To avoid this possibility, the production system had to be meticulous to an exceptionally abnormal level. After all, if hydrogen leaked in a high-temperature and high-pressure environment, something bad would happen.

Materials went up, processing accuracy went up. Seemingly simple two pipes screwed together, adding a hoop, would not leak. Processing accuracy was not only used on high-temperature and high-pressure equipment; large-scale production lines needed high-precision components even more. A production line often had hundreds of links. If each link had a little error, whether the production line could start in the end would be a problem. As for product quality, that didn't even need to be considered. Even in modern times, production line debugging is a terrible job. Not to mention the level of 1935. So once the production line started, it was to run for the longest possible time. This placed extremely high demands on materials. A main shaft running continuously for a few days or even more than ten days was really a high-tech profession.

To manufacture this simple thing required countless thoughts and countless experiments. Every experiment required costs. The money "burned" on experiments greatly exceeded what could be measured by cartloads. This is the accumulation of an industrial country; it requires an attitude of perseverance for decades.

So China simply did not care about Japan's technological development, because all the intelligence collected by intelligence personnel pointed to one thing: the Japanese industrial department simply had no intention of engaging in production lines. Historically, Japan's production lines only appeared after introducing a large amount of technology from the United States. That was a project finally decided upon by Japanese industrial bureaucrats with great determination. Present-day Japan was still dominated by family-style small businesses. Large-scale industrialization was just floating clouds on the horizon to them.

Large production lines are the key to determining whether homogeneous products can be mass-produced. Just like the bullet production line full of steampunk style in *Lord of War*, it looked very rough, but it could produce tens of thousands or hundreds of thousands of bullets every day. If these bullets were placed in Japan, it would take ten times the manpower and dozens of times the time to finish production. This is the power of a true industrial country. If I can produce one bullet, I can produce one hundred million of the same bullets.
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1935 was a significant year for the People's Party. It was the 30th anniversary of the party's founding. Steel production broke 30 million tons, and the population exceeded 700 million. Per capita grain production exceeded 400 jin. A series of major statistics proved that China already had the capacity to fight a world war.

However, in this year, Shang Yuan and Zhang Yu fell ill one after another. Thirty years ago, Shang Yuan was the second oldest member of the People's Party senior leadership, only younger than Yan Fu. Now he was nearly 70. After falling ill, Shang Yuan proposed resigning from all posts within the Party and the government. His work was taken over by Li Shouxian. Zhang Yu was about the same age as Chen Ke, but like Shang Yuan, he developed heart problems. Zhang Yu also requested long-term convalescence.

At this time, the People's Party's "Looking South" plan was entering a critical moment. The naval limitation treaty would expire on December 31, 1936. China's new generation of warships had basically been finalized. At this moment, more than 800,000 tons of warships were under construction simultaneously on major slipways across China. The deadline was the end of 1936. On every large warship of the People's Navy, there were two people for one post, three for one post, or even four for one post.

At such a critical moment, the withdrawal of Shang Yuan and Zhang Yu from the front lines made Chen Ke feel quite uneasy. Even though Li Shouxian became Acting Premier, Wu Xiangyu became Vice Premier, Li Runshi served as Foreign Minister and concurrently as Minister of Propaganda, and Gu Weijun became the de facto Acting Foreign Minister, these personnel arrangements did not give Chen Ke much comfort. In at most ten years, the first generation of leaders of the People's Party would enter their twilight years. The first generation was close in age, and it was very likely that a situation would arise where a large number of leading cadres would withdraw from the front lines at the same time. The unknowable consequences brought about by huge personnel changes required strengthening the construction of the second echelon. But the future war might not end by 1946. Only Heaven knew what kind of things would be encountered then.

Fear was meaningless. Chen Ke had long since lost any feeling towards death. This was not the result of time travel. He had realized a fact when he was very young: since death is inevitable, worrying about death is just disturbing oneself. "When Yanwang calls you to leave at the third watch, who dares to keep you until dawn?" What Chen Ke was uneasy about was merely whether the strategy he had condensed his whole life into could be successfully executed.

History had not changed much. The little mustache, that Man of Destiny, still became the Führer of Germany. The German Communist Party refused the line of connecting with the masses, persisted in taking that weak upper-class and urban struggle path, and insisted on pasting the label of "absolute justice" on their own faces. In front of the Nazi Party, which had mobilized the German masses and established the Stormtroopers, they suffered a crushing defeat.

As for the United States, Franklin D. Roosevelt's family had long ago internally decided on him as the candidate for president. Things that these fathers and uncles had discussed long ago naturally could not be disrupted. Even if Roosevelt got polio and was paralyzed, this was not a problem. The Great Depression was in 1934. Roosevelt officially took office with the support of his elders, and after taking office, he began to implement the "Recovery Plan."

Chen Ke did not pay too much attention to Roosevelt's New Deal. This New Deal would fall into a major economic crisis again by 1937. Roosevelt did indeed restrain the exorbitant taxation and tyranny of the financial plutocrats, but without changing the essence of the capitalist system, the United States was still borrowing national debt to engage in development. To put it plainly, it was still letting the laborers pay the bill for the capitalists. Without World War II releasing America's productivity, the outcome of the New Deal would probably not be much better.

At this time, China had only one strategic goal: the Dutch East Indies. Historically, the United States only began to expand its armaments in 1938 and only possessed relatively powerful military strength in 1940. China's military construction had its own methods. Army commanders were all trained at the grassroots level, then entered military academies for advanced studies, and military academy graduates also received grassroots work assignments. In this respect, China not only far exceeded Japan and Britain, but even far exceeded the United States. Among these three countries, Japanese and British soldiers had no chance to become officers, and American soldiers were also basically cut off from becoming officers.

Eliminating the Netherlands in 1937 would give China a relatively sufficient amount of time to complete the subsequent strategic deployment. Even Chen Ke felt uneasy about a total war. Even though from any angle, there was no possibility of China failing, the feeling of unease was still difficult to dispel.

At this time, his daughter's marriage made Chen Ke feel that he was truly old. The groom was a classmate of Chen Ke's daughter, a nice person, studying mathematics. After graduating from university, he worked in statistics at the grassroots level for three years. Now he had returned to school for postgraduate studies. When this child saw Chen Ke for the first time, his face went a bit pale from nervousness.

After the meeting ended, He Ying scolded Chen Ke, "Why were you keeping a straight face? Look how you scared that child!"

Chen Ke thought to himself, In such a situation where we are about to go to war immediately, I really can't smile. Moreover, that child is too tender, looking like a silly child doing academic research. I like the strong and powerful type.

He Ying had been husband and wife with Chen Ke for so many years, how could she not know Chen Ke's thoughts? She advised, "That child looks a bit weak, but his character is good."

Chen Ke did not quite agree with this view. "Marriage is for living life. The big lazy one orders the small lazy one, and the small lazy one stares in anger. Struggle is omnipresent."

"Come, come, come! Tell me, what kind of struggle method is it!" He Ying immediately questioned her husband unceremoniously.

Chen Ke knew that He Ying wanted to amuse him. He finally couldn't help but smile bitterly. "Look, in our family, you, my dear matriarch, are the head of the household. Whatever you tell the three of us to do, we still try our best to obey."

He Ying was amused to the point of anger. "When have the three of you ever listened to my words! Let's not talk about your daughter, she has battled wits and courage with me since childhood. The son is even more disobedient. As for you, when have you ever truly listened to me? How come I don't know about it?"

Young couples become companions in old age. The bickering between He Ying and Chen Ke was becoming more frequent. Chen Ke also knew that He Ying wasn't really angry; she never spoke when she was truly angry. Chen Ke smiled, "Alright, alright. Every family has its own difficult scripture to read. You women are born to maintain the family. I really have no objection to our daughter's marriage. I'll only say one thing. I don't know much about that child. The only problem lies in the fact that I don't know if, in his heart, he feels he is marrying classmate Chen Qianru, or marrying Chen Ke's daughter. I sincerely hope he holds the former attitude. If he holds the mentality of becoming a Fuma, I absolutely cannot agree to this matter."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, He Ying did not refute him anymore. Back then, her aunt He Qian married into the Sun family. Sun Yongsheng flipped his face as soon as the He family had an accident because he didn't have the intention of truly taking a wife. Sun Yongsheng also didn't take a clear stand to protect his wife He Qian, which led to the tragedy. Chen Ke's worry was not without reason. The Imperial family is the most ruthless, not because they are inherently ruthless, but because the people around them are never tolerant towards these people. If the communist era described by Marx could be reached, marriage would only be an emotional issue between a man and a woman, not involving interests. At that time, whether life was good or not would be a problem for the two people, and conflicts of interest and family contradictions would be matters between the two people. It was far from reaching that era now. Once family interest issues were dragged in, things would be troublesome. Even if that child treated Chen Ke with the same mentality that Chen Ke treated his father-in-law He Ruming, Chen Ke could accept it.

Finally, under Chen Qianru's command, the boy seriously paid a formal visit to his prospective father-in-law Chen Ke once. Even though he was still timid, he at least very sincerely expressed his attitude to Chen Ke, wanting to live with Chen Qianru and build a family together. Having at least heard the words he wanted to hear, and seeing that Chen Qianru's attitude was still very firm, Chen Ke could only agree.

At this time, the People's Party had already implemented the policy of "Practicing Strict Economy." Especially for Party members and civil servants, weddings absolutely could not be extravagant. Chen Ke also didn't like grand banquets. When not discussing work, Chen Ke would rather stay alone reading books than participate in so many social activities. Marriage was just getting a certificate, taking a photo, having a meal with relatives and friends from both sides, and holding a small tea-serving ceremony.

The other party's parents were high-level intellectuals working in Hebei, and they were extraordinarily respectful towards Chen Ke, a senior in the scientific community. Chen Ke was not polite either. He asked amiably, "I have this plan, to provide a sum of money for the children to buy a house."

The two were stunned upon hearing this. Chen Ke's in-law mother tentatively said, "Chairman Chen, since our children are married, I'll call you Big Brother. Big Brother Chen, do you want the children to buy a house in Zhengzhou?"

"Whether buying in Zhengzhou or in Hebei is not the problem. I feel that since the children are married, they must have their own house," Chen Ke replied.

The other party wasn't stupid. They understood immediately that Chen Ke hoped the children could live independently. In these years, more and more children were setting up their own households to live. At least in the cities, large clans were in a state of complete disintegration. Chen Ke's in-laws agreed readily, "We will provide the money to buy this house."

Chen Ke smiled. "Why should we pay? Let them apply for a loan themselves. If we old fogies must pay, in this era men and women are equal, so let's each pay half."

Seeing Chen Ke's attitude was so firm, the other party couldn't help but smile. "Big Brother Chen, rest assured, we will definitely treat Qianru like our own daughter."

Chen Ke thought to himself, Stop bullshitting me. Saying 'like our own daughter' obviously means you want my daughter to serve you like her own parents. Leaving aside whether my daughter is willing or not, I first of all cannot accept it. Thinking of this, Chen Ke smiled, "In modern industrial society, raising children to provide for old age is not very realistic. When we are old, they will have elders above and little ones below. We should still rely more on ourselves and not bother them. I don't even count on this child to take care of me. If they can live their own lives well, I'll thank Heaven and Earth!"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, although Chen Ke's in-laws forced a smile, their expressions were not very good. They tentatively said, "I think let's buy the house in Hebei."

"That's fine!" Chen Ke did not tangle over this matter. As long as they lived separately, there would be no issues. Contradictions are omnipresent. Daughters-in-law and mothers-in-law have natural contradictions. This is fundamentally not a problem that can be solved by reason and rationality.

After marrying off his daughter, Chen Ke felt incredibly unhappy in his heart. He Ying also secretly shed tears. Chen Ke could only speak more with He Ying. "Children growing up must build their own families. Natural law, natural law. In a few years, you'll be a grandmother! Having a little grandson, how interesting that will be."

He Ying burst out laughing with tears in her eyes. "Wen Qing, what you say isn't wrong, but I still feel bad in my heart."

"Don't feel bad, I'm still here. When I retire, I'll accompany you every day. Let's the two of us live to be a hundred!" Chen Ke held his wife's hand and started talking about all sorts of unrealistic silly things.

"Living to a hundred, we'd be tired to death. Not to mention that much, what can we still do after living past seventy?" He Ying also held Chen Ke's hand and said slowly.

"After living past seventy, we can wait for death," Chen Ke smiled.

He Ying sighed. "It seems that's the only way." After saying this, He Ying leaned against Chen Ke. "When the time comes, it would be quite good if we could just sit leaning against each other like this every day. But Wen Qing, can you really retire?"

Chen Ke dared not talk big anymore. With his work, being able to retire would be a joke. The leaders of the major powers in WWII: Roosevelt died at his post; Uncle Steel lived through WWII but also died at his post; the Little Mustache could be considered to have died for his country; Fatty Qiu could blow his own trumpet about being the WWII wartime Prime Minister, but he was fundamentally not the leader of Britain. As for De Gaulle, he was just the head of the Free French resistance movement, far from being the leader of France.

Sitting in this position, one must have this consciousness: risk this life to serve the country.

Chen Ke embraced He Ying. "As long as I have free time, I will accompany you. In case I'm lucky enough to get sick, finding a chance to slack off, you must accompany me."

He Ying grabbed Chen Ke's arm. "What nonsense are you talking about? I don't want you to get sick." Of course, she didn't know that what her husband was thinking of at this time was US President Roosevelt. This old man had numerous lovers. When he died, the one by Roosevelt's side was one of Roosevelt's mistresses, not Roosevelt's wife. For this matter, Roosevelt's wife never forgave Roosevelt until her death.

Even when discussing family matters, Chen Ke's thoughts would involuntarily turn to work. In the future, China's greatest opponent would be the United States. Now he had to consider the possibility of war with the United States and begin to make comprehensive preparations.

However, on July 7, 1935, a piece of news came from the Dutch East Indies. Several large Chinese oil palm plantations in the local area were attacked, with heavy casualties. The Dutch East Indies authorities not only did not investigate immediately but instead sealed up several plantations on the grounds that Chinese pioneers illegally possessed large quantities of weapons.

After this news reached China, the Chinese side was shaken. What were the Dutch trying to do? Chinese compatriots, especially oil palm plantations with Chinese official backgrounds, being attacked was a completely different matter from the Bank of China being made things difficult for. The bank issue was a matter of financial sovereignty between nations; the People's Party could not use that as an excuse to start a war no matter what. But after plantations were attacked and lives were lost, the Dutch authorities began to make things difficult for Chinese capital. Even placed on the international stage, this could be used as an excuse for war.

Could it be that someone inside the Dutch East Indies wanted to "collude with the Communists and sell out the Dutch"?
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Chapter 83: Looking South (3)

Gu Weijun had long decided to make a living in diplomacy. Having served as the Acting Foreign Minister for the Beiyang government over a decade ago, he was now about to become the Acting Foreign Minister of New China. Seeing that he would likely officially become the Foreign Minister within a year or so, he couldn't help but sigh with emotion while chatting with his father-in-law and wife.

His wife, Tang Baoyue, wasn't too surprised. As a key civil servant in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, it would be strange if Gu Weijun didn't become the Foreign Minister. Gu Weijun's father-in-law, Tang Shaoyi, had already retired from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. He was more concerned about the People's Party's thoughts on the British. Tang Shaoyi said, "Whether there are British people supporting the Netherlands behind the scenes is a matter that must be considered."

"The Central Committee has already issued orders to deploy troops along the Sino-British border. Once the British take any military action, we will immediately send troops," Gu Weijun replied.

"..." Tang Shaoyi was stunned. After a long while, he asked in surprise, "Are we not going to investigate first?"

Gu Weijun explained to his father-in-law, "The Central Committee's meaning is that since Britain will be an enemy sooner or later, and we will have to fight them eventually, even if we fight the British by mistake now, it's not a big deal."

Hearing this unreasonable attitude, Tang Shaoyi had a mixture of expressions on his face. Finally, he couldn't help but burst into tears.

Tang Baoyue didn't expect her father to cry and was startled. She quickly took out a handkerchief and handed it to her father, asking in surprise, "Father, what's wrong?"

Tang Shaoyi wiped his tears indiscriminately with the handkerchief. He let his daughter sit down and said with a slightly choked voice, "I didn't expect to see such a China in my lifetime. Thinking of the past, I just couldn't help myself."

Gu Weijun could understand Tang Shaoyi's excitement. Since childhood, he had decided to serve his country because he saw China being bullied by foreign countries. When the People's Party first started the revolution, it coincided with the Russo-Japanese War, and the Qing Dynasty actually "remained neutral" in a war fought on Chinese soil. Now, Russia had spat out the territory it had seized from China, and Japan had long been beaten violently several times. What China lost in the First Sino-Japanese War had been taken back. Japan now dared not make any military threats against China at all.

Even facing the world hegemon, Britain, China now had an attitude that as long as they fought, they would definitely win, so there was no need to consider whether the British were wrongly accused. Even seeing it with his own eyes and experiencing it personally, Gu Weijun felt like he was dreaming. However, this was not a dream. The total size of China's army, navy, and air force had expanded to 5 million, and the total number of engineering and railway troops had also reached 5 million. When millions of troops marched south, the Indochina Peninsula could be taken in a snap of the fingers.

Even if the British counterattacked, so what? If Britain didn't counterattack, China would at most fight in the Indochina Peninsula and Burma. If Britain counterattacked, China would march into India. On the vast land, China feared no enemy.

Tang Shaoyi had the same understanding. The People's Party not only possessed powerful military strength, but its leader, Chen Ke, had a heart of stone and would absolutely not waver or fear. After sighing for a while, Tang Shaoyi asked, "Then what are the plans for the Netherlands?"

"As far as I know, I'm afraid war will be declared very soon. It just takes some time for pre-war preparations," Gu Weijun replied.

Hearing his son-in-law's words, Tang Shaoyi sighed, "Is the People's Party preparing to expand the territory?"

In fact, the People's Party had already expanded the territory. Vietnam Province and Laos Province were territories that China had not officially incorporated for hundreds of years. In the industrial age, high mountains, deserts, and tropical rainforests could not stop the footsteps of an industrial country. After a few railways were built into them, these wild southern lands became an inseparable part of China. Tang Shaoyi had been involved in diplomacy for so many years, so he naturally knew the traditional relationship between Southeast Asia and China. If a war between China and Britain really broke out, China would just be reigning over this "old territory" of Southeast Asia again.

"This hasn't been said. We'll take it one step at a time. Weak countries have no diplomacy," Gu Weijun replied. "Weak countries have no diplomacy" is one of the orders of this world. When China was a weak country, naturally there was no Chinese diplomacy. When Britain and the Netherlands became weak countries, naturally there would be no diplomacy belonging to them either. What cannot be won on the battlefield naturally cannot be won at the negotiation table. This is the same for everyone.

Hearing the phrase "weak countries have no diplomacy," Tang Shaoyi couldn't help but burst into old tears again. It took him a good while to hold back his tears. "Thinking back to the various things of the Qing Dynasty and even the Beiyang government, it is truly heartbreaking. Clearly, China could be so powerful, yet it was bullied by foreigners to that extent. In the past, it was I who couldn't see through the situation and wanted to serve them. Sigh!"

Tang Baoyue didn't quite understand these things. She couldn't help but want to make a joke to ease the atmosphere. "How come I hear rumors outside that Chairman Chen is actually a descendant of the Aisin Gioro family?"

"That is absolutely impossible," Tang Shaoyi immediately interrupted his daughter. "Since Chairman Chen said he is Han, then he must be Han. How are the Manchus worthy of being related to us Han people?"

Being scolded by her father like this, Tang Baoyue also knew she had said the wrong thing. She didn't continue the conversation and just sat quietly accompanying them.

Tang Shaoyi ignored his daughter and turned to his son-in-law, "Since the Central Committee believes we can definitely win, Shaochuan, you must do your job well. This is a major event!"

China was already preparing for war, but the Dutch had not discovered signs of this. While this was partly because Dutch intelligence work in China was poor, the Netherlands also had its own "difficulties."

As colonialists, their main job was to oppress the people of the colonies. The Netherlands, an old colonialist, was different from the new colonialism of the United States, which did not jump to the front stage directly but acted as the behind-the-scenes boss of the colony "pig farm." The colony was the Netherlands' "hunting ground," and the Dutch held the power of life and death in the colony.

Originally, the Chinese in the Dutch East Indies were fat sheep. After China's resurgence, the Chinese had backing. Not only did their businesses grow bigger and bigger, but they also dared to use legal weapons to protect their interests in the Dutch East Indies with the support of Chinese enterprises. Previously, Chinese people didn't pay attention to the law, so they could be molded at will. The "hard bones" shown by Wang Qinian after being arrested set an example for the overseas Chinese in the Dutch East Indies. In addition, the Chinese Grand Fleet took a "tour" to the Dutch East Indies, which greatly shocked the local Dutch rulers. The Dutch side felt immense pressure, so they had to make a move to strike at the Chinese people's "arrogance."

China mobilized a large number of troops to the Sino-British border, not only on the border of Burma. From north to south, in the former Russian Kazakhstan, now China's Western Regions Province, in the areas bordering India and Afghanistan, in the Tibet region, and in the Burma region, China increased its troop deployments.

The British were not stupid. Looking at this posture, they knew there was an ulterior motive. China and Britain were far from the point of needing to meet with arms. So the purpose of doing this remained only one, and that was to intimidate Britain not to act recklessly. Obviously, China was going to make a move on the Netherlands.

After the British Minister tried every means to see Chen Ke but was delayed in every way by Acting Foreign Minister Gu Weijun, Chen Ke finally met the British Minister on August 4, 1935. The British side knew that Chen Ke actually spoke very frankly. He didn't even exchange pleasantries and asked straight away, "Is the Chinese side going to declare war on the Netherlands?"

"Yes," Chen Ke replied frankly.

The British Minister said loudly, "We, Britain, oppose China taking such an action!"

Chen Ke looked the British Minister up and down and replied in a very friendly yet regretful tone, "As a descendant of drug dealers, don't you feel you should be ashamed to say that?"

The British Minister certainly didn't feel there was anything to be ashamed of. Winning against China in the Opium War was still a glory for Britain. Hearing Chen Ke's words, the British Minister immediately understood China's attitude. He replied solemnly, "We, Britain, firmly oppose China's practice of intensifying contradictions."

Chen Ke smiled and said, "You don't need to oppose our practice anymore. By the time you arrived here, our National People's Congress has already passed the decision to declare war on the Netherlands, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs has formally submitted the declaration of war to the Netherlands."

China's swift approach to war startled the British. They originally thought China might still resolve the recent conflicts through diplomatic channels by exerting pressure and demonstrating. They didn't expect China's approach to be even more ruthless than Britain had imagined. They mobilized troops not to exert pressure, but to really prepare for war. Now things were clear. If Britain fought together with the Netherlands, Chinese troops would rush across the Sino-British border like a tide and kill their way into British colonies.

The Minister to China was a smart man. He didn't make any ruthless remarks. Because with his status, he could not decide Britain's strategy towards China. Especially, he could not decide the strategic issue of whether Britain should go to war with China. Speaking rudely at this time was meaningless. The British Minister glared at Chen Ke with hatred, stood up, and took his leave.

Just at this time, China's special task force had already arrived at a distance of 300 kilometers from the destination, the Dutch East Indies city of Balikpapan.

Balikpapan was an important oil-producing area. Southeast Asian oil was mainly light oil. Although it couldn't compare to the high-quality light oil of later-generation Libya that could be poured directly into diesel engines, its overall quality was still much higher than the oil produced locally in China. China's first target was Borneo, which was the land of the former Lanfang Republic, so they definitely had to capture Balikpapan.

The strategy formulated by Chen Ke was simple: sustain the war by means of war. After capturing Balikpapan, China could utilize the local oil wells on the spot. The Chinese side had long designed and produced several field oil refineries. Even if the output of the refineries wasn't high, it was still much more convenient than transporting fuel across the South China Sea from thousands of miles away.

With that little bit of military strength of the Dutch, it was simply impossible for them to sabotage these refineries. The only ones capable of sabotage were the British. Of course, if Britain decided to have a war with China for the sake of the Dutch East Indies, then China wouldn't mind having a land battle with the British in Burma and the Indochina Peninsula. Viewing the war purely from the perspective of odds of winning, fighting a land battle with the British undoubtedly had higher odds. If the war really developed to this step, China would cross the Strait of Malacca directly from Singapore. At that time, the Dutch East Indies would only be finished faster.

As for British retaliation, China's submarines and land-based torpedo attack aircraft had verified many times that they could annihilate a large formation of battleships within 200 kilometers at sea. If the British battleship formation with WWI levels came over to retaliate, it would just be acting cute and seeking death.

As for economic issues, with the Great Depression developing to this point, apart from Germany and the United States "temporarily walking out" of the Great Depression, other countries could only be described as "getting used to it." The economy driven by China through the liberation of the Dutch East Indies would be far more massive than that little bit of trade. China did not live by exploiting colonies, but by developing productive forces and increasing national strength through labor. Calculating purely by cost, this vast Dutch East Indies was vast "means of production." Once this war was won, such huge means of production would be incorporated into China's production system. The war dividends would be enough to drive China's economic construction for ten years.

The doubts within the People's Party about this war were only about whether it could be won. No one had jumped out to oppose the war yet. The banks and the Ministry of Commerce were staunch supporters of the war.

Before the war, China had already notified the Soviet Union of China's decision. Chen Ke clearly and unmistakably told Uncle Iron Man (Stalin) that China didn't want to drag the Soviet Union into the water, but hoped the Soviet Union could abide by the content of the "Sino-Soviet Friendship Treaty" and not provide any passage to potential anti-China countries.

Seeing that China really had no intention of dragging the Soviet Union into the water, Uncle Iron Man immediately replied, "The 'Sino-Soviet Friendship Treaty' allows no desecration."

As for the reason for declaring war, there was no need for a reason to declare war these days. It was easiest for China to find examples of being bullied. After listing a series of Dutch crimes, China formally declared war on the Netherlands.

The Dutch obviously didn't expect China to decide on war so crisply and neatly. There were no signs of the Dutch fleet gathering on the sea surface near Balikpapan.

The special task force had a layout of two aircraft carriers and two battleships, while underwater there was a powerful strike force composed of 32 submarines. Reaching a distance of less than 150 kilometers from Balikpapan, first the reconnaissance aircraft, then the destroyers serving as the vanguard surface combat group, and the submarines underwater all discovered the tracks of Dutch warships.

Different from the last grand parade, the Chinese Fleet Commander Zhu Yao issued the order, "Begin the attack!"

The commanders and fighters on the aircraft carriers who had long been waiting at their posts immediately took action. After adjusting the direction, the flight flag was raised on the conning tower of the warship. The ground commander, wearing a conspicuous bright yellow vest and a helmet, squatted down neatly. He bent his side leg, placed his left hand on his left leg, extended his right arm flat, pointed his index and middle fingers in the direction of the aircraft takeoff, clenched the other fingers of his right hand into a fist, and turned his face sideways towards the takeoff direction.

Then the first aircraft began to slide on the deck. The speed of the aircraft sliding became faster and faster. After the fuselage crossed the edge of the takeoff deck, the aircraft sank downwards as if falling. Even though all the staff on the deck had seen this situation many times, their hearts still couldn't help but sink fiercely like the aircraft. A moment later, that aircraft was seen slowly climbing upwards from a farther place. The aircraft didn't fall but continued to fly.

The pilot of the first flight must be the pilot with the highest skill. Because there was no catapult, the takeoff distance for the first flight was the shortest, and the loss rate of the first flight pilots of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was the highest. Seeing the successful first flight, a loud cheer erupted on the entire warship!

The pilots behind had it much easier. After four or five aircraft flew out consecutively, the pilots behind could even make the aircraft take off before gliding to the end of the ski-jump deck. Every aircraft smoothly retracted its landing gear and joined the formation of the preceding aircraft circling the aircraft carrier. The scale of the air group in the sky became larger and larger, and finally, a large air group totaling more than 50 aircraft headed towards Balikpapan.

Watching the air group disappear from sight, on the battleship serving as the flagship, Commander Zhu Yao couldn't help but heave a sigh of relief.
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In the combat history of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army recorded later, the Battle of Balikpapan was termed "a battle of historic significance, where the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army completely annihilated the defending enemy at Balikpapan." This phrasing looks magnificent and atmospheric; it was the text the compilers came up with after great effort.

From the perspective of battle results, a total of three Dutch warships were sunk, with a total tonnage of less than 1,500 tons. More than 200 "Dutch armed forces," including police, were killed or captured. The number of commanders and fighters on any single large warship participating in this operation was far greater than this group of "Dutch armed forces."

The evaluation of "historic significance" was correct, however. The Chinese Navy had traveled thousands of miles to fight for the first time and achieved complete victory. Even if the scale of the battle was insignificant, being able to implement a war of such scale was itself a great achievement.

After the war began, the Chinese submarine force began to disperse, patrolling new sea lanes. Aerial reconnaissance planes took off non-stop during the day, trying hard to find traces of the nearby Dutch Navy. The purpose of this war was to swallow the Dutch East Indies, not a short-term decisive battle. A large number of convoys transporting supplies set off from Cambodia, Guangdong, and Taiwan, beginning transportation towards Balikpapan.

The Dutch knew their navy and air force were no match for the Chinese. What they relied on was the colonial system supported by the British. Whoever challenged this colonial system would be at odds with the world's boss, Britain. The Netherlands never expected China to jump out directly and beat the Netherlands so painfully.

The war broke out on August 4th. Four weeks later, on September 1st, near a small beach in northeastern Borneo, two Chinese units riding bicycles met head-on. These were military bicycles produced by the Forever Bicycle Factory. The appearance imitated the configuration of later generations' mountain bikes, only fully utilizing the positions of various racks. Although it was September, every soldier was dressed tightly enough. Even the places that weren't tight enough were coated with anti-bite ointment. Sweat flowed, washing out tracks. A layer of salt stains from repeated sweating formed on the camouflage uniforms.

After the two teams met head-on, there was no expression of jubilation. The comrades threw down their bicycles and lay down on the picturesque beach, all motionless.

This was also a scene worth recording in history. After the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army occupied Balikpapan, they immediately crossed the rain forest-covered areas under the leadership of local overseas Chinese and intelligence personnel in Borneo, launching attacks on Dutch strongholds in Borneo. For hundreds of years, the Netherlands had never imagined that one day more than 100,000 troops would suddenly land on Borneo. Those strongholds were not fortress-types built for large-scale campaigns at all, and the number of defenders was also very limited. Under the fierce blows of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, these strongholds were finished one after another. Some strongholds didn't even have battles; after the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army surrounded the stronghold, the Dutch inside surrendered.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army naturally wouldn't foolishly think the fighting was over from then on. In addition to aerial reconnaissance and mapping, ground reconnaissance troops divided into hundreds of small detachments to start exploring the whole island. These two small detachments belonged to the two routes that had traveled the farthest. There were now three countries on Borneo: British Malaya in the north, a Sultanate, and the rest was the Dutch East Indies. One branch of the reconnaissance troops went clockwise, the other counter-clockwise, and they finally met after each circling half the territory of the Dutch East Indies.

In the pre-war planning, Borneo was a large island that China was determined to incorporate into its territory. Even in the worst-case scenario, where China faced attacks from the combined forces of Europe and the United States, China would not easily give up this old land of the Lanfang Republic.

To possess this island, one must understand it and personally walk through it. The main task of the vanguard troops in the small detachments was to explore the path and find passable routes. The soldiers experienced the scorching sun, rainstorms, mosquito bites, attacks by poisonous snakes and wild beasts, sweating and bleeding. Using a relay method, they finally walked a circle around Borneo in four weeks.

The specific path walked by these two small detachments was less than one-sixteenth of Borneo. Before the previous small detachment was exhausted and unable to move forward, they would find a passage to the seaside, and while the Navy conducted hydrological surveys of Borneo, they would drop off a new small team. The comrades walking inland had it much harder; it was difficult even to replace them, because the replacement teams also had to personally walk the road explored or even opened up by the previous teams before they could continue to explore forward.

Now that the reconnaissance troops had met, it proved that it was completely possible to march around Borneo on foot. When marching, the comrades had no distractions, but once the goal was completed, the accumulated immense fatigue instantly drained them of almost all their strength. After lying down for nearly an hour, the captains of the two small detachments barely managed to crawl up, exchanging intelligence while starting to set up the radio.

The Navy naturally had the Navy's tasks and could not accompany the small detachments at all times. After the telegram was sent, a response was received quickly. The troops were required to stand by in place for the time being.

"What's going on? Is there fighting at sea?" The two captains felt very surprised. It was just that the nearest small detachment was also two days away from them. Chatting via radio was a completely unrealistic idea. Since the superior ordered to stand by, one captain directed the comrades to set up tents, and the other took a few comrades who could still walk to scout the terrain nearby.

Because they had been running on land all the time, the comrades' feeling about the war was still the situation during the pre-war mobilization: "The troops must first get rid of the Dutch reactionary navy at sea." This was not the troops deceiving the comrades; in reality, this was also the most reasonable option. It's just that facts often easily exceed imagination.

Since the troops began landing on August 4th, in the following four weeks, the Netherlands did send warships to try to harass China. The number of Dutch warships was only thirty or forty, and the tonnage was very limited. Since China's battleships had already joined the war, the Netherlands did not want to humiliate themselves. Not to mention there were heaven knows how many Chinese submarines underwater. Even with such an indecisive attitude, under China's strict aerial reconnaissance and maritime defense, the Netherlands still lost seven warships. This war only had a sufficient sortie scale on the first day of fighting; in the following half month, the fighting at sea was very limited.

For the Chinese side, this was a golden opportunity. In half a month, China transported a large amount of supplies to Balikpapan, not only quickly restoring local oil production but also adding a lot of simple and easy-to-operate oil refining equipment.

Transportation and construction were operations that had been drilled many times domestically. Not only factory equipment but also numerous supplies, and even a large amount of vegetable seeds and chemical fertilizers were transported. The Chinese army never forgot to handle logistics themselves.

There were few battles at sea, but not few on land. In this precious half month, the Chinese Army resolved all Dutch strongholds on Borneo. They massed troops on the border between the Dutch East Indies and British Malaya.

During this period, the Dutch East Indies side was not idle either; their main work in this half month was holding meetings. Reporting to the country, the Dutch East Indies authorities holding meetings, and meeting with the British. The only thing accomplished was that the Netherlands also declared war on China. Apart from this, the Dutch didn't figure out any clues.

China had changed very, very much in these years, yet in the eyes of the Dutch, the China of 1935 was no different from the China invaded by the Eight-Nation Alliance in 1900. Once inherent impressions are formed, they are extremely difficult to break. The Netherlands dared to boldly challenge China, but never thought China would really come knocking. Encountering sudden changes, both the Dutch homeland in Europe and the Dutch East Indies authorities were dumbfounded. The Dutch central government and local authorities had neither a strategic design for a war with China nor campaign preparations. Since the Chinese Navy held the advantage, and the Netherlands lost several ships in succession, they couldn't even figure out how to conduct naval battles.

One thing was crystal clear to the Dutch: the Netherlands was clinging tightly to Britain's coattails in Southeast Asia. Now Britain was the world boss; as long as the British came forward to solve it, the Netherlands should be able to get rid of China. The Dutch central government and local authorities were working hard to request British help.

Britain knew this little brother needed the big brother to prop up the scene. In the past four weeks, China had only attacked Borneo and had not continued to advance to other islands of the Dutch East Indies. Just a glance at the map of Southeast Asia would make it clear that the Dutch East Indies belonged to the heartland of Southeast Asia, and Borneo was geographically the heartland of the Dutch East Indies. Even if the Chinese only occupied Borneo, it was tantamount to inserting a sharp knife into Southeast Asia.

Theoretically, Britain should indeed come forward to oppose it. In fact, there were a few MPs shouting for Britain to teach China a lesson, and most British MPs believed that China must withdraw from the Dutch East Indies unconditionally. But the British had been the hegemon of the world for hundreds of years, and their intelligence was absolutely not an issue. China massing troops on the Sino-British border—its attitude was self-evident. In the eyes of the British, China's leader Chen Ke was the prototype of a "dictator," bold and fearless, cruel and incomparable. If Britain really issued a war threat to China without being prepared for war, Chen Ke would probably really dare to make a move against Britain.

It's one thing for a little brother to be beaten, but another thing for the big brother to be beaten personally after issuing a threat. The British wanted to make more sufficient preparations, at least transferring more warships to Southeast Asia, and secondly wanted to delay time so China wouldn't launch more attacks. So the British side issued a relatively mildly worded suggestion to China, requesting China and the Netherlands to negotiate.

This request for negotiation was something China had never expected. In the strategic plan, China thought the best-case scenario was for the Dutch Navy to launch a suicide group attack after the war started. Unexpectedly, in reality, the response of the Netherlands and Britain was several times better than imagined. For every day the Netherlands and Britain dragged on, China gained an extra point of preparation. Since Britain and the Netherlands wanted to drag, then let's drag!

Thus, the airfield runways paved with pure steel plates gradually turned into runways paved with quick-drying cement and steel plates. Then, the site selection for large airports ended..., precise mapping work for large airports began..., excavation work for small airport runways began..., engineering machinery and equipment transported from China were put into use..., more than 100 sets of mobile small-scale oil refining equipment were debugged, capable of producing more than 5,000 tons of gasoline and diesel daily...

Colonialists found it hard to understand China's strategy. Their purpose of seizing land was to drive the people on this land to create profits for the colonialists. Just as after the Netherlands occupied the Spice Islands, they drove the local natives to plant spices and made a fortune through the spice trade. In China's current strategy, China itself would rely on its own labor to the greatest extent to complete the construction. This construction time was naturally the longer the better.

The British were certainly not fools. Although they didn't know exactly what was being transported by sea, seeing China transporting supplies to Borneo ship after ship, it didn't look like a good thing no matter how you looked at it. The various delays shown by China in the negotiations also proved that China had no intention of withdrawing at all. The British released a piece of news, "In view of the situation in Southeast Asia, Britain has leased a batch of warships to the Netherlands."

It was said to be leasing warships, but the personnel on the ships were also "leased" to the Netherlands; just taking down the British flag and hanging the Dutch flag would do.

"Will the British send this fleet to attack our communication lines?" It was not surprising that the British would make a move; rather, to what extent the British would make a move was the Military Commission's biggest question.

"Send all submarines out! Including the submarines in the direction of Japan." Chen Ke ordered. If the negotiations could be dragged on for another month, that would be great. Chen Ke felt slightly regretful. After another month of delay, China's airports in Borneo would be basically completed, especially the oil transportation and storage parts would likely be completed. The air and sea search radar systems could also be debugged. At that time, even if Borneo couldn't be called impregnable, it could at least resist the attacks of Britain and the Netherlands in a very layered way. "At the same time, proceed with the next step of the plan, cross the sea to attack Sulawesi."
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Gu Weijun had been getting annoyed with the negotiations recently. When both negotiating parties lacked a common standpoint, in the words of the *jianghu*, it was called "when words do not agree, even half a sentence is too much." Both sides sat there talking with flying spittle, discussing back and forth only one thing: "We have deep contradictions between us that must be resolved by war!"

The Netherlands actually did not want to talk to China. Recently, the Netherlands had also worked hard to launch a public opinion war in Europe, loudly proclaiming that China was the "Yellow Peril" and the chief culprit threatening world peace. It was just that the Europe and America of this time were completely different from the Europe and America of 35 years ago. The Soviet Union was rejected by Europe and the United States, so naturally, it refused to participate in the anti-China rhetoric. Germany welcomed any policy that could attract the attention of Britain and France, only with the attitude of "you go die, I'll make the money." Germany asked the Netherlands if they wanted to buy German weapons and equipment.

With the Germans being so enthusiastic, France naturally couldn't let it pass. The French had absolutely no interest in sending tens of thousands of people to China to die, but selling equipment to the Netherlands was no problem at all. France stated that it could provide any amount of military equipment to the Netherlands.

The British wanted to maintain the face of the world's boss, but like other European countries, Britain did not want to send an army to fight a war with China's millions of troops on the Asian mainland. The Netherlands was a European country, that was true. But even if the Dutch were sold out completely, the money from selling them would simply not be enough to support a war involving millions of soldiers and flying flesh and blood.

As for the United States, Roosevelt and the American *zaibatsu* could not find any reason to truly stick their necks out for the Netherlands. The Netherlands had participated in that anti-China maritime alliance led by Japan; in the eyes of any European or American country, this was a naked military provocation. It was not inconceivable in this world for the Chinese to settle accounts after the autumn harvest. When the United States seized the Philippines controlled by Spain back then, the excuse was even manufactured by the United States itself. The only accident in this matter was that the weak country of China from decades ago had made a move, but what did this have to do with the United States? Spend huge funds to go to war with China? What the United States needed right now was a large amount of funds to save the American economy.

The key to all this lay in cost. China's army was difficult to defeat, its naval power was not weak, and its air force was a first-rate air force in Asia. The cost of a war with China was too high. All countries determined that this was a war where small-scale intervention was meaningless, and large-scale intervention showed no benefits at all. The Dutch running around and crying out in Europe appeared useless. In desperation, the Netherlands ran to Japan, requesting Japan to send troops.

Before the Japanese military headquarters had any ideas, Kita Ikki leaked the news. According to the intelligence provided by Kita Ikki, Japan's attitude was exactly the same as that of France and Germany. Japan was willing to provide any amount of weapons and equipment to the Netherlands on a cash payment basis. As long as the Netherlands paid enough money, selling the Combined Fleet to the Netherlands would be no problem.

Gu Weijun was a very serious person, but after receiving this news, he felt a sense of not knowing whether to laugh or cry. Before the war started, every high-level official felt uneasy. Only Chen Ke alone maintained an appearance as if nothing was happening. After the war started, at least in the early stages of the war, the whole situation presented a posture extremely favorable to China. Gu Weijun now understood what a leader was. A leader was someone who, when others couldn't understand the situation, clearly saw the development of the general trend. By the time the leader made a move, the outcome was already set.

Of course, what Gu Weijun admired even more was that Chen Ke did not have the slightest arrogance. Before the war started, Chen Ke had ordered that this war must be completely ended before 1937 no matter what. Since Chen Ke said so, Gu Weijun could only believe what Chen Ke said, "By 1934, the Great Depression will have temporarily ended. At this time, all countries are desperately restoring production and have no strength to participate in this military conflict between China and the Netherlands. But by 1937 at the latest, the crisis of the later stage of the Great Depression will break out. At that time, countries will have exhausted their domestic means, and will either have revolutions break out or go to foreign wars. Our strategic window of opportunity is only this little bit of time."

Negotiations continued intermittently like this. By mid-September 1935, Gu Weijun learned that China had already conquered Sulawesi Island, and new attacks against the islands of New Guinea had also begun. The Dutch Navy and those warships "leased" from Britain had never participated in the fighting. This navy had been cruising between Java and Sumatra, centered on Malacca. Judging by their posture, they wanted to prevent China from attacking these areas.

According to Gu Weijun's judgment, this was also the British bottom line: they absolutely could not accept China threatening shipping in the Strait of Malacca. These were also Chen Ke's "relatively optimistic" judgments. China seizing Borneo, which was currently a barren land, and the islands west of Borneo would not go so far as to trigger a fierce military conflict. If China wanted to seize the Strait of Malacca, a key point in the Western Pacific, the British would not sit idly by.

Gu Weijun knew very well that what China really wanted was this piece of land. This land possessed a large amount of oil. It was said there was a very optimistic estimate that the oil output in this area could exceed 15 million tons per year. Added to China's existing domestic output of 15 million tons, China could have an oil output of over 30 million tons a year.

The most absurd thing was that Britain actually hadn't interrupted its oil trade with China. According to the oil trade of over 20 million tons a year reached between China and Britain, plus the 20 million tons of oil trade between China and the United States, China would have an oil supply of 70 million tons in the coming year.

Even if he didn't understand military affairs, Gu Weijun still felt a thick flavor of conspiracy in this. An indescribable sense of dissonance made Gu Weijun feel very uncomfortable.

The frontline troops didn't consider so much. Not encountering enemies at sea was a very relaxing thing for China. The biggest problem now was not the enemy, but that the Dutch East Indies really had countless islands. Just looking at the map of these densely packed islands made one dizzy. Even if China only occupied the northern islands, wanting to visit them one by one was a difficult matter.

Thinking of the islands, ships had to be used. Using ships meant consuming fuel. The inventory of fuel quickly showed a significant shortage. Frontline commanders all suggested gathering forces to go south and take down the core lands of the Dutch East Indies, Java and Sumatra, in one fell swoop. This encountered a paradox again. To attack, one needed good military bases, which required a large amount of hydrological data. Running back and forth from island to island was a prerequisite again. Being anxious was useless.

The British Minister to China was a relatively troubled person recently. The British homeland delayed giving instructions. The Dutch Minister cried to the British Minister every day about China's tyranny. Combining intelligence from all sides, the British Minister came to a very absurd conclusion. If China was only satisfied with the islands already controlled and did not continue south, Britain would probably sell out the Netherlands.

One look at the map made it clear. Whether it was Borneo or Sulawesi, they were surrounded by Britain and the Netherlands. But once China continued south, taking Sumatra would mean controlling half of Malacca. Taking Java would cut off the connection between Britain and Australia. As long as Britain wasn't prepared to wade into this muddy water and prepare for a full-scale war with China, Britain had no reason to stop China from going south.

Then looking at this problem from another angle where Britain acknowledged China's hegemony in the Far East, it would be completely different. Selling the Netherlands would be of great benefit to Britain. As long as China stopped at the two large islands and a group of small islands currently obtained, the oil in Balikpapan would be a benefit that could temporarily satisfy China's appetite. That way, the alliance between Britain and the Netherlands in Southeast Asia would not be destroyed, and islands like Sumatra and Java would still construct a defense line guarding against a Chinese attack on Australia.

It would naturally be best if China could withdraw its troops. Even if China didn't withdraw, it couldn't continue south. Selling the Netherlands became a quite meaningful option. As for what China would do in the future, that would be discussed in the future. One had to know that 30 years ago, the British fleet was still running rampant in China's Yangtze River. It wasn't that Britain didn't want to fight, but that Britain really didn't have the strength to fight anymore.

The Governor-General of the Netherlands was certainly not a fool. The news coming from everywhere made him feel an increasing flavor of betrayal. Britain restraining the Netherlands from acting against the Chinese in the Dutch East Indies already proved that the British had other thoughts. Expelling the Chinese, confiscating Chinese property—the result after doing this would naturally be completely tearing up the face with China. The British made it clear they didn't want to tear up the face with China.

If the Dutch could decide the world's development with their own ideas, their request would naturally be for China to completely withdraw from the Dutch East Indies and then pay a large sum of money to the Netherlands. It was just that the Netherlands knew very well this was unrealistic. No war fought to this stage would have the side that had already achieved major victories make such concessions to the losing side.

The British privately expressed their stance. The Dutch authorities remained tough on the surface, implementing curfews and adopting a superficial high-pressure policy towards the Chinese. But it stopped there. There were no acts of mass internment of Chinese in concentration camps or confiscation of Chinese property. In internal discussions, the Netherlands had already considered the situation where the outcome was quite unfavorable.

"From the situation obtained from Britain, Britain cannot accept China pressing on the Strait of Malacca, and even less can it accept China cutting off the maritime passage between Britain and Australia," the Dutch special envoy said with a somewhat worried look.

Britain originally didn't want to send troops directly. Once the Netherlands laid a murderous hand on the Chinese in the Dutch East Indies, Britain's stance of wanting to mediate would probably retreat. The Netherlands wasn't a "two-bit" country like Japan that only thought of taking advantage to the death regarding any treaty. At any rate, the Netherlands had also been the "Sea Coachman" hundreds of years ago and had contended with Britain at sea. Seeing Britain's attitude, the Netherlands already knew things couldn't go according to the Netherlands' ideas.

"If China satisfies Britain's conditions, where will Britain's stance stand?" the Dutch Governor-General asked, also frowning. The fleet nominally "leased" to the Netherlands was now strolling near Malacca. As the former Sea Coachman, the Dutch side was very clear about the British thoughts. As long as Britain and China reached an agreement, the British would throw the Dutch flag into the water and pretend nothing had happened. What the British cared about was only Malacca.

"Is Europe's dominance in Asia ending here?" asked one of the meeting participants.

Hearing this, the faces of the Dutch East Indies authorities turned very ugly, half angry and half sorrowful. But things were this cruel. Since Britain and the Netherlands had run rampant in Asia relying on strong ships and sharp cannons, facing even stronger ships and sharp cannons, they could only kneel.

By October 4th, the British Minister to China finally received instructions from home to "mediate" this matter. Contrary to the British Minister's expectations, the British homeland's bottom line was to reach a Sino-British agreement on the Western Pacific as much as possible. Even if it meant ultimately sacrificing certain Dutch interests, a new treaty on the Western Pacific order had to be reached.

The reason the instruction from home surprised the British Minister was that the Minister thought this instruction came too late. If Britain could have made such a reaction earlier, the situation in the Western Pacific would only be better than it was now. China was a great power beyond Britain's imagination. China's population was larger than the population of the entire British Commonwealth. Not incorporating such a country into the system established by Britain meant China's only choice was to go its own way.

As for Dutch interests, what did that have to do with Britain? Britain was a country that could ally with a country in the morning and turn hostile in the afternoon. Only eternal interests, no eternal friends. This was the only principle of British diplomacy. Those old masters at home still looked at China with old eyes, thinking China didn't have enough ability to shake the world. Only after the Netherlands was beaten up by China rolling up its sleeves did Britain realize something was wrong.

Similarly, the British Minister also understood that this was a negotiation to determine enemy or friend relations. If China was determined to shake Britain's colonial system, such negotiations were destined to fail. So after enduring a day and a night, the British Minister finally wrote a proposal.

After Chen Ke finished reading the proposal, he didn't speak. He didn't care much about the content of the proposal. For Chen Ke, who knew some history of World War II, this content had no novelty at all.

When the Little Mustache prepared to launch World War II back then, Chamberlain, with France's agreement, dragged his aging body and flew to Munich for the first time in his life, then took a train to Berchtesgaden where Hitler's villa was located. Hitler did not go to the airport or train station to welcome him according to diplomatic protocol, but only waited quietly on the steps of the villa for Chamberlain's "visit." For a head of government, this was indeed an unusual cold shoulder. On the day Chamberlain arrived, he held talks with Hitler. Hitler aggressively threatened Chamberlain, saying that if a conflict arose over the Sudetenland issue, he was "prepared to meet any war... would never retreat a step." He asked Chamberlain, "Does the British government agree to the cession of the Sudetenland?" Chamberlain immediately expressed approval for the Sudetenland to break away from Czechoslovakia, and stated he would take this opinion back to Britain, strive for Cabinet approval, and consult with France. He begged Hitler repeatedly not to use force, and Hitler agreed "not to take any military action before the two met again."

This is the process the declining world hegemon must go through. They can only make those emerging powerful countries nominally abide by the order established by the hegemons through a series of retractions, compromises, and concessions. However, this order is destined to be crumbling, and no amount of effort will help in the end.

However, the People's Party did not want to be the vanguard of overthrowing Britain's status. As long as they proved Britain's weakness to the world, they could stir up the courage of the challengers, making them believe that as long as they persecuted Britain more fiercely than China, they could get more than China.

Retracting his thoughts, Chen Ke gave a point-by-point reply to this proposal seriously: "First, the land China has already occupied must belong to China. Historically, we have sufficient data to prove that China established political power on these lands first. Second, the Netherlands must treat Chinese overseas nationals and Chinese capital equally. Even if they can't talk about welcoming Chinese investment, they shouldn't make things difficult for Chinese investment. Third, we don't care if the Anglo-Japanese Alliance continues to exist or if Britain is willing to unilaterally cancel it; it has nothing to do with China. Fourth, the Strait of Malacca can be controlled by Britain, and we have no intention of meddling, but China's oil supply should not be restricted. Fifth, China has no intention of invading Britain, but the McMahon Line is completely illegal and cannot be used as any basis. We have already investigated the areas in southern Tibet that pay taxes to the Dalai Lama. The administrative rights of these areas are not under Indian administration even now. There is no dispute in these areas."

The British Minister's face was a bit uncertain. China's assertions were tougher than Britain imagined in some areas, and more peaceful than Britain expected in others. But for Britain, the areas where China was tough were all genuine barren lands. Unless Britain decided it must suppress China, these areas were all insignificant areas.

"Then is your country willing to sign a five-year Sino-British Treaty of Friendship and Peace?" The British Minister cared most about this.

"China is willing to sign peace treaties with all friendly countries. On this point, our attitude has never changed," Chen Ke answered frankly.

Sending away the British Minister, Chen Ke called the person specifically responsible for liaison with Germany. "Tell Germany that we are very likely to sign a peace treaty with Britain. Let Germany determine if they want to buy submarines. If the treaty is signed, this contract will be restricted by the treaty."

In the proposal put forward by Britain, one clause was that China must not provide any military aid to countries hostile to Britain. In terms of abiding by agreements, Chen Ke never thought there was a need for treachery. Open schemes are harder to deal with than conspiracies. If Germany didn't have strategic vision and didn't wish for the results of the cooperation conducted with China in the early stage to turn into bubbles, Chen Ke believed the Little Mustache knew how to make a decision.

China is a responsible major power. As long as Germany didn't refuse, China would definitely complete the manufacturing of those one hundred submarines capable of ocean-going combat and hand them over to Germany. This was a minimum issue of integrity.
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"Is this where we stop?" Shang Yuan asked with a touch of regret as Chen Ke sat by his sickbed, peeling an apple for him.

Chen Ke did not answer immediately. He skillfully manipulated the peeler, stripping the skin from the rotating flesh in a continuous ribbon that carried away very little of the fruit itself. This was a task Chen Ke rather enjoyed. If he were alone, he would often be too lazy to peel it, simply washing the apple and gnawing on it directly. For him, these small things that made life a bit more comfortable were only interesting when someone else needed them.

Handing the peeled apple to Shang Yuan, Chen Ke picked up another one for himself and began peeling it, answering in a leisurely tone, "For the time being, yes. Digging in and digesting these territories will take time. Five years isn't much."

Shang Yuan didn't dislike apples, and since Chen Ke had peeled it, he didn't decline. Taking a slow bite, Shang Yuan said, "Since we have these regions, we already have a springboard for advancing into Australia."

"I'm not considering that issue right now," Chen Ke said as he continued his handiwork. He wasn't quite as meticulous when peeling for himself; perhaps because of this, he peeled it quickly and well. After finishing, Chen Ke also took a bite before chewing and speaking, "The consumption of war has been greater than I imagined. Fighting up to this point, we've already burned through five hundred thousand tons of fuel. That's three percent of the Daqing Oilfield's annual output thrown in just like that. If we fought for a year, a third of Daqing's production would be consumed by the war. Even knowing beforehand that consumption would be high, you only realize how terrifying it truly is after the fighting actually starts."

"Heh," Shang Yuan chuckled. He knew he was unlikely to return to frontline work, so his mindset had become quite peaceful. Shang Yuan asked, "There's a question I've wanted to ask you for years. I know you always pick the best apple for everyone else, but why is it that when I hear the sound of you chewing, I always feel like the one you're eating is the sweetest and crispest?"

"Oh? No wonder every time I eat an apple with my daughter, she insists on swapping the one in her hand for the one I've bitten." Chen Ke suddenly realized.

"Haha. I suppose that counts as food tasting," Shang Yuan laughed.

Chen Ke had intended to ask if Shang Yuan wanted to eat the one in his hand, but he knew Shang Yuan was absolutely not that boring of a person. So Chen Ke took another bite and said, "Brother Wangshan, back when we first started the revolution, we always felt that once the Manchu Qing court was overthrown and the imperialists were driven out, China would get better. Back then, I knew the Manchu Qing court was rotten to the core, and the imperialists were paper tigers. But at that time, I felt the Party's ranks would definitely have this or that problem. I just hadn't experienced it personally, so I didn't know why they would degenerate. Now that the first two things have become reality, my view on the third matter is not quite the same as before."

If Shang Yuan had heard Chen Ke say ten years ago that the Party's ranks would definitely have problems, he would have immediately wondered which person or people were degenerating. However, now he no longer thought that way. After Chen Ke conducted a comprehensive analysis of the feudal system and proposed that China's primary task at present was anti-feudalism, the People's Party's direction of political struggle had been established. China possessed a feudal system that had developed to an unparalleled stage—it could be called the pinnacle of feudalism. As long as they could cross this threshold and step into a more advanced, progressive era, all the blood shed in thousands of years of Chinese history would have value.

But this was a severe test, a terrifying task. After realizing this, Shang Yuan even felt a sense of relief about leaving the front lines of the political stage. He knew he no longer had the strength to transform others, let alone transform himself. So Shang Yuan sighed, "The ten-thousand-mile Long March has only just taken the first step."

"It has only taken the first step," Chen Ke said, still gnawing on his apple.

"Do you still want to push the Southern Advance strategy?" Shang Yuan withdrew his thoughts and asked. Thoroughly transforming China was a long-term task; whether to implement Chen Ke's Southern Advance strategy was the immediate one. The British attitude this time allowed Shang Yuan to see an opportunity. The once seemingly unchallengeable Britain had thoroughly revealed its fatigue. After obtaining Borneo, Sulawesi, and other islands, China had a springboard for moving south.

Chen Ke seemed quite satisfied. "I plan to see how things go. The British are very shrewd; they can't possibly fail to see the potential for a chain reaction. Everything needs a process. When a wall is about to fall, everyone gives it a push. By the way, Brother Wangshan, where do you plan to go after you retire?"

"I want to go to Beijing," Shang Yuan said without a hint of hesitation. "Originally, I planned to spend my life doing scholarly work. Now that I've finally stepped down, I want to go to Beijing to participate in the compilation of historical data."

"Then I'd like to give you a mission. Conduct archaeological work on the Manchu Qing imperial tombs, and after the excavation is complete, dismantle them all," Chen Ke replied.

Shang Yuan hadn't expected Chen Ke to issue such an order. Dismantling the imperial tombs was something that would shake China.

But Chen Ke had no such feeling at all. He tossed the apple core left after gnawing off the flesh into the trash can. "There's no need to dismantle Yongzheng's tomb. He has value in retaining the title of Emperor."

"Why?" Shang Yuan was somewhat surprised.

"Although the Five Dynasties period managed to achieve the integration of gentry and commoners in paying grain tax, Yongzheng was able to withstand the pressure to implement this during the Qing dynasty. He counts as a real figure," Chen Ke replied. "Moreover, if Yongzheng could have done it, I'm afraid he would have abolished that Banner status rubbish long ago. He counts as a Manchu Qing Emperor, not a bandit chieftain. Keep his tomb."

"Is this revenge?" Shang Yuan couldn't help but ask.

"It is retribution," Chen Ke replied with a cold smile.

Chen Ke rarely brought up emotional matters, so Shang Yuan considered it from a political perspective rather than Chen Ke's personal likes and dislikes. Thinking it over, dismantling the Manchu Qing imperial tombs wasn't really a big deal. In these times, the Manchu Qing's reputation stank to high heaven. The Bannermen had all changed to Han surnames and didn't dare mention their origins at all. Dismantling the imperial tombs would probably just be a relatively delicate civil engineering job.

Thinking that he himself had once been a subject of the Manchu Qing, yet now he was going to dismantle the imperial tombs, Shang Yuan suddenly felt a wave of absurdity. The most ridiculous part was that Shang Yuan didn't even think there was anything morally improper about doing so. As for the issue of influence, wasn't Yongzheng's tomb being left alone?

After tidying up his mood, Shang Yuan asked, "Wenqing, I want to ask you, have you chosen a successor?"

"Comrades are elected according to the system; it's not like I'm appointing a Crown Prince. I'm not choosing any successor," Chen Ke laughed.

Shang Yuan shook his head. "I know you are free and easy, but you can't completely wash your hands of it. There's nothing wrong with doing things according to the system, but this time is different. This isn't a question of passing the throne. In history, which founding leader's first generation of succession wasn't a bloody storm? You have to look at this problem realistically."

"We'll talk about it when the time comes. I don't even know how I'm going to die yet," Chen Ke replied. When discussing his own life and death, Chen Ke could always be very realistic.

After visiting Shang Yuan, Chen Ke returned to the Military Commission office. The comrades of the Military Commission were already waiting there, and the discussion was quite lively. Everyone was rather excited about Britain's attitude. Absolute power equaled absolute truth, and military men were the group that believed in power the most.

Seeing Chen Ke push the door open and enter, all the comrades stood up. Chen Ke walked to the chairman's seat. "Sit," he said.

"Will the British go back on their word?" He Zudao asked first.

"I don't know," Chen Ke answered extremely crisply. This bucket of cold water instantly made the atmosphere somewhat awkward.

After a moment of stunning silence, He Zudao continued to ask, "Then how do we continue to strike at the Dutch?"

"Attack Belitung Island and Bangka Island," Chen Ke replied.

The eyes of the Military Commission comrades immediately fell accurately on the positions of these two islands on the map. These two islands were west of Borneo, guarding the eastern exit of the Strait of Malacca. If these two islands were seized, China could use them as a springboard to attack Sumatra. This was a very powerful threat. Pu Guanshui couldn't help but ask, "If Britain agrees to the agreement, will these two islands have to be returned to the Dutch?"

"Yes," Chen Ke replied. "If Britain refuses to agree to the agreement, then we can continue to attack the Dutch. We have to give the Dutch some pressure now as well."

"Will the British misunderstand?" Chai Qingguo asked.

Chen Ke replied, "No. We must trust the intelligence of the British. We'll wait another month before making a move. If the British misunderstand, then let them misunderstand."

Seeing that Chen Ke was speaking in short sentences, it seemed he had made a very great resolve. The discussion became less heated. Pu Guanshui tentatively asked, "So the war ends just like this? Will there be no more fighting for the time being?"

"War is the continuation of politics. 'When Qin lost its deer, the whole world chased after it.' The general trend of future world changes has already been determined. The doomsday of Britain as the world hegemon will arrive sooner or later," Chen Ke answered this question. "But, why is it that Britain won't lose its hegemon status now, but will lose it later? Why is it that those future enemy countries aren't coming out directly to oppose the United States right now?"

Explaining the economic crisis to the comrades was actually quite difficult. The biggest problem was that no one had really seen one. Most countries on the Asian continent were agricultural nations. An agricultural nation was an existence in perpetual crisis or potential crisis. Industrial nations at least had a few good days. Lecturing on theory was easy, but getting everyone to completely understand this thing from rationality to sensibility was truly difficult.

Fortunately, the comrades were all senior military officers and were relatively knowledgeable. After understanding the economic crisis, the comrades easily understood why other countries wanted to participate in the war. Some couldn't go on without starting a war, and some couldn't continue without destroying the existing international order.

"Opposing the Treaty of Versailles and opposing colonialism are two different things," Chen Ke said to the comrades at the end.
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European historians, when studying the history of the 1930s, consider 1935 to be the first peak of the British policy of appeasement. First was the naval armament treaty signed on June 18, 1935. The total tonnage of German naval vessels was not to exceed 35% of the total tonnage of the Commonwealth naval vessels as stipulated by the Washington Naval Treaty and the London Naval Treaty. Regarding submarines, Germany guaranteed that its submarine tonnage would not exceed 45% of the Commonwealth's total.

Another event was the *Sino-Dutch Armistice Agreement* signed on December 12, 1935, and the *Sino-British Friendship Treaty* signed on December 24.

China and the Netherlands announced a ceasefire. The Netherlands ceded Borneo, Sulawesi, the Natuna Islands, and the Maluku Islands to China. The Netherlands and China agreed to allow each other's banks to conduct comprehensive financial business, including personal deposits, in both countries.

China and Britain established a Western Pacific security system based on Britain retaining control of shipping lanes. A series of financial measures, including currency exchange between the two sides, strengthened trade between China and Britain.

In 1936, China and Britain signed an investment agreement in the financial sector. China allowed Britain to invest and issue bonds in the upcoming Shanghai and Guangzhou financial markets.

The *Sino-British Friendship Treaty* stipulated that upon its entry into force, Sino-German military cooperation must cease. The Chinese side complied with the agreement and sent a large number of German military exchange groups in China back to Germany. However, this agreement did not stipulate that China could not fulfill agreements reached with Germany prior to the signing of the *Sino-British Friendship Treaty*.

The Little Mustache was very smart. Aside from not anticipating the Soviet Union's war potential, the strategic and tactical considerations he displayed before 1942 in history reached the level of a genius. It was impossible for him not to understand what a diesel-electric hybrid submarine with a submerged displacement of 2,200 tons meant. This was the crystallization of the blood and sweat of Chinese and German naval and engineering personnel. With a surface range of up to 13,000 nautical miles and equipped with rotating sonar arrays, these sea killers could silently monitor any vessel moving on the surface.

When China asked Germany if they still wanted to go through with this deal, the Little Mustache asked a question in return: how did China plan to deliver these ships to Germany? The simplest method would be to go through Malacca, pass the Suez Canal, cross the Mediterranean, go through the Strait of Gibraltar and the English Channel, and then arrive at German ports. Submarines cannot travel entirely submerged; they need to surface for routine operations. If they took this route, the British and French along the way would likely dare to immediately dispatch navies to intercept this submarine fleet.

Another route was simpler: depart from China, go north through the Bering Sea, and take the Arctic route. This route was too affected by the climate, though the good thing was that after passing the Soviet Union, they could return to Germany all the way from the North Sea. The bad part was that the Soviet Union would definitely know that China and Germany were jointly developing submarine technology, and they would request to import this technology from China.

Of course, there was another solution that could more easily get rid of the dependence on the Strait of Malacca. After the new Standing Committee of the Politburo was elected, they agreed to the solution proposed by Chen Ke.

In January 1936, a Chinese special envoy went to visit the Siamese government.

In 1936, there were only five independent Asian countries in Asia: China, Japan, Korea, Siam, and Iran. The rest were colonies belonging to Europeans or puppet states. Although Siam maintained its independence, it was tightly controlled by Britain. King Rama VII of Siam announced his abdication in Britain in 1935, passing the throne to King Rama VIII. The Seventh King lived in Britain, while the Eighth King was studying in Switzerland. The Siamese regime was responsible to three regents.

The Chinese side decided to use a rather "unorthodox" method to solve the Siam problem. The special envoy proposed a land lease request to the Siamese regents. This included leasing over a thousand square kilometers of land, including the Kra Isthmus, for a period of 25 years. That area was mountainous and faced Chinese-controlled Cambodia across the sea. To the east was a large plain, quite suitable for planting coconuts and oil palms. The mountainous areas could also produce many cash crops. The Chinese special envoy expressed willingness to develop the land in this area.

The regents did not understand what China wanted to do. Then, the Chinese special envoy "softly" raised the issue of land demarcation between China's Laos Province and Siam. Back when Britain and France were resolving colonial conflicts, France had taken a bit of a loss on land demarcation. Quite a bit of land that had belonged to China's Laos Province "since ancient times" was now within the borders of Siam. The Chinese special envoy believed that Siam needed to make some friendly gestures. For example, allowing China to develop these lands and build factories like oil refineries. If there wasn't even this minimum friendly gesture, China would have to consider the issue of "territory since ancient times."

The three Siamese regents all knew about China building oil refineries in Cambodia. If oil tankers did not bypass Malacca but instead a pipeline was built at the Kra Isthmus, a massive amount of transport capacity could be saved. China's oil transport fleet would only be used for transport between the western end of the Kra Isthmus pipeline and the Middle East, while the eastern end of the pipeline would only require a very short distance to travel between the refinery and the oil terminal.

The benefits China promised Siam were significant, including helping Siam build a domestic railway network and an inland river transport network. After the railway construction was completed, it would be managed by Siam itself; China would only provide technical assistance and would not participate in operating revenues. For river transport, the Siamese would have to pay to buy ships themselves.

The Siamese side knew that China had already signed a friendship agreement with Britain and also possessed army forces that overwhelmed Britain. Siam could not afford to offend Britain, nor could it afford to offend China. Under the Chinese special envoy's tactics of combining soft and hard measures, the Siamese regents first communicated with Britain and then signed this agreement with China. The agreement allowed China to "solely invest in and construct engineering projects related to oil transportation."

On March 1, 1936, the agreement was signed. On March 4, a transport fleet set sail from Cambodia and arrived near the Kra Isthmus to begin unloading engineering equipment and personnel. By June, when the ship carrying the members of the Chinese delegation to the Berlin Summer Olympics passed through the Strait of Malacca, the exploration work by Chinese engineering troops running through this area was basically completed, and trial excavation work had fully unfolded. On August 1, 1936, the day the Berlin Olympics officially opened, China also officially finalized the excavation route for the Kra Canal and began construction.

Digging the Kra Canal was an old tune for Siam. During the reign of King Rama V of the Bangkok Dynasty, King Chulalongkorn, who was a king who strongly advocated reform, had visited Europe to introduce advanced Western science and technology to Thailand. At that time, the international shipping industry had already reached a considerable scale, so the concept of digging the Kra Canal to make the shipping route between the Pacific and Indian Oceans convenient came into being. However, at that time, international cooperation on mega-projects was not yet in fashion, and Thailand's strength alone was by no means up to the task. What followed was World War I, where the major powers fought until flesh and blood flew, and they were simply unable to implement such a huge project.

Once the Kra Canal is opened, the voyage between the Pacific and Indian Oceans will be shortened by at least about 1,200 kilometers, and large ships can save 2 to 5 days. This is undoubtedly a great thing for countries whose shipping relies heavily on the Strait of Malacca.

China's reasons were indeed very sufficient. Currently, for the tens of millions of tons of oil transported from the Middle East annually, having the Kra Canal would immediately lower costs significantly. The goods China sold to the Indian Ocean region annually could also lower transportation costs through the Kra Canal. This was a huge benefit for China, and also meant a huge loss for Britain. From China's geographical position, after having the Kra Canal, China would have no need to go through the Strait of Malacca, and the British would not receive any toll money. If a war broke out, the Chinese fleet could also go directly through the Kra Canal, completely bypassing the blockade of the Strait of Malacca. This meant that the British management of Malacca for hundreds of years would come to naught.

The Chinese side was very clear that Britain could not agree to the excavation of such a canal. Even if Britain were brought in as a shareholder, Britain would not agree. Since that was the case, certain small tricks had to be brought to the table.

The determined Kra Canal route was 81 kilometers long, 400 meters wide, and 25 meters deep. It was a two-way navigation canal cutting across the Kra Isthmus in southern Thailand. Although the project had to pass through the Luang Mountains and construction difficulty was high, the good thing was that the mountainous area was sparsely populated. China could just block off the leased land and stall for time.

Negotiating with the British was absolutely impossible; the British never bought that. Since the British were the type who refused to be led and had to be dragged backward, China's attitude was very clear: create a fait accompli, and then push forward subsequent matters around the fait accompli. To build this project, the Chinese side mobilized 6 engineering corps-level units, totaling 180,000 engineering troops.

Chen Ke was very clear about how much profit there would be after the completion of the Kra Canal. In the 21st century, large ships passing through the Kra Canal could save 2 to 5 days, saving nearly 300,000 US dollars per voyage. According to China's demand for oil in the 21st century, at least over a thousand large oil tankers would pass through the Kra Canal annually. Just on oil transportation alone, over 300 million US dollars in costs could be saved a year. And this is not to mention China's other shipping. Over decades, the saved costs would be a massive figure.

For this purpose, China was willing to use both coaxing and trickery to get the Kra Canal project. Moreover, the means by which the United States got the Panama Canal were absolutely not honorable, yet didn't that canal, which had a huge promoting effect on world shipping, still become an object of admiration for later generations? This world is very practical.

China had made up its mind to dig the Kra Canal, and Germany's 1936 Berlin Summer Olympics were also being held with extraordinary excitement. The torch relay was a method invented by the Little Mustache. From the perspective of a conservative artist, this method was actually quite good. Regarding the person of the Little Mustache, Chen Ke once thought he was a racist, but many historical materials did not support this view.

First was the Jewish issue. In the German Army, Navy, and Air Force, there were over 150,000 people of Jewish, half-Jewish, and quarter-Jewish descent serving. Among them, there was one at the Field Marshal level and as many as dozens at the General level!

Air Force Marshal Göring also protected famous scientists with Jewish blood. Once, he told Hitler that the famous chemist and entrepreneur Arthur Imhausen was half-Jewish and asked for Hitler's help. After hearing this, Hitler said that if he really had so many major discoveries in the scientific field, we should declare him an Aryan. The next day, Göring notified Imhausen: due to his outstanding contributions in the scientific field, Hitler had announced him to be an Aryan.

A large number of officers at all levels in the Army, Navy, and Air Force were shielding their subordinates and friends with Jewish blood. If one were to say this was just a move by the German Wehrmacht, then Heydrich of the Nazi Party had a nose characteristic of Jews—one look and you'd think Jewish blood. Yet historical records indicate that the highly favored Heydrich, had he not died at the hands of Czechoslovakian paratroopers, would very likely have become Hitler's designated successor.

Heydrich, this buddy, made it to SS-Obergruppenführer and General of Police, and was a thorn in Himmler's side. If having Jewish blood determined one's fate in the Third Reich, Heydrich would have been finished long ago.

As for the members of the German SS, who ranged from wearing Cossack fur hats to Turkish turbans, one couldn't see how strictly they insisted on bloodlines either. In the days when Germany was sailing smoothly, SS chief Himmler even believed that the next supreme commander of the SS might not be a German, or even possibly not an Aryan.

This was the status quo of Germany. Various demands from all sides were gathered together, finally unified under the banner of the law of the jungle and external expansion, exhibiting a bizarre drama. The core point of this force led by the Little Mustache was that the strong are kings, so the Little Mustache wanted to make peace with Britain when holding the advantage, while simultaneously fearing US intervention in the war. They were extremely hostile to the Slavs, whom they viewed as an inferior race. Generally speaking, they lacked long-term strategy.

In addition, the Little Mustache was of commoner origin after all. The Nazi Party represented populist grass-roots, and was in a constant state of struggle with the Wehrmacht, an organization with countless ties to the Junkers. In this situation, which side China should stand on required very subtle maneuvering. China would absolutely not ally with the Little Mustache, nor would it support that bunch of idiots in the German Wehrmacht.

Since the Little Mustache was a smart man, the special envoy sent to Germany was Wu Xiangyu, whose intelligence was absolutely not below that of the Little Mustache. Before leaving, Chen Ke instructed Wu Xiangyu: never, ever try to get the Little Mustache drunk. In the Republic of China era, the Kuomintang's dumbass diplomats met with the Little Mustache. The Little Mustache naturally looked down on those spineless bastards, and his words were naturally not very polite.

That fool felt he had lost face, and knowing the Little Mustache had a low alcohol tolerance, insisted on clinking glasses with him. The Little Mustache couldn't possibly deliberately show weakness, so he had to drain the glass. In the end, the Little Mustache was drunk quite badly. This was even considered a "success" of Republic of China diplomacy. Chen Ke was sure Wu Xiangyu would absolutely not do such a stupid thing, but Comrade Wu Xiangyu's alcohol capacity was too great. If he wanted to show politeness and casually downed a glass, the Little Mustache would have to risk his life to keep the gentleman company. The matter would turn out unbeautifully.

Wu Xiangyu naturally understood Chen Ke's meaning. One of the disciplines of the People's Party was that forcing people to drink was absolutely prohibited. First, Chen Ke particularly hated this bad habit; second, in these years the people had become wealthy and could really afford to drink. So Chen Ke had issued this ban early on.

Just as Chen Ke expected, the Little Mustache warmly hosted the Chinese special envoy and head of the sports delegation, Wu Xiangyu. The talks between the two sides went straight to the main topic: the future strategic relationship between China and Germany.
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Nazi Germany was quite anti-communist, and Wu Xiangyu was well aware of this. Germany had always been cursing the Jews and cursing the Soviet Union. Hitler attributed Germany's defeat in World War I to the conspiracies of the Jews and the sabotage of the communists. As a Marxist party, the People's Party should theoretically be a force that Hitler was extremely hostile to. However, when he met Hitler in person, Wu Xiangyu discovered that things were not quite as he had imagined.

Hitler's position in Germany was roughly equivalent to Chen Ke's position in China. When Wu Xiangyu saw him, he couldn't help but compare the two in his mind. The result of the comparison was that the two were not very alike.

Hitler seemed full of vitality, and his every gesture had a powerful infectious appeal, only his expression had a bit of a bitter and hateful flavor. In comparison, Chen Ke had more of an Oriental calmness and reserve. In Wu Xiangyu's feeling, Chen Ke was always in a very natural state. At least until now, Wu Xiangyu had only seen Chen Ke indecisive once. That was during the twelve-person meeting convened for the Southern Advance Strategy.

However, the development of the situation seemed to have exceeded Chen Ke's expectations. This was because the enemy's stupidity and eagerness for quick success exceeded imagination. If Britain and the Netherlands had done nothing, the People's Party would have had no way to deal with them. These two countries started making trouble themselves, and the result was that they suffered the consequences of their own actions. Judging from the current strategic situation, the strategy of marching into Australia and New Zealand that Chen Ke had once envisioned might not be impossible to achieve.

Hitler's meeting with Wu Xiangyu was naturally not just to say hello. He seriously talked about the issue of Sino-German cooperation. The "Sino-British Friendship Treaty" stipulated that China could not ally with Germany or other forces hostile to Britain. Hitler wanted to know if China would continue on this basis and how far it would go.

"The peace treaties signed between China and other countries will not target any third-party country. This is China's consistent stance." Wu Xiangyu replied, "In principle, China also does not want to form a military alliance with any country. The situation in Korea is a special case. China has had a tradition of protecting Korea for thousands of years."

Hearing Wu Xiangyu's explanation, Hitler seemed quite satisfied with this answer. He continued to ask, "Then what is your country's view on the situation in Europe?"

"My country has no interests in Europe, so my country does not want to get involved in European issues. Of course, my country believes that Germany has suffered great pain under the Versailles System. In this regard, my country has very similar feelings in many aspects." Wu Xiangyu replied.

China was not a beneficiary of the Versailles System. Not only China, but the Soviet Union and the United States were also suppressed by the Versailles System. The United States participated in World War I and paid a certain price, but did not get the dominance they expected, so the United States simply did not join the League of Nations. China completely relied on military power to gradually regain the interests China had lost. In this regard, Germany probably had no other choice either.

Hitler was concerned not only about China's attitude towards Britain. He also asked about China's attitude towards the United States and the Soviet Union. Wu Xiangyu explained the specific content of the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence to Hitler. "Since we have signed friendship treaties with the United States and the Soviet Union based on the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, China will ensure the smooth implementation of these treaties. Peace itself is an interest for China."

Hearing Wu Xiangyu's words, Hitler just smiled. Peace is an interest for any country, but it depends on who dominates the peace. Just as the Versailles System was an interest for Britain and France. They could use the Versailles System to suppress and plunder Germany at will. China now dominated peace in the Far East, so China naturally felt that peace was a huge interest.

The two sides also discussed some more specific content, such as China providing Germany with complete submarine design blueprints and technical parameters, and transporting some key parts. As for the production of other components and the complete assembly, it could be completed by Germany itself.

Wu Xiangyu proposed that he hoped German canal engineering personnel could provide technical support and assistance when China excavated the Kra Canal. Only then did Hitler know that China was excavating a canal that would make the British feel uncomfortable all over. Now Hitler felt that it was unlikely that China would stand on the British side.

The negotiations between the two sides revolved entirely around the short-term or long-term interests between China and Germany. Regarding communism, Hitler did not mention a word, as if Hitler never knew that China was also a socialist country believing in Marxism.

This is really a model of pragmatism! Wu Xiangyu praised in his heart. Dealing with such a person, Wu Xiangyu felt it was very troublesome. Turning hostile faster than turning a page of a book, that was exactly describing a guy like Hitler. A pragmatist might have strong will and desire, but they will sooner or later suffer losses in this regard. After all, people still need to have some spirit.
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"China believes that the current colonial system in the world must be destroyed." Wu Xiangyu finally spoke about this core issue of China's strategy. As two countries both challenging Britain, China was not afraid of Little Mustache passing this on to the British. The British wouldn't believe it even if they heard it. For China, the benefits of overthrowing the colonial system were immense. The era of globalization was not only emphasized by Marx in the *Communist Manifesto*, but thirty years of revolutionary practice had proven that China could gain immense benefits from globalization. No member of the People's Party would refuse globalization.

Hitler was somewhat surprised by China's attitude. His ideal Germany was a continental power dominating Europe. Destroying the colonial system was a line of thought for maritime powers, and Germany's reach was currently not that long. China's declaration proved that their relationship with Britain was absolutely one of "fight until one of us dies." Hitler, however, had no such intention; he believed it was necessary for Germany to make peace with Britain.

Since Wu Xiangyu mentioned this matter, Hitler could only ask about China's future strategy.

"Excavating the Kra Canal is a strategic measure that China must complete." Wu Xiangyu revealed China's recent strategic action to Hitler. "Germany has experience in excavating modern canals, and we hope Germany can provide certain engineers in this regard."

Hitler never put on airs. It was the first time he had heard of the Kra Canal, so he asked Wu Xiangyu to explain it to him on the map. After seeing the location of the Kra Canal, Hitler understood China's thinking. The strategic location of the Kra Canal indicated that China prepared to weaken the Strait of Malacca. Anyone with a slight strategic vision would reach this conclusion. Germany naturally would be happy to see a move of this magnitude succeed. Little Mustache immediately expressed his willingness to provide engineering personnel from the Kiel Canal to participate in China's Kra Canal construction project.

The conversation lasted for more than four hours. Wu Xiangyu confirmed two things. First, Germany's strategy and China's strategy had no overlap. Second, Germany's main direction in the near future was still domestic German issues. It was not yet time to probe Germany's future strategy.

What Wu Xiangyu cared about most was that Hitler did not actively mention the Soviet Union. Since Hitler didn't mention it, China wouldn't ask either. Chen Ke had explicitly stated that they would not ally with Germany, so Hitler doing this actually saved Wu Xiangyu a lot of trouble.

After visiting Germany, Wu Xiangyu headed to Moscow. This was rather a polite visit. If the Chinese envoy visited Germany but not Moscow, it would be politically unjustifiable. The Soviet Union would definitely suspect whether China had reached some secret agreement with Germany.

Uncle Iron was very practical; he bluntly asked Wu Xiangyu this question. Did China have other secret cooperation with Germany?

"We are excavating the Kra Canal, so we are seeking Germany's technical support in this regard." Wu Xiangyu replied frankly.

Like Little Mustache, Uncle Iron immediately asked China to point out the location of this canal. After watching it, Uncle Iron questioned, "Does the Chinese side think this can shake off British control over the shipping lanes?"

Wu Xiangyu felt a burst of relief in his heart. Excavating the Kra Canal was a very interesting statement. On the surface, China was unceremoniously challenging Britain, but this challenge was quite similar to the "Berlin-Baghdad Railway" Germany wanted to build before WWI. It seemed like shaking off British control over key waterways, but in reality, it was also a sign of weakness. At least strategically, if China really wanted to solve the shipping lane problem once and for all, it would be better to send troops to attack Singapore and completely control the Strait of Malacca. In terms of cost, the cost of attacking Singapore was even lower than building a canal.

China was playing schemes and plots, forcibly building the Kra Canal. Strategically, it was merely to let China avoid the Strait of Malacca which was completely controlled by the British. After Chinese ships sailed into the Indian Ocean, they would face British-controlled Burma frontally. The British Indian Ocean Fleet was not without means to tamper with Chinese shipping.

Since Uncle Iron saw the "real" statement inside this, Wu Xiangyu readily admitted, "Only with this canal in hand can we have the possibility of gaming with Britain."

This kind of high-sounding nonsense was hidden within the open scheme. If the world situation changed, China might not necessarily refrain from waving its army south to complete the strategy of occupying Australia and New Zealand. Precisely because of this, China had to make a strategic statement to let other countries think that China would rather spend such huge strength to build the Kra Canal because China wanted to avoid British containment. China was not completely "deceiving" Siam either. The Chinese side was indeed building a railway across the Kra Isthmus to transport oil drums filled with petroleum.

Attempting to avoid the British presence in Singapore was easily understood as not wanting to go south. It seemed that first Little Mustache, and now Uncle Iron, had also made the judgment that China was satisfied with its recent interests in the Netherlands, only wanted to improve China's situation to a limited extent, and did not want to go south to fight to the death with Britain.

Wu Xiangyu was very clear that if Britain insisted on trying every means to block the excavation of the Kra Canal, then China could only meet them in battle. This was a very interesting matter; if China wanted to fight, it must first avoid fighting. The deeper reason was that China had the ability to wage war, and had the ability to win the war. But now the whole world simply did not realize how great China's ability actually was. Therefore, Wu Xiangyu's answers to Little Mustache and Uncle Iron were all speaking along the lines of the other party's speculation about China's true strength. China's true strength was China's trump card, and it was far from the time to reveal all the cards.

The Chinese and Soviet sides exchanged their recent situations and thoughts. They also exchanged views on Germany, and the meeting ended.

Comrade Stalin did not invite Wu Xiangyu to dinner. As soon as Wu Xiangyu left the Kremlin, Comrade Belkov, who was responsible for trade with China, picked Wu Xiangyu up by car to go to Comrade Belkov's home for dinner.

The dish was Siberian salmon, semi-raw frozen fish, cut into small pieces like cheese, eaten with garlic. It was fresh, tender, and very delicious. It was said to be a way of eating brought back by those Soviet comrades who had been exiled to Siberia. The wine was authentic Russian vodka. After eating and drinking for a while, Comrade Belkov said with a look of regret, "We hope to be able to delay delivery."

Without specific explanation, Wu Xiangyu knew exactly what the Soviet comrades wanted to delay delivery of. China's Second Industrial Revolution, that is, the electrical age, started later than Tsarist Russia, but the progress was much faster than Tsarist Russia. This directly led to China's technical level in the electrical age being higher than that of the Soviet Union.

The scientific research methods of the two sides were also vastly different. China had sufficient manpower, and the People's Party never stinted on investment in science and technology. The "Technology Tree Plan" spent huge manpower and material resources to repeat the experiments done by Europe and the United States over the last hundred years several times or even a dozen times. Only after doing these basic experiments would one know what one's own deficiencies were. What China desperately imported during the Great Depression were highly targeted technologies and experimental data.

In comparison, the Soviet comrades were more straightforward. They directly imported a large amount of equipment, especially large sets of equipment. The import of this equipment required massive amounts of funds. The Soviet population was only a little over 100 million, and they simply did not have that many workers available. Seeing that the Soviet Union couldn't even repay its debts with raw materials. It wasn't that the Soviet Union didn't want to do it, but that they really didn't have the strength to do it.

Uncle Iron was a man who didn't talk about human feelings; he wouldn't feel he owed the Chinese a favor. Theoretically, this was correct. If China didn't force the Soviet Union to repay immediately, then the matter of "materials that need to be repaid immediately" having already expired would naturally be considered over. Selling favors was a big taboo; that was blackmail.

Wu Xiangyu asked, "Then when can you repay? Let's sign a new contract."

Although he spoke lightly, Wu Xiangyu's heart was not so calm. Chen Ke had long set the tone for trade with the Soviet Union internally: expecting the Soviet Union to repay on time, on schedule, and with guaranteed quality and quantity was unrealistic. The Chinese industrial sector shouldn't count on the Soviet comrades' credit. Believing in the Soviet Union's credit for debt repayment was destined to lead to heartbreak.

Facts proved that Chen Ke did not misjudge the Soviet comrades. Even though Wu Xiangyu showed such sincerity, Comrade Belkov still had a face full of regret, "I really cannot determine this."

"Does 'cannot determine' mean that the Soviet Union's work schedule is already full?" Wu Xiangyu asked.

"The schedule for the next two years is already full!" Comrade Belkov replied.

"There has to be a time, right? Three years? Five years?" Wu Xiangyu asked. As soon as the words left his mouth, Wu Xiangyu understood one thing, and he became truly dissatisfied in his heart.

"We want to import a batch of Chinese mechanical equipment," Comrade Belkov said with a bitter face.

Old debts repaid indefinitely, and starting to borrow new debts. Wu Xiangyu looked at the bitterness on Comrade Belkov's face and could probably imagine how depressed he must have been when he received this task. Wu Xiangyu could only answer very seriously, "Comrade Belkov, I think we should talk about this matter when we get to Zhengzhou."

The Great Depression had not passed, and the major powers of the world were all desperately accumulating strength. The Soviet comrades, under the leadership of Uncle Iron, were exceptionally working hard. Even knowing that this matter was extremely difficult to deal with, Wu Xiangyu could understand how urgent the Soviet comrades' needs were.

By the time Wu Xiangyu returned to Zhengzhou, it was already mid-September of 1936. After listening to Wu Xiangyu's report, Chen Ke asked, "Did the Soviet comrades mention the matter regarding Spain?"

"Is it the Spanish Civil War?" Wu Xiangyu had heard the news from the international news on the radio on his way back to China. He replied, "The Soviet comrades did not mention it."

Chen Ke nodded, "Now there is a new task for you. We have reached an agreement with Japan to sell them a batch of old mechanical equipment. Comrade Li Runshi and you will be responsible for matters including transportation and handover. After this matter is done, the two of you will go to Lanfang Province to take up your posts. The Organization Department will talk to you in detail about the work in this regard."

The amount of information in these words was relatively large, and Wu Xiangyu didn't completely understand it for the time being. Li Runshi was the Acting Minister of Propaganda and also one of the people who could attend the Standing Committee meetings of the Politburo. Wu Xiangyu was the Vice Premier. Now these two people were going to China's overseas province to work together. This arrangement by the organization was really quite intriguing.

While considering the organization's arrangement, Qi Huishen and Li Runshi arrived. Chen Ke asked everyone to sit down and then said, "Japan has now reached a critical moment. Either the civil government overwhelms the military department, or the military department overwhelms the civil government. This time, Takahashi Korekiyo is betting his chips on importing old Chinese equipment, which can be considered a desperate move."

Lathes, milling machines, planers, grinders, and fitter's equipment were the most main types of machine tools in mechanical production departments. High-quality machine tools had a market at any time. Because these equipment had high technical content to manufacture and long cycles. This wasn't pouring molten steel out of a steelmaking furnace, solidifying it into steel ingots, and then starting to manufacture equipment.

Steel ingots and the metal used must first be placed for several years to eliminate internal stress, and then after these machine tools are manufactured, they have to be left for another few years to eliminate the stress generated during the processing. Chen Ke had seen his parents' mechanical processing units leave many machine tools outside exposed to the wind and rain since he was a child. When he was young, he wondered why they didn't sell these "scrap" iron guys as scrap metal. Later, after going to university, he learned that it wasn't like that at all.

Why manufacture large hydraulic presses? The purpose is to treat metal materials weighing several tons or even more than ten tons like kneading dough through such huge pressure, solving the problem of internal stress in metal through external force. The materials needed by precision machine tool factories were often prepared several years ago. Don't look at ordinary machine tools; the production cycle can often reach nearly ten years. If stress is not eliminated, the metal parts themselves will deform when heated and cooled during the production process, and the machine tools will have to be repeatedly maintained and debugged during normal use. These are all high-tech jobs. "A broken family is worth ten thousand strings of cash" is by no means a metaphor in the machinery industry.

The People's Party also took more than twenty years to accumulate its current family belongings, because machine tool equipment simply wouldn't work without such a long time. Now the People's Party had finally broken through many new technologies including transistors and lasers, and new-style machine tools with higher precision began to be available. These old-style machine tools also needed to be disposed of. The object of disposal was Japan.

Japan had been imitating China's Technology Tree Plan in industrial planning in recent years. Industrial planning was easy to do on paper. When theory and mathematics were combined, any magnificent and atmospheric plan could be achieved. However, the vast majority of enterprises in Japan were small enterprises. It was unrealistic for them to spend huge sums of money to purchase equipment. For many Japanese family factories, the ruler was calculated in millimeters. Control precision relied entirely on workers' experience and handwork.

A large batch of People's Party machine tools with excessively low precision went directly back to the furnace. The remaining batch of machine tools with precision at least above 0.2 millimeters were useless to keep but a pity to discard. They were prepared to be sold to Japan.

The reason for selling to Japan and not "giving" to the Soviet Union was not that Chen Ke felt distressed about that bit of money. Major industrial countries all had this kind of boldness. For example, the current British Chancellor of the Exchequer Chamberlain came up with a "Rationalization Policy". The British government funded the purchase of obsolete factories and mines, and then the government directly scrapped these factories and mines. Only in this way could factories and mines adopting new equipment have a way out. Relying on this policy, British industry began to shake off its obsolete and backward appearance and began to see large-scale upgrading.

Chen Ke felt it was necessary to use his brains on Japan. The development of productive forces was definitely not a warm and tender thing. When New China made the noise of "Better to have socialist weeds than capitalist seedlings", to put it bluntly, there was still a fierce political line struggle internally. If it was just importing some equipment and purchasing some new technologies, there simply wouldn't be such a commotion.

When there was fierce confrontation within Japan, the measures that could promote the progress of Japan's productive forces might not bring about an immediate improvement in Japan's economy, but a bloody political struggle.

Chen Ke knew that he was already walking in the twilight of his life. Since China had already changed, Chen Ke hoped to let domestic and foreign enemies stage a play of seeking their own dead end, and then profoundly educate the comrades within the Party, and even the people of the whole country. Although this approach could be called devoid of conscience, Chen Ke's conscience did not feel any condemnation.

"What might happen is my own imagination. What will truly happen requires comrades to go and see, to record. This is precious material for China to perfect social sciences." Chen Ke said finally.
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If a bag of chemical fertilizer has to pass through seven or eight hands from the factory to the farmer, one can imagine how much burden the farmer has to bear. This is the inevitable result of supply shortages. Even the People's Party has no good solution; they can only put great effort into supply channels, improving systems, and emphasizing discipline. If some places go too far, they can only make an example of someone to warn others. Fortunately, China is frantically building railways, and the government has also stepped forward to establish logistics enterprises, and allowed private individuals to intervene in the logistics industry. This has barely managed to hold things up.

In order to solve the fertilizer problem from the root, China has invested huge manpower and material resources. The 125,000-ton synthetic ammonia production line has just been completed, and the trial operation of the new 150,000-ton and 200,000-ton production lines has begun. Even a 300,000-ton synthetic ammonia production line has begun design according to plan. Not only synthetic ammonia, but research on nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium fertilizers and trace element fertilizers has also received huge investment. China is vowed to solve this shortage situation.

But in Japan, feudal strongholds stand in great numbers, and there is no relatively perfect system to coordinate this matter. After a series of tricks, the Army Ministry has temporarily controlled synthetic ammonia in its hands. The Japanese military does not have the ability of China to invest huge funds and use the scientific research power of the entire industry to promote the synthetic ammonia and fertilizer industries, nor does it have such plans.

The military uses the shortage of chemical fertilizer and the people's desire for chemical fertilizer to divide Japanese farmers, who originally had no status in Japanese society, into different classes. Any family of retired soldiers who supports the military's candidates in the vote can get relatively priority purchasing rights and can get relatively cheap prices. Those who are not from military families but support the military can get second-class treatment. As for those who do not support the military, they can go wherever it is cool.

If the military's approach could really be thoroughly implemented, Kita Ikki would not say anything. According to Kita Ikki's investigation, the facts are completely different from what the military imagined. The military itself is not a unified group, let alone having discipline under a political program. To effectively distinguish who is a supporter of the military, there must be strong grassroots strength at any rate. The military positioned its grassroots strength as soldiers and retired soldiers. This is equivalent to the military completely handing over the grassroots to those people it has enfeoffed. After mastering these enfeoffed powers, these families first consider how to maintain the "privileges" related to chemical fertilizers. The second is to earn benefits through this "privilege".

So, link by link, things of deceiving superiors and deluding subordinates happened naturally. The trading of chemical fertilizers at the grassroots level is chaotic, which runs counter to the slogan of "seeking welfare for farmers" that the military once shouted.

However, the upper echelons of the military do not seem to care. Their pursuit is simple: to ensure that the people designated by the military can be elected in the election. In the eyes of the Army Ministry, synthetic ammonia is a card in the hands of the Army Ministry, a very important card. To make this card work, it must have enough attraction. Maintaining the supply shortage of synthetic ammonia fertilizer is the best way to increase the influence of this industry. Although the Army Ministry hates zaibatsu and merchants, their practice is no different from the unscrupulous merchants of monopoly groups.

By drawing a circle on the ground to make a prison to divide a region, and then using what they have in their hands to coerce others. Because the productivity of the feudal system in agricultural countries is not developed enough and the scope of transactions is not large enough, there is still a tiny bit of "warmth". The feudal system in industrial countries completely displays the most brutal side of the feudal system.

For the benefit of small groups, people, please go and suffer! For the benefit of small groups, people who refuse to attach themselves to this group, please go and die! In order to climb to the peak of enfeoffed power, any means is not a problem.

Kita Ikki has despaired of such a military.

Compared with the military, the current Japanese Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo is considered a true "capitalist roader" in Japan. Capitalism is certainly more advanced than the feudal system, but it is not much more advanced. Not to mention that Japan's capitalist system is far from the true capitalist system.

Kita Ikki is at any rate a member of the Tokyo local assembly. The commune under his command has expanded a lot of land by relying on the initial influence of chemical fertilizers. Intensive management has greatly improved the labor efficiency of the commune, making it more powerful than other small-scale operators in Japan. In addition, the chain industries opened by Kita Ikki also have the scale effect of integrated production, supply and marketing, so Kita Ikki has become the target of attack by many forces. Farmers accuse Kita Ikki of bullying people with power, and merchants attack Kita Ikki for selling at low prices and dominating the market. Even gang members are opposing Kita Ikki because Kita Ikki supports Takahashi Korekiyo's actions to strengthen public security and crack down on gangs.

As for the political efforts of "50% tax" launched by Kita Ikki in Japan, it ended without a disease under the forced suppression of the government. It is absolutely impossible for the government to reduce the people's taxes. They will only ever feel that the tax revenue is not enough.

In short, Kita Ikki serves as the focus of opposition from many opponents. Gathering all kinds of vices and shortcomings, according to the needs of different people, Kita Ikki's image has been molded into "socialist", "unconscionable big merchant", "gangster", "anti-gangster", "dignitary", "anti-government thug"...

Kita Ikki does not care much about these criticisms and even abuse. The situation he faces only makes Kita Ikki more determined in his revolutionary attitude. Without a thorough destruction, there can absolutely be no new Japan.

Therefore, when Takahashi Korekiyo asked Kita Ikki about the news that the Chinese side had agreed to sell old machine tools, although Kita Ikki knew that the People's Party must have a conspiracy in it, he did not mention this matter at all. He just asked seriously: "Does Your Excellency Takahashi have any concerns?"

Takahashi Korekiyo indeed had concerns. He once hoped to imitate China's "Tech Tree Plan", but the current situation in Japan made Takahashi Korekiyo realize that this method could not be implemented in Japan. So Takahashi Korekiyo wants to promote industrial cartels. Since Japan's main enterprises are small enterprises, it is better to form their own organizations by a series of independent enterprises producing similar products, producers acting collectively, so that they can control their output. As for the pricing problem of production enterprises, Takahashi Korekiyo hopes that the government can give a guiding price. This also connects well with Japan's traditional guild system. Moreover, this can also allow SMEs and large enterprises to have a bargaining mechanism, so as not to let large enterprises dominate alone.

In order to improve the strength of SMEs as much as possible so that they have certain ability when bargaining with large enterprises, Takahashi Korekiyo took great pains to import old machine tools from China. He originally thought that China would disagree or set up obstacles, but he didn't expect things to develop far more smoothly than imagined. The Chinese side actually agreed. Having solved the source of old machine tools, Takahashi Korekiyo began to feel embarrassed about how to distribute these machine tools.

Takahashi Korekiyo is very clear about the shenanigans that synthetic ammonia enterprises have made under the control of the military. But Takahashi Korekiyo doesn't want to manage so much. Firstly, the military has some of its own things to do, so they can cause less trouble elsewhere. Secondly, Takahashi Korekiyo at any rate kept a hand, controlling some synthetic ammonia production lines in the hands of the state. These synthetic ammonia production lines serve the industry, which finally guarantees the needs of the industrial sector. The military gang is certainly unreasonable, but the military and the zaibatsu are in a hostile position. The presence of the military can also deter those domestic zaibatsu.

But how to use these old Chinese equipment, Takahashi Korekiyo still is unsure. Whether to distribute to Japan's SMEs or simply establish new state-owned enterprises, this makes Takahashi Korekiyo indecisive.

Distributing to SMEs seems good, but God knows how SMEs will handle these equipment. Now it is not easy for SMEs to survive. If they sell these equipment to raise funds, it would be better to sell them directly to large enterprises. As for setting up state-owned enterprises, this is easy to say. But if state-owned enterprises cannot find excellent persons in charge, it is still a waste. In addition, establishing state-owned enterprises directly will naturally snatch away part of the orders of the zaibatsu, and the zaibatsu cannot turn a blind eye to this.

After stating his worries, Takahashi Korekiyo asked: "I wonder how Kita-kun views this matter?"

Kita Ikki believes that neither road will have any good results. The current situation in Japan is an extreme lack of consumption power. The means of production in Japanese society are fully privatized. The more production capacity is expanded, the worse the situation becomes. If no sales outlet can be found, producing more means more funds are tied up in the production field. Money is all in these production and investment fields, where will the people have money to consume?

"Your Excellency Takahashi, let's just do it according to your own decision. Many times experience is more accurate." Kita Ikki replied, "But the most important thing lies in elimination. Enterprises that adopt new equipment must eliminate old equipment."

Just when Takahashi Korekiyo and Kita Ikki were talking about the allocation of machine tools, whether it was the Army Ministry or the major zaibatsu. Although these two major forces did not communicate with each other, they both reached the same idea, "We must not let Takahashi Korekiyo succeed! These equipment must be controlled by the military (enterprises)!"
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"Preparations are just about complete, aren't they?" By 1936, Nagata Tetsuzan, the head of the Control Faction, was already a Lieutenant General in the Army, officially stepping into the upper echelons of the Japanese military. He was currently discussing the next steps with Okamura Yasuji.

Over the past few years, the Control Faction's theories had become increasingly "perfected." Of course, if Kita Ikki saw Nagata Tetsuzan's plan for Japan, he would likely just sneer. It was a plan that plagiarized "successful nations"—that is, the successful experiences of Europe, America, and China—and also heavily plagiarized Kita Ikki's own proposals.

To summarize, aside from the lack of land reform, Nagata Tetsuzan planned to build a New Japan that was somewhat "similar" to China. The reason it was only "similar" was that the grassroots organization in this plan was garbage. Although the People's Party's implementation speed in China wasn't fast, and the bureaucratic class instinctively resisted it, the role of the People's Congresses at the grassroots level in China was gradually becoming prominent. The people's power of accountability was being pushed forward in fits and starts.

In contrast, Japan's grassroots level would be under complete military management, organizing the civilian populace according to the strict regimentation of the army. In theory, it was extremely tight; in reality, the military simply didn't have the manpower.

The biggest similarity between Nagata Tetsuzan's advocacy and Kita Ikki's was the establishment of state nationalization of key economic lifelines, with the state directly leading important economic policies while implementing an access system for less important economic sectors. This was originally Kita Ikki's idea, and a policy Kita Ikki had strongly lobbied Takahashi Korekiyo to implement. These had all been systematically absorbed by Nagata Tetsuzan into the Control Faction's plan.

The Control Faction also intended to implement strict controls on the news industry, comprehensive control over the education sector, and to ban the vast majority of Japanese political parties, replacing them with various social organizations led by the military.

Content derived from such plagiarism wasn't without a market in Japan. Takahashi Korekiyo also realized that Japan needed to be more forcefully "controlled," so he wanted to resolve the yakuza forces and strengthen public order. Unlike the Control Faction, Takahashi Korekiyo hoped the bureaucratic class would assume the position of rulers.

Kita Ikki, on the other hand, hoped for a people's democratic dictatorship, where Japanese laborers united to structure the future of Japan on the Soviet model.

The military, naturally, hoped the military would become the unquestionable leading force in Japan. The conflict between the three parties was profound, but on the surface, their structures for the future Japan actually had quite a few similarities.

"The people down below can hardly wait," Okamura Yasuji replied. The "China factor" was having an increasingly large influence in Japan, and not just because of its huge economic success. After the Taiwan Campaign, the Japanese military finally admitted that Japan was lagging behind China, and immediately ramped up their research on China. Land reform and equality were the most detestable things in Japanese eyes. After discarding those, China's practice of "concentrating power to accomplish big things" left a deep impression on the Japanese military.

News of China pressuring Britain, making moves against the Netherlands, and expanding its territory had an indescribably huge impact on the Japanese military. After World War I, Japan had also obtained a few small islands in the Pacific, but those islands thousands of kilometers away were just for showing off Japan's glory; their practical significance was very limited. China had easily seized territory largely equal to Japan's current land area through war, along with the rich oil resources beneath those lands, making the Japanese military drool three feet long.

If Japan had gone south back then... such fantasies made the young officers of the Japanese military feel as if twenty-five little mice were scratching inside their chests. If Japan hadn't implemented that stupid continental policy back then, but instead joined hands with China when it held the advantage, who in all of Asia could have stood against China and Japan?

The frustration of the young soldiers fueled their already burning anger. Before the First Sino-Japanese War, the entire nation of Japan had united to defeat China, with even the Emperor donating money. After defeating China, those zaibatsu, politicians, and chaotic parties began to divide Japan, causing Japan—which could have chosen the correct path—to lose its opportunity. Now, it was time to settle accounts with these people.

"There are five people who need to be dealt with now," Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan produced his finalized list. "Takahashi Korekiyo, Saionji Kinmochi, Saitō Makoto, Makino Nobuaki, Suzuki Kantarō."

These five were either staunch supporters of party politics or were considered representative figures of collusion with Britain and America; all were representatives of Japan's old forces. All five were supporters of Takahashi Korekiyo's "balanced budget." Japan's monetary easing had reached a stage by 1937 where a major crisis would occur if the direction wasn't changed. A "balanced budget" meant comprehensive cuts to the military to reduce public spending.

Nagata Tetsuzan had no personal hatred for these five; he even held considerable respect for at least three of them, believing that unless it was absolutely necessary, he wouldn't ask these five to "sacrifice" themselves for Japan. Especially Takahashi Korekiyo—his financial ability was something the Army Ministry didn't possess. But Takahashi Korekiyo was capable of forcing the military to accept the demand that "no one is an exception to the implementation of fiscal austerity." That was the reason Takahashi Korekiyo had to die.

"After resolving them, it will be the turn of the Imperial Way Faction and Kita Ikki," Nagata Tetsuzan continued to Okamura Yasuji. For those people, Nagata Tetsuzan had no regrets whatsoever. That bunch was the true opponent of the Control Faction, an object that absolutely could not be let off.

"Kita Ikki seems to have sensed something," Okamura Yasuji replied. Okamura Yasuji lacked Nagata Tetsuzan's shrewdness in politics, but he was in no way inferior in specific matters. Even though he staunchly supported Nagata Tetsuzan, Okamura Yasuji still couldn't quite accept Nagata Tetsuzan's vision of a "final decisive battle between the Yellow Race and the Anglo-Saxon Race." Okamura Yasuji even thought this vision itself was too risky. Judging by the People's Party's current performance, China might very well be satisfied with the benefits it had already obtained. If China didn't go to full-scale war with Britain as Nagata Tetsuzan predicted, Japan would have absolutely no possibility of following China into war and acquiring benefits.

Nagata Tetsuzan gave a contemptuous snort. "Kita Ikki can't control the Imperial Way Faction. As long as we leak the news that Takahashi Korekiyo intends to cut the Army, someone will naturally jump out. It doesn't matter if they kill others, as long as they can get rid of these five, that's enough."

Since Nagata was so certain, Okamura Yasuji could only obey orders. In waging propaganda warfare, Okamura Yasuji did indeed have a few tricks up his sleeve. He knew very well that unless it was a monster like the People's Party, with figures like Zhang Yu and Li Runshi guiding the Chinese Propaganda Department, only then would a government dare to boldly tell the truth. Japan could essentially never do that. In political propaganda, things could not be thoroughly clarified. All problems had to be mixed together like a tangled mess of hemp. Faced with a status quo where no loose end could be found, those hot-blooded men would adopt the "cut the Gordian knot" approach. That is, the characteristic action of Japan's restoration era: "Tenchu" (Divine Retribution).

The Imperial Way Faction had always advocated killing off the zaibatsu and high officials, getting rid of party politics, and having the Emperor rule personally to implement a dictatorship. Upon learning that Takahashi Korekiyo and "others" wanted to cut the military, it wouldn't be strange for this bunch to rise up and make trouble; if they didn't rise up, it would only prove that Okamura Yasuji's propaganda work hadn't been outstanding enough.

So, shortly after Chinese representatives Li Runshi and Wu Xiangyu arrived in Japan, they learned that many "rumors" had started circulating in Japan.

Since they were to go to the Lanfang region together after finishing their work in Japan, both Li Runshi and Wu Xiangyu had brought thick files—intelligence regarding Lanfang. These two highly promising young members of the People's Party both firmly believed in and practiced the attitude of seeking truth from facts. Especially Li Runshi, who was a person exceptionally disinclined to evaluate things simply as good or bad, right or wrong. Doing their homework beforehand was something both chose to do without prior consultation.

But after the Chinese Ambassador to Japan provided some of the latest Japanese intelligence to Li Runshi, Li Runshi began to frown as he read. Wu Xiangyu noticed Li Runshi's unusual behavior; he picked up the documents and read for a moment, and his brow also furrowed.

The Ambassador to Japan knew the positions of these two comrades—one was a former Foreign Minister and half a Standing Committee member, the other a Vice Premier of the State Council. Intelligence that they took so seriously naturally had its special points. The Ambassador couldn't help but ask, "Is there some problem in here?"

Li Runshi replied, "To what degree has factional struggle in Japan reached?"

Japanese factional struggle had always been extremely intense, so intense that the Chinese Ambassador to Japan felt numb to it. The intelligence mentioned the most common struggle slogans: attacking someone as a traitor colluding with Britain and America, someone as a running dog of the zaibatsu, someone as a scoundrel causing chaotic party politics and blaspheming the universal suffrage system. The matter of China providing machine tools to Japan was also heavily mentioned as the trigger for everything.

The People's Party had discussed interest groups; in reality, the People's Party knew that interest groups had begun to form in China as well. The distribution of power in the feudal system had undergone new changes in the industrial age, and new interest groups were beginning to emerge. The unspoken rules of interest groups didn't value an official's private morality. According to the traditional power model, whether an official was loyal to centralized power translated into whether they were loyal to their superiors; whether their own interests could remain consistent with the small groups in various fields—these were the more important qualities for officials in the industrialization era.

Although this remark might not be taken as a joke, most comrades within the Party believed that Chen Ke possessed mentor-level ability in these rather negative ideological fields, which was also one of the driving forces behind the strict discipline within the People's Party. For example, comrades in the banking sector were extremely supportive of going to war with foreign countries. The victory against the Netherlands had once again pried open the door to Southeast Asian finance for the Chinese banking industry, and the banking industry was practically moments away from openly chanting "Long live Chairman Chen, long live, long live!"

Li Runshi and Wu Xiangyu naturally couldn't be unaware of this, but the power of the People's Party Central Committee completely overwhelmed the interest groups, and the interest groups themselves hadn't formed the ability to act on their own, so Chen Ke was at most administering preventive shots. However, the latest intelligence from Japan showed an attitude that was not the People's Party's "focus on the matter, not the person," but rather completely "focus on the person, not the matter." The purpose of all the propaganda was to shape an enemy, to point out the enemy.

Who are our enemies? Who are our friends? This is the primary question of the revolution. Find and point out the enemy, and the next step is to strike and annihilate the enemy. Even people who hadn't heard the above saying would instinctively act this way. Moreover, these rumors spreading in Japan were inciting exactly these emotions. Blaming everything on those few people. If this were in China, these few people could basically be confirmed as finished. Although they didn't understand the situation in Japan too well, Li Runshi and Wu Xiangyu both felt that a fierce struggle was imminent.

These few "named" guys were all high-ranking and powerful figures in Japan; creating speech unfavorable to them actually wasn't very useful. Mere verbal abuse definitely couldn't get rid of these people, so if someone was inciting things with such ulterior motives, there must be a deeper purpose behind it. Assassination was currently prevalent in Japan; for instance, the Minister of Education Inukai Tsuyoshi had been publicly assassinated.

In 1934, young naval officers attacked the Prime Minister's residence, the Metropolitan Police Department, the residence of Lord Keeper of the Privy Seal Makino Nobuaki, Mitsubishi Bank, the Seiyukai headquarters, and electrical substations around Tokyo. The coup failed, and Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo and others were not assassinated, but Inukai Tsuyoshi, the Minister of Education, was unfortunately killed. Because Inukai Tsuyoshi insisted on implementing civilian politics, demanding that the Army Minister and Navy Minister didn't have to be military men, and that the Cabinet could appoint them rather than the military recommending them. And he demanded disarmament. This thoroughly enraged the young officers of the military. Japan's economy was in a slump; if the impoverished populace wanted a better life, they could only join the Navy where they could "eat white rice at every meal," or get into a military academy.

A dignified Minister of Education was killed, and the cold-blooded murderers of Inukai Tsuyoshi were prosecuted under martial law. However, before the trial, a petition signed in blood by 350,000 people was sent to the court. The petition was initiated and signed by people across Japan who sympathized with the murderers, asking the court for leniency. During the trial, the murderers instead used the court as a propaganda stage to "promote" their absolute sincerity and loyalty to the Emperor, stirring up even more sympathy from the public, calling for reform of the government and economy. Besides the petition, the court also received another plea for mercy, sent by eleven young people from Niigata Prefecture. They requested to die in place of the eleven officers, and simultaneously enclosed eleven severed fingers to express their heartfelt sincerity.

The military was so rampant, politicians were silent as cicadas in winter or shifted their stances, and the civilians actually sympathized with the assassins, petitioning one after another. Added to the fact that the results of over a decade of true "party politics" were not as the people expected, Japanese thought gradually unified, and the era of militarism arrived. The court finally indeed gave a "lenient (extremely)" sentence, and the media expressed no doubt that the murderers who killed the Prime Minister would be released after being locked up for a few years. For the Japanese military, the conspirators of this May 15 Incident, such a light sentence for such a serious crime was a further erosion of the legal system and democratic government under the confrontation with military power.

The People's Party was extremely shocked that such a thing had happened. Public assassination itself was the crime of intentional homicide, and acting in a gang added to the crime, not to mention it was military men carrying out this action. In China, it was unimaginable for such a thing to happen, let alone for not a single person to be sentenced to death in the end.

Subsequently, Japan's "Tenchu" actions occurred repeatedly, and public death threats were endless. This time, someone in Japan was manufacturing such public opinion again, added to the Japanese government's weak response to terrorist actions; this couldn't help but make Li Runshi and Wu Xiangyu intuitively sense an unusual flavor. Li Runshi had been Foreign Minister, but he wasn't a professional specializing in Japan research. The People's Party's external focus was mainly Europe and America; towards Japan, the attitude was "fight first, talk later." Even if he was suspicious, he couldn't really make a definite judgment.

As representatives of China, Li Runshi and Wu Xiangyu couldn't just blindly guess without evidence. Their job was to negotiate the machine tool trade with Japan. After meeting Japanese Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo, the two representatives didn't see any clues from him. Takahashi Korekiyo seemed to feel no danger at all. Of course, the old man was already 82; it seemed he simply didn't care what would happen. Being able to continue working energetically was already the old man's limit.

After meeting Takahashi Korekiyo, they definitely had to meet with Japanese political figures. Kita Ikki was naturally someone they couldn't avoid. And Kita Ikki was also someone who could provide a lot of intelligence. Sure enough, Kita Ikki introduced the recent changes in Japan. Looking at the whole picture, Japan's economic recovery was also reaching its end. If they couldn't achieve a good relationship with China and obtain raw material supplies from China, Japan's steel industry couldn't possibly develop. Modern industry couldn't have any true development without enough steel.

Kita Ikki also provided a very interesting piece of news: the Control Faction within the Japanese military was actually advocating dialogue to ease relations, and even to achieve a Sino-Japanese alliance. Although this was a viewpoint proposed by the Control Faction's boss Nagata Tetsuzan a few years ago, the fact that Nagata Tetsuzan was actually doing it now was somewhat surprising.

Faced with the Chinese representatives' inquiry about whether assassination actions would occur in Japan, Kita Ikki gave a bitter smile. He said in rather implicit language, "This is Japan; there is a tradition of engaging in assassination. Although I have already tried my best to restrain the Imperial Way Faction, the Imperial Way Faction is becoming more and more radical now. There are quite a few who propose direct rule by the Emperor. They actually really want the Emperor to rule personally, never realizing that the Emperor has never let go of core power. I remember China has a saying called 'opposing corrupt officials but not the Emperor'; they haven't understood that the Emperor himself is the source of the corrupt officials' power."

Seeing Kita Ikki's attitude was so depressed, Li Runshi changed the topic. "I wonder how Comrade Kita Ikki's Anti-Feudal Alliance is coming along?"

Kita Ikki smiled bitterly. "Those in the Anti-Feudal Alliance who aren't clear-headed enough can't see a way out. Those clear-headed enough to understand Marxism have simply taken what they've learned and defected to forces with more promise. The whole movement might just die out like this."

"Can the Japanese masses really not be mobilized?" This was what Li Runshi cared about most. If theory couldn't be combined with the practice of mass movements, then it had absolutely no practical significance.

Kita Ikki replied, "Japan's reactionary forces are too powerful, surpassing the revolutionary forces. Moreover, Japan's so-called revolutionary forces are mostly populist, not supportive of democracy."

Just as Kita Ikki was discussing the Japanese situation with the Chinese representatives, a gloomy conversation was unfolding at Okawa Shumei's residence. Some young officers were sitting with Okawa Shumei. Because of their agitation, these people were in a state of mental excitement, to the point where even their facial muscles seemed somewhat distorted.

"Last time we let Takahashi Korekiyo and Makino Nobuaki escape. This time we must inflict Tenchu upon them and win a better future for Japan!" a young officer said viciously. And as the host, Okawa Shumei nodded repeatedly upon hearing this.
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92 The End (3)

"As long as the chaos is eliminated and Japan is ruled by His Majesty the Emperor personally, all problems can be solved!" Okawa Shumei loudly incited the young military officers and right-wing elements participating in the meeting. "Once the Emperor orders personal rule, all problems will be resolved!"

In Japan, no one dared to oppose the Emperor. After so many years of continuous blows to Japan, anyone who considered themselves a "person of insight" believed that a strong leader was needed to lead Japan out of its predicament. Okawa Shumei undoubtedly considered himself one of these people of insight. He also knew that his own ability and prestige were limited, and he could not lead Japan himself. Therefore, creating a result that Okawa Shumei hoped for, and then having the Emperor, this "living god," confirm that the status quo created by people like Okawa Shumei was the "Imperial Way Paradise" that the Emperor believed in, was the best method Okawa Shumei could come up with.

No matter how much Okawa Shumei paid lip service to the Emperor, his actions, from the perspective of so-called "Imperial rule," were undoubtedly deceiving the sovereign. Imperial rule meant that whatever the Emperor said went; whatever the likes of Okawa Shumei said counted for nothing. But Okawa Shumei seemed completely unaware of this, and the group participating in Okawa Shumei's clique seemed equally unaware of this problem.

"The failure of the assassination of Takahashi Korekiyo last time proves that a force of a dozen people is not enough to change the political situation, unless it is an organized military force," Okawa Shumei said seriously. "I heard that the First Division is going to be transferred to Sakhalin. This is a good opportunity."

The First Division was the base camp of the Imperial Way Faction, and its officers were basically all Imperial Way Faction personnel. Therefore, the Control Faction had always cared about this group of people, and they tried to eliminate the influence of the Imperial Way Faction by transferring the First Division to Sakhalin in the north. In that cold and remote place, the First Division could not play any tricks at all.

"As long as we can incite the First Division to send troops, the military strength will be sufficient," Okawa Shumei said confidently. "We must persuade the First Division!"

The First Division was indeed as emotional as Okawa Shumei thought. The officers, dominated by the Imperial Way Faction, were filled with righteous indignation, believing that the Control Faction was about to make a move against the Imperial Way Faction. However, Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo, who could be counted as the most popular man in the division, remained silent throughout. All Imperial Way Faction soldiers knew that Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo was extremely popular in his regiment. In the Taiwan campaign, Lieutenant Colonel Ando had managed to break through the minefield with great difficulty, saving the southbound troops from death. Those subordinates trusted Lieutenant Colonel Ando implicitly. When the Imperial Way Faction tried to persuade the soldiers of the Ando Regiment, the soldiers did not oppose the uprising, but they all said, "If Mr. Ando is willing to do it, we will follow him."

"If we don't act now, we won't have a chance once the Control Faction takes control of personnel rights!" The officers of the Imperial Way Faction all had such a consensus. Therefore, Ando's silence made the young soldiers of the Imperial Way Faction as anxious as ants on a hot pan. Without Ando's participation, the total troop strength that the Imperial Way Faction could mobilize was less than 300. If Lieutenant Colonel Ando joined, the troops that could be mobilized would be at least 3,000.

Ando was a person who valued his subordinates very much. He was very clear about the attitude of the young soldiers in the First Division. Seeing Okawa Shumei and the others jumping up and down, and the young officers becoming more and more impetuous, Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo could only turn to Kita Ikki for help.

Kita Ikki gathered more than thirty core members of the Imperial Way Faction in the First Division together. He asked bluntly right off the bat, "The state is a tool of class rule! I assume you gentlemen still remember these words!"

This was the concept that Kita Ikki had been emphasizing in his propaganda within the Imperial Way Faction over these years. It wasn't that Kita Ikki didn't want to launch a revolution, but Kita Ikki himself hoped to eradicate Japan's current ruling class, including the Emperor.

"Everyone must have heard people say that the Emperor definitely does not want the common people to suffer so much, and that it is the privileged faction around him who are hiding the suffering of the citizens and the true state of the nation from him. But I ask you a question now: as officers, do you know more or less than the soldiers? The higher up one is, the more they actually know. Their so-called ignorance is because they don't want to take any responsibility." Kita Ikki actually really wanted to say that the Emperor was the biggest boss of the Japanese ruling class, and if they really wanted to rebel, it would be best to get rid of the Emperor as well. But saying this to the Imperial Way Faction was really not in line with a realistic attitude.

"Those higher-ups are unwilling to tell the truth to the Emperor. They know everything themselves, but they refuse to tell the truth to the Emperor because they simply don't want to say it," the young soldiers shouted indignantly.

Young people are very cute, because many times they are indescribably muddled. Kita Ikki looked at the faces of these young people full of loyalty and enthusiasm, and he knew he had to speak more clearly. "The Emperor hates the military's arbitrary actions. The Navy took it upon itself to launch a strategy to build a maritime encirclement of China, running wild privately! Later, people from the Army participated in several incidents of assassinating ministers. Do you know what the Emperor said after someone tried to assassinate Takahashi Korekiyo the year before last and killed Inukai Tsuyoshi? The Emperor said very angrily, 'The Army is simply strangling My neck!' This is the Emperor's attitude!"

After Takahashi Korekiyo escaped the assassination last time, he had told Kita Ikki about the Emperor's reaction to the assassination incident. Kita Ikki had not spread these words, but at this point, he could not help but tell the truth. Otherwise, God knows what stupid things this group of hot-blooded youths before him would do. "As the head of state, what the Emperor needs is the stability and order of the country. If you make a direct disturbance like this, do you really think you can get the Emperor's commendation? Don't listen to what some people are talking nonsense to you about someone hoodwinking the Emperor. Let's talk about the matter on its merits. If you start a great killing spree now, will Japan be decided by the Emperor, or by you? Are you preparing to establish a Shogunate?!"

Back then, the Meiji Restoration was launched under the banner of "Overthrow the Shogunate, Return Power to the Emperor." In 1936, the Shogunate was not a good image. Criticized so thoroughly by Kita Ikki, the radical Imperial Way Faction members fell silent for the time being.

Among these young officers, some had been in contact with Kita Ikki for a relatively long time. For example, Takahashi Taro, although not a core figure in Kita Ikki's organization, had listened to Kita Ikki's lessons for a long time. He finally broke the silence and asked, "Mr. Kita, are you trying to say that everything in Japan now is permitted by the Emperor?"

Kita Ikki said impassionedly, "Whether the Emperor permits it or not, I have not had an audience with the Emperor, nor have I discussed this matter with him. So I don't know. However, if the Emperor were to point out who is a national traitor now and ask the people to rise up and get rid of someone, do you think that person could live to the second day? If the Emperor gave such an order, I would personally go with everyone to get rid of that national traitor! But after so many years, has there been such an order? The national traitors everyone talks about are the national traitors everyone *thinks* are national traitors. Since everyone hasn't seen the Emperor, how does everyone know what the Emperor is actually thinking? I have said many times that we must seek truth from facts. You all admit that what I say is right, so how come when it comes to doing specific things, you completely forget it?"

"Then... then we want to see His Majesty the Emperor!" Takahashi Taro shouted loudly.

The surrounding young officers never expected Takahashi Taro to shout this sentence. In the deathly silence, every soldier felt their heart beating much faster. If they could personally point out the country's problems to the Emperor and receive the Emperor's approval...

"Right! We want to see His Majesty the Emperor! As long as we see His Majesty the Emperor and tell him the real situation, His Majesty will definitely be able to judge good and evil clearly and clarify the universe!"

"That's right! It's those people who prevent us from seeing His Majesty the Emperor, preventing His Majesty the Emperor from knowing the suffering of the people!"

"We want to see His Majesty the Emperor!"

...

The chaotic narration quickly turned into a consensus: as long as they saw His Majesty the Emperor, all problems would definitely be solved.

Kita Ikki didn't believe this at all in his heart, but as a Japanese person, the thought of being able to see the Emperor was exciting just thinking about it. Since the attitude of these young soldiers had been unified, Kita Ikki didn't want to say anything more. He said loudly, "Gentlemen, the Emperor is the Emperor of the Japanese common people, and should not be an Emperor monopolized and hoodwinked by those powerful and noble people. Since everyone thinks that the Emperor is currently isolated from the outside world by those people, then we common people must break through this isolation so that the common people can see the Emperor!"

"Correct! The Emperor is the Emperor of all our Japanese common people, not the Emperor of a small group of people! We want to see the Emperor!" Many young officers shouted at the top of their lungs.

Kita Ikki first quieted these young people down temporarily. He said loudly, "Gentlemen, those high officials and dignitaries will definitely not let us see the Emperor. If we just go simply, we will only be arrested by those people. We must contact comrades in various places and go together to demand to see the Emperor. Without sufficient support, it will absolutely be impossible to be effective! Please listen to my arrangements and work hard to accomplish this matter!"

Looking at the young military men who were excited because they saw a "feasible path," Kita Ikki shouted in a soaring voice, "We must unite the Japanese common people and take back the Japanese common people's Emperor!"

This meeting seemed to be highly effective. The young soldiers of the First Division clarified their thoughts and unified their opinions. After the meeting had gone on for several hours, almost all the participants left in high spirits.

Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo was not that excited. When he was alone with Kita Ikki, Lieutenant Colonel Ando asked, "Mr. Kita, is this really useful?"

Kita Ikki was not so worried. He said calmly, "If we can unite the Japanese people and overthrow the existing system, then it is useful. As for whether it will be an Emperor dictatorship or a People's Soviet system in the future, what Japan lacks now is the manifestation of the people's power. In the struggle between the Japanese people and the power holders, the Japanese people have never succeeded once. Even if the Emperor himself is completely unreliable, it doesn't matter. As long as the people can rise up and defeat the current rulers, and finally realize the political goals expected by the people, this is true success, true victory."

*Even if the Emperor himself is completely unreliable, it doesn't matter...* Hearing such straightforward words from Kita Ikki, Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo didn't even know what kind of mood to use to respond to this huge shock. Kita Ikki shouted "The Emperor of all Japanese common people," looking sincere and earnest, but in the blink of an eye, it became "Even if the Emperor himself is completely unreliable, it doesn't matter." The contrast between the two was really impossible to accept easily.

Looking at Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo's expression, Kita Ikki smiled, "Ando, if this revolution can succeed, I would suggest you go to China to have a look. The Chinese revolutionaries have already walked at the forefront of the times! They have already begun to try to build a truly scientific and democratic new world. They believe that history is written by the people. Without those emperors, generals, ministers, and high officials, the people can still live well; however, without the people, those so-called upper classes are nothing! Japan is too far behind that country."
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The negotiations between the Chinese official representatives and the Japanese side went very smoothly. Japan paid the money, and China delivered the goods. Equipment that had once cost a fortune to produce was now being sold for the price of scrap metal. Even though there were arrangements from the Central Committee, Wu Xiangyu still felt a bit of heartache over this. Li Runshi, of course, did not think that the investments made back then were only worth this little price now, but Li Runshi looked at the problem from a different angle. He said to Wu Xiangyu, "All of this shows that our China is constantly progressing. Progress inevitably involves elimination; staying in yesterday forever won't do. The changes in this era are too fast!"

The changes in this era were indeed too fast, and China's changes were particularly rapid. Wu Xiangyu certainly knew this. In his youth, the price of white paper was not cheap, but now even toilet paper in China's big cities was fine, white, and soft. Previously, there was no soap for washing clothes, and using honey locust pods was considered a more refined method. Now, not only was laundry detergent used for washing clothes, but there were even washing machines. One didn't need to use their hands at all; just throw the clothes into the washing machine, and with a rumble, it was taken care of. Moreover, washing machines had changed from single-tub to twin-tub. There was no need to wring out the clothes; one just fished them out of the washing tub and threw them into the spin dryer to remove the moisture directly, greatly shortening the drying time. Not to mention the ordinary masses, even Li Runshi, as the Vice Premier, often couldn't help but click his tongue in wonder.

The "three big items" for marriage in China were changing very quickly. From alarm clocks, bicycles, and radios, they had turned into wristwatches, refrigerators, and washing machines. Many of the masses had never even seen a pocket watch before directly entering the era of wristwatches, which had been extremely precious in the pocket watch era. "Luxury goods" that had once been monopolized by "high-born" prominent families had now become daily necessities that urban residents could enjoy together. Of course, this also caused a sharp widening of the gap between urban and rural areas.

On the contrary, after arriving in Japan, Li Runshi found quite a few "familiar feelings." Those old-style "novelties," such as streetcars, were still operating in Japan, while Chinese cities had already begun to universally promote trolleybuses with two long braids. Large table clocks that needed to be wound were very common in Japan. Those exquisite wooden cases, carved textures, and gold-plated decorations looked really nice. But in China, table clocks hadn't even had time to become fully popularized before they were replaced by lightweight quartz clocks. Quartz clocks with plastic cases and transparent glass faces, which could run on two dry batteries, cost only half the price of the honest wooden table clocks. The reason was simple: the processing cost of wooden cases was higher than that of plastic.

As for the development of the machinery industry, it was changing with each passing day. China didn't have a long age of steam to begin with, and the electrical age quickly left the steam age behind. Boilers still existed in industrial sectors, but very few boilers were built to provide steam power. In these Five-Year Plans, power station construction, power grid construction, and high-voltage transmission and transformation construction had always been key investment projects. In China's scientific research and development industry, countless amounts of money were thrown in. Then countless more amounts of money had to be thrown in to build factories, debug equipment, and run trial operations, and then, like a magic trick, massive amounts of products were produced. Laborers who earned remuneration through labor began to consume these countless industrial products. Even though he saw all this with his own eyes, Wu Xiangyu often felt a little bewildered. China's changes were too fast and too drastic, so much so that people didn't quite dare to believe that all of this was true.

In Wu Xiangyu's youth, Japan was already a stronger country than China. Wu Xiangyu still vaguely remembered that in his childhood, going to Japan to study was an important way to learn advanced culture and technology. Now, various machine tools eliminated by China were considered very advanced machine tools in Japan. At this time, if anyone wanted to rely on studying in Japan to muddle through and get a diploma, it would be a humiliation.

This was an era of violent change. Whoever could not keep up with the times would be left behind. And China had undoubtedly kept up with the times, at least leading the times in Asia.

Li Runshi was obviously a person who would absolutely not immerse himself in nostalgia for the past. After simply finishing the discussion about China eliminating its own backward industries, Li Runshi talked about the changes in Japan recently. "I didn't expect that Comrade Kita Ikki still grasped the focal point of Japan's contradictions and proposed the concept of 'The People's Emperor.' Once this concept came out, I'm afraid the Japanese upper echelon will have trouble sleeping and eating."

Wu Xiangyu just smiled after hearing this. In China, if one spoke of "The People's Chairman Chen," it would be a very normal formulation. If the top leader did not belong to "the people," then this leader had no meaning; this was China's political correctness. It was just that in China, the monarchy had already been thoroughly buried. In these years, there had also been quite a few incidents of people "establishing themselves as Emperor." The security operations to arrest these "new Emperors of China" mostly involved the Armed Police at the county level. For the smallest scale operations, the village sent two militiamen and caught the "Emperor." Such news couldn't even make the headlines on the entertainment pages of newspapers. Seeing that the Japanese people really believed that the Emperor could "uphold justice" for the people, even someone as serious and earnest as Wu Xiangyu couldn't help but want to laugh.

Li Runshi also smiled, and there was genuine magnanimity in that smile. "Kita Ikki is mobilizing the masses. No matter what reason is used, as long as the people can be mobilized, it is a victory. Only by experiencing struggle can the people understand who the enemy is. If this struggle can make the people realize that the Japanese Emperor is the greatest enemy of the Japanese people, Japan will really enter a new era."

"That is still far from democracy." Wu Xiangyu actually didn't care too much about what Japan would turn into. China didn't lack dramas about filing a complaint with the Emperor. As Vice Premier, whenever Wu Xiangyu thought about what would happen if such a thing occurred in China, his first feeling was discomfort.

"Democracy is first of all a problem within the same class. If two armies of China and Japan are fighting in a hostile relationship, could the outcome be decided by a democratic vote?" Li Runshi laughed. "Since the Japanese populace is attempting to seek interests that belong to them, this process of struggle is indispensable."

Hearing this, Wu Xiangyu simply stated his own position clearly. "What I am considering now is domestic affairs. To establish a democracy based on scientific foundations, the burden is heavy and the road is long. This process is no less than a fierce revolution of changing dynasties."

"It will go even further than that," Li Runshi replied. "For the people to want to liberate themselves is an incomparably arduous road. I think this is a more profound progress. The Japanese working people haven't even been able to find the road to the liberation of their own class. Whereas we have now begun to gradually consider the road for the people to obtain self-liberation. Isn't this true progress? Everything is developing and changing; nothing can last for thousands of generations. If one cannot progress, one cannot obtain liberation."

Although they started the discussion from the Japan issue, the two young and middle-aged leaders of China very naturally turned the issue to China's domestic affairs. Although it wasn't intentional, both of them felt that there wasn't much content to discuss regarding Japan. It wasn't that they looked down on Japan, but that the things Japan was facing right now were too far removed from China. China domestically had already gone through this stage; the Chinese people had already been liberated from the old system. The road that Japanese revolutionaries had to walk was still long.

So on February 2, 1936, after China and Japan signed the agreement, Li Runshi and Wu Xiangyu left Japan and returned to China.

After they returned to the country, news about Japan continued to come from Japan.

On the morning of February 4, a group of soldiers appeared in front of the Imperial Palace. They knelt on the ground and begged to see the Emperor, requesting the Emperor to listen to news from the common folk.

On the afternoon of February 4, the army took all these people away.

On the morning of February 6, more soldiers and commoners appeared at the entrance of the Imperial Palace, kneeling to beg to see the Emperor. The military police immediately dispersed the masses and arrested many people.

Numerous rumors soon arose within Japan. The rumors said that high officials were forming cliques in private and imprisoning the Emperor. Because these people knew that if the Emperor took personal control of the government, he would definitely remove the violent and pacify the good. To let the Emperor know the public opinion, one must ask the Emperor to personally come out and receive the representatives of the populace. Under such incitement, quite a few radical forces began to operate and make contact, preparing to go to the Imperial Palace to petition.

"The People's Emperor loves the people; the People's Emperor cannot see the people!" This saying also began to become popular in Japan. Thanks to the military, Japan had been trying to propagate the supreme image of the Emperor for many years. Since he was supreme, it was natural for the Emperor to love the Japanese people.

Including the "50% Tax" ending without a result, and the "equal distribution of fertilizer" ending without a result, many issues in society that caused complaints everywhere but could never be solved now had a new explanation. That was: there were bad people preventing the Emperor from knowing the real news. As long as the people petitioned outside the Imperial Palace and let the Emperor hear the voices of the people, these problems could be solved.

The Japanese Control Faction was first caught off guard by these changes, and then they flew into a rage out of humiliation. Traffic was banned near the Tokyo Imperial Palace, and the police began to interrogate those who came to Tokyo from other places. Anyone found attempting to petition was immediately arrested first, and after a severe beating, they were sent back.

Even after suffering such rough treatment, the rumors in the Japanese localities showed no signs of retreating. Not only did they not retreat, but more aggressive statements also appeared: "The Emperor already knows a little bit of the wind, so those who are attempting to put the Emperor under house arrest and deceive the Emperor are afraid, so they took action to prevent the Japanese populace from approaching the Imperial Palace in Tokyo."

The manipulation of intelligence and public opinion is a very interesting thing. The people might act blindly, but the people always hope to be able to obtain a better life. In order to improve their own lives, the people are still willing to take risks. In the industrial age, the information sources and knowledge of ordinary people are not comparable to those in the agricultural age. When "rumors" pointedly indicated that as long as the people could see the Emperor, the people's suffering could be solved, the people would rather believe this was true. After all, the Japanese Emperor was a living god in the present world and should possess boundless power.

Not to mention the people, when Chen Ke was a few years old and had just learned to read, he read about the "True Dragon Son of Heaven" and watched that old animated film *Nezha*. He once thought that the Emperor was a monster with a dragon's appearance, or at least with dragon characteristics on his body. Holding this mentality of looking at a rare animal, Chen Ke asked his parents, only to learn that the Emperor who was called the True Dragon Son of Heaven was actually also an ordinary person and had no blood relationship with the magical animal "Dragon." At that time, Chen Ke even felt quite disappointed.

If a child born at the end of the 20th century was like this, the Japanese people at the beginning of the 20th century quickly believed the rumors for real. Even some urban crowds who didn't quite believe that the Emperor could solve problems couldn't help but want to try and see.

Thus, on February 26, a large group of marchers braved the heavy snow to go to the front of the Imperial Palace to petition. Then a bloody conflict occurred. The official statement was that while arresting the petitioners, thugs concealing weapons attacked the military police first. Those who sympathized with and supported the petitioners accused the military police of opening fire directly on the petitioning crowd.

Anyway, on that snowy day, a total of 48 people were beaten to death, and 166 were injured. The February 26 Incident shocked the whole of Japan.
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Chapter 94: The End (5)

"Who ordered the shooting?" The veins on Nagata Tetsuzan's forehead bulged, and the look on his face was quite ferocious. What angered Nagata Tetsuzan was not that some civilians had been killed, but that someone dared to disobey orders and open fire directly.

Okamura Yasuji didn't want to say too much; he had gone to the scene. Amidst the sky-filled flying snow, the crowd of thousands of petitioners appeared in his field of vision, a mass of black moving from far to near. That sense of oppression was truly hard to describe.

Not continuing to lose his temper, Nagata Tetsuzan ordered: "Have all the newspapers publish articles stating that mixed among these people are traitors intending to murder the Emperor, and call upon those good-natured participants in the demonstration to report and expose them!"

After listening, Okamura Yasuji asked, "Should we focus on arresting people?"

Nagata Tetsuzan shook his head, "Not for the time being. First, hurry up and transfer the First Division to Sakhalin."

This action was clearly led by the Imperial Way Faction, and the thoughts behind it were quite easy to understand. The Control Faction wanted to integrate Japan's ruling class and achieve a unified system. The Imperial Way Faction, on the other hand, wanted to tear down Japan's current ruling class and start over. Who were the "bad people" mentioned in these petitions? Were they not Japan's existing ruling class? Now was not the time to intensify conflicts, but a good opportunity to demonstrate that the Control Faction had the ability to control the situation.

When the Imperial Way Faction learned that the order to transfer the First Division to Sakhalin had not changed, their internal members exploded. For Japan, Hokkaido was already a bitter cold land, and Sakhalin, further north, was an even more arduous place. Everyone had stayed in Tokyo for a long time, and no one wanted to go to Sakhalin. This was not a transfer; this was exile.

Soldiers opening fire on petitioning Japanese citizens was also a major event in the eyes of the Imperial Way Faction. Emotionally, the soldiers were quite supportive of the petitioners, believing that the petitioners were saying what they themselves wanted to say. They requested the Emperor to come forward and clean up Japan's chaotic situation, so why did they end up shedding blood right in front of the Imperial Palace?

"Is the Emperor truly the Emperor of the Japanese people? Or is he a puppet in the hands of those high officials and dignitaries?" This argument was becoming increasingly appealing within the First Division, and even among those who were very dissatisfied with the current situation in Japan. In Japan's feudal era, no commoner dared to disturb the Emperor. In this industrial age, the Japanese lower classes increasingly hoped to possess political power. They themselves might not have thought their ideas through clearly, but since the Emperor was the legal source of Japanese power, why couldn't the lower classes obtain power from the Emperor?

Kita Ikki, however, could understand the thoughts of these people. Precisely because he understood, Kita Ikki felt a mix of joy and worry. He certainly hoped the revolution could succeed, but if the people were not truly organized and mobilized, the success of the revolution would be impossible. Only when the entire Japanese lower class united could the revolution succeed. The Control Faction had at least gradually united the upper class, while the movement of the Japanese lower class had not even moved from spontaneity to self-consciousness.

These days, the branches everywhere that Kita Ikki had started to manage over the years sent back a lot of news. Every place already knew about this petition to the Emperor. Most people's reaction was quite astonished. People seeing the Emperor directly was, to the Japanese, fresh and stimulating, perhaps even a bit "treasonous and immoral". Of course, the saying "The Emperor of the Japanese people" also stimulated many Japanese commoners, making them start to consider this possibility.

On the contrary, the fact that someone opened fire and killed petitioners, followed by the military group's diligent propaganda that there were people in the petitioning team intending to harm the Emperor—these claims fit the timid psychology of the Japanese commoners. The people did not dare to face big shots to fight for the power that belonged to them; they believed their own strength was too small, insufficient to confront those people. This was indeed the truth. It was just that if they never fought for it, they would never be able to obtain power. Because power is something that can absolutely never be given as charity by others; it must be fought for by oneself.

In the midst of such chaos, new news finally came out. Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo decided to reduce the military in the latest cabinet meeting. This plan was relatively reasonable overall; Japan would reduce the Army to 9 divisions and two brigades. The Navy would maintain its current scale of one Six-Six Fleet. Regarding the future of the disbanded troops, Takahashi Korekiyo prepared to rebuild a series of Japanese state-owned enterprises. Including electricity, transportation, grain, and many other core enterprises, this was quite consistent with China's current economic layout. After soldiers retired, they could work in these state-owned enterprises. The enterprises could get well-trained labor, and the soldiers could also get relatively stable employment opportunities.

This plan received the support of the Japanese bureaucratic class but encountered opposition from the military upper echelon and even the financial groups. Various rumors flew all over the sky, mostly accusing Takahashi Korekiyo. The First Division, which already didn't want to go to Sakhalin, was particularly indignant. The officers believed that reducing the army likely meant performing surgery on the First Division.

Kita Ikki certainly didn't think so. Having seen China's powerful state-owned enterprises, Kita Ikki did not think there was any problem with state-owned enterprises. In China, joining the army was a very good path. Retired soldiers all had employment counseling and would be arranged jobs. Being able to work in a state-owned enterprise itself meant a stable job and a stable life. As far as Kita Ikki knew, even those retired soldiers who ultimately chose to come out and work solo, opening a restaurant for instance, as long as the taste wasn't bad, could get a lot of support from old comrades-in-arms. For the first three years after retirement, if a soldier wanted to apply for technical training, such as going to university, or entering a technical school for training, or even applying for chef training, the state would waive the tuition fees for the retired soldier.

Whether Japan could truly execute such a policy was what Kita Ikki worried about; he actually supported the matter of arranging employment for retired soldiers.

Just as Kita Ikki was putting his energy into contacting the people's forces in various places, Lieutenant Colonel Ando of the First Division came to find Kita Ikki. He said anxiously, "Mr. Kita, the mood in the First Division is very volatile right now. Those young people from last time are preparing to make trouble again!"

Kita Ikki immediately asked, "How many soldiers do they have in their hands? How many soldiers does the First Division have? do they really think they can defeat the other fourteen divisions plus that bunch from the Navy?"

"Now it's not just the First Division; there are people in other units starting to link up as well," Ando Teruzo replied. Once the disarmament plan came out, everyone felt insecure. Japanese state-owned enterprises were originally not that easy to enter, and the soldiers simply didn't believe there was any possibility of this plan being executed. Besides, settling down in a Japanese city was not an easy thing. Just having a job was absolutely not enough.

"It is absolutely not the time now. No matter what they say, they cannot move." Kita Ikki gave Ando Teruzo a strict order. Political competition is often not about who has the ability to win, but about who can persist to the end. With the situation having reached such a state, there was simply no lack of people jumping out. What everyone had to watch was merely who could persist to the end.

After persuading Ando Teruzo to stay calm, Kita Ikki couldn't help but think of Japan's neighbor, China. "How would Chen Ke consider this matter at this stage?"

In Zhengzhou, China, Chen Ke was also discussing with comrades from the Politburo. "How will Kita Ikki utilize this situation?"

The fragile revolutionary action of the Japanese people met with gunfire; this in itself was a variable. First, the Japanese people rose up and tried. Second, this attempt met with temporary failure. Whether the drums would be muffled and the flags furled, or if they would fight more courageously as the battle went on, Chen Ke could not judge.

China's future policy could be said to be swaying; whether to go south was a core point at this time. The Dutch had suffered a heavy blow, making China feel the feasibility of going south.

"We do not hold the advantage in the situation; it can even be said to be very uncomfortable." Pu Guanshui was also a Politburo member; at the Politburo meeting, he represented the military to introduce the situation. "The European and American sides occupy all the key points in the south."

Looking at the map, among the results of China's southward advance, French Indochina choked China's key point for controlling the South China Sea, and British East Malaysia forcefully threatened China's connection with Borneo. China maintained a good relationship with the colossal neighbor to the north, the Soviet Union, but this relationship was merely built on the fact that the Soviet Union would not allow powerful nations like Britain and the United States to attack China through Soviet territory. If China suffered a total defeat and reached a point where it couldn't protect itself, the Soviet Union might not necessarily refrain from stabbing China in the back.

"We can make a strong threatening gesture towards Britain, but that is all. No matter which land route we take to attack Burma and India, it will be a terrifying logistical disaster." Pu Guanshui spoke very frankly. "If we want to go south with full force, we must guard against Japan. If Japan becomes a springboard for Britain and the United States to attack China, our situation will be very passive."

An army of a million or even ten million sweeping across the world is military romanticism; in reality, it is a terrifying thing. China had been frantically building railways for more than twenty years, and by '36, it finally had over one hundred thousand kilometers of railways. The problem lay in that these hundred thousand kilometers of railways were mainly distributed in China's core regions. Not to mention the borderlands, just the section of the Longhai Railway from Gansu to Xinjiang encountered huge technical problems.

The Kra Canal that China was excavating met with full opposition from Britain. Once the Kra Canal opened, the Chinese fleet could charge into the Indian Ocean. The British would absolutely not allow China to enter the Indian Ocean, which was Britain's back garden.

To go south, one must determine Japan's wavering stance. To put it more clearly, China had to be sure that Japan would at least not sneak attack China from behind before China failed. This was not an easy thing to determine.

After the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, the attitude of the United States made Chen Ke alert. The United States believed that the Soviet Union participated in the 1931 overthrow of the Spanish royal family, and thus was hostile to the newly appointed Republican government. When the civil war broke out, Secretary of State Cordell Hull ordered a ban on all weapon sales to the Spanish government, upholding a policy of neutrality. The Republican government thus obtained armaments from the Soviet Union. However, private American companies provided support to both warring sides. Texaco provided the Nationalists with 3.5 million tons of gasoline sales and offered indefinite loans. General Motors and Ford Motor Company together provided the Nationalists with 12,000 trucks. The DuPont Company sold a lot of ammunition to Franco.

The United States had made its stance clear. The conflict between China and Britain was one thing; the United States could still view the struggle between the two countries from the perspective of watching tigers fight from the mountaintop. If China directly intervened in Japanese affairs, the attitude of the Americans would likely not be benevolent. On this point, Chen Ke did not consider it optimistically.

To go south or not? This strategic question determined China's attitude towards Japan. If they didn't go south, and China was merely satisfied with everything it had already obtained, then China could completely calmly ease relations with neighboring countries and focus on its own domestic work. If they wanted to go south, they had to make the surrounding situation become more favorable to China.

To wait or not to wait, that is the question!
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After the Politburo meeting concluded, Chen Ke convened a smaller meeting. The attendees were three "young" comrades, along with the two veteran comrades, Qi Huishen and Chen Tianhua. Following Shang Yuan and Zhang Yu's withdrawal from the front lines, the 61-year-old Chen Tianhua's health had also developed issues. Within the 5+2 Politburo Standing Committee, nearly half of the members would be stepping down in the blink of an eye. Although Ren Guopei was the youngest, he was highly regarded as the candidate to succeed Chen Tianhua in party affairs.

"Chairman Chen, you seem to have always been afraid of the United States," Li Runshi said to Chen Ke, indifferent to the changes in status and position.

Chen Ke nodded and replied, "Yes, I am very afraid of the United States. If China were to challenge Britain alone in the Western Pacific, I would definitely have a chance of winning. With the areas China currently controls, if we were attacked by both Britain and the United States simultaneously, I would still have more than a fifty percent chance of winning. However, in the process of liberating the entire Western Pacific, if we were to fight against both Britain and the United States at the same time, I wouldn't have much of a chance. I can tell you all now just how powerful China actually is."

"How powerful China is"—this phrase itself was enough to ignite the passion of young people, and Chen Ke was very confident about this. In the 21st century, China finally fully adopted the block construction method for shipbuilding. That is, ship sections were pre-fabricated, welded on dry land, and finally, the ship was launched for fitting out. The United States launched a ten-thousand-ton ship every few days at the peak of World War II using this production process. China could be considered to have mastered this method, and this was based on less than 30 years of industrial accumulation in New China.

Chen Ke had dragged every industry in China to a level that was extremely advanced for 1936. What was advanced were the methods and ideas of organizing production, and what was advanced was "grasping" the direction of future development.

This was not without hidden dangers. The biggest hidden danger was that China's industrial accumulation was insufficient. To put it more bluntly, there had been too few failures. The process of a person's maturity is just as Mencius said: "When Heaven is about to confer a great office on any man, it first exercises his mind with suffering, and his sinews and bones with toil. It exposes his body to hunger, and subjects him to extreme poverty. It confounds his undertakings. By all these methods it stimulates his mind, hardens his nature, and supplies his incompetencies." Only after suffering countless hardships, enduring countless sins, and experiencing one failure after another can one finally "move their heart and endure their nature, and increase what they cannot do."

Therefore, almost everyone instinctively wants to avoid this process and find a path that leads straight to victory without making mistakes. If one has to choose between a path straight to victory and a path without mistakes or suffering, the vast majority of people would choose the path without mistakes or suffering.

"So China is very powerful now because we have strong production capabilities and advanced production models. When China's electronic technology and computer technology achieve further breakthroughs, we will be even more powerful, and our production capacity will be more than ten times stronger than it is now. Similarly, such production capabilities and production models will definitely make us suffer greatly," Chen Ke concluded after introducing China's various strengths.

The old guys were already used to Chen Ke's predictions; China had come this far step by step. If Chen Ke said China could go to the moon in a few years, they wouldn't doubt it.

Chen Ke continued, "What we are facing now is that the current world order is problematic. This world is still in the colonial era, and the current world order is still a colonial system. If this order is not smashed, China cannot have a bright future. But! China cannot engage in imperialism. It's not about destroying the British colonial system and replacing it with a Chinese colonial system. If imperialism were a promising path, rest assured, I would definitely lead the comrades to stride boldly onto the path of imperialism. In fact, imperialism has no future. What future is there for a system of internal oppression and external plunder?!"

"Then what is the relationship between Japan and China's future strategy?" Li Runshi was still able to grasp Chen Ke's train of thought.

"Given Japan's current sorry state, what kind of result can the revolution have? My personal view is this: Japan will at most come up with militarism or a feudal socialism. Their ideal is just to become a powerful imperialist country and get a share of the pie in the new colonial system established in Asia." Chen Ke rarely used such emotional language as "sorry state" to describe Japan. "I am very hesitant about my attitude towards Japan because Japan's ceiling is very low. Unless China annexes Japan and completely changes Japan's reality, only then will the thinking of individual Japanese people change. Otherwise, as long as Japan is still an island nation, an island nation with scarce resources and a large population, it cannot have any fundamental changes."

One of the common characteristics of rulers is extreme realism. "Don't mention trust, it hurts feelings"—this is not condescending arrogance. For rulers, this is sincere and warm truth. Anyone who has truly done things and completed work knows how unreliable they actually are. Every link they have worked on was stumbling and imperfect. Walking to the finish line with great difficulty requires not only one's own efforts but also some luck.

Chen Ke was facing top leaders who knew their own human weaknesses deeply through constant work and labor. For example, Li Runshi knew very well that he was easily influenced by the outside world, so he simply read books on the main road when he was young. This was not Li Runshi trying to show off how much he loved learning, but to overcome his weakness of being easily influenced; he tried various methods.

Ren Guopei's attitude was "If you can walk a hundred steps, absolutely do not walk ninety-nine steps." One who travels a hundred miles is only half way there at ninety; is the last step easy to take? The joy Chen Ke felt every time he reached the destination of a hiking trip was not because he had achieved some bullshit victory, but because he had finally finished walking and could lie down and rest for a while. He didn't have to hang there in the middle of the road, not touching the sky or the ground. As for success, that was only something said when bragging. As for being on the road, because the heart rate accelerated, the pressure on the blood vessels increased, the feet were hot and burning, constantly bearing weight, making the tendons painful, and often feeling like the bones were about to break—what joy was there to speak of? But for people who are constantly moving forward, as long as the bones are not really broken, they have to continue walking. They have to engage in a tragic ideological struggle against the irritability and anger caused by various physical discomforts.

Before a leader leads others, he must first become his own master. In this process, they deeply know the unreliability of human nature, including their own.

Therefore, in front of these comrades, Chen Ke spoke very frankly. He did not mean to mock Japan maliciously. Chen Ke was only making a realistic judgment based on Japan's development trajectory over the past hundred years. "A frog in a well cannot discuss the ocean, for it is limited by its space; a summer insect cannot discuss ice, for it is limited by its time. Japan simply does not have the opportunity to gain the chance to dominate the world. Without such an experience, they cannot produce a correct understanding. My lack of confidence in the Japanese revolution is based on this reason."

The comrades could understand Chen Ke's words. Everyone had done practical work for many years, and true understanding is built on shared experiences. China had experienced a social stage where the people of the whole country wanted to overthrow the imperial power and establish a republic. Even so, Yuan Shikai still delusionally wanted to be emperor from time to time. After the founding of New China, there were still people in the corners who "proclaimed themselves emperor." The Japanese revolution had to use the name of the Japanese Emperor, which was really too low a level.

Chen Ke continued, "The revolutionary demands of the Japanese people are very low, and their class consciousness is also very limited. I think it is not yet the time for China to intervene in such a revolution. If China forcibly transforms Japan, the Spanish Civil War is proof. When foreign countries think that China is only abiding by the current colonial system's way of doing things and relying on force to annex some land, they actually have a common standard. They think China is a threat, but they don't think China is an enemy. If China wants to use force to forcibly promote socialist revolutions in other countries, we will immediately become the public enemy of the world."

No one in the meeting raised the point of whether those Japanese revolutionaries would be pitiful; that was a point of view that only the petty bourgeoisie would raise. Since they decided to revolt, they naturally had to have the revolutionary consciousness to shed their blood and sacrifice their lives. for the revolution, the people's revolutionary needs are the key to everything. The reason why Chen Ke had always been very low-key about the Japanese revolution was based on this situation.

In the end, the comrades reached a consensus that the Japanese revolution still needed to be "closely watched."
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In March 1936, the day for the First Division's departure finally arrived. These soldiers boarded the train in low spirits. After the train's whistle blew, the train loaded with soldiers began to head north. When Okamura Yasuji learned that the First Division had finally set off, he had mixed feelings of joy and worry.

If the First Division had caused trouble in Tokyo, or even assassinated ministers, it would have effectively promoted the changes in Japan that the Control Faction expected. However, Kita Ikki effectively prevented the officers of the First Division from acting recklessly. Many of those most radical officers had participated in the petition outside the Imperial Palace to see the Emperor, and many had been arrested. From the perspective of personnel losses alone, the loss of grassroots personnel for the Imperial Way Faction was not small. The superiors of the First Division were severely reprimanded for the "reckless behavior" of their subordinates. On the surface, the Imperial Way Faction had suffered a heavy blow. In the country of Japan, no one would show mercy when it was time to beat a drowning dog. The leaders of the Imperial Way Faction were severely reprimanded, and the Imperial Way Faction soldiers were confined, dismissed, or demoted without any politeness.

Okamura Yasuji felt that on the surface, the Control Faction had achieved great success. However, what also made Okamura Yasuji uneasy was that the Control Faction had actually accepted this. After suffering what could be described as unfair treatment, the Control Faction did not continue to make trouble, but fell silent as if accepting the facts. This was abnormal.

But even if this matter was abnormal, Okamura Yasuji could only temporarily accept such a result. The shooting of petitioners in the February 26 Incident had a significant impact on the Army, to an extent beyond Nagata Tetsuzan's imagination. When formulating the plan for Japan's national "control," the Control Faction needed political and economic knowledge outside of the military. Therefore, the Control Faction staff had sought help from bureaucrats, the financial world, and scholars, and gradually established close contact with the upper echelons of the political and financial worlds.

The bloody suppression of February 26 shocked the bureaucrats, the financial world, and the academic world. Using "someone tried to plot against the Emperor" could not fool these upper echelons. The brutality and tyranny of the military made these people very alert. Originally, there was a group of people in the bureaucracy, the financial world, and the academic world who did not agree with the Control Faction taking power. Now they demanded that the Control Faction explain the bloody incident.

The Control Faction triumphantly struck at the Imperial Way Faction, fulfilling their wish, but inadvertently allowed the Imperial Way Faction to extricate themselves from the matter. No one suspected what the Imperial Way Faction had done in it, and the Imperial Way Faction had really not done anything. The Imperial Guards Division, which guarded the Imperial Palace and was already controlled by the Control Faction, was under tremendous pressure. Remarks that they had mishandled the situation were everywhere. Even the public, who originally supported the military, felt great disgust at the Army's performance in this matter.

So calculated in detail, it is hard to say whether the Imperial Way Faction suffered or gained in this incident. Overall, the Control Faction temporarily had no way to continue striking at the Imperial Way Faction. They could only watch the Imperial Way Faction head to Sakhalin in disgrace. This was already very harsh treatment. After all, the First Division had not been transferred out of Tokyo for 30 years, let alone thrown directly to Sakhalin. If the Control Faction attacked the Imperial Way Faction too ruthlessly, it would inevitably make other forces that needed to be temporarily appeased feel uneasy.

Sometimes things are just this troublesome. Since such a ruthless hand had already been laid on the First Division, theoretically, the First Division's ability to resist must be completely resolved. But out of the strategy of external appeasement, and because the First Division had consistently not shown any resistance, even if they knew things were not right, the Control Faction could only temporarily stop at the benefits already obtained.

So Okamura Yasuji was very happy that the First Division left Tokyo smoothly. Kita Ikki was not a soldier. If Kita Ikki could also be sent to Sakhalin together, Okamura Yasuji would be even happier.

Of course, for the Control Faction, the enemy was not just the Imperial Way Faction. The current Prime Minister, Takahashi Korekiyo, was a guy who had to be resolved no matter what. Takahashi Korekiyo's greatest "crime" was that he had never succumbed to the Japanese military. More accurately, the government personnel led by Takahashi Korekiyo used political means to play the military personnel like a fiddle. So in any case, the eighty-something Takahashi Korekiyo must step down after his term as Prime Minister expires.

The Control Faction made great efforts. They believed that in the next round of local elections, the Control Faction would be able to get a majority of local councilors. With the advantage in the local areas, and then seizing the majority of seats in the Diet, Japan could smoothly fall into the hands of the Control Faction. Even if no one carried out "Heaven's punishment on national traitors," Takahashi Korekiyo and the Seiyukai he led must step down.

Compared with Okamura Yasuji, who needed to consider many aspects and design in many places, Ando Teruzo only had to consider the execution of one thing. The First Division went north, and the Ninth Division from the Kanazawa area replaced the First Division. There were a large number of soldiers from the Aomori region in the Ninth Division, and Ando Teruzo had many acquaintances in Aomori. Even before the troops set off, Ando Teruzo had already contacted people in the Ninth Division.

The representatives of the Imperial Way Faction within the Ninth Division quickly sent people to contact Ando Teruzo. At the first stop after the train Ando Teruzo was on left Tokyo Station and went north, a soldier who did not belong to the First Division sneaked onto the train. The liaison officer from the Ninth Division was a lieutenant. Upon seeing Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo, the lieutenant immediately saluted. The two went to a sleeping car specially prepared for officers before they began to talk.

"What the comrades of the Ninth Division want to know most is what happened in Tokyo!" the lieutenant asked in a low voice.

Ando Teruzo introduced the specific events that happened in Tokyo. Hearing that a large number of soldiers and civilians tried to see the Emperor, the liaison lieutenant was agitated. These young people who saw the darkness of society needed someone to point out the way to solve the problem and hoped to get strong help. His Majesty the Emperor, or His Majesty the Emperor in the imagination of these young soldiers, was undoubtedly the best person in Japan.

"Then what does Mr. Ando plan to do?" the lieutenant asked urgently.

"I must lead everyone to see His Majesty the Emperor!" Ando Teruzo's voice was not loud, but it was filled with a determination never to retreat.

Seeing such a firm attitude, the representative of the Ninth Division felt an inexplicable excitement. Being able to tell the Emperor explicitly about the true appearance of Japan would definitely be a deed of boundless merit. The lieutenant nodded hard, "Mr. Ando, we will definitely help you!"

The First Division had already left Tokyo. How could the First Division return to Tokyo? It was absolutely impossible without the cooperation of the middle and upper levels of the Ninth Division. Colonel Atobe, the regiment commander leading the Ninth Division's southward troops, was Ando Teruzo's old superior. After the intense work of the liaison personnel, the two finally met at the train station.

Lieutenant Colonel Ando got straight to the point and said to Colonel Atobe: "May I ask if Senior knows about the Mitsui and Mitsubishi Zaibatsu Repayment Society?"

Colonel Atobe's expression changed slightly. In 1933, after Dan Takuma died, Ikeda Seihin, the managing director who held the real power of Mitsui, invested 30 million yen to establish the Mitsui Repayment Society in the name of supporting social welfare undertakings. Mitsubishi donated 17.63 million yen to "society" in the four years from 1931 to 1935. This was something that most of the middle and upper levels of the Army had heard of, but he didn't know what Lieutenant Colonel Ando meant by specifically mentioning this matter.

Lieutenant Colonel Ando explained with a solemn expression: "The Imperial Way Faction represents the power of the grassroots people, the soldiers, and the people around the soldiers. Mr. Kita Ikki represents the power of the people. The military has already combined with monopoly capital. Plus, new bureaucrats and other supporters of the military in the ruling class are constantly appearing. The Control Faction has completely transformed into a political movement representing the interests of the ruling class."

Colonel Atobe's expression finally wavered. He stared closely at his junior and subordinate. The age difference between the two was fifteen or sixteen years, yet their ranks differed by only one level. Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo did not have any special background and could not have met with the favor of any big shots. To achieve his current status could only mean that Lieutenant Colonel Ando's status was earned through bloody battles.

"You are still alarmist in saying this," Colonel Atobe finally spoke.

Lieutenant Colonel Ando continued: "If it is alarmist, why did the military's Control Faction order fire on the petitioning common people? Our First Division has a pretty good relationship with the Imperial Guards Division. My friend in the Imperial Guards Division told me that the Imperial Guards Division itself did not want to do this, but the unit led by the Control Faction officers was on duty, and such a slaughter of common people occurred."

Colonel Atobe snorted. Of the two divisions in Tokyo, one was the First Division, and the other was naturally the Imperial Guards Division. Although the origin of the Imperial Guards Division was generally stronger than that of the First Division, Japan was only so big. There were also plenty of people of ordinary origin in the Imperial Guards Division. Even if they retired from the Imperial Guards Division, there was no way to give these soldiers a chance to improve their status. So there were also many officers and soldiers in the Imperial Guards Division who supported the Imperial Way Faction.

"Then what use is that? Does Ando-kun still believe that His Majesty the Emperor stands with the common people?" Colonel Atobe asked in a mocking tone.

Lieutenant Colonel Ando replied: "The Emperor originally did not stand on the side of the common people. We know, but the common people do not know."

"What if the common people knew? It would only make them more disappointed," Colonel Atobe said.

Lieutenant Colonel Ando continued to answer: "No! The truth will not hurt anyone! What hurts the common people are those who believe the lie that the Emperor is on the side of the common people. Once they can see the facts clearly, these people will not be deceived by lies."

Seeing Lieutenant Colonel Ando speak with such certainty, Colonel Atobe couldn't help but smile bitterly: "Not being deceived by these lies isn't of much use either. Where is there any Imperial Way Paradise on this earth..."

"There has never been an Imperial Way Paradise on this earth, but there are countries that belong to the people," Lieutenant Colonel Ando replied seriously. Because he was too serious, it almost made Colonel Atobe think that Lieutenant Colonel Ando's expression was a joke. But a moment later, Colonel Atobe understood that Lieutenant Colonel Ando was talking about China and the Soviet Union.

"These two countries, without exception, have carried out comprehensive revolutions! We Japan must also do so," Lieutenant Colonel Ando could not directly say that both of these countries had gotten rid of their emperors. China's Manchu Qing was completely destroyed; the Bannermen didn't even dare to mention their Banner registration and all changed to Han surnames to pretend to be Han people. As for the Soviet Union... Lenin ordered the Tsar's whole family to be exterminated. Compared with the revolutions in these two countries, Japan's revolution simply could not talk about any intensity.

Colonel Atobe was also a member of the Imperial Way Faction, so he was very clear about the Emperor's role in Japan. He was quite surprised that Lieutenant Colonel Ando behaved so radically. He pondered for a moment before saying: "If I don't participate in this matter, what do you plan to do, Ando?"

Lieutenant Colonel Ando was not scared by the meaning revealed in these words. He replied calmly: "If Senior does not participate, then I can only take the troops and continue to Sakhalin. I am not interested in actions without a chance of winning. If we act, we must win, otherwise, I would be letting down the trust of my subordinates."

Colonel Atobe seemed to be choked. He stared at Lieutenant Colonel Ando for a long time before answering: "Hey, hey! Ando! You are too realistic!"

"Revolution itself is the most realistic thing," Lieutenant Colonel Ando replied.

Colonel Atobe stared at Lieutenant Colonel Ando for a while longer, and finally said: "Alright, tell me exactly what happened in Tokyo recently. I haven't seen Mr. Kita for a long time. In that place in Aomori, I don't know anything anymore!"

Ando Teruzo was not pretentious and immediately talked about Kita Ikki's recent summary research results on Japan.

The economic thoughts that were most influential during the Great Depression included the debate on Japanese capitalism by Marxist scholars represented by Noro Eitaro and Inomata Tsunao; the planned economy thought advocated by Kojima Seiichi, Arisawa Hiromi, and Fujita Keizo; the folk statist economic thought represented by Kita Ikki; the institutional "revision" thought advocated by the "New Bureaucrats" represented by Kishi Nobusuke and Yoshino Shinji; the thought of strengthening economic control in the political world represented by Yamamoto Jotaro and Nakano Seigo; the "self-innovation" thought of the financial world represented by Nakajima Kumakichi and Go Seinosuke; and the military control economic thought represented by Ishiwara Kanji, etc.

Kojima Seiichi wrote in the book *Theory of Japanese Planned Economy*: "In the past two or three years, capitalism has tasted suffering and has now fallen into a state of extreme weakness. The moment has arrived when we must abandon independent relief measures and try the new medicine of planned economy... Matters having reached this point, we no longer need to discuss the validity of planned economy. The urgent task is to take a few steps forward and systematically propose specific plans for a planned economy."

Nakajima Kumakichi wrote an article in a prominent position in the *Social Policy Times*, stating: "Forgive me for speaking bluntly, in the arena of domestic and foreign competition, in order to consolidate our country's economic status in the future, we must realize the economic nationalism that has been implemented so far. That is, the 'One Industry, One System' of the state must be realized. Moreover, this kind of single corporate alliance organ must obey the annual plan formulated according to the national standpoint and act under the guidance of its production and export policies."

Ministry of Commerce and Industry official Kishi Nobusuke said when evaluating the Soviet Union's five-year economic plan: "It did receive a certain shock. That is an economic system completely different from our country's current free economy. That method of setting goals first and then striving to achieve them is a huge threat." Kishi Nobusuke believed: "In view of the fact that our country's industrial world is currently in a state of extreme anarchy, the urgent task is to thoroughly implement corporate control. In order to realize control over important industries, as a temporary emergency measure, the urgent task is to enact laws regarding general industrial control."

In short, the success of China and the Soviet Union, as well as Germany's miraculous economic construction results, made Japan feel that it must adopt a more planned overall system. This common direction of the ideological, financial, and cultural worlds, combined with the "National Total War" thought of Nagata Tetsuzan, who was known as the smartest man in the Army, was the core theory of the current "Control Faction."

"The Control Faction has completed all preparations, just lacking the excuse to let them launch their own actions. After this action of petitioning the Emperor in Tokyo was suppressed, Mr. Kita tried his best to suppress it, so the Imperial Way Faction did not move chaotically. After such an effort, the people who had begun to get tired of the turmoil saw some real hope. Everyone believes that the upper echelons of Japan are all bad people now, but the Emperor must be a good person..." Lieutenant Colonel Ando introduced the situation seriously.

"His Majesty the Emperor is a good person... Haha! Hahahaha!" Colonel Atobe couldn't help laughing loudly. Because the person in front of him was the clever Lieutenant Colonel Ando, Colonel Atobe dared to really laugh out loud. One had to know that words of great disrespect to the Emperor were a capital offense.

Lieutenant Colonel Ando did not smile; he really couldn't smile. "What we want is to mobilize the people. Even if it is such a false fantasy, as long as the Japanese people defeat the enemy with their own strength and finally achieve their own goals, this itself is success. As for finding out that the Emperor is completely different from what was imagined after seeing him, what does that matter! After possessing the power to defeat the powerful, how to fight is not a problem. The power of the powerful largely comes from the Emperor; the power of the Japanese people never comes from the Emperor!"

"Then tell me about your specific tactics!" Colonel Atobe asked.

"This... I wonder what attitude Senior has towards my ideas," Lieutenant Colonel Ando asked.

"With a stupid junior like you, I wouldn't be at ease if I didn't participate," Colonel Atobe replied.

"Then many thanks to Senior!" After Lieutenant Colonel Ando understood Colonel Atobe's meaning, he thanked him repeatedly.

While Lieutenant Colonel Ando was discussing the direction of the revolution with his revolutionary comrades, Kita Ikki in Tokyo discovered something: the number of monitors around him had suddenly increased. There were originally people monitoring Kita Ikki openly and secretly; this was an open secret. But the number of new people made Kita Ikki understand that things had reached a new turning point.

Sure enough, after the troops in front of the First Division set off, secret agents suddenly came to knock on Kita Ikki's door. After Kita Ikki opened the door, the secret agents took Kita Ikki away on the grounds of "assisting in the investigation of someone intending to be detrimental to the Emperor."

Kita Ikki originally thought that his plan had been leaked. As a result, when he heard the interrogator start to fabricate charges, wanting to link Kita Ikki with the people who went to the front of the Imperial Palace to petition a while ago, Kita Ikki almost laughed out loud. These actions were indeed organized and participated in by Kita Ikki. And Kita Ikki was really detrimental to the Emperor. However, the stupid interrogator in front of Kita Ikki, although not a single sentence was on point, not a single sentence hit Kita Ikki's weak points. Instead, this eager-for-quick-success and overly obvious move made Kita Ikki see the essence of the matter clearly.

The Control Faction was preparing to close the net completely. They not only wanted to get rid of the Imperial Way Faction within the army but also wanted to get rid of the leftist factions among the people. This made Kita Ikki unable to help but reveal a smile.



★


The End 8

Volume 6 - Chapter 99

❧ ❧ ❧


On March 31, 1936, Tokyo City Councilor Kita Ikki was just three days shy of his 53rd birthday. After the Control Faction arrested Kita Ikki, they were actually quite "polite." There was no torture to extract a confession, nor were there intimidation or threats. They simply wanted Kita Ikki to admit that he had masterminded the "petition incident." Kita Ikki reckoned that after so many years of effort, the Control Faction was finally closing the net.

"If things go on like this, my time to die has probably come," Kita Ikki thought silently, indifferent to the interrogator's attitude.

The interrogator asked questions for a long time, but seeing Kita Ikki's absent-minded appearance, he also grew somewhat weary. Slamming the table fiercely, the interrogator raised his voice. Even though his gaze was scattered through the astigmatic lenses of his glasses, the interrogator's look was still very sharp. "Kita Ikki, do you admit your guilt?"

Being constantly pestered like a fly affecting his train of thought, Kita Ikki also got a bit annoyed. He replied with an unhappy tone, "Whether one is guilty or not, everyone has a different view. As a councilor, to interrogate me, you must first obtain the approval of the Diet and strip me of my councilor status. Otherwise, I am not subject to your control."

"Ha, haha." The interrogator sneered. "You are so disrespectful to the Emperor, inciting people with intentions detrimental to the Emperor. Why would we need the Diet's approval? Anyone can interrogate you."

This aggressive attitude made Kita Ikki even more certain of his judgment. He once again returned to an expression of undisturbed calm. Tactically, even if he couldn't counterattack, he at least had to disrupt the enemy's steps. If Kita Ikki showed the slightest sign of pleading guilty now, it would be giving the green light to the Control Faction.

Just as Kita Ikki had thought, after he was arrested and interrogated for two days, the news spread. As the ideological leader of the grassroots Imperial Way Faction, being taken away on trumped-up charges directly triggered the anger and unease of the Imperial Way Faction. After the Imperial Way Faction launched the action to petition the Emperor, they were also somewhat apprehensive inside. Not because they felt they had broken the law, or because they had any disrespectful thoughts towards the Emperor. In Japanese tradition, making a superior feel unhappy is a crime in itself. A phrase like "Where are your manners?!" is reason enough to kill someone.

However, the Emperor's unhappiness is not equivalent to the unhappiness of the high officials. The Imperial Way Faction realized what was happening at this time. The collusion between the Control Faction, the bureaucrats, and the financial magnates was becoming more and more obvious. The young Imperial Way Faction officers in the Imperial Guard Division were already completely clear about it. The military dictatorship that the Imperial Way Faction wanted to establish was a genuine military dictatorship.

Because the Control Faction was strictly investigating the soldiers who participated in the petition incident, the places where the Imperial Way Faction used to gather had been sealed off by people sent by the military headquarters. Therefore, the young Imperial Way Faction soldiers could only organize even more secret meetings. The young people at the meeting were all filled with rage. "We will absolutely never collude with the financial magnates! Those people in the Control Faction are the shame of soldiers!"

"They drove away the First Division and arrested Mr. Kita. What are they going to do next?"

"If only Mr. Kita had let us directly carry out 'Heaven's Punishment' on those traitors back then! If we had gotten rid of those people, how could we be in this passive situation today?"

The young people were filled with righteous indignation. However, the First Division had already been transferred north, and the Imperial Guard Division could not clap with one hand. Lieutenant Nakahashi Motoaki, Second Lieutenant Imaizumi Yoshimichi, and their comrades in the Imperial Guard Division were indignant, but their ranks were low, and they couldn't stir up anything major.

Amidst the bitter cursing, a person dressed as an ordinary soldier came in from outside. Even knowing that those guarding the outside were members of the Imperial Way Faction, given the tense situation in Tokyo now, the young soldiers in the room were all startled. Looking closely at the newcomer, everyone was even more surprised. The person was actually Captain Kono Hisashi of the First Division. He shouldn't be in Tokyo right now; he should be on his way north.

"Kono-kun! You..." The young man in the room stuttered a bit. The question in his heart had already turned into a guess, and the result of this guess was naturally, "The situation is about to change drastically!" Openly disobeying military orders was destined to face a severe court-martial. Captain Kono Hisashi's appearance was unlikely to be a personal decision.

Captain Kono Hisashi looked resolute. After scanning this group of young comrades, he slowly said, "In three days, at most three days, the situation will change. I came back this time just to ask you gentlemen, does the wish to save the Imperial State still exist?"

Hearing this, all the young officers of the Imperial Guard Division present felt their breathing and heartbeats accelerate simultaneously. Everyone's gaze fell on Captain Kono Hisashi's face. No superfluous words were needed; the young soldiers knew what choice they had to face.

***

On April 1st, Okamura Yasuji sat in his office, feeling somewhat restless. Logically speaking, the Control Faction had already seized the initiative in the situation. Now, all they had to do was remove the last few stumbling blocks, using the military headquarters and the assassinations by right-wing elements to get rid of a few people.

All these years, the Control Faction had been pretending to be polite with the Imperial Way Faction. It wasn't that the Control Faction genuinely wanted to form any alliance, but rather to use the assassinations by those hotheaded youths to intimidate the guys in the political circles. Who the Control Faction really wanted to unite with and tame were the big financial magnates; they had no intention of overthrowing the financial magnates like the Imperial Way Faction did. So, the Imperial Way Faction could act recklessly with passionate blood, but the Control Faction had no such plans.

The current situation seemed not bad. Chaos had begun, and the action of petitioning the Emperor had also been labeled as "plotting treason." Okawa Shumei, Mikami Taku, and others had also been incited. As long as the Imperial Way Faction carried out another radical action, everything could enter the final moment expected by the Control Faction. As one of the representative figures of the "Showa Warlords," Okamura Yasuji knew the Emperor's thoughts very well. The Emperor had long been extremely weary of the Imperial Way Faction's unauthorized actions.

Last year, when the Imperial Way Faction's figurehead Masaki Jinzaburo was removed from the post of Inspector General of Military Education, Emperor Showa had given great support in secret. He had long been dissatisfied with Masaki's dangerous influence on the young officers and had privately stated, "I have always hoped he would resign, but he wouldn't," and "He lacks even common sense." Ridiculously, the Imperial Way Faction hadn't figured out what was actually going on at all. They even shouted slogans like "The People's Emperor," not knowing that what the Emperor loathed most was this group of people from the Imperial Way Faction.

But Okamura Yasuji felt very uneasy in his heart. He pondered quietly for a good while before finding an answer that he couldn't say was correct or not. Kita Ikki had once preached the "Communist Manifesto" to the Control Faction. There was a sentence in it: "They accuse the bourgeoisie not so much because it has produced a proletariat, as because it has produced a revolutionary proletariat."

This sentence was like a curse to Okamura Yasuji. The Control Faction also didn't like the financial magnates, not just because the financial magnates held power, but because the financial magnates had caused complaints to fill the streets of Japan. Japan looked down on the lower classes because the lower classes had no power. But if the numerous lower classes really rose up in resistance, that was also something all the upper classes feared. If Kita Ikki only propagated his ideas among the upper classes, Okamura Yasuji and Nagata Tetsuzan could still tolerate him. But Kita Ikki strove to incite the people to fight for their own rights. Even if Kita Ikki restrained the Imperial Way Faction from taking radical actions, the Control Faction still had to arrest Kita Ikki when the time was not yet ripe.

Kita Ikki was the Control Faction's greatest enemy.

Just as Okamura Yasuji was feeling restless, an orderly came to report from outside, "The troops of the Ninth Division have arrived near Tokyo."

"Let them stand by there. I will go there to arrange their stationing," Okamura Yasuji replied. Sending away the orderly, Okamura Yasuji exhaled deeply. Things just kept coming one after another, but this was good too. Having work to do was always more relaxing than thinking about those troublesome matters.

Early in the morning on April 2nd, Okamura Yasuji took his guards to the advance troops of the Ninth Division. This major transfer was the biggest task for the Control Faction to complete their control over the military. According to the plan, the officers of the Imperial Way Faction would undergo a major transfer; those who should be transferred away would be transferred, and those who should be put into the reserves would be put into the reserves. This was Takahashi Korekiyo's order, and the Control Faction could push all the responsibility onto Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo.

Calculating future plans in his mind, Okamura Yasuji met Colonel Atobe, the person in charge of the Ninth Division's advance troops. Colonel Atobe very politely invited Okamura Yasuji to the command post. As soon as he entered the command post, Okamura Yasuji saw a person already waiting inside. It was Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo, the Regimental Commander of the First Division who, according to the plan, should be in the Hokuriku region at this time.

Okamura Yasuji's reaction was quite sharp. He turned his head and wanted to rush out, but a person was already blocking the doorway. It was one of the capable generals of the Imperial Way Faction, Lieutenant Colonel Aizawa Saburo. Lieutenant Colonel Aizawa Saburo, who had served as a kendo instructor and was proficient in swordsmanship, held the hilt of his military sword, looking at Okamura Yasuji calmly. Okamura Yasuji's hand pressed on the handle of the pistol at his waist. Theoretically, if it came down to speed, he still had a chance to compete with Lieutenant Colonel Aizawa Saburo.

However, Okamura Yasuji was a soldier after all. A soldier's intuition reminded Okamura Yasuji that in the time it took to open the pistol holster and draw the gun, he would likely have already been cut down by Lieutenant Colonel Aizawa Saburo. In that split second of thought, Okamura Yasuji made the most rational choice. He let go of his hand on the holster.

A hint of a smile appeared on Lieutenant Colonel Aizawa Saburo's face. That was the smile unique to those who had absolute confidence in their own strength.

A burst of shouting and the sound of a brief scuffle came from outside. Moments later, only the muffled whimpering sounds characteristic of humans being gagged remained outside. Okamura Yasuji's guards had already been subdued.

Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo took a few steps forward. "Okamura-kun, you'd better surrender."

Showing no reaction to the persuasion to surrender, Okamura Yasuji urgently calculated in his mind what exactly the Imperial Way Faction wanted to do. After a moment of silence, he asked calmly, "Lieutenant Colonel Ando, do you want to become a traitor to the country?"

Ando Teruzo replied in the same calm voice, "If Okamura-kun thinks that letting His Majesty the Emperor listen to the voices of the common people is treason, then I can only say that you are the traitor."

Okamura Yasuji was smart enough. He quickly understood Ando Teruzo's meaning. Now, even the usually calm Okamura Yasuji's voice began to tremble. "You want to kidnap the Emperor?"

"We just want to lift your imprisonment of the Emperor!" Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo corrected Okamura Yasuji's words.

Okamura Yasuji looked seriously into Ando Teruzo's eyes. In that calm gaze, Okamura Yasuji saw great determination. There was no need to ask more. The First Division had been transferred away, but the radicals within the First Division and the Imperial Way Faction within the Ninth Division had already joined forces. Currently, the only defense force remaining in Tokyo was the Imperial Guard Division. And judging by the recent performance of the Imperial Guard Division, there were quite a few unreliable people inside as well.

As the person in charge of intelligence work, Okamura Yasuji knew that the shooting and suppression of the petitioning common people on February 26th had given many people in the Imperial Guard Division a huge shock. If it had been suppressing Rice Riots, these soldiers probably wouldn't have blamed themselves too much. But those shot were all unarmed common people. No matter how the military headquarters claimed those people intended to harm the Emperor, the soldiers knew that in the subsequent search, nothing that could be called a "weapon" other than small flags was found. The questioning voices within the Imperial Guard Division were not small, and the scope was extremely large.

If the First Division, the Ninth Division, and the Imperial Guard Division coordinated from inside and outside... Okamura Yasuji simply didn't believe that these desperadoes of the Imperial Way Faction would let the people of the Control Faction off the hook.

Thinking of this, Okamura Yasuji finally made a move. Okamura Yasuji suddenly reached out to touch his gun, not to shoot these people, but to fire a warning shot. As long as a gunshot was heard, it could at least trigger some alarm.

In the instant he just opened the holster, Okamura Yasuji only felt a cold sensation thrust straight into his heart from his back. Looking down, Okamura Yasuji saw a section of a military sword protruding from his chest, a faint layer of red on the snow-bright blade. Then, black clouds appeared at the edge of Okamura Yasuji's vision, and the black clouds moved from the outside in, rapidly obscuring his entire field of view.

In the last moment before his consciousness vanished, Okamura Yasuji heard voices conversing as if from a very distant place. "Prepare to move out! Rescue the Emperor!"

***

The crimson stain was expanding. Nagata Tetsuzan watched the red ink from the bottle he had accidentally knocked over expanding constantly on the paper. He hurriedly pulled out the list he had already written. Fifteen years ago, Nagata Tetsuzan, Okamura Yasuji, and Obata Toshishiro had an audience with the current Emperor Hirohito in Baden-Baden, Germany. The "Three Crows of Baden-Baden" immediately formed an alliance, swearing to overthrow the power of the Choshu clique elders like Tanaka Giichi, the backbone of the army, and support the Crown Prince's ascension to the throne.

After fifteen years, the Three Crows of Baden-Baden had split among themselves. Obata Toshishiro was excluded because he held the ideals of the Imperial Way Faction. Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji continued to advance, only one step away from final success. Once everyone on this Imperial Way Faction list in front of Nagata Tetsuzan was cleared out of the military headquarters, Japan would finally enter the era where the military controlled Japan, as expected by Nagata Tetsuzan.

It wasn't that Nagata Tetsuzan didn't know about the problems existing in the military. Since the Control Faction had reached an alliance with the big financial magnates, many policies certainly had major issues. However, Nagata Tetsuzan was very confident that as long as he held great power, these problems could definitely be solved one by one.

He set the tipped-over ink bottle upright and tore off a piece of newspaper to soak up the red ink on the desktop. Just as he wanted to continue cleaning the desktop, the telephone rang. Nagata Tetsuzan picked up the phone and heard an anxious voice coming from inside. "Lieutenant General Nagata, this is Doihara from the Military Affairs Section. The troops of the Ninth Division have begun to enter Tokyo. They say there are emergency orders."

"What?" Nagata Tetsuzan was stunned. He was now the Director of the Military Affairs Bureau, a position of real power second only to the Army Minister and Vice Minister. Nagata Tetsuzan had no knowledge of any order regarding the Ninth Division entering Tokyo.

Before Nagata Tetsuzan could ask further, a burst of shouting came from outside the Military Affairs Bureau, followed by the sound of gunfire. Nagata Tetsuzan dropped the phone on the desk, stood up abruptly, and strode to the window to look out. He saw a group of soldiers carrying guns rushing in through the main gate. Anyone blocking their path was shot dead at close range by the leading officers with pistols. Although the guards of the Military Affairs Bureau also had weapons, this unit was not a combat department to begin with, and they never expected anyone to attack in broad daylight. Coming under fierce attack, the first reaction of these guards was not to return fire, but to scatter and flee.

The two young officers in the lead were murderous. The soldiers attacking the Military Affairs Bureau behind them all had white cloths tied around their military caps. Nagata Tetsuzan recognized them; the two in the lead were the die-hard Imperial Way Faction soldiers of the Imperial Guard Division, Lieutenant Nakahashi Motoaki and Second Lieutenant Imaizumi Yoshimichi.

Nagata Tetsuzan's mind went blank with a buzz, as if a thunderclap had exploded by his ear. He had made all sorts of preparations, planned numerous conspiracies and stratagems, and seeing that the Imperial Way Faction was about to be finished, he never expected these people would dare to attack the Military Affairs Bureau in broad daylight.

However, during this moment of distraction, Lieutenant Nakahashi Motoaki, who had fought his way into the Military Affairs Bureau, saw a person standing in front of the window of the Military Affairs Bureau Director's office. Regardless of who that person was, Lieutenant Nakahashi Motoaki pointed his pistol straight at the window of the Military Affairs Bureau Director's office and shouted to the machine gunner behind him, "Fire!"

First pistols, then machine guns, bullets whistled and shot towards the window. The shattered window glass danced in the air like snowflakes.

In the Japanese Army, soldiers who were not top graduates of the Army War College could only stay in the troops continuously, sweating profusely in summer and having ice form on their mustaches in winter, training soldiers with ceaseless toil. Such officers were called "Unit Attached Officers." Their path to promotion was difficult, but their military skills were quite formidable. On the other hand, a soldier with a boundless future like Nagata Tetsuzan was actually relatively poor in military skills. Nagata Tetsuzan undertook the liaison work between the Control Faction and other factions. Wine and women were indispensable. Over the years, this had somewhat hollowed out Nagata Tetsuzan's body. Although he saw the enemy's gun muzzle pointed at him, Nagata Tetsuzan's reaction was actually slower than those people aiming and firing. Several bullets hit Nagata Tetsuzan's chest and abdomen, knocking him directly to the ground.

The Military Affairs Bureau was in chaos at this time. Most of the soldiers in this powerful department were officers, with field-grade officers making up a small half. Faced with a sudden attack, these people cared more about their own lives. The clever guys had already fled their offices, running towards the back door.

The few who resisted stubbornly didn't have rifles in their hands either and could only shoot with pistols. They were no match for these grassroots officers and soldiers equipped with light machine guns and rifles at all. Suppressing and eliminating the firepower of the resisters, this attacking force fought its way all the way to the entrance of the Military Affairs Bureau Director's office.

After kicking the door open, Lieutenant Nakahashi Motoaki did not enter but retreated. Sure enough, as he expected, a bullet was fired from inside. That was Nagata Tetsuzan's guard putting up the final resistance. A burst of light machine gun bullets swept in, and the guard was immediately mowed down. The soldiers outside the door rushed all the way into the Military Affairs Bureau Director's office.

At this time, Nagata Tetsuzan's efforts to get up had all failed. A large pool of blood flowed on the floor. Nagata Tetsuzan used all his strength to sit up against the sofa with the help of the guard. Watching the rebel soldiers rushing in from outside, Nagata Tetsuzan gave a bitter smile. His hand pressed on his military uniform, but blood gushed out from where the bullets had hit. The front of his military tunic had been dyed into a muddy red patch.

Lieutenant Nakahashi Motoaki strode up to Nagata Tetsuzan. First, he stood at attention and saluted Nagata Tetsuzan. Then, Lieutenant Nakahashi Motoaki said loudly, "Your Excellency, do you have any last words?"

"Cough, cough..." As soon as Nagata Tetsuzan opened his mouth, he couldn't help but cough. Blood flowed down the corner of his mouth. After gasping for a moment, Nagata Tetsuzan said, "Do you think you can save Japan?"

"Yes, we can definitely save Japan!" Lieutenant Nakahashi Motoaki answered loudly. "Please sacrifice yourself bravely for Japan, Your Excellency!"

After speaking, Lieutenant Nakahashi Motoaki raised his pistol and fired several shots in succession at Nagata Tetsuzan's chest. A few seconds later, the leading boss of the Control Faction died in his own office.

Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan was bareheaded, Lieutenant Nakahashi Motoaki took off his own military cap and covered Nagata Tetsuzan's face with it. Then he ordered his subordinates, "Salute Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan!"

After the subordinates finished saluting, Lieutenant Nakahashi Motoaki shouted loudly, "Gentlemen, we will now go to rescue the imprisoned Emperor. And those traitors of Japan are also there! Only by killing them all can Japan be saved! Target! The Imperial Palace!"
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"Before the battle, gentlemen, you all know what kind of New Japan we are going to build! Our enemies are the traitors of Japan. These traitors are Japanese, they are like us, hoping for a better life, hoping to live with more wealth and dignity. However, the wealth of those enemies is bought at the cost of the painful lives of ten or even a hundred times as many Japanese people! This era is sick, and the hearts of the people in this era are also sick! We rise up today not for our own personal fame or gain, not for our own personal glory and wealth, but for a more equal and happy life for all Japanese people, including our own parents and relatives!"

Just one hour before Lieutenant Nakahashi Motoaki stormed the Military Affairs Bureau, Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo was giving the final mobilization speech to the two regiments of the First Division and the Ninth Division. Banners reading "Revere the Emperor, Destroy the Traitors" and "Showa Restoration" flapped loudly in the spring wind that still carried a sense of purpose.

Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo faced the more than five thousand soldiers willing to participate in the coup and shouted loudly, "If you gentlemen believe that according to Japan's current direction, Japan will have a bright future, you may leave the ranks now. We will not stop you. If you gentlemen feel that the powerful are invincible and the Restoration cannot succeed, you may also leave the ranks now. We will not stop you. If there are comrades who feel that today's Japan will perish without a Restoration, who feel that they bear the mission of saving Japan, then please move forward with us! The purpose of our joint uprising is to build a New Japan where laborers have food, clothing, and dignity! No other words are needed at this time! We depart in ten minutes. Those who do not wish to march, please withdraw on your own!"

There was silence in the ranks of thousands. The vast majority of officers and soldiers were very clear about what they were participating in. Likewise, the vast majority of officers and soldiers were actually not very clear about where this mutiny would lead Japan. Painful lives had accumulated anger, sorrow, and unwillingness in their chests, but when it really came to their turn to pick up weapons and rebel against the government that created Japan's painful status quo, everyone felt fear.

Just then, someone started singing, "In the Miluo Abyss the waves surge, beside Mount Wu the chaotic clouds fly; In this dim and turbid world I stand alone, righteous indignation burns and hot blood surges. The powerful only know how to boast of their lineage, truly there is a lack of people who worry about the country; The mighty clans only know how to brag of their accumulated wealth, when have their hearts ever thought of the state!"

This was the "Song of the Showa Restoration," the battle song of the Imperial Way Faction. Reflection after the fact is for after the pain has settled; when experiencing unbearable pain, what is needed is not sighing, but rising up in resistance.

"Order and chaos, rise and fall, are like a dream; worldly affairs are truly like a game of chess; Under the spring sky of the Showa Restoration, men unite for justice! Within our chests we have a million soldiers, dying and scattering like ten thousand cherry blossoms; Stepping over the rotten corpses, this body floats like a drifting cloud. Worrying for the country, we stand up and move forward; men sing aloud starting from now!"

Those hardcore members of the Imperial Way Faction began to sing along with solemn expressions. Some soldiers were pale and even started to tremble. Finally, someone stepped out of the formation, respectfully put down their rifle, or unbuckled the pistol from their waist and placed it in front of the formation, then lowered their head and trotted away from the team. Led by them, many officers and soldiers who did not have the courage to participate in the mutiny chose to withdraw one after another.

However, those officers and soldiers who were determined to participate in the mutiny turned a blind eye, allowing the wavering ones around them to leave one by one.

"The azure heaven rages and the earth shakes, rumbling and thundering with an extraordinary sound; The eternal sleepers cannot sleep, Japan awakens this very morning; Behold the clouds drooping over the fields of the nine heavens, hear the waves crashing in the four seas; The opportunity for reform has arrived, a storm rises in the night to sweep across Japan; A desolate person between heaven and earth, lost and knowing not where to go."

The singing did not stop. Everyone in this mutiny force was issued a white headband with the four characters "Revere the Emperor, Destroy the Traitors" written on it. The officers and soldiers who stayed behind tied the white cloth strips to their military caps one after another. This was the way for the soldiers to distinguish friend from foe.

Seeing that the withdrawing officers and soldiers were mostly gone, Ando Teruzo tied the white cloth to his own military cap and then shouted loudly: "That is all! Depart! The enemy is in Nagatacho, in the Imperial Palace, right beside the Emperor!"

The Japanese army was trained quite strictly. When the formation moved out, the empty spaces in the middle were quickly filled up automatically. Some officers and soldiers did not take a step; they did not have the courage to leave, nor did they have the courage to continue forward. The mutiny troops did not make things difficult for them, nor did they force them into the ranks. The crowd simply marched towards the Tokyo urban area. Leaving those people behind them, amidst the sound of military songs, the team marched resolutely towards their destination. The sparse soldiers on the square heard the singing left behind by the marching column.

"Those who once boasted of glory in this mortal world, whose tall buildings can still be seen? Fame is but a trace in a dream, only absolute sincerity never fades. In life we but feel the passing of spirit, who can judge success or failure again; After singing the song of Li Sao aloud, the tragic song of generosity ends today. We have sharp swords at our waists, clearing the seas within as pools of blood surge!"

How could the defense forces of Tokyo have imagined that an army would launch an organized mutiny in broad daylight? As soon as the troops entered the Tokyo urban area, they immediately split up and began to assault according to the original plan. At this time, the vanguard had already received the news: the rebellious officers and soldiers of the Imperial Guard Division had already conquered the Military Affairs Bureau and killed Nagata Tetsuzan, the ringleader of the Control Faction. The troops began to advance rapidly, lunging straight for the Emperor's Imperial Palace.

The populace did not expect so many soldiers to suddenly appear in broad daylight, and many began to watch. However, after gunshots began to ring out in Tokyo, the populace was first surprised, and the smarter ones started running back. Tokyo was so big that the mutiny troops had no power to blockade it completely; they could only quickly arrive and blockade Nagatacho. And send troops to arrest people at several key departments.

The troops guarding the Imperial Palace opposite had just received news of the shooting in Tokyo when they saw a large group of troops arriving at the Imperial Palace. On the outermost perimeter, there was a mixed force of military police preventing people from petitioning in Tokyo. The soldiers and police who came forward to inquire were immediately subdued, and that group of soldiers outside immediately surrounded the Imperial Palace. The troops guarding the Imperial Palace realized that something was wrong, and they immediately made defensive preparations.

Guarding the Imperial Palace were the elites of the Imperial Guard Division, but "elite" was just a saying. Ando Teruzo did not think these people could beat regular troops who had truly experienced bloody battlefields. In the temporary command post, Colonel Atobe admired Ando Teruzo's determination very much, "Is attacking the Imperial Palace feasible?"

"As long as we cannot support the Emperor, we can only be considered a group of rebels. Only if the Emperor speaks personally can we be considered to have a legal status, at least a legal status in the short term." Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo answered. Most of his subordinates had thrown themselves into the battle out of loyalty to Ando Teruzo personally. Even if only to prevent these subordinates from falling into the position of traitors, Ando Teruzo could not have any hesitation.

"Report! The artillery unit has arrived!" A messenger rushed in and shouted loudly. Because the First Division had mobilized rather urgently, the artillery unit had not had time to make deployment arrangements for the time being. Now the artillery unit had brought light artillery and rushed over to join Ando Teruzo's main force.

Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo hurriedly rushed out. Sure enough, the artillery unit, sweating profusely, had arrived in front of the Imperial Palace carrying mortars and dragging light field guns. On one hand, the number of people participating in the mutiny with the artillery unit was relatively small, so they could only transport the artillery to the front of the Imperial Palace. Second Lieutenant Nakajima Kanji of the Artillery School led the students of the Artillery School to integrate with the artillerymen, temporarily acting as the artillery unit.

Looking at those panicked defenders in front of the Imperial Palace, Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo ordered loudly: "Commence shelling!"

The last time a battle involving cannons unfolded near the Imperial Palace was a matter of the Meiji Restoration era. Ando Teruzo did not have any sense of vicissitudes tracing back history in his heart; he was fighting for reality. Kita Ikki had analyzed it clearly long ago: the Emperor could not possibly support any actions of the Imperial Way Faction. The Showa warlords were a small clique of people like Nagata Tetsuzan who had surrounded Hirohito when he was still in the Crown Prince's residence. In Hirohito's view, the young soldiers from the populace were enemies incited by the old men of the Choshu Domain, attempting to control court politics. If this mutiny could not completely control Hirohito in their hands, as long as Hirohito spoke publicly saying that the mutineers were a chaotic party, then everyone participating in the mutiny would immediately fall into the status of national traitors.

Only after grasping Hirohito's life and death could the Showa Restoration possibly be pushed forward. Let alone shelling the Imperial Palace, even burning down the Imperial Palace was not any problem for Ando Teruzo.

Ando Teruzo's decision was subtly misinterpreted in the eyes of these soldiers following him in the uprising. They thought Mr. Ando had a well-thought-out plan. The battles so far had been completely within the plan, so the action of attacking the Imperial Palace and "rescuing the Emperor" presumably would not have any problems either.

Receiving the order to shell, Second Lieutenant Nakajima Kanji, who had already thrown off his military overcoat, now rolled up his sleeves and began to load shells. After simply measuring the distance, Second Lieutenant Nakajima Kanji fired the first shot with his own hands. The shell whistled out, heading straight for the bunker in front of the palace gate. As if divinely aided, the shell intended as a test shot directly hit the bunker, blowing the soldiers and machine guns inside into the sky.

The first shot was such a success that the artillery unit cheered. Other gun positions fired one after another, and the whistling shells plowed through the defensive position in front of the palace gate in a moment.

Seeing the firepower of the defending troops weakened, Captain Kono Hisashi led the team to charge towards the palace gate carrying a rifle. Because of repeated defeats in battles with China, the Japanese army attached great importance to learning the tactics of the Chinese Army. The Chinese army had already switched to automatic rifles, and armored forces were also being built rapidly. The Japanese army, firstly, was unclear about this, and secondly, simply did not have the industrial power to imitate it. In the Class A divisions, the troops fully imitated China's combat mode in the bolt-action rifle era. Bayonets, grenades, three-man combat teams, light machine guns, and mortars accompanying the attack.

The cost of such reorganization was huge. It was not just the materials needed for equipment; this combat mode required more well-trained squad and platoon-level commanders, especially excellent "sergeants." This was taking the old life of the Japanese army. Japan's military system was different from China's. The Chinese Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army implemented a policy of equality between officers and soldiers, and various combat summary meetings had to be held. After large numbers of specific problems were discussed through military democracy, collective wisdom was gathered, and there were many solutions. From these solutions, screening and gathering collective wisdom, finally, the infantry combat mode could be summarized.

Japan's strict hierarchical system encountered great problems in trying to engage in this kind of infantry combat mode. First of all, the class antagonism within the army led to the low status of soldiers. No matter how excellent a soldier was, it was impossible to get real respect. Soldiers did not get respect and had no opportunities for promotion. It was unrealistic to let the troops master a large number of military skills through forced training. No matter how well trained, one was just a cannon fodder grunt; grassroots soldiers simply did not have such enthusiasm.

Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo had already tried his best to downplay the traditional oppression in the Japanese army within his own regiment. But no matter how hard Lieutenant Colonel Ando tried, the nature of the Japanese army did not change, and he could not approach the level of the Chinese Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army no matter what. Even so, Lieutenant Colonel Ando's subordinates were already willing to die for their commander, not caring even if they rebelled with Lieutenant Colonel Ando. Lieutenant Colonel Ando's regiment could be considered to have initially mastered certain combat methods of the Chinese army.

The enemies Ando Teruzo faced were still of the traditional Japanese model. This bunch of troops guarding the palace gate could not adapt to the new combat mode at all. they were still adopting the earlier Japanese army combat mode. Plus, the guard troops had the function of an honor guard in addition to fighting, so it was even less possible to promote and popularize the new combat methods. After being shelled, these guards guarding the palace gate immediately began to resist the attacks composed of countless three-man attack teams in squad units. As soon as the two sides exchanged fire, the guard troops immediately suffered a loss. A squad of the Imperial Palace guards fired in one direction, while a squad of the other side attacked from three directions. Even if the shooting level of both sides was comparable, the firepower utilization rate was worlds apart. After a moment of fighting, the troops at the very front had already reached the distance where they could engage the enemy with grenades. A volley of grenades was thrown into the Imperial Palace guards' positions, immediately disrupting the defensive system of several positions.

Seeing that the various positions on the front line quickly fell into chaos, the firepower points originally serving as the second line had to join the battle at this time, although they shot down some attacking soldiers. After the firepower points were exposed, Second Lieutenant Nakajima Kanji immediately ordered the artillery to fire violently at these firepower points.

The battle only lasted less than half an hour, and the mutiny soldiers killed their way to the bottom of the palace gate. While clearing out the remaining enemies, they used the original positions of the Imperial Palace guards to shoot at the troops on the Imperial Palace walls.

"Release smoke screens!" Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo ordered. The dozen or so smoke grenades prepared long ago quickly began to spew thick yellow smoke. The Imperial Palace guards on the wall thought the mutineers were actually frenzied enough to carry out a poison gas attack. They first screamed and shouted, then hurriedly covered their mouths and noses tightly.

The engineer units responsible for blowing up the gate ran towards it under the cover of smoke, holding door planks covered with thin steel plates and sandbags. In the smoke, nothing could be seen clearly in Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo's binoculars. In less than ten minutes, the front finally sent a signal to the rear, and the mutiny troops immediately took cover.

A moment later, with an earth-shattering loud noise, a huge shock wave made the vicinity of the Imperial Palace shake for a while, as if an earthquake had occurred. The air wave generated by the huge explosion instantly blew away the smoke, and the smoke from the explosion and the raised dust shrouded the explosion point like fog for the time being. After this huge explosion sound, the sound of guns and cannons paused temporarily. The defenders did not expect the attacking troops to dare to launch such a fierce attack on the Imperial Palace. To put it more bluntly, they did not expect this bunch of mutineers to be "playing for real." Since the Meiji Restoration, no one in Japan dared to openly challenge the authority of the Emperor. Engaging in power struggles was one thing, but such a ferocious attack was another matter entirely. Did the people outside really intend to come and kill the Emperor? The Imperial Palace guard troops were stunned.

The attacking troops seized the time to adjust their deployment, preparing for the next attack.

When the smoke cleared halfway, the palace gate was seen to still be standing upright under the explosion, but a section of the old-style city wall beside the archway had been blown down, and a 45-degree slope appeared on the towering city wall. Without needing to deliberately issue orders, Lieutenant Colonel Ando's subordinates had already reacted immediately. Light and heavy machine guns suppressed the formation, and infantrymen rushed there in groups of three. Treading on bricks and rubble, they began to try climbing up the city wall.

The defenders on the city wall began to implement fire suppression on this gap. Machine gunners directly shot and killed enemies who leaned out. Mortars and grenadiers implemented suppression on enemy firepower points hiding out of sight. Just as Lieutenant Colonel Ando had judged, after paying the price of more than twenty casualties, the vanguard troops finally climbed onto the city wall and established a defensive position. With cover, follow-up troops began to quickly storm the top of the wall. The road leading to the interior of the Imperial Palace was finally opened.

The troops guarding the Imperial Palace could not be said to be unskillful in battle, but after the organizational mode of war changed, personal bravery was simply insufficient to influence the progress of the war. Or rather, the new mode of war required everyone involved in the war to be even more brave and steadfast. Only a more advanced organizational mode could achieve this.

After the battle had been going on for an hour, the attacking troops had solved the defenders on the city wall. The outer palace gate was also opened, and the mutiny troops shouted as they rushed into the outer perimeter of the Imperial Palace, tightly surrounding the Imperial Palace.

Colonel Atobe finally breathed a sigh of relief. Although he had enough confidence in Lieutenant Colonel Ando, the Japanese Army had never had experience attacking the Imperial Palace. He was worried that they would not be able to conquer it for a long time, and equally worried that the attacking troops would have no restraint, allowing the flames of war to expand without limit. Controlling the Imperial Palace and controlling the Emperor was the purpose of this battle. If the Emperor was accidentally killed during the attack, even if the Imperial Palace was washed with blood in this battle, it would not change the fate of defeat.

Fighting was not only taking place at the Imperial Palace; the key units of the entire Tokyo were targets to be solved by the mutiny troops. The Imperial Way Faction actually knew some circumstances of this mutiny beforehand. After the First Division was transferred away, the Imperial Way Faction in the high levels knew that things were already wrong. Nagata Tetsuzan and others who occupied the advantage would not stop there. So when the lower-ranking officers of the Imperial Way Faction came to visit, the high-ranking generals of the Imperial Way Faction all said some ambiguous words, the gist being "No matter what you do, we don't know anything."

These words were a sentence rich in meaning in Japanese official circles; depending on the situation, they could express support, opposition, threats, or compromise. Since the Control Faction could not possibly let the Imperial Way Faction off, even if the Imperial Way Faction high officials were powerless to resist, they had no reason to inform the Control Faction of the mutiny. Not only that, but these high officials also took leave or feigned illness. In the mutiny that was extremely likely to break out in the future, if they were implicated for no reason, that would be the most foolish thing.

So when the mutineering soldiers rushed into the Army Ministry and the Navy Ministry, there were no Imperial Way Faction soldiers inside. General Watanabe Jotaro, the Inspector General of Military Education who was a thorn in the side of the Imperial Way Faction, picked up a pistol and began to return fire. As a result, this old general, who had "distinguished Masaki Jinzaburo's hidden coup plan and harbored evil intentions" at the Army conference, was turned into a sieve by a barrage of random gunfire.

The naval hero of the Russo-Japanese War, Grand Chamberlain to the Emperor Suzuki Kantaro, was a representative of those colluding with Britain and the United States. When attacking the Grand Chamberlain's official residence, they encountered strong resistance from the guards at the gate, and only rushed in after 5 minutes of exchanging fire. After the mutiny troops rushed in, Suzuki calmly asked everyone to be quiet and asked: "There must be a reason for you doing this. Tell me what the reason is."

Captain Isobe Asaichi, who led the team, immediately told Suzuki, "In the future, the Emperor will no longer be the Emperor of you high officials and dignitaries, but the Emperor of the Japanese people!"

After talking for ten minutes, the standpoints of the two sides were too different, and they could no longer continue the discussion. Suzuki said calmly: "Then you shoot."

"No, we have no idea of killing captives. You are already our captive now," Captain Isobe Asaichi answered. The mutiny troops actually did not care about Suzuki's life or death. Suzuki Kantaro's wife, Takako, was a famous contemporary educator and also the nanny of the Showa Emperor; she was a figure the Emperor regarded as closer than his own biological mother. If the Emperor was captured, she was still needed to communicate with the Emperor.

Aside from this, most of the dignitaries, including Saionji Kinmochi and Takahashi Korekiyo, were arrested. The commander of the Imperial Guard Division was killed because he resisted the mutiny.

By noon, the battle was basically over. The Navy Ministry, Army Ministry, General Staff Headquarters, and Metropolitan Police Department had all been temporarily suppressed. After Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo determined that there was temporarily no military force in Tokyo capable of stopping the mutiny, he stared at the guards of the inner city of the Imperial Palace and ordered people to go forward to persuade them to surrender.
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"You wish to have an audience with His Majesty the Emperor?" The captain of the Palace Guard looked suspiciously at the three men in front of him, who had white cloth strips with "Revere the Emperor, Destroy the Traitors" wrapped around their military caps.

Leading the three was a Second Lieutenant, followed by two ordinary soldiers. The Palace Guard had mobilized over thirty men, each aiming their guns at these three unarmed individuals. The three remained unmoved. The leading Second Lieutenant replied calmly, "Yes, please put down your weapons and surrender to our Restoration Army. Our goal is not to harm His Majesty, but to have an audience with him."

The Guard Captain was, after all, a Major General. If this were more than three hours ago, he wouldn't have even glanced at a mere Second Lieutenant and two grunts. However, the battle launched by the unit these three belonged to over two hours ago had truly terrified this Major General. He was a man of experience; he had served in the Northeast and witnessed the terrifying combat effectiveness of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The battle that started over two hours ago revived the memories of terror buried deep in his heart. It wasn't just a battle of fearless death, but a battle where everyone was filled with a true offensive spirit. Every soldier coordinated tacitly, displaying superb combat skills. The Major General knew very well that even if he were given another chance, he couldn't have fought any better.

Since he couldn't win, the best option now was to stall. The Major General shouted, "You rebels! Do you not know loyalty and patriotism? How dare you threaten His Majesty! Do you realize your crime?!"

If it were another argument, perhaps these soldiers implementing the "Showa Restoration" might have paused to think. But being accused of being "rebels" had no effect on them. On the contrary, these young soldiers felt a sense of pride. To be accused by the "villains around the Emperor" was a true compliment for the "Showa Restoration" advocates.

"So, gentlemen, you are unwilling to lay down your arms for us?" the leading Second Lieutenant asked.

The Major General hadn't expected negotiations to break down in just a few words. The shame of being spoken to as an equal by a lowly Second Lieutenant turned his embarrassment into anger. He shouted, "What do you think you can do?"

The Second Lieutenant didn't take the bait. Instead, he bowed slightly in respect. "In that case, we shall take our leave."

After speaking, the three turned to leave. The Major General was furious, but the Palace Guard had lost sixty percent of its strength. The remaining forty percent was just enough to hold the Inner Palace. Compared to the high walls and deep moats of the Outer Palace, the Inner Palace had only thin walls and very limited firing points. It wouldn't be impossible for him to kill the rebel representatives now to vent his anger, but what would happen after killing them? The rebels would immediately begin their attack. The defensive force would be destined for total annihilation, and perhaps even the Emperor would not be spared.

Thinking of this, the Major General swallowed his humiliation and shouted, "Please wait!"

The Second Lieutenant and his two men stopped and turned back. "Are you gentlemen willing to accept our request?"

"No, since you have gone to such lengths, you must have words you truly wish to state to His Majesty. Why don't you write down your requests? We will have a chamberlain present your requests to His Majesty shortly. What do you think?" The Major General was quite capable of handling affairs; otherwise, he wouldn't have become the head of the Palace Guard. To be honest, the Major General was overstepping his bounds; a mere Major General could not make such decisions. But seeing these rebels poised to stop at nothing until they achieved their goal, the Major General could only use this method to stall for time.

As expected, a look of uncontrollable joy appeared on the faces of the three soldiers, and their voices became much more cheerful. "We will go back and pass on the message."

Watching the three leave calmly while being pointed at by over thirty guns, the Major General finally breathed a sigh of relief. However, another pressure weighed heavily on his heart a moment later. "How am I going to explain this to the Emperor?"

King Hirohito was currently sitting in the palace with a gloomy face. He never expected the Army to actually rise in rebellion. His grandfather, King Meiji, had managed to seize power from the Shogunate with great difficulty, becoming the Emperor with the most authority in Japan in a thousand years. But Hirohito's father, Taisho, was not up to par. The Choshu clique genro were constantly against Taisho, and they spread rumors everywhere that Taisho was mentally ill.

Actually, Hirohito knew very well that his father, Taisho, was not mentally ill at all. It was just that Taisho truly felt he was the living god of Japan, the Emperor, and should have an unshakable say in government affairs. The ideal was plump, but reality was skinny. Those Choshu elders didn't just pay lip service to Taisho; they openly defied him. Not only did they strip Taisho of his power on the grounds of "mental illness" and set up a "Crown Prince Regency," but they also placed Taisho under house arrest.

The imperial power that Meiji had struggled to regain was falling back towards the Shogunate era. These old fogies not only treated Taisho this way, but Yamagata Aritomo even blatantly interfered with Hirohito. Kuni no Miya Nagako had been internally decided as the Crown Princess, but Yamagata Aritomo, a genro figure with immense power, opposed the marriage on the grounds that Nagako's mother was colorblind, believing that Nagako's family genetics were poor.

Ever since his father Taisho was labeled "mentally unstable," Hirohito had been extremely sensitive to so-called genetic diseases. So he tried every means to fight back, clashing tit-for-tat with Yamagata Aritomo for a full year and a half before finally marrying Kuni no Miya Nagako. Yamagata Aritomo lost the struggle and had to resign.

The reason Nagata Tetsuzan and the others were able to gain Hirohito's trust was that when Nagata Tetsuzan, Okamura Yasuji, and others met Hirohito in Baden-Baden, Germany, they explicitly stated that they would protect Hirohito's ascension to the throne no matter what, and they would definitely completely eradicate the bigwigs of the Choshu domain. Both of these things were what Hirohito truly desired. Facts proved that Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji were indeed working hard on this task. Hirohito didn't care that his subordinates possessed the power to act. As the Emperor, he could do no wrong. And in this world, the more you do, the more mistakes you make. So Hirohito didn't care how the so-called "Control Faction" implemented their policies.

But Japan's power must come from the Emperor, not from those dignitaries who could act willfully just because they held power.

Some time ago, people petitioned in front of the palace. Hirohito had heard the phrase "the Emperor of the Japanese people." But he didn't take it to heart at all. What were the Japanese people?

When the "Emperor of the Japanese people" was labeled "mentally unstable," did the people come to overthrow the Choshu domain and help the Emperor restore his power? No!

When the Crown Prince was taking a wife and was subjected to unwarranted interference by ministers, did the people rise up in support? No!

Even when it was possible that the Crown Prince might not be able to succeed to the throne, did the people say anything verbally? No!

Relying on Hirohito's own efforts over these years, and relying on the efforts of Nagata Tetsuzan and others, Hirohito had managed to control the military with great difficulty. He was gradually controlling the political power. This was all the result of Hirohito's own efforts.

In such a situation, what need was there for the people? After Japan's universal suffrage, what kind of things were elected from among the people? A group of MPs who could be bribed by Tanaka Giichi with secret funds were elected! If the military were bastards, the opposition Minseito party at the time, composed of elected MPs, engaged in massive bribery just like Tanaka Giichi. They only failed because of insufficient funds. This was democracy?!

Compared to these, the young "Control Faction" officers who always maintained outward respect and obedience to Hirohito were more reliable.

There were rebels attacking the palace outside. Hirohito didn't know what they did or which unit they belonged to. He only knew that a group of daring desperadoes was trying to strip the Emperor of his power. Looking at their aggressive posture, they had the momentum of not stopping until they achieved their goal.

Kneeling before Hirohito were quite a few high-ranking officials. They were either imperial relatives or high ministers. With the Control Faction currently in power, these people were here to express their obedience. In the past, these guys either had their own ideas or had unclear connections with the Imperial Way Faction. At this moment, they all recognized the situation and were ready to express complete submission to Hirohito.

Although guns and cannons were roaring outside, along with violent explosions, Hirohito sat motionless with a cold face. Even if these people were afraid in their hearts, they dared not make any moves. At this moment, the commander of the Palace Guard secretly slid open the door.

"Come in," Hirohito said.

The Major General walked in trembling with fear, then described his actions in a humble voice. Hirohito stared at the Major General for a moment and said, "You did well. Then send someone to inquire about the rebels."

In the political struggles of these years, Hirohito knew very well that intimidation and anger were the most useless things. No matter what ideas those rebels outside flying the "Restoration" banner had, first stabilize them. Waiting for the loyalist troops outside to arrive and solve them was the proper course. In fact, Hirohito had already issued orders to the Army and Navy, demanding they send troops immediately to rescue him. Every minute gained was a minute better for the situation on Hirohito's side. As for what the rebels actually thought, Hirohito really wanted to know. Only by understanding the enemy's needs could he find the key points to exploit.

The Major General had prepared himself to be scolded, but he didn't expect His Majesty to be so magnanimous. He immediately withdrew as if granted a great pardon.

"Your Majesty, why not persuade those people outside to surrender?" seeing that Hirohito was not angry, Lord Keeper of the Privy Seal Yuasa Kurahei asked tentatively.

Hirohito endured for a long time, but hearing this tactless remark, his emotions finally couldn't be contained and he exploded in rage. Slapping the table, Hirohito shouted angrily, "Persuade them to surrender? I don't care who they are or what ideas they have. This kind of reckless behavior must be suppressed as soon as possible! Must be suppressed as soon as possible!"

Seeing Hirohito looking like a completely different person from a moment ago, the imperial relatives and ministers lowered their heads in fear. With this outburst, Hirohito sprang up from his chair, paced back and forth a few steps with his hands behind his back like a beast in a cage, and then sat back down. Looking down at these people in front of him, he said in a cold tone, "Gentlemen, if the rebels intend to carry their rebellious acts to the end, then I will absolutely not be captured without a fight. When the time comes, I will personally lead the Imperial Guard to fight these rebels to the death. I hope you gentlemen will fight alongside me then!"

These ministers, like gramophones with their switches flipped, bowed in unison and said, "Hai!"

Although most of them disapproved of Hirohito's idea in their hearts, or were even cursing him secretly, no one dared to say anything that would "shake military morale" at this time. The Emperor's bodyguards were eyeing the people in the room aggressively. Regardless of whether the Emperor would really go into battle, there would be no problem executing a few guys in the room who didn't understand the times.

Outside, Lieutenant Colonel Andō Teruzō naturally didn't know the changes inside the Inner Palace. Preparations for the second attack were complete. Just before Lieutenant Colonel Andō was about to issue the order, the Inner Palace gate opened a crack, and a fellow wearing a formal attendant's outfit walked out. That is to say, a man wearing court robes and a tall, slender hat on his chignon, looking somewhat like a Shinto priest from appearance.

This formal-wearing, rather nervous-looking traditional palace attendant was brought before Lieutenant Colonel Andō. The Lieutenant Colonel took the attendant into a room serving as a temporary command post. Before the attendant could say anything, Lieutenant Colonel Andō ordered him to be tied up and his mouth gagged.

Next to him was Captain Kōno Hisashi. He led two soldiers and nimbly tied the man up according to Lieutenant Colonel Andō's order, binding his mouth with a cloth strip. Only then did he ask, "Mr. Andō, why do this?"

Lieutenant Colonel Andō said steadily, "This man has brought out a secret oral message from His Majesty. His Majesty wants us to quickly storm the Inner Palace and rescue His Majesty from the hands of the national traitors."

Captain Kōno Hisashi looked at the attendant who was tied up like a sticky rice dumpling, his face full of panic and making muffled sounds, and for a moment didn't understand what was going on.

Lieutenant Colonel Andō continued, "The Emperor is in the hands of the national traitors. What can he say? Anything he says will be stopped by the traitors, so sending such a messenger already explains everything. Attack immediately!"

Captain Kōno Hisashi was an honest man. Like most of the officers and soldiers who rose up, he believed that the Emperor was hoodwinked by bad people. Thinking about Lieutenant Colonel Andō's words, the Captain felt it made a lot of sense. So leaving two soldiers to guard the attendant, the Captain walked out of the room with Lieutenant Colonel Andō. "Mr. Andō, please let me lead the charge."

"Good!" Lieutenant Colonel Andō replied decisively.

The Major General in charge of the palace defense breathed a sigh of relief after sending the attendant out. At least the negotiations would take some time. The Major General had specifically instructed the attendant repeatedly to "stall," to stall as long as possible. After sending the attendant away, the Major General began ordering his troops to adjust their deployment stealthily. This wasn't for fear of disturbing the Emperor, but for fear that any noise would be heard by the rebels outside.

The Major General's order was correct, provided of course that things developed as he expected. In fact, the rebels' unconventional way of playing cards turned the Major General's deployment into a huge blunder. While the troops were still moving stealthily, shells from outside were already whistling from the gun barrels. This was followed by fierce fire from light and heavy machine guns. The mutinous troops had been measuring firing data for a while. The students of the Artillery Academy were all advanced personnel and already had actual combat experience. The volley of shells was extremely accurate, and the infantry immediately followed up with an attack. In the blink of an eye, the external firing points were smashed to pieces.

The troops didn't charge the inner palace gate to their deaths; they chose to fight through the walls. The demolition team used plastic explosives imported from China on the walls. First, small explosions opened gaps in the wall, then explosive packs were stuffed in. With several loud bangs, several gaps were blown open in the inner palace wall. This was the method used by the Chinese army when they raided the Yalu River Bridge more than ten years ago. The Japanese army was deeply impressed by this when repairing the Yalu River Bridge.

The troops mobilized by the Major General were originally moving to more favorable defensive positions. When suddenly attacked, the troops were first panic-stricken. Some continued moving to the designated positions, some froze on the spot, and some tried to run back to their original defensive positions. The inner palace section was like a chessboard. With such chaos, the soldiers were running around like rats in a maze.

At this moment, several large holes were suddenly blown open in the wall, and then a volley of hand grenades was thrown in. The explosions killed and wounded groups of soldiers inside. Amidst the screams of the uninjured, the wails of the wounded, and the dying gasps of the heavily injured, the mutinous troops had already charged in with bayonets fixed.

The Palace Guard was considered an elite force after all. Even if they were behind in tactics, when they really collided with the enemy at close range, they quickly sobered up. The guards also quickly fixed their bayonets and began a counterattack against the rebels charging in. The sound of shooting, the clashing of bayonets, the beast-like howls of soldiers being stabbed... in the battlefield defined by narrow passages, the combat instantly entered an even more white-hot stage.

In such cold weapon bayonet fighting, there was no such thing as fighting for hundreds of rounds. After two or three moves, any flaw would lead directly to death. After the soldiers in the front row were stabbed, they almost subconsciously let go of their rifles and grabbed the front end of the rifle that stabbed them, while other soldiers on their side took the opportunity to stab the enemy soldier who had stabbed their comrade. The rate of troop depletion on both sides was extremely fast, and the Palace Guard even gained a slight upper hand. It looked possible that they might block the mutinous troops' attack route and seal the breach in return.

However, the battle did not fall into a stalemate. The Palace Guard lacked hand grenades, but the mutinous soldiers did not. They threw hand grenades fiercely into the enemy camp over the wall of people killing each other. One grenade would blow a mass of flesh and blood. However, the people were too dense. There were also individual incidents where quick-handed enemies caught the flying grenades and threw them back, blowing up the mutinous soldiers.

However, the situation was irreversible by this point. The frontmost Palace Guards did not disgrace the name "Guard"; they created an exchange ratio of one to one point five, or even one to two in the melee combat. But the mutinous soldiers knew this was the most critical moment and they did not retreat at all. After these first-row guards died in battle, the channels cleared by the grenades gave the mutinous troops' light machine guns room to display their power.

The volley fire from the Palace Guard knocked down a dozen mutinous soldiers exposed after stabbing the guards in the melee, but these guards were then exposed to the machine gun strafing. The dense rain of bullets whipped the Guard officers and soldiers, knocking them down row by row.

Even after suffering such a heavy blow, the Guard soldiers did not retreat. There was no way back now; retreating further meant retreating to the Emperor's side. The guards did not fear death at all. They just stood straight and continued firing until they were knocked down by bullets or blown down by grenades.

The mutinous troops knew even better what their fate would be if they failed. Fighting to this point, having killed so many people, the mutinous troops had no way back. If they couldn't see the Emperor, all their efforts would fail.

Holding the same attitude of preferring death to turning and fleeing, both sides didn't dodge at all. They just stood there straight, shooting at each other. Even those who were knocked down didn't give up. As long as they had a shred of strength, they would continue to fire while lying on the ground until they were killed by the swarming enemies or stabbed to death with bayonets. After wiping out the enemy, the troops didn't mean to stop; they continued to advance, continuing the cruel slaughter with the enemy.

The bloody slaughter continued until the inner palace gate was blown open. After the troops outside eliminated the guards defending the palace gate and swarmed in, the troops fighting inside the inner palace were caught in a pincer attack from front and back and were finally wiped out.

Captain Kōno Hisashi was charging at the very front. It seemed the goddess of luck on the battlefield was protecting him; whether it was bayonet fighting or gunfights, Captain Kōno remained unscathed. After eliminating the guards in front of him, the Captain led his troops and charged to the front of the Emperor's sleeping quarters. The Major General defending the palace drew his command sword and stood neatly with the last of the guards in front of the main gate of the sleeping quarters. The Major General's face was ashen. He pointed his command sword at Captain Kōno Hisashi, "Halt! This is the Emperor's sleeping quarters. What exactly do you want to do?"

The Captain held his rifle and shouted loudly to the Major General, "We admire your loyalty and bravery greatly. For the sake of Japan, we will definitely remember your sacrifice in our hearts. Fire!"

The light machine gunners had long been red-eyed with killing frenzy. Let alone a Major General in front of them, even a Field Marshal would be no problem. As soon as Captain Kōno gave the order, the machine gunners fired immediately. The Major General and the last of the guards were instantly gunned down.

Captain Kōno didn't care about those people. He led the troops and rushed quickly into the Emperor's sleeping quarters. He had studied the map many times. They rushed quickly towards the Emperor's conference room. There were few people guarding the door, and the resistors were wiped out in an instant.

Standing in front of the conference room door, Captain Kōno took a deep breath, pushed the door open, and walked in.

"Who is it!" A bunch of bald, gray-haired, and white-haired men inside began to scold.

The Captain didn't care about these people. His gaze fell on that person he had seen many times in pictures but never in person. That was His Majesty the Emperor, His Majesty hidden deep within the palace.

Captain Kōno's heart beat violently. This was the person he wanted to see, this was the person he wanted to pour his heart out to. "Your Majesty!" Captain Kōno shouted.

Just then, the sound of a pistol shot rang out. Captain Kōno suddenly froze. He subconsciously covered his right chest and looked at the opposite side with a stunned gaze. He saw a wisp of blue smoke rising from the muzzle of the pistol in Emperor Hirohito's hand. Then the Captain slumped to his knees on the ground.
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Hirohito personally shot at the rebel bandit who rushed in, partly out of panic—the agitated look of that young captain trying to pounce on him would be reassuring to no one when unseen—and partly out of anger. For so many years, his power had never been threatened like this, where even his life and safety were about to fall into someone else's hands. A surge of grief and indignation welled up, and he couldn't care about anything else. He fired a shot right at the leading rebel captain.

Captain Kono Hisashi's subordinates, seeing their commander wounded, instinctively raised their weapons to aim at Hirohito. But their hands just wouldn't obey. They were facing the Emperor, the living god of the present world. Everyone had seen many portraits of Hirohito and pictures of various badges, but seeing such a living, breathing human being with their own eyes—the sense of familiarity, strangeness, and all sorts of irreconcilable feelings—left these soldiers at a loss.

The shot Captain Kono Hisashi did not bear a grudge. On the contrary, seeing the soldiers in chaos, the captain hurriedly grabbed a nearby soldier to force himself to stand up. The captain gasped and said, "Do not be rude to the Emperor!" Because of the overexertion, the captain began to cough, and fresh blood flowed faster from the bullet hole.

"Arrest... arrest these people!" the captain ordered his subordinates.

The mutinous soldiers dared not be rude to the Emperor, but they wouldn't be polite at all to the subordinates beside the Emperor. Moreover, more and more soldiers poured in from behind. Part of them eyed the Emperor's guards covetously, while the other part dragged up those guys who were kneeling and sitting, dragging them away like dead pigs. Because they had been kneeling for a long time, many people couldn't move at all. Being dragged by the soldiers could be considered liberating them from the *seiza* posture. The feeling of blood circulating made this bunch of people ignore their fear, and their mood actually improved quite a bit.

Hirohito didn't care at all about those imperial relatives and dignitaries in front of him. He just watched them being taken out one by one. As the conference room became empty, he couldn't help but feel afraid in his heart. After firing that shot just now, Hirohito's anger had been vented, and now the feeling of unease was becoming stronger and stronger.

Captain Kono Hisashi was afraid that someone would lose control and harm Hirohito at this moment. Even though he was constantly losing blood, he did not leave the conference room. It was not until Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo arrived with Colonel Atobe that he suddenly fainted due to blood loss and relief.

Ordering men to quickly send Captain Kono Hisashi to the "field hospital," Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo then turned to salute Hirohito. "Your Majesty, greetings. I am Ando Teruzo."

Hirohito looked at the epaulets on Ando Teruzo's shoulder. He wasn't too sure if this man was the commander-in-chief of this operation, as there was also a colonel standing nearby. However, from their positions, Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo was obviously in the leadership position. From the perspective of Japanese officialdom, this appeared somewhat nondescript.

"Your Majesty, we are not here to strip you of your power, nor are we here to harm you. We represent the Japanese people. Please, Your Majesty, listen to the voice of the bottom layer, and please truly take charge of Japan's political power." Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo's voice was not agitated. It was more suitable for Hirohito to be alive than dead. If Hirohito died, he had brothers who could succeed the Emperor just the same. The uprising army did not control the entire military power of Japan.

Hirohito did not answer. Speaking as an equal with the mutineers was itself a sign of weakness. Although Hirohito did not yet have the simple and honest intention of looking up to the sky and howling, then perishing together with the mutineers, he knew that as a captive at this moment, he had reached the final bottom line. Making any further concessions would not do.

Ando Teruzo also knew at this moment that more arduous work was beginning. Just looking at Hirohito's performance, at least he really had the "style" of the ruling class. Not anxious, not shouting—as a negotiation opponent, he was very difficult to deal with. One can imagine the difficulty of trying to break through such an Emperor, who was like a stone in a latrine pit.

Colonel Atobe, who had always appeared quite relaxed, also looked grave. When Ando worked under Colonel Atobe, he rarely saw the Colonel with such an expression. It seemed Colonel Atobe also understood that the matter was very difficult to resolve.

Just then, a messenger ran in and whispered a few words in Lieutenant Colonel Ando's ear. Lieutenant Colonel Ando's face finally showed some relief. The news brought by the messenger was that Kita Ikki had been found and had arrived at the Imperial Palace. Being able to push these matters to professional people to handle, Lieutenant Colonel Ando Teruzo felt the sensation of a large stone pressing on his chest lighten a bit.

The news of the mutiny in Tokyo spread very quickly. Open battles with real swords and guns couldn't be hidden from anyone. Not to mention the explosions at the Imperial Palace and the intense gunfire that sounded like popping beans. This news quickly reached the Chinese Embassy, including Kita Ikki's secret request, which was sent to the Chinese side together.

On April 4th, the Chinese side received a relatively detailed report. The success of the mutiny did not have any special repercussions within the Politburo Standing Committee. As Chen Ke listened to the report, he wore a smile, a smile that was quite sympathetic. This largely eased the atmosphere among the Standing Committee members. It seemed Chen Ke did not prepare to take military action to make the already chaotic Japanese situation even more chaotic.

After the reports from Li Runshi and others came to a temporary pause, he asked, "Have the Japanese Army and Navy expressed clear support for the mutiny now?"

"We haven't received news in that regard for the time being," Gu Weijun answered. After speaking, he asked Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, how do we deal with such a situation now?"

Chen Ke replied, "Prepare on two fronts. On one hand, prepare materials to aid Japan. On the other hand, prepare troops to recover North Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands."

Gu Weijun had become completely accustomed to this extremely realistic way of handling things. One of the characteristics of the People's Party high command was that unless they absolutely had to talk about good or bad, they never used "good or bad" to evaluate. Good and bad were personal viewpoints; everyone was different. Seeking truth from facts meant only talking about what happened and what impact it had. It had nothing to do with good, evil, good, or bad.

"How do we judge whether this mutiny has succeeded?" Gu Weijun asked.

"If the leaders of the Japanese mutiny can apply to us for aid, and can transport the aid back to Japan, then that shows the mutiny is thoroughly successful." Chen Ke gave the answer.

This standard was slightly strange. Gu Weijun thought for a moment before understanding. Being able to get China's aid back to Japan naturally showed that the mutiny side already controlled the situation. And Chen Ke's attitude towards the mutiny was also revealed: he did not want to intervene in this matter.

Chen Ke replied, "No one is willing to give up power. So, how these Japanese revolutionaries combine the people's needs with the current situation is a very critical question. If there is any disjointedness, any action that fails to grasp the main point, this revolution will be directly counter-attacked. Of course, assuming they succeed temporarily, whose hands the fruits of the revolution will ultimately fall into is still an open question. We have had so many peasant uprisings in Chinese history where the people finally rose up to shake the old dynasty, temporarily displaying the power of the people. But in the end, they still didn't reach the height of a true revolution. The old system was not overthrown."

Gu Weijun listened to Chen Ke calmly analyzing the Japanese revolution, and surprisingly felt a bit emotional in his heart. The revolution led by the People's Party was different from any revolution in the old era. Revolutions in other eras had to maximize the use of the power of landlords and gentry. The revolution led by the People's Party roughly pushed the landlords and gentry aside. Only then was comprehensive victory finally achieved. So what trajectory would the Japanese revolution have? This gave Gu Weijun a feeling of expectation. Toward this tough opponent of China in Asia, Gu Weijun harbored some malicious thoughts.

"Do we just wait like this?" Li Shouxian asked. Among the Politburo Standing Committee members, Li Shouxian's seniority was only slightly longer than Li Runshi's. He had always thought that meetings at the Politburo level would be more intense and more aggressive. After participating in person, he found that the Politburo Standing Committee often had an attitude of "waiting for opportunities." This was indeed a very brilliant method; being able to make strategic judgments about the future required a very powerful strategic vision. However, Li Shouxian was also very clear that he did not have the ability to provide ideas for this. So he wanted to confirm Chen Ke's thoughts even more.

"No one country would be willing to suffer interference and aggression from another country. Since Japan particularly wants to invade China, they will be exceptionally sensitive to China's intervention. We make preparations for aid, and at the same time being able to say nothing is the greatest help to the Japanese revolutionaries," Chen Ke answered. As someone from downstream in history, Chen Ke was extremely decisive when determining the direction of China's development. Similarly, when he needed to wait, he was also extremely patient. If for other comrades the future was an unknowable haze, for Chen Ke, there was no concept of the future; all Chen Ke had to do was merely "approach the past."

Right now, there was a "past" that Chen Ke felt needed to be resolved immediately. After letting Gu Weijun go back to make preparations, and only the 5+2 members were left in the conference room, Chen Ke said, "Comrades have all seen the development budget for nuclear weapons. Once the arrow is on the string, there is no turning back. We must make up our minds to finish this work."

Japan was very important to China, but as the line in that movie about China's nuclear weapons development Chen Ke had seen went, "It's better to have it yourself than to have your father or mother have it." Relying on a favorable external environment was never as good as finding a solution oneself. It was now 1937, and the Little Mustache in Germany was implementing economic policies similar to history. Chen Ke knew very well what those policies meant. The seemingly vibrant German economic policy led to "economic prosperity" caused by forcibly gathering Germany's economic power to invest in military construction.

This prosperity was bound to have its end. When Chen Ke was very young, he had believed the saying, "If Hitler had died in 1939, he would have been the greatest person in German history." Chen Ke had actually believed this nonsense back then. Looking at it now, when the German economy reached 1939 and couldn't hold on and was about to collapse, even if the Little Mustache died then, he would only leave behind the laughingstock of an "incompetent person."

Regardless of how the Little Mustache prepared to invest in the war, or what kind of European war the Little Mustache thought would happen under the current situation, China's potential enemy was still the United States.

The theoretical framework and mathematical models for nuclear weapons had already been preliminarily completed. What lay before China was a process requiring thousands of factories, hundreds of thousands of scientific and technical personnel, millions of various parts, and heaven knows how many risky experiments. This was not a matter of a few months, or even a few years. This was a comprehensive test of China's industrial capability.

After New China built nuclear weapons, it did not continue to research desperately like the United States and the Soviet Union. By American standards, in the thirty years after China possessed nuclear weapons, it did not have many intercontinental nuclear missiles capable of hitting the US mainland. But the United States still considered China a powerful country. Because being able to manufacture nuclear weapons itself meant a country's industrial strength. A country with such industrial strength was very difficult to shake. Of course, the hugeness of the investment required for this industrial strength was also beyond imagination.

The Standing Committee members had all seen the budget. Compared to this budget, Japan's little matters were nothing at all. China's industrial scale was already more than ten times that of Japan, and at the current rate of development, it wouldn't take long to reach twenty times that of Japan. Even with such industrial capability, this budget made China feel it couldn't take it. Countless things were content verified in theory; whether they could be completed as planned once large sums of investment were actually made in practice was an unknown.

This was not just a brand-new construction process; the existing Chinese industrial system also needed adjustment. Some had to be split, some merged. This was a brand-new field that would drive major changes in the entire Chinese aspect. For example, in the plan, what needed to be built first was not nuclear weapons research, but mine-mouth power generation centered in Shanxi, and high-voltage power transmission lines transmitting electricity from Shanxi to provinces like Hebei, Henan, and Huaihai.

Not only that, the power grid construction within each province was not yet fully completed. There were no power grids between many cities; they all relied on transporting coal to power stations in each city. Railway transport became the bottleneck for everything. Fortunately, the People's Party had buried its head in working desperately to build railways these years, and passenger and freight lines had gradually begun to separate, which barely met the demand. But compared to these investments and the new power grid investments, it seemed like nothing.

The various feasibility reports up to now added up to hundreds of tons. As for the paper spent writing these feasibility reports, the total probably reached the level calculated in tens of thousands of tons. It is said that the Hegemon-King of Western Chu, Xiang Yu, could lift a cauldron weighing a thousand *jin*. Even if the seven members of the 5+2 Politburo Standing Committee had the strength of the Hegemon-King of Western Chu, they could only lift 3.5 tons combined. The content they had to decide on would determine the jobs of tens of millions of people and money in the tens or hundreds of billions. One can imagine the magnitude of the pressure.

Japan's little matters really counted for nothing in the face of such investment and pressure.

No one wanted to refute Chen Ke, and no one wanted to support Chen Ke. Because no one had any certainty in their hearts. The comrades immediately used their respective ways of relieving pressure. Li Runshi and a few others immediately lit cigarettes, while Xu Dian sat even straighter.

Finally, Li Shouxian said, "Should we discuss this again in the Politburo?"

"Discussing it again will have the same result. No one dares to take this responsibility. Since that is the case, I will take this responsibility," Chen Ke replied. Every time he made a major decision, Chen Ke would feel just how powerful the founders of New China were. Even for someone like Chen Ke, a "person with only a past and no future," when walking through history again, he felt immense pressure. How much courage and determination did those explorers and pioneers have?

Within the Party, only Chen Ke dared to say this. His one sentence could be worth hundreds of billions. There was no helping it. Chen Ke himself hoped to be more "scientific and democratic," but for most people, or for the vast majority of people, mastering existing things was relatively easy. For unknown things, everyone instinctively held a "more cautious" view. The strict supervision of these years had brought quite a few "side effects," one of which was that the ideology of seeking stability had gained the upper hand in many fields. For things that were ninety percent sure, everyone was willing to do them; for risks, they tried their best to "avoid" them.

Of course, Party construction still had results. At least everyone was "avoiding" rather than escaping. This was already a very progressive situation.

After the meeting adjourned, Chen Ke and You Gou talked about this matter again. You Gou said somewhat awkwardly, "Chairman Chen, are we just going to deal with those comrades in the research department like that?"

Regarding the nuclear weapons plan, it wasn't that there were no opponents. The first to jump out were not comrades within the Party, because comrades within the Party didn't understand nuclear weapons. It was a small group of "scientists" who jumped out. This made Chen Ke quite surprised at the time. Most of this bunch of scientists were cultivated by the People's Party itself and were now in their forties. Many were among the batch sent to study abroad at public expense. Chen Ke had also been away from the technology industry for ten years, so these new generations didn't have much interaction with Chen Ke.

The reason these people rose up in opposition was "insufficient preparation, unclear research direction." It was impossible for Chen Ke to clearly analyze what purpose this bunch of people's reaction was driven by. Was it to prove their own scientific nature? Or did they want to challenge Chen Ke, this authority? Or was it because the "everyone must have a voice" campaign Chen Ke promoted in research units touched upon the "authoritative status" of this bunch of people?

In short, they clearly and unequivocally opposed the nuclear weapons plan and various related plans. They believed that this package of plans needed to obtain the approval of these authoritative figures in various fields before it could continue to be implemented.

Against such a group of people, Chen Ke adopted extremely high-pressure tactics for the first time: "Exclude them all from the development plan." This was using higher authority to suppress lower-level authority. Chen Ke never thought that one day he would actually do such a thing. But Chen Ke had no choice. If China's industrial level hadn't reached the current step, if China's industry hadn't reached the critical juncture where it was just one kick away from kicking open the door to truly possessing the ability to contend for world supremacy, Chen Ke would absolutely not have adopted this approach. The situation was stronger than people; Chen Ke could only adopt this last resort now.

"I really have no choice. I can't split myself into so many pieces," Chen Ke replied. "By the way, Comrade You Gou, I originally wanted Li Runshi to go to Lanfang Province. Now I feel I'm afraid I can't let him go. I want to let him take over Comrade Chen Tianhua's work and let Comrade Ren Peiguo go to Lanfang Province instead of Comrade Li Runshi. What do you think?"
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"Didn't Wenqing want Comrade Li Runshi to solve the Japan issue?" You Gou voiced her guess.

"Comrade You Gou, are you accusing me of engaging in personnel maneuvering?" Chen Ke immediately asked.

You Gou was never polite with Chen Ke. She laughed, "A little bit. Even if the Japan issue can't compare to China's problems, it's still a future strategic pivot for China. Why are you so determined to hastily give up on it?"

"When China is in chaos, Japan excitedly runs over to intervene in Chinese affairs. What is our People's Party's attitude towards Japan?" Chen Ke asked in return.

You Gou naturally had her own understanding of international politics. To Chen Ke's question, she answered frankly, "So you'll just watch the Japanese revolutionaries get finished off? Or is there any necessity for us to wait any longer?"

Chen Ke knew that what You Gou hoped for most now was a stable situation. If Japan could stabilize, China would have a great opportunity to integrate Japan into China's economic sphere. So Chen Ke replied, "The current state of the Japanese revolution is no longer a question of how to walk the future path. I've looked at the materials; although the route formulated by the Toseiha has many problems, the general framework has redeeming qualities. We can reach a cooperation relationship based on peace with Japan at any time. Japan's current core issue is a problem of power distribution. The Emperor, the Emperor's trusted Showa warlords, the traditional old guys, the democrats, and those zaibatsu. How many soldiers do the revolutionaries have? How many Japanese troops can the revolutionaries actually unite? To what extent can they gain the support of the people? These are all unknowns to us."

"Hehe," You Gou laughed. "Wenqing, at any rate, you wrote the draft on social behavioral science. I read some of your attitudes regarding males and females based on physiological characteristics, and I think there are some redeeming qualities. Men like excitement and face when doing things. National face, rationality, and so on. Anyway, you guys think the things concocted in your brains are real. Actually, when the stomach is hungry, one must eat. When you analyzed the root of the Japanese revolution, you spoke with righteous assurance that Japan's economic problems determined Japan's political struggle. The upper strata fight for power and profit, but the common people below need jobs and income. When the Toseiha contacted us, we could say that because Japan wasn't revolutionary enough, we'd leave them hanging. Now that someone has risen up to rebel, why can't we support Japan a little?"

This line of thought was quite unique. Chen Ke found it a bit interesting. He asked, "Then why didn't you raise this at the Standing Committee meeting?"

You Gou laughed, "Reasoning has never been a woman's strong suit. I can't out-debate everyone at the Standing Committee meeting when it comes to reasoning. But why not try it this way? Even if the sincere goal is to prevent other factions from dealing a killer blow to the revolutionaries, we should at least make a statement. Later, even if these people who started the incident really fail, wouldn't we have a clear conscience? Besides, this happens to be a legitimate reason to refuse cooperation with other Japanese factions."

If Chen Ke could analyze many things theoretically, making these tasks conform to human feelings was undoubtedly his weakness. Not just Chen Ke, although the People's Party had always advocated against adopting a military control model, in reality, the command-style model was somewhat deep-rooted. Chen Ke's role was to point out the path, and so far his work had been considered successful. This directly led to the command-style working method not only not weakening but showing a trend of strengthening.

Under such a male-style atmosphere, You Gou's suggestion undoubtedly appeared very "fresh." This wasn't because the method was so different, but because You Gou's starting point and thinking mode were indeed vastly different from Chen Ke and the others. Chen Ke and the others used a "rational attitude" to believe that failure was inevitable, which didn't mean they thought failure was deserved. You Gou's starting point was undoubtedly that since they would likely fail, why not try with a friendly gesture? At least this also conveyed friendliness. As a woman, this was almost instinct. Without this instinct, mothers would have probably beaten their mischievous children to death long ago.

"Then let's convene another Standing Committee meeting to discuss this issue," Chen Ke made the decision.

The next day, the Standing Committee met again. You Gou discussed her thoughts with the comrades. The members of the Standing Committee were quite appreciative of You Gou's attitude. Japan's geographical location was critical to China. Unless they were prepared to let Japan fire the first shot and then have China enter Japan, a Japan with good relations with China was obviously more beneficial.

How to utilize the Japanese situation to drive the Japanese situation was a rather interesting method.

"We can send a special envoy to visit the King of Japan," You Gou proposed.

"Isn't this plainly making it hard for the Emperor to step down?" Chen Ke laughed. Back then, he copied Chairman Mao and shouted, "The Chinese people have stood up!" After these years of stable life and a series of foreign victories, China had indeed stood up. No matter what kind of person, none dared to rely on foreigners to boost their own weight. Anyone who dared to do so was destined for a miserable end. If judging others by oneself, the Japanese side would certainly feel great humiliation.

You Gou didn't care much about this. "If he can't step down, it's the Emperor who can't step down. What does it have to do with the Japanese upper strata? If we can lobby the Japanese upper strata and make them believe that sufficient adjustments to domestic policy will yield huge benefits, it might not be a bad opportunity. We want a Japan that no longer thinks about sneak-attacking China all day long. Isn't achieving this goal enough?"

Theoretically, this was not bad. It was just that even if the comrades of the People's Party were proficient in dark matters, that was a struggle against the darkness in their own hearts and against those guys in the system who drilled for loopholes. These comrades at least had male self-esteem. Everyone was clear about power tactics but might not necessarily like them.

From the perspective of seeking truth from facts, You Gou's suggestion was actually quite good. After all, facts always override face. The Standing Committee finally agreed to "give it a try." Then the representative figure became a bit difficult to choose. If it were Zhang Yu, this relatively shady guy, as the special envoy, the comrades would feel at ease. The current Standing Committee was truly "full of righteousness." The shadiest was none other than Chen Ke, and everyone knew that Chen Ke actually disliked this kind of action the most.

Although Foreign Minister Gu Weijun was proficient in diplomacy, he was of the scholarly path. Letting him do this, it was uncertain if he wouldn't be sold by those old slippery fellows. Now, a "treacherous person" was really needed. Everyone looked at Organization Minister Qi Huishen. When Qi Huishen pondered, he would frown, and the comrades waited. After a good while, Qi Huishen replied, "Comrade Hu Fu might be relatively suitable for this special envoy job."

Whether it succeeded or not, it wouldn't have much impact on China. Since Qi Huishen recommended a comrade, everyone fully trusted Comrade Qi Huishen's judgment.

On April 7, 1937, the Chinese side sent out a special envoy. Things turned out just as You Gou had predicted; the Japanese side did not refuse at all. Instead, they waited nervously and excitedly for the Chinese special envoy to go to Japan.

The Japanese were also afraid that China would loot a burning house, and the Toseiha's original plan also included a temporary comprehensive easing of relations with China to expand Japan's import and export trade. This wasn't because the Toseiha really adhered to the "Sino-Japanese Friendship" stance. Raw material development in Southeast Asia was limited, and the United States and Japan were separated by a Pacific Ocean. Importing raw materials and equipment from these two places had the problem of high costs. If they could get raw materials from nearby China, costs could be greatly reduced.

The timing of this mutiny happened to be at the critical moment when the Toseiha was about to complete domestic integration and establish a new order for future Japan. The core figures of the Toseiha had been caught in one net, and other factions were in a leaderless state. And the most interesting thing was that this period, where everything was ready and only the east wind was lacking, happened to be leaderless. So whoever could become this dragon head naturally had a good opportunity to claim the completed work for themselves.

The troops after the mutiny did not engage in a massacre; they only implemented military control in Tokyo, Japan. The news of the Chinese special envoy's arrival made Kita Ikki extremely happy. He immediately notified the imprisoned high officials. This news brought a considerable impact to these Japanese who harbored various thoughts.

For Japan, "who takes the lead" to convene an important meeting was a big issue. This determined the status of the meeting convener. At least in terms of Japanese historical tradition, the Emperor had always been behind the scenes, or even controlled by the bosses below. Convening meetings basically had nothing to do with the Emperor. Given the current situation, the ones convening the meeting were undoubtedly this group of mutineers who controlled Tokyo.

Comrade Hu Fu quickly discovered the problem with his keen observational ability. Moreover, after visiting the heads of various factions in Tokyo with amazing physical strength and energy, he straightened out the current situation in Japan.

Suzuki Kantaro, who was detained by the uprising troops, obtained permission to go see the Emperor. He recounted the demands that Lieutenant Colonel Kato Teruzo had already presented to the Emperor. The demands of the uprising troops were relatively simple.

The Emperor's power to rule personally must be restored; arrest the "ringleaders and traitorous officials" of the anti-Kodoha faction such as Minami Jiro, Koiso Kuniaki, Tatekawa Yoshitsugu, and Ugaki Kazushige; immediately dismiss Hayashi Senjuro to deter Russia. And implement the "Showa Restoration" in Japan, start land reform, rebuild state-owned enterprises, and complete the state's means of macroeconomic control over the economy.

It wasn't just Suzuki Kantaro, a heavyweight of the Navy, who came to advise. War Minister Kawashima also got the opportunity to come and persuade the Emperor. After introducing the demands of the mutiny troops, Kawashima took the opportunity to suggest, "Please, Your Majesty, consider that the insurgents acted in Your Majesty's name and adhered to the intent of the supreme command. It is entirely a sincere heart of loyalty to the country. Please, Your Majesty, grant forgiveness."

Before Kawashima could finish, Hirohito said in a tone of great rage, "Leaving aside where their spirit lies, their actions primarily damage the essence of the national polity. Murdering my股肱 (right-hand) old officials, such brutal officers, no matter what their 'spirit' is, should not be granted any forgiveness. I absolutely will not allow violent officers to act wildly. This incident must be suppressed as soon as possible! As soon as possible!" Seeing the Emperor's rage, Kawashima had to click his tongue and retreat. Hirohito, with his anger still unappeased, muttered to himself, "The Army's lawlessness is unimaginable; they are simply strangling my neck!"

Regarding the Kodoha rebellion, the staff officers of the Toseiha naturally wished to suppress it immediately. However, unable to directly mobilize troops, they had to seek help from the Emperor's highest authority. On the afternoon of the 4th, 2nd Division Commander Umezu Yoshijiro, who was out of town, and Tani Hisao and Tojo Hideki of the 6th Division clearly expressed their attitude of resolute suppression.

The Emperor naturally wanted to resist desperately and refused to yield to the mutineers, but other forces might not be so.

The demands put forward by the mutiny troops sounded very appetizing to the group that had reached a consensus with the Toseiha. Apart from the land reform matter being relatively ambiguous, the other demands seemed very familiar and very reasonable to the upper strata.

Kita Ikki naturally had his own plan for this. There was no need to force everyone into an opposing stance. Taking advantage of this opportunity, he began to mobilize the grassroots forces of the Japanese Anti-Feudal Alliance in the countryside and started organizing the "Audience with the Emperor" action. People from various places who were dissatisfied with the existing order selected their own representatives. These representatives, carrying the trust of their hometown elders and full of grief and indignation as well as hope, personally went to Tokyo to pour out their hearts to the Emperor.

The grassroots personnel of the Japanese Anti-Feudal Alliance guaranteed these people that after arriving in Tokyo, they would definitely be able to see the Emperor personally and personally relay these tragic facts happening in Japan to the Emperor.

After such a series of visits, Comrade Hu Fu sent a long letter to the People's Party Central Committee on April 14. The beginning wrote straightforwardly, "The Japanese mutiny is transforming in a revolutionary direction."

Kita Ikki's idea really fit Japan's national conditions. Japan's problem lay in the power being completely held in the hands of layers of the ruling class. The people's voice could not "reach the heavens directly" at all. Of course, reaching the heavens directly actually didn't have much meaning. The Emperor never represented the Japanese people.

But the purpose of this approach was a major reshuffle. Once this action of reaching the heavens directly could be realized, the Japanese people who suffered from conservative oppression would naturally hope that this situation could be maintained. This was like ordinary Chinese people suing to the Emperor. Actually, everyone hoped to be able to contact the highest ruler directly. Even if this suing to the Emperor was actually a joke, having this thought or not was truly vastly different. This was the people rising up to resist.

On October 28, 1922, Benito Mussolini, dissatisfied that the Fascist Party only won 105 seats out of 535 in the 1921 Italian parliamentary election, called on 30,000 supporters to march into Rome. This event successfully forced the then King of Italy, Emmanuel III, to appoint Mussolini as Prime Minister. It also demonstrated the power of the Fascist Party to the outside world. The only reason the King of Italy succumbed was that he feared civil war.

With tens of thousands of Japanese people full of grievances marching into Tokyo, it was impossible for the Japanese Emperor not to be afraid. As for the thoughts of the soldiers in the Japanese Army, they would also be greatly different. This group of people who launched the mutiny would undoubtedly be seen as their own by the lower class.

However, the most critical issue now was not the Japanese Army. The old guys in the Army obviously didn't see how powerful the means adopted by Kita Ikki were. The Kodoha had always been shouting about touching the pain of the common people; this was the banner the old Army guys used to dupe the young officers into dying for them. A considerable number of low and middle-ranking soldiers sincerely supported this view. Even Obata Toshishiro, one of the former "Three Crows of Baden-Baden" and the only one currently alive, thought so.

The problem lay with the Navy.

Navy General Staff Chief Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu convened his staff that day and clearly stated the attitude of suppression. At 12:00 noon on the 3rd, Combined Fleet Commander Takahashi Sankichi issued an order to the fleet exercising off Tosa to have the First Fleet enter Tokyo Bay and the Second Fleet enter Osaka Bay. Toyota Soemu, then Director of the Naval Affairs Bureau, roared, "If the Army doesn't have the intention, then we will do it!" On the afternoon of the 5th, Yokosuka Naval District Commander Yonai Mitsumasa's First Destroyer Squadron sent the landing force ashore via Shibaura, piled up sandbag fortifications, and assumed a combat posture.

For the whole day of the 6th, Emperor Hirohito spent it in anxiety. Because Suzuki Kantaro had already informed Hirohito that at this time, the First Fleet, led by the flagship battleship "Kirishima," had mightily sailed into Tokyo Bay, and all ships had aimed their guns at the rebel positions on land. The "Kirishima" was aiming at the Diet Building occupied by the rebels. Lieutenant Nagamitsu, leader of the 9th Division responsible for determining the target, used a rangefinder to carefully measure the distance from the "Nagato" to the Diet Building as 19,000 meters. The Second Fleet commanded by Kato Takayoshi also arrived in Osaka Bay around 9 am on the 6th under the lead of the flagship heavy cruiser "Atago" and began to implement vigilance.

In the Taiwan campaign, three Kongo-class battleships were lost in one go, and other warships also suffered significant losses. But the Combined Fleet still dispatched all warships, attempting to intimidate the mutiny troops so they wouldn't dare to do anything more.

Just as Comrade Hu Fu's letter was transmitted all the way to Zhengzhou by plane, the situation in Japan changed again. Although the high officials of the Navy were filled with righteous indignation one by one, led by Navy General Staff Chief Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu expressing that they must kill all the rebels, the first batch of more than three thousand public representatives from Honshu finally arrived in Tokyo. Under the arrangement of the mutiny troops, these representatives went to have an audience with the Emperor in ten batches.

Many of these ordinary public representatives hadn't even seen their local mayor, but now, after seeing the living god Emperor of Japan with their own eyes, they knelt humbly on the ground to pay respect to the Emperor one by one. Hirohito was forced to meet this group of people, and he was greatly unwilling in his heart. But hearing these people state their names and origins one by one, turning out to be public representatives from various places, he couldn't help but feel some shock in his heart.

Although these representatives lacked language organization skills, the pain they had suffered over these years was real. Moreover, before seeing the Emperor, the mutiny troops and the Japanese Anti-Feudal Alliance had helped them summarize their greatest pains. After these people kowtowed piously, they requested the Emperor to make decisions regarding the various unreasonable and unequal things they suffered.

Hirohito really didn't know what the situation was like among the Japanese folk. After listening to these people's outpourings, Hirohito was really frightened. This wasn't because he had much sympathy for the people, but because Hirohito felt that the conflicts among the Japanese folk were so intense at this time, posing a posture of a powder keg. If ignored, it wouldn't be just a mutiny. It was very likely that a real civil war would break out.
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"Please convey our heartfelt thanks to Chairman Chen Ke, Comrade Hu Fu," Kita Ikki said seriously to the Chinese special envoy Hu Fu.

The Japanese Navy dared to implement a blockade on Japan, but the Chinese side stubbornly delivered a lot of new printing presses and paper through air transport. This support, almost regardless of cost, at least solved the immediate propaganda problem. Chen Ke knew very well how color revolutions were started; it was to utilize information asymmetry and the vigorous mobilization of the rebelling side.

Just like a joke on the 21st-century internet, "I sell River Maps, Heavenly Books, Qilin, Spirit Turtles, Auspicious Clouds, Fine Grain; substitute for fox calls, interpret astrology, spread nursery rhymes, substitute for composing prophecies, substitute for writing letters of persuasion to ascend the throne, custom-made one-eyed stone men (burial included), substitute for writing on yellow silk books (free insertion into fish bellies), substitute for sewing yellow robes (free draping over the body), also offering services like angrily slaying demon snakes, aura rushing to the heavens, yellow dragons appearing in the river, phoenixes coming to pay respects, accepting custom orders for the Imperial Jade Seal and Emperor's crown and dragon robes."

When engaging in propaganda and incitement, the truth is actually not that important; the key is to effectively trigger associations. Although the People's Party's rise was vastly different from Japan's, essentially it was just a difference in entering the city. When the People's Party rose to rebel, China from top to bottom had already abandoned the old system. The Japanese revolution needed to make the Japanese people believe that the Japanese old system was finished. When the people of a country collectively abandon the old system, this system has inevitably reached a dead end.

The new printing presses, large amounts of paper, and operators provided by the People's Party were mainly used to print pictures. The photos of "The Emperor affectionately receiving the complaining masses" could not be blurry. With photos as proof, plus the introduction of the reasons, purposes, and process of this restoration printed in large quantities by the printing factories controlled by the Japanese Restoration troops, the propaganda of the Japan Anti-Feudal Alliance at the grassroots level made more and more Japanese people believe that the Emperor supported the people and was willing to solve the suffering of the Japanese people. Although more and more officers and soldiers of the Restoration troops began to realize that this idea might be somewhat "overly optimistic."

All bases of the Japanese Air Force received these propaganda documents. Because the Air Force had been established for a short time, most of these soldiers were young people. A portion of the old diehards thought this practice was lawless, but the young people didn't think so. Looking at the pictures of the Emperor receiving batch after batch of hundreds of common people, looking at the scenes of those people kowtowing and wailing frozen in the photos, and reading other written narratives, the young soldiers of the Air Force also began to feel their blood boil. Under the instigation of the Restoration troops, the Air Force wings privately sent representatives to Tokyo to "visit." They found that things were indeed as the Restoration troops said. Ordinary people were getting the opportunity to see the Emperor. This kind of thing, which was previously unimaginable, was not a lie fabricated by the Restoration troops, but a fact that was actually happening.

The young Air Force soldiers finally believed that these Restoration troops were not for their own personal fame and fortune, but for the whole of Japan. The Restoration troops took drastic actions not to harm the Emperor, but to break the deception of the Emperor by those bad people around him. Young people are the most foolishly cute; they are direct enough to believe that there are once-and-for-all things in the world, or at least shortcuts that lead directly to the end of victory. The Restoration troops undoubtedly accomplished this.

So by April 22, more than half of the Air Force units reached a consensus with the Restoration troops and were willing to provide "limited assistance" to the Restoration troops. The old guys in the remaining half of the Air Force units who could still control the situation spoke the classic Japanese phrase, "I don't know anything about what you are doing."

With the assistance of the Air Force, the heavily defended naval bases suffered "air raids," and large amounts of leaflets drifted down like snow in June into the naval camps. The Navy, which had been strictly blocking news internally, finally knew what was happening outside. Not only the Navy, but those troops controlled by the Control Faction also suffered air raids, and the strict intelligence blockade of the military camps was broken from the sky.

For these days, the troops of the Control Faction had been worried about being attacked by the troops of the Imperial Way Faction, and their attitude towards the Restoration troops was extremely hostile. Learning about the actions of the Restoration troops these days, and seeing that the social bottom layer like farmers and workers could actually complain to the Emperor, the attitude of the Army bottom-layer soldiers in the Control Faction troops towards the Restoration troops immediately took a 180-degree turn.

After such vigorous propaganda, the division commanders, brigade commanders, and regiment commanders of the Control Faction troops were all dumbfounded. Except for the old diehards, there were actually many among these people who approved of the actions of the Restoration troops. Their only worry was whether they might be liquidated.

So the old guys who had previously refused to see the Restoration troops finally began to contact the representatives sent by the Restoration troops. After receiving guarantees, although they were still skeptical, they were no longer prepared to act immediately. Instead, they chose the strategy of "wait and see."

Kita Ikki hadn't expected his revolution to reach this stage. The possibility of the Restoration troops being wiped out after a tragic siege also existed. But now Japan was actually beginning to consider the possibility of taking a new path, which was already an unimaginable thing. The power of the printing presses sent by the People's Party was worth five divisions. Now at least five divisions had expressed that they "could consider supporting the Restoration Army at a critical moment," and the low-ranking soldiers of another five divisions expressed their unwillingness to march into Tokyo. Other troops "knew nothing." The possibility of being attacked militarily was already negligible.

Comrade Hu Fu was also beaming with satisfaction, "Those upper-class people are afraid that such actions will shake their status, but they can't find other ways to deal with it for the time being. This is a very critical moment. If it were our People's Party, we would strengthen the combination with the masses. This is, after all, the root of all power."

Kita Ikki nodded repeatedly. The People's Party's line of mobilizing the masses was very different from Japan's current actions, but after the Japanese people were temporarily mobilized, their power was also beyond imagination.

Hu Fu dared not be too arrogant. Although he already had a feeling of being a "Retired Emperor" (power behind the throne) in his heart, Chen Ke had repeatedly instructed him to respect the Japanese comrades before this trip. The Organization Department of the People's Party never tolerated sand in its eyes; the result of getting carried away would inevitably turn this great opportunity into a noose that strangled his own path of progress. So suppressing his strong feeling of complacency, Hu Fu relayed the speech drafted by the People's Party, "We in China have the term 'system' (*zhidu*). 'Zhi' is the system, representing management, and 'du' is how to manage. The work behind this is a very arduous process, and Comrade Kita Ikki will definitely be very hard-pressed. Chairman Chen and the Central Committee agree to fully restore normal trade relations with Japan. This is something we can do in the near future."

"That would be greatly appreciated!" Kita Ikki said from the bottom of his heart. No matter what kind of mass standpoint and advanced ideology the Japanese revolutionary faction had, if these standpoints and ideologies could not be turned into immediate social improvement, once the passion of the revolution passed, Japan would still go back to the old path. Being able to reopen trade with China, and even get China's order support, the improvement of the Japanese economy would be the best "proof of rationality" for the revolutionary faction. The purpose of the Japanese people participating in this revolution was not for the revolution, but to try to take a new path to get rid of the current pain. Just as Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized, "It is not that our People's Party can create a revolution, but that the revolution is nurtured among the people. Revolution is the way and means for the people to obtain liberation and a better life."

"Chairman Chen also asked me to tell Comrade Kita Ikki that you must absolutely not admit guilt. No matter how great the external pressure is, you cannot admit that your actions this time have any fault. No matter how those classes that are now forced to compromise deceive you, you cannot admit guilt. You must absolutely not admit that the path you are taking now is wrong. Chairman Chen sends you eight words: Revolution is innocent, rebellion is justified (*Geming wuzui, zaofan youli*)." Although Hu Fu did not quite agree with Chen Ke's attitude, he dared not fail to convey Chen Ke's words.

Kita Ikki nodded repeatedly after hearing this. These days, many dignitaries privately said to Kita Ikki that as long as he admitted a crime, admitted a small mistake, then these dignitaries would stand firmly on Kita Ikki's side and go all out to persuade the Emperor to make a compromise. Even though Kita Ikki knew that the people saying this had malicious intentions, he still wavered a little. Launching a revolutionary action is relatively simple, but how to maintain Japan's national operation after the action succeeds is an arduous and long process. And compromise seemed to be a way to solve problems immediately. After hearing Chen Ke's suggestion, Kita Ikki finally breathed a sigh of relief. At least the revolutionary pioneer of Asia still approved of Kita Ikki's actions.

After receiving support and promises from the Chinese side, Kita Ikki placed the main point of future work on the Navy. Kita Ikki formally sent a representative to ask Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu, the Chief of the Navy General Staff who was now leading the Navy, to meet the Emperor and confirm that the Restoration faction had not harmed the Emperor.

Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu finally agreed to meet the representative of the Restoration faction this time. The naval bases were now showing an extremely unstable situation. The soldiers on the ships could be temporarily blocked from all news, but the Navy could not always float on the sea; they needed supplies of food, fresh water, and some maintenance. The deeds of the Restoration faction had spread like a "plague" in the naval fleet.

The reason the Navy maintained morale was high treatment, and the family lives of low and middle-ranking officers and even soldiers relied on this high treatment to sustain themselves. The families of most naval soldiers were not wealthy. Knowing that their families' lives might be truly improved, the wavering attitude of these soldiers can be imagined.

High-ranking naval officials could only rely on a strong suppression model to temporarily stabilize the Navy, but strong suppression triggered more intense antagonistic emotions. Now the officers of the entire fleet were no longer considering attacking the Restoration Army; their attention was focused on how to maintain the order of the Navy and prevent changes.

The request made by the representative of the Restoration faction was not only for Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu to go and confirm the Emperor's safety, but they also demanded that the Navy lift the blockade so that the fleet could transport chemical fertilizers to other regions according to the plan.

At all times, one must stand with the people, or at least satisfy the interests of the working people. Kita Ikki highly appreciated the method China used to handle the land of the people killed in the April 12th Incident in Zhejiang back then. When the People's Party implemented land reform, they guaranteed the interests of ordinary laborers who had purchased the land of the killed people and planted grain on it. The money for selling the land was fully refunded, and the laborers were allowed to harvest the grain planted on that land. No matter what kind of conflict there was, principles could not be shaken.

As for whether Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu was willing to see the Emperor, the Restoration faction didn't care at all. They now wanted to expose the Japanese Navy's attempt to prevent the people from obtaining chemical fertilizers. Through such propaganda, they intended to strike at the old forces within the Navy.

Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu was fooled; he didn't see through this. Not only did he not see through this, but the Navy's upper echelon also didn't see through this. Some people thought that Kita Ikki was taking two steps forward and one step back; if they couldn't trick Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu into going to Tokyo to acknowledge the reality that the Japanese Restoration Army temporarily controlled political power, then they would implement their actual administrative control over Japan. Others thought the Restoration faction wanted to send key personnel to Shikoku and Kyushu to control these regions. So the Navy high command unceremoniously rejected the Restoration faction's request.

After confirming the Navy's reply, the Restoration faction immediately wrote a comprehensive report on the matter and disseminated it to Shikoku and Kyushu through air drops and various information channels. Even though there were many problems after the Control Faction controlled the distribution of chemical fertilizers, chemical fertilizers did effectively promote Japan's agricultural output. The farmers of Shikoku and Kyushu were eagerly waiting for this year's fertilizer for spring plowing. Even if there was a mutiny in Tokyo, if the fertilizer could arrive in time, it could still be used during the top-dressing period. Seeing that the Japanese Navy was actually preventing the fertilizer transport that could have reached various places according to plan, the farmers of Shikoku and Kyushu were truly shocked and angry.

By May 18, finally, middle and high-ranking naval officers suggested at a military meeting whether Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu could temporarily allow ships transporting fertilizer to pass through the Navy's blockade. This was actually very polite; the so-called naval blockade at this time had a flavor of existing in name only. Various bases showed signs of wavering. Regarding whether this change was a "mutiny" or a "Showa Restoration," the Navy's view gradually leaned towards it being a "Showa Restoration." For Japanese people, the Meiji Restoration was a righteous action that opened Japan's path to power. Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu knew very well that if the Navy believed this change was the Showa Restoration, the rebels would have truly grasped the great righteousness of Japan. Everything at that time would be different.

Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu came to the Navy to be this Chief of the Navy General Staff with the real purpose of purging the guys in the Navy whom Hirohito did not trust. So Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu was very suspicious of what these people's goals actually were. The Japanese common people were nothing in Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu's eyes before; now they had become accomplices of the even more hateful chaotic party. Instead of trying to save Hirohito at this time, they followed the chaotic party to pressure Hirohito. In Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu's eyes, this was a completely treasonous action.

It was just that the situation in Japan was vastly different now. The big bosses of the Control Faction were either killed or captured, and Hirohito simply fell into the hands of the rebels. The powerful force behind Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu dissipated at this time. So Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu could only snort coldly and make no response.

This group of high-ranking Navy officials also refused to bow to the Army. They only raised this point because they were under pressure from the lower levels. Since Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu refused to speak, they tactfully stopped mentioning the matter.

However, even if the upper levels didn't mention it, the lower levels couldn't ignore the fertilizer issue. Young soldiers knew that chemical fertilizer could largely determine this year's harvest. When Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu was inspecting the deck, a young sailor with a fluctuating expression suddenly stepped forward quickly and saluted Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu. "Your Excellency, I would like to request that you allow the transport of fertilizer to Shikoku and Kyushu."

Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu was extremely sensitive to this issue. He already knew that the rebels this time were all young people. Seeing the sailor's young face, the panic and hostility in his heart erupted like a volcano. "Take him down!" Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu shouted loudly. After the guards took the young soldier down, Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu said angrily, "Investigate carefully if he has any accomplices!" After saying this, Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu shouted with lingering anger, "Also find out exactly who is spreading rumors!"

The fate of this sailor was miserable. There were stubborn guys in the Navy, especially those petty officers (*NCOs*). They hoped to be valued by their superiors, and there was Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu's order to "investigate carefully if he has any accomplices!" So the soldier was subjected to cruel torture. The petty officers tried to get intelligence as soon as possible, so they were extremely heavy-handed during the torture. They actually beat this soldier to death.

After beating the man to death, the petty officers were a bit flustered. Not because they would be punished for killing someone—with Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu's order, killing someone was just killing someone. The problem was that after beating this young soldier to death, there were no clues. After all, Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu had demanded to catch the accomplices.

So the soldiers in the same unit as this poor soldier suffered. They were arrested and tortured and interrogated together. Under the feudal system, these recipients of orders were only responsible to those in power. To satisfy the demands of those in power, they didn't care about the Navy's own military law system at all. Or rather, the military law system was just a tool in the hands of this group of people. It was the game rule for them to tyrannize or get promoted and get rich.

Firstly, someone wanted to take advantage of this matter, and it couldn't be settled easily because the Navy demanded a ban on spreading the news of this time. If the news could reach the ship, it meant there was a chain of passing news. This chain had to be dug out completely.

Before the Navy fought the "rebels," a great purge began within the naval fleet. News spread very fast, and all soldiers who knew the news felt insecure. On May 27, a secret meeting was held in the engine room of the Combined Fleet flagship *Kirishima*. The attendees included soldiers, lieutenants, and even field officers. The common point of these participants was that they were very young. They were all from rural backgrounds.

What had to be said had been said long ago these days. Now everyone wanted to say but dared not say the most important words.

First, they talked a few sentences about who else was arrested and who else was investigated. These words only added to the gloomy atmosphere of the meeting. In the exchanged eyes and expressions, these naval officers and soldiers knew each other's thoughts.

Finally, the leading field officer released his bitten lip. He said with a face full of determination, "Let us also participate in the Showa Restoration."

On June 1, 1937, the Combined Fleet's fleet near Tokyo approached Tokyo Harbor under the leadership of the flagship *Kirishima*. The troops defending the coast immediately became alert. But after exchanging semaphore signals, the defenders on the shore received shocking news: The First Squadron of the Navy Combined Fleet requested to participate in the "Showa Restoration"!
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After the Central Committee of the People's Party received the formal request from the Japan Restoration Society established by Kita Ikki, they loaded the 100,000 tons of chemical fertilizer, 400,000 tons of grain, and 500,000 sets of finished denim clothing—which had long been stockpiled in Busan—onto ships bound for Japan.

According to the plan, the Japanese naval forces participating in the Showa Restoration provided a full escort and organized both troops and laborers at various unloading ports to handle the cargo. The Japanese side was somewhat cold towards the Chinese transport personnel but responded with impeccable politeness. The transport staff noticed that the young officers of the "Showa Restoration" did not simply use Japanese yen for payment. The laborers participating in the unloading could choose to be paid in yen, grain, or clothing. The Chinese personnel observed that in the initial shipments, over sixty percent of the Japanese commoners participating in the transport work chose rice and white flour, less than thirty percent chose yen, and about ten percent chose clothing.

By the second wave of shipments, this ratio shifted. The proportion of Japanese laborers accepting rice and flour remained unchanged, still over sixty percent. But those choosing clothing jumped to thirty percent, with only a small minority of Japanese commoners accepting payment in yen.

The third wave saw yet another change. After most laborers had put on the thick, durable finished clothes, the demand split fifty-fifty between grain and yen.

Intelligence analysts concluded that Japan had not yet descended into such chaos that the yen had lost all credit; the social order across Japan was gradually stabilizing.

China's powerful industrial production capacity did not particularly care about these supplies. China had already popularized the use of improved seeds, chemical fertilizers, and pesticides. Basic water conservancy construction was an endless endeavor—the more that was built, the stronger the effect on stabilizing grain production. With total grain output reaching 300 million tons, the supply of eggs, poultry, meat, and condiments was ample. A single new synthetic ammonia production line, supplying 1,400 square kilometers of ordinary farmland yielding 400 *jin* per *mu* for one season, along with 5,000 *mu* of ordinary cotton fields yielding over 200 *jin* per *mu*, could produce enough in one year to cover these aid supplies. For an industrial nation, this was not a significant amount of material.

But for Japan, even if the raw material—air—were free, Japan's synthetic ammonia production in 1936 was no more than 700,000 tons. China's air separation nitrogen industry was tightly integrated with the steel industry. Large steel enterprises all had dedicated matching air separation plants; oxygen was provided to the steel mills, and nitrogen was naturally provided to synthetic ammonia enterprises. Because the scale of the air separation enterprises was so vast, they could even drive the cost of separating inert gases down to an acceptable level. Japanese steel enterprises were small in scale, technologically backward, and lacked the advantage of an industrial chain. Japan also showed signs of industrial cartels, but their overall operating costs were three to five times higher than China's.

As for Japan's agricultural output, which averaged just 200 *jin* per *mu*, the scarcity of land meant there was no large-scale agricultural infrastructure, and cotton fields were even scarcer. The total amount of these supplies aided by China exceeded 5% of the total supplies the Japanese government could collect through taxation and other means. If the Japanese government wanted to produce these materials, the direct cost invested would be at least double that of China's, and the manpower consumed in production and collection would be five to seven times that of China.

After intelligence analysts processed this data, it was submitted upwards. These figures caused quite a stir within the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Gu Weijun was a man whose fingers had never touched spring water; he had left the lower classes to attend school in his youth and later studied abroad. Upon returning to China, he had always remained in the upper echelons. After the fall of the Beiyang government, he was taken to Wuhan and had no real understanding of the changes in China. As a civil servant in New China, although Gu Weijun knew the People's Party's achievements were great, he measured that greatness in terms of military confrontation with foreign powers; he was not clear on the specific changes among the people. The comparison between China and Japan allowed Gu Weijun to directly understand what had actually happened in China.

Thirty years ago, Japan was much more advanced than China; now, compared to China, it was a backward country. Chinese agriculture had even seen the emergence of large-scale agricultural mechanical sowing and harvesting teams, which migrated across China like migratory birds according to the seasons. It was not just industrial production that had been socialized; even agricultural production had begun to be swept into the realm of socialized mass production. Rural labor had been liberated to an unprecedented degree. Cities were growing larger and larger, with residential districts built one after another. Yet labor from the countryside still flooded into the cities like a tide, stuffing those residential districts full. During the busy farming seasons, the cities would quiet down significantly. During the New Year, many new cities became empty towns. Yet even with the massive outflow of rural labor, agricultural output continued to rise. This was because the entire agricultural sector had received comprehensive feedback and support from the industrial sector.

Gu Weijun knew the state planned to abolish the agricultural tax while fully implementing the unified purchase and sale system. This plan had already been formally voted on and passed by the National People's Congress. After a transition period of a few years, the agricultural tax, which had been implemented for thousands of years, would come to an end in 1940. And there was even more miraculous news: it was said that agricultural subsidies might be implemented. Not only would farming be tax-free, but one could actually receive extra money for farming. When Gu Weijun first heard this rumor, he thought either Chen Ke had gone mad, or he, Gu Weijun, was hallucinating.

When the intelligence department talked about Japan—its heavy agricultural taxes, its countless wooden shanty districts—Gu Weijun actually felt a sense of reassurance. Japan's situation was a reality that was easier to accept; China's status quo had already entered a realm beyond human imagination.

For this Japanese revolution, the work regarding Japan was a direct operation of the Politburo, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was excluded. This made Gu Weijun feel somewhat dissatisfied. Even if the situation was troublesome, there was no reason to kick the Ministry of Foreign Affairs aside and have the Party Central Committee take direct charge. After thinking for a long time, Gu Weijun finally decided to arrange a meeting with the Japanese Minister to China.

Gu Weijun did not persuade him directly; he simply took the Japanese Minister on a tour of Henan, in the central province of Zhili. This tour naturally did not go to the mountainous areas but involved driving through the plains.

Japan and China were not friendly nations, and the two sides had fought quite a few battles over the years. Therefore, the movements of the Japanese Minister to China were relatively restricted. After driving personally for two days across the Huang-Huai Plain in Henan, covering over a thousand kilometers, the Japanese Minister was stunned.

There was no need to mention areas with abundant water sources like Zhoukou. Farmland, cut as precisely as if by a knife, was surrounded by rows of trees, and irrigation ditches were extremely developed. In areas where water sources were tighter, there were also rows of trees surrounding neatly cut farmland, but on this land, the Chinese had implemented sprinkler irrigation. Many plastic pipes were dragged across the fields, with sprinkler heads inserted into them. The sprinklers sprayed water evenly. The ground was moistened with a thin layer, and crystal-clear water droplets hung on the emerald green crop leaves—it was indescribably beautiful.

The greatest characteristic was that people were basically invisible in the fields. The beautiful farmland and the tall trees, standing neatly like sentries, were distributed across the vast wilderness. The farmhouses were completely hidden within the woods. A few old farmers wearing straw hats leisurely watched over the mechanical equipment, presenting an aesthetic that made the Japanese Minister to China shudder.

A Japanese person who could rise to the position of Minister to China was absolutely no fool. Seeing such a reality, the Minister understood just how wide the gap between China and Japan was. Gu Weijun's seemingly friendly travel invitation was actually a demonstration of power to the Japanese Minister.

The manifestation of competition between nations could be a comprehensive, tragic war, or it could be the creation of two massive, well-equipped, and well-trained armies standing in a tense standoff. Just as in *Han Feizi: The Five Vermin*: "In the time of Shun, the Miao tribes were unsubmissive, and Yu moved to attack them. Shun said, 'It is not right. If our virtue is not thick, to execute military measures is not the Way.' He then cultivated education and virtue for three years, holding shield and battle-axe in a dance, and the Miao submitted."

The Japanese Army was no longer prepared to "dance with shield and battle-axe" against China. The disparity in equipment, firepower, and tactical skills demonstrated by the Chinese Army and Air Force in the Taiwan Campaign had already driven the Japanese Army to despair. Let alone attacking China, Japan now didn't even have the thought of encroaching on Korea. As long as China didn't "dance" its shields and battle-axes onto the Japanese mainland, the Japanese Army would be thanking Buddha.

As for the status of the Japanese Navy, it was like Wang Xiao'er's New Year—getting worse every year. China's steel production was already fifty times that of Japan. Even if the proportion of steel China used for building warships was only one-fiftieth of Japan's, the tonnage of its newly built warships would still be close to double the Japanese level. What's more, China was putting considerable effort into forging its "shields and battle-axes."

Faced with the immense disparity in strength between China and Japan, the Japanese Minister initially asked about this and that with great interest, but by the afternoon of the second day, he had become dispirited and silent. The "Showa Restoration" within Japan had thrown the Japanese situation into turmoil. If China took this opportunity to invade Japan, the only thing the Japanese Minister to China could do was issue a "most strong protest."

Gu Weijun naturally observed the Japanese Minister's attitude. He smiled and said, "Minister, what I invited you to visit this time are all China's prime regions. It is not strange that they look appealing. However, I am thinking that Japan also has very fertile regions. If Japan's prime regions could also reach China's level, I wonder if Your Excellency would consider that a good thing for Japan?"

The Japanese Minister to China did not answer directly. In diplomacy, these words carried significant weight. It was both a threat and a gesture of goodwill. The Japanese Minister quickly realized that Gu Weijun likely intended to express support for a certain force in Japan and was attempting to persuade the Minister to support this force as well. As for who this force was, there was no need to guess. In Japan, Kita Ikki's reputation as a "non-national" was loud enough. As a recognized pro-China figure, and the instigator and leader of this "Showa Restoration," Kita Ikki was naturally the object of China's support.

"If your country truly hopes Japan can reach your country's level, then how does your country intend to realize your ideas?" the Japanese Minister asked.

"If a country is in a state of comprehensive chaos, it is destined to be unable to conduct self-construction. Similarly, if after a period of upheaval, things merely return to the original state, then what is the value of the spilled blood and the sacrificed lives?" Gu Weijun spoke slowly. "Your Excellency must be aware of my personal history. When the Qing Dynasty fell, I felt nothing, because the Qing was certain to fall. But when the Beiyang government fell, I felt as if the sky had collapsed and the earth had sunk; the China I knew seemed to have perished along with Beiyang. If someone had told me then that ten years later I could become the Foreign Minister of a stronger, wealthier, and more civilized China, I would certainly have thought that person was talking nonsense."

Many things in diplomacy did not actually need to be said so plainly. Since Gu Weijun had already spoken so clearly, the Japanese Minister fully understood Gu Weijun's thinking. This was persuading the Japanese Minister to defect to the "Showa Restoration" faction—and not just to defect alone, but to return and incite as many people as possible to defect to the "Showa Restoration" faction.

The Japanese Minister did not oppose this suggestion. As Gu Weijun said, the Minister was well aware of Gu Weijun's legendary life experience. To serve as Foreign Minister in two successive regimes, and without Gu Weijun himself suffering any accusations of being a "traitor"—this in itself was something very worth pondering.

Perhaps due to a stubborn adherence to the hostile stance between China and Japan, the Japanese Minister quickly calmed down. Although he agreed with Gu Weijun's "past," he also discovered a fact Gu Weijun had cleverly concealed. That was: Gu Weijun had not actively chosen the new People's Party government. When Beiyang fell, Gu Weijun merely acknowledged the fact of defeat and expressed his attitude towards the new government through surrender. If Gu Weijun had chosen to publicly abandon the Beiyang government and actively defect to the People's Party government at the time, his reputation would certainly not be as laudable as it was now.

At any time, a traitor who commits an act of betrayal for profit will be branded with an indelible mark of treachery.

Gu Weijun quickly understood the Japanese Minister's silence. He smiled: "If Your Excellency does not agree with the philosophy of the Showa Restoration, nor wishes for Japan to follow China's path, then you can completely ignore what I have said. If Your Excellency truly agrees with the philosophy of the Showa Restoration faction and truly wishes to do something for the Japanese people, I think Your Excellency will naturally make your own choice."

Those who follow different paths cannot make plans together; this is true for anyone. Gu Weijun himself had only understood the concept of "proletariat" proclaimed by the People's Party in the last few years. For instance, he, Gu Weijun, was a proletarian. As a man determined to make his living in diplomacy all his life, Gu Weijun neither wanted to own capital nor ever thought of monopolizing any power. Of course, from the perspective of personal interest, Gu Weijun also hoped his labor would be acknowledged and receive corresponding compensation.

The People's Party repeatedly talked about class. As a member of the "proletariat," Gu Weijun naturally hoped China's current system could protect the interests of the proletariat. From this class standpoint, Gu Weijun felt that whether it was the land distribution system of land ownership, the power distribution system of power ownership, or the capitalist system of capital ownership, all were institutional enemies of the proletariat.

Although Gu Weijun himself had blood or teacher-friend relationships with landlords, feudal power holders, and capitalists; although Gu Weijun himself, even after awakening his class consciousness, did not generate any feelings of hatred; Gu Weijun already understood clearly that in the struggle between the existing system and the old system, he might sympathize with or even give material help to those who were simultaneously "class enemies and relatives/friends" due to kinship, but he would never again stand on the position of the class adversaries, nor would he support the systems these people hoped to maintain.

Gu Weijun sometimes felt distressed by this realization. Humans are, after all, emotional animals; humans are biological beings with flesh and blood. Purely rational judgments often brought considerable pain to sensibility, and the mental anguish triggered by this sensibility often brought feelings of physical pain. Therefore, Gu Weijun could very much understand the Japanese Minister's silence.

The People's Party was not without "traitors." Shang Yuan, Pu Guanshui, Yan Fu, and many others were true traitors. They had also gained status and prestige within the People's Party, and before exiting the political and life stages, they still held immense power. However, not a single one of these people had betrayed their former object of loyalty in pursuit of status, prestige, or power. The reason they participated in the revolution was simply that they hoped to build a more beautiful China, and they strove unswervingly for this revolutionary ideal. For someone like Gu Weijun, making such a decision was extremely difficult.

While Gu Weijun was attempting to persuade the Japanese Minister to China, Japanese Emperor Hirohito was also feeling immense pain. Kneeling before him was the Chief of the Navy General Staff, Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu. Prince Fushimi was not there to inquire about the Emperor's safety because he had accepted the suggestions of the Showa Restoration faction. Rather, he had been captured during the naval mutiny. The naval mutineers had sent Prince Fushimi as a "gift" to the Showa Restoration faction controlling Tokyo, and he had then appeared before Hirohito through the "goodwill" of the Showa Restoration faction.

Marshal Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu was the eldest son of General Prince Fushimi Sadanaru. His original name was Narukata. He was adopted into the Kachō-no-miya family and renamed Prince Kachō Hiroyasu, but because his younger brother Kuniyoshi, who was slated to inherit the Fushimi-no-miya family, was sickly, he returned to the Fushimi-no-miya family. He was then known as Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu. In 1886, at the age of 12, he entered the 16th class of the Naval Academy, but by September, unable to bear the special treatment given to royalty by the academy, he dropped out and went to study at the Naval Academy in Flensburg, Germany.

Fushimi did not go to Germany just to get gilded; he received a solid education. After finishing the Naval Academy, he even attended the postgraduate course. After returning, he worked at sea again. Since he wasn't close kin anyway, and the Emperor didn't cherish him, others naturally cared even less (and couldn't manage him anyway).

In the Battle of the Yellow Sea during the Russo-Japanese War, he was a Lieutenant Commander and the division officer of the rear battery on the *Mikasa*. He had three ribs broken. After being wounded, he refused treatment from the medic, demanding the medic attend to the heavily wounded first. It was the Gunnery Officer, Lieutenant Commander Katō Kanji, who rushed over and forcibly carried him down. Just like that, he became a hero. Thereafter, he served as the executive officer of the *Naniwa* and *Nisshin*; went to study in the UK in 1907; and after returning, served as Captain of the *Takachiho* and *Ibuki*, Commander of the Yokosuka Naval District (Rear Admiral), President of the Naval Staff College, Commander of the Second Squadron, Commander of the Second Fleet (Vice Admiral), and Military Councilor. In 1922, at the age of 47, he became a full Admiral. His promotion speed was unprecedented in the Imperial Japanese Navy. In 1932, at the age of 57, he entered the Board of Marshals and Fleet Admirals, becoming the first pair of Marshal father and son in the Japanese military (the second pair being Terauchi Masatake/Terauchi Hisaichi).

After the Showa Emperor ascended the throne, he strove to control the military. In 1933, Fushimi replaced Taniguchi Naozane of the Treaty Faction as Chief of the Navy General Staff. Together with the Chief of the Army General Staff, Prince Kan'in Kotohito, they controlled the army and navy from behind the scenes on behalf of the Emperor.

Before seeing Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu, Hirohito had already seen the Chief of the Army General Staff, Prince Kan'in Kotohito. This fellow, who was responsible for purging the army alongside the Tōseiha (Control Faction), had wept bitterly upon seeing Hirohito. Now, although the Chief of the Navy General Staff, Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu, had a fierce temperament, the humiliation brought by being captured by a group of young naval officers made his face ashen, and he looked on the verge of shedding old tears.

With the two princes representing Hirohito to control the military ending up in such a state, Hirohito clearly understood that his efforts to control the military had finally come to an end. Hirohito received quite a bit of outside news from Prince Fushimi. The Tōseiha army had also shouted about storming Tokyo to save the Emperor. Nearly two months had passed, yet the army controlled by the Tōseiha remained motionless. It seemed they couldn't be counted on in the future either. Now the navy had also stood on the side of the "Showa Restoration" faction. The Showa Restoration faction was currently forcing Hirohito to receive those Japanese mud-legs who came to air their grievances, and they were constantly manufacturing the monstrous lie of "The People's Emperor."

The anger was real, yet Hirohito felt a sense of panic, because he discovered that the situation in Japan was increasingly escaping his control and was instead sprinting wildly in the direction hoped for by the "Showa Restoration" faction.

A premonition of failure loomed over Hirohito's heart like a dark cloud.
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It was June 19, 1937, when Kuroshima Jin, the Political Commissar of the Central Garrison District of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army—also known as Kuroshima Jinichirō from over thirty years ago—set foot once again on the soil of his motherland, Japan. He knew that returning to Japan in a personal capacity meant he could not receive official support from the People's Party. He also knew that Japan was currently in chaos, with assassinations occurring frequently. Yet Kuroshima Jinichirō's lifelong ideal was right before his eyes, and he held no fear.

Over thirty years ago, Kuroshima Jinichirō and a group of Japanese youths had followed Chen Tianhua onto a ship bound for China. His goal was to save Japan. He intended to leverage the power of a successful Chinese revolution to thoroughly transform Japan, eliminating all of Japan's injustices and inequalities, and building a new Japan where the Japanese people could truly live and work in peace.

Recalling those spirited days of his youth, Kuroshima Jin felt he had truly been young then. He had not imagined just how arduous the revolutionary process would be. But Kuroshima Jin had never felt any regret. The Chinese revolution had proven to what extent a more advanced society could liberate humanity. Kuroshima Jin would never again bow or kneel to anyone because of their bloodline, nor would he ever again stand helpless when witnessing injustice.

Kuroshima Jin knew very well that revolution might not necessarily bring about a heaven on earth. But without revolution, the Japanese people, including Kuroshima Jin himself, could only struggle and wail in the darkness.

Upon returning to Japan, this old man in his fifties threw himself into the revolution alongside other old fellows who already held high positions in China. They did not demand positions equivalent to their status in China; most joined the "Showa Restoration" forces as grassroots members. Any revolutionary army without political commissars would possess only passion but lack a soul.

Other administrative personnel dedicated themselves to integrating the areas already controlled by the "Showa Restoration" faction. A very interesting issue had arisen: all the power factions were waiting for the dust to settle, or at least waiting to see a clear future. Japan had a deep tradition of feudalism; after the central government was controlled, various localities in Japan quickly began to form their own territories. The "Showa Restoration" faction had not even been able to fully control the Kanto region.

Historically, many uprisings that directly controlled the center failed at this stage. Either the rebel forces could not maintain control over the central region and eventually disintegrated amidst myriad problems, finally being defeated; or they were forced to compromise with the old local power factions, ultimately allowing the fruits of the revolution to be stolen.

Kita Ikki was extremely worried about this, and Kuroshima Jin shared the same concern. The current situation was deadlocked. The new system the Showa Restoration faction wanted to establish was separated from Japan's current system by a chasm. Whether in social structure, organizational methods, or operational systems, it was vastly different from the current Japanese model. If one had to describe it, the governmental capacity of the new system was far superior to that of the current Japanese government.

Since Hirohito was as smelly and hard as a stone in a latrine, and other forces were waiting and watching, the "Showa Restoration" faction needed to seize every minute to complete their control over Japan. With China's clear support, the Japanese "Showa Restoration" faction, which seemed to be struggling domestically, actually had considerable room to maneuver.

The first step was to restore industrial and agricultural production. The original bureaucratic system largely refused to accept the Restoration faction's orders. Since this bunch wouldn't listen, the Restoration faction relied on the military force in their hands to carry out construction themselves. The Restoration faction first issued a proclamation implementing policies of "rent and interest reduction, and assistance to workers and peasants" in the areas they controlled.

In agriculture, for farmers who registered their land with the Restoration faction, land rent and taxes would not exceed 50% of the total yield. In industry, leveraging the opportunity of the People's Party opening its markets and the participation of the Navy, the Restoration faction grasped the power of import and export. In addition to transforming military-owned enterprises into state-owned enterprises, the Japanese Restoration faction also received "export credit loans" from China. This meant Japan could borrow money from China to purchase the raw materials they needed. Timber, iron ore, old equipment—the Japanese Restoration faction finally held a considerable degree of leverage.

Kuroshima Jin and his group of old fellows possessed rich military and administrative experience. With the bureaucrats refusing to cooperate, they relied on democratic centralism's election and training systems to strictly and difficultly begin building the Restoration faction's administrative system.

Within the old forces, the first to buckle was the Japanese bureaucratic system. Many among them were extremely opposed to the mutiny. After the mutiny, they chose to hide, and most high-ranking officials refused to cooperate with the mutineers. But without going to work, there were no wages. The mutiny happened in February; by July, after three months without pay, the low-level bureaucrats finally couldn't hold out. The premise of not cooperating with the rebels was that the central government still held power and strength. Now, from the Emperor to the various ministers, all the big shots were in a state of imprisonment or semi-imprisonment. Three months without work meant not only a loss of salary but also the disappearance of the perks and kickbacks that came with power.

The mutineers had lasted three months without falling, and the low-level bureaucrats were burning with anxiety. In late June and early July, they saw notices that the mutineers were organizing a temporary government, like "monkeys wearing hats." Anyone who re-registered their household residence in the Tokyo local civil affairs units controlled by the mutiny troops could apply to take the "civil servant" exam. Seeing that the Japanese "Showa Restoration" faction had actually begun their journey of power, and that this path had been yielded by the Japanese officials themselves, these guys were both surprised and terrified. Under the pressure of increasingly empty pockets and worries about their future, a group of low-level officials finally expressed their submission to the "Showa Restoration" faction through action. That is, they registered new household residences at the new civil affairs departments, obtained new ID cards, and signed up for the "civil servant" exam.

Just as these low-level Japanese officials began attempting to switch allegiances, the heads of Japan's "several major" steel conglomerates also began to make contact with the "Showa Restoration" faction. These contacts were initially initiated by the Restoration faction. Kita Ikki used his channels to propose order-based production requests to these steel enterprises. The Restoration faction would provide iron ore, and these steel enterprises would begin production.

Among the connections Kita Ikki had accumulated during the Great Kanto Earthquake, many were university students. Over the following decade or so, some relationships had grown distant, while some young people had continued to follow Kita Ikki. A significant portion of the Japan Anti-Feudal League consisted of these former young university students.

After graduation, some of these students became bureaucrats, some joined corporate groups, and some from wealthy families inherited their family businesses. With them acting as intermediaries, Kita Ikki's requests triggered intense repercussions in many enterprises.

Japan's biggest problem was a lack of raw materials and a lack of markets. To expand raw material imports and commodity exports, the Japanese Control Faction had proposed various ideas. The most interesting aspect was that within the Control Faction, views on continuing the invasion of China and being friendly towards China coexisted. Even the same person often vacillated between these two views.

Kita Ikki was a pro-China faction member, and the Japanese capitalists knew this. Capitalists focus most on profit; invading China required huge investment, and the probability of success now looked negligible. Capitalists were naturally unwilling to throw money into such a "project." Moreover, the Control Faction used war to threaten capitalists, causing them to feel strong dissatisfaction.

Since the Restoration faction had already eliminated the core members of the Control Faction and severed Emperor Hirohito's control over the military, the capitalists and zaibatsu felt it was necessary to have a good talk with Kita Ikki.

The two sides sat down together with steel as the pretext. Hasegawa Nobushige, who had returned from China, was engaged in private enterprise management. In China, industrial production had already implemented a bidding system. The industrial production bidding system included full contracting and subcontracting; after more than a decade of effort, the bidding system had become increasingly perfect. And this perfection wasn't just about a certain enterprise or group of enterprises handing over goods for money after getting an order; every enterprise had to complete the improvement of one or more production technologies and undertake a portion of scientific research projects during the bidding production process. They even had to strictly eliminate a portion of backward equipment.

This was one of the fundamental drivers of the People's Party's industrial progress, although the competition had not yet reached the cruel level of free capitalism. The People's Party never opposed competition. It used relatively orderly means to forcibly upgrade enterprise capabilities. Relying on connections to get orders while possessing only obsolete equipment and technology did exist in China. However, once such things were discovered, they faced severe punishment. It wasn't as if no one had lost their head over such fraud.

Some obsession-possessed civil servants or even Party members played tricks in this regard, making improvements in name but not achieving them in reality. Once discovered, they all went to plant trees in the Xinjiang prisons.

The Restoration faction negotiation team led by Hasegawa Nobushige shocked the entire room after negotiating with the large Japanese enterprises. The Japanese enterprises had never imagined there could be such a method. Some enterprise owners were furious, while others felt as if a new world had opened up before their eyes. The technology tree plan promoted and presided over by Kita Ikki had progressed slowly, but thanks to this promotion, Kita Ikki had had ample time to visit all of Japan's industrial zaibatsu. Many zaibatsu had once been very puzzled about how Kita Ikki's "technology tree plan" should adapt to production. This time, they finally understood what to do.

After clarifying these points, Hasegawa Nobushige discussed the role of "state supervision." Having been in China for over twenty years, Hasegawa Nobushige's Japanese was no longer that fluent; more importantly, he frequently popped out Chinese words. Some terms even required Hasegawa Nobushige to write them on a blackboard and give a specific explanation before the conversation could continue. These inconveniences did not cause any dissatisfaction among the business owners; their attention was focused on this "highly planned" system.

"Gentlemen, I do not wish to hide from you the fact that I am a communist. I am even very proud of my identity as a believer in the socialist system. One of the basic characteristics of the socialist system is that the state steps forward to promote the development of productive forces. Therefore, for any capital dedicated to operating through the development of productive forces, we will guarantee its reasonable existence. For anyone who does not attempt to use violence to overthrow the socialist system, we will not use violence to destroy them. In the long-term competition of the future, gentlemen, you will surely witness with your own eyes how the development of productive forces pushes Japan toward a more prosperous, civilized, and humane direction."

Hasegawa Nobushige's voice was filled with confidence. In his twenty-plus years in China, he had not only seen China's changes but had also thrown himself into the ranks promoting these changes, dedicating his own efforts to them.

"The Great Depression has not yet completely passed. I believe you all agree that the capitalist system has its inherent institutional defects. If you are interested, I will discuss this issue with you in detail later. What I want to say now is, if you wish for your enterprises to survive, develop, and become increasingly advanced, then no government is more reliable than a government of proletarian laborers. The feudal system and the capitalist system are not only persecuting the working people but are also persecuting you, gentlemen. What I can guarantee is that the current government cannot possibly reach such a comprehensive trade agreement with the Chinese government."

The zaibatsu and business owners were deeply impressed by these words. They actually already knew that the state-owned enterprises controlled by the Restoration faction, formed from restructured former military enterprises, had currently secured orders. Factory production was gradually recovering; due to the large volume of import and export trade with China, the employees of these enterprises had stabilized. With these enterprises as a support, the lives of low-income groups in Tokyo had surprisingly not become worse than before the mutiny.

By mid-July, more news favorable to the Restoration faction came one after another. First, the Army controlled by the Control Faction, after three consecutive months without pay, finally erupted in turmoil. Soldiers, led by lower-ranking officers, captured the upper-ranking officers of the Control Faction and sent them to Tokyo. The Restoration faction then incorporated these troops under their command. Japan's Army, Navy, and Air Force were temporarily united under one military command system. This was unprecedented for Japan.

Seeing that a civil war between armies temporarily no longer existed, the zaibatsu were fearful and uneasy, while the capitalists began to sign production agreements with the Restoration faction one after another. Synthetic ammonia enterprises had long since restored production. The steel industry, coal industry, and light industry, dominated by private enterprises, also gradually restored production.

By September 1937, no one dared to openly call what Kita Ikki and others led a "mutiny" anymore. When mentioning this major event that shook Japan, all parties basically referred to it as the "Showa Restoration."

October 1, 1937, was the 15th National Day of New China. A grand military parade was held in Zhengzhou. On the reviewing stand of the Five Star Building, representatives of the Japanese transitional government appeared.

After the National Day ceremony ended, Chen Ke met with the Japanese representatives. Looking at the young faces of the representatives, Chen Ke couldn't help but think of the years when he and his comrades had just risen up in revolution. Back then, the ranks were full of vibrant young faces. Even the oldest handsome man, Yan Fu, had hair that was only just starting to turn gray. But Yan Fu's vigor was by no means inferior to that of the young people. And now, the young revolutionaries were in Japan.

"Chairman Chen, I have come this time to ask the People's Party to provide us with technical advisors." The young Japanese representative was Lieutenant Colonel Andō Teruzō. This was his first time seeing the Supreme Commander of the Chinese Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army. When he saw Chen Ke riding in an open-top vehicle reviewing the troops from the reviewing stand, Andō Teruzō was awed by the aura emanating from Chen Ke. As a Japanese person, Lieutenant Colonel Andō Teruzō found it hard to imagine what a person completely without disguise looked like. In China, he finally saw it.

Before coming to China, Kita Ikki had described China's leaders: "They are all people who, through studying Marxism and Chinese culture, have achieved self-liberation." This evaluation was too abstract; Andō Teruzō really couldn't imagine it.

After seeing it with his own eyes, he understood what the concept of "achieving self-liberation" meant. It wasn't just Chen Ke; Chen Ke's close comrades around him were the same. There was no need to feign dignity, no need to rely on external actions to make others associate them with "noble status." Some of them were handsome, some had looks that could only be described as distinctive. Yet every one of them possessed a strength stemming from their hearts; they were so focused, so astute, and so calm. Facing such a group of people, Lieutenant Colonel Andō Teruzō felt only a powerful pressure. When presenting the Japanese Restoration faction's request to Chen Ke, Andō Teruzō's voice couldn't help but tremble slightly.

Many years later, Andō Teruzō finally understood the true reason for his trembling back then. When a vibrant person's every action is so self-possessed, so calm, without any waste of strength or movement, Andō Teruzō instinctively believed that if Chen Ke wanted Andō Teruzō's life, he could take it with ease. This wasn't fear of Chen Ke refusing, but the instinctual reaction of the weak facing the strong.

Chen Ke agreed to the request brought by Lieutenant Colonel Andō Teruzō. He smiled and said, "The Japanese members within our People's Party have been waiting for the revolutionary forces of Japan to make such a request."

Thinking of the strength displayed by revolutionary predecessors like Kuroshima Jin in Japan, Andō Teruzō's attention wavered for a moment. Flustered for a second, Andō Teruzō replied, "We hope China can send more supporters."

"If more supporters are needed, the Japanese government needs to formally make a request to us," Chen Ke replied.

"Are you referring to the difficulties that will be encountered in implementing land reform in Japan?" Because of prior discussions with Kuroshima Jin, Lieutenant Colonel Andō Teruzō understood Chen Ke's words and jumped the issue directly to Chen Ke's line of thought.

"Historically, the rapid development of industrialization in any country happened after the elimination of the feudal system. Japan also needs to pass through this stage," Chen Ke replied. After the US occupied Japan, relying on powerful military force, it pushed through land reform in Japan. It was just rarely mentioned in history. Neither the US nor Japan publicized this matter heavily. Without passing this stage, the Japanese revolution could not speak of a staged victory.

During the conversation, Andō Teruzō gradually discovered that in areas where he had understood Kuroshima Jin and others' ideas and turned them into his own understanding, he could keep up with Chen Ke's train of thought. If Andō Teruzō conversed with Chen Ke based on his own ideas, he would be defeated by the logic Chen Ke presented. This wasn't Chen Ke making things difficult for Andō Teruzō, but Andō Teruzō discovering that his own erroneous logic and understanding would inevitably lead to absurd errors when deducing the future. The more they talked, the more alarmed Andō Teruzō felt. Could it be that there really were absolutely correct human beings in this world?

After the conversation with Chen Ke ended, Andō Teruzō actually felt he had calmed down. He discovered it wasn't that China didn't want to help the Japanese revolution, but that the Japanese revolution itself still had many fatal defects. Before meeting Chen Ke, Kuroshima Jin and others had said similar things. Perhaps because he had inwardly acknowledged Chen Ke's authoritative status, the conversation with Chen Ke made Andō Teruzō's view of things much clearer.

As if to verify Chen Ke's view that the Japanese upper class would launch a desperate counterattack against the Japanese revolution, after the conversation with Chen Ke ended, Andō Teruzō received news from Japan. Kita Ikki had encountered an assassination attempt. The perpetrator was Hirohito. Fortunately, Hirohito's marksmanship was poor, and his excessive movements before drawing his gun alerted Kita Ikki, so he was only wounded in the arm.
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"Don't talk about being forced into it. Look at those traitors, death row inmates, and criminals. How many of them say they did bad things because they actually wanted to? If they didn't want to, would they have done it? True cowards will always say they were forced. When revolutionaries face death on the execution ground, who says they were forced? At that moment, as long as they are willing to say they surrender, they can survive!"

There were many reasons why Chen Ke got beaten up when he was a child, but as long as he dared to say something like "I was forced to do so-and-so," a beating was inevitable. After his parents finished beating him, they wouldn't just let it go. After the physical stimulation ended, there would be a session of "mental torture."

Before joining the revolution, Chen Ke was very impatient with this kind of talk, even if he thought it was correct. It wasn't until after he joined the revolution that Chen Ke realized what his parents had actually taught him. Biological parents are still biological parents; facing a bastard like Chen Ke who was unswervingly committed to the wrong path, they really had to force the knowledge down his throat like forcing an ox to drink water.

Therefore, regarding Hirohito's assassination attempt on Kita Ikki, Chen Ke didn't think it was anything extraordinary. It was all too common for Hirohito to do such a thing; no one would obediently hand over power. Even Chen Ke himself wouldn't do so. The only thing to worry about was the viewpoint of the Showa Restorationists. If they felt that Hirohito was forced to do this, that would be terrible.

Almost at the same time Ando Teruzo received the news, Chen Ke ordered Li Runshi to go and talk with Ando Teruzo to see what the Meiji Restorationists thought about Hirohito. The news Li Runshi brought back made Chen Ke very satisfied. At least Ando Teruzo himself didn't think there should be any special treatment for Hirohito because of this. Since the weapons had already been confiscated, it would be enough to be more careful next time they negotiated with Hirohito. Moreover, Ando Teruzo believed that it was necessary to make Hirohito temporarily disappear from the political stage for a year or so at this time.

"To what extent does Comrade Ando Teruzo's attitude represent the thoughts of the Imperial Way Faction?" Chen Ke asked Li Runshi.

"He indicated that there are still some people in the Imperial Way Faction who hope for the Emperor's direct rule. It is said that this incident was also caused by Kita Ikki proposing to Hirohito that he should rule directly," Li Runshi had investigated very clearly.

"It seems Hirohito is not confused." Chen Ke was quite appreciative of Hirohito's judgment.

Unlike Chinese emperors, Japanese emperors did not have a tradition of direct rule. They were either played in the palm of the Japanese Shogun's hand, or, as is the case now, the current Emperor's lineage was legally traitorous. This knowledge was explained in detail to the comrades of the People's Party by Kuroshima Jinichiro. Kuroshima Jinichiro, or Kuroshima Jin, claimed to have three thousand years of noble blood and was a direct descendant of the Southern Court Emperor.

After Emperor Go-Daigo destroyed the Kamakura Shogunate, he carried out the first restoration of imperial rule and implemented new policies, known in history as the Kenmu Restoration. Because the new policies failed to satisfy the demands of the samurai and only reused the court nobles in Kyoto, it aroused the dissatisfaction of the samurai. Among them, the anti-shogunate general Ashikaga Takauji was even more dissatisfied. Although he was bestowed the character "Taka" (Zun) from the Emperor's name, he wanted to open a shogunate. As a result, Ashikaga Takauji forced Emperor Go-Daigo to abdicate. The new Emperor, Emperor Kogon, appointed him as the Seii Taishogun (Generalissimo Who Quells the Barbarians). This was the Northern Court.

After Emperor Go-Daigo abdicated, he took the Three Sacred Treasures, which symbolized the Emperor, and retreated to Yoshino in Yamato (present-day Nara Prefecture). This was the Southern Court. Thus, the Northern and Southern Courts were finally formed, and history books also call it "One Day, Two Emperors, South and North Capital."

After many offenses and defenses, the power of the Southern Court declined. In 1392, the third Shogun Ashikaga Yoshimitsu forced the Southern Court to surrender. Emperor Go-Kameyama handed over the Three Sacred Treasures (the Yata no Kagami, Yasakani no Magatama, and Kusanagi no Tsurugi passed down by Amaterasu Omikami) to the Emperor of the Northern Court, ending the Northern and Southern Courts period.

The question of who was the orthodox lineage in the Northern and Southern Courts has been debated in Japanese history for hundreds of years. Some say that the Northern Court controlled most parts of the country, so they were the de facto rulers and should be orthodox. But others say that the sacred treasures handed over by Go-Daigo were fake, so the orthodoxy was still on the Southern Court's side. Until 1911, Kotoku Shusui, a pioneer of the Japanese socialist movement, still plausibly argued: "Isn't the current Emperor a descendant of the usurpers who snatched the Three Sacred Treasures from the descendants of the Southern Court Emperors?" For a time, it caused a huge uproar in Japan, and the political elder Yamagata Aritomo even consulted the Privy Council on this matter. Finally, Emperor Meiji, a descendant of the Northern Court Emperors, made a ruling, recognizing the Southern Court as orthodox. The Northern Court Emperors were not included in the imperial succession series, but their status and treatment remained unchanged. Therefore, Ashikaga Takauji was regarded as a rebellious subject and traitor, while Kusunoki Masashige became a model of loyalty to the Emperor.

Of course, Kotoku Shusui was killed. The People's Party did not care what role his remarks played in his death. Right now, Hirohito's actions were obviously intended to stir up trouble. No matter what, Hirohito was still the Emperor. Without the Control Faction composed of Showa warlords, there was still the banner of "Revere the Emperor, Expel the Traitors" of the Imperial Way Faction. Unless Hirohito was prepared to let Kita Ikki and his group of restorationists completely seize power, he had reached the point where he had to act.

Kita Ikki did not dare to directly kill the Emperor and set up a new monarch. If he did that, the legal basis for the restorationists' uprising would cease to exist. This was not the People's Party rising up in rebellion, where they didn't care about your status. Those standing on the opposite side of the revolution were all counter-revolutionaries. The People's Party simply did not have the need to rely on the other party's existence to establish its own legitimacy.

Whether the revolutionary concept is thorough is a very important matter for a revolutionary group. One of the reasons Lenin killed the Russian Tsar was to cut off the so-called "legal tradition" of old Russia. It's easier to die first than later. If Hirohito didn't want to be completely wiped out by the restorationists who were slowly accumulating strength in the future, then he had to establish his existence with the determination to die.

Li Runshi and Chen Ke talked for a while, and the two determined a common idea. "This is indeed a very thorny issue." Li Runshi sighed. Even with the People's Party's revolutionary theory being quite perfect, they still needed to snake around with Yuan Shikai for a long time. The future is bright, but the road is always tortuous enough.

"Hirohito is just afraid that this matter won't get big enough. Looking at it now, the restorationists still temporarily control the situation. I hope they can continue to control it." Chen Ke sighed.

"We can only wait like this!" Li Runshi, like Chen Ke, had enough patience.

Only the person finally chosen by the people can become the leader of the country. This is true for any country. The silent majority is expressing their attitude with silence. When the people speak out with their common voice together, no one can resist it. Chen Ke was very clear about this. Chiang Kai-shek possessed overwhelming power back then, but when the people shouted "We want liberation," Chiang Kai-shek was utterly defeated and finally ran away to that small island.

"What is the British reaction now?" Chen Ke asked. The Minister of Propaganda also held the responsibility of leading the work of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. With Japan making such a fuss, the British shouted some words, but no real action was seen from Britain.

"Britain is still up to its old tricks, but the American side asked us a question. Are we involved in this matter?" Li Runshi replied.

"The United States..." Chen Ke just said a simple sentence and then fell silent temporarily. The attitude of the United States was very important. In the Western Pacific, Japan had always been the United States' toughest opponent. Since the implementation of the New Deal, the United States had been focusing on internal affairs, doing its best to get out of the Great Depression. However, temporary silence does not equal permanent silence. Chen Ke did not believe that the Americans would just obediently watch the show until the end. One must know that in the ongoing Spanish Civil War, the US attitude was very clear.

The United States believed that the Soviet Union participated in the overthrow of the Spanish royal family in 1931, so it was hostile to the newly appointed republican government. After the civil war broke out, Secretary of State Cordell Hull ordered a ban on all arms sales to the Spanish government, "upholding a policy of neutrality." However, private American companies provided support to both warring parties. Texaco provided the Nationalists with 3.5 million tons of gasoline on credit without a fixed repayment date. General Motors and Ford provided the Nationalists with a total of 12,000 trucks. The DuPont Company sold a lot of ammunition to Franco.

Anglo-Saxons seemed to be born with a shit-stirring attitude. Even if Chen Ke was not a racist, he couldn't help but have this thought.

The question the United States asked China was actually quite dangerous. It showed that the United States was very likely to show its hand to China on the Japan issue.

"If the United States shows its hand to us, isn't this a good thing?" Li Runshi couldn't help asking when he saw Chen Ke looking serious.

"Eh?" Chen Ke felt a bit puzzled.

"If the United States really wants to stage another Black Ships incident in Japan, then it is equivalent to forcing Japan to our side," Li Runshi replied. Seeing that Chen Ke's expression was still not that bright, Li Runshi smiled, "I don't think we can control the precise direction of the future. It's just that, as materialists, shouldn't we first believe in the facts that have already happened?"

A smile finally appeared on Chen Ke's face. Li Runshi's reminder allowed Chen Ke to break free from the thought of wanting to control the situation. This was one of Chen Ke's habits for a long time; he always tried to master the situation and lead the revolution in a better direction. This is the work that leaders must engage in, but in theory, it contradicts materialism. Materialists believe in the primacy of matter. All actions of materialists must be based on facts and must treat the world with an attitude of seeking truth from facts.

As a person from downstream in history, Chen Ke could base his actions on the facts of his time. When the two timelines overlapped highly, Chen Ke could also "predict the future and control the future." Now that there was a major divergence in the direction of these two timelines, Chen Ke had to respond to everything that happened with the actions of a materialist.

This was something Chen Ke knew, but also something difficult for him to do subconsciously. Li Runshi's reminder gave Chen Ke a sudden feeling of the clouds parting to see the sun. The various pressures accumulated over these days suddenly flew beyond the highest heavens.

Seeing the change in Chen Ke's expression, Li Runshi couldn't help but smile too. Many people had said that Chen Ke planned to let Li Runshi be the next Party Chairman, and Li Runshi knew this. According to Li Runshi's own judgment, Chen Ke's actions also clearly showed such a trend. But Li Runshi himself didn't care about this matter. He was first and foremost a materialist, so he was very anxious about Chen Ke's increasingly un-materialistic practices in the past two years.

Ever since Chen Ke told the 12-person meeting about the Southern Expansion Plan, Li Runshi had been observing Chen Ke. He found that the pressure Chen Ke was under was increasing. From a materialist's point of view, this pressure was very unnecessary. Chen Ke was increasingly pursuing results, rather than effectively promoting social progress through work as before.

Of course, Chen Ke was the leader of the People's Party after all, and his judgment was still correct. Even if the direction he led looked dangerous, when Chen Ke expressed his willingness to bear all responsibilities, the comrades could still obey Chen Ke's orders firmly and forcefully. Even Li Runshi felt that since Chen Ke dared to say so, the direction he pointed out should be able to achieve the goal to a certain extent.

Li Runshi knew very well that failure was normal. Chen Ke's willingness to take responsibility was just to control the hearts of the People's Party. This kind of statement was meaningless for avoiding risks in actual execution. Even if Chen Ke patted his chest and swore a poisonous oath, the possibility of unknowable and uncontrollable failure still existed in actual practice. And Chen Ke's actions themselves were very likely expanding this possibility of failure. This was what Li Runshi opposed. So taking advantage of this Japanese matter, Li Runshi simply and euphemistically criticized Chen Ke. What made Li Runshi happy was that Chen Ke was still that Chen Ke after all; he had already discovered the problem himself.

There is no need for smart people to talk too much nonsense. Chen Ke said to Li Runshi: "In the next two days, let's drink some wine, chat, and hold a retreat. Ideological problems are sometimes very difficult to solve."

Li Runshi smiled, "We can hold a retreat, and eating is fine too. As for drinking, my alcohol tolerance is one cup and I'm down. If you want the meeting to continue, you guys can drink, I'll just focus on eating."

"Thank you, Comrade Li Runshi. Most comrades at this time are thinking about how to understand the orders I issued and complete the work I gave. But you can consider whether I am wrong. Thank you so much!" Chen Ke said while pouring water for Li Runshi.

Li Runshi replied neither humbly nor arrogantly: "I can only see this mistake you made. On other specific work, I am like other comrades, unable to make a judgment. Let the facts judge those specific tasks."

The judgment of facts came faster than Chen Ke thought. As long as Chen Ke acted in accordance with the attitude of seeking truth from facts, he was still that Chen Ke from downstream in history. The appearance of the US Pacific Fleet outside Tokyo Bay on September 11, 1937, caused a sensation in Japan.

In July 1853 (the 6th year of Kaei), Commodore Matthew Calbraith Perry (1794-1858) of the US East India Squadron led four warships to the mouth of Edo Bay, threatening the Shogunate with force to open the country. The black modern ironclad warships in the fleet were seen by the Japanese for the first time in their lives. Perry presented the Shogunate with a model steam locomotive and a telegraph machine showing industrial civilization, while the Shogunate could only show its strength by having sumo wrestlers carry the return gift of rice. Perry's arrival shocked the Japanese, who deeply felt the huge gap between Japan and foreign countries. The Japanese called this event the "Arrival of the Black Ships." Since these four warships had a total of sixty-three cannons, while the range and firepower of the coastal defense guns in Edo Bay at that time were only comparable to about twenty of them, under the threat of opening fire if they didn't open the country, the Shogunate did not dare to refuse the request to open the country. But fearing that accepting the credentials brought by Perry would be criticized by the whole country, the chief senior councilor of the Shogunate at that time, Abe Masahiro, used the excuse that he needed the Emperor's approval to accept the treaty, and agreed to give Perry a reply the following spring.

This was the first Black Ships incident. The second event occurred the following year. On February 13, 1854 (the 7th year of Kaei), Perry led a fleet to Japan again. This time there were a total of seven warships, and the fleet went deep into Edo Bay and stopped near Yokohama. Facing Perry's tough posture, the Shogunate had to accept the request to open the country. Thus, the two sides signed the "Treaty of Peace and Amity" in Yokohama, which was also the first unequal treaty between Japan and Western powers. Other Western powers followed the United States and put forward requests for trade with Japan one after another. As a result, Western powers such as Britain, Russia, and the Netherlands all signed treaties of amity with Japan. Japan was forced to end the era of national isolation, and the Shogunate system collapsed accordingly.

Since then, the Meiji Restoration broke out in Japan. After the Japanese fleet seized hegemony in the Far East through the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War, the United States became Japan's biggest enemy at sea.

Now that Japan's Showa Restoration was at its most dangerous time, the US Pacific Fleet appeared outside Tokyo Bay again. This undoubtedly triggered a great sense of crisis among the Showa Restorationists. Was the United States preparing to take advantage of the fire to rob them and launch a third Black Ships attack?

The Japanese transitional government immediately questioned the US side. The US Pacific Fleet's reply was "routine training." This extremely unfriendly remark made Japan even more nervous. After the United States occupied the Philippines, it hadn't conducted any military training in Japanese waters for decades. Why did it come for "routine training" this time? Was the United States planning to come to Japan for a stroll every now and then?

On September 14, in addition to the Japanese fleet confronting the US Pacific Fleet outside Tokyo Bay, a huge fleet appeared again. The fleet adopted a gray coating, and on the battleship serving as the flagship, the red flag of the Chinese People's Navy flew fiercely in the sea breeze. At the invitation of the Japanese transitional government, a joint maritime military exercise between the Chinese People's Navy and the Japanese Combined Fleet began outside Tokyo Bay.

China urgently mobilized the Yellow Sea Fleet with its home port in Qingdao and the East Sea Fleet with its home ports in Fujian and Taiwan. The combined fleet of the two fleets included two battleships, four aircraft carriers, and four heavy cruisers of around 10,000 tons. Flying in the sky were land-based bombers, as well as clusters of fighter jets and torpedo bombers taking off from aircraft carriers.

For a time, the open sea off Tokyo Bay became a place to show off military power. The sky, the sea surface, and underwater were all filled with equipment gathering the most advanced military technology of this era, swords drawn and bows bent, showing off their strength!
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The Wind Rises (7)

The US Pacific Fleet's visit to Japan was purely for show. According to the Washington Naval Treaty, which had already expired and become invalid, the combined tonnage of the Chinese and Japanese navies exceeded that of the US Navy. On the American strategic map, the primary direction of choice was naturally the Atlantic. The North Atlantic economic circle remained the world's largest economic circle even into the 21st century, and in the 1930s, it was naturally the strongest economic region. It was also America's primary strategic direction.

For the United States, the current strategy was "South first, West second," while adopting a defensive strategy for the North Atlantic in the east. Although Roosevelt shouted slogans like "Good Neighbor Policy" and "abandoning the Monroe Doctrine," believing the words of Americans was less satisfying than finding a rope to hang oneself. Towards Latin American countries, the US adopted a policy of extreme control. Just after Roosevelt shouted about being a good neighbor, when the Cuban people rose up against the dictator Machado and established the San Martin government in 1933, Roosevelt immediately dispatched 30 warships to intervene. In 1934, the US-trained Nicaraguan National Guard murdered Nicaragua's national hero, General Sandino, and supported and propped up reactionary dictatorships in Latin America.

To the east of the United States lay the powerful Great Britain. The US was not yet ready to tear up its relationship with Britain, so it maintained a defensive policy in the North Atlantic.

As for the Western Pacific, the US implemented a policy of infiltration. Unlike the post-WWII era where many independent nations appeared in the Western Pacific, in 1937, aside from the US colony of the Philippines, there were only seven countries: China, the Soviet Union, Japan, Britain, France, the Netherlands, Siam, and Australia and New Zealand, which belonged to the British Commonwealth.

After the Japanese Restoration faction launched their revolution, the US had hoped to increase its voice in the Western Pacific by doing something with Japan. After the Takahashi Korekiyo cabinet was formed, they worked hard to strengthen relations with the US, making the US their largest market. Since Japan was in turmoil, the US could have used its economy to severely punish Japan. However, the Japanese Restoration faction implemented a policy of leaning completely towards China economically. China, which had once been dedicated to striking at Japan, changed its face as fast as flipping a page and actually started a "Good Neighbor" relationship with Japan. America's wishful thinking was instantly dashed.

What angered the US the most was the financial cooperation between China and Japan. China, which had once been forced to apply for credit loans from the US, was actually issuing credit loans to Japan. Penetrating the Japanese financial market was something even the US hadn't been able to do. The combined naval tonnage of China and Japan exceeded the total tonnage of the US Navy. If China and Japan continued down their current path, a Sino-Japanese alliance was very likely. The US had a superior geographical location because it sat between two oceans. But every advantage has its disadvantages. If there were powerful forces on both oceans, the US would be in a position of being attacked from both sides, and a two-ocean offensive would turn into a two-ocean defense.

So the US sent the Pacific Fleet to Japan to demonstrate its power. From China's perspective, doing this was forcing Japan into China's embrace. But in the minds of the Americans, they believed that doing so would increase the US voice in the Western Pacific. Because the US was not Britain; it didn't have that many global interests. If any challenge succeeded, the US could make a profit; if it didn't succeed, then it didn't succeed. After all, those interests didn't involve the US in the first place.

"Whoever has the biggest fist has the biggest say"—this was the world order of 1937. On this matter, the US attitude was naturally to conform to the trend of the world. At least in substance, it conformed, while verbally shouting slogans that were slightly more moderate than those of traditional imperialist countries. After all, the feudal system within the US had no foundation, and the capitalist system had developed better.

The commander of the Pacific Fleet, who had been ordered to come and demonstrate, watched the aircraft groups constantly flying overhead from his flagship, feeling extremely displeased. The commander was already very unhappy, and the officers below him felt a bit trembling with fear. They all thought China was a backward country, but the size of the Chinese Air Force planes appearing above the US fleet was far larger than the American servicemen had imagined. Despite their large size, their flight speed was faster than American Air Force planes. Many American servicemen even suspected that these Chinese planes weren't made of metal; the larger the plane, the heavier it should be, and the heavier it was, the slower it should fly. Even Britain and France didn't have the ability to manufacture such large, high-speed fighter jets.

What made the US feel even more troublesome were China's aircraft carriers. The four aircraft carriers all looked different in appearance and size. According to reports from US Air Force reconnaissance planes, the carrier that appeared to be China's latest launch had a very strange shape. In addition to the "ski-jump" on the flight deck, a horizontal side runway also appeared on the front side of the hull. This odd design was completely different from current mainstream carrier designs.

The US fleet was originally here to demonstrate, but now it was sandwiched from both sides by the Chinese and Japanese fleets, which outnumbered the US fleet. If war really broke out, this would be a situation of being attacked from front and rear. Flying in the air were not only planes taking off from aircraft carriers, but also a large number of land-based aircraft. The sky was full of planes. Planes with different paint schemes crisscrossed in the sky, pressing in, driving away, and then separating. From time to time, large aircraft groups passed through this sea area in neat formations. Judging from the size of the planes, they were probably bomber groups. In short, except for the lack of live ammunition firing, this was a simulated war.

"Do the Japanese allow Chinese planes to take off from Japanese airfields?" the US fleet commander said in astonishment. Most of the planes in the air were Chinese. To maintain such a number of planes on the battlefield consistently meant either China had a huge number of planes and enough airbases close to the US fleet, or Japan allowed the Chinese Air Force to use Japanese airfields. Obviously, the US Pacific Fleet commander leaned towards the latter explanation.

"Sir, the objective has been achieved. Should we end the exercise and return to the Philippines first?" the Chief of Staff asked tentatively.

After more than a day of confrontation, the navies of China and Japan had completed their encirclement posture of the US Pacific Fleet. The "exercise" had reached a point where it should be wrapped up. According to US Navy reconnaissance, China's two fleets, each centered on two aircraft carriers, were located to the southeast and southwest of the US Pacific Fleet, and the distance from the US fleet was increasing. However, the density of planes appearing over the US fleet showed no tendency to weaken.

The fighter groups escorting the bomber groups were able to join the formation before the bombers appeared within the US air defense circle, while the torpedo bomber groups outflanked from all angles. The strike routines in the "exercise" were becoming more and more proficient. And this was happening while the Chinese carrier formations were moving further and further away from the US fleet.

The US Pacific Fleet had dispatched battleships this time. Apart from closing in for shelling, they had no effective method of striking the Chinese fleet. The Pacific Fleet also tried to close in on the Chinese fleet quickly several times, but the Chinese carrier formations ran like rabbits. The large carrier formations were even able to slowly but continuously widen the distance from the US fleet.

Navies are all about face. At this stage, it was impossible for them to continue playing a wretched game. Because if this were an actual war, the US fleet would have already been destroyed multiple times. It was enough to lose face to a certain extent; continuing to lose face would violate the glorious tradition of the Navy's white gloves.

Everyone ate from the Navy's bowl. Not only did the US fleet understand the result of the exercise, but the Japanese fleet also understood the power of the Chinese Navy. The shock the Chinese Navy's power caused the Japanese Navy was even greater than that caused to the US Navy. The number of shelling-type warships in the Chinese Navy was still lower than that of Japan; this was obvious at a glance. Even though China had caused considerable losses to the Japanese army in repeated naval battles, it had not been able to reverse the trend in this regard. After all, the main direction of China's naval construction was not shelling-type warships.

But the construction speed of the Chinese Air Force was far beyond Japan's imagination. This "Sino-Japanese Joint Military Exercise" was an emergency state, and Japan had not provided airfields to China. The Chinese Air Force planes took off from Qingdao, Tianjin, Lushun, Korea, and even Taiwan. So many planes appearing continuously in the "exercise area" caused great panic in the Japanese Navy.

If Japan insisted on fighting China, Japan's current air power was simply insufficient to compete with China. China's aircraft carriers possessed powerful mobility and carrier-based combat power. Not only was the US fleet tracking the Chinese fleet, but the Japanese Navy was also tracking the Chinese fleet. The race between the Chinese carrier formations and the US fleet also involved the Japanese forces.

With Britain's help, the Japanese Navy had finally gained the ability to build high-speed battleships on its own, but China obviously had the same ability now. The Japanese naval officers participating in the Showa Restoration were all very young. They knew that given the gap in national power between China and Japan, what kind of situation it would be if China went all out to build battleships. Japan was forced to accept the Washington Naval Treaty because the US threatened Japan at the time: if Japan built one battleship, the US would build two. If Britain and Japan dared to build two, the US would build four. Backed by sheer industrial capacity, the US forced Britain and Japan to the negotiating table. Because both countries knew that in a shipbuilding race, the US held the advantage.

And now in East Asia, the former hegemon, China, had regained its powerful strength. China looked like it had the same ability and vigor as the US back then.

After this secret contest, the Japanese Navy finally recognized the situation clearly. Kita Ikki clearly felt that the Navy, which had once thought highly of itself, had finally lowered its "noble head" under the leadership of Yamamoto Isoroku and began to cooperate with the transitional government.

The reaction from the US side was not as friendly as Japan's. Just five days after the "Sino-Japanese Joint Exercise" ended, the US sent a telegram to China, suggesting a new round of naval limitation treaty negotiations be held in Washington. Roosevelt specifically invited Chen Ke to go to the US to attend the meeting.

Chen Ke declined to go to the US for the meeting on the grounds of a tight schedule, but the Chinese side agreed to send representatives to Washington to attend the meeting. The representatives of China and Japan for this meeting traveled to the US on the same ship. This was a very interesting statement. Two countries that had once been at each other's throats were now showing a posture of merging. When the representatives of China and Japan appeared in Washington, the faces of the representatives of both the host, the United States, and the world hegemon, Great Britain, were not very pleasant.

In this era, the number of countries in the world capable of building large warships could be counted on two hands: the US, Britain, France, Germany, Italy, China, and Japan. Even the Soviet Union's shipbuilding level was rather vague. It wasn't that this country lacked the ability to build large warships, but that the Soviet Union didn't have a satisfactory naval strategic direction. The Soviet Union was a very tragic country, or rather, Russia was a very tragic country at sea. Whether it was the North Atlantic economic circle or the Pacific economic circle, this country was just one step away from entering them on the map, but it was firmly blocked out of these two major economic circles.

In the North Atlantic, the Soviet Union either had to take out Norway and Sweden or swallow the three Baltic states. If it adopted the approach of invading the three Baltic states, mere occupation wouldn't achieve the goal; the Soviet Union still had to break through the Baltic Sea to freely enter and exit the North Atlantic. In the Pacific, Soviet naval bases could only be located in uninhabited frigid zones. As for the Black Sea outlet, unless it swallowed Greece or Turkey, the Soviet Union was completely constrained by the Black Sea Straits. Even if the Soviet Union could rush into the Mediterranean, there were still the British-controlled Suez Canal and the Strait of Gibraltar at both ends.

Such a tragic maritime situation made it impossible for the Soviet Union to determine what kind of naval route it wanted to take. If it simply churned out dozens of advanced battleships, the Soviet national power really couldn't afford it.

So the Soviet Union did not participate in these naval negotiations. However, the attendees took this opportunity to fish for information about the Soviet Union from the Chinese representative, Zhu Yao. Because the Soviet Union was frantically conducting purges at home.

Comrade Trotsky, after serving as Party Secretary in the no-man's-land of East Siberia for a period, finally figured things out. He wrote a sincere letter to Moscow, admitting his mistakes. He admitted fault for his erroneous actions that had practically split the Central Committee of the CPSU. Uncle Stalin ("Iron Man") was decent enough; he agreed to let Comrade Trotsky return to Moscow to continue working.

But the situation did not stabilize because of Trotsky's submission. Uncle Stalin was not Comrade Lenin, and certainly not Chen Ke. Comrade Lenin had immense prestige, yet even so, there were many who opposed Lenin's opinions. Uncle Stalin came to power through tougher methods, using the purging of dissidents as a means. Even if Uncle Stalin's views were correct, and even if China gave the Soviet Union a lot of support, making the Soviet Union's construction and development easier than in Chen Ke's original timeline.

But the People's Party led by Chen Ke had caught a good time. By showing weakness, China had never been excluded from the world economic circle. Plus, China could always provide some commodities needed by Europe and America, and the west coast of the Pacific was a fringe region of the world, so China could still opportunistically maneuver very well. The Soviet Union was too close to the Western Pacific, yet hadn't been able to step into it. Blocking the Soviet Union out of the Western Pacific was an inevitable choice for those European governments that feared communism.

The forced accumulation mode adopted by Uncle Stalin triggered great dissatisfaction among the Soviet public. To be fair, even if Chen Ke had traveled to the Soviet Union, he would have had no better way to solve the Soviet Union's problems. The biggest difference between the Soviet Union and China lay in the fact that Chinese tradition held that the Emperor was good, while officials and local tyrants were bad. This attitude allowed China to submit relatively easily to a central authority. The People's Party could easily gain the obedience of the people. When the People's Party led China so that everyone had food to eat and children could go to school, this was the best government the ordinary Chinese people of the old era could imagine.

Russia's tradition was very special; they believed that rural autonomy was the best, both morally and practically. This cultural tradition, which seemed very weird to China, was real and existent. Uncle Stalin's heavy-handed tactics triggered a fierce backlash.

At this time, the Kirov assassination occurred. There is a saying that during the 17th Congress of the CPSU, an informal meeting was held, attended by delegates worried about the state of the country, especially agriculture. During the secret ballot, Stalin's name was crossed out more times than anyone else... Some even said that Stalin was not elected at all, and only barely became a Central Committee member when it was decided to increase the number of Central Committee members at the last minute. The most popular central leader among the delegates at the 17th National Congress was Kirov. When he finished his speech, the delegates applauded and cheered for him, and the applause and slogans like "Long live the proletariat of Leningrad" lasted for several minutes.

Sergei Kirov (1886-1934) joined the Bolsheviks in 1904, was elected to the Central Committee in 1923, became the Secretary of the Leningrad Provincial Committee in 1926, and a member of the Politburo in 1930. He was elected to the Secretariat at the 17th National Congress in January 1934, serving as a Secretary of the Central Committee.

On the afternoon of December 1, 1934, Kirov was shot and killed instantly at the Smolny Institute in Leningrad.

The assassin was a traitor who had been expelled from the party. This person had been detained by security personnel near the Smolny Institute twice before, and weapons had been found on him, but he was released both times. He even infiltrated the Smolny Institute on December 1, 1934. When he shot Kirov, Kirov's captain of the guard was far behind him.

Kirov's assassin was caught on the spot, and Kirov's captain of the guard was also taken away in a truck for interrogation. However, on the way, the vehicle had a "car accident," and the captain of the guard died in the "accident." Later, the two NKVD officers escorting the captain of the guard were also killed. After this case occurred, not even a simple investigation report was published, and the assassin and 49 so-called accomplices were executed. Thus, the direct witnesses to Kirov's assassination were all dead, and the "Kirov Case" became a mystery: who exactly instigated the assassin to kill Kirov?

On the day of Kirov's assassination, without discussion or approval by the Politburo, Stalin made the following amendments to the Soviet Criminal Code:

First, judicial organs should accelerate the trial of criminals accused of planning or taking terrorist actions. The investigation of terrorist activity cases must not exceed ten days. Second, the Presidium of the Central Executive Committee of the Soviet Union will not consider applications for pardon from such criminals. Once a sentence is passed, no appeal is allowed, and no pardon is allowed. Third, the People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs (NKVD) shall execute the death penalty immediately after such criminals are sentenced to death.

The above provisions were called the "Kirov Law" in the West. Its appearance provided a legal basis for the large-scale purge movement, and the Great Purge, which lasted for four years, began.

From December 1, 1934, to 1935, the targets of the Great Purge were merely the "assassins of Kirov." According to relevant data, more than 500,000 "assassins of Kirov" were purged. This was the first stage.

1936 was the second stage. In this stage, the most famous event was the first "Moscow Trial."

During the Great Purge, three trials were held in Moscow, and the main characters on trial were former party and government leaders. These three trials were later called the "Moscow Trials."

The first Moscow Trial had 16 defendants.

From August 19-24, 1936, a public trial of 16 defendants was held in Moscow. Among these 16 defendants were Zinoviev and Kamenev. The charge was organizing a "Trotskyite-Zinovievite Terrorist Center" and plotting to assassinate party and state leaders headed by Stalin; Kirov was assassinated by their planning. All defendants refused to admit guilt. As a result, the 16 defendants were sentenced to death and immediately executed by firing squad.

During the first "Moscow Trial," the NKVD, headed by Yagoda, which was responsible for the Great Purge, made some technical errors, and some charges could not be established. For example, one charge was that a representative of the "Trotskyite-Zinovievite Terrorist Center" had met with Trotsky's son, Sedov, at the Bristol Hotel in Copenhagen, Denmark, in 1932. A week after the 16 defendants were executed, the Danish *Social-Demokraten* pointed out that the hotel had been demolished long before their meeting, and Sedov was taking exams at the Berlin Institute of Technology at that time.

On September 25, 1936, Stalin and Zhdanov instructed the Politburo members: "Yagoda is obviously incapable of exposing the Trotskyite and Zinovievite bloc." The NKVD led by Yagoda "is at least four years behind in this matter," and "it is absolutely urgent to appoint Comrade Yezhov as the People's Commissar for Internal Affairs."

In January 1937, the second "Moscow Trial" was held.

The name of the second "Moscow Trial" was the "Anti-Soviet Trotskyite Center Case." The defendants were G.L. Pyatakov, K.S. Radek, and 17 others, of whom 15 were executed by firing squad.

In February-March 1937, the CPSU held a Central Committee plenary session. At this plenum, Stalin put forward a thesis: as the socialist construction of the Soviet Union develops smoothly, the class struggle will become increasingly acute. At this plenum, Stalin pointed out that there were still Japanese, German, and Trotskyite spies within the party; Molotov pointed out that there were "enemies of the people" within the army; Yezhov made a special report on "espionage activities."

Shortly after the conclusion of the February-March 1937 plenum, the NKVD moved into high gear. The spearhead was first aimed at the delegates of the Party's "17th National Congress" and the elected Central Committee members. Of the 139 Central Committee members and candidate members elected at the "17th National Congress," a total of 98, or 70%, were arrested and executed in 1937-1938; of the 1,996 delegates to the "17th National Congress," 1,108 were arrested for "counter-revolutionary activities."

The Chinese side naturally refused to interfere in the Soviet Union's internal affairs. Chen Ke knew that reversing this situation would have to wait until Comrade Beria took over the KGB (NKVD).

Facing the attitudes of the representatives of various countries, China had only one answer: "We never interfere in the internal affairs of the Soviet Union."
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The Great Purge in the Soviet Union had been rumored to be almost supernatural in its intensity, and the Chinese representatives had heard some news about it. However, the People's Party had an internal requirement not to discuss this matter publicly. This did not mean that Chen Ke or the Central Committee of the People's Party approved of Uncle Steel's methods. The People's Party placed great emphasis on clear and formal laws, especially the protection of the people's rights as stipulated in the constitution. No matter how much the People's Party detested those who opposed them, everyone at least knew to say verbally: "Opposing the People's Party is not a crime, but merely a personal opinion."

Uncle Steel's iron-fisted tactics had indeed scared the comrades of the People's Party into a cold sweat. The People's Party also emphasized iron discipline, but those who could not stand this discipline were free to leave. So far, there had been targeted rectification campaigns at intervals, but there had never been targeted elimination of a specific person or group. Nor did it exist that someone would be designated as a counter-revolutionary just because they were an associate of XXX. Of course, this had a certain relationship with the strict adherence to the party committee system within the People's Party; if a party committee's decision was wrong, those who agreed with it were punished together. There was no such thing as certain individuals receiving special treatment.

While this approach certainly caused many problems of bureaucracy and personnel struggles due to shirking of responsibility, these did not lead to mass killings of certain factions. After all, the People's Party also had the "People's Internal Affairs Committee," and these secret police institutions were a bottom line for maintaining fairness. As a deterrent and a counterweight to the bureaucratic system, the role of these institutions was quite outstanding.

Regardless of the widespread discussion within the People's Party, or the intense reaction of some with ulterior motives, the Chinese side was still unwilling to evaluate the affairs of the Soviet comrades. The result of trying to interfere would only be to trigger baseless suspicion from the Soviet comrades. The idiom "suspecting the neighbor upon losing an axe" has been spoken for thousands of years, teaching everyone not to press a warm face against a cold backside. Self-righteousness is the express lane to digging one's own grave.

However, the world never lacks people who treat provocation as communication, and this is even more of a norm at the national level. The Chinese side had repeatedly stated its position, yet the foreigners still relentlessly tried to pry and inquire. The head of the Chinese delegation could only implicitly suggest, "Why was the Soviet Union not invited to this meeting?"

Neither the host, the United States, nor the other countries could answer this question. They actually did not want to invite the Soviet Union; inviting the Soviet Union would be tantamount to asking for trouble. The major capitalist countries of the world were quite dissatisfied with the Soviet Union, this communist country close at hand, far more so than with China, this pink trading partner. It was obviously inappropriate to let the Soviet Union participate in such an important naval conference.

The conference eventually had to move on to the main topic, and all countries discussed a new naval limitation treaty. Theoretically, all countries hoped to limit naval armaments. The British side's desire for this was particularly strong. The Chinese representative expressed agreement with this. At the meeting, the Chinese representative earnestly put forward China's suggestion: "On the issue of the naval limitation treaty, we in China are willing to work with countries around the world to maintain world peace. To express our sincerity, we are willing to raise our naval tonnage to the same level as Britain and the United States. China is a peace-loving country; our country had a saying thousands of years ago: 'Those who are warlike will inevitably perish.' Therefore, China is willing to dedicate its own strength to strike at all aggressors."

This brazen attitude shocked all the participating countries except Japan. The Chinese reason for demanding an increased naval share was stated with such righteousness that, for a moment, the countries could not even think of a reason to oppose it.

After a good while, under the gaze of the representatives of various countries staring at the Chinese representative as if he were a monster, the American representative asked somewhat stammeringly, "Why doesn't China adopt the method of reducing naval armaments to promote peace?"

The Chinese representative continued to look like an angel of justice as he said seriously, "We are only asking to increase the ratio, but our side believes there is no need to talk about tonnage. If the countries feel that this tonnage is insufficient to protect their own national security, then we can increase the tonnage of all treaty signatory countries. Whether it is twice, three times, five times, or ten times the current amount, it doesn't matter. This is entirely negotiable!"

Such tough rhetoric unambiguously told the countries that China was prepared to play the game of a shipbuilding race with them. If the countries did not accept China's request to increase its naval ratio, China would absolutely not submit.

China's tough attitude immediately triggered strong opposition from all countries. In the days that followed, the Soviet issue was thrown to the winds, and all countries made various moves centering on China's attitude.

Britain naturally tried to persuade the Japanese representative, hoping that the Japanese side could resume cooperation with Britain. The British representative even spoke bluntly: "If China continues like this, we in Britain will transfer the Mediterranean Fleet and the Indian Ocean Fleet to the Pacific."

If Britain hadn't said this, the Japanese side might not have been able to make up its mind. With Britain's attitude being so tough, the Japanese side immediately made a decision—no matter what, they had to drag the British into the mire.

If China was subjected to huge external pressure, it would naturally try to be as friendly to Japan as possible when it could be friendly. If China really couldn't withstand the pressure, Japan could also rely on selling out China in exchange for benefits. Of course, if China really wanted to move against Britain, the best time would be when the British fleet was gathered in the Pacific. During the "Sino-Japanese Joint Exercise," the powerful combat effectiveness displayed by the Chinese Navy had left a deep impression on the Japanese representatives.

So when the American representative negotiated with the Japanese representative afterwards, the Japanese representative relayed Britain's attitude to the American side word for word. Originally, the American representative did not have much confidence in persuading Japan to cooperate with the United States. After all, the Anglo-Japanese Alliance had not yet been terminated, and in terms of distance, China and Japan were closer, making it more convenient for the two countries to unite. Upon learning of the British tough attitude, the American representative immediately changed his attitude. "Are you sure Britain's attitude is not a joke?" the American representative asked.

What the Americans feared most was not China, nor Japan, nor even the Soviet Union; what the American side feared most was still Britain. Back when Germany took out France, it immediately began trying to make peace with Britain. The United States supported Churchill to the death, treating the hardline Churchill better than its own son. Just as Britain immediately sent its navy to destroy the French fleet after France surrendered, what the Americans were most worried about at that time was that Britain and Germany would really reach a peace agreement, and then Britain, France, and Germany would join hands to attack the United States. At that time, the US Navy was frantically planning how to fight against the British fleet.

Listening to the Japanese representative's words, the American representative suddenly felt that if things really developed into a life-and-death naval battle between Britain and China, this would be great news for the United States. In the view of the American side, no matter how awesome China was, its naval power was limited. Britain could not fight its way into China's homeland, so the war between the two sides would be a comprehensive war of attrition at sea. The Japanese Navy had already been weakened to a considerable extent. If China and Britain had another comprehensive naval battle and consumed these two naval forces cleanly, the United States, watching the tigers fight from the mountain, would remain unscathed while the absolute proportion of its naval power in the world would naturally rise. The American representative suddenly had a hope that the Chinese and British navies would go to war right now.

No matter how strong China's army forces were, or as the news transmitted back by the Pacific Fleet suggested, that China had a powerful air force, neither of these two branches of the military could cross the vast Pacific Ocean to hit the American homeland. Any war of attrition between China and Britain was good news for the United States.

The attitude of the Americans changed because of the change in the British, and the French also did not get along with Britain. As for Italy, the British Mediterranean Fleet was the object the Italians hated most. If this fleet left the Mediterranean for the distant Pacific, the Italians would naturally be happy. If this Mediterranean Fleet was sunk by the Chinese in the Pacific, perhaps the Italians would jump for joy and sing the praises of the Chinese Navy in their hearts for ridding Italy of a scourge.

The only one who genuinely supported Britain was the Netherlands. They did not want Britain to fail in a war with China. But they hoped that Britain could deal a heavy blow to China in the Pacific, helping the Netherlands regain Borneo and other places taken by China.

Thus, unbeknownst to the countries, China seemed to have become the target of public criticism, but all countries were trying by hook or by crook to make China and Britain come into direct conflict. The countries clearly supported Britain, and intentionally or unintentionally pushed Britain to the front line of direct confrontation, or even war, with China.

The British were naturally as cunning as ghosts. As soon as the wind of the negotiations changed, the British felt that something was wrong. Britain only wanted to scare China, not really to wipe China out. Britain was currently the world boss and had global interests; the British naval fleet had to control key points everywhere. To fight a war with China for this ghostly place of the Western Pacific, the British were not that stupid. With that bit of energy, Britain might as well guard well against the ill-intentioned United States, suppress Italy in the Mediterranean, and watch out for Germany, which was ready to make trouble.

Since the Chinese attitude was tough and the countries wanted to roast Britain over the fire, the British immediately began to sell out their teammates. The British representative immediately softened his stance and began to seriously discuss with China the question of exactly how much military force was needed to maintain world peace. The negotiations started with the Chinese representative's tough attitude, went around in a big circle, and returned to the Chinese representative's tough attitude.

However, Britain was the world boss after all, and the harsh words that needed to be said still had to be said. "If China builds one battleship, then we will add one battleship."

"Oh?" The Chinese representative looked at the British representative with a contemptuous look, as if looking at a little doll. "Then does the British side need us to provide you with a detailed list? We only request to possess the same naval ratio as Britain; we do not care how many warships the British side has."

The Chinese representative's consistent attitude made the negotiations truly impossible to continue at this point. Finally, the American side had to propose a recess. This recess lasted for half a year. The second meeting was a matter for June 1938.
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In February 1938, after the Sino-US business negotiation delegation arrived in the United States, the ambassador of the Chinese Embassy in the US, with a dark expression, invited everyone to watch a movie. When a group of Asian faces appeared near the cinema, the Americans who had come to watch the movie cast unfriendly glances at this group of Chinese people. When everyone stopped in front of the movie poster, the expressions of the Chinese personnel also turned unpleasant.

Everyone was very familiar with the portrait in the center of this poster; it was a caricature of Chen Ke. Chen Ke had a square face, a high forehead, a high nose bridge, and very large eyes. Even if he couldn't be called handsome, he was definitely full of vitality. The portrait on the poster closely resembled Chen Ke's appearance, but the vitality had turned into a sinister air. The chemical experiment instruments such as test tubes and flasks in the background further hinted at something. The Chinese upper echelon all knew that Chen Ke was a scientist with a very broad professional coverage, especially with profound attainments in chemistry. The movie title on the poster was "Sherlock Holmes vs. Dr. Fu Manchu".

A group of Chinese People's Party members entered the cinema with heavy anger. The movie content was the same old stuff. In this era, short hair was not yet a popular hairstyle. Chen Ke's hairstyle had always been a crew cut of more than one centimeter or a buzz cut of six millimeters since the revolution. In the movie, the image of Fu Manchu also lacked a braid, but instead had Chen Ke's buzz cut hairstyle. Not only that, but the actor's makeup also tried its best to lean towards Chen Ke's appearance.

After watching it, the Chinese personnel were all furious. The intentions behind the United States filming such a movie did not need further discussion. This movie was a box office hit in the United States and also had a good market in Europe. Dr. Fu Manchu's image was stereotypical and ugly, known as "the most evil Asian in history". Regarded by the West as the personification of the Yellow Peril, he was an excellent symbol of Chinese treachery and cunning. This character image was also seen as a typical "Oriental villain image" in the "concept of insulting China".

Since it involved such a public attack on Chen Ke, the relevant information was immediately sent back to China. After reading the news, Chen Ke was neither angry nor disgusted; he actually laughed out loud. The secretary was frightened; what was Chen Ke planning to do?

Soon, Chen Ke met with Zhou Shuren and several other famous writers in Zhengzhou. Having read so many web novels, Chen Ke absolutely did not lack various ideas; what he needed were professional collaborators.

The Chinese film industry had been quite prosperous in recent years. Borrowing some big-nosed white special type actors from the Soviet Union, the movie started filming in an extremely short time. In September 1938, the first part of China's color movie "Legend of Maoshan Demon Slayer" had finished filming and began editing. It was released in China in November.

Many years later, when the first part of "Legend of Maoshan Demon Slayer" was rebroadcast, it could always get good box office results. Film critics believed that this was a great work that created many industry firsts, and its special effects were still commendable even in the 21st century. Of course, this film was banned in the Yin Country for over a hundred years, but European audiences liked it very much.

As soon as the movie opened, there were a few lines in different voices.

"With the skin of Indians, high-quality long boots can be made!" "The Yin Country must exterminate the Indians!" "Kill one Indian every ten minutes!" "Only dead Indians are good Indians!"

The opening was a scene full of gore. First, snow-white teeth in lips, then a pair of iron pliers clamped a tooth and forcibly pulled it out from the gum. Blood sprayed from the gum. The camera zoomed out, and a black man was firmly tied to a wooden stake resembling a cross. The one pulling the black man's teeth was a werewolf. He carefully observed the tooth, then washed it with water and placed it on a tray. There were already many such teeth on these trays. The screams of the black men mixed with the gloomy music created a hellish sound, heavy enough to make one shudder.

The camera zoomed out further. In the center of a gloomy manor, more black men were tied to numerous wooden stakes. One by one, they assumed the pose of Jesus Christ on the cross, their entire bodies forming a cross shape. The centers of their palms were pierced by iron nails, nailing them to the crosses, with blood dripping from their palms and bodies. The black men twisted and screamed in pain, the whole scene like hell.

Werewolves non-stop used iron pliers to pull teeth from the black men's mouths; some were kept, some were thrown away. Finally, the selected teeth filled a tray and were sent into the main hall of the manor. The appearances of the servants in the main hall were more diverse, including werewolves, vampires, ghouls, and liches. Many young girls were tied to the pillars in the main hall. Some metal tubes deeply pierced into the girls' chests. When the wooden plugs at the mouths of the metal tubes were pulled out, bright red blood flowed out from the tube mouths and into exquisite glass bottles for holding blood. The servants carried these bottles and respectfully presented the full bottles to the two masters on the main seats.

The two masters wore suits, but they were guys with the faces of a werewolf and a ghoul. The werewolf was naturally Washington, and the ghoul was Jefferson. The two injected the girls' fresh blood from the glass bottles into silver cups with residual bright red liquid at the bottom, and continued to drink while chatting.

After a while, a huge bat suddenly flew into the room. After circling the room once, it pounced towards the ground. A puff of white mist rose from the bat's impact point, and then a figure emerged in the white mist. That was naturally Lincoln.

"Why hasn't Theodore arrived yet?" Lincoln raised a cup of fresh blood and drained it in one gulp, then asked.

"He has something to do and can't come for the time being," the werewolf Washington said in a vague voice, then opened his mouth to reveal a mouthful of fangs. On each tooth, there were runes composed of extremely fine black textures. The werewolf Washington suddenly shook his head vigorously, and the fur on his face twisted wantonly like dough. In the dazzling changes, Washington's head finally stopped shaking, and the werewolf's head actually turned into the appearance of an ordinary person. Washington opened his mouth again; there was actually not a single tooth in his mouth. He selected the teeth he was satisfied with from the tray and installed these teeth taken from the black men's mouths into his own mouth one by one.

The vampire Lincoln turned a blind eye to Washington's affectations beside him. He said to Jefferson, "We must use the Philosopher's Stone to revive the Cherry Tree. To refine the Philosopher's Stone requires more lives. Killing all the Indians is not enough in number; more fresh blood is needed for the sacrifice."

The ghoul Jefferson's face was shrouded in black energy. He said in a gloomy and cold voice, "What do I need to do?"

"We need to establish a new country, let them give birth and multiply. Finally, through a large-scale alchemy blood sacrifice, refine hundreds of millions of Yin Country people together into the Philosopher's Stone," Lincoln said slowly.

"Oh..." Jefferson stared at Lincoln and replied.

Lincoln took off his stovepipe hat and placed it on the table. Bright alchemy patterns appeared on the black top hat, and then a map of Luzhou appeared entirely above the hat. Thin lines formed a complex alchemy array covering the entire Luzhou on the map. "This is the result of Theodore's research."

Washington and Jefferson leaned over to the alchemy array. Lincoln pointed at the alchemy array and said, "Those key points must be engraved with the Blood Seal using the hatred blood of a large number of dead people. There must be cruel wars and cruel massacres in these places. Jefferson, I need you to write a constitution, deliberately leaving loopholes in it. Let the Yin Country's south begin slavery. Wait until decades or a century later, and we will use this loophole to launch a war. By then, there will be enough fresh blood to irrigate these lands."

Jefferson laughed arrogantly. The gloomy black energy made Jefferson's face look extremely ferocious, yet it had a kind of condescending oppressive feeling. Jefferson replied, "I will handle this matter in Philadelphia."

Then the picture unfolded with this large map of the National Transmutation Circle as the background. In order to carve every Blood Seal on this large map, the monsters led the Yin Country to launch the War of Independence, "purchase" Louisiana, the Civil War, and the Westward Movement. All of this was slaughter carried out according to the route planned by the three monsters who had already appeared and "Alchemist Theodore" who only showed a gloomy back view. Every place the finger pointed to, a massacre appeared. The Indians were driven into the alchemy array and refined into bright red stones. And these bright red stones were taken to the center of the alchemy array, where there was a stone coffin carved with beautiful tree patterns.

Running through the Yin Country's alchemy array was the Yin Country's great railway. "Every sleeper must bury a wronged soul!" Alchemist Theodore's gloomy voice echoed over Luzhou. The four big figures of the Yin Country and the children, grandchildren, and disciples of that gang of monsters under them controlled the Yin Country and cruelly implemented bloody policies. The scene changed, and the camera sank from the Yin Country's railway to beneath it, where the corpses of Indians and black people were densely arranged. How long the railways that made up the alchemy array were, that was how many bones and wronged souls were underneath.

"We need more blood!" The background was the howling of Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln, and Theodore.

The Chinese audience had never seen such a movie. The grand scenes and the huge conspiracy set against the background of a country and the Americas gave the audience a feeling of watching a historical film. Of course, most of the audience had received junior high or even high school education. Many people recalled the records in history books; apart from this magical background, the historical events actually belonged to real content. So when the part about Chinese people taking boats to the Yin Country to make a living began, the audience had already accumulated huge expectations and worries in their hearts.

The Chinese laborers in the Yin Country were mainly building railways. Among them was a Maoshan Taoist priest with the Taoist name "Fangshi". After arriving in the Yin Country, "Fangshi" felt that something was wrong. It seemed as if countless humans were squirming underground; this feeling made Fangshi feel uncomfortable all over.

The boss of the Yin Country railway engineering team that Fangshi and the others joined was a low-level vampire descendant. Besides sucking blood, he also liked to eat human flesh. Many Chinese laborers were eaten by this guy. Fangshi finally discovered the clue, and he finally used Maoshan Taoist magic to get rid of this vampire. This news alarmed the werewolves, vampires, and ghouls controlling the Yin Country. They immediately arrested and killed Chinese people.

Facing such a dangerous situation, Fangshi did not choose to run away. The railway built by the Chinese laborers had already completed the Yin Country's National Transmutation Circle. If the Yin Country's National Transmutation Circle could not be destroyed within seven days, all humans in Luzhou would be refined into "Philosopher's Stones".

"Even if there is only one Chinese person in Luzhou, I will destroy this alchemy array," Fangshi said to his companions. Some companions chose to withdraw and leave the Yin Country. Some bravely followed Fangshi to launch an attack on evil. With the help of a Yin Country beauty who realized something was wrong, and Yin Country black people and white hooligans who were muddle-headed but desperate, the extremely few brave ones fought their way to the evil heartland of the Yin Country.

Along the way, everyone killed ghosts when meeting ghosts and demons when seeing demons. Black people, Yin Country white hooligans, and even Chinese companions fell one by one. On the way, they temporarily joined hands with the Church, which was trying to vie for power in the Yin Country. However, the Church, which they thought they could rely on, had actually betrayed their God long ago and defected to the side of the evil forces. The Archbishop first performed a divine descent ritual, but sealed God with black dog blood and an unholy rune sword just as God was about to descend.

The Archbishop, who originally looked a bit holy, revealed his dark and evil true colors. He looked triumphantly at the polluted God on the altar and said triumphantly, "This rune is a rune carved on Washington's teeth. Even Satan's curse is far less evil."

Fangshi, who was injured and captured after being ambushed by the Church, said angrily, "Why do you want to do this?!"

"Because we truly like playing with men's, men's bodies! If not for this, why believe in God? Why be a priest?!" The Archbishop revealed a lewd and intoxicated smile on his face, "What we church personnel love especially is playing with the bodies of little boys! That flesh, that pure soul, those tears and fears, too delicious!"

At this critical moment, the Yin Country beauty transformed! Sharp claws like a leopard's grew on her hands and feet. First, she finished off those few priests holding Fangshi down. The two worked together to finish off the Archbishop and others, releasing the imprisoned God.

God looked ashamed, muttering "Unexpected! Unexpected!..." in his mouth. Abandoning Fangshi and the heavily injured Yin Country beauty, he just disappeared from the altar like that.

On the verge of death, the Yin Country beauty finally recounted her background. She had the bloodline of the werewolf Washington. Once, when Washington was slaughtering Indians, he raped the Saintess of the Indian tribe. The Saintess of the Indian tribe understood the laws of nature, so she transformed into a leopard woman and escaped. Thus, a part of the werewolf bloodline was passed down in this way. These descendants wanted revenge but had no way. After meeting Fangshi, the Yin Country beauty finally found someone she could rely on, so she stepped forward.

While dying, the Yin Country beauty stuffed the Indian tribe's sacred artifact "Eye of Truth" into Fangshi's arms, and carefully helped Fangshi tidy up his clothes. Before passing away, the Yin Country beauty whispered in Fangshi's ear, "Find Cherry... Green..."

"I will save you!" Fangshi prepared to cast a spell, his face covered in tears.

The Yin Country beauty held down Fangshi's hand, "Save your strength for revenge! ...Fangshi, I like you..." Then her fragrance vanished and her jade perished.

Fangshi, now alone, burned the church with a fire. The background was the soaring flames, and the Yin Country beauty quietly lying in the flames. Set off by this splendid background, Fangshi's resolute face and eyes full of anger deeply moved countless female viewers watching the movie.

In the evil heartland of the Yin Country, which was also the core area of the National Transmutation Circle. With the help of the Eye of Truth, Fangshi saw through this place that seemed to be full of beautiful mountains and clear waters. In reality, it was a living hell covered by an illusion. Countless broken human bodies twisted in the burning of hellfire, emitting miserable wails.

Amidst the huge roar of the beating heart, in this dark world, the movement of hell echoed: Scream, groan, the endless darkness of hell~ Spirits, monsters, and demons. Holding severed heads waiting for your visit~ Go down, go down, humans, fall quickly... Go down, go down, the endless darkness of hell~ Burning fire, drowning water. Begging to live but cannot. Begging to die but cannot~ Humans~ Fall quickly... Fall to the bottom of hell. Listen~ Those who fell into darkness begin to chant, in the pool of blood, in the sea of fire. On the mountain of needles...

At the moment when he seemed about to be swallowed by this darkness, the "Eye of Truth" blossomed with bright light, illuminating a rugged path. Stepping on blood and gore, Fangshi broke through the outer zone of the Yin Country's evil heartland. Climbing to the top of a high mountain made of human corpses and lava, he opened a small door. Fangshi broke into the center of the Yin Country's evil heartland.

In the center of the evil heartland, however, was a world like a pure land. Werewolf Washington, Ghoul Jefferson, Vampire Lincoln, and the Lich who had not shown his true face before—"Alchemist" Theodore Roosevelt—were also with them.

"Do you think you can stop us?" This gang of evil monsters, who always appeared with changed appearances after faking death, finally revealed their true colors. "Haven't you seen that we have always been by your side?"

These guys triumphantly displayed their transformations one by one. Fangshi discovered that he had seen these people all along his journey, and some transformations had even infiltrated Fangshi's demon-slaying squad and "sacrificed" themselves on the way.

Looking at the stunned Fangshi, the monsters laughed triumphantly, "Soon this world will belong to us! We will obtain eternal life and power! The reason we let you come is just that we want someone to witness our achievements with their own eyes! After we succeed, we will use your blood as the wine to celebrate our victory!"

The monsters' powerful strength was indeed not something Fangshi could oppose alone. In the Latin aria chanting music of "Sephiroth" that Chen Ke plagiarized, which had a very European style, Fangshi unfolded a battle with the four monsters. Although he could hold his own one-on-one, or even one-on-two, one-on-four was too forced. Fangshi was beaten to the ground.

In the critical moment, Fangshi used the "Eye of Truth" again. Past scenes appeared before Fangshi's eyes. It turned out that the name Cherry Green translated into Chinese was "Cherry Tree Green", a Norse witch with powerful power. She was tricked into visiting Luzhou by Washington's father.

Washington's father tried to seduce this powerful witch. Once the witch was pregnant with his child, Washington's father could refine the witch, the child, and his evil soul together, refining them into a trinity of immortal existence. From then on, he would become a great demon, immortal and with boundless mana.

Washington discovered his father's plan and tried to seduce the witch. Father and son fought over this woman, and Washington lost. After the defeat, Washington, with the thought "Since I can't have her, no one else can", ambushed the witch and cut off her head with the axe the witch used to chop wood.

Washington's furious father saw the witch's corpse and gathered the Washington family werewolf clan. First, he angrily asked in a pretentiously manner: "Who chopped Cherry Green!" He clearly wanted to finish off Washington.

But after seeing Washington holding the axe that killed the witch and stepping forward to admit he did it, Washington's father turned anger into a smile, praising Washington for being honest and responsible. He even gave Washington a few precious gifts.

Washington secretly followed his father and heard his father talking about this with his mother. Washington's mother wondered why Washington's father let Washington go. Washington's father said that this axe possessed powerful power and could slay demons. Seeing that Washington was in a posture of risking his life with the axe, naturally, a wise man does not fight when the odds are against him.

After obtaining the precious intelligence, Washington found an opportunity to ambush his father and became the leader of the werewolf clan with the help of the axe's divine power. Then he befriended existences like Jefferson, Lincoln, and Theodore Roosevelt. They prepared to use the National Transmutation Circle to refine the Philosopher's Stone to revive the Norse witch. According to his father's method, they would implement the trinity spell and finally become immortal existences.

Seeing through the enemy's weakness, Fangshi pulled up the axe on the ground from before "Cherry Green's" coffin in the center of the National Transmutation Circle in the Yin Country's evil heartland and beheaded the four demons. Amidst the roar of "I will be back", the heart of the evil Yin Country turned into a huge mountain peak, and four people's statues appeared on the mountain peak.

Without explaining Fangshi's ending again, the movie directly changed to another scene. The Yin Country Congress discussed and passed the "Chinese Exclusion Act", and angry members participated in the voting. The faces of those members constantly switched between various monsters and human faces, and the palms exposed outside their sleeves also changed non-stop between human hands and beast claws.

With an extremely dark style, this film came to a close.

For Chen Ke, who had seen so many fantasy movies, blockbusters, and high-tech computer films, he actually didn't think much of the special effects of this film. But in 1938, such effects were already shocking to the world. Sichuan opera face-changing actors and electronic engineers of various sound and light effects had done their best.

In the decades that followed, the special effects of this kind of movie were repeatedly studied and used. And many settings created by this movie were also the objects of imitation and plagiarism by many latecomers.

The Chinese audience saw an extremely exciting movie, while the anger of the Americans, especially the American upper class, after watching this movie can be imagined. This movie became a banned film in 1938 and was banned for over a hundred years.
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In *The Legend of Maoshan Demon Slayer*, the "Yin Kingdom" was used as a stand-in for the United States, but anyone with eyes could see that China was mocking the US. As for the American blue-blooded aristocracy, the slaughter of Native Americans, the abuse of Chinese laborers, and even the *Chinese Exclusion Act* were all facts. After the British upper class watched this film, on one hand they were moved by the color film and the magical special effects, and on the other hand, they felt great delight at the hostile sentiments between China and the US.

The British naturally knew that the Americans hoped for China and Britain to come to blows, while the British hoped for the US and China to come to blows. If two emerging industrial powers were to fight, the British would be the greatest beneficiaries. With British help, this film became popular in Europe, and quite a few American elites traveling in Europe saw this highly entertaining movie.

In the 21st century, China and the United States would not misjudge each other. There were dozens of ministerial-level meetings between the two countries, and both sides truly and fully understood the other's thoughts. Conflicts were merely about whether there was common ground in their standpoints; these were essential conflicts of interest and had nothing to do with confrontation caused by misjudgment.

In the 20th century, limited by communication conditions, confrontation between nations appeared more neurotic. Movies were also a form of stating one's position, and the vicious mockery from the Chinese side naturally made the American upper class furious. Roosevelt himself really hadn't expected China to directly mock the Roosevelt family. As a white-haired old fox, Roosevelt was broad-minded enough to naturally hold the view that for a gentleman, ten years is not too late for revenge. Another reason was that Roosevelt's staff had also once mobilized the American film industry to produce a classic that could overwhelm China. Unfortunately, after American filmmakers watched the movie, their minds were full of how to learn from it. They clearly stated that it was unrealistic to want to produce a film like this in the short term.

Aside from noting this down heavily against the People's Party in his heart, Roosevelt let the matter drop. What he cared about was China's strategic stance. Under China's support, Japan had recovered very quickly, and the three countries of China, Japan, and Korea had begun to build a closer alliance.

The British policy of appeasement towards Germany was becoming stronger. In September 1938, the leaders of Britain, France, Nazi Germany, and Italy—Chamberlain (Prime Minister), Daladier (Prime Minister), Hitler, and Mussolini—signed a treaty at the Munich Conference. To avoid the outbreak of war, Britain and France sacrificed the interests of Czechoslovakia and ceded the Sudetenland to Nazi Germany. Even earlier, Germany had smoothly annexed Austria.

Only 20 years had passed since the First World War. Regarding the *Treaty of Versailles*, the commander of the Allied forces during WWI, French Marshal Foch, pointed out sharply, "This is not peace. It is an armistice for twenty years!" On this point, Roosevelt felt somewhat different. The Disarmament Commission stipulated in the Treaty of Versailles existed in name only, and Germany's war reparations were continuously reduced until they were completely cancelled. This financial burden and the cost of post-war reconstruction in the victim countries were effectively shifted from Germany to the victim countries. Moreover, changes in the European situation after WWI had separated Germany from bordering the Soviet Union. After the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, post-war Germany maintained greater influence over the Balkan states than its southeastern neighbors, and other countries made no effort to change this situation.

But China's performance made Roosevelt feel extremely uneasy. The speed of this country's resurgence far exceeded any nation's imagination. If WWI gave Germany an advantage over the new and old surrounding countries, China had actually re-established its hegemony in the Far East. What Germany needed was someone to lead them out of humiliation, and China undoubtedly already possessed such a leader much earlier.

Roosevelt could understand Chamberlain's appeasement policy; appeasement was essentially diverting trouble eastward. It attempted to use appeasement to let Germany border Russia. The result of two great powers bordering each other was predictable. Especially a Germany full of offensive posture and extremely anti-communist—what choice would it have when facing the Soviet Union?

Compared to that, China, having integrated Japan and Korea, had the choice of going north or south. For the past dozen years, the area between China and the Soviet Union that could still be called a "border" could be freely crossed with an ID card. The only issue was that Stalin requested China to prohibit Soviet citizens from settling long-term in China. This was a major issue on the Sino-Soviet border. Survival conditions on the Soviet side were relatively harsh, and with the "mountains high and the emperor far away," many Soviet citizens partnered with Chinese to work together, and whenever there was a chance, they would run over to live in China. Conversely, apart from going to the Soviet side to do business or work to make money, Chinese citizens had no willingness to stay on the Soviet side. Expecting a Sino-Soviet conflict with such a border was obviously unrealistic. Stalin clearly had no intention of falling out with China; there were some things he just pretended not to see after knowing about them. Even the people from the Soviet People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs in the Siberia region didn't want to live on the Soviet side.

Since China didn't want to go north, the only choice was to go south. Roosevelt made this easily derived judgment.

On the Chinese side, there was no sign of signing a new naval limitation treaty, so China began to build warships on a large scale according to the original plan. After receiving news of the Munich Agreement, Chen Ke convened a People's Party meeting. "Germany has been tossed about miserably because of the Great Depression. Without the Great Depression, the Weimar government could have completely stood its ground. What Hitler wants is living space in Europe; the Treaty of Versailles is merely an excuse. Our political philosophy runs completely counter to Nazi Germany's; there is no reason for the two sides to coexist. It is only because the distance is great that we are beyond reach. I also want to remind everyone of one issue: morally, we have already seen Hitler's attitude towards Jews. We cannot form an alliance relationship with such a country."

"Then does Chairman Chen mean we should go south now?" Li Shouxian asked. The Standing Committee of the Politburo naturally needed to know Chen Ke's vision for going south. Li Shouxian understood that if Chen Ke wanted to go south but didn't want to get involved with Germany, then the only way was to launch a war before Germany did. Li Shouxian suggested, "Why not make use of the British appeasement policy?"

Chen Ke replied, "Because Britain can appease Germany, but it cannot appease China. The British have no way to continue retreating; if they retreat one step, we will advance one step. Last time we discussed investing in Australia and developing minerals with the British, the British did not agree."

These words already belonged to a naked imperialist style. The comrades all knew Australia's fear of China. China requested exploration and mining rights in northwestern Australia from Australia and Britain, and agreed that if minerals were found, they would help Australia build railways and other infrastructure. Australia rejected China's request without hesitation. Because this could potentially allow tens of thousands of Chinese to set foot in the sparsely populated northwestern Australia. If the Chinese stayed there and didn't leave, Australia with only a few million people would have no way to expel the Chinese.

Clearly, Chen Ke was drooling over Australia's minerals again, looking determined to get them. This situation looked rather like Britain demanding trade with the Qing government, and after the Qing government refused, Britain used "protecting free trade" as a reason to open China's doors with warships.

Listening to Chen Ke's murderous words, Li Shouxian plucked up his courage and said, "I think letting Britain appease in this regard is also a relatively safe method, right?"

There was no lack of imperialists in the Politburo, but there were no imperialists in the Standing Committee. Chen Ke actually had to spend considerable energy to persuade these comrades he identified with. "This is the biggest problem. The British want to maintain their colonial system, and we must destroy this system. I do not have a plan to take other British colonies as Chinese territory. After this unavoidable war, I hope that each colony can become independent. Therefore, Australia must be taken out. Sometimes these things are hard to distinguish. I make this judgment because Australia is one of Britain's die-hard followers. Solving Australia is no different from solving Britain. We naturally must support those black nations in Africa oppressed by Britain to gain independence. The mainstream in Australia is already British; don't expect them to have any thoughts of sudden repentance. By attacking Australia, we are attacking the British homeland."

"Identifying with the current British system is identifying with imperialism, especially backward colonial imperialism," Chen Tianhua added a sentence. "The existence of Australia itself is to maintain British colonialism. Does anyone have an opinion on this?"

This old veteran of the People's Party had fallen ill two years ago, but after recovering, he forcibly continued to work. At this moment, Chen Tianhua expressed his support for Chen Ke.

"Only if Britain falls can the possibility of independence for colonies everywhere emerge. If Britain maintains its current strength and its power is not fatally weakened, Britain will still be able to rely on violence to maintain its rule in the colonies." Li Runshi also expressed his support for Chen Ke.

Chen Ke saw that Xu Dian was still hesitant, so he said, "We will not seek territory in other parts of Southeast Asia, but Australia is a die-hard part of Britain. Australia and New Zealand must be taken out."

Xu Dian himself actually didn't care about foreign wars; he just felt that he didn't understand war at all, so he could only listen more and speak less on issues regarding war. Since Chen Ke had clearly stated his position, Xu Dian also expressed his agreement.

"Will Germany move against Britain?" Qi Huishen asked. If Germany moved against Britain, China only needed to hold on in the war until Germany made its move. If Germany didn't move against Britain, China would have to face the likely various sieges with the power of just one country. If Germany moved first, China's pressure could be greatly reduced. But this involved the issue that Germany and China would likely be seen as being in the same boat. This conflicted with the matter Chen Ke raised about absolutely not getting involved with Germany.

"I wonder what the Soviet comrades think?" Li Runshi pointed out the crux of the problem.

The Soviet purges had basically ended. This movement came suddenly and ended quite swiftly. After Dzerzhinsky, the earliest person in charge of the Cheka, left office, he had been responsible for economic work. Although he always had some differences of opinion with Uncle Steel, it was not a struggle over the line. Uncle Steel trusted and respected Comrade Dzerzhinsky's opinions very much. When the Great Purge carried on until 1937, Comrade Dzerzhinsky, a first-generation leader of the Cheka, couldn't stand it anymore. He formally raised accusations and opposition against Yezhov to Stalin.

The comrades of the People's Party were not roundworms in Uncle Steel's belly; everyone could only judge Uncle Steel's thoughts based on specific events and China's history.

The People's Party had an absolute leader. Chen Ke's role was subtle; one of the important reasons he could obtain an unshakable status was that Chen Ke himself had the ability to take charge of economic, scientific, educational, and cultural work. These were undoubtedly the weaknesses of the leader Uncle Steel. In other words, comrades engaged in economic work in China simply couldn't fool Chen Ke, whereas comrades engaged in economic work in the Soviet Union could fool Uncle Steel.

Russia's feudal system did not develop smoothly; serfdom was not even completely eliminated before the revolution. This was completely different from China's highly developed feudal system. Industrialization directly combined the feudal system with the bureaucratic system, creating many problems for the Soviet Union. The Great Purge itself looked cruel enough, but for a leader like Uncle Steel who could point out the correct path, it was also a forced necessity. Submitting to Comrade Stalin's status and being able to execute Comrade Stalin's policies were two different things. Uncle Steel wasn't a god; it was a very common thing for subordinates to act recklessly under Uncle Steel's banner and push all the blame onto Uncle Steel.

Another of Chen Ke's strengths was institutionalized management. The People's Party had the ability to solve problems through institutions. But the Soviet comrades obviously lacked this ability to perfect institutions. Rather than that, it was better for Uncle Steel to conduct a great cleansing, truly creating a situation where no one dared to disobey a single order. Such things had appeared not just once or twice in China's feudal era. Clearly, the Soviet Union led by Uncle Steel was "making up missed lessons."

This trend could also be seen from Yezhov's end. Yezhov was famous for his unconditional loyalty to Stalin. This could be clearly seen from a speech he wrote in 1935. In that piece, considered "the fuse of the Great Purge," he expounded the view of classifying dissenting thoughts as "extremely dangerous violent terrorism."

Comrade Stalin wanted to cleanse those officials and party members he deemed unqualified. The result of the People's Party's discussion was that this had a bit of a Wu Zetian flavor. Comrade Yezhov was playing a role similar to Zhou Xing and Lai Junchen.

But Comrade Yezhov obviously hadn't read Chinese history; he didn't understand his own positioning at all. The skyrocketing Yezhov finally reached his peak on October 27, 1937. On that day at the Bolshoi Theatre, to celebrate the 20th anniversary of the NKVD (People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs), his portrait was hung side-by-side with Stalin's giant portrait on countless red curtains, surrounded by countless flowers. The host, Mikoyan, dressed in a black Caucasian shirt, highly praised "Comrade Yezhov's tireless work": "We should learn from Comrade Yezhov's spirit of constantly aligning with Comrade Stalin; all Soviet citizens should become agents of the secret police." After speaking, Yezhov received an unusually enthusiastic welcome. "He stood there," an observer said, "'looking very embarrassed, as if he wasn't sure if this was what he deserved.'" Stalin's assistant also reported the day's situation to Stalin himself.

After receiving this news, Qi Huishen only said one sentence, "This man is dead for sure." Disdainful or mocking laughter came from within the People's Party Politburo. This laughter was naturally not directed at Qi Huishen, but at Yezhov. Anyone who had read a little Chinese history knew what this kind of behavior meant. Quite a few people even felt that Mikoyan was insidious enough and was a subject that needed attention.

Even without reading history, as long as one listened to more storytelling, there were simply too many stories about the moon waning when it becomes full. The result of such arrogance was always accompanied by rapidly arriving death.

Sure enough, on April 8, 1938, when he was appointed as the People's Commissar for Water Transport, Yezhov finally began to go downhill. On June 22, 1938, Lavrentiy Beria became his deputy and replaced him in a short time. After Stalin attacked the NKVD's records and working methods on August 10, 1938, Yezhov was forced to resign on August 15, 1938, and Beria immediately succeeded him. On December 3, 1938, Yezhov was relieved of all positions in the CPSU Central Committee, and subsequently, on December 24, 1938, he was arrested and detained in a prison located in Sukhanovka.

There were simply too many records of such things in Chinese history, and the People's Party high command couldn't even be bothered to evaluate this kind of thing. Even Comrade Stalin—everyone didn't want to evaluate him anymore. Whether the Great Purge was correct or not, if viewed from a socialized perspective, it should be correct. Eliminating factions, getting rid of some guys who were inconvenient to get rid of, especially getting rid of those guys who shouted about standing with Comrade Stalin—this method was actually quite appropriate. After this wind passed, it would be necessary for Yezhov to "bravely take up the responsibility." His destruction was also inevitable.

With this comparison, the People's Party comrades' trust in Chen Ke deepened a step further. Chen Ke was far more capable of launching such actions than Uncle Steel, but Chen Ke had never done so. The People's Party Central Committee would rather use a hundred times the work to solve these problems by constantly perfecting institutions. Xu Dian's role in this could not be underestimated. With this comrade from the judicial department responsible for the discussion and elaboration of many systems, he could truly explain legal principles, legal intent, and legal limits clearly. The People's Party also held onto the political struggle line of "anti-feudalism" without relaxing.

After solving that gang of stubborn feudal elements who "occupied the latrine without shitting" and expelling that gang of slackers, the People's Party's operations could at least still be maintained at a fairly high efficiency level.

After Comrade Beria came to power, the People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs could be considered to have gotten on the right track, at least starting large-scale rehabilitation. This was also something that had happened many times in Chinese history. After cruel elimination and selection, having an unknown person trusted by the highest power resolve a batch of "unjust, false, and wrongful cases" accumulated before through rehabilitation, and restoring a calm attitude—this was also something China had played out before.

At this stage, presumably, the Soviet Union already had the leisure to solve external problems. If they wanted to determine the German issue, they could only negotiate with the Soviet comrades. Propaganda Minister Comrade Li Runshi took a plane to the Soviet Union.
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Li Runshi respected Comrade Stalin very much. regardless of how many people in the Soviet Union or the Chinese People's Party opposed Comrade Stalin, Li Runshi always considered Comrade Stalin a steadfast communist and a great leader. Historical materialism holds that everyone can only strive within the reality of their own existence. In this regard, Li Runshi even sympathized with Comrade Stalin. The greatest servant of the People's Party was Chen Ke, who dedicated everything to the Party and the people. Similarly, this dedication was rewarded; the comrades of the People's Party truly believed in Chen Ke's authority. Comrade Stalin undoubtedly lacked such authority. In a sense, Comrade Stalin lacked the sense of security that the People's Party possessed.

However, no matter how Li Runshi viewed Comrade Stalin, Comrade Stalin's own power could not be ignored. For example, when facing Li Runshi, Comrade Stalin showed sufficient recognition. He asked bluntly whether China intended to go to war with Britain in the near future.

"Yes, we indeed have this preparation. Moreover, we do not wish to have any involvement with German fascism," Li Runshi replied equally bluntly. Comrade Stalin's spirit was as hard as steel; any "tactful" move would only invite Comrade Stalin's contempt.

"Then what do the Chinese comrades hope we will do?" Comrade Stalin asked.

"Chairman Chen Ke hopes that the Soviet comrades can negotiate with Britain and France to conclude a mutual assistance pact against aggression between Britain, France, and the Soviet Union, valid for 5 to 10 years, including military aid. The three countries would guarantee the security of Central and Eastern European countries. Conclude a specific agreement for mutual assistance among the three countries." As Li Runshi spoke these words interfering in Soviet internal affairs, he lit a cigarette for himself.

Uncle Steel smoked his pipe, quietly reflecting on Li Runshi's request. The Soviet translator racked his brains hoping his translation had no errors, while feeling shocked and surprised. China's request was simply too bold, and Comrade Stalin actually had no overreaction, which was a very rare thing.

After pondering for a good while, Uncle Steel finally said, "Do the Chinese comrades believe that Britain and France will resolutely refuse this request?"

Li Runshi answered clearly, "If they agree, it would not be a problem for us either. Clarifying the conditions of war is of major help to the victory of the war."

From Uncle Steel's words, it could be heard that the Soviet side had such intentions even before Li Runshi explicitly made the request. That China made such a request gave Uncle Steel a great surprise.

The People's Party actually did not believe such efforts could succeed. The policy of appeasement was an explicit agreement for Nazi Germany to act freely in Eastern, Central, and Southern Europe. After World War I, the Soviet Union lost a large amount of Russian land due to the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. These countries that split from Russia became a buffer zone between Germany and the Soviet Union. If Germany acted freely in Southeast Europe, it would only lead to tension between Germany and the Soviet Union. After all, a Germany controlling the vast area of Southeast Europe would most likely make a move on the Soviet Union.

Comrade Stalin seemed to be thinking very seriously. He changed several bowls of tobacco before making his own judgment. "What do the Chinese comrades believe the result will be after this kind of negotiation fails?"

"If the negotiation fails, and Germany is determined to go to war against France, then Germany will propose a non-aggression pact to the Soviet Union," Li Runshi replied. This answer made Uncle Steel's expression tense for a moment. Li Runshi knew very well without even looking that when Chen Ke, with the posture of a conspirator, proposed that Germany might first use the appeasement policy to expand its influence into Southeast Europe, and upon meeting resistance from Britain and France in expansion, would turn to reach a non-aggression pact with the Soviet Union, there was also significant disagreement within the People's Party. Many comrades did not believe Chen Ke's judgment. It wasn't that they didn't believe Hitler wouldn't do this, but that everyone didn't believe the politicians of Britain and France could be so stupid.

Li Runshi also took a lot of effort to understand Chen Ke's thinking. In modern times, China had forfeited its sovereignty and humiliated the nation, but it was mainly the power of the Manchu Qing that suffered the blow. Just as Chen Ke evaluated the Treaty of Versailles, Germany's eventual rise of fascism was not due to the Treaty of Versailles, but the Great Depression, an event that impacted the entire capitalist world of Europe and America, as well as the chronic illnesses that the capitalist system could not solve, leaving Germany to solve the immediate reality problems with force. In the late Qing Dynasty, China's population exploded while the level of productivity made no progress at all. Foreign invasion triggered internal problems in China.

Obviously, ordinary Chinese people and most comrades within the People's Party could not understand the feelings of Britain and France, two countries that paid the price of millions of lives in the First World War. Such a protracted war that swallowed countless lives consumed the vitality of both Britain and France. Such a war had no benefits at all. The warring parties faced the simple choice of either victory or destruction. Who would be willing to throw themselves into such a war?

Britain's appeasement policy was to avoid war as much as possible, and there were even plans to control the war. For China, such a war was "exciting" and "impassioned." It could even "wipe out shame." Chen Ke, a leader capable of launching a war, did not have this kind of thinking, but most Chinese people did not see the danger after victory. If one believes that war is controllable, then victory is even more dangerous than defeat.

"The Chinese comrades want to go to war with Britain before Germany goes to war with Britain and France, so they hope that Germany will act against Britain and France after the war starts. Is that what the Chinese comrades hope for?" Uncle Steel asked.

"Yes." Li Runshi did not intend to tell Uncle Steel any lies; that would be meaningless.

The meeting temporarily ended here. After sending Li Runshi away, Uncle Steel immediately convened a high-level meeting of the CPSU Central Committee to discuss China's strategic planning.

The Soviet comrades did not dislike this plan. Whether China weakened the power of Britain and France, or Germany went to war with Britain and France, these were all good things. China had only one core request for the Soviet Union, which was that the Soviet Union should not lend passage to countries attempting to attack China. This point didn't even need China to emphasize specifically; it was absolutely impossible for the Soviet Union to do so. This was not because the Soviet Union was so genuinely friendly to China, but because the Soviet Union would absolutely not allow armies of other countries to step onto Soviet territory.

Whether to implement such a plan was actually not important to the Soviet Union. As long as China still stood behind the Soviet Union, as long as China was willing to maintain a friendly relationship with the Soviet Union, and even willing to provide comprehensive aid to the Soviet Union at critical moments of war, the Soviet Union had a final reliance. Sometimes trust is a laughable thing. The reason for the Soviet Union's trust in China was because China seemed to have no interest in invading the Soviet Union.

The reason the Soviet high command believed China had no malice towards the Soviet Union was definitely not the peaceful life and trade of the two peoples on the Sino-Soviet border, but that the Chinese army was far away from this border. China did not have any large-scale military facilities targeting the Sino-Soviet border; this border was transparent to the Soviet Union.

According to data collected by Soviet officials, the standard of living of the Chinese people was generally higher than that of the Soviet people. China's population was far greater than that of the Soviet Union. In the past dozen years, very few young Chinese people who went to the Soviet Union were willing to stay there. Even if they married a Soviet wife, Chinese people would choose to take their Soviet wife back to China after earning money. In the intelligence collected by the Soviet side, the reason Chinese people refused to stay in the Soviet Union was "Too cold!" Not to mention Chinese people, even the Soviet people living on the Sino-Soviet border preferred to move to China in the south to live. Russia's desire for warm territory is unimaginable, so they could imagine the reason why China did not covet the frozen territory enough, because China had a Britain further south to attack.

Without much discussion, the CPSU Central Committee after the Great Purge maintained a high degree of consistency. Uncle Steel asked comrades to discuss a problem, and the comrades only discussed the specific problem. Everyone was smart. From all aspects of information, China had proven that they were preparing to go south. Moreover, the People's Party was very sober at this time; they were unwilling to risk taking on the whole world alone to go south. The cadres of the CPSU Politburo discovered that China wanted to use Germany. The only question was whether Germany would turn around and take a fierce bite out of Britain and France, who were adopting a policy of appeasement.

"If China and Germany go to war with Britain successively, we will be in a very favorable position." CPSU elder Comrade Dzerzhinsky stated his view, which was also the view of everyone in the CPSU. There is nothing more relaxing than sitting on the mountain and watching the tigers fight, and nothing can gain greater benefits than sitting on the mountain and watching the tigers fight. China's request was abrupt, but not excessive. The Soviet Union could do this, or choose not to do this. The CPSU had complete decision-making power. Even if they refused the People's Party's request, the CPSU would not have any losses. Not to mention that even if the People's Party did not make this request, the CPSU was already preparing to do so.

Uncle Steel certainly understood the benefits of doing this. No matter how he calculated, the result would just be a war between the Soviet Union and Germany. Germany was forced into a miserable state by France. Even if the economy seemed to be recovering well, its national strength was still very weak. Uncle Steel genuinely hoped that Germany and Britain and France would have another tragic war. If the war was fought until heads were broken and blood flowed like in WWI, when both sides were bleeding rivers, the Soviet Union's millions of troops could sweep south, flatten Western Europe all the way, and complete the great cause of liberating Europe.

Even if they couldn't wipe out France, being able to swallow Germany, march into Central and Eastern Europe, and recover the European lands lost by the Soviet Union during WWI would also be a complete strategic victory.

The problem lay in the fact that the request made by China made Uncle Steel clearly feel one thing: the Chinese side's judgment on strategy had also reached this step, and China seemed to have a further judgment on strategy. It was like an excellent chess player who had already seen three moves ahead, but he felt that the person next to him obviously saw five moves ahead. This feeling was very uncomfortable. Very, very uncomfortable.

The meeting finally passed the matter of the Soviet Union negotiating with Britain and France. Not only did they agree, but the Soviet Union immediately sent diplomatic representatives to do this. Even though the Soviet Union and Britain and France had a very unpleasant falling out during the Munich Agreement in Czechoslovakia, the Soviet Union still did this. At the same time, the Soviet side began to probe Li Runshi in every possible way, trying to extract China's strategic deployment from Li Runshi.

Li Runshi was a person who paid great attention to overt schemes. He firmly believed that any conspiracies and tricks would be utterly defeated when facing overt schemes. Materialists always believe in facts, and the People's Party especially so. Just as the People's Party only cared about the United States' attitude towards the Western Pacific, which was an important variable determining China's strategy. As for Germany's affairs, China had already estimated that Germany's economy had fully entered a state of war by summarizing Germany's economic data and the government's economic decrees.

This approach of the Soviet comrades left Li Runshi somewhat speechless. Because China had already told the Soviet Union everything that could be said. It couldn't be that they even had to tell the Soviet comrades China's detailed military deployment. Uncle Steel's shrewdness made Li Runshi feel very good, while the petty behavior of the Soviet comrades made Li Runshi somewhat disappointed.

At the same time Li Runshi was sent to the Soviet Union, China's secret envoy also arrived in Berlin. Little Mustache was very interested in the arrival of the Chinese secret envoy. Of course, he was ready for war, but before the war, Little Mustache still had his own worries. China stood behind the Soviet Union, which meant that the Soviet Union could get millions of reinforcements at any time. Having cooperated militarily with China for so long, the German military knew China's strength better than other European and American countries. That was definitely not an army that could be ignored. So Little Mustache made ample preparations for the arrival of the Chinese special envoy.

It was just that as the Führer of Germany, Little Mustache himself was also a person who couldn't stay idle. With this little time before waiting, Little Mustache began to approve documents. The Nuremberg Race Laws issued in 1935 had "loopholes." The laws had a special appendix allowing Germans of half-Jewish and quarter-Jewish descent to submit applications for special permission.

In the second half of 1938, Hitler instructed Air Marshal Göring to draft a document stipulating that families where the father was Jewish and the mother was Aryan were prohibited from moving to the Jewish ghettos, and stipulating that their children could join the army. In other words, as long as you were not from a purebred Jewish family of usurers, but a working class, German citizens could apply to detach from Jewish ancestry and become honorary Aryans. Especially those military families, as long as they received Hitler's special permission, could continue to serve. Hitler allowed soldiers who intermarried between quarter-Jewish blood to continue serving. But they could not be promoted unless they received Hitler's personal special permission. So a large number of applications arrived at Little Mustache's place.

For Little Mustache, racial superiority was an unshakable concept, and anti-Semitism was a policy that must be adopted, but in actual execution, it was another matter. Just as in 1938, Little Mustache himself said to his adjutant, "Regardless of what contemporary people say, there were indeed many heroic Jewish soldiers and Jewish officers in the First World War. Precisely because of this, we can give them special permission, because children cannot choose their parents." Little Mustache indeed personally reviewed the special permission applications of thousands of ordinary soldiers. Perhaps it was a kind of compassion for them that made him give special permission to a considerable part of them.

Perhaps because he was about to make contact with the Chinese side, Little Mustache was somewhat restless, and it was hard to concentrate when reading documents. Little Mustache certainly believed that the Aryans were the most excellent race, but this did not mean he looked down on the Anglo-Saxons. And for Little Mustache, the Chinese were a difficult object to determine.

This was a country with a civilization spanning thousands of years. Little Mustache hated Marxism, so he naturally would not agree with the materialist view of history. Since he refused to agree with seeking truth from facts, Little Mustache had a "mystical view" when facing history. For example, Little Mustache believed that China's Tibet was the center of the world. That China, possessing the center of the world, also possessed the strength to influence the world, made it hard for Little Mustache to come up with a viewpoint for treating China. Compared with Aryans, were Chinese more excellent? If they were not as excellent as Aryans, how much worse were Chinese than Aryans? These nonsensical "mystical views" sometimes often brought Little Mustache considerable confusion. After all, everyone hopes to be able to know the world; even if they cannot set the rules of the world, at least they want to understand the rules of the world.

Until the Chinese special envoy arrived at Little Mustache's official residence, Little Mustache still hadn't figured out this question. Looking at the thick stack of applications to become Aryans, Little Mustache sighed rarely, and signed the "Approved" order on the few documents he was already holding.

The ostensible purpose of the Chinese special envoy's arrival in Germany this time was to discuss the submarine issue with Germany. China's forced excavation of the Kra Canal triggered fierce opposition from Britain, and the British side simply began to make things difficult for Chinese merchant ships in the Indian Ocean. Frequent interceptions of Chinese merchant ships and requests to board for inspection emerged one after another.

China had already delivered the main components of more than 20 submarines to Germany, including the blueprints of the submarines which were also delivered to Germany. But facing Britain's increasing harassment day by day, the Chinese side was worried that they could not effectively deliver all submarine components to Germany.

As a smart person, Little Mustache did not believe that the Chinese side would travel thousands of miles to Germany just for such a small matter. Just thinking about it simply, Little Mustache could roughly guess that the true idea of the Chinese secret envoy was most likely to probe Germany's attitude towards Britain.

China wanted to strike Britain in the Pacific. The best way was for Germany to take action against Britain in Europe. At that time, all of Britain's power would be concentrated in Europe, and the entire Pacific would almost become a defenseless area. Of course, for Germany, the best method was for China to fight to the death with Britain in the Pacific, causing the British Royal Navy to be completely transferred to the Pacific region and be annihilated. At that time, Germany's strategic situation would undergo a huge change. A Britain without a fleet was nothing.

Since the Chinese side was probing Germany's attitude so seriously, Little Mustache wanted to probe China's bottom line first even more.

For the Chinese special envoy, the purpose of this trip was quite simple; he just wanted to confirm Little Mustache's attitude. In China, the People's Party had democratic centralism; in the Soviet Union, at least there was a Politburo. In Germany, Little Mustache was a true "dictator." This was not because Little Mustache himself loved dictatorship so much, but because the people who truly followed Little Mustache were very limited. These German generals naturally shouted about revenge, but few really had the courage to fight a war like WWI. For the war, before facing the enemy, Little Mustache first had to struggle with these generals.

So as long as they could determine Little Mustache's position, China could determine Germany's future direction. Those Junkers, those two-bit idiots, were truly unreliable.
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Little Mustache had a very good impression of the Chinese special envoy; in fact, all the Chinese special envoys had left a good impression on him. Unlike the British or the French, the Chinese, with their education in the materialist view of history and the fresh atmosphere of their nation-building era, all possessed a sense of ownership. To use a European perspective, they had a "noble air." The envoy himself was a very pragmatic person. After discussing official business with Little Mustache for a while, the two began to chat. Little Mustache first invited the envoy to watch Wagner's opera *The Ring of the Nibelung*, and then raised questions regarding his views on the world.

After listening to Little Mustache's strange views on Tibet-centrism, the envoy smiled and said, "China's ancient sage Laozi mentioned in the *Dao De Jing* to 'abandon holiness and discard wisdom.' In the People's Party's ideological studies, we interpret this as follows: whether a person's essence is holy or wise is a purely factual existence. First comes this factual existence, and only then come the evaluations and definitions of that person. Existence is existence; even if that existing person dies, the fact of their existence will not change because of what later generations say. 'Abandoning holiness and discarding wisdom' means not trying to obtain others' evaluations of one's own holiness or wisdom. If you are a crow, fly in the sky; if you are a pig, run on the ground, or lie comfortably grunting in the mud. This in itself is neither strange, nor filthy, nor shameful. What is strange, filthy, and even shameful is when a person doesn't know what they are at all, let alone the cause and essence of their desires, but instead abandons themselves to imitate some fantasy form. Such people are done for."

Little Mustache was, in a sense, a philosopher who had experienced many things and had undergone countless transformations and deep reflections upon himself. The Chinese envoy's frank explanation of "strength" sparked great interest in Little Mustache. Laozi himself spoke of "quietude and non-action" (Wu Wei), but in the People's Party's analysis, this did not mean doing nothing or simply being a sluggard. The People's Party believed this was a form of self-transformation, intended to break free from various harmful delusions, thereby making it easier to determine one's place in society. "Quietude and non-action" referred to inner peace and the non-pursuit of meaningless fame and gain; it was about breaking free from the mental shackles self-manufactured by one's confusion regarding social value. In a sense, it could be said that this was a realm only the truly strong could enter.

After the Chinese envoy chatted with Little Mustache for a while, he used Nietzsche's words for verification: "If we fill our ears all day with what others say about us, if we even try to speculate on what others are thinking about us, then even the strongest person will not be spared! Because others will only tolerate us living beside them if they are stronger than us; if we surpass them, if we even merely *want* to surpass them, they will not tolerate us! In short, let us get along with them in a spirit of rare foolishness, turning a deaf ear to all their comments, praises, condemnations, hopes, and expectations about us, and not even thinking about them."

And Laozi's discourse on this was: "When all under heaven know beauty as beauty, that is already ugly; when all know good as good, that is already not good. Thus being and non-being produce each other, difficult and easy complement each other, long and short shape each other, high and low inclination each other, note and sound harmonize with each other, before and after follow each other. Therefore, the sage manages affairs without action and practices the teaching without words. All things arise, and he does not initiate them; they are born, but he does not possess them; he acts, but does not rely on it; the work is accomplished, but he does not dwell on it. It is precisely because he does not dwell on it that he does not go away."

As for Xunzi, the last great synthesizer of the pre-Qin era, his discourse was even more explicit: "If one asks about what is improper, do not answer him; if one tells about what is improper, do not ask him; if one speaks about what is improper, do not listen to him. If one is argumentative, do not debate with him. Therefore, only when he comes by the proper way should you receive him; if not by the proper way, avoid him. Thus, only when his manners are respectful can you speak to him about the way of the Dao; only when his words are compliant can you speak to him about the principles of the Dao; only when his expression is submissive can you speak to him about the ultimate meaning of the Dao. Therefore, to speak to one with whom you cannot speak is called impetuousness; not to speak to one with whom you can speak is called concealment; to speak without observing the expression is called blindness. Therefore, the gentleman is not impetuous, does not conceal, and is not blind; he carefully accords with his own person. The *Book of Songs* says: 'Neither arrogant nor lax, he is granted by the Son of Heaven.' This is what it refers to."

"The trouble with common people is that they are obscured by one corner and dark to the great principle. If there is order, then return to the norm; if there are two doubts, then there is confusion. There are not two Ways under heaven, and the sage does not have two hearts. Now the feudal lords have different governments, and the Hundred Schools have different theories, so they must be either right or wrong, either orderly or chaotic. The rulers of chaotic states and the people of chaotic families, in their sincere hearts, all seek correctness to act for themselves. They are jealous and erroneous regarding the Way, and others lure them to what they pursue. They are partial to what they have accumulated, fearing only to hear its badness. They rely on their partiality to view different arts, fearing only to hear their beauty. Therefore, although they run from order, they do not stop affirming themselves. Is this not being obscured by one corner and losing the correct pursuit! If the mind does not employ it, then white and black are in front but the eyes do not see, thunder drums are at the side but the ears do not hear, how much more so for the messengers? Men of virtue and the Way, the rulers of chaotic states blame them from above, and the people of chaotic families blame them from below. Is this not sad!

"Therefore, regarding obscuration: desire is an obscuration, aversion is an obscuration, beginning is an obscuration, end is an obscuration, far is an obscuration, near is an obscuration, broad is an obscuration, shallow is an obscuration, ancient is an obscuration, modern is an obscuration. Whenever the ten thousand things are different, they do not fail to obscure each other; this is the common trouble of the techniques of the mind."

The Chinese ancient sages were all very kind people. Laozi goes without saying; he could be called the pioneer of Chinese materialism. Xunzi was even more of a benevolent man; he never criticized others. He required those who learned from him to recognize the level of the person they were talking to, and to "not be impetuous, not conceal, and not be blind, but carefully accord with their own person." Even for those "rulers of chaotic states and people of chaotic families," Xunzi believed that "in their sincere hearts, they all seek correctness to act for themselves. They are jealous and erroneous regarding the Way, and others lure them to what they pursue."

Since the People's Party considered itself the vanguard of the working people, it put considerable effort into internal party education. As a bastard saved by Communism and Mao Zedong Thought, the party leader Chen Ke knew better than anyone that people who acted recklessly actually longed for success more than anyone else, and longed to walk the right path more than anyone else. The common characteristic of these losers was nothing more than "striving to learn the visible external manifestations, while not pursuing the internal substance."

And gathered under the banner of the People's Party were China's first-rate and even top-tier talents. They could understand the hardships of labor and the difficulties of getting things done better than anyone. Even if the People's Party's discipline of "Human Behavioral Science" still had many characteristics of "shamanistic religion"—meaning it had not been established for long, and the leaders of the People's Party were all strong individuals who had completed a considerable part of their self-transformation based on their own characteristics, so the theory inevitably presented an elite character. There were also quite a few bastards trying to establish academic hegemony mixed in, but the research system at least had a scientific spirit, and the results were still quite good.

The envoy and Little Mustache had a very happy detailed discussion. Even though their standpoints for understanding the world were different, and their starting points and pursued endpoints were thousands of miles apart, both were men who had transformed themselves. Both deeply knew the pain of the transformation and self-recognition process, so they could fully understand each other's attitudes, even though they actually completely disagreed with the political views upheld by the other.

After discussing China's ancient sages, the Chinese envoy used Mencius's words to compliment Little Mustache: "Shun rose from the fields; Fu Yue was raised from the frame-builders; Jiao Ge was raised from the fish and salt; Guan Yiwu was raised from the jail officer; Sun Shu'ao was raised from the sea; Baili Xi was raised from the market.

"Therefore, when Heaven is about to place a great responsibility on such a man, it always first frustrates his spirit and will, exhausts his muscles and bones, exposes him to starvation and poverty, and harasses him by throwing his undertakings into disorder. In this way it stimulates his mind, toughens his nature, and increases his competence.

"Men constantly make mistakes, and only then can they change; they are distressed in mind and perplexed in thought, and then they arise; it is evidenced in their countenance and expressed in their voice, and then it is understood. If within there are no law-abiding families and wise advisors, and without there are no hostile states and foreign calamities, the state will often perish.

"Then we know that life springs from sorrow and calamity, and death from ease and pleasure."

Little Mustache did not agree with the thoughts of Laozi and Xunzi, but this passage from Mencius seemed custom-made for him personally. Rising from a corporal to become the Führer who saved Germany, he had experienced dropping out of school, being rejected by his beloved art academy, starving, being a tramp, eating relief food in Vienna, carrying a gun in the trenches of World War I, almost being blinded by poison gas, being heartbroken over Germany's tragic plight after the war, launching the Beer Hall Putsch, sitting in the Weimar government's prison, breaking with his Stormtrooper comrades in the Nazi Party, and having to execute Röhm...

Amidst painful tempering that ordinary people could not accept, a person like Little Mustache was finally cast. Everything he experienced was not him "looking for trouble" to gain his current position, but rather him remaining unswervingly dedicated to his goal, crossing one difficulty and obstacle after another, walking a path no one else had walked, and only then standing in his current position.

Mencius said, "If within there are no law-abiding families and wise advisors, and without there are no hostile states and foreign calamities, the state will often perish."

Mencius said, "Then we know that life springs from sorrow and calamity, and death from ease and pleasure."

Little Mustache had also said almost exactly the same things. Upon learning for the first time that an Eastern sage from over two thousand years ago had spoken words he believed in so deeply, he felt a heightened sense of awe for Eastern culture.

On this foundation of awe and understanding, Little Mustache finally believed that the envoy before him was someone he could talk to. He tentatively asked about China's attitude towards the Soviet Union.

"We can accept naval attacks from Britain and the United States, but our national power cannot withstand a strategic posture of fighting on two fronts." The Chinese envoy answered very clearly. China not only could not be an enemy of the Soviet Union but also had to rely on the Soviet Union to guarantee the security of most of its borders. China could only guarantee one strategic direction, which was the strategic direction towards the south.

"If we open an outlet to the Indian Ocean, regardless of whether we hope for peace or desire war, the British will fight us to the end. In this strategic direction, we also have no room for choice..." The Chinese envoy upheld an attitude of open conspiracy. Things that would happen were destined to happen; to reach an agreement with a smart person like Little Mustache, using conspiracies was useless.

The fact was indeed so; Little Mustache had absolutely no excited reaction to the idea of China fighting Britain. After listening to China's viewpoint, Little Mustache asked a question, "Is China not afraid of the United States aiding Britain?"

"The United States also has two different choices. If the United States makes a move on Canada, it shows that the United States' strategic goal has also become dividing up Britain," the Chinese envoy replied.

Historically, the process of the United States taking over world hegemony was quite "peaceful." After Germany finished off France and began blockading Britain, Britain used its military bases around the world to exchange for 50 broken-down warships from the United States for escort duties. The transfer of hegemony between Britain and the United States was thus completed. Relying on its powerful naval strength, the United States took over command of the sea and from then on stepped into the position of world boss. Of course, this hegemony was not stable; first there was the Soviet Union. Even right after the United States signed the Bretton Woods system, it was punched back to the 38th Parallel by China in Korea. In the decades that followed, the United States could be said to have done its utmost to maintain its position as the new world boss. It was not until the collapse of the Soviet Union that the United States firmly sat in the hegemon's seat.

The United States in 1939 did not expect that the position of new world hegemon was close at hand, so America's ambition was not that great either. The world hegemon at this time was still Britain.

If China took action in the Western Pacific, and if Germany took action in Europe, once the United States strategically chose to annex Canada, the world would set off a frenzy of dividing up the British Empire. In terms of industrial capacity, Britain was no longer a match for the United States and China. In terms of land warfare capability, Britain was also unable to single-handedly challenge Germany. With such weak capabilities, yet possessing huge territories and colonies, Britain was a big piece of fat meat in the eyes of the Great Powers. Kill the British cow, and the Great Powers could all have a happy New Year.

Facing Little Mustache's inquiry, the Chinese envoy was not fooled, because Chen Ke had explicitly pointed out that Little Mustache actually wanted to make peace with Britain, and even hoped to "peacefully" share the world with Britain. This indecisive mentality was also the inevitable result of the insufficient strength in Little Mustache's hands. Little Mustache knew he couldn't finish off Britain, so he hoped to reach a cooperative relationship with Britain strategically.

The Chinese envoy's judgment on the United States convinced Little Mustache considerably. The United States had always wanted to dominate the Americas alone; if the United States abandoned Britain, the best way would be nothing other than swallowing Canada. Historically, the United States had done this once, and was then pushed back by the British, who even burned down the President's office. The "White House" was so named because the President's office, blackened by the fire, was reorganized and painted with white lime. After painting, it was felt to look quite good, and only then was the external color of the "White House" finally established.

For Little Mustache, the world powers killing the cow for the New Year was a somewhat horrifying "setting." He did not know that when the Chinese Politburo deduced this process, especially when Chen Ke said "the Great Powers set off a frenzy of dividing up Britain," the People's Party Politburo was first stunned, and then burst into laughter. One must know that when the People's Party rose in revolution in 1905, one of the driving forces for the Chinese revolutionaries to rise was that the world powers had set off a frenzy of dividing up China.

Thirty years east of the river, thirty years west. It had really only been thirty years, and China, which had once been in the position of being divided up, was now seriously considering participating in the frenzy of dividing up Britain in the capacity of a Great Power. The humor of reality probably went no further than this.

Regardless of what Little Mustache's attitude actually was, the Chinese envoy noticed one thing. In all the strategic discussions, Little Mustache did not mention France a single time. This was by no means Little Mustache forgetting; the Chinese envoy could be certain that Little Mustache was dead set on resolving France. Just as Little Mustache stated in his book *Mein Kampf*, Germany must resolve France. If Germany wanted to resolve France, it was destined to go to war with Britain. The envoy's sole purpose was just this one thing: to determine Germany's attitude towards the Sino-British war. Germany could certainly profit from the Sino-British war, but Germany could not be allowed to stand on Britain's side.

There were a large number of pro-British fellows within Germany, especially among the high-level officials where the pro-British were exceptionally numerous. The matter of the Chinese envoy visiting Little Mustache had not been hermetically sealed. Although they did not know exactly what the content of this negotiation was, the British knew of the secret cooperation between the Chinese and German sides. The pro-British faction in the German military had sold all this intelligence to the British.

For the British, China, this country on the frontier of the world, was truly too annoying. In the cabinet meeting, First Lord of the Admiralty Churchill once again began clamoring about finishing off China.

The construction progress of the Kra Canal was very fast. China was not only digging holes for its life in the Kra Isthmus, but the oil pipelines and railways had also been completed. The Siamese government simply dared not go to war with China, and after China intervened, the Siamese government found that British oppression of Siam had also greatly decreased. The British were not fools either; what benefit would there be in forcing Siam to China's side at this time?

Once this canal was completed, the Chinese fleet would be able to set off from their ports in Cambodia and charge directly into the Indian Ocean. The Indian Ocean was Britain's back garden, a region where no other power was absolutely allowed to meddle. Churchill's tough attitude received the support of quite a few people in the British cabinet.

Chamberlain was not opposed to taking action against China; he was only opposed to taking action against China without absolute certainty of victory. The purpose of Britain's appeasement of Germany was to divert the disaster eastward, that is, hoping that Germany could focus its attention to the east. After all, this fellow Little Mustache had been shouting anti-communism for decades, and this attitude was appreciated by Britain.

Another reason was that Britain needed time to prepare for war. Originally, Britain hoped to continue signing a new naval limitation treaty, but unexpectedly China jumped out and demanded a naval scale of the same proportion as Britain. With such a proportion, plus Japan which was already in collusion with China, a naval force with a total number exceeding Britain's would appear in the Far East. Britain's top priority was to protect the Atlantic, where there was already a US Navy with the same number and tonnage as the British Navy. If a more powerful navy appeared in the Far East, the doomsday of the British world hegemon would arrive.

In order to appease the hardliners represented by Churchill, Chamberlain could only temporarily commission Churchill to lead a fleet to put pressure on China. What Chamberlain was truly waiting for was the envoy sent to the United States. Chamberlain attempted to pull the United States in to balance the newly emerged China-Japan-Korea tripartite alliance in Asia. If the United States was willing to strengthen its forces in the Far East and deter China together with Britain, Britain would be able to breathe a huge sigh of relief.

The envoy ran to the United States and talked for a while, but Roosevelt did not come up with any decent response. Instead, the isolationist faction in the US, smelling the gunpowder of a new round of war, started to make a fuss. A few days ago, on February 1, 1939, a "National Mothers' Alliance" was created in the United States. This alliance openly wrote an open letter to Congress demanding a ban on US participation in foreign wars. The backing behind this was obviously the Republican Party. The Republicans hated Roosevelt's New Deal, which expanded the power of the federal government and was dedicated to government management, to the bone. They tried every means to strike at Roosevelt before the general election. The effort to get Roosevelt to intervene in Asia and participate in the war together with Britain seemed to have suffered a considerable blow.

Just then, the Prime Minister's secretary rushed into the cabinet meeting. Disregarding so many big shots in the meeting, the secretary said loudly, "First Lord of the Admiralty Churchill has sent back a telegram; the Chinese Navy and the British Navy have engaged in battle!"

A wave of noise instantly rose in the cabinet meeting. Chamberlain stared at the secretary, dumbfounded. He had not received any notice of China declaring war beforehand. Nor had he heard of China making any large-scale military movements in the Far East. How did they just start fighting?
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First Move (1)

A massive shadow moved slowly across the mountainous region of the Kra Isthmus. China had not expelled the local Siamese inhabitants from the Chinese "concession" at the Kra Isthmus. The Siamese people in the mountains watched the behemoth in the sky moving slowly, and the more devout Buddhists could not help but kneel and worship. A behemoth capable of flying in the sky was undoubtedly an object worthy of worship for Buddhists.

Compared to the massive airship, the control device suspended below and the main body of the warship being carried appeared quite insignificant. However, this was the true purpose of China deploying such a big guy. Just like the Ottoman Turks attacking Constantinople in history, the Chinese were transporting a "fleet" from one ocean to another via a non-maritime route.

The relatively easy-to-excavate parts of the Kra Canal had already been completed, shortening the straight-line distance between the two ends to less than ten kilometers. Although construction in the mountainous area was difficult, the quarried stones could be poured with special concrete to form sturdy canal embankments, saving a lot of effort in transportation.

On the Indian Ocean side, the Chinese Indian Ocean Fleet, established to defend the Kra Canal, had been in existence for three years. Large vessels lacked ports where they could be stationed near the Kra Isthmus, while small vessels could not reach the Indian Ocean on their own endurance, coupled with strenuous obstruction by the British. The railway across the Kra Isthmus was being reinforced and expanded into a heavy-duty railway, but even a heavy-duty railway could not carry warships weighing hundreds or thousands of tons. China was building a shipyard on the Indian Ocean side of the Kra Isthmus to assemble equipment and parts transported over into warships. At the same time, they introduced some relatively mature airship technology from Germany and used it to transport small warships from the Pacific side over the distance of a dozen kilometers through the air to the Indian Ocean.

The shipyard at this stage was mainly responsible for installation and commissioning. These warships carried only a hollow main body during transport; everything that could be dismantled was removed to reduce weight, and then installed and commissioned after arriving at the Indian Ocean. The People's Navy Indian Ocean Fleet already possessed over forty small warships, including submarines. These warships, with a maximum tonnage of no more than 800 tons, demonstrated China's presence in the Indian Ocean.

At this moment, the giant transport airships that usually took turns were all deployed together, transporting warships to the Indian Ocean as if their lives depended on it. Accompanying the airships were air formations; the naval battle between China and Britain had not ended long ago. Land-based aviation greatly expanded their reconnaissance range, guarding against a counterattack by the British Navy.

At 12:00 noon on January 29, 1939, a British fleet including three battleships and three heavy cruisers first arrogantly drove away several Chinese warships conducting hydrological surveys more than 300 kilometers from the Indian Ocean exit of the Kra Canal. At 9:00 am on January 30, they approached the anchorage of the Chinese Indian Ocean Fleet.

In recent years, it was a common occurrence for the British fleet to come and demonstrate, but in the past, the largest tonnage was only heavy cruisers. The flagship of the People's Navy Indian Ocean Fleet, the *Zhoushan*, was just an ordinary frigate with a displacement of 800 tons. The finalized destroyer of the People's Party was already a 3,500-ton fellow; compared to this ordinary frigate, the flagship of the People's Navy Indian Ocean Fleet was just a little guy.

Although the ships were small, it did not mean the People's Navy had any fear. Whether it was the airfield at the Kra Isthmus or the airfields in Cambodia, they could directly launch and land various combat aircraft, including four-engine heavy bombers, and torpedo bombers were present on a large scale. In numerous exercises, these aircraft were sufficient to deal with any British fleet.

As usual, the sub-fleet of the People's Navy Indian Ocean Fleet immediately set sail to "expel" the British fleet, and the Air Force also began to take off. Preparations for battle were made. As for the underwater coastal submarine force, it was dispatched urgently. These coastal submarines were the real trump cards; theoretically, six coastal submarines in an encirclement state were enough to sink any British battleship.

In the past, the British fleet basically played the "surfing" mode, using the advantage of their huge hulls to create waves while sailing to impact the Chinese warships. The difference in tonnage between the warships of the two sides was too great, and the Chinese Navy's warships were tossed about endlessly in the huge waves created by the huge British warships. This could be considered a "strike" by the British side against the Chinese Navy.

Every time, the officers and soldiers of the Chinese warships were soaked through by the huge waves, and the triumphant laughter of the British Navy could be seen through binoculars. It was only after the Chinese Air Force used the British fleet as imaginary enemies and went through a comprehensive tactical exercise that the British fleet would choose to leave. Both Britain and China were satisfied with their respective needs.

The Royal Navy naturally believed that firing a few casual shots could overturn those Chinese "small sampans." As for the "flies" buzzing in the sky, the Royal Navy's anti-aircraft gunners also conducted countless exercises, including loading live ammunition but not firing it.

As for the Chinese side, while the surface fleet of the Navy certainly felt stifled, the underwater submarine force accumulated a lot of new experience, and the Chinese Air Force repeatedly practiced various simulated tactics.

If you walk often by the river, how can your shoes not get wet? When both sides entered the stage of intimidation with live ammunition, an accidental discharge became an inevitability. Since Britain had dispatched a massive fleet, the Chinese side was also quite tense. As a result, Comrade Zhu Yao, Commander of the Kra Military Region and Commander of the People's Navy Indian Ocean Fleet, ordered the entire Air Force to fly at ultra-low altitude.

This deterrence was very real. When the British Navy saw planes loaded with bombs and torpedoes flying over, almost grazing the masts of the British battleships, and the bombs and torpedoes were clearly visible to the naked eye, the psychological pressure can be imagined. Facing the Chinese planes screaming past as if they would never stop, the British anti-aircraft gunners spun around like tops, their waists harnessed to the machine gun mounts at the rear of the anti-aircraft machine guns.

It must be known that both sides were loaded with live ammunition, and the British side was actually quite worried that the Chinese Air Force would suddenly launch an attack on the British fleet. The machine gunners were dizzy from spinning, and their fear and anger gradually overwhelmed their sanity amidst the close-range flying of the screaming Chinese planes. At 14:22 in the afternoon, a machine gunner on a British destroyer actually began to shoot.

The bullets hit a Chinese plane, but obviously, a panicked machine gunner could not have any particular accuracy. The right engine of a Chinese Air Force plane emitted a few puffs of black smoke.

The Chinese Air Force did not get agitated, or rather, the commander very calmly ordered a withdrawal. The Chinese Air Force, covering the sky, retreated cleanly in a short time. The British, of course, could not receive the Chinese Air Force's communications, so they could not hear the roars of the Chinese Air Force pilots on the Chinese radio channels at all, nor could they hear the Chinese Air Force commander shouting: "Retreat first. When we come back later, we will send all the British to the bottom of the sea."

What the British saw was that as soon as their anti-aircraft machine guns opened fire, the Chinese Air Force all ran away. The commander of the fleet obviously misjudged the situation; he thought the Chinese Air Force had been scared away, and the commanders of the British fleet thought the same. So when the signal officer received a signal from the flagship of the Chinese Indian Ocean Navy, a small sampan of less than a thousand tons, demanding that the British fleet hand over the perpetrator's information, laughter even rang out in the command room on the British flagship, HMS *Prince of Wales*.

When the Chinese fleet signaled again, "If you do not stop within thirty minutes and hand over the perpetrator, our side will consider your side to have taken hostile action against us," most of the British naval officers still thought the Chinese were bluffing. Even the few naval officers who felt things were not right did not think there was any reason to hand over a British naval serviceman to the Chinese. It was just that the British also felt things were not quite right, and they began to move away from the coast, heading towards the Andaman Islands.

Thus, at 16:13 on January 30, 1939, the Chinese Air Force launched an attack on the British fleet. This was the first time the Royal Navy had suffered a large-scale aerial attack, and it was also the first real war the Royal Air Force encountered after World War I.

Real war was completely different from the intimidating flight of the Chinese Air Force just now. The reason intimidating flight was intimidation was firstly because China knew Britain could not truly carry out a strike against the Chinese Air Force. So during the flight, the fighter planes got completely close to the British fleet, and those bold pilots even controlled their planes to bank sideways, flying past in the same direction as the British warships at a distance of only fifty-odd meters from the British battleships. Such a flight attitude clearly displayed the wings and the bombs carried under the fuselage to the people on the British warships.

Actual combat was far less thrilling than this intimidating flight. The planes opened up the distance from the British warships, but the torpedo bombers flew straight towards the British warships. First flying at sea level, they released their torpedoes at the distance they had trained for many times, then the pilots pulled up the planes with all their might, striving to climb rapidly before entering the British air defense circle, and then tried their best to turn the nose around to escape the danger zone.

The British fleet had absolutely not expected the Chinese to actually play for real. White trails formed by torpedoes on the surface of the sea lunged fiercely towards the British warships. This was no longer an exercise, but a real war. Even though they harbored great confusion in their hearts, the well-trained British Navy still began emergency turns, attempting to dodge the Chinese attacks.

The destroyers on the periphery suffered first. Perhaps it was bad luck, or perhaps the Chinese Air Force still remembered that warship that opened fire on the Chinese Air Force. That firing destroyer was the first to be hit by a torpedo. Amidst a huge explosion, a massive column of water and fire rose from the middle of this destroyer. Moments later, a huge fire rose from the middle of this destroyer; the destroyer's armor was completely unable to withstand the torpedo attack, the ammunition depot was detonated, and the destroyer instantly broke into two pieces and sank into the sea.

"Send a telegram to Singapore, China has attacked our warships!" In the deadly silent command room, the fleet commander howled.

Almost at the same time, in the Kra Military Region Headquarters, the Political Commissar frowned and said to Commander Zhu Yao: "Starting the war now, isn't it a bit too hasty?"

"The British have already fired the first shot, are we supposed to wait for them to fire the second?" Zhu Yao's face was full of murderous intent. "The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army has never been afraid of war. Since the British refuse to hand over the perpetrator, then we can consider that it was the British commander who ordered his subordinate to open fire."

Seeing the Political Commissar still hesitating slightly, Zhu Yao said loudly: "We have all studied the history of the First Sino-Japanese War. Before the war broke out, the Japanese army not only had no mental preparation to fight to Shanhaiguan, they didn't even have an operational plan to fight across the Yalu River! Against a large country like China, although they knew its weakness, the fear left by Toyotomi Hideyoshi dying of illness amidst the cannon fire of the Great Ming hundreds of years ago still prevented Japan from taking the steps of aggression. Who let the Japanese army kill their way into China?"

The Political Commissar fell silent. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had discussed this many times, and the content was even more profound than Japan's own analysis.

The Japanese records were somewhat absurd. Because a large amount of equipment abandoned by Ye Zhichao was captured in Pyongyang, Japanese morale was greatly boosted. The field guns and repeating rifles of the Qing Army were even more advanced than Japanese equipment, yet they collapsed at the first touch, giving the Japanese army a "new understanding" of China. However, they still obeyed orders and stopped at the Yalu River, not daring to cross easily.

At this time, a troop of Qing cavalry came from the opposite bank—this was the so-called "Iron Cavalry of the Eight Banners." A Japanese vanguard unit of only thirty men opened fire across the river and prepared to dig trenches for defense on the spot. Unexpectedly, the cavalry troop of hundreds of Qing soldiers immediately fled in a swarm, throwing away their helmets and armor! So the Japanese squad leader took it upon himself to cross the river in pursuit... and the subsequent Japanese troops followed immediately.

What about disobeying orders? Victors are not blamed. To be precise, these Japanese soldiers who disobeyed orders simply discovered a fact.

From that moment on, China's dignity was completely gone in the hearts of the Japanese.

Zhu Yao was naturally very clear about this. Seeing that the Political Commissar no longer attempted to object, he continued: "If we let the British retreat unscathed after firing the first shot at us, what will the British think? What they see is a China that dares not use force to maintain its own dignity. What is the difference between that China, for which so many revolutionary martyrs sacrificed their lives, and the weak Manchu Qing? If the Military Commission wants to punish someone after the war, then punish me. I would rather win the battle and then bear the responsibility for starting hostilities unauthorized, than ever disgrace the military flag!"

"Are the Chinese crazy?" In the command room of the British fleet flagship HMS *Prince of Wales*, the fleet commander howled. He had not come to fight a war originally; even Churchill, the hardliner, was not prepared to launch a war against China so unpreparedly. The purpose of this fleet was to demonstrate and to constantly probe China's bottom line. But obviously, that burst of gunfire had indeed probed out China's bottom line.

Under a fierce attack of torpedoes, all Chinese warplanes lunged madly at the British fleet. The destroyers and light cruisers on the periphery were constantly hit. The flames of explosions and thick black smoke painted a scene of war over the warm waters of the Indian Ocean.

After breaking through the periphery of the British fleet, the Chinese Air Force began to launch fierce attacks on the battleships and heavy cruisers in the center of the formation.

Several bombers lined up in a row and took the lead in attacking the battlecruiser HMS *Repulse*. Subsequently, 18 torpedo bombers also dropped torpedoes one by one, carrying out attacks on the *Repulse* and the *Prince of Wales*. The anti-aircraft guns of the *Prince of Wales*, the *Repulse*, and other warships opened fire in unison, and several torpedo bombers were hit by shells and crashed into the sea. But the remaining Chinese planes still did not dodge or evade, continuing to lunge fiercely at the *Repulse*.

The British fleet could no longer figure out how many Chinese planes were in the sky. Rows and columns of torpedo bombers lunged down from the clouds, constantly releasing torpedoes at the British fleet. And the bombers, in even neater formations, dropped dense clusters of bombs on the British fleet. The screech of bombs tearing through the air was like the whistle of the Grim Reaper. Huge columns of water were blown up on the sea surface, and from time to time bombs hit the decks, immediately blasting out patches of fire and death.

And in the eyes of the Chinese Air Force, the British warships very cleverly began to release smoke screens, attempting to obscure the Chinese Air Force's vision. This stuff might be relatively useful for naval battles, but it was not quite enough against attacks from the air. Because of the "repeated exercises" with British warships as opponents these days, the tactical level of the Chinese Air Force had improved very quickly.

Looking down from the air, tracks of white torpedoes were like blooming white spider chrysanthemums, and the center of the chrysanthemum was the British fleet shrouded in smoke. The British Air Force's air defense thinking was really too backward, or perhaps because of the Chinese Air Force's surprise attack, after the British peripheral fleet was eliminated, they relied on a few large warships and simply could not construct an effective air defense system.

It must be admitted that the traditional naval combat strength of the British Navy was indeed very powerful. Facing such fierce torpedo attacks, the British Navy's battleships and large vessels still evaded most of the torpedoes. It was just that any evasion has a limit. After attacks by two consecutive waves of nine torpedo bombers, the battlecruiser *Repulse* was hit by 4 torpedoes and several heavy bombs. The bow tilted up, and the stern sank rapidly. Subsequently, the next wave of nine torpedo bombers launched torpedoes at this shadowy warship in the smoke. This time, the 9 torpedoes were not dodged by the *Repulse*. All nine torpedoes hit the hull. The *Repulse*'s ammunition depot exploded moments later, and it sank completely a few minutes later.

After losing the *Repulse*, more than 30 torpedo bombers and bombers began to fiercely attack the British fleet flagship *Prince of Wales*. The air defense net, which was already powerless, could not stop this kind of saturation attack at all. In just two rounds of attacks, the *Prince of Wales* was hit by a total of 8 torpedoes and countless heavy bombs. The *Prince of Wales*, known as the "unsinkable battleship," sank into the sea along with Phillips and all the officers and men on board.

The last turn fell to the battleship *Warspite*. This warship, temporarily transferred from the Mediterranean Fleet, was very lucky. Even when the other two battleships had already sunk, it continued to persist. And a bomb falling from the sky plugged straight into the *Warspite*'s funnel, but it turned out to be a dud and actually did not explode.

However, with the funnel blocked, the *Warspite*'s boilers began to be unable to withstand the huge pressure, and power output encountered significant problems. This slowed down the *Warspite*'s speed.

Attacks from the air failed to cause damage to the *Warspite*. However, the underwater Chinese submarines had already caught up, risking friendly fire. A submarine numbered Q047 determined the position of the *Warspite* via sonar and fired four torpedoes in succession at a fifteen-degree angle. Because it dared not show its head, the submarine began to evacuate after firing the torpedoes. And the *Warspite*'s good luck ended here; all four torpedoes hit the *Warspite*. Four large holes were blown in the hull of this warship, and the ship tilted rapidly to the left. The Chinese Air Force seized the opportunity for a fierce attack, and the *Warspite* only persisted for less than twenty minutes before sinking.

At 18:22 on January 30, 1939, the British fleet that had come to intimidate the Chinese Indian Ocean Fleet was entirely buried in the sea near the Kra Isthmus.
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113 First Move (2)

Churchill was a very interesting person. Before World War II, he liked to show off with his maverick attitude. After World War II ended, the wartime cabinet had to be dissolved. Churchill resigned, and a general election was held. The Conservative Party, originally full of confidence and believing that Churchill's contributions during the war would ensure a smooth election, suffered a disastrous defeat. Although Churchill himself was elected as a Member of Parliament, the Conservative Party only won 197 seats, while the Labour Party won 393 seats, gaining the right to form a cabinet. Labour leader Clement Attlee was elected Prime Minister. This was mainly because the goal of building a welfare state proposed by the Labour Party had a huge attraction to the British society that was destitute after the war. Churchill, who led the British people to victory, was abandoned. He later quoted the ancient Greek writer Plutarch: "Ingratitude towards their great men is the mark of a strong people." Churchill formally stepped down from the post of Prime Minister.

Chen Ke was very familiar with this sour tone; incompetent people all had this tune. In the era when Chen Ke himself was good for nothing, he loved this kind of sourness the most. So when Churchill brought troops to Asia to demonstrate, Chen Ke felt somewhat delighted. The greatest hobby of an incompetent person is to bluff and bluster. Chen Ke knew this well; these people were the objects of the most ruthless purges within the People's Party.

Churchill had to face the pragmatists of the People's Party. The comrades of the People's Party at least knew that whether one was smart or not, a sage or not, was a personal issue, but self-righteousness was a fundamental issue of self-destruction. The development of events even exceeded Chen Ke's expectations. Regardless of under what circumstances the British fired the first shot, it was the British who fired the first shot after all. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army immediately followed tradition and did not give the British demonstration fleet a chance to fire a second shot.

Commander Zhu Yao's telegram still revealed some timidity. He either pretended or played dumb and sent a telegram, saying very bachelor-like at the end that he was willing to take responsibility. Chen Ke was a bit angry about this. He was not angry because Zhu Yao fought this battle. It was because Zhu Yao's approach was too affected, hypocritical to the point of being excessive. Therefore, in his reply, Chen Ke did not mention the war issue at all, but asked what the Military Region Party Committee actually wanted to say.

After dealing with Zhu Yao's matter first, Chen Ke invited Li Runshi over, and the two talked about this matter.

Li Runshi had already finished processing other matters. First, China issued a notification to major countries, informing them that after the British naval fleet fired on Chinese aircraft, China first asked the British to hand over the perpetrators, but the British fleet refused to obey. China had no choice but to annihilate the British fleet.

This was news enough to make other countries dumbfounded, and also news that Chen Ke and Li Runshi didn't care about at all. Both of them were very pragmatic beings; there were few things in this world that could make these two feel at a loss. Even the war with Britain did not disrupt the pace of Chen Ke and Li Runshi in the slightest.

After discussing this matter, Chen Ke talked about things that made him feel at a loss. This matter had nothing to do with foreign countries; it was purely China's domestic affair. Chen Ke's dream for China did have some expectation that "the six hundred million in this land are all Shuns and Yaos". If every Chinese could reach at least the level of Confucius, the realization of communism should be stress-free. And Li Runshi was obviously superior to Confucius.

"Where does Chairman Chen think the problem hindering human progress lies?" Li Runshi did not feel that Chen Ke's idea was arrogant at all, although this idea was indeed very arrogant.

Chen Ke replied: "I have done little research on physical reasons. Biologically, everyone is subtly different. But socially, the biggest problem is that everyone wants to entangle all problems together. In essence, Chinese culture is advanced enough, but many people are taking shortcuts. They all want to make good use of the thing 'good guys and bad guys' alienated by Confucianism, wanting to establish a concept of either absolute good guys or absolute bad guys. As long as such an ideological system and cognitive concept are established, then everyone only needs to be able to prove that they are correct in one place, and then they can make themselves absolutely correct good people. Then use this to establish their unshakable position. In the final analysis, it's still that metaphysical set."

Chen Ke himself used to be proficient in this, simply because he was a piece of trash, so he hit walls everywhere. When he stopped thinking he was correct, he began to possess power instead. If it weren't for the fact that Chen Ke had already begun to try to hold high the banner of materialism at that time, he probably would have gone to the other extreme. That is, power is everything, and bad guys are beings with ability.

As a famous theorist in the party, Li Runshi naturally understood this very well. He laughed: "This requires changing human nature, transforming one's own biological nature. How can human beings understand themselves so easily? Moreover, most people do not have the ability and opportunity to try another kind of life. But one thing is inevitable: no one can walk on an absolutely correct path. History is spiraling upward after all."

"So I hope Comrade Li Runshi can do more work in this area, do more work in human behavioristics and ideology." Chen Ke replied.

Li Runshi didn't expect Chen Ke to assign him a new task again. He immediately refused, "My research in these works is limited..."

Chen Ke interrupted Li Runshi, "You must have heard the rumor that I want you to be the next Party Chairman. I must tell you, this is true."

Li Runshi was stunned. Chen Ke's words were really too unexpected; this was not a joke. This would be a decision determining China's future. And Chen Ke himself was not a person who would joke about such things.

"I hope to destroy everything of old China, including China's old thoughts. Push the people to a higher realm, let every person become a laborer, become a member of the ruling class. This certainly requires the development of productive forces as a foundation, but the mere development of productive forces cannot achieve this." Chen Ke answered calmly, as if it was two completely different matters from the intensity of the content he was discussing.

"It is very difficult for a person to seek truth from facts. To seek truth from facts, one must first clearly recognize how incompetent one is. Even if we point out the correct path clearly and plainly, those who have not experienced it simply haven't experienced it. The ensuing problem is that a person cannot find their own positioning; they don't know who they are. The people will go to choose imitation, and imitation is the most harmful thing, because science needs no imitation; natural physical and chemical laws exist inherently. That must be 'grasping the mandate of nature and using it'. As for imitating other people's behavior, the vast majority of purposes are to imitate success. Success cannot be imitated, because in this world there is only the matter of whether the work is completed, and there is no such thing as whether it is successful. Today's success is very likely the foreshadowing of tomorrow's failure. Today's stepping stone may be tomorrow's stumbling block. Imitating success is trying to grasp the past, hoping to control the future, instead of living in the present. Who can imitate the reality of the present? There is simply no way to imitate."

"If every Chinese person can look at problems by seeking truth from facts, not going to learn to seek truth from facts, but really seeking truth from facts, then China will really enter a great era. This is beyond doubt."

Li Runshi listened quietly to Chen Ke's words. People's Party members probably all realized this; those who didn't realize it would also be purged. But to make the whole of China reach this level, the workload was a bit too large. And it was plainly unrealistic. So Li Runshi asked tentatively: "Is Chairman Chen dissatisfied with some comrades?"

"If I were dissatisfied with anyone, then I wouldn't need to do anything else, just be dissatisfied every day. Have you seen Comrade Zhu Yao's telegram?" After Chen Ke finished speaking, he handed Zhu Yao's telegram to Li Runshi.

After reading it, Li Runshi slightly associated it with Chen Ke's words, and he couldn't help laughing.

Chen Ke also smiled helplessly, "No one should go learn from others. On this point, I somewhat can't help wanting to promote quite a few of Confucius's thoughts. But what I fear now is that someone wants to take the opportunity to stir up trouble, creating some stuff like 'Great Sage and Supreme Teacher'. Regardless of whether this hat is put on Confucius's head or on my head, this is a great failure of the revolution. Those who can truly do things know that they are full of deficiencies, and every thing they do has problems. The more people who damn well don't do things, the more they like to clamor about justice, the more they like to advocate the existence of absolute justice. Because justice does not need practice, justice does not need scientific verification, justice only needs self-appointment."

Li Runshi certainly wouldn't think that Chen Ke was unhappy because of Zhu Yao. Even if he was, it was because Zhu Yao tried to learn "to be responsible for the whole". It is already remarkable for a person to be responsible for themselves and for their own job; who can be responsible for the whole? At least the system itself has determined everyone's responsibilities. Zhu Yao beating the British hard had already taken responsibility for his duty. The system did not hand over the power to declare war and diplomatic power to Zhu Yao; Zhu Yao's statement was obviously crossing the line. And most importantly, Zhu Yao's crossing the line was not because he wanted to cross the line himself, but because he didn't figure out what was going on.

Li Runshi never thought there was any need to sanctify thoughts and systems. He could completely understand Chen Ke's dissatisfaction and even unease. And Li Runshi understood at this moment the reason why Chen Ke wanted Li Runshi to be the next Party Chairman. Because Li Runshi himself was clear about these things, and was sincerely willing to explain these things clearly to the people.

"Is Chairman Chen afraid that Comrade Zhu Yao has even more incorrect ideas?" Li Runshi asked.

"Yes." Chen Ke replied, "Not just Comrade Zhu Yao, I am afraid other comrades have even more incorrect ideas. For example, now that I criticize Comrade Zhu Yao, immediately someone will try to find the so-called correct handling method from it. They think Comrade Zhu Yao did wrong. In fact, I don't think Comrade Zhu Yao did anything wrong at all; I just think Comrade Zhu Yao didn't do it scientifically enough. If I say this, there will be comrades who think Comrade Zhu Yao didn't do wrong, and they can learn from Comrade Zhu Yao's approach. No grass grows on a busy road, no hair grows on a smart head. But in order to make others say they are smart, they shave their heads bald; that is called self-righteousness. This is the most terrible thing."

"Was it because Comrade Stalin was afraid of the CPSU comrades being self-righteous and trying to maintain iron discipline that the Great Purge was implemented?" Li Runshi asked.

"This is definitely one of the reasons." Chen Ke replied, "The Long March of the revolution has really only taken the first step."

As if to prove Chen Ke's pessimistic expectation, at the Politburo meeting, sure enough, someone accused Zhu Yao of disregarding deployment and starting hostilities without authorization. And hearing Chen Ke clearly state "victors are not to be condemned", the eyes of some comrades immediately changed, and the words they spoke also changed. Li Runshi saw it very clearly, and he also believed Chen Ke's pessimistic expectation.

But the southward strategy had become an unshakeable matter at this time. The British delivered meat to the door. After China destroyed three battleships, three heavy cruisers, and more than a dozen light cruisers and destroyers, the British Asian Fleet suffered an unprecedented blow. If the British wanted to retaliate against China, or at least wanted to maintain naval power in Asia, they would have to transfer other fleets to Asia.

After receiving the news of the naval battle, the first reaction of all countries was surprise. They used various channels to inquire whether this matter was true, and if it was true, to what extent the follow-up of the matter had developed.

Combat and declaration of war were two different matters. Even though Britain suffered such a big loss, the British cabinet did not reach a complete consensus on declaring war. The scale of this battle was indeed large, but the British were simply not prepared for a war with China in Asia. Chamberlain had focused all his energy on strengthening the national defense of the British homeland for two years; this was a completely defensive posture. The people in the cabinet jumping up and down wanting to fight out first were people like Churchill, and such people simply did not occupy any advantage in the British cabinet.

At this time, Churchill was in Singapore. After the demonstration fleet was annihilated, this blustering person had no effective response at all. The fleet in Singapore was simply not enough to launch an attack on China. The industrial capacity of British colonies was very weak, especially in Asia and the Indian Ocean region. There was no home port in the Far East capable of repairing British warships, and the level of India's shipbuilding industry was simply not enough to support shipyards meeting British naval standards. However, blustering people have their own qualities that ordinary people cannot reach. That is talking big!

As early as 1910 when Churchill served as Home Secretary, he was criticized for his unyielding attitude towards workers' strikes and demonstrations. During his tenure, he repeatedly ordered the military and police to suppress strikes and demonstrations. The most famous action was the "Siege of Sidney Street" in January 1911. After the police learned that a group of Eastern European anarchists had robbed a jewelry store, Churchill personally arrived at the scene to command the siege operation, mobilizing cannons and troops. A photographer took a photo of Churchill at the scene. The incident of Churchill being photographed at the scene of the Sidney Street killing was exaggerated. Conservative Party leader Arthur Balfour mocked Churchill: "He (Churchill) and that photographer are both disregarding their precious lives. I know what this photographer is doing, but what is this honorable gentleman doing?"

In October 1911, Churchill was appointed First Lord of the Admiralty. At the beginning, many frictions occurred between him and his subordinates. He required subordinate officials to strictly obey his authority, dismissed officials who did not submit to him, and allowed grassroots officers and soldiers to publish remarks criticizing their superiors. Although it attracted praise among the grassroots, it caused dissatisfaction among the four Sea Lords directly under the First Lord of the Admiralty.

Such a character was very good at propaganda. After learning that the deterrence action he led had completely went bankrupt, Churchill did not say anything to the British cabinet, but spoke to the media through channels, "We suffered a shameful sneak attack by the Chinese. The Royal Navy made terrible sacrifices. Now Britain is in a state of war. In this war, I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat. You ask: what is our aim? I can answer in one word: victory. Victory at all costs, victory in spite of all terror, victory, however long and hard the road may be; for without victory, there is no survival."

The British Empire still had an extreme psychological advantage over China. After Churchill's extremely inflammatory speech was made public, a huge wave was immediately set off in Britain. The whole of Britain demanded severe punishment for China, reproducing the victory of 1840 again. Without even trying to win over enough allies first, British MPs demanded that the British government declare war on China.

Churchill's provocative actions against China first were completely ignored, and the action of British warships firing the first shot was also completely ignored. In short, no one mentioned Churchill's responsibility anymore, which annoyed Chamberlain extremely.

Chamberlain himself did not oppose declaring war on China, but Chamberlain's plan was not such a simple declaration of war. Instead, Britain should unite allies first, and use propaganda to portray Britain as a passive defender of justice. These plans were all messed up by Churchill. What Churchill showed was an empire that immediately became exasperated after encountering a challenge, a hardliner who adopted war against China condescendingly to maintain his dignity.

It was just that things had reached this point and there was no room for mediation. Under the strong pressure of the Parliament and the Cabinet, the British government formally declared war on China on February 4, 1939.

Chamberlain's uneasiness was subsequently verified by facts. Britain's condescending attitude did not bring benefits to Britain. This attitude was considered by many countries as Britain intending to kill the chicken to scare the monkey. At least the United States thought so. Although the US Congress did not like China, which filmed "The Legend of Maoshan Slayer", the US upper class also felt uneasy about China's increasing voice in the Pacific region. But the Americans' deep-rooted hostility towards the British, as well as Roosevelt's inclination towards Britain, set off an intention in the US requiring the US to "sit on the mountain and watch the tigers fight". Even Roosevelt himself believed that this was not the time to fully support Britain.

France and Britain were relatively consistent in dealing with Germany, only France was in a defensive posture at this time. They hid behind the Maginot Line themselves, opposite the "Siegfried Line" being built intensely by the Germans. The French could only support the British spiritually.

The Soviet Union and Germany maintained an extremely welcoming attitude towards the war between China and Britain, and both countries hoped that Britain would suffer a big loss in Asia. This was a good thing for both the Soviet Union and Germany.

The only one who jumped out to truly support Britain was Poland. The Polish authorities strongly condemned China on one hand, and even considered following Britain to declare war on China. Moreover, the Polish authorities also expressed to Britain that they were willing to send troops to accompany Britain on an expedition to China. Given Poland's weak navy, Britain believed that letting the Poles participate in this war together would be a burden on Britain's exertion of its own war capabilities. Therefore, the British government formally stated that it welcomed Poland's attitude and welcomed Poland to declare war on China. But Britain politely refused Poland's request to send troops to participate in the war.

Although a considerable part of the Polish authorities didn't even know where exactly China was located. On February 6, 1939, Poland formally declared war on China.

The British declaration of war on China was later recognized as the beginning of the Second World War.
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114 First Move (3)

"The British have deployed their troops along the line between Siam and Malaya and have started constructing defensive lines," the Air Force reconnaissance unit reported to the former headquarters of the Kra Military Region.

Zhu Yao wanted to listen seriously, but he just couldn't concentrate. After seeing Chen Ke's telegram for the first time a few days ago, Zhu Yao simply couldn't believe his eyes. In the military action that triggered the war, Chen Ke didn't mention a single word about it; instead, he questioned what exactly Zhu Yao meant by "bearing all responsibility" at the end of his telegram. Chen Ke simply and frankly asked what on earth the Party Committee of the Kra Military Region was trying to say.

This questioning didn't so much make Zhu Yao feel fear as it made him feel shame. Sometimes, having one's petty thoughts ruthlessly exposed creates a sense of unease even harder to bear than a severe scolding. Zhu Yao really didn't have these affectations before; he did it just this once and got exposed, making his sense of shame even stronger. The reconnaissance comrade didn't know about Zhu Yao's experience; seeing Zhu Yao's absent-minded appearance, he couldn't help but stop his report.

Seeing Zhu Yao's behavior, the Political Commissar first said, "Let's take a break for a moment." Then he invited Zhu Yao to go for a walk outside.

"Commander Zhu, our Party Committee prepares to write a self-criticism to the Military Commission this time. We recognize the mistake we made, we will pay attention, and we will carry out criticism and self-criticism. It's just that I'm afraid we might continue to commit it next time," the Political Commissar said.

"Ha!" For some reason, hearing this gave Zhu Yao a sudden lift in spirits. Guaranteeing resolutely not to make mistakes next time is absolutely unrealistic, although Zhu Yao's own sense of shame gave him a strong impulse to hope he would resolutely not make mistakes next time. But Zhu Yao could intuitively feel that if they wrote the self-criticism this way, this matter would likely be over.

The People's Party internally preached: "Treat comrades as warmly as spring, treat work as passionately as summer, treat individualism as the autumn wind sweeping away fallen leaves, and treat the enemy as ruthlessly as the severe winter."

Warmth like spring means tolerance, and the prerequisite for tolerance is speaking the truth. The absolute number and proportion of guys in the People's Party who are "incorrigible" is not low. Or rather, except for a few outstanding comrades recognized as being able to pass the tests again and again, all comrades have done things that were incorrigible.

On this point, the People's Party's tolerance is no joke. The initial research subject of the Human Behaviorology major was People's Party members. Research into behavioral psychology across various industries in the industrial age has summarized quite a few basic laws. The purpose of doing this is not to find material to criticize anyone, but to attempt to find coordinates for every comrade to more easily determine their own positioning. To make more detailed preparations for psychological counseling courses.

However, the moment of relief did not allow Zhu Yao to completely put down his psychological burden; he still felt very ashamed. When seeing others unable to set their positions correctly, it would be a lie to say Zhu Yao didn't feel any mockery in his heart, so Zhu Yao especially couldn't accept that he himself also couldn't set his position correctly. Moreover, Zhu Yao discovered another problem, which was that he himself actually had thoughts of displacing his anger onto others.

The People's Party attacked the privilege mindset of Confucianism but also advocated learning from the advanced parts of some cultures. For example, the *Analects* is one of the important research materials for People's Party behavioral psychology. It tells a story: When Yan Hui was twenty-nine, his hair turned completely white, and he died prematurely. Confucius cried very sadly for Yan Hui's death, saying, "Since I had Yan Hui, the disciples have become closer (to me)." Duke Ai of Lu asked, "Which of your disciples counts as being most fond of learning?" Confucius replied, "I had a student named Yan Hui who loved learning. He never transferred his anger onto others, and he did not repeat the same mistake. But he unfortunately died early. Now that Yan Hui is dead, there is no longer such an excellent student to inherit and spread my ideals."

Zhu Yao knew very well that at the beginning of this matter, he might not have really thought he was overstepping his authority. And Zhu Yao knew very well that what he did had a high probability of receiving a commendation from the Military Commission. But first, Zhu Yao didn't want to struggle against "incorrect thoughts" within the Party Committee; after all, many comrades in the Party Committee were genuinely feeling uneasy. Seeing the unease of these comrades, Zhu Yao actually felt quite good in his heart. Zhu Yao could manage not to displace anger during the war, but this mood afterwards might not have much goodness in it.

The result was that just by feeling this gratification, the subsequent matters became completely chaotic. Not only did Zhu Yao himself start to talk nonsense, but in the end, Zhu Yao actually muddled along and sent that telegram together with the comrades.

It must be explained that Zhu Yao felt he had fought a beautiful battle at that time. If he could say a few beautiful words for the occasion, perhaps it would be even more appropriate. So Zhu Yao was actually somewhat obsessed, thinking perhaps Chen Ke couldn't see through this point. In fact, what Zhu Yao genuinely hoped was that Chen Ke could be like a "wise ruler," properly showing consideration for the subordinate's firm belief, and also echoing him to say some words that could raise Zhu Yao's status. After all, standing up to the Political Commissar's pressure to make the decision to open fire required immense courage. Zhu Yao had also undergone tremendous torture in his heart.

Looking at it now, Zhu Yao's thoughts had completely fallen through. Some thoughts that were very emotional were inconvenient to say directly during criticism and self-criticism. Yet precisely these thoughts were the driving force triggering the most erroneous actions. Some things are talked about every day and every year, just so that after comrades do them, they know what they have done; but when doing them, they just can't help it.

"Commander Zhu, what's done is done. Thinking so much now is useless. Let's continue working and do the work we should be doing right now well," the Political Commissar said to Zhu Yao. "No matter how ashamed you are, wait until after the battle is fought to be properly ashamed. Now is not the time for shame."

"Sigh..." Zhu Yao sighed.

The Political Commissar actually wanted to sigh too, but he ultimately held it back. "Commander Zhu, losing face in front of Chairman Chen is actually nothing. Chairman Chen never laughs at others. Let's just remember there was such a thing."

The matter could only be handled this way. Zhu Yao just found it difficult to dispel the unease in his heart. Like other comrades in the Party, he wasn't worried that Chen Ke himself would be that petty. Chen Ke was very strict about inappropriate thoughts, but he was very tolerant about the fact that comrades would make mistakes. Chen Ke was absolutely not someone who brought up old scores or settled accounts after the autumn harvest.

After the Political Commissar and Commander of the Kra Military Region returned to the frontline command headquarters together, the meeting could finally continue. At least when doing work, everyone was very practical and realistic; any unhappy matters would be forgotten completely in the work.

After carefully examining the British defensive layout, the frontline command immediately reached a judgment: the British were still adopting traditional tactics from World War I, organizing a heavy troop defense. The British forces defending Malaya numbered over sixty thousand, and there were about eighty thousand more in Singapore. These troops consisted of British home forces, Australian troops, Indian troops, and local Malayan troops. In terms of quantity, they weren't much to look at; in terms of quality, there was even less advantage to speak of.

"Are the British really preparing to commit heavy troops to this defensive line? Without naval supremacy, how will the British guard against their flank and rear being struck?" Zhu Yao was from a naval background, and he directly raised this question.

"The British are insufficiently prepared for the war, aren't they? Their first reaction is just this. After all, an imperialist war cannot mobilize the masses, especially the masses in the colonies," the Political Commissar offered his view on this.

For such a situation, the frontline command naturally came up with a tactic of seaborne troop transport to raid the British flank. The reason for doing this was that if they wanted a large-scale land offensive, they would have to invade Siam. Now that Siam was completely controlled by the British, Zhu Yao dared not to let the British fire the second shot, but he absolutely didn't have the guts to invade Siam without the Military Commission's approval.

On the contrary, attacking Malaya through Siamese territory south of the Kra Canal didn't pose any difficulty. The only problem was that the Kra Military Region's army only had two regiments. Facing an enemy totaling one hundred forty to fifty thousand, two regiments of army troops appeared too thin.

Once the plan was completed, the Kra Military Region sent a telegram to the Military Commission. The Military Commission gave orders very quickly. "These two regiments are to prepare to move south with Air Force coordination. The Military Commission has already sent new military bicycles to the Kra Military Region. We hope the troops will carry forward the spirit of fierce charging and fighting, moving south with full force under Air Force coordination."

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's military bicycles were very common in Southeast Asia. Unlike common bicycles, military bicycles used solid tires. Although slightly heavier, they wouldn't go flat. The load capacity was also sufficient. The bicycles had already arrived, and the vehicle-mounted equipment had also been delivered. Zhu Yao wasn't from an army background and had absolutely no confidence in two regiments moving south. Although the Kra region also had a tropical light tank battalion, with just a force of two regiments plus one battalion, no matter how he looked at it, they couldn't fight their way to Singapore. It was just that the Military Commission had issued the order, and it must be executed. The persons in charge of the Military Commission were all old soldiers with decades of experience; presumably, they wouldn't joke around recklessly.

On February 6, 1939, the day Poland declared war on China, the troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army—two regiments plus a light tank battalion—began to move south with Air Force coordination.

Zhu Yao knew the People's Party never counted on any decisive weapon, but this time the Air Force brought new bombs. According to the Air Force comrades, the power of these bombs was far beyond imagination. Since the Air Force guaranteed this, Zhu Yao didn't doubt it. After all, this was a cross-sea operation now; moving troops on a large scale required time, while a rapid offensive required racing against seconds. At this time, weapons with astonishing lethality were actually the most reliable. The problem was exactly how powerful these bombs were. The Air Force consumption was huge; trying to rely on the Air Force to annihilate defending enemies would require an unimaginable tonnage of bombs. If they had that energy, it would be more reliable to consider strengthening sea transport.

The British didn't know the news of the Chinese troops moving out. For these past few days, the British Air Force had been consumed at an unprecedented speed. On the day Britain declared war on China, the Chinese Air Force air-raided Singapore. The main targets were the airfields and forts. The British forts had a large amount of shelter protection, but the airfields lacked such defensive strength.

The Chinese Air Force was becoming increasingly powerful, and the British naturally knew this. It was just that Britain's latest fighter development process wasn't fast. Although the Spitfire fighter had begun production, the quantity was still very small. Despite the importance of Singapore, this small jewel on the British Crown, it was only allocated 12 of them. The rest were all obsolete goods like the Buffalo fighter.

Britain didn't expect that within a few hours after the declaration of war was issued, China's Air Force would visit Singapore. Bombs came down overwhelmingly from the sky. The Chinese Air Force used cluster bombs and steel ball bombs, aiming to completely destroy the airfields. After a barrage of bombs, the airfield runways were beaten to look like a pockmarked face, covered with large and small craters. The steel ball bombs scattered onto the British airport facilities like a violent storm. The planes on the airfield seemed to have been swept by heavy machine gun fire; in an instant, countless holes were punched into them. The landing gear of some planes was even snapped, and the planes collapsed on the ground like mud.

High-speed steel balls penetrated the roofs and walls of the hangars. Most of the planes, including the Spitfires, were hit. Some unlucky planes had their fuel tanks pierced, and the leaking aviation fuel was ignited by the high heat. Moments later, the planes were burned into piles of metal frames and pitch-black things that one couldn't tell what they originally were. Even the planes that didn't explode were full of holes; unless they underwent a major overhaul, planes that could maintain their original shape basically had no way to take off.

Just one bombing raid destroyed most of the combat power of the British Air Force in Singapore. Churchill was smart enough; seeing the situation was bad, he simply took a warship and fled to India urgently. Of course, the reason was very pleasant to hear: he was going to India to prepare counter-attack forces and coordinate the Indian Ocean Fleet and the Mediterranean Fleet.

When the Chinese troops began moving south on February 6, the troops in Singapore and Malaya didn't even know the Navy Minister had run away at this time. They still thought this Navy Minister, characterized by his tough stance, was commanding the battle in Singapore.

The British forces in Malaya were mainly Indian troops and local Malay troops. Driven by the British units, they began to construct the "defensive line." Building a defensive line in the tropics is a very bullshit thing. One of the cores of a defensive system is trenches. In those humid areas, the ground is a humus layer; one shovel down, aside from withered branches and rotting leaves, there are large clusters of ants and other insects. These things crawling and wriggling around looked hair-raising. In some places, one could even dig out a "water well" after not digging for long. Even in relatively dry areas, after digging a trench, if it rained, the trench became a ditch.

British officers didn't have to work personally; the entire job was carried out by those recruited colonial troops. If these colonial troops were participating in the British Army's burning, killing, and looting, or suppressing ordinary people, they might have had some enthusiasm. But treating them as coolies, one could imagine their efficiency. Added to the rush of time, the troops sent to the frontline formed a "defensive line" in the mode of two large clusters.

Besides raiding Singapore's airfields, the Chinese Air Force had also been patrolling diligently these past few days, destroying every British plane they could find. They had a very clear understanding of the movements of these British troops constructing defenses in Malaya.

After the troops started moving south, 24 Chinese H-5 bombers led the way, dropping more than 200 bombs on the two British troop concentration points on the "Malaya defensive line." These bombs were scattered very widely, and their falling speed wasn't fast. Because the British troops and colonial troops had lost air superiority without an air force, they could only stare wide-eyed as these bombs flew down.

"Take cover, quick!" The British troops had some experience after all; officers commanded soldiers to hide in the woods, grass, and some simply ran into tents. The colonial troops just watched dumbly; a significant portion of the troops were seeing an air raid with their own eyes for the first time.

When less than one hundred meters from the ground, a large cloud of white smoke suddenly popped out from the rear of these bombs like a magic trick. The bombs, originally small in sight, abruptly turned into giant mushroom-like things.

Amidst crisp explosion sounds, 3 small bombs, each with a parachute, flew out from the belly of every bomb. The small bombs looked like cylindrical beer kegs, with a long iron rod extending from the bottom, floating downwards suspended under the parachutes. Subsequently, in a series of sounds much quieter than ordinary bomb explosions, the ground was instantly shrouded by clumps of white mist-like gas from the rear of those bombs.

The first batch of casualties appeared. The landing bombs didn't explode. They just stabbed into the soft ground, or bounced up on relatively solid ground. Some unlucky fellows were either smashed into meat paste directly by the bomb casings or had their bones broken and tendons snapped by the bouncing casings.

These bloody losses weren't considered large; in total, a dozen or so British and colonial troops suffered. Before the people on the ground had time to figure out what was happening, suddenly, thunder rolled, and the earth trembled. Immediately, centering on each bomb's landing point, the ground the size of dozens of football fields flashed with fire, trees fell and houses collapsed, and screams filled the air.

The Chinese Air Force saw mushroom clouds suddenly rising one after another on the ground. Bright orange-red flames rose violently from the ground, tumbling and expanding towards the surroundings and into the sky. After the bright flames shone for a dozen seconds, the shockwave in the air pounced on the high-altitude planes, making the planes bump up and down like turbulence.

More than an hour later, the two Chinese regiments arrived at the bombing site under the guidance of the tank unit. By this time, the enemies who could run had run completely away. What the Chinese troops saw at the scene was large patches of dense jungle leaning east and west as if hit by a hurricane; some places were completely destroyed so that the ground was almost visible. Those military tents and the machine gun positions just built with sandbags had all become ruins. Personnel were either scorched or died of suffocation, with heavy casualties. Strangely, the corpses of the dead were very intact, without traces of shrapnel killing, only their mouths were wide open. Extremely tragic were the soldiers who died inside concealed fortifications; they had all clawed their throats open before dying.

The faces of the dead were twisted; the fear and pain of death seemed frozen on their faces, making this place shudderingly terrifying, as if it were haunted.



★


First Move 4

Volume 6 - Chapter 117

❧ ❧ ❧


Collecting corpses is cruel work. The feeling of "the fox mourning the death of the hare" is a normal human emotion. Gathering tens of thousands of hideously disfigured corpses is a terrible task. Commander of the Kra Military Region, Zhu Yao, personally went to the front lines. Even though he was truly loyal to the People's Party and Chairman Chen Ke, Commander Zhu Yao felt no joy in the total annihilation of the enemy. Instead, he felt a deep fear and even revulsion towards the most horrific aspects of war.

The Air Force troops had excitedly told Zhu Yao that the Fuel-Air Explosive (FAE) bombs were equipment developed under Chairman Chen Ke's leadership. Like quite a few modern weapons, Chen Ke played a significantly important role in the development of Chinese military equipment. Such intelligence and wisdom were one of the reasons Chen Ke held an unshakable, lofty status in the army. But when the purpose of this equipment was destruction rather than defeating the enemy in combat, even Zhu Yao found it a bit unbearable.

There was no fierce fighting, not even time to see the enemy. They only knew the enemy was in a certain direction. By the time they personally arrived there, the enemy had turned into hideously disfigured corpses. This wasn't just one or a few, or even measured in hundreds. Thousands upon thousands of enemies had turned into corpses just like that. Even knowing they were enemies, Zhu Yao still felt that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was not fighting, but carrying out a massacre against the enemy.

Of course, Zhu Yao held no resentment towards Chen Ke. Chen Ke didn't develop this equipment for fun; destroying the enemy was to protect their own soldiers. To eliminate so many enemies in battle, the Chinese side would inevitably suffer considerable losses. Relying on two regiments and a light tank battalion to deal with over a hundred thousand enemies, this was the only method of warfare to adopt.

Zhu Yao was slightly relieved that the Military Commission believed they wouldn't encounter guerrilla warfare in the Malaya and Singapore regions, let alone a "People's War." What the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army feared most was the enemy implementing a People's War. The "16-Character Mantra" could be implemented by any army. As Engels said, "A nation that wants to strive for its own independence should not limit itself to ordinary methods of warfare. Mass uprisings, revolutionary wars, organizing guerrilla groups everywhere—this is the only way for a small nation to defeat a large nation, for a not powerful enough army to resist a relatively powerful and well-organized army."

Although he knew the British were colonialists and couldn't possibly mobilize the masses, the People's War Zhu Yao had witnessed in China left too deep an impression on him. The Chinese people, who seemed to have nothing to do with the revolution the day before, would quickly throw themselves into the ranks of the revolution. With a "seek truth from facts" attitude and under the "United Front" strategy, the People's Party's pragmatism could even make a venomous snake take on the responsibility of guarding treasure.

However, the progress of the war proved Zhu Yao's worries were quite superfluous. As the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army marched south, whenever they encountered a heavy concentration of enemy troops, they would use FAE bombs to "wash the ground." Success once or twice made the commanders uneasy; success three or four times left them puzzled. After five or six successes, the commanders and combatants of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army felt a bit angry. They had seen stupid people, but never anyone this stupid. It was clear that gathering together would lead to a devastating strike, yet the British and the colonial troops under their command kept bunching up as if seeking death.

As long as the aircraft carried out ordinary bombing, light tank units harassed, and bicycle units followed up with an encirclement, these enemies would start to gather their forces after suffering ordinary strikes, and then turn into corpses under the saturation attack of FAE bombs.

If it were the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, facing insufficient forces against an enemy, they would immediately disperse to carry out encirclement and flanking attacks. If the enemy's firepower was fierce, the troops would split into multiple small detachments to launch multi-pronged attacks after probing fire. They would strive to achieve the strategy of dividing and surrounding, concentrating superior firepower and forces to solve the enemy in stages. If such tactics didn't work, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would lure the enemy deep, using the 16-Character Mantra as a combat strategy to pull the enemy out and fight them.

If anyone foolishly gathered together under the enemy's superior forces to be passively beaten, that commander would immediately be removed from office by Party committees at various levels. Attack! Attack! Attack! Attack while advancing, create opportunities for attack while retreating in great strides, and then launch violent attacks. This was the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's specialty.

When the British on the opposite side faced a disadvantage, they immediately gave up attacking and adopted a defensive posture. It was unclear whether their military command level was backward, or if they simply didn't understand what kind of enemy they were facing.

The only thing that could be considered satisfactory was the captives. As long as they were surrounded and shouted at a few times to surrender, the British among the surviving British troops would take the lead in surrendering. With them taking the lead, a group of soldiers of various skin colors and appearances would also immediately hand over their guns and surrender. Moreover, these captives were quite obedient. They would gather wherever they were told. Except for the British-born soldiers, especially British officers, refusing to work when building temporary POW camps, everything else could be said to be orderly.

The "Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention" strictly forbade the mistreatment of captives. The fact that these captured personnel were so cooperative greatly reduced the difficulty of combat operations. It really takes two to tango; on one hand, requiring lenient treatment of captives, and on the other, strictly observing rules after surrendering. This follow-up work of the war felt quite smooth to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

As the adversary of the Chinese Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the commander of the British Singapore Military Region also had unspeakable bitterness. The British were actually quite war-weary, or at least extremely averse to bloody, tough battles. World War I had only been over for 20 years, and the terrible impressions left by WWI still remained in British memories. Moreover, even in WWI, the British didn't face a comprehensive disadvantage. During WWI, the British had overwhelming superiority at sea and no disadvantage on land. Many new weapons, including tanks, were first developed by the British. Even with the poison gas first used by the Germans, the British only lagged behind for a short time before catching up.

Like this time, where they completely lost command of the sea and air, and were even at a complete disadvantage in land warfare, the British had never encountered such a situation. It wasn't that the British wanted to cooperate with the Chinese offensive; contracting the defensive line after encountering a setback wasn't a particularly unreasonable tactic for the British. In the British war mindset, weapons of mass destruction like FAE bombs were completely beyond their imagination. They didn't know there was a weapon that could instantly destroy an army within a range of several square kilometers.

When the troops at the very front suddenly lost contact, and when the layers of defensive troops kept sending news of the enemy's rapid approach, the British had absolutely no idea what kind of enemy they were facing, let alone how many enemies were in front of them.

The British were well aware of the news that China possessed 5.5 million troops. In fact, this was old news. By early 1939, China already had 8 million regular troops, and adding the engineering and railway corps, the total exceeded 12 million. If the British troops in the Singapore Military Region knew this figure, they probably wouldn't defend in place, but would turn around and run for it.

On February 9, 1939, the fifth day after Britain declared war on China, there was no news from the colonial troops serving as cannon fodder in Siam and Malaya. The British commander couldn't even believe that these people had been wiped out by the Chinese army. The latest news was that the Chinese vanguard had already fought to within less than 100 kilometers of Singapore. It had only been three days since the land war with China formally began on the 6th. In three days, one couldn't even walk that far.

Defending Singapore were the core British forces, including British troops, Australian troops, and even brave Portuguese troops who came to help. "More cannons than raisins in a Christmas pudding will hold Singapore," was an Australian newspaper's description of Singapore. Three days ago, British First Lord of the Admiralty Churchill, who had transferred from Singapore to India, said, "Singapore has no land defenses; it is like a battleship without a bottom that can sail!" Singapore's defenses were aimed at attacks from the sea; very few coastal guns could rotate at large angles, so they were useless against landings from the rear. At this time, Singapore still had about 80,000 British, Australian, and Indian coalition troops, with relatively sufficient food and ammunition. The British might not have confidence in colonial troops, but they were quite confident in their own troops.

At this very moment, China sent a telegram to Britain stating that a Chinese warship would carry a Chinese envoy to Singapore to negotiate Britain's surrender. The Governor of Singapore originally wanted to ignore this message, but in the end, he reluctantly agreed to China's request. At 14:00 on March 9, the warship carrying the Chinese special envoy landed at Singapore Harbor under the tight encirclement of the British Navy.

The Chinese special envoy didn't see the Governor of Singapore until 17:00. Upon meeting, the Chinese envoy said hurriedly, "Your Excellency Governor, my purpose this time is to persuade you to surrender. I hope you can make a decision on whether to surrender unconditionally before 6:00 tomorrow morning. Regardless of what decision you make, I will leave before 6:00 tomorrow morning. Just to save myself from losing my life in vain within our saturation attack range if you choose not to surrender unconditionally."

Even if the Chinese envoy had used threats or even abuse to talk to the Governor of Singapore, the Governor wouldn't have felt such extreme anger as he did now. Because the Chinese envoy didn't put Singapore in his eyes at all. That frank attitude, and that hurried energy like a postman rather than a surrender envoy, all indicated one thing to the Singapore Governor: China didn't regard Singapore's army and navy of nearly 100,000 men as anything at all. To the Chinese envoy, these people in Singapore were nothing but bones in a grave. It would be good if they surrendered, but it made no difference if they didn't.

"You Chinese are still hundreds of kilometers away from us, yet you dare to demand our unconditional surrender?" the Singapore Governor asked in a mocking tone.

The Chinese special envoy had witnessed the process and results of the FAE bomb attacks by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army along the way, so he said in a matter-of-fact tone, "That's right. For your own interests, I sincerely suggest you surrender unconditionally immediately. If you don't choose to surrender, I suggest you all write your wills and say your prayers. Anyway, do whatever you can do quickly, don't leave any regrets before you die."

The Chinese envoy's demeanor was sincerely heartfelt; he didn't believe the British had the ability to withstand the saturation attack of FAE bombs in Singapore. If not for being constrained by diplomatic treaties, the Singapore Governor opposite him truly wanted to drag the Chinese envoy out and kill him. The Governor stared with great backbone at the Chinese envoy's face, which bore a look of compassionate sympathy, and said in a haughty tone, "The British Empire's Singapore will absolutely never surrender!"
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The Chinese envoy knew that the Governor of Singapore was definitely the type who wouldn't shed a tear until he saw the coffin. So, even after the negotiations ended and he received a clear answer, the envoy couldn't help but turn his head back as he walked to the door. Having witnessed the power of fuel-air explosives, he also knew that hundreds of Chinese bombers could bombard Singapore from high altitude without any obstruction. The Chinese envoy couldn't bear it; he stopped and turned around.

The Singapore Governor had suspected that the Chinese envoy was bluffing. How could Singapore surrender completely before the Chinese army had even reached the city walls? Seeing the Chinese envoy turn back, a sneer appeared on the Singapore Governor's face.

"Your Excellency, I think for the sake of the lives of these people in Singapore, you should agree to unconditional surrender immediately." The Chinese envoy's tone was full of compassion. These were words from his heart.

The sneer on the Governor's face froze. He couldn't even respond with words to the Chinese envoy's statement. Raising his finger to point towards the door, the Governor's face was filled with uncontrollable rage.

"Sigh..." The Chinese envoy sighed deeply and left the Singapore Governor's House.

6:00 AM, February 10th. The Governor of Singapore, who had only slept fitfully for just over two hours all night, couldn't help but look up at the exquisitely styled desk clock. He had been meeting and deploying troops all night. The probability of a Chinese air raid was high; after all, neither the navy nor the army could move that fast. Moreover, even a wrecked ship has three pounds of nails; even if the demonstration fleet had been annihilated, Singapore still had dozens of warships, large and small. These warships now had the aircraft carrier *Formidable* as their flagship. Not using a battleship as a flagship could be considered setting a precedent for the Royal Navy of the British Empire.

The Singapore Governor had already received the news. Through Churchill's utmost efforts, a fleet composed of the aircraft carriers *Invincible* and *Hermes*, as well as five battleships including the *Royal Sovereign*, *Revenge*, *Resolution*, and *Ramillies*, plus eight cruisers and destroyers, was being urgently assembled. The fleet commander was Vice Admiral James Somerville. This fleet was expected to arrive in Singapore within a few days.

Moreover, Britain had also transferred a large number of aircraft from the mainland to Singapore to strengthen Singapore's air power. Britain was even considering temporarily dismantling several radars from the mainland and shipping them to Singapore and India to strengthen the air defense of the Indian Ocean region. In short, Britain had realized that relying on the current military forces in the Pacific and Indian Oceans was simply not enough to resist the Chinese offensive.

Since the Chinese envoy had mentioned 6:00 AM on February 10th, the Singapore Governor couldn't help but pay attention to this time. Even knowing that the Chinese envoy was likely bluffing, the Singapore Governor couldn't just ignore it. The gold-plated pendulum of the desk clock swung left and right inside the clear, transparent glass dome, and the Governor suddenly felt a burst of annoyance. China could produce very high-quality glass, and this exquisite desk clock was imported from China. Thinking about it carefully, the Governor's House had quite a few Chinese products. Including that solar water heater which was beautifully styled and integrated well with the roof.

Solar water heaters were quite suitable for a place like Singapore. There were no mineral resources here, and moving that dark, sooty coal was too unclean. After a series of water heaters were installed, the hot water supply for the entire official residence could be met. The scorching sunlight was absorbed by the water, and the temperature of the entire house was even reduced quite a bit. The Governor was very satisfied with this design.

When had China become powerful enough to export industrial products to Britain at will? The Governor recalled carefully, but surprisingly couldn't quite remember what the first Chinese industrial product he purchased was. In this frontier of the world in the West Pacific, the nearest industrial production base was China.

Watching the time reach 6:15, the Governor withdrew his gaze in agitation. He asked the servant to bring breakfast. After eating a few mouthfuls with no appetite, the Governor suddenly heard a huge explosion coming from outside. The Governor's whole body shook. Even knowing that the Chinese would bombard Singapore, when it really happened, the Governor was still shocked.

Before the Governor could stand up, the glass of the Governor's House study suddenly exploded inward from the outside. A wave of scorching heat carrying indescribable things slammed in from outside. The Governor only felt a tightness in his chest, and breathing became difficult.

Struggling to stand up, the Singapore Governor ran to the window of the balcony. At this moment, the glass on the balcony had also shattered. All the Governor could see was thick smoke and flames. It wasn't just one place burning; amidst the huge explosions, everything within the Governor's field of vision was burning. Houses were burning, buildings were burning, the sea surface was burning, and even the air itself seemed to be burning. There was thick smoke and raging fire everywhere.

The feeling of chest tightness became stronger and stronger. The Governor felt as if his lungs had been emptied. He tried hard to breathe, but the more he breathed, the more intensely he felt the sensation of suffocation. The Governor of Singapore of the British Empire opened his mouth wide, his face starting to turn purple from holding his breath. He gasped uselessly. Not long after, the Lord Governor grabbed his own neck tightly, spat out salty, acidic white foam, and fell to the ground, twitching.

The Air Force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dispatched all 160 bombers, each fully loaded with fuel-air explosives. This bombing of Singapore would be a massacre of the city; the People's Air Force was very clear about this. Therefore, the targets of this bombing were extremely clear. They were the British barracks, the harbor, the forts, and the garrison locations.

"We are soldiers, not executioners," the commander of the bombing unit replied. "Minimize accidental injury to civilians as much as possible."

Fortunately, the designated bombing areas were all heavily defended British areas, and these areas were not open to the common people. In order to defend Singapore, the British side had expelled the Chinese in Singapore and locked them in concentration camps. This news made the bombing unit feel much better psychologically.

Attacking Singapore was not just the Air Force; the Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was also fighting its way towards Singapore. The closer to Singapore, the flatter the road. Tank units raced ahead, and bicycle units, after days of marching and minor combat, had reduced their load to just ammunition and a small amount of supplies. After a difficult night of riding, the troops had arrived in the Johor region, less than 20 kilometers from Singapore.

In the morning sunlight, the southbound troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in Johor saw soaring thick smoke rising from the direction of Singapore. The column of smoke was probably several kilometers high, clearly visible even from 20 kilometers away. A sound like muffled summer thunder came from there. The experience of the past few days let the comrades know that was the commotion caused by fuel-air explosives. Looking carefully at the sky with high-power binoculars, they could occasionally see the faintly visible silhouettes of the bomber groups.

"How many bombs did the Air Force drop on Singapore after all?" The commander of the southbound troops, Brigade Commander Li Guang, muttered to himself. He hadn't expected this offensive to be so smooth, nor had he expected modern warfare to be so cruel. The power displayed by the Air Force was no longer just striking the enemy, but a feeling that seemed capable of destroying the world. That kind of indiscriminate, large-scale attack, as long as there were enough of them, could destroy a city with ease.

"There are enemy troops ahead. Should we call for an Air Force attack?" the brigade chief of staff asked.

Just as they were speaking, the telegraph operator jumped down from the telegraph vehicle. "Brigade Commander, the Air Force sent a telegram asking us to pause our advance. They are about to bomb the enemy's camp."

"Defend in place!" Brigade Commander Li Guang shouted.

Fifteen minutes later, the silhouettes of bombers appeared in the sky, and a barrage of bombs poured down towards the direction of the enemy camp.

By 10:00 AM, after contacting the Air Force, the southbound troops finally began to continue their advance. They encountered some remnants of the enemy along the way, but these guys were all scared silly. Some guys with tattered clothes and covered in soot had already gone mad. Even when they encountered the Chinese army, these people just laughed, cried, and screamed, with absolutely no intention of fighting.

These people were all Europeans. One could distinguish the huge difference in appearance from the Indians and Malays captured a few days ago at a glance. After small-scale skirmishes, the troops continued south. The operational order for the southward advance was to capture Singapore. Singapore, close at hand, should have no defending enemies left.

Passing through the bombing site that looked like a living hell, the strait causeway, over a thousand meters long connecting Singapore and Johor, was still there. Standing at the end of the causeway near Johor, even the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, who strictly obeyed orders, could no longer move their feet.

What the comrades saw was a burning city. Even after more than four hours, the city of Singapore was still burning ragingly. Every building was burning, every patch of forest was burning. The strait causeway, over a thousand meters long, was also a key target of the bombing. Everything here was burning. Standing at one end of the causeway, wearing military boots, the heat from the scorching ground still penetrated the rubber soles to their feet. The smell of various objects burning in the air, including the pungent smell of burning flesh, intensely irritated the respiratory systems of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers. Like their commander, Brigade Commander Li Guang, all the officers and soldiers stared blankly ahead.

Singapore had been destroyed in just one massive bombing raid—thoroughly destroyed!

There was no army to stop the Chinese army from entering Singapore, yet the massive heat released by this burning city stopped the Chinese army from entering this burning ruin.

"What have we done?" Brigade Commander Li Guang muttered, not even realizing he was speaking.
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Singapore, the most important waterway controlling the West Pacific to the Indian Ocean, a small jewel in the crown of the British Empire—the news that the Chinese had gouged out this jewel in just one week shook the world.

A fleet centered on three battleships and three heavy cruisers was a combat force that absolutely could not be ignored by any maritime nation. Such a naval force was completely annihilated by the Chinese in two hours. The Chinese were also able to advance hundreds of kilometers within a week, annihilating over a hundred thousand troops, and capturing the fortress of Singapore. For countries around the world, this was undoubtedly a clear signal: the British were not as powerful as imagined.

In Southeast Asia, having expelled the British, China was already the most powerful existence. The Dutch East Indies authorities received a formal meeting request from the consul of the Chinese Consulate in the Dutch East Indies on February 12, 1939. The Governor-General of the Dutch East Indies refused the meeting on the grounds of illness. In a formal diplomatic note, the Chinese Consulate raised two questions: First, why did the Dutch fleet participate in the defense of Singapore when China attacked it? Second, why was the Netherlands preparing to imprison a portion of the Chinese people in the Dutch East Indies?

The Netherlands had followed Britain in Southeast Asia for so long; some warships of the Dutch East Indies authorities fled from Singapore back to Jakarta. These warships brought back news that the entire city of Singapore was burning. Reporters on the warships also brought back photos and short films. Originally, the purpose of these reporters bringing photography and filming equipment was to record how the British and Dutch navies fought bravely. Now, the content recorded by this equipment became evidence of how frenzied the Chinese were in war. Developing film reels took time, but developing photos took much less. The burning Singapore appeared incomparably vivid in the photos, and combined with the terrified statements of the Dutch navy, the demonic image of the Chinese army left a deep impression on the Dutch East Indies authorities.

China's attitude was easily misunderstood, or at least for the Dutch East Indies authorities, they understood it as China being about to make a move on the Dutch East Indies. The Dutch East Indies was a colony, so they naturally had to consider issues from the British standpoint. Even if China actually hoped that the Netherlands could "find their way back" and issue a declaration to "thoroughly reform." For example, if the Netherlands clearly stated they chose neutrality and clearly stated they would no longer get involved in the war between China and Britain.

The Netherlands is a European country. In the habits of European countries, issuing such a menacing diplomatic note was basically equivalent to declaring war. Moreover, China had beaten the Netherlands before and seized Borneo and other places. The Dutch side did not believe that they could obtain China's understanding by "softening" towards China. After the Dutch East Indies side fearfully sent this news to the Queen of the Netherlands, there were no options related to "diplomatic mediation" or "softening" in the discussions between the Queen and the cabinet.

Taking hardline measures against China would simply let the already imminent war break out. Taking a softening approach towards China, while not necessarily gaining China's "understanding," was destined to trigger British hostility.

By February 13, 1939, opposing political parties in the Netherlands such as the Anti-Revolutionary Party, the Liberal Party, and the Socialist Party all agreed on one thing: they could not make any submission to the threat from Asia. Queen Wilhelmina Helena Pauline Maria, already 59 years old, changed her attitude of trying to maintain neutrality in Europe and agreed to the cabinet's declaration of war. Formally joining the British bloc and declaring war on China. Queen Wilhelmina immediately issued a manifesto titled "The Fiery Protest" to the whole country and even Europe, declaring that Europe must resist the attack of Asian evil communism, hoping that Europe would abandon internal disputes and unite in the face of the evil enemy, China.

Chamberlain burst into tears of excitement over this timely manifesto; the Netherlands was truly giving its all to support Britain. For the Netherlands, which had always tried to extricate itself from the vortex of European strife, this was an extremely difficult decision. The hardliner Churchill in India also greatly praised this manifesto, believing that it "undoubtedly inaugurated a great era" and "clearly pointed out that there is no possibility of compromise between Europe and the evil communist China."

Of course, this was all superficial. Since declaring war on China, Britain had been working hard to lobby other European countries, trying to form a European coalition army against China. Naturally, the commander of the coalition should be British. Britain used all its influence in the Netherlands to try to convince Dutch political parties that after Britain did its utmost to defeat China, it would definitely restore Borneo and other places seized by China to the Netherlands, and even agreed to assign China's Hainan Island as a Dutch colony. With the fueling of the Chinese, the Dutch, under the panic in their hearts and the weighing of interests, finally boarded the British ship.

The Dutch declaration of war meant the demise of the Dutch East Indies. The British Empire was considered "kind" to the Dutch who were giving their all. After the Alliance against China gained a third partner, an agreement was signed in London, which reached the "Treaty of London" for carving up China after the war. The Alliance demanded China's unconditional surrender. After victory, not only would the Borneo and other regions stolen by China be returned to the Netherlands, but a part of China's territory would also be compensated to the Netherlands and Poland as war dividends.

Britain began to accelerate lobbying European countries, and even contacted the United States, hoping to form a new "Eight-Nation Alliance." The Eight-Nation Alliance 39 years ago consisted of the US, UK, France, Germany, Russia, Austria, Italy, and Japan. In Britain's new plan, the Austro-Hungarian Empire and Tsarist Russia were finished, Austria had merged with Germany, and Japan was currently fighting fiercely with China. The new Eight-Nation Alliance consisted of eight European and American countries: the US, UK, France, Germany, Italy, Poland, the Netherlands, and Belgium.

Chamberlain even felt somewhat fortunate about China's expansionist posture. If Britain led the formation of a new Eight-Nation Alliance, he really couldn't see the possibility of China winning. More importantly, Britain could take this opportunity to establish a new world order and continue to lead the world.

The telegram was public, but the response was almost non-existent. Neither Poland nor the Netherlands were major powers with international influence. They joined the "Alliance" formed by Britain first, so responding to Britain's call was naturally a duty they should fulfill. The King of Belgium had already publicly declared "absolute neutrality" in 1936. Asking Belgium to break its permanent neutrality because of a dispute between China and Britain ten thousand miles away was a bit too demanding. The King of Belgium saw through Britain's thoughts. After receiving the British telegram, he couldn't help but say privately to his chief attendant: "Britain now wants to form a military alliance nominally against China, but in reality, it's just wanting to form a military alliance against Germany and Italy."

Italy had absolutely no interest in an expedition to China. If China could cleanly wipe out the British Mediterranean Fleet, Mussolini would probably jump for joy and dance an Italian folk dance. The Italian army was charging into Albania, preparing to move on Greece and Yugoslavia; where would they have the time to participate in this anti-China alliance?

France's economic situation was very poor, and a rearmed Germany gave France immense pressure. Germany and France were mortal enemies, and what France wanted most now was to hold the Maginot Line. Letting these two countries, Germany and France, join the same camp—this idea really proved that Chamberlain had too much imagination.

When the news reached Little Mustache, Little Mustache only sneered and didn't want to make any comment at all. Germany was already preparing to attack Poland. At this time, Poland joined the "Alliance" camp formed by Britain, and especially after the Netherlands also joined this camp, if this strategic alliance was said to be against China, it would be better to say this alliance was against Germany.

The Soviet Union and Britain and France were trying to reach an agreement to conclude an anti-aggression mutual assistance treaty including military aid between the UK, France, and the USSR, valid for 5 to 10 years. The three countries would guarantee the security of Central and Eastern European countries. Conclude a specific agreement for mutual assistance among the three countries.

The appeasement policy of Britain and France indulging Little Mustache was originally hoping that Little Mustache would fiercely attack the Soviet Union. If this treaty was reached, the Soviet Union would have a legitimate excuse to act freely in Eastern and Central Europe, which Britain and France would absolutely never agree to.

Little Mustache keenly saw that Britain's new Eight-Nation Alliance policy not only had the implication of coercing Germany but also attempted to coerce the Soviet Union's strategic layout. This was a rare opportunity for Little Mustache. Just after Britain issued a formal request on February 17, Little Mustache directly telegraphed Stalin, requesting a Soviet-German meeting to sign a treaty. The Soviet Union was quite dissatisfied with the appeasement policy of Western countries, and coupled with already knowing Britain's proposal to form an Eight-Nation Alliance, immediately and readily agreed to this request.

On February 17, German Foreign Minister Ribbentrop set off for Moscow with full powers signed by Hitler personally, as well as the full text of the British document on forming the new Eight-Nation Alliance.

On the 18th, Ribbentrop proposed to the Soviet Union a desire to improve relations, claiming: From the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea, there is no problem that cannot be solved through negotiation to the satisfaction of both parties.

The Chinese comrades, in accordance with their promise to the Soviet Union, had already carried out strikes against Britain in Asia. Resolving the battle of Singapore in a week proved China's strength and also proved Britain's incompetence. After Ribbentrop formally proposed to the Soviet side the suggestion to "finish off Poland," Uncle Iron Man was quite satisfied with this in his heart. The Soviet Union and Germany felt exactly the same about how annoying Poland was. The Germans brooded over Danzig, and Poland went even further than Germany in being anti-communist and anti-Soviet. The only thing where Poland and Germany might share a foul odor was anti-Semitism.

Britain's idea of a new Eight-Nation Alliance seemed very good; it could unite the fragmented Western Europe and even avoid a new European war under the banner of allies. But this Eight-Nation Alliance excluded the Soviet Union. If such a proposal could succeed, the Soviet Union would be the first to face the threat of the "new Eight-Nation Alliance." To undertake an expedition against China ten thousand miles away would require countries with powerful naval forces. But these eight countries would only need to spend a fraction of the strength compared to an expedition against China to attack the Soviet Union. Even if Uncle Iron Man had no trust at all in Germany's credit, in such a situation, even if Little Mustache could break up this "new Eight-Nation Alliance," Uncle Iron Man was willing to sign an agreement with Little Mustache.

At this time, Roosevelt of the United States also finally made his stance known. Roosevelt did not mention a word about participating in the new Eight-Nation Alliance. He sent an open letter to Hitler and Mussolini, and broadcast it to the world on February 19, stating that "people all over the world are living in fear of a new war breaking out day and night." Roosevelt said, "and any new war in its course is bound to affect the American people and future generations." After citing reports of German and Italian attempts to further infringe on the independence of other countries, he addressed Hitler and Mussolini, asking, "Are you willing to make a guarantee that your armed forces will not attack or invade the territory and possessions of 31 countries for at least 10 years?"

Roosevelt listed 31 countries, including Poland, the Baltic states, the Soviet Union, Denmark, the Netherlands, Belgium, France, and Britain. The President hoped this guarantee of non-aggression would be valid for "at least 10 years," or "a quarter of a century, if we dare look that far ahead." Roosevelt reminded Hitler: "You have repeatedly stated that you and the German people do not want war anymore. If this is true, there is no need for war in the world!"

Chamberlain did not expect that his initiative would receive absolutely no response. The war taking place in the West Pacific seemed not to be noticed by countries around the world at all. Being the boss is hard; Chamberlain knew this clearly in this matter. The pro-British forces in the United States were very weak. Based on the news provided by this group, the US domestic public had no interest in a war between China and Britain. Americans held the attitude of watching the fun regarding the British suffering a setback in the West Pacific. Some congressmen even publicly stated that they hoped the British would kill the annoying Chinese ten thousand kilometers away, and likewise hoped the Chinese would kill the hateful British ten thousand kilometers away.

And Roosevelt's approach seemed to attempt to calm the disputes in Europe, but it was hard to consider this a stance beneficial to Britain. In Chamberlain's view, this approach was more like trying to distract the world's attention from the war in the West Pacific by stirring up events in Europe.

Little Mustache was Little Mustache after all. After receiving this open letter, he ordered the German Foreign Ministry to send a telegram on February 21 to all the countries mentioned by Roosevelt except for Poland, the Soviet Union, Britain, and France, asking two questions: Do they feel threatened by Germany? Did they authorize Roosevelt to make this appeal?

The vast majority of countries, including Yugoslavia, Belgium, Denmark, Norway, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg, "have already given negative answers to both questions."

Little Mustache immediately gave a public speech in the German Reichstag on February 25, specifically replying to Roosevelt's open letter. When he spoke eloquently in the Reichstag, he fully utilized these materials. He was eloquent, full of sharp wit, and exhausted his ability for sarcasm, hypocrisy, and cunning. This skill had reached an unprecedented peak. The speech was broadcast not only on all German radio stations but also on hundreds of radio stations worldwide, and was also rebroadcast by major broadcasting companies in the United States. Before and after this, he never had such a worldwide audience as on that day.

After the usual opening remarks complaining about the evils of the Treaty of Versailles and the injustices and long-term suffering it imposed on the German people, this speech first replied to Britain and Poland. This reply shocked the worried Europe. Hitler first expressed his admiration and friendship for Britain, then attacked Britain for distrusting him and for implementing a new "encirclement policy" against Germany. He announced the abrogation of the 1935 Anglo-German Naval Agreement. He said, "Its basis has disappeared." It was the same for Poland. The "Führer" made public the proposal he had kept secret regarding Danzig and the Corridor that he had made to Poland, calling this proposal "the greatest concession imaginable in the interest of European peace," and told the German Reichstag that the Polish government had already rejected this unique proposal.

Hitler then pointed out that the news that Germany intended to attack Poland was "nothing but a fabrication of the international press." He said that this "fabrication" by the press had led Poland to sign an agreement with Britain, which "under certain conditions would compel Poland to take military action against Germany." Therefore, Poland had already reneged on the German-Polish Non-Aggression Pact! "Therefore, I consider this agreement to have been unilaterally broken by Poland and is thus no longer valid."

Hitler then turned to President Roosevelt. Little Mustache's eloquence reached its zenith here. As he mocked and scolded, almost endlessly making fun of the American President, the Nazi deputies burst into laughter continuously. He first listed the points of Roosevelt's telegram one by one, and then ridiculed and sophistcated them with a look of amusement.

Hitler's reply to President Roosevelt's request for him to guarantee not to attack any of the 31 countries finally touched the core. Hitler asked back: "How does Mr. Roosevelt know which country considers itself threatened by German policy, and which country considers itself not threatened?"

He said, "I have taken the trouble to inquire of the countries mentioned above, first, whether they consider themselves threatened, and more importantly, second, whether this inquiry by the American President was made at their request, or at least with their consent? All the replies were negative... True, I did not inquire of certain countries, because these countries, for example, Syria, have not yet obtained freedom, but are under the occupation of the armies of democratic countries, and thus have been deprived of their rights."

"I must call Mr. Roosevelt's attention to one or two historical errors. He mentioned, for example, Ireland, and asked me to declare that Germany would not attack Ireland. I just read a speech by Irish Prime Minister De Valera. Strangely, in this speech, contrary to Mr. Roosevelt's opinion, he did not blame Germany for oppressing Ireland, but condemned Britain for constant aggression against Ireland..."

"Similarly, Mr. Roosevelt did not notice the following fact: Palestine is currently not occupied by German troops, but by British troops, and the freedom of this country is being suppressed by the most brutal military means."

The members of the German Reichstag laughed so hard the roof shook, yet Hitler did not show a trace of a smile, maintaining his solemn demeanor to achieve the maximum propaganda effect.

Roosevelt's attempt to break away from American isolationism failed. The white-haired old fox sitting in the wheelchair did not want to not respond to Britain's application for a "new Eight-Nation Alliance." It was just that even after being ridiculed by *The Biography of Mao Shan Eliminating Demons*, the American public did not want to participate in any war pulling chestnuts out of the fire for foreigners.

In the summer of 1932, about 20,000 veterans poured into Washington from all over to demand that the federal government immediately pay wartime bonuses. Among these veterans, some were Patton's subordinates, including the orderly Joe Angelo who had saved his life. They were in ragged clothes, had not enough to eat, lived in dilapidated houses abandoned by others, and some simply built shacks to live on the streets. They gathered around Capitol Hill to demonstrate.

The ruling class represented by President Hoover considered these people to be revolutionaries and subversives, and decided to suppress them with force. Out of class instinct, Patton hated the so-called "Bolsheviks" extremely. He also participated in this suppression operation.

On July 28, Patton was ordered to lead a team out. In the morning, when he rode on a horse and looked towards Pennsylvania Avenue from the banks of the Ellipse River, thousands of veterans cheered and saluted him. But they would never have thought that the hero they worshipped became the executioner who slaughtered them. At 4 pm, Patton led a cavalry unit, waving a broadsword in his hand, rampaging through the marching veterans, cutting down several people in succession.

Although this incident was quelled by force, it left a trauma that was difficult to heal, casting a shadow over the US Army for several years thereafter. Fighting for the country, bleeding and risking their lives for the British who had invaded the United States in Europe, after various promises made by the US government, these veterans were treated like this. The prevalence of isolationism in the United States in 1939 was not because a small group of people were trying hard to incite it; bloody facts had educated the American people.

Crossing the vast Pacific Ocean to fight heavily with China ten thousand miles away for the benefit of Britain—every American who knew about the veterans' march on Washington expressed true opposition from the bottom of their hearts. Who knew what kind of treatment the soldiers participating in this war would receive years later after returning to the United States after a narrow escape?

American isolationists cried out in delight; they were very satisfied with Hitler's speech. The gloating Hiram Johnson stated, "Hitler's words were powerful and righteous, while Roosevelt got a resounding slap in the face as soon as he opened his mouth." "I have concluded that there will be no war in Europe. Roosevelt wants to fight for some trivial matters; he wants to bring down two dictators in Europe so as to set up a new dictator in the Americas!"

Catholic newspapers stated, "Roosevelt's appeal seriously ignored the mistakes made by Britain and France after the war and the responsibility they should bear for the poverty of the central countries!" Commenting that Roosevelt was "asking for a snub," more people accused Roosevelt of provoking disputes for no reason and that he shouldn't interfere in European affairs!

As for the China issue, Americans didn't even bother to discuss it. As that American congressman said, "Hope the British ten thousand kilometers away kill the annoying Chinese, and likewise hope the Chinese ten thousand kilometers away kill the hateful British."

On March 4, 1939, two "Condor" transport planes carried the Nazi German delegation to Moscow. Stalin, Molotov, and Ribbentrop held two talks. That night, the two sides formally signed the "Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact."

On March 6, the flag of the Dutch East Indies was torn down from the flagpole by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army who had fought their way into the Governor-General's Palace of the Dutch East Indies in Jakarta! Amidst earth-shaking cheers, under the joyous gaze of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary troops whose faces were filled with excitement due to victory, the soldier who tore down the Dutch flag held it high and threw it with all his might onto the square in front of the Governor-General's Palace, which was already covered with the gathered attacking troops.

The photos and the film of the camera faithfully recorded this entire process: the cheering soldiers, those high-spirited youths, the falling flag, and the slowly rising Chinese national flag!

The Dutch East Indies' rule in the West Pacific ended here!



★


First Move 7

Volume 6 - Chapter 120

❧ ❧ ❧


118 First Move (7)

Liberating Malaya, liberating Singapore, liberating the Dutch East Indies—these consecutive victories did not make Chen Ke ecstatic. Or perhaps they only made him happy for ten minutes or so. Chen Ke’s train of thought did not linger on the victories, unable to move forward; very quickly, his mind entered the realm of post-war matters.

What was the nature of this war? For Chen Ke, this was not a problem at all. Chen Ke would absolutely not refuse to advance just because some people might treat this war as an "imperialist struggle for hegemony." Chen Ke firmly believed that Li Runshi would absolutely not see it that way. This was also the explanation Chen Ke gave to the Standing Committee of the Politburo and even the Enlarged Meeting of the Standing Committee when Comrade Li Runshi was elected General Secretary of the People's Party.

If anyone else had said such things, or if Li Runshi had said them, it would certainly have been treated as an excuse to push Li Runshi onto the stage. However, when Chen Ke said this, everyone felt they could accept the reason. Comrades in the work highly recognized Comrade Li Runshi's abilities. Although this young comrade had a somewhat impatient temper, Comrade Li Runshi's angle of considering problems, his train of thought, his steps, and his grasp, elaboration, and response to issues made the comrades agree with him very much. Li Runshi was absolutely not a person who would procrastinate or avoid a problem just because it was thorny. In this regard, Comrade Ren Peiguo was the same.

"We do not want to annex these countries, nor do we intend to establish puppet regimes. The imperialist system will not have any good results. Hitler's speeches are admittedly lies, but the content he cites is true. Irish Prime Minister de Valera recently condemned Britain in a speech for its constant aggression against Ireland. Palestine, the Middle East Gulf, and Iran are all trying to resist British control openly or secretly. Even in India, the source of the title 'Emperor of India' on the British King's head, the Indian people are resisting British control."

Chen Ke expounded his views very seriously. For Chen Ke, if it were not for the precipitation and accumulation of thousands of years of Chinese culture during the War of Resistance Against Japanese Aggression, if not for the inherent ideological vitality of the great Chinese people, and the backbone of China that emerged from this cultural and ideological vitality, China would likely have truly failed completely.

"The difference between these countries and Britain, and the difference between these countries and regions and China, is basically consistent. These oppressed countries have not entered the industrial age, do not have a modernized state system, and lack the ability to confront foreign countries in terms of ideology, system, industry, and organization. I do not mean to mock them, but we must admit that they are indeed more backward than Britain. In this era, backwardness means being beaten."

China's liberation came so swiftly. In the People's Party's internal education and school education, there was no blind denial of the Manchu Qing's efforts in industrial construction. They only criticized and analyzed that because the Manchu Qing did not understand industry and lacked an understanding of the industrial system, it led to low investment efficiency and a very backward industrial level. After the People's Party took over the Manchu Qing's investments in industry, they fully utilized these precious industrial investments of China.

Since the People's Party had opened its eyes to see the world, the comrades would not think that those regions were inherently backward. Everyone was very clear that the regions now controlled by China through war had no industrial system, and even fragmented, unilateral industries were very scarce and backward. These regions had merely joined the cycle of the capitalist commercial system, and the products they provided were all raw materials.

"From any angle, especially from the angle of China's own national interests, we cannot view these regions from the perspective of imperialist wars for colonies. We must treat them differently." Chen Ke used these words to make a temporary conclusion.

If one insisted on viewing it from the angle of imperialist colonial war, Chen Ke's words could be understood as an absolute intention to annex Australia and New Zealand. Malaya and the Dutch East Indies would be divided into several or even a dozen small puppet states. But Chen Ke's original intention was truly not so. The comrades were also very clear on this point.

China itself was a vast major power. After the establishment of New China, the People's Party truly penetrated into various regions. Only then did they discover that the gap between different regions was staggering. The productivity level of many remote areas was close to primitive society, and the social structure was still in the era of slavery. Socialist transformation in these areas even had to involve struggles against slave owners.

The only way was to let everyone go to school, to snatch the children out of the scope of the old productive forces, and to transform those regions by improving the level of productive forces. Social transformation was naturally surging forward, but quite a few comrades "pessimistically believed" that to let those regions thoroughly enter the new era, to a large extent, they still had to wait for the people of those old systems to die to change customs and habits step by step. The core regions of China accepted new things faster, and the cost of upgrading China's core regions was far smaller than that of the remote, backward regions.

In the domestic socialist system transformation, countless laughable and tearful things occurred. In the Yunnan and Guangxi regions, work teams would struggle against slave owners as oppressors in the morning, struggle against the act of buying and selling women by the masses in the afternoon, and in the evening, they had to gather the people they had struggled against to attend production skill classes and personal hygiene classes together.

That passage from Engels was repeatedly mentioned in China's revolutionary work: "The ultimate causes of all social changes and political revolutions are to be sought, not in the minds of men, in their increasing insight into eternal truth and justice, but in changes in the mode of production and exchange; they are to be sought, not in the philosophy, but in the economics of each particular epoch. The growing perception that existing social institutions are unreasonable and unjust, that 'reason has become nonsense, and good works a plague,' is only a proof that in the modes of production and exchange changes have silently taken place."

The People's Party had already profoundly realized one thing in revolutionary practice: after the Opium Wars, China as a whole had indeed undergone tremendous changes, and even the Manchu Qing's political system itself had very interesting aspects. That is, indigenous Chinese commercial behavior was not suppressed. Wherever the People's Party's railways reached, the originally existing natural trade was immediately and thoroughly activated. In order to earn currency faster, the people threw themselves fully into the tide of trade.

There was nothing that could not be bought or sold. In order to control trade in various localities, the feudal system combined with the budding populist tendencies, and strong local protectionist tendencies appeared. The smoother the logistics, and the greater the gap in productivity levels between commodity circulation regions, the stronger the local protectionism.

If it was like this domestically, then in Southeast Asia, where the general productivity level was even inferior to China's very backward regions, and in Southeast Asia which had already entered the capitalist world trade system, trying to change Southeast Asia through China's forced intervention would be a money-losing act in terms of cost. In terms of efficiency, it was an even more terrible problem.

Rather than letting the People's Party do it themselves, it would be more scientific to let the various parts of Southeast Asia form their own nations and choose their own development paths. China could provide guidance and help, but it could not forcibly intervene directly.

At this time, the comrades at the Politburo Enlarged Meeting could not help but miss Comrade Zhang Yu. As the General Secretary of the People's Party and Minister of Propaganda, Comrade Li Runshi was very suitable to be a leader in overt schemes, but he was not completely suitable for work in these aspects that leaned towards the dark side.

However, everyone soon learned one thing: Comrade Zhang Yu was going back to Zhengzhou to join the Central Advisory Committee. With this advisor present, the comrades suddenly felt much more relaxed in their hearts. As the "Dark Faction" within the high levels of the People's Party, Zhang Yu had always had a great reputation. No comrade in the People's Party dared to use this to mock Zhang Yu. It wasn't how dark Zhang Yu himself was, but that Zhang Yu was particularly able to understand the dark side of the human heart. Ever since Zhang Yu left the front lines due to cardiovascular disease, he had been able to let go and simply went back to his hometown to conduct social investigations. It was not until the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army liberated the Dutch East Indies that Zhang Yu returned to Beijing.

The first generation of leaders in every country had a common characteristic, which was immense prestige. This prestige was a bit feudal from a certain angle; most of the initial systems were established by this group of people, so these people possessed immense influence over the system. Chen Ke was able to possess overwhelming authority, admittedly because he led everyone to walk a path of victory, but even more so because of the victorious system Chen Ke constructed around theory and practice. Chen Ke was the founder of the system, the interpreter of the system. Denying Chen Ke was equivalent to denying the current system. Just as denying Zhang Yu was equivalent to denying the systems handed down by the current propaganda and diplomatic departments.

"Since the foreign devils put the noose around their own necks, then we have an obligation to kick the stool from under their feet." This was how Zhang Yu lobbied within the Politburo. No one was willing to oppose Zhang Yu, although no comrades particularly supported this either. After seizing the entire Southeast Asia, including the Dutch East Indies, China's impulse to continue south was not that strong. The financial pressure was so huge that hundreds of members of the Central Committee of the People's Party felt the immense pressure.

Although Chen Ke had been shouting about a wartime system, China's huge industrial production capacity did not truly face the necessity of a full adjustment. The basic sectors determining the people's livelihood were all state-owned enterprises. The technological updates of state-owned enterprises were related to orders and scientific research plans. To get more technology funding, one had to have orders. After order contracts were reached, every enterprise could improve a portion of its technology and craftsmanship as wished. This was one of the main driving forces for the progress of China's industrial level.

The "Southern Advance Plan" proposed by Chen Ke when he convened the 12-person meeting years ago remained a secret, but China's plan to attack south was already a fact known to all. Regarding Zhang Yu's discovery, the comrades' feelings about the Southern Advance Plan were not necessarily about expanding territory, nor necessarily about nationalist passion, and even less necessarily about the promotion of the socialist system. Everyone was very realistically seeking a larger share for the interest group they belonged to. Even if it wasn't that kind of seeking under-the-table deals to grab benefits, striving for a larger share for one's own interest group within the system was the proper meaning of the industrial age.

Zhang Yu didn't know how to describe this matter either. The most important reason why the 12-person meeting did not agree to actively advance south a few years ago was the issue of national strength. At that time, it was estimated that China needed a total mobilization and needed to throw all production capacity into the war. Now it seemed that the investment required for the war was not as intense as imagined.

No investigation, no right to speak. Zhang Yu had left the front lines for several years, so the Personnel Department arranged for Li Runshi to introduce the latest progress of these years to Zhang Yu.

"Comrade Zhang Yu, we haven't done anything special, just strengthened the Party organization construction." Li Runshi said this at the beginning of the report.

Even though Li Runshi was a candidate he had recommended himself, Zhang Yu still listened very seriously. He was neither condescending nor did he have that self-satisfaction of being a "benefactor."

After listening to the report, Zhang Yu, led by Li Runshi, took a train to Anhui to visit the Computer Research Center of the National University of Defense Technology. China's locomotives had begun to gradually switch from steam locomotives to internal combustion locomotives, and trains had also begun to speed up. The sleepers of several main lines were changed from wood to concrete.

"Why put the transistor and computer center in Anhui?" Zhang Yu asked after getting on the train. Just as Fengtai County was once the center of the Chinese revolution and had now returned to the status of an ordinary Chinese county. The glory of the past seemed as if it had never happened.

"Climate reasons. The air humidity north of the Huai River is not enough, and there is a lot of floating dust, which is not very suitable for the production of these precision equipments. We also have plans to place new mature production bases in the newly liberated Malaya in the future, where the air is more suitable for these precision components." Li Runshi answered.

"Is this Chairman Chen's opinion?" Zhang Yu asked casually.

Li Runshi laughed: "This is the opinion of the scientific and technological workers."

"Oh?" Zhang Yu instantly became interested. "Many industries moving to the coast and moving south is also the suggestion of frontline staff?"

"Some are suggestions from scientific and technological workers, and some are suggestions from the commercial departments." Li Runshi's answer to this carried a tone of considerable satisfaction.

Zhang Yu nodded. This kind of change was indeed refreshing. Breaking away from Chen Ke's guidance on specific work, China's technology industry seemed to have entered a brand-new realm. This was the common expectation of Chen Ke and the upper echelons of the People's Party. If the technology department became Chen Ke's one-man department, what would happen after Chen Ke died?

Zhang Yu was once responsible for struggling against the matter of stealing Chen Ke's XXX speeches within the technology department. That major rectification tidied up the technology department severely. All those guys who considered themselves Chen Ke's disciples and grand-disciples, and tried to use this identity created by themselves to obtain special status, were mostly driven out of the technology team, or at least marginalized. Zhang Yu was not afraid of offending people at all. This was firstly a unanimous decision of the Politburo Standing Committee, and one of the 5+2 members of the Politburo was certainly not someone those who tried to use "Chen Ke's spirit tablet" could confront.

Of course, the sequelae of doing this was that a group of people who claimed to be "industry experts," "of noble character," "of outstanding strength of character," and "unafraid of power" had no competitors, so they jumped out to be academic tyrants. The rectification of this gang that started a few years ago was the responsibility of Propaganda Minister Li Runshi. Zhang Yu held back and did not ask Li Runshi how exactly he did it. He wanted to see with his own eyes what the technology team looked like after two purges.

The fist majors of the University of Science and Technology in Hefei were electronic technology and nuclear technology. After a strict investigation, Zhang Yu wore a visitor badge and visited the heavily guarded scientific research institution accompanied by Li Runshi, who also wore a visitor badge.

As soon as they entered the research institution, they saw that both sides of the central hall were covered with blackboards. The picture frames of Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Chen Ke were squeezed to positions right up against the ceiling. The blackboards were written full of various research lectures and experimental seminar times. Zhang Yu looked for a good while but did not understand what these lectures were about. It just so happened that a lecture was about to start, so Zhang Yu went to that conference room to attend the lecture.

Most of the people coming and going in the corridors were young people, very young people, looking to be in their twenties or thirties. Even some who were around fifty were dressed simply and walked hurriedly. What was revealed in their steadiness was a vitality of seizing every minute and second.

The conference room was quite large, but there weren't many people. He saw a young man with messy hair, looking just over twenty. A tuft of hair on the back of his head stuck up towards the sky; obviously, he hadn't been awake for long. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes like a cat washing its face, lifted a large glass jar of tea and drank wildly, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and began to lecture.

The content of the lecture was about the problem of electron transition. Drawing and writing a bunch of experimental tables, this young man began to talk about the research project he was responsible for. These cutting-edge technologies were like listening to a heavenly book for Zhang Yu, and Zhang Yu didn't intend to pursue advanced studies here anyway. He carefully observed the members present. There were those older than the one on stage, and those younger. Everyone was listening seriously. There was no putting on airs, nor anything else. There were even a few who stood up and left seemingly rudely after listening for a while. Neither the lecturer nor the listeners paid any attention to this.

Quite interesting! Zhang Yu said to himself in his heart.

After visiting several lectures in a row, this kind of performance was the norm. Whether young people or middle-aged people, their attitude when speaking was very natural. There were elders questioning the young, and young people questioning the elders. No talk of responsibility, no talk of empty politeness; everyone spoke, everyone had their own ideas. When the arguments seemed unfriendly, everyone started issuing "Go Read Books Cards." Listing various materials and experiments.

The thing Zhang Yu found most amusing was that a debate was triggered by heaven knows what experiment, and everyone wasn't sure which process to adopt first. Finally, that elder took out a coin to decide the experimental order. Hearing the words "Let's flip for it!", a look of suppressed laughter appeared on Zhang Yu's face.

After inspecting a round, Zhang Yu praised: "Good job."

"Democratic centralism. Everyone must have the right to speak," Li Runshi replied.
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After visiting several scientific research institutions, Li Runshi led Zhang Yu to visit a technical school. China had officially established an eight-year compulsory education system: five years of primary school and three years of junior middle school. After graduating from junior middle school, students would either enter a technical school or continue to senior high school. After graduating from senior high school, they would again choose to enter a technical college or a university.

Of course, regardless of academic qualifications, the People's Party implemented a policy of equal pay for equal work. Income after graduation had little to do with academic qualifications; the gap in wages between skilled workers and scientific researchers was not significant. Rewards were entirely targeted at technological breakthroughs or technical innovations and improvements, generally referred to collectively as patents.

Although Li Runshi was in charge of this matter, during the adjustment of state-owned enterprises, he stayed at the grassroots level and went down to the workshops. He did a large amount of research work and finally proposed, "Cadres participate in labor, workers participate in management; reform unreasonable rules and regulations; managers and workers combine in production practice and technological revolution."

In the earliest industrial production units of the People's Party, there were no so-called management positions. All units were only divided into frontline workers and training positions, and these training positions were the responsibility of skilled old workers. Such an allocation gradually encountered resistance. One of the pillars of the feudal guild system was the apprenticeship system. China was not much different from foreign countries; both implemented technological blockades and guild barriers. Many old masters simply did not want to teach their "unique skills" to others. Moreover, many new workers did not necessarily join the workforce with the attitude of truly improving their personal labor standards.

In order to counter traditional feudalism and improve efficiency, training positions were gradually separated and became management positions. This solved the problem for a time, but the speed of industrial development was too fast. Because the training positions were detached from frontline production, the update of technical levels began to gradually drag behind. Therefore, more complex management positions and technical positions also gradually appeared. While these positions promoted the improvement of production levels in some aspects, they also hindered the improvement of production levels in other aspects. Trying to find a balance between management and efficiency was difficult beyond imagination.

Zhang Yu agreed very much with Li Runshi's views. One of Chen Ke's advantages was that the system he established showed its "advanced nature" more and more as industrial development progressed. The follow-up effects of such rapid development also began to manifest. The people were increasingly drawn into the industrial age and broke away from the agricultural system. The people began to try to form their own views on industrialized China. Li Runshi discovered that even within the People's Party, the reaction to the industrial age among the people was not necessarily one of approval.

Selecting managers step by step from among the laborers and grassroots personnel was the People's Party's method. It was just that this method still lacked a more systematic theory to guide it. Everyone hoped to do less work and gain more benefits. Even if one could willingly undertake hard work, they still hoped that their relatives and children could be more comfortable and at ease. Even though Chen Ke had paid great attention to a realistic attitude since the beginning of the revolution and never gave any unrealistic descriptions of the revolution, how to enable the people to face reality remained a big problem.

Just as Zhou Shuren wrote in "On Life", he frankly stated: Artsybashev once used his novels to question the idealists who dreamed of a future golden world. Since to build that world, many people must first be roused to suffer. He said, "You promise a golden world to their descendants, but what do you give to them themselves?" There is something, which is the hope of the future. But the price is too great. For this hope, people's senses must be sharpened so that they feel their own suffering more deeply, and their souls must be summoned to witness the rotting corpses of their own selves. Only telling lies and dreaming seem great at such times. So I think, if no way can be found, what we want is dreams; but not dreams of the future, only dreams of the present.

As the Minister of Propaganda, Li Runshi himself knew very well that what Zhou Shuren said was "not dreams of the future, only dreams of the present," but those who opposed labor focused on what seemed to be opposition to the People's Party in this article. "You promise a golden world to their descendants, but what do you give to them themselves?"

Undoubtedly, this "them" referred to the Chinese people at present. The discomfort, confusion, and severe pain of social change were all borne by these people. On the contrary, the younger generation was born in an era that had begun to industrialize rapidly and was industrialized to a considerable extent, and would become even more industrialized in the future. They were a generation created by industrialization itself. The agricultural era was the past for them, or even a kind of story. For the group of people who possessed privileges in the agricultural era, and for the group of people who completely lost their privileges in the industrial age, the People's Party, which initiated, led, and continuously promoted China's industrialization, was evil itself.

Li Runshi discussed these issues with Zhang Yu, and Zhang Yu listened very seriously. This was the irrefutable status quo of China. A few years ago, there had been a discussion in China about which era was harder for people, the agricultural era or the industrial era. At first, many opinions held that the agricultural era was harder. After all, not everyone could bear the high-intensity physical labor during the busy farming seasons in the agricultural era. But after these comparisons deepened, this view changed.

The industrial age indeed made life more convenient, with more nutrition, more medical care, and more knowledge. The absolute intensity of physical labor during busy farming seasons was constantly decreasing. But from another perspective, in the past, only farmers had the opportunity to be busy all year round. Now, men and women in the entire society have to be busy all year round. With the division of labor in society, the amount of labor paid by everyone has only increased, not decreased. The use of machines, the emergence of more new industries, and the continuous improvement of the industrial chain meant that laborers in industrial society were working harder, and the absolute number of people who could become laborers was several times that of the agricultural era.

What is the purpose of working so hard? This question was placed before the masses of the people.

If one were to recall bitterness and think of sweetness, working so hard is for the revolution, for the children, to bring glory to one's ancestors... of course, countless explanations can be found. However, everyone had to reflect on one thing: "Promising a golden world to our descendants, then what is there for us ourselves?" Is it just endless hardship? Is it just endless labor? If labor and hardship are the essence of the world, then what is the so-called golden age?

The Chinese people are a great people. The questions these old-era literati tried to raise did not get much response among the people. The people did not like suffering, but they were accustomed to labor. A sentence "If you don't work, what will you eat? Will it fall from the sky? Will a crow shit it out?" made the working masses fundamentally not follow those old literati and their disciples. However, this universal reflection that was beginning to appear in society was only the beginning now, not the end.

Zhang Yu listened quietly to Li Runshi's words, and then smiled: "The masses are right. If you don't work, what will you eat? Will it fall from the sky? Will a crow shit it out? Comrade Li Runshi, regarding your personal qualifications and character, the vast majority of comrades have no objections. Your strategic level is also generally recognized. The only thing I worry about is one thing. After your generation takes over the country, what you have to do is not just continue to promote the development of China's social productive forces, but also face many problems that we have not encountered. You have to continue to promote the development of the socialist system and communist theory itself. You will work harder than us."

"Haha." Li Runshi also laughed. It was not a humble laugh, nor a polite laugh for the occasion, but the hearty laugh unique to those who know the road is difficult but continue to move forward bravely.

Zhang Yu continued: "To use an analogy, our generation only needs to lay down a large family business. We don't have much time left. When we die and go to see Marx, we can also tell him that materialism tells us that without a material foundation, all thoughts, viewpoints, literature, and art are empty talk. The work we do is to complete this initial accumulation of material. Similarly, as long as there is a strong and rich material foundation, all thoughts, viewpoints, literature, and art will inevitably prosper. As for how prosperous it can be, we will ask Comrade Li Runshi after he comes. Let's not engage in the Chinese tradition of saying the present is not as good as the past. As materialists, we should believe in the advancement of the times. It is a normal society where the past is not as good as the present."

With Zhang Yu's clear support and agreement, Li Runshi also breathed a sigh of relief. In terms of theoretical framework, especially the theoretical framework at the current stage, Chen Ke obviously had no good solution. Even though this new era was an era opened up by Chen Ke, Chen Ke's theoretical guidance seemed to have reached its wit's end in this era.

As always, Chen Ke was still able to put forward quite unique and even brilliant views on social systems, such as a flat society, such as the information age. However, everything Chen Ke proposed had too high requirements for technology and the level of productive forces. Li Runshi clearly felt that Chen Ke was stalling for time and adjusting social contradictions. Whether the contradictions would erupt first, or the technological progress Chen Ke spoke of would be completed first, was likely a matter of luck. At present, China's contradictions, the People's Party's contradictions, and the contradictions between the people and social development had all reached a very intense degree.

Li Runshi and Zhang Yu talked about problems in the production field. He himself was very opposed to those who sat in offices. Although the modern enterprise management ideas proposed by Chen Ke were advanced, there was a problem of "investors" and "producers". The main contradiction between investors and producers was the contradiction of profit. After capital was in the hands of the state, the bureaucratic system could easily interfere with distribution through power. Most members of the People's Party were the backbone of various industries. After adopting the civil service system, officials were developing in the direction of "government employees" rather than high-and-mighty bureaucrats. It was just that there were constant conflicts between the traditional perceptions of the old era and the various production relations of the new era.

Whoever controlled capital controlled everything. This practical problem was already the biggest contradiction in China's social development. After entering the industrial age, all problems were gradually linked to this main contradiction.

Looking again now at Chen Ke making the banking industry engaged in monetary business independent of the bureaucratic system, this was a very foresightful action. When the bureaucratic system tried to intervene in capital operations, this dam blocked the wishes of the bureaucratic system. However, Li Runshi did not have much confidence in how long this dam could hold. This was not a moral issue of the bureaucratic system, but rather that the bureaucratic system and power were tentatively constantly expanding their own domains. Even if it was Chen Ke blocking them, the bureaucratic system would not just obediently stop probing.

Li Runshi said: "Unless the people are the masters of their own house and the people implement comprehensive supervision over state affairs. Otherwise, we have no way to stop bureaucracy from seizing power. Bureaucracy seizing power means the restoration of the feudal system in a large sense."

Zhang Yu smiled, "In that case, our propaganda department will have to face the almost endless attacks of populism. As long as the people do not actively pursue science, the people will always use populism for immediate interests, and populism will also fully use the people. Plus some extremist clowns jumping around, the two will be entangled like this. And the bureaucratic system will try even more to entangle these things together, trying to demand greater power. That's roughly what it's about."

With such an almost unsolvable problem placed before them, Zhang Yu's tone was full of mockery. After entering the brand-new industrial age, what was displayed before their eyes was not only magnificence, not only progress. Looking from Zhang Yu's "dark" perspective, it was rather like a disaster was approaching, reaching an imminent point.

"Comrade Li Runshi, I have always thought that Comrade Chen Ke does not seem like a human being. I am already called very dark, but I personally think that if I am dark, then Comrade Chen Ke is looking at this world from an endless abyss. He has never had any illusions about this world, nor does he have any special goodwill towards this world. And you have one point that I admire very much. You are too good to people. As long as there is a glimmer of possibility, you will try to save other people's souls. Comrade Chen Ke just holds on tight and doesn't let go. Changing the world is more like a burden, a mission for Comrade Chen Ke. And for you, it is a cause you are willing to struggle for. On this point, I actually hope you can persist in being yourself. In many times, we need ideals." After Zhang Yu finished speaking, he sighed deeply. Li Runshi could not quite understand whether Zhang Yu himself regarded the revolution as a mission or joined the revolution with an idealistic attitude. In this regard, Zhang Yu was a very difficult guy to see through.

After roughly understanding the latest situation and the main domestic contradictions, Zhang Yu no longer continued to look, but returned to Zhengzhou with Li Runshi.

The attitude of the Political Bureau of the People's Party regarding whether to fully mobilize was quite inconsistent. Surprisingly, the Military Commission was quite conservative; their plan was merely to advance into Australia and New Zealand. On the contrary, other comrades in the Political Bureau hoped to thoroughly liberate Asia, especially to "liberate" the oil-rich Middle East region. This ulterior motive had even reached the point where the comrades were too lazy to articulate it.

In this regard, the banking, industrial, and commercial departments, which originally had many contradictions, formed an alliance at this time. Their attitudes were unprecedentedly consistent, all demanding to do their utmost to personally liberate Asia. They were the hardliners who most hoped to implement total war.

The Military Commission only approved of expanding the navy, hoping to divide the Pacific Ocean in half with the United States. China accepted the fact of the United States' presence in the Philippines, but the islands in the Western Pacific, South Pacific, and Central Pacific other than that would be managed by China. Since there was such a plan, what the Military Commission proposed was a short-term strategy. End all wars in these regions as much as possible within a year, so that after the Americans expanded their army and prepared for war, they would not find an opportunity to enter the war in these regions.

Obviously, the Military Commission's plan was firstly a "short-term strategy". As for the future long-term strategy, it was not that the Military Commission did not have its own attitude, but dragging it that far at this time would be entirely harmful and of no benefit to the war process.

As soon as Zhang Yu and Li Runshi returned to Zhengzhou, they were swept into this dispute. If the support of Zhang Yu, a member of the Central Advisory Commission, could be obtained, and the approval of Li Runshi, Vice Chairman of the Central Military Commission, could be obtained, it would probably determine China's final decision in the war. In this regard, Chen Ke himself would always abide by the resolutions of the Party Committee. Chen Ke also had no way to reverse things that could be determined at the Party Committee meeting.

Zhang Yu's only response to these arguments was to demand that everyone adhere to the system of making decisions at Party Committee meetings, and he did not put forward any personal opinions. But this attitude already proved Zhang Yu's point of view: the more selfish people were, the less they dared to openly veto Chen Ke's opinions at the Party Committee meeting. The few times Chen Ke's opinions were vetoed, the content discussed had nothing to do with Chen Ke himself, and was completely a matter of judging the case as it stood. Zhang Yu's attitude had already expressed his position, and now those comrades didn't even dare to lobby Li Runshi.

Chen Ke, who was at the center of this entanglement of interests, did not consider the issues of any interest groups at all. The war must go on. Chen Ke was very clear about this. Once the bow is drawn, there is no turning back. Modern warfare must definitely be fought until the final total collapse of one side. Therefore, Chen Ke himself was opposed to the plan of implementing general mobilization. In recent years, Chen Ke had become increasingly uneasy about the expansion of the bureaucratic system. The Soviet Union was an example. Uncle Iron Man was good in every way, but he didn't see through the essence of the bureaucratic system. Of course, it could be said that the Soviet Union's feudal era was not long enough, and the overall social management level was relatively lagging after entering the industrial age. As a result, as soon as Uncle Iron Man died, the bureaucratic system turned the tables, and even Comrade Beria was killed. Since then, the Soviet Union had become a country where the bureaucratic system blotted out the sky.

If the interest groups hadn't made a fuss this time, Chen Ke might still have had some illusions. But the interest groups started to make a fuss. Instead of establishing a more scientific production mode by developing productive forces first, they obtained the interests of various groups through the channel of fighting for more distribution rights. This made Chen Ke suddenly wake up.

At the Political Bureau meeting, Chen Ke couldn't help but look at Lu Huitian, Vice Chairman of the National People's Congress, many times. Comrade Lu Huitian was undoubtedly jumping very happily in this.

If he were twenty years younger, Chen Ke would not have the patience he has now. This is also the result of absorbing historical experience.

There was a tragedy in history. Back then, Chairman Mao questioned the capitalist roaders within the party, and as a result, the representative figure of the bureaucratic system asked back, "Who are the capitalist roaders?!"

Chairman Mao couldn't hold back for a moment and named a few names. Soon, those few people lost their lives after being attacked in the armed struggles. Chairman Mao suffered enough in personnel struggles. He had always been most opposed to personnel struggles. Once political struggles turned into personnel struggles, it was destined that big trouble would occur. Many careerists would immediately jump out to muddy the waters.

Chen Ke knew that he was far from being made a figurehead now, so no matter how dissatisfied he was in his heart, he had to hold it in. This was Chen Ke's obligation.
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Chapter 120 First Move (9)

"The Soviet comrades haven't implemented general mobilization either," He Zudao, the Vice Chairman of the Military Commission in charge of military administration, implicitly presented the military's view at the Politburo meeting. He Zudao had always been considered one of the people in the army most loyal to Chen Ke. Of course, the entire Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was loyal to Chen Ke. Other comrades might have their own interest groups, but the army did not involve economics. While factional struggles certainly existed, the concept of interest groups did not. The only interest issue for the army was requesting more military budget and more new equipment—the most common issues.

Lu Huitian knew very well that He Zudao's words completely represented the army's view. It was the army that bore the burden of war, and in China, the group most opposed to war was probably the army itself. It wasn't that he hadn't considered persuading the comrades in the army, but the problem was that the army was an organization that heavily emphasized seniority. Chen Ke, the creator of the People's Army, was still alive. As long as Chen Ke didn't choose a militaristic path, there was no hope that the army would stand up to negate Chen Ke. Even if Chen Ke chose militarism, as long as the thousands of senior commanders loyal to Chen Ke were there, no one in the army would dare to challenge him.

On the matter of loyalty to Chen Ke, Lu Huitian himself had no intention of replacing him. Not just Lu Huitian alone; within the entire People's Party, while there might be people with the impulse to replace Chen Ke, there wasn't a single person who, after considering the idea realistically from a materialist perspective, could persist in putting that idea into action.

What Lu Huitian hoped for was to realize his own ideas. The People's Party had developed to a point where it was stepping onto a critical juncture. As one of the early leaders of the People's Party, in terms of seniority, Lu Huitian was only a few months behind He Zudao and had joined the revolution even earlier than the retired Shang Yuan. Yet now he was only at the position of Vice Chairman of the People's Congress. Lu Huitian knew very well that the reason he couldn't attain a higher status was entirely due to the issue of state governance guidelines.

Many who leaned towards Lu Huitian believed that Chen Ke was a man who "selected scholars," while Lu Huitian was a man who "selected officials." Apart from obeying the Party Committee, Chen Ke did not believe that any organization was irreplaceable. Lu Huitian, on the other hand, believed that officials and authority were the decisive existence. In this regard, Lu Huitian actually quite agreed with the model of the Soviet comrades: a leader can exist, but what the leader directly commands are officials, or rather, the institutionalized party organization of officials. So this time, many comrades who previously even had heavy conflicts supported total war; one of the reasons was the hope to reverse the current situation in China through such a model.

The comrades' thoughts were not necessarily all out of selfishness. When private enterprises continued to exist, and some well-run private enterprises earned quite high incomes—for example, a reputable restaurant owner could earn hundreds of thousands a year—a department-level cadre with an annual income of only ten thousand would certainly not be very happy deep down. A system with more planning, more power, and more distributive justice was also the sincere hope of many comrades. Since such a foundation existed, Lu Huitian unknowingly became a banner-waving figure.

When He Zudao mentioned the Soviet Union, Lu Huitian felt a bit unhappy. The Soviet army also had 3 million troops. While this number was only half of China's regular army and one-third of the total volume under China's military system, calculated per capita, the Soviet Union's investment in the military was far higher than China's. China's per capita military spending was probably only slightly higher than that of the United States. Among the world powers, it had always been in the bottom ranks. Even so, Lu Huitian could not question the combat capability of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. If Lu Huitian dared to do so, it would be equivalent to standing directly on the opposite side of the army.

"Since the Soviet comrades haven't mobilized, there is even less need for us to implement general mobilization. The enemies we face are either very weak or are enemies that need powerful naval and air forces to resolve," He Zudao explained.

In the Politburo, there were not only the total mobilization faction but also a section of comrades who supported Chen Ke, and another section who couldn't judge the southward strategy. He Zudao's speech was directed at these comrades. As Chen Ke's staunchest supporter, He Zudao understood clearly what he had to do. It was neither to argue with those comrades who had different guidelines nor to paint the war plan in extravagant colors, but to realistically introduce the current situation. To reach a realistic conclusion within the Politburo.

He Zudao continued to introduce, "We have already received intelligence that Britain has strengthened its troop deployment on the border of Burma and Siam. This is the only new problem encountered recently. Other army movements are mainly strengthening the landing operation preparations of the Marine Corps."

"Is it really impossible for Britain to implement large-scale maritime transport in the Indian Ocean direction?" That section of comrades without a specific stance raised this question.

He Zudao smiled. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's battle to liberate the Dutch East Indies used a total of over forty thousand troops. Transporting these troops from the mainland coast to Lanfang Province, then from Lanfang Province across the sea to the Dutch East Indies, including equipment and the fuel consumed by the navy and air force during combat. Just in terms of fuel, every commander and fighter consumed over a ton of fuel. In 1938, China's crude oil production exceeded 30 million tons. Over forty thousand tons of fuel seemed negligible, but processing crude oil into usable fuel required equipment and manpower, all of which were huge investments.

"Given the British strength, their most cost-effective way of war at this stage is to use the Indian Army." He Zudao avoided giving an overly exaggerated evaluation of this material allocation. "If Britain mobilizes hundreds of thousands of troops into the Asian theater, Europe will be left wide open. According to the intelligence we obtained, Germany is preparing to attack Poland. Poland is an ally of Britain, so this is equivalent to declaring war on Britain. When large numbers of British troops are committed to Asia, if France in the European theater can hold off Germany, Britain might still have the spare energy to maintain the war in Asia. If France fails, then the British homeland will be completely empty, and the Germans will be able to do whatever they want. We must note one thing," during the First World War, Britain mobilized a large source of troops from its colonies into the European theater. India was an important source of troops for Britain. If Germany starts a war in Europe, we can foresee that Britain will not have enough strength to protect India. Once India is lost, the losses Britain suffers are fundamentally not something Britain can bear."

The British homeland was over ten thousand kilometers away from China. It wasn't wrong for Chinese comrades to open their eyes to the world, but everyone's gaze only fell on the Western Pacific region; this was already the limit for the vast majority of comrades in the People's Party. Asking them to cast their sights on the entire world was indeed too much to ask. Chen Ke's greatest advantage was that in the era he lived in, due to the existence of the hegemon, the United States, China had to cast its sights on the entire world. This was also the essence of the natural difference in strategic outlook. Chen Ke stood on the shoulders of giants.

The representative of the neutral faction, or rather the representative figure in the Politburo who "pretended to be a neutral faction," was Ren Qiying. Among the first generation of People's Party members, Ren Qiying was considered one of the youngest. She was just 49 years old now. As an excellent bureaucrat, Ren Qiying's way of life was not to get involved in trouble. Since Ren Qiying had never attempted to push a line of her own, she had absolutely no need to get involved in disputes. As long as she followed Chen Ke and completed the work that needed to be done, that was enough.

At this time, Ren Qiying, currently the Director of the Statistics Bureau of the SASAC, asked: "Then when do we plan to go south?"

Lu Huitian couldn't help but frown after hearing this. Ren Qiying's level of playing political tricks was very interesting. If she asked clearly when to go south to Australia, He Zudao could immediately answer that the troops were already moving south. As long as the troops didn't complain, there was fundamentally no necessity to push for general mobilization. And the result of Ren Qiying doing this was equivalent to disguised support for Chen Ke unless Lu Huitian and those comrades demanding total war forced the neutrals to choose a stance. But this matter would basically end here. Of course, no one in the People's Party had ever dared to do that. Even Chen Ke had never forced the Party Committee to make any decisions. At most, the comrades of the People's Party didn't know whether they should agree with Chen Ke's views, and in the absence of any better choice, they agreed to Chen Ke's plan.

When the southward plan hadn't encountered any problems yet, Lu Huitian had neither Chen Ke's rallying power nor a reasonable excuse. No matter what he thought, he had to let the current plan continue.

With Ren Qiying's lead-in, He Zudao immediately gave a brief introduction to the current plan. The navy was now split into two; one part entered the Indian Ocean for operations with the coordination of the air force, and the other part began to move south. In fact, while fiercely pursuing the British, Australian, and Dutch fleets retreating towards Australia, the People's Navy had already captured Darwin Port.

"Oh? We've already attacked into Australia?" Most of the comrades in the Politburo who hadn't heard this news were very surprised.

"Although Darwin Port is Australian land, the geographical situation of this country, Australia, is very terrible." He Zudao began to disseminate knowledge about Australia's geography.

Australia's area is close to 8 million square kilometers, but the geographical conditions are not very good. The terrain of this Commonwealth member is quite unique. Mountains in the east, plains in the center, and plateaus in the west. The country's highest peak, Mount Kosciuszko, is 2,230 meters above sea level. Near the sea, there are narrow beach slopes that gently slope westward, gradually becoming plains. The coastal areas are full of wide sandy beaches and verdant vegetation. The terrain there is varied: there are the cliffs of the Blue Mountains west of Sydney, the tall, beautiful, and eroded volcanic necks of the Glasshouse Mountains north of Brisbane, and the south coast west of Adelaide is a flat plain.

Most of this country's land, about 70%, belongs to arid or semi-arid zones. Most of the central region is unsuitable for habitation. Australia has 11 large deserts, which account for about 20% of the entire continent's area. Due to low rainfall, more than one-third of the continent is covered by deserts. Australia is the flattest and driest continent in the world. The central depression and the western plateau are both deserts with a dry climate. Lake Eyre in the center is the lowest point in Australia, with the lake surface 16 meters below sea level. The land available for animal husbandry and farming is only 260,000 square kilometers. The coastal zones, especially the southeast coastal zone, are suitable for habitation and farming. Here, hills undulate, water sources are abundant, and the land is fertile. Except for the south coast, the entire coastal zone forms a "Green Belt" surrounding the continent, and it is precisely this green belt that nurtures this country.

This peculiar terrain made Darwin Port, which the People's Navy had already occupied, very "interesting." Because Australia's core area is in the southeast region, Darwin Port, located in the northwest region, is truly just a port city. There are absolutely no railways or highways leading to Sydney in southeast Australia.

Not only that, the salinity of Australia's groundwater is higher than that of the human body. Drinking it not only fails to "quench thirst" but conversely makes one "thirstier the more one drinks." So attempting to open up a railway or highway connecting Australia in a short time using a large amount of manpower to maintain transport is also a completely unrealistic plan. Even a country like China, with abundant manpower and experience in massive engineering projects, couldn't do it. To take down Australia, one could only rely on the navy.

"This also involves another issue, which is maintenance after occupation. Australia's domestic industrial level is very backward. Although there are now some steel plants and they mine their own coal, and Australia's high-quality iron ore also lowers Australia's costs, the core problem of this country is its small domestic market and low scale of production. Thinking of completely occupying Australia cannot be a short-term war; the entire time will likely take two or even three years." He Zudao calmly elaborated on the Military Commission's view. "Of course, we can establish a series of strongholds in the unmanned areas of western and northern Australia. This is very easy. Because those places can basically be considered unmanned areas. Everything there needs to be built by ourselves."

Looking at the map, one couldn't see Australia's problems; such a large piece of land couldn't help but make people envious. The comrades' impression of Australia was that it "abounds in wool." Since it produced wool, it must be a country dominated by vast grasslands. Regarding the issue of undrinkable groundwater, it was introduced in junior high school textbooks. However, everyone felt that these things should be surmountable. But after listening to He Zudao's introduction, the originally enthusiastic mood was constantly lowering.

"The biggest reason we want to seize Australia is that Australia is determined to fight China to the end. Although this country has only 7 million people, we cannot let the United States treat Australia as a base for attacking China. If the huge industrial capacity of the United States is really used to fight us, we will inevitably fall into a long war. Only after completely cutting off the United States' thought of moving against China can we speak of peace." He Zudao made the concluding remarks.

Ren Qiying listened very seriously. When He Zudao finished, Ren Qiying asked: "If at this stage we only want to resolve Australia's organized resistance, rather than completely seizing Australia, how long will it take? Listening to Commissar He's introduction, Australia only has 7 million people. If we only solve some strongholds along the coast of Australia, instead of building Australia into a base capable of resisting a possible American attack, how long will this take?"

"About 9 months." He Zudao answered this question.

The Politburo members who were originally a bit worried about the two to three years proposed by He Zudao all breathed a sigh of relief. If it only took 9 months to resolve Australia's organized resistance, there was indeed no need to implement general mobilization in the Chinese mainland.

Ren Qiying waited slightly, as if thinking for a while, and then said: "If that's the case, I feel that proceeding according to the current plan is very good. Moreover, there are so many islands in the Pacific. It will definitely take a period of time between driving the British forces out of these islands and turning these islands into bases where China can resist foreign invasion. Everything must be completed step by step."

Ren Qiying's view was approved by the majority of the comrades. In the subsequent vote, the comrades all agreed to continue the southward plan and simultaneously agreed to restrictions on the supply of civilian gasoline and diesel. But they did not advocate the system of total war. With the war plan determined, the direction of this meeting's discussion turned to the specific scope and intensity of domestic control.

At this point in the meeting, Lu Huitian understood that the total war he hoped for was seemingly impossible to pass. However, Lu Huitian was not too disappointed. If Chen Ke said the United States was very likely to intervene, then the possibility of US intervention was very high. There would be plenty of opportunities later.

Moreover, the part Lu Huitian hoped for the most, which was the implementation of controls on the domestic economy, was established. At this stage, since it didn't make people feel he was challenging Chen Ke, Lu Huitian had ample opportunity to mobilize more "allies" within a more moderate scope. Since it wasn't about overthrowing Chen Ke, or even making Chen Ke a figurehead, China's various interest groups might not necessarily refuse some of Lu Huitian's proposals.

As a probe, Lu Huitian proposed the view of "practicing strict economy," suggesting certain restrictions on the catering industry. The People's Party had never fully nationalized the catering industry. Although the share of the state-run catering industry was not low, the purpose of this part of the state-run catering industry was firstly to expand employment and secondly to try to suppress prices. After all, with state-owned enterprises stirring things up in the mix, they could forcibly suppress some prices.

The subsequent development was about the same as Lu Huitian imagined; the vast majority of comrades expressed approval. Although Chen Ke did not come out directly to oppose it, he still felt some unease in his heart.

The People's Party strictly forbade eating, taking, blocking, and asking for bribes. The control of the discipline inspection department was also only powerfully implemented in some very core departments and departments very relevant to people's lives. Moreover, most of these implementations were in cities, in big cities. At the grassroots level, the phenomenon of getting some perks from the private catering industry was not rare. Chen Ke had no good feelings for capitalists, but this didn't mean he thought this practice was correct.

What Chen Ke couldn't see clearly now was which comrades in the Politburo genuinely believed that restricting the private catering industry could "save costs," which comrades simply believed that "restricting a bit" could play a role in lifting the people's spirit, and which comrades had other ideas.

It was just that Chen Ke knew that this was absolutely not the time for him to speak. Because it is impossible for humans to make correct judgments about things that have not happened; being able to correctly summarize things that have happened is already a very remarkable thing. Since history ascends in a spiral, the processes that must be walked cannot be skipped in the slightest. Even though after every spiral ends, many people will definitely be eliminated.

This is very ruthless. This is very necessary.
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Engels once said, "If society has a technical need, that need advances science more than ten universities." During the Great Depression, society’s demand for economic technology was unprecedentedly strong, and many theories that still hold immense influence in the 21st century were completed during this period.

The Stalin model, the Fascist model, America's Roosevelt New Deal, and even the China Model. The four major countries of the world all completed their own response methods. Research targeting these models and corresponding economic explanations emerged as the times required.

Situated on the edge of the world, China’s influence was relatively small, at least within the North Atlantic economic circle. However, this was only true for ordinary people. Limited by their social status and information channels, the collection and understanding of intelligence by ordinary people and even average scholars were subject to considerable restrictions. But among first-rate talents, the view of the "China Model" was quite different.

U.S. President Roosevelt paid great attention to the China Model, even though there were many people offering advice to the leader of the world's number one industrial power, including the famous economist Keynes.

Classical economists and neoclassical economists both favored laissez-faire economic policies, while Keynes opposed them, advocating for direct state intervention in the economy. He argued for the necessity of direct state intervention and proposed relatively specific goals; his ideas, centered on fiscal policy and monetary policy, later became the core of the entire field of macroeconomics. It could even be said that later Western macroeconomics was built upon the foundation of Keynes's "The General Theory".

However, the "China Model" led by Chen Ke was still vastly different from Keynes. As a practitioner of Marxism, the China led by Chen Ke did not take "fiscal policy and monetary policy as the core," but rather focused on developing productive forces and dismantling trade barriers, realizing an industrial system of socialized transactions. For Roosevelt, the China Model actually fit his preferences better.

Of course, Roosevelt was not a socialist, let alone a communist. Roosevelt naturally took a clear-cut stand against the complete elimination of the "system of private capital ownership." If Roosevelt dared to support opposition to private capital ownership, he would likely have long since been shot by a "mental patient." But Roosevelt absorbed a large part of the practical methods from the "China Model."

What Roosevelt didn't know was that the "China Model" implemented by Chen Ke also absorbed a considerable part of the practical methods from the "Roosevelt New Deal." It was just that the "China Model" was much earlier than the Roosevelt New Deal, so Roosevelt naturally fully borrowed the effective parts from the People's Party.

Precisely because of this, Roosevelt was quite hesitant about whether to go to war with China. Even though he was mocked by China's "Legend of Maoshan Demon Slayer," and Roosevelt's distant cousin, President Theodore Roosevelt, was ruthlessly analogized as an "Alchemist Lich," Roosevelt himself didn't really care about these things. "Legend of Maoshan Demon Slayer" was obviously something from the hand of the ruling class; the powerful "evil" forces were not evil for the sake of being evil, but followed their own path for the sake of profit. Learning that the script of "Legend of Maoshan Demon Slayer" was personally penned by Chen Ke, Roosevelt didn't even feel angry; he actually rather admired Chen Ke's talent. Wolves eat meat, dogs eat shit; being able to write a script based on interests was itself the magnanimity a ruler should have.

In reality, a Chinese leader who understands where interests lie is a very difficult existence to deal with. Roosevelt had to consider the dangers of waging war with China. From the perspective of interests, the danger of Germany was much greater than that of China. The North Atlantic economic circle was the essence of the world economy in 1939, and Germany, becoming the hegemon of Europe, posed a threat to the United States far greater than China. This could be thought through without much effort. The problem was, what after solving Germany?

A China controlling the entire Western Pacific would confront the United States across the Pacific Ocean. Even if the United States had the Philippines as an Asian base, what could that do? Surrounded by China's air and naval forces, letting the U.S. Pacific Fleet station in the Philippines was just a rhythm of delivering meat to the doorstep. Roosevelt came from a law school background and served as Assistant Secretary of the Navy in 1913. Roosevelt certainly deeply knew the difficulty of having an unprecedentedly large-scale naval battle with China in the Pacific. At the same time, Roosevelt knew very well just how difficult it would be for the United States to try to drive China back to Northeast Asia after China occupied the entire Western Pacific.

The most critical thing was that the American people did not want a war of unprecedented scale in the Far East at all. The investment in this war would be unprecedented, and the outcome was completely unpredictable. Holding a kind of egoistic anger, Roosevelt thought, if only China would actively attack the U.S. Pacific Fleet!

The problem was that China made no such move at all. It wasn't that the U.S. fleet didn't go to "buy soy sauce" (spectate/loiter). When the Chinese fleet went south, the U.S. Pacific Fleet also dispatched forces to tail them. The result was that the Chinese navy adopted an attitude of turning a blind eye to the U.S. fleet. Roosevelt never cared about fabricating lies; as a politician, fabricating lies was one of the most basic capabilities. The Philippines, the U.S.'s foothold in the Western Pacific, was won through the Spanish-American War. The Spanish-American War was originally a war built on lies.

The cruel suppression of Cuban insurgents by the Spanish army endangered the economic interests of American capitalists in the region. On February 15, 1898, the U.S. warship "Maine," sent to Cuba to protect expatriates, exploded in Havana Harbor. The United States then used this incident as an excuse to take military action against Spain on April 25.

Roosevelt knew better than anyone how the "Maine" actually exploded; give the Spaniards ten guts and they wouldn't dare do such a thing. The Americans skillfully let the "Maine" explode, and then this became the excuse.

If possible, Roosevelt very much hoped to "replicate" the Maine incident. If not for the obstruction of the Republican Party, Roosevelt would have long since implemented this plan. In the upcoming U.S. election, the Republican Party abhorred Roosevelt's New Deal, which vigorously expanded the power of the federal government, suppressed state rights, allowed the establishment of unions, and implemented old-age insurance. Therefore, the U.S. Republican Party would absolutely not allow Roosevelt to drag the United States into a world war. Once entering a wartime system, Roosevelt would inevitably gain greater power, so the Republican Party kept a close watch on any possibility that could trigger a foreign war for the United States.

The matter of the U.S. Pacific Fleet following the Chinese fleet south, under the propaganda of the Republican Party, set off a huge wave within the United States. The Republican Party accused Roosevelt of deliberately trying to trigger a war and drag the United States into an Asian war. Even if the Republican Party extremely disliked China, they still questioned in Congress, "If the U.S. fleet appears in waters where China is fighting Britain and the Netherlands, and then a shell fired by God knows who hits the U.S. fleet, will President Roosevelt immediately declare war on China?"

Everyone was a politician; who didn't know how this trick was played? The Republican Party struck first, strangling the tricks Roosevelt might adopt in the cradle. The American public, having witnessed the brutal suppression of veterans marching peacefully on Washington, certainly refused to participate in war. after the Republican Party raised the issue, the U.S. Congress discussed it several times and simply proposed a bill requiring that the U.S. Pacific Fleet must not intervene in the war between China and Britain in any form. Even if attacked, Congress would need to investigate it.

The Chinese ambassador to the United States soon received news in this regard. Within China, all units stationed in the U.S. were required to work hard to stall the United States and prevent it from participating in the Western Pacific War. In intelligence work, there were quite a few places where these things could be utilized.

In some tabloids that tried to make a living by attracting eyeballs, some "stories" soon appeared. Stories including the British Navy disguising themselves as the German Navy and the Chinese Navy to attack the U.S. fleet, attempting to trigger a Sino-U.S. or German-U.S. war, quickly became popular. Because the American people were isolated from the upper echelons, their love for "rumors" far exceeded their desire for the truth. These little stories, even if written to be ridiculously absurd in the eyes of experts, were accepted because the national level was not something the people wanted to know or could understand. As long as it made the American public feel it fit the thinking they could understand, then the American public would rather believe these stories.

"The main point of writing stories is that they must be joyfully seen and heard! They must be joyfully seen and heard! And make the people feel that they have the ability to distinguish, able to see through various lies of the upper class!" Chinese intelligence agency personnel in the U.S. made a very correct judgment on this.

So the initial versions of the stories all started with a plain narrative, pointing directly at some simple conspiracies. As the American public's appetite and attention began to focus on these aspects, the stories began to gradually upgrade. Various layers of nested conspiracies began to appear, including spies, counter-spies, and spy-within-spy conspiracy stories, which began to appear more frequently in the American cultural market.

China's intelligence warfare agencies did not have departments that directly pried into foreign secret intelligence. Chen Ke always believed that for an industrialized society, this method was not very useful. Especially for a powerful industrial country like China, as long as it didn't make mistakes itself, it could solve enemies by sheer power alone. Spies had no human rights; being executed immediately after being caught was the norm. But for personnel collecting various economic intelligence as well as cultural and social trends, they could be said to be spies, but could not be classified in the ranks of spies. For example, China collected various public economic data of the United States or other countries, and also collected and investigated a part of the economic data of the United States or other countries by itself. Such intelligence personnel, even if caught, could not be convicted of espionage. At most, they would receive the treatment of deportation.

As long as life was not in danger, one could trust the loyalty of the comrades. What's more, China could openly ask the United States or other countries for these personnel. Rescue methods and rescue channels could be said to be very numerous. Open schemes are always superior to conspiracies.

Therefore, writing articles was one of the capabilities for Chinese intelligence agencies to make a living. Third-rate and even fourth-rate tabloids had a great demand for these articles. Seeing such articles selling well, newspapers and magazines in the U.S. mainland also followed suit. Various viewpoints such as "War between China and the U.S. is a British conspiracy" and "War between Germany and the U.S. is a British conspiracy" soon became popular in the United States.

The Republican Party, having "public opinion" from the people, became even more fierce in its questioning attitude towards Roosevelt. Roosevelt, this white-haired old fox, naturally knew when to advance and retreat. He understood that dragging the United States into war with minor friction in the short term was already an unrealistic matter.

The British side naturally noticed this kind of thing. Although Roosevelt didn't say it officially, he actually had private communications with Britain many times. This president sitting in a wheelchair expressed many times that if a war broke out between Britain and Germany, the United States would not incline towards Germany. Of course, the British side also noticed that the United States had never let go on one thing, and that was that the United States would not join the Axis alliance formed by Germany and Italy. China not engaging in secret espionage work in the United States did not mean that Britain did not engage in secret espionage work in the United States.

British intelligence agencies obtained relatively reliable intelligence that the United States had formulated multiple military plans to annex Canada. In history, the United States had attacked Canada, but was pushed back by the British, who even burned down the U.S. presidential residence along the way. It was just that times had changed. If the current United States joined hands with Germany, Britain would absolutely not have a good outcome.

Even if the United States did not join hands with Germany but, like the current China, acted against Britain alone, Britain fighting against the attacks of both the United States and China at the same time would exceed Britain's endurance. In this situation, Britain could only be anxious. In order to deter the United States, Britain could only adopt a method that only a boss could implement. In order to redeem the lost face, the boss must go into battle personally to prove with strength that the boss had enough power to awe the scene.

In June 1939, British First Lord of the Admiralty Churchill, in India, commanded an "Eight-Eight" fleet, that is, a large formation composed of eight battleships and eight heavy cruisers, and began to approach the Kra region controlled by China.

Former Commander of the Kra Military Region Zhu Yao had now returned to his old profession and became the Commander of the People's Navy Indian Ocean Fleet. The Kra Military Region had become part of the Malaya Military Region. The Military Region Commander was served by Pu Guanshui, and the Military Region Political Commissar was served by Vice Chairman of the Military Commission Comrade Li Runshi.

Zhu Yao's attitude was very "conservative." Given China's pitiful hydrological data in the Indian Ocean, plus the relatively large wind and waves in the Indian Ocean, it was not very suitable for aircraft carrier operations. At Zhu Yao's suggestion, the Indian Ocean Fleet was a combat cluster with "Air, Submarine, and Fast Attack Craft" as the core. And after Zhu Yao obtained a large number of new combat vessels, the first combat plan was to seize the Andaman Islands of India, and then advance to the State of Ceylon, that is, Sri Lanka. Sri Lanka was anciently called "Lanka" (Chinese transliteration Lengqie), and Chinese ancient books called it the Lion Kingdom, or Simhala Kingdom. In the appellation of New China, Sri Lanka was mostly referred to as Ceylon or the Simhala Kingdom. Although Sri Lanka was already a British colony, China obviously did not think so.

If the State of Ceylon could be liberated, China would be able to obtain a powerful support point in the Indian Ocean. India's little bit of army was not to be feared at all, and in terms of air force, China occupied a comprehensive upper hand. With Ceylon as a base, the navy could strike the British Navy in the Indian Ocean at any time. If the British fleet in the Indian Ocean was wiped out, China could even directly restore oil trade with the Middle East oil-producing regions. After the start of the Sino-British war, oil supplies from the Middle East had been terminated.

Obviously, Churchill also recognized the situation. The canal excavation work in the Kra Isthmus region by China had not stopped at all. Not only had it not stopped, but China had also hired over 100,000 Japanese laborers from Japan to participate in the Kra Canal excavation project. Now there were over 280,000 workers laboring on the entire construction site. Calculated at one cubic meter of earth and stone per person per day, including mountain excavation works, it would take at most another year to dig through this final section of the canal. At that time, the Chinese fleet would be able to rush into the Indian Ocean through the Strait of Malacca, the Kra Canal, and the Sunda Strait. Britain simply did not have enough troops to monitor and blockade these three waterways simultaneously. To reverse this situation, one must first seize the Kra region and threaten China's Laos Province and the newly captured Malaya region from the Thailand region.

Churchill was not a fool. As a British hardliner against Germany, he knew very well that Germany was definitely going to act against Poland. After the signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, Germany was equivalent to getting a pass to Poland. The reason Germany hadn't moved yet was just waiting for Britain to transport troops to India. Churchill knew very well that at the same time Britain suffered defeat in the Indian Ocean, Germany would act against Poland.

But the degree of weirdness of the country of Poland exceeded Churchill's imagination based on the news he received. Ever since Poland joined the British "Allied" camp against China, the Poles felt that with Britain backing them up, facing the eyeing Germany, Poland adopted an extremely tough treatment strategy. Not only did it deploy hundreds of thousands of troops on the Polish-German border, but Poland also formulated a military plan to actively attack Germany. Its goal was to annex "East Prussia."

Poland's domestic propaganda machine went into full swing, shouting about "recreating the glory of 1410." In 1410, the Teutonic Order and the Polish-Lithuanian Union fought a large-scale battle near Tannenberg. The Teutonic Order was defeated in this battle and lost a series of lands in Poland, eventually retaining only the piece of land of Prussia. Since then, the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth embarked on the path of "Pacifying Germany and Suppressing Russia" to dominate Central Europe. It once established a vast country from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea.

Churchill had read a lot of news from China. After Poland declared war on China, China wrote many articles introducing Poland. One mocking article had detailed Poland and called Poland "Ping Du Zhen Lu Da Bo Bo" (Pacify Germany Suppress Russia Big Bobo).

Because he was not a Southern Chinese, Churchill certainly didn't understand what "Big Bobo" meant. And Churchill didn't want to become any Chinese linguistics expert. What he cared about was, after the signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, where exactly did Poland get the courage to challenge both Germany and the Soviet Union at the same time? Was it because after joining the British Allied camp, Poland was prepared to drag Britain into the water?

Churchill hoped to strike Germany, but that didn't mean Churchill was ready to go to war with both China and Germany at the same time. Even as a hardliner, Churchill himself didn't have the courage to make such a idiotic decision.

However, things indeed developed in the worst direction. On June 16, 1939, a piece of news from Europe shocked Churchill. Polish troops crossed the Polish-German border and launched an attack on German troops. The fighting quickly entered a fierce and even white-hot stage.
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The Polish nation is a nation with a long history, and the country of Poland is also a country with a long history. In the Middle Ages, Poland made a fortune from the grain trade. After merging with Lithuania, the King of Lithuania became the King of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. It once defeated the State of the Teutonic Order, invaded Moscow several times, and installed a Tsar. Even more gloriously, Poland defeated the Ottoman Turkish army under the city of Vienna and saved Europe from crisis.

The partition of Poland by Tsarist Russia, Austria, and Prussia, rather than being a partition, was more like Poland causing trouble and splitting itself up. At that time, Poland's democratic system stipulated that there was absolute democracy in the parliament. As long as there was a single vote against it, the parliament could not pass a resolution. Even the King of Poland could be bought and sold. It would be abnormal for such a country not to be finished. Even if Poland was a weirdo, Tsarist Russia, Austria, and Prussia were not weirdos, or at least not very weird.

To be precise, the Kingdom of Poland did not perish. After the lands pro-Austria and pro-Prussia were partitioned, the King of Poland became a part of Tsarist Russia, and the Tsar himself concurrently served as the King of Poland.

After the end of World War I and the collapse of Tsarist Russia, Poland broke away from Tsarist Russia's control. Shortly after its restoration, Poland invaded Kiev. Even when the Soviet army launched a powerful counterattack, Poland was still able to defeat the Soviet Red Army under the city of Warsaw, once again "saving" the precarious Europe.

Regardless of what other countries think of Poland, Poland itself is extremely satisfied with its own historical contributions.

Poland joining Britain's alliance against China was truly not to attack China. Historically, Polish nobles were vulgar and proud of their illiteracy. This "rough" character has also been inherited, along with the cunning that comes with it. Poland doesn't care where China is. All they want is an alliance with Britain, so that they can logically implement military expansion and war preparations. The Poles are a bit arrogant and a bit weird, but that doesn't mean they are fools.

If Poland suddenly expanded its army and prepared for war on its own, it would just give Germany an excuse for nothing. After forming an alliance with Britain, Poland could use the tiger's skin as a banner. Whether it was expanding the army and preparing for war or threatening Germany, Poland could use Britain to scare Germany.

On March 21, 1939, Germany issued an ultimatum to Poland, demanding the cession of Danzig (Gdańsk) and the right to build roads and railways in the "Polish Corridor", but was rejected by Poland. The Polish side used the military alliance with Britain to scare Little Mustache, demanding that Little Mustache give up his wishful thinking.

If the Poles were facing other Germans instead of Little Mustache, perhaps this approach would have had some effect. But Little Mustache was not a man who believed in heresy. After the death of Poland's dictator Pilsudski, Little Mustache determined that Poland had no leaders to fear. Because after Pilsudski's death, a wave of "democratization" appeared again in Poland, and various factions in the country began to fight frantically. If it weren't for the fact that the "one-vote veto power" of the Polish parliament in history was too notorious, Poland might have had a retro movement.

In short, from mid-February 1939, Poland began to implement general mobilization and expand its army and war preparations on the grounds of declaring war on China. Originally, Poland had 39 infantry divisions, 11 cavalry brigades, 3 mountain infantry brigades, 2 armored motorized brigades, and nearly 80 civil defense battalions. It had 220 light tanks, 650 ultra-light tanks, 4,300 artillery pieces and mortars, and 407 aircraft. The Polish Navy had 16 combat ships and auxiliary vessels, with a total force of about 1 million men.

By June 1939, Poland had expanded its troops to 60 infantry divisions, and with a batch of old aircraft imported from Britain, the total number of aircraft reached 800. The total force expanded to as many as 1.6 million.

As a European country, even if its population is not as large as Japan's, Poland has military strength and mobilization capabilities that are not bad. If there were a Polish-Japanese war, Poland would definitely be at a disadvantage in terms of naval forces, but in terms of army, especially armored forces, Poland is much stronger than Japan.

Facing such a military force that is definitely not weak, originally Little Mustache did not have a plan to annex Poland in the short term. Little Mustache wanted to recover Danzig and other places. As the situation changed, Little Mustache finally decided to solve Poland militarily.

A "Three-Three Fleet" was wiped out in two hours, retreating hundreds of kilometers in a week, and losing Singapore. Britain's performance on the Asian battlefield convinced Little Mustache that the British could not perform well in the Western Pacific. If China could drive the British out of Asia, or at least out of the Middle East, Germany would have full confidence in solving France with its own strength.

Since this is the case, it is no longer a question of sooner or later to attack Poland. All focus is on the extent to which China can strike at British power. Britain must deploy a large amount of naval forces to Asia to contend with China, and Little Mustache is happy to see the Chinese continue to exert their strength.

German and Polish troops were deployed along the border line. After the Polish side expanded its army, many recruits were added to the front line. So the most common thing happened on June 15, 1939. In a confrontation area on the Western Front, Polish artillery novices accidentally fired a shell at Germany during a live-fire drill. This really wasn't the gunner's fault. God knows how a real shell got mixed into the shell box of training rounds. Since it was a training round drill, the firing data was precisely measured. The shell whistled out of the muzzle and accurately hit the camp of an armored unit on the German side of the border.

In this highly tense period, the Germans were shouting about attacking Poland, retaking the Danzig Corridor, and liberating the Germans in Poland. Poland also unhesitatingly shouted about getting rid of German fascism. After shouting for so long, a shell suddenly came from the direction of Poland, and the German armored forces were scared quite a bit. Both sides' armed forces thought the other side had launched an attack, so the ground mobile forces all rushed towards the border line at the fastest speed.

Naturally, it was the armored forces that rushed over from the German side, while the Polish side was the Polish cavalry unit known for inheriting the "Winged Hussars". Both troops saw the other side rushing over aggressively, plus the loud noise caused by that shell. Both sides thought the other side was going to start a war.

The German side took a shell and the armored unit suffered casualties. They naturally felt righteous. Just by looking at the appearance, one could see that the Germans were serious.

The Polish side knew that their industrial capacity was inferior to Germany's, and their mentality was that of a weakling. That is to say, more sensitive and more afraid. The Polish troops had nearly a thousand tanks, so they naturally knew the power of tanks. Seeing a German armored unit approaching aggressively, looking like they were playing for real, the Polish mentality became unbalanced first. In these years, tanks were all thin-skinned tanks. The brave Polish cavalry had also visited their own country's tanks, so they simply launched an attack on the German armored forces.

At the moment when the Polish cavalry troops raised their sabers high and charged at the German tanks, the German-Polish War broke out.

Striking first is one of the basic principles of the military. When the Polish cavalry launched a fierce charge against the German tank units, Poland had "changed" its own history in a sense.

Historically, the Polish campaign broke out after Germany had carefully planned and mobilized troops for several months. The Germans struck first. Now that the Poles have made the first move against the Germans, a completely reversed situation has appeared strategically. The brave Polish cavalry suffered considerable casualties in the charge, but the Polish cavalry carrying grenades and lances rushed to the front of the German tanks and attacked the tracks of the German tanks with grenades and lances.

In this era, no country other than the People's Party has started to produce tanks exceeding 15 tons. Germany's current tanks are still mainly Panzer I tanks. The number of Panzer II tanks is very small.

Germany's Panzer I tank: armed with 2 7.92mm machine guns, 2 crew members, length 4.45 meters, width 2.1 meters, height 1.73 meters, armor thickness 5-35 mm, engine power 100 horsepower gasoline engine, maximum range 155 kilometers, maximum speed 40 kilometers/hour, combat weight 5.5-6 tons. Later, some of these tanks were equipped with 20-caliber artillery.

Tanks of this weight surrounded by a few tall cavalrymen simply couldn't show any advantage. Although the German tank troops also fought bravely, unfortunately, there were only a dozen or so of them. Facing hundreds or thousands of Polish cavalry rushing over, it couldn't even be called ants biting an elephant to death.

The Polish cavalry had quite good combat effectiveness and quickly gained an advantage over the German infantry. Horses dragged machine guns and galloped wildly. After rushing up the high ground, the cavalry stopped their horses, set up heavy machine guns, and began shooting.

When facing German tanks, the Polish cavalry first attacked the German tanks fiercely with lances and sabers. After finding that they could not pierce the outer shell of the German tanks, some skilled cavalrymen jumped directly from their horses onto the tanks. They used sabers to pry open the outer covers of the German tanks. After finding that they couldn't pry them open, they unhooked grenades and tried to stuff them into any gap they could find. Some particularly brave Polish cavalry even climbed onto the muzzles of the German tanks and stuffed their sabers into the muzzles of the 20mm cannons. Some even used pistols to shoot into the muzzles of the German tanks.

The German tanks were beaten into confusion, and their machine gunners simply couldn't pop their heads out to shoot. Especially those tanks that were climbed on by Polish cavalry, hearing the fierce beating sounds coming from everywhere, the tank drivers were even more panicked. These tankers could only choose to retreat quickly.

In this process, the tracks of three tanks were inserted by Poles with hard lances, or attacked by grenades, and the tank tracks were damaged. After a fierce battle, although the Poles paid a huge price in casualties, they also successfully broke into Germany for nearly ten kilometers. The German infantry suffered hundreds of casualties, and the Poles also captured three German tanks and destroyed two. Both of these two were improved types with artillery. Because they didn't notice that the Poles had stuffed things into the tank muzzles, the barrels exploded when they fired indiscriminately.

The brave Polish army paid the price of nearly 800 casualties.

During World War II, a battle of this scale was enough to trigger a war. Both sides threatening each other with troops was itself a quasi-war state. Who fired the first shot was no longer important. As long as it was not the mode of Germany fighting Poland in history, this kind of war was also a common posture in Europe.

Little Mustache soon received the report. Little Mustache really didn't care much about the German army's "defeat". He felt a little regretful in his heart. If he could wait a little longer, the British would likely suffer a greater blow. It would be very advantageous to act at that time. At the same time, Little Mustache also expressed great gratification for the impulsiveness of the Poles. It is very difficult to start a war. The Poles killing their way into Germany completely cleared all obstacles for Little Mustache to declare war on Poland.

On the night of June 15, Germany formally declared war on Poland on the grounds of Poland invading Germany.

On June 16, the British First Lord of the Admiralty Churchill in India received the news. In the intelligence received by Churchill, the British side immediately intervened in the matter. Britain sent a representative to Berlin, demanding that Germany cease fire immediately. Britain stated to Germany that Britain was willing to investigate the matter. In fact, the personnel Britain planted in Poland had already roughly figured out what had happened. The Polish military's internal investigation quickly clarified the matter of their own soldiers accidentally firing a shell.

It's just that this matter simply couldn't be explained to Germany. The Germans had long planned to attack Poland. According to current international conventions, if Poland were to give a "seeking truth from facts" explanation, it would only give Germany a formal reason to seize the Danzig Corridor. Poland resolutely could not accept such a result. Poland simply insisted that Germany launched the attack on Poland first, and the Polish army rose up in counterattack. The Polish side demanded that Britain fulfill its obligations as an ally and declare war on Germany together.

Opinions vary on how that shell got mixed into the training rounds. Those inclined towards the Polish side either said nothing about it or simply proposed a spy conspiracy theory. They believed that German spies mixed the shell into the training rounds and then sent these munitions specifically to the newly enlisted artillerymen.

Opponents, of course, thought this was nonsense. If that were the case, Germany should have had completely different countermeasures. There was no need to fire only one shot, but many. Moreover, the Polish side was the aggressor. If Poland had not taken such drastic countermeasures, although war was inevitable, it could have been delayed for a while.

However, some of these participating Polish soldiers died in battle, and some were abused to death in prisoner-of-war camps. Some fled to Britain and died in a series of subsequent battles launched by Britain. There were also some logistics personnel who were even captured by the Soviets and finally became a group that disappeared. The truth of the matter became a huge mystery.

It was just that Germany declared war, and Poland resolutely refused to admit that it had made any mistakes, so the war that was destined to happen broke out. Both Germany and Poland mobilized troops, and the fighting rapidly expanded. Germany surrounded Poland from three sides, while Poland chose East Prussia as its main direction of attack.

In 1226, a Grand Duke of Poland invited the Teutonic Knights to help them resist the pagans in the Baltic Sea and Prussia, thus beginning the days of bringing a wolf into the house. The Teutonic Knights began to establish a series of strongholds in Poland and finally built the State of the Teutonic Order.

In 1410, the Battle of Grunwald broke out between the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and the State of the Teutonic Order. In the end, the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth defeated the State of the Teutonic Order, ultimately determining the decline of the State of the Teutonic Order. Even so, East Prussia, as the core of the State of the Teutonic Order, remained firmly in the hands of Prussia.

If East Prussia could be captured, it would not only eliminate the threat of being attacked from three sides, but also deal a heavy blow to the confidence of the Germans. At the same time, it could complete Poland's great cause of recovering the land lost nearly a thousand years ago.

However, things were not as simple as imagined. The tank units deployed by Germany on the German-Polish border were mainly Panzer I tanks. This kind of tank, rather than being called a tank, was better described as an armored fighting vehicle. Poland's attack on Germany was quickly contained by the German Air Force and Army. By June 19, Germany began to counterattack. There was also a type of tank in the counterattack, but the Panzer I tank was no longer the main combat force. What appeared in front of the Poles was the Panzer III tank.

This was a technology researched jointly by China and Germany. China, Germany, and the Soviet Union all fully introduced a lot of technology from the United States. And the technical exchange between China and the Soviet Union was quite close. The suspension system introduced by the Soviet Union was also transferred to China. Chen Ke didn't do much research on tanks, and all he could remember were some nouns.

Chinese tanks actually wanted to use hydraulic suspension and transmission technology, but this thing had too high technical requirements. In the end, China still chose suspension technology that was more suitable for the current stage.

However, Chen Ke was a child of a diesel engine factory and a railway family after all, so his understanding of the technology in these two areas was a bit interesting. Especially the direct injection diesel engine, plus the later developed turbocharger device, the engine power of Chinese tanks was higher than that of German engines. Moreover, Chen Ke himself was at least a "pseudo-military fan" and did not appreciate the German style of meticulously crafted tanks. The main battle tank developed by China was a tank similar in appearance to the Type 59.

Chen Ke also proposed the advanced concept of "modular" design. The basis of this concept must be that after building many tanks and smashing countless amounts of money, and having a full understanding of the tank structure, various modules can be produced. China has only been researching tanks for twenty years. Although Chen Ke's "blind command" had the power that no one dared to resist, as a result, Chinese tanks still took a "more tortuous" path.

In order to minimize costs, China cooperated fully with Germany and the Soviet Union, and the two sides cooperated on many technical parameters. This resulted in Germany's tanks being finalized faster. Tank guns were also quickly upgraded to 47 and 50 calibers.

Of course, the Germans did not know that the weight of the main battle "medium" tank that China was still struggling to finalize in 1939 had exceeded 30 tons, and the artillery caliber had reached a terrifying 88 caliber. The 105-caliber tank gun was also being stepped up in development. In the world at this time, no tank could compare with this "medium" tank of China in terms of weight and firepower.

Even so, the weight of Germany's Panzer III tank exceeded 12 tons. Neither firepower nor mobility could be compared with the Panzer I tank. Even if it suffered a preemptive attack from Poland, after the German new tanks entered the battlefield, they still shocked the Polish army.

By June 21, the Germans had not only contained the Polish attack in the direction of East Prussia, but also began to launch attacks on Poland in other aspects.
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Chapter 123 Chaotic Battle (3)

"Have the Chinese comrades replied yet?" Uncle Steel asked with a serious expression, smoking his pipe, inquiring about the news he cared about.

"They have not yet replied regarding whether they will expand the war in the Indian Ocean," Comrade Belkov replied. As the number two figure in the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs, Comrade Belkov could be considered to have officially promoted from a senior clerk responsible for Sino-Soviet trade liaison to the leadership level. Although this position still didn't carry much special speaking weight.

There was nothing too strange about strategic considerations. Uncle Steel shared the same view on the Polish campaign as Little Mustache, believing this wasn't a problem of Poland, but of Britain and France. The most ideal state would be for Britain and France to pour their full strength into attacking China, have all their warships destroyed by China, suffer tens of millions of casualties in Asia, and henceforth be unable to participate in a European war.

However, the current situation was that France only supported Britain in spirit, and Britain was unable to bear two wars. Even if the ideal state did not occur, if China fought tooth and nail against Britain in the Indian Ocean, it would be greatly useful for reducing the pressure on the Soviet Union in Europe.

Able to mix into the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs, Comrade Belkov didn't rely on luck; he also had a certain level of grasp on strategy. The "ideal state" was merely a joke. Before China easily beat the British forces in Southeast Asia into flowing water, the Soviet Union had thought China would fight a protracted war. The victory in the previous stage was so easy that the Soviet side naturally hoped China could "go up a flight of stairs".

"Comrade Stalin, should I go to China personally?" Comrade Belkov asked.

Slowly knocking the ash of the burnt tobacco out of his pipe, Comrade Stalin replied, "No, contact the comrades in Spain and tell them to hold on a little longer."

The Spanish Civil War was still being fought very fiercely. The stances of Britain, France, Germany, and Italy, which had once supported Franco, had now undergone great changes. After the signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, the Soviet Union demanded that Germany withdraw from Spain. Germany temporarily agreed to this request.

Britain's concerns about Germany and Italy also caused Britain to change its stance. A Spain in continuous civil war offered too many opportunities for a shit-stirring country like Britain to manipulate. Originally in early '39, Britain and France were preparing to recognize the Franco rebels, but now Britain and France continued to distinctly support the Republican government. They also relaxed the embargo on the Spanish Republican government. After a considerable amount of weapons and ammunition, and even International Brigade personnel, joined the tottering Spanish Republic government, the bloody civil war not only did not end but intensified again under the changing stances of various forces.

Comrade Belkov quickly understood Comrade Stalin's thoughts. If the Spanish Republican government could hold on, the Soviet Union would still have some influence in Southern Europe. It was just that the key to prying the world situation now was still China. If China could beat the British soundly, the entire world situation would be different. He tentatively asked, "Should we send another telegram to the Chinese comrades?"

Uncle Steel began smoking his pipe again. The chaos of the world situation had exceeded his initial imagination. In such a total chaos, China's performance was quite unique. A few years ago, when Chen Ke visited Moscow, Uncle Steel could still clearly remember the frank smile on that young face that looked only thirty-something. Chen Ke had spoken extremely "unserious" words with a serious expression. "We will strike Britain in Asia; what plans do the Soviet comrades have?"

At that time, no Soviet comrade took Chen Ke's ideas seriously. Daring to be the first to challenge the world hegemon required immense courage and would trigger unimaginable chain reactions. Now that things had really progressed to this extent, Uncle Steel found that the backlash China encountered was surprisingly small. Britain had no ability to organize a global alliance against China; every major country had its own calculations. At this stage, the war between China and Britain was even gradually being overshadowed by other contradictions.

The West Pacific was too far away for forces other than China, so distant that other major countries would consider this region last. China's actions affected the world but did not change the world. From this perspective, the Chinese comrades had indeed grasped the root of the contradiction. Countries aiming for world hegemony might consider fighting to the death with China in this region, but for countries pursuing their own national interests, their priority was definitely not the West Pacific region.

"Send a telegram to the Chinese comrades, inviting them to send someone to discuss with us," Uncle Steel suddenly put down his pipe and said.

The speed of change was simply beyond Uncle Steel's grasp. By the time the Chinese comrades traveled thousands of miles by plane to Moscow, Uncle Steel had already ordered troops to advance into Poland, carving it up with Little Mustache. Military operations to march into the three Baltic states had also begun comprehensive deployment.

In such a tense period, Uncle Steel still made time to meet with China's special envoy.

"Comrade Stalin, Chairman Chen asked me to send his regards," the envoy said very politely.

Uncle Steel pointed to the seat next to him and immediately lit a pipe for himself.

"Our country is preparing to cross the sea to liberate Ceylon," the envoy didn't waste time. Even after flying continuously for dozens of hours, he just smeared some cooling balm under his nose, relying on the stimulating scent to maintain his spirit.

After explaining over the map for a moment, Uncle Steel understood China's plan. If the British refused to fight a decisive battle with China at sea, China would force the British to have a major battle with China in the Indian Ocean. Ceylon faced the southernmost tip of the Indian peninsula across the sea. Strategically, China could use Ceylon as a springboard to strike directly into India. While Uncle Steel was calculating China's strategic deployment, the Chinese special envoy said, "Comrade Stalin, our country believes that now is a good time to liberate the world from the colonial system. At this stage, as long as our country obtains Australia and New Zealand, in other areas enslaved by Britain, our country will allow the people of these areas to be liberated. This is not liberation under Chinese occupation, but an equal liberation to establish their own countries."

Politically, these words had very profound implications. China wanted to destroy the colonial system, which meant China required that the Soviet Union also could not establish its own colonial system in the regions identified by China. Of course, after clearly stating its ultimate ownership of Australia and New Zealand, China was also probing the Soviet Union's stance.

Uncle Steel immediately replied, "Territories lost due to unequal treaties, the Soviet Union intends to take back. But our country also opposes the colonial system. The world colonial system dominated by Britain must be broken."

After establishing each other's positions, both sides exchanged views on the future strategic situation. China and the Soviet Union were now fighting back-to-back, and their basic strategic heights were highly consistent. So the Chinese envoy asked Uncle Steel a question, "Has the Soviet Union determined its plan for war against Germany?"

This question silenced Uncle Steel again. The Soviet Union had indeed formulated the "Big Storm" plan, but the strategic basis of this plan was temporarily built on Germany and France falling into a long war of attrition. In the Soviet Union's multiple strategic considerations, the best scenario was for China to beat Britain soundly, dealing a heavy blow to the British Royal Navy. Germany and France would fall into a long war of attrition like in WWI. Under the condition that the United States did not enter the war, the Soviet Union would gather powerful forces to liberate Europe all the way. But the three conditions in the best scenario had not yet been met, so the Soviet side could only wait for now.

"To what extent have the Chinese comrades considered future strategy?" Uncle Steel asked.

"Our country hopes to resolve the West Pacific issue before the United States finally enters the war, attempting to complete the defense system of the West Pacific when the United States decides to enter the war. In the Indian Ocean, our greatest goal is to restore oil trade with the Middle East. Especially oil trade with Iran." The Chinese special envoy did not deceive Uncle Steel. At this stage, it was no longer possible for China to do business with British oil companies in the Middle East; the only remaining partner for cooperation was Iran. Fortunately, Iran maintained an independent stance. As long as China did not force Iran into the anti-British camp, Iran had a stance of cooperating with China in oil trade. Of course, the premise was that China drove the British out of the Indian Ocean.

"Do the Chinese comrades have no strategic plans further west?" Uncle Steel was somewhat unbelieving.

"We believe the Soviet comrades have the ability to liberate Europe." The Chinese special envoy looked more confident than the Soviet comrades.

If cutting out the nonsense, Uncle Steel was actually quite easy to get along with; the two only needed to talk about business. Of course, this might also be because the envoy was Chinese and not under Uncle Steel's control. Moreover, the atmosphere inside the People's Party was very tolerant; everyone was a smart person, and those who messed around found it hard to fit in.

But in any country, the King of Hell is easy to see, but the little devils are hard to deal with. After the Chinese special envoy finished talking with Uncle Steel, a bunch of Soviet bureaucrats came up to talk business with the Chinese special envoy.

"Please, could the Chinese comrades temporarily stop pursuing previous debts..." "Please, could the Chinese comrades send an additional portion of equipment..." "Please, could the Chinese comrades have more exchanges with the Soviet Union on military technology..."

Various requests to delay payment and demands for supplies annoyed the Chinese special envoy to no end. Recently, the People's Party had been conducting a study session internally, the main content naturally being the consistent anti-feudalism and anti-bureaucracy. The study content mentioned a matter of "two sets of books" and "layer-by-layer quota increasing."

For the People's Party, the country's macro-economic regulation was naturally indispensable, but how to conduct macro-regulation, and the implementation of macro-regulation at the grassroots level, were all matters with many techniques. Chairman Chen Ke, like a crow announcing death, had predicted many things, and these things happened without the slightest deviation. For example, this issue of "layer-by-layer quota increasing."

After the Central Committee formulated a plan, if the subordinates patted their chests and said they would definitely over-fulfill it, this contained huge problems. The People's Party internally discussed and refuted this many times, but these things still emerged one after another below. The most ridiculous thing was that some climbers found they couldn't get valued or promoted by "over-fulfilling tasks," so they simply criticized the Central Committee's attitude, "Being able to do it but not letting us do it, this is striking at production enthusiasm!"

These guys were still okay; some simply played at being lazy. Dragging out their essential work of serving the laborers as much as possible, only completing the tasks assigned by superiors.

Both types of guys faced severe criticism within the Party; those who should be removed were removed, those who should get out got out. It was just that with so many units and so many personnel in the country... It was truly a case of pushing down the gourd only for the ladle to float up, with a strong momentum of "wildfires cannot burn it out, the spring breeze blows it to life again." In short, all aims were for promotion. Making these people learn to reflect on themselves, temper themselves, and transform themselves was harder than killing them.

Fortunately, the People's Party had put great effort into human behavioral science and had relatively systematic research on these behaviors. So everyone at most said "they are sick" and didn't fuss too much. It was finally a bit quieter domestically, but after arriving in the Soviet Union, the envoy found that the bureaucratic habits of the Soviet comrades, and their lack of self-awareness as the ruling class, were truly jaw-dropping.

Comparing the Soviet comrades' credit-seeking with that in China, the envoy felt that the People's Party and its bureaucratic system were already close to "gentlemen," or at least "hypocrites." Some of the requests made by the Soviet comrades were clearly under orders from Comrade Stalin, which the envoy could distinguish. For example, not repaying debts.

But there was some content that was undoubtedly done by the bureaucrats on their own initiative to seek credit. For example, the part probing for the latest technology of China's military industry, and some greedy demands on details. And in some areas where they seemingly had authority but where real power was completely controlled by Comrade Stalin, the boldness of these people, the "bigness of their mouths," made the envoy truly not know whether to laugh or cry.

Finally, the envoy met Comrade Belkov. The two had been in contact many times and were acquaintances. The Chinese special envoy simply asked Comrade Belkov what Comrade Stalin would do with these officials if he told Comrade Stalin about their nonsense.

Comrade Belkov's face changed, and he said seriously, "Please do not do that."

"Why?" The envoy wanted to put Comrade Belkov on the spot a bit.

Clearly, Comrade Belkov was a very honest person. Having been in contact with Chinese comrades for a long time, Comrade Belkov also knew China's style. He replied, "We use criminal law to deal with sabotage and messing around. I think it's better for you not to take these things to heart. All major foreign affairs are decided by Comrade Stalin; what others say doesn't count."

The Chinese special envoy was silent for a moment and replied, "Comrade Stalin is truly working too hard."

Comrade Belkov could naturally hear the criticism in these words. He replied, "Every country has its own national conditions and historical traditions. I very much admire the style of the Chinese comrades in some matters. But the Soviet Union and China have different histories, and China's natural conditions and cultural traditions are better than our Russia's."

To make Comrade Belkov say such humble words, the Chinese special envoy knew how tricky these matters were. He offered Comrade Belkov a cigarette and took the opportunity to cut off the conversation in this regard. Of course, Comrade Belkov wasn't just there to complain. He formally made a request: the Soviet Union was very interested in China's high-power aircraft engines and hoped to import a batch from China. The Soviet Air Force had a fatal problem: the range of their aircraft was too short. In exchanges with China, Soviet comrades found that China's various fighter jets were larger than Soviet planes, carried more and heavier equipment, and had longer ranges. This showed that China's aircraft engines were better than the Soviet Union's.

This formal request exceeded the envoy's authority. The envoy could only state that he would report this issue to the Central Committee of the People's Party after returning. Comrade Belkov completed his mission, and when leaving, he couldn't help but turn around to specifically remind, "Please do not take some things to heart, Chinese comrade."

"Rest assured, I won't say anything to Comrade Stalin," the Chinese special envoy replied.

After resting for a night, the envoy went to see Comrade Stalin again the next day. Comrade Stalin was not as optimistic as China. He expressed that he couldn't predict too far into the future and very subtly made a request to China. "The enemies around the Chinese comrades are very weak and have no strength. In the future war, the Chinese comrades have the obligation to take up the world communist movement."

The Chinese special envoy didn't dislike Comrade Stalin's straightforward extortion; at least there wasn't much nonsense. As for whether the enemies around China were very weak, the Chinese special envoy felt in his heart that from China's perspective, the Soviet Union was also very weak. Of course, the Chinese special envoy naturally wouldn't say such words directly.

China and the Soviet Union discussed China's attitude towards Iran if China could expel British forces from the Indian Ocean. The Chinese side firmly could not accept the Soviet Union taking any posture of military invasion against Iran. The Chinese side expressed the hope of maintaining nations and polities chosen by the people themselves in the Middle East. Of course, the premise was that these countries must do business with China.

Uncle Steel didn't care much about this little matter. The Soviet Union and Iran were neighbors; if they wanted to deal with Iran, they could move at any time. Why butt heads with China at this time?

After the exchange ended, the envoy didn't even rest but went directly to the airport to fly back to China. When he rushed back to China and met Chen Ke, Chen Ke didn't speak after listening to the envoy's report. Instead, the envoy couldn't help but bring up the issue regarding the bureaucratic system. "I feel the Soviet comrades have gone down an evil path."

Chen Ke smiled helplessly. "In such a world, the severe winter of the feudal system is ending, and the spring of the bureaucratic system will arrive very soon. The Soviet comrades are just getting started."

In history after World War II, let alone the Soviet Union, almost all industrial countries, including Western Europe and the United States, saw the good days of bureaucratic glory. The popularization of modern communication means triggered by industrialization made the power of bureaucrats unprecedentedly strong. Without a bureaucratic system, the United States would have had no way to eventually overtake the Soviet Union in the space race.

The envoy was very smart. In Chen Ke's words, he smelled a hint of chill that seemed to be blowing towards China's bureaucratic system. Of course, the envoy said nothing about this.
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At the Jiangnan Shipbuilding Group's Shanghai Shipyard, a group of visitors wearing "Visitor" badges on their chests walked into a dry dock in an orderly queue. The shipyard's workers and engineers glanced at the faces of this group of Asians. They had already determined that they were Japanese. The People's Party placed the utmost importance on institutionalization; visitors' badges had their national flags on them, and the Japanese one, a red circle in the middle of a white cloth, was very easy to recognize. The Chinese workers and engineers were all very curious—why were Japanese people allowed to come and visit?

Those who had come to visit were a part of the Japanese delegation to China related to the shipbuilding industry. After the Showa Restoration, Japan's life had been much easier in recent years.

After Kita Ikki and other Showa Restorationists took control of the military, they formed the Japanese Socialist Liberal Democratic Party based on the Japanese Anti-Feudal Alliance. It became the largest party in the parliament in the new government, and Kita Ikki became the Prime Minister of Japan. He immediately established a policy of common development with China.

After the normalization of Sino-Japanese relations, Japan first obtained a relatively sufficient supply of iron ore. Steel is the backbone of modern industry; Japan itself did not lack coal too much, and with iron ore from China and Korea, Japan's steel production climbed rapidly. After purchasing a large amount of equipment from China, Japan's steel production exploded to over one million tons.

In order to balance trade, China purchased quite a few products from Japan. It also provided many job opportunities to Japan; for example, on the Kra Canal project, China hired one hundred thousand Japanese. After these one hundred thousand Japanese went to the construction site, they greatly promoted the progress of the project.

Japan was a country with a large population, scarce raw materials, and an even scarcer market. After hitching a ride on China's success, and under China's intentional trade inclination, Japan suddenly saw a boom in both production and sales. The rebuilt state-owned enterprises became the fastest-expanding part of the economy in the midst of this. The Japanese military had once clamored that the state should shoulder the work for retired soldiers; after clamoring for many years, Kita Ikki thoroughly put this matter into practice.

Whether they supported the Showa Restoration or opposed it, or were even soldiers who had retired previously without being settled, as long as they submitted an application, they could obtain the opportunity to enter state-owned enterprises for employment. Thanks to the policy of separating Japanese officers and soldiers, the soldiers who had never had opportunities finally found a foundation for settling down and getting on with their lives. Joining the army equaled employment; this single policy alone gathered the loyalty of the Japanese soldier class.

Therefore, after Kita Ikki proposed the Mandatory Land Reform Bill in 1938, the Japanese landlords also resisted, but this resistance did not gain many supporters. In particular, the soldiers in the army who came from tenant farmer backgrounds firmly united around Prime Minister and Chairman of the Japanese Socialist Liberal Democratic Party Kita Ikki, while those young military officers from middle-class and petty-bourgeois backgrounds were even more brimming with idealistic passion. They either went to persuade their own families or went to the grassroots level, to the countryside, to organize the masses, and forcefully completed the preliminary land reform first in the Kanto region, where there were more plains.

In the Kanto region where land reform was completed, Prime Minister Kita Ikki, in accordance with policy promises, slashed the agricultural tax to 50% in one go, and relying on state-owned chemical plants, he also chopped down the prices of chemical fertilizers and pesticides. The Kanto region, which had once been apprehensive, immediately became a staunch supporter of Prime Minister Kita Ikki and became the "iron vote bank" of the Japanese Socialist Liberal Democratic Party. Other regions of Japan also immediately inclined fully towards Kita Ikki.

The people of this country, Japan, were accustomed to obedience. Kita Ikki established a policy that state-owned enterprises could not fire workers at will, but workers had to accept various trainings. After this policy was introduced, the workers of Japanese state-owned enterprises felt that the sky had become bluer. In Japan, things like firing workers or making things difficult for workers by deducting wages were all too common. Enterprises actually could not fire workers at will; this was truly benevolent governance.

Not only did he not fire workers, but Kita Ikki even accepted Chen Ke's suggestions and implemented a new enterprise system in Japan. "Corporate culture," "team spirit," "lifetime employment," "seniority-based promotion"—these characteristics of Japanese enterprises in Chen Ke's timeline—Kita Ikki also began to implement in Japanese state-owned enterprises. Kita Ikki even implemented a "professional manager system." The managers of state-owned enterprises were not appointed by the upper echelons but were selected openly and transparently.

Since most of the employees in state-owned enterprises at this stage were from military backgrounds, they naturally adapted quite well to these systems that were very suitable for Japan's national conditions. And Japan's "shame culture" also played a very good role at this stage. The Japanese were not people who didn't know what was good for them; since a big shot like Prime Minister Kita Ikki, who held military and financial power in his hands, propagated policies that were truly beneficial to laborers, Japanese laborers were naturally willing to obey.

Of course, the Japanese people did not quite understand why Kita Ikki actually appointed the young entrepreneur Konosuke Matsushita, who was in his thirties, to serve as the Chairman of the Japanese State-owned Assets Committee.

Apart from these, Kita Ikki attached extreme importance to the Chinese market and strictly ordered Japan to introduce industrial standardization from China and implement the same weights and measures standards. In short, after such operations, the Japanese private "flesh and blood factories" were soon teetering on the verge of collapse under the blows of the state-owned "blood and sweat factories."

Within two or three years, Japanese society, which had once been so turbulent that it almost exploded, miraculously stabilized. This was not because the living standards of the Japanese people had improved by much, but because everyone had hope. Even the losses of the landlords were limited; Kita Ikki engaged in a bout of inflation in finance but implemented a strict rationing system for basic daily necessities. The landlords first received a pile of currency that soon began to depreciate, but this money could not be used for hoarding and speculation. A few landlords did commit suicide. Of course, compared to the brutality of the Japanese exploiting class towards the ordinary Japanese people, the ferocity of this policy counted for nothing at all.

Of course, Kita Ikki had attended classes in China after all; he knew that all the current achievements were due to China's support. If China had not provided credit loans to Japan in finance, Kita Ikki's new government would have gone completely bankrupt dozens of times by now. In order to be able to quickly lead Japan onto a brand-new track, Kita Ikki dispatched business delegations to China every year, firstly to discuss Sino-Japanese trade, and secondly to learn the latest industrial production standards from China, so as to increase exports to China as soon as possible.

Obtaining the opportunity to visit a Chinese shipyard was also a new height of cooperation between the two countries, China and Japan. Previously, the Japanese side had mainly cooperated with China in light industry. Japan's shipbuilding industry was very wary of China. Regardless of the level of development of the Chinese navy, the Japanese side still believed that China's shipbuilding industry was somewhat more backward than Japan's. The purpose of coming to visit this time was not necessarily to really exchange ideas, but to see the true face of China's shipbuilding industry.

Upon entering the Chinese shipyard, the Japanese realized that something was wrong. The layout of the Chinese dry docks was vastly different from that of Japan. As experts in the shipbuilding industry, the Japanese side could spot quite a few tricks, but it was very obvious that the technology adopted by the Chinese shipbuilding industry had immense differences from Japan's.

When the Japanese saw the gigantic gantry cranes used in those dry docks, the unease in their hearts became even stronger. The design layout of the gantry cranes was different from Japan's because the tracks used by these gantry cranes could actually move back and forth between quite a few dry docks. After crossing one gate after another, the main construction site of the shipyard that appeared before the eyes of the Japanese shipbuilding experts left all the Japanese experts dumbfounded.

In these times, ship construction was all done by building one ship inside one dry dock. The dry dock would be occupied while building. It might take a few months, or even a few years. The structure of the Chinese dry docks before the eyes of the Japanese experts was completely different from traditional dry docks. If one had to describe it, the traditional manufacturing method adopted by Japan was craftsmen producing individually, while China's ship manufacturing was a production line model.

First, the block manufacturing plants far away from the seaside produced segmented hull blocks. After the segmented hull blocks were manufactured, they were transported by huge gantry cranes and other cranes to the assembly workshops further forward, to start assembling and installing large components, including the keel, together with the segmented hull blocks. Then, the initially formed hull was sent into the water from the dry dock of the assembly workshop to begin outfitting.

Having visited the basic process, the Japanese experts stood dumbstruck at the outfitting dry dock, unable to move. Two thoughts were rolling around in their brains: "The Chinese are crazy!" "Exactly how many ships does China want to build?"

This also left the Japanese no choice but to be shocked. During World War II, the United States could manufacture an escort carrier in 33 days and launch a ten-thousand-ton freighter in 7 days; the paint hadn't even dried when it was launched. Without relying on this method, it simply wouldn't work.

Of course, when the Japanese experts were visiting, China turned off all the laser rangefinders. Chen Ke only knew that there was such a shipbuilding method, but in the beginning, the People's Party had suffered greatly. The devil is in the details. China had started developing welding technology 30 years ago, and even used carbon dioxide shielding very early on, and later used argon shielding. However, there were still many problems.

A steel plate exceeding one meter in length having an error of 5 millimeters is a gap of less than 5 parts per thousand. However, 100 pieces with such errors accumulated would be 50 centimeters. If a warship dared to have a half-meter problem after assembly, this would be a major disaster. If it were according to the traditional production method, adjustments could still be made during the production process. The problem with block production lay in that you couldn't just cut half a meter off a steel plate. If you did that, it would be equivalent to all the originally designed load-bearing and such being done for. The load-bearing properties of a one-meter-long steel plate and a half-meter-long steel plate are completely different.

These were merely problems on the X-axis. Shipbuilding is a three-dimensional industry; the correspondence of the Y-axis and Z-axis all needs to be seamless. A ship requires thousands upon thousands of welds. The details of these adjustment problems added up to so many that even old engineers with decades of shipbuilding experience would have splitting headaches. The first few welded ships produced using block shipbuilding technology did not have much higher quality than the riveted ships of traditional manufacturing. The cost and adjustment time were even far higher than the cost and time of using traditional shipbuilding technology.

Shipbuilding is not a small investment; hundreds of thousands or millions are thrown into one ship. If it were a large vessel like an aircraft carrier, tens of millions or hundreds of millions would be nothing. Fortunately, the one who proposed this idea was Chen Ke; fortunately, the one who proposed this shipbuilding method was Chen Ke. If it had been anyone else, let alone persisting, after the huge waste caused in the initial experiments, they would probably have been taken down immediately, or even investigated on the grounds of "economic sabotage."

However, after China had laser measurement technology, this problem was largely solved. Precise measurement and positioning technology could keep the error within millimeters. Even so, solving one problem meant that other devils hidden in the details finally had the chance to emerge. In order to solve these devils, the Chinese shipbuilding industry relied on the massive research system formed by the Tech Tree Plan, solving problems one by one. While solving problems, China's basic research industry also achieved considerable development.

It could be said that if Chen Ke had not been presiding here, no one would have had the ability to hold on under such huge pressure. By 1939, China had expended huge manpower and material resources, and finally was able to raise the shipbuilding speed and quality to an unprecedented level.

The shipbuilding industry had also been purged several times for this. Those who were complacent, formed cliques, and in short, engaged in that set of feudal system practices were all purged from the shipbuilding team. Although the remaining comrades each had their own views on the shipbuilding industry, everyone had a common view on two things: "Within the industrialization system, it's either fast and good, or slow and bad. There is no such thing as fast and bad or slow and good." "To do a good job, an artisan must first sharpen his tools."

The Japanese simply did not know how much effort China had paid, nor did they know what kind of changes had occurred in China's manufacturing mindset. What they saw was merely the production method that China had already established. The Japanese who came to visit this time were all experts in the shipbuilding industry. Although they did not understand China's technology, they knew very well what kind of shipbuilding speed could be achieved if China followed such a production method. That would be more than ten times, dozens of times that of Japan.

Of course, these Japanese experts were considered lucky. Historically, Japan faced the United States, whose shipbuilding level was definitely not inferior to China's. In the timeline Chen Ke was in, the history books recorded, "...Therefore, in June 1942, Kaiser finally obtained the contract to produce 50 escort carriers. These 50 ships were later named the Casablanca-class, and were all completed within the thirteen months from July 1943 to July 1944... When initially built, due to lack of proficiency, there were also those that took 119 days, but as mass production got on track, the best result could reach 33 days!"

With Japan's traditional shipbuilding speed that was like a manual workshop, confronting the American shipbuilding industry that was like dumping dumplings into a pot, even though the United States invested its main forces in the North Atlantic, it still beat Japan into a pulp with one hand in its pocket.

And the Sea Wolves of Nazi Germany tried their hardest; even if they could sink millions of tons of ships a year, the United States' manufacturing speed was faster than the Nazis' sinking speed. World War II was a war of competing industrial capabilities. The United States was able to become the world's top power through World War II definitely not because of luck, but because of solid strength.

The visit time was not long. For the Chinese side to let Japan come to visit was originally a kind of strategic intimidation. After all, the Japanese side was only partially willing to be friendly with China. There were still people who were unwilling to be friendly with China, such as these guys in the Japanese shipbuilding industry. They were afraid that China would learn Japan's "advanced technology," and among this group of people, there were also quite a few Japanese naval military men who held a hardline attitude. These guys supported the Showa Restoration but did not necessarily support Sino-Japanese goodwill. For these people, they must be made to know the immensity of heaven and earth through strength.

Of course, the accompanying People's Party comrades were satisfied to see the hardliners of the Japanese Navy pursing their lips one by one, or opening their mouths in disbelief. Regardless of what requests for careful inspection these Japanese made, the comrades on the Chinese side took them all away. After all, when this group of people was visiting, it really delayed China's production progress. China was frantically building ships, preparing to perfect the defense system in the Western Pacific. With China's current production efficiency, a delay of one day meant the progress of one-tenth of a ten-thousand-ton ship. Especially since the laser measurement instruments on the entire construction site were turned off; with just this one demonstration, the manufacturing progress of ships with tens of thousands of tons of tonnage had to be delayed at least.

After finally sending away the Japanese who were seething with a thirst for knowledge, the person in charge of the shipyard breathed a huge sigh of relief. For an industrial country, some waste is not necessarily a waste of physical objects; delaying progress is often the biggest waste. When the entire country is gradually integrated into a production system, a problem in one link can trigger a chain reaction.

The Japanese were now more backward than China, but this did not mean the Japanese were stupid. The units visited included not only shipyards but also machinery plants, arsenals, and various heavy industrial enterprises. Japan had once hoped to obtain orders for China's heavy industrial production. After all, the profits of these industries were the greatest. Japan had to produce a million shirts or quilts for its profits to reach the profit of one warship. After witnessing China's heavy industry and military industry with their own eyes, the Japanese side truly gave up hope.

Not only did they give up hope, but many people in this delegation were inclined towards the Japanese zaibatsu. They were very dissatisfied with Kita Ikki's state-owned enterprises and many economic measures. The excuses used to oppose Kita Ikki were still the same old set, nothing more than state-owned enterprises having backward technology, state-owned enterprises having low efficiency, and workers in state-owned enterprises being lazy.

After personally visiting a round of China's state-owned enterprises, the opponents on the Japanese side also had nothing to say. Unless they admitted that Japanese people were born inferior to Chinese people, they really had no way to deny the huge success achieved by China's state-owned enterprises. Even if Japan's private enterprises worked their own workers to death, they could not reach the level that China's state-owned enterprises could reach.

After the Japanese delegation set off to return to Japan, the representatives of private enterprises among them either remained silent and no longer attacked state-owned enterprises, or simply switched allegiances and demanded that Japanese state-owned enterprises and private enterprises develop together and advance together.
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One doesn't shed tears until one sees the coffin. After visiting the Chinese shipyards, the Japanese Navy strongly requested another tour of China. Especially those Japanese naval personnel who hadn't been on the previous visit; hearing that ships could be built on dry land using an assembly line mode, they questioned whether these visitors were speaking nonsense. They suspected it was all just to bewitch the uninformed Japanese into accepting a policy of "fawning over China" or "surrendering to China."

The representative figure among them was the former naval hero, Suzuki Kantaro. Thanks to the excessive success of the "Showa Restoration," Kita Ikki and his group had only conducted a few purges of the military. All retired military personnel were given employment opportunities, but those old naval fellows had money in their pockets and, secondly, loathed working alongside ordinary soldiers. So, centering themselves around the naval shipyards not yet fully controlled by Kita Ikki, they created something resembling a "Counter-revolutionary Salon."

Kita Ikki felt that now was not the time to deal with these old geezers. The counter-revolutionary salon organized by these old fellows still had many benefits; a clustered counter-revolutionary gang was always easier to handle than scattered counter-revolutionaries. Moreover, the People's Party's attitude of legally protecting "freedom of speech" had a significant influence on Kita Ikki. Blocking the mouths of the people is more dangerous than blocking a river; this is the first step losers always take. One of the characteristics of victors is magnanimity. Guaranteeing legal freedom of speech is the foundation of the state.

Since Suzuki Kantaro and the others reacted this way, Kita Ikki logically applied to the Chinese side, hoping to organize a new tour. He wanted to send all the old Japanese fellows to China so they could see China's powerful strength with their own eyes, thereby deterring these petty people.

Before Chen Ke traveled through time, China's GDP and national power had both surpassed Japan's. Furthermore, in Chen Ke's current timeline, there was no particularly unresolvable, deep-seated hatred between China and Japan. Although China had failed in the First Sino-Japanese War, the People's Party had also killed quite a few hundred thousand Japanese. The Chinese people might feel that Japan couldn't compare to China, but they didn't have the kind of irreconcilable stance found in Chen Ke's original timeline, where there was an intent to thoroughly purge Japan.

Thus, on July 1, 1939, the 34th anniversary of the founding of the People's Party, a Japanese delegation representing the upper echelons of old Japan arrived in China by plane. Because of the assassination attempt on Kita Ikki, Emperor Hirohito of Japan had been in a state of complete house arrest. This delegation used Hirohito's state visit as its pretext.

At this stage, completely disposing of Hirohito would be detrimental to the stability of the situation in Japan, but keeping this dizzy Japanese Emperor in confinement in Japan was also a troublesome matter. Kita Ikki fully utilized the Chinese comrades, throwing this group of big troubles over to China. Let these guys get shocked and educated in China; it would be good for Japan's future development. Moreover, many people within Japan were already using Hirohito's situation to attack Kita Ikki. This visit could also prove that Kita Ikki bore no malice toward Hirohito personally.

And so, this Japanese "living god" began an extremely important visit in his life. Hirohito had once visited Europe; originally, he thought that China, the backer behind Kita Ikki, had only won victory by relying on a fearlessly suicidal army. The so-called "state visit" was merely another form of house arrest under the guise of travel.

En route to China on a Chinese plane, Hirohito even thought for a moment that the Chinese might tamper with the plane and cause an air crash or something. Because on the same plane were numerous former ministers and imperial princes whom Hirohito trusted. If the plane were to "suffer an air crash," it would solve the problem more easily than anything else.

Only after the plane landed safely did Hirohito's heart finally settle back into his chest.

In the subsequent tour, Hirohito and those figures of the old school were thoroughly shocked. The original impression China gave Japan was one of vast land and a large population. Seeing China's plains, mountains, industry, agriculture, and military with their own eyes, these members of the Japanese old upper crust finally understood what kind of giant stood behind Kita Ikki.

Suzuki Kantaro was well-versed in naval matters. After visiting the Chinese shipyards with Emperor Hirohito and the others, Hirohito didn't really see the intricacies; he just felt the huge shipyards had many people, even more equipment, and the efficiency seemed very high. Those massive engineering devices made ordinary people appear incredibly small.

Looking at the dumbstruck appearances of Suzuki Kantaro and the former Chief of the Navy General Staff, Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu, Hirohito knew there was something to this. After the visit ended, Hirohito asked Suzuki Kantaro what was actually going on. This old hero of the Japanese Navy actually didn't know how to report back. The former Chief of the Navy General Staff, Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu, was a genuine naval expert, and since they were relatives and his nature was quite straightforward, he simply told the truth.

Hearing that the shipbuilding speed of just one production base in Dalian, China, was several times or even over ten times the shipbuilding speed of the entire nation of Japan, Hirohito was also dumbfounded. China had four or five large shipbuilding bases; didn't that mean China's total shipbuilding capacity was dozens or even a hundred times that of Japan?

As a naval officer by training, former Chief of the Navy General Staff Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu was very skeptical of the quality of the ships China built. So he applied to take a group of old naval fellows to personally inspect the fitting-out process and even selected a newly fitted-out Chinese 3,500-ton destroyer for a sea trial. The excellent performance demonstrated by this destroyer left the Japanese naval experts wide-eyed.

Hirohito's two military tutors were the naval "God of War" Togo Heihachiro, so Hirohito also strongly requested to board the ship. When the warship executed continuous S-maneuvers at high intensity, and even performed a minimum-radius circular maneuver at high speed on the sea surface, Hirohito, who rarely boarded warships, was tossed about terribly. But even a half-expert like him could feel the performance of this very ordinary Chinese warship.

This was a 3,500-ton destroyer, not a small yacht. High-intensity maneuvering causes damage to the fragile structure of a ship; if the ship's overall strength was poor, it would likely disintegrate on its own under such high-speed maneuvering.

After the sea trial ended, former Chief of the Navy General Staff Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu and Suzuki Kantaro both admitted to Hirohito that the quality of the Chinese warships using welding technology was superior to the Japanese naval warships that used riveting technology, and far superior at that. Hearing the opinions of these naval experts whom Hirohito trusted, Hirohito truly believed that the Japanese Navy was no match for China.

Having fallen completely behind in this traditionally dominant Japanese industry, the Japanese delegation truly lost confidence. As for other industries where China had consistently shown a leading advantage, Japan only had the role of visiting and learning.

Witnessing the highly mechanized and technological agriculture on China's great plains, and the intensive farming agriculture in China's elite Jiangnan region that used large amounts of small agricultural machinery, and the "luxurious farming method" where China applied nearly ten kilograms of chemical fertilizer per mu of land, many among the Japanese high command defected in their hearts. It wasn't that they really wanted to deliberately ignore China's progress, but that these guys had never had the chance to systematically witness what kind of country China actually was. Those who dared to truly speak "good words" about China would be consciously "filtered" by the Japanese upper echelons. Now, seeing with their own eyes such a powerful China, especially those female peasant pilots in the countryside who could drive tractors and even fly planes to spray pesticides. Hirohito even took a ride in the sky in a plane piloted by an ordinary rural female pilot. The hearty demeanor of that pilot, wearing ordinary labor cloth clothing and liking to dangle a cigarette from her mouth, finally made the Japanese upper class realize what a "modern working" woman was.

Chinese women had achieved such liberation, and this liberation was so natural to them. Hirohito's wife, who accompanied him on the visit, was dumbfounded. Of course, the greatest gain for this noble lady was finally using sanitary pads. The Japanese imperial family had too many stifling rules. In China, because women had to participate in labor, and women had fully entered the field of social labor, these products that facilitated life and work were completely popularized.

During the visit, the Japanese delegation also noticed one thing: this was wartime. Yet the ordinary people in China only felt the war through the newspapers. China was waging war against Britain in the Western Pacific and the Indian Ocean, yet there were no signs of total mobilization for war preparation.

This left a deep impression on the Japanese upper class. To scrape together the warships to fight the Beiyang Fleet of the Manchu Qing, the Emperor had lived frugally to donate money. If Japan were to engage in such a war, who knew to what degree of tension the country would be strained? But in China, apart from working like hell, everything continued almost as usual. This proved one thing: China had the capability at any time to organize military forces to wage war against Japan while maintaining the current war situation.

Although Emperor Hirohito and these visiting members of the old upper echelon were still extremely hostile toward Kita Ikki—if given the chance, they would not hesitate to have Kita Ikki executed by a thousand cuts—these guys also had a brand-new understanding of the policies Kita Ikki had adopted. Regardless, now was not the time to confront China.

The market China opened to Japan was urgently needed by Japan, and the raw materials China provided to Japan were also urgently needed by Japan. If they were to forcibly rise up and kill Kita Ikki at this stage, once China turned hostile, Japan's gradually recovering economy would collapse immediately. At that time, what the Japanese old upper class would have to face would no longer be the rational enough Kita Ikki, but a large number of angry, irrational Japanese youths. What those people would actually do was something the Japanese upper class didn't even want to think about.

While visiting China, the Japanese upper class also saw another thing they extremely opposed. The anti-feudalism in Chinese society was simply too powerful; there had been a complete severance between the leadership class of New China and the old upper class. Those women who could fly planes were genuine rural laborers; the People's Party personnel hosting these high-status Japanese visitors were mostly of rural origin who had chosen their own jobs after attending school.

China's old powerful families were in a state of total collapse; the new generation of the Chinese bureaucratic class came from very ordinary backgrounds. In the Chinese upper echelons, there was no private plot left for the old powerful families. This was a completely new China, a new world that terrified the Japanese old upper class.

If the Japanese revolution really reached this step... the visitors this time all felt an indescribable panic.
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After the brave Polish forces launched their offensive against the Germans, Germany was initially thrown into a slight confusion. Poland's "preemptive" strike had disrupted Germany's attack plans.

However, the Polish side lacked a corresponding follow-up plan, and the tactics they employed were still those of the First World War. Even when the Polish cavalry attempted to tear through the German rear defense lines, their backward technology and tactics were completely ineffective against Germany's orderly defense and counterattacks.

Germany quickly adjusted its military plans, and the original three-pronged siege continued to unfold. Spearheaded by armored units, the German army advanced with irresistible force, and the Luftwaffe neutralized the Polish Air Force in a very short time. Poland simply could not resist tactics that embodied the future concepts of broad-front deep operations and air-ground integration. Within a week, the Germans had beaten the Polish army—which had completely lost its command capabilities under air strikes—into a pulp. The German vanguard rushed all the way to the outskirts of Warsaw.

The Soviet Union also stabbed Poland in the back at this moment, as Soviet troops began their offensive against Poland. Germany and the Soviet Union soon partitioned Poland, and the nation that had been restored for only twenty years perished once again. This destruction was even more thorough than the last; previously, at least the Kingdom of Poland had continued to exist, merely swapping its king for the Russian Tsar. With this partition between Germany and the Soviet Union, Poland ceased to exist entirely.

On June 28, 1939, after receiving this news, British First Lord of the Admiralty Churchill, who was in India, immediately flew back to Britain. This affair had left Prime Minister Chamberlain battered and disgraced, though there were not yet many people in the Cabinet opposing him. The entire British nation could not understand why their Polish teammate was so bizarre as to proactively launch an offensive against Germany.

The newly constructed anti-China alliance had seen one of its members turned to ash within half a year. Britain was now considering whether to declare war on Germany. In Parliament, there were those who advocated for war, and those who opposed it. After all, following the end of the First World War, quite a few British people had cursed the Prime Minister of that time, believing it was the height of stupidity for Britain to trigger a world war just to shield a regicide. Regardless of the Serbian local government's attitude, it was a Serbian who had assassinated the Archduke of Austria. If such a thing had happened to Britain, Britain likely would have been no more tolerant than the Austrians.

This situation was similar. Britain had indeed given Poland certain security guarantees, but since Poland had struck Germany first, Germany's actions could not be called excessive.

As a representative of the hardliners, Churchill was bristling with rage upon hearing such "bullshit arguments" in Parliament. "Evil communism has merged with evil fascism! At a time like this, do we have any choice but to stand up and thoroughly extinguish these two evil nations?"

This was the view of a portion of British MPs, but regarding whether to engage in another total war, a large number of MPs remained deeply uneasy. In the last European war, Britain had consumed millions of soldiers on the battlefield. This time, Britain was psychologically unprepared to pay such a price.

First Lord of the Admiralty Churchill spoke calmly in Parliament: "We will fight the enemy to the end, until the last Indian is dead."

Such a solemn vow made some British hardliners want to laugh. In the last war, Britain had used colonial troops in large numbers to gather enough cannon fodder for charges. After drugging them, the black troops looked particularly energetic. But the Polish campaign had happened suddenly, and its process was equally abrupt. The Germans had wiped out the Polish army in a week with unprecedented tactics and partitioned Poland within three weeks.

Soldiers were not puppets. If the last World War still required cannon fodder for charges, then with the military technological developments of the last twenty years, cannon fodder had truly become just that—dust—with no possibility of even being useful. Thus, MPs immediately expressed opposition.

It wasn't that the British had any pity for the death of some cannon fodder, but transporting this fodder to Britain to die cost money. If these people were just going to die in the literal sense, it was a losing business proposition.

Since they were voicing opposition, everyone spoke quite caustically. One MP asked very unkindly, "Your Excellency, First Lord of the Admiralty, before letting the Indians solve Germany and the Soviet Union, could you have them solve China, which is closer to India?"

Churchill was by nature a man who boasted shamelessly; one could also say he was a shrewd, opportunistic, showboating career politician. Sarcasm had no effect on a man with no sense of shame. Churchill continued his agitation as if he hadn't heard a thing. "Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union are both Britain's greatest enemies. Britain must now use all its strength to solve these two great foes."

Most MPs could understand Churchill's thinking. Even if they lost the Western Pacific, the British Empire would still be the British Empire. But if they lost Britain's voice in Europe, Britain would be nothing. Could a narrow English Channel hold back a future European hegemon? The British were never that optimistic.

Some MPs had already realized that unless a more powerful force intervened in this war, Britain could not bear fighting China, Germany, and the Soviet Union on three fronts simultaneously. It seemed there was only one country that could be such an external force, and that was the United States.

While Britain argued endlessly, bad news arrived one piece after another. First, China made new moves in the Indian Ocean. Chinese submarine forces raided the British Navy at Diego Garcia; two heavy cruisers were sunk, and one battleship was heavily damaged.

Diego Garcia is the largest and southernmost coral atoll in the Chagos Archipelago in the central Indian Ocean, part of the British Indian Ocean Territory. Britain used it as an important naval base in the Indian Ocean. The Chinese Air Force's stunning performance had effectively forced the British fleet out of the Bay of Bengal and into the western waters of the Indian Ocean. The British port on Diego Garcia thus became an important naval port. But the British never imagined that Chinese submarines would attack directly here.

The event was simple. British warships set out from the naval port here and ran headlong into the Chinese submarine force. Because they hadn't expected Chinese submarines to ambush them so far out, British attention was focused on the surface rather than underwater. This slight error led to catastrophic consequences. The Chinese submarine force had clearly come prepared; after one round of firing, four British warships were hit. These warships from the late WWI era performed poorly in anti-torpedo defense. Of the two sunken heavy cruisers, damage control personnel fought for seven hours on one of them but were still unable to save the ship.

Diego Garcia was too far from any base capable of repairs, and the ship was in no condition to make it there. The Deputy Commander of the Royal Navy's Indian Ocean Fleet stationed there chose to beach the ship, hoping to reduce the difficulty of future salvage. In the end, even the beaching failed; only a section of the mast could be seen at high tide, while the rest was completely submerged. Britain had only this one "Eight-Eight Fleet" in the Indian Ocean, and in the blink of an eye, it had lost a quarter of its strength.

The bad news did not end there. On July 1, China raided Port Blair on the east coast of South Andaman Island in the Indian Ocean. This was the most important port and city in the entire Andaman Archipelago. The garrison at Port Blair reported that China had deployed massive paratrooper forces for an airborne operation. By the afternoon of July 1, the last telegram from Port Blair was sent from the official residence and office of the local administrator: "The Chinese army has surrounded us. We can no longer resist."

The Andaman Islands are located between the Bay of Bengal and the Andaman Sea. To the north, they are about 220 kilometers from the mainland across the Preparis Channel. To the south, they are connected to the Nicobar Islands across the Ten Degree Channel. There are 204 islands in total, dominated by North, Middle, and South Andaman Islands; some islands have no permanent population. The area is 6,461 square kilometers, with Middle Andaman Island being the largest.

Entering the Indian Ocean from the Malacca Strait, or from the Kra Canal currently being excavated by China, requires passing through this archipelago. The attack on the Andaman Islands proved that China's attitude toward entering the Indian Ocean was already extremely resolute. Even though the German threat was close at hand, many British MPs who opposed declaring war on Germany now directly demanded that Britain fight China first, rather than fighting China, Germany, and the Soviet Union simultaneously.

Chamberlain had never been a politician who feared war. At this stage, he also clearly recognized that war with Germany was necessary. While Britain had an alliance agreement with Poland, the French had simply signed a security agreement with Poland, guaranteeing Poland's safety.

Hindered by Poland joining the British alliance, no matter how anxious France was about Poland being partitioned, they could not cast Britain aside and act alone. After all, Poland was Britain's ally; the French couldn't be more anxious than the emperor himself. Recently, the French had been demanding Britain state its position every day, and Britain was being pushed to the brink.

Chamberlain knew very well that if they did not declare war on Germany now, given the recent coziness between Germany and the Soviet Union, there was no hope of successfully diverting the trouble eastward. At that point, the British would lose not just face, but their credibility entirely.

This politician was very clever. After detailed consultations with members of his own party, Chamberlain chose not to launch the war himself, but to resign.

After Chamberlain's resignation, First Lord of the Admiralty Churchill—that fatty Churchill—who had consistently held a hardline stance against Germany, was appointed by the King as the Prime Minister of the new Cabinet. At the first Cabinet meeting, Churchill repeated the words he had spoken during the Battle of Singapore: "I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears, and sweat. You ask, what is our aim? I can answer in one word: Victory. Victory at all costs—victory in spite of all terror—victory, however long and hard the road may be, for without victory there is no survival." The House of Commons ultimately demonstrated its support for the Churchill government with an absolute majority of 381 votes to 0.

On July 7, 1939, the Churchill government formally declared war on Nazi Germany. During the vote, Churchill still displayed British shrewdness; he did not declare war on the Soviet Union as well. No matter how loud Churchill barked, it did not mean he dared to make enemies of China, the Soviet Union, and Germany all at the same time.

After the declaration of war, Churchill immediately flew to France to confer with the French Prime Minister. The French treated Churchill arrogantly, but ultimately declared war on Germany on July 9. However, France only declared war on Germany and did not declare war on China. France's intention was to wait and see regarding China; if the British could regain military superiority in the Western Pacific later, it would not be too late to declare war then.

On the very day Britain formally declared war on Germany, an urgent message reached Britain. The Chinese Air Force had conducted an airborne operation in Colombo, the capital of Ceylon. On July 10, Colombo was captured by China. The British War Cabinet felt unprecedented pressure.
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"This is a war of national power," Comrade Li Runshi, Vice Chairman of the Military Commission and Political Commissar of the Southern Theater Command, explained at the meeting.

China's extremely risky offensive had reached Ceylon, separated from India by only a narrow strait. In the ordinary view, what China should do next was to cross the strait and march north into India. However, Li Runshi did not have such an idea. According to the strategy of mobile warfare, China had almost infinite space on the ocean. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in Ceylon was merely a feint; what was really to be employed was the navy, especially the navy's submarine force, with the aim of maximizing the consumption of British transport capacity.

If the British wanted to retake Ceylon, they would have to transport a large number of troops to Ceylon. These soldiers naturally could not swim to Ceylon carrying heavy equipment. Given India's pitiful shipbuilding capacity, its replenishment ability was extremely lacking.

Most importantly, China did not have a plan to invade India. It was unlikely for the British to travel thousands of miles from the Atlantic directly into the Pacific to aid New Zealand and Australia from the east. This sea route was long, and there was a lack of supply points in between. Pushing out to Ceylon was completely in line with the most common military essential: "The key to manipulating the enemy lies in attacking what the enemy must save."

Coming up with such a strategy was not difficult; the difficulty lay in possessing such national power. China building warships like dumping dumplings into a pot was certainly national power. Recruiting commanders and fighters to operate warships and training them required massive investment. All work, including positioning and sea condition surveys, required massive investment. Without powerful national power, these could not be achieved at all.

Since China already possessed everything it had now, all comrades did not feel there was any problem with this plan. On the contrary, everyone highly appreciated Comrade Li Runshi's strategic planning. According to the Army's original idea, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was to first fight into Burma, and then attack India from Burma. Compared with the current plan, that plan would cost more and it would be difficult to mobilize the British army. The British army could mobilize a large number of Indian troops to fight a war with China. And China's attitude towards India was hoping to "liberate India," or rather, hoping that the Indian people could rise up themselves to overthrow British colonial rule.

If China and India engaged in mass slaughter on land, the hatred formed would likely be difficult to dissolve for a long time. Relatively speaking, striking Britain's strength fiercely was equivalent to promoting India's independence movement. Because after capturing Port Blair on the east coast of South Andaman Island, China had many unexpected gains. The British had built many prisons on South Andaman Island to detain Indian revolutionaries. In this raid, among the prison personnel liberated by China, there were a large number of such candidates. For example, Vinayak Damodar Savarkar.

Savarkar was a true Indian nationalist; this gentleman known as the father of Indian nationalism was very interesting. The father of Pakistan in Chen Ke's timeline, Ali Jinnah, was not a true Muslim; he often acted in violation of Islamic prohibitions, and many older Pakistanis knew this. Savarkar claimed to be a radical Hindu, but this gentleman was actually a genuine atheist who never believed in the existence of ghosts or gods. He only had to use Hinduism as his banner in order to create the concept of an "Indian Nation."

It had to be said that Mr. Savarkar was quite materialist for an atheist. He himself understood very well the tradition of India never forming a unified country and being internally fragmented. That was why he tried to create an "Indian Nation." And the British, wearing the crown of the Emperor of India on their heads, were very sensitive to such a truly threatening guy, so they sent him directly to prison.

Historically, this Mr. Savarkar was a wonderful person in many ways. He himself was a vegetarian, but he ate meat. The reason for eating meat was "People who don't eat meat are too sissy and lack manliness!"

Comrade Li Runshi was originally a humorous and wise person, and also a recognized theorist within the People's Party. These past few days, Mr. Savarkar and Li Runshi had very happy conversations regarding the Indian revolution. But conversations with this leader of the Indian ideological world often turned Comrade Li Runshi's train of thought towards Chen Ke. An Indian ideological leader who could be sentenced to two life terms by the British was indeed much more profound in his seriousness than ordinary Indians, but compared to Chen Ke, he still appeared very childish.

Chen Ke possessed an unshakeable status in the People's Party, reaching the point where no one dared to openly oppose Chen Ke's actual execution. This was not because Chen Ke was unfathomable. Apart from focus and persistence, Chen Ke's personal aptitude could not be considered shocking. Analyzing with the IQ and EQ theory founded by Chen Ke, and the corresponding scientific discipline of human behavioristics, Chen Ke's EQ was only just enough to be a leader. That is to say, compared with Chen Ke's god-like status, Chen Ke's communication with others was merely at a human level.

The three famous successors in the second generation, whom the Party knew well—Li Runshi, Wu Xiangyu, and Ren Peiguo—all surpassed Chen Ke in EQ. Even surpassed him by a lot.

Even though the comrades had a clear understanding of Chen Ke's personal ability, still no one dared to openly oppose Chen Ke. Because Chen Ke had strengths that no one else could reach. It would be better to call him a practitioner than a theorist. However, Chen Ke's own research into these theories was merely to serve practice.

Li Runshi knew why the three, including himself, were selected as the second-generation successors: because they were recognized within the Party as talents in theory. The theory pioneered by Chen Ke was very magnificent; he himself was a person for whom research into theory only needed to be enough to serve practice. Chen Ke was a person who attained an unprecedented status through extraordinary practical achievements.

For China's rapid industrialization in a short period, the greatest driving force behind it was Chen Ke. Li Runshi was very clear about this. It was not just that Chen Ke provided the initial funds for the revolution with his own technology, nor just that Chen Ke established the People's Party. It was that Chen Ke clearly and plainly made the comrades of the People's Party understand the meaning of capital and its application mode. Now the general direction of China's capital investment was completely controlled in Chen Ke's hands. Chen Ke decided the direction of China's industry, and decided the line of China's industry and agriculture.

This was just like how revolutionary theories are all based on exactly the same facts, but due to everyone's different thinking, the revolutionary road presents a wide variety of practices. Developing industry is also the same; on the basis of exactly the same theory, there are countless feasible routes. Chen Ke pointed out a road with his own strength; without any practical basis, Chen Ke proved his correctness with results.

Up to now, the results have all been proving Chen Ke's consistent correctness. No one is willing to oppose Chen Ke controlling the general direction of China's capital operations anymore. One sentence from Chen Ke is worth ten thousand sentences; the direction he proposes without experiment is the direction of the People's Party's industrial development. Comrades regard this as the norm, believing that walking on the correct successful road is inevitable. Failure is only because comrades did not understand Chen Ke's correct intentions.

As a person who was fundamentally not meddlesome, Li Runshi had never thought of proving his own correctness by opposing anyone. Precisely because of this, Li Runshi increasingly felt the danger contained within. Things all have two sides; while crossing layer upon layer of difficulties and walking the only road that could quickly save China, the vast majority of people thought this success was so easy. Because any failed road does not reach the end; the successful road merely finished those one hundred links.

Just like China now returning to the Indian Ocean which it hadn't entered for hundreds of years, and easily suppressing Britain in the Indian Ocean, the only reason People's Party comrades could find was that Comrade Chen Ke pointed out the correct road, and the People's Party worked hard together with laborers nationwide, overcoming all devils hidden in the details, completed the work, and reached the destination.

This explanation was realistic; a wise leader led the working people to complete a task. This was a fact.

The only problem lay in that this matter itself was not the norm. Yet quite a few comrades thought such an "abnormality" was actually replicable. Li Runshi found that an astonishing number of people in the military high command held this view. Chen Ke's position and Chen Ke's contribution seemed to be equated; comrades believed that only a person like Chen Ke should obtain such a status. In other words, the current position ought to possess such ability, and continue the current system.

Li Runshi certainly could not stir up such a discussion; he could only find someone to discuss this matter with, and the one he could discuss with was one of the secretaries of the Southern Front Command, Wu Xiangyu. As the iron-clad next Premier of the State, Wu Xiangyu could very well understand Li Runshi's point of view. Of course, Wu Xiangyu's angle of viewing this problem was vastly different from Li Runshi's. "I heard Chairman Chen Ke has a preparation; he will only retain the positions of Party Chairman and Chairman of the Military Commission in the future. Moreover, he prepares to change your position from Party Vice Chairman to General Secretary."

Wu Xiangyu was very smart, only his temper was a bit impatient. Even though there was great improvement with the help of his spouse after marriage, human nature is hard to reverse. So his answer was also this "unfathomable."

Li Runshi thought for several minutes before finally understanding what exactly Wu Xiangyu wanted to say. What Li Runshi thought of next was not Wu Xiangyu, but Zhang Yu's evaluation of Chen Ke. Zhang Yu had said, "Chairman Chen Ke is fundamentally not like a human being in many places," "He is standing in an endless abyss looking at this world."

Only those in the endless abyss can see the true light, but how many People's Party members can see this point? How many people can see through this point, and have the ability and opportunity to sink to Chen Ke's depth? In the eyes of the vast majority of people, Chen Ke is not in an endless abyss at all, but high above, residing at the top of the world with boundless radiance. This understanding itself is wrong, but this kind of cognition is the most universal cognition.

The information revealed in Wu Xiangyu's words was very simple: since Chen Ke also discovered that his status was very likely linked to his position, then Chen Ke would cut out everything except the only core position of Party Chairman from the People's Party. And turning the only Vice Chairman into General Secretary seemed like a demotion of one level, but in fact, it was a kind of true protection.

In the future, the People's Party could completely not establish the position of Chairman; this position would forever belong only to Chen Ke alone. As long as future generations are not confused by that vain name, and are not stupid enough to want to use such stuff as reputation to prove their own power. The People's Party without a Party Chairman, firstly, could have an eternal banner, and secondly, could also show sufficient "humility." At the same time, it could also cut off the Chen Ke who is different from ordinary people from many troubles.

Towards Wu Xiangyu who proposed this perspective, Li Runshi had a feeling of seeing the true Wu Xiangyu. In terms of insight into practical work and human hearts, Li Runshi felt he really was inferior to this comrade.
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When Iranian King Pahlavi met the Chinese envoy, he was somewhat agitated. The situation he had initially anticipated—that Chinese and Soviet representatives would appear together in the Iranian capital, Tehran—did not happen.

Since the 19th century, the Persian Qajar dynasty had gradually declined, suffering constant aggression from Britain and Russia. Turmoil was everywhere. By February 1921, the Cossack Brigade officer Reza Khan launched a coup and became Prime Minister. In 1925, the parliament deposed King Ahmad Shah, and in December of the same year, Reza Shah proclaimed himself king, formally establishing the Pahlavi dynasty.

Such usurpation was nothing particularly rare for Iran. As an ancient civilization, Iran had weathered thousands of years of storms. In the Middle East, a land of trouble, famous historical states like Greece, Macedonia, and Rome had all warred with Iran. Now that those nations had vanished into smoke, Iran still existed. Even after Zoroastrianism in Iran was basically finished, Iran continued to exist in the mode of the "heretical" Shi'a sect of Islam, presenting a hostile sectarian stance against the Wahhabism believed in by those camel-riding Bedouins.

Chen Ke had a very good impression of Iran. By the 21st century, Iran was an industrial country in the Muslim world. Whether it was the two Westernized kings of the Pahlavi dynasty or the Expediency Discernment Council created later by Khomeini, this country always strove for industrialization and made significant progress.

Young people on 21st-century Iranian forums discussed fashion, trends, music, marriage, and child-rearing, and there were also otaku who posted in confusion because they couldn't find partners. It had the style of an industrial nation.

Of course, as an industrialized country, all sorts of weird things were unavoidable. If it came to being bizarre, every industrial country in the world could be said to be birds of a feather. The United States, that religious country, during the same stage of industrialization as Iran, had plenty of incidents that weren't necessarily more advanced than the Iranian religious police.

Reza Shah Pahlavi was a very strong-willed king. He had once marched into a mosque wearing military boots and beat up a religious elder who had insulted the queen. The result was cheers across Iran, but then some people came out to uphold justice. Such a strong king used power to push Iran's industrialization and was considered an excellent leader by everyone in Iran.

As an excellent leader, Reza Shah Pahlavi knew clearly that the lesson of the king deposed by parliament was not far behind; he absolutely could not surrender sovereignty or humiliate the country. The pressure on Iran came mainly from Britain and Russia. If a Soviet representative had appeared together with the Chinese representative, King Pahlavi knew his days would be hard.

Of course, the Chinese side was also very clear on this point. The special envoy spoke straightforwardly, "Our country hopes to develop friendly relations with Iran based on the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence. Therefore, Chairman Chen Ke sent me here to reach more agreements on oil trade with your country."

Reza Shah Pahlavi had been worried about this recently. After China charged into the Indian Ocean, the war between China and Britain intensified. What would be the attitude of this newly rising Asian power toward Iran? This was worth thinking about.

The Chinese envoy naturally would not give a vague answer; what was needed now was credible diplomacy, not ambiguous threats. "If our country signs a relationship agreement with Iran based on the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, our country will handle affairs between the two countries according to these principles. The purpose of my visit is to discuss one matter with your country: if our country eliminates Britain's naval power in the Indian Ocean, would your country be willing to reach an agreement with us on oil trade?"

Reza Shah Pahlavi didn't understand what this meant at first. He frowned and signaled the Chinese representative to give a further explanation.

The Chinese explanation was as follows: If China could clear out the British naval power in the Indian Ocean and ensure the oil shipping route from China to Iran, and if China sent its own tankers to conduct oil trade with Iran, would Iran be willing to export oil to China? Of course, if China failed to drive the British naval power out of the Indian Ocean, or at least out of the Persian Gulf, China would not forcibly demand Iran to conduct such trade.

The Iranian King, accustomed to the faces of imperialist countries, was stunned by China's stance. This considerate proposal did not excite Reza Shah Pahlavi; instead, it greatly aroused the king's sense of crisis. Great powers never acted this way; Iran had extremely rich experience in this regard.

"Then what does your side need us to do?" Reza Shah Pahlavi asked.

"We hope your country can maintain neutrality and not join any military or political alliances, including those with us, China. We, China, will do everything possible to guarantee your country's neutral stance, national sovereignty, and the independence of Iran's internal affairs. Including persuading the Soviet Union to guarantee your country's independence together," the Chinese envoy said. "After all, only an independent and neutral Iran can boldly do business with us. What we need is stable oil trade, so we particularly hope for Iran's independence, autonomy, and neutral stance."

Even though the Chinese envoy put interests first like this, Iranian King Reza Shah Pahlavi still felt China's suggestion was "too sweet"; it likely contained deadly poison.

Oil trade between China and Iran had only been interrupted after the war between China and Britain started a few months ago. If the Chinese really could drive the British naval power out of the Indian Ocean, Iran would naturally be very happy. On the anti-British front, the Germans were trying hard to rope Iran into the Axis powers. But that required Iran to pay a considerable political and even military price. China's proposal seemed better than Germany's. Not only did it not require Iran to make political or military commitments and sacrifices, but once China really drove away the British as the envoy said, resuming oil trade would be equivalent to immediately restoring Iran's economy.

As for whether trading oil with China would offend the British, Reza Shah Pahlavi didn't think so. If the British were driven away, why should Iran be tied to the British war chariot? In all fairness, Pahlavi hoped Britain would be completely destroyed. Even if China failed to finish off Britain, or if the British came back fighting a few years later, as long as Reza Shah Pahlavi hadn't joined a military and political alliance against Britain, Britain really couldn't do anything to Iran.

Reza Shah Pahlavi could only consider this much for the time being, so he settled the envoy to rest and summoned his staff and trusted aides to start discussing China's proposal.

The discussion didn't yield any special results. Since Iran had no intention of being a stepping stone for the British anyway, and Iran naturally wouldn't choose to go to war with China after China drove away the British. Even if this agreement were leaked, Iran wouldn't suffer any losses. Doing this was a choice any normal country would make. So the agreement itself really had no problems.

Then the only problem was whether China would abide by this agreement. But after repeated discussions, Iran couldn't see what Iran could do to China if China didn't abide by the agreement. As a king trying to recover full sovereignty, Reza Shah Pahlavi finally decided to continue talking with China for now.

The Renminbi was not yet a world currency. Reza Shah Pahlavi asked the Chinese envoy what China intended to use for payment. The Chinese envoy took out a payment plan. From building railways and factories to selling goods ranging from military supplies to civilian products, the trading model allowed China to cooperate most fully with Iran.

This list made Pahlavi feel China's sincerity. If China had proposed giving Iran currency, Reza Shah Pahlavi would have thought the Chinese side were out-and-out swindlers. Although this kind of barter trade itself had big problems and great difficulties in realization, it was a method China could ensure. In the transaction, China guaranteed that goods could be transported to the Iranian border via railways on Soviet territory. If Iran was willing, China could even help Iran build a comprehensive railway network from the border to various regions of Iran.

The subsequent negotiations were even more realistic. China was even willing to take the lead in having Iran and the Soviet Union sign a non-aggression pact. Of course, the premise was that Iran could maintain neutrality. China didn't even care if Iran maintained oil trade with Britain. Of course, China couldn't possibly provide escorts for British tankers coming to Iran to transport oil.

The characteristics of capable people versus incapable people are shown in whether they "spare themselves when facing major events." Reza Shah Pahlavi was clearly not a guy who "forgot his life for small profits." After carefully weighing the request made by the Chinese envoy, Reza Shah Pahlavi raised his own point regarding the Chinese side's "suggestion that Iran maintain neutrality." Did the Chinese side oppose Iran joining other military alliances?

The Chinese representative's attitude was sincere, "As long as Iran does not join a side hostile to China, we, China, will absolutely not have any military conflict with Iran. Similarly, if Iran joins another military alliance organization, do you believe that China would come to protect Iran's sovereignty and territorial integrity when Iran is attacked by outsiders because of this military alliance?"

This explanation was very simple, brisk, and easy to understand. Reza Shah Pahlavi knew clearly that China was persuading Iran to maintain neutrality based on its own interests. But this degree of egoism did not cause Reza Shah Pahlavi any dissatisfaction. Iran had thousands of years of history and profound political wisdom. As the leader of this country, Reza Shah Pahlavi considered China's attitude to be very friendly.

If China could drive away the British and stabilize the Soviet Union, Iran's sovereignty could naturally be restored. Through oil trade, Pahlavi could also grasp the oil industry, which he had long wished to nationalize, in his own hands. As for oil trade, Pahlavi wanted to make it bigger, not end it. As long as the money earned from exporting oil went into Reza Shah Pahlavi's hands, Reza Shah Pahlavi didn't care who he traded with.

In the end, the two sides reached a secret agreement. After China drove the British naval power out of the Indian Ocean, Chinese tankers could come to Iran for oil trade. And Iran would decide whether to join other military alliance organizations based on the situation. Of course, Iran would inform China of changes in this regard in advance. At least at the present stage, Iran would strive to guarantee its independence and neutrality.

On the very day the agreement was reached, Iranian King Reza Shah Pahlavi received the newspapers. He subscribed to some foreign newspapers, among which was the *New York Times*. On the second page, a report about the Indian Ocean naval battle shocked Reza Shah Pahlavi.

"Reporting from Colombo on July 14, *New York Times* reporter Edgar Snow: In the early morning of July 14, the weather was very clear. I was aboard the Chinese Indian Ocean Fleet's new flagship, the warship No. 0054. This is a newly launched heavy cruiser. Advancing toward the Indian Ocean along with the warship was the First Detachment of the Chinese Indian Ocean Fleet. The fleet was speeding at thirty knots. Originally, I was on warship No. 0054 to cover the Chinese navy's military operations in Ceylon, but unexpectedly, I encountered a naval battle.

...

An hour later, an officer told me news that in the ongoing war recently, the Chinese fleet had found the British Indian Ocean Fleet, and the First Detachment was rushing to the naval battle area.

At 12:30 PM, we saw the torpedo bomber squadrons returning in triumph. They flew over the warships again, accepting everyone's cheers.

At 2:00 PM, we finally arrived at the battle location. At this time, there were only some destroyers weaving through the smoke-filled battlefield; it seemed they were rescuing personnel who had fallen into the water. When the two sides passed each other, it appeared these ships were all Chinese warships. Sailors crowded onto the decks to wave and cheer at us. Clearly, they were cheering and paying respects to the flagship.

I carefully observed the decks crowded with people. Seven or eight destroyers and cruisers were packed with sailors. From their uniforms, the British servicemen rescued from the water numbered in the thousands. Oil slicks and various floating debris could be seen everywhere on the sea surface. The entire area was dozens of kilometers wide. It is unimaginable to what extent the fighting occurred here.

At this moment, another broadcast speech was made on the ship. Because the place I was in was very noisy, I didn't hear it clearly before the crew on deck erupted in a burst of cheers. Later, I learned from the soldier accompanying me, who was excited beyond measure, that a reconnaissance plane had discovered the British fleet seventy nautical miles to the southwest. They were fleeing southwest at a speed of fifteen knots. The pilot confirmed that the battleships in the British fleet had indeed suffered heavy damage. Clearly, the damaged warships dragged down the British speed; the British couldn't run away...

Before the sun went down, we finally caught up with the injured British battleship. With the help of an officer, I was allowed up to the high lookout post. The Zeiss binoculars I bought in Germany played their role. Under the guidance of the lookout, I finally saw this terrifying warship 40,000 meters ahead. Its massive hull still appeared incredibly conspicuous in the increasingly dim twilight.

The observer told me this was the British battleship HMS *Monarch*. Previously fleeing the battlefield with it were another battleship and two heavy cruisers; this was the last remaining combat power of the British fleet. Now, the British fleet was nowhere to be seen; it was alone. The other British warships had abandoned it and fled.

Suddenly, I saw the *Monarch* burst with firelight; smoke and fire enveloped it. The lookout beside me hurriedly reported to the bridge using the ship's internal communication system: 'Attention! Enemy ship opening fire!'

The fleet size of the Chinese fleet was not large, with only one heavy cruiser, two light cruisers, and four destroyers. Clearly, they had not come for a naval battle, but to track the enemy. In the Indian Ocean, what China relied on for fighting was the Air Force. Although their technological level has progressed rapidly, Chinese naval officers and men still frankly admitted that with China's current shipbuilding capabilities, they did not yet have the strength to pluck the pearl on the naval crown that is the battleship. They could only rely on the Air Force to deliver fatal strikes.

Having discovered the Chinese fleet chasing up like a pack of wolves, the British battleship was still temporarily safe. No Chinese warship's armor could resist the main guns of the British battleship HMS *Monarch*. Even the 18,000-ton heavy cruiser No. 0054 could not.

Regarding the *Monarch*'s long-range firing, an officer pointed at the water columns exploding in the distance and explained to me that the British were merely displaying their range, hoping the Chinese warships wouldn't get too close.

The silent pursuit continued. The Chinese fleet chased its prey patiently like a wolf pack. Time was more favorable to China; aircraft with speeds far exceeding warships were desperately rushing over. For the solitary *Monarch* battleship, if attacked by a large aircraft formation, destruction was only a matter of time. Whether the British *Monarch* battleship could escape the Chinese Air Force's raid before dark and return to an Indian Ocean port under the cover of night—or at least return within the cover of the British Air Force—was a matter concerning its fate. I think the sailors on the British warship must have been praying hard at this moment.

But the British warship's luck wasn't very good. Before the sun sank below the sea level, I finally saw the shadows of the aircraft formation in the sky. After the Chinese occupied Ceylon, they invested heavily in field airfields. Lacking time to use concrete to pour runways, they simply used quick-drying cement and steel plates to build runways. In a very short time, the Chinese Air Force had airfields capable of handling takeoffs and landings for torpedo bomber squadrons.

The other Chinese naval vessels immediately fired signal flares and illumination rounds into the air. In the beautiful afterglow of the setting sun, these rising bright 'stars' illuminated the battlefield with abnormal brilliance.

A few minutes later, the British warship suddenly reduced its speed and raised other flags on its mast. The Chinese broadcast immediately aired a new announcement, and soon the whole ship was seething. The British warship had actually surrendered.

Thinking about it, this was also the only way. If the British warship didn't choose to surrender, in such an isolated and helpless situation, there was basically no other possibility besides sinking.

When the Chinese Navy went forward to accept the surrender, they were presumably quite tense as well. If this was a British trick, the Chinese destroyers entering the range of the British battleship were basically seeking death. Fortunately, the British side was not creating a deception. If they had done so, the *Monarch* battleship would certainly have suffered insane retaliation. Most of the crew on the ship would likely have found it hard to survive.

The surrender acceptance work lasted for more than two hours. China ordered the surrendering British sailors to quickly transfer to the Chinese warships. Then the Chinese destroyers fired torpedoes at the British HMS *Monarch*, sending this huge battleship to the bottom of the sea. Clearly, the Chinese side had no intention of using this battleship.

Because the warship No. 0054 I was on immediately returned to the Kra region after receiving a portion of the British captives, I was unable to see the final moments of the *Monarch*."

"According to revelations from the Chinese Navy, this naval battle sank three battleships, one aircraft carrier, and two heavy cruisers. Added to the previous losses of the British Navy, the British Royal Navy's Indian Ocean Fleet now has only thirty percent of its combat power remaining. Whether the British side will adopt a strategy of continuing to increase troop levels or use the remaining warships to maintain their presence in the Indian Ocean really forces one to speculate with all one's might."
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129 Chaotic Battle (9)

British Prime Minister Churchill's days were getting harder and harder. After Britain and France declared war on Germany, Germany, having swallowed Poland, began military operations in Northern Europe to secure its source of iron ore in Norway. After diverting a considerable number of battleships to the Indian Ocean, Britain could only strengthen its forces in the North Atlantic by weakening the Mediterranean Fleet. Now the Mediterranean Fleet existed in name only, and Britain couldn't even cobble together a decent fleet to suppress the Italians.

After paying such a price, what they got in return was one piece of bad news after another from the Indian Ocean.

"The Chinese are attacking Mumbai!"

"The Chinese have landed in India!"

"The Chinese are bombing Delhi!"

Every piece of news made Britain sit on pins and needles. After inquiries with the Indian colonial authorities, it was discovered that these were all fake news. Mixed in with this crowd of news were reports that China was attacking Sydney and landing in New Zealand. The world hegemony that the British Empire had painstakingly built was collapsing rapidly under the impact of the waves, just like a sandcastle on the beach. At the same time, some strange rumors began to circulate in Britain.

"Churchill is an American spy!"

"Churchill will trade Britain's overseas colonies for American support!"

"Churchill is trying to destroy the British Empire!"

"Churchill is deliberately adopting a tough stance against China just to start a war. After starting the war, he can use the situation to logically sell out Britain's interests. This man is bound to sell British land to the United States."

...

In London, in Liverpool, in Birmingham, in Coventry, all kinds of rumors and leaflets were being distributed and spread like crazy. Since it was a war cabinet, it naturally had comprehensive regulatory powers, including news censorship. After some investigation, British intelligence agencies easily discovered that these messages were spread by Irish anti-British organizations. After a fierce round of arrests, the direct perpetrators were thrown into prison. Under severe torture, some Irish people confessed the masterminds behind the scenes. After investigation, the British side found that these masterminds were Germans.

The case was solved, but Churchill did not feel happy. What made him uneasy was not the hostile actions of the Germans, but that these rumors pointed out Churchill's intention to rely on the United States. Churchill was no fool; in a situation where everyone was pushing the wall down, Britain simply could not resist on its own.

China has a population of nearly 800 million, the Soviet Union has 160 million, and Germany, after merging with Austria and other places, has a population of 80 million. The combined population of these three countries is over 1 billion. The local population of Britain is 45 million. The total population of these three countries is 20 times that of Britain.

As a colonial empire, the industrial strength of Britain's colonies was not strong. The colonies themselves were divided into different classes. The worst thing right now was that Australia and New Zealand, which China was attacking with all its might, were Britain's direct descendants, or at least the direct descendants of British criminals. These were Britain's die-hard supporters, second only to Canada. India, the most populous country among British colonies, already had many local people clamoring for independence. The Chinese fleet was fiercely striking British naval forces in the Indian Ocean, and it looked like Britain was about to lose contact with India.

In such a situation, Britain could only find external aid. The French were clinging to their Maginot Line. Looking around the world, the only one with strong industrial capabilities and a large population was the United States.

Churchill certainly knew about the isolationist attitude within the United States. He was even clearer that the United States did not gain the expected benefits after World War I, so it would be extremely difficult to persuade them. Therefore, Churchill could only offer a huge price. Just as he was making preparations, such rumors appeared. What attitude the hardliners in Britain who insisted on the interests of the British Empire would take was something that didn't even need thinking about.

And this timing was really too good, and the entry point of the "rumors" was even more pungent. Churchill had originally intended to wait for some more critical periods and use the crisis to trade with the United States. Handling it this way could minimize resistance within Britain.

But these rumors appeared at this time, and they slandered Churchill beforehand, claiming all his actions were intentional and long-planned. If Churchill really made such a decision in the future, it would amount to confirming such rumors. Regardless of what state Britain would be in after the war ended, Churchill's own political future would be completely finished.

With great resentment, Churchill dispatched two groups of special envoys. One group naturally went to the United States, and the other went to China. Since Britain could not fight on three fronts, and could not even maintain a two-front war, the rational choice was naturally to temporarily make peace with the most troublesome one. China dominating the Western Pacific would not shake Britain's foundation, but the appearance of a unified hegemon on the European continent would be the beginning of Britain's destruction.

At this time, China naturally would not be polite to Britain. The British envoy proposed a ceasefire to Chen Ke, and Chen Ke said it could be considered. "What happens after the ceasefire?" Chen Ke asked.

"What requests does China have?" the British envoy asked back.

"We demand that Chinese citizens have the right to enter Australia and New Zealand freely without visas, the right to settle without censorship, and all rights including mining, purchasing land, and conducting business. The Straits Settlements must be dissolved, and Ceylon and Burma must also be granted independence. Britain will hand over the Andaman and Nicobar Islands to China. Oh, right, the lands cut off from Northwest China in the agreement reached between Britain and Tsarist Russia back then, including Aksai Chin, also need to be returned to China."

Hearing Chen Ke open his mouth like a lion, the British envoy felt angry in his heart. If it weren't for the fact that he was almost inspected down to his underwear, the envoy truly regretted not hiding a small knife or similar weapon to pull out at this moment and stab Chen Ke to death.

Chen Ke seemed not to see the grief and indignation peculiar to the weak in the British envoy's eyes at all. He continued in a very matter-of-fact tone, "If Britain reaches a peace agreement with China now, Britain can focus its attention on Europe. If Britain refuses to do so, you will have absolutely no chance to use the resources in India. Not only will you be unable to use them, but you will also have to spend extra strength to maintain your presence in the Indian Ocean. I personally believe that a country with huge political wisdom like Britain can distinguish how to choose at this time."

Since these were conditions proposed by Chen Ke, they were equivalent to China's final demands. The British envoy retired temporarily; he prepared to send a telegram to Britain to explain China's demands clearly to the British homeland.

"By the way!" Chen Ke added a sentence as if he had remembered something, "Before the war in Europe ends completely, we demand to temporarily take over Australia and New Zealand. Since we sincerely hope for peace, we are naturally also worried that Britain will provoke a war against China after winning in Europe."

Suppressing his anger, the British envoy confirmed that Chen Ke had nothing else to say and left in a huff.

Churchill naturally could not accept such peace conditions. He would rather yield all this to the United States and lure the United States to pull chestnuts out of the fire, than offer all this to China as the price for a defeated seeker of peace.

After the British envoy told Chen Ke of Britain's decision to fight to the end, Chen Ke expressed no surprise. Unless the British were crazy, or a genius of the ages appeared, it was absolutely impossible for Britain to express agreement.

"I express appreciation for Britain's bravery and firmness. A country should have backbone." As if China was not at war with Britain at all, Chen Ke said in a sincere tone, as if he was discussing the philosophy of life with the British envoy.

The British envoy was initially confused by this tone devoid of hostility. After being slightly confused for a moment, the British envoy remembered that Britain was currently at war with China, and Britain had paid heavy sacrifices. If Chen Ke had said this in a sarcastic and mean tone, it might have been fitting. But Chen Ke used a perspective like God agreeing that the British should have more "backbone", like a human viewing the dying struggles of a beast. This was a true insult.

As an envoy, this British gentleman rarely lost his composure, but in front of Chen Ke, the muscles on his face twitched spasmodically. Chen Ke didn't care how this gentleman of the British Empire behaved. He continued: "Since your country has made a decision, let's talk about the follow-up issues under this decision. We have caught quite a few resistors in Australia and New Zealand. They are all direct descendants of your Britain. We are using ships to transport them out of Australia and New Zealand. is the British side prepared to receive them in Burma or in India? If you don't reply, we will send them to India."

The amount of information in these words was too large. The British envoy never expected that China would actually start forcibly migrating the local residents of Australia and New Zealand. That was a population of several million. Forcibly transporting them from Australia and New Zealand to India was a terrible task.

After sending away the burning-with-anxiety British envoy, Chen Ke finally breathed a sigh of relief. Forcibly migrating so much population was also a very difficult task for China. But this was also a necessary approach.

In any case, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could not engage in massacres, let alone genocide. Leaving this bunch of white people from Australia and New Zealand locally, or locking them in concentration camps, would be very troublesome things. In the education Chen Ke received, when it was destined that trouble could not be avoided, then one might as well take the "most troublesome" path that wasn't asking for trouble. Placed in this operation, it meant sending the white people of Australia and New Zealand back to India under British rule.

Of course, Chen Ke absolutely did not harbor any good intentions. When these millions of white people arrived in India, which had almost lost contact with Britain, the British authorities in India could use these people to suppress the local independence tendencies in India on the one hand, but similarly, these people would also intensify the internal contradictions in India. And these were all Britain's own problems.

Forced repatriation was certainly a "humanitarian crisis" to some extent, but when these people returned to "British soil", they were at least still alive. That was enough.
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Chapter 692 Munich Conference (1)

Before entering the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs building, US Ambassador to China John Leighton Stuart couldn't help but pause for a moment.

In the past, when he was the president of Yenching University, Stuart always held a condescending attitude as a scholar towards the incompetent officials of the Beiyang government. Now, Yenching University had long been closed, and Stuart was facing the officials of the He Rui government. Although these officials acknowledged that the United States was a powerful country, they only considered the United States a powerful country, and nothing more.

All the advantages Stuart once possessed were gone. He had to face He Rui's government officials who were cold, ruthless, and highly qualified. Stuart felt like a sheep going to deal with hungry wolves, helpless and frustrated. As a state public servant, Stuart knew he couldn't stop moving forward; he could only enter the devil's den of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, filled with cold officials.

Having seen diplomats from all the major powers in the world, Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang didn't take Stuart seriously. The current United States must communicate with China on the basis of strength. Even if the US President came, he would have to follow the rules. On the contrary, because Stuart had some friends in the Chinese academic circles, Li Shiguang found it inconvenient to play some diplomatic tricks on Stuart.

Stuart came this time to convey the attitude of the US government. The US government had already summoned the Chinese ambassador to the US and expressed the US government's dissatisfaction with the "Naval Act of 1938" just passed by the Chinese Congress. China stipulated in the Naval Act of 1938 that in the next three years, China would build 16 battleships and 24 aircraft carriers.

The US government not only summoned the Chinese ambassador to the US but also summoned the Japanese ambassador to the US, expressing dissatisfaction with the Japanese Naval Act passed by the Japanese Diet. The Japanese Naval Act stipulated that Japan would build 8 battleships and 4 aircraft carriers to replace all of Japan's old warships.

Everyone was discerning; the East Asian Economic Cooperation Organization had already adopted a customs union policy. Even if East Asia could not be regarded as one country, it was at least a firm alliance. The tonnage of capital ships owned by the East Asian League was already equal to that of the United States, which was the source of US dissatisfaction.

Considering the basis of strength, the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs didn't care at all whether the United States was happy or not. After listening to Stuart convey the US attitude, Foreign Minister Li Shiguang replied: "In view of the number and tonnage of warship construction stipulated in the 'Two-Ocean Navy Act' recently passed by the US government, China has decided to build a fleet to ensure the balance of the Pacific. This is the attitude of the Chinese government."

Stuart was an undergraduate anyway and knew the basic rules of great power diplomacy. Since he couldn't make a breakthrough from the official standpoint, he tried to express his unease from a personal perspective. Before Stuart could initiate such an emotional exchange, Li Shiguang clearly told Stuart, "Ambassador Stuart, represent the views of the US government, do you?"

This was really very polite. With Stuart's level, Li Shiguang could have played him to death with any small trick. But Li Shiguang and the people in the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs simply didn't do that; they just relied on these polite means to protect Stuart. After all, the US upper echelons really believed that the Chinese government thought Stuart was truly beneficial for drawing the people of China and the US closer. Since the US upper echelons believed it, China also had to express belief.

Stuart replied helplessly: "President Roosevelt hopes to send a special envoy."

"Chairman He is very busy and cannot schedule time recently," Li Shiguang replied sincerely.

Facing the cold and smart Chinese officials, Stuart was truly at his wit's end. He could only define himself as a messenger, and a person who could participate in various Chinese folk activities relying on his past connections in the Chinese folk. Stuart didn't know that for a diplomat to achieve this level was already remarkable.

The Chinese officials, considered cold and smart by Stuart, didn't lie either; He Rui was indeed very busy recently. For example, He Rui was currently meeting with a French special envoy. The French special envoy directly showed He Rui the records of recent meetings with the Soviet Union and Britain.

Given that Germany was practically preparing to solve the Sudetenland issue, French diplomats met with Molotov and asked in the name of the French government, "If Germany invades Czechoslovakia, what does the Soviet Union plan to do?"

Soviet Foreign Minister Molotov immediately stated, "We will fulfill the obligations stipulated in the 'Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance'. If Romania and Hungary can remain neutral, we can persuade the Romanian government to allow Soviet troops and aid to pass through Romanian territory to reach Czechoslovakia."

After reading it, He Rui didn't know how to evaluate it, and could only say in his heart that this was diplomacy full of Russian flavor.

Looking at the meeting records between France and Britain again, the French representative had already given the British side the meeting records between France and the Soviet Union before the meeting, so the French side asked very frankly, "France opposes Germany's annexation of the Sudetenland region. If it triggers a war, what is Britain's view?"

Britain used three paragraphs of very subtle diplomatic rhetoric to answer. The inner meaning of the first paragraph was that Britain believed war would not break out. The inner meaning of the second paragraph was that Britain now only wanted to ensure that Britain would not be dragged into the war. The third paragraph was relatively clear, meaning that if France was attacked, Britain would provide aid.

The French representative seized on the third paragraph and asked what kind of help Britain could provide. The British side stated that it would send 2 divisions to France within half an year and provide France with 150 aircraft.

He Rui had long been accustomed to this British-style diplomacy. It was already July 8th, and Czechoslovakia had already used the terrain to build defense lines. And it mobilized 21 divisions to guard the defense lines. As the world's 8th largest industrial power now, Czechoslovakia possessed a military industry ranked 2nd in Europe. The price Britain offered was sending 2 divisions and 150 aircraft within half a year, asking France not to go to war. This was Britain's current diplomatic style. The former big shot had fallen to such a state; it was truly pitiable and laughable.

Since he couldn't complain, He Rui put down the two diplomatic documents without saying a word. The French special envoy immediately said: "If Czechoslovakia is invaded by Germany, what will the Chinese government do?"

"The Chinese government will immediately condemn Germany's act of aggression. And ask the Czechoslovak government what kind of aid it needs, and do its utmost to meet the reasonable needs of the Czechoslovak government. If the Czechoslovak government actively requests our help, we will meet the Czechoslovak government's needs within our capabilities."

The prediction made by the French special envoy before coming to China was similar to what He Rui said now. The special envoy hurriedly prepared, what if Germany launched a military attack on France? As long as the French government made a request, the Chinese government would provide support.

Hearing such a clear answer, the French special envoy's eyes lit up, "Will the Chinese government actively attack Germany?"

He Rui felt that the French government was also anxious, with a flavor of turning to any doctor in illness. But this couldn't be said. He Rui replied: "The Chinese government opposes the racist philosophy and acts of racial oppression of the German Nazi government. But these acts do not constitute a reason for the Chinese government to declare war on the German government."

The French special envoy had already received the desired reply and took his leave. He Rui was indeed very busy. As soon as the French special envoy left, He Rui immediately picked up the report that had been interrupted by the French special envoy's arrival, "Report on the Situation of International Students from Various Colonies in China".

It was already 1938, and China had become the largest trading partner for many countries in the world, with the scale of trade with all parts of the world growing larger and larger. Naturally, the number of international students from various colonies coming to China to study also increased rapidly. Except for the colonies bordering China, the colonial students who could cross the sea to study in China were not poor people.

In addition to providing good education and training for these international students, the Chinese government also established several research institutions. For example, the Indochina Research Center, the South Pacific Islands Commerce Center, the Southeast Asian Archipelago Business Cooperation Center, the Indian Ocean Rim Region Research Center...

The actual direct leading department of these research institutions was the General Staff. The purpose of the General Staff establishing these institutions was naturally for war. So far, the most successful institution was the Vietnam Research Center. China had basically determined that after liberating Vietnam, it would be divided into 4 independent nation-states: Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, and Cochin, according to ethnicity.

The next most successful were Lower Burma, Bengal, and the Dravidian region in the southern part of the Indian subcontinent. These regions all had a large number of young people studying in China. Because of the large number, it had already attracted the attention of the British Indian government. There was a paragraph in the investigation report that attracted He Rui's attention, "...It was the Indian National Congress that reported to the British Governor-General. This political party pays great attention to cracking down on revolutionary forces within India..."

He Rui had his own views on the Indian National Congress. After reading the report, He Rui picked up the "China Mineral Survey Report".

"...In 1937, our country's steel production reached 44.86 million tons. If the ore trade between China and the Soviet Union halts, relying solely on domestic ore, China's steel production can reach about 64 million tons. Plus the ore provided by Korea, China's steel production can reach 76 million tons. The steel production of the East Asian Economic Cooperation Organization can reach 89 million tons, and it is estimated that China's civilian steel demand will reach 69 million tons at that time..."

The next "China Mobilization Estimate" report deduced with detailed data that due to China's rapid industrialization, a large population entered the industrial production field, leading to a birth rate far lower than predicted in 1935. It is estimated that by 1940, China's population will be about 670 million. Instead of the projected 750 million.

The combat troops mobilized by China in the war would be approximately 15 million, accounting for 2.2% of China's total population. China had no reason for total mobilization, or even a reason for mobilization. To meet war needs, China's industrial output would increase significantly, and the source of war funds could be solved by raising taxes.

Due to tax increases, the quota for national public expenditure would shrink. Since a large number of new industrial jobs would appear during the war, according to current statistical data that the fertility rate generally declines after farmers enter industrial production, even if national public expenditure is not reduced, as a large number of educated people enter the working age, they provide tax revenue for the country through labor. Because these personnel with higher education levels start working, the efficiency of using national public expenditure will increase rapidly...

This report was spearheaded by Li Runshi. Because it was supported by sufficient data, the content was very detailed and the reliability was also high.

The next report came from the Ministry of Commerce. France had basically determined that war would break out. In order to improve the level of armaments to achieve the goal of defeating Germany more easily, France began to completely eliminate old equipment and replace it with new equipment. Since the equipment of French factories had been fully used during the export boom to China in the past 10 years, it was also time for replacement, and a climax of replacing new equipment appeared in France. With the rise of machinery manufacturing stocks, the already high French stock market was pushed to a new height.

The rise in the French stock market was nothing compared to Britain and the United States. After the passage of the US Two-Ocean Navy Act, the US stock market, which had fallen by 40% from its high point in early 1937, rebounded by 20%.

The biggest increase was in Britain, because the British government's military expenditure in 1938 reached 2 billion pounds. As a major colonial power, Britain had a vast colonial market and could earn excess profits even with not-so-advanced equipment. These backward technical equipment could not meet Britain's military industry needs, so the Chamberlain government of Britain invested 4 billion pounds in 1938 to carry out a technical upgrade of Britain's mines and factories. Factories willing to purchase new equipment and adopt new technologies could get government orders, while those unwilling to invest in transformation were left to fend for themselves.

Under government policies, most vibrant British factories chose to adopt new equipment and use new technologies. Britain's population was only 40 million. 6 billion pounds was equivalent to 24 billion US dollars. If 24 billion US dollars were smashed down, averaging to 40 million British people, one person would have 600 US dollars. Even if most of this money still went into the pockets of the upper class and capitalists, and the improvement in the lives of ordinary British people was very limited, the British stock market soared like a roller coaster. It made the assets of the propertied classes skyrocket.

If one only looked at the data without knowing the reason, seeing the stock market rise and the unemployment rate fall, one would definitely think that 1938 was a good year. But that shot of chicken blood causing the current result was named war.

If one only looked at economic data, one would also feel that 1940 was a good year because in that year all industrial countries in the world achieved full employment! Because of labor shortages, there was even a situation where women were employed in large numbers.

He Rui's work was this busy; he had to read a large number of documents and formulate policy directions based on current realities. Time quickly arrived at August 3rd, and Britain and France decided to convene an international conference on the Sudetenland issue. Out of respect for the great powers, Britain and France sent notifications to China and the United States, two countries outside the region, as if distributing hero invitations. Inviting both countries to attend the conference.

When Foreign Minister Li Shiguang brought this news, he also brought another piece of news. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs asked the Soviet Union if it had received a formal invitation. The Soviet government clearly stated that it had not received a formal invitation.

He Rui invited Li Runshi, "Minister Li, let Chairman Li be the Chinese representative this time."

Li Runshi immediately replied: "I don't think it's very suitable, and I'm not good at doing this kind of work."

"Someone has to show their face, and this conference needs Chairman Li's logical thinking. Sacrificing Czechoslovakia's interests is releasing war. As a peace-loving country, China must absolutely not accept such a thing happening," He Rui said decisively.

Li Shiguang and Li Runshi both fell silent temporarily. Both felt that He Rui was speaking from his heart, but also knew that He Rui was acting too excessively. Finally, Li Runshi had to say: "Chairman, I'm not very suitable for this kind of work."

He Rui shook his head, "You don't need to worry about your emotional issues. As long as you go and listen to the bullshit spoken by the imperialists, you won't be able to help getting angry even if you want to."

Li Shiguang felt that He Rui's words sounded a bit unconscionable. The hard-heartedness shown by diplomatic personnel on many occasions was to maximize national interests, not because diplomatic personnel were born heartless.

As if hearing Li Shiguang's inner thoughts, He Rui turned to Li Shiguang, "Not letting diplomatic personnel come forward this time is because we want to express the degree of importance we attach to this conference. Moreover, the reaction of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs will be understood by various countries as a diplomatic act, to seek greater benefits, rather than truly out of our country's philosophy."

Hearing this, Foreign Minister Li Shiguang felt much better. He Rui turned to Li Runshi again, "Since Britain and France have sent the hero invitations, very well, we will attend. And we suggest holding this conference in China."

Li Runshi was somewhat puzzled, "I think Britain and France have probably decided to compromise with Germany. They have likely guessed our country's position and will probably not accept meeting in China."

He Rui smiled: "For such a big matter, I think we should formally tell Japan."

Li Shiguang had already figured out the roadmap in a moment, "Chairman, I will arrange it. What if Britain and France insist on not accepting?"

He Rui turned to Li Runshi, "Chairman Li, what do you think?"

Li Runshi thought for a moment and replied: "If they insist on not accepting, we will announce that we will absolutely not accept any results they discuss in a private meeting. All consequences arising from this shall be borne by Britain and France!"
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Hundreds, even thousands of large ships shuttled back and forth along the waterways of the Western Pacific, transporting vast quantities of personnel and supplies. The Americans were dumbfounded by the frantic actions of the Chinese over these past few months. To conduct such high-intensity, high-efficiency operations over distances of thousands or tens of thousands of kilometers was unimaginable before the Chinese actually carried it out. Efficient maritime transport could be seen as a manifestation of China's war capabilities; after finishing the report, the unease in Roosevelt's heart grew stronger and stronger.

During the US election, both the Democratic and Republican parties played the "peace card," yet those who advocated for war voted for Roosevelt, putting this two-term US President firmly in control of victory. The primary target of the war was naturally Europe in the North Atlantic. In strategic deductions, the US ruling class all recognized one possibility: by the time the United States resolved the European issue and looked back at Asia, China might have already become the unshakable true hegemon of the Western Pacific.

Roosevelt knew very well that using "we must eliminate China for the future of the United States" as a reason for war was completely impossible at this stage. The American people were opposed to getting involved in war, and even more opposed to selling their lives for Britain like in the First World War. To find an excuse for war, Roosevelt ordered the Pacific Fleet to provoke China in every possible way, but China adopted an approach of turning a blind eye.

The Commander of the US Pacific Fleet was no fool; the orders coming from home one after another revealed an increasingly obvious intent to "screw them over." The warmongers represented by Roosevelt stopped just short of explicitly saying they wanted the Pacific Fleet to get sunk by China by any means necessary. The Pacific Fleet Commander ultimately chose a policy of feigned compliance. Even if the Commander didn't care how his subordinates died, the subordinates were absolutely not foolish enough to go send themselves to their deaths.

The Republican bunch was watching this very closely. The Chinese fleet simply did not approach the Philippines, and if the US fleet were to engage in combat with China within waters controlled by China, it would be very difficult to claim it was a Chinese sneak attack. Once such an event occurred, Roosevelt's intention to play the peace card to secure re-election would suffer a major setback.

Moreover, the Republicans were already doing their utmost to collect the telegrams Roosevelt sent to the Pacific Fleet, in order to prove Roosevelt's true colors of "real war, fake peace."

Facing the invisible resistance of the Pacific Fleet Commander, Roosevelt had no other options. Although the war actions of Germany and China both looked crazy enough, these two countries acted with extreme restraint. Chen Ke and the Little Mustache firmly grasped the key points; they did not attempt to make the Americans like their actions, but they also gave the United States absolutely no "justification" to intervene directly in the war.

After Fatty Qiu's special envoy arrived in the United States, he made all sorts of promises to the US, hoping that the US would send troops. The envoy made two requests, hoping the United States could explicitly declare that it would not join the German camp and would not invade Canada. These two declarations were precisely the guarantees the US side had no way of making. For the US to make a declaration not to join Germany would mean the US was effectively joining the British camp. This would give the Republicans a massive handle to grab onto.

As for not invading Canada, China was thrashing Britain, Germany was challenging Britain; if the US made a move to take out Canada now, what could the British do to the US? Did the British have the courage to open four fronts at once? Since Roosevelt had decided to seek re-election, he naturally could not make such promises.

The American war machine had not yet started up at this time; whether it was military mobilization or expanding armaments, none of it could be done overnight. No matter how smart and capable Roosevelt was, without having been attacked by China or Germany, he could not issue direct orders in these areas.

The British representative, jumping over a wall in desperation, brought up the matter of *The Legend of Maoshan Exorcism*, hoping to use this film to rouse hostility against China in the US. Roosevelt glanced at the British envoy, then replied coldly: "The *Chinese Exclusion Act* hasn't been repealed yet, has it?"

There is no wall in the world that does not leak wind. The US could screen a cut version of *The Legend of Maoshan Exorcism*, but the description regarding the *Chinese Exclusion Act* in this film would certainly spread widely in the US along with the film. This was an exclusionary act in US history explicitly targeted at a specific ethnicity and specific nation. It ran completely counter to the immigrant spirit the US claimed for itself.

During the twenty-some years of good relations with China, US Presidents all wanted to use this law to exchange for greater political benefits. The Chinese side chose to ignore it, simply not discussing the matter. Now, the *Chinese Exclusion Act* had become an obstacle for the US itself.

To unilaterally and unconditionally repeal a domestic US law would be considered "pandering to China," and no US President could possibly do such a thing. But without repealing the *Chinese Exclusion Act*, the US discrimination and even hostility towards China through legal forms would make it very difficult for the US to stand on the moral high ground.

Politicians are all shameless. Roosevelt himself was no exception. In 1938, a presenter at the Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS) in the US had produced a radio drama of *The War of the Worlds*. To steal listeners from competitors and to imitate realistic effects, they made the radio drama into a "live news" mode.

On the evening of October 30, 1938, at 8:00 PM, this radio drama began broadcasting. Usually, a radio drama would play a piece of music after a few minutes, but that day's music was interrupted by "breaking news"—a special bulletin: a professor at the Mount Jennings Observatory in Chicago reported observing explosions on Mars. The music played again, then stopped a moment later; now the news updated to reporter Phillips interviewing an astronomer.

Immediately following that, another news bulletin announced that a huge, incandescent object had fallen on a farm near Grovers Mill, New Jersey. Subsequently, Phillips followed up "on the scene," describing the sight of "Martians" crawling out of a spacecraft: "This is the most terrifying thing I have ever seen... it's some kind of creature... the way they move is like gray snakes... their bodies are as big as bears, eyes like giant pythons, and mouths are V-shaped." "What is that? Jets of flame are pouncing on the marching crowd... the whole farm is burning... they are only 20 yards to my right!"

As soon as the voice fell, the broadcast went dead silent. A few minutes later, the announcer solemnly declared, "40 people including state troopers died on the farm; their bodies were severely deformed." Immediately after, the announcer said in panic: The 7,000 men of the State National Guard sent out had all been wiped out by the Martians. A voice (intentionally imitating President Roosevelt) delivered a speech to the nation over the broadcast, calling on everyone to bravely resist the brutal enemy. During this time, the sounds of explosions, police calls, and the strange screams of Martians rose and fell. The announcer continued to report, choking with sobs: "Cylinders flown from Mars have fallen all over the country, one in the suburbs of Buffalo, one in Chicago, one in St. Louis..."

This program only ran for a little over 30 minutes, but the "effect" was already obvious. Most radio stations in New York were already busy "fighting the fire," comforting listeners by saying this was fictional. The CBS building was surrounded by police. Across the US, hundreds of thousands of people ran into the streets shouting; thousands called radio stations and police stations. Many Americans living in the New England area even loaded their valuable belongings onto cars to flee the region because, according to the broadcast, the "Martians" were currently massing in the New England area. Elsewhere, people ran to churches to pray to God, and factories urgently produced gas masks.

Quite a few people became hysterical; some places even reported suicides. Some adventurers loaded their guns and headed for Grovers Mill; they mistook the water towers of local farmers for "Martian tripods" and fired wildly. Several geologists from Princeton University went to investigate the so-called "meteorite"... Even more exaggeratedly, the first emergency call received by a police headquarters that night was: "The Martians are bombing New Jersey." This situation even rippled to Canada, where some Canadians called on the government to take emergency measures to resist the "Martian" invasion.

A set of historical research data indicated that about 6 million Americans listened to the "Martian Invasion" broadcast, of whom 1.7 million believed it was real, and among them, 1.2 million were "terrified." A Princeton University investigation report said: "Those few hours were truly hard to pass. Across the country, from Maine in the east to California in the west, people thought those terrifying Martian monsters with heat rays had already killed all the American troops resisting them, that disaster was imminent, and the end of the world was approaching."

President Roosevelt said to Welles when receiving him after the event: "You know, Orson, the best actors in America are just you and me." This could be said to be a revelation of Roosevelt's true feelings.

Although Roosevelt's own level of being shameless had reached a high realm, Roosevelt had intelligence. If the US side announced the repeal of the *Chinese Exclusion Act* one day, and the next day stood on the so-called moral high ground to gesture and dictate to China, he did not believe doing so could make the American people firmly believe they were more moral than the Chinese, nor could it incite deep hatred among the American people against China. As for the British, the Americans might think the British were powerful, but they would absolutely not consider the British to have any morality to speak of.

The British envoy gained nothing and finally left Washington resentfully. Roosevelt was also very unhappy in his heart; at this moment, his spirit was willing but his flesh was weak.

America's sluggishness gave China an excellent opportunity. After clearing out the local whites in New Zealand, Chinese immigrants took over the entirety of New Zealand at extreme speed. From its birth, the People's Party had attached extreme importance to infrastructure projects. By 1939, China's infrastructure construction not only showed no signs of stopping but was proceeding in full swing. Many of the young Chinese who arrived in New Zealand had participated in infrastructure projects.

Holding onto the imitation of their predecessors, holding onto the conviction of shouldering a great mission, these more than one million young people, with an extremely rational personnel composition, set to work with enthusiasm. Daytime naturally went without saying; the Chinese penetrated every piece of land in New Zealand. Even at night, when the Big Dipper could not be seen in the sky, under the shine of the Southern Cross constellation, all parts of New Zealand were still brightly lit.

Translating and investigating captured local documents, reactivating various factories and mines in New Zealand, conducting geological surveys, building war defense systems. Of course, there were also operations including hunting.

Rabbits were a plague in Australia, and the situation in New Zealand was not much better. Chinese people had a tradition of eating rabbits, and rabbit skins could be processed into decent fur material. These foolish rabbits, facing China's specialized rabbit-hunting teams, suffered inhumane slaughter.

These rabbit-hunting teams did not use traditional shotguns but adopted small-caliber rifles with scopes. That was truly one bullet eliminating one rabbit. Besides bullets, various traps, snares, and other methods were also used. Within a week, in rabbit-infested New Zealand, a professional rabbit-hunting team of ten thousand people provided over 3 million rabbits to the logistics department.

Equally professional processing departments skinned these rabbits; the rabbit skins were used to manufacture fur materials. The skinned and washed rabbits were rubbed with coarse salt and spices and air-dried in cool places. This not only extended the preservation time of the rabbit meat but also allowed the strong grassy smell in the rabbit meat to dissipate, making the taste better. Within two weeks, rabbit meat gradually became one of the main meat supplies for the Chinese in New Zealand.

After the first month passed, a large number of processed rabbit skins began to be exported domestically. These wild hares were huge in size; although the fur color was not good, the advantage was that the quantity was large and cheap. These furs were perfect for making warm linings for jackets. Not only was China's garment industry very satisfied, but because it was cheap, the Soviet comrades were also very satisfied.

Within two months, the economic trade of "bulk commodities" was completed, and the comrades in New Zealand received commendations.
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In any industry, during a phase of frenzied development, many "shocking" things tend to happen. For example, after the world finally entered a long period of peace, China's television industry saw a massive influx of capital, leading to the emergence of countless "shocking dramas."

For a time, these dramas frequently featured a scene where the protagonist, the villain, the minor boss, or the press-ganger would all say, "Follow me and there will be meat to eat!" By then, the internet had become widespread in China, and netizens would ridicule, "That person must be Australian." Australia was known as China's granary and meat locker. In that place, for a shut-in relying on meat to survive, the cost of living was even lower than eating vegetables.

The internet, a social space without boundaries, never lacks for busybodies, and various verifications soon appeared. Evidence proved that New Zealand, which was almost equated with "kiwi fruit" and other fruit production areas during peace times, was actually developed earlier than Australia. It was also the first region in China to popularize the lifestyle of "having meat for every meal if you want, and eating jerky as snacks when you have nothing else to do."

Young people have different hobbies, but whether male or female, their common hobby is eating. After conquering New Zealand, they had appetites that seemed insatiable, along with heavy daily labor. Large quantities of delicious meat relieved the pressure on the young people. Brothers and sisters from all over the country brought recipes from their hometowns. These recipes blended together, quickly turning New Zealand into a land of gourmet food.

New Zealand's industrial level was not inferior to Australia's. In 1939, the two million Chinese youths not only fully restored New Zealand's old industrial capacity within a few months, but by the end of the year, the production capacity reached the highest peak in New Zealand's history. Even bullet production was on track.

In the year-end report, the New Zealand Provincial Government's work report optimistically predicted that as long as no war broke out before September 1941, by December 1941, New Zealand would be able to withstand a siege of 500,000 enemies from the sea on its own.

This optimistic estimate did not make Chen Ke particularly excited; he made the most pessimistic estimate himself. The fact that the terrible situation of a joint British and American attack had not occurred now did not mean that such a situation would not occur in the future. In the past, Chen Ke often read a phrase called "digesting the war dividend." To digest the war dividend, one must have a big enough appetite.

New Zealand had a good natural environment, a moderate size, and good industry. China's logistical supply was sufficient, and the dispatched personnel were capable. Under many favorable conditions, in an environment without the outbreak of war, China still needed more than two years to make the area initially self-operational. Even so, whether this area could truly withstand the test of war remained an unknown. It was really hard to say what would happen in other areas.

But since the first shot had been fired, the rest could only continue. No matter how difficult it was, they had to bite the bullet and go on.

There was also good news at this stage. In the British "Straits Settlements" and the Dutch East Indies, the local people finally acknowledged that they were no longer oppressed by old colonialists, and China had no intention of turning these areas into its own colonies or territories. The Malayan Communist Party in the Straits Settlements immediately began attempting to take over local political power. The Chinese in the Dutch East Indies finally held their heads high and attempted to grasp political power.

It was a good thing for the local people to be liberated, but the problem was that China had no experience in dealing with such issues. There were all sorts of strange factions within the party. For example, the Malayan Communist Party was very consistent regarding the liberation of Malaya or independence, but once liberated, opinions on what path to take were quite divided.

Opinions within the People's Party on how to handle such issues were not unified. Some believed that China could stay out of it completely. Some believed that different factions should be allowed to carve out their own territories and establish their own countries. Others simply believed in sitting back and watching the disadvantages first, to prepare for intervening in the affairs of these regions in the future.

Chen Ke left all this to Li Runshi and Wu Xiangyu to handle. These two comrades were the least imperialistic people in the party. They also did not have the attitude of "The Celestial Empire, to which all nations pay tribute." In the early stages of the nation-state building process in the industrial age, some things needed to be controlled by comrades with great political ability. Chen Ke felt that dealing with China's affairs was headache enough. Involving a group of foreigners and a group of regions still in the agricultural age but dragged into the capitalist world economic operation, Chen Ke felt he did not have enough strength.

Comrades in the party had subtly different views on Chen Ke's attitude. Zhang Yu was very much in favor of letting young comrades handle these matters. On this matter, Zhang Yu made such a statement, "We have reached this age. In the future, it will still be them dealing with these new countries. It is time for the young comrades to build a brand new world."

Of course, living up to his reputation for being "gloomy," Zhang Yu raised another question to the Central Advisory Commission, "Factional struggles are inevitable. How do you plan to deal with backstabbing?"

At this stage, there were not many old guys in the Central Advisory Commission. The more people reached this time, the less they refused to accept old age. So the only real big shots in the Central Advisory Commission were four people: Zhang Yu, Qin Tongren, and You Gou who had just stepped down. Shang Yuan was nominally a member of the Central Advisory Commission, but he went to Beijing to do academic research and basically never attended the committee meetings.

The only one who could lead the Central Advisory Commission meeting as a non-member was Chen Ke. Speaking with old comrades-in-arms, Chen Ke was naturally much more relaxed. He laughed, "First, I can't ask who will jump out. Second, I don't want to ask who will jump out. There has never been a public consensus on right and wrong. I'm not sowing discord, but if Comrade Qin Tongren and Comrade You Gou were still on the front line, the interest groups involved with the two of them would not be the same."

Qin Tongren certainly knew that although Chen Ke said this with a smile, he was not joking at all. So Qin Tongren also smiled, "I have never been in charge of party affairs, so I want to ask a question. Does Wenqing mean that this kind of struggle will never end?"

"When will the struggle ever end?" Chen Ke laughed, "The state is a tool of class rule. Since it is class rule, there must be irreconcilable contradictions. The tool of the state is neither sacred nor mysterious. To put it bluntly, it is a violence machine. According to the Marxist view, this will be the final contradiction of mankind. When we enter the stage of communism, even the form of human society known as the state will wither away. This form will give way to a social organizational model that is more advanced and more capable of developing productive forces."

Qin Tongren was indeed not from a party affairs background, and Chen Ke's words gave him a feeling of being in a fog. You Gou and Qin Tongren had worked in the same department for more than thirty years after all. She smiled, "The ultimate cause of all social changes and political revolutions should not be sought in people's brains, nor in people's increasing understanding of eternal truth and justice, but in the changes in the mode of production and exchange; they should not be sought in the philosophy of the relevant era, but in the economics of the relevant era. The growing realization of the unreasonableness and unfairness of the existing system, that 'reason becomes absurdity, and happiness becomes pain,' is only a symbol, indicating that changes have quietly taken place in the methods of production and forms of exchange."

This passage from Engels had been quoted countless times by the People's Party. Qin Tongren looked thoughtful after hearing this. Zhang Yu's political sensitivity far exceeded that of Qin Tongren. He asked Chen Ke, "Are you preparing to let those people in the liberated areas grope for the path themselves?"

"If you let them grope for it themselves, they will definitely suffer a crop of hardships and endure a crop of sins." You Gou laughed.

"Hehe! Everyone speaks as if they can avoid suffering hardships and sins." Chen Ke laughed.

Hearing Chen Ke's evaluation, which sounded caustic but was definitely not, the comrades who had been tossing and turning in the sea of bitterness for decades couldn't help but laugh too. Some were helpless smiles, like You Gou; some were wry smiles, like Qin Tongren; and there was a kind of mischievous laughter like "you kid have this day too," such as Zhang Yu.

After everyone finished laughing, Chen Ke said: "Imitating others, no matter how much you resemble them, cannot achieve self-liberation, and may even lead to losing one's true self. This is true for individuals, and it is also true for an organization and a country. The biggest difference between materialists and idealists lies in whether they believe in the primacy of matter or the primacy of consciousness. If they are materialists, they first believe in what actually exists, while idealists all believe in the existence of an absolutely correct theory. I think so now. The greatest enemy of Marxists may not even be the capitalist system. Because with the development of productive forces, the capitalist system itself will not be able to sustain itself. Marxism with materialism at its core has idealism as its greatest enemy. As Marxists seeking the ultimate liberation of individuals and even society, we must defeat these enemies."

Qin Tongren actually understood these seemingly profound but actually very simple things far better than complex systems and theories. He understood Chen Ke's thoughts, so he could only smile bitterly, "According to what you said, if the ruling class or ruling stratum of those countries is trying to obtain the result of national prosperity and strength, their days in the future will be unspeakably bitter."

"The Manchu Qing Dynasty, in order to obtain the power of the imperial power and to maintain its own rule, eventually perished. Brother Qin, you are from the Tianjin Machinery Bureau, you should understand this very well," Chen Ke replied.

Qin Tongren said with a bit of rebuttal: "I can understand it now, because at that time I really thought these things could save the country. And even now, I also think industrialization can save the country. What was wrong were those ideas, not industrialization itself."

Chen Ke didn't speak, and You Gou stood up to refute, "It's still that saying, primacy of matter or primacy of consciousness. Does the basis of control talk about science? On the basis of science, does it talk about democracy? This is the root that determines everything. We came all this way like this. If we had talked big about this when the revolution first started, instead of talking about labor, labor, labor, we wouldn't have everything we have now at all."

"Gaining independence and liberation is just a beginning, and not necessarily the beginning of a happy life. The people in those areas have to cross all this themselves. Even if we tell them, they won't understand. Not to mention them, even if we do it all over again ourselves, can we suffer one iota less of the hardships we should suffer?" Zhang Yu made a concluding speech.

Recalling the arduous journey since participating in the revolution, Qin Tongren felt a chill on his back. Even knowing that this road could be walked through, even with a guy like Chen Ke leading the way in front. Qin Tongren also knew that only this road could pass through layers of darkness and move towards the light. But Qin Tongren found that precisely because he knew this, he truly knew fear.
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As a sovereign state, or at least a region of Malaya that had just become a sovereign state, the feelings of these people were complex when the Chinese troops voluntarily withdrew. After being colonized by the British for so many years, they were finally liberated; the joy was indescribable. However, without a strong country behind them, the feeling of unease was very strong.

It is not difficult to establish a country, but it is extremely difficult to establish a country with a unified sense of identity. For example, the choice of East Malaya was very different from that of West Malaya. East Malaya is on Borneo, where the Chinese population is very large. The Communist organization in East Malaya finally felt that they might as well apply to be incorporated into China.

West Malaya also has quite a few Chinese, who even occupy considerable capital and status locally. Unlike East Malaysia, the Chinese in West Malaya were more willing to establish a pro-China Chinese regime. The reason was simple: the palm oil plantation economy in West Malaya was developed. Apart from the palm oil plantations built by China on leased local land, the rest were plantations opened by local Chinese who followed the trend in recent years. These people all knew that one of China's basic national policies was land revolution. If a socialist system were implemented, land reform would inevitably be carried out. Losing land ownership, they would no longer be able to get their share of benefits from land proceeds.

There are individuals who betray their class, but there is no class that betrays its interests. Instead, the Chinese capitalists in West Malaysia united with the local ethnic groups in an attempt to establish an independent country.

Different concepts of nation-building triggered a split within the Malayan Communist Party. A split in a political party could still be considered a peaceful breakup. As the Chairman of the Military Commission and the General Political Commissar of the Southern Theater Command Frontline Headquarters, Li Runshi saw these situations more clearly. In his report to the Central Committee, Li Runshi wrote:

"...In summary, in all regions where capitalist forces are not strong, whether Chinese or locals, there is an urgent desire to join China and become Chinese citizens enjoying common political and economic rights with a powerful China. However, in regions where capitalist forces are relatively strong, if we completely respect their choices, they will certainly choose independent nationhood. There are also some regions where traditional Chinese societies hold the greatest local influence; their reason for inclining towards independent nationhood is that they hope to establish a country where the status of the Chinese is higher than that of other local ethnic groups, with China's power as a background..."

Chen Ke finished reading the report and smiled at the comrades of the Politburo, "It's nothing more than that set of feudalism and capitalism."

"Chairman Chen, can we not set up wrong examples this time?" Lu Huitian said.

"Why not?" Chen Ke asked back.

*Why not? Because the purpose of you setting up these examples is to strike at our comrades within the Party.* The words in Lu Huitian's heart almost blurted out.

The "model projects" Chen Ke established can be described as having outstanding achievements. Because Chen Ke advocated grasping capital operations, "the socialist system must have a financial industry stronger than the capitalist system." At the same time, Chen Ke also "with great foresight" described the devastating results of the capitalist financial system. He even explained very clearly some specific ways they would get into trouble.

Mastering the financial industry equals mastering huge opportunities; this is the unit where it is easiest to produce political achievements. Many comrades felt that Chen Ke tied their hands and feet, preventing them from fully exerting their strength. But then, whether it was the Great Depression that occurred abroad or the "bankruptcy storm" in Jiangsu, all of them verified Chen Ke's former "prophecies" almost word for word.

This certainly reinforced Chen Ke's status and increased the weight of his voice, but many comrades did not think Chen Ke did this to protect everyone. "If he hadn't controlled it so strictly back then, we could have made a fortune from it!" There were quite a few people holding such views. Some even felt that since Chen Ke knew such things would definitely happen, why didn't he lay out a layout in advance to make a big fortune from it?

All the wrong examples are confirming the darkness in the human heart. The Party certainly received education, but facing such a leader who could see through the darkness, everyone would certainly be in awe, but would not like him. Because when seeing Chen Ke, everyone would often think of their own deeds. Moreover, everyone knew that they could at most deceive Chen Ke for a moment, but could not deceive Chen Ke for a lifetime.

"I think since we already know that things will definitely go wrong, why not lead them on the correct path from the very beginning?" Lu Huitian still proposed a very common argument.

"We always say that the state is a tool of class rule; the state exists only because of contradictions. This kind of thing is not so easy to understand. Without these negative examples, without these various attempts, the people cannot see the truth clearly." Chen Ke smiled.

This was what Chen Ke learned in history. Just like the Soviet Union's contribution to China in Chen Ke's spacetime.

When China needed a path, the Soviet Union guided China. When China needed industrialization, the Soviet Union helped China. When China turned to cooperate with the US and Europe, the Soviet Union provided the bargaining chips for China to change its allegiance. When China reached a dangerous juncture, the Soviet Union warned China with its own disintegration.

Even after the Soviet Union's demise, it did not forget to use various strange and bizarre ways of dying to educate China: Russia told us the outcome of nationwide privatization and oligarchs running rampant; Belarus and Kazakhstan demonstrated the consequences of political ossification and leaders holding power for life; and as for what kind of foul atmosphere would result after those public intellectuals, verified influencers, keyboard warriors, freedom fighters, "industry consciences," and street politicians came to power, Ukraine pinched its nose and forcibly tried it once for the Chinese to see...

"If there are no Legalist scholars and advisors within, and no hostile states or foreign threats without, the state will generally perish!" More than two thousand years ago, Mencius used an extremely precise description to clarify the method for a country to maintain vitality. China has a long history; it is precisely by taking history as a mirror that China has been able to exist for thousands of years. Even after entering the dustbin of history several times, China was able to crawl out again with difficulty.

Chen Ke could understand many of Lu Huitian's thoughts, because in the spacetime Chen Ke was in, there were very, very many people with the same views as Lu Huitian. Chen Ke was not a guy born naturally wise and brilliant; he was just an ordinary person. Without the accumulation of a large number of facts he had seen, Chen Ke himself would just be a bastard. So Chen Ke did not agree with Lu Huitian's view. He said: "Comrade Lu Huitian, in the current world, classes have not withered away. Our People's Party has its own class nature and our own strong class standpoint. We are not a so-called party of the whole people, nor do we represent the class interests of all Chinese people. Since classes will exist for a long time, class struggle will exist for a long time. We need a large number of living teaching materials."

Since Chen Ke's attitude was so clear, Lu Huitian knew that this matter had been decided. No one in the Party dared to challenge Chen Ke, at least no one dared to challenge Chen Ke directly. If Lu Huitian were to do so, those comrades who firmly supported Chen Ke might be better to deal with. Those guys attempting to rise to power, even including people who once stood in the same trench as Lu Huitian, would very likely stab Lu Huitian in the back. Having experienced so many storms, Lu Huitian was very clear about this.

After the meeting adjourned, Lu Huitian returned to his office in a depressed mood. He brewed a cup of tea but did not sit down to drink it; instead, he stood in front of the window with his hands behind his back, looking outside casually. To be fair, Lu Huitian respected Chen Ke very much. Chen Ke was a man of great breadth of mind; even knowing the existence of line struggle, Chen Ke only fought head-on and did not engage in any personnel struggles. In the Chinese history books Lu Huitian had read, such a person could be said to be an unprecedentedly wise ruler. Even those ancient Three Kings who were from long ago and were extremely beautified might have just been like this.

But Chen Ke was definitely not a "Benevolent Ruler" as described by the Confucians. Perhaps Chen Ke could be considered what Laozi described: "Heaven and Earth are not humane; they treat the ten thousand things like straw dogs. The Sage is not humane; he treats the common people like straw dogs."

What Lu Huitian opposed most about Chen Ke was precisely this point. A person who was never based on the various desires originating from the human flesh might be very respectable, but was definitely very terrifying. Beside Chen Ke, while one could see heaven, one could also clearly see hell. Lu Huitian did not like seeing hell at all; he knew he was not as bold and fearless as Chen Ke, daring to face all realities. Lu Huitian hoped to eliminate hell forever, even if it was mandatory. Although Lu Huitian also knew that this was definitely not his most fundamental and original thought, he could only choose such a course of action at this time. Because like Chen Ke, he was also almost sixty years old. At this age, the elderly's ability to endure pain was actually not as good as that of young people. Young people have the ability to endure because they do not know the outcome. The elderly, having experienced so much pain, know that they actually do not have the courage to persist.

To solidify what has already been done well, leaving some room for modification. This is enough. Lu Huitian did not think he could go up another floor in terms of status or other matters. What he wanted to oppose now was Chen Ke's attitude of always pursuing change. If the purpose of building a world with one's own hands is to destroy this world, then what is all the hard work for?

Thinking of this, Lu Huitian sat back in his seat. He began to pick up his pen to write a letter.

A few days later, Li Runshi received Lu Huitian's letter. As the current number one in the People's Party's Southern Theater, Li Runshi held a cigarette between his fingers. After carefully analyzing Lu Huitian's thoughts, his brows unfurrowed.

Li Runshi was a person with an extremely powerful spirit. He was never a weakling in spirit, so it was hard for him to understand the mentality of the weak. Fortunately, the People's Party opened up the study of human behavior, which finally opened a relatively scientific path for this strong man to understand the weak. So Li Runshi did not think there was any problem with Lu Huitian's suggestion.

From the perspective of the bureaucratic system, this suggestion even had considerable rationality. It's just that from the perspective of revolution promoting social progress, this line of thought appeared not revolutionary enough, not brave enough.

Just as Li Runshi was thinking about how to reply to Lu Huitian, Wu Xiangyu came. This administrator, recognized as extremely perfect, asked Li Runshi with a sullen face, "Runshi, have you received any letter?"

"You received one too?" Li Runshi replied. Lu Huitian had stated in the letter that a letter was also sent to Wu Xiangyu. Li Runshi naturally knew why Wu Xiangyu came to find him.

"I think this matter should not be discussed publicly," Wu Xiangyu continued with a sullen face.

"I think so too," Li Runshi replied. Li Runshi was never a harsh person; he was quite tolerant towards everyone.

"My meaning is, neither of us should reply to this matter," Wu Xiangyu replied.

"Why?" Li Runshi was a bit strange, "It's just a discussion on policy. There's no need to avoid suspicion to this extent, right?"

"What if someone leaks the views within the Party? Then what will the countries about to become independent think?" Wu Xiangyu's answer indicated that he did not care about the line struggle within the Party, but had great distrust of the discipline within the Party.

Now, Li Runshi's expression also became unsightly, "I still have confidence in the discipline within the Party..."

Wu Xiangyu interrupted Li Runshi, "And you also believe that everyone makes mistakes, right?"

Li Runshi really thought so; he never thought that there was anyone who wouldn't make mistakes.

Wu Xiangyu sat straight opposite Li Runshi. The expression on his handsome face became even more serious, "Comrade Runshi, I am not worried about Comrade Lu Huitian. Daring to straightforwardly express one's own views is part of the democracy within the People's Party. But this matter concerns the entire foreign policy. The Center handed the entire South to us; you and I both know the Center's purpose. We are facing not just this little debate within the Party. If it were a domestic debate, what would it matter how fierce the debate is? This matter is not purely a domestic issue; now we have to face the future of the entire South, and there are too many enemies in this."

"I don't think it's necessary to expand this matter," Li Runshi replied slowly.

"I don't suggest doing so either. Of course, I also don't suggest we write back to Comrade Lu Huitian. Sometimes saying nothing already indicates an attitude," Wu Xiangyu replied.

In terms of how to maintain Party unity and how to make the system operate better, Li Runshi knew deeply that he was not as good as Wu Xiangyu. But regarding the treatment of this matter, Li Runshi felt that Wu Xiangyu was perhaps underestimating the old comrade a bit too much. He did not believe that Chen Ke and Lu Huitian would do anything against the Party's constitution. If Lu Huitian was only for himself, he had absolutely no need to write to Li Runshi and Wu Xiangyu. Unless there was some conspiracy in this. But Li Runshi did not believe Lu Huitian would engage in any conspiracy.

On this level of policy, engaging in conspiracy could not hoodwink Chen Ke. If it couldn't hoodwink Chen Ke, then any conspiracy was useless.

"This is not about other things. I don't suggest you reply," Wu Xiangyu said very, very seriously, not knowing if he had seen through Li Runshi's thoughts.

"Then should I write to Chairman Chen?" Li Runshi finally asked.

"No. Write nothing. We cannot get involved in this matter. We have already received instructions from the Center," Wu Xiangyu replied.
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Chen Ke was preparing to meet with the Japanese Emperor and his party, who had been "inspecting" China for half a year, and then send them back to their country. In fact, Chen Ke's intention was that whether he met them or not didn't matter, as long as they were sent back to Japan safely. However, Emperor Hirohito insisted on meeting Chen Ke once, and Chen Ke couldn't refuse this face-saving gesture.

Just as this matter was being put on the schedule, Chen Ke's secretary revealed a private message to Chen Ke, "Comrade Shang Yuan's secretary called and said that Comrade Shang Yuan is preparing to come to Zhengzhou. But his health is very poor right now..."

Chen Ke's secretary felt that Comrade Shang Yuan's secretary was really bold enough, but he dared not fail to report this matter to Chen Ke. No one dared to challenge Comrade Shang Yuan's status and position. If something happened to Comrade Shang Yuan due to the bumps of the journey, Chen Ke would definitely not be happy, and he would certainly blame himself considerably.

"In that case..., then arrange the meeting with Hirohito in Beijing." Chen Ke made the decision quickly.

"Yes, I will go arrange it immediately." The secretary was relieved as if a heavy burden had been lifted, and he walked quickly out of Chen Ke's office.

In January 1940, Chen Ke flew to Beijing.

This ancient capital had changed a lot now. The urban planning department paid great attention to protecting Beijing's city walls, only opening up passages where necessary. The wooden gates of those city gates also remained, now completely preserved as cultural relics.

Shang Yuan's home was very close to the former National Grand Data Archive. Even though Beijing had been liberated for so long, the vast ocean of data and materials had not been completely organized. Shang Yuan lived close to here, which also made it convenient for him to go to the data archive every day.

As soon as he entered the courtyard where Shang Yuan lived, Chen Ke smelled a faint scent of traditional Chinese medicine. He had ordered beforehand not to disturb Shang Yuan. At this moment, after the group of people entered quietly, Chen Ke saw Shang Yuan's secretary, with a look of joy on his face, coming out of the kitchen carrying a medicine pot. He stepped forward, took the medicine pot, and carried it into Shang Yuan's room.

Shang Yuan, sitting on the sickbed, did not expect Chen Ke to appear here in person, but in a flash of thought, he understood what was going on. Just as he wanted to call his secretary in, Chen Ke spoke up and interrupted Shang Yuan's intention, "Brother Wangshan, I think that child did a good job. Your health is not good. If something happened due to the bumps on the road, how did you plan to let that child or other personnel apologize for their offense?"

"Life and death are fated. If something really happened, it would be my fate. But Wenqing, you came here personally like this. Even if it doesn't delay work, how will others view it?" Shang Yuan said as he sat up with Chen Ke's help.

"No matter what I do, there will be people talking, so let them talk." Chen Ke didn't care at all. Under Shang Yuan's guidance, he used gauze to filter out a bowl of herbal soup.

Shang Yuan picked it up and drank it. Then he took a cup of warm water that was already on the tray and rinsed the bitter taste from his mouth. Only then did he say: "Wenqing, Huitian wrote me a letter, talking about his views on many current policies."

"Oh." Chen Ke replied calmly, "Then Brother Wangshan, are you preparing to discuss this policy with me, or are you preparing to discuss the act of Comrade Lu Huitian doing this itself?"

"Both, I suppose." Shang Yuan said somewhat wearily, "I don't think it's appropriate for Huitian to do this, but thinking about it carefully, when he was in Hubei before, everyone said he had problems. At that time, you supported him. Looking back now, I feel you did the right thing at the time. Towards comrades, one must be tolerant enough."

"I'm not planning to do anything to him now either. It's just writing a letter, isn't it? We advocate freedom of speech." Chen Ke really didn't care about this at all. Transistor technology was progressing very fast. China had now begun mass production of transistors, and the development of initial integrated circuit boards was also going quite smoothly. Chen Ke once felt that he might not be able to see the information age, but now it seemed this worry was slightly superfluous. With these things, China would soon be able to start developing the initial military network. At least chatting or something would still be doable. After entering the information age, the channels for everyone to speak would reach an unprecedented level. Compared to that time, this little bit of Lu Huitian's business wasn't worth a damn.

"Then let's continue to talk about this content. I am relatively in favor of Comrade Lu Huitian's ideas. We cannot treat other countries as if they are not human. Wenqing, you are really too arrogant in doing this." Shang Yuan said.

"Arrogant?" Chen Ke couldn't help but smile bitterly, "Brother Wangshan, am I really arrogant? Then let me ask you a question now. Is pulling up seedlings to help them grow correct? You must give people the power of free choice. If we forcibly stipulate a set of stuff for Southeast Asian countries, do you think this is suitable for Southeast Asian countries?"

Shang Yuan didn't expect that Chen Ke had actually thought this much. He pondered for a moment before saying: "But you can't sit by and watch either. I feel this is inappropriate."

Chen Ke asked: "Brother Wangshan, copies of key documents within the party are sent to you. You have read that report written by Comrade Li Runshi, right?"

"I have read that. That comrade is really remarkable." Shang Yuan replied.

Chen Ke smiled: "Since you have already read it, Southeast Asia is currently in a stage of power struggles. Our People's Party's experience in this stage is very insufficient, and even the things those careerists within the party have done before were of a higher grade than them. If we don't observe now but directly mix in, what does that count as?"

"But letting things drift like this now, I'm afraid uncontrollable things will happen." Shang Yuan did not support this.

"Hehe!" Chen Ke smiled with a bit of helplessness, "'Using copper as a mirror, one can straighten one's clothes and cap; using history as a mirror, one can know the rise and fall; using people as a mirror, one can understand gains and losses.' I have said countless words and stated many theories. By now, the theoretical level of comrades in the party, I estimate many people can surpass me when debating. But what use is this? Discussing a perfect theory again, if it cannot be linked with reality, is still useless. When has true reality ever been perfect? What relationship does actual reality have with being bright, presentable, and radiant? Have the comrades really forgotten the hardships of the revolution?"

Shang Yuan fell silent now. This viewpoint could not be refuted. Pie might fall from the sky, but most of the things brought by pie falling from the sky were tragedies.

Chen Ke intended to stand up from the chair, but after thinking, his heart softened and he sat back down, "Brother Wangshan, I have never looked down on people. If I looked down on people, I wouldn't give them any power of free choice. I respect everyone very much, so I agree that they should have the power of free choice. If I really looked down on them, couldn't I use political tactics or government means to make them all obedient on the surface? But I believe that with China's thousands of years of civilized accumulation, and now encountering the threshold of a great change unseen in three thousand years, perhaps the revolution can push China over this threshold? I really hope to allow the people of China to awaken, to recognize the essence of the world, to recognize the essence of science and democracy. Then, the blood shed in China for thousands of years will all have value."

Hearing these heartfelt words from Chen Ke, Shang Yuan couldn't help but smile bitterly. Having reached his current realm, he already knew how difficult this matter was. If Shang Yuan had ever had such fantasies when he was young, he had obviously given up on them now. At this time, Shang Yuan didn't want to hide anything anymore. There was actually nothing to hide from Chen Ke. He said: "Wenqing, let me ask you, if everyone in the world were like you, what do you think this world would look like?"

"Brother Wangshan, am I that terrible, that annoying?" Chen Ke deliberately pretended to look hurt.

Shang Yuan would not be deceived by Chen Ke's appearance, "Wenqing, among the comrades in the party who truly understand you, how many do you think are not afraid of you? Those comrades who are not afraid of you are all those who do not believe that an absolutely correct theory exists, who believe that the truth of this world is relative, and who are true materialists."

Chen Ke very accurately grasped Shang Yuan's original meaning. He asked: "Brother Wangshan, do you mean to say that our current society is still relatively low in ideological level?"

"Yes, you want to forcibly pull China to an unprecedented height now. I think it feels very much like a castle in the air." Shang Yuan replied.

Chen Ke laughed loudly after hearing this, "Brother Wangshan, your logic doesn't make sense saying this. From China's standpoint, if there weren't other countries performing mistakes for us once over, if there weren't other countries opening up many brand-new fields through their own channels, we couldn't treat China as a test subject, could we? Then looking at it from another angle, if we forcibly pull those Southeast Asian countries into the so-called socialist stage, do you think they wouldn't be castles in the air?"

Hearing these words, Shang Yuan was rendered speechless. Sometimes logic is something you dare not analyze carefully. Once analyzed, many logical contradictions appear. While Shang Yuan was somewhat stunned, Chen Ke continued: "China and foreign countries are different in many places, even having many fundamental differences. But for the species of human beings, the attitude of seeking truth from facts is exactly the same. Xunzi believed that a person from birth to death, the realm of understanding they can finally reach might differ, but everyone has the opportunity to achieve a cognition of the truth of the world. We cannot deny that they have this possibility from the very beginning. If we do that, we wouldn't even be as good as the old predecessors from more than two thousand years ago."

Shang Yuan did not answer immediately. At this moment, he finally understood where the conflict between Lu Huitian and Chen Ke actually lay. From the perspective of the bureaucratic system, the people they wanted were just people who could understand and abide by the rules formulated by the bureaucrats. And in terms of formulating rules, Chen Ke's level was probably above Lu Huitian's. But what Chen Ke pursued was not to create a group of educated, clever citizens, but attempting to let the people understand the world from the bottom of their hearts, thereby obtaining liberation.

From the perspective of the bureaucratic class, this was very much like a terrible disaster. People who had no awakening themselves but mastered a lot of power would absolutely not have a scientific attitude. Handing power to people who did not understand science would inevitably be a true disaster. And what about people who understood science and recognized the world? For the bureaucratic system, they were not necessarily good news either. Chen Ke was a very practical person. He firmly believed in the law of the jungle, and the path he chose was to attempt to make all the people become the strong. The unknown world Chen Ke looked forward to did not look very beautiful to the bureaucratic group who were already the strong now; on the contrary, it was very terrible. At least Shang Yuan was not optimistic at all.

But Shang Yuan could not criticize Chen Ke, because Chen Ke's ideal was a true ideal. For people who created great achievements, they must establish the ideal of this achievement. What outcome would an organization without ideals, purely realist, have? There were too many examples in China's history.

Just like Xunzi, whom Chen Ke highly esteemed. He was one of the few Confucians who went to the State of Qin for inspection. The then Prime Minister of Qin, Fan Ju, who held power over the court and the wild, asked Xunzi: "What have you seen since entering Qin?"

Xunzi vigorously praised the State of Qin from multiple angles.

First was the advantage of Qin's situation, "Its strongholds are dangerous, its terrain convenient, its mountains, forests, rivers, and valleys are beautiful, and the benefits of natural resources are many. This is a topographical victory."

Next were the people of Qin, "Entering its borders and observing its customs, its people are simple. Their music is not licentious or polluted, their clothing is not frivolous. They are very fearful of officials and obedient. These are the people of antiquity."

Next were the officials of Qin, "Reaching its cities and government offices, its hundred officials are solemn, none are not respectful, frugal, reverent, loyal, and trustworthy without being coarse. These are the officials of antiquity. Entering the capital and observing its scholar-officials: when they go out of their gates, they enter into the public gates; when they go out of the public gates, they return to their homes. They have no private affairs. They do not form cliques or factions. They are aloof and none are not clear-sighted and public-spirited. These are the scholar-officials of antiquity."

Finally was the administrative efficiency of Qin, "Observing its court, its court is quiet. It hears and decides a hundred matters without delay, appearing tranquil as if there were no governance. This is the court of antiquity. Therefore, being victorious for four generations is not luck, but number (fate/method). This is what I have seen. Therefore, it is said: At ease yet governed, concise yet detailed, not troublesome yet achieving merit. This is the utmost of governance. Qin is like this."

However, regarding the essence and future of the State of Qin, Xunzi was not optimistic at all. He said: "Although this is so, it has its worries. It possesses all these several things completely, yet if one weighs it by the confused name of a King, then it is far from reaching it! Why is this? It is because it almost lacks Confucians! Therefore it is said: Pure means King, mixed means Hegemon. Lacking one of these means destruction. This is also Qin's shortcoming."

Current China, seeing that it was about to become the hegemon of the West Pacific, its geographical advantages and products were unparalleled. The common people of China were industrious and willing to work, and also knew to revere and obey the government. And although the Chinese government had many problems, it was also well-trained and had the fresh atmosphere of a founding period. As for China's efficiency, a person as modest as Shang Yuan felt it could be considered number one in the world.

Not to mention that there was a leader like Chen Ke now. With Chen Ke's power, as long as Chen Ke did not have a mental breakdown, Shang Yuan did not fear any challenge China faced. However, just like the State of Qin which was strong enough to unify the world and had advanced technology and systems. Because it lacked an ultimate political ideal, with just internal turmoil, the whole country collapsed and vanished in an instant.

From this perspective, Chen Ke would rather let other countries choose their own paths under the situation where they must acknowledge China's strength, and did not adopt the model of forced homogenization like the State of Qin. This was a manifestation of truly absorbing the lessons of history.

Chen Ke attempted to establish the equality concept of "the people are the masters of the house" and attempted to establish the political concept of communism where humanity eventually liberates itself. No matter how one looked at it, he was establishing a soul for this country. This absolutely could not be said to be wrong.

But for some reason, even if Shang Yuan believed very much that Chen Ke was not wrong, he just couldn't link Chen Ke with being correct no matter what.
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After discussing some troublesome matters with Chen Ke, Shang Yuan felt quite exhausted and wanted to switch to a lighter topic. "Wenqing, you didn't come to Beijing just to see me, did you?"

Chen Ke replied, "I really came specifically to see you. Originally, this time was to receive Hirohito and his group from Japan. I simply decided to invite them to Beijing. I now suddenly feel that this arrangement is actually quite good. The Japanese imperial system has also undergone fundamental changes. Talking in Beijing, this old imperial city, fits the scene very well."

"Haha! What are you hinting at?" Shang Yuan was amused by the implication. "The Imperial City is now the Palace Museum, and the former imperial gardens have all become parks. Of course, there are many tourists, and they've started charging fees. Are you trying to let Emperor Hirohito of Japan see with his own eyes how 'The swallows that once nested in the halls of the Wang and Xie families, have now flown into the homes of ordinary commoners'?"

Chen Ke laughed heartily. "True intellectuals don't show off their depth by quoting classics, but use more refined language to explain their ideas, especially to cleverly express their malice full of humor. This is one of the uses of reading. If he really has such sentiments, I would even think he is teachable. In the short term, I only pray that Japan doesn't act foolishly. Once the war is over and the situation is settled, Japan acting foolishly won't affect China."

"What kind of foolish path could they take?" Shang Yuan really wanted to hear just how malicious Chen Ke could be.

Chen Ke smiled and said, "It's very simple. Collude with the United States and let Japan become the springboard for the US to attack China."

Shang Yuan knew that this fellow Chen Ke always lacked a sense of humor. He often treated many very dangerous things as humor. This perhaps proved that Chen Ke was very aggressive by nature, even a bit bellicose. Japan could indeed choose this path. Once Japan made such a choice, it could indeed pose a huge threat to China. This was originally a matter that needed to be considered very seriously, but Chen Ke treated it as a "joke that might happen". Perhaps Chen Ke really thought such things were interesting, but Shang Yuan didn't feel that way at all.

With a serious expression, Shang Yuan asked Chen Ke, "What if such a thing really happens?"

"Then the Japanese will definitely be able to personally experience what true modern warfare is," Chen Ke said with a smile that looked very tranquil to outsiders.

Having worked with Chen Ke for so long, Shang Yuan knew what this tranquil smile meant. The comrades would summarize the meanings represented by Chen Ke's facial expressions. When this kind of smile appeared, the focus of Chen Ke's eyes would always inexplicably disappear, and his eyes would look shining. Moments later, vicious and ruthless tactical methods and weapon applications would be released. At such times, Chen Ke never had emotions like tolerance.

However, Shang Yuan couldn't say he wasn't curious about this pure destruction. He couldn't help but ask, "If such a thing really happened, what exactly do you plan to do?"

Since Shang Yuan wanted to listen, Chen Ke couldn't help but recount, "Japanese urban buildings are currently still mostly wooden structures. Get some flammable aluminum alloy tubes, fill them with fuel that can burn for a long time. A bomber drops hundreds or thousands of them at a time. The entire city will quickly turn into a raging sea of fire. For things that incendiary bombs can't easily destroy, the new type of bomb we are developing can raze all buildings within a few square kilometers to the ground. The center of the explosion will generate temperatures of thousands of degrees. Everything combustible within a few hundred meters, including people, will instantly ignite themselves and turn into ash in the blink of an eye..."

"Enough!" Shang Yuan couldn't help but interrupt Chen Ke's description. Since Chen Ke said so, Shang Yuan believed that China could definitely do it. The future of war described by Chen Ke sounded horrifying. An entire city turning into a sea of fire, sturdy buildings within a few kilometers being completely destroyed. This meant that if such an act of war occurred, tens of thousands or even hundreds of thousands of people could be burned to death at once. Is this "true modern warfare"? This is the destruction of the world!

Facing Shang Yuan's rather intense reaction, Chen Ke could only say seriously, "That is why I have always opposed war, because war is not good for anyone. I neither wish for China to experience such an encounter, nor do I wish for other countries to suffer such pain."

"In the time of Shun, the Miao people did not submit, and Yu wanted to attack them. Shun said, 'It cannot be done. To use force without first cultivating virtue is not the Way.' So he cultivated education for three years, and held a dance with shields and battle-axes, and the Miao people submitted. You should at least dance first... forget it." Shang Yuan denied his own words halfway through. He felt that his decline in physical strength brought about a decline in energy. During the conversation, he had an almost instinctive reaction to the terms used by Chen Ke, but his reaction to Chen Ke's specific ideas was much worse.

Now the People's Party is in the stage of "cultivating education for three years" and has not reached the stage of "dancing" at all. Now China and Japan are still in the process of striving for goodwill. If China were to pull out a pile of weapons capable of destroying Japan... Even if Japan originally sincerely wanted to befriend China, seeing China suddenly pull out these powerful things without reason, I'm afraid Japan would go directly to the United States.

"Wenqing, sometimes you focus too much on absolute power in doing things." Even knowing that he shouldn't blame Chen Ke for this, Shang Yuan couldn't help but speak his mind. Many times, not only enemies, but even his own comrades could not understand Chen Ke, and underestimated Chen Ke's power. In the industrial age that many people were exploring with great difficulty, Chen Ke was able to stand accurately at the forefront of the tide. What was even more incredible was that the more advanced the conditions, the more Chen Ke could be a step ahead of others. When the spirits of the vast majority of people were still stuck in the past and ignorant of the present that had already happened, Chen Ke seemed to live in the future. He turned around to lead China to stride forward towards the future where Chen Ke was.

In Shang Yuan's view, Chen Ke doing so was a manifestation of his sense of duty. Chen Ke had neither condescending self-satisfaction nor disgust and contempt for others. But for the vast majority of people, this attitude of Chen Ke was itself a kind of true arrogance. Because Chen Ke always chose the most efficient path. And if the weak saw with their own eyes the distance between the two sides that was like the difference between heaven and earth, the vast majority of people would not immediately let themselves live in the present, would not immediately choose to face the facts and adjust themselves in time. They would only think that all of Chen Ke's attempts to avoid conflict were a kind of posturing.

China indeed cannot reveal its strength to deal with Japan; doing so would be a naked threat. If they were shrewd and capable Japanese, they wouldn't have reached the point of armed conflict in the first place. If Japan's leaders are muddled eggs, they absolutely wouldn't know the true gap between the two sides. After peace efforts ultimately fail, China can only go to war with Japan.

Facing the asymmetry of the ensuing war itself, even if Chen Ke is genuinely avoiding war, it will make Japan feel that China is deliberately provoking war. Similarly, Chen Ke's efforts to avoid military conflict will be seen as posturing.

This matter is ridiculous, but this matter is also very real.

"Brother Wangshan, do you think I am very harsh on Japan?" Chen Ke asked.

Shang Yuan shook his head. Only the truly strong would genuinely think that Chen Ke is a tolerant and magnanimous person. Of course, the eyes of the strong cannot tolerate sand. The definition of tolerance between the strong and the weak is completely different. If Japan doesn't try to be clever, no matter how outrageous the demands Japan puts forward seem, the strong can tolerate them. If Japan dares to play little tricks and thinks it can deceive China, China's strong men will let Japan know what it means to dig your own grave.

"It is easy to serve a gentleman but difficult to please him. If you try to please him in a way that is not in accordance with the Way, he will not be pleased; but when he employs people, he uses them according to their capacity." Shang Yuan answered slowly. When saying this, Shang Yuan remembered a sentence Chen Ke often said before: even a poisonous snake can be used to guard treasure. In this regard, Chen Ke's attitude has been consistent.

Shang Yuan's answer made Chen Ke smile. "I hope the old Japanese upper class has Brother Wangshan's breadth of mind."

Hirohito certainly didn't know what exactly Chen Ke had prepared for Japan. During these months of "visiting" China, Hirohito not only witnessed China's elite regions and powerful industrial system. He also witnessed many areas that he found unimaginable.

Even though he has lost power now, Hirohito still hasn't given up on the plan to regain power. He has passed that stage of utter despair. Since Kita Ikki came to China to participate in the Chinese revolution and learned many things from the Chinese revolution, then there is no reason for Hirohito to gain nothing from coming to China. He also applied to listen to China's political classes. When Hirohito visited Europe, he also conversed with the King of England and learned the principles of constitutional politics from the monarch of this constitutional monarchy.

China's political classes opened Hirohito's eyes wide. Hirohito is also a monarch who has experienced many difficulties and obstacles, struggled with powerful ministers for a long time, and almost won the final victory. He soon understood why China is so strong, why the People's Party is so strong, and why even the "auditor" Kita Ikki, who switched professions halfway, performed so outstandingly. The Chinese People's Party's level of political cognition is indeed vastly higher than that of Japan.

As a monarch, as Japan's living god, Hirohito really has the common failing of monarchs, which is "L'État, c'est moi" (I am the State).

After listening to the People's Party's political class, Hirohito realized that his class stance was not clear enough and not firm enough. Even as the high-and-mighty Emperor, he must have his own class stance and his own base. Hirohito once wanted to use the "loyal and patriotic" Showa warlords. It cannot be said that the Showa warlords were not loyal and patriotic. But class stance first caused the Baden-Baden Three Crows to split among themselves. And even Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji, who were completely loyal to Hirohito, had to have their own class stance. They also had to struggle and game with other ruling classes.

Even if these two people could not be bought, and Kita Ikki directly adopted the method of physical elimination to kill these two people, other representative figures of the "Control Faction" defected to the "Showa Restoration Faction" as interests changed. Because of the lack of a class stance, having only the empty title of Emperor, Hirohito himself simply couldn't find true supporters belonging to the Emperor.

After understanding this, Hirohito felt a bit enlightened. But what gave him the biggest shock was another matter. Because he always felt that what China showed Hirohito was the best and strongest side, the former Chief of the Navy General Staff, Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu, requested somewhat spitefully to visit a relatively poor area in China. The Chinese side was very straightforward and sent them to a mountainous area in Zibo, Shandong.

This is a mountainous area that looks very common in Japan. In Japan, this is an area destined to be very poor. This is also a very common example of China's poor areas. The local people used to flee from famine all year round. Hirohito was not clear why the Japanese Hirohito and high officials were invited here for interviews.

When the local village party secretary appeared in front of Hirohito, Hirohito was dumbfounded, and the Japanese high officials were also dumbfounded.

The man in front of them was in his forties, wearing a pair of large sunglasses, and less than 1.65 meters tall. Moreover, the two arms of this man exposed outside his sleeves were bare meat sticks. His hands were gone. And looking closely, this middle-aged man's legs were also very strange. At this time, the middle-aged man had already noticed the gazes of the visitors, and he smiled open-mindedly and said something.

After listening, the Japanese translator was stunned for a moment, swallowed subconsciously, and then translated: "Your Majesty, he said that his limbs and left eye were all blown away by artillery shells when he was fighting."

If they hadn't seen the stumps of his arms, if they hadn't heard this middle-aged man personally admit his disability, Hirohito and the others would never have imagined that this man, leaning on a crutch, wearing a pair of large sunglasses, standing in a slightly strange posture, yet full of vitality from head to toe, was actually a severely disabled person who had lost his limbs and one eye.

What are the Chinese doing? All the Japanese visitors couldn't help but wonder.
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This disabled Chinese soldier was a village party branch secretary. He had been a fugitive and vagrant since childhood, joined the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army at the age of 14, fought in dozens of battles large and small, and joined the People's Party of China (PCP). During the Siege of Qingdao against Japan, Secretary Zhu, who was already a company commander, was hit by shrapnel from a Japanese shell, losing all four limbs and his left eye.

Naturally, the army could not ignore a combat hero. After being discharged from the military hospital, he was arranged to stay at the Qingdao Veterans' Sanitarium. However, Secretary Zhu did not want to spend the rest of his life there, so he chose to return to his hometown. At that time, his village was extremely poor, and no one was willing to serve as the branch secretary there, so Secretary Zhu volunteered for the position.

Based on the knowledge he learned in the army, Secretary Zhu dug canals, leveled land, and built roads according to the village's situation, and vigorously developed fruit tree cultivation and sericulture. In just a few years, the villagers who had fled famine were willing to come back to farm. Moreover, Secretary Zhu had a stubborn streak; he didn't wait for the national construction team to arrive, but relied on the village's production to finally raise enough money to complete the installation of electric lines first, bringing electricity to the village.

These simple accounts astonished the Japanese visiting group beyond measure. They simply could not imagine that such a person, relying on such a broken body, could achieve such feats.

But facts proved that Secretary Zhu was not bragging. Leading the Japanese visiting group around the village's fruit trees, mulberry trees, farmland, and canals, Secretary Zhu was able to clearly explain various data and the reasoning behind the construction. He could even recount the aspects not considered during construction, the deficiencies during construction, and the plans for future maintenance and development.

The Japanese high officials were also knowledgeable. Hearing these accounts, they knew that this village secretary must have participated in the entire process of surveying, discussion, and design, and must have been the commander-in-chief of these projects.

Moreover, the Japanese high officials also noticed that Secretary Zhu had quite a few new scars on his body. When asked, Secretary Zhu said indifferently, "I slipped not long ago and bumped myself."

Former Chief of the Imperial Japanese Navy General Staff Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu had once had three ribs broken in war. At that time, he had a stubbornness of "not leaving the line of fire for minor injuries" and demanded that the medical officer treat other wounded first, counting as a strong-willed person. He couldn't help but ask, "Are you not afraid of pain?"

Secretary Zhu said lightly, "Pain tells me that I am still alive. It's good to be alive; being alive means I can work."

Japan calls itself a nation of warriors, and after the Meiji Restoration, it placed extra emphasis on Bushido. Hearing such resolute words, all the former Japanese high officials changed their expressions. Listening to Secretary Zhu's introduction, they knew that this person with a broken body was part of China's young and strong generation from the era when the People's Party began its fierce war with Japan. At that time, Japan still felt that no matter what changes occurred in China, it was just a change. Japan still had the overall upper hand. Now they had a feeling of sudden realization as to why, starting from that time, every war between Japan and China had been a failure. In that period, at least the People's Party had already gathered warriors like this ordinary village secretary. At that time, Japan was facing a group of warriors like this in China.

After the visit, even the most unconvinced former Japanese high officials fell silent. Especially Hirohito, who didn't speak for several days. This severely disabled man, who had to rely on prosthetic legs and crutches to walk, had a completely ordinary status and position. His achievements could absolutely not be called earth-shattering, but just the fact that he could stand there on his own possessed something that shook the soul.

Recalling what this person said, there were no particularly heroic words. There was neither the heroism of "serving the country for seven lives" nor the tragic solemnity of "meeting at Yasukuni Shrine." He was just living well.

According to the People's Party, most of the secretaries in every village in China were now assumed by retired soldiers. And most of these soldiers had started as privates and gradually became officers. Recalling Kita Ikki's special kindness to retired soldiers, Hirohito probably understood some of the reasoning.

And there was a passage from this Secretary Zhu that made Hirohito feel particularly shaken, and even feel an unspeakable disgust: "The suffering of the masses is my suffering; the difficulties of the masses are also my difficulties. If the masses have problems and I don't solve them, don't sympathize, don't pay attention, this is actually also a shame of my own, my own ugliness, my own shame!"

Such a man who came from a begging background, a man who didn't know a single character before joining the army at fourteen, a person who in Japan would belong to the type abandoned by society. He actually had a feeling of caring for the world, actually believed he had an obligation to this society. He seemed not to feel at all that his status was so humble, belonging to the type looked down upon by others. His sense of honor and disgrace was linked to his contribution to society, making this originally lowly person actually look great.

If in Japan, this was something impossible to imagine and impossible to happen. That person could not possibly join the army in his life, nor could he obtain any decent job recognized by people. After losing his limbs and left eye, this person would be destined to die without a burial place.

What changed this person's fate? All of Hirohito's thoughts pointed to one answer. That was the New China created by the People's Party. In the society of this New China, all people received respect as human beings themselves. Even a disabled person could gain status and respect through labor.

"The suffering of the masses is my suffering; the difficulties of the masses are also my difficulties. If the masses have problems and I don't solve them, don't sympathize, don't pay attention, this is actually also a shame of my own, my own ugliness, my own shame!" Recalling this sentence, Hirohito felt increasingly disgusted. Such a person would not be liked by the upper class in Japan; the very existence of such a person was a mockery of the Japanese upper class, a mockery of Hirohito himself.

The Japanese upper class had never taken the Japanese people seriously, let alone the suffering of the Japanese people. As for the Japanese bureaucratic class with equivalent status to this Secretary Zhu, it was even less expected that any of them would consider problems like this Chinese man.

exactly what kind of society, what kind of power, could allow such a man to exist in China? Hirohito increasingly couldn't figure it out. He no longer had any thoughts of military strikes against China; Hirohito knew that the China he faced was fundamentally invincible. With such a backbone, China would never again lower its head to external forces.

What Hirohito worried about now was, if Japan also became a country like China, then how should Hirohito, this living god of Japan, continue to exist as the Emperor? The courage that once dared to assassinate Kita Ikki had vanished completely from Hirohito, and Hirohito finally fell into true panic. When he finally received an audience with Chen Ke in Beijing, Hirohito was uneasy in his heart.

Chen Ke received Hirohito at the Summer Palace. Although in the original timeline, Chen Ke had once imagined taking the Summer Palace for himself, then planting some crops inside, raising turtles in Kunming Lake, and fishing a few out to cook when friends came to visit. When Chen Ke really had the ability to do so, he did not put this idea into practice. Chen Ke just felt that he was really cute back then.

Not only was Hirohito dejected, but after witnessing China's true backbone, the entire delegation composed of former Japanese high officials was depressed. But seeing Chen Ke appear, all the former Japanese high officials felt a sense of mental shock.

This was not only because Chen Ke looked very young; he should be sixty years old, but apart from having quite a few white hairs, his appearance looked no different from a forty-year-old. Nor was it that they were actually still looking forward to seeing this Chinese leader with their own eyes; these people had, after all, been Japanese of status, and for Japanese people, looking at another big shot more powerful than themselves with eyes full of curiosity was sometimes a capital offense.

The reason these people felt shaken was that there was no rigidity, no hesitation, and no posturing. When Chen Ke appeared before the old Japanese upper class, it was not through any action to prove Chen Ke's identity; Chen Ke not only appeared but existed.

Hirohito was the Emperor after all; he sensed the difference between Chen Ke and the old Japanese upper class. Japanese people would habitually look for their own position, and even the vast majority of people were like this. However, Chen Ke didn't look for it at all; clearly, Chen Ke had already found himself, found his own position. So he had no confusion, and even less uneasiness.

When greeting everyone, Chen Ke was very concise in etiquette but without any omissions. On the contrary, those Japanese high officials became submissive one by one.

After the others met and greeted Chen Ke, they were accompanied by other People's Party staff to visit the Summer Palace. Only Hirohito and Chen Ke were left talking together. Facing Chen Ke, who was 21 years older than him, Hirohito suddenly didn't know what to say.

The two sat under the famous corridor of the Summer Palace. Staff poured tea for both, and the translator was also in place. Chen Ke just quietly waited for Hirohito to speak, while Hirohito felt the invisible pressure around him becoming heavier and heavier. As if to shake off this heaviness, Hirohito opened his mouth and said, "Chairman Chen, I wonder what your views are on the future of China and Japan?"

"Are you referring to China's future? Or Japan's future? Or your future in Japan?" Chen Ke didn't want to bullshit with Hirohito, so he asked directly about the root cause.

Hirohito was slightly stunned. In front of the free and easy Chen Ke, Hirohito felt that the reserve and politeness he had upheld before seemed very boring. And since this matter concerned his own future after all, Hirohito replied, "I want to know how you view my personal future."

"Comrade Kita Ikki has probably not considered abolishing the Japanese Emperor system now, nor has he thought about taking any action against you personally. This used to be the Qing dynasty's royal garden. Before the Qing dynasty perished, there was a debate about whether to save the Great Qing or save China. I think they at least saw one thing clearly, which was that the political system adhered to by the Qing dynasty at that time could no longer represent China's interests. And in the end, the Qing dynasty chose to uphold the Qing dynasty's interests. So it perished," Chen Ke said slowly.

The more Hirohito listened, the heavier his heart became. No matter how he looked at Chen Ke's words, it felt a bit like writing an epitaph for Hirohito.

"The Japanese Emperor system has a long history. Although as a revolutionary, I cannot possibly approve of an Emperor system maintained by bloodline. But I personally believe that if the Emperor system does not come into direct conflict with the people's interests, it can still continue to exist for a certain period." Chen Ke's words gave birth to some hope in Hirohito's heart again. In any case, he didn't want to be a ruler who lost his country. If the Emperor system was cut off in his hands, Hirohito would rather commit suicide than accept this result.

"I first suggest that you do not think that the Emperor system can represent the interests of all classes in Japan, the Emperor system cannot even represent the interests of all Japanese people. So given the current social status quo, for your personal interests, I suggest you stand on the side of the Japanese ruling class, stand on the side of the people who make up the majority."

Chen Ke had neither the idea of overthrowing the Emperor system nor the thought of maintaining it. He pointed out a path for Hirohito, firstly not wanting to interfere too much in Japan's internal affairs, and secondly not wanting to intensify Japan's domestic contradictions in the short term. If Hirohito was really driven to desperation, it wouldn't be a good thing for any party.

Hirohito had no way to understand Chen Ke's true thoughts. He was concerned about the survival of the Japanese Emperor system. Since Chen Ke meant that he could accept the continued existence of the Japanese Emperor system, even if he didn't quite believe it in his heart, Hirohito still felt much more at ease. So Hirohito hesitantly tried to ask how to ensure that various Japanese forces could be "loyal to the Emperor."

Chen Ke also found it hard to determine exactly what emotion he felt. If the Emperor didn't have the thought of being loyal to Japan's interests in the first place, he really didn't know how to ask the Japanese people to be loyal to the Emperor. Hirohito's words were "quite skillful"; he asked Chen Ke how exactly the People's Party was loyal to Chen Ke. Even if he didn't want to provoke Hirohito, on such a fundamental issue of right and wrong, Chen Ke could only tell the truth.

"I have never asked anyone to be loyal to me personally. For our People's Party, all party members, including myself, are only loyal to the People's Party, loyal to the People's Party's revolutionary cause. First of all, I personally must be loyal to the People's Party, obey the Party's discipline, and abide by the Party's constitution. If you think I have any power, that is also the power finally endowed to me by the People's Party members through the election of the Party Committee. These powers do not belong to me personally."

Hearing Chen Ke "sing such a high tune," Hirohito felt a burst of unhappiness in his heart. He found that these words were actually no different from what the Secretary Zhu in the village had said. The republicans seemed not to care about their own ups and downs; in fact, in Japan's constitutional politics, cabinet members could take turns on stage, and even if they stepped down temporarily, they would still have a chance to come to power later. However, after the Emperor stepped down, it was a permanent curtain call. There was really no common ground between the two sides.

Seeing Hirohito's uneasiness and dissatisfaction, Chen Ke smiled, "Your Excellency Hirohito, the main contradiction in Japan now is not retaining or abolishing the Emperor system, but that the Japanese people want to break free from the feudal system and seek a better life. Whoever can truly lead them to obtain this liberation, they will support. They actually don't care at all whether it is an Emperor system or a republican system..."

If the standpoints were different, many issues were hard to talk through. After talking for a good while, seeing that Hirohito was really a stone in a latrine pit, Chen Ke could only give up the effort to make Hirohito evolve into a truly promising ruler. Instead, he threw out more substantial content. "If Your Excellency Hirohito can guarantee support for Japan's socialist revolution, then our side can guarantee that the Emperor continues to exist as a symbol of the Japanese state."

Finally hearing such a concrete promise, the big stone in Hirohito's heart finally landed. There was even a hint of a relieved smile on his face.

It had to be said, Chen Ke himself was very disappointed. What originally belonged to Hirohito, Hirohito was afraid of losing. And the political power that was very likely to be obtained, Hirohito gave up just like that. He didn't know whether to say he picked up a sesame seed and lost a watermelon. But on second thought, Chen Ke himself did not have the idea of maintaining bloodline inheritance, so Chen Ke really wasn't qualified to make such judgments and criticisms. So Chen Ke felt relieved.

Let the future Japanese people decide all future matters.
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Having received Chen Ke's relatively clear support, Hirohito's courage grew significantly. After thinking it over, he decided not to return to Japan for the time being. Gathering the former high officials, Hirohito held a meeting. Old fellows like Suzuki Kantaro were physically failing, and this trip to China had completely drained their spirit. Regarding Hirohito's thoughts, the old fellows just listened. When the middle-aged former officials saw Hirohito raise the topic, they were also stunned. The content of the discussion was "Whether a socialist system can coexist with the Imperial system."

This seemed like a ridiculous topic. At least in this world, although monarchy has been combined with aristocratic republican systems, there is still a very subtle difference. The British system is a constitutional monarchy, while the Japanese system is a monarchy with a constitution. It uses the constitution to guarantee the sanctity and unshakability of the Imperial system.

Chapter 1 of the *Constitution of the Empire of Japan* stipulates as follows:

Article 1: The Empire of Japan shall be reigned over and governed by a line of Emperors unbroken for ages eternal.

Article 3: The Emperor is sacred and inviolable.

Article 4: The Emperor is the head of the Empire, combining in Himself the rights of sovereignty, and exercises them, according to the provisions of the present Constitution.

Article 5: The Emperor exercises the legislative power with the consent of the Imperial Diet.

Article 6: The Emperor gives sanction to laws and orders them to be promulgated and executed.

Article 7: The Emperor convokes the Imperial Diet, opens, closes, and prorogues it, and dissolves the House of Representatives.

Article 8: The Emperor, in consequence of an urgent necessity to maintain public safety or to avert public calamities, issues, when the Imperial Diet is not sitting, Imperial Ordinances in the place of law. Such Imperial Ordinances are to be laid before the Imperial Diet at its next session, and when the Diet does not approve the said Ordinances, the Government shall declare them to be invalid for the future.

Article 9: The Emperor issues or causes to be issued, the Ordinances necessary for the carrying out of the laws, or for the maintenance of the public peace and order, and for the promotion of the welfare of the subjects. But no Ordinance shall in any way alter any of the existing laws.

Article 10: The Emperor determines the organization of the different branches of the administration, and salaries of all civil and military officers, and appoints and dismisses the same. Exceptions especially provided for in the present Constitution or in other laws, shall be in accordance with the respective provisions (bearing thereon).

Article 11: The Emperor has the supreme command of the Army and Navy.

Article 12: The Emperor determines the organization and peace standing of the Army and Navy.

Article 13: The Emperor declares war, makes peace, and concludes treaties.

Article 14: The Emperor declares a state of siege. The conditions and effects of a state of siege shall be determined by law.

Article 15: The Emperor confers titles of nobility, rank, orders and other insignia of honor.

Article 16: The Emperor orders amnesty, pardon, commutation of punishments and rehabilitation.

Article 17: A Regency shall be instituted in conformity with the provisions of the Imperial House Law. The Regent shall exercise the powers appertaining to the Emperor in His name.

This is Japan's constitution, and also where Japan's power structure lies. The reason the Imperial Way Faction once believed in "Revere the Emperor, Destroy the Traitors" was based on foundations including tradition as well as constitutional support.

Because the Showa Restoration met with Hirohito's extreme resistance, the Showa Restorationists had to bypass Hirohito, and government decrees were implemented by the cabinet formed by the new government and the new Japanese Socialist Liberal Democratic Party.

After visiting China, Hirohito discovered that China's national and political structure did not reject "leader autocracy." Chen Ke's actual status in China far exceeded Hirohito's status in Japan even at his most powerful. This actually gave Hirohito a feeling of broadened horizons.

"Japan's current problem is that the Emperor does not rule directly. Most importantly, the Emperor is not the highest leader of the political party," Hirohito said. In his view, Chen Ke was China's highest leader, and all actions from inside to out were ultimately responsible to Chen Ke. The formulation and implementation of the People's Party's policies were all led by Chen Ke. This was the form of power in China at the current stage.

Hearing Hirohito's statement, these former high officials were all very uncomfortable. There was a huge difference between the Japanese Emperor and the Chinese leader. The biggest difference lay in the fact that the Japanese Emperor was the object to which the Japanese people must dedicate themselves, while the Chinese people were the object to which Chen Ke must dedicate himself. The law guaranteed the Emperor's supreme status, but no law guaranteed a natural relationship between Chen Ke and power.

Hirohito wanted to become Japan's Chen Ke. This idea was good. But this idea had no content based on law; it was entirely a matter of personal ability. Although the former high officials held no malice towards Hirohito, they did not believe that Hirohito could reach Chen Ke's height in technology, military affairs, or politics. Pursuing something beyond one's ability would result in "trying to draw a tiger but ending up with a dog."

Seeing that this bunch of useless fellows had not understood his thoughts at all, Hirohito was quite disappointed. He personally did not care whether he could reach Chen Ke's height. What he wanted now was to regain power, or at least not lose any more power. The method to achieve this goal was actually quite simple. As long as Hirohito clearly expressed his support for the socialist system and established the socialist system as Japan's national policy, with the calling power of the Japanese Emperor, Hirohito would be able to return to at least the nominal peak of power. He would not be under house arrest and isolated from Japanese politics as he was now.

This kind of political maneuvering was something that could not be explained directly. If Hirohito dared to explain it so directly, the result was destined to be a tragedy. Regardless of whether he was willing to make revolution or not, Hirohito had to show an attitude that he was willing to make revolution.

At this moment, Hirohito looked at the group of useless things in front of him and suddenly remembered a sentence from the People's Party's political class: "Hypocrisy is the homage that vice must pay to virtue!"
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Hirohito finally "overcame all dissenting opinions" and produced a statement supporting the Japanese socialist revolution. He applied to the People's Party, wanting to use the People's Party's channels to speak to Japan.

After reading it, Chen Ke was reminded of something. Historically, after the end of World War II, the United States wanted to draft a new constitution for Japan. At first, the US was quite polite, letting the Japanese modify it themselves, thinking they would pass it once it was about right. Unexpectedly, in the new constitution submitted by the Japanese, they had only changed a few decorative adjectives, leaving the content of the constitution completely untouched.

There was no change this time either. Hirohito's idea was fundamentally not to support the socialist revolution, but to support his own restoration to supreme power. In his statement, Hirohito indicated that if he regained all supreme ruling powers, including legislative, executive, and judicial powers, he could consider recognizing the majority of the legitimacy of this "Showa Restoration."

"What does this guy think Kita Ikki sent them to me for?" Chen Ke couldn't help but ask Shang Yuan.

Shang Yuan really didn't know what to say after reading it. Originally, he thought Chen Ke's plan to destroy Japan, which looked like a world-ending scenario, was quite scary. After glancing at Hirohito's statement, Shang Yuan suddenly felt that using that method to destroy the Japanese upper class, including Hirohito, wasn't such an unacceptable thing.

But at this moment, Shang Yuan couldn't join in the ruthlessness. He laughed: "Wenqing, your original intention was to just casually perfunctorily deal with Hirohito, and then send him back to Japan to continue his confinement. Why are you starting to care about him again now?"

Chen Ke was a bit helpless, "I originally knew he was this kind of stuff, and I didn't want to ask for trouble. But since I've already intervened, I can't just muddle through anymore. If I deal with this perfunctorily, what will Comrade Kita Ikki think?"

Shang Yuan started joking, "Comrade Kita Ikki might think we are interfering in other countries' internal affairs, right?"

Chen Ke replied: "At this point, if we say we aren't interfering in other countries' internal affairs, no one will believe it. Since that's the case, we might as well give it a try."

"Give what a try?" Shang Yuan felt that Chen Ke probably had some ideas of his own.

Chen Ke took out a piece of paper and handed it to Shang Yuan. A paragraph was written on it:

Article 1: The Emperor shall be the symbol of the State and of the unity of the People, deriving his position from the will of the people with whom resides sovereign power.

Article 2: The Imperial Throne shall be dynastic and succeeded to in accordance with the Imperial House Law passed by the Diet.

Article 3: The advice and approval of the Cabinet shall be required for all acts of the Emperor in matters of state, and the Cabinet shall be responsible therefor.

Article 4: ① The Emperor shall perform only such acts in matters of state as are provided for in this Constitution and he shall not have powers related to government. ② The Emperor may delegate the performance of his acts in matters of state as may be provided by law.

......

After reading it, Shang Yuan asked Chen Ke, a bit between laughter and tears, "Are you preparing to make Hirohito accept this kind of constitution?"

Chen Ke replied leisurely: "Looking at the current situation, Hirohito will have to admit this constitution sooner or later. Rather than letting others publish it and forcing Hirohito to acknowledge it, it's better to let Hirohito promulgate it himself. This is good for everyone. If Hirohito makes this decision himself, we can even help him a bit. What he cares about is not abolishing the Emperor system, and not excessively restricting the Emperor's power. We'll help him get this done. If this can be accomplished, Comrade Kita Ikki will also be happy."

"Who will you ask to be the lobbyist?" Shang Yuan asked while continuing to read the document.

"Comrade Zhuo Xiansheng, Secretary of the Hebei Provincial Committee, what do you think? This comrade's work was quite outstanding when he presided over land reform in Taiwan. When fighting landlords, his grasp of principles was very firm, and his methods were also very high."

Shang Yuan put down the document, "I haven't directly touched government affairs for a long time, and I know very little about these comrades. It's better for you to decide this matter."

"There's nothing special to decide, it's just a temporary transfer of personnel now. Treating a guy like Hirohito, sometimes it's hard to get through by reasoning." Chen Ke also felt quite regretful.

Historically, Hirohito relied on the Showa warlords to grasp power, but before launching World War II, this guy worried about being liquidated after failure and tried every means to hide himself behind the scenes. After the end of World War II, he worried every moment about being liquidated, treating MacArthur like a eunuch serving the emperor. Three times a day, morning, noon, and night, he would bow three times in the direction where MacArthur was. Only then did he win MacArthur's favor, and MacArthur let Hirohito off the hook.

During the Korean War, MacArthur lost power and was transferred back to his country. He invited Hirohito to see him off, but as a result, Hirohito "caught a cold" that day, was inconvenienced in movement, and couldn't go to see him off.

For such a vacillating bird-man, Chen Ke didn't think that presenting facts and reasoning could explain things clearly to him. If Hirohito really had such lofty ambitions, he could participate in Japanese politics in the future and gain his true status through serving the people. If this fellow still wanted to hide behind the scenes and control everything from on high, then there was no harm in giving him a good scare. Comrade Zhuo Xiansheng, who had served as the Secretary of the Taiwan Provincial Committee, actually didn't have a very good "reputation"; the Taiwan landlords called him "Zhuo the King of Hell."

One of Comrade Zhuo Xiansheng's "hobbies" was to invite landlord families to Taipei for a "travel and heart-to-heart talk." By the time the landlords' travel and heart-to-heart talk ended, the land reform back home had already been forcibly completed. For unreasonable people, or for people who didn't identify with the People's Party's principles, Comrade Zhuo Xiansheng had plenty of methods.

Seeing Chen Ke was very confident, Shang Yuan also agreed to hand Hirohito over to Comrade Zhuo Xiansheng to deal with.

Comrade Zhuo Xiansheng lived up to expectations. After three days of forgetting food and sleep to present facts and reason, Hirohito finally wavered. On the fifth day, Hirohito finally yielded. When making the work report, Comrade Zhuo Xiansheng believed that he should have been able to solve the problem in the first two days. It was just that even after hearing Chen Ke's judgment of Hirohito, Comrade Zhuo Xiansheng still thought too highly of Hirohito. There was still a considerable distance between this guy and a stone in a latrine pit.

Since Hirohito finally identified with the socialist revolution, the draft of the "Constitution of Japan" issued in Hirohito's name was sent out from the People's Party's side and circulated throughout Japan. Released together with this "Constitution of Japan" was Hirohito's complete affirmation of the Showa Restoration. After receiving such support, the big stone in Kita Ikki's heart was finally put back into his stomach.

Compared with the "Constitution of the Empire of Japan," the biggest change in the new "Constitution of Japan" was that while the Emperor could theoretically lead the Cabinet and the Diet, in reality, any administrative order had to be the responsibility of the Cabinet and the Parliament. Hirohito could use his transcendent status to influence the Cabinet, and theoretically, he could even concurrently serve as the Prime Minister of the Cabinet himself. However, all of Hirohito's orders could only be issued in the name of the Japanese Cabinet.

In other words, without Hirohito, the cabinet controlled by Kita Ikki could go all out; with Hirohito, the cabinet controlled by Kita Ikki could still go all out. Japan's constitutional monarchy system finally turned into a constitutional monarchy system.

Kita Ikki naturally welcomed such a change warmly. This was something Kita Ikki couldn't do with a free hand; he had sent Hirohito to China seeking exactly this result. Obviously, after witnessing how powerful China behind Kita Ikki really was, Hirohito and the old upper class still yielded.

As soon as Hirohito yielded, Kita Ikki immediately began to push for the one thing he cared about most: a fundamental adjustment of the Japanese military system. He completely broke the barrier preventing soldiers from being promoted to officers. The latest Japanese military system completely imitated China's, and soldiers all gained the opportunity to be promoted to cadres. In addition to adjustments in service length, at least half of the quota in military academy admissions was targeted at candidates from soldier backgrounds. If soldiers were willing to continue staying in the army after their service period expired, they could transfer to become volunteers, that is, technical non-commissioned officers. Or they could try to take the exam for military academy. The army was no longer a situation where soldiers and officers were clearly separated.

In the army, the status and treatment of volunteer soldiers were also significantly improved. Military ranks were weakened into purely military titles, and a mandatory retirement system was implemented. This was to sweep away redundant officers inside the army, and it could be counted as completely breaking the possibility of warlords appearing within the army.

On February 1, 1940, arriving in Beijing along with this news was the major happy news that the Kra Canal had finally finished excavation. China carried out large-scale blasting in the mountainous area of the Kra Isthmus. Over 100,000 Chinese engineering troops and 100,000 Japanese laborers, more than 200,000 people fully utilizing tools and fully exerting manpower, finally opened up this canal through the mountains.

From now on, the Chinese Navy could use Cambodia, which they had managed for a long time, as a home port to directly enter the Indian Ocean for combat. Originally, if the Navy wanted to go west, it had to go south first, pass through the Strait of Malacca, and then enter the Indian Ocean. With the Kra Canal, the time required for combat was reduced by at least two days.

The Andaman Islands and the Nicobar Islands, China could not possibly hand these two enclaves over to Britain. After completing the naval bases on this archipelago, China could be considered a two-ocean country in some sense.

The Chinese side had a very high evaluation of the 100,000 Japanese laborers; the Japanese attitude toward labor was very correct. After negotiating how much work to do for how much money, the Japanese laborers exerted all their strength to work there. At the beginning, the Chinese side had no intention of making things difficult for Japan at all, but the project was so tight that the arrangements for labor protection supplies were not so prompt. As a result, when the first batch of work gloves was distributed, half a month had already passed since the Japanese laborers first received work gloves. In half a month, most Chinese engineering soldiers had changed three or four pairs of gloves. The Japanese side had used their gloves until they were tattered and out of shape, but every Japanese laborer still had gloves on their hands.

This incident shocked the leadership department of the Chinese Engineering Corps. A campaign to "Learn from Japanese Workers" was launched within the Engineering Corps. It was necessary to guarantee the distribution of labor protection supplies, and also to guarantee the preservation of labor protection supplies. On the Chinese side, it was "you go get it, and it's there." There had been "trade-in" plans before, but implementation was always quite ineffective.

But according to Japanese habits like this, trading in the old for the new was no longer just a possibility, but something that could be completely accomplished. Don't look down on a pair of gloves; for hundreds of thousands of people to spend one more pair of gloves every week was a very not-small expenditure. Regarding the performance of the Japanese side, the Chinese Engineering Corps was truly shocked.

This shock was mutual. The Japanese laborers were also quite shocked by the Chinese side's powerful engineering machinery and complete labor protection. Participating in excavation in Japan, perhaps apart from tools, everything else had to be borne by themselves. Periodic physical examinations, receiving medical treatment after getting sick, issuing shoes, issuing clothing, issuing gloves, issuing medicine to prevent mosquito and insect bites, and conducting various tropical protection education and training. Besides this, there was ample food—white rice, steamed buns, meat, vegetables—enough to eat and fill up, and after meals, there were often changing varieties of post-meal fruits. The most important thing was the "not insignificant" remuneration.

What surprised the Japanese side extremely was that China absolutely did not allow labor contractors and gangs to deduct workers' wages. When paying wages, everyone collected it themselves; there was no such thing as collecting on someone's behalf.

Moreover, the Japanese gangs mixed in the labor teams were also ferreted out and dealt with by the People's Party. Unlike in Japan, dare anyone extort laborers?! This seemed to touch the People's Party's reverse scale; the extortionists were dragged out, punched and kicked, and then bound with ropes to undergo struggle sessions. The Japanese laborers were originally led by Japan's own teams, but they were soon broken up and reorganized. China dispatched labor captains, and the Japanese side also selected their own captains.

The laborers only had to work every day and didn't have to worry about income issues. If they encountered problems, they reported to their superiors. Although there were always delays, problems could always be solved. From letters coming back from home, the laborers learned that the remittances made at the Bank of China had arrived at home in full. Now, the laborers' hearts completely settled back into their stomachs. Labor conditions far superior to Japan's, and receiving full remuneration. Since the Chinese paid in Renminbi, with the Yen depreciating now, having these hard currencies in hand was much, much better than taking Yen remuneration.

After working in China for a year, seeing the project ending, the Japanese laborers couldn't help but send representatives to ask if there were similar projects. If there were, they wouldn't mind working for another year.

War could always make a country enter a state of full employment. Even for China with a population of 800 million, after completing the first step of the strategy to go south, the entire country completely entered a state of full employment. 100,000 tested laborers were a team that could not be ignored.

Finally, the two sides signed another agreement. More than 20,000 Japanese laborers who believed that wealth and honor are sought in danger, for higher wages, took ships to Ceylon to participate in China's construction of ports and the local railway network in Ceylon. Another part of the Japanese laborers who were willing to take a steady stream arrived in Borneo and other places to participate in local civil engineering construction.

These 100,000 people drove the trend of domestic Japanese workers going to China. in the hot and humid southeast area, a situation appeared where a large number of Japanese laborers participated in Chinese engineering teams.

Of course, there were also some opinions on this domestically. They believed that the wages of Japanese laborers were slightly high. Of course, their labor performance was worthy of such remuneration. And the Chinese management department asked one question, "Chinese laborers have pension insurance, do the Japanese have it?"

This one question shut the questioners up.

The labor exchange opened since then certainly allowed Japanese laborers to get a lot of income. As proof of the catfish effect, the Japanese laborers who did things more seriously and meticulously also caused a not-small impact on China itself. For example, Japanese renovation teams once almost monopolized the renovation market in northern China, and the performance of the Japanese logistics industry also taught their Chinese peers a good lesson. During the period of peaceful competition, Japanese enterprises became, in a certain sense, good teachers and helpful friends to the Chinese side.
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After Chen Ke returned to Zhengzhou from Beijing, two foreign guests were waiting for him. These two could be considered "acquaintances": one was Comrade Ho Chi Minh, and the other was Mr. Aung San, Secretary General of the "We Burmans Association". Chen Ke was naturally familiar with Ho Chi Minh, and Aung San was the father of Aung San Suu Kyi, also a figure known as the Father of the Nation of Myanmar.

regarding Aung San, Chen Ke's impression was that he had once collaborated with the Japanese, but this did not make Chen Ke underestimate this man. Aung San's purpose in collaborating with the Japanese was to overthrow British colonial rule in Myanmar. Moreover, historically, this person later stabbed the Japanese in the back. This showed that he was not a true traitor to his country.

The purpose of these two appearing in Zhengzhou need not be said; they hoped to hitch a ride on China's liberation of Asia and obtain their countries' liberation from British and French colonial rule.

For China, this was naturally a good thing. Annam (Vietnam) naturally did not need much explanation; the collapse of French colonial rule was only a matter of time. And Myanmar's strategic position was very important; after solving Myanmar, China would be able to further suppress the UK.

And neither of these two were fools; historically, China was the suzerain state of these two countries. If it turned out that British or French colonial rule was merely transferred to Chinese colonial rule, they would absolutely not agree. Comrade Ho Chi Minh was the leader of the Communist Party of Vietnam and had quite a bit of confidence in China. Mr. Aung San was not so confident.

Chen Ke said calmly: "Our country is willing to reach equal state relations with Vietnam and Myanmar on the basis of the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence. On this point, I think you can actually communicate with the Korean comrades. If they think we are colonizers or aggressors, then I think you can also suspect us."

Korea was China's vassal state, and the comrades from Vietnam and Myanmar were very clear about this. Moreover, Vietnam was right next to Laos, so they were very clear about the changes in Laos.

The biggest characteristic of the colonial system lay in the fact that the people of the colony were not equal to the citizens of the colonial country. The colonial country possessed various privileges in the colony and frantically exploited it. Just as Vietnamese people were Vietnamese people; no matter how they were colonized by France, Vietnamese people could never become French citizens. But Laos, which was once a French colony, was now China's Laos Province. The Lao people were never French citizens, but now as Chinese citizens, they enjoyed all the rights possessed by Chinese citizens. It had been twenty years since the end of World War I, and the new generation of Lao people no longer felt any different from Chinese people in other provinces. Within the Chinese government, there were already Chinese officials of Lao origin. Vietnamese border residents who had seen the standard of living in Laos often simply sent their children across the border to schools in Laos Province to learn Chinese. Such "international students" were plentiful on the China-Vietnam border. Now it had reached the point where those who hadn't attended school on the Chinese side became undocumented Vietnamese. Having attended school on the Chinese side made one's status different.

Because if one understood Chinese, one could cross the border to find a job. Moreover, there were quite a few Overseas Chinese in Vietnam; when looking for errands under them, whether one understood Chinese and whether one had attended a Chinese school made a big difference.

Comrade Ho Chi Minh actually had some criticism in his heart; Chen Ke cited the example of Korea but didn't mention the closer Cambodia at all. China had "special interests" in Cambodia, but these special interests were completely different from colonial rule. China first of all respected Cambodia's sovereignty, and all land leases were signed contracts. Not only did they pay, but they also recruited quite a few locals to work in factories opened by China. Being able to go to a Chinese factory to work meant high income and good treatment; in Cambodia, one would also be a person of status.

China also never interfered in Cambodia's internal affairs, let alone committed illegal acts. It was just because the Chinese were relatively wealthy that it triggered the envy, jealousy, and hatred of the locals. But generally speaking, China's influence in Cambodia was still quite positive. There were even quite a few people on the Cambodian side considering whether to just merge into China.

Ho Chi Minh naturally had no intention of letting Vietnam merge into China, so he could also understand why Chen Ke simply didn't mention the example of Cambodia.

Of course, these two coming to China could be considered having made up their minds. Ho Chi Minh and Aung San had the same request for China: requesting China to send troops into their two countries to use force to drive out the local colonial rulers. And this was something Chen Ke was not very willing to do.

"Comrade Ho Chi Minh, we are willing to provide weapons and training. We can even provide military training bases for you in North Vietnam Province. You know that we are not currently directly at war with France; fighting the British is already very strenuous for us. I hope the Vietnamese comrades can rely on their own strength to obtain national independence," Chen Ke suggested.

Comrade Ho Chi Minh immediately replied: "Could your country's troops disguise themselves as our country's troops?"

Chen Ke replied earnestly: "Then first you must have an army; you yourselves must first organize an army, make a name for yourselves, and fight a few battles. I am not afraid of casualties among our troops; helping colonial countries obtain liberation is our responsibility. However, a country's liberation must rely on itself. I don't care about France; what I care about is you, Comrade Ho Chi Minh. If foreign troops' bayonets help you obtain liberation, do you think the Vietnamese people can accept that? If someone accuses you, saying Comrade Ho Chi Minh is a foreign puppet, how do you prepare to answer?"

This really couldn't be considered Chen Ke shirking responsibility; Ho Chi Minh was a very passionate national liberator, and after listening to Chen Ke's words, he also felt that Chen Ke's words made some sense.

Seeing that Comrade Ho Chi Minh had already understood this point, Chen Ke turned to Aung San. Having heard what Chen Ke just said to Ho Chi Minh, Aung San could also understand. He originally thought Chen Ke meant the same thing for him, but Chen Ke said: "Because we are currently at war with the UK, we China can immediately send troops to liberate Myanmar. However, we likewise request your side to form your side's military forces. I think Mr. Aung San can understand the reasoning. After we finish fighting the British, we absolutely will not stay in Myanmar for long. At that time, Myanmar must also have its own military forces. I feel that for people liberating a country, if they haven't even touched a gun, that's not appropriate. Mr. Aung San, what do you think?"

"Then does China want us to also immediately start forming an army now?" Aung San asked.

"We need you to immediately prepare manpower after you go back, to guide our troops," Chen Ke replied.

There wasn't much to discuss excessively about this kind of thing. The two ultimately reached an agreement with China: once the two countries were established, China would inevitably be the first to recognize the two new governments. China also guaranteed that it would withdraw from the territories of the two countries immediately after completing military operations. In addition, China also promised to provide military equipment to the two countries; even when the Chinese army withdrew, Chinese equipment would be handed over to the two governments on the spot as a gift from China.

Comrade Ho Chi Minh was naturally very satisfied with this condition. Aung San hoped that China could temporarily defend the border between India and Myanmar. He was very clear that even if China provided a large amount of equipment to Myanmar, Myanmar did not possess the strength to fight the UK. In this regard, Chen Ke also expressed understanding. But Chen Ke stated that once the Sino-British war ended, China would withdraw its troops as early as possible.

If Chen Ke had passionately expressed that he wanted to help Myanmar, Aung San would probably have been quite afraid in his heart. Instead, Chen Ke repeatedly mentioned that China would withdraw after driving away the British, which made Aung San actually not want China to withdraw so easily. After the negotiations ended, China immediately used its own channels to send the two back to their countries as soon as possible. On one hand, arranging training bases in Laos Province and North Vietnam Province; on the other hand, ordering the Southern Military Region to prepare troops to liberate Myanmar.

Before the Kra Canal opened, the Chinese Air Force had already mastered the skies of the Bay of Bengal. After the canal opened, the strength of China's Indian Ocean Fleet immediately swelled. Especially the submarine forces that needed good maintenance; they no longer had to travel thousands of miles from India through the Strait of Malacca, but could directly pass through the Kra Canal to reach their home port in Cambodia.

The British Navy still existed in the Indian Ocean, but their surface ships could no longer enter the Bay of Bengal. After a series of battles with China, the British Navy had already suffered heavy losses. The thirty-some Chinese submarines that had newly entered the Indian Ocean set out from Ceylon, patrolling back and forth along the west coast of India. Whether military ships or civilian ships, they were sunk upon encountering British vessels. Of course, China also sent word to the British side: if the UK sent ships to India to transport those Australians and New Zealanders, as long as the British side notified in advance and there were Chinese people going on board to supervise, China would absolutely not obstruct such voyages.

In the timeline Chen Ke was from, the Americans relied on naval bases distributed all over the globe to control the safe movement of shipping lanes. And American policy toward civilian ships was quite mild. But in Chen Ke's timeline, to control maritime shipping lanes, fierce slaughter had to be carried out. The side controlling the shipping lanes could stop any navigation by other forces at any time. This was the bloody reality.

For more than half a month, the UK had encountered a severe blockade at sea. Hundreds of thousands of tons of ships had been sunk. This caused a huge blow to the connection between the UK and India. To continue existing in the Indian Ocean, the UK was already running ragged; the Bay of Bengal could already be considered an inland sea for China.

On April 1, 1940, the landing fleet of China's Southern Military Region began to advance toward Myanmar.
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Just how close was the China Southern Military Region to Burma? The Kra Military Region’s northwest border was right up against Burma’s southeast boundary.

The Workers’ and Peasants’ Revolutionary Army advanced by both land and sea. On land, the WPRA’s mission was to resolve the British colonial authorities. This included the British military, the British local government, the police, and all such institutions. With the help of the "Dobama Asiayone" (We Burmans Association), this takeover work went very smoothly.

Often, it would take hours or even over a dozen hours to rush to a destination, but once they arrived, the battle to settle the issue might take only ten or twenty minutes, or at most little more than an hour. While the army forces slogged through the narrow strip of southern Burma, the navy headed straight for its destination.

The British attitude toward defending Burma was inconsistent. After China severed the connection between the British home islands and India, the British, who understood the importance of maritime transport well, realized things had reached a desperate state. Dispatching all of the British Empire's fleets to fight in the Indian Ocean could theoretically temporarily open up the communication line between Britain and India.

The problem was, what happened after opening it?

Even the extremely hawkish current British Prime Minister, "Fatty Qiu" [Churchill], dared not give such an order. To maintain the communication line, a large number of warships would have to be scattered across the sea, patrolling back and forth. Compared to China’s "rogue navy," which used submarines and aircraft as its primary means of attack, the British Navy followed the "high-end, grandiose, and classy" route of heavy ships and giant cannons.

China’s rogue navy could sink a battleship or heavy cruiser—which took years to build—using a trivial submarine or even a few even more trivial aircraft. British destroyers and light cruisers did possess anti-submarine equipment. The problem was that these vessels lacked anti-aircraft firepower. China would never be foolish enough to let submarines surround them to settle the fight; submarines and fast surface craft often undertook patrol duties, and once the British Navy was spotted, aircraft would immediately scramble. With the help of Chinese vessels trailing the British Navy, the battle would be concluded.

The British Navy had also tried sending small-scale surface forces to pursue the Chinese surface forces, but the pursuers quickly became the hunted. Mere destroyers and light cruisers became excellent targets. The underwater, surface, and aerial triad hunting system constructed by the Chinese made the British "high-end" navy miserable in the Indian Ocean.

"Learning from painful lessons" was a luxury for the current British; they had to come up with a solution while being thrashed by China. Fatty Qiu was a navy man; the naval conference he personally convened quickly reached a conclusion. Britain lacked a strategic air force in the Indian Ocean. Relying on its powerful industrial strength, China had spared no cost to build its own military system in the Indian Ocean. Britain’s backward technology and traditions meant it simply didn't have the strength to solve this problem.

As for how to curb China’s rampage in the Indian Ocean, Fatty Qiu had no good ideas either. Britain had already united with France to declare war on Germany. France had also once sent troops to attack Germany’s Siegfried Line direction, but after suffering thousands of casualties, the French chose to die down. The First World War had left too deep an impression on France. Casualties of thousands or tens of thousands on any random front—France truly could not bear such losses again. France was unwilling to fight such a war again.

Having blocked France, Germany began operations in Northern Europe. To fight China, Britain had transferred quite a few fleets to the Indian Ocean, which allowed Germany’s few battleships to run wild in Northern Europe. In particular, the German battleship *Bismarck* was simply a devil ship. Britain gathered its navy to try and besiege this battleship, but the siege failed. When the battlecruiser *Hood* intercepted the *Bismarck* in the Denmark Strait, it was blown up by a single salvo and sank completely within two minutes.

British fleets that intercepted the *Bismarck* and the *Prinz Eugen* several times were even lured by the German warships into pre-set submarine ambush zones. Trying to steal a chicken only to lose the rice, Britain had two battleships and one battlecruiser sunk by Germany in succession. The British Empire, at war with both China and Germany simultaneously, suffered disastrous losses.

As the world hegemon, Britain’s current destitute situation was displayed before the entire world. Fatty Qiu clearly felt that this was no longer a question of how to defeat the enemy, but a critical moment of life and death for the British Empire. If the war continued like this, once the Chinese and German armies finally linked up in the Middle East, the British Empire would be forever kicked out of the Pacific and Indian Oceans.

Did Germany only consider seizing Europe? Did Germany and Italy—who wore the same pair of pants—not plan to seize Africa? Would the United States, eyeing them covetously from North America, let Canada go? If Britain only huddled on the British Isles, the British Empire would inevitably enter a track of total collapse. Such a future made the British Cabinet shudder.

Britain had once colonized the Americas, and in the end, the independent colony of the United States emerged. Britain had once set off a frenzy attempting to carve up China, but the Chinese People's Party ultimately defeated all invaders, gaining China’s independence and liberation. As for the Soviet Union, which did not border Britain, Fatty Qiu had once proudly declared that the supreme commander of the siege against the Soviet Union was he himself. It had been less than 20 years since the old score of trying to destroy the Soviet Union when it was first founded.

As for Germany, which was currently at war with Britain... Fatty Qiu didn't even want to discuss the "friendly relations" between Britain and Germany anymore.

After being the world hegemon for hundreds of years, Britain discovered that all the great powers in the world were its enemies, and Britain had deep blood feuds with all these countries. Unlike in the past, these countries did not start fighting among themselves under British provocation.

The back-to-back relationship between China and the Soviet Union allowed both countries to avoid internal friction, resulting in a long, peaceful, and stable border line between two great powers, unprecedented in history. Even though Germany and the Soviet Union had been cursing each other for over a decade, at the critical moment, they still prioritized Britain as their main opponent. With these major powers not attacking each other, Britain was out of luck.

The strategic shift was so terrifying that Fatty Qiu really couldn't come up with any solution. To make matters worse, the rumor that Fatty Qiu’s rise to power was an American conspiracy, that the US was trying to dismantle and swallow Britain, not only didn't disappear but intensified. Originally it was the Irish spreading this rumor, but now even the Scots were joining in. One can imagine Fatty Qiu’s anger at this—not to mention the sinister intentions of these separatists. Did the Scots and Irish even deserve the surname Zhao? Since when was it their turn to butt into the British Empire's affairs?

But the problem now was, if the United States also participated in the frenzy to carve up Britain, the fate of the British Empire might be even more tragic than the fall of the Roman Empire. No matter how one looked at it right now, Britain could not let the US become an enemy too. Even if he was called an American spy, Fatty Qiu still made preparations to visit the United States personally.

However, the collapse of the British Empire was faster than Fatty Qiu imagined. When the Chinese Navy marched into Burma, the first thing that happened was an uprising by the local Burmese troops. Aung San had no intention of simply being a collaborator. After he brought back China’s promise to guarantee Burma’s independence, the "Dobama Asiayone" mobilized its full strength.

As a patriot, before joining the Dobama Asiayone, Aung San was the president of the All-Burma Student Union. Young students were always the standing army of revolutionary forces. In this era, outside of developed industrial nations, the parents behind young students were the backbone of society. Mobilizing the students of Burma was equivalent to mobilizing Burma’s middle class.

Britain had deployed a considerable number of troops in Rangoon, preparing to resist the Chinese fleet's landing. As a result, in the early morning of April 2nd, the British army suddenly received several urgent calls. Without exception, these calls reported the news that Burmese troops were abandoning their positions.

At this moment, the Chinese Air Force formation had already arrived over the British positions. Looking down from above, more than a dozen huge bonfires suddenly appeared on the ground. Each bonfire formed an arrow, and the arrows of fire pointed towards a large area. According to the agreement, this area was the British position.

The British Air Force also took off attempting to resist the Chinese Air Force, but those slow-moving British planes in the air looked more like they were there to throw away their lives. Moreover, the British planes that took off clearly saw the strange situation on the ground, and they turned their noses trying to land. The Chinese Air Force naturally wouldn't give the British planes such a chance; fighters chased them from behind and easily shot down the British planes. The bombers, guided by the fire arrows, carried out a fierce bombing run on the British positions.

Earth-shattering explosions made all of Rangoon tremble. The water in the several rivers flowing through Rangoon churned with strange whirlpools, and frightened schools of fish leaped out of the water. Some simply floated on the surface, stunned by the shockwaves, drifting with the current. Such a "grand spectacle" was something the Chinese Air Force was already accustomed to, but for the Burmese who had never seen modern warfare, this was a scene that looked like the end of the world.

The Burmese were mainly Buddhists. In Rangoon, devout Buddhists one by one held cheap prayer beads exported from China to Burma, mumbling scriptures. The flames of war did not expand to the entirety of Rangoon.

Comrade Aung San first welcomed the Chinese troops ashore, then led the Workers’ and Peasants’ Revolutionary Army straight at the British positions. According to the pre-set plan, the Chinese troops divided into two parts: one attacked the British positions frontally, and the other circled to the rear to outflank the British. The British side never expected a collective defection by the Burmese troops, and the frenzied bombing suffered by the main positions caused Britain to lose its command system.

By April 3rd, Rangoon was liberated.

"All captured weapons are to be handed over to the Burmese side, and the cleaning of the battlefield is also the responsibility of the Burmese side!" The Workers’ and Peasants’ Revolutionary Army issued a strict order. For the people of the colonies, they had to see with their own eyes the miserable state of the colonizers to realize that the colonizers were not invincible. Having destroyed the British command center in Rangoon, the Workers’ and Peasants’ Revolutionary Army continued to advance west. The target was the British army on the Burma-India border.
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India was already in chaos, and not just because of the impending Chinese invasion. The millions of people forcibly transported from Australia and New Zealand to the Indian subcontinent were the biggest headache for the British Indian authorities.

The Chinese method of transporting people was quite brutal. In several transport operations, they would first seize an Indian port and then start driving people onto the shore. Besides delivering hundreds of thousands of people, China very considerately provided enough military compressed biscuits and canned food for a month, as well as a large number of large plastic barrels filled with drinking water. Dumping these people on the beach without food or clothing would have been no different from a massacre.

Of course, the British side really didn't want to accept these Australians and New Zealanders. Accepting this group of people would definitely cause great chaos in the local area of India. China's tough approach left Britain with no way to "refuse". Fortunately, the average life expectancy in these times was not high, and the sanitary conditions in Australia were relatively limited, so there were few old men and women in their seventies or eighties even among the old, weak, women, and children.

It was obviously inappropriate to send all these people back to the British mainland. The British authorities in India could only make full use of this manpower. For example, the army of the British colonial authorities could conscript a large number of young people from among them. Those from Australia who were educated could also do clerical work in British colonial institutions. Millions of people might not be able to change the demographic composition of India, but they could strengthen the power of the British colonial authorities.

However, there are gains and losses. The British felt that they were forced to solve the problem of these white people. Although India had many industrial sectors, it was actually still an agricultural country, and Australia and New Zealand could not be considered industrial countries either. Without industry, there were not so many job opportunities. Britain was different from the People's Party. After the People's Party educated a large number of students back then, they scattered them all to the countryside, starting with infrastructure construction and the popularization of agricultural technology. As service units for industry nurturing agriculture, they could also absorb a large amount of labor. As colonizers, Britain could never make such a move.

There were only so many positions in government departments, almost one person for one slot. Most factories were privately owned, and entering a factory meant being cruelly exploited. Although the Australians without industrial experience were white, their efficiency after being sent into the factory was still not higher than that of the Indian overseers who had experience in the factory. Capitalists had no interest in this either.

In the final analysis, as an agricultural country, everyone had to rely on the land to scrape out a living. Britain could not find jobs for so many people out of thin air.

In the famous *The Thorn Birds* of later generations, a story was recorded.

...Jim (the protagonist's father) finally got a job as a policeman in a small seaside town. Although the salary was not high, in order to support his wife and three children, he had to work here. Since his hometown in Australia was also by the sea, the warm waters of the Indian Ocean often reminded Jim of the azure sea surface of Australia. At that time, Jim would take his whole family to the islands for a vacation every year during the off-season for travel in the eastern islands.

The small villa on the island was a three-room house on one floor, occupying a stretch of white sandy beach all to itself. Two steep mountain peaks extending into the sea flanked the beach, and the road ended here. The interior of the house was very simple but comfortable. The island generated its own electricity, so there was a small electric refrigerator, electric lights, a telephone that the owner had promised, and even a radio. The toilet was flush-style, and there was fresh water in the bathroom; there were more comfortable and practical modern facilities than in Drogheda and Gillanbone; Meggie thought with amusement. It was obvious at a glance that most of the patrons came from Sydney or Melbourne. They were very accustomed to living a civilized life and could not leave these things.

There was a glass-bottomed boat at the pier on the beach. Every time they went out to sea, looking through the glass bottom at the myriad forms, exquisite and beautiful, brittle and fragile world below was like buying a ticket to enter a refreshing and strange planet. Various exquisite and elegant creatures floated in the refreshing and pleasant seawater. She found that the colors of living coral were not as bright and dazzling as those displayed as gifts on shop counters. They were pale pink, beige, and blue-gray. Around every spherical part and branch, there shimmered an indescribably wonderful iridescent color, just like a clear glow. The edges of large sea anemones, 12 inches wide, fluttered with blue, red, orange, or purple tentacles; white sea slugs brought back to the trough were as big as stones, teasing the careless observers. Once, a smooth, gray little shark swam silently below them, as if it were fixed there.

However, this small town by the Indian Ocean did not have the resort of the Australian Coral Sea. Jim's family of five had to squeeze into a house with only two rooms. This was already very good treatment. Many female immigrants without jobs had to sell their bodies to the white people of the colony, or even had to sell their bodies to rich Indians to make a living.

The war in Australia was over, and a new war was constantly approaching India. All policemen had to participate in the war. Even in this small town, it was the same. The war in Australia seemed like yesterday to Jim. All Australians learned that the Chinese were going to invade Australia, and all men were incorporated into the militia. Everyone was filled with abundant patriotic enthusiasm, as well as deep hatred and hostility towards the Chinese. After these troops went to the battlefield, there was no news of them. Then came the Chinese encirclement of every city and farm. This was a completely asymmetrical war. For every shot an Australian fired, China would return a hundred shots. Unless one raised their hands to surrender and walked into the Chinese sight, the battle would continue without pause until one side was dead.

Although Jim wanted to forget that past completely, the bullets sweeping the buildings like a storm during the battle, and the fear of walking unarmed into the Chinese firing range when surrendering, were deeply etched in Jim's memory and could not be dissipated.

In order to be able to contact as soon as possible, this small town without telephone or wired telegraph was equipped with bicycles. Everyone in the police station was told that if the Chinese attacked and news needed to be transmitted, someone must ride a bicycle to transmit intelligence to the next town.

However, three days after the news was passed to every officer, the bicycle was lost. The town was not big, and it should have been easy to find out who stole the bicycle. But no matter how they searched, the bicycle could not be found.

Another bicycle was provided, and it was soon lost again.

After the third bicycle was lost, the entire police station fell into panic. A theft gang targeting the police station, and one capable of transporting bicycles to other places to dispose of the stolen goods. Such a thing had never happened in this small town!

All British and Indians who could enter and leave the town were subjected to strict investigation. The prison was stuffed with many suspects. Sellers passing through the town were wanted in other places.

Jim was also filled with panic in his heart. If the Chinese killing their way into India was certainly a great panic, the theft gang with magical powers in front of them was the greatest threat.

After the fourth bicycle was assigned to the police station, it was locked firmly to a pillar with a large iron chain. There was no movement for several days in a row, and the police station finally breathed a sigh of relief. It seemed that this bicycle should be safe.

But one day Jim forgot something at the police station. When he rushed back to get it before dawn, he found a figure pushing the bicycle out of the back door of the police station in the quiet darkness before dawn.

Jim was not a very bold man. He saw that the figure's back was quite familiar; it turned out to be the Indian deputy chief of the police station. After thinking it over, Jim decided to secretly follow the deputy chief to see what he was preparing to do.

There was no meeting with a gang, nor was there anyone to meet him. The Indian deputy chief of the police station just rode the bicycle alone to the seaside. In the dawn's light, Jim, following fearfully behind, saw the Indian deputy chief arrive at the edge of the cliff, lift the bicycle high, and throw it off the cliff.

In Jim's impression, the deputy chief was a yes-man. He had neither outstanding ability nor special merits. Simply because he was of high birth locally, he was able to get the position of deputy chief. During the time Jim knew the deputy chief, he had never seen the deputy chief catch a thief, nor had he seen the deputy chief solve any case. He always looked a bit dull, with the subservience of an Indian in front of the British.

It was such a person who dared to commit such a crime again and again.

Jim did not dare to report the deputy chief. The difference in official position between the two was too great. Jim was just a very ordinary, discriminated-against Australian white man, while the other party was a deputy chief after all. Jim slipped away secretly.

What followed was, of course, the loss of the bicycle again, which shook the entire police station. Since then, the police station dared not equip bicycles anymore. Searches became more severe. Because the iron chain locking the bicycle was sawed in two, what kind of great thief would dare to do this?

Jim secretly checked the iron chain. The lock was still that lock, but the iron chain just looked very much like the original iron chain; it was actually not the same one. Jim then understood why there was such a gap of several days in this loss. To get a similar iron chain, saw it in half, and arrange the time for the crime, some preparation time was needed.

Although the case was clear, Jim completely did not understand why the deputy chief went to such great lengths to do this. Until Jim thought of one thing: this bicycle was to be used to transmit news when the Chinese attacked India. That deputy chief obviously did not want this news to be transmitted too quickly.

After thinking of this, Jim no longer wanted to stay in India. Just at this time, the United States was willing to provide shipping services to Britain to help the British transport Australians and New Zealanders in India to Canada. Jim tried every means, got boat tickets, and took his whole family on the journey to Canada.

When the ship passed the coast of India, although he knew that the cliff by the sea was not the cliff of the Indian town where he had been, Jim still seemed to see the man in the British Indian police uniform in the afterglow of the setting sun, lifting the bicycle high and throwing it into the sea.

This impression would also remain in Jim's mind for a long time. Looking at the familiar white faces around him, Jim couldn't help but hug his wife and children. No matter how many hardships lay ahead, Jim was no longer afraid. He was on a ship of white people, going to a country of white people. Even if Canada was a place Jim had never been to, Jim knew that he was finally going home!
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Fluttering leaflets drifted down over Mumbai like snowflakes. Mumbai had seen hail, but the last snowy season closest to 1940 was probably during the Younger Dryas ice age. Although Indian mythology often speaks in terms of tens or hundreds of thousands of years, it is obvious that the detailed climatic conditions of the Younger Dryas period were not recorded back then.

Therefore, the Northern Chinese pilots responsible for scattering the leaflets in the air associated the scene with snowfall, but this association clearly did not resonate with the Mumbai residents on the ground. This was the first time Mumbai had been subjected to an aerial leaflet raid. In an India without a large-scale chemical industry, paper was not a cheap commodity. A rain of paper fell from the sky, and the people on the streets of India were at a loss. After a brief moment of fear passed, the Indians immediately began to scramble for them frantically.

The efficiency of dropping leaflets was actually quite low; every state in India had its own local language. Sanskrit was a language only understood by those with great learning in India, "Standard Hindi" was something that did not yet exist for the time being, and English—well, that was a symbol of status for the Indian upper class. Theoretically, if there were satellites, radios could be dropped regardless of the cost. Unfortunately, current technological capabilities were insufficient; China's artificial satellite program was still at the stage of various observations and paper calculations. Aerospace technology development was still at the level of liquid-fuel rockets similar to the German V2, and sending a satellite into Earth's orbit was a plan for the future. For now, they could only use what was available.

English, Sanskrit, Arabic, and Hindi—four languages filled the leaflet to the brim. As for the content, it was very simple.

"People of India, do you wish to achieve India's self-liberation? Do you wish to be liberated from British colonial rule? The opportunity is right before your eyes!"

"Trust that it will not be long before the British promise to allow India's independence after the war, on the precondition of India's full participation in the war. But everyone must think: why is it only now that the British might make such a promise?"

"In the past, the British side desperately suppressed Indian progressive forces attempting to strive for India's independence. When facing war with China, why would the British suddenly think of allowing India to be independent? They just want Indians to sell their lives for the British!"

"China has no intention of invading India or contending with Britain for India. China hopes to be able to help India achieve freedom and liberation, allowing the Indian people to obtain freedom and peace. When the British hand out weapons to the Indian people, please use the weapons in your hands to strike at the British aggressors! Those people are the true enemies of the Indian people!"

The common people of India might not understand what was written on the leaflets, but the British colonial authorities in India were very clear about it. China was openly inciting Indians to rise up in rebellion, and furthermore, China had "prophesied" that Britain would use the "allow Indian independence model" to get India to throw itself into the war.

What gave the British colonial authorities the biggest headache was that they actually *did* have this intention. If the British had done this themselves first, they could still claim it was a display of their own goodwill. But after someone else had exposed it beforehand, it would certainly be viewed by many as a scheme with ulterior motives.

As colonizers, the British lacked experience in waging public opinion warfare in the colonies; they did something stupid and began confiscating these leaflets. The result of this order was that many local Indians who had been half-believing and half-doubting began to feel that what was said on these leaflets was very likely true. The British were very likely to allow Indian independence.

After their hand was revealed in advance, the British were in a very passive position. Many who hoped for Indian independence began to have more ideas; since the British would accept Indian independence, then accepting independence was no longer the Indians' bottom line. Instead, it became just one of the Indians' many conditions.

After this news reached the British government, the British government was also dumbfounded. Because the news that Britain would allow Indian independence had also begun to circulate in the United States. Not only this news, but the "Churchill Traitor Theory," which was clamoring in the British homeland, was also being spread by quite a few tabloids in the United States as gossip news.

What tabloids wanted was to attract eyeballs; they often relied on stories that were completely unreliable in terms of logic and theory as gimmicks. The "Churchill Traitor Theory," something purely in the realm of conspiracy, although appearing to have a grand scope and involving big shots with names and surnames, was logically impeccable. Facts speak louder than eloquence; deriving a seemingly bizarre yet reasonable chain of logic based on facts made the tabloid editors rack their brains and do their utmost to dig deeply into this story.

With numerous tabloids publishing page after page of news on this, America's major newspapers watched the sales of the tabloids soar. In the end, they had no choice but to participate in this discussion as well. Americans had a psychological inferiority complex towards Britain; while ostensibly presenting "legendary stories," in reality, this could greatly satisfy the American psychological desire to overpower Britain.

The pen-pushers of the major newspapers were streets ahead of the tabloids. First, the *Washington Post* participated in this discussion in a half-concealed manner, and immediately the sales of the *Washington Post* rose in a straight line. When other major newspapers saw this, they knew they couldn't let it pass. Thus, other major newspapers followed suit one after another, which caught Churchill, who was currently visiting the United States, off guard.

Roosevelt, being such a smart person, discovered that things were not right and immediately began ordering the suppression of such reports. The Republican diehards had long harbored discontent towards Roosevelt; Roosevelt running for and being elected President of the United States for a third time had broken the unwritten rule of a maximum of two terms for the US President. During the time of Roosevelt's New Deal, the Supreme Court had attempted to rule the New Deal unconstitutional, but in the crisis situation of that time, the Supreme Court had been forced to submit.

Now that Roosevelt was attempting to interfere with "freedom of speech," this allowed the diehard Republicans to grab a handle against him. In order to defend America's freedom of speech, Republican newspapers opened fire fiercely, on one hand massively and publicly propagating the "Churchill Traitor Theory," and on the other questioning whether Roosevelt wanted to be a dictator, to be the Emperor of America. If he didn't intend to do so, why would Roosevelt interfere with freedom of speech?

There were also newspapers questioning whether Roosevelt wanted to drag the United States into war, and then use news censorship during the war to destroy American freedom of speech, thereby destroying American democracy, so as to achieve Roosevelt's true intention of becoming an American dictator.

Under this overwhelming torrent of abuse, Roosevelt had no choice but to temporarily retreat. Even if those who supported America joining the war had voted for Roosevelt, American public opinion was opposed to the war. What was worse was the "Churchill Traitor Theory"; while allowing Americans to release their emotions, it also whetted their appetites. Many American congressmen who were originally unaware of this now began to concern themselves with the matter. In the US Congress, the role that such "people with intentions" could play was very significant.

If the huge concessions originally made by Churchill could allow Roosevelt to attribute the credit to himself, right now the number of people eyeing it covetously, hoping to scoop up political capital for themselves from this credit, was doubling one after another. This made Roosevelt feel very uneasy. The true success of conducting diplomacy required a win-win, but the people's view of diplomacy was a hope for a "zero-sum." Especially with the American traditions of belief in God and hatred of the British. One of the reasons Roosevelt could obtain such huge influence was that he had brought benefits to the American people, allowing the American people to accept Roosevelt's viewpoints. But the American populace was the populace after all; their attitude towards diplomacy was completely different from the attitude of social elites towards diplomacy. If they were conditions that the people could accept, that would make the British pay a huge price.

As a politician, Fatty Qiu could naturally understand this. What he hoped for most right now was to find the person who planned this operation, then have this person torn apart by five horses, and then chop the corpse pieces into meat sauce. This rumor was not only striking at Fatty Qiu's policies, but also striking at Fatty Qiu's future as a politician. Fatty Qiu was very clear about what result a politician defined as a "traitor" would ultimately face.

But right now, Fatty Qiu truly had no way to sign any agreement. Fatty Qiu could not help but recall the laments of the senior diplomats of the past regarding "backroom diplomacy" and "newspaper diplomacy." During the Franco-Prussian War, German Chancellor Bismarck utilized newspaper propaganda to very powerfully influence France's foreign policy, causing the French to fall into a completely irrational emotional state, and Germany thereby defeated France. Right now, if it were just Fatty Qiu and Roosevelt, they would absolutely be able to reach a very good diplomatic agreement, but the irrational emotions of Britain and the United States were also beginning to influence or even dominate the relationship between the two countries.

Roosevelt had no way to deal with this either; he could only do his utmost in his "Fireside Chats" to encourage Americans to look war in the face, and participate in the war step by step. But Roosevelt also had no way to speak the words in his heart directly to the American people: "We want to participate in the World War, have millions die, and by saving Britain first, take over Britain's family assets, and then contend for hegemony over the world."

And the Republicans seemed to have no intention of letting Roosevelt off the hook; they began to attack Roosevelt's indifference towards India. After all, Wilson had proposed the Fourteen Points which were somewhat similar to anti-colonialism; the Republicans fiercely attacked Roosevelt for being a colonialist. Or at least an American who supported British colonialism.

Chen Ke understood the propaganda battle in the United States very well; in fact, many of these controversies were instigated by Chen Ke from behind the scenes. The Communist Party USA had suffered cruel suppression within the United States in the 1930s. Many people who supported communism and the socialist system chose to hide their viewpoints. And while the majority of this group had relatively secret contacts with the Soviet Union, a small portion chose to cooperate with China.

Unlike the Soviet Union's traditional intelligence warfare, Chen Ke's attitude towards these foreign collaborators was very friendly. The Chinese intelligence community never engaged in the theft of secrets, but rather cooperated with these people in the areas of public opinion and intelligence warfare. Intelligence warfare was very important, for example, in the aspect of provoking struggles between internal interest groups in the United States. Intelligence personnel could achieve things that dozens of divisions could not accomplish.

And China's friendliness likewise made the American collaborators very satisfied; even if someone discovered that these people had a very unusual relationship with China, there was no way to find any possibility that these people were Chinese spies. The things these people did were completely different from traditional spies; their actions were all normal things that Americans in the same industry did. The things they did also did not sell out America's national interests. At least they absolutely did not go against what these people themselves determined to be America's national interests.

Manufacturing sensational gossip to please the crowds, interpreting American and British national policies—if these people were arrested for doing these things, then it would only prove that these people were not wrong in choosing to cooperate with China.

To the Chinese intelligence agencies, perhaps the contribution of these American collaborators might seem small in terms of performance achievements. But Chen Ke's view was "very satisfied." He did not need these people to play any role in a war that was very likely to occur between the United States and China; what he hoped was that these people could delay the war that might break out between China and the United States. Time was obviously standing on China's side. For every day the war was pushed back, China would become a bit stronger; Chen Ke hoped that this precious time could be extended until the United States dared not make a move against China in the Western Pacific.
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Open conspiracies are impossible to crack. For example, regarding the intelligence agencies China has developed in the United States, as long as the members aren't foolish enough to shout that they are politically inclined towards the Communist Party, there is basically no danger. Even if caught, as long as they insist that everything they did was consistent with American business practices, and there is no evidence in their behavior to prove they are standing on the side of the Communist Party. Americans doing the same things, even more excessively, can be found everywhere.

Not only in intelligence agencies is the open conspiracy followed, but the People's Party also does the same in the international situation. China needs time to digest the South. In the United States, various political parties need to establish their own banners to gain political dominance. More accurately, the Republican Party is doing everything possible to oppose Roosevelt's New Deal. Since the Republican Party itself needs ammunition to attack Roosevelt, the information provided by these American "communist sympathizers" is exactly what the Republican Party is trying to dig up but cannot find.

American Republicans are basically all anti-communists. Yet, such a group of anti-communists has conducted "good cooperation" with the People's Party based on their own interests. This is the so-called diversity of interests. From the perspective of "On Contradiction", the People's Party understands the principal contradiction and secondary contradiction in the United States, so it can launch a "United Front".

As the US President and a strategist, Roosevelt knows very well that there are too many ways for the US to get benefits from the British. Not to mention the benefits that can be obtained from "Traitor to England Churchill", the United States could openly send troops to annex Canada. Attempting to annex Canada was not Roosevelt's own creation; before the White House was painted white, the United States had done it once. It was just that that war failed completely; the British not only drove the US out of Canada but also pushed back, hitting Washington directly and burning government institutions.

Now the United States has not yet fully conscripted, and its industrial production capacity has not been fully converted into military capability. Attacking Canada would certainly be somewhat strenuous, but facing a Britain that is besieged on all sides, the United States is not without a chance of winning. After joining the frenzy of the world powers carving up Britain, the United States is destined to get Canada, doubling the US territory. Even among the successive US presidents, Roosevelt's achievement of expanding the territory would be unparalleled.

But after doing so, the United States would only get Canada. Roosevelt is very clear about this. After the world powers carve up Britain, British interests in other regions will be swallowed up by other countries. The result is that the United States is likely to shrink in North America forever. Roosevelt does not think this is the true bright future of the United States.

If Britain can be made a follower of the United States, the United States will inherit the huge power accumulated by Britain's hegemony over hundreds of years. That would be equivalent to the United States swallowing Britain alone. Compared with carving up Britain with the great powers, the benefits are undoubtedly much greater.

Now Roosevelt can be said to have fully guided American public opinion; Roosevelt knows American public opinion very well. Britain may be powerful, but Britain has never represented any justice in American public opinion. To get the entire United States to throw itself into an unprecedented war requires a major event that can stimulate American public opinion. After thinking it over, Roosevelt felt that he still had to probe China, this newly rising power.

Now the American public believes that the war between Germany and Britain is just a continuation of World War I. The United States must absolutely not participate in the war against Germany as it did last time. Roosevelt believes that before long, the Chinese will choose to ally with Germany. At this stage, if he cannot directly declare war on Germany, he might as well open a breach from China.

It's just that Roosevelt was born in 1882, two years "younger" than Chen Ke. Regarding this Chinese leader who is two years older than him, Roosevelt feels his hopes might be a bit unreliable. Previous history has proven one thing: Chen Ke is by no means a man who acts on emotion. Although everyone thinks Chen Ke is a person with clear love and hate, that is all. Chen Ke's personal love and hate have never dominated Chen Ke's actions. This person views the world with a terrible perspective that can almost see through the future. Every strategic choice of his, in hindsight, has sought the greatest benefit for China. Roosevelt has no confidence in using some small tricks to make Chen Ke make a strategic misjudgment.

Even if he has no confidence, Roosevelt never believes that pies will fall from the sky. Doing it might not be effective, but if he does nothing, it will definitely have no effect.

After the war between China and Britain began, the American media and public opinion once treated the war between these two countries with a mentality of watching a joke and watching the excitement. Later, the US side began to attack China's "aggression", but Americans themselves did not really take this seriously.

Now the US government, led by Roosevelt, has begun to send strong signals to China. First, Roosevelt announced the suspension of oil trade between China and the US, and the Democrats in Congress also began to discuss whether to further consider suspending Sino-US trade.

If you want to condemn someone, you can always find a pretext. No one mentioned the trade balance policy maintained between China and the United States for more than twenty years, but the United States began to fiercely attack the many "evil deeds" in China's commercial trade. It is a bit excessive for the United States to brazenly accuse China of creating a trade surplus. The various fields of China's trade surplus with the United States began to be mentioned. But the United States did not mention a word about the fields where the United States has a trade deficit with China.

According to the US propaganda line, China has been extracting a large surplus from the US for decades. As a mercantilist United States, such propaganda is very easy to trigger hostility and hatred. Then the US Congress began to "discuss" whether to impose high tariffs on Chinese goods. The United States did not mention that the tariff in China's commercial trade is only 5%, but only talked about the "low tariff" of the United States against China.

For a time, various vicious views of the United States against China were rampant. Although the US side claims not to engage in fascism, Goebbels' "a lie repeated a thousand times becomes the truth" is also played quite handily by the United States.

Starting with a fierce attack on China commercially, the United States soon turned to a tough attitude attacking China's aggression, demanding that China withdraw from the territories of other countries it had invaded.

Roosevelt's doing so is obviously trying to anger China and make China afraid. But Chen Ke was not brought up on fear, nor is he Japanese. When Japan was threatened like this back then, plus domestic oil needs could not be met, it insisted on adopting the plan to attack Pearl Harbor.

The attack on Pearl Harbor itself is considered a trap set by the United States for Japan. The current China does not lack oil sources domestically, and the United States does not have any ability to threaten China's import of strategic materials. Seeing that as long as further strikes are carried out against Britain, China can obtain more oil sources from the Middle East. The People's Party naturally refuses to fall for this trap.

As a counterattack, funded by China, the various countries in Southeast Asia that have already become independent sent telegrams to the major countries in the world, requesting to establish diplomatic relations with the major countries in the world after being liberated from the colonies.

The Soviet Union was naturally the first to respond, and Germany was the second to respond. The British Foreign Office did not respond to this at all. Moreover, the British side vigorously suppressed the domestic media, demanding that they absolutely must not publish such news.

The United States naturally also received formal requests from the Southeast Asian countries. Roosevelt demanded that the US side ignore them. The reason is that these countries are now under China's military occupation, and all their choices are tricks played by China behind the scenes.

Many large American capital consortiums believe that if the United States participates in the war, there will be unlimited business opportunities. Attacking Roosevelt is one thing, but everyone must cooperate on commercial interests. With the efforts of the large consortiums, the US mainstream media collectively implemented a blackout on the independence events of the Southeast Asian countries.

Those Americans cooperating with China were quite dissatisfied with this, but the Chinese side told these people, "You must protect yourselves well. Since the US government has already made such a decision, your jumping out will have no effect at all. Please use your precious strength in more useful places in the future."

Chen Ke didn't care about this; in fact, the US actions made him feel it was very interesting. There is no possibility of maintaining the status quo through negotiations between China and Britain at this stage, and China's territorial expansion also ends here. In the next stage, China's main work is to guard against possible attacks by the United States.

If there is a country that Chen Ke would feel afraid of, in this world there is only the United States. This is the only country that can compete with China in industrial strength. In the southward strategy, the only country Chen Ke repeatedly considered was the United States. If it were only Britain, Chen Ke would have long since ordered to kill his way towards Britain.

To deal with the possible attack by the United States, China has spent huge national strength to strengthen military facilities including industry, logistics, and airports in Borneo, Sulawesi, New Zealand, Australia, and a series of other islands. Now that the United States has turned against China, Chen Ke is not so afraid instead. With a defensive system that has achieved initial results, the Americans can't even play leapfrog now.

The US colony, the Philippines, geographically speaking, is a key strategic location deeply inserted into China's defense system. Being in the core position of the enemy also means being surrounded by the enemy. Now the air bases in Taiwan and the air bases in Borneo can launch thousands of aircraft at any time to carry out strategic bombing of the Philippines controlled by the United States. This is not ordinary strategic bombing, but shuttle bombing. Chinese planes take off from Taiwan, bomb the Philippines en route, and fly directly to Borneo. Fighter jets taking off from Borneo take Taiwan as their destination.

Because the planes don't consider flying back at all, the flight routes are very diverse, as long as the fuel is sufficient for the voyage. American planes have to consider the fuel problem; the fuel for the voyage minus the fuel for takeoff and return is the combat fuel. If American planes chase Chinese Air Force fighters, they will run head-on into the escort formations taking off from Taiwan or Borneo; shuttle bombing can be roughly predicted. Air combat is far less controllable; if the Americans run out of fuel, they can only land in the sea and pray for luck.

The US Pacific Fleet is completely within the strike range of China's land-based aviation, and the Air Force does not fear the Yankee Navy at all. With the means to solve the enemy, the Chinese side has even less to fear.

So no matter how Roosevelt threatens, the Chinese side has not taken this matter seriously. Since the United States needs an excuse for war, China resolutely will not give the Americans an excuse for war. It's just that the Yankees have a nature of being aggressive and combative, and the possibility of Roosevelt jumping over the wall in desperation and forcibly starting a war cannot be completely ruled out.

If the Yankees suffer heavy losses in this war, the Americans might fight China to the death for the sake of face. Hatred is created by fighting. When a war starts, there are often very clear reasons. Later on, the accumulated blood debts will make the hatred between the two sides accumulate to an unresolvable level. In modern warfare, accumulating enough hatred is the easiest thing.

Roosevelt's attempt to force China to show hostility towards the United States failed for the time being. Even if he had expected this result beforehand, Roosevelt was still very unhappy in his heart when he really faced it.

But Roosevelt is by no means a person who waits for death. Even if this approach was unsuccessful, it can be considered to have increased a lot of American ill feelings towards China. After suspending the oil trade between the United States and China, Roosevelt privately suggested to the British wartime Prime Minister Fatty Qiu to strengthen control over China.

Modern warfare is about logistics. Without oil supply, China cannot show any special ability at sea either. As long as Britain does not lose the Middle East, it can strangle China's oil supply. Strategically, this is a heavy blow to China.
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Churchill was very clear about the significance of the Middle East to the British Empire. As a discovered oil producing region, Middle Eastern oil had always been an important material for Britain to balance its trade with China. At Roosevelt's suggestion, Churchill proposed the "Continental Transport Line" plan to the Shah of Iran, Pahlavi I.

Pahlavi wouldn't believe the British reasons even if pigs could fly. The British explanation was that since maritime traffic between the British mainland and India had been almost completely cut off, Britain decided to attempt to open up a "Continental Transport Line."

This continental transport line would start from the Suez Canal region in Egypt, cross the Gulf region, cross the Iran region, and finally connect with northwestern India. The transport line described by the British seemed very reasonable, but Pahlavi I was no fool. The British purpose in doing this was to thoroughly tie Iran to the British war chariot. And this time, the British didn't even drop any subtle hints. They informed Pahlavi I that the British were going to station a large number of troops in Iran. According to the "proposal" put forward by the British side, Britain prepared to let several Indian divisions maintain this transport line in Iran, and at this moment, these divisions were already advancing towards the border between India and Iran.

Intelligence obtained by Iran proved that the British were not joking. Indeed, several divisions were marching into Iran, and those divisions were composed of white people, not Indians. According to inference, it was likely an army composed of white soldiers conscripted from those Australians and New Zealanders in India. In addition to these troops, some Indian troops were also mobilized to northwestern India, preparing to implement the "Continental Transport Line" strategy.

If Britain hadn't made such a move, Pahlavi I was preparing to find time to secretly open up an oil trade route with China. Chinese naval vessels had already secretly "visited" the Iranian coastline many times. With no oil revenue for a year, Iran was also encountering significant problems financially. The British actions couldn't help but make Pahlavi I wonder if there were traitors within Iran.

After thinking it over, Pahlavi I could only adopt a compromise approach in the face of the status quo. On one hand, he tried every possible way to "stall", and on the other hand, he told China everything about the British movements.

China's domestic reaction to this was not particularly intense. At this time, the Southern Advance Plan had already been completed, and China had entered a new stage of strategic adjustment. For China, after preliminarily integrating the production capacity of East Asia, constructing the defense system of the West Pacific was the top priority. This was precisely not the time to further send troops to strike at Britain.

The quality of oil from Borneo and northern Java was excellent, and the refining cost was very low. This oil was enough to supply China's oil demands in the south. The news sent back by the prospecting teams in Australia and New Zealand made the Chinese side even more excited. Under those savage lands lay huge mineral deposits just as Chen Ke had said. Iron ore with an iron content of at least 60% was everywhere. The iron content of high-quality iron ore was actually as high as 70% or more. Moreover, the reserves greatly exceeded imagination, so large that initial exploration could not even correctly estimate them.

China had always lacked high-quality iron ore domestically. Iron ore with an iron content exceeding 40% was considered high-quality ore in the Chinese mainland. The better the quality of the ore, the lower the smelting cost. The huge ore reserves drove the mining department crazy with joy. But this involved another problem: how to transport iron ore from Australia back to the country over thousands of miles.

It wasn't that ports with a throughput of ten thousand tons of ore hadn't been built in the mainland, but such large-scale infrastructure construction was a terrifying project. For example, if the road surface wasn't strong enough, heavy vehicles coming and going would crush the road surface within a month. This was an extremely high requirement for a country's industrial level and a severe test that could prove whether a country possessed truly powerful strength.

This kind of project required large investment, had a long cycle, and was slow to yield results. It wouldn't be anything in peacetime; the industrial sector would definitely be willing to make such a strategic investment. But right now was wartime, and whether this could be done required great courage. However, the attraction of that high-quality iron ore to the metallurgical industry was indescribable. Taking New Zealand as an example, the speed of industrial construction in this region far exceeded imagination, relying on the local high-quality iron ore. High-quality ore caused the costs of New Zealand's steel enterprises to plummet, and the steps to smelt high-quality steel were greatly reduced.

The qualified rate of parts in the aircraft manufacturing plants in New Zealand soon exceeded that of factories in the mainland. This was not because of a difference in technology, but because the raw materials were truly different. Being able to thoroughly digest the West Pacific region and incorporate these regions into China's economic system, China's industrial sector truly had the confidence to take on the whole world with the power of China alone.

Now China's Southern Advance strategy was no longer a secret. Everyone believed that the decision made by Chairman Chen Ke was a true "Plan for Ten Thousand Generations". A huge price was paid, but what was obtained was China's true bright future.

While the vast majority of people were immersed in the West Pacific, Chen Ke did not have this thought. He once again convened the 12-Man Council. The content discussed this time made everyone feel that Chairman Chen Ke was inevitably "coveting Shu after getting Long" (insatiable).

"If we can drive the British out of the Middle East..." Chen Ke put forward this view.

As the Premier, Li Shouxian was participating in a formal 12-Man Council for the first time. He said somewhat hesitantly, "I am more worried about whether doing this will cause us to cross the peak of our power prematurely."

The development curve is a very interesting thing. In a dynamic process with determined conditions, once the peak of power is reached, what follows is absolutely not sitting on the peak for thousands or tens of thousands of years. Instead, it will almost irreversibly enter a stage of declining power. There is only one way to solve it, which is to introduce new initial variables into this system. These new initial variables, in the process of growth, can continuously increase the power of the entire system and reverse the inevitable exhaustion of power.

However, everything has its pros and cons. Every added parameter will cause huge changes to the original system. If too many parameters are added, there will be the possibility of having to tear down and rebuild the existing system and structure. As a government worker with rich experience, Li Shouxian felt this deeply.

At this time, Li Shouxian did not want to sing any praises for Chen Ke. It wasn't that he would feel embarrassed, but that Li Shouxian felt that Chen Ke, the leader of the People's Party and China, was too competent, and sincere praise seemed very superfluous.

Before the system was shaken by the addition of new variables, Chen Ke himself could always give warnings in advance and provide some predictions and guiding principles. In the process, Chen Ke was very capable of grasping the pace of these changes. in the final summary, everyone could always discover that, in fact, some of Chen Ke's inexplicable layouts a long time ago were foreshadowing for these things.

If such things only happened once or twice, everyone could still be surprised. When it happened every time, the comrades became accustomed to this abnormal situation.

Li Shouxian was a very excellent comrade. Regarding obtaining a large amount of oil in the Middle East, he did not think this was a brand-new variable, and he didn't even think this was a parameter that could trigger a qualitative change from a quantitative change.

Of the 12 people sitting here who could decide China's future destiny, naturally, none of them were useless. Listening to Li Shouxian's simple statement, the comrades immediately understood Li Shouxian's meaning. With China's existing national power, if the brand-new system of the West Pacific could not be fully integrated into China's system, and China's own system adjusted and changed according to the existing situation, the national power mobilized by China was rushing towards the peak of power. It wouldn't take long to reach the peak.

Up to now, the comrades could also look at Chen Ke's Southern Advance plan from the perspective of hindsight. Therefore, the comrades could also understand Chen Ke's fear of the United States. On the current earth, the Soviet Union would not change their strategic arrangements and strategic layout in a short time. For this peaceful neighbor in the north, the comrades of the People's Party all believed that this peace should be maintained to the greatest extent.

Germany was too far from China, and the possibility of a direct conflict breaking out between the two sides was minimal. If there really was a conflict of that magnitude, it would mean that the entire world situation had undergone huge changes.

China's current advantage over the United States was completely built on the fact that China's strategic layout was earlier than the United States, and its strategic goals were clearer than the United States. Before the United States had many strategic choices and couldn't determine a final strategy, China had long completed its strategic formulation and execution. Therefore, the United States had not yet fully mobilized, and its industrial strength had not been transformed into military power.

China had not implemented general mobilization now either. The current situation was only a thin line away from general mobilization. Although Comrade Li Shouxian didn't know much about military affairs, he was still an outstanding talent in strategy. Obviously, if a new Indian Ocean-Middle East front was opened, it would likely force China to invest new forces. Since the strategic tasks in the Middle East could still be completed while maintaining the status quo, Li Shouxian did not approve of forcibly increasing investment in the Middle East in order to advance the strategic progress.

The number of people who could decide the People's Party's strategic considerations with their own views was extremely small. Li Shouxian's exposition was concise and to the point, yet the comrades immediately agreed with Li Shouxian's view. Finally, the idea of strengthening the Indian Ocean strategy was terminated. The 12-Man Council decided to continue maintaining the original plan of the Southern Advance strategy, continuously improve the West Pacific defense system, and continue to develop Australia and New Zealand.

Li Shouxian didn't expect his view to receive such support. He felt a bit unaccustomed to it at this moment. After all, it was Chen Ke who proposed the Middle East strategic consideration. Even if Chen Ke had stated in advance that this plan was "coveting Shu after getting Long", cleanly and neatly denying Chen Ke's idea brought a certain amount of pressure to Li Shouxian's spirit.

Looking carefully at Chen Ke, Li Shouxian didn't see any uneasiness or dissatisfaction in Chen Ke. Chen Ke didn't think there was any problem with his view being denied at all.

Li Runshi was observing both Chen Ke and Li Shouxian. The breadth of mind and spirit of these two core figures of the first generation of the People's Party's collective leadership were indeed extraordinary. Even though Chen Ke was already considered an absolutely correct leader, the leadership stratum of the People's Party had not become Chen Ke's yes-men. Unity and blind obedience were two completely different things. Every comrade still held their own position and views. This was enough to prove that the People's Party itself still had vigorous vitality. Such a People's Party was still invincible.
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It wasn't just the United States that had designs on the British; the Mustache's strategy actually didn't include the destruction of Britain as a primary option either. In the Mustache's mind, France had to be taken out, but he genuinely wanted to make peace with the British. His ideal state was to form a massive empire spanning Northern, Central, and Eastern Europe, ally with Britain, and then take out the Soviet Union together. Thus, occupying the center of the world.

As for China and the United States, they were not yet within the Mustache's strategic vision at this time. This wasn't because the Mustache was afraid of these two countries, but because his near-term strategy simply couldn't factor them in. Having cooperated for so many years, Germany understood China's military and economic strength very well. The feeling China's leader, Chen Ke, gave the Mustache was, "That is a terrifying man!" The Mustache had merely saved Germany from the Great Depression, while Chen Ke had saved China from the abyss of destruction when it was on the verge of being carved up by the Great Powers.

As for the United States, in the First World War, America's entry eventually led to Germany's destruction. If the American GIs hadn't blocked Germany's all-out offensive, perhaps the outcome of WWI would have been vastly different. The Mustache was also very clear about America's industrial strength. Perhaps the combat effectiveness of the American military wasn't much of a deterrent, but the Mustache simply didn't want to have a war with that bunch of Americans right now.

The Mustache also hoped to take the Middle East. Germany had been trying to rope in Iran, and Göring had even come up with a "Liberate the Middle East" plan. The Mustache was equally aware of the British attempt to establish a "Continental Line of Communication." For such a bullshit plan, the Mustache welcomed it from the bottom of his heart. He wished for nothing more than for all of Britain's navy and army to enter the Indian Ocean region to fight; that would only be of immense benefit to Germany.

However, the Mustache had another kind of unease. No matter how he lobbied China to form a military alliance with Germany, China "politely declined" Germany's request. The Mustache always firmly believed that the Soviet Union was "harboring evil intentions," and the Soviet Union's strategic interests for China were obviously more valuable than those with Germany. Since China was unwilling to form an alliance with Germany, the Mustache had to once again consider the issue of a future war with the Soviet Union.

It is truly said that he who does not plan for the future will find trouble at his door. The Mustache had been in power for a rather short time, and Germany's war preparations were still insufficient. Even in cooperation with China, the German Army had adopted more advanced maintenance concepts, but *On Practice* stated very clearly that everything had to be continuously perfected through practice.

During the Polish Campaign, German artillery frequently shelled their own armored spearheads. This blood-bought price forced the German army to adjust its armored forces. Similarly, after the Polish Campaign ended, even though Germany had ideas for maintaining armored forces, when actually faced with large-scale armored unit maintenance, Germany was still flustered. The army-wide equipment maintenance that was supposed to be completed by early 1940 dragged on until March 1940.

In addition, the military plan to attack France, which Manstein had reported by skipping levels of command, received the Mustache's approval. Even though the Mustache forcibly ordered the Army to adopt Manstein's plan, these plans weren't things that could be implemented immediately after reading. The Army had to refine the tactics and conduct targeted training. Armored forces would also incur considerable wear and tear during large-scale training. To maintain and adjust thousands of tanks, planes, and artillery pieces before the war was indeed a terrifying task.

By early April 1940, the German army had finally completed its war preparations for attacking France in terms of equipment and personnel. What disappointed the Mustache somewhat was that during this stage, no matter how much Britain clamored, its troops in Europe did not move towards the Indian Ocean. The so-called "Continental Line of Communication" plan turned out to be all thunder and no rain. Britain only used a small portion of its troops in India.

What the Mustache found very incomprehensible was that after China fought to the border of Burma and India, they did not continue to advance into India, but only continued to strike at British naval power in the Indian Ocean. The entire Asian theater seemed to have stabilized. But the arrow was on the string and had to be fired; Germany's war against France officially began on April 10, 1940.

Equipped with better tanks and planes, the German offensive was much sharper than in history. Just like in history, when the British and French Allied forces facing Germany's Army Group B learned that the Germans had rushed through the Ardennes, crossed the Meuse River, and were charging through the French heartland towards the coast, this bunch of allied troops jumped onto cars and trucks and ran for their lives towards the English Channel.

German Army Group B didn't have many tanks or trucks, and Army Group B hadn't expected the British and French Allied forces to be so decisive. The commander of Army Group B and the frontline commanders were still suspecting that the Allies had set some kind of trap, preparing to hit them with a counterattack while the German army was pursuing. In this moment of hesitation, the Allied forces had already run without a trace. By the time Army Group B received the order to urgently pursue the Allies, the commander of Army Group B was worried.

In theory and practice, the pursuing force is never stronger than the fleeing party. But the problem now was that Army Group B had a total of less than ten divisions of troops under its command. They had to occupy Belgium and the Netherlands, and also pursue the British and French Allied forces.

The British and French Allied forces, adding the retreating Dutch army, totaled over three hundred thousand men. These three hundred thousand troops brought hundreds of tanks, tens of thousands of trucks, and thousands of artillery pieces. As long as the commander could recover slightly from his panic, he could organize a powerful counterattack of infantry, artillery, and tank forces at any time. The area the Allies retreated to, Dunkirk, was a canal zone, crisscrossed with waterways, easy to defend and hard to attack, and extremely unsuitable for armored warfare.

The number of infantry in German Army Group B was small to begin with, and two legs could never outrun four wheels. Asking a group of infantrymen who were dead tired from marching to carry rifles and attack an area of over twenty square kilometers defended by hundreds of thousands of people and thousands of artillery pieces... was there anything more bullshit than this?

Even so, Army Group B spread their legs and chased after them. The brave German infantry did not hesitate to march all night, striving to engage the British and French Allied forces a day sooner.

At this time, over 60% of the tanks and armored vehicles in the German armored forces had already suffered serious damage and completely lost combat effectiveness. The Mustache and the German General Staff both believed they couldn't let the armored forces bang their heads against a wall. The German armored forces also made attempts to attack, but the defensive positions laid out by fifty thousand Frenchmen caused not insignificant damage to the German armored forces in very traditional trench warfare.

The armor of German tanks could not withstand the concentrated fire of the 75mm and larger caliber artillery at Dunkirk. The artillery on German tanks, less than 50mm in caliber, was also helpless against Dunkirk's defensive positions. To eat up the British and French Allied forces, they could only wait for the German infantry to drag their artillery over to participate in the siege.

This was a race against time. Would the German large-caliber siege guns arrive first? Or would Britain be able to evacuate these personnel from Dunkirk by sea? At this moment, fate clearly did not favor either side.

Air Force Commander Göring commanded the German Luftwaffe to fiercely attack the beaches of Dunkirk, but Germany had no strategic bombers. After bombs fell on the beach and blasted up a cloud of sand, their lethality was greatly reduced. The British and French Allied forces could also use various artillery pieces to form a dense anti-aircraft fire net; German Luftwaffe dive bombers would just be courting death if they rushed in. Göring didn't have any good solutions either.

At this time, Manstein, who had formulated the military plan, was squatting in Poland as an infantry corps commander, being punished for reporting over his superiors' heads. In fact, the General Staff had not failed to seriously study the battle plan submitted by Manstein; they had conducted detailed studies three times. But at that time, everyone didn't believe that German armored forces could cross the Ardennes and fight their way to the English Channel. This plan was too risky; any mistake would lead to the total annihilation of the German armored forces.

In the matter of punishing Manstein, the General Staff had already been very kind. They only kicked Manstein to Poland to be an infantry corps commander, but didn't blacklist him. If Manstein were allowed to participate in the French campaign, and if this plan succeeded, Manstein would surely achieve fame and success. But then the young officers below would follow suit, and if everyone reported over their superiors' heads whenever they had a plan, would military discipline still be observed? If the battle plan failed, would Manstein have any way out other than suicide?

Manstein, originally born von Lewinski, was the tenth child of an artillery general. Von Lewinski's brother-in-law, Infantry General von Manstein, had no children, so Manstein was adopted by his uncle-in-law. Both of Manstein's grandfathers were German generals, and Manstein's other uncle-in-law was Field Marshal Hindenburg. No matter what Manstein did, the German General Staff was still very protective of one of their own who was very capable and promising.

Learning of the situation at Dunkirk, Manstein burned with anxiety. He did another thing: he privately ordered someone to contact the military attaché at the Chinese Embassy in Germany. This military attaché had been a classmate of Manstein's when he was studying with the Chinese armored forces. Manstein already knew that China had used a bomb of immense power in the Southern Campaign. If he could get this bomb, he could easily wipe out the defenders at Dunkirk. Manstein's effort was a last-ditch attempt, doing what he could. When formulating this plan, he had also hoped to get this terrible weapon from China, but the Chinese side had given absolutely no response.

Manstein's classmate in China quickly gave Manstein a reply. The Chinese military attaché did not mention the fuel-air explosive, but suggested that Germany use the air force as a guide during the day and utilize large-caliber artillery captured in France to fire on ships in the Dunkirk channel. At night, they should implement interdiction fire.

This method was immediately reported by Manstein to the General Staff. Even though the General Staff was annoyed with Manstein for submitting military plans directly to Hitler, they would not ignore such an effective opinion. This time without any hesitation, the General Staff sent this suggestion to the German Army besieging Dunkirk.

The German Army was also frantic, their heads filled with thoughts of how to resolve the British and French Allied forces through frontal combat. After being reminded, they immediately organized the captured large-caliber artillery. These artillery pieces might not be able to break the Allied defensive positions at Dunkirk, but they could effectively pose a huge threat to the ships Britain used for evacuation.

Once the Germans figured it out, the British suffered. On the retreat route, a barrage of large-caliber shells would fly over every so often. Although the quantity and density weren't high, if one hit, a small boat would immediately sink with all hands, and on large ships crowded with retreating personnel, flesh and blood would fly. During the day, with the German Luftwaffe providing fire direction, the accuracy was very good. At night, the British convoys could only sail along relatively fixed channels, and the power of the shelling wasn't bad. The retreating fleet suffered heavy losses.

Fatty Churchill's painstakingly devised retreat plan only evacuated 180,000 men. During the retreat, over 600 ships of various types were lost. All the heavy and light equipment of the British and French Allied forces was left on the beaches of Dunkirk for the Germans to capture.

What made Britain feel even more desolate was that among the original Allied powers against China, Germany and the Soviet Union had joined hands to partition Poland; that country was completely destroyed, and the Polish government-in-exile was in London. The Netherlands was now also occupied by Germany, and the Dutch Queen had fled to Canada with her whole family in exile. France, the ally later roped in against Germany, was now also destroyed. Just after the Dunkirk evacuation ended, the repaired German armored forces swung south, and France was quickly taken out.

Marshal Pétain surrendered with France, and the Vichy government was established in southern France. Because the British immediately dispatched a fleet to attack the French fleet, this completely caused the French to start being hostile towards the British. The only Frenchmen standing with the British right now were the "Free France" in London, led by a division commander named de Gaulle.

Britain's former allies had all fallen to the point of national destruction; this couldn't help but make Britain feel terrified.

It wasn't just Britain that was full of panic; the American side was also frightened by Germany. Poland conquered in 27 days, Denmark in 1 day, Norway in 23 days, the Netherlands in 5 days, Belgium in 18 days, and France, with the "strongest army in Europe," conquered in 39 days.

During the war in Europe, world maps and pins with small flags of various colors to stick on the maps sold like crazy in the United States. Most Americans didn't understand geography very well; this time they were learning European geography by watching the European war.

The war between China and Britain might still be considered by the United States as a war unfolding in the barbaric and backward Western Pacific. But the war in Western Europe made the United States profoundly realize that the world had changed. Currently, the United States had only 100,000 army troops and 300 tanks. Adding the Navy and Air Force, the total number of regular troops did not exceed 300,000.

Facing China across the Pacific, the United States could still laugh and think that China could not cross the vast Pacific to attack the United States. But in modern warfare, the Atlantic Ocean did not present an insurmountable "tyranny of distance." Facing the millions of troops, thousands of tanks, and over ten thousand aircraft possessed by Fascist Germany, when the United States realized in reality that the possibility of national destruction existed, America, from top to bottom, truly felt afraid. With America's current military strength, they could not withstand the German army.

Starting in May 1940, the United States began a massive military expansion.
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146 Great Change (5)

"If you don't want people to know, don't do it." Everyone in the People's Party knew that Chen Ke's chosen successor was Li Runshi. There were no longer any comrades in the People's Party who planned to overthrow Chen Ke and take his place. However, since Chen Ke favored Li Runshi, there were certainly comrades who thought about waiting for Li Runshi to stumble and then replacing him. But there was not a single person who was actively preparing to destroy Li Runshi's political future with all their might. Everyone knew that Chen Ke did not tolerate sand in his eyes. The biggest change was that many people were trying to build a good relationship with Li Runshi and get on his line.

After some probing, these comrades discovered why Li Runshi had been chosen by Chen Ke as his successor. Aside from not tolerating sand in his eyes, Li Runshi was no less strict than Chen Ke in strictly observing the Party's system and discipline. This made many comrades dislike Li Runshi.

As the other successor candidate, Wu Xiangyu, in addition to being able to adhere to principles, had smooth skills and was very decent in dealing with people and things. Everyone actually knew that Wu Xiangyu was no less capable than Li Runshi in maintaining the Party's system, but given the choice between the two, comrades would rather choose Wu Xiangyu.

Of course, it wasn't that there were no comrades who supported Li Runshi. Most of the young comrades valued by the Party, including Wu Xiangyu, chose to support Li Runshi. This puzzled many comrades.

Ever since the United States began its massive military expansion, Chen Ke had also made his choice. He only retained the positions of Party Chairman and Chairman of the Military Commission, and formally resigned from all other positions. Li Shouxian became the State Chairman, Li Runshi served as the General Secretary of the Party and concurrently as the Vice Chairman of the State, and also concurrently as the Vice Chairman of the Military Commission. Wu Xiangyu formally became the Premier of the State Council. Xi Biwu was the Prosecutor General, and Ren Peiguo took over Qi Huishen's position as the Minister of the Organization Department.

The international reaction to this was "bewilderment." The sudden rejuvenation of China's leading cadres was completely unconventional. What was China planning to do?

As for the domestic front, many comrades began to be tempted again. Viewing this change from the perspective of Eastern political struggles, Chen Ke was trying to use the strong external pressure of war to maintain Li Runshi's status. Once the war was over, the "Crown Prince" would have formally ascended the throne, and no one would have the ability to change the fait accompli. At this critical moment, who could become the "Crown Prince" was a very important matter. The calls supporting Wu Xiangyu were actually increasing.

Wu Xiangyu had always been considered a very motivated comrade, but he had never been labeled as "ambitious." The vast majority of comrades believed that Wu Xiangyu was perfect to the point of being impeccable. Not to mention Li Runshi, even Chen Ke could not compare to Wu Xiangyu in many aspects.

After listening to a lot of completely irresponsible remarks, Li Shouxian found that Chen Ke, Li Runshi, and Wu Xiangyu, who were at the center of the rumors, had no reaction to this at all. But such matters could not be brought up at the Party Committee meeting, so Li Shouxian finally found Wu Xiangyu to have a heart-to-heart talk.

Wu Xiangyu's wife hosted Li Shouxian very warmly and decently. Li Shouxian had to marvel at the importance of having a good partner. When Wu Xiangyu's wife stood with Wu Xiangyu, people often got the feeling of a talented woman and a handsome man. In terms of the level of dealing with people and the height of viewing problems, Wu Xiangyu might not necessarily surpass his wife. Many comrades who chose to support Wu Xiangyu did not necessarily really oppose Comrade Li Runshi, but because they trusted Wu Xiangyu's wife very much. Love me, love my dog; everyone couldn't help but be more inclined towards Wu Xiangyu.

Chen Ke's wife, He Ying, was unable to help Chen Ke in this regard. He Ying gave the impression of a traditional lady who always walked in Chen Ke's shadow and was cared for and protected by Chen Ke. Li Runshi's wife gave the impression of an opinionated and friendly intellectual woman. She made people feel that she was a trustworthy, big sister-like woman. In the Party, Wu Xiangyu's wife was really ranked first.

This feeling could also be seen at the dinner table. Chen Ke had made great achievements in the food industry just as he had in other industrial sectors. For example, in the construction process of large-scale frozen food industries including dumplings and glutinous rice balls, Chen Ke contributed greatly. Even for mass chain food such as Roujiamo, Liangpi shops, and fast food restaurants, Chen Ke could be considered to have great credit.

But Chen Ke himself gave people a very outrageous feeling about food. Even if he ate delicacies from the mountains and seas, the feeling Chen Ke gave people was at most eating for freshness, and he forgot about it after eating. No one had seen what Chen Ke liked to eat, nor had anyone seen what Chen Ke disliked to eat. When Chen Ke began to care about food, needless to say, he definitely treated food as an industry in an industrialized society. This terrible attitude of completely being unable to connect life enjoyment with Chen Ke's own true feelings sometimes made everyone feel that even if they served Chen Ke two ladles of pig swill, he could eat it with relish.

Although not as exaggerated as the impression left by Chen Ke, the food at Li Runshi's home could absolutely not be called exquisite. But the food at Wu Xiangyu's home was different; very simple food, very suitable and decent. Just like the style of Wu Xiangyu's wife, which was always just right.

The atmosphere was naturally harmonious during the meal. Wu Xiangyu was relatively fond of wine. When they started drinking and talking about business, his wife naturally left. When talking about business with a smart person like Wu Xiangyu, the more obscure it was, the easier it was to cause misunderstandings. So Li Shouxian brought up some matters within the Party straightforwardly.

Wu Xiangyu's expression did not change at all. He replied: "Chairman Li, a few days ago, Comrade Li Runshi and I discussed why we recently have signs of greatly relaxing armaments and vigorously strengthening infrastructure construction in the South. Comrade Li Runshi explained that the United States' vigorous expansion of armaments is actually the time for them to try their best to avoid direct conflict. Now accelerating infrastructure construction in the South is actually the safest time. Comrade Li Runshi's level in strategy and execution is quite high. The Central Committee's appointment of Comrade Li Runshi is very correct. Since this is the case, I only have to firmly execute the Party Central Committee's resolutions."

Li Shouxian greatly appreciated these words, but he was still a bit worried. After all, there were too many people involved now, and the words of many comrades could not necessarily be considered friendly. Sometimes when external conditions changed, many comrades would involuntarily change as well.

Wu Xiangyu saw Li Shouxian's worry. After taking a sip of wine, he smiled and said: "Chairman Li, some comrades openly said some words with different views on the resolution. The fact that they can say it openly means they may not necessarily truly support it in their hearts, and in a sense, it is just a kind of complaint. The People's Party has begun to carry out the replacement of the old with the new. Everyone is used to Chairman Chen's mode. It is too normal to have doubts, worries, and unaccustomed feelings about the new leadership team. No one in the Party can open up a path and point out the future by their own strength like Chairman Chen. I'm afraid there won't be anyone in the future either. Any new comrade who comes up will probably not be able to do this. Comrades are neither accustomed to the new era opened up by Chairman Chen so far, nor are they accustomed to the era without a leader like Chairman Chen. In the current situation where we are stranded in the middle of nowhere, my image, which is similar to an excellent bureaucrat in tradition, just looks very pleasing to everyone's eyes. This pleasing to the eye does not mean that comrades truly support me to become the Party Chairman. To put it nicely, I am merely an excellent Prime Minister. Everyone may not necessarily not accept Comrade Li Runshi, but temporarily cannot accept Comrade Li Runshi as the standard-bearer of the new Party."

After hearing these words, Li Shouxian's heart churned. Even though Li Shouxian would absolutely not oppose Chen Ke's arrangement, he couldn't help but suspect whether Chen Ke was a bit hasty when making the decision. Even this passage was enough to prove that Wu Xiangyu had the mind of a leader.

However, a moment later, Wu Xiangyu said: "These remarks are Comrade Li Runshi's views. After I heard them, I thought for a good while, and I deeply agree with them."

Hearing the subsequent explanation, Li Shouxian felt his heart drop back into his stomach. He didn't know if his relaxation was because Chen Ke hadn't chosen the wrong person after all, or because Wu Xiangyu expressed his lack of other thoughts with an attitude that couldn't be clearer. In short, the People's Party's transition so far had not gone wrong, which made Li Shouxian greatly relieved.

But having been relieved about this, Li Shouxian began to worry about other things. Why did Chen Ke choose to carry out the personnel handover at this time? In routine checkups, Chen Ke's health was very good. The 60-year-old looked like he was just in his early 40s. The possibility of Chen Ke dying suddenly during the war and causing internal chaos in China was not high. 60 years old was still the golden age of a politician, and Chen Ke did not show signs of retreating behind the scenes.

Combining these contents, Li Shouxian could only come to one conclusion: Chen Ke was preparing for a certain major event in the future. As for what major event it was, Li Shouxian couldn't figure it out.

The words Wu Xiangyu relayed from Li Runshi just now gave Li Shouxian a feeling of sudden enlightenment. Chen Ke created a brand-new China. From a materialist perspective, all people in China lived in this world composed of matter. However, conceptually, the majority of people living in China might not necessarily truly be able to accept such a new world.

The new world is not a simple improvement of the old world, nor can it be said to be a new world just by turning the people's living standards into the current living standards. In the country, it wasn't like people from the old era sourly said, "Doesn't the People's Party just know how to farm and run factories?" This attitude was firstly not materialist.

Now that the level of People's Party comrades had improved a lot, plus there were so many "negative teaching materials," everyone generally believed that if Chen Ke were in the old era, he might not necessarily be considered a talent. He had too many shortcomings that would be enough to be called "fatal" in the old era. What made Chen Ke shine brilliantly was the new era led by Chen Ke. And this new era truly solved the problems of the old era from the root.

If there were no land reform in the new era, it would be impossible for China to solve the problem of mass bankruptcy of the people as soon as there was a famine year, let alone solve the problem of massive hidden unemployment in China that would completely crush China. After the People's Party implemented land reform, the old era completely ended in the countryside. No matter how the upper class of the old era wailed and fantasized, the system they depended on had undergone fundamental changes.

As for the industrial technology development that let everyone eat their fill, Li Shouxian, who had ample work experience, could elaborate with a combination of theory and rich practice that the industrial system and the industrialized era were two completely different things from building a few factories in the agricultural era. This was a fundamental change in the social system. This was a brand-new era.

The problem lay in that the people had not rationally recognized this era. Everyone had to live in this new era. While obtaining a better life, they were also filled with more confusion and uneasiness. Ostensibly it was opposition to Li Runshi, but in reality, it was the manifestation of the uneasiness and confusion brought by this new era among People's Party members and even the public. In the uneasiness and confusion, what everyone needed to see was a base point, the existence of an old era full of positive symbolic meaning. For example, a "Wise Prime Minister" like Wu Xiangyu. The existence of such an iconic figure would make everyone feel that they had temporarily found a foothold where they could rest while running breathlessly. What everyone needed now was very likely to take a rest, slow down, catch their breath, and get used to everything around them and arrange their lives more calmly.

Thinking of this, Li Shouxian suddenly understood why he had that strange feeling about Chen Ke being able to "eat pig swill with relish." That was actually a symbol, that was Chen Ke always standing at the very front of New China, giving people a strong feeling that "everything is possible." That was a certain kind of resentment born towards Chen Ke after everyone felt uneasy and even dissatisfied for a long time.

Even though such huge negative feelings were brewing, no one dared to rise up and oppose Chen Ke. At most, they expressed some dissatisfaction with the successor arranged by Chen Ke. This had already proven what kind of rallying power Chen Ke possessed.

If viewed from such an angle, Li Shouxian could completely understand why Chen Ke had to make such tough personnel arrangements now. Moreover, with Li Shouxian's understanding of Chen Ke, Chen Ke would not choose to pause or retreat in the face of such a situation. With the persistence of storming for thirty years until now, Chen Ke would only use his own method to drag China into a newer era at a faster speed. Because Chen Ke firmly believed that only by living in the new era was it possible to choose to completely break with the old era. Or at least be forced not to adopt the lifestyle of the old era.

Chen Ke must be planning something, and this planning was very likely in a way that even People's Party comrades would find hard to understand.

Thinking of this, Li Shouxian suddenly became uneasy. If even a firm People's Party member like him could clearly feel these things, then what kind of reaction would the comrades below have? What kind of feelings would the people have towards this new era? The answer was estimated to be unlikely to be too optimistic.

The feeling of uneasiness became stronger and stronger. If looking at it according to Li Runshi's analysis, from the perspective of the country, Li Runshi being the successor was the most correct thing. But correctness from the national perspective did not necessarily equal the correctness that the people desired in the short term. If Chen Ke did not handle this matter well, this would be the beginning of a real tragedy.

147 Great Change (6)

As soon as Chen Ke's personnel arrangement was completed, the newly appointed Chinese leaders began to exercise their responsibilities according to their positions. Li Runshi immediately went to the Soviet Union for a visit. Wu Xiangyu was the busiest; he arranged the work of immigration to New Zealand and Australia, and was also responsible for the renaming of Australia and New Zealand. At the same time, he convened an economic conference of China, Japan, and Korea.

Japan itself was an industrial country. After getting a large number of orders from China, its economy was immediately activated. Kita Ikki also enforced technological upgrades and eliminations in Japan, and the development of Japan in the new era was quite smooth.

Korea was slightly more eccentric. First of all, there were problems with internal integration. Secondly, the land reform was done very poorly. Coupled with the low level of industrial development, Korea became the country with the highest operating costs among the three countries. Korea received the least number of orders, and the industrial quality was also the lowest. Therefore, Korea kept staring at Japan's history of aggression, trying to fish for more benefits for itself in the talks.

If this were a comrade within the People's Party, they would have been dragged out and criticized severely long ago. Meetings were for discussing economic issues, not for participants to throw tantrums and roll around. Even knowing beforehand that this was possible, Wu Xiangyu was extremely unhappy when encountering this situation.

The worst thing was that what the Korean side proposed was not a matter of paying some money and apologizing. In terms of apology, the new government of Kita Ikki had sincerely apologized. Regarding the issue of embarking on the path of militarism, the new Japanese government also sincerely reflected on it after coming to power. Through the East Asia Three Countries Mutual Defense Treaty, Japan reduced its standing army to 270,000. After the Chinese army completely withdrew from Korea, leaving the bases and equipment to Korea, Korea did not have a problem of backward army military equipment when facing Japan.

As for reparations, the new Japanese government also expressed willingness to compensate. With China privately subsidizing Japan a little, the compensation could be considered relatively large. The problem lay in that the Korean representatives demanded many privileges. Everyone knew that high-level technology represented higher output value and profits. Korea demanded the technology transfer of the shipbuilding industry as soon as they opened their mouths. Even if the Korean side knew this was unrealistic and China could not possibly dump huge amounts of funds in Korea to help Korea build shipbuilding bases, they still bravely made the request. Nominally, it was demanding Japan to transfer technology as compensation.

If it weren't for the appearance of deep hatred between Korea and Japan now, Wu Xiangyu would even suspect whether Korea and Japan had colluded in private. Korea asked Japan to transfer technology, and Japan would definitely take the opportunity to ask China to transfer technology. At least from the effect, this was not directed at Japan, but at China. Wu Xiangyu considered it and felt that this issue of technology proliferation had to be discussed at the Politburo Standing Committee meeting.

"Does Korea think that our production capacity will encounter problems in the near future?" Xi Biwu, who took over the political and legal affairs, was very puzzled by this. Even as a Standing Committee member in charge of political and legal affairs, Xi Biwu was very clear about how much production capacity China's four major domestic shipyards, as well as the newly planned shipyards in New Zealand and Australia, actually had. "Korea hasn't even finished its internal land reform, and actually thinks about making a big fortune from the outside?"

"Regardless of whether they want to make extra money, has Korea made the preliminary preparations for receiving these industries?" Propaganda Minister Comrade Li Xiangsong came from a background as a Provincial Party Secretary and knew the characteristics of the industrial sector very well. None of the "5+2" Standing Committee members was completely ignorant of the economy. After discussion, Korea's request actually resulted in two votes in favor, two against, and one undecided within the Politburo Standing Committee.

The comrades who opposed believed that Korea was not yet ready. In the earliest economic arrangements for Korea, Korea's focus was on the mining industry. Then there was no need to engage in the shipbuilding industry. This industry required large investment and a long construction cycle, and Korea's domestic market could not digest such a large capacity.

The supporters believed that Korea also had iron ore and relatively large steel production enterprises in its own country. The shipbuilding industry itself did not appear out of thin air without any foundation. As a peninsular country, Korea also had a large enough demand for ships.

Finally, the focus of the discussion slowly became clear: Should China distribute the industry in the West Pacific according to its own interests and will, or adopt a method where each country completely decided its own industrial production categories? In the choices of other countries, should China pay for it?

Li Runshi went to the Soviet Union, and Chen Ke went on a secret inspection. Encountering such a matter concerning the future industrial structure of various countries in the West Pacific, the "young" comrades suddenly felt that they really needed a backbone to be present.

And Comrade Li Runshi, who was visiting the Soviet Union, felt that Uncle Man of Steel's attitude towards the communist camp was not very friendly.

Now the countries in the world that explicitly chose to take the communist path were China and the Soviet Union. The population of these two countries added up to 1 billion. In the West Pacific, many socialist countries including Korea, Japan, and former British colonies had recently emerged. This made the total population exceed 1.1 billion.

In comparison, the capitalist countries, the colonial power Britain and the Nazi countries combined, only had a population of more than 900 million. If India gained independence and autonomy in the near future, the population of this hodgepodge camp would suddenly drop to 500 million.

Uncle Man of Steel hoped to establish a strong communist alliance. The Soviet Union could not command China, so Uncle Man of Steel handed over the dominance of the West Pacific region to China, while the communist organizations in European countries would be commanded by the Soviet Union.

Li Runshi could understand Uncle Man of Steel's idea, but he felt that this patriarchal style was inappropriate. Not only was Uncle Man of Steel's vision inappropriate, but Li Runshi clearly felt that Uncle Man of Steel had a feeling of "ranking by seniority" in treating China's new leadership team. However, these were all rather invisible things. What made Li Runshi feel even more uneasy was that the Soviet comrades appeared quite alert to China's inquiries about the actions the Soviet Union prepared to take in Europe.

Back then, Chen Ke and Uncle Man of Steel had indeed reached a consensus that "China acts in Asia, and the Soviet Union acts in Europe." At present, China's actions in Asia had entered the second phase, and the Soviet Union's actions had also reached a pass. After Germany solved France, the German-Italian Axis group controlled a vast area from Northern Europe to Southern Europe. The Soviet Union's actions in Europe would inevitably face such a colossus. At such a stage, the Soviet comrades obviously did not want to have any discussion with China on this.

If the Soviet comrades didn't want to discuss it, China couldn't do anything about it. The content discussed by both sides was the recent attitude of the United States. The Soviet Union also did not want the United States to participate in the World War, because the Soviet Union believed that the United States would very likely support Germany. In terms of anti-communism, there was no essential difference between the United States and Germany. Uncle Man of Steel also asked if the United States joined the British group, would China send troops to contain the United States in the Pacific region.

On this key issue, Li Runshi stated that if the United States declared war on China, China would definitely not pretend not to see it. During this visit, Li Runshi just showed his face and confirmed that the Soviet Union's economic development was okay, and the Soviet comrades did not have any idea of giving up on liberating Europe.

When he returned to China, domestic disputes were immediately placed in front of Li Runshi. How to build the West Pacific system established using military operations? The Party had also discussed this issue many times. Li Runshi himself was still the person in charge of the southern region. China did not adopt the Soviet "planned economy" model domestically. Li Runshi opposed this model where the government planned all production arrangements. The problem of not planning was also obvious. For example, if Korea established its own shipbuilding industry, the capacity control itself would be a big problem. To make the shipbuilding industry develop smoothly, it required a lot of investment itself. The most critical thing was that regardless of whether the development was good or bad, China would have to foot the bill depending on the situation.

Li Runshi himself did not oppose this practice, but the Standing Committee members of the Politburo opposed it, including the comrades who supported Korea in establishing its own shipbuilding industry also opposed China footing the bill. Especially the comrades in the banking industry were greatly opposed to this. Domestic enterprises were not administratively allocated either. Even the Politburo did not have the power to immediately require banks to invest because of a project that simply did not pass economic accounting. In domestic movies and TV series, there had been films with related content. The leader approved a note, and the bank executed it. As a result, the project investment money was embezzled, and the person in charge of the bank and the leader who approved the note went to jail together. This was not even "this plot is purely fictional, any similarity is purely coincidental."

What seemed like a very ordinary diplomatic dispute directly involved issues in China's foreign relations field.

Finally, Li Runshi could only ask the Japanese side if they were willing to support Korea in the shipbuilding industry. After Japan determined that they had to pay for this project themselves, they unhesitatingly proposed that Japan would only do so if it received support from China in the transfer of shipbuilding manufacturing technology.

This diplomacy, economy, and policy were tangled up like a mess, looking very thorny. But Comrade Li Runshi was not scared by this. When facing tests, he had always been brave to meet the challenge.
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148 Great Change 7

For China, colonialism must be swept into the garbage heap of history. But what should the new world look like? What should the relationships between nations in the new world be like? From a realistic perspective, the relationship between China and the Soviet Union, and the relationship between China and North Korea, should theoretically be completely equal, but in practice, dealings would certainly differ.

Chen Ke had led China into a brand-new era, an era with no precedents to follow. Li Runshi believed that according to the laws of development in "On Contradiction", the emergence of any contradictions and problems was normal. And the ultimate solutions wouldn't appear before the problems did. This was the very issue being discussed within the concept of "Game Theory" proposed and constantly refined by Chen Ke.

Solving the problem of North Korea's shipbuilding industry was easy; China proposed a "step-by-step" approach for North Korea. First, based on North Korea's existing industrial level and its own needs, North Korea received technology transfers for building some small vessels. Since Japan didn't need to transfer its entire shipbuilding industry, Japanese Prime Minister Kita Ikki proposed making this part of the war reparations. Japan would officially complete its compensation to North Korea through a "package" compensation plan.

In fact, the Japanese side naturally felt quite aggrieved. Japan had indeed invaded Korea during the First Sino-Japanese War, but the Koreans didn't mention a word about how they had stabbed China in the back during that war. Even during the Japan-Korea Annexation, quite a few members of the Korean upper class had been in favor of it. Most importantly, what did the new Japanese government have to do with this? The vast majority of the new government's members had never even set foot on Korean soil. Kita Ikki had even strongly supported Korean independence.

China could only mediate. After multiple discussions and meetings, North Korea finally agreed to this proposal and began discussing reparations with Japan.

Just as this matter was settled, the US contacted China. Roosevelt's special envoy requested to come to China to discuss the future world situation with China. "Who are our enemies? Who are our friends?" One needed to understand this not just for revolution, but for other matters as well. In the eyes of the People's Party, the US reaction was actually quite slow. Of course, the People's Party had been working hard to make the US shift onto this track even more slowly. Now it seemed the US upper echelons had made up their minds to abandon isolationism and intervene in the world.

With airplanes, and after receiving consent from the Chinese side, the US envoy arrived in Zhengzhou, China, in just five days. As a gift, the envoy presented a copy of Time magazine from August 1940 to Li Runshi. On the cover of this issue, Li Runshi was the featured figure. The background was the Chinese flag, with Li Runshi's headshot in the center. The headline read "China's Future Ruler Finally Surfaces?" Surrounding it was small text: "Succession?", "Power Struggle?", and other such expressions of US skepticism regarding China's personnel transition.

Li Runshi didn't care about this gift, which was either a compliment or a provocation; the two sides weren't there to talk about this. The US envoy asked if China was willing to negotiate peace with Britain. If China was willing, the US was willing to act as a bridge.

"Is the British side willing to recognize the status quo?" Li Runshi asked. If the US and Britain hoped to gain through negotiations what they couldn't get on the battlefield, then Li Runshi could only regretfully refuse.

"On this matter, we hope China can show sincerity for peace." The US envoy naturally didn't expect China to spit out what it had already eaten; there was no such precedent in history. Nor did the US have any reason to seek "justice" for the British. "We hope China can end the state of war with Britain."

Li Runshi could understand this US attitude very well. It now appeared the US was determined to join the British side. Before joining, the US didn't want to confront a powerful country like China head-on without getting any benefits first. Even if war with China was unavoidable in the future, the US had to come and see China's attitude first.

During their conversation, the US attitude became increasingly clear. China had no intention of fighting across the Pacific. If possible, China hoped to maintain peace with the US. Among the countries that had established foreign relations with China based on the clear "Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence", the US was very, very near the top of the list.

The discussion quickly turned to the issue of Sino-US relations. On this matter, Li Runshi stated clearly, "China is a country guided by Marxism. Regarding capitalism, our view consists of two parts. The first part is that the capitalist system will definitely be replaced by a more advanced social system. In this regard, we, the People's Party, have always openly expressed this attitude. The second part is that we do not believe the capitalist system as it has developed to the present is its final form. As the development of a social system, the capitalist system will definitely eliminate slavery and feudalism. If the capitalist system does not defeat slavery and feudalism, but instead starts to adopt such social organization models itself, then we can only say that the capitalist system has been restored by slavery and feudalism. At least for now, the capitalist system within the United States has eliminated slavery. This is social progress..."

Later, Roosevelt's special envoy, who was also Roosevelt's former captain of the guard, Carlson, recorded the details of this conversation in a dedicated chapter of his memoirs. Carlson wrote: "...Before talking to him (Li Runshi), I was prepared to hear words attacking the capitalist system. Such words were almost inevitable, just as we vehemently attack the communist system at home. I had prepared myself with a tolerant mindset to face this kind of political theoretical propaganda. But when I actually heard China's new leader evaluate the capitalist system, I suddenly realized that perhaps we Americans practice our concepts of country and system according to our own traditions. But our understanding of the capitalist system we are implementing is not profound enough. We may emphasize the difficult choices made by great men in our international history, and the admirable wisdom and faith behind those choices, but we likely haven't truly understood the inevitability of those choices in the pursuit of justice and progress. During the conversation with the Chinese leader, I suddenly had various doubts, and also seemed to suddenly understand many things I had never been able to figure out before. So much so that for a short period during the conversation, I was completely immersed in my views on the world, forgetting the important mission I carried..."

Finally, Li Runshi presented four views to the US envoy. First, China did not intend to prevent the US from taking over a considerable part of the world influence Britain had already built. Second, China did not intend to become the new hegemon of the world. Not following the old path of feudalism, nor the evil path of imperialism. This was China's strategic cornerstone. Third, China was committed to eliminating the colonial system in this world, which had nothing to do with the war between China and Britain. Fourth, China was willing to join hands with the US to promote globalization, which also had nothing to do with the war.

Regarding the peace negotiations between China and Britain, Li Runshi also clearly stated that China agreed to conduct peace negotiations with Britain. The door to peace negotiations had never been closed. Of course, the fact that Australia and New Zealand had been incorporated into China could not be changed. China would not allow Britain to reimpose colonial rule on countries that had already gained independence and liberation during the war.

As for whether those independent countries would become China's colonies, or turn into another form of colony, Li Runshi suggested that if the US envoy had time, he could go and investigate. After all, no investigation, no right to speak.

In the end, Li Runshi said to the envoy: "If the United States, for its own national interests or due to various alliance reasons, ultimately chooses to go to war with China, we will not have any special thoughts about the United States. War has existed since the emergence of human society. We believe that war will eventually cease. So when that time comes, if we can still sit down with the US side to talk, what we will talk about will still be those four points."

After this intelligence was passed to Roosevelt, Roosevelt studied it carefully and immediately ordered Carlson to stay in China. His mission changed to visiting China and various places in Asia, and all intelligence Carlson saw with his own eyes was to be handed over to Roosevelt for personal review.

After confirming his reliable candidate, Roosevelt finally began to consider how to contact Britain about peace talks with China. The situation for Britain after the defeat of France was simply too difficult. Germany had expressed a strong attitude to Britain, hoping to make peace with Britain. This was something the US could not accept.

Once Britain made peace with Germany, the US could stop thinking about the possibility of entering Europe. As for whether Germany would go to war with the Soviet Union after making peace with Britain, the US side also felt completely unsure. If such a situation occurred, the strategy the US could choose would surprisingly be to unite with the Soviet Union and China to declare war on Germany and Britain. Judging from economic characteristics and geopolitics, after the result of such a war, the possibility of the US being besieged by the Soviet Union and China jointly was greater. Now, no matter what, the US had to prop up Britain. More accurately, it was to prop up Fatty Qiu's cabinet.

In this way, the possibility of the US being politically blackmailed by Fatty Qiu was actually quite high. The current situation probably only allowed for waiting. Germany's submarine forces were carrying out frantic strikes against Britain. Presumably, it wouldn't be long before Britain came begging to the US side.

Facts proved that Roosevelt was not wrong. Not long after he made this decision, the British side made a request to the US, hoping the US could support them with anti-submarine warships.
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Chapter 149: Great Change (8)

Britain followed the high-end, classy route of battleships, while China pursued the route of carrier battle groups. Germany, having gone through a brutal Great Depression, could not afford to build battleships. Coupled with Germany's submarine technology, which already looked down upon the rest of Europe, China and Germany engaged in deep cooperation regarding submarines.

Before the war, Germany and China had signed a plan for 120 ocean-going submarines. Due to British interference and obstruction, what Germany received was a full set of blueprints, some processing technology, and key equipment for 36 submarines. Even so, the German Navy launched wolf pack tactics to ambush British convoys in the Atlantic.

Hitler genuinely wanted to make peace with Britain. Even if he conquered the British Isles, the British government could still flee to Canada; they would absolutely not surrender. Britain still possessed vast colonies. Even if the British government were driven out of Europe, Germany lacked the power to occupy or exploit Britain's colonies. Instead of that, it was better to make peace with Britain and recognize Britain's current colonial privileges. After Germany fully digested the vast territories of the Axis powers from the Arctic to North Africa, it would possess even greater say.

But Britain could not accept such a peace. By September 1940, Britain had suffered unprecedented losses. Apart from being thoroughly driven out of the Western Pacific, Britain had now almost lost the Indian Ocean as well. Not to mention the Indian independence movement, which had gone from surging undercurrents to a raging storm.

After swallowing Australia and New Zealand, Britain's former colonies in the Western Pacific and the Indian Ocean declared independence one after another under Chinese manipulation. China had already sent telegrams to the world, openly supporting colonies in obtaining their independent status. This open support stirred up monstrous waves in the colonial regions along the Indian Ocean rim. Even African countries in the South Atlantic were showing signs of anti-British sentiment.

The colonial system was Britain's lifeblood. Without its vast colonies, Britain was merely a European power. The current Europe had only two powerful blocs remaining: the Soviet Union and the Axis. Compared to these two powerful blocs, Britain really didn't count for much. Britain could not possibly defeat either of these groups with its own strength, let alone defeat both at the same time. The British could only desperately try to pull the United States in as their backer, while refusing Germany's peace proposals.

Since Britain was sticking to its guns, Germany could only adopt submarine blockade tactics against Britain. The effect was naturally very, very good. Germany laid down double and triple blockade lines; once a British merchant convoy was discovered, they implemented large-scale wolf pack siege tactics. The guerrilla fleet led by the *Bismarck* and the *Prinz Eugen* was even more elusive. Of the key equipment for 36 submarines purchased from China, Germany had completed 26. These 26 submarines not only participated in the siege of British merchant convoys but even crossed the North Atlantic to attack British naval bases in Canada.

As an island nation lacking resources, the German submarine encirclement and strangulation in the Atlantic dealt Britain an unprecedented blow. And in the Indian Ocean, British warships and civilian merchant vessels had basically vanished. The latest news from the Indian Ocean was that Chinese submarines had begun to operate rampantly at the mouth of the Red Sea. With the Red Sea exit blocked, if British convoys wanted to enter the Indian Ocean, they had to circle more than half of Africa. There were no ports along the way capable of effective repairs; a breakdown meant a tragedy in the making.

After dominating the world for over a century with absolute naval superiority, Britain finally understood what it felt like to be a weak naval power.

In order to restore traffic in the North Atlantic, Britain made a request to the United States to "exchange British bases across the globe for escort vessels." It had to be said that the British couldn't help but play some small tricks here; they included some of the bases in the Western Pacific, which they had essentially lost, in this list of bases.

The upper echelons of the United States were mostly as cunning as ghosts, and they quickly discovered these issues. Roosevelt, who came from a naval background, found Britain's little trick exceptionally laughable. Of course, this could also be seen as a very subtle statement from Britain: Britain hoped the United States could get tough with China.

Clearly, Roosevelt and most of the American upper crust had no such intention. After hearing Roosevelt's suggestion that Britain should hold peace talks with China, Churchill felt like he had been struck by lightning. Britain had forced the world to sign so many treaties; Churchill was very clear on how China would treat Britain if they signed a treaty with China now. If Britain did not recognize what China had already obtained, China would not choose peace with Britain. China was far from being unable to fight on.

Stimulated by this, on October 11, 1940, Churchill delivered his impassioned "We Shall Fight on the Beaches" speech in the House of Commons: "We shall go on to the end, we shall fight in France, we shall fight on the seas and oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our Island, whatever the cost may be, we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender, and even if, which I do not for a moment believe, this Island or a large part of it were subjugated and starving, then our Empire beyond the seas, armed and guarded by the British Fleet, would carry on the struggle, until, in God's good time, the New World, with all its power and might, steps forth to the rescue and the liberation of the old!"

The rumor that Churchill was a traitor selling out British interests had Chen Ke as its chief manipulator behind the scenes, but this was the first time Chen Ke had seen this complete speech. Previously, he had only seen the part where Britain swore to fight to the end. Reading the part begging the United States, Chen Ke actually felt a sense of "the cuckoo crying blood and the ape wailing." At this moment, Chen Ke couldn't help but suspect whether "Fatty Qiu" really was a traitor to Britain. After spending a few seconds ruling out this possibility, Chen Ke couldn't help but say, "Is Churchill putting on a performance of 'Crying at the Qin Court'?"

Reading the document with Chen Ke at this time were the old comrades of the Central Advisory Committee (CAC). After reading it, several of them couldn't help but laugh out loud.

"Churchill definitely hasn't studied *The Internationale*," Zhang Yu said while laughing.

You Gou only chuckled a few times at first, but after hearing Zhang Yu's words, she couldn't help but laugh loudly just like in her younger days, pounding the table with her small fist as she laughed. Having finally suppressed her mirth, You Gou said with a slight stutter, "I didn't expect to live to see Britain in this state today! Truly happy! Happy!"

Even a comrade as serious as Qin Tongren couldn't help but sneer hehe after reading the document. He had just stopped laughing, but every time his eyes swept over the document, he couldn't help but chuckle again. After several times, Qin Tongren simply laughed out loud as well. Chen Ke had once predicted the possibility of a "frenzy to carve up Britain," and at that time, Britain still existed as the world hegemon. But now, facing imminent destruction, Britain was nothing more than a pitiful country letting out a wail. The contrast between the two was simply too great, too rapid.

Chen Ke waited until everyone had laughed enough, then waved his hand. "Comrades, for Britain to say such things shows they still have standards and ability. At this moment, Britain has already chosen the best method."

"If we were the United States, would we agree?" General Political Commissar of the Army He Zudao had not retired from the front lines; he was personally responsible for everyone's itinerary. The attitude of the United States would determine the future direction; as for Britain itself, it had reached the end of its rope.

As soon as He Zudao finished speaking, You Gou jumped in to say, "The United States can only fight for the interests of the United States. They might fight the Germans; that is the North Atlantic, after all. The cost of fighting us for the sake of the British is too high, and the probability of victory is too low. I don't think the United States will make a move before they have a chance of winning."

"Given the level of mobilization the United States is only just beginning, where is their chance of winning?" Zhang Yu clearly didn't think highly of the US. "In another year, our warship repair system in New Zealand and Australia will likely be completed. Added to the air force bases, no matter how the US attacks, our navy and air force can match the US in quantity and quality. After we take the Philippines, whether the US can even hold Hawaii will be a question. Are the Americans prepared to attack China from Alaska regardless of the financial cost?"

Attacking China from Alaska was, of course, a joke. Leaving aside how the US would transport supplies to Alaska to stockpile them, just stationing a large army in a place where the sun barely set for half the year and was barely visible for the other half... the US would first have to consider how to solve the soldiers' psychological problems.

However, Chen Ke did not smile. It wasn't that the US had no methods. With the powerful national strength of the United States, there was still one final method. To make the United States ultimately reach a terrifying balance with China in terms of ultimate destruction was the purpose of this trip to the Northwest by Chen Ke and the Central Advisory Committee, accompanied by He Zudao.

The "Nuclear Winter Theory" of the past was the joint masterpiece of American and Soviet nuclear industry scientists. During the Cold War, both the US and the USSR accumulated nuclear weapons capable of destroying the world. In that terrifying era of destruction, both sides once believed they could preserve large armies through defensive systems, and that these armies preserved until the end would be the guarantee of final victory in a world ravaged by nuclear weapons.

The profession of nuclear weapons scientists was nuclear weapons development, but they themselves were not madmen advocating the destruction of the world. So the Nuclear Winter Theory quickly became popular. The purpose of the Nuclear Winter Theory was to let the world understand that after a devastating washing of the earth by nuclear bombs, no country could possibly have a "future." Only a tiny minority of rigorously protected people could survive for a long time, but the human race was doomed to extinction.

This theory was able to become popular worldwide quickly because the vast majority of personnel, including those operating nuclear weapons, believed they had basically no possibility of becoming the "tiny minority of rigorously protected people." Since that was the case, why sacrifice their own lives in vain for that "tiny minority of rigorously protected people"?

But when nuclear weapons were just developed, no one held this view. Nuclear weapons were very likely considered capable of fighting an "elegant war." Weapons of immense power, high-tech electronic buttons, strategic bombers gathering the pinnacle of technology. Just pressing a button could destroy an entire city. If the United States mastered such technology, heaven knows what those people would think.

To prevent nuclear war, one had to possess nuclear weapons. This view of Chairman Mao could be said to have completely grasped the core of the contradiction. Now, the old guys of the CAC had been pulled to China's nuclear weapons test site.

Chen Ke had taken the lead in creating many industries, but nuclear weapons were undoubtedly the most complex technical requirement Chen Ke had proposed, and the one he was least confident about. Chen Ke had explained the theory, structure, materials, and processes of nuclear weapons very clearly. But this plan, which lacked mathematical models and sufficient theoretical basis yet seemed to go straight to the end, encountered opposition from many key scientists. Chen Ke had to adopt extremely high-pressure tactics, excluding them all from the R&D system.

A large group of young technical personnel assumed the work of key engineers, and with the aid of transistor computers developed by China, countless amounts of money were smashed into it. The final crystallization was on that tall, tall iron tower in the distance.

At the meeting, many comrades of the CAC only then learned of this plan China was pursuing. And they were surprised to hear a piece of news: the nuclear material China had refined had already been mostly used up in several prototype experiments. The current nuclear test used the last of the material; there was not even a spare nuclear bomb.

You Gou glanced at He Zudao in surprise. Although she was He Zudao's wife and the former Secretary of the Commission for Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense who was not ignorant of nuclear weapons, You Gou didn't even know that He Zudao was actually responsible for the supreme command of nuclear weapons development.

"That is to say, if this isn't successful, we'll have to wait a long time for the next one?" Zhang Yu had understood the core content of the report; he was very surprised at the production speed of nuclear weapons.

"The next experiment will take at least 7 to 9 months," the young chief engineer in charge answered seriously.

"Billions smashed into it, and this is the result?" Zhang Yu pressed.

"Yes," the chief engineer answered very seriously.

Now even Zhang Yu didn't want to say anything more. In China, really only Chen Ke could forcibly push this project forward, and continue to push it even after experimental failures. Turning his head to look at Chen Ke, who looked equally solemn, Zhang Yu turned back to the young engineer and said, "Then we will wait to see the experiment succeed!"

October 16. The sky over the entire test site area was clear for miles. The troops had already inspected every detail of the test site. The nuclear weapon had been transported up the iron tower the night before. With the iron tower as the center, planes, artillery, defensive positions, and experimental animals in various bunkers were all in place.

Except for standard commands, no one within a radius of dozens of kilometers conversed privately, let alone whispered. The personnel of the CAC also kept their mouths shut. They sat behind a row of telescopes inside the pre-arranged observation post, wearing sunglasses.

The wind blew the red flag on the flagpole outside the observation post; everyone could clearly hear the sound of the red flag flapping vigorously in the wind on the high pole. Yet no one spoke. Apart from quietly waiting, there was nothing else to do at this time. That slender iron tower looked like a needle in the high-power telescopes, and the atomic bomb at the top looked even more like a tiny black dot. It was really impossible to connect something so simple in appearance with the terrifying power to destroy an entire city and wipe out units numbering in the hundreds of thousands on a plain in one go. It was said that if there were enough of such small things, they could even destroy the whole world. The old comrades of the People's Party all had civil engineering experience; they knew how hard it was to transform the world. If viewed from an airplane, countless manpower could only leave very slight traces on the ground. Destroying the world was completely beyond their imagination.

The comrades' only action was to constantly look at the clock on the wall or the watches on their wrists. At 2:58 PM, the comrades who had waited for a long time couldn't help but stand up one after another. But Chen Ke still sat steadily in his chair. However, Chen Ke's behavior did not mean he was indifferent. Chen Ke's slightly furrowed brow, his tightly pursed lips, and the subconscious movement of his fingers tightly interlaced all reflected genuine tension and anticipation.

You Gou walked to Chen Ke's side. Like the others, she kept her mouth shut tight. At this moment, she couldn't help but swallow several times in succession. Watching as she wanted to break the silence and say something to Chen Ke...

Just at this moment, a bright white light suddenly flashed on the distant horizon. Although the comrades were all wearing sunglasses, one could see from the slight tightening of the muscles on their faces that everyone couldn't help but squint slightly. After the white light flashed, a huge mushroom cloud suddenly appeared like magic at the position where the slender iron tower had stood.

Even though the distance to the iron tower was more than twenty kilometers, this mushroom cloud looked so clear. This was enough to prove its volume. A strong vibration came from underfoot, just like an earthquake. But the comrades' attention was now captured by that red mushroom cloud. It was composed of fiery flames. While presenting that huge figure, the mushroom cloud did not dissipate but was constantly expanding. Just when black and white smoke temporarily covered the flames, making one feel that the explosion had reached its end, red flames suddenly rolled out from inside the mushroom cloud again, making bright red and orange appear in human vision once more.

The original slender iron tower and that tiny black dot no longer existed. Between heaven and earth, it was as if only this incomparably huge, brilliant flame and thick smoke existed eternally.
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The mushroom cloud took a long time to dissipate. Initially just a tiny black dot in the telescope, compared to the immense power after the explosion, the comrades of the Central Advisory Commission felt a true shock at the power of science. Everyone had too many questions to ask, but right now there was no one responsible for giving a summary report to the Central Advisory Commission.

The earth-shattering mushroom cloud was not everything. Was the explosion that occurred a true nuclear explosion? What was the yield? How much nuclear material underwent fission? What was the radiation situation after such an explosion? The technical team was intensely monitoring the aftermath and analyzing the data. So the comrades of the Central Advisory Commission could only ask the original designer, Chen Ke.

Under the excited "encirclement" of the comrades, Chen Ke rarely showed a sense of lassitude. Aside from answering about the principles of nuclear weapons, he replied to everything else with "I really don't know the specific execution." This undoubtedly drew a line for everyone; the old comrades all knew the principle "Life has a limit, but knowledge has no limit." Excessive curiosity had no meaning.

Zhang Yu was considered the one within the Party who understood Chen Ke the deepest. He asked, "Is this the ultimate weapon then?"

"Not necessarily. What's being used now is atomic fission technology. On this basis, atomic fusion technology can also be developed. The sun relies on this to emit light and heat." Chen Ke did not have his usual high-spirited appearance at all, but just spoke generally.

Zhang Yu keenly discovered Chen Ke's train of thought, "In other words, we are unwilling to use nuclear weapons to attack other countries?"

In a certain sense, the explosion of the atomic bomb was the landmark event of him truly returning to his own era. Chen Ke did not feel excitement; instead, he had a profound exhaustion of having finally crossed the finish line after a long journey. He slowly replied, "Yes. This thing cannot be thrown as a weapon on Earth. What nuclear weapons bring is not victory but destruction. If a war proceeds to the point of ending in destruction, then what is the meaning?"

Chen Ke had never had this "stop here" attitude. In the past, he was always constantly moving forward, forward, forward. Now, it wasn't just Zhang Yu who found something wrong; the other old comrades of the Central Advisory Commission also found something wrong. Chen Ke's expression held an unspeakable sense of exhaustion.

You Gou suddenly smiled, "Wenqing, I didn't expect you to have a day when you were scared too."

"Billions are at stake; I'd be damned if I wasn't afraid!" Chen Ke smiled bitterly, "I have confidence in the young comrades, but my confidence can't determine the actual process of advancement. Failure naturally means a pile of trouble; success also has trouble."

You Gou quickly figured out the trouble after success that Chen Ke spoke of. She asked, "You invited those who opposed it to come see the experiment too?"

Chen Ke had indeed done this. The "accomplished" academic representatives among the opponents were all brought to see the experiment. When Chen Ke and You Gou went to meet these people together, the scene at the beginning was quite awkward. Chen Ke told these people that the nuclear test had succeeded, proving that this line of thinking was correct. The conference room was then dead silent.

The dozen or so attendees were all famous scientists related to this profession, and also representative figures who directly opposed Chen Ke. Everyone looked at me, I looked at you, not even knowing what to say. In the scientific community, prestige takes a long time to accumulate, while the time to destroy prestige is relatively much shorter. Opposing Chen Ke could be said to be a double-edged sword. If successful, one could naturally establish an unshakeable influence. Even if Chen Ke used administrative means to make things difficult, these people had the ability to resist.

But after Chen Ke succeeded, these people became nothing in the academic world. They would be stamped with the label "that's all." Although many of the young technical personnel in nuclear weapon development were their students, in this latest scientific frontier, this group of people basically didn't need to consider any further development. No one would be willing to accept them intervening in this field.

"Teacher Chen, I was wrong." A middle-aged intellectual said with a look of regret on his face. Among this group of people opposing Chen Ke, this one's status was the most special. Most of the others received university education abroad; only he was one who studied completely domestically when Chen Ke was starting up China's microscopic physics field. Theoretically, he was Chen Ke's student. In the scientific community, a field that pays great attention to lineage, openly opposing the teacher, even if it couldn't be talked about as deceiving the master and destroying the ancestors, was considered betting everything.

"That's not right. If this experiment hadn't succeeded, would you have been right?" Chen Ke felt quite helpless about this guy's statement, "Science is about natural laws. Personal cognition has nothing to do with the laws of the thing itself."

Chen Ke's words left the attendees somewhat confused. If this was the victor's mockery of the losers, then Chen Ke could have very well not let these people come to see the experiment; there were plenty of ways to ruin these people's reputations. But clearly, Chen Ke wasn't here to play at co-opting them either. Putting a bunch of former opponents in positions of responsibility for new frontier disciplines didn't make sense, nor could it convince the public. Moreover, Chen Ke had completely excluded these people during the research process, and now it was even more impossible to let them come back. So they all waited for Chen Ke to continue speaking.

"Everyone knows I have always opposed feudalism. The manifestation of the feudal system in the scientific field is very obvious. Someone gets the power of control in a certain field, he only has to be responsible to the top, and inside this field, he has the final say. These large and small mountain strongholds, they collude with each other. No matter how they collude, no matter how the mountain strongholds struggle against each other, maintaining this system itself is where their interests lie. I have always opposed this." Chen Ke ignored what expressions the listeners had and continued straightforwardly, "In this matter, everyone can say I am the biggest mountain stronghold in the scientific community. Because I control the allocation of funds, the power to mobilize personnel. Other small mountain strongholds simply cannot oppose me, nor can they move me. But I personally believe that this method is also unscientific in essence. If my idea is wrong, the greater the power, the more that is mobilized, the more miserable the failure."

Hearing this, the attendees completely couldn't figure out what Chen Ke meant. If one had to describe it, Chen Ke seemed to think that everyone present was birds of a feather, with very limited essential difference.

"Gentlemen, the current scientific investment is simply not comparable to the past. That American inventor Edison, his laboratory had a fire, and the money lost would be worth hundreds of millions of Renminbi if calculated now. The money we invested in nuclear weapon development, as well as the related technology development, and the money for actual production after the technology is popularized, is on the scale of hundreds of billions. If we use the same military management system as this nuclear weapon development, there will definitely be problems. If it's that set of the feudal system, it is absolutely not okay either. How to break the various old systems in the new era, how to establish a new scientific research and development system, I think this is content we all need to consider."

"Then Chairman Chen, how do you prepare to adjust?" Finally someone asked.

"I am also not sure how to adjust, but first there is one point: the process of national scientific research project establishment can absolutely no longer be like now, where I alone have the final decision-making power. Doing this is firstly unscientific." Chen Ke replied.

The attendees couldn't help but look at each other; Chen Ke's words were even more terrifying than they imagined.

"We think our considerations at the time were indeed not comprehensive enough, and did not consider the needs of the national strategic direction. At the time, if we could have paid more attention to experiments, more attention to basic scientific research, more attention to theoretical innovation..." Someone began to probe Chen Ke.

"It has nothing to do with these. I can say, the process of this nuclear weapon research and development itself was abnormal. Even if it succeeded, it cannot prove that we can continue to do this in the future." Chen Ke did not consider for himself at all. This couldn't help but make You Gou's long, narrow phoenix eyes narrow slightly. She could see that Chen Ke was determined to lay hands on the scientific community.

The conference room fell silent again. If Chen Ke had mocked the failed opponents with the high and mighty attitude of a victor, perhaps these people would still have the courage to resist a bit. Now that Chen Ke expressed with even clearer words his attempt to destroy the old system forming within the scientific community, these people all felt a kind of despair.

When these people began to oppose Chen Ke, and when they began to be excluded from the new R&D system, they knew this matter would not end so easily. Just as Chen Ke frankly admitted just now, Chen Ke's success was a victory of the system. As the leader of the People's Party, Chen Ke could mobilize unprecedented capital investment and personnel investment. If Chen Ke kept this system, these people actually had a way to resist, which was to wait for Chen Ke to die.

Chen Ke was not an immortal; he could not live forever. Once Chen Ke died, all this power would eventually fall into the hands of those power-holders under Chen Ke. Chen Ke was just one person; a strong leader like him was never the norm. Even those few leaders in history who were strong enough to lead the era could not reach the level of Chen Ke leading all important fields. Once Chen Ke died, everything would end, everything would "return to the correct track." Everything would be grasped in the hands of the strong again.

So this nuclear weapon development was just a temporary failure. Even if these people themselves had no so-called future, as long as the system they depended on did not change, these people could laugh last.

Clearly, Chen Ke had no intention of letting them laugh last. If it were other leaders, these people in the scientific community probably wouldn't be so afraid. Facing "one of their own" in the scientific community, facing the one person in the Chinese scientific community who could be said to be the most "meritorious," if there was no way to slander Chen Ke's reputation, if it couldn't be proved that everything Chen Ke did was an accidental success, then the new system Chen Ke attempted to establish was destined to have irresistible appeal. This already had nothing to do with Chen Ke's life or death.
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The resistance from some of the faction heads in the scientific community was much greater than Chen Ke had imagined. Seeing Chen Ke earnestly persuading them, You Gou could no longer stand it. "Wen Qing, when will this approach of yours actually take effect? You are being too lenient with them."

"Do you feel they are wrong?" Chen Ke asked You Gou.

"That depends on the standpoint," You Gou replied.

You Gou’s answer was so sharp that Chen Ke smiled. "They are also attempting to fight for control over funding. In a modern industrial nation, any interest group will fight for control over capital funds. I don't care about that; this is reality. Anyone who doesn't operate this way is finished. What I care about is that they cannot insist on playing the feudal game, nor can they engage in the balancing of personnel and power."

"Is anti-feudalism such a heavy burden and long road?" You Gou’s mood did not improve in the slightest due to Chen Ke’s relaxed demeanor; her tone remained quite severe.

Chen Ke poured a glass of water for You Gou before saying, "Biologically speaking, the feudal system actually suits our biological nature quite well. For rationality, the capitalist system suits rationality quite well. And communism, in a certain sense, is an ultimate humanism; communism seeks the liberation of all mankind. Therefore, the work of social transformation is extremely arduous, even more arduous than we imagined when we first started the revolution."

You Gou smiled slightly. It was a very fierce smile; her slightly clenched teeth made her look like a carnivore. "It seems we are sometimes a bit too humanitarian."

"Comrade You Gou, when you joined the revolution back then, I felt your goal was to liberate yourself and realize the value of your own life. Is that about right?" Chen Ke asked.

"Correct," You Gou answered readily. She never considered herself a natural-born revolutionary.

"Some comrades, however, hold to the concept of saving the nation and the people. Generally speaking, it is either for liberation or for salvation. In a sense, this is neither a biological thing nor even a rational thing." Suddenly, remembering something, Chen Ke slowly recited a passage.

*I see a huge building. In the front, a narrow door is wide open, and beyond the door is gloomy mist. Before the high threshold stands a girl... a Russian girl.*

*A breeze carrying snow blows from the mist, and a chill emanates from the depths of the building. At the same time, a slow, heavy voice asks, "Ah, what do you want to do by crossing this threshold? Do you know what awaits you inside?"*

*"I know," the girl answers.*

*"Cold, hunger, hatred, ridicule, contempt, insults, prison, illness, and even death?"*

*"I know."*

*"To be alienated from people, completely alone?"*

*"I know. I am ready. I will endure all suffering, all blows."*

*"Not only from your enemies, but even your relatives and friends will give you these sufferings, these blows?"*

*"Yes... even if they give me these, I will endure."*

*"Good. Are you also prepared to sacrifice?"*

*"Yes."*

*"This is a nameless sacrifice. You will perish, and no one... no one will know, nor will anyone honor your memory."*

*"I do not need gratitude. I do not need pity. I do not need fame."*

*"Are you willing to commit a crime?"*

*The girl lowered her head.*

*"I am also willing... to commit a crime."*

*The voice inside paused for a moment. Then it spoke these words:*

*"Do you know that in the future, amidst your suffering, you might deny your current faith, and you might think you wasted your youth in vain?"*

*"I know that too. I only ask you to let me in."*

*"Come in."*

*The girl crossed the threshold. A thick curtain immediately fell.*

*"Fool!" someone shouted from behind.*

*"A saint!" came the answer from somewhere unknown.*

Chen Ke spoke at a slow pace because he hadn't read this article for a long time. But for some reason, he could clearly remember every trial mentioned in it. These were things that the Party's revolutionaries in history had all experienced. Only after the Party had traversed all of this, finally established New China, and created an unprecedented great cause in Chinese history, did everyone realize how glorious and bright the things inside that "thick curtain" were. But that thick curtain, which anyone could have lifted, stopped the majority of people. They hesitated and feared outside, never daring to take a single step inside.

You Gou’s feelings were vastly different from Chen Ke’s. She felt this article was written specifically for her. That young woman who once drank her days away in Shanghai—when she met Chen Ke, her soul was already scarred. "I only ask you to let me in." This sentence was truly the most apt description of You Gou’s heart back then.

Any external suffering was nothing to You Gou. After joining Chen Ke’s organization, both the work and the life were true suffering for ordinary people. You Gou didn't care about that at all. All You Gou needed was a world that considered the You Gou of that time a normal person, a world that considered You Gou’s pursuit of personal liberation a legitimate demand.

In the process of joining the People's Party and dedicating herself to creating this new world, the revolution lifted the black curtain shading everything before You Gou’s eyes, smoothed over You Gou’s scars, and stabilized, calmed, and enlightened You Gou’s spirit. You Gou was very satisfied with this. This was also the reason You Gou was extremely angry at those faction heads in the scientific community. There was a chasm-like gap between the two sides' cognitions. You Gou merely wanted a new world where one could live freely, while those people, able to enjoy such a new world, wanted to drag the new world back onto the old path.

"Wen Qing, they won't listen to you. They are not revolutionaries; their way of thinking is different from revolutionaries," You Gou said slowly.

Chen Ke replied, "Their thoughts are to a large extent the thoughts of the people. The strong ones born from the people will theoretically walk their path. This is different from the revolutionaries born from the people. I talk to them, and actually, I know they won't listen to me. I just want to see to what extent they can compromise. This can also serve as preparation for the future."

"Oh? What are you preparing to do?" You Gou immediately became interested.

"I'll notify you when the time comes," Chen Ke laughed.

"You must notify me!" You Gou said, her eyes shining.

The negotiations did not last too long because the post-nuclear explosion collection work was temporarily completed. Chen Ke not only cordially received all the staff members, but he also organized a military review.

Nuclear weapon development was entirely under military management, and all members were incorporated into various departments. The young comrades naturally knew that the core concept of nuclear weapon development was pointed out by Chairman Chen. Amidst the arduous work, "Complete Chairman Chen's entrustment" was one of everyone's slogans. Now, with Chairman Chen personally coming to review the research teams, everyone was incredibly excited.

When Chen Ke appeared on the reviewing stand, when Chen Ke appeared before all the troops and personnel of the scientific research units, cheers of "Long live Chairman Chen" suddenly erupted from the frontmost formation. One after another, the young people joined in such cheers. This actually had nothing in common with paying respect to an emperor. The hardships the young people experienced, the pride sparked by great achievements, and the respect and longing for Chen Ke could actually be turned into thousands of words, but none of those thousands of words could trigger a greater resonance than this single sentence.

The faces of those faction heads in the academic community all changed. Most of their expressions were a mixture of fear, unease, and dissatisfaction. They hadn't expected the terrifying influence Chen Ke possessed among these young people who had cast aside the faction heads, nor had they expected the excited emotions of these young people. In this moment, they finally understood what kind of status Chen Ke held in the scientific community. It was a status beyond rationality, completely capable of inciting large numbers of young people to serve Chen Ke.

Chen Ke was not frightened by such cheers. He simply smiled and raised his arm, waving a few times to the young people. Seeing that Chen Ke was about to speak, the cheers quickly subsided.

"Comrades, the motherland thanks you! You are the heroes of the revolution!" Chen Ke said loudly.

A moment later, huge cheers coming from the heart rang out again. It was not just cheering; most of the young people were crying. They let the tears of joy and excitement stream down their faces, only desperately shouting the slogan "Long live Chairman Chen"...

Seeing this, the faces of the faction heads in the academic community became even more unsightly.
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Regardless of the outcome, this inspection itself gave the leading figures in the academic world quite a shock. With a large, completely independent team outside their circle occupying a brand-new field, Chen Ke had the capital to shuffle the deck and start over. These tens of thousands of young people came from various disciplines and, after completing the most critical work in nuclear weapon development, were brimming with confidence. If they really wanted to exclude the old guard, they could do it.

Seeing Chen Ke’s firm attitude, one of his students felt compelled to speak with him privately. "Teacher, are you really angry about that matter?"

"Time is tight, and I’m about to return to Zhengzhou, so let’s not beat around the bush. I want to talk to you about science, so don’t talk to me about democracy. Making a fuss like that is like a chicken talking to a duck; there won't be any result," Chen Ke immediately cut him off.

"Teacher, can you speak more plainly? If you keep it too simple, I can’t keep up with your train of thought," the student replied.

"Science is the law of this world, a law that is the same for everyone. It truly treats everyone equally; 'Heaven and Earth are ruthless, and treat the myriad creatures as straw dogs.' Science makes no distinction between people on Earth; this is the most broadly defined universality and equality. Since the state has not yet withered away, I hope to establish a system in China that can promote scientific progress. In the development of nuclear weapons this time, my methods and attitude were, in a sense, very unscientific. If such an attitude becomes the method for doing things in the future, I believe it will be significantly detrimental to China's scientific development." Chen Ke knew his own business very well.

Chen Ke’s student perhaps understood a bit of Chen Ke’s thinking, but clearly, he didn't feel any joy. Since Chen Ke was emphasizing his own errors at this moment, others couldn't expect to fish for benefits from this situation.

"Natural laws are the same for everyone, but in the process of building a scientific cognitive system for human society, many contradictions will inevitably arise. The core of these contradictions is the control of social resources by different strata and classes. Democracy must first be based on science, and democracy is not a model with universal applicability across all of society. There is never any democracy to speak of between two sides in a 'zero-sum' game. For example, there is no democracy between criminals and victims. Between the bourgeoisie and the employed proletariat, when facing common interests, they can still coordinate through democracy. But when discussing wages or the distribution of power, where one chooses to agree or disagree with the other's demands, there has never been any democracy to speak of. Just like this nuclear weapon development, no matter how many of you there were, there was no democracy to speak of in the project. Democracy has never had so-called comprehensive applicability. Now I want to talk to you about science, so don't talk to me about democracy. They are not the same thing."

After all, this student of Chen Ke’s was a top scholar with a sharp mind. Even if he wasn't clear on exactly what kind of scientific and democratic system Chen Ke wanted to build, he understood that Chen Ke was someone he couldn't fool right now. Since he knew he couldn't fool an expert like Chen Ke, he chose to remain silent while at a disadvantage.

The purpose of Chen Ke’s conversation was merely to let the other party understand his thoughts, and he was also testing the other party's thoughts. At any rate, it was wartime, not the time to launch massive political actions. The wedges that needed to be driven in should be driven in first; as for what results they would produce, that would wait until the time for action came.

After inspecting the nuclear weapon project, Chen Ke let those academic leaders who were on pins and needles go back first. He stayed behind to arrange the scientific research system for the nuclear industry department before returning to Zhengzhou with the comrades from the Central Advisory Commission.

On the way, the comrades discussed enthusiastically. With such a powerful weapon, China had nothing left to fear. The only regrettable thing was the production cycle and the enormous cost of nuclear weapons. Now, looking back at Chen Ke’s arrangements for the expansion of domestic power systems and the like, the comrades finally understood the purpose. Without such an unprecedentedly large-scale power grid, the difficulties China would face in expanding its production capacity, which was already trending towards its limit, could be imagined.

Chen Ke didn't feel there was anything special about this. In his original timeline, China only roughly guaranteed that its mainland would not suffer large-scale external invasion after possessing nuclear weapons. Chairman Mao’s attitude towards developing nuclear weapons was "I must have it." As for after having it, Chairman Mao said, "The greatest power of a nuclear weapon is when it is on the launch pad." Chen Ke admired this greatly.

Later, China never joined the so-called "nuclear arms reduction treaties" because, according to the standards for offensive nuclear weapons of the United States and the Soviet Union, if China joined the treaty, it would not only be unable to reduce its number of nuclear weapons, but under the treaty's conditions, China would actually have to increase its number of nuclear weapons.

In the current timeline, Chen Ke had already made up his mind to at least work out the Nuclear Winter theory. China would build as few nuclear weapons as possible. A weapon of strategic balance just needed to balance. Of course, these were not topics for discussion right now; at this stage, China was still primarily focused on experiments. That stage was still far off.

A whole pile of the latest news regarding the world situation had appeared in less than ten days. Fatty Qiu’s "crying at the Qin court" style of plaintive performance moved the United States a bit, and the US side made a proposal to China.

The United States could recognize the colonies in the West Pacific and Indian Ocean that had gained independence so far, but the United States believed that the sovereignty of Australia and New Zealand could be considered. Roosevelt proposed Wilson’s suggestion of "national self-determination." This made the comrades of the Central Advisory Commission laugh again.

Chen Ke had sent the white people in Australia and New Zealand to India. From the perspective of national self-determination, that was also China deciding the issues of Australia and New Zealand. This matter actually couldn't be examined too closely; if China wanted to criticize the United States, it could very well talk to the US about the national self-determination of the Native Americans.

Laughter aside, everyone saw that Roosevelt was also putting forward his own position. No matter how partial the United States was to Britain, the United States did not explicitly support Britain's colonial system. This stance was actually very important.

Another important piece of news was that the Shah of Iran, Pahlavi I, proposed restoring oil trade with China. It seemed this king had made up his mind to stand on China's side. In the report submitted by Li Runshi, Pahlavi I requested that China agree to guarantee Iran's national security. Especially in the case where Pahlavi I was to nationalize the British oil companies in Iran.

Foreign investment in Iranian oil included a share held by China, though the proportion was not large, only 3.25%. Li Runshi’s attitude was that Iran could be allowed to use oil to pay for the buyback of these shares. The first request Iran made to China was to help Iran build a modern army according to Chinese military standards.

Attached to the back of the report was a calculation list from the industrial and banking departments. According to Pahlavi I’s trade request, if Iran exported all its oil to China in the next five years, and China exported oil drums, refined oil, new oil equipment, provided oil equipment maintenance, arms, and troop training to Iran, Iran wouldn't get a penny; they would probably even owe China money.

This couldn't even be considered exploitation. Previously, the British just took the oil and left nothing for Iran. China, on the other hand, was very generously settling accounts according to international oil prices. No powerful nation would possibly offer Iran such favorable treatment.

You Gou was very clear about this work. After reading it, she raised another question, "Should we provide loans to Iran?"

"Loans for what?" Zhang Yu’s professional field was not industry, so he was a bit puzzled.

You Gou spoke like a landlady discussing rent collection: "Iran now needs a railway network, as well as many domestic civilian water conservancy facilities. I haven't specifically calculated the fertilizer exports yet, but before long, Iran will need to import large quantities of fertilizer from China, or import the technology to produce fertilizer. Trying to build an industrial system is naturally an arduous process; even buying industrialization isn't something that happens overnight."

Zhang Yu nodded in deep agreement, then said something very knowledgeable, "Even transporting the 30 million tons of crude oil Iran can sell us back to China annually is definitely not an easy task."

Anyone who had learned elementary school arithmetic could calculate this division problem. Even if China's oil tankers reached the 30,000-ton level, it would take 1,000 round trips to transport 30 million tons of oil back to China. Assuming a ship's maximum transport capacity was 5 trips a year, China would need 200 ships just to haul oil from Iran. This was not a trivial matter for industrial China either.

Zhang Yu had once believed that the Soviet planned economy model was more reliable. Given the traditional nature of Chinese civil officials who expected "exhaustive calculations," engaging in industry itself required very powerful planning capabilities. However, after the implementation of the segmented assembly shipbuilding method guided by Chen Ke, which allowed shipbuilding on flat ground, Zhang Yu suddenly realized the truth. The planned economy had an essential flaw. Unless it was someone like Chen Ke who could always be advanced enough to transcend the times, the person making the plan would themselves have a backward understanding of the world.

To expand production capacity, one had to engage in redundant construction. Judging by the level of China's shipbuilding industry over a decade ago, even if they smashed their pots and pans to scrap iron, they couldn't have created such large shipbuilding capacity. Chen Ke’s construction arrangements at the time made the comrades in the shipbuilding industry want to die. But once a series of key technologies were completed, the shipbuilding industry took on an entirely new look based on breakthroughs in other industries. Viewed solely from the perspective of the shipbuilding industry, the new investment was much less than the old investment, and the input-output ratio was frighteningly high.

After this, Zhang Yu understood a problem. Since Chen Ke could not be replicated, the planned economy that shone brilliantly in Chen Ke’s hands had a major defect. Who would plan? Who could stand at the forefront, transcending this era, and use the technologies already possessed by this era to open a path to a completely new road? Without such a person, there was no way to engage in high-intensity planned economy.

Chen Ke requested the establishment of a scientific and technological system that could operate well even after removing an existence like him. Zhang Yu was extremely in favor of this. This was seeking truth from facts, an attitude responsible to the revolution. The practice of those in the scientific community who wanted to occupy a small hill in a certain field while acknowledging Chen Ke’s authority was very much like turning one Chen Ke into a dozen or dozens of little Chen Kes. Zhang Yu did not object to someone taking the lead to integrate; in this industrial age, what everyone needed was cooperation. Since it was cooperation, someone had to come out to lead.

But the fact that Chen Ke himself existed as a "server" was not valued. Those people did not consider themselves servers, but considered themselves leaders. This was putting the cart before the horse. If this model became the tradition of the future scientific community, it could even be described as holding the sword by the blade.

When the strong gain power, they must have the self-awareness of being a server. Zhang Yu also felt that this requirement was indeed too high. But the success of the People's Party was entirely built on the foundation of this attitude. Zhang Yu believed it was necessary to think of every possible way to maintain this tradition.
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After Chen Ke returned to Zhengzhou, he received a formal announcement delivered by the US Minister to China. Roosevelt invited Chen Ke to visit the United States. Previously, no matter what kind of invitation or major international conference it was, Chen Ke had always sent others to attend. This time, however, Chen Ke readily agreed to the invitation.

"The reason I am willing to go out now is partly because Roosevelt is very important, and another reason is that I am no longer afraid of death," Chen Ke explained at the Standing Committee meeting. "If it were before, I would worry that if something happened to me, many tasks would be interrupted. Now I am no longer worried. Even if I die, most of the necessary material conditions are already in place. The role I can play and the contribution I can make in these aspects are not that great anymore. I can finally go abroad with peace of mind."

If someone else had said this, it would have been considered arrogant. But coming from Chen Ke, the comrades of the Standing Committee felt happy for him. The news of the successful nuclear weapon test had greatly encouraged the current leadership team. That this old fellow Chen Ke could feel at ease showed that China's current strength had indeed reached a level that satisfied him.

"Just treat the trip to the United States as a distraction," Li Runshi laughed.

"I hope it will make me feel that the trip is worth it," Chen Ke replied quite relaxed.

Roosevelt did not expect Chen Ke to actually agree to come to the United States in person. A subtle sense of unease rose in his heart. No matter what the People's Party called itself, in the eyes of the US high-level officials, Chen Ke, like Hitler and Stalin, was a dictator. And the biggest characteristic of a dictator is that they never leave the core of their power. Once they leave the core of power for a long time, there will definitely be internal opponents making moves behind their backs. The transfer of power in China had already surprised the US upper echelons. Now that Chen Ke had decided to visit, it further proved Chen Ke's confidence in his own power system and his confidence in China.

Since Chen Ke agreed to visit the United States, Roosevelt could not say, "I didn't expect you to come at first. How about you pretend to be sick and not come, and send someone else?" If he did that, it would really be an international joke. Moreover, Roosevelt really wanted to meet this Chinese dictator. After making intensive arrangements for the reception plan, the United States awaited Chen Ke's visit.

On November 11, 1940, Chen Ke's special plane landed at Washington Airport. The excellent performance of this four-propeller aircraft produced by China itself shocked the US side. This plane flew directly from China to Hawaii, refueled in Hawaii, flew to Washington State for a short stop to refuel, and then flew all the way to Washington, D.C. Experts in the US Air Force understood at a glance that China had the ability to manufacture long-range strategic bombers.

Given Roosevelt's physical condition, he naturally could not go to the airport to welcome Chen Ke. It was Harry Truman, Chairman of the Senate Special Committee to Investigate the National Defense Program, who came to welcome Chen Ke. This special position implied some unspeakable attitudes. Chen Ke did not care about the posture that the United States had already indicated that they were ready to enter the war. Even if China and the United States really fought to a fever pitch, one Chinese nuclear bomb could destroy an entire US carrier battle group. Even if comparing conventional forces, with the current level of US carrier battle groups, Chen Ke did not believe that the United States could defeat China under equal conditions of combat.

After reviewing the honor guard of the three armed services at the airport, Chen Ke traveled by car to the White House accompanied by Truman.

Harry Truman described his first meeting with Chen Ke in his memoirs like this: "...Except for paying respects to the music he composed when the Chinese national anthem was played, the rest of the time, Chen Ke was like a great emperor of the Roman Empire, heading to the White House under my guidance. He could understand every action and every explanation of mine very clearly and accurately. This person obviously positioned me in the role of a guide and attendant, although my job was indeed that of a guide and attendant. Regarding me personally, Chen Ke showed no interest at all. In the process of going to meet President Roosevelt, all the actions Chen Ke completed were the simplest and clearest actions required to complete this short journey. He had no intention of treating me or other welcoming personnel any differently. I neither think he was arrogant nor humble. It seemed that all curiosity and matters outside of order in human beings did not exist in this de facto leader of China, although Chen Ke did not have the reserved feeling peculiar to cynics..."

Chen Ke didn't think that much. Anyway, someone had to lead the way. Since his purpose was to go to the White House to see Roosevelt, what Chen Ke wanted to complete were merely the actions needed for this purpose. Taking a car, riding a bicycle, or walking made no difference to Chen Ke.

President Roosevelt welcomed Chen Ke at the entrance of the White House. After exchanging pleasantries, the two quickly entered the reception room. These two leaders who could decide the future destiny of the world immediately discussed the strategic relationship between the two countries and the future world situation. Chen Ke naturally reiterated China's position on the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence with the United States, stating that China had no intention of going to war with the United States.

What major powers fear most is misunderstanding. What Roosevelt and Chen Ke needed to conduct was a discussion on the basic positions and basic national policies of both sides. After confirming these, the explanation work for many specific actions of both sides could proceed smoothly. Of course, most of this work did not actually require Roosevelt and Chen Ke to finalize the details. After the two set the tone, it would be up to the State Department and minister-level figures hosting specific negotiations to refine them.

The biggest obstacle lying between China and the United States was nothing more than the issue of the United States inheriting British power. The mainstream elite in the United States were WASPs, White Anglo-Saxon Protestants (descendants of New England colonists in the 17th century). The British were Anglo-Saxons, and it would be smoother for the United States, also Anglo-Saxons, to take over part of Britain's legacy.

Chen Ke clearly stated that China did not care about this matter. If the US goal was to promote globalization, China was even willing to support US actions. Of course, Chen Ke clearly expressed China's opposition to the British colonial system. He stopped short of directly saying in words that if the United States played colonialism along with Britain, then there would be no possibility of any agreement between China and the United States.

Roosevelt's policy belonged to economic colonialism. He was also unwilling to engage in a policy of armed colonialism. On this matter, the two sides quickly reached a consensus.

Then the next discussion was whether there was a possibility of reaching peace talks between China and Britain.

Chen Ke said: "We have no intention of destroying Britain by force. The goal we pursue is to destroy the global colonial system. We hope to maintain peace with England, but I think that at this stage, England may not necessarily agree to the peace we advocate."

Roosevelt also knew China's official attitude. Chen Ke spoke with the standard New York Manhattan accent he established from American TV shows, and mixed grammar that was neither Chinese nor American. Roosevelt could understand it by listening and guessing. Roosevelt had done community service when he was young. In terms of grammar and tense, Chen Ke might not necessarily be worse than many Americans. Not to mention there were professional staff nearby translating for him in more accurate American English.

Of course, Chen Ke used "England" instead of "the British Empire" to refer to Britain. There was a clear definition of the enemy by a politician in it. Roosevelt naturally would not misunderstand the murderous intent contained therein. This was far from the best plan Roosevelt expected, where China could even make concessions on the territories of Australia and New Zealand. China wanted to beat Britain back to its original form completely.

Among the colonies of the British Empire, perhaps only Canada considered itself British. Australia and New Zealand, which firmly considered themselves British, did not have many white people left at this time. As for other regions, presumably if black people wanted to consider themselves British, the British would firmly oppose it. As for the Indians, the news Roosevelt received was that many uprisings against Britain had erupted in India. China supported Indian rebels with a lot of captured weapons behind the scenes.

Even within the British Isles, the Irish would not consider themselves British. The Scottish King's lineage became the King of England, but England and Scotland had never truly implemented a merger. While the colonial system completely collapsed, Britain really only had England left. If Canada was not announced to be merged as British homeland, even Canada could not be counted as Britain.

After confirming the fact that China was already clearly committed to destroying the colonial system, Roosevelt was unwilling to spend effort on Sino-British peace talks. The remaining work was merely for the United States to decide whom to support in this matter, and to what extent. Things Britain lost in the war could only be taken back by war. This was the iron-like order of the world. Chen Ke was obviously not a person who could be moved by persuasion.

Wait, Roosevelt was actually most concerned about China's attitude towards the status quo in Europe. The United States could choose not to go to war with China for Britain's interests, but once the United States was determined to fully dominate the North Atlantic, the world's largest economic circle, the possibility of war with Germany or even the Soviet Union was very high. The United States certainly would not pull chestnuts out of the fire for others, let alone be foolish enough to be a "pioneer" for others. If the United States fought with Germany and the Soviet Union until flesh and blood flew and they were exhausted, and China, which had been conserving its strength, suddenly launched a surprise attack on the already exhausted countries, thereby obtaining the final victory in the struggle for hegemony...

Roosevelt had to consider this possibility.

"I know that isolationists in the United States oppose US participation in world wars. On this matter, the Chinese people and the American people are actually the same. When fighting the British, the Chinese people can still endure the slaughter. Because we firmly believe that justice is on our side. Even if revenge is used as a reason, the Chinese people participating in the cruel war also believe that we have the moral high ground. This is very important." Chen Ke was two years "older" than Roosevelt, so he never used honorifics when talking.

"However, if I tell the comrades that there is a group of bad people in other regions they have never been to, and then let them run to those regions to fight bad people and promote justice. I must say, this has actually exceeded the understanding and endurance of the current Chinese people. Moreover, if they find that what I said is actually inaccurate after arriving in those regions, then the Chinese soldiers will feel great unease and even a sense of defeat. To drag China into a world struggle for hegemony for my own personal gain or ideals, I think this is an extremely irresponsible attitude, and in practical operation, it is also extremely foolish behavior. We are not willing to interfere in European affairs. It is no longer possible for this world to exist with doors closed and living one's own life. After the end of the European war, eventually both sides will have to continue doing business. We are willing to wait until that time..."

This conversation, which finally determined the most basic positions of both China and the United States, took two days and a total of more than twenty hours. Roosevelt finally understood China's position. But Roosevelt had no way to clearly inform Chen Ke about the final position of the United States. This was also unavoidable. Chen Ke could dominate China's position, but Roosevelt could not do that.

Afterwards, Chen Ke delivered a speech in both the Senate and the House of Representatives of the United States. Chen Ke certainly knew the "Iron Curtain Speech" delivered by that big speculator Fatty Churchill. Chen Ke did not hope that Fatty Churchill could succeed in this time and space. So he was very willing to get this opportunity to publicly express China's attitude and position. For this, Chen Ke had prepared for a long time. Facing the members of the US Senate and House of Representatives, Chen Ke said openly and candidly:

"Gentlemen, I never hide the fact that I am a communist. The China I strive to build is a country that adopts a socialist system. This is my ideal, and it is also the result of my devoted efforts all along. If someone asks me whether I think the capitalist system will die out, I will also tell them very seriously that I think the capitalist system will definitely die out. If someone asks whether war will occur when the capitalist system dies out, I will also answer that war is likely to occur.

However, I believe that this kind of war is not a war in which one country destroys another, but a war action taken by the people within this country to resolve their own internal contradictions. This is not a war between a socialist China and a capitalist United States, but an action taken by the American people themselves after American capitalism has developed to its highest stage and cannot resolve its deep-seated internal contradictions.

As a communist, as a historical materialist, I must state that the bourgeoisie has played a very revolutionary role in history.

The bourgeoisie, wherever it has got the upper hand, has put an end to all feudal, patriarchal, idyllic relations. It has pitilessly torn asunder the motley feudal ties that bound man to his 'natural superiors', and has left remaining no other nexus between man and man than naked self-interest, than callous 'cash payment'. It has drowned the most heavenly ecstasies of religious fervor, of chivalrous enthusiasm, of philistine sentimentalism, in the icy water of egotistical calculation. It has resolved personal worth into exchange value, and in place of the numberless indefeasible chartered freedoms, has set up that single, unconscionable freedom — Free Trade. In one word, for exploitation, veiled by religious and political illusions, it has substituted naked, shameless, direct, brutal exploitation.

The bourgeoisie has stripped of its halo every occupation hitherto honored and looked up to with reverent awe. It has converted the physician, the lawyer, the priest, the poet, the man of science, into its paid wage laborers.

The bourgeoisie has torn away from the family its sentimental veil, and has reduced the family relation to a mere money relation. The bourgeoisie has disclosed how it came to pass that the brutal display of vigor in the Middle Ages, which reactionaries so much admire, found its fitting complement in the most slothful indolence. It has been the first to show what man’s activity can bring about. It has accomplished wonders far surpassing Egyptian pyramids, Roman aqueducts, and Gothic cathedrals; it has conducted expeditions that put in the shade all former Exoduses of nations and crusades.

The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionizing the instruments of production, and thereby the relations of production, and with them the whole relations of society. Conservation of the old modes of production in unaltered form, was, on the contrary, the first condition of existence for all earlier industrial classes. Constant revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones. All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober senses his real conditions of life, and his relations with his kind.

..."

Chen Ke did not hesitate to quote extensively from the *Communist Manifesto*. Someone once commented that when Marx wrote the *Communist Manifesto*, his thinking was still within the framework of Hegel's philosophical dialectics. In the later period, Marx himself finally entered the realm of true historical materialism. However, the high degree of generalization, profound insight, and profound writing skills of the *Communist Manifesto* made Chen Ke admire it. Even for these representatives and spokespersons of capitalists, Chen Ke never underestimated their intelligence. Such a group of people could understand this. Although they would also oppose this.

"The US Constitution explicitly states that We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defence, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of America. History has proven that the United States chose capitalism to safeguard the interests of the American people, and the development of capitalism eventually eliminated slavery in the United States. This proves the revolutionary nature of the capitalist system.

If we don't talk about revolution, democracy can be seen as a process of constantly eliminating privileges. The United States has also faced many crises, and every crisis has promoted American democracy. To solve the crisis, the United States passed the *Antitrust Act*, which in turn greatly promoted the economic development of the United States itself.

These are clear proofs that the capitalist system itself is constantly developing and proving its vitality.

Some congressmen will ask me, if a war breaks out between China and the United States, what kind of war will it be? And my answer is, if such a war occurs, it is not a war between the socialist system and the capitalist system, but a war between China and the United States based on national interests.

As a materialist, I personally believe that we must first admit the existence of facts. This fact refers to material facts, not imagined facts. The material fact is that there is a capitalist system and a socialist system in this world. Both continue to exist and continue to develop. And both can promote the progress of productive forces and the progress and development of society in their own models.

Similarly, colonialism still exists in this world, and the war launched by us in China is to destroy the colonial system in this world. To advance the world to a more progressive, more civilized era where everyone has more freedom. Colonialism is a malignant tumor that needs to be removed in today's world, and removing this tumor certainly requires the support of more advanced countries, but it also relies even more on the struggle of the colonial people against colonialism.

This is not a contradiction and struggle between the socialist system and the capitalist system. On the contrary, I think this is a cooperation opportunity for the socialist system and the capitalist system to join hands and push our world forward together.

Of course, after the colonies are liberated, there will certainly be some countries trying to monopolize the newly liberated former colonial countries. The nature of the struggle triggered at that time will be different from the scramble for colonies. It will be contradictions and struggles between countries and interest groups. I don't think these two things can be confused, nor can the justice of the colonial liberation war be denied because of contradictions and conflicts that may occur in the future.

..."

This was a very important speech. Chen Ke implicitly expressed the view that China was not willing to go to war with the United States, and at the same time pointed out China's position in this war and China's attitude of defining this war as an "anti-colonial" war. No matter what later generations thought of China's annexation of Australia and New Zealand, China's action of granting Chinese citizenship to people in all annexed regions itself represented China's attitude. People in colonies not possessing the citizenship of the colonial country was the rule of the colonial era itself.

Chen Ke's speech was called the precursor to the "complete collapse of the world colonial system" by later generations.
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Chen Ke's public speech in the United States was quickly published by newspapers and reprinted by major media outlets in every country, immediately triggering a global shock. Colonial countries jumped up as if they had been stabbed in the lungs; this was the world's first clear-cut declaration in the capacity of a state to strike at global colonialism, a declaration to thoroughly end the colonialism that had prevailed in the world for over 300 years.

Britain's reaction was particularly intense. The Soviet Union and the United States could hardly be considered colonial countries. For Chen Ke to deliver such a speech in the United States itself carried a seemingly terrifying implication. What exactly was the United States' attitude? This could not help but make Britain feel panicked.

The domestic attitude in the United States towards Chen Ke's speech was also quite subtle. The "Imperial Preference System" promoted by Britain made the United States hate it to the bone; Britain could use colonialism to easily shut American goods out. From this perspective, in his speech to US Senators and Representatives, Chen Ke greatly praised the "revolutionary nature of capitalism," believing that the capitalist system ensured that "All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober senses his real conditions of life, and his relations with his kind." American congressmen felt that Chen Ke's praise of the capitalist system was quite pertinent.

Humanities were developing fast in these years. It wasn't that there were no Americans attempting to solidify everything existing. Similarly, there were plenty of American intellectuals declaring that "the only constant is constant change." Whether a theory is "universal" or not depends on the audience. The views of ordinary American people were vastly different from those of the American elite. Therefore, the American upper class increasingly did not want a military conflict with China, at least not before the end of the European war.

The British side was extremely anxious about this. If the United States refused to wage war against China, Britain would not only lose everything in the West Pacific forever but also lose its important colonies in the Indian Ocean. Seeing that India was already covered in the smoke of beacons, Britain tried every means to drag the United States into the water. Britain didn't have many cards to play, and one of them was the "religious issue."

The People's Party's attitude towards religion in China was very clear. First of all, religion must get the hell out of the political and economic spheres.

Thirty-some years ago, when the People's Party first charged into Anqing, they looted the churches in Anqing clean. In the process of the People's Party sweeping away feudal secret societies in Anhui, foreign religions bore the brunt. Local believers were treated slightly better; being tied up and paraded through the streets was the norm, and not a few were dragged out and shot. As for the foreign devil missionaries, as long as there was any behavior of harassing the common people, they would be arrested and sentenced. Inside the People's Party, the hatred for foreign religion had a very strong foundation; with so many old comrades from the Boxer Rebellion background, no matter what their views on the revolution were, their views on foreign religion were completely consistent.

Various illegal acts by foreign missionaries were exposed. After propaganda and public trials, those who should be shot were shot, and those who should be expelled were expelled. Then came the public announcement in the civil service examination system: anyone who believed in religion was strictly forbidden from taking the civil service exam. The recruitment regulations of state-owned enterprises also explicitly stated that those who believed in Catholicism or Christianity would not be recruited. The People's Party might oppose "The King of Chu loved slender waists, so many in the palace starved to death" in other matters, but when it came to treating religious believers, they basically ignored this. The lives of foreign religious believers in China became increasingly embarrassed. Anyone who was a publicly recognized Protestant had basically no room for development other than basic survival.

Of course, the People's Party did not adopt the foolish tactic of portraying religion as an omnipotent devil. The doctrines of various religions were introduced very completely and very rationally. The development and origin of religion were explained clearly from the perspective of historical materialism. Regarding the characteristics and circumstances of when the doctrines were formulated, especially regarding their rationality and purpose at that time, very rational narrations were conducted. In order to explain religion clearly and plainly, quite a few movies about religious themes were filmed. These did not discuss mysticism but discussed the actual situation of religion.

Chinese culture is actually very materialist. Deep-rooted ancestor worship is because without ancestors there would be no present; it is an extremely materialized reason. In reality, the mysteriousness of religion was stripped clean, and religious doctrines were also explained very clearly. As for believing in religion, it would clearly affect one's future. Thus, religion became a source of entertainment among young people, a kind of content related to etiquette and tradition.

Burning incense and worshipping Buddha still happened; the majority were just joining in the fun, and those who truly believed were basically old men and old ladies. As for foreign religions, they had basically gone extinct in China.

In the United States in the 30s, religion also flourished for a bit due to the Great Depression. But the US Republican Party at that time was a different matter from the Republican Party of the 21st century. The Republican Party believed in science and had a big struggle with the Democratic Party to promote evolution. On the contrary, the Democratic Party was full of various Protestant weirdos. Britain tried its best to rope in those in the Democratic Party who had close ties with religion, attempting to strike at China from the religious angle. Soon, articles accusing China of treating religion cruelly appeared one after another.

At this time, *Time* magazine interviewed Chen Ke. Both sides naturally talked about the issue of colonialism and also the issue of religion.

Originating as a normal Chinese youth from the 21st century, Chen Ke was very clear about the various shady curtains of religion. He spoke about the attitude of materialists towards religion: "Materialists believe that if the gods in religion can be proven to exist, then we will admit the existence of gods. Religion is a cultural phenomenon, and historical materialists treat religion as a cultural phenomenon. The US Constitution does not establish a state religion; this is the correct understanding of religion by America's predecessors. And those who propagate religion, their purpose is not to discuss religion, but to use religion to seek their own interests. They are predators, not givers. The British believe in Protestantism, and they use religion to oppress the Catholic Irish in Ireland. Some accuse us materialists of oppressing religion; this is the most comical part. Whether it is Jehovah or Jesus, let them appear before us, show off their divine power to call the wind and summon the rain, display their magical ability to part the Red Sea, show their capability with the five loaves and two fish. Rest assured, we would absolutely admit their actual existence. Thinking of using that idealist stuff to make us materialists give up our materialist attitude, that is too comical."

After all, science had developed for so many years. The *Time* magazine reporter interviewing Chen Ke was a Republican; he did not believe that the Earth only had a history of 7000 years as the Bible said. So Chen Ke's judgment defining religion as a cultural field quite suited this person's taste. The incisiveness and exquisite viciousness with which Chen Ke exposed the shady curtains of religion also gave this person a sense of joy peculiar to intellectuals. Soon, *Time* magazine sent this interview out.

After it was sent out, a one-sided criticism of China did not appear within the United States because of Chen Ke's statement. On the contrary, those who supported Chen Ke's attitude of viewing religion as a cultural tradition and the extreme religious figures each expressed their views, and then both sides had a huge war of words centering on the long-standing debate between science and religion in the United States.

Chen Ke naturally did not have time to see this huge war of words. After his visit ended, he took a special plane back to Asia. On the return journey, Chen Ke visited Japan.

"China's leader Chen Ke visits Japan!" This news caused a huge sensation in Japan. Japan is a nation that extremely worships the strong. The war with China proved that China was vastly stronger than Japan. In Japan's previous strategy of "Leaving Asia and Entering Europe," they extremely worshipped Europe. Right now, China had beaten Europe to a pulp. Without even needing to look at the war specifically, just the latest map of China updated in Japan—from the Arctic Circle to the Antarctic Circle, from the Pacific Ocean to the Indian Ocean, the new China map stretching ten thousand *li* east, west, north, and south—already made the Japanese understand what a powerful country the current China was.

Domestically, Japan had already begun to reflect on its future strategy. "Leaving Asia and Entering Europe" was no longer mentioned by anyone. Moreover, Japan had earned massive profits in its labor export to China. For any Japanese working in Chinese enterprises, their income would be transferred via banks to their accounts in Japan. This was a condition the Chinese side forced Japan to accept. How the Japanese government collected taxes from the Japanese people was the Japanese people's business. But Japan could not dump this shit-basin onto China's head.

With one's own relatives working ten thousand *li* away, the money could still return to the accounts at home on time. Even if the government taxed fiercely, and forcibly exchanged Renminbi for Japanese Yen when Japanese people withdrew money to guarantee Japan's foreign exchange needs, the Japanese people certainly would not be hostile to the People's Party. Although the majority of Japanese people had not thought clearly that the People's Party was actually supporting the Japanese side in forcibly exchanging Japanese Yen domestically. At least being able to get more money than they could earn from domestic labor, the Japanese commoners were very supportive of various trades with China. The Japanese returning from overseas construction sites proclaimed their daily food standards even more—meat was enough to fill you up, rice and steamed buns could be eaten freely. This made even more Japanese want to go work over in China.

Being able to get a share of the pie from China's expansion, even if just drinking the soup, greatly expanded Japan's overseas markets. The Japanese upper class was convinced that they had followed the right boss this time. And the young new civil servant class of Japan who went to China to participate in training understood China's strength even more and believed in the wise decision of Prime Minister Kita Ikki. So top to bottom, Japan prepared to seriously welcome Chen Ke's visit, striving to leave a beautiful impression on this leader of the West Pacific.

Of course, there were Japanese and Chinese people who held completely different standpoints. If Chen Ke were assassinated, even if the assassination was not successful, what responsibility would Kita Ikki bear? What predicament would the currently infinitely glorious Japanese "Showa Restoration Faction" encounter? For those desperate ones, being able to achieve these things would already satisfy them greatly.

And some Chinese living in Japan were those who had failed in the struggle with the People's Party, even falling to the state of having a home they could not return to. Under the fierce and cruel iron-fisted rule of the People's Party, there was no mercy for some people.

Of course, behind this, there was also the support of the British. If Chen Ke died, China would lose a large part of its strength. In this regard, the desperate British very much believed this. Or rather, they hoped this was China's reality. In the past, Chen Ke had powerful military strength and political strength protecting him. When visiting the United States, the American side did not want to risk Chen Ke being killed in the United States. Roosevelt was such a smart person; if Chen Ke were killed in the United States, the United States would suffer heavy losses morally.

No matter who did this thing, that person and the forces behind them would be the mortal enemy of the United States, and the Americans would absolutely not let off their mortal enemy.

So the planning of the assassination was placed in Japan. Chang Kaishen, who had once successfully assassinated Tao Chengzhang, accepted this task.
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Chang Kaishen was also someone who had once been a minister. In the short-lived Beiyang government formed after Japan invaded the Northeast, he had served as the Minister of War. Of course, there were plenty of ministers back then; practically everyone who managed to squeeze into that government was a minister. By the time the Tongmenghui retreated to Japan along with the defeated Japanese army, Chang Kaishen had no choice but to return to the status of a commoner.

The People's Party's influence was growing ever larger, and the Chinese in Southeast Asia naturally chose the People's Party. The Tongmenghui, having set itself against the People's Party, vanished like smoke and dispersed like clouds. In China, the People's Party had no good attitude toward these "former revolutionary intent ones," especially after the large-scale execution of a host of "revolutionary founding fathers," including Cai Yuanpei. The Tongmenghui dared not make a move. At that time, Chang Kaishen truly felt that despite the vastness of the world, there was no place for him to hide.

Fortunately, conflicts abounded between China and Japan. In order to lay some groundwork, Britain provided a fixed sum of funding to certain well-known anti-China figures. This money allowed Chang Kaishen to scrape by. Plus, Japan had a stock market, and Chang Kaishen managed to make a little money there. After marrying a Japanese wife, his life was passable.

After the Japanese revolution, this money from Japan cut off. But the British, being the "rotten ship that still has three pounds of nails," could still manage to provide living expenses. What Chang Kaishen hadn't expected was that in his fifties, he would actually be noticed by a great power again. They actually entrusted him with assassination work.

For such an important mission, Chang Kaishen accepted it with great joy. In terms of planning and organizing manpower, with British money and the support of some rather capable Japanese fellows, Chang Kaishen completed the preparations quite impressively.

This assassination operation involved a rather wide scope. Former high officials in Japan were extremely dissatisfied with the current state of Japan. The Kita Ikki government's mandatory land reform had finally been completed under the weight of China's Renminbi, the radical youth of Japan, and the bayonets of the Japanese army. Like other political actions, land reform had indeed dug out the roots of the old land system in the Japanese countryside, and it had also greatly offended a group of people.

The losers understood that they likely had no possibility of a comeback. A mere fifty percent grain tax was enough to make the Japanese countryside grateful to the Japanese government, not to mention the tangible benefits the Japanese populace received from technological updates including chemical fertilizers and large-scale animal husbandry. These people were despairing inside; at this moment, they had to produce a desperate resistance.

Of course, at this moment, they couldn't just act blindly. These people still hoped to make the sky "change" in Japan. If the Emperor could come out and speak afterwards... they were dreaming such autumn dreams.

Because the number of people involved in this matter was small, Chang Kaishen finally obtained news concerning the Emperor that these assassination plotters talked about.

"Could it be that His Majesty the Emperor is also joining this matter?" Chang Kaishen asked with some agitation.

"Although we haven't made contact yet, it's not far off. As soon as we make contact, and His Majesty the Emperor speaks, then all of Japan can return to normal!" the Japanese person in charge said excitedly.

After discussing for a while longer, Chang Kaishen had understood their progress, and he left the meeting place with peace of mind.

At the chain fried chicken shop where he often drank, Chang Kaishen sat down in a corner alone. It wasn't peak hours, and there was only one customer in the shop. The owner hid away without a trace after serving the fried chicken. Chang Kaishen whispered the latest developments to the person opposite him. At this moment, Chang Kaishen no longer had the calm and composed appearance he had when participating in the operation; his whole person seemed somewhat nervous.

After listening to the introduction of the latest intelligence, that person nodded slightly. "Mr. Chang, we have done what we promised you earlier. The People's Party says the statute of limitations for murder is permanent. There is no issue of the prosecution period expiring. However, they also stated that as long as you do not return to China, they will not issue a document requesting your extradition. Since your performance this time is not bad, we will also honor our promise and will not take any action against you. You can live in Japan with peace of mind."

Chang Kaishen let out a huge sigh of relief. It wasn't that he didn't miss his hometown. But the People's Party wouldn't even let Cai Yuanpei go, so it was even more impossible for them to let Chang Kaishen go. To be able to get a tacit guarantee from everyone was already not easy. From the moment he received contact from the British and the Japanese, Chang Kaishen had quickly made a decision. The deep hatred he displayed toward the People's Party was just a show; if he didn't show it, how could he get paid every month? But at this moment, Chang Kaishen understood that he had better chips in his hand, chips that could be traded with the current Japanese government.

After finding the personnel from the Japanese side and refreshingly selling out his "teammates," Chang Kaishen said to the rather excited personnel from the Japanese intelligence department: "I personally feel that now is not the time to arrest them all. Since we already know their actions, we might as well cast a long line to catch a big fish, fish all these people out, and solve them together."

This rather bold suggestion was ultimately approved. The Kita Ikki government also hoped to catch all those Japanese extremists in one net. So after passing the test, Chang Kaishen transformed into a collaborator with the new Japanese government.

After various verifications, the new government believed in Chang Kaishen's sincerity and finally decided to close the net. However, the matter of the Japanese fellows trying to contact the Emperor of Japan made the new government's intelligence department want to observe a bit longer. This line meant they could catch the fellows within the Japanese high command. Eradicating the reactionaries in the Japanese high command root and branch had always been the desire of the Kita Ikki new government and the Japanese Socialist Liberal Democratic Party.

The Japanese intelligence department finally decided to wait a little longer.

Kita Ikki's feeling about someone attempting to assassinate Chen Ke in Japan was firstly anger, but another part of his feelings was some joy. If Japan wanted to get more orders and more economic inclination from China, the best method was to participate in the war. Participating in the war required a very good reason, at least a reason that the Japanese people could accept and that Korea could also accept. As long as they dug out this line and proved that the British had planned the assassination of Chen Ke in Japan, Japan could legitimately declare war on Britain. This reason was already sufficient.

So after the Japanese side notified Chen Ke of the assassination news and received the reply that Chen Ke was still willing to continue his visit to Japan, Kita Ikki was quite happy. The plan they designed included a process where Chen Ke would ride in a car to accept the cheers of the Japanese populace. Sure enough, the assassins knew they couldn't sneak into other heavily guarded areas, so they placed the direction of the assassination on the parade.

In fact, all the reception news released by the Kita Ikki government was fake. Even if someone wanted to play a trap within a trap, there was no way. What Japan needed now was an excuse to declare war. After investigation, and after the new government's intelligence agency cooperated with the Chinese side, they had already obtained a solid chain of evidence proving that the British government had participated in this murder incident. Before closing the net, they hadn't expected to "beat the grass and startle the rabbit"—to actually have the chance to dig out the potential dark line beside the Emperor. The excitement of the Japanese intelligence department could be imagined.

Unexpectedly, two days after Chang Kaishen sold out his teammates, the Japanese Emperor Hirohito also sold out his teammates. Of course, he couldn't say it directly, but he ordered people from the Imperial Household Ministry to provide some intelligence to the intelligence department. Thus, after Chen Ke's special plane landed not in Tokyo as originally scheduled but in Kyoto, Japan, the intelligence department immediately closed the net, arresting everyone involved in this matter.

The Japanese Emperor and Prime Minister went to Kyoto to welcome Chen Ke. The Heian-kyo capital was founded in Kyoto in 794 AD. For more than 1,000 years until the move to Tokyo in 1868 during the Meiji Restoration, Kyoto had always been Japan's capital. Since the city's founding, Kyoto had been Japan's economic and cultural center, and its citizens inherited its elegant traditions. Kyoto has hundreds of famous shrines, divine pavilions, and ancient temples, possessing more than twenty percent of Japan's national treasures. The ancient capital nurtured by twelve hundred years of history lets people feel an infinite charm.

Kyoto is also a city with extremely deep "Sinicization." The names of most shops on the streets are in Chinese characters. In Kyoto, a considerable portion of ancient classics are simply written in Chinese characters, which Chinese people can read and understand without any effort. By receiving Chen Ke in this city, the Japanese side undoubtedly wanted to express to Chen Ke that Japan's future direction was returning from "leaving Asia and entering Europe" back to old Asian traditions.

The thousand-year-old city indeed had great charm. The Japanese side arranged for Chen Ke to stay at Kinkaku-ji (Golden Pavilion). With the precedent of the assassination attempt, the defense was extremely strict. The Mirror Lake Pond in front of the Golden Pavilion was not stocked with fish; in the weather of late November, Chinese and Japanese security personnel were first sent down wearing diving suits to search it carefully.

This beautiful temple integrated the "Hossui-in" in the style of the Fujiwara period, the "Choon-do" of the Kamakura period, and the "Kukkyo-cho" in the style of the Chinese Tang Dynasty. Three different styles from different eras were perfectly harmonized in one building. This was already known as a Japanese national treasure and was a masterpiece of architecture.

When Hirohito and Kita Ikki received Chen Ke, they naturally had to lead Chen Ke to visit this Japanese national treasure. According to tradition, the divination in the temple was also in Chinese.

Japan's new constitution had already begun revision. Everything else was fine, but the issue of the Japanese Emperor's status had been resolved with great difficulty. Hirohito didn't advocate for full personal rule in the first place; as long as the Emperor system wasn't abolished and the Emperor still had a certain influence on state affairs, he wasn't prepared to continue resisting.

The new government led by Kita Ikki learned from China and also engaged in policy transparency, making public the content of government affairs that had no need for black-box operations. After reading government document copies for a week, Hirohito realized one thing: the Emperor had not received systematic education in handling government affairs. If he spoke recklessly and didn't do a good job, he would immediately turn from a "living god" into a "living joke." The new government had struck a blow to Japan's feudal system to a large extent, but conversely, it was now quite similar to the modern constitutional monarchy Hirohito had seen in Britain back then. More importantly, Hirohito understood very well that what he needed to do at this time was to "behave well" rather than "issue orders."

Although in his heart Hirohito really hoped that a few gunmen would jump out now and shoot Chen Ke dead, he was also very clear that he was the person in Japan who most needed to prevent this kind of thing from happening. After receiving Chen Ke courteously and fulfilling the duties of a host, Hirohito handed over the more concrete talk to Kita Ikki.

"Chairman Chen, we want to declare war on Britain." After Kita Ikki first apologized for the disturbance Chen Ke had suffered, he immediately raised Japan's intention.

Chen Ke suddenly felt it was very comical. Compared to history, Japan's declaration of war this time was full of righteousness, at least a legitimacy that couldn't be completely denied even in the 21st century. History had finally reached this step, making Chen Ke unable to resist wanting to laugh.

Kita Ikki obviously misunderstood Chen Ke's smile; he hurriedly explained: "We do not intend to use this war to seize territory from Britain; please rest assured on this point."

Chen Ke had wanted to stop him for a moment, but on second thought, Japan's declaration of war itself had considerable positive significance. At any rate, Japan could also use this declaration of war to completely break with the old era of colonialism. Presumably, Kita Ikki would absolutely not participate in this war under the banner of old-era reasons. If the Japanese people could be made to think that colonialism was wrong and something that needed to be overthrown, it would also be a good thing for the cleansing of Japan's national ideology.

"Since you want to declare war, the facts must be clear. You can't let people feel that Japan is looting a burning house," Chen Ke replied.

"Please rest assured, we are investigating carefully and will absolutely not let the British escape this matter," Kita Ikki replied seriously.
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"Chairman Chen Ke's visit to Japan demonstrates the brand new friendly and goodwill relationship between Japan and China!"

"China and Japan join hands, moving towards the future together!"

...

Japanese newspapers conducted massive propaganda regarding Chen Ke's visit to Japan. One could discern quite a few tricks from the headlines and themes. Those who treated Chen Ke's visit as a return visit for the Japanese Emperor Hirohito's "visit" to China were undoubtedly Royalists. Those who mainly discussed the future of deepening Sino-Japanese economic cooperation were undoubtedly from the financial and business sectors. Those who were anti-colonial and anti-imperialist were undoubtedly the socialist faction. Of course, there was also a group advocating globalization; these were the ordinary modernists and those who wanted to grab more benefits faster. The common point was that Japanese interest groups all expressed expectations for a bright future.

Since the upper echelons held such an attitude, the Japanese populace was even more filled with an atmosphere of pro-China sentiment and a desire to return to Asia, which resided in the ranks of the world's most advanced nations. Everyone wanted to live a better life. Since war could not solve Japan's predicament, Japan was naturally willing to choose peace.

Kita Ikki was not someone who particularly loved war. One of the reasons he chose to declare war on Britain this time was to cut ties with the old Japan. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance was undoubtedly a symbol of the old Japan. Following colonialism, imperialism, and hegemonism—if Japan continued to treat the world with such an attitude, it would sooner or later fall out with China. Rather than that, it was better to directly set the direction of Japan's future politics.

Chen Ke delivered multiple speeches. His tall stature was very conspicuous among the accompanying Japanese officials. His vigorous movements alone made the Japanese feel a sense of awe. Amidst feelings of awe and expectation, Chen Ke's speeches regarding Sino-Japanese friendship received a response from the Japanese like mountains calling and seas roaring.

Some were happy while others were worried. Britain was suddenly accused by Japan of instigating the assassination of Chen Ke in Japan. The evidence for these accusations was clear and the content detailed. Assassinating the leader of a belligerent country was not something particularly strange. If successful, it could even become an action possessing immense deterrent power.

However, that kind of deterrence required success. Assassination warfare aimed at physical elimination; that could no longer speak of any so-called war bottom lines. Based on the principle of reciprocal retaliation currently generally recognized internationally, the British had to consider whether their own country's leaders would face assassination by the Chinese side. After all, China was a major power, and the assassination forces they could mobilize were also sufficiently powerful. Assassination operations would push the war to a new stage without mercy, escalating from war to a slaughter involving all personnel of the other side.

What was even more disadvantageous for Britain was that the assassination operation failed in a third country. Apart from declaring war on Britain, Japan seemingly had no other choice.

Of course, Britain immediately jumped out to deny it, claiming they would absolutely not use intelligence personnel to conduct assassinations as a means of war. This was also unavoidable. Currently, the core personnel Britain's colonies could rely on were few. If China implemented large-scale assassination operations against these people, the speed of the British colonies' collapse would be even faster.

The United States also jumped out to help Britain put out the fire. They clearly opposed political assassination operations, believing that "even war must have bottom lines," and such assassination behavior must be completely banned. Since the Chinese side had already occupied the anti-colonialist stance, the United States did not want to follow suit easily. So what the Americans wanted to do was to propose a "more humane" viewpoint, establishing a more civilized model for the world. And opposing assassination, or at least opposing the appearance of such assassination operations in the future, became a major selling point for the United States to flaunt itself. For this reason, the United States simply sent documents to various countries in the world, hoping to establish a clearer treaty on war actions.

Before this appeal received responses from China, the Soviet Union, Germany, and Britain, some newspapers in South America had already begun to ridicule Roosevelt's appeal wantonly. Americans had a tradition of engaging in coups and assassinations in South America, and South American countries had suffered deeply from it. Roosevelt's hands were not clean either; he himself had given quite a few orders to take down South American regimes. It seemed that such propaganda attempting to establish a positive image for the United States had not been able to shape a righteous image for America.

At this time, uprisings occurred in several states in India. The insurgents carried out assassination operations against local British officials. This made Britain feel as if they had found a treasure; they immediately began to accuse China of carrying out assassination operations against British officials in India. On one hand trying their best to declare they did not have an operation to assassinate Chen Ke, and on the other hand trying their best to muddy the waters—Britain could only adopt such a method.

After Chen Ke returned to China, the comrades were left speechless by the British attitude.

"This can't even be discussed as hypocrisy, right? This is simply shameless!" A comrade from the Politburo commented.

Chen Ke laughed, "Hypocrisy is the homage vice pays to virtue. No matter from which angle you look at it, the British attitude now proves that most forces in the world still pursue justice."

"Most forces in this world refers to China, right," Zhang Yu laughed. Although this sounded like a joke, Zhang Yu actually didn't mean it as a joke at all when he said it.

"It looks like the Americans have already decided to intervene in the war," Chen Ke also didn't want to dwell on whether it was hypocrisy or not. Justice was something that must be supported by power. No matter how unjust Britain's actions were during the Opium War, China didn't have power and was still beaten into ceding territory and paying indemnities. And in history, colonial liberation never relied on the benevolence of the suzerain state, but on the contrast of power. So the British attitude was not important; what was important were the actions of countries with power.

The United States was attempting to establish a new order internationally this time. The ridicule of the United States by South American newspapers was completely unimportant. South American countries simply did not have the power to change the world situation. If the changing process of the world situation required strong US intervention, other countries would fundamentally not value the stance of South American countries. This was one of the true faces of justice.

"Now the United States can only take action in the European direction, right?" Wu Xiangyu asked. Deeper US intervention in Europe was what China most hoped would happen. At this time, the strategic situation in the Western Pacific had become increasingly obvious; all China needed was time.

Li Runshi replied, "The United States' war preparations are still insufficient. What's important is that the United States has discovered that if they don't intervene in the world situation now, they will be unable to effectively intervene in world affairs in the future. Roosevelt's performance can only be seen as an attempt at pre-war mobilization; there is no need to over-interpret it."

Do not over-interpret—this was a viewpoint the People's Party had used relatively often in recent years. In these years, there were more and more interpretations of Chen Ke's words and deeds, especially among the new literati class and young cadres. The practice of attempting to interpret more "implied content" from Chen Ke's words and deeds and "digging deep" into concepts was becoming increasingly prevalent. Chen Ke had specifically carried out severe criticism regarding this. It was with great difficulty that this trend was temporarily suppressed.

Regarding this matter, Chen Ke's evaluation was, "I also did this when I was young! My feeling about this now is that it is a pure waste of time, and it also spoils one's disposition."

The comrades of the Politburo were relatively in agreement with this. Most of them were high EQ elements with rich practical experience. What needed to be interpreted were the various demands people expressed in their words and deeds. As for the profound meaning of the words and deeds themselves... everyone felt that sometimes speaking was actually quite superfluous.

As China and the United States understood each other more and more, everyone's misjudgments of the United States also became fewer and fewer. Fighting a war relied on those realistic weapons, realistic command systems, and the bloody battles of soldiers. Even people who were best at interpreting others' thoughts would die if they took a bullet to the head on the battlefield. This was the essential manifestation of matter determining everything.

"Then should we consider formulating a military plan to attack the United States?" Pu Guanshui asked. Now the military's worry about the United States was getting smaller and smaller. The United States had clearly lost the best opportunity to participate in the World War, or at least to participate in the Western Pacific war. China had now taken down the islands of Britain and France in the Pacific, especially the islands in the Central Pacific. With China's military construction on these islands, China's odds of winning an attack on Hawaii were constantly expanding. As a soldier, making such war plans could also be considered an occupational disease.

"The preparations that should be done still need to be done. What we need now is to vigorously aid the anti-colonial movement figures in India. Ship all our captured and obsolete weapons to them; give them as much as they want." Chen Ke cared even more about this. Even the United States was attempting to occupy the moral high ground; China had even less reason to give up the advantage it already possessed in the future wave of colonial independence.

"Now many Indian revolutionaries have already come to China, requesting Chinese weapon support. There are also some local independent forces hoping to receive comprehensive training from China," Li Runshi replied.

"Support must be given to all these revolutionaries. I think there are two matters at the present stage. One is to restore comprehensive oil trade with Iran. The second is to see if the Soviet comrades will have any moves recently," Chen Ke replied. "The Soviet comrades are still silent up to now. I think this is abnormal."

The Soviet comrades' actions were indeed somewhat abnormal. Chen Ke had formally issued a declaration to the whole world in the United States that China wanted to overthrow the world colonial system. Britain would definitely oppose it with all its power, and the United States also had the colony of the Philippines, so they definitely wouldn't withdraw willingly. However, the Soviet Union had not given a clear reaction up to now. Chen Ke thought this was abnormal.

In a certain sense, Sino-Soviet relations were very subtle. Both countries were major powers and shared a long border. Attempting to maintain peace on such a long border was itself a very difficult matter. The historical timing was really too good; only with great difficulty did Chen Ke maintain a peaceful border with the Soviet Union.

China and the Soviet Union also needed each other's support. This was something any leader with sufficient IQ understood. But this did not equal the two countries being able to have consistent views on other matters.

Chen Ke was a very pragmatic person. There were too many lessons from the same socialist camp in history. As long as the state, this highest contradiction body born in human society, still existed, one could not have too many fantasies in the current world.

In high-end fields like ideology, maintaining opposition was very easy. For example, China and Germany—both sides viewed the other as an enemy to some extent, and at most it would just be the outbreak of war. This actually made frank communication easier.

But for countries like China and the Soviet Union with basically the same banner, maintaining consistency in ideology required too many conditions. Rather than eventually ending up in an unmanageable mess, it was better not to get so close from the start.

Since such a concept was used to handle Sino-Soviet relations, it was inevitable to have some feelings of estrangement. The two countries didn't look like brothers in the same trench, but rather like neighbors attempting to maintain non-conflict.

But the Soviet Union and China had also once had exchanges regarding anti-colonialism. China had also once explicitly informed the Soviet side of the banner China would raise during the liberation war in Asia. Now that China had made the banner public to the whole world, the Soviet Union had not given a clear answer up to now.

There were two possibilities for this. The first possibility was that the Soviet Union had its own plans. The second possibility was that the Soviet Union had no interest in destroying the colonial system. No matter which choice it was, Chen Ke felt that the Soviet Union's current attitude appeared abnormal.
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Chen Ke felt that the Soviet Union's attitude was not quite normal, while Uncle Iron Man felt that the Soviet Union's practice of remaining temporarily silent was very normal.

When China and the Soviet Union were founded almost simultaneously, the CPSU, including Comrade Lenin, believed that the Soviet Union was finally liberated from the predicament of being surrounded by enemies on all sides. Even though China took quite a bit of advantage on the territorial issue, the Soviet comrades grit their teeth and endured it at the time.

Facts proved that the CPSU's judgment at the time was very correct. Nearly twenty years of true peace between China and the Soviet Union allowed the Soviet Union to avoid being under siege by enemies on all fronts. In the Far East, the only thing the Soviet Union had a headache about was that Soviet citizens preferred to run over to the Chinese side of the border to live and work. This trouble was the entirety of the trouble. On the Sino-Soviet border where there were fundamentally no troops stationed, the Soviet Union finally reduced its troops to five divisions in 1935. These five divisions were mainly to guard against a surprise attack on the Bering Sea region by Japan or the United States.

In the Central Asian Caspian region, the Soviet Union only had to guard against Iran and the British colonial troops in the Middle East, which were all very, very weak opponents. The Caucasus region faced Turkey, and the current Turkey was fundamentally not that Ottoman Turkish Empire that waged a long war with Tsarist Russia, but a weak country. When there were still Poland and the three Baltic states in Central and Northern Europe, the Soviet Union's strategic situation could even be called not bad. The surrounding countries were all very weak and were not the Soviet Union's match.

In Uncle Iron Man's strategic view, a new world war would start sooner or later. Trade between the Soviet Union and China, as well as the aid received from China, allowed the Soviet Union to survive the initial hardships. The Great Depression gave the Soviet Union the opportunity to comprehensively import advanced equipment from Europe and America, and the Soviet Union's industrial strength advanced by leaps and bounds accordingly.

In 1940, the Soviet Union's steel output reached 22 million tons, comparable to Germany's level. Although the Soviet-Finnish War was not fought well, the Soviet Union still, from 1939 to 1940, through various means, partitioned Poland and regained control of the three Baltic states. The road to Europe was once again open to the Soviet Union. Strategically, the Soviet Union had already shifted from a defensive posture to an offensive one.

At this stage, two things exceeded Uncle Iron Man's expectations. First was that Germany settled France cleanly and efficiently. In Uncle Iron Man's plan, there should have been a war between Germany and France with mountains of corpses and seas of blood, just like World War I.

The other issue was that China's performance was truly too astonishing. China, heading south with all its might, swallowed Australia and New Zealand, as well as a series of islands in the Central Pacific. With China's help, the entire Western Pacific colonies gained independent status. These regions had all been incorporated into the Western Pacific system led by China.

Recently, China's hand had even extended to the United States. Chen Ke's public speech in the United States clearly expressed China's anti-colonialist stance. The Yankees' tough attitude towards China actually had a strong meaning of forcing recognition. This made Uncle Iron Man feel extremely surprised. The United States only recognized the Soviet government in the 1930s and formally established diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union. But the relationship between China and the United States had already reached the point of strategic communication.

China's national power also made Uncle Iron Man feel very uncomfortable. According to data published by China itself, China's steel output reached as much as 45 million tons. This figure was the sum of the Soviet Union and Germany combined. China had nearly 800 million people, and the world basically acknowledged this fact. 800 million people plus 45 million tons of steel, this was a destructive force. The most bullshit thing was that in conversations with Chinese comrades, the Chinese comrades believed that by 1942, China's steel output might reach the level of 60 million tons. Relying on announcing powerful industrial production capacity to intimidate other countries could also be considered a kind of strategy. But this output of 60 million tons was also a bit too outrageous. Uncle Iron Man now thought that perhaps there was also a lot of water in the 45 million tons of steel output announced by China in 1940.

Overall, Uncle Iron Man found that his judgment of Europe was probably accurate. It was just that regarding other regions outside of Europe, especially the two powerful countries of China and the United States, his judgment seemed to have lost its accuracy. Uncle Iron Man's judgment of strategy had a not-so-small deviation.

First, with the support of the United States, Britain might still have the ability to wage war against Germany. However, Britain fundamentally had no intention of reaching a compromise with the Soviet Union.

Uncle Iron Man contacted Britain several times, hoping that Britain could agree to a joint pincer attack on Germany by the Soviet Union and Britain. Originally there was a lot of content that could be discussed, but now it had turned into mutual deception. The Soviet Union hoped Britain would land in Europe first to fight Nazi Germany, and the Soviet Union would coordinate with Britain to attack Nazi Germany together. Britain naturally completely opposed this; they demanded the Soviet Union send troops to attack Germany first, and Britain would think of ways to coordinate with the Soviet Union's war. Both countries hoped the other would strike a life-risking blow, while they themselves picked the fruit in the back.

Of course, theoretically, Britain was now being blockaded by German submarines to a miserable state. In order to obtain anti-submarine equipment, Britain transferred its military bases in many regions of the world to the United States in exchange for 50 broken destroyers. At the present stage, Britain was indeed powerless to fight on the European continent. But Britain's attitude was very firm; they first demanded that the Soviet Union could not enter Western Europe, and moreover demanded that the Soviet Union could not join any alliance opposing colonies.

This could not help but make Uncle Iron Man start to seriously calculate the future strategic process.

The Soviet Union promised to act alone in Europe. If it waged war against Germany now, while also explicitly supporting China's anti-colonialist actions, there was no guarantee that Germany and Britain would not join hands to oppose the Soviet Union together. Standing behind Britain was also the United States. As far as the US and Soviet Union went, there wasn't any friendly relationship to speak of; the Soviet Union might very well have to oppose these three countries with the power of one country.

If the situation turned into this, the Soviet Union could only unite with China, using an alliance of the two countries of China and the Soviet Union to oppose the other industrial countries in the world. This was a huge gamble. First, the Soviet Union could not guarantee whether China was willing to participate in such a war. Moreover, from intelligence obtained from the Chinese side, China was desperately digesting the Western Pacific region it had most recently obtained. Uncle Iron Man could completely understand China's current approach. But the opportunity for war was fleeting. If China were given a few years to allow China to finish digesting the Western Pacific, God knows what stage the strategic situation in Europe would have developed to by then.

Not only were the Soviet Union and Britain colluding, but Germany was also ceaselessly raising demands to make peace with Britain. Britain's wartime Prime Minister Fatty Qiu actually neither wanted to make peace with Germany nor wanted to unite with the Soviet Union. What he truly hoped for was to unite with the United States to counterattack the European continent.

In this sense, Chen Ke had also clearly perceived this fact. Otherwise, why would Chen Ke travel ten thousand *li* to personally go to the United States to negotiate with Roosevelt?

After rectification and purges, the Soviet Army resolved the factionalism in the troops. Regardless of the quantity of troops or equipment, they surpassed the German army. Uncle Iron Man was not afraid of the German army. The thing to be done right now was instead to reach an agreement with Britain, and exclude the United States as much as possible. Once the Soviet army defeated the German army, Eastern Europe, which had been desired since the time of Tsarist Russia, would fall completely into Soviet hands. Even Western Europe would very likely open its doors to the Soviet Union.

Thinking of the victories China had obtained, Uncle Iron Man felt very regretful. Before the war, no one could have imagined that China could fight all the way to ten thousand *li* away. From the current Sino-Soviet border fighting all the way to Spain, which was currently still in a fierce civil war, was at most a distance of only 2000 kilometers. Now that France had fallen, Britain could not even fend for itself, and the United States was not yet fully armed, the Soviet Union had the confidence to completely defeat Germany. Taking advantage of this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, to complete the liberation of Europe.

Since it was like this, the Soviet Union had to temporarily distance itself from China. At least it had to fool Britain first. If the Soviet Union, like China, used colonial liberation as a banner and openly wanted to completely wipe out Britain, then this short-term Soviet-British military alliance could not be reached at all.

After determining the recent strategy, Uncle Iron Man also began to consider what to do. Since he could not raise the banner of anti-colonialism now, the only banner left was anti-fascism.

The benefit of having a common ideology was that when both sides faced other ideological countries in war, it was very convenient to communicate with people in one's own camp. Uncle Iron Man did not want to hide anything from Chen Ke, and directly told Chen Ke his own judgment of the timing.

Although Chen Ke was relatively unsure in his heart about the combat effectiveness between the Soviet Union and Germany, Uncle Iron Man was truly an independent and autonomous person, and also a person who did not listen to advice. Besides, on what basis could China capture cities and seize territory overseas, and then say that the Soviet comrades would perform poorly in war? The Soviet comrades were not people who trifled with things either; they deeply knew the terror of war and would also strive to try to fight every battle well. Current history was not the history of Chen Ke's time; Chen Ke also had no bottom line regarding what things would happen in such a history.

So Chen Ke ultimately expressed that he respected the Soviet comrades' opinion. He only suggested that the Soviet Union should not be cheated by the British. After all, the craftiness of the British Yankees was very famous.

Of course, Chen Ke also had some egoistic thoughts. If a total war broke out in Europe again, the pressure China faced would also be greatly reduced. As long as he could support India in obtaining independence on its own, with Britain's current strength, the tricks they could play were very limited.

On independence and autonomy, Chen Ke was a firm believer in Grandpa Mao. Having a father or mother is not as good as having it yourself. In the history Chen Ke had seen, China could rely on no one; the only one it could rely on was itself. As long as the Soviet Union was not stupid enough to join the ranks of the whole world besieging China, it was not that rare of a thing for China to face the combined siege of Europe and America now. The purpose of China heading south was to attempt to establish a system that could oppose the siege of Europe and America on its own. Perhaps because Chen Ke was too accustomed to a Russia after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, a Russia that could help China guard the north was a responsible great power, a strategic cooperative partner that could be called the most excellent.

For the current China, this was enough.
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158 Great Change (17) 158 Great Change (17) Little Moustache was a man of firm will. Before launching the war, he was convinced that the politicians of the European countries were all wimps just like the Weimar government. From then on, he acted freely, annexing Central Europe through the threat of force. In the subsequent war, relying on Germany's advanced armored tactics, he swept across Western Europe and conquered a large territory.

The wimps were wiped out one by one, and the ones remaining were all tough nuts to crack. Germany faced Britain and the Soviet Union in Europe. Little Moustache did not believe that the current Axis group lacked the ability to take on these two countries single-handedly. The problem was that there were people behind these two countries.

There was no military alliance between the Soviet Union and China, but one could figure out with their toes that China would absolutely not allow the Soviet Union to fall. The old fox in the United States, Roosevelt, passed the "Lend-Lease Act" in the US Congress, in which Britain could obtain American munitions without limit on credit.

Of course, there were also relatively deep contradictions between China, who was behind the Soviet Union, and the US-UK group. China strongly expressed its intention to overthrow the world colonial system, which Britain would absolutely not agree to. The problem lay in the fact that the United States was wavering on this matter. War required a supreme goal. Germany's war propaganda was "break the shackles of the Versailles system and gain living space for Germany." No matter what other countries thought, the German people firmly supported this goal.

Although China's slogan of destroying the colonial system pushed Britain to the position of a mortal enemy, the regions of the world under the British colonial system all very much approved of China's stance. Even South America, under the strong pressure of the United States, also very much agreed with China's stance. If the Axis powers could reach a consistent stance with China and the Soviet Union, then it would be the entire World Island confronting North America and Britain.

But Chen Ke seemed to be schizophrenic. As a socialist country, he was dallying with the United States under the capitalist system. He even ran to the United States and gave a speech, claiming that there was no need for socialist countries and capitalist countries to fight a bloody war to the death for national interests.

If socialist countries did not fight a life-and-death war with capitalist countries, then the remaining choice was for socialist countries and capitalist countries to join hands to strangle the Fascist alliance. This was the question that Little Moustache could not understand no matter how much he thought about it. Leaving powerful countries aside, China actually wanted to stand with those inferior peoples in the colonies. Disregarding the possibility of occupying the entire Asia, China actually attempted to get close to the United States in ideology.

"Communism is a Jewish conspiracy! The United States is a country controlled by Jews! That's why they want to unite together!" Little Moustache could only come up with such an answer that even he himself felt was a bit unreliable.

Chen Ke did not care about Little Moustache's thoughts at this time. The NPC and the government were about to have a general election in 1941, and the voice for Comrade Lu Huitian to serve as the State Chairman was getting higher and higher. Of course, this voice mainly came from civil servants and the "intellectual class." Originally, the intellectual circles did not have many views on who should be the chairman, but after Chen Ke made some moves against the intellectual circles, the intellectual circles seemed to have awakened their political awareness.

Wu Xiangyu's original reputation was quite good, but Comrade Wu Xiangyu's insistence on inner-party discipline caused his reputation to start to fall back. No matter how "excellent a prime minister" he was, if a prime minister only firmly executed the current ideological line, comrades who were dissatisfied with the current line would also give up choosing Wu Xiangyu.

Comrade Lu Huitian did not oppose Chen Ke, and did not even support an attitude opposite to Chen Ke. He believed that the current domestic situation needed rectification. The existing order needed to be smoothed out, and the system needed adjustment. "Increase the intensity of government management and smooth out the operation of the current order."

Many comrades who had not seen the line struggles of later generations quite supported Lu Huitian's stable views. Chen Ke and Lu Huitian had a long talk. After all, they were veteran comrades, and they spoke very frankly. Lu Huitian believed that at the present stage, they could no longer crazily "continue the revolution" and needed stable development.

"Comrade Lu Huitian, do you feel that the speed at which the masses are mastering science is too slow?" Chen Ke asked.

Generally speaking, the divergence between the elite system and the democratic system is that the elite system, because of its rich practical experience, makes more scientific decisions, which is conducive to the stability of development in the long run. The democratic system satisfies the gaming needs of interest groups, and at any rate gives the "populists" and even the public an illusion of "I participated in politics," which is conducive to the stability of society in the short term. Of course, Chen Ke opposed both of these views.

"Neither elite rule nor voting democracy. Use the method of the government operating everything to wash away the old era!" Lu Huitian gave such an answer.

In the past old era, all the intellectual classes came from the folk, and the same was true for bureaucrats. Lu Huitian hoped to establish an unprecedentedly big government. This big government would grasp everything from ideology, culture, education, to economy. From then on, the gentry, populists, and intellectuals from the folk would all step aside. The unprecedentedly powerful and unprecedentedly advanced government would lead everything in China.

Chen Ke did not know what to say for a moment after listening to Lu Huitian's introduction. His first reaction was no wonder Lu Huitian could get the support of so many people; it must be admitted that Comrade Lu Huitian still had great progressiveness. Judging from the current actual situation, the Chinese People's Party had the ability to establish such a government. Chen Ke felt that with his current physical condition, he could wait until the emergence of the internet age. After solving the technical difficulties from the perspective of scientific and technological development, it was not impossible to establish a society where "Big Brother is caring for you in every possible way."

The only problem lay in, where was the positioning of the people? Did the people just follow the new ruling class? Were the people just the source of fresh blood for the new powerful ruling class? Could this be called liberation?

Even the arrogant Christ had to say that people were left with the power of free choice. The goal of communism was the liberation of humanity itself. Everyone must become their own master, thereby becoming a member of the ruling class of society.

Chen Ke did not dislike big government at all, but the purpose of this government was to "serve the people." Moreover, serving the people was not providing welfare, nor was it distributing some money just because there was a fiscal surplus. Serving the people should be providing the power to guarantee people's labor, guaranteeing people's transformation of themselves through labor, and guaranteeing people's democratic rights.

Of course, democracy had never been the way to resolve contradictions between opposing classes. This was also why the state was the highest stage and highest manifestation of contradictions in the development of human society. Because the state itself was a tool to realize the interests of the ruling class.

No matter how the comrades who supported him viewed Lu Huitian's views, Chen Ke felt fear while feeling gratified.

He was gratified because as China entered the industrial era more and more deeply, China began to make up for all the trends of thought that had appeared in the history of other industrial countries. Lu Huitian's vision of big government was simply not the first trend of thought to be made up. Although Chen Ke unequivocally raised the banner of opposing colonialism, there were people in China who believed that China should take the path of colonial imperialism, and the number was not too small.

No matter how much propaganda stated that the essence of imperialism was exploitation internally and plunder externally, ordinary people would think that being able to plunder externally could reduce domestic pressure. There were also many people who used China's annexation of Australia and New Zealand as an example, trying to prove that colonial imperialism had a future.

Regarding such views, Chen Ke was even considering whether to separate the course of logic from the political class. Because there was a problem with the logic of that view: if colonial imperialism had a future, how come the British colonial empire was beaten black and blue by China? Since the Chinese revolution, it had never adopted a line of supporting colonial imperialism.

Of course, this kind of trend of thought could not be stifled at all. With so many industrial countries in history, every one of them had gone through such a process and had similar views and ideas appear. This showed that this process was a normal process and was basically unavoidable.

This was one of the reasons why Chen Ke felt fear.

As the 20th century entered the 40s, colonialism and fascism had to be swept into the dustbin of history. In the history of this century that Chen Ke saw, powerful countries like the United States could not continue on the path of imperialism. As for Britain, it could not even keep the British Isles, and the Scots wanted independence. This proved that imperialism had no future, and colonial imperialism and fascism had even less future.

Chinese civilization has been able to continue for thousands of years, not just because of its geographical location. The Roman Empire also once controlled the entire Mediterranean, but after its collapse, it could never continue. In the hundreds of years of China's Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, it was not that there were no countries pursuing hegemony. Duke Huan of Qi engaged in hegemon politics, and the countries fighting for hegemony took the stage one after another, but didn't they all end up with no result? The culture precipitated in China ultimately negated the hegemonic system. The Asian tributary system and colonialism were completely two different things. Every time foreign countries paid tribute, China even had to lose money when bestowing rewards.

After the United States abandoned the colonialist system, it finally allowed its ally little brothers to earn money from the United States, which actually coincided quite a bit with this tributary system.

As for Fascism... Chu culture is now also a gem in Chinese culture. In fact, Chu culture, with witch-doctor culture as its core, was completely different from the Central Plains civilization. It was not that there were no times when the State of Chu was regarded as barbarians. But after the State of Chu accepted China's world view and regarded itself as Chinese, the State of Chu also step by step became a part of China. If this had been done according to the Fascist way, Chu culture would have been uprooted long ago.

The "multiculturalism" that Europe later engaged in, which was brainless to an extreme, was in a certain sense somewhat similar to the integration of Chu culture and other non-Central Plains cultures into Chinese culture.

After the European and American industrial countries faced the rise of the socialist camp, they were forced to take a path similar to what Chinese history had already played out. Chen Ke really couldn't see any necessity for him to let industrialized China follow these wrong paths that had already been proven.

It was just that some things were hard to communicate. Imperialism had been rampant globally for hundreds of years after all. Even with Chen Ke's existence, the history of China being invaded by imperialism was shortened from 100 years to 60 years. To make people feel that imperialism was a paper tiger and a backward thing, this definitely did not conform to the cognition of ordinary people. It was also a bit inconsistent with the laws of cognition.

What could eliminate imperialism, the highest form of human private ownership, must inevitably be a more powerful force. Before this powerful force appeared, everyone wanted to become a strong power like imperialism.

"Comrade Lu Huitian, I think we still have to promote people's democracy." Chen Ke finally only gave Lu Huitian such an unconvincing answer.
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Shang Yuan, despite having retired, was still very well-informed. At least someone was very selectively passing some news to him. Hearing words about "Chairman Chen being dissatisfied with XXX", Shang Yuan had no reaction at all.

Having made revolution with Chen Ke for over thirty years, Shang Yuan understood Chen Ke thoroughly. Chen Ke wasn't a hard guy to see through. If one were to say Chen Ke had something unique, it was just that Chen Ke could do some things others couldn't. For example, through many years of practice and work, Chen Ke became increasingly materialist. The only thing Chen Ke was dissatisfied with was himself. For a lazy guy like Chen Ke, thinking of ways to solve problems exhausted his time and energy; where would he have the leisure to express dissatisfaction with facts?

The struggle over the political line at the upper levels had become increasingly intense. The only thing Shang Yuan felt fortunate about was that this was limited to a struggle over the line, and had not reached the level of intense personnel struggle. In the years since retiring, having read so many history books and so much first-hand material from the Manchu Qing, Shang Yuan was very afraid of meaningless personnel struggles.

Back when Lu Huitian had conflicts with radical land reform comrades in Hubei over line issues, Chen Ke insisted on not using forceful means to replace people. Personnel struggles never solve the fundamental problems of line struggles; tearing down a windmill won't stop the wind from blowing. Even among many windmills, Lu Huitian's windmill couldn't be considered poor; at most, one could say the foundation of this windmill was rooted in the bedrock of the bureaucratic system. In the current situation, one couldn't even accuse the bureaucratic system of being subjectively against the people, because that wasn't a fact.

Society has its own laws of operation. Revolution is not about creating a perfect blueprint and making everyone in society a piece of the puzzle within it. Revolution is about destroying the old institutions in society that hinder people's self-development, allowing everyone to live better and obtain a broader space for development. Of course, Shang Yuan knew that now was not the time for him to come out and speak.

Because his body was getting weaker, Shang Yuan no longer went to the National Archives. He lived a secluded life on ordinary days, only periodically sending people to the Archives to borrow some materials. When the guard informed Shang Yuan that Li Yujian's daughter had come to see him, Shang Yuan was holding a document from the Qianlong era. Qianlong was a very interesting fellow; in his era, he carried out a great destruction of many "black materials" of the Manchu Qing, so much content had to be found by looking for clues in existing documents.

"Please let her in." Putting down the materials in his hand, Shang Yuan said somewhat surprisedly. Although they were both in Beijing, Li Yujian tried his best to avoid meeting Shang Yuan; the relationship between these two fellow disciples remained distant. The last time he saw Li Yujian was a few years ago when sweeping graves with Chen Ke at the cemetery. Li Yujian's daughter was also present that time.

"Uncle Shang Yuan, my father passed away." Li Yujian's daughter spoke fairly calmly, but mentioning her father's death, this fifteen or sixteen-year-old girl still couldn't help her eyes turning red.

Li Yujian had spent the first half of his life trying hard to advance his career, and only got married after the liberation of Beijing. He was over 30 then. He was nearly 40 when he had this child. The last time Shang Yuan saw Li Yujian's daughter was at night, and he couldn't see clearly. Looking carefully now, the little girl certainly looked quite like her father, but one could still see some shadows of Mr. Li Hongqi in her brows and eyes, especially that forehead and eyebrows, which were simply a replica of Mr. Li Hongqi.

Seeing this child, and hearing the news of his junior brother's death, tears flashed in Shang Yuan's eyes. Wiping the tears from the corners of his eyes, he let the little girl sit beside him. After handing the little one a towel, Shang Yuan said seriously, "There, there. If there's anything you need Uncle's help with, just say it straight. I am your grandfather's student, your father's senior brother. You must not keep it from me if there is anything you need me to do."

Hearing these words from someone of her own family, the little girl couldn't help sobbing for a while. After a bit, she wiped her tears with the towel and continued, "Uncle Shang Yuan, my second uncle has already helped me hold the funeral for my father. Before my father passed away, he asked me to give you a letter. He said this is the letter my grandfather left for you. Although he is very sorry to give it to you only now. But he also only made up his mind before he died. I'm sorry, Uncle Shang Yuan..."

Speaking of this, the little girl started sobbing again, whether from fear or something else.

Shang Yuan was very clear about his junior brother's nature. Being able to make up his mind to give this letter to Shang Yuan before he died could be considered quite an improvement. Shang Yuan said gently, "There, there. Our business as fellow disciples is our business, it has nothing to do with you children. Don't be afraid. Uncle Shang Yuan is happy to see you. Regardless of how we were before, he is gone now, what else is there for us to say?"

Hearing this, the little girl finally seemed somewhat relieved. She took out a thick letter and handed it to Shang Yuan. The envelope had already turned somewhat yellow due to age. And this letter appeared to have been looked at many times; the edges of the envelope and letter paper had obvious signs of wear.

Thinking that this was left to him by his teacher, and recalling his teacher's voice and appearance when he was alive, Shang Yuan felt a wave of melancholy in his heart. The letter was divided into two parts: two thin pages were the letter written to Shang Yuan, and the other part was a stack of manuscripts.

"Wangshan, I am not long for this world. I have taught you everything I learned in my life. Your achievements far exceed mine. Having a disciple like you, I die with no regrets." Seeing the familiar handsome handwriting, Shang Yuan's eyes couldn't help but moisten again.

He wiped his eyes before continuing to read. In this letter, Mr. Li Hongqi only raised one question. The Master said: The people of old had three failings; the people of today perhaps do not even have these. The madmen of old were uninhibited; the madmen of today are merely dissolute. The dignified of old were reserved; the dignified of today are merely quarrelsome. The simpletons of old were straightforward; the simpletons of today are merely deceitful.

"Previously reading Confucius's works, I only felt admiration as for a high mountain. After witnessing the revolutionary theories of the literary youth, and reading again, I finally understand where the ancient sage was truly sage. The Master said: The three hundred poems of the Book of Odes may be summed up in a single phrase: Thought without depravity (Si Wu Xie). If China can be like this, it would be the greatest fortune!"

After reading the teacher's brief letter, Shang Yuan understood why his junior brother Li Yujian only handed this letter to him before dying. With Li Yujian's temperament, he was naturally extremely unconvinced that his father Li Hongqi thought so highly of Shang Yuan. Shang Yuan felt very regretful about this.

In terms of intelligence, or even scholarship, Li Yujian was actually not far behind Shang Yuan. At least after Li Yujian went to the National Library, although colleagues considered him a very affected and intolerant person, he was not bad at scholarship. If there was any problem with his life, it was that Li Yujian wanted to be a person considered by others to be "Si Wu Xie", but he did not transform himself into a "Si Wu Xie" person.

People who are naturally "Si Wu Xie" do not exist. According to human nature, if hungry one wants to eat, encountering good food one will eat desperately. If thirsty one wants to drink, encountering refreshing drinks one will drink desperately. Men seeing beautiful women will have a reaction and want to pounce immediately. Encountering setbacks one will be depressed, will be angry. These things are instinct, basic reactions written in human DNA. In the view of the world, the appearance of these actions in social life is definitely "having depravity". But this cannot be called "thoughts having depravity". Because these instincts don't need thinking or cogitation at all. As a physically existing material body, it naturally emits such reactions.

Like Chen Ke, like Shang Yuan, these people knew they wanted to do these things, they knew they could do these things. The reason they refrained was precisely because they had their own selected work.

Just like Xunzi said: "If a man’s will and purpose are cultivated, he can be proud in the face of wealth and eminence; if his sense of duty is heavy, he can make light of princes and dukes; he examines himself internally and external things are light. The tradition says: 'The gentleman uses things; the small man is used by things.' This is what it means. If the body labors but the mind is at peace, do it; if profit is little but righteousness is great, do it; serving a chaotic ruler and succeeding is not as good as serving an impoverished ruler and following the right path. Therefore, a good farmer does not stop plowing because of floods or droughts, a good merchant does not stop trading because of losses, and a gentleman does not become lazy in the Way because of poverty."

People forcefully twisting their nature to do this will naturally appear 'wild and uninhibited', 'dignified and reserved', 'foolish and straightforward'. Why? Because they are unhappy inside. Any person who works seriously, both physically and mentally endures considerable pain; it would be strange if they felt happy and comfortable. They don't say it, they don't show it, because saying it is useless, and when attention is highly focused, they even leave these feelings behind. After finishing work and the brief excitement and joy ends, these unhappinesses are naturally recalled. Can this be pleasant? Can this be happy?

People who can't cross the finish line, who can't complete the work, are destined not to get the benefits that can only be obtained by crossing the finish line. These people see those successful ones finally walking to the finish line, getting the results that are inevitably obtained after passing the finish line. They only want to not bear the inevitable pain, only want to not experience the process, and directly step across the finish line. Since they can't do it themselves, they can only delusionally hope that others think they are those who can pass the finish line. Thus they choose to disguise themselves, trying to disguise themselves to look like those who can pass the finish line from the outside. The performance of such people is naturally 'wild and dissolute', 'dignified and quarrelsome', 'foolish and deceitful'.

For those whose purpose is to do things, naturally "everything helps them"; for those who only want results, it becomes "everything harms them". If they haven't seen successful cases, and don't have a certain degree of intelligence to understand this kind of success, they can only choose to give up. In this way, they might die early, or find their own path, finding work they can do. If they have a little "cleverness", and can understand some things, and thus pretend to be "Si Wu Xie", that becomes harming others and themselves.

Thinking of this, Shang Yuan couldn't help sighing. From this perspective, the more developed the technology and the smoother the information, the more people will peddle "success studies". If one asked Lu Huitian to believe in the brightness of human nature, Lu Huitian would definitely answer in a very troubled tone: "Can we not mention such a feeling-hurting topic as trust?"

To be like Chen Ke, firmly believing that the people can definitely liberate themselves, truly required immense courage.

Thinking it over, Shang Yuan couldn't help leaning back. Only then did he suddenly discover that his junior brother Li Yujian's daughter was sitting well-behaved beside him. Human DNA can inherit many things, but acquired virtues cannot be inherited. But looking at this cute little girl, sitting seriously and silently beside him, that steady appearance made Shang Yuan feel an indescribable sense of cherishing.

Seeing children is equivalent to seeing what the real world will look like after one's death. This seemed to be something Chen Ke had said. These children have infinite possibilities; they are inheritors, and inevitably also pioneers. If one cannot hold expectations for these children, how terrible would this world be.

Thinking of this, Shang Yuan felt he could understand Chen Ke's thoughts again. Since the future is destined not to be a simple repetition of the past, why can't one exert a bit more effort now and hold a sliver more expectation for the future?
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"The core regions of Western Europe... Germany can touch them, but the Soviet Union cannot?" Chen Ke's tone held a hint of malice.

Some comrades who still had an impression of "The True Story of Ah Q" couldn't help but laugh out loud. This was an adaptation of "The monk can touch her, but I cannot?" Of course, those who laughed were the comrades who supported China going all out to prepare for the second phase.

"The Soviet comrades believe that after liberating Europe, they will be able to obtain Europe's industry, technology, and equipment. After all, the industrial strength of the entire Europe is still above that of the United States," Chen Ke explained.

A major reason for the technological explosion in the United States was the plundering of a large number of scientists from Europe after World War II. In fact, it was not until the 1980s that US technology fully caught up with and began to surpass Europe. Even so, Europe could still stand up to the United States in many high-tech areas. Hundreds of years of accumulation was no joke.

If the Soviet Union could solve the Axis powers, not to mention anything else, their chemical industry would immediately step into the world-class level. Chen Ke had taken specialized courses on looking up information during university, which described the history of various major indexes. In the field of chemistry, German indexes were the most authoritative back then. After World War II, the United States took a large number of German technical data and personnel to the US, and only then slowly absorbed and digested them, eventually surpassing Germany.

In the 21st century, the GDP of the EU was above that of the United States. If they could form a new European state with Russia, this new state would not only have an economic scale close to the sum of China and the US, but would also surpass the US in everything from raw materials to nuclear weapons, from military power to population. Even if China and the US joined forces, Russia's nuclear weapons would serve as a protective umbrella. Chen Ke was very clear about this.

If the Soviet Union could liberate Europe, it would be equivalent to the Soviet Union immediately becoming number one in the world. If such a thing happened, even Chen Ke, relying on China's population and education system plus twenty years of desperate effort, would still have to hope for the Soviet Union to make some mistakes on its own to have a possibility of keeping pace with this new Soviet Union. Even if the efficiency of the Soviet Union's crude integration ability was comparable to that of Nazi Germany, in the short term, the Soviet Union would undoubtedly possess huge technological and economic advantages immediately. Facing such a Europe, the United States would only be able to adopt a defensive posture.

A strong and unified Europe, exerting its advantages in technology and industry, could build a navy capable of crossing the Atlantic to attack the United States within ten years. Of course, before that, Britain would definitely be conquered. A unified and powerful Europe was not only a nightmare for Britain, but also a nightmare for the United States.

Some comrades also thought that Chen Ke was perhaps too lenient towards the United States. To this, Chen Ke had nothing special to explain. He did not believe that placing a few aircraft carriers next to the US coastline or dropping a few atomic bombs on the US mainland would force the US to surrender unconditionally.

Although he did not have a particular sense of identification with the strength of the US militia, Chen Ke believed that if China were to invade the US, it would mean fierce battles in every town and every village. The battles in Australia and New Zealand had already proven this point. Even if China killed hundreds of millions of Americans and occupied the US, what would it prove? Prove that Chen Ke could become the greatest conqueror surpassing Genghis Khan in history? The greatest butcher? Prove that Chen Ke had the ability to overcome the sequelae brought about by public security warfare that even the US could not overcome?

The soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army fought for the people. They were defenders and liberators, not butchers. As the founder and leader of this army, Chen Ke had even less reason to let the Party and the loyal army of the people send their lives away for a meaningless war for imperial hegemony.

The final strategic judgment of the Military Commission and the Standing Committee of the Politburo was that what the United States desired most now was to strike at Nazi Germany. The greatest interest in striking at Nazi Germany was to maintain a previously divided Europe. On this point, the interests of Britain and the United States were aligned. As for the Soviet Union, the United States had no solution either. Crossing the Bering Sea to kill into Soviet territory was not a problem, but the battle line that the United States would maintain at a huge cost of transport capacity would have to face a large number of Soviet troops, as well as Chinese weapons and logistical supplies close at hand to this battlefield.

If they wanted to kill into the Soviet Union from the North Atlantic... the United States would first have to pass through the occupied territories of Nazi Germany. The Nazis would absolutely not let the British and Americans pass through their occupied territories, nor would they think that the British and Americans approaching the Nazi occupied and controlled areas would have any goodwill.

Therefore, unless the Americans really lost their intelligence, they would not attack the Western Pacific defense system that China had also more or less completed constructing after completing their armament in 1942. Given American interests and the opponents the US could choose, Nazi Germany could be considered the best target to strike.

Uncle Man of Steel hoped to defeat the Fascist Axis powers through a decisive battle, which was also commendable in strategic design. If it could be realized, Uncle Man of Steel could be considered to have seized the last window of opportunity before the US armed itself. Liberating Europe in one fell swoop, even if the United States wanted to intervene, it would encounter extreme difficulties.

As for China's aid to the Soviet Union... the Soviet comrades already owed China five years of trade money that they hadn't paid, and China had already done its utmost at the current stage. Leaning in too much to provide aid would probably produce a very poor effect.

Of course, external problems at the current stage were easy to solve. Chinese transport ships had already begun trading with Iran. Freighters unloaded guns, ammunition, factory equipment, railway construction equipment, etc., and then loaded up full barrels of oil before sailing for China. Possessing two oceans at the same time, China was perfecting its own strength, preparing to welcome an even more violent external storm.

Before that, what needed to be solved was the issue of the new change of term.

When Chen Ke sought Lu Huitian for a talk again, Lu Huitian asked straightforwardly: "Chairman Chen, do you not wish for me to participate in this election?"

"Of course I can make that choice, but what benefit would doing so bring to the revolutionary work?" Chen Ke asked in return.

After hearing this, Lu Huitian understood that Chen Ke would not relax in the slightest on the line. He sighed, "If you feel it is necessary, I can not participate in this election."

"What I feel is necessary is to let the comrades choose for themselves. After all, the State President is elected by the National People's Congress. The Party leads political party affairs, leads ideology and political direction, and cannot interfere in this matter," Chen Ke replied.

Because he had solid trust in Chen Ke, Lu Huitian was stunned on the spot. "Are you preparing to expand the authority of the NPC?"

Chen Ke first poured a cup of tea for Lu Huitian before continuing, "Comrade Lu Huitian, currently within the Party, it is believed that we have differences in line. You and I must both admit this matter, and I believe you will also admit this matter frankly. The line you hope for is a line where the bureaucratic system dominates national development. Do you have any objection to this judgment of mine?"

Lu Huitian knew that he would have to talk to Chen Ke about this sooner or later. Originally, Lu Huitian had no connection with the intellectual circles. Not long ago, the intellectual circles took the initiative to stick to him, hoping to support Lu Huitian to become the Chairman. The proportion of intellectuals in the NPC was not low. With the support of such a group of people, the possibility of Lu Huitian being elected as State President would be greatly increased.

As an old revolutionary for so many years, Lu Huitian would not think that he had suddenly become a person who "lived up to the high hopes of the world". This abnormal change made Lu Huitian feel that there must be some major problem. After inquiring in many ways, he found out that Chen Ke and that group of people in the intellectual circles had a very unhappy falling out. But Chen Ke had never made any public speech, and the intellectual circles could not possibly expose themselves as having conflicted with Chen Ke. Daring to make the contradiction public like this, no one would stand on the opposite side of Chen Ke.

The intellectual circles of the Republic were created by the People's Party single-handedly. Lu Huitian did not feel happy at all about these guys rising up to rebel. Not only was he not happy, but he was actually prepared to fiercely rectify this group of people. However, Chen Ke would never use such administrative means to punish people. Lu Huitian admired this very much, but felt that Chen Ke doing so was already untimely.

Since Chen Ke brought up the divergence in line, Lu Huitian simply spoke directly, "Chairman Chen, the comrades respect you very much. So seeing you being bullied, we feel we cannot sit by and ignore it. I indeed want to comprehensively adjust the national system through the method of total war. As for those jumping clowns in the intellectual circles, do they still think the earth won't turn without them? Your current approach is seeking the far over the near. At this time, we should cut the gordian knot and solve the problem."

Chen Ke shook his head, "Wildfires cannot burn it all; the spring breeze blows and it grows again. Even if these people are hacked into a thousand pieces and their nine generations exterminated, it will not solve the fundamental problem. Human understanding of problems is sometimes very interesting. If there is a pig bladder and a small gold bean, the vast majority of people will choose that pig bladder. Because it looks big, is easy to see, and easy to grab. The small gold bean is small, hard to find, and hard to distinguish. But if both things are thrown into the sea, the pig bladder will float on the surface of the sea, while the small gold bean will immediately sink. The surface of the sea, no matter how broad it looks, is limited. Everyone squeezes each other. In the blink of an eye, the surface of the sea is fully occupied. Compared to the surface, underwater there is infinite space, infinite depth, and infinite things to dig. Yes, underwater it is dark, there is huge pressure, and heaven knows what kind of dangers. But as a small gold bean, it can withstand it. Once a monstrous wave is set off on the surface of the sea, the pig bladders will all be finished. The gold bean can remain safe and sound underwater."

Lu Huitian completely disagreed with Chen Ke's view on this matter. "We can use powerful administrative power to resist the storm!"

Chen Ke shook his head. "Your view is very common, but this is actually impossible to achieve. We are all materialists. The solidification of any one thing means death. We can participate in the laws of social operation, but we cannot create a set of laws ourselves. I oppose the government dominating everything, not because it shouldn't be done, but because the government cannot do it. Things that cannot be done, no matter how hard you try, still cannot be done! Rather than making a big pig bladder of an absolute government, and even having nothing better to do than to apply powder and paint to beautify it, it is better to properly find a gold bean that is bumpy on the surface and whose shape cannot even be called regular. Although everything in the world will move towards its own end, that gold bean will be much more durable than the pig bladder, right?"

"Doing this comes down to interests in the end." Lu Huitian found this very hard to accept. "At least in politics and system, there must be some ideals, right?"

"Communism is the most about interests, and what Communism talks about is the interests of all mankind. Is obtaining comprehensive liberation not an interest? Back then when we were in Fengtai County, no one could guarantee the people's interests. Even if we, these outsiders who had just arrived, were willing to stand with the people, didn't the people still follow us and walk together? You have been in Hubei for quite a few years, you must have been to the steel plants many times. The deafening noise, the high temperature of thousands of degrees, one moment of carelessness means serious injury, falling into the molten steel means the whole person is immediately burned away, not even bone dregs can be found. That environment is probably even more terrifying than during the floods. The people still stand with us. And the work we do is to ensure as much as possible that everyone does not have accidents under normal work. We People's Party members, as the vanguard of the laborers, also have to go to the hardest environments to work, fighting high temperatures and promoting production. We labor there, and the working people also labor there. Did everything China has right now fall from the sky? Wasn't it still created together with the people? what I have never understood is, leaving perfectly good experience not to continue digging deep, but creating a system where bureaucracy dominates, is for what?" Chen Ke's attitude was very clear.

"No matter how correct the theory is, problems will be encountered in practice," Lu Huitian replied after a moment of silence.

Chen Ke shook his head, "Do not be afraid that the people are not used to it. Back then, the people were also used to having an Emperor, right? Where is the Emperor now? The most important characteristic of social development is to eliminate lies. I oppose the bureaucratic system leading everything because the bureaucratic system being able to lead everything is itself a lie. It is something that simply cannot be done. The moment the bureaucratic system detaches from the masses, this will be a pair of opposing contradictions."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Lu Huitian replied calmly: "Even if the People's Party acts as the vanguard of the laborers, even if the bureaucratic system acts as a servant, there are many problems that are still very difficult to solve. The problem right now is that there is no very clear, very operational system. Some words I dare to speak to you, but I have no way to say to other comrades. The reason I hope to establish a bureaucratic system is that I feel the problem now lies in the distribution system. I know you want to expand the authority of the NPC, but what does the NPC do? I think you are very clear, if the NPC really grasps power, then it is a unit for dividing the cake. They will decide the final distribution system, and that will trigger a terrible long-term chaos. If the bureaucratic system decides the distribution power, it only needs to supervise. But if the NPC grasps the distribution power, that means disaster. I don't like those NPC representatives who claim to support me at all. When they try to influence the Party's policies for their own interests, I feel that shooting them would be letting them off lightly. You definitely understand what I mean by saying this."

The conversation had reached this point, and it was at its end. Lu Huitian was frank to an unparalleled degree, and Chen Ke was very moved. "Comrade Lu Huitian, our Party combines science and democracy. Science is the foundation of everything. The foundation of democracy is likewise science. This point cannot be shaken. I created so many negative examples, the goal is actually only one, which is to let everyone see what kind of result not talking about science and not talking about democracy will ultimately have. Humanity progresses in this process of constantly making mistakes. Looking at the present from the future, what we are doing now is all a pile of stupid things."

Lu Huitian did not expect Chen Ke to actually say such a sentence. He was stunned for a moment, then suddenly laughed out loud. "Is it all a pile of stupid things? Alright, Chairman Chen, no matter what my personal understanding and propositions are, as a Party member, I will obey the Party's resolutions."

Chen Ke nodded seriously, "Yes, every People's Party member, including myself, needs to stick to this discipline."
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Chapter 161 Raising the Flag

The first National People's Congress of the People's Party, convened in 1941, was set to elect a new Chairman. The process was calm and unsurprising; all comrades of the People's Party Central Committee participating in the election knew the result, and most importantly, no one intended to oppose it.

In the subsequent National People's Congress meeting, the election for the State Chairman had some subtle differences. As thousands of NPC representatives cast their ballots into the boxes for the State Chairman election, their expressions were solemn. In the election of the State Chairman, everyone hoped their vote would achieve the result they anticipated.

Li Runshi did not care about this. As an NPC representative, he solemnly cast his own vote. Since there were practically no opponents for the position of Premier, Wu Xiangyu, who should have felt no pressure, looked even more agitated than Li Runshi. The two were to work as a team, so Wu Xiangyu eventually said to Li Runshi, "Some representatives will absolutely not vote for you."

"If there are no parties outside the Party, it's imperial thinking. If there are no factions within the Party, it's all kinds of strange things," Li Runshi replied calmly.

"Will it trigger more confrontation?" Wu Xiangyu really did not possess Li Runshi's breadth of mind.

Li Runshi's attitude remained calm. "This is a result triggered by confrontation, not confrontation triggered by a result. The essence of democratic elections is that the loser must accept the election results. If even this cannot be done, what meaning does a democratic system have? Then it would no longer be internal democracy, but a problem between two irreconcilable lines."

Wu Xiangyu felt that the implications behind these words were even stronger than what he had worried about, and he paused for a moment. If it were a comparison of specific administrative implementation, Wu Xiangyu's level was much higher than Li Runshi's; he didn't even have to use much brainpower to come up with countermeasures. But Li Runshi's attitude suddenly made Wu Xiangyu feel much more at ease. Of course, this might also have had something to do with Wu Xiangyu's self-positioning. He had never been an overly ambitious comrade.

Seeing Wu Xiangyu was still a bit nervous, Li Runshi smiled. "The NPC is supposed to represent the stance of the people. What we need to do in the future is to enable the NPC to truly represent the will of the people, and ultimately practice the democracy of the working people on a scientific basis."

To be able to consider future development even under the current situation where a line struggle was clearly laid out, Wu Xiangyu didn't know whether to praise Li Runshi for being worthy of the title of General Secretary of the Party, or to feel that he was being overly optimistic.

When the final round of election results came out, Li Runshi, the General Secretary of the Central Committee of the People's Party, surpassed the other candidates, including Lu Huitian, with a huge advantage of seventy-five percent of the votes. Facing this result, Lu Huitian actually felt a burst of relief. If he had really been elected, it would have meant a true political earthquake that even Lu Huitian himself did not want to see. Not just Lu Huitian, but most of the People's Party cadres breathed a sigh of relief.

Led by the Chairman of the NPC Standing Committee, Li Runshi walked onto the podium. With his hand on the Constitution of the Republic, he solemnly swore his oath of office to the National People's Congress representatives. After the oath was completed, the political system of the People's Party finally moved onto the track determined by Chen Ke. Next would be the appointment of the Premier; the elected Wu Xiangyu breathed a sigh of relief, completely not for his own sake.

The last item of the "Two Sessions" was very traditional: attending the flag-raising ceremony.

Before dawn in the spring, the wind still carried a chill. The streetlights around People's Square had not yet been extinguished, and the NPC representatives gathered on the square from their lodgings. On the viewing stand of the Pentagram Building opposite the square, several figures appeared. Although one was slightly blurry, some people with particularly sharp eyes had already recognized that the tall figure was likely Chen Ke.

The news that Chairman Chen was also on the viewing stand watching the flag raising spread among the representatives in the blink of an eye.

"Why doesn't Chairman Chen come down?" someone immediately asked.

Some comrades were quite knowledgeable. "It's not necessarily Chairman Chen, and besides, Chairman Chen isn't one of our NPC representatives."

Some representatives looked at the position where Chen Ke was said to be with rather complex gazes; most of them were representatives who had not voted for Li Runshi. The failure of this political struggle was so obvious. The academic circles had conducted rare networking beforehand and even employed quite a few means. They had thought they could have some influence on the country's decision-making, but Chen Ke hadn't even moved a finger to let these people know exactly how much weight they carried.

Looking at the NPC representatives composed mainly of workers, farmers, and soldiers—ordinary laborers—and their bright gazes filled with longing and enthusiasm looking towards the position where Chen Ke might be, some of the losers couldn't help but think: if Chen Ke were to openly say something to these people, what would the result be then?

While they were looking at Chen Ke, Chen Ke was also looking down at these people. A piece of news received recently had finally settled a thought that Chen Ke had been hesitating about. Comrade Stalin of the Soviet Union was preparing to restart the honorary title of "Guards." Comrade Stalin certainly didn't know, but Chen Ke was very clear that when the Soviet Union collapsed, the Guards displayed the old traditions of their Tsarist Russian predecessors, and so those Bolsheviks just washed up and went to sleep.

Although in this changed spacetime, the future would certainly be different. Even if the history of the Soviet Union remained the same as before, Chen Ke knew he would not live to see that day regardless. But Comrade Stalin's decision was also a stimulus to Chen Ke.

Standing at the very front of the NPC representatives were Li Runshi and Wu Xiangyu. Chen Ke suddenly remembered a letter he had seen before: "...Things always turn into their opposites; the higher you blow, the harder you fall. I am prepared to be smashed to pieces. That doesn't matter much; matter is indestructible, it's just being shattered. There are over a hundred parties in the world, and most of them don't believe in Marxism-Leninism anymore. Marx and Lenin have been smashed to pieces by people, let alone us?..."

The person who wrote this letter in history had once launched an unprecedented movement. It must be admitted that the movement failed. It destroyed many things but failed to establish a corresponding new order. However, within that movement, the political concept that "the working people are the masters of the country" completely became China's political correctness. Regardless of the subsequent processes, no one dared to openly deny this concept or openly overturn this political correctness. However, evaluating it from the perspective of historical materialism, that movement ultimately failed.

Chen Ke was born and grew up in an era that thoroughly negated that movement, and during his growth, he heard countless negative viewpoints. But too many people like him eventually began to reflect and try to restore the essence and truth of that movement, to reflect on the reasons for its failure. Because no matter what, Chen Ke and his peers identified with the concept finally established in that movement: the working people are the masters of the country.

After that movement, accompanied by the high-speed development of China's industrial level, amidst great material and technological development, and after finally entering the information age, Chen Ke and his generation finally had the opportunity to look at the world. Then, they finally began to understand why that person, standing at the very apex of the ruling class, would choose to have his own body shattered and bones crushed to carry on that movement destined for failure.

Just as Chen Ke was lost in his contemplation, the order below became slightly chaotic. Many newly elected NPC representatives had never seen Chen Ke before, and they had long looked forward to the day they could see him with their own eyes. This initiator of the People's Party, this founder of the Republic, this patriot who saved China from the brink of destruction, this revolutionary who brought China back to the core position of Asia and then towards the peak of the world, this opener of new territories unprecedented in Chinese history. Whether they supported or did not support Chen Ke, everyone positioned Chen Ke in a place transcending the natural.

They all wanted to see this person in reality with their own eyes, this person who was human but seemed to be a completely different kind of human. This person who could assemble an army of millions with a wave of his hand, who could defeat powerful enemies ten thousand miles away. The reason everyone could stand here today was all because of Chen Ke. If Chen Ke issued a summons, they would die for it without turning back. When they learned that it was likely Chen Ke standing high up watching the flag-raising ceremony, the ceremony itself seemed unimportant, because Chen Ke himself was the flag of the Republic.

Some NPC representatives tried to approach the viewing stand but were stopped by the armed police comrades responsible for order. Such actions triggered a small commotion.

"Chairman Chen, should we go down first?" the comrade responsible for security nearby asked in a low voice.

"...No need," Chen Ke replied after a hesitation. This hesitation was because Chen Ke suddenly discovered that he had actually felt a trace of fear just now. For Chen Ke, this was a feeling he hadn't had for a long time.

*What am I fearing? Fear that someone mixed in the ranks will assassinate me? The only ones who can accurately shoot a rabbit's front teeth off from several hundred meters away right now are Chinese, and they are currently engaging in production in the Southern Hemisphere. Is it that I'm afraid of causing chaos? Compared to the effort I have already decided to make to continue pushing China forward, this bit of chaos counts for nothing,* Chen Ke thought quietly.

*Then what am I fearing? Fearing my own choice? After sending so many enemies, so many comrades-in-arms, so many Chinese people, and so many foreigners to the altar of history, am I, who has walked to this step with such difficulty, hesitating when it comes to sending myself to the altar?* Thinking of this, Chen Ke said to the security comrade beside him, "No, we will stay here."

After saying this, Chen Ke ignored the security personnel who looked slightly troubled and quietly looked towards the square shrouded in the darkness before dawn. Under the streetlights radiating light throughout the night, the square was full of vague figures. Presumably, from their perspective looking at Chen Ke, Chen Ke was just a faint silhouette as well. Although the security personnel were a bit worried, they didn't really think anyone could attack Chen Ke in such lighting. Though they did stand a bit forward, skillfully forming a protective barrier.

Chen Ke didn't notice this, because he closed his eyes slightly, his train of thought returning to just now. *If I have any hesitation, it is only because all my achievements are the past that has already happened; I have merely stolen these achievements. For me personally, the long road I have traveled is a road with no future. But the me who has walked to the present finally has the opportunity to walk forward. Whether it was that person, or the predecessors who inherited the flag after him, they all followed the basic theories of Marxism and pushed China forward according to their own understanding. When I left that spacetime, China had already achieved unprecedented results; this is absolutely not to be denied. So my hesitation is a questioning of my own abilities. I am most worried that even standing on the shoulders of giants, even standing at the forefront of the road opened up by predecessors, even having seen so many successes and failures, so many experiences and lessons, I might fail to push history forward even a truly small step because of my own incompetence. But regarding sacrificing myself, I have no fear, nor any resistance. When I returned to this era decades ago, I was already destined to sacrifice everything for China. Because since I was small, I heard a teaching: we are the successors of communism. And the politics textbooks told us that laborers are members of the ruling class, and the state is the tool for the ruling class to implement class rule. I, along with millions of ordinary children, grew up in such an education.*

Thinking of this, Chen Ke heard the ringing of a wireless walkie-talkie. The comrade responsible for the security of the flag-raising ceremony on the viewing stand spoke into the device for a moment. When Chen Ke opened his eyes, he saw the man run over and say, "Premier Wu asks if you can, after the flag-raising ceremony ends, temporarily receive the NPC representatives on the podium. And after the reception, can you specifically meet with everyone in the Great Hall?"

"Good!" Chen Ke replied readily. The person in charge immediately ran to the walkie-talkie position and began to communicate with those below.

Chen Ke looked down again; order on the square had been restored. The crowd lined up neatly, surrounding the national flag on three sides. The martial National Flag Guard was ready to move out; in a moment, they would clear the path for the national flag.

*After this war that has swept the globe, peace will eventually descend. The China of that time will discard many institutions that have been very effective up to now. I will stand upon the history I have seen and attempt to push down a path that China in the original timeline did not have the opportunity to attempt. At that time, I am not too clear how many comrades within the Party will be able to understand me. If I fail, I will inevitably lose everything I have now. But I did not walk to this point to repeat the same mistakes, nor did I walk here to satisfy delusions of self-pity. I will do my utmost to continue pushing China forward from the height history has already reached, until I die!*

Looking at the horizon, Chen Ke, who had survived countless sleepless nights in his work, easily judged that in a while, dawn would drive away the chaotic shadows created by the night. The red glow of dawn would dye this world, already full of color, with a bright golden red. Accompanied by the rising of the sun, the Five-Star Red Flag would also rise slowly.

The red color smeared over everything would soon be dispersed by the daylight following closely behind. At that time, unstoppable, everyone would be able to see Chen Ke clearly, and see Chen Ke clearly for who he is.

Chen Ke stood quietly on the viewing stand, waiting for the arrival of that moment.

(End of Full Text)
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Space Race (I)

After the Second World War, which had swallowed tens of millions of lives, finally came to an end, the vast lands sandwiched between the East and the New World had suffered terrible devastation. The areas of Western Europe once occupied by Germany had been turned into ruins, and the western part of the Soviet Union had similarly suffered heavy losses during the Soviet-German War. Britain, separated from Europe only by the narrow English Channel, was also severely weakened under the attacks of bombers and ballistic missiles.

In contrast to the losses in these elite regions of the world, China in the East, through a series of treaties signed at the end of WWII, leaped to become the country with the largest land area and the largest territorial waters in the world. Beyond merely gaining physical land and sea, China established its own vast sphere of influence through the West Pacific Security Treaty, the China-Southeast Asia Cooperation Organization Treaty, and the Indian Ocean Freedom of Navigation Treaty. This series of treaties ultimately framed the Pacific-Indian Ocean Free Trade Area Treaty, a powerful economic circle described as being strong enough to rival the Bretton Woods system.

This unprecedented expansion made the Americans taking over British influence, and the Soviets seizing Eastern Europe, East Germany, and Greece, all seem overshadowed by comparison.

More importantly, through the Second World War, China established its position as the "standard-bearer of anti-colonialism." To the vast colonial nations of Asia and Africa, China—which supported their right to national liberation and independent statehood with practical actions—was undoubtedly a noble savior. Although the United States and the Soviet Union took anti-fascism as their moral high ground, Germany, which had rampaged in Europe but never managed to run amok in Africa or Asia, was not seen as the greatest enemy by these nations that had gained independence or were striving for it after the war. On the contrary, Britain and France were the primary targets these countries sought to strike.

Among the leaders who once led the largest powers during WWII, Roosevelt passed away before the war ended, Hitler committed suicide in his underground bunker, and Chamberlain survived the war but died of illness shortly after its conclusion. As for the interim Prime Minister elected by Britain, Churchill was kicked off the prime ministerial throne immediately after the war's end. The only ones still firmly in power were Chen Ke, Chairman of the Chinese People's Party, and Stalin, General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.

Facing these two leaders who possessed supreme power in their respective countries, the pressure on the United States and the Northern European nations was indescribable. Regarding the number of permanent members of the United Nations Security Council, the Soviet Union proposed that the three countries—the USSR, China, and the US—should serve. The United States, feeling isolated, insisted that the US, China, the USSR, and Britain should serve. Britain, in turn, took a tough stance and demanded that France also be included in the ranks of the permanent members. Both the US and the USSR were full of contempt for France, which had contributed nothing in the mid-to-late stages of the war; they did not believe it was necessary to give France such an important seat. Chen Ke, however, expressed his willingness to accept the proposal of the five permanent members.

Both Britain and the US had witnessed Chen Ke's skill in long-term strategic planning. Allowing three non-socialist countries to appear in the United Nations could not help but make Britain and America deeply question what was really going on. Soon, they discovered that their suspicions had already fallen into Chen Ke's calculations.

Once France learned it had gained China's support, while the attitudes of Britain and the US appeared rather ambiguous, France—which theoretically should have supported the Anglo-Americans—developed a great deal of resentment towards them under China's subtle intelligence operations. Of course, this dissatisfaction had not just appeared now; the centuries-old conflict between France and Britain, as well as the behavior of British and American troops during the recently ended war—who, following traditional European war customs, had extensively looted after charging into French territories that had not yet been ravaged by war—all contributed. The arrogant and overbearing attitude of the Anglo-American garrison in France left the French full of resentment towards them.

By the time Britain and America realized something was wrong and turned to strongly support France's inclusion as a permanent member, the attitude between France and China had already undergone a subtle change.

Under these circumstances, Churchill delivered his "Iron Curtain" speech. The United States and the nations of Western Europe immediately expressed their approval. They did not believe they needed to block China and the Soviet Union out of Europe and America, but rather that they needed to block Europe and America out of China and the Soviet Union.

Similar to the situation after World War I, the United States implemented economic support policies for Europe. China also no longer considered the massive debts the Soviet Union had accumulated from the pre-war period through to the end of the war. The two strongest nations in the world, China and the US, provided large-scale aid to their strategic allies almost regardless of the cost.

After establishing the United Nations security mechanism, the "Cold War" between the socialist camp and the capitalist camp immediately commenced.
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The early Cold War was far less frenetic than the peak period of US-Soviet rivalry; that madness escalated gradually. China, however, was an outlier. At the very start of the Cold War, it had already established a long-term, effective strategy. Even after Chen Ke’s passing, China’s Cold War policies remained unchanged. Chen Ke had always maintained, "Competition between different systems will always exist; however, systemic competition must be distinguished from the competition of national interests. These two must not be conflated."

It was because of this stance that the intense Space Race of the Cold War held an entirely different meaning for China. As the Space Race unfolded, the impact of China's attitude on the rest of the world became increasingly apparent. European and American Cold War experts would often remark, "History proves one thing: humanity rarely learns from past experiences. When summarizing World War II, many politicians and historians believed that official Chinese statements and data should be trusted. Yet in the Cold War, these same people stubbornly insisted that official Chinese information was unreliable!"

The initial technical schools of the Space Race were divided into two main categories, as only China and Germany were the first to develop ballistic missiles. After Germany’s collapse, the Anglo-American bloc and the Soviet Union jointly carved up the rocket technology and experts obtained from Germany. At the time, both sides were overwhelmed and lacked the energy to further develop these technologies. Much like after World War I, what China obtained was "scattered technical data." Later declassified Chinese intelligence proved that, just as after the first Great War, China had secured exactly the "scattered technical data" they truly wanted.

By 1949, the US-led NATO and the Soviet-led Warsaw Pact were busy with the reconstruction and integration of their respective blocs. Within the United States, people began to enjoy the massive dividends brought by the war. Both sides assumed China was doing the same.

And indeed, it was. China was also working frantically to digest the enormous dividends of the war. However, as before, China adopted a completely different method of digestion.

The core system of China's technological development was the "Science and Technology Tree Project," a scientific framework that organically integrated basic research with production. China's space program was closely combined with transistor microelectronics, adopting a "walking on two legs" approach. On October 1, 1949, China's National Day, China launched the first artificial satellite in human history. Later declassified intelligence proved that China had completed the full set of blueprints and prototype tests for high-power rockets as early as the beginning of 1947. Yet China did not launch immediately. It waited until eighteen months later, when the problem of commercial production for the first generation of general-purpose integrated circuits was resolved, before setting the schedule for the rocket launch.

On China's National Day, the Chinese government suddenly announced to the world that China's artificial satellite had been successfully launched. The wireless transmitter on the satellite could continuously play *The Internationale* in Chinese, Russian, French, Spanish, and English. This news immediately shocked the world. As long as they had the appropriate equipment, state-owned and private radio stations across the globe received the radio signals from the satellite according to the frequency bands provided by China. Most listeners worldwide who owned a radio heard the majestic strains of *The Internationale*.

When the satellite launched by the Chinese sat high above like a god, broadcasting signals to the entire world that required advanced equipment to hear, the whole world was shaken. All the world's observatories and amateur astronomers used their various telescopes to track the Chinese satellite based on the orbital data provided by Chinese officials, leading to a sell-out of low-cost astronomical telescopes. Chinese-made telescopes even made a tidy profit from this.

Both the United States and the Soviet Union were greatly provoked. The Cold War in 1949 was not yet intense; the Federation of American Scientists even sent a congratulatory telegram to China, praising the Chinese scientific workers for completing a great feat in the history of human technology.

The period from 1949 to 1951 was the first peak of China's space launches. China's space workers had clear objectives. Through a series of launches and step-by-step "small-step, fast-run" experiments, they finally launched the first communication satellite into geostationary orbit in 1951.

All industrial nations were dumbfounded. They focused their attention on China's rapid strides in space technology, yet failed to notice the terrifying progress China had made in electronics and computer technology.

In 1951, artificial satellites were recognized as the world's top technology. While the US and the Soviet Union both regarded rocket technology as a long-range strike force—specifically as delivery vehicles for nuclear weapons—the Chinese viewed this technology as a civilian one. Later declassified documents proved that China did not begin investing specialized funds into the military application of rocket technology until the late 1960s.

Cold War experts have had to admit, "Both the United States and the Soviet Union took it for granted that China's investment in civilian rocket technology followed military research. Because that’s how they did it. They simply did not believe China’s official claims that rocket technology was entirely civilianized. This strategic deception was further obscured by the development of new military rocket technology that China began in the late 1960s. Of course, at that time, China adhered to its consistent attitude and very seriously announced to the world that its military rockets were being tested. This clever strategic deception did not overtly harm other countries. However, in the Space Race with China, nations concentrated massive resources that were actually unnecessary into the competition. Meanwhile, China utilized those precious resources for more effective civilian purposes. If China was merely a first-rate world power at the end of World War II, through decades of more efficient resource utilization, by the late Cold War, China had established a position of comprehensive global leadership. Rome was not built in a day, but from the moment it stepped onto the most effective and correct path, Rome was destined to be built."
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Space Race 3

In the fierce space race, both the United States and the Soviet Union regarded the development of electronic technology as the fulcrum supporting space technology. In contrast, in China's technology tree plan, the priority of space technology was ranked after electronic technology, which had more civilian foundations. This did not begin when China determined its artificial satellite plan, nor did it begin when China started the Second Industrial Revolution under the leadership of the People's Party. It stemmed from something even earlier.

The People's Party had established its own Calculation Bureau as early as 1907, engaging in professional data calculation work. Starting after World War I, they recruited mathematicians from all over the world to work and lecture in China. Especially during the Great Depression, China made tremendous progress in engineering mathematics.

Poland has always claimed that it made huge contributions to the development of human space and electronic technology, and in a sense, the Polish view cannot be completely denied. This is not because Copernicus proposed the heliocentric theory, but because after the 1920s, many Polish mathematicians and applied mathematics personnel who could not find jobs were attracted to China by generous remuneration. At that time, first-rate European mathematicians did not think there was any future in China, so Polish mathematicians, who were considered second-rate or third-rate in Europe, found a livelihood there.

The science of mathematics is called a "game of geniuses." Mathematical geniuses can certainly exert amazing power in first-rate industrial countries, but mathematical geniuses are not necessarily born only in first-rate industrial countries. For China's mathematical system, which was still quite backward at the time, these Polish technical personnel indeed provided significant help.

Of course, the Poles would not mention that after the outbreak of World War II, these Polish personnel went to the UK to join the Polish government-in-exile. Moreover, China also purposefully excluded foreigners from China's core technology fields. Specifically in the space and electronics fields, how great the contribution of Polish mathematicians really was is open to debate.

With a mathematical foundation and a large amount of practice in application fields, China's mathematics field developed extremely fast. After the United States and the Soviet Union were stimulated by China to quickly pull up their own space development teams and began to invest huge resources, China's space research seemed to "lack stamina." The Soviet Union and the United States both vigorously began a large number of launch experiments, accumulating their own experience amidst a large number of successes and failures. At that time, Europe was still recovering. Britain and France both established their own project teams, but could only conduct paper research; they did not have enough economic strength to participate in such a grand competition.

Germany once possessed the world's mature ballistic missile technology, but that was only "once." After the plunder of German talent by Britain, the US, and the Soviet Union, coupled with the stipulation that Germany was not allowed to possess weapons of mass destruction, it was fundamentally impossible for Germany to enter this field again.

In July 1955, the Soviet Union took the lead in launching a satellite, and in December, the United States also successfully launched its own artificial satellite. It was just that regardless of size or technology, their satellites could not compare with China's geostationary orbit satellites.

From 1951 to 1955, the Chinese side conducted its own research with a launch frequency of less than 12 times per year. In terms of the number of launches, China lagged far behind the United States and the Soviet Union.
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Space Race (4)

Superficial "lack of staying power" did not equate to substantive backwardness. In the past four years, China's development in electronic technology, particularly in computers, had changed with each passing day. Computer operating systems, instruction sets integrated into processors, programming for general-purpose computers... hundreds of technical teams composed of young mathematics and electronic engineering personnel from dozens of universities across the country finally produced their own products.

On November 11, 1955, the evaluation meeting personally attended by Chen Ke was officially convened. Various teams, harboring immense respect for the senior figures of the scientific community and the founder of the Republic, as well as a mindset of never admitting defeat, engaged in fierce comparisons. Everyone hoped that the products they developed would receive support. The final result was astonishing. Chen Ke put forward some "most basic" viewpoints, defining the concepts of hardware and software, including operating systems and drivers. In the current stage of computer development, these contents were often conflated. Even if some people recognized these issues, they had no better ideas, or rather, lacked the authority and ability to decide the future direction.

After Chen Ke proposed and discussed these points, the modular approach from hardware to software was established. Just like the role Chen Ke had played in the history of Chinese science and technology, once he mapped out an industrial chain, followers quickly clarified their direction, and the outstanding ones quickly found their own positioning.

From then on, every November 11th, the Chinese computer industry would hold a seminar for the new year, making it a highly significant day for the industry. Since most programmers were full of "occupational diseases," namely "total control desire," coupled with heavy workloads, many remained in a long-term single status as "bare branches" (guanggun). After the development of computer e-commerce, November 11th was created as "Singles' Day" by e-commerce professionals. This most famous unofficial Chinese festival henceforth became China's annual feast of online shopping.

Of course, the Chinese computer and mathematics workers of 1955 did not know of this teasing outcome in the future. The young people were exerting all their strength to create a future that belonged to them. In the following two years, the development of China's military and civilian computer software and hardware advanced by leaps and bounds.

By 1957, China's first geostationary satellite, originally scheduled for three years of service, passed away after six years of work. Under the command of China's satellite control, the Chinese satellite altered its orbit on its own and crashed into the designated sea area of the Western Pacific. In that same year, 1957, China launched seven geostationary orbit satellites in succession within a single year, initially establishing a satellite broadcasting and television system covering the vast region from the Pacific Ocean to the Indian Ocean.

It was also in this year that the Soviet Union and the United States respectively completed tests of returnable satellites. China's "indolence" led both the Soviet Union and the United States to believe that if development continued at this speed, they could both catch up to or even surpass China. The eyes of the United States and the Soviet Union coincided in falling upon the geostationary orbit.
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After Stalin passed away in 1957, Khrushchev came to power, and the once solid Sino-Soviet relationship began to waver.

Chen Ke's judgment of the world was extremely cold and ruthless, and Comrade Stalin was just the same. Both of these tough leaders believed that Sino-Soviet relations must be maintained strategically, and both believed that only by maintaining it could the good relationship between China and the Soviet Union be preserved. Obviously, Comrade Khrushchev did not have such self-awareness. He perhaps thought that since Comrade Stalin had demanded so much from China materially and China had still satisfied the Soviet Union's requests, then if he agreed to provide China with certain benefits, China would give Khrushchev more support.

Comrade Khrushchev undoubtedly made a wrong judgment on this. Chen Ke supported the Soviet Union undoubtedly for strategic considerations; who was on stage had absolutely no impact on China. When Khrushchev hoped that China would support him personally, he naturally hit a wall. The People's Party opposed Khrushchev's criticism of Comrade Stalin, and the People's Party actually did not approve of the paternalistic management style Khrushchev implemented in Eastern Europe either. After several collisions, problems arose in Sino-Soviet relations.

After hitting a wall in China, in order to win more international status, the scientific layman Khrushchev increased investment in the space race.

The attitude of the United States was another route. After the end of World War II, the US believed that it finally possessed the ability to dominate the globe. At least it was only one step away from dominating the globe. The Bretton Woods system directly pegged the US dollar to gold. Even the Pacific-Indian Ocean Free Trade Zone established by China had to rely on the Bretton Woods system to a large extent.

To possess unparalleled influence, one must have unparalleled strength. In the space race, the United States not only fell behind China, but had not even been able to catch up with the Soviet Union. President Eisenhower invested unprecedented resources in the space race. So much so that reports from the technology department claimed it had reached the level where "at this stage, no matter how much more money is invested, there is no way to improve progress by even a tiny bit."

Soon, the momentum of the United States and the Soviet Union in the space race had surpassed that of China. But both countries lacked corresponding electronic technology. By 1959, both the United States and the Soviet Union changed their plans to launch geostationary orbit satellites and turned instead to the plan of landing on the moon. If the moon landing plan could be realized, then all distances from the earth to the moon would no longer be a problem.

Unlike the US and the Soviet Union, China had clear steps for space development. Completely disregarding the competition between the US and the Soviet Union, the Chinese side implemented its plans entirely according to its own schedule.

Moreover, in 1959, China began an action that shook the world. For the Chinese scientific community, China implemented a "Great Purge." This purge was called by many hit Chinese technology figures as comparable to the "Soviet Great Purge." But in reality, this purge did not kill a single person. Except for a dozen or so people who committed suicide after being kicked out of the official scientific community, the purge merely deprived a portion of academic tyrants and privileged factions of the right to apply for projects. If they were willing to continue teaching, they could still continue to work in schools. However, these guys who were once high and mighty felt they could not endure the "humiliation" and left the Chinese science and education community in anger one after another.

The impact of this action was widely debated in the following decades. The more mainstream view decades later was "what was lost in the old guard was gained in the new fields."

The changes in the scientific community were mainly two.

First, a large number of the Republic's peers, and even young people born after 1930, became the backbone of academia. They were a generation that grew up completely accepting the education of the new industrial era. Not only were they younger, but they also largely lacked the air of academic tyranny. The academic atmosphere of the Republic was greatly improved.

The other change was that private enterprises finally had the strength to fight for some projects they originally had absolutely no ability to fight for. The Republic's private enterprises had always been mainly in the service industry. After the People's Party's rapid industrialization, the national industrial capital of the old era went bankrupt one after another in the competition. Those who could linger on were all low-tech industries abandoned by the People's Party. After breaking away from the People's Party's education system, these former academic tyrants united with national capital, and a small number of them successfully intervened in some technical projects that the People's Party wanted to abandon but national capital was fundamentally unable to undertake. And this part of the projects was originally projects in which Japan gradually gained an advantage in competition.

Although entrepreneurs have to go through a terrible elimination rate, after someone succeeds, it undoubtedly inspires more followers. After more than thirty years of decline, Chinese private enterprises finally had a chance to make a comeback.

But this did not have a direct impact on the space race. By 1961, when the United States and the Soviet Union were frantically increasing their delivery capabilities and striving to approach the moon step by step, China's first generation of meteorological satellites had been completed. A very rough global positioning system also began research and development.

After nearly ten years of silence, China began a new wave of launch climaxes with development efficiency far higher than that of the US and the Soviet Union and development costs significantly lower than that of the US and the Soviet Union.

After the advent of computer CAD systems and engineering simulation systems, the Chinese space R&D center, which already placed great emphasis on paper derivation, was like a tiger with wings added. If originally it was just paper calculation 20 times, now it is direct calculation 200 times. And the engineering parameters are several times more complex than before.
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After the Soviet Union first completed Gagarin's space flight in 1961, Khrushchev confidently announced that the Soviet Union's space technology was at the forefront of the world.

China did not insist on competing for this specific honor. On November 11, 1961, China's new round of launches first solved the practical verification of accompanying small satellite signal transmission technology.

On December 8, 1961, China's first unmanned space capsule of the Tiangong series was successfully launched.

On May 1, 1962, China's Tiangong-2 unmanned space capsule was successfully launched.

On October 1, 1962, China's Tiangong-3 unmanned space capsule was successfully launched. And on October 5, the unmanned docking with the No. 2 capsule was broadcast live.

On November 11, 1963, China's Tiangong-4 unmanned space capsule was successfully launched.

On March 3, 1964, Chinese astronauts carried out a manned flight aboard the Dongfeng-6 spacecraft.

On May 1, 1964, China's Tiangong-5 unmanned space capsule was successfully launched. It automatically docked with the No. 4 capsule to form the Tiangong Space Station.

On October 1, 1964, Chinese astronauts entered the Tiangong Space Station. After the live broadcast of the whole process, Chinese astronauts broadcast a space lesson live from the space station via satellite relay.

On November 11, 1964, China's lunar exploration satellite Chang'e-1 was successfully launched and achieved circumlunar flight.

Although China, the US, and the Soviet Union seemed to be advancing side by side in the moon landing program, the US and the Soviet Union could only tell the public what they did and whether they succeeded through TV announcers. China used its all-around advantages to make every step of the space program clearly visible to the whole world. Especially that space lesson, which used an unprecedentedly high-end, grand, and classy mode to instantly make such a mysterious thing as space flight become accessible to every ordinary person in front of the TV set.

Regardless of how many crazy things the US and the Soviet Union came up with, at least the more than two billion viewers in front of the TV sets believed that China's technology was more powerful than that of the US and the Soviet Union. And these undoubtedly gave China an unprecedented advantage.
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China's Chang'e 3 satellite, launched on November 11, 1965, landed on the moon and released a lunar rover. The rover conducted a lunar walk and exchanged photos with Chang'e 3. After these images and videos were broadcast on television, every ordinary person in the industrial nations on Earth believed that China fully possessed the capability to land on the moon. It was merely a question of whether the Chinese wanted to land or not; there were no technical obstacles to a moon landing.

Due to the clever application of technological superiority and psychological tactics, China made the people of the world believe it had the capability to land on the moon before actually achieving a manned landing. This space launch pushed the space race on Earth into a white-hot stage.

The US and the Soviet Union were no longer launching moon landing programs to show off their technology; they now had to prove they had the capability to land. This proof had to be more convincing than the Chinese one.

Meanwhile, in China, the 85-year-old Chen Ke used the already popularized television and computer network technologies to launch the Cultural Revolution. China turned its attention inward and cleanly withdrew from the space race.

It was not until 1981 that China carried out a manned moon landing. By then, 12 years had passed since the United States' self-proclaimed and highly controversial 1969 moon landing. China's landing was still a fully live-broadcast event, and also humanity's first fully live-broadcast landing on another planet.

Chen Ke had already passed away by this time. A lock of hair from this initiator of the Chinese space program was placed in a crystal box and deeply buried under the lunar surface in front of billions of viewers worldwide. Facing the audience, the Chinese astronaut said with a voice full of passion: "From now on, this is also another holy tomb in our hearts!"

Cold War historians evaluated this as follows:

Undoubtedly, the space race of the first phase of the Cold War was finally brought to a close by the Chinese landing on the moon in 1981. In a comprehensive evaluation, even if China was not the first to land on the moon, the winner was undoubtedly the Chinese. They convinced the world that China simply believed the time for a moon landing was not ripe, so they were unwilling to waste meaningless resources.

And the Information Age that China started in 1961, along with the Global Positioning System, allowed China to project its influence omni-directionally to the regions it controlled through satellites, television, and radio broadcasts starting in the 1960s.

Whether or not people were sent to the moon immediately meant little to those under Chinese influence. In the days that followed, through television, through radio, through telephone systems built on massive switching units, through wireless paging popularized starting in 1968, and the subsequent rapid development of computer networks and mobile communication systems, China relied on its accumulated technological power to incorporate vast territories into its own economic sphere.

The Information Age pioneered by Chen Ke effectively disseminated his ideas to the whole world. In the new Information Age, China created a method that could operate society more flatly, and dedicated itself to compressing social hierarchies, shortening the distance between policy makers, policy implementers, and those forced to accept them. And it used a more advanced system to operate this new era well.

When many people suddenly discovered that in the Information Age, more people were suddenly hearing their voices, what everyone felt was not joy, but panic. At this time, the one who told people the true face of this world was Chen Ke.

Many creatures will treat the first tall figure they see after opening their eyes as their leader; the China led by Chen Ke played such a role.

In this struggle, Chen Ke undoubtedly had the last laugh.

In the year of China's 1981 moon landing, the Soviet Union also conducted the "West-81" grand exercise. A torrent of steel composed of tens of thousands of tanks could easily conquer the whole of Western Europe. This exercise caused extreme panic in NATO.

The United States and Western Europe had to face unprecedented military pressure from the Soviet Union on one side, and unprecedented institutional pressure from China on the other. The United States could only choose to respond with everything it had. They launched the "Star Wars" program. They attempted to prove NATO's power in technology and military affairs.

The Cold War henceforth entered its final climax...

(End)
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A landmark event marking the beginning of the Cold War was the establishment of the "Coordinating Committee for Multilateral Export Controls" (COCOM) by NATO in 1949. This committee implemented a technological blockade against more than 40 socialist countries and nations that had gained independence from colonial rule during World War II.

In 1949, not long after the establishment of COCOM, China launched its first artificial satellite. This not only failed to make NATO abandon "COCOM", but also intensified their concerns about China. As they were unable to ascertain China's technological level, the actions of the "Coordinating Committee for Multilateral Export Controls (COCOM)" soon began to become public.

During World War II, Iran relied on its good relations with China to fully restore its sovereignty, and Iraq gained independence with China's assistance. Throughout the 1940s, the majority of the oil produced by these two Shiite countries was shipped to China. In return, China helped both countries build a preliminary agricultural, industrial, and national defense system.

In order to further contain China, the Middle East became a prime target for NATO's seizure.

Although the United States maintains Hawaii and nearby islands in the Pacific, this military base faces a Chinese military system composed of dozens of military bases and hundreds of ports. Merely maintaining a military presence in the Hawaiian Islands requires the US to first ensure the supply line from the US mainland to Hawaii. Under the deterrence of China's powerful naval forces, this supply line is actually quite fragile.

After the end of World War II, the NATO bloc captured a significant amount of German intelligence. They were shocked by the data on ocean-going submarines that China had given to Germany in the late 1930s. Even if China had not improved its submarine manufacturing level, this type of submarine could still pose a huge threat to the US Navy near Hawaii. Not to mention that the Chinese mainland was not involved in the war, and the United States had made great strides in technology and military affairs during World War II; there was no reason to believe that China's military technology development would mark time.

Therefore, the United States could only choose to adopt a defensive posture in the Pacific.

Based on this reason, the US side increased its control over the Middle East, attempting to strangle China's oil sources.

In 1949, when China's oil imports were proceeding smoothly, Chen Ke proposed "Project Zhurong", with the goal of developing nuclear fission reactors, fast breeder reactors, and even future controllable nuclear fusion reactors, in expectation of solving China's future energy supply problems.

China's energy advantage lies in its lack of coal shortage. The huge funds invested in the development of high-voltage power transmission and transformation technology made the difficult start much easier. With the rapid development of the electronics industry and the information industry, the national power grid system, critical and supercritical high-power thermal power plant technology, pithead power generation in Shanxi, heavy-haul railways, and the coastal coal transportation system have fully satisfied China's rapidly expanding power demand.

At this stage, the development of nuclear power plant technology could be considered planning for a rainy day, but there was no prospect of real commercial operation in the short term. Adhering to his past habits, Chen Ke proposed long-term planning and very high requirements for the development of nuclear power technology.

Chen Ke had a vulgar saying that spread very widely: "Think about where to shit before you eat. If you haven't thought about it, you can choose not to eat first." One of the problems with nuclear power technology is nuclear waste disposal. According to half-life calculations, if uranium or plutonium is used as material for nuclear reactors, the nuclear waste needs tens of thousands of years to become harmless. Therefore, Chen Ke's suggestion for commercial nuclear reactors was "to implement commercial promotion as much as possible in the completion stage of fast neutron breeder reactors and thorium molten salt nuclear reactors."

In the research process of Project Zhurong, scientific and technical personnel soon discovered that the advantage of these two types of reactors is that the amount of nuclear waste is very small, especially the thorium molten salt nuclear reactor, where the nuclear waste only needs three hundred years to be resolved.

Although compared to coal power technology, which is cheap, has abundant reserves, and has a relatively short technology development cycle, nuclear fission and fusion power station technology requires large investment and takes a long time. Chen Ke proposed many scientific research directions in his life that triggered a leap in overall productivity. Moreover, Chen Ke not only used them for productivity development but also organically turned them into important fulcrums for promoting social system change. However, during his lifetime, he did not believe that he would live to see the completion of "Project Zhurong". Just as Chen Ke predicted, it was not until the tenth year after Chen Ke's death that China's first commercial nuclear reactor was officially put into use.

In the entire world, no country can persist in investing heavily in a scientific research direction for such a long time without any direct income in such a situation. If it were not for Chen Ke personally making the decision and showing long-term care, even with China's powerful national strength, this project would likely have encountered various obstacles.

Similarly, like Chen Ke's previous successes, when this project was finally completed and put into operation, China obtained unprecedented benefits from it. This project not only solved the nuclear power problem but also profoundly influenced the whole world. The changes it triggered had long exceeded the project itself.
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Among those who criticize Chen Ke in later generations, one of the main means of disparagement is the belief that Chen Ke was a demonic scientist. All the scientific research projects in his life were related to the military, that is to say, slaughtering humanity was his research direction.

Of course, there are also a very small number of people who claim that Chen Ke's lifelong scientific achievements were all stolen from others. For example, 606 and 914 were You Gou's contributions, and synthetic ammonia was just Chen Ke attributing the achievements of the People's Party's scientific research department to his own name, and that a large amount of American technology was used in the research process. As for other scientific research achievements, Chen Ke basically used his status as a national leader to improperly steal the achievements of his students. However, this type of statement has never been the mainstream cognition. All scientific and technical workers related to these researches have comprehensively refuted this. Everyone believes that Chen Ke pioneeringly pointed out many ideas for scientific and technological development, and clearly pointed out the theoretical and process directions at the time. A large number of scientists advanced continuously along the path pointed out by Chen Ke, and achieved amazing results.

The Chinese scientific community reached a consensus that the path pointed out by Chen Ke greatly saved the problem of direction selection that often occurs in the process of scientific development. Although there was the problem of national will forcibly controlling scientific research, overall, with China's very limited funds and manpower at the time, great success was achieved in the development direction pointed out by Chen Ke. Moreover, in his later years, Chen Ke also committed himself to eliminating administrative interference in scientific research. At that time, China also had the spare capacity to invest in other research directions. Since the Chinese scientific community is very good at absorbing the mistakes of others, China instead obtained more and better experience and development from the failed explorations carried out in other countries.

Of course, there are not many people who believe that Chen Ke was a fraud who fished for fame, and this view has never been accepted by the Chinese and foreign scientific communities.

However, in the process of military technology research and development, from the study of many first-hand and subsequent related materials, the historical academic community has a different view. Both relatively orthodox historical researchers in China and abroad believe that Chen Ke strongly promoted the balance of nuclear terror and vigorously proclaimed the theory of nuclear winter. Although there was a strategic motive of nuclear blackmail in strategy, the balance of nuclear terror ensured that there were no large-scale wars spanning the globe after World War II. Whenever a nuclear crisis appeared, Chen Ke and Li Runshi tried their best to propose strategies that could ease contradictions and ensure balance. When the three major powers of China, the United States, and the Soviet Union became accustomed to the balance of nuclear terror and finally determined the strategy that it was impossible to eliminate the opponent by force, the whole world finally entered a true period of peace.

If viewed from this angle, Chen Ke's goal was long-term peace, and the strategy he constructed indeed ensured long-term peace.

Of course, there are many people who hold the opposite attitude. For example, some people insist that the "Global Nuclear Disarmament Treaty" and the "Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty" signed in the 80s were one of Chen Ke's biggest strategic deceptions. China had already completed the research and development of fourth-generation nuclear weapons at that time, and had solved the maintenance problem of long-term storage of nuclear weapons. During the nuclear arms race between the United States and the Soviet Union, the two countries conducted large-scale production and equipment solidly for nuclear war. While China's nuclear weapons development and nuclear tests were certainly equally frequent, their purpose was entirely for the development of fourth-generation nuclear weapons.

After the signing of the final "Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty", China built its own nuclear arsenal with more advanced technology, lower costs, and better maintenance. While depleting the opponent's strength in vain, it allowed China's supercomputers to obtain unprecedented development.

Regardless of which view, the balance of terror of nuclear weapons ensured the long-term peace of the world, and China was undoubtedly the country that first created and adapted to this environment, and at the same time obtained great development.

China's entry into the era of nuclear power from coal power coincided with the entire process of spanning from nuclear panic to accepting the fact of nuclear balance. "Project Zhurong" itself is a model of the peaceful use of nuclear technology, and is undoubtedly a classic manifestation of Chen Ke's superb strategic view.
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Most of the oil-producing countries in the Middle East that gained independence during World War II did so with China's assistance. However, the distance between NATO and the Middle East is far shorter than that between China and the Middle East. China possesses very few military bases in the Indian Ocean, relying on maritime shipping and several oil and gas pipelines to transport Middle Eastern oil and natural gas to China.

From a geopolitical perspective, the United States is in the position of an island nation. The vast Pacific and Atlantic Oceans make the Americas an island on the periphery of the World Island. China, on the other hand, occupies the eastern end of the World Island and has acquired Australia, New Zealand, and other territories in the southeastern part of the World Island. Since China does not possess the strategic capability to cross the Pacific and land in the United States, and the United States similarly does not possess the capability to attack China's Pacific system, the United States moves east and China moves west, with both sides unfolding a contest in the Middle East and Africa.

In view of this strategic situation, NATO accepted Turkey as a member state, while the United States strove to prop up countries like Saudi Arabia, attempting to establish its control over the Gulf oil region. To further drive a nail into the Middle East, the United States also worked hard to support the founding of Israel. During this phase, China did not adopt an offensive posture in the Middle East, but rather chose a defensive one. It merely ensured that China could conduct normal oil trade in the Middle East. In contrast to its defensive stance in the Middle East, China adopted an offensive posture in Africa. The two countries bearing the brunt of this were Madagascar and Tanzania.

Madagascar was a country "liberated" by China through military force, so China attached extra importance to Madagascar's independence. Of course, since there had been a large number of Chinese immigrants opening up land in Madagascar since the end of the 19th century, China had significant influence in this country. In 1980, Madagascar joined China following a national referendum.

Tanzania was originally a German colony. After coming under British control following World War I, the locals did not develop a concept of Britain as a suzerain state. Conversely, due to the struggle of the Tanzanian people, the Tanzanian Revolutionary Party became the leading political party with overwhelming power in the country.

China and Tanzania established diplomatic relations on the basis of the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence. China provided Tanzania with comprehensive cooperation in its land reform and enforced economic construction. The only thing that could be called a "condition forcibly imposed on Tanzania by the Chinese side" was that when China aided Tanzania's education system, it made Chinese the first foreign language of Tanzania.

The Tanzanian government did not consider this to involve any issues of coercion or humiliation. What Britain hated most was former colonial countries gaining independence through their own armed forces, while the United States hated political parties of "muddy-legged" peasants rising up to successfully make revolution to the bone. Tanzania undoubtedly possessed both of these characteristics, so it was explicitly a country subject to controls by the Coordinating Committee for Multilateral Export Controls (COCOM). The Soviet Union did not possess industrial technology for tropical regions. In order to conduct comprehensive exchanges with China, designating Chinese as the first foreign language in Tanzania's domestic education system was the most normal choice possible. By the 1960s, Tanzania's official languages had become Swahili, Chinese, and English. By the 1990s, more than half of Tanzanians used Chinese for daily communication.

China did not focus only on the single country of Tanzania. Starting from the 1950s, Premier Wu Xiangyu visited Africa multiple times, establishing good diplomatic relations with various African countries. Many newly founded African countries sought help from China to maintain the industries from the colonial era. China was not stingy with its cooperation; throughout the 1950s, Chinese construction teams and medical teams appeared all over Africa, helping Africa develop mineral deposits and build infrastructure such as roads and railways.

The change in the situation occurred with the first oil crisis that erupted in 1962. Due to China's defensive stance in the Middle East, the seven major oil companies of Britain and the United States suppressed crude oil prices very strictly, with the price per barrel being no more than 1.8 US dollars. China imported oil frantically throughout the 1950s, resulting in the Gulf countries watching massive profits flow continuously into the pockets of British and American companies.

In the several wars between Israel and Arab countries after the founding of Israel, the United States stood on Israel's side. Under these circumstances, the Gulf countries adopted a joint oil embargo against the United States and Europe in 1962. As a result, international oil prices immediately skyrocketed. Since China had always adopted a defensive stance and had never had conflicts with Middle Eastern countries, China agreed to purchase oil based on a doubling of the oil price. Watching China about to eliminate NATO's influence in the Middle East without firing a single shot or using a single knife, the United States finally reached a temporary compromise with the Gulf countries, agreeing to raise the oil price to 5 US dollars per barrel.

The first oil crisis triggered panic among NATO countries about being unable to continue obtaining cheap energy and raw materials. The Soviet Union possessed abundant natural resources of its own. China also possessed abundant resources of its own, and was freely cooperating with African raw material countries, showing signs of turning the entire African continent into China's backyard.

Strategically speaking, if China obtained Africa, then China could strengthen its connection with South America from the two directions of the Pacific and the South Atlantic. If NATO only possessed North America and Western Europe, the fate of destruction would be irreversible. The United States naturally refused to sit and wait for death; it began to lead its "little brothers" Britain and France to "return to Africa" and "return to the Indian Ocean," beginning to vie with China for these regions.

Relying on the deep roots of countries like Britain and France in Africa, from 1963 to 1967, a total of more than 70 military coups occurred in various African countries. In fact, many African countries were not pro-China at all; simply because they did business with China, the regimes of these countries suffered ruthless blows from mercenaries funded by the United States as well as Britain and France. By 1967, the Southern Republic of India—the most powerful of the five countries into which British India had split—rejoined the Commonwealth and agreed that the United States and Britain could "amicably use the ports of the Republic of India," allowing NATO's military forces to appear once again in their positions from before the end of World War II. This could not help but make NATO utter cheers of having "won a great victory against communism."

At this time, China was undergoing the Cultural Revolution. In this movement, the Chinese people were building up cognition and exploration of a brand-new framework system of "Party, Government, and People's Power." The People's Party led by Chen Ke was conducting internal rectification and purges on one hand, while carrying out propaganda, mobilization, and discussion regarding concepts and practices on the other, attempting to build a more effective system in the brand-new information age. In 1968, after three years of slightly stabilizing the situation, Chen Ke passed away.
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The death of Chen Ke caused the entire world to go crazy immediately after a brief moment of silence. This man, who rose in the early 20th century and held the highest authority in China for half a century, had won almost every struggle. The fathers of the current rulers of NATO had suffered greatly in their struggles against Chen Ke. The most powerful adversary standing in front of them had finally died, and coupled with a series of strategic victories recently where they seized actual control of many countries, how could the NATO countries not rejoice?

As for the Soviet Union, due to Khrushchev's comprehensive opposition to Stalin, a huge rift had appeared between China and the Soviet Union. China did not adopt the Soviet model economically, but instead continuously implemented a market-oriented model. After the end of World War II, nationalization had been a huge trend. In order to counter the Soviet Union, nationalization in Europe had always been the trend. China moving against this trend made the Soviet Union believe that China had betrayed the communist ideology and the socialist system. Regarding Chen Ke's death, the Soviet Union also had no grief to speak of.

For China, Chen Ke's influence was undoubted. However, Chen Ke had already established an effective second-generation system. After the Standing Committee members of the Politburo, such as Li Runshi and Wu Xiangyu, clearly stated that they would absolutely not change the established guidelines and policies, the hearts of the Chinese people were quickly stabilized. Before his death, Chen Ke had publicly stated that the handling of his death would be decided entirely by the Party. However, things were as Chen Ke expected; the first generation of leaders had an obligation to become gods. Since Chen Ke represented the legal tradition of the People's Party, this legal tradition had to be manifested.

Regarding the situation in China at that time, after the country entered the information age, various new enterprises sprang up like mushrooms after rain. In an environment where industrial development brought about a greatly reduced fertility rate, the family planning system, starting with the civil service system, was also implemented without any resistance. Li Runshi was also able to continue promoting the establishment of China's new system.

At this stage, the second-generation leadership group with Comrade Li Runshi as the core held a good hand. Based on the selfless dedication of two generations of Chinese powerhouses represented by Chen Ke, there was stable employment and sufficient fiscal surplus. Cities entered the second stage of reconstruction. Since the initial urban design was quite reasonable, sufficient redundancy was left. Reconstruction only required building higher and more comfortable residential buildings and adjusting existing problems. 50% of the population already lived in cities, and even in rural areas, homesteads were cancelled, realizing centralized living in buildings.

The only problem was environmental pollution. China's half-century of industrial construction had caused serious environmental pollution problems. Even though China had invested early and researched early in these aspects, and the corresponding level of clean environmental protection technology was very high, the environmental pollution problems caused by industry were still serious.

Environmental problems were not just a problem for China alone. In the 1960s, industrial countries all over the world were extremely serious in this regard. China had at least been very careful about heavy metal pollution and oil pollution decades ago. In the late 1960s, what appeared in China was air pollution caused by burning coal for power generation.

New Yorkers in the United States believed that the United States only had cities and the countryside. New Yorkers were city dwellers, and everyone else was a country bumpkin. As city dwellers, New Yorkers were proud of not knowing how to drive because the developed subway and public transportation system made it unnecessary for them to learn to drive. China could solve transportation through a good transportation system and railways that had been sped up to 150 kilometers per hour. But when generating electricity, it wouldn't work without coal.

In the late 1960s, Europe, America, and the Soviet Union all began to build nuclear power plants in large numbers. The high standards proposed by China's Project Zhurong meant that China's nuclear power plan would still need more than ten years to be completed. As soon as Chen Ke died, someone suggested that since China's uranium power generation technology was obviously higher than other countries, why not turn to building such power plants now? This suggestion was completely rejected by the Central Committee.

Similarly, the plan hastily proposed to put the Thorium Molten Salt Reactor, which had been completed but still needed to be improved, into commercial operation was also rejected.

Li Runshi withstood domestic pressure, but when facing foreign challenges, he did not ignore them.

At this time, NATO had already driven Chinese engineering units out of West Africa, and other resource-rich African countries were also repeatedly subverted by countries led by NATO. The Soviet Union readily joined the scramble for Africa at this time. The only African partners China retained were Tanzania and Madagascar.

Tanzania did not have overly abundant resources or a huge population, but the Chama Cha Mapinduzi (Party of the Revolution) possessed a considerable degree of national operational capability. A road and railway network was initially built. Relying on the agricultural system after land reform, Tanzania had its own education and social service systems. Although it could not be counted as an industrial country, it could at least be considered to have a government in the modern sense.

However, a political party with national operational capability and possessing a government in the modern sense became Tanzania's original sin in the eyes of NATO. What NATO needed in Africa were obedient slaves, not governments capable of managing their own domestic affairs.
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There were many who considered Chen Ke insidious, and not a few who thought him a coward, but these claims were always treated as jokes. For example, some ridiculed Chen Ke's lack of combat ability, saying he "couldn't lift a jack or fight ten thousand enemies." This kind of view wouldn't even be adopted by any of Chen Ke's decent enemies.

However, in the mid-1960s, NATO launched a series of coups in Africa through military and covert means, toppling a large number of local African governments. China only managed to retain normal commercial relations with two African countries, which was seen by many at the time as a strategic collapse for China. The so-called hawks in Europe and America cheered, believing this was a sign of Chen Ke's senility in his final years.

In order to drive China out of Africa completely, the Euro-American hawks set their sights on Tanzania, China's last partner on the African continent.

In 1968, Tanzania's neighbor, the Kingdom of Zanzibar, overthrew the Sultan. They were accused of "turning Red" and being "Africa's Cuba," and were subjected to military threats. The newly established Zanzibar government was willing to merge with Tanzania to form the United Republic of Tanzania. This gave the United States an excuse. The US immediately announced that in order to maintain the Zanzibar regime, it would support the Sultan's relatives who had fled to London to form a provisional government.

The self-proclaimed free United States finally tore off its own mask and began to openly collude with the monarchical system. To maintain monarchical rule, NATO, led by the US, sent 50,000 troops into Zanzibar and carried out a brutal slaughter of the Zanzibar republican army. After capturing the capital, the US gave the local royalists large sums of money, and NATO took the lead in providing a large number of mercenaries. These mercenaries carried out a brutal massacre of the Zanzibar republicans. Moreover, the mercenaries fought their way into Tanzanian territory, committing heinous crimes along the border.

At this critical juncture, Tanzania finally agreed to the request of the Zanzibar republicans and agreed to the merger of the two countries. The Tanzanian government openly stood on the opposite side of the United States.

China and the Soviet Union immediately began to give the Tanzanian government all-round support. To establish influence on the African continent, China agreed to Madagascar's request and accepted Madagascar as a Special Administrative Region, building a brand-new relationship with China.

The largest local war since World War II broke out.

At that time, Tanzania had built the East African Common Market with Uganda and Kenya. The United States immediately instigated the Amin rebellion in Uganda, overthrowing the legitimate government of Uganda. Since Kenya was a desert area with weak national power, the United States did not intervene for the time being.

The United States originally thought it could easily defeat an African country, but they underestimated the determination of the Tanzanian people to resist external aggression. And the United States even more underestimated the self-awakening of Africa.

Historically, Europe and America only occupied some strongholds along the African coast. In order to control the whole of Africa, Europe and America had to go deep into the entire continent. This action forced Africa to be drawn into world exchanges.

The United States didn't intend to engage in colonialism initially, but the tens of thousands of NATO soldiers, hundreds of thousands of mercenaries, and local warlord armed forces swaggering around in Africa soon began to infringe on the interests of ordinary local African people. Since China had been "driven out of Africa," these unscrupulous fellows soon began to infringe on the interests of the local African people.

After going directly from a relatively primitive social state to a comprehensive commodity society, extremely cruel exploitation appeared in all parts of Africa. As long as there was a profitable industry, Americans would stick their foot in it. Driven by profit, from death mines to blood diamonds, and then to human organ trafficking, a large number of crimes against humanity soon appeared in Africa.

The nature of imperialism, which oppresses internally and plunders externally, determined that the United States could not resolve these contradictions. While American capitalists made huge profits, they drove American soldiers to die for foreign kings. The United States could no longer maintain its own painted skin of the "Free World."

Tanzania was soon armed with the support of China and the Soviet Union and began a war with NATO using modern weapons. The scale and duration of this war completely exceeded the imagination of all countries at the time. The war was divided into several stages and was fought for a full twelve years.

At its peak, the United States deployed more than 700,000 US troops and a total of 250,000 troops from other NATO countries in Zanzibar.

The war spread from Zanzibar to Tanzania, then expanded to Uganda and Kenya, and finally NATO attacked Mozambique. Millions of square kilometers of land in Southeast Africa were engulfed in the flames of war.

This war greatly stimulated the self-awakening of the African people, and in particular promoted the process of the region centered on Tanzania entering into modern statehood.

Three US presidents had to face the war in Africa, and this war consumed America's immense national strength. American citizens were also extremely disgusted with participating in the African war. They could find no reason to die for an African king. And the black people in the United States were also extremely opposed to the killing in Africa by the US. The black civil rights movement and the pursuit of democratic rights by ordinary American people triggered huge turmoil within the United States.

If it were before, the United States could attack socialist forces by labeling people as Communists. Facing the huge wave of opposition within the United States, the US initially continued its past policies. But this comprehensive civil rights movement triggered a great division within the US.

NATO subverted the governments of most African countries. The new regimes they propped up were either greedy, incompetent, or both. Even in Europe and America, colonialism could absolutely not be called politically correct; at least Europe and America dared not claim that colonialism was just. Europe and America had to claim that the African regimes they supported were models of democracy and the embodiment of justice.

But the legitimacy of royal power based on bloodline was repeatedly criticized in the socialist camp countries like China and the Soviet Union. People were not fools. In fairy tales, one could talk about the justice of kings, queens, princes, and princesses, but in reality, no one thought there was any glory in shedding blood and sacrificing one's life for a king. Not to mention that this king was not of the Solomon bloodline of Ethiopia that had been passed down for a thousand years, but just a local chief who crowned himself after World War II.

American politician Nixon led the normalization of relations between the United States, the Soviet Union, and China in 1976, but the United States did not withdraw from Africa until 1980. The just struggle of East African countries led by Tanzania finally won the ultimate victory.

Roosevelt's New Deal exercised great control over America's "venture capital," and venture capital banking and ordinary banking businesses were not allowed to overlap. China, the Soviet Union, and NATO all had to compete based on their actual production capacity. NATO fought against two major powers, and by the 1980s, it had entered a state of financial crisis.

At this time, the second Middle East oil crisis broke out again. The second oil crisis was similar to the first; Israel, supported by the United States, fought a big war with Middle Eastern countries, and the Middle Eastern countries were extremely dissatisfied. At the same time, foreign oil companies took the majority of oil profits, triggering an oil crisis with an embargo against Europe and America. Oil prices doubled again, jumping from $5 per barrel to $17 per barrel.

China's second-generation leadership, including Li Runshi, had successfully transitioned power, and China's power transfer system had entered a relatively standardized and institutionalized stable path. China's commercial nuclear power plants were also officially put into use at this time.

China itself possessed most of the world's thorium reserves. This nuclear power plant technology suitable for China theoretically ensured that China's power supply would not be in shortage for at least the next five hundred years. This reshuffling of energy supply was just right for China.

The second oil crisis in 1980 led to a massive economic crisis in the NATO capitalist camp, while China, relying on the state operational capabilities of governments in the modern sense that appeared in Southeast African countries during the war, began to increase investment and technology transfer in Southeast Africa.

The soaring oil prices prompted the Soviet Union to join the world oil market as well. High oil prices allowed the Soviet Union to obtain huge funds from exports, and the economic crisis in the capitalist world allowed the Soviet Union to rake in technical equipment. The retreat on the African front made Americans re-evaluate Chen Ke's "weakness" starting from the second half of the 60s.

Americans also had to admit that Li Runshi had creatively perfected Chen Ke's philosophy and ideology. He was indeed a world-class leader.

Regarding the US offensive in Africa, Li Runshi said in a meeting with American journalist Snow in 1968: "You can advise the US government, why bother doing this? Wherever it goes, the people there learn to fight. But if you tell it to leave, it won't leave. If it doesn't leave, it will inevitably be driven away by the local people. The little moral and economic advantage that the United States managed to gain in World War II will soon be squandered by the United States itself."

The economic and political decline forced the United States to adjust its strategy again. After Reagan came to power, the United States gave up the strategy of competing with China for Africa, and instead fully controlled Latin America. Furthermore, it began a tit-for-tat competition in Europe with the Soviet Union, which was assuming an aggressive posture.

The United States launched the Star Wars program against the Soviet Union, and at the same time deregulated the financial industry, trying to solve the aggressive Soviet Union in Europe with a final effort.

After development, the Soviet Union also began to try to expand its influence globally. The Cold War reached its climax in Europe.

As always, China completely adhered to the line of "self-reliance and ample food and clothing." After "Project Zhurong" achieved its first stage, the total demand for resources for China's domestic construction began to fall back, while the development of Africa expanded the global market that China had strived to establish, expanding China's investment space.

After gaining new space for energy development, China began to declare war on environmental problems, thereby driving the fourth wave of infrastructure construction. The world was galloping towards a brand-new height.

(The End)
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1 The Ending That Was Said to Be Red

The past year was a peaceful one. Whether it was the transition of the system or political changes, nothing could be called magnificent. At least compared to the past, I didn't feel anything peculiar.

The reason I can say this is solely due to my background. As a Ph.D. student in the philosophy department, currently studying history, I completely locked myself in the library. Thick walls isolated the dampness, isolated the cold or heat. All measures that could prolong the storage life of books were taken, as if I myself could be isolated from society by such protection.

My grandfather, Mr. Wang Guowei, was very prestigious at Peking University. His students, as long as they are still alive today, are all well-known figures in the literary and historical circles. Including Marshal Wang Shan of the Republic.

The editors of the New York Times asked me for a draft. I knew they had a special "affection" for the families of the so-called "high-ranking intellectuals" of the Republic, because those who survived the revolution would attack China's ruling party and Chairman Chen Ke. So I really wanted to submit to them, not to attack, but holding a fantasy that they would publish my article word for word. My grandfather said that history always needs to be recorded by someone. As a person engaged in history, one must write one's own things. This is the duty of a historian and the duty of a historical recorder.

But I cannot recount too much, because I haven't experienced much. By 1963, my twenty-two years of life hadn't left me with many memories.

The first time I saw Chairman Chen Ke was in 1945. I was four years old that year, meeting him for the first time. Marshal Wang Shan and my father visited Chairman Chen Ke together during the New Year, and incidentally, they brought a manuscript written by my grandfather, Wang Guowei. Chairman Chen Ke's wife, Ms. He Ying, treated me with handmade pastries. The pastries were delicious; one piece couldn't satisfy my appetite at all. But besides me, there were Chairman Chen Ke's three children in the living room. There were six pastries in total, and the four of us couldn't divide them evenly. So the eldest sister, Chen Xiang, voluntarily gave up her right to a share, while her two younger brothers hoped even more that I would give up my expectation for the pastries. For me at that time, this was unacceptable.

Hostility turned into animosity, animosity turned into a quarrel, and then it alarmed the adults in the room. When Chairman Chen Ke smiled and handed a piece of pastry to me, my father scolded me uneasily, so I cried. Then Chairman Chen Ke wiped away my tears with a hot towel brought by his wife, and smiled at my father, saying: "It's natural for children to want to eat." My father said something else, which I have long forgotten, but Chairman Chen Ke's clear and gentle voice remained in my impression: "If you make them not want to eat, that is anti-human. There is no such logic in history." This was the first time I heard the word history, and also the first time someone directly expressed such firm support for me. Perhaps for this reason, I became interested in history.

Later, I was never able to see Chairman Chen Ke again, except on television. In early 1963, which was the last time Chairman Chen Ke attended the National People's Congress before he passed away, I don't know if it was recklessness or bravery, or some other reason, but during the public Q&A, a young CPPCC representative asked Chairman Chen Ke such words from the podium. "Chairman Chen, I want to ask you, in the revolution, land reform, movements, rectification, suppression of counter-revolutionaries, and so on that you led, there are so many people who have now been proven to be innocent victims. What do their deaths mean to you? Millions of people lost their lives for what? Even before dying, many of these people were even shouting 'Long live Chairman Chen'. As far as I know, you also privately wrote many notes trying to save many people, yet these people were still executed. What do these people mean to you? Are you China's savior? Or China's disaster?"

As far as I learned later, the broadcast at that time was completely delayed, but Chairman Chen Ke stopped the director from switching. On that young face, where time's carvings could hardly be seen, was a terrifying calmness. I happened to be watching the televised meeting at that time because rumors had been circulating outside that Chairman Chen Ke was about to pass away. And the source of what seemed to be this rumor at the time was Chairman Chen Ke himself. He did indeed tell the people around him that his life was coming to an end. My interest at that time was the same as everyone else's: to see how this source of the rumor approached death. Regarding this leader of the Republic, one cannot help but study him carefully; if this motive, which does not stem from sympathy, were applied to another person, I might be blamed by my own conscience. But a Chairman of the Republic, Chairman of the Party, a National Representative of the Republic, it seems he himself should be like his power, always above the law, and perhaps even the cycle of life and death should be transcended. This seventy-eight-year-old man had a composed attitude, an upright torso, and a loud voice, enough to make physiologists marvel in admiration. There were many such people during the revolutionary period, all befitting that era. From this person, we can imagine the kind of people who have been tempered by fire. Even at this age where death is close at hand, he still completely maintained a healthy state. His piercing gaze, firm tone, and robust shoulder movements were all enough to make the Grim Reaper stand in awe. And on television, I simply couldn't see a single wrinkle, a single strand of white hair. Except for being slightly fatter, compared to photos from his youth, he had not changed.

"Regarding the matter of killing, I have never approved of it. I don't believe I have the right to execute a person based on my own likes and dislikes; but I feel I have the obligation to eliminate that evil force. The comrades and I announced the doom of that old society, which means eliminating the prostitution system for women, eliminating the slavery system for men, and eliminating unfortunate lives for children. While leading the socialist revolution, I also promoted all of that. I sponsored freedom, fraternity, and the dawn! I exerted effort to break heresies and fallacies. The collapse of heresies and fallacies created light. We people overthrew the old world. The old society was like a water vat filled with suffering; once it is overturned, it opens up the joy of the people."

The venue was silent. A friend of mine was a guard at the time, standing outside the venue door. He told me that at that time, apart from Chairman Chen Ke's voice inside the venue, no one was speaking. So much so that when Chairman Chen Ke paused, he even suspected the venue was empty.

"The revolutionary cause is never accomplished overnight, I admit; we destroyed the old system in practical matters, but we failed to completely uproot it in the ideological field. Eliminating bad habits is not enough; we must also shift the ethos. The windmill no longer exists, but the wind still exists. When someone tells me that land reform only harvested hatred and did not receive the people's support, what I want to tell them is that the suffering created by the old land system is what gave the people hatred. If the new system cannot be promoted, we cannot harvest happiness. Some people say that the backbone of the grassroots cadres are those small landlords and middle peasants, and land reform only left them with painful memories. I want to say that they were merely born as small landlords and middle peasants. When they shouted 'Comrades, follow me and charge', they were just members of the Party and the revolutionary army, not some small landlords and middle peasants."

Chairman Chen Ke's voice was high-pitched and clear, yet it seemed as if there was a metallic scraping mixed in his voice, like his consistent fortitude and firmness, "There are quite a few people who always deliberately emphasize the background of our comrades, as if this background created everything about them. This deliberate prejudice and misleading only demonstrate their fear. Revolution is anger against the old society, and righteous anger is a progressive factor. It doesn't matter. No matter what the world says, the Chinese revolution is a revolution unprecedented in history. It smashed everything, and then created everything. It is the most effective step forward for mankind. Incomplete, of course it is, but how superb. It exposed all the dark curtains in society. It washed away people's bad habits; it played a stabilizing, calming, and civilizing role. It once caused the torrent of culture to spread across the world. It is benevolent. The Chinese revolution is the supreme glory of mankind."

"After the land reform, some people within the Party talked about saving the country through industry, some talked about saving the country through education, and some talked about saving the country through science and technology. But what I want to tell them is that revolution is the only way to save China. Their so-called saving the country is merely them trying to use some rigid old things to bind and enslave the people. Using certain standards that can ensure their status to distinguish the people, and finally the trick to let them rule and enslave the people. Industry, education, science and technology are merely tools, tools for the people to explore and realize the path of liberation, not existences that override the people."

"Later, some people preached populism, hoping to act as the people's conscience, and then seize power and status. And another part of people claimed that the people's nature is lazy. If the people are allowed to voice their demands, then it must be that we want to reap without sowing, we must want comfort and pleasure. No matter which side, they first regard the people as lazy, and then use various systems they expect to establish to induce, deceive, and anesthetize the people. In 1840, the British used opium to poison the people, and domestically, things left over from that old society were confusing and poisoning the people spiritually. Those families that once gained power, without exception, selected members within the family who had shaken off laziness and ignorance. Then these people expelled, demoted, and even killed members who could not meet their requirements. To them, if they were so cruel to their own blood relatives, the lives of the people were even less worth mentioning. What they looked forward to was to select their own kind who could be as cruel as them through establishing the system in their ideals, and then let them enslave and rule the people forever."

"As I said before, background does not represent the stance of comrades within the Party. The positions of comrades within the Party also do not represent their stance. We all come from the old world, and we all carry traces of the old world. It's just that some are closer to the new world, and some are further from the new world. Like fascism, bureaucracy, state capitalism, they are all just differences in degree, not differences in essence. This was originally the norm, and what I have dedicated myself to is to push the pace of the times, which they tried to halt, constantly towards the future. This is not just establishing a new system for China, nor is it just establishing a new system for the entire Western Pacific. It is not even the new system currently being established in the Middle East and Africa. It is a new system for all mankind. Anyone who tries to halt and solidify the existing social form, and tries to make it last for generations, is what I want to overthrow. Even if they wave my banner, quote my words, or as you said, shout 'Long live me' before being shot, it is all the same. What we need to see is that in the previous two thousand years, more people died under the operation of this system, and it was meaningless. History has drunk enough blood, yet there was no propulsion. What is the significance of such tragic sacrifice? The deaths of those people were precisely the sacrifices that promoted the development of Chinese history. Their deaths were precisely the declaration of the end of the old era. For those who adhered to the old era, they themselves instead became representatives and banners. They became sacrifices on the altar of the era's end."

Speaking of this, Chairman Chen Ke paused. He stared with a sharp gaze at the representative whose face was already pale, whose arms were stiff, and whose palms had unconsciously begun to spasm. Then he smiled, "Young man, look at you. If it were in the era I look forward to, your questioning of me should be calm and composed, because you have no fear, no panic towards something you cannot resist. Because you are free. You wouldn't gamble for some reward given to you by outsiders, and naturally, there wouldn't be punishment corresponding to your gambling for benefits. This world is balanced. When you submit to the old system, you also lose freedom. No matter what you do right or wrong for that old system, they will eventually punish you. You alone, originally had no way out; yet why join them. The old system relies on devouring human lives, enslaving, and driving people to run on the track of devouring lives. What things can't those man-eating systems do? They can't touch me, but they will eat me. Within a gang, they will also eat themselves. I never believe that doing something right can make up for past mistakes. Just like a white wall, as long as you draw a stroke on it, even if you repair that wall so that the trace of the drawing cannot be seen, does that stroke not exist? So-called repentance has always been self-deception. But as long as you turn a step, that thing no longer exists, then learn everything from new things, start everything from new things. New systems are always like this, so we can also no longer fear."

The broadcast was interrupted. Rumors about various subsequent events were diverse, but what I can be sure of is that Chairman Chen Ke passed away a month later, and that CPPCC member who questioned him in public committed suicide five days after Chairman Chen passed away.

This last matter was what I heard from Marshal Wang Shan. At the moment Chairman Chen passed away, numerous high officials of the Republic waiting outside poured into the room. Marshal Wang Shan did not join that grieving crowd. He only noticed a copy of Zizhi Tongjian beside the Chairman. Among the open pages was a sentence: "If there were no lone one in the world, one wonders how many would call themselves Emperor, and how many would call themselves King."
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2 Air Force Extra

Since Zhengzhou was designated as the capital, the People's Party began the construction of the entire Henan province. Although there was some lack of understanding from the central to the local levels regarding the decision to make Henan the capital, and private discussions and even arguments occurred regarding the location, at this stage, the entire Henan province was accompanied by the sounds of construction: the striking of axes and chisels, the roar of machinery, and the shouts of engineers, local officials, cadres, workers, and even food vendors coming and going. These sounds mixed together to become the representative sound of Henan today.

Kaifeng was being built as an industrial center. The development in recent years had added many things to the ancient city of Kaifeng: railways, highways, various factory buildings, ugly-looking buses, traffic police on duty, and airplanes that appeared in the sky from time to time. Except for the elderly sitting at their doorsteps, busy people didn't have time to look up at what the flying objects in the sky looked like. But when children heard the familiar motor sound, they would look up at the sky in unison, searching along the flight path as if they wanted to grab the airplane.

120 kilometers away from Kaifeng, there sat a huge complex of buildings. High walls, specially designed barbed wire, concealed and open firepower points, and Ministry of Internal Affairs patrols walking along the perimeter in dark army green uniforms all told the outside world that this was an extremely important military base. The external name of this place was the People's Liberation Army Air Force Aviation First Comprehensive Training Base and Aviation Range. However, the large factory-style buildings on one side of the area, the fully functional residential area with a distinctly non-Chinese architectural style, and the German "former" soldiers mixed among the Chinese soldiers all told people the true meaning of this area. In the center, this place was called Thunder Cloud Base, and its true face was the German Air Force Stationed in China Training Base.

After Lieutenant General Pu Guanshui established a relationship with the German Air Force, the Commander of the People's Air Force and high-level central officials secretly visited Germany several times to start negotiations with the German Air Force high command. After several twists and turns, they finally used heavy gold notes to smash open the minds of these Junker officers, which were harder than stones. Facing large sums of Francs and Pounds, the eyes of these German Black Eagles glowed green.

In fact, the high-level officials of the German Air Force could not be blamed for ruining their image like this. Since Germany's defeat and the signing of the Treaty of Versailles, German armaments were basically no different from being abolished. Taking the Air Force as an example, only 140 fighter jets were allowed to be retained, and the manufacture of large aircraft was prohibited. The original aviation training and production systems were either dismembered or dismantled by the French and taken back to Paris. It could be said that the Treaty of Versailles had strangled the German Air Force to its last breath. But with the establishment of the Soviet Union and the success of the People's Party in China, the eyes of the Western world coincided on them. Because the China under the rule of the People's Party did not yet possess a strong naval force, and the army could not cross the Middle East to reach Europe, but the Soviet Union was on the edge of Europe. With the alliance and mutual cooperation between the Soviet Union and the People's Party, based on traditional views and ideological opposition, the Soviet Union became Britain's next target. However, the British did not relax their surveillance and control over German military power. But the German Air Force had to be rebuilt; this was an undisputed goal throughout the German Air Force. Thus, the Chinese and German sides, each with their own needs, hit it off immediately.

First, Fokker and a large number of WWI German military aircraft manufacturing enterprises invested heavily in China on the grounds of opening up the Chinese market. With the tacit approval of France, the People's Party bought a large amount of aviation manufacturing machinery and equipment from France (some of which were dismantled from Germany), and also negotiated a contract for the commercial purchase of three heavy cruisers, which blocked the French's mouths. Then, a large number of "former" German Air Force personnel, from commanders and staff officers to pilots and ground crew, secretly left Germany in batches under the cover of Chinese and Soviet institutions in Germany, heading for China and the Soviet Union to carry out restorative training for the German Air Force.

Since the Opium War, the image of the Chinese in Western eyes had always been cowardly, weak, despicable, and greedy. Furthermore, some people rumored that the blood vessels in the brains of Chinese people were too fragile to perform high-G flight maneuvers (later confirmed to be the work of the People's Party intelligence unit). In addition, British and French newspapers reported extensively on the crashes of the Chinese Air Force, so that the British Air Force Commander at the time contemptuously said in a report to Parliament that the formation of the Chinese Air Force was not something that could be completed within 20 years. Perhaps they could be fearless of artillery fire under the influence of drugs, but the Chinese could absolutely not defeat the powerful Royal Air Force. But in the eyes of German soldiers, the person who could say such things was simply an idiot who hadn't even attended kindergarten. Not to mention the huge advantage Germany gained in the mid-WWI period thanks to the stormtrooper tactics brought back by the captured personnel of the German Army in the Battle of Qingdao, the diligence, hard work, and dedicated study shown by the young Chinese Air Force cadets alone made the proud German Black Eagles admire them endlessly. In the teaching building of the base, the lights in the classrooms were never turned off before 11 pm. If the German instructors hadn't ordered that they must get enough sleep to ensure the next day's training, studying until the second half of the night would be a common occurrence. Generally, German Air Force instructors would gather at the pilots' club bar specifically set up at the airport on weekends to drink some beer, watch movies, and play billiards. But the Chinese cadets were either studying flight principles and mechanical knowledge hard in the classrooms, or walking on the playground while loudly reciting German textbooks. There was even an incident during pilot selection where a PLA sergeant who had won a Second Class Merit Medal committed suicide by shooting himself because he was deemed unsuitable for flying. This made the German soldiers thoroughly rejoice from the bottom of their hearts: "Fortunately, Wilhelm II was not brain-dead enough to want to conquer China."

As the leader, Chairman Chen also often took time to secretly visit the Kaifeng base to inspect the work there and communicate with the former soldiers of the German Air Force Command. Chairman Chen first proposed the importance of a huge reserve pilot team and the importance of national aviation education under the national system for air force construction. Then, his concepts of fighter development balancing heavy protection, strong firepower, speed, and maneuverability, as well as an independent air force, aviation forces suitable for the respective combat missions of the army and navy, long-range large-scale strategic bombing, flexible dual-plane formation air combat, and multi-aircraft large-scale cluster air offensive campaigns refreshed the German soldiers. Especially when Chairman Chen predicted to the German instructors that with the advancement of technology, the air force could even launch campaigns independently, all the German Air Force officers applauded enthusiastically with delight in their eyes. So much so that in private, the German instructors were asking the People's Party soldiers working with them if Chairman Chen had ever undergone advanced studies at some European military academy.

As the saying goes, one keeps soldiers for a thousand days to use them for one hour. When the report of Japanese disaster victims attacking China appeared in the newspapers, the Air Force began combat preparations almost at the same time. When the Central Military Commission issued the Air Force Campaign Operation Order No. 15, aviation troops in Henan, Hebei, Anhui, Inner Mongolia, and other places either transferred by air or were transported by train to gather in Liaoning.

The wind fills the tower before the mountain rain comes; this sentence was truly appropriate for Liaoning, which had already entered September. In less than 7 days, from Yingkou to Anshan to Dandong, 6 newly built military frontline airfields appeared in the war zone instantly like bamboo shoots popping up from the ground. Coupled with the intensive expansion of the existing 5 field airfields, the Japanese Army Ministry was solidly scared by this intelligence sent by the intelligence agency. Leaving aside the issue of quantity, the People's Army firmly controlled the initiative in land warfare. Although the Japanese army firmly controlled the Dalian and Lushun areas with the support of naval guns, they dared not go a step further. Once, a newly transferred staff officer did not believe in evil and wanted to expand the support points outward, forcing the stationed army to attack inland and requesting naval gun support. At this time, the Navy did not completely tear its face with the Army. Based on the principle that everyone was fighting for the Emperor, they agreed readily. The initial stage was surprisingly smooth. With the support of naval guns, they successfully took many forward positions. The PLA did not resist the Japanese naval guns head-on and retreated out of the range of the Japanese naval guns. But just as that staff officer was carefully drafting a victory telegram to the country, bad things came. Just as the Japanese army was building fortifications intending to consolidate their positions, dozens of PLA assault teams secretly infiltrated the front of the Japanese positions. Taking advantage of a burst of heavy fog that night, carrying submachine guns with suppressors, light machine guns, sniper rifles, flamethrowers, and grenade launchers, they cleanly tore open breaches of various sizes from the Japanese positions that had not yet been completed. Immediately afterwards, the main force, under the cover of artillery groups, performed a beautiful interspersing and division. The Japanese army was caught off guard, and many people were even killed or blown up in their sleep. Almost overnight, the forward positions that the Japanese army had fought for with naval gun support vanished instantly. Of the nearly 10,000 men in the one and a half brigades that moved forward, less than 1,000 ran back alive. Hearing this news, the Navy refused to waste any more shells to wipe the Army's ass, citing bad weather affecting shooting accuracy. As a result, while the fortress commander was still writing a report to the Army Ministry angrily reprimanding that staff officer, that unlucky staff officer had already cut open his own belly with his ancestral sword. The battle line on land thus stabilized in the Pulandian to Pikou area.

When the Army Ministry received this intelligence, besides being surprised at the speed of construction of these airfields, some people also doubted whether these airfields were real or fake, thinking that a large part of them were used for camouflage. Even if the PLA was strong, it couldn't be this fast. In fact, the Japanese couldn't be blamed for thinking so. Chairman Chen emphasized in many military meetings that new technologies and new equipment should be used to arm the troops. In terms of engineering, the PLA engineering troops had long popularized construction machinery, from road rollers to excavators to bulldozers. There were many places in the Northeast suitable for airfields. Mechanized construction was fast, coupled with the successful application of modular steel plate runways, for an airfield of the same scale, the Japanese army would need to mobilize thousands of people to work hard for 7 days, but the PLA only needed a construction team of less than 200 people to finish it completely in 3 days. In terms of construction methods and technology alone, Japan was already a whole generation behind.

With the air force units taking their positions one after another, the already tense atmosphere in the Liaodong Peninsula instantly became incomparably stagnant. On the People's Air Force side, in addition to the Air 2nd Division, Air 3rd Division, and Air 5th Division that stationed first, about 8 divisions of fighter aviation, 4 divisions of long-range bomber aviation, and 5 divisions of frontline bomber aviation arrived one after another. As this intelligence was sent back to Japan, the Army Ministry's head instantly swelled three times bigger. While trying to mobilize troops and generals, they also strictly ordered the intelligence department to ascertain the scale of the PLA Air Force frontline troops. The open and secret agents left by the Japanese intelligence department in the Northeast all took action. In less than 5 days after the Air Force stationed at the front line, the People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs and the General Staff Intelligence Bureau captured no less than 50 spies collecting air force intelligence around the airfield, and no less than a hundred were killed for resisting arrest. The airfield guard troops also thwarted several sabotage attempts targeting the airfield and logistics lines. It could be said that the secret battle had already begun before the regular battlefield started.

Compared with the sabotage actions of the Japanese intelligence personnel, which felt rather exasperated, the People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs and the General Staff Intelligence Bureau were solidly collecting intelligence. The investigation and intelligence groups in Japan established by the People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs and the General Staff Intelligence Bureau were carrying out work methodically at this time, and with the cooperation of the Soviet Cheka, they investigated the deployment of the Japanese Army Aviation and Naval Aviation in Korea and the Lushun area thoroughly. The Japanese air power abroad was the Second Aviation Group, officially formed in Pyongyang in 1923, commanding 5 bases in Pyongyang, Incheon, Jeju Island, Dapu, and Lushun. Currently deployed at the Lushun base were a flight command, 3 flight regiments, and 2 flight field regiments (the Japanese term for ground crew). Two Japanese flight regiments and 1 flight field regiment in Korea would be transferred by ship from Incheon, Korea to other places in the near future. According to aerial reconnaissance on the Lushun front line, apart from expanding the airfield at Shuishiying, the Japanese army was building a new airfield in the Zhoushuizi area. Based on comprehensive judgment, the Japanese intention to increase air power in Lushun was clearly revealed.

The Chinese and Japanese air forces were each preparing for war, and the smell of gunpowder that had never dissipated in the air became even stronger due to the addition of airplanes. The political and military circles in the West were not idle either. Journalists from different countries embarked on passenger ships to China with various purposes, and their final destination was the Lushun area, which might be no different from the Avici Hell by then.

In the early morning at the People's Liberation Army Army Airfield, with the shouts of mechanics and the noise of aircraft engines, in the dormitory of the temporary airfield, all pilots put on their flight caps and goggles, covered their faces with masks as usual. After washing up, everyone lined up neatly with the ground crew and walked to their planes as usual. This action had become a habit for the pilots. But what was different was that today, their mounts were armed to the teeth. All machine guns were wiped and calibrated again and again, engines and airframes were checked again and again, and the armorers busily but methodically loaded ammunition into the aircraft. Everyone's heart was nervous and a little excited; the final decisive battle was about to start today.

Six years had passed since the German Air Force entered China to begin training. It should be said that with the guidance and exercise of old German pilots who had experienced WWI, the Chinese Air Force had made considerable development from organization to campaign organization to system construction. Many German instructors said that except for actual combat experience, the current Chinese Air Force was definitely not inferior to the regular air force of any European power. At this moment, the sense of expectation and tension intertwined in everyone's heart, passing through their minds again and again. In the command room at this moment, Commander Liu Guange was sitting in a chair with his eyes closed to rest. Staff officers came and went, passing documents and contacting the front. German Air Force advisors were constantly whispering something. The Battle of Lushun was the first campaign the People's Air Force had participated in since its regularization. The painstaking efforts and even lives spent over the years, the huge financial investment every year, the arduous and dangerous training of the pilots, and the lessons learned time and again were all for this moment of testing.

On the airfield, the pilots were leaning somewhat lazily against the planes, joking and chatting with the ground crew. Since they joined the Air Force and participated in pilot training, the couplet inlaid in brass at the gate of the aviation school, "Do not take this road if you want promotion and wealth; go elsewhere if you are greedy for life and afraid of death," was engraved on the gatepost. The first sentence the instructors said was: "Welcome, you group of people who think your lives are too long, to join us." Stimulated by this environment, the Air Force gradually developed a calm, quick-witted, ruthless, and black-hearted style. Under the training of German instructors, this style did not converge but instead had the meaning of being carried forward even more. Upon hearing this, Chairman Chen not only did not criticize the Air Force but ordered these words to be carved in the combat room of the Air Force Headquarters, saying that the Chinese Air Force must have this strength of character to win battles. This sentence made the Air Force personnel walk with a bit of a swagger.

If a photographer came to take a picture of the airfield in the morning glow at this moment, the graceful lines of the fighter jets bathed in the morning light would be very pleasing to the eye. Since German aviation enterprises entered China, they had vigorously launched the restoration of production and quickly rebuilt the originally fragmented German aviation industry in China. As a quid pro quo, German aviation enterprises also had great enthusiasm for participating in the construction of the Chinese Air Force. After the Central Military Commission issued a tender for the procurement of Chinese Air Force fighter jets to them, the three companies in China, Henschel, Fokker, and Junkers, each submitted their own designs. After some competition, the Henschel HE51 fighter won the bid. Immediately, Henschel Company ran at full capacity to produce. According to the requirements in the tender focusing on protection and firepower, and reasonably balancing maneuverability and speed, the dogfight performance of this relatively simply designed biplane was slightly inferior to contemporary fighters, but it greatly exceeded them in speed and climb rate. Thanks to the Liberty L15 engine introduced from the United States, 450 horsepower gave this fighter a strong heart. Equipped with a new 3-blade propeller and 4 7.92mm aviation machine guns (250 rounds each), this aircraft obtained a firepower density and destructive power far exceeding other similar aircraft. Equipped with a radio, and to balance ground support, it could also carry one 100kg bomb or two 100mm rockets. According to the contract, Henschel Company first manufactured 150 aircraft, and then AVIC began mass production under license under the guidance of Henschel technicians. In just 2 years, all fighter aviation divisions were fully re-equipped with this fighter.

At this time, in the Frontline Aviation Command, Commander Liu Guange slowly stood up from his chair. Except for the ticking sound of the radio, everyone almost held their breath. Commander Liu grabbed the phone with an expressionless face: "I order, Combat Aviation 2nd Division, Air 3rd Division, Air 5th Division, Air 6th Division, Air 8th Division, Long-range Bomber Aviation 1st Division, 2nd Division, Frontline Bomber Aviation 1st Division, 2nd Division, to launch air raids on the Japanese positions from Pulandian to Pikou, cooperating with the Army's offensive operations. Air 4th Division, Air 7th Division, Air 9th Division, Long-range Bomber Aviation 3rd Division, 4th Division, 5th Division, Frontline Bomber 3rd Division, 4th Division execute assault operations, launching suppression attacks on the Japanese airfields at Zhoushuizi and Shuishiying. Ensure that the enemy's air power is suppressed in the first instance. It is now 7:20 am Zhengzhou time. I order, the general offensive begins."

As alarms rang out at various airfields, all aircraft began to slowly taxi from the parking spots to the runway. At this moment, large and small fighters and bombers roared into the dawn sky from various airfields. Over the airfields, under the ground guidance of their respective airfields, all aircraft completed a huge diamond formation and headed straight for Lushun in the south.

*After thinking about it, let's go with the heavy hammer flow. I'll save the bloodletting for the Korea and Taiwan campaigns.*

"In the dreams of countless nights, I can still dream of those comrades who fought to the death with the Japanese. Their appearances are still in my mind, still so vivid."

-------------------- Excerpt from the notes of a pilot who participated in the Lushun Air Battle.

In the deep autumn of the Northeast, there was a slight breath of winter in the wind. But the current Lushun area was already like a crater. From the sky to the land, the Chinese and Japanese armies tore and fought each other like two ferocious beasts. Signaling with the air offensive campaign, the People's Liberation Army launched an offensive like a tidal wave, constantly impacting the Japanese defense line. The smoke columns brought by artillery fire on the ground had never ceased, and in the sky, the collision of Chinese and Japanese air power made this air war, the largest scale since WWI, attract the attention of the world.

When the Air Force aviation cluster executing frontline support appeared in the sky in the shape of a huge pentagram, the gunfire on the ground immediately quieted down. Whether Chinese troops or Japanese troops, everyone was stunned by the appearance of such a huge cluster. But only a moment later, a huge cheer erupted from the positions of the People's Liberation Army. Since the founding of the People's Liberation Army, it was the first time that such a huge scale of air support was truly used. Before the cheers passed, this huge pentagram instantly shattered into fragments. The frontline bomber aviation, mainly light bombers, began to dive. On the ground, army liaison officers used white cloth to form arrows to indicate directions to the aircraft in the air, and frontline troops also began to use mortars to fire pink smoke bombs to mark the positions of Japanese fortifications. Monoplane bombers with strange W-shapes dived with piercing screams, and after a burst of machine gun strafing, dropped bombs accurately on the targets, and then pulled up proudly with loud explosions and soaring smoke columns. The fortifications built by the Japanese instantly turned into piles of ruins. The bombers that had dropped their bombs did not return but strafed the Japanese trenches again and again. Some bombers carrying rockets poured rockets into the Japanese trenches, blowing up sections of the trenches. The symphony composed of the huge screaming of bomber dives and the screeching of dense rockets tortured the Japanese nerves again and again. In a short while, Japanese soldiers huddled in the trenches jumped out like madmen, screaming and rushing towards the PLA with bared teeth and claws, either being sieved by dense bullets or beaten into fragments by 20mm cannons. In the end, some desperate Japanese soldiers even launched a collective charge that was no different from going mad, shouting "Banzai" and rushing out of the trenches like wild boars, but they were often knocked down before running far, either swept down in patches by dense rain of bullets or naturally decomposed by bombs, rockets, and artillery fire falling from the sky.

Just as the People's Air Force was bombing the Japanese positions indiscriminately, a large-scale aircraft cluster appeared in the south. The large red circles on the aircraft fuselages indicated their identity. Immediately afterwards, the fighter jets escorting the bombers dived from high altitude and killed their way towards the Japanese cluster.

The nearly 500 fighter jets of the People's Air Force formed a huge formation and instantly encountered the Japanese formation on the battlefield. The Japanese turned out in full force this time; the scale of 400 aircraft was almost half of Japan's overseas air power. The two sides clashed like two huge tidal waves. At the beginning, both sides fought each other with formations of different numbers as taught by their respective European instructors. To be fair, the technical and tactical level of Japanese pilots was also very good. Under the guidance and instruction of British instructors, they were at a very strong level from formation tactics to pilot skills. However, the extreme deterioration of the ground war situation forced the Japanese air power to rush towards the People's Air Force bomber group regardless of the danger of being shot down themselves. Some Japanese pilots even refused to parachute to escape after their planes were hit and caught fire, but simply drove their planes to perish together with the PLA bombers. Thus, the battle that was initially like knights instantly became a melee of beasts in a coliseum.

In the sky at this moment, fighters from both sides constantly dived, pulled up, circled, and opened fire. The fragments of aircraft in the air, the screams of their respective pilots on the radio, and the aircraft falling from the sky trailing smoke columns all stimulated the nerves of pilots on both sides. Both sides were already red-eyed with fighting, but at this moment, the performance of the aircraft itself became the key to victory. Due to the concept proposed by Chairman Chen that focused more on firepower and protection, the dogfight performance of the HE51 was somewhat inferior to other contemporary aircraft. However, indicators such as flight speed, vertical maneuverability, armor, and firepower far exceeded the Type Ko series currently available to Japan, which was derived from the French Nieuport. Japanese pilots were surprised to find that even if they fired for a long time, unless they hit a vital part, the Chinese planes would still fly back crookedly. But once they were caught by Chinese planes in a firing gap, the unexpectedly dense rain of bullets would send the Japanese pilots and their planes crashing towards the ground covered in bullet holes and fire. After just 1 hour of fighting, the Japanese cluster lost nearly 40%. At this time, the combat aviation of the Chinese Air Force was constantly reinforcing the front line, and the balance of victory gradually tilted towards the Chinese side as these weights were constantly added.

The avalanche-like losses on the front line and the point of no return for the pilots made the Japanese Army Aviation frontline commander break out in a cold sweat. The intention of the Chinese Air Force was obvious from the beginning: to use a huge numerical advantage to completely crush the Japanese air power in the early stages of the war. If the Japanese Air Force could still resist a bit with its own experience and technical and tactical advantages at the beginning, this cruel consumption beyond imagination, almost like hell, made everyone in the Japanese Army Aviation lose hope for victory. Just as the frontline commander was pacing back and forth anxiously in the headquarters, a 100kg aviation bomb relieved him of his troubles. Over the Japanese airfield, the Chinese Air Force heavy bomber formation suddenly appeared, breaking away from the cover of clouds. As the lead plane began to drop bombs, hundreds of large bombers opened their bomb bays, and nearly a thousand 100kg bombs rushed towards the Japanese airfield with terrifying whistles. Dense explosions instantly covered the entire airfield; hangars, living quarters, and supporting facilities all erupted in dense smoke columns. The bomber group turned around and returned immediately after dropping bombs. The remaining Japanese fighters on the airfield started urgently, wanting to avenge the airfield. But just then, the PLA fighter formation breaking through from low altitude arrived quietly. After a burst of dense strafing, those Japanese planes that had just thought of taking off to meet the enemy rolled painfully a few times with bodies full of bullet holes and flames, then exploded violently. Japanese ground crews tried to put out the fire but were cut down like wheat by the Chinese fighters in the sky. The airfield guard troops bravely organized anti-aircraft fire, but the fire points were often hit by 5 to 6 rockets with obvious incendiary warheads just after firing a magazine. The machine gunners were instantly burned to ashes by the raging fire. Later, a Swiss reporter wrote in his report: The Chinese Air Force's strike on the Japanese airfield had an absolute purpose, and its means and methods of attack thoroughly implemented cruelty, ferocity, and inhumanity.

Inside the Frontline Aviation Command, Commander Liu Guange, who had been expressionless, jumped up with a face full of joy after hearing the orderly read out: "Thunder Cloud telegram, the message is Storm, Volcano." He grabbed people in the headquarters, whether staff officers or German advisors, shaking hands or hugging them. Everyone understood that the airfield suppression operation was successful. The applause in the headquarters lasted for a long time.

As all the planes returned one after another, the airfield began to get busy. The aircraft group responsible for the frontline assault mission returned earlier. Very few planes were not hit; some even managed to fly back with fuselages and wings sieved with holes. Due to damage, some planes either flipped over upon landing, rushed out of the runway and collided with trees and airfield facilities, or collided with planes landing before or after them. Some pilots were laughing and joking with everyone after getting off the plane, but fell to the ground and stopped breathing after taking a few steps. Upon examination, it was found that there were several bullet holes in their bodies, and they died from excessive blood loss or injury to internal organs. The atmosphere at the airfield suddenly became heavy. Those pilots who walked off the planes alive brought out stools and folding chairs from the dormitory and sat silently by the airfield lawn, guarding the brothers lying on stretchers covered with white cloths.

After just 2 hours of fighting, the Japanese Army Aviation could not hold on and began to disengage from the battlefield. The Chinese aircraft group did not follow up to pursue and kill. After calling for follow-up troops to follow up on ground combat operations, the main force also returned one after another. By 8 pm, the combat and loss table was placed in front of Commander Liu: In this campaign, the frontline assault cluster dispatched more than 530 sorties, shot down 113 enemy planes, confirmed damaging 73, destroyed more than 200 enemy frontline fortifications, and killed countless enemies. Our side lost 105 planes in combat, 40 were damaged, 17 were lost during landing and return, 110 pilots were sacrificed, 20 seriously injured, and 73 lightly injured. The airfield suppression cluster dispatched 300 sorties, suppressing the two enemy airfields at Shuishiying and Zhoushuizi. 15 planes were shot down by enemy ground fire, and 15 pilots were sacrificed. Closing the report, Commander Liu's face became quite grave. In this major collision on the front line, the exchange ratio between the Japanese army and our army was basically close to 1:1. It could be seen that the construction of the Japanese aviation force was indeed not to be underestimated. Their pilot quality and technical and tactical levels were at a very high level. Their training degree and combat level made them opponents worthy of vigilance at present...

While Commander Liu was burying his head in writing the analysis report of the early stage of the campaign, the Japanese airfield was a scene of gloom and bleakness. When the surviving Japanese remnant aircraft group returned to the airfield, they saw an airfield that had become unrecognizable. There were burning flames and billowing thick smoke everywhere. All facilities protruding from the surface were being grilled by tongues of fire. The Flight Command located at Shuishiying was hit by several bombs. On the remaining ruins, there was still light smoke from the fire that had just been extinguished. Ground crews and conscripted Korean laborers were digging out the fragmented bodies of Aviation Command personnel from the ruins. At the anti-aircraft gun positions of the airfield, the charred bodies of soldiers and the machine guns and cannons that were burned to deformation and still glowing red told others what had happened here. occasionally, there were a few explosions, but people no longer bothered to distinguish whether it was their own aviation equipment exploding or Chinese duds going off. Everyone had no extra brain to think about this hellish scene. The pungent stench, the flickering firelight, and the bomb craters all over the ground bubbling like boiling water in a pot had completely broken the spines of these proud sons of the sky of the Great Japanese Imperial Army. After seeing this scene, some people squatted on the ground covering their faces and crying bitterly, disregarding their image. Before the war began, the pilots of the Japanese Army Aviation thought highly of themselves. Indeed, Japan had invested heavily in aviation development. In addition to its own unremitting efforts in the aviation industry and flight technology, the Japanese Army also hired British instructors to conduct hand-to-hand technical and tactical training for pilots. All pilots thought that with them there, the Lushun Fortress could hold out for at least a year. However, in just about 1 hour of fierce war of attrition, 40% of the frontline aviation force was lost. And the cost of such massive consumption could not widen the loss ratio between the two sides. This was a real pain for Japan. The strike of the Chinese Aviation Corps on Japanese airfields made it impossible for the Japanese frontline aviation force to restore normal combat duty in the short term. Everyone realized that victory was already a distant dream for Japan.

However, for the Japanese media, it was not the case. The very next day, under the instruction of the military, the newspapers published that our Japanese Army Aviation elite fought bravely and fearlessly in China. Although besieged by enemies several times their number and suffering hundreds of casualties themselves, they still shot down more than 600 enemy planes, creating a record of 6 to 1. They are truly the essence of the Imperial Army and the pride of the Empire. On the day the newspaper was published, Japanese people in Tokyo took to the streets to cheer for this "combat achievement" achieved by the Imperial Army, and held lantern parades to celebrate. They also made a big noise internationally. When foreign reporters asked Comrade Li Runshi of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs with this Japanese report, he smiled slightly: "The battle is not over yet. Let him say whatever ratio he wants. After all, they just lost a battle and need to vent properly, otherwise, they will be suffocated to death."

International noise aside, the battlefield continued. Following the airfield suppression operation, the People's Air Force's heavy bomber units frequently visited Japanese airfields, dropping large numbers of white phosphorus bombs and high-explosive aerial bombs on construction areas where the Japanese army was repairing the airfields. Under the guidance of reconnaissance planes, they bombed material transfer and storage warehouses and warship berthing facilities. Frontline bomber units began suppression bombing of Japanese artillery positions and key fortified sections. Fighter units withdrew some forces to carry ground attack weapons such as bombs to cover the advance of ground troops. The Japanese ground troops frequently called for naval gun support to resist stubbornly, but even so, the positions the Japanese army desperately held often melted away like ice and snow under the interspersed assault of the PLA Army and the torture-like bombing of the Air Force. Everyone knew that it wouldn't take long for the PLA's spearhead to reach the Lushun Fortress directly.

"Comparing the fifty years of human life to heaven and earth, it is but a tiny thing. Looking at worldly affairs, they are dreamlike and illusionary. Once life is granted, death follows immediately. This is the seed of Bodhi. Regret fills my heart. You are now going up to Kyoto. If you see the head of Lord Atsumori... Looking at the world, within the seas and skies, is there anyone who lives forever and never dies?" —— Oda Nobunaga "Atsumori"

In early October, Lushun was already a world covered in white snow. Countless snowflakes fell on the land of the Northeast. But what was different was that on the battlefield, it was mixed with mud turned up by shells and the blood of soldiers from both China and Japan. Nearly a month of repeated contention made the Liaodong Peninsula almost become the Avici Hell mentioned in Buddhist scriptures. Incomplete limbs, weapons blown into parts, land soaked in blood to almost become a mud pond. The cannons, machine guns, and rifles of both sides constantly produced heat, which was instantly taken away by the cold sea wind. Also taken away were the lives of Chinese and Japanese soldiers.

With the fierce offensive of the PLA, the space for the Japanese positions was compressed day by day. By late September, the Japanese army finally retreated to the Jinzhou area and stopped, resisting stubbornly with the support of fortress artillery and solid fortifications. As the temperature dropped, the PLA also temporarily stopped its offensive and began large-scale re-equipment and replenishment. Since the strength of the Navy was really unable to confront the Japanese Navy, Japan's supply lines were safe and sound. The Air Force lacked the means and ability to attack ships sailing in the ocean. Although air supremacy was already in Chinese hands, it still could not affect Japan's maritime superiority. This made the Japanese Navy's life quite leisurely. However, for the Japanese Navy, although leisurely, the deterioration of the situation on land had exceeded the scope that the Navy could influence. Everyone knew that the Lushun Fortress had not fallen yet thanks to the fortifications built by Japan in large quantities during WWI and the large-caliber naval guns of the Navy. But the problem was that as the war progressed, the Japanese battleship group constantly provided artillery support, but the bunch of horse manure in the Army was still constantly losing positions. Material replenishment was easy to say; shells and other supplies could just be shipped from Japan. But work like barrel replacement could not be carried out under the conditions here in Lushun; they had to return to the home port in Sasebo first. Moreover, the price of a gun barrel was not cheap, and the production cycle was long. Since Japan lost the Northeast, its finances were already stretched, which was directly reflected in the Navy. To relieve financial pressure, the Navy Ministry had to withdraw the 4 Kongō-class ships deployed in Lushun, leaving behind several large cruisers like Asama and Izumo to continue staying in Lushun to maintain fire superiority.

Just as the Kongō-class returned, huge doubts arose within Japan regarding the value of the Lushun Fortress. The cabinet was instantly divided into the hold-out faction and the withdrawal faction. Those in favor of the Lushun Fortress continuing to hold out believed that this was Japan's last bridgehead on the Chinese mainland, a nail driven into China. Once Lushun was lost, the People's Party would inevitably free up its hands to concentrate forces to attack Korea. Once Korea was lost, Japan's strategic space and resource sources would be compressed by a large chunk like being cut in half at the waist. At this time, Lushun was the barrier of Korea and could not be abandoned. The opponents sneered and calculated the following data: to replenish soldiers and ammunition similarly, the People's Party only needed to mobilize Henan and Hebei, at most adding the newly recovered three Northeast provinces, which was enough to complete this task. But Japan had to use sea transport. The transport cost for the same quantity would be 2 times higher than that of the People's Party. Plus, the People's Party possessed absolute air superiority locally. The sky over the entire Lushun area already belonged to the People's Party Air Force with white-bordered black stars painted on them. Supplies just unloaded were blown up and burned by bombs, and replacement troops just off the ships being bombed were common occurrences in Lushun. Japan's economy could not persist under such bloodletting. Lushun itself was surrounded by the People's Party on three sides. Rather than a nail, it was more appropriate to describe it as an egg under a heavy hammer. At this time, the hold-out faction slammed the table and shouted: "Even if 80,000 Yamato men die, I don't believe Lushun can't persist!" The withdrawal faction was stunned, then also slammed the table: "Is a small place like Lushun important, or is Korea important?" "You Navy only know how to talk big! Isn't it us Army who are fighting desperately with the People's Party now!" "How can there be such idiots like you in the Army? Even if Army lives are cheap, they should be cheap in the right place, not consumed in a meaningless place like Lushun!" Just as the cabinet was about to stage an Army-Navy brawl, Hirohito appeared. He loudly scolded both sides of the quarrel, effectively punishing each side by 50 strokes, temporarily calming this farce. After listening to the opinions of both sides, he made a compromise plan: currently maintain the reinforcement posture, but if the war situation deteriorates sharply, all forces in Lushun must be withdrawn as soon as possible to strengthen the Korea side. A typical ambiguous method of the Japanese Imperial Family.

The Crown Prince made the final decision, and the cabinet unified its actions. The General Staff Intelligence Bureau and the People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs, based on relevant Japanese ship scheduling and transportation situations, coincidentally made the judgment that the Japanese army continued to reinforce Lushun. How to effectively stop the Japanese reinforcement actions and reduce the difficulty of future offensive operations became the top priority of the Frontline Command. As the Commander-in-Chief of the General Front, Mi Feng had thought about requesting the Navy to dispatch submarines for blockade operations. But the scale of the Navy submarine force was really insufficient; there were only 10 submarines still deployed in the southeast. Not to mention there was no time, even if all personnel were pressed into service, they could not completely effectively stop the work of the Japanese transport fleet. Joint meetings were held more than once, but a plan was still not produced, which racked Mi Feng's brains.

Just at this time, the German advisor who had been watching in the headquarters suddenly spoke: "General Mi, have you thought about laying mines?" The speaker was Doenitz, who was acting as an advisor to China. Mi Feng was thoughtful: "You mean laying mines in the area from Dalian Bay to Lushun Port? We haven't thought about it, but with our current strength, our minelayers are simply sending themselves into the tiger's mouth; they simply cannot meet the requirements for mine laying." "Why let the Navy do this job? Just leave it to our Air Force." The speaker was Liu Guange, Commander of the Frontline Air Command. "How do you want to do it?" "We will..."

In the winter Lushun Port, although it was not frozen, the biting sea wind made all the Japanese sailors standing on the deck shiver involuntarily. "Strange, why haven't the Chinese planes come to bomb for 3 consecutive days?" "Maybe it's too cold and windy for them to fly?" A sailor joked, trying to force some spirit. The sailors were joking, but the officers in the fortress didn't think so. In their view, even if the Chinese occasionally didn't come to bomb for a day, it simply couldn't shake the dominant position they held. The only possible explanation was that frequent bombing operations had made the Chinese Air Force very fatigued. They were likely taking a temporary rest to recharge their batteries, waiting for the weather to improve to start larger-scale operations. The Chinese Army stopping offensive operations on the front line and beginning large-scale construction of fortifications also corroborated their judgment from the side. Five days passed like this. Just when the officers and soldiers in the fortress began to come out to breathe fresh air, a rare sight, they heard the sound of motors from the clouds. So they rushed back into the fortifications very skillfully, waiting for the sound of bomb explosions. But strangely, the sound of motors in the clouds remained, but there was no sound of explosions. This caused various speculations among the Japanese who were used to bombing. What are the Chinese doing? Reconnaissance? Judging by the sound, this is not the scale of reconnaissance, and they have been circling for several laps. After a while, paper fell from the sky like snowflakes. The Japanese in the air defense observation post picked it up and saw that they were leaflets printed in large quantities by the PLA. The content was nothing more than persuading surrender, mixed with cartoons and the like to tell the Japanese in the fortress about their situation. Hearing the news, the fortress commander immediately ordered all leaflets to be collected and destroyed, and ordered that anyone hiding leaflets would be regarded as treasonous and handed over to the gendarmerie, which nipped this matter in the bud.

Two days passed like this. The Japanese supply fleet appeared on the horizon. A supply team consisting of 4 freighters, 2 passenger ships, and 5 destroyers slowly prepared to dock. At this time, everyone on the Japanese anti-aircraft gun positions stared nervously at the sky. Logic dictated that Chinese Air Force bombers would definitely appear at this time. Just as people on the pier were preparing to receive the ships, suddenly there was a loud noise. A huge water column rose into the sky from under the escort destroyer on the left side of the formation. The thinly built destroyer obviously could not withstand such an impact. After being washed up from the sea surface by the water column, it instantly broke into two sections and then quickly disappeared from the sea surface. The people on the pier were obviously scared out of their wits by this sudden change, and the other ships in the supply team hadn't woken up to the situation and continued to advance. At this time, another water column shot up under the leading destroyer. This ship also followed in the footsteps of the previous destroyer, instantly disappearing from the sea surface, leaving only a sea surface covered with debris and oil stains.

Inside Lushun Port, with shouts of orders, the stationed ships of the Japanese Navy began to leave the port quickly. Naval officers thought they were likely ambushed by Chinese submarines. The British explicitly pointed out after the war started to guard against Chinese Navy submarine sneak attacks. Unexpectedly, they encountered it today. Immediately, the 2 light cruisers and 3 destroyers that left the port deployed a search formation and started anti-submarine warfare. Just as the Japanese wanted to urgently find the Chinese submarine, an explosion suddenly occurred at the bow of the leading light cruiser. A huge water column immediately cracked open this light cruiser. Before other ships had time to lower life rafts, this light cruiser slowly sank into the water with the unwillingness of being ambushed. Seeing this scene, the supply fleet dared not continue to risk coming over and turned around to follow the original route. Everyone on the pier was stunned by these successive changes. In the distant sky, a reconnaissance plane painted with the PLA Air Force emblem circled twice after seeing this scene, and then left quietly without anyone noticing.

"The aerial mining operation was successful. As of 15:00 yesterday, aerial observation showed 13 Japanese ships hit mines, including 5 transport ships, 2 passenger ships, 6 warships, among which were 4 destroyers, 1 service ship, and 1 light cruiser; as of today, the Air Force has dropped more than 700 mines, all effectively laid. Report completed."

As the orderly finished reading the report, Commander-in-Chief Mi Feng felt a trace of relief in his heart. Due to the weakness of the naval force, the Army had to constantly attack against Japanese naval guns. Although the commanders and fighters on the front line fought fearlessly and showed the prestige of the People's Liberation Army, the huge casualties also made Mi Feng's heart ache. Just yesterday, he had just signed the casualty report submitted to the Central Military Commission. From the start of the battle in September until the Jinzhou Isthmus, the Army suffered a total of more than 16,000 casualties, two-thirds of which were caused by Japanese naval guns and other types of artillery. To cooperate with land operations, the Air Force also dispatched bombers to bomb Japanese naval vessels and fortress artillery positions in the outer sea, but the effect was not significant, and the battle fell into a stalemate for a time.

The Japanese side did not see the dawn of victory because of the immediate stalemate. Since the Chinese Air Force began mining operations, the Japanese logistical pressure increased steeply. The cost of sea transport itself made Japan internally bearish on the future of the Lushun Fortress. Coupled with the blockade of Japanese ports by the mine belt around the Lushun Peninsula, the Navy, which wanted to withdraw, jumped up and down in the cabinet. The Army was also arguing fiercely due to the struggle between the Korea faction and the hold-out faction. What was incredible was that the Army Ministry and the Navy Ministry, which were originally like mortal enemies, jumped into the same trench because of the Lushun Fortress, with the withdrawal faction in the Army siding with the Navy Ministry. The Navy did not fail to send minesweeping vessels, but the Japanese minesweeping progress was far behind the speed of Chinese Air Force mining. There were even several times when Chinese Air Force bombers casually threw mines into the sea in front of the Japanese minesweeping formation. This made the Japanese minesweeping troops both angry and helpless. After all, the Chinese Air Force was fighting on home soil and could throw as many mines as they wanted. Coupled with the People's Party's early development of mines and the addition of German experts, Chinese mines used pressure sensing and magnetic fuses earlier, becoming more difficult to sweep. The direct consequence of this action was to reduce the Japanese supply capacity to 30% of what it was at the start of the war. Among the remaining transport capacity, food and water had to be the primary replenishment, while ammunition and other supplies were compressed to a low level. The fortress commander had to issue orders to save supplies.

Even more uncomfortable was the Japanese Navy's bombardment formation. The reason why the Japanese army could sustain until now was entirely dependent on the Navy's naval gun firepower. The Chinese Air Force, lacking anti-ship means, could not effectively suppress Japanese ships. With the launch of mining operations, the Air Force assumed a posture of offensive mining. When reconnaissance planes discovered Japanese bombardment formations, standby heavy bomber units carrying mines would immediately rush to the sea area where the Japanese army was located, and then swaggeringly lower their altitude outside the range of Japanese machine cannons, dropping mines around the Japanese ship formation. Of course, the Japanese ships didn't want to be trapped there and wait for death, so they increased speed and shifted positions. As for bombardment, they couldn't care less. At this moment, up and down the Japanese Navy, besides cursing the Chinese Air Force for being shameless, the call to withdraw from Lushun became higher and higher.

Mi Feng paced non-stop in the frontline headquarters. The current stalemate was what the General Front Command least wanted to see. The Central Committee also sent a telegram requesting a speedy end to the battle in the Lushun area before December. But what the Army lacked most was the assault weapon of large-caliber artillery. Someone also suggested whether the 305mm artillery from the Qingdao Fortress could be transported over. But this idea, obviously done in desperation, did not ease the atmosphere in the headquarters besides causing a good laugh. Just as Mi Feng was constantly scratching his head, a new telegram from the Central Military Commission was transmitted. As soon as Mi Feng saw this telegram, a look of surprise appeared on his face. He pressed one hand on the guard's shoulder and laughed loudly: "It seems there's hope this time."

At night, the freight platform of the Wafangdian Railway Station was brightly lit. The platform was full of PLA soldiers with live ammunition. As the Frontline Commander, Mi Feng brought Air Force Frontline Commander Liu Guange to the platform to wait anxiously. With the sound of a train whistle in the distance, a freight train slowly pulled into the station. After the train stopped steadily, several PLA officers jumped down from the leading passenger carriage. After looking around, they saw Mi Feng waiting on the platform, so they ran over and saluted: "Hello, Commander Comrade. Zhu Rui of the Heavy Artillery 1st Division reporting to you. Ordered by the Military Commission, my division is now under the command of the Lushun Campaign Frontline Headquarters. Please give instructions." Mi Feng returned the salute and signed the document handed over by Zhu Rui. On the train, sheets of canvas covering the artillery were pulled down. Artillery painted with white camouflage paint looked heavy and dangerous under the illumination of the station lights. Slender 210mm caliber barrels, thick hydraulic mechanisms, sturdy gun carriages, and tracked carriage travel devices all demonstrated the strength and power of this artillery. Watching the artillery slowly walk down the flatbed cars driven by their own engines, Mi Feng unconsciously revealed a gratified smile.

After a week of silence on the battle line, it finally became noisy again. Under the Air Force's mine offensive, the Japanese Navy chose to preserve strength and withdrew all main ships to Japan and Korea. The firepower of Japanese destroyers was already a negligible existence for the Chinese army. Under the dense bombardment of the 105mm artillery group and bombing by Air Force bombers, the Chinese army began to assault the Jinzhou Isthmus. The Japanese resisted stubbornly relying on solid fortifications. The battle lasted for a whole day, and the PLA only attacked as far as the Qianguan area. This was exactly one of the sturdy fortresses built by the Japanese army. The battle went on for most of the day, and the PLA paid heavy casualties without removing this nail. The 105mm artillery group also carried out fire suppression, but the suppression effect was obviously not ideal. Often, seeing the fortifications in front being hit by 4 to 5 shells, they still spewed tongues of fire. Just then, a biplane reconnaissance plane flew over the battlefield in the sky, constantly circling the top of the bunker. The Japanese position suddenly erupted with a chain of fire straight towards the reconnaissance plane in the sky. The reconnaissance plane pulled up sharply, dodging the fire.

Just at this time, a loud noise that no one had ever heard before rang out in the PLA position. Immediately afterwards, with a terrifying explosion, stones and earth flew from the Japanese fortress. The bunker that had been constantly spewing tongues of fire fell silent immediately. Inside the reconnaissance plane at this moment, a soldier sitting in the back seat looked down at the explosion below through binoculars: "Eagle Eye reports, first shot at position 3 was a near miss, target not yet destroyed. Correcting parameters, angle minus 3, charge plus 1, wind deviation correction plus 1.5. Correction complete." Immediately afterwards, there was another loud noise, and the Japanese bunker that hadn't recovered yet collapsed with a bang. Before the PLA could launch an assault, another fortress spewed tongues of fire. "Eagle Eye reports, enemy heavy fortress found, angle turn right 8 degrees, distance plus 2, charge number 3, high-explosive warhead, over." With this loud noise, this fortress flew into the sky under the action of explosives. Taking advantage of this opportunity, the waiting infantry rushed into the fortress under the cover of the smoke of the explosion and engaged in fierce combat with the enemy. Assault teams, supported by direct artillery fire, used explosive charges, cluster grenades, flamethrowers, and even Molotov cocktails to clear the inside of the Japanese fortresses layer by layer. At the same time, under aerial guidance, the heavy artillery kept blocking Japanese follow-up movements with interdiction shelling. The loss of the Qianguan fortress group was only a matter of time for the Japanese army.

At this time, Mi Feng put down the binoculars in his hand and said with satisfaction to Commander Liu Guange: "I didn't expect this method of putting bayonets on cannons to be really effective."

"Countless Chinese planes circle over the fortress every day. We don't know when they will drop bombs. Only at night can we walk out of the air raid shelters to breathe fresh air. Those not taking turns to fight can only eat one meal a day. Every day, wounded are pulled down from the front line, but because of the lack of medicine in the fortress, we cannot treat them. They can only die quietly after being injected with morphine. Watching their peaceful release, we can't help but envy them in our hearts."

———— Excerpt from "The End of Lushun Fortress" by Japanese soldier Akagi Ken's looking at the Japanese Kwantung Governor's Office, which was still emitting green smoke, and the blood on the ground that had not yet completely dried up, Commander Liu Guange couldn't help but feel a burst of emotion in his heart. Since the defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War, the Qing court was tottering. Japan, relying on its national strength after the Meiji Restoration, had long made its ambition to covet Chinese territory known to all. The magnificence of this Kwantung Governor's Office verified the importance Japanese attached to Chinese territory. If Chairman Chen hadn't tidied up the mountains and rivers, if the Japanese had succeeded, no one could say clearly what China would have become. After sighing, Commander Liu gathered his mood: "Order the Frontline Air Command to move in quickly. I want this place to be usable within two days. Also, order the engineering troops to accelerate the reconstruction of the Zhoushuizi Airfield. Restore it to the capacity of stationing 2 aviation divisions as soon as possible. Order the frontline bomber units to carry out harassment bombing on Japanese ships docking at the port. Mine laying work must continue to reduce the Japanese supply capacity as much as possible." After recording, the communicator saluted Commander Liu and then turned and ran away.

At the same time, in the Ministry of National Defense building in Zhengzhou, Chairman Chen was holding an analysis and summary meeting with the Central Military Commission regarding the situation of the Battle of Lushun. Listening to the casualty summary report from the front line, Chairman Chen frowned very rarely: In less than 2 months, there were already more than 30,000 casualties. It seems we underestimated the difficulty of this campaign. But the German advisor on the side comforted him: "Chairman Chen, this casualty figure is acceptable in our view. After all, the Japanese army has the very favorable support of naval guns, and they also have a very complete defensive depth system. Even the German Army in its prime could only do this much. Please don't blame yourself too much, Chairman Chen."

The participating members of the Military Commission also nodded in agreement. Although the PLA had experienced hundreds of battles, it mostly focused on mobile warfare with division strikes and multi-point breakthroughs. Battles like Lushun, which completely relied on firepower and attrition to attack enemy key fortified areas, were still in the minority after all. Even British newspapers, which wore no less than 10 layers of colored glasses, had many words of praise for the combat capability of the Chinese army (although clearly hinting between the lines that this was under the premise of drug use). In the case of relatively insufficient artillery firepower, relying only on the mutual cooperation between ground infantry and the air force to break through enemy heavily defended areas with a relatively small price, this theory verified on the Lushun battlefield gave a shot of stimulant to all air force generals and supporters in the world. The British Air Force even advocated the theory of aircraft omnipotence on this basis, intending to compete with the Royal Navy for funding.

Regardless of the hype internationally, the battle continued. But recent aerial reconnaissance, interrogation of prisoners, and intelligence sent by the General Staff Intelligence Bureau and the People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs all proved that the Japanese high command had tacitly accepted the loss of Lushun. From the intelligence analysis sent by Korean comrades, the Japanese army had already transferred part of the Lushun Fortress garrison that had withdrawn to Korea for rest and reorganization. The Kwantung Army Flight Group 1st Command and 3 flight regiments, which were destroyed in the early stage of the Lushun campaign, showed signs of reconstruction. They accelerated the construction of fortresses in the Yalu River border area. Their intention to reinforce Korea was self-evident. Accelerating the capture of the Lushun Fortress, detaining and annihilating the Japanese effective strength, making them unable to withdraw to Korea became the core content of the meeting. This meeting lasted for a whole day. After intense discussion, Chairman Chen, as the Chairman of the Military Commission, signed the combat order adopting Plan No. 5.

The camera turns to the Liaodong Peninsula. With the Military Commission issuing the Combat Order for Plan No. 5, a strange unit came to the Zhoushuizi Airfield under the cover of night. Everyone in this unit wore white chemical protective suits and light brown-green gas masks, looking a bit scary. When unloading, they were very careful, moving those boxes marked with skulls and crossbones as if they were moving babies. This strange phenomenon aroused the curiosity of many soldiers of the airfield guard troops. Watching this group of people working busily for nearly a day, a huge tent painted with camouflage colors was set up. Around the super-large tent were soldiers in full protective suits with live ammunition, a sentry every three steps, a post every five steps, guarded extremely strictly. Many soldiers were eager to go and find out, but the subsequent secrecy order issued by the Air Force Frontline Command cut off these soldiers' thoughts of "seeking knowledge".

When the moon climbed into the sky, Liu Guange, Commander of the Air Force Frontline Command, came to this tent wearing a full set of protective suits. In front of the tent, an officer who looked like the unit leader wearing a full set of protective suits ran over and saluted Liu Guange: "Hello, Commander Comrade. I am executing Plan No. 5 under the order of the Central Military Commission. I regret that due to disciplinary reasons, I cannot tell you my designation and name. This is due to confidentiality discipline, please understand." Liu Guange knew that the more such a unit was, the higher the confidentiality level. After putting on the gas mask and having his identity checked, Commander Liu passed through 5 curtains and came to the center of the tent.

Here, large wooden boxes painted with grass-green paint had yellow skull imprints on them, enough to explain the danger and lethality of this thing. Opening the box, two 50kg shaped bombs had warheads painted in black and yellow. Commander Liu nodded after seeing it, and then left this dangerous tent following the way he came.

(Writing and writing, I found that this went off track and became a side note on the Battle of Lushun. I will try to end the Battle of Lushun within 1 to 2 chapters.)

"The Chinese army finally advanced to the Lushun Fortress after paying relatively large casualties. This bloodiest conflict between Asian powers is about to end. In this most tragic battle since the end of WWI, we saw the obvious malice of a deliberately dormant great power. China used this conflict to send a clear signal to the Western world, indicating that its own strength is growing without restriction. What kind of damage a huge and malicious China will bring to the Asian situation and world peace is unpredictable for anyone."

--------- American "Time" Magazine

The Lushun Fortress in the dark night appeared so gloomy and terrifying in the night color, like a devil's lair in Western fairy tales. Since Japan occupied Lushun, Japan began to meticulously build this fortress, investing huge amounts of funds and countless manpower and material resources. Constant reinforcement and reconstruction were carried out on the basis of the original Russian fortifications. Countless concealed and open firepower points, dense communication trenches and tunnels, artillery fortresses thick as turtle shells, appeared murderous under the constantly rising flares. The PLA Army had organized 3 probing assaults under the cover of the Air Force and artillery, but each time they had to stop due to huge casualties. The Japanese army, already frightened like birds by the PLA's assault and interspersing tactics, fired flares almost every moment, illuminating the entire front line as bright as day. Commander Mi Feng constantly observed the distant fortress with binoculars: "The Japanese say Lushun Fortress is the number one fortress in Asia. From this angle, the Japanese really aren't bragging. It's really hard to crack this hard bone with old methods." "But Old Mi, I'm afraid this hard bone won't be hard anymore." "Are they here already?" "Yes, they arrived yesterday. Now they have started preparing to load onto the bombers." "What is the Chairman planning to use this time?" "Phosgene, said the people from the chemical unit." "Phosgene, how is this stuff?" "I heard them say this stuff is a raw material for chemical plants, but after purification, it is very volatile and highly toxic. Once inhaled, it causes pulmonary edema. It belongs to the choking type." "Choking type? Tell me what choking type means." "............."

Just as Commander Liu was patiently explaining the relevant knowledge learned from the chemical unit commander yesterday to Commander Mi, on the frontline position, trucks pulling frame-like things arrived at the designated area. After the trucks stopped steadily, the soldiers on the trucks quickly jumped off. With the combined efforts of the accompanying personnel, they lifted the frames off the trucks one by one, and then began to prepare the ground. After the ground was prepared, the frames were assembled one by one and supported on the ground with bipods. Seeing this scene, some new soldiers couldn't help but be filled with curiosity, pointing and whispering in groups of three or five. Some old soldiers said with slight surprise after seeing it: "Yo, finally called the Fire Dragon Cannon over?"

Since the Battle of Qingdao, the reputation of the People's Party had been greatly shaken, and rocket artillery played the most important role. After this battle, the People's Party's scientific research and military industry departments constantly invested considerable energy and resources into the research and development of military rockets. Due to its own limitations, the PLA did not have large-scale tube artillery groups, but the rocket artillery, originally an emergency weapon, shone brilliantly in this situation. In subsequent battles, big and small, rocket artillery wrapped the enemy in various fragments and fire again and again with dense rain of bullets. From big guys that required 3 people to carry to individual models launched with small steel pipes that a person could carry 5 to 6 rounds of, the roar of various large and small rocket artillery was almost like the PLA's business card. Among the people, the legend of "50 Fire Dragons Breaking Qingdao" had long existed. In the mouths of teahouse storytellers in early years, there were even laughable stories like Chairman Chen getting Zhuge Liang's secret manual and building "Fire Dragons Out of Water" to break the German bandits. However, taking advantage of this absurd story, the folk wrongly called the rocket artillery the Fire Dragon Cannon.

Just as the PLA was preparing Fire Dragon Cannons in full swing in the rear, the front was not idle either. The gunfire in the entire Lushun Fortress almost never stopped. Japanese Hotchkiss and Chinese Maxim machine guns kept shooting at each other non-stop. Since it was already mid-November, the cold winter wind cooled these heavy machine guns quickly. Soon, piles of shell casings almost covering people's feet piled up. At the beginning, the Japanese shot constantly with nervous spirits. But after a long period of fighting, fatigue began to constantly invade the tight nerves of the Japanese army. Seeming to see through the harassment purpose of the Chinese army, the Japanese commander issued an order to save bullets, forbidding firing unless a clear target appeared, and then began to rest in batches. The PLA very enthusiastically used Maxims to constantly strafe those solid bunkers and outer walls of fortifications, but the Japanese machine gunners ignored them after returning a few bursts.

The fierce exchange of fire lasted for most of the night. By 3 am, the machine guns of both sides stopped singing. Only occasionally a few cold shots came. After another hour, even the cold shots were gone. Only the flares of both sides were still constantly rising into the sky. The entire Lushun Fortress area instantly returned to silence. Except for the whistling cold wind, it seemed that the fierce gunfire just now had dissipated like a dream. Except for the cawing of a few awakened crows, there were no other sounds.

Inside the Lushun Frontline Headquarters, it was also silent at this moment. But everyone's eyes were focused on the two commanders, Mi Feng and Liu Guange. At this moment, the two commanders stared at the map with faces as calm as ancient wells. Everyone in the headquarters was waiting for the order to be issued.

"Dong, dong, dong..." The clock struck 7 times accurately. Mi Feng turned around: "I order, according to the plan, launch a general offensive on the Lushun Fortress. Based on the Combat Order for Plan No. 5 issued by the Military Commission, launch a poison gas attack on the Japanese troops in the Lushun Fortress. All units must strengthen gas defense work. Be sure to completely solve the Japanese troops stationed in the Lushun Fortress within 3 days."

On the Lushun Fortress front line, the sky had just revealed a trace of fish-belly white. The Japanese sentries were changing guards on time. Just as a sentry stretched and yawned, suddenly his movements stiffened instantly. His face suddenly convulsed as if he had seen a ghost. Japanese troops at other sentry posts also saw this strange scene. In the distance, hundreds of fire points flew towards the Lushun Fortress with strange roars. Just as the Japanese stared dumbfounded at this strange scene, the meteor shower smashed densely into the Lushun Fortress and Lushun Port. In an instant, countless shock waves and fragments mixed together and exploded densely in the Lushun Fortress. Many Japanese troops in the trenches didn't even have time to enter the bombproof shelters before they were sieved by shrapnel, or thrown high into the air by the storm stirred up by the shock waves and then smashed down violently. Some temporary fortifications on the surface position were basically reduced to floating soil mixed with blood, and then frozen into hard lumps by the cold wind. Inside Lushun Port, scattered steel balls and fragments hit the port and the ships docked in the port, making ding-dong sounds, as if it was raining heavily outside. Countless sailors busy on the decks were instantly knocked down by shrapnel. Immediately afterwards, violent fireballs exploded in the port and on the ships. A destroyer seemed to be hit by a torpedo; the violent explosion blew the thin-bodied destroyer into 3 sections which sank to the bottom, revealing only a corner of the mast. A traffic boat dodged left and right to avoid the dense artillery fire, but a heavy rocket accurately hit the cockpit, and then there was no trace of this small boat on the sea surface except for debris and oil stains.

On the Zhoushuizi Airfield, dozens of heavy bombers taxied from the apron to the runway under the guidance of ground crew. For this special combat mission, all planes underwent weight reduction modifications, removing armor plates in many places to increase the bomb load. The pilots also wore full protective suits. Under everyone's gaze, the bombers slowly accelerated, then clumsily lifted altitude and rushed into the sky. In the sky, all bombers formed a diamond formation and flew towards Lushun.

"This is 01, 05 report your situation."

"This is 051, altitude 2000, speed 130, heading unchanged, expected to arrive at Point 1 in 3 minutes, over."

"This is 01, original plan unchanged. After entering Point 1, ascend to 4500, formation change to Concrete 1."

"051 copies."

5 minutes later, "051 reports, passed Point 1, formation change complete, heading turn E31, arriving over target in 5 minutes."

"01 copies, wish you success. The Chairman awaits your good news in Zhengzhou."

The bomber formation at this moment had changed from a diamond shape to a single-line formation ("long snake array"). The planes also gradually climbed to an altitude of 4500 meters. Ahead, the traces of dense rockets streaking across the sky gave the bombers direction guidance. The lead plane broke radio silence: "This is 051, formation entering bombing run, heading unchanged, speed minus 10, open bomb bay doors, prepare to drop bombs." With the command of the lead plane, all bombers slowly opened the cabin doors in the belly, revealing gray bomb bodies with black and yellow warheads.

The planes slowly approached the sky over the Lushun Fortress. "Plane correct left 2 degrees, speed unchanged, steady, steady, drop bombs!" At the same moment, all bombs left the racks in the cabin and rushed towards the Lushun Fortress, which was already wrapped in fire, with terrifying whistles.

"051 calling, 051 calling, bombs away, bombs away, we are returning, starting return." Subsequently, the bombers flew towards Zhoushuizi Airfield with the happiness of being unburdened.

At this moment, the Lushun Fortress was full of traces blackened by fire and smoke. The hit fortifications were still emitting flames and light smoke. Weapons blown apart and human limbs were scattered everywhere. Many people seemed to have lost their souls from the bombing, looking woodenly at everything around them. The Japanese troops on the surface position were stunned by such fierce firepower at this moment, while the Japanese troops inside the fortress and fortifications hurriedly picked up their weapons, preparing for the large-scale offensive that the Chinese were extremely likely to launch.

Just then, countless bombs fell into the Lushun Fortress and Lushun Port. Some bombs exploded immediately, while others did not detonate. Just as the Japanese wanted to pull these unexploded duds to a safe place for disposal, these bombs suddenly made the sound of leaking gas canisters. The Japanese soldiers who were about to go forward to handle them suddenly smelled a strong smell of rotten hay. Then they felt chest tightness and shortness of breath, breathing difficulties, and slowly fell down. When the naval officers who had studied abroad saw this scene, they suddenly shouted: "Poison gas! The Chinese used poison gas!"
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Darkness Before Dawn

"Red Dawn" is a frequent topic on the military board of the BBS, and the reason lies in its "maverick" route selection and the "non-mainstream" nature of its value system. But no matter how everyone on LK praises or criticizes this book, first of all, it is a popular novel, and it is a web novel serialized on a specialized literature website.

Not discussing how the book's results are, how its influence is, or how large its audience is; nor is it easy to make a final conclusion on whether its stance is in the high court or the martial world, whether it is in the first thirty years or the last thirty years, or even in the various shooting ranges set up by everyone. However, under the old-fashioned story and melodramatic plot described and narrated by the author—a certain youth travels back to the late Qing Dynasty and early Republic of China, shedding his hot blood to save the people from fire and water and save the country from crisis—the unique innovation is the "non-mainstream" values and the "maverick" red route in web literature that everyone argues endlessly about.

From the above, the conclusion is: This is a popular web novel that promotes the main melody.

At the same time, this is also the greatest symbolic significance of this book.

The so-called main melody, apart from the routine business and due meaning of the official media, has been going from bad to worse in terms of the literary and artistic front since the last thirty years. Under the impact of Western culture, various dregs have floated up, and all kinds of weirdos have taken the stage. And the main melody or value system, struggling to resist external impacts, is already powerless, let alone exporting anything.

The current general reality is the darkness before dawn. Whether official or folk, whether regarding official media channels or the literary and artistic field, most of us are angry at their lack of struggle. Even as a one-party centralized regime, holding the national propaganda machine in hand, we are not even mainly criticizing its public opinion control and news censorship, but mourning its misfortune, sighing "How can the Central Propaganda Department be a combat power of five," to such an extent!

Official Media Front: Basically a team wipe. Under the struggle, it's not that I don't understand, it's that the world changes too fast.

Central Propaganda Department—Combat power of five (scum); CCTV—CCAV; People's Daily, etc.—the mouthpiece of the Party Bagu and evil dictatorial forces and the trumpeter of lies; Local party newspapers and journals—sold by the catty; Party and government education courses at all levels—failed brainwashing tools.

Literary and Artistic Front: Mud and sand are washed down together, demons dance wildly; invincible mouth cannons, shallow and vulgar.

Urban News Channels—Review society with the conscience of ratings, supervise the government with the morality of advertisers; Readers, Zhiyin, etc.—in the tide of reverse nationalism, shouting for human rights and freedom, cherishing the romanticism of the Republic of China.

Essay Monthlies, etc.—Various clean streams, thinking deeply with the depth of a vegetable market, typing words with fifth-grade Chinese.

Movies and TV Dramas—The tens of billions in box office market has at least promoted the hardware of cinemas; domestic TV dramas have at least promoted the popularization of Mandarin.

Variety Entertainment, etc.—When competing with foreign peers on the lower limit, the clumsy imitation of local programs can be somewhat self-consoling.

With such a situation, there are certainly many reasons, and to discuss and refute them would probably take a book. But fundamentally, judging by the main melody we want to publicize and export, and our values, is the correct principle. Leaving aside high or low, right or wrong, if you don't even believe it yourself, what are you exporting?

1. On Contradiction, the universality and particularity of contradiction. The latest theoretical exposition of On Contradiction by the official is the primary contradiction in the current social period—the contradiction between backward productive forces and the people's material and cultural needs. This contradiction is even more prominent in the literary and propaganda fields: First, the limitations of the productive forces and social material basis at the current stage directly affect the output of spiritual and cultural products.

Secondly, the output and consumption of spiritual and cultural products simultaneously have particularities such as indirectness, lag, and subjectivity.

2. The two sides of things, connection, and the viewpoint of development. The current society is developing rapidly, and productive forces are improving rapidly, but a diametrically opposite phenomenon appears in the literary and propaganda field: On the one hand, the leapfrog high-speed development of productive forces is the premise and foundation for meeting material and cultural needs.

On the other hand, the rapidly growing productive forces and material basis have a violent impact and influence on demand orientation.

The Paean of the Main Melody (1) Our Troops Face the Sun

If we don't talk about ideology and only look at objective facts. The first thirty years may be relatively unfamiliar to the current mainstream LKERs, but one does not necessarily have to experience it personally. Chatting with elders, checking some materials, and feeling the works, it is not difficult to find: mainly in terms of movies (the popularity of television was in the eighties), as the fighter jet of the main melody, war-themed film and television works have always been a sharp weapon for promoting the main melody. Just think of the image of the King's Division (US Army). And the war-themed films of the fifties and sixties, such as the familiar "Tunnel Warfare," "Mine Warfare," "Guerrilla on the Plain," "Surprise Attack," "Little Soldier Zhang Ga," "Shangganling," "Fighting North and South," "Decisive Engagement," and various other "Wars," are not just bluffing names, but indeed blockbusters that the masses love to see and hear. And the glorious image of the PLA at that time was much higher than that of the current King's Division.

The above is the objective influence. If we want to talk about literary and artistic standards, I won't say much, go see for yourself before speaking. Compared to a look of disdain and spouting a sentence: "It's all fake, big, and empty, brainwashed SX." It's better to search for resources casually—compared to the huge volume of other blockbusters, these old films are petite and lovely, not embarrassing the hard drive and bandwidth at all. Personally speaking fairly, saying stepping on Hollywood and exploding the Little Gold Man is launching a satellite (exaggerating), but completely abusing the so-called domestic blockbusters that can't even tell logic and stories smoothly is no pressure. As for the specific film theory and artistic expression techniques, I am not a relevant major and dare not talk presumptuously, but evaluating with "It's all fake, big, and empty, brainwashed SX" can only be said to be worrying about IQ.

Another thing closely related to movies is songs. In that era, there were no record companies and no talent shows, but there were quite a few singers and stars. Songs are also the main position of the main melody, and film soundtracks as a sub-category often sweep the country with the popularity of a movie. What impressed me the most was "My Motherland"—the interlude of the movie "Shangganling." Of course, I didn't feel it in the cinema. Once watching the Tenth Screening Room, when this scene was played with the interlude, the corners of my eyes were quite moist. And there are many other movie theme songs and interludes that became popular all over the country. If you are interested, you can BAIDU it.

Regarding literature, involving the first thirty years, my personal feeling is that what I have contacted the most seems to be scar literature and native soil literature. There are many controversies, and most of them were created later, so I will put them aside. As for the so-called model operas, the "reactionary" typical in literature and art, I have some understanding. They are catchy and seem to have high artistic achievements.

From the above, in today's view, the literary and artistic field in the first thirty years, which was so suppressed, autocratic, brutal, and evil, even if it didn't reach the level of a hundred flowers blooming, saying it was full of vitality is definitely modest. Let alone in the propaganda field, moving to make red flags fly all over the world, moving to export revolution.

(2) Dear, Big Power Dream Oh

After reviewing the past, let's talk about some light in the darkness of the present. LKERs should mostly have some understanding of "That Year That Rabbit Those Things." This comic is also quite controversial. Of course, compared to "Red Dawn," the influence is greater, but the controversy is smaller. There are many reasons when summarized, but fundamentally, I think it lies in the degree of its main melody and the depth of its value system.

Without comparing artistic quality, there is no distinction between high and low. Literary and artistic works of different degrees and depths correspond to different audiences and play different roles. This is also the reason for the controversy regarding "That Rabbit." Readers who love reading comics probably rarely read "Selected Works of Mao," and military history otaku who like to study original historical materials cannot have excessive demands on comics.

But the greatest light of "That Rabbit" lies in demonstrating an exciting and surprising artistic form of the main melody, and it has achieved great success and influence. Comics, as an artistic form that people love to see and hear and has strong adaptability, involve many fields, political current affairs, science and education propaganda, serialized narratives, advertising illustrations, and so on. Patriotic-themed story comics cannot be said to be unprecedented, but from the perspective of infectiousness and audience, "That Rabbit" deserves the evaluation of exciting and surprising.

From the objective environment, the appearance and success of "That Rabbit" have a certain inevitability. As the main body of the comic audience—the post-80s and 90s, anime is the childhood and youth memory accompanying their growth. And the combination of simple patriotic feelings with it, the appearance and success of "That Rabbit" is an inevitability.

From the above, the main melody does not naturally have the labels of rigid, hollow, and serious. The main melody can also be very trendy and very young. Even comics, which carry half of the H culture, can serve as the position and tool of the main melody. What else can stop the arrival of dawn and the high-spirited paean?

(3) Proletarians of the World, Unite

Returning to "Red Dawn," let's not discuss its class line dispute—contradictions between ourselves and the enemy are never resolved by mouth cannons. As a popular web novel promoting main melody values, I dare not say it is unique in the field of web literature, but at least its theoretical depth and artistic quality are unprecedented. Although limited by its subject matter and the author's personal factors, the expression and transmission of values are somewhat stiff and straightforward, affecting the reading experience and literary quality as a literary work. However, as an attempt of a pioneering work, it can be completely understood and tolerated.

The innovation and symbolic significance of "Red Dawn" compared to traditional artistic forms in the past need no further explanation, which can be fully explained by the degree of controversy. Compared to the comic form of "That Rabbit," "Red Dawn" is much higher in the integrity of values, theoretical depth, and plasticity. One is simple patriotism, and the other is a scientific worldview and methodology. To fight against the complete Western value system, relying on a kind of simple enthusiasm is definitely not enough; it can only serve as a supplement and extension. The confrontation between value systems and social trends of thought is not a gentle exchange and discussion, but a bloody life-and-death struggle, a struggle of you die and I live, a demise or the end of universal values.

The superiority or inferiority of values is not determined by sitting and talking or acting spontaneously. It relies on a powerful propaganda machine, on a louder voice and more discourse power. And materialism tells us that without a material basis, all thoughts, viewpoints, literature, and art are empty talk. Similarly, as long as there is a powerful and rich material basis, all thoughts, viewpoints, literature, and art will inevitably prosper.

"Red Dawn" itself reveals this point—such a "maverick," such a "non-mainstream" web novel.

What is even more noteworthy is the value system expressed and conveyed in "Red Dawn"—the core foundation composed of dialectical materialism and historical materialism, the reality essence described by political economy, and the action program guided by scientific socialism.

It seems like playing the same old tune, with nothing good to praise, but the time before dawn is always the darkest moment. The spark has already appeared, why not wait quietly for the high-spirited paean and the rising of the sun.



★


Flat As Water Blade As Knife
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❧ ❧ ❧


4 Flat as Water, Blade as Knife

When I started reading this book, the third volume had already been finished and the fourth volume was just beginning. It was difficult to read at first; I would basically read five or six chapters and then go browse other things. It wasn't until Chapter 21 of Volume 1 that my interest was truly sparked. Then, taking advantage of the tail end of the Spring Festival holiday, I read hundreds of thousands of words a day until now.

Later, searching on Longkong, I found there were many arguments about this book. I felt that reading other people's complaints wasn't satisfying enough, so I decided to vent myself.

My feeling about this book is exactly the six words used in the title—Flat as Water, Blade as Knife.

Plainness is the first impression this book gives people. Whether it's dialogue or fistfights, scenes or stories, everything is very plain. This is also the reason why I couldn't keep reading it at the beginning.

But as the plot slowly unfolded, the sharpness hidden within this plainness began to reveal itself.

For example, Chapter 14 of Volume 1... In this period, it was absolutely impossible for Chen Ke to develop drugs like penicillin. Only after establishing a base area would Chen Ke set up a pharmaceutical factory to produce penicillin. Even in the best-case scenario, that would have to be three years later. That understanding woman couldn't wait until that time. This era wouldn't give her the chance to live until the medicine that could save her life appeared. That woman was dead for sure. With calm consideration for himself and the result derived from seeking truth from facts, Chen Ke discovered that he actually had no emotions involved. This is the reality of this era; the lives of the weak are just that fragile. If contracting syphilis itself makes it hard for people to feel sympathy, then what about the many more innocent people who are likewise dying and meeting violent ends in this cruel era...

There is no sensationalism, no agitation, only a cold feeling like reading an autopsy report. for me, who is used to dramas where "walking the goosestep produces a strong army" and "moving one's mouth produces Maxim guns," it was really quite unadaptable.

By the middle of Volume 1, Chen Ke finally began his revolutionary drama. The question "Who are our friends? Who are our enemies?" also came to the stage.

The explanation of this question runs through almost the first two volumes. Hundreds of thousands of words of content, explicitly or implicitly, revolve around this political proposition.

Is this really necessary? It seems now that it indeed has value.

Perhaps someone will say I'm talking nonsense. Is such a goal really that important? On this point, I can definitely say with certainty: Yes.

Because the rise of a powerful group must have a matching opponent. Too weak and they will become arrogant; too strong and they will be crushed. So a suitable opponent is very important. If the target right from the start was the Beiyang New Army, then that would basically mean the book had been ordered by the editor to flop. At the same time, what kind of group is needed as partners is an even more important matter. Without a united front, our beloved TG would have long been submerged in the tide of history.

Many people, when first reading, feel that Chen Ke lacks a "gold finger" (cheat). Compared to those with systems or "king's aura," he is much weaker. In over a hundred chapters, he only recruited one younger brother willing to die for him, and not even because of his philosophy, but just because he saved the guy's life. It's really pathetic, so it looks very unpleasant.

Precisely because this foundation is rammed very firmly, neither other forces in the book nor other transmigrators can find a theoretical method to defeat the People's Party. because what Chen Ke relies on is not god-stick-like eloquence or various stratagems, but a feasible plan for wealth and power that has been verified by the blood of millions of people. This is a plan proven in practice to be able to exert the strength of a low-level agricultural country, and likewise a plan sufficient for the People's Party to smile proudly at all heroes within fifty years.

And because he was once downstream in history, Chen Ke has enough knowledge and opportunity to make up for the mistakes that once appeared in Party history, and in this spacetime, strangle the possibility of the rise of the only Rabbit-kun that could contend with him. This is no longer a gold finger, but a gold thigh.

Many people criticize: how can Chen Ke, a 21st-century loser, have such solid communist convictions?

Then let's infer Chen Ke's identity from the plot: He grew up in the family courtyard of a diesel engine factory. His old man drove locomotives in the railway system. His ancestors had learning and insight, but weren't from a scholarly family. He was forced to play piano for a while as a child, loved making friends and traveling when he grew up, and majored in chemistry in university. After graduation, he had entrepreneurial experience, but constantly hit walls. After believing in **'s theory, he transmigrated.

Referencing our journey of over thirty years of reform and opening up—separation of government and enterprise, restructuring of large factories, the wave of layoffs, difficulty of employment for university students—Chen Ke must have felt these problems keenly. In the process of the protagonist hitting walls time and again and then maturing, if he didn't generate some grievances against society and the system, it would be hard to understand. Plus, young people's thinking rarely self-corrects after being set, so he inevitably needed to look for a theoretical basis that could support his "belief." Then **'s books really suited the protagonist's appetite too well, so a staunch Maoist Leftist was born.

Red Cat should count as a cultured "Maoist Leftist." Unlike the common type who sprays feces everywhere, Red Cat prefers to list data to overwhelm people. But one thing is constant: when discussing viewpoints, he always mentions the Left and Right. The whole book reveals a fanatical pride in the term "People's Republic of China" everywhere, but he only loves this term, not the entity itself. Just like those revolutionaries in the French Revolution, they were frantically keen on discussing and pursuing the word "People," while proportionally loathing actual human beings.

He can very easily talk about the industrial and GDP achievements of New China, but selectively ignores the medical reform and housing reform that haven't been completed in thirty years, and the household registration policy that still hovers over the heads of Chinese people. And he firmly believes that economic development can solve all problems, but precisely forgets that deformed products like "AIDS villages," "Cancer villages," and "Nanjie Village" appeared precisely in this era of rapid economic development.

Although I don't like public intellectuals, I feel Red Cat is completely distorting that article from "7.23" that asked China to slow down, according to his own needs. One's stance can be right or wrong, but no matter what, we are human beings first and Chinese second. When the whole world was reporting on our high-speed rail back then, what were our mouthpieces doing?

So although Red Cat can quote essays like "Therefore, the martial arts of Qi cannot encounter the military soldiers of Wei; the military soldiers of Wei cannot encounter the sharp soldiers of Qin; the sharp soldiers of Qin cannot withstand the control of Huan and Wen; the control of Huan and Wen cannot oppose the benevolence and righteousness of Tang and Wu." But the protagonist under his pen only believes one thing: as long as there is enough money and obedient people, the world can be changed. Many times I admit the protagonist's thoughts may not be the author's thoughts, but I don't think Meng Ru Shen Ji could write a character like Zhang Xiaofan, nor would I think Rogue is something Tomato the Supreme God could shape. Do you think "words are born from the heart" and "literature conveys the Way" are just said to go with rice?

Red Cat is a guy who seriously and down-to-earth does bad things. He doesn't care about the result of the bad things, only seeking to clarify the steps when doing each bad thing, then analyzing why it failed or succeeded, and then continuing to do bad things coldly and plainly.

The following is a synopsis of the plot. Those interested can take a look; those not interested can directly read the red text.

**Volume 1: A Young Man Arrives**

01. Chen Ke transmigrates to the Qing, visits Mr. Xu; discusses current events in semi-classical language. 02. Talks of general trends with Xu Qiu at night; only seeks a recommendation to go to Shanghai. 03. As the saying goes, no acquaintance without a fight; forms ties with Military Graduate Hua Xiongmao. 04. Several companions go to Shanghai; meets You Gou in a tavern. (Gōu: the cord wrapped around the handle of a sword or knife) 05. Like-minded people open a dyehouse; practicing what they preach to engage in production. 06. First battle a small victory, not yet happy; greedy people already rush to the door. 07. Heaven and Earth Society crowd hears of profit and rejoices; Chen Ke first meets Wu Xingchen. 08. Discussing revolution deep at night; gets to visit Cai Yuanpei the next day. 09. Talking with fervor about worldly matters; words startle people or he won't rest. 10. Seeing the big picture from the small, discussing the world; revolutionary group shows its embryonic form. 11. Different paths cannot make plans together; setting up a separate stove for freedom. 12. First trying his hand to cure syphilis; working together to save a comrade. 13. Medicine just made, joy not yet reached; people from all paths come one after another. 14. Seeing a sick woman in the backyard of a brothel; testing drug properties in his own hall. 15. Miraculous prescription shows effect once appeared; talking of a few tenths with side doors. 16. Money and wealth move people's hearts; Chen Ke uses skilled hands to divide gold. 17. Seeking truth from facts is the root; down-to-earth setting up a school. 18. First Party meeting rules established; you speak and I speak, reasoning things out. 19. Human words and ghost words hard to say; Kingly Way and Hegemonic Way even harder to declare. 20. Panacea appears and rights and wrongs move; Qi family son's blood nature rushes. 21. Chen Ke first speaks on Friend and Enemy Theory; a comrade named Tianhua comes. (This chapter can be seen as the core of Volume 1) 22. Xingtai and Wenqing discuss revolution; same heart and combined strength to move forward together. (Chen Tianhua's courtesy name is Xingtai, Chen Ke's courtesy name is Wenqing) 23. Concise words spit on the ugly mob; one word one knife to remove the painted skin. 24. Crowd's will names it the People's Party; speak less and do more practical work. 25. Heroine shows heroic posture in Shanghai city; Chen Ke calms his heart to do small things. 26. Just talking of revolution with Boxers; but how many people smash the door to come. 27. Hundredfold money confuses people's minds; Chen Lang laughs and talks of the plan to draw fuel from under the cauldron. 28. Everything is difficult in the beginning; lecturing not finished, disturbances arise. 29. Calm in danger, a true hero; saving people from water and fire with a clear conscience. 30. A thousand bumps must finally be leapt; only say everything is difficult in the beginning.

**Volume Synopsis:** Chen Ke travels to the end of the Qing Dynasty, making various preparations to promote the anti-feudal and anti-colonial oppression revolution.

**Volume 2: Hurricane**

01. Ten-thousand-word letter comes out, all look sideways; Fudan lectures encourage everyone. 02. Heroes gather in the city of East Japan; different paths, hearts hard to plan together. 03. Qiu Jin sees Chen Wenqing again; but says his person is empty, lonely, and clear. (Damn -,-# making this up, I really feel like a sour pedant) 04. True words and straight path, the heart's road; Yan Fu quietly waits for the time the sky changes. (The first famous historical figure to give Chen Ke a high evaluation appears) 05. Weighing every word to set the program; washing away sand with great waves to remove hidden dangers. 06. Swearing oaths together to join the Party; traces of mountaintopism appear. 07. Straight talk treated as sage and scholar; everyone's heart startled, speech stammering. 08. One earth one wood to build a school; who is diligent and who is lazy naturally becomes clear. 09. Method of military training practices law and discipline; small trick of distributing food shows tolerance. 10. Outward Bound training binds hearts; Chen Ke first reveals talent for strategy. 11. Mid-Autumn moonlit night here; drinking wine and tasting, talking of Fusang. 12. Heart's song earns tears from living beings; Yan Fu holds a candle to speak of master and disciple. 13. Truth is rarely known by hearts; radical words are disliked by others. 14. A blow to the head makes one understand mistakes; clever moves and skilled hands resolve war. 15. Chen Ke starts his feet wanting to go North; new Party establishment must go first. 16. First entering Tianjin, misunderstood; directly called a Japanese wolf. 17. A song in the flower field exchanges for a ticket; meeting Mr. Pang on the northern country road. 18. Hundred-year gap hard to speak of together; listen or not, up to you, sir. 19. Gap small after eating and drinking to fill; talking of disturbances, hearts hard to exchange. 20. Two Chens run at night to Beiping Prefecture; but bump into enemies again. (Female lead appears) 21. Nature rises, singing the Internationale at night; first entering the He residence to discuss people's affairs. 22. Giving profit for no reason causes suspicion; He family's good girl talks of new neighbors. 23. Brother and sister discuss Chen Ke in the mansion; Wenqing and Xingtai visit Hongming. 24. Shanghai Party policy decided by group will; Chen Ke invited to speak freely again. 25. Rambling on imperial examinations, speaking of rise and fall; meeting the Pang family son again that night. 26. Anger rises when speaking of success and failure; fists and feet exchange, hard to know each other. 27. Discussing state affairs in the capital school; laying earth and stone in his own courtyard. 28. Meeting a fellow enthusiast on the road to speak of music; tiger and wolf medicine startles the military hall. 29. Two words' difference nearly ruins matters; composing military songs in the He family hall. 30. He Qian and Chen Ke's first confrontation; business is business, talking of distribution. 31. Heroine You Gou shows heroic posture; words and actions move together as one. 32. Discussing morning and evening at the Beiyang drilling ground; chicken talking to duck, not getting along. 33. Peeking at military training startles people's hearts; agreeing with comrades to gather in Anhui. 34. Carefully evaluating current state affairs; hard to fulfill ambitions with hot blood alone. 35. Sending capable generals to start an uprising; night talks of various heart-condemning schemes. (Those of great evil must have great wisdom and courage) 36. Greedy people's hearts only tied to small profits; true talent can plan great undertakings. 37. Meeting peers in a tavern the next day; first trying democracy to build buildings. 38. Minister's banquet has twists and turns; returning home early to busy with proper business. 39. Career first successful, heart not yet happy; but persuasion comes to the door. 40. Not fearing difficulties to start a coal yard; originally to seek the Revolutionary Party. 41. New factory first established, holding a meeting; to gather hearts, speaking of revolution. 42. Chen Ke carries a letter from a teacher; meeting Weiting at Beiyang Xiaozhan. (Yuan Shikai, courtesy name Weiting, style name Rong'an) 43. Party meeting crowd intends to expel Qing; Sheng family sends someone to talk business. 44. Chen Lang has his heart on the He family girl; asking a tycoon to pull the red string. 45. Wedding night, great joy; but hear of disaster rising in Whampoa. (Chen Ke leaves the group [of singles]) 46. Group effort planning to escape the predicament; sharpening the knife does not delay cutting wood. 47. Newlyweds nourish the heart; Confucian master speaks of heaven's secrets. 48. Hongqi's words hard to fully take in; is it this or that, a free heart. 49. Radical words wash away decadent colors; gathering hearts and strength to change the universe. 50. Heroic words surge with righteousness and courage; Chen Ke first tastes the flavor of a leader. 51. Heroic pass, long road, asking the heart's path; nothing can be achieved without sweating blood. 52. Jianghu ways not sufficient to use; several preparations to raid the prison. 53. Matters of life and death not vainly desired; only for brothers to escape prison. 54. Heart speaks without startle is wild talk; discussion sets a one-year term. 55. All things planned, finally feasible; crowd sets sail for Anhui. (Leaving the prosperous place, entering China's countryside) 56. Heavy rain floods the sky and countryside; fortune and misfortune rely on each other to lay the foundation. 57. Fighting floods and saving disasters to gather people's will; officers and soldiers as one to build a new army. 58. Practicing what one preaches to engage in construction; let idle gossip be. 59. Status and rank habits hard to change; not something that can be set in a few days. 60. Great disaster gradually calms, rights and wrongs arise; striking first to seek initiative. 61. Inner-Party democracy, group strategies offered; major organs reveal embryonic forms. 62. You die, I live, no room for maneuver; sharpening knives towards pigs and sheep. 63. Since ancient times, wine and meat stink behind vermilion gates; who pities the starving bones covering the ground. 64. Body full of righteousness, demons avoid; way of life left, thieves do not go. 65. Courtesy first, soldiers later, killing intent revealed; blade edge secretly points to Yuezhangji. 66. Water recedes, disaster goes, people float; people's hearts panic, especially unknown. 67. Building police to protect stability; whether to rectify style, will hard to decide. 68. Speaking of revolution on the awning boat bow; People's Party members see stubborness and stupidity. 69. Soldiers and courtesy raised together meeting the Zhang family; wind rises before the great battle. 70. Seeing starving people near starvation on the road; anger rises from within, impossible to dissipate. 71. Radical words on the road encourage crowd's will; heroes in the hall talk and laugh. 72~77. Catching the ringleader to deter the crowd of bandits; strong soldiers in one battle settle the universe. 78~79. Divide and rule to judge the remnants; before the truth, life is like mustard. (Volume 2 ends in the victory of the first military operation)

**Volume Synopsis:** After checking personnel through practice in Shanghai and Beijing, Chen Ke set off for Anhui. Coinciding with a flood, the People's Party gained actual leadership during disaster relief and fired the first shot against local tyrants and evil gentry.

From the later chapters onwards, there are no plot changes on Dragon Bone [Longkong/Internet?]. The People's Party basically cycles through "Production -> Meetings -> Fighting -> Expansion -> Production...". Other forces like the Revolutionary Party, Beiyang Army, foreigners, etc., are various forms of "Envy, Jealousy, Hate" + "Incomprehension, Impossibility".

Plus, many of my brain cells have died, and I can't squeeze out any more words, so I won't be a sour pedant with small chapters, just summarize the synopsis of each volume.

**Volume 3: Don't Worry There Are No Confidants on the Road Ahead** **Synopsis:** After disaster relief, grasping production, dividing land, and persisting in uninterrupted brainwashing from top to bottom, successfully taking root in the Anhui countryside, and expanding strength step by step. When reaching the first critical point, Chen Ke decided to launch a military operation against the Qing government, capturing the key town of Anqing overnight. The People's Party finally appeared before the world publicly. The Qing Dynasty and Beiyang naturally could not tolerate this, so they sent troops to suppress. Helplessly, the gap in insight could not be made up by numbers. After falling down several times, they awarded the People's Party the title of "One of China's Most Powerful Military Organizations." At the same time, in the long hundred or so chapters, [the author] didn't forget to interweave the stories of pioneers like the Tongmenghui, Yuewanghui, and Guangfuhui who only appeared in a few strokes in history books. However, Red Cat consistently adheres to the principle of ruining childhoods. All the revolutionary parties that appear, except for a few with names, are basically piles of losers or A-uncles C-front times 2 [likely slang], very calmly contrasting the fundamental reason for our Party and our Army's victory. It's still my title: Flat as Water, Blade as Knife.

**Volume 4: Rise of Groups and Parties** **Synopsis:** This volume is still being written, so it's hard to summarize, I can only talk about the current situation. The Qing Dynasty dissipates, and the disappearance of the nominal highest ruler opens a turbulent era. Fish and dragons mixed together, mud and sand flowing down is the best description of the world. In the farce-like democratic constitutionalism, all kinds of SBs [stupid c*nts] contributed ugly performances, while the People's Party continued to adhere to the principle of "The Proletariat Will Eventually Rule the World," revealing fangs and sharp teeth to all guys with ill intentions. At the same time, because of successive victories, signs of various problems began to appear within the Party, so Chen Ke flowed around like a fire brigade. Beiyang and the People's Party also began formal cooperation to seek the maximization of their respective interests. Just at this time, because the German Empire started a war against the People's Party...

In terms of character settings, this novel doesn't have anything outstanding. The basic principle adhered to is: Except for me, everyone is either a friend or an enemy, it just depends on whether I need to hit you.

But the two supporting characters, Pang Zi and He Zudao, made me feel a little novelty. Pang Zi held deep prejudice against Chen Ke from his first appearance, while He Zudao admired Chen Ke extremely and became dead set on following him after Chen Ke cured his infectious disease.

Pang Zi's ideological awakening is the slowest among all supporting characters. When he first saw Chen Ke, he only wanted to get benefits from him, for example... *Pang Zi glanced at Chen Ke smugly. He had made it clear just now that he wouldn't serve Chen Ke as master, but didn't Chen Ke still have to listen? Dealing with these scholars, you just can't give them any benefits. Pang Zi suddenly thought, this Chen Ke doesn't look poor. Just now I rejected his face; these scholars are all vengeful. I should give Chen Ke some face these two days, and then while Chen Ke is triumphant, squeeze him a bit. It would be good to swindle more money from Chen Ke...* This character gives off a domineering and grassy vibe as soon as he appears.

He Zudao is different. "He is a rapidly awakening youth." He appears before the reader as someone who does whatever Chen Ke tells him to do, rapidly maturing in the struggle, surprising even Chen Ke. But "Deep in He Zudao's heart, there is another unspeakable reason for following the People's Party's actions. Emotionally speaking, He Zudao has an indescribably deep admiration for 'Sister You Gou' who also participated in saving him. Every time after hard work, as long as he can see 'Sister You Gou's' smiling face, He Zudao will smile from the bottom of his heart. Perhaps it's this insufficiently strong mentality, so He Zudao never looks down on anyone, never has any contempt for the soldiers who exert effort. After all, like He Zudao, they all have to obey the leadership of the Party organization. What He Zudao has to do is explain the organization's decisions to everyone, and report everyone's thoughts to the Party organization. Then just work hard together with these grassroots comrades." The feeling he gives is a somewhat effeminate guy.

But these two, one strong and one weak, after experiencing various things, both chose to unite under Chen Ke's banner to fight for liberation and freedom. This design is very clever, making the whole plot more connected. Pity I never saw this kind of technical brilliance again later.

There is one more thing that needs to be specially mentioned. Red Cat's humor point seems to be on a different plane from ordinary people.

For example, these excerpts: ① ...Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao went out to eat, and it was already dark when they came back. You Gou was playing with a flashlight, and Zhou Yuanxiao was holding another flashlight high beside the big dye vat to check the situation. Seeing the two return, You Gou shone the flashlight up from her chin, "Who~ are~ you?" she asked in a strange voice. This new little trick was nothing, but Chen Ke suddenly remembered a past event and couldn't help but want to laugh out loud. But feeling embarrassed, he just covered his mouth with his hand, shoulders shaking continuously.

You Gou asked curiously: "What's wrong with Brother Wenqing?"

Chen Ke let go of his hand, forcing back laughter and said: "Before~ before when I was in middle school, there were no electric lights in the toilet~"

"Lights in the toilet? Extravagant," Hua Xiongmao said.

Chen Ke ignored Hua Xiongmao's interruption and continued, holding back laughter, "We finished evening self-study, and a classmate was squatting in the pit. At this time, outside~ outside came another classmate groping in the dark to pee. Then that classmate squatting in the pit called out like You Gou, 'Wang~ Tong~ Le.' Classmate Wang Tongle was scared bad. He asked, 'Who are you?' Then that classmate squatting in the pit~ that classmate~ that classmate said—'I am your father.'" After finishing, Chen Ke couldn't hold it in anymore and laughed aloud. Hua Xiongmao also laughed loudly after hearing it. You Gou laughed while hopping over to punch Chen Ke...

-----Did you laugh? Did you laugh? Did you laugh?

② ... "Saints? Now everyone under heaven is risking their lives to make money, to get promoted and get rich. On the contrary, our People's Party actually wants to be saints, to engage in benevolence, righteousness, and morality! We, we are genuine revolutionary parties, we want to rebel. Haha, haha, hahahaha." The more You Gou spoke, the more ridiculous she felt it was, and finally she simply lay on the table and laughed aloud. The other comrades all showed bitter smiles, but Wu Xingchen couldn't help but chuckle a few times along with You Gou.

You Gou had mocked Hua Xiongmao just now. For a speech like You Gou's, Hua Xiongmao actually wanted to criticize a few sentences. But for some reason, he felt You Gou was right. He couldn't say words criticizing You Gou against his conscience. In this strange atmosphere, Chen Ke first smiled bitterly helplessly, then suddenly, even he couldn't help laughing aloud. Since Chen Ke laughed, the other comrades naturally didn't force themselves to hold back laughter anymore. They all laughed loudly in their own personalities.

Wu Xingchen switched between a sneer and a loud laugh. You Gou and Hua Xiongmao laughed loudly like children. Chen Tianhua wept while laughing. Chen Ke and Qi Huishen's laughter was full of helplessness and an uncontrollable mirth. He Zudao and Qin Wuan were purely infected by the mass action; after laughing for a while, they looked at the comrades a few years older than them laughing aloud, somewhat at a loss...

-----I couldn't laugh anyway.

③ ...That steward named He was over forty, but his rushing action was like a young man. Suddenly stopping, his braid slipped from his back to his chest. Steward He hooked his finger on the braid, swished it to his back, and then shouted in exasperation: "Boss Yang, our master hired your cart because he thought highly of you when going to Beijing to take office. How did your people break our family's foreign piano?"

Chen Ke looked at this practiced braid-flinging action and almost laughed out loud... Chen Ke walked somewhat staggeringly on the streets of Tianjin, "Xingtai, did you see that fling... braid-flinging action? Aha, haha, hahahahahaha..." Chen Ke laughed as he spoke.

------I rubbed it three times and still don't understand what's so funny about these things.

It seems there's nothing more to say here, so let's conclude: This is a good book, the most rigorous Republic of China transmigration national salvation novel I have ever read.

This is also a bad book, the book that hides malice the best among all the books I have read.



★


National Defense Authorization Act

Volume 6 - Chapter 181

❧ ❧ ❧


5 National Defense Authorization Act

The National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2012 was the final nail in the coffin of the Constitution before the lid was completely closed. From then on, the entire United States turned into a giant battlefield. In this battlefield, the US government and military could do whatever they wanted against anyone, without any judicial oversight or constitutional constraints. Once the National Defense Authorization Act came into effect, the Bill of Rights would no longer protect US citizens from government infringement, and the Constitution would no longer be the supreme law of the land...

[Editor's Note: The National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2012 has been passed by both the US House of Representatives and the Senate respectively. After coordination between the two houses, the bill will be submitted to Obama. Once Obama signs it, the bill will take effect, and the personal and democratic rights of US citizens will be seriously infringed upon. The latest news indicates that Obama will not exercise his veto power to veto the bill. As the author of this article pointed out, the essence of the bill is to legally subvert the bourgeois constitutional democratic system of the United States and lay the legal foundation for the United States to evolve into a dictatorial police state in the future. Comrades who have some understanding of modern world history may know that back then, the little mustache in Germany gained unrestrained dictatorial power after the German Reichstag passed the so-called "Enabling Act". Today, US capitalism is gradually eroding the democratic rights of the American people through one National Defense Authorization Act after another, and preparing legally for the establishment of bourgeois fascist rule in the future. This is a manifestation of the decay and dying nature of the entire capitalist system, further proving that capitalism has completely degenerated into a reactionary social system in history and is about to head towards destruction.]

The US National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2012, once signed into law by the President, effectively tolls the death knell for our constitutional republic and marks the beginning of the United States becoming a police state explicitly defined by law. The House of Representatives and the Senate passed the bill on May 26 and December 1 of this year, respectively. Now, Barack Obama, as a constitutional law expert, will make the final decision. Obama will decide whether the Bill of Rights, which he himself studied and researched at Harvard University, will be overturned by a bill he personally signs into law. (Translator's Note: The "Bill of Rights" in US law refers to the clauses in the US Constitution protecting citizens' personal and political rights, namely the First through Tenth Amendments to the US Constitution)

Sections 1031 and 1032 of the National Defense Authorization Act stipulate that as long as the President deems it necessary, the government can indefinitely detain US citizens without the need for charges or trial. According to the bill, federal government officials can arrest any US citizen based on mere suspicion, without having to present evidence to any judge or obtain an arrest warrant. The government does not need to provide any evidence to suspend the constitutional rights of any US citizen. The reason for suspicion can be that someone has participated in a "suspicious organization" in the past or present. If government officials believe that someone poses a threat to "national security", they will effectively possess unrestrained power to arbitrarily arrest, interrogate, and indefinitely detain a law-abiding citizen. The bill also authorizes the US Army, Navy, and Air Force to arrest any US citizen anywhere in the world based on "national security" needs, without due process of law. (Translator's Note: "Due process" here refers to "procedural justice" often mentioned by domestic liberal legal professionals)

Once this bill takes effect, what will be destroyed is not only the US Constitution, but the entire modern Western judicial tradition. The most basic concept of law in the civilized world is that people cannot be arbitrarily arrested without charges, and arrested persons cannot be detained indefinitely without trial. (Translator's Note: The "civilized world law" mentioned by the original author here obviously reflects the author's reactionary Eurocentric and racist thoughts) These principles can be traced back to the Greco-Roman era, were further developed under the English common law tradition since the Magna Carta in 1215, and were further promoted during the Enlightenment in the 18th century. The US Constitution and the Bill of Rights were created to practice these principles and thus became the supreme law of the United States.

In the two centuries since the creation of the US Constitution, it was precisely because the Declaration of Independence and the US Constitution endowed the American people with inalienable rights of freedom that the United States was admired by people all over the world. However, since the September 11 attacks, our country seems to have been threatened so hugely that our national leaders are willing to abandon all the inalienable rights upon which our republic was founded. We have to ask ourselves, do we still want to continue to exist as a democratic country, do we still want to open up new territories to realize freedom and justice for all; or are we willing to become a military police state, a country where the democratic system has been eroded by the corruption of bankers and militarism. Just like the Spartans of ancient Greece, living in a state of emergency of war at all times? (Translator's Note: Readers can ignore the bourgeois and imperialist stance expressed by the original author here)

After seeing this news, I suddenly remembered the Great Depression era in the United States. In that era, in order to solve problems, the United States actually changed from bourgeois free competition to a government dominance, and its degree of dictatorship was far beyond what the Soviet Union and China could compare with. In order to maintain this dictatorial system, the United States implemented a Great Purge movement. The author will give a brief introduction to this Great Purge movement. Later, I will also write about the Great Counterattack against "Peaceful Evolution" in the McCarthy era. And how the McCarthyism movement killed off peaceful evolution.

In 1929, the Great Depression descended, and the United States fell into a comprehensive crisis. Roosevelt took office in a hurry. In order to deal with the crisis, various financial groups had to hand over a lot of power to the President.

Either give money or give people. For example, the Morgan financial group handed over its private army to the President.

In order to deal with the crisis, a brutal Great Purge was carried out within the United States. Its intensity was even higher than the Great Purge in the Soviet Union.

First, targeting the department that triggered the crisis—the banking industry, the local US financial groups adopted a drastic method of slashing against banks controlled by foreign financial groups. A famous song during the Chinese War of Resistance Against Japan goes, "Swing the big sword at the heads of the devils." If speaking of the US banking industry during the Great Depression, it would be "Swing the big sword at the heads of the Jews and Europeans." Of course, the United States was after all an industrial country back then, and most of those doing the dirty work were Italians and Irish, so the ghost-head big sword naturally did not become the mainstream. Pistols, ropes, and daggers became the main tools of slaughter.

Among the tens of thousands of bankrupt banks, nearly 100,000 "foreign" (Jewish and European) shareholders went missing. A large number of banks and enterprises fell into a situation where there were no heirs, and were finally swallowed up and carved up by local US financial groups.

Secondly, the slaughter targeting socialists.

The Mafia in the United States was very rampant, and the reason why the Mafia could exist was not merely because they had influence in the underground order; collusion between the underworld and the police has always been the main reason for the Mafia's existence. One of the main services provided by the Mafia to the officials was to assassinate socialist movement leaders. Intimidating and beating people who demanded social change. Pinkerton's mercenary group numbered tens of thousands, which was already a semi-official organization. And the private armies of more large enterprises were even more fierce. When the private army of the Rockefeller financial group swept through the coal miners, the coal miners almost had two guns per person on average. After the great sweep by the underworld and the private armies of the financial groups, the grassroots masses advocating socialist revolution were almost completely wiped out.

The number of people killed by the Mafia and private armies can be counted in units of 100,000.

Thirdly, the slaughter for betraying the "White Puritan" lifestyle.

The underworld and private armies were mentioned above. The Great Depression greatly weakened the power of the financial groups and strengthened the power of the President. The management of the underworld and private armies was put on the agenda. For management in this aspect, Roosevelt appointed a famous figure, J. Edgar Hoover.

After Hoover took office, on the one hand, he carried out a brutal crackdown on organized crime. There is a movie in the United States called "Public Enemies", which tells an epic gangster legend story, focusing on the danger-filled short life of the famous bank robber John Dillinger (played by Johnny Depp).

Eliminating organized crime everywhere was one of the several major measures taken by FBI Director Hoover after he took office during the Great Depression. I used to think there was nothing wrong with doing this. Put in China's context, this is called "using heavy punishments in troubled times".

But Director Hoover was not only eliminating criminals; homosexuals and various non-Puritan lifestyles were all within the range of his iron fist strikes.

What Director Hoover wanted to show the American people through his actions was—anyone who cannot abide by the White Puritan lifestyle must be eliminated. Coupled with the cooperation of the media, the US government proposed a lifestyle model to the people—first you must be white, and you must believe in the Lord, and you must obey, and you must not commit crimes. The most important thing is, you have to obey the government's orders. Anyone who violated this lifestyle suffered brutal persecution and slaughter.

This kind of persecution and slaughter, in the name of the law, was merciless and exterminating.

Finally, statistics.

This kind of statistics actually cannot produce accurate data, because the United States knows public relations very well. Large amounts of materials and information were destroyed, insiders were threatened, and even eliminated by various methods.

According to the model used by some people to calculate those three years, the United States lost nearly 10 million people abnormally during the Great Depression. That is to say, one out of ten people suffered persecution and died. (Mad Cat's spoofing laughter)

The Elites calculated that 40 million people died in the Great Famine in China based on the population growth rate, so we can also calculate the death toll of the Great Depression in the United States based on the population growth rate:

1920: 106.02 million

1930: 123.20 million

1940: 132.16 million

1950: 151.32 million

1960: 179.32 million

1920-1930, increased by 17 million;

1930-1940, increased by 8.96 million;

1940-1950, increased by 19.16 million;

1950-1960, increased by 28 million.

According to the calculation method of the Elites, the United States should have added 18 million+ people from 1930 to 1940~ but only added 8.96 million~ so the United States starved to death 9 million+ people.

However, this Great Purge in the United States also played a role. First, it united the white people who were the main race in the United States at that time, thoroughly suppressed other colored races, and cleared up the social order. Even if the American people starved to death, they dared not cross the line one step, and dared not raise objections to the political system at that time. Of course, those who dared to object were systematically eliminated from spirit to body.

This made the American people cry, wail, starve to death, die of illness, and purified the social atmosphere of the United States.

The influence of these measures lasted for a long time. In the 1960s and 70s, college students who dared to oppose the government, even if they were shot by the National Guard or wounded, their parents firmly believed that these college students were wrong. If they hadn't made mistakes, how could they be shot by the relevant state departments? (This is a fact. When the surviving college students recalled this matter, they stated with a shudder the universal opposition of society towards them)

In terms of scale and intensity, the purge during the Great Depression in the United States far exceeded the Great Purge in the Soviet Union. It can be described as a famous thing in the history of human nations. The only thing that can compare with it is the great slaughter of the urban "mob" in the Victorian era. (Stealing a few shillings could lead to the guillotine, and ten-year-old thieves were exiled to Australia)
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Chapter 182 China's Flying Bathtub

In the sunset of midsummer, Chen Daisheng stood on the rooftop, squinting his eyes and observing the surroundings.

In a seaside village, there was always a sea breeze.

He called his eldest younger brother up, and the two of them built a spiral vertical windmill, then patiently brushed it with tung oil.

The efficiency of vertical windmills in converting wind energy was lower, but they were simpler, easier to repair, and convenient to dismantle and store when a typhoon came, so they wouldn't be blown away.

The windmill drove a small generator that Chen Daisheng brought home, and the current eventually flowed to a radio he assembled himself.

Many people soon gathered in the Chen family's hall.

Many years later, the old people in the village still remembered that it was the university student Chen Daisheng who brought the first radio to the village.

***

Aircraft designer Comrade Chen Daisheng's original ideal was to be a carpenter.

His hometown was a famous hometown of overseas Chinese in Fujian. Patriotic overseas Chinese like Tan Kah Kee donated money to build a huge high school in the county.

Tan Kah Kee was the most famous person locally. He went to Nanyang to make a living, and then donated a lot of money back home for construction. His reputation was excellent.

Even if Tan Kah Kee went bankrupt two or three times due to donations, there were still many people willing to help him make a comeback.

In the heart of Chen Daisheng's father, Old Chen, to be a person to such an extent, one really had no regrets and nothing more to ask for.

However, this matter originally had nothing to do with Chen Daisheng. After graduating from the junior high school in the township, Chen Daisheng felt that going to school was meaningless, so he did not plan to go to high school.

He felt that he was the eldest son and should start working early to earn money for the family and help support his younger siblings.

His father had an indifferent attitude towards this. It was not necessary for the eldest son to help support the family. Old Chen was confident that he could support several children. It was good for his son to continue studying, and as for wanting to learn a craft and work to earn money, that was also a proper path.

So after persuading his father, Chen Daisheng began his career as a carpenter apprentice.

***

Three months later, the junior high school teacher sent by the People's Party was surprised to find that Student Chen did not go to the county high school. The young female teacher hurried to Old Chen's house to understand the situation.

Old Chen still held an indifferent attitude. Student Chen was very happy being a carpenter apprentice.

The teacher's attitude was resolute. When she came for the third time, she brought proof of a scholarship issued by the county high school, which could offset the tuition.

Old Chen couldn't refuse, so he sent his son to the county high school.

Student Chen still felt bored in high school. During the summer vacation a year later, he started working as a carpenter again and didn't go to school.

So the teachers came to the door again, this time both junior and senior high school teachers came together.

"Student Chen might become the first university student in our village!"

(What is a university student?) Old Chen held back and didn't ask, so as not to make the teachers lose face too much.

So Student Chen was sent to high school again. Whether he would become a university student was set aside for now, but by now he was already the only high school student in the nearby villages. The last classmate from the same village refused to go anymore.

***

In the third year of high school, the study atmosphere in the class was very tense. Infected by the attitude of his classmates, Student Chen studied seriously for a few days.

Chen Daisheng did very well in the college entrance examination, getting full marks in both mathematics and physics. He really became the first university student in the village.

The teacher was very happy and ran all the way from the post office to the Chen family to announce the good news.

Old Chen was quite happy. Now he finally knew roughly what a university student was.

"Ah Sheng, you are the top scholar!"

Carpenter Chen was making a camphor wood chest at someone else's house, and he was also quite happy to see the admission notice.

However, what kind of school is this Zhengzhou Aviation University?

Was my wish list ignored because I got full marks in math and physics?

There is a scholarship, hmm, no tuition fees, and even meal money is covered...

***

Arriving at Zhengzhou Aviation University, he observed the school buildings for a few days...

Then Student Chen Daisheng borrowed a pile of Jules Verne's science fiction novels from the library, sitting inside the mosquito net reading day and night, feeling incredibly happy.

After finishing the books, he wandered around and suddenly discovered the school's affiliated factory.

The Aviation University had an affiliated factory that produced various aluminum products, and some students would also intern here.

It also manufactured high-quality folding bicycles, using aviation aluminum alloy as the frame. They were light in weight and folded into a very small size, easily carried onto trains and subways, or put into car trunks. These folding bicycles were very practical in cities and sold very well in Europe and America, with very good profits.

Student Chen had never been into a workshop before. Now suddenly finding so many roaring machines together, he was extremely curious and wanted to play with everything.

The factory had discipline, and Little Chen did not succeed.

***

Generally speaking, Student Chen belonged to the cramming-before-exam faction, but as a carpenter, he was very serious about the drafting class.

Then he made a professional drafting board and gave it to the drafting teacher.

People who dealt with this thing all day could certainly tell good from bad. After trying it a little, the teacher had a two-word evaluation: Handy.

According to the rules, teachers could not accept gifts from students. In the end, it was reported to the Party branch, which paid Student Chen for the board.

Then Student Chen got his wish and was sent into the workshop, with the goal of assisting in improving the design of the new drafting board and trial-producing a batch for the engineers of the Aviation University to try out.

Carpenter Chen finally used electric machinery for the first time.

So he cheerfully scurried around the workshop every day.

***

Sharp eyes, steady hands, active mind.

The workers in the factory gave Little Chen a very high evaluation.

Everyone was a craftsman, and people could quickly see how much weight someone carried. "Student Little Chen" was quickly upgraded to "Master Little Chen", and finally the word "Little" was dropped.

Chen Daisheng entered the factory like a fish entering water.

***

During summer vacations, Chen Daisheng would travel thousands of miles home: university students had allowances, and now he also had a wage in the factory. If he saved a bit, it was enough to support a family, so he had money for travel expenses.

The railway had already been built into Fujian. Chen Daisheng departed from Zhengzhou, changed trains three times to reach Xiamen, and then took a tractor for half a day to get home. The journey was basically by train, and the only boat ride was the transfer between Pukou and Nanjing. It took only four days in total.

After returning home, he handed the money saved over the year to his father. His father stuffed it back, so he gave gifts to his younger siblings, and then slept for a day. On the third day, Chen Daisheng had to go to the fields to harvest peanuts.

Fujian had very little good land, and his family's land was not good either, but the sandy soil was quite suitable for growing peanuts, which were ready for harvest during the summer vacation.

Chen Daisheng found that the fellow villagers had not forgotten him. Many people felt that the craftsmanship of the top scholar university student master should be even more brilliant, so his carpentry business was better, and he often didn't eat at home.

The market had become larger, and more families wanted to build new houses and buy more furniture.

But his carpenter peers were not all doing well. The People's Party had always advocated modular products and large-scale production. Factories concentrated on large-scale production of standard parts, assembling them into modular products. The design was reasonable, the quality was stable, and they were sold very cheaply, so the market share continued to rise.

The high-end market was fine, and old carpenters with exquisite craftsmanship lived very moist lives. But in the low-to-mid-end market, traditional carpenters had begun to be squeezed out.

As a carpenter, Chen Daisheng clearly felt the power of large-scale industrial production.

***

At the end of every summer vacation, Chen Daisheng would carry several gunny sacks of salted peanuts from his hometown back to the school to distribute to his worker friends, teachers, and classmates.

At sunset, a group of masters from the affiliated factory drank small wines, ate peanuts, and watched the ball games of the Aviation University students. It was beautiful.

So the old masters began to take turns introducing girlfriends to Little Chen.

"It's not early anymore. If this were in the evil old society, you would have been the father of two or three kids long ago!"

***

After spending a lot of time in the factory, participating in the design and finalization of two series of folding bicycles, and just starting to work on light motorcycles, Student Chen graduated.

His grades were above average. He had never failed a course and occasionally won a scholarship. Chen Daisheng engaged in many side jobs in the university, but it wasn't considered neglecting his proper duties.

He had no worries about finding a job: the Party organization in the factory had already resolved to snatch him. If that didn't work, returning to his hometown to open a furniture factory wouldn't be bad either.

But he was assigned to an aviation research institute in Xi'an.

The employer collapsed a little bit when they saw the materials: Obviously a university student, but what's with this Grade 4 carpenter and Grade 3 fitter?

Just graduated from university, but what's with this mechanical structure engineer?

But this brother clearly graduated with a major in radio!

***

The affiliated factory of the Aviation University lost the winged steed in their eyes. While the group of people lamented, they pulled Chen Daisheng for a group photo, had a good meal, and then sent him onto the train.

One day decades later, Old Master Zheng, the retired workshop director of the Aviation University affiliated factory, was watching TV when his youngest grandson, Yang Yongshun, dug out the group photo from back then.

"Eh? Is this Chief Engineer Chen? Grandpa, is this Chief Engineer Chen Daisheng?"

The old man glanced at it, "Yes. We were colleagues at the time."

"Grandpa, you were colleagues with Chief Engineer Chen?!"

"Yes. At that time, the factory started making motorcycles. He wanted to learn to ride and fell black and blue. It was I who asked your mother to teach him."

The old man pointed to the side, "That dining table, he made it and gave it to me back then. It's foldable and sturdy. It hasn't broken after so many years. What fine carpentry work! You disliked it for being old and ugly a few days ago and wanted to throw it away!"

The grandson was deeply embarrassed.

Old Zheng directed his grandson to add water to the teacup, then muttered in a low voice, "I originally wanted to marry your mother to him, but she ended up marrying that guy, your father."

The conscientious young history researcher Yang Yongshun did not know that he almost disappeared forever in the long river of history. His admiration for the aircraft design master was not affected.

***

Arriving at the research institute, Chen Daisheng finally got rid of the electron tubes that exploded at the slightest provocation. Every day, holding a soldering iron and rosin, he enthusiastically tested the newly arrived transistor samples and designed amplifier circuits.

For the Air Force's new round of primary trainer aircraft bidding, several engineer buddies in the institute repeatedly instigated him. Chen Daisheng's head got hot, he organized a team, and also proposed their own plan.

During his four years at the Aviation University, Chen Daisheng had hardly touched an aircraft, but instead was very familiar with bicycles and motorcycles. He knew how to process metal and knew small engines very well. The design they proposed had a traditional shape and layout, but the structural weight was very light, and it was very easy to produce and maintain.

***

Two rounds of selection passed, and the design plan of Chen Daisheng's team was still not eliminated.

The wooden model was blown in the wind tunnel, and the prototype was finally approved for production.

The first aircraft ambitiously designed by Chen Daisheng, on its first flight, was hit by a gust of crosswind during landing, and the plane crashed into a pile with the test pilot.

The young engineer was dumbfounded. Another test pilot beside him patted him on the shoulder.

The ashes of the test pilot who sacrificed in the accident were sent to the Air Force's memorial tower. The tower reaching the sky was densely covered with photos of pilots who sacrificed over the years.

Later, Chen Daisheng learned that the Affiliated Hospital of Zhengzhou Aviation University had the best plastic surgery department in the world, initially solely for treating pilots burned and disfigured in flight accidents.

***

Despite the accident, the plan of Chen Daisheng's team was still received very high evaluation. The second prototype crashed after flying five times. The third prototype lasted longer. A year later, the aircraft was finalized as the CJ-4 (Primary Trainer 4) and began production.

However, Chen Daisheng could not be satisfied with his performance at all.

The young engineer began to study frantically.

He and two colleagues obtained pilot licenses together. His team built hundreds of model airplanes and conducted a large number of experiments.

***

The People's Party's strategy was finally determined: Looking South to Australia and New Zealand.

In the initial estimate, the Air Force needed more than 50,000 pilots on the front line. Mass-production line style "production" of pilots became inevitable.

At this time, Chen Daisheng proposed a new primary trainer plan.

***

Regarding the CJ-5, young history researcher Yang Yongshun found a report from a meritorious test pilot.

Royal Navy Test Pilot Eric Brown is perhaps the most experienced test pilot in the world. He has test-flown more than 400 different types of aircraft in his life, from biplanes to jets, and has landed on aircraft carriers more than 4,000 times. He actually wasn't killed in a crash, absolutely a darling of the Goddess of Luck.

"China's CJ-5, nicknamed Liliya, is currently the best primary trainer aircraft in the world." Brown wrote without hesitation.

"The CJ-5 is designed to train students in takeoff, landing, and some basic maneuvers. It is a two-seat small aircraft featuring light weight, fuel efficiency, precise control response, excellent pilot visibility, and extremely safe takeoff, landing, and flight."

"In 1936, the CJ-5 began mass production. This was the first aircraft to use fiberglass and other composite materials in large quantities, and also the first aircraft to use a turboprop engine. Because of the reasonable application of these advanced technologies, the performance of the CJ-5 is excellent. The famous IJ-4 (Intermediate Trainer 4), an excellent combat aircraft widely used by the Soviet Union in World War II, also heavily adopted the technology of the CJ-5."

"It is obvious that the Chinese conducted a large number of experimental studies for the CJ-5. Almost every detail is very reasonable."

"It is worth noting that in the production process spanning forty years so far, the CJ-5 has been continuously improved."

"To this day, we still do not have a better primary trainer than the CJ-5. We can easily build planes that fly faster, higher, and are more agile, yet the CJ-5's performance is so balanced and excellent, its uses so widespread, its maintenance so convenient, and its cost so cheap, it can only be called a miracle."

***

Undoubtedly, Brown was a loyal fan of Liliya.

He first saw the CJ-5 in Russia during World War II. Russian flight instructors and students liked this little white plane very much and gave her a name called Liliya (Lily).

Brown quickly understood their feelings.

Obviously, Liliya was designed to let people feel the joy of flying! This feeling of freedom is unparalleled!

Pilot Brown had been unable to forget Liliya. Many years later, he finally managed to buy one.

His wife could not understand. Brown's flying experience was so rich, having flown so many kinds of planes, but when Liliya arrived, the cheering Brown was like a child who got the most anticipated Christmas gift.

Brown did not hesitate to stuff his nephews and nieces into the cockpit one by one, taking them to appreciate the fun of flying. And many of these people later also became aviation enthusiasts.

"Fly! Do whatever you want! Don't worry, I'm right behind you."

Mrs. Brown's first flight was also completed on Liliya, and she began to understand her husband's love for flying.

***

During the Spanish Civil War, both Germany and the Soviet Union put their most advanced combat aircraft into the Spanish battlefield for testing.

The Soviet biplane fighters died miserably, and the monoplane fighters using air-cooled engines were not much better. The German Condor Legion, using BF109 fighters, began to reveal their talent.

Then China also shipped dozens of J-8 (Fighter 8) aircraft over to fight with their German brothers.

These two fighters were extremely similar. In fact, they both originated from a Sino-German cooperation project. The Chinese J-8 was faster at medium and high altitudes, while the German BF109 was more finely crafted. Their performance was very close.

Later, the pilots of these two legions even had some tacit understanding. They avoided each other and rarely engaged in fierce life-and-death contests, only rushing up to prey when they encountered "inferior" fighters of different bloodlines.

So the sky of Spain was divided equally by two very similar advanced fighters, until the final cruel decisive battle.

***

Chen Daisheng volunteered to become the leader of the logistics and maintenance team of the Chinese Flying Corps.

He spent a lot of time interviewing pilots from various countries, inspecting the wreckage of various shot-down aircraft, visiting small local factories in Spain, and even managing to sneak in to visit the production workshops of Fiat and Daimler.

In a trance, he seemed to return to his university days. At that time, the factory produced bicycles and motorcycles, and Chen Daisheng followed the master workers to visit users, ask for opinions, and go to repair shops to gather statistics on damage and repairs.

Chen Daisheng was known as having "the sharpest eyes" at the time. He loved to look at workshops, whether they were small workshops of repair shops or large workshops of competing manufacturers. He could quickly discover any useful new technologies, so much so that the factory later specially approved money and issued introduction letters to let him go around looking at workshops.

If there had been a chance back then, he really wanted to go to England and incidentally take a look at the workshops of those bicycle factories competing with them.

***

The conscientious young history researcher Yang Yongshun finally found some other photos of Chen Daisheng on the Internet, which were the works of the battlefield photography master Capa.

In one photo, the Chinese carpenter was wearing a white tank top, concentrating on snapping a line on a piece of wood with a simple ink marker.

The caption under the photo read: Chinese Chen Daisheng repairing a mobile blood transfusion station.

Hungarian-American Capa had probably never seen this traditional tool of Chinese carpenters, so he recorded this moment with great interest.

The next photo showed Chinese football coach Bi Daowen, Canadian pioneer descendant Bethune, Chinese carpenter Chen Daisheng, and other comrades eating Spanish paella together. The group looked very happy. It seemed the blood transfusion station was repaired.

***

Stalin and other Soviet comrades felt somewhat beyond their reach regarding Spain, but they had an uncontrollable sense of responsibility for liberating Eastern Europe.

After the Spanish Civil War, the Soviet Union invaded Finland, which was condemned by the vast majority of countries in the world, and its reputation was greatly affected.

China adopted a neutral attitude towards the Soviet-Finnish War and did not have any military exchanges with the Soviet Union for a long time.

The Soviet Union suffered heavy losses in the Winter War against Finland, finally "liberating" a piece of land.

The subsequent invasion by Germany had an even more tragic outcome.

On the soil of the Soviet Union, a tragedy of massive scale occurred. Millions of captured soldiers and people in the occupied areas were cruelly "processed" by the Nazis.

Under the banner of Nazi racism, the policy was very simple: "Germanic rule, inferior races die."

Faced with such a banner, the Soviet people were effectively mobilized.

***

In 1942, the Soviet Air Force was severely hit by the German army and urgently needed pilots. China had just mass-"produced" tens of thousands of pilots using the CJ-5, so the Soviet comrades naturally ordered a large number of CJ-5s.

China was still a neutral country at this time, but exporting civil primary trainer aircraft to private flight schools had absolutely nothing to do with military aid or arms trade.

A massive amount of CJ-5s poured into the Soviet Union. They were warmly welcomed by flight instructors and students. "Trainer aircraft should be like this! Airplanes should be like this!"

There were plenty of pilots who were unwilling to get off the plane once they got on, and even slept in the hangar next to the plane.

The CJ-5, adopting a tricycle landing gear, had very good takeoff and landing performance, which also brought a problem: flight students would be very unaccustomed when leaving the CJ-5 to fly other aircraft adopting a tail-dragger landing gear.

This was not a problem in China. Since the J-9 fighter, most aircraft in China adopted tricycle landing gear, and even more so after entering the jet age.

In the Soviet Union, students flew the CJ-5 with ease, then switched to fly Soviet aircraft. Encountering the tail-dragger landing gear, they couldn't see the runway at all, immediately becoming flustered, and crashed quite a few planes during takeoff and landing.

The solution of the Russian engineers was simple: lengthen and thicken the front landing gear of the CJ-5, and add a baffle in front of the cockpit to block the line of sight, allowing students to experience the pain of flying Soviet aircraft in advance.

A small problem was that the propeller was easily damaged during landing, but this kind of thing was always much better than students crashing the whole plane later.

***

Fighter pilot Kramarenko was interviewed after the war.

"The LaGG was the only fighter I flew. It could fly and kill German planes, that was enough."

"How did it compare with Germany's BF109?"

"The German plane was slightly faster and had better vertical maneuverability. The LaGG had better horizontal maneuverability. We always tried to maneuver horizontally in dogfights."

"Have you flown the IJ-4?"

"Cuihua (The nickname of IJ-4 in the Soviet Air Force, sometimes also called 'Green Girl', corresponding to the Lily Girl Liliya)? Never flown it. I was shot down in May 1943, seriously injured, and didn't fly afterwards. 'Cuihua' was equipped to our regiment only a month later. I heard it was very good. I flew Liliya, very good. Everyone wanted to fly a Liliya home. (Laughs)"

After a silence, the pilot who retired early said faintly, "The pilots younger than me are really lucky."

***

The CJ-5 could be fitted with a machine gun, or carry a small bomb, plus corresponding instruments, making it barely passable as an intermediate trainer for bombers and fighters.

Mass-produced CJ-5s arrived in the Soviet Union. At this time, the Soviets, who were suppressed by the Germans, found a way of fighting using the CJ-5.

The CJ-5 was modified into a single-seat aircraft, painted dark gray, equipped with a machine gun, carrying two 50kg bombs, and dispatched late at night to harass German military camps and airports.

The dark gray small plane flew very low, with very little noise. It was hard to detect by radar and hard to see clearly with naked eyes. The 50kg bombs dropped were also quite powerful and impossible to ignore.

Even if discovered, it was hard to shoot down. German fighters were very fast and could catch up, but the problem was that the speed was too fast, making it difficult to hit this twisting and turning little guy.

If the German pilot also reduced his speed to 120 km/h, let alone hitting others, his own plane would soon plunge headfirst into the ground.

Even if shot down, Liliya flew slowly, and forced landing was very easy. Pilots often survived to slip away and continue fighting.

***

The Soviets had used old U-2 biplanes to perform this kind of mission, but Liliya was obviously more suitable.

The radio navigation equipment provided by the Chinese was number one in the world. Within two or three hundred kilometers, basically wherever you pointed on the map, the plane could fly there and bomb there.

The Russians specially trained a group of female pilots to conduct this kind of night attack, angrily called the Black Widow Legion by the Germans. They went to remind the German guests to get up and pee at irregular times almost every night.

Such night attacks were extremely efficient with very few losses. German soldiers painfully found that the nights in the Soviet Union were very hard to endure.

50kg aviation bombs were absolutely impossible to withstand with tents or ordinary bungalows. If they were incendiary bombs, it was even more troublesome.

Later, the "gifts" sent by the Black Widows also included delayed-action bombs and mines, etc., making the Germans very annoyed.

***

Generally, this kind of harassment mission was a single-plane sortie, blooming everywhere, with each plane carrying two bombs.

There is an old joke: A landlord rented the upstairs bedroom to a tenant. Every day at midnight, he would come home, take off his two leather boots, and drop them onto the floor with two "Thud! Thud!" sounds. The landlord downstairs would be woken up and take a while to fall asleep again, very annoyed.

The landlord reminded the tenant. That day, the tenant came home and dropped one boot onto the floor with a "Thud!". Suddenly remembering the landlord's complaint, he gently placed the second boot on the floor.

The next day, he found that the landlord had been waiting all night for the "Thud!" of the second boot landing, and didn't sleep all night, even more annoyed...

The "Black Widows" also learned this trick. Sometimes the pilot deliberately dropped only one bomb, and then leisurely slipped away to other targets, leaving a group of German soldiers below trembling with fear waiting for the second one to fall.

A certain German soldier survived until after the war. Hearing this joke again and recalling the days of being harassed by "Black Widows" and waiting all night for "the second boot", he couldn't help but feel sadness rising from within... He wished he could pull out a pistol and fire a few shots at this big fool grinning in front of him to shut him up forever...

Later, the Germans modified many Panzer III and IV tanks into self-propelled anti-aircraft guns with searchlights. These oddly shaped armored vehicles became key protection objects of the German troops. If there wasn't enough fuel when retreating, soldiers would rather abandon the tanks to save the anti-aircraft guns.

***

In 1943, the most effective combat aircraft of World War II, the enlarged version of the CJ-5, the "omnipotent" IJ-4 arrived in the Soviet Union.

The IJ-4 was initially sent to the Soviet Union as a trainer aircraft. It was discovered that if equipped with a high-horsepower turboprop engine, its performance greatly exceeded all active fighters and attack aircraft of the Soviet Union.

***

Fighter pilot Pepelyayev, Hero of the Soviet Union, air combat ace, interviewed after the war.

"How many types of aircraft have you flown?"

"I flew the U-2 for a few hours when I was a student, then switched to Liliya. After training, I flew the Yak, didn't adapt. After Cuihua came, it has always been Cuihua."

"Why didn't you adapt to the Yak?"

"Takeoff and landing were difficult, visibility was too poor. The radio was too terrible, basically useless. You couldn't hear others clearly, and don't expect others to hear you. I know many people removed the Yak's radio and threw it away. That thing was heavy. Liliya's radio was very good, Cuihua's was even better. Takeoff and landing too. I never heard of anyone crashing while taking off or landing a Chinese plane normally. For the plane to take off and land safely, I heard many Chinese test pilots died. They are people very worthy of respect."

"How does Cuihua compare with German aircraft?"

"Cuihua is better, always has been, in almost all aspects. Cuihua is ten years ahead of Yak and German aircraft."

"Have you encountered German jet aircraft?"

"No, I heard those were all on the Western Front dealing with American and British high-altitude bombing. The Chinese later also sent jet aircraft, not used much, too fuel-consuming. Cuihua was completely enough."

"How many parts of your Cuihua were Soviet-made?"

"Initially all were Chinese goods. Later many things were replaced with domestic goods. There were domestic engines, very short life, had to be changed every thirty flight hours, high fuel consumption, but usable."

"How many times were you hit?"

"Three times. Twice by German planes, once by ground artillery."

"Were you injured?"

"No, Cuihua's protection for the pilot is very good. The Chinese shipped a pile of 'bathtubs' (armored cockpits) over, ceramic composite armor, the canopy had five layers of bulletproof glass, very strong. I was never injured in combat."

"Heard German pilots were desperate about this?"

"Later they stopped attacking the cockpit, but hit the engine and wings instead."

"How did you respond?"

"They had few opportunities. Cuihua was very fast and easily shook them off. The engine later also had armor. Even if damaged, forced landing with Cuihua was also safe."

"Did anyone use the ejection seat?"

"Rarely. Germans would shoot at parachutes. I know someone who even removed the ejection seat. He said he decided to die in Cuihua's embrace. (Laughs)"

***

According to the consistent advocacy of the People's Party, wherever modularization and standardization could be achieved, they should be done as much as possible.

The IJ-4 was also like this. Standard interfaces were all ready. Plugging in corresponding instruments allowed for dive bombing, level bombing, aerial dogfighting, and torpedo dropping. Although the combat capability of this light aircraft was not as good as corresponding types of aircraft in the Chinese Air Force, it had all the capabilities it should have.

One trainer aircraft with multiple uses, manufacturing and maintenance would be much cheaper and more convenient.

Then by the middle of World War II, the Soviet Air Force had almost only one model left: the IJ-4.

Advanced trainer, of course, was her.

Fighter, was also her.

Attack aircraft, known as the tank opener, was still her.

Night fighter, light bomber, high-speed reconnaissance aircraft, all were her.

The British did a lot of different jobs with the excellent "Mosquito" fighter-bomber, and actually did them all well.

The Soviets did more work with a small trainer aircraft, and did it even better!

By the end of the war, China and the Soviet Union produced more than 60,000 IJ-4s of various types. The production volume of this "trainer aircraft" far exceeded the production volume of any fighter or attack aircraft in World War II.

***

Engineer Willi of the German Messerschmitt company was interviewed after the war.

"Messerschmitt company had cooperation with the Chinese?"

"Before the war, we had a long period of cooperation. Our Me109 aircraft and China's J-8 were developed together."

"Why cooperate with the Chinese at that time?"

"The Chinese built a huge wind tunnel group. To conduct certain aerodynamic tests, we could only go to the Chinese. We were not allowed to develop fighters in Germany at that time, and the Chinese needed some of our technologies."

"The Me109 aircraft was very successful."

"At that time, she and the J-8 were the most advanced fighters in the world. They ruled the sky in the Spanish Civil War. The Me109 was crucial for the German Air Force to establish air superiority."

"Did the Me109 also take on some Chinese characteristics?"

"Yes, we and our Chinese counterparts learned from each other. The Me109 was very easy to mass-produce. This is a characteristic of Chinese products, which is very important in a large-scale war."

"But later the Me109 lost to the IJ-4?"

"The Chinese made huge breakthroughs in electronic technology and engine technology. The IJ-4 is a very excellent multi-role aircraft. She made all piston-propeller fighters obsolete. We couldn't even make the J-10 appear on a large scale."

"Was China's turboprop engine technology originally obtained from Germany?"

"As far as I know, no. They seemed to start from turbine power generation, and it was also related to the turbocharging system on the water-cooled piston engine of their J-8."

"But the Me262 was the first practical jet aircraft?"

"I'm not sure about this. The J-10 might be earlier. The Me262 might be called practical, but the J-10 was obviously more mature. Hitler made a huge mistake on the Me262. He demanded a multi-role high-speed fighter-bomber. The Me262 absolutely couldn't do it. The Me262 was an excellent interceptor. Not counting the J-10, it might be the best interceptor in World War II. But the range was too short to be a bomber. Because of Hitler's stubbornness, the Me262 experienced unnecessary twists and turns, and when it was finally forced into actual combat, there were still many problems unsolved."

"If Hitler hadn't made this mistake, could the Me262 have given Germany a chance of victory?"

"Impossible. The Me262 could deal a greater blow to American bombers, but China would give the Soviet Union a large number of J-10s, and Germany would still be defeated. Even with only the IJ-4, it could circle around with the Me262."

"Did you study the IJ-4 at that time?"

"In early 1944, we obtained two complete IJ-4s. After repairs, we tested them, and the results were very depressing. As we expected, the IJ-4 surpassed our main fighters in the vast majority of performance aspects and was a very effective weapon. Like the consistent characteristics of Chinese weapons, it also looked very suitable for mass manufacturing, which meant the Chinese could increase production at any time. We all knew that China still had huge war potential, so everyone present knew that we would definitely lose this war. After I went home, I began to secretly contact colleagues, preparing to arrange for our families to smuggle into Switzerland (when defeated)."

"Did you have any plans to copy the IJ-4?"

"The electromechanical system of the IJ-4 was very advanced. We couldn't even understand many parts. Later we learned that it was a system based on transistors and integrated circuits. The engine structure was not that complex, but the materials and processing technology were very advanced. We simply couldn't guarantee the production speed and quality. Very skilled technicians could slowly copy one or two, but that was meaningless for the war. The Soviets later copied the engine. They got help from China. The product quality was relatively poor, but barely usable."

"How did you report to Hitler?"

"We reported to him with trembling hearts that the Chinese aircraft was very powerful, and only the extremely low-production Me262 could deal with it. The sky on the Eastern Front would definitely be seized by the Soviets unless we could suddenly mass-produce jet aircraft. We had no other way. That was the most nervous time I was (reporting to him)."

"What was his reaction?"

"Surprisingly, he was very calm. I think he had long expected this. After the Spanish Civil War, we estimated that the Chinese would develop better aircraft, possibly even better than ours, just didn't expect it to be so much better. Jet engines received the highest priority, but we didn't have enough time."

***

Soviet Army mechanic Jaeger was interviewed after the war.

"What aircraft did you mainly maintain in the unit?"

"LaGG, and then of course Cuihua."

"Was the work pressure high at that time?"

"Very high. There were many planes to maintain, and it was even higher after the domestic engines came."

"Why?"

"Domestic engines had shorter lives, and the key was unstable quality. Chinese engine quality was very stable. Within the working life, it worked stably. When the life was over, it broke down completely very quickly. Changing the engine was very convenient. The designer was very impressive."

"Heard you met the designer."

"I haven't met the engine designer. I met aircraft designer Chen Daisheng. He came to the Soviet Union to teach us how to maintain Chinese aircraft. We drank together. He was a good man, a very good man."

"Could Chen speak Russian?"

"Not really. Many of us learned Chinese. Regrettably, that was too difficult for me. Chen's skills were very good, and his demonstrations were very standard. He definitely came from a worker background."

"Heard he advocated for you to learn to fly planes."

"Yes, he said to understand the plane, one must learn to fly the plane."

"So you also took flying lessons?"

"Resources were tight. Only a few mechanics in our regiment took them. I flew ten hours on Liliya at that time."

"Heard that was a kind of honor?"

"Yes. Mechanics all hoped to fly. I was very happy."

"What's the difference between Liliya and Cuihua?"

"Liliya is a primary trainer. Cuihua is bigger, faster, very fast, a multi-role aircraft. Liliya is a civil aircraft, very fuel-efficient, can fly tens of thousands of hours. Cuihua is a military consumable, with a service life of only two thousand hours. The life of Chinese engines was also only three hundred hours. The trainer version was more durable."

"Was the life only that short?"

"Other fighters were even shorter. If the skeleton of a long-life aircraft is too heavy, the speed will be slow. The life of a LaGG plane might be only one or two hundred hours. When we used LaGG planes, new planes would come from the factory to replace them after fifty hours of flight. After fifty hours, the engine wouldn't work, and using afterburner made it worse. If you did high-G maneuvers, the wings and fuselage would fatigue and deform. If done too much, the plane would fall apart. Cuihua would easily detect deformation. LaGG sometimes would suddenly fall apart."

"Was LaGG easier to repair or Cuihua?"

"LaGG. LaGG was simpler. Cuihua had fly-by-wire, good to fly, slightly more difficult to repair. The Chinese sent many manuals."

"Were they in Russian?"

"Translated into Russian. There were many cartoons, schematic diagrams, very, very many, easy to read. But there were many manuals. Chen was also asking us about reading the manuals at that time. He also participated in the writing."

"Heard this set of manuals was later adapted?"

"Many people liked the cartoon characters in these manuals. After the war ended, they were adapted into military educational cartoons. There were also matching toys of planes and machines. My children liked them very much. (Laughs)"

"When Cuihua first came, did it have no armament?"

"Completely none, all were trainer versions. China was a neutral country at that time."

"How did you modify them?"

"We had to install domestic machine guns and cannons, then adjust the sights. Of course, the 'bathtub' also had to be changed. The two-person cockpit had to be changed to a single-person one. We all called the cockpit a bathtub. The cockpits shipped by the Chinese also had 'Ceramic Bathtub' written on the packaging, so getting on the plane was also called 'going to take a bath'. Many people liked to take three baths a day. (Laughs)"

"Did you maintain German aircraft?"

"Captured one once, a Jerry made a forced landing. After we repaired the plane, a test pilot from the corps came and flew the plane away for testing."

"Felt any difference?"

"Hmm, completely different planes. From a pilot's perspective, the instrument panels of Liliya and Cuihua were modular, designed very carefully, and various instrument switches were arranged very logically. Very handy. The Germans' were inferior. Our planes were messier, simply a mess in comparison. Chen paid great attention to these."

"Was it difficult when repairing German aircraft?"

"Very difficult, because we didn't understand the structure of the aircraft at all. Could tell it was built very finely. The engine system should be very difficult to maintain, wings and landing gear were simple. Of course, German electronic equipment couldn't compare with Cuihua at all."

"Did you have difficulties repairing Cuihua's electronic equipment?"

"Completely none. The interfaces were all ready-made. If there was a problem, just unplug the bad one and plug in a new one."

***

Soviet Army mechanic Jaeger continued to be interviewed.

"Where were you when the war ended?"

"In Poland. The regiment's radio was broken. I saw the communications sergeant running out, shouting and yelling, firing into the sky, and then the whole camp went crazy. Everyone was hugging each other, everyone was firing into the sky. Every plane that returned, the pilot was lifted out and thrown into the sky. We finished all the Erguotou and Vodka that day. Waking up the next morning, the only thought in my head was to steal a plane and fly home. (Laughs)"

"Do you miss the life in the army?"

"Miss? No. I learned a lot in the army, and there were many good comrades in the army, but everyone wanted to go home. No place compares to home. The Jerries came, wanted to kill us, we had to defeat them, drive them away, and then go home, that's it."

"What work did you do after the war?"

"I returned to the farm to repair and drive agricultural machinery. Later we got a Liliya to spray pesticides. I was the pilot. Oh, and a comrade colleague of mine, we two often fought to be the pilot (Laughs). I have another story: I recorded the process of modifying Liliya, made a few suggestions, and also some problems in the Russian manual of Liliya. I wrote all these in a letter and mailed it to Chen Daisheng."

"Then what happened?"

"I simply couldn't believe it. Chen wrote back to me. Of course, he couldn't write Russian, he found someone to translate it, but the drawings were drawn by him, and the letter had his signature. The structure of the new Liliya would have some small adjustments. Some places were not modified as I expected, and Chen explained the reasons to me. Then, my name appeared in the manual of the new version of Liliya!"

"Where in the manual?"

"In the acknowledgments column. Chen mailed the new manual to me. Chen also named a part the Jaeger Valve!"

"You must be very happy."

"I was very, very happy. This was the first time my name appeared in a book, and a part was named after me. I never thought there would be such a thing. This is one of the most glorious things in my life."

"Congratulations. Sounds really nice."

"The acknowledgments column in the manual is very long. Chen wrote back to many people all over the world. Liliya was changed to be better and better. We all love her. Chen is a great guy, a good worker."

***

History researcher Yang Yongshun carefully checked his grandfather's dining table, lying on the ground and lifting his head to look for various corners.

"Stinky brat, what are you doing?"

"I'm looking to see if there are any secret marks or signatures of the design master. If there are, this thing of ours is a work of art, an antique!"

"Get lost! He is a person from our factory. People from our factory only produce products to help people live their lives, not works of art for people to worship."

Yang Yongshun was kicked away and obediently rolled away to surf the Internet, preparing to post a report on his discovery.

***



★


20XX A Medical School Psychology Term Paper

Volume 6 - Chapter 183

❧ ❧ ❧


7 20XX, A Term Paper on Psychology from a Certain Medical School

After entering the 21st century, there have been more and more books discussing Chen Ke. As the Chinese people's own understanding of the world has improved, the evaluation of Chen Ke has become closer to a human understanding, unlike the mainstream biographies of Chen Ke in the 20th century, which depicted him as either an angel or a demon, in short, dehumanizing Chen Ke himself.

The humanized description of Chen Ke brings up a question: what kind of person was Chen Ke exactly? What was his personality like? What did those actions that changed the entire human world mean to Chen Ke himself?

The conclusions drawn from these discussions were naturally varied at first, but as the discussions deepened, some relative consensus gradually formed within the industry.

Through numerous memoirs and official records from various countries, psychologists have analyzed Chen Ke's personality compared to ordinary humans. Coupled with physiologists' anatomical comparisons of Chen Ke's remains, the analysis results were quite different from the original imagination. Although experts in psychology and physiology did not dare to guarantee their research absolutely, and they always used many vague modifiers to cover up their analysis, the basic research results were largely similar.

The first result is that Chen Ke's body was very healthy. From a physiological analysis, he did not suffer from the malnutrition problems that were common in China in the late 19th and early 20th centuries since childhood. Despite his heavy workload, he always persisted in exercising, and his physical health remained very good until his later years.

His brain structure was also healthy, but it did not have the super-strong brain circuit structure unique to those outstanding figures of modern times. Physiologically speaking, Chen Ke's brain circuits were very suitable for memory-type structures, and his logic-type structures were also relatively excellent, but he was relatively weak in emergency response. In general, although Chen Ke's body was extremely healthy, it had not yet reached a level that ordinary people could not reach.

The second result is that from personality analysis, as well as from Chen Ke's descriptions of his own background that occasionally appeared in a large number of historical records, Chen Ke never had any descriptions of his own siblings. Coupled with the analysis of his words about other people's siblings, psychologists believe that Chen Ke was likely an only child and had no other siblings. Such a family structure, which was a very small proportion of the world at that time, often created a psychological characteristic of a strong "I am the only dominant force in the family."

In this regard, psychologists, especially foreign psychologists, have an attitude that can almost be called a consensus. "In the process of the revolution, Chen Ke completely imposed the future life model he identified with on China at that time. Chen Ke believed that the life model he identified with was the only correct life model. His attitude towards other life models was not that they were unacceptable, but he always believed that compared with the life model identified with by Chen Ke, there was still a considerable gap."

Of course, this psychology was not unique to Chen Ke alone; all politicians at that time had such strong tendencies. All politicians who emerged in the magnificent and surging era of human history in the early 20th century had the same strong sense of "Mandate of Heaven."

From the analysis of physiology and psychology, Chen Ke can be considered a genius in the ordinary sense. He was excellent, but he only stopped at being excellent.

So, was Chen Ke, as an old Chinese saying goes, "a lad made famous by the absence of heroes at the time"?

Judging from the achievements created by Chen Ke, this judgment is undoubtedly wrong.

So what kind of ability did Chen Ke possess that ordinary people could not reach, allowing him to have such achievements? Psychologists' views diverge greatly, but one point is the same. Chen Ke had a relatively strong learning personality.

Among many former high-ranking officials of the Manchu Qing, there were quite a few relatively learned scholars, such as Feng Xu and Shen Zengzhi, who were captured by Chen Ke and entrusted with important tasks. They can be considered lucky ones among the officials of the Manchu Qing era. Feng Xu naturally goes without saying; he was considered by later Confucian scholars as someone who could stand up at a critical moment. With his profound knowledge of Chinese studies, he led a group of people to carry out a comprehensive revision of "The Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism" written by Chen Ke from a Confucian standpoint. Although Feng Xu himself frankly admitted in the preface to the "Feng's Revised Edition" that in terms of being a successor to Confucianism, Chen Ke was far more qualified than Feng Xu and others. Moreover, Feng Xu himself emphasized that Chen Ke pointed out the true path to correctly understanding the three Confucian sages and masters: Confucius, Mencius, and Xunzi. In his evaluation of the relationship between Chen Ke and Confucianism, Feng Xu wrote: "His (Chen Ke's) words are sincere, and his heart is upright. The ground he stands on is shoulder to shoulder with Confucius, Mencius, and Sun Qing (Xunzi)."

As a leader dedicated to the Chinese revolution, Chen Ke fully demonstrated his profound knowledge of Chinese Confucianism in his words and deeds. The only problem was that Chen Ke never treated Confucianism from the standpoint of Confucianism. Of course, this undoubtedly eliminated many views that Chen Ke was not Chinese. In Europe and America, where technology was comprehensively leading at that time, there was absolutely no way to educate someone like Chen Ke who had a precise understanding of Confucianism.

However, another person, Shen Zengzhi, who left his own achievements in the history of Chinese culture through China's "Xinhua Dictionary," also never concealed his views. "I compiled the 'Xinhua Dictionary' because Chen Ke ordered it, and I had no choice but to do it."

Shen Zengzhi's evaluation of Chen Ke was, "Viewing his books, he is like a thousand-year-old ghost, his depth immeasurable. Meeting the person, he is merely mediocre. Investigating the cause, it must be that he had great scholars as good teachers."

Even Feng Xu, who respected Chen Ke very much, wrote: "Chen Ke must have had several good teachers, all of whom should be unparalleled talents in China and the West. Thinking that Chen Ke was able to learn from them, I am envious! I am envious!"

And Chen Ke never denied this point. In numerous records, Chen Ke repeatedly claimed that he had a mischievous personality since childhood. Although he was guided by famous teachers, he never listened. When facing enemies, Chen Ke was always able to see through their weaknesses. Especially when comrades were about to embark on the wrong path, Chen Ke was always able to stop them in time. At this time, a sentence Chen Ke loved to say was, "I thought so too back then, and I did so too, but the result was destined to be failure."

In terms of the precision of his description and analysis of errors, this is a level that only someone who has experienced it personally can point out. Chen Ke's success was largely achieved by avoiding the repetition of failures. This undoubtedly proves that in Chen Ke's growth process, there were many teachers who warned him about all his words, deeds, and thoughts beforehand, and analyzed them afterwards. They taught him with meticulous care.

Of course, this is something that puzzles psychologists extremely. Normal people facing such forced education would either give up their own ideas early and obey the teachers. Or they would simply abandon themselves and present a situation of personality collapse. Only a very small number of people can maintain their own stance in such high-intensity forced education, and finally, under certain strong changes, change their entire outlook on life, thereby truly turning the excellent things in their memory into their own things.

But this implies a condition that is almost impossible to exist, that is, Chen Ke's many teachers must have consistently had confidence in Chen Ke. This requires a reason for the teachers to tolerate his rebellious attitude. That is Chen Ke's love of learning.

But judging from Chen Ke's situation, he himself had experienced countless failures. Many of his failures were fatal, failures that would make the most patient teacher feel despair. Even the wealthiest families at that time would absolutely not allow someone like Chen Ke to exist. This, in turn, corroborates the inevitability of Chen Ke being an only child. Only a sole heir could make Chen Ke's family never give up on him.

If this is the case, Chen Ke must have a quality, that is, extremely high emotional intelligence. To be able to make people accept his failures without being disappointed in him personally. So did Chen Ke really possess such a quality? Psychologists' evaluations are basically negative.

In the evaluation of Chen Ke's character, it is generally believed that Chen Ke's personality was by no means as enthusiastic as ordinary people imagine. His calmness contained many cold parts. Chen Ke's personality characteristics were almost entirely built on the foundation of the negation of his self-humanity. For ordinary people, the result of this personality is inevitably self-abandonment.

The Ego and the Id are innate and are the foundation of the personality structure. The Ego and Superego develop later based on the Id. The Id follows only one principle—the pleasure principle, meaning the pursuit of the individual's biological needs such as the satisfaction of food and sexual desire, and the avoidance of pain.

The Ego is the psychological component of personality. Here, the reality principle temporarily suspends the pleasure principle. Thus, the individual learns to distinguish between thoughts in the mind and thoughts in the external world surrounding the individual. The Ego regulates between itself and its environment. The Ego is the executive of the personality.

The Superego is the controller in the personality structure, governed by the perfection principle, and belongs to the moral part of the personality structure.

If we follow Chen Ke's calm self-narration, he could never have achieved his later accomplishments. Moreover, a person has an instinctive psychological protection mechanism for the old behaviors of the self. When Chen Ke described his past self, there was a clear tendency towards severance. That is, Chen Ke himself did not believe that the past self had any necessary connection with the present self.

In psychological research, this is a not uncommon mental state. Under some strong stimulus, during the process of human self-consciousness reshaping, such manifestations often occur. It's just that Chen Ke's manifestation was very, very extreme.

Regarding Chen Ke's Ego, Id, and Superego, the Id appeared to completely disintegrate under long-term failure and some special strong stimulus. At this stage, in order to save his mental domain which was about to collapse, Chen Ke had to reshape himself comprehensively with a strong "Superego" consciousness. What kind of strong stimulus could make Chen Ke's Id present a completely shattered state?

Since Chen Ke's history before the age of 25 is completely dark, discussing this direction is something that excites psychologists from various countries extremely. For psychologists, this is a very challenging case.

In this reshaping process, not even Chen Ke himself had any will to try to save the Id. And Chen Ke's Superego part fully took over Chen Ke's psychology at this time.

Chen Ke's learning personality played a clever stabilizing role in this process. Because there were too many extremely excellent teachers and too much excellent knowledge, when Chen Ke's Id shattered, the spiritual power of the Id that he originally strongly protected still existed, only the consciousness of the Id was completely shattered.

In order to rebuild the psychological world as soon as possible, those concepts that Chen Ke once resisted incomparably, those excellent pieces of knowledge, constructed a virtual Superego personality under Chen Ke's strong conscious power at this time. Of course, the shaping of this Superego personality was likely completed much earlier, only Chen Ke himself had always been resisting it strongly.

This process of psychological reshaping is like schizophrenia. General schizophrenic patients will possess two or even more personalities at the same time. But from Chen Ke's performance, it can be determined that Chen Ke did not have another hidden personality. This proves that his new Superego personality completely replaced the old personality.

The Superego is the controller in the personality structure, governed by the perfection principle, and belongs to the moral part of the personality structure.

Since Chen Ke participated in the revolution, any pleasure principle belonging to the Id has shown no sign of dominating in Chen Ke's actions and psychology. His moral outlook has reached a level of absolute dominance.

And the reason why Chen Ke did not appear to have the nitpicking characteristic of those dominated by morality can only be said that the moral outlook in the knowledge he learned was extremely perfect. Various virtues, including tolerance and the Golden Mean, were completely integrated by the historical materialism in the concept of "seeking truth from facts."

Of course, this does not mean that Chen Ke became a mental patient from then on, but that Chen Ke chose Marxism as his new moral system and made the realization of China's liberation his goal of struggle. For Chen Ke himself, when the reshaping of his self-consciousness was determined, he was no longer just a person named Chen Ke, but became the embodiment of the Chinese communist revolution he believed in.

Chen Ke's learning personality no longer learned what should be done, but turned to learning how to put his moral system into practice. For Chen Ke at this time, he was like a deity walking on the earth, becoming a flesh-and-blood, living revolution. What Chen Ke had to do was to disguise himself as much as possible like a human so as not to scare humans.

The reason why ordinary people cannot understand saints is that ordinary people think that the purpose of saints is to be saints. But saints never believe that such creatures as saints exist; they merely implemented their own concepts. It's just that in the end, ordinary people put the hat of a saint on them.

Teacher's comment: This paper is mainly based on speculation, and the cited materials are extremely one-sided! Subjective!

Grade: Fail!



★


Simplified Characters

Volume 6 - Chapter 184

❧ ❧ ❧


8 Simplified Characters

Among historians, the People's Party's promotion of simplified characters has always been a debatable topic. Why exactly did the People's Party want to promote simplified characters? On the 120th anniversary of Chen Ke's birth, the overseas website Boxun published a series of articles with the theme "Who Destroyed Chinese History".

"Chen Ke, the master of 450 million people, in order to maintain his ruling status, or more precisely to maintain the status of the People's Party ruling clique he single-handedly created, did not hesitate to destroy China's culture and destroy China's written language. What does distant and ancient China have that is worth being proud of? Is it not its splendid and great culture? Is it not the spirit it has passed down continuously? Yet the People's Party adopted a policy of removing the firewood from under the pot, destroying the tool that carried this culture, replacing traditional characters with crippled characters, and replacing connotation and depth with rude simplicity. Is this not the greatest destruction of history?"

"The famous Professor of Chinese Culture at Harvard University, Dr. Chelfman, once frankly stated, 'I went to China a few years ago, but what disappointed me was that in China, you can no longer see orthodox Chinese culture. Everywhere there are high-rise buildings and cars. It is hard for you to find that aesthetic sense carrying history, those ancient architectures, and the few that remain have become scenic spots and parks. Without the Chinese people living within them, they have lost their soul. For all of this, Chen Ke must be held responsible.' This is the evil consequence of the People's Party promoting crippled characters for decades, the evil consequence caused by the fascist implementation of the policy of cultural destruction by the People's Party over the decades."

"Famous public intellectual and social activist, Mr. Mao Zhiche, when talking about the People's Party's cultural policy, once said with indignation, 'The People's Party's promotion of simplified characters is intended to exterminate the roots of my Chinese culture. Now, if you want to find Han Dynasty culture, you have to go to Korea; if you want to find Tang Dynasty culture, you have to go to Japan; if you want to find Late Qing and Republic culture, you have to go to Southeast Asia. What does China have? China has nothing.' Mr. Mao's words clearly indicate the attitude of the Chinese people towards the People's Party's policies, and even more so reflect the thinking and conscience of a contemporary intellectual."

This series of articles on Boxun soon aroused great repercussions overseas. With the rise of the People's Party's China, people increasingly noticed this ancient nation, and more and more people developed a strong interest in this Red China. Boxun's articles caused the eyes of the whole world to focus on China.

However, the People's Party made no response. If these articles wanted to spread in China, they first had to be translated into simplified characters, and then break through China's internet blockade. Neither of these two things was difficult. Simplified characters were very simple; even an illiterate old woman could master more than 500 characters in a short time, and that would be enough. Breaking through China's internet blockade was also not difficult; China's Great Firewall was incredibly fragile. Baidu it, or Google it, and you could easily run out of a country's computer network protection. These articles were soon uploaded to China's internet by people with intentions... ah... no... by volunteers.

#################################################

Liu Laohan was an authentic Chinese peasant, with only a junior high school education level. Of course, he only knew simplified characters. Liu Laohan had dug for food in the fields all his life and had never left the county seat. What he was most proud of was marrying a wife from the city. Liu Laohan's original name was Liu Yuguang. This name was given to him by his wife when he was in his twenties. His wife was also just a junior high school graduate, but in those days, a junior high student was very valuable. There were not many literate people in the whole county. Someone with a primary school education could be a teacher, and a slightly smarter one could mix in the county government as a clerk, getting a bag of rice every month.

At that time, the People's Party had just conquered the world, and simplified characters were brought over from the People's Party's old base areas. At that time, Liu Laohan was young, right at the time when he was a good hand at working in the fields. The People's Party came, and Liu Laohan didn't care. He didn't believe in gods anyway, nor did he believe in any government. He himself was an old crop master; under whoever's rule, farming was still farming. Could the People's Party make the wheat grow by itself in the fields?

Liu Laohan was a peasant, and Liu Laohan's parents were also peasants, not knowing a single big character. This was nothing strange; there were few literate people in the whole county anyway. The literate ones were the Xiucai masters; how could there be a share for these poor suffering people? Therefore, Liu Laohan didn't have a name either. He ranked third at home, so people called him Liu Laosan (Old Three Liu). When called often, the word "Lao" was omitted, and everyone directly called him Liu San. Liu Laohan had lived for 20 years with the title of Liu San.

Later, the People's Party came. Originally, the People's Party coming didn't mean much either. As the private school teacher in the neighboring village said, could they turn the sky upside down? Farmers, just do your work and plant your land; what's the fuss? But later the sky did flip. The People's Party didn't allow rent payment anymore. Originally, farming land and paying rent was perfectly justified; Liu San thought so too. If I farm for someone else, and they don't provide me with food or give me wages, then I have to ask for an explanation. But they provided food and gave money, so what was I fussing about? The cadres in the village came down to mobilize. Liu San thought that not paying rent now was a good thing, but if he had money in the future and bought a few acres of land, wouldn't it mean others wouldn't pay him rent either? Besides, who knew how long the People's Party could fight?

Later, the People's Party organized the Peasant Association. According to the People's Party's classification, the Liu family were middle peasants, and were also in the scope of those to be won over for membership. Liu San watched those poor peasants stop paying rent one by one, and some were even distributed land. He also heard that the People's Party had defeated the foreigners. Saying nothing else, if the People's Party distributed land to his own family, that would be incredible. Liu San joined the association, also to make it convenient to fish for news.

In the Peasant Association, a cadre calculated an account for everyone. What is a cadre? Roughly the same level as a Xiucai master. The People's Party didn't allow calling them "master", but asked to call them "comrade". Call them whatever, anyway, they were all literate people. Liu San always felt that literate people were the Stars of Wisdom descended from heaven; otherwise, how could they recognize characters and manage affairs? Liu San really felt that cadres were different. Once that account was calculated—how much grain was harvested each year, how much was given to the landlord, how much to the temple, how much the yamen collected, and this didn't even count the usury—in the end, not even ten percent was left for oneself. Liu San didn't want to pay rent anymore. Why should I? I work hard all year round, and in the end, it's all given away. We people are poor, but we aren't stupid.

Distributing land took a whole year before those old accounts were cleared up. The harvest this year was not good, but no one starved to death. If it were in previous years, even if the harvest was double, a few people would still have to starve to death. However, these matters had nothing to do with Liu San. The Peasant Association didn't distribute land to his family, nor did it distribute his family's land. He was classified as a middle peasant; this was something he had known for a long time.

Later, the Peasant Association wanted to run a peasant night school, saying they wanted to teach peasants to read, so they requisitioned that temple. The temple was one dedicated to the Earth God. Peasants ate by relying on the land, so this temple had some incense offerings. When the People's Party came, everyone was busy distributing land and farming, and no one paid money to the temple anymore. When the People's Party requisitioned the temple, Liu San took the lead. He led a group of young people and smashed the Earth God statue in the temple. Offering incense to the temple for a few years was not as good as the People's Party distributing land for one year. Young people naturally didn't believe in this anymore, and Liu San hadn't believed in it originally. This temple thus became the night school.

However, smashing statues was one thing, and literacy was another. How could peasants become literate? Liu San recalled the yamen notices he had seen before; they seemed very complicated. The private school teacher in the neighboring village also said that literacy required talent, and what talent did peasants have? Liu San didn't want to go to night school. With that time, he might as well think carefully about how to serve those few acres of land.

The gentlemen from the night school and the cadres in the village came to the village in person to do the work, patting their chests and guaranteeing that it would not affect farming. "If it affects it, we wouldn't come," Liu San thought. Liu San went anyway. A new female teacher came from the city. She wasn't much older than Liu San. Liu San's eyes went straight when he saw her. Being in one's 20s is the most beautiful age in life. Although most of Liu San's most beautiful age was given to the fields, for the remaining small part, Liu San got used to going to the temple to listen to the female teacher's lecture with a dozen other people. Later, Liu San found out that the female teacher was a junior high school student from the city. What is a junior high student? Probably someone like the Xiucai masters and Comrade Cadres. Liu San never thought that he could also become a junior high student.

The first lesson was to choose names. Rural people mostly didn't have good names. People believed that a cheap name made a child easy to raise. Liu San's later name, Liu Yaoguang, was chosen at this time. It meant bringing glory to one's ancestors, which wasn't a name with any deep connotation either.

The private school teacher in the neighboring village was disdainful of such names. Literati and refined scholars not only had to have a name but also a style name and pseudonym. There were special particularities between name, style, and pseudonym, which upstarts like the People's Party would not understand. However, when had peasants ever heard of style names? Liu San thought about asking the private school teacher to pick one for him too. The private school teacher was unhappy about it, so Liu San went to find the night school's female teacher.

This was the first time Liu San went to find the female teacher alone, and also the first time Liu San knew that there were things the female teacher didn't know, and that the female teacher didn't have a style name herself either. The female teacher told him that what she taught was different from what the private school teacher taught. Most of the Comrade Cadres and teachers did not have style names. The female teacher also said she taught simplified characters. What are simplified characters? The female teacher couldn't explain clearly either; anyway, they were different from the characters written by the Xiucais. What was the difference? Liu San didn't know, and the female teacher didn't know either. The female teacher was originally illiterate too, but the People's Party ran education in the city earlier and it was easier. The female teacher was taught by teachers in the city. The teachers in the city were all brought by the People's Party from the old base areas, and many of them were said to be peasants. The female teacher told Liu San that they all used simplified characters too, and they had also studied in the People's Party's schools. Could peasants also be teachers? More than that, the female teacher said with great certainty, she had seen many comrades who were of peasant origin, and they did things many times better than the Xiucai masters. The People's Party used to use Xiucai masters to teach, but now they didn't use them anymore.

That conversation left a deep impression on Liu San. It turned out the female teacher wasn't a Star of Wisdom descended from heaven who was born literate either; it turned out peasants could also be teachers. Liu San thought, if I could also be a teacher, would I be able to get a little closer to the female teacher? That day, for the first time in history, Liu San forgot to go to the fields.

There were more and more literate people. Although most people only knew a few dozen characters, or even just a few characters, fortunately, the county's announcements were also very simple. When they reached the village, they became slogans that anyone could recognize. The teachers' night school also turned into a full-day primary school in the winter. Even Liu San's parents, two people who hadn't known a single character in their lives, could write a few simple characters and recognize a few simple characters.

The private school teacher's days became harder and harder, so much so that he had to leave his big village and come to Liu San's small village. The private school teacher also set up a small school in the village, just a few li from the Earth God Temple. The private school teacher's small school charged fees.

There weren't many people in the small school, and the private school teacher's fees weren't high. Peasants no longer regarded literacy as something difficult. Those who learned quickly could already take newspapers from the People's Party teachers to read. Liu San was one of them.

The private school teacher came to find Liu San, wanting him to come to the small school to learn characters, saying he would choose a style name and pseudonym for him. Liu San thought about it and decided to go and see, giving the private school teacher two bags of millet. However, Liu San only went once and never went to that school again. Having become accustomed to simple characters, he always had a strange feeling when writing those complex strokes. The private school teacher's small school finally ended without a result; it was said he went to a school in the city. And Liu San felt heartache for his two bags of millet.

The night school finally had its day of ending. Most of the peasants had become literate. Naturally, they didn't know many characters, but they could barely read newspapers. There was someone in the Peasant Association specifically assigned to pick up newspapers from the city. There were ones published by the People's Party, and ones published by others; there were simplified ones and traditional ones. However, the Peasant Association never bought traditional newspapers because no one could understand them.

The female teacher was leaving too; it was said she was going back to the city to continue being a teacher. Liu San went to find the female teacher again. It was unknown how many times Liu San had gone to find the female teacher. Among the students with him, some had become Comrade Cadres, and some had joined the Party. Liu San himself was also working in the Peasant Association and started teaching others some simple characters. Liu San felt he had also become a Xiucai master, and then felt he was still a peasant. Actually, Xiucai masters were nothing special; they were just like peasants. Thinking this way, Liu San felt at ease; there was nothing bad about being a peasant.

Liu San couldn't bear to let the female teacher go, and the people in the village couldn't bear to let the night school teachers go either, but they were passers-by in the village after all. When leaving, the female teacher told Liu San that the middle school in the city was expanding enrollment, and she was teaching there. Liu San wanted to go to middle school, but he was already in his 20s. The fields relied entirely on him for work. His parents were getting old. If he left, what about the work in the fields? What would the family eat?

The old people in the village were all experienced. Who could the mind of a young lad in his 20s be hidden from? His two older brothers were already married, and Liu Da had even joined the army. Only he was still unmarried in his 20s, which was very rare in the countryside. Liu San went to the village cadres and also found the night school teachers. However, sympathy was sympathy; everyone had got land, and they couldn't even finish the work in their own fields, so where would they have the energy to support someone else's parents for free?

Liu San wanted to go to school, but he couldn't leave his parents and go by himself, leaving a brother to drag up the whole family. Liu San couldn't do such a thing; if he really did it, how could he face people in the future? The matter seemed to end like this. Liu San continued to be his peasant, teaching the village children and elderly to read when he was free. This was voluntary on his part; how could people not be literate? He seemed to have forgotten the matters of the Star of Wisdom and the private school teacher. Liu San himself had also become the children's teacher.

Things suddenly took a turn. The People's Party lacked cadres, lacked teachers, and lacked literate people. Liu San went into the city once to see the female teacher who taught him. The female teacher told him that the primary school in the county lacked teachers, the county government lacked literate clerks, and lacked accountants who could calculate. These positions couldn't be filled by just knowing a few characters; one had to have at least a primary school education and know arithmetic. Soon the county issued a document asking villages to recommend people who were good at literacy to go to the city to study. The People's Party would support them and give them Renminbi (RMB). With RMB, one could buy rice for the family, so the family wouldn't starve. The village cadres knew Liu San's mind, plus Liu San really counted as a cultured person in the village now. He taught the children to read, and the children loved to listen. Liu San thus changed from a teacher back to a student, and became the village's most outstanding and praiseworthy student. The cadres reported his name up, in black and white. The worry about the rear was solved, so he signed his name, his full name, Liu Yaoguang. Entering the city, people only recognized the name on the paper; who knew who Liu San was?

Liu Yaoguang entered the city. This wasn't his first time entering the city, yet he still was like a child just entering the city. He seemed to feel that everywhere there were things he needed to learn, and people everywhere were looking at him. He wished he could stick out his chest and tell people he was literate, and he was going to learn even more things. Liu San entered the training class in the city, which was specifically organized for them. The ages of the outstanding students from various villages were uneven. Although they all had a certain foundation, they couldn't compare with the primary school students in the city after all, so everything had to be simplified and accelerated. Taking classes with them were also some people from the city. Their teachers were teachers from various schools serving concurrently.

The process of literacy had nothing much to say; it was just an upgraded version of night school. The characters were very simple, without any special connotation or taboos. Copy a character a few more times, the teacher explains the meaning simply, and one learns it. The novel thing was arithmetic. Accounting was also a branch of learning. Liu Yaoguang felt he could calculate accounts; one load of grain plus one load of grain was two loads. That wasn't necessarily true; Liu Yaoguang thought again, that depended on what grain it was. Arithmetic didn't need to consider what grain it was; just adding up was enough. This wasn't hard. What was hard was multiplication and division. Liu Yaoguang spent a lot of effort to memorize the multiplication table, just like reciting some mysterious spell. Besides these two subjects, there were social studies and nature studies. Liu Yaoguang met his private school teacher in this class; the private school teacher had now also become a student.

The private school teacher seemed to be having a hard time in the city. After teaching in a school for a few days, the school didn't want him anymore. In these times, no one was interested in how many ways "hui" could be written anymore, nor was anyone willing to learn what symbol a radical evolved from, let alone study what that stroke or that line symbolized. People had been hungry for thousands of years and uncultured for thousands of years. Now that there was finally hope to be full, would they not turn this hope into reality as soon as possible, but instead go talk about some "connotation"?

The private school teacher finally completely lost his job. People didn't need him to read announcements or write letters. The private school teacher didn't know what to do either, until the People's Party started a "Great Cleanup" movement. What exactly this movement was about, Liu Yaoguang couldn't figure out at all, and even the female teacher couldn't figure it out? It was just that overnight, the fortune-telling stalls, beggars, brothels, and casinos all over the streets seemed to disappear. Even the petty thieves and unemployed vagrants were all taken in by the People's Party. The private school teacher knew a bit more. He was counted as an unemployed vagrant by the People's Party. Actually, being taken in was good. The private school teacher was literate after all and had taught for most of his life. As long as he restudied a bit, he could still work when released. The private school teacher still sighed sometimes, saying things like "people's hearts are not what they used to be", but when it was really his turn to do things, he was quite active. Liu Yaoguang felt that the private school teacher was also different from before.

People always change. Didn't Liu San himself turn into Liu Yaoguang?

When the study class graduated, the County Party Secretary came to give a speech. Liu Yaoguang knew the County Party Secretary. Before, when the county was conducting rural surveys, the Secretary came down riding a broken bicycle that clanked. Later, he ate a meal at Liu's house; it was nothing big.

What the Secretary said at that time, Liu San couldn't remember clearly. He just remembered "Seek truth from facts", "Serve the people" or something. These words were spoken by the teachers every day in social studies class. Later, Liu San submitted his party membership application, and someone came specifically to talk to him, also talking about this every day, until Liu Yaoguang's ears grew calluses. Liu Yaoguang was still a bit indignant; don't I know such things? Maybe he knew, maybe he didn't. Anyway, the People's Party never expected anyone to know by themselves. Chairman Chen himself said that sometimes he wouldn't know either.

The study class ended, and the students each got a gift, a simplified character edition of "General History of China". This was a big generous act in the past; that much paper was worth a lot of money.

After the study class ended, Liu Yaoguang was assigned to teach in a primary school in the city, and at the same time, he studied as a student in the middle school in the city. Liu Yaoguang never thought there would be such a thing; it turned out teachers and students weren't much different either.

Later, Liu Yaoguang got married. He himself didn't know how it happened; it seemed everything was so confused yet logical. He himself was a primary school teacher, and his wife was a middle school teacher. No one said words like "I love you", but the matter just strangely succeeded like this.

The wedding was held in the village. Back in the countryside, Liu Yaoguang became Liu San again, but a Liu San who could write. The invitations were all written by Liu San himself. He wasn't afraid that anyone wouldn't recognize them. Paper was cheap too. Liu San also became more and more used to using RMB to calculate accounts, instead of using rice. At the wedding, Liu San seemed to have really brought glory to his ancestors. No one expected he could marry a wife from the city. However, people are always changing. Before, who could have thought that he could recognize characters? Yet Liu San didn't feel he had brought glory to his ancestors. He told everyone that his wife was his teacher for a lifetime.

Boxun's articles did not have any big reaction in China. Those who should work worked, those who should go to school went to school. Everyone had their own business and was fighting for their own future. Instead, it was a large group of idle people—they might not necessarily recognize many traditional characters, but whenever something touched on culture and conscience, they always had to come out and say a couple of sentences.

The People's Daily finally reacted. It published an article titled "The People's History" in its overseas edition.

"If old China had any culture, it was merely the culture of a few million old literati, the culture of less than one percent of the population, the culture of the landlord class and their accomplices. This is not the people's culture. The people couldn't even understand the writing that carried this culture, nor could they afford the books that carried this culture. The people's culture had to rely on word of mouth, or the great benevolence of a few idle people. Our People's Party will absolutely not allow this situation to continue in New China."

"They accuse us of destroying Chinese culture. Perhaps in their eyes, Chinese culture is just that set of old things. Chinese people should live in the legacy left by the small-peasant society, allowing the gentry to shed a few tears and shout 'bravo' a few times to satisfy the gentry's so-called aesthetic feelings. They are wrong. China has always been progressive. We selectively keep some old things to warn future generations; we will absolutely not allow ourselves to regress into these old things."

"If everyone can read books and newspapers, if everyone can use written tools to express their views, if everyone can see history through text—if this is called destroying culture, then yes, that is exactly what we are doing. We intend to destroy the old culture of those few million old literati who ruled China for thousands of years, and hand the tool of cultural creation to the people, letting them create their own new culture."

The People's Daily article, like the Boxun articles, did not cause any sensation in China. In the eyes of most Chinese people, this was no longer a topic that needed discussion; perhaps in the future in the hearts of most foreigners, this will also no longer be something that needs discussion.
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1 Prequel

Perhaps many readers know that back when *The Legend of Maoshan Demon Slaying* turned out to be a massive hit, US President Roosevelt once gathered a group of American filmmakers to shoot a movie comparable to *The Legend of Maoshan Demon Slaying* to strike back at China. But they failed. The backwardness in technology and ideology made every self-aware director shake their head. In the end, they had to make do with a clumsy imitation of *The Great Dictator* called *The Eastern Dictator*. This movie has now become a legend—it is said that all 36 copies disappeared in a fire in Washington in 1935. Later, in his own memoirs, Roosevelt wrote: This movie, which mainly depicted "an Asian primitive tribe slowly breaking away from ignorance by stealing bits and pieces of Western civilization, and finally deciding to challenge Western civilization," was never publicly released because of its "clumsy script, disgusting acting, and vulgar visuals." Roosevelt, who had seen *The Legend of Maoshan Demon Slaying*, decided almost immediately not to release it, as it would be a humiliation.

But Roosevelt did not give up. On the one hand, he decided to constantly rerun *Sherlock Holmes vs. Dr. Manchu*; on the other hand, he convened representatives of the National Artists Association and, by presidential decree, required them to create an "evil villain fitting the American people's imagination" to counter "the brainwashing propaganda of the reactionary Eastern Communist Party," and relatively "subtly" required that his appearance must be consistent with "a certain dictator of a major Eastern country."

The National Artists Association quickly responded. An evil villain named "Chen" was created: he was an Asian man of about 40, proficient in chemistry, physics, and art, cruel and ferocious—almost a brother to Dr. Manchu...

But these early dark images undoubtedly carried the "standard villain template" of that era, and due to political reasons, these "stupidity factors" were infinitely magnified: they were either full of strength but incredibly stupid, or highly intelligent but loved to chatter endlessly.

The American people did not seem to buy these images. Even Roosevelt, who issued the presidential decree, privately said, "If the one across the Pacific is this kind of trash, then what are our European allies who were beaten by them until they were looking for their teeth on the ground?"

It must be said that the creativity of the American people is still very high. When they discovered their mistake, the overall style changed immediately.

And so, "evil mind" and "destructive power" completed their convergence. The combination of "undying Nero" plus "dark Sherlock Holmes" exploded with amazing potential. A figure called the "perfect villain" by the *New York Times* was born—"He has advanced technology, an unparalleled mind, and countless abilities. If he walked in the light, everyone would submit, but he is tired of the light; if he devoted himself to science and art, Archimedes and Shakespeare would regard him as a mentor, but he sneers at the human nature of pursuing beauty; if he appeared on the battlefield, Troy would be his stage alone, but he prefers to sit high on the throne and appreciate the slaughter among people—he is K, he is the Serpent of Eden, the Master of Sodom, the friend of Satan and the enemy of the gods—he is you, he is me, he is the deepest evil in each of our hearts."

This villain character was so successful that he gained public recognition in a very short time and appeared in almost every popular legend story in an even shorter time. According to incomplete statistics, as of last October, this Easterner named K has appeared in 13,897 works. If you care about American TV series, you will also find that the series *K—Deep Darkness* currently being prepared by FOX is about to air next March. For a character who has been born for nearly a century, this is the best proof of his popularity.

Also because this character was too successful, his "failure at the key moment" seemed extremely forced. After the serialization newspaper received a large number of protest letters, the National Artists Association launched a great debate on "weakening K's abilities" or "finding a weakness for K." The result of this debate, which was essentially about "whether a character should be perfect," almost established the rules for fictional character creation that persist to this day.

But the result exceeded everyone's expectations. The third path of "since there is a perfect villain, give him a perfect hero" rose abruptly. An alien who grew up in Kansas, with a red cape and a big "S" symbol, appeared. His appearance was so epoch-making, and later it triggered the "superhero" wave in the American art world. However, borrowing a sentence from the famous writer Renwuai Sinuo to summarize it is most appropriate—every superhero can only see the back of Superman, but opposite Superman, there is always K standing.
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